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William Le Queux was born in London on 2 July 1864, the elder son of the late William Le Queux, a Frenchman, of Châteauroux, the capital of Indre. His childhood days were spent in England and one of his earliest friends was the famous preacher Charles H. Spurgeon of the Metropolitan Tabernacle.


Guilty Bonds (1891)
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Guilty Bonds was first published in England in 1891 and in America a few years later. Le Queux was the son of a French draper and an English mother. He was educated in various cities of Europe, including for a significant amount of time in Paris. He began his career as a journalist writing for a plethora of French newspapers, while he travelled across Europe. He returned to London in the 1880s when he was in his mid-twenties, where he edited two magazines, before securing the position of parliamentary reporter for The Globe in 1891. This was a popular British newspaper published between 1803 and 1921. It was founded by the coal mining businessman, Christopher Blackett and was considered a radical paper during the 1820s when it was owned by economist and former military officer, Robert Torrens. However, by the time Le Queux was working there, it was owned by a Tory group and the politics of the periodical reflected that.

Guilty Bonds is an example of an early espionage novel, which centred on political conspiracy in Russia and was subsequently banned from publication in that country. The novel follows the travails of Frank Burgoyne, who is newly rich from an inheritance, and subsequently falls in love with a beautiful and mysterious Russian woman, Vera Seroff. He quickly becomes entangled in a web of intrigue and assassinations. Burgoyne endures a series of bizarre and humiliating experiences, as he struggles to understand the motivations and desires of Vera.
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Le Queux as a young man
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Chapter One.

The Mystery of Bedford Place.
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COME, HAVE ANOTHER hand, Burgoyne.

Ill have my revenge to-morrow, old fellow, I replied.

Why not to-night?

Its past two, and Ive a long walk home, remember.

Very well; as you wish.

My friend, Robert Nugent, a journalist, was young man, tall and dark, twenty-seven at the outside, with a pleasant, smiling face. His wavy hair, worn rather long, and negligence of attire gave him a dash of the genial good-for-nothing.

It was in the card-room of that Bohemian — but, alas, now defunct — institution, the Junior Garrick Club, where we had been indulging in a friendly hand. Having finished our game, we ordered some refreshment, and seated ourselves upon the balcony on Adelphi Terrace, smoking our last cigarettes, and watching the ripple of the stream, the broken reflection of the stars, and many lights that lined the Thames. All was dark in the houses on the opposite shore; the summer wind whispered in the leafy boughs on the Embankment, and a faint cold grey in the east showed that night was on the edge of morn.

For some time we sat chatting, until Big Ben boomed forth three oclock; then we rose, and wishing good-night to the men who were still playing, sought our hats and left the club.

We walked together as far as Danes Inn, where we parted, Nugent entering the Inn, while I continued my homeward walk alone. From the Strand to Torrington Square is a considerable distance; but I did not feel inclined for sleep, and sauntered along in the steely light, enjoying the silence and solitude of the deserted streets, absorbed in my own thoughts.

What need I say about myself? Some envied me, I knew, for I chanced to be the only son of a wealthy man who had died a few months before, leaving me a handsome fortune, together with a stately old mansion in Northamptonshire. In the choice of a profession I had not altogether pleased my father, the result being that the old gentleman was somewhat niggardly regarding my allowance, and in consequence of this I had lived a devil-may-care Bohemian life, earning a moderate living by my pen. But upon my fathers death a change came, and now, instead of a hand-to-mouth existence, I found myself with an income which far exceeded my wildest expectations. This sudden affluence might have turned the head of many a man, but it made very little difference to me. My friends, for the most part struggling artists and literary men, congratulated me upon my good fortune, probably believing that now I was rich I should cut them. They were mistaken; I continued to live pretty much as before, though I gave up literary work and devoted more time to pleasure.

Dreamily pondering over what I should do in the future, and heedless of where my footsteps led me, I had crossed Holborn and was passing along Bedford Place, Bloomsbury, before I was aroused from my reverie.

At that moment I was passing a rather large, handsome-looking house, of a character somewhat superior to its neighbours, inasmuch as its outward appearance had an air of wealth and prosperity. The other houses were in darkness, but the drawing-room of this particular one was brilliantly lit, the window being almost on a level with the pavement.

A faint agonised cry caused me to pause in my walk. For some moments I stood before the gilt-topped railings listening, but no other sound greeted my ears.

My idle, reflective mood suddenly fled. Recalled from it by the startling distinctness of the appeal — half-moan, half-scream, with its intonation of anguish — an overwhelming curiosity possessed me.

An ominous sound: what could it mean?

Impelled by an involuntary inquisitiveness I resolved to ascertain, if possible, the cause of this midnight cry of distress.

The gate leading to the front door was open. I crept inside and advanced cautiously.

Upon tiptoe I placed my face close to the glass of the window. At first my expectations seemed doomed, but to my intense joy I found a small aperture between the blind and window-sash through which a glimpse of the interior could be obtained.

My eager eyes fell upon a scene which caused me to start back with a scarcely repressed ejaculation of horror and surprise!

A tragedy had been enacted!

Stretched at full length upon the carpet was the form of a woman in a white flimsy evening dress, the breast of which bore a large crimson stain — the stain of blood!

Utterly unable to make up my mind how to act, I stood rooted to the spot. A violent gust of wind swept down the street, causing the lights in the lamps to flicker, and the branches of the stunted trees to groan beneath its power.

Just then the front door opened and closed noiselessly, and as I drew back into the shadow a man passed me so closely that I could touch him; and after glancing anxiously up and down the street, walked hurriedly away.

As he brushed past, the light from a neighbouring street-lamp disclosed the face of a young and rather handsome man, with dark eyes and carefully waxed moustache — a face it was impossible to mistake.

I hesitated a few seconds whether I should give the alarm and follow him. The echo of his retreating footsteps brought me to my senses, and I started off after the fugitive.

As soon as he heard my footsteps behind him, however, he quickened his pace. I had gained on him until he was within a hundred yards or so, when he suddenly turned half-fearfully around, and started running as fast as his legs could carry him.

I called upon him to stop, but he took no heed. We were soon in Russell Square, and, crossing it, turned the corner at the Alexandra Hospital and continued along Guilford Street into Grays Inn Road. I was a fairly good runner, yet though I exerted every muscle in my endeavours to catch the man, nevertheless he gradually increased the distance between us.

It was an exciting chase. If I could only meet a policeman no doubt we might run him to earth by our combined efforts; but after the lapse of five minutes, without meeting one of the guardians of the public peace, the mysterious man dived into some intricate turnings, with which he was evidently too well acquainted, and I was compelled to relinquish the pursuit.

He had escaped!


Chapter Two.

Sealed Lips.
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WITH SOME DIFFICULTY I at last found my way back to the house, but all was quiet, and the passer-by would little dream of the terrible tragedy that had taken place within. I had no time for reflection, however, for I heard the well-known creaking footstep, and saw the flashing of a distant bulls-eye, betokening the arrival of a policeman from the opposite direction.

Hastening to meet the constable, with excited gesture and confused accents, I told him of my horrible discovery. At first the man seemed inclined to disbelieve it, but seeing I was in earnest, accompanied me to the house, and peeped in at the window as directed.

He started when his gaze fell upon the prostrate woman.

Do you know who lives ere? he asked.

No. Havent I told you Im an utter stranger? I replied.

As I spoke he ran up the short flight of stone steps and pulled the large brass knob beside the door.

Clear and distinct the deep-toned bell clanged out somewhere in the regions at the rear, but there was no response.

As suddenly as it had risen the wind sank; the streets were silent, the houses gloomy as rows of sepulchres tenanted only by the departed; and as the day broke, cold and grey, light fleecy clouds gathered over the waning moon.

Twice the constable tugged at the bell in his efforts to awaken the inmates of the house, but all was still, save for the bark of a distant dog. Although we both strained our ears, no sounds of life were apparent within.

Shall I go round to the station for help? I can find it if you will direct me, I said to the man.

No; you stay ere. Theres no necessity, replied he gruffly. Ill soon call my mates, and applying his whistle to his lips, he blew a series of shrill calls, which were immediately answered by others.

Ten minutes later three policemen had arrived, and, finding there was no entrance from the rear, had burst open the door.

The houses adjoining were both empty, so no neighbours were awakened by the noise.

We entered undisturbed.

From the spacious hall several doors opened right and left; while immediately opposite was a broad staircase.

With but a hasty glance around we passed to a door which stood open, and from which a flood of light was issuing. There our eyes encountered a terrible sight.

Lying on her back upon the carpet, with her arms outstretched above her head, was a tall and undeniably beautiful woman of about thirty years of age. Her wealth of fair hair had become unfastened, and fell in disorder about her bare shoulders. Her lips were still apart, as if in her last moments she had uttered a cry, and her clear blue eyes, wide open, had in them a stony stare — that of death.

Attired in an elegant evening dress of soft white silk, her low bodice revealed the fatal wound in her breast from which the blood slowly oozed, forming a dark crimson pool upon the carpet. Upon her wrist was a splendid diamond bracelet of an uncommon pattern, for it was shaped to represent a double-headed snake, and under the gaslight the gems danced and gleamed with a thousand fires.

The appearance of the murdered woman was hideous enough in itself, but something else we saw startled us, and sent an increased thrill of horror through our nerves.

We were awe-struck by the sight of it, yet there was nothing extraordinarily revolting — merely a half sheet of notepaper upon which was a large red seal of a peculiar character, fastened to the breast of the dress.

Good God! The Seal!

It was the ejaculation of one of the constables as he knelt and unpinned the paper.

Breathlessly, we bent over the piece of paper and closely examined it, for we were all aware of the unparalleled and inexplicable mysteries with which not only London but the whole world was ringing.

It had an awful significance.

That its exact dimensions and strange hieroglyphics may be the more readily conceived, I reproduce it here: — 
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The horrible mystery connected with the fatal device flashed vividly across my mind in an instant, as, with a sickly, giddy feeling in my head, my heart beating violently, and my hands trembling as if palsied, I examined it. What did it mean? I wondered in a dazed fashion, for my thoughts seemed in a whirl of maddening velocity. There was no power in my mind to grasp the meaning of the hideous fact at first, and only a stupefied, dull sense of evil filled my soul.

My mental vision grew gradually clearer after a few moments; as if slowly awakening from a frightful dream, I drew myself together, trying to grasp the full interpretation of the mysterious symbol.

Within the past few months there had been no fewer than six murders in different countries, and in every case a piece of paper with a seal identical with the one we had just discovered had been found pinned upon the breast of the victim; yet in no instance had there been a clue to the murderer, though all the vigilance of the police, both at Scotland Yard and elsewhere, had been directed towards the elucidation of the mystery.

We stood aghast and pale, for the discovery had completely dumbfounded us.

There had been something so uncanny, almost supernatural, about the six other crimes, which so closely followed each other, that for the moment we were quite unnerved at this latest essay of the unrevealed assassin.

A momentary glance sufficed to convince the constables that a brutal murder had been committed, and after a few moments hesitation two of their number hurried out — one to fetch the divisional surgeon, the other to report to the inspector on duty at the station.

The two constables remaining gently lifted the corpse, and placing it upon a low lounge near, began to examine the apartment. It was a luxuriously-furnished drawing-room, and the gas, which burned in crimson glass, threw a soft harmonious light over the furniture and hangings, which were composed of pale blue satin; and upon the costly nick-nacks which plainly showed the owner was possessed of artistic tastes and refinement. A room, in fact, which bore the unmistakable traces of the daily presence of a woman of wealth and culture.

Glancing round, I could see that some of the articles were of great value. The pictures were for the most part rare, the quaint old Dresden and Sèvres upon the brackets, and the ivory carvings, were all curiosities of no ordinary character, while upon the mantelshelf stood a French clock, the tiny peal of silver bells of which chimed merrily, even as I looked.

Presently the officers concluded their examination of the room, and taking one of the candles from the piano, proceeded upstairs to search the house.

Accompanying them, I, an unwilling witness of this midnight tragedy, found the whole of the rooms furnished in elegant taste, no expense having been spared to make them the acme of comfort and luxury. Every nook and corner was searched, without success, so we returned again to the drawing-room.

To our surprise we found the body had moved slightly from the position in which we had placed it. The womans bloodless face seemed gradually to assume the faintest flush, her eyelids quivered, and in a strange, low whisper she uttered a word which to us was unintelligible.

Again she articulated it with evident difficulty; then a convulsive shudder shook her frame, her breast heaved, and her features again grew pale and rigid.

We stood watching her for a moment. One of the constables placed his hand upon her breast, but withdrew it, saying, Its all over with her, poor thing; Im afraid the doctor wont be able to do her any good.

And we sat down to await the arrival of the inspector and surgeon, conversing only in low whispers.

A few minutes had elapsed, when they entered.

The doctor, as soon as he saw her, shook his head, saying, Dead, poor woman! Ah! stabbed to the heart, I see.

Murder, evidently, exclaimed the inspector, glancing round; then turning to the constables, he asked, Have you searched the house?

Yes, sir, they replied.

Found anything?

This, we found in the hall, replied one of the men, taking a small Indian dagger from a side-table, and this paper was pinned upon her dress.

The production of the seal caused both the inspector and doctor to start in surprise, and the former, after examining it, placed it carefully in his pocket-book.

Taking the knife in his hand, the inspector examined it minutely. It was stained with blood — evidently the weapon with which the murderer had dealt the fatal blow.

The doctor also looked at it, and wiping the blood from the victims breast, gazed upon the wound, saying, Yes, thats the knife, without a doubt; but who did it is the question.

Whos this gentleman? asked the officer, jerking his thumb towards me.

Gentleman who informed us, sir.

Do you know who lives here? he asked, sharply, turning to me.

No, I do not. I am quite a stranger; in fact, I have never been in this street before in my life.

Hum! he grunted, in a rather suspicious manner. And how came you to know anything about the affair?

I chanced to be passing at the time, and my attention was attracted by a scream. I found a space between the blind and the window, and my curiosity being aroused, I looked in and saw the woman had been murdered.

Is that all you know? he asked.

Thats all.

Well, you wont mind just stepping round to the station for a few minutes, will you? Then you can give us your version of the matter.

Oh, certainly I will, with pleasure, I replied. The inspector having given some instructions to his men, the body of the murdered woman was covered with a table-cloth, and we went out leaving two constables in charge of the premises.

Dawn was spreading now; the stars had disappeared, and there were some saffron tints in the east, heralding the suns coming. At the corner of Montague Street the doctor wished us good-morning, and strode away in an opposite direction, scarcely well pleased at being aroused from his bed and called out to witness so unpleasant a sight.


Chapter Three.

What the World Said.
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A QUARTER OF an hour later I was in the inspectors office at Tottenham Court Road Police-Station, relating to him all I knew of the horrible discovery.

You saw a man come out, you say? Are you certain of this? the inspector asked, after I had concluded my story.

Quite; and, whats more, I saw his face.

Would you know him again? he inquired, eyeing me keenly.

Certainly, I should.

Well, when you saw him, what did you do?

I followed him. We ran for nearly five minutes without meeting a constable, and I subsequently lost sight of him in Grays Inn Road.

For five minutes without meeting one of our men? repeated the inspector, dubiously.

Yes. I shouted, but nobody came to my assistance, I replied, for I had not failed to notice the suspicion with which he regarded me.

The inspectors brows contracted slightly as he took a slate from his desk, saying, Give me his description as accurately as possible, please.

I did so, and he wrote at my dictation. As soon as he had finished, he handed the slate to a sergeant, who at once went to the row of telegraph instruments and transmitted the description of the murderer to all the stations in the Metropolitan Police District.

And this was upon the body when you saw it? exclaimed the officer, smoothing out the crumpled piece of paper before placing it upon the desk in front of him.

I nodded an affirmative, and proceeded to describe the position of the paper as pinned upon the breast.

Hum! well, I think thats all, said he, when I had finished. You say you live in Torrington Square. Ah! I have the number. And you spent the evening at the Junior Garrick Club — was that so?

Yes.

At the inquest we shall want you as a witness; but you will get warning in due course. Good-morning.

I left the station, and trudged homeward, full of thoughts of the horrible scene of which I had been an involuntary spectator.

Truly the night had been an eventful one.

The discovery had been made too late for the first editions of the morning papers, but those published on the following evening gave accounts of the tragedy, headed Another Mysterious Murder: The Mystic Seal again, in which the details of the crime were most graphically told, the facts exaggerated, and plenty of fiction infused; for that style known as the New Journalism seems to have been invented for the purpose of satisfying the craving for sensational reading.

During the day I was pestered with interviewers. Several enterprising reporters, who saw a chance of making an interesting column of copy out of me, sent up their cards, and to them I granted an audience. Following these came two detectives from the Criminal Investigation Department, who also wished for a description of my nights adventure.

This I gave willingly, yet to my astonishment and annoyance I found, when I went down to the club in the evening, that the police had been making inquiries of the servants as to what time I left on the previous night, besides endeavouring to learn various other particulars.

I, Frank Burgoyne, was evidently suspected of the crime!

There had been six murders, all curious, unexplained mysteries, which had formed the chief topic of conversation and comment in the newspapers for the past few weeks. In each there appeared an utter absence of motive, which made the enigma doubly puzzling; and though the murderer had sought his victims from every rank of society, the same seal — evidently impressed by the same hand — had been found pinned upon the breast of the corpses.

Premeditated the crimes undoubtedly were, and accomplished by one to whom murder was an art, for in not a single instance was there the slightest clue to his identity, though some were committed in broad daylight. The modus operandi appeared to be similar in every case, and with the exception of one victim, who had been shot, the remaining five had all been stabbed to the heart by a stiletto, which the murderer usually carried away with him.

Various were the theories advanced as to the motives for these appalling deeds.

Some journals suggested that the murderer was a maniac, whose insatiable thirst for blood was controlled by the moons changes. This appeared plausible enough to some, but others asked how, if he were a lunatic, did he continue so effectually to conceal himself. These were told there was method in madness, and that in all probability the murderer was insane whilst committing the crimes, and immediately afterwards, on gaining his right senses, he remembered nothing of the fearful deeds.

Such hypotheses, and others of a far wilder character, were daily talk, not only throughout the Kingdom, but in all the Continental capitals, and in America. Although several heavy rewards had been offered for the apprehension of the defender, and a free pardon to any accomplice, all efforts to discover him were futile. The shrewdest detectives acknowledged themselves utterly baffled.

The most inexplicable part of the mystery was the fact that the crimes were not confined to one city, or even to one country, but had been committed at places at great distances from one another. This plainly showed that the murderer travelled with almost miraculous rapidity.

Very little sensation was created by the first discovery, although it was regarded as a mysterious affair. It occurred in New York, where a celebrated financier, George M. Sheward, was discovered one day in his private office, stabbed to the heart. Here the fatal seal first made its appearance. At the time the New York police thought little of the fact, and the finding of the symbol was not made public until subsequently, when other crimes had taken place, and the same emblem was found.

From inquiries, it appeared that the deceased arrived at Wall Street, as usual, at ten oclock in the morning, retiring into his room, which was only separated from that of his clerks by a short passage, some ten feet in length. He remained in his room an hour, interviewing several clients and attending to his correspondence. His manager had occasion to consult him shortly after eleven, when on entering the room he was horrified at finding him dead in his chair. Upon the blotting-pad before him lay the paper whereon was the seal.

The persons who had called to see the murdered man were so numerous that neither of the clerks could tell who had been the last to visit their master, yet it was certain that the murderer, whoever he was, had passed through the public office to get to the principals room.

As the deceased gentleman had a world-wide reputation, the fact of his sudden death from some unknown assassin was speedily carried to the ends of the civilised globe, or, at all events, to the great centres where his financial influence was felt. He was a quiet, reserved man, but had many friends, for his well-known benevolence of disposition, combined with his immense wealth, had acquired for him a celebrity in more circles than one.

The New York police, aided by the powerful agency of the Press, which in America takes a peculiar pride in the business of the detection of crime, gave all its energies to the unravelling of the mystery; but their efforts, alas! were in vain. Before a fortnight had passed, news was received from Vienna that Herr Scherb, a wealthy professor, a man of great scientific attainments, had been stabbed in a restaurant at mid-day.

It appeared that a waiter, on approaching a table at which Herr Scherb was sitting, was terrified to observe that he was quite dead. The cause of his sudden demise was a glittering dagger, even then firmly fixed in the breast. On this being removed, it was discovered that a piece of paper bearing the seal had been fastened to the handle.

With trembling fingers and blanched faces the spectators unfolded it, and tried to decipher the hieroglyphics. It was not until the discovery of this seal had gained publicity that the New York police admitted finding one that was identical.

This was considered a very curious circumstance and was freely commented upon by various London and provincial newspapers, some giving a woodcut of what purported to be a representation of the mysterious characters upon the seal. Considerable excitement was caused thereby, and numbers of antiquarians and others at once set about trying to solve its meaning; but although editors were flooded with correspondence from those who professed to have found an elucidation, it remained as enigmatical as ever.

Just as the excitement was abating there came information of a third tragedy. This time a young French actress, Mlle. Voiturit, who was première danseuse at the Eden Theatre in Paris, was discovered late one evening in the Kalverstraat at Amsterdam, dying from the effects of a knife-wound in the breast.

There were dozens of persons passing and repassing in the street at the time of the occurrence, nevertheless, so swiftly and surely was the blow dealt and the seal attached, that before a crowd had assembled, the unfortunate young artiste had expired.

This created little less than a panic.

By the existence of the seals — each of which corresponded in every detail with the others — the fact was proved that the murders, if not committed by the same hand, were within the knowledge of the same person. This, of course, was a peculiar element in the case, and not a little speculation was indulged in as to what was the chief motive leading to the commission of crimes so outrageous.

The next dastardly affair caused a thrill of amazement and horror through the whole of Europe.

Mr Joseph Glossop, member of the House of Commons, and one of Societys shining lights, had been found dead in bed at his house in Mount Street, Grosvenor Square, in most curious circumstances. True, the deceased had met with his death much in the same manner as the three previous victims, and he seal was present in exactly the same form, yet the window of the room was securely fastened, and the door locked.

This catastrophe caused the hearts of the three great capitals to throb with fear and indignation and the efforts of the police were redoubled. The same result — or lack of result — followed all their endeavours, however, and again nothing was discovered of the assassin who so ruthlessly took the lives of his unoffending fellow-men.

The police were utterly powerless, for the marvellous, almost superhuman, swiftness with which the fell deeds were accomplished, and the manner in which the murderer gained access to his victims, were two points which were entirely incomprehensible.

But while this situation was bad enough, it was nothing when compared with the complete paralysis which took possession of the entire population when, a few weeks later, the work of the same dreadful hand was observed, this time at Zurich, where Madame Daburon — a celebrated authoress, whose works, principally on political questions, and of a Socialistic tendency, had attracted a great deal of attention — was found lying in the bottom of a pleasure boat drifting upon the Lake.

The discovery was made by a party of tourists who were out sailing, and their dismay may be readily imagined when they found the unfortunate woman had been shot in the breast, and the seal placed upon her.

There were neither oars nor rudder to the boat, yet from the presence of blood it was plain that the shot was fired after the murdered woman had embarked, and it was more than probable that the assassin, before escaping, threw both oars and rudder overboard. How he landed was a mystery.

Hardly had the news of this latest crime reached London, when the sensation was increased by the report that another person had been discovered in the metropolis with the seal upon him.

In a few hours this statement was confirmed.

It transpired that on the afternoon following the discovery in Switzerland some children who were at play in Upper Street, Islington, noticed blood trickling from under the door of a pawnbrokers shop occupied by Mr Isaac Solomons. The police were called; with difficulty the door was forced. Solomons was found face downwards in the passage, with a fearful gash in his throat, and on lifting the body, the seal was seen pinned upon him.

The seventh of this remarkable series was the Mystery of Bedford Place.

The Comet — most sensational of evening newspapers — upon the staff of which was my friend Bob Nugent, appeared with what it assured its readers was a portrait of the murdered woman, and in its comments upon the continuation of the mysterious crimes severely criticised our police system, asking what was the use of a Commissioner, of detectives, of a police force at all, if crimes could be committed with impunity in our very midst.

The murderer apparently treated the vigilance of the combined detective force of Europe with the utmost indifference, and such an attitude was alarming, for, as the latter acknowledged themselves defeated, there was no telling where this wholesale butchery would end!

That there was a motive for it all no one doubted, though it was a problem none could solve.

What was to be done? demanded the public; a question on which the newspapers were skilfully silent.

Questions were asked in the House, but the reply was that all that could be done had been done.

The population were to be coolly assassinated, while the apathetic authorities made no secret of their incompetency, and treated it with unconcern.

The excitement rose to fever heat.


Chapter Four.

Startling revelations.

[image: img21.jpg]

THE CORONER HELD his inquiry at a neighbouring tavern two days after the murder, but the investigations, instead of throwing any light upon the mystery, only increased it.

After the jury had formally viewed the body, the coroner, addressing the inspector in charge of the case, said, — 

We will take evidence of identification first.

We have none, sir, up to the present, replied the officer gravely.

The jury looked at one another in dismay.

What! exclaimed the coroner. Have you not discovered who the lady is?

No, sir. The only evidence we can procure is that of an estate agent by whom the house was let to deceased.

Call him.

The oath having been administered to the witness, a man named Stevenson, he proceeded to give his evidence, from which it appeared that he was an agent carrying on business in Gower Street. A few months previous he was entrusted with the house in Bedford Place to let furnished, the family having gone abroad. A month ago the deceased called upon him, and after viewing the premises, consented to take them, paying six months rent in advance, and giving her name as Mrs Inglewood. She was undoubtedly a lady of means, for she kept two servants and rode out daily in a brougham hired from a neighbouring livery stable.

The most unaccountable feature of the case, however, was that neither of these servants were in the house at the time of the murder, nor had they since returned. The police had been unable to discover any one else who knew the murdered woman, or could give any particulars regarding her.

The next witness was myself, and my depositions were rather more satisfactory. I related my experience on the fatal night, and how I had discovered the crime. Then I was submitted to a severe cross-examination by the jury regarding the appearance of the man who left the house immediately afterwards.

The other evidence adduced was purely formal: that of the divisional surgeon, who certified the cause of death was a knife-wound in the heart, and of the constable who came to my assistance. The latter produced the blood-smeared paper with its cabalistic seal, as to which much curiosity was evinced by the jury, it being handed round and minutely examined.

The inquest, after lasting several hours, was ultimately adjourned for a week, in order that the police might make further inquiries and bring the necessary evidence of identification.

To this end advertisements were inserted in the leading newspapers, giving a description of the latest victim, with the request that persons acquainted with her would communicate at once with any police-station in the metropolitan district.

This mystery in which the murdered woman was enveloped added to the excitement prevalent. Notwithstanding all the efforts of the Criminal Investigation Department, the coroner was informed, when he resumed his inquiry on the following week, that no further light could be thrown upon her identity. It seemed that the mysterious Mrs Inglewood was an utter stranger and entirely friendless, although the police were bound to admit there was something suspicious in the continued absence and strict silence of the servants. Had she any friends, one or other must have come forward, for the Press had carried the details of the tragedy to the most remote corners of the Kingdom.

No further statements being forthcoming, the jury, after a long deliberation, returned the same verdict as had been recorded upon the other mysterious deaths, that of Wilful murder by some person or persons unknown.

Thus ended the seventh murder, with all its journalistic embellishments; and the public, who looked for startling revelations, were disappointed.

Who will be the next victim? was the question all the capitals of the world were asking.

The detectives were by no means idle, and from occupants of neighbouring houses they found that Mrs Inglewood, during her residence, had received but few visitors, the most conspicuous being an elderly lady, accompanied apparently by her daughter. They came several times a week in a victoria, and remained an hour.

This was all the information they were able to glean, for it seemed that the unfortunate woman was an enigma herself, making the mystery even more abstruse.

On the evening the jury delivered their verdict, I went down to the Club.

In the spacious smoking-room, with its fine portraits of Garrick and his contemporaries (which, alas, have now fallen under the hammer), a few Bohemians were taking their ease in the well-padded lounge chairs, discussing the details of the inquiry as reported in the evening journals.

Its all very well to talk, exclaimed Hugh Latimer, a young artist of renown, as he cast aside his newspaper, there must be something radically wrong with our detective force if the man Burgoyne has seen cannot be traced.

But hows it to be done? Perhaps he could not be recognised, suggested one.

Or he may be in America by this time, said another.

No. I disagree with you. It is proved that the guilty one is a well-dressed man, and the success of his sanguinary work has been such as to encourage him to commit further crimes; therefore, the logical deduction is that he will remain in England and continue them, Latimer replied. What do you think? he added, turning to me.

I dont think anything about it, except that I heartily wish Id never been mixed up with it at all, I said.

I should have liked it myself, exclaimed Bob Nugent, with an eye to the manufacture of sensational copy. The remark created a laugh.

Well; joking aside, he continued, very few of you fellows who are pressmen would have objected to being on the scene of the tragedy. Sensational writing is the living of most of us, and if Burgoyne were in the position he once occupied, he would have been eager enough for the chance.

Thems just my sentiments, said Moreland, who was on the staff of a comic journal, and fancied himself the wit of the Club. But, you see, Burgoyne is no longer one of us; hes one of the bloated aristocracy, as he used to call the wealthy at one time.

True, I said, smiling. I know from experience that such mysteries are an unqualified blessing to the impecunious journalist. The worst of it is that Ive grown so confoundedly idle now, I really have nothing with which to occupy my time.

But you have plenty of work of a character that will benefit mankind, if youll only do it, observed Nugent.

Whats that?

Find the author of the crimes. You have seen him, and it only remains for you to turn amateur detective. By the exercise of a little patience you will be able to identify the wretch and bring his guilt home to him.

Impossible, I remarked, though the suggestion was one which had not crossed my mind before, and I felt inclined to give it some consideration, as I had grown listless and lazy, and required something to occupy my mind.

To write for ones bread and to write for mere pastime are very different matters. When I was compelled to follow journalism as a profession I put my very soul into my work; but now my keen enthusiasm had entirely disappeared, and I had neither patience nor inclination to write for pleasure.

Man-hunting would be rattling good fun, remarked Latimer, especially when one is free, and possesses as much of the worlds good things as you, Burgoyne.

What nonsense you fellows talk? I said. How could I hope to succeed where Scotland Yard fails?

Exactly. But they havent seen the man they want; you have.

Oh, lets change the subject. If ever I come across him he shall not go unpunished. Now, Ive been at the inquest all day, and am bored to death with the whole thing. Come, Bob, lets go out on the balcony; I want to talk to you, I added, addressing Nugent.

Rising, we both passed out upon the veranda overlooking the Embankment.


Chapter Five.

Suspicions.
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LIKE MANY OTHERS, I found my sudden acquisition of wealth had made me not a whit the more contented than when I was compelled to write for an existence. Still, I was a thorough-going Bohemian, and never happier than when amongst that free-and-easy artistic circle that made the Junior Garrick its headquarters.

For years Nugent had been my particular chum, and had frequently been the means of getting my articles accepted when I was more than usually hard-up; and now, in my affluence, I did not fail to remember the many services my old friend had rendered me.

As we sat together under the stars I was confiding to him how discontented I had felt of late.

Well, my dear fellow, theres only one remedy, said Bob, blowing a cloud of smoke from his lips.

And whats that?

Get married.

Marriage be hanged! I couldnt settle down; besides, it is not my intention to forge the matrimonial gyves just yet. The fact is, Bob, Im not well. I believe this horrible murder has given me a touch of the blues, and nothing but an entire change will rid me of it. Im bored with everything, and with myself most of all. It may seem strange, but I have no object in life, except merely to exist. Once I envied fellows with money, but, by Jove, I dont now.

Then what is your intention?

To go abroad; and I want you to accompany me.

I should be only too pleased, providing I could get away, but I have a great deal of work on hand which I must finish, replied Nugent.

Do come, and take the rest with you. Fresh surroundings will incite new inspirations, and you can combine business with pleasure. Can you be ready by next Saturday?

Well, yes, I think so; but where do you intend going?

Dont know, and dont care a straw, as long as I get a change. Well run over to Paris first, and afterwards decide where shall be our next halting-place.

And how long do you propose being away?

Six months — a year, if you like.

I must return in a couple of months at latest, for Ive business to attend to.

Very well, return whenever you please. What do you say to starting by the night mail on Saturday?

Bob replied in the affirmative, and we ratified the agreement over a bottle of Pommery.

Later that night when I left the Club to walk home, my thoughts involuntarily wandered to the mysterious tragedy which I had discovered.

It was past one oclock, and few people were about as I turned from Adam Street into the Strand. I was alone, and strolling along at an easy pace, passed down Drury Lane.

Suddenly I became conscious that some one had been following me, though the footsteps of the person seemed almost noiseless.

Thinking it might be some pickpocket, I buttoned my coat across the chest, and grasping my stick firmly, waited until I approached a gas-lamp, then turning suddenly, confronted a respectably-dressed man in the garb of a mechanic.

He was only a few yards from me, and at first I felt ashamed of exhibiting such fear, but a momentary glance sufficed to show that this person was also connected with the adventure of the never-to-be forgotten evening.

He was an elderly man, who bore a striking resemblance to the detective who had called upon me.

I stood aghast, for this mans appearance had been so sudden and unexpected that I was too much confused for the moment to collect my thoughts.

He was apparently following me and keeping observation upon my movements. That fact instantly aroused in me a feeling of great indignation. I should have spoken, and probably an angry scene would have followed, had not he, with a celerity of movement which baffled my efforts, almost instantly gone off in an opposite direction.

I made no attempt to follow him.

It was intensely annoying to be tracked in this manner. Was I, Frank Burgoyne, to be watched like a suspected criminal or a ticket-of-leave man, because I had — unfortunately, as it seemed — been the means of bringing to light yet another foul piece of handiwork of the unknown miscreant?

Why did they suspect me? What end had they in view in such a proceeding?

Suppose my friends and the world should notice the suspicion resting upon me? I grew hot at the very thought.

Perhaps, after all, he was only acting from curiosity, and not under the orders of his superiors. The suggestion was a little consoling, and endeavouring to re-assure myself by its aid, I walked briskly home.


Chapter Six.

Vera Seroff.
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TWO MONTHS HAD elapsed.

Rob Nugent and I had had a pleasant time up the Rhine and among the Swiss lakes, and both acknowledged ourselves greatly benefited by the change. We were in Genoa, having broken our journey between Lugano and Rome, intending to remain only a couple of days, but finding so much of interest in the old city of Paganini and Columbus, we had already remained there a fortnight; and neither of us felt any inclination to travel further south.

We had taken up our quarters at the Hôtel Isotta, in that handsome thoroughfare the Via Roma, of which the Genoese are so justly proud, and though debarred from sight-seeing in the daytime by reason of the blazing autumn sun, we thoroughly enjoyed those cool balmy evenings when jalousies are thrown open, and the light-hearted Ligurians stroll up and down the Via Carlo Felice and the Via Assaroti, or sit outside the cafés taking their ease in the bel fresco.

Nugents vacation was at an end, for he had received a letter which necessitated his almost immediate return to London. I had neither the desire nor intention of quitting Genoa just yet. The cause of this was not very far to seek, and of course Bob suspected the position of affairs from the first; yet when he signified his intention of departing, and I said I should remain another week or so, his surmise was confirmed, and he could not refrain from indulging in a little good-humoured chaff at my expense.

The fact was that at the hotel there was also staying an exceedingly pretty young lady, named Vera Seroff, under the guardianship of her uncle, and accompanied by her French maid. The first evening we met at table-dhôte I was fascinated with her beauty, and my admiration had not diminished as we sat opposite one another on the eve of Nugents departure.

The hotel was not full, and the number dining that evening did not exceed twenty, though the long table, glittering with its choice glass and plate, would have accommodated a hundred.

My vis-à-vis was about twenty-three, with a face as to which there could be no adverse opinion. She was dark, with fine eyes, serious and penetrating, a delicate little nose, and a well-formed mouth, which showed, when she smiled, two rows of pearly teeth. She was brisk, vivacious, with a charming ingenuousness in her flawless face; a figure slim and graceful, and a voice silvery and sympathetic.

In contrast to her was her uncle, who sat by her side, a short, stout old gentleman, with sharp features, a prominent nose, and scanty white hair, who seldom entered into conversation with any one, and who always appeared ill-humoured, grumbling constantly at the heat.

She spoke English with a pleasant accent, and was conversing with Bob and myself, to the apparent annoyance of the old gentleman, who could not understand a word. She was relating her impressions of one of the galleries she had visited that day, and displayed such a wide knowledge of pictures as to astonish Nugent, himself the art-critic of the Evening Comet. We both had become friendly with her, for, besides meeting daily at the hotel, we had several times run across one another at those places of interest the tourist always visits. Her uncle, Monsieur Hertzen, rarely went out, and her maid usually accompanied her on such expeditions; however, when only taking a short walk, she was frequently alone.

On one of these latter occasions I met her in the Piazza Principale, and offered to escort her to the hotel, to which proposal she made no objection. The distance was not great, but it sufficed to break the conventional ice between us, and when we parted I was more than ever fascinated. Never before had I met a woman so beautiful, so charming, so near my ideal of perfection.

When the meal had ended, and we rose, I said to her, This is my friends last evening in Genoa. He returns to England to-morrow.

And do you go also? she asked, with an intonation — as I flattered myself — of disappointment.

Well; no, I replied; I shall remain a few days longer.

The shadow of anxiety which had rested momentarily upon her face, vanished at once, as she turned to Nugent, saying, I am sorry you are leaving, and must wish you bon voyage. I hope, some day, we may meet again, for our dinner-table discussions have been exceedingly pleasant.

Thanks, Mademoiselle, replied Bob, grasping the tiny white hand she held out to him. My business calls me to London, otherwise I should not return just yet. However, I hope you will prevent my friend, here, from getting into any scrapes with the bloodthirsty Italians after Im gone.

She laughed merrily as she answered, Hes quite old enough to take care of himself. I cannot undertake the responsibility. Good-bye, and she tripped away up the stairs to her own apartments.

Old fellow, exclaimed Bob, after she was out of hearing, if you feel inclined to pitch yourself into the matrimonial net, theres your chance; and I wish you every success.

Well, there are more unlikely things than my enlistment in the ranks of Benedicts, I replied, laughing, as we sought our hats and went out to spend our last evening together.

Early the following morning Nugent departed for Turin, en route for England, and I was left alone to amuse myself as best I could. Truth to tell, I was not sorry Bob had gone, for now I felt free to devote myself to the beautiful woman who held me under her spell. I lost no time in carrying out my object, for meeting her in the drawing-room before dinner, I obtained permission to escort her on her evening walk.

It was already dusk when the tediously long meal was brought to a conclusion, and we left the hotel, strolling along the Galleria Mazzini towards the public gardens of Aqua Sola, the most charming promenade in Genoa. It is situated upon a picturesque cliff overlooking the port and the Mediterranean beyond, while at the rear rise the tall vine-covered Appenines, with romantic-looking villas peeping out here and there from amongst the olives and maize. The shadow of its great old trees form a delightful retreat from the scorching noon-day sun; but at night, when the people refresh themselves after the heat and burden of the day, its gravelled walks are thronged by the élite. Fashionable Genoa enjoys herself with mad but harmless frolic, and under the deep shadows fire-flies flit and couples flirt.

Upon an old stone seat near a plashing fountain we sat listening to the sweet melancholy strains of the Sempre Vostro waltz, performed by the splendid band of the National Guard. On the right the many-coloured fairy lamps of the gardens attached to the Caffé dItalia shone through the dark foliage; on the left the ripple of the sea surged softly far below. Away across the moonlit waters flashed the warning beacon of the port, and the air was heavy with the sensuous odour of orange blossom and roses.

For upwards of an hour we sat talking; she piquante, bright, and amusing; I lazily enjoying a cigar, and watching her beautiful face in rapt admiration. I told her of myself — how the interest in my sole object in life had been suddenly destroyed by affluence — and my present position, that of a world-weary tourist, with no definite purpose farther than killing time.

All my efforts to learn some events of her past life or her place of abode were unavailing. I am plain Vera Seroff, she replied, and I, too, am a wanderer — what you call bird of passage. I have no country, alas! even if I have patriotism.

But you are Russian? I said.

Quite true — yes. I shall return to Russia — some day. And she sighed, as if the mention of her native land stirred strangely sad memories.

Where do you intend going when you leave here? I asked.

I have not the slightest idea. We have no fixed abode, and travel whither it suits my uncle — London, New York, Paris; it matters little where we go.

You have been in England; have you not?

Yes; and I hate it, she replied, abruptly, at once turning the conversation into another channel. She appeared extremely reticent regarding her past, and by no amount of ingenuity could I obtain any further information.

When it grew chilly, we rose and walked along past the forts, and out upon the Spezzia road, where a refreshing breeze blew in from the sea.

In her soft white dress, with a bunch of crimson roses at her throat, I had never seen her looking so beautiful. I loved her madly, blindly, and longed to tell her so.

Yet how could I?

Such a proceeding would be absurd, for our acquaintance had been of so brief a duration that we scarcely knew anything of one another.


Chapter Seven.

A Secret Tie.
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ON OUR RETURN we traversed the road skirting the fortress, and paused for a few moments, resting upon a disused gun-carriage. The moon had reappeared and cast its long line of pale light upon the rippling waters of the Mediterranean.

Suddenly, as we were seated side by side, her dark eyes met mine, and by some inexplicable intuition, some mysterious rapport between my soul and hers, I knew I was something more to her than a mere casual acquaintance. My reason answered me that I must be mad to think she loved me, but my heart told me different, and gradually all my misgivings vanished before the hope and confidence that the conviction of her love raised in my mind.

I have just been wondering, I said, whether, when we part in a few days, we shall ever meet again, for, believe me, I shall cherish the fondest memory of this evening we have passed together. It is charming.

And I also, she replied, but as you say in English, the best of friends must part.

It is useless to repeat the words I uttered. Suffice it to say that I could restrain my feelings no longer, and there, in the bright Italian moonlight, I declared my ecstatic passion, and asked her to be my wife.

Had I taken her unawares? Probably so; for, when I had finished, she rose with an effort, and withdrawing her hand gently, said, No, Frank — for I may call you by that name — your request I am unable to grant, and the reason I cannot now explain. There is, alas! an insurmountable barrier between us, and had you known more of me you would not have asked me this.

But, Vera, you love me, you cant deny it! I passionately exclaimed.

Tears stood in her eyes, as she answered, Yes, yes, I do — I love you dearly!

Then what is this obstacle to our happiness?

No! no! she cried, covering her face with her hands. Request no explanation, for, I — I cannot give it. It would be fatal.

But why? I asked, for it was a cruel and bitter disappointment. All my hopes had been shattered in those brief moments.

From the day we first met I have known we loved one another, she said slowly, yet it would have been better had we never become acquainted, since it causes pain to both.

But, surely, if you love me, Vera, this obstacle can be removed! Tell me what it is; if a secret, it will be safe with me, I said earnestly.

She dashed the tears from her eyes, and with an effort stood erect before me, saying:

No! it is impossible. Think no more of marriage, Frank; regard me only as a dear friend who loves you.

Then you will not tell me why we cannot marry? I said, gravely, rising and taking her hand.

It — it is a secret. I would rather die than divulge it; though, some day, perhaps, the circumstances will alter, and I shall be at liberty to tell you everything. For the present we love one another, but it must end there; marriage is entirely out of the question.

I saw it was useless to press for any further explanation. Evidently she was prepared for any self-sacrifice, to protect her secret, because, when finding herself wavering, she had summoned all her strength, and with a mighty effort overcame her emotion, resolutely giving her answer.

As we rose and turned towards the city, a circumstance, slight in itself, occurred, which afterwards caused me not a little perturbation and surprise, and which considerably enhanced the mystery surrounding the fair Russian.

We were passing a buttress of the fort when my attention was arrested by what appeared to be a man standing bolt upright in the shadow.

I was too engrossed with thoughts of our tête-à-tête to allow the discovery of an eavesdropper — probably only a peasant — to cause me any alarm, but, seeing my eyes upon him, for I had halted to make sure, the figure suddenly drew from the shadow, and, with its face averted from the moonlight, walked rapidly away.

Vera, uttering an exclamation of surprise or alarm, — which it was I could not tell — seized my arm with a convulsive energy that caused me no small pleasure at the feeling of dependence it implied, and drew a deep breath.

Do you know him? I asked.

No, no; not at all, she quickly replied. He might have heard us; but never mind.

I endeavoured to learn the cause of her alarm thinking that so much agitation could not be created by such a trivial circumstance; but whether my knowledge of feminine nature was imperfect, or whether she knew who the listener was, and concealed his identity, I could not learn, her answers being of the most evasive kind.

It was plain that the fact of our being discovered together had caused her the greatest consternation, and I was considerably puzzled to assign to this a reason.

I did not broach the subject again, however, but walked straight to the hotel, where we bade each other buona notte.

We met daily, and I, most prosaic of bachelors, found myself thinking of her every moment.

Though in a dejected, perplexed mood, I felt utterly happy when at her side; for had she not given me words of hope for the future, and in these was a certain amount of consolation, however slight. Our clandestine meetings were so skilfully arranged as to keep the ever-grumbling Hertzen in entire ignorance, and Vera admitted such expeditions were her happiest hours.

One evening, a fortnight afterwards, we had driven to Pegli, a quaint old fishing village four miles from Genoa. It was a gorgeous sunset, the sea a glittering expanse of blue and gold stretching out toward the descending sky, with nothing to fleck its surface but the gleam of a white sail or two; and as we walked together, close to the lapping waves, I fancied she looked a trifle wan and anxious.

At first I took no heed of it, but presently her agitation became so apparent that I asked whether she were well.

Yes, well enough in health, she sighed, but very unhappy.

Why, how is that? I asked in concern.

Ah! Frank, she said, with her eyes fixed sorrowfully upon the ground, I must not tell you all, so you cannot understand but I am one of those born to unhappiness.

Tell me something of this sorrow, that I may sympathise with you, I said, looking into her eyes. If it is in my power to help you I will do so willingly.

Ah! if you would? she exclaimed wistfully, her face brightening at a suggestion which appeared to flash across her mind. There is indeed one way by which you might render me a service, but it is impossible. I am afraid the commission is too great for you to undertake.

I am ready to serve you in any way, Vera. If a test of my devotion is required, Im prepared for the ordeal, I replied seriously.

She halted, and gazing into my face with eyes brimming with tears, said: Believe me, I am in sore need of a friend. I will tell you something of my trouble, but do not ask for further explanations now, as I cannot give them. The man whom you know as my uncle holds me in his power. He is harsh, cruel, and — and—

He is your husband! I interrupted in a low voice, for somehow I felt convinced that such was the case.

No! no! she cried hoarsely; no, I swear that is not so. He is neither husband, nor even friend. Though my uncle, he is unworthy the name of relation. I am unfortunately in his thrall, and dare not disobey his will. To do so would mean—

What? — tell me.

Impossible. The longer I live the more I learn to hate his presence. Ah, if you could but know!

There was an intensity of bitterness in that utterance, a flash in her clear dark eyes that spoke of a fierce passion. Could it be hatred?

Vera; why not trust me? I implored, taking her hand, and seeking to penetrate the indomitable reserve in which her words were shrouded.

Once and for all, Frank, it cannot be.

Her answer came short, sharp, decisive, firm, yet with ineffable sadness.

Heaven knows! I would willingly share your burden, Vera.

She paused, as if in doubt.

The silence grew painful, and I watched the mobile features which so plainly indexed the passing emotions of her mind. A blush, like that of shame, tinged her cheek and pallid brow as she lifted her face to mine, although her eyes were downcast.

Frank, she said, slowly, will you help me?

With heart and soul, dearest.

Then you can do so. And she drew a deep breath.

How?

She hesitated, wavering even then, as it seemed; and the colour left her cheeks as suddenly as it had appeared.

In a low voice, speaking rapidly and impetuously, she replied: — 

Briefly, you may learn this. My uncle is my guardian. He has, I believe, appropriated a large sum of money which is mine by right. Ah! I know what you would say. But I dare not prosecute or expose him, for the consequences would be almost beyond conception, and would affect myself more even than him. I am powerless!

But I can help you?

Im afraid you will not consent to what I ask.

What is it? You know I cannot refuse a behest of yours.

A further annoyance, in fact a great danger, threatens me now. My dead mothers jewels — on which I place great store, for they are the only souvenir remaining of she whom I dearly loved — are now coveted by him. In vain I have besought him to let me keep them, but he is inexorable. To place them with a friend in whom I have confidence is the only course remaining; that friend lives—

Yes, where?

At St. Petersburg.

St. Petersburg! I exclaimed, in surprise. Oh! but, of course, it is your home?

It is; or rather was. Had I the opportunity I would convey them there myself, braving the displeasure of my harsh relative and the punishment that would follow. Unhappily I am debarred. To trust the jewels to the post would be too great a risk, and it is only to — to such a — confidant as you that I can look for assistance.

And this is all? I asked. You merely want me to take them to St. Petersburg?

That is all.

The commission is a slight one, Vera; you know how willingly I would undertake, for your sake, a thousand such—

How can I ever thank you enough? she interrupted, her face assuming a brighter expression. I really thought it too much to ask of you.

Nothing could be too much, dearest. When shall I start?

As soon as possible. By delay all may be lost. It is imperative you should be in Russia three weeks from to-day.

Three weeks from to-day, I echoed.

Yes, within that time, or it will be useless — my friend will have departed.

Then I am ready to set out to-morrow. Have you any message? What must I do?

To-morrow morning I will give you the case. Go to the Hôtel Michaeli, on the Galernoi Oulitza, at St. Petersburg, and remain there until a tall, fair gentleman presents my card and asks for them. He will give his name as Paul Volkhovski.

Very well, I said, I shall leave to-morrow night.

Then we retraced our steps, and entering the carriage, drove back to Genoa in the fading twilight.

Next morning we met alone in the drawing-room, and she placed in my hands a leather jewel-case about nine inches square and three deep, securely sealed, saying, — 

I trust to you for their safety. Do not let this out of your sight for an instant, and on no account allow the seals to be broken, for it will be easy enough to pass so small a box through the douane.

I bade her rest assured the diamonds would be safe in my hands, and that I would carry out her instructions regarding the preservation of the seals.

I trust you implicitly, she repeated. And now — as to funds? producing her purse.

No, I said firmly, I should not think of taking your money. This journey will be a pleasure, and you must allow me to defray its cost.

Thank you, a thousand times, she replied, her lips quivering with emotion. Our movements are very uncertain, but I have your London address, and will write and inform you of our wanderings from time to time.

After I have accomplished this mission, I shall return to you immediately, when I hope you will be convinced that my love is no mere passing fancy, but a—

Hark! she interrupted, my uncles cough. Go! — Farewell!

I bent and kissed her, then snatching up the box, hurriedly left the room.


Chapter Eight.

Post-Haste across Europe.
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ONE CIRCUMSTANCE PUZZLED me greatly.

My baggage had already been placed in the carriage which was to take me to the station, and in descending the stairs to depart I passed the sitting-room occupied by Vera. The door was ajar, and I was suddenly prompted to enter to wish her a final adieu. Having opened the door half-way I heard voices, which caused me to halt. Vera was seated upon an ottoman, her elbows upon her knees in an attitude of dejection. Before her, with his hands thrust deep in his capacious pockets, stood a well-made athletic young fellow, who, though his back was burned towards me, had the air of a military officer. Apparently he had assumed a commanding demeanour, for he was bending over her, speaking rapidly in a language I did not understand, while she was appealing to him to desist.

I had already bade her adieu, and as neither noticed me I passed down the staircase and out into the street, the thick pile of the carpet preventing my footsteps being heard.

In my drive to the station I was greatly perplexed over this incident, wondering who the man could be. Evidently he was a Russian, and had just arrived or was on the point of departing on a journey, for he wore a long travelling ulster and soft felt hat. From Veras dispirited manner it appeared as if he were giving some directions which were hateful to her, and which she was vainly resisting.

I somehow felt certain, too, that he had pronounced my name; and at mention of it she shrank as if in fear. It seemed very much as if this man, as well as her uncle, exercised some power over her, and during my long night journey I tried to account for the strangers presence.

After all, it might be nothing, I thought at last; and perhaps the green-eyed monster had arisen within me and distorted, as it often does, what would otherwise have seemed a very commonplace occurrence.

On the third evening after leaving Genoa I arrived at Charing Cross, having travelled incessantly by the Mont Cenis route without breaking the journey at Paris. It was impossible for me to go to Russia without a passport, therefore I was compelled to return to London and obtain one. At first I was troubled by this, the time of my arrival being limited to three weeks; but afterwards, finding the journey from Italy to the Russian capital was much more circuitous than from London, I made the best of it, feeling certain I should be able to deliver the jewels within the time stipulated by the woman who had enchanted me.

On my arrival I drove at once to my rooms and sought the rest of which I was so sorely in need, afterwards setting about packing a few additional necessaries for my journey. For three days, however, I was obliged to remain in London before I could obtain my passport, and though impatient to set out, I passed the time as best I could.

The evening of the second day I met Nugent at the Club.

He expressed the greatest surprise at meeting me, yet I did not inform him of the journey I had undertaken, but led him to believe that my life at Genoa had become unbearable after he had left, and that on the following day I contemplated returning to Paris for a few weeks.

We dined together and afterwards went to the Alhambra, but only once did he refer to Vera.

It was after the ballet, when we were taking cigarettes and coffee.

By the way, he said suddenly, a mischievous smile lighting up his genial face, what progress did you make with la belle Seroff? You have not spoken of her.

I did not care to be questioned upon this matter, so appeared to treat it as a joke.

Ah? I replied, it was a mere flirtation. Why, really, Bob, old chap, I believe you regarded that little affair seriously, I said, laughing.

He raised his eyebrows slightly, saying, You guessed aright. I thought you were in love with her; but am glad to hear such is not the case.

Why? I asked, in surprise, for had he not hinted more than once that she would make me a charming wife?

No reason, no reason, he replied evasively; simply because Ive altered the opinion I once held regarding her.

I requested no further explanation, for the bell was ringing, denoting that the curtain had risen, and we returned to our stalls.

Could he have seen or heard anything to cause him to utter this vague warning? I asked myself. No, surely not; yet it was strange, to say the least.

Having obtained my passport properly viséd by the Russian Consul, on the evening following I entered a first-class compartment of the Queenborough express at Victoria, and, settling myself, commenced the initial stage of my long journey across Europe. As the train sped onward through the Kentish hop-gardens, I sat watching the September sun change from gold to purple, and eventually disappear behind the dark night-clouds. Safely stowed away in my valise was the jewel-case; but I had already devised a plan whereby it would escape the prying douaniers — the same by which I had brought it from Italy unopened, viz, to place it in the capacious pockets of my travelling coat, and hang that garment upon my arm during the examination of the baggage.

I was alone in the carriage, but by reading the newspapers with which I had provided myself, managed to wile away the two hours journey to the sea.

With relief I alighted at Queenborough Pier, and embarked upon the Flushing steamer, for here I knew the sensation of loneliness would quickly disappear. The whirr of the steam crane, hubbub and noise, mingled with disconsolate comments in English and staccato sounds in French, soon ceased, and very quickly the vessel had set her head towards the Dutch coast.

At seven we landed, and an hour later I had commenced a several days journey by rail across the continent, the terrible monotony of which is known only to those who have accomplished it. Cramped up in a coupé-lit for a day and night is sufficient to tire most persons, but a continuance of that sort of thing is the reverse of enjoyable.

Both at Flushing and Kaldenkirchen I contrived to smuggle the jewels through the douane, and with a honeymooning couple and a voluble old Frenchman as fellow-passengers, I travelled onward through Duisburg, Oberhausen, and Hanover, arriving at Berlin early on the third morning after leaving London.

Here I decided to break the journey for a day, having traversed half the distance, and after seeking repose at a hotel, strolled through the city to stretch my legs. That evening I passed wandering alone through the principal thoroughfares, and lounging in several beer gardens, returning to the hotel shortly before midnight, and resuming my eastward journey the following morning.

With scarcely any interesting scenery, it was a wearying monotony enough throughout the day, but when night drew on and the shrieking of the engine and whirl and rattle of wheels made sleep impossible, it was absolutely unendurable. My French novel no longer interested me. I was excessively fatigued, and as I lay my aching head upon the velvet cushion of the narrow berth, watching the flickering oil-lamp, my meditations reverted, as they constantly did, to the pleasant evenings Vera and I had spent beside the Mediterranean. Thoughts of her for whose sake I had undertaken this journey, of her strange position, and of the service it was in my power to render her, acted as an incentive, and caused the inconveniences and fatigue of travel to appear much less than they would otherwise have been.

In a fortnight I hoped to have fulfilled my promise and return to her, for this enforced separation I could tolerate no longer than was absolutely necessary. Already I was eagerly looking forward to the time when I should again be at her side, for was it not my duty to be near and to protect her whom I loved?

What might not happen during my absence? I dreaded to think.

Evidently she was in the hands of an unscrupulous villain, and my anxiety and hope was to marry her as soon as possible, and take her under my own protection.

Like other men, I had had my flirtations, but this was my Grand Passion. I loved Vera heart and soul, passionately and purely, and was determined to make her my wife without delay. As I lay there I could not help reflecting how little of real happiness I had known before we met; how selfish and unsatisfactory my life had hitherto been, when my motto was Chacun pour soi, et Dieu pour nous tous.

Now, all was changed. At last I had found the woman whom I believed was predestined to become my wife; she who had fascinated me, who held me for life or death.

Through the long night I thought only of her, puzzled over the secret of the old mans influence; happy and content, nevertheless, in the knowledge that ere long I should return to her, never to part.


Chapter Nine.

In the Izak Platz.
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WHY NEED I refer further to the terribly wearisome journey across Prussia, Poland and Western Russia? Those of my readers who have accomplished it know well how dull, tedious and tiring it is, travelling hour after hour, day after day, through a flat, uninteresting country.

Suffice it to say, that on the fifth day after leaving London, the train came to a standstill in the spacious station of the Russian capital.

After some difficulty I discovered the whereabouts of the Hôtel Michaeli, and entering a likhac was driven to a small, and rather uninviting hotel under the shadow of the gilded dome of the Izak Church.

The proprietor, a tall, black-bearded Russian, greeted me warmly in French, exclaiming:

Msieur Burgoyne, nest ce pas?

That is my name, I replied.

The apartments ordered for you are in readiness.

Who ordered them? I asked.

Msieur must be aware that a gentleman secured his rooms a week ago?

No, I did not know that arrangements had been made for my reception, I said.

Will msieur have the kindness to sign the register before ascending? he said, politely handing me a book and pen.

Those who have not travelled in the dominions of the Czar know nothing of the strict police regulations, the many formalities the foreigner has to undergo, and the questions he must answer before he is allowed to take up even a temporary residence in the Venice of the North.

I wrote replies to the printed questions in the book, and, signing my name, handed it back to him, and was shown to my rooms.

Though anxious to complete my mission and return, I confess I found much of interest. St. Petersburg externally is the finest city in the world, but internally the dirtiest and most enthralled, struggling as it does under a police régime so harsh that one can scarcely walk the streets without infringing some law, and attracting the attention of the spies, who everywhere abound.

I remained waiting several days for the appearance of the man to whom I was to deliver the diamonds, but he did not present himself, so I occupied myself inspecting the sights of the city. Through the churches of Kazan, St. Nicholas, and the Intercession I wandered, astounded at their magnificence; saw a comedy at the Bolshoi, admired the statues of Peter the Great and Souvaroff, and, perhaps the greatest novelty of all, visited that most magnificent of imperial residences, the Winter Palace.

Here occurred an incident of which at the time I thought nothing, though afterwards I had much cause to remember it.

Following one of the gorgeously attired servants through a labyrinth of picture galleries and apartments, we entered the Salle Blanche, the most luxurious chamber of this splendid palace, with its wonderful decorations of white and gold, from which it derives its name. In this chamber are held those court fêtes which eclipse all others in the world, for it is here the nobility assemble to pay homage to the Autocrat of all the Russias.

Standing in the centre of the apartment, I gazed in wonderment upon its marvellous gilding and glittering magnificence, while the servant described graphically, but parrot-like, how the receptions were conducted, the blazing of the priceless jewels worn by the Empress, and how the Emperor himself, the most quietly dressed amongst the gay assemblage, walked and talked with his guests.

The whiteness of the walls I was unable to understand, and being of a somewhat inquisitive nature, and desirous of ascertaining whether they were marble or wood-panel, I rapped upon it sharply with my knuckles.

In an instant a sentry, who had been standing motionless at the door, and several servants in the Imperial livery, were at my side.

For what reason did you tap that wall? demanded one of the men in French.

I was thoroughly taken by surprise, and stammered out an apology, urging that I was not aware of committing any offence.

It is an offence, and a grave one, exclaimed the servant, whom I afterwards found was a police spy. Visitors must not touch the walls in that manner, and we have orders to eject those who break the law.

Oh, very well, I replied, rather ruffled at the mans impertinence, I have no desire to do anything contrary to this strange law of yours; and, moreover, Ill leave the Palace.

With these words, I turned and retraced my steps to the entrance, being closely followed by the sentry and the guide.

It was a very small matter and soon passed out of my mind, though it afterwards proved more serious than one would have imagined.

Life in St. Petersburg was so different from any to be found in Western Europe, that during the few days I awaited the arrival of the man to whom I was to deliver the jewels, I thoroughly enjoyed myself.

In the daytime, perhaps the place which has most attraction for the foreigner is the Nevskoi Prospekt. It is the principal thoroughfare, a fine broad street four versts long, with imposing houses and handsome shops, the favourite promenade of the haut ton. The bustle and throng is as great as in Regent Street or the Strand on a sunny day, for the endless line of well-appointed equipages, with servants in splendid liveries, and mostly drawn by four horses, roll noiselessly over the asphalte, while upon the pavement stroll princes and generals in uniform, aides-de-camp and staff officers, merchants, mujiks, Greeks, Circassians — indeed, that heterogeneous assortment of sects and races which combine to make up the population of a great city. Russian women, as a rule, are the reverse of prepossessing; but the ladies who shop in the Nevskoi, and afterwards promenade on the English Quay, are even more remarkable for their elegance and beauty than those one sees in the Row or on Parisian boulevards.

As it is not my intention, however, to dilate upon Russian manners and customs, except for the purpose of presenting this strange drama in which I played a leading part, I must refrain from commenting on the thousand and one show places, the coffin shops, in the windows of which the grim receptacles for the dead are ticketed, and many other things which strike the stranger as ludicrous and curious.

I saw them merely pour passer le temps, and they can be of but little interest in the present narrative.

Exactly three weeks had passed since I bade farewell to Vera. I had breakfasted, and was standing before the window looking out upon the Izak Platz, that broad square in the centre of which the column of Alexander stands out in bold relief. Not having made up my mind whither I should repair in search of pleasure, I was idly watching the busy, ever-changing crowd of pedestrians and vehicles, when I heard the door behind me open, and, turning, confronted a tall, fair-bearded man, who had entered unannounced. He was well-dressed, and as I turned and looked inquiringly at him, he bowed and removed his hat.

Is it to Msieur Frank Burgoyne I have the pleasure of speaking? he asked politely, in very fair English.

Quite correct, I replied.

Allow me to present to you the carte of Mademoiselle Vera Seroff, and to introduce myself. Paul Volkhovski is my name, and — er — need I tell you the object of my visit? he inquired, showing an even set of white teeth as he smiled.

It is unnecessary, I replied, glancing at the card he took from his wallet and handed to me. The jewels are quite safe in that box upon the ottoman. The seals, you will notice, are untouched.

Merci, he replied, a grin of satisfaction lighting up his countenance as he repeated, The jewels — ah!

Crossing quickly to where the box lay, he took it up and examined it minutely.

Ha! harosho! he exclaimed confidently, replacing it with care.

There was something peculiar in his manner which I could not fail to notice.

To tell the truth, I was rather disappointed in Veras friend. I had imagined that any friends of hers must be men with whom I could readily associate, whereas there was nothing beyond mere bourgeois respectability in Monsieur Volkhovski.

Somehow a feeling of suspicion crept over me.

It was possible some one had personated the man whom I was awaiting! At that moment it occurred to me that the means at my disposal to recognise him were exceedingly slight.

This man might be an impostor.

How do I know, msieur — if you will pardon my interrogation — that you are the person you represent yourself? I said, regarding him keenly.

With an exclamation in Russian which I did not understand, he said, It is not for you to doubt! Mademoiselle Seroff asked you to bring the diamonds to me. Your commission is ended.

I had conceived. I replied rather warmly, that Mademoiselles friends were mine. Apparently I am mistaken.

It matters not — a mere trifle.

At least you will give me a receipt to show that my promise has been carried out.

She said nothing of any receipt, and I will give none.

Evidently he was alarmed.

Then I shall not give up the jewels—

Not another word! You have safely delivered them, and your commission is ended. Go back to Mademoiselle as quickly as possible. She is expecting you, and will explain all. You have rendered her a great service, and she owes you a debt of gratitude.

Walking to the door, with the sealed jewel-case carefully placed in the pocket of his fashionable dust-coat, he simply paused to add, with a severe air:

You have been mistaken, msieur; you deceived yourself. I wish you adieu and a safe return. Before I could utter another word he had left the room.


Chapter Ten.

The Spiders Web.
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I GAVE MYSELF up to reflection.

Vera was an enigma, it was true, yet somehow I could not bring myself to realise that she had made pretence to love me merely for the purpose of prevailing upon me to undertake the conveyance of the jewels. Loving her as sincerely as I did, I was loth to credit anything base of her, feeling confident she reciprocated my affection.

It must be confessed that I was bitterly disappointed in Volkhovski. He had not welcomed me as I had expected, and his behaviour was so brusque as to leave me no pleasant impression of his character.

The day wore on.

The afternoon I spent smoking in the Café Chinois in the Nevskoi Prospekt, and in the evening strolled through the delightfully artistic Summer Gardens, debating whether I should remain a few days longer, or leave Russia at once.

Sitting alone at dinner about seven oclock, I chanced to gaze across the Polschad. It was apparent something unusual had taken place, for people were standing in small groups talking and gesticulating together; and as I rose to regard them more closely, Trosciansky, the proprietor of the hotel, entered, with a pale, half-scared expression upon his face.

Whats the matter outside? I asked in French. It seems as if something is wrong.

I have heard of nothing, msieur, he replied, with an expression of astonishment which I detected was feigned, at the same time advancing to the window and looking out.

I made a mental note that mine host was not telling the truth, for his agitation was plainly observable; and, while a number of police were being marched across the square, he quickly withdrew his face from the window, as if half-fearful lest he should be observed. He left the room for a few moments, afterwards returning with a large bowl of crimson flowers, which he placed upon a small table close to the window, remarking:

These will make your room brighter, msieur. I, myself, am very fond of flowers.

And Im not, I remarked, I detest flowers in a room; take them away, please.

He turned and looked at me with surprise, not unmixed with alarm.

Eh? Msieur really means I am to take away the beautiful blossoms? he said, raising his eyebrows in astonishment.

Yes, I wont have them here on any account, they smell so faint.

He hesitated for a few seconds, then replied: Well, I regret it, for I procured these expressly for msieurs benefit, and carried the bowl out of the room, muttering as he did so, Then it must be the artificial ones.

He had been absent only a few minutes before he reappeared, bearing a large basket of crimson roses in wax, under a glass shade, and set them in the place whence he had removed the real ones.

What have you brought those for? I asked, as wax-flowers are one of my abominations.

For you, msieur. Are they not superb? — so near the life. Wonderfully clever imitation, are they not?

I nodded assent, but it struck me there must be some reason for the hotel-keeper placing these in my window. What was it?

I was about to order him to remove them also, but refrained from doing so, determined to observe this strange proceeding and endeavour to find out the cause.

After some cigarettes, I went out for an evening stroll, and as soon as I gained the street there were unmistakable signs that something extraordinary had happened, though, not speaking Russian, I was unable to ascertain. Intelligence of some description had spread like wildfire and was causing a terrible sensation, for from mouth to mouth ominous news was whispered with bated breath, conversations were being carried on in an undertone, heads were shaken mysteriously, and newspapers rapidly scanned, which all tended to confirm my suspicion that something had occurred.

Such a stir had not been created in the capital for many years, and that night the streets presented a scene of panic that impressed itself indelibly upon my memory.

When I returned to the hotel I chanced to be walking upon the opposite side of the street, and glancing up, before crossing, saw what caused me to start in surprise. Though the lamp in my sitting-room was alight, the blind was not drawn, the brilliant illumination within causing the wax roses to stand out in bold relief in the window — so bold, indeed, that they could be plainly seen from the most distant part of the great square.

That they were placed there for some purpose I was convinced — what did they mean?

I retired to rest as usual, but could not close my eyes for thinking of the strange episode. There seemed an air of mystery about the whole place that I did not like.

Several minor matters now occurred to me of which, at the time they happened, I thought nothing; yet as I lay thinking I confess I began to wish myself anywhere but in St. Petersburg. Throughout, there had been so much that was incomprehensible, and I had been so sorely puzzled, that I felt a fervent desire to give up, and seek no further elucidation of the riddle from Vera.

The bells of the Izak Church had broken the silence of the night, chiming the hour of three, as I lay dozing, when suddenly there came a sharp rapping at the door, and voices demanding admittance.

My first impression was that the hotel was on fire, but on throwing open the door, Trosciansky and two other men entered.

What is the meaning of this? I demanded.

Hist! msieur, he replied, laying his finger upon his lips, indicative of silence. Then he said in a low voice:

Quick! Prepare yourself for a journey; the police are on their way here, and will arrest you! Make your escape, now you have time.

What? I cried, rubbing my eyes to make certain I was not dreaming. To arrest me! What for, pray?

Msieur must be aware. Lose no time, you must get out of Russia at once, or all will be lost, he said in a loud whisper, while the other men gave vent to some ejaculations in Russian.

I have committed no crime, I said, and I certainly shall not fly from here like a thief. The police may come, and I will welcome them.

Fly! fly! urged the man, with a look of alarm upon his face; fly for Vera Seroffs sake!

What has she to do with this? I asked eagerly.

You know, msieur; you know. It will place her in deadly peril if you are arrested. Fly, while there is still time.

But the police cannot touch me; I have no fear of them, I remarked, just as a thought suddenly occurred to me.

Where was my passport, that paper without which no one in Russia is safe, not even Russians themselves? I took up my coat and felt in the inner pocket where I constantly kept it.

It was gone!

My valise, the pockets of other coats, every hole and corner I investigated, but found it not. It was evidently lost or stolen!

Then a thought crossed my mind.

Take our advice, msieur; dress and escape, said Trosciansky, persuasively.

No, I will not, I cried angrily. I see this is a plot to extort money — or something. My passport has been stolen, and I shall myself inform the police to-morrow, and also of my suspicions regarding this house.

Diable! he ejaculated, in the utmost alarm, as at that moment there was a sound of a door opening and heavy footsteps below!

Hark! They are here! It is too late.

I opened my lips to reply, but no sound came from them. I have a faint recollection of a sponge being dashed into my face by one of the hotel-keepers companions, then came a strange, even delightful sensation of giddiness, a confused murmur of voices, of music, of pleasant sounds, — and all was blank.

I had been drugged.


Chapter Eleven.

The Cell below the River.
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A TERRIBLE, EXCRUCIATING headache of maddening intensity, a violent throbbing, as if molten lead were being injected into my skull; a horrible pain through my eyes and temples like the pricking of red-hot needles.

I tried to think, but could remember nothing distinctly; I was only conscious of frightful agony. To all else I was oblivious. Where I was, or what were my surroundings, I knew not.

My mind was wandering, my reason giving way, for suddenly I felt a sensation as if the burning in my head had been succeeded by an icy coldness which seemed to freeze my senses; and then, as suddenly, I felt as if I were being borne along in mid-air, floating higher and higher into space, then down, down, into depths too terrible to contemplate. In a moment I should be dashed to pieces. I felt I was falling and utterly unable to save myself.

The sensation was awful.

One moment I fancied I was in London, amid old associations and boon companions, the next I seemed in some out-of-the-way place, lonely and forgotten. Presently I saw the grave, beautiful face of Vera, and then it gave place to that of a middle-aged man, whose sinister features puckered into a hideous mocking smile.

I tried to collect my thoughts, to shape them, to think; but it was no use.

The pains returned more acutely than before. I essayed to cry out, but my dry, parched tongue clave to the roof of my mouth. I felt weak and ill, and my agony was so intense I was convinced if it continued I should go mad or die.

Perhaps it grew too much for me, for as the throbbing in my temples increased, I experienced a sickening sensation of giddiness, and again became insensible.

I must have fainted.

Slowly I struggled back to consciousness, only to find myself stretched at full length upon a heap of mouldy straw, with a black, impenetrable darkness around me. The place was cold and damp, and as soon as I was able I rose and commenced to feel the dimensions of my strange apartment.

It was not large, I found, but its four bare stone walls, through which water oozed in places, the large iron ring fixed into the masonry, and the strong iron-bound door, quickly apprised me of my position.

I was in prison.

Awe-struck at finding myself under arrest, I sank upon the narrow stone shelf which served as chair, and tried to recollect the events of the past few hours. I knew nothing, save that I had been drugged, and by some means conveyed there. What was my crime? Why had I been arrested? I wondered.

Through the roof of the cell came a tiny glimmer of light, not half sufficient to enable me to discern anything, though it was evident from this, as well as from the sodden dampness of the walls, that my place of confinement was underground.

The horrors of that Dantean dungeon were indescribable. Before I had lodged at the expense of the Russian Government a few days, the fearful suspense and agony of mind had already added years to my age.

As I sat, desponding and forlorn, I experienced for the first time, regret that I had ever known Vera Seroff. All my good resolutions not to prejudge her went to the winds, and I found myself regretting from the bottom of my heart that I, who had passed unscathed through many a mad infatuation, had permitted myself to become so enamoured and fascinated by her irresistible charms.

Fool that I was to be so blind to her false assumption of injured innocence, to believe that she ever entertained any affection for me, or to imagine that by undertaking a journey across the continent I could render her a service.

And that crotchety old bore, Hertzen. Surely I must have been wilfully undiscerning not to have detected a closer tie between them. No doubt she was his wife, or, yet more probable — no relation whatever.

I ground my teeth and paced the slimy stone floor in anger as I thought how ingeniously I had been tricked; how from the beginning I had been an unresisting dupe in the hands of a heartless, designing woman. She must indeed be sadly wanting in womanly love and tenderness to be a party to this vile plot, whatever its object might be. Doubtless she knew of my arrest, and from her place of safety laughed with satisfaction as she reflected upon her own cleverness.

These and a thousand other thoughts surged through my brain as I walked to and fro in hopeless dejection. Alone, heart-broken at realising my idol shattered, that she whom I believed immaculate and loved so dearly was base and false, I felt utterly indifferent to what my fate might be, only desiring not to be kept in that horrible suspense, but to know the worst.

If it were death, what would it matter? Though young, I had seen the world, tasted of its pleasures, and grown blasé. The sun of my existence was the hope of making Vera my wife, yet now it was blotted out I cared no longer to live, for my life in future would be one of blank despair.

After a few hours I heard a rattling in the lock, a jingle of keys, and the door opened, revealing the brawny form of a man bearing a lantern. It was my jailer.

He held in his hand a basin containing soup and some black bread, which he placed upon the floor without deigning to bestow a word upon me.

As he turned to leave I rose and, clutching his arm, addressed him in French.

Turning the light full upon my face, he took a couple of paces backward, fearing perhaps that I was about to attack him.

Why am I here? I asked. Tell me, what is the crime I am accused of?

He regarded me for a moment in surprise, answering:

How should I know?

But surely you are aware who brought me here?

The gorodovoi, I suppose, he grunted savagely.

And what is this detestable place called? I asked.

The Fortress; the prison from which no man has ever been known to escape.

Are its bolts and bars so strong?

Yes, and there is no way out for convicts unless they swim the Neva, the man replied, grinning with satisfaction.

Are you not aware of my crime? I asked, persuasively.

No, I know nothing about it. My business is not with the crime but with the criminal, he growled.

I am an Englishman — a foreigner — and cannot be supposed to know your laws. Is this what you term justice in Russia — to imprison a man without trial?

You have had your trial and been condemned. In the sentence passed upon you by the Court you were told the crime for which you must suffer.

Condemned! I cried. Condemned for what? Why, I have had no trial. I have never been before the Court!

He turned from me, and as he did so, muttered:

Ah! just what I thought — mad. These cells below the river always affect their brains.

In another moment the key turned heavily in the lock, the bolts shot into their sockets, and I was again alone.

Was I mad, as the turnkey believed? I was almost convinced I must be, the events of the past few hours seemed so unreal — like the impression of some horrible dream.

I had been sentenced, the jailer said. Sentenced for what? I had wronged no man on earth that I was aware of, neither had I done an evil action willingly. What was my offence, and what was my sentence?

For days I lived with this one thought, crushed by its terrible weight, frozen by its ghastly presence. Not days, but years ago it seemed, since I was a man like any other, with an intellect young and fresh, losing itself in a pleasant world of fantasy, with buoyant hopes for the future; an existence full of life and light, gaiety, and unalloyed happiness, with naught to trouble me save the realisation of my fond dream of marrying Vera and dwelling with her in perfect felicity. Joyous and free had been my thoughts, therefore I was free also.

Alas! those aerial castles, those blissful illusions, had been cruelly dispelled, for I was free no longer.

I was a criminal.


Chapter Twelve.

A Subterranean Drama.
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WITH MY WRISTS in bonds of iron, and my soul fettered by one idea — horrible, implacable — the days passed: I kept no count of them.

Whilst the glimmer of daylight shone through the chink above I spent the time sitting engrossed in my own sad thoughts, or pacing the narrow cell for exercise. When it had faded I cast myself, restless and nervous, upon the heap of evil-smelling straw that served as bed, waiting patiently for the reappearance of the streak of grey light.

Those hours of awful silence and suspense I shall never forget.

Do what I might a terrible thought, a deep-rooted conviction, was ever with me, like a spectre haunting me face to face, frustrating every endeavour to close my eyes — it was that by Veras instrumentality I had been arrested and incarcerated in that foul dungeon.

The jailer, when he brought my daily ration of food, seldom spoke; but on one occasion I asked him:

What is my sentence?

You know better than I, he growled. Indeed, I do not. Tell me; is it death?

No; the death sentence has been abolished by order of the Czar. Criminals are tortured to death instead of being killed instantaneously by hanging.

And is this the commencement of my torture? I asked, glancing round the glistening walls, that looked black and unwholesome in the flickering lamplight.

You may call it so, if you like, he replied.

Many prisoners would no doubt prefer the death sentence being passed upon them — but that the law now forbids.

Shall I never leave this horrible place? I asked.

Shall I never again see the blessed light of day?

Yes, he muttered, ominously, you will leave here — some day — never to return.

I said no more. I knew he meant that when I left the prison I should be dead.

Torture till death! This, then, was my sentence! The words were continually passing through my brain, attacking me whilst waking, and intruding themselves upon my spasmodic attempts to sleep; appearing in my dreams in all their hideousness.

Even when I awakened to realise the terrible reality that surrounded me, those four bare walls, coarse clothes, straw pallet, and the monotonous tramp of the sentry in the corridor outside my door, the words rang a continuous, demoniacal chorus in my ears. Torture till death!

In my solitary confinement I naturally began to seek some means by which to occupy attention and divert my mind from the unjust and horrible sentence.

One matter interested me in a dreamy, indifferent way. It was the inscriptions that had been traced upon the damp walls of my gloomy cell, presumably by former occupants.

Having been in darkness so long, I had developed an acute sensitiveness in the tips of my fingers, almost in the same manner as the blind; and for recreation I took to groping about, feeling the indentations upon the stone, and trying to sketch their appearance mentally.

Hours — nay, days — I spent in this grim but interesting occupation, studying carefully the initials, dates, and other inscriptions, and after I had formed a correct picture in my imagination, I would sit down, wondering by whose hand those letters had been graven; what was the prisoners crime; and how long he had lived in that terrible tomb.

The persons who had been confined there before me must have been legion, for the walls seemed literally covered with words and symbols, some well defined, others only scratched roughly and almost obliterated by the thick slime which covered them. So interested was I in their study that, after a short time, I had gained a pretty accurate knowledge of the appearance and position of most of them. Some had written their names in full, with the date; one had drawn a gallows, and many had inscribed lines of words like poetry, but as they were in Russian I was unable to read them.

I confess, though I gave up the greater portion of every day to the investigation of the self-executed epitaphs of those who had gone before, I made but little progress in their meaning.

Still, they served to occupy my time, and for that alone I was thankful.

I had gone methodically to work in my strange researches, commencing at the door, and taking them one by one from the floor upwards, as far as I could reach. The advancement I made was not great; in fact, I was purposely slow, and took a considerable time over the examination of each one, because I wanted my task to last as long as possible.

Of those upon the sides of the cell I had formed a fairly distinct mental picture, and one day while engaged upon the wall opposite the door groping along as usual, my hand passed over a circular indentation cut deeply in the stone, which I judged to be about six inches in circumference. It was on a level with my head, and by the first touch I distinguished it was entirely different from the others, both in form, size, and general character.

Interested in this discovery, I proceeded to make a minute investigation with the tips of the fingers of both hands.

There were two circles, the one inside the other, about an inch apart, and I felt some writing in the intervening space. Round the circle I ran my fingers; the inscription was not profuse, only nine ill-formed letters.

The name of some prisoner, perhaps, I said to myself, as I carefully passed my finger over each letter, and tried to picture it upon my mind.

The first was of so strange a form that I could make nothing out of it, so passed on to the next. This seemed like a small thin line, crooked half-way down; the next was straight, like a figure one, and the next very similar, and so on, until I came to the one I had examined first.

Disappointed because I could not decipher a single character of what seemed hieroglyphics, I passed my hand over the whole in an endeavour to gain a general impression of it, when I found the centre of the circle was occupied by some large solid device.

I felt again. It bore some resemblance to the letter T inverted, and then momentarily, there flashed across my mind the thought that I had somewhere seen an emblem of similar appearance.

Eagerly I ran my hands over it, carefully fingering the centre, and trying to form a clearer idea of what it was like, when I suddenly recollected where I had met its exact counterpart.

Yes, there is no mistake, I said in an awed whisper, once more fingering it in breathless excitement.

The characters must be the same; the centre is the same; it differs in no particular. It is the Seal!

I stood almost terrified at the unearthly sound of my own words.

Here, in this foul prison, amid all these gruesome surroundings, I had made a strange discovery!

I had deciphered an exact reproduction of the curious seal found upon the body of the woman who had been so mysteriously murdered on that eventful night in Bedford Place — the fatal emblem over which the police of Europe and America had been so puzzled.

The disclosure brought vividly to my mind recollections of the murder which, by rare chance, I detected, and I asked myself whether Fate had decreed that a sketch of the seal should be graven upon the wall of my dungeon.

I am neither a visionary, nor am I superstitious, yet it is probable that my gloomy thoughts, combined with my solitary imprisonment, the lack of exercise, and the horrors of my cell, had produced a slight attack of fever; for while I was musing it seemed as if the mystic symbols assumed divers grotesque shapes, the outlines of which glowed like fire, and that by my side were hideous grinning demons, who assumed a threatening attitude towards me.

My breathing became difficult, my head swam, and I sank backward upon the stone seat.

I may have been insensible, or perhaps only sleeping soundly, when there came a jingling of keys, and a harsh grating of bolts. This aroused me.

Get up, commanded the jailer; follow me.

I rose, my hands trembling and my teeth chattering so that I could hardly re-arrange my clothes.

What fresh torture was in store for me? I dreaded to think.

At the first step I attempted to take I staggered and almost fell, but recovering myself, followed the turnkey.

After examining my fetters to make certain of their security, he led me through a long dark passage, up a flight of steps, down another, and through some intricate places, little more than tunnels. Unlocking a door, he bade me enter.

I did so, and found myself in a square cell, damp, and pitch dark, like my own. We had been joined by another jailer in our walk through the corridor, and both men entered with me.

As the lantern-light fell upon the straw I saw the cell was occupied; a man was lying there, fully dressed, and apparently asleep.

Prisoner, said the jailer, take the clothes from off that man, dress yourself in them, and afterwards put your own on him.

But he will wake, I said.

Do as I bid, growled the man; and look sharp; or it will be the worse for you.

For a moment I did not move. I felt dazed.

Now; do you hear? cried he angrily, shaking me roughly by the arm.

I stooped over the prostrate man in order to unbutton the collar of his coarse coat, but in doing so my hand touched his chin. I withdrew it as if I had been stung, for it sent a thrill of horror through me. It was cold as ice.

I was to undress a dead man!

Why do you hesitate? the jailer asked gruffly. Know you not that you must obey?

This man is dead! I said, in alarm.

And the best thing that could happen to him, was the stern reply. Now, how long am I to wait for you?

His companion grinned at my abhorrence of the task, and uttered some words in Russian, which the other answered.

It was plain I had to obey my heartless janitor, so, kneeling beside the corpse, I managed, by dint of some exertion, to divest it of its grey kaftan, strong knee boots, and sheepskin bonnet. In these I attired myself, afterwards dressing the corpse in my own clothes.

My new garments were such as I had never seen before, and upon my breast was a brass plate bearing a number.

Now, take these, commanded the turnkey, throwing his light upon some things in a corner.

I turned and picked them up.

There was a rug, a mess tin, and a wooden spoon.

What am I to do with these? I asked.

You will want them upon your journey.

My journey! Where, then, am I going?

To the mines.

To Siberia? I gasped.

Yes, he answered, adding, Come, follow me.

I left the side of the dead prisoner and accompanied him back to my own cell.

I would have preferred death ten thousand times, for I knew, too well, that for the Russian convict is reserved that punishment which is tantamount to death by slow torture — a living tomb in the quicksilver mines beyond Tomsk. When sent under the earth he never again sees the sunlight or breathes the fresh air, until a year or so afterwards when he is brought to the surface to die.

Racked by the frightful pain which quicksilver produces, gaunt as skeletons, and with hair and eyebrows dropping off, convicts are kept at labour under the lash by taskmasters who have orders not to spare them, working eighteen hours at a stretch, and sleeping the remaining six in holes in the rock — mere kennels, into which they must crawl.

A sentence of Siberian hard labour always means death, for the Government are well aware it is an absolute impossibility to live longer than five years in such horrible torture in the depths of the earth.

To this terrible existence was I consigned. Was it surprising, therefore, that I hoped — nay, longed — for death instead?


Chapter Thirteen.

Graven on the Wall.
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I WALKED BACK to my cell as one in a dream.

Engrossed with my own reflections, I neither saw nor heard anything until I found myself seated alone in the dark, damp chamber, with the maddening thought of Veras treachery and triumph torturing and goading me to despair.

I covered my face with my hands, and strove to forget the present and to review the past.

As I pondered, the recollection of my childhoods days came back to me. I saw the grey-haired stately lady, my mother, whom I loved, whose counsel I had ofttimes wisely taken, but who now, alas! was no more. I saw myself a laughing schoolboy, and later, a rollicking student, one of a crowd in the Latin Quarter; then a young man hard at work with my pen in a tall old house in one of the Inns of Court, burning the midnight oil and striving day and night towards the coveted Temple of Fame.

Later, a man of ample means, and afterwards — a convict.

Next morning, after the warder had paid his matutinal visit and I had appeased my hunger, I naturally turned to the inscriptions as my sole means of occupation; for besides being anxious for anything wherewith to occupy my mind, however trivial, I was also curious to ascertain whether the mysterious device upon the wall really bore a resemblance to the seal, or whether it was only in my distorted imagination that the similarity existed.

Without difficulty I succeeded in placing my hands upon the indentation, and after minute investigation satisfied myself I had not been mistaken. Though somewhat roughly executed, the symbols were exactly the same as those upon the fatal seal.

While carefully following the lines with my finger tips, I felt, suddenly, what appeared to be some letters, two above the circle and two below, about an inch from the outer ring. At first it did not cross my mind that they could have any connection with it, for I concluded they were but the initials of two prisoners who had occupied the cell.

However, when I had completed my investigation of the inexplicable emblem which had so long occupied my thoughts, I commenced trying to decipher the letters above.

At first I could make nothing out of them, but by passing my hand carelessly along I ascertained that they were in the Russian character.

Evidently they were initials.

Fortunately, while at college I had gained a knowledge of the Russian alphabet, and though it was rather imperfect, I was prompted to make an attempt to discover the equivalent of the two letters in English.

The task occupied me a very long time, and after considerable patience and perseverance I found I had translated the initials, although they told me nothing.

The two letters cut in the stone above were N.S.

I stood motionless for a few minutes, almost unable to give credence to the solution of the puzzle; then went carefully over the two signs again.

No; I was not mistaken.

N.S., I repeated to myself aloud, almost breathless with amazement, my heart beating quickly, and sounding distinctly in the tomb-like silence of my dungeon. The initials of some unfortunate man who perhaps, like myself, was confined here for some crime he did not commit.

Whose was the hand that traced the deadly sign, and the initials? This was the question I vainly asked myself.

Perhaps the letters below will throw some light upon this ghastly secret, I said aloud, as I commenced to feel the two characters underneath the design. They were well-shaped and deeply cut, so I had not so much difficulty as with those above.

I may be about to solve the enigma of the seal, I reflected, as, in intense excitement, I took one letter after the other and thought of its corresponding letter in English.

I soon deciphered them, and found the initials were S.O.

The discovery caused me much disappointment, for beyond the assumption that a certain person whose initials were N.S. had been imprisoned in the cell, together, perhaps, with a comrade whose initials were S.O., who had possibly sketched the obscure hieroglyphics, I was no nearer the solution of the device than before.

It might have been inscribed a dozen, perhaps a hundred, years ago — before the seal had become synonymous of death — for aught I knew.

So intent was I in endeavouring to feel other names or devices near this particular one that I failed to notice the opening of my cell door, and when I became aware of the lantern-light behind me I turned and saw a Cossack officer standing upon the threshold.

He stepped forward and was about to enter, but suddenly, as if on second thought, he drew back and pulled up the broad collar of his riding-coat about his neck, so as to partially hide his face before entering.

Advancing, and turning the lamplight full upon my face, he gazed into it fixedly for several seconds, his own countenance being concealed by the shadow. Then, without speaking, he went across the cell and commenced examining the wall, apparently to ascertain in what pursuit I was engaged when he entered.

He cast his eyes along the wall, when he suddenly gave vent to a low exclamation of profound surprise, not unmingled with horror, and holding his lantern on a level with the inscription, scrutinised it minutely for some minutes, at the same time muttering to himself.

From his movements, and the agitation which he strove to suppress, it was evident he, too, had made a startling discovery; and I stood wondering what there was about it that interested him so much.

He looked at me several times, and though his face was always in the shade I could see that in his eyes was a peculiar expression. Twice he returned and examined the inscription, as if to rivet it upon his memory and to satisfy himself he was not mistaken; then he turned, and, addressing me in French, said:

Prisoner, prepare yourself. We start to-morrow.

To Siberia? I asked.

Yes; make the best of your last nights rest, he replied in a strange hoarse voice, and went out, leaving me again to my gloomy reflections.

For hours I sat, asking myself what this could mean. The initials, in conjunction with the seal, served to increase the mystery, and the agitation of the officer when his gaze fell upon it clearly showed the grim symbol was repulsive to him, although the cruel light in his eyes caused me to conjecture that it revealed to him some awful truth that had hitherto been hidden.

But why need I exercise my mind upon trying to solve this inscrutable problem, I thought, when on the morrow I should start upon my terrible journey to the grave?

Ay, what was the use?


Chapter Fourteen.

En Route for the Mines.
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AT LAST THE day — or rather night — arrived, when the gates of the Citadel opened, allowing myself with thirty other prisoners to pass out upon the first stage of the weary two months tramp to that bourne whence few convicts ever return.

We were a sorry, smileless band of criminals of all classes, each dressed alike and bearing a number, our hands fastened behind our backs, and chained together in single file.

Slowly we passed through the great iron gates, and turning, crossed the Troitskoi Bridge, our escort of mounted Cossacks cracking their long whips, and with lanterns tied to their lance-points examining the road continually, in search of any letters which might be dropped. It was a weird, dismal procession, as we trudged on through the streets made sloppy by the melting snow, and the clanking of chains, the cracking of whips, the shouts of the soldiers, and the rumbling of the springless carts in the rear for those who might fall ill by the way, awoke the echoes of the silent thoroughfares.

A few belated pleasure-seekers, some in fancy dress, who were evidently returning from a ball, stopped to watch us pass, but no one was allowed to come near us, for the Cossacks warned them off.

In this way we passed across the slumbering city and out upon the broad, bleak highway on our journey eastward to the Ourals. It commenced to rain in torrents, and soon all of us were wet and uncomfortable, but through the long night we marched onward in dogged silence. Conversation was forbidden, and those who had spoken had felt the thong of the escorts whip about his shoulders.

The convict to whom I was chained I recognised as the guide who had conducted me over the Winter Palace. What was his crime I knew not, but he plodded on, with a settled look of terror on his face, and the sighs that frequently escaped him plainly showed what were his feelings at being exiled from his native land.

His was not the face of a criminal, but rather that of one who had been unjustly condemned, as I had been.

Our wet clothes clung to us as we walked, our feet splashed through great pools at every step, and the icy wind that blew across the wide level highway chilled our very bones, greatly adding to our discomfort.

We must have walked six hours, for as the day dawned, cloudy and grey, we saw in the distance the wooden houses of Jjora, and half an hour later were drawn up in a line in the open space before the little church.

Here our fetters were removed; but in the meantime the news had spread through the village that a convict convoy was on the march, and the inhabitants, taking compassion upon us, crowded round with steaming tureens of tschi, piles of new bread, and jugs of vodki. They were not allowed to approach us, however, and were compelled to set their offerings at the roadside and retire.

The pity felt for Siberian exiles is universal, and even the Cossacks seemed to have some sympathy for us poor wretches, as they allowed us to partake freely of what the kind-hearted peasants offered.

I was almost exhausted by the long tramp, and ate ravenously. As soon as we had appeased our hunger, we were marched inside the church to attend a parting mass and hear a brief sermon.

As we knelt, the priest went through the ritual, afterwards giving us an address, urging submission and penitence, as well as extolling the Czars clemency most likely; but as I was unable to understand a word, I was spared this canting hypocrisy, and was glad when the grim farce was over and we had left the sacred building.

Soon we were upon our way again, and through out the day trudged wearily onward. With a thick pine forest on each side of the road, the journey resembled a sea voyage, one spot so much like another that we always seemed to remain in the same place.

We had no chains to trouble us now; but though permission had been given to talk, all desire for conversation had gone out of us, so jaded and weary were we. Without a halt, we pushed on until long after daylight had faded, and when at last a rest was made we prepared to bivouac in the forest.

A large fire was lit, some biscuits and salt beef served out, and then, with nothing further to protect us from the frost than our greatcoats and rugs, we flung ourselves upon the ground and sought repose.

I was exhausted and soon fell asleep. I must have continued so for several hours, when suddenly I felt a hand upon my cheek, and in the fitful light thrown by the dying embers of the fire, saw a Cossack bending over me.

All was quiet, save for the shadowy forms of the sentries, who paced quietly to and fro among the surrounding trees.

As I awoke, the man at my side placed his finger significantly upon my lips, whispering in broken English, Dont utter a word, but listen; Frank Burgoyne, remember what I am about to tell you. Be brave, and you may escape.

Escape! I ejaculated, rubbing my eyes, half-believing that I must be dreaming. How can I?

The matter is simple if you follow my directions; but it will require nerve and firm determination. If you falter you are lost.

Tell me, how can it be done? I whispered, eagerly.

He bent so closely that, although his face was unrecognisable in the darkness, I could feel his breath. Placing his mouth to my ear he said: To-morrow afternoon we shall pass through a small village called Podberesa. A mile after leaving it, we shall come to cross-roads, and there you will see a two-horse sleigh awaiting you, the driver of which will have a red ribbon upon his whip. Be on the watch, and when close to it make a dash between the guards, jump in, and you will be driven to the coast, where you can get away to England. In the sleigh you will find the dress of a courier, and a passport which will ensure your safety.

But the escort; they will fire! I exclaimed in amazement.

There are no buts. Time does not permit of reflection. Do as I bid, and you will not be harmed, he said.

You are my friend, then?

No, scarcely that. My duty is to take you to the mines.

Then why do you tell me how to escape?

There is reason in most things that we do.

And what is your reason for this? I asked. Perhaps you can explain why I have been kept in that horrible prison without trial, and why I, an Englishman, should be sent to Siberia for no offence whatever?

Yes, yes, he replied, I am aware of all this. But hush! The guards are changing. Remember all I have said; make your dash for liberty with a stout heart, and when you return to London all will be explained. Adieu, and bon voyage.

The man crawled noiselessly away, but as he lifted himself upon his hands the fire threw out a flicker of light which fell upon his features. It was only momentarily and then died away, yet in that brief second I detected a close — even striking — resemblance to some one I had seen before.

He slipped away without a sound, just as the sentry passed; nevertheless for a long time I lay awake trying to recollect where I had seen the soldiers face before.

At last I felt positive the voice was the same as that of the officer who had visited me in the cell, yet what motive he could have in planning my escape, I could not guess. Then again I felt sure the face resembled some one I had known intimately, or had cause to remember. Suddenly it dawned upon me.

The face was similar to that of the man I had seen leaving the house in Bedford Place!

The next day passed much as the preceding one, though with considerable excitement and anxiety I prepared myself for my bold attempt to regain freedom. It was late in the afternoon that we passed through the village, and it was fast growing dusk when the object for which I was straining my eyes came into view — a sleigh, the driver of which had the reins and whip gathered up in the act of starting.

The critical moment arrived.

Just as we were passing, I slipped out of the ranks, and made a sudden dash, falling headlong into the vehicle. The fall saved me.

I heard the word of command. A dozen shots rang out. But in a few seconds we were flying at a furious rate along the smooth highway in an opposite direction. It was an exciting moment, but I did not lose my nerve.

Dont be alarmed, said the driver, in English; the guards dare not leave the prisoners, and we shall beat them easily. Dress as quickly as you can, for by this time to-morrow we must be at Viborg.

I found the clothes, and exchanged my convicts dress for them. In the pockets were a passport and a purse well filled with roubles. When dressed, I settled myself to think. With relays of horse at every post-station, we travelled all that night. Next evening we drove into Viborg.

I questioned the driver, but he would not tell me by whom he had been engaged.

You have been wronged, and reparation must be made, was all he replied.

By no ingenious questioning could I elicit any particulars as to who was instrumental in scheming my escape, for to all my inquiries he was dumb, although he appeared fully cognisant of my adventures since I had been in Russia.

On arrival at Viborg I lost no time in searching for a ship, and, to my relief, found one leaving for Hull in a few hours. I exhibited my passport as an official courier, obtained a berth, and before the next day dawned had the satisfaction of watching the lights of the Russian port disappear at the stern.


Chapter Fifteen.

An Ominous Incident.

[image: img21.jpg]

ON THE EVENING of the day after my return to London, I was passing down the Strand, intending to seek Bob Nugent at the Junior Garrick.

The utmost excitement was prevalent.

Something startling had been published in the evening papers. Dozens of newsboys were rushing about amongst the throng of foot-passengers crying Spe-shall! nother orrible murder! Every one was purchasing copies, reading them in doorways and under street-lamps, and my curiosity being aroused at the unusual commotion, I did likewise.

Opening the paper, my eye caught the bold headlines, The Mystic Seal again. Another Mysterious Murder.

The account was too long to be read in the street, so turning into the nearest restaurant, and flinging myself into a chair, I read it from beginning to end; for I, of all men, was interested in these almost superhuman crimes.

Briefly told, they were the details of a curious but atrocious crime, committed with great daring. Shortly before one oclock that morning, a constable on his beat, while passing through Angel Court, Drury Lane, noticed the form of a woman lying in the shadow of a doorway. He at first thought it was one of the wanderers so numerous in that neighbourhood, and was about to rouse her, when he was horrified to discover that she was dead, and that blood was flowing from a deep wound in her throat.

The body was in a pool of blood, and it appeared as if the fatal gash had been inflicted with a razor. The officer at once gave the alarm, and within a few minutes several other constables were on the spot, as well as the divisional surgeon. Nothing could be ascertained in the neighbourhood regarding the murdered woman, who was aged about twenty-five. But on the body being removed to the mortuary, there was discovered pinned to the breast, and soaked through with blood, a small piece of paper which had evidently borne the repulsive seal. Although the latter had been torn off, a portion of the wax still remained.

The narrow passage in which the murdered woman had been found was little frequented, it being extremely secluded, and, except at the outer portion, the houses were not inhabited.

How the deed could have been committed without any sounds having been heard by those who lived near was regarded as a mystery by all who knew the neighbourhood, and, of course, there were the usual wild rumours afloat as to the probable identity of the murdered woman.

In a leading article, the journal said:

It seems pretty certain that this last atrocity must be ranked with the others. Committed with the same startling rapidity, with the same disheartening absence of traceable clues, this latest crime was probably perpetrated by the same scoundrel or maniac as the one who horrified and puzzled the world last year. The murderer goes about his work with much deliberation, and effects his escape with great skill, and even takes time and trouble in pinning the cabalistic sign of the seal to the breast of his victim. The meaning of that sign it is impossible to tell. We have steadily asserted, before and after the occurrence of these murders, that the police force of London is not adequate in numbers to the duties imposed upon it. It is the business of the police, if it cannot prevent crime, at least to detect it.

It was the eighth murder, and still the authorities were as far off bringing the guilty one to justice as they were when the first victim was discovered.

After eagerly reading the report I placed the newspaper aside and sat in silent meditation. There was something so curious, almost supernatural, in these crimes, that I could not reflect without a shudder upon the horrors of that night a few months before when I was instrumental in bringing the previous work of the mysterious, assassin to light. Every detail of that terrible crime surged through my brain as plainly as if it were but yesterday, and the face of the man who left the house, and whom I followed I could see as vividly as if he were still before me, for his features were graven too deeply upon my memory to be ever effaced.

I sat utterly dumbfounded. The problem was growing even more complicated, for it struck me as something more than a strange coincidence that the Bedford Place murder should have been committed immediately before I left London, and that the murderer should have thought fit not to add another victim to his ghastly list until immediately upon my return.

Somehow I could not help feeling convinced there must be some occult reason in this.

On the former occasion I had carefully studied the theories put forward, especially that urged by an eminent medical man, that the murderer was a homicidal maniac. This, I felt assured, was totally wrong. The man the doctor had in his mind was a type well-known to those who have made a special study of murder-madness. But such a man does not work with the skill displayed by this assassin — he does not arrange his entrance, his picture, his exit, so carefully. Misdirected enthusiasm may prompt to murder, but it does not run side by side with cunning deliberation and desire for effect.

No! I maintained in my own mind that when, if ever, the author of the murders was arrested, he would be found to be a man who was perfectly sane, and who had gloated over the extraordinary skill with which he had thrown the London detective force off the scent.

I did not seek Nugent that night, but returned to my rooms, and sat far into the early hours, soliloquising upon the mystery.

At last, wearied out, I rose, and, taking down a pipe, filled it. There was a mirror over the mantelshelf, and as I was in the act of lighting my pipe, I caught sight of a countenance in the glass, and paused to reflect. The vesta burned down till it scorched my fingers; but, fascinated by what I saw, I stood motionless, staring into the glass.

It was not upon the reflection of myself that I gazed, but on the face of the man I had seen coming from the house in Bedford Place!

I am aware there are some events in our lives, of which each circumstance and surrounding detail is indelibly impressed upon the mind, and, on reflection, it was easy to account for this strange and startling fantasy. So petrified had my mind been during the past few hours, that, in my imagination, the image of my own facial expression closely resembled his. Still, there was yet another more urgent aspect, which caused me to consider seriously. Such a freak of the mental faculties I had never before experienced; nevertheless, I knew the symptom to be precursory of madness.

Was I doomed to insanity?

Sinking back into a chair and smoking my pipe, I calmly reviewed the situation. My inner conscience seemed to tell me — though, to this day, I have never been able to account for it — that the key to the mystery was in my hands. By mere chance — or was it Fate? — I had discovered one of the murderers victims, and had seen the miscreant himself leave the house — a man whom I should be able to identify anywhere. No one else had seen him, I argued with myself, so it was a duty towards my fellow-men to bring him to the punishment he so well merited. That is what conscience urged me as I sat smoking through the long night, and before the dawn I had made up my mind again to try my hand at elucidating the fearful mystery, and spare no effort towards its accomplishment.

With that object, I obtained permission of the police next morning, and viewed the body which was in the mortuary awaiting identification. It lay in the chilly chamber, stretched upon the dark slate slab, the face covered with a white cloth. This the constable removed, revealing the features of a dark, rather handsome, young woman, evidently of the poorer class, and a denizen of that quarter of the city.

As I gazed upon the body I wondered who she was. What was she? What was her history? Could even such a plebeian woman be missed by her friends, and no inquiries made after her? It seemed almost incredible, yet it was so; for when the coroner held his inquiry a few days later, she had not been identified, so the verdict of Murder was given, photographs were taken of the dead unknown — one of which I have before me as I write — and she was conveyed to her last resting-place in Nunhead Cemetery.

It was no isolated case. Every year numbers of bodies of men and women are found by the London police and buried unclaimed, at the expense of the parish; until one is at a loss to know where are the relatives of the unfortunate ones that they make no sign, and take no trouble to make known their loss.

It is one of Babylons unfathomable mysteries.

For days — nay, weeks — afterwards, I continually devoured the information contained in the newspapers regarding the eighth murder, but the victim remained unidentified; and although I frequented the busiest haunts of men in the City and its immediate suburbs at all hours of the day and night, in the hope of meeting the murderer, my efforts were so dispiritingly futile that more than once I was sorely tempted to give up in despair.


Chapter Sixteen.

Facing the Inevitable.
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THOUGH I HAD been in London nearly two months I had heard nothing of Vera, and her explanation of my imprisonment, as promised by the Cossack, had not been made.

I had some misgivings, it is true, for I could not help feeling that, having used me to execute her strange commission, she would trouble me no further; and as the days went by, and I received neither letter nor visit, my conviction was strengthened that such was the case.

A wet, cheerless night, one of those soaking rains with which dwellers in the metropolis are too well acquainted. Business London had brought a days work to a close, the buses were filled to overflowing, the shops were putting up their shutters, and the strings of dripping humanity waiting at pit doors of theatres were anathematising the management of places of amusement for not opening earlier, as a hansom deposited Nugent and myself before the Gaiety Theatre, where a new burlesque was that night to be produced.

A contrast to the rain and mud outside was the interior of the theatre. Warm, bright, and comfortable, were stalls and boxes, filled with fair women and brave men, the bright dresses and glittering jewels of the former contrasting well with the dull red shade with which the place was decorated and adding a brilliancy and luxury to the whole. The production of the piece had long been talked of, and the event had the effect of bringing together a number of professional first-nighters and leading lights of the literary and musical world, not forgetting the fair sprinkling of Bohemians who are always the welcome guests of the management on such occasions.

Soon after we had found our stalls the conductors bâton waved, the overture was played, and the curtain rose.

The first act had concluded when I stood up to nod to several people present whom I knew, and in casting my eyes around the boxes I was attracted to one in which sat a young and handsomely dressed lady, alone. As I looked, our eyes met.

It was Vera!

Apparently she had been watching me, for with a pleasant smile of recognition, she beckoned me with her fan.

At that moment Bob noticed her, and nodding towards her, whispered, By Jove! old fellow, whod have thought of meeting the fair Russian? The world isnt so large, after all. Shall you go up and speak?

I glanced upwards in hesitation. She was leaning from the box, the diamonds in her hair flashing under the gaslight, and she beckoned anxiously. This decided me, and I went in search of her, with a feeling — half of the old love, and half of a newly-born distrust.

I was not long in finding her box, and as I entered, her maid, who was her only companion, went out.

Retiring into the shadow, so as not to be observed by the people below, she stretched forth her hand and, with a glad smile, exclaimed, At last, Frank — quel plaisir!

I drew back, and was ungallant enough not to take the proffered hand, for had I not been duped by her and nearly lost my liberty and life?

Ah! she said in a hoarse whisper, it is as I expected, Frank — we are no longer friends.

Why should we be?

I know I am unworthy a thought, having acted as basely as I did; but it was not my fault. It could not be avoided, she said, casting her eyes to the floor.

And that is the way you reciprocate my affection! You send me upon an errand so dangerous that it nearly costs me my life! I remarked, bitterly.

No, no! Do not judge me harshly, she pleaded, laying her hand upon my coat-sleeve, and looking into my face imploringly. Wait until I can explain before you condemn me. I know you think me a scheming, cold-hearted adventuress; perhaps I was when I met you; but now — it is different.

Vera, I said, endeavouring to be firm, it pains me, but I must put an end to this interview. I was foolish to seek you thus, but it was only to confront you for the last time that I obeyed. I have loved you fondly, madly, but you have — there — I could never trust you again; so, for the future, we must be as strangers.

You are cruel, Frank, she said, the tears welling in her eyes. It is merciless of you not to hear my version of the matter, although I own appearances are much against me. The vilest criminal is allowed to make a defence; surely you will not debar me from it!

She looked beseechingly at me, her face blanched and betraying the struggle going on within.

But you cannot tell me here, I said, somewhat softened by her repentance.

No; my uncle will be out to-morrow evening, come to me then, she replied, producing a visiting card, upon which she scribbled an address. We are living at Richmond. If you cannot come, may I meet you?

Taking the card, I said, Very well, you shall explain matters if you wish. I will call to-morrow.

Do, she implored; I am sure I shall be able to satisfy you that I am not so very much to blame.

We then shook hands and parted, for the orchestra having finished playing, the curtain had risen, and the theatre was too quiet to allow further conversation.

I returned to my seat, but on glancing up five minutes afterwards, saw that Vera was not in her box, and concluded that the burlesque had no longer any attraction for her.

Nugents inquiries after her health and well-being I answered satisfactorily, though I, myself, could not sit out the play, and returned home long before it was over.

I need not dwell upon the fearful suspense and mental torture in which that night was spent. Suffice it to say it was a period that seemed interminable, for my heart was racked by an intensity of emotion which can scarcely be conceived. The sight of Vera, in all her bewitching loveliness of old when we passed those happy days at Genoa, had awakened, with a thousand-fold energy, my love. Deceived as I imagined myself to have been, the one absorbing passion of my existence had still lived, in spite of all attempts to smother and subdue it by reasons aid. One word from Vera, one look from those eyes into my own, had again laid me a captive at her feet, although I despised — hated — myself for what seemed mere weakness.

I knew it was a farce to seek an explanation, for, whatever it might be, I was ready to accept it. My heart could not be hardened against Vera. And then, should she in verity explain the mystery which hung around us both, that would mean the dawn of better days and brighter hopes.


Chapter Seventeen.

The Terrace, Richmond.
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WITH A BEATING heart and a firm determination to be strong, I was ushered on the following afternoon into the drawing-room of one of that terrace of large houses that stand on the summit of Richmond Hill, overlooking what was at that time the grounds of Buccleuch House, but which have lately been thrown open as public gardens.

It was a pleasant room, the windows of which commanded a fine view of the picturesque valley, where, deep down, the river, like a silvery streak, winds in and out the mass of foliage. Undoubtedly it is the prettiest scene within many miles of London, and that day Father Thames was looking his best in the glories of a setting sun, whose rays now gilded the sail of a tiny craft dropping down with the tide, and anon lighted up some snorting tug or shrieking pleasure-launch.

Scarcely had I time to glance round when the door opened and Vera entered.

She looked even more lovely than I had ever before seen her, dressed in a tea-gown of cream lace over vieux rose satin, with a loose front and train, showing the pale rose satin lining, her waist being encircled by a curious girdle. It suited her admirably, and as she walked across the room with a smile of glad welcome upon her lips and her hand outstretched, I confess my heart was softened towards her.

There was an indefinable air — it might be of anxiety about her, however, as if she were afraid that what she had to say would not be convincing to me; and it was plainly to be seen that she, too, had spent a night of sleeplessness.

Well, Frank, we have met again — you did not forget your promise, she said, in those soft tones I loved to hear, speaking slowly, perhaps timidly.

We seated ourselves in silence. I dared not yet trust myself to speak.

Last night I said I would give you the reason of my apparent fourberie.

She paused, and toyed with her rings. She was waiting for me to answer.

Yes, I said; I am listening.

She looked up hastily; my voice was not encouraging.

It was imperative Frank, that you should be sent to Petersburg — and — it was for your own sake—

For my sake! I exclaimed.

Yes, Frank, she replied; and it was only for that and for your future happiness and our— she paused, while a vivid blush mantled her handsome features.

Our what? I demanded, almost rudely.

I must not say, dearest; but this you might know — that no harm was intended for you in any proceeding in which I had a hand.

That is no answer, Vera, I said, somewhat sternly. You say this was for our something, and for my future happiness! What does it all mean, and why this mystery? Im tired of it. If you cannot explain, why ask me to call upon you?

Because, Frank — because I feel sure you would forgive me everything, could you know all.

Is there a reason, then, that you will make no explanation?

Yes, a most important one. If I could, I would tell you — but I cannot, she said.

Yet you were aware of my arrest, my imprisonment without trial, and transportation?

True. I knew of your arrest an hour after it had taken place.

And it was you who planned my escape?

It was. Had I not been successful, you would now be working in the Kara silver mines, enduring that living death which is a worse punishment than the gallows, she replied, shuddering.

For your timely assistance in that matter I must thank you, I said. Yet it is only fair that I should know the nature of my unknown offence, and the reason of my arrest I presume you are aware of it?

No, do not thank me, Frank. It was in my power to help you, and I did so. It was but my duty.

But why was I imprisoned? I asked.

That I cannot tell you.

Surely I have a right to demand an explanation, and if you do not tell me I shall place the matter before the English Consul, who will, perhaps, be able to fathom it, I observed.

No, no! she replied, starting up. No, Frank, dont do that, for my sake. It would implicate me and I should be in deadly peril. Let the subject rest, and request no further explanation, promise me that? she urged earnestly.

I cannot. There is a mystery about the whole affair which I confess I dont like. I came here to-day expecting to hear it explained, but I find you indisposed to tell me anything, I replied angrily.

Not indisposed, Frank — unable.

Unable! Why, you admit you are fully cognisant of the facts!

I do, but unfortunately circumstances will not permit me to disclose the secret.

There is a secret, then? I ejaculated.

Yes, one that must be kept at all hazards, alas! Therefore promise not to cause inquiries to be made, or it will be myself who will be the sufferer. Do promise me this? she implored.

If what you say is true, I replied, you may rely upon my silence, though I think, in the interests of our friendship, you should tell me what you know.

I wish I could. I know I am not hors de blâme, for I deceived you when I said I was under my uncles thrall. It is true he holds power over me, but not in the way I suggested.

How, then?

Ah, it is part of the secret. Some day, perhaps, you may know — not now. I had a set purpose in asking you to go to Russia to perform that commission you so kindly undertook, yet it was in desperation that I asked you — the man who was to have been my husband.

And I shall bitterly remember the experience until my dying day, I remarked.

Yes! it is only natural that you should feel disgusted at what you conceive is my treachery. It is but another result of the fatal step — I mean of the cursed circumstances in which I am placed. I cannot hope for your forgiveness, for I dare not explain. On every side, she exclaimed disconsolately, with a vehement gesture of the hands, I am watched and surrounded, hemmed in with difficulties, absolutely prevented from—

From telling me the object for which you sent me to Russia, when you knew it was a dangerous errand, likely to cost me my life? How can you expect that I should love you as I did with this terrible enigma unsolved?

She remained silent.

For a moment I thought she was on the point of telling me all, when, with a look of piteous appeal, she threw herself at my knees and raised my hands to her lips.

Frank, she murmured, so low that it was only by bending forward that I could catch the words, why do you ask? Is it because you love me, or — or — is it from mere curiosity you inquire?

Because I love you, Vera.

Then, raising her beautiful face to my own, with a smile of hope, then — trust me, Frank, and, in the future, when things have altered, you shall know all!

This is trifling, I said stiffly, raising her to her feet. You ask me to trust you because I love you; if you care for me, why not trust me, and confide this trouble to one who would do so much for you?

Cannot you wait, Frank, for — for even a short time? Can you never think that it was by pure force of circumstances that I was compelled to practise deceit towards you? I have known of your return since the day of the murder — that is — I mean since the first hour you set foot in England, but I had not the courage to face you because I knew I deserved forgiveness so little.

If this is all you have to say, I responded, rising, and taking up my stick and hat, as if going, we may as well part. Force of circumstances may be compelling you to deceive me now.

My heart told me that Vera was wronged. As the cynical words fell from my lips she gave me a glance confirming that opinion. Standing erect, her features aglow with indignation, her whole frame quivering with excitement, she confronted me like a lioness.

Go! she exclaimed, with an energy which made me start violently. Go, for we have both been deceived. I have been deceived, but now my awakening has come. Alas! this is my reward for the dangers braved, the difficulties surmounted, and the crimes committed for your sake!

Stay, Vera, for Heavens sake! What crimes?

Oh, forgive me! What have I said? I think Im mad. Nay, question me no further, but leave me. Could you but know my heart, Frank, you would have pity — you would know that my love is too great, too all-absorbing, to allow me for an instant to endanger your life unnecessarily. But it is absolutely certain I cannot tell you now, and therefore—

I was conquered. As she paused again, in the midst of her anguish, and her eyes sought mine with an irresistible glance in which love and tenderness, mingled with entreaty, struggled with hope, I knew that all further resistance to the spell on my part was useless, for Vera spoke the truth — and she was all the world to me.

So I took her in my arms, and forgave her.

And you will always trust me now, Frank? she asked presently with happy and tender elation.

Vera, I said, gravely, I am showing my faith in you, am I not, by asking you to be my wife? I can trust you?

Trust me! she cried. Mon Dieu! I have loved only one man; it is you.

I bent down to kiss the pale upturned face and her lips met mine in a hot passionate caress, enough to make any mans head reel.

I will endeavour to blot out from my memory this strange deceit you have practised upon me, I exclaimed in a low voice.

I am thankful to you, for Im so undeserving, she cried, kissing me fondly again and again.

But you must own your vindication has not been very satisfactory, I said, smiling.

Yes, I am aware of that, she replied, seriously.

Mais, restes tranquille. I cannot tell you all — at least not yet.

Then for the present I have heard enough to convince me once more of your affection, Vera, and to each other we will be as before. You are still, darling, my betrothed.

She did not reply, but flinging her slim white arms around my neck, shed tears of joy. The terrible anxiety as to the result of her pleading, upon which depended her happiness and peace of mind, had proved too great for her, and her pent-up feelings found vent in hysterical emotion.

She clung tightly to me as I tried to soothe her, and presently, when she became more calm, she dashed away her tears.

Before I returned to town that night she had consented to become my wife in a few months. Some might censure me as being rash and headstrong, but the truth was I had become intoxicated with her marvellous beauty, fascinated by her charming manner, just as I had been when we met by the Mediterranean.

There was something undeniably strange and mysterious in her religiously-guarded secret, but I felt assured hers was a strong, passionate, unwavering affection, and consequently, when I bade her good-night, I was in the best of spirits, and hopeful of the future.


Chapter Eighteen.

Under the Stars.

[image: img21.jpg]

SIX MONTHS LATER.

Vera was now my wife. After spending a blissful honeymoon among the Cumberland Lakes we had taken up our abode at Elveham Dene, the home of my childhood, which I had inherited from my father. She was delighted with the old place, and, indeed, I myself have always been fond of it, and may be forgiven if I descant upon its old-world beauties.

It sounds egotistical, even snobbish, nowadays, to talk of ancient lineage, but ours was not a mushroom family, for the Burgoynes have been the possessors of the estate for the greater portion of three centuries.

Six miles from the nearest railway station, Stamford, and one from the village of Blatherwyke, Elveham stands high up, commanding magnificent views across that most fertile of the midland counties — Northamptonshire. Built when the First James was King, with its wings of brick and stone dressings, the centre entirely of stone shrouded by the ivy of years and decorated with Renaissance ornaments, its great charm lies in the air of unprofaned antiquity which surrounds it. There are no modern additions; and the broad balustraded terraces, the quaint old flower gardens with their sundials, and the venerable oaks and yew-trees, all call up visions of sturdy white-plumed cavaliers whose talk is of the unhappy fight at Cheriton and the downfall of Loyalty.

Through the long years the interior has been little changed, and contains some fine old tapestry, ancient furniture, and a gallery wherein hang the time-sombred portraits of my ancestors.

It is a quaint old place throughout, and it was my delight when I brought Vera there to point out and explain the curiosities, odd nooks and corners, and relate to her its many traditions.

The Dene itself is noteworthy, too: a long steep glade carpeted with turf, closed in by a wooded amphitheatre, which opens close to the house. The lower part forms a flower garden; the whole scene, with its occasional cypresses and sunny patches of greensward, is Poussinesque, and strictly classical, belonging not to English fairies, but to the wood spirit of the old world.

Beyond, a walk leads through a beech wood, the undergrowth of which consists of huge rhododendrons. Blatherwyke may be reached by this path, being a shorter distance than by the high-road.

Such was the home which, owing to a quarrel with my father, I had left seven years before to battle with the world and earn my living by dint of sheer hard work; the home to which I returned, my bride upon my arm, wealthy, happy, with a bright future of bliss unalloyed before me. Our welcome, too, was a very hearty one, possibly because from a child I had been popular with the servants and tenants, and since coming into possession of the place I had not stinted them.

It was scarcely surprising that my wife should have been charmed with the natural and artistic beauties of this dear home, for they were such as should content any one of good sense, even though their tastes were fastidious.

Mine were not. I was a happy, contented man, blessed with a beautiful and affectionate wife, and feeling glad, having at last secured the prize for which I risked so much.

As she had scarcely any friends in this country we had been married quietly at Richmond. Monsieur Hertzen performed the formality of giving away his niece, and at the church door we left him, as we understood he had to leave England upon pressing business. On our return from the Lakes I proposed that we should spend the autumn at Elveham and invite some people for the shooting. For the winter season it was my intention to take a house in London and introduce Vera in society. At these plans she expressed her utmost satisfaction, though she said she should be happy to live aways at Elveham.

In peaceful contentment, without thought, devoid of care, the days passed pleasantly after our arrival home.

As mistress, she soon set about arranging and reorganising the household, and I could not fail to notice that her quiet, kindly demeanour at once endeared her to the servants, all of whom spoke highly of her.

I had married her knowing absolutely nothing about her past, and this was a fact which she apparently had not forgotten, for on the night of our arrival, when we had dined, and were seated tête-à-tête in her boudoir, she rose, and coming behind my chair, said, — 

Frank, dear, I had no idea my future home was to be so beautiful a place; it is absolutely perfect. Few women begin their married life in happier circumstances than these.

Was it a pleasant surprise? I asked, laughing. Yes, very, she answered. But I cannot forget, dear, that you know nothing whatever about me. I might be a base adventuress for aught you know. How is it you trust me so?

Because — why, because I love you, I replied. She passed her hand lightly through my hair, as she said, In return I will always be true to you, Frank. The day will come, sooner or later, when I can tell you the story of my life, and much that will astonish you, perhaps.

And you promise there shall be no clouds to mar our happiness? — clouds caused by jealousy or distrust, I mean.

No, never. You love me truly, I know. No man who did not would have married me with appearances so much against me as they were. I am world-weary, tired of the wandering life I have led, and glad to be with you here — always. I swear I will ever be good and faithful to you, and a light of great contentment shone in her eyes.

It was enough. I desired no more, for my cup of happiness was filled, and with all my heart I worshipped my wife as an angel of goodness and purity. Ah! if we men could but remember that there is no beauty beneath the skin, that a soft tongue is not an outward sign of genuine affection in that crisis in our lives when we take a woman for our wife, how many brief fools paradises should we avoid, how many hours, nay years of trouble and unhappiness, how much shame, how many broken hearts!

Alas! my bliss was but short-lived, for very soon the glamour fell from my eyes, and I made discoveries of a nature so horrible that I would gladly have given all I possessed as a ransom for my freedom.

Love is blind, tis true, but jealousy has a thousand eyes which hideously distort that which is seen, at the same time eating into our hearts like a corrosive acid, with results almost as dire. Yet what greater calamity could befall a man than to discover his wifes perfidy, and to know that while she smiles and caresses him she is conspiring with others to bring about his death?

Fate decreed that such position, ere long, should be mine.

One morning, after we had been at Elveham several weeks, the post-bag contained a letter addressed to Vera, which I handed to her. There was nothing extraordinary in this, as she received many letters from friends, some of which bore the Russian stamp. But the postmark of this particular one was remarkable, inasmuch as it was from Oundle, a town but a few miles distant, where I knew none of her acquaintances resided.

Hastily glancing at its superscription, she turned pale and became visibly agitated; then glancing at me, as if to assure herself I had not noticed her anxiety, she broke the envelope and read the contents, afterwards thrusting it hurriedly into her pocket, evidently trying to hide it from my sight.

I am constrained to confess that in my then mood I attached but little importance to the matter, and not until subsequent events had occurred did I remember it, though I remarked inwardly that during the remainder of the day she seemed nervously anxious, and about her face there was a strange, careworn expression, such as I had only once before seen — on the night of our interview at Richmond.

In the evening, having some correspondence to attend to, I retired to the library, a fine old room, filled from floor to ceiling with books, and containing many choice editions, for bibliophilism had been my fathers hobby, and he had rendered this portion of the house extremely pleasant and comfortable. A lover of books himself, I, as a literary man, inherited his tastes, and now on my return home frequently spent several hours here daily, reading, and transacting that business which necessarily falls upon the owner of an estate.

It was pleasant enough in the daytime, with its windows opening upon the terrace, commanding an extensive view of the Dene, but at night, when the thick crimson curtains were drawn, the lamps lit, and the fire blazed cheerfully in the wide old-fashioned grate, casting its inconstant light upon the stands of shining armour of departed Burgoynes, then it was one of the most snug and cosy rooms in the house.

We had dined, and I had been alone a couple of hours busily answering several important letters, when Vera entered.

She did not speak, fearing perhaps to interrupt me, but with a loving glance drew a lounge chair towards the fire, and sank into it. I was startled to notice how deathly pale she was, and asked whether she felt ill.

I have a very painful headache, dear, she replied in a tremulous voice. I think I will go to my room and rest. If I am undisturbed I shall, perhaps, be better.

Very well, I replied; I will ring for Elise, for my wifes maid had been retained, and was devoted to her mistress.

No, no, do not trouble her; I will go myself. Dont disturb me, dear, and I shall be well to-morrow, she replied, as I rose to touch the bell.

As you wish, dearest, I said, kissing her; I hope sleep will refresh you.

She rose and departed, but before she closed the door, added: I shall not come down again to-night. You will not feel dull?

No, dear, I replied. Heres a heap of writing before me, and while you are getting rid of your headache I can get through it. Good-night.

She wished me bon soir in a low, strained voice, and closed the door.

Till nearly eleven oclock I continued writing, but feeling cramped, lit a cigarette, and opening one of the French windows, stepped out into the night.

It was dark. There was no sound beyond my own footsteps, but as I left the house the thought of the strange murders in London by some chance recurred to me. Was it a presage of coming evil; of an approaching crisis of my fate? Somehow I felt that it was, and with my thoughts fixed upon the awful subject I wandered away over the gravelled paths, scarcely heeding the direction in which I was walking. Gradually, however, I became more composed; the surrounding peace, the soft air, and the thought of my wifes strong affection, had their soothing effect upon me.

Recalled to myself by the weird hoot of an owl, I looked round, and saw I had penetrated into the beech wood, and that I trod noiselessly upon the mossy ground.

Pausing for a moment to take out a fresh cigarette, the sound of voices, close to where I stood, fell indistinctly upon my ears. It did not, and would not, have struck me as curious, had I not suddenly observed two figures, a man and a woman, who were standing together. I had no desire, nor inclination, to witness the love-making of a couple of rustics, yet what could I do? To move was to be discovered, so I remained motionless, hidden behind the trunk of a huge tree.

After a few moments they resumed their conversation earnestly, and my curiosity was aroused. I listened, but was unable to distinguish a single word. Suddenly, however, the truth became evident. I knew they were speaking in Russian!

I recognised the womans voice as that of Vera!

Scarce daring to breathe, I stood rooted to the spot, but just as I had made the startling discovery the moon appeared from behind a bank of cloud, shining down through the leafy branches, and revealing my wife leaning upon the arm of her companion.

He was bending over her, with his face hidden from me. My first impulse was to rush forward and surprise them; but reflecting a moment, I stood eagerly watching. He was uttering tenderly-spoken words, and her head was resting upon his shoulder, when suddenly he turned and glanced in my direction.

The moonlight fell full upon his face, and in a moment I recognised it as one I had seen before!

It was a countenance every feature of which was impressed only too deeply upon my memory — that of the man I had seen leaving the house in Bedford Place! — the man I had vowed to deliver up to justice whenever he should cross my path!

There was a rustling among the bracken, and the branches of the trees gently swaying, cast weird shadows around which a heated imagination could easily have transformed into the shapes and forms of supernatural creatures.

Again peeping from my place of concealment, I saw my wife and her companion were moving onward; indeed I was compelled to draw back quickly, for she passed so close that I could touch her.

Conversing in the same earnest tones they strolled slowly along to the edge of the wood; but I did not follow them: I had heard and seen enough.

Stunned and bewildered, no tears welled from my eyes, but, nevertheless, I began to bitterly repent the implicit trust I had placed in Vera, and firmly resolved not to rest until I could bring to justice the inhuman monster who, not content with his horrible deeds, had ruined that happiness that I foolishly believed would last always.

The shock was so great it prostrated me. The impulse to follow them never suggested itself — fool that I was!


Chapter Nineteen.

False!
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UTTERLY BROKEN DOWN at this manifestation of Veras deception and faithlessness, I wandered away through the grounds in an opposite direction.

Those only who have experienced a suddenly overwhelming grief at discovering the perfidy of the person on whom their affection is set know the intense regret, the anger, and the jealous hatred of the one by whose instrumentality their idol has been shattered. If ever the spirit of murder enters a mans soul it is then.

I thought only of revenge.

Did I not know enough of this man who had blighted my wifes happiness to prove him a murderer and to send him to the gallows? Should I not be even fulfilling my duty in doing so, as well as avenging my own wrongs at the same time?

Yes. I resolved, after much commune with myself, to do this on the morrow. First I would compel Vera to disclose his name, then seek him out, and hand him over to the police.

With these and other maddening thoughts coursing through my brain I had cast myself upon the trunk of a fallen tree, and must have sat there for some time as, when I became conscious of things about me, the grey dawn had appeared through the fast-falling foliage.

Rising, I slowly retraced my steps to the house, pacing the terrace several times in deep soliloquy. The stars had disappeared, the chill breeze stirred the boughs softly, and the air was impregnated with the perfume of decaying leaves. How well I remember leaning upon the stone balustrade, gazing away down the misty Dene, and reflecting that ere the morrows sun had set Vera and I would be parted forever; for after such a discovery I could trust her no longer, neither could we be anything more to each other than strangers.

Need I say how heartily I cursed myself for having been prevailed upon to visit her at Richmond, to listen to her lame excuses, to be softened by her endearing words? No. For the thousandth time I told myself I had been fascinated by her beauty in the way the bird is fascinated by the snake; her toils were about me, and until the present moment I had always been too weak to tear them asunder, to lift the veil from my own eyes, and see her in her true character — that of an adventuress.

But that time had now arrived, and though I confess I was beside myself with grief to find the woman I had loved so fondly, guilty of such scheming and such treachery, I was, nevertheless, pleased to be in possession of the truth. Now I was aware of the worst, and should know how to act.

Presently I turned and passed through the French window into my study. It was useless retiring, for I could not sleep with such thoughts gnawing at my heart, so I flung myself into my writing-chair and thought.

I sat motionless until the warm sun shone through the open window and the birds outside had broken forth into song, when it occurred to me that as I had resolved to leave the place in a few hours it would be well to place my papers in order. This I commenced to do.

There lay scattered upon the table a deed relating to some property, and several letters of a private nature, upon which I had been engaged before taking my stroll on the previous night. With the object of placing them under lock and key I was thoughtfully collecting them when there fell from amongst the heap of papers a piece of red sealing-wax, about the size of a sixpence.

Rarely having occasion to use wax myself I took up the fragment, and found it had the appearance of being the rough corner of a seal that had chipped off the paper to which it had been affixed.

Some one must have been here in my absence, I exclaimed aloud, glancing at the taper which also lay upon the table, at the same time noticing a small spot of wax that had apparently been dropped upon the leather. Then I remembered that if any one had been in the study during the night they had, without doubt, made themselves acquainted with the contents of the paper, and with the rough copy of my will which I had carelessly left about.

I glanced at the scrap of wax again and found upon the margin, close to where it was broken, there was an impression of something.

This might give me a clue to the identity of the member of my household who required sealing-wax in the middle of the night.

Going to the window, the stronger light revealed a strange character, something of the shape of the letter B, but having a long excrescence in front.

In a moment I recognised it as one of the hieroglyphics of the mystic seal!

Nervousness is not one of my afflictions, yet I looked round that room involuntarily viewing the curtains with suspicion, as if half afraid I should witness something supernatural appear from behind them.

It was obvious that some one with the seal in his or her possession had come to my study in my absence during the dark hours of the night for the purpose of obtaining an impression in wax, and that the piece which had served as a clue had accidentally chipped off, alighting amongst the papers.

That some one in the house held the seal there could not be the slightest doubt, and my thoughts at once flew to the man whom Vera had clandestinely met — he whom I knew to be the murderer of Mrs Inglewood.

Who had he marked out as his next victim?

If he entertained affection for Vera, and she reciprocated it, what was more natural than that they should wish to rid themselves of me? I shuddered at the thought. My wife could surely never be an accessory to a murder — yet such things were not unknown, I told myself.

Yes; my surmise must be correct. My wifes lover was only waiting for a favourable opportunity to strike the fatal blow.

He was not aware, however, that I had espied his presence, had recognised him; nor that by mere chance I had learned that an attempt was to be made upon my life.

I can thwart their vile plot, even now! I said bitterly, holding the piece of wax in my hand, and gazing upon it. I will see Vera and first give her an opportunity to justify herself. If it is unsatisfactory I shall then give information to the police, and have the murderer arrested, and I even smiled at the thought that, after all, I held the trump card.

Just at that moment the door opened, a head was poked in, and a voice exclaimed: Halloa, old fellow, why you look as if you hadnt been to bed! I heard somebody chattering, and thought there must be visitors, yet its rather early. Talking to yourself, it seems.

Whats the time? I exclaimed rather brusquely, at the same moment taking out my watch.

Half-past five, he replied. Coming out with me for a walk? A stretch at this hour of the morning will do you good.

No, thanks; Im not an athlete, I replied. Very well. But, by Jove, whats the matter with you this morning? If youd had a bad night at baccarat and were stone broke you couldnt look worse.

Matter with me? Nothing! I replied, endeavouring to smile, except that Ive been very busy writing.

Take my tip and go to bed, old fellow. A couple of hours there will freshen you up wonderfully. But, good-bye, if you wont come for a stroll.

Good-bye: see you at breakfast, I replied abruptly, as the head withdrew and the door closed.

The intruder was Demetrius Hertzen, Veras cousin, a tall, broad-shouldered fellow about my own age, who had an abundance of spirits, which made him a most agreeable companion.

In response to my invitation he had arrived from Brussels a fortnight previously, and had signified his ability to remain my guest for another month. I had only met him once before, at our marriage, but when he had been with us a few days, I found he had many tastes in common with myself, — that he knew London quite as well as Paris or Brussels, and that although used to rather fast society perhaps, he was nevertheless a thoroughly good fellow.

Vera and he had been children together, and laughingly admitted they were sweethearts before they had gained their teens, but that when Demetrius arrived at the mature age of fifteen he transferred his affections. Cautiously I had approached my guest with a view to learn something of his cousins past, but he seemed remarkably shrewd, and carefully warded off every indirect question I put to him on the subject.

Possibly it was at Veras request that he would not tell me what he knew, yet upon this matter only was he silent, as he conversed freely of his own doings and acquaintances, and of his life since leaving the paternal roof, for though a Russian, he spoke English almost perfectly, and only in certain words could the accent be detected.

Somehow, though our acquaintance had been but brief, I had become greatly attached to him, such a mirthful cosmopolitan was he, brimming over with humour and good-fellowship and as light-hearted as his father was dark and sullen. He seemed to be untroubled by any thought or care, the sole object of his existence being to get the greatest amount of enjoyment out of life, and cause amusement to his companions.

Perplexed and uneasy, I longed for some one in whom to confide, and after he had gone, as I stood there brooding, I almost regretted I had not told him of my suspicions, and enlisted his sympathy and aid in tracking the murderer.

I knew, were I to tell him of my discovery of Veras faithlessness, he would readily render any assistance, and even give me advice that I might follow with advantage. I had no one else near to whom I could speak, and after considerable deliberation I at last determined to take him into my confidence, provided I obtained an opportunity of speaking with him alone after breakfast.

To my pocket-book I transferred the mysterious piece of sealing-wax, and then sadly and thoughtfully resumed the task of putting my papers in order.

It took some time, and when finished I set about making preparations for my journey.

First I drew a cheque in favour of myself for a good round sum, then I sat down and wrote a long letter to Vera, which I intended she should read after I had gone.

Full of sorrow and regret, it was a letter in which I told her of my dejection and my inconsolable grief, yet expressing a bitter hope that her life might be happier in the future than mine would be, and explaining the arrangements I proposed whereby she would have a fair income, and Elveham to reside in as long as she wished.

More than once in the course of writing I was so overcome I could scarce proceed, and throwing down my pen was tempted to tear the letter up. But it was a duty; the last communication between myself and she who had been dearest to me. I felt constrained to write on to the end, and append my signature.

After carefully reading it through, I placed it in an envelope, and addressed it to her, to be opened after my departure.

The hours had crept on unnoticed; the servant had long ago come in for the purpose of dusting the place, but, seeing me, had retired. Just as I had written the superscription on the envelope the door again opened, and I found myself face to face with Vera.


Chapter Twenty.

A Mystery Still.
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I ROSE WITH a resolute determination that it should be our last interview.

Why, Frank, she exclaimed, with well-feigned surprise, as she advanced, you havent been to bed, and — why, whats the matter, dear? she added, noticing the expression of anger upon my countenance.

You ought to know well enough, I replied sternly.

How should I know? she asked. Why, the gas is still burning! Surely youve not been writing all night!

It seems your headache has left you, I exclaimed curtly, without answering her question.

Yes, I feel better this morning.

In fact, the pain disappeared as soon as you left me last night, eh?

What! — what do you mean, Frank? she asked anxiously, in a strange voice, a sudden pallor overspreading her statuesque face.

You plead ignorance; it is exactly what I expected. My meaning, I should have thought was pretty clear. You are not usually so dull.

I do not understand you.

Her eyes wavered, she trembled with excitement, and I could see she was bent upon concealing the truth. This increased my anger.

It is a lie! I said sharply. You are trying to deceive me, but I know the truth at last.

Deceiving you! Why, what have I done that you should accuse me in this manner? Surely you are not yourself this morning?

You left me here writing last night, did you not?

Yes, she answered, gloomily.

And thought that I was safe for a few hours, and would not keep an eye upon your movements?

What has that to do with it?

Simply this. A couple of hours after you shammed illness and left me, I went out into the Dene, and there I saw—

There you saw me! she cried wildly, swaying forward, and clutching at the back of a chair for support. Dieu! it is true, Frank; yes, true, I — I confess — I deceived you.

Then you admit it! I ejaculated, hardly believing my own ears.

Yes; yes, I do, she moaned in tones of anguish. But forgive me, and say no more about the occurrence. It was unfortunate, and no harm has been done.

I tried with difficulty to restrain my passionate indignation. Such a cool request maddened me.

Unfortunate? I cried. No; for me it is the reverse, for it has opened my eyes to your faithlessness. Forgive you this! The things absurd!

I unfaithful! she repeated, looking vacantly about her, and clasping her hands. I never thought it could be misconstrued into that! I unfaithful! Am I not your wife? and with heaving breast and tearful eyes she bent her head as if to avert my gaze.

Yes; you are my wife, but she who brings dishonour upon her husband is unworthy that name, I said, in a tone of disgust.

I have not brought you dishonour, she declared, drawing herself up with dignity.

You have, I tell you! Late last night you met a strange man in the Dene, and that man is your lover! I retorted, decisively.

That I am to blame, Frank, I admit, she said, dashing the tears from her eyes, but he is not my lover. I swear you are mistaken. Nothing was further from my thoughts.

Oh, dont tell me that! I know enough of the world to distinguish the meaning of such clandestine meetings, I replied, sickened at the manner she was endeavouring to clear herself.

There is no love between us, she exclaimed; but, — and she paused.

Then why meet him in such a secret manner? I demanded, adding with a sneer, perhaps you will tell me next that it was not you I saw, but a twin sister.

She still hesitated, with her eyes cast down as if in thought.

You can give no answer, I continued with warmth, because you are guilty.

Guilty only of meeting him, she said, drawing a deep breath: but I assure you there is no love between us — nay, I swear it — only a secret tie.

I dont wish you to perjure yourself, I remarked coldly. You assure me! What utter nonsense.

I tell you the truth.

You have told me so many falsehoods that a little truth is certainly refreshing! I replied with sarcasm.

I cannot force you to believe me, she continued in a low voice, still steadying herself by the chair.

Do you think me such a confounded idiot, then, as to believe you could have business with a strange man at that hour of the night?

Business, nevertheless, was the object of our meeting.

Bah! your excuses are positively intolerable. What was the nature of this business?

You must not know, she replied, hesitatingly.

Her brows contracted, and her tiny hands clenched tightly upon the chair-back, as if summoning all her courage to be firm.

Ah! the old story. More mystery. Look here! Ive had enough of it! I shouted in anger. In fact, Ive had too much of it already, and I demand an explanation, or you and I must part!

A shudder ran through her slim frame as I spoke, and she lost her support and almost fell. With a sudden movement she pushed back the mass of dark curls from her forehead, her bright eyes gleamed with an earnest fire as they met mine, and she said, hysterically, You are cruel — you do not know how I suffer, for your surmise is not correct in the smallest degree. You, my husband, I love, and no one else. And you accuse me. Mon Dieu!

My self-control was very nearly exhausted. If she had been a man I might have struck her! As it was, I was powerless, and as I looked at her my eyes must have gleamed with fury.

Last night proved the great extent of your love for me, I exclaimed fiercely.

All that latent fire which exists in every womans nature, ready to burst into flame when her self-respect is wounded, was aglow in Vera as I uttered that retort.

I cannot see that it did. I have done absolutely nothing of which I am ashamed, was her answer.

She spoke with a cool, reckless candour that shocked me. My thoughts were soured by disappointment.

What! I cried, have you no compunction?

I am sorry it was my ill-luck to be seen by you, and thus cause you unnecessary pain.

Oh, spare me your expressions of sorrow, pray, I said, in a hard tone. They are out of place.

I had thought to keep his presence a secret, she continued in that dead-calm voice, which was like some one speaking in a dream.

If he were not your lover, why should you do that? Your own words prove your guilt?

Because I had reasons, she replied. Reasons! I repeated, my thoughts at once reverting to the piece of seal I had discovered. Strange reasons they must be, surely. What is his name?

It is nobody you know. You have never heard of him.

It was upon the tip of my tongue to denounce him as the perpetrator of the crime in Bedford Place, but with difficulty I restrained myself, and, impelled by the strangeness of her manner, demanded:

Who is he? Answer me!

I am very sorry, Frank, but I cannot, she replied, her face deathly pale, and her limbs trembling with agitation.

Then you refuse to answer? I cried, stung to the quick by her dogged persistency.

Yes; I must.

Her hands clasped, her teeth firmly set, her bloodless face tear-stained and haggard, and her hair disordered, she stood rigidly beside the chair that supported her, striving by an almost superhuman effort to suppress her emotion.

Vera, I shouted fiercely, it seems Ive been fooled. Curse that man who has brought misery and destruction to us both! By heaven if—

He is not to blame: it is I, she interrupted. You shield him at the expense of yourself. I see. Now, hear me. All my questions you have evaded; to none will you give direct answers. Enough of mysteries which you have refused to reveal ever since knowing me; therefore, we can do naught else but part.

What — you will leave me because of this? she moaned, with a wild, hysterical cry. Why dont you go a step further — why dont you say at once you are tired of me? she cried, with an outburst of passion. Say that you wish me dead.

That would be untrue, I answered. You know well I have lived only for you, Vera, and at nothing should I rejoice more than to be able to prove myself mistaken; yet, until that can be done, we must separate.

She was grave and thoughtful for a moment, then, looking into my face, said haughtily:

If you are determined upon this step, I am powerless to prevent it.

No, you are not, I asserted.

Why?

Because you might answer satisfactorily the questions I put to you just now.

No; no, anything but that, she replied promptly, as with a frantic gesture she covered her face with her hands, continuing, It — it would be far better for us to part, or the result — the result — might prove fatal.

What do you mean? I demanded incredulously, as the mystery of the seal recurred to me.

I mean that my secret must be kept, even if we part, she gasped, with a futile endeavour to compose herself.

This is your final decision, then?

Alas! it must be.

Very well, Vera, I wish you adieu, I said sadly, for I was completely broken-hearted at the thought of my idols deceit, and the transparent subterfuges by which she had endeavoured to conceal her guilt. We have been happy during the few months of our wedded life, but that is a thing of the past. Henceforth mine will be a dark, hopeless existence, while yours, I trust, may be as pleasant as it has hitherto been; for though you have dishonoured me, I love you too well, even now, to wish any calamity should ever befall you.

No, Frank, dont leave me. I could not bear it! she shrieked, bursting into a torrent of tears. I have told you the truth — I have, by heaven! It is my terrible misfortune that I am unable to explain who that man was, and from the same cause it has not been possible for me to acquaint you with anything relating to my past. Wait patiently for a little, and I promise you faithfully — I swear you shall know everything.

She was terribly in earnest, I could see; her whole future depending upon my decision that moment. It was the secret of her life I was anxious to learn beyond anything, and I asked:

How long must I wait?

She gazed at me for a few seconds blankly, apparently making some calculation.

Three weeks. Wait till then before you condemn me — do, I implore of you!

What ingenious motive could there be in thus gaining time, I asked myself. Could it be that in three weeks time the murderer would be safely out of the country?

This seemed more than probable.

I felt half inclined to demand an immediate explanation or carry out the alternative, when, on a moments reflection, I resolved not to resort to extremes without giving her an opportunity of disproving my allegations.

Very well, I said impatiently, at last; the matter shall rest for the present; but this day three weeks I shall be prepared — I shall expect to hear a complete explanation. Bear that in mind.

As I spoke the door had opened noiselessly, and Demetrius, with an expectant expression on his good-humoured face, and a cigarette in his mouth, stood upon the threshold.

Vera, who had been awaiting my reply with breathless agitation, murmured in a low, intense voice, In three weeks you shall know all, I — promise — you, and before I could save her she had swayed forward helplessly and fallen full length in a dead swoon.

Ma foi! exclaimed Demetrius; why, what has happened? as he rushed forward in consternation and assisted me to lift her upon the couch.

Nothing, I replied. A little difference of opinion between us, thats all; and ringing the bell violently to summon the servants, I left the room without further utterance.


Chapter Twenty One.

Storms of Fate.
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IT WILL READILY be imagined that it was in no amiable state of mind I left the house. Distraction was what I wanted — distraction from thoughts of the sad events which had just transpired, and which threatened to wreck all the hopes of wedded happiness I had founded upon Veras supposed love for me. It was a bitter experience of the vanity of human pleasures, and was one more proof of the falsity and hollowness of her whom I had loved more than life itself.

Determined to leave the Dene and rid myself of these remorseful thoughts, I jammed on my hat and rushed from the house.

While walking down the drive the postman passed me, bearing the second delivery of letters. The sight of him recalled to my mind the fact that, in the midst of the mornings excitement, the usual batch of correspondence had escaped my notice. Turning hastily, I made for the study, where a number of letters were awaiting me.

There was only one communication which possessed for me any interest. It was from my old friend Bob Nugent, and a thrill of pleasure passed through me as I recognised the familiar scrawl — Bob was never a neat writer.

The letter was as follows: Dear Old Frank, — I am writing in great haste, and at the usual high pressure, to give you the welcome news that Teddy Rivers has turned up after his New Zealand experiences, as fresh as paint. He hasnt much time to spare; so if you want to have one of the old dinners at the Junior Garrick, my boy, and can tear yourself away from the little wife for a few hours, why — come soon. — Yours ever, Bob Nugent.

Tear yourself away from the little wife! I repeated to myself with a groan. Bob was quite right; Vera had truly charmed me, laying me under the spell of her beauty and the vivacity of her manner — for what! With a savage stamp of my foot I threw the letter upon the fire.

A moments reflection convinced me that my best course would be to run up to town and meet my friends. As a matter of fact, the opportunity was just what I needed. It would afford a little excitement to drown the weary hours, and cause the time to pass more quickly.

I decided to go.

My preparations were soon complete, and the afternoon mail saw me being rapidly conveyed to town, after having left an explanatory note for Vera, to the effect that I should in all probability be absent three weeks.

That journey I shall ever remember. The mad noisy whirl of the express train was as nothing compared with the wild tormenting dance of my thoughts as they again and again reverted to the unhappy events of the morning. At one time I blamed my precipitation; at another I bemoaned my weakness in allowing myself to be wheedled into waiting another three weeks. Should I ever live those fearful twenty-one days? Some presentiment seemed to fill my brain, and as the train rushed through the stations one after another, every moment seemed bearing me nearer and nearer to some catastrophe.

With a sense of vast satisfaction, therefore, I alighted from a cab in Adam Street, Strand, the same evening, and found myself standing outside the time-stained old building, with which so much of my past had been associated. As its well-known entrance met my gaze it appeared to be but yesterday when I left that very spot on the morning the first murder was committed in Bedford Place.

Brushing aside these memories — for they threatened to become very dismal — I walked quickly upstairs to the well-remembered smoking-room, and glanced around.

As I did this it occurred to me that I had made a great omission. I had forgotten to inform Bob by telegram that I so promptly accepted his invitation, and consequently he was not awaiting me, nor did I know a single face about me.

Evidently there was no utility in staying there, for it might be hours before my friend put in an appearance. I knew his address, but did not feel in the humour for going to hunt him up; finally I resolved to go to a hotel at once.

On regaining the street I noticed, crouching beside the iron railings, which, however, afforded him very little shelter, a haggard-looking man. His threadbare coat was buttoned tightly across his chest, and a battered silk hat, which had seen better days, was pulled down over his eyes, giving him a peculiar, almost repulsive, appearance. Under the rim of his hat a pair of sharp keen eyes glittered with a baleful yet anxious glare, and these two orbs were the most striking part of the mans tout ensemble. Something about the fellows appearance caused me to regard him with attention.

He did not withdraw his glance as mine rested on him. On the contrary, he seemed to become satisfied of my identity. With earnest gesture he rose and stopped me as I was about to enter the cab.

Now then; move on! shouted a harsh voice, as the unknown placed his hand, lean, thin and dirty, upon the sleeve of my ulster. The figure of a constable loomed up suddenly in the flickering gaslight.

Stay! What is it you want? I asked, for my heart seemed to tell me he was no ordinary alms-seeker.

He was about to reply, and I could feel his hand upon my arm trembling with eagerness, when the policeman again interposed.

Hes only a-beggin again, sir, said that worthy. I often turn him away when hes bothering the gents — and thats pretty nigh always, he added, in a grumbling undertone.

Whats the matter with him? I inquired, noting the paleness of the poor fellows face. Before I could say another word his hold on my arm had relaxed, and he fell backwards, almost into the arms of the too zealous officer.

Bending beside him, I ordered some brandy to be brought, and in spite of the assurance from my astute friend that he was not worth the trouble, I did all I could to restore the inanimate form to consciousness.

Ive never seen im like this ere before, blow me! observed the cabby, who was lending a little assistance, because, as I supposed, he thought there might be some profit attaching to the operation. My authority was not to be slighted when I was in earnest, which was the case just then.

The unfortunate man presently showed signs of reviving, having been carried into the cloak-room of the club, while I questioned the constable as to who he was and where he lived.

As for who he is, sir, thats more than any one knows barrin hisself, and he laughed. He lives ere, or has done so for the last eight or nine months and always seems to be lookin out for somebody wot he thinks hell know when he sees.

This appeared rather enigmatical. Why had the stranger sought to detain me? A momentary thought crossed my mind — was Vera concerned in this?

With a new interest I turned to the constable.

Has he ever stopped any one else and spoken like this? I asked.

Bless you, yes, he replied. But I never knew him so earnest as this time — hullo, old fellow, how do you feel now?

A faint flush of colour tinged the careworn face; the stimulant had done its work. How sickening it was, I thought, to hear the affectation of friendliness in this mans voice, now he thought that because my sympathy had been attracted towards the sufferer there was a chance of gaining a few shillings!

Its him — its him! I knew Id find him some day, cried the prostrate man, raising himself on his arm and pointing eagerly at me, as if awakening from some bad dream. Then, as he saw the interested faces of those who had gathered around, and noted the keen looks with which he was regarded, he scowled darkly, and struggled into a sitting posture. As he noticed me again watching him intently, he started.

Did you want to speak to me, my poor fellow? I inquired kindly.

For mercys sake wait a few moments, sir, please. Let me get breath. Send these people away, I — Im better now. See, and he rose and walked unsteadily to the door, watching me all the time with a keen scrutiny which made me feel rather uncomfortable.

A moment or two later we were on the pavement outside, where the cab I had ordered still remained.

We must hurry, or we shall be too late, he urged. Follow quickly, sir.

Wait a moment, I said, my prudence for the moment mastering my curiosity. What do you want with me, and where are you going to take me? With a searching stare he faced me, but I did not flinch. There was an ominous gleam in his dark eyes scowling fiercely into mine, as he said impetuously, — 

Dont stand here, wasting precious time in useless questions. You cannot know now what it is I want you for — if you are the right man — and Heaven grant you may be — you shall know all.

You are talking nonsense, I said quietly, and with determination. Whats at the bottom of all this? Come, tell me quickly; my time is being wasted.

My watch, as I glanced at it in the gaslight, showed that the hour was about half-past ten, but my earnestness to find the real meaning of this mysterious adventure, coupled with my curiosity, would probably have kept me there for hours.

Soon, however, I became impatient.

My unknown questioner looked at me with a resolute smile. His features, or as much of them as could be seen beneath the shabby hat, were not unhandsome, and the smile became him well.

You are coming with me to-night and soon, he said, in the same cool and determined manner I had myself displayed.

This was too much. Without word or sign I sprang into the cab, and as the Jehu touched the animal with his whip, my face was determinedly turned away from my strange acquaintance.

My action was so sudden that at first he seemed disconcerted. The cab had only moved a few yards before, with a sudden bound, he gained the horses head.

Leave go that orse! shouted the cabman with an oath.

For a few seconds there was a scene of confusion. The man still holding the reins, and heedless of the plunging and affrighted animal, approached me. He was evidently exhausted, and could withstand the excitement no longer. His coat had burst asunder, revealing in all its raggedness the soiled shirt underneath, through the holes in which his panting chest was plainly visible.

One word, sir, he implored, springing with the wildness of despair upon the front of the hansom. Just one more word, and then if you wont come, the consequence will lie upon your own head. Do, do stop!

Thoroughly alarmed at his vehemence, I again ordered the cabman to pull up. There must, I reflected, be something in this matter, after all.

Will you tell me, without delay, the reason Im stopped here; or do you wish me to give you into custody as a beggar? I sternly asked.

There was a crowd around us. It was a rather unusual spectacle, and the passers-by gave eager attention to it.

Very well, then, Ill show you something that will decide you, if you will let the man drive on a little, out of this crush, he rejoined, diving his hand into his breast-pocket.

Impatiently I told him to jump in, giving the order to drive away, anywhere. After the lapse of a few minutes I turned to the strange being by my side.

He held a piece of torn paper, but what was on it I could not then see. Putting his shaking hand upon my shoulder, and his ashen face with its wild, glaring eyes, close to my own, he hissed, with a kind of vicious pleasure.

You think me an impostor, eh? Well, look at this, and remember what it has revealed to you before. Then say if I have stopped you without cause. Its author may yet be found!

His face wore a smile of triumph as he held before my eyes a torn fragment of paper. With an indefinable thrill of excitement, not unmingled with alarm — for his words were ominous — I took it. So dark was it in the vehicle that I held it close to my eyes till we approached the next street-lamp. As we did so, and the light fell across the crumpled and dirty paper, my heart almost stopped beating, and my pulses, for a moment ceased.

There, in all its frightful reality, was the seal!


Chapter Twenty Two.

The Verge of a Discovery.
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MY FIRST IMPULSE was to call the police, but he noticed my intention, and his hand was laid hurriedly upon my mouth.

Theres nothing to fear — Im not the man, he said. Make no noise, and keep your own counsel. I can tell you plenty about this, if you care to listen.

The words fell dimly and indistinctly upon my ears. I was stunned and speechless — it was as if some vast substance had struck me an annihilating blow, which, while paralysing my senses to a certain degree, yet left me half oblivious. It was clear we were in a cab, driving aimlessly about London streets at a late hour. It was also true that I had once more seen that fatal, horrible symbol, associated with which were the most terrifying and agonising events of my life. I could not, however, speak, and it was only by great effort that I retained my courage.

My companion stooped and picked up something that had fallen at our feet. It was the paper to which the seal was affixed, that had dropped from my nerveless fingers.

Suddenly an icy-cold hand was laid upon my forehead.

Wake up! wake up! — be a man! Ive told you to fear nothing with me. Were wasting precious time. Arouse yourself for once in your life!

My senses returned as suddenly as they had fled. The horror of feeling his hand — a hand that had in its possession the seal — recalled me. I sat upright and drew to my side of the cab as much as I could.

Ah! he exclaimed bitterly, you are still afraid of me. See here, now, and he leaned across, speaking deliberately and with quiet emphasis, I may die to-night, but—

What! I exclaimed, you die to-night?

Yes, he replied, in the same cool and determined tone. You seem incredulous, but I am sure. Look!

He put his hand to the back of his head and withdrew it, holding it before my eyes.

Blood! Good heavens? I ejaculated, as again the light revealed his thin grimy fingers.

True, and Ive not long to live — all the more reason, is it not, that I should make haste? Will you come to my home, now?

At once. But let us drive to a doctor and see about your head. All my repugnance had vanished.

Wait, he said, shouting to the cabman an address. I remember that we at once altered our course, but whither we were proceeding I cared not — knew not. Here was, perhaps, an elucidation of the mystery forthcoming, and I had nearly done my utmost to prevent it.

Go on; tell me all you can, I demanded, when, after considerable persuasion, he had consented to have his head bound up as well as my slight knowledge of surgery permitted.

Presently. When we get home — or what was once my home, he rejoined. He was paler than before, and leaned back in a state apparently of the utmost exhaustion. His necktie had been loosened, and I had placed my travelling rug around the thinly-covered chest, yet in spite of this the severe reaction affected him severely. Sometimes he closed his eyes, and every now and then, when we passed along streets where the lights were more brilliant than in others, he stared vacantly at the roof of the cab.

Once, when I was leaning over him, making him a little more comfortable, a tear rolled down the thin, haggard cheek.

The journey seemed interminable. Street after street we traversed, and yet our journeys end appeared as far off as ever. We had evidently wandered a long way before our driver received a definite address, or possibly he was lengthening the course for his own benefit.

The fact was that, in my impatience, it appeared longer than it really would have done.

Eventually we regained the Strand, and shortly afterwards our conveyance came to a standstill in what appeared to be anything but an inviting neighbourhood. Not a soul was about, and the empty street rattled loudly as we clattered along it.

We were in Drury Lane, before the entrance to a narrow squalid court.

As we stopped I turned with a sigh of relief to my companion, who, however, stirred not.

A fearful misgiving entered my heart. Was it possible he was dead?

Profoundly thankful I felt when, after shaking him, he turned and opened his eyes.

Come; is this the place? I asked, assisting him to his feet.

He followed me mechanically, but leaned very heavily on my arm as we stood for a moment while I paid the cabman.

Where is it? was my next question.

With an effort he composed himself, passing his hand wearily over his eyes. He appeared much changed. Inwardly deploring my forgetfulness, I drew my flask from my pocket and tendered him a pull, which he accepted with feverish energy.

Ah! that puts new life into one! he exclaimed, with a gasp.

His tone struck me as peculiar, and, regarding him attentively, it was plainly to be seen that he was in a very faint condition.

This way, he continued, as, bracing himself up, he led the way up the court.

Here — here was where I found her, murdered!

Who? I asked, instantly.

My wife.

The words were simple ones, and might have been spoken and heard a thousand times on any day; but at that time, and in those circumstances, they thrilled me indescribably. If those two words had been uttered by an enthusiastic lover to his bride for the first time, they could not have been more tenderly breathed.

Brushing aside all sentiment, however, I inquired, coldly, When was this?

On the night of the fourth of March.

What! that was the night after I returned from Russia! I exclaimed, involuntarily. And the seal. Was that found upon her?

It was. But hush! we may be overheard. Let us go in.

Filled with horror and amazement, I followed him up the tortuous stairs of a house in close proximity to the spot. After mounting several flights in utter darkness, we entered an attic — as it proved on striking a match — containing only the scantiest possible furniture. In one corner stood a bed, and by it a broken wicker-bottomed chair. An old box was placed near the broken fireplace rusted by damp, and that, with a few other articles, formed the whole contents of the miserable apartment.

He lighted the piece of candle which was upon the box, and after carefully closing the door, we sat down.

Scarcely had we done this, however, than he fell forward with a crash upon the bare floor, the blood at the same time gushing out afresh from the wound at the back of the head, and forming a small pool. Greatly to my relief he spoke almost immediately, although in such low tones as to be scarcely audible.

Its useless to call for assistance, for the house is empty. Lay me on the bed, if you can, and Ill tell you all — everything.

But you are hurt, and must be attended to, I said. There was a pang at my heart all the time, for, with my selfish desire to solve the mystery at once, this new wound meant fresh delay.

If you leave me you will, on returning, find me dead. Lay me on the bed; keep quiet, and listen.

Those were the words he spoke, and strangely calm and composed they seemed. With a precipitation which I have never ceased to deplore, I lifted him as he desired, and gave up the idea of trying to obtain medical aid at that hour in a quarter unknown to me.

He was soon arranged as comfortably as possible. The spectacle he presented — spare, pale and gaunt, propped up on a squalid bed, the pillows all stained with blood — will never be erased from my memory.

At a sign from him I snuffed the cheap candle and drew closer to his side.

A year ago on the fourth of next March, he commenced, speaking deliberately, but in a very weak voice, my wife left me for a few hours. We were in utter poverty, for our little all had been stolen from us by my wifes brother-in-law. You may have guessed already that I was not always what I appear now. At one time—

But, I interrupted, had you not better tell me why you have brought me here, before—

Before it is too late, eh? Youre right. Well, my wife left me on a desperate errand. She went to ask for money from some one over whom she had a great hold — and — and she never came home.

He paused to gain breath. My heart beat violently as I noted the great effort he had to make for respiration.

The man she went to see was — who?

Wait! By mere accident she knew his secret. One night, a long time ago, she told me that a gold mine had been opened to her. In the City, at a public-house where she had called, she met her sister Jane, who gave her a five-pound note. A few days afterwards Nell went to see some gentleman, and came home with a lot of money. She said she knew a secret out of which we both might make our fortunes. In the meantime Jane had disappeared. They were sisters, and so much alike that one could scarcely tell the difference. Open the box with this key, and give me the portrait youll find there.

Chafing with impatience I did as he required and quickly found the picture.

The little photograph was of the ordinary cheap pattern, and presented the features of a rather attractive young woman.

This, said my strange narrator, taking it in his trembling hand, is my wifes picture, and it will do very well for Janes. We saw little of her, as she moved about so much, sometimes in England and sometimes abroad.

Really this does not throw much light on the occurrence, I remarked. What connects me with all this?

The fact that you witnessed the murder at Bedford Place, he replied. You have seen the man who killed Mrs Inglewood, and he also, I am certain, murdered my wife! You may well stare; but consider well, as I have done, and you will come to the same conclusion. When Nell left me she said, Good-bye Ned; I know its a dangerous errand Im on, but dont fret. It was dangerous — fatal. When I found she did not return I went out. It was dark, and a very few steps from my door I stumble on a drunken woman lying in a corner. When I looked closer my head reeled, and I nearly fainted — it was Nell! On her breast was the — the—

The seal! I exclaimed.

He did not answer. Gradually his voice had become fainter, till it was only by placing my ear almost to his mouth that I caught the feebly-uttered syllables.

Putting the candle to his face I saw that his eyes were fixed on vacancy, while huge drops of dank perspiration stood upon the tightly-drawn skin of the forehead.

Evidently my mysterious acquaintance was dying rapidly. What was to be done?

The fatal secret was yet locked in his bosom.

Maddened with a feverish anxiety I emptied the brandy remaining in the flask down his throat, afterwards wiping his pallid face with my handkerchief.

My efforts for a time seemed in vain, but by degrees the breathing became more perceptible. Presently he opened his eyes.

Thanks, thanks, he murmured, his hands clutching convulsively over mine with each respiration.

Are you better now? I asked.

He disregarded my question, and appeared to be endeavouring to recall his thoughts.

Ah, yes, it was the seal that was on Nell, — yes, the seal, and I took it off. Its in the box, along with the portrait.

And you wanted me — for what? I said, inquiringly, for he seemed to be losing himself again.

You? Who are you?

The question fell with a terrible weight upon my ears — it was clear that the mans senses had fled.

Frank Burgoyne is my name, was my reply. You were going to tell me who it was your wife went to see, and why you wanted me.

Wanted you? Ah, yes! Ive seen you before — in Drury Lane. Nell showed you to me, for you gave evidence at the inquest. Yes, Ive seen you!

In a moment the remembrance of that mysterious encounter in Drury Lane came vividly back to me.

Was this the suspicious character who had come up as if he meant to speak to me, and who afterwards vanished?

There was something very awful in the ravings of that man during the next quarter of a hour. At times he was apparently hiding like a beaten hound, cringing and whining, while from the mention of the Junior Garrick Club it struck me that he was, in imagination, pleading to be allowed to stay outside the club house.

I will see him! I will wait, if I stay here till I die! he yelled wildly, struggling to rise.

My endeavours to hold him down were at length successful, and, apparently exhausted, he lay back, groaning and muttering.

Slowly and wearily the time passed. When at last I looked at my watch its hands pointed to the hour of half-past four.

In a frenzy of excitement I listened breathlessly for every word, hoping to catch some clue to the problem. The sick man moaned and ground his teeth, ever and anon raising his voice, startling me with the suddenness of the outbursts. Lower and lower sank the candle in its socket, until I feared that unless the day soon dawned we should be in darkness.

A cold shiver ran through me.

Then strain was beginning to take effect; my limbs trembled with the tension to which my nerves subjected them.

Presently the day broke, and never was it more welcome.

The candle had just flickered and died out when the injured man spoke with startling distinctness.

You shall be revenged, Nell, never fear! Ill find him. He has seen him once — red-handed then. The blood was upon him — he shall be richly repaid!

Was he talking of me? I had seen the murderer once, certainly.

I tell you I will! My oath is sacred. Who will believe me, without him — without Burgoyne? he continued in his delirium.

Hoping a sudden fright might bring him to consciousness, I laid my hand upon his arm sharply, and exclaimed, — 

What do you want me to do?

Seemingly startled for a moment, he was silent. Then he asked, — 

What time is it?

Half-past six, I answered.

Ive told you all. That cursed fall last night has done for me; or I would have gone with you — gone with you to — to—

Again he faltered. The fingers which I clasped seemed to stiffen around mine and grow cold.

He was dying!

For Heavens sake bear up a few moments! I implored. There must be a doctor about now. See, its getting light!

Those dark eyes which had pierced me on the previous night once more turned to mine. In their depths a film was gathering. He motioned that he wished to speak, and I leaned down till my face almost touched his.

Well? I inquired, kindly and softly.

Its — for — Nell — I—

All was over!

For a few seconds I was stunned. It seemed impossible that he was dead — it was not to be realised, in spite of the inanimate body before me.

Then suddenly I gazed about me.

The noise of busy London was in my ears; the day was before me. No more could be learnt from the corpse — why should I stay?

Hastily putting the photograph and the piece of sealed paper into my pocket, I turned and left the room.

The energy of the movement was so great that as I opened the door my attention was attracted by the skirt of a womans dress disappearing round a corner of the landing.

In spite of my haste, however, the person had gone when I reached the door of the house and stepped into the street. There was no one visible.

Then I remembered an omission.

Retracing my steps, I regained the attic. The body lay rigid and cold as I had left it a few minutes before.

I closed the eyes, and then went home.


Chapter Twenty Three.

The Dead Womans Picture.
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ABOUT SEVEN THAT evening I turned out of the Charing Cross Hotel, where I had taken up a temporary abode, and strolled down the Strand towards the club, having arranged to dine there with Bob and Rivers.

Deeply meditating, endeavouring to account for the strange events of the early morning, I was heedless of those around me, and unconscious of the presence of any one I knew until I felt a smart slap on the back and heard a voice shout, — 

Hulloa, old fellow! Found you at last! Why, you look as glum as if youd been to a funeral.

It was Demetrius Hertzen.

What! you in London? I cried in genuine surprise, heartily glad to meet him.

Yes, you left the Dene in such an uncommonly mysterious manner, and Vera is so cut up, that I thought Id come to town, find you, and prevail upon you to return.

Linking his arm in mine, he walked in my direction, as he added, Whats the meaning of all this? Surely you can confide in me, my dear fellow; I am your wifes cousin.

I hesitated. Should I tell him? I longed to do so, and was on the verge of disclosing my secret feelings when suddenly I remembered the promise I had made to Vera to wait three weeks for her explanation.

Well, I replied endeavouring to smile, but scarcely succeeding, it is all owing to a few hasty words. Husbands and wives will have little differences sometimes, you know.

He laughed lightly, and regarding me critically for a moment, said, — 

Ah! I see. A lovers quarrel, eh? Why dont you return to Elveham and end all this unpleasantness? It would be far better.

I felt his advice was well-meant, and from the bottom of my heart I thanked him, yet how could I act upon it? Three long anxious weeks must pass before any explanation.

No, I answered, Ill remain in London, at least for the present. I dont know exactly when I shall return.

Oh, for Heavens sake, dont talk so despondently. Remember its only a petty quarrel, after all, he declared, endeavouring to cheer me up.

I tried again to laugh, saying, Yes, thats true, but absence makes the heart grow fonder — were told.

Very well, old fellow, if you wont take my advice I cant help it, he observed disappointedly.

By this time we were at the corner of Adam Street, and I exclaimed, By the way, what are you doing with yourself this evening?

Nothing.

Come and have a bit of dinner with Bob Nugent and myself at the Junior Garrick; Im on my way there.

Thanks, youre very kind. By Jove, Ive had nothing to eat since I left the Dene, and Im getting a trifle peckish!

Then come along, I commanded. We turned into the Adelphi, and entered the club.

In the pleasant oak-panelled dining-room, the windows of which commanded a view of the Embankment Gardens and the river, half-a-dozen men had assembled. At one of the tables Nugent and Rivers were awaiting me.

They both rose and gave me a hearty greeting on entering, and, in turn, I introduced Demetrius, who, by his ready wit and entertaining manner, soon ingratiated himself with my two old friends.

Rivers was, like most members of that Bohemian institution, a devil-may-care, erratic fellow, whom the outside world regarded as rather a shady character. Nobody knew exactly what was his profession. Since I first became acquainted with him, in the days when I was a working journalist, he had been, first, an actor, then manager of a touring dramatic company, a playwright, and afterwards traveller for a firm of wine merchants, besides executing commissions on the turf. Cards and billiards he played with skill acquired by long practice, and was usually victor whenever he took a hand at nap or baccarat.

I had not seen him since my Italian tour, as he had suddenly embarked for Australia, presumably upon business connected with a theatrical speculation, although compulsory exile had more than once been hinted at by those who were not his friends.

Be that how it may, he was back again. His age was about thirty, tall, dark, and not bad looking. The beard he had grown had considerably altered his appearance, and had I met him in the street I confess I should scarcely have recognised him.

Many were the whispers I had heard that Ted Rivers was not a model of uprightness; nevertheless, I had always found him a good-hearted, genial Philistine in my bachelor days, and now, over our meal, he cracked his jokes and beamed with that bonhomie as was his wont in times gone by.

Bob, Ted, Demetrius and myself, were a merry quartette, despite the anxiety and the many maddening thoughts gnawing constantly at my heart. The dinner passed off pleasantly, Ted giving a humorous description of life among Australian squatters. Although he asserted that dramatic business took him to the Antipodes, he admitted that he had been compelled to go up-country in search of work, and that his employment at one period had been that of a shepherd in Gippsland.

His description of the shifts which he had been put to in order to obtain a crust — he, a curled darling of Society, whilom actor at a West End theatre, and pet of the ladies — was very amusing, and caused us to roar with laughter.

And how have you been all this time, Burgoyne? he asked of me, when he had finished his narrative.

Oh! Franks a Benedict now, interposed Bob, laughing. Married a fair Russian.

What! exclaimed Ted in surprise. Well, well, its what all of us must come to, sooner or later. But Burgoynes different from us poor beggars; hes rich, and can afford matrimony.

I dont see what money has to do with it, I said. Many poor men are happy with good helpmates.

Oh! dont you, exclaimed Rivers. My idea is that marriage without money is suicide under an euphonious name.

Opinions differ on that point, remarked Demetrius. If I married a woman I loved, I think I should be happy with her, money or no money. But excuse me a moment, you fellows, Ive left my cigar-case in my overcoat, and rising, he left the table.

Ah, cigars? I said, suddenly remembering. Ive some somewhere, and feeling in my pocket for my case, pulled forth a number of letters and papers with it.

I did so without a thought, but a second later I regretted, for from between the letters there fell a photograph, face upwards upon the table-cloth.

It was the picture the dead man had given me on the previous night.

I placed my hand upon it, but before I could do so, Bob had snatched it up, exclaiming, — 

Hulloa! carrying Veras photo about like a love-sick swain, eh? By Jove? he ejaculated when he had glanced at it. Ah! — Ive caught you, have I? Why, this isnt Vera, but some other woman! Im surprised at you, and he feigned the utmost indignation.

Lets look! demanded Rivers, taking it from Bobs hand, as I vainly endeavoured to regain possession of it.

Ah — Heavens? exclaimed Ted with a repugnant gesture, when his eyes fell upon it.

What! you know her, then? asked Bob.

No — er — no, my dear fellow, replied the other hurriedly, with a curious smile. Never saw her in my life. The likeness is very like some one — some one I once knew, he added hastily, as he scrutinised it carefully, looking upon the back at the name of the photographer. But I see I — Im mistaken, it isnt she.

And he returned the picture to me.

Whos the lady? inquired Bob. Pretty woman, without a doubt.

Ask no questions, I replied, smiling mysteriously. A purely private matter.

Hum! — those private matters are entertaining, sometimes, remarked Ted, as he and Bob laughed at my confusion; but as Demetrius returned just at that moment, the subject dropped.

We went to the smoking-room and sat chatting over coffee and liqueurs, but I noticed a marked difference in the manner of Rivers. He was no longer gay, but gloomy and taciturn, and more than once I caught him regarding me with an evil, angry glitter in his dark eyes, and a scowl upon his features. The others noticed it also, but made no remark.

When the clock chimed ten Ted rose, and addressing Nugent, said: You must excuse me, old fellow, but Ive an engagement which I must keep. Sorry to have to leave you so early, but its a matter of rather urgent business.

Oh, no. Stay another hour; the evenings young yet, urged Demetrius.

Very sorry; but I cannot.

Put off your engagement till to-morrow, I suggested, but he made no reply, affecting not to have heard me.

Well, if you must go, au revoir, Bob said, offering his hand. Im here every evening, so I hope youll often drop in, now you have returned to civilisation.

Thanks, I shall be glad to accept your hospitality until I can be re-elected a member.

He shook hands with Demetrius, but only placed the tips of his fingers in my hand, withdrawing them as if he were touching some unclean thing.

Without wishing me good-night, he departed.

An hour afterwards I returned to the hotel in deep soliloquy, wondering what this latest development meant. What connection could Rivers have with the murder of the woman whose photograph I had in my pocket?

Why did he start on seeing the picture, and afterwards deny all knowledge of its original? Why did he eye me so suspiciously?

Was he the murderer of the dead mans wife, the unfortunate Nell, who was found killed by an unknown hand, on the night after my return from Russia?

Deeply exercised in mind over this increased complication, I sat in my room until the small hours, then — heartily sick of it all — I sought repose.


Chapter Twenty Four.

Doubts and Fears.
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YOU SEEMED SO out of sorts last night, Frank, old chap, that I thought Id just drop in and see whether you could be cheered up a bit.

Youre very kind, Bob, I said, cracking a matutinal egg, for I was breakfasting; Im afraid its a little more serious than being out of sorts just now.

Bob laid his hand kindly upon my shoulder, exclaiming earnestly, — 

Thats exactly what I expected. You and I used to be old chums — now, is it so private that you cant confide in me, and let me see what I can do, if anything?

The fact is Im just desperate, and dont know which way to turn for the best, was my answer, with a savage curse to myself.

Look here, Frank, remember that I am speaking seriously. In the old days we had many a spree together — to use a colloquialism — and perhaps our actions, judged from a high standard of morality, were not all they might have been. You know very well that Ive never pretended to be a saint, and that I never preach because I cant be such a confounded hypocrite as to rail at others for being as foolish as myself — and — and youll believe, I hope, that Im sincere in saying this — that you are doing yourself an injustice, and Vera also, if theres any truth in what we teased you about last night.

Never had I seen Bob so much in earnest before, and certainly he had never made such a speech in this life. Dear old Bob, he was a right good fellow at heart, after all!

What do you mean? I exclaimed, although there was an uneasy consciousness that I was to blame.

Why, to speak plainly, if you have married Vera, and love her, you should not carry another womans photograph. You should not leave your wife at Elveham. You know what I mean, well enough.

A light dawned upon me. Bob thought the picture was that of some courtesan!

Confound it all, old fellow, you jump to conclusions too readily, I replied, with justifiable warmth.

Well, what does it mean, then? he asked, adding, I dont wish to pry into your secrets, but youll excuse me endeavouring, even just a little, to pull you up when you seem off the straight line. I should thank any one for doing so for me, if they meant it honestly.

Im sure you would, Bob. This, I may tell you, is simply a little tiff which Vera and I have had, owing — oh, well, perhaps thats sufficient.

I see. You dont care to confide in me, therefore as Ive business waiting for me, Ill wish you good-bye, he said, rather sadly, rising and extending his hand.

Sit down, Bob, and dont make a fool of yourself. How can I explain to you what I dont myself understand? Answer me that, my Christian moraliser.

Then it has to do with her secret, eh? Have you never fathomed that yet? he asked, eagerly, sinking into his chair again.

What the devil do you know of her secret? I demanded, in intense surprise. How did you know there was one in connection with her?

Partly from my own observation, and partly from what I picked up after you left Genoa so suddenly. At that time I did not know you were going to marry her, or possibly I should not have been so inquisitive, he replied rather disinterestedly.

Then perhaps you can solve some of these mysteries that have puzzled me so long? Come, tell me everything about it, Bob, and youll do me an inestimable service. However it may be viewed, I strive to convince myself that Vera is not to blame. Dont keep me in suspense — tell me at once, is that so?

Here was the grand chance come at last. Now I should hear that for which my ears had been on the alert all these weary months.

Bob regarded me with a stare of curiosity, mingled with suspicion, and maintained silence for a few moments. Then he said, incredulously, — 

Is it possible there is anything unknown to you, save what we used to discuss when we first met your wife?

Im absolutely ignorant of all save the fact that, with an infatuation for which I cannot account, I loved Vera and married her. I love her still, in spite of — Oh, I cannot go further! For Heavens sake tell me all you know now, at once, or I shall not retain my senses?

Bobs face was a study for a time. It apparently struck him that I was playing a part and wished to learn the depth of his knowledge regarding my wife. After a short pause, however, he continued, and imparted to me the first facts I had ever learned on this mysteriously-guarded point.

Well, you see, after you left Genoa business compelled me to return. I was thrown on my own resources for a day or two, and during that period I made it a point to keep my ears open so as to catch anything I could regarding the mysterious fair one who had so interested us. Having a friend with me who was known at the police bureau it needed not a great deal of ingenuity to ascertain a few particulars. The first thing that came to light was the fact that old Hertzen, the grumbling uncle, was living under an assumed name.

Veras uncle! Was he — is he — not her uncle? I exclaimed.

Oh, yes; hes her uncle, I believe, replied my friend, placidly. It was not surprising that he was — and is — assuming another patronymic, because, being a Russian exile—

An exile!

My dear fellow, do not keep interrupting. Yes, I say, being a Russian exile, for some offence or other, it was quite a reasonable deceit to practise. But, while it was almost certain that Hertzen was not his real name, it was equally certain that he was some relation of Veras, for he lavished a vast amount of care and attention on her which could not be accounted for on any other supposition. At the same time it was very curious that my informant would not say who he believed Hertzen to be, so on that point I am still quite ignorant.

Go on, go on, please; and remember that I want to know about Vera, I said, with some impatience.

Listen, then. Your wifes father was a Russian Count, a man of great wealth, who lived at Warsaw! Vera, his daughter, developed into the beautiful girl we met. Count Nicholas Seroff, her father, was a brave and loyal soldier, and when the Turko-Russian War broke out in 1877 was placed in a responsible position. He had previously served with great distinction in the Crimea, where he gained the sky-blue ribbon of St. Andrew For Faith and Loyalty. Bob paused.

After the war, the count retired to his house in the Njazlov at Warsaw, where he bestowed all his paternal affection on Vera. The two became inseparable, and for a long time, I hear, lived together as one soul.

For a long time, you hear — what happened then?

We met them at Genoa.

But do you mean to say your information ended abruptly at this point? Have you learned nothing since?

Nothing whatever. I did not trouble after my return to think any more about the matter. It was only while we were both interested in her that I was interested. You dont think, added he, in a half-jesting manner, that I have nothing else to do but to run after every pretty girl who appears to have a romantic mystery about her, do you?

Are you speaking seriously? I asked, my hopes sinking as rapidly as they had risen.

Quite, was his reply.

Why did you not tell me this on my return, when we saw her at the theatre, together? You knew all about it then, and you also knew how anxious I was.

True, but you did not broach the subject, and as soon as we caught sight of her you seemed fascinated, leaving me almost at once, so that I had no chance.

But there were plenty of occasions afterwards, I contended impatiently.

Bob did not seem perturbed in the least. He merely lit another cigarette, as he replied, — 

Whenever I saw you afterwards you were so distant and uncommunicative that it appeared as if you knew far more than you apparently did. As you were still interested in her and her movements it was not my place to take the initiative.

And even if you had, I rejoined, speaking rather warmly, for my disappointment was galling, it would not have greatly mattered; you dont seem to know a great deal, after all. It does not make very much difference.

Look here, Burgoyne, it is no use attempting to hide your thoughts from me in this matter. It appears as if you wish me to think you are sorry I know so little. Perhaps you are secretly glad that such is the case, eh? It would be awkward for some of your wifes relations to find that photograph in your pocket, under these circumstances — what is your opinion? Those hot-blooded counts are very jealous relatives, I believe, and—

By Heaven! you wrong me there, Bob, I retorted, touched to the quick by the sneer. In spite of all Veras treachery — in spite of our quarrels, I have never, for an instant been untrue to her — never!

Very well, was his cool reply, let us admit that. Can you, however, honestly explain your confusion — to say nothing of Rivers amazement — when it was produced?

This direct question nonplussed me entirely. To explain all the facts without exposing Vera — which I was determined not to do — at first appeared a sheer impossibility. Bob watched my vain endeavours to think it out with clearness for several minutes.

Neither of us spoke. Leaning back in his chair he watched the smoke from his cigarette curl upwards. Then he rose again, and said in a tone of voice very sad for me to hear:

Well, dont trouble to reply to that last query of mine, Frank, if it causes you pain. I was a fool to make it. Good-bye, and he held forth his hand.

Stay, I urged, Ill explain it as well as I can, if youll have patience.

I had made up my mind to tell Bob as much as I could of the mystery surrounding the dead man, and ask his assistance.

Silently and almost incredulously he listened to my statement, as I briefly ran over the events of the night I had spent with the stranger. When I had finished, he asked, — 

And did you leave the body there, and not utter a word to any one? That was scarcely like yourself, was it?

But what was I to do? I should have been mixed up in the scandal again; and the question arises, where would it have ended?

And did you not search that box for further proof of his assertion? There might have been valuable evidence there.

There might! What an idiot I must have been not to think of that at the time. Supposing there were letters from — from—

From the murderer? That is quite possible. Why not go and look at once?

After discussing the matter at some length, it was decided that as soon as night fell I should go to the house alone, so as to lessen the risk of detection, and search the box. With this arrangement we separated, a load having been taken off my mind by this even partial confession to Bob.


Chapter Twenty Five.

A Midnight Search.
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THE HOURS CREPT on very slowly that day. To me they seemed interminable. A thousand times I glanced at the little clock that ticked so sharply on the mantelshelf, but its small hand sullenly, as it seemed, refused to move any faster.

Feeling that the suspense was becoming unbearable, I tried a short walk in the Strand. Scarcely had I gone a hundred yards along that busy thoroughfare before I espied Demetrius. He was strolling along in the same aimless fashion as myself. At first my impulse was to go and salute him, for his cheerful companionship might do much to arrest my melancholy feelings, and make the time pass rapidly. My next thought, however, was to avoid him, for he would be certain to notice my preoccupation, and might put me to trouble in framing evasive answers.

While I was thus debating with myself, he settled the point by catching sight of me and coming cheerfully up.

Hey-day! and why so cheerless? he cried, as he clasped me warmly by the hand. It was a favourite expression of his, and one which he very frequently used, in spite of its antiquated ring.

Did I look cheerful? I responded, purposely answering his inquiry oppositely. The fact is Ive come out to kill an hour or two, and when one is seeking amusement its not difficult to find it in the streets of this great city of ours, is it?

He glanced at me with a curious expression in his eyes, and I wondered whether he saw through the forced flippancy of my reply.

Thats it, is it? he remarked. Well, come along, and well do our best to destroy some of your dread enemy, Time, for a while, and forthwith he hurried me along several miles of streets, bustling among the people right and left, and keeping up a constant chatter which did much to relieve me, as all I need do was to return a fragmentary answer when occasion offered.

Presently, when we had reached a quiet corner, where conversation was much easier, I said, — 

By the way, now I think of it; where are you hanging out?

He burst into a loud laugh as he asked, — 

Is it possible you dont know?

Pon my honour, it never occurred to me to inquire till this moment. Where are you staying?

Number 171, he answered, still laughing.

Number 171 where — why dont you speak plainly, and not keep a fellow waiting when he wants to get to his hotel to keep an appointment?

What! another engagement! — with the lady whose photograph you were passing to the fellows at the Junior Garrick last night, eh? I heard about it, old fellow, he exclaimed, evidently thinking he had a fine chance to chaff me. Seeing my frown at the reference, he continued: Seriously, it is curious you did not know of my whereabouts. My room is 171 at the Charing Cross Hotel, and yours is 172 — now do you see why I laughed?

Your room next to mine! I said in concern, the thought that perhaps he might have overheard my interview with Frank that morning suddenly occurring to me.

Well, theres nothing to be alarmed at, is there? Ive not escaped from quarantine. By the way, I took an opportunity of calling upon you this morning, and as you did not notice my timid rap — you know I always give a timid rap, for youve often laughed at it — I peeped in. You were, however, so deeply ingrossed in conversation with your friend Nugent that I did not think fit to disturb you, and came away. Hes an old friend of yours, isnt he? he asked, carelessly.

When Demetrius told me this my heart stood still; yet what was there to fear? I could have as well trusted him as Frank. Yet somehow the idea of Demetrius knowing about this was intensely disagreeable, especially after his ironical reference to the photograph, which had been uttered in a rather threatening tone.

Hastily muttering something about being sorry he had not come in as Bob was very good company, I looked at my watch and bade him an abrupt adieu. He seemed inclined to walk back with me, but seeing his intention I called a cab and bade the driver hurry to the hotel.

There is an indistinct recollection in my mind of having eaten a hasty dinner, but whether I really did so that eventful evening or not is a matter of speculation. At all events, I wrapped up warmly, for it was a wet night and the prospect was anything but inviting.

Determining to have a sharp walk in order to set my blood in circulation, I had started out, when it occurred to me that, having a good round sum in notes in my pocket, it would be policy to leave them behind. Hurrying back I did this, and turned out sundry valuables from my pocket-book. Then the seal, on its blood-stained and crumpled paper, became apparent in the depths of the wallet and the question arose, should I leave that also?

Since the night when it was given me by the trembling hands of the man whose room I was now about to invade, it had rested securely there, for I had been afraid to let it out of my possession on any account. It would perhaps be best to leave it at the hotel, under lock and key, so I put it in a little cash-box in my portmanteau. But the next moment a superstitious dread seized me, and I replaced it again in the pocket-book, and then once more started on my adventurous errand.

Before long I reached the spot. It was a rather tall house, uninhabited apparently, for its lower windows were covered with hoarding, and generally the structure bore a grim, uninviting appearance. On the first occasion, when the poor fellow had dragged me there in a kind of mad frenzy, I had not taken particular notice of the manner in which we effected our entrance, but, as there was no one about, I made a careful scrutiny of a side-door.

As I gave it a violent push the noise resounded through the empty place with such a hollow clamour that a chill fell upon my heart, and, save for the intense curiosity which possessed me, I should have come away, leaving the place unexplored.

But this was rendered impossible, for, although the moment had been carefully chosen when there was not a person in sight, my indecision, lasting for several minutes, brought other consequences in its train. The corner where the door was located was a dark one, it was true, yet, as the measured tread of a constable fell upon my strained ears, I saw immediate action was imperative. The prospect of a bulls-eye lantern being suddenly flashed upon one was not at all encouraging, and was not to be faced.

Another and stronger jerk at the door proved that it was fastened, or that something so obstructed its opening that more force, and therefore more noise, was needed. This would not do; therefore, summoning up some of my old courage and resolution which had unaccountably deserted me of late, I speedily clambered in by a small window, through the broken upper panes of which it was easy to put ones hand to turn the catch.

Having done this, and replaced, as well as possible in the circumstances, the piece of hoarding, I allowed the constable to pass on before moving further. My heart beat high for a moment as the glare from his lantern flashed through the chinks and lighted, like the gleaming of a fire, the miserable and musty-smelling apartment; but he passed on unheedingly, unsuspicious of the stealthy intruder near him.

When he had gone, all was dark. Never will the memory of that miserable contretemps be surpassed by a more disheartening experience. It required several minutes careful search to find the stairs, and my hands encountered all sorts of horrible recesses, as, painfully and slowly, I felt my way about.

The only occasion like it was when, in that dreary Russian dungeon, my hands had discovered the fatal seal. My thoughts instantly reverted to that night, then many months ago, and it felt to my excited and over-wrought nerves, that every crack my fingers found were portions of the occult inscription.

As I at last ascended the stairs my memory endeavoured to recall the position of the room in which I had left the body. It was certainly at the top of the house, for our ascent, in his weak state, had occupied some time.

Arrived at the top landing I struck a match, for it was evident that it would not be observed at such a height. To my surprise there were only two rooms, both entirely empty, one so small that it certainly could not have been the one in which that eventful night had been spent. The other was also small, and had not the shape that I remembered.

Obviously there was some mistake in my calculations, and dropping the burnt match upon the carpetless boards, I resumed my search, this time in a downward direction.

And now an event happened which added increased risk to the adventure, and which, even after the lapse of many months since its occurrence, I cannot think of without a thrill of excitement.

In treading upon the match my face in some way became reversed, so that my next steps, carefully guided as I was by the wall, were in the wrong direction. The first indication I had of this was a collision, with some force, with the balustrades of the stairs. These appeared to be very old and rickety, for as my heavy frame dealt them a blow they shook and rattled ominously.

To seize them convulsively was the work of an instant; but, quick as thought, I had drawn back and thrown myself on my side.

After swaying for a second, the heavy railing plunged forward and fell with a sound almost like thunder down the whole height of the building, bumping from stage to stage in the most hideous manner.

I was saved; but what next!

For a time I lay and listened, as little pieces of plaster rolled down the stairs and the rats scuttled restlessly about. Then, half-dazed, I felt for the matches, which, happily, were safe in my pocket.

By the dim light given by one of these it was easy to see my horrible position, perched on the edge of the landing, some part of my long ulster actually hanging over the side.

Below, all was dark.

A dense cloud seemed rising between my eyes and the match slowly burning itself out.

The choking sensation told me that it was a cloud of dust raised by the fall of so much plaster.

After waiting for a short time, scarcely daring to breathe, I struck another match, and again looked around.

The cloud had disappeared, but my clothes were whitened, indicating where its particles had settled.

Then the match burnt my fingers, and as it dropped down into the Stygian darkness I could descry its course till it became merely a faint red speck in that great depth.

Lighting yet another match, and making a great effort to pull myself together, I slowly and carefully rose and crept away from that dangerous spot.

Why need I go into further detail? Let it suffice for me to state that, with care and eagerness, I searched every room I could find, till my patience and my matches were exhausted — yet without avail.

Evidently I had entered the wrong house!

On the bottom flight I had to encounter and pass over the débris which had fallen from above. The task was a difficult and perilous one, but eventually reaching the bottom, I stood on firm ground.

My journey had been for naught; my clothes were covered with a white powder which all my resources failed to remove; and the task of regaining the street unobserved and unsuspected remained to be accomplished.

I listened attentively. There was not a sound to be heard. All was silent and gloomy, save where the light from a street-lamp shone through a distant window in another room, making the outline of the door dimly visible.

Cautiously and carefully I essayed to reach the pavement by the window which had afforded me an entrance.

Suddenly I was startled by my wrists being seized from the outside, the hoarding removed in a trice, and ere an exclamation could escape me, I found myself in the grasp of a couple of stalwart constables.

What are you doing here — eh? one asked, roughly, turning the insufferable glare of his lantern into my eyes.

I tried to answer, but a dimness seemed to come over me, and the only recollection that remains of what followed was of darting across a road accompanied by my two captors, one of whom held me on each side.

Being on unoccupied premises, supposed for an unlawful purpose— eh? suggested the man on my right.

Thats it, replied the other, who had first spoken to me.

Then I was dragged into a police-station.


Chapter Twenty Six.

Queer Straits.
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WELL, CONSTABLE, WHATS the charge? asked the inspector on duty, turning on his stool and surveying me critically.

Found him getting through the window of a house in Angel Court, Drury Lane, sir. The place is unoccupied, and we arrested him in the act of coming out, replied the man nearest me.

Stolen anything?

No, sir; we think not: we havent searched the premises yet.

Put him in the dock.

This way, commanded the constable, and I followed him into a bare, unfurnished room, where I entered the prisoners dock, and leaned upon the steel rail, silent in perplexity.

In a few moments the inspector came in and seated himself at the desk, saying, — 

Now then, look alive; charge him, and get on your beat again.

Stand up straight, I want to take your measure, the constable said, and as I obeyed, he exclaimed, Five-foot-nine.

Whats your name? asked the officer, looking towards me.

I hesitated.

Give us your right one, now; or it may go against you.

Why need I? Was it not a disgrace to be arrested? For Veras sake I felt I must keep the matter secret.

Harold Dobson, I replied, uttering the first name that occurred to me.

How old are you?

Twenty-nine. The inspector filled in the charge-sheet.

Where do you live?

Again I hesitated.

No use hatching up any lies! Where do you live?

I refuse to say.

Hum! muttered the officer as if to himself. Its only guilty persons who refuse their address; but if you wont answer, then theres an end of it. What are you?

Nothing.

Gentleman at large, I suppose, said he, smiling incredulously as he surveyed my clothes.

Very well; no occupation, and then there was a silence of some minutes, only broken by the hissing of the flaring gas-jet, and the monotonous scratching of the inspectors quill.

Sign your names, he commanded, when he had finished; and the two constables who had arrested me appended their signatures.

Now, prisoner, said the inspector, as he blotted the charge-sheet, you are charged with breaking and entering the dwelling-house, Number 4, Angel Court, Drury Lane, for the purpose of committing a felony. I must caution you that any statement you make will be taken down and used as evidence against you.

I dont see how I can be suspected of a felony when the place is unoccupied, I replied.

You must leave that point to be decided to-morrow by the magistrate. A man dont break into a house for nothing.

Two days ago a man died in that house, and I was searching for his body in order to give you information, I said.

That cant be true, sir, interposed one of the men. The house hasnt been lived in for a year or more.

Well, if a man died there a couple of days ago there would be surely be some furniture, or some traces of habitation. When hes in the cell, go and examine the premises thoroughly.

Very well, sir, the man answered.

Now, said the inspector, turning to me, have you anything more to say?

Nothing; Ive told you the truth.

Turn out your pockets. Well take care of your valuables, he said laying stress on the last word, as if it were not likely my possessions were worth much.

The constable lifted the bar allowing me to step from the dock, and I went to a small table and commenced placing the contents of my pockets thereon. Some silver, my pocket-book, penknife, pencil-case, and other articles I produced, each of which were examined by the two men.

The pocket-book, one that Vera had given me, attracted the most curiosity, and one of them opened it and commenced reading my memoranda, also scrutinising the various papers and cards therein.

Hulloa, whats this? he suddenly exclaimed, holding a piece of paper nearer his eyes and examining it carefully. The ejaculation caused the other constable to peer over his shoulder, while the inspector rose and walked towards them.

It was then only that I recognised the horrifying reality. It was the fatal seal, the one given me by the strange man, now dead, that they had discovered? Why, great Heavens! cried the inspector, as he took the paper from the mans hand, dont you see? Its the seal that puzzled us so last year!

Good God? so it is! ejaculated both the men almost simultaneously, a look of abject astonishment upon their faces.

The inspector lifted his eyes from the seal and glanced at me keenly. He had been thoroughly taken by surprise at the discovery, but did not lose his head.

Warner, he said, hastily, addressing one of the men, go round to the superintendent and ask him to come here at once.

Right, sir! and, swinging his cape around his shoulders, the man departed.

Richards, remain here with the prisoner, he added, as he turned and left the charge-room also.

A few moments later the sharp ring of the telegraph bell in the outer office broke upon my ear, followed by the whirr and click of the instrument; and with a sinking heart I knew that information of my capture was being flashed to Scotland Yard.

For myself I cared nothing. I had never told Vera of my connection with that series of mysterious crimes that had startled the country, and was only thinking of the means by which I could still keep her in ignorance of the facts.

I had given a fictitious name and refused my address; if I were firm and careful not to commit myself I might still be able to keep my identity a secret.

What a fool I had been, thought I, not to have left the seal in the cash-box, as I first intended, and this reflection brought with it another, more maddening, when I remembered that, although I was bearing this oppression and mental torture for Veras sake, nevertheless I had found a portion of a seal at Elveham, identical with that which had produced such a consternation among the police.

Again I was seized with that horrible apprehension that Vera wished to rid herself of me, and the seal I found in my library was to have been placed on the next victim — myself!

Why should I not make a clean breast of the matter to the inspector? Vera had already proved herself base and treacherous. For her I had suffered enough in that Russian dungeon, at the horrors of which I involuntarily shuddered, even then. Were I to give my right name the suspicion could easily be removed, and I should be a free man. I was wavering. I own I felt almost inclined to do it. Then I reflected that my wife must know the secret of the seal, and that in the event of my release detectives would be busy. What if it were traced to her and she stood in the position I then was? No, I decided to conceal my identity, come what might, for I had not forgotten the promise I made her before we parted.

In a couple of weeks her explanation would be forthcoming, and in the meantime the police might do their worst.

Presently the inspector returned, and I was taken to a small room leading from the charge-room.

How did this seal come into your possession? the officer asked sharply.

It was given to me.

By whom?

By a man who is dead.

What was his name?

I do not know.

You dont know; or you wont tell me, which?

I have already answered.

We shall want to know more than that, he said, ominously.

Unsatisfactory as my answer may be it is nevertheless a fact, I replied.

You expect us to believe it? he asked with a suspicious smile.

Discredit it if you like, its all the same to me, I replied rather disinterestedly, after which the officer turned on his heel and left.

I sank upon a chair in a semi-exhausted state, and tried to think of some way out of this maze, for I could plainly see none of my statements appeared to have even the elements of truth.

The constable stood silently at the door, his arms folded, his gaze fixed upon me. He was watching me, fearing, perhaps, lest I should attempt suicide to escape justice.

Shortly afterwards three men entered, accompanied by the inspector. Two were detectives — I knew them at a glance — the other a tall, dark man, with curled moustaches, pointed beard, and a pair of keen grey eyes. He spoke with authority, in a sharp, abrupt tone, and, as I afterwards, discovered, I was correct in thinking him the superintendent of that division of Metropolitan police.

I understand you give a false name, refuse your address, and decline to say how you came possessed of this seal? he said to me.

The seal was given me by a man who is dead, I repeated, calmly.

Has that man any relations living?

I dont know.

What evidence can you bring to corroborate your statement that it was given to you?

None. But stay — I have one friend whom I told of the occurrence, although I do not wish him to be brought into this matter.

You refuse to name him, or call him on your behalf? said the chief officer, raising his eyebrows. I do.

Are you aware of the significance of this symbol?

Perfectly — in a general sense.

Then perhaps it will be no surprise to you to know that a lady named Inglewood was discovered murdered at her house in Bedford Place some time ago, with an identical seal pinned upon her breast, and further, that a woman was found in Angel Court a short time back. Her throat was cut, and she lay within a few yards of where you were arrested. Upon her body was found a portion of paper to which part of a seal adhered, and this paper, which is in our possession, exactly fits the piece that has been torn from the one found in your pocket-book.

It does! I cried, amazed, for in a moment I recognised the serious suspicion now resting upon me.

Now; what have you to say?

I have nothing to add, I said dreamily.

And you still refuse your address?

Yes.

Very well, then; we must find out for ourselves. After a few words to the detectives in an undertone, he turned and said, — 

Inspector, you will charge him on suspicion of the wilful murder of the woman — and, by the way, let one of the men sit with him to-night. Im going down to the Yard.

Very well, sir, replied the officer, and they all left the room, with the exception of the statuesque constable.


Chapter Twenty Seven.

A Guiltless Crime.
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DOWN ONE DIMLY-LIT, dreary corridor, along an other, and up a flight of spiral stairs, I walked listlessly, with two warders at my side.

A low door opened, a breath of warm air, a hum of voices, and I was standing in the prisoners dock at the Central Criminal Court, Old Bailey.

As I entered and faced the grave-looking judge, and the aldermen in their fur-trimmed scarlet robes seated beside him, I heard the stentorian voice of the usher cry Silence, and immediately the clerk rose, and with a paper in his hand, said in clear monotonous tones:

Prisoner at the bar, you are indicted for that you did on the night of August the fifteenth, eighteen hundred and eighty-seven, wilfully murder Ethel Inglewood, one of Her Majestys subjects, at Number 67, Bedford Place, Bloomsbury, by stabbing her with a knife. Are you guilty, or not guilty?

Mr Roland, Q.C., who, with Mr Crane, had been retained for my defence, rose promptly and replied, Prisoner pleads not guilty, mlord.

There was a dead silence.

All that could be heard was the rustling of the briefs of the great array of counsel before me, and the busy hum and din of the city that came through the open window, while a stray streak of dusky sunlight, glinting across the sombre Court, fell like a bar of golden dust between myself and the judge. The twelve benevolent-looking yet impassive jurymen sat motionless on my left, and on my right the crowd of eager spectators craned their necks in their curiosity to obtain a glimpse of one who was alleged to be the author of the mysterious crime.

Mine was a celebrated case.

Three weeks had nearly elapsed since my arrest, and Scotland Yard, so far from being idle, had succeeded in working up evidence and charging me with a horrible murder, for which I had been committed to take my trial by the magistrate at Bow Street.

Of Vera I had seen nothing. Both Bob and Demetrius had visited me whilst under remand and endeavoured to cheer me, although both admitted they had been served with subpoenas by the prosecution, but of the nature of the evidence they wished them to give they were ignorant.

Rumours had reached me, even in my prison cell, of the intense excitement that had been caused by the news of my capture, and the plain facts had, I heard, become so distorted in their progress from mouth to mouth that not only was it anticipated that my identity as the murderer was completely established, but speculation had already planned for me another atrocity in connection with the spot where I had been found.

The one topic of conversation was my arrest, and in private circles, as well as in places of general meeting, little else was discussed. The public pulse, in fact, was fevered.

With the opening of the trial the crisis had arrived.

I had been told that the counsel appearing to conduct my prosecution were Mr Norman Ayrton, Q.C., and Mr Paget, and as I glanced at these gentlemen seated in close consultation I instinctively dreaded the cold, merciless face of the former, and the supercilious nonchalance of the latter.

As perfect quietude was restored in the stifling Court with its long tiers of white expectant faces, Mr Ayrton gave his gown a twitch, and with a preliminary cough, rose.

The warder handed me a chair, and, seating myself, I concentrated my attention upon the clear, concise utterances of the man who was doing his utmost to fix the awful stigma upon me.

Turning to the judge, he said: May it please your lordship, I appear on behalf of the Crown to prosecute the prisoner at the bar. The case which your lordship and gentlemen of the jury have before you to-day is one of an abnormal and extraordinary nature. It will be within the recollection of the Court that during the last three years a series of mysterious and diabolical murders have been committed, absolutely, as far as at present known, without motive. What may have been the motive of these, however, is not the point to which I desire to call your attention, but to one utterly unaccountable crime, as it then appeared, which took place on the night of August the fifteenth, two years ago. On that occasion a lady named Mrs Ethel Inglewood, residing at 67, Bedford Place, Bloomsbury, was discovered murdered, and the connecting link between that tragic occurrence and six of a similar character which had preceded it was the circumstance that a seal of peculiar design, fixed to a blank paper, was found pinned upon the breast of that lady. Of the seal, and the mysteries surrounding it, I shall be in a position to give your lordship and the gentlemen of the jury some further information at a later stage in these proceedings.

It is sufficient for my purpose at the present moment simply to indicate the fact that the seal, connected in such a peculiar manner with the previous outrages, was also a conspicuous object in this, and undoubtedly proved that the crime, if not the work of the same hand, emanated at any rate from the same source. The prisoner at the bar was the principal witness in the discovery of the murder of Mrs Inglewood, and gave evidence before the Coroner, when a verdict of wilful murder against some person unknown was returned. He professed, in the assistance which he then gave, to have been animated simply and solely by the desire to bring the offender to justice. Considerable doubt was entertained by the police with regard to the veracity of that statement, and I believe, my lord, it will be in my power to prove, by most conclusive evidence, that the prisoner then committed the crime of perjury in addition to the greater and more hideous one for which he stands here indicted.

Counsel then paused and examined the first folio of his brief.

To my disordered imagination it seemed as if I already stood convicted.

Again the eminent Queens Counsel gave a preliminary cough, and resumed: — 

If I shall be in a position to establish beyond any shadow of doubt that the prisoner really committed the murder in Bloomsbury, the evidence which can be adduced against him in regard to a second count, which, however, is not on the present indictment, is even still more indubitable. On the night of March the fourth last, the body of a woman, which has never yet been identified, was discovered lying in a blind alley, called Angel Court, leading from Drury Lane. She was quite dead when discovered, having been stabbed in the throat, and on her breast, as in the previous tragedy, was a piece of paper from which the larger portion had evidently been roughly torn. The small piece adhering was pinned in exactly the same fashion as upon the deceased Mrs Inglewood, and no one could doubt that the murder which had been committed formed one of that series of horrifying outrages of which it formed the eighth.

From that day till the present no clue whatever has been obtained as to the identity of the poor woman who was then discovered, but events have so conspired, and the police have been so vigilant, that a strange finale has been brought about. There is an old truism, gentlemen, that Murder will out, and though that expression is worn almost threadbare by constant repetition, its force is recognised, and its truth is applicable as much now as ever. Murder, in this case did out, by a most fortuitous circumstance which I will briefly narrate, although the story has been freely circulated in the public Press.

In a few terse sentences counsel explained my arrest, and the discovery of the seal in my wallet.

Such, my lord, he continued, were the means by which the prisoner at the bar came into the hands of the police, and I would impress very strongly upon the jury, at this stage, the consideration that when charged at the police-station prisoner not only gave a fictitious name, but refused his address, besides giving as his excuse for his presence in the house on the night in question, a silly story which I venture to believe, you, gentlemen of the jury, will at once see to be outside the bounds of credibility. In the extraordinary explanations which the prisoner has given of his actions during the past year — strange and improbable — none so utterly feeble as these have been advanced. He asserts that his motive in going to the house in Angel Court, at that hour of the evening, was the altogether monstrous one of filching from a corpse evidence in connection — in close connection, I may say, gentlemen — with this very crime which we are now investigating.

A murmur of surprise ran through the densely-packed Court. This was the first time my explanation had been made public.

Incredible as it may seem, said counsel, immediately resuming, for the last twelve months he says he has been actively pursuing inquiries in regard to these crimes, and that his own life having, in some way which he will not at present disclose, been endangered, it has given him peculiar reason so to do. This story, of course, the jury will regard in any light they choose, but I rather think that when the evidence which I shall presently call is given, absolutely no credence will be placed upon it. My remarks will be brief at the present moment, but my learned friends who have been instructed for the defence, will, no doubt, seek to attach great importance to the personal character of the prisoner. Nevertheless I would ask what that character is? Two years ago this man, who used formerly, it is true, to occupy a position of some importance in journalism, became possessed of a fortune, and whether it be that the possession of so much wealth suddenly turned him into a monomaniac, or whether, previously to that time, his actions, of which we have, at present, no record, were characterised by this mad thirst for blood, I cannot inform you. Whatever things may have appeared to the outside world, there is no doubt in my mind that the prisoner has been cherishing a most intense and unnatural hatred against mankind, and that with the accession of wealth his means for executing his fell projects were correspondingly enhanced.

It is true he bears the character of an English gentleman, but men of the world, such as I see before me in the jury box, are not to be deceived by mere detail of dress or conversation. The actions of men are the means by which they must be judged, and, looking upon the past life of this man by the lurid glare which the statements of the witnesses — and which his own actions themselves afford — it will be matter for surprise that his career has been allowed to go on so long unchecked. When he talks of his character, gentlemen, let me ask one question. In what was he engaged for nearly six months out of the last twelve? Perhaps my learned friend will answer this in his defence. The prisoner refuses, gentlemen, to give one word of explanation.

Again there was a rustle in court, and the usher interposed with his stern command of Silence?

Now, gentlemen, with these few brief observations, which I shall supplement later on, I will proceed to call my witnesses — persons whose veracity is unimpeachable — who will give you such an insight into his past life that will leave not the faintest suspicion of doubt in your minds that the prisoner at the bar has been the perpetrator of one, at least, of that string of almost unparalleled crimes which have shocked the whole of the civilised world.

As the leading counsel, with a significant smile at the jury, resumed his seat, and his junior rose to call the witnesses, I folded my arms and waited.


Chapter Twenty Eight.

The Clique.
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THE TWO MEN first called did not interest me. They were the constables to whose evidence I had listened at the police court.

Detective-Inspector Cronin, exclaimed Mr Paget, when they had finished, and a tall, well-preserved, black-bearded man entered the witness-box and was sworn.

I am John Cronin, detective inspector, Criminal Investigation Department, said he, in answer to counsel. The pocket-book which I produce was handed me on prisoners arrest, and upon examining it, I found it contained, amongst other things, a bill of the Charing Cross Hotel. I proceeded there, made inquiries, and ascertained that prisoner had been staying there one day, giving his name as Frank Burgoyne. I examined the room he occupied, and found a despatch box in which was the photograph I now produce. Comparing it with that of the woman murdered in Angel Court, taken after death, I find the features exactly coincide.

Was there any distinguishing mark? asked his lordship.

Yes, mlord, replied the detective handing up both photographs. Your lordship will notice a small scar over the left eye.

You made other inquiries, I believe? asked Mr Paget.

Yes; on the following day I went to prisoners house, Elveham Dene, Northamptonshire, and searched the premises. On examining the drawers of a writing-table in the library, which were unlocked, I found two blank pieces of paper on which were seals corresponding in every particular to that found on the lady murdered in Bedford Place.

What did all this mean? I knew nothing of these seals. Surely it must be some plot to take away my life!

The frightful suspicion — could Vera be concerned in it — entered my soul.

The doubt was too awful to be entertained; yet she had not communicated with me since my arrest.

In the same drawer, continued the detective fumbling among some papers he held in his hand, I found this telegram. It is dated on the day of the murder in Bloomsbury, and addressed to the deceased. It reads:— Handed in at Hull and received at the West Central district office. Shall be with you about midnight. Be at home. It is signed with a single letter B. On examining the notepaper on the writing-table, I found it was the same as that upon which the seals were impressed.

You produce some of that notepaper, I think? said Mr Paget.

I do, sir.

The paper was handed to the judge, who held it to the light and compared the watermarks.

When he had satisfied himself the detective resumed:

Throughout my examination I was in every way retarded by the action of the prisoners wife. On proceeding to search one of the bedrooms she positively refused to give me the keys of a chest of drawers, and I was therefore compelled to force them. Concealed under some papers, which lined one of the drawers, I discovered a small gold padlock, upon which are engraved the initials R.S., and to which was attached the small portion of gold chain I now produce. I had charge of the inquiries in the case of Mrs Inglewood, and remember at the time of her decease she was wearing a diamond bracelet which is also produced. When I examined the house at Bedford Place I discovered the case of the bracelet, which bore the name of the jeweller. The manager of the firm in question will be called to prove that the padlock found in the bedroom of the prisoner is the one belonging to Mrs Inglewoods bracelet, and that it had been sold to her a week before her death.

Some of the dead womans jewellery in my room! Incredible!

Was it possible that Vera — but, no — again banish the thought!

In the same drawer, added the detective, with a self-satisfied smile at the intense surprise which his statements excited, was this letter, in a ladys handwriting, signed Ethel Inglewood: Come and dine to-morrow evening. I have the money ready, and rely on you to keep my secret. The address embossed on the paper is 67, Bedford Place, and the date is that of the day previous to the murder.

Do you prove anything else? inquired Mr Paget, expectantly.

No, replied the inspector, except that from inquiries I made I find that very shortly after the inquest on Mrs Inglewood the prisoner left the country suddenly, and the next murder — the one in Angel Court — was perpetrated on the day of his return.

As Mr Paget resumed his seat, my counsel, Mr Roland, rose. Turning to the witness with a suave countenance, he mildly asked:

How do you fix the day of the prisoners return?

By the books of the club to which the accused belonged — the Junior Garrick.

You say you found the seals in the library. Could access be easily gained to that room?

No; prisoners wife had the key.

And she refused you the keys of the chest of drawers?

Yes, giving as her reason that it contained papers of a strictly private nature.

Did she express surprise when you found the seals?

When I showed them to her she fainted.

You said, just now, that the little padlock was concealed. Are you sure it had not accidentally fallen behind the paper?

No; I should think not.

Did you suspect the prisoner previous to his arrest?

I did. After the inquest on Mrs Inglewood, observation was kept upon him for some time, but he eluded us by going abroad.

And now you endeavour to fix the crime upon him without any direct evidence. I have nothing more to ask you.

My hopes sank as Mr Roland resumed his seat, with a poor affectation of indifference.

The next witness was a neatly-attired, gentlemanly-looking man, the jewellers manager, who proved the purchase of the bracelet by Mrs Inglewood, and identified the tiny padlock as a portion of it.

When he had retired, Mr Roland having asked him no questions, he was succeeded by Bob Nugent, who stepped into the witness-box averting my gaze. Was even Bob in the conspiracy!

You were, I think, Mr Nugent, said the prosecuting counsel, a friend — a particular friend I may say — of the prisoners?

I was — formerly.

Now, tell me, do you remember the night of the 15th August?

I do. The prisoner and I left the Junior Garrick Club soon after midnight, to proceed home.

Was there anything in his manner which attracted your attention?

He seemed rather excited, having lost heavily at cards. I left him at Danes Inn.

Do you know on what day he returned from abroad?

It was in the beginning of March. He was then strangely reticent as to his actions in the meantime.

You will remember, as a journalist, possibly, on what night the murder in Angel Court occurred?

On the same night as the prisoners return.

Do you know anything of the photograph found upon the accused?

Yes; he produced it accidentally, while dining at the Junior Garrick Club, and appeared much confused and annoyed, endeavouring at once to conceal it.

Did you see it again?

The prisoner, in consequence of some remarks I made to him, showed it to me next day at his hotel. On that occasion he explained that it had been given to him by some man who is now dead.

Did that not strike you as improbable?

Well — yes, it did.

Did he enter into any further explanation?

Very little was said about the seal.

The court was extremely hot. Surely I was becoming fainter and more faint! There was a singing and surging in my ears. Was I falling or standing upright? What were they speaking of? I had lost sight of the face of my friend. I could only see the lines of expectant upturned countenances.

I was really fainting; nevertheless I struggled against it. Something, too, within me told me that I ought to struggle against it, yet everything was swimming and whirling around me, and vague forms seemed rapidly passing and repassing before my vision.

Then I staggered backward into the chair placed for me, and gradually the sense of sickening misery departed.


Chapter Twenty Nine.

Monsieurs Opinion.
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THE SPIRIT WAS strong within me not to yield to any growing unconsciousness; not to be subdued by any physical or moral influences.

I again became perfectly calm. I was seated in the chair. A seafaring man was in the witness-box. Nugent was not there. Demetrius, sitting below, was looking at me with an anxious and uneasy expression.

I recognise the accused, I heard the witness say in reply to a question from the prosecuting counsel. A recent event has brought me here to give evidence.

Have you any doubt prisoner is the man you saw emerge from the doorway of Mrs Inglewoods house on the night in question?

None.

Did he appear agitated?

Yes; he passed me and rushed down the street as fast as he could run.

Did you not make any attempt to stop him?

No; at that time I was unaware of the murder.

When did you again see him?

Not until a few days ago, when I recognised his portrait in a newspaper.

A long cross-examination resulted in the witness firmly adhering to his story, and explaining that as he had been on a long voyage he knew nothing of the occurrence until many months afterwards.

Demetrius, with evident unwillingness, entered the box. His story was brief, yet damaging.

When he had concluded, Mr Roland, adjusting his eye-glasses, rose and asked:

You are acquainted with prisoners wife, I believe?

Yes; she is my cousin.

Where did you go when you left England?

I decline to answer.

You have been the prisoners guest at Elveham, have you not?

Yes.

And what were these suspicious circumstances of which you spoke just now?

There were several. Late one night, about three weeks ago, I had occasion to enter the library. The door was ajar, and as I pushed it open I saw the accused in the act of impressing a seal, similar to the ones produced. I drew back unnoticed.

It was untrue! He had seen me sealing the envelope containing a lease, and believed I was using the fatal emblem!

I waited breathlessly for the next question.

Is it a fact that on the night previous to his departure from Elveham, some unpleasant incident occurred?

I know nothing of it. I have heard that the prisoner had some little difference with his wife.

Come, sir, demanded my counsel sharply, did you not overhear a conversation in the early morning?

The witness appeared confused.

Yes, I did, he admitted. I heard my cousin ask him to wait a stipulated period for an explanation.

Have you any idea what this explanation is?

None.

Then, after all, you are unable to throw any light whatever upon these mysterious crimes? he asked, in a strange harsh voice.

Ive told you all I know, replied Demetrius, a trifle paler than before.

Mr Roland flung down his brief upon the table, slowly resumed his seat, and pushed his wig from off his forehead with a perplexed gesture.

I could hardly realise my situation. What could it all possibly mean? What was the object of this seaman giving evidence when he could throw no light upon the matter, except that he actually saw me following the murderer from Bedford Place?

He had taken a seat in the well of the Court with his face turned towards me.

Sergius Hertzen.

As the words rang through the place I started. I had not seen Veras uncle since our marriage, as he went to Zurich immediately afterwards.

There was a shuffling near the door, and the old man entered. As he mounted the steps to the witness-box I noticed he had aged considerably.

What are you, Mr Hartzen? Mr Paget asked, referring to his brief at the same moment.

Police agent.

And your nationality?

Russian.

The old man a police agent! Dumbfounded, I looked blankly around me.

You are father of the previous witness?

I am.

Now, what evidence can you give regarding the charge against the prisoner?

There was a dead and painful silence.

We first met at the Hotel Isotta, Genoa, about a month after the murder in Bedford Place. We frequently played écarté together, and on one occasion he paid me a debt with the three five-pound notes I now produce.

And what is there peculiar about them?

I have since ascertained that their numbers correspond with those now known to have been stolen from the house in Bedford Place.

The thought flashed across my mind that once, when I had lost to him, I had discharged the debt with three notes. From whom I received them I could not tell.

What else do you know about the affair? was the insinuating question of the prosecuting counsel.

Well; some three months after this I was present at the Central Tribunal at St. Petersburg, when prisoner was sentenced to the mines for complicity in the murder of a hotel-keeper. The sentence, however, was never carried out, for on the way to Siberia he escaped, returning to England.

Its a lie! I was exiled without trial, I shouted. Amid the loud cries of Silence, counsel turned to the judge, and with a cruel smile about his lips remarked, You see, my lord, prisoner admits he was exiled.

Mr Roland made an impatient motion to me to preserve silence; so seeing my protests were useless, I sank again into my chair, and tried to conquer my fate by bearing it.

Mr Crane the junior counsel defending me, cross-examined him at some length, but resumed his seat without being able to shake his testimony.

The waiter who had attended to me at the Charing Cross Hotel, and two of my own servants were called, but their evidence was immaterial and uninteresting.

I felt a strange morbid yielding to a superstitious feeling that I could not shake off, and sat as one in a dream, until the Court rose and I was sent back to my cell.


Chapter Thirty.

The Eleventh Hour.
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NEXT MORNING MY trial was resumed.

There was the same array of counsel; the same crowd of curious onlookers lounging on the benches like carrion crows around a carcase; the same strange, half-visionary procession of judges, lawyers and witnesses, who passed and repassed before me, sometimes ludicrous, but generally gloomy and depressing.

The jury looked pale and weary. They had been locked up during the night, and now several of them were yawning. None gave indication that they felt the responsibility of the sentence they had to pronounce.

I sat in the dock heedless of everything; I had grown callous. I had one thought only: Why had not Vera made her promised explanation?

A few minor witnesses were called, and the case for the prosecution closed.

At last Mr Roland rose to make his speech in my defence. The circumstantial evidence already produced was, I knew, sufficient to cause the jury to find me guilty, and I listened in rapt attention to the clear, concise arguments of the famous advocate.

But how unsatisfactory was his speech — how weak was his defence! With a sinking heart I saw more than one of the jury smile incredulously when my innocence was asserted.

I admit, gentlemen, said Mr Roland, in the course of his address, that this case is enshrouded in mystery; but while asserting that the prisoner is innocent, I tell you plainly there is a secret. The key to this enigma is known to one person alone, and that person, for reasons with which I am myself unacquainted, is not in a position to divulge it. That this secret bears directly upon the crime is obvious, nevertheless it is a most unfortunate circumstance that the mystery cannot be wholly elucidated by a satisfactory explanation. However, I have several witnesses whom I purpose calling before you; and having heard them, I shall ask you to discharge the prisoner, feeling assured you will be convinced that he is entirely innocent.

But, Mr Roland, this is a most extraordinary case, interposed the judge. You speak of a person who knows the secret and refuses to give evidence. If this is so, this person is party to the crime. To whom do you refer?

Counsel held a brief consultation with his junior, then rose again.

The Court was all expectancy.

I refer, mlord, to no less a person than the prisoners wife!

The reply caused a sensation. Vera knew the secret! I was not wrong.

Ah, that is unfortunate, exclaimed the judge, disappointedly. It is impossible to call her in a case of this description.

At that moment the usher handed Mr Roland a note. He read it hastily, and, raising his hand, said:

The lady has just arrived in court, and is about to produce important evidence, mlord.

The silence was unbroken, save for the frou-frou of Veras dress as she advanced towards my counsel, and bent over him, whispering.

Mr Roland was seated close to the dock, and I strained my ears to catch their hurried conversation.

In face of the horrible charge brought against me, the persistency with which it was pursued, and the evidence produced in support of it, I had been so overwhelmed by a sense of fatality that I had almost decided to let things take their course. I knew I was innocent, nevertheless I felt the difficulty, if not the impossibility, of proving it. Now, however, encouraged by this proof of sympathy on the part of Vera, I took heart.

What will these witnesses prove? asked Mr Roland, hurriedly.

Vera, whose face was rendered more delicate and touching by the tortures she seemed undergoing, glanced quickly towards me, and replied:

They will prove my husbands innocence!

Counsel uttered an ejaculation of surprise. Are you certain of this? he asked.

Yes. If it were possible that I might be called as a witness I could tell the Court things that would probably astonish it; but I leave everything to the two persons I have brought, she replied in a tremulous voice.

The jury grew impatient. The excitement was intense.

In a few moments a young and rather showily-attired woman stepped into the box. As she turned towards me I was puzzled to know where I had seen the face before. The features seemed quite familiar, yet I could not recollect.

You are Jane Maygrove? asked my counsel.

Yes.

Tell us what you know of the murder of Mrs Inglewood. Relate it in your own way.

She hesitated for a moment and commenced:

Before I married I was maid to Mrs Inglewood. Mistress was a very quiet lady, and lived with a cook and myself in Bedford Place. I was in her service about three months, and although she told me she was married — and she wore a wedding-ring — her husband never visited her. Several foreign ladies came to see her on different occasions, but only one gentleman. He also had the appearance of a foreigner but spoke English without an accent. One evening, in the latter part of July, mistress dined alone with this gentleman, and I overheard a conversation which took place in the drawing-room afterwards. I—

Was this gentleman to whom you refer the prisoner? asked Mr Roland.

No he was not. On that night I heard the visitor advising mistress to withdraw her money from a company which he said was on the brink of collapsing, and place it in his hands to invest. At first she demurred, and appeared to discredit the rumour that the company was not safe; but, after a long argument, he exacted a promise that she would withdraw the money and hand it over to him in cash on the fifteenth of August, when it was arranged that he should re-invest it for her.

And what happened on the latter date?

Mistress was at home during the day. A clerk called in the afternoon and handed a small leather bag to her, for which she signed a receipt, after counting the money. When she had finished, I saw her place the bag under the sofa, at the same time leaving a small roll of bank-notes upon the mantelshelf. Previously I had mentioned the matter to my young man, and it was he who prompted me to act in the manner I did. Well, about seven oclock the gentleman arrived, and shortly afterwards mistress and he went out — to the Café Royal, I believe — to dine, as Mary, our cook, had been dismissed that morning for dishonesty.

My young man urged me to get possession of the money while they were out, saying that we could then marry, go abroad, and set up in business with it. But my heart failed me, and I could not bring myself to commit the robbery. About ten oclock a telegram came, and half an hour later mistress and the gentleman returned. When mistress read the telegram she appeared nervous and agitated. They both entered the dining-room, and at first conversed in low tones, but soon appeared to be in altercation. I heard the gentleman say, I shall not leave this house until you let me have the money. I tell you I will not allow you to ruin yourself. To which mistress replied that she had changed her mind, and should place the money in the bank instead. At this the foreigner grew furious. Mistress urged him to go, but he would not. Then all was quiet again. She gave me orders to lay supper in the sitting-room upstairs, which I obeyed, she telling me that her husband was coming home after a long journey. I wondered what the master would say to the other gentleman, but discreetly held my tongue. It wasnt my place to say a word. About eleven oclock the gentleman departed very reluctantly, and soon after midnight mistresss husband arrived.

I opened the door to him. He was a tall, handsome man, who wore a felt hat and long travelling ulster. He greeted mistress very cordially, kissing her with much affection, and then they went upstairs together to supper.

All the evening I had been hesitating whether or not I should decamp with the money, and while they were sitting at table I was still thinking over the matter. The clock struck two, and roused me. Suddenly I made up my mind to take it, so creeping back to the drawing-room I opened the bag, abstracted the contents, and replaced it again. Just as I was about to leave the room with the money in my hands I heard a footstep on the stairs. I knew it was mistress! I slipped behind the screen, hoping to escape observation. Scarcely had she crossed the threshold when I heard another person following stealthily. It was the foreign gentleman. Have you decided? he asked, in a low whisper. Yes, she replied, starting at his sudden reappearance; once for all, I tell you I will rid myself of you. He appeared mad with anger. He pushed the door to, and placed his back against it. Then he laughed a low, harsh laugh, replying, Thats not so easy, my pretty one: remember our secret bond. She turned upon him furiously, crying, Leave this house at once! Do you wish to compromise me besides endeavouring to rob me of my money? Ah! you think I do not know you. We have been friends because it suited my purpose; but if you dare touch that money I will tell what I know! I will give the police the information they seek regarding the Villeneuve affair! This speech had a strange effect upon him. Dieu! — she knows, he ejaculated, involuntarily. Glaring at her with an expression of murderous hatred, he watched her every movement. Will you hand me over the money? he demanded, sternly. No; you shall never have it. Leave this house; and if you remain in England another week Ill carry my threat into effect. If you fancy you can practise the confidence trick on me you are mistaken — so, go!

I shall not! he replied, fiercely. I will have that money, and he bent down in the act of drawing the bag from beneath the sofa. Touch it at your peril! she cried, hoarsely. I see you now in your true light; you would rob a woman of her means of existence. God knows you have brought me enough misery already! Again he tried to obtain possession of the bag, but once more she frustrated his design. Then they struggled for the mastery. His face was ashen pale, and his fingers gripped her bare arms, leaving great red marks; but she was not to be easily vanquished, and fought like a tigress. To-morrow, she said, in a terrible half-whisper, the world shall know who stole the Villeneuve diamonds, and I will rid myself of you forever. I will expose your accursed villainy! He grasped her by the wrist and dragged her towards him. You — you say this — to me, he hissed, in a frenzy of passion. You have spoken your last words — you — you shall die. I saw a knife uplifted in his hand, and he plunged it in my mistresss breast with a dull, sickening sound. She sank upon the floor, uttering a shrill cry. For a few seconds he bent over her and seemed to be rearranging her dress, then he snatched up the bag, took the roll of notes from the mantelshelf, and thrusting them into his pocket, stole noiselessly out by the back-door. I stood for a few seconds, not knowing what to do. At last I summoned courage to approach my poor mistress, who lay motionless; but just as I was stepping from my hiding-place I heard some one descending the stairs. It was master! He rushed into the room, but stopped suddenly, in horror, as he caught sight of his wife. Bending over her, he was about to lift her, when his eyes caught sight of something, which I suppose was the seal afterwards found. With a loud cry of despair, and uttering words in a foreign language, he kissed her calm white face. I must fly, he said, aloud, or I shall be suspected, and without another word he also hurried out of the house.

When he had gone, I placed the money I had stolen in a small hand-bag, and crept out by the front door. A few days later my young man and myself sailed for Australia, and that is all I know of the murder.

There was a long pause when the voluble witness had concluded her breathless recital.


Chapter Thirty One.

By whose Hand?
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THIS IS A most remarkable statement, observed the judge, regarding the woman keenly. You swear positively that the prisoner was not the murderer?

Yes, my lord.

Then surely you would be able to recognise the man whom you assert stabbed your mistress? Have you seen him since?

Never.

Dont tell me his name, but answer me; do you know it?

No; my mistress always called him Victor, and told me, whenever he came, to announce him as Monsieur. He, too, always addressed her by her Christian name.

Why did you not give information to the police at the time? asked his lordship.

Because I should have been prosecuted for robbery, she replied, confusedly.

I have only one question, mlord, exclaimed counsel for the prosecution, rising. Turning to the witness, he asked: When was the first occasion upon which you saw the prisoner?

Half-an-hour ago.

And you positively swear you never saw him before to-day?

I do.

Witness, said the judge, you will give the police a detailed description of the man you saw commit the murder. That will do.

Mr Roland and Vera were in earnest conversation. He appeared to be dubious about some point upon which she was trying to convince him.

The spectators were eager for the next development of the curious case. They had followed the verbal duel with the same interest as that inspired by a thrilling drama performed by first-class artistes. Several times already applause had almost broken out, and was only suppressed by the dread of the Court being cleared.

The next witness, mlord, will be Boris Seroff, Mr Roland said, glancing hesitatingly at his brief, while Vera retired to a seat where I could not observe her.

Seroff! I repeated to myself, who can he be? Surely he must be a relation of Veras; and yet Ive never heard of him!

The name was shouted down the corridor outside the Court; then there was a movement among the eager crowd which stood about the door, and a man advanced towards the witness-box.

Instantly I recognised him. It was the murderer!

What fresh intrigue was this?

I leapt from my chair, and leaning over the dock, cried:

My lord, that man who is going to give evidence, is—

Enough? interposed the judge. If you cannot be silent, you will be removed to the cells during the remainder of your trial.

The warder at my side grasped me roughly by the arm, and forcing me into my chair, whispered, Dont be a fool! Such excitement can do you no good.

I saw how utterly helpless I was, yet I was determined to denounce this man by some means. The midnight scene in the Dene came back to me in all its hideous reality. Veras lips defiled by those of a murderer!

The thought goaded me to desperation. Springing to my feet again I was on the point of proclaiming his guilt, when the first question was put by my counsel.

Now, Mr Seroff, what are you?

With bated breath I awaited his answer.

I am brother-in-law of accused. His wife is my sister.

His sister! Then at least I had no cause for jealousy, and had judged Vera wrongly.

Tell us, please, what you know of the circumstances attending the murder of Mrs Inglewood.

The witness twirled his moustache nervously, and glanced at me; then, as he saw my eyes fixed upon him, he scowled and turned away.

Yes. I felt convinced it was he. I could see guilt written upon his face.

The story is a rather long one, and there are some matters which I cannot explain; however, I will tell you what occurred on the night in question. The murdered woman, who, for certain reasons, assumed the name of Mrs Inglewood, was my wife. She was called Rina Beranger before I married her, a schoolfellow of my sisters, at Warsaw. After our marriage it was imperative she should live in England, and for that reason she left me. I resumed my position, that of an officer of Cossacks, and for a year we were parted. At last I obtained leave and travelled from St. Petersburg to London. I landed at Hull on the afternoon of the fifteenth of August, and at once telegraphed to my wife announcing that I should arrive about midnight.

Did you sign that telegram? asked Mr Roland.

With my initial only.

Is that the message? counsel asked, handing up the telegram which had been put in as evidence against me.

Yes; it is.

I would point out, your lordship, observed Mr Roland, that the letter B. stands for Boris, as well as Burgoyne, the prisoner.

Continuing, the witness said: I arrived home soon after twelve at night, and was admitted by the woman I see sitting in the well of the Court. Supper was laid in an upstairs room, and my wife, who I thought appeared unusually nervous, called for it to be served at once. I do not remember how long we sat together talking; it might have been a couple of hours for aught I know. My wife was telling me certain things, which it is unnecessary to repeat here, they being purely business matters, when suddenly she recollected that she had a letter to give me. It was downstairs in the drawing-room, she said, and begging me to remain where I was she left the room, closing the door.

Was this only a ruse on her part? asked the judge.

Im afraid so. She — she did not return, he continued, with a sign of emotion. After she had been absent five or six minutes I heard a shrill scream, and then a sound like the smashing of glass. At first I believed that the servant had fallen with a tray, and fully expected my wife to return and relate the occurrence; but as she did not come I opened the door and listened. All was silent. The terrible quiet unmanned me. I called to her, but there was no response, then, suspecting that some accident had happened, I dashed downstairs and entered the room—

And what did you find? counsel inquired.

The witness appeared overcome with agitation, which he strove to repress. But was it only feigned?

There — I saw my wife — lying on the floor — murdered!

How did you act immediately after discovering the crime?

I — I fled from the house, he stammered.

Did you not first ascertain whether the unfortunate woman was really dead? Did you not call the servant?

No. Overcome by sudden fear I left the place, lest I should be suspected of committing the murder. This statement had a great effect upon the spectators, and it was some moments before quiet was sufficiently restored for the interrogatory to proceed. Did you give information to the police?

No. I left for Paris at ten the same morning.

Can you say positively that it was not the prisoner who committed the murder?

Yes; I am certain it was not, he replied, drawing a long breath.

I was still convinced he was the murderer. He might, I thought, be endeavouring to shield himself by giving evidence against some imaginary person. Have you any idea who committed the deed?

I have — I believe—

Stop! Whatever information you can give in a serious charge like this must be given to the police, exclaimed the judge, interrupting.

Shall I give the police the name of the person I suspect? asked the Russian.

Yes; at the conclusion of your examination. Counsel for the prosecution rose and took a deliberate view of the witness, saying: Tell me, Mr Seroff, what prompted you to act in the extraordinary manner you did on discovering the crime?

I had no desire to be suspected.

Would it not have been more natural to have given information at once, instead of hiding yourself?

Possibly it would.

Then what caused you to keep the matter a secret, and not come forward until now? demanded the lawyer, with a shrewd look.

I had my reasons.

It is those reasons I desire to know.

I refuse to state them.

Then your evidence is very incomplete, and I do not think the jury will accept it.

Not if I place the police on the track of the assassin?

You forget that by your refusal to state the whole of the facts, and keeping the matter secret as you have, that you are an accessory, in a certain degree, to your wifes murder.

Im fully aware of it; nevertheless I refuse to give you the reason why I believed I should be suspected of the crime.

Very well, said counsel, in a tone of annoyance, resuming his seat. I hope the jury will accept your evidence with the utmost caution.

Have you any more witnesses, Mr Roland? the judge asked.

No, mlord. This concludes the case for the defence.

Boris Seroff descended from the witness-box, and left the Court in company with an inspector of police and a detective.

A few seconds later they returned, held a hurried conversation with the clerk of the Court, who in turn whispered something to the judge, which appeared greatly to surprise him. Then the two officers went out again.

Had my newly-discovered brother-in-law divulged the name of the murderer?

Those were moments of terrible excitement.


Chapter Thirty Two.

Rays of Hope.
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MY TRIAL WAS concluding.

With logical clearness Mr Roland addressed the jury for my defence, saying that in the face of the evidence which had been produced, and which all tended to show that the murder was committed by another person, he felt assured they would not find me guilty. He commented at some length upon the lack of corroborative evidence on the part of the prosecution, criticising the weak points in that masterly manner which had brought him so much renown.

I again admit, gentlemen, he continued, mine is not a wholly satisfactory defence, for the prisoner appears to have acted somewhat suspiciously, and he refuses to explain certain matters connected with the occurrence; yet this trial is satisfactory, inasmuch as it has caused the real culprit to be denounced, and although I am as ignorant as yourselves as to the identity of the murderer, I understand the police are already engaged in tracking him.

As I told you in my opening speech, there are certain facts connected with this case which are bound to be kept secret, even though a mans life or liberty are at stake, and when I tell you that I — like yourselves — am unaware of the bearing which these family affairs have upon the crime we are investigating, you will fully appreciate the difficulty in which I am placed. Had it not been for the production of the two witnesses by the prisoners wife at the eleventh hour, I should have been compelled to give way against the weight of circumstantial evidence brought by the prosecution. However, I feel assured that no right-minded man can assume that the prisoner at the bar had any hand in the assassination of the defenceless woman in Bedford Place, after the statement of the maid who actually saw the crime committed, and who positively swears that the accused was not present. I would therefore ask you to at once return a verdict of Not Guilty, and thus bring about the prisoners discharge.

Then the judge summed up.

He reviewed the case with much deliberation and care, saying that, in dealing with a crime committed without any witnesses being present, inference must take the place of direct evidence; but in the case before them they had discovered that a witness was present, and that witness positively swore that I was not the murderer. Therefore, despite the obvious gaps in the argument for the defence, it was an open question whether or not I should be discharged.

The spectators looked on with breathless anxiety, understanding that the womans evidence had served as a lever to demolish the whole theory of the prosecution.

But no. The jury were not unanimous. They asked leave to retire. Once only I saw Vera during the quarter of an hour they were absent. I could see she was terribly agitated as she leant over to consult Mr Roland. You need have no fear, I heard him say. He will be acquitted.

All eyes were turned upon me during those awful moments.

Suddenly there was a movement, and the jury Slowly filed into Court.

A deathlike stillness ensued as the clerk rose and asked the foreman, — 

Have you agreed upon your verdict?

We have.

Do you find the prisoner, Frank Burgoyne, guilty of having murdered Ethel Inglewood, or not guilty?

Not guilty!

An outburst of applause greeted this announcement; then the judge ordered my discharge, and I walked from the dock a free man.

Vera met me, and flinging her arms about my neck, kissed me. My face was wet with her tears of joy. Not a single word was exchanged between us.

We left the Court together, and entering a cab, drove to the Grand Hotel, where she was staying.


Chapter Thirty Three.

Veras Secret.
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A FEW HOURS had elapsed since my acquittal, and after a brush up and a hasty meal I had entered Veras sitting-room.

It was already dark. The tiny electric lamps flooded with amber light the small apartment rendered cosy by the drawn curtains. On a lounge chair she sat, wrapped in a pale grey cashmere gown, with a bunch of crimson roses in her breast. At sight of me she rose. Not a muscle of her countenance stirred, I and could divine her embarrassment by the sharp glance she momentarily darted at me.

I scented in this proceeding some annoying mystery.

A constrained silence reigned for some moments.

Frank, exclaimed she, in a very calm tone, advancing slowly and taking my hand, at last we are alone.

Yes, Vera, I replied, calling to my aid all my coolness to feign a serenity which I was far from possessing. Now, perhaps, you will let me know this secret of yours which has so long estranged us, and brought us all this sorrow.

She stood motionless, with compressed lips, and shivering slightly, said, — 

Forgive me! Frank, forgive me! I will tell you everything. You shall know the truth; believe me.

Why did you not tell me the truth long ago; then this degrading trial would have been avoided, I said, bitterly.

Because I could not, until this afternoon.

Not when my life was at stake?

She shook her head seriously, replying, No, it was impossible.

Was I still being duped? Those were the only words that beat a constant and painful tattoo in my brain.

Tell me, I said, laying my hand upon her shoulder, tell me the reason why you have kept this secret of yours till now?

Hark! she said, listening intently.

I could hear nothing beyond the roar of the traffic in Trafalgar Square.

She crossed quickly to the window, and flinging aside the curtains, opened it.

Come here, she commanded.

I obeyed her.

See! below. There is a man selling newspapers. Listen to what he says?

I leant out of the window, and as I did so a hoarse cry broke upon my ear. It caused me to start, for the words the man shouted were, Extra special! Attempt to murder the Czar! Exciting Scenes! Extra special!

What has that to do with it? I asked, puzzled, as she closed the window and drew the curtains again.

Everything, she replied, sighing. Sit down, and I will tell you the story.

I flung myself into an easy-chair, and she came and stood beside me. Her hand smoothed my forehead with a tender caress, yet somehow I could not trust her; the ironic and brutal strokes of Fate had paralysed me, and I felt myself wholly stupefied.

Sometimes, Frank, an unforeseen incident, a chance, an exterior influence, may bring on a disastrous crisis. It has unfortunately been so in my case, she said, in a deep, earnest voice.

Begin at the beginning. Let me know what is this strange mystery which has shadowed your life, I urged, taking her hand in mine.

Hush! we must not be overheard, she replied, glancing apprehensively at the door. I — I fully recognise how painful all these complications must have been to you, dear, but I assure you it is not my fault that I have not divulged. I had taken an oath—

An oath!

Yes. I know it was purely from love that you married me, enveloped in mystery as I was; and, then, when you saw me in the Dene, and — and — thought me untrue — ah — you surely should have known me better than that. You know how I love you; and yet you suspected me! she cried passionately.

Dont lets talk of that, I said, impatiently.

When I have told you, she continued, her eyes filling with tears, you will no longer believe me Valse, even though I — your wife — have stained my Hands with crime!

What! I cried, in amazement, you?

Ah, no, she answered, and yet mine is a horrible crime. Listen! Years ago, when I was a little child, my father, Count Nicholas, held a responsible position at the Court of the Czar at Petersburg. His closest friend was Sergius Orselska — the man you know as Hertzen — his half-brother. His son, Demetrius, and I were playmates.

But what of Boris. The man who gave evidence to-day?

He is my brother. When the Russo-Turkish war broke out, my father, who was an officer, was placed in command of a troop, Boris having in the meantime joined the Cossacks. The Count served with distinction throughout the campaign; but, alas! after the fall of Plevna, he received news that my brother had been killed in an engagement with some insurgents in Georgia.

Overcome with sorrow, my father retired from the army, and took me to live in a gloomy old house in the Njazlov at Warsaw. While we were leading a somewhat secluded existence the revolutionary movement sprang up in Poland; the people commenced their struggle for freedom, and the propaganda took root with alarming rapidity. My father, a loyal subject of the Czar, believed that his warmest friend, Serge Orselska, held views similar to his own, but, as I afterwards discovered, he was mistaken. This half-brother was a scheming scoundrel, who having allied himself with the Terrorists, determined upon making it a lucrative business by becoming a police spy, so that he could give secret information regarding the conspirators. In this he had more than one object in view. My father had occasion to travel to Petersburg on business connected with his estate, and remained there several weeks. On the day following his return to Warsaw the grand coup was made, and the Czar was assassinated by a bomb thrown at his sleigh. The world was convulsed. My father, honest loyalist that he was, regarded this action of the Nihilists most unfavourably.

Yet as soon as Alexander the Third had succeeded the dead Emperor my poor father was arrested, conveyed to Petersburg, and charged with being implicated in the assassination! Though the accusation was utterly unfounded, the perjured evidence was much against him. He was found guilty, and condemned to Siberian hard labour for life. I was in Court and heard sentence pronounced. Ah! Grand Dieu! Shall I ever forget that day?

He was despatched with a convoy of prisoners to Asia, but on the way endeavoured to escape, and was shot dead. It was the new Czar who was responsible for my beloved fathers death; he was his murderer! and I swore it should be avenged, even if my own life were sacrificed in the attempt. Then I went to live under the guardianship of Serge Orselska, who, hearing my vow, admitted that he was a Nihilist, and persuaded me to take the oath to the Executive. I did so, and, confident of success, swore that I would make three attempts to remove the Autocrat of the Russias, adding, as a stipulation, that if none were successful the oath should be removed. Thus I developed into an enthusiastic and patriotic Terrorist. Bent upon avenging my fathers wrongs, I was prepared to go to any length, and to follow the examples of Jessy Helfman and Sophia Perovskaia in order to accomplish my object.

Fancy, you — a Nihilist! I said, incredulously in abject astonishment.

Yes, and I was not idle either. The schemes of our Circle having matured sufficiently to allow me to make the first attempt, I did so. We were living in Petersburg at the time, and although everything appeared to favour me, the plot failed at the last moment. The police, however grew suspicious, and we were compelled to fly from Russia. My uncle — who had assumed the name of Hertzen — and I, travelled first to Paris, and for a couple of years led a wandering life, visiting nearly all the European capitals. I devoted to the Cause a large portion of the fortune left me by my father, and was looked upon by the members of the Circle as one who would probably be successful in effecting our purpose. If I did, I told myself it would be but a life for a life. I believed that a terrible victory would be obtained by the Party, and saw everything in a rose-coloured light.

Notwithstanding the overwhelming passion which filled her heart, and revealed itself painfully in spite of her, in her face, and her voice, she tried to speak slowly and calmly. There was an expression of indescribable suffering, too, around her mouth and in her eyes, which told me that this chapter of her life she would have hidden forever, if she could.

Then it was during these wanderings that we met? I said.

Exactly. Fate brought us together in Genoa just as we were arranging the second attempt. I was in sore need of a friend, and — why should I hesitate to admit it — when first we met, I loved you. But, cruel Fate! mine has been a love which has almost brought death to you, she faltered.

How?

My uncle — always a scheming villain — laid his plans deeply in this, as in other things. I was the instigator of the attempt to be made, and was at my wits ends to know how to get the instrument conveyed to Petersburg. The police were keeping a sharp look-out, and for any of our Circle to have entered Russia would have been highly dangerous. Notwithstanding this, I was determined to succeed. Meanwhile our affection was not unnoticed by Orselska, who spoke to me upon the subject. Remember, he was my guardian, and, not being of age, I was bound to obey him in a certain measure. When I admitted that I loved you and that you had asked me to be your wife, he flew into a passion, and said he would never give his consent. For several days he was harsh and unkind, when suddenly his manner changed and he again referred to the matter. He said he would give his consent with one stipulation: that I should, as a test of your love, get you to take the instrument to Petersburg, the—

The instrument! What do you mean? I asked.

I mean, that the box you took to the Russian capital did not contain jewels at all; it was dynamite clock!

An infernal machine!

Yes. It was that which wrecked the Winter Palace on the day you were arrested. But listen, and you will learn the depth of Orselskas villainy. Already by his treachery my poor father had been degraded and killed, and the fortune left to me was in his hands. He was determined to keep it, and there were but two ways of doing this: either I, too, must be killed, or marry his son Demetrius. Now you see why he schemed that you should be sent upon that dangerous errand. You were sent, Frank dear, so that on your arrival he, as a police spy, could give information which would secure your arrest and exile?

Impossible! I cried. Yet the explosion accounts for the excitement on the night of my arrest.

It is true, every word, my wife asserted.

I was arrested, nevertheless.

Yes, and it was with difficulty that we planned your escape. Partisans of Czaricide, those assisting in the struggle of freedom, however, are to be found in every class of society in my downtrodden country. The military and prison officials are no exception. My brother Boris, who was not — after all — dead, had allied himself with the Nihilists from the same motives as myself, and chanced to be the officer in command of the escort ordered to take your convoy to Siberia. Two of the prison warders were members of my Circle. Your trial was avoided by the judicious exercise of stratagem. When you changed clothes with the dead convict you ceased to exist in the eyes of the law, and your subsequent escape, due mainly to the exertions of Boris, was rendered easy.

Why did you remain silent so long after my return to England?

She gazed upon me with loving eyes, and ran her fingers tenderly through my hair as she replied,— Because I strove to forget you. I was ashamed at the deceit I had been compelled to practise, and felt that you could never forgive me sufficiently to again have confidence in me.

But I have done so, Vera.

Yes, that is why I am so happy — or — or rather, I shall be happy, she replied, endeavouring to smile.

Finish your story, and we shall no longer be alienated.

My confession is unpleasant, nay, horrible, but I must continue it, she sighed. After your escape from Russia my uncle, from some inexplicable cause, turned against me, and I had but one friend, Demetrius. As the playmate of my youth who had been absent many years, he renewed his acquaintanceship with a kindness and tenderness that caused me to suspect his intentions. My surmise proved correct. He asked me to marry him; and I, having in a manner pledged myself to you, refused.

And what did he do?

It made but little difference. We were none the less friends; for even though the father is a vile schemer, the son is not.

You refused him because you loved me so well?

Yes, dear, I did, she replied.

Then she bent, and our lips met.


Chapter Thirty Four.

A Strange Disclosure.
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THE DOOR OPENED, and Boris Seroff stood before us.

Little introduction was necessary. We grasped each others hands.

My brother! The man of whom you were jealous, laughed Vera, as she nervously twisted the ribbons of her wrap around her hand.

Well, said Boris, heartily, Im pleased we are relatives, and that we have at last met. The mystery you have so long tried to solve can now be cleared up.

I have just been relating my history, said Vera, naïvely.

Then I will explain something of mine, although it is a story not enticing to tell, Boris exclaimed, a shadow of pain crossing his face.

Let me know all! I urged, impatiently. What I have already heard has almost bewildered me; I can scarcely realise its truth.

He twirled his moustache and appeared to be lost in thought for a few moments. Then he said: First, let me make a confession. Like my sister, I am — or rather was — a member of a Nihilist Circle. I joined from the same motive of revenge that prompted Vera, and perhaps she has explained how you unwittingly assisted us in our attempt; how, by the treachery of Hertzen, you were arrested; and how by our exertions you escaped.

Yes, I replied.

But you do not know all. You remember finding the seal in your cell?

Ah — the seal? I cried, excitedly, for the mention of it brought back terrible memories. What was its meaning? I demanded.

By the merest accident you directed my attention to the hieroglyphics on the wall, and the discovery threw a light upon a phase of the mystery that had hitherto been unintelligible. That cell, I found, was the same in which my father was confined before his exile, and it was he who cut that emblem in the stone, with his initials linked with those of the villain who plotted his destruction.

And that villain was—

The man you know as Hertzen. Having obtained control of my sisters fortune, he schemed to entangle her so that he might be instrumental in securing her exile to the mines, and eventually appropriate the money for his own use. He was unaware, however, that my wound in Georgia had not proved fatal. By concealing my identity I contrived to assist Vera and yourself.

But the seal! Tell me; what is its meaning? I asked, in breathless suspense.

It is the death symbol. The Nihilist law demands that those who accidentally discover our secret, and refuse to take the oath, must die by the hand of the person from whose lips they learn it. To ensure absolute secrecy, so essential in a country like Russia teeming with police spies, the Executive devised a seal to be affixed to the body of the murdered person, thus showing members of our Cause the reason of the crime and deterring them from betraying us.

So the seal, about which there has been so much controversy, is a Nihilist emblem, I said, bewildered.

Purely. For the most part the persons upon whose bodies the seal has been discovered are those whom it was found necessary to remove for the preservation of our secret. In some cases where we have been betrayed by members of our Circle, lots have been cast among us, the deed has been committed, and the lips of the traitor silenced forever. The crimes have been regarded as the work of a maniac. You will understand that it was to our interest to make them appear so, he replied, calmly.

What is the meaning of those strange symbols around the seal which have been the cause of so much comment? I asked, eagerly, for this extraordinary revelation was even more mystifying than the secrets.

Taking from his breast-pocket a paper upon which was an impression of the seal, similar to that found on the victims, he said, — 

See, the centre, which has proved so puzzling to many, is a representation of the hammer of Thor, the god of thunder. It is symbolical of strength, work, and duty. By the Scandinavians Thor was supposed to be the guardian genius, and representations of his hammer were believed to be charms against every terror. In that sense the organisation has used it. The legend, of which antiquarians have failed to discover the key, is an obsolete Norse rune, the words being, Bith Sithi Gast, the equivalent in English to Halt! accursed enemy! It is indeed the Seal of Death.

Does no one outside the Nihilist Circle know its significance? I asked, in wonder.

Not a soul. Remember Vera and I are now no longer members of the organisation. Our oaths are removed, therefore I am able to tell you this.

Happily our conspiracy against the Autocrat has been unsuccessful, broke in Vera, smiling.

We are not Russians now, but content to be loyal subjects of your Queen.

Im pleased that is so, I replied, with a sigh of relief; but there is still one circumstance unexplained.

To which do you allude? Boris asked, plunging his hands into his pockets and leaning against the table opposite me.

I was loth to approach a subject which must be exceedingly painful to him.

I mean the murder — the tragedy in Bedford Place—

Ah! he cried, sorrowfully, passing his hand quickly across his forehead, the remembrance of that terrible night — the white face of my poor dead wife constantly haunts me. But the scoundrel who killed her shall suffer his well-merited punishment, he added, as he paced the room angrily, muttering some imprecations in Russian.

Boris dear, calm yourself, said Vera, persuasively, clutching him by the arm. Tell Frank everything; he has a right to know.

Yes, he has, replied her brother, turning suddenly towards me. From the first I knew by whose hand she died, but was unable to act. You will understand, when I say that the villain was a member of our Circle, and that it was believed my wife was removed because she had accidentally discovered that an attempt was to be made at the Winter Palace. Such, however, was the report to the Executive, and the murder was looked upon as a commendable precaution.

Did not the Circle know it was your wife?

No, I had kept my marriage a secret. The murderer was ignorant of our relationship, otherwise he would not have dared to commit the crime and report it to the Executive.

Then you are absolutely certain as to his identity? I said, breathlessly.

Yes. At first I could not discover the motive, but since the confession of the servant it is plain he wished to obtain possession of the money, and placed the fatal emblem upon her in order to deceive us and secure our aid in concealing his guilt.

You have given the police his name! exclaimed Vera, anxiously, quick! tell us who he is.

What! I ejaculated, in surprise, are you, too, in ignorance of the real culprit?

Quite; Boris has refused to disclose his identity, she said, quietly, in a tone of annoyance.

No, replied the Russian, bitterly. There will be time enough when the police have hunted him down. Hitherto I have been powerless. I dare not denounce him lest he should divulge my connection with the plots, the inevitable result of which would have been my exile to the mines. Now, however, I fear nothing. He has destroyed the only one I loved, and shall suffer the penalty! he added, fiercely.

But why not tell us? I argued. Surely we may know upon whom rests the guilt?

Let the matter remain at present, he said, petulantly. When the time arrives I shall be prepared to prove that which will send him to the gallows. Not only did he take my wifes life, but he also committed a second murder in order to hide the first—

Another? I cried.

Yes. Since my poor wifes maid, Jane Maygrove, returned from Australia and made her confession, I have discovered something even more strange. It seems that Jane had a sister Nell, very similar in feature, and previous to her departure abroad she told this sister all that had happened at Bedford Place on the fatal night. Needless to say, Nell traced the murderer and made excellent use of her information, inasmuch as she levied blackmail upon him to a considerable extent, he, of course, believing her to be the witness of his crime. She had married a man named Grey, and the pair lived upon the money she succeeded in extorting from the murderer. For some time this went on, until one night she was discovered in a court off Drury Lane, stabbed in the neck, and with the seal upon her—

Why, that was the woman who was murdered on the night following my return from Russia! I remarked, in amazement.

That is so. Here is her photograph, and he handed me a faded carte-de-visite, which he took from his pocket.

It was similar to that which had been given me by the man who had died in the garret.

Jane Maygrove, he continued, is none other than the wife of your club-friend, Rivers.

Ted Riverss wife? I repeated, incredulously. He replied in the affirmative, adding, Does not that account for his consternation when you produced a photograph of her twin sister? He believed it to be that of his own wife.

How do you know all this? I asked, my interest in the solution of this extraordinary problem increasing more than ever.

On the day you left Elveham, after discovering Vera and myself in the Dene, you came to London, and outside the Junior Garrick you were met by an old man named Grey, the husband of Nell Maygrove, were you not?

Thats true, I admitted. But how came you aware of this?

Simply because I followed you, he replied, laughing. I had an object in doing so; it was in your own interest, as you will know later.

How could your espionage affect me? I asked, with a sudden feeling of resentment at having been shadowed.

You shall know very soon. On the day to which I refer, you went to Greys room. He told you, before he died, how he discovered his murdered wife, and how he had taken the seal from her breast. Do you remember?

Yes.

Your conversation was overheard by the sister of the dead woman, who, until then, was unaware that the significant sign had been found upon her, she being abroad at the time the accounts were published in the newspapers. When she heard Greys declaration she at once knew that the man who had killed her sister was the murderer of my wife. Prompted by revenge, she determined to track the villain, and bring him to justice, even at the risk of being prosecuted for theft herself. It was in consequence of this that she materially assisted us by giving evidence in your favour to-day.

To her, to Vera, and to yourself, I owe my present liberty, I exclaimed deeply moved. I am indeed grateful to you all for your efforts.

You have little to thank me for, dear, said Vera tenderly. Fate seemed against me in everything I did.

I understand how you must have suffered, dearest, and how circumstances precluded you from telling me the truth. You did your best, and in future I shall trust you implicitly, I said, while her arm stole gently around my neck, and she looked lovingly into my eyes.

Wringing Boriss hand heartily, I expressed my gratitude to him, adding, There is one thing needful to completely solve the enigma — the name of the man who committed the crimes.

When I gave the police the information I promised I would not divulge until they made the arrest; otherwise I would tell you, he replied, with a tantalising smile.

Do tell us! We must know the whole truth now, urged Vera earnestly.

His name — but — hark! — whats that? he ejaculated, with bated breath.

We listened. It was the sound of hurrying footsteps in the corridor.

I must see Mrs Burgoyne at once. Do you hear? Quick! Tell me; which is her room? a voice shouted excitedly.

Its here! first on the left, sir, was the reply.

A second later the door was flung open without warning.


Chapter Thirty Five.

The Vantage-Ground of Truth.
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DEMETRIUS BURST ABRUPTLY into the room.

His wild appearance startled us. His face was pale and haggard; his eyes bloodshot, his collar torn, and his coat rent at the shoulder.

He stopped suddenly, stepping back a few paces when he saw Vera was not alone.

Why, good Heavens! Whats the matter? I exclaimed, in utter astonishment; for he and I had been the closest friends.

Matter! Diable! You should know! he cried, his foreign accent being more pronounced in his excitement.

No. What is it? asked Vera, who had risen and was standing close to him. Are you mad?

Yes, imbecile — if you like, he shouted hoarsely. Pointing to Boris, he added, his face distorted by a look of intense hatred, That traitor is the cause! He has set the police upon me. They have followed me and are hunting me down. But they shall not arrest me — Sacré — at least not yet!

Come; enough of this! commanded Boris, sternly, advancing and clutching him by the shoulder.

Hands off, you devil! he cried fiercely, shaking himself free. Listen, first, to what I have to say!

Now, its useless to struggle, Boris declared firmly. I shall detain you here and send for the police.

No you wont. Curse you! They are following me now. They saw me enter the hotel. Hark! theyre on the stairs. But I have something — something to say.

There was a sly, crafty look in his distended eyes.

Well; what is it? I asked, at the same time glancing at Vera, and noting that her delicate face was firm-set and pale.

You — you robbed me of her, and, by Heaven, some satisfaction is due to me. I demand it — do you understand? he screamed with an imprecation, addressing me.

It is I who protected my sister, and assisted her to evade the clutches of a heartless villain — the man who murdered my wife! interposed Boris, infuriated, emphasising his words with a foreign oath.

Is it this man? I demanded, bewildered.

Yes, he answered, angrily. This is the scoundrel who murdered two defenceless women. Turning towards him, he added quickly, Ah! Demetrius Orselska, the revenge I have so long sought is now near at hand.

It is — it is, hissed the other. But, ma foi! if you think I will be trapped, you are mistaken! he laughed harshly. No — you, Frank Burgoyne — you English cur! — you took Vera from me. Though she is your wife, you shall no longer enjoy her beauty. Dieu! you shant?

I saw him plunge his hand nervously into his pocket, but had not the slightest idea of his intention.

As I turned to look at Vera she covered her blanched face with her hands, screaming,— Look, Frank — he has a pistol!

His movements were of lightning-like rapidity. Before I could wrest the weapon from his murderous grasp he had levelled it at her.

There was a flash — a loud report — and a puff of smoke curled between us.

For a second I feared to glance at her, but when I lifted my eyes, it was with joy I saw that the bullet had sped harmlessly past, shattering a great mirror at the opposite end of the room.

Shrieking wildly and hysterically, she staggered fainting to a chair, while Boris and I struggled with the murderer to obtain possession of the weapon.

Stand back! he shouted, his dark flashing eyes starting from their sockets, and his even row of white teeth prominently displayed. Touch me, and Ill blow your brains out! Sacré! I warn you!

The mad excitement seemed to have filled him with fiendish strength, and by an agile movement he again freed himself.

With a muttered oath he advanced several steps towards the spot where Vera was sitting, now rendered utterly unconscious by the sudden shock.

I saw his intention. I detected the terrible expression of revenge that passed over his features; and sprang towards him.

Another second, and I should have been too late.

The muzzle of the revolver was again pointed at her; his finger was upon the trigger, nevertheless as he pulled it I knocked his arm upwards.

The weapon discharged, but the bullet imbedded itself in the ceiling.

I had saved Veras life!

At this moment there were loud shouts in the corridor, and a few seconds later a police inspector, accompanied by two detectives and several waiters, dashed into the room.

Demetrius Orselska, we have a warrant for your arrest for murder! announced the officer, sharply, and turning to his men, added, arrest him?

Like some hunted animal who is brought to bay, the scoundrel glanced quickly around for means of escape, but finding none, turned and faced them.

A moments reflection had decided him.

You — you shall not take me, he hissed. I — I confess I am guilty of the crimes — but — Diable! I will take my own life, and — and you can take my body if its any use — you can can do what you like with that, you bloodhounds!

Before the detectives could obey the orders of the inspector, he had placed the revolver to his forehead.

The plated barrel flashed in the light only for an instant — then there was a loud explosion.

The officers recoiled, startled by its suddenness; for it all took place so rapidly that for the moment they apparently did not comprehend his intention.

As the pistol fell from the unhappy mans grasp he uttered a loud moan, staggered, and then wheeled slowly round, as if on a pivot. His bloodshot eyes caught sight of Boris, and frightful convulsions of every feature proclaimed his terror. He did not utter another cry but fell forward to the floor where he quivered for a few moments in death agony.

It was an awful tableau; the last act of a terrible game that had for its stakes riches, or the grave.

Boris, with livid face, was resting his right hand against the wall, while he pressed his left to his breast as if to stay the beating of his heart. He watched the dying struggles of his wifes murderer, seeming fascinated by the frightful spectacle.

There was an awful silence.

Amid this terrible scene Vera regained consciousness. Struggling to her feet she walked with uneven steps towards us. All at once her face assumed a look of inexpressible horror, as she gazed down upon the body of the murderer, and gradually realised the truth.

It is he! And he tried to kill me! It all seems like some horrible dream, she gasped, clutching my arm and uttering a low cry of horror.

Come; Vera, I whispered, softly, the mystery is solved. The guilty one has received the wages of his sin.

She did not reply, but, with a deep-drawn sigh, as if a great weight had been lifted from her mind, she leaned heavily upon my arm and left the chamber of death.

Boris followed.

His thirst for vengeance had been satisfied.


Chapter Thirty Six.

Conclusion.

[image: img21.jpg]

A SULTRY AUTUMN day had passed; the freshening twilight had faded, and the moon and evening star were in the sky as Vera and I sat together on the terrace at Elveham. Already the lights of the village began to twinkle in the distance; the tops of the trees in the Dene were gleaming in the moonlight like a silver sea, a night bird warbled sweetly, and the little brook babbled on with lulling music.

My heart drank in the tranquillity of the scene, as in the listlessness of after dinner I smoked the sleep-inviting cigar.

A month had elapsed since the tragic dénouement of the strange drama, but Veras nerves had been so unstrung that I had scarcely referred to the terrible occurrence since.

We had just dined with Boris and Bob Nugent, who had arrived as our guests that day. During the meal Vera had spoken of the scene at the hotel — not without some hesitation, however — and now we were alone she again alluded to it.

Do you remember, Frank, it was on a similar night to this, that you saw, over there in the Dene, what your jealous eyes distorted into a meeting of lovers?

Yes, dearest; I do remember it. Boris being the man I saw leave the house in Bedford Place, I believed him to be the murderer, I replied.

Boris; the murderer! cried my wife in surprise. Ah! I understand, dear, what agony of mind such a discovery must have caused you. It was all my fault — everything, she added, with regret.

The mystification was not intentional, Vera, I said, tenderly, encircling her slim waist with my arm. But do not let us speak of it again.

Frank, she exclaimed suddenly, as she placed her hand upon my shoulder tenderly, looking into my eyes, Boris has yet something to tell you. Ah! here they come; you must hear it now.

My two guests had emerged from the dining-room and were strolling leisurely towards us in full enjoyment of their goddess Nicotine.

My wife called them, and they came and seated themselves beside us.

Now, Boris, she said, we have all met, and you can explain to Frank that complication you did not acquaint him with on the night of his acquittal.

What more can there be? I asked, in unfeigned astonishment.

Simply this: The villain meant to kill you? Boris replied calmly.

To kill me?

Yes. You remember discovering portions of a seal upon your writing-table?

Perfectly. It was on the morning I left for London.

Exactly. Had you remained here, you would have been murdered, and the seal, which was in readiness, affixed upon you. When you left, he followed, his purpose being to kill you when a fitting opportunity presented itself. Luckily events so conspired as to frustrate his evil design.

Is this really true? I exclaimed, in amazement.

Yes. You will now understand why I shadowed you so closely. It was in order that no harm should befall you.

But my arrest— I said, utterly bewildered at this fresh feature the mystery presented — a plot against my own life.

The villain suddenly altered his tactics, presumably because he would be running too great a risk by killing you. He therefore returned here, placed the seals and other articles among your possessions, and afterwards gave information to the police which led to your committal.

What could have been the motive of all this?

I asked, my astonishment increasing at such revelations. We were friends; I had done him no wrong.

The motive was a sufficiently strong one; that of obtaining your fortune.

How?

Cannot you see the depths of the plot? He was aware you had made a will leaving everything to Vera, therefore, if you died, she would possess the estate. In that case he hoped to marry her, and failing this, his father could give information which would secure her conviction and exile as one implicated in the attempts against the Czar. In either case he would obtain the money. You were the only obstacle, and when once removed, all would have been easy.

By fortuitous circumstances he did not succeed, Vera said, kissing me fondly.

No. He was a clever rogue, I can assure you. But he was unaware that I was in England watching his movements, remarked Boris.

What of his father? I asked.

He also has obtained what he richly deserves. Having been detected in assisting in the manufacture of bombs in Zurich, immediately on his return after giving evidence against you, he was convicted and sentenced to ten years imprisonment.

Serve the old scoundrel right! declared Bob, in a tone of satisfaction. It seems to me, Frank, old fellow, you owe your life to our newly-discovered friend.

Yes, that is true, I admitted. It is a debt I can never repay.

Dont talk of it, said Boris, tossing away his cigar-end. My only desire has been to secure the happiness of my sister and yourself.

There is nothing to fear in that respect, I said, laughing. The dark clouds and terrible ordeals that overshadowed the first few months after our marriage have now passed, and brighter days, full of hope and enjoyment, have dawned. Our future lives will be devoid of sorrow, and there shall be no element of mistrust again to part us.

Frank, old chap, cried Bob, enthusiastically, I congratulate you on the recommencement of your honeymoon with all my heart. You and Mrs Burgoyne certainly deserve every happiness after the severe trials you have both undergone.

Thanking him warmly, our hands gripped with the same hearty clasp as in days gone by.

While I had been speaking my wife had taken a little spray of stephanotis from her breast and with loving hands pinned it in the lapel of my coat.

As I kissed her passionately, she assured me, with a rippling laugh: There shall be nothing wanting on my part to ensure perfect felicity, for I think, dearest, you can now place implicit trust in the woman who once was Vera Seroff, Nihilist.

THE END


The Great War in England in 1897 (1894)
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The Great War in England in 1897 was first published in Britain in 1894 by Tower Publishing Co, shortly after Le Queux had left his position at The Globe. The novel was an early example of Invasion literature, which began in earnest as a genre in 1871 with George Tomkyns Chesneys The Battle of Dorking. Chesney was an army general and Conservative MP, who spent much of his military career in India, where he was injured in the siege of Delhi, during the Indian Rebellion of 1857. He was worried about the poor condition of the British armed forces and used The Battle of Dorking to highlight his concerns, as it describes the invasion of Britain by a powerful and technological advanced army.

The Great War in England in 1897 envisages French and Russian forces forming a coalition and invading Britain. Despite Le Queux being half-French and having spent a considerable amount of time in Paris, he was more than happy to depict the French as a malignant force and perpetuate British prejudices about them. The novel reveals the xenophobic anxieties of the European colonial powers towards the end of the nineteenth century, as they vied for dominance and were heavily concerned about being undermined by external and internal enemies. The novel exposed British fears of the countrys diminishing supremacy, while ultimately reinforcing a sense of British imperial pride and strength.
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The first edition of the novel
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George Tomkyns Chesneys famous novella
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The original frontispiece


TO

MY FRIEND

ALFRED CHARLES HARMSWORTH

A GENEROUS EDITOR AND PATRIOTIC ENGLISHMAN

I INSCRIBE THIS FORECAST

OF

THE COMING WAR


PREFACE TO NINTH EDITION
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IN WRITING THIS book it was my endeavour to bring vividly before the public the national dangers by which we are surrounded, and the absolute necessity which lies upon England to maintain her defences in an adequate state of efficiency. That my effort has been successful, is proved alike by the fact that eight editions of the work have already been exhausted, and by the commendatory and highly gratifying terms in which it has been criticised by prominent statesmen and leading naval and military experts, including the Commander-in-Chief of the British Army. Some professional critics have, it is true, questioned certain prophetic details concerning naval warfare, but I think the best possible answer to them is furnished by the results of recent battles in Chinese waters, which, it is admitted, present to us very serious object-lessons. A few passages I have revised in order to bring the events more thoroughly up to date, and in sending my forecast forth again it is accompanied by a devout hope that ere it be too late our present insecurity will be remedied, that a national disaster may thus be prevented, and that England may ever retain her supremacy upon the sea.

WILLIAM LE QUEUX.

London, March 1895.


CRITICISM BY LORD ROBERTS
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United Service Club,
Pall Mall, W.

Dear Sir, — I have read with considerable interest your vivid account of the dangers to which the loss of our naval supremacy may be expected to expose us, and the means by which you think we should be able to extricate ourselves from those dangers. I hardly like to criticise a work which, to be effective, must to a great extent be imaginative, but on one or two points I would venture to offer a few remarks: — 

First, You refer to the assistance the Home Army might receive from India and the Colonies. I feel confident that in such an emergency as you portray, the Colonies and Dependencies of the Empire would be most anxious to assist the Mother Country; but unless our sea power were assured, it appears to me that they would be unable to do so. Until our command of the sea had been regained, we should be powerless to move a soldier either from or to the United Kingdom.

Secondly, You very properly lay stress on the part which might be taken by the Volunteers in the defence of the United Kingdom. No one can appreciate more fully than I do the gallant and patriotic spirit which animates the Volunteer Force, and I most thoroughly agree with you as to the value it might be under such serious circumstances as you depict. In fact, the raison dêtre of the Force is to be able to defend the country in the event of an invasion. But to enable our Volunteers to do all that is expected of them, they must be made thoroughly efficient. Much has been done of late years to this end, but much more is required before our citizen soldiers can be depended upon to hold their own against foreign troops whose training is continually being carried on, and whose organisation is believed to be nearly perfect. It is very penny-wise and pound-foolish of us not to do all in our power to render the Volunteers the serviceable body they might be.

Thirdly, You take but little account of the Militia, which the Duke of Wellington considered to be our mainstay in the event of a threatened invasion. The Militia would seem to be rather out of fashion at present, but still it is a very useful force, which only needs encouragement and development to convert it into a reliable fighting body, capable of reinforcing and co-operating with our small regular Army.

You will gather from what I have said that, under the conditions specified by you, I should be inclined to regard your forecast of the result of the supposed conflict as being unduly favourable. I can only add that I trust such conditions may never arise, and that your estimate of the means immediately available for repelling foreign attack may be more correct than my own. — Believe me, yours very truly,

ROBERTS.


PREFACE TO FIRST EDITION.
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GENERAL LORD ROBERTS, V.C., on reading this forecast of the Coming War, wrote as follows: — 

Grove Park, Kingsbury,
Middlesex, March 26, 1894.

Dear Sir, — I entirely concur with you in thinking it most desirable to bring home to the British public in every possible way the dangers to which the nation is exposed, unless it maintains a Navy and Army sufficiently strong and well organised to meet the defensive requirements of the Empire. — Believe me, yours faithfully,
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Field-Marshal Viscount Wolseley, K.P., in his Life of Marlborough, speaks plainly when he says — 

The last battle fought in England was fought to secure James his crown. If through the folly and parsimony of our people we should ever see another, it will be fought in defence of London. The struggle will be, not for a dynasty, but for our own very existence as an independent nation. Are we prepared to meet it? The politician says Yes; the soldier and the sailor say No.

Such outspoken expressions of opinion from two of our chief military authorities should cause the British public to pause and reflect. On all hands it is admitted by both naval and military experts, that, notwithstanding the increase of our Navy by the Spencer programme, our country is inadequately defended and totally unprepared for war. The extraordinary preparations now going forward in France and Russia are being made in view of an attack upon England, and it is ominous that the downfall of our Empire is a perpetual subject of discussion in the Paris press. Although a Briton, I have lived long enough in France to know that the French, while hating the Germans, despise the English, and are looking forward to a day not far hence when their battleships will bombard our south coast towns, and their legions advance over the Surrey Hills to London. When the Great War does come, it will come swiftly, and without warning. We are accustomed to scoff at the idea of an invasion of Britain. We feel secure in our sea-girt island home; we have confidence in our brave sailor defenders, in our gallant Army, and our enthusiastic Volunteers, and we entertain a supreme contempt for mere foreigners. It is this national egotism, this insular conviction that foreign engines of war are inferior to our own, that may cause our ruin. Everything we possess, everything we hold dear, our position among nations, our very life, depends for its safety, firstly, upon the undoubted predominance of our Navy over any likely or possible combination of the Navies of Continental Powers; and, secondly, upon an Army properly equipped and ready to take the field on receipt of the momentous word Mobilise!

Is our Navy, even strengthened by the recent programme, in a sufficiently efficient state to retain the supremacy of the seas? Let us face the situation boldly, and allow a well-known and distinguished officer to reply to that question. Admiral of the Fleet Sir Thomas Symonds, G.C.B., writing to me, says — 

Our weak Navy, with its inefficient personnel, has now to perform an enormously increased duty, such as defending increased commerce, food, and coals. Our guns are the worst in the world in forty-seven vessels, mounting 350 muzzleloaders, where the French and all foreign Navies use only breechloaders. Dimensions, expense, and very many other reasons are given for this ruinous custom, but all other Navies mount breechloaders on vessels of the same dimensions as our own. As to expenses, such economy (so-called) means the most execrable parsimony — to ruthlessly murder men and disgrace our flag and Navy. Our forty-seven feeble vessels, weak in armament, and all composing them, reduce our Navy to comparative insignificance, and are a preparation for disgrace and ruin when at war.

Yet we are content to sit idly by, confident in a strength which two foreign Powers are slowly but surely undermining! Russia and France, both barely able to sustain their gigantic Armies, are to-day straining every nerve to enlarge their naval forces, preparatory to a swift descent upon our shores. This alarming fact we wilfully disregard, affecting to find humour in the Franco-Muscovite preparations. Thus, unless we maintain a Navy of sufficient strength to prevent invasion, War, with its attendant horrors, is inevitable, and the scene of battle will be Englands smiling fields.

Turning to our Army, what do we find? Even the civilian writer who studies it is amazed at the muddle of insufficiency in which it is steeped. Our Home Defence Scheme is a very elaborate paper problem, but as our forces have never been mobilised, its many glaring defects must, alas! remain unremedied until our highways echo to the tramp of an enemy. Upon this point a volume might be written, but a few plain facts must suffice. Military experts will, I think, agree when I assert that the 2nd Corps, as planned by this grotesque scheme, does not and cannot exist; and while the 3rd Corps may possibly stand as regards infantry, because its infantry are all Militia, yet it will have neither Regular cavalry nor guns. Every one of the staffs is a myth, and the equipment and commissariat arrangements are a complete guarantee of collapse at the outset of mobilisation. What, for instance, can be said of a system in which one unit of the 3rd Cavalry Brigade mobilises, and obtains its personal and part of its regimental equipment at Plymouth; the other part of its regimental paraphernalia, including munitions, at Aldershot; and its horses — at Dublin? Practically, half our cavalry at home are to-day, however, incapable of mobilisation, for, according to the latest return available, I find that over six thousand cavalry men have no horses! Again, the Volunteers, upon whom we must depend for the defence of London, have no transport, and the ammunition columns for the 3rd Army Corps and the Regular cavalry do not exist. Such staggering deficits as these are in themselves sufficient to show how critical would be our position if England were invaded, and in order to give an adequate idea of what we may expect during that reign of terror, I have penned the narrative which follows. Some, no doubt, believe that our enemies will treat us with more mercy than I have shown, but I firmly anticipate that in the desperate struggle for the supremacy of the world, towns will be bombarded and international law set at naught where our invaders see a chance of success. Consequently, the ruin must be widespread, and the loss of life enormous.

In the various strategical and tactical problems involved, I have received assistance from a number of well-known naval and military officers on the active list, whose names I am, however, not at liberty to divulge. Suffice it to say that, in addition to personally going over the whole of the ground where battles are fought, I have also obtained information from certain official documents not made public, and have endeavoured to bring this forecast up to date by introducing the latest inventions in guns, and showing the relative strength of Navies as they will appear in 1897. In this latter I have been compelled to bestow names upon many ships now building.

To Lieut. J. G. Stevens, 17th Middlesex Rifle Volunteers, who supplied me with many details regarding the Volunteers; to Mr. Alfred C. Harmsworth, F.R.G.S., whose suggestion prompted me to write this narrative; and to Mr. Harold Harmsworth, who on several occasions assisted me, I hereby acknowledge my thanks. While many readers will no doubt regard this book chiefly as an exciting piece of fiction, I trust that no small proportion will perceive the important lesson underlying it, for the French are laughing at us, the Russians presume to imitate us, and the Day of Reckoning is hourly advancing.

WILLIAM LE QUEUX.

Prince of Waless Club,
Coventry Street, W.


BOOK I. THE INVASION
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CHAPTER I.

THE SHADOW OF MOLOCH.
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WAR! WAR IN England!

Growled by thoughtful, stern-visaged men, gasped with bated breath by pale-faced, terrified women, the startling news passed quickly round the Avenue Theatre from gallery to boxes. The crisis was swift, complete, crushing. Actors and audience were appalled.

Though it was a gay comic opera that was being performed for the first time, entertainers and entertained lost all interest in each other. They were amazed, dismayed, awestricken. Amusement was nauseating; War, with all its attendant horrors, was actually upon them! The popular tenor, one of the idols of the hour, blundered over his lines and sang terribly out of tune, but the hypercritical first-night audience passed the defect unnoticed. They only thought of what might happen; of the dark cavernous future that lay before.

War had been declared against Britain — Britain, the Empire that had so long rested in placid sea-girt security, confident of immunity from attack, was to be invaded! The assertion seemed preposterous.

Some, after reading eagerly the newspapers still damp from the press, smiled incredulously, half inclined to regard the startling intelligence as a mere fabrication by alarmists, or a perfected phase of the periodical war-scare which sensational journalists annually launch upon the world during what is technically known as the gooseberry season.

Other readers, however, recollecting the grave political crises on the Continent, set their teeth firmly, silent and dumfounded. Upon many merchants and City men the news fell like a thunderbolt, for financial ruin stared them in the face.

Evidently a desperate attempt would be made by the enemy to land on English soil. Already the startled playgoers could hear in their excited imagination the clash of arms mingling with the triumphant yell of the victor, and the stifled, despairing cry of the hapless victim. But who, they wondered, would be the victim? Would Britannia ever fall to the dust with broken trident and shattered shield? Would her neck ever lie under the heel of the foreign invader? No, never — while Britons could fight.

The theatre, in its garish blaze of electricity, and crowded with well-dressed men and women, presented a brilliant appearance, which had suddenly become strangely incongruous with the feelings of the audience. In the boxes, where youth and beauty smiled, the bouquets which had been provided by the management gave to the theatre a bright, artistic touch of colour. Yet the pungent odour they diffused had become sickening. Intermingled with other flowers there were many tuberoses. They are funereal blossoms, ineffably emblematic of the grave. There is death in their breath.

When the astounding news fell upon the house the performance was drawing to a close. A moment before, every one had been silent and motionless, listening with rapt attention to the tenors plaintive love song, and admiring the grace of the fair heroine, but as the terrible truth dawned upon them they rose, amid a scene of the wildest excitement. The few papers that had been purchased at fabulous prices at the doors were eagerly scanned, many of the sheets being torn into shreds in the mad struggle to catch a glimpse of the alarming telegrams they contained. For a few moments the agitation nearly approached a panic, while above the hum and din the hoarse, strident voices of running newsmen could be heard outside, yelling, War declared against England! Expected landing of the enemy! Extrur-speshal!

There was a hidden terror in the word War that at first held the amazed playgoers breathless and thoughtful. Never before had its significance appeared so grim, so fatal, so fraught with appalling consequences.

War had been actually declared! There was no averting it! It was a stern reality.

No adroit diplomatic negotiations could stem the advancing hordes of foreign invaders; Ministers and ambassadors were as useless pawns, for two great nations had had the audacity to combine in the projected attack upon Great Britain.

It seemed incredible, impossible. True, a Great War had long been predicted, forecasts had been given of coming conflicts, and European nations had for years been gradually strengthening their armies and perfecting their engines of war, in the expectation of being plunged into hostilities. Modern improvements in arms and ammunition had so altered the conditions of war, that there had long been a feeling of insecurity even among those Powers who, a few years before, had felt themselves strong enough to resist any attack, however violent. War-scares had been plentiful, crises in France, Germany, and Russia of frequent occurrence; still, no one dreamed that Moloch was in their midst — that the Great War, so long foreshadowed, had in reality commenced.

Yet on this hot, oppressive Saturday night in August the extra-special editions of the papers contained news that startled the world. It ran as follows: — 

INVASION OF ENGLAND.
WAR DECLARED BY FRANCE AND RUSSIA.
HOSTILE FLEETS ADVANCING.
EXTRAORDINARY MANIFESTO BY THE TSAR.

[Reuters Telegrams.]

St. Petersburg, August 14th, 4 P.M.

The most intense excitement has been caused here by a totally unexpected and amazing announcement made this afternoon by the Minister of Foreign Affairs to the French Ambassador. It appears that the Minister has addressed to the French representative a short note in which the following extraordinary passage occurs: — 

The earnest negotiations between the Imperial Government and Great Britain for a durable pacification of Bosnia not having led to the desired accord, His Majesty the Tsar, my august master, sees himself compelled, to his regret, to have recourse to force of arms. Be therefore so kind as to inform your Government that from to-day Russia considers herself in a state of war with Great Britain, and requests that France will immediately comply with the obligations of the alliance signed by President Carnot on February 23rd, 1892.

A circular note has also been addressed by the Russian Foreign Office to its ambassadors at the principal Courts of Europe, stating that, for reasons assigned, the Tsar has resolved to commence hostilities against Great Britain, and has given his Armies and Navy orders to commence the invasion.

This declaration has, no doubt, been contemplated by the Russian Government for several days. During the past week the French Ambassador has twice had private audience of the Tsar, and soon after 11 A.M. to-day he had a long interview at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. It is understood that the Minister of War was also present.

No official notification of the Declaration of War has been given to the British Ambassador. This has created considerable surprise.

5.30 P.M.

Large posters, headed A Manifesto of His Majesty the Emperor of Russia, and addressed to his subjects, are being posted up in the Nevski Prospekt. In this document the Tsar says — 

Our faithful and beloved subjects know the strong interest which we have constantly felt in the destinies of our Empire. Our desire for the pacification of our western frontier has been shared by the whole Russian nation, which now shows itself ready to bear fresh sacrifices to alleviate the position of those oppressed by British rule. The blood and property of our faithful subjects have always been dear to us, and our whole reign attests our constant solicitude to preserve to Russia the benefits of peace. This solicitude never failed to actuate my father during events which occurred recently in Bulgaria, Austro-Hungary, and Bosnia. Our object, before all, was to effect an amelioration in the position of our people on the frontier by means of pacific negotiations, and in concert with the great European Powers, our allies and friends. Having, however, exhausted our pacific efforts, we are compelled by the haughty obstinacy of Great Britain to proceed to more decisive acts. A feeling of equity and of our own dignity enjoins it. By her recent acts Great Britain places us under the necessity of having recourse to arms. Profoundly convinced of the justice of our cause, we make known to our faithful subjects that we declare war against Great Britain. In now invoking a blessing upon our valiant armies, we give the order for an invasion of England.

This manifesto has excited the greatest enthusiasm. The news has spread rapidly, and dense crowds have assembled in the Nevski, the Izak Platz, and on the English Quay, where the posters are being exhibited.

The British Ambassador has not yet received any communication from the Imperial Government.

Fontainebleau, Aug. 14th, 4.30 P.M.

President Felix Faure has received a telegram from the French representative at St. Petersburg, stating that Russia has declared war against Great Britain. The President left immediately for Paris by special train.

Paris, Aug. 14th, 4.50 P.M.

An astounding piece of intelligence has this afternoon been received at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. It is no less than a Declaration of War by Russia against Britain. The telegram containing the announcement was received at the Ministry from the French Ambassador at St. Petersburg soon after three oclock. The President was at once informed, and the Cabinet immediately summoned. A meeting is now being held for the purpose of deciding upon the course to be pursued with regard to the obligations of France contracted by the Treaty of Alliance made after the Cronstadt incident in 1891. The news of impending hostilities has just been published in a special edition of the Soir, and has created the wildest excitement on the Boulevards. Little doubt is entertained that France will join the invading forces, and the result of the deliberations of the Cabinet is anxiously awaited. President Felix Faure has returned from Fountainebleau.

[By Telephone through Dalziels Agency.]

6 P.M.

The meeting of the Cabinet has just concluded. It has been resolved that France shall unreservedly render assistance to Russia. There is great activity at the War Office, and troops are already being ordered on active service. The excitement in the streets is increasing.

[Reuters Telegrams.]

Berlin, Aug. 14th, 5.30 P.M.

Telegrams received here from St. Petersburg report that Russia has unexpectedly declared war against Great Britain, and called upon France to aid her in a combined attack. The report is scarcely credited here, and further details are being eagerly awaited. The Emperor, who was to have left for Bremen this afternoon, has abandoned his journey, and is now in consultation with the Chancellor.

Christiansand, Aug. 14th, 7.30 P.M.

The French Channel Squadron, which has been manœuvring for the past fortnight off the western coast of Norway, anchored outside the fjord here last night. This morning, according to rumour, the Russian Squadron arrived suddenly, and lay about thirty miles off land. Secret telegraphic orders were received at 6 P.M. by the Admirals of both fleets almost simultaneously, and the whole of the vessels left in company half an hour later. They sailed in a southerly direction, but their destination is unknown.

Dieppe, Aug. 14th, 8 P.M.

Ten transport vessels are embarking troops for England. Four regiments of cavalry, including the 4th Chasseurs and 16th Guards, are — 

FOOTNOTE:

The conclusion of this message has not reached us, all the wires connecting this country with France having been cut.


CHAPTER II.

A TOTTERING EMPIRE.
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THE EXCITEMENT IN the theatre had increased, and the curtain had been rung down. Death shadows, grimly apparent, had fallen upon the house, and the scene was an extraordinary and unprecedented one. No such wild restlessness and impetuous agitation had ever before been witnessed within those walls. Some enthusiast of the pit, springing to his feet, and drawing a large red handkerchief from his pocket, waved it, shouting — 

Three cheers for good Old England! to which, after a moments silence, the audience responded lustily.

Then, almost before the last sound had died away, another patriot of the people mounted upon his seat, crying — 

No one need fear. The British Lion will quickly hold the French Eagle and the Russian Bear within his jaws. Let the enemy come; we will mow them down like hay.

This raised a combined laugh and cheer, though it sounded forced and hollow. Immediately, however, some buoyant spirits in the gallery commenced singing Rule, Britannia, the chorus of which was taken up vigorously, the orchestra assisting by playing the last verse.

Outside, the scene in the streets was one of momentarily increasing excitement. The news had spread with marvellous rapidity, and the whole city was agog. An elbowing, waving, stormy crowd surged down the Strand to Trafalgar Square, where an impromptu demonstration was being held, the Government being denounced by its opponents, and spoken of with confidence by its supporters. The Radical, the Socialist, the Anarchist, each aired his views, and through the throng a hoarse threatening murmur condensed into three words, Down with Russia! Down with France! The cry, echoed by a thousand throats, mingled weirdly with the shouts of the newsmen and the snatches of patriotic songs.

London was anxious, fevered, and turbulent, that hot, moonless August night. At that hour all the shops were closed, and the streets only lighted by the lamps. From the unlighted windows the indistinct shapes of heads looking out on the scene could be distinguished.

On the pavements of Piccadilly and Knightsbridge knots of people stood arguing and wrangling over the probable turn of events. From uncouth Whitechapel to artistic Kensington, from sylvan Highgate to the villadom of Dulwich, the amazing intelligence had been conveyed by the presses of Fleet Street, which were still belching forth tons of damp news-sheets. At first there was confidence among the people; nevertheless little by little this confidence diminished, and curiosity gave place to surprise. But what could it be? All was shrouded in the darkest gloom. In the atmosphere was a strange and terrible oppression that seemed to weigh down men and crush them. London was, it appeared, walled in by the unknown and the unexpected.

But, after all, England was strong; it was the mighty British Empire; it was the world. What was there to fear? Nothing. So the people continued to shout, Down with France! Down with the Autocrat! Down with the Tsar!

A young man, who had been sitting alone in the stalls, had risen, electrified at the alarming news, and rushing out, hailed a passing cab, and drove rapidly away up Northumberland Avenue. This conduct was remarkable, for Geoffrey Engleheart was scarcely the man to flinch when danger threatened. He was a tall, athletic young fellow of twenty-six, with wavy brown hair, a dark, smartly-trimmed moustache, and handsome, well-cut features. He was happy and easy-going, always overflowing with genuine bonhomie. As the younger son of a very distinguished officer, he contrived to employ himself for a couple of hours a day at the Foreign Office, where, although a clerk, he held a very responsible position. Belonging to a rather good set, he was a member of several fashionable clubs, and lived in cosy, well-furnished chambers in St. Jamess Street.

Driving first to the house of his fiancée, Violet Vayne, at Rutland Gate, he informed her family of the startling intelligence; then, re-entering the conveyance, he subsequently alighted before the door of his chambers. As he paid the cabman, an ill-clad man pushed a newspaper into his face, crying, Ere yare, sir. Extrur-special edition o the People. Latest details. Serious scandal at the Forrin Office.

Geoffrey started. He staggered, his heart gave a bound, and his face blanched. Thrusting half a crown into the mans dirty palm, he grasped the paper, and rushing upstairs to his sitting-room, cast himself into a chair. In breathless eagerness he glanced at the front page of the journal, and read the following: — 

SCANDAL AT THE FOREIGN OFFICE.
A State Secret Divulged.

An extraordinary rumour is going the round of the Service clubs to-night. It is alleged that the present Declaration of War would have been impossible but for the treachery of some person through whose hands the transcript of a secret treaty between England and Germany passed to-day.

A prominent Cabinet Minister, on being questioned by our reporter on the subject, admitted that he had heard the rumour, but declined to make any definite statement whether or not it was true.

There must be a good deal behind the rumour of treachery, inasmuch as none of the prominent men who have already been interviewed gave a denial to the statement.

Geoffrey sat pale and motionless, with eyes fixed upon the printed words. He read and re-read them until the lines danced before his gaze, and he crushed the paper in his hands, and cast it from him.

The little French clock on the mantelshelf chimed the hour of one upon its silvery bell; the lamp spluttered and burned dim. Still he did not move; he was dumfounded, rooted to the spot.

Blacker and blacker grew the crowd outside. The density of the cloud that hung over all portended some direful tragedy. The impending disaster made itself felt. An alarming sense of calmness filled the streets. A silence had suddenly fallen, and was becoming complete and threatening. What was it that was about to issue from these black storm-clouds? Who could tell?


CHAPTER III.

ARMING FOR THE STRUGGLE.
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LONDON WAS AMAZED.

The provinces were awestricken, paralysed by the startling suddenness with which the appalling news of the invasion had been flashed to them. Bewildered, the people could not believe it.

Only slowly did the vivid and terrible truth dawn individually upon the millions north and south, and then, during the Day of Rest, they crowded to the newspaper and telegraph offices, loudly clamouring for further details of the overwhelming catastrophe that threatened. They sought for information from London; they expected London, the mighty, all-powerful capital, to act.

Through the blazing Sunday the dust rose from the impatient, perspiring crowds in towns and cities, and the cool night brought no rest from a turmoil now incessant. Never before were such scenes of intense enthusiasm witnessed in England, Wales, and Scotland, for this was the first occasion on which the public felt the presence of invaders at their very doors.

A mighty force was on its way to ruin their homes, to sweep from them their hard-earned savings, to crush, to conquer — to kill them!

Fierce antagonism rose spontaneously in every Britons heart, and during that never-to-be-forgotten day, at every barracks throughout the country, recruiting-sergeants were besieged by all sorts and conditions of men eager to accept the Queens shilling, and strike for their countrys honour. Heedless of danger, of hardship, of the fickle fortune of the fight, the determination to assist in the struggle rose instantly within them.

At York, Chester, Edinburgh, and Portsmouth, volunteers came forward by hundreds. All were enthusiastic, undrilled, but ready to use their guns — genuinely heroic patriots of our land, such as are included in no other nation than the British. Pluck, zeal for the public safety, and an intense partisanship towards their fellows induced thousands to join the colours — many, alas! to sink later beneath a foemans bullet, unknown, unhonoured heroes!

Already the Cabinet had held a hurried meeting, at which it had been decided to call out the whole of the Reserves. Of this the War Office and Admiralty had been notified, and the Queen had given her sanction to the necessary proclamations, with the result that telegraphic orders had been issued to general officers commanding and to officers commanding Reservists to mobilise instantly.

The posters containing the proclamation, which are always kept in readiness in the hands of officers commanding Regimental Districts, were issued immediately, and exhibited on all public places throughout the kingdom. On the doors of town halls, churches, chapels, police stations, military barracks, and in the windows of post offices, these notices were posted within a few hours. Crowds everywhere collected to read them, and the greatest enthusiasm was displayed. Militia, Yeomanry, Volunteers, all were called out, and men on reading the Mobilisation Order lost no time in obtaining their accoutrements and joining their depôts. The national danger was imminent, and towards their places of concentration all categories of Her Majestys forces were already moving. In every Regimental District the greatest activity was displayed. No country maintains in peace the full complement, or anything approaching the full complement of transport which its Armies require; hence vehicles and horses to complete the Army Service Corps companies, and for the supplemental service, were being immediately requisitioned from far and near.

One of the many anomalies discovered during this critical period was, that while transport could thus be rapidly requisitioned, yet the impressment of civilians as drivers and caretakers of the animals was not permitted by the law; therefore on all hands the organisation of this requisitioned transport was fraught with the utmost difficulty, the majority of owners and employees refusing to come forward voluntarily. Registered horses were quickly collected, but they were far from sufficient for the requirements, and the want of animals caused loud outcries from every Regimental District.

The general scheme was the constitution of a Field Army of four cavalry brigades and three army corps, with behind them a semi-mobile force made up of thirty-three Volunteer infantry brigades and eighty-four Volunteer batteries of position. The garrisons having been provided for, the four cavalry brigades and the 1st and 2nd Army Corps were to be composed entirely of Regulars, the 3rd Army Corps being made up of Regulars, Militia, and Volunteers. Organised in brigades, the Yeomanry were attached to the various infantry brigades or divisions of the Field Army, and the Regular Medical Staff Corps being much too weak, was strengthened from companies of the Volunteer Medical Staff Corps. In brief, the scheme was the formation of a composite Field Army, backed by a second line of partially trained Auxiliaries.

Such a general scheme to set in battle order our land forces for home defence was, no doubt, well devised. Nevertheless, from the first moment the most glaring defects in the working out of details were everywhere manifested. Stores were badly disposed, there was a sad want of clothing, camp equipment, and arms, and the arrangements for the joining of Reservists were throughout defective. Again, the whole Reserve had been left totally untrained from the day the men left the colours; and having in view the fact that all leading authorities in Europe had, times without number, told us that the efficiency of an Army depended on drill, discipline, and shooting, what could be expected from a system which relied in great part for the safety of the country on a Reserve, the members of which were undisciplined, undrilled, and unpractised in shooting for periods ranging from nine years in the Guards to five years in the case of the Line?

On the day of mobilisation not a single regiment in the United Kingdom was ready to move forward to the front as it stood on parade! Not an officer, not a man, was prepared. England had calmly slept for years, while military reforms had been effected in every other European country. Now she had been suddenly and rudely awakened!

Everywhere it was commented upon that no practical peace trial of the mobilisation scheme had ever been made. Little wonder was there, then, that incomplete details hampered rapid movements, or that the carrying out of the definite and distinct programme was prevented by gaps occurring which could not be discovered until the working of the system had been tested by actual experiment.

It was this past apathy of the authorities, amounting to little less than criminal negligence, that formed the text of the vehement outpourings of Anarchists, Socialists, and No War partisans. A practical test of the efficiency of the scheme to concentrate our forces should have taken place even at the risk of public expenditure, instead of making the experiment when the enemy were actually at our doors.

Another anomaly which, in the opinion of the public, ought long ago to have been removed, was the fact that the billeting of troops on the march on the inhabitants of the United Kingdom, other than owners of hotels, inns, livery stables, and public-houses, is illegal, while troops when not on the march cannot be billeted at all! At many points of concentration this absurd and antiquated regulation, laid down by the Army Act in 1881, was severely felt. Public buildings, churches, and schools had to be hired for the accommodation of the troops, and those others who could not find private persons hospitable enough to take them in were compelled to bivouac where they could. Of tents they had scarcely any, and many regiments were thus kept homeless and badly fed several days before moving forward!

Was there any wonder, then, that some men should lose heart? Did not such defects portend — nay, invite disaster?

Strange though it may seem, Geoffrey Engleheart was one of but two persons in England who had on that Saturday anticipated this sudden Declaration of War.

Through the hot night, without heed of the wild turbulence outside, regardless of the songs of patriots, of gleeful shouts of Anarchists, that, mingling into a dull roar, penetrated the heavy curtains before the window of his room, he sat with brows knit and gaze transfixed.

Words now and then escaped his compressed lips. They were low and ominous; utterances of blank despair.


CHAPTER IV.

THE SPY.
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COUNT VON BEILSTEIN was a polished cosmopolitan. He was in many ways a very remarkable man.

In London society he was as popular as he had previously been in Paris and in Berlin. Well-preserved and military-looking, he retained the vigour, high spirits, and spruce step of youth, spent his money freely, and led the almost idyllic life of a careless bachelor in the Albany.

Since his partnership with Sir Joseph Vayne, the well-known shipowner, father of Geoffreys fiancée, he had taken up a prominent position in commercial circles, was a member of the London Chamber of Commerce, took an active part in the various deliberations of that body, and in the City was considered a man of considerable importance.

How we of the world, however shrewd, are deceived by outward appearances!

Of the millions in London there were but two men who knew the truth; who were aware of the actual position held by this German landed proprietor. Indeed, the Counts friends little dreamed that under the outward cloak of careless ease induced by wealth there was a mind endowed with a cunning that was extraordinary, and an ingenuity that was marvellous. Truth to tell, Karl von Beilstein, who posed as the owner of the great Beilstein estates, extending along the beautiful valley of the Moselle, between Alf and Cochem, was not an aristocrat at all, and possessed no estate more tangible than the proverbial château in Spain.
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Count von Beilstein was a spy!

His life had been a strangely varied one; few men perhaps had seen more of the world. His biography was recorded in certain police registers. Born in the Jews quarter at Frankfort, he had, at an early age, turned adventurer, and for some years was well known at Monte Carlo as a successful gamester. But the Fickle Goddess at last forsook him, and under another name he started a bogus loan office in Brussels. This, however, did not last long, for the police one night made a raid on the place, only to discover that Monsieur had flown. An extensive robbery of diamonds in Amsterdam, a theft of bonds while in transit between Hanover and Berlin, and the forgery of a large quantity of Russian rouble notes, were events which followed in quick succession, and in each of them the police detected the adroit hand of the man who now called himself the Count von Beilstein. At last, by sheer ill-luck, he fell into the grip of the law.

He was in St. Petersburg, where he had opened an office in the Bolshaia, and started as a diamond dealer. After a few genuine transactions he obtained possession of gems worth nearly £20,000, and decamped.

But the Russian police were quickly at his heels, and he was arrested in Riga, being subsequently tried and condemned by the Assize Court at St. Petersburg to twelve years exile in Siberia. In chains, with a convoy of convicts he crossed the Urals, and tramped for weeks on the snow-covered Siberian Post Road.

His name still appears on the register at the forwarding prison of Tomsk, with a note stating that he was sent on to the silver mines of Nertchinsk, the most dreaded in Asiatic Russia.

Yet, strangely enough, within twelve months of his sentence he appeared at Royat-les-Bains, in Auvergne, posing as a Count, and living expensively at one of the best hotels.

There was a reason for all this. The Russian Government, when he was sentenced, were well aware of his perfect training as a cosmopolitan adventurer, of his acquaintance with persons of rank, and of his cool unscrupulousness. Hence it was that one night while on the march along the Great Post Road to that bourne whence few convicts return, it was hinted to him by the captain of Cossacks, that he might obtain his liberty, and a good income in addition, if he consented to become a secret agent of the Tsar.

The authorities desired him to perform a special duty; would he consent? He could exchange a life of heavy toil in the Nertchinsk mines for one of comparative idleness and ease. The offer was tempting, and he accepted.

That same night it was announced to his fellow-convicts that the Tsar had pardoned him; his leg-fetters were thereupon struck off, and he started upon his return to St. Petersburg to receive instructions as to the delicate mission he was to perform.

It was then, for the first time, that he became the Count von Beilstein, and his subsequent actions all betrayed the most remarkable daring, forethought, and tact. With one object in view he exercised an amount of patience that was almost incredible. One or two minor missions were entrusted to him by his official taskmasters on the banks of the Neva, and in each he acquitted himself satisfactorily. Apparently he was a thoroughly patriotic subject of the Kaiser, with tastes strongly anti-Muscovite, and after his partnership with Sir Joseph Vayne he resided in London, and mixed a good deal with military men, because he had, he said, held a commission in a Hussar regiment in the Fatherland, and took the liveliest interest in all military matters.

Little did those officers dream that the information he gained about improvements in Englands defences was forwarded in regular and carefully-written reports to the Russian War Office, or that the Tsars messenger who carried weekly despatches between the Russian Ambassador in London and his Government frequently took with him a packet containing plans and tracings which bore marginal notes in the angular handwriting of the popular Count von Beilstein!

Early in the morning of this memorable day when the startling news of the Declaration of War had reached England, a telegram had been handed to the Tsars secret agent while he was still in bed.

He read it through; then stared thoughtfully up at the ceiling.

The message, in code, from Berlin, stated that a draft of a most important treaty between Germany and England had been despatched from the German Foreign Office, and would arrive in London that day. The message concluded with the words, It is imperative that we should have a copy of this document, or at least a summary of its contents, immediately.

Although sent from Berlin, the Count was well aware that it was an order from the Foreign Minister in St. Petersburg, the message being transmitted to Berlin first, and then retransmitted to London, in order to avoid any suspicion that might arise in the case of messages exchanged direct with the Russian capital. Having read the telegram through several times, he whistled to himself, rose quickly, dressed, and breakfasted. While having his meal, he gave some instructions to Grevel, his valet, and sent him out upon an errand, at the same time expressing his intention of waiting in until his return.

Remember, the Count said, as his man was going out, be careful to arouse no suspicion. Simply make your inquiries in the proper quarter, and come back immediately.

At half-past twelve oclock, as Geoffrey Engleheart was busy writing alone in his room at the Foreign Office, he was interrupted by the opening of the door.

Hulloa, dear boy! Ive found my way up here by myself. Busy, as usual, I see! cried a cheery voice as the door slowly opened, and Geoffrey looking up saw it was his friend the Count, well groomed and fashionably attired in glossy silk hat, perfect-fitting frock coat, and varnished boots. He called very frequently upon Engleheart, and had long ago placed himself on excellent terms with the messengers and doorkeepers, who looked upon him as a most generous visitor.

Oh, how are you? Engleheart exclaimed, rising and shaking his hand. You must really forgive me, Count, but I quite forgot my appointment with you to-day.

Oh, dont let me disturb you, pray. Ill have a glance at the paper till youve finished, and casting himself into a chair near the window he took up the Times and was soon absorbed in it.

A quarter of an hour went by in silence, while Engleheart wrote on, calmly unconscious that there was a small rent in the newspaper the Count was reading, and that through it he could plainly see each word of the treaty as it was transcribed from the secret code and written down in plain English.

Will you excuse me for ten minutes? Geoffrey exclaimed presently. The Cabinet Council is sitting, and I have to run over to see Lord Stanbury for a moment. After I return I must make another copy of this paper, and then I shall be free.

The Count, casting the newspaper wearily aside, glanced at his watch.

Its half-past one, he said. Youll be another half-hour, if not more. After all, I really think, old fellow, Ill go on down to Hurlingham. I arranged to meet the Vaynes at two oclock.

All right. Ill run down in a cab as soon as I can get away, answered Engleheart.

Good. Come on as soon as you can. Violet will be expecting you, you know.

Of course I shall, replied his unsuspicious friend, and they shook hands, after which the Count put on his hat and sauntered jauntily out.

In Parliament Street he jumped into his phaeton, but instead of driving to Hurlingham gave his man orders to proceed with all speed to the General Post Office, St. Martins-le-Grand. Within half an hour from the time he had shaken the hand of his unsuspecting friend, a message in code — to all intents and purposes a commercial despatch — was on its way to Herr Brandt, 116 Friedrich Strasse, Berlin.

That message contained an exact transcript of the secret treaty!
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Almost immediately after the Count had left, Geoffrey made a discovery. From the floor he picked up a small gold pencil-case which he knew belonged to von Beilstein.

Engleheart was sorely puzzled to know why the Count should require a pencil if not to write, and it momentarily flashed across his mind that he might have copied portions of the treaty. But the next minute he dismissed the suspicion as ungrounded and preposterous, and placing the pencil in his pocket went in search of Lord Stanbury.

It was only the statement he read in the People later, alleging treachery at the Foreign Office, that recalled the incident to his mind. Then the horrible truth dawned upon him. He saw how probable it was that he had been tricked.

He knew that the mine was already laid; that the only thing that had prevented an explosion that would shake the whole world had been the absence of definite knowledge as to the exact terms of the alliance between England, Germany, Italy, and Austria.


CHAPTER V.

BOMBARDMENT OF NEWHAVEN.
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AT SEA THE night was dark and moonless. A thick mist hung near the land. The Coastguard and Artillery on our southern and eastern shores spent a terribly anxious time, peering from their points of vantage out into the cavernous darkness where no light glimmered. The Harbour Defence Flotilla was in readiness, and under the black cliffs sentinels kept watch with every nerve strained to its highest tension, for the safety of England now depended upon their alertness. The great waves crashed and roared, and the mist, obscuring the light of vessels passing up and down the Channel, seemed to grow more dense as the hours wore on.

In the midst of the feverish excitement that had spread everywhere throughout the length and breadth of the land, the troops were, a couple of hours after the receipt of the alarming news in London, already being mobilised and on their way south and east by special trains. Men, arms, ammunition, and stores were hurried forward to repel attack, and in the War Office and Admiralty, where the staffs had been suddenly called together, the greatest activity prevailed. Messages had been flashed along the wires in every direction giving orders to mobilise and concentrate at certain points, and these instructions were being obeyed with that promptness for which British soldiers and sailors are proverbial.

Yet the high officials at the War Office looked grave, and although affecting unconcern, now and then whispered ominously together. They knew that the situation was critical. An immediate and adequate naval defence was just possible, but the Channel Squadron was manœuvring off the Irish coast, and both the Coastguard Squadron and the Steam Reserve at the home ports were very weak. It was to our land army that we had to trust, and they were divided in opinion as to the possibility to mobilise a sufficient force in time to bar the advance.

Military experts did not overlook the fact that to Dunkirk, Calais, Boulogne, Dieppe, Fécamp, Havre, Honfleur, and Cherbourg ran excellent lines of railway, with ample rolling-stock, all Government property, and at the beck and call of the French War Minister. In the various ports there was adequate wharf accommodation and plenty of steam tonnage. From the brief official despatches received from Paris before the cutting of the wires, it was apparent that the French War Office had laid its plans with much forethought and cunning, and had provided against any contretemps. An army of carpenters and engineers had been put to work in the ports to alter the fittings of such of the merchant steamers as were destined to convey horses, and these fittings, prepared beforehand, were already in position. Four army corps had for several weeks been manœuvring in Normandy, so that the Reservists had become accustomed to their work, and in excellent condition for war; therefore these facts, coupled with the strong support certain to be rendered by the warships of the Tsar, led experts to regard the outlook as exceedingly gloomy.

For years military and naval men had discussed the possibilities of invasion, haggled over controversial points, but had never arrived at any definite opinion as to the possibility of an enemys success. Now, however, the defences of the country were to be tested.

Our great Empire was at stake.

The power of steam to cause rapid transit by land and sea, the uncertainty of the place of disembarkment, and the great weight of modern naval artillery, combined to render the defences of England on the coast itself most uncertain and hazardous, and to cause grave doubts to arise in the minds of those who at that critical moment were directing the forward movement of the forces.

The British public, whose national patriotism found vent in expressions of confidence in the Regular Army and Volunteers, were ignorant of the facts. They knew that two great Powers had combined to crush our island stronghold, and were eager that hostilities should commence in order that the enemy should be taught a severe lesson for their presumption.

They, however, knew nothing of the plain truth, that although the 1st Army Corps at Aldershot would be ready to move at a few hours notice, yet it was hopeless to try and prevent the disembarkation of the French army corps along a long line of unprotected coast by the action of a land force only one-third of their strength.

So, by the waters edge, the lonely posts were kept through the night by patient, keen-sighted sentinels, ready at any moment to raise the alarm. But the dense mist that overhung everything was tantalising, hiding friend and foe alike, and no sound could be heard above the heavy roar of the waters as they rolled in over the rocks.

London, infuriated, enthusiastic, turbulent, knew no sleep that night. The excitement was at fever-heat. At last, soon after daybreak, there came the first news of the enemy. A number of warships had suddenly appeared through the fog off the Sussex coast, and had lost no time in asserting their presence and demanding a large sum from the Mayor of Newhaven.

The French first-class battery cruiser Tage, the Dévastation, the Pothuau, the Aréthuse and others, finding that their demand was unheeded, at once commenced shelling the town. Although our Coastguard Squadron and first-class Steam Reserve had mobilised, yet they had received orders and sailed away no one knew whither. The forts replied vigorously, but the fire of the enemy in half an hour had wrought terrible havoc both in the town and in the forts, where several of the guns had been rendered useless and a number of men had been killed. Hostilities had commenced.

Never during the century had such scenes been witnessed in the streets of London as on that memorable Sunday morning. The metropolis was thrilled.

Dawn was spreading, saffron tints were in the sky heralding the suns coming. Yet Regent Street, Piccadilly, and the Strand, usually entirely deserted at that hour on a Sabbath morning, were crowded as if it were midday.

Everywhere there was excitement. Crowds waited in front of the newspaper offices in Fleet Street, boys with strident voices sold the latest editions of the papers, men continued their snatches of patriotic ballads, while women were blanched and scared, and children clung to their mothers skirts timidly, vaguely fearing an unknown terror.

The shadow of coming events was black and dim, like a funeral pall. The fate of our Empire hung upon a thread.

Twenty-four hours ago England was smiling, content in the confidence of its perfect safety and immunity from invasion; yet all the horrors of war had, with a startling, appalling suddenness, fallen and bewildered it. The booming of French cannon at Newhaven formed the last salute of many a brave Briton who fell shattered and lifeless.

As the sun rose crimson from the grey misty sea, the work of destruction increased in vigour. From the turrets of the floating monsters smoke and flame poured forth in continuous volume, while shot and shell were hurled into the town of Newhaven, which, it was apparent, was the centre of the enemys attack, and where, owing to the deepening of the harbour, troops could effect a landing under cover of the fire from the ironclads.

Frightful havoc was wrought by the shells among the houses of the little town, and one falling on board the Brighton Railway Companys mail steamer Paris, lying alongside the station quay, set her on fire. In half an hour railway station and quays were blazing furiously, while the flames leaped up about the ship, wrapping themselves about the two white funnels and darting from every porthole.

The Custom House opposite quickly ignited, and the inflammable nature of its contents caused the fire to assume enormous proportions. Meanwhile the bombardment was kept up, the forts on shore still replying with regularity, steadiness, and precision, and the armoured coast train of the 1st Sussex Artillery Volunteers, under Captain Brigden, rendering excellent service. In one of the forts a man was standing in front of a small camera-obscura, on the glass of which were a number of mysterious marks. This glass reflected the water and the ships; and as he stood by calmly with his hand upon a keyboard, he watched the reflections of the hostile vessels moving backwards and forwards over the glass. Suddenly he saw a French gunboat, after a series of smartly-executed manœuvres, steaming straight over one of the marks, and, quick as lightning, his finger pressed one of the electric keys. A terrific explosion followed, and a column of green water shot up at the same instant. The gunboat Lavel had been suddenly blown almost out of the water by a submarine mine! Broken portions of her black hull turned over and sank, and mangled remains of what a second before had been a crew of enthusiastic Frenchmen floated for a few moments on the surface, then disappeared. Not a soul on board escaped.

Along the telegraph line from the signal-station on Beachy Head news of the blowing up of the enemys gunboat was flashed to London, and when, an hour later, it appeared in the newspapers, the people went half mad with excitement. Alas, how they miscalculated the relative strength of the opposing forces!

They were unaware that our Channel Fleet, our Coastguard Squadron, and our Reserve were steaming away, leaving our southern shores practically unprotected!


CHAPTER VI.

LANDING OF THE FRENCH IN SUSSEX.
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THE BRITON IS, alas! too prone to underrate his adversary. It is this national egotism, this fatal over-confidence, that has led to most of the reverses we have sustained in recent wars.

The popular belief that one Briton is as good as half a dozen foreigners, is a fallacy which ought to be at once expunged from the minds of every one. The improved and altered conditions under which international hostilities are carried on nowadays scarcely even admit of a hand-to-hand encounter, and the engines of destruction designed by other European Powers being quite as perfect as our own, tact and cunning have now taken the place of pluck and perseverance. The strong arm avails but little in modern warfare; strategy is everything.

Into Brighton, an hour after dawn, the enemys vessels were pouring volley after volley of deadly missiles. A party had landed from the French flagship, and, summoning the Mayor, had demanded a million pounds. This not being forthcoming, they had commenced shelling the town. The fire was, for the most part, directed against the long line of shops and private residences in Kings Road and at Hove, and in half an hour over a hundred houses had been demolished. The palatial Hôtel Métropole stood a great gaunt ruin. Shells had carried large portions of the noble building away, and a part of the ruin had caught fire and was burning unchecked, threatening to consume the whole. Church steeples had been knocked over like ninepins, and explosive missiles dropped in the centre of the town every moment, sweeping the streets with deadly effect. The enemy met with little or no opposition. Our first line of defence, our Navy, was missing! The Admiralty were unaware of the whereabouts of three whole Fleets that had mobilised, and the ships remaining in the Channel, exclusive of the Harbour Defence Flotilla, were practically useless.

At Eastbourne, likewise, where a similar demand had been made, shot fell thick as hail, and shells played fearful havoc with the handsome boarding-houses and hotels that line the sea front. From the redoubt, the Wish Tower, and a battery on the higher ground towards Beachy Head, as well as a number of other hastily constructed earthworks, a reply was made to the enemys fire, and the guns in the antiquated martello towers, placed at intervals along the beach, now and then sent a shot towards the vessels. But such an attempt to keep the great ironclads at bay was absurdly futile. One after another shells from the monster guns of the Russian ship Pjotr Velikij, and the armoured cruisers Gerzog Edinburskij, Krejser, and Najezdnik, crashed into these out-of-date coast defences, and effectually silenced them. In Eastbourne itself the damage wrought was enormous. Every moment shells fell and exploded in Terminus and Seaside Roads, while the aristocratic suburb of Upperton, built on the hill behind the town, was exposed to and bore the full brunt of the fray. The fine modern Queen Anne and Elizabethan residences were soon mere heaps of burning débris. Every moment houses fell, burying their occupants, and those people who rushed out into the roads for safety were, for the most part, either overwhelmed by débris, or had their limbs shattered by flying pieces of shell.

The situation was awful. The incessant thunder of cannon, the screaming of shells whizzing through the air, to burst a moment later and send a dozen or more persons to an untimely grave, the crash of falling walls, the clouds of smoke and dust, and the blazing of ignited wreckage, combined to produce a scene more terrible than any witnessed in England during the present century.

And all this was the outcome of one mans indiscretion and the cunning duplicity of two others!

At high noon Newhaven fell into the hands of the enemy.

The attack had been so entirely unexpected that the troops mobilised and sent there had arrived too late. The town was being sacked, and the harbour was in the possession of the French, who were landing their forces in great numbers. From Dieppe and Havre transports were arriving, and discharging their freights of fighting men and guns under cover of the fire from the French warships lying close in land.

Notwithstanding all the steps taken during the last twenty years to improve the condition of our forces on land and sea, this outbreak of hostilities found us far from being in a state of preparedness for war. England, strangely enough, has never yet fully realised that the conditions of war have entirely changed. In days gone by, when troops and convoys could move but slowly, the difficulty of providing for armies engaged in operations necessarily limited their strength. It is now quite different. Improved communications have given to military operations astonishing rapidity, and the facilities with which large masses of troops, guns, and stores can now be transported to great distances has had the effect of proportionately increasing numbers. As a result of this, with the exception of our own island, Europe was armed to the teeth. Yet a mobilisation arrangement that was faulty and not clearly understood by officers or men, was the cause of the enemy being allowed to land. It is remarkable that the military authorities had not acted upon the one principle admitted on every side, namely, that the only effective defence consists of attack. The attack, to succeed, should have been sudden and opportune, and the Army should have been so organised that on the occurrence of war a force of adequate strength would have been at once available.

In a word, we missed our chance to secure this inestimable advantage afforded by the power of striking the first blow.

There was an old and true saying, that Englands best bulwarks were her wooden walls. They are no longer wooden, but it still remains an admitted fact that Englands strongest bulwarks should be her Navy, and that any other nation may be possessed of an equally good one; also that our best bulwark should be equal to, or approach, the fighting power of the bulwarks owned by any two possible hostile nations.

To be strong is to stave off war; to be weak is to invite attack. It was our policy of laissez faire, a weak Navy and an Army bound up with red tape, that caused this disastrous invasion of England. Had our Fleet been sufficient for its work, invasion would have remained a threat, and nothing more. Our Navy was not only our first, but our last line of defence from an Imperial point of view; for, as a writer in the Army and Navy Gazette pointed out in 1893, it was equally manifest and unquestionable that without land forces to act as the spearhead to the Navys over-sea shaft, the offensive tactics so essential to a thorough statesmanlike defensive policy could not be carried out. Again, the mobility and efficiency of our Regular Army should have been such that the victory of our Fleet could be speedily and vigorously followed by decisive blows on the enemys territory.

Already the news of the landing of the enemy had — besides causing a thrill such as had never before been known in our tight little island — produced its effect upon the price of food in London as elsewhere. In England we had only five days bread-stuffs, and as the majority of our supplies came from Russia the price of bread trebled within twelve hours, and the ordinary necessaries of life were proportionately dearer.

But the dice had been thrown, and the sixes lay with Moloch.


CHAPTER VII.

BOMB OUTRAGES IN LONDON.
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ON THAT NEVER-TO-BE-FORGOTTEN Sunday, scenes were witnessed in the metropolis which were of the most disgraceful character. The teeming city, from dawn till midnight, was in a feverish turmoil, the throngs in its streets discussing the probable turn of affairs, singing patriotic songs, and giving vent to utterances of heroic intentions interspersed with much horse play.

In Trafalgar Square, the hub of London, a mass meeting of Anarchists and Socialists was held, at which the Government and military authorities were loudly denounced for what was termed their criminal apathy to the interests and welfare of the nation. The Government, it was contended, had betrayed the country by allowing the secret of the German alliance to fall into the hands of its enemies, and the Ministers, adjudged unworthy the confidence of the nation, were by the resolutions adopted called upon to resign immediately. The crisis was an excuse for Anarchism to vent its grievances against law and order, and, unshackled, it had spread with rapidity through the length and breadth of the land. In The Square the scarlet flag and the Cap of Liberty were everywhere in evidence, and, notwithstanding the presence of the police, the leaders of Anarchy openly advocated outrage, incendiarism, and murder. At length the police resolved to interfere, and this was the signal for a terrible uprising. The huge mob, which in the mellow sunset filled the great Square and blocked all its approaches, became a seething, surging mass of struggling humanity. The attack by the police, who were ordered to disperse them, only incensed them further against the authorities, whom they blamed for the catastrophe that had befallen our country. Angry and desperate they fought with the police, using both revolvers and knives.

The scene was terrible. The scum of the metropolis had congregated to wage war against their own compatriots whom they classed among enemies, and for an hour in the precincts of the Square the struggle was for life. Dozens of constables were shot dead, hundreds of Anarchists and Socialists received wounds from batons, many succumbing to their injuries, or being trampled to death by the dense mob. It was a repetition of that historic day known as Bloody Sunday, only the fight was more desperate and the consequences far worse, and such as would disgrace any civilised city.

Before sundown the police had been vanquished; and as no soldiers could be spared, Anarchism ran riot in the Strand, Pall Mall, St. Martins Lane, Northumberland Avenue, and Parliament Street. Pale, determined men, with faces covered with blood, and others with their clothes in shreds, shouted hoarse cries of victory, as, headed by a torn red flag, they rushed into Pall Mall and commenced breaking down the shutters of shops and looting them. Men were knocked down and murdered, and the rioters, freed from all restraint, commenced sacking all establishments where it was expected spoil could be obtained. At one bank in Pall Mall they succeeded, after some difficulty, in breaking open the strong room with explosives, and some forty or fifty of the rebels with eager greediness shared the gold and notes they stole.

At the Strand corner of the Square a squad of police was being formed, in order to co-operate with some reinforcements which were arriving, when suddenly there was a terrific explosion.

A bomb filled with picric acid had been thrown by an Anarchist, and when the smoke cleared, the shattered remains of thirty-four constables lay strewn upon the roadway!

This was but the first of a series of dastardly outrages. The advice of the Anarchist leaders in their inflammatory speeches had been acted upon, and in half an hour a number of bomb explosions had occurred in the vicinity, each doing enormous damage, and killing numbers of innocent persons. After the petard had been thrown in Trafalgar Square a loud explosion was almost immediately afterwards heard in Parliament Street, and it was soon known that a too successful attempt had been made to blow up the Premiers official residence in Downing Street. The programme of the outrages had apparently been organised, for almost before the truth was known another even more disastrous explosion occurred in the vestibule of the War Office in Pall Mall, which wrecked the lower part of the building, and blew to atoms the sentry on duty, and killed a number of clerks who were busy at their important duties in the apartments on the ground floor.

Through Pall Mall and along Whitehall the mob ran, crying Down with the Government! Kill the traitors! Kill them! About three thousand of the more lawless, having looted a number of shops, rushed to the Houses of Parliament, arriving there just in time to witness the frightful havoc caused by the explosion of two terribly powerful bombs that had been placed in St. Stephens Hall and in Westminster Abbey.

A section of the exultant rioters had gained access to the National Gallery, where they carried on ruthless destruction among the priceless paintings there. Dozens of beautiful works were slashed with knives, others were torn down, and many, cut from their frames, were flung to the howling crowd outside. Suddenly some one screamed, What do we want with Art? Burn down the useless palace! Burn it! Burn it!

This cry was taken up by thousands of throats, and on every hand the rebels inside the building were urged to set fire to it. Intoxicated with success, maddened by anger at the action of the police, and confident that they had gained a signal victory over the law, they piled together a number of historic paintings in one of the rooms, and then ignited them. The flames leaped to the ceiling, spread to the woodwork, and thence, with appalling rapidity, to the other apartments. The windows cracked, and clouds of smoke and tongues of fire belched forth from them.

It had now grown dusk. The furious, demoniacal rabble surging in the Square set up loud, prolonged cheering when they saw the long dark building burning. In delight they paused in their work of destruction, watching the flames growing brighter as they burst through the roof, licking the central dome; and while the timber crackled and the fire roared, casting a lurid glare upon the tall buildings round and lighting up the imposing façade of the Grand Hotel, they cheered vociferously and sang the Marseillaise until the smoke half choked them and their throats grew hoarse.

These denizens of the slums, these criminal crusaders against the law, were not yet satiated by their wild reckless orgies. Unchecked, they had run riot up and down the Strand, and there was scarcely a man among them who had not in his pocket some of the spoils from jewellers or from banks. In the glare of the flames the white bloodstained faces wore a determined expression as they stood collecting their energies for some other atrocious outrage against their so-called enemies, the rich.

At the first menace of excesses, dwellers in the locality had left their houses and fled headlong for safety to other parts of the city. The majority escaped, but many fell into the hands of the rioters, and were treated with scant humanity. Men and women were struck down and robbed, even strangled or shot if they resisted. The scene was frightful — a terrible realisation of Anarchist prophecies that had rendered the authorities absolutely helpless. On the one hand, an enemy had landed on our shores with every chance of a successful march to London, while on the other the revolutionary spirit had broken out unmistakably among the criminal class, and lawlessness and murder were everywhere rife.

The homes of the people were threatened by double disaster — by the attack of both enemy and friend. The terrible bomb outrages and their appalling results had completely disorganised the police, and although reinforcements had been telegraphed for from every division in London, the number of men mustered at Scotland Yard was not yet sufficient to deal effectually with the irate and rapidly increasing mob.

As evening wore on the scenes in the streets around the Square were terrible. Pall Mall was congested by the angry mob who were wrecking the clubs, when suddenly the exultant cries were succeeded by terrified shrieks mingled with fierce oaths. Each man fought with his neighbour, and many men and women, crushed against iron railings, stood half suffocated and helpless. The National Gallery was burning fiercely, flames from the great burning pile shot high in the air, illuminating everything with their flood of crimson light, and the wind, blowing down the crowded thoroughfare, carried smoke, sparks, and heat with it.

Distant shrieks were heard in the direction of the Square, and suddenly the crowd surged wildly forward. Gaol-birds from the purlieus of Drury Lane robbed those who had valuables or money upon them, and committed brutal assaults upon the unprotected. A moment later, however, there was a flash, and the deafening sound of firearms at close quarters was followed by the horrified shrieks of the yelling mob. Again and again the sound was repeated. Around them bullets whistled, and men and women fell forward dead and wounded with terrible curses upon their lips.

The 10th Hussars had just arrived from Hounslow, and having received hurried orders to clear away the rioters, were shooting them down like dogs, without mercy. On every hand cries of agony and despair rose above the tumult. Then a silence followed, for the street was thickly strewn with corpses.


CHAPTER VIII.

FATEFUL DAYS FOR THE OLD FLAG.
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ACLOUDY MOONLESS NIGHT, with a gusty wind which now and then swept the tops of the forest trees, causing the leaves to surge like a summer sea.

Withered branches creaked and groaned, and a dog howled dismally down in Flimwell village, half a mile away. Leaning with his back against the gnarled trunk of a giant oak on the edge of the forest, his ears alert for the slightest sound, his hand upon his loaded magazine rifle, Geoffrey Engleheart stood on outpost duty. Dressed in a rough shooting suit, with a deerstalker hat and an improvised kit strapped upon his back, he was half hidden by the tall bracken. Standing motionless in the deep shadow, with his eyes fixed upon the wide stretch of sloping meadows, he waited, ready, at the slightest appearance of the enemys scouts, to raise the alarm and call to arms those who were sleeping in the forest after their days march.

The City Civilian Volunteer Battalion which he had joined was on its way to take part in the conflict, which every one knew would be desperate. Under the command of Major Mansford, an experienced elderly officer who had long since retired from the Lancashire Regiment, but who had at once volunteered to lead the battalion of young patriots, they had left London by train for Maidstone, whence they marched by way of Linton, Marden, and Goudhurst to Frith Wood, where they had bivouacked for the night on the Sussex border.

It was known that Russian scouts had succeeded in getting as far as Wadhurst, and it was expected that one of the French reconnoitring parties must, in their circuitous survey, pass the border of the wood on their way back to their own lines. Up to the present they had been practically unmolested. The British army was now mobilised, and Kent, Sussex, and Hampshire were overrun with soldiers. Every household gave men accommodation voluntarily, every hostelry, from the aristocratic hotels of the watering-places to the unassuming Red Lions of the villages, was full of Britains brave defenders. The echoes of old-world village streets of thatched houses with quaint gables were awakened night and day by the rumbling of heavy artillery, the shouts of the drivers as they urged along their teams, and the rattle of ammunition carts and of ambulance waggons, while on every high road leading south battalions were on the march, and eager to come within fighting range of the audacious foreigners.

At first the peaceful people of the villages gazed, wondered, and admired, thinking some manœuvres were about to take place — for military manœuvres always improve village trade. But they were very quickly disillusioned. When they knew the truth — that the enemy was actually at their doors, that the grey-coated masses of the Russian legions were lying like packs of wolves in the undulating country between Heathfield, Etchingham, and the sea — they were panic-stricken and appalled. They watched the stream of redcoats passing their doors, cheering them, while those who were their guests were treated to the best fare their hosts could provide.

Tommy Atkins was now the idol of the hour.

Apparently the enemy, having established themselves, were by no means anxious to advance with undue haste. Having landed, they were, it was ascertained, awaiting the arrival of further reinforcements and armaments from both Powers; but nothing definite was known of this, except some meagre details that had filtered through the American cables, all direct telegraphic communication with the Continent having now been cut off.

Alas! Moloch had grinned. He had sharpened his sickle for the terrible carnage that was to spread through Albions peaceful land.

Terrible was the panic that the invasion had produced in the North.

Food had risen to exorbitant prices. In the great manufacturing centres the toiling millions were already feeling the pinch of starvation, for with bread at ninepence a small loaf, meat at a prohibitive figure, and the factories stopped, they were compelled to remain with empty stomachs and idle hands.

Birmingham, Manchester, Liverpool, Newcastle, and the larger towns presented a gloomy, sorry aspect. Business was suspended, the majority of the shops were closed, the banks barred and bolted, and the only establishments where any trade flourished were the taverns and music halls. These were crowded. Drink flowed, gold jingled, and the laughter at wild jest or the thunder of applause which greeted dancing girls and comic vocalists was still as hearty as of old. Everywhere there was a sordid craving for amusement which was a reflex of the war fever. The people made merry, for ere long they might be cut down by a foemans steel.

Restless impatience thrilled the community from castle to cottage, intensified by the vain clamourings of Anarchist mobs in the greater towns. As in London, these shock-headed agitators held high revel, protesting against everything and everybody — now railing, now threatening, but always mustering converts to their harebrained doctrines. In Manchester they were particularly strong. A number of serious riots had occurred in Deansgate and in Market Street. The mob wrecked the Queens Hotel, smashed numbers of windows in Lewiss great emporium, looted the Guardian office, and set fire to the Town Hall. A portion of the latter only was burned, the fire brigade managing to subdue the flames before any very serious damage was occasioned. Although the police made hundreds of arrests, and the stipendiary sat from early morning until late at night, Anarchist demonstrations were held every evening in the city and suburbs, always resulting in pillage, incendiarism, and not unfrequently in murder. In grey, money-making Stockport, in grimy Salford, in smoky Pendleton, and even in aristocratic Eccles, these demonstrations were held, and the self-styled soldiers of the social revolution marched over the granite roads, headed by a dirty scarlet flag, hounding down the Government, and crying shame upon them for the apathy with which they had regarded the presence of the bearded Caucasian Tcherkesses of the White Tsar.

The kingdom was in wild turmoil, for horror heaped upon horror. Outrages that commenced in London were repeated with appalling frequency in the great towns in the provinces. An attempt had been made to assassinate the Premier while speaking in the Town Hall, Birmingham, the bomb which was thrown having killed two hard-working reporters who were writing near; but the Prime Minister, who seemed to lead a charmed existence, escaped without a scratch.

In Liverpool, where feeling against the War Office ran high, there were several explosions, two of which occurred in Bold Street, and were attended by loss of life, while a number of incendiary fires occurred at the docks. At Bradford the Town Hall was blown up, and the troops were compelled to fire on a huge mob of rioters, who, having assembled at Manningham, were advancing to loot the town.

The cavalry barracks at York was the scene of a terrific explosion, which killed three sentries and maimed twenty other soldiers; while at Warwick Assizes, during the hearing of a murder trial, some unknown scoundrel threw a petard at the judge, killing him instantly on the bench.

These, however, were but few instances of the wild lawlessness and terrible anarchy that prevailed in Britain, for only the most flagrant cases of outrage were reported in the newspapers, their columns being filled with the latest intelligence from the seat of war.

It must be said that over the border the people were more law-abiding. The Scotch, too canny to listen to the fiery declamations of hoarse and shabby agitators, preferred to trust to British pluck and the strong arm of their brawny Highlanders. In Caledonia the seeds of Anarchy fell on stony ground.

In Northern and Midland towns, however, the excitement increased hourly. It extended everywhere. From Ventnor to the Pentlands, from Holyhead to the Humber, from Scilly to the Nore, every man and every woman existed in fearfulness of the crash that was impending.

It was now known throughout the breadth of our land that the Government policy was faulty, that War Office and Admiralty organisation was a rotten make-believe, and, worst of all, that what critics had long ago said as to the inadequacy of our naval defence, even with the ships built under the programme of 1894, had now, alas! proved to be true.

The suspense was awful. Those who were now living in the peaceful atmospheres of their homes, surrounded by neighbours and friends in the centre of a great town, and feeling a sense of security, might within a few days be shot down by French rifles, or mowed down brutally by gleaming Cossack shushkas. The advance of the enemy was expected daily, hourly; and the people in the North waited, staggered, breathless, and terrified. Men eagerly scanned the newspapers; women pressed their children to their breasts.

In the mining districts the shock had not inspired the same amount of fear as at the ports and in the manufacturing centres. Possibly it was because work was still proceeding in the pits, and constant work prevents men from becoming restless, or troubling themselves about a nations woes. Toilers who worked below knew that foreign invaders had landed, and that the Militia and Volunteers had been called out, but they vaguely believed that, the seat of war being away down south — a very long distance in the imagination of most of them — everything would be over before they could be called upon to take part in the struggle. In any case coal and iron must be got, they argued, and while they had work they had little time for uneasiness. Nevertheless, great numbers of stalwart young miners enrolled themselves in the local Volunteer corps, and burned to avenge the affront to their country and their sovereign.

Those were indeed fateful, ever-to-be-remembered days.

Amid this weary, anxious watching, this constant dread of what might next occur, an item of news was circulated which caused the greatest rejoicing everywhere. Intelligence reached New York, by cable from France, that Germany had combined with England against the Franco-Russian alliance, that her vast army had been mobilised, and that already the brave, well-drilled legions of the Emperor William had crossed the Vosges, and passed the frontier into France. A sharp battle had been fought near Givet, and that, as well as several other French frontier towns which fell in 1870, were again in the hands of the Germans.

How different were German methods to those of the British!

With a perfect scheme of attack, every detail of which had been long thought out, and which worked without a hitch, the Kaisers forces were awaiting the word of command to march onward — to Paris. For years — ever since they taught France that severe lesson in the last disastrous war — it had been the ambition of every German cavalryman to clink his spurs on the asphalte of the Boulevards. Now they were actually on their way towards their goal!

The papers were full of these latest unexpected developments, the details of which, necessarily meagre owing to the lack of direct communication, were eagerly discussed. It was believed that Germany would, in addition to defending her Polish frontier and attacking France, also send a naval squadron from Kiel to England.

The Tsars spy had been foiled, and Russia and France now knew they had made a false move! Russias rapid and decisive movement was intended to prevent the signing of the secret alliance, and to bar England and Germany from joining hands. But happily the sly machinations of the Count von Beilstein, the released convict and adventurer, had in a measure failed, for Germany had considered it diplomatic to throw in her fortune with Great Britain in this desperate encounter.

A feeling of thankfulness spread through the land. Nevertheless, it was plain that if Germany intended to wield the double-handled sword of conquest in France, she would have few troops to spare to send to England.

But those dark days, full of agonising suspense, dragged on slowly. The French well knew the imminent danger that threatened their own country, yet they could not possibly withdraw. Mad enthusiasts always!

It must be war to the death, they decided. The conflict could not be averted. So Britons unsheathed their steel, and held themselves in readiness for a fierce and desperate fray.

The invasion had indeed been planned by our enemies with marvellous forethought and cunning. There was treachery in the Intelligence Department of the British Admiralty, foul treachery which placed our country at the mercy of the invader, and sacrificed thousands of lives. On the morning following the sudden Declaration of War, the officer in charge of the telegraph bureau at Whitehall, whose duty it had been to send the telegrams ordering the naval mobilisation, was found lying dead beside the telegraph instrument — stabbed to the heart! Inquiries were made, and it was found that one of the clerks, a young Frenchman who had been taken on temporarily at a low salary, was missing. It was further discovered that the murder had been committed hours before, immediately the Mobilisation Orders had been sent; further, that fictitious telegrams had been despatched cancelling them, and ordering the Channel Fleet away to the Mediterranean, the Coastguard Squadron to Lands End, and the first-class Reserve ships to proceed to the North of Scotland in search of the enemy! Thus, owing to these orders sent by the murderer, England was left unprotected.

Immediately the truth was known efforts were made to cancel the forged orders. But, alas! it was too late. Our Fleets had already sailed!


CHAPTER IX.

COUNT VON BEILSTEIN AT HOME.
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KARL VON BEILSTEIN sat in his own comfortable saddlebag-chair, in his chambers in the Albany, lazily twisting a cigarette.

On a table at his elbow was spread sheet 319 of the Ordnance Survey Map of England, which embraced that part of Sussex where the enemy were encamped. With red and blue pencils he had been making mystic marks upon it, and had at last laid it aside with a smile of satisfaction.

She thought she had me in her power, he muttered ominously to himself. The wolf! If she knew everything, she could make me crave again at her feet for mercy. Happily she is in ignorance; therefore that trip to a more salubrious climate that I anticipated is for the present postponed. I have silenced her, and am still master of the situation — still the agent of the Tsar! Uttering a low laugh, he gave his cigarette a final twist, and then regarded it critically.

The door opened to admit his valet, Grevel.

A message from the Embassy. The man is waiting, he said.

His master opened the note which was handed to him, read it with contracted brows, and said — 

Tell him that the matter shall be arranged as quickly as possible.

Nothing else?

Nothing. I am leaving London, and shall not be back for a week — perhaps longer.

With a slight yawn he rose and passed into his dressing-room, while his servant went to deliver his message to the man in waiting. The note had produced a marked effect upon the spy. It was an order from his taskmasters in St. Petersburg. He knew it must be obeyed. Every moment was of vital consequence in carrying out the very delicate mission intrusted to him, a mission which it would require all his tact and cunning to execute.

In a quarter of an hour he emerged into his sitting-room again, so completely disguised that even his most intimate acquaintances would have failed to recognise him. Attired in rusty black, with clean shaven face and walking with a scholarly stoop, he had transformed himself from the foppish man-about-town to a needy country parson, whose cheap boots were down at heel, and in the lappel of whose coat was displayed a piece of worn and faded blue.

Listen, Pierre, he said to his man, who entered at his summons. While I am away keep your eyes and ears open. If there is a shadow of suspicion in any quarter, burn all my papers, send me warning through the Embassy, and clear out yourself without delay. Should matters assume a really dangerous aspect, you must get down to the Russian lines, where they will pass you through, and put you on board one of our ships.

Has the Ministry at Petersburg promised us protection at last?

Yes; we have nothing to fear. When the game is up among these lambs, we shall calmly go over to the other side and witness the fun.

In what direction are you now going?

I dont know, replied the spy, as he unlocked a drawer in a small cabinet in a niche by the fireplace and took from it a long Circassian knife. Drawing the bright blade from its leathern sheath, he felt its keen double edge with his fingers.

It was like a razor.

A desperate errand — eh? queried the valet, with a grin, noticing how carefully the Count placed the murderous weapon in his inner pocket.

Yes, he answered. Desperate. A word sometimes means death.

And the simple rural vicar strode out and down the stairs, leaving the crafty Pierre in wonderment.

Bah! the latter exclaimed in disgust, when the receding footsteps had died away. So you vainly imagine, my dear Karl, that you have your heel upon my neck, do you? It is good for me that you dont give me credit for being a little more wideawake, otherwise you would see that you are raking the chestnuts from the fire for me. Bien! I am silent, docile, obedient; I merely wait for you to burn your fingers, then the whole of the money will be mine to enjoy, while you will be in the only land where the Tsar does not require secret agents. Vain, avaricious fool! Youll be in your grave!

Von Beilstein meanwhile sped along down the Haymarket and Pall Mall to Whitehall. The clock on the stone tower of the Horse Guards showed it was one oclock, and, with apparently aimless purpose, he lounged about on the broad pavement outside Old Scotland Yard, immediately opposite the dark façade of the Admiralty. His hawks eye carefully scrutinised every single person of the busy throng entering or leaving the building. There was great activity at the naval headquarters, and the courtyard was crowded with persons hurrying in and out. Presently, after a short but vigilant watch, he turned quickly so as to be unobserved, and moved slowly away.

The cause of this sudden manœuvre was the appearance of a well-dressed, dark-bearded man of about forty, having the appearance of a naval officer in mufti, who emerged hastily from the building with a handbag in his hand, and crossed the courtyard to the kerb, where he stood looking up and down the thoroughfare.

My man! exclaimed von Beilstein, under his breath. He wants a cab. I wonder where hes going?

Five minutes later the naval officer was in a hansom, driving towards Westminster Bridge, while, at a little distance behind, the Tsars agent was following in another conveyance. Once on the trail, the Count never left his quarry. Crossing the bridge, they drove on rapidly through the crowded, turbulent streets of South London to the Elephant and Castle, and thence down the Old Kent Road to the New Cross Station of the South-Eastern Railway.

As a protest against the action of the Government, and in order to prevent the enemy from establishing direct communication with London in case of British reverses, the lines from the metropolis to the south had been wrecked by the Anarchists. On the Chatham and Dover Railway, Penge tunnel had been blown up, on the Brighton line two bridges near Croydon had been similarly treated, and on the South-Eastern four bridges in Rotherhithe and Bermondsey had been broken up and rendered impassable by dynamite, while at Haysden, outside Tunbridge, the rails had also been torn up for a considerable distance. Therefore traffic to the south from London termini had been suspended, and the few persons travelling were compelled to take train at the stations in the remoter southern suburbs.

As the unsuspecting officer stepped into the booking-office, his attention was not attracted by the quiet and seedy clergyman who lounged near enough to overhear him purchase a first-class ticket for Deal. When he had descended to the platform the spy obtained a third-class ticket to the same destination, and leisurely followed him. Travelling by the same train, they were compelled to alight at Haysden and walk over the wrecked permanent way into Tunbridge, from which place they journeyed to Deal, arriving there about six oclock. Throughout, it was apparent to the crafty watcher that the man he was following was doing his utmost to escape observation, and this surmise was strengthened by his actions on arriving at the quaint old town, now half ruined; for, instead of going to a first-class hotel, he walked on until he came to Middle Street, — a narrow little thoroughfare, redolent of fish, running parallel with the sea, — and took up quarters at the Mariners Rest Inn. It was a low, old-fashioned little place, with sanded floors, a smoke-blackened taproom, a rickety time-mellowed bar, with a comfortable little parlour beyond.

In this latter room, used in common by the guests, on the following day the visitor from London first met the shabby parson from Canterbury. The man from the Admiralty seemed in no mood for conversation; nevertheless, after a preliminary chat upon the prospect of the invasion, they exchanged cards, and the vicar gradually became confidential. With a pious air he related how he had been to Canterbury to conduct a revival mission which had turned out marvellously successful, crowds having to be turned away at every service, and how he was now enjoying a weeks vacation before returning to his poor but extensive parish in Hertfordshire.

I came to this inn, because I am bound to practise a most rigid economy, he added. I am charmed with it. One sees so much character here in these rough toilers of the sea.

Yes, replied his friend, whose card bore the words Commander Yerbery, R.N. Being a sailor myself, I prefer this homely little inn, with its fisher folk as customers, to a more pretentious and less comfortable establishment.

Are you remaining here long? asked his clerical friend.

I — I really dont know, answered the officer hesitatingly. Possibly a day or so.

The spy did not pursue the subject further, but conducted himself with an amiability which caused his fellow-traveller to regard him as a real good fellow for a parson. Together they smoked the long clays of the hostelry, they sat in the taproom of an evening and conversed with the fishermen who congregated there, and frequently strolled along by the shore to Walmer, or through the fields to Cottingham Court Farm, or Sholden. Constantly, however, Commander Yerbery kept his eyes seaward. Was he apprehensive lest Russian ironclads should return, and again bombard the little town; or was he expecting some mysterious signal from some ship in the Downs?


CHAPTER X.

A DEATH DRAUGHT.
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ON SEVERAL OCCASIONS the spy had, with artful ingenuity, endeavoured to discover the object of Commander Yerberys sojourn, but upon that point he preserved a silence that was impenetrable. In their wanderings about the town they saw on every side the havoc caused by the bombardment which had taken place three days previously. Whole rows of houses facing the sea had been carried away by the enemys shells, and the once handsome church spire was now a mere heap of smouldering débris. The barracks, which had been one of the objects of attack, had suffered most severely. Mélinite had been projected into them, exploding with devastating effect, and demolishing the buildings, which fell like packs of cards. Afterwards, the enemy had sailed away, apparently thinking the strategical position of the place worthless.

And all this had been brought about by this despicable villain — the man who had now wrapped himself in the cloak of sanctity, and who, beaming with well-feigned good fellowship, walked arm-in-arm with the man upon whom he was keeping the most vigilant observation! By night sleep scarcely came to his eyes, but in his little room, with its clean old-fashioned dimity blinds and hangings, he lay awake, — scheming, planning, plotting, preparing for the master-stroke.

One morning, after they had been there three days, he stood alone in his bedroom with the door closed. From his inner pocket he drew forth the keen Circassian blade that reposed there, and gazed thoughtfully upon it.

No, he muttered, suddenly rousing himself, as if a thought had suddenly occurred to him. He is strong. He might shout, and then I should be caught like a rat in a trap.

Replacing the knife in his pocket, he took from his vest a tiny phial he always carried; then, after noiselessly locking the door, he took from the same pocket a small cube of lump sugar. Standing by the window he uncorked the little bottle, and with steady hand allowed one single drop of the colourless liquid to escape and fall upon the sugar, which quickly absorbed it, leaving a small darkened stain. This sugar he placed in a locked drawer to dry, and, putting away the phial, descended to join his companion.

That night they were sitting together in the private parlour behind the bar, smoking and chatting. It was an old-fashioned, smoke-begrimed room, with low oak ceiling and high wainscot, — a room in which many a seafarer had found rest and comfort after the toils and perils of the deep, a room in which many a stirring tale of the sea has been related, and in which one of our best-known nautical writers has gathered materials for his stirring ocean romances.

Although next the bar, there is no entrance on that side, neither is there any glass, therefore the apartment is entirely secluded from the public portion of the inn. At midnight the hearty Boniface and his wife and servant had retired, and the place was silent, but the officer and his fellow-guest still sat with their pipes. The parson, as became one who exhibited the blue pledge of temperance in his coat, sipped his coffee, while the other had whisky, lemon, and a small jug of hot water beside him. The spy had been using the sugar, and the basin was close to his hand.

His companion presently made a movement to reach it, when the pleasant-spoken vicar took up the tongs quickly, saying — 

Allow me to assist you. One lump?

Yes, thanks, replied the other, holding his glass for the small cube to be thrown in. Then he added the lemon, whisky, and hot water. Beilstein, betraying no excitement, continued the conversation, calmly refilled his pipe, and watched his companion sip the deadly potion.

Karl von Beilstein had reduced poisoning to a fine art.

Not a muscle of his face contracted, though his keen eyes never left the others countenance.

They talked on, the Commander apparently unaffected by the draught; his friend smilingly complacent and confident.

Suddenly, without warning, the officers face grew ashen pale and serious. A violent tremor shook his stalwart frame.

I — I feel very strange, he cried, with difficulty. A most curious sensation has come over me — a sensation as if — as if — ah! heavens! Help, help! — I — I cant breathe!

The mild-mannered parson jumped to his feet, and stood before his friend, watching the hideous contortions of his face.

Assistance! his victim gasped, sinking inertly back in the high-backed Windsor arm-chair. Fetch me a doctor — quick.

But the man addressed took no heed of the appeal. He stood calmly by, contemplating with satisfaction his villainous work.

Cant you see — Im ill? the dying man cried in a feeble, piteous voice. My throat and head are burning. Give me water — water!

Still the spy remained motionless.

You — you refuse to assist me — you scoundrel! Ah! he cried hoarsely, in dismay. Ah! I see it all now! God! Youve poisoned me!

With a frantic effort he half-raised himself in his chair, but fell back in a heap; his arms hanging helplessly at his side. His breath came and went in short hard gasps; the death-rattle was already in his throat, and with one long deep-drawn sigh the last breath left the body, and the light gradually died out of the agonised face.

Quick as thought the Count unbuttoned the dead mans coat, and searching his pockets took out a large white official envelope bearing in the corner the blue stamp of the Admiralty. It was addressed to Sir Michael Culme-Seymour, Admiral commanding the Channel Squadron, and was marked Private.

Good! ejaculated the spy, as he tore open the envelope. I was not mistaken, after all! He was waiting until the flagship came into the Downs to deliver it.

The envelope contained a letter accompanied by a chart of the South Coast, upon which were certain marks at intervals in red with minute directions, as well as a copy of the code of secret signals in which some slight alterations had lately been made.

What fortune! cried the Count gleefully, after reading the note. Their plans and the secret of their signals, too, are now ours! The Embassy were correct in their surmise. With these the French and Russian ships will be able to act swiftly, and sweep the British from the sea. Now for London as quickly as possible, for the information will be absolutely invaluable.

Without a final glance at the corpse, huddled up in its chair, he put on his hat, and stealing noiselessly from the house, set out in the moonlight to walk swiftly by way of Great Mongeham and Waldershare to Shepherds Well station, whence he could get by train to London.

The immense importance of these secret documents he had not overrated. Their possession would enable the Russian ships to decipher many of the hitherto mysterious British signals.

The spy had accomplished his mission!


CHAPTER XI.

THE MASSACRE AT EASTBOURNE.
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HOURLY THE MOST alarming reports were being received at the War Office, and at newspaper offices throughout the country, of the rapidly-increasing forces of the invaders, who were still landing in enormous numbers. Vague rumours were also afloat of desperate encounters at sea between our Coastguard Squadron that had returned and the French and Russian ironclads.

Nothing definite, however, was known. News travelled slowly, and was always unreliable.

Mobilisation was being hurried forward with all possible speed. Nevertheless, so sudden had been the descent of the enemy, that Eastbourne, Newhaven, and Seaford had already fallen into their hands. Into the half-wrecked town of Eastbourne regiment after regiment of Russian infantry had been poured by the transports Samojed and Artelscik, while two regiments of dragoons, one of Cossacks, and many machine-gun sections had also been landed, in addition to a quantity of French infantry from the other vessels. The streets of the usually clean, well-ordered town were strewn with the débris of fallen houses and shops that had been wrecked by Russian shells. The Queens Hotel at Splash Point, with its tiers of verandahs and central spire, stood out a great gaunt blackened ruin.

Along Terminus Road the grey-coated hordes of the Great White Tsar looted the shops, and showed no quarter to those who fell into their hands. The Grand Hotel, the Burlington, the Cavendish, and others, were quickly transformed into barracks, as well as the half-ruined Town Hall, and the Floral Hall at Devonshire Park.

Robbery, outrage, and murder ran riot in the town, which only a few days before had been a fashionable health resort, crowded by aristocratic idlers. Hundreds of unoffending persons had been killed by the merciless fire from the enemys battleships, and hundreds more were being shot down in the streets for attempting a feeble resistance. The inhabitants, surrounded on all sides by the enemy, were powerless.

The huge guns of the Pamyat Azova, the Imperator Nicolai I., the Pjotr Velikij, the Krejser, the Najezdnik, and others, had belched forth their death-dealing missiles with an effect that was appalling.

The thunder of cannon had ceased, but was now succeeded by the sharp cracking of Russian rifles, as those who, desperately guarding their homes and their loved ones, and making a stand against the invaders, were shot down like dogs. A crowd of townspeople collected in the open space outside the railway station, prepared to bar the advance of the Russians towards the Old Town and Upperton. Alas! it was a forlorn hope for an unarmed mob to attempt any such resistance.

A Russian officer suddenly shouted a word of command that brought a company of infantry to the halt, facing the crowd. Another word and a hundred rifles were discharged. Again and again they flashed, and the volley was repeated until the streets were covered with dead and dying, and the few who were not struck turned and fled, leaving the invaders to advance unopposed.

Horrible were the deeds committed that night. English homes were desecrated, ruined, and burned. Babes were murdered before the eyes of their parents, many being impaled by gleaming Russian bayonets; fathers were shot down in the presence of their wives and children, and sons were treated in a similar manner.
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The massacre was frightful. Ruin and desolation were on every hand.

The soldiers of the Tsar, savage and inhuman, showed no mercy to the weak and unprotected. They jeered and laughed at piteous appeal, and with fiendish brutality enjoyed the destruction which everywhere they wrought.

Many a cold-blooded murder was committed, many a brave Englishman fell beneath the heavy whirling sabres of Circassian Cossacks, the bayonets of French infantry, or the deadly hail of machine guns. Battalion after battalion of the enemy, fierce and ruthless, clambered on over the débris in Terminus Road, enthusiastic at finding their feet upon English soil. The flames of the burning buildings in various parts of the town illuminated the place with a bright red glare that fell upon dark bearded faces, in every line of which was marked determination and fierce hostility. Landing near Langney Point, many of the battalions entered the town from the east, destroying all the property they came across on their line of advance, and, turning into Terminus Road, then continued through Upperton and out upon the road leading to Willingdon.

The French forces, who came ashore close to Holywell, on the other side of the town, advanced direct over Warren Hill, and struck due north towards Sheep Lands.

At about a mile from the point where the road from Eastdean crosses that to Jevington, the force encamped in a most advantageous position upon Willingdon Hill, while the Russians who advanced direct over St. Anthonys Hill, and those who marched through Eastbourne, united at a point on the Lewes Road near Park Farm, and after occupying Willingdon village, took up a position on the high ground that lies between it and Jevington.

From a strategic point of view the positions of both forces were carefully chosen. The commanding officers were evidently well acquainted with the district, for while the French commanded Eastbourne and a wide stretch of the Downs, the Russians also had before them an extensive tract of country extending in the north to Polegate, in the west to the Fore Down and Lillington, and in the east beyond Willingdon over Pevensey Levels to the sea.

During the night powerful search-lights from the French and Russian ships swept the coast continually, illuminating the surrounding hills and lending additional light to the ruined and burning town. Before the sun rose, however, the majority of the invading vessels had rounded Beachy Head, and had steamed away at full speed down Channel.
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Daylight revealed the grim realities of war. It showed Eastbourne with its handsome buildings scorched and ruined, its streets blocked by fallen walls, and trees which had once formed shady boulevards torn up and broken, its shops looted, its tall church steeples blown away, its railway station wrecked, and its people massacred. Alas! their life-blood was wet upon the pavements.

The French and Russian legions, ever increasing, covered the hills. The heavy guns of the French artillery and the lighter but more deadly machine guns of the Russians had already been placed in position, and were awaiting the order to move north and commence the assault on London.

It was too late! Nothing could now be done to improve the rotten state of our defences. The invasion had begun, and Britain, handicapped alike on land and on sea, must arm and fight to the death.

By Tuesday night, three days after the Declaration of War, two French and half a Russian army corps, amounting to 90,000 officers and men, with 10,000 horses and 1500 guns and waggons, had landed, in addition to which reinforcements constantly arrived from the French Channel and Russian Baltic ports, until the number of the enemy on English soil was estimated at over 300,000.

The overwhelming descent on our shores had been secretly planned by the enemy with great forethought, every detail having been most carefully arranged. The steam tonnage in the French harbours was ample and to spare, for many of the vessels, being British, had been at once seized on the outbreak of hostilities. The sudden interruption of the mail and telegraphic services between the two countries left us in total ignorance of the true state of affairs. Nevertheless, for weeks an army of carpenters and engineers had been at work preparing the necessary fittings, which were afterwards placed in position on board the ships destined to convey horses and men to England.

In order to deceive the other Powers, a large number of military transport vessels had been fitted out at Brest for a bogus expedition to Dahomey. These ships actually put to sea on the day previous to the Declaration of War, and on Saturday night, at the hour when the news reached Britain, they had already embarked guns, horses, and waggons at the Channel ports. Immediately after the Tsars manifesto had been issued the Russian Volunteer Fleet was mobilised, and transports which had long been held in readiness in the Baltic harbours embarked men and guns, and, one after another, steamed away for England without the slightest confusion or any undue haste.


CHAPTER XII.

IN THE EAGLES TALONS.
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MANY BRITISH MILITARY and naval writers had ridiculed the idea of a surprise invasion without any attempt on the part of the enemy to gain more than a partial and temporary control of the Channel. Although an attack on territory without having previously command of the sea had generally been foredoomed to failure, it had been long ago suggested by certain military officers in the course of lectures at the United Service Institution, that under certain conditions such invasion was possible, and that France might ere long be ruled by some ambitious soldier who might be tempted to try a sudden dash on le perfide Albion. They pointed out that at worst it would entail on France the loss of three or four army corps, a loss no greater than she would suffer in one short land campaign. But alas! at that time very little notice was taken of such criticisms and illustrations, for Britons had always been prone to cast doubts upon the power of other nations to convey troops by sea, to embark them, or to land them. Thus the many suggestions directed towards increasing the mobility and efficiency of the Army were, like other warnings, cast aside, the prevailing opinion in the country being that sudden invasion was an absolute impossibility.

Predictions of prophets that had so long been scorned, derided, and disregarded by an apathetic British public were rapidly being fulfilled. Coming events had cast dark shadows that had been unheeded, and now the unexpected bursting of the war cloud produced panic through our land.

General Sir Archibald Alison struck an alarming note of warning when he wrote in Blackwood in December 1893: No one can look carefully into the present state of Europe without feeling convinced that it cannot continue long in its present condition. Every country is maintaining an armed force out of all proportion to its resources and population, and the consequent strain upon its monetary system and its industrial population is ever increasing, and must sooner or later become unbearable.

It had never been sufficiently impressed upon the British public, that when mobilised for war, and with all the Reserves called out, Russia had at her command 2,722,000 officers and men, while France could put 2,715,000 into the field, making a total force of the Franco-Russian Armies of 5,437,000 men, with 9920 field guns and 1,480,000 horses.

This well-equipped force was almost equal to the combined Armies of the Triple Alliance, Germany possessing 2,441,000, Austria 1,590,000, and Italy 1,909,000, a total of 5,940,000 officers and men, with 8184 field guns and 813,996 horses.

Beside these enormous totals, how ridiculously small appeared the British Army, with its Regular forces at home and abroad amounting to only 211,600 of all ranks, 225,400 Volunteers, and 74,000 Reserves, or 511,000 fighting men! Of these, only 63,000 Regulars remained in England and Wales, therefore our Reserves and Volunteers were the chief defenders of our homes.

What a mere handful they appeared side by side with these huge European Armies!

Was it not surprising that in such circumstances the constant warnings regarding the weakness of our Navy — the force upon which the very life of our Empire depended — should have been unheeded by the too confident public?

When we were told plainly by a well-known authority that the number of our war vessels was miserably inadequate, that we were 10,000 men and 1000 officers short, and, among other things, that a French cruiser had, for all practical purposes, three times the fighting efficiency of an English cruiser, no one troubled. Nor was any one aroused from his foolishly apathetic confidence in British supremacy at sea. True, our Navy was strengthened to a certain extent in 1894, but hard facts, solemn warnings, gloomy forebodings, all were, alas! cast aside among the scares which crop up periodically in the press during a Parliamentary recess, and which, on the hearing of a murder trial, or a Society scandal, at once fizzle out and are dismissed for ever.

On this rude awakening to the seriousness of the situation, Service men now remembered distinctly the prophetic words of the few students of probable invasion. Once they had regarded them as based on wild improbabilities, but now they admitted that the facts were as represented, and that critics had foreseen catastrophe.

Already active steps had been taken towards the defence of London.

Notwithstanding the serious defects in the mobilisation scheme, the 1st Army Corps, formed at Aldershot under Sir Evelyn Wood, and three cavalry brigades, were now in the field, while the other army corps were being rapidly conveyed southwards.

Independently of the Field Army, the Volunteers had mobilised, and were occupying the lines north and south of the metropolis. This force of Volunteer infantry consisted of 108,300 officers and men, of whom 73,000, with 212 guns, were placed on the line south of the Thames.

It stretched along the hills from Guildford in Surrey to Halstead in Kent, with intermediate concentration points at Box Hill and Caterham. At the latter place an efficient garrison had been established, consisting of 4603 of all ranks of the North London Brigade, 4521 of the West London, 5965 of the South London, 5439 of the Surrey, and 6132 of the Lancashire and Cheshire. This force was backed by eleven 16-pounder batteries of the 1st Norfolk from Yarmouth, the 1st Sussex from Brighton, the 1st Newcastle and the 2nd Durham from Seaham, and ten 40-pounder batteries of the 3rd and 6th Lancashire from Liverpool, the 9th Lancashire from Bolton, the 1st Cheshire from Chester, the 1st Cinque Ports from Dover, and the 2nd Cinque Ports from St. Leonards. At Halstead, on the left flank, there were massed about 20,470 Volunteer infantry, these being made up of the South Wales Brigade 4182, Welsh Border 5192, the North Midland 5225, and the South Midland 5970. The eleven 16-pounder batteries came from the Woolwich Arsenal, Monmouth, Shropshire, and Stafford Corps, and five 40-pounder batteries from the Preston Corps.

To Guildford 4471 infantry in the Home Counties Brigade and 4097 in the Western Counties were assigned, while the guns consisted of four 40-pounder batteries from the York and Leeds Corps, the 16-pounder batteries of the Fife, Highland, and Midlothian Corps being unable, as yet, to get south on account of the congested state of all the northern railways.

For this same reason, too, the force at Box Hill, the remaining post in the south line of defence, was a very weak one. To this the Volunteers assigned were mostly Scottish.

Of the Glasgow Brigade 8000 of all ranks arrived, with 4000 from the South of Scotland Brigade; but the Highland Brigade of 4400 men, all enthusiastically patriotic, and the 16-pounder batteries from Ayr and Lanark, were compelled, to their chagrin, to wait at their headquarters for several days before the railways — every resource of which was strained to their utmost limits — could move them forward to the seat of war.

The five heavy batteries of the Aberdeen and North York Corps succeeded in getting down to their place of concentration early, as likewise did the 16-pounder battery from Galloway. Volunteers also undertook the defences north of the metropolis, and a strong line, consisting of a number of provincial brigades, stretched from Tilbury to Brentwood and Epping.

The British Volunteer holds no romantic notions of death or glory, but is none the less prepared to do his duty, and is always ready to do anything, and to go anywhere. Every officer and every man of this great force which had mounted guard north and south of the Thames was resolved to act his part bravely, and, if necessary, lay down his life for his countrys honour.

At their posts on the Surrey Hills, ready at any moment to go into action, and firmly determined that no invader should enter the vast Capital of the World, they impatiently awaited the development of the situation, eager to face and annihilate their foreign foe.

Britannia had always been justly proud of her Volunteer forces, although their actual strength in time of invasion had never before been demonstrated. Now, however, the test which had been applied showed that, with an exception of rarest occurrence, every man had responded to this hasty call to arms, and that on active service they were as fearless and courageous as any body of Regulars ever put in the field.

Every man was alive to Britains danger; every man knew well how terrible would be the combat — the struggle that must result in either victory or death.

The double-headed Eagle had set his talons in British soil!


CHAPTER XIII.

FIERCE FIGHTING IN THE CHANNEL.
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IN THE CHANNEL disastrous events of a most exciting character were now rapidly occurring.

Outside Seaford Bay, Pevensey Bay, and off Brighton and the Mares at Cuckmere Haven, the enemys transports, having landed troops and stores, rode at anchor, forming a line of retreat in case of reverses, while many fast French cruisers steamed up and down, keeping a sharp lookout for any British merchant or mail steamers which, ignorant of the hostilities, entered the Channel.

The officers and crews of these steamers were in most cases so utterly surprised that they fell an easy prey to the marauding vessels, many being captured and taken to French ports without a shot being fired. Other vessels, on endeavouring to escape, were either overhauled or sunk by the heavy fire of pursuing cruisers. One instance was that of the fast mail steamer Carpathian, belonging to the Union Steamship Company, which, entering the Channel on a voyage from Cape Town to Southampton, was attacked off the Eddystone by the Russian armoured cruiser Gerzog Edinburskij. The panic on board was indescribable, over a hundred steerage passengers being killed or mutilated by the shells from the bow guns of the cruiser, and the captain himself being blown to atoms by an explosion which occurred when a shot struck and carried away the forward funnel. After an exciting chase, the Carpathian was sunk near Start Point, and of the five hundred passengers and crew scarcely a single person survived.

This terrible work of destruction accomplished, the Russian cruiser turned westward again to await further prey. As she steamed away, however, another ship rounded the Start following at full speed in her wake. This vessel, which was flying the British flag, was the barbette-ship Centurion. Already her captain had witnessed the attack and sinking of the Carpathian, but from a distance too great to enable him to assist the defenceless liner, and he was now on his way to attack the Tsars cruiser. Almost immediately she was noticed by the enemy. Half an hour later she drew within range, and soon the two ships were engaged in a most desperate encounter. The gunners on the Centurion, seeing the Russian cross flying defiantly, and knowing the frightful havoc already wrought on land by the enemy, worked with that pluck and indomitable energy characteristic of the Britisher. Shot after shot was exchanged, but hissed and splashed without effect until the ships drew nearer, and then nearly every shell struck home. The rush of flame from the quick-firing guns of the Centurion was continuous, and the firing was much more accurate than that of her opponent, nevertheless the latter was manipulated with remarkable skill.

The roar of the guns was deafening. Clouds of smoke rose so thickly that the vessels could scarcely distinguish each other. But the firing was almost continuous, until suddenly a shell struck the Centurion abaft the funnel, and for a moment stilled her guns.

This, however, was not for long, for in a few moments she recovered from the shock, and her guns were again sending forth shells with regularity and precision. Again a shell struck the Centurion, this time carrying away one of her funnels and killing a large number of men.

The British captain, still as cool as if standing on the hearthrug of the smoking-room of the United Service Club, took his vessel closer, continuing the fire, heedless of the fact that the Russian shells striking his ship were playing such fearful havoc with it. Every preparation had been made for a desperate fight to the death, when suddenly a shot struck the vessel, causing her to reel and shiver.

So well had the Russians directed their fire that the British vessel could not reply. One of her 29-tonners had been blown completely off its carriage, and lay shattered with men dead all around, while two of her quick-firing broadside guns had been rendered useless, and she had sustained other injuries of a very serious character, besides losing nearly half her men.

She was silent, riding to the swell, when wild exultant shouts in Russian went up from the enemys ship, mingling with the heavy fire they still kept up.

At that moment, however, even while the victorious shouts resounded, the captain of the Centurion, still cool and collected, swung round his vessel, and turning, touched one of the electric knobs at his hand. As he did so a long silvery object shot noiselessly from the side of the ship, and plunged with a splash into the rising waves.

Seconds seemed hours. For a whole three minutes the captain waited; then, disappointed, he turned away with an expression of impatience. The torpedo had missed its mark, and every moment lost might determine their fate. With guns still silent he again adroitly manœuvred his ship. Once again he touched the electric knob, and again a torpedo, released from its tube, sped rapidly through the water.

Suddenly a dull and muffled explosion from the Russian cruiser sounded. Above the dense smoke a flame shot high, with great columns of spray, as the guns suddenly ceased their thunder.

There was a dead stillness, broken only by the wash of the sea.

Then the smoke clearing showed the débris of the Gerzog Edinburskij fast sinking beneath the restless waters. Some splinters precipitated into the air had fallen with loud splashes in every direction, and amid the victorious shouts of the British bluejackets the disabled ship, with its fluttering Russian cross, slowly disappeared for ever, carrying down every soul on board.

The torpedo, striking her amidships, had blown an enormous hole right through her double bottom, and torn her transverse bulkheads away so much that her watertight doors were useless for keeping her afloat, even for a few minutes.

Partially crippled as she was, the Centurion steamed slowly westward, until at noon on the following day she fell in with a division of the Coastguard Squadron, which, acting under the fictitious telegraphic orders of the French spy, had been to Lands End, but which, now the enemy had landed, had received genuine orders from the Admiralty.

Compared with the number and strength of the French and Russian vessels mustered in the Channel, this force was so small as to appear ludicrous. To send this weak defending division against the mighty power of the invaders was sheer madness, and everybody on board knew it. The vessels were weaker in every detail than those of the enemy.

At full speed the British vessels steamed on throughout that day, until at 8 P.M., when about twenty miles south of Selsey Bill, they were joined by forces from the Solent. These consisted of the turret-ship Monarch, the turret-ram Rupert, the barbette-ship Rodney, the belted cruiser Aurora, and the coast defence armour-clads Cyclops and Gorgon, together with a number of torpedo boats. The night was calm, but moonless, and without delay the vessels all continued the voyage up Channel silently, with lights extinguished.

Two hours later the officers noticed that away on the horizon a light suddenly flashed twice and then disappeared.

One of the enemys ships had signalled the approach of the defenders!

This caused the British Admiral to alter his course slightly, and the vessels steamed along in the direction the light had shown.

In turrets and in broadside batteries there was a deep hush of expectation. Officers and men standing at their quarters scarcely spoke. All felt the fight must be most desperate.

Presently, in the far distance a small patch of light in the sky showed the direction of Brighton, and almost immediately the Admiral signalled to the cruisers Aurora, Galatea, and Narcissus, and the new battleship Hannibal, built under the 1894 programme, to detach themselves with six torpedo boats, and take an easterly course, in order to carry out instructions which he gave. These tactics caused considerable comment.

The orders were to make straight for Eastbourne, and to suddenly attack and destroy any of the hostile transports that were lying there, the object being twofold — firstly, to cut off the enemys line of retreat, and secondly, to prevent the vessels from being used for the purpose of landing further reinforcements.

Soon after 2 A.M. this gallant little division had, by careful manoeuvring, and assisted by a slight mist which now hung over the sea, rounded Beachy Head without being discovered, and had got outside Pevensey Bay about eight miles from land. Here a number of Russian transports and service steamers were lying, among them being the Samojed and Olaf, Krasnaya Gorka and Vladimir, with two smaller ones — the Dnepr and the Artelscik.

Silently, and without showing any lights, a British torpedo boat sped quickly along to where the dark outline of a ship loomed through the mist, and, having ascertained that it was the Olaf, drew up quickly.

A few minutes elapsed, all being quiet. Then suddenly a bright flash was followed by a fearful explosion, and the bottom of the Tsars vessel being completely ripped up by the torpedo, she commenced to settle down immediately, before any of those on board could save themselves. The enemy had scarcely recovered from their surprise and confusion when three other loud explosions occurred, and in each case transport vessels were blown up. British torpedo boats, darting hither and thither between the Russian ships, were dealing terrible blows from which no vessel could recover. So active were they, indeed, that within the space of fifteen minutes six transports had been blown up, as well as the first-class torpedo boat Abo. The loss of life was terrible.

Simultaneously with the first explosion, the guns of the Aurora, Galatea, and Narcissus thundered out a terrible salute. The bright search-lights of the Russian cruisers and of the battleship Navarin immediately swept the sea, and through the mist discerned the British ships. The lights served only to show the latter the exact position of the enemy, and again our guns belched forth shot and shell with disastrous effect.

Quickly, however, the Russian vessels replied. Flame flashed continuously from the turret of the Navarin and the port guns of the Opricnik and the Najezdnik, while the search-lights were at the same time shut off.

At first the fire was very ineffectual, but gradually as the vessels crept closer to each other the encounter became more and more desperate.

The Russian torpedo boats Vzryv, Vindava, and Kotlinj were immediately active, and the Narcissus had a very narrow escape, a Whitehead torpedo passing right under her bows, while one British torpedo boat, which at the same moment was endeavouring to launch its deadly projectile at the Navarin, was sent to the bottom by a single shot from the Najezdnik.

The combat was desperate and terrible. That the British had been already successful in surprising and sinking a torpedo boat and six of the hostile transports was true; nevertheless the number of Russian ships lying there was much greater than the British Admiral had anticipated, and, to say the least, the four vessels now found themselves in a most critical position.

The Navarin alone was one of the most powerful of the Tsars battleships, and, in addition to the seven cruisers and nine torpedo boats, comprised an overwhelming force.

Yet the English warships held their own, pouring forth an incessant fire. Each guns crew knew they were face to face with death, but, inspired by the coolness of their officers, they worked on calmly and indefatigably. Many of their shots went home with frightful effect. One shell which burst over the magazine of the Lieut. Iljin ripped up her deck and caused severe loss of life, while in the course of half an hour one of the heavy turret guns of the Navarin had been disabled, and two more Russian torpedo boats sunk. Our torpedo boat destroyers operating on the Channel seaboard were performing excellent work, the Havock, Shark, Hornet, Dart, Bruiser, Hasty, Teaser, Janus, Surly, and Porcupine all being manœuvred with splendid success. Several, however, were lost while sweeping out the enemys torpedo boat shelters, including the Ardent, Charger, Boxer, and Rocket.
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But the British vessels were now suffering terribly, hemmed in as they were by the enemy, with shells falling upon them every moment, and their decks swept by the withering fire of machine guns. Suddenly, after a shell had burst in the stern of the Aurora, she ceased firing and swung round, almost colliding with the Narcissus. Her steam steering-gear had, alas! been broken by the shot, and for a few moments her officers lost control over her.

A Russian torpedo boat in shelter behind the Navarin, now seeing its chance, darted out and launched its projectile.

The officers of the Aurora, aware of their danger, seemed utterly powerless to avert it. It was a terrible moment. A few seconds later the torpedo struck, the cruiser rose as if she had ridden over a volcano, and then, as she gradually settled down, the dark sea rolled over as gallant a crew as ever sailed beneath the White Ensign.

Immediately afterwards the Navarin exchanged rapid signals with a number of ships which were approaching with all speed from the direction of Hastings, and the captains of the three remaining British vessels saw that they had fallen into a trap.

The Narcissus had been drawn between two fires. Both her funnels had been shot away, two of her broadside guns were useless, and she had sustained damage to her engines; nevertheless, her captain, with the dogged perseverance of a British sailor, continued the desperate combat. With the first flush of dawn the fog had lifted, but there was scarcely sufficient wind to spread out the British ensign, which still waved with lazy defiance.

On one side of her was the ponderous Navarin, from the turret of which shells were projected with monotonous regularity, while on the other the British cruiser was attacked vigorously by the Najezdnik. The Narcissus, however, quickly showed the Russians what she could do against such overwhelming odds, for presently she sent a shot from one of her 20-ton guns right under the turret of the Navarin, causing a most disastrous explosion on board that vessel, while, at the same time, her 6-inch breechloaders pounded away at her second antagonist, and sank a torpedo boat manœuvring near.

Both the Galatea and the Hannibal were in an equally serious predicament. The enemys torpedo boats swarmed around them, while the cruisers Opricnik, Admiral Korniloff, Rynda, and several other vessels, kept up a hot, incessant fire, which was returned energetically by the British vessels.

The sight was magnificent, appalling! In the spreading dawn, the great ships manœuvring smartly, each strove to obtain points of vantage, and vied with each other in their awful work of destruction. The activity of the British torpedo boats, darting here and there, showed that those who manned them were utterly reckless of their lives. As they sped about, it was indeed marvellous how they escaped destruction, for the Russians had more than double the number of boats, and their speed was quite equal to our own.

Nevertheless the British boats followed up their successes by other brilliant deeds of daring, for one of them, with a sudden dash, took the Rynda off her guard, and sent a torpedo at her with awful result, while a few moments later two terrific explosions sounded almost simultaneously above the thunder of the guns, and it was then seen that the unprotected cruiser Asia, and the last remaining transport the Krasnaya Gorka, were both sinking.

It was a ghastly spectacle.

Hoarse despairing shrieks went up from hundreds of Russian sailors who fought and struggled for life in the dark rolling waters, and three British torpedo boats humanely rescued a great number of them. Many, however, sank immediately with their vessels, while some strong swimmers struck out for the distant shore. Yet, without exception, all these succumbed to exhaustion ere they could reach the land, and the long waves closed over them as they threw up their arms and sank into the deep.

During the first few minutes following this sudden disaster to the enemy the firing ceased, and the Navarin ran up signals. This action attracted the attention of the officers of the British vessels to the approaching ships, and to their amazement and dismay they discovered that they were a squadron of the enemy who had returned unexpectedly from the direction of Dover.

The British ships, in their half-crippled condition, could not possibly withstand such an onslaught as they knew was about to be made upon them, for the enemys reinforcements consisted of the steel barbette-ships Gangut, Alexander II., and Nicolai I., of the Baltic Fleet, the great turret-ship Petr Veliky, the Rurik, a very powerful central-battery belted cruiser of over ten thousand tons, two new cruisers of the same type that had been recently completed, the Enara and Ischma, with three other cruisers and a large flotilla of torpedo boats. Accompanying them were the French 10,000-ton armoured barbette-ship Magenta, the central-battery ship Richelieu, the armoured turret-ship Tonnerre, and the Hoche, one of the finest vessels of our Gallic neighbours Navy, as well as the torpedo cruisers Hirondelle and Fleurus, and a number of swift torpedo boats and catchers.

The captains of the British vessels saw that in the face of such a force defeat was a foregone conclusion; therefore they could do nothing but retreat hastily towards Newhaven, in the hope of finding the division of the British Coastguard Squadron which had gone there for the same purpose as they had rounded Beachy Head, namely, to destroy the enemys transports.

Without delay the three vessels swung round with all speed and were quickly headed down Channel, while the remaining attendant torpedo boats, noticing this sudden retreat, also darted away. This manœuvre did not, of course, proceed unchecked, the enemy being determined they should not escape. Signals were immediately made by the Alexander II., the flagship, and the Petr Veliky and Enara, being within range, blazed forth a storm of shell upon the fugitives. The shots, however, fell wide, and ricochetted over the water, sending up huge columns of spray; whereupon the Narcissus and Galatea replied steadily with their 6-inch guns, while the heavy guns of the Hannibal were also quickly brought into play.

In a few minutes the Magenta and Tonnerre with the Alger, Cécille, and Sfax, started in pursuit, and an intensely exciting chase commenced. The engines of the British vessels were run at the highest possible pressure, but the French ships proved several knots swifter. As they steamed at full speed around Beachy Head towards Seaford Bay the enemy gradually overhauled them. The brisk fire which was being kept up soon began to tell, for all three retreating ships had lost many men, and the scenes of bloodshed on board were frightful.

Eagerly the officers swept the horizon with their glasses to discover signs of friendly aid, but none hove in sight. All three ships were weak, their guns disabled, with whole guns crews lying dead around, and many of the officers had fallen. In strength, in speed, in armaments — in fact, in everything — they were inferior to their opponents, and they saw it was a question of sheer force, not one of courage.

They would either be compelled to surrender to the Tricolor, or deliberately seek the grave. With such a force bearing down upon them, escape seemed absolutely impossible.


CHAPTER XIV.

BATTLE OFF BEACHY HEAD.
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THE SUN AT last broke forth brilliantly, betokoning another blazing day.

Having regard to the fact that both the Channel Fleet and the reserve had been sent on futile errands by our enemys secret agent, and the superior forces against which the British had all along had to fight, they had most assuredly shown what tact and courage could effect.

Opposite the Belle Tout lighthouse a disaster occurred to the Narcissus. During the fight one of her engines had been injured, and this being now strained to its utmost limit had suddenly broken down altogether, with the result that the vessel gradually slackened speed, and the Sfax and Alger bore down quickly upon her, pouring into her a heavy fire from their 5-tonners. The reply was a weak one from her quick-firing guns, her heavy arms having nearly all been disabled.

Onward steamed the Galatea and Hannibal, keeping up a running fire with the four vessels pursuing them, while the two cruisers engaging the Narcissus continued their strenuous endeavours to silence her guns. The British sailors, however, still undaunted, quickly showed their opponents that all the arms workable would be brought into play by directing a most vigorous fire upon their pursuers, blowing away one of the funnels of the Alger, and disabling one of her large bow guns.

Just then, however, while the Narcissus was discharging a broadside, a torpedo boat crept under her stern and sent forth its submerged projectile. For a moment there was a hush of expectation, then a dull explosion sounded as the cruiser, apparently rent in twain, plunged stern foremost into the sea, and with her ensign still flying gradually disappeared without a soul on board being able to save himself.

Meanwhile the Galatea and Hannibal, with their torpedo boats, were sustaining serious injuries from the heavy bow fire, and there seemed every possibility that they too would share the same terrible fate as the Narcissus, when suddenly one of the officers of the Galatea discovered three vessels approaching. The demand was immediately hoisted, and responded to by both vessels running up private signals. With an expression of satisfaction he directed the attention of the captain to the fact, for the flags of the first-named vessel showed her to be the British turret-ship Monarch, and those of the second the great barbette-ship Rodney, while a moment later it was discerned that the third vessel was the Gorgon.

Even as they looked, other masts appeared upon the horizon, and then they knew relief was at hand. Both vessels ran up signals, while the men, encouraged by the knowledge that some powerful British ironclads were bearing down to their aid in indented line ahead, worked with increased vigour to keep the enemy at bay.

It was a fierce, sanguinary fight. Fire vomited from all the vessels battered works, and the scuppers ran with blood. The French vessels, having apparently also noticed the relief approaching, did not seem inclined to fight, but were nevertheless compelled, and not for a single instant did the firing from the attacked vessels cease. Their guns showed constant bursts of flame.

Soon, however, the Rodney drew within range. A puff of white smoke from her barbette, and the Cécille received a taste of her quick-firing guns, the shots from which struck her amidships, killing a large number of her men, and tearing up her deck. This was followed by deafening discharges from the four 25-ton guns of the Monarch, while the Gorgon and a number of other vessels as they approached all took part in the conflict, the engagement quickly becoming general. With great precision the British directed their fire, and the French vessels soon prepared to beat a retreat, when, without warning, a frightful explosion occurred on board the Hirondelle, and wreckage mingled with human limbs shot into the air amid a great sheet of flame.

The magazine had exploded! The scene on board the doomed vessel, even as witnessed from the British ships, was awful. Terrified men left their guns, and, rushing hither and thither, sought means of escape. But the boats had already been smashed by shots from the British cruisers, and all knew that death was inevitable.

The burning ship slowly foundered beneath them, and as they rushed about in despair they fell back into the roaring flames. A British torpedo boat rescued about a dozen; but presently, with a heavy list, the warship suddenly swung round, and, bow first, disappeared into the green sunlit sea, leaving only a few poor wretches, who, after struggling vainly on the surface for a few moments, also went down to the unknown.

The carnage was frightful. Hundreds of men were being launched into eternity, while upon the horizon both east and west dozens of ships of both invaders and defenders were rapidly approaching, and all would, ere long, try conclusions.

Before half an hour had passed, a fierce battle, as sanguinary as any in the worlds history, had commenced. The cruisers, acting as satellites to the battleships forming the two opposing fighting lines, had quickly commenced a series of fierce skirmishes and duels, all the most destructive engines of modern warfare being brought into play.

The division of our Channel Fleet that had at last returned consisted of the powerful battleship Royal Sovereign, flying the Admirals flag; the barbette-ships Anson, Howe, Camperdown, and Benbow; the turret-ships Thunderer and Conqueror; the cruisers Mersey, Terpsichore, Melampus, Tribune, Latona, Immortalité, and Barham; with the torpedo gunboats Spanker and Speedwell, and nineteen torpedo boats.

The forces of the invaders were more than double that of the British, for, in addition to the vessels already enumerated, the reinforcements consisted of the French battleships Amiral Baudin, Formidable, Amiral Duperré, Brennus, Tréhouart, Jemappes, Terrible, Requin, Indomptable, Caïman, Courbet, Dévastation, Redoubtable, and Furieux, together with nine cruisers, and thirty-eight torpilleurs de haute mer.

From the very commencement the fighting was at close quarters, and the storm of shot and shell caused death on every hand. With such an overwhelming force at his disposal, Admiral Maigret, the French commander, had been enabled to take up a position which boded ill for the defenders, nevertheless the British Admiral on board the Royal Sovereign was determined to exert every effort to repulse the enemy.

In the thick of the fight the great flagship steamed along, her compartments closed, her stokeholds screwed down, her four 67-ton guns hurling great shots from her barbettes, and her smaller arms pouring out a continuous deadly fire upon the French ship Indomptable on the one side, and the great Russian armoured cruiser Nicolai I. on the other. Upon the latter the British vessels shells played with a terribly devastating effect, bringing down the large forward mast and the machine guns in her fighting tops, and then, while the crew worked to get the wreckage clear, the Maxim, Nordenfelt, and Hotchkiss guns of the Royal Sovereign suddenly rattled out, sweeping with their metal hail her opponents deck, and mowing down those who were cutting adrift the fallen rigging. A moment later a shell struck one of the pair of guns in the Nicolais turret, rendering it useless, and then the captain of the Royal Sovereign, who had been standing in the conning-tower calmly awaiting his chance, touched three electric knobs in rapid succession. The engines throbbed, the great ship moved along at increasing speed through dense clouds of stifling smoke, and as she did so the captain shouted an order which had the effect of suddenly turning the vessel, and while her great barbette guns roared, the ram of the British vessel crashed into the broadside of the Tsars ship with a terrific impact which caused her to shiver from stem to stern.
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Then, as the big guns in her rear barbette thundered out upon the Indomptable, whose engines had broken down, she drew gradually back from the terrible breach her ram had made under the water-line of her opponent, and the latter at once commenced to sink. The force of the impact had been so great that the Russians hull was absolutely broken in two, and as the iron stretched and rent like paper, she heaved slowly over, turning turtle, and carrying down with her over three hundred officers and men.

The British captain now turned his attention to the French ship, which had been joined in the attack by the Brennus, the fire from whose 58-ton guns at close quarters played great havoc with the British flagships superstructure. A second later, however, the captain of the Royal Sovereign caught the Indomptable in an unguarded moment, and, springing towards one of the electric knobs before him, pressed it. This had the effect of ejecting a torpedo from one of the bow tubes, and so well directed was it that a few seconds later there was a deafening report, as part of the stern portion of the French ship was blown away, raising great columns of spray.

The situation was awful, and the loss of life everywhere enormous. Dense, blinding smoke, and the choking fumes of mélinite, obscured the sun, and in the darkness thus caused the flames from the guns shed a lurid light upon decks strewn with dead and dying. The cruisers and scouts by which our battleships were surrounded cut off many of the French torpedo boats, but a large number got right in among the fleet, and some terrible disasters were thus caused. Once inside the circle of British cruisers, all fire directed at the boats was as dangerous to our own ships as to the enemys boats.

The superiority of the French torpedo boats was, alas! keenly felt by the British, for in the course of the first hour five of our cruisers — the Terpsichore, Galatea, Melampus, Tribune, Mersey, the turret-ship Conqueror, and the battleships Hannibal and Rodney, had been blown up. As compared with these losses, those of the enemy were at this stage by no means small. The French had lost two cruisers and four torpedo boats, and the Russians one battleship, three cruisers, and six torpedo boats.

The British, with all these fearful odds against them, still continued a galling fire. The Camperdown, Anson, and Benbow, steaming together in line, belched a storm of shell from their barbettes, which caused wholesale destruction among the crowd of ships engaging them. Yet the withering fire of the enemy was telling terribly upon the comparatively small force of the defenders. Upon all three battleships the casualties were frightful, and on board each one or more of the heavy guns had been disabled. Suddenly a shot, penetrating a weak point in the armour of the Anson, entered her engine-room, disabling a portion of her machinery, while a moment later a shell from the Amiral Duperré fell close to her broadside torpedo discharge, and a fragment of the shell coming into contact with the striker of a torpedo, just as it was about to leave its tube, caused a terrific and disastrous explosion between the decks. The effect was horrifying. The torpedo contained over 70 lb. of gun-cotton, therefore the devastating nature of the explosion may be readily imagined. Over a hundred men were blown to atoms, and the whole six of the broadside guns were more or less disabled.

A second later, however, a shell from the Benbow struck the Amiral Duperré, carrying away the greater portion of her conning-tower, and killing her captain instantly, while almost at the same moment a torpedo from one of the British boats struck her bows with a frightful detonation, blowing an enormous hole in them. The catastrophe was complete. The crew of the doomed ship, panic-stricken, left their guns and commenced to launch the only two boats that remained uninjured; but ere this could be accomplished, the Tréhouart, which suddenly went astern, apparently to avoid a torpedo, crashed into her, with the result that she heeled right over and quickly disappeared.

The Camperdown, fighting fiercely with the Requin, the Terrible, and the Courbet, was suffering terrible damage from bow to stern; nevertheless her guns kept up an incessant torrent of shot, until suddenly, just after one of her shells had struck right under the turret of the Terrible, there was a deafening report, the air was filled with dense smoke, and the French ship, with her engines disabled, commenced to fill and sink.

A portion of the shell had penetrated to her magazine, and she had blown up, nearly half her crew being killed by the terrific force of the explosion. Many of the remaining men, however, scrambled on board the Caïman, which by some means had come into slight collision with her; but scarcely had the last terrified man left the sinking vessel, when the Camperdowns powerful ram entered the Caïmans bows, breaking her hull, and she also foundered, carrying down with her not only her own crew, but also the survivors of the Terrible.

This success was witnessed with satisfaction by the British Admiral, who nevertheless saw how seriously weakened was his force, and how critical was the position of his few remaining ships. Yet he remained quite cool, for the heavy guns of the steel monster in whose conning-tower he stood continued thundering forth their projectiles, and the White Ensign still loomed defiantly through the dense black smoke, fluttering in the freshening breeze that was now springing up.

Although a number of the enemys vessels had been sunk, he knew the issue must be fatal to his force, for they were now surrounded by a number of ships so vastly superior to them in armament and speed, that to die fighting was their only course.

Though the cockpits were full, true British indomitable courage was showing itself everywhere on board our ships. Officers by words of encouragement incited their men to splendid heroic deeds, and guns crews, with dark determined faces, seeing only death ahead, resolved to fight and struggle to the last for the honour of the Union Jack, which should never be surmounted by the Tricolor.

A moment later, the captain, standing with the Admiral, who had just entered the conning-tower of the Royal Sovereign, suddenly uttered a cry of dismay, and with transfixed, horrified gaze pointed with his finger to the sea.

Breathlessly the Admiral looked in the direction indicated.

Though one of the bravest men in the Navy, and on his breast he wore the Victoria Cross, his eyes fell upon a sight that appalled him.

It was a critical moment.

A small French vessel, the unarmoured cruiser Faucon, had crept up unnoticed. The attention of the British officers had been, until that moment, concentrated upon the three powerful battleships, the Requin, the Dévastation, and the Jemappes, which kept up their hot fire upon the flagship, causing terrible destruction. Now, however, the British Admiral saw himself surrounded by the enemy, and the sight which caused his heart to beat quickly was a distinct line of bubbles upon the water, advancing with terrific speed, showing that a torpedo had been ejected from the Faucon directly at his ship!

In the conning-tower all knew their danger, but not a man spoke. Both the Admiral and the captain at the same instant saw the death-dealing projectile advancing, and both retained their coolness and presence of mind. The captain, shouting an order, sprang back and touched one of the electric signals, which was instantly responded to.

It was the work of a second. The great engines roared and throbbed, and the huge vessel, propelled backwards by its 13,000 horse-power, swung steadily round just as the torpedo glanced off her bow obliquely. The crew of the Royal Sovereign had never been nearer death than at that instant. Had the ironclad not halted in her course, the striker of the torpedo would have come square upon her bows, and one of the finest vessels of the British Navy would have probably gone to the bottom.

The Faucon was not given an opportunity to make a second attempt. The captain of the Anson had witnessed how narrowly the British flagship had escaped, and immediately turned his great guns upon the little vessel, with the result that her quick-firing guns were quickly rendered useless, her hull was torn up like paper, and she slowly sank without offering resistance.

Shots came from the frowning barbettes of the Camperdown, Benbow, and the turrets of the Monarch rapidly, the damage and loss of life suffered by the enemy now being enormous. The three French battleships engaging the Royal Sovereign at close quarters received terrible punishment. One of the 75-ton guns of the Requin had been rendered useless, her deck had been torn up, and her bulwarks had been carried away, together with her funnel and forward mast. The rear barbette gun of the Jemappes had been thrown off its mounting, and a shell striking the port side battery, had burst against the forward bulkhead, and wrought horrible destruction among the guns crews.

The three powerful French vessels pouring their fire upon the British flagship, and finding themselves being raked by the heavy fire of their adversary, signalled the Tonnerre and Furieux to assist them. Both vessels drew nearer, and soon afterwards commenced pounding at the Royal Sovereign.

The Anson, however, noticed the dangerous position of the British flagship, and, having manoeuvred adroitly, succeeded in getting under way, and with her great forward guns thundering, she crashed her ram into the Furieux, and sank her, while almost at the same moment a torpedo, discharged from one of the British boats, struck the Tonnerre right amidships, dealing her a blow from which she could never recover. Five minutes later, the Gangut, fighting desperately at close quarters with the Camperdown, had part of her armoured casemate blown away, and the British battleship followed up this success by directing a torpedo at her in such a manner that, although she drew back quickly to avoid it, she nevertheless received it right under her stern. Some ammunition on board that vessel also exploded, and the effect was frightful, for fragments of wood, iron, and human bodies were precipitated in all directions.

The loss of life, although heavy on the British side, was nevertheless far greater on board the enemys ships. The continuity and precision of the British fire wrought awful destruction. Between the decks of many of the French and Russian ships the carnage was frightful. Among wrecked guns and mountings lay headless and armless bodies; human limbs shattered by shells were strewn in all directions upon decks slippery with blood. The shrieks of the dying were drowned by the roar and crash of the guns, the deafening explosion of shells, and the rending of iron and steel as the projectiles pierced armourplates, destroying everything with which they came in contact.

The noon had passed, and as the day wore on other catastrophes occurred involving further loss of life. One of these was the accidental ramming of the Sfax by the French battleship Redoubtable, which managed, however, to save the greater portion of the crew, although her engines broke down.

During the afternoon the fire from the British ships seemed to increase rather than diminish, notwithstanding each vessel flying the White Ensign fought more than one of the enemys ships, and in doing so constantly received shots that spread death and destruction between the decks. Still, amid the blinding smoke, the din of battle, and the constant roaring of the guns, British bluejackets with smoke-begrimed faces worked enthusiastically for the defence of Old England. Many heroic deeds were performed that memorable afternoon, and many a gallant hero was sent to an untimely grave.

On board the Royal Sovereign the destruction was frightful. By four oclock many of the guns had been disabled, half the crew had perished, and the decks ran with the life-blood of Britains gallant defenders. The captain had been struck upon the forehead by a flying fragment of shell, causing a fearful wound; yet, with his head enveloped in a hastily improvised bandage, he stuck to his post. He was engaging the Redoubtable and getting the worst of it, when suddenly, having manœuvred once or twice, he turned to his lieutenant, saying, Lay guns, ahead full speed, and prepare to ram. The officer addressed transmitted the order, and a few moments later, as her guns thundered forth, the bows of the Royal Sovereign entered the broadside of the French ship with a loud crash, ripping her almost in half.

Backing again quickly as the Redoubtable sank, she suddenly received a shock which made her reel and shiver. A shell from the Russian flagship had struck under her stern barbette, but, failing to penetrate the armour, glanced off into the sea.

Fiercer and more fierce became the fight. A well-directed shot from one of the 67-ton guns on the Ansons rear barbette struck the conning-tower of the Magenta, blowing it away, killing the captain and those who were directing the vessel.

The sun was sinking, but the battle still raged with unabated fury. Each side struggled desperately for the mastery. The British, fighting nobly against what had all along been overwhelming odds, had succeeded in sinking some of the enemys finest ships, and inflicting terrible loss upon the crews of the others; yet the British Admiral, on viewing the situation, was compelled to admit that he was outnumbered, and that a continuance of the struggle would inevitably result in the loss of other of his ships. There still remained three of the enemys vessels to each one of the British. His ships were all more or less crippled, therefore a successful stand against the still overwhelming force would be sheer madness. He was not the sort of man to show the white feather; nevertheless a retreat upon Portsmouth had now become a matter of policy, and the Royal Sovereign a few minutes later ran up signals intimating to the other vessels her intention.

As the British Squadron moved away down Channel the hoarse exultant shouts of the enemy filled the air. But the fighting became even more desperate, and for over an hour there was a most exciting chase. The running fire did little harm to the retreating ships, but their stern guns played terrible havoc with the French and Russian torpedo boats, which were picked off one after another with remarkable rapidity.

Off Littlehampton one of the Russian ships ran up signals, and immediately the enemys ships slackened. Apparently they had no desire to follow further west, for after a few parting shots they turned and stood away up Channel again, while the surviving ships of the British Squadron steamed onward in the blood-red track of the dying day.

At their head was the Royal Sovereign, battered, and bearing marks of the deadly strife; but bright against the clear, calm evening sky, the British flag, half of which had been shot away, still fluttered out in the cool breeze of sunset.

The British Lion had shown his teeth. Alas, that our Navy should have been so weak! Several of the ships had had their engines severely damaged or broken, but our margin of additional strength was so small that we had no vessels wherewith to replace those compelled to return to port.

The struggle in this, the first naval battle in the defence of our Empire, had been desperate, and the loss of life appalling.

The First Act of the most sanguinary drama of modern nations had closed.

What would be its dénouement?


BOOK II. THE STRUGGLE
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CHAPTER XV.

THE DOOM OF HULL.
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IN HULL FORTY-EIGHT long weary hours of anxious suspense and breathless excitement had passed. The night was dark, the sky overcast, and there was in the air that oppressive sultry stillness precursory of a storm.

Church clocks had chimed ten, yet most of the shops were still open, and the well-lighted streets of the drab old Yorkshire town were filled by a pale-faced, terror-stricken crowd surging down the thoroughfares towards the Victoria Pier. A panic had suddenly been created an hour before by the issue of an extra-special edition of the Hull evening paper, the Daily News, containing a brief telegram in large type, as follows: — 

The Coastguard at Donna Nook report that a strong force of Russian war vessels, including the turret-ship Sevastopol and the barbette-ships Sinope and Cizoi Veliky, have just hove in sight and are making for the Humber. Lloyds signal station on Spurn Point has also intimated that hostile ships coming from the south are lying-to just beyond the Lightship.

The papers sold more quickly than they could be printed, a shilling each being given for copies by the excited townspeople, who now, for the first time, suddenly realised that the enemy was upon them. Men and boys with bundles of limp papers, damp from the press, rushed along Whitefriargate, away in every direction into the suburbs, shouting the appalling intelligence in hoarse, strident tones that awoke the echoes of the quieter thoroughfares.

Now, even as purchasers of papers read the few lines of print under the dim uncertain light of street lamps, the dull booming of distant guns fell upon their ears, and the populace, wildly excited, made their way with one accord towards the Victoria Pier, to glean the latest news, and ascertain the true significance of the repeated firing.

Was Hull in danger? Would the enemy advance up the river and bombard the town? These all-important questions were on every ones tongue, and as the thousands of all classes rushed hither and thither, wild rumours of the enemys intentions spread and increased the horror.

Within an hour of the publication of the first intimation of the presence of the invaders the excitement had become intense, and the narrow streets and narrower bridges had become congested by a terror-stricken multitude. Time after time the thunder of heavy guns shook the town, causing windows to clatter, and the people standing on the pier and along the riverside strained their eyes into the cavernous darkness towards the sea. But they could discern nothing. Across at New Holland, two miles away, lamps twinkled, but the many lights — red, white, and green — that stud the broad river for the guidance of the mariner had, since the Declaration of War, been extinguished. The familiar distant lights that had never failed to shine seaward at Salt End and Thorngumbald no longer shed their radiance, and from the revolving lights at Spurn no stream of brilliancy now flashed away upon the rolling waters of the North Sea. The buoys had been cut adrift, the Bull Lightship taken from her moorings, and the entrance to Grimsby harbour was unillumined. Not a star appeared in the sky, for all was dark, black, and threatening. Through the hot, heavy atmosphere the roar of cannon came from the direction of Spurn Point, and as the sounds of the shots fell upon the ears of the anxious watchers, they stood aghast, wondering what would be their destiny.

The suspense was awful. Men, women, and children, with scared faces, stood in groups in the market-place, in Queen Street, and in High Street, discussing the situation. This question, however, was already engaging the attention of the municipal and military authorities, for on hearing the alarming news the Mayor, with shrewd promptitude, walked quickly to the Town Hall, and held a hurried informal consultation with Mr. Charles Wilson, Mr. Arthur Wilson, Mr. Richardson, Major Wellsted, Alderman Woodhouse, and a number of aldermen and councillors. All knew the town was in peril. The enemy could have but one object in entering the Humber. Yet it was agreed that no steps could be taken at such brief notice to defend the place. The guardship Edinburgh had been withdrawn to form part of the squadron upon which they would be compelled to rely, with the batteries at Paull and the submarine mines.

It was evident by the firing that an attack upon the British Squadron had commenced. The shadow of impending disaster had fallen.

Working men, hurrying towards the pier, stopped their leader, Mr. Millington, and tried to learn what was being done, while many of the leading townsfolk were thronged around for information, and were centres of excited groups in Whitefriargate. The boatmen, sharply questioned on every hand, were as ignorant of the state of affairs as those seeking information, so nothing could be done except to wait.

Women and children of the middle and upper classes, regardless of their destination, were being hurried away by anxious fathers. Every train leaving Hull was filled to overflowing by those fleeing from the advance of the Russians, and on the roads inland to Beverley, Selby, and Market Weighton crowds of every class hurried away to seek some place of safety.

Suddenly, just before eleven oclock, the thousands anxiously peering over the wide, dark waters saw away on the bank, three miles distant, two beams of white light, which slowly swept both reaches of the river.

They were the search-lights of the battery at Paull. Scarcely had the bright streaks shone out and disappeared when they were followed by a terrific cannonade from the forts, and then, for the first time, those standing on the Victoria Pier could discern the enemys ships. How many there were it was impossible at that moment to tell, but instantly their guns flashed and thundered at the forts in reply. Far away seaward could also be heard low booming. The enemys vessels were creeping carefully up the Humber, being compelled to take constant soundings on account of the removal of the buoys, and evidently guided by foreign pilots who had for years been permitted to take vessels up and down the river.

Moments dragged on like hours, each bringing the town of Hull nearer its fate. The people knew it, but were powerless. They stood awaiting the unknown.

The Russian force, besides the three vessels already mentioned, included the armoured cruiser Dimitri Donskoi, the central-battery ship Kniaz Pojarski, the cruiser Pamyat Merkuriya, two of the new armoured cruisers, Mezen and Syzran, of the Rurik type, the corvette Razboynik, the torpedo gunboats Griden and Gaidamak, and the armoured gunboat Gremyastchy, with several torpedo boats.

The manner in which they had manœuvred to pass Spurn Point and ascend the river was remarkable, and astounded the officers in the forts at Paull. They, however, were not aware that each captain of those vessels possessed a copy of the British secret code and other important information compiled from the documents filched from the body of the Admiralty messenger by the Count von Beilstein at the Mariners Rest at Deal!

The possession of this secret knowledge, which was, of course, unknown to our Admiralty, enabled the captains of the Russian vessels to evade sunken hulks and other obstructions, and take some of their ships slowly up the river, bearing well on the Lincolnshire coast, so as to keep, until the last moment, out of the range of the search-lights at Paull. Then, on the first attack from the batteries, they suddenly replied with such a hail of shell, that from the first moment it was clear that the strength of the fort with its obsolete guns was totally inadequate.

The roar of the cannonade was incessant. Amid the deafening explosions the townspeople of Hull rushed up and down the streets screaming and terrified. Suddenly a great shell fell with a dull thud in Citadel Street, close to a crowd of excited women, and exploding a second later, blew a number of them to atoms, and wrecked the fronts of several houses.

This served to increase the panic. The people were on the verge of madness with fright and despair. Thousands seized their money and jewellery and fled away upon the roads leading to the country. Others hid away their valuables, and preferred to remain; the crisis had come, and as Britons they determined to face it.

While the Russian ships, lying broadside-on in positions carefully selected to avoid the electro-contact mines, poured their terrible fire upon the land battery at Paull, their torpedo boats darted hither and thither with extraordinary rapidity. Several were sunk by shots from the battery, but four piquet boats in the darkness at last managed to creep up, and after searching, seized the cable connecting the mines with the Submarine Mining Station at Paull.

This was discovered just at the critical moment by means of one of the British search-lights, and upon the hostile boats a frightful cascade of projectiles was poured by the quick-firing guns of the battery.

But it was, alas, too late! The cable had been cut. To the whole of the wires a small electric battery had in a moment been attached, and as the guns of the fort crashed out there were a series of dull explosions under the bed of the river across the channel from Foul Holme Sand to Killingholme Haven, and from Paull Coastguard Station to the Skitter.

The dark water rose here and there. The whole of the mines had been simultaneously fired!

Cheers rang out from the Russian vessels, sounding above the heavy cannonade. The destruction of this most important portion of the defences of the Humber had been accomplished by the boats just at the very instant when they were shattered by British shells, and ere the waters grew calm again the last vestige of the boats had disappeared. The officers at Paull worked on with undaunted courage, striving by every means in their power to combat with the superior forces. In a measure, too, they were successful, for such havoc did the shells play with the gunboat Gremyastchy that she slowly foundered, and her crew were compelled to abandon her. A portion of the men were rescued by the Syzran, but two boatloads were precipitated into the water, and nearly all were drowned. Two of the big guns of the Dimitri Donskoi were disabled, and the loss of life on several of the ships was considerable. Nevertheless the firing was still incessant. Time after time the 9-ton guns of the Kniaz Pojarski and the four 13½-tonners of the Mezen threw their terrible missiles upon the defences at Paull with frightful effect, until at length, after a most desperate, stubborn resistance on the part of the British commander of the battery, and after half the defending force had been killed, the guns suddenly ceased.

Both land and sea defences had been broken down! The Russians were now free to advance upon Hull!

Not a moment was lost. Ten minutes after the guns of Paull had been silenced, the enemys ships, moving very cautiously forward, opened a withering fire upon the town.

The horrors of that bombardment were frightful. At the moment of the first shots, fired almost simultaneously from the two big guns of the Syzran, the panic became indescribable. Both shells burst with loud detonations and frightfully devastating effect. The first, striking one of the domes of the Dock Office, carried it bodily away, at the same time killing several persons; while the other, crashing upon the Exchange, unroofed it, and blew away the colossal statue of Britannia which surmounted the parapet on the corner. Surely this was an omen of impending disaster!
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Ere the horrified inhabitants could again draw breath, the air was rent by a terrific crash, as simultaneously flame rushed from the guns of the Kniaz Pojarski, the Pamyat Merkuriya, and the Mezen, and great shells were hurled into the town in every direction. The place trembled and shook as if struck by an earthquake, and everywhere walls fell and buildings collapsed.

Long bright beams of the search-lights swept the town and neighbouring country, lighting up the turbulent streets like day, and as the crowds rushed headlong from the river, shot and shell struck in their midst, killing hundreds of starving toilers and unoffending men, women, and children.

Lying off Salt End, the Cizoi Veliky, which had now come up the river in company with two torpedo boats, poured from her barbette a heavy fire upon the Alexandra Dock and Earles shipbuilding yard, while the other vessels, approaching nearer, wrought terrible destruction with every shot in various other parts of the town. In the course of a quarter of an hour many streets were impassable, owing to the fallen buildings, and in dozens of places the explosion of the mélinite shells had set on fire the ruined houses.

Missiles hurled from such close quarters by such heavy guns wrought the most fearful havoc. Naturally, the Russian gunners, discovering the most prominent buildings with their search-lights, aimed at them and destroyed many of the public edifices.

Among the first prominent structures to topple and fall was the Wilberforce Monument, and then, in rapid succession, shots carried away another dome of the Dock Office, and the great square towers of St. Johns and Holy Trinity Churches. The gaudily gilded equestrian statue of King William III. was flung from its pedestal and smashed by a heavy shot, which entered a shop opposite, completely wrecking it; and two shells, striking the handsome offices of the Hull Banking Company at the corner of Silver Street, reduced the building to a heap of ruins. Deadly shells fell in quick succession in Paragon Street, and at the North-Eastern Railway Station, where the lines and platforms were torn up, and the Station Hotel, being set on fire, was soon burning fiercely, for the flames spread unchecked here, as in every other quarter. Church spires fell crashing into neighbouring houses, whole rows of shops were demolished in Whitefriargate, High Street, and Saville Street, and roads were everywhere torn up by the enemys exploding missiles.

Not for a moment was there a pause in this awful work of destruction; not for a moment was the frightful massacre of the inhabitants suspended. The enemys sole object was apparently to weaken the northern defences of London by drawing back the Volunteer battalions to the north. There was no reason to bombard after the fort had been silenced, yet they had decided to destroy the town and cause the most widespread desolation possible.

Flame flashed from the muzzles of those great desolating guns so quickly as to appear like one brilliant, incessant light. Shells from the Cizoi Veliky fell into the warehouses around the Alexandra Dock, and these, with the fine new grain warehouses on each side of the river Hull, were blazing furiously with a terrible roar. High into the air great tongues of flame leaped, their volume increased by the crowd of ships in the dock also igniting in rapid succession, shedding a lurid glare over the terrible scene, and lighting up the red, angry sky. The long range of warehouses, filled with inflammable goods, at the edge of the Albert and William Wright Docks, were on fire, while the warehouses of the Railway Dock, together with a large number of Messrs. Thomas Wilsons fine steamers, were also in flames. Such a hold had the flames obtained that no power could arrest them, and as the glare increased it was seen by those flying for their lives that the whole of the port was now involved.

The great petroleum stores of the Anglo-American Company, struck by a shell, exploded a few moments later with a most terrific and frightful detonation which shook the town. For a moment it seemed as if both town and river were enveloped in one great sheet of flame, then, as blazing oil ran down the gutters on every side, fierce fires showed, and whole streets were alight from end to end.

Hundreds of persons perished in the flames, hundreds were shot down by the fragments of flying missiles, and hundreds more were buried under falling ruins. Everywhere the roar of flames mingled with the shrieks of the dying. Shells striking the Royal Infirmary burst in the wards, killing many patients in their beds, and setting fire to the building, while others, crashing through the roof of the Theatre Royal, carried away one of the walls and caused the place to ignite. One shot from the 13-ton gun of the Syzran tore its way into the nave of Holy Trinity Church, and, exploding, blew out the three beautiful windows and wrecked the interior, while another from the same gun demolished one of the corner buildings of the new Market Hall. The handsome tower of the Town Hall, struck by a shell just under the dial, came down with a frightful crash, completely blocking Lowgate with its débris, and almost at the same instant a shot came through the dome of the Council Chamber, totally destroying the apartment.

The Mariners Hospital and Trinity House suffered terribly, many of the inmates of the former being blown to pieces. One shot completely demolished the Savings Bank at the corner of George Street, and a shell exploding under the portico of the Great Thornton Street Chapel blew out the whole of its dark façade. Another, striking the extensive premises of a firm of lead merchants at the corner of Brook and Paragon Streets, swept away the range of buildings like grass before the scythe.

In the Queens, Humber, Victoria, and Princes Docks the congested crowd of idle merchant ships were enveloped in flames that wrapped themselves about the rigging, and, crackling, leaped skyward. The Orphanage at Spring Bank, the Artillery Barracks, and Wilberforce House were all burning; in fact, in the course of the two hours during which the bombardment lasted hardly a building of note escaped.

The houses of the wealthy residents far away up Spring Bank, Anlaby and Beverley Roads, and around Pearsons Park, had been shattered and demolished; the shops in Saville Street had without exception been destroyed, and both the Cannon Street and Pier Stations had been completely wrecked and unroofed.

Soon after two oclock in the morning, when the Russian war vessels ceased their thunder, the whole town was as one huge furnace, the intense heat and suffocating smoke from which caused the Russian Admiral to move his vessels towards the sea as quickly as the necessary soundings allowed.

The glare lit the sky for many miles around. The immense area of great burning buildings presented a magnificent, appalling spectacle.

It was a terrible national disaster — a frightful holocaust, in which thousands of lives, with property worth millions, had been wantonly destroyed by a ruthless enemy which Britains defective and obsolete defences were too weak to keep at bay — a devastating catastrophe, swift, complete, awful.


CHAPTER XVI.

TERROR ON THE TYNE.
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ENGLAND WAS THRILLED, dismayed, petrified. The wholesale massacre at Eastbourne and the terrible details of the bombardment of Hull had spread increased horror everywhere throughout the land.

Terror reigned on the Tyneside. Hospitals, asylums, and public institutions, crowded with affrighted inmates, had no food to distribute. In Newcastle, in Shields, in Jarrow, and in Gateshead the poor were idle and hungry, while the wealthy were feverishly apprehensive. A Sabbath quiet had fallen on the great silent highway of the Tyne. In those blazing days and breathless nights there was an unbroken stillness that portended dire disaster.

In the enormous crowded districts on each side of the river the gaunt spectre Starvation stalked through the cheerless homes of once industrious toilers, and the inmates pined and died. So terrible was the distress already, that domestic pets were being killed and eaten, dogs and cats being no uncommon dish, the very offal thrown aside being greedily devoured by those slowly succumbing to a horrible death. Awful scenes of suffering and blank despair were being witnessed on every side.

Three days after the enemy had ascended the Humber and dealt such a decisive blow at Hull, the port of South Shields was suddenly alarmed by information telegraphed from the Coastguard on Harton Down Hill, about a mile south of the town, to the effect that they had sighted a number of French and Russian ships.

Panic at once ensued. The broad market-place was filled by a terror-stricken crowd of townspeople, while the seafaring population surged down King Street and Ocean Road, across the park to the long South Pier at the entrance to the Tyne, eager to reassure themselves that the enemy had no designs upon their town.

In the dull red afterglow that lit up the broad bay of golden sand between Trow Point and the pier, a huge vessel suddenly loomed dark upon the sky line, and, as she approached, those watching anxiously through glasses made her out as the great steel turret-ship Lazare Carnot, flying the French Tricolor. Immediately following her came a number of cruisers, gunboats, and torpedo boats. They included the Dimitri Donskoi, the Kniaz Pojarski, the Pamyat Merkuriya, the Mezen, the Syzran, the Griden, and the Gaidamak, all of which had taken part in the attack on Hull, while they had now been joined by the French battleships Masséna and Neptune, the small cruisers Cosamo, Desaix, DEstaing, Coetlogon, and Lalande, the torpedo gunboats Iberville, Lance, Léger, and Fléche, and the gun-vessels Etoile, Fulton, Gabes, Sagittaire, and Vipère, with a large number of torpedo boats and catchers, in addition to those which were at Hull.

As the vessels steamed onward at full speed, the people rushed from the pier back again into the town in wild disorder, while the Coastguard at Spanish Battery on the north shore of the estuary, having now discovered the presence of the menacing ships, at once telegraphed the intelligence up to Newcastle, where the most profound sensation was immediately caused. The news spread everywhere, and the people on the Tyneside knew that the hand of the oppressor was upon them.

Suddenly, without warning, smoke tumbled over the bows of the Lazare Carnot. There was a low boom, and one of the ponderous guns in her turret sent forth an enormous shell, which struck the battery at Trow Point, blowing away a portion of a wall.

A moment later the battery replied with their 9-tonners, sending forth shot after shot, most of which, however, ricochetted away over the glassy sea. It was the signal for a fight which quickly became desperate.

In a few moments half a dozen of the ships lay broadside on, and the great guns of the Masséna and Neptune, with those of four other vessels, opened a terrible fire upon the fort, casting their shells upon the British gunners with frightful effect.

In the battery the Armstrong disappearing guns were worked to their utmost capacity, and the shots of the defenders played havoc with the smaller craft, three torpedo boats and a catcher being sunk in as many minutes.

Meanwhile the Active, Bonaventure, Cambrian, Canada, and Archer of the Reserve Squadron, now on its way from the north of Scotland in consequence of orders from the Admiralty having reached it, rounded Sharpness Point, and steamed full upon the enemys ships.

The conflict was fierce, but quickly ended.

Heavy fire was kept up from the fort at Tynemouth, from Spanish Battery, from Trow Battery, and from several new batteries with disappearing guns between the Groyne and the quarry at Trow, that had been constructed and manned since the mobilisation by Volunteers, consisting of the 1st Newcastle Volunteer Engineers, the 3rd Durham Volunteer Artillery, and the 4th Durham Light Infantry from Newcastle. Nevertheless the assistance received by the British ships from the land was of but little avail, for a Russian torpedo boat sent forth its messenger of death at the third-class cruiser Canada, blowing her up, while the engines of both the Active and Bonaventure were so seriously damaged as to be practically useless. Rapid signalling by the semaphore at Spanish Battery had placed the defenders on the alert, and although the British were suffering so heavily on account of their minority, still the enemy were everywhere feeling the effect of the hot and unexpected reception.

Before half an hour had passed two Russian gunboats had been torpedoed, and the French cruiser DEstaing, having caught fire, was burning furiously, many of her crew perishing at their guns.
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The Lazare Carnot and the Masséna, heedless of the fire from the shore, steamed at half speed across the estuary until they were opposite the Tynemouth Battery, when they suddenly opened fire, being quickly joined by six French and Russian cruisers. In the meantime the contact mines were being blown up by piquet boats, who, although suffering heavily from the fire from the shore, nevertheless continued their task. It was then seen how utterly inadequate were the defences of the Tyne, and what negligence had been displayed on the part of the War Office in not providing at Tynemouth adequate means of warding off or successfully coping with an attack.

From behind the tall grey lighthouse a few guns were thundering, but in face of the overwhelming force at sea it was but a sorry attempt. One shot from the battery severely damaged the superstructure of the Lazare Carnot, another cut through the funnel of the Neptune, carrying it away, and a third entering the magazine of one of the small cruisers caused it to explode with serious loss of life. Yet the devastating effect of the enemys shells on the obsolete defences of Tynemouth was appalling.

Enclosed in the fortifications were the crumbling ruins of the ancient Priory, with its restored chapel, a graveyard, and an old Castle that had been converted into artillery barracks. As flame and smoke rushed continuously from the barbettes, turrets, and broadsides of the hostile ships, the shots brought down the bare, dark old walls of the Priory, and, crashing into the Castle, played havoc with the building. The lantern of the lighthouse, too, was carried away, probably by a shot flying accidentally wide, and every moment death and desolation was being spread throughout the fort. Such a magnificent natural position, commanding as it did the whole estuary of the Tyne, should have been rendered impregnable, yet, as it remained in 1894, so it stood on this fatal day, a typical example of War Office apathy and shortsightedness.

Its guns were a mere make-believe, that gave the place an appearance of strength that it did not possess. In the North Battery, on the left side, commanding a broad sweep of sea beyond Sharpness, only one gun, a 64-pounder, was mounted, the remaining five rotting platforms being unoccupied! At the extreme point, to command the mouth of the river, a single 5-tonner was placed well forward with great ostentation, its weight, calibre, and other details having been painted up in conspicuous white letters, for the delectation of an admiring public admitted to view the Priory. The South Battery, a trifle stronger, was, nevertheless, a sheer burlesque, its weakness being a disgrace to the British nation. In fact, in the whole of the battery the upper defences had long been known to experts to be obsolete, and the lower ones totally inadequate for the resistance they should have been able to offer.

Was it any wonder, then, that the shells of the enemy should cause such frightful destruction? Among the British artillerymen there was no lack of courage, for they exerted every muscle in their gallant efforts to repulse the foe. Yet, handicapped as they were by lack of efficient arms and properly constructed fortifications, their heroic struggles were futile, and they sacrificed their lives to no purpose. The deadly hail from the floating monsters swept away the whole of the ancient Priory walls, demolishing the old red brick barracks, blowing up the Castle gateway, wrecking the guardroom, and igniting the Priory Chapel. The loss of life was terrible, the whole of the men manning the 5-ton gun pointing seaward having been killed by a single shell that burst among them, while everywhere else men of the Royal Artillery, and those of the Tynemouth Volunteer Artillery, who were assisting, were killed or maimed by the incessant rain of projectiles.

Night clouds gathered black and threatening, and it appeared as if the enemy were carrying all before them. The French battleship Neptune, seeing the guns of all three batteries had been considerably weakened, was steaming slowly into the mouth of the Tyne, followed by the Russian cruiser Syzran, when suddenly two terrific explosions occurred, shaking both North and South Shields to their very foundations. High into the air the water rose, and it was then seen that two submarine mines had been exploded simultaneously by electric current from the Tynemouth Battery, and that both vessels had been completely blown up. Such was the force of the explosion, that the hull of the Neptune, a great armour-clad of over ten thousand tons, had been ripped up like paper, and of her crew scarcely a man escaped, while the cruiser had been completely broken in half, and many of her crew blown to atoms. Scarcely had this success of the defenders been realised when it was followed by another, for a second later a British torpedo boat succeeded in blowing up with all hands the French torpedo gunboat Lance.

These reverses, however, caused but little dismay among the invaders, for ere long the British cruisers had been driven off, the guns at Trow had been silenced, while those at Spanish Battery and Tynemouth could only keep up a desultory fire. Then, in the falling gloom, ship after ship, guided by foreign pilots, and carefully evading a number of hulks that had been placed near the estuary, entered the Tyne, pouring forth their heavy monotonous fire into North Shields and South Shields. Skilfully as the despairing defenders managed their submarine mines, they only succeeded in destroying three more of the enemys ships, the French torpedo gunboats Iberville and Cassini and the cruiser Desaix, the crews perishing.

Not for a moment was there a cessation of the cannonade as the smaller ships of the enemy advanced up the river, and the damage wrought by their shells was enormous. Tynemouth had already suffered heavily, many of the streets being in flames. The tower of St. Saviours Church had fallen, the conspicuous spire of the Congregational Chapel had been shot away, the Piers Office had been reduced to ruins, and the long building of the Royal Hotel completely wrecked. The houses facing Percy Park had in many cases been shattered, a shell exploding under the archway of the Bath Hotel had demolished it, and the handsome clock tower at the end of the road had been hurled down and scattered.

Slackening opposite the Scarp, the gunboats and cruisers belched forth shot and shell upon North Shields, aiming first at the more conspicuous objects, such as the Sailors Home, the Custom House, the tall tower of Christ Church, and the Harbour Masters office, either totally destroying them or injuring them irreparably, while the houses on Union Quay and those in Dockway Square and in adjoining streets, from the gasometers down to the Town Hall, were also swept by shells. Resistance was made from Fort Clifford on the one side of the town, from a position occupied by a battery of the Durham Volunteer Artillery, who had mounted guns on the hill behind Smiths Yard, and also by the submarine mines of the Tyne Division Volunteer Miners; but it was most ineffectual, and, when night fell, hundreds of terror-stricken persons had been killed, and the town was on fire in dozens of places, the flames illuminating the sky with their lurid brilliancy.

In South Shields tragic scenes were being enacted. Shells flying about the town from the river on the one side and the sea on the other exploded in the streets, blowing unfortunate men, women, and children into atoms, wrecking public buildings, and setting fire to the cherished homes of the toilers. The congested blocks of buildings around Panash Point were one huge furnace; the Custom House, the River Police Station, and the Plate Glass Works were wrecked, while a shell exploding in one of the petroleum tanks on the Commissioners Wharf caused it to burst with fearful effect. The queer old turret of St. Hildas fell with a crash, the Church of St. Stephen was practically demolished, and the school in the vicinity unroofed. The dome of the Marine School was carried bodily away; nothing remained standing of the Wouldhave Memorial Clock but a few feet of the square lower structure, and the Ingham Infirmary being set on fire, several of the patients lost their lives. Amid this frightful panic, Lieut.-Col. Gowans and Major Carr of the 3rd Durham Artillery, the Mayor, Mr. Readhead, Alderman Rennoldson, Councillors Lisle, Marshall, and Stainton, the Town Clerk, Mr. Hayton, and the Rev. H. E. Savage, were all conspicuous for the coolness they displayed. Courage, however, was unavailing, for South Shields was at the mercy of the invaders, and all defence was feeble and futile. Hundreds of the townspeople were killed by flying fragments of shells, hundreds more were buried in the débris of tottering buildings, while those who survived fled horror-stricken with their valuables away into the country, beyond the range of the enemys fire.

The horrors of Hull were being repeated. The streets ran with the life-blood of unoffending British citizens.

As evening wore on, the invaders came slowly up the Tyne, heedless of the strenuous opposition with which they were met by Volunteer Artillery, who, having established batteries on various positions between Shields and Newcastle, poured a hot fire upon them. Advancing, their terrible guns spread death and destruction on either bank.

The crowds of idle shipping in the great Tyne Dock at South Shields, and those in the Albert Edward and Northumberland Docks on the north bank, together with the staiths, warehouses, and offices, were blazing furiously, while the Tyne Commissioners great workshops, Edwards Shipbuilding Yard, and many other factories and shipbuilding yards, were either set on fire or seriously damaged.

Many of the affrighted inhabitants of North Shields sought refuge in the railway tunnel, and so escaped, but hundreds lost their lives in the neighbourhood of Wallsend and Percy Main.

Shells fell in Swinburnes brass foundry at Carville, destroying the buildings, together with the Carville Hotel and the railway viaduct between that place and Howdon.

The Wallsend Railway Station and the Theatre of Varieties were blown to atoms, and the houses both at High and Low Walker suffered severely, while opposite at Jarrow enormous damage was everywhere caused. At the latter place the 1st Durham Volunteer Engineers rendered excellent defensive service under Lieut.-Col. Price and Major Forneaux, and the Mayor was most energetic in his efforts to insure the safety of the people. A submarine mine had been laid opposite Hebburn, and, being successfully exploded, blew to atoms the French gunboat Gabes, and at the same time seriously injured the propeller of the cruiser Cosamo. This vessel subsequently broke down, and a second mine fired from the shore destroyed her also. Nevertheless the invaders steadily advanced up the broad river, blowing up obstacles, dealing decisive blows, and destroying human life and valuable property with every shot from their merciless weapons.

The panic that night in Newcastle was terrible. The streets were in a turmoil of excitement, for the reports from Tynemouth had produced the most intense alarm and dismay. On receipt of the first intelligence the Free Library Committee of the City Council happened to be sitting, and the chairman, Alderman H. W. Newton, the popular representative of All Saints North, formally announced it to his colleagues, among whom was the Mayor. The committee broke up in confusion, and an excited consultation followed, in which Councillors Durnford, Fitzgerald, and Flowers, with Alderman Sutton, took part. Capt. Nicholls, the Chief Constable, Major A. M. Potter of the 1st Northumberland Artillery, Lieut.-Col. Angus of the 1st Newcastle Volunteer Artillery, Lieut.-Col. Palmer and Major Emley of the Volunteer Engineers, Mr. Hill Motum, and Mr. Joseph Cowen also entered the room and engaged in the discussion.

At such a hasty informal meeting, nothing, however, could be done. The Mayor and Councillors were assured by the Volunteer officers that everything possible under the circumstances had been arranged for the defence of the Tyne. Property worth millions was at stake, and now that the news had spread from mouth to mouth the streets around the Town Hall were filled with crowds of excited, breathless citizens, anxious to know what steps were being taken to insure their protection.

So loudly did they demand information, that the Mayor was compelled to appear for a moment and address a few words to them, assuring them that arrangements had been made which he hoped would be found adequate to repel the foe. This appeased them in a measure, and the crowd dispersed; but in the other thoroughfares the excitement was intensified, and famished thousands rushed aimlessly about, many going out upon the High Level and Low Level Bridges and straining their eyes down the river in endeavour to catch a glimpse of the enemy.

Heavy and continuous firing could be heard as the dark evening dragged on, and presently, just before nine oclock, the anxious ones upon the bridges saw the flash of guns as the invading vessels rounded the sharp bend of the river at the ferry beyond Rotterdam Wharf.

The sight caused the people to rush panic-stricken up into the higher parts of Newcastle or across the bridges into Gateshead, and from both towns a rapid exodus was taking place, thousands fleeing into the country. From gun-vessels, torpedo gunboats, and cruisers, shot and shell poured in continuous streams into the wharves, shipping, and congested masses of houses on either bank.

The houses along City Road, St. Lawrence Road, Quality Row, and Byker Bank, on the outskirts of Newcastle, suffered severely, while shots damaged the great Ouseburn Viaduct, wrecked St. Dominics Roman Catholic Chapel, and blew away the roof of the new Board School, a prominent feature of the landscape.

Several shells fell and exploded in Jesmond Vale. One burst and set fire to the Sandyford Brewery, and one or two falling in Portland Road caused widespread destruction and terrible loss of life. The London and Hamburg Wharves, with the shipping lying near, were soon blazing furiously, and all along Quay Side, right up to the Guildhall, shops and offices were every moment being destroyed and swept away. New Greenwich and South Shore on the Gateshead side were vigorously attacked, and many shots fired over the Salt Marshes fell in the narrow thoroughfares that lie between Sunderland Road and Brunswick Street.

Upon the enemys ships the Volunteer batteries on the commanding positions on either side of the high banks poured a galling fire, one battery at the foot of the Swing Bridge on the Gateshead side effecting terrible execution. Their guns had been well laid, and the salvoes of shell played about the French gun-vessels and torpedo boats, causing frightful destruction among the crews. Both Newcastle and Gateshead, lying so much higher than the river, were in a certain measure protected, and the high banks afforded a wide command over the waterway. At various points, including the entrances to the High Level Bridge, at the Side, the Close, New Chatham, and the Rabbit Banks, the Volunteers had opened fire, and were keeping up a terrible cannonade. The dark river reflected the red light which flashed forth every moment from gun muzzles, while search-lights from both ships and shore were constantly streaming forth, and the thunder of war shook the tall factory chimneys to their very foundations.

Heedless of the strenuous opposition, the invading ships kept up a vigorous fire, which, aimed high, fell in the centre of Newcastle with most appalling effect. In the midst of the crowds in Newgate and Pilgrim Streets shells exploded, blowing dozens of British citizens to atoms and tearing out the fronts of shops. One projectile, aimed at the strangely shaped tower of St. Nicholas Cathedral, struck it, and swept away the thin upper portion, and another, crashing into the sloping roof of the grim, time-mellowed relic Black Gate, shattered it, and tore away part of the walls.

The old castle and the railway bridge were also blown up in the earlier stages of the bombardment, and the square tower of St. Johns fell with a sudden crash right across the street, completely blocking it. From end to end Grainger Street was swept by French mélinite shells, which, bursting in rapid succession, filled the air with tiny flying fragments, each as fatal as a bullet fired from a rifle. The French shell is much more formidable than ours, for, while the latter breaks into large pieces, the former is broken up into tiny and exceedingly destructive fragments.

In the midst of this terrible panic a shot cut its way through the Earl Grey Monument, causing it to fall, many persons being crushed to death beneath the stones, while both the Central Exchange and the Theatre Royal were now alight, shedding a brilliant glare skyward.

At this time, too, the whole of Quay Side was a mass of roaring, crackling flames, the thin spire of St. Marys Roman Catholic Cathedral had been shot away, Bainbridges great emporium was blazing furiously, and the Art Club premises had taken fire. One shot had fallen at the back of the Town Hall, and torn an enormous hole in the wall, while another, entering the first floor of the County Hotel, had burst with awful force, and carried away the greater part of its gloomy façade.

In the Central Station opposite, dozens of shells had exploded, and it was now on fire, hopelessly involved together with the adjoining Station Hotel. The grey front of the imposing Chronicle building had been wrecked by a shell that had descended upon the roof, and a row of dark old-fashioned houses in Eldon Square had been demolished.

The same fate had been shared by the Co-operative Wholesale Societys warehouse, the Fish Market, the Journal office, and both the Crown and Métropole Hotels at the bottom of Clayton Street.

Yet the firing continued; the terrified citizens were granted no quarter. The Royal Arcade was blown to atoms, the new red brick buildings of the Prudential Assurance Company were set on fire, and were blazing with increasing fury. The building of the North British and Mercantile Assurance Company, the Savings Bank at the corner of Newgate Street, and the Empire Theatre were wrecked. Along New Bridge Street dozens of houses were blown to pieces, several fine residences in Ellison Place were utterly demolished and blocked the roadway with their débris, and the whole city, from the river up to Brandling Village, was swept time after time by salvoes of devastating shots. Rows of houses fell, and in hundreds the terrified people were massacred. Away over the Nuns Moor shells were hurled and burst, and others were precipitated into the great Armstrong works at Elswick.

Suddenly, in the midst of the incessant thunder, a series of terrific explosions occurred, and the great High Level Bridge collapsed, and fell with an awful crash into the Tyne. The enemy had placed dynamite under the huge brick supports, and blown them up simultaneously. A few moments later the Swing Bridge was treated in similar manner; but the enemy, under the galling fire from the Volunteer batteries, were now losing frightfully. Many of the new guns at the Elswick works were brought into action, and several ironclads in the course of construction afforded cover to those desperately defending their homes.

But this blow of the invaders had been struck at a most inopportune moment, and was evidently the result of an order that had been imperfectly understood. It caused them to suffer a greater disaster than they had anticipated. Six torpedo boats and two gun-vessels had passed under the bridge, and, lying off the Haughs, were firing into the Elswick works at the moment when the bridges were demolished, and the débris, falling across the stream, cut off all means of escape.
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The defenders, noticing this, worked on, pounding away at the hostile craft with merciless monotony, until one after another the French and Russians were blown to atoms, and their vessels sank beneath them into the dark, swirling waters.

While this was proceeding, two mines, one opposite Hill Gate, at Gateshead, and the other near the Rotterdam Wharf, on the Newcastle side, were fired by the Volunteer Engineers, who thus succeeded in blowing up two more French gunboats, while the battery at the foot of the Swing Bridge sank two more torpedo boats, and that in front of the Chemical Works at Gateshead sent a shell into the vitals of one of the most powerful torpedo gunboats, with the result that she blew up.

Everywhere the enemy were being cut to pieces.

Seeing the trap into which their vessels had fallen above the ruined bridges, and feeling that they had caused sufficient damage, they turned, and with their guns still belching forth flame, steamed at half speed back again towards the sea.

But they were not allowed to escape so easily, for the mines recently laid by the Volunteers were now brought into vigorous play, and in the long reach of the river between High Walker and Wallsend no fewer than six more of the enemys gun and torpedo boats had their bottoms blown out, and their crews torn limb from limb.

Flashed throughout the land, the news of the enemys repulse, though gained at such enormous loss, excited a feeling of profound satisfaction.

The injury inflicted on the invaders had been terrible, and from that attack upon the Tyne they had been hurled reeling back the poorer by the loss of a whole fleet of torpedo and gun boats, one of the most effective arms of their squadrons, while the sea had closed over one of Frances proudest battleships, the Neptune, and no fewer than four of her cruisers.

The surviving vessels, which retreated round the Black Middens and gained the open sea, all more or less had their engines crippled, and not half the men that had manned them escaped alive.

They had wrought incalculable damage, it is true, for part of Newcastle was burning, and the loss of life had been terrible; yet they were driven back by the Volunteers desperately vigorous fire, and the lives of many thousands in Newcastle and Gateshead had thus been saved at the eleventh hour by British patriots.

Alas, it was a black day in Englands history!

Was this to be a turning-point in the wave of disaster which had swept so suddenly upon our land?


CHAPTER XVII.

HELP FROM OUR COLONIES.
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DAYS PASSED — dark, dismal, dispiriting. Grim-visaged War had crushed all joy and gaiety from British hearts, and fierce patriotism and determination to fight on until the bitter end mingled everywhere with hunger, sadness, and despair. British homes had been desecrated, British lives had been sacrificed, and through the land the invaders rushed ravaging with fire and sword.

Whole towns had been overwhelmed and shattered, great tracts of rich land in Sussex and Hampshire had been laid waste, and the people, powerless against the enormous forces sweeping down upon them, had been mercilessly mowed down and butchered by Cossacks, whose brutality was fiendish. Everywhere there were reports of horrible atrocities, of heartless murders, and wholesale slaughter of the helpless and unoffending.

The situation, both in Great Britain and on the Continent, was most critical. The sudden declaration of hostilities by France and Russia had resulted in a great war in which nearly all European nations were involved. Germany had sent her enormous land forces over her frontiers east and west, successfully driving back the French along the Vosges, and occupying Dijon, Chalons-sur-Saône, and Lyons. Valmy, Nancy, and Metz had again been the scenes of sanguinary encounters, and Chaumont and Troyes had both fallen into the hands of the Kaisers legions. In Poland, however, neither Germans nor Austrians had met with such success. A fierce battle had been fought at Thorn between the Tsars forces and the Germans, and the former, after a desperate stand, were defeated, and the Uhlans, dragoons, and infantry of the Fatherland had swept onward up the valley of the Vistula to Warsaw. Here the resistance offered by General Bodisco was very formidable, but the city was besieged, while fierce fighting was taking place all across the level country that lay between the Polish capital and the Prussian frontier. Austrians and Hungarians fought fiercely, the Tyrolese Jägers displaying conspicuous bravery at Brody, Cracow, Jaroslav, and along the banks of the San, and they had succeeded up to the present in preventing the Cossacks and Russian infantry from reaching the Carpathians, although an Austrian army corps advancing into Russia along the Styr had been severely cut up and forced to retreat back to Lemberg.

Italy had burst her bonds. Her Bersaglieri, cuirassiers, Piedmontese cavalry, and carabiniers had marched along the Corniche road into Provence, and, having occupied Nice, Cannes, and Draguigan, were on their way to attack Marseilles, while the Alpine infantry, taking the road over Mont Cenis, had, after very severe fighting in the beautiful valley between Susa and Bardonnechia, at last occupied Modane and Chambéry, and now intended joining hands with the Germans at Lyons.

France was now receiving greater punishment than she had anticipated, and even those members of the Cabinet and Deputies who were responsible for the sudden invasion of England were compelled to admit that they had made a false move. The frontiers were being ravaged, and although the territorial regiments remaining were considered sufficient to repel attack, yet the Army of the Saône had already been cut to pieces. In these circumstances, France, knowing the great peril she ran in prolonging the invasion of Britain, was desperately anxious to make the British sue for peace, so that she could turn her attention to events at home, and therefore, although in a measure contravening International Law, she had instructed her Admirals to bombard British seaports and partially-defended towns.

Although the guns of the hostile fleet had wrought such appalling havoc on the Humber, on the Tyne, and along the coast of Kent and Sussex, nevertheless the enemy had only secured a qualified success. The cause of all the disasters that had befallen us, of the many catastrophes on land and sea, was due to the wretchedly inadequate state of our Navy, although the seven new battleships and six cruisers commenced in 1894 were now complete and afloat.

Had we possessed an efficient Navy the enemy could never have approached our shores. We had not a sufficient number of ships to replace casualties. Years behind in nearly every essential point, Britain had failed to give her cruisers either speed or guns equal in strength to those of other nations. Our guns were the worst in the world, no fewer than 47 vessels still mounting 350 old muzzleloaders, weapons discarded by every other European Navy.

For years it had been a race between the hare and the tortoise. We had remained in dreamy unconsciousness of danger, while other nations had quickly taken advantage of all the newly-discovered modes of destruction that make modern warfare so terrible.

Notwithstanding the odds against us in nearly every particular, the British losses had been nothing as compared with those of the enemy. This spoke much for British pluck and pertinacity. With a force against them of treble their strength, British bluejackets had succeeded in sinking a number of the finest and most powerful ships of France and Russia. France had lost the Amiral Duperré, a magnificent steel vessel of eleven thousand tons; the Neptune and Redoutable, a trifle smaller; the Tonnerre, the Terrible, the Furieux, the Indomptable, the Caïman, all armoured ships, had been lost; while the cruisers DEstaing, Sfax, Desaix, Cosamo, Faucon, the despatch-vessel Hirondelle, the gunboats Iberville, Gabes, and Lance, and eleven others, together with sixteen torpedo boats and numbers of transports, had been either blown up, burned, or otherwise destroyed.

The losses the Russians had sustained, in addition to the many transports and general service steamers, included the great steel cruiser Nicolai I., the vessels Gerzog Edinburgskij, Syzran, Rynda, Asia, Gangut, Kranaya Gorka, Olaf, and the torpedo boat Abo, with eight others.

The destruction of this enormous force had, of course, not been effected without an infliction of loss upon the defenders, yet the British casualties bore no comparison to those of the enemy. True, the armoured turret-ship Conqueror had, alas! been sacrificed; the fine barbette-ships Centurion and Rodney had gone to the bottom; the splendid first-class cruiser Aurora and the cruiser Narcissus had been blown up; while the cruisers Terpsichore, Melampus, Tribune, Galatea, and Canada, with a number of torpedo boats and catchers, had also been destroyed, yet not before every crew had performed heroic deeds worthy of record in the worlds history, and every vessel had shown the French and Russians what genuine British courage could effect.

Still the invaders were striking swift, terrible blows. On the Humber and the Tyne the loss of life had been appalling. The bombardment of Brighton, the sack of Eastbourne, and the occupation of the Downs by the land forces, had been effected only by wholesale rapine and awful bloodshed, and Britain waited breathlessly, wondering in what direction the next catastrophe would occur.

Such newspapers as in these dark days continued to appear reported how great mass meetings were being held all over the United States, denouncing the action of the Franco-Russian forces.

In New York, Chicago, Washington, Philadelphia, Boston, San Francisco, and other cities, resolutions were passed at enormous demonstrations by the enthusiastic public, demanding that the United States Government should give an immediate ultimatum to France that unless she withdrew her troops from British soil, war would be declared against her.

Special sittings of Congress were being held daily at Washington for the purpose of discussing the advisability of such a step; influential deputations waited upon the President, and all the prominent statesmen were interviewed by the various enterprising New York journals, the result showing a great preponderance of feeling that such a measure should be at once taken.

In British colonies throughout the world the greatest indignation and most intense excitement prevailed. Already bodies of Volunteers were on their way from Australia and Cape Town, many of the latter, under Major Scott, having already been in England and shot as competitors at Bisley. From India a number of native regiments had embarked for Southampton, but the Northern frontier stations had been strengthened in anticipation of a movement south by Russia, and the French Indian possessions, Pondichéry and Karikal, were occupied by British troops.

An expedition from Burmah had crossed the Shan States into Tonquin, and with the assistance of the British Squadron on the China Station had, after hard fighting, occupied a portion of the country, while part of the force had gone farther south and commenced operations in French Cochin-China by a vigorous attack on Saigon.

Armed British forces had also landed in Guadaloupe and Martinique, two of the most fertile of the West Indian Islands, and St. Bartholomew had also been occupied by West Indian regiments.

On the outbreak of hostilities intense patriotism spread through Canada, and from the shores of Lake Superior away to far Vancouver a movement was at once made to assist the Mother Country. In Quebec, Montreal, Ottawa, Toronto, and Kingston mass meetings were held, urging the Dominion Government to allow a force of Volunteers to go to England without delay; and this universal demand was the more gratifying when it was remembered that more than a quarter of the population were themselves French. Nevertheless the knowledge that Britain was in danger was sufficient to arouse patriotism everywhere, and within a few days 20,000 Volunteers were enrolled, and these, before a fortnight had passed, were on their way to Liverpool. Great was the enthusiasm when, a few days later, to the strains of Rule, Britannia, the first detachment landed in the Mersey, and as they marched through the crowded streets, the people, delighted at this practical demonstration of sympathy, wrung the hands of the patriots of the West. Vessel after vessel, escorted by British cruisers, arrived at the landing-stage, and discharged their regiments of men to whom the knowledge of Britains danger had been sufficient incentive to induce them to act their part as Britons. Then, when the last vessel had arrived, they were formed into a brigade, and set out to march south in the direction of Birmingham.

Meanwhile a great loan was being floated in Australia and the United States. The former colony had but recently passed through a serious financial crisis, but in America a sum of no less than £200,000,000 was taken up, although the issue only continued a few days. In Wall Street the excitement was intense, and the struggle to invest was desperate. No such scenes had ever been witnessed within the memory of the oldest member of the Stock Exchange, for financiers were determined to assist the greatest Power on earth; indeed, apart from the sound security offered, they felt it their duty to do so. Melbourne, Sydney, Brisbane, and Calcutta all contributed in more or less degree, and the loan immediately proved the most successful ever floated.

To Britain on every side a helping hand was outstretched, and, irrespective of politics and party bickerings, assistance was rendered in order that she might crush her enemies. Britannia gathered her strength, and armed herself for the fierce combat which she knew must decide the destiny of her glorious Empire.

London, starving, terror-stricken, and haunted continually by apprehensions of an unknown doom, was in a state of restlessness both night and day. Food supplies had failed, the cheapest bread was sold at 3s. 8d. a small loaf, and neither fish nor meat could be purchased.

In the City the panic was frightful. Business was paralysed, hundreds were being ruined daily, and after the first sensation and headlong rush on the Stock Exchange, transactions remained at a standstill. Then suddenly, when the seriousness of the situation was fully understood, there was a run on the banks.

Crowds, eager and clamouring, surrounded the Bank of England, and establishments in Lombard Street and elsewhere, with cheques in their hands, demanding their deposits in gold. Although weak and half-starved, they desired their money in order to flee and take with them all they possessed before the enemy swept down upon London.

Day and night in all the City banks the cashiers were kept paying out thousands upon thousands in hard shining gold. The clink of coin, the jingle of scales, and the eager shouts of those feverishly anxious for their turn, and fearing the resources would not hold out, formed a loud incessant din.

As the days passed, and the run on the banks continued, one after another of the establishments, both in the City and the West End, unable to withstand the heavy withdrawals, were compelled to close their doors. Many were banks of such high reputation that the very fact of being a depositor was a hall-mark of a mans prosperity, while others were minor establishments, whose business was mainly with small accounts and middle-class customers. One by one they failed to fulfil their obligations, and closed; and the unfortunate ones, including many women who had not been able to struggle successfully to get inside, turned away absolutely ruined!

In the West End the starving poor had formed processions, and marched through Mayfair and Belgravia demanding bread, while Anarchists held council in front of the blackened ruins of the National Gallery, and the Unemployed continued their declamatory oratory on Tower Hill. The starving thousands from the East End ran riot in the aristocratic thoroughfares of Kensington, and, heedless of the police, — who were, in fact, powerless before such superior numbers, — residences of the rich were entered and searched for food, and various acts of violence ensued. The cellars of clubs, hotels, and private houses were broken open and sacked, granaries were emptied, wholesale grocery warehouses were looted, and flour mills searched from roof to basement. If they could not obtain food, they said, they would drink. A desperate starving crowd then forced an entry to the wine vaults at the Docks, and swallowed priceless vintages from pewter pots. Hogsheads of port and sherry were carried up into the streets, and amid scenes of wild disorder were tapped and drunk by the excited and already half-intoxicated multitude.

For days London remained at the mercy of a drunken, frenzied rabble. Murder and incendiarism were committed in every quarter, and many serious and desperate conflicts occurred between the rioters and the law-abiding patriotic citizens.

Enthusiasm was displayed by even the latter, when an infuriated mob one night surrounded Albert Gate House, the French Embassy, and, breaking open the door, entered it, and flung the handsome furniture from the windows.

Those below made a huge pile in the street, and when the whole of the movable effects had been got out, the crowd set fire to them, and also to the great mansion, at the same time cheering lustily, and singing Rule, Britannia, as they watched the flames leap up and consume both house and furniture.

The servants of the Embassy had fortunately escaped, otherwise they would no doubt have fared badly at the hands of the lawless assembly.

When the fire had burned itself out, however, a suggestion was spread, and the mob with one accord rushed to the Russian Embassy in Chesham Place.

This house was also entered, and the furniture flung pell-mell from the windows, that too large to pass through being broken up in the rooms, and the fragments thrown to the shouting crowd below.

Chairs, tables, ornaments, mirrors, bedding, kitchen utensils, and crockery were thrown out, carpets were taken up, and curtains and cornices torn down by ruthless denizens of Whitechapel and Shoreditch, who, maddened by drink, were determined to destroy everything belonging to the countries which had brought disaster upon them.

Presently, when nearly all the furniture had been removed, some man, wild-haired and excited, emerged into the street, with a great flag he had discovered in one of the attics. With a shout of delight he unfurled it. It was a large yellow one, upon which was depicted a huge black double eagle; the flag that had been hoisted at the Embassy on various State occasions.

Its appearance was greeted by a fearful howl of rage, and the infuriated people, falling upon the man who waved it, tore it into shreds, which they afterwards cast into the bonfire they had made for the Ambassadors furniture.

From the archives the secret papers and reports of spies were taken, and, being torn into fragments, were scattered from an upper window to the winds, until at last, men, snatching up flaring brands from the huge bonfire, rushed into the dismantled mansion, and, having poured petroleum in many of the apartments, ignited them.

Flames quickly spread through the house, belching forth from the windows, and, ascending, had soon burst through the roof, illuminating the neighbourhood with a bright, fitful glare. The mob, as the flames leaped up and crackled, screamed with fiendish delight. From thousands of hoarse throats there went up loud cries of Down with the Tsar! Down with Russia! And as the great bonfire died down, and the roof of the Embassy collapsed with a crash, causing the flames to shoot higher and roar more vigorously, they sang with one accord, led by a man who had mounted some railings, the stirring British song, The Union Jack of Old England.

Although the colonies had shown how zealously they were prepared to guard the interests of the Mother Country, their public spirit was eclipsed by the spontaneous outburst of patriotism which occurred in Ireland. Mass meetings were being held in Belfast, Dublin, Cork, Waterford, Limerick, Londonderry, Sligo, Armagh, Dundalk, Newry, and dozens of other places, at which men of all grades of society unanimously decided by resolution to raise Volunteer regiments to take arms against the foe.

The knowledge of Britains danger had aroused the patriotic feelings of the people, and they were determined to give their sovereign a proof of their allegiance, cost what it might.

The movement was a general one. Nationalists and Unionists vied in their eagerness to demonstrate their love for the Empire, and that part of it which was now in danger.

Already the Irish Reserve forces had been mobilised and sent to their allotted stations. The 3rd Irish Rifles from Newtownards, the 5th Battalion from Downpatrick, and the 6th from Dundalk, were at Belfast under arms; the Donegal Artillery from Letterkenny had already gone to Harwich to assist in the defence of the east coast; and both the Londonderry and Sligo Artillery had gone to Portsmouth; while the 3rd Irish Fusiliers from Armagh were at Plymouth, and the 4th Battalion from Cavan had left to assist in the defence of the Severn.

Whatever differences of political opinion had previously existed between them on the question of Home Rule, were forgotten by the people in the face of the great danger which threatened the Empire to which they belonged. The national peril welded the people together, and shoulder to shoulder they marched to lay down their lives, if necessary, in the work of driving back the invader.

Within six days of this spontaneous outburst of patriotism, 25,000 Irishmen of all creeds and political opinions were on their way to assist their English comrades. As might have been expected, the greater number of these Volunteers came from the North of Ireland, but every district sent its sons, eager to take part in the great struggle. At the great meetings held at Dublin, Belfast, Cork, Limerick, Wexford, Waterford, Strabane, Newtown-Stewart, Downpatrick, Ballymena, and dozens of other places all over the country, from the Giants Causeway to Cape Clear, and from Dublin to Galway Bay, the most intense enthusiasm was shown, and men signed their names to the roll in hundreds, many subscribing large sums to defray the cost of equipment and other expenses. Each passenger or mail boat from Larne to Stranraer, from Dublin to Holyhead, every steamer from Belfast to Whitehaven and Liverpool, brought over well-armed contingents of stalwart men, who, after receiving hearty receptions of the most enthusiastic and flattering description, were moved south to Stamford in Lincolnshire as quickly as the disorganised railway service would allow.

The object of the military authorities in concentrating them at this point was to strengthen the great force of defenders now marching south. Detraining at Stamford, the commanding officer had orders to march to Oundle, by way of Kings Cliffe and Fotheringhay, and there remain until joined by a brigade of infantry with the Canadians coming from Leicestershire. The great body of men at length mustered, answered the roll, and marched through the quiet old-world streets of Stamford, and out upon the broad highway to Kings Cliffe on the first stage of their journey.

It was early morning. In the sunlight the dew still glistened like diamonds on the wayside, as regiment after regiment, with firm, steady step, and shouldering their rifles, bravely passed away through the fields of ripe uncut corn, eager to unite with a force of Regulars, and strike their first blow for their countrys liberty.

Sturdy fishermen from the rough shores of Donegal marched side by side with townsmen and artisans from Dublin, Belfast, and Limerick; sons of wealthy manufacturers in Antrim and Down bore arms with stalwart peasantry from Kerry and Tipperary; while men whose poor but cherished cabins overlooked Carlingford Lough, united with fearless patriots from Carlow, Wexford, and Waterford.

Since they landed on English soil, they had met with a boundless welcome.

In the rural districts the distress was not yet so great as in the larger towns; consequently at Kings Cliffe, when the first detachment halted for rest in the long straggling street of the typical English village, the bells of the quaint old church were rung, and villagers gave their defenders bread, cheese, and draughts of ale. While the men were standing at ease and eating heartily, two officers entered Baileys, the village grocery store, which served as post office, and received a cipher telegraphic despatch. They emerged into the roadway immediately, and their faces showed that some unforeseen event had occurred. A third officer was summoned, and a hurried and secret consultation took place as they stood together opposite the Cross Keys Inn.

But can we do it? queried the youngest of the trio, aloud, pulling on his gloves, and settling the hang of his sword.

The grave elder man, commander of the brigade, glanced quickly at his watch, with knit brows.

Do it? he replied, with a marked Irish accent. We must. Itll be a dash for life; but the boys are fresh, and as duty calls, we must push onward, even though we may be marching to our doom. Go, he said to the youngest of his two companions, tell them we are moving, and that our advance guard will reach them at the earliest possible moment.

The young lieutenant hurried over to the little shop, and as he did so the colonel gave an order, and a bugle awoke the echoes of the village.

Quick words of command sounded down the quaint, ancient street, followed by the sharp click of arms. Again officers voices sounded loud and brief, and at the word March! the great body of stern loyalists moved onward over the bridge, and up the School Hill on to the long winding road which led away through Apesthorpe and historic Fotheringhay to Oundle.

The message from the front had been immediately responded to, for a few minutes later the excited villagers stood watching the rearguard disappearing in the cloud of dust raised by the heavy tread of the thousand feet upon the white highway.
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CHAPTER XVIII.

RUSSIAN ADVANCE IN THE MIDLANDS.
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THROUGH THE LAND the grey-coated hordes of the White Tsar spread like locusts — their track marked by death and desolation.

Both French and Russian troops had taken up carefully selected positions on the Downs, and, backed by the enormous reinforcements now landed, were slowly advancing. Every detail of the surprise invasion had apparently been carefully considered, for immediately after the fierce battle off Beachy Head a number of French and Russian cruisers were despatched to the Channel ports in order to threaten them, so as to prevent many of the troops in Hampshire, Dorset, and Devon from moving to their place of assembly. Consequently large bodies of British troops were compelled to remain inactive, awaiting probable local attacks.

Meanwhile the invaders lost no time in extending their flanks preparatory to a general advance, and very quickly they were in possession of all the high ground from Polegate to Steyning Down, while Cossack patrols were out on the roads towards Cuckfield and West Grinstead, and demonstrations were made in the direction of Horsham, where a strong force of British troops had hastily collected.

As the long hot days passed, the Volunteers forming the line of defence south of London had not been idle. A brigade of infantry had been pushed forward to Balcombe, and with this the British were now watching the high ground that stretched across to Horsham.

The advance of the enemy had not, of course, been accomplished without terrible bloodshed. A division of the Regulars from Parkhurst, Portsmouth, and Winchester, which had been hurried down to Arundel to occupy a strong defensive position near that town, had come into contact with the enemy, and some desperate fighting ensued. Outposts had been thrown across the river Arun, and about midnight a patrol of the 2nd Cavalry Brigade from Petersfield, supported by infantry, had been suddenly attacked close to Ashington village. Under a vigorous fire they were unfortunately compelled to fall back fighting, and were almost annihilated, for it was only then ascertained that the enemy were moving in great force, evidently with the intention of obtaining possession of the heights as far as Cocking, West Dean, and Chichester, and so threaten Portsmouth from the land.

The survivors of this cavalry patrol succeeded in recrossing the Arun, but their losses were exceedingly heavy.

At daybreak the enemy were visible from Arundel, and shot and shell were poured into them from the batteries established along the hills to Houghton. So heavy was the British fire that the Russians were compelled to seek cover, and their advance in this direction was, for this time, checked.

The defenders, although occupying an excellent position, were, however, not sufficiently strong to successfully cope with the onward rush of invaders, and could do little else beyond watching them.

On the other hand, the Russians, displaying great tactical skill, and led by men who had thoroughly studied the geography of the South of England, had gained a distinct advantage, for they had secured their left flank from attack, so that they could now advance northward to Horsham and Balcombe practically unmolested.

The first general movement commenced at noon, when an advance was made by two enormous columns of the enemy, one of which proceeded by way of Henfield and Partridge Green and the other by Cooksbridge and Keynes, the third column remaining in Sussex to protect the base of operations. Meanwhile, Horsham had been occupied by a portion of the 2nd division of the 1st Army Corps with a 12-pounder, a 9-pounder field battery, and a field company of the Royal Engineers, and had been placed in a state of hasty defence. Walls had been loopholed, fences had been cut down, and various preparations made for holding the town.

Our forces were, nevertheless, sadly lacking in numbers. A cavalry patrol of one of our flying columns was captured by Cossacks at Cowfold, and the neglect on the part of the commander of this column to send out his advance guard sufficiently far, resulted in it being hurled back upon the main body in great disorder. Then, seeing the success everywhere attending their operations, the invaders turned their attention to the British line of communication between Horsham and Arundel, and succeeded in breaking it at Billinghurst and at Petworth.

Fierce fighting spread all over Sussex, and everywhere many lives were being sacrificed for Britain. The defenders, alas! with their weak and totally inadequate forces, could make but a sorry stand against the overwhelming masses of French and Russians, yet they acted with conspicuous bravery to sustain the honour of their native land. Villages and towns were devastated, rural homes were sacked and burned, and everywhere quiet, unoffending, but starving Britons were being put to the sword.

Over Sussex the reign of terror was awful. The pastures were stained by Britons life-blood, and in all directions our forces, though displaying their characteristic courage, were being routed. At Horsham they were utterly defeated after a fierce and bloody encounter, in which the enemy also lost very heavily; yet the cause of the British reverse was due solely to a defective administration. Hurriedly massed in the town from Aldershot by way of Guildford, they had, owing to the short-sighted policy of the War Office, arrived without a sufficient supply of either transport or ammunition. Night was falling as they detrained, and in the hopeless confusion battalion commanders could not find their brigade headquarters, and brigadiers could not find their staff.

This extraordinary muddle resulted in the fresh troops, instead of being sent forward to reinforce the outposts, being kept in town, while the jaded, ill-fed men, who had already been on the alert many hours, were utterly unable to resist the organised attack which was made before daybreak.

Though they made a gallant stand and fought on with desperate determination, yet at last the whole of them were driven back in confusion, and with appalling loss, upon their supports, and the latter, who held out bravely, were at last also compelled to fall back upon their reserves. The latter, which included half a battery of artillery stationed at Woods Farm and Toll Bar, held the enemy in temporary check; but when the heavy French artillery was at length brought up, the invaders were enabled to cut the railway, destroy the half battery at Woods Farm, turn the British right flank, and compel them to retreat hastily from Horsham and fly to defensive positions at Guildford and Dorking.

By this adroit manœuvre the enemy succeeded in taking over two hundred prisoners, capturing the guns of the 12-pounder field battery, — which had not been brought into play for the simple reason that only ammunition for 9-pounders had been collected in the town, — and seizing a large quantity of stores and ammunition of various kinds.

This success gave the enemy the key to the situation.

As on sea, so on land, our blundering defensive policy had resulted in awful disaster. Sufficient attention had never been paid to detail, and the firm-rooted idea that Britain could never be invaded had caused careless indifference to minor matters of vital importance to the stability of our Empire.

The contrast between the combined tactics of the enemy and those of our forces was especially noticeable when the cavalry patrol of the British flying column was captured on the Cowfield road and the column defeated. The commander of the column, a well-known officer, unfortunately, like many others, had had very little experience of combined tactics, and looked upon cavalry not merely as the eyes and ears of an army, but as the army itself. It was this defect that was disastrous. For many years past it had never appeared quite clear whether British cavalry were intended to act en masse in warfare, or simply as scouts or mounted infantry, therefore their training had been uncertain. The Home establishment of our cavalry was supposed to be about 12,000 men, but owing to a parsimonious administration only about half that number had horses, and in some corps less than a half. Another glaring defect was the division of many regiments into detachments stationed in various towns, the inevitable result of this being that many such detachments were without regimental practice for months, and there were many who had not manœuvred with a force of all arms for years!

Army organisation proved a miserable failure.

The supply of ammunition was totally inadequate, and a disgrace to a nation which held its head above all others. It was true that depôts had been established at various centres, yet with strange oversight no provision had been made for the work of ammunition trains.

Originally it had been intended that men for this most important duty should be found by the Reserves, and that the horses should be those privately registered; nevertheless it was found necessary at the very last moment to weaken our artillery by detailing experienced men for duty with the ammunition column. Many of the horses which were registered for service were found to be totally unfit, and very few of the remainder had been previously trained. In the case of those which were required for the cavalry regiments — nearly six thousand — the best men in the regiments had to be told off at the very beginning of the invasion to hurriedly train and prepare these animals for service, when they should have been available to proceed to any part of the kingdom at twenty-four hours notice. By such defects mobilisation was foredoomed to failure.

The scheme, instead of being so arranged as to be carried out without confusion, resulted in muddle and farcical humiliation.

Again, the infantry, owing to the recent departure of the Indian drafts, had been considerably weakened, many battalions being found on mobilisation very disorganised and inefficient. As an instance, out of one battalion at Aldershot, which was on paper 1000 strong, 200 had been sent away to India, while of the remainder more than half had only seen twelve months service, and a large percentage were either under eighteen years of age or were special enlistments, namely, below the minimum standard of height.

Such a battalion compared very unfavourably with the majority of Volunteer regiments, — those of the Stafford Brigade, for instance, — the average service of the men in those regiments being over five years, and the average age twenty-seven years. British officers had long ago foreseen all these defects, and many others, yet they had preserved an enforced silence. They themselves were very inefficiently trained in manœuvring, for, with one or two exceptions, there were no stations in the kingdom where forces were sufficiently numerous to give the majority of the superior officers practice in handling combined bodies of troops.

Thus in practical experience in the field they were far behind both French and Russians, and it was this very serious deficiency that now became everywhere apparent.

British troops, fighting valiantly, struggled to protect their native land, which they determined should never fall under the thrall of the invader. But alas! their resistance, though stubborn and formidable, was nevertheless futile. Time after time the lines of defence were broken.

The Russian Eagle spread his black wings to the sun, and with joyous shouts the dense grey white masses of the enemy marched on over the dusty Sussex roads northward towards the Thames.

After the battle of Horsham, the gigantic right column of the invaders, consisting mostly of French troops, followed up the defenders to Guildford and Dorking, preparatory to an attack upon London; while the left column, numbering 150,000 French and Russians of all arms, pushed on through Alfold to Haslemere, then through Farnham and Odiham to Swallowfield, all of which towns they sacked and burned, the terrified inhabitants being treated with scant mercy. As the majority of the defenders were massed in Kent, South Surrey, and Sussex, the enemy advanced practically unmolested, and at sunrise one morning a terrible panic was created in Reading by the sudden descent upon the town of a great advance guard of 10,000 Russians.

The people were appalled. They could offer no resistance against the cavalry, who, tearing along the straight high road from Swallowfield, swept down upon them. Along this road the whole gigantic force was moving, and the Cossack skirmishers, spurring on across the town, passed away through the Railway Works, and halted at the bridge that spans the Thames at Caversham. They occupied it at once, in order to prevent it being blown up before the main body arrived, and a brisk fight ensued with the small body of defenders that had still remained at the Brigade depôt on the Purley Road.

Meanwhile, as the French and Russian advance guard came along, they devastated the land with fire and sword. The farms along the road were searched, and afterwards set on fire, while not a house at Three Mile Cross escaped. Entering the town from Whitley Hill, the great mass of troops, working in extended order, came slowly on, and, followed by 140,000 of the main body and 1000 guns, carried everything before them.

No power could stem the advancing tide of the Muscovite legions, and as they poured into the town in dense compact bodies, hundreds of townspeople were shot down ruthlessly, merely because they attempted to defend their homes. From the Avenue Works away to the Cemetery, and from the Railway Station to Leighton Park, the streets swarmed with soldiers of the Tsar, who entered almost every house in search of plunder, and fired out of sheer delight in bloodshed upon hundreds who were flying for their lives.

Men, women, even children, were slaughtered. The massacre was frightful. Neither life nor property was respected; in every thoroughfare brutal outrages and murders were committed, and English homes were rendered desolate.

Almost the first buildings attacked were the great factories of Messrs. Huntley & Palmer, whose 3000 hands were now, alas! idle owing to the famine. The stores were searched for biscuits, and afterwards the whole factory was promptly set on fire. The Great Western, Queens, and George Hotels were searched from garret to cellar, and the wines and beer found in the latter were drunk in the streets. With the scant provisions found, several of the regiments made merry during the morning, while others pursued their devastating work. The banks were looted, St. Marys, Greyfriars, and St. Lawrences Churches were burned, and Sutton & Sons buildings and the Railway Works shared the same fate, while out in the direction of Prospect Hill Park all the houses were sacked, and those occupants who remained to guard their household treasures were put to the sword.

Everywhere the invaders displayed the most fiendish brutality, and the small force of British troops who had engaged the Russian advance guard were, after a most fiercely contested struggle, completely annihilated, not, however, before they had successfully placed charges of gun-cotton under the bridge and blown it up, together with a number of Cossacks who had taken possession of it.

This, however, only checked the enemys progress temporarily, for the right flank crossed at Sonning, and as the main body had with them several pontoon sections, by noon the pontoons were in position, and the long line of cavalry, infantry, artillery, and engineers, leaving behind Reading, now in flames, crossed the Thames and wound away along the road to Banbury, which quaint old town, immortalised in nursery rhyme, they sacked and burned, destroying the historic Cross, and regaling themselves upon the ale found in the cellars of the inns, the Red and White Lions. This done, they again continued their march, practically unmolested; while Oxford was also entered and sacked.

True, scouts reported strong forces of the defenders advancing across from Market Harborough, Kettering, and Oundle, and once or twice British outposts had sharp encounters with the Russians along the hills between Ladbrooke and Daventry, resulting in serious losses on both sides; nevertheless the gigantic force of Russians still proceeded, sweeping away every obstacle from their path.

On leaving Banbury, the enemy, marching in column of route, took the road through Stratford-on-Avon to Wootton Wawen, where a halt for twenty-four hours was made in order to mature plans for an organised attack on Birmingham. Wootton Hall, after being looted, was made the headquarters, and from thence was issued an order on the following day which caused Warwick and Leamington to be swept and burned by the invaders, who afterwards broke into two divisions. One body, consisting of 50,000 men, including an advance guard of 5000, took the right-hand road from Wootton to Birmingham, through Sparkbrook; while the remaining 100,000 bore away to the left through Ullenhall and Holt End to the extremity of the Hagley Hills, intending to occupy them. They had already been informed that strong defences had been established at Kings Norton, in the immediate vicinity, and knew that severe fighting must inevitably ensue; therefore they lost no time in establishing themselves along the high ground between Redditch and Barnt Green, in a position commanding the two main roads south from Dudley and Birmingham.

That a most desperate stand would be made for the defence of the Metropolis of the Midlands the Russian commander was well aware. After the long march his troops were jaded, so, bivouacing in Hewell Park, he awaited for nearly two days the reports of his spies. These were not so reassuring as he had anticipated, for it appeared that the high ground south of the city, notably at Kings Norton, Northfield, Harborne, Edgbaston, and along the Hagley Road, was occupied by strong bodies of troops and a large number of guns, and that every preparation had been made for a stubborn resistance.

It also appeared that at the entrance to the city at Sparkbrook, which road had been taken by the right column, very little resistance was likely to be offered.

That the positions occupied by the defenders had been very carefully chosen as the most advantageous the Russian commander was bound to admit, and although he possessed such a large body of men it would require considerable tactical skill to dislodge the defenders in order to prevent them covering with their guns the country over which the Russian division, taking the right-hand roads, must travel.
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During that day an encounter of a most fierce description occurred between hostile reconnoitring parties on the road between Bromsgrove Lickey and Northfield. The road gradually ascended with a walled-in plantation on either side, and the enemy were proceeding at a comfortable pace when suddenly a number of rifles rattled out simultaneously, and then it was discovered that the wall had been loopholed, and that the British were pouring upon them a deadly hail from which there was no shelter. The walls bristled with rifles, and from them came a storm of bullets that killed and wounded dozens of the invaders.

The latter, however, showed considerable daring, for while the magazine rifles poured forth their deadly shower, they rallied and charged up the hill in the face of the fearful odds against them. For ten minutes or perhaps a quarter of an hour the fighting was a desperate hand-to-hand one, the enemy entering the plantation with a dash that surprised the defenders. Gradually, although outnumbered by the Russians, the British at length, by dint of the most strenuous effort and hard fighting, succeeded in inflicting frightful loss upon the invaders, and the latter, after a most desperate stand, eventually retreated in confusion down into the valley, leaving nearly two-thirds of the party dead or dying.

The British, whose losses were very small, had shown the invaders that they meant to defend Birmingham, and that every inch of ground they gained would have to be won by sheer fighting. An hour later another fierce encounter occurred in the same neighbourhood, and of the 4000 Russians who had advanced along that road not 900 returned to the main body, such havoc the British Maxims caused; while at the same time a further disaster occurred to the enemy in another direction, for away at Tanworth their outposts had been completely annihilated, those who were not killed being taken prisoners by the 3rd South Staffordshire Volunteers, who, under Colonel E. Nayler, acted with conspicuous bravery. In every direction the enemys outposts and advance guards were being harassed, cut up, and hurled back in disorder with heavy loss, therefore the Russian commander decided that a sudden and rapid movement forward in order to effect a junction with his right column was the only means by which the position could be carried.

In the meantime events were occurring rapidly all over the country south of the city. The commander of the Russian left column, deciding to commence the attack forthwith, moved on his forces just before midnight in order to commence the onslaught before daybreak, knowing the British forces always relieve their outposts at that time. Again, it was necessary to advance under cover of darkness in order to prevent the defenders artillery, which now commanded the road between Alcester and Moseley, firing upon them.

Having received a message from the right column stating that their advance guard had pushed on to Olton End with outposts at Sheldon and Yardley, and announcing their intention of advancing through Sparkbrook upon the city before dawn, the commanding officer, leaving some artillery at Barnt Green, and sending on cavalry to Stourbridge and Cradley to turn the English flank at Halesowen, manœuvred rapidly, bringing the main body of cavalry and infantry back to Alvechurch, thence across to Weatheroak, and then striking due north, again marched by the three roads leading to Kings Norton.

The high ground here he knew was strongly defended, and it was about a quarter to two oclock when the British, by means of their search-lights, discovered the great dark masses advancing upon them. Quickly their guns opened fire, and the sullen booming of cannon was answered by the Russian battery near Barnt Green. Over Birmingham the noise was heard, and had volumes of terrible significance for the turbulent crowds who filled the broad thoroughfares. The search-lights used by both invaders and defenders turned night into day, and the battle proceeded.

The enemy had carefully prepared their plans, for almost at the same moment that they assaulted the position at Kings Norton, a battery of Russian artillery opened a terrible fire from the hill at Tanners Green, while the attacking column extended their right across to Colebrook Hall, with intent to push across to Moseley Station, and thus gain the top of the ridge of the ground in the rear of the British positions, and so hem in the British force and allow the right column to advance through Small Heath and Sparkbrook unchecked.

These simultaneous attacks met in the valley separating the parallel ridges held by the Russians and British, and the fighting became at once fierce and stubborn. A furious infantry fire raged for over an hour in the valley between the excellent position held by the defenders at Kings Norton and the lower wooded ridge occupied by the Russians, who had succeeded in capturing half a British battery who held it. Owing to the bareness of the slope, the Russians went down into battle without cover, cut up terribly by the British infantry fire, and by the shell fire from the Kings Norton batteries. From the British trenches between Broad Meadow and Moundsley Hall a galling fire was poured, and Russian infantry fell in hundreds over the undulating fields between the high road to Alcester and the Blithe River.

From a ridge on the Stratford Road, near Monkspath Street, heavy Russian artillery opened fire just before dawn, and played terrible havoc with the British guns, which on the sky-line opposite afforded a mark. As time crept on there was no cessation in the thunder on either side, while away along the valleys a most bloody encounter was in progress. The whole stretch of country was one huge battlefield. British and Russians fell in hundreds, nay, in thousands.

The losses on every side were appalling; the fortune of war trembled in the balance.


CHAPTER XIX.

FALL OF BIRMINGHAM.
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THE BATTLE OUTSIDE Birmingham was long, fierce, and furious. No more desperately contested engagement had ever occurred in the history of the British Empire. From the very first moment of the fight it was apparent that the struggle would be a fearful one, both sides possessing advantages; the British by reason of the magnificent defensive positions they occupied, and the Russians by reason of their overwhelming numbers. Against a defending force of 50,000 of all arms, 150,000 invaders — the majority of whom were Russians — were now fighting, and the combat was necessarily long and deadly. British Volunteers were conspicuous everywhere by their bravery; the Canadians rendered most valuable assistance, firing from time to time with excellent precision, and holding their position with splendid courage; while the Irish Brigade, who had moved rapidly from Kings Cliffe by train and road, and had arrived in time, now held their own in a position close to Kingsheath House.

Many of the principal buildings in Birmingham had during the past day or two been converted into hospitals, amongst others the Post Office, where the trained nurses received very valuable assistance from the female clerks. A train full of British wounded was captured early in the evening at Barnt Green. It contained regular troops and civilians from the Stratford force which had fallen back to Alcester, and the train had been sent on from there in the hope that it would get through before the enemy were able to cut the line. This, however, was not accomplished, for the Russians inhumanely turned out the wounded and filled the train with their own troops and ammunition. Then, under the guidance of a Birmingham railway man of French nationality who had been acting as spy, the train proceeded to New Street Station. It was impossible for the officials at the station to cope with the enemy, for they had only expected their own wounded, or they would, of course, have wrecked the train by altering the points before it arrived in the station. The Russians therefore detrained, and, led by their spy, made a dash along the subway leading to the lifts ascending to the Post Office. These were secured, and the Office was soon captured by the Russians, who not only thereby obtained a footing in the very centre of the town from which there was not much chance of dislodging them before Birmingham fell, but they had also obtained possession of the most important telegraph centre for the North and Midland districts of England.

Before the first flush of dawn the whole of the country from Kings Norton right across to Solihull was one huge battlefield, and when the sun rose, bright and glorious, its rays were obscured by the clouds of smoke which hung like a funeral pall over hill and dale. For a long period the principal Russian battery on the Stratford Road was short of ammunition, and, seeing this, the strong British battery at Northfield moved quickly up into a commanding position at Drakes Cross, not, however, before it had been considerably weakened by the Russian fire from Bromsgrove Lickey. During this time, however, detachments of Canadian marksmen had been detailed with no other purpose than to sweep the Russian road at the exposed points of its course, and to fire at everything and everybody exposed on the ridge. This was most effective, and for quite half an hour prevented any supply of ammunition reaching the enemy, thus giving the British battery an opportunity to establish itself. At length, however, both batteries of defenders opened fire simultaneously upon the Russian guns, and so thickly fell the shots, that although ammunition had by this time been brought up, the enemys power in that quarter was completely broken.

From that time the fierce struggle was confined to cavalry and infantry. Troops of Cossacks, sweeping up the banks of the Arrow, encountered British Hussars and cut into them with frightful effect. The defenders, fighting hard as the day wore on, hindered the enemy from gaining any material advantage, though the latter forced the outer line of the British shelter trenches on the slopes below the position of Kings Norton. The Canadians had laid mines in front of their trenches, which were exploded just as the head of the Russian assaulting parties were massed above them, and large numbers of the Tsars infantry were blown into atoms.

Bullets were singing along the valleys like swarms of angry wasps, and the Russian losses in every direction were enormous.

Hour after hour the fighting continued. The British held good positions, with an inner line of defence across from Selly Oak, Harborne, and Edgbaston, to the high crest on the Hagley Road, close to the Fountain, while the Russians swarmed over the country in overwhelming numbers. The frightful losses the latter were sustaining by reason of the defenders artillery fire did not, however, disconcert them. But for the huge right column of invaders advancing on Birmingham by way of Acocks Green, it seemed an even match, yet as afternoon passed the firing in the valley swelled in volume, and the mad clamour of battle still surged up into the blue cloudless heavens.

The enemy could see on the sky-line the British reinforcements as they came up from Halesowen by the road close to their battery on the bare spot near the edge of their right flank, and it was decided at four oclock to deliver a counter flank attack on the left edge of the British position, simultaneously with a renewed strenuous assault by the tirailleurs from below. Soon this desperate manœuvre was commenced, and although the marching ground was good, the British guns swept them with their terrible fire, and hundreds of the Tsars soldiers dyed the meadows with their blood.

It was a fierce, mad dash. The British attacked vigorously on every side, fought bravely, straining every nerve to repulse their foe.

The battle had been the most fiercely contested of any during the struggle, and in this desperate assault on Kings Norton the Russians had suffered appalling losses. The valleys and slopes were strewn with dead and dying, and a bullet had struck the British commander, mortally wounding him. As he was borne away to the ambulance waggon, the last words on that noble soldiers lips were a fervent wish for good fortune to the arms of the Queen he had served so well.

But the British were, alas! outnumbered, and at last retreating in disorder, were followed over the hills to Halesowen and utterly routed, while the main body of the enemy marching up the Bristol and Pershore Roads, extended their left across to Harborne and Edgbaston. Meanwhile, however, the guns placed on the edge of the city along the Hagley Road near the Fountain, and in Beech Lane close to the Talbot Inn, as well as the Volunteer batteries near St. Augustines Church and Westfield Road, opened fire upon the advancing legions. The two lower roads taken by the enemy were well commanded by the British guns, and the Volunteers, with the Canadians and Irish, again rendered most valuable assistance, everywhere displaying cool and conspicuous courage. The walls of the new villas along the Hagley Road, Portland Road, and Beech Lane had been placed in a state of hasty defence, and rifles bristled everywhere, but as the sun sank behind the long range of purple hills the fight was in the balance. The British, as they stood, could almost keep back the foe, but, alas! not quite.

There was soon a concentric rush for the hill, and as the cannons thundered and rifles rattled, hundreds of the grey-coats fell back and rolled down the steep slope dead and dying, but the others pushed on in face of the frowning defences, used their bayonets with desperate energy, and a few minutes later loud shouts in Russian told that the ridge had been cleared and the position won. The battle had been long and terrible; the carnage awful!

The British, making a last desperate stand, fought a fierce hand-to-hand struggle, but ere long half their number lay helpless in the newly-made suburban roads, and the remainder were compelled to leave their guns in possession of the enemy and fly north to Sandwell to save themselves. Then, as they fled, the Russians turned the British guns near St. Augustines upon them, causing havoc in their rear.

The shattered left column of the enemy, having at length broken down the British defences, raised loud victorious yells, and, after reorganising, marched down the Hagley Road upon the city, fighting from house to house the whole way. The gardens in front of these houses, however, aided the defenders greatly in checking the advance.

The sacrifice of human life during those hours from daybreak to sundown had been frightful. The whole country, from Great Packington to Halesowen, was strewn with blood-smeared corpses.

Having regard to the fact that the defending force consisted of only 50,000 men against 100,000 Russians, the losses inflicted upon the latter spoke volumes for British pluck and military skill. Upon the field 10,000 Russians lay dead, 30,000 were wounded, and 2000 were prisoners, while the defenders total loss in killed and wounded only amounted to 20,000.

Indeed, had it not been for the reinforcements, numbering 50,000, from the right column, which were by this time coming up with all speed from Acocks Green, the Russians, in their terribly jaded and demoralised state, could not have marched upon the city. As it was, however, the occupation commenced as night drew on; the fighting that followed being principally done by the reinforcements.

Leaving no fewer than 42,000 men dead, wounded, and captured, the invaders pushed on into Birmingham. Though the citizens losses had already been terrific, nevertheless they found that they were still determined to hold out. In all the principal roads leading into the city barricades had been formed, and behind them were bands of desperate men, well equipped, and prepared to fight on to the bitter end.

The first of these in the Hagley Road had been constructed at the junction of Monument Road, and as the skirmishers and advance guard approached, offered a most desperate resistance. In addition to a vigorous rifle fire that poured from the improvised defences, three Maxims were brought into play from the roofs of large houses, and these, commanding the whole road as far as its junction with Beech Lane, literally mowed down the enemy as they approached. Time after time the Russians rushed upon the defenders position, only to be hurled back again by the leaden hail, which fell so thickly that it was impossible for any body of troops to withstand it. By this the invaders advance was temporarily checked, but it was not long before they established a battery at the corner of Norfolk Road, and poured shell upon the barricade with frightful effect. Quickly the guns were silenced, and the Russians at last breaking down the barrier, engaged in a conflict at close quarters with the defenders.

The road along to Five Ways was desperately contested. The slaughter on both sides was awful, for a detachment of Russians coming up the Harborne Road had been utterly annihilated and swept away by the rifle fire of defenders concealed behind loopholed walls. At Five Ways the entrance to each of the five broad converging thoroughfares had been strongly barricaded, and as the enemy pressed forward the British machine guns established there caused terrible havoc. Behind those barricades men of Birmingham of every class, armed with all sorts of guns, hastily obtained from Kynochs and other factories, struggled for the defence of their homes and loved ones, working with a dash and energy that greatly disconcerted the enemy, who had imagined that, in view of their victory in the battle, little resistance would be offered.

In the darkness that had now fallen the scenes in the streets were frightful. The only light was the flash from gun-muzzles and the glare of flames consuming private houses and public buildings. The civilian defenders, reinforced by Regular soldiers, Militia, and Volunteers, had made such excellent preparations for defence, and offered such strenuous opposition, that almost every foot the Russians gained in the direction of the centre of the city was fought for hand to hand. Both right and left Russian columns were now advancing up the Coventry, Stratford, Moseley, Pershore, and Bristol Roads, and in each of those thoroughfares the barricades were strongly constructed, and, being armed with Maxims, wrought frightful execution.

Gradually, however, one after another of these defences fell by reason of the organised attacks by such superior numbers, and the Russians marched on, killing with bayonet and sword.

In the city, as the night passed, the fighting in the streets everywhere was of the fiercest and most sanguinary description. In Corporation Street a huge barricade with machine guns had been constructed opposite the Victoria Law Courts, and, assisted by 200 Volunteers, who, inside the latter building, fired from the windows, the enemy were held in check for several hours.

Time after time shells fell from the Russian guns in the midst of the defenders, and, bursting, decimated them in a horrible manner; yet through the long close night there was never a lack of brave men to step into the breach and take up the arms of their dead comrades. Indeed, it was only when the enemy succeeded in setting fire to the Courts, and compelling the defenders to cease their vigorous rifle fire from the windows, that the position was won; and not until hundreds of Russians lay dead or dying in the street.

In New Street the Irish Volunteers distinguished themselves conspicuously. After the retreat they had been withdrawn with the Canadians into the city, and, waiting in the side thoroughfares at the opposite end of New Street, held themselves in readiness. Suddenly, as the enemy rushed along in their direction, an order was given, and they formed up, and stretching across the street, met them with volley after volley of steady firing; then, rushing onward with fixed bayonets, charged almost before the Russians were aware of their presence.

Without a thought of his own personal safety, every Irishman cast himself into the thick of the fray, and, backed by a strong body of Canadians and fusiliers, they succeeded in cutting their way completely into the invaders, and driving them back into Corporation Street, where they were forced right under the fire of four Maxims that had just at that moment been brought into position outside the Exchange.

Suddenly these guns rattled out simultaneously, and the Russians, unable to advance, and standing at the head of the long broad thoroughfare, were swept down with awful swiftness and with scarcely any resistance. So sudden had been their fate, that of a force over two thousand strong, not more than a dozen escaped, although the defenders were taken in rear by the force of 500 Russians who had occupied the Post Office on the previous night.

From Corporation Street a brilliant, ruddy glow suffused the sky, as both the Law Courts and the Grand Theatre were in flames, while St. Marys Church and the Market Hall had also been fired by incendiaries.

In the panic and confusion, conflagrations were breaking out everywhere, flames bursting forth from several fine shops in New Street which had already been sacked and wrecked. Maddened by their success, by the thirst for the blood of their enemies, and the rash deeds of incendiaries, the Muscovite legions spread over the whole city, and outrage and murder were common everywhere.

Away up Great Hampton Street and Hockley Hill the jewellery factories were looted, and hundreds of thousands of pounds worth of gems and gold were carried off, while the Mint was entered, afterwards being burned because only copper coins were found there, and the pictures in the Art Gallery were wantonly slashed by sabres and bayonets.

The scenes on that memorable night were awful. Birmingham, one of the most wealthy cities in the kingdom, fell at last, after a most stubborn resistance, for just before day broke the overwhelming forces of Russia occupying the streets commenced to drive out the defenders, and shoot down those who turned to resist. From Bordesley to Handsworth, and from Smethwick to Aston, the city was in the hands of the enemy. The banks in New Street were broken open, and the gold stuffed into the pockets of the uncouth dwellers on the Don and the Volga, Chamberlains Memorial was wrecked, and Queens College occupied by infantry. Cossack officers established themselves in the Grand and Queens Hotels, and their men were billeted at the Midland, Union, Conservative, and other Clubs, and at many minor hotels and buildings.

Before the dawn had spread, whole rows of shops were burning, their brilliant glare illuminating the streets that ran with blood. It was a fearful scene of death and desolation.

The majority of the citizens had fled, leaving everything in the hands of the enemy, who still continued their work of pillage. In the streets the bodies of 10,000 Russians and 3000 British lay unheeded, while no fewer than 9000 of the enemys infantry had been wounded.

The headquarters of the Russian army had at last been established in a British city, for over the great Council House there now lazily flapped in the fresh morning breeze the great yellow-and-black flag of the Tsar Alexander.

And the Russian General, finding he had lost the enormous force of 61,000 men, spent the grey hours of dawn in nervous anxiousness, pacing the room in which he had installed himself, contemplating the frightful disaster, and undecided how next to act.

An incident illustrative of the fierceness of the fight outside the city was published in the Times several days later. It was an extract from a private letter written by Lieut. J. G. Morris of the 3rd Battalion of the York and Lancaster Regiment, and was as follows: — 

The sun that day was blazing and merciless. Throughout the morning our battalion had lost heavily in the valley, when suddenly at about twelve oclock the enemy apparently received reinforcements, and we were then driven back upon Weatheroak by sheer force of numbers, and afterwards again fell further back towards our position on the high ground in Hagley Road.
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In this hasty retreat I found myself with a sergeant and eighteen men pursued by a large skirmishing party of Russians. All we could do was to fly before them. This we did, until at length, turning into Beech Lane, we found ourselves before a small, low-built ancient hostelry, the Kings Head Inn, with a dilapidated and somewhat crude counterfeit presentment of King George II. outside. The place was unoccupied, and I decided immediately to enter it. I could count on every one of my men; therefore very soon we were inside, and had barricaded the little place. Scarcely had we accomplished this when the first shots rang out, and in a few moments the space outside where the cross-roads meet literally swarmed with Russians, who quickly extended, and, seeking cover at the junction of each of the five roads, commenced a terrific fusillade. The windows from which we fired were smashed, the woodwork splintered everywhere, and so thickly came the bullets that my men had to exercise the utmost caution in concealing themselves while firing.

In a quarter of an hour one man had been struck and lay dead by my side, while at the same time the terrible truth suddenly dawned upon me that our ammunition could not last out. Regulating the firing, I rushed to one of the back windows that commanded the valley down to Harborne, and saw advancing along the road in our direction, and raising a cloud of dust, about a thousand Russian cavalry and infantry.

Back again to the front room I dashed, just in time to witness the enemy make a wild rush towards us. Our slackened fire had deceived them, and as the storming party dashed forward, they were met by vigorous volleys from our magazine rifles, which knocked over dozens, and compelled the remainder to again retire.

Again the enemy made a desperate onslaught, and again we succeeded in hurling them back, and stretching dead a dozen or more. Meanwhile the great force of Russians was moving slowly up the hill, and I knew that to hold the place much longer would be impossible. From the rear of the building a vigorous attack had now commenced, and moving more men round to the rear, so that our fire would command the sloping approach to the house, I gave an order to fire steadily. A moment later my sergeant and two other men had been severely wounded, and although the former had had his arm broken, and was near fainting from loss of blood, nevertheless he kept up, resting his rifle-barrel upon the shattered window-ledge, and pouring out the deadly contents of his magazine.

A few minutes afterwards a bullet shattered my left hand, and the man who crouched next to me under the window was a second later shot through the heart, and fell back dead among the disordered furniture.

Still not a man hesitated, not a word of despair was uttered. We all knew that death stared us in the face, and that to face it bravely was a Britons duty. Only once I shouted above the din: Do your best, boys! Remember we we are all Britons, and those vermin outside have wrecked our homes and killed those we love. Lets have our revenge, even if we die for it!

Well stick to em till the very last, sir, never fear, cheerily replied one young fellow as he reloaded his gun; but alas! ere he could raise it to fire, a bullet struck him in the throat. He staggered back, and a few moments later was a corpse.

Undaunted, however, my men determined to sell their lives as dearly as possible, and continued their fire, time after time repelling the attack, and sweeping away the grey-coats as they emerged from behind the low walls.

Three more men had fallen in as many seconds, and another, staggering back against the wall, held his hand to his breast, where he had received a terrible and mortal wound. Our situation at that moment was most critical. Only two rounds remained to each of my nine brave fellows, yet not a man wavered.

Looking, I saw in the fading twilight the dark masses of the enemy moving up the steep road, and at that moment a round was fired with effect upon those who had surrounded us. One more round only remained. Then we meant to die fighting. Blinding smoke suddenly filled the half-wrecked room, and we knew that the enemy had succeeded in setting fire to the taproom underneath!

I stepped forward, and shouted for the last time the order to my brave comrades to fire. Nine rifles rang out simultaneously; but I had, I suppose, showed myself imprudently, for at the same second I felt a sharp twinge in the shoulder, and knew that I had been struck. The rest was all a blank.

When I regained my senses I found myself lying in Sandwell Hall, with doctors bandaging my wounds, and then I learned that we had been rescued just in time, and that my nine comrades had all escaped the fate they had faced with dogged disregard for their own safety, and such noble devotion to their Queen.

It was a black day for Britain. During the long hours of that fierce, mad struggle many Victoria Crosses were earned, but the majority of those who performed deeds worthy of such decoration, alas! fell to the earth, dead.


CHAPTER XX.

OUR REVENGE IN THE MEDITERRANEAN.
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MANY IMPORTANT EVENTS had occurred in the Mediterranean since the outbreak of hostilities. At the moment of the sudden Declaration of War, the ships forming the British Mediterranean Squadron were at Larnaka, Cyprus, and on receipt of the alarming intelligence, the Admiral sailed immediately for Malta. On arrival there, he heard that a strong force of French vessels had been despatched to Gibraltar for the purpose of preventing any British ships from getting out of the Mediterranean in order to strengthen the Channel Squadron. Nevertheless he waited for some days at Malta, in hourly expectation of instructions, which came at length about two oclock one morning, and an hour later the Squadron sailed westward for an unknown destination.

Our Fleet in those waters was notoriously inadequate in comparison with those of France and Russia. It consisted of three of the battleships constructed under the 1894 programme, the Jupiter, Cæsar, and Victorious, with the cruisers Diana and Dido; the ironclads Collingwood, Dreadnought, Hood, Inflexible, Nile, Ramillies, Repulse, Sans Pareil, Trafalgar, Magnificent, Empress of India, and Revenge; the cruisers Arethusa, Edgar, Fearless, Hawke, Scout, Orlando, Undaunted; the torpedo ram Polyphemus; the torpedo gun-vessel Sandfly; the sloops Dolphin, Gannet, Melita, and Bramble; and the despatch vessel Surprise, with twenty-two torpedo boats and six destroyers.

The information received by our Fleet at Malta was to the effect that the French force at Gibraltar was so strong that a successful attack was out of the question; while the Russian Mediterranean and Black Sea Fleets, the strength of which was considerable, were also known to be approaching for the purpose of co-operating with the French.

Notwithstanding the addition of three new battleships and two new cruisers to our force in the Mediterranean, the utter inadequacy of our Navy was still very apparent. For years the British public had demanded that a dozen more new battleships should be constructed in case of casualties, but these demands were unheeded, and during the three years that had passed we had lost our naval supremacy, for France and Russia combined were now considerably stronger. France alone had 150 fighting pennants available along her southern shores, against our 59; and the Tsars ships were all strong, well-equipped, and armed with guns of the latest type.

As was feared from the outset, the Russian Black Sea Fleet had struck for the Suez Canal, Englands highway to the East. Egypt, the Bosphorus, Gibraltar, and Tripoli in the grasp of the enemy, meant supremacy in the East, and a situation that would not be tolerated by either Italy or Austria. Therefore the British Admiral, recognising the seriousness of the situation, and having received instructions to return home and assist in the defence of Britain, mustered his forces and cleared for action. The events that occurred immediately afterwards are best related in the graphic and interesting narrative which was subsequently written to a friend by Captain Neville Reed of the great steel battleship Ramillies, and afterwards published, together with the accompanying sketch, in the Illustrated London News, as follows: — 

After leaving Malta, we rounded the Adventure Bank off the Sicilian coast, and headed due north past Elba and on to the Gulf of Genoa. From Spezia we received despatches, and after anchoring for twelve hours, — during which time we were busy completing our preparations, — sailed at midnight westward. Off St. Tropez, near the Hyères Islands, in obedience to signals from the flagship, the Empress of India, the ironclads Jupiter, Sans Pareil, Repulse, with the cruisers Edgar, Dido, Diana, Orlando, Undaunted, and Scout, the sloop Gannet, and five torpedo boats, detached themselves from the Squadron, and after exchanging further signals, bore away due south. Giving the shore a wide offing, we steamed along throughout the afternoon. The Mediterranean had not yet been the scene of any bloody or fatal conflict, but as we cut our way through the calm sunlit waters with a brilliant cerulean sky above, the contrast between our bright and lovely surroundings and the terrible realities of the situation during those breathless hours of suspense still dwells distinctly in my memory.

It was our duty to fight the enemy, to beat him, and to pass through the Straits of Gibraltar and help our comrades at home. Every man, although totally unaware of his present destination, felt that at last the moment had come when the supreme ambition of his life was to be realised, and he was to strike a blow for his countrys honour.

Apparently our Admiral was in no hurry. He no doubt was awaiting events, for at sunset we lay-to about thirty miles south of La Ciotat, and spent the calm bright night restlessly anxious and keeping a sharp lookout for the enemy. There was a hush of expectation over the ship, and scarcely a sound broke the quiet save the lapping of the water against the smooth sides of the ironclad, and no sign of force except the swish of the waves falling on either side of the formidable and deadly ram.

Just after seven bells in the morning watch, however, we resumed our voyage, and turning, went north again. Then, for the first time, we knew the Admirals intentions. An ultimatum had already been given. We were to bombard Marseilles!

Three hours later we came within view of the city. Seen from the sea it has a certain amount of picturesqueness. In the foreground there is the harbour, with a barren group of islands at its entrance, and behind masses of yellow houses covering an extensive valley, and white villas dotted over a semicircle of green hills stretching in the rear. Prominent in the landscape is the church of Nôtre Dame de la Garde, perched on the eminence on the right; while on the left there stands on an island the Château dIf, rendered immortal by the adventures of Monte Cristo; and behind, on the broad Quai de la Joliette, rises the fine Cathedral, built in alternate courses of black and white stone. It is a handsome and wealthy city, with its fine shady boulevard, the Cannebière running through its centre from the Arc de Triomphe right down to the old port whence the mail steamers depart. This city, teeming with life, it was our duty to lay in ruins!

Knowing how strongly fortified it was, that upon each of those hills were great batteries ready at a given signal to pour out their deadly hail, and that under the blue waters were mines which might be exploded from the shore at any moment, we made preparations for counter-mining, and then cautiously approached within range. Suddenly, however, having got into position and laid our guns, we received the anxiously expected order, and a few moments later opened a terrific and almost simultaneous fire.

Through my glass I could clearly distinguish the terrible confusion being caused in the streets as our shells fell and burst on the Quai de la Joliette, in the Cannebière, and the Boulevard de lEmpéreur.

The first taste of our guns had produced a terrible panic, for a shell from the Dreadnought, lying next to us, had struck the tower of the Cathedral and brought down a great quantity of masonry, while another shell from one of our 67-ton guns, bursting in the Palais de Justice with terrible effect, had ignited it.

It was our first shot, and the gun had been well sighted; but ere we fired again such a storm of shell burst upon us that I confess for a moment I stood in my conning-tower motionless in surprise. On all sides the French had apparently established batteries. From the great Fort St. Jean at the entrance to the port, and from the Batterie du Phare on the opposite side, flame and smoke belched from heavy guns continuously. From a small battery in the Château dIf, from another on the rocky promontory on the right known as the Edoume, from a number of smaller ones established on the hills of lOriol and the Citadel, as well as from the great fortress of Nôtre Dame de la Garde on the highest hill, a little to the right of the city, there came an incessant thunder, and dozens of shots ricochetted over the placid water towards us.

In a few moments, however, my 67-tonners were again adding to the deafening roar, my ten 6-inch quick-firing guns were sending out their messengers of death, and my smaller arms, consisting of 3 and 16-pounders, were acting their part in the sudden outburst. We had attacked the town without intention of investment, but simply to destroy it, and as the minutes slipped by, and I peered through my glass, I could see how devastating were our enormous modern shells.

All our guns were now trained upon the forts, and the bombardment was most vigorous. The six coast-defence ships, which endeavoured to drive us off, we quickly put out of action, capturing one, torpedoing two, and disabling the three others; while up to the present, although a number of shots from the land batteries had struck us, we sustained no serious damage.

We were avenging Hull and Newcastle. Into the panic-stricken town we were pouring an unceasing storm of shell, which swept away whole streets of handsome buildings, and killed hundreds of those flying for safety into the country. Watching, I saw one shot from one of my bow barbette guns crash into the roof of the fine new Hôtel du Louvre, in the Cannebière. The French Tricolor on the flagstaff toppled over into the street, and a second later the clouds of smoke and the débris which shot up showed plainly the awful results of the bursting shell.

Time after time my 67-tonners crashed and roared, time after time I pressed my fingers upon the little knobs in the conning-tower, and huge projectiles were discharged right into the forts. In conjunction with the never-ceasing fire of companion ships, we rained iron in a continuous stream that wrought havoc in the defences and destroyed all the buildings that offered targets. In an hour the Arsenal behind the Palais de Justice was laid in ruins, the fine Hôtel de Ville was a mere heap of smouldering débris, the Bourse, and the great Library in the Boulevard du Musée were half wrecked by shells, and the Custom House, the Gendarmerie, and the Prefecture were burning furiously. The Château du Phare on the headland at the entrance to the fort was suffering frightfully, and the shells that had struck the Citadel and the fort of Nôtre Dame had been terribly effective. Every part of the city from the Promenade du Prado to the Botanical Gardens was being swept continuously by our fire, and from the black smoke curling upward in the sunlight we knew that many broad handsome streets were in flames. Excited over their work of revenge, my guns crews worked on with a contemptuous disregard for the withering fire being poured upon us from the land. They meant, they said, to teach the Frenchmen a lesson, and they certainly did. Around us shots from the batteries fell thickly, sending up huge columns of water. Suddenly a shell struck the Ramillies forward in front of the barbette, and burst like the rending of a thundercloud. The deck was torn up, a dozen men were maimed or killed, poor fellows! but the solid face of the barbette held its own, and the muzzles of our two great guns remained untouched.

Several shots from the Nôtre Dame Fort and the Endoume Battery then struck us in quick succession. One was particularly disastrous, for, crashing into the battery on the port side, it burst, disabling one of the 6-inch guns, and killing the whole guns crew in an instant. The effect was frightful, for the whole space around was wrecked, and not a man escaped.

Such are the fortunes of war! A few moments later we turned our heavy guns upon the Endoume Battery, perched up upon the rocky headland, and together with the Empress of India and the Victorious thundered forth our great projectiles upon it in a manner which must have been terribly disconcerting. The battery replied vigorously at first, but the Nile, noticing the direction in which we had turned our attention, trained her guns upon the same fort, and let loose a perfect hail of devastating shell. Without ceasing for a second, we played upon it, and could distinguish even with the naked eye how completely we were destroying it, until half an hour later we found that the Frenchmen had ceased to reply. We had silenced their guns, and, in fact, totally wrecked the fort.

Several of our vessels were, however, severely feeling the fire from the Nôtre Dame Fortress and that of St. Jean. Nearly one hundred men on board the Trafalgar had been killed; while two shots, entering one of the broadside batteries of the flagship, had caused frightful havoc, and had blown to atoms over forty men and three officers. A torpedo boat that had approached the French coast-defence ship just before she was captured had been sunk by a shot, but the crew were fortunately all rescued, after much difficulty, by the sloop Dolphin, which had severely suffered herself from the vigorous fire from the Batterie du Phare. The funnel of the Nile had been carried away by a shot from the Citadel, while among the more conspicuous British losses was a serious catastrophe which had occurred on board the Hood by the premature explosion of a torpedo, by which a sub-lieutenant and thirty-three men were launched into eternity, and sixteen men very severely wounded. The engines of the Arethusa were also broken.

The smoke rising from the bombarded city increased every moment in density, and even in the daylight we could distinguish the flames. The centre of Marseilles was burning furiously, and the fire was now spreading unchecked. One of our objects had been to destroy the immense quantity of war stores, and in this we were entirely successful. We had turned our united efforts upon the Fort St. Jean down at the harbour entrance and that of Nôtre Dame high on the hill. Pounding away at these, time slipped by until the sun sank in a blaze of crimson and gold. Both forts made a gallant defence, but each of our shots went home, and through my glasses I watched the awful result. Suddenly a terrific report caused the whole city to tremble. One of our shots had apparently entered the powder magazine in the Fort St. Jean, and it had blown up, producing an appalling catastrophe from which the fortress could never recover.
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By this time the whole of the shipping in the docks was burning furiously, and the congested part of the city lying between the port and the Lyons Railway Station was like a huge furnace. The sight was one of terrible grandeur.

Presently, just as the sun sank behind the grey night clouds, we ceased fire, and then gazed with calm satisfaction upon the result of our bombardment. We had treated a French city in the same manner as the French and Russians had treated our own homes, and we could look upon this scene of destruction and death without a pang of remorse. But that was not all. When our guns were silent we could distinctly hear vigorous rifle firing at the back of the city. Then we knew the truth.

While we had been attacking Marseilles from the sea, the Italians, who a week before had crossed the frontier, and with the Germans occupied Lyons, had co-operated with us on land, and the terror-stricken Marseillais, hemmed in by fire and bullets on either side, had been swept away in thousands.

The scenes in the streets were, we afterwards learnt, awful; and although the garrison offered a desperate resistance to the Italians along the valley near the Château des Fleurs, most of them were killed, and nearly three thousand of their number taken prisoners. But the Italians were unable to enter Marseilles themselves, as, long before they had succeeded in breaking up the land defences, we had set the place on fire, and now, as night fell, the great city was one mass of flames, the lurid light from which illuminated sky and sea with a bright red glare.



The blazing African sun was fading, flooding the calm sapphire Mediterranean with its blood-red afterglow. The air was oppressive, the wind blew hot from the desert, and shoals of tiny green birds were chattering before roosting in the oasis of tall date palms that cast long shadows over the sun-baked stones of the Place du Gouvernement at Algiers. Everything was of a dazzling whiteness, relieved only by the blue sky and sea. The broad, handsome Square was almost deserted, the jalousies of the European houses were still closed, and although a few people were sipping absinthe at the cafés, the siesta was not yet over.

At one corner of the Square the Mosque of Djama-el-Djedid, with its dome and minarets, stood out intensely white against the bright, cloudless sky, its spotless cleanliness causing the white-washed houses of Europeans to appear yellow and dingy; and as the mueddin stood on one of the minarets with arms uplifted, calling the Faithful to prayer, idle Moors and Arabs, who had been lying asleep in the shadow during the afternoon, rose quickly, rearranged their burnouses, and entered the Mosque in order to render thanks to Allah.

Darkness crept on after a brief twilight. Moorish women, wrapped in their white haicks, wearing their ugly baggy trousers, and veiled to the eyes, waddled along slowly and noiselessly among the palms, and gradually a gay cosmopolitan crowd assembled in the Place to enjoy the bel fresco after the terrible heat of the day, and to listen to the fine band of the 1st Zouaves, which had already taken up its stand in the centre of the Square, and was now playing one of Strausss dreamy waltzes.

The night was bright and starlit, one of those calm, mystic evenings peculiar to North Africa. All was peaceful, but no moon had yet risen. The city wore its gay air of carelessness. White-robed Moors and red-fezzed Arabs, negroes from the Soudan, and Biskris in their blue burnouses, lounged, chattered, and promenaded, while the cafés and bazaars around were full of life, and the warm, balmy air was laden with the scent of flowers.

Suddenly, without warning, the whole place was illuminated by a brilliant light from the sea. Slowly it swept the town, and a few seconds later other bright beams shot forth, lighting up the quays, the terraces of white, flat-roofed houses, and the Moorish city on the hill. Then, before the promenaders could realise the cause, a loud booming was heard at sea, and almost at the same moment a shell fell, and, exploding in the midst of them, blew a dozen Moors and Arabs into atoms.

In a few seconds the cannonade increased, and the battery in the centre of the harbour replied. Then firing seemed to proceed from all quarters, and a storm of shell suddenly crashed upon the town with the most appalling effect.

British war-vessels had crept up within range, and were pouring the vials of Britains wrath upon the ancient city of the Deys!

The detachment of vessels which, led by the new battleship Jupiter, went south from St. Tropez, had received instructions to destroy Algiers and return with all speed to Cagliari, in Sardinia, to await further instructions. The bombardment of the two cities simultaneously was in order to draw off the French Squadron from the position it had taken up near Gibraltar, so that the British could fight and then run past them into the Atlantic.

How far the manœuvre succeeded is shown in the few interesting details of the bombardment given in the course of an interview which a reporter of the Daily Telegraph had with Lieut. George Ingleton, of the first-class cruiser Edgar. The officer said: — 

We arrived off Algiers two hours after sundown, and after an inspection with search-lights, began to let fly with our big guns. In a few minutes the Al-Djefna Battery in the centre of the harbour replied, and a moment later a very rigorous fire was poured forth from Fort Neuf on the right and Forts Bab-Azzoun and Conde on the left. All four were very strong, and in conjunction with coast-defence vessels offered a most vigorous resistance. So suddenly did we fire upon the town, that a frightful panic must have been caused. Before we had fired half a dozen times, a shot from one of our 22-tonners crashed into the dome of the Mosque and totally demolished it, while another particularly well-aimed shell struck the Mairie, a big handsome building on the Boulevard de la République, facing the sea, tearing out a portion of the front. Then, turning our guns upon the long row of shops, banks, and hotels which formed the Boulevard, we pounded away most effectively, while several of our other vessels attended to the forts.

During the first half-hour the four warships of the enemy gave us considerable trouble, but very soon our torpedoes had sunk two of them, and the other two were quickly captured.

Meanwhile, under the hot fire from the forts, the bombardment grew exciting. Shells were ricochetting on the water all round us, but our search-lights being now shut off, we offered a very indistinct target to the enemy. On nearly all our ships, however, there were some slight casualties. A shell severely damaged the superstructure of the Jupiter, while others rendered useless several of her machine guns. A shell penetrated the Gannet, unfortunately killing fourteen bluejackets; and had it not been that the deck of the Edgar was protected throughout, the consequences to us would also have been very serious. Nevertheless, our two 22-ton guns rendered valuable service, and contributed in no small measure to the demolition of the town.

From the outset we could see that Algiers was totally unprepared for attack, and, continuing our fire calmly and regularly, we watched the flames bursting forth in every part of the town and leaping skyward. On shore the guns kept up their roaring thunder, although by aid of glasses we could detect how effectual were our shells in wrecking the fortifications and laying in ruins the European quarter. Every moment we were dealing terrible blows which shook the city to its foundations. The formidable city walls availed them nothing, for we could drop our shells anywhere we pleased, either on the hill at Mustapha or upon the pretty Moorish villas that lined the shore at St. Eugène.

Blazing away at long range upon the town, we spread destruction everywhere. Houses toppled like packs of cards, mosques were blown into the air, and public buildings swept away like grains of sand before the sirocco. Under such a fire thousands of natives and Europeans must have perished, for we were determined to carry out our intentions, and teach the invaders a lesson they were not likely to easily forget. Time after time our heavy guns crashed, while our 6-inch quick-firers kept up their roar, and our machine guns rattled continuously. As the hours went by, and we continued our work of merciless destruction, we were hit once or twice, but beyond the loss of two men and some unimportant damage we escaped further punishment.

The roar of our guns was deafening, and the smoke hung over the calm sea like a storm-cloud. Still we kept on in the face of the galling fire from the shore, and before midnight had the satisfaction of witnessing a magnificent spectacle, for the isolated conflagrations gradually united and the whole town was in flames.

We had accomplished our work, so with cheers for Old England we gave a parting shot, and turning were soon steaming away towards the Sicilian coast, leaving Algiers a mass of roaring flame.

The journey was uneventful until just before noon on the following day. I was at that time on duty, and suddenly, to my surprise, detected a number of ships. By the aid of our glasses, the captain and I found to our dismay that a number of the most powerful vessels of the Russian Fleet were bearing down upon us! All our other vessels had made the same discovery, and I must confess that the meeting was somewhat disconcerting. The strength of the Russian ironclads was such as to cause our hearts to beat more quickly. To engage that great force meant certain defeat, while it was necessary that our Admiral off Marseilles should know of the whereabouts of this hostile squadron, therefore we resolved to get away. But although we altered our course and put on all speed, we were, alas! unsuccessful. At last we determined at all hazards to stick to our guns so long as we were afloat, and as the first of the Tsars ironclads drew within range, one of our 22-tonners thundered. The white smoke, driven forward, tumbled over our bows. We had spoken the first word of battle!


CHAPTER XXI.

A NAVAL FIGHT AND ITS CONSEQUENCES.
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THE GREAT NAVAL force of the Tsar, with which we were now face to face, continued Lieutenant Ingleton in his narrative, consisted of the new battleship Petropavlovsk of 10,960 tons, with a speed of 17 knots; the great turret-ship Dvenadsat Apostoloff of 8076 tons; the two new barbette-ships Kama and Vologda of the Cizoi Veliky type; the Tchesmé of 10,181 tons, the Gheorghy Pobyednosets of 10,280 tons, and the powerful Tria Sviatitelia of 12,480 tons; the two enormous new cruisers Tiumen and Minsk, both of 17,000 tons, and running at 20 knots; the Vladimir Monomach of 5754 tons; the armoured gunboat Otvazny, and the new rams Admiral Seniavine and Admiral Uschakoff, with thirty torpedo boats, including the Kodor, Reni, Anakria, and Adler, the latter being able to run at 27·4 knots.

Against such a gigantic force as this our small force of vessels and torpedo boats presented but a sorry appearance. Nevertheless we had fired the first shot, and were now determined to die rather than haul down our colours. As our guns thundered, those of the Jupiter, Repulse, Sans Pareil, Undaunted, Orlando, Diana, Scout, and Gannet joined in noisy chorus. The 12-inch guns in the turrets of the Petropavlovsk and the four big guns in the barbettes of the Tria Sviatitelia crashed out together, and almost immediately afterwards we found ourselves being swept from stem to stern by the enemys shells. The Russian battleships were all well armoured, and had a much heavier shell fire than the vessels of either France or Britain. We were both in columns of divisions in line ahead, but from the first moment of the engagement our position was critical.

A terrific and deadly storm burst upon us from the enemys tops, while his heavy guns kept up an incessant thunder. With such an enormous force against us, it was apparent to every man on board that disaster was imminent. It had, alas! never been graven sufficiently deep upon the public mind how absurdly weak we were in the Mediterranean. Here, as in all other squadrons, every grade of officer from commander downwards was deficient in numbers, and the ships in commission had for years been so much below their complement that the work had only been carried on with great difficulty. Other ships at home had been obliged to wait until a sufficient number of merchant seamen and half-trained engine-room staff could be scraped together to provide the semblance of a crew. In fact, successive British Governments of both parties had subordinated national necessities to a desire to evade a material increase in taxation, and now at last our Mediterranean Squadron were compelled to face the inevitable.

The insidious cunning and patient methods to which the Russians resort in order to attain their aims and break their boundaries had once more been illustrated. They had, by dint of extraordinary chicanery, secured absolute possession of the small Turkish peninsula known as Mount Athos. Situated near the entrance of the Gulf of Salonica, it was a paramount strategical position, and its possessor was now enabled to keep watch upon Macedonia, and in the meantime be very near the Dardanelles, and also Asia Minor. The possession was accomplished in a curiously secret manner, showing to what extent Russian foresight and artifice is carried. For years past the Société Slav de Bienfaisance had been sending, through a bank in Salonica, large sums of money to further the aim. To the casual observer there was nothing extraordinary about this, for the Russians had established on the lofty heights several monasteries, converting the place into a clerical settlement. This fact was pointed out by the Pall Mall Gazette as far back as 1893, but the British public at that time failed to detect any Russian intrigue.

Gradually, however, Muscovite roubles purchased the surrounding property, and Greek convents were reduced to poverty while Russian institutions flourished and increased. But, strangely enough, the inmates of these monasteries were suddenly discovered to be mock clerics, and then it was disclosed that under the cover of monastic garments and robes were to be found the Tsars soldiers, performing a three years special and specific military service!

Yet, owing to the Sultans weakness, to the almighty backsheesh, and to the shortsightedness of Turkish statesmen, the Russians were not dislodged, but the position was actually ceded to them, with the result that they had now firmly established themselves where they were enabled to counteract British action and influence. A naval station had been established for their Mediterranean Squadron at Poros, off the eastern coast of the Peloponnesus, some fifteen miles due south of the island of Ægina. Here there were three miles of deep water safe from sea attack, with an arsenal and dockyard, on the very weakest point along the line of our highway between England and India! Such was the manner in which our power in the Mediterranean had been undermined!

There was, however, no time for reflection amid the deafening roar. This Black Sea Fleet that had burst its bonds and passed through the Dardanelles intended to sweep us from the sea. Yet, notwithstanding the terrible fire pouring upon us from these great and powerful ships, each fully equipped with the latest and most improved arms, fully manned by well-trained men, and fresh for the fray, we held our quarters, determined to show the forces of the Tsar defiance. Even though every man of us might be sent to an untimely grave, the Russian flag should never surmount the White Ensign of Britain. We were determined, so we set our teeth, and showed a firm and vigorous front to the foe.

Our two 22-tonners rendered admirable service, and the cannonade kept up from our 3 and 6-pounder quick-firing guns was playing havoc with the Russian belted cruiser Vladimir Monomach lying on our port quarter. The vessel was slightly larger than ourselves, carrying much heavier armaments, including four 13-ton guns, and twelve 4-tonners. She was indeed a very formidable opponent, nevertheless we did our best, and, blazing away at close quarters, soon succeeded in silencing the starboard 13-tonner nearest us.

Just at this moment I found we were being attacked on the port bow by the enormous new turret-ship Petropavlovsk and the Dvenadsat Apostoloff. Two of the heavy 12-inch guns of the former thundered almost simultaneously, and both shells striking us almost amidships, caused us such a shock that for a second I stood breathless.

In a few moments, however, it was reported that our vitals had fortunately escaped, and we continued firing as if no catastrophe had occurred. As a matter of fact, the damage caused by those two shells was appalling.

The Jupiter, steaming about two miles away on our starboard quarter, was apparently holding her own against the barbette-ships Tchesmé and Gheorghy Pobyednosets, the cruiser Tiumen, one of the largest in the world, and the new ram Admiral Seniavine. The four attacking vessels, as seen through the dense smoke, were pouring into the British ship a deadly fire; yet, judging from the fallen tops and disabled engines of the Gheorghy Pobyednosets and the wrecked superstructure of the Tchesmé, the Jupiters heavy armaments were executing good work, notwithstanding the strength of the Tchesmés six 50-ton guns, admirably arranged in pairs in the centre of the vessel.

The Diana and Sans Pareil, lying near to one another, were desperately resisting the vigorous attack made by the Admiral Uschakoff, Minsk, Otvazny, Kama, and Vologda; and here again, amid smoke and flying débris, I could distinguish that the 67-tonners of the Repulse, in co-operation with the lighter weapons of the Undaunted, were giving the enemy a taste of what British courage could accomplish.

The sea around us simply swarmed with Russian torpedo boats, and it required all our vigilance to evade their continued attacks. Before an hour had passed we had succeeded in sinking two by shots from our 6-inch guns, and several more were sent to the bottom by well-aimed projectiles from the Dido and Jupiter.

As for ourselves, projectiles were sweeping across our deck like hail, and under the incessant and fearful fire we were suffering frightfully. Over sixty of our men and a sub-lieutenant had been killed, while forty-nine were severely wounded. Once I had occasion to go below, and between decks the sight that met my gaze was awful.

Around two of the quick-firing guns on our port quarter lay the guns crews, mutilated by shells from the Vladimir Monomach. They had been killed almost instantly while standing bravely at their posts. The scene was appalling. The mangled masses of humanity amid which the surgeons were at work were awful to look upon, and I rushed up again with the terrible scene photographed indelibly upon my memory.

Meanwhile the ship was in the greatest peril. The continual bursting of shells upon her shook and shattered her, and she trembled violently as, time after time, her own guns uttered their thundering reply to her enemies. Heeling now this way, now that, as the helm was put hard over to avoid a blow, the situation on board was intensely exciting.

Those were terrible moments. The captain suddenly noticed the movements of the Vladimir Monomach, and divined her intentions. She had ceased firing, and by a neatly executed manœuvre was preparing to ram us. In a moment our helm was put over again, and the Edgar answered to it immediately.

Ready bow tube! I heard the captain shout hoarsely. He waited a few moments, allowing the Russian ironclad to partially perform her evolution, then just as she came almost into collision with us he shrieked Fire bow tube! at the same time bringing us over further to port.

The seconds seemed hours. Suddenly there was a loud explosion, a great column of water rose under the Russians bow, and we knew the torpedo had struck. At that moment, too, even while the water was still in the air, one of our torpedo boats which had crept up under the Vladimir Monomachs stern sent another torpedo at her, which also hit its mark and ripped her up. Turning our guns upon the armoured cruiser, we poured volley after volley into her, but she did not reply, for her men were panic-stricken, and she was sinking fast.

The Petropavlovsk, leaving us, endeavoured to rescue her crew, but ere a dozen men were saved, she settled down bow foremost, and disappeared into the deep, carrying down with her nearly five hundred officers and men.

The Dvenadsat Apostoloff kept up her fire upon us, and a few moments later I witnessed another disaster, for a shot from one of her bow guns struck the torpedo boat that had just assisted us, and sank it. A few minutes later a loud explosion in the direction of the Sans Pareil attracted my attention, and, turning, I saw amid the smoke-clouds débris precipitated high into the air. A shot from one of her 111-ton guns had penetrated to the magazine of the Admiral Seniavine, which had exploded, causing a frightful disaster on board that vessel, and just at the same moment a cheer from the crew of one of our 6-inch guns prompted me to look for the cause, which I found in the fact that they had shot the Russian colours completely away from the Dvenadsat Apostoloff.

Again another frightful explosion sounded loud above the incessant din, and to my satisfaction I saw a great column of water rise around the Admiral Uschakoff, which, fighting at close quarters with the Dido, had apparently been torpedoed. Not satisfied with this, the captain of the Dido, keeping his machine guns going, turned his vessel and discharged a second Whitehead, which also struck with such terrible effect that the Russian ship began at once to sink, and in a few minutes the blue waves closed for ever over her tops, ere a score or so out of her crew of 300 could be rescued.

It was nearly three bells, and the sun was setting. A galling fire from the machine guns in the foretop of the Dvenadsat Apostoloff suddenly swept our deck, killing a dozen poor fellows who were at work clearing away some débris, and at the same moment a shot from one of her 52-ton guns crashed into our port quarter, and must have caused terrible havoc among the guns crews. A moment later we were dismayed by the report that our steering-gear had been broken. For a few seconds we were helplessly swinging round under the awful fire which was now pouring from the great guns of the Russian ironclad, and our captain was making strenuous efforts to recover control of the ship, when I saw the torpedo boat Anakria shoot suddenly across our bows, then quickly slacken as she got to starboard of us.

A second later I realised her intention, and shouted frantically. A line of bubbles had appeared on the surface advancing swiftly towards us. She had ejected a torpedo straight at us, and I stood petrified, not daring to breathe.

A moment later there came a terrific explosion right underneath us, followed by a harsh tearing sound as iron plates were torn asunder like tinfoil, and the ships side was ripped completely up. The Edgar heaved high and plunged heavily, a great column of water rose high above her masts, and the air seemed filled with flying fragments of iron and wood. The vessel rocked and swayed so that we could not keep our feet, and then gradually heeling over, causing her guns to shift, she went down before a soul on board could launch a boat.

At the moment of the explosion I felt a sharp twinge in the back, and found that I had been struck by a flying splinter of steel. The strain of those hours had been terrible, and of the events that followed I can only recollect two things. I remember finding myself struggling alone in the water with a shower of bullets from the Dvenadsat Apostoloffs tops sending up little splashes about me. Then I felt my strength failing, my limbs seemed paralysed, and I could no longer strike out to save myself. Abandoning all hope, I was sinking, when suddenly a rope was flung to me. I remember how frantically I clutched it, and that a few moments later I was hauled aboard a torpedo boat; but for days afterwards I lay hovering twixt life and death, oblivious to all. I was one of the thirteen only who were saved out of a crew of 327 brave officers and men.

Such a ghastly disaster could only produce profound dismay among those who manned the remaining British vessels. Straining every nerve to uphold the honour of Britain, the guns crews of the Jupiter, Sans Pareil, Repulse, and Undaunted, with smoke-begrimed hands and faces, worked on with that indomitable energy begotten of despair. Regardless of the awful rain of shot and shell, they reloaded and fired with calm, dogged self-possession, the officers on all four vessels inspiring their men by various deeds of valour, and preserving such discipline under fire as none but British sailors could. The British naval officer is full of undaunted defiance and contempt for his foes; but, above all, he is a strict disciplinarian, and to this our country in a great measure owes the supremacy our Navy has hitherto enjoyed upon the seas. During the fight the vessels had been moving in a north-easterly direction, and although the Russians were unaware of the fact, Her Majestys ships had therefore continued in their course. Hence, just as a cool breeze sprang up at sundown, soon after the Edgar had sunk, a line of low dark cliffs was sighted ahead.

The officers of the Diana, watching anxiously through their glasses, distinguished the distant crest of Mount Genargentu gradually appearing against the clear evening sky, and then they knew that they were off Sardinia, outside the Gulf of Oristano.

Altering their course, they headed due north, still keeping up a running fire, but the Russians prevented them making headway.

All our vessels were suffering frightfully, when there was a sudden explosion, and, to the Englishmens dismay, it was seen that a torpedo had struck the Undaunted nearly amidships. Still the doomed vessel managed to evade a second attack, and by a desperate manœuvre the captain succeeded in turning and heading for land.

The remaining ships, in their terribly crippled condition, would, the Russians anticipated, soon fall an easy prey. Nevertheless, with their crews decimated, their guns disabled, and their machinery damaged, the British vessels still continued firing, the men resolved to go down at their quarters. They knew that escape was hopeless, and every moment they saw their comrades being swept away by the great exploding projectiles of the Tsars heavy guns. But they were not dismayed. To do their utmost for the defence of Britain, to keep afloat as long as possible, and to die like Britons with faces towards the foe, was their duty. Pale and desperate, they were fighting for their country and their Queen, knowing that only a grave in the deep and the honour of those at home would be the reward of their bravery — that at any moment they might be launched into the unknown.

Suddenly there was a loud shouting on board the Jupiter, and signals were, a moment later, run up to her half-wrecked top. The captain of the Dido, noticing this, looked to ascertain the cause, and saw away on the horizon to the north, whence the dark night clouds were rising, a number of strange craft. Snatching up his glass, he directed it on the strangers, and discovered that they were Italian warships, and were exchanging rapid signals with the captain. They were promising assistance!

Cheers rang loudly through the British vessels, when, a few minutes later, the truth became known, and the guns crews worked with redoubled energy, while the Russians, noticing the approaching ships, were apparently undecided how to act. They were given but little time for reflection, however, for within half an hour the first of the great Italian ironclads, the Lepanto, opened fire upon the Petropavlovsk, and was quickly followed by others, until the action became general all round.

Aid had arrived just in time, and the British vessels, with engines broken, stood away at some distance, leaving matters for the nonce to the powerful Italian Squadron. It was indeed a very formidable one, and its appearance caused the Russian Admiral such misgivings that he gave orders to retreat, a manœuvre attempted unsuccessfully. The Italian Fleet, as it loomed up in the falling gloom, included no fewer than twenty-six warships and forty-three torpedo boats. The vessels consisted of the barbette-ship Lepanto of 15,000 tons; the Sardegna, Sicilia, and Re Umberto of 13,000 tons; the Andrea Doria, Francesca Morosini, and Ruggiero di Lauria of 11,000 tons; the turret-ships Dandolo and Duilio of the same size; the Ammeraglio di St. Bon of 9800 tons; the armoured cruisers Ancona, Castelfidardo, and Maria Pia, and the San Martino, each of about 4500 tons; the gun-vessels Andrea Provana, Cariddi, Castore, Curtatone; the torpedo gunboats Aretusa, Atlante, Euridice, Iride, Montebello, and Monzambano; the despatch vessels Galileo and Vedetta; and the first-class torpedo vessels Aquila, Avvoltoio, Falco, Nibbio, and Sparviero, and thirty-eight others.

With such a force descending upon the Russian ships, which had already been very severely punished by the vigorous fire of the British, there was little wonder that the Tsars vessels should endeavour to escape. The Italian Fleet had already bombarded and destroyed Ajaccio two days ago, and, steaming south from the Corsican capital, had anchored for twenty-four hours off Cape della Caccia, near Alghero, in the north of Sardinia. Then again taking a southerly course in the expectation of joining hands with the British Mediterranean Squadron, which was on its way from Marseilles to Cagliari, they had fallen in with the three crippled ships.

Without hesitation the powerful Italian ironclads, several of which were among the finest in the world, opened a terrific fire upon the Russian ships, and as darkness fell the sight was one of appalling grandeur. From all sides flame rushed from turrets and barbettes in vivid flashes, while the Maxims in the tops poured out their deadly showers of bullets. The ponderous 105-ton guns of the Andrea Doria, Francesca Morosini, and Ruggiero di Lauria crashed and roared time after time, their great shots causing frightful havoc among the Russian ships, the four 100-tonners of the Lepanto and the 67-tonners of the Re Umberto, Sardegna, and Sicilia simply knocking to pieces the Petropavlovsk. The Russian ships were receiving terrible blows on every hand. With their search-lights beaming forth in all directions, the ships were fighting fiercely, pounding away at each other with deafening din. It was not long, however, before this vigorous attack of the Italians began to tell, for within an hour of the first shot from the Lepanto the fine Russian battleship Gheorghy Pobyednosets and the great new cruiser Minsk of 17,000 tons had been rammed and sunk, the former by the Duilio, and the latter by the Re Umberto, while the Tchesmé and the gunboat Otvazny had been torpedoed, and scarcely a soul saved out of 1500 men who were on board.

Explosions were occurring in quick succession, and red glares flashed momentarily over the sea. Hither and thither as the Italian torpedo boats darted they ejected their missiles, and the rapid and terrible fire from the leviathans of Italy, pouring into every one of the remaining ships of the Tsar, killed hundreds who were striving to defend themselves.

Suddenly the Sicilia, which had been fighting the Russian flagship, the Tria Sviatitelia, at close quarters, and had blown away her conning-tower and greater portion of her superstructure, performed a neat evolution, and crashed her ram right into her opponents broadside, breaking her almost in half.

A few moments later there was a terrific explosion on board, and then the doomed vessel sank into the dark rolling sea, carrying with her the Russian Admiral and all hands.

Quickly this success was followed by others — the blowing up of the monster new cruiser Tiumen, the sinking of the Adler and four other Russian torpedo boats, occurring in rapid succession. Seeing with what rapidity and irresistible force they were being swept from the sea, the remainder of the Tsars shattered fleet struck their flags and called for quarter, not, however, before the torpedo boat Kodor had been sunk. The Russians thus captured were the battleships Petropavlovsk of 10,960 tons, the Dvenadsat Apostoloff of 8076 tons, the two new barbette-ships, Kama and Vologda, both of whose engines had broken down, and fifteen torpedo boats.
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HELP FROM ITALY: WITH THEIR SEARCH-LIGHTS BEAMING FORTH IN ALL DIRECTIONS, THE SHIPS WERE FIGHTING FIERCELY, POUNDING AWAY AT EACH OTHER WITH DEAFENING DIN.

At dawn most of the latter were manned by Italians, while the captured ships, with the Italian colours flying and bearing evidence of the terrible conflict, were on their way due north to Genoa, accompanied by the battered British vessels.

The strongest division of Russias Fleet had been totally destroyed, and the Tsars power in the Mediterranean was broken.


CHAPTER XXII.

PANIC IN LANCASHIRE.
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THE RUSSIANS WERE within gunshot of Manchester! A profound sensation was caused in that city about eight oclock on the evening of September 6th, by an announcement made by the Evening News — which still appeared in fitful editions — that a Cossack patrol had been seen on the road between Macclesfield and Alderley, and that it was evident, from the manner of the Russian advance, that they meant to attack the city almost immediately.

The utmost alarm was caused, and the streets were everywhere crowded by anxious, starving throngs, eager to ascertain fuller details, but unable to gather anything further beyond the wild conjectures of idle gossip.

The great city which, on the outbreak of war, was one of the most prosperous in the world, was now but a sorry semblance of its former self. Heated, excited, turbulent, its streets echoed with the heartrending wails of despairing crowds, its factories were idle, its shops closed, and its people were succumbing to the horrible, lingering death which is the result of starvation.

Wealth availed them naught. Long ago the last loaf had been devoured, the last sack of flour had been divided, and the rich living in the suburbs now felt the pinch of hunger quite as acutely as factory operatives, who lounged, hands in pockets, about the streets. Manchester, like most other towns in England, had come to the end of her supplies, and death and disease now decimated the more populous districts, while those who had left the city and tramped north had fared no better, and hundreds dropped and died by the roadside.

The situation in Lancashire was terrible. At Liverpool a few vessels were arriving from America, under escort of British cruisers, bringing supplies, but these were mostly purchased at enormously high rates, and sent to London by way of Manchester and Sheffield, railway communication by that route being still open. This fact becoming known in Manchester caused the greatest indignation, and the people, rendered desperate by hunger, succeeded on several occasions in stopping the trains, and appropriating the food they carried. The situation in Manchester was one of constant excitement, and fear that the enemy should repeat the success they had achieved at Birmingham. The hundreds of thousands of hungry ones who flocked Manchester streets and the grimy thoroughfares of Stockport, Ashton, Oldham, Bolton, and other great towns in the vicinity, feared that they, like the people of Birmingham, would be put to the sword by the ruthless invaders.

The week that had elapsed had been an eventful one, fraught with many horrors. After the success of the Russians at Birmingham, the British troops, both Regulars, Volunteers, and improvised, fell back and formed up north of the city, being practically nothing more than a strong line of outposts without reserves, extending from Dudley, through West Bromwich and Sutton Park, to Tamworth. This scheme, however, was ill-devised, for the defenders, in order to act successfully, should have fallen back much further, and concentrated their forces at one or two strategical points on the line to Manchester, as it had been ascertained from spies that a swift and vigorous attack on that city was meditated.

The day following the taking of Birmingham was devoted by the enemy to the reorganisation of their forces, and the rearrangement of their transport and ammunition train. Large quantities of waggons and war stores of all kinds had been found in the town and annexed by the victors, and at Kynochs Factory at Aston some hundreds of thousands of rounds of ammunition had been seized. These had been made for a foreign government, and fitted both rifles and machine guns of the Russians.

Having thus reorganised, the Russians, leaving 10,000 men in Birmingham as a base, resumed their march north on the third day. The left flank, consisting of 2000 cavalry and 12,000 infantry, took the road through West Bromwich to Wednesbury and Bilston, but quickly found themselves entrapped, for on account of the many canals their cavalry were unable to act, and their transport was cut off. The miners and factory men had armed themselves, and, acting in conjunction with the British troops from Dudley and Great Barr, succeeded, after some hard fighting around Tipton and Coseley, in completely annihilating the enemy, taking 5000 prisoners and killing the remaining 9000.

Meanwhile the right flank had passed out of Birmingham by way of Castle Bromwich, and had advanced without opposition through Wishaw and Tamworth to Lichfield, driving the defenders before them. The Russian main column, however, were not allowed to go north without a most desperate endeavour on the part of our men to hold them in check. Indeed, if ever British courage showed itself it was during those dark days. Advancing through Aston and Perry to Sutton along the ancient highway, Icknield Street, the Russians sent a large force through the woods to the high ground between Wild Green and Maney. Here the British had established strong batteries, but after some desperate fighting these were at length captured, the enemy losing heavily. At the same time, fierce fighting occurred in Sutton Park and across at Aldridge, the defenders making the most strenuous efforts to break the force of the invaders. All was, alas! to no purpose. The British, outnumbered as before, were compelled to fall back fighting, with the result that the enemys main column, pushing on, effected a junction with its right flank, which had bivouaced on Wittington Heath, near Lichfield, and occupied the barracks there.

On the day following the invaders broke into two columns and marched again north, practically in battle formation, the right column continuing along Icknield Street, through Burton, Derby, Bakewell, and Marple, driving back the defenders, while the left column took a route that lay through the hilly and wooded country near Cannock Chase. Both columns, advancing in échelon of division, with cavalry on their flanks, were constantly harassed in the rear by the British, and in their advance lost numbers of waggons and a large quantity of ammunition; but they succeeded in travelling so quickly north that they were actually marching on Manchester before the people in that city could realise it. Signal acts of bravery were being everywhere reported, but what could individual heroism effect against the fearful odds we had to face?

Thousands of men in Bolton, Bury, Oldham, Wigan, Rochdale, and other neighbouring towns had already armed themselves, and, on hearing that Manchester was threatened, poured into the city to act their part bravely in its defence.

It must be admitted that the British General commanding had, on gaining knowledge of the intentions of the Russians, taken every precaution in his power to prevent an advance on Manchester.

Our troops which had been defeated and driven back from Birmingham, had at once retreated north to the Peak district, and about one-quarter of the number had taken up excellent defensive positions there, while the remainder, with small reinforcements of Regulars drawn from Lancaster, Warrington, Bury, Chester, Wrexham, Burnley, Ashton-under-Lyne, York, Halifax, and as far distant as Carlisle, had, in addition to those from Manchester, been massed along the north bank of the Mersey from Stockport to Flixton, with a line of communication stretching across to Woodley Junction, and thence over Glossop Dale to the Peak.

Thus Manchester was defended by a force of 38,000 cavalry, infantry, Volunteers, and colonials, against the Russian army, consisting of the remaining 65,000 of the force which attacked Birmingham, and reinforcements of 10,000 infantry and 5000 cavalry that had been pushed rapidly forward from Sussex over the ground that the main body had travelled. The total force of Russians was therefore 80,000.

From Stockport, the north bank of the Mersey to its confluence with the Irwell past Flixton was well guarded. Earthworks had been raised, trenches dug, walls had been loopholed, and houses placed in a state of hasty defence. Among the reinforcements now under arms were several portions of battalions of Lancashire Volunteer Artillery who had not gone south to their allotted positions in the defence of London, and five companies of the 1st Cheshire and Carnarvonshire Artillery under Col. H. T. Brown, V.D., together with the Cheshire Yeomanry under Col. P. E. Warburton. The Manchester Brigade was a strong one, consisting of six Volunteer battalions of the Manchester Regiment, the 1st under the Earl of Crawford, V.D., the 2nd under Col. Bridgford, V.D., the 3rd under Col. Eaton, V.D., the 4th under Col. Lynde, V.D., the 5th under Col. Rocca, V.D., and the 6th under Col. Lees; the Cheshire and Lancashire Brigades included three Volunteer battalions of the Lancashire Fusiliers under Colonels Young, Philippi, and Haworth, and two battalions of the South Lancashire Regiment; while the Northern Counties Brigade, composed of one Volunteer battalion of the Royal Lancaster Regiment under Col. Strongitharm, two battalions of the East Lancashire Regiment under Col. A. I. Robinson, V.D., and Col. T. Mitchell, V.D., and two of the Loyal North Lancashire under Col. Widdows and Col. Ormrod, also mustered their forces and performed excellent defensive work. It was here, too, that the Volunteer cyclists were found of the utmost value in scouting and carrying despatches.

The excitement in Manchester on that memorable September night was intense. That a desperate and bloody fray was imminent, every one knew, and the people were trusting to the defensive line on the river bank to protect them from the foreign destroyer. Would they be strong enough to effectively resist? Would they be able to drive back the Russians and defeat them?

The people of Lancashire who condemned our military administration did not do so without cause. It had been claimed by many that England could never be invaded; nevertheless our course should have been to prepare for possible events. Our Army, being small, should have been better equipped and armed, as well as trained to balance weakness in numbers. Again, there had always existed a hideous hindrance to the efficiency of the Auxiliaries — the arms. Many of the Martini-Henrys carried by the Volunteers bore date of a quarter of a century ago, and their barrels were so worn they could not be fired accurately; while others possessed the Snider, which was practically a smoothbore from wear. What was the use of weapons surpassed in power by those of other nations? It was an unpalatable truth that had now at last dawned upon Britain, that in arming her soldiers she was far behind the rest of the world.

While Manchester spent the sultry night in feverish excitement at the knowledge that the enemy had advanced almost to their doors, the British outposts were being harassed by the enemy, who, flushed with success, were advancing gradually onward towards the line of defence. The Russian front had been suddenly widely extended, evidently aiming at a concentric attack on Manchester, and an attempt to wholly envelop the defenders position by cavalry operating on both flanks.

Some terribly desperate encounters took place during a frightful thunderstorm which lasted a portion of the night, and many a brave Briton fell while performing valiant deeds for the honour of his country. The anxiety within the British lines that hot night was intense.

Reports coming in told of fierce fighting all along the line. Soon after midnight a British patrol, supported by cavalry, that had been sent out from Northenden to Baguley, was suddenly attacked by a party of Russians, who lay in ambush close to Wythenshaw Hall. A short but fierce fight ensued, but the British, knowing that part of the country well, succeeded in totally annihilating their antagonists. The firing, however, attracted attention in the Russian lines, with the result that a second attack was quickly made upon them, compelling them to retire up the hill at Lawton Moor, where they dashed into a small wood, closely pressed by the enemy. The attack was desperate. There is something terrible in a fight in a wood at night. The combatants could see nothing save an occasional flash in the impenetrable darkness, and hoarse cries went up from the mysterious inferno. Neither invader nor defender could distinguish each other, and in the half-hour that followed, many a Russian shot his comrade in mistake for his foe.

At last the defenders, finding that the slightest rustling of boughs brought down a volley from magazine rifles, stood motionless, scarcely daring to breathe, and waited anxiously, until at last the enemy, seeing that their efforts to drive them out were useless, withdrew, and went off towards Baguley.

In another direction, close to Henbury, near Macclesfield, a squadron of British cavalry surprised a small outpost camp of Russians, and cut it up terribly, killing half the number; but pushing on to Marthall, six miles across country, they came into collision with a body of Russian dragoons, and after a very fierce encounter were compelled to fall back again after considerable loss. On the outskirts of Northwich, and on the borders of Delamere Forest, skirmishes occurred, resulting in serious loss on both sides. A reconnoitring party of Russians was totally swept away and every man killed, by a British party who were concealed in an old farm building close to Alderley village; while another engaged in surveying the roads to Altrincham had been forced to retreat, leaving half their number dead or wounded on the edge of Tatton Park.


CHAPTER XXIII.

THE EVE OF BATTLE.
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SOME IDEA OF the gallant conduct of our Volunteers during the night may be gathered from the following extract from a letter by Lieutenant John Rowling of the 2nd Volunteer Battalion of the East Lancashire Regiment, to a friend a few days afterwards. He wrote — 

You will no doubt have heard something about the warm work we had on the night before the Battle of Manchester. The city, as you know, was covered on the south by a long straggling line of outposts, extending practically from Stockport to Altrincham. Late in the afternoon of September 6th we received an order to proceed to Mere, about four miles from Altrincham, having been detailed to form the section of the outposts from New Tatton to Goodiers Green, and on arrival at Mere half of our force of 600 was left in reserve there; the supports were moved about half a mile down Watling Street, and the remainder was divided into three piquets, No. 1 at Bentley Hurst Farm, No. 2 at Moss Cottage, and No. 3 near Mereplatt Farm, with four double sentry posts out in front of each piquet.

I was in command of No. 2 picket, with Anderson and Wishton as subs, and as soon as I returned to the piquet, after posting the sentries, I sent the former with two sections to form a detached post at Over Tabley, and instructed him to send a reconnoitring patrol as far down Watling Street as he might consider consistent with safety. Anderson posted his men, and returned to me about ten oclock with a corporal and two men, bringing in a man who had been pointed out to him at Over Tabley as a suspicious character — in fact, he was said to be a spy. He had been staying at an inn there for two or three days, and had very little luggage. Anderson had examined his portmanteau, but found nothing there; and as the man refused to give any account of himself, he made him a prisoner. Fresh fires were continually breaking out, therefore I thought it best to waste no time questioning him, but took him into a room at Moss Cottage, where he was thoroughly searched. Notes were found upon him from which it was evident that he had been obtaining information for the enemy for some time, and, better still, particulars of their proposed operations for the investment of Manchester, showing that they were advancing in our direction along the old Watling Street.

I sent the prisoner under escort to the commander of the outposts, and at the same time sent word to Nos. 1 and 3 piquets, after which Anderson and I went down to Over Tabley, leaving Wishton in charge of No. 2. The machine gun that had been allotted to my piquet I also ordered to Over Tabley, and on arrival there we threw up barricades, hastily constructed of barrels, doors, and logs, banked with earth, across the road between the Vicarage and the church. A quantity of barbed wire was found in the village, and this came in very useful, for we stretched several lengths of it across the roads on the off-side of the barricade.

There were under thirty of us, but every man was determined to do his duty unflinchingly. By this time it was past eleven, and very dark, yet there was just light enough to train the gun on to the centre of the cross-roads by Dairyhouse Farm. Very soon we could hear the enemy approaching, and as their spy had not met them outside, they evidently concluded that the village was unoccupied, and advanced in comparatively close order, Cossacks leading, and the infantry so close that there was practically no division between their vanguard and mainguard. The first section of Cossacks very soon found our first wire, and the whole of their horses came to grief. Those in the rear, thinking probably that there was no other obstruction in the way, spurred their horses and galloped over their friends, only to meet with a similar fate further on.

The pioneers doubled up, and began to cut the wires, and fearing that the infantry in the rear would soon deploy, I gave the order for independent firing. The Russians stood it for some minutes, and attempted to reply, but not a man of ours was visible, and they soon retreated to Tabley Hall, where I had no means of following them.

It must be remembered that we were all Volunteers, the Regulars being on the Stockport flank of the outpost line. My men behaved splendidly, and the firing was excellent from first to last.

About the same time as the unsuccessful attack was made on the outposts at Mere, the British line was broken through at Heald Green and Appletree.

A cavalry patrol, supported by infantry, was feeling its way along the road to Wilmslow, and had passed Willow Farm, at which point the road runs beside the railway embankment.

The storm had burst, the thunder rolled incessantly, rain fell in torrents, and the lightning played about them, causing their arms to gleam in its vivid flashes.

Slowly, and without undue noise, the patrol was wending its way up the hill towards Finney Green, when suddenly there was a terrific rattle of musketry, and they discovered to their surprise that the enemy, who were occupying the embankment of the North-Western Railway on their left, were pouring upon them a fire sufficient to blanch the cheek of the bravest among them.

Along the embankment for a mile or more were stationed infantry with magazine rifles, and in addition they had brought two machine guns into play with appalling effect. So sudden did this galling fire open upon them, that men and horses fell without being able to fire a shot in return. British infantry, however, stood their ground, and as the lightning flashed, disclosing the position of the enemy, every Russian who dared to stand up or show himself was promptly picked off. But against the awful rain of deadly bullets ejected from the machine guns, at the rate of 600 a minute, no force could make a successful defence.

Many British heroes fell pierced by a dozen bullets; still their comrades, seeking what shelter they could, continued the defensive.

Meanwhile over the dismal muddy road the survivors of the cavalry galloped back, and quickly reported to the commander of the piquet at Appletree that the enemy were in strong force on the other side of the embankment between Oaklands and Wilmslow Park, and as they had heard a train run into Wilmslow Station and stop, it was evident that the enemy had reopened the line from Crewe, and intended concentrating part of their reinforcements to the general advance. The facts that the enemy had succeeded in cutting all the telegraph lines in the district, and had now obtained complete control over the railway, were most alarming, and the outlook of the defenders was rendered doubly serious by the large force they were compelled to keep east of Stockport, and in the Peak district, to prevent the invaders getting round to attack Manchester from the north.

On receipt of the news of the disaster to the patrol, the commander of the piquet at Appletree immediately sent information to the commander of the piquet posted at the railway station at Cheadle Hulme; but by a strange oversight, due no doubt to the excitement of the moment, sent no report to the commander of the outposts. The infantry engaging the Russians on the embankment, though exhibiting most gallant courage, were so exposed that it was little wonder they were soon completely annihilated, only half a dozen escaping.
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The enemy must have detrained a large number of troops at Wilmslow, for the British cavalry scouts were quickly followed up by Cossacks and the Tsars Dragoons. Quickly the sentries between Heald Green and Appletree were driven back on their piquets, the latter extending in skirmishing order. Such a manœuvre, however, proved fatal in the darkness and on the heavy ploughed land over which they were fighting. Alas! very few succeeded in reaching the supports, and when they did, they all fell back hurriedly on the reserves at Pimgate.

Then the commander of the piquet at Cheadle Hulme Station, finding that he must inevitably be attacked by road and rail, set the station on fire, and with the assistance of the railway officials blew up a large portion of the permanent way with dynamite, thus cutting off the enemys means of communication. This accomplished, he fell back upon his supports at Adswood, and they, at about 2 A.M., retreated with the reserves to the embankment of the North-Western Railway which carries the line from Stockport to Whaley Bridge, and took up a strong position to assist in the defence of Stockport.

The latter town was defended on three sides by railway embankments, which were now occupied by strong bodies of Regulars, with several Maxims. One embankment ran from the west boundary of the town to Middlewood Junction, another from Middlewood to Marple, and a third from Marple to Mayercroft. Throughout the night the defenders were in hourly expectation that an attack would be made upon their positions, with the object of investing Stockport as a preliminary to the assault on the defensive lines north of the Mersey; but the enemy apparently had other objects, and the disaster to the British cavalry patrol on the Wilmslow road was, unfortunately, followed by a second and more serious one. The Cossacks and Dragoons that followed the British cavalry scouts overtook them just as they had joined their reserves, a short distance beyond Pimgate, about half-past two. A fierce fight ensued, and the force of British cavalry and infantry was gradually drawn into a cunningly-devised trap, and then there suddenly appeared a great force of Russians, who simply swept down upon them, slaughtering the whole of them with brutal ferocity, not, however, before they had fought desperately, and inflicted enormous loss upon the enemy.

Having totally annihilated that detachment of defenders, the Russians marched into Cheadle, and, after sacking the little town, burned it, together with the Grange, the Print Works, the railway station, St. Marys Church, and a number of large mills.

The great army of the Tsar had bivouaced, reserving its strength for a desperate dash upon Manchester. But the British outposts stood wakeful and vigilant, ready at any moment to sound the alarm. To those entrenched beyond the winding Mersey, soaked by the heavy rain, and spending the dark hours in anxiety, there came over the dismal country the sound of distant rifle-firing mingling with the roll of the thunder. Ere long they knew that every man would be fighting for his life against the great hordes of invaders who would descend upon them swiftly and mercilessly. Across the country from the Peak away to Chester, the Briton bravely faced his foe, anxious and vigilant, awaiting breathlessly the progress of events.

Thus passed the stormy, oppressive night, till the grey dawn of a fateful day.


CHAPTER XXIV.

MANCHESTER ATTACKED BY RUSSIANS.
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WITH THE FIRST streak of daylight the anxious, excited crowds of men and women, surging up and down the principal streets of Manchester, were alarmed by the sounds of heavy firing. A terrible panic instantly ensued. The battle had actually commenced!

Half-starved operatives, with pale, wan faces, stood in groups in Deansgate, Market Street, Piccadilly, and London Road, while men, armed with any weapons they could obtain, rushed out along the main roads to the south of the city to assist in its defence. Lancashire men exhibited commendable patriotism, even though they had not hesitated to criticise the administration of our War Department; for now at the critical hour not a man flinched from his duty, both old and young taking up arms for their countrys honour.

During the eventful night at all approaches to the city from the south the roads had been thrown into a state of hasty defence. A formidable barricade had been constructed at a point in the Stretford Road close to the Botanical Gardens to prevent the enemy from advancing up the Chester or Stretford New Roads; another was thrown up at the junction of Chorlton Road, Withington Road, Upper Chorlton Road, and Moss Lane West; a third opposite Rusholme Hall prevented any march up the Wilmslow Road; while others of minor strength blocked the Anson Road close to the Elms, the London Road at Longsight, the Hyde Road opposite Belle Vue Prison, and at Ivy Place in the Ashton Old Road.

These had all been raised out of any materials that came to hand. Barrels, brick rubbish, planks, doors, flooring of houses hastily torn up, and scaffold poles lashed together; in fact, the barriers were huge piles of miscellaneous and portable articles, even furniture from neighbouring houses being utilised, while lengths of iron railings and wire torn from fences played an important part in these hastily-built defences. Behind them, armed with rifles, shot-guns, pistols, knives, and any other weapon that came handiest, the men of Manchester waited, breathlessly impatient in the expectation of attack.

As dawn spread bright and rosy, and the mist cleared from the low meadows beside the Mersey, the distant firing was continuous, and the one or two shells that fell and burst in the centre of the city were precursory of an awful sanguinary struggle. Scarcely a person in that densely populated area had slept that night, and the streets were everywhere full, the most exciting and heartrending scenes being witnessed.

A great crowd that assembled in Albert Square was addressed by the Mayor from the steps of the Town Hall, and urged to strain every muscle to drive back the invaders, in order that the disaster at Birmingham should not be repeated. Even as he spoke, in the interval of wild cheering and the energetic singing of the National Anthem and Rule, Britannia, the distant crackling of rifles and the low booming of field guns could be heard.

It was the din of battle — the catastrophe caused by the cunning spy Von Beilstein, who was still living in luxury in London, and who still posed as the friend of Geoffrey Engleheart and Violet Vayne!

Geoffrey was still with the Volunteers assisting in the defence of London, but the French spy who had sent the forged orders to our Navy had apparently made good his escape.

Here, in Manchester, the sound of the guns aroused that patriotic enthusiasm latent in the heart of every Briton. True, they were weary, famished, ill from lack of food, yet they were fiercely determined that the invader should never tread their streets, nor should incendiaries burn or Russian artillery destroy their handsome buildings — monuments of Englands wealth and greatness. In St. Peters Square, at a mass meeting attended by nearly twelve thousand people, a demonstration was made against the enemy, and it was resolved that every man should act his part in the struggle, and that no quarter should be shown the legions of the Tsar; while at another impromptu meeting held in Piccadilly, in the open space opposite the Infirmary, the conduct of the Russians before Birmingham was denounced; and some speakers, using violent language, lashed their hearers into a frenzy of mad excitement, causing an eager rush to the barricades in readiness for the terrible fray.

As the sun shone out pale and yellow in the stormy sky, the fighting spread quickly down the Mersey banks from Haughton away to Flixton. It became fiercest around Stockport, and over the level pastures the white smoke of rifles puffed from every bush, wall, and fence.

The Russians were the superior force, for, while all were trained soldiers, not more than a third of the defenders had taken the Queens shilling, and not more than half of them had ever had an hours drill in their lives. They were simply volunteers who had found their own arms and banded for the defence of their homes.

The soldiers of the Tsar, trained under the most rigorous discipline, had considerably improved in tactics, in drill, and in munitions of war since the Crimea, — a fact overlooked by the majority of Britons, — and they had now taken possession of every strategical position where batteries might be established. After fierce fighting over Lyme Park across to Norbury Hall, in which the Russians lost very heavily owing to the British gun fire from the railway embankment, a great charge was made by an enormous body of infantry, who succeeded, after several futile attempts, in carrying the position, and driving the British artillerymen back to the road which runs from Stockport to Marple.

The embankment which thus fell into the hands of the Muscovite infantry formed one of the strongest defences of Stockport, therefore they at once moved the guns up towards Davenport Station, and commenced shelling the city with the defenders own guns!

The panic caused in Stockport was awful, when without warning shells commenced to explode in the crowded barricaded streets, but the Russians were not allowed to have things their own way for long. The British batteries on the opposite railway embankment between Heaton Norris and New Mills formed up at the junction almost opposite Davenport, and opened a terrific fire upon the captured guns.

For half an hour this continued, and the Russians, standing in an exposed position right on the sky-line, were being swept away by British shells, when suddenly the enemy were joined by reinforcements, whereupon a small force of British infantry, who had been brought quickly along, unperceived by the enemy from Marple, suddenly swarmed up the embankment at Norbury, and, charging along to the Russian position, added a strong rifle fire to that of their artillery.

The officer commanding the British batteries watched the infantry advance through his field glass, and in a few minutes suddenly ceased his fire, so as to allow the infantry to make the dash for which they were preparing. A heliograph signal was flashed from the batteries, and then, without hesitation, the order was given to charge.

It was a terribly exciting moment. If they succeeded they would in all probability save Stockport. If they were driven back the town was doomed.

With admirable pluck the British rushed upon the guns, and for a few minutes there was a fierce struggle hand to hand. Russians, although making a most desperate stand, were every moment being impaled on British bayonets, or, pierced by bullets, they rolled down the slopes into ditches covered in stagnant slime. Hacked to pieces by the small but gallant force of Britons, the enemy were forced at last to give in and retire, leaving more than half their number killed; but with admirable tact, the fugitives were forced down the bank nearest the British batteries. Thus they fell into a trap, for as soon as they attempted to recover themselves, and make a dash to reorganise their line of communications, two British Maxims uttered their sharp rattle, and the whole force were simply mowed down where they stood.

The fight had been a most desperate one, but, thanks to the heroic charge of the British infantry, Stockport was again safe, and the guns once more in the hands of her defenders.

Meanwhile, fighting of the fiercest possible description was taking place across the meadows lying between Norbury and Bramhall, and the Russians, unable to withstand the withering British fire, were gradually forced back to Cheadle Hulme, where they were surprised by the defenders and utterly routed. So great was the slaughter, that it is estimated that in this engagement alone, after the recapture of the guns by the British, over 4000 Russians were shot down and 3000 taken prisoners!

The Russians, finding how desperate was the resistance, and how heavily they were losing, quickly brought up strong reinforcements upon Cheadle, and, after a fiercely-contested conflict, succeeded in driving back the small British force, they being compelled to retreat back over the Mersey to Parrs Wood and Didsbury, afterwards blowing up the bridges, and keeping up a hot fire from the bank, where a large body of Volunteers were already entrenched. By this means, although they were unable to save Cheadle from being burned, they succeeded, by reason of the excellence of their position and the admirable tactics they displayed, in mowing down another 2000 of the Tsars soldiers. In this instance the laurels remained with a portion of the Manchester Volunteer Brigade, the effect of whose rifle fire was appalling.

It was now about ten oclock, and the sky had cleared for a brilliant day. At Chapel-en-le-Frith a large detachment of Cossacks had been swept away by a body of British Hussars who had suddenly descended upon Whitehough, while almost at the same moment a British battery that had been hastily established on Chinley Churn succeeded in wiping out a body of infantry that was advancing with all speed in the neighbourhood of Yeardsley Hall. But one of the most sanguinary portions of the battle was the conflict which spread westward from Cheadle across to Altrincham, Lymm, and Warrington. Already Altrincham had fallen. The fine villas of wealthy Manchester tradesmen and manufacturers, deserted by their owners, had been entered by the uncouth Muscovites and sacked. Every nook and corner had been searched for plate, jewellery, and money, paintings had been ruthlessly torn down, furniture broken and burned, and Russian troopers had made merry in many a handsome drawing-room. Old Field Hall and Timperly Hall had both been ransacked and set on fire with petroleum, while every house at Dunham Massey had been destroyed by incendiaries.

Elated over their successes, the Russians were collecting their forces preparatory to a decisive rush over the Mersey to Stretford, intending to take that place, and advance by that route upon Manchester. The defenders, who had been warned of this through spies, awaited their chance, and suddenly, when the Russians least expected an attack, a body of British cavalry, backed by infantry, crossed the Mersey, and sweeping down the level turnpike road to Sale, came upon their opponents before they were aware of their presence. The effect of this was frightful. A small body of British Hussars, with some Lancashire Yeomanry, made a splendid charge, exhibiting magnificent courage, and cut their way clean through the Russian lines with irresistible force; while the infantry, advancing cautiously, and taking every advantage of the small cover afforded on that level country, poured forth a deadly rifle fire. Indeed, so gallant was this charge, that the Tsars forces were almost annihilated. They endeavoured to make a stand near the cross-roads leading from Carrington Moss, but the rifle fire of the defenders was so heavy that they dropped by hundreds under the deadly rain of British bullets.

The disaster to the Russians being signalled back by them to their reserves at Tatton Park and around Knutsford, had the effect of bringing up an enormous force of infantry. Signallers were at work in all directions, and those who watched the progress of the action found the next two hours full of exciting moments. It was apparent at once that the Russians had marked out Stretford as the gate by which they intended to enter Manchester, but they must have been misled by their spies as to the strength of the defenders in this direction.

Indeed, if they had surveyed the whole of the southern line defending the city, they could not have discovered a point more strongly fortified; therefore it was a somewhat curious fact that they should have concentrated their forces upon that part. Possibly it was because they had formed an opinion by studying their Ordnance Maps — so generously provided for them by the British Department of Agriculture at a cost of one shilling each — that, if they succeeded in breaking the defence at Stretford, they would also secure the road running in a circular direction up to Barton, by which means they could enter Manchester by way of Eccles, Pendleton, and Salford at the same time as the march through Trafford. Such a design was, of course, cleverly planned. It must be admitted that, from a strategical point of view, the taking of Stretford would mean the fall of Manchester, a fact which the Russian commanding officer had not overlooked.

But the soldiers of the Tsar had reckoned without their hosts. They only saw along the Mersey a thin and apparently weak line of defence, a massing of defenders without undue ostentation and without any particular show of strength. A balloon sent up by the Russians to reconnoitre from Sale had been fired at and brought down by the defenders, but with this exception scarcely a shot had been fired north of the Mersey. Britons were watching and waiting. Their foe, ridiculing the idea that a town like Manchester, almost utterly devoid of positions whereon batteries might be established, could be successfully defended, therefore kept up a desultory fire upon the British detachment that had swept away their advance guard, in the meantime covering the massing of their enormous force. This latter consisted of Cossacks, guards, infantry, artillery, and two companies of engineers, with pontoon sections, as well as a ballooning party and two field hospitals.

The British detachment that had crossed the river were, however, unaware of the enemys intention until too late. The manœuvres of the Russians were being watched by a British balloon sent up from Old Trafford, but the signals made by the aëronaut were unfortunately unobserved by the party, so desperately were they fighting; otherwise a disaster which befell them on the sudden rush of the enemy towards the river might possibly have been averted. However, no blame could be attached to the officer in charge of the detachment. The men acted their part bravely, and displayed that courage of which the Briton speaks with justifiable pride, even though, alas! they fell, every one of them fighting till the last, their bodies being afterwards frightfully mangled by horses hoofs, as hundreds of Cossacks rode over them. Not a man of that party escaped, but each one had once more shown the world what pluck and courage could accomplish, and had gone to his grave as a sacrifice for his country and his Queen.


CHAPTER XXV.

GALLANT DEEDS BY CYCLISTS.
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NOON CAME AND went. The fighting grew fiercer around Manchester, and the excitement more intense within the barricaded, starving city. Through the wildly agitated crowds of women of all classes, from manufacturers wives to factory girls, who moved up and down Deansgate, Market Street, and many other principal thoroughfares, feverishly anxious for the safety of their husbands and brothers manning the improvised defences, rumours of terrible disaster spread like wildfire, and caused loud wailing and lamentation.

Now rumour told of huge British successes away beyond the Mersey, a report which elated the pale-faced hungry ones, but this being followed quickly by a further report that a force of the defenders had been cut up and utterly annihilated outside Eccles, the cheering died away, and give place to deep, long-drawn sighs and murmurings of despair.

Upon the dusty, perspiring throngs the hot noonday sun beat down mercilessly, the low rumbling of artillery sounded gradually closer and more distinct, and the smoke of burning buildings in Sale and Altrincham slowly ascending hung in the clear sky a black ominous cloud.

By about two oclock the line of defence south of the Mersey had been nearly all withdrawn, leaving, however, the defending line running south-east of Stockport to Buxton and the Peak. Although Cheadle had fallen into the enemys hands, an English battery, established near the railway at Bamford, commanded the road from Cheadle to Stockport, and British infantry, supported by artillery, were strongly entrenched from Bramhall Moor through Norbury, Poynton, Wardsend, Booth Green, and Bollington, then turning east through Macclesfield Forest to Buxton. This line was being hourly strengthened, and although not strong enough to take the offensive, it was too strong for the Russians to attack.
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GALLANT STAND BY CYCLISTS IN PARR WOOD.

All the bridges over the Mersey, from Glazebrook to Stockport, had been prepared for demolition, but it was not intended to carry this out except as a last resource. Cavalry and cyclist scouts who were left on the south of the Mersey had withdrawn across the bridges, after exchanging shots with the skirmishers of the advance guards of the enemy who quickly lined the banks. The bridges north of Cheadle were then blown up, and the defenders were well posted in Parr Wood, near where it was believed the enemy would attempt to ford the river. The Russians contented themselves with exchanging a few shots with the defenders until half an hour later, when some of their batteries had been established, and then the passage of the Mersey at Northenden was commenced, under cover of the guns of the Russians near the Convalescent Hospital, north of Cheadle.

As soon as the Russian scouts approached the river three British outposts could be seen in the wood. They were, however, driven in by some Cossacks, who forded the river and attempted to enter the wood, but were all immediately killed by hidden skirmishers. The Russian engineers were meanwhile busy building a pontoon bridge, which they soon completed, and they then crossed after a short opposition, rapidly deploying to right and left in order to surround Didsbury.

This, the first force to cross the Mersey, consisted of two battalions of the Kazan Regiment and two battalions of the Vladimir, with two 9-pounder and one 6-pounder field batteries and 100 cavalry. Didsbury had been put in a state of hasty defence, and was held by two battalions of the defenders, who also established a Volunteer battery at Bank Hall, and lined the railway embankment in force as far as Chorlton-with-Hardy.

The enemys battery at the Convalescent Home had rendered the wood almost untenable, but it was soon silenced by the well-directed fire of the British Volunteer battery, and the wood was then re-entered by the defenders. By this time, however, a large number of the enemy had taken up positions in it, and the British were once more gradually driven back.

One section, consisting of six cyclists, with a light machine gun mounted on a double cycle, was told off under Sergeant Irons of the Royal Lancaster, to defend a junction of two paths about half-way through the dense wood, and as the latter was still occupied by the defenders, the enemy could only make slow progress, and the cavalry could only move by the paths.

Irons, taking advantage of a bend in the path, dismounted his men, who, having drawn up their cycles under cover, were formed up each side of the road to support the gun. About thirty Russian dragoons, with their infantry, who were working through the wood, were soon upon them, and, seeing such a small force barring the way, the cavalry charged.

They, however, met with such a terribly hot reception that only two reached the guns, and these were immediately shot. The stand made by these seven men was a most noteworthy instance of the indomitable courage of the defenders. In those critical moments they remained calm and collected, obeying the orders of their sergeant as coolly as if they had been drilling in the barrack square. But their position was one of momentarily increasing peril, for bullets whistled about them, and the force against them was an overwhelming one. The Russian horses and men who had fallen blocked the road, and Irons therefore gave the order to fall in, as the sound of firing had now drawn many of the enemys skirmishers towards the spot.

Irons then re-formed his squad, one of whom had been shot and another wounded, and, taking the wounded man with them, retired. Just as they were moving off the corporal was wounded in the shoulder, and Irons himself received a bullet in the left arm. About two hundred yards nearer Didsbury there was a clearing, with farm buildings on both sides of the road, and these had been loopholed and occupied by a small force of Volunteers. Irons, sending the wounded man on to Didsbury, remained here with his gun, and a few minutes later the position was vigorously attacked.

The conflict which ensued was of the fiercest description. The mere handful of defenders fought with such desperate courage that the great body of Russians which surrounded them were from the first moment gradually swept away by the steady and precise fire from the farm. Around the buildings the enemy swarmed in overwhelming numbers, but every man who showed himself was promptly picked off by Britons shooting almost as coolly as if they were competing for prizes at Bisley.

Sergeant Irons small machine gun, with its single barrel, rattled out continuously, shedding its rain of lead in all directions, while from muzzles of Martini rifles peeping over walls and from windows there came a continuous stream of bullets, which played frightful havoc with the foe. Within the first ten minutes two men of the defending force had been shot dead and one wounded; still, their comrades never lost heart, for they were determined that their position should never fall into the enemys hands. The Russian officer who was directing the operations of the attacking party rose and shouted in Russian to encourage his men, but in a moment an English bullet struck him, and, with a loud cry, he fell forward over the body of a dragoon, shot through the heart.

The stand the cyclists and their companions made was unparalleled. They fought on heroically, knowing the importance of the position they held, and how, if it were taken, other and more serious British casualties must follow. Firing steadily and with caution, they displayed such bravery that even the Russians themselves were compelled to secretly admire them; and at last, after nearly half an hours desperate fighting, the Tsars soldiers found themselves so terribly cut up that they were forced to retire, leaving more than half their number dead and many wounded.

While this had been in progress, the British battery had totally destroyed the Russian pontoon, and thus all means of retreat for this portion of the invading force were cut off. About ten thousand men had crossed the river at this point, and although they had deployed at first, they had all been gradually driven into the wood by the fire from the railway embankment.

As soon as the pontoon was destroyed, the British commenced to advance through the wood, slowly driving back the Russians, who then endeavoured to make for Stretford along the north bank of the river; but on seeing their intention a brigade of defenders was immediately pushed along the railway, and two regiments of cavalry were hurried down the road to Chorlton.

These succeeded in heading the enemy, and, suddenly swooping down, they destroyed the rest of the Cossacks who had escaped from the wood, as well as the remainder of the force who had attacked the farm.

Another British battery was then hurried forward, and after a stubborn fight the remainder of the invaders who had crossed surrendered.

In this attack alone the Russians lost in killed and wounded 200 cavalry and nearly 2000 infantry and artillery, while Stretford and Stockport still remained safe. But along the long line east and west the battle raged with increasing fierceness. The conflict was a terrible one on every hand.

The town of Lymm had been sacked, and was now burning, while hundreds of unoffending men, women, and children living in the quiet Cheshire villages had been wantonly massacred by the Muscovites. The latter were, however, now suffering well-merited punishment, for in this bloody battle they were falling dead in hundreds.

The Russian Eagle was at last being forced to bite the dust!


CHAPTER XXVI.

GREAT BATTLE ON THE MERSEY.
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THE LONG BLAZING day was one of many battles and much toilsome combat.

Fighting spread over a front of nearly nine miles, and during the engagement one wing of the Russians was swung across three miles. Hour after hour the tremendous warfare raged between the armies of Queen Victoria and the Tsar, and the bloodshed was everywhere terrible.

Small parties of the Russian Telegraph Corps had ferried over the Ship Canal and the Mersey near Latchford, and wires were run out, and posts established connecting the headquarters at Altrincham, on the south of the river, with the well-advanced guard stations on the Liverpool Road towards Manchester at Woolstone, Hollinfare, and Lower Irlam.

Sending forth a huge division of infantry upon his left, and three brigades of cavalry in the centre, the Russian General struck hard at the British line between Stretford and Chorlton-with-Hardy.

Meanwhile, beyond Ashton-on-Mersey the battle was also growing in intensity, and rifle and cannon were noisily engaged. A strong force of Russian infantry was at once pushed across to Partington, where they succeeded in crossing the Ship Canal and the Mersey, subsequently joining their advance guard at Lower Irlam.

The British reserves at Newton-in-Makerfield, however, swept down upon them, and a terrible fight quickly ensued. The defenders advanced very steadily by section rushes, keeping under good firing discipline as they went, and the enemy were driven on towards Flixton, where they were simply swept away by the 12-pounder batteries established there, while at the same time their wires crossing the Mersey were cut, and communication with their headquarters thus interrupted.

While this was in progress, another and more important attack was being made on Stretford. The heavy artillery fire and the affairs of outposts in the earlier stages of the battle had been followed by a carefully-regulated long-range fire of infantry on both sides.

The tactics the Russians had displayed were as follows: — They had gradually developed their infantry in front of the Stretford position, and brought their pontoons in readiness for a dash over the river. Then, after some tentative movements, designed to feel the strength of our forces massed at this important point, they apparently determined to carry it at any cost.

On their right flank the enemy were losing very heavily. A telegraphic message received at Altrincham gave the headquarters alarming news of constant reverses. A strong force of infantry marching along the banks of the Etherow from Compstall, intending to get to Hyde by way of Mottram and Godley Junction, had been attacked by British infantry and a couple of 9-pounders, and totally annihilated; while at the same time, about a thousand men attacking a British battery on the hill at Charlesworth had been cut up and forced to retreat, being followed by some Lancers right down to Ludworth Houses, where they were nearly all killed or wounded.

Indeed, times without number during that memorable day the Russians made fierce attacks upon our positions on the edge of the Peak district, but on each occasion they were hurled back with fearful loss by the thin line of defenders holding the high ground.

A battery we had established on the crown of the hill at Werneth was charged again and again by Cossacks and Dragoons, but our men, displaying cool courage at the critical moments, fought desperately, and mowed down the foe in a manner that was remarkable.

The Russians, having decided to carry Stretford, were making vigorous demonstrations towards the Peak, and in the direction of Flixton, in order to distract our attention. They occupied us at many points in the vast semicircle, and by thus engaging us all along the line, endeavoured apparently to prevent us from reinforcing the point at Stretford which they intended gaining. Both invaders and defenders gradually extended in order to meet outflanking movements, and this was the cause of another sudden British success. It was a foregone conclusion that such an extension would exceed the limits of defensive power on one side or the other, and then blows would be struck with the object of breaking the too extended line.

What occurred is, perhaps, best related by one of the special correspondents of the Daily News, who, in his account of the battle, published two days later, said — 

About three oclock I was at Barton with the force of infantry who were holding the road to Warrington, when we unexpectedly received telegraphic information from headquarters of a rapid extension of the enemys left flank. A brigade which I accompanied was pushed on at once down to Hollinfare, where we reinforced those who had been so successful in cutting up the enemy at Lower Irlam half an hour before. We then extended along the Liverpool Road, past Warrington, as far as Widnes. I remained with a small detachment at Hollinfare awaiting developments, when suddenly we were informed that the enemy had thrown a pontoon bridge over the Mersey at its confluence with the Bollin, and that a great body of infantry, with machine guns, had left Lymm, where they had been lying inactive, and were already crossing. There were not more than one hundred of us, mostly men of the Loyal Lancashire from Preston and a few of the Manchester Regiment; but at the word of command we dashed down the road for nearly a mile, and then leaving it, doubled across the fields to Rixton Old Hall, where we obtained cover.

The Russians had chosen the most advantageous spot they could find to cross, for on the opposite bank there was a small thick wood, and in this they remained quite concealed until they suddenly dashed out and got across. Numbers had already reached our side and were deploying, when our rifles spoke out sharply, and, judging from the manner in which the enemy were exposed, our fire was quite unexpected. About thirty of our men, kneeling behind a wall, kept up a vigorous fire, emptying their magazines with excellent effect upon the grey-coats swarming over the improvised bridge.

Still it was impossible to keep them back, for the force effecting a passage was very much larger than we had anticipated.

A few minutes later, having ascertained the extent of the attack, our signallers opened communication with Higher Irlam, and the information was conveyed on to Barton, whence the heliograph flashed the news down to Stretford.

Suddenly, however, in the midst of a shady clump of trees there was a loud rattle and continuous flashing. The enemy had brought a 10-barrelled Nordenfelt into play, and it was raining bullets upon us at the rate of a thousand a minute!

The wall behind which I was crouching was struck by a perfect hail of lead, and there was a loud whistling about my ears that was particularly disconcerting. Nevertheless our men had in their sudden dash for the defence secured an excellent position, and only three were killed and five wounded by this sudden outburst.

The struggle during the next few minutes was the most desperate I have ever witnessed. At the moment of peril our men displayed magnificent pluck. They seemed utterly unconcerned at their imminent danger, and lay or crouched, firing independently with calm precision. A dozen or so fell wounded, however, and a sergeant who knelt next to me, and who was shooting through a hole in the wall, was shot through the heart, and fell dead while in the act of making an observation to me.

The men who had attacked us were a fierce-looking set, mostly composed of Tchuwakes and Mordwa from the central district of the Volga, and renowned as among the best infantry that the Tsar can command.

Rifles bristled from every bit of cover around us, and it was really marvellous that we scored such success. Indeed, it was only by reason of the courageous conduct of every individual man that the successful stand was made against such overwhelming numbers. We knew that if the enemy forced the passage and annihilated us, they would then be enabled to outflank our force, and get round to Eccles and Pendlebury — a disaster which might result in the rapid investment of Manchester. Therefore we fought on, determined to do our very utmost to stem the advancing tide of destroyers.

Time after time our rifles rattled, and time after time the deadly Nordenfelt sent its hail of bullets around us. Presently, however, we heard increased firing on our right, and then welcome signals reached us from Martinscroft Green. We greeted them with loud cheering, for a force of our infantry and cavalry had returned along the road from Warrington, and, working in extended order, were bearing down upon the foe.

We ceased firing in that direction, and ere long we had the satisfaction of seeing the enemys pontoon blown up, and then, with their retreat cut off, they became demoralised, and were driven into the open, where we picked them off so rapidly that scarcely one man of the 1500 who had set his foot upon the Lancashire bank survived.

From first to last our men fought magnificently. The whole engagement was a brilliant and almost unequalled display of genuine British bravery, and all I can hope is that the defenders of London will act their part with equal courage when the decisive struggle comes.


CHAPTER XXVII.

THE FATE OF THE VANQUISHED.
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WHILE THIS VIGOROUS attack on the right flank was in progress, the enemy made a sudden dash upon Stretford.

The edge of the town itself — or rather suburb — lies but a short distance from the Mersey, and the turnpike road runs straight away over the river through Sale and Altrincham to Northwich. At the end of the town nearest the river a road leading down from Barton joins the main road, and at the junction is a large red-brick modern hotel, the Old Cock, while adjoining is the Manchester Tramway Companys stable and terminus. At a little distance behind lies a high embankment, which carries the railway from Manchester to Liverpool, while the Mersey itself, though not wide, has steep banks with earthworks thrown up to prevent floods. Hence the force holding this position found ready-made defences which were now of the utmost value.

The defenders here included three batteries of Royal Artillery, one battalion of the Manchester Regiment, the 2nd Volunteer Battalion of the same regiment, and one of the Lancashire Fusiliers, a field company of Engineers, half the 14th (Kings) Hussars with their machine gun section, and a company of signallers. Trenches had been dug at various points, and earthworks thrown up all along the line from Chorlton over to Flixton. Across the junction of the two roads opposite the Old Cock a great barricade had been constructed, and behind this was a powerful battery that commanded the level country away towards Altrincham. The bridges carrying the road and railway over the river had both been demolished by engineers, and many other precautions had been taken to prevent the enemy forcing a passage across.

At last, with a swiftness that was surprising, the expected assault was made. Its strength was terrific, and the carnage on both sides appalling.

The first dash across was effected by the Russians from the rifle range near Old Hall, and this was rapidly followed by another from the bank opposite the battery at Stretford, while further down a third attack was made near Mersey House, close to Ashton.

Of the three, the strongest, of course, was that upon Stretford. The enemy had, by a good deal of neat manœuvring, brought their main body within the triangle bounded on the one side by the road from Cheadle to Altrincham, on the second by the road from the latter place to the river, and the third by the river itself.

Pontoons were floated at many points, and while some cavalry forded the river, infantry and artillery rapidly crossed in the face of a terrific fire which was pouring upon them.

Smokeless powder being used, the positions of the invaders were not obscured, and it could be seen that the British were effecting terrible execution. Hundreds of the foe who were in the act of crossing were picked off, and shells falling upon the pontoons destroyed them. The latter, however, were quickly replaced, and the force of the Tsar, by reason of the overwhelming numbers that had hurled themselves upon Stretford, succeeded, after a desperately-contested fight, in breaking the line of defence between Chorlton-with-Hardy and Fallowfield, and advancing by short rushes upon Manchester.

But the British infantry in their trenches behaved splendidly, and made the roads from Old Hall at Sale right along to Partington quite untenable, so the continuous advance of the enemy cost them very dearly.

Russian shells bursting in Stretford killed and injured large numbers of the defenders. Two of them struck the Old Cock in rapid succession, almost completely demolishing it, but the débris was quickly manned, and rifles soon spoke from its ruined walls. Again, a shell exploding in the large tram stables, set a hay store on fire, and this burned furiously, while away in the centre of the town the Public Library and a number of shops in the vicinity had also been ignited in a similar manner.

At last the thousands of grey-coats swarming over the country fell in such enormous numbers upon the British rifle pits on the Mersey bank, that the first line of defence was at length utterly broken down; but in doing this the enemys front had become much exposed, whereupon the Maxims on the railway embankment between the river and Barton suddenly burst forth a perfect hail of bullets, and in a short time a whole division of Russian infantry, cavalry, and artillery had been literally swept out of existence.

The batteries down in the Stretford Road, combined with those on the embankment, had up to this moment played greater havoc with the foe than any other. The men of the Manchester Regiment, both Regulars and Volunteers, were displaying the greatest coolness; but unfortunately the Lancashire Fusiliers and the Loyal North Lancashire, who had manned the trenches, had been partially annihilated, the majority lying dead, their bodies scattered over the level fields and roads. Yet, notwithstanding the strenuous opposition of the British batteries at this point, the Russians were bringing up huge reinforcements from Altrincham, Cheadle, and Northenden, and by establishing strong batteries commanding Stretford, they at last, about five oclock, succeeded in killing nearly half the gallant defenders, and driving back the survivors up the Barton Road.

The tide of grey-coats rushing onward, captured the British guns, and although the batteries on the railway embankment still held out, and the enemy suffered heavily from their Maxims, yet they pressed on into Stretford town, and commenced to sack it. Messrs. Williams, Deacons Bank, was entered, the safes blown open, and large sums in gold and notes abstracted, shops were entered and looted, and houses ransacked for jewellery.

Thus Stretford fell.

Its streets ran with blood; and on, over the bodies of its brave defenders, the hordes of the Great White Tsar marched towards Manchester.

Meanwhile the British batteries on the railway embankment had also fallen into the hands of the Russians, who were now driving the survivors over towards Barton. They did not, however, retreat without a most desperate resistance. A row of thatched and white-washed cottages at the bend of the road they held for a long time, emptying their magazine rifles with deadly effect upon their pursuers, but at last they were driven north, and half an hour later joined their comrades who had massed at Barton, but who had been attacked in great force and fallen back in good order to Pendleton.

By this time the enemy, having pierced the line of outposts, had occupied Barton and Eccles. At the former place they had set on fire a number of factories, and out of mere desire to cause as much damage to property as possible, they had blown up both the bridge that carried the road over the Ship Canal, and also destroyed the magnificent swinging aqueduct which carried the Bridgewater Canal over the other.

This great triumph of engineering — one of the most successful feats of the decade — was blown into the air by charges of gun-cotton, and now lay across the Ship Canal a heap of fallen masonry and twisted iron cantilevers, while the water from the Bridgewater Canal was pouring out in thousands of tons, threatening to flood the surrounding district, and the church opposite had been wrecked by the terrific force of the explosion.

A frightful panic had been caused in Manchester by these reverses. The scenes in the streets were indescribable. At the barricades, however, the enemy met with a desperate resistance.

Three great columns were marching on Manchester at that moment. The first, having broken the line of defence near Fallowfield, divided into two divisions; one, advancing up the Wilmslow Road, stormed the great barricade opposite Rusholme Hall, while the other appeared on the Withington Road, and commenced to engage the defences that had been thrown across Moss Lane and Chorlton Road. The second column advanced to where Eccles Old Road joins Broad Street at Pendleton; and the third, sweeping along up the Stretford Road, met with a terrific resistance at the Botanic Gardens at Trafford, the walls of which, on either side of the road, were loopholed and manned by infantry and artillery; while opposite, the Blind Asylum was held by a regiment of infantry, and a strong barricade, with a battery of 12-pounders, had been established a little further towards the city, at the junction of the Chester and Stretford New Roads.

The enemy advanced here in enormous force; but, seeing the formidable defences, a number of cavalry and infantry turned off along the Trafford Road, blew up the bridge of the Ship Canal in order to prevent a pursuing force of British cavalry from following, and after setting fire to the great dock warehouses and crowd of idle ships, continued along to Eccles New Road, where, however, they were met by another force of our Hussars, and totally routed and cut up.

From this point the tide of battle turned. It was already half-past five, and the sun was sinking when the Russian forces prepared for their final onslaught. Cossacks and Dragoons charged again and again, and infantry with bayonets fixed rushed onward to the barricades in huge grey legions, only to be met by a sweeping rain of British bullets, which filled the roads with great heaps of dead. In these defences, rendered doubly strong by the patriotic action of the stalwart civilians of Manchester, the invaders could make no breach, and before every one of them they fell in thousands.

The men in the entrenchments saw the foe were falling back, and found the attack growing weaker. Then signals were made, and they raised a long hearty cheer when the truth was flashed to them.
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The news was inspiriting, and they fought on with redoubled energy, for they knew that the great body of reserves from Ashton-under-Lyne, Hyde, and Compstall, as well as those who had been occupying the hills on the edge of the Peak, had been pushed right past Stretford to Barton, and were now advancing like a huge fan, outflanking the Russians and attacking them in their rear.

The British tactics were excellent, for while the invaders were attacked by cavalry and infantry on the one side, the defenders manning the barricades made a sudden sortie, cutting their way into them with bayonet rushes which they could not withstand, and which had a terribly fatal effect.

The Tsars forces, unable to advance or retreat, and being thus completely surrounded, still fought on, and as they refused to surrender, were literally massacred by thousands by British troops, while many guns and horses were captured, thousands of rounds of ammunition seized, and many men taken prisoners.

The fight in that evening hour was the most fiercely contested of any during that day. The fate of Manchester was in the hands of our gallant soldiers, who, although necessarily losing heavily before such an enormous army, behaved with a courage that was magnificent, and which was deserving the highest commendation that could be bestowed.

As dusk gathered into darkness, the enemy were being forced back towards the Mersey over the roads they had so recently travelled, but still fighting, selling their lives dearly. The highways and fields were strewn with their dead and dying, for while infantry fired into their front from the cover of houses and walls, our cavalry, with whirling sabres, fell upon them and hacked them to pieces. Neither Cossacks nor Dragoons proved a match for our Hussars, Lancers, and Yeomanry, and even in face of the machine guns which the Russians brought into play in an endeavour to break the line and escape, our infantry dashed on with grand and magnificent charges, quickly seizing the Nordenfelts, turning their own guns against them, and letting loose a fire that mowed down hundreds.

Across the neighbouring country our forces swept in good attack formation, and all along that great line, nearly six miles in length, the slaughter of Russians was frightful.

In the falling gloom fire flashed from the muzzles of rifles, cannon, and machine guns, and far above the terrible din sounded shrill cries of pain and hoarse shouts of despair as the great Army that had devastated our beloved country with fire and sword was gradually annihilated. In those roads in the south of the city the scenes of bloodshed were awful, as a force of over 20,000 Russians were slaughtered because they would not yield up their arms.

Outside Stretford a last desperate stand was made, but ere long some British cavalry came thundering along, and cut them down in a frightful manner, while about the same time a Russian flying column was annihilated over at Davy-Hulme; away at Carrington a retreating brigade of infantry which had escaped over the river was suddenly pounced upon by the defenders and slaughtered; and at Altrincham the enemys headquarters were occupied, and the staff taken prisoners. Ere the Russian General could be forced to surrender, however, he placed a revolver to his head, and in full view of a number of his officers, blew his brains out.

Then, when the moon shone out from behind a dark bank of cloud just before midnight, she shed her pale light upon the wide battlefield on both sides of the Mersey, whereon lay the bodies of no fewer than 30,000 Russians and 12,000 British, while 40,000 Russians and 16,000 British lay wounded, nearly 10,000 Russians having been disarmed and marched into the centre of the city as prisoners.

The victory had only been achieved at the eleventh hour by dint of great courage and forethought, and being so swift and effectual it was magnificent.

Manchester was safe, and the public rejoicings throughout that night were unbounded.

The loss of life was too awful for reflection, for 12,000 of Britains heroes — men who had won the battle — were lying with their white lifeless faces upturned to the twinkling stars.


BOOK III. THE VICTORY
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CHAPTER XXVIII.

A SHABBY WAYFARER.
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IN SUSSEX THE situation was now most critical. The struggle between the French invaders and the line of Volunteers defending London was long and desperate, but our civilian soldiers were bearing their part bravely, showing how Britons could fight, and day after day repelling the repeated assaults with a vigour that at once proved their efficiency.

Three days after the battle at Manchester had been fought and won, a man with slouching gait and woeful countenance, attired in a cheap suit of shabby grey, stood on the steps of the Granton Hotel, at Granton, and with his hands thrust into his pockets gazed thoughtfully out over the broad waters of the Firth of Forth, to where the Fifeshire hills loomed dark upon the horizon. Slowly his keen eyes wandered away eastward to the open sea, an extensive view of which he obtained from the flight of steps whereon he stood, and then with a sigh of disappointment he buttoned his coat, and, grasping his stick, descended, and walked at a leisurely pace along the road through Newhaven to Leith.

To-night. To-night at sundown! he muttered to himself, as he bent his head to the wind.

Involuntarily he placed his hand to his hip to reassure himself that a letter he carried was still safe.

Bah! he continued, I declare I feel quite timid to-night. Everything is so quiet here; the houses look deserted, and everybody seems to have left the place. Surely they can have no suspicion, and — and if they had? What does it matter? — eh, what?

Quickening his pace, he passed down the long, quaint street of Newhaven, lined on each side by ancient fishermens cottages, and then, crossing the railway, passed under the wall of Leith Fort, whereon a couple of sentries were pacing. Glancing up at the two artillerymen, with the half-dozen obsolete guns behind them, and their background of grass-grown mounds and buildings, the wayfarer smiled. He was thinking how different would be the scene at this spot ere long.

Leith Fort was a sort of fortified back-garden. The railway ran close to the sea, parallel with which was the highway, and upon higher ground at the back was a block of buildings, before which a few black old cannon were placed in formidable array, and in such a position as to be fully exposed to any destructive projectiles fired from the sea.

On went the down-at-heel wayfarer, his shifty eyes ever on the alert, viewing with suspicion the one or two persons he met. Apparently he was expecting the arrival of some craft, for his gaze was constantly turned towards the wide expanse of grey water, eager to detect the smallest speck upon the horizon. Any one who regarded him critically might have noticed something remarkable about his appearance, yet not even his most intimate friends would have recognised in this broken-down, half-starved clerk, who had arrived at Granton that morning, after tramping over from Glasgow, the popular man-about-town, the Count von Beilstein!

Those fools will soon be swept away into eternity, he muttered to himself, as he glanced back in the direction of the fort. They will have an opportunity of tasting Russian lead, and of practising with their guns, which are only fit for a museum. They mount guard to defend an attack! Bah! They seek their own destruction, for no force can withstand that which will presently appear to give them a sudden rousing. They will be elevated — blown into the air, together with their miserable guns, their barracks, and the whole of their antiquated paraphernalia. And to me the world owes this national catastrophe! I am the looker-on. These British have a proverb that the looker-on sees most of the game. Bien! that is full of truth.

And he chuckled to himself, pursuing his way at the same pace, now and then glancing back as if to assure himself that no one dogged his footsteps. Darkness had crept on quickly as he passed along through the open country at Fillyside and entered Portobello, the little watering-place so popular with holiday makers from Edinburgh during the summer. Along the deserted promenade he strolled leisurely from end to end, and passing out of the town through Joppa, came at length to that rugged shore between the Salt Pans and Eastfield. The tide was out, so, leaving the road, he walked on in the darkness over the shingles until he came to a small cove, and a moment later two men confronted him.

A few sentences in Russian were rapidly exchanged between the spy and the men, and then the latter at once guided him to where a boat lay in readiness, but concealed. Five minutes later the Count was being rowed swiftly but silently away into the darkness by six stalwart men belonging to one of the Tsars battleships.

The oars dipped regularly as the boat glided onwards, but no word was exchanged, until about twenty minutes later the men suddenly stopped pulling, a rope thrown by a mysterious but vigilant hand whistled over their heads and fell across them, and then they found themselves under the dark side of a huge ironclad. It was the new battleship, Admiral Orlovski, which had only just left the Baltic for the first time. Without delay the spy climbed on board, and was conducted at once by a young officer into the Admirals private cabin.

A bearded, middle-aged man, in handsome naval uniform, who was poring over a chart, rose as he entered. The spy, bowing, said briefly in Russian — 

I desire to see Prince Feodor Mazaroff, Admiral of the Fleet.

I am at your service, msieur, the other replied in French, motioning him to a chair.

The Count, seating himself, tossed his hat carelessly upon the table, explaining that he had been sent by the Russian Intelligence Department as bearer of certain important documents which would materially assist him in his operations.

Yes, observed the Prince, I received a telegram from the Ministry at Petersburg before I left Christiansand, telling me to await you here, and that you would furnish various information.

That I am ready to do as far as lies in my power, replied the Count, taking from his hip pocket a bulky packet, sealed with three great daubs of black wax. This he handed to the Prince, saying, It contains maps of the country between Edinburgh and Glasgow, specially prepared by our Secret Service, together with a marked chart of the Firth of Forth, and full detailed information regarding the troops remaining to defend this district.

The Admiral broke the seals, and glanced eagerly through the contents, with evident satisfaction.

Now, what is the general condition of the south of Scotland? the Prince asked, lounging back, twirling his moustache with a self-satisfied air.

Totally unprepared. It is not believed that any attack will be made. The military left north of the Cheviots after mobilisation were sent south to assist in the defence of Manchester.

Let us hope our expedition to-night will meet with success. We are now one mile east of Craig Waugh, and in an hour our big guns will arouse Leith from its lethargy. You will be able to watch the fun from deck, and give us the benefit of your knowledge of the district. Is the fort at Leith likely to offer any formidable resistance? continued the Admiral. I see the information here is somewhat vague upon that point.

The place is useless, replied the spy, as he stretched out his hand and took a pencil and paper from the Princes writing-table. See! I will sketch it for you. In the character of a starving workman who desired to volunteer I called there, and succeeded in obtaining a good view of the interior. They have a few modern guns, but the remainder are old muzzleloaders, which against such guns as you have on board here will be worse than useless. And as he spoke he rapidly sketched a plan of the defences in a neat and accurate manner, acquired by long practice. The most serious resistance will, however, be offered from Inchkeith Island, four miles off Leith. There has lately been established there a new fort, containing guns of the latest type. A plan of the place, which I succeeded in obtaining a few days ago, is, you will find, pinned to the chart of the Firth of Forth.

The Admiral opened out the document indicated, and closely examined the little sketch plan appended. On the chart were a number of small squares marked in scarlet, surrounded by a blue circle to distinguish them more readily from the dots of red which pointed out the position of the lights. These squares, prepared with the utmost care by von Beilstein, showed the position of certain submarine mines, a plan of which he had succeeded in obtaining by one of his marvellous master-strokes of finesse.

Thanks to you, Count, our preparations are now complete, observed the Prince, offering the spy a cigarette from his silver case, and taking one himself. Our transports, with three army corps, numbering nearly 60,000 men and 200 guns, are at the present moment lying 12 miles north of the Bass Rock, awaiting orders to enter the Firth, therefore I think when we land we shall — 

A ray of brilliant white light streamed for a moment through the port of the cabin, and then disappeared.

The Prince, jumping to his feet, looked out into the darkness, and saw the long beam sweeping slowly round over the water, lighting up the ships of his squadron in rapid succession.

The search-lights of Inchkeith! he gasped, with an imprecation. I had no idea we were within their range, but now they have discovered us theres no time to be lost. For the present I must leave you. You will, of course, remain on board, and land with us; and a moment later he rushed on deck, and shouted an order which was promptly obeyed.

Suddenly there was a low booming, and in another second a column of dark water rose as the first shot ricochetted about five hundred yards from their bows. Orders shouted in Russian echoed through the ship, numbers of signals were exchanged rapidly with the other vessels, and the sea suddenly became alive with torpedo boats.

Time after time the British guns sounded like distant thunder, and shots fell in the vicinity of the Russian ships. Suddenly, as soon as the men were at their quarters, electric signals rang from the conning-tower of the Admiral Orlovski, and one of her 56-tonners crashed and roared from her turret, and a shot sped away towards where the light showed. The noise immediately became deafening as the guns from nine other ships thundered almost simultaneously, sending a perfect hail of shell upon the island fort. In the darkness the scene was one of most intense excitement.

For the first time the spy found himself amidst the din of battle, and perhaps for the first time in his life his nerves were somewhat shaken as he stood in a convenient corner watching the working of one of the great guns in the turret, which regularly ran out and added its voice to the incessant thunder.


CHAPTER XXIX.

LANDING OF THE ENEMY AT LEITH.
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ALL THE VESSELS were now under steam and approaching Inchkeith, when suddenly two shells struck the Admiral Orlovski amidships, carrying away a portion of her superstructure.

Several of the other vessels were also hit almost at the same moment, and shortly afterwards a torpedo boat under the stern of the flagship was struck by a shell, and sank with all hands. Time after time the Russian vessels poured out their storm of shell upon the fort, now only about a mile and a half distant; but the British fire still continued as vigorous and more effective than at first.

Again the flagship was struck, this time on the port quarter, but the shot glanced off her armour into the sea; while a moment later another shell struck one of her fighting tops, and, bursting, wrecked two of the machine guns, and killed half a dozen unfortunate fellows who had manned them. The débris fell heavily upon the deck, and the disaster, being witnessed by the spy, caused him considerable anxiety for his own safety.

Even as he looked he suddenly noticed a brilliant flash from one of the cruisers lying a little distance away. There was a terrific report, and amid flame and smoke wreckage shot high into the air. An explosion had occurred in the magazine, and it was apparent the ship was doomed! Other disasters to the Russians followed in quick succession. A cruiser which was lying near the Herwit light-buoy blazing away upon the fort, suddenly rolled heavily and gradually heeled over, the water around her being thrown into the air by an explosion beneath the surface. A contact mine had been fired, and the bottom of the ship had been practically blown out, for a few minutes later she went down with nearly every soul on board.

At the moment this disaster occurred, the Admiral Orlovski, still discharging her heavy guns, was about half-way between the Briggs and the Pallas Rock, when a search-light illuminated her from the land, and a heavy fire was suddenly opened upon her from Leith Fort.

This was at once replied to, and while five of the vessels kept up their fire upon Inchkeith, the three others turned their attention towards Leith, and commenced to bombard it with common shell.

How effectual were their efforts the spy could at once see, for in the course of a quarter of an hour, notwithstanding the defence offered by Leith Fort and several batteries on Arthurs Seat, at Granton Point, Wardie Bush, and at Seaside Meadows, near Portobello, fires were breaking out in various quarters of the town, and factories and buildings were now burning with increasing fury. The great paraffin refinery had been set on fire, and the flames, leaping high into the air, shed a lurid glare far away over the sea.

Shells, striking the Corn Exchange, wrecked it, and one, flying away over the fort, burst in the Leith Distillery, with the result that the place was set on fire, and soon burned with almost equal fierceness with the paraffin works. The shipping in the Edinburgh, Albert, and Victoria Docks was ablaze, and the drill vessel H.M.S. Durham had been shattered and was burning. A great row of houses in Lindsay Road had fallen prey to the flames, while among the other large buildings on fire were the Baltic Hotel, the great goods station of the North British Railway, and the National Bank of Scotland.

In addition to being attacked from the forts on the island, and on land, the Russians were now being vigorously fired upon by the British Coastguard ship Impérieuse, which, with the cruiser Active, and the gunboat cruisers Cockchafer, Firm, and Watchful, had now come within range. Soon, however, the enemy were reinforced by several powerful vessels, and in the fierce battle that ensued the British ships were driven off. Then by reason of the reinforcements which the Russians brought up, and the great number of transports which were now arriving, the defence, desperate though it had been, alas! broke down, and before midnight the invader set his foot upon Scottish soil.
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Ere the sun rose, a huge force of 60,000 men had commenced a march upon Edinburgh and Glasgow!

Events on shore during that never-to-be-forgotten night were well described by Captain Tiller of the Royal Artillery, stationed at Leith Fort, who, in a letter written to his young wife at Carlisle, on the following day, gave the following narrative: — 

Disaster has fallen upon us. The Russians have landed in Scotland, and the remnant of our force which was at Leith has fallen back inland. On Friday, just after nightfall, we were first apprised of our danger by hearing heavy firing from the sea in the direction of Inchkeith Fort, and all civilians were sent on inland, while we prepared for the fight.

Very soon a number of ships were visible, some of them being evidently transports, and as they were observed taking soundings, it was clear that an immediate landing was intended. Fortunately it was a light night, and while two Volunteer field batteries were sent out along the coast west to Cramond and east to Fisherrow, we completed our arrangements in the fort. With such antiquated weapons as were at our disposal defeat was a foregone conclusion, and we knew that to annoy the enemy and delay their landing would be the extent of our resistance. Some of our guns were, of course, of comparatively recent date, and our supply of ammunition was fair, but the Volunteer guns were antiquated 40-pounder muzzleloaders, which ought to have been withdrawn years ago, and the gunners had had very little field training. The arrangements for horsing the guns were also very inefficient, and they had no waggons or transport. Most of our forces having been drawn south, the only infantry available was a battalion and a half — really a provisional battalion, for it was composed of portions of two Volunteer rifle regiments, with a detachment of Regulars. Our Regular artillery detachment was, unfortunately, very inadequate, for although the armament of the fort had been recently strengthened, the force had been weakened just before the outbreak of war by the despatch of an Indian draft.

It was apparent that the enemy would not attempt to destroy our position, but land and carry it by assault; therefore, while the Inchkeith guns kept them at bay, we undermined our fort, opened our magazines, and got ready for a little target practice.

The Volunteer batteries sent eastward had been ordered to do what execution they could, and then, in the case of a reverse, to retire through Portobello and Duddingston to Edinburgh, and those on the west were to go inland to Ratho; while we were resolved to hold the fort as long as possible, and if at last we were compelled to retire we intended to blow up the place before leaving.

As soon as we found the Russian flagship within range, we opened fire upon her, and this action caused a perfect storm of projectiles to be directed upon us. The town was soon in flames, the shipping in the harbour sank, and the martello tower was blown to pieces. Our search-light was very soon brought into requisition, and by its aid some of the boats of the enemys transports were sunk, while others came to grief on the Black Rocks.

By this time the enemy had turned their search-lights in every direction where they could see firing, and very soon our Volunteer batteries were silenced, and then Granton harbour fell into the hands of the enemys landing parties. Having first rendered their guns useless, the survivors fell back to Corstorphine Hill, outside Edinburgh, and we soon afterwards received intelligence that the Russians were landing at Granton in thousands. Meanwhile, although our garrison was so weak and inexperienced, we nevertheless kept up a vigorous fire.

We saw how Inchkeith Fort had been silenced, and how our Volunteer batteries had been destroyed, and knew that sooner or later we must share the same fate, and abandon our position. As boatload after boatload of Russians attempted to land, we either sank them by shots from our guns or swept them with a salvo of bullets from our Maxims; yet as soon as we had hurled back one landing party others took its place.

Many were the heroic deeds our gunners performed that night, as hand to hand they fought, and annihilated the Russians who succeeded in landing; but in this frightful struggle we lost heavily, and at length, when all hope of an effective defence had been abandoned, we placed electric wires in the magazine, and the order was given to retire. This we did, leaving our search-light in position in order to deceive the enemy.

Half our number had been killed, and we sped across to Bonnington, running out a wire along the ground as we went. The Russians, now landing rapidly in great force, swarmed into the fort and captured the guns and ammunition, while a party of infantry pursued us. But we kept them back for fully a quarter of an hour, until we knew that the fort would be well garrisoned by the invaders; then we sent a current through the wire.

The explosion that ensued was deafening, and its effect appalling. Never have I witnessed a more awful sight. Hundreds of tons of all sorts of explosives and ammunition were fired simultaneously by the electric spark, and the whole fort, with nearly six hundred of the enemy, who were busy establishing their headquarters, were in an instant blown into the air. For several moments the space around us where we stood seemed filled with flying débris, and the mangled remains of those who a second before had been elated beyond measure by their success.

Those were terribly exciting moments, and for a few seconds there was a cessation of the firing. Quickly, however, the bombardment was resumed, and although we totally annihilated the force pursuing us, we fell back to Restalrig, and at length gained the battery that had been established on Arthurs Seat, and which was now keeping up a heavy fire upon the Russian transports lying out in the Narrow Deep. Subsequently we went on to Dalkeith. Our situation is most critical in every respect, but we are expecting reinforcements, and a terrible battle is imminent.



Thus the Russians landed three corps of 20,000 each where they were least expected, and at once prepared to invest Edinburgh and Glasgow. Three of the boats which came ashore at Leith that night, after the blowing up of the fort, brought several large mysterious-looking black boxes, which were handled with infinite care by the specially selected detachment of men who had been told off to take charge of them. Upon the locks were the official seals of the Russian War Office; and even the men themselves, unaware of their contents, looked upon them with a certain amount of suspicion, handling them very gingerly, and placing them in waggons which they seized from a builders yard on the outskirts of the town.

The officers alone knew the character of these mysterious consignments, and as they superintended the landing, whispered together excitedly. The news of the invasion, already telegraphed throughout Scotland from end to end, caused the utmost alarm; but had the people known what those black boxes, the secret of which was so carefully guarded, contained, they would have been dismayed and appalled.

Truth to tell, the Russians were about to try a method of wholesale and awful destruction, which, although vaguely suggested in time of peace, had never yet been tested in the field.

If successful, they knew it would cause death and desolation over an inconceivably wide area, and prove at once a most extraordinary and startling development of modern warfare. The faces of a whole army, however brave, would blanch before its terrific power, and war in every branch, on land and on sea, would become revolutionised.

But the boxes remained locked and guarded. The secret was to be kept until the morrow, when the first trial was ordered to be made, and the officers in charge expressed an opinion between themselves that a blow would then be struck that would at once startle and terrify the whole world.


CHAPTER XXX.

ATTACK ON EDINBURGH.
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IN ATTACKING EDINBURGH the besiegers at once discovered they had a much more difficult task than they had anticipated. The Russian onslaught had been carefully planned. Landing just before dawn, the 1st Corps, consisting of about twenty thousand men, marched direct to Glasgow by way of South Queensferry and Kirkliston, and through Linlithgow, sacking and burning all three towns in the advance.

The 3rd Army Corps succeeded, after some very sharp skirmishing, in occupying the Pentland Hills, in order to protect the flanks of the first force, while a strong detachment was left behind to guard the base at Leith. The 2nd Corps meanwhile marched direct upon Edinburgh.

The defenders, consisting of Militia, Infantry, Artillery, the local Volunteers left behind during the mobilisation, and a large number of civilians from the neighbouring towns, who had hastily armed on hearing the alarming news, were quickly massed in three divisions on the Lammermuir Hills, along the hills near Peebles, and on Tinto Hill, near Lanark.

The Russian army corps which marched from Leith upon Edinburgh about seven oclock on the following morning met with a most desperate resistance. On Arthurs Seat a strong battery had been established by the City of Edinburgh Artillery, under Col. J. F. Mackay, and the 1st Berwickshire, under Col. A. Johnston; and on the higher parts of the Queens Drive, overlooking the crooked little village of Duddingston, guns of the 1st Forfarshire, under Col. Stewart-Sandeman, V.D., flashed and shed forth torrents of bullets and shell, which played havoc with the enemys infantry coming up the Portobello and Musselburgh roads. Batteries on the Braid and Blackford Hills commanded the southern portion of the city; while to the west, the battery on Corstorphine Hill prevented the enemy from pushing along up the high road from Granton.

Between Jocks Lodge and Duddingston Mills the Russians, finding cover, commenced a sharp attack about nine oclock; but discovering, after an hours hard fighting, that to attempt to carry the defenders position was futile, they made a sudden retreat towards Niddry House.

The British commander, observing this, and suspecting their intention to make a circuit and enter the city by way of Newington, immediately set his field telegraph to work, and sent news on to the infantry brigade at Blackford.

This consisted mainly of the Queens Volunteer Rifle Brigade (Royal Scots), under Col. T. W. Jones, V.D.; the 4th, 5th, 6th, 7th, and 8th Volunteer Battalions of the Royal Scots, under Col. W. U. Martin, V.D., Col. W. I. Macadam, Col. Sir G. D. Clerk, Col. P. Dods, and Col. G. F. Melville respectively, with a company of engineers. The intelligence they received placed them on the alert, and ere long the enemy extended his flank in an endeavour to enter Newington. The bridges already prepared for demolition by the defenders were now promptly blown up, and in the sharp fight that ensued the enemy were repulsed with heavy loss.

Meanwhile the formidable division of the 3rd Russian Army Corps guarding the base at Leith had attacked the Corstorphine position, finding their headquarters untenable under its fire, and although losing several guns and a large number of men, they succeeded, after about an hours hard fighting, in storming the hill and sweeping away the small but gallant band of defenders.

The fight was long. It was a struggle to the death. Over the whole historic battle-ground from the Tweed to the Forth, fighting spread, and everywhere the loss of life was terrible.

The long autumn day passed slowly, yet hostilities continued as vigorous and sanguinary as they had begun. Before the sun sank many a brave Briton lay dead or dying, but many more Muscovites had been sent to that bourne whence none return.

As it was, the British line of communications was broken between Temple and Eddleston, the outposts at the latter place having been surprised and slaughtered. But although the enemy strove hard to break down the lines of defence and invest Edinburgh, yet time after time they were hurled back with fearful loss. Colinton and Liberton were sacked and burned by the Tsars forces. On every hand the Russians spread death and destruction; still the defenders held their own, and when the fighting ceased after nightfall Edinburgh was still safe. Strong barricades manned by civilians had been hastily thrown up near the station in Leith Walk, in London Road opposite the Abbey Church, in Inverleith Row, in Clerk Street and Montague Street, while all the bridges over the Water of Leith had been blown up with gun-cotton; quick-firing guns had been posted on Calton Hill and at the Castle, while in St. Andrews Square a battery had been established by the 1st Haddington Volunteer Artillery, under Major J. J. Kelly, who had arrived in haste from Dunbar, and this excellent position commanded a wide stretch of country away towards Granton.

At dead of night, under the calm, bright stars, a strange scene might have been witnessed. In the deep shadow cast by the wall of an old and tumble-down barn near the cross-roads at Niddry, about three miles from Edinburgh, two Russian infantry officers were in earnest conversation. They stood leaning upon a broken fence, talking in a half-whisper in French, so that the half-dozen privates might not understand what they said. The six men were busy unpacking several strange black cases, handling the contents with infinite care. Apparently three of the boxes contained a quantity of fine silk, carefully folded, while another contained a number of square, dark-looking packages, which, when taken out, were packed in order upon a strong net which was first spread upon the grass. Ropes were strewn over the ground in various directions, the silk was unfolded, and presently, when all the contents had been minutely inspected by the two officers with lanterns, a small tube was taken from a box that had remained undisturbed, and fastened into an object shaped like a bellows.

Then, when all preparations were satisfactorily completed, the six men threw themselves upon the grass to snatch an hours repose, while the officers returned to their previous positions, leaning against the broken fence, and gravely discussing their proposals for the morrows gigantic sensation. The elder of the two was explaining to his companion the nature of the coup which they intended to deliver, and the mode in which it would be made. So engrossed were they in the contemplation of the appalling results that would accrue, they did not observe that they were standing beneath a small square hole in the wall of the barn; neither did they notice that from this aperture a dark head protruded for a second and then quick as lightning withdrew. It was only like a shadow, and disappeared instantly!

Ten minutes later a mysterious figure was creeping cautiously along under the hedge of the high road to Newington in the direction of the British lines. Crawling along the grass, and pausing now and then with his ear to the ground, listening, he advanced by short, silent stages, exercising the greatest caution, well aware that death would be his fate should he be discovered. In wading the Braid Burn he almost betrayed himself to a Russian sentry; but at last, after travelling for over an hour, risking discovery at any moment, he at length passed the British outposts beyond Liberton, and ascended the Braid Hills to the headquarters.

The story he told the General commanding was at first looked upon as ludicrous. In the dim candlelight in the Generals tent he certainly looked a disreputable derelict, his old and tattered clothes wet through, his hands cut by stones and bleeding, and his face half covered with mud. The three officers who were with the General laughed when he dashed in excitedly, and related the conversation he had overheard; yet when he subsequently went on to describe in detail what he had witnessed, and when they remembered that this tramp was an artilleryman who had long ago been conspicuous by his bravery at El Teb, and an ingenious inventor, their expression of amusement gave way to one of alarm.

The General, who had been writing, thoughtfully tapped the little camp table before him with his pen. So they intend to destroy us and wreck the city by that means, now that their legitimate tactics have failed! I can scarcely credit that such is their intention; yet if they should be successful — if — 

But they will not be successful, sir. If you will send some one to assist me, and allow me to act as I think fit, I will frustrate their dastardly design, and the city shall be saved.

You are at liberty to act as you please. You know their plans, and I have perfect confidence in you, Mackenzie, replied the officer. Do not, however, mention a word of the enemys intention to any one. It would terrify the men; and although I do not doubt their bravery, yet the knowledge of such a horrible fate hanging over them must necessarily increase their anxiety, and thus prevent them from doing their best. We are weak, but remember we are all Britons. Now come, he added, sit there, upon that box, and explain at once what is your scheme of defence against this extraordinary attack.

And the fearless man to whom the General had entrusted the defence of Edinburgh obeyed, and commenced to explain what means he intended to take — a desperate but well-devised plan, which drew forth words of the highest commendation from the commanding officer and those with him. They knew that the fate of Edinburgh hung in the balance, and that if the city were taken it would be the first step towards their downfall.


CHAPTER XXXI.

THE DEMON OF WAR.
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Two hours later, just before the break of day, British bugles sounded, and the camp on the Braid Hills was immediately astir. That the enemy were about to test the efficiency of a new gigantic engine of war was unknown except to the officers and the brave man who had risked his life in order to obtain the secret of the foemans plans.

To him the British General was trusting, and as with knit brows and anxious face the grey-haired officer stood at the door of his tent gazing across the burn to Blackford Hill, he was wondering whether he had yet obtained his coign of vantage. From the case slung round his shoulder he drew his field glasses and turned them upon a clump of trees near the top of the hill, straining his eyes to discover any movement.

On the crest of the hill two Volunteer artillery batteries were actively preparing for the coming fray, but as yet it was too dark to discern anything among the distant clump of trees; so, replacing his glasses, the commanding officer re-entered his tent and bent for a long time over the Ordnance Map under the glimmering, uncertain light of a guttering candle.

Meanwhile the Russians were busily completing their arrangements for striking an appalling blow.

Concealed by a line of trees and a number of farm buildings, the little section of the enemy had worked indefatigably for the past two hours, and now in the grey dawn the contents of the mysterious boxes, a long dark monster, lay upon the grass, moving restlessly, trying to free itself from its trammels.

It was a huge and curiously-shaped air-ship, and was to be used for dropping great charges of mélinite and steel bombs filled with picric acid into the handsome historic city of Edinburgh! Some of the shells were filled with sulphurous acid, carbon dioxide, and other deadly compounds, the intent being to cause suffocation over wide areas by the volatilisation of liquid gases!

This controllable electric balloon, a perfection of M. Gaston Tissandiers invention a few years before, was, as it lay upon the grass, nearly inflated and ready to ascend, elongated in form, and filled with hydrogen.

It was about 140 feet long, 63 feet in diameter through the middle, and the envelope was of fine cloth coated with an impermeable varnish. On either side were horizontal shafts of flexible walnut laths, fastened with silk belts along the centre, and over the balloon a netting of ribbons was placed, and to this the car was connected. On each of the four sides was a screw propeller 12 feet in diameter, driven by bichromate of potassium batteries and a dynamo-electric motor. The propellers were so arranged that the balloon could keep head to a hurricane, and when proceeding with the wind would deviate immediately from its course by the mere pulling of a lever by the aëronaut.

Carefully packed in the car were large numbers of the most powerful infernal machines, ingeniously designed to effect the most awful destruction if hurled into a thickly-populated centre. Piled in the smallest possible compass were square steel boxes, some filled with mélinite, dynamite, and an explosive strongly resembling cordite, only possessing twice its strength, each with fulminating compounds, while others contained picric acid fitted with glass detonating tubes. Indeed, this gigantic engine, which might totally wreck a city and kill every inhabitant in half an hour while at an altitude of 6½ miles, had rightly been named by the Pole who had perfected Tissandiers invention— The Demon of War.

While the two officers of the Russian balloon section, both experienced aëronauts, were finally examining minutely every rope, ascertaining that all was ready for the ascent, away on Blackford Hill one man, pale and determined, with coat and vest thrown aside, was preparing a counterblast to the forthcoming attack. Under cover of the clump of trees, but with its muzzle pointing towards Bridgend, a long, thin gun of an altogether strange type had been brought into position. It was about four times the size of a Maxim, which it resembled somewhat in shape, only the barrel was much longer, the store of ammunition being contained in a large steel receptacle at the side, wherein also was some marvellously-contrived mechanism. The six gunners who were assisting Mackenzie at length completed their work, and the gun having been carefully examined by the gallant man in charge and two of the officers who had been in the tent with the General during the midnight consultation, Mackenzie, with a glance in the yet hazy distance where the enemy had bivouaced, pulled over a small lever, which immediately started a dynamo.

In three minutes we shall be ready for action, he said, glancing at his watch; and then, turning a small wheel which raised the muzzle of the gun so as to point it at a higher angle in the direction of the sky, he waited until the space of time he had mentioned had elapsed.

The officers stood aside conversing in an undertone. This man Mackenzie had invented this strange-looking weapon, and only one had been made. It had some months before been submitted to the War Office, but they had declined to take it up, believing that a patent they already possessed was superior to it; yet Mackenzie had nevertheless thrown his whole soul into his work, and meant now to show his superiors its penetrative powers, and put its capabilities to practical test. Again he glanced at his watch, and quickly pulled back another lever, which caused the motor to revolve at twice the speed, and the gun to emit a low hissing sound, like escaping steam. Then he stepped back to the officers, saying — 

I am now prepared. It will go up as straight and quickly as a rocket, but we must catch it before it ascends two miles, for the clouds hang low, and we may lose it more quickly than we imagine.

The gunners stood in readiness, and the two officers looked away over Craigmillar towards the grey distant sea. Dawn was spreading now, and the haze was gradually clearing. They all knew the attempt would be made ere long, before it grew much lighter, so they stood at their posts in readiness, Mackenzie with his hand upon the lever which would regulate the discharge.

They were moments of breathless expectancy. Minute after minute went by, but not a word was spoken, for every eye was turned upon the crest of a certain ridge nearly three miles away, at a point where the country was well wooded.

A quarter of an hour had thus elapsed, when Mackenzie suddenly shouted, Look, lads! There she goes! Now, lets teach em what Scots can do.

As he spoke there rose from behind the ridge a great dark mass, looking almost spectral in the thin morning mist. For a moment it seemed to poise and swing as if uncertain in its flight, then quickly it shot straight up towards the sky.

Ready? shouted Mackenzie, his momentary excitement having given place to great coolness. The men at their posts all answered in the affirmative. Mackenzie bent and waited for a few seconds sighting the gun, while the motor hummed with terrific speed. Then shouting Fire! he drew back the lever.

The gun discharged, but there was no report, only a sharp hiss as the compressed air released commenced to send charge after charge of dynamite automatically away into space in rapid succession!

None dared to breathe. The excitement was intense. They watched the effect upon the Russian balloon, but to their dismay saw it still rapidly ascending and unharmed!

It had altered its course, and instead of drifting away seaward was now travelling towards Duddingston, and making straight for Edinburgh, passing above the Russian camp.

Missed! missed! Mackenzie shrieked, turning back the lever and arresting the discharge. Its four miles off now, and we can carry seven and three-quarters to hit a fixed object. Remember, lads, the fate of Auld Reekie is now in your hands! Ready?

Again he bent and sighted the gun, raising the muzzle higher than the balloon so as to catch it on the ascent. The motor hummed louder and louder, the escaping air hissed and turned into liquid by the enormous pressure, then with a glance at the gauge he yelled Fire! and pulled back the lever.

Dynamite shells, ejected at the rate of 50 a minute, rushed from the muzzle, and sped away.

But the Demon of War, with its whirling propellers, continued on its swift, silent mission of destruction.

Missed again! cried one of the men, in despair. See! its gone! Weve — good heavens! — why, weve lost it — lost it!

Mackenzie, who had been glancing that moment at the gauges, gazed eagerly up, and staggered back as if he had received a blow. Its disappeared! he gasped. Theyve outwitted us, the brutes, and nothing now can save Edinburgh from destruction!

Officers and men stood aghast, with blanched faces, scarce knowing how to act. The destructive forces in that controllable balloon were more than sufficient to lay the whole of Edinburgh in ruins; and then, no doubt, the enemy would attempt by the same means to destroy the British batteries on the neighbouring hills. Already, along the valleys fighting had begun, for rapid firing could be heard in the direction of Gilmerton, and now and then the British guns on the Braid Hills behind spoke out sharply to the Russians who had occupied Loanhead, and the distant booming of cannon could be heard incessantly from Corstorphine.

Suddenly a loud, exultant cry from Mackenzie caused his companions to strain their eyes away to Duddingston, and there they saw high in the air the monster aërial machine gradually looming through the mist, a vague and shadowy outline. It had passed through a bank of cloud, and was gradually reappearing.

Quick! Theres not a moment to lose! shrieked Mackenzie, springing to the lever with redoubled enthusiasm, an example followed by the others.

The motor revolved so rapidly that it roared, the gauges ran high, the escaping air hissed so loudly that Mackenzie was compelled to shout at the top of his voice Ready? as for a third time he took careful aim at the misty object now six miles distant.

The War Demon was still over the Russian camp, and in a few moments, travelling at that high rate of speed, it would pass over Arthurs Seat, and be enabled to drop its deadly compounds in Princes Street. But Mackenzie set his teeth, and muttered something under his breath.

Now! he ejaculated, as he suddenly pulled the lever, and for the last time sent forth the automatic shower of destructive shells.

A second later there was a bright flash from above as if the sun itself had burst, and then came a most terrific explosion, which caused the earth to tremble where they stood. The clouds were rent asunder by the frightful detonation, and down upon the Russian camp the débris of their ingenious invention fell in a terrible death-dealing shower. The annihilation of the dastardly plot to wreck the city was complete. Small dynamite shells from Mackenzies pneumatic gun had struck the car of the balloon, and by the firing of half a ton of explosives the enemy was in an instant hoist with his own petard.

As the débris fell within the Russian lines, some fifty or sixty picric-acid bombs — awful engines of destruction — which had not been exploded in mid-air, crashed into the Muscovite ranks, and, bursting, killed and wounded hundreds of infantrymen and half a regiment of Cossacks. One, bursting in the enemys headquarters, seriously injured several members of the staff; while another, falling among the Engineers transport, exploded a great quantity of gun-cotton, which in its turn killed a number of men and horses.

The disaster was awful in its suddenness, appalling in its completeness. The aëronauts, totally unprepared for such an attack, had been blown to atoms just when within an ace of success.

Fortune had favoured Britain, and, thanks to Mackenzies vigilance and his pneumatic dynamite gun, which the Government had rejected as a worthless weapon, the grey old city of Edinburgh was still safe.

But both Russians and Britons had now mustered their forces, and this, the first note sounded of a second terrific and desperately-fought battle, portended success for Britains gallant army.

Yet notwithstanding the disaster the enemy sustained by the blowing up of their balloon, their 2nd Army Corps, together with the portion of the 3rd Army Corps operating from their base at Leith, succeeded, after terribly hard fighting and heavy losses, in at length forcing back the defenders from the Braid and Blackford Hills, and the Corstorphine position having already been occupied, they were then enabled to invest Edinburgh. That evening fierce sanguinary fights took place in the streets, for the people held the barricades until the last moment, and the batteries on Calton Hill, in St. Andrews Square, and at the Castle effected terrible execution in conjunction with those on Arthurs Seat. Still the enemy by their overwhelming numbers gradually broke down these defences, and, after appalling slaughter on both sides, occupied the city. The fighting was fiercest along Princes Street, Lothian Road, and in the neighbourhood of Scotland Street Station, while along Cumberland and Great King Streets the enemy were swept away in hundreds by British Maxims brought to bear from Drummond Place. Along Canongate from Holyrood to Moray House, and in Lauriston Place and the Grassmarket, hand-to-hand struggles took place between the patriotic civilians and the foe. From behind their barricades men of Edinburgh fought valiantly, and everywhere inflicted heavy loss; still the enemy, pressing onward, set fire to a number of public buildings, including the Register Office, the Royal Exchange, the University, the Liberal and New Clubs, and Palace Hotel, with many other buildings in Princes Street. The fires, which broke out rapidly in succession, were caused for the purpose of producing a panic, and in this the enemy were successful, for the city was quickly looted, and the scenes of ruin, death, and desolation that occurred in its streets that night were awful.

[image: img61.jpg]IN EDINBURGH THE FIGHTING WAS FIERCEST ALONG PRINCES STREET.

In every quarter the homes of loyal Scotsmen were entered by the ruthless invader, who wrecked the cherished household gods, and carried away all the valuables that were portable. Outrage and murder were rife everywhere, and no quarter was shown the weak or unprotected. Through the streets the invader rushed with sword and firebrand, causing destruction, suffering, and death.

The defenders, though straining every nerve to stem the advancing tide, had, alas! been unsuccessful, and ere midnight Edinburgh, one of the proudest and most historic cities in the world, had fallen, and the British standard floating over the Castle was, alas! replaced by the Eagle of the Russian Autocrat.


CHAPTER XXXII.

FRIGHTFUL SLAUGHTER OUTSIDE GLASGOW.
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IT WAS A sad misfortune, a national calamity; yet our troops did not lose heart. Commanded as they were by Britons, astute, loyal, and fearless, they, after fighting hard, fell back from Edinburgh in order, and husbanded their force for the morrow.

Indeed, soon after dawn the Russians found themselves severely attacked. Exultant over their success, they had, while sacking Edinburgh, left their base at Leith very inadequately protected, with the result that the defenders, swooping suddenly down upon the town, succeeded, with the assistance of four coast-defence ships and a number of torpedo boats, in blowing up most of the Russian transports, and seizing their ammunition and provisions.

Such an attack was, of course, very vigorously defended, but it was a smart manœuvre on the part of the British General, and enabled him, after cutting off the enemys line of retreat, to turn suddenly and attack the Russians who were continuing their destructive campaign through the streets of Edinburgh. This bold move on the part of the defenders was totally unexpected by the foe, which accounted for the frightful loss of life that was sustained on the Russian side, and the subsequent clever tactics which resulted in the driving out of the invaders from Edinburgh, and British troops reoccupying that city.

[image: img63.png]MAP OF THE BATTLEFIELD OUTSIDE GLASGOW.

Meanwhile the 1st Russian Army Corps, which on landing had at once set out towards Glasgow, had marched on in a great extended line, sacking the various towns through which they passed. As they advanced from Linlithgow, Airdrie, and Coatbridge were looted and burned, while further south, Motherwell, Hamilton, and Bothwell shared the same fate. About 20,000 men, together with 11,000 who had been forced to evacuate Edinburgh, had at length advanced a little beyond Coatbridge, and, in preparation for a vigorous siege of Glasgow, halted within seven miles of the city, with flanks extended away south to Motherwell and on to Wishaw, and north as far as Chryston and Kirkintilloch.

In Glasgow the excitement was intense, and surging crowds filled the streets night and day. The fall of Edinburgh had produced the greatest sensation, and the meagre news of the disaster telegraphed had scarcely been supplemented when the report of the retaking of Auld Reekie came to hand, causing great rejoicing. Nevertheless, it was known that over thirty thousand trained soldiers were on their way to the banks of the Clyde, and Glasgow was fevered and turbulent. The scanty business that had lately been done was now at a standstill, and the meagre supplies that reached there from America not being half sufficient for the enormous population, the city was already starving. But, as in other towns, great barricades had been thrown up, and those in Gallowgate and Duke Street, thoroughfares by which Glasgow might be entered by way of Parkhead and Dennistoun, were soon manned by loyal and patriotic bands of civilians. Other barriers were constructed at St. Rollox Station, in Canning Street, in Monteith Row, and in Great Western, Dumbarton, and Govan Roads.

South of the river, Eglinton Street and the roads at Crosshill were barricaded, and in New City and Garscube Roads in the north there were also strong defences. All were held by enthusiastic bodies of men who had hastily armed themselves, confident in the belief that our Volunteers and the small body of Regulars would not allow the invader to march in force upon their city without a most determined resistance.

Now, however, the alarming news reached Glasgow that the enemy had actually sacked and burned Coatbridge. In an hour they could commence looting the shops in Gallowgate, and their heavy tramp would be heard on the granite of Trongate and Argyle Street! Throughout the city the feeling of insecurity increased, and hourly the panic assumed greater proportions.

The sun that day was obscured by dark thunder-clouds, the swirling Clyde flowed on black beneath its many bridges, and the outlook was everywhere gloomy and ominous.

Still, away on the hills to southward, our small force of soldiers and Volunteers had narrowly watched the onward tide of destroyers, and carefully laid their plans. The manner in which the defensive operations were conducted is perhaps best related in a letter written by Captain Boyd Drummond of the 1st Battalion Princess Louises (Argyll and Sutherland) Highlanders, to a friend in London, and which was published with the accompanying sketch in the Daily Graphic.

He wrote as follows:— On the second day after the Russians had landed, Colonel Cumberland of Ours received orders to move us from Lanark, and reconnoitre as far as possible along the Carluke road, with a view to taking up a position to cover the advance of the division, which had during the morning been considerably reinforced by nearly half the centre division from Peebles. In addition to our battalion with two machine guns, Colonel Cumberland was in command of the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 4th Volunteer Battalions from Greenock, Paisley, Pollokshaws, and Stirling respectively, the 1st Dumbarton from Helensburgh, the Highland Borderers, and the Renfrew Militia, together with a section of field artillery, a field company of Royal Engineers, and about forty cavalry and cyclists. Arriving at Carluke early in the afternoon, we awaited the return of scouts, who had been pushed on in advance to beyond Wishaw, in the direction of the enemy. They having reported that the Russians had withdrawn from Wishaw, we at once moved on to Law Junction, about a mile from that town, and finally took up a position for the night near Waterloo, commanding Wishaw and Overtown.

Beyond the junction, towards Glasgow, the railway, which the enemy evidently did not intend to use, had been destroyed, but scouts from Morningside reported that the line to Edinburgh had not been cut, and that the permanent way remained uninjured. Colonel Cumberland therefore told off the right half battalion, with a machine gun, a section of Engineers, and six cyclists, to take up a position near the road between Newmains and Morningside, with instructions to form piquets and patrol the roads north and east. I was with No. 1 Company, but, being senior captain present, the chief gave me command of this detachment. It was the first time such a responsibility had been conferred upon me; therefore I was determined not to be caught napping.

As soon as we arrived at our ground, I sent two cyclists out to Newmains and two to Morningside, with orders to glean what information they could, and to wait in the villages until further orders, unless they sighted the enemys outposts, or discovered anything important. As soon as I had sent out my piquets, I took my own company and six of the Engineers down to Morningside. Some of the villagers, who had escaped when a portion of the invaders passed through on the previous night, had returned, and the cyclists gathered from them that we were close upon the heels of the Russian rearguard.

As the railway had not been destroyed, I thought that possibly the invaders intended to use the line viâ Mid-Calder, and therefore examined the station closely. While engaged in this, one of the Engineers suddenly discovered a wire very carefully concealed along the line, and as we followed it up 500 yards each way, and could find no connection with the instrument at the station office, I at once concluded that it was the enemys field telegraph, forming means of communication between their headquarters at Airdrie and the division that still remained in the Pentlands.

Cutting the wire, and attaching the ends to the instrument in the station, I left three Engineers, all expert telegraphists, to tap the wire, and they, with the right half company, under Lieutenant Compton, formed a detached post at this point. I also left the cyclists to convey to me any messages which might be received on the instrument, and then proceeded to Newmains. The place was now a mere heap of smouldering ruins; but, as at Morningside, some of the terrified villagers had returned, and they stated that early in the morning they had seen small detachments of Russian cavalry pass through from Bankle, and proceed north along the Cleland road.

Leaving the left half company here with the other Engineers and the two cyclists, under Lieutenant Planck, with orders to block the road and railway bridge, I returned to my piquet line. A few minutes later, however, a cyclist rode up with a copy of a message which had been sent from the Russian headquarters on the Pentlands to the Glasgow investing force. The message was in cipher, but, thanks to the information furnished by the spy who was captured near Manchester, we were now aware of some of the codes used by the invaders, and I sent the messenger on to the Colonel at once. One of his staff was able to transcribe it sufficiently to show that some disaster had occurred to the enemy on the Pentlands, for it concluded with an order withdrawing the troops from Glasgow, in order to reinforce the 3rd Army Corps in the fierce battle that was now proceeding. It was also stated in the message that despatches followed, so at once we were all on the alert.

Almost immediately afterwards news was received over our own telegraph from Carstairs, stating that a terrific battle had been fought along the valleys between Leadburn, Linton, and Dolphinton, in which we had suffered very severely, but we had nevertheless gained a decisive victory, for from dawn until the time of telegraphing it was estimated that no fewer than 12,000 Russians had been killed or wounded.

It appeared that our forces on the Lammermuirs had moved quickly, and, extending along the ridges, through Tynehead, and thence to Heriot, and on to Peebles, joined hands with the division at that place before dawn, and, when it grew light, had made a sudden and desperate attack. The enemy, who had imagined himself in a safe position, was unprepared, and from the first moment of the attack the slaughter was awful. As noon wore on the battle had increased, until now the invaders had been outflanked, and mowed down in such a frightful manner, that the survivors, numbering nearly six thousand of all ranks, had, finding their urgent appeal to their forces at Airdrie met with no response, and imagining that they too had been defeated, at last surrendered, and were taken prisoners.

On receipt of this intelligence, Colonel Cumberland executed a manœuvre that was a marvel of forethought and smartness. The appeal to Airdrie for help had, of course, not been received, but in its place he ordered a message in Russian to be sent along the enemys field telegraph to the force advancing on Glasgow in the following words: Remain at Airdrie. Do not advance on Glasgow before we join you. The defenders are defeated with heavy losses everywhere. Our advance guard will be with you in twenty-four hours. Signed — Drukovitch.

This having been despatched, he reported by telegraph to the headquarters at Carstairs what he had done, and then our whole force immediately moved as far as Bellshill, in the direction of Glasgow. Here we came across the Russian outposts, and a sharp fight ensued. After half an hour, however, we succeeded in cutting them off and totally annihilating them, afterwards establishing ourselves in Bellshill until reinforcements could arrive. We were now only six miles from the Russian headquarters at Airdrie, and they, on receipt of our fictitious message, had withdrawn from the Clyde bank, and extended farther north over the hills as far as Milngavie.

We were thus enabled to watch and wait in Bellshill undisturbed throughout the night; and while the enemy were eagerly expecting their legions of infantry who were to swoop down and conquer Glasgow, we remained content in the knowledge that the hour of conquest was close at hand.

A short, hasty rest, and we were astir again long before the dawn. Just at daybreak, however, the advance guard of our force from Carstairs, which had been on the march during the night, came into touch with us, and in an hour the combined right and centre divisions of the British had opened the battle.

Our fighting front extended from Wishaw right across to Condorrat, with batteries on Torrance and the hill at New Monkland, while another strong line was pushed across from Cambuslang to Parkhead, and thence to Millerston, for the protection of Glasgow.

Thus, almost before our guns uttered their voice of defiance, we had surrounded the enemy, and throughout the morning the fighting was most sanguinary and desperate. Our batteries did excellent service; still, it must be remembered we had attacked a well-trained force of over thirty thousand men, and they had many more guns than we possessed. No doubt the fictitious despatch we had sent had prevented the Russian commander from advancing on Glasgow during the night, as he had intended; and now, finding himself so vigorously attacked by two divisions which he believed had been cut up and annihilated, all his calculations were completely upset.

It was well for us that this was so, otherwise we might have fared much worse than we did. As it was, Cossacks and Dragoons wrought frightful havoc among our infantry; while, on the other hand, the fire discipline of the latter was magnificent. Every bit of cover on the hills seem to bristle with hidden rifles, that emptied their magazines without smoke and with fatal effect. Many a gallant dash was made by our men, the Volunteers especially displaying conspicuous courage. The 1st Dumbartonshire Volunteers, under Col. Thomson, V.D., the 1st Renfrewshire, under Col. Lamont, V.D., and the 4th Battalion Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, under Col. D. MFayden, V.D., operated together with magnificent success, for they completely cut up a strong Russian detachment on the Glasgow road beyond Uddingston, driving them out of the wood near Daldowie, and there annihilating them, and afterwards holding their own on the banks of the North Calder without suffering very much loss. They handled their Maxims as smartly as any body of Regulars; and indeed, throughout the day their performances everywhere were marked by steady discipline and cool courage that was in the highest degree commendable.

About two oclock in the afternoon the battle was at its height. Under the blazing sun that beat down upon us mercilessly, my battalion fought on, feeling confident that the enemy were gradually being defeated. The slaughter everywhere was frightful, and the green hillsides and fields were covered with dead and dying soldiers of the Tsar. The grey coats were soaked with blood, and dark, ugly stains dyed the grass of the fertile meadows beside the winding Clyde. Since their sudden landing in Scotland, the enemys early successes had been followed by defeat after defeat. Their transports had been destroyed, their ammunition and stores seized, both their 2nd and 3rd Army Corps had been totally annihilated, leaving nearly twelve thousand men in our hands as prisoners, and now the defeat of this force of picked regiments, who had, on landing, immediately marched straight across Scotland, would effect a crushing and decisive blow.

But the struggle was terrific, the din deafening, the wholesale butchery appalling. Our men knew they were fighting for Caledonia and their Queen, and their conduct, from the first moment of hostilities, until stray bullets laid them low one after another, was magnificent; they were splendid examples of the true, loyal, and fearless Briton, who will fight on even while his life-blood ebbs.

Evening fell, but the continuous firing did not cease. The sun sank red and angry into dark storm-clouds behind the long range of purple hills beyond the Clyde, but the clash of arms continued over hill and dale on the east of Glasgow, and we, exerting every effort in our successful attempt to hold the five converging roads near Broomhouse, knew not which side were victors.

Suddenly I received orders to send over a small detachment to block the two roads at Baillieston, the one a main road leading up from Coatbridge, and the other from the hilly country around Old Monkland, where the struggle was fiercest. Sending Lieutenant Planck over immediately with a detachment and several cyclists, I followed as soon as possible, and found he had blocked both roads in the centre of the little Scotch village, and had occupied the inn situated between the two roads, leaving just sufficient space for his cyclists to pass. Looking towards the city we could see that the hills on our left were occupied by British redcoats. In the village the quaint little low-built cottages, with their stairs outside, were all closed and deserted, and the place seemed strangely quiet after the exciting scenes and ceaseless deafening din.

Taking six of Plancks men and the cyclists about a mile towards Coatbridge, I posted them at the cross-roads beyond Rhind House, sending the cyclists out along the valley to Dikehead. All was quiet in our immediate vicinity for some time, until suddenly we discerned the cyclists coming back. They reported that they had seen cavalry. This, then, must be a detachment of the enemy, who in all probability were retreating. I at once sent the cyclists back to inform Planck, and to tell him we should not take a hand in the game until we had allowed them to pass and they had discovered his barricade. In a few minutes we could distinctly hear them approaching. We were all well under cover, but I was surprised to find that it was only an escort.

They were galloping, and had evidently come a long distance by some circuitous route, and had not taken part in the fighting. I counted five — two Cossacks in advance, then about forty yards behind a shabbily-dressed civilian on horseback, and about forty yards behind him two more Cossacks. They appeared to expect no interruption, and it occurred to me that the Cossacks were escorting the civilian over to the Russian position away beyond Hogganfield Loch. As soon as they were clear, I formed my men up on each side of the road to await events.

We had no occasion to remain long in expectation, for soon afterwards the stillness was broken by shouts and a few rapid shots, and then we could hear two horses galloping back. One was riderless, and a corporal who attempted to stop it was knocked down and seriously injured; but the other had a rider, and as he neared us I could see he was the civilian. I knew I must stop him at all costs.

So, ordering the men on the opposite side of the road to lie down, we gave him a section volley from one side as he rushed past. The horse was badly hit, and stumbled, throwing its rider, who was at once secured. To prevent him from disposing of anything, we bound him securely. Two of the Cossacks had been shot and the other two captured. Upon the civilian, and in his saddle-bags, we found a number of cipher despatches, elaborate plans showing how Glasgow was defended, and an autograph letter from the Russian General Drukovitch, giving him instructions to enter Glasgow alone by way of Partick, and to await him there until the city fell.

But the city was never invested. An hour after we had sent this mysterious civilian — who spoke English with a foreign accent — over to the Colonel, our onslaught became doubly desperate. In the dusk, regiment after regiment of Russians were simply swept away by the cool and deliberate fire of the British, who, being reinforced by my battalion and others, wrought splendid execution in the enemys main body, forced back upon us at Baillieston.

Then, as night fell, a report was spread that General Drukovitch had surrendered. This proved true. With his 2nd and 3rd Army Corps annihilated, and his transports and base in our hands, he was compelled to acknowledge himself vanquished; therefore, by nine oclock hostilities had ceased, and during that night nearly six thousand survivors of the 1st Russian Army Corps were taken prisoners, and marched in triumph into Glasgow amid the wildest excitement of the populace. This desperate attempt to invest Glasgow had cost the Russians no fewer than 25,000 men in killed and wounded.

The capture we effected near Baillieston turned out to be of a most important character. When searched at headquarters, a visiting-card was found concealed upon the man, and this gave our Colonel a clue. The man has since been identified by one of his intimate friends as a person well known in London society, who poses as a wealthy German, the Count von Beilstein! It is alleged that he has for several years been living in the metropolis and acting as an expert spy in the Secret Service of the Tsar. He was sent handcuffed, under a strong escort, to London a few days after the battle, and if all I hear be true, some highly sensational disclosures will be made regarding his adventurous career.
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But throughout Caledonia there is now unbounded joy. Our beloved country is safe; for, thanks to the gallant heroism of our Volunteers, the Muscovite invaders have been completely wiped out, and Scotland again proudly rears her head.


CHAPTER XXXIII.

MARCH OF THE FRENCH ON LONDON.
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SOUTH OF THE Thames, where the gigantic force of French and Russians, numbering nearly two hundred thousand of all arms, had been prevented from attacking London by our Volunteers and Regulars massed along the Surrey Hills, the slaughter on both sides had been frightful. The struggle was indeed not for a dynasty, but for the very existence of Britain as an independent nation.

Sussex had been devastated, but Kent still held out, and Chatham remained in the possession of the defenders.

The rout of the British at Horsham prior to the march of the left column of invaders to Birmingham was succeeded by defeat after defeat, the engagements each day illustrating painfully that by force of overwhelming numbers the invaders were gradually nearing their goal — the mighty Capital of our Empire.

Gallant stands were made by our Regulars at East Grinstead, Crawley, Alfold, and from Haslemere across Hind Head Common to Frensham. At each of these places, long, desperately-fought battles with the French had taken place through the hot September days, — our Regular forces confident in the stubborn resistance that would be offered by the long unbroken line of Volunteers occupying the range of hills behind. Our signallers had formed a long line of stations from Reculvers and Star Hill, south of the Medway Fortress, to Blue Bell Hill, between Chatham and Maidstone, thence through Snodland, Wrotham, Westerham, and Limpsfield to Caterham, and from there on through Reigate Park, Boxhill, St. Marthas, and over the Hogs Back to Aldershot. With flags in day and lamps by night messages constantly passed, and communication was thus maintained by this means as well as by the field telegraph, which, however, on several occasions had been cut by the enemy.

Yet although our soldiers fought day after day with that pluck characteristic of the true Briton, fortune nevertheless seemed to have forsaken us, and even although we inflicted frightful losses upon the French all round, still they gradually forced back the defenders over the Surrey border. Terror, ruin, and death had been spread by the invading Gauls. English homes were sacked, French soldiers bivouaced in Sussex pastures, and the ripening corn was trodden down and stained with blood. The white dusty highways leading from London to the sea were piled with unheeded corpses that were fearful to gaze upon, yet Britannia toiled on undaunted in this desperate struggle for the retention of her Empire.

After our defeat at Horsham, the Russians had contented themselves by merely driving back the defenders to a line of resistance from Aldershot to the north of Bagshot, and then they had marched onward to Birmingham. From Horsham, however, two columns of the invaders, mostly French, and numbering over twenty thousand each, had advanced on Guildford and Dorking. At the same time, a strong demonstration was made by the enemy in the country north of Eastbourne and Hailsham, by which the whole of the district in the triangle from Bexhill to Heathfield, and thence to Cuckfield and Steyning, fell into their hands. The British, however, had massed a strong force to prevent the enemy making their way into West Kent, and still held their own along the hills stretching from Crowborough to Ticehurst, and from Etchingham, through Brightling and Ashburnham, down to Battle and Hastings.

The north of London had during the weeks of hostilities been strongly guarded by Volunteers and Regulars, for information of a contemplated landing in Essex had been received; and although the defenders had not yet fired a shot, they were eagerly looking forward to a chance of proving their worth, as their comrades in other parts of England had already done.

At first the tactics of the invaders could not be understood, for it had been concluded that they would naturally follow up their successes on landing with a rapid advance on London.

It was, of course, evident that the vigorous demonstrations made in the North and other parts of Britain were intended with a view to drawing as many troops as possible from the defence of London, and dispose of them in detail before surrounding the capital. Yet, to the dismay of the enemy, no blow they delivered in other parts of our country had had the desired effect of weakening the defensive lines around London. At the opening of the campaign it had been the enemys intention to reduce London by a blockade, which could perhaps have been successfully carried out had they landed a strong force in Essex. The troops who were intended to land there were, however, sent to Scotland instead, and the fact that they had been annihilated outside Glasgow resulted in a decision to march at once upon the metropolis.

Advancing from Horsham, the French right column, numbering 20,000 men with about 70 guns, had, after desperate fighting, at last reached Leatherhead, having left a battalion in support at Dorking. The British had resolutely contested every step the French had advanced, and the slaughter around Dorking had been awful, while the fighting across Fetcham Downs and around Ockley and Bear Green had resulted in frightful loss on both sides.

Our Regulars and Volunteers, notwithstanding their gallantry, were, alas! gradually driven back by the enormous numbers that had commenced the onslaught, and were at last thrown back westward in disorder, halting at Ripley. Here the survivors snatched a hasty rest, and they were during the night reinforced by a contingent of Regulars who had come over from Windsor and Hounslow. On the arrival of these reinforcements, the Colonel, well knowing how serious was the situation now our first line of defence had been broken, sent out a flying column from Ripley, while the main body marched to Great Bookham, with the result that Leatherhead, now in the occupation of the French, was from both sides vigorously attacked. The British flying column threatening the enemy from the north was, however, quickly checked by the French guns, and in the transmission of an order a most serious blunder occurred, leading to the impossibility of a retreat upon Ripley, for unfortunately the order, wrongly given, resulted in the blowing up by mistake of the bridges over the river Mole by which they had crossed, and which they wanted to use again.

Thus it was that for a time this force was compelled to remain, at terrible cost, right under the fire of the French entrenched position at Leatherhead; but the enemy were fortunately not strong enough to follow up this advantage, and as they occupied a strong strategical position they were content to await the arrival of their huge main body, now on the move, and which they expected would reach Leatherhead during that night. After more fierce fighting, lasting one whole breathless day, the defenders were annihilated, while their main body approaching from the south also fell into a trap. For several hours a fierce battle also raged between Dorking and Mickleham. The British battery on Box Hill wrought awful havoc in the French lines, yet gradually the enemy silenced our guns and cut up our forces.

The invaders were now advancing in open order over the whole of Sussex and the west of Kent, and on the same day as the battle was fought at Leatherhead, the high ground south of Sevenoaks, extending from Wimlet Hill to Chart Common, fell into their hands, the British suffering severely; while two of our Volunteer batteries in the vicinity were surprised and seized by a French flying column.

In the meantime, another French column, numbering nearly twenty thousand infantry and cavalry, had advanced from Alfold, burning Ewhurst and Cranley, and after a desperately-contested engagement they captured the British batteries on the hills at Hascombe and Hambledon.

On the same day the French advance guard, though suffering terrible loss, successfully attacked the battery of Regulars on the hill at Wonersh, and Godalming having been invested, they commenced another vigorous attack upon the strong line of British Regulars and Volunteers at Guildford, where about fourteen thousand men were massed.

On the hills from Gomshall to Seale our brave civilian defenders had remained throughout the hostilities ready to repel any attack. Indeed, as the days passed, and no demonstration had been made in their direction, they had grown impatient, until at length this sudden and ferocious onslaught had been made, and they found themselves face to face with an advancing army of almost thrice their strength. Among the Volunteer battalions holding the position were the 1st Bucks, under Lord Addington, V.D.; the 2nd Oxfordshire Light Infantry, under Col. H. S. Hall; the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd Bedfordshire Regiment, under Col. A. M. Blake, Lieut.-Col. Rumball, and Col. J. T. Green, V.D.; the 1st Royal Berkshire, under Col. J. C. Carter; the 1st Somersetshire Light Infantry, under Col. H. M. Skrine, V.D.; and the 1st and 2nd Wiltshire, under the Earl of Pembroke, V.D., and Col. E. B. Merriman, V.D. Strong batteries had been established between Guildford and Seale by the 1st Fifeshire Artillery, under Col. J. W. Johnston, V.D., and the Highland Artillery, under Col. W. Fraser, V.D.; while batteries on the left were held by the 1st Midlothian, under Col. Kinnear, V.D.; the 1st East Riding, under Col. R. G. Smith, V.D.; and the 1st West Riding, under Col. T. W. Harding, V.D.

Commencing before dawn, the battle was fierce and sanguinary almost from the time the first shots were exchanged. The eight 60-pounder guns in the new fort at the top of Pewley Hill, manned by the Royal Artillery, commanded the valleys lying away to the south, and effected splendid defensive work.
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Indeed, it was this redoubt, with three new ones between Guildford and Gomshall, and another on the Hogs Back, which held the enemy in check for a considerable time; and had there been a larger number of a similar strength, it is doubtful whether the French would ever have accomplished their design upon Guildford.

The Pewley Fort, built in the solid chalk, and surrounded by a wide ditch, kept up a continuous fire upon the dense masses of the enemy, and swept away hundreds of unfortunate fellows as they rushed madly onward; while the Volunteer batteries and the Maxims of the infantry battalions poured upon the invaders a devastating hail of lead.

From Farnham, the line through Odiham and Aldershot was held by a force increasing hourly in strength; therefore the enemy were unable to get over to Farnborough to outflank the defenders. Through that brilliant, sunny September day the slaughter was terrible in every part of the enemys column, and it was about noon believed that they would find their positions at Wonersh and Godalming untenable.

Nevertheless, with a dogged persistency unusual to our Gallic neighbours, they continued to fight with unquelled vigour. The 2nd Oxfordshire Light Infantry and the 1st and 2nd Wiltshire, holding very important ground over against Puttenham, bore their part with magnificent courage, but were at length cut up in a most horrible manner; while the 1st Bedfordshire, who, with a body of Regulars valiantly held the road running over the hills from Gomshall to Merrow, fought splendidly; but they too were, alas! subsequently annihilated.

Over hill and dale, stretching away to the Sussex border, the rattle and din of war sounded incessantly, and as hour after hour passed, hundreds of Britons and Frenchmen dyed the brown, sun-baked grass with their blood. The struggle was frightful. Volunteer battalions who had manœuvred over that ground at many an Eastertide had little dreamed that they would have one day to raise their rifles in earnest for the defence of their home and Queen. Yet the practice they had had now served them well, for in one instance the 1st Berkshire succeeded by a very smart manœuvre in totally sweeping away several troops of Cuirassiers, while a quarter of an hour later half an infantry battalion of Regulars attacked a large force of Zouaves on the Compton Road, and fought them successfully almost hand to hand.

Through the long, toilsome day the battle continued with unabated fury, and as the sun went down there was no cessation of hostilities. A force of our Regulars, extending from Farnham over Hind Head Common, fell suddenly upon a large body of French infantry, and, outflanking them, managed — after a most frightful encounter, in which they lost nearly half their men — to totally annihilate them.

In connection with this incident, a squadron of the 5th Dragoon Guards made a magnificent charge up a steep hill literally to the muzzles of the guns of a French battery, and by their magnificent pluck captured it. Still, notwithstanding the bravery of our defenders, and their fierce determination to sweep away their foe, it seemed when the sun finally disappeared that the fortunes of war were once more against us, for the French had now received huge reinforcements, and Dorking and Leatherhead having already passed into their hands two days previously, they were enabled to make their final assault a most savage and terrific one.

It was frightful; it crushed us! In the falling gloom our men fought desperately for their lives, but, alas! one after another our positions were carried by the invaders literally at the point of the bayonet, and ere the moon rose Guildford had fallen into the enemys hands, and our depleted battalions had been compelled to retire in disorder east to Effingham and west to Farnham. Those who went to Effingham joined at midnight the column who had made an unsuccessful effort to recover Leatherhead, and then bivouaced in Oldlands Copse. The number of wounded in the battles of Guildford and Leatherhead was enormous. At Mickleham the British hospital flag floated over St. Michaels Church, the Priory at Cherkley, Chapel Farm, and on Mickleham Hall, a portion of which still remained intact, although the building had been looted by Zouaves. In Leatherhead the French had established hospitals at Givons Grove, Vale Lodge, Elmbank, and in the Church of St. Mary and the parish church at Fetcham. At Guildford, in addition to the field hospitals on Albury Downs and behind St. Catherines Hill, Holden, Warren, and Tyting Farms, Sutton Place and Loseley were filled with wounded French infantrymen and British prisoners, and many schools and buildings, including the Guildhall in Guildford town, bore the red cross.

At two most important strategic points the first line defending London had now been broken, and the British officers knew that it would require every effort on our part to recover our lost advantages. The metropolis was now seriously threatened; for soon after dawn on the following day two great French columns, one from Guildford and the other from Leatherhead, were advancing north towards the Thames! The enemy had established telegraphic communication between the two towns, and balloons that had been sent up from Guildford and Ashstead to reconnoitre had reported that the second line of the British defence had been formed from Kingston, through Wimbledon, Tooting, Streatham, and Upper Norwood, and thence across viâ Sydenham to Lewisham and Greenwich.

It was upon this second line of defence that the French, with their enormous force of artillery, now marched. The Leatherhead column, with their main body about one days march behind, took the route through Epsom to Mitcham, while the troops from Guildford pushed on through Ripley, Cobham, and Esher.

This advance occupied a day, and when a halt was made for the night the enemys front extended from Walton to Thames Ditton, thence across Kingston Common and Malden to Mitcham. Bivouacing, they faced the British second line of defence, and waited for the morrow to commence their onslaught. In London the alarming news of the enemys success caused a panic such as had never before been experienced in the metropolis. During the long anxious weeks that the enemy had been held within bounds by our Volunteers, London had never fully realised what bombardment would mean. While the French were beyond the Surrey Hills, Londoners felt secure; and the intelligence received of the enemys utter rout at Newcastle, Manchester, Edinburgh, and Glasgow added considerably to this sense of security.

London, alas! was starving. Business was suspended; trains no longer left the termini; omnibuses, trams, and cabs had ceased running, the horses having been pressed into military service, and those which had not had been killed and eaten. The outlook everywhere, even during those blazing sunny days and clear moonlit nights, was cheerless and dispiriting. The bright sun seemed strangely incongruous with the black war-clouds that overhung the gigantic city, with its helpless, starving, breathless millions.

In the sun-baked, dusty streets the roar of traffic no longer sounded, but up and down the principal thoroughfares of the City and the West End the people prowled, lean and hungry — emaciated victims of this awful struggle between nations — seeking vainly for food to satisfy the terrible pangs consuming them. The hollow cheek, the thin, sharp nose, the dark-ringed glassy eye of one and all, told too plainly of the widespread suffering, and little surprise was felt at the great mortality in every quarter.

In Kensington and Belgravia the distress was quite as keen as in Whitechapel and Hackney, and both rich and poor mingled in the gloomy, dismal streets, wandering aimlessly over the great Modern Babylon, which the enemy were now plotting to destroy.

The horrors of those intensely anxious days of terror were unspeakable. The whole machinery of life in the Great City had been disorganised, and now London lay like an octopus, with her long arms extended in every direction, north and south of the Thames, inert, helpless, trembling. Over the gigantic Capital of the World hung the dark Shadow of Death. By day and by night its ghastly presence could be felt; its hideous realities crushed the heart from those who would face the situation with smiling countenance. Londons wealth availed her not in this critical hour.

Grim, spectral, unseen, the Destroying Angel held the sword over her, ready to strike!


CHAPTER XXXIV.

LOOTING IN THE SUBURBS.
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WHILE FAMISHED MEN crept into Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens and there expired under the trees of absolute hunger, and starving women with babes at their breasts sank upon doorsteps and died, the more robust Londoners had, on hearing of the enemys march on the metropolis, gone south to augment the second line of defence. For several weeks huge barricades had been thrown up in the principal roads approaching London from the south. The strongest of these were opposite the Convalescent Home on Kingston Hill, in Coombe Lane close to Raynes Park Station, in the Morden Road at Merton Abbey, opposite Lynwood in the Tooting Road; while nearer London, on the same road, there was a strong one with machine guns on the crest of Balham Hill, and another in Clapham Road. At Streatham Hill, about one hundred yards from the hospital, earthworks had been thrown up, and several guns brought into position; while at Beulah Hill, Norwood, opposite the Post Office at Upper Sydenham, at the Half Moon at Herne Hill, and in many of the roads between Honor Oak and Denmark Hill, barricades had been constructed and banked up with bags and baskets filled with earth.

Though these defences were held by enthusiastic civilians of all classes, — professional men, artisans, and tradesmen, — yet our second line of defence, distinct, of course, from the local barricades, was a very weak one. We had relied upon our magnificent strategic positions on the Surrey Hills, and had not made sufficient provision in case of a sudden reverse. Our second line, stretching from Croydon up to South Norwood, thence to Streatham and along the railway line to Wimbledon and Kingston, was composed of a few battalions of Volunteers, detachments of Metropolitan police, Berks and Bucks constabulary, London firemen and postmen, the Corps of Commissionaires — in fact, every body of drilled men who could be requisitioned to handle revolver or rifle. These were backed by great bodies of civilians, and behind stood the barricades with their insignificant-looking but terribly deadly machine guns.

The railways had, on the first news of the enemys success at Leatherhead and Guildford, all been cut up, and in each of the many bridges spanning the Thames between Kingston and the Tower great charges of gun-cotton had been placed, so that they might be blown up at any instant, and thus prevent the enemy from investing the city.

Day dawned again at last — dull and grey. It had rained during the night, and the roads, wet and muddy, were unutterably gloomy as our civilian defenders looked out upon them, well knowing that ere long a fierce attack would be made. In the night the enemy had been busy laying a field telegraph from Mitcham to Kingston, through which messages were now being continually flashed.

Suddenly, just as the British outposts were being relieved, the French commenced a vigorous attack, and in a quarter of an hour fighting extended along the whole line. Volunteers, firemen, policemen, Commissionaires, and civilians all fought bravely, trusting to one hope, namely, that before they were defeated the enemy would be outflanked and attacked in their rear by a British force from the Surrey Hills. They well knew that to effectually bar the advance of this great body of French was out of all question, yet they fought on with creditable tact, and in many instances inflicted serious loss upon the enemys infantry.

Soon, however, French field guns were trained upon them, and amid the roar of artillery line after line of heroic Britons fell shattered to earth. Amid the rattle of musketry, the crackling of the machine guns, and the booming of 16-pounders, brave Londoners struggled valiantly against the masses of wildly excited Frenchmen; yet every moment the line became slowly weakened, and the defenders were gradually forced back upon their barricades. The resistance which the French met with was much more determined than they had anticipated; in fact, a small force of Volunteers holding the Mitcham Road, at Streatham, fought with such splendid bravery, that they succeeded alone and unaided in completely wiping out a battalion of French infantry, and capturing two field guns and a quantity of ammunition. For this success, however, they, alas! paid dearly, for a quarter of an hour later a large body of cavalry and infantry coming over from Woodlands descended upon them and totally annihilated them, with the result that Streatham fell into the hands of the French, and a few guns placed in the high road soon made short work of the earthworks near the hospital. Under the thick hail of bursting shells the brave band who manned the guns were at last compelled to abandon them, and the enemy were soon marching unchecked into Stockwell and Brixton, extending their right, with the majority of their artillery, across Herne Hill, Dulwich, and Honor Oak.

In the meantime a desperate battle was being fought around Kingston. The barricade on Kingston Hill held out for nearly three hours, but was at last captured by the invaders, and of those who had manned it not a man survived. Mitcham and Tooting had fallen in the first hour of the engagement, the barricade at Lynwood had been taken, and hundreds of the houses in Balham had been looted by the enemy in their advance into Clapham.

Nearly the whole morning it rained in torrents, and both invaders and defenders were wet to the skin, and covered with blood and mud. Everywhere British pluck showed itself in this desperate resistance on the part of these partially-trained defenders. At the smaller barricades in the suburban jerry-built streets, Britons held their own and checked the advance with remarkable coolness; yet, as the dark, stormy day wore on, the street defences were one after another broken down and destroyed.

Indeed, by three oclock that afternoon the enemy ran riot through the whole district, from Lower Sydenham to Kingston. Around the larger houses on Sydenham Hill one of the fiercest fights occurred, but at length the defenders were driven down into Lordship Lane, and the houses on the hill were sacked, and some of them burned. While this was proceeding, a great force of French artillery came over from Streatham, and before dusk five great batteries had been established along the Parade in front of the Crystal Palace, and on Sydenham Hill and One Tree Hill; while other smaller batteries were brought into position at Forest Hill, Gipsy Hill, Tulse Hill, Streatham Hill, and Herne Hill; and further towards London about twenty French 12-pounders and a number of new quick-firing weapons of long range and a very destructive character were placed along the top of Camberwell Grove and Denmark Hill.

The defences of London had been broken. The track of the invaders was marked by ruined homes and heaps of corpses, and Londons millions knew on this eventful night that the enemy were now actually at their doors. In Fleet Street, in the Strand, in Piccadilly, the news spread from mouth to mouth as darkness fell that the enemy were preparing to launch their deadly shells into the City. This increased the panic. The people were in a mad frenzy of excitement, and the scenes everywhere were terrible. Women wept and wailed, men uttered words of blank despair, and children screamed at an unknown terror.

The situation was terrible. From the Embankment away on the Surrey side could be seen a lurid glare in the sky. It was the reflection of a great fire in Vassall Road, Brixton, the whole street being burned by the enemy, together with the great block of houses lying between the Cowley and Brixton Roads.

London waited. Dark storm-clouds scudded across the moon. The chill wind swept up the river, and moaned mournfully in doors and chimneys.

At last, without warning, just as Big Ben had boomed forth one oclock, the thunder of artillery shook the windows, and startled the excited crowds. Great shells crashed into the streets, remained for a second, and then burst with deafening report and appalling effect.

In Trafalgar Square, Fleet Street, and the Strand the deadly projectiles commenced to fall thickly, wrecking the shops, playing havoc with the public buildings, and sweeping hundreds of men and women into eternity. Nothing could withstand their awful force, and the people, rushing madly about like frightened sheep, felt that this was indeed their last hour.

In Ludgate Hill the scene was awful. Shots fell with monotonous regularity, bursting everywhere, and blowing buildings and men into atoms. The French shells were terribly devastating; the reek of mélinite poisoned the air. Shells striking St. Pauls Cathedral brought down the right-hand tower, and crashed into the dome; while others set on fire a long range of huge drapery warehouses behind it, the glare of the roaring flames causing the great black Cathedral to stand out in bold relief.

The bombardment had actually commenced! London, the proud Capital of the World, was threatened with destruction!


CHAPTER XXXV.

LONDON BOMBARDED.
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THE HAND OF the Destroyer had reached Englands mighty metropolis. The lurid scene was appalling.

In the stormy sky the red glare from hundreds of burning buildings grew brighter, and in every quarter flames leaped up and black smoke curled slowly away in increasing volume.

The people were unaware of the events that had occurred in Surrey that day. Exhausted, emaciated, and ashen pale, the hungry people had endured every torture. Panic-stricken, they rushed hither and thither in thousands up and down the principal thoroughfares, and as they tore headlong away in this sauve qui peut to the northern suburbs, the weaker fell and were trodden under foot.

Men fought for their wives and families, dragging them away out of the range of the enemys fire, which apparently did not extend beyond the line formed by the Hackney Road, City Road, Pentonville Road, Euston Road, and Westbourne Park. But in that terrible rush to escape many delicate ladies were crushed to death, and numbers of others, with their children, sank exhausted, and perished beneath the feet of the fleeing millions.

Never before had such alarm been spread through London; never before had such awful scenes of destruction been witnessed. The French Commander-in-chief, who was senior to his Russian colleague, had been killed, and his successor being unwilling to act in concert with the Muscovite staff, a quarrel ensued. It was this quarrel which caused the bombardment of London, totally against the instructions of their respective Governments. The bombardment was, in fact, wholly unnecessary, and was in a great measure due to some confused orders received by the French General from his Commander-in-chief. Into the midst of the surging, terrified crowds that congested the streets on each side of the Thames, shells filled with mélinite dropped, and, bursting, blew hundreds of despairing Londoners to atoms. Houses were shattered and fell, public buildings were demolished, factories were set alight, and the powerful exploding projectiles caused the Great City to reel and quake. Above the constant crash of bursting shells, the dull roar of the flames, and the crackling of burning timbers, terrific detonations now and then were heard, as buildings, filled with combustibles, were struck by shots, and, exploding, spread death and ruin over wide areas. The centre of commerce, of wealth, of intellectual and moral life was being ruthlessly wrecked, and its inhabitants massacred. Apparently it was not the intention of the enemy to invest the city at present, fearing perhaps that the force that had penetrated the defences was not sufficiently large to accomplish such a gigantic task; therefore they had commenced this terrible bombardment as a preliminary measure.

Through the streets of South London the people rushed along, all footsteps being bent towards the bridges; but on every one of them the crush was frightful — indeed, so great was it that in several instances the stone balustrades were broken, and many helpless, shrieking persons were forced over into the dark swirling waters below. The booming of the batteries was continuous, the bursting of the shells was deafening, and every moment was one of increasing horror. Men saw their homes swept away, and trembling women clung to their husbands, speechless with fear. In the City, in the Strand, in Westminster, and West End streets the ruin was even greater, and the destruction of property enormous.

Westward, both great stations at Victoria, with the adjoining furniture repositories and the Grosvenor Hotel, were burning fiercely; while the Wellington Barracks had been partially demolished, and the roof of St. Peters Church blown away. Two shells falling in the quadrangle of Buckingham Palace had smashed every window and wrecked some of the ground-floor apartments, but nevertheless upon the flagstaff, amidst the dense smoke and showers of sparks flying upward, there still floated the Royal Standard. St. Jamess Palace, Marlborough House, Stafford House, and Clarence House, standing in exposed positions, were being all more or less damaged; several houses in Carlton House Terrace had been partially demolished, and a shell striking the Duke of Yorks Column soon after the commencement of the bombardment, caused it to fall, blocking Waterloo Place.

Time after time shells whistled above and fell with a crash and explosion, some in the centre of the road, tearing up the paving, and others striking the clubs in Pall Mall, blowing out many of those noble time-mellowed walls. The portico of the Athenæum had been torn away like pasteboard, the rear premises of the War Office had been pulverised, and the Carlton, Reform, and United Service Clubs suffered terrible damage. Two shells striking the Junior Carlton crashed through the roof, and exploding almost simultaneously, brought down an enormous heap of masonry, which fell across the roadway, making an effectual barricade; while at the same moment shells began to fall thickly in Grosvenor Place and Belgrave Square, igniting many houses, and killing some of those who remained in their homes petrified by fear.

Up Regent Street shells were sweeping with frightful effect. The Café Monico and the whole block of buildings surrounding it was burning, and the flames leaping high, presented a magnificent though appalling spectacle. The front of the London Pavilion had been partially blown away, and of the two uniform rows of shops forming the Quadrant many had been wrecked. From Air Street to Oxford Circus, and along Piccadilly to Knightsbridge, there fell a perfect hail of shell and bullets. Devonshire House had been wrecked, and the Burlington Arcade destroyed. The thin pointed spire of St. Jamess Church had fallen, every window in the Albany was shattered, several houses in Grosvenor Place had suffered considerably, and a shell that struck the southern side of St. Georges Hospital had ignited it, and now at 2 A.M., in the midst of this awful scene of destruction and disaster, the helpless sick were being removed into the open streets, where bullets whistled about them and fragments of explosive shells whizzed past.

As the night wore on London trembled and fell. Once Mistress of the World, she was now, alas! sinking under the iron hand of the invader. Upon her there poured a rain of deadly missiles that caused appalling slaughter and desolation. The newly introduced long-range guns, and the terrific power of the explosives with which the French shells were charged, added to the horrors of the bombardment; for although the batteries were so far away as to be out of sight, yet the unfortunate people, overtaken by their doom, were torn limb from limb by the bursting bombs.

Over the roads lay men of London, poor and rich, weltering in their blood, their lower limbs shattered or blown completely away. With wide-open haggard eyes, in their death agony they gazed around at the burning buildings, at the falling débris, and upward at the brilliantly-illumined sky. With their last breath they gasped prayers for those they loved, and sank to the grave, hapless victims of Babylons downfall.

Every moment the Great City was being devastated, every moment the catastrophe was more complete, more awful. In the poorer quarters of South London whole streets were swept away, and families overwhelmed by their own demolished homes. Along the principal thoroughfares shop fronts were shivered, and the goods displayed in the windows strewn about the roadway.

About half-past three a frightful disaster occurred at Battersea. Very few shells had dropped in that district, when suddenly one fell right in the very centre of a great petroleum store. The effect was frightful. With a noise that was heard for twenty miles around, the whole of the great store of oil exploded, blowing the stores themselves high into the air, and levelling all the buildings in the vicinity. In every direction burning oil was projected over the roofs of neighbouring houses, dozens of which at once caught fire, while down the streets there ran great streams of blazing oil, which spread the conflagration in every direction. Showers of sparks flew upwards, the flames roared and crackled, and soon fires were breaking out in all quarters.

Just as the clocks were striking a quarter to four, a great shell struck the Victoria Tower of the Houses of Parliament, bringing it down with a terrific crash. This disaster was quickly followed by a series of others. A shell fell through the roof of Westminster Abbey, setting the grand old historic building on fire; another tore away the columns from the front of the Royal Exchange; and a third carried away one of the square twin towers of St. Mary Woolnoth, at the corner of Lombard Street.

Along this latter thoroughfare banks were wrecked, and offices set on fire; while opposite, in the thick walls of the Bank of England, great breaches were being made. The Mansion House escaped any very serious injury, but the dome of the Stock Exchange was carried away; and in Queen Victoria Street, from end to end, enormous damage was caused to the rows of fine business premises; while further east the Monument, broken in half, came down with a noise like thunder, demolishing many houses on Fish Street Hill.

The great drapery warehouses in Wood Street, Bread Street, Friday Street, Foster Lane, and St. Pauls Churchyard suffered more or less. Rylands, Morleys, and Cooks were all alight and burning fiercely; while others were wrecked and shattered, and their contents blown out into the streets. The quaint spire of St. Brides had fallen, and its bells lay among the débris in the adjoining courts; both the half-wrecked offices of the Daily Telegraph and the Daily Chronicle were being consumed.

The great clock-tower of the Law Courts fell about four oclock with a terrific crash, completely blocking the Strand at Temple Bar, and demolishing the much-abused Griffin Memorial; while at the same moment two large holes were torn in the roof of the Great Hall, the small black turret above fell, and the whole of the glass in the building was shivered into fragments.

It was amazing how widespread was the ruin caused by each of the explosive missiles. Considering the number of guns employed by the French in this cruel and wanton destruction of property, the desolation they were causing was enormous. This was owing to the rapid extension of their batteries over the high ground from One Tree Hill through Peckham to Greenwich, and more especially to the wide ranges of their guns and the terrific power of their shells. In addition to the ordinary projectiles filled with mélinite, charges of that extremely powerful substance lignine dynamite were hurled into the city, and, exploded by a detonator, swept away whole streets, and laid many great public buildings in ruins; while steel shells, filled with some arrangement of liquid oxygen and blasting gelatine, produced frightful effects, for nothing could withstand them.

One of these, discharged from the battery on Denmark Hill, fell in the quadrangle behind Burlington House, and levelled the Royal Academy and the surrounding buildings. Again a terrific explosion sounded, and as the smoke cleared it was seen that a gelatine shell had fallen among the many turrets of the Natural History Museum, and the front of the building fell out with a deafening crash, completely blocking the Cromwell Road.

London lay at the mercy of the invaders. So swiftly had the enemy cut their way through the defences and opened their hail of destroying missiles, that the excited, starving populace were unaware of what had occurred until dynamite began to rain upon them. Newspapers had ceased to appear; and although telegraphic communication was kept up with the defenders on the Surrey Hills by the War Office, yet no details of the events occurring there had been made public for fear of spies. Londoners had remained in ignorance, and, alas! had awaited their doom. Through the long sultry night the situation was one of indescribable panic and disaster.

The sky had grown a brighter red, and the streets within the range of the enemys guns, now deserted, were in most cases blocked by burning ruins and fallen telegraph wires; while about the roadways lay the shattered corpses of men, women, and children, upon whom the shells had wrought their frightful work.

The bodies, mutilated, torn limb from limb, were sickening to gaze upon.


CHAPTER XXXVI.

BABYLON BURNING.
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DYNAMITE HAD SHATTERED Charing Cross Station and the Hotel, for its smoke-begrimed façade had been torn out, and the station yard was filled with a huge pile of smouldering débris. On either side of the Strand from Villiers Street to Temple Bar scarcely a window had been left intact, and the roadway itself was quite impassable, for dozens of buildings had been overthrown by shells, and what in many cases had been handsome shops were now heaps of bricks, slates, furniture, and twisted girders. The rain of fire continued. Dense black smoke rising in a huge column from St. Martins Church showed plainly what was the fate of that noble edifice, while fire had now broken out at the Tivoli Music Hall, and the clubs on Adelphi Terrace were also falling a prey to the flames.

The burning of Babylon was a sight of awful, appalling grandeur.

The few people remaining in the vicinity of the Strand who escaped the flying missiles and falling buildings, sought what shelter they could, and stood petrified by terror, knowing that every moment might be their last, not daring to fly into the streets leading to Holborn, where they could see the enemys shells were still falling with unabated regularity and frightful result, their courses marked by crashing buildings and blazing ruins.

Looking from Charing Cross, the Strand seemed one huge glaring furnace. Flames belched from windows on either side, and, bursting through roofs, great tongues of fire shot upwards; blazing timbers fell into the street; and as the buildings became gutted, and the fury of the devouring element was spent, shattered walls tottered and fell into the roadway. The terrific heat, the roar of the flames, the blinding smoke, the stifling fumes of dynamite, the pungent, poisonous odour of mélinite, the clouds of dust, the splinters of stone and steel, and the constant bursting of shells, combined to render the scene the most awful ever witnessed in a single thoroughfare during the history of the world.

From Kensington to Bow, from Camberwell to Somers Town, from Clapham to Deptford, the vast area of congested houses and tortuous streets was being swept continually. South of the Thames the loss of life was enormous, for thousands were unable to get beyond the zone of fire, and many in Brixton, Clapham, Camberwell, and Kennington were either maimed by flying fragments of shell, buried in the débris of their homes, or burned to death. The disasters wrought by the Frenchmens improved long-range weapons were frightful.

London, the all-powerful metropolis, which had egotistically considered herself the impregnable Citadel of the World, fell to pieces and was consumed. She was frozen by terror, and lifeless. Her ancient monuments were swept away, her wealth melted in her coffers, her priceless objects of art were torn up and broken, and her streets ran with the blood of her starving toilers.

Day dawned grey, with stormlight gloom. Rain-clouds scudded swiftly across the leaden sky. Along the road in front of the Crystal Palace, where the French batteries were established, the deafening discharges that had continued incessantly during the night, and had smashed nearly all the glass in the sides and roof of the Palace, suddenly ceased.

The officers were holding a consultation over despatches received from the batteries at Tulse Hill, Streatham, Red Post Hill, One Tree Hill, and Greenwich, all of which stated that ammunition had run short, and they were therefore unable to continue the bombardment.
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THE FRENCH BOMBARDING LONDON FROM THE CRYSTAL PALACE PARADE.

Neither of the ammunition trains of the two columns of the enemy had arrived, for, although the bombarding batteries were unaware of it, both had been captured and blown up by British Volunteers.

It was owing to this that the hostile guns were at last compelled to cease their thunder, and to this fact also was due the fortunes of the defenders in the events immediately following.

Our Volunteers occupying the line of defence north of London, through Epping and Brentwood to Tilbury, had for the past three weeks been in daily expectation of an attempt on the part of the invaders to land in Essex, and were amazed at witnessing this sudden bombardment. From their positions on the northern heights they could distinctly see how disastrous was the enemys fire, and although they had been informed by telegraph of the reverses we had sustained at Guildford and Leatherhead, yet they had no idea that the actual attack on the metropolis would be made so swiftly. However, they lost not a moment. It was evident that the enemy had no intention of effecting a landing in Essex; therefore, with commendable promptitude, they decided to move across the Thames immediately, to reinforce their comrades in Surrey. Leaving the 2nd and 4th West Riding Artillery, under Col. Hoffmann and Col. N. Creswick, V.D., at Tilbury, and the Lincolnshire, Essex, and Worcestershire Volunteer Artillery, under Col. G. M. Hutton, V.D., Col. S. L. Howard, V.D., and Col. W. Ottley, the greater part of the Norfolk, Staffordshire, Tay, Aberdeen, Manchester, and Northern Counties Field Brigades moved south with all possible speed. From Brentwood, the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 4th Volunteer Battalions of the Norfolk Regiment, under Col. A. C. Dawson, Col. E. H. H. Combe, Col. H. E. Hyde, V.D., and Col. C. W. J. Unthank, V.D.; the 1st and 2nd North Staffordshire, under Col. W. H. Dutton, V.D., and Col. F. D. Mort, V.D.; and the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd South Staffordshire, under Col. J. B. Cochrane, V.D., Col. T. T. Fisher, V.D., and Col. E. Nayler, V.D.; the 2nd, 4th, 5th, and 6th Royal Highlanders, under Col. W. A. Gordon, V.D., Col. Sir R. D. Moncreiffe, Col. Sir R. Menzies, V.D., and Col. Erskine; the 7th Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, under Col. J. Porteous, V.D.; the 3rd, 4th, and 5th Gordon Highlanders, under Col. A. D. Fordyce, Col. G. Jackson, V.D., and Col. J. Johnston — were, as early as 2 A.M., on their way to London.

At this critical hour the Engineer and Railway Volunteer Staff Corps rendered invaluable services. Under the direction of Col. William Birt, trains held in readiness by the Great Eastern Railway brought the brigades rapidly to Liverpool Street, whence they marched by a circuitous route beyond the zone of fire by way of Marylebone, Paddington, Kensington Gardens, Walham Green, and across Wandsworth Bridge, thence to Upper Tooting, where they fell in with a large force of our Regular infantry and cavalry, who were on their way to outflank the enemy.

Attacking a detachment of the French at Tooting, they captured several guns, destroyed the enemys field telegraph, and proceeded at once to Streatham, where the most desperate resistance was offered. A fierce fight occurred across Streatham Common, and over to Lower Norwood and Gipsy Hill, in which both sides lost very heavily. Nevertheless our Volunteers from Essex, although they had been on the march the greater part of the night, fought bravely, and inflicted terrible punishment upon their foe. The 3rd and 4th Volunteer Battalions of the Gordon Highlanders and the 1st Norfolk, attacking a French position near the mouth of the railway tunnel, displayed conspicuous bravery, and succeeded in completely annihilating their opponents; while in an opposite direction, towards Tooting, several troops of French cavalry were cut up and taken prisoners by two battalions of Royal Highlanders.

The batteries on Streatham Hill having been assaulted and taken, the force of defenders pushed quickly onward to Upper Norwood, where our cavalry, sweeping along Westow Hill and Church Street, fell upon the battery in front of the Crystal Palace. The enemy, owing to the interruption of their field telegraph, were unaware of their presence, and were completely surprised. Nevertheless French infantrymen rushed into the Crystal Palace Hotel, the White Swan, Stanton Harcourt, the Knoll, Rocklands, and other houses at both ends of the Parade, and from the windows poured forth withering volleys from their Lebels. Our cavalry, riding down the broad Parade, used their sabres upon the artillerymen, and the whole of the French troops were quickly in a confused mass, unable to act with effect, and suffering appallingly from the steady fire of our Volunteers, who very soon cleared the enemy from the White Swan, and, having been drawn up outside, poured forth a galling rifle fire right along the enemys position. Suddenly there was loud shouting, and the British Cease fire sounded. The French, though fighting hard, were falling back gradually down the hill towards Sydenham Station, when suddenly shots were heard, and turbaned cavalry came riding into them at a terrific pace from the rear.

The British officers recognised the new-comers as a squadron of Bengal Lancers! At last India had sent us help, and our men sent up a loud cheer. A large force of cavalry and infantry, together with two regiments of Goorkas, had, it appeared, been landed at Sheerness. They had contemplated landing in Hampshire, but, more unfortunate than some of their compatriots who had effected a landing near Southampton, they were driven through the Straits of Dover by the enemys cruisers. Marching north in company with a force from Chatham, they had earlier that morning attacked and routed the enemys right flank at Blackheath, and, after capturing the battery of the foe at Greenwich, greater part of the escort of which had been sent over to Lewisham an hour before, they slaughtered a battalion of Zouaves, and had then extended across to Denmark Hill, where a sanguinary struggle occurred.

The French on Dog Kennel, Red Post, Herne, and Tulse Hills turned their deadly machine guns upon them, and for a long time all the positions held out. At length, however, by reason of a splendid charge made by the Bengal Lancers, the battery at Red Post Hill was taken and the enemy slaughtered. During the next half-hour a fierce hand-to-hand struggle took place up Dog Kennel Hill from St. Saviours Infirmary, and presently, when the defenders gained the spur of the hill, they fought the enemy gallantly in Grove Lane, Private Road, Bromar Road, Camberwell Grove, and adjoining roads. Time after time the Indian cavalry charged, and the Goorkas, with their keen knives, hacked their way into those of the enemy who rallied. For nearly an hour the struggle continued desperately, showers of bullets from magazine rifles sweeping along the usually quiet suburban thoroughfares, until the roads were heaped with dead and dying, and the houses on either side bore evidence of the bloody fray. Then at last the guns placed along the hills all fell into our hands, and the French were almost completely swept out of existence.

Many were the terrible scenes witnessed in the gardens of the quaint last-century houses on Denmark Hill. Around those old-world residences, standing along the road leading down to Half Moon Lane, time-mellowed relics of an age bygone, Indians fought with Zouaves, and British Volunteers struggled fiercely hand to hand with French infantrymen. The quiet old-fashioned quarter, that was an aristocratic retreat when Camberwell was but a sylvan village with an old toll gate, when cows chewed the cud upon Walworth Common, and when the Walworth Road had not a house in the whole of it, was now the scene of a frightful massacre. The deafening explosions of cordite from magazine rifles, the exultant shouts of the victors and the hoarse shrieks of the dying, awakened the echoes in those quaint old gardens, with their Dutch-cut zigzag walks, enclosed by ancient red brick walls, moss-grown, lichen covered, and half hidden by ivy, honeysuckle, and creepers. Those spacious grounds, where men were now being mercilessly slaughtered, had been the scene of many a brilliant fête champêtre, where splendid satin-coated beaux, all smiles and ailes de pigeon, whispered scandal behind the fans of dainty dames in high-dressed wigs and patches, or, clad as Watteau shepherds, had danced the al fresco minuet with similarly attired shepherdesses, and later on played piquet and drank champagne till dawn.
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In the good old Georgian days, when Johnson walked daily under the trees in Gough Square, when Macklin was playing the Man of the World, and when traitors heads blackened on Temple Bar, this colony was one of the most rural, exclusive, and gay in the vicinity of London. Alas, how it has decayed! Cheap desirable residences have sprung up around it, the hand of the jerry-building Vandal has touched it, the sound of traffic roars about it; yet still there is a charm in those quaint old gardens of a forgotten era. From under the dark yew hedges the jonquils still peep out early — the flowers themselves are those old-fashioned sweet ones beloved of our grandmothers — and the tea roses still blossom on the crumbling walls and fill the air with their fragrance. But in this terrible struggle the walls were used as defences, the bushes were torn down and trampled under foot, and the flowers hung broken on their stalks, bespattered with mens blood!

Proceeding south again, the defenders successfully attacked the strong batteries on One Tree Hill at Honor Oak, and on Sydenham Hill and Forest Hill, and then extending across to the Crystal Palace, had joined hands with our Volunteers from Essex, where they were now wreaking vengeance for the ruthless destruction caused in London.

The bloodshed along the Crystal Palace Parade was fearful. The French infantry and artillery, overwhelmed by the onward rush of the defenders, and now under the British crossfire, fell in hundreds. Dark-faced Bengal Lancers and Goorkas, with British Hussars and Volunteers, descended upon them with appalling swiftness; and so complete was the slaughter, that of the whole force that had effected that terribly effectual bombardment from Sydenham, not more than a dozen survived.

By noon many of the shops on Westow Hill and private residences on College Hill and Sydenham Hill had been wantonly ignited by the enemy; but when the firing ceased some hours later, the roads were heaped with the corpses of those whose mission it had been to destroy London.

Of all those batteries which had caused such frightful desolation and loss of life during the night, not one now remained. The two French columns had been swiftly wiped out of existence; and although our forces had suffered very considerably, they nevertheless were able to go south to Croydon later that afternoon, in order to take part in resisting the vigorous and desperate attack which they knew would sooner or later be made by the whole French army massed beyond the Surrey Hills. The sun was on the horizon, and the shadows were already deepening.

Assistance had arrived tardily, for the damage to property in London during the night had been enormous; nevertheless at this the eleventh hour we had inflicted upon the French a crushing defeat, and now England waited, trembling and breathless, wondering what would be the final outcome of this fierce, bloody struggle for our national existence.


CHAPTER XXXVII.

FIGHTING ON THE SURREY HILLS.
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OUR VALIANT DEFENDERS were striking swift, decisive blows for Englands honour. The French, demoralised by their severe defeat in the south of London, and suffering considerable loss in every other direction, fought desperately during the two days following the disastrous bombardment.

In darkness and sunlight fierce contests took place along the Surrey Hills, where our Volunteers, under Major-Gen. Lord Methuen, were still entrenched. Every copse bristled with rifles; red coats gleamed among the foliage, and winding highways were, alas! strewn with corpses. Guildford had again been reoccupied by our Regulars, who were reorganising; and Leatherhead, holding out for another day, was retaken, after a terribly hard-fought battle, by the Highland, South of Scotland, and Glasgow Brigades, with the 1st Ayrshire and Galloway Artillery, under Col. J. G. Sturrock, V.D.; 1st Lanarkshire, under Col. R. J. Bennett, V.D.; 1st Aberdeenshire, under Col. J. Ogston, V.D.; and 1st North Riding Yorkshire Volunteer Artillery, under Major C. L. Bell. In such a splendid and gallant manner had our comparatively small force manœuvred, that on the second night following the bombardment the whole of the invaders who had penetrated beyond our line of defence towards the metropolis had been completely wiped out, in addition to which the breach in our line had been filled up by strong reinforcements, and the enemy driven from the high ground between Box Hill and Guildford.

The invaders, finding how vigorously we repelled any attack, made terrific onslaughts on our position at various points they believed were vulnerable, but everywhere they were hurled back with appalling slaughter. Volunteers from Australia and the Cape, in addition to the other contingent of 10,000 Indian native troops, had been landed near Southampton, and had advanced to assist in this terrific struggle, upon the result of which the future of our Empire depended. Among these Colonials were 500 Victorian Rangers, 900 Victoria Mounted Rifles, and seven companies of Queensland Mounted Infantry, with two ambulance corps.

The Indians landed in splendid form, having brought their full war equipment with them without any contribution whatever from the Home Government, as it will be remembered they did when they landed at Malta during Lord Beaconsfields administration. Having received intelligence of the movements of the two columns of the enemy that had gone to London after taking Leatherhead and Guildford, they pushed on to Petworth. By the time they arrived there, however, both towns had been recaptured by the British, who were then being severely harassed by the enemy massed along the south side of our defensive line. Although numerically inferior to the enemy occupying that part of the country, the Indians were already well accustomed to actual warfare, the majority having been engaged in operations against the hill tribes; therefore the commander decided to push on at once, and endeavour to outflank the large French force who with some Russian infantry had again attacked Guildford, and the manner in which this was accomplished was a single illustration of the valuable assistance the Indians rendered us in these days of bloodshed and despair.

One of the native officers of a Sikh regiment, the Subadar Banerji Singh, having served with Sir Peter Lumsdens expeditionary force some years before, had frequently come into contact with the Russians, and could speak Russian better than some of the soldiers of the Tsars Asiatic corps. The commander of the Indian force, determined that his men should strike their blow and sustain their reputation, advanced with great caution from Petworth, and late in the afternoon of the second evening after the bombardment of London, two Sikhs scouting in front of the advance guard sighted a Russian bivouac on the road on the other side of the Wye Canal beyond Loxwood Bridge, which latter had been demolished. The Indians were thereupon halted on the road which runs through the wood near Plaistow, and the officers held council. Their information was unfortunately very meagre and their knowledge of the country necessarily vague; but the Subadar Banerji Singh, who was of unusually fair complexion, volunteered to don a Russian uniform, which had been taken with other property from a dead officer found upon the road, and endeavour in that disguise to penetrate the enemys lines.

Towards dusk he set out on his perilous journey, and, on arriving at the wrecked bridge, shouted over to two Russian sentries, explaining that he had been wounded and left behind after the fight at Haslemere, and requesting their assistance to enable him to cross. Believing him to be one of their infantry officers, they told him there were no means of crossing unless he could swim, as their engineers had sounded the canal before blowing up the bridge, and had found it twenty feet deep.

Banerji Singh questioned them artfully as to the position of their column, which they said intended, in co-operation with a great force of French cavalry and infantry, to again attack Guildford at dawn; and further, they told him in confidence that the rearguard to which they belonged only numbered about two thousand men, who had halted for the night with the transport waggons on the Guildford road, about two miles north of Alfold.

Then, after further confidences, they suggested that he should continue along the canal bank for about a mile and a half, where there was a bridge still intact, and near which he would find the rearguard.

Thanking them, he withdrew into the falling gloom, and a quarter of an hour later entered the presence of his commanding officer, who, of course, was delighted with the information thus elicited. The Subadar had carefully noted all the features of the canal bank and broken bridge, and the valuable knowledge he had obtained was at once put to account, and the General at once formed his force into two divisions. Then, after issuing instructions for the following day, he gave orders for a bivouac for the night.

The pioneers, however, were far from idle. During the night they worked with unflagging energy, quietly preparing a position for the guns to cover the contemplated passage at Loxwood Bridge, and before day broke the guns were mounted, and the Engineers were ready for action. As soon as there was sufficient light the laying of the pontoon commenced, but was at once noticed by the Russians, who opened fire, and very soon it was evident that information had been conveyed to the enemys rearguard, and that they were returning to contest the passage.

In the meantime one division of the Indians, setting out before daybreak, had been cautiously working round to the main road crossing the canal north of Alfold, and succeeded in getting over soon after the majority of the Russian rearguard had left for the assistance of the detachment at Loxwood Bridge, and, after a sharp, decisive fight, succeeded in capturing the whole of the transport waggons. The Engineers, with the Indians, had in the meantime succeeded in completing their pontoon under cover of the guns, and the second division of the Indians, dark-faced, daring fellows, rushed across to the opposite bank, and descended upon the enemy with frightful effect. In the hot engagement that followed, the Russians, now attacked in both front and rear, were totally annihilated, and thus the whole of the reserve ammunition of the force assaulting Guildford fell into our hands.

This victory on the enemys left flank caused the tide of events to turn in our favour, for the huge Russian and French columns that intended to again carry the hills from Dorking to Guildford were hampered by want of ammunition, and so vigorously did our Volunteers along the hills defend the repeated attacks, that the invaders were again driven back. Then, as they drew south to recover themselves, they were attacked on their left by a large body of our Regulars, and in the rear by the Indians and Australians. Over the country stretching across from Cranley through Ewhurst, Ockley, Capel, and Newdigate to Horley, the fighting spread, as each side struggled desperately for the mastery.

The fate of England, nay, of our vast British Empire, was in the hands of those of her stalwart sons of many races who were now wielding valiantly the rifle and the sword. Through that blazing September day, while the people of London wailed among the ruins of their homes, and, breathlessly anxious, awaited news of their victory or their doom, the whole of East Kent, the southern portion of Surrey and northern Sussex, became one huge battlefield. Of the vast bodies of troops massed over hill and dale every regiment became engaged.

The butchery was awful.


CHAPTER XXXVIII.

NAVAL BATTLE OFF DUNGENESS.
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ON SEA ENGLAND was now showing the world how she still could fight. Following the desperate struggle off Sardinia, in which Italy had rendered us such valuable help, our Mediterranean Squadron attacked the French Fleet off Cape Tresforcas, on the coast of Morocco, and after a terrific battle, extending over two days, defeated them with heavy loss, several of the enemys vessels being torpedoed and sunk, two of them rammed, and one so badly damaged that her captain ran her ashore on Alboran Island.

After this hard-earned victory, our Squadron passed out of the Mediterranean, and, returning home, had joined hands with the battered remnant of our Channel Fleet, now reinforced by several vessels recalled from foreign stations. Therefore, while the enemy marched upon London, we had collected our naval strength on the south coast, and at length made a final descent upon the enemy in British waters. The British vessels that passed Beachy Head coming up Channel on the night of the bombardment of London included the Empress of India, Inflexible, Nile, Trafalgar, Magnificent, Hood, Warspite, Dreadnought, Camperdown, Blenheim, Barham, Benbow, Monarch, Anson, Immortalité, and Royal Sovereign, with four of the new cruisers built under the Spencer programme, viz. the Terrible, Powerful, Doris, and Isis, and a number of smaller vessels, torpedo boats, and destroyers.

At the same hour that our vessels were passing Beachy Head, the Coastguard at Sandwich Battery were suddenly alarmed by electric signals being flashed from a number of warships that were slowly passing the Gull Stream revolving light towards the Downs. The sensation these lights caused among the Coastguard and Artillery was immediately dispelled when it was discovered that the warships were not hostile, but friendly; that the Kaiser had sent a German Squadron, in two divisions, to assist us, and that these vessels were on their way to unite with our own Fleet. The first division, it was ascertained, consisted of the Baden, flying the flag of Vice-Admiral Koester; the Sachen, commanded by Prince Henry of Prussia; the Würtemberg, and the Bayern — all of 7400 tons, and each carrying 18 guns and nearly 400 men; while the despatch boat Pfeil, the new dynamite cruiser Trier, and a number of torpedo boats, accompanied them. The second division, under Rear-Admiral von Diederichs on board the König Wilhelm, consisted of the Brandenburg, Kürfurst Friedrich Wilhelm, and Wœrth, each of 10,300 tons, and carrying 32 guns; the Deutschland and the Friedrich der Grosse, with the despatch vessel Wacht, and several torpedo gunboats and other craft.

Before dawn, the British and German Fleets united near South Sand Head light, off the South Foreland, and it was decided to commence the attack without delay. Turning west again, the British ships, accompanied by those of the Emperor William, proceeded slowly down Channel in search of the enemy, which they were informed by signal had been sighted by the Coastguard at East Wear, near Folkestone, earlier in the night. Just as day broke, however, when the defenders were opposite Dymchurch, about eight miles from land, the enemy were discovered in force. Apparently the French and Russian Fleets had combined, and were preparing for a final descent upon Dover, or an assault upon the Thames defences; and it could be seen that, with both forces so strong, the fight would inevitably be one to the death.

Little time was occupied in preliminaries. Soon our ships were within range in fighting formation in single column in line abreast, while the French, under Admiral le Bourgeois, advanced in single column in line ahead. The French flagship, leading, was within 2000 yards of the British line, and had not disclosed the nature of her attack. The enemys Admiral had signalled to the ships astern of him to follow his motions together, as nearly as possible to concentrate their guns at point blank, right ahead, and to pour their shot on the instant of passing our ships. He had but three minutes to decide upon the attack, and as he apparently elected to pierce the centre of our line, the British had no time to counteract him. The French Admiral therefore continued his course, and as he passed between the Camperdown and Blenheim, he discharged his guns, receiving the British broadsides and bow fire at the same time. In a few minutes, however, it was seen that the French attack had been frustrated, and as dawn spread the fighting increased, and the lines became broken. The ponderous guns of the battleships thundered, and ere long the whole of the great naval force was engaged in this final struggle for Englands freedom. The three powerful French battleships, Jauréguiberry, Jemappes, and Dévastation, and the submarine torpedo boat Gustave Zédé, fiercely attacked the Brandenburg and the König Wilhelm; while the Camperdown, Anson, Dreadnought, and Warspite fought desperately with half a dozen of the enemys battleships, all of which suffered considerably. Our torpedo boats, darting swiftly hither and thither, performed much effective service, and many smart manœuvres were carried out by astute officers in command of those wasps of the sea. In one instance a torpedo boat, which had designs upon a Russian ironclad, obtained cover by sending in front of her a gunboat which emitted an immense quantity of dense smoke. This of course obscured from view the torpedo boat under the gunboats stern, and those on board the Tsars battleship pounded away at the gunboat, unconscious of the presence of the dangerous little craft. Just as the gunboat got level with the battleship, however, the torpedo boat emerged from the cloud of smoke, and, darting along, ejected its Whitehead with such precision that five minutes later the Russian leviathan sank beneath the dark green waters. Almost at the same moment, the new German dynamite cruiser destroyed a French cruiser, and a fierce and sanguinary encounter took place between the Immortalité and the Tréhouart. The formers pair of 22-tonners, in combination with her ten 6-inch guns, wrought awful havoc on board the French vessel; nevertheless, from the turret of her opponent there came a deadly fire which spread death and destruction through the ship. Suddenly the Frenchman swung round, and with her quick-firing guns shedding a deadly storm of projectiles, came full upon the British vessel. The impact and the angle at which she was struck was not, however, sufficient to ram her, consequently the two vessels became entangled, and amid the rain of bullets the Frenchmen made a desperate attempt to board our ship. A few who managed to spring upon the Immortalités deck were cut down instantly, but a couple of hundred fully armed men were preparing to make a rush to overpower our bluejackets. On board the British cruiser, however, the enemys intentions had been divined, and certain precautions taken. The Fusiliers Marins, armed with Lebels and cutlasses, suddenly made a desperate, headlong rush upon the British cruisers deck, but just as fifty of them gained their goal, a great hose attached to one of the boilers was brought into play, and scalding water poured upon the enemy. This, in addition to some hand charges at that moment thrown, proved successful in repelling the attack; but just as the survivors retreated in disorder there was a dull explosion, and then it was evident, from the confusion on board the French ship, that she had been torpedoed by a German boat, and was sinking.

Humanely, our vessel, the Immortalité rescued the whole of her opponents men ere she sank; but it was found that in the engagement her captain and half her crew had been killed. On every hand the fight continued with unabated fierceness; every gun was worked to its utmost capacity, and amid the smoke and din every vessel was swept from stem to stern. As morning wore on, the enemy met with one or two successes. Our two new cruisers Terrible and Powerful had been sunk by French torpedoes; the Hood had been rammed by the Amiral Baudin, and gone to the bottom with nearly every soul on board; while the German despatch boat Wacht had been captured, and seven of our torpedo boats had been destroyed. During the progress of the fight, the vessels came gradually nearer Dungeness, and at eleven oclock they were still firing at each other, with appalling results on either side. At such close quarters did this great battle occur, that the loss of life was awful, and throughout the ships the destruction was widespread and frightful. About noon the enemy experienced two reverses. The French battleship Formidable blew up with a terrific report, filling the air with débris, her magazine having exploded; while just at that moment the Courbet, whose 48-tonners had caused serious damage to the Warspite, was suddenly rammed and sunk by the Empress of India.

This, the decisive battle, was the most vigorously contested naval fight during the whole of the hostilities. The scene was terrible. The steel leviathans of the sea were being rent asunder and pulverised by the terribly destructive modern arms, and amid the roar and crashing of the guns, shells were bursting everywhere, carrying away funnels, fighting tops, and superstructures, and wrecking the crowded spaces between the decks. Turrets and barbettes were torn away, guns dismounted by the enormous shells from heavy guns; steel armour was torn up and thrown aside like paper, and many shots entering broadsides, passed clean through and out at the other side. Whitehead torpedoes, carrying heavy charges of gun-cotton, exploded now and then under the enemys ships; while both British and French torpedo boat destroyers, running at the speed of an ordinary train, were sinking or capturing where they could.

Through the dull, gloomy afternoon the battle continued. Time after time our ships met with serious reverses, for the Anson was sunk by the Russian flagship Alexander II., assisted by two French cruisers, and this catastrophe was followed almost immediately by the torpedoing of the new British cruiser Doris, and the capture of the new German dynamite cruiser Trier.
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FINAL BATTLE OFF DUNGENESS: THE SCENE OF DESTRUCTION WAS APPALLING.



By this time, however, the vessels had approached within three miles of Dungeness, and the Camperdown, Empress of India, Royal Sovereign, Inflexible, and Warspite, lying near one another, fought nine of the enemys vessels, inflicting upon them terrible punishment. Shots from the 67-tonners of the Empress of India, Royal Sovereign, and Camperdown, combined with those from the 22-tonners of the Warspite, swept the enemys vessels with devastating effect, and during the three-quarters of an hour that the fight between these vessels lasted, the scene of destruction was appalling. Suddenly, with a brilliant flash and deafening detonation, the Russian flagship Alexander II., one of the vessels now engaging the five British ships, blew up and sank, and ere the enemy could recover from the surprise this disaster caused them, the Camperdown rammed the Amiral Baudin, while the Warspite sank the French cruiser Cécille, the submarine boat Gustave Zédé, and afterwards captured the torpedo gunboat Bombe.

This rapid series of terrible disasters apparently demoralised the enemy. They fought recklessly, and amid the din and confusion two Russian vessels collided, and were so seriously damaged that both settled down, their crews being rescued by British torpedo boats. Immediately afterwards, however, a frightful explosion rent the air with a deafening sound that dwarfed into insignificance the roar of the heavy guns, and the French battleship Jauréguiberry was completely broken into fragments, scarcely any of her hull remaining. The enemy were amazed. A few moments later another explosion occurred, even louder than the first. For a second the French battleship Dévastation, which had been engaging the Royal Sovereign, was obscured by a brilliant flash, then, as fragments of steel and human limbs were precipitated on every side, it was seen that that vessel also had been completely blown out of the water!

The enemy stood appalled. The defenders themselves were at first dumfounded. A few moments later, however, it became known throughout the British ships that the battery at Dungeness, two miles and a half distant, were rendering assistance with the new pneumatic gun, the secret of which the Government had guarded so long and so well. Five years before, this frightfully deadly weapon had been tested, and proved so successful that the one gun made was broken up and the plans preserved with the utmost secrecy in a safe at the War Office. Now, however, several of the weapons had been constructed, and one of them had been placed in the battery at Dungeness. The British vessels drew off to watch the awful effect of the fire from these marvellous and terribly destructive engines of modern warfare. The enemy would not surrender, so time after time the deafening explosions sounded, and time after time the hostile ships were shattered into fragments.

Each shot fired by this new pneumatic gun contained 900 lbs. of dynamite, which could strike effectively at four miles! The result of such a charge exploding on a ship was appalling; the force was terrific, and could not be withstood by the strongest vessel ever constructed. Indeed, the great armoured vessels were being pulverised as easily as glass balls struck by bullets, and every moment hundreds of poor fellows were being hurled into eternity. At last the enemy discovered the distant source of the fire, and prepared to escape beyond range; but in this they were unsuccessful, for, after a renewed and terrific fight, in which three French ironclads were sunk and two of our cruisers were torpedoed, our force and our allies the Germans succeeded in capturing the remainder of the hostile ships and torpedo boats.

The struggle had been frightful, but the victory was magnificent.

That same night the British ships steamed along the Sussex coast and captured the whole of the French and Russian transports, the majority of which were British vessels that had been seized while lying in French and Russian ports at the time war was declared. The vessels were lying between Beachy Head and Selsey Bill, and by their capture the enemys means of retreat were at once totally cut off.

Thus, at the eleventh hour, the British Navy had shown itself worthy of its reputation, and England regained the supremacy of the seas.


CHAPTER XXXIX.

THE DAY OF RECKONING.
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THE DAY OF Reckoning dawned.

On land the battle was terrific; the struggle was the most fierce and bloody of any during the invasion. The British Regulars holding the high ground along from Crowborough to Ticehurst, and from Etchingham, through Brightling and Ashburnham, down to Battle, advanced in a huge fighting line upon the enemys base around Eastbourne. The onslaught was vigorously repelled, and the battle across the Sussex Downs quickly became a most wild and sanguinary one; but as the day passed, although the defenders were numerically very weak, they nevertheless gradually effected terrible slaughter, capturing the whole of the enemys stores, and taking nearly five thousand prisoners.

In Kent the French had advanced from East Grinstead through Edenbridge, extending along the hills south of Westerham, and in consequence of these rapid successes the depôt of stores and ammunition which had been maintained at Sevenoaks was being removed to Bromley by rail; but as the officer commanding the British troops at Eynsford could see that it would most probably be impossible to get them all away before Sevenoaks was attacked, orders were issued that at a certain hour the remainder should be destroyed. The force covering the removal only consisted of two battalions of the Duke of Cambridges Own (Middlesex) Regiment and half a squadron of the 9th Lancers; but the hills north of Sevenoaks from Luddesdown through Stanstead, Otford, Shoreham, Halstead, Farnborough, and Keston were still held by our Volunteers. These infantry battalions included the 1st and 2nd Derbyshire Regiment (Sherwood Foresters), under Col. A. Buchanan, V.D., and Col. E. Hall, V.D.; the 1st Nottinghamshire, under Col. A. Cantrell-Hubbersty; the 4th Derbyshire, under Lord Newark; the 1st and 2nd Lincolnshire, under Col. J. G. Williams, V.D., and Col. R. G. Ellison; the 1st Leicestershire, under Col. S. Davis, V.D.; the 1st Northamptonshire, under Col. T. J. Walker, V.D.; the 1st and 2nd Shropshire Light Infantry, under Col. J. A. Anstice, V.D., and Col. R. T. Masefield; the 1st Herefordshire, under Col. T. H. Purser, V.D.; the 1st, 3rd, and 4th South Wales Borderers, under Col. T. Wood, Col. J. A. Bradney, and Col. H. Burton, V.D.; the 1st and 2nd Warwickshire, under Col. W. S. Jervis and Col. L. V. Loyd; the 1st and 2nd Welsh Fusiliers, under Col. C. S. Mainwaring and Col. B. G. D. Cooke, V.D.; the 2nd Welsh Regiment, under Col. A. P. Vivian, V.D.; the 3rd Glamorganshire, under Col. J. C. Richardson, V.D.; and the 1st Worcestershire, under Col. W. H. Talbot, V.D.; while the artillery consisted of the 3rd Kent, under Col. Hozier; the 1st Monmouthshire, under Col. C. T. Wallis; the 1st Shropshire and Staffordshire, under Col. J. Strick, V.D.; and the 5th Lancashire, under Col. W. H. Hunt.

The events which occurred outside Sevenoaks are perhaps best described by Capt. A. E. Brown, of the 4th V.B. West Surrey Regiment, who was acting as one of the special correspondents of the Standard. He wrote — 

I was in command of a piquet consisting of fifty men of my regiment at Turvans Farm, and about three hours before the time to destroy the remainder of the stores at Sevenoaks my sentries were suddenly driven in by the enemy, who were advancing from the direction of Froghall. As I had orders to hold the farm at any cost, we immediately prepared for action. Fortunately we had a fair supply of provisions and plenty of ammunition, for since War had broken out the place had been utilised as a kind of outlying fort, although at this time only my force occupied it. Our equipment included two machine guns, and it was mainly by the aid of these we were saved.

The strength of the attacking force appeared to be about four battalions of French infantry and a battalion of Zouaves, with two squadrons of Cuirassiers. Their intention was, no doubt, to cut the railway line near Twitton, and thus prevent the removal of the Sevenoaks stores. As soon as the cavalry scouts came within range we gave them a few sharp volleys, and those who were able immediately retired in disorder. Soon afterwards, however, the farm was surrounded, but I had previously sent information to our reserves, and suggested that a sharp watch should be kept upon the line from Twitton to Sevenoaks, for of course I could do nothing with my small force. Dusk was now creeping on, and as the enemy remained quiet for a short time it seemed as though they intended to assault our position when it grew dark.

Before night set in, however, my messenger, who had managed to elude the vigilance of the enemy, returned, with a letter from a brother officer stating that a great naval battle had been fought in the Channel; and further, that the enemys retreat had been cut off, and that the Kentish defenders had already retaken the invaders base at Eastbourne. If we could, therefore, still hold the Surrey Hills, there was yet a chance of thoroughly defeating the French and Russians, even though one strong body was reported as having taken Guildford and Leatherhead, and was now marching upon London.

As evening drew on we could hear heavy firing in the direction of Sevenoaks, but as we also heard a train running it became evident that we still held the station. Nevertheless, soon after dark there was a brilliant flash which for a second lit up the country around like day, and a terrific report followed. We knew the remainder of our stores and ammunition had been demolished in order that it should not fall into the enemys hands!

Shortly afterwards we were vigorously attacked, and our position quickly became almost untenable by the dozens of bullets projected in every direction where the flash of our rifles could be seen. Very soon some of the farm outbuildings fell into the hands of the Frenchmen, and they set them on fire, together with a number of haystacks, in order to burn us out. This move, however, proved pretty disastrous to them, for the leaping flames quickly rendered it light as day, and showed them up, while at the same time flashes from our muzzles were almost invisible to them. Thus we were enabled to bring our two machine guns into action, and break up every party of Frenchmen who showed themselves. Away over Sevenoaks there was a glare in the sky, for the enemy were looting and burning the town. Meanwhile, however, our men who had been defending the place had retreated to Dunton Green after blowing up the stores, and there they re-formed and were quickly moving off in the direction of Twitton. Fortunately they had heard the commencement of the attack on us, and the commander, halting his force, had sent out scouts towards Chevening, and it appeared they reached us just at the moment the enemy had fired the stacks. They worked splendidly, and, after going nearly all round the enemys position, returned and reported to their Colonel, who at once resolved to relieve us.

As may be imagined, we were in a most critical position by this time, especially as we were unaware that assistance was so near. We had been ordered to hold the farm, and we meant to do it as long as breath remained in our bodies. All my men worked magnificently, and displayed remarkable coolness, even at the moment when death stared us in the face. The reports of the scouts enabled their Colonel to make his disposition very carefully, and it was not long before the enemy were almost completely surrounded. We afterwards learnt that our reserves at Stockholm Wood had sent out a battalion, which fortunately came in touch with the survivors of the Sevenoaks force just as they opened a desperate onslaught upon the enemy.

With the fierce flames and blinding smoke from the burning stacks belching in our faces, we fought on with fire around us on every side. As the fire drew nearer to us the heat became intense, the showers of sparks galled us almost as much as the enemys bullets, and some of us had our eyebrows and hair singed by the fierce flames. Indeed, it was as much as we could do to keep our ammunition from exploding; nevertheless we kept up our stream of lead, pouring volley after volley upon those who had attacked us. Nevertheless, with such a barrier of flame and obscuring smoke between us we could see but little in the darkness beyond, and we all knew that if we emerged from cover we should be picked off easily and not a man would survive. The odds were against us. More than twenty of my brave fellows had fired their last shot, and now lay with their dead upturned faces looking ghastly in the brilliant glare, while a number of others had sunk back wounded. The heat was frightful, the smoke stifling, and I had just given up all hope of relief, and had set my teeth, determined to die like an Englishman should, when we heard a terrific volley of musketry at close quarters, and immediately afterwards a dozen British bugles sounded the charge. The scene of carnage that followed was terrible. Our comrades gave one volley from their magazines rifles, and then charged with the bayonet, taking the enemy completely by surprise.

The Frenchmen tried to rally, but in vain, and among those huge burning barns and blazing ricks they all fell or were captured. Dozens of them struggled valiantly till the last; but, refusing to surrender, they were slaughtered amid a most frightful scene of blood and fire. The events of that night were horrible, and the true extent of the losses on both sides was only revealed when the flames died down and the parting clouds above heralded another grey and toilsome day.

Late on the previous evening the advance guard of the enemy proceeding north towards Caterham came in touch with the defenders north of Godstone. The French cavalry had seized Red Hill Junction Station at sundown, and some of their scouts suddenly came upon a detached post of the 17th Middlesex Volunteers at Tylers Green, close to Godstone. A very sharp skirmish ensued, but the Volunteers, although suffering severe losses, held their own, and the cavalry went off along the Oxted Road. This being reported to the British General, special orders were at once sent to Col. Trotter, the commander of this section of the outpost line.

From the reports of the inhabitants and of scouts sent out in plain clothes, it was believed that the French intended massing near Tandridge, and that they would therefore wait for supports before attempting to break through our outpost line, which still remained intact from the high ground east of Leatherhead to the hills north of Sevenoaks. During the night Oxted and Godstone were occupied by the enemy, and early in the morning their advance guard, consisting of four battalions of infantry, a squadron of cavalry, a battalion of Zouaves, and a section of field artillery, proceeded north in two columns, one along the Roman road leading past Rooks Nest, and the other past Flinthall Farm.

At the latter place the sentries of the 17th Middlesex fell back upon their piquets, and both columns of the enemy came into action simultaneously. The French infantry on the high road soon succeeded in driving back the Volunteer piquet upon the supports, under Lieut. Michaelis, stationed at the junction of the Roman road with that leading to Godstone Quarry. A strong barricade with two deep trenches in front had here been constructed, and as soon as the survivors of the piquet got under cover, two of the defenders machine guns opened fire from behind the barricade, assisted at the same moment by a battery on Gravelly Hill.

The French artillery had gone on towards Flinthall Farm, but in passing the north edge of Rooks Nest Park their horses were shot by some Inniskilling Fusiliers lying in ambush, and by these two reverses, combined with the deadly fire from the two machine guns at the farm, the column was very quickly thrown into confusion. It was then decided to make a counter attack, and the available companies at this section of the outpost line, under Col. Brown and Col. Roche, succeeded, after nearly two hours hard fighting, in retaking Godstone and Oxted, compelling the few survivors of the enemys advance guard to fall back to Blindley Heath.

[image: img73.png]THE BATTLE OF CATERHAM: PLAN OF THE BRITISH POSITIONS.

In the meantime our troops occupying the line from Halstead to Chatham and Maidstone went down into battle, attacking the French right wing at the same time as the Indians were attacking their left, while the Volunteers from the Surrey Hills engaged the main body. The day was blazing hot, the roads dusty, and there was scarce a breath of wind. So hot, indeed, was it, that many on both sides fell from hunger, thirst, and sheer starvation. Yet, although the force of the invaders was nearly twice the numerical strength of the defenders, the latter fought on with undaunted courage, striking their swift, decisive blows for England and their Queen.

The enemy, now driven into a triangle, fought with demoniacal strength, and that frenzied courage begotten of despair. On the hills around Sevenoaks and across to the valley at Otford, the slaughter of the French was fearful. Britons fighting for their homes and their country were determined that Britannia should still be Ruler of the World.

From Wimlet Hill the enemy were by noon totally cut up and routed by the 12th Middlesex (Civil Service), under Lord Bury; the 25th (Bank), under Capt. W. J. Coe, V.D.; the 13th (Queens), under Col. J. W. Comerford; the 21st Middlesex, under Col. H. B. Deane, V.D.; and the 22nd, under Col. W. J. Alt, V.D. Over at Oxted, however, they rallied, and some brilliant charges by Cossacks, the slaughter of a portion of our advance guard, and the capture of one of our Volunteer batteries on Botley Hill, checked our advance.

The French, finding their right flank being so terribly cut up, had suddenly altered their tactics, and were now concentrating their forces upon the Volunteer position at Caterham in an endeavour to break through our defensive line.

But the hills about that position held by the North London, West London, South London, Surrey, and Cheshire Brigades were well defended, and the General had his finger upon the pulse of his command. Most of the positions had been excellently chosen. Strong batteries were established at Gravelly Hill by the 9th Lancashire Volunteer Artillery, under Col. F. Ainsworth, V.D.; at Harestone Farm by the 1st Cinque Ports, under Col. P. S. Court, V.D.; at White Hill by the 1st Northumberland and the 1st Norfolk, under Col. P. Watts and Col. T. Wilson, V.D.; at Botley Hill by the 6th Lancashire, under Col. H. J. Robinson, V.D.; at Tandridge Hill by the 3rd Lancashire, under Col. R. W. Thom, V.D.; at Chaldon by the 1st Newcastle, under Col. W. M. Angus, V.D., who had come south after the victory at the Tyneside; at Warlingham village by the 1st Cheshire, commanded by Col. H. T. Brown, V.D.; at Warlingham Court by the 2nd Durham, under Col. J. B. Eminson, V.D.; on the Sanderstead road, near Kings Wood, by the 2nd Cinque Ports, under Col. W. Taylor, V.D.; and on the railway near Woldingham the 1st Sussex had stationed their armoured train with 40-pounder breech-loading Armstrongs, which they fired very effectively from the permanent way.

Through Limpsfield, Oxted, Godstone, Bletchingley, and Nutsfield, towards Reigate, Frenchmen and Britons fought almost hand to hand. The defenders suffered severely, owing to the repeated charges of the French Dragoons along the highway between Oxted and Godstone, nevertheless the batteries of the 6th Lancashire on Tandridge Hill, which commanded a wide area of country occupied by the enemy, wrought frightful execution in their ranks. In this they were assisted by the 17th Middlesex, under Col. W. J. Brown, V.D., who with four Maxims at one period of the fight surprised and practically annihilated a whole battalion of French infantry. But into this attack on Caterham the enemy put his whole strength, and from noon until four oclock the fighting along the valley was a fierce combat to the death.

With every bit of cover bristling with magazine rifles, and every available artillery position shedding forth a storm of bullets and shell, the loss of life was awful. Invaders and defenders fell in hundreds, and with burning brow and dry parched throat expired in agony. The London Irish, under Col. J. Ward, V.D.; the Post Office Corps, under Col. J. Du Plat Taylor, V.D., and Col. S. R. Thompson, V.D.; the Inns of Court, under Col. C. H. Russell, V.D.; and the Cyclists, led by Major T. De B. Holmes, performed many gallant deeds, and served their country well. The long, dusty highways were quickly covered with the bodies of the unfortunate victims, who lay with blanched, bloodless faces and sightless eyes turned upward to the burning sun. On over them rode madly French cavalry and Cossacks, cutting their way into the British infantry, never to return.

Just, however, as they prepared for another terrific onslaught, the guns of the 1st Cheshire battery at Warlingham village thundered, and with smart section volleys added by detachments of the London Scottish, under Major W. Brodie, V.D., and the Artists, under Capt. W. L. Duffield and Lieut. Pott, the road was in a few minutes strewn with horses and men dead and dying.

Still onward there rushed along the valley great masses of French infantry, but the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd Volunteer Battalions of the Royal Fusiliers, under Col. G. C. Clark, V.D., Col. A. L. Keller, and Col. L. Whewell respectively; the 2nd V. B. Middlesex Regiment, under Col. G. Brodie Clark, V.D.; the 3rd Middlesex, under Col. R Hennell, D.S.O., late of the Indian Army; and the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 4th West Surrey, under Col. J. Freeland, V.D., Col. G. Drewitt, V.D., Col. S. B. Bevington, V.D., and Col. F. W. Haddan, V.D., engaged them, and by dint of desperate effort, losing heavily all the time, they defeated them, drove them back, and slaughtered them in a manner that to a non-combatant was horrible and appalling. Time after time, the enemy, still being harassed by the British Regulars on their right, charged up the valley, in order to take the battery at Harestone Farm; but on each occasion few of those who dashed forward survived. The dusty roads, the grassy slopes, and the ploughed lands were covered with corpses, and blood draining into the springs and rivulets tinged their crystal waters.

As afternoon passed and the battle continued, it was by no means certain that success in this fierce final struggle would lie with us. Having regard to the enormous body of invaders now concentrated on the Surrey border, and striving by every device to force a passage through our lines, our forces, spread over such a wide area and outflanking them, were necessarily weak. It was therefore only by the excellent tactics displayed by our officers, and the magnificent courage of the men themselves, that we had been enabled to hold back these overwhelming masses, which had already desolated Sussex with fire and sword.

Our Regulars operating along the old Roman highway through Blindley Heath — where the invaders were making a desperate stand — and over to Lingfield, succeeded, after very hard fighting, in clearing the enemy off the railway embankment from Crowhurst along to South Park Farm, and following them up, annihilated them.

Gradually, just at sundown, a strong division of the enemy were outflanked at Godstone, and, refusing to lay down their arms, were simply swept out of existence, scarcely a single man escaping. Thus forced back from, perhaps, the most vulnerable point in our defences, the main body of the enemy were then driven away upon Redhill, still fighting fiercely. Over Redstone Hill, through Mead Vale, and across Reigate Park to the Heath, the enemy were shot down in hundreds by our Regulars; while our Volunteers, whose courage never deserted them, engaged the French in hand-to-hand encounters through the streets of Redhill and Reigate, as far as Underhill Park.

In Hartswood a company of the 4th East Surrey Rifles, under Major S. B. Wheaton, V.D., were lying in ambush, when suddenly among the trees they caught glimpses of red, baggy trousers, and scarlet, black-tasselled fezes, and a few seconds later they found that a large force of Zouaves were working through the wood. A few moments elapsed, and the combat commenced. The Algerians fought like demons, and with bullet and bayonet inflicted terrible punishment upon us; but as they emerged into the road preparatory to firing a volley into the thickets, they were surprised by a company of the 2nd Volunteer Battalion of the East Surrey Regiment, under Capt. Pott, who killed and wounded half their number, and took the remainder prisoners.

Gradually our Volunteer brigades occupying the long range of hills united with our Regulars still on the enemys right from Reigate to Crawley, and closed down upon the foe, slowly narrowing the sphere of their operations, and by degrees forcing them back due westward. Russians and French, who had attacked Dorking, had by this time been defeated with heavy loss, and by dusk the main body had been thrown back to Newdigate, where in Reffolds Copse one or two very sanguinary encounters occurred. These, however, were not always in our favour, for the Civil Service Volunteers here sustained very heavy losses. On the railway embankment, and on the road running along the crest of the hill to Dorking, the French made a stand, and there wrought frightful execution among our men with their machine guns. Around Beare Green, Trouts Farm, and behind the White Hart at Holmwood, the enemy rapidly brought their guns into play, and occupied such strong strategic positions that as night drew on it became evident that they intended to remain there until the morrow.

The defenders had but little cover, and consequently felt the withering fire of the French very severely. The latter had entrenched themselves, and now in the darkness it was difficult for our men to discern their exact position. Indeed, the situation of our forces became very serious and unsafe as night proceeded; but at length, about ten oclock, a strong force of British Regulars, including the Sikhs and a detachment of Australians, swept along the road from Dorking, and came suddenly upon the French patrols. These were slaughtered with little resistance, and almost before the enemy were aware of it, the whole position was completely surrounded.

Our men then used their field search-lights with very great advantage; for, as the enemy were driven out into the open, they were blinded by the glare, and fell an easy prey to British rifles; while the Frenchmens own machine guns were turned upon them with frightful effect, their battalions being literally mowed down by the awful hail of bullets.


CHAPTER XL.

FOR ENGLAND!
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Through the whole night the battle still raged furiously. The enemy fought on with reckless, unparalleled daring. Chasseurs and Zouaves, Cuirassiers, Dragoons, and infantry from the Loire and the Rhone struggled desperately, contesting every step, and confident of ultimate victory.

But the enemy had at last, by the splendid tactics of the defenders, been forced into a gradually contracting square, bounded by Dorking and Guildford in the north, and Horsham and Billinghurst in the south, and soon after midnight, with a concentric movement from each of the four corners, British Regulars and Volunteers advanced steadily upon the foe, surrounding and slaughtering them.

The horrors of that night were frightful; the loss of life on every hand enormous. Britannia had husbanded her full strength until this critical moment; for now, when the fate of her Empire hung upon a single thread, she sent forth her valiant sons, who fell upon those who had desecrated and destroyed their homes, and wreaked a terrible vengeance.

Through the dark, sultry hours this awful destruction of life continued with unabated fury, and many a Briton closed with his foe in death embrace, or fell forward mortally wounded. Of British heroes there were many that night, for true pluck showed itself everywhere, and Englishmen performed many deeds worthy their traditions as the most courageous and undaunted among nations.
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BRITISH BLUEJACKETS MARCHING THROUGH THE STRAND AFTER THE VICTORY.

Although the French Commander-in-chief had been killed, yet the enemy still fought on tenaciously, holding their ground on Leith Hill and through Pasture Wood to Wotton and Abinger, until at length, when the saffron streak in the sky heralded another blazing day, the straggling, exhausted remnant of the once-powerful legions of France and Russia, perspiring, dust-covered, and bloodstained, finding they stood alone, and that the whole of Sussex and Surrey had been swept and their comrades slaughtered, laid down their arms and eventually surrendered.

After these three breathless days of butchery and bloodshed England was at last victorious!

In this final struggle for Britains freedom the invader had been crushed and his power broken; for, thanks to our gallant citizen soldiers, the enemy that had for weeks overrun our smiling land like packs of hungry wolves, wantonly burning our homes and massacring the innocent and unprotected, had at length met with their well-merited deserts, and now lay spread over the miles of pastures, cornfields, and forests, stark, cold, and dead.

Britain had at last vanquished the two powerful nations that had sought by ingenious conspiracy to accomplish her downfall.

Thousands of her brave sons had, alas! fallen while fighting under the British flag. Many of the principal streets of her gigantic capital were only parallel lines of gaunt, blackened ruins, and many of her finest cities lay wrecked, shattered, and desolate; yet this terrible ordeal had happily not weakened her power one iota, nor had she been ousted from her proud position as chief among the mighty Empires of the world.

Three days after the great and decisive battle of Caterham, the British troops, with their compatriots from the Cape, Australia, Canada, and India, entered London triumphantly, bringing with them some thousands of French and Russian prisoners. In the streets, as, ragged and dusty, Britains defenders passed through on their way to a great Open-Air Thanksgiving Service in Hyde Park, there were scenes of the wildest enthusiasm. With heartfelt gratitude, the people, scrambling over the débris heaped each side of the streets, cheered themselves hoarse; the men grasping the hands of Volunteers and veterans, and the women, weeping for joy, raising the soldiers hands to their lips. The glad tidings of victory caused rejoicings everywhere. England, feeling herself free, breathed again. In every church and chapel through the United Kingdom special Services of Thanksgiving for deliverance from the invaders thrall were held, while in every town popular fêtes were organised, and delighted Britons gaily celebrated their magnificent and overwhelming triumph.

In this disastrous struggle between nations France had suffered frightfully. Paris, bombarded and burning, capitulated on the day following the battle of Caterham, and the legions of the Kaiser marched up the Boulevards with their brilliant cavalry uniforms flashing in the sun. Over the Hotel de Ville, the Government buildings on the Quai dOrsay, and the Ministries of War and Marine, the German flag was hoisted, and waved lazily in the autumn breeze, while the Emperor William himself had an interview with the French President at the Elysée.

That evening all France knew that Paris had fallen. In a few days England was already shipping back to Dieppe and Riga her prisoners of war, and negotiations for peace had commenced. As security against any further attempts on England, Italian troops were occupying the whole of Southern France from Grenoble to Bordeaux; and the Germans, in addition to occupying Paris, had established their headquarters in Moghilev, and driven back the Army of the Tsar far beyond the Dnieper.

From both France and Russia, Germany demanded huge indemnities, as well as a large tract of territory in Poland, and the whole of the vast Champagne country from Givet, on the Belgian frontier, down to the Sâone.

Ten days later France was forced to accept the preliminaries of a treaty which we proposed. This included the cession to us of Algiers, with its docks and harbour, so that we might establish another naval station in the Mediterranean, and the payment of an indemnity of £250,000,000. Our demands upon Russia at the same time were that she should withdraw all her troops from Bokhara, and should cede to us the whole of that portion of the Trans-Caspian territory lying between the mouths of the Oxus and Kizil Arvat, thence along the Persian frontier to Zulfikai, along the Afghan frontier to Karki, and from there up the bank of the Oxus to the Aral Sea. This vast area of land included the cities of Khiva and Merv, the many towns around Kara Khum, the country of the Kara Turkomans, the Tekeh and the Yomuts, and the annexation of it by Britain would effectually prevent the Russians ever advancing upon India.

Upon these huge demands, in addition to the smaller ones by Italy and Austria, a Peace Conference was opened at Brussels without delay, and at length France and her Muscovite ally, both vanquished and ruined, were compelled to accept the proposals of Britain and Germany.

Hence, on November 16th, 1897, the Treaty of Peace was signed, and eight days later was ratified. Then the huge forces of the Kaiser gradually withdrew into Germany, and the soldiers of King Humbert recrossed the Alps, while we shipped back the remainder of our prisoners, reopened our trade routes, and commenced rebuilding our shattered cities.


CHAPTER XLI.

DAWN.
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A RAW, COLD December morning in London. With the exception of a statuesque sentry on the Horse Guards Parade, the wide open space was deserted. It had not long been light, and a heavy yellow mist still hung over the grass in St. Jamess Park.

A bell clanged mournfully. Big Ben chimed the hour, and then boomed forth eight oclock. An icy wind swept across the gravelled square. The bare, black branches of the stunted trees creaked and groaned, and the lonely sentry standing at ease before his box rubbed his hands and shivered.

Suddenly a side door opened, and there emerged a small procession. Slowly there walked in front a clergyman bare-headed, reciting with solemn intonation the Burial Service. Behind him, with unsteady step and bent shoulders, a trembling man with blanched, haggard face, and a wild look of terror in his dark, deep-sunken eyes. He wore a shabby morning-coat tightly buttoned, and his hands in bracelets of steel were behind his back.

Glancing furtively around at the grey dismal landscape, he shuddered. Beside and behind him soldiers tramped on in silence.

The officers sword grated along the gravel.

Suddenly a word of command caused them to halt against a wall, and a sergeant, stepping forward, took a handkerchief and tied it over the eyes of the quivering culprit, who now stood with his back against the wall. Another word from the officer, and the party receded some distance, leaving the man alone. The monotonous nasal utterances of the chaplain still sounded as four privates advanced, and, halting, stood in single rank before the prisoner.
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EXECUTION OF VON BEILSTEIN ON THE HORSE GUARDS PARADE.

They raised their rifles. There was a momentary pause. In the distance a dog howled dismally.

A sharp word of command broke the quiet.

Then, a second later, as four rifles rang out simultaneously, the condemned man tottered forward and fell heavily on the gravel, shot through the heart.

It was the spy and murderer, Karl von Beilstein!

He had been brought from Glasgow to London in order that certain information might be elicited from him, and after his actions had been thoroughly investigated by a military court, he had been sentenced to death. The whole of his past was revealed by his valet Grevel, and it was proved that, in addition to bringing the great disaster upon England, he had also betrayed the country whose roubles purchased his cunningly-obtained secrets.

Geoffrey Engleheart, although gallantly assisting in the fight outside Leatherhead, and subsequently showing conspicuous bravery during the Battle of Caterham, fortunately escaped with nothing more severe than a bullet wound in the arm. During the searching private inquiry held at the Foreign Office after peace was restored, he explained the whole of the circumstances, and was severely reprimanded for his indiscretion; but as no suspicion of von Beilsteins real motive had been aroused prior to the Declaration of War, and as it was proved that Geoffrey was entirely innocent of any complicity in the affair, he was, at the urgent request of Lord Stanbury, allowed to resume his duties. Shortly afterwards he was married to Violet Vayne, and Sir Joseph, having recovered those of his ships that had been seized by the Russian Government, was thereby enabled to give his daughter a handsome dowry.

The young French clerk who had been engaged at the Admiralty, and who had committed murder for gold, escaped to Spain, and, after being hunted by English and Spanish detectives for many weeks, he became apparently overwhelmed by remorse. Not daring to show himself by day, nor to claim the money that had been promised him, he had tramped on through the snow from village to village in the unfrequented valleys of Lerida, while his description was being circulated throughout the Continent. Cold, weary, and hungry, he one night entered the Posada de las Pijorras at the little town of Oliana, at the foot of the Sierra del Cadi. Calling for wine, he took up a dirty crumpled copy of the Madrid Globo, three days old. A paragraph, headed The Missing Spy, caught his eyes, and, reading eagerly, he found to his dismay that the police were aware that he had been in Huesca a week before, and were now using bloodhounds to track him!

The paper fell from his nerveless grasp. The wine at his elbow he swallowed at one gulp, and, tossing down his last real upon the table, he rose and stumbled away blindly into the darkness.

When the wintry dawn spread in that silent, distant valley, it showed a corpse lying in the snow with face upturned. In the white wrinkled brow was a small dark-blue hole from which blood had oozed over the pallid cheek, leaving an ugly stain. The staring eyes were wide open, with a look of unutterable horror in them, and beside the thin clenched hand lay a revolver, one chamber of which had been discharged!



The dreary gloom of winter passed, and there dawned a new era of prosperity for England.

Dark days were succeeded by a period of happiness and rejoicing, and Britannia, grasping her trident again, seated herself on her shield beside the sea, Ruler of the Waves, Queen of Nations, and Empress of the World.

THE END


Zoraida (1894)
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A ROMANCE OF THE HAREM AND THE GREAT SAHARA

Le Queuxs third novel was published in Britain in 1894. It was one of the authors better known works. The plot of Zoraida is somewhat convoluted, but it essentially centres on a British explorer, Cecil Holcombe, who ventures through the North African Sahara as he searches for a different kind of life, free from the constraints he feels in Britain. However, he is soon set upon by a vicious gang that tortures him until he is saved by the eponymous Zoraida. 

Cecil and Zoraida become romantically involved, but he allows his imagination to conjure scenarios which are not borne out. The ending of the novel was apparently viewed with scorn by many readers and critics, who found it too unrealistic, despite the fact that it is by far the most conventional aspect of the plot. The response to the conclusion of the book, coupled with the depiction of Eastern tyrants, mass cruelty and the supposed civilising effect of European values, highlights what would be viewed today as racist thinking, which was sadly prominent in nineteenth century Britain.


[image: img79.jpg]

The 1895 edition of the novel
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The first American edition of the novel


Chapter One.

Ali Ben Hafiz.
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THE ADVENTURE WAS strange, the mystery inexplicable.

A blazing noontide in the month of Moharram. Away across the barren desert to the distant horizon nothing met the aching eye but a dreary waste of burning red-brown sand under a cloudless sky shining like burnished copper. Not an object relieved the wearying monotony of the waterless region forsaken by nature, not a palm, not a rock, not a knoll, not a vestige of herbage; nothing but the boundless silent expanse of that wild and wonderful wilderness, the Great Sahara, across which the sand-laden wind swept ever and anon in short stifling gusts hot as the breath from an oven.

Far beyond the Atlas mountains, under the fiery rays of the African sun, I was riding with all speed in order to overtake a caravan which I had been informed by the cadi at Wargla had started for Noum-en-Nas, the small town in the Touat Oasis, two days before my arrival. The caravan, I learned, was composed of camels, therefore, mounted as I was on a fleet Arab stallion, and guiding myself by my pocket compass and the very inadequate map of the Dépôt de la Guerre, I expected to come upon them ere two suns had set.

Four long breathless days had now passed, yet I could detect no living thing.

In the far south of Algeria the intense dry heat of summer always affects Europeans, and although clad lightly in haick and burnouse, with my feet thrust into rough slippers, I was no exception. Alone in that trackless, arid desert, with my food and water nearly consumed and my brain aflame with fever, I was bound to admit my position decidedly unenviable. I was afflicted by a hundred miseries. Into my face the glaring noonday heat was reflected by the sand; I was hungry, my throat was parched, the racking pain of fatigue cramped my bones, and my horse, weary and jaded, stumbled now and then as he plodded slowly onward under the fierce, pitiless rays.

The two Chasseurs dAfrique who had been sent with me for protection by my friend the General of Division, had foolishly partaken of melons soon after leaving Tuggurt, and had been stricken down with illness in consequence; therefore I had been compelled to set out upon my journey into the Areg alone.

Suddenly, about an hour after noon, my eager eyes were rewarded by a sight in the far distance of a cloud of dust. Spurring my horse, I galloped onward, and in half an hour the bells of the camels and the jingle of the horses trappings fell upon my ears. The dense whirling cloud of sand preceded the cavalcade, and whenever a gust of wind parted it, slow-plodding camels heavily laden with merchandise, glittering arms, and flowing scarlet and white burnouses could be seen. In this way the caravan presented itself as I pressed on towards its flank.

Within fifty paces of the vanguard I dug my heels into the horses sides and bounded across to the head of the convoy of a dozen Spahis. A solitary rider journeying across the desert is such an unusual spectacle that the ferocious-looking advance guard, fearing attack, shouted and lowered their rifles.

Phtaris! Peace be upon thee! I cried in Arabic, seeing myself received in such a hostile manner. Cowards! Thou seemest afraid that a single Englishman will attack thy caravan!

The guards, thus reproached, muttering that they were pressing through the turbulent country of the Beni Zougs, raised their weapons with a look of shame upon their dark-bearded faces, while their chief reined his horse to interrogate me.

Whose is this caravan? I asked, disregarding his string of rapidly-uttered inquiries.

It belongeth to Ali Ben Hafiz, the merchant of Biskra, he replied.

And thou art on thy way to Noum-en-Nas?

True, he answered, with a puzzled look. But how dost thou know? What dost thou want with us?

Conduct me to thy master, I said. It is imperative that I should speak with him.

As I uttered these words, an elderly grave-faced man, with a long white beard flowing over his spotless burnouse, rode up, and, judging him to be the merchant for whom I had been searching, I greeted him and gave him peace.

Aish ism arrajol di? (What is the name of this man?) he asked suspiciously of the chief of the convoy.

My name, I exclaimed, is Cecil Holcombe, an Englishman who desireth to travel to the Touat Oasis. The Director of Fate turned the bridle of my horse towards thee and allowed me to hear the bells of thy camels from afar; the Guide of the Reins of Destiny moved my intention so that I came hither to meet thee. Behold! I bear unto thee a letter from our mutual friend, General Malezieux, Chief of Division.

The name of that high official caused him to open his keen dark eyes wider, and, taking the letter from me, he quickly read it. In Arabic my friend the General greeted his brother Ali Ben Hafiz with strings of salutations and references to the Prophet, and implored him to take under his protection the adventurous Englishman.

When the old merchant had read it through twice, he slowly stroked his patriarchal beard. Then, looking up, he said in his own language — 

Msieur Holcombe, be welcome to our shade. Allah, the One Merciful, is mighty: Allah, Lord of the Three Worlds, is wise. He ordaineth that although thou art an unbeliever, we should nevertheless be companions. It giveth me pleasure to succour thee — but before all take salt with us.

The order was given to halt, a tent was quickly pitched, and we took salt and ate our kousskouss together, afterwards smoking our long haschish pipes until the noon was far spent. About five oclock we resumed our journey again over the barren plain, the venerable-looking old Arab, in whom I found a most prayerful, pious, and entertaining host, riding by my side. The convoy of dark-faced Spahis, who, picturesque in their scarlet burnouses, had viewed me with such distrust, now regarded me as a distinguished guest, and were ready at every moment to do my bidding. To those who, like myself, have learned in the desert to regard life steadily, nothing temporal seems of moment when travelling by caravan, and our civilisation, of which we in Western Europe pride ourselves, seems but a frivolous thing of yesterday. Desert life to-day is the same as it was ten centuries ago; the same as it will ever be. Free and charming in its simplicity, yet with certain terrors ever-present, it offers many attractions to those in search of change and excitement. Thus, with the fiery sunset flooding the boundless wilderness, we wended our way due westward in the blood-red track of the departing day.

When the last rays were fading, another halt was made, the mats were spread, and Ali Ben Hafiz with his convoy and camel-drivers knelt, and, turning their faces towards Mecca, repeated their evening prayer, afterwards reciting with fervent devotion the Fâtiha: Praise be to Allah, Lord of all creatures; the most merciful, King of the day of Judgment, Thee do we worship, and of Thee do we beg assistance. Direct us in the Right Way, in the way of those to whom Thou hast been gracious; not of those against whom Thou art incensed, nor of those who go astray.
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Then in the falling gloom we again moved on. Slowly our camels plodded, the rhythmic movement of their heads causing their bells to jingle, and now and then an Arab would chant a weird Bedouin song, or goad on his animals, administering heavy blows emphasised by sundry forcible imprecations with frequent references to Eblis.

Old Ali — who was a native of Morocco and still acknowledged Mulai Hassan as his ruler, although he lived under the French flag — asked me to relate my history, and tell him of England and the Great White Queen; therefore, as we rode together, I entertained him with descriptions of my distant home, explaining to him our insular manners and customs, until the bright moon rose and the stars twinkled like diamonds in the cloudless vault of blue. At last, having entered a wild ravine, where some prickly acacias, dusty aloes, and patches of coarse hulfa grass grew, under the shadow of the rocks we encamped for the night. Our kousskouss was cooked and eaten, our horses fed and watered at the well, and while the Spahis were posted as sentinels to raise the alarm in the event of a raid by any of the fierce marauding bands that constantly prowl about that region, we wrapped ourselves in the ample folds of our burnouses and rested our weary heads upon our saddles.


Chapter Two.

The Omen of the Camels Hoof.
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ON OVER THE barren sand-hills, always in the track of the setting sun, each day passed much as its predecessor. I was no stranger to Northern Africa, for the wild, free life, unshackled by conventionalities, had a fascination for me, and consequently I had accompanied caravans through Tunis and Tripoli, and had wandered a good deal in Morocco. In the course of these journeys I had learned to love the Arabs, and had formed the acquaintance of many powerful Sheikhs, several of whom I now counted among my most faithful and devoted friends. Indeed, it was to join one of them, the head of the Tédjéhé-Nou-Sidi, that I was now on my way south to Zamlen, in the Afelèle region.

After three years among the True Believers, I had at last overcome most of the difficulties of language, and could converse with them in their own tongue. It may have been this which commended itself to pious old Ali Ben Hafiz, for throughout our journey he was particularly gracious, though he bored me sometimes with his constant objurgatory remarks regarding Infidels in general and myself in particular. Once in exuberance of spirits I so far forgot myself as to whistle a popular English air, and although we were excellent friends, he reprimanded me so severely that I am not likely to forget that among the followers of the Prophet whistling is forbidden.

One morning, while riding together soon after dawn, he surprised me by suddenly observing in a grave tone — 

Thou art young and of good stature. It surpriseth me that thou dost not return to thine own people and take a wife from among them.

Why should I marry? I asked, laughing. While I am alone, I wander at my own inclination; if I married, my actions would be ruled by another.

Because ere the sun had risen this morning a camel had placed its hoof upon thy spittle, he answered, looking at me with his keen serious eyes that age had not dimmed. It is an omen. Ty-ib bichire Allah yosallimak!

An omen! Of what? I asked.

Of impending evil.

But we English believe not in superstition; neither have we witches nor sorcerers, I replied, smiling.

Infidels have no need of them, he retorted, angrily. Only True Believers will behold the great lote tree, or quench their thirst at Salsabil, Allah be thanked!

But this strange omen — what particular misfortune is it supposed to presage? I inquired eagerly, astonished at the vehemence of his denunciation.

Hearken, and take heed, he said, earnestly. Thou art young, and as yet no woman hath captivated thee. Do I give utterance to the truth?

Yes, I answered. As yet I have never been enmeshed.

Then beware! There will be a day when thy life will be lightened by the rays of a womans face, rivalled only by the sun. Her eyes will be brilliant as the gazelles, her cheeks will bear the bloom of the peach, and her lips will be sweet as the fresh-blown rose. In those eyes the love-light will flash, those cheeks will blush at thine approach, and those lips will meet with passion thy caress. Then remember the words of Ali Ben Hafiz. Remember the Omen of the Camels Hoof! We rode on together in silence for some minutes. I was pondering over his strange words.

On the auspicious day when I meet this paragon of beauty which you prophesy, how am I to act? I asked presently.

Act? he cried. Do nothing. Return not her caresses. Cast her from thee even though she be one of the houris of Paradise, and—

Will she be a Moor, an Arab, or one of mine own people? I inquired, interrupting him.

Ask me not. I am no prophet, though this is not the first time I have seen similar cases to thine. The Omen of the Camels Hoof hath been revealed — and it is fatal.

Fatal? I cried in alarm. What dost thou mean? Am I to die?

It resulteth in death — sometimes. It is always fatal to love.

Have others succumbed, then? I asked.

Yes, alas! he said, with knit brows and a curiously thoughtful expression. One case occurred in mine own family. My nephew, who was of about the same age as thou art, had the distinctive mark between the eyes, the same as thou hast upon thy countenance. After the last Fast of Ramadân, he took the caravan of his father and journeyed for one moon west to Duera, in Morocco. Before the sun had risen on the last day of Doul Hadja, the camel he was riding, alas! stepped upon his spittle. His tent-man, a Biskri well versed in anthroposcopy, told him of the ominous warning, but he ridiculed it, saying that Kamra Fathma, the daughter of the cadi at Bona, was already betrothed unto him, and that he could never look with admiration upon another womans face. The Omen had been revealed; its warning was, alas! disregarded.

What was the result? I inquired, rather alarmed at my friends extraordinary prophetic demeanour.

Ah, the result? It was fatal! A week later he who scoffed at the humble tent-mans words crossed the Figuig into the land of our lord the Sultan. There, at Sidi Mumen, he chanced to pass the daughter of the Basha on foot. An ill wind blew aside her veil, and he gazed for a second upon her uncovered face. The lines of her fatal beauty were in that instant graven deeply upon his heart, and he loved her violently, casting aside the pretty Kamra, his betrothed at Bona. Tarrying long near the woman who had fascinated him, he succeeded in earning the good graces of the Basha, and at length married her.

He paused, and, drawing a long breath, pulled his burnouse more tightly around his shoulders.

Well, if he succeeded in marrying her, the Omen of the Camels Hoof could not have been fatal to love, I argued.

But it was! he replied quickly. After his marriage, he remained in Sidi Mumen, and set up a large house, and his wife had many slaves.

Was he not happy?

For three moons, and then—

And then?

The prophecy was fulfilled. He took a cup of tea too much. (An expression used by the Moors, poison being invariably administered in tea.) The woman who had entranced him and obtained his money was verily a daughter of Eblis. She poisoned him!

Horrible! I said. I hope mine will not be a similar fate.

The old man, who, before setting out on his journey, had without doubt promised a feast to his favourite marabout in return for the latters all-powerful prayers for his safety, shrugged his shoulders, but answered nothing.


Chapter Three.

Entrapped.
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THE CURIOUSLY PROPHETIC utterances of Ali Ben Hafiz caused me to reflect. I knew much of Moslem superstition, — in fact, I had collected many of the strange beliefs of the Arabs, Moors, and Koulouglis, with the intention of including them in a book I was writing, — but this extraordinary avant-coureur of evil was new to me. During the blazing day, as we toiled on over the sun-baked plain, again and again I recalled his ominous words. The prophecy made me feel uncomfortable. Somehow, try how I would, I could not rid myself of the thought that some untoward event would ere long occur.

In this record of facts I am compelled to speak briefly of myself. Life had indeed been a strange series of ups and downs. Being left an orphan, I had early in life imbibed the reckless Bohemianism of the Quartier Latin, and my later years had been almost equally divided between the conventionalities of London and Paris and the wild, free life of the Bedouins of Northern Africa. Truth to tell, civilisation, with its hollow shams and its décolleté and frock-coated beau monde, had no charm for me. The leaden skies of London and the glitter and artificiality of Paris were alike hateful. I only enjoyed happiness when, attired in haick and slippers, I sat cross-legged with the people of Al-Islâm, studying their grave, interesting characteristics, and perfecting my knowledge of that most wonderful of languages, Arabic.

Fettered no longer by the shackles of Society, I wandered, explored, and studied, the reason of this restlessness being most likely due to the fact that I had never gazed upon a woman with thoughts of love. The Bohemianism of the Seine-bank had distorted my views of life, so that I regarded woman as a heartless coquette, and perhaps had become cynical, even misanthropic. Therefore, on thinking over old Alis warning, I grew at length to regard it as a mere superstition of the mystic Moslem, and succeeded at last in dismissing it from my mind.

The blazing day wore on, and was succeeded by a glorious evening. We were in that wild, inhospitable region known as the Adjemor, about midway between the little Arab settlement of El Biodh and the palms of Aïn-el-Redjem. Away on the misty horizon the rising ground of the great plateau of Tademait was tinged with orange and gold, but as my fellow wanderers knelt upon their carpets, cast dust over their feet, and, salaaming, droned forth passages of the Saba in a monotone, the deep well of the west was still ablaze with crimson and silver. It was a bad sign, for the thin haze which hung upon the ground warned us that ere long we should be overwhelmed by one of the terrors of the desert — the sandstorm. Its stifling clouds of whirling sand might sweep down upon us immediately, or might not reach us for twelve or fourteen hours; but we were all aware that assuredly it must come, therefore, before throwing ourselves down to rest, we took necessary precautions to ensure our safety.

Alone in my tent, I lay unable to sleep, for before the sirocco the heat always becomes unbearable. The dead silence of the wilderness was only broken by the champing of the camels and the jingle of the single Spahi, who, mounting guard over us, marched slowly up and down, his footsteps sounding muffled in the sand. Through the open door of the tent I could see how clear and bright was the night, how brilliantly the big moon of the East shone white over the desert, and for a long time I lay thinking of home and of the strange words of Ali, until sleep at length came to my aching eyes.

Loud shouting and rifle-shots rapidly exchanged awakened me. For a moment I was dazed by the weird, exciting scene. White-robed figures on horseback tearing past my tent were firing their long-barrelled guns, and our men were repelling the assault vigorously with their Winchesters.

We were being attacked by a band of marauders; I knew it would be a fight to the death!

Grasping my revolver, I sprang to my feet and rushed forth. As I did so, a gigantic Arab barred my passage. The fierce, dark-faced fellow had just swung himself from his horse, and in his sinewy hand there gleamed a long curved knife.

In a second we had closed in deadly embrace. Clutching me by the throat, he forced me backwards, at the same moment uttering a curse and raising the keen blade above his head. For a second it was poised in mid air, but quick as thought I managed to wrench away my right hand, and, bringing it across my breast, fired my revolver full into his dark, sinister face.

With a cry he staggered. The knife fell, but I evaded it, and, gradually loosening his hold upon my throat, he stumbled backwards, and, tottering, sank heavily to the ground.

Leaving him, I rushed out to assist my companions, for the rattle of musketry was incessant, and bullets were singing about us in a manner that was particularly disconcerting. Dashing forward, I saw our Spahis had apparently been taken completely by surprise, four of them having fallen dead, and two were lying near, writhing under the agony of their wounds.

The shouting and firing were deafening, the flashing of guns shedding a lurid glare, while, to add to the horror of those moments, the storm had burst upon us, choking clouds of sand enveloping both enemy and friend.

Once only, amid the whirling cloud of dust and smoke, I caught sight of the hospitable old merchant. Two of the robbers had seized him, and were securing his arms and legs with cords, when suddenly he turned upon them with the ferocity of a tiger, and, drawing a knife from his crimson sash, plunged it into the heart of one of his captors.

The man staggered and fell backwards dead, like a stone.

A second later there was a bright flash from a rifle fired by a man near me, and Ali Ben Hafiz, throwing up his arms with a cry, fell forward over the corpse of the man he had killed. Just at that moment I felt myself seized from behind. Turning quickly, intending to use my revolver, the weapon was snatched from my hand, and a cord with a noose passed quickly over my head. I fought hard; but how long can one fight against a score? The flash of the guns illumined for a second the faces of the fierce bandits into whose power I had unfortunately fallen. All were big, desperate-looking Bedouins of the tribe of the Ennitra, who live away south in the Ahaggar region, and whose men, reputed to be the worst of desperadoes, were the terror of the caravans.

While they forced my hands behind me and secured them, my brave companions, the Spahis and camel-drivers, after making a most desperate resistance, were one after another shot down before my eyes. The band outnumbered us by six to one, and already the camels, with Alis valuable packs of textile fabrics, arms and ammunition, had been captured and driven off.

Devils! I cried, as I watched the sickening slaughter. Why not complete thine hideous work and shoot me also?

Behold! he hath a pale face! cried one of my captors, peering into my eyes and showing his white teeth as he grinned viciously. See! he is not an Arab! He is a dog of an Infidel!

Kill him! kill him! cried one of the others, excitedly brandishing a knife. His touch will contaminate. The Roumi will bring the curse of Sajin upon us!

His words and threatening attitude alarmed me, for, remembering that these men were of the sect of the Aïssáwà, the wildest of the fanatics of Al-Islâm, I knew they were not likely to show much mercy to one who had not embraced their religion or gone through their hideous rites. Whoever Sidi ben Aïssa, the patron saint of this strange sect, might have been, he certainly numbers among his followers some of the worst malefactors of Algeria. Any Mohammedan may be initiated into the Aïssáwà. He makes a pilgrimage to Mequinez, in Morocco, calls upon the representative of Sidi ben Aïssas family, to whom he offers prayers and money. This over, the priest blows upon him, and the devotee arises and departs, firmly believing that however many venomous snakes may bite him, no harm will befall him.
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Although in a frenzy of excitement over their terrible work of slaughter, they seemed in no mood to kill me. As the sandstorm abated, and dawn spread, the scene was awful. The whole of our men had, I saw, been ruthlessly massacred, and I alone remained the sole survivor.

Breathlessly I stood, my arms bound so tightly as to cause me pain, awaiting my fate. How, I wondered, would it end? Presently, when the contents of our camels packs had been cursorily inspected, I was tied to a mule, and dragged on over the desert in the direction of the rising sun. Through the long hot day I was forced to trudge wearily onward into that region of the Ahaggar where no Bedouins dare penetrate. Jeering, they refused my request for water to moisten my parched throat, and it was not until long after noon that they tossed me a handful of dates to satisfy my hunger.

Just before sundown we came upon an oasis where the palms grew high, and there came out to meet us a dirty, ferocious rabble, shouting, gesticulating, and rejoicing that the raid had been successful. My captors were cheered again and again, while I, as an unbeliever, was cuffed and spat upon. Between two tall bronzed ruffians I was led straightway among the scattered tents to the Sheikh of the marauders, whom I afterwards learned was Hadj Absalam, the notorious outlaw upon whose head a price had long been set by the French Government.

He was a sinister-looking old man, with a pair of black, gleaming eyes, a long grey beard, and an ugly cicatrix across his tawny forehead. As his name denoted, he had made the pilgrimage earlier in life, but the criminal was stamped in every line of his face, and I could quite believe him capable of the many barbarous cruelties attributed to him.

The marauders explained how they had attacked and captured our caravan, and, finding that I was an Englishman, they had spared my life and brought me to him.

The robber Sheikh of the Ennitra heard all without removing his long pipe from his lips or betraying the least excitement. Suddenly turning his piercing eyes upon me, he exclaimed — 

Thou art an unbeliever that Allah hath delivered into our hands for punishment. Verily, Allah hath cursed the Infidels, and hath prepared for them in Al-Hâwiyat a fierce fire wherein they shall remain for ever. They shall find no patron or defender. Death by the knife is too merciful an end for dogs of thy mongrel breed.

But, my father, I exclaimed, I have not offended against thee. I am merely journeying here to study thy tongue.

Silence, Infidel! he roared. Speak not to Allahs chosen. Thine accursed body shall be racked by the torture ere thou goest unto the Kingdom of Shades.

Then, turning to the men who held me, he said, Take him out among the rocks and let the punishment commence.

Heedless of my vigorous protests, I was hurried along, followed by the ragged crowd of excited fanatics, who still jeered and spat upon me, until we reached the edge of the oasis, which, as I afterwards learned, was named the Igharghar. It was die game, or die coward. I remembered the strange Omen of the Camels Hoof!

At a spot where great grey rocks cropped out of the sand, my captors halted, and, forcing me to the ground, lashed me to the trunk of a date palm. The rope was passed under my arms and fastened to the base of the trunk, leaving about four feet of slack rope between my head and the tree. Then, my feet being bound, they drove a stake into the ground and tied them to it. Thus I lay stretched upon the ground, and, struggle as I would, I was unable to move. The cords sank into my flesh, and the crowd around me laughed and shouted when they saw my face distorted by pain.

I knew no mercy would be shown me by Hadj Absalams band, who delighted in cruelty to their victims, and whose religious rites were practised amid scenes of horror and bloodshed. Yet if they meant to simply leave me there to starve and die under the blazing sun, why did they secure me in this fashion? They could have maimed my feet and hands, and there would have been no need of this elaborate preparation.

A sudden shout caused me to try and look up. Several men were running towards me, their white burnouses flowing behind them. One of them carried in his hand a little stick with a noose on the end, and in the noose there writhed a large black asp, one of the deadly denizens of the rocks.

The sight froze my blood. I knew that they meant to kill me.

Amid the wild excitement of the crowd, who had now gone half mad at the prospect of seeing an Infidel done to death, two long thin thongs of mule-skin were placed through the skin and muscles of the snake, close to its tail. The serpent squirmed under the pain, but his head was held fast in the loop.

Within four feet of my face another stake was driven into the ground, and to this the loose ends of the thongs were fastened. The Arabs sprang back. The snake was free from the noose, but bound fast by the thong through its tail.

My face was directly before it; yet I could not move! In an instant the snake was in a half coil, with its bead-like eyes fixed upon mine.

As I held my breath in that brief second, the warning of Ali Ben Hafiz again flashed through my mind. The sweat stood upon my brow. The crowd pressing around me became hushed in expectancy. To have been murdered with my fellow-travellers would have been far preferable to this torture.

The horror of that moment was awful.

The serpent, enraged by pain, raised its flat head ready to strike. I set my teeth and closed my eyes, waiting to feel its deadly fangs upon my cheek.

Another instant, and its venom would be coursing through my veins!


Chapter Four.

A Veiled Face.
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BUT MY CRUEL captors intended to torture me; to delay my death as long as possible.

Like a flash the head of the gliding serpent shot out. The thong withstood its spring. It fell two inches short of my face. A tiny drop of liquid spurted upon my temple and ran down my cheek. It was the venom from the fangs that failed to reach! The Arabs roared with laughter.

But they were wasting time. From their conversation I gathered that a squadron of Spahis were in search of them to punish them for the many robberies and murders they had committed, and that they were moving at dawn towards the Tanezrouft, a waterless desert that has never been wholly explored by Europeans. They had to examine the packs of Ali Ben Hafizs camels, so, after laughing and jeering at me for some time, they teased the asp, and then returned to their encampment.

Through the long brilliant evening I lay there alone, the snakes head playing before my eyes, more of the venom being spat into my face.

The sun at last disappeared in a blaze of crimson, and the clouds covered the heavens.

The snake had learned that it could not reach my face. It lay coiled at the foot of the stake watching. For a while longer it struck each time I moved my head, but presently it lay again in its sullen coil. The strain of holding my head back, back, until the cords fairly cracked, was awful. How long, I wondered, would it be before my mind would give way and madness relieve me from this deadly terror?

Darkness crept on. Above the low Iraouen hills the moon rose, and shone full upon my face. The beating of derboukas, the playing of kánoons, and sounds of singing and dancing made it plain that the marauders had discovered the great value of the merchandise they had stolen, and were making merry. Slowly the moments dragged. Time after time I struggled to get free, but in vain. The outlaws had bound me in such a manner that the more I struggled the deeper sank the cords into my flesh. Presently I heard shuffling footsteps, and, looking up, saw approaching two of the villainous men who had assisted to bind me. One of them carried a pitcher of water he had procured from the well.

Take thy knife and kill me, I cried. Death is better than this horrible torment.

They both laughed derisively, and, bending, poured water upon the rope that held me and upon the serpents thongs.

Thou wilt be claimed by Eblis soon enough, one of the men replied, grimly.

My throat is dry. Give me a drop of water — one mouthful — that I may quench this terrible thirst consuming me, I implored.

But again they only laughed, and, flinging the water from the battered copper pitcher upon the sand, the man said, Thou art accursed of Allah, and our father hath decreed that thou shalt die.

Then kill me! kill me! I cried in agony. I am going mad.

That is part of thy punishment, replied the other man, unconcernedly shrugging his shoulders and walking away, followed by his laughing companion. My heart sank within me.

The cool wind that had sprung up revived me, and I felt the pangs of hunger. Still before me I saw those coils and that flat head. In the white moonlight I could distinguish the snakes tongue darting out; he was preparing for another spring.

He struck, but still he could not reach. An inch more, and his venomous fangs would have buried themselves in my cheek!

I rubbed my face in the sand to clear it of the horrible poison now thickening upon it.

I must have lapsed into unconsciousness for a long time, but on awaking, all was silent as the grave. The nomads of the Ennitra, who had long been hunted in vain by the Algerian soldiers, were asleep. I felt the strain of the rope growing more painful. I had been pulling back on it with all my force, but now I felt a counter-pull that was slowly drawing me towards the asp and death.

Why did I not push my face towards the serpent and end the torture? I had a presentiment that I should die from the moment I had fallen into the hands of these robbers. I knew that I must succumb to hunger and thirst, even if the asp did not reach me. But life is always sweet. I could not bring myself to die. My mad brain refused to order the muscles to meet the reptile.

The rope pulled harder. Then I knew. The water those brutes had poured upon it was shrinking it! The distance between my face and the fangs of my black enemy was gradually being lessened. An inch more would mean death!

I dug my toes into the ground. I pulled back until the rope cut deeply into my flesh and the blood flowed. The cords that bound me were shortening!

Water had also been poured upon the thongs that held the snake. The mule-hide swelled and stretched, while the hempen rope shrank.

The snake tried to crawl away. The strings in its flesh held it back. The pain enraged it, and its head shot forth once again. Its tongue came within half an inch of my forehead!

Closing my eyes, I must have once more lapsed into a state of half-consciousness, knowing that the thongs which held the reptile were stretching, and that in a few minutes death would release me from the torture.

Suddenly the frou-frou of silk greeted my ears, and a second later I became aware of someone leaning over me.

Hist! Peace be upon thee! exclaimed a soft voice in tuneful Arabic. Lissa fih wákt! (There is yet time.) The face bending over me was closely veiled, but above the adjar a pair of bright sparkling eyes peered into mine, while across the white forehead hung rows of golden sequins. I was amazed. Whether my strange visitant were young or old I could not tell, but her splendid eyes had a curious fascination in them such as I had never before experienced.

Her arm, bare to the shoulder, was white and well rounded; on her slim wrists were heavy Arab bracelets of gold and silver, studded with jacinths and turquoises, and in her hand was a long thin knife, the blade of which flashed in the moonlight.

What art thou? I gasped. Who art thou?

Thy friend, she replied, quietly. Make not a sound, for my life as well as thine is at stake. See! I cut the cords that bind thee! and so saying, she severed my bonds quickly and deftly with her curved dagger, the jewelled scabbard of which hung upon her girdle.

Half dazed, but finding both hands and feet free, I jumped up, and, stepping aside from the spot where the serpent darted forth, stood before my mysterious deliverer.

She was of medium height, slim and graceful. The hideous haick and baggy white trousers which always shroud the women of the Arabs when out of doors were absent, for apparently she had stolen from her tent, and, with the exception of the flimsy veil across her face, she was still in her harem dress. Set jauntily upon her head she wore the usual dainty little skull-cap of velvet thick with gold and seed pearls, her serroual of pale blue China silk were drawn tight midway between the knee and ankle, her rich velvet zouave was heavily trimmed with gold, and her bare feet were thrust into tiny velvet slippers. A wide sash of silk encircled her waist, and the profusion of gold bangles on her ankles had been tied together so that they should not jingle as she walked.

Alhamdu lillâh dâki lakom! she exclaimed solemnly, which translated meant, Praise be unto Allah, praying for thee.

Allah be praised! I responded fervently. Thou art my deliverer. How can I ever sufficiently thank thee?

Shrugging her shoulders with infinite grace, she replied, Thanks are not necessary. The knowledge that thou hast escaped a horrible death is all the reward I require. She spoke in low musical tones, and her accents were those of a town-dweller rather than of a nomad of the Sahara.

But why dost thou run such risks in order to deliver me — an Infidel? I asked, recollecting that if detected, little mercy would be shown her by that barbarous fanatical band.

I watched thee brought before the Sheikh, and I heard him condemn thee to the torture. For hours I have been awake thinking, and at last determined to save thee. Come, make no noise, but follow.

Cautiously she moved away, taking care to keep in the shadow of the rocks. So graceful was her carriage, so supple was her figure, that, as I walked behind her, I felt convinced that she must be young. Once she halted, and, turning her splendid eyes upon me, said — 

Thou wilt forgive my people, wilt thou not? I make no excuse for their barbarities, I only ask thee to forgive.

Thou hast saved my life, I replied. How can I refuse any request thou makest?

She laughed a short, silvery laugh, and, turning, sped on again, her little slippers coming to sad grief over the rough stones. Presently I stopped her, and, placing my hand lightly on her shoulder, said — 

May I not gaze upon thy face for one brief moment?

I cannot permit, she cried, shrinking from me. Remember, thou art an Infidel!

Her answer was a stinging rebuff.

None of thy people are here to witness, I urged. Let me for one second unclasp thy adjar and gaze upon thy countenance; and at the same time I made a movement as if to tear away the tantalising veil that concealed her features.

No! no! she cried in alarm, stepping back and covering her face with both hands. Thou must not! Thou shalt not! This, then, is thy reward to one who has risked so much to save thee? she said reproachfully.

Forgive me, I exclaimed quickly, dropping upon my knee and raising her soft, delicate hand to my lips. But she drew it away firmly, as if my touch stung her.

Rise, she said, rather harshly. I forgive thee, of course, but there is no time for courtesies. Come.

Passing round to the other side of the rock, I found tethered in the centre of a patch of tamarisk a splendid Arab horse with handsome trappings.

When she approached, the animal pawed, rubbing its nose upon her hand.

It is mine, she said, and I give it to thee in the hope that Allah may guard thee, and that thou wilt get away to the Atlas in safety. I saddled it with mine own hands, so in the bags thou wilt find both food and drink. On leaving here, keep straight over yonder hill, then spur with all speed always towards the east. Before three suns have set, thou wilt rest on the Oasis of Meskam, where are encamped the Spahis who are in search of us. Thou wilt be safe with them, although thou wilt not inform them of our whereabouts?

No, I promise to preserve thy secret, I said.

Dawn was spreading quickly, and in the grey light I could see more distinctly the part of her countenance left uncovered.

Grasping her slim, white hand, with its fingers laden with roughly-cut gems, I looked earnestly into her magnificent eyes, and again asked, Is thy decision utterly irrevocable? May I not look for once upon thy face? Think, I have been delivered from a horrible death, yet to recognise my deliverer again will be impossible!

You and I are strangers, she replied slowly. Thou art a European, while I am a homeless wanderer of the desert. If thine eyes do not gaze upon my countenance, I shall have committed one sin the less, and thou wilt never be troubled by any recollections. Memories are apt to be tiresome sometimes, and it is written that the True Believer is—

With me thy memory will always remain that of a brave, tender, but mysterious woman, to whom I owe my life.

That is how I wish thee to think of me. Perhaps I too may remember thee sometimes, though it would be sinful for me to do so. What is thy name?

Cecil Holcombe.

She repeated the four syllables with a pretty Arab accent.

And thine? I asked, still holding her white hand and gazing into her eyes.

She hesitated. I felt she was trembling. Her breath came quickly.

Mount, and go, she said. I — I have risked too much. Besides, thou mayest not discover who I really am. It would be fatal!

But thy name? I urged. She seemed bent upon preserving her incognita, and I was growing impatient. That she was lovely I felt sure. No face could be ugly with those magnificent eyes. Surely thou wilt not withhold from me thy name?

She was silent. Her slim, bejewelled fingers closed over mine with a slight pressure as she sighed. Then, lifting her eyes, she replied — 

I am called Zoraida.

The daughter of whom?

Daughter of the Sun, she replied, smiling.

Then thou wilt not tell me the name of thy father? I said, disappointedly.

She shook her head, replying, No. To thee I am only Zoraida. My fathers name is of no concern.

And may I not carry with me some little souvenir of this strange meeting? I asked.

Slowly she drew a quaint, old-fashioned ring from her finger and placed it upon my hand, laughing the while, saying — 

When thou art far beyond the mountains, this will remind thee how near thou hast been to death; adding anxiously, Now go, I beg. See! the sun will soon break forth! Do not tarry another instant — for my sake!

Zoraida, shall we never meet again? I asked desperately, for the mystery surrounding her and her strange words caused me to forget the danger of lingering. Art thou never in Algiers or Oran, or any of the towns by the sea?

Sometimes in Algiers. But very, very seldom. Yet even if I were, we could not meet. The Korân forbids.

When wilt thou visit Algiers again?

Perhaps in the month of Rbi-el-tani. Then I go to the koubba of Sidi-Djebbar.

On what day? I asked, eagerly.

Probably on the first Al-goomah, she replied. But why dost thou ask? To attempt to meet again would only bring disgrace upon me — perhaps death. Thou knowest full well how strict is our religion, and how terrible is the punishment meted out to those of my sex who hold converse with the Roumis.

Yes, alas! I said. Nevertheless, we shall meet again, I feel certain, because we—

I make no promise. But if ever we chance to cross each others path, thou wilt not compromise me in the eyes of my people? she urged, with terrible earnestness.

Never, I replied, fervently. None shall ever know of our meeting.

Now mount and go, or we shall be discovered, she begged, in evident alarm. Remember the directions I have given thee, and know that thou hast my blessing.

With a last look into her big, wonderful eyes, I raised the tiny white hand I had held and kissed it. Then, vaulting into the saddle, I uttered profound thanks for my deliverance, and bade her adieu.

Slama! she cried, standing erect with both bare arms outstretched towards me. Allah Iselemeck. Slama!

And digging my heels into the splendid Ku-hai-lan horse she had given me, I shot away like an arrow, and rode for life towards the sand-hills of the Iraouen that looked black and bare against the streak of saffron dawn in the sky beyond.


Chapter Five.

Zoraidas Pledge.
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OVER THE DUNES, regardless of the dust and heat, I rode, well knowing that my life and that of my fair rescuer depended upon my successful escape.

Glancing back now and then, I strained my eyes in the direction of the oasis, half expecting to see a party of Arabs with their long guns held aloft bearing down upon me; but not a living thing was in sight. Again I was alone in that vast, silent wilderness.

About noon, at a spot where a few dry plants and tufts of hulfa grass struggled to maintain a miserable existence, I dismounted in order to rest my tired horse, and eagerly searched the saddle-bag. It had been packed by the mysterious Zoraida herself, and as I drew forth one package after another, I saw how thoughtful she had been. In addition to dates, figs, Moorish biscuits, and a little skin full of water, I drew from the bottom of the bag a bulky Arab purse. Roughly made of crimson leather, ornamented with a crescent and star embroidered in silver thread, it had evidently been well worn. Opening it, I was astonished at finding it full of French napoleons, while in the centre compartment, secured by a tiny flap, was a little scrap of paper. Upon it, traced in pencil in a hurried, uncertain hand, were a number of Arabic characters.

For a long time I puzzled over them. Some of the characters were illegible, and, being run into one another, they appeared to have been written in the dark. At length, however, I succeeded in satisfying myself as to their purport, for they read as follows: — 

Know, O Unbeliever, that thou art welcome to this poor assistance that I can offer thee. Thou, a stranger from far beyond the sea, may some day be able to render assistance to the unhappy woman who severed thy bonds. Thou art named Amîn (the Faithful). It is by that name that thou wilt be remembered if ever we should chance to meet. Allah, the One Merciful, is gracious, and will guide thee — praised be His name.

This strange note caused me a good deal of thought, as, sitting upon a stone, I ate the dates my mysterious rescuer had provided for my sustenance. Not content with releasing me from certain death, she, a member of a notorious robber band, had given me her purse! Doubtless she was well aware that her people had taken from me everything I possessed, and as reparation had placed some of her own money in the bag. The note, however, was curious, because it made plain the reason why this mysterious Queen of the Desert had taken so much trouble to accomplish my release. She was unhappy, and I could assist her! How? Who was she? what was she? I wondered. Visions of neglect and ill-treatment were immediately conjured up before my eyes; for woman in Algeria is not better off than in other Oriental countries. The victim of a stupid and brutalising social code founded on a religion whose theory is pure, but whose practice is barbarous, she is always contemned or maltreated, a toy to the wealthy, a beast of burden to the poor.

What, I mused, could be the cause of Zoraidas infelicity? Was she, as the daughter of the murderous old Sheikh, leading the usual wretched existence of Arab girls, neglected by her mother and relegated to a corner of the harem in the charge of some ugly old negress? Every Arab woman looks upon a son as a blessing and a daughter as an incubus; therefore it is little wonder that the life of the daughters of wealthy Moors and Arabs is a truly pitiable one. But on due reflection I saw how improbable it was that an outlaw like Hadj Absalam, who, being continually hunted by the French soldiers sent out to capture him, and compelled to be ever on the move in the most inaccessible spots, would cause his family to travel with him. In case of a sudden attack by the Spahis or Turcos, the paraphernalia of a harem would considerably hamper his movements; and that he could be exceedingly active and show serious fight had already been proved times without number.

No. A man of his stamp would never be troubled with his daughter while bent on plunder and murder. There were, therefore, but two other suppositions. Zoraida was either a captive, or Hadj Absalams wife. This caused me to remember that if a captive she certainly would have endeavoured to fly with me; while the possession of horses and money, her refusal to allow me to gaze upon her face, and her agitation when I pressed her hand to my lips, all pointed to one fact, namely, that my mysterious deliverer, the woman who by her exquisite form and grace had enchanted me, was none other than the wife of the brigand whose many atrocious crimes had from time to time sent a shudder through the readers of European newspapers.

Zoraida the wife of a thief and murderer! No! I could not bring myself to believe it. She was so young, with arms and hands so delicately moulded and eyes so clear and wide open, that it seemed impossible that she was actually wedded to a villain like Hadj Absalam.

Again I read through her note, carefully tracing each of the hastily-scrawled characters. Though ill-formed, it was not owing to lack of education, for the vowels were marked in position correctly in order to make it easier for me to translate. As I held the paper in my hand, it emitted a pleasant sensuous odour. The perfume that clung to it was geranium, the same sweet scent that had pervaded Zoraida when with her keen knife she had bent and freed me from the poison of the asp.

Sitting in the noonday sun, with my burnouse loosened and my arms resting on my knees, that sweet odour brought back vividly the events of the previous night, its horrors, its surprises, its joys. Again I saw Zoraida, gorgeous in her silk and gauze, a vision of loveliness, an ideal of Arab beauty, ready to risk her life to save mine. But it was only for a second; then my memory became hazy again, and it all seemed like some strange, half-remembered dream.

A desert lark rose near me and burst into joyous song. My horse turned its head slowly, and regarded me steadily for a few moments with his large, serious eyes. The utter loneliness in that arid waste, one of the most dreary regions of the Sahara, was terribly depressing.

But on my finger was her ring. The souvenir was by no means a valuable one, yet so dearly did I prize it that I would not have given it in exchange for anything that might be offered. It was of a type common among Arab women; heavy oxydised silver, and around it, in small Arabic characters of gold, ran a text from the Korân, Allah is gracious and merciful. Taking it off, I examined the inside, and found it quite bright and smooth by constant wear.

Whatever my mysterious enchantress was, or whoever she would prove to be, this was her pledge of trust. And she, whose face I had not looked upon, had named me the Faithful!

Yet as I sat thinking, grim, uncanny feelings of doubt and insecurity filled my mind, for I remembered the strange words of Ali Ben Hafiz, and the fateful Omen of the Camels Hoof.

I had at last become enmeshed as the dead man had prophesied!


Chapter Six.

The Man with a Secret.
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AT SUNDOWN, THREE days after my escape from the Ennitra, my eyes distinguished the palms of the Meskam Oasis standing at the foot of a large sand-hill. Zoraida had correctly informed me, for under feathery trees, amid the luxuriant vegetation which one finds here and there in the Sahara, the Spahis and Chasseurs dAfrique had established an advanced post.

In an hour I had entered the camp, and being taken before the French commandant, related my story. I told him of my journey with Ali Ben Hafiz, of the attack, and of the massacre.

Bien! and you alone escaped! exclaimed the officer, a thorough boulevardier, who sat before his tent with outstretched legs, lazily puffing a cigarette.

Yes, I replied.

He was as well groomed, and his moustache was as carefully waxed, as if he were lounging outside the Café de la Paix.

You were exceedingly fortunate, he exclaimed, rolling his cigarette carelessly. Those who fall into Absalams clutches seldom escape. Diable! hes the most fierce cut-throat in all Algeria. How did you manage it?

I hesitated. Had I not promised Zoraida to preserve the secret of their whereabouts for her sake? If her people were to escape, I should be compelled to make misleading statements. At last I replied — 

They left me bound to a tree during the night, and I succeeded in loosening the cords. Finding a horse ready saddled, I jumped upon it and rode away. After I had uttered the words, I saw how lame was my story.

But how did you know we were here? asked the commandant, blowing a cloud of smoke from his lips, regarding me rather critically, and then offering me a chebli from his case.

I had no idea, I replied. Seeing the palms from yonder ridge, I came here to rest. Had I not discovered the oasis, I should most likely have perished.

You certainly would not have lived many days, he said. The nearest well is two hundred miles in any direction, therefore, if you had missed this, the vultures would soon have made a meal off you. But, he continued, describe to me where we are likely to find Hadj Absalam. We have been in search of him these three months, but, strangely enough, his spies appear to watch all our movements, with the result that he evades us in a manner simply marvellous.

I was silent for a moment, thinking.

I have travelled for three days due north, I said, apparently reflecting. If you send your men due south three days journey, they will come upon a small oasis. This must be passed, and still south again, a three hours ride, there is a larger oasis on the further side of a high ridge. It is there that Hadj Absalam is taking his ease.

Good! exclaimed the officer, calling over a Chasseur who was sauntering past with his hands in his pockets and ordering him to send immediately a sous-officier, whom he named.

Its a fine night, he said. We will start when the moon rises, and, mon Dieu! it will not be our fault if we do not exterminate the band, and bring the black-faced old scoundrel back with us. The caravans will never be safe until his head is in the lunette.

But he may have moved by this time, I suggested.

Then we will follow and overtake him, he replied, brushing some dust from his braided sleeve. He shall not escape us this time. When I was quartered in Biskra, I knew old Hafiz well. Though prejudiced against France, he was always good to our men, poor old fellow.

Yes, I said. Though a strict Moslem, he was most amiable and generous.

At that moment a lieutenant of Chasseurs strode up and saluted.

Victor, the commandant exclaimed, addressing him, we leave at once, with the whole of your enfants denfer, in search of Absalam, who is three days journey south. This time we will pursue him till we run him to earth. The Spahis will remain; and, turning to me, he added: Msieur Holcombe, you are welcome to stay here also, if it pleases you.

Thanking him, I assured him how deeply I appreciated his hospitality, and then, having been handed over to the care of a sous-officier, I was shown to the tent which the commandant ordered should be placed at my disposal, while the Spahis — or homards, as they are termed in the argot of the 19th Army Corps, because of their red burnouses — were busy assisting their comrades to prepare for departure.

Our evening meal of thin onion soup, black bread, and rough, bitter coffee having been disposed of, the Chasseurs, numbering about two hundred, paraded with their horses, and were briefly but keenly inspected by the officer in command, whose name I learned was Captain Paul Deschanel. The inspection over, the commandant addressed his men, and the order was given to mount. Then, amid the shouts of Vive les Chasseurs! À bas les Ennitra! Vive la France! from the assembled Spahis, the smart troop of cavalry, with the captain at their head, galloped away into the moonlit desert, and were soon lost in the gloom.

As I sat watching the receding horsemen, and inwardly chuckling that by sending them three days journey into the country of the Inemba-kel-Emoghri, Absalam and his people would be six days journey distant in an opposite direction, I was startled by a hand being laid upon my shoulder. Turning quickly, I found it was a Spahi.

Msieur is English, if I mistake not? he inquired, with a pleasant smile upon his swarthy but refined face.

True, I replied. And, judging from your accent, you are not an Arab, but a Parisian.

Yes, he said, speaking in fairly good English. I have been in England once. If you care to spend an hour in my tent, I can offer you absinthe and a cigarette. That is about the extent of the hospitalities of the oasis.

Thanking him for his invitation, I accompanied him, and a few moments later we were sitting in the bright moonlight on a mat spread outside his small tent.

So you have been in England? I said presently, when he had told me his name was Octave Uzanne.

Yes, he replied, with a slight sigh, allowing the water to trickle slowly into his absinthe, and drawing his scarlet burnouse closer about him. It was strange to hear English in this region of silence and desolation.

Is not the recollection of your visit pleasant? I asked.

Ah! forgive me, msieur, he exclaimed quickly; I can never hear your tongue, or think of London, without becoming triste. I associate with your great gloomy city the saddest days of my life. Had I not gone to London, I should never have been here, leading the wild semi-barbarous life in an Arab regiment of the Army of Africa. We of the Spahis have a saying, Néveillez pas le chat qui dort — but sometimes—

It is a good adage, but we cannot always let our sorrows lie, I interrupted sympathetically. He had spoken with the accent of a gentleman, and with the white light of the moon streaming upon his face, I saw that he was about thirty years of age, with a countenance clean-cut and noble, refined and somewhat effeminate. His dark eyes were deep-set and serious, yet in his face there was an expression of genuine bonhomie. The average Spahi is feared by Moor and Jew, by Biskri and Koulougli, as the fiercest and most daring of soldiers. In drink he is a brute, in love he is passionate, in the saddle he is one of the finest riders in the world; in the town he is docile and obedient, fond of lounging in the cafés, idling over his eternal cigarette; yet away in the desert, all his old instincts return; he is an Arab again, and knows no measure either in attachment or in hatred. A blow from his scabbard is the only payment when scouring the country for food, a thrust of his sabre the only apology to those he insults, while in the field, seated on his fleet horse, he rides like the wind, and has the strength and courage of a lion.

This quiet, intellectual, bearded young Frenchman sitting cross-legged on the mat beside me, was, I felt sure, a man with a past. One of his comrades came up and asked him a question in Arabic, to which he replied, speaking the language of his regiment like a true-born Bedouin. As we sipped our absinthe in silence for some minutes, watching the camp settling down for the night, it struck me as curious that, instead of being in the Chasseurs dAfrique, he should be masquerading in burnouse in an exclusively native regiment.

We began talking of England, but he was not communicative regarding himself, and in reply to my question said — 

I desire to live here in the desert and to forget. Each time we return to Algiers, the glare and glitter of the European quarter unlocks the closed page of my history. It was because this wild roving beyond the pale of civilisation was suited to my mood that I became a homard.

Has your experience of life been so very bitter, then? I asked, looking into the handsome face, upon which there was a shadow of pain, and which was set off by the spotless white haick surrounding it.

Bitter? — Ah! he exclaimed, with a deep sigh. You see me now, dragging out a wretched existence in this wilderness, exiled from my home, with name, creed, nationality — everything changed.

In order to conceal your identity? I hazarded.

Yes, my past is erased. Dead to those who knew me, I am now merely known as Octave Uzanne. I have tasted of lifes pleasures, but just as I was about to drink of the cup of happiness, it was dashed from me. It is ended. All I have now to look for is — is a narrow bed in yonder sand.

My dear fellow, I exclaimed, dont speak so despondently! We all have our little debauches of melancholy. Cannot you confide in me? Perhaps I might presume to give advice.

Silently and thoughtfully he rolled a cigarette between the fingers of his bronzed hand, completing its manufacture carefully.

My story? he said dreamily. Bah! Why should I trouble you — a stranger — with the wretched tragedy of my life?

Because I also have a skeleton in my cupboard, and I can sincerely sympathise with you, I answered, tossing away my cigarette end and lighting a fresh one.

Murmuring some words that I did not catch, he sipped his absinthe slowly, and, passing his sinewy, sun-tanned hand wearily across his forehead, sat immovable and silent, with his eyes fixed upon the dense growth of myrtle bushes and prickly aloes before him.

Lighted candles stuck upon piles of rifles flickered here and there among the tents, the feathery leaves of the palms above waved in the night breeze like funeral plumes, the dry hulfa grass rustled and surged like a summer sea; while ever and anon there came bursts of hearty laughter from the Arab soldiers, or snatches of a chanson eccentrique with rollicking chorus that had been picked up a thousand miles away in the French cafés of Algiers.


Chapter Seven.

A Forgotten Tragedy.
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OCTAVE UZANNE ROUSED himself.

My career has not been brilliant, he said slowly, and with bitterness. It is only remarkable by reason of its direful tragedy. All of us keep a debtor and creditor account with Fortune, and, ma foi! my balance has always been on the wrong side. Seven years ago I left the university at Bordeaux with honours. My father was a Senator, and my elder brother was already an attaché at our Embassy in London. In order to study English, with the object of entering the diplomatic service, I went over to reside with him, and it was he who, one night, when leaving a theatre, introduced me to the goddess at whose shrine I bowed — and worshipped. We became companions, afterwards lovers. Did she love me? Yes. Though she was a butterfly of Society, though it is through her that I am compelled to lead this life of desert-wandering, I will never believe ill of her. Never! Violet Hanbury — why should I conceal her name — had a—

Violet Hanbury? I cried, starting and looking to his face. Do you mean the Honourable Violet Hanbury, daughter of Lord Isleworth?

The same, he replied quickly. What! — are you acquainted with her?

Well, scarcely, I answered. I — I merely know her by repute. I have seen her photograph in London shop-windows among the types of English beauty.

I did not tell him all I knew. Vi Hanbury, the beauty of a season, had been mixed up in some unenviable affair. The matter, I remembered, had been enshrouded in a good deal of mystery at the time, but gossips tongues had not been idle.

Ah! he continued, enthusiastically; I have no need then to describe her, for you know how handsome she is. Well — we loved one another; but it was the old story. Her parents forbade her to hold communication with me for two reasons — firstly, because I was not wealthy, and secondly, because they were determined that she should marry Henri de Largentière, a sallow, wizened man old enough to be her father, but who had been Minister of Education in the Brisson Cabinet.

Yes, I said; the engagement was discussed a good deal in the clubs after its announcement in the Morning Post.

Engagement? Sacré! he exclaimed, with anger. She was snatched from me and given to that old imbecile. I was compelled to fly from her and leave her, a pure and honest woman, at their mercy, because — because—

He paused for a moment. His voice had faltered and the words seemed to choke him. Flinging away his cigarette viciously, he took a gulp from the tin cup beside him, then, continuing, said — 

Because Violets cousin, Jack Fothergill, who was one of her most ardent admirers and had declared his love, was discovered one night dead in his chambers in St. Jamess Street — he had been murdered!

Murdered? I ejaculated. I dont remember hearing of it. I must have been abroad at the time.

Yes, he said, speaking rapidly. Jack Fothergill was brutally done to death with a knife that penetrated to the heart. But that was not all: the stiletto left sticking in the wound was discovered to be mine, a gold pencil-case belonging to me was found upon the floor, and the valet gave information to the police that at ten oclock that night he had opened the door to allow me to depart!

In the moonlight his eyes had a fierce glitter in them and his bare brown arms were thrust through the folds of his burnouse as he gesticulated to emphasise his words. There was a silence over the camp, but the gay café-chantant song of Mdlle. Duclerc, with which one of the Spahis was entertaining his comrades, sounded shrill and tuneful in the clear bright air — 

Je jou très bien d la mandoline,
Ça fait moins d train que le tambourin;
Puisque quand on a la jambe fine,
Ça permet d la faire voir un brin.

Strangely enough, my companion continued, after a pause; I remained that night with a friend, and judge my horror and amazement when next morning I read in the newspapers of the tragedy, and learned that I was suspected of the crime! It was true that I had called upon the murdered man just before ten oclock, that the pencil-case had been in my pocket, but of the murder I was entirely innocent. Yet how could I prove an alibi, especially when the doctor had given an opinion that death had occurred at ten oclock — the hour I left! The police were searching for me, but through that long and terrible day I remained in hiding. Once or twice I was tempted to give myself up and bravely face the awful charge; but there was one thing which prevented this. All interest in life had been crushed from my heart by an announcement of two lines in the same issue of the paper, stating that a marriage had been arranged and would shortly take place between Violet and De Largentière. My hopes were shattered, for my love had been cast aside. She had actually accepted the man she had professed to hate!

But did you not clear yourself? I asked. Surely you could easily have done so?

How could I? Were not the suspicions rendered more justifiable by reason of my visit just prior to the crime. Again, I had not returned to my chambers that night, so day after day I remained in hiding. Though innocent, I was not wholly prepared to meet the charge, for I saw clearly that Jack and I had fallen victims of a foul plot. The crime that cost my friend his life was attributed to jealousy on my part, and with an incentive thus invented, I clearly saw that the circumstantial evidence was strong enough to convict me. I sought my brothers assistance, and, half mad with terror and despair, I escaped from England. To return to France would be to run into the arms of the police, so I resolved to come here and in the wild life of the desert to bury the past.

But by whom was your friend Fothergill stabbed? I asked.

Let me tell you, he replied. Since that day, when like a criminal I fled from the trial I was afraid to face, I have learned only one fact, though not until a year ago did it come to my knowledge. It appears that on the evening of the murder, Fothergill wrote telling me that during a visit to Paris he had discovered certain details connected with the relations between Mariette Lestrade, a pretty singer whose chansons de poirrot were well known at the Moulin Rouge and Ambassadeurs and the ex-Minister of Education. He had that day called at Longs Hotel, in Bond Street, where the General was staying, and in the course of a stormy interview threatened that if he still continued his suit, he would expose his secret attachment to this star of the café-concert, and take his cousin to her, so that she might investigate for herself. Lord Isleworths daughter would have a handsome dowry which was much needed to renovate the departed splendour of the ex-Ministers estate in the Charente, therefore he was obstinate, laughed, snapped his fingers, and defied Jack. This interview took place at four oclock in the afternoon, and Jack wrote to me from the Naval and Military Club, telling me everything, and stating that De Largentière had threatened his life. This letter was delivered at my chambers the same night, but I was not there, nor did I return, therefore my brother took charge of it and after nearly two years it reached me out here, unopened.

In face of such evidence as that, I said, the identity of the actual murderer is not very far to seek.

No, he said, in a low, harsh tone.

Why do you not take that letter, face the charge against you, and bring the criminal to his punishment?

Why? he echoed, starting to his feet and looking me full in the face. Why do I not denounce him, and return to civilisation? Because, he said slowly, in a voice trembling with emotion, because Violet — the woman I love — is Madame de Largentière. I think only of her. I adore her still. She shall never know of her husbands terrible secret. Her innocent children shall never be branded as the spawn of a murderer!

As he spoke, there was a bright flash in the dark clump of aloes immediately opposite us, and at the same instant the report of a rifle fired at close quarters caused me to start violently.

Octave Uzanne threw up his arms with a loud piercing cry, and, reeling, fell heavily backward, struck down by a cowards bullet!


Chapter Eight.

The Fight in the Meskam.
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OUR EYES WERE in a moment blinded by a flash, as fifty rifles opened fire upon us from every cover the thick bushes afforded.

For a few seconds, as the sounds of the first volley died away, there was a dead silence. So sudden had been the attack, that my comrades the Spahis stood dumbfounded, but ere the rifles of our unknown enemies were reloaded, fierce shrill yells rent the air, the arms that had been piled were snatched up, horses were untethered, and almost simultaneously with a second volley from the ambush, the homards, displaying cool courage, poured into the thick growth of myrtles, hulfa, acacias, and dwarf palms, a terribly withering fire.

The whole scene was enacted ere I could draw breath. The moon had disappeared, and in the darkness rifles seemed to pour forth flame on every hand. Evidently our enemies had been watching their opportunity, and while the camp was busy preparing for the departure of the Chasseurs, they had killed the three men on sentry duty on the other side of the sand-hill, and then crept into ambush, and lay there until the signal was given to open fire.

As the desperate combat commenced, and the fusillade burst forth with deafening report, I felt for my revolver, but my heart sank within me as I remembered that the Ennitra had relieved me of it, and I found myself standing alone and unarmed. A few feet away Uzannes rifle was lying, together with his bag of cartridges. I dashed towards them and bent to pick them up, but ere I could do so, a big fierce-looking Arab sprang from the myrtles towards me, yelling and whirling his knife above his head.

It was the work of an instant.

I remember feeling his sinewy grasp upon my shoulder, I saw his flashing blade above me, and heard him cry in Arabic — 

Let the dogs perish! Kill them! Kill them all!

The heavy knife whistled in the air as uplifted it poised aloft for a moment.

Suddenly a shot sounded behind me. My assailant clapped his left hand to his breast and staggered back a few steps, then clutched violently at the air and fell. Glancing quickly in the direction whence the shot had come, I saw my friend Uzanne had with difficulty raised himself on one arm, and, drawing his revolver, had with unerring aim shot the Arab through the heart.

Octave Uzanne had saved my life.

Sapristi! he shouted, with a laugh, as I dashed towards him. That was a close shave! Je lui ai collé un atout sur le nez!

Are you seriously hurt? I gasped; noticing as the rifles flashed that blood was streaming from his shoulder.

No, he replied quickly. I think not. Dont trouble after me now, for Im no good. Ill patch myself up. Take my rifle and help the others.

Snatching up the weapon, I loaded it, and, flinging myself on the ground behind the root of a fallen palm, I opened fire upon the thick bushes before me. In this way the minutes, full of anxiety, passed in ignorance of our foes. The deafening explosions were incessant, yells and cries of enemy and friend now and then sounded above the firing, and the air grew so thick with smoke, that I could scarcely distinguish the bushes where the Arabs lay in ambush.

As the terrible moments went by, I knew we were fighting for our lives. Altogether our force in camp only amounted to sixty, while we were, as yet, unaware of the character or number of our assailants. That they had dared to attack a military post showed they were present in overwhelming numbers, and, further, that they had waited until the Chasseurs had got away before swooping down to annihilate us.
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Lying along the ground near my red-burnoused comrades, I fired as regularly as I was able, until suddenly a bugle sounded. It was the order to mount!

My comrades dashed towards their tethered horses, a number of which had been shot down, and I followed. In the excitement I jumped upon the saddle of the first animal I could reach, and as I did so, the bugle again sounded.

Ihtaris! sidi! Keep beside me, shouted a lithe, muscular Spahi, vaulting upon a horse a few yards away. Well soon clear out these vermin.

Then, as my companion yelled an imprecation in Arabic and held his rifle high above his head, we all, with one accord, spurred on our horses, and, swift as the wind, tore across the open space between the line of tents and low bushes, dashing into the cavernous darkness of the ambush ere our enemy could be aware of our intention. The result was frightful. Carried on by the wild rush, I found myself in the midst of a sanguinary mêlée, where one had to fight ones adversaries literally hand to hand. My companions, whirling their keen blades, and shouting prayers to Allah the while, fell upon their assailants with piercing yells and cut them down in a manner that was truly awful, but it was not until this moment that I discovered that the officer in command of the Spahis had cleverly divided his small force into two detachments, one of which was repulsing the enemy from the front, while the other had made a circuitous charge, and was now outflanking our opponents and slaughtering them in the rear.

Thus the outlaws were quickly hemmed in, and although we were unable to follow them far, owing to the dense undergrowth, yet we silenced their fire.

Then it was that we made a discovery. The Spahi beside whom I had ridden — a splendid fellow, who sat as firmly in his saddle as if he were part of it, and who, while galloping, could fire his rifle with deadly effect — shouted as he drew rein for a moment — 

Diable! They are the children of Eblis — the Ennitra! Hadj Absalams band had followed me!

The cry was taken up. The news spread rapidly from mouth to mouth, and the knowledge that they were being attacked by the daring marauders for whom they had been searching so long and so fruitlessly, caused every homard to redouble his energy, and strike a blow towards their extermination. The audacity of the outlaws roused the ire of these fierce native troopers, for the fact that several Spahis had been shot dead in the first moments of the attack, caused an unanimous resolve to follow up the thieves and give them no quarter.

But scarcely had this decision been arrived at, when the attack was renewed even more vigorously. Concealed amidst the dense tropical foliage, they opened fire with their rifles from a quarter whence we least expected it, and in this direction we rode, only to be received by a fusillade more galling than any that had been previously poured upon us.

Their success, however, was not of long duration. A bugle brought our horses in line, and then, with a terrific rush that none could withstand, we dashed upon them, felling them to earth with shot or sabre thrust.

Suddenly a sharp sting in the left side caused me a twinge, and I felt the warm blood trickling. I hesitated a moment, knowing that I was wounded. With an imprecation the Spahi officer shouted to his men to sweep the marauders away, and in the sudden rush and intense excitement that followed I forgot my mishap. Just, however, as I became separated from my companions-in-arms, my wound gave me a second twinge of pain, and there shot up from the tall grass at my side a brawny Arab, whose white burnouse showed distinctly in the semi-darkness, and whose eyes flashed with the fire of hatred. Seizing my horses head, he swung round his jambiyah, but by good fortune I pulled the trigger of my rifle just in time. The bullet entered his throat, and he tumbled back into the rank grass with a curse upon his lips.

The fight was long and desperate; not merely a skirmish, but a thoroughly well-planned attack by Hadj Absalams men to annihilate the Spahis for the purpose of securing arms, ammunition, and horses. Whether Absalam himself was present directing the operations we could not learn, although two prisoners we captured both denied that he was with them.

Presently the moon shone out again brightly, showing up both friend and enemy, but the silence of night was still broken by rapid shots, mingled with the loud, exultant shout of the victor and the hoarse, despairing cry of the dying. In that brief hour the scenes of bloodshed were terrible. Little did either the Ennitra or the Spahis value life, and as they struggled desperately for the mastery, they fought with that fierce courage characteristic of the barbarian of the desert.

Amid the wild massacre, when at last my comrades catching their enemies unprepared and making a sudden onslaught cut through them with fire and sword, the thought suddenly occurred to me that this fierce nomadic tribe who had dared to attack us had been spoken of by Zoraida as her people. Now at last they were being outflanked, unable to reach their horses which had been captured by our detachment operating in their rear, and we were sweeping them down — slaughtering them without mercy!

Sickened by the bloody fight in which I had involuntarily borne a part, and feeling rather faint owing to my wound, — which happily, however, proved a very slight one, — I left my comrades to complete their work of annihilating the murderous band, which they did by following them as they fell back through the tangled vegetation and away across the oasis into the desert beyond, where, with the exception of eighteen who were taken prisoners, the whole of those who had attacked us so desperately were killed or wounded.

Where was Zoraida? As hot and faint I rode back to the spot where my whilom companion Uzanne was lying, I wondered whether the woman, whose half-veiled face seemed ever before my eyes with tantalising distinctness, had accompanied the unfortunate men of her barbaric tribe, or was she waiting with the notorious old cut-throat at a safe distance from the oasis, expecting each moment to learn of a brilliant success, and impatient to assist in the high revelry and divide the plunder?

None of those of her people who had gone forth to attack us would, however, return.

Seventy of them were stretched dead under the bright stars of the Eastern sky, and nearly a hundred were lying with great ugly stains of blood upon their burnouses, racked by the agony of their wounds, and well knowing that ere the morrows sun would set they would succumb to heat and thirst; that in a few short hours the vultures would lay bare their bones and leave them whitening on the glaring sand.


Chapter Nine.

Uzanne, the Outcast.
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THE WILD TURBULENCE of that terrible night was succeeded by a peaceful, brilliant dawn.

Already my comrades were preparing to move south, for immediately upon the conclusion of the fight, messengers had been hastily despatched to overtake the commandant, and the detachment would also move on after the Chasseurs at sunset, as the unburied bodies of the marauders would prevent them remaining longer on the Meskam.

My wound — a deep laceration of the flesh where an Arabs bullet had grazed me — proving more painful than at first, I had decided to accompany the messenger who, with an escort, would leave the camp at sundown to travel due north by way of Zaouïa Timassanin and over the barren Areg, bearing the intelligence of the annihilation of the marauders to the headquarters of the Spahis at Tuggurt. For some time I was undecided whether to remain with the military post, or return to civilisation. It was six months since I had left Oran, and for the greater part of that time I had been travelling. I was by no means tired of life in the desert, but the recollection that the mysterious Zoraida intended to perform a pilgrimage to the popular shrine on the outskirts of Algiers, and that if I went south to Zamlen as I had intended, I should certainly lose all chance of seeing her again, caused my decision to recross the Atlas and return.

Late that afternoon, while the glaring sun blazed down upon the motionless bodies of the marauders over which the great dark vultures now hovered, I sat in Uzannes tent. Stretched upon the ground, my friend, half-dressed, lay with his head upon his saddle. The wound in his shoulder had been roughly bandaged, pending an examination by the surgeon who had gone south with the Chasseurs, and although his bronzed face was a trifle paler, he nevertheless wore an air of utter carelessness.

It was our last chat together, and I had been thanking him for the lucky shot that had knocked over the Arab who had pinned me down.

Zut! he replied, laughing. Eh bien, old fellow! It was the only man among old Absalams gang that I could pot. If they had given me a chance, I would have bagged one or two more, but, diable! they didnt.

No, I replied. They apparently fired point blank at you.

I dont know why they were so particularly malicious towards me. But there, I suppose its only my usual bad luck, and he smiled grimly. One thing is certain, however, we shall not be troubled by old Absalam again for some time.

Do you think we have entirely broken up his band?

No. His people are born marauders, and will continue to plunder and murder until he is captured or shot. He will break out in a fresh place before long. Strange that we can never catch him! He really seems to lead a charmed existence.

Yes, I said. Hes a clever old villain. Then I commenced to talk to him of his return to France.

I shall never go back, he snapped, frowning. Have I not already told you that I have no further interest in life among the people I once knew? When now and then we are quartered in Algiers, its civilisation palls upon me and carries me back to days I am trying to forget. Im a social outsider; a fugitive from justice. If I cleared myself, it would be at the cost of her happiness — why should I go back?

But you dont intend to spend the remainder of your days here, in the desert, do you? I asked.

Why not? We Spahis have a saying, Attaslim éhire, rafík! (Resignation is the best companion.) Then, grasping my hand and looking seriously into my eyes, he added, There is but one thing that troubles me. Violet! — Violet herself believes that I am her cousins murderer!

I was silent. How strange it was that I should meet here, so far removed from civilisation as we in Europe know it, a man who held a secret which, if made known, would cause one of the greatest scandals that has ever shocked Society! How bitter were his thoughts; how utterly wrecked was his life! in order that a leader of smart Paris — a woman over whose beauty London had raved — should live in blissful happiness with her husband, this man was leading an aimless, hopeless life, condemned by his friends as a coward and a criminal.

He noticed my look of sympathy, and pressed my hand a trifle harder.

I do not usually wear my heart on my sleeve, he said, at last. Indeed, I have told my secret to no one beside yourself; therefore consider what I have said is in confidence. You are returning to the world I have so ignominiously left, and in all probability we shall not meet again. If we do, and you require a friend, remember you will find him in the Spahi, Octave Uzanne.

A thousand thanks, I said. You, who have saved me from an Arabs sword, may always rely upon my devoted friendship. Expressions of vague regret are useless. A stout heart, a clear conscience, and a fixed determination may accomplish many difficulties — they may even effect ones social resurrection — ones—

With me, never, he interrupted, despondently. But see! your horse is ready, he added, glancing at the tent door, before which a soldier stood, holding the fine Ku-hai-lan that Zoraida had given me. You will have a long ride to-night, and the dispatches cannot wait. You must go.

Then adieu, I said, rising and shaking his sun-tanned hand heartily. I hope youll soon be right again. Till we meet, au revoir.

He smiled rather sorrowfully, and his dark eyes wore a wistful look. But it was only momentary. Bon voyage, he said, gaily. Accept the good wishes of an outcast.

The dispatch-bearer was outside, speaking impatiently and shouting to remind me that we had a long and fatiguing journey before us; therefore a few moments later I was in the saddle, and the messenger, six Spahis, and myself were soon galloping away past the ghastly corpses of Hadj Absalams followers and out into the trackless appallingly-silent wilderness.


Chapter Ten.

Humours from the Desert.
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TWELVE WEARY DAYS after leaving the Meskam, journeying due north over the hot loose sands of the Great Erg, the hill crowned by the imposing white cupolas and towers of the desert town of Tuggurt came into view.

The scene was charming. It was an hour before sundown, and as we ascended the long caravan route from Ngoussa, a foot deep in dust, the place presented a purely Oriental aspect. Against a background of cool-looking palms, the white flat-roofed houses, the grim walls of the Kasbah, and the domes of the many mosques stood out in bold relief. Riding on, we entered a beautiful grove of tall date palms, the trees which the Arabs say stand with their feet in the water and their heads in the fire of heaven. Under their welcome shade a rivulet flowed with rippling music over the pebbles, and fruit trees and corn were growing luxuriantly, for the oasis is most fertile, although, strangely enough, the abundance of water throughout the Oued Gheir causes a malignant fever which proves fatal to Europeans. The beautiful palm-groves and wealth of vegetation was unutterably refreshing after the heat and glare of the waterless regions of the south; and as we approached the gate, a strange motley crowd of gaily-dressed Arabs of the Beni Mansour, Jews, Biskris, and Negroes came forth to meet us and inquire what news we brought.

Our statement that Hadj Absalams men had been repulsed and defeated caused the wildest rejoicings, and we made a triumphant entry into the place, followed by a gesticulating throng who apparently regarded us as heroes.

Tuggurt is a curious old town. European civilisation has not yet reached it, for, with the exception of one or two French officers, there are no Christian residents. Built almost entirely of bricks baked in the sun, its low houses join one another, and present an unbroken line save for the two town gates. Secure from attack, its moat is now filled up, and in front of the stone-built Kasbah stands the principal of the twenty mosques, with its high dome and tall slender minarets. Around its ancient market-place, where for hundreds of years slaves were bought and sold, are cool arcades with crumbling horse-shoe arches, while beside it there rises the dilapidated dome of a disused house of prayer, bearing some curious plaster arabesques. Within the enceinte of the Kasbah — the scene of a horrible massacre during the revolt of the Cherif Bou Choucha in 1871 — stands the barracks, the commandants house, and the hospital, and it was within those walls, in an inner court beside a plashing fountain, that in the twilight I sat explaining to Captain Carmier, the commandant, how the attack was frustrated.

A French dinner was an appreciable change after the eternal kousskouss, dates, and kola nuts that form ones sustenance on the plains, and as the Captain, a lieutenant, and myself sat over our cognac and cigarettes, I told them of my adventures with Ali Ben Hafiz, and the surprise by the Spahis in the far-off Meskam.

The cool peacefulness of that ancient Kasbah garden, where the veiled houris of Bou Choucha once lounged and plucked the roses, was delightful, and, sitting with the foliage rustling above, there was an air of repose such as I had not experienced for months.

So the homards have gone south to overtake the Chasseurs, Captain Carmier said, as he struck a match on his heel and lit his cigarette after I had told him how valiantly my companions had fought. How aggravating it is that Hadj Absalam always escapes us!

Extraordinary! remarked the lieutenant, a thorough Parisian, who had just been grumbling at his lot, he having been sent to the desert for three years, instead of to Tonquin, where he might earn distinction and the yellow and green ribbon, as he had expected. Nothing would please me better than to command an expedition in search of him.

Search? Whats the use? asked the commandant. The rapidity with which the old scoundrel travels is simply miraculous. To-day hes here, to-morrow he disappears, and on the third day he is reported completely out of our reach. As on previous occasions, he has, I suppose, retreated beyond Mount El Aghil, and there, idling in his harem, is snapping his fingers and defying us. It is always the same — always.

Are his headquarters on Mount Aghil, then? I asked, for amid all the conflicting reports I had never been able to learn the outlaws actual place of abode.

It is said that his stronghold is perched on an almost inaccessible rock not far from Tiouordeouïn, and that his household consists of nearly a thousand persons.

Of whom about half are inmates of his harem, added the lieutenant, smiling. According to report current among the neighbouring tribe, the Tédjéhé Nou Sidi, the ladies of his household include a number of Europeans who have from time to time fallen into his merciless clutches. The favourites are surrounded by every luxury, the proceeds of his raids, while those who fall into disfavour, or whose personal charms deteriorate by age, are disposed of in the very simple method of being thrown over the cliff and dashed to pieces upon the rocks beneath.

Horrible! I exclaimed. But why does not the Government send a sufficient force to follow him into his fastness and capture him?

For several reasons, answered the commandant. Firstly, because that portion of the Ahaggar where he has his abode has never been explored; secondly, because, by reason of the zealously-guarded mountain pass by which it is approached, access is impossible except by a strong column, who would meet with a most desperate resistance, and would have to take it by storm. The third, and perhaps most important, reason is, because the region of the Ennitra is declared by all the neighbouring nomad tribes to be a sacred place, where several miracle-working marabouts are buried, and any attempt at desecration by Europeans would certainly cause a holy war all through the Sahara. Therefore the War Department, although the General has urged them times without number to send a column in pursuit of Hadj Absalam, prefer to wait and capture him when in the act of plunder.

That will never be, it seems, I remarked.

No. Il sait le fin des fins, laughed Carmier. It is said that he attributes his extraordinary success in evading us to a woman who is gifted with second sight.

A woman? I exclaimed, surprised. Shes believed to be a witch, I suppose?

Yes, and a young and very pretty one, too. They say her beauty is marvellous, and her power supernatural. While I was in command of the advanced post at Tihodayen, near the salt mines of Sebkha dAmadghor, three Spahis ventured into the Ikerremoïn Oasis in search of forage, and they declare that they came across her. She was surrounded by a number of slaves, and was lying unveiled under a canopy of white and gold. According to their account, she possesses the beauté du diable, her women make obeisance to her, and the men who approach fall upon their knees before her, kiss the ground, and ask her blessing. It is said, too, that Mulai Hassan, Sultan of Morocco, saw her on one occasion when he crossed the frontier, and offered Hadj Absalam an enormous sum for her, but the superstitious Ennitra threatened a revolt if she were sold. Whether thats true I dont know, he added, shrugging his shoulders and sipping his cognac. She is evidently Queen of the Desert, and I merely tell you whats rumoured.

But is she Moorish, Arab, or a Negress? I asked. What is her name?

She is from the mountains, they say, and the Ennitra know her as Daughter of the Sun.

Daughter of the Sun? I cried, starting. I remembered that Zoraida had, in reply to my questions, told me that that was her name. Could this strange woman of incomparable beauty, who was believed by her people to be possessed of supernatural power, be none other than my mysterious Zoraida, the woman whose veiled face was in my waking hours and in my dreams constantly before my eyes?

Is her name familiar? asked the Captain, noticing my ill-concealed surprise.

No — not at all! I stammered. Surely that designation is common enough among the Arabs! It seems an extraordinary fact, nevertheless, that a young and beautiful woman should direct the movements of a band of outlaws.

True, replied Carmier, thoughtfully twisting his waxed moustache. And there is, moreover, considerable mystery with regard to her which nobody has up to the present been able to solve. One thing, however, appears certain, that this veiled prophetess is an inmate of Hadj Absalams harem.

His words stung me. Could it be possible that this woman who held the murderous nomads under her sway was the same to whom I owed my life? Nay, was it not most probable that she, the graceful incarnation of Eastern beauty whom I adored, was one of the four wives allowed to Hadj Absalam by the Prophet? The mystery was bewildering. The very thought drove me to despair, for I confess I loved her to the verge of madness.

My companion smoked on in lazy contemplative silence. Above, the stars were bright in a steely sky; the ancient court, with its horse-shoe arches, wide arcades, and trailing vines, looked ghostly in the dim light. The quiet was only broken by the running water of the fountain as it fell with pleasant music into its time-worn blue-tiled basin, and the measured tramp of the sentry in the outer court beyond. Upward the cigarette smoke dissolved into the cool night air, carrying with it bitter thoughts of the past, and strange, dreamy visions of an unknown future.


Chapter Eleven.

The City of the Sun.
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I WAS AWAITING Zoraida, my enchantress.

After a few days in Tuggurt, and a lengthened stay in the date-groves of Biskra with my genial friend the General of Division, I found myself once again in old El Djezaïr, that quaint Franco-Arab city known to Europeans as Algiers. Here Western civilisation and Oriental fanaticism mingle, but never blend. It is a city of glare and darkness, of mosques and marabouts, of Parisian politeness and Berber barbarity, of wide, modern-built boulevards and narrow, crooked streets, as yet untouched by the hand of the colonising vandal.

Till a comparatively recent date it was a nest of fierce pirates who were a terror to Europe, and even now one cannot look upon the gigantic mole and other works prior to the French occupation without remembering that they were constructed by Christian slaves, who were beaten, tortured, and made to toil under the blazing sun until their gyves wore into their flesh, and death relieved them of their miseries. The great white Kasbah on the hill-top, once the gorgeous Palace of the Deys, now echoes to the tramp of Zouaves and artillery. If those gigantic walls could speak, what tales of outrage, torture, and butchery they, alas! could tell! In the great harem, where hundreds of English and French women captured by the Corsairs have pined and died, smart officers on colonial service now lounge, smoke, and discuss the topics of their beloved Paris as revealed by the Petit Journal and the Figaro; while down in the Rue de la Lyre British tourists in suits of astounding check stare in abject astonishment at Fathma or Khadidja, who, veiled and shrouded in her white haick, has descended the ladder-like streets of the native quarter to make purchases in the Rue de Constantine or the Marché de la Lyre.

This City of the Sun is one of violent contrasts. Seen from the sea, it fully bears out its Arab comparison of being a diamond set in emeralds, for in terraces of intensely white, flat-roofed houses, each with little square windows like pips upon a dice, it rises high upon the bright green Sahel hills. In the centre the Arab town with its cupolas and minarets is crowned by the great fortress, while right and left are the pleasant suburbs of St. Eugène and Mustapha, their white houses and handsome villas gleaming forth from dark luxuriant foliage.

In the French quarter, the Boulevard de la République, running along nearly the whole front of the town facing the sea, the wide Place du Gouvernement, with its oasis of palms, and the Rue dIsly, with its avenue of trees, are all hot and full of busy, bustling French; but turn away up any of the side streets from the Rue de la Lyre, cross the Quartier Juif, and in a few moments one is in a bewildering labyrinth of steep, shady, and tortuous streets, so narrow in places that two asses cannot pass with their panniers.

Herein lies the charm of Algiers. Those narrow passages, where the Arabs sit on rush mats outside the kahoua, drinking tiny cups of coffee, smoking cigarettes, and killing time by playing damma, are the same at this moment as they were in the days of Yousuf Zeri; and although the religious prejudices of the Arab, the Moor, the Jew, and the Biskri have perhaps become somewhat modified by contact with the civilising Roumis, yet their mode of life is still the same, and at heart they hate the Christians as fiercely as ever. Indolent and content, they love to lean upon the long parapet of the Boulevard de la République, gazing with deep-set, thoughtful eyes away over the bright blue sea, to lounge in groups at street corners gossiping, to sit at the garish French cafés driving bargains with European merchants, or hand-in-hand to stroll leisurely across to the mosque to their daily prayers. Side by side with dainty ladies in Paris-made gowns and the high-heeled boots of fashion, Arab women, with foreheads heavily laden with tinkling sequins, their dark, flashing eyes peeping over their veils, and all looking exactly the same in their spotlessly white but hideous out-door dress, shuffle along with waddling gait, and turn to glance surreptitiously at the stranger after he or she has passed.
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This wonderful old city of sunlight and shadow, of dazzling brightness and sombre gloom, of strange incongruities of dress, of language, and of religion, was by no means fresh to me. On taking up my quarters at the Hôtel de la Régence, in the Place du Gouvernement, I was welcomed as an old friend, for on several previous occasions, while idling in El Djezaïr, I had made it my headquarters in preference to the suburban hotels on the hill at Mustapha. Before the house a cluster of fine date palms throw a welcome shade, and beyond lies the bay, with the great, misty mountains of Kabylia in the distance. Forming one side of the Place stands the Djamäa el-Djedid, with its plain windowless walls, dazzlingly white dome, and square minaret, whereon at sunset the mueddin appears and calls the Faithful to prayer. Here, again, extremes meet. The monotonous voice of the priest mingles with the jingle and chatter of the French café opposite, and Europeans, sipping their bock or mazagran, watch the devout Moslems trooping into the courtyard to wash before entering the house of Allah.

Here, in this the most charmingly cosmopolitan city in the world, where subjects for the artist are presented in perfect panorama at every turn, I wandered and idled at cafés, killing time impatiently, and eagerly awaiting the day on which my mysterious desert acquaintance would go upon her pilgrimage. At last that long-wished-for Friday dawned, and leaving the city early by the gate Bab-el-Oued, I strolled through the charming Jardin Marengo, under the intensely white walls of the handsome mosque built over the shrine of Sidi Abd-er-Rahman, and then out on the road which wound up through the dark, wild ravine of the Bou-Zarea.

In the fresh, cool morning air the walk up that well-shaded road to the Frais-Vallon was delightful, even though the aloes and prickly pears were white with dust and the sun had scorched the foliage of the almond and orange trees. At the top of the glen, where the road narrowed into a footpath, I found a little Arab café, and upon a stone bench before it I seated myself to watch for the woman who held me under her spell.

This smiling, fertile country beside the sea, where grapes, olives, and sweet flowers grew in such wild abundance, was charming after the great wastes of arid sand; and while the birds sang gladly above in the cloudless vault of blue, I sat alone, smoking and sipping a tiny cup of coffee, watching the veiled women in their white baggy trousers and haicks, in pairs and singly, slowly toiling past up the steep road on their way to adore the koubba of Sidi-Djebbar.

That Zoraida should repair to this shrine was puzzling. It added considerably to the mystery which enveloped her. Sidi-Djebbar is the patron saint of divorced Arab women, and, according to a local tradition, whenever a divorced lady makes three pilgrimages to his tomb and drinks of the waters of Aioun Srakna, she will marry again before the next fast of Ramadân. Was Zoraida the divorced wife of some man who had bought her from her parents and had soon grown tired of her? Was she an outcast from the harem?

Thoughts such as these filled my mind as I watched the veiled houris pass in silent, pious procession. To distinguish one from another was impossible. The only way in which I could tell a lady from a woman of the people was by her feet and by the texture of her haick. The feet of the lower classes were bare and thrust into heavy, roughly-made slippers, while on the neat ankles of wealthier women gold bangles jingled, their feet were encased in stockings of silk, they wore tiny Paris-made patent-leather shoes, and as they brushed past, they left upon the air a scent of attar of rose. The women of Al-Islâm are seldom allowed to visit the mosques, so on Friday, their day of prayer, they go on foot to venerate the koubbas of their saints instead.

A weary journey extending over a month, had brought me at last to this spot, yet how among all these shrouded figures could I distinguish the woman I adored? Suddenly it occurred to me that, although I had taken up a position of vantage, Zoraida would not approach me, an Infidel, at any spot where she might be observed; therefore I rose and strolled leisurely on up the steep shaded track that led in serpentine wanderings among the fig trees, oranges, and vines.

Half convinced that her promise would never be kept, and that she was still in the far Sahara, I walked on very slowly for some distance. Suddenly, at a bend in the hill-path, where the wide branches of the cork oaks, the ilex, and the chêne-zeen met overhead, and the giant aloes grew abundantly, a voice amongst the leafy scrub startled me, and a short, stout figure appeared from among the foliage. Glancing round to reassure herself she was unobserved, she ran towards me. Only her eyes were visible, but they disappointed me, for I could see that they were not those of the woman for whom I was searching. She was old; her forehead was brown, wizened, and tattooed.

Art thou the Angleezi whom Allah delivered into the hands of our master Hadj Absalam? Art thou named the Amîn? she asked, almost breathlessly, in Arabic.

Yes, I replied. Who art thou?

Know, O Roumi, that I have been sent by my mistress, Zoraida Fathma, she said, drawing her haick closer with her brown, bony hand. My lady of exalted dignity said unto me, Go, seek the foreigner Cecil Holcombe, wákol loh inni moshtâk ilich. (Tell him that I am desiring to see him.)

To see her? I expected she would be here! I said.

Alas! no. The koubba of Sidi-Djebbar cannot be graced by my ladys presence this moon.

Is she here, in El Djezaïr? I asked quickly.

Yes. Although thou hast not known it, her lustrous eyes, the Lights of the Harem, hath already gazed upon thee since thy sojourn here. She desireth to have speech with thee.

When?

Two hours after the sun hath set.

And where may I see her? I asked, impatiently.

Knowest thou, O Roumi, that in the Jardin Marengo there is a path under the wall of the holy Zaouia of Sidi Abd-er-Rahman. If thou wilt meet me there under the great cedar tree when the moon hath risen, I will conduct thee to her presence. My lady hath named thee Amîn, and must see thee.

I will await thee, I replied. Go, tell thy mistress that the hours have passed at snails pace since we met, that the Amîn weareth her ring, and that he hath not forgotten.

Behold! Some one cometh! she exclaimed in alarm, as a tall Arab appeared at the bend of the path sauntering slowly in our direction. I must not be seen speaking with thee, an Infidel, within the sacred precincts of the koubba. Till to-night, sidi, slama.

And, turning quickly, the messenger from my mysterious enchantress strode onward towards the tomb of the patron saint of divorce.


Chapter Twelve.

An Oath to Messoudia.
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WITH EAGER ANTICIPATION of once again meeting Zoraida, I left the Place Bab-el-Oued, and, ascending the steep incline, entered the Jardin Marengo.

The sun had disappeared into the broad Mediterranean, flooding the sea with its lurid blaze of gold; the light had faded, the muddenin had, from the minarets of the mosques, called the Faithful to their evening devotions, and the dusky, mystic gloom had now deepened into night. From the garden, situated a hundred feet or more above the sea, on the edge of the city but within the fortifications, a beautiful picture was presented. Above, the square castellated minaret of the mosque of Sidi Abd-er-Rahman stood out distinctly against the calm night sky; below, in the hollow, the houses of the lower town clustered with a dream-like picturesqueness in every line and angle. Beyond, lay the harbour with its breakwater and tall white lighthouse; in the gently undulating water were long perpendicular twinklings of light, and against the darkness, which was not wholly dark, the bold lines and tapering masts of half a dozen vessels were sharply silhouetted. The distant strains of one of the tenderest airs from Carmen, played by the fine Zouave band, floated upward out of the shadow; and as I stood under the giant cedar which the old Arab woman had indicated, it was hard to say whether ones looking or ones listening brought a finer sense of restfulness and remoteness. It was probably the alliance of the two that gave to those moments their special fascination.
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The ancient mosque, under the walls of which I waited, was silent. Among the dark foliage lights glimmered, and overhead in the spacious quiet were a few stars. At last the air from Carmen died in its final poignant chords, the succeeding silence remained far a long time unbroken, and the moon shone forth from behind the light scud. Its white brilliance was shedding a silvery light over the trees and gravelled walks, when suddenly I saw, moving slowly in the shadow of the ilex trees, a shrouded figure approaching noiselessly, like some ghostly visitant from the graveyard of the mosque.

A few moments later the old Arab woman with whom I had made the appointment, emerged into the moonlight and halted before me.

Thou, the Amîn, the stranger from over seas, hast kept thy promise, she said, slowly. Know, O Roumi, that my lady awaiteth thee.

Whither wilt thou conduct me? I asked. Is the journey long?

No, she answered. First, before I, Messoudia, conduct thee to her, thou must swear by thine own Deity never to reveal to any one, Mussulman or Christian, her whereabouts, or, even though strange things may occur, — more remarkable than thou hast ever dreamed, — thou wilt never seek to discover their cause, neither wilt thou approach her in the future unless she commandeth thee.

The weird old womans words mystified me. In the moonlight her white-robed figure looked ghostly and mysterious, and her small dark eyes peered earnestly at me over her veil.

Why should I give such an undertaking? I asked.

Because — because it is my ladys desire. It is her words I deliver unto thee; if thou dost not obey, thou canst never enter her presence.

I hesitated. Perhaps, after all, it would be best not to go, for if I were discovered, Zoraidas life as well as mine would most probably pay the penalty. Besides, she might be already married! Some questions I had asked of her servant, when we met at the Frais-Vallon earlier in the day, were directed towards clearing up that point, but I had only received vague, evasive answers.

Noticing my indecision, the old woman continued— Thy thoughts, O Roumi, are that thy presence in my ladys apartment would be an insult to our creed. O há kki k lak annoh lise fi hâtha al-amr éhátar. (I assure thee there is no danger in that matter.)

And if I undertake to respect her wishes although my curiosity be aroused, what then? I asked, still undecided.

My lady will admit thee to her presence, and have speech with thee alone. Remember, O Infidel, she risked her life to save thee, and thou, in return, may now redeem thy promise to her.

Then I will accompany thee, I said at last, determined to see my fair Enchantress of the Desert again. And if her commands are imperative, I give my word of honour as an Englishman that I will never make inquiry regarding things I may witness, unless she giveth me sanction.

May all the blessings of Allah be extended unto thee! she replied, with evident satisfaction at my resolve, for seldom will a True Believer express such a wish to an Infidel. I, a Moslem, cannot walk with thee, but follow me, and I will lead thee unto her.

Then, drawing her haick closer, she moved onward in the deep shadow of the orange and ilex trees, while I, with mixed feelings of pleasure and distrust, strode on after her.

I had exchanged my haick and burnouse for European dress, now that I was back in Algiers. The spirit of adventure was strong within me, yet I felt curiously apprehensive of some untoward event. I was about to enter the abode of some fanatical Moslem, to converse with a woman of Al-Islâm, to tread upon ground that must always be highly dangerous to a Christian. Yet the world was before me, and there is always pleasure and excitement in plunging single-handed into its chilling depths.

Ascending the short flight of steps at the side of the mosque we emerged from the Jardin Marengo, and, turning into the broad but unfrequented Boulevard Valée, the highest point of the ancient town, we walked for some distance until nearly opposite the great grey walls of the prison, when suddenly my guide crossed the road and dived into the Arab quarter, a puzzling labyrinth of narrow crooked streets and gloomy little passages, of maze-like windings and dark impasses. As we passed down the steep, ill-lit streets, white-burnoused men were squatting in groups on the mats outside their cafés, drinking coffee, playing damma, and smoking the pipe of permanence; or inside the kahoua they lounged upon the benches, discussing the topics of the day. In the deep dens that serve as shops, shoemakers were still plying their trade, makers of horn rings were still at their primitive lathes, and embroiderers were still busily sewing in the yellow lamplight.

The streets were crowded, for it was pleasant in the evening hour, and amid the chatter of Arabic we sped on, wending our way in and out the tortuous turnings until I had no idea in what portion of the Arab quarter we were. The streets bore names in French on little plates, it is true, but after we had crossed the Rue de la Kasbah, the principal native business street, I discovered nothing that gave me a clue to the direction in which I was going. A dozen turns to right and left, now ascending through some dark tunnel-like passage, now descending where the ancient thoroughfare was wide enough to admit three asses abreast, we at last came to where two narrow streets met. Straight before us was an arched door in a great, gloomy, whitewashed house, windowless except for a few little square holes high up, protected by lattices of thick iron bars. The house was very old, built in the time of the Deys, and as my guide rapped upon the door, I noticed that the step was worn deeply by the feet of generations, and above the arch the hand of Fathma in brass was nailed to avert the evil eye.

It was a strange inartistic-looking exterior, but, ere I had time to gaze around, the heavy iron-studded door swung open, and, entering, we passed through a narrow vestibule, or skiffa, into a spacious oust, or open court, where a vine trailed above and a fountain fell gently into its marble basin. Then, for the first time since we left the Jardin Marengo, my guide spoke. In a low half-whisper, she said — 

Thy voice must not be heard. This meeting is strictly secret, therefore follow me in silence and noiselessly.

Ma ansash, I replied.

And thy promise? she whispered.

My oath bindeth me to obey her.

Then thou art truly the Amîn. Peace be unto thee, and upon thy descendants and companions, she said. Hush! make no noise. Let us seek her.

Crossing the dark courtyard, she unlocked a small door, and I followed her in. The mingled perfume of musk, geranium, and attar of rose was almost overpowering, and my feet fell with noiseless tread upon a thick, soft carpet. A great hanging lamp of filigree brass shed a welcome ray, and as we ascended the broad stair, I thought I heard whisperings and the rustle of silken garments. Upstairs, a big, handsomely-dressed negro stood apparently awaiting us, for, with a sharp, inquiring glance and the exchange of some whispered words in Kabyle dialect, which I could not distinctly catch, he conducted me along a well-carpeted passage to the end, where closed plush curtains barred our passage.

As I advanced, he suddenly drew them aside, and in a low deep voice announced me in Arabic, inviting me to enter.

Stepping forward, I gazed around in curiosity and amazement.

I was in the harem!


Chapter Thirteen.

Night in the Harem.
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AH, CE-CIL! AT last! — at last! Marhaba.

There was a movement on the other side of the dimly-lit, luxurious chamber, and from her silken divan Zoraida half rose to greet me. Reclining with languorous grace upon a pile of silken cushions, her hand outstretched in glad welcome, the jewels she wore flashed and gleamed under the antique Moorish hanging lamp with an effect that was bewildering. But alas! from her eyes to her chin a flimsy veil still concealed her features.

Taking her small white hand, I stood by the divan and looked down at her steadily in silence, then raised her fingers slowly and reverently to my lips.

The curtains had fallen; we were alone.

Presently, when we had gazed into each others eyes with tender, passionate earnestness, I addressed her in Arab simile as light of my life from the envy of whose beauty the sun was confused, and told her how slowly time had dragged along since I had escaped from the poison of the asp; how glad I was to bow once again before the Daughter of the Sun.

She listened to my affectionate words without replying. One of her little pale green slippers had fallen off, leaving a tiny bare foot lying white upon the dark silk.

Her dress was gorgeous, fully in keeping with her costly surroundings. She was a veiled enchantress in gold-spangled embroidery, filmy gauzes, and silver brocade. Her dark crimson velvet rlila, or jacket, cut very low at the throat, exposing her white, bare breast, was heavily embroidered with gold, the little chachia stuck jauntily on the side of her head was of the same hue, thickly ornamented with seed pearls, while her wide, baggy serroual, reaching only mid-leg, were of palest eau de nil silk, fine as gauze, and brocaded with tiny coloured flowers. Her vest, that showed below the rlila, was of silver brocade, and her sash, of many-coloured stripes, was looped in front, the fringes hanging gracefully. Across her forehead a string of gold sequins was stretched, with a centre-piece consisting of a great cluster of lustrous diamonds, while three particularly fine gems, set in pendants, hung upon her white brow. Around her slim, delicate throat were two splendid diamond necklaces, a dozen rows of seed pearls, and a necklet composed of large, golden Turkish coins. Suspended by four heavy gold chains about her neck was her golden perfume-bottle, encrusted with roughly-cut diamonds and sapphires; on her arms she wore mesais of gold and silver studded with gems, her fingers glittered with diamonds, and on her neat, bare ankles golden redeefs jingled.

Indeed, she was the fairest and most dazzling woman my eyes had ever gazed upon.

The air of the harem was heavy with sweet perfumes, mingling with the sensuous odour of burning pastilles. In the apartment everything betokened wealth and taste. The silken divans, with their downy, brightly-coloured cushions, the priceless inlaid tables, the genuinely antique cabinets with doors of mother-of-pearl, the Eastern rugs of beautifully-blended shades, the rich embroideries, and the profusion of flowers, all combined to render it the acme of comfort and luxury, and graced by such a bewitching vision of Eastern beauty, the scene seemed more like a glimpse of fairyland than a reality.

Thou hast not forgotten me, then? she said, raising herself slowly, and placing under her handsome head a cushion of pale primrose silk.

No, I replied. How can I ever forget thee?

Her white breast rose and fell in a deep-drawn sigh.

Already Allah, the Most Merciful, hath directed thy footsteps and vouchsafed me the felicity of conversing with thee. Thou hast kept thy promise unto me, O Cecil, for when the homards would follow us, thou didst not betray our whereabouts. Therefore I trust thee.

I assure thee that any confidence thou placest in me shall never be abused, I replied. Yet, I added, thou dost not place in me that perfect trust that I have.

Why? she asked, in quick surprise.

Still hidden from my gaze is that countenance I am longing to look upon.

Wouldst thou have me cast aside my religion? I am a woman; remember what is written, she exclaimed, half reproachfully.

The adoration of the Christian is none the less passionate than the love of the True Believer, I said. A woman is not defiled by the gaze of the man she loveth. But, I added thoughtfully, perhaps, after all, thou hast no thought of me, and my fond belief that in thy breast burneth the fire of love is only a vain delusion.

Thou — thou thinkest I can care nothing for thee — a Roumi? Why? she cried, starting up.

Because of thy refusal to unveil.

She hesitated; her brows were momentarily contracted. Her hand trembled.

Then, though I cast aside the creed of my forefathers and the commands of the Prophet, I give thee definite answer. See! With a sudden movement she withdrew a golden pin, and, tearing away her white silken veil, her countenance was revealed.

I stood amazed, fascinated, half fearing that the wondrous vision of beauty was only a chimera of my distorted imagination that would quickly fade.

Yet it was a reality. The face turned upward to mine with a merry, mischievous smile was that of Zoraida, the woman who had now so plainly demonstrated her love.
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Well, she asked, with a merry, rippling laugh, art thou satisfied? Do I please thee?

Thou art, indeed, the fairest daughter of Al-Islâm, I said, slowly entwining my arm about her neck and bending to kiss her. She was fair as the sun at dawn, with hair black as the midnight shades, with Paradise in her eye, her bosom an enchantment, and a form waving like the tamarisk when the soft wind blows from the hills of Afiou.

Her lips met mine in a long, hot, passionate caress; but at last she pushed me from her with firmness, saying — 

No, I must not — I must not love thee! Allah, Lord of the Three Worlds, Pardoner of Transgressions, knoweth that thou art always in my thoughts — yet we can never be more than friends.

Why? I asked, in dismay. May we not marry some day?

Thou art a Roumi, while I — I am a dweller in the mansion of grief.

But all things are possible, I said. If thou art afraid of thy people, trust in me. Meet me clandestinely, attired in European garments, and we will leave by the steamer for Marseilles, where we can marry.

I uttered these passionate words scarce knowing what thoughts I expressed. As soon as they had left my mouth I was filled with regret.

No. Ask me not, she replied, firmly. Already, by bringing thee hither, by unveiling before thee, and by suffering thee to kiss me, I have invoked the Wrath. The curse is already upon me, and — and, alas! I shall pay the penalty soon enough, she added, with a touch of gloomy sadness.

What dost thou mean? I asked, gazing into her beautiful, entrancing face.

It meaneth that I, Zoraida Fathma, am consumed by that sorrow and despair that is precursory of death; that Eblis hath set his fatal seal upon me — that I am doomed!

Her lustrous eyes, with their arched and darkened brows, looked into mine with an expression of intensity and desperation, and she glanced furtively, as if in fear, into the distant corner of the room, where the light from the great lamp of beaten brass did not penetrate.

Thine enigmas are puzzling, I said. What evil canst thou fear?

A shudder ran through her slim frame. Then she clutched my hand and tightly held it.

I cannot — I — It is forbidden that I should love thee, O Cecil, she said, sighing and setting her teeth firmly.

Why?

Because a greater and more insurmountable obstacle than our difference of race and creed preventeth it.

But tell me what it is? I demanded.

Isbir showhyyah, (Have patience a little), she replied. Though I may love thee, my Amîn, thou canst never be my husband. I am as much a captive as any of my slaves, and, alas! far, far more unhappy than they.

Why did she have slaves? I wondered. Slavery in Algeria had, I knew, been abolished since the overthrow of the Dey, although in the far south, beyond the Areg, the tribes still held many in bondage.

Unhappy? I cried. What is the cause of thy misery? Art thou thyself a slave, or — or art thou wedded?

She started, staring at me with a strange expression.

I — I love thee! she stammered. Is not that sufficient? If I wish at present to conceal certain facts, why dost thou desire me to tell lies to thee? To my woman Messoudia thou didst take oath to seek no further information beyond what I give thee.

True, O Zoraida, I said. Forgive me. Yet the mystery that surroundeth thyself is so puzzling.

I know, she said, with a tantalising laugh. But when a woman loves, it is imprudent of her to compromise herself; and she beat an impatient tattoo with her fingers, with their henna-stained nails, upon a derbouka lying within her reach.

I did not reply. I was engrossed in thought. All that she had said made it plainer to me that she was the wife of Hadj Absalam.

She watched me in silence. Then, with a sudden impetuousness, she sprang from her divan, and, standing up, flung her arms about my neck, kissing me passionately. The silk of her serroual rustled, her bangles jingled, and in her quick movement she lost her remaining slipper, and stood barefooted, a veritable Queen of the Harem, a houri of Paradise.

Hark! she whispered, starting in alarm as we stood locked in each others arms, while I rained kisses upon her fair face. Hark! she cried. Listen! What was that?

I held my breath, but could detect nothing.

My foolish fancy, I suppose, she added, a few moments later, after she had strained her ears to again catch the sounds that had alarmed her. Think! If we were betrayed! It would mean torture and death! she said hoarsely, and, disengaging herself from my arms, she walked quickly over to the opposite wall, and, drawing aside a heavy curtain, reassured herself that a door it concealed was securely bolted.

Returning, she flung herself upon her divan among her cushions and motioned me to a seat beside her. Then, taking from the little mother-of-pearl stool a box of embossed gold filled with cigarettes, she offered me one, and, lighting one herself, reclined with her head thrown back gazing up to me.

We are more than friends, Ce-cil, she said presently, thoughtfully watching the smoke that curled upward from her rosy lips. I only wish it were possible that I could leave this land and go to thine. Ah! If thou couldst but know how dull and colourless is my life, how rapidly my doom approaches — how horrible it all is!

What is this strange destiny that the Fates have in store for thee? I asked, mystified.

Have I not already told thee that thy curiosity cannot be satisfied?

Yes. But I love thee, I protested. Surely I may know the character of any danger that threateneth?

She shook her head, and, taking my hand, noticed upon my finger a plain gold signet ring that had belonged to my father. Slowly she drew it off and placed it upon her middle finger, saying, I take this in remembrance of to-night.

But is there nothing I can do to avert this mysterious evil which thou apprehendest? I asked.

She did not reply. With her face turned towards the painted ceiling, her dark, serious eyes gazed away into space. Her bare breast, with its profusion of pearls and diamonds, heaved and fell as she breathed, and the sweet odour of rose and geranium that pervaded her filled my nostrils with intoxicating fragrance.

Why canst thou not escape from here? I continued. If danger threateneth, fly from it. I will assist thee. And is not Allah merciful? He giveth life and death.

Hákk, she replied. Yet to leave this place unobserved would be impossible. I have been able by a ruse to gain thine admittance here, but any attempt to leave would only result in my death.

Are not thy servants amenable to bribery? I suggested.

Alas! as they are my slaves, so are they my gaolers. They are charged with my safe custody, and if I eluded their vigilance, they would pay the penalty of their negligence with their lives. Ah! thou knowest not the more terrible of the tortures practised by my people. Thou knowest not the Ennitra. Soon I shall return again to the Ahaggar, and then the Great Desert and the Atlas will separate us. For me escape is impossible. Thou wilt go to thine own land ere many moons, and — and forget me!

Never! I exclaimed, vehemently.

Thou wilt marry one of thine own women who have no prejudices, and who may go unveiled, like those who come to Mustapha at Ramadân.

No, Zoraida, I said; I love only thee.

She gazed long and earnestly into my eyes, at the same time toying with my ring.

And thou art ready to serve me implicitly? she inquired eagerly.

I am. Command me.

Then know, O Cecil, my life is at stake, she said, in a low, hoarse whisper, drawing herself up with one arm still entwined tenderly about my neck.

Why art thou threatened? I asked, in surprise.

Because I — because I am guilty of a crime; I possess the secret of a hidden marvel. Having dared to penetrate the hideous mysteries of Eblis, one of them, undreamed of and astounding, hath been revealed unto me. Its knowledge placeth in my hands a secret power that I might use with fearful effect, but the awful curse hath now fallen upon me, and I am doomed. Only thy willing assistance can save me. Yet — and she paused. Yet I feel doubtful whether thou, a Roumi, wouldst dare to undertake the mission that is necessary for my safety; whether thou couldst place sufficient confidence in me to carry out instructions which to thee may seem so extraordinary.

I have perfect trust in thee, I said. I am ready from this moment to serve thee blindly, implicitly, if I can save thee and further the prospect of our marriage.

Marriage? No! no! Do not speak of it now, she exclaimed hastily. Hast thou never heard of the truth uttered by our Harikar al-Hakim, who said, Marriage is a joy for a month and a sorrow for a life, and the paying of settlements, and the breaking of the back under a load of misery, and the listening to a womans tongue. To thee I can promise nothing, for my life may end at any moment.

But thy death can be averted. How?

By rendering me assistance thou canst save me from the awful physical and mental torture — from the horrors of the grave. Wilt thou consent to become my secret agent?

Yes. I am ready to perform any task thou mayest require of me.

Then remember the oath of secrecy thou didst take before Messoudia brought thee hither; for, first of all, thou, trusting to thine own Deity, must enter with me into the presence of the Great Unknown.

And as she touched a little silver gong, the great negro in handsome blue livery, who had announced me, entered the harem and prostrated himself before his mistress until his forehead touched the carpet; while two houris, in clinging robes of white silk, entered bearing a great gold bowl of sweet perfume in which Zoraida, with an imperious gesture, washed her hands, and bade me follow her example.

Thou wilt not be timid, she asked, even though we go voluntarily together to the very threshold of the grave; even though we may peradventure taste of the horrors of death?

No, I replied, endeavouring to remain calm.

My nerves were strung to their highest pitch, and my heart beat quickly. I stood breathless, watching one of the houris, who lit a small gold lamp that burned with a thin blue flame. What, I wondered, was the character of the strange scene I was about to witness? Zoraida, my enchanting Pearl of the Harem, and I were going together voluntarily into the presence of the Great Unknown!


Chapter Fourteen.

Seeking the Unknown.
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HAVING PLACED THE quaintly-shaped lamp on the pearl and silver stool in the centre of the harem, the negro went out, returning immediately with a small bronze urn marvellously chased, which on bended knee he carefully handed to his mistress. At a word from Zoraida, her women and the tall Soudanese prostrated themselves facing the table, pressing their foreheads to the carpet. Then, turning to me, she said in deep earnestness — 

Knowest thou that the deeds we are about to commit are a terrible sacrilege? Though thou wilt witness strange things, yet peradventure they may cost us our lives — nay, our very souls.

Why? I asked, somewhat alarmed at her sudden seriousness. Is it imperative that we should risk everything?

Every sin beareth its fruit, she replied, as, slowly rising from her divan and holding above her head the urn the negro had brought, she added, Hath not the Prophet told us that when the earth shall be shaken by a violent shock, and the mountains shall be dashed to pieces and shall become as dust scattered abroad, we shall be separated into three distinct classes? Those who have preceded others in the Faith shall precede them to Paradise. The Companions of the Right Hand shall go and dwell in the Gardens of Delight, among lote trees free from thorns and trees of mauz always fruitful; but the Companions of the Left Hand — how miserable shall they be! They who, like ourselves at this moment, invoke the secret power of Eblis the Terrible, will dwell amidst the burning winds under the shade of the great black smoke. They are the damned, for they, in their error, have gone astray in the Valley of Perdition. Then know, O Roumi! that thou hast chosen to accompany me unto the dreaded Shrine of Darkness, to seek of the beneficent Granter of Requests what is hidden, to face the terrors of the tomb, so that thou mayest hold over thy fellows a power terrific, fatal, awful!

Her eyes were dilated, filled with a strange, unnatural light, and I stood aghast at her solemn speech.

Art thou not one of the chosen? I asked. Art thou not—

Hold thy peace! she commanded. Then, holding forth the bronze urn, she exclaimed, See! in this vessel are the ashes of the great Masinissa, the Numidian king, whose body was entombed at Medrassen two thousand years ago. By their light we will search for the Great Unknown.

With a sudden movement she took from the urn a small handful of white dust, and, holding it high over the lamp, sprinkled it slowly into its faint blue flame. In a moment the place was illuminated by a white glare so brilliant that I was compelled to shade my blinking eyes with my hands, while at the same time the apartment was filled with a dense smoke of a light green hue, but so pungent as to plunge me into the agonies of asphyxiation.

Thrice she threw into the flame the ashes of the King; thrice she uttered strange words in a drawling monotone, that were repeated by the three servants who lay prostrate and appalled. Then, dipping her finger in the dust, she drew it across my forehead from left to right, and afterwards made the same sign across her own bejewelled brow and across her bare breast.

Rise, she said, turning to her servants. Bring hither the elixir. Then leave us.

All three scrambled to their feet in haste to do the bidding of their imperious mistress, and, after the lapse of a few moments, the two houris in white reappeared, one bearing a tiny bowl containing a colourless liquid, while the other brought between her fingers a long thin poignard, the hilt of which was studded with rubies and turquoises. When they had placed them beside the lamp, and the heavy curtains had fallen behind the two girls, Zoraida turned her great dark eyes upon me, exclaiming — 

Thou wilt ere long learn a wonderful secret which hath been revealed to none on earth except myself. Already hast thou taken an oath never to disclose what thou mayest see between these walls. Know, O Cecil! that by thy passionate love for me thou wilt bind thyself to one who can produce strange effects from simple causes, and who can show thee wonders undreamed of. Yonder knife and potion will bind thy soul unto mine; thou wilt become one of the Companions of the Left Hand, whose habitation is the shadowless Land of Torment, where the burning wind scorches and water scalds like boiling pitch.

Is there then no hope for those who love thee? I asked, so mystified and my senses so dulled by the curious odour of the smoke, that I scarce knew what words escaped me.

None, she replied, sighing. Neither rest, mercy, nor the Garden of Delights can fall to the lot of he who loveth me.

Why?

Because, by regaining the wondrous secret lost to the world for so many ages, the mark is set indelibly upon thee. Knowest thou not what is written in Al Korân? The Prophet hath declared that when the heavens shall be rent in sunder and shall become red as a rose and shall melt like ointment, then neither man nor genius shall be asked concerning his sin. The wicked will be known by their marks, and they shall be taken by the forelocks and the feet and cast into the place of grievous torments.

Yes, I said. But why is the search after this hidden force an act of such heinous wickedness?

Because the secret is only to be obtained at the Shrine of Darkness. Dost thou, after the warnings I have given thee, still consent to accompany me among the Companions of the Left Hand — to gain the knowledge that is forbidden?

I gazed upon her marvellous beauty. Her magnificent eyes, bright as those of the gazelle, were turned to mine with a look of earnest appeal as the little hand I held trembled with suppressed excitement. The mystic rite she had practised had intoxicated me with a burning desire to learn more of these strange revelations that she promised, and, dazzled by her loveliness, I was utterly reckless of the future.

I do not fear, I replied. I place implicit confidence in thee, and am prepared to serve thee, and to seek the wisdom so long withheld.

Ibtidâ-an, she exclaimed. Thou, the Amîn, must be inoculated with the elixir; and, taking up the gleaming poignard, she felt its point. It is a deadly decoction. One drop is sufficient to cause death, yet, strangely enough, three drops have only the effect of stimulating the brain and preparing the vision for the strange things of which thou must remain a silent witness.

Taking my hand in hers, she pushed back the sleeve of my coat, exposing my arm. Then, grasping a small rod of glass that lay beside the bowl, she dipped it in the liquid and allowed a single drop to fall upon my flesh. It burned and ate into my arm like an acid, causing me to draw back quickly in pain, but ere I realised her intention, she had raised the dagger and made a punctured wound, thus allowing the poison to enter my veins and mingle with my blood.

Quick! The second drop! she cried, dipping the rod into the bowl again.

It feels like molten metal, I gasped, drawing my arm away. It—

Do not hesitate, she exclaimed concernedly. If thou dost not receive the three drops into thy veins, the poison will prove fatal. Come, let me conclude the formality; and, grasping me firmly, she placed another spot of the acid upon my arm and punctured the flesh with her knife, repeating the operation a third time, until I had been fully inoculated with the mysterious virus.

Then, stretching forth her own well-moulded white arm, whereon I noticed several small red spots, — which she explained were the marks of previous inoculations, — she stuck the point of the dagger three times into her own delicate flesh, until the blood flowed and the fluid she had placed upon the spots was wholly absorbed.

Casting the dagger from her with an expression of repugnance, she passed her hand quickly across her brow, saying — 

Henceforward, O Cecil, an affinity existeth between us. Though deserts, mountains, and rolling seas may separate us, our souls will hold converse. We shall no longer be strangers.

The poison was taking effect upon me. Its action was slow, but a strange, sickening giddiness crept over my brain, a feeling that the objects around me were gradually fading. Even Zoraidas voice sounded hollow and distant in the dreamy half-consciousness that the secret decoction of my enchantress produced.

Was she, so young, so eminently handsome, so bewitching, the ingenious sorceress who, according to the rumour current among the Spahis, directed the movements of Hadj Absalam and his daring band of outlaws? Could it be possible that beneath those fair features was a heart so brutal and depraved as to plot murder, robbery, and horrible atrocities? As she stood before me in her dainty silks and flashing gems, she had no appearance of a wild freebooter and desert-wanderer, but rather that of an Oriental child of Fortune into whose languorous life the demon ennui had entered.

Had she not, however, called herself the Daughter of the Sun? Was not that the name by which the homards knew the guiding star of the murderous Ennitra?

Hearken, O Cecil! she said, placing her hand suddenly to her breast as if a pain shot through her heart. The inoculation is accomplished, and life is now fast ebbing — we are dying—

Poisoned! I gasped, alarmed. Thou dost not mean that the three punctures will prove fatal?

Thou, the Amîn, hast placed thy faith in me. Of a verity will I reveal unto thee that which is known to me alone. Only by thus inviting death can we seek converse with the Great Unseen who ruleth the Kingdom of Shades. Our mental power, our sensibility, our very souls must be severed from our bodies and concentrated into separate existence, ere we may seek the knowledge that giveth us power. Even now at this moment our souls are parting from our bodies, the dim spark of life flickers, and we stand together on the threshold of the grave!

I was touched and awed by the extraordinary change that came over her while she had been speaking. Something in her tone appealed to my sympathy, while at the same time her words made my heart sink. A woman lying in her coffin, ready to be buried alive, might have had such a strain in her voice. Her face was white, with that ghastliness which comes in extreme moments to a brunette, and her eyes, starting from their sockets, burned with a dusky, deep-set brilliance. When her voice, that sounded in my ears like a far-off wail, had ceased, she stood motionless, and her countenance assumed an inscrutable mask of quiet, almost serene resignation, behind which something suggested immeasurable depths of poignant suffering. Pale, haggard, and deathlike, she gazed at me with dry, half-parted lips. Then I saw in her wild eyes the fearful but unmistakable light of madness!

I was appalled at the slow, mysterious transformation of the woman I loved.


Chapter Fifteen.

At the Shrine of Darkness.
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UNDER THE SINGULAR magnetism of her lustrous eyes, I stood dazed, speechless, fascinated. My head throbbed with the burning of fever, my throat contracted, my limbs trembled as if palsied, and my heart was filled with an all-consuming terror.

Truly I was on the brink of the grave; I was peering into the yawning chasm of the Unknown. Suddenly an awful thought occurred to me. Was Zoraida, my idol, insane?

Bewildered and blinded in the rose-mist of happiness, the deepest significance of her strange actions had been entirely lost to me. Love had predominated everything, for the gracefulness of my Pearl of the Harem had so far surpassed expectation, so dwarfed all former visions of feminine attractiveness, that I had been struck to the heart by her first glance after the veil had fallen from her countenance. Therefore, was it not possible that, in failing to regard her extraordinary acts as those of a person whose mind was unbalanced, I had foolishly allowed myself to fall a victim to her homicidal tendencies? Though I strove to remain calm, I involuntarily shuddered. I tried to speak, but my tongue clave to the roof of my mouth and refused to articulate.

Al-ân. We are ready, she exclaimed at last, still keeping her bright eyes fixed upon me. With our souls distinct from our bodies, we may now seek the knowledge withheld from mankind. Thou hast, I know, believed me to be a common charlatan, a sorceress who imposeth upon those who put their faith in occult arts. Now, however, that we love each other; now that our souls are wedded in the Unseen, I will invoke the revelation of the extraordinary secret, which, if it pleaseth the Great Unknown, thou shalt hold as my pledge. Prepare thine eyes for the witnessing of strange marvels, and follow me.

Walking towards me, she raised her face to mine, kissing me fondly, then, slowly drawing back, she passed her hand quickly over her aching forehead, and, bidding me accompany her, tottered forward to the hidden door which previously in the evening she had ascertained was secure.

Addonya dâr gorour, (The world is a house of deceit), she said, drawing a small key from her bosom. In the grave there is none. Hovering as we now are, between life and death, with the conquest of the soul over the impulses of the body, we may catch a glimpse of the Unknown. Therefore, let us go down and search for light at the Shrine of Darkness. Náhhi hâtha.

The ancient key grated in the lock, and the ponderous door swung slowly open, revealing a narrow stone passage, the darkness of which was cavernous and impenetrable. Taking up the lamp into which she had sprinkled the ashes of Masinissa, she passed through the door, bidding me close it and follow her. Her face was pale and determined, and her wealth of dark hair, that had become unbound, fell to her waist in luxuriant profusion. I crossed the threshold into the close, damp passage, and pulling the door behind me it clanged loudly, the lock securing itself with an ominous snap.

I knew I was a prisoner in this, the innermost and secret chamber of the harem, and held my breath in expectation and alarm. Her sequins tinkled as she walked firmly and upright with the little lamp held high above, as down the long stone corridor that was evidently cut in the thickness of the wall I stumbled on after her, with reeling head and unsteady gait. A strange, sickly odour of cinnamon and musk filled my nostrils, the air was hot and offensive, and upon the rough-hewn walls lodged the dust of ages. A door at the end of the passage groaned as she pushed it open, and the dim light revealed a passage still narrower, running at right angles to that which we had traversed. Down this we walked in silence, until our progress was barred by a thick curtain of dark plush.

Halting, she turned towards me. In her countenance a change had been effected that startled me. The poison with which she had inoculated herself had wrought a terrible transformation. Round her fine, clear, luminous eyes were large dark rings that gave her bloodless face an expression of haggard hideousness, the bloom of youth had faded from her cheeks, now sunken, and her mouth was hard and drawn, showing the agony she was suffering.

Thou art ill, I exclaimed in alarm. Let me assist thee.

No, she replied huskily. It is the crucial test. Preserve thine own courage, and now, ere we enter the Shrine of Darkness that is the portal of the Kingdom of Shades, let me urge thee, O Cecil! to maintain a level head and clear judgment. Examine what thou seest by the light of reason. Thou hast bound thyself irrevocably to me by the burning of the ashes and the puncture of the poignard, and together we are seeking that knowledge that will give us power over our fellow-creatures. Ours is a solemn investigation, to be undertaken in no spirit of idle curiosity or frivolity, for of a verity we are both fast sinking to the grave, and it is only in our dying moments that the Great Secret of the Unseen World that is forbidden to the living may be revealed unto us.

I fear not while thou art my companion, I replied, determined not to betray nervousness, although the sickening and excruciating pains in my head caused everything to appear dim and hazy as a dream.

And to the world thy lips will remain for ever sealed? Awa lam? she asked in earnestness.

I have pledged myself to preserve silence, I replied.

Then enter to the Shrine, and perfect peace be upon thee, she said, summoning all her courage and drawing aside the curtain.

Upon the threshold of a grim, dark chamber I stood dumbfounded and amazed at the strange sight that presented itself to my gaze. The apartment was not very large, but the roof was vaulted, the arches were curiously wrought, and by the ruddy light diffused by a single hanging lamp, I saw it was a weird and altogether extraordinary place. Upon the floor was a black carpet, soft as velvet, around the walls were several rich divans, and behind a fine latticework of marble at the farther end of the luxurious dungeon — for such it seemed to be — was a circular altar of agate, jasper, and gold, over which a burning censer of gold was swung by an unseen hand. Behind the altar a large luminous star shone above with a dull red glow, and upon the altar itself stood a small brazier which, burning brightly, rendered the atmosphere close and oppressive.

Such was the extraordinary scene that met my dazzled eyes as I moved forward into the secret chamber.

Zoraida, rushing wildly on before me and uttering a loud cry, fell upon her knees before the altar, bowing until her lips touched the carpet, at the same time murmuring some strange incantation that I could not understand. So rapidly did she repeat the words, and so quickly she swayed her body backwards and forwards, that she was at last seized with hysteria. Suddenly regaining her feet, she raised her hands above her head, uttering a curious supplication in some language with which I was unacquainted.

At that moment I made an alarming discovery. There was a slight movement on the carpet, and, bending to examine it, I was horrified to find that upon the floor were venomous snakes! On the divans asps were lying, with their flat heads erect within their coils, together with vipers and scorpions. On every side tiny brilliant eyes seemed watching us, and now and then a slight hiss was heard from the remoter corners of the place. But Zoraida heeded them not. At the door she had kicked off her embroidered slippers, and now walked barefooted among the reptiles.

When she had concluded her strange prayer, she crossed the chamber hastily, and, tossing the velvet cushions and striped silk covering from one of the divans, there was disclosed an ancient tomb of carved sardonyx that was crumbling by age.

Grasping my hand, she then led me to the altar, whispering to me to prostrate myself before it. Hand in hand we passed the marble screen and threw ourselves down, kissing the ground; then, as we rose, she drew from her breast a small stiletto and pricked her wrist three times with its keen point. Holding it over the burning brazier, she allowed the blood to drip slowly into the fire, each drop hissing loudly as it touched the live coals.

Once she groaned, and a shudder went over her like the passing of the wind of sundown over still water. Then, in a firm voice, she exclaimed — 

Blessed be they who overcome human folly, vanity, and error. Blessed be they to whom the wondrous manifestations of the Terrible Unknown are accorded, for they shall be concealed under the dome of magnificence, and veiled by the curtain of purity. We, Companions of the Left Hand, on whom, alas! no peace resteth, present ourselves in quest of the knowledge of the Crescent of Glorious Wonders, so that our lives may be united and our happiness assured. Fervently pray we that an assurance of favour may be granted unto us, and that the Great Secret, dead to the world through so many ages, may be revealed.

Scarcely had she uttered these words, when from the still swinging censer there rose a single puff of thick smoke. Zoraida was watching for it, and as the smoke dissolved, she remarked to me in low, impressive tones — 

Behold! our petition hath been stamped by the seal of response! It is well. Our quest will not be in vain. Then, after a pause, she added, Thou, O Roumi! hast believed I am a sorceress and a charlatan. Come hither.

She walked to the sarcophagus, and, grasping the stone that formed the lid, pushed it off with almost superhuman effort, so that it fell heavily down behind. Then, taking up the lamp she had brought, she held it over the stone coffin and bade me gaze into it. With eager eyes I obeyed her, but started back in horror.

It contained a corpse!

An old man of pale complexion, with long white beard, and dressed in the habiliments of the grave, lay stretched with upturned face, motionless in death.

This man, a holy marabout, died, and entered the Garden of Delights three years ago, yet, behold! his body hath not decayed. His misery hath been changed to peace and his grief to tranquillity, she observed. That he is actually dead prove for thyself. Touch him.

I bent, placing my hand upon his white cheek. Its contact thrilled me. It seemed icy as marble! The sightless eyes seemed to gaze into mine with a grim, stony stare, and I drew away my hand as if I had been stung.

Howa-thâ! she cried. I will prove further that there is no life; and, raising the knife in her hand, she plunged it into the breast of the corpse.

Art thou satisfied that he is really dead? asked Zoraida grimly.

Yes, I answered, shuddering, for my whole surroundings in that subterranean Chamber of the Serpents were so uncanny, that I began to long for light and fresh air. Was she performing all these strange rites merely for the purpose of impressing and mystifying me; or was she an enthusiastic devotee of some secret sect of Al-Islâm? To poison ones self before invoking the aid of the occult seemed an extraordinary proceeding, and the whole of the rites were so curious, that, fascinated as I was by the mysticism of the East, I regarded them with the most intense interest.

At the Shrine of Darkness death loseth its sting, she said. To communicate with Eblis, the Terrible, it is necessary that one who is already a dweller in the Garden of Delights shall return to life and assist us. Here, in this charnel-house, the abode of death and of the serpents, strange knowledge may be imparted; but ere we proceed further, the sacrifice must be made.
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Snatching up a viper that lay coiled upon one of the divans, she grasped it dexterously near the head, and, walking to the altar, held it for a few moments above the burning brazier, repeating some weird words, then, as the reptile squirmed under the pain, she dropped it upon the burning coals.

Flinging herself upon her knees, with her hands outstretched above her head, she again invoked the aid of the mysterious Power. Pushing back her hair, that had fallen over her shoulders, she again rose, and, coming towards me, exclaimed — 

Watch, and I will reveal unto thee the terrible power of Eblis that hath been imparted unto me. Cathâ!

She looked more haggard than before. The strain upon her nerves was evidently awful. Taking my hand, she led me back to the sarcophagus, repeating some words in such a low tone as to be inaudible. Suddenly she dashed forward, and with her right hand made mysterious passes over the face of the corpse.

Sidi Mammar ben-Mokhala, chosen of the Merciful. Peace! Again I call upon thee, holy man of the Faith, tenant of the tomb of dignity and light of the eyes of the discerning, to assist this Roumi to the sight of the Crescent of Wonders, for none save myself knoweth aught of the way thither. Blessing upon thee, and great peace on those who went before thee!

She paused. There was a wild look in her eyes, and her bare bosom heaved and fell quickly.

Arise! she cried in a loud voice. I, Zoraida Fathma, Daughter of the Sun, command thy soul and body to reunite for brief space, so that thou mayest minister at this our sacred Shrine.

A sound came from the ancient stone tomb like a long, deep-drawn sigh. There was a slight movement, and then, as I gazed in speechless expectancy, the corpse of the aged marabout slowly rose from its resting-place, white, rigid, and ghastly. The amazing resurrection appalled me. I stood with bated breath, my eyes were riveted upon the weird figure, and I was rooted to the spot. The hair upon my head was lifted as corn is lifted when the wind ceases suddenly, and the sweat rolled from my brow. Truly, this mysterious woman to whom I had voluntarily and blindly bound myself was gifted with some weird power that was utterly amazing and incomprehensible.


Chapter Sixteen.

The Crescent of Glorious Wonders.
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SLOWLY THE DEAD marabout stepped from his tomb and stood erect before me.

He glided mechanically, rigidly; his limbs did not bend, neither did his eyes move. In his grave-clothes he looked hideous, for so thin was his face that the bones could be seen beneath the brown withered skin, and his fleshless fingers with long nails had the appearance of talons.

Thou hast never before witnessed the return of the dead to the world! Zoraida exclaimed, noticing how scared I was.

Is he really dead? I asked, feeling somewhat sceptical, and beginning to think I was being imposed upon by some ingenious trickery.

Dead? I call thee to witness! she cried, and again drawing her long, keen dagger, she plunged it for the second time into his side.

There was no doubt that it had penetrated.

Enough! I gasped. It is sickening.

Thou art at last convinced. Good! she said, withdrawing the knife. Then, turning to the man she had recalled from the grave, she addressed him — 

Greeting to thee who followeth the guidance. Thou who hast enjoyed the pleasures of the Garden of Delights among the Companions of the Right Hand, and hast tasted the sweet waters of Salsabil, knowest the Secret of the Crescent. I, who fear the Omnipotent Avenger, command thee to intercede, that I may gain knowledge whereby to triumph over the Satans of Eblis — on whom may the Merciful not have mercy — and henceforward find perfect peace.

Zoraida looked frightened herself, trembling like a slender cord suspended in a well, yet standing erect and queenly, with her jewels flashing and gleaming with dazzling brilliancy. To her words, however, the marabout made no reply. He remained motionless as a statue, gazing straight at me with his black glassy eyes.

Picking up an asp, a symbol of the Aïssáwà, that was darting over the carpet, Zoraida placed it in his icy hand. His bony fingers gripped the reptile as in a vice as slowly he moved across the strange apartment, and, without uttering a sound, sacrificed it on the blazing brazier.

Motioning me to kneel, and sinking upon her knees at my side, the woman I adored twisted a serpent around her head, and flung herself forward with her lips pressed to the sable carpet. Venomous reptiles were around us, but none ventured to attack. Indeed, she had kicked a viper aside with her bare foot as unconcernedly as if it had been an almond husk.

Strange passes were being made by the dead saint, standing at the altar with his back to us, and as he performed the mystic rite in silence I noticed that the smoke from the censer became thicker, and the fire in the brazier glowed until the iron seemed at white heat. Bowing slowly three times, the marabout stretched forth his hands above his head, and, turning, faced us.

Zoraidas strained voice broke the silence.

Blessed be he to whom the lifetime of the ruby is as the lifetime of the rose. O thou of exalted dignity, behold me, the least and least worthy of all them that praise the One worthy of praise. May I never endure prosperity as a gift from the accursed, for I seek the Secret of the Crescent, and ask of the One of unbounded favour and infinite bounty that which thou alone canst reveal.

Again the marabout faced the altar, again he made passes over the fierce fire. The censer, still kept swinging by some unseen power, emitted a column of thick smoke, the odour of which, at first sulphurous, then sensuous and overpowering, caused me to feel intolerably drowsy. Then suddenly, with a noise as loud as the firing of a pistol, a great rent appeared in the stone front of the altar, as the slab of jasper broke in twain and a portion fell to the ground.

Lo! it is at last revealed! cried Zoraida, turning to me excitedly. Life remaineth unto us! The poison will take no further effect, since we shall possess the Great Secret.

Bowing to earth, the marabout approached close to the altar, and, dropping upon one knee, placed his hand in the aperture that had been so suddenly created. From the hole he drew forth a semicircular box of time-stained leather, about twelve inches across, and, opening it carefully, took therefrom a piece of rusted iron, shaped in the form of a crescent, about two inches wide in the centre and tapering to horns at each end. Its form was almost like a sickle, covered with strange hieroglyphics deeply graven, and it was about a quarter of an inch in thickness in every part, with a notch in the centre, as if another portion that had once been welded to it had been broken away.

Zoraida, still kneeling, eagerly watched the ghastly figure, who, bowing once again, held the strange object over the flame until it became heated.

Beseech of the Power, O Sidi Mammar ben-Mokhala, if the secret may be wholly revealed unto the Roumi, she said in a loud, clear voice.

Again the corpse that had been awakened from its sardonyx casket bowed and raised its hands aloft in obedience to her request, as we all three watched the censer. The thin column went slowly up, but the puff of thick smoke — that seemed to be regarded as a sign of the affirmative — was not emitted. Yet again the marabout bowed in silent intercession, but, though we waited for some minutes, no reply was vouchsafed.

Thou art not a True Believer, O Cecil, Zoraida said, in bitter disappointment. The Great Secret, although revealed unto me, is withheld from thy knowledge. Alas that it should be so! Truly I bear the yoke of misfortune and taste the venom of grief.

Of what use is the Crescent? I said, regarding with curiosity the rusted relic in the bony hand of the aged marabout.

It is the will of the Unseen that thou mayest not know its Secret, she replied. Therefore I can reveal nothing.

But surely thou mayest tell me what it is for?

Not at present. Have patience until thou hast passed beyond the portals of this, the Kingdom of Shades.

The silent priest, having heated the iron sufficiently, placed it upon a great gold tray, which Zoraida procured from a corner of the chamber and held for him; then she went out, bearing it with her, and announcing her intention of returning again immediately. Before the broken altar the man from the tomb stood immovable as a statue, his hands uplifted; and there was no sound save the hissing of a snake, hiding in a corner where the light did not penetrate.

Five minutes elapsed; they seemed an hour. When Zoraida re-entered, she bore the mysterious Crescent in her hand, and, strangely enough, her face had assumed much of its usual beauty. In her eyes a look of happiness and contentment had succeeded that expression of mad despair that had for the last half-hour spoiled her countenance, and she appeared to have derived every satisfaction from the strange rites she had practised.

At last, she cried, the Great Secret is again mine! A year ago I discovered its existence, but the mere suggestion of its use seemed so utterly absurd, that I hesitated to seek death by the deadly potion until absolutely compelled.

Wert thou compelled to-night? I ventured to inquire.

Yes. Thou knowest I love thee. It was for thy sake that I sought the Great Secret. Thou wert not afraid, and gave me courage to knock at the gate of the dreaded Kingdom of Shades — to face the King of Terrors.

And yonder marabout? What of him?

He will return to the green banks of the river Al Cawthar, whence I called him to do my bidding and act as intermediary. See! I will send him back unto his sepulchre.

Advancing to where the ghastly figure was standing with transfixed gaze without moving a muscle, she placed her hand firmly upon his shoulder.

Know, O Sidi Mammar ben-Mokhala! thy work hath ended. Thou mayest return to the Shadow of the Lote Tree, and to the houris awaiting thee in the Garden beside the ever-flowing stream. May the blessing of Allah — Gracious Bestower of abundant benefits — ever rest upon thee and thy sons sons, and may the Destroyer of Mankind — on whom may the Merciful not have mercy — have no power over them. To thy grave I command thee to return, to rest until I again seek thine aid to triumph over Eblis.

She grasped his cold thin hand, and he allowed himself to be led to the sarcophagus as meekly as a lamb. Into his stone coffin he stepped, and then sank back and disappeared. A few moments later, Zoraida beckoned me, and, standing beside the great sardonyx tomb, I peered in. The marabout lay stretched out as before, with wide-open, sightless eyes, and when I touched his cheek, it was hard and icy cold.

There is no life. See! she said, and, taking the knife, she once again plunged it into the corpse, afterwards withdrawing it and replacing it in the velvet sheath hanging at her girdle.

The old man had again returned to the Great Unknown, leaving Zoraida in possession of the curiously-wrought piece of metal, the fantastic inscription upon which puzzled me greatly.


Chapter Seventeen.

Strange Confidences.
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GRADUALLY THE GOLDEN censer ceased swinging; the fire in the brazier slowly died out, and the only light in the mysterious chamber was shed by the blue flame of the lamp that had guided our footsteps thither.

Come, let us return, she said, with a shudder. She took up the lamp and gazed into the cavernous darkness where the light did not penetrate. Suddenly, just as she was about to turn towards the door, she noticed my face, and became alarmed.

Ah! she cried, horrified. I had forgotten thee. See; thine eyes are already glazing. Thou art dying!

Dying? I gasped, holding my breath.

Yes. Thou hast not learned the Secret of the Crescent, therefore thou art not rendered invulnerable against the hand of the King of Terrors. The poison hath done its work, and thy spark of life will die out like yonder brazier.

Why? Dost thou mean that thou hast actually murdered me?

I am no murderess, she answered, reproachfully. Thou hast submitted to the fatal inoculation, yet to every poison there is an antidote. Then, drawing from her breast a little jewelled scent-bottle, about the size and shape of a pigeons egg, that was suspended by a chain around her neck, she removed the cap and shook into the hollow of her hand a small quantity of a dark brown powder.

See! place this upon thy tongue and swallow it. Life and health will return to thee, and no ill effects wilt thou feel to-morrow of thy near approach to the Realm of Silence.

She emptied it into my hand, and I swallowed it. The drug was bitter as gall and burned my mouth with fiery pungency, but ere I could make another observation, she had snatched up the lamp and was disappearing through the arched doorway. Following, we retraced our steps along the gloomy corridors, until at last she pushed open a door, and we found ourselves back again in the fragrant, luxurious harem.

Placing the lamp upon one of the little tables of ebony and pearl, she sank upon her divan exhausted, but still grasping the Crescent. Her long hair strayed over her shoulders and breast, and as she lay back in utter abandon she panted as if the strain of the past hour had been too great. Taking one of the great silken cushions I placed it tenderly under her wearied head, then sank upon my knee at her side.

Tell me, Zoraida, I said. Tell me more of the strange scenes which I have just witnessed. What giveth thee the wondrous power to recall the dead from the grave, and invoke the assistance of the Great Unknown?

Turning her brilliant eyes to mine, she hesitated.

True, O Cecil, she exclaimed, after a short, silent interval, I have power that is not vouchsafed to some; but what thou hast seen to-night is not so wonderful as the secret contained within this piece of Damascus steel; and she raised the Crescent for me to gaze upon.

What secret can a piece of metal possibly contain? I inquired, almost inclined to laugh at her earnest assertion.

Thou thinkest that I fool thee, she answered in a tone of reproach. I tell thee, nevertheless, that knowledge of certain things giveth me power over both friend and enemy, power that I use at will for good or for evil. They who are cursed from my lips find no solace in this life, and descend to Eblis, where hot winds blow and there is no water; but those who have my blessing prosper, grow wealthy, and find peace.

Have I thy blessing?

Thou hast, she murmured calmly, raising her lips to mine in a long, fierce caress. My wishes are that thou mayest find happiness and riches, and that thou mayest receive the mercy of the Merciful is my heartfelt desire.

My only happiness is at thy side, I said, with fervent promptitude.

Ah! it is, alas! but brief, she replied, sighing. There are circumstances which prevent our marriage — even though we love each other so well.

Circumstances? What are they? Tell me. Thou always speakest in enigmas.

The first and most serious is the uncertainty of my life. Even to-night I may die; and she raised her finely-moulded hand and thoughtfully examined my ancient signet ring upon her finger.

Absurd! I said. What ground hast thou for such gloomy apprehensions? Art thou not safe here, surrounded by every luxury, with slaves to do thy bidding, and guarded from every evil?

Not from every evil, she replied slowly. When thou art absent, unhappiness consumeth me, and sadness, like a corrosive acid, eateth away all life and gaiety from mine heart.

But I may see thee more often, surely? How long wilt thou remain here?

I cannot tell, she answered, speaking like one in a dream. To-morrow thou mayest only find my corpse.

Bah! Why entertain Despair when Joy desireth to dwell within thine heart? We love each other, and may meet often, even though these mysterious circumstances of which thou speakest may, for a time, prevent our marriage.

With a look of bitter sorrow she shook her head, replying, No. We must not meet, or our friendship may prove fatal. When I invited thee hither, it was to impart to thee the secret of the Crescent of Glorious Wonders that would give thee power to work for our mutual benefit. But, alas! thou, an infidel, mayest not learn the extraordinary truth; the Unseen hath decreed that thou shalt remain in the outer darkness called Ignorance.

But how can I act in order to break down this strange barrier that precludeth our happiness? Hast thou — hast thou already a husband?

She started. Her lips quivered, and the colour left her cheeks.

If I had a husband, I should not ask thee hither, neither would I dare to enter the Kingdom of Shades with thee, a lover. To endeavour to learn my secret at present will be futile. Suffice it for thee to know that there is more mystery to penetrate than thou hast ever dreamed of, and that only by seeking knowledge from afar canst thou hope ever to bring us nearer to each other — to—

A sigh finished the sentence.

I am prepared to do anything, to go anywhere, to render thee service, I replied, pressing her jewelled fingers to my lips.

Then hearken, she said, raising herself upon her arm and looking earnestly at me. The secret of this, the Crescent of Glorious Wonders, is forbidden thee; yet if thou darest to travel to a distant country far away over the waterless regions beyond the Touareg; if thou wilt penetrate the lands of hostile tribes in the disguise of a True Believer, thou canst learn that which will give thee wealth and power, and will at last bring us together.

To marry?

Yes. To marry.

Tell me all I must do, I exclaimed excitedly. Can I learn that which thou callest the Great Secret?

Alas! it is impossible, she replied. If thou wilt undertake this perilous journey, thou shalt carry with thee the Crescent of Glorious Wonders as my pledge that I do not deceive thee, and as a talisman which, if thou canst learn its secret, will make thee wealthy beyond the dreams of avarice.

But what of thyself — what of happiness with thee?

Until thou hast accomplished thy mission, I shall remain with my clansmen awaiting thee. Remember, whatever gossip thou mayest hear, or whatever may be revealed to thee about myself, seek no explanation. Set out upon thy journey as soon as possible, and travel on the wings of haste, for the way is long and the approach difficult. My movements concern thee not until thy return, for although to-night thou art here in the harem, do not forget the awful fate that awaiteth women of Al-Islâm who hold converse with Infidels. Therefore, before I give thee instructions, swear by thine own Deity, thine Allah, to heed nothing that thou mayest see or hear concerning me, but perform thy journey speedily, and learn the Great Secret ere thou seekest any explanation.

I swear I will obey thee unswervingly. I will act upon thy commands as blindly and devotedly as I have to-night.

Then know, O Cecil, she said, regaining her feet slowly and standing erect before me, there is but one spot on earth where the Great Secret may be imparted unto thee, now that it hath been withheld even at the portal of the Land of Shades. Before thou mayest again enter my presence, thou must have gained the power and the riches that it can bestow. Whilst thou art in the distant Desert I shall not forget thee; it is even possible that secret communications may pass between us, for do not forget that in future a fatal affinity existeth between our souls, and that, irrespective of distance, we may have a dream-like consciousness of each others well-being. Her dark eyes fixed upon me seemed to hold me with a strange magnetism. Truly I was under her spell. Even in the brief space that had elapsed, she had now entirely reassumed her marvellous beauty. Stretching forth her hand she poured water from an ewer of chased silver into two drinking-cups. Over them both she passed her fingers swiftly, and then sipped one of them. The sweet odours that hung about the harem had caused a dryness in my throat, and, raising the other cup to my lips, I took several gulps, while she regarded me keenly.

Shall I always know thy whereabouts? I asked eagerly.

No. There will be a certain affinity between our thoughts, but I shall remain hidden from thee until thou hast returned.

For a few moments we were silent. She was no longer haggard and cold as she had been while the poison coursed through her veins, but the rose-garden of her beauty had forthwith recovered its freshness; in the delicate, rounded limbs and bust there glowed the natural warmth and yielding softness of flesh and blood. Her great lustrous eyes, standing well apart under her darkened brows, the broad white forehead, the perfect nose, the small, well-formed mouth, the pearly teeth, the rounded chin, each added grace to grace. Her beauty was perfect.

Wilt thou remain here, or go back to the Desert with thy tribe? I asked, gazing at her enraptured.

To — to the Desert — peradventure, she replied hesitatingly. If the homards are thrown off our scent.

What! are thy people about to resume their murderous marauding expeditions? I asked in surprise.

I — I know not, Cecil, she replied, laying her hand upon my arm. I would prevent their terrible crimes if I could, but, alas! it is impossible. Thou knowest not in what constant peril I exist, or — or how unhappy is my life. A single imprudent word may seal my fate. I may be tied in a sack even to-night, and cast into the sea!

How can I help thee? How can I save thee? I asked, with eagerness.

Only by undertaking the journey of which I have already spoken, she answered slowly. If thy mission is accomplished successfully, then thou wilt rescue me from a cruel fate — a fate far worse than death.


Chapter Eighteen.

A Hidden Tragedy.
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SO EARNESTLY SHE spoke that I felt convinced there was in her life some hideous mystery, and that those who held power over her she regarded with abject terror. Besides, her frequent allusions to the uncertainty of her life made it plain that she was apprehensive of a swift and terrible doom.

Though some of her words and actions were, strange and incomprehensible, and the effects I had witnessed at the weird Shrine of Darkness had, I reflected, been probably produced by some kind of mechanical ingenuity, yet there was something even more remarkable about this Pearl of the Harem than her entrancing beauty. Her actions led me to the conclusion that she was actually the woman reputed by the Ennitra to be possessed of superhuman power, and every moment I now spent in her company deepened my curiosity concerning her.

The mystery by which she was enveloped was puzzling. I felt myself bewildered.

That she was well versed in Oriental mystic, rites was certain, but whether she had actually produced the results I had witnessed without some ingenious trickery I was half inclined to doubt.

Nevertheless, I loved her blindly. Her beauty fascinated me, and her words in soft, musical Arabic that fell upon my ears entranced me.

Then thou wilt go? she said fondly, entwining her arm around my neck. Thou, the Amîn, to whom may the Bestower of Good Gifts be merciful, art willing to face all the terrors of the long journey for my sake?

Yes, Zoraida, I replied, looking straight into her dark orbs. Already thou hast saved my life. If it lieth within my power I will save thine.

Then we must lose no time, she exclaimed suddenly. Leaving me, she crossed the harem, and took a sheet of paper and an ink-horn from a little cabinet inlaid with silver and mother-of-pearl, returning to where I was standing. Sinking upon her soft divan, she spread out the paper upon a little coffee-stool, and wrote in Arabic character the following: — 

O revered servant of Allah, learned and mighty, thou whose face is as a lamp unto those who walk in the darkness and in error stray from the path, unto thee I send salutation. The One Worthy of Praise made earth for a carpet, and it is written upon the tablet that Allah, Giver of Good Gifts, is the living One. May he who despiseth the revelation enter into the Companionship of the Left Hand, and dwell for ever in Al Sâhira. To seek an elucidation of the Great Mystery, the Roumi, into whose hands have I given the Crescent of Glorious Wonders, journeyeth afar unto thee. Know, O Friend, deadly peril surroundeth me. Of a verity the day hath come when the Great Secret may be revealed, for by its knowledge my life may be spared. Wherefore I beseech thee to grant him audience, and direct his footsteps into the valley of felicity, for assuredly mine enemies may be dumbfounded if thou wiliest.

In fear have we flown into the refuge of patience, praying to the Answerer of our Supplications to grant us endurance. When our prayer for the Great Elucidation hath been responded to, the skirts of thine innocence shall be purified from the mire of suspicion, and — if it pleaseth Allah — by the blessing of thy devotions will our petition be heard, and from us will our affliction be removed. May the Beneficent Granter of Requests be gracious unto the Roumi and give him prosperity. Upon thee likewise be perfect peace. Sister.

As she carefully penned the intricate lines, I noticed for the first time that across the back of her right hand — the hand that bore my ring — was a small red scar about an inch in length, and I silently wondered how it had been caused.

There, she exclaimed at last, as she appended with a flourish the characters Okht which apparently she used as her signature, together with the Crescent of Glorious Wonders convey this my message to Hadj Mohammed ben Ishak, the chief imam of the mosque at Agadez. He will understand my desire. Tell him that thou hast accompanied me unto the Shrine of Darkness, where I recovered the key to the hidden mystery, but that knowledge was, alas! not imparted to thee. He will then instruct thee how to act.

To Agadez? I echoed, dismayed, remembering that it lay far south beyond the Great Sahara, with nearly two thousand miles of trackless and almost waterless wilderness between it and civilisation.

Yes; I told thee that the only spot where knowledge can be given thee, and by which thou canst effect my rescue, was far distant. Dost thou fear to travel thither?

I hesitated in uncertainty. Well I knew how tedious and perilous would be the long journey, for the hostility of the tribes through whose country I should have to pass constituted a terror even as great as the enormous difficulties and frightful hardships that I must encounter for many weeks, perhaps months, in the Great Sahara itself. But the earnest look of pleading in her splendid eyes decided me.

I will go, Zoraida. If it is thy will, I shall start to-morrow, I said.

Thou wilt traverse the Great Desert for my sake — for my sake? she exclaimed, kissing my hand as I took the missive she had folded. When I named thee the Amîn I was not mistaken. Hadj Mohammed will be expecting thee.

Why?

Because he will receive early knowledge that the Crescent of Glorious Wonders is in thy custody. Remember, if lost, it could never be replaced, having been revealed and given unto us by the Power that is all-powerful. Thou wilt undertake this mission in order to save my life, to save me from the horrible fate that threateneth to overwhelm me. When the Secret hath been imparted, and thou hast used it according to instructions that will be given by the aged chaplain of the daily prayers, then wilt thou return to me — and to peace.

But how shall I find thee? Many moons may perchance rise and fade ere I return to Algiers.

Assuredly I shall know thy whereabouts, she replied briefly. Travel swiftly. The horse I gave thee on the night I severed thy bonds will carry thee back from Biskra to El Biodh. Then with camels travel over the vast northern Touareg and the mountains of Adrar, guarding well thy life through Djanet until thou comest to Mount Equelles. From there thou wilt be compelled to guide thyself by the sun over the Desert to the palms of Issalà, where thou wilt find also dates, forage, and water. Another long and weary course of travel will bring thee at last to Assiou, thence journeying due south past Azarara and along the great rocky valleys of Aïr, where dwell thine enemies, thou wilt at length enter the gate of Agadez, the City of the Sorcerers, wherein the strange mystery lieth hidden.

The exact position of Agadez was, I reflected, somewhat uncertain. Generally believed to be about eighteen hundred miles from Algiers as the swallow flies, it was placed by most maps at the extreme south of the Azarara country, to the west of Lake Tsâd; but among European geographers there was a certain amount of doubt as to its exact position and best approach, for maps of that remote district differ considerably. However, I had decided to set out to seek this aged imam for Zoraidas sake, and meant to do my utmost to accomplish my mission.

Leaning before me in silence against a marble column, with her hands clasped behind her head, her jewels scintillating in the softly-tempered light, her sequins tinkling musically, her rich silks rustling, her scented bosom rising and falling as she breathed, she looked a veritable sultana, a woman for whom any man might have sacrificed his very soul.

Remember always, O Cecil, that my thoughts follow thee, she said softly. Remember, when thou facest the terrors which are inevitable, that there is one woman who is trusting to thee alone to save her. Perhaps ere long I shall return to our palace in the impenetrable mountains beyond Tiouordeouïn; nevertheless my thoughts will be constantly of thee, for now I am convinced of thy love and fearlessness. May Allah, the One Merciful, guard thee, and may all thine enemies perish!

Placing my arm slowly around her slim waist, encircled by a golden girdle, I drew her towards me, and she kissed me with hot feverish lips.

I cannot bear the thought, Zoraida, that thou mayest wander again with thy relatives and clansmen over the burning Desert, and witness those awful scenes of plunder and massacre. Ah! if I could but think that thou wouldst be safe here during my absence.

She sighed, toying with the jewelled scent-bottle suspended upon her breast, the little trinket that contained the antidote.

Already have I told thee my life is very uncertain, she exclaimed gloomily. Even to-night I might fall a victim. The tyranny of unpropitious times hath thrown the stone of separation upon us. I might—

No, no, I interrupted. Thou art safe here, surely. Be patient, and keep a stout heart until I return. Thou knowest I love thee dearly, and will strive unceasingly to accomplish my mission quickly and successfully.

Yes. I shall be thinking always of thee — always, she said softly.

And when I return I shall have learned the mysterious Secret which is so absolutely necessary for our mutual welfare.

Ah, Cecil, my Amîn! I love thee! I love thee! As sure as the sun will illumine to-morrows dawn, so surely will I—

Her passionate words were suddenly interrupted by the entrance of the big negro who had guarded the door of the harem. He rushed in with a look of abject terror upon his dark, brutal countenance, whispering some hasty words into his mistresss ear that caused her to become agitated and deathly pale.

Quick! Hasten, or I am lost! she cried, turning to me.

What danger threateneth? I inquired in surprise.

Leave me! Leave me! Thou must not be discovered! she exclaimed breathlessly. Take this, the Crescent, and turn thy face towards the Desert to-morrow. Remember the instructions I have given thee; and, above all, promise to seek no explanation of what thou mayest hear or see regarding me until thou hast returned from Agadez.

I promise, I replied, as for a second I held her in my arms and our lips met in passionate farewell.

Quick! The Roumi! In Allahs name, save him! she cried, turning to the gorgeously-attired Soudanese who stood near, like a gigantic statue.

Follow, he commanded; and, crossing the room, drew aside some silken hangings, disclosing another small door, of the existence of which I had been unaware.

I turned. Zoraida had flung herself with languorous abandon upon her divan, with her hand pressed to her bejewelled forehead. Her wistful eyes followed me, and as I waved her a last farewell, she said — 

Go, my Amîn! May Allah give thee perfect peace! Through the open door we passed, and the negro, closing it, bolted it from the outside, leaving us in total darkness.

Keep silence. Grasp my arm, and I will lead thee, said the man, but ere he had uttered the words, there came from the harem a loud, piercing shriek — the cry of a woman!

It was Zoraidas voice!

Hark! I gasped, with bated breath. Listen! That voice was hers! Let us return.

No, he replied gruffly. That is impossible.

But the cry was one of terrible agony!

Slaves of the harem never interfere without orders. Death is the penalty of the Infidel found within the precincts sacred to the women, he answered coldly.

I turned to unbolt the door, but his sinewy hand grasped me by the neck, and without any further explanation I was half dragged through several dark, close-smelling passages, and down a flight of broken stone steps, until we came to a heavy door.

At least thou canst tell me who is the owner of this place, I said, slipping a couple of gold coins into his ready palm.

I cannot. My mistress hath commanded my silence, he answered, pocketing the bribe, nevertheless.

May I learn nothing, then? I asked.

No. Our Queen of the Desert hath taken every precaution that thou shalt obtain no knowledge of certain facts. For her own sake secrecy is imperative, therefore, if thou holdest her in respect, seek not to loosen my tongue with thy gold.

Then he pushed me gently but firmly outside, and with a parting word closed the iron-studded door again. The key grated in the lock as it was secured, and, gazing round, I found myself in the narrow crooked street.

For a few moments I hesitated. The moon shone brightly, and all was quiet, for it was long past midnight.

After a final look at the gloomy, mysterious house, I plunged into the labyrinth of Arab thoroughfares, and, half dazed by the strange, dreamy experience, I walked on, descending the steep, intricate streets, trusting to chance to bring me into the Place du Gouvernement, in the European quarter, wherein was situated my hotel.

At last, after wandering nearly an hour, I found myself in the Rue de la Lyre, the street of the Algerine merchants, and soon afterwards, having awakened the sleepy Arab porter at the Régence, climbed to my room. Opening the jalousies, I sat for a long time gazing out upon the moonlit Mediterranean. The soft warm wind sighed in the waving palms outside, and shouting came up now and then from the quay, for the mail steamer from Europe had just hove in sight. Deeply I pondered over the strange events of the night, wondering whether I was acting wisely in undertaking the long journey to Agadez. So strange were many of Zoraidas words, that more than once was I tempted to regard her as suffering from mental aberration, yet nevertheless I could not disguise the fact that there was a terrible earnestness in all her words and actions, an earnestness which fully bore out her declaration that her life was at stake.
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On the table lay the Crescent of Glorious Wonders, the leathern case of which was evidently centuries old, for it was worm-eaten, tattered, and crumbling. What, I wondered, could be its power? How could it assist me to wealth? How was it possible that a mere piece of steel, with its strange geometrical inscription — that is here reproduced — could bring Zoraida and me happiness and peace?

The idea seemed absurd, nevertheless the mystery was inscrutable. It added fascination to her exquisite charms, and I knew that I loved Zoraida — I knew she held me by her spell for life or death.

Once a gloomy thought arose. I remembered the ominous words of old Ali Ben Hafiz; I recollected the strange Omen of the Camels Hoof! But I smiled, regarding the superstition, as I had always done, as one of the many unfounded beliefs of the Bedouins, and just as the first streak of dawn showed above the distant peaks of Kabylia, I turned in, resolved to get at least one nights rest in a European bed before setting out upon my long journey from which I might perhaps never return.

For me, alas! it was a night fraught with horrors. What I had seen in that strange house in the Kasbah quarter came back vividly to me, confused and distorted in my dreams. In my horrible nightmare I thought I saw Zoraida, the beautiful woman who loved me, struck down by an assassins knife. I heard her scream, the same shrill cry of agony I had heard after I left the harem.

This aroused me. The sun was shining brilliantly in its clear vault of blue; there was movement in the great square, and the garçons de café were dusting their tables. The scent of the flowers from the stalls below wafted in through my open window. I could sleep no longer, so, dressing again, I swallowed my coffee, and went out, wandering along the sea-shore, breakfasting al fresco at the Moorish restaurant outside the Jardin dEssai, and spending the morning strolling alone, puzzled and thoughtful. Returning to the Régence at midday, the Arab porter handed me a small wooden box about a foot in length, six inches deep, and sealed securely with black wax.

This came for msieur an hour ago, he said.

For me? I exclaimed, surprised, glancing at the address, which was in a mans handwriting. Who left it?

A Biskri servant, msieur. He said it was most urgent, and I was to deliver it immediately you returned.

Who, I wondered, had sent it?

Mounting the two flights of stone stairs hastily, I at length gained my room. Eagerly I cut the string, broke the great seals, and lifted the lid.

God! I cried, starting back in horror when my gaze fell upon the object it contained.

Appalled and breathless I stood, unable to move.

Some moments elapsed before I summoned sufficient courage to again rivet my eyes upon it. The sight was sickening.

The box was lined with black silk, and in it there reposed a womans hand that had been hacked from the wrist! It was white and bloodless. Rings still remained upon the slim waxen fingers, the nails of which were stained brown with henna. I recognised them! One was the signet ring that had belonged to my father. On the back of the dead hand was a scar. I examined it closely. Yes! it was the same that I noticed while the woman I adored was penning the letter to the imam I now carried in my pocket!

Trembling, I touched the lifeless fingers. They were cold as marble.

The hideous, blood-smeared Thing that had been sent me was the dead severed hand of Zoraida!


Chapter Nineteen.

Dead Fingers.
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ON THE BLACK silk the shrivelling, bloodless fingers lay half curved like talons. At first I could not bring myself to gaze upon the mutilated hand I had so recently grasped; but at length, fascinated by the gruesome mystery, I inspected it minutely. On the stiffened fingers diamonds glistened in the bar of sunlight that strayed into the room, and my own ring remained there, a silent witness of some terrible tragedy.

Had Zoraida been murdered? Was she, after all, the wife of a jealous, fanatical Moslem, who had discovered our friendship, and who had wreaked an awful vengeance upon her? As I stood with the horrible contents of the box before my eyes, strange thoughts took possession of me. With startling vividness I pictured the woman I loved, and to whom I owed my life, lying stark and dead, with one hand hacked away and a great ugly wound in her white breast where the assassins cruel knife had entered. I seemed to see every detail of a hideous crime; on my ears there fell the soft lapping of the sea, and the splash as the body, divested of its silks and jewels, was hurled into the water as unceremoniously as offal by two brutal, stalwart negroes. Had not Zoraida been apprehensive of danger? Had she not told me frankly that her life was uncertain? Yet I had never dreamed of murder!

Alas! death comes swiftly sometimes to inmates of the harem. To-day Zuleika or Zohra, Kheira or Khadidja, may be the favourite, exercising power over her lord, and holding sway through him over the world outside her luxurious prison, but to-morrow she may be a corpse floating out with the tide into the lonely sea.

The sight of the dead hand was sickening. I could not bear it. Replacing the lid upon the box, I stood for a few moments in hesitation, then resolved to rid myself of the ghastly object that had been sent me by an unknown enemy. With the box under my arm, I went out into the glaring sunlight. Half-way across the broad Place, it occurred to me to find the mysterious house to which old Messoudia had conducted me, and with the severed member in my possession to seek an explanation. Did not our mutual pledges give me a right to demand knowledge of Zoraidas welfare? If she had actually fallen a victim to the caprices of a monster, was it not my duty to investigate the affair, and bring to justice the perpetrator of the crime? With such thoughts I crossed the Jews quarter, and, ascending the long narrow Arab street, the Rue de la Kasbah, leading through the heart of the native quarter, was soon climbing with impatient steps the maze-like labyrinth of shady passages, with their low dark archways and great, gloomy, prison-like houses, among which I hoped to recognise the arched door again. I spent a weary, anxious afternoon. The air was sultry, the Arabs lay stretched on the benches in the kahouas, or, squatting lazily on the mats outside, were oblivious to their surroundings. Everything was sleepful. Shoemakers and embroiderers who had ceased work were dozing in their little dens, and as I trudged wearily onward, I passed only a solitary ass with heavily-laden panniers plodding on, followed leisurely by his master, who wore a jasmine flower behind his ear. The stillness was only broken by the far-off voices of some Arab urchins at their play, or ever and anon the thumping of the derbouka and the twanging of the guenibri floating out of the small closely-barred windows of the harems fell upon my ears as I passed. Surely mine was an unique experience, wandering at will, and bearing with me the dead hand of the woman I loved!

The bright blue sea was like glass, the sky cloudless, and the whole world seemed at peace; yet I was the least peaceful. Carrying the casket containing the horrible souvenir, I stumbled onward, toiling aimlessly and in vain up through the gloomy, crooked passages. Feelings I had never before experienced assailed me with a force that first perplexed and then astounded me. I was afraid; and what rather heightened than diminished the unwonted sensation, was the fact that I was not afraid of anything tangible either in the present or the future, but of something mysterious and peculiar. Every sound jarred upon my nerves, causing the faintest murmur to seem like the utterance of a great dread, as awful as it was inexplicable.

Time after time, finding myself at the boundary of the Kasbah, I again turned and plunged into the narrow, crooked thoroughfares, hoping by wandering in this manner to discover the house to which I had been conducted. Alas! it was a forlorn hope. Messoudia had taken precautions in order that I should not be able to retrace my steps; besides, there were hundreds of houses with similar entrances, and though I strove to decide which was the mysterious residence I sought, I could detect absolutely nothing by which to identify it.

Terror shackled my steps. During those hot, anxious hours I several times traversed the streets from the winding Rue Rovigo to the Boulevard Valée on the opposite side of the town, exploring each of the narrow, ancient lanes lying between the Rue Bab Azzoun and the grim old citadel. Every effort to discover the house where I had spent such eventful hours failed, and at last entering a kahoua, and having given the lounging Arabs peace, I sank upon a bench, and, placing the box beside me, called for coffee.

While the old Arab was brewing it on his tiled stove, a man in a ragged and rather soiled burnouse entered, and, after grunting a greeting, squatted near me, idly smoking his long haschish pipe. He was of rather forbidding countenance, with a thin black beard, and eyes that seemed to flame like torches.

Noticing that I had uttered a salutation in Arabic, one of the customers, a very old man, who was half reclining on a bench opposite me, gravely observed — 

It is not often that the Roumi speaketh our tongue.

No, I replied, smiling. But I have lived for many moons among thy clansmen, and have wandered far and wide in this thy Land of the Sun.

My remark interested them, and was received with muttered satisfaction. As I wore European dress, I knew they viewed me with considerable suspicion.

Hast thou travelled in the Great Desert? the old man asked.

Yes, I answered. With the caravans I have been over the Areg and the Sahara, and, laughing, I added, I have managed to escape from the clutches of Hadj Absalam—

Cursed be his name! May Allah never show him mercy! interrupted the dark-faced man, who was smoking quietly beside me. I turned, surprised at such a vehement denunciation.

I heard a rumour at Constantine the other day, remarked my interrogator, that his men have recently raided the caravan of Ali Ben Hafiz, and massacred the whole party.

That is quite correct, I replied. I was with them, and because of my Faith my life was spared so that I might be tortured. But I escaped, and returned hence.

Praise be unto the Prophet who hast preserved thee! he said devoutly. Indeed, Absalams people are a terror to all. Our brother Ali Ben Hafiz — may Allah show him mercy — was very well known here.

Yes. Very well known, echoed half a dozen guttural voices.

He often played damma here, continued the old Arab, and no man was more respected in the Kasbah than he. Then, raising himself and pointing to the end of the low-roofed café, where on the walls hung grotesquely-executed texts from the Korân and gaudily-coloured pictures of the city of Mecca, he added, See there! once while he was smoking in this kahoua, a Roumi who chanced to come in drew that portrait. Dost thou recognise him?

Interested, I rose and walked to where the little pencil sketch was hanging. Notwithstanding the dim light, I could see that the features of my dead friend were lifelike, and I deciphered in the corner the signature of one of our greatest living English artists.

It is excellent. The expression on the features is exact, I agreed, and, taking the coffee from the hand of the kahouaji, I sipped it, and gave him the ten centimes demanded.

Returning to my bench, I suddenly noticed that while my back had been turned to inspect the portrait, the dark-faced man who had entered after me had risen and quietly departed.

Next second I made a discovery.

My box! I gasped. See! it has gone! It has been stolen!

The Arabs, startled from their lethargy, exchanged black looks of disapproval, some of them muttering that True Believers would never pollute themselves by handling the treasure of Infidels.

My box has been taken by that man who has just left! I cried, rushing headlong out into the street, and glancing quickly up and down. But he had vanished like a shadow! No human being was in sight. Frantically I rushed about, peering eagerly into dark corners and gloomy archways in the vicinity, but the man, who had apparently been watching for an opportunity to obtain possession of the box, had disappeared in that bewildering maze of streets and left no trace behind!

At last re-entering the kahoua, the customers of which had now risen and were holding a very animated discussion over the dexterously accomplished robbery, I demanded if anyone present knew the man. Everyone, however, disclaimed acquaintance with him.

He is an utter stranger, said the old man who had been conversing with me. To judge from his face, he cometh from the Areg.

Evidently he hath no friendship for Hadj Absalam, observed one of the Arabs grimly, as in the midst of an exciting argument he stopped to light a cigarette, carefully extinguishing the match with his fingers.

But my loss is irreparable. That box contained — I hesitated. Then I added, It contained great treasure.

May Allah consign the thief to Hâwiyat for ever! exclaimed one of the men calmly.

May the Prophet send thee consolation! added another. Against Fate thou canst not arm thyself, observed a third. May the entrails of the thief be burned!

To such remarks I returned thanks, and, heedless of the questions they asked concerning the value of the contents of the stolen box, I stood deep in thought. Though the circumstances were somewhat suspicious that my attention should have been diverted in the manner it had, still there was no mistake that the portrait was actually that of my murdered friend; and, further, the thief had not, as far as I had noticed, spoken to any of those around him. Expert pilferers as the Arabs mostly are, I could not in this instance bring myself to believe that I had been the victim of a plot. Again, it was not a pleasant reflection that the thief might have stolen it thinking it contained valuables, and then, finding the hideous object inside, would in such a case most likely give information which would lead to my arrest for murder! My guilt would be assumed, and to prove my innocence I should experience considerable difficulty.

On the other hand, however, the circumstances pointed strongly to the theory that the ragged ruffian had dogged my footsteps in order to obtain possession of the casket. But for what reason? The box had been wrapped in brown paper, there being nothing whatever in its exterior to excite undue curiosity. Was it possible that the thief might have been aware of its contents? Was the possession of this startling evidence of a gruesome tragedy of imperative necessity? If so, why?

None of these questions could I answer. I felt that the robbery was not an ordinary one. It was an enigma that I could not solve. The hand, with its rings, had been stolen from me by one who was evidently an expert thief, and, recognising that any attempt to recover it was useless, I thanked the Arabs in the kahoua for their condolences, and left, turning my steps slowly towards the European quarter.

I recollected that I had promised Zoraida to set out that night on my journey into the distant Desert. Again and again her earnest words in her own musical tongue rang in my ears: Thou wilt go for my sake, she had said. Remember the instructions I have given thee; and, above all, promise to seek no explanation of what thou mayest hear or see regarding me until thou hast returned from Agadez. Thou wilt undertake this mission in order to save my life, to rescue me from a horrible fate that threateneth to overwhelm me!

Had she already succumbed to the fate she dreaded?

Utterly powerless to obtain any information that might lead to the elucidation of the extraordinary mystery, I at length, after calmly reviewing the situation over a cigarette under the palms in the Place Bresson, resolved to keep my promise to her, and before midnight I left the City of the Corsairs on the first stage of my long, tedious journey southward towards the sun.

The temptation to return to England and leave the mystery unsolved had indeed been great, yet I could not forget that I had pledged my word to a woman I loved better than life. She had declared that I alone could save her, and trusted me. These thoughts caused my decision to attempt the perilous journey. Is it not, indeed, true that sometimes beauty draws us with a single hair towards our doom?

Why, I wondered, had she been so intensely anxious that I should refrain from seeking any explanation of these strange, ever-deepening and perplexing mysteries? Her words and actions were those of a woman apprehensive of some terrible tragedy that she was powerless to avert; and even though I started that night from Algiers fully determined to learn the secret of the Crescent of Glorious Wonders I carried, and its bearing upon her welfare, yet that shrill, despairing cry I had heard after leaving her presence still sounded distinctly in my ears, the dolorous, agonised wail of the hapless victim of a hidden crime.


Chapter Twenty.

After the Fâtiha.
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AGAIN I FOUND myself alone in the vast, sun-baked wilderness, where all is silent, and the pulse of life stands still.

Twenty-eight hours over one of the most execrable railways in the world had taken me back to Biskra, where I remained a day, writing letters home to England, and otherwise making preparations for a lengthened absence from civilisation. Then, mounted on Zoraidas fleet horse, I set forth for Tuggurt.

Though the suns rays were scarcely as powerful as when I had travelled over the same ground three months before, yet the inconveniences and perils of the Desert were legion. In order that the Arabs I met should not deem me worth robbing, I cultivated a ragged appearance; my gandoura was of the coarsest quality worn by the Kabyles, my haick was soiled and torn, and my burnouse old and darned. I had purchased the clothing second-hand in the market-place at Biskra, and now wore a most woe-begone aspect, my only possession of value perceptible being a new magazine-rifle of British pattern. Yet stored away in my saddle-bags I had food, a fair sum of money, a more presentable burnouse, and, what was more precious than all, there reposed in its rotting, worm-eaten leather case that mysterious object, the Crescent of Glorious Wonders. Zoraidas letter to the imam, however, I carried in my wallet in the pocket on the breast of my gandoura.

Terribly wearying and monotonous that journey proved. Only those who have experienced the appalling silence and gigantic immensity of the Great Sahara can have any idea of the utter loneliness experienced by a man journeying without companions. In that dreary waste one is completely isolated from the world amid the most desolate and inhospitable surroundings, with the whitening bones of man and beast lying here and there, ever reminding him with gruesome vividness of the uncertainty of his own existence. Knowing, however, that I should be unlikely to fall in with a caravan travelling south until I reached El Biodh, I pushed onward, and after five days reached Tuggurt, where I was the welcome guest of Captain Carmier, the only European there, his Parisian lieutenant having gone into the Sidi Rachid Oasis in charge of some native recruits.

As the captain and I sat together smoking and sipping our absinthe under the cool arcade with its horse-shoe arches that runs across the now deserted harem-garden of the Kasbah, I retailed to him the latest news I had picked up in Algiers.

We know nothing here in this uncivilised oven, the officer said, laughing, and at the same time flicking some dust from off his braided coat-sleeve. The Paris papers are always a fortnight to three weeks old, and, there being no postal service, I have to send to Biskra for them.

But you have very comfortable quarters here, I said.

Comfortable! Oh yes, he replied; but the life is abominably monotonous. I would rather be in command of an advanced post down in the south. There one leads a wild, free life and has plenty of enjoyment. Take Deschanels squadron of Spahis as an instance. You have already had some experience with them, so I need not describe the rollicking life they lead, scouring the plains in search of that daring old pirate, Hadj Absalam.

Have you heard anything of the old chieftain lately? I asked eagerly.

No. Since the sharp brush with Deschanels detachment he seems to have mysteriously disappeared. After the defeat of his band we did our best to capture him, feeling that with his power broken he would fall an easy prey. I at once organised detachments of Spahis, Chasseurs, and Turcos, who for nearly a month patrolled the Desert, made inquiries of all the neighbouring tribes, and did their utmost to discover the direction in which the fugitive had gone. But, as usual, all was in vain.

Then he has again escaped you?

Carmier nodded, blowing a cloud of smoke upward from his lips. He seems to move from one place to another imperceptibly, for when he flies he leaves not a clue by which he can be traced. Only last week the Sheikh of the Ourlana, who had just returned from Algiers, told me positively that he saw him, dressed as a Jew merchant, enjoying himself at one of the cafés on the Boulevard de la République. That, of course, is un conte en lair. The old rascal may be daring, but he would never risk arrest by going to Algiers.

I remained silent. Was it not most likely that while Zoraida sojourned beside the sea, the Pirate of the Desert would be there also? I did not, however, tell him of my enchantress, but agreed with him that such an assertion was incredible. When presently my friend had invited me to remain with him a couple of days, and I had accepted, he suddenly asked me — 

Where are you going when you leave here?

To Agadez.

To Agadez? he echoed in concern. You are not going alone? It is not safe. Surely the mere love of adventure has not induced you to set out on such a perilous ride?

I am fulfilling an urgent mission, I answered vaguely.

Bien! and one fraught with more dangers than you imagine. What possible object can you have in risking your life in journeying to the City of the Sorcerers, which, if all reports are true, is extremely unsafe for Christians on account of the fanatical character of the inhabitants?

The object of my journey is a secret, I said. I have promised to attempt it, and must accomplish it at all hazards.

And the person you have promised is a woman — eh? he hazarded, laughing.

Who told you? I asked, starting in surprise.

Oh, I merely guessed, he answered. But, speaking candidly, I would urge you most strongly to abandon the idea.

I cannot, I said. All my happiness — my whole future depends upon whether I accomplish the journey successfully. Besides, I have not hesitated before to cross the Desert, why should I now?

Because many of the regions through which you must pass to get to Assiou to join the route to Agadez are peopled by tribes intensely hostile. Their prejudice against Europeans is even greater than in Morocco, therefore it will require considerable courage to face such insurmountable barriers.

It is not a question of courage, I said; its a matter of duty.

Scarcely had these words fallen from my lips when the quick clatter of horses hoofs sounded in the outer courtyard, and a few minutes later a Spahi orderly came towards us, saluting his officer, saying — 

An Arab has arrived in haste from Es-Safla bearing important news.

Bring him in, Cannier replied.

In a few moments a tall, thin, aquiline-featured Bedouin, dirty, stained by long travel, and wearing a very ragged burnouse, stalked in, and, wishing us peace, handed the captain a letter, which he tore open and immediately read.

Dieu! he gasped, starting up. A reverse! The Ennitra, with the Arabs of the Ouled Ba Hammou, have risen, and, attacking the Spahis and Chasseurs near Aïn Souf, massacred the whole of them! As far as is known, not a single man has survived, Paul Deschanel himself succumbing to his wounds a few hours after writing this report, which has been forwarded to me by the Sheikh of the Kel-Ahamellen, our friends. The slaughter must have been awful, for, according to the Sheikhs letter, the enemy treated the wounded and prisoners with the most fiendish barbarity.

Horrible! I said. Poor Deschanel! He was an excellent friend to me.

He was good to everybody; one of the best soldiers serving under the Tricolour, poor fellow. Then, turning to the Arab, who was unconcernedly rolling a cigarette, he thanked him for delivering his Sheikhs message, and told the orderly to look after him. Again and again Carmier eagerly perused the report, penned in a shaky, uncertain hand by the dead officer, and, much affected, he read me extracts from the black record of treachery and brutal butchery, a record which spoke in the highest terms of the fearlessness of his men and the cool bravery they displayed, even though in face of the overwhelming hordes death was a foregone conclusion from the outset of the fight. The massacre had taken place at the well of Dhaya, where the Spahis had halted on their way to In Salah, and as they had been surrounded at night and cut up, it was evident that my friend Octave Uzanne, the man who had so nobly sacrificed everything in order that the woman he loved should live happily with her husband, had, alas! fallen.

Indeed, I was filled with a grief no less poignant than that experienced by Carmier, when I remembered that those valiant comrades with whom I had fought side by side when we defeated Hadj Absalams piratical cut-throats in the Meskam had now been treacherously attacked and ruthlessly butchered. The captain, however, gave himself little time for reflection over the sad incident. Calling for writing materials, he sat down and penned an explanatory note to the General of Division, who happened to be at Biskra making his inspection. He recommended that a punitive expedition should be immediately dispatched into the hostile district, and stated, that if the War Department in Paris sanctioned it, he himself could furnish half the men.

In an hour, a smart Spahi, with his rifle slung at his back over his scarlet burnouse, mounted his horse under the great arched gate of the Kasbah, and into his hands the captain gave the dispatch, ordering him to ride with all speed to Biskra, where, by travelling incessantly and changing his horse at five Arab villages he named, he could arrive within three days.

The man, placing the letter in his capacious breast pocket, saluted, and, setting spurs in his horse, sped rapidly away; after which Carmier, pleading that he had some further dispatches to attend to, left me to wander at will through the great courts of the ancient fortress. Presently I came across the Arab who had brought the sad news from his Sheikh, and who, after his meal was now squatting under a shady arcade lazily smoking. Leaning against one of the twisted columns, I questioned him further upon the reverse, but he apparently knew very few of the actual facts. He told me that he intended to return to In Salah on the following day, and it at once occurred to me that we might be travelling companions as far as El Biodh. Knowing that this man, whose name I learnt was Gajére, was trustworthy, otherwise he would not have been sent by the friendly Sheikh, I suggested that we should perform the journey together, an arrangement which met with his heartiest approval.

When the mueddin called from the tall minaret of the great white mosque at sundown, I watched the man of the Kel-Ahamellen wash his feet and hands in the courtyard and enter to recite his Fâtiha, and to ask Allah to give us peace upon our journey over the great barren plain where death is ever-present.

Strangely enough, however, I chanced to be lounging with the captain near the gate of the Kasbah, when, an hour later, the devout Moslems came trooping out, and as I looked across to the narrow doorway, I saw Gajére emerge, accompanied by an unkempt-looking Arab whose face struck me as strangely familiar. The pair stood for a few moments hand in hand, engaged in excited conversation, until suddenly they detected my presence. Then, exchanging quick, significant looks and uttering slaamas, Gajére and his friend parted, the latter striding quickly away in an opposite direction, and, turning a corner, was soon lost to view. Notwithstanding the dim twilight, however, I had made an astounding discovery, for I recognised the man who had fled so quickly as the Arab who had sat next to me in the little kahoua in Algiers — the man who had stolen the cut-off hand!

Had he followed me? If so, with what purpose? I felt convinced that his presence and his friendship with the man from the Desert boded evil, and throughout that night grimly-apprehensive thoughts caused me the most intense anxiety.

By no mere coincidence was it that we should thus meet. The unkempt, fierce-looking ruffian had some sinister design in dogging my footsteps, and the nature of this object I was determined at all costs to ascertain. Therefore, I did not hesitate to adhere to previous arrangements, and, regardless of the consequences, I set out with Gajére.


Chapter Twenty One.

A Startling Revelation.
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DAY AFTER DAY for a whole fortnight Gajére and I rode onward together, passing through Temacin, El Hadjira, and the arid Chambâas region. Now and then we halted at Arab villages in the oases, but the greater part of our time was spent in the dry, waterless wilderness. He was an intelligent fellow, full of anecdote and bonhomie, a splendid horseman, and in every sense a typical Bedouin. Yet, somehow, I could not get rid of a strange feeling of insecurity such as I had scarcely ever before experienced.

These vague apprehensions of impending evil were increased by an incident which occurred one night while we were sleeping under the little lean-to awning which served as a tent. We had halted at a small fertile oasis after we had been on our journey eight days, and under the cool waving palms had stretched ourselves for the night. I suppose I must have been asleep nearly two hours, my head pillowed upon the saddle-bag containing the Crescent of Glorious Wonders, when suddenly I was awakened by my companion stirring. In a moment I became filled with suspicion, and with bated breath lay — determined not to betray my watchfulness. Gajére at first sat up listening intently; then, as he bent over and found my eyes closed and my breathing heavy and regular, became apparently reassured. The little awning did not admit of one standing upright, but my treacherous fellow-traveller, moving slowly and noiselessly in order not to disturb me, bent once again to make certain that I had no knowledge of things about me.

Those were anxious, exciting moments. With closed eyes I lay prostrate and helpless, well knowing the futility of a struggle with that sinewy son of the Desert, in whose grasp I should quickly be as helpless as a child. I was unable to draw my revolver without attracting his attention, and knew myself to be in a position of extreme peril. Unaware of his designs, I breathed heavily, and waited. Seconds seemed hours, for the terrible thought occurred to me that he was in league with the sinister-looking thief, and his object was murder. I felt assured that I was to fall the victim of a foul conspiracy.

At last he rose, and, with his eyes still fixed upon me, drew from his sash his long curved knife with its carved handle. I shuddered. The edge of the murderous weapon was keen as a razor. Muttering some guttural malediction in Arabic, the exact purport of which I could not catch, he placed the knife between his teeth and suddenly turned and crept silently out upon his hands and knees, halting in front of the tent, as if listening. Was he waiting the advent of his fellow-conspirator before assassinating me? I strained my ears to catch every sound. Among the dense tropical foliage there were many strange noises; the distant cry of a jackal broke upon my ear, but I could detect no sound of human voices. Again a noise sounded quite close to me, and, stretching forth my hand, I grasped my revolver. The noise was receding, and by slightly turning I could see in the dim half-light the indistinct figure of Gajére creeping slowly away in the shadow as stealthily as a beast of prey.

What could be his object? I wondered. That he meant murder was apparent by the readiness in which he held his knife, and as I was the only person besides himself in that lonely region, I confess I viewed the situation with mingled alarm and dread.

Fully a quarter of an hour elapsed. The suspense was awful, for Gajére had now crept away, and was lost in the wild undergrowth of hulfa and aloes. Perhaps he had gone to give the signal to the scoundrel who had followed me from Algiers! Feeling that my revolver was fully loaded, I grasped it firmly, and lay on the alert in readiness to spring up and defend myself.

The loneliness was appalling. Dismal howls came from the small pond where wild animals were drinking, but in the gloom I could detect no moving object, and began at last to think that my companion had deserted me. At length, however, he returned as quietly as he had departed. I expected to see a second dark form, but breathed more freely when I reassured myself that he was still alone. His knife had been replaced in its sheath, and after halting a few seconds, and holding his quick ear towards the wind so as to catch every sound, he entered, and, throwing himself down again beside me, was quickly asleep.

I scarcely closed my eyes during the remainder of that night, fearing treachery, yet nothing further transpired to confirm my suspicions of his intention to assassinate me, and his mysterious actions puzzled me considerably.

One evening at sundown, when we had halted two days distant from El Biodh, and we were eating our kousskouss together, I succeeded in inducing him to become more communicative about himself.

I was born and bred in the Desert, he said, in answer to my inquiries. The sand of the Areg was my cradle, and I have been a wanderer through the Sahara ever since.

Have you no fixed abode? I asked.

None; only my tent. We of the Kel-Ahamellen are no town-dwellers; the Desert is our home, and in the oases we seek our rest. Sometimes our caravans travel to El Golea or Touat, and at rare intervals even into Morocco, but our men are always glad to leave the towns and return to us. I, too, shall not be sorry to return to my wife and children, who are encamped with our tribe at the well of Tadjemoult. Next moon — if Allah willeth it — we shall set out on our yearly pilgrimage to Mount Hikena, under the shadow of which is the holy tomb of Azaká n Akkar — to whom may the Merciful give peace.

I recollect, I said at length, determined if possible to learn something of the man who had robbed me,— I recollect that on the night before we turned our faces from Tuggurt, whilst leaving the mosque, thou wert in close conversation with a man. Who was he?

A stranger, he replied abruptly, glancing quickly at me with suspicion.

Not a stranger to me, I said meaningly. I recognised his face.

Thou knowest him? he exclaimed, surprised. Then thou art forewarned to take precaution for thine own safety.

Why? I asked in alarm. Surely thou hast not hidden from me thy knowledge of some impending evil?

Thou art a Roumi, while I am a servant of the Prophet, he answered. Infidels are our enemies, and it is forbidden that we should warn our foe of our plans for attack.

Is there danger, then? Doth this man bear me malice for nought?

Know, O Roumi, he said solemnly, thou art indeed in grave peril. I should not tell thee, only the man who addressed me in the courtyard of the House of Allah made an infamous proposition to me, and afterwards I discovered that he was called Labakan, of the tribe of the Ennitra, and one of the most renowned cut-throats of Hadj Absalam, the Terror of the Desert.

The Ennitra? I cried. And he is following me?

The Arab slowly nodded, rolling his cigarette thoughtfully. What villainous proposal did he make to thee? I demanded quickly.

He offered me a bag of gold to assist in thy murder, my companion replied hesitatingly.

And thou hast refused — eh?

Though we of the Kel-Ahamellen may thieve and plunder, we do not stain our hands with blood, he said proudly. The men under the green banner of Hadj Absalam have times without number attacked, murdered, and robbed us, carrying off our women to their harems, and selling our children into slavery beyond Lake Tsâd. This man called Labakan, son of Omar, who invited me to help him in his foul plot against thee, is the same who has acted as leader on many of those murderous expeditions.

But why should he be so desirous of killing me? I asked. He explained that thou hadst on one occasion escaped from them after being taken prisoner, and that, hidden in thy saddle-bag thou hast a treasure of enormous value.

Treasure? I have no treasure, I said. A man doth not carry his wealth with him when passing through the land of his enemies.

Labakan said the treasure was neither gold, silver, nor precious stones, but that thou hadst in thy possession something which belonged to their tribe, and which they had solemnly sworn to regain, even though the attempt might cost the lives of those who followed thee. In further speech he told me that Hadj Absalam — the despot who ruleth his people with a rod of iron, and whom may the Merciful doom to all the horrors of Hâwiyat — had ordered him to follow thee to the ends of the earth to regain the lost treasure. If he succeeds, he is to obtain as a reward the most beautiful houri of the Desert Pirates harem, but if he doth not accomplish his mission successfully within twelve moons, his head will fall under the sword of the executioner.

Did he tell thee of what this valuable treasure consists?

No. He only said that if lost to his people it could never be replaced.

And dost thou really think that this villain actually meaneth to obtain by foul means the contents of my saddle-bags? I asked, feeling somewhat uncomfortable at this startling revelation.

Alas! I do. Of this, the most unscrupulous caitiff of the Ennitra, thou must beware. Take heed of thine own safety when we part. Never relax thy vigilance while in the land of Al-Islâm, and may the Merciful One guard thee in thy perilous journey to Agadez.

Is this man Labakan alone, or is there a conspiracy to murder me? I asked.

I am afraid, from what he hath told me, there is a widespread plot to compass thy death, he said. Apparently thou hast incensed them exceedingly by learning some strange secret which they desired should never be divulged. As death closes the mouth, Hadj Absalam hath ordered that thou shalt be slain. Under such circumstances I hardly think it wise that thou shouldst venture alone through the Valley of Aïr.

It is imperative, I answered; I must not halt until I enter the gates of Agadez. To me also the result of my mission is a matter of life — or death.

May thy treasure be preserved unto thee, and may Allah — the One Merciful to whom be boundless praise — give thee strength to overcome all thine enemies. May they be vanquished and be swept from the earth to the burning land of Al Sâhira like grains of sand before the sirocco, said he earnestly, hitching up his burnouse.

I tender thee thanks for thy warning, Gajére, I said. For thy action thou wilt indeed receive the reward of the One Worthy of Praise, and drink of the waters of Al Cawthar, which are sweeter than honey, whiter than milk, and cooler than the snow.

And thou wilt, I hope, believe some day that Allah is the One Lord of the Three Worlds, and that Mohammed is his Prophet, he murmured devoutly, looking at me with his deep-set eyes.

But I did not answer. I had no intention of entering upon a controversy on religious subjects, but sat pondering deeply over the plot against me, which evidently had for its object the recovery of the Crescent of Glorious Wonders. His suspicions of approaching attack had caused him to arise in the night, and, armed with his keen blade, reconnoitre for the crafty assassin. He was, after all, my friend and protector. How, I wondered, could Hadj Absalam know that the mysterious object was in my possession? Surely Zoraida had not told him? Yet might he not in his rage, after learning of the catastrophe his tribe had sustained by the loss of the Wonderful Crescent, have taken up a scimitar and struck off her hand?

The thought was horrible.

However fearless I might have been of the terrors of the Desert, I could not close my eyes to the fact that this murderous ruffian Labakan was going about offering as payment for my murder a bag of gold, and I knew that ere long an attempt upon my life would most surely be made. Mine was decidedly a most unenviable position, and when at El Biodh two days later, I bade farewell to my faithful friend Gajére, the earnest blessings he invoked upon me aroused within me an additionally apprehensive feeling of insecurity.

This journey I had undertaken because of the passionate love I entertained for Zoraida, but I could not forget the grave prophecy of old Ali Ben Hafiz, when the Omen of the Camels Hoof had been revealed. Had he not told me that it was always fatal to love, and in the majority of instances fatal to the lover?

Yet thoughts of Zoraida trusting in me gave me renewed courage, and I resolved to push onward to the south with a stout heart, and endeavour to gain the mysterious knowledge that was necessary to bring to us both the peace, happiness, and riches of this world.


Chapter Twenty Two.

Mákitas Enemies.
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THOUGH I SOUGHT the advice of the cadi of the strange old Arab town of El Biodh, and also explained my desire to several of the Sheikhs whom I met, I could hear of no one going in my direction. To set out into the naked Desert alone would, I knew, be a most foolish proceeding, therefore I could do nothing but wait until, through the good offices of a man to whom Gajére introduced me before his departure, I obtained permission to accompany a caravan of the tribe Kel-Imanan, whose chief town is Djanet, about two hundred miles on my route, and one morning, after I had remained as the guest of the friendly Arab for a week, I once more found myself on the back of a camel, and from my elevated seat cast a last glance over the pleasant picture presented by the oasis.

(The word Kel denotes the habitual residents of a Saharan district.)

Our caravan, headed by the Sheikh Mákita, numbered about ninety souls, and included men, women, and children, who with fifty camels had been to In Salah with salt and dates, and were now returning with cotton and silk goods, which would eventually find their way into the country in the far south beyond Lake Tsâd. Mákita and I were soon very good friends, but from the moment we started I observed that he ruled his people in a most despotic manner. They were Children of the Sun, with whom theft is no crime, and revenge is virtue.

The first hours of our journey were pleasant enough, for we passed through a beautiful palm-grove bordered by scattered gardens, where the people were busy in the cool of the morning irrigating the corn and vegetables. They came out to see us depart, but without expressing any feeling, hostile or otherwise. After a mile and a half the plantation ceased, and presently we entered a luxurious valley between three and four miles broad, rich in herbage and full of ethel trees, which crowned the tops of small mounds. Several other valleys, rich in sebót and adorned with talha trees, brought us to the well of Gara Beïda, where we encamped for the night at the foot of some cliffs of considerable height, which were to be ascended on the following day.

Commencing our task at dawn, we found the precipitous path wound through loose blocks, and the ascent proved most difficult. The loads had in many instances to be taken off the camels, and we all had to climb on foot up the steep, narrow way over the rugged red sandstone. The ascent took over two hours, and at last we found ourselves on a great rocky level destitute of herbage, stretching away as far as the eye could reach. This region was the wildest, most barren, and most difficult to traverse that I had ever experienced, and it was then that I realised the wisdom of old Mákita, who had prevailed upon me to leave Zoraidas horse behind and mount a camel.

Very slow and tedious our journey proved for four days, the rough nature of the ground making it exceedingly difficult for the camels, until on the fifth day we began to descend by a narrow rocky ravine into a deeper region, amid scenery that was grander than I expected to find in that arid country. Here I saw plants and flowers, the most noticeable among the latter being one that grew about twenty feet high, bearing a white and violet flower which my Arab companions called tursha. There were also the jadariyeh, the shiá, and the damankádda and dum palms, all of which, however, are familiar to the traveller in the Great Sahara. There was a small torrent too, the bed of which was overgrown by wild melons, and beside the rippling water we halted for the night, prior to moving out into the wilderness again.

Few, however, moved far from the camp that evening, for my dark-faced companions spoke with timorous exclamations of the numbers of lions which infested the valleys. While the camels browsed greedily upon the fresh allwot, the monotony of the evening was relieved by performances by Mákitas musicians and the dancing of several Soudanese slave girls.

On the following day we entered a much wilder country, and for a week we plodded on over the hot dry sand, during which time we only came across one well. The sun was blazing, its fiery rays beating down upon us more fiercely as we travelled further south. The choking clouds of sand raised by the camels, the inability to wash, and the continual consuming thirst, were some of the many discomforts we had to bear. Within sight of a great barren peak called Mount Telout, rising dark and rugged some three thousand feet above the level of the trackless, sandy waste, we passed, and entered the inhospitable country of the Izhaban. Not until a few days later, when we had halted at a well called Djerdeb for our noonday rest, did Mákita coolly inform me that the country through which we were passing was the territory of a slave-raiding tribe, the Kel-Fadê, who had on several occasions besieged their town Djanet, and had even gone so far as to threaten Rhât, the principal town of the Northern Touareg.

But dost thou apprehend attack? I asked concernedly, as we squatted together under the shadow of a tree, a little apart from the others.

It is as Allah willeth it, he replied gravely, stroking his grey beard and taking a deliberate pull at his long pipe. One of the camel-drivers, however, hath declared that he detected a horseman of the Kel-Fadê in hiding in the valley through which we passed two days ago. It is possible that he is a scout; if so, we may find ourselves compelled to fight.

Was it absolutely necessary to pass through this region? Could we not have avoided it?

No. On the plain called Admar neither man nor beast can exist, for there are no wells, and the region remaineth unexplored. In a week we shall enter the gates of Djanet. Till then, we must be vigilant and watch warily, lest we are surprised. If we were, it would peradventure mean death or slavery for all of us.

This was not reassuring. Previous experience had taught me how deadly were the feuds between the various desert tribes possessed of souls of fire, and how fierce and sanguinary were the struggles when collisions occurred. I had not forgotten the swift, awful fate of the caravan of Ali Ben Hafiz, nor the bloody combat with the fierce freebooters of Hadj Absalam; and when I reflected that the packs of our camels contained very valuable merchandise, and that nearly a quarter of the number comprising our party were women and children, I confess I had some misgivings.

As the succeeding days passed in perfect security, and as the Sheikh, to judge by his jubilant manner, considered that the danger of attack was over, the apprehensions passed entirely from my mind. Though the heat was intense and the journey monotonous, our long string of camels plodded onward at the same slow, measured pace day after day, regardless of the fiery sun. At night in the moonlight, when the wind blew in short refreshing gusts, the camel-drivers would sit and play damma, the women would chatter and scold their children, and the musicians would twang weird Arab airs upon their queer-shaped instruments or thump on their derboukas, while ebon-faced damsels danced on the mat spread for them. Indeed, under nights blue arch life in a desert encampment has an indescribable charm that is irresistible to those of roving disposition, to whom the hum of cities is a torture and who have thrown off the conventional gyves of civilisation to wander south beyond the Atlas.

In the dull crimson light of the dying day, that made the foliage of the palms and talha trees look black as funeral plumes above us, we halted at the well of Zarzäoua in a small oasis in the centre of a wild rocky district known to the Arabs as the Adrar. It was, the Sheikh informed me, only three days distant from Djanet, and the approaching termination of the journey, which had extended over four months, put everyone in a good humour. On the morrow we should cross the boundary, and my companions would enter their own country; then the remainder of the journey to their town would be devoid of danger.

At the hour of prayer each of our men prostrated himself towards Mecca, and old Mákita, a very devout and bigoted Moslem with Times deep furrows on his brows, cried aloud the following words, which were repeated by his people, who at the end of every sentence kissed the ground.

O Allah! bless and preserve and increase and perpetuate and benefit and be propitious to our Lord Mohammed and to his family and to his Companions, and be Thou their preserver. O Allah! these Thy people are delivered. One and all, may Thy Blessing rest upon us. O Allah! pardon our sins and veil our faults, and place not over us one who feareth not Thee, and who pitieth not us, and pardon us and the True Believers, men and women, the quick of them and the dead, for verily Thou, O Allah, art the hearer, the near to us, and the answerer of our supplications.

Then, after reciting the testification, and drawing their palms down their faces, they went through a two-bow prayer, and the devotions, throughout exceedingly impressive, ended.

Immediately there was bustle and activity. Camels were lightened of their packs and allowed to browse at will upon the long oat grass, a tent was quickly pitched for the Sheikh, a fire was kindled, the kousskouss was cooked, and as the dim twilight darkened into night and the moons rays shone like silver through the feathery palms, sounds of singing and revelry awakened the echoes of the fertile grove. Mákita and I had given ourselves up to cigarettes and calm repose as we squatted on a mat and lazily watched the terpsichorean efforts of a thick-lipped young negress, whose movements were exceedingly graceful as compared with those who had on previous evenings essayed the same performance for our entertainment. The cool breeze fanning my sun-seared cheeks gave me a feeling of perfect peace and ease after the heat and burden of the long weary day, and lolling upon the cushions spread for me, the monotonous chant of the people assembled and the measured thumping of tom-toms almost lulled me to sleep.

Suddenly the sound of a shot startled us.

The music ceased, and the men, with ears alert, exchanged quick glances. Loud fiendish yells rent the air, and in a moment, almost before anyone could seize a gun, a hundred dark-visaged horsemen, with their white burnouses flowing behind, swept down upon us, firing their long rifles indiscriminately and shouting the most horrible maledictions.

Within a few seconds a fierce fight had commenced. The shrieking women and children flew into the thick dark undergrowth, while the men, seizing their arms and obtaining cover where they could, kept up a sharp fusillade, which had its effect in temporarily checking our assailants. Fortunately my magazine-rifle was at hand, and it proved a most deadly weapon. Our men were mostly splendid shots, but the enemy, who proved to be the Kel-Fadê, had the advantage of vastly superior numbers.

The fight was desperate. Dismounting, and leaving a dozen of their number lying dead, our enemy withdrew among the palms, whence they poured upon us a galling fire. Mákita and I, lying on the ground beside each other, discharged our rifles steadily whenever a white-robed figure showed itself among the trees. Without betraying any fear, the old Arab reloaded time after time and shot as coolly as if gazelle-hunting, an example that was followed by his men, some of whom, however, were falling under the quick volleys from the enemy.

For fully a quarter of an hour the fight continued, when suddenly loud triumphant yells burst forth as a second party of horsemen rode down upon us. Then we knew defeat was inevitable. Against nearly two hundred Arabs armed to the teeth we could make no further stand, yet, as the reinforcements dashed among us, our men sprang up, and a second later a dozen horses were riderless. Again and again rifles rang out and men fell to earth mortally wounded, but the steady fire from the palms opposite was playing fearful havoc among us, and my companions were each moment falling back lifeless. Yet not a man was dismayed; each, struggling desperately for his life, bore his part in the hasty defence. Considering the suddenness and vigour of the attack, it was indeed surprising that we could offer such a stubborn resistance, for up to the present the losses of our assailants were much heavier than ours; nevertheless, by degrees, the firing of the Kel-Fadê grew more rapid, and was, alas! more effectual.

Once the hostile Arabs made a rush in our direction, but we were prepared. Having my magazine fully loaded at that moment, my rifle proved an effective addition to those of my companions, but again and again the effort of the enemy was repeated, and though some men fell every time, they at last succeeded in rushing right in upon us.

Standing in deadly peril, each moment was one of the most intense excitement, when in the dark shadow rifles flashed, and hoarse, fierce yells sounded above the firing as the tall Arabs dashed forward to secure us as prisoners. The struggle was desperate, literally hand to hand, when suddenly I heard a loud wail, and the Sheikh dropped his rifle, stumbled forward, and fell heavily to the ground. Then, for the first time, I remembered that the Crescent of Glorious Wonders — my treasure which if lost could never be replaced — was in my camels pack, lying with the others about two hundred yards from where I stood! Turning, I saw in dismay that a number of the Kel-Fadê had already cut open the packages of merchandise and were examining their booty. Covering one of the men with my rifle, I picked him off, but as he fell, I saw that at a little distance from the others a tall thin Arab had opened my pack and was rifling it.

Meanwhile by the death of Mákita my companions had become demoralised. They saw that to attempt to drive off their assailants was an utterly forlorn hope, for though they never relaxed their fire for a moment, yet half of their number were lying dead or wounded, and most of the women and children were in the hands of their deadly enemy. A fight between these Sons of the Desert is always a stubbornly-contested butchery, and this was no exception. My friends made a gallant stand against an enemy treble their strength, but at last the brave fellows felt themselves overpowered, and suddenly acknowledged their enemys superiority, although they fought on hand-to-hand to the very last. In the awful mêlée I found myself close to where the camels packs were piled.
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The tall thin-faced Arab who had been turning over my saddle-bag drew forth the old leather case, tore it open, and took out the Crescent. Holding it in his hands, he regarded it with evident curiosity, but in an instant I sprang upon him. The knowledge of its value as the means of securing to Zoraida and myself peace and happiness gave me courage and a strength almost demoniacal. Indeed, I was surprised at my own actions, for, falling upon him, I snatched the mysterious object from his grasp, and ere he could raise his flashing blade, I had drawn the knife from my sash and buried it in his breast.

The moment was one of desperation. I had struck the blow unerringly, and with a loud cry he fell backward a corpse.

Ere I could recover from the shock my deed caused me, I felt myself seized by three stalwart Arabs, whose fierce, determined faces told me I need expect no mercy, and though I struggled violently, cords were quickly slipped upon my wrists, and in a moment I found myself helpless as a babe.

Though I clung to the Crescent of Glorious Wonders with all the strength I possessed, it was wrenched from my grasp from behind, and that so quickly in the confusion and horrible bloodshed that I failed to discover into whose possession it had passed!

My heart sank within me and I became filled with dark, gloomy forebodings. The treasure that had been confided to my safe custody by Zoraida I had lost, and with it had vanished in an instant all hope of winning her! Had not she plainly told me that the successful accomplishment of my mission would save her life? — yet I had now lost the strangely-shaped steel, the mystic properties of which were known to only two persons in the world!

Was this dire catastrophe prophetic of the end?

In those few seconds the hope that for so many weeks had buoyed me and incited me to push determinedly onward to my goal; the anticipations that some day I should return to civilisation and claim as my wife the most lovely woman I had ever gazed upon, were shattered by this double disaster that had so suddenly befallen me.

While the Crescent remained in my possession, and I was free to journey southward, there was still, I felt, a possibility of some day reaching Agadez. With my treasure filched from me the object of my journey had, however, gone. Though I had travelled so many weary miles towards the City of the Sorcerers, my efforts on Zoraidas behalf were thus rendered entirely futile, and reflection only filled me with such black dismay and despair, that, had not my knife been wrested from me, I verily believe I should have dealt myself a fatal blow.

My zealously-guarded treasure had in a second passed from my keeping into unknown hands that would most probably toss it away as worthless, yet how could I recover it now that I had been captured by these fierce, brutal slave-raiders, who were reputed to be among the most merciless of the wild freebooters of the Desert?

The disaster overwhelmed me. Bound hand and foot, I stood powerless in the hands of my enemies. The morrows sun to me might never rise!


Chapter Twenty Three.

The Treasure of Askiá.
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BRIEF WERE THE moments allowed me for lamentation over my irreparable loss. Amid the wild scenes of carnage the thief had disappeared, and though I just caught a glimpse of his profile, his features had been partially hidden by the haick surrounding his face, and in the dark shadow it was impossible to distinguish his countenance sufficiently to again recognise him. Had my treasure consisted of gold or gems there would have been some ground for hoping for its eventual recovery, but a mere piece of rusted metal, apparently valueless, would doubtless be quickly cast aside. Even now — even while I stood helpless in the hands of my captors — it might have been already tossed away into the rank vegetation of the oasis; it might be lying hidden and unheeded within a few yards of me! Yet so tightly was I bound hand and foot, that the cords cut into my flesh each time I attempted to move. While three tall fierce men of the Fadê, armed to the teeth and as sinister-looking a trio as ever it had been my lot to meet, mounted guard over me, others were with scant mercy securing those of my companions who had survived the sudden ferocious attack, while the remainder of the band gleefully investigated the contents of our camels packs, replacing them upon the animals ready for transportation to their own region.

Those of the captured caravan who struggled to get free were shown no quarter. One of my whilom friends, a fine, stalwart fellow, held fast by several of the hostile band quite close to me, fought desperately to rescue a woman of his tribe who was being brutally cuffed by two hulking fellows. For a few seconds he struck right and left, felling one of the men who held him, but ere he could rush forward to protect the defenceless female, a quick knife-thrust caused him to stagger and fall.

Cowards! he gasped in his death-agony. May Allah curse thee and thy sons sons! Thou canst not fight fairly! Thou canst only strike by stealth, and make war on women. May thy bodies moulder and drop limb from limb; may the flames of the Land of Torments devour thee; may thine accursed dust be scattered afar by the sirocco, and may thy souls descend into Hâwiyat.

Silence! Wouldst thou, son of a dog! speak thus insolently unto thy masters? cried the dark-faced brute who had dealt the cowardly blow. Go thou to join the Companions of the Left Hand, and may torments ever rack thee in the fire unquenchable! Take that — and that! and, bending, he raised his hand swiftly, burying his long dagger twice in the prostrate mans breast.

One agonised groan and the unfortunate Arab rolled over a corpse. The murderers companions laughed heartily.

Scenes of relentless butchery such as these were occurring on every hand. Our fierce captors were merciless; their hatred deadly. A word was quickly followed by a cruel, unerring blow that either maimed or proved fatal. A wounded slave is only an encumbrance, therefore, in almost every instance, when an enemys knife struck, it entered a vital part. The horrors of that night were sickening, the bloodshed truly awful. Men, women, even children were slaughtered out of the mere fiendish delight felt by the victors in causing agony to their vanquished foe, and passive and appalled I stood in the grip of my enemies, wondering vaguely how soon I too should share the same fate as those whose horrible death I was being compelled to witness.

The sun had already risen an hour when my captors lifted me upon a horse, securing my feet so that I could not dismount, and soon afterwards we moved away, an armed man riding on either side of each prisoner. From the first it occurred to me that only by affecting the religion of Islâm could I escape death, therefore from that moment I spoke only Arabic, declaring myself a native of Mequinez and a True Believer. My accent in speaking Arabic and the whiteness of my skin my captors attributed to my Moorish parentage, and, judging from the manner in which the sinister-faced Sheikh of the slave-raiders inspected me, I was considered a valuable prize.

Leaving the palms, we struck due south through a great clump of batum trees into the barren, inhospitable region of the Admar, the desert that has never been explored by Europeans, and which is still a blank upon the maps. On setting out we travelled quickly, perhaps owing to the great dreariness of the country and the impulse of the camel-drivers and their beasts to get to their homes. Gradually, however, the day grew very hot and uncomfortable, a stifling west wind scattering the sand of the dunes into our faces and totally obscuring the way. Keeping along the valley, wild and desolate, sometimes nearly a mile wide, we had on our left a broad mount, rising first with gradual ascent, but in its upper part forming a steep and lofty wall which the two men guarding me called El Khaddamiyeh. Passing along a small defile and crossing another valley, which my captors called the Tanarh, we once more gained the great open desert of ever-shifting sand.

Once I crossed this plain alone in face of the sirocco, observed one of the men guarding me to his companion. I would not attempt it again for all the Treasure of Askiá.

The Arab addressed grunted, but made no reply, and there was a long silence.

What is the treasure of which thou hast spoken? I asked, interested, after a pause. I come from the north, and have never heard of it.

The dark-faced warrior of the Fadê, giving me a quick glance, asked — 

Art thou ignorant of our great forefather Askiá?

None knoweth his fame in Morocco, I replied. Was he a man of power?

While he lived he was the Most Mighty of the Sahara. If thou hast never heard of the Great Sultan who was so wealthy that he preferred to wear a crown of iron to a diadem of gold, I will render thee explanation: — Hadj Mohammed Askiá, the most powerful of the Sónghay conquerors, lived in the year of the Hedjira 311, or a thousand years ago, and was a just but warlike ruler. His wrath was feared from Gógo even unto Mourzouk, and those who disobeyed him were put to the sword relentlessly. Having by constant battle extended his kingdom so as to include the regions now known as Kátsena and Kanó, he two years later led an expedition against the Sultan of Agadez. After a siege lasting nearly six moons, the Sultan of the Ahír was killed, and the City of the Sorcerers fell and was looted, together with the dead Sultans palace and the houses of many rich merchants who dwelt near. Soon afterwards, however, the vengeance of Allah, the Omniscient, descended upon the conquerors, for the city was smitten by a terrible plague of bloodsuckers the length of the little finger-joint, and Askiás people, panic-stricken, deserted their ruler and fled. Askiá, gathering together the whole of the plunder he had secured, amounting to an enormous quantity, packed it upon a number of camels, and with four faithful followers set out at night secretly for his own stronghold far away at Gógo.

A caravan worth plundering, I observed, smiling.

Yes, he replied, with a broad grin. But, strangely enough, no reliable facts ever came to light regarding the Great Sultans subsequent movements. With his camels, his followers, and his gold and gems, he set out into the desert and disappeared. Alas! woe succeedeth woe, as wave a wave. Some declare that he went to Egypt and again became a ruler among men, but we of the Fadê believe that the Great Treasure was buried. The story-tellers relate that Askiá, having travelled for one whole moon from Agadez, found himself still in the desert, with both food and water exhausted. He and his companions were lying on the sand dying, when there appeared in the heavens a mirage of green fields, in which a Christian in a white robe was standing. The visitant addressed the great chieftain, telling him that the only manner in which to save his life and those of his followers, was to abandon his treasure, upon which there lay a curse, and travel straight in the direction of the rising sun. Askiá promised, but instead of abandoning his wealth he buried it, and then started off, as directed, in search of the oasis. Still within sight of the spot where the treasure had been hidden the travellers were so jaded that they were compelled to halt for the night, and during the darkness, it occurred to the Sultan that his four men, knowing the spot, would in all probability return before him, seize the gold, and carry it off. Therefore, in order to preserve the secret, he rose, and with his scimitar slew those who had been true to him. Then a curse again fell swiftly upon the Mighty Potentate, for ere dawn appeared he too had succumbed, and the knowledge of the place where the treasure lieth buried thus became lost for ever.

And has no one been able to discover its position?

No, he replied. The gold and gems of fabulous worth remain still hidden.

As prisoner in the hands of the Kel-Fadê I was guarded carefully, together with my companions in adversity, during the four weeks we were journeying in the wild sandy regions of the Great Sahara. Our taskmasters took a brutal delight in keeping us without water as long as possible, and the awful agonies of thirst I endured in those blazing days while crossing the Admar will ever be vivid in my memory. Cuffed, beaten, and half-starved, we were dragged onward over the hot dusty plains towards the town of Assiou, situate on the direct caravan route from Mourzouk to Agadez. It was a source of some satisfaction to know that my captors were taking me towards my goal, yet my perilous position seemed utterly hopeless, for I had lost the Crescent of Glorious Wonders, and been robbed of everything I possessed, with the exception of Zoraidas letter to the imam, which, for safety, I had concealed in the rope of camels hair I wore twisted around my head.

Before we had been a week on our journey, two of Mákitas men, exhausted by the barbarous treatment they had received at the hands of their conquerors, sank, and were left behind upon the sand to die. Treated like cattle, and compelled to bear the blows of our inhuman masters, we received only dates with a little kousskouss, just sufficient to keep us alive, and any who grumbled were secured by a rope to one of the camels and made to trudge over the stony wilderness until he or she sank from sheer exhaustion. On three occasions was this terrible punishment administered, and each time the unfortunate prisoner, when overcome by heat and fatigue, was left a prey to the huge grey vultures who, expecting carrion, followed us with ominous persistency.

A fortnight after our annihilation, we passed through the great valley of the Anahet, a sorry band of smileless captives, each apprehensive of his doom, and after halting for two days under the palms of Azatteli, where there was a rich supply of herbage, principally of the kind called bu rékkebah, and of el hád, the camels dainty, we resumed our journey into a waterless region resembling a sea of bare rocks with patches of sand, until we reached the Marárraba, a great heap of stones which marks the boundary line between the countries of Rhât and Aïr, close to which we halted, apparently in order to await another caravan. This spot is held in religious awe by the Kel-Fadê, who each placed a stone upon the gigantic heap of granite blocks.

For several days we remained there. One afternoon the male prisoners were assisting the women, who had been set by their captors to grind the corn. Our taskmasters guarded their tents, keeping them hard at work with lash or bastinado, and while the encampment was hushed in its siesta, I was roughly awakened from a doze by the villainous old Sheikh of the Kel-Fadê, who, finding me stretched upon the sand, in the shadow of one of the tents, after some fatiguing work I had just completed, administered a vigorous kick, the effects of which I felt for some days.

Rise! son of a dog! Hasten, or thy movements shall be quickened in a manner thou wilt not like.

As I scrambled to my feet, rubbing my eyes, he commanded me to follow him to his tent, and after he had settled himself upon his divan, together with two of his chief men, he subjected me to a severe cross-examination as to my past, and my capabilities.

When I had related to him a long imaginary account of my career in Morocco, and entertained him with an exciting story, he suddenly asked — 

What trade hast thou followed?

I was a hodja (letter-writer) in Mequinez, and afterwards in Algiers, I replied.

Then thou shalt write me a letter, he said, and, ordering an ink-horn and writing materials to be brought, he dictated a message regarding some merchandise. When I had finished, he inspected it, while I stood by in trepidation, fearing lest he should detect the many mistakes I had made in tracing the Arabic characters. Evidently, however, he could not read, though he made a pretence of doing so, for he expressed complete satisfaction by a sharp grunt, and a deep pull at his pipe.

Art thou a musician? he inquired presently.

I can play the kanoon and the guenibri I answered, and in a few moments one of the strange-looking two-stringed Arab instruments, fashioned from the shell of a tortoise, covered with skin, was handed to me. As it happened, I had long ago learned to manipulate the strings of the guenibri, and at once gave the old Sheikh an illustration of my talent for native music.

Good, he said at last. Thou art a musician. I must consider what I shall do with thee. Leave now and return to thy slumbers, for thou wilt not always be enabled to take thine ease in the shadow.

The men squatting on either side of their chieftain grinned at their lords witticism, and as I turned wearily away, I wondered what fortune the next turn of the kaleidoscope of life would bring to me.

Yet I cared little. I had, alas! lost my mystic talisman, and with it had disappeared all hope of securing the hand of my peerless Queen of the Desert.


Chapter Twenty Four.

Slave of the Sultan.
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TO DESCRIBE OUR dreary journey through the barren unknown desert at greater detail would serve no purpose. The way lay mainly over a gigantic plain interspersed by small sand-hills and naked ledges of rock, speckled with ethel bushes half overwhelmed by sand. For days there seemed not a breath of air, and the desolate monotony was terribly exhausting. Now and then we came upon wells with herbage and a few sebót and talha trees, but the long stretches of sand within sight of Mount Azben were frightfully fatiguing for man and beast, the ground at all times being either gravelly, rocky, or strewn with loose pebbles.

Arriving at length at Assiou, a small town in an oasis on that great arid plateau called the Tahassaza, the centre of an important caravan trade, my male companions and myself were very soon led into the market-place, a square open space, and under the arches of the low whitewashed colonnade we were allowed to lounge and wait. At last we knew the worst. We were to be sold into slavery!

The place was agog with caravans arriving and departing, and on all hands men and women, mostly negroes and negresses from the Soudan, were being sold after long and loud haggling. Many, too, were the silent bargains effected by pairs of traders standing quiet and immovable in the middle of the noisy, bustling, pushing crowd, each with a hand under his neighbours burnouse, and grasping his arm as if engaged in feeling the others pulse. They were making use of the conventional signs, consisting of certain pressures of the finger and knuckle joints, each having a recognised value and significance, and by employing them they were effecting business without attracting the notice of the gaping onlookers, who would listen and offer their advice.

Among the human wares for disposal were many young Arabs of the Kel-Tin-Alkoun, the Iguedhadh, and other tribes who were weaker than their neighbours, together with some comely women, the latter creating the keenest competition among the dealers. Those who were fat enough to fulfil the Arab standard of beauty were being sold for large sums, while the more slim were disposed of to the highest bidder.

Buyers and sellers were squatting together in little groups, sipping coffee, eating melons, and smoking cigarettes while they gossiped, and as money passed from hand to hand, husbands were torn for ever from their wives, and children gazed for the last time upon their parents. This market of human flesh, which the strenuous efforts of the French and British Governments have failed to suppress, was indeed revolting, yet the scenes were not so heartrending as might have been imagined, for the majority of the women, when they were unveiled for inspection, evinced pleasure at the prospect of a new lord, while the men, finding themselves in the hands of their enemies, squatted in melancholy silence, utterly regardless of their fate.

For me escape was hopeless. Fully a dozen well-to-do Arabs had viewed me, each being urged by the Sheikh of the Kel-Fadê, who acted as showman and extolled my virtues, to purchase me. He described me as a Moorish letter-writer, musician, and man of wisdom, but the price he required appeared quite prohibitive, until a splendidly-dressed Arab, evidently of the wealthier class, made a close examination of me. In compliance with his request, I played a tune on the guenibri, and after nearly half an hours bargaining, I at last saw the Sheikh accept a bag of gold; and then the man in a helái burnouse and ornamented Ghadámsi shoes coolly informed me that I must in future consider myself the property of His Majesty the Sultan of Agadez.

For the moment my delight was unbounded. I was going, after all, to Agadez! But courage failed me when I recollected that I was a slave, and that the Crescent of Glorious Wonders had been filched from me and was utterly lost.

Three weeks after I had been purchased by the agent of the potentate, I found myself a prisoner in the great irregularly-built Fáda, or palace, of His Majesty Hámed e Rufäy, the mighty Sultan of the Ahír. I was one of the slaves of Amagay, His Majestys chief eunuch, my duties being to burnish the arms of the ever-vigilant guardians of the Sultans harem, and, when required, to discourse music for the delectation of the Grand Vizier Mukhtar, President of the Divan, and his suite. The great palace, situated on the outskirts of the town though within the walls, covered an enormous area, and was a kingdom within itself. Like a fortress enclosed by grim massive walls were beautiful gardens, spacious courtyards with fountains and cool arcades, and in these sumptuous buildings there dwelt the officers of state; while, in the inner court, to which none had access save the eunuchs and the Sultan himself, was situated the royal harem. Outside the one entrance to this, the most private portion of the luxurious Fáda, was a smaller court devoted to the eunuchs and their slaves, while the single passage communicating was closed by three iron doors, at which gigantic negroes fully armed stood on guard night and day. To obtain admission to the Court of the Eunuchs no fewer than five gates had to be passed, each with three doors, whereat stood janissaries — whose lawless and powerful prototypes beside the Bosphorus are historical — barring with gleaming scimitars the passage of the would-be adventurer. Each court, with its massive, frowning walls, was a colony in itself, preserving its own individuality, its inhabitants never mixing or passing into the forbidden domains of its neighbours. Thus the great gilded palace was a prison to its inmates, except the royal princes and the officials of His Majesty; and the janissaries had no dealings with the eunuchs, nor did the officials of the Sultans Great Court of Audience fraternise with those of His Majestys private apartments.

This luxurious city within a city, housing nearly seventeen hundred persons, was magnificent in its proportions, for as one entered court after court towards the quarters of the women, the appointments grew richer and more costly, until, in the Hall of the Eunuchs, the ceilings were of sky-blue with stars of gold, the floors of polished marble, the walls adorned by delicate frescoes and arabesques, and the slender columns of rare marble supporting the horse-shoe arches were carved with exquisite taste and glistened with gold. Indeed, the great palace was a maze of buildings, courts, gardens, and spacious halls, in which, however, the autocratic ruler was rarely seen. He mostly spent his time in his own apartments adjoining the Hall of the Eunuchs, and was only seen to his scheming and intriguing entourage when seated on the Great White Divan. Before him every member of the household quaked with fear, for he was a man whose displeasure meant death, whose smile bestowed wealth and luxury, whose harsh word brought upon the hapless victim of his displeasure the bastinado and disgrace, or whose commendation made him chief among men. He was ruled by harem influence; indeed, the doves of the gilded prison held in their hands mens lives and fortunes. A whispered word in the ear of their lord would cause a courtiers head to fall under the executioners sword, or a soft caress secure his appointment to high official position, with fat emoluments. Through every court, from the fierce guardians of the outer gate to the innermost quadrangle where beautiful houris lolled among their silken cushions around a fountain of fragrant perfume, dark plots were constantly being hatched and carried out. Men and women almost daily fell victims of the jealousy, hatred, or avarice of their fellows, and life was indeed insecure in a ménage where the unheeded handmaiden of to-day might be the all-powerful Sultana of to-morrow; where the Grand Vizier might be decapitated by the negro executioner within an hour, and the meanest slave of the Fáda appointed vizier of the Ahír in his stead; or where the Pearl of the Harem who had displeased her cruel, fickle master by some petty shortcoming, might have a silken cord slipped over her white neck by the brutal Chief of the Eunuchs, die of strangulation, and her body be given to the vultures without knowledge of her fault.

A remnant of the autocratic sway of Turkey which still holds Tripoli under its rule, the Sultan was himself the State. His so-called ministers were simply the favourites of the hour. Justice was bought and sold. Every office was directly or indirectly purchased, small remuneration or none at all being paid, the holders recouping themselves by plunder and oppression, tempered by the fact that at any moment they might be forced to disgorge by the Sultan, left to rot in loathsome dungeons, or be beaten or tortured to death.

Amid these strange surroundings I lived and toiled. By day, in the little niche in the massive wall of the Court of the Eunuchs that was assigned to me, I burnished the scimitars, scabbards, knives, and steel girdles of the custodians of the harem. At night, when the stars shone above the open court, and the breeze stirred the leaves of the trailing vines, I would take my guenibri and, in obedience to the order of my taskmasters, pass into the hall of the Grand Vizier, and while that high official lounged upon his divan surrounded by his officers, I, with three other musicians, would squat at the corners of the mat spread before him, and play accompaniments to the dancing of his female slaves. To the monotonous thumping of the tom-tom, the mournful note of the guenibri, and the clashing of cymbals, the women barefooted performed slow Eastern dances, scarcely moving their feet, yet gracefully swaying their bodies, and whirling scimitars above their heads in a manner that was marvellous, or with wild abandon they would trip a kind of Spanish dance with the tambourine.

Week after week, surrounded by the dazzling splendour of the gorgeous palace, I led a weary life of abject slavery. Ill-treated and cuffed by the stern black taskmaster whose duty it was to see that I performed the work allotted to me, I felt many times inclined to regard escape as utterly hopeless. While on my way to the palace, I caught sight of the Mesállaje, the principal mosque with its great square minaret, and though I had still retained Zoraidas letter to Hadj Mohammed ben Ishak, the chief imam, I had no means of presenting it. Nevertheless, buoyed constantly by expectation, I worked on, seeking as far as possible to obtain the good graces of my fierce Soudanese slave-master, and never ceasing in my endeavours to devise some scheme by which I might obtain freedom.

One evening, when I had been toiling throughout the day burnishing some accoutrements that were rusty until my arms pained me, my taskmaster brought information that His Excellency the Grand Vizier would require no music that night; therefore, remaining in my little den near the gate of the harem that served as workshop and living-room, I took my ease. I must have slept, for I was awakened by the stern voice of one of the eunuchs saying — 

Quick! take this, clean it and return it to me. I will wait.

He handed me a long, keen scimitar, the blade of which was wet with blood!

It was night. All was quiet. The courts, so full of colour and animation during the day, were hushed in silence, for the huge palace seemed asleep. Above, bright points of light shone, but there was no moon, and the Court of the Eunuchs was in darkness, save where over the gate of the harem a great swinging lamp of brass shed a yellow uncertain light upon the tall statuesque guards. Without questioning the man, I quickly washed his sword, cleaned it with cloths, and re-polished it with my stone. Then, with muttered thanks, he replaced it in its scabbard, and, stalking towards the harem, passed through the heavy iron doors and disappeared.

A bloody drama had been enacted! Another secret tragedy had occurred within those grim, massive walls that concealed the gorgeous Courts of Love!

Even as I gazed wonderingly at the great arched doorway through which so many hundreds of women had passed never to return alive, its iron portals again opened, and there appeared four black eunuchs, gaily attired in bright blue and gold, bearing upon a board some long object covered with a black cloth, from beneath which bright silks and filmy gauzes showed. Silently they marched onward close to where I stood, and as they passed, I saw a womans bare white arm hanging underneath the sable pall. It swung limp and helpless as the men strode through the court with their burden, and when they had gone, there remained on the still night air a subtle breath of attar of rose.

The pretty head of one of the Pearls of the Harem had been struck off by order of Hámed e Rufäy — the iron will of the great Sultan, Ruler of the Ahír and Defender of the Faith, had been obeyed!


Chapter Twenty Five.

The Eunuchs Scimitar.
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WHAT DIRE EVENTS had led to the summary execution of the beauty who had just been carried out a corpse? Probably she had held brief sway over His Majesty, ruling the land from her soft silken divan, until one of her jealous sisters had, by intrigue, succeeded in displacing her in her fickle lords affections, and immediately the new favourites influence was sufficiently strong, she had used it to cause the death of her discarded but troublesome rival.

Sitting in my little den, with the shutter half closed, I was trying to picture to myself the scenes of brilliant festivity, of fierce hatred, and merciless revenge that were ever occurring within those zealously-guarded Courts of Love, when suddenly I heard Arabic spoken softly quite close to the entrance to my workshop. Without stirring, I listened with bated breath.

But apparently thou dost not fully realise that, now the Sultana Krenfla is dead, our power hath vanished, exclaimed a voice, the tones of which I instantly recognised as those of the Grand Vizier.

Nakrifoh colloh, replied his companion. Thou art indeed right. Well do I remember that when we were but janissaries at yon gate, we conveyed messages for the pretty Krenfla to her lover, and sometimes would allow her to secretly meet him. But he was killed in the war against Awelimimiden, and then his mistress, having mourned for him many days, devoted herself wholly to our lord the Sultan, and became Sultana. In recognition of our services as Cupids messengers, she caused our advancement, you to be Grand Vizier of the Ahír, and I to be Chief of the Eunuchs. But, alas! her sway hath ended, and consequently our careers are abruptly cut short. To-morrow we too may lose our heads — who knoweth?

True, O Amagay! unless Allah showeth us mercy, the death of Krenfla sealeth our doom. If it pleaseth our lord the Sultan to fall under the bewitching caresses of Khadidja, our degradation and dismissal will be inevitable; while if Zobeide should secure the favour of Hámed, her power will be immediately directed towards our decapitation. Long hast thou held in the harem the lives of the houris in thine hands, and in consequence thou art held in awe and hatred; while, to tell the truth, I, as Grand Vizier, have ruled with the sword and bastinado, and the people would rejoice could they see my head mounted on a spear in the Azarmádarangh (place of execution). But, His Excellency added with a pause, art thou convinced we shall not be overheard?

Quite, replied my master reassuringly, peering in at my half-open shutter, but failing to detect me in the deep shadow. Fear not eavesdroppers here. In thine own pavilion the very walls have ears; here, in the Court of the Eunuchs, it is different.

Then it is thine opinion that we must act quickly if we would save our heads?

Ma akindana al-ân wákt lilliakb (We have no time to play at present), acquiesced the Chief of the Eunuchs.

Taakâla challina náhn al-ithnine natáhaddath showy-yah, the Grand Vizier said. Then, dropping his voice until I could scarcely catch his words, he continued, Viewed from all sides, our position is one of extreme peril, therefore we must set ourselves to avert the disaster which threateneth. The choice of the Sultan remaineth between Khadidja and Zobeide, and even to-night one or other may secure His Majestys favour. In any case, our necks at this moment lie under the scimitar of the executioner, therefore must we act swiftly, firmly, and in a manner that showeth not mercy.

But how? I can see no way of saving ourselves except by flight.

Thy suggestion is impracticable. Such a course would condemn thee, interrupted the Grand Vizier. Unless we could first secure the contents of the treasury, flight would avail us nought, and even then we should be overtaken ere we could get away to the Tsâd. No; long have I foreseen the downfall of Krenfla, and have evolved a scheme by which men shall still abundantly utter the memory of our great goodness and sing of our greatness.

Thou hast? How?

Listen. My words are for thine ears alone, whispered the Grand Vizier. My opinion is that Hámed, our Sultan, hath ruled the Ahír for sufficient time. Dost thou agree?

Yes, replied the Chief of the Eunuchs eagerly. Art — art thou thinking of his deposition?

Hath it never occurred to thee that his son, Abd-el-Kerim, who is already in his twentieth year, is now fitted to rule? he asked slowly.

Once or twice I have reflected that the youth hath been always under our tuition and influence, and that, trusting us as implicitly as he doth, we should be absolute masters were he to reign in his fathers stead.

Truly, O Amagay, thou hast wisdom. If we placed Abd-el-Kerim upon the White Divan, I should most certainly remain Grand Vizier, while thou mightest even secure a post more lucrative than Chief of the Eunuchs. Instead of death, such an event meaneth for us increased wealth and the retention of our power.

But how dost thou propose to effect this sweeping change? asked Amagay, interested.

Render me thine assistance, and the means are simple. Our Sultan Hámed hath already ruled too long, exclaimed Mukhtar, adding, in a low, intense voice, after a pause, the ominous words, He must die — to-morrow!

Dost thou then intend to assassinate him? gasped the Chief Eunuch, amazed at the bold daring of the high officials suggestion.

Certainly. If he were thrown into prison, those who now bask in his favours would raise a serious agitation for his release; whereas, once dead, his memory will immediately be forgotten, and we shall hold the fortunes of the Fáda entirely in our own hands. Think, O Amagay, will it not be better to act fearlessly, and by one sharp, decisive blow attain increased riches and honour, than to remain inactive and fall hapless victims to the hatred of those black-eyed doves in yonder cage who would deliver us unto the sword. We must decide upon our policy now — to-night.

Hast thou the co-operation of any others in this thy daring scheme? asked his companion.

Yes, the Chamberlain, and the Aga of the Janissaries have both promised to bear their part; but thine own trusty, unerring scimitar must deliver the death blow.

No! no! he cried in a low voice. By the Prophet! I cannot strike. My nerve would fail!

Bah! Didst thou not strike off the heads of rebellious houris by the score; didst thou not for two years act as executioner in the Place of Azarmádarangh, where heads fell under thy keen doka every day? Surely thou, of all men, hast courage with thy sword and confidence in thine arm? A single blow, and the deed is done!

But suppose I fail?

Even then, our fate will be not one whit the worse than it is at this moment, answered Mukhtar.

There was a short pause. Then Amagay, who had apparently become convinced by the strength of his fellow-conspirators argument, answered — 

I agree with thee, O Mukhtar. Thy mouth uttereth wisdom. Only the mighty Hámeds death can save us; so, if Allah willeth, my keen steel shall strike the tyrant to the dust.

Then we shall count upon thee, exclaimed the Grand Vizier, apparently well pleased. Hearken, and I will show thee how the removal of His Majesty can be best accomplished. He hath sent information to the Keeper of the Treasure that to-morrow, after the midday meal, it will please him to repair unto the Treasury, in order to choose jewels to present to his new favourite. The jewels of great price are to be laid out for his inspection. On his way from the court to the Treasure House he will be compelled to pass across the Great Hall of Audience and through the long, dark passage that divideth that chamber from the Court of the Treasury. In that passage are niches where one mayest remain concealed, and it is there that thy steel must strike.

But may not others accompany him?

Leave that unto me. After he hath eaten, I shall detain him in conversation about certain pressing matters of state, so that his guards will pass before him, and he will walk alone past the spot where thou art secreted with thy companions, the Chamberlain and the Aga of the Janissaries. Then wilt thou rush out, and in a second the Sultan Hámed will be no more.

Will not the guards rush back and kill us? the Chief Eunuch asked doubtfully.

No. The conspiracy hath already been well planned in every detail. When the tyrant falleth, the heads of Khadidja and Zobeide will be struck off by thy guardians of the harem, and thus will the three persons whose power threateneth us have disappeared, and so secretly that not twenty of those within the Fáda will be aware of the tragedy.

Thou art indeed, O Mukhtar, a man of much foresight and one fitted to rule, exclaimed Amagay, in admiration of the old villains cunning. True, the Sultan Hámed is as a shadow betwixt us and the shining of the sun, and he must be removed. In thee, upon whom the One Merciful hath bestowed bounteous wisdom, I place my trust, and will assist thee in placing upon the Great Divan Abd-el-Kerim, the Son of the Doomed. Thy servants scimitar shall strike this daring blow for liberty. Peace.

Hush! Listen! whispered the Grand Vizier in a tone of alarm. One of thy men approacheth from the harem. Let us part to allay suspicion. I will await thee in my pavilion two hours after the sun hath arisen. Until then, slama!

A slight jingling of keys and softly-receding footsteps; then all was quiet again.

Alone I sat for a long time reflecting upon the secret of the great plot of which I had accidentally obtained knowledge. At noon the Sultan Hámed, dreaded throughout Fezzan, Tripoli, and the Sahara as the most powerful and tyrannical of rulers, would be struck down, and his son proclaimed monarch, while the assassination would, no doubt, bring death to many of the inmates of the harem. The palace was asleep, its lotus-eating inmates little dreaming of the great coup détat that had been so cunningly planned, or of the startling sensation in store for them. The black guardians of the harem stood silent and statuesque on either side of its carved portals, and the dead silence of the Court of the Eunuchs remained unbroken.

Enslaved as I was, my thoughts were always of liberty whereby I might deliver Zoraidas message to the imam, and I now saw in this knowledge of the attempt on the Sultans life a means to regain my freedom. Though excited over the discovery, I resolved to remain calm and act judiciously, for I foresaw that any desire I might express to seek audience of His Majesty would arouse suspicion among the conspirators. Through that night I pondered deeply over the strange events of the past few months, endeavouring time after time to convince myself that Zoraida no longer lived. Yet my mind refused to accept any indistinct theory of which I had not absolute proof. She had entrusted to me a mission in which, alas! I had by sheer ill-luck failed, nevertheless I recollected her earnest words when she had given the Crescent of Glorious Wonders into my keeping, and it was more than possible, I argued, that the imam was daily expecting my arrival and wondering what mishap had befallen me.

From him alone I could obtain the Great Secret, yet what would that knowledge avail, now that I had lost the mysterious half-circle of steel? Where was Zoraida? If alive, she would, I reflected, probably be journeying with her people in the Great Desert, the all-powerful prophetess of the most desperate band of fleet horsemen that ever rode over the Sahara. She, the dazzling, mysterious Daughter of the Sun, held in awe by the Ennitra, was possibly directing their marauding expeditions, sharing the plunder with her own delicate fingers, and causing death and desolation among neighbouring caravans; yet, when I recollected how at heart she hated that life of rapine and murder, how she shrank from the position in which, by some unaccountable combination of circumstances, she was forcibly held, my blood rose within me. Had she not acknowledged that she loved me? Were we not actually betrothed? Truly, the Omen of the Camels Hoof which I had ridiculed had been a presage of impending evil that was gradually being fulfilled. Mystified by the strange, weird rites that Zoraida had practised, fascinated by her marvellous beauty, filled with admiration at the cool courage she had displayed when saving my life, I had travelled steadily onward, meeting misfortune with a smile and disregarding danger and fatigue, until my capture. Then I knew that to declare myself a Christian would mean certain death, so I had been compelled, much against my will, to conceal my nationality and act as a devout follower of the Prophet until an opportunity for escape should present itself. That opportunity, I felt, was now at hand, and though the flush of dawn appeared, sleep came not to my eyes, for I sat devising various schemes, one of which, however wild and hazardous, it was imperative should be carried out successfully before noon.

As the sun rose, and the great courts of the Fáda grew animated, I resumed my work, burnishing swords, spears, and shields until they shone like mirrors, yet keeping an ever-vigilant eye upon the gate of the harem, in case His Majesty should emerge. Unfortunately, the Sultan seldom eared to pass outside his private apartments. Only once had I seen him, and then only at a distance. To all save his high officers and body-servants he was absolutely unapproachable. When he made a tour of the palace, — which I learned was of very rare occurrence, — he was surrounded by men-at-arms with drawn swords, and none dared address him for fear of incurring his displeasure, which meant unceremonious decapitation.

As the hours sped on, and the shade in the sunlit court grew smaller, I began to consider all hope of averting the triple tragedy futile. Once or twice, Amagay, a giant in stature, had passed and repassed with heavy, thoughtful brow and arms folded under his burnouse, as if preoccupied with the details of the widespread conspiracy, and my astonishment was sudden when presently he entered my den, and, drawing his splendid scimitar, the hilt of which was encrusted with jewels, said— This weapon hath no edge upon it. Sharpen it quickly. Whet it upon thy stone.

With hands trembling with excitement, I took the great sword, such as could only be wielded by one of enormous strength, and proceeded to sharpen it as he commanded.

Take thy time. Make the blade so keen that it will cut a single hair.

Thy will be done, O lord Amagay, I answered, not daring to look up lest my agitation should betray me, while the Chief of the Eunuchs lit a cigarette, and, lolling against the door, watched me until I had sharpened to a keen edge the scimitar that was to strike dead the Sultan Hámed. Then, replacing the weapon in its scabbard, he settled the hang of his burnouse and strode away.

By the shadows I became aware that the noon was nigh. I had sharpened the assassins weapon, yet I dared speak to no one of the foul plot about to be carried out. For aught I knew, many of those around me were implicated, and my confession that I had acted as eavesdropper would certainly bring wrath upon me. If I could only see the Sultan, one word could save him. But how?

Suddenly I conceived a most desperate plan. It seemed utter madness to attempt it, yet, knowing that my liberty, my whole future, depended upon frustrating the terrible coup détat, I was determined to risk everything. There was little time to lose, so I set about my preparations immediately. In my little den I had a canister half full of gunpowder and about a dozen cartridges. Boring a hole through the lid of the tin box, I placed the cartridges within, and, taking an old piece of flexible hoop iron, I bound it tightly round the sides and ends of the canister, taking care, however, to leave open the hole in the lid. Thus the bomb was quickly constructed, and, placing it under the bench at which I worked, I sprinkled a train of powder from it, and when all was ready, I lit a rudely-constructed slow match.

Hurriedly ascertaining that the match was fairly alight, I left the place, and, with my copper pitcher, lounged leisurely across to the well close to the gate of the harem, as if to obtain water. Scarcely had I gained the impassable portals when there was a bright flash, followed by a terrific explosion that shook the palace to its very foundations, wrecked my workshop, and tore up the masonry like pasteboard.

In an instant the most intense excitement and confusion prevailed. The two guards at the door of the harem, almost taken off their feet by the concussion, left their posts panic-stricken, and, with others who emerged from the seraglio, rushed over to the scene to ascertain the cause, while, in a few seconds, the court was filled by officials, eunuchs, soldiers, and slaves.

The moment for which I had been waiting had arrived. The outer gate of the harem was ajar, and while everybody was hurrying in alarm to the spot where the explosion had occurred, I managed to slip inside unobserved. Dashing along into the unknown region of the Fáda, scarcely daring to breathe and unaware of what armed resistance I might encounter, I sped like lightning across a wide, tiled hall, where, to my delight, I saw the second iron door was also half open. Passing this, I crossed yet another similar hall, rather smaller than the first, and leaped towards the third and last door. It was closed.

Grasping the great iron ring that served as handle, I tried to turn it, but though I exerted all my strength until the veins stood knotted on my forehead and the perspiration dropped from me, it would not yield. Fate was against me — I was doomed to failure. The door was locked!


Chapter Twenty Six.

In the Courts of Love.
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AGAIN AND AGAIN I tried the handle, failing utterly to move it. Another moments delay might cost me my life!

Shaking the great door in frantic desperation, and turning to see whether I had been detected, I suddenly noticed that on each side of this gate hung heavy curtains of bright yellow silken brocade. One appeared to have been disarranged, for it did not hang in such graceful folds as the other, and this attracted my attention. After a careful examination, I discovered a small square handle in the centre of the gate, painted black, so as to appear as one of the big nails with which the door was studded. In a moment the truth flashed upon me. Eagerly I tried the handle, and found I could turn it with ease, and that a small and cunningly-concealed door, just large enough to admit one person, was the means by which the private apartments of His Majesty could be entered.

Stepping through without hesitation and closing the door silently after me, I found myself in a great wide court, with fine arched arcades on either side. In the centre a splendid fountain of perfume was playing, the sparkling, scented water falling into a huge basin of crystal. The spectacle was gorgeous and dazzling. The brilliant colours, the green palms, the rich brocades, the woven carpets, the glittering gold with which the arcades were decorated, and the glimpse of cool and beautiful gardens in the vista away through several open courts, seemed a veritable fairyland.

From the great gilt perfuming-pans, columns of thin blue smoke diffused sensuous odours. Bright-eyed women with faces of flawless beauty were half-sitting, half reclining on their luxurious divans, lazily smoking cigarettes, or allowing themselves to be slowly fanned by their slaves. Resplendent in bright-hued silks, heavy gold ornaments and flashing gems, some were seated in little groups gossiping, others had stretched themselves on silken couches in languid indolence, while one or two, leaning against the columns of marvellously-carved marble, with their delicate hands clasped behind their heads, were indulging in day-dreams — dreams perhaps of joyous hours bygone before they were torn away from the ones they loved to adorn the Sultans harem. With brows covered by strings of pearls and sequins, white arms with massive bracelets, bare bosoms half hidden by necklaces and scintillating gems, bare feet encased in tiny slippers embroidered with gold and jewels, and neat ankles heavy with golden bangles, the beautiful prisoners of Hámed the Mighty were idling away the day with careless, dreamy indifference amid the sweetly-scented atmosphere of love.

Entranced by the wondrous scene of beauty, I stood for a few seconds while my eyes travelled quickly around in search of His Majesty. He was, however, not present; therefore, summoning courage and dashing forward, I sped on through the three great Courts of the Sultanas towards the distant garden, beyond which I had heard lay His Majestys private pavilion. Without daring to notice the profound sensation my sudden appearance was causing throughout the harem, I ran quickly through court after court, until, just as I had gained the great arch which led into the garden, my passage was barred by a big black eunuch who had recognised me as a slave.

To close with him would have been folly, for his muscles were like iron; therefore, redoubling my speed, I bent down quickly just as he was about to grasp me, and thus dodged under his hands. Pursued, I rushed across the beautiful garden, red with roses and green with many leaves, along the edge of a clear lake, through an open gate, and into a richly-furnished magnificent pavilion, the pavement of which was of polished sardonyx and agate.

In the centre was a great baldachin of amaranth silk enriched with long fringes of silver, stretched on twelve pillars of twisted gold, and underneath there sat upon the Great White Divan, Hámed, son of Mohammed el Bákèri, the all-powerful Sultan of the Ahír. Upon his head was a turban of pale green silk, in front of which was a splendid diamond aigrette, while the robes he wore were of rich white silk brocade. Behind His Majesty stood two negro slaves cooling him with large fans of peacocks feathers. Around him were his gorgeously-attired body-servants, to whom he was giving some instructions, being just about to rise from his midday meal. As I burst upon them, with the gigantic eunuch in pursuit, the guards were in a moment on the alert, and those who were prostrate before their sovereign sprang to their feet and drew their swords.

Seize him! cried the eunuch excitedly. He is a slave who hath escaped!

My gracious lord the Sultan! I gasped breathlessly, prostrating myself before the royal divan as the slaves pounced upon me. Hear me, I beseech thee! Let not thy servants remove me before I have spoken.

The slave hath merely some paltry grievance, exclaimed the eunuch, with ceremonious obeisance.

It is no grievance, I cried wildly. I come to give thee warning, O Sultan, Mighty of the Earth, that ere the shadows lengthen thou wilt die!

Silence, slave! Heed what thou sayest! the Sultan thundered, pale with anger as he rose stately and superb from his divan. He was tall and of majestic presence, though his dark, sinister features bore distinct impress of the vile and brutal passions which actuated him. Silence! he cried again, and his servants fell before him with genuflections inspired by awe. Slave! thou, who hast passed the portals of the private courts of thy Sovereign to prophesy his discomforture, hast dared to address thy Ruler without leave! Knowest thou not that none are allowed in this our pavilion unless commanded, under pain of instant death?

I come to forewarn thee, O August Ruler, of impending evil—

Stop thy chatter, dog! he shouted, his face livid with sudden passion. The storm burst, and the dark cloud, swollen with his accumulated exasperation, exploded in a tremolo full of threats. When the Sultan Hámed broke out, he was terrible. I heed not the croakings of a common slave who—

But men, jealous of thy position, have plotted to compass thy death ere to-days sun hath set!

Liar! Thou art indeed demented, he cried, in full combustion. Then, in the frightful rumbling of his phrases, in the incessant crackling of his words, he roared bitter corrosive invectives that caused his robust frame to vibrate as they issued forth. Suddenly, turning to his trembling body-servants, he added, Seize him! Let his prophetic tongue be torn out as a punishment for daring to predict evil in our presence!

Hear me, I pray thee, Just and Mighty one, slow to anger and of great mercy! It is to save thy Majestys life that—

The Sultan of the Ahír desireth not the aid of a slave! he answered proudly. I would send thee to execution at Azarmádarangh at once, only I think thy mind is deranged, and if so, thy boldness is not of thine own fault. But the chatter of the idiot annoyeth the sane, therefore thy tongue shall be removed, so that, though mad, thou wilt in future be dumb. Turning quickly to my captors, he added, Let him be cast into prison and rendered speechless. Away with him!

For this rebuff I was totally unprepared, and my courage sank.

Wilt thou show no mercy towards thine humble slave, who hath risked his life to prostrate himself before thee and give thee warning? I ventured to cry earnestly, in final appeal.

Take him from my sight, commanded the Sultan, waving his hand angrily. See that his glib tongue wags not after sundown.

Merciful Allah! I implored, struggling violently with those who held me. Behold, I am thy slave, O lord the Sultan! Hear me, I beseech of thee!

But His Majesty, uttering a string of voluble curses upon my family through generations, turned his back towards me with a gesture of impatience, and I was unceremoniously hurried from his terrible presence.

The Sultan had, however, stepped from his divan, therefore, at the entrance to the pavilion I was held back by the four stalwart guards in order to let him pass through to the spacious Hall of Audience. Surrounded by his body-servants, he strode along with regal gait and keen, observant eye; then, after he had gone, I was dragged onward at a distance behind not so great as to prevent me watching his progress.

Gaining the Hall of Audience, one of the most gorgeous apartments of the Fáda, Mukhtar, the Grand Vizier, suddenly appeared, and, bowing low, craved a hasty and private word with his royal master. The plot was being carried out before my eyes! The Sultan, halting at the entrance to the long arched arcade that gave access to the Court of the Treasury, waved his hand, motioning those surrounding him to pass onward.

The armed janissaries standing erect and mute as statues along the walls of the audience-chamber exchanged expectant glances full of meaning, and I knew that they were anxiously awaiting the commission of the dastardly crime. I would, even at that moment, have shouted a last warning, but, alas! the men in whose hands I stood powerless had gagged me in compliance with the desire of their irate master.

Until the servants and guards had passed through the long dimly-lit arcade and crossed the paved court beyond, Mukhtar held his royal master in earnest conversation, then, prostrating himself humbly, he rose and took his leave, while His Majesty, hitching his robes of spotless silk about him, moved onward briskly and alone down the silent arcade.

Upon Mukhtars lips a momentary smile of satisfaction played as he stalked away. It told me that the doom of the Sultan Hámed was at hand! Walking still in the grip of the guards, I watched the upright and truly regal figure of His Majesty receding until he had passed half-way along the great arched corridor. Then suddenly a second figure was sharply silhouetted against the brilliant sunlight at the end of the vista. A strong arm was raised, a gleaming scimitar whirled aloft, and a loud cry of surprise and dismay echoed until it reached the spot where we stood.

Next second the headless body of Hámed, Sultan of the Ahír, lay at the Chief Eunuchs feet, and upon the polished marble pavement a dark, ugly pool was rapidly forming.

My four captors, paralysed and amazed, released me and dashed along towards the prostrate body of their master, but in an instant the scimitars of the guards of the Hall of Audience were hovering over their heads, and after a desperate but brief struggle they were secured and gagged.

So swiftly indeed had the secret assassination been accomplished, that, ere I could realise that the plot had been carried out, the body had been thrust into a sack and removed, slaves who had actually held water in readiness had washed the stains from the marble, and almost before one could regain breath, every trace of the terrible crime had been erased.


Chapter Twenty Seven.

The False Cadi.
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THE GULF OF accident lies between what is and what might have been. Strangely enough, the very tragedy which I had endeavoured to avert saved me from the torture and imprisonment to which the brutal autocrat had condemned me, for when my guards were hurried away to the prison cells, and I explained to my master, the murderer Amagay, the fate to which the dead Sultan had condemned me without telling him the cause, he bade me return immediately to the Court of the Eunuchs, sending two of the guardians of the harem to escort me thither.

Thus once again I became a slave and prisoner. Escape seemed hopeless, and the delivery of Zoraidas letter impossible. Though so near the one person who held the Secret of the Crescent, I was yet held in bondage, unable to seek him, unable to fulfil my promise. The beautiful face of Zoraida with its dark, wistful eyes was ever before me, and my thoughts were constantly of the mysterious one of enchanting loveliness who had placed her faith in me. Time does not change a heart, and love memories are not written in sand — they last while life lasts.

The explosion in my workshop had, I ascertained, been attributed to accident, therefore, as soon as I returned, I found another corner, and, removing those of my polishing stones and cloths that had escaped injury, I resumed my work, resolved to hope on and wait. So swiftly and silently had the coup détat been carried out, that only the conspirators themselves knew of it, those of the dead monarchs bodyguard who had witnessed the brutal assassination being all safely in prison pending the Grand Viziers decision as to their fate. True, the sudden disappearance of the Sultan caused some anxiety in the harem and among the Fadáwa-n-serki, or royal courtiers, but this was at once allayed by a report that was spread that His Majesty had unexpectedly set out upon a journey.

It was only at night, when Khadidja and Zobeide, the Sultans two favourites, were, without warning, decapitated by the eunuchs in the centre of one of the Courts of Love, that the doves of the gilded cage vaguely guessed the truth. Trembling, they huddled together upon their mats, none knowing who might fall the next victim of the wrath of their absent unknown lord.

That night, and through many nights following, dark terrible dramas were enacted in that dazzling female hive. The plots, jealousies, and intrigues of the past were bearing fruit, and when darkness fell, eunuchs would bring me their scimitars wet with blood to be cleaned and burnished, while others carried out the bodies of the fair ones in silent gloomy procession. More than once I saw upon a passing bier a form that moved and struggled desperately, though no cry came from beneath the black pall. They were those unfortunate ones doomed to torture, who at daybreak would be conveyed by the guards far into the desert, secured, and there left to die of heat and thirst, affording a feast for the flies and the great grey vultures.

The history of the Sultans of Agadez is a bloody story — one long chapter of murder, fierce combats, and poisonings, that, had the secrets ever leaked out, would form a startling volume. How many dark plots had been hatched within those painted walls! What passionate love, what unbridled hate! A despot is always all-powerful; but the Sultan Hámed was a despot of despots. A favourite one day; the next a carcase eaten by dogs at the city gate. A wife one day, robed in brocade and dazzling with diamonds; the next a slave washing the feet of her who only a day ago waited upon her, and was cuffed and beaten at her command. Truly indeed the Grand Vizier Mukhtar and his accomplice, the Chief of the Eunuchs, were now revenging themselves upon those who had sought to compass their downfall, and the scenes of fiendish cruelty and bloodshed witnessed nightly within those gorgeous Courts of the Sultanas must have been awful. Until the new monarch could be publicly proclaimed, they ruled the Fáda, and were removing with horrible brutality those of its inmates whose existence might in the future prove detrimental to their interests.

At last, on the morn of the Nahr-el-Djemäa following Hámeds assassination, his son Abd-el-Kerim was publicly proclaimed Sultan of the Ahír. Through the city of Agadez the news spread rapidly, announcements were made in the camel market and in the market of slaves, the cadis gave forth the astounding intelligence from their divans, invoking at the same time the blessing of Allah, while from the great gates of the Fáda horsemen spurred away fleet as the storm-breeze, through the oasis and across the lonely Desert for many days, bearing the news to the furthermost limits of His Majestys domains.

So carefully had the secret of the tragedy been preserved, that until that day the people knew not that their ruler had died, and with the intelligence there came the news that his son was already reigning in his stead. None mourned, but in the palace and throughout the land there was general feasting and rejoicing. Even the slaves were allowed a day of idleness, and I, among them, lolled upon the bench in my den, and enjoyed a calm siesta, notwithstanding the life and movement in the wide sunlit court outside. Glad of the brief relaxation from wearying toil, I dozed through the hot, brilliant afternoon, and only awakened to a consciousness of things about me by words being whispered into my ear.

Awake, O Roumi, exclaimed a negro, hunchbacked and of dwarfed stature, whom I beheld standing before me. Take care lest thou attractest the attention of thine enemies.

I started up, alarmed that the deformed stranger should have discovered my creed. A Christian would, I knew, quickly meet his death at the hands of that fierce fanatical people.

How — how darest thou declare that I am no believer in the Prophet? I demanded, with feigned anger.

Hush! Fear not. Thou art the one who hast journeyed from afar over the Great Desert, and art detained as slave of the Sultan. For thee I bear a secret message.

A message. Who hath sent it? I gasped.

I know not, he answered. See! it is here; and, slipping his hand into mine cautiously, he left in my palm a small pomegranate. Remember that thine enemies regard thee with suspicion, therefore make no sign, and do not open it until I have passed through the outer courts. At last I have, by good fortune, been enabled to reach thee unnoticed amid the crowds now congregated everywhere. May the Giver of Mercy — whose name be ever praised — preserve thee, strengthen thine arm, and guide thy footsteps into the paths of freedom.

And without another word my mysterious visitor slipped away, and in a moment I lost sight of him amid the gaily-attired throng who, promenading in the spacious court, across which the shadows were already lengthening, smoked and discussed excitedly the all-absorbing topic of the unexpected accession of young Abd-el-Kerim as their lord and master.

Eagerly I cut open the pomegranate when I thought myself unobserved, and discovered in a small cavity from which the fruit had been removed a scrap of parchment cunningly concealed. On opening it, the following words, penned in ill-formed Arabic characters, met my eyes — 

Know, O Roumi, faithful lover of Zoraida, beauteous Daughter of the Sun, a friend sendeth thee greeting. Remain watchful, for when the moon hath shed her light two hours, thou, Slave of the Eunuchs, mayest be rescued. A friend that thou canst trust with thy life will utter the word dáchchân. (Smoke of a pipe.) Then obey, follow without seeking explanation, and thou mayest pass unchallenged the vigilantly-guarded portals of the Fáda, even unto the outer gate where freedom lieth. Upon thee be perfect peace.

The paper almost fell from my hands. At last secret steps were being taken to secure my release! But by whom? The mention of Zoraidas name told me that by some unknown means the imam had discovered me, and was exerting every effort to secure my rescue from the palace-fortress, a task which, I well knew, was no easy matter. Gazing upon the message, I remained spellbound. Anticipations of freedom gave me a certain amount of happiness, yet the bitter recollection that the strange object which Zoraida had entrusted to my care was lost irretrievably, filled me with gloomiest forebodings. Over nearly two thousand miles of rugged mountain and sun-baked wilderness I had travelled, on an errand the aim of which had suddenly vanished, and the vague uncertainty whether Zoraida really still lived caused me to view the result of this attempt to leave the Fáda with a cool indifference begotten of despair.

Weeks of hard, monotonous toil had caused me to look upon my future with hopelessness, and regard life within the Court of the Eunuchs as preferable to an aimless freedom without the woman I loved. If she were dead, — if, as I half feared, the mysterious disaster which she dreaded had actually fallen upon her, — then lifes empty pleasures had no further attraction for me. By day and by night, dreaming or waking, the horrible vision of the white cut-off hand, with its thin, shrivelled fingers and its scintillating gems, haunted me continuously, strengthening my misgivings as to her safety, and horrifying me by its ghastly vividness.

Why had it been stolen from me? Why, indeed, had it ever been sent to me, and by whom? All were points as deeply strange and mysterious as the hidden properties of the lost Crescent, the marvels of the secret chamber in the weird old house in Algiers, or the identity of Zoraida herself.

The shadows in the spacious court crept slowly onward, the warm tints of sunset flooded the great open space aglow with colour and alive with promenaders, and as I resumed my work, brightening scimitars and daggers until they shone like mirrors, the brilliant rays deepened into a fiery crimson, then faded in a mystic twilight.

Toiling on in order to pass the intervening hours more rapidly, I watched and waited until the moon shone forth, and then, anxious and impatient, I held my ears open in readiness for the secret word. By the flickering light of an oil lamp I was engaged cleaning the jewelled handle of a dagger, when, on turning suddenly, I was startled to observe a tall, dignified-looking man of middle age in the silken courtiers robes of the Fadáwa-n-serki.

Dáchchân! he whispered, adding quickly, Extinguish thy lamp. We must not be observed.

Involuntarily I bent to blow out the flame, but, suddenly remembering that no true son of Islâm would commit such an unholy act, I put out the light with my fingers. As I did so, he quickly slipped off his robe, revealing the fact that he wore two similar garments, one over the other, and a second later he produced a yellow turban, similar to the one he himself was wearing.

Trust in me, O my friend, he whispered. Assume this disguise, and follow me.

I dressed quickly, and, arranging the turban upon my head, we were about to leave when, pointing to the long dagger upon the bench, he said in an ominous undertone, Take that with thee. Peradventure thou mayest want it.

Snatching it up, I placed it in my sash, and quickly we went forth together.

Remember thou art no longer a slave, he whispered.

Have no fear, but bear boldly thy part as one of the Fadáwa-n-serki.

Without any attempt at concealment, we walked onward together in the brilliant moonlight to the gate leading to the Court of the Janissaries, whereat stood two great negroes, their naked swords gleaming in the white moonbeams. Holding my breath, I scarce dared to gaze upon them, but, after an inquiring glance at us, they pushed open the heavy gate, ceremoniously allowing us to pass into the first vestibule. Again we passed the second gate unchallenged, and then the third, finding ourselves in the great court of the guardians of the Fáda. Some of the brightly-attired soldiers of the Sultan were squatting under the spacious arches, smoking keef, amusing themselves with damma, or taking coffee, while others strolled about in pairs gossiping. The presence of the Fadáwa-n-serki was nothing unusual, therefore we attracted no notice as in silence we crossed the court to the great dark portals, beyond which, again unchallenged, we passed, gaining a smaller court, where a fountain plashed with cool refreshing sound into a basin of carved porphyry. Through this region of the Fáda we went without inquiry being addressed to us, and, judging from the obsequious manner of the guards, I felt convinced that my unknown friend was some high official whom janissaries dared not question.

Another court was passed, and as I was wondering who my rescuer might be, we came to the great outer gate, which, next to the gate of the harem, was the most carefully guarded entrance in the whole of the Fáda. As we approached, the chief of the guards, a Soudanese of great height and muscular development, loudly demanded our business.

My heart gave a leap, and again I held my breath. The result of this interview would, I knew, decide my fate. If it were discovered that I, a slave purchased by Hámeds gold, was endeavouring to escape, a sudden and violent death was the punishment I must expect.

Art thine eyes so dimmed as not to recognise Abd e Rahman, cadi of Egemmén, and Hadj Beshir, sheikh of the Kel-Ikóhanén? Open thy gate quickly and let us pass. We have no time to bandy words, for we are on an urgent mission for our new lord the Sultan Abd-el-Kerim.

The black giant, either recognising my companion, or becoming impressed by the importance of our rapid departure, bowed ceremoniously, and shouted to his men to unbar the door in the great dark arch. In the deep shadow six janissaries were drawn up on either side, armed with long curved swords, and as we stood in the full, bright moonlight, they could easily see our faces distinctly, though they themselves remained hidden. Chains clanked, and slowly the heavy door that never opened after sunset grated upon its hinges; then, having given peace to the chief of the guard, we were about to pass out into the city, when suddenly one of the soldiers cried — 
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Hold! That man is a false cadi! He is the fierce pirate of the Desert known as Hámma, and is a terror to our people along the shores of the Tsâd! The other I recognise as a slave of the eunuchs!

The words caused the greatest sensation among his companions. For a moment they remained dumbfounded at our audacity.

Seize them! cried the chief gate-keeper, rushing forward excitedly. Next second a dozen scimitars were playing around us, but ere we could be secured my mysterious companion had drawn his formidable knife from its sheath, and with a dexterous blow had sent the first man who laid a hand upon him reeling back, stabbed through the heart.

In an instant I drew the dagger I had brought with me, and as I did so, closed with a big negro who endeavoured to hold me. I fought for life, and the struggle was short and desperate. Having gained the outer gate, I was determined to escape, and I defended myself with greater strength than I had imagined I possessed. As the negro wrestled with me, clasping me in his iron embrace in an endeavour to throw me to the ground, we swayed backwards and forwards, both exerting every muscle to gain the mastery. Suddenly I felt my strength failing, for the pain caused by his grasp was excruciating, but with a quick movement I managed to wrench my right arm free, and with my dagger struck him a blow in the throat which caused him to release his hold. Then, staggering, he fell back mortally wounded.

With a spring like that of a leopard, another negro pounced upon me, while a second seized me by the shoulder. It was a critical moment. Capture I knew meant death, and as I turned in struggling with my latest assailants, I saw my companion struck a coward blow by a scimitar from behind. He fell like a log, and, judging from the terrible wound inflicted on his skull, death must have been instantaneous.

His fate filled me with a strength that was almost demoniacal, for while the others assembled round the prostrate bodies of the false cadi and the man he had killed, I fought desperately, determined to struggle on till the last. My knife, wet with the blood of the first janissary who had attacked me, was still in my hand, and, feeling myself being overpowered by the fierce black-faced brutes, I dealt one a blow in the side which caused him to spring away, and as he did so, I again brought the keen blade full across the others face, inflicting a frightful gash. Shrieking with rage and pain, he released me, clapping both hands to his ebon countenance.

A moment later I dashed headlong into the darkness, followed at full speed by half a dozen enraged and howling janissaries who, waving their scimitars, cried: Kill the slave! Let him not escape! Kill him! Kill him!


Chapter Twenty Eight.

On the Pinnacle of Al Arâf.
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IT WAS A mad dash for liberty. Ignorant of where my footsteps would lead me, I sped swiftly onward across a great open space, which I afterwards learnt was called the Katshíu, past the Mesállaje, or Great Mosque, with its high square minaret, and running beside the walls of several spacious whitewashed buildings, evidently the residences of wealthier merchants, I turned the first corner I came to, and, passing a stagnant pool, found myself in a maze of squalid, narrow, ill-built streets, which, though bearing marks of former grandeur, were unpaved and filthy. The houses, mostly of one storey, were mean, flat-roofed, and half in decay, and as I wound my way through the unlighted, crooked thoroughfares, I could still hear the hurrying footsteps and shrill cries of the palace guards, who, eager for revenge, were determined that I should not escape them.

Panting, well knowing that a halt meant death by torture, I ran forward until I found myself in the Erárar-n-Zákan, or Camel Market, a small square with the usual arched arcade running along one side. Then, the angry shouts of the janissaries sounding on my ears, I resolved upon a desperate expedient, namely, to dash along a street which led back in the direction I had come, and so return towards the Mosque. Even in my desperation I was determined to seek the holy man and deliver Zoraidas letter which for so many months had reposed in the little leathern charm-case suspended round my neck; but as I rushed headlong across a deserted market-place and emerged into an open space, I noticed a youthful Arab horseman mounted and leading a horse saddled but riderless.

My footsteps attracted him, and, having gazed at me for a moment intently, and apparently taking in the situation, he spurred across to cut off my retreat. As he rode down upon me, his flowing white robe looking ghostly in the darkness, my heart sank, for I was thoroughly exhausted and no longer hoped for freedom.

Judge my amazement, however, when, pulling up suddenly close to me, he exclaimed — 

Peace! Mount yonder steed quickly, and let us away! Dáchchân!

The word gave me courage. It had been uttered by the mysterious man who at the cost of his own life had accomplished my deliverance! The fierce, brutal guards, accompanied by a number of Arabs who considered it sport to hunt a slave, were still in full cry after me. Already they had gained the Katánga, therefore, without losing a moment, I rushed towards the horse, swung myself into the saddle, and sped away like the wind, my rescuer leading.

Shots sounded in rapid succession, but we remained unharmed, and with loud, angry curses sounding in the distance, we rode speedily forward, to where there was a breach in the city walls, and then away through the fertile oasis. As in silence we pressed onward at a wild, mad gallop, I was filled with admiration at the magnificent manner in which my companion sat his horse. He seemed merely a youth, for he was not tall, and his haick, well drawn over his face, half concealed his features, yet he rode at a pace that was killing, regardless of obstacles or the uneven nature of the ground.

For me this day hath indeed been one full of events, I managed to gasp at length, when, in ascending the rising ground, our horses slackened.

And for me also, he replied, without glancing towards me. How sad it is that the daring Hámma, hero of a hundred fights, should have fallen in his valiant attempt to rescue thee!

Yes, I answered. He fought bravely, indeed. But how didst thou know of his death?

I was awaiting thee outside the mosque opposite the Fáda gate, with a horse for Hámma and thyself, he answered. I saw him fall, and then I witnessed thy flight. I could not reach thee in time, but by the shouts of the janissaries I knew the direction thou hadst taken, and posted myself in readiness. Praise be unto Allah that thou hast escaped those fiendish brutes!

But it is all a mystery, I said. Tell me who plotted my deliverance; why should it be attempted by an outlaw?

I know nothing, he replied, save that it was imperative that thy life should be saved.

Why?

Because thou art the Amîn, and the Well-Beloved.

What dost thou know of me? I asked, in surprise. Nothing, beyond the fact that thou, who hast undertaken a secret mission, fell into the hands of the slave-raiders and became a prisoner in the inner court of the Fáda.

Then thou art aware of my mission?

I am aware that thou art a Roumi from across the sea.

Knowest thou Hadj Mohammed ben Ishak, the imam of the Mesállaje? I asked.

Yes, I knew him. He was a man pious and full of learning.

What! hath the Avenger claimed him?

No. He hath gone on a journey.

On a journey? I cried in dismay. When will he return?

I know not.

We had reached the brow of the hill, and our horses started off again at the same terrific pace as before. Noticing our saddle-bags were packed as if for travel, I inquired where we were going, but the only answer vouchsafed was — 

Trust thyself unto me.

For another hour we rode onward through a great grove of date palms, until at last we plunged into a dense tropical forest, along what appeared to be a secret, unfrequented path. Presently, however, my guide suggested that we should rest until sunrise, and, dismounting, we unsaddled our horses, and, throwing ourselves down with our heads upon our saddle-bags, slept soundly.

It was bright daylight when, on opening my eyes, I made an amazing discovery. The sex of my companion had changed! My guide to whom I owed my freedom was not a youth, as I had believed, but a young and pretty Arab woman, whose bright-hued silk garments had been concealed by a mans burnouse, while on her head she had worn the fez and haick instead of the dainty embroidered cap and sequins which she had now resumed.

Thou art astonished at my transformation, she laughed roguishly, standing before me with her pretty face unveiled. Mans attire doth not suit me in the light of day.

Why hast thou practised such deception upon me? I asked, amazed.

Because it was necessary. It was arranged that I should merely hold the horses in readiness, but when thou alone escaped, it became imperative that I should act as thy servant and guide.

I owe thee a great debt indeed, I said. Tell me thy name.

My name and tribe are of no consequence, she answered. An explanation will be given thee some day; at present I am bound to secrecy.

Even though thou art of the sect of the Aïssáwà and of the tribe of the Ennitra — eh? I asked.

How didst thou know? she asked, startled. But I refused to satisfy her curiosity, although, truth to tell, I had noticed neatly tattooed upon her forehead a serpent, the symbol of the more fanatical of the followers of Sidi ben Aïssa, and upon her wrist was a curiously-wrought Kabyle bracelet of white metal, similar in form to one Zoraida had worn. The presence of this woman so far south puzzled me greatly, and I sat silent and thoughtful while she produced from her saddle-bag some dates, with a little skinful of water in which úzak seeds had been dipped, and which I found a cooling and refreshing drink.

When we had eaten, she twisted her haick around her head, leaving just a slit for her eyes, then she sprang lightly into her saddle and we moved on again. Our way lay through a great thicket, where the mimosas and abísga attained such an exuberance as I had never before seen in the Sahara, and being closely interwoven by gráffeni, or climbing plants, were almost impenetrable.

As we rode along the secret path, I endeavoured to persuade her to tell me of Zoraida, but her lips were closely sealed. She admitted that she had heard of the Daughter of the Sun, but with artful ingenuousness declared that she had never seen her.

I have heard that she died in Algiers somewhat mysteriously, I said, watching her dark eyes narrowly.

Yes, she exclaimed, quite calmly. I have heard a similar report, and it is a curious circumstance that none have seen her since she went to El Djezaïr.

She could foretell coming events and divine the thoughts of those with whom she came into contact, I observed.

True, O Roumi. Whenever she accompanied our people into battle, they returned with much spoil and many slaves. Her love was a fierce, unbridled passion, and her hatred bitter and lifelong.

And the Sheikh, Hadj Absalam, what of him?

I know not. I am merely thy servant and thy guide. Ask me not things of which I have no knowledge; and with this rebuff she commenced chattering and laughing gaily, leading the way through the dense forest in the depths of which it would have been easy enough to lose ones self and perish. That she had before traversed the secret route was apparent, and her anxiety to push onward showed her impatience to bring our journey to a conclusion. Any little gallantry I offered when she found herself in difficulty owing to her dress catching in the twigs was accepted with dignity and murmured thanks, but regarding our ultimate destination she refused to utter a single word, beyond stating that for three days longer we should be travelling companions, and vaguely hinting that the journey might prove beneficial to my interests.

Riding at slow pace behind her through the tangled tropical vegetation, where flowers grew in wild, luxuriant profusion, and monkeys, alarmed at our appearance, swang from tree to tree, I reflected how utterly fruitless my journey over the Great Desert had proved. The mysterious conspiracy of silence regarding Zoraida into which everyone seemed to have entered appeared directed against myself, for with the exception of what she had told me with her own lips, I knew absolutely nothing of her. The mystic rites practised in the secret chamber, the discovery of the Crescent of Glorious Wonders, and the unknown object of my mission to Agadez, were all enigmas so puzzling as to drive me to the verge of madness. Although a strenuous, desperate effort had been made to release me from the Sultans palace, nevertheless every precaution had apparently been taken in order that I should obtain no knowledge of Zoraidas past, of her present whereabouts, or even whether she still lived.

For a brief rest we halted about noon, ate our scanty meal which my pretty guide prepared, and then, declaring that she was not fatigued, we moved on again, still through the great forest unknown to geographers that seemed appallingly weird and impenetrable. I had no idea that the Oasis of the Ahír comprised such an extensive tract of wooded land. From the sun it appeared as though we were travelling in a north-westerly direction. The path wound and turned in a manner that would have been puzzling and amazing to the stranger, and at times it was lost sight of altogether, as if to prevent those who discovered it accidentally from following it up.

The afternoon passed, and the mellowing rays of sunlight glinting through the trees tinted the long tresses of my fair companion, who, having now removed her haick, laughed and talked gaily, telling me of her exciting adventures as the child of a thieving band. Though she would not utter Zoraidas name, she told me many curious things. She had, it appeared, been in the camp of the Ennitra when, after the successful attack on the caravan of Ali Ben Hafiz, I had been brought in and sentenced to be tortured with the asp, and she told me how, after I had escaped, Hadj Absalam had sworn vengeance and sent a force after me. This force it was who subsequently attacked the Spahis and was slaughtered by them.

And why art thou here, so far from thy mountain home? I asked presently, determined if possible to elucidate some of the tantalising mystery which seemed ever increasing.

I travelled alone to Agadez to arrange with Hámma to effect thy liberty, she answered. Allah, the One Gracious and Merciful, hath preserved thee, while he who dared to enter the Fáda fell under the janissaries swords.

Allah grant his soul peace! I said, adding fervently, I am truly thankful to thee. Thou art indeed brave to risk so much, to accomplish this lonely journey, and to trust thyself upon this lonely path.

A woman of the Ennitra knoweth not fear, she answered proudly. Then, with a calm, serious look, she added, I am the servant of one who could not travel here in person. Allah directeth whom He pleaseth and casteth the unbeliever into the torments of hell. To-day thou standest upon the pinnacle of Al Arâf, the partition which divideth everlasting joy from eternal sorrow. Already the test hath been applied to thee, and it hath been proved that thou art the Amîn — the Well-Beloved.

Thou knowest the ordeal through which I am passing with feet treading the unknown paths of ignorance where the light of truth shineth not. Canst thou not give me one word of hope as to the successful accomplishment of the mission that hath been entrusted to me? I asked, rather surprised at her enigmatical speech.

I give thee no empty word of confidence. Thine own courage and stout heart in this strange land wherein thou art wandering will, in itself, prove a test the severity of which will not be forgotten. Peace be upon us, and upon all righteous servants of Allah!

With this last sentiment I expressed devout concurrence, and under the foliage reddened by the crimson afterglow we wended our way onward until we came to a small rivulet, where we halted, watered our horses, and prepared our food. Then, when it had grown dark, my fair guide, wrapping herself in the burnouse she had worn when I first met her, lay down to rest, arranging herself in a manner which showed her to be a true Bedouin to whom sleeping under the starlit canopy of heaven was no fresh experience.

Next day and the day following went by in a similar manner, with the exception that, having passed through the forest, we found ourselves on the edge of the oasis, and with our horses well pleased at the freedom, we galloped out straight as an arrow into the wild, inhospitable wilderness, which stretched away as far as the eye could discern, a great arid, barren plain. She sat her horse splendidly, as side by side we rode onward hour after hour, stopping now and then to drink from our water-skins, yet not once did she complain of the terrible burning heat or fatigue. On the contrary, there was always in her dark sparkling eyes a roguishness that is the peculiar charm of all Oriental women, and she entertained me with many stories of the valour and chivalry of her tribesmen. That night we encamped in the desert, and at dawn on the third day moved onward again towards our unknown goal.

An hour before sundown she suddenly drew rein, and, shading her eyes with her little sun-tanned hand, cried — 

Behold! They are within sight!

Straining my aching eyes in the direction indicated, I saw in the far distance a small speck against the horizon, which proved, on our approach, to be a clump of palms, and almost as soon as I had been able to make them out, I noticed that we had been observed, and that a Bedouin horseman in white burnouse was spurring out towards us.

In half an hour we met. As he came nearer, there appeared something about him that seemed to me familiar, and when at last he galloped up, amid the jingling of his horses trappings, holding his rifle high above his head, I recognised his dark evil face.

It was the rascally caitiff Labakan, who had followed me so suspiciously from Algiers, and against whom the dispatch-bearer Gajére had forewarned me! The man who gave me greeting was the sinister, villainous-looking outlaw who had stolen the cut-off hand!


Chapter Twenty Nine.

Labakan.
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MISGIVINGS WERE AROUSED within me by the discovery, but, concealing them, I gave him peace, as in flowery language and with many references to Allahs might, he bade me welcome to their shade. Scarcely deigning to notice the brave girl who had secured my liberty and acted as my guide, he wheeled round and rode beside me, expressing hope that I had in no way suffered from my detention within the Fáda of Agadez, and uttering profuse greetings with every breath.

To these I remained somewhat indifferent. I was wondering what fate was about to overtake me, and whether, after all, I had not been ingeniously betrayed into the hands of my enemies. This dark-visaged brigand who had followed me nearly two thousand miles had evidently done so with evil purpose. His words of well-feigned welcome and apparent delight at my arrival at that lonely spot were the reverse of reassuring, and, for aught I knew, I was about to fall into some cunningly-devised trap. The reason of this strange vengeance which he apparently desired to wreak upon me remained a hidden and mystifying enigma. To my knowledge, I had never harmed him, and, indeed, previous to our meeting in the kahoua in Algiers, I had never before set eyes upon him. Yet, with the fire of a terrible hatred burning within his heart, he had tracked me with the pertinacity of a bloodhound over the Great Sahara, through the many vicissitudes that had befallen me, and at last, by his clever machinations, I was now actually being led irresistibly to my fate!

At first the thought flashed across my mind that the woman whom the outlaw addressed as Yamina had brought me there, well knowing the reason this villain desired my release. Why had she observed that I was standing insecurely upon Al Arâf, between paradise and torment? Did not that imply that there was a vile plot against my life? Heedless of the outlaws well-turned Arabic sentences, I pondered, half inclined to condemn her. Yet no, I could not. She had, I felt sure, rescued me without dreaming that I should fall a victim under the knife of a secret assassin, and as she rode along in silence, unveiled, and looking a trifle pale and jaded, I was compelled to admit that to secure my release she had placed her own life in serious jeopardy.

At length we galloped into the small palm-grove that surrounded a well where camels and horses were resting, and a sharp turn brought us upon a small encampment. I half expected to fall into an ambush, and my hand instinctively sought the hilt of the dagger that had done me such good service at the Fáda gate, but when the shouts of the assembled men, all of them fierce-looking, well armed, and carrying daggers and powder-horns, gave me hearty welcome, I became reassured, dismounting, and following my enemy to the principal tent, before which a morose old Arab sat smoking his long pipe. He was very old, with a dark face thin and wizened, yet age had not dimmed the pair of keen, searching eyes he fixed upon me.

Behold! the stranger! exclaimed Labakan, as we advanced.

Roumi from afar, thou art welcome to our encampment, the old man exclaimed solemnly, removing his pipe and waving his brown, bony hand.

Blessings on thy beard! I answered, when I had given him peace. As a stranger in this thy land, I appreciate thine hospitality, even though I know not the name of my host.

Thou art weary, thou hast journeyed long through the forest and over the plain, and thou requirest rest, he went on, motioning me to the mat spread beside him, and ordering a slave to bring me food and water. I was in the camp of my enemies, which accounted for his disinclination to tell me who he was. Besides, I heard conversations being carried on in tamahaq, the dialect of the Touaregs, in order, apparently, that I might not understand. Whatever the object for which I had been conducted to that lonely spot, the chief of the encampment treated me as his honoured guest, and gave me to eat the best fare his people could provide. Such conduct was exceedingly puzzling, and, after I had eaten the kousskouss and chick peas, and accepted the pipe he offered, I suddenly asked — 

What have I done that I should merit this thy friendship?

Are we not commanded to succour our friends friend? he answered. Thou owest me no debt of gratitude, for it was Labakan yonder who arranged thine escape from the Fáda; and, raising his hand, he indicated the outlaw of the Ennitra who had stolen the severed hand, and who was now smoking a cigarette, and lounging lazily with another man as repulsive-looking as himself at a little distance from us.

I was silent. Was it not at least remarkable that the man who had offered Gajére gold to assist in my murder, should now exert himself so strenuously on my behalf? Expectation fettered me.

Fidelity towards a friend, magnanimity towards an enemy, are the pride of my people, the old man continued. Then, turning towards me, he added, Thy brow beareth traces of a poignant grief. Perhaps we may be able to calm thy sorrow, for we would most willingly help a brother, though he be of different creed.

His words struck me as ominous. Was he joking grimly, meaning that my sorrow would be calmed in death?

Nevertheless I replied to his confidential address: I feel much relieved by thy words, O friend, for in thine eyes there lurketh no treachery. True, I have passed through many terrible days since last I trod mine own far-distant land; yet I have no sorrow, only the regret of what might have been which is common alike to True Believer and to Roumi.

Why dost thou journey in this the land of thine enemies? asked the strange old man, calmly puffing at his pipe.

I have a secret object, I replied, still keeping my eyes upon the hulking lounger who remained in conversation with one of the armed band, now and then casting furtive glances towards me. I am seeking a phantom fortune.

Ah! thou art young. Thou hast the careless indifference that youth giveth, and art no doubt prepared to meet Eblis himself if he promiseth an adventure. Yet, alas! the mark upon thy brow telleth me that the canker-worm of love eateth away thine heart. Fair tresses oft ensnare a man, and cause him to seek Sindbads diamond valley, of which the story-teller singeth.

Evidently he was aware of my mission to that distant region!

When one is wounded by the keen shafts of a womans eyes, there is no peace, I said, impressed by my venerable companions seriousness. True love createth a mad fascination, a partial insanity that refuseth to be calmed.

And so it is in thy case, I wager, he observed. From thy mouth fall pearls of wisdom. Yet to-day, how little of genuine love is there among thy people, the Roumis! Have I not witnessed it among the Franks of El Djezaïr! Fascination is a gift of Allah; it hath no limits of age or condition. It is as indescribable as the steam that propelleth thy caravans of iron, or the invisible power that carrieth thy commands along wires of great length; therefore, it is not possible to simulate it. Yet what a tendency there existeth among thy people from over seas to coquette with love! We True Believers when in El Djezaïr, gaze upon the white uncovered faces of thy women in the streets, in the gardens, in the cafés, everywhere, and watch them in amazement. In the people of Al-Islâm, as in the Infidels, the heart is the same; but it seemeth to us that thy women, foolish and vain, know not true affection, and live only to attract men by feigning an imitation of love that is ridiculous. It astoundeth us.

Thou speakest of what we term flirts, I said, surprised that he should have observed so keenly the manners of European society as portrayed at Algiers. It is true that fashion hath taken a wrong turn. Tragic, romantic, frivolous, and heroic love-affairs will succeed each other, for the heart of a woman beateth alike under the gauzes of Al-Islâm and the tightly-laced corsets of Christianity, and the pulses of the Bedouins of the Desert and the idler of the Franks are alike moved by a pretty face; but, as thou rightly sayest, the fashion of flirtation only leadeth to factious disturbances, misery, and ruin.

Thy criticism is just, O Roumi! Truth never loseth its rights, though falsehood may have a long day. Thy women, who affect love in order to be considered fascinating, are the falsehoods of thy society, veritable houris from Hâwiyat. A woman who loveth deeply, passionately, really, though wrongly, may have our pity, compassion, sympathy, but she who simulateth a passion for vanitys sake hath neither. We of Al-Islâm feel a pity for the heart that breaketh beneath a smile; we honour a hidden sorrow; but for the trifling, idle, gay, and foolish married woman of thy people, who with uncovered face seeketh to fascinate the men who move about her, we entertain no such feelings. She feigneth love for them, entranceth them, and then — may Allah confound her! — she mocketh them. Such is one of the developments of thy so-called Christian civilisation!

He spoke the truth; I was compelled to admit it. Was there any wonder that a devout Moslem, witnessing the ways of European society, where the women bare their chests at night for the public gaze, and laboriously try to appear to have done something wrong, in order that scandal may be whispered about them,— being talked about being the high road to fashionable eminence, — should express amazement at the commanding egotism of those of our fair sex who consider it smart and a necessary adjunct of fashion to be seen flirting. How utterly contemptible must our whole social system appear in the eyes of these wise, thoughtful Sons of the Desert, who, far from bustling cities and the ways of men, dream away their silent, breathless days!

The old man, although a pleasant companion, would answer no question I addressed to him, and though I felt safe under his protection, yet the presence of the man Labakan caused me considerable uneasiness. When the last rays of sunset had faded, and some negro girls danced before our tent, the evil-visaged scoundrel sat beside me smoking haschish. In a semicircle the people squatted, listening with rapture to the humdrum voices of the singers and story-tellers, mingling with the thumping of derboukas, and the shrill notes of the flute-like djouak. From time to time a prolonged Ah! plaintively modulated, was uttered in applause of the song, dance, or story; and as I spoke now and then with him, I watched his face narrowly, detecting in his eyes a crafty look of unmistakable hatred. When he laughed, his white teeth shone spectral in the twilight, and when he addressed me, his thin, sinister face was so nigh to mine that I could mark each line that Time had turned upon his sallow cheeks, and watch the slow, cruel smile that wrinkled about his moving lips.

When at length the camp grew quiet, and I cast myself down to rest, all slumber was prevented by reason of the terrible sandstorm that sprang up, roaring over the oasis and screaming most melancholy in the palms. In claps of the veriest passion, the sand-laden, suffocating wind swept through the clumps of trees, and the night was in the possession of a thousand evil powers that seemed to mock at me. In that hour but one hope held me; but one fear. Death seemed to shriek about the tent, and wander whining through the storm-torn trees; on my heart Fear laid his chilly fingers, tightening his hold, and straining as though drawing me nearer to the end. But determined to remain calm and defiant, in order to learn the Great Secret, I was prepared to encounter all risks, even in that wild, unknown country, in the camp of the outlaws. In the midst of the howling sirocco, two furtive figures, almost obscured by the whirling sand, passed my tent silently. The misty silhouettes were those of Yamina and Labakan! Swollen to a monstrous horror, Fear, a hideous, torturing spectre, loomed beside me, and all past delight, all future evil, laughed me to derision in his presence. Through the night the tempest raged with fury unabated, and as I lay with my hand grasping my only weapon, my knife, I knew not from one moment to another whether a cowards dagger would strike me a swift death blow. Thus, vigilant and feverishly anxious, I waited until the sandstorm passed and the dawn was no longer obscured, then rose, half surprised that I still lived to witness the glorious sunrise.

Judge my amazement, however, when, on gazing round, I found that the tents had disappeared, and I was alone!

In the hours of darkness during the storm, the camp had been struck, the camels packed, and even while I lay with eyes and ears open, the Bedouin band had silently departed, leaving me to my fate in an unknown region! Even the spots on the sand where the fires had burned had been carefully dug over, and every trace of the recent encampment had been carefully obliterated. Tied by its nose-cord to a palm was a méheri camel, kneeling upon the sand with bent head, disconsolate and neglected, and as I gazed around among the tall trunks, seeking to discover whether any of the band remained behind, I suddenly caught a glimpse of a fluttering burnouse.

Sabâh elker! (Good morning!) I shouted in greeting, but next moment I was startled to recognise in the approaching figure the lean, sinewy form of Labakan.

Slamalik! (Good day to you!) he cried, hastening towards me with a broad, fiendish smile upon his coarse, brutal features. Thou art forgotten.

Thy people could scarcely have overlooked me when they left my tent untouched, I said, angered that this man should still be haunting me like an evil shadow. Besides, they departed by stealth, so as not to attract my attention. For what reason have they plunged again into the desert?

For reasons known only to ourselves, the crafty brigand replied, displaying his teeth in the hideous grin that seemed natural to him. A secret message received after el maghrib made it necessary to move.

Didst thou fear attack?

We fear nothing, save the wrath of Allah, was his prompt reply, as without further words he proceeded to pull down my tent and pack it quickly upon the back of the kneeling camel.

We of the Roumis endeavour to be loyal to those who eat salt with us, I said, presently. Thy people, however, desert the stranger to whom they give succour.

Shrugging his shoulders, he drew his haick closer about his narrow chest, replying, If thou hadst full knowledge of our affairs, thou wouldst be aware that circumstances had combined to render it imperative that my people should leave this spot, and proceed by a certain route, of which thou must remain in ignorance. In order, however, that thou shouldst not be left to starve in this vast region of the Great Death, I am here to guide thee onward to a spot where we may in two days rejoin our friends.

Of all men he was the last I should have chosen as travelling companion, for treachery lurked in his curling lip, and in his black eye there beamed the villainous cunning of one whose callous hands were stained by many crimes. To refuse meant to remain there without food, and quickly perish, therefore I was compelled, when he had carefully removed all traces of the tent, to mount the camel, and submit to his obnoxious companionship. He had his own camel tethered near, and as he straddled across the saddle the animal rose, and together we started out upon our journey.


Chapter Thirty.

The Hall of the Great Death.
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LABAKANS APPEARANCE WAS just as unkempt, his burnouse just as ragged, as on the day he snatched from me the box containing the horrible souvenir. As we rode side by side into the shadowless plain, he addressed many ingenious questions to me about my past. His thinly-veiled curiosity, however, I steadfastly refused to satisfy. That he knew more of me than I had imagined was quite apparent, otherwise he would not have taken such infinite pains to secure my escape from the palace of the Sultan. Puzzled over his strange conduct, I journeyed with him throughout the greater part of the day. Conversing pleasantly, and making many observations that contained a certain amount of dry humour, he never for a moment acted in a manner to cause me further misgivings. With the craftiness characteristic of his piratical tribe, he was endeavouring to disarm any suspicions I might perchance entertain, if — as to him seemed impossible — I recognised him as the man who followed me into the little kahoua in the far-distant city.

After nearly five hours on the level, sandy plain, under the torrid rays of a leaden sun, we passed along a valley, desolate and barren, until we had on our left a broad mount, rising first with gradual ascent, but in its upper part forming a steep and lofty wall. Then, having passed a small defile and crossed another valley, we gained the open, stony hamada (plateau) again, and travelled on until, in the far distance, I detected a great, gaunt ruin. Plodding onward wearily through the furnace-heat of sunshine, we reached it about two hours later, and halted under its crumbling walls.

Like a solitary beacon of civilisation, the ruined arches of a great stronghold rose over the sea-like level of desolation which spread out to an immense distance south and west. The rugged, uneven valley below, with its green strip of herbage, continued far into the stony level, and beyond, northwards, the desolate waste stretched towards a great dark mountain.

Astonished, I stood gazing at the spacious dimensions of this time-worn relic of the power of the ancients. It seemed half a castle, half a temple, built of hewn stone, without cement, and ornamented with Corinthian columns. Apparently the place had suffered considerably by the depredations of the Arabs, who, during succeeding centuries, had carried away most of the sculptures; nevertheless, there was much about this relic of a bygone age to excite curiosity, and to cause one to recollect the fact that years before our era the Romans had penetrated as far as that place. That their dominion was not of a mere transitory nature the ruin seemed clearly to show, for it had nearly two thousand years ago been a great castle, and, no doubt, a centre of a departed and forgotten civilisation. Yet to-day this region is unknown to European geographers, and upon both English and French maps of the Great Sahara it is left a wide blank marked Desert.

Of Labakan I learnt that it was known to his people as the Hall of the Great Death. According to the Arab legend he related, a Christian ruler called the White Sultan, who lived there ages ago, once made war upon the Sultan of the Tsâd, defeating him, and capturing his daughter, a girl of wondrous beauty. Intoxicated by success, and heavily laden with booty, the White Sultan returned to his own stronghold, followed, however, by the defeated monarch, who travelled alone and in disguise. Attired as a magician, he obtained audience of his enemy, then suddenly threw off his disguise and demanded the return of his daughter. But the White Sultan jeered at him, refused to part with the pearl of his harem, and ordered the sorrowing father to leave his presence, or be consigned to a dungeon. He withdrew, but as he went he cast his ring of graven jacinths upon the ground, and prophesied that ere two moons had run their course, a disaster, terrible and crushing, would fall upon his Infidel foe. Then, retiring to a cavern, he lived as a hermit, and through the months of Choubát and Adâr, for fifty-nine nights and fifty-nine days, he invoked continuously the wrath of the Wrathful upon his enemy. On the sixtieth day his prophecy was fulfilled, for a terrible fire from heaven smote the palace of the White Ruler, and the poisonous fumes from the burning pile spread death and desolation throughout the land. Through the whole of the White Sultans broad domains the death-dealing vapours wafted, and the people, the wise men, ministers, and the Sultan himself, all fell victims to the awful visitation. The only person spared an agonising death was the daughter of the Sultan of the Tsâd, who, after the fire was subdued, found the treasure stolen from her father untouched, and carried it back with her to the shores of the Great Lake. Thus was she avenged.

Since that day, added the pirate of the desert, the Hall of the Great Death, with its courtyards and gardens, has been tenantless, the wealthy city that once surrounded it has been swallowed up by the shifting sand, and so completely did Allah sweep away the dogs of Infidels, that even their name is now unknown.

Much interested in this magnificent monument of the Roman occupation, I left Labakan squatting and smoking in its shadow to wander through the ruins. Upon the centre stone of the arched gateway that gave entrance to the great hall I deciphered the inscription PBO. AFR. ILL., (Provincia Africae illustris.) encircled by a coronal, while below was a trace of a chariot and a person in curious attire following it on foot. Besides a representation of an eagle and a few Berber names roughly graven, I could, however, find no other inscription on the portals, so proceeded to examine the grey walls of the inner courts.

While thus engaged, a stealthy movement behind me caused me to start suddenly, and as I did so, I beheld my enemy!

Silently, with his long, bright knife ready in his hand, he had crept up, and at the very instant I turned he sprang upon me. Ere I could unsheath my poignard, he held my throat in iron grip, and his eyes, flashing like those of some wild animal, were fixed with murderous hatred upon mine.

Thou art at last in the Hall of the Great Death, which is the Grave of the Infidels, and thou shalt die! he cried, holding his knife uplifted ready to strike.

I was held to the spot, stricken by a sudden dread.

So this is how thou treatest the stranger who falleth into thy merciless clutches! I gasped, scarcely able to articulate, but struggling desperately.

Thou, dog of hell, art no stranger! he said, with a string of blasphemies. Thou hast escaped from our camp and brought upon us disaster, defeat, and dishonour. Thou hast obtained actual possession of the Crescent of Glorious Wonders, and even at this moment there is concealed upon thy person a secret message to the Hadj Mohammed ben Ishak, of Agadez. Confess where thou hast hidden the Crescent, or thou shalt assuredly die! His knife was poised aloft; his hand trembled, impatient to strike me down. Yet I was powerless in his grasp!

I cannot tell thee! I answered.

Thou liest! he cried. Dost thou deny also that thou hast any secret message addressed to the imam, upon thee?

I deny nothing, I gasped. It was thee, paltry pilferer, who stole the box from me in the kahoua in Algiers; thee who offered Gajére a bag of gold to assist in my murder! I know thee, Labakan! Rest assured, that if thou killest me, my assassination will speedily be avenged.

His fierce, brutal countenance, hideously distorted by uncontrollable anger, broadened into a fiendish grin as, with a loud, defiant laugh, he cried — 

Hadj Absalam is Sultan of the Desert, and Labakan his Grand Vizier. We care naught for Infidels who seek to avenge thee, nor for the homards who bear arms against us. Speak! Dost thou still refuse to disclose the hiding-place of the Crescent of Glorious Wonders, or to deliver unto me thy secret message?

I do, I gasped.

Too long then have I tarried and wasted words upon thee, courier of evil! he shrieked, shaking me in his rage and tightening his painful grip upon my throat. At that moment, however, I succeeded in wrenching free my right hand from the outlaws grasp, and, desperately clutching the hilt of my thin, curved blade, unsheathed it. It was a struggle for life. Again he grasped my wrist and held it immovable.

Cur of a Christian! thou who hast sought to bring ill-luck, disaster, and destruction upon us, shalt no longer pollute True Believers with thy baneful presence! he roared furiously, adding, Die! rot in the grave of the Infidels that is called the Hall of the Great Death! Curse thee! May Eblis condemn thee and all thine accursed race to the horrible tortures that are eternal, and may Allah burn thy vitals!

Thou hast brought me here to murder me! I cried. Yet I am willing to explain to thee the whereabouts of the Crescent, if thou wilt tell me of the fate of Zoraida, Daughter of the Sun.

The Lalla Zoraida? he cried, in surprise. Then it is true thou knowest her! We have not been mistaken! Thy dogs eyes have rested upon her unveiled face; her beauty hath been defiled by thy curious gaze, and she hath spoken with thee, telling thee of wonders the secret of which she was charged to preserve under penalty of death!

She hath told me nothing, I answered, still helpless in his murderous grasp. For many moons have I journeyed over oasis and desert, hamada and dune, in search of the truth, but nothing, alas! hath been revealed.

She entrusted to thy keeping the Crescent of Glorious Wonders; she unveiled before thee, an Infidel; therefore the punishment to which she was condemned is just.

What was her punishment? I gasped breathlessly. At least tell me whether she still lives.

The hand that wrought treacherous deeds was sent thee, so that thou mightest gaze upon the result of thy gallant adventure, he answered sternly.

Yes, yes, I know. Its sight was horrible! I said, shuddering, his words bringing back to my memory the cold, dead, bejewelled lingers in all their sickening hideousness.

Disgraced in the eyes of the people of Al-Islâm, untrue to her creed, faithless to her people, she hath already received the just reward of spies and those who play us false. The vengeance of the Ennitra shall also fall upon thee!

Was she murdered? I demanded. Tell me.

She, the One of Beauty, who was possessed of powers strange and inexplicable, exhibited to thee wonders that none have seen, marvels that she alone was able to work, he continued, murder lurking in every line of his dark, forbidding countenance. The Great Secret that hath for generations been so zealously-guarded by our people she gave into thine unscrupulous hands. To thee, a dog of a Christian — upon whom may the wrath of Allah descend — she transferred her power, thus allowing her people to be ignominiously defeated and slaughtered by the homards. Of the disasters that have fallen upon us, of the misfortune that ever dogs the footprints of those of our men who set out upon expeditions, of all the discomforture that hath been experienced by us; nay, of the terrible doom that hath overtaken the perfidious Daughter of the Sun who entranced thee, thou art the author.

Merciful Allah! I cried loudly. I have been unconscious of having brought catastrophe upon thee. True, I am not of thy creed, but—

Silence, thou bringer of evil! Let not the name of the One of Might pass thy polluted lips, he cried, glaring into my face with fierce, passionate anger. To thee we owe the loss of the Marvellous Crescent. With it our good fortune hath departed. Crushed by defeat, the downfall of Hadj Absalam seemeth imminent, owing to the false, fickle sorceress Zoraida — may Allah burn the hell-vixen! — having fallen under thine amorous glances. Upon thee her power hath fallen, and as thou refusest to give back to us that which is our own, thou shalt not live to witness the rising of to-morrows sun.

Doth thy Korân teach thee to murder those who are innocent? I shouted in a tone of reproach, struggling strenuously, but in vain, to free my hand.

The Book of the Everlasting Will saith that those who fight against the True Believers and study to act corruptly shall be slain, or shall have their hands and feet cut off, and that the Infidel shall have none to help him.

Loosen thine hold! I cried again, vainly exerting every muscle. Felon and outlaw! thou hast seized me by coward stealth, fearing to fight in open combat. If thine hand strikest me, my blood will swiftly be avenged!

Spawn of a worm! I have brought thee hither to kill thee! he hissed between his firmly-set teeth. Christian dog! Son of a dungheap! Thou, whose ill-favoured white features so fascinated the One of Beauty as to cause her to forsake her people and leave them powerless in the hands of their hated enemies — thou hast uttered thy last word! To-morrow thou wilt be carrion for the vultures!

Curse thee, cut-throat! I shrieked, turning my dagger upon him, but only succeeding in inflicting a gash upon his brown wrist. Thou, brigand of bloody deeds, hast followed me here into the distant desert to assassinate me secretly, to satisfy thy craving for the shedding of blood, but I prophesy that thou wilt—

In the terrible death-embrace the words froze on my parched lips. His brown, sinewy arm fell swiftly between my aching eyes and the golden blaze of sunlight. A sharp twinge in the breast told me the horrible truth, and the hideous, dirty, repulsive face glaring into mine seemed slowly to fade into the dark red mist by which everything was suddenly overspread.

I felt myself falling, and clutched frantically for support, but with a nauseating giddiness reeled backwards upon the sand.

A rough hand searched the inner pocket of my gandoura, and tore from my breast my little leathern charm-case, without which no Arab travels. Upon my ears, harsh and discordant, a short, exultant laugh sounded hollow and distant.

Next second a grim shadow fell, enveloping me in a darkness that blotted out all consciousness.


Chapter Thirty One.

Kaylúlah.
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INSANITY HAD SEIZED me. Dimly conscious of the horrible truth, I longed for release by death from the awful torture racking me.

The pain was excruciating. In my agony every nerve seemed lacerated, every muscle paralysed, every joint dislocated. My brain was on fire. My lips dry and cracking, my throat parched and contracted, my eyes burning in their sockets, my tongue so swollen that my mouth seemed too small to contain it, and my fevered forehead throbbing, as strange scenes, grim and terrifying, flitted before me. Pursued by hideously-distorted phantoms of the past, I seemed to have been plunged into a veritable Hâwiyat. Forms and faces, incidents and scenes that were familiar rose shadowy and unreal before my pain-racked eyes, only to dissolve in rapid succession. My closest friends mocked and jeered at my discomforture, and those I had known in my brighter youthful days renewed their acquaintance in a manner grotesquely chaotic. In this awful nightmare of delirium scenes were conjured up before me vividly tragical, sometimes actually revolting. Bereft of reason, I was enduring an agony every horror of which still remains graven on the tablets of my memory.

Over me blank despair had cast her sable pall, and, reviewing my career, I saw my fond hopes, once so buoyant, crushed and shattered, and the future only a grey, impenetrable mist. My skull seemed filled with molten metal that boiled and bubbled, causing me the most frightful nauseating torment which nothing could relieve, yet with appalling vividness sights, strange and startling, passed in panorama before my unbalanced vision. By turns I witnessed incidents picturesque, grotesque, and ghastly, and struggled to articulate the aimless, incoherent chatter of an idiot.

Once I had a vision of the green fields, the ploughed land, the tall poplars and stately elms that surrounded my far-off English home. The old Norman tower of the church, grey and lichen-covered, under the shadow of which rested my ancestors, the old-fashioned windmill that formed so prominent a feature in the landscape, the long, straggling village street, with its ivy-covered parsonage and its homely cottages with tiny dormer windows peeping forth from under the thatch, were all before my eyes, and, notwithstanding the acute pain that racked me, I became entranced by the rural peace of the typical English scene to which I had, as if by magic, been transported. Years had passed since I had last trodden that quaint old street; indeed, amid the Bohemian gaieties of the Quartier Latin, the ease and idleness of life beyond the Pyrenees, and the perpetual excitement consequent on roughing it among the Arabs and Moors, its remembrance had become almost obliterated. Yet in a few brief seconds I lived again my childhood days, days when that ancient village constituted my world; a world in which Society was represented by a jovial but occasionally-resident city merchant, an energetic parson, a merry and popular doctor, and a tall, stately, white-haired gentleman who lived in a house which somebody had nicknamed Spy-corner, and who, on account of his commanding presence, was known to his intimates as The Sultan.

I fancied myself moving again among friends I had known from my birth, amid surroundings that were peaceful, refreshing, and altogether charming. But the chimera faded all too quickly. Green fields were succeeded by desolate stretches of shifting sand, where there was not a blade of grass, not a tree, not a living thing, and where I stood alone and unsheltered from the fierce, merciless rays of the African sun. Fine sand whirled up by the hot, stifling wind filled my eyes, mouth, and nostrils, and I was faint with hunger and consumed by an unquenchable thirst. Abnormal incidents, full of horror, crowded themselves upon my disordered intellect. I thought myself again in the hands of the brutal Pirates of the Desert, condemned by Hadj Absalam to all the frightful tortures his ingenious mind could devise. Black writhing asps played before my face, scorpions were about me, and vultures, hovering above, flapped their great wings impatient to devour the carrion. I cried out, I shouted, I raved, in the hope that someone would release me from the ever-increasing horrors, but I was alone in that great barren wilderness, with life fast ebbing. The agonies were awful! My brain was aflame, my head throbbed, feeling as if every moment it must burst, and upon me hung a terrible weight that crushed my senses, rendering me powerless.

Visions, confused and unintelligible, passed in rapid succession before my aching eyes, and I became awestricken by their revolting hideousness. The dark, villainous face of Labakan grinned at me exultingly, and the scarred, sinister visage of Hadj Absalam, the mighty Ruler of the Desert, regarded my agonies with a fierce, horrible expression, in which the spirit of murder was vividly delineated. Suddenly despair gave place to joy. Demented and rambling, I imagined that my hand was grasping the Crescent of Glorious Wonders, the lost talisman that would restore me to happiness with the woman I loved. But, alas! it was only for a brief second, for next moment in a sudden pang of excruciating pain a darkness fell, and everything, even my physical torment, suddenly faded.

I think I must have slept.

Of time I had no idea, my mind having lost its balance. My lapse into unconsciousness may have lasted for minutes or for days, for aught I knew. At last, however, I found myself again wrestling with the terrible calenture of the brain. My temples throbbed painfully, my throat was so contracted that I scarce could swallow, and across my breast acute pains shot like knife-stabs.

Dazed and half conscious, I lay in a kind of stupor. In the red mist before my heavy, fevered eyes a womans countenance gradually assumed shape. The pale, beautiful face of Zoraida, every feature of which was distinct and vivid, gazed upon me with dark, wide-open, serious eyes. Across her white brow hung the golden sequins and roughly-cut gems, and upon her bare breast jewels seemed to flash with brilliant fires that blinded me. Nearer she bent towards me, and her bare arm slid around my neck in affectionate embrace.

Almost beside myself with joy, I tried to speak, to greet her, to tell her of the treachery of the outlaw who had struck me down; but my lips refused to utter sound. Again I exerted every effort to articulate one word — her name — but could not. A spell of dumbness seemed to have fallen upon me! Her lips moved; she spoke, but her words were unintelligible. Again I tried to speak, yet, alas! only a dull rattle proceeded from my parched throat. Upon her face, flawless in its beauty, there was an expression of unutterable sorrow, a woeful look of blank despair, as slowly and solemnly she shook her head. Her arm rose, and its sight shocked me. The hand had been lopped off at the wrist! Then, with her beautiful eyes still fixed upon mine, she bent still closer, until I felt her lips press softly upon my cheek.

Her passionate kiss electrified me. From my brain the weight seemed suddenly lifted, as the phantom of the woman I loved faded slowly from my entranced gaze. So distinctly had I seen her that I could have sworn she was by my side. Her warm caress that I had been unable to return, was still fresh upon my cheek, the tinkle of her sequins sounded in my ears. The sweet breath of attar of rose and geranium filled my nostrils, and the fair face, full of a poignant, ever-present sorrow, lived in my memory.

Thus, slowly and painfully, I struggled back to consciousness.

It was sunset when the villain Labakan struck me down, but, judging from the brilliance of the bar of sunlight that fell across me when at last I opened my eyes, it was about noon. At least twenty hours must have elapsed since I had fallen under the assassins knife; perhaps, indeed, two whole days had run their course!

As I stretched my cramped, aching limbs, a sudden spasm shot through my breast, causing me to place my hand involuntarily there, and I was amazed to discover that my gandoura had been torn open and my wound hastily but skilfully bandaged with strips torn from a clean white burnouse. Who could have thus rendered me aid? Labakan certainly had not, therefore it was equally apparent that some other person had discovered and befriended me. Again I glanced at the bandages in which I was swathed, and found they were fastened by large jewelled pins that were essentially articles of feminine adornment. It seemed cool and dimly-lit where I was lying, and presently, when full consciousness returned, I made out that I was in a subterranean chamber built of stone and lighted from the top by a crevice through which the ray of sunlight strayed. Let into the dark walls were iron rings. They showed that the place was a dungeon!

With some of my clothing removed and my body covered by a coarse rug, I was lying upon a broad stone bench, and when presently I felt sufficiently strong to investigate, I was astonished to discover that my couch had been rendered comfortable by a pile of silken and woollen garments — evidently the contents of a womans wardrobe — which had been placed on the stone before I had been laid thereon. Upon the floor beside me lay a small skin of water, some dates, Moorish biscuits, and sweetmeats. Whoever had brought me there had done all in their power to secure my bodily comfort, and it seemed evident that I owed it all to a woman. Apparently she had emptied the contents of her camels bags in order to make me a bed, for my head was pillowed on one of the soft silken cushions of a jakfi, and the blanket that covered me bore a crude representation of Fathmas hand in order to avert the evil eye.

(Jakfi: A kind of cage mounted on a camel in which the wealthier Arabs carry their wives across the desert. Sometimes called a shugduf.)

Who, I wondered, had snatched me from the grave and placed me in that silent underground tomb?

The painful throbbing in my head that had caused my temporary madness was now gradually abating, and after considerable difficulty I succeeded in raising myself upon my elbow, gazing anxiously on all sides with calm consciousness. The opposite end of the curious stone chamber was plunged in cavernous darkness, and I strained my eyes to ascertain what mystery might there be hidden. While doing so, my gaze fell upon a piece of paper which lay upon the water-skin close to my hand. Taking it up eagerly, I held it in the golden streak of sunshine, and saw upon it Arabic characters that had been rudely traced, apparently with a piece of charred wood. After considerable difficulty, on account of the hurried manner in which the words had been scrawled, I deciphered it to be a message which read as follows: — 

Praise be to Allah, opener of locks with His name and withdrawer of veils of hidden things with His beneficence. Upon thee, O stranger from beyond seas, be the best of blessings, and salutation, and perfect peace. O Elucidator of the Great Mystery, know thou that a friend hath given thee succour and will not forsake thee, even though the vials of murderous wrath have been poured out upon thee. If thou readest these words, hope for thou mayest yet confound the plots of thine enemies and discover that which thou seekest. Though strange things may meet thine eyes, fear not, for in the darkness there is yet light. Thy presence will be demanded ere long. Therefore rest and recover, in the knowledge that thou art under the secret protection of an unknown friend. Praise be upon thee, and may Allahs wrath fall heavily upon those who seek thy destruction!

A sudden faintness again seized me. The paper fell from my nerveless grasp, as with a strange, sinking feeling I lapsed again into unconsciousness. Hours must have passed; how many I know not, but when I again awoke, the grey light of early dawn was struggling through the small crevice. My wound felt easier, and, supporting myself upon one arm, I drank a few drops of water from the skin. Close to my hand I found a tiny paper packet bearing the label of a French pharmacy in Constantine which showed it to contain quinine. The drug would, I thought, prove beneficial to me, so I swallowed some of the powder, and ate two or three dates to remove the bitter taste. As the light increased, and I found myself in full possession of my faculties, I re-read the mysterious message, and commenced a minute examination of my bandages. The latter had been skilfully adjusted, evidently by a woman. With the exception of a dull soreness in my chest, the pain had left me, and my temperature had fallen considerably. The fever had abated, and I felt confident that the drug that had so frequently been of benefit to me in the past would once more prove serviceable. I tried to rise, but could not, therefore I lay throughout that day, vaguely wondering where I was and how I came to be there alone, yet not uncared for. My eyes fixed themselves upon the impenetrable darkness of the opposite end of the mysterious chamber, vainly striving to pierce the gloom. Now and then a lizard or some other reptile would emerge from the crevices and scuttle along over the stones in search of food, otherwise there prevailed the dead silence of the tomb.

I desired to rise, in order to ascertain whether I was actually a prisoner. The entrance to the strange chamber was apparently at the opposite end, hidden in the darkness. As the light grew stronger, I examined the walls, finding they were constructed of huge blocks of stone now black with age. Indeed, my surroundings were decidedly uncanny, and although the place was cool, yet light and air would have been preferable. Satisfying my hunger with some ajwah (dates stoned and pressed into a paste) and kahk, (a kind of bread), I spent the day in alternate dozing and silent thoughtfulness until the single ray of sunlight disappeared, and night crept slowly on. For hours I slept, and when I awoke refreshed, it was again day. My wound seemed even less painful, and, having eaten and drawn some water from the skin, I succeeded, after some difficulty, in rising. The womans dresses of silk and gauze that had formed my couch were sadly creased and tumbled, and upon some of them were dark, ugly stains where blood had flowed from my breast.

But it was my intention to explore thoroughly and without delay the sepulchral place into which I had been so mysteriously introduced. I had not the slightest knowledge of where I was; and could only suppose that some persons, having found me, had taken me to that chamber, and, being compelled to continue their way, had left all they could devise for my comfort. Yet, whoever had done this knew me, and was well aware of the object of my journey, facts which were plainly proved by the message traced in charcoal.

Girding my loins with my sash, and sticking into it the jewelled-hilted knife which I found lying near, I started, with unsteady gait caused by weakness, on a tour of investigation. With my feet falling noiselessly upon the dust of years, I strode to the opposite end of the chamber, where the light did not penetrate, and then discovered that it led into a second chamber of about the same size, situated at right angles with the one I had been occupying. At the further end of this bare, gloomy apartment a faint glimmer showed in the arched roof, where the light struggled through between a long but narrow space between the massive masonry. Groping onward, my foot suddenly caught some object, and, stumbling, I fell prone upon my face. As I put out my hand to break the fall, I grasped something, over which a moment later I ran my hands to ascertain its nature. Horrified, I drew back with a cry.

My fingers had touched a heap of bones!

Regaining my feet, I stood for a few moments in hesitation, but ere I stepped over the obstruction to move forward, my eyes had grown accustomed to the gloom, and then, where the shaft of uncertain light struck the wall a grim and startling spectacle met my gaze. Lying in a niche similar to that in which I had spent so many hours of agony and unconsciousness was a complete human skeleton! With the grey light struggling through the roof and falling full upon it, the remains presented an appearance hideous and ghastly. The lower part of the skull had fallen away, an arm had dropped off, and the cavities where eyes once gleamed gave the upturned skull a hideous appearance. A wisp of long dark hair, twisted and matted, was still attached to the skin of the skull, a portion of which seemed mummified, and upon the thin finger-bones that rested upon the stone some rings of gold and tarnished silver still remained. By the length of the hair, the character of the rings, and the fact that on one of the ankles there still remained a bangle, it was apparent that the remains were those of a woman.

Approaching closer, I examined the bones, and found a small collar of iron encircling the neck, to which was attached a chain that was riveted to a ring in the wall a few feet away. The woman, whoever she had been, had died in captivity.

Looking around, I was surprised to notice another object crouched down against the wall, and this proved on investigation to be the skeleton of a second woman, chained like the first, and who had evidently died while seated cross-legged upon the floor. In the soft dust that had been whirled in by the sandstorms, skulls and bones of all kinds were lying about in profusion, showing that in that dungeon captives were either murdered or starved to death, and that the corpses of previous victims were allowed to remain there and rot within sight of those confined there. What horrors must those prisoners have suffered, compelled to spend day and night with a body in the most hideous stages of decay!

I stood gazing at the gruesome remains. For several days had I lived in this charnel-house, in ignorance that the bones of the departed were my companions, but now, on discovering the truth, I desired to leave the tomb-like dungeon without delay.

Near the skeletons were two saddle-bags apparently well filled, but I did not pause to investigate their contents, for I was too anxious to leave the place. True, the written message; said I should gaze upon strange things, but I had been utterly unprepared for the discovery of these hideous relics of the dead. Onward among the bones with which the place seemed thickly strewn I groped, in eager search of some means of exit, until I came to the wall at the further end of the dark chamber; then, failing to discover any door, I started to go slowly around the place, feeling the walls carefully with both hands. Nearly two hours I spent in a search that was tedious, and which in my enfeebled condition caused my wound to pain me considerably. All, however, was in vain. Noon came and went, and my active fingers travelled rapidly over every portion of the rough, dust-covered walls of the rectangular dungeon, but no trace of a door could I discover, though I made a systematic investigation of every portion of the place. There were no means of escape. It seemed suspiciously as if I had been brought there and walled in to share the fate of the other unfortunate wretches whose whitening bones told so horrible a tale!

Sinking upon the couch that had been arranged for me by unknown hands, I endeavoured to devise some means of extricating myself. If it had been intended that I should die in that gloomy tomb, why had means of sustenance been provided for me; why had my janitors provided me with a bed composed of a womans wardrobe? The letter told me to rest and to recover in order to pursue my search. Alas! had I not been pursuing a will-o-the-wisp? Had I not been actually in Agadez, and passed under the shadow of the mosque, yet unable to seek the old imam who held the key to the mystery? The Crescent of Glorious Wonders — the strange object that was to bring Zoraida and me prosperity and happiness — was lost, and, weak and ill, I was now a shattered and rudderless derelict drifting on the lonely sea of despair.

Time after time I deciphered the mysterious message I had found by my side when consciousness returned to me, but it brought no satisfaction. Anxious to escape from that grim sepulchre, yet failing to discover any way out, I paced to and fro, wildly agitated. It was indeed strange. I had certainly been brought there, yet there was no door through which I had passed. I examined the whole of the roof minutely as far as I was able, but there was nothing whatever to show that entrance was gained from the top, while every part of the walls was of stone, which led me to the conviction that there was no secret door. Again and again I stumbled onward, with eager hands feeling the ancient, roughly-hewn blocks, but failing to discover anything to raise my hopes. Indeed, as the afternoon wore by and the light slowly faded, I became dejected, feeling that at last I had fallen hopelessly into the hands of enemies who had resolved that, walled up in that sepulchre, I should endure the tortures of hunger and thirst, and afterwards die a horrible and lingering death.

I ate only a few mouthfuls of kahk and took only a few drops of water, just sufficient to moisten my parched throat, for I was determined not to give in without a struggle, and therefore intended to make my supplies last as long as possible. After an elaborate calculation, I arrived at the conclusion that with economy I should have sufficient to sustain life for about a week, therefore I partook only of what was absolutely necessary for subsistence.

Through the crack above my couch I could see daylight had faded, and at last, in despair, I cast myself down, wearied and faint, and fell asleep.

My wound became very painful, and I think the delirium must have again crept over me, for during the night strange phantoms seemed to haunt me with horrifying vividness, and my mind became partially unbalanced by the mental torture which fastened itself upon me. Through those long dark hours wild words that had neither context nor meaning fell from my fevered lips, as periods of imaginary joy were succeeded by hideous debauches of despair. Consciousness returned after I had indulged in a kaylúlah, (a sleep about 9 a.m. It is believed among the Arabs to cause poverty and wretchedness), and when the narrow bar of sunlight fell across me, I rose and ate the few mouthfuls of food I allowed myself. Then once more there commenced a search for means of egress.

Every crevice and corner I searched diligently, hoping to discover some secret door; but in an hour I paused to rest. Feeling weaker, for the least exertion overcame me, I suddenly remembered the two saddle-bags, and out of sheer curiosity, and perhaps a desire to occupy my time, resolved to see what they contained. Dragging one of them into the light close to my couch, I drew the knife from my sash and ripped it open. It contained a miscellaneous collection of articles almost valueless, yet to me they were of considerable interest, as they were mostly of European manufacture, and at some time or another had evidently belonged to unfortunate travellers. A couple of watches bore the names of London makers, and there were knives from Sheffield, several British-made revolvers, a sovereign purse, and other things which belonged unmistakably to Western civilisation.

After I had turned out the first bag, I dragged in the second and cut it open in a like manner, finding a similar assortment inside. One by one I pulled them out, inspected them, and cast them in a heap upon the floor, when suddenly I grasped some object larger than the rest and drew it forth.

Its appearance amazed me. I could scarcely believe my eyes, half persuaded for the moment that I had again lapsed into delirium, and that it was merely a chimera of my disordered imagination. But no, I was in perfect possession of all my senses. My eager, trembling fingers tore open the worm-eaten leathern case, and a second later there was disclosed to my gaze an object which caused me to utter a loud cry of joy.

I had regained that for which I had long mourned as lost. Reposing in its case, uninjured and apparently untouched, was that half-hoop of cabalistically-engraven iron upon which all my hopes were founded — the Crescent of Glorious Wonders!


Chapter Thirty Two.

The Ghuzzat of the Senousya.
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GRASPING THE CRESCENT with both hands, I examined it minutely, convincing myself that it actually was the strange object that Zoraida had given me. I recognised its curious engraving and the undecipherable hieroglyphics that had so puzzled me.

How it came to repose where I had discovered it was a profound mystery. Apparently the thief of the Kel-Fadê, who had snatched it from me, had replaced it in its case and pushed it into his saddle-bag along with the miscellaneous proceeds of other raids, and then, by some means, both the bags had been deposited in that chamber for safe keeping. The entrance to that gruesome sepulchre was, no doubt, a hidden mystery, therefore the thief imagined his treasure safe from prying fingers. But I had regained it, and meant to retain possession of it, and to learn the great insolvable Secret even though my life might be jeopardised. If Zoraida still lived, I might, after all, be enabled to carry out her extraordinary commission, and so earn that peace and happiness that was my promised reward. By this thought hope revived within me, as with redoubled energy I endeavoured to detect some means by which to escape. With the Crescent of Glorious Wonders once again in my possession it was my determination to return to Agadez, even at the risk of arrest, and seek Mohammed ben Ishak, the one person in the whole world who could impart to me the abstruse knowledge upon which depended my future. Yet, with the Crescent within my grasp, and only a few days distant from Agadez, I was, nevertheless, an utterly helpless prisoner, doomed to the companionship of the ghastly dead, until I too should pass the threshold of the Silent Kingdom.
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Through the day I searched for means of exit, unceasingly examining the roof of my prison, but finding nothing to lead me to suppose that a door was concealed. How I had been placed there was a mystery. Once, about noon, I was startled by hearing a voice deep and resonant, yet I reassured myself that it was merely fancy, and that I was alone. After long search, I ate and drank, then sat helpless and dejected, examining my regained prize, which, alas! was still useless to me. To return to Agadez with it in my possession seemed a forlorn hope. All my thoughts centred upon the woman whose grace and beauty held me enmeshed. In a frenzy of madness I rose and paced that silent unknown tomb where hideous, crumbling skeletons seemed to mock me, and where the stillness and gloom were so complete and appalling.

Suddenly an object caught my eye that I had not before noticed. Close to the niche in which the bones of one of the victims reposed, an iron ring was fastened in the wall about a foot from the floor. The slanting ray of light from above was falling at that hour quite close to it, revealing that the dust encrusting other parts of the floor had been removed in the vicinity. Upon the white beaten earth there was a large dark stain, about the size of my hand. This aroused my curiosity, for it appeared suspiciously like a stain of blood, and I remembered that my wound was still open when I had been brought there. The thought flashed across my mind that some secret mode of entrance was therein hidden, yet I examined carefully the ring, and found it an ordinary one, evidently used to chain up prisoners, and securely embedded in a huge block of roughly-hewn stone about two feet square.

My hands carefully felt the ring, but it was rough and deeply rusted, showing that it had not been used as a handle. It was curious, though, why the dust should have been removed from the floor at that spot, and why at that place only should there remain a trace of blood. With the hilt of my knife I rapped upon the stone, but there was no sound to give rise to further suspicion, neither was there any opening around the block. It fitted closely like the others, and had probably been built in there for centuries.

Taking the ring in both hands, I tugged at it, at the same time, however, feeling the effort was useless. The idea of moving a gigantic block of stone of that size was preposterous, and when I found I had expended my strength in vain, I laughed aloud as I wiped my brow. Pausing, I again examined its surroundings minutely. Though there was nothing whatever to show the block was movable, I instinctively felt that some secret mode of exit lay concealed there.

Again a voice startled me. Like a muffled wail it sounded, and I was undecided as to whether it might not have been caused by the wind passing over the crevice above that admitted light and air into the charnel-house. Having rested to regain breath, I essayed another attempt. Setting my feet firmly on either side of the block, I threw my whole weight backward, and pulled frantically at the ring of iron. Holding my breath, and setting my teeth firmly, I was exerting every muscle, when suddenly there was a harsh, grating sound.

The great block of stone moved forward nearly six inches!

In my weak state the smallest exertion produced hard breathing, therefore I was compelled to pause for a few moments in intense anxiety. At last I had discovered the secret!

Again I tugged at the great rusty ring, moving it towards me still further. Then, on careful investigation, I discovered that the block of stone was not solid, but formed the front of a great stone drawer, long and narrow like a coffin, and just large enough to admit the body of a man.

By dint of herculean effort I drew the great drawer out nearly four feet, then, taking the Crescent of Glorious Wonders in its worm-eaten case, together with some ajwah for sustenance, I entered the coffin-like receptacle. With difficulty I squeezed through the shallow trough, that proved several feet longer than the thickness of the wall, and, to my relief, I found myself, a moment later, in a narrow, subterranean passage, enveloped in an impenetrable darkness. With feet falling silently in the thick white dust, I felt my way along for some distance, taking several abrupt turnings, until strange noises caused me to halt, listening breathlessly.

Human voices were raised in a solemn, mournful chant!

Noiselessly I crept forward in the darkness, coming at length to a blank wall, and then, turning sharply to the right, a thick plush curtain arrested my progress. Drawing it aside slightly, and with infinite care, I gazed in wonderment upon a scene weird and remarkable. It held me spellbound.

The underground apartment was about fifteen feet wide, forty feet long, and nine feet high, with one end slightly raised as a kind of platform. Illumined by a great fire that burned in a sort of brazier in the centre, there were nine flat stones ranged round, and upon these sat aged, white-bearded Arabs. They were councillors of one of the secret societies of Al-Islâm. Around were assembled other younger Sons of the Desert, presenting a strange and weird appearance. Each bore an ostrich feather, stuck in the rope of camels hair that encircled his head, and carried in his left hand a green-painted derbouka.

The councillors, swaying their bodies in unison, were uttering strange, monotonous incantations, when suddenly a very old and feeble man, in scarlet burnouse, descended from the platform where he had been enthroned, bearing in his hand a small black snake that writhed and twisted itself around his bony wrist. Advancing to the brazier, he cast the reptile into the fire, and as it was consumed, the whole of those present set up a long, shrill wail.

Accursed be the race of dogs! they cried. May the entrails of the Infidels who have over-run the glorious land of the True Believer be burned like yonder serpent, and may the pestilence overtake them. May the vultures lay bare their bones, and may their dust be scattered across the plains, even unto the Great Sea.

The words revealed to me their purpose. During my travels, I had, on many occasions, heard rumours of secret Moslem societies, although their existence had often been denied in the European press, the Paris Figaro excepted. Frequently had I longed for an opportunity of investigating these associations, formed for the purpose of concerted and decisive action against the Christians, and now, by a most curious circumstance, I found myself present at one of their secret meetings. The most violent and far-reaching of these organisations was, I had been told, the Ghuzzat, a development of an offshoot of the Senousya, and was composed of the wildest fanatics of the Aïssáwà sect who were followers of the elder Senousi, a Shereef, or descendant of the Prophet. Leaving Mecca some years before, the marabout had wandered through Egypt, Tripoli, and Tunis, finally building a large zawya (Hermitage) at El-Beida, near the fountain of Apollo. At that time the Arabs of the province were pagans. He preached against the Christian invaders, healed the sick, performed miracles, and established for himself a reputation, so that the Bedouins carried his fame across the Desert, through the Oasis of Ojila-Jalo, into Wadai and Mourzouk, Agadez, and Timbuktu, and even into Morocco. The present head of this society for the simultaneous massacre of all Christians throughout the Soudan, was a descendant of Senousi, named El-Mahdi, and its members were the most mad-brained fanatics, who took oaths upon the Korân to exterminate the dogs of Infidels. (El-Mahdi. Meaning Led by God. There are many families of that name in the Sahara.) Thus it was with combined interest and trepidation that I stood gazing upon a remarkable sight that no European had ever before witnessed. Though the Christian invader had been tolerated along the Barbary littoral, it was apparent that the fierce hatred and treachery of Al-Islâm was only stifled, and the teaching of fanatical societies, such as these, was that all Roumis should, in an unguarded moment, be massacred without mercy. Indeed, the weird chant that fell upon my ears at that moment was to the effect that Allah, Requiter of good and evil, bade them rise and revenge the wrongs that followers of the Great Prophet had suffered at the defiling hands of the accursed.

The blazing brazier was, I noticed, very similar in shape to that in the mysterious chamber in Algiers, to which Zoraida had conducted me. Could it be that she too was a member of this widespread secret league to secure the extermination of the Christians?

The chant concluded, the strange rites of the Ghuzzat (Fighters for the Faith) commenced. After performing a sujdah, (a single prostration, with the forehead touching the ground, performed from a sitting position), the whole of those present recited the Surat-al-Ikhlas, which is also sometimes called the Kul Huw Allah, or the Declaration of Unity, of which the following is the translation: — 

Say, He is the one God!
The eternal Allah!
He begets not, nor is He begot!
And unto Him the like is not.

The aged man in the scarlet burnouse, who seemed to be the high priest of the order, turned towards the raised platform, and, amid a sudden silence, clapped his hands. When lo! a curtain at the rear was drawn aside, revealing a kind of small circular hut, built of dried palm branches, with an opening at the top. Those assembled cried aloud, as if in fear, but the priest comforted them with an Ayat, or Korânic verse, and almost at the same moment, eleven men, barefooted, with their burnouses cast aside, marched in single file before the hut.

The secret ceremony was a strange admixture of religion and paganism, for, as they descended from the dais and marched round the circle of seated councillors, the chief sprinkled them with blood from the tip of an ostrich feather. Then they were lined up with their backs to the hut, and in the uncertain light shed by the flaming brazier presented a most weird spectacle. Suddenly, at a word from the man in the red robe, the conspirators gathered around, thumped their derboukas, and set up a plaintive howl, while the eleven kept perfect cadence with the right foot.

A slight pause ensued, when the eleven turned and moved onward, until the first — a lad not over ten years of age, apparently just initiated into the mysteries of the foul plot against Europeans — reached the mysterious hut. Then, halting for a second, he deliberately plunged his arm down the hole in the top, and, amid low, guttural expressions of approbation that sounded from all sides, dragged forth a huge serpent, about five feet in length, and the size of a mans wrist. Struggling desperately, he attempted to hold it about four inches from the head with his teeth, but at first he could not open his mouth wide enough, and this seemed to cause the onlookers considerable anxiety. The head of the reptile was to the left, and to break the dead weight of the great snake, the lad held its writhing body up with his left hand. The boy was not four feet in height, so the contrast was remarkable. At length, however, he succeeded in fastening his teeth firmly in the serpents back, and the march and chant were resumed, to the accompaniment of monotonous drumming. The man behind the snake-carrier took his feather from his head and seemed to be chasing the serpent towards the left, so as to keep the reptiles fangs from the lads face.

The third man picked out a snake from the little hut and carried it as did the boy, while the fourth acted as the second man did; thus it went on till eight of the men were in motion. By the time the fifth couple were ready to take a snake, the first had completed a few circuits of the space. Then he took the reptile from his mouth and gently threw it upon the ground, where it lay motionless in a state of catalepsy, and, marching round while the onlookers prostrated themselves, murmuring strange incantations, he again reached the hut, and took another of the writhing reptiles. This was continued until all the snakes had been used.

Meanwhile, the reptiles that had been thrown at the feet of the silent, statuesque councillors of the order were brushed by feathers by half a dozen men, and then handed one by one to the conspirators grouped around, who gripped them near the head, and, while holding them still and motionless at arms length, recited a declaration of adherence to the secret league. When all the snakes had gone through the weird ceremonial, and were in the hands of the dark-faced wanderers of the plains, the grave councillors rose, and their places were taken by a similar number of mysterious-looking women, enveloped from head to foot in black haicks, which entirely covered them, except for the two holes through which their bright eyes peered.

As they seated themselves upon the flat stones, the note of the dismal chant was changed to a more shrill one, and the men, led by the venerable chief of the conspirators, formed a circle around them, while each drew from beneath his burnouse a Hamáil, or pocket Korân.

The grave is darkness and good deeds are its lamp, they commenced chanting, moving slowly round the seated women. Then followed a supplication which commenced, O Prince! O Ruler! O Ancient of Benefits! O Omniscient! O Lord of the Three Worlds! O Thou who givest when asked, and who aidest when Aid is required, receive this our prostration, and preserve us from dangers, and make easy our Affairs, and broaden our Breasts.

From the remainder of their remarkable prayer I gathered that as they, the Ghuzzat of the Senousya, had been able to hold in submission the venomous serpents in their hands, so would they, on the day when the standard of revolt was raised in Algeria, in Tunis, and in Egypt, hold in their clutches the swaggering Roumis who had defiled their land. Then, as they proceeded one after another to kill the reptiles, they declared, with one accord, that with as little compunction as they now treated these snakes, so would they slaughter without mercy the men, women, and children of the Infidels. Their extermination, like vermin, would alone, they declared, bring coolness to the eyes of True Believers.

Suddenly, almost before I was aware of it, the eyes of the aged chief met mine! I had, in my eager desire to witness the strange scenes, indiscreetly pulled back the curtain too far, revealing the whole of my head!

The high priest, clapping his hands, produced in a moment a dead silence.

Lo! he shouted in a loud voice. My sons and daughters, prying eyes have fallen upon us. We are discovered!

His words produced an effect that was electrical. Fifty voices, with one accord, demanded further explanation.

We have, O children, been watched from behind yonder curtain! he cried. Our secret is known!

I waited for no more. A dozen fierce fanatics dashed towards the spot where I had been standing, but without thinking of any place of refuge, I plunged down the dark passage. In a second I was pursued. Oaths and vows of vengeance sounded behind me, and with the Crescent of Glorious Wonders grasped tightly in my hand, I sped onward until I ran headlong against a wall. Turning quickly at right angles, I found another long, unlighted subterranean passage. Dashing headlong down it, I turned to right and then to left through its intricate windings, and as the footsteps of my pursuers sounded behind me, I suddenly became aware that I was retracing my steps to my tomb-like dungeon. From those who sought me I could expect no mercy. Death only could expiate my crime. I had discovered the intentions of Al-Islâm, and even though I might declare myself a follower of the Prophet, I had not been initiated into the mysteries of the Ghuzzat, and would therefore be put to death as a spy.

The fierce fanatics, with knives unsheathed, were at my heels, and, redoubling my speed, I tore along, stumbling over the rough floor and grazing both legs and arms in my wild flight. To strike me down the conspirators were straining every muscle, yet I managed to keep on, until, taking two sudden turns immediately after one another, I remembered that I was near the entrance to the secret chamber.

It was my only chance. If they were unaware of the existence of the charnel-house with its crumbling bones, then, perchance, I might escape. In the darkness I could distinguish nothing. What if I had passed the entrance, and came at last to a blank wall! The thought unnerved me. Voices behind me sounded harsh and deep, still I dashed onward until my feet caught in something, and, stumbling, I fell.

I knew the accident must result in my death. In a few moments the keen knives of the conspirators must reach my heart.

My hands came into contact with stone. Frantically I grasped it, realising with gratification that I had fallen over the great coffin-like drawer that gave entrance to my prison. In a second I recovered myself, and, entering the half-open trough, crawled through it, with the Crescent still in my hand.

Finding myself on the opposite side of the wall, I lost no time in grasping the iron ring, and, with the last strenuous effort of which I was capable, succeeded in dragging the drawer towards me. It was done on the impulse of the moment; then I waited, not daring to breathe.

Hurrying footsteps sounded outside, with shouts of Death to the spy! He holdeth our secrets, and must not evade us! Kill him! His entrails shall be burned with the snakes!

Nearer they came, as if searching for the secret entrance.

In pulling the drawer inside I had closed it, and, clinging on to the ring, determined that it should not be opened while strength was left to me.

For a second the footsteps, sounding dull and muffled in the dust, seemed to halt outside. Then joy filled my heart a moment later, when they hurried onward, and the angry cries receded in the distance.

Evidently, with the stone trough drawn inside, nothing remained in the subterranean passage to denote the whereabouts of a hidden entrance. Likewise it was apparent that they knew not the existence of the secret sepulchre.

Panting and exhausted, I sank upon the ground. I had again escaped!


Chapter Thirty Three.

A Penalty of Beauty.
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THE GLIMMER OF sunset struggling through the chink above faded quickly. Upon my strained ears the sound of hurrying footsteps fell, but again died away. My pursuers were returning after their fruitless errand. Yet would they relinquish the search now they knew a stranger held their secrets?

The conspiracy was against Christians in general and the power of France in Algeria and Tunis in particular, therefore they knew that if the military authorities in Algiers were acquainted with the facts, the great Army of Africa would be held in readiness to crush the revolt in its earliest stages. No doubt the memory of the great insurrection which commenced at Souk Ahras in 1871, and which eventually proved so disastrous to them, had not yet been obliterated, and they still recollected how, although the revolt spread everywhere through Kabylia at the word of the Sheikh el-Haddad, yet their people had struggled in vain against the invaders, and the standard of Al-Islâm was at last torn down by the Infidels, and their mosques were defiled by their conquerors feet. Since that day, Turcos, Spahis, Zouaves, artillery, and infantry had posts everywhere throughout the French sphere of influence, and conspiracy was punishable by the guillotine. True, the plot I had discovered was being perfected beyond the frontier, yet the conspirators were no doubt members of a tribe under French rule, therefore amenable to the laws of their conquerors. Thoughts such as these caused me to reflect that these men who had schemed revenge were not likely to content themselves with the knowledge that I had escaped. If, as I supposed, I was still in the ruined Hall of the Great Death, it would be impossible for a man to get away unnoticed, the ruins being situated on high ground in the centre of a barren wilderness. But evidently they were unaware of the existence of that secret chamber, and doubtless they considered my sudden disappearance most remarkable.

As, however, the dead silence remained unbroken, I at length resolved to wait patiently till the morrow, and in the pitch darkness groped my way towards my couch. The violent exertion had almost exhausted me, and I sat for some time feeling very faint and ill. My wound pained me considerably, for the bandages had shifted and haemorrhage had again been produced. Presently, however, I felt better, and after a draught of water and a few dates, I stretched myself and fell asleep.

Until the streak of sunlight told me that the noon had passed, I waited patiently, with ears open to catch every sound, and, hearing nothing, I at last resolved to make another dash for liberty. Placing some food and the leathern case containing my prize in my sash, I pushed forth the stone drawer gently and crept through its narrow aperture. Gaining the dark passage, I hesitated for a few seconds, then decided to explore it in the opposite direction, for I had no intention of again approaching the chamber wherein the secret rites had been performed. A few feet from where I had emerged, the passage, like a rabbits burrow, declined steeply, and grew so narrow and low that I was compelled to stoop. Advance was difficult in the darkness, yet I crept on, hoping to arrive eventually at some exit. To my disappointment, however, the passage penetrated still deeper into the earth, and gradually narrowed until I was compelled to creep along on all fours. The atmosphere was choking, and I began to fear asphyxiation.

Suddenly I emerged into what appeared to be a larger space, and my feet struck stone steps. Finding I could now stand upright again, I ascended, wondering whither they might lead. Not a ray of light showed, and in the darkness I stumbled onward, for the steep stairs were worn and in some places fallen away. As I toiled upward, the air seemed more fresh, and I felt that in the immediate vicinity there must be some outlet from that subterranean labyrinth. Gaining the top, I groped about until I felt a door strengthened by strips of iron. It was small, but very heavy. What, I wondered, did it conceal?

Discovering a handle, I slowly turned it. To my satisfaction, the door yielded noiselessly, and I found myself in a great luxuriously-furnished chamber, the air of which was fragrant with attar of rose and the downy divans were of pale yellow silk.

Scarce daring to enter, I paused. It was, I could see, a womans apartment.

A mans deep voice was raised in anger, and I saw lying in a lazy attitude on a divan before me, with her hair unbound, a beautiful girl with face unveiled. She was richly dressed in silk of palest heliotrope, with a heavy golden girdle and a tiny sleeveless zouave jacket of rose-pink velvet, heavily trimmed with gold. Her skin was as fair as an Englishwomans, but her eyebrows were darkened with kohl, and her forehead was almost hidden beneath its sequins. A dainty little fez trimmed with seed pearls was set jauntily upon her handsome head, and as she lay, one bare foot hanging over the edge of the divan in an attitude full of languid grace, she toyed with her rings, and her bejewelled breast heaved and fell in a long, heavy sigh.

Her companion, a well-dressed Arab, tall, long past middle life, with a face in which brutality was strongly marked, was striding up and down the sweet-scented apartment, hurling at her fearful imprecations and insults, and expressing profound disgust that he had ever stooped to caress her.

My feet fell so noiselessly upon the soft carpet that neither had noticed my entrance, therefore I stepped back, re-closing the door, but leaving it ajar, in order that I might witness the domestic disagreement.

Thine harsh words wound more deeply than thy blows, she observed, with a sigh, as the man paused to gain breath.

By my beard, wench! thou art verily the off-scum of Eblis, upon whom the mercy of the One Merciful can never rest! Thou hidest in thine heart secrets, and refusest to tell me that which I demand. I will degrade thee, woman, to the meanest slavery; thou shalt wash the feet of those who have been thy slaves. Though thou art a beauteous damsel — a houri fitted for the Sultan of the Ahír — thou—

Hast thou lived thy threescore years, and failed to discover that sometimes the face is not an index to the mind? she interrupted, with a flippant air.

With thee, accursed betrayer of secrets and worker of iniquity, have I learned that soft caresses may prove as the coils of a venomous serpent, and that a womans lips may conceal poison! he cried, halting before her with clenched fist.

Throwing her head back upon her silken cushion, she laughed at his passion.

Thou thinkest that thou hast cleverly deceived me — eh? he hissed. Thy dark eyes sparkle like the stars, because thou, thrice-cursed offspring of Satan, knowest that — that I have been fooled, tricked by thee, who hast received from me every luxury! Had it not been for me, thou wouldst have been at this moment the slave of some common camel-driver, and—

Even that would have been preferable to imprisonment within thine harem. Would that thine accursed generosity had been showered upon some other woman than upon me, she cried, rousing herself and looking straight and fearlessly into his angry, bearded visage. True, in return for thy favours, I have tried to love thee. Thou hast been pleased to exalt me to be chief of thy wives, to bestow upon me jewels of great price, and to place me above those who were envious because their faces pleased thee not. Towards thee I have been faithful, and I have ever kept thy private affairs locked within my bosom.

And thou hast now exposed the greatest of all our secrets — the intentions of the Senousya! he said.

I tell thee thou liest! she cried in anger, clenching her small white hand; I have divulged nothing — I swear!

Perhaps not personally; nevertheless thou hast been instrumental in allowing the designs of our brotherhood to become known, and punishment will of a verity overtake thee. May the judgment of Allah fall upon thee! upon thy father, and upon thy tribe of murderers and harlots, and may their vitals be devoured by the fire unquenchable! Thou, bringer of evil upon our house, hast done thy best to thwart the Jihad, (Holy War) against the dogs of Infidels.

I cannot understand thy meaning, she said, puzzled. Thine accusations are as complicated as the lock of the Holy Kaabah.

Vile offspring of Shirm! he cried in a sudden paroxysm of passion, seizing her roughly by the wrist. To feign ignorance will not avail thee. I have discovered the depths of thy perfidy. Perhaps thou wilt deny that, on thy return hither with thy slaves, thou didst discover amid the ruins of the Hall of the Great Death a man who had been wounded?

She started, turned pale, and looked at him with an expression that betrayed fear of his terrible wrath.

Thou, cursed handmaiden of hell, viewing this stranger from beyond the Atlas with compassion because his face found favour in thine eyes, bound up his wound, and, placing him in a jakfi upon one of thy camels, secretly bore him hither. Though thou didst not know him, thou gavest him food, and tended him while he lay fever-stricken and unconscious; and when thou arrivedst here, thy women, acting under thine orders, assisted thee to secrete him in some place the existence of which thyself only hast knowledge. Speak! he added, twisting her white arm until a cry of pain escaped her. Speak, woman! tell me if I utter the truth.

Release me, brute! she cried, springing to her feet, with her beautiful eyes flashing angrily. Thinkest thou that I will endure thy tortures longer? No! I hate thee! I will depart. Another may rule thine harem, and may she find her position happier than mine hath been!

But remember thou art my prisoner. Dost thou admit or deny what I have said? he demanded, pale with passion.

If thou accusest me of infidelity, I can deny it upon the Book of the Everlasting Will, she replied, drawing herself up haughtily. Other allegations I deign not to answer, even though thou art my captor, and I am in thy power.

Then know, O woman of evil, who hast been defiled by the eyes of a stranger, the man thou hast aided now holdeth the secret of the Ghuzzat, and—

He — he hath learned of the plot against our Oppressors? she gasped. Tell me, how did it occur?

At the council of the Brotherhood he was discovered behind a curtain in the secret Chamber of Assembly, and no doubt can exist but that he watched and obtained knowledge of our rites and intentions. Upon me, therefore, will fall the fierce and fatal wrath of the Brotherhood, for within my walls hath their secret been betrayed!

But — how did he gain the Chamber of the Assembly? she stammered.

Thou canst best answer that question, the old Arab replied sternly.

I am in ignorance, truly, she declared, a deadly pallor overspreading her fair countenance. I have done naught of which I am ashamed.

But canst thou not, perfidious wench, see that our secret is out? he continued angrily. The stranger, though pursued, disappeared mysteriously, and though every search hath been made, he hath not been found. By this time he is most probably on his way into Algeria, where he will spread the warning, and thus the armed hordes of the Roumis will be on the alert, and our aims utterly defeated.

And thou hast attributed the misfortune of thy fellow-conspirators to me? she exclaimed, in a tone of reproach.

I tell thee thou alone art the author of the evil that hath befallen us, he cried, with flashing eyes. For women of Eblis who betray True Believers, the fire of hell is already prepared. There, the flame and smoke shall surround thee like a pavilion, and if thou beggest relief, thou shalt be relieved with water like molten brass that shall scald thy face. The mischief is worked, the secret is divulged, and already the Brotherhood are leaving, never to return. Thee, devilish daughter of Waila, have we to thank for introducing secretly a spy into our midst!
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I have acted as I thought fit. Leave my presence! she commanded, with imperious gesture. I will no longer suffer the brutal insults of a man I hate. Ere the sun hath set I shall have freed myself of thine hateful bonds and left thine accursed roof.

Thou shalt never go from here alive! he hissed in her ear, holding her slim white wrist and dragging her roughly towards him. Already thou, the cause of our downfall, hast defiled thine hands with the blood of a stranger, and allowed him to obtain knowledge whereby our secret designs will be thwarted. For such offences there is but one penalty. It is death!

Thou, who art tired of me, bring these accusations in order to justify my murder! she gasped in indignation and alarm. My people have not forgotten, and assuredly will they seek blood revenge.

Enough! he growled between his teeth, as in a second he drew a knife from his waist, and, clutching her by the throat, forced her upon her knees. Thou art the handmaiden of Al-Dajjâl, and the mark of the Câfer is set upon thy brow. Thou shalt die!

She shrieked as his powerful arm poised in mid air.

Spare me! Spare me! she implored piteously. Be thou merciful!

But he jeered at her appeal, and, forcing her backward in his iron clutches, gripped the gleaming, murderous weapon.

Thy people, thou Misriyah! will never know thy fate, for ere sundown thou wilt be as offal, and vultures will strip thy bones, he said, with a fiendish grin. See! this my knife seeketh thy polluted heart.

Unhesitatingly I dashed forward, springing upon him from behind and wrenching the weapon from his grasp. I was not a moment too soon, for in another instant the keen steel would have been plunged into the heaving white breast of the fair, fragile jewel of the harem.

Who, pray, art thou, who darest obstruct me? he demanded angrily, turning upon me in amazement.

Thy wife hath saved my life, and it is my duty to save hers, I answered boldly.

See! she panted, suddenly recognising me. See! it is the stranger who was wounded!

The stranger who hath learned at his peril the secret of the Ghuzzat, he added, with grim sarcasm. As he is thy protector, he is most probably thy lover also!

That I deny, I answered quickly. I have known nothing of this lady until to-day.

Liar! he shrieked in rage. Thou boldest our secret. Only thy death will expiate thine eavesdropping! and ere I could realise his intention, he had drawn a second knife from his waist and made a desperate lunge at me. With difficulty I managed to parry the blow, and for a few moments we engaged in deadly combat. His young wife, alarmed, rushed to a door which led into a beautiful courtyard, and shouted for help. Her cries were answered immediately by two black slaves of gigantic stature, who, in obedience to her commands, flung themselves upon their master, twisted the knife from his fingers, and in a trice had bound his hands behind his back with a cord they seemed to have brought for the purpose.

Slaves! Suffer not thine hands to thus defile me! he cried, with a look of murder in his flashing eyes, but they gagged him immediately.

His wife, addressing the two negroes, exclaimed — 

It is as I expected. He hath attempted to strike me to earth, and had it not been for this stranger, I should have been murdered. Three days ago I gave thee certain instructions — carry them out.

We will, O Lady of Great Beauty, they both replied.

Then remove him.

The two black giants opened the small door by which I had entered, and almost before the old Arab could mumble a protest, they had hurried him out and down into the dark subterranean passage that led away into the unknown maze below.

That course is my only chance of escape, she said, turning to me in explanation, when the door had closed. Had I fallen, thou too must have perished, for thy food in the secret chamber could not have lasted long, she panted, holding her hand to her breast as if in pain.

I have to thank thee for rescuing me from death, I said. I had no idea who was my deliverer until I overheard thy conversation.

But thou didst not obey the instructions I left thee in my letter, she said in a tone of reproach. Searching for a means of exit, it seemeth, brought thee unto the Chamber of Assembly; hence my disgrace and thine own peril.

But thine husband — whither have they taken him?

To the chamber in which thou hast remained hidden these few days. Before he is placed there, he will be rendered unconscious, so that he may not know of the secret entrance. There will he remain while I reach a place of safety.

Merely detained? I asked dubiously.

Yes. Though in his wrath he tried to kill me, I bear him no malice, for when I get back to mine own people, I shall be safe. If he discovers how to get out of his prison, then he will live. If not — and she shrugged her shoulders.

Though thou art his wife, thou dost not appear to regret thy departure.

Why should I, when I have been detained here over a year against my will? If thou only knewest the dreary life a woman leadeth in the hands of a brute she hates and despises — ah! and she shuddered.

Then thou wilt now regain freedom? I said, surprised.

Yes. For many moons have I waited in patience for this moment, and at last I have accomplished what I sought. Already the preparations are being made. My two trusty slaves will return when their work hath been accomplished, and in an hour camels will be packed in readiness for our journey.

Our journey? Dost thou intend that I should accompany thee? I asked.

Certainly. To disguise thyself as a female slave, veiled and enshrouded by a haick, is thine only chance of escape. La bodd annak taroóh maaki! (You must go with me) and she sank back again upon her divan, as if the exertion had utterly exhausted her.

Thou art stronger than when I found thee lying as one dead in the ruins of the great Palace of the White Sultan, she exclaimed, as she lay stretched among her cushions, with her bright, beautiful eyes looking up to mine. Dost thou feel well enough to withstand the fatigue of travel?

Yes, quite, I answered. But ought we not to prepare for flight immediately?

There is no need for haste, she answered. This is mine own private apartment where none dare enter, so take thine ease, for we must journey far before el maghrib.

All trace of her agitation had now disappeared, and as we chatted calmly, I asked, Why didst thou take compassion upon me — a stranger?

I had accompanied two of the wives of the man who hath held me in hateful bondage on a portion of their journey towards Assiou, and in returning we halted to rest under the shadow of the Hall of the Great Death. There I discovered thee, and, in order to give thee succour, was compelled to resort to the expedient of placing thee within the secret chamber. Some time previously I had heard that thou wert journeying south.

Who told thee? What didst thou know of me?

I knew that thou, a Roumi, hadst undertaken to reach Agadez in order to perform a secret mission, and that thou hadst proved loyal and true to the woman who loved thee. For her sake as well as for thine I snatched thee from certain death, and if Allah giveth us His mercy and blessing, we both shall now regain our freedom.

Art thou aware of the name of the woman to whom I am betrothed? I inquired, in amazement.

She is — or was — called Zoraida, and was known to our people as the Daughter of the Sun.

Thy people? Then thou art of the tribe of the Ennitra? I exclaimed.

True, she answered, with a smile. I am the daughter of those who have so long and eagerly sought thy destruction.

But what of Zoraida? Tell me; is she still alive? I asked anxiously.

Alas! I am uncertain. Here in this my prison only strange and vague rumours have reached me. Once I heard that she had been murdered in Algiers, but soon afterwards that report brought by the caravans was denied, and since then much curious gossip regarding her hath been circulated. The last I heard was, that, disguised as a camel-driver, she had followed thee to Agadez.

To Agadez? I cried. How long ago did that astounding news reach thee?

Early last moon. One of my slaves heard it while travelling with some of the women to Assiou. I am inclined to regard it, however, like so many other rumours, as mere idle talk of the bazaars, for only a few days before that, I heard of her holding sway at the palace of our lord Hadj Absalam.

Canst thou tell me nothing authentic? I asked, disappointedly.

Alas! nothing, she answered, with a sigh. Our Lalla Zoraida is mighty and of wondrous beauty, but the mystery that surroundeth her hath never been penetrated.


Chapter Thirty Four.

Under the Green Banner.
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THROUGH A VAST, barren wilderness, peopled only by echoes, we journeyed over drifted sand-heaps, upon which every breath of the hot poison-wind left its trace in solid waves. It was a haggard land of drear silence, of solitude, and of fantastic desolation. In the Desert a vivid sense of danger is never absent; indeed, even more so than upon the sea, for the mere lameness of a camel or the bursting of a water-skin is a disaster that must inevitably prove fatal to the traveller.

Our caravan consisted of ten persons only, six trusted and well-armed male slaves, two females, my pretty companion, and myself. Our departure from the great ancient stronghold in which the handsome girl had been held captive had not been accomplished without much exciting incident; but luckily my disguise as a female slave, in ugly white trousers and a haick that hid my features, proved complete, and, the imperious pearl of the Sheikhs harem having announced her intention of journeying to Assiou to join his two other wives, we were at last allowed to depart without any opposition on the part of her husbands armed retainers. The whole thing had been most carefully arranged, and the details of the escape were cleverly carried out without a hitch.

On setting out, Lalla Halima — for such she told me was her name — and myself, as her attendant, travelled together in one jakfi placed upon a swift camel, gaily caparisoned with crimson velvet; but as soon as we had got fairly away, I slipped off my white shroud, and, resuming a fez and burnouse, mounted one of the animals whereon our food was loaded. In camping during those blinding days under a dead, milk-white sky, I spent many pleasant, idle hours with Halima, and when travelling — which we usually did at night — we generally rode side by side. Notwithstanding the terrific heat, life in the Desert seemed to suit her far better than the seclusion of her sweet-perfumed harem, for, true child of the plains as she was, she felt her heart dilate and her pulse beat stronger; declaring to me that she experienced a keen enjoyment in roughing it in that trackless wilderness. Indeed, the spirits of all of us became exuberant, the air and exercise seemed to stir us to exertion, and, altogether, we constituted a really pleasant party.

Lolling lazily at her ease among the silken cushions in her jakfi, she would chat with charming frankness through the night, as in the moonlight we plodded steadily onward guided by one of the slaves to whom the route was familiar. She told me all about herself, of her childhood, spent in the barren desert of the Ahaggar, of a visit she paid to Algiers one Ramadân, and of the attack by the Kel-Fadê upon the little village of Afara Aouhan, her capture, and her subsequent life in the harem of the Sheikh. From her I gleaned many details regarding her people, of their wanderings, their power in the Desert, and their raids upon neighbouring nomad tribes. Many were the horrible stories she told me of the fierce brutality of Hadj Absalam, who was feared by his people as a wicked, unjust, and tyrannical ruler, and who, despising the French military authorities, delighted in the torture of Christian captives, and endeavoured to entice the Zouaves and Spahis into his mountain fastnesses where he could slaughter them without mercy. The Great Pirates impregnable palace, the fame of which had long ago spread from Timbuktu to Cairo, she described in detail, and if what she said proved correct, the place must be of magnificent proportions, and a very remarkable structure. The harem, she said, contained over four hundred inmates, the majority of whom had fallen prisoners in various raids, but so fickle was the pirate Sultan of the Sahara, that assassination was horribly frequent, and poison, the silken cord, or the scimitar, removed, almost weekly, those who failed to find favour in the eyes of their cruel captor.
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Yet, regarding Zoraida, I could gather scarcely anything beyond the fact that the subjects of Hadj Absalam knew her by repute as the most beautiful of women, and that few, even of the female inmates of the palace, had ever looked upon her unveiled face. One evening, as we rode beside each other in the brilliant afterglow, I admitted how utterly mystified I was regarding the woman I loved; to which Halima replied softly — 

Who she is no one can tell. Her name is synonymous for all that is pure and good, her benevolence among our poorer families is proverbial, and she possesseth a strange power, the secret of which none hath ever been able to discover.

Thou didst tell me that thy people sought my destruction, I said. Dost thou know the reason for their secret hatred?

I have heard that thou holdest the mysterious power of defeating thine enemies once possessed by the Lalla Zoraida, and that until thy death it cannot return to her, she answered. But thou dost not seem so terrible as report describeth thee, she added, with a coquettish smile.

I laughed. It was nevertheless strange that my would-be assassin Labakan had made a similar allegation. Remembering that I was accompanying my fair companion upon an adventurous journey to an unknown destination, I said — 

Though we have travelled together these six days, thou hast not yet told me whither our camels heads are set.

Puffing thoughtfully at the cigarette between her dainty lips, she replied, Already have I explained that I am returning to my people. The route we are traversing is known only to the trusty slave who guideth us and to mine own people, for there are no wells, and no adventurous traveller hath ever dared to penetrate into this deserted, silent land of the Samun.

Is it not known to thine enemies, the Kel-Fadê? I asked, recollecting with bitterness that to the marauders of the tribe that had held her in bondage I also owed my captivity in the Court of the Eunuchs.

The Kel-Fadê have never penetrated hither, she answered, gazing away to where the purple flush was dying away on the misty horizon. In three days — if Allah showeth us favour — we shall reach the rocky valley wherein my people are encamped. Ana fíkalák hatta athab ila honâk. (I am very anxious to get there.)

But for what reason are thy people so many weeks journey from their own country? I asked.

Moving uneasily among her cushions, she contemplated the end of her cigarette. Apparently it was a question which she did not care to answer, for she disregarded it, exclaiming grimly, I wonder if the occupant of the secret chamber will discover the means of exit?

Suppose he faileth? What then?

He will share the fate that hath befallen others immured there, she answered, raising her arched brows slightly.

Immured there by thee? I hazarded, smiling.

No, she replied, with a musical laugh. Thou must not judge me with such harshness, even though my life hath become embittered by captivity in the harem of a monster I hated.

Suddenly I recollected the strange recovery of my mysterious talisman, the Crescent of Glorious Wonders, which was now reposing safely in its case within one of the bags beneath me. Evidently it had been hidden with other booty taken from the caravan with which I had travelled by some one who had regarded it with curiosity.

Is the existence of that hidden prison known to anyone besides thyself? I inquired.

Why askest thou that question? Art thou afraid my lord will escape ere we reach a place of safety? she exclaimed, with a low, rippling laugh.

No, I replied. I have a serious object in seeking information.

What, wert thou troubled by unwelcome visitors? she asked, smiling mischievously.

No; on the contrary, the silence was appalling and the companionship of the dead horrible.

Ah, forgive me! she exclaimed apologetically. It was not my fault that I could not have the place cleared of the bones. There was no time. But in my written message I told thee to fear not.

But whoever placed me there knew of the secret entrance, I urged.

True, she answered. Two of my slaves — he who guideth us towards the encampment of the Ennitra and the man leading yonder camel — carried thee to thine underground tomb, and placed food there for thee.

Her words gave me instant explanation. From the first the countenance of our guide had seemed familiar, and I now remembered where I had seen it. He was one of those who had held me when the Mysterious Crescent had been wrenched so suddenly from my grasp! No doubt it had come into his possession with other loot, which, in order to secure to himself, he had hidden in that place where none could obtain entrance. As he rode on top of his camel quite close to me, I peered into his dark, aquiline face and found its features unmistakable. It was he who had secured me, who had subjected me to slavery, and who had mounted guard over me until I had been purchased by the agent of the Sultan Hámed. Apparently he had not recognised me, and as I again held my treasure safely in my own keeping, I had no desire to claim acquaintance with this slave, who was himself a slave-raider. They were all brave, sturdy fellows, loyal to their mistress, a quality that I admired, for both she and I had interests in common in putting a respectable distance between ourselves and the irate Sheikh of the Kel-Fadê.

If thy people seek my death, am I not unwise in accompanying thee into their midst? I queried, after a pause.

By thine aid I, one of their daughters, have escaped from the bonds of their enemies, therefore fear not, for though the Ennitra rule the Desert harshly with rifle and bastinado, they harm not those who lend them assistance.

I told her of my first experience of Hadj Absalam, and how I had been tortured with the snake, concealing the fact that Zoraida had set me at liberty.

Tabakoh câsi. (His disposition is cruel.) He is hated even by our own people, she exclaimed, when I had concluded. His brutality is fiendish to us and to strangers alike; but when Infidels are brought into his presence, his rage is absolutely ungovernable. Thy torture was not so horrible as some I myself have witnessed. Once, near Téhe-n-Aïeren, at the foot of Mount El Aghil, a young Zouave soldier strayed into our camp, and, being captured, was brought before him. Because the Infidels eyes had rested upon one of his women, he ordered them both to be gouged out and sent to the French commandant at Ideles. Then the mans ears followed, then his nose, then his hands, and after keeping him alive in fearful torture for nearly three weeks, the body of the wretched prisoner was covered with date juice and placed upon an ant-hill, where he was literally devoured by the insects.

Horrible! I said, shuddering. Are such tortures common among thy tribe?

Alas! she answered, rearranging her pillow; cruelties such as these are frequently practised, even upon us. Neither men, women, nor children are safe. Those who give our mighty lord offence always pay the penalty with their lives, but never before they have been tortured.

Yet thou art anxious to return among them?

Yes, she replied, with an earnest look. As she lay curled up in her cage-like litter, she had the air of a little savage with the grace of a child. I do not wish to be loved as I have been, like a slave, she added in a confidential tone.

But thou hast ruled the harem of the Sheikh, and hast been chief of his great household, I observed.

True, she answered. But there are circumstances in our lives we cannot forget; there are people who dwell always in the house of our memory.

I nodded. The truth was easily guessed.

Two days before being torn from my people, she continued bitterly, I met, by mere chance, a man of mine own people whom I have never ceased to remember. It was a chance meeting, and by no fault of mine own was my veil drawn aside. Neither of us spoke, but I knew we loved each other. My father told me he was one of the most daring of the men-at-arms Hadj Absalam sends against the homards, a notorious thief and cut-throat, to secure whose capture the Roumis away at Algiers have offered two bags of gold. She sighed, then added simply, Though he may be a murderer, I shall love him, even until Allah bringeth me to Certainty. (The hour of death.)

She spoke with the passionate ardour of her race. The love of the Arab woman knows neither the shame nor the duplicity of vice. Proud of her submission as a slave, she can love even a murderer without losing any of her self-respect. In her eyes, her tenderness is legitimate; her glory is to conquer the heart. The man she loves is her master, she abandons herself to him without failing in any duty. A daughter of Al-Islâm, she fulfils her destiny according to the moral traditions and beliefs of her country, and she remains faithful to them by loving the man she chooses; her religion has no other rule, her virtue no other law.

And you have escaped in order to seek this man? I observed, smoking calmly.

Yes. I seek him because I love him. His eyes gave me a sign of affection, the remembrance of which time hath not effaced. I shall find him, even though I am compelled to journey from Ghat to Mequinez, or from the Tsâd to Algiers. The eventuality did not occur to her that, being a warrior of an outlaw band, his bones might long ago have been bleaching in the Desert like those of so many of his fellow marauders. Such a thought, I reflected, would cause her acute anxiety, therefore I did not suggest it. She was hopeful, confident, content; tender and passionate in her love, fierce and relentless in her revenge. Night had fallen, and as under the myriad stars we travelled over rising ground towards the camp of the Desert pirates, she formed a delightful study. Her ingenuous ignorance and intuition of coquetry, the Eastern fascination striving with modest reserve, charmed and amused me, and although the wind commenced to blow up choking clouds of fine sand, compelling her to adjust her veil, yet she would not draw the curtains of her jakfi, but continued chatting until we halted an hour after dawn.

The slave guiding us predicted a sandstorm, therefore, before encamping, we turned our faces towards the Holy City, and, as pious travellers, recited the Hizb al-Bahr, the prayer which is supposed to make all safe on either land or sea. Halima with her slaves prostrated themselves upon the sand, and in impressive tones repeated aloud the prayer that commences — 

O Allah, O Exalted, O Almighty, O All-pitiful, O All-powerful, Thou art my God, and sufficeth to me the knowledge of it! and which has the following strange conclusion:— Thou didst subject the Moon and Al-Burak to Mohammed, upon whom be Allahs mercy and His blessing! And subject unto us all the Seas in Earth and Heaven, in Thy visible and in Thine invisible Worlds, the Sea of this Life, and the Sea of Futurity. O Thou who reignest over everything, and unto whom all Things return. Khyas! Khyas! Khyas! (Mystic words that cannot be translated.)

Halima told me afterwards that in this great waterless region of shifting sand, so fraught with perils, a storm was always brewing and the dreaded poison-wind always blowing, therefore men raised their hands to pray as they crossed it.

At sunrise three days later my pretty companion was lying unveiled in her jakfi, smoking and chatting to me, her two women riding a little distance behind, when our guide suddenly raised a loud shout of warning which in a moment alarmed the whole caravan. Halima instinctively twisted her veil across her face as she inquired the cause.

The slave drew up his camel near her, replying, while he glanced to make certain that his gun was loaded, Know, O beauteous Lalla, that we are discovered! Six mysterious, armed horsemen are spurring towards us! and with his finger he indicated the direction in which his keen, hawk-like eyes had detected them. We all gazed away into the dusky grey where he pointed, and there I saw several mounted Bedouins tearing headlong across the desert in our direction, their long guns held high above their heads, and their white draperies flowing in the wind.

Each of us grasped our rifles, prepared to fight for the protection of our fair charge, while Halima herself, pale and determined, drew a long and serviceable-looking poignard from her girdle and felt its edge. It was evident that the strangers had from afar espied Halimas jakfi, and were resolved to possess themselves of its occupant. In this country of lawless slave-raiders those who show fight are treated with scant mercy, therefore we could expect no quarter, and dismounted ready for the combat. On came the horsemen, fleet as the wind, until they got within a short distance of us, when suddenly, without slackening, and still holding their weapons high above them, they poured out a sharp, decisive volley upon us. It was a warning that they intended attack, and that we might surrender if we were so disposed. The bullets sang over our heads unpleasantly, but no one was hit, and without hesitation our seven rifles rang out almost simultaneously. Again and again we fired, but without result, for the six fierce Sons of the Desert galloped onward, shouting a weird war-cry, and dashed in upon us, calling upon us to lay down our arms. One of them, evidently the leader, swinging himself from his grey stallion, seized Halima by the wrist before we could prevent him, but in a second, with a sudden movement, the harem beauty had slashed him with her dagger, inflicting an ugly wound across his hairy arm.

Raising his rifle, he would have shot her dead, had not one of her slaves flung himself between them, crying — 

Pause, O strangers! Tell us of what tribe thou art. If thou leviest tax upon us in this thy country, our Lalla is prepared to accede to thy just demands. If a hand is raised against her, the wrath of the Kel-Fadê will assuredly fall upon thee!

Naught care we for the Kel-Fadê, who are accursed by Allah, for they pray not, neither go they upon pilgrimages! the man answered, with a harsh laugh. From the waters of the Tsâd, even unto the green slopes of the Atlas, we hold power supreme, and none dare withstand us, for we are feared alike by the Roumis of Algeria and the True Believers of the Desert. Then, brandishing his jambiyah (a very keen crooked dagger) above his head, he added, We are of the Ennitra, and our lord is the mighty Hadj Absalam, Sultan of the Sahara!

Then hear me, O brothers! Halima exclaimed in a loud, firm voice. I am thy sister!

Our sister? But thou art of the Kel-Fadê, our enemies! the horsemen cried with one accord.

True. Hear thou mine explanation. Dost thou not remember that the Kel-Fadê — whom may Allah confound! — attacked and burned our village of Afara Aouhan?

The sons of dogs killed my father in the massacre, declared one of the men, a brawny giant, who stood leaning on his gun.

Mine shared the same fate. He was the oukil, cried the beautiful girl, whose veil had in the struggle been torn away.

His name — quick! exclaimed the leader of the marauders in surprise.

Hámed ben Abderrahman.

Then thou art—

His daughter Halima.

The black-bearded scoundrel immediately released her, and, bowing, expressed sorrow at having caused her undue alarm, after which, in a few quick sentences, she told him of her captivity and her escape, afterwards presenting me as one by whose aid she was enabled to return to her own people. She did not, however, declare me to be a Christian, therefore they thanked me and gave me peace. They told us that we were distant three hours from the encampment, which they, as scouts, were guarding, but advised us to rest till sundown, as the poison-wind was unusually virulent. Acting upon their suggestion, our tents were pitched, and the six outlaws ate with us, afterwards wrapping themselves in their burnouses and sleeping through the long, blazing day. From them I could gather but little regarding the movements of their people, and though I mentioned that I had heard many reports of the wondrous powers possessed by their Daughter of the Sun, they nevertheless preserved a studied silence. They did not even descant upon her beauty, as I expected they would do. They only grunted approbation. Towards four oclock, Halima, wrapped in her haick, came from her tent, and very shortly afterwards we were on our way to the camp, guided by the six cut-throats of Hadj Absalam, who rode along with careless ease, carrying their weapons across their saddles, smoking cigarettes, and talking gaily. Strange indeed was this latest freak of Fate. Long had I regarded these people as the most deadly of my enemies, yet I was now entering their camp as their friend!

Our way wound among bare rocks and hills of granite and over broken ground, weird in its desolation, flanked by high blocks and boulders. Several parties of horsemen, evidently scouts, appeared, but, on recognising our escort, allowed us to pass unmolested, until at length, about the hour of el maghrib, we came to a vast cleft in the hideous face of earth, and, passing through, found ourselves in a valley in the midst of a great encampment. The ravine seemed covered with tents; indeed, it appeared as if a whole army had encamped there, and I was not surprised when one of the outlaws told me that the fighting force numbered over three thousand.

On descending the rocky defile, I saw in an open space in the centre of the camping-ground three tents close together and more handsome than the rest, while against the clear, rose-tinted evening sky there waved over the centre pavilion the dreaded green silken banner of Hadj Absalam.

Then thy lord is present with thee? I exclaimed in surprise, addressing the marauder who rode beside me.

Yes. When he leadeth us we fear no evil, for he is the Great Sultan of the Sahara, who cannot be overthrown.

Wending our way slowly onward among the tents, our arrival caused a good deal of excitement and speculation among the robbers, who doubtless believed us to be captives. One incident impressed me as especially remarkable. Just as we had entered the camp, three women, enshrouded in silken haicks and wearing their ugly, out-door trousers, were strolling together slowly, as if enjoying the cool zephyr after the breathless day.

No word escaped either of them, but one reeled and clutched her companions arm, excited and trembling, as if her eyes had met an apparition. I smiled at her intense agitation, wondering whether she had recognised in Halima a hated rival; but until we had turned to wend our way among the tents, she stood motionless, staring at us fixedly through the small aperture of her veil, apparently much to the consternation of her two companions.

The tragic little scene, though unusual, was apparently not noticed by my companions.

Was it Halimas presence that caused the closely-veiled woman such sudden and profound consternation — or was it mine?


Chapter Thirty Five.

Betrayed!
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THAT NIGHT, AS I lay without undressing in the little tent the outlaws of the Desert had assigned to me, I was kept awake for a long time by the sound of voices and the clang of arms. While half the camp slept, the remainder were apparently cleaning their rifles, and sharpening their jambiyahs, preparatory, I presumed, to some wild foray. For a long time I lay wondering whether Halima would find her undeclared lover in the camp, or whether he was lying in the sand, sleeping until the blast of Israfîls golden trumpet. Under my pillow reposed the time-worn case containing the Crescent of Glorious Wonders, but my letter of introduction had, alas! been filched from me by Labakan. Was it not possible, I thought, that this evil-faced scoundrel was in the camp. If so, what more probable than that, finding he had not killed me as he intended, he would denounce me to Hadj Absalam as the Roumi who had escaped them after being condemned to death? Such reflections were not calculated to induce sleep; nevertheless, weakened as I was by my wound, the journey had greatly fatigued me, and at last I grew drowsy and unconscious, and became haunted by strange dreams.

I must have been asleep for some hours when a light pressure upon my shoulder awakened me.

Utter not a word, whispered a soft female voice in my ear. Danger besetteth thee, but thou, O stranger, art with friends solicitous of thy welfare.

Turning, I glanced upward, and the streak of moonlight that entered revealed a woman enshrouded so completely by her garments that I could not tell whether she were old or young.

Who art thou? I whispered, now wide awake and on the alert at her warning of danger. About her there clung an odour of attar of rose.

I am but a messenger. Rise and follow me in silence, she answered.

Whither dost thou desire to conduct me? I inquired, rather dubiously, for I had a vague, apprehensive feeling now that I was among these murderous outlaws.

To the presence of one who must speak with thee immediately. Ask no further question, for in a few moments thine eyes shall behold, and thine ears shall hear.

Silent and motionless she stood awaiting me, looking like a ghost in the bright moons rays. Wondering who desired an interview with me at that hour, and half suspecting that Halima had something secret to communicate, I rose, replaced my haick, rearranged the hang of my burnouse, and then announced my readiness to accompany my mysterious visitant.

There is no Ilah but Allah, the woman whispered piously. May the Ruler of Death grant unto thee perfect peace!

And upon thee peace, I answered, as in obedience to her silent injunction indicated by her raised finger, I followed her stealthily out.

Let thy lips be sealed, she whispered, conducting me past many tents the occupants of which were soundly sleeping. Silently we sped onward, until we came to the open space, in the centre of which were erected the three pavilions of the pirate chieftain. The entrance to the centre one was guarded by four superbly-dressed negroes with drawn scimitars, who stood motionless as statues. On seeing me, they raised their glittering blades, and made a sudden movement as if to bar my progress, but on a sign from my veiled guide they immediately fell back, allowing us to pass unmolested. Next second, however, a mans voice sounded, and the armed outlaws closed around me. I glanced back, and saw in the white moonbeams the crafty, villainous face of Labakan!

He laughed exultantly, as I saw to my chagrin how cleverly I had been tricked.

Helpless in the hands of these five armed warriors of the plains, I was hurried unceremoniously into the large and luxurious pavilion. On the ground rich rugs were spread, and divans had been improvised out of saddles and boxes. Above, from a lamp of curiously-worked brass, a subdued light fell upon the occupants, three men who, stretched at their ease, were smoking. The central figure, attired in a large white turban and a rich robe of bright amaranth silk, was that of an old man of patriarchal appearance, and as he lifted his head at our entrance, our eyes met.

It was Hadj Absalam!

Betrayed into the hands of my enemy, I stood helpless and dismayed. I had hoped he would not recognise me, and that I should pass as the rescuer of Halima until an opportunity of escape presented itself; but, alas! some one had detected me, and, without doubt, the person responsible for my discovery was the adroit assassin Labakan, the self-styled Grand Vizier of the Sahara, who now stood grinning with pleasure at my discomfiture.

Removing his chibouk, the Pirate of the Desert glared at me fiercely for several moments without uttering a word, slowly raising himself into a sitting posture, an example followed by his two brutal-looking companions. The air was heavy with tobacco smoke that seemed to hang like a pall over the three occupants of the divan.

Labakan, raising his brown, sinewy hand towards me, was the first to break the painful silence.

Behold! O gracious Master! he cried. Report hath not lied. Thine enemy liveth!

The great Sheikh of the Ennitra rose, his countenance livid with rage.
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Lo! it is verily the accursed son of Eblis, thief of our secrets! he burst forth in fiery passion. At length thou art revealed unto us! Thou — who hast brought upon us despair, defeat, and death, who hast defiled the land that we inhabit — art now within our power, and, upon the Book of Everlasting Will, I swear thou shalt not escape. For many moons hast thou evaded us, and though our horsemen have scoured the plains of Ahaggar, the Areg, and the Ahír, even unto the waterless Desert of Tibbou, in search of thee, thou disappearest like the shadow of a cloud. Neither the terrors of the wilderness, nor the knife of our servant Labakan, have daunted thee, but at last thy career hath ended — at last thy doom is nigh! he cried, thundering forth the final sentence, and shaking his clenched and sinewy fist.

True, O Ruler of the Desert, I answered, as he paused to take breath, I have again fallen into thine hands, yet the judgments of the Bedouins are tempered with—

Again? he ejaculated, his black eyes full of angry fire. All yes! I remember. Thou wert put to the torture which we reserve for dogs of thine accursed race, and thy strength burst the bonds that held thee.

The influence of this son of an unbeliever, who hath stolen our power, was the cause of our defeat when our brave sons attacked the homards on the Oasis of Meskam, added Labakan, apparently determined that the Great Sheikh should forget none of the allegations against me.

The Ruler of the Desert hath no need of the promptings of a secret assassin, I exclaimed, fiercely turning upon him.

Silence, dog! roared the Bedouin chieftain. Add not to thy crimes by thus rebuking Allahs chosen. By thy clever machinations hast thou learned our secrets and divested us of our power. Thrice have the armed men of thy brethren, the Infidels, attacked and defeated us; thrice have we been compelled to flee from those who have plotted to conquer the True Believers, and all owing to thy crafty theft of the unseen power that once was ours. While thou livest, thou bearest upon thee influence to work our destruction wheresoever we go, but when thou hast been consigned to the darkness of Hâwiyat, then will power and success return unto our people. Ere to-morrows sun hath set, thou shalt be a corpse, for Allah is swift in punishing.

He, the One to be praised, is also gracious and merciful, I added. Dost thou, who hast performed thy sujdah within the Harem of Al-Medinah, forget thy Korân? I asked reproachfully.

Mention not our Faith with thy polluted lips! he cried, adding, The Infidels are smitten with vileness wheresoever they are found.

These words of the Prophet, with which he endeavoured to crush my argument, gave the utmost satisfaction to the men about me, who murmured approbation in an undertone, and nodded their heads expressive of admiration at the wisdom of their sinister-faced, tyrannical chief.

For many moons have I dwelt within thy land, O mighty Sultan of the Sahara, I said. Though I have ever acted with honour towards thy people of Al-Islâm, yet I am far spent with travel, and clothed with calamity as with a garment. Why seekest thou my death?

Have I not already told thee? Thou hast filched from us the wondrous secret power by which we vanquished our enemies; the unseen force that hath enabled us to rule the Desert. While thou remainest alive, of a surety ruin and extinction threaten us.

But I am, alas! ignorant of thy strange allegation, I said, earnestly endeavouring to get the angry Arab to speak more calmly. By what means have I taken from thee this extraordinary influence that once was thine? Tell me, for a slave may not be condemned for an unknown crime.

Thou knowest well, he answered distinctly, with loud emphasis and glittering eye, placing one hand upon the hilt of his jewelled jambiyah, and standing erect with regal air. It is useless for thee to deny deeds which have worked our defeat, and actions that must ere long be the cause of our downfall.

I deny nothing, O mighty Sheikh of the Ennitra, I protested. Years ago, thy valiant race filled me with admiration, and because of that, I learned to speak thy tongue, and read the commands of the Prophet. Times without number have I been the willing servant of thy people of Al-Islâm; nay, even to-day have I brought hither under my protection a fair woman of thy tribe, whom I assisted to escape from a harem in the land of thine enemies.

A woman? he exclaimed, with an expression of surprise, and, turning to his attendants, asked, Who is she?

She is named Halima, O Master, answered Labakan. To me hath she explained that the Infidel intended to convey her to his own land, and only by a ruse did she succeed in getting to our camp. He carried her off from the harem of the Sheikh of the Kel-Fadê, in order to possess her himself.

Miserable parasites! ejaculated Hadj Absalam angrily, on hearing the mention of the hostile tribe, May their vitals be devoured by insects, and may their bodies be given unto the wild beasts! Did the chief of these locusts of the sands hold our kinswoman in bondage?

Yes, I answered. We escaped from the palace of the Sheikh together.

Behold, O Master! said the bandit who had attempted to kill me. He admits that they journeyed in company. He tried by force to cause her to fly with him across the Atlas and beyond the sea, unto the land of the Infidels.

Its a lie! I shouted warmly. Bring her hither, and let her, O Sheikh, relate unto thee her story.

Already she hath told it, the old chieftain replied. Already thou art proved to be no respecter of our women, for thine eyes have defiled their unveiled faces, and by thy speeches hast thou caused them to forget the commands of the Prophet, and look upon thee, a white-faced son of offal, with favour.

My acquaintance with any woman of thy race will not preclude her from drinking of the fountain of Salsabil, (a spring in Paradise), I answered defiantly.

Thou wilt deny next that thou hast ever spoken with our beauteous Daughter of the Sun! exclaimed the irate Despot of the Desert, who, as he uttered Zoraidas name, bowed low in reverence, an example imitated by all his followers.

I deny not my actions, neither shall I attempt to refute the allegations made against me by a murderer, I answered.

My captors laughed jeeringly. I knew by their manner that they were determined that I should die, and I expected no mercy. Yet, despite an inward feeling of despair, I determined to show a bold front. I had been betrayed; but they should not see that I feared them.

Secretly hast thou entered her private apartment, and remained there alone with her. To thee, son of Malec (the principal angel who has charge of hell), she hath disclosed our secrets — secrets which thou now holdest; hence, thou art the one Infidel in the world who possessest power to work evil upon us.

Whatever secrets I may have learned I have not used, I protested firmly. With me a secret remaineth always a secret.

One of the men who had been reclining on a divan smoking, rose, whispering a word into the ear of his angry master. For a moment Hadj Absalam reflected, then asked: What was the nature of this secret revealed unto thee?

To the Lalla Zoraida I promised not to disclose.

But if, peradventure, I chose to regard thy crimes leniently, — if I even spared thy life, — wouldst thou not explain the nature of the secret wonders thine eyes have beholden?

No, I answered firmly. Not all the Treasure of Askiá, added to my liberty, would unlock my lips.

The Treasure of Askiá! gasped the Hadj, glancing quickly round to his attendants with an expression of amazement and alarm that reflected itself upon their countenances. What knowest thou of it?

In the Desert I learned the story of the great kings hidden wealth, I replied innocently.

Ah! cried the Sheikh, with sudden ferocity. I had expected as much. Truly thou art a son of Eblis whose actions are accursed; truly hast thou tasted of the bitter fruit of Al-Zakkum, which hath its roots in hell!

Peace be upon thee, O Ruler! I said. Thy servant knoweth naught of any such thing as this whereof thou speakest, for never hath he committed any deed to warrant this thy wrath. But he flew into a fit of uncontrollable rage, and hurled upon me every curse that his voluble tongue could utter. To argue was useless. I tried to induce him to explain how I had stolen from his people the secret of their victories, declaring that I held no power which could detract from the success of their raids. But he would vouchsafe no answer to my questions, and only shouted his intention of submitting me to a most horrible series of tortures, before my body should be given to the vultures. The old despots anger was fearful to behold. He stamped, he raved, he tore into shreds his silken garments, and actually foamed at the mouth.

Voiceless, I stood before him. Amid these fierce marauders, who regarded not the lives of enemies or friends and were awaiting impatiently the order to hurry me off to my death, I was a doomed man. The frowns of Fortune had never been so ominous as at that moment.

Suddenly he paused, panting and breathless, his eyes aflame with hatred, and his face hideously distorted by anger and revenge.

Speak, dog of a Christian! he shouted. Speak! or, by the Prophet and the One, thy profane tongue shall be torn out by the roots. How earnest thou to possess thyself of the Crescent of Glorious Wonders? What hath its possession availed thee? Answer, or—

There was a sudden movement among the men behind me, who with one accord uttered ejaculations of surprise, as the Sheikhs threat was interrupted by a loud voice crying — 

Silence! Let not another word pass thy lips, on pain of the most damnifying curses that tongue can utter!

Turning sharply to ascertain who dared thus command the dreaded Sultan of the Sahara to close his lips, I beheld a woman with bare, beautifully-moulded arm outstretched, pointing imperiously towards the proud, regal figure on the divan. The pirate Sheikh trembled before her, staggered as if he had received a blow, then stood silent, not daring to complete the sentence.

Her sudden appearance had caused a pallor to creep over his countenance, as anger gave place to fear.

Advancing, the strange veiled figure stood before the divan just in front of me, with face turned away and arm still uplifted, as in the lamplight her bracelets flashed and gleamed with dazzling brilliancy. She was a veritable Light of the Harem, dressed superbly in gauzy garments of palest mauve, with magnificent jewels in her hair, upon her brow, upon her bare white breast, and upon her delicate ankles. Her heavy golden girdle was richly studded with rubies and sapphires; her long dark tresses, unbound, fell in rich profusion upon her bare shoulders; and about her there clung a sweet, subtle breath of geranium that filled my nostrils. Her attitude was marked with a strange suppleness, astonishingly graceful, and the men who had held me captive before their tyrannical master fell back, as if awestricken by her dazzling presence.

Hearken! she exclaimed in clear, musical Arabic, as she unwound the veil from her face. Knowest thou me?

We do! Peace be upon thee, O beauteous Woman of Wisdom, O Lady amongst Women! they answered with one accord, even to the Sheikh himself, all bowing before her abashed.

Then behold! I stand at thy divan of judgment to answer for the offences of this Roumi, who hath, by cowardly device, been delivered into thine hands!

Turning, she suddenly faced me. I was rendered mute by amazement. The woman before whom these outlaws bowed as if in worship was none other than Zoraida!

Upon me there gazed, with unmistakable glances of affection, the calm, beautiful face that had for so long existed only in my dreams, but which was at this moment before me, a living reality!

For an instant my tongue refused to articulate, but, dashing forward and seizing her right hand, I rained kisses upon it, notwithstanding the fierce, guttural exclamations of disapproval uttered on all sides by my enemies. That the lips of an Infidel should thus defile a woman of Al-Islâm, was to them infamous; but in that brief second, the woman I loved whispered in imperfect French — 

Obey. I may save thee!

The horrible souvenir I had received in Algiers flashed across my mind, and I sought her hand. Almost beside myself with joy, I found it was intact and uninjured! The severed member that had been sent me, and afterwards stolen so mysteriously, was not Zoraidas!

By what right dost thou, O Daughter of the Sun, interfere between thy Ruler and his foes? the old Sheikh asked angrily at that moment.

Against me have thine unfounded allegations been levelled, she answered bitterly, standing by my side, holding my hand in hers. It is true that this Roumi and I have met, and that he holdeth certain secrets; but I warn thee that if a hair of his head is injured, of a surety will the fearful vengeance of the Unknown fall upon and crush thee and thy people.

Thou canst not — thou shalt not wrest him from our hands! cried Hadj Absalam, boiling over with rage. My will hath already been spoken. He shall die!

Then the peril is thine, she said in slow, impressive tones. Her hand quivered, and I could see that she was trembling lest her bold and gallant effort to save my life should prove unavailing.

Already hath he brought the direst evil upon us, cried the Ruler of the Ennitra. Besides, for aught we know, he may be the mysterious stranger who, according to report, was present as spy at a meeting of the Ghuzzat, held by the Kel-Fadê, and who escaped so strangely.

How thinkest thou that a Roumi can understand our symbols of the serpents? Even if he were the mysterious eavesdropper, what could he have gathered with regard to our brotherhood? she asked, adding, It seemeth thou art determined to take his life, so thou formulatest unfounded charges against him!

Bah! he is thy lover, the sinister-faced old brigand observed, with a sneer. In thine eyes he is no doubt innocent.

I acknowledge that upon mine own head should be the punishment for the evils that have befallen our people. Yet, nevertheless, I declare unto thee—

If thou lovest a dog of an Infidel, cried Hadj Absalam, interrupting, thou art no longer worthy our confidence. Then, turning to those about him, he asked, Do I give utterance to thy thoughts?

Yes. Thy words are words of wisdom, O Ruler, they answered with one voice.

Releasing my hand, she raised her alabaster-like arm towards the chief of the outlaws, exclaiming in a loud voice, If the Ennitra have no longer confidence in me, I will to-night sever the bond that bindeth me to them. Into battle have I led thy people many times, against Infidel and the enemy of our own race alike, and thou hast vanquished thy foes, and compelled them to bite the dust. Against thee have the legions of France been arrayed, yet powerless, and at this moment, thou, Hadj Absalam, art the mighty Sultan of the Sahara, the ruler whose power causeth all men to tremble, from Ghat even unto far Timbuktu. To-day thou hast advanced to this spot hopeful and confident, prepared to wage a war that must be bloody and deadly; but as thou hast lost faith in thy Daughter of the Sun, I shall leave thee to thine own devices. If thou killest the man I love, I shall depart. We twain are in thine hands.

Canst thou not, O Ruler, kill the false Prophetess too? suggested a voice from behind. I recognised the tones as those of Labakan!

If thou takest my life, thou too wilt fall within one moon under the fiery scimitar of Azraïl, even though each man hath the strength of Jalût and the courage of Al-Jassâsa, she exclaimed, with the calm dignity of a queen.

The men jeered at her prophetic utterances, but she looked at them with withering scorn, and heeded them not. For my life she was striving, and cared for naught else. Her beauty intoxicated me, and I stood, even in those critical moments, entranced, as I had before been, by her extraordinary loveliness.

Al-Sijil hath registered thy deeds, she continued, casting calm, imperious looks at the brigandish band about her. If thou committest the crime of shedding the blood of those who possess the power by which thou existest as the most powerful people of the Desert, thou wilt assuredly never lave in the stream Zenjebil.

Her words created a visible impression upon them, and seriously they whispered among themselves, until suddenly their Sheikh addressed them, saying — 

Already have I decided that the Infidel shall be put to the torture, that his ears shall be cut off, his eyes put out, and his tongue removed. Are those thy wishes?

Thy will be done, O Ruler, they answered; and Labakan added, Our Woman of Wisdom hath no longer power to lead us unto victory. She is enamoured of this accursed Christian dog who bringest the direst evil upon us.

Then away with him! cried Hadj Absalam, waving his arm towards me. Let his hands be lopped off, and let his end be one of long suffering.

Four men seized me roughly, and were dragging me out, when Zoraida, advancing a few steps, uttered a final earnest appeal. In her beautiful face was a look of intense anxiety, as she stood alone in the centre of the pavilion, pale, erect, queenly.

Hearken! she cried wildly. If this man — who is not our enemy — be put to death, remember that upon thee will fall the curses of one whose incantations can produce good or evil, life or death! Thou sayest that he holdeth the power that I should hold, but I tell thee—

Hath he not by thine aid possessed himself of the Crescent of Glorious Wonders? interrupted the Sheikh.

The Crescent is no longer possessed by an Infidel, she answered quickly. During a fight with the Kel-Fadê it was lost, and hath since that time lain undiscovered.

I found it at—

Hush! Remain silent, she whispered, speaking in broken French and glancing at me significantly.

The Crescent, O Mighty Ruler, hath been seen in his saddle-bag, Labakan urged, muttering a curse under his breath.

The leathern case may be there, continued Zoraida, with intense earnestness, but undoubtedly the Crescent of Strange Wonders, the mysterious secret of which is as impenetrable as the wall of Dhulkarnein (built to prevent the incursions of Gog and Magog), was lost among the plunder secured by our enemies. It is probably still in the hands of the Kel-Fadê.

Let the Infidels saddle-bags be at once searched, ordered the chieftain, and two men hurried forth with that object. I stood anxious to see what turn events would take when the strange object was found secreted in the bag that had served me as pillow, but judge my amazement when, a few minutes later, the men returned with the case, declaring that they had found it empty! Had it again been stolen from me? When they announced the futility of their errand, a smile of satisfaction played about Zoraidas mouth, a fact which puzzled me when I reflected how explicit her instructions had been over its safe custody.

If it remaineth in the hands of the Kel-Fadê, we must compel them to restore it, or fight as an alternative, said the Sheikh decisively. We must repossess ourselves of it at all hazards; adding thoughtfully, The Great Secret which it conceals must be revealed unto us. Knowledge of its utility in revealing the mystery must be obtained, even at the point of the sword.

On all hands muttered words of approbation greeted this declaration. Then, after a slight pause, he continued — 

If the Roumi possesseth not the Crescent, he cannot hold our vanished power!

Why then should he die? queried the woman whose face had mastery over me.

Because he is of the accursed race, and hath defiled with his eyes thine own countenance, and those of other of our daughters.

But thou wilt not darken the world unto me at this moment — when I am leading thee to glorious success and the acquisition of great wealth? she urged on my behalf.

And if he liveth — what then?

He will accompany us. The country we are entering is already known unto him, thus will he be enabled to choose our route, and lead us to a great and decisive victory, she argued.

The old Sheikh paused, consulting in an undertone with his two advisers who had smoked on in contemplative silence. Anxiously Zoraida and I awaited their verdict, not without feelings of despair, for we both had realised the terrible prejudice against me. At last, however, Hadj Absalam exclaimed — 

The sentence of death by torture having been declared upon the Infidel, it must remain. Nevertheless, it will not be carried out until the result of our expedition hath been seen. If we are victorious, then shall he lead us against the Kel-Fadê, in order to recover the Crescent of Glorious Wonders.

My Amîn! whispered Zoraida in French, with tears of joy in her brilliant eyes. Thou hast a brief respite; use it well. We must now part, but remember that I love thee always — always!

But the Crescent? I gasped. How shall I act?

Remain patient. For the present thou art safe, but be wary of the man who hath already attempted to take thy life. He may strike thee a secret blow at the orders of Hadj Absalam. Go thou back to thy tent and sleep, and when opportunity ariseth, I will communicate with thee, and direct thy footsteps unto the path of freedom.

Then, snatching up her flimsy veil, she deftly twisted it across her face, and walked out with regal gait, proudly acknowledging the obeisance of the dark-faced outlaws, who in apparent fear bowed before her.

A few minutes later, I was back again in the tent from which I had been so mysteriously called, and until the dawn, sat coolly contemplating the remarkable and unexpected turn events had taken.


Chapter Thirty Six.

The Bond of Blood.
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SLEEP WAS IMPOSSIBLE. Thoughts of Zoraida absorbed me. Her position was an extraordinary, yet perilous one, and she herself was still enveloped in a mystery that seemed utterly impenetrable. Apparently she was well aware of the secret plans of the Senousya, and by her grace and beauty had charmed these wild, merciless outlaws, ruling even Hadj Absalam himself. Queen of that fierce piratical band, she seemed to have held them so completely under her sway, that the great Sultan of the Sahara himself had been led by her into battle, and had carried out her orders with implicit confidence and passive obedience. The whole situation seemed unintelligible. It appeared impossible that this fair woman, scarcely more than a girl, with such amazingly beautiful features and gracefully-moulded half-bare limbs, who seemed to lead an exotic existence, half consumed by the ennui of the harem, should be responsible for the plunder and carnage, the heartless outrages and brutal massacres, which had during the past few years appalled both Christians and True Believers throughout North Africa. Yet had I not already heard rumours of this from the Spahis? Was it not now proved by her own admissions that she had led the Ennitra against the Zouaves, Turcos, and homards?

Why, I wondered, had the dead hand been sent to me; why had some unknown person endeavoured to convince me of her death; why, indeed, had those who knew her all conspired to keep from me the knowledge that she still lived? The facts formed a strange enigma which I hoped would ere long be solved, for this latest disappearance of the Crescent of Glorious Wonders had added considerably to the mystery. Nevertheless she had promised to communicate with me, so I existed from hour to hour in intense expectancy, hoping to receive a summons to enter her bewitching presence.

I had not long to wait, for, on the following evening, while the people had assembled on the opposite side of the camp and were performing their evening prayer, I was strolling slowly past the three silken pavilions of the self-styled Sultan, when suddenly there appeared at the door of one of the two smaller tents, that were zealously and constantly guarded by armed men, a black female slave. For a few seconds she disappeared, then, coming forth again, she beckoned me. As I approached, my passage was immediately barred by a dozen unsheathed swords, but on a word from the negress the mens arms were relegated to their scabbards, and I followed her into the pavilion.

The sweetly-scented interior was replete with every comfort and luxury. From a golden lamp above a soft, subdued light fell upon bright divans, velvet hangings, dark-hued rugs, and little mother-of-pearl tables, whereon there stood fresh fruits in vessels of gold; while stretched upon a lions skin, with which her low couch was covered, lay Zoraida, a radiant, dazzling vision of beauty.

Throwing down her cigarette as I entered, she raised herself upon her elbow and greeted me with a smile of glad welcome, at the same time ordering her slave to bring me cigarettes, and motioning me to a seat beside her.

In silence our hands clasped until the negress disappeared. She had gone to mount guard at the door, in order to give us warning if enemies approached. The armed guards were, Zoraida explained in a few hasty words, her own trusted servants, and would keep my presence a secret. Thus placing me at my ease, and assuring me that we had naught to fear, she entwined her bare arms around my neck, and, gently pulling my head down to hers, kissed me passionately.

Through long, weary days, my Amîn, have we been parted. So long! And thou hast always been so faithful, so unswerving in thy devotion unto me!

I have merely striven to fulfil my promise, I said, enravished by her beauty, and returning her tender caress. For many moons have I journeyed in order to accomplish the mission I undertook, yet until yesterday I mourned for thee as dead. Canst thou imagine my joy now that we are once again together?

Ah! she exclaimed, throwing one arm over her head, as her white, scented bosom, half-covered with flashing jewels, slowly rose and fell. Thou didst think me dead? Perhaps it would have been better for me — better for thee — if I had really died. On the night we parted I was near indeed to death.

How? I asked anxiously. I heard thy screams, but was held powerless to return and render thee help. Tell me what occurred?

Strive not to penetrate secrets that are mine alone, Ce-cil, she answered, kindly but firmly. I can only show thee evidence of the cowards blow; and raising herself into a sitting posture, she tore asunder the transparent, pearl-embroidered lace which was the only covering of the upper part of her body, revealing to my astonished eyes a great ugly wound only half-healed. She had been struck in the left side, half-way between arm-pit and waist, evidently with a keen, crooked jambiyah, which had inflicted a terrible injury. The white, delicate flesh was red and inflamed around a deep wound about three inches in length, from which bandages had apparently only recently been removed.

Who attempted thy murder? I asked, enraged that anyone should thus strike down a defenceless woman.

An enemy, she answered, readjusting her filmy garments, the transparency of which caused her no concern. The gauzes of the harem had always been her attire from childhood, and she knew nothing of rigid Western conventionalities. To the fair daughters of Al-Islâm the follies and foibles of Parisian fashion are a mystery. It is the mission of the inmates of the harem to look beautiful, but they trust to their own personal attractions, not to Worths creations or Truefitts coiffures. The corsets, tailor-made gowns, and other arts that transform a hag of sixty into a smart Society woman, are unknown in the dreamy Courts of Love, for the velvet zouaves, the gauzy serroual, and the garments of brilliant silk brocade are practically the same from Fez to Teheran.

Name the man who struck thee! I cried. He shall answer to me.

No, no, she replied, turning slowly among her luxurious cushions, causing her golden anklets to jingle. It is best that, for the present, thou shouldst not know.

But a dead hand, with thy rings upon its lifeless fingers, was sent to me, and I thought thou hadst—

Yes, yes, she answered quickly, interrupting. But thou mayest not know for what object the severed hand was sent thee. Forget the incident now; some day shalt thou know all.

When?

Taking my hand gently in hers, she raised it slowly to her lips, replying, When we are free to love each other.

Are we not free now? What obstacle is there?

One that seemeth insurmountable, she answered, looking earnestly at me with her fine dark eyes, so full of love and passion. By a secret bond am I held unto the Ennitra, and thou alone canst sever it and give me freedom.

How? I asked eagerly.

By faithfully carrying out the mission that I entrusted unto thee; by obtaining the secret from Mohammed ben Ishak at Agadez.

I have done my best, I said. I have actually been in Agadez, but only as slave in the Fáda of the Sultan.

Yes, she replied, with a sweet, tender smile, lifting her dark lashes for an instant; already have I heard of thy perilous adventures, of the gallant attempt thou hast made, risking thy life fearlessly among thine enemies for my sake. True, we love each other devotedly, but, alas! we — we are not yet free; and her bright eyes became dimmed with tears.

When shall we have liberty? I asked, entwining my arm about her neck, so that her sensuously-beautiful head pillowed itself upon my shoulder.

For a few moments she remained silent; then, gazing up into my eyes with an intense, wistful look, she answered — 

When thou hast learned the Secret, and used it upon our mutual behalf; then only can I extricate myself from the Bond of Blood.

The Bond of Blood! What is that? I asked eagerly.

Ah, no! she responded, with a touch of sorrow in her voice. I am unable to give thee explanation. When thou hast gained the Secret, then wilt thou learn the truth, and penetrate the veil of Great Mystery. Until that day have patience, and seek not that which must remain hidden.

But I — I have lost the Crescent, I blurted forth despondently.

It is in my possession, she replied, with a smile, rising from her divan, kneeling beside me, and placing her arms about my neck. When last night I recognised thee on thine arrival in our camp, I foresaw thy deadly peril. Labakan, who had been ordered to kill thee, was also aware of thy presence; therefore I had thy travelling companion, Halima, brought before me, and from her ascertained that on thy journey thine eyes had been constantly upon one of thy saddle-bags. I therefore felt confident that the Crescent thou hadst lost had been recovered. Later, I caused search to be made among thy belongings, and it being found there, it was abstracted and brought hither.

Hadst thou a reason for this? I asked, puzzled.

Yes. I knew that if the Crescent of Glorious Wonders were found in the possession of thyself, an Infidel, no argument of mine would save thee from death.

But thou hast again rescued me, Zoraida, I murmured in ecstasy. Again my life hath been in thine hands.

I love thee, she responded, briefly and simply.

And thou art risking everything for my sake — even thy position as Queen of the Ennitra!

Art thou not doing the same for me? she asked. As lovers it is our duty to assist each other, and to stand together in the hour of danger.

How didst thou know I had lost that which thou hadst entrusted to my care? I asked, much interested in this remarkable phase of the extraordinary affair.

I ascertained that when thou wert a slave in the Fáda thou hadst not the Crescent. Then I learnt of the circumstances of thy fall into the hands of the Kel-Fadê, and it was at once apparent that it was they who had filched it from thee.

Thou didst not know how I recovered it? I asked, transported by her beauty.

No, she answered. Tell me; I am interested to learn the truth; and with charming ingenuousness she imprinted upon my cheek another warm, affectionate kiss.

Briefly, I told her of my journey after my adventurous escape from Agadez, of the dastardly attempt to take my life, my strange rescue, and my wanderings in the gloomy subterranean passages beneath the Sheikhs palace. As I related how I had suddenly entered the hall where the conspirators of the Senousya had assembled to practise their mystic rites, she grew excited and alarmed, eagerly drinking in every word of my description. When I had finished, she placed her hand upon my arm, and said with intense earnestness — 

Tell no one of this, O Ce-cil! Thine eyes have beholden, and thou hast, alas! learned the secrets of the League of Terror. I fear that the punishment of eavesdroppers may be meted out to thee. Know thou that the terrible vengeance of the Senousya is so far-reaching that the man or woman it condemneth can never escape a violent death, even though he or she may flee beyond seas unto the uttermost corners of the earth. Wherever shineth the sun, there also are emissaries of the Senousya. Therefore take every precaution for thy safety; tell no one of the knowledge thou hast thus acquired; and upon the subject of the Holy War remain always silent as the grave. Take warning, and exercise caution — for my sake. The vengeance is always fatal!

I will heed thy words, I said. But I care naught for enemies while I am nigh unto thee; and as I drew her slowly towards me, her lips met mine in a warm, entrancing caress, enough to make any mans senses whirl.

I — I wish we could meet daily, she declared wistfully; but for thee to tread the enchanted ground of my pavilion is impossible. At the peril of our lives, and by the connivance of those placed as janitors over me, am I enabled to-night to speak with thee for one brief hour, to hear thee tell me of thy love. Then, grasping my hand tightly, and gazing with a fervent love-look into my face, she added, For days, for weeks have I been longing to see thee, hoping against hope. In the dim, silent seclusion of mine own apartment strange rumours and distorted reports have reached me regarding thy fate. Although those I employed lied unto me, I felt confidence in thee. I knew thou wouldst strain every nerve to obtain knowledge of the Great Secret that is essential to our happiness. We meet now only to part again; to part perhaps for a few days, perhaps for many moons. Let me dwell within thy memory, so that thou wilt ever remember that she who loveth thee followeth thee unseen, and that all her trust is in thine own brave heart.

She spoke with the fierce passion of love, and in her fine brilliant eyes tears were welling. I was silent in the devout worship of my entrancing idol — this woman whose face was perfect in its beauty, whose supple figure and exquisite grace charmed me, and whose soft, tuneful Arabic sounded as sweetest music. With her slight form in my embrace, her cheek, fresh as an English girls, lying upon my breast, her long dark unplaited hair straying over my white burnouse, she filled me with a restful, dreamy languor, a feeling of perfect enchantment and bliss, enhanced by the heavy perfumes and the sensuousness of her luxuriant surroundings.

While wandering afar, the thought of thine affection hath given me heart; thou art always my Pole Star, my light, my guide, I said, enraptured. Though I have failed to obtain the knowledge which I sought, it was purely owing to the fickleness of fortune.

Yes, she answered gravely. I know thou hast done thy best. Yet there are still means by which thou canst ascertain the truth, and elucidate the Great Mystery.

How?

By becoming one of us; by bearing arms under the green banner of Hadj Absalam, and accompanying us to Agadez.

Art thou actually on thy way thither? I asked, amazed. Surely it is dangerous?

Dangerous only for the Sultan of the Ahír, she laughed.

I cannot understand, I said. What is the object of thy journey?

The same as the object of all our expeditions, she answered, the smile dying from her lips. The trade of the Ennitra is marked always by rapine and murder, plunder and bloodshed; and she shuddered.

Do thy people intend fighting? I asked.

Hearken, and I will give thee explanation, she said excitedly. For many moons hath Hadj Absalam contemplated an attack upon the Sultan of the Ahír, and the looting of the great Fáda wherein thou wert held a slave. At last the expedition hath been arranged, and is now being carried out. Divided into four sections, our people, mustering all their strength for the supreme effort, have stealthily moved hither, and are now encamped at various points on the border of the Sultans territory, ready to advance upon Agadez like swarms of locusts at the moment the drum of victory is conveyed unto them. Armed to the teeth, and eager for a struggle that must be brief though deadly, they are awaiting the completion of our plans. Two days hence all will be ready, the drum that beateth us to arms will be carried forth, our tents will be packed, and, acting in conjunction with the three other forces of our fighting men, we shall advance, dealing blows swift and terrible among a people who little dream of the approach of an enemy, and are entirely unprepared.

Hast thou actually a sufficient force to attack the almost impregnable kasbah of Agadez? I asked incredulously.

Yes. In two days the green standard will be raised, the drum will be sent round to the three other camps, and with one accord shall we sweep onward to the great stronghold of the Ahír.

And thou desirest that I should become a Bedouin of the Ennitra — an outlaw of the Sahara? I said.

Thou must! she answered, with enthusiasm, her slim lingers closing tightly upon my hand. Dost thou not see that I have obtained a respite for thee, only on condition that thou throwest in thy lot with us?

What is this mysterious influence which Hadj Absalam declareth hath been transferred unto me? I inquired, eager to ascertain the meaning of the strange words she had so boldly addressed to the robber Sheikh.

But she laughed, and, evading my question, answered with light coquetry — 

The power that draweth us together; the influence that causeth us to love each other.

But why didst thou urge thy Ruler to compel me to become a freebooter?

It was my last extremity, she said. I pleaded for thee, and — almost failed. To fight beside us is thine only chance of reaching Agadez, and of finding he whom thou seekest.

To be near unto thee I am prepared to join thy people, even though they are mine enemies, I said, as she looked into my eyes with trusting gaze.

Although thou wilt be near me, thou must never seek to have speech with me, she exclaimed quickly. We meet here at imminent risk, but we must not again invite the wrath of those who desire thy death. To thee I must be as a stranger, for remember that thou art a Roumi, and thy very glance defileth mine unveiled face! and she laughed lightly.

Ah! the religious prejudices of thy people are indeed curious, I said. How long must we affect this estrangement?

Until Agadez hath fallen, and thine errand be accomplished.

But if thou hast the Crescent in thy possession, canst thou not snap thy bonds and escape with me? I suggested. Surely thy place is not upon the field of battle, amid the carnage that must inevitably ensue from such a combat?

Impossible! she answered, moving uneasily, and wafting to me the sweet perfume that clung to her draperies. She was agitated, for her hand holding mine trembled violently, and her lips were tightly compressed. The Bond of Blood bindeth me more firmly than fetters of steel, and if I attempted to desert the camp, the death of both of us would be inevitable. No! To Agadez must we advance. From to-day thou art an outlaw of the plains, and I am thy leader! Obey me, but speak not; for upon thy silence and obedience dependeth thy life. Hidden in my possession the Crescent will remain until such time as thou wilt require it; then, once inside the Great Mosque, the secret knowledge will be imparted unto thee, and will peradventure be of profit.

It grieveth me sorely to think that thou, the woman I adore, art the head of this fierce band of murderous marauders, and wilt lead them to commit merciless massacre and pillage, to—

Ah, no! she cried, raising both her hands as if to arrest my words. Reproach me not, O Ce-cil! I cannot bear it from thee! Thinkest thou that were I not compelled, I would be the cause of this widespread death and desolation; thinkest thou that I would urge onward these wild hordes to deeds horrible and revolting? Thou believest I have a heart of stone, that I have no womans tenderness, that — that I, a woman of the Desert, am — and, unable to complete her sentence, she burst into a passionate torrent of tears.

No, Zoraida, I blame thee not, I tenderly hastened to reassure her. I know there are circumstances connected with thine hidden past of which I have no knowledge, therefore I love thee fondly, awaiting the time when thou art enabled to renounce thy people and become my wife.

What canst thou think of a woman such as I? she sobbed bitterly. Even to thee, so faithful as thou hast been, I am compelled to still preserve my secret, appearing in thine eyes as one to whom the clash of arms is sweeter than the music of the derbouka, and the wail of the vanquished the pleasantest sound upon mine ear!

But thy position is not of thine own choosing, I said, quietly endeavouring to soothe her.

No! she cried wildly, starting up. I hate it all! Though each raid enricheth me with gold and jewels of great price, yet there is a curse upon the treasure, obtained, as it is, by the relentless slaughter of the weak. Ah, Ce-cil! if thou couldst only know how acutely I suffer, how these jewels upon me glitter with the fire of deadly hatred as each one telleth its mute but horrible story, a story of rapine and murder for which I — the woman thou lovest, the woman who would willingly give her life for thee — am responsible! Is not my existence one of hollow shams, of feigned daring and wretched duplicity? I loathe myself; and were it not that I look forward to happiness with thee, I would — I would end it all with this! and she drew from her breast a small keen dagger, with hilt encrusted with turquoises, that she always kept concealed there.

Speak not of that, I said firmly. Place thy knife in its sheath. I love thee, Zoraida, I trust in thee, and none shall ever come between us.

Dost thou place thy faith in me implicitly, notwithstanding that I appear in thine eyes debased, and am unable to give thee explanation? she asked, half credulously, through her blinding tears.

The jewels upon her flashed with a brilliancy that was dazzling, and the sweet odours of her apartment seemed intoxicating.
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I do, I answered, fervently kissing her with a mad, fierce passion. Indeed, had it not been for thine exertions, my bones would long ago have been stripped by the vultures.

Ah! my Amîn, thou too art performing for me a mission, the result of which will effect stranger things than thou hast ever dreamed, she exclaimed earnestly; adding, Our story-tellers relate wondrous things, but none have described such marvels as thou shalt behold. I told thee in Algiers that I was in peril of death, and that thou couldst avert the danger that threatened. These words I now repeat, and trust in thee to save me.

To save thee I will again face our enemies fearlessly, and strive to reach the imam who holdeth the Secret, even though I have been told that the Omen of the Camels Hoof hath been revealed unto me, I said, entranced by her beauty, and smiling in an endeavour to chase away the gloomy shadow that seemed to have settled upon her.

Yes, she answered, slowly winding both arms about my neck, and looking up to me with big, tear-stained eyes. The mark, to thee invisible, is upon thy brow, yet hath not that presage of evil already been fulfilled in thy failure to elucidate the Mystery of the Crescent? Is it not possible that henceforward good fortune and success may attend thine efforts?

Truly, O my beloved One of Wondrous Beauty! I said, thy words renew hope within me, and restore confidence. I will seek the imam of the Mesállaje, and at any risk learn the hidden wonders.

In silence she gazed at me with a look of unutterable sadness. The pallor of her countenance enhanced her delicate beauty, and the trembling of her hands showed me how intensely agitated she had become. She loved me with all the fiery passion of her race, yet it seemed as though she kept from me, with tantalising persistency, just those facts I desired explained. She seemed half incredulous, too, that I should be prepared to make another strenuous effort to reach Mohammed ben Ishak merely upon the expression of her desire, for after a short silence, during which her peach-like cheek, fragrant with perfume, lay against mine, she suddenly exclaimed — 

Dost thou, O Ce-cil! believe me blindly, even though I admit to thee that I — I am unworthy thy generous love? To me, alas! debased and degraded as I am, the fruit of the great lote tree is forbidden, and the water of Salsabil may never cool my lips. Then, sinking upon her knees before me, she suddenly burst again into tears, covering her face with her hands.

Come, I said, let not thoughts of thy past cause thee unhappiness. There is danger; and we must arm ourselves, and both bear our burdens bravely.

Ah! she cried in accents of poignant bitterness, it is impossible that thou canst ever love me sufficiently to make me thy wife, even when thou, at last, knowest my story. See! and, throwing out her arms wildly, she stretched forth her open palms towards me. See! I am held to this horde of cut-throats by gyves invisible yet unbreakable! I kneel before thee, my Amîn! a despicable, vile-hearted woman, whose whole life hath been one of ignominy and deceit, whose very name is a by-word of reproach! Forsaken by Allah, defamed by man, I confess myself unworthy thy thoughts. I cannot — nay, I will not bring upon thee disgrace and shame, for my hands! — they are stained by heinous crimes! she added hoarsely, bowing low and hiding her face.

Taking her by the wrist, I was about to assist her to rise, when she snatched away her arm as if she had been stung.

No, no! she cried in heart-thrilling tones. Place not thine hand upon me! My touch polluteth thee! It will perhaps be best — best for both of us if we part to-night to never meet again!

Tell me, I demanded quickly, have not thy crimes been committed under compulsion?

Yes, they have! I swear — they — have! she answered brokenly.

And thou art the wife of Hadj Absalam? I said fiercely, half convinced that I spoke the truth.

Ah! no, no! she protested, with feverish anxiety, raising her pale, haggard face imploringly to mine. Judge me not too harshly, she cried. Though the awful stigma of sin lieth upon me, and my life is accursed, yet here at thy feet I tell thee I am neither wife nor slave. I have suffered no man to hold me in fond embrace, nor to kiss my lips, save thee. I take oath upon the Book of Everlasting Will.

Canst thou not tell me why thou, a pure and innocent woman, art here among these barbaric Sons of the Desert? I asked, now convinced by her terrible earnestness that my suspicions were groundless.

I am not innocent, I confess to thee. How can I be, when to my vile cunning is due that inhuman butchery which causeth the Ennitra to be held in terror throughout the Desert? Until thine eyes met mine, I knew neither mercy nor remorse, but now — Faugh! I see my crimes in all their revolting hideousness, and I — I hate — I loathe myself — for I am the Slave of the Destroyer!

Let us bury the past, I said, slowly and with sincerity, assisting her to rise, and, holding her again in my arms, I rained passionate kisses upon her sequin-covered brow. Though much that is incomprehensible remaineth like a curtain obscuring thee, yet I am satisfied that I bestow not my affection in vain—

Ah, my Amîn! thou knowest not how dearly I love thee, she interrupted, raising her lips slowly until they met mine.

I can gauge thy feelings by mine own, I answered. Thou must leave this life of outlawry; but ere thou canst escape from thy people, I am compelled to gain certain knowledge. This will I strive once again to accomplish; but in the meantime I desire not to gaze down the uninviting vista of thy past, or tear the veil from unpleasant facts that thou wouldst hide from me. I am confident in the knowledge that thou art neither a wife nor an inmate of thy Sheikhs harem, and that, though morally guilty of the massacres that have sent a thrill through two continents, yet thy position hath, in some way unexplained, been thrust upon thee. I consider this in considerable measure palliates thy crimes, and—
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I vow I have acted always against my will — always! It was horrible! she interrupted.

Yes, I know, I said, tenderly stroking her long silky hair. Thou hast my love, sympathy, and forgiveness. Some day, when we are wedded, peradventure thou wilt tell me how thou earnest to rule this piratical band.

It was to save mine honour, she declared, with fervour.

Then I will demand no further explanation, I said. It sufficeth that we are confident in each others love.

Yes, we are, we are! she cried, with a wild outburst of passionate affection, kissing me again and again. I have spoken the truth as clearly as circumstances will allow, nevertheless, thou hast faith in me. Thou art still my Amîn, generous and true. For thee will I live in the hope of eventual freedom, and should misfortune overtake us, by thy side will I die!

Let us anticipate success, I said.

Yes, she answered, smiling, as she dashed away her tears.

If thou gainest the Great Secret, thou wilt obtain strange knowledge, which will prove to thee amazing, and reveal an unheard-of marvel. Therefore strive on. Though thou mayest see me sometimes, seek not to hold converse with me. Remember always while thou art with us that we are watched closely by those only too eager for a pretext for killing thee. Indeed, if thou wort discovered here, thine head would quickly be smitten off and mounted upon thy tent-pole, so likewise any attempt to speak with me would inevitably cause a dozen knives to pierce thine heart. Henceforth we are strangers until I restore to thee the Crescent, and thy mission is safely accomplished.

I will preserve silence, and seek thee not.

Make me one other promise, she exclaimed in grave earnestness. Whatsoever thou mayest witness during our advance upon Agadez, never wilt thou think ill of me. Remember always that I am forced to act as I do in order to preserve mine own honour.

I promise, I replied, sealing the compact with a lingering, ecstatic kiss.

Next second her slave entered excitedly, with the news that prayers were over, and that the people were flocking back to their tents.

Thou must, alas! leave me, my Amîn, Zoraida cried, on hearing the negresss unwelcome announcement. Would that we could spend some hours longer together! but we must not run too great a risk. May Allah, the Merciful Protector of the weak, watch over and guide thee, and may thy footsteps fall in paths of peace. Slama. Allah iselemeck!

Our leave-taking was tender and affectionate, for I saw how fervid and passionate was her love, nevertheless she compelled me, firmly yet kindly, to tear myself from her, and a few minutes later I was seated in dreamy thoughtfulness outside the little tent which my enemies had given me.

A few brief days, I reflected, and my fate would be decided. Would the mystery of the Crescent of Glorious Wonders, with its undreamed-of marvels that she had promised, ever be revealed?


Chapter Thirty Seven.

By the Drum of Nâr.
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THE BID FOR fortune was desperate and perilous.

I had become an outlaw, a member of one of the most daring bands of freebooters that ever robbed a caravan or tortured a wanderer of the plains. To the civilising influence of French authority Hadj Absalam was as defiant and his identity as mysterious as the Mahdi himself; while his followers were for the most part an ill-dressed, well-armed horde, whose torn and dirty burnouses and general negligence of attire showed plainly that they were Desert rovers, whose ramshackle tents were their only homes, and whose existence depended on the result of their depredations.

The knowledge that I was an Infidel, combined with the secret inflammatory utterances of Labakan, created bitter prejudices against me, causing them to jeer and make matters exceedingly unpleasant generally. Among that legion of marauders I had not a single friend, with the exception of Zoraida and Halima, neither of whom were ever visible. Fierce guttural oaths and exclamations of disgust that a dog of a Christian should be permitted to live among them were muttered by dark-skinned, evil-faced ruffians, who squatted idly before their tents cleaning guns, burnishing knives, and filling powder-flasks. Sometimes, after I had passed, they would spit upon the ground to emphasise their contempt, or openly declare that I was a harbinger of evil, a precursor of defeat.

Affecting to take no notice of the variety of insults flung into my face, I suppressed any rebuke that rose to my lips, remembering Zoraidas words, and determined that when the time came, I would show them that a Christian could handle a rifle with as deadly effect as a True Believer.

The long hot day following my interview with the woman I loved I spent in lonely unhappiness, and my sense of insecurity was very considerably increased by receiving a secret visit, at the mild and balmy dawn of the following day, from one of the men who, after assisting Halima and myself to escape from the Sheikhs house, had accompanied us on our journey. On recognising him, I extended to him a warm greeting, much gratified that at last I had found a friend; but I paused when, raising his hand quickly, he exclaimed in a deep whisper — 

Hush! Let not thy voice be heard! I come to thee, unseen by thine enemies, to give warning unto thee!

Is there danger? I gasped.

Know, O Roumi, he answered, thine enemy Labakan — on whom may Allah not have mercy! — hath formed a dastardly plot to kill thee! Our Lady of Beauty, Halima, hath heard of it, and sendeth thee word. Be careful of thyself, or of a surety thou wilt yet fall beneath the knife of the assassin.

Tell the Lalla Halima I send her greeting. Thank her for placing me upon my guard, and from me give unto her perfect peace, I said; adding, Is it possible that I might see her?

Alas! no, the man replied in consternation. Seek not to converse with the women of the Faith of our Lord Mohammed. The eye of the Infidel defileth them.

Why? I asked, laughing at the Moslem prejudice which even his friendship could not stifle.

It is written, he answered piously.

Without attempting to argue the point, I learnt from him, in reply to my questions, that in travelling to the camp we had journeyed due south, and that the valley where we were in hiding was called Akoukou, distant seven days from Agadez, and almost inaccessible from that city. Other hordes of the Ennitra had migrated in small parties, so as not to attract the attention of those they intended to attack, and were now congregated to the number of about four thousand, one body being at the Efigaguen Oasis to the north-east of the City of the Sorcerers, another at the well of Enouaggued, and a third lying in ambush to the north-west, in a secluded valley in the waterless wilderness known to the Arabs as the Kahir d Ibn Batouta.

With that cunning of which the Ennitra were past masters, they had gradually moved from their own region across the Great Desert, many of them under the guise of traders, to the points indicated, and now, having collected their forces, had practically surrounded the country of the young Sultan Abd-el-Kerim, and for several days had been awaiting the order from Hadj Absalam to make a concentric movement upon Agadez.

He told me that in our camp we had over three thousand fighting men, but that, even with such forces at their command, we should experience some hard fighting, for the men-at-arms of the Sultan of the Ahír were more than double our number. Then he questioned me as to my future movements, and I told him briefly that I intended to fight side by side with the warriors of Hadj Absalam. To this he answered — 

Verily, O Roumi, thou art a friend of the Faith. May Allah honour thy face and perfect thy light! May the One Giver of Life abandon thee not to the consequences of thy sins without pardoning them, or to thy griefs without consoling them, or to thy fears without removing them!

I salute thee with salutation, O friend, I answered. To our Lalla Halima, and unto thee likewise, I hope to be enabled to show my thankfulness, for I was a stranger, and thou didst give me succour.

Some day thou wilt turn from thy paths of infidelity, he murmured in an impressive tone, his dark, deep-set eyes riveted upon mine. If Almighty Allah, the Omniscient, pleaseth, thou wilt at last know the great Truth and drink of the fountain of joy and gladness. Verily, none but He can remit a sin; of a truth He veileth our offences, broadeneth our breasts, and causeth our last words in the supreme hour of life to be the words, There is no Ilah but Allah.

Assuring him that I was no abuser of the salt, that I entertained nothing but profound respect for the people of Al-Islâm, and thanking him for conveying Halimas message, we wished each other a cordial farewell, and he crept away from my tent without apparently having attracted any attention.

My wound was still rather painful, yet the fever had entirely left me, and I felt much better, although far from strong. Throughout the greater part of the blazing day I remained alone in my tent, drowsily smoking some cigarettes Zoraida had given me, and making a meal of some dates and lentils brought by a negro who was one of Hadj Absalams slaves. An hour before el maghrib, however, a great consternation seemed to be produced throughout the camp, for armed men hurried past my tent, and the few women who had accompanied them into the land of their enemies waddled along after them, closely veiled. Evidently something unusual was taking place, therefore I donned my burnouse, tarboosh, and haick, and, strolling out, followed the crowd to the open space before the three pavilions of the self-styled Sultan of the Sahara.

Here the marauders had assembled, and were the most brigandish-looking horde of ruffians that my eyes had ever encountered. As I pushed my way in among the throng, the abhorrence in which I was held was plain, for scowling men drew aside their burnouses so that they should not come in contact with me, and women shrank from me and turned away to avoid my glance. Fortunately I was enabled to get to the front of the great ring of spectators that had been formed, and as I did so, the crowd opened to allow the tall, regal figure of Hadj Absalam to advance into the open space, followed by the two cadis who had lounged on his divan when I had been brought before him, as well as his Grand Vizier Labakan, and four other men in silken robes. Wild with excitement, the crowd raised their voices, shouting — 

Howa-thâ! O Just and Generous Ruler! Marhaba! O Sultan of the Great Desert! Hail! O Conqueror of Roumis, O Exterminator of Infidels! O Fearless Defender of the Faith! Hail! Hail! Hail!

Halting in the centre upon an improvised dais, the old Sheikh, arrayed in robes of bright green silk embroidered with gold, and wearing in his white head-dress an aigrette of sparkling diamonds, raised his hands, an action which commanded instant silence.

Know, O my people! thy Sheikh standeth now before thee! he cried in a loud voice, as with resolute bearing he gazed round upon the circle of bronzed and bearded faces. He hath decided that the time hath come when it is meet for thee to spur onward unto Agadez; that the hour hath arrived when salutation should be sent unto our brethren, so that they may co-operate with us in the swift and merciless attack. If there be anyone who craveth to offer advice unto us, let him now speak.

The Pirates of the Desert whispered expressions of satisfaction among themselves, but no word was uttered in response to Hadj Absalams invitation. Several minutes thus elapsed, when suddenly there was a movement in the crowd in the direction of the pavilions, and then the fierce piratical band again shouted themselves hoarse in enthusiastic cheers and utterances of welcome, as a veiled woman, wearing a dainty zouave of amaranth velvet embroidered with emeralds and seed pearls and serroual of golden sheen, advanced and took up her stand on the daïs beside the Sheikh, being followed by six men armed to the teeth and mounted on splendid Arab stallions. She was attended by two female slaves, who, between them, carried an ancient conical-shaped drum, the skin of which was almost black with age. Having placed the instrument on the ground, they unveiled her.

The woman who had received the wildly-enthusiastic plaudits of the robbers was Zoraida!

Pale, erect, calm, she gazed slowly around her, apparently in search of someone, and heedless of a second outburst of cordial welcome. Suddenly her eyes met mine. She started visibly, turned a shade paler, I thought, then set her teeth firmly, as if bracing herself up for some supreme effort.

Her handsome face, with the slight touch of sorrow in its expression, looked even more beautiful than in the subdued light of the harem, and as the brilliant sunset tipped her dark unbound hair with gold and fell upon her breast, whereon lay a great single emerald suspended by a chain of pearls, she seemed standing in hesitancy, as if shrinking from some action she was compelled to perform. Once again she lifted her long lashes in my direction, but only for a second, for, drawing a deep breath, her gaze wandered round the sea of dark, anxious countenances, as she raised her white bare arm heavenward.

In a moment there was a dead silence. The men about her, who had given vent to words of admiration on seeing her unveiled, were breathless in expectancy.

Behold! my people! At my feet lieth the Drum of Nâr! she cried in clear, resolute tones, though at first there seemed a slight quiver in her voice. Times without number hast thou and thy forefathers gone down into battle to its sound. Its note is to thee of a verity a note of victory; to thine enemies a knell of speedy death. To its tones hast thou defeated the legions of the Infidels, and to its roll canst thou now, if thou wilt follow me, overthrow the Sultan of Agadez.

Wheresoever thou goest, there also will we go! shouted the evil-looking crowd enthusiastically with one accord, flourishing their rifles high above their heads. Lead us, O our Malieah! (Queen) O Beauteous Daughter of the Sun! O Bringer of Victory! We will follow thee!

Give ear unto me! she cried again, silencing the wild tumult of enthusiasm with uplifted hands. I would have brief speech with thee before we commence the advance to Abd-el-Kerims stronghold. Verily I tell thee that—

Cease thy chatter, I command! cried Hadj Absalam, in a sudden ebullition of anger. Have I not forbidden thee to address unto the people words other than those which have received my sanction?
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Glancing towards him, the colour left her face, and she trembled as if in fear, but the people, noticing the dispute, cried loudly, Let the Lalla, Queen of the Noor, speak unto us, O our Father! In her wisdom do we place our trust. This popular demonstration in her favour gave her courage, and heedless of the fiercely-uttered imprecations of the pirate chieftain, Zoraida, drawing a long breath, continued — 

For many moons now past there hath been amongst thee, my foster-brethren, signs of discontent, she said.

Grim whisperings have caught mine ear, and many a sinister rumour regarding myself hath been conveyed unto me. To-day, ere we set out towards the dazzling Palace of Delights, where some of us will peradventure find a grave, I desire to render thee personal explanation.

She paused, glancing at me with unwavering eye. Every voice was hushed, every face expectant.

It hath been alleged against me that I have betrayed the secret of the Crescent of Glorious Wonders, but before thee all I deny it. Some have said that I have delivered the Crescent itself into the hands of a Roumi. Behold! I have our treasure still in my hands! And as she drew it from beneath the folds of the bright-coloured silken scarf that girt her waist, and held it aloft, her words were greeted by loud, ringing cheers.

Those who declare that our power hath been weakened by the supposed loss of the Crescent may here witness it for themselves, she went on. It hath further been alleged that the presence of an infidel in our camp bodeth ill-fortune; but I, thy soothsayer, tell thee that his companionship will be of the utmost value unto us. Already hath he been held captive in the great Fáda, and, knowing its intricate courts and pavilions, will render valuable aid in serving as guide when, in the supreme moment, we make the final onrush. Think, then, those of you who seek by sinister device to encompass the death of this stranger from beyond seas! Stay thine hands, thou who art seeking to destroy the one man who can show us the means whereby we can reach the Hall of the Great Divan!

Every eye was turned upon me with mingled scorn and surprise. Zoraida was endeavouring to ensure my safety! A wild excitement seemed to burn in her veins, and after a few seconds pause she again proceeded — 

This expedition requireth the fall strength of each one of us, therefore let none seek to wreak vengeance upon his neighbour. Heed these the words of thy Daughter of the Sun, whose prophecies have been fulfilled, and whose curse falleth swiftly upon her enemies. The barriers of Agadez, held by the peerless scimitars of Abd-el-Kerim, can only be broken by the gallant, patient brothers of Zoraida — the soldiers of destiny. Accept the Roumi who hath eaten thy salt as thy clansman, for of a verity he is a friend of True Believers, and will fight by thy side under this the glorious banner of the Ennitra, our green standard that striketh terror into all hearts from Khartoum unto Timbuktu! Let not thy belief in our power be shaken, but act with one accord, follow me with faith, and, striking down thine enemies, thou shalt dash onward through the iron-barred gate of the great Fáda, whence thou wilt bring forth many camel-loads of treasure and many scores of slaves. Verily, I tell thee, thou shalt drive thine enemies to their doom, even as cattle are driven unto water.

Hadj Absalam stood scowling, with folded arms. His Argus eyes were everywhere. By the expressions of approbation and loudly-uttered promises to carry out her wishes, it was plain that Zoraidas words had the effect she desired. Over this fierce horde of cut-throats she exercised such regal sway that her every wish was law. So attentive were they to her utterances, that it seemed as if her marvellous beauty entranced them, causing them to fight for her. How strange was her position; how strenuously was she struggling on my behalf! An undying bitterness, a hatred born of fanaticism, the scorn of the Moslem for the accursed Roumi, had been conquered by her words; for ere she had finished speaking, the fierce warriors of the Desert, who a few minutes before had cursed me under their breath, were wildly enthusiastic, and gave me peace on every hand.

Again raising the mysterious Crescent above her head, she demanded in a loud voice, Hast thou still confidence in me?

The echoes were awakened by shouts in the affirmative, and one man near me cried, We fear not the stars when the moon is with us.

And thou entrustest to me the success of this bold dash into the stronghold of our most powerful enemy? she asked again.

Thou art our light! they cried. Lead us, O Daughter of the Sun! and we will follow thee.

Is the Roumi yonder thine ally and friend?

Yes, they answered. Already have we given him peace.

May the Giver of Good Gifts bestow upon thee blessing! I cried, in acknowledgment of their declaration of friendship. I was about to address some words to the woman I loved, when suddenly I remembered she had forbidden me to speak, and stood gazing at her in silence. Upon the sinister face of Hadj Absalam there rested a dark look of displeasure. Zoraida was doing her best to save me, but in the crafty eyes of the Sheikh there lurked treachery and deadly hatred.

A pause ensued. Zoraida, standing erect and glancing around her, smiled as if a great weight had been at last lifted from her mind, while her women on either side slowly moved their great fans of yellow ostrich plumes.

A few seconds later, the two cadis who had accompanied the Sheikh advanced, and, taking up the Drum of Nâr, knelt before her.

Lo! the note of victory soundeth! she cried. From this moment none shall rest until the banner of the Ennitra hath been planted on the Fáda of Agadez! and with her open palms she suddenly struck the drum, and beat a rolling tattoo, that swelled louder and louder, and then gradually died away.

The call to arms caused the wildest enthusiasm, and the final notes of the rude, ancient instrument were drowned by the fierce war-cries that rent the air on every side. All seemed filled with delight at the prospect of the fight, and these shouts were repeated as the Drum of Nâr was beaten in a similar manner by the outlaw Sheikh himself, whose bearded face seemed harder than flint.

The stallions of the six mounted Arabs pawed the ground, impatient as their riders, who, on hearing the sound of the drum, yelled themselves hoarse, throwing back their burnouses and flourishing their rifles high aloft.

Whomsoever thou shalt fight we will fight, O Ruler of the Desert! they shouted, and again the cry was taken up by the people, who, amid a scene of intense excitement, handled their knives, swords, and guns, vowing to give no quarter to their enemies, and to make no halt until the Fáda had fallen into their hands.

Zoraida and Hadj Absalam were standing side by side, a strangely incongruous pair — she young, fair, and smiling; he aged and scowling, with merciless brutality portrayed in every line of his sun-tanned, aquiline features. Turning to her, he uttered some words in a low tone, intended for her ear alone. What they were none knew, but she glanced at him, shrugged her shoulders, and, without replying, glanced across at me with a kindly look of recognition.

Yet I dared not to approach her.

Just at that moment a standard was raised aloft, and a green silken banner, embroidered with gold, unfurled, hung over the pair motionless in the heavy, sultry air. The sight of this emblem of war was greeted with renewed shouts of delight, and as Zoraida slowly waved it, there went up on every side deep, fervent declarations of devotion to the Daughter of the Sun.

Whithersoever thou goest, O Malieah of Beauty! we will go. Thou art still our Bringer of Victory, and we fear not while thou art at our head! they shouted hoarsely, half mad with eager anticipation.

With queenly air her head bowed slowly in graceful acknowledgment of their compliments, then, raising both arms to heaven, she uttered some words that were lost in the tumult of excitement. The six horsemen drew up before the dais, one of them dismounting, and taking his capacious saddle-bag, held it open, while Zoraida with her own hands placed in it the Drum of Nâr. In a few moments the bag was again upon the animals back, the tall Arab vaulted into his high-backed saddle, and waited immovable as a statue.

There was a dead silence. At last Hadj Absalam addressed them in a loud voice, saying — 

Speed thee onward, my sons. Halt not until the Drum of Nâr hath sounded its note of victory in the Efigaguen, the Kahir d Ibn Batouta, and at the well of Enouaggued. Unto our people carry forth our greeting, and tell them that on the tenth day from to-morrow shall we make the dash upon the Fáda, where we shall expect them to aid us in the attack, and to destroy our enemies as were destroyed the tribes of Ad and Thamud. Away! Linger not until thou hast returned unto us with the Drum of Victory.

Go! added Zoraida, stretching forth her tiny white hand. Upon thee be perfect peace, and may Allah, Answerer of thy Supplications, shadow thee with His shadow, and guard thee in thy peril. Fi amâni-illah!

The six sturdy horsemen bowed till their foreheads touched their horses necks, then, raising loud shouts, they fired their rifles into the air, and, spurring on, dashed through the wildly-excited crowd that opened to let them pass, and in a few minutes were galloping away down the rocky valley, where the misty shadows of sunset had already gathered.

Hadj Absalams orders had been despatched, and the Ennitra were now working themselves into a frenzy of excitement, preliminary to a mad ride over the ashes of burned homes and the bodies of their enemies, to pillage the richest and most extensive palace in the Great Sahara. Half demented by enthusiasm, each endeavoured to talk more bravely than his fellow, commenting in anticipation of the amount of loot to be obtained from the Sultans abode. Upon this point I was closely questioned, and, in reply, I gave a brief description of the place. The ceremony of sending forth the Drum of Nâr was over, for Zoraidas women had wrapped her haick about her, and, with a last wistful glance at me, she turned and walked between them back to her pavilion, followed by the great Sheikh and his companions, who, amid the plaudits of the slowly-swaying crowd, bore aloft the green standard under which we were so soon to fight.

Zoraida had gone. Half an hour later, while my companions were repeating their Fâtiha, I stood aside deep in thought. The unquenchable flame of love, I knew, glowed within her heart. Stone to all else, she, forced by some extraordinary circumstance to be the leader of a band of cut-throats, had promised to become my wife. The Ennitra had replaced their faith in her with renewed confidence by reason of her possession of the Crescent, and this she had turned to the best advantage by securing my immunity from molestation. Yet I remembered that, after all, the chances of safety were exceedingly small, and wondered how many of those who were now so ready to murder and plunder would fall under the keen scimitars of the janissaries of the Fáda, and be food for the ever-hungry vultures.

Night fell. The bright white stars shone forth in the clear vault of deep blue with a brilliance that is nowhere seen except in the Great Desert, but through the dark hours the men who had pledged themselves as my friends were busy packing their tents, and at dawn, headed by the green and gold standard, we moved away on the first stage towards the City of the Ahír.

In order to allow time for the other bands of our people to reach Agadez simultaneously with ourselves, we had ten days in which to accomplish a seven days journey; therefore the first part of our march was at an easy pace, and with everybody buoyant and in excellent spirits, it was not unenjoyable.

Throughout the long day we travelled onward, first down the rocky ravine until we came to a great open, sun-baked plain, devoid of even a blade of herbage, where the way was rough and progress slow, then out into the trackless, stony desert, wherein few, even of the people of Ahír, had ever ventured. Wild, barren, and parched, the broad expanse of uneven stones and patches of sand stretched away as far as the eye could discern, a lone, silent, nature-forsaken land, where not a living thing could exist. Onward over the uneven ground our méheris plodded, their spongy feet falling with slow, tedious tread, and our horses stumbling at every step, causing the arms to clank and jingle. Upon a milk-white horse, handsomely caparisoned in gold and purple, Hadj Absalam rode, with keen eye, imperious and commanding, surrounded by his people, to whom his merest gesture was law. Behind him, in litters on the backs of camels, were several women, but the silken curtains of each were drawn to shade them from the sun, therefore I could not distinguish in which Zoraida rode. Around them were a number of faithful horsemen, with rifles across their saddles, while following came a great body of the Ennitra, heavily armed and eager for the attack. My horse, a fine bay thoroughbred, carried me splendidly; nevertheless, the heat was terrific, and throughout the day I suffered greatly from thirst and fatigue. But my companions, careless and light-hearted, discussed on all sides the probabilities of a successful attack, and whiled away the weary, monotonous hours by singing snatches of quaint Arab songs. Thus we marched forward, day after day, over the rugged, waterless wilderness, towards the gilded courts of the Sultan Abd-el-Kerim. Our guns and pistols — many of them ancient flint-locks, with curiously inlaid stocks — were primed, our daggers whetted, and we were all ready for the desperate, bloody struggle into which we must quickly plunge. The Drum of Nâr had gone forth; the Ennitra were rapidly closing in upon the proud and wealthy city.

Spies, who met us in the garb of camel-men, reported that the people of Agadez were continuing their merry-making, in celebration of the formal accession of the young Sultan, and were not dreaming of attack, therefore the way was clear, and a sudden dash would carry us onward, unchallenged, to the Fáda. During the sunniest hours, from noon to el maghrib, we usually encamped, making our long, weary journeys over the almost impassable country through the night and early morning; and this having continued for nine days, we at length found ourselves twelve hours march from the city we intended to plunder. Encamping, we spent six breathless hours, lying hot, panting, and thirsty under what small shade we could improvise; then the order went forth, horses were resaddled, camels, struggling under heavy burdens, regained their feet, and onward we moved again, every eye strained straight before, endeavouring to catch the first glimpse of the square minaret of the Great Mosque which was my goal. In the direction of Agadez the sun sank, and the grey, misty horizon was streaked with lines of blood-red light, Natures presage, it seemed, of a reign of terror, fire, and sword.

The crowd of stern-faced, hawk-eyed horsemen around me was, for the most part, a motley collection of brutal, villainous-looking Arabs; indeed, from their physiognomy, one could almost imagine that all the criminals of the Algerian cities had formed themselves into a tribe to wage war against their law-abiding compatriots. With coarse jest, low laugh, and murmured imprecation, they spoke of bloodshed and murder with a flippant air, exhibiting always a keen anticipation as to the amount of loot that would fall to their lot, and discussing the probabilities of the women they might capture from the Sultans harem realising good prices in the slave-markets of the south. Before me was the upright, statuesque figure of the pirate chieftain, and beside him, mounted on a black stallion, with rich gold trappings, was the slight figure of a youth in a dress similar to my own, with white haick, burnouse of palest amaranth silk, and many yards of camels hair twisted around his head. The rider, whose back was towards me, was unfamiliar, but presently I managed to rein up level with him, and, turning to look, I was amazed to find that the face was that of Zoraida!

Her beautiful countenance was unveiled, and as our eyes met, she nodded and smiled a graceful recognition.

Involuntarily I was prompted to ride up and speak with her, but again remembering her strict injunctions, refrained, and, laughing back to her, spurred onward in front, where the dreaded banner waved lazily in the breath of hot, sand-laden wind. Hiding like any scarred warrior of her tribe, she sat her horse as firmly as if she were part of it, and, heedless of the cloud, of dust raised by those riding on before, or of the constant stumbling of the animal over the rough ground, she seemed the least fatigued of any. Her pale, delicate features, with eyebrows darkened by kohl, were by no means ferocious in the spotless haick that surrounded them, yet it was apparent that she had assumed male attire in order to place herself at the head of these fierce brigands, and that her wistful eyes were constantly turned in my direction, as if wishing to speak, yet not daring to do so.

Once she left Hadj Absalams side and galloped up to a camel whereon a woman was reclining in a rich, cage-like litter. The occupant drew aside the curtains to speak with her, when I recognised it was Halima. Exchanging a few hurried sentences, they glanced significantly in my direction, by which I knew that I was the object of their conversation, and then Zoraida, with a parting word which seemed like an injunction, spurred back again to the Sheikhs side, while Halima, laughing and waving her hand towards me, drew her curtains again to exclude the hot gusts of whirling sand.

Throughout the evening Zoraida rode onward, smiling with an outward show of happiness, and although I pressed on close to her, she addressed not a word to me. Now and then the Daughter of the Sun would laugh, and the love-look in her eyes told me that her thoughts were constantly of me, and that her silence was enforced. She was leader of the marauders, and her orders were obeyed instantly and faithfully. Hadj Absalam had delivered his authority into her hands, and she had assumed command with the firmness of a military officer, in a manner which showed that it was not the first time that she had occupied that strange position. In galloping, she rode as swiftly and well as any of the bronzed Sons of the Desert, though her hair became unbound and fell in profusion over her shoulders, and she lost one of the tiny heel-less slippers, which, however, was afterwards searched for and recovered by two of her younger cavaliers, one of whom placed her bare foot in it, and received a smile and a word of thanks as reward.

Over sharp rocks and treacherous tufts of hulfa grass, through pebbly ravines and soft sand, into which the horses hoofs sank deeply at every step, we spurred onward. Zoraida, the beauteous Bringer of Victory, led us to the attack, and of that host none were afraid. From four directions the pirates of the plains were advancing on the City of the Ahír, and all were enthusiastic and confident except myself.

What, I wondered, would be the outcome of this carefully-planned attack on the great Fáda? For Zoraidas safety I trembled. What her fate would be should she chance to fall into the hands of the brutal janissaries, I feared to contemplate. However, though no word was exchanged between us, I was determined to fight by her side, to protect her from her enemies, and dash with this horde of thieves onward to the city in which my one hope was centred.

The Arab had spoken the truth. We had the moon with us, and cared naught for the stars. Zoraida was our light, and we were following her, stout-hearted and strong-armed, prepared to plunder, to murder, to deal death and to spread desolation at every step.


Chapter Thirty Eight.

Hadj Absalams Decree.
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THE ATTACK DELIVERED during the moonlit hours was sharp, decisive, and, being unexpected, was at first little short of a massacre. Yelling with wild, fiendish delight, my companions, Zoraida at their head, swept onward through the gate of Agadez up to the great, gloomy portals of the Fáda, ruthlessly shooting down those who attempted to bar their passage, and engaging in desperate mortal combat with the armed guards, who offered stubborn resistance.

Our success, however, was brief, for our reinforcements had unfortunately not reached us. Recovering quickly from the first shock, the alarm was at once sounded throughout the city. All those capable of bearing arms united to repel us, and as the janissaries in strong bodies poured forth from the Palace gate, the fray soon became fierce and bloody. The Ennitra struggled with desperate courage begotten by the knowledge that they were surrounded by hundreds of the defenders, who would slaughter them and torture those who fell into their hands as prisoners. Knowing not a man would survive if they were defeated, they fought on, madly reckless in their insatiable desire for blood, as with their keen knives they dealt deathblows at those who were defending the gateway, being in turn slashed and maimed by the keen scimitars of the janissaries, until the roads ran with blood, and our horses leaped and stumbled over piles of dead and wounded.

The fight was desperate; the carnage horrible.

On every side men yelled and struggled, while the ill-fated ones fell to earth and died with curses upon their lips. The scene was awful, almost demoniacal, for the shrieks of the vanquished, mingled with the shouts of the victors and the continuous rattle of rifles, drowned the clash of arms.

Amid the desperate conflict I kept as close to Zoraida as possible, though the Ennitra pressed around her, fiercely repelling those who attempted to capture their banner. The Daughter of the Sun, sitting on her sable stallion, with face firm set, gripped in her bejewelled hand a small curved dagger, which from time to time she flourished over her head, urging her outlaw cavaliers to valiant deeds. Time after time her slim, supple figure showed in the very thickest of the mêlée, as with desperate rushes we dashed onward towards the great horse-shoe arch which gave entrance to the Fáda, being, alas! on each occasion met with such strenuous opposition that we were compelled to fall back again, leaving dozens of corpses strewn upon the roadway. Men and horses were hacked in a manner truly horrible by the scimitars of the Sultans guard, and once or twice Zoraida herself had a narrow escape of death. At moments of extremest peril she behaved in a manner that would have done credit to any trained soldier. Once, as I engaged a well-armed janissary hand to hand in mortal combat, I saw that the guards had broken the ring of fierce warriors who had formed themselves around our standard and dashed into the centre of the group, causing a frightful conflict. Fighting at such close quarters, the long-barrelled guns of the Ennitra were useless, therefore they were compelled to use their knives and swords. Just as, by a lucky cut, I had slashed the right arm of my adversary, I turned to witness a gigantic guard of the harem rush up to Zoraida, brandishing his heavy scimitar, a formidable weapon that I had often burnished and whetted.

Die, thou accursed son of Eblis! he shrieked loudly, bringing down his broad, curved blade, that gleamed for a second in the moonbeams; but the fearless leader of the marauders had already become aware of her danger, and, lifting her left hand until it was only a foot from his great brutal countenance, fired her old-fashioned pistol full into his face. The sword fell from his paralysed fingers, and back he staggered next second with half his skull blown away.

Her escape was almost miraculous, yet she betrayed not the slightest trace of fear, although the rust of dust had settled upon the mirror of her beauty. Without a second glance at the body of her slain enemy, she sat her black horse firmly and well, re-primed her pistol, and then fought on with calm courage, heedless of the fact that those whom she led were slowly but surely being swept into eternity by the well-organised opposition they were encountering. Again and again the soldiers of Abd-el-Kerim closed around us in a frantic endeavour to capture the green banner that swayed gloomy and ominous in the brilliant night; but with dogged persistency our men, better armed than their adversaries, fired their rifles with deadly effect, and stood together prepared to fight on desperately until the end. Many were the deeds of cool daring I witnessed during that midnight hour, while men in white burnouses, looking almost ghostly in the deep, enmassed shadows cast by the high walls of the Fáda, struggled with the gorgeously-attired retainers of the Sultan.

Unfortunate wretches, mortally wounded, struggled on till they sank of sheer exhaustion and were trampled to death, and their fellows, some horribly mutilated, with dark, ugly stains upon their burnouses, fought again ere they died, killing their enemies in a frenzy of mad revenge. The encounter grew more desperate every moment. Our hands and faces were besmirched with blood, as larger and more impassable grew the barrier of the slain.

Hadj Absalam had miscalculated the time which must be occupied by the march of our reinforcements, and we had made the assault too early!

Again the heavy gate of the Fáda opened; again there emerged another body of troops. For a moment they halted, then there was a bright, blinding flash, as into our midst a volley was poured, by which a dozen men around me fell from their horses dead. Breathlessly I glanced towards Zoraida, half fearful lest a bullet should strike her, but breathed more freely when I saw her unharmed, still brandishing her knife aloft and shouting words of encouragement to the desperate group of horsemen pressing around her.
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Courage! brothers, courage! she shouted. Keep thine enemies at bay, for ere long thou shalt seek revenge within yonder walls. Give no quarter. Let thy strong arms sweep to earth the gilded popinjays of the Sultan!

Behold! cried Amagay, commanding the janissaries, and speaking in a voice that sounded loud above the din of battle. Lo! the horseman who commandeth the Ennitra seemeth frail, like a woman! What trickery is this? Falter not, fight on! Let not thy scimitars return unto their scabbards until all have fallen!

Responding to these words, the janissaries made an onward rush that almost overpowered us. With great difficulty, however, we managed to make a stand against it, firing our rifles and slashing at our adversaries in frantic desperation, just managing at length to repulse them sufficiently to prevent our banner from falling into their hands. A serious attack had been made upon Zoraida and Hadj Absalam, but both had struggled with redoubled energy, succeeding in warding off the repeated murderous blows levelled at them.

Those moments were critical ones. Each of us felt that a second rush as powerful as the first would totally annihilate us.

Our fate, indeed, seemed sealed.

Just as our enemies fell back a little, I managed to draw so close to Zoraida that my hand brushed her silken robe. As I reined up, she shouted an order, a dozen rifles rang out, and in a moment the conflict became even more fiercely contested than before. One by one, however, our men dropped their arms and fell from their horses, never to mount again, and I could see that, with the exception of the couple of dozen old men whom we had left on the previous day in charge of the women, camels, and tents, nearly three-fourths of our body had been killed or wounded.

Beside Zoraida I sat in the bright moonbeams, anxiously on the alert. When I saw how critical was our position, I became regardless of her injunctions, and cried — 

It is useless! Let us fly and save ourselves!

With a strange fire in her beautiful eyes, she turned quickly upon me.

No, she answered calmly. Have courage, O Cecil! Dost thou not remember what stake thou hast in the result of this attack?

Again the rifles of the defenders belched forth their ominous red flashes, as amid the din and rattle a perfect hail of bullets whistled about us; yet she seemed to shed a charmed halo around her, for neither Hadj Absalam nor myself were struck. With teeth firmly set, we struggled on, cutting, slashing, striking death at every blow, amid a scene indescribably weird and ghastly, until each well-delivered volley of the defenders felled dozens of our band to earth, and I knew that the slaughter of my undaunted companions-in-arms would be complete.

The fortune of the fight trembled in the balance. Zoraidas cool, inspiring demeanour and encouraging words stirred the nomadic Ennitra to bold, fearless deeds, and many were the feats of prowess the brigands of the plains in that dark hour accomplished. My life was saved by one of the faithful followers who had assisted Halima and myself to escape. A gigantic, fierce-eyed negro slave of the Fáda had rushed towards me, brandishing his crooked jambiyah, and I had fired, missing him. Next moment he closed with me, gripping my throat with long, sinewy fingers, as with a demoniacal, exultant laugh he raised his knife to plunge it deep into my breast, when Halimas slave, fortunately noticing my peril, raised his sword and clave my enemys skull so swiftly that the warm blood spurted forth over my hands. Without uttering a sound, the dark, evil-visaged brute who intended to kill me staggered and fell back stone dead, while I remained breathless but unharmed.

I gasped a word of thanks to my deliverer, but, shrugging his shoulders, he merely answered, The Ennitra assist those who fight with them side by side, be they Infidels or Allahs chosen. Thou art our friend and the friend of the Lalla Halima, therefore we are loyal unto thee, and require no thanks for obeying that which is written.

May Allah honour thee! I said, fervently thankful, fully realising how narrowly I had once again escaped a violent end.

And may He be as a lamp shining upon thy path, the man murmured in pious response.

In the desperate onslaught made a few minutes later by the soldiers of the Sultan, now reinforced by a squadron of horsemen who had approached with all speed from the opposite side of the city, Zoraida and I found ourselves together in the thick of the fray. Grappling with their enemies, the Ennitra, with all their bellicose instincts now thoroughly aroused, closed with them in a terrible death-struggle. Each desert-wanderer, determined to sell his life dearly, bade defiance to the great body of janissaries, eunuchs, palace guards, and soldiers, and, armed to the teeth, cut, thrust, and charged, pressing the defenders hard, bearing the brunt of the fight, and showing a bold front in a manner truly astonishing.

With their white drapery flowing in the wind, as they spurred on their horses in repeated efforts to successfully storm the gate of the Fáda, my companions fought like demons. But the defenders held together in solid phalanx, and repulsed us time after time, until many more of our bold, undaunted horsemen lay weltering in their blood.

Again and again Zoraida, whose slim form still showed under the dark standard of the outlaws in the very midst of the desperate conflict, shouted words of encouragement, and each time we swept forward upon the stubborn ranks of the janissaries, only to be ignominiously driven back under a withering fusillade of bullets. Hadj Absalams gruff voice, raised in desperate imprecation, roared above the din of the fray, but he was unheeded. They obeyed only the commands of the Daughter of the Sun, whom they still implicitly believed would lead them to victory.

In deadly embrace we fought with ferocious strength, grappling our adversaries, and using our knives with horrible fiendishness. Janissaries and eunuchs, slashed and mutilated by the dexterous blows of my dauntless fellow-horsemen, fell groaning to earth, staining the burnouses of the outlaws with their blood; but even then, when slight success aroused redoubled energy within us, any hope of the investment of the Fáda still seemed utterly forlorn.

Suddenly above the noise and tumult there was a loud rumbling, which at first I thought was distant thunder.

Hearken! eagerly shouted Zoraida, at that moment only a few feet from me. Give ear unto me! Lo! it is the rolling of the Drum of Nâr! Fight on! Our brothers are advancing! For evil men Hell, the Worst life; for the righteous the Best Mind, Paradise!

With a shrill whoop, the Ennitra took up the last sentence as a war-cry, and, with courage strengthened by the knowledge that at last assistance was at hand, dashed forward wildly towards the great arched gateway, many of them being in their reckless onslaught impaled upon the defenders spears. Then, ere five minutes had passed, with loud, reassuring shouts, mingling with the monotonous thumping of the Drum of Victory, the three bodies of the Ennitra, who, it afterwards appeared, had effected a junction near Tanou-n-Toungaïden, made a vigorous demonstration, by which, in the course of a quarter of an hour, the defenders became hemmed in between two galling fires.

Closely pressed, they were at last, after holding out with dogged resistance until the first flush of dawn, driven back against the gloomy walls of the palace, and there slaughtered without mercy.

The tide of battle turned in favour of the brigands.

There ensued a revolting massacre, from which Zoraida, breathless and panting, turned and shut out its sight by covering her eyes with her delicate hands. The soldiers of the Ahír, finding themselves overpowered by the dreaded band whose vengeance was feared throughout the Soudan, threw down their arms and craved for quarter. But the Ennitra had given rein to their savage bloodthirstiness, and no words from their beautiful leader could avert that fierce, horrible brutality which caused them to be held in dread. Upon their knees proud janissaries of the Sultan Abd-el-Kerim sank in the blood of their comrades, crying hoarsely for mercy, but none was shown them. Dismounted, the men whom Zoraida had rallied and incited to victory threw themselves upon their adversaries, butchering them in cold blood. Murder, mutilation, and torture were rife everywhere in the vicinity of the Fáda, and as the bright streaks of saffron spread in the east, heralding the suns coming, the massacre was awful.

Spare the Mesállaje! cried Zoraida, pointing to the square minaret that loomed dark against the grey of dawn. Defile not the Great Mosque! The curse of the One of Might rest upon any who dare to enter the holy place with blood upon their hands!

Quickly the order, shouted aloud, was passed from mouth to mouth, and a few moments later, Zoraida, as she rode swiftly past me, exclaimed — 

With the Mosque free from attack, thou wilt of a surety find the imam thou seekest. When it is time I will tell thee; and away she galloped to where a large force of our people, climbing over the great heap of slain, were battering in the heavy gate of the Fáda, that for centuries had withstood all attack.

At last, by dint of supreme effort, the door was burst open, and with loud, victorious yells, there rushed into the first of the great courts a legion of ferocious brutes, who ruthlessly murdered those who stood in their path. Guards, servants, courtiers, and eunuchs were ferreted from their hiding-places and slaughtered with horrible ferocity, as, headed by Hadj Absalam under his green standard, the thieving hordes swept onward through the luxuriant palace to the Court of the Eunuchs, with which I was so familiar. Then, storming the three great doors of the Sultans harem, they at last gained that most luxuriant portion of the Fáda.

Zoraida drew back, as if fearing to enter, and for a few seconds stood beside me in the gateway trembling. Summoning courage at last, she allowed herself to be carried on over the bloodstained floors of polished sardonyx and agate into the great arcaded courts, with their columns of marble, plashing fountains, and cool palms. Huddled together in little groups stood the beautiful prisoners of the Sultan, with fear depicted on their handsome faces, as if they had received forewarning of their untimely end. Uttering fiendish yells, the flint-hearted Ennitra, intoxicated by success, bounded towards them, and the awful scenes of loot and massacre that ensued I will not attempt to describe. Suffice it to say that no mercy was shown even to the women. Their jewels were torn from them, fingers on which were valuable rings being unceremoniously hacked off, and their slim white throats and bare breasts were cut and slashed with hellish fiendishness. A few of the more beautiful were chosen by Hadj Absalam to grace his own harem, but the remainder were simply butchered with merciless ruthlessness, the jewels filched from them being flung unceremoniously into a great heap in the centre of the gorgeous Courts of Love, and over it a dozen of the outlaws mounted guard.
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The massacre was sickening. Piercing screams of the women as they fell under the knives of their pitiless captors echoed along the great arcades, mingling with the jeers of the outlaws and the hoarse cries of the dying. Blood ran across the polished floors, and, trickling into the fountains, tinged their waters, the walls of marble were bespattered with it, and the once-beautiful Courts of Love were rendered hideous by their piles of mutilated corpses, and became a ghastly Inferno, to be remembered with a fearsome shudder until ones dying day.

Horrified by the terrible sights I had witnessed, I endeavoured to draw back, but with loud shouts the crowd, excited to madness by their work of murder and pillage, made a sudden rush to the Sultans pavilion, and involuntarily I was carried onward.

Seek Abd-el-Kerim! they cried. Kill him! kill him! Through the harem-garden, along the edge of the great lake, and on into the Hall of the White Divan they pressed. On entering, we found under the great baldachin of silk and gold the young Sultan, with his Grand Vizier Mukhtar and Amagay, the chief of his eunuchs, on either side, standing erect, regarding our entrance with regal air and unflinching eye. He had drawn his scimitar and was prepared to defend himself.

What meaneth this intrusion? he cried, the fierce fire of anger in his face. Verily hast thou rushed into the Wrath, and the blow of destruction shall descend upon thee!

Spare us! cried Mukhtar, rushing forward, trembling, cringing coward that he was.

We are thy slaves, added Amagay, throwing away his sword. Have mercy upon us! Take what thou mayest, but slay us not!

The fierce, dishevelled band, heedless of all appeal, dashed onward, led by Hadj Absalam. A dozen men rushed forward to dispatch the Sultan, but the latter, wielding his jewelled scimitar, felled the first outlaw who approached, inflicting a mortal wound. Next moment, however, the youthful ruler of the Ahír, pulled unceremoniously off the divan, was struggling powerless in the hands of his ragged conquerors.

For his curses they cared naught, but at a signal from Hadj Absalam, who had in the meantime mounted to the deposed monarchs place, Labakan stepped forward, armed with the executioners heavy doka, which he had just found while searching for plunder.

Let him die! exclaimed Hadj Absalam briefly.

Ah! spare me, O conqueror! gasped the unhappy youth. It is written — it is written that the blessings of Allah rest upon the merciful! Spare me!

But the Sultan, pale and haggard, was quickly forced to his knees upon the polished pavement before his own divan and held with his hands behind his back. Piteous were his appeals, but they softened not his captors murderous, sanguinolent hearts. The great diamond aigrette was ruthlessly torn from his turban and handed to the robber Sheikh, and then, as the men held him down firmly, Labakan stepped forward, and, swinging the doka with both hands, smote off his head at a single blow.

The body, quickly despoiled of its jewels, was kicked aside into a corner, while the head, mounted on a spear, was sent forth into the city in order to strike awe into the hearts of those citizens who refused to submit to the conquerors.

Mukhtar and Amagay were also decapitated in like manner and without ceremony by the villainous Labakan, who, judging from the self-satisfied grin upon his sinister countenance, delighted in the gruesome duties of his self-assumed office. Once he glanced at me and smiled. Doubtless it would have afforded him considerable pleasure to strike off my head by the same means.

In their frenzied thirst for blood, many of my companions, rushing onward, pillaged the Sultans private apartments and the Treasury. Thence they went to the Hall of Audience.
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Here a band of janissaries at first made a desperate stand, but they were eventually butchered, even to the last man.

Through the city wildly yelling bands of the Ennitra were rushing with fire and sword. The hours were spent by them in murder and pillage, in mutilation, in every conceivable kind of nameless atrocity. Into the houses they rushed, penetrating to the apartments of the women, murdering the occupants, and carrying off all that was valuable. Deeds of violence and lawlessness were committed with cruel brutality and heartlessness; women and children were slaughtered before the eyes of husbands and fathers, who in their turn were also murdered in cold blood. Many went down on their knees, supplicating with heads bent to the ground, crying for quarter, and in that attitude were butchered mercilessly by their conquerors. In the open space called the Azarmádarangh between four and five hundred young men and women had by noon been collected to be sold as slaves, and as each hour passed, others were added to the number. Some attempted to escape, and were shot down in consequence, but the majority gave themselves up to their fate, and squatted on the ground silent and morose. The women wept and wailed, but the men made no complaint. They had fought, Fortune had deserted them, and their Sultans head was being carried around Agadez to the monotonous thumping of the ancient Drum of Nâr. Upon the pinnacles and minarets the great vultures of dirty-greyish plumage with naked necks were awaiting impatiently the feast that the marauders had provided for them, and the captives, noticing them, regarded their presence as an omen that the power of the Sultans of the Ahír had been broken for ever.

In Abd-el-Kerims pavilion, where I remained, Hadj Absalam, with his banner planted over the great canopy, was seated upon the divan with Zoraida at his side. While the work of plunder was proceeding throughout the Fáda, the apartment was filled to overflowing by a crowd of the less excited of his bloodthirsty band. Labakan having taken his stand on the other side of the chieftain, resting upon his great bloodstained executioners sword, Hadj Absalam at length commenced an address to his people. But the latter, after he had uttered half a dozen sentences, mainly egotistical of his own prowess, refused him further hearing, crying — 

Let our Daughter of the Sun speak, O Mirror of Virtue! We trusted her and were not afraid. Let her have speech with us!

Speak then, he said, annoyed, turning to Zoraida. May the fear of thy Ruler lie upon thy lips.

Casting a quick inquiring glance at him, she smiled pleasantly upon those around her, saying — 

Lo! thy Sheikh, thy Branch of Honour, hath led thee through these courts of the Fáda — wherefore dost thou not honour him?

It was thy voice alone that rallied us when we were failing, and guided us at the critical moment unto a victory great and glorious! cried one of the warriors, a statement that was hailed with extreme approbation.

Gracefully she bowed in recognition of the compliment, saying, What I have done hath been in accordance with the promise given unto me. Once again have I led thee to victory, though it be for the last time.

A murmur of dissent went round, and a voice inquired the reason.

Because, she said,— Because thou hast conquered the City of the Ahír, therefore thou hast no further need of my services—

I have. Thou shalt now become Pearl of my Harem! Hadj Absalam interrupted, with a scowl of displeasure upon his furrowed face.

This declaration produced a sensation almost electrical, and it seemed that, even though the prospect might be distasteful to them, none dare challenge the autocrat. Zoraida, too, turned pale, clenched her tiny hands, and bit her lips to the blood.

Brothers, she gasped, her voice faltering, I, Daughter of the Sun, am thy sister. Oft-times have I risked my life to ensure success in thy forays. Art thou still loyal unto me?

We are, they answered, as with one voice.

Then I fear not mine enemies, she exclaimed, drawing herself up and flinging back her blood — besmirched silken robe with a defiant air. To-day thou hast broken the power of a great Sultan and beheaded him; thou hast invested the palace that all thought impregnable; thou hast captured many slaves, and thou hast secured plunder almost as valuable as the Treasure of Askiá, which lieth hidden. I led thee hither, but the tenure of my leadership is at an end. Bow now unto the authority of thy Sheikh, and treat me only as one who hath rendered thee a service.

It is but fitting that, now we have conquered Agadez, thou shouldst become Malieah of the Ahír, Hadj Absalam protested. I appeal to thee, my people. Do I give voice unto thy wish? The armed men looked at one another in hesitation. Then one, a big, hulking, half-witted fellow, stepped forward, and, turning back to his companions, exclaimed — 

Is not the beauty of our Daughter of the Sun known throughout the Great Desert; is she not our Lady of Wondrous Beauty, with whom none can compare? Did not the great Sultan, Mulai Hassan, of Fez, offer one hundred bags of gold for her? Why should she not grace our people by becoming the chief wife of our wise and just ruler? She would still retain her power to bring victory unto us, and would at the same time reflect upon us perpetually the light of her beauteous countenance.

Labakan grinned. It was, I felt sure, one of his devilish schemes. Are any of the houris whom thou hast spared in yonder harem half as beautiful as the Lalla Zoraida? he asked. Surely she with the loveliest face should become Queen?

Hearken unto me, O my brothers! Zoraida cried anxiously. Until this moment thou hast granted me freedom. It is a privilege that as long as I live I will not forego; if thou forcest upon me this marriage, remember that my self-sought death will fall upon thee as a curse, swift and terrible.

Thy beauty designateth thee as our Sultana! they answered, influenced by the arguments of the wily Labakan and the others. Thou must become Queen of the Courts of Love!

And is this — is this how thou repayest one who hath acted as a lamp in thy darkness; thy Lode Star that hath led thee unto prosperity? she cried, with bitterness. Of a truth herein thou showest—

Daughter, thou treatest the generous gift of thy Ruler with contempt, Hadj Absalam roared in anger.

I utter no contemptuous words, she answered, resolutely calm. Thou hast conceived a plan to marry me against my will, because of what thou art pleased to call my fair face. Verily, I tell thee that if thou attemptest to force thine hateful favours upon me, my knife here shall score mine own cheeks and render them hideous unto thy sight! Failing that, I — I will kill myself!

Bah! cried the Sheikh, impatiently tugging at his beard. Thou lovest the white-faced Roumi to whom we have given succour!

If he were killed, her objection would be removed, observed Labakan, gesticulating with hands that were smeared and sticky with blood. His cool suggestion was received with mingled approbation and dissent.

Wouldst thou murder one who hath proved himself thy firm friend? Zoraida asked, her eye fixed upon the man who had already attempted to assassinate me. Shrugging his shoulders, he showed his even white teeth in a hideous grin, but made no reply.

Vengeance cometh — vengeance just upon the faithless and those who betray their friends. Their couch shall be in hell! she continued. If thou forcest me to sacrifice my life, of a verity wilt thou deliver the Lie unto Truth, and bring upon thee ruin and shame abiding. Cama tafakal kathâlik tolâ ki! (Such as you will do, so will you find.)

But the fierce, brutal murderers grouped around only laughed. Her strange power over them seemed to have suddenly vanished, for, with her uncovered face handsome in their eyes, there was, alas! a consensus of opinion that she should become the chief wife of their chieftain! What could I do to save her? Nothing. Glancing across at me with a look of mute appeal, she stood silent, her hand upon the hilt of her knife. She seemed deeply agitated, for though her lips moved, no sound escaped them.

Again the half-witted brute who had urged the desirability of the hateful union turned to his companions, asking: Is it thy desire that the Daughter of the Sun should be exalted and become our Queen of Delights and the Light of our Darkness?

Thy words are truly words of wisdom! his companions cried loudly, with only two or three dissentients. Our Ruler must take her as his wife.

The cruel face of Hadj Absalam broadened into a benign smile, while Labakans eyes glittered with murderous craftiness, as, with hands tightly clasped and tears upon her beautiful cheeks, Zoraida made a final desperate appeal — 

A moment ago didst thou vow loyalty unto me, my brothers. Yet even now wilt thou force me into a loveless union that is distasteful — that — that will cause me to seek death by mine own hand! If I have offended, cast me from thee, but wreck not my happiness by an odious marriage! Ever have I been unswervingly loyal unto thee, and He in whose hand is the Kingdom of all Things will assuredly be swift in punishing those who seek my self-destruction. Blessings are the lot of the pure and the merciful. Force this not upon me, O my brothers! Hear and grant this my most fervent supplication!

There was silence. Fierce words in her defence were upon the tip of my tongue, but — fortunately perhaps — I managed to suppress them.

It is to-day, peradventure, too early to carry out my generous proposal, Hadj Absalam observed, utterly unmoved by her appeal. In one moon shall I compel the Lalla Zoraida to become the Pearl of my Harem.

Thy will be accomplished, O Ruler of exalted merit, they answered. But the woman I loved, hearing his decision, clasped her hands to her temples, murmuring in dismay, One moon! One moon! and, taking two or three quick, uneven steps, tottered forward and fell heavily upon her face ere a hand could be outstretched to save her.

A dozen men rushed forth, I among the number. Water was given her quickly, and in obedience to an order from the Sheikh she was carried away, helpless and unconscious, to one of the apartments in the great harem, which, alas! was now strewn with the corpses of its former luxury-loving inmates. I dared not follow, so remained, to hear my companions extolling the wisdom of Hadj Absalams brutal decision.

Nauseated by the hideous sights of blood that everywhere met my gaze as I wandered through the spacious courts so familiar to me, the afternoon passed heavily. None of my companions, save the wounded, sought their siesta; all were too absorbed in their work of plunder, bringing the treasure they discovered before the Sheikh, who remained seated beneath the royal canopy, so that he might inspect all that was found. Every hole and corner of the spacious Fáda was ransacked, and the pile of gold and silver vessels, jewels, ornaments, and pearl-embroidered robes swelled larger and larger, until it formed a heap that reached almost to the painted ceiling of the pavilion. Backwards and forwards I passed unnoticed, for all were now totally absorbed in their diligent search for articles of value. My only thought was of Zoraida. The decree of the cruel, heartless Sultan of the Sahara had gone forth, endorsed by the decision of the people, and to rescue her from becoming an inmate of the old brigands harem seemed an impossibility.

An hour after sundown, as I was wandering through the wrecked Court of the Eunuchs, revisiting the scene of those toilsome days of my slavery, a veiled woman approached. Drawing aside her adjar, the bright, smiling face of Halima was revealed. The women we had left outside the city prior to the attack had already arrived, for in a few brief words she told me that Zoraida had been placed under her care. Her mistress, who had recovered from her faint, had expressed a desire to see me immediately, therefore she had come in search of me.

Enter the harem, she said. Walk down the arcade on the right until thou comest unto the third door. Push it open, and therein wilt thou find our Daughter of the Sun.

I briefly thanked her, and, rearranging her veil, she strolled leisurely away to avoid arousing suspicion. Within ten minutes I was speeding along the arcade, gloomy in the darkening hour, and rendered ghastly by the presence of the mutilated dead. My heart beat as if it would burst its bonds. At the third door I halted, and, pushing it open, passed through a kind of vestibule into a small thickly-carpeted apartment, hung with rich silken hangings, and fragrant with sweet odours that rose from a gold perfuming-pan.

From her soft, luxuriant divan, Zoraida, still in her masculine dress, rose to meet me. She was pale, and her hand trembled, as for a few moments we remained clasped in affectionate embrace, while I kissed her in rapture, with many affectionate declarations of love.

What must I do? I asked breathless, at last. How can I save thee?

By performing the mission thou hast promised, she answered, the pressure of her hand tightening upon mine as she gazed into my eyes.

That I will do most willingly, I said.

Then lo! here is the Crescent of Glorious Wonders, she said, producing that mysterious object from between the cushions of her divan, and here also is a letter to Mohammed ben Ishak. Deliver it, and learn the Secret. Then canst thou extricate me from the danger that threateneth.

But must I be absent from thee long?

I know not. Thy mission may perchance occupy thee many days.

And in the meantime thou mayest be forced to become the wife of that brute, Hadj Absalam!

Never! she cried, setting her teeth. I will kill myself!

Is it imperative that I should be absent from thy side in this the hour of thy peril? I asked, placing my arm tenderly around her neck and drawing her closer towards me.

A flash of love-light gleamed on her sweet face.

Yes. Seek the imam to-night, ere it be too late. Whatever he telleth thee, investigate at all cost. If thou art successful in obtaining a revelation of the Wondrous Mystery, assuredly thou wilt save me from a fate that I fear worse than the grave.

Trust me, O Zoraida! I answered, kissing her fervently, as I took the Crescent and the scrap of paper, concealing them in my clothing. On leaving thee, I will not halt until I have found the holy man, and have gained from him that knowledge which he alone can give. But what of thee? While I am absent, thou wilt be friendless!

Allah, the One Merciful, all things discerneth; to us shall it be as He willeth, she said, slowly raising my hand and pressing my fingers to her lips.

If thou art, alas! forced to become Queen of this kingdom of murderers! If thou art—

I am a follower of the Faith, and place my trust in the Uniter of the Lover and Beloved, she interrupted softly, clasping me in her clinging arms. By womans wit I may perchance escape the hateful doom that Hadj Absalam hath devised, under the advice of our enemy, Labakan; therefore let the burdens of my peril be uplifted from thine heart. Seek the director of those who tread the Path, and attend with faith and minuteness unto his instructions.

The thought that we may be for ever parted must fill me until my return, I said. But canst thou not fly with me, even now?

Alas! no, she answered gloomily. Escape ere thou hast fathomed the Great Mystery is impossible. I must abide in patience, overshadowed by deadly peril and the dread thought that we may never meet again. But — and she hesitated— tell me — answer me with thine own lips one question I would address unto thee.

What wouldst thou know?

Tell me, she said, burying her head upon my breast— Tell me if thou wilt forgive me for — for the awful massacre that hath to-day been committed?

Forgive thee! I cried, my kisses warming her waxen hands. Of course I do. Forced to occupy a strange position, thou canst not struggle against thy fate, therefore the horrible butchery is due to neither plot nor strategy of thine, but to the fierce avarice and brutal bloodthirstiness of those who now prove themselves thine enemies.

Ah! verily thou art generous! she exclaimed, with tears in her luminous eyes, around which dark rings were showing. The life of cities, as the life of men, is a vain and uncertain thing, and none knoweth the weal or ill thereof, and none knoweth the end or the way of the end, save only Allah. To thee I entrust my life. Go! seek the key to the Great Mystery, the knife by which my bonds can only be severed. I will fight to preserve mine honour until I die. I am thine until the heavens shall be cloven in sunder, and the stars shall be scattered. May Allah shadow thee in His shadow, and give unto thee strength to perform in faithfulness thy covenant! May He bless and preserve thee, and may He cause thee to drink from the cup of His Prophet, Mohammed, that pleasant draught, after which there is no thirst to all eternity! It is time, O Cecil! Go!

Farewell, my one beloved, I said, with a lingering kiss, as her fair head still rested upon my breast. May the One who sweepeth away darkness guard thee and disappoint not thine hopes! Verily will I set out upon this mission at once, for as steadfastly true thou art unto me, so am I unto thee.

For a long time, as we stood in silence, I rained passionate kisses upon her lips, cold as marble. She trembled, fearing the worst, yet, gathering her strength in a supreme effort to preserve her self-control, she at last pushed me from her with gentle firmness, saying — 

Hasten! Night draweth quickly on, and thou hast but little time to spare. Hourly shall I think of thee until thou returnest with the glad tidings. Slama! Allah knoweth the innermost parts of the breasts of men. May His mercy and His bounteous blessing be upon thee!

Verily He is Praised and Mighty! I responded. Then, with a long kiss of farewell, I breathed a few whispered words of passion into her ear, and, promising to return at the earliest moment, I released her supple form from my embrace, and, stumbling blindly out, left her standing, pale, friendless, and alone.

Devoutly-murmured words of a fervent prayer fell upon my ears as I turned from her presence, but I halted not, striding onward — onward in search of the knowledge and elucidation of the Great Mystery, onward to an unknown, undreamed-of bourne.


Chapter Thirty Nine.

Mohammed Ben Ishak.
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THAT NIGHT, WHILE the ferocious horde, half demented by delight, still continued their fell work of massacre and pillage, I slipped through the small arched gate into the courtyard of the Great Mosque.

Outside, in the roadway, corpses thickly strewn showed how desperate had been the conflict. Bodies of men were lying about the streets in hundreds, perhaps thousands, for I could not count — some with not a limb unsevered, some with heads hacked and cross-cut and split lengthwise, some ripped up, not by chance, but with careful precision down and across, disembowelled and dismembered. Indeed, groups of prisoners, tied together with their hands behind their backs, had been riddled with bullets and then hewn in pieces. The sight was awful; but why repeat it in all its painful detail?

The Ennitra had, however, faithfully obeyed Zoraidas injunctions, and the sacred building remained deserted and untouched, although a guard was stationed at the gate to prevent any fugitive from seeking shelter there. In the lurid glare cast by the burning houses to which the firebrand had been applied, I saw how spacious was the open court. A great fountain of black marble, with ancient tiles of white and blue, plashed in the centre, inviting the Faithful to their Wodû; a vine, centuries old, spread its great branches overhead in a leafy canopy, shading worshippers from the suns scorching rays; while the stones, cracked and broken, the exquisitely dented horse-shoe arches, the battered walls of marble and onyx, all spoke mutely of the many generations who had performed their pious prostrations there. Like sentinels, fig and orange trees stood black against the fire-illumined sky, and as I halted for a moment, the tumult beyond the sacred precincts grew louder, as those whom I had been compelled to call friends spread destruction everywhere.

The white façade of the majestic structure presented a most picturesque aspect, with its long arcade of many arches supported by magnificent pillars of marble, while above rose a handsome cupola, surmounted by its golden crescent and its high square minaret, bright with glazed tiles, whence the mueddin had for centuries charted his call to prayer.

Kicking off my shoes at the great portal of porphyry, I was about to enter, when my eyes fell upon a stone above, whereon an Arabic inscription had been carved. Translated, it read as follows — 

The virtues of this sanctuary spread themselves abroad
Like the light of the morning, or the brilliancy of the stars.
O ye who are afflicted with great evils, he who will cure them for you
Is the son of science and profound nobility, ABDERRAHMAN.
745 of Hedjira. (A.D. 1353.)

On entering, all seemed dark and desolate. At the far end of the spacious place a single lamp burned with dull, red glow, and as with bare feet I moved noiselessly over the priceless carpets, my eyes grew accustomed to the semi-obscurity, and I saw how magnificent was the architecture of the lofty interior. Three rows of horse-shoe arches, supported by curiously-hewn columns, divided it into three large halls, the roofs of which were of fine cedar, with wonderful designs and paintings still remaining. From the arches hung ostrich eggs in fringed nets of silk, the walls were covered with inscriptions and arabesques in wood and plaster, while marbles of divers colours formed a dado round the sanctuary, and the glare of fire outside sent bars of ruddy light, through the small kamarîyas, or windows, placed high up and ornamented with little pieces of coloured glass. Lamps of enamelled glass, of jasper, of wrought silver and beaten gold hung everywhere, and the niche, or mirhâb, indicating the direction of Mecca, before which a solitary worshipper had prostrated himself, was adorned with beautiful mosaics of marble, porphyry, and mother-of-pearl, with sculptured miniature arcades in high relief, framed with a border of good words from the Korân.

Astonished at the vast extent and imposing character of the building, I halted behind the mimbar, or pulpit of the imam, and, gazing round upon the dimly-lit but magnificent interior, awaited in silence the termination of the single worshippers prayer. At last, as he rose, slowly lifting his hands aloft in final supplication, I saw he was one of the hezzabin. As he turned, I advanced, addressing him, saying — 

May the peace of Allah, who taught the pen, rest upon thee, O Header of the Everlasting Will!

And upon thee peace amid the tumult! he answered.

I seek the Hadj Mohammed ben Ishak, director of the Faithful, I said. Canst thou direct me unto him?

But even as I spoke, the reader of the Korân had detected by my dress that I was one of the hated devastating band, and poured upon me a torrent of reproach and abuse for daring to defile the mosque by my presence. Assuring him that I had the best intentions, and showing him the scrap of paper Zoraida had given me, whereon the imams name was inscribed, I at length appeased him.

If thou desirest to convey unto the Hadj Mohammed the written message, I will take it, he said reluctantly, at length convinced by the strenuous manner in which I urged the importance of my business with the head of the Mesállaje.

I am charged to deliver it only into the hands of the imam himself, I answered. Wilt thou not lead me unto him, when I tell thee that the matter concerns the life of one who is his friend?

Still he hesitated; but further appeal moved him, and, ordering me to remain, he reluctantly passed through a small panelled door, inlaid with ivory and ebony, that led from the lîwân, or eastern recess, leaving me alone. Nearly ten anxious minutes went by ere he returned; then, without utterance, he motioned me to follow him. This I did with alacrity, passing through the door, so constructed as to be indistinguishable from the other panels which formed the dado in that portion of the sanctuary, and as it closed behind us noiselessly, I found myself in total darkness. There was a smell of mustiness and decay; but I was prepared for any adventure, for was I not seeking to obtain knowledge of a mysterious and extraordinary secret?

Let me guide thy footsteps, muttered my companion, and, taking me by the arm, he led me along a narrow passage apparently running parallel with the sanctuary, and constructed in the width of its massive walls. Stumbling along for some distance, we at last turned sharply, where in a small niche there stood a lighted hand-lamp, so placed that its rays remained concealed. Taking it up, he held it before him, and by its yellow, uncertain glimmer we descended a long zig-zag flight of steep, broken steps, deep down into the earth. At the bottom he suddenly drew aside a heavy curtain that hung behind a low arch, and I found myself in a small subterranean chamber, dimly-lit by a brass hanging lamp.

Lo! the stranger entereth thy presence! my guide exclaimed, withdrawing almost before my eyes could take in the details of my strange surroundings.

Mìn aine jûyi! exclaimed a thin, weak voice, and I saw enshrined upon a divan on the opposite side of the apartment a venerable old man of stately presence, his long white beard and portly figure adding materially to the dignity of his bearing.

Returning his greeting, I advanced, noting his thin face, parchment-like skin, and his wasted fingers grasping the black rosary that showed he had made the pilgrimage.

Know, O Director of those who follow the Right Way, that I bear unto thee a message from Zoraida, who is called the Daughter of the Sun!

A message — at last! he cried, removing his pipe in sudden surprise, as, struggling to his feet, he strode to the door, drew back the curtain, and looked up the stairs, to make certain that the reader of the Korân had actually departed. Quickly returning, with his wizened face full of agitation and his piercing coal-black eyes fixed upon me, he requested me to hand him the letter.

Breaking the seal, he opened the crumpled but precious piece of paper and eagerly devoured the lines of Arabic. As he held it beneath the lamp, I caught a furtive glimpse of it. The scrawled lines had apparently been hastily penned, and beneath there was a dark oval blotch. Straining my eyes, I could just distinguish that it was the impression of a thumb that had been dipped in blood — a seal that could not be imitated!

Without a word, the aged man crossed to an ancient cabinet, inlaid with ivory and silver forming texts from the Korân, and therefrom took a parchment. With trembling hands he unrolled it, and, bringing it to the light, compared it minutely with Zoraidas letter. Upon the parchment was a similar impression, which apparently corresponded to his satisfaction with that on the paper I had brought.

So thou art the Roumi from beyond the sea upon whom our Lady of Beauty hath gazed with favour? he exclaimed, turning and surveying me critically after he had carefully put away both documents.

I am, O Father, I answered. For many moons have I travelled to seek thee, but have been thwarted in all my efforts until this moment. I am bearer of a precious object, the secret of which thou alone knowest; and from beneath my gandoura I drew forth the Crescent of Glorious Wonders.

Verily hast thou acted with faith and fearlessness, he said, taking the piece of metal in his talon-like fingers and seeking the mystic inscription. Undaunted, thou hast faced many perils in order to fulfil thine oath. Already the report of thy sufferings and thine hardships, and the attempts made upon thy life, hath been conveyed unto me. While thou wert a slave in the Fáda, I knew of thy bondage, and tried to reach and release thee, but without avail. To me the circumstances of the loss and extraordinary recovery of this strangely-shaped phylactery entrusted to thy keeping are no new thing, for while upon thy wanderings thou hast been watched by eyes unseen.

Didst thou know that I was endeavouring to reach thee? I asked, amazed. How didst thou obtain thy knowledge?

The Wearer of the Flower knoweth all things he desireth, the aged imam answered simply. But his words were full of meaning, for they implied that I had been watched by secret emissaries of the Senousya. Members of this secret brotherhood of Al-Islâm are initiated by the taking of a flower, of which there are fifteen, each being significant of a certain sect.

When two Believers meet as strangers, one will say to the other, What blossom wearest thou? a question which is the Who goes there? of the affiliation. If the individual to whom the question is addressed has not been initiated into the Senousya, he will reply, I am no Wearer of the Flower. I am simply the humble servant of Allah.

The Wearers of the Flower are all-powerful, I said.

Thou speakest the truth, he answered; piously adding: Of a surety will the Prophet send his liberator, who will drive the Infidel invaders into the sea. Then will True Believers rise in their millions, and the land of Al-Islâm will be delivered out of the hands of the oppressor. As the locusts devour all green things, so shall the Senousya smite and destroy the Infidels with a strength as irresistible as the falchion of Fate.

I am one of thine oppressors, I hazarded, smiling.

No. Thou, although a Roumi, art a respecter of our laws and a friend of our people. At what is written thou hast never scoffed, but hast sought to deliver the fairest woman of Al-Islâm from dangers that have beset her feet.

Wherein lie those dangers? I asked anxiously. In vain have I tried to obtain explanation.

Unto thee the truth will be revealed in due course. From her own lips wilt thou obtain knowledge, he replied impressively. Thou lovest her. Some day thou wilt tread the Right Path and believe in Allah, Lord of the Three Worlds. Then shalt thou marry her.

She hath sent me unto thee because, in Algiers, the Secret of the Crescent was denied me, I said.

Of that I am aware, he exclaimed. Already hast thou sought the Unknown and witnessed some of our marvels; but there are others more wondrous that must convince thee. Faith shutteth the seventy doors of evil, and giveth passage over Al-Sirât, the bridge, sharp as a sword and finer than a hair, that stretcheth between hell and Paradise.

I have faith, I said fervently, remembering the weird things Zoraida had shown me. Thou knowest the Great Secret, and if thou art so inclined, canst impart unto me knowledge whereby I may rescue the woman I love.

The holy man asked me what peril appeared to surround Zoraida, and in reply I briefly described the scene that had been enacted in the Fáda that day, and told him of Hadj Absalams declaration of his intention to make her his wife. My words aroused within him the fiercest anger, and as he paced the apartment with feverish steps, he uttered terrible threats against the Sheikh of the despoilers.

Twice would the Sultan of the Sahara have taken my life, had not Zoraida saved me, I pointed out.

Allah showeth mercy only to the merciful, he observed, halting suddenly before me. Cast thine eyes about thee here in Agadez, and gaze upon the frightful ruin wrought to-day by those hell-hounds. Verily are they the sons of Eblis, who walk in the darkness, and to whom all blessings are denied. May their vitals be burned with the fire unquenchable, and may their thirst be slaked with molten metal. Abuser of the salt, and unfaithful Wearer of the Flower, Hadj Absalam seeketh now to crown his many villainies by forcing the Lalla Zoraida, who is pure as the jasmine blossom, to become his wife! Hâsha! We shall see! We shall see!

She telleth me that I can save her if I discover the Great Secret, I said, with anxious impatience.

Thou hast not been initiated into the Senousya, neither art thou a True Believer; nevertheless, thou hast kept thy word even at risk of thine own life, he exclaimed, reflectively twisting his rosary between his thin, nervous fingers. The thought of Zoraidas peril seemed to have completely unnerved him.

Hither have I journeyed from Algiers on purpose to seek explanation of thee, I urged. Think! the liberty, nay, the life, of one who is as innocent as she is fair is at stake. If thou refusest, I can do nothing. She will become the wife of a man whose fiendish brutality is a by-word and a reproach to the Moslem world. Is it surprising that she hath decided to take her life rather than fall into his polluted hands? Consider, O Reciter of the Prayers — thou who teachest goodwill towards men — reveal unto me, I beseech thee, that which is hidden and the elucidation of which can alone secure the safety of my betrothed.

But thou art not a True Believer, he protested, shaking his head gravely. How dare I invoke the Wrath by revealing unto thee the Great Secret, with which I alone of men have been entrusted?

Wilt thou not — for Zoraidas sake? I urged again, growing alarmed at his increasing inclination to preserve the mystery.

Within this steel there lieth hidden a secret which none know, he said, again examining the Crescent carefully. Through ages hath it been passed from hand to hand, experiencing many vicissitudes, stranger even than the tales of the story-tellers, or the romances of the Thousand and One Nights, yet its true power hath remained hidden from its various owners, and its secret influence is to all undreamed of.

How can its power avert Zoraidas peril and give unto her peace? I inquired anxiously.

I know not. Peradventure there are minor secrets connected with it of which even I am in ignorance. Yet assuredly must a man believe that there is no God but Allah ere he can rest beneath the tree called Tûba (the tree of happiness), or dwell within the Jannat al Naïm. (The garden of pleasure.)

Though an Infidel, I respect thy belief profoundly, I said, endeavouring to break down the barrier of his fanatical prejudice. That I have never reproached a True Believer, impugned his devoutness, or ridiculed that which thou boldest sacred, thou hast already acknowledged. Indeed, I follow many of thy beliefs, and acknowledge the truth of the declaration of thy Khalîf Omar ebn Abdalaziz, that prayer carrieth us half-way to Allah, fasting bringeth us to the door of His palace, and alms procureth us admission. But not as one who respecteth and honoureth thy people of Al-Islâm seek I the elucidation of the Great Mystery; it is in order that the life of the Lalla Zoraida may be spared, and that she and I may at last become united in wedlock.

The patriarchal head of the old imam was bent as he mumbled over his rosary. The words I uttered were intensely in earnest, for Zoraidas final appeal still rang in my ears, and I knew that I had but one short month in which to rescue her from the clutches of the inhuman brute who would snatch her from me for ever.

Believe, he urged at last. Turn not to folly, but learn thou the truth, and live in piety; for verily I tell thee that the Holy War is near at hand. Then all of us, — with the exception of the Ennitra, who are the thrice-cursed sons of Eblis, — laying aside all fear and dread, will, guided by the Giver of Strength, strive with one accord against the enemies of the Faith; for Allah the Comforter knoweth that if any man die, he dieth for the truth of the Faith, for the salvation of his land, for the protection of the tombs and holy cities, and the defence of the Belief. Therefore shall he obtain of Him the bounteous reward in the Jannat al Ferdaws, peopled by the beautiful Hûr al oyûn, that He alone can give.

I believe in the marvels I have already witnessed, I answered. I am convinced that thou canst reveal unto me means by which I can release the woman I love from the harem of villainy, ere it be too late. Has she not in her letter requested thee to afford me explanation, in order that I may gain the knowledge for our mutual advantage?

He hesitated. With his dark, gleaming eyes fixed steadfastly upon me, he remained motionless in deep reflection.

Darest thou leave this City of the Doomed to go forth in search of what may appear unto thee but the merest phantom? he asked slowly.

Zoraida is in deadliest peril, I urged. Would my absence be of long duration?

I cannot answer. Thou art young and reckless. With a stout heart thou mightest obtain knowledge of the truth within short space.

But within one moon, Zoraida — with whom no woman of Al-Islâm can compare — will be imprisoned in the harem of the conqueror, and she will be irretrievably lost to me! I urged.

He shrugged his shoulders. Art thou still undaunted? he asked. Art thou still prepared to continue thine efforts to effect her rescue?

I am, O Father, I answered fervently. Tell me, I beseech thee, how to act.

The medium through which thou canst alone seek to elucidate the Great Mystery hath been hidden from man through many ages, he said in a strange, croaking voice, handling the Crescent of Glorious Wonders as tenderly as if it were a child. This ancient talisman, which bringeth good fortune and victory to its possessor, containeth a property which is unknown to the wise men of our generation, though when Cleopatra reigned in Egypt the hidden force was well known and freely utilised. To the True Believer this Crescent giveth valour and power over his enemies, besides averting the evil eye, like the hand of Fathma; but profaned by the touch of the Roumi, it assuredly bringeth ruin, disaster, and death. Over our Lalla Zoraida there hangeth a fate that is worse than death, yet that can be averted, provided thou canst fathom that which the wise of successive ages have attempted and failed. She now chargeth me to impart to thee the key of the Wondrous Marvel, the Secret entrusted unto me alone. Verily I declare unto thee, only the deadly peril of the fair woman thou lovest causeth me to unloose my tongues strings — only the imminent likelihood of her abandonment to that fiend in mans shape induceth me to withdraw the veil.

Before thee I stand prepared to attempt any task that hath for its reward her escape from the power of the brigand, I said.

Until now thine heart hath not failed thee. Despair not, for peradventure thou mayest crush those who, while calling themselves her friends, nevertheless seek her destruction, he said encouragingly, stroking his white beard in thought.

Guide thou my footsteps, O director of men, and I will speed upon the path that leadeth unto truth, I said.

So be it, he answered, after a pause, waving his thin hand. Be not sceptical of what strange things thou mayest witness; only believe, and the Way may be opened up unto thee. His small jet-black eyes glittered with a brilliant fire unnatural to one so old, as, placing both his hands upon a portion of the dark wall, he pushed it, revealing a door constructed by a section of the wall itself being made to revolve upon a pivot. Then, pointing to the cavernous darkness beyond, he said in a commanding tone, Come, follow me!

Excited at the prospect of ascertaining at last the Great Secret so long promised, I obeyed instantly, and when a few seconds later the piece of the wall slowly swung back into its place, closing with a clang which made it clear that it was of iron painted to resemble stone, I found myself in another passage. The brass lamp, which he had detached from its chain, revealed that the strange corridor was carpeted and hung with rich fabrics, and as we proceeded along, the close air seemed heavy with a sweet, fragrant perfume.

Fearest thou Azraïl? he suddenly asked in a deep, mysterious voice, halting for a moment to gaze into my anxious eyes, as if to detect any sign of faltering.

All men who have dear ones upon earth live in terror of the eternal parting, I said. Azraïl, inexorable conqueror of the mighty, causeth even Sultans to crave mercy on bended knee. Truly he is the Terrible!

My aged companion grunted, apparently satisfied with my reply to his abrupt question, for he moved along noiselessly over the thick carpets, and I followed, wondering whither he was leading me, and puzzled over the sentences he continued to mumble to himself over and over again: The gainsaying of the unbelievers ceaseth not. The two-edged sword is already whetted. Verily shall they writhe their mouths, for their iniquities shall eat away their tongues like a corrosive acid. When we had walked along the curious subway for some distance, we came to a flight of spiral stairs so narrow as to admit of only one person at a time. My guide commenced to ascend, and I followed, filled with curiosity. Upward he went, without a pause, and with footsteps so agile that I was at length compelled to halt to regain breath. He smiled disdainfully at my fatigue, but waited a few moments; then on again he went, higher and still higher, until I felt convinced that we had ascended to the level of the earth. This suspicion was soon afterwards confirmed, for we came to a small door, the heavy latch of which he lifted, and on opening it, I was surprised to find myself in the open space before the palace, at a considerable distance from the courtyard by which I had entered. Gazing round upon the roaring flames that seemed to leap up in every direction, casting a lurid light that revealed the hideousness of the piles of dead about us, and cast long, grotesque shadows over the wide roadway, the old imam drew his haick closer to conceal his features, and in a hoarse voice said — 

Come, let us quicken our footsteps, so that thou mayest bear witness, ere it be too late.


Chapter Forty.

The Key to the Mystery.
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ONWARD WE WENT across the camel market, where a body of the Ennitra were carousing, and, having managed to escape their notice in the deep shadow, we hurriedly traversed several irregularly-built streets, wherein corpses lay thickly, mute witnesses of the frightful massacre; then suddenly we plunged into a narrow, tortuous passage that I remembered I had sped along in my wild scamper for life after fleeing from my taskmasters. The further we went, the nearer we approached the houses that were burning unchecked like veritable furnaces, and as we rounded a bend in the narrow, alley-like thoroughfare, where was situated the well called Shedwánka, and came into full view of the great fire, my guide gave vent to an ejaculation of dismay.

Behold! he cried excitedly. The flames! They are spreading rapidly, and will consume that upon which thine eyes must rest. Let us hasten with all speed!

This portion of the city seemed deserted, therefore we dashed forward with one accord, the imams nimbleness of foot surprising me. It was well that none of Hadj Absalams cut-throats detected us, otherwise my guide would no doubt have fallen a victim to their ever-increasing bloodthirstiness. No one had been spared. The whole city had been mercilessly swept with fire and sword.

As we drew nearer, we could see plainly that the great conflagration was spreading in our direction, for the heat and smoke stifled us, and great sparks fell in showers around. Suddenly, however, he halted before the arched door of an ancient house, towards which the flames were rapidly darting. Indeed, only two houses remained uninjured between us and the blazing, roaring mass, and already they were being licked by great tongues of fire.

Though dangers beset thee, O Roumi, let not fear dwell within thee, my aged companion said, taking a key from the inner pocket of his gandoura and quickly unlocking the heavy door. Know, O wanderer from beyond seas, thou now goest in with me unto the bower of Al Barzakh, the Presence-chamber of the Marvellous, whence those who enter issue forth changed men!

Changed? I cried, amazed. Shall I also be changed?

A transformation, strange but invisible, is wrought in all who enter here, he croaked, as, breathless and excited, with eyes smarting under the choking volumes of smoke, I stumbled onward after him. Closing the door quickly, he sped across the open patio, into which pieces of ignited wood were falling thickly, and entered another door the arch of which was supported by handsome twisted columns of marble. Through two small apartments, hung with beautiful hangings and furnished with luxurious divans, we passed, until he halted at a door which sprang open at his touch. Evidently it opened by means of a spring, but I sought not explanation, for I held my breath, wondering into what strange chamber I was about to enter. With mumbled words, as he fingered his rosary, Mohammed ben Ishak advanced slowly into the darkness, where a single light in a globe of cut crystal glimmered without illuminating the objects around. As we stepped inside, and the door closed after us automatically, there was a loud, vicious hiss close to me.

I halted, startled, for I knew the sound was that of a serpent, and I feared to tread, lest its deadly fangs should be fastened in my feet.

The old imam, droning a strange incantatory chant, advanced to the altar upon which the light was burning, and, turning the wick higher, so that it shed a brighter light, raised both hands piously and called aloud for forgiveness.

Glancing about me in amazement, I found that my surroundings, weird and extraordinary, were almost an exact reproduction of the mysterious subterranean temple to which Zoraida had conducted me in Algiers! The black carpet and hangings reminded me vividly of European funeral palls, while the curious open-work screen, the inlaid kursy, or table, of arabesque filigree, and, most remarkable of all, the stone sarcophagus, were all of exactly the same design as those in the mysterious chamber wherein the Crescent of Glorious Wonders had been first revealed unto me.

Amazed, I stood with transfixed gaze and bated breath. There were movements on the carpet, and I became aware of the unpleasant proximity of several snakes. Some coiled themselves and raised their heads, holding them immovable, with their tiny, bead-like eyes riveted upon us, while others darted away, holding themselves on the defensive in darker corners.

A few seconds of silence, and Mohammed ben Ishak turned to me, with hands still uplifted, asking — 

Believest thou that unto Allah belong the hosts of heaven and earth; that Allah is mighty and wise; that unto those who obey the Everlasting Will He showeth mercy?

I do, I answered.

Speak not with thy tongue that which is not in thine heart, for of a surety they who believe not will be chastised with a severe chastisement, he exclaimed solemnly. Then again facing the altar, he cried, Whoso believeth not in the One Allah and in Mohammed his Prophet, verily shall he be cast into the fire prepared for the unbelievers; but whosoever shall perform that which he hath covenanted, so surely shall he receive great reward, and be admitted to the gardens beneath which rivers flow, to dwell therein for ever. Verily hath a Sura been revealed commanding war against the Workers of Iniquity, and they look towards us with the look of those whom death overshadoweth. Those are they whom Allah hath cursed and hath rendered deaf, and whose eyes He hath blinded. Assuredly have we armed ourselves with an armour invulnerable, and we await the word from the Holy City to rise in our might and sweep from earth the Infidels, in obedience to the law that is written. In that day will the Senousya, whose teeth are as spears, and whose tongues are as sharp swords, fight valiantly and persevere with constancy, for they are the True Believers, who will, ere many moons, rejoice with a great rejoicing.

He paused, prostrating himself, devoutly gabbling a two-bow prayer with many quotations from the Korân, at the same time swaying himself backwards and forwards, throwing his head energetically to and fro till the perspiration streamed down his face. In his paroxysm of religious fervour, he suddenly grasped a serpent and wound it around his head in such a manner that it remained there with its flat head reared in front in the place where an aigrette might have been. Then he arose, and, with the snake still coiled upon him, advanced and held my hands. Instinctively I drew back, for the energy of his devotions had wrought in him a hideous transformation. His cheeks were more sunken, his face seemed but a skull covered by brown, wrinkled skin, and from his wild, wide-open eyes there flashed the terrible fire. With his glittering orbs upon mine, he held me in a grip of steel. Under his searching gaze I flinched, and tried to extricate my hands, but he had pinned me powerless, and so strange was his demeanour that I grew alarmed. He seemed possessed of demon strength; in his hands I was helpless as a child.

I was an Infidel, and he a religious fanatic. Might not this sudden fit of uncontrollable diablerie cause him to kill me?

The fiery eyes had fixed themselves searchingly upon me in a manner that seemed to fascinate and draw me closer towards him, causing my strength to fail, and inducing a feeling of languor and helplessness. Setting my teeth, I struggled against it, and, remembering we were in a house that in a few minutes must fall a prey to the flames, demanded release.

But he took no heed. Crying aloud his intentions of leading the Ghuzzat in a merciless campaign against the Infidel invaders, and predicting that the soldiers of the Faith would obtain great spoils, he suddenly released my left hand, but still kept his grip upon the right.

Thou desirest to learn the Great Secret, he exclaimed. Thou, the beloved of our Queen of Beauty, art the only person to whom the strange wonders may be revealed. Verily I say unto thee, thou must fight a great fight in regions unknown, exerting a power that I will impart to thee, the secret whereof none can discover.

His eyes seemed to dilate and glow like live coals, while the pain at first caused by the steady pressure upon my wrist was succeeded by a strange tingling sensation, rather pleasant than otherwise. Held in fascination by his glance, every nerve was strained to its utmost tension; then gradually I seemed to sink into a dreamy half-consciousness. With all the self-control I possessed, I strove against the curious delirium into which I was slowly lapsing, but without avail. He held my hand, and with his glaring eyes riveted to mine he seemed gradually to bring me under his thrall by some irresistible magnetic influence. Mingled sensations of delight and repugnance such as I had never before experienced ran through me, and I seemed seized by an indescribable horror of being compelled to perform deeds that in my inner consciousness I regarded as crimes. I felt myself in a state of mind that permitted the creation of hallucinations, for rapidly I saw the weird objects around me distorted into grotesque shapes, sometimes ludicrous, sometimes horrible, with the ever-changing face of Mohammed ben Ishak always the central figure. My limbs felt limp, and I had an inaptitude for any spontaneous action. I was fully conscious of all this, and the inertia alarmed me.

Verily shalt thou know the Truth that hath so long remained hidden. Thou shalt save the woman thou lovest and who loveth thee so passionately. Behold! he cried in a loud voice. Hearken, and likewise let thine eyes bear witness! and, releasing me, he stepped back to the altar, and, taking a pinch of some white powder, he cast it into the flame of the lamp. Instantly the place was filled by a brilliant light, followed by pungent, suffocating fumes. Then, having repeated this action three times, he drew forth the Wonderful Crescent from his girdle and placed it upon the altar, bowing low in silence.

The strange feeling of half-consciousness faded quickly, and in a few moments I had quite regained my normal state of mind. All had been, I felt convinced, due to over-excitement, combined with the weakness induced by the wound from which I had not yet completely recovered.

Miserable shall be the abode of the proud! cried the aged reciter of the daily prayers. Verily, the Day of the Great Wrath is at hand, when the unbelievers who dwell in darkness shall be driven before the troops of the Senousya. The world shall become paralysed by the awful slaughter of the Christians, who will be cast into hell, therein to dwell for ever. It is written that excellent is the reward of those who work righteousness, and turn not aside from the right path. To Thee who alone canst direct us unto the Behishst of Delights we make supplication, and ask of Thee Thine aid.

Impatiently I awaited the conclusion of his curious prayers, rites, and ceremonies. He seemed to have forgotten the imminent peril in which the house was placed, as with his string of black beads between his skinny fingers, he murmured prayer after prayer, expressing at every breath fervent hope that I might turn from the ways of the Infidels and embrace the Faith.

With a long, final appeal for forgiveness for bestowing the key to the Great Secret upon one who had not been initiated into the mysteries of the Senousya, he turned slowly, and, walking towards the tomb of carved stone, commanded, Come hither.

As I obeyed, he raised the heavy lid with his hands and cast it aside. Then, peering in, I saw a body. I recognised the face. It was the same man who had been so strangely resuscitated by Zoraida!
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Her actions in stabbing the body were repeated by the old imam with almost identical sequence, and at length, in response to Mohammed ben Ishaks command, he rose slowly from his tomb, and, stepping forth in his white grave-clothes, advanced in silence to the altar. Taking up two asps that squirmed and writhed under his touch, he knotted them together, heedless of their vicious bites. As he placed them upon the slab of hewn jade that formed the altar, my companion uttered some incantation which was to me unintelligible, and then a few seconds later the ghastly visitant who had risen from the tomb took up the Crescent and with it smote the serpents as they lay. The single blow killed them.

Assuredly as the afá are in an instant struck dead, so also will the Senousya smite the Infidels and sweep away all evil from our land, Mohammed ben Ishak cried, his voice growing deeper. In the short pause that followed, the weird figure at the altar placed the Crescent upon a great perfuming-pan of gold, afterwards lighting the small brazier of wrought silver beneath. Again my companion, the imam, droned his guttural chant, while the white-robed figure, whose back was always turned towards me, sank upon his knees and remained statuesque and motionless.

Bear witness, O Roumi, cried the aged official of the mosque. Earnestly I seek permission to impart unto thee that knowledge which thou seekest; and, taking from a niche in the wall a great golden goblet, filled to the brim with water, he placed it upon the little inlaid table in the centre of the sanctuary. Advancing to the altar, he took from it the crystal lamp and held it over the goblet. In his hand was a lump of yellow wax, and, uttering an incantation in a language unknown to me, save that the words abarkan (black), adhu (wind), and thamattuth (woman), I distinguished as being in the Kabyle tongue, he presently melted the wax in the flame, and allowed the liquid drops to fall into the water. Breathless, and with eager eyes, he gazed into the bright goblet, watching each drop as it fell and hardened, until suddenly his contenance relaxed, and he ejaculated — 

Yes! Thou mayest know! The key to the Great Mystery may now be given into thy keeping.

Casting the wax down, he replaced the lamp, for the ceremony was over. By the formation of the drops in the water, he had become convinced that he might, without harm accruing, divulge the secret locked in his heart. On putting the lamp back into its place, he took from the altar a crystal mirror, about a foot square, in a broad frame of solid gold, delicately chased. Placing it in my hands, he said — 

Breathe upon this; then tell me what thou seest.

I dimmed the surface with my breath, as he had commanded, and, lo! in an instant there appeared a picture that entranced me.

What seest thou? he inquired.

There is revealed unto me a landscape, strange and weird, I answered. By what magic is this effect produced?

Describe what is therein revealed, he urged.

I see the Desert at sunset, I said. The sky is ablaze, and against it there riseth from the sea of burning sand a single mountain, shaped like a camels hump. It is far distant, and growing purple in the evening hour, but I can distinguish upon its summit three giant palms. In its side there is apparently a cave.

And in the foreground?

There is a single traveller. He is an old man, who hath fallen from his horse, and while one hand clutcheth at his throat, the other is outstretched towards the mountain. He is in pain, I added; apparently he is dying of thirst, for birds of prey hover about him, and his eyes have in them the glitter of madness. The picture is beautiful, yet terrible!

Good! he said. It is finished! and taking the mirror from me, he returned it to its place. The illusion puzzled me, yet he would not allow me to investigate. At that moment, however, I became aware that the place was filling with a dense smoke, and from beyond the closed door there came a noise as of the roaring and crackling of flames.

The house in which we were was already on fire!

Pointing out the fact to him in alarm, I urged him to tell me at once how to use the Crescent; but he heeded not my words, so absorbed was he, bowing before the mysterious tenant of the grave in pious devotions.

Tell me, I cried. For Zoraidas sake, withhold not from me the Secret which thou hast promised, so that I may save her!

The flames had burst through some panelling behind the altar, and the place was filled with sparks and dense smoke. Just at that instant the statuesque figure turned, raising its hand wildly. For a moment a gleaming knife trembled aloft in the dull glare of the flames, and next second it was buried deep in the breast of Mohammed ben Ishak!

I shrieked, but my companion only laughed a mocking, hideous laugh, and, reeling slightly, stood contemplating the approaching flames quite calmly. The shock seemed to have paralysed him.

Come, let us fly! I urged, dashing wildly across to save him. See, the door is still intact! There is yet time!

Turning upon me fiercely, he shook me off. It was a terrible moment. I stood transfixed by horror.

No, he cried, with a strange light in his eyes. It — it is the blood revenge, the swift vengeance that I dreaded, the punishment I deserve for my sin against the Brotherhood — I — I am a traitor — but I fear not to die — I go — through fire — to the cool waters of Tasnîm!

Surely thou wilt not seek thine own destruction, and take thy Secret with thee? I gasped.

He remained silent; he did not even turn towards the man who had struck the fatal blow. The flames were roaring, and the heat had become so intense that the perspiration in big drops rolled from my face.

Speak! I shrieked. For the sake of the woman whose young life dependeth upon thy word! Be merciful unto her! Tell me what to do!

But, with a hoarse, defiant laugh, he folded his arms, saying, I refuse!

By Heaven! I burst out, in sudden anger, this is no time for dallying words. If thou wilt not, then may the curse of the Daughter of the Sun, whose life thou sacrificest, hang upon thy neck, heavy as a millstone, and may it drag thee down to the place that is prepared for evil doers.

The effect of my words was electrical.

No! No! he cried, evidently in as deadly fear of the imprecations of Zoraida as the Ennitra had been. No! I — I have reconsidered! he gasped.

As the words left his lips, I saw that the flames had ignited the flowing robes of the man from the tomb, and though he rushed about in paroxysms of intense pain, and at last fell, unconscious, he uttered not a sound! Swiftly, indeed, was he punished for his crime.

Tell me, quickly! I cried aloud. In another moment we shall both be lost. Fly! Let me assist thee. Even now we can escape! and as I spoke, a tongue of fire singed my hair and burned my eyebrows.

No! he shrieked, his voice sounding shrill above the dull roar, as his eyes rolled wildly. Undoubtedly a terrible madness had seized him, and so vigorously did he threaten, rave, and curse, that I felt half inclined to make a desperate dash for life through the door by which we had entered.

Again I clutched him, frantically appealing to him to tell me the secret, and as I did so, the flames leaped past us, and we were both half suffocated by the smoke. Fortunately, I possessed sufficient presence of mind to snatch up the Crescent, and, regardless of the manner in which it blistered my fingers, I wrapped it in my burnouse, crying — 

Impart unto me the Great Secret, I beseech thee! Quickly!

Reeling, he staggered and fell. The mysterious vengeance of the Senousya had descended upon him, and the life-blood flowed from the ugly wound. In a moment I dropped upon my knees and supported his head, determined that he should not lapse into unconsciousness, and so carry with him to the grave the key to the extraordinary enigma.

In desperation, I shrieked a final appeal to him to fulfil his pledge. Death stared us both in the face, for already had I become seized with a sudden faintness.

It all occurred in a few brief moments.

Yes, he gasped, wildly and with difficulty, at last. I — I will save the beauteous Lalla Zoraida. She shall lead the Senousya into — into the holy war, as she hath done the Ennitra. In the great fight every Infidel shall be slain with sharp swords. Yes! — I will tell thee how thou canst save her. Travel with all speed over the Desert to the Oasis of Agram, in the country of the Kanouri, which lieth in the direction of the sunrise. Thence ride onward across the plain of Ndalada, past the town of Dibbela, until thou comest to the Well of Tjigrin, and when thou hast accomplished two days journey still due eastward from the latter place, past the ruins of a town, thou wilt find a single clump of palms. Then take the Crescent, and—

His thin lips moved, but no sound came from them. His eyes slowly closed! It was, indeed, a critical moment. My heart sank, for it seemed as though he was no longer aware of the things about him.

Speak! I yelled in his ear. What must I do with the Crescent?

His eyes opened, but they were dim. In their depths a film was gathering, as life fast ebbed. With a supreme effort, however, he raised his bony hand, pulling down my head until my ear was close against his mouth. Then, struggling to articulate, he whispered hoarsely, and with extreme difficulty — 

Obey my injunctions strictly. Take the Crescent, and — and when thou hast arrived at the spot I have indicated — not before, or thou wilt never gain the Great Secret — place — it — upon — thy brow! Then — will — marvels — undreamed of — be revealed. Remember — attempt not to fathom the Mystery until — until thou hast passed the Well of Tjigrin two whole days! May — may Allah — preserve and guard thee, and may thy—

But his final blessing was never completed, for convulsions shook his frame, and he fell back heavily and breathed his last.

Springing to my feet, I stood for a second. Flames seemed threatening me from every side, but, with a sudden desperate dash, I rushed, half blinded, towards the door, which at that moment was being licked by the darting fire. Then, opening it by raising a curious latch, I fled quickly through the two small apartments, now filled with smoke, out across the patio, finding myself in a few moments standing in the road fainting and unsteady, clutching at a wall for support.

How I accomplished that flight for life I scarcely know. Panting, I stood, unable for a few moments to realise how near I had been to a horrible end. Though my clothes were brown and scorched, my arms blistered, and my hair and beard severely singed, I cared not. Zoraidas future was now in my hands, for at last I had succeeded in obtaining the key by which the Great Mystery might be elucidated — at last I should know the Truth — at last the hidden Secret of the Crescent, the undreamed-of marvel, would be revealed to me!


Chapter Forty One.

Through Rose Mists.
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MOUNTED ON A méheri, and alone, I toiled with all speed onward over the glaring, sun-baked Desert, towards the spot indicated by the man from whom I had, at the eleventh hour, wrung the key of the Great Secret.

Had he fooled me? Were not his instructions remarkable; did they not bear suspicion of some ulterior object? Even as I rode along, with face set sternly towards the sunrise, the thought that the dead man had sent me on a bootless errand caused me considerable anxiety. Reviewing his words and actions, I saw how ineffectually he had striven to conceal the bitter prejudice he entertained for unbelievers, how intensely he hated all Christians, and with what eagerness he contemplated the eventual triumph of the Senousya. Such being the case, I reflected, what more natural than he should resolve to retain Zoraida in the ranks of the conspirators, in order that she might lead them to the contemplated victory; what more natural than he should refuse to impart to me the knowledge whereby I might rescue the Daughter of the Sun from the dangers that were fast closing in upon her? Again, by the Ennitra, and in all possibility by the Senousya also, the Wonderful Crescent was believed to be a talisman that gave triumph to its possessor. Was it probable that he would, even though Zoraida had commanded, reveal to me, a Christian, the elucidation of the problem that he had denied to all True Believers?

No. In both word and action the old imam had betrayed a firm disinclination to assist me to elucidate the Great Secret, and as I journeyed on day after day, lonely and friendless, in that barren, unfamiliar country, the conviction within me grew stronger that the revelation he had gasped with his last breath was merely a base device to part me from the woman I worshipped.

Yet it was a relief to get away from that doomed city, with its flood of fiendish exultation; to escape from the revolting ebullition of barbarism, and the fiendish glee of my treacherous friends, who were no doubt overwhelming their Daughter of the Sun with attentions that she loathed, like caresses from the ghouls of hell. Even the dead silence of the wilderness was preferable to the din of the hard-fought conflict, with its sickening sequel.

The camel I rode I had found straying at some distance from Agadez, when on the eventful dawn I fled from the city on foot. It was handsomely caparisoned, and, to my delight, I had found that its provision-bags, ornamented in a manner that showed its owner to be a cadi, were packed with necessaries for a long march. In all probability its hapless owner had prepared to fly at the approach of the bandits, but had been murdered when on the point of starting. After a hurried inspection of the bags, satisfying myself that there was a supply of comparatively fresh water in the skin, I concealed the Crescent of Glorious Wonders within a bag of fodder, and, mounting, had started off, without map or plan, upon what, from various appearances, I judged was the caravan route to the well of Tin-dâouen. This surmise fortunately proved correct, for in three days I reached it; then, after halting the night, I discovered a valley full of luxuriant vegetation, with high doum and talha trees and great patches of camomile flowers growing in rich profusion. Continuing through this verdant glen, where antelopes and giraffes disported themselves, I ascended over the rough, rocky ground to a high, barren plateau, and, with my face always to the east, plunged, with a reckless disregard for the consequences, into the great unexplored desert which forms an effectual barrier between the country of the Ahír and that of the Kanouri.

I pushed on with all haste, so that if it proved, as I feared, a fools errand, I might, by almost ceaseless travel, be enabled to return again to Agadez before the moon had run her course. Armed with a rifle, powder-horn, and crooked dagger that I had taken from the body of an unfortunate janissary, I sped onward through the great lone country. From sundown until dawn I journeyed, resting through the day in what little shade I could devise, then setting forth again, always leaving the setting sun behind, always remembering that each stride of the faithful animal beneath me took me further and further from the woman whose life lay in my hands.

Gradually and irresistibly had I been drawn into a vortex of mystery and treachery, from which I was struggling to extricate myself. Zoraidas piteous appeal rang in my ears; the very thought of her as the wife of that villainous archrebel caused me to grind my teeth. Feeling convinced that the errand I had undertaken must be futile, I was, in my more gloomy moments, sorely tempted to disobey Mohammed ben Ishaks injunctions, and try the effect produced by placing the Crescent of Glorious Wonders upon my brow. Each time, however, the intensely earnest, agonised face of the aged prayer-reciter, as he implored me not to try to fathom the Great Mystery before arrival at the spot indicated, came vividly before me, causing me to stay my impatient hand.

The fatigue of those long anxious nights and blazing days was so terrible, that, on more than one occasion, faintness seized me, and I had a recurrence of those strange hallucinations from which I suffered after Labakan had dealt me the cowardly blow. I seemed at times light-headed, eager and jubilant one hour, despondent and contemplative of suicide the next. But the recollection of the deadly peril of Zoraida, whom I loved with a true and fervent devotion, spurred me onward over shifting sands and treacherous rocks, onward to the place where the dead man had promised the Great Secret should be revealed.

On the seventh day after leaving Agadez, I slept under the palms of the Agram Oasis, filled my water-skin at the well, and, representing myself as a straggler from a trading caravan, begged some food from the camp of the Bedouins of the peaceful Kanouri. It has always struck me as curious how rapidly news travels in the Desert. Already these men had heard rumours of desperate fighting in the city of the Ahír, although it must have been conveyed by way of Tin-Telloust and Bir-ed-Doum, the circuitous route by which caravans travel on account of the wells, and fully one hundred miles further than the straight journey I had accomplished. For several reasons I had deemed it best to feign ignorance, therefore to all my anxious inquirers I represented I had travelled direct from Akoukou without touching Agadez.

Spending one day only with these tent-dwellers, tall, bronzed, handsome, good-natured fellows, I gave them peace, and, with the brilliant sunset once more behind me, rode away through great patches of a poisonous plant my friends called karugu, and out again upon the plain towards the remote little Arab town of Dibbela, where I arrived two days later, after a somewhat perilous journey across some almost inaccessible rocks which the Arabs call the Tefraska. At dawn on the second day after leaving this place, having travelled due south under the direction of the leader of a caravan conveying ivory and rose oil from the Tsâd to exchange for cotton goods, razors, sword-blades, and pieces of paper with the sign of the three moons, I came upon the Oasis of Tjigrin, rich in herbage, date palms, and clusters of tangled bushes, among which ostriches and gazelles were moving. Here, wearied out, I tethered my méheri to a palm tree, and, reflecting that in two days I should know the truth, flung myself down and slept soundly in a dream of quiet ecstasy.

My awakening, however, was sudden, for, feeling myself grasped roughly by the shoulder, my hand instinctively sought my knife, but a loud, hearty laugh caused me to rub my eyes and look up into the sun-tanned, bearded face which shadowed the glare from my eyes.

Que diabe! cried a voice in surprise. Then Im not mistaken. It is you!

Eh bien! eh bien! old fellow! I cried, amazed, jumping to my feet and grasping the rough brown hand that shot from between the folds of the burnouse. This is indeed a pleasant meeting!

The man who stood holding the bridle of his milk-white horse was none other than Octave Uzanne, the Spahi who, when we had met on the fatal Meskam Oasis, had told me his lifes romance!

Really, I can scarce believe my eyes, I continued, speaking in French. I was at Tuggurt when a messenger arrived with the news that Paul Deschanels column had been cut up and massacred at the Well of Dhaya, near Aïn Souf, by the Ouled Ba Hammou. I naturally concluded you had also fallen.

Sapristi! Je suis un veinard, he answered in the slang of the Army of Africa, still holding my hand in his hearty grip. Then, with a sigh, he added, with seriousness, It is, alas! true that our column was enticed into an ambush by the Ennitra, assisted by the Ouled Ba Hammou, and slaughtered, myself with eight others being the sole survivors. For two months we were held prisoners by Hadj Absalam, until at length I managed to escape and travel back alone to Tuggurt to relate the terrible story. Poor Deschanel! his was indeed a sad end — very sad!

For a moment he seemed overcome by thoughts of his dead comrades, but in a few seconds he had reassumed his old buoyancy, and, offering me a cigarette, took one himself, and, having lit up, we squatted side by side in the shadow to talk.

Well, what brings you here, so far from Biskra? I asked presently, after he had related to me his adventures at the mountain stronghold of the Ennitra, which were almost as exciting as my own.

Duty, he answered briefly, with a hard look upon his handsome face quite unusual to him.

You are not alone? I queried.

No — not exactly alone, he answered abruptly, without apparently intending to tell me the object for which he had penetrated so far south, for he suddenly exclaimed, You have not yet told me what sort of life you have been leading among the Bedouins — or why you are here alone.

Briefly I related the story of my capture, my slavery, and my escape, without, however, telling him the real object for which I was working, or mentioning the assault on Agadez.

You are a born adventurer; I am one by circumstance, he exclaimed, with a good-humoured laugh, when I had concluded. Then he added, Although my life with the Ennitra was one of terrible drudgery, yet, after all, I would rather have remained with them — had I but known; and he sighed regretfully.

Why? I asked, surprised.

She is here! he answered meaningly.

Do you mean Madame de Largentière? I asked, remembering in that moment how dearly he loved the woman who had been so cruelly snatched from him, and with what self-sacrifice he had buried himself beneath the scarlet drapery of a homard of the Desert. Is she in Algeria? I inquired.

For answer he blew a cloud of smoke slowly from his lips, then from beneath the folds of his burnouse he drew forth a worn but carefully folded copy of the Algiers newspaper, LAkhbar, which he handed to me, saying, Read the first column.

Opening the limp paper, I noticed it was dated two months before, and on glancing at the column indicated, my eyes fell upon the heading in large type: The New Governor-General of Algeria: Arrival of Monsieur de Largentière.

Eagerly I read on. The report described the landing and enthusiastic reception of Monsieur de Largentière, who had been appointed Governor-General. The streets had been gaily decorated with Venetian masts and strings of flags, salutes had been fired from the warships in the harbour and from the Kasbah, as the vessel conveying his Excellency from Marseilles had cast anchor, and as the party stepped on shore, the little daughter of the General of Division had presented a bouquet of choice flowers to Madame de Largentière, who, the journal incidentally mentioned, was well known as one of the most beautiful women in Paris, and a leader of fashion. Algerian society, continued LAkhbar, welcomed her as its queen. No doubt, during the coming season the Governors palace would be the scene of many a brilliant festivity, and the colony owed a debt of gratitude to the Government for appointing as its representative an official so upright, so experienced, and so genuinely popular. All Algeria, it concluded, extended to the new Governor and his beautiful wife a boundless and heartfelt welcome.

Well? I exclaimed, handing back the paper. You will have an opportunity of seeing her very soon, I suppose?

See her? Never! he answered, with poignant bitterness. Already I have discovered that she is instituting inquiries about me; that is the reason why I have not sought to return to Biskra. I do not desire the past disinterred; and he thoughtfully watched the ascending rings of smoke.

Fate plays us some sorry tricks sometimes. Most probably you will meet her just when you least expect—

What? he cried, interrupting. Face her? To hold her hand as before — to tell her that her husband, the man whose ring she wears, and over whom the journalists gush and drivel, is — is a murderer! No! No! I never will!

But, my dear fellow, is it not your duty to denounce him if you possess absolute proof of his guilt? I argued.

My duty? Bien he answered reflectively. But the denunciation would bring no satisfaction to me — on the contrary, it would kill her.

You are right, I conceded reluctantly, after a pause. Your silence and self-denial is the greatest kindness you could show towards her. Indeed, your affection must be very deep-rooted, or your patience would long ago have been exhausted amid this hard life and social ostracism.

Ah! Heaven knows how well I love her, he said, turning to me with a deep, wistful look. She loves me too, and the fact that she has sought to find out where I am shows that she thinks sometimes of me. But I mean to keep the resolve I made long ago, for under an assumed name and in the Spahis she will never discover me.

Now that De Largentière is Governor, he is all-powerful, I observed. I wonder what he would do if he discovered you, and found out that you held absolute proof of his guilt?

Cr-r-r! he exclaimed, as with a sad smile he drew his finger across his throat. If he dared not commit the crime himself, he would hire one of the many obliging Arab desperadoes who hang about the fringe of the Desert.

Yes, I said. He would, no doubt, make some serious attempt to seal your lips.

I shall give him no opportunity. As far as I am concerned, he will, for Violets sake, enjoy his reputation for honesty and uprightness, he declared. Then he added quickly, But why should we drift to a subject that is to me so painful? The romance of my life has ended. I am a derelict, a piece of human wreckage drifting helplessly upon the sea of despair.

So am I, I said gloomily. Only I am struggling to reach a landmark that will direct me to a harbour of refuge.

I scarcely follow you, he observed, suddenly interested. That you have some very strong motive for spending your days in these uncivilised regions seems certain, but as you have never exchanged confidences with me, I remain in ignorance. Is it in your case also a woman?

I nodded an affirmative.

Tell me about her. Who is she? he inquired, looking straight into my eyes.

For a few moments I remained silent. Then, returning his steadfast gaze, I answered — 

I love Zoraida!

Zoraida! he cried, starting up. Surely you dont mean the woman of the Ennitra, known as Daughter of the Sun?

The same, I replied. You may laugh, sneer, tell me I am a dreamer, dazzled by the glitter and splendour of an Eastern court, fascinated by a pair of kohl-darkened eyes and a forehead hung with sequins, but, nevertheless, the fact remains that she and I love each another.

It seems impossible, he said. You have actually looked upon her unveiled, and spoken with her, then?

Yes. Why?

Because it is death to an Infidel to either look upon her countenance or seek to address her. While a prisoner in Hadj Absalams palace, I heard most extraordinary things regarding her. The terrible story was told me how, on one occasion, three Chasseurs, held captive by the old robber, had, by the purest accident, discovered her passing unveiled from the court of the palace guards into the harem. Amazed at her extraordinary beauty, they stood gazing at her, but those looks of admiration cost them their lives. Their gaze, it was alleged, had polluted her, and within an hour their heads were smote off and their bodies thrown to the dogs.

Then you have never seen her?

No. During the time I was in the hands of the Ennitra, she was absent. Many were the strange rumours I heard about her, however: how she was possessed of almost supernatural power, how she had planned most of the raiding expeditions of Hadj Absalam, how she ruled the fierce band as their Queen, and, attired as a youth, had actually led them successfully against our forces! I can scarcely believe it all, but the palace guards assured me that all they told me was the unexaggerated truth. Six months ago the Government issued a proclamation, offering two rewards of ten thousand francs each for the capture of Hadj Absalam and Zoraida.

I know what you have heard is the truth, from personal observation, I said quietly. His statement about the reward was, however, startling, and caused me increased uneasiness.

Tell me all about her, he urged. How a Christian could succeed in approaching her, judging from all I have heard as to the rigorous manner in which she is guarded, seems absolutely incomprehensible.

It forms a strange story, I admitted, and then, while he consumed a fresh cigarette, I proceeded to briefly relate the manner in which we became acquainted, and the weird and startling events that followed, suppressing only the fact that Agadez had been occupied by the outlaws. I hesitated to tell him this, because I feared that if a large body of Spahis were in the district, they would at once proceed there, and in all probability capture both the robber Sheikh and Zoraida, to secure the reward. Nevertheless, I explained how I became possessed of the Crescent of Glorious Wonders, of which he had heard rumours, and which he examined with intense interest when I produced it from my forage-bag. Then, after I had replaced it in its hiding-place, I told him of the extraordinary directions the dead imam had given me, and that I was on my way to test the truth of his strange statement.

In two days you will arrive at the spot he has indicated, he observed, after listening to my story with breathless interest. The mystery is so remarkable, and has so excited my curiosity, that I wish I might be permitted to accompany you in this search for an explanation. Do you object?

Not in the least, I answered, laughing. There is something so uncanny about the whole affair, that your companionship will be most acceptable. When shall we set out?

To start now would be unwise, he said, gazing round with practised eye at the Desert, already aglow in the brilliant sunshine, and observing, at a glance, its atmospheric conditions. Let us eat and idle now, and leave at sunset.

To this arrangement I acquiesced. Then he told me how the Spahis had encamped four hours march away, that he had strayed from a reconnoitring party, and, having regard to the fact that they were remaining there at least a week and that we should be only four or five days absent, he did not consider it necessary to undertake an eight hours ride to ask permission of his captain before starting.

Military regulations are sometimes relaxed in this out-of-the-world spot, he added, laughing. When they find Im missing, they will probably search for me; but having now lost myself, why should I return just at present, especially as they are not likely to move on before they find traces of me.

In what direction are you marching? Towards Agadez? I inquired anxiously.

Scarcely, he replied, with a smile. We have no desire to be annihilated by the Sultan of the Ahír. No. We are travelling due south to Lake Tsâd.

His answer reassured me, and, having prepared and eaten a rather primitive meal, we sought under a tree that dreamy, peaceful repose that desert travellers find so refreshing in an oasis.

An hour before the sun had sunk in its fiery glory of gold and crimson, there was a beautiful mirage of water, rocks, and feathery palms upon the sky, but, as we prepared to depart, it faded from our gaze as rapidly as it had appeared. With the brilliant glow of the dying day behind us, we set forth into an unknown country, Uzanne upon his white Arab stallion, I upon my handsomely-caparisoned camel. Riding down the eastern side of the wooded hill we almost imperceptibly entered the plain, the slope being so gradual. After travelling for some time in the darkening hours along the level ground, we found it was by no means flat, although it usually appeared so in our immediate neighbourhood; yet it had an upward trend, and some distance beyond it rose and fell in long, wavelike swells of sufficient height to hide, at times, even such an object as the range of Gueisiger mountains on our left. On all sides we scanned the fertile plain for any signs of life. A herd of gazelles scampered along in front, but no other living thing seemed near.

When we had been riding about five hours, we detected straight before us, rising from the level of the plain, now sandy and desolate, a long black line, jagged and irregular, which gradually developed, on nearer view in the brilliant moonbeams, into something like a mass of ruins resembling a deserted town.

Evidently we were on the right path, as indicated by Mohammed ben Ishak. In this he certainly had not deceived me. On the outskirts of this desolate pile, lying so far from civilisation, we saw first an old reservoir, edged in with rough-faced blocks of granite. No wall or gate marked the city boundary, nor were the ruined buildings, half buried in drifting sand, conspicuous by their architectural beauty, for square black stones, piled on one another without mortar, formed houses that for size were larger than those in Agadez, but the stony desolation was not relieved by a piece of either wood or metal. Many of the houses seemed in an excellent state of preservation, and all seemed as if the inhabitants had left through a pestilence rather than the ravages of war; time alone, assisted by the wind and tempest, appeared to have dismantled others. There were three mosques, but all were however, in a confused mass of ruins, the cupola of one alone remaining intact, though its crescent that had pointed skyward had rotted and fallen. It was strangely weird riding through that deserted city in the brilliant moonlight, amid grotesque and ghostly shadows. Upon the last-mentioned mosque we discovered a stone, rudely inscribed, in Arabic, with the words, The building of this holy place was ordered by the Khalîf Othman. This gave us a clue to the age of this half-effaced city, for the Khalîf was all-powerful in Northern Africa in the twenty-seventh year of the Hedjira (A.D. 647), and lived at Sbeitla, once a great city, but now, like this forgotten place, a mere heap of crumbling ruins.

Continuing our weary way, we journeyed straight on between a parallel range of sand dunes, until we came to the open plain again. More stony the country grew, as we proceeded, hour after hour, guided only by the stars, through the barren, desolate land, until we halted at sunrise in the midst of a vast wilderness, where no rising ground relieved the monotony of the rocky level. Eating, resting, and sleeping, we resumed the journey again at sunset, and, throughout the night, pushed onward in eager search of the single clump of palms beneath the shadow of which I was to seek to elucidate the Great Secret.

At last, however, the ground ascended gently, and we saw, away to the south-east, hills rising, peak after peak, as far as the eye could reach. The outlook of rounded hill-tops was varied occasionally by a small plateau, but the landscape was terribly arid and dispiriting. Nevertheless, we plodded still onward in the direction the dead man had indicated, until at length our eager, impatient eyes were rewarded by the sight of a low hill, surmounted by a single dump of about half a dozen palms, their feathery tops looming darkly against the horizon already flushed by the delicate rose-tints of dawn.

We both detected our goal at the same moment, and, with ejaculations of satisfaction, spurred forward excitedly at redoubled pace, breathlessly impatient to put the Crescent of Glorious Wonders to the crucial test.

The spot was actually within sight!

Swiftly we rode over the soft, treacherous sand and great patches of rough stones, our adventurous spirits suddenly stimulated by the anticipation that probably within an hour, the Great Mystery — the secret preserved through so many ages, the knowledge by which alone I could effect Zoraidas rescue — would at last be revealed.


Chapter Forty Two.

Vagaries of Vision.
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OVER THE RISING ground we eagerly sped, halting not till we dismounted beneath the palms. The spot bore no trace of having been visited by travellers; indeed, for the past two days we had not come across a single bone of horse or camel, the country being apparently desolate and unexplored.

Having carefully recalled the old imams dying instructions, Octave and I became both convinced that this must be the place he had indicated. Standing together, we cast our gaze wonderingly around, but saw nothing to relieve the dreary monotony of sand and sky, except far away eastward on the distant horizon, where a great mountain loomed, misty and indistinct, in the purple haze.

At last the supreme moment has arrived, I said excitedly, drawing the Crescent of Glorious Wonders from the bag in which I had hidden it. We will put the truth of Mohammed ben Ishaks assertions, to the test.

How that piece of engraved metal can effect the rescue of Zoraida remains to me a mystery, Octave exclaimed, intensely interested in the strange experiment I was about to make. He had tied his horse to a palm trunk, taken a draught from his water-skin, and now stood with folded arms, intently watching my actions.

Still half dubious as to whether the old imam had spoken the truth, I gazed upon the Crescent, tracing its mystic inscription, and vainly endeavouring to decipher it.

Did the imam explain the exact position in which you were to place it upon your head? asked my friend.

He told me to let it rest upon my brow, I answered.

Then you must remove your head-gear.

This I did at once, casting it upon the sand. Then, breathless with excitement, knowing how much depended upon the elucidation of the Great Mystery, I took the strangely-shaped object that had experienced so many vicissitudes, and, while Uzanne riveted his dark, serious eyes upon mine, placed it upon my forehead. Pressing its inner edge against my brow, it fitted tightly, the horns gripping my temples with an unpleasant pressure that caused them to throb violently.

Dieu! cried Octave, grasping my left hand suddenly. Tell me — tell me quickly — what ails you?

I was staggering as one intoxicated. I heard his voice, but it seemed distant, even sepulchral, for when the cold metal came in contact with my brow, I experienced sensations excruciatingly painful. Across the top of my skull and through my temples and eyes sharp pains shot, producing an acute sensitiveness, as though flesh and brain were being torn asunder by sharp hooks. In the first acute spasm of suffering, I cried aloud, causing Uzanne considerable anxiety. For a few moments the agony was intense. The tapering ends of the Crescent pressed into my temples, causing them to shoot in spasms that lancinated every nerve, and I felt myself on the point of fainting under the horrible cruciation.

With a sudden impetuous movement I tried to doff the semicircle of metal, but whether I did not pull it evenly, or whether my head had swollen after I had assumed it, I could not tell. All I knew was, that I could not disengage my head from its tightening grip. Clenching my teeth, I struggled against the nauseating faintness that crept over me, and gradually the sudden pangs decreased, until the maddening racking of my brain was succeeded by a curious tranquillisation that caused me to involuntarily reconcile myself to circumstances.
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Octaves presence, and indeed all my immediate surroundings, seemed to fade from my sight, and in their place there was conjured up in the vista down which I seemed to gaze a vision indistinct at first, but gradually becoming more and more vivid. With my face to the east, a feeling of calm pleasure and enchantment overspread me as my vision seemed to extend to treble its normal range.

It was an extraordinary phenomenon.

With my eyes fixed upon the purple mountain fading into a shadowy outline against the clear and brilliant sky, I appeared to gradually approach it. As it grew larger and more distinct, I was enabled to take in the details of the scene, and become enraptured by its charm. The sides of the mountain were clothed by luxuriant foliage and sweet-smelling flowers, and when, in the strange hallucination which had taken possession of me, I approached still nearer, I suddenly experienced a conviction that I had on a previous occasion gazed upon the same scene.

Vainly I tried to recall it. The pressure upon my temples appeared to have crushed and dulled my senses so that any effort to recollect the past was unavailing. My brain seemed electrified by the sudden shock when I had placed the Crescent upon my brow, and now all the past was but a blank, all the present chaotic and incomprehensible. Yet the scene was so familiar, that my inability to recollect where I had before witnessed it was tantalising, and caused me to wonder whether my mind had become unbalanced and the exteriorised image had not been induced by insanity. I dreaded to think it might be so. Yet I now experienced no pain, only a strange, uncontrollable desire to draw nearer. The mountain seemed to act as a magnet, transfixing me, drawing me closer and closer, with a force mystic, but utterly irresistible.

Within me was a violent craving, a sudden longing to search for some unknown person or object concealed there, the truth of which I must at all hazards discover.

Words fell upon my ear; but they were unintelligible. Uzanne was no doubt asking me a question in his eagerness to know what had caused my alarming change of manner, but I heeded not. Swiftly I approached the single mountain rising in its solitary beauty in that vast, lonely land, until suddenly its highest point attracted me, and at last, with an ejaculation of joy, I remembered.

The summit was shaped in the form of a camels hump, crowned by three palms that looked at that altitude no bigger than the little finger-joint. The centre tree raised its feathery head higher than those of its companions. Yes, it was the same! The scene that my keen vision now gazed upon was a reproduction, exact in every particular, of the picture that had been revealed by the crystal mirror that Mohammed ben Ishak had allowed me to gaze upon!

In the mirror I had been painfully impressed by the figure of a dying man in the immediate foreground, but the presence of death no longer marred the scene. Pushing forward still nearer, over rough, broken ground, without experiencing any physical fatigue, I distinguished straight before me a dark spot in the side of a great wall of grey rock, just at a point where it rose from the plain to form part of the mountain. Presently I could see that it was the low arched entrance to what appeared to be a cave, and as a sudden desire seized me to investigate it, I pressed forward, overwhelmed by a vivid conviction that within that cavern lay an elucidation of the Great Mystery. Eagerly I approached, until I had come within a leopards leap of the gloomy opening, then suddenly some inexplicable power arrested my progress. Struggling to proceed, I fought desperately with the unseen influence that held me back, determined that even though I risked my life, I must enter that rocky portal and search for the knowledge by which I might rescue Zoraida. Her words of piteous appeal urged me forward, but though I exerted all my strength and will, yet I did not advance a single inch further towards my weird and gloomy goal.

Some strange intuition told me that this cavern was the spot I sought, yet, though again and again I strove to shake off the shackles that had so suddenly been cast about me, all effort was in vain, for an instant later my heart sank in despair as the scene gradually dissolved and receded from my gaze, until the mountain grew so distant as to appear the mere misty outline that I had at first witnessed, and I was rudely aroused from a state of dreamy wonderment by hearing Octave exclaim in alarm — 

Sapristi! old fellow, Im beginning to think youve taken leave of your senses!

No, I answered, endeavouring to calm myself. I — I have witnessed an extraordinary scene.

Has anything remarkable been revealed? he anxiously inquired.

Yes. I have had a strangely vivid day-dream, by which I have been shown the spot whereat to search for the promised explication.

Where is it? he asked quickly.

In a cavern in yonder mountain, I replied, pointing to the horizon.

In a cavern? he cried in surprise. How have you ascertained that?

I told him of the success of the catoptromancy, of the picture that my breath had produced upon the mirror, and of the exact reproduction which I had just witnessed.

But do you think the Crescent has produced this remarkable chimera? he asked.

Undoubtedly, I replied, releasing my head from it at last, and offering it to him, in order to see whether a similar illusion would be revealed. Removing his head-gear, he allowed me to place it upon his brow in the same position as I had assumed it. I held it there several minutes, and asked whether he experienced either pleasure or pain.

I feel nothing, he declared at last. Then, with an incredulous smile, he added, Im inclined to believe that your remarkable extension of vision is mere imagination. Your nerves are unstrung by thoughts of Zoraidas peril, in combination with the fatigue of your journey.

But I can describe to you yonder mountain minutely, I said. The cave is in a high wall of grey granite, and its mouth, once evidently of spacious dimensions, has been rendered small by sand that has drifted up until it has almost choked it. It is semicircular, but seems narrow inside, forming a kind of shallow grotto.

And what is the general aspect of the mountain side?

The picture still remained vividly impressed upon my memory, so I had no difficulty in giving him an accurate description of what I had seen.

Eh bien! Let us investigate, he said, evidently amazed at my very detailed word-picture of the place. Let us see how far you are correct. For ten minutes youve been gazing at it with such a strange, far-off look in your eyes, that I confess I began to be concerned as to your sanity. I have seen a similar look in the eyes of Chasseurs who have fallen victims to sunstroke.

The mystery is just as inexplicable to myself as it is to you, I answered. Somehow, however, the contact of the Crescent has created within me a firmly-rooted conviction that we shall discover something in that cavern.

If we can find the place, he added, laughing good-humouredly.

Let us try, I said, climbing upon my camel, who had been resting on his knees a few yards away, and causing him to rise. Uzanne, after another pull at his water-skin, sprang upon his horse, and we both commenced to descend again to the sandy plain.

With eyes fixed upon the mountain, rising like an island amid that inhospitable sea of sand, we pressed forward, Uzanne from time to time expressing a hope that we were not seeking a will-o-the-wisp, and speculating as to what mystery might be concealed within the gloomy opening I had described. The way grew more rough, sand being succeeded by great sharp stones, which played havoc with my camels feet, causing me to travel but slowly, for my animals lameness in this vast wilderness might result disastrously. Still we journeyed on, as slowly the great mountain assumed larger proportions, until, after a most tedious course of travel, we found ourselves but a few hundred yards from its base.

The three trees were growing upon the summit as I had seen them in my mental picture, and every detail was the same in reality as I had witnessed it. The ground rose gently, with palmetto and asphodel growing and flourishing among the rocks, but there was no steep cliff of granite — there was no cave!

Uzanne laughed at my abject disappointment.

My surmise was correct, you see, old fellow, he exclaimed, pulling up for a moment to light a cigarette. The mysterious cavern only existed in your distorted imagination.

But how do you account for the fact that I was able to describe the place to you before I had seen it?

Shrugging his shoulders with the air of the true Parisian, he answered, There are mysteries that it would be futile to attempt to fathom. That is one.

His reply annoyed me. It seemed that he either doubted me, or attributed my illusion to some trick of my own.

At least you will accompany me on a ride around the base, I said. I have not yet abandoned hope.

Oh, very well, he said, with a reluctance that was apparent. As you wish. Im afraid, however, youre in search of a phantom.

The mountain cast a welcome shadow, and as we turned our faces northward and picked our way over the stones, riding was not at all unpleasant. For some time, however, neither of us spoke, but when we had ridden about a quarter of a mile further round the base, I suddenly reined up, and, pointing to a great precipitous cliff of granite that, jutting out before us, rose about a hundred feet from the plain, cried — 

See! The cave! At last! Surely that is more than a phantom?

My companion shaded his eyes with his hands for a second, then, turning to me, in an awed voice answered — 

Yes! It is indeed a cave, exactly as you have described it! Forgive me for doubting, but the puzzling strangeness of these extraordinary incidents must be my excuse.

Of course, I answered, too excited for complimentary phrases, and with one accord we both bounded forward, dismounting a few moments later before the strange, mysterious cavern.

Taking our rifles, we both peered into the darkness, which was rendered more impenetrable on account of the brilliance of the day. Breathlessly excited, we stood on the threshold of the natural chamber, the existence of which had been so curiously revealed to me. What mystery lay therein hidden we knew not, and for some moments stood straining our eyes into the dusky gloom. The Crescent of Glorious Wonders had so far revealed the mystery; we had now to explore the cave in search of the Great Secret which Mohammed ben Ishak had promised would be revealed.

If we are to enter, we shall want a light, Octave said at last, in a voice strained by excitement.

Around my water-skins are ropes of plaited grass. They will serve as torches, I exclaimed; and, rushing back to where my camel was calmly kneeling, I took my knife and cut the cords away, dividing them into four long strips, two of which I gave my companion. Striking a match, he lit one, and with our rifles slung behind us, we climbed over the great heap of drifted sand and entered the weird and gloomy grotto.

The uncertain light of the torch was scarcely sufficient to illumine our footsteps. The cavern was spacious, the arched roof being formed of bare, jagged rock, but the sand of the Desert, having drifted in, had so closed the entrance that we had to stoop until we had entered some distance, then we went by gradual descent over the mound of soft sand, down some sixteen feet to the floor of the cavern. Here it widened until it was some twenty feet across, then gradually narrowed, as the ground, formed of rocks over which we clambered, shelved gradually down.

Eagerly we gazed on every side, but only saw rough rocks above, beneath, and around us. So dark was it, that I suggested I should ignite a second torch, but Octave would not hear of it, pointing out that we might be in need of them later.

Weirdly our voices echoed, and it was altogether an uncanny place. Penetrating at length to the extreme end, and finding absolutely nothing, we proceeded to make a closer inspection of the sides of the place, for we had now resolved to thoroughly explore it. Eagerly we searched every nook and cranny, expecting every moment to discover something, but being always disappointed. So lofty was the place in one part that the light did not reach the roof, and above us was an impenetrable gloom, into which we vainly strained our eyes.

The dead silence, the intensely dispiriting character of our surroundings, and the unnatural echo of our voices, so impressed us, that we found ourselves conversing in whispers. Indeed, we were awestricken. A great secret — the character of which we knew not — was to be made known to us, and each time we cast our eyes about us, we glanced half in fear that some strange and extraordinary horror, of which we had not even dreamed, would be suddenly revealed.

Having nearly completed our inspection, we were suddenly startled by a curious noise which sounded in the darkness close to us. Halting, we listened breathlessly for some moments.

Bah! its only a bird, I said, and we moved on again.

Suddenly, however, my companion, holding the torch higher above his head, and pointing straight before us, started as he shrieked — 

Dieu! See! What is that? Shoot! For Gods sake, fire!

So startled was I by his sudden ejaculation, that at first I could see nothing, but, peering in the direction he indicated, I saw in the dusky gloom, about ten yards away, a pair of eyes that in the darkness seemed to emit fire. The eyes moved quickly from side to side, and without a second thought I took my rifle and, aiming full between them, pulled the trigger. The report, deafening in that confined space, was followed by the thud of a falling body, and, rushing up, we discovered that a great panther lay there dead. Our escape had been almost miraculous. The animal had, no doubt, been watching us ever since we entered, and at the very moment when discovered was crouching for a spring. Fortunately, however, my bullet passed through his skull, causing him to leap from the ground and fall in a heap, dead as a stone.

Nom dun tonnerre! That was a narrow shave! Another instant, and one of us would have been under his claws.

Yes, I replied. It was fortunate you noticed him. But we were both too much absorbed in endeavouring to discover the character of the Great Secret to further comment upon the incident.

Resuming our search, ever on the alert lest a similar danger should threaten, we at length found, half concealed behind a projecting rock, a deep recess about four feet square on a level with the ground. Uzanne thrust his flambeau into it, and we were at once surprised to find that the extent of it was not revealed. Briefly we discussed our situation, when my companion exclaimed — 

Well, here goes! I mean to explore this; and with rifle slung behind, and torch in his hand, he went down upon his knees and crawled into the narrow entry. Following close behind him, with heart beating quickly in anticipation of some startling revelation, I crawled onward through the tunnel-like passage, grazing elbows and knees upon the sharp rocks, heeding nothing in my eagerness to explore the depths of this subterranean grotto. The air was not foul, and we had confidence that the narrow passage was more than a mere recess, but were dismayed a few minutes later, when we came to the end, only to find further progress barred by a wall of rugged rock.

Octave minutely examined the great black stones before him, for the passage was so narrow that I could not pass, and therefore could see but little.

Strange! he ejaculated, after he had been carefully examining a long fissure and thrusting his fingers into it. These stones appear suspiciously as if they have been placed here to block up an entry.

What causes you to think so? I inquired.

Because the stratum runs at a different angle to the rest of the stone. There must be some opening beyond.

Cannot we force an entrance? I inquired.

Taking up his rifle, he struck the two great blocks of rock with the butt. A hollow sound was emitted.

Yes, he said. We must break down this barrier. But how?

Why not blow it up with powder? I suggested.

Excellent! he cried, and forthwith I proceeded to put my suggestion into execution. The only receptacle that we had in which to place the powder, was a large cigarette-case of chased copper, which Zoraida had given me on the last occasion we had met, and though I cherished it as a gift from her, I found myself compelled to sacrifice it. Therefore, filling it from my powder-horn so full that it would not quite close, I bound tightly around it a long piece of wire which Octave chanced to have with him, for the Spahis have capacious pockets, and are in the habit of carrying with them all sorts of odds and ends.

This done, I gave the charge to my companion, who carefully placed it deep into the crevice, emptied the powder-horn into the small fissure, and then with considerable ingenuity constructed a slow match. While he laid a train of powder, we gradually receded until we were about half-way back to the large cave, and then, telling me to continue on and carry his rifle, so that nothing might prevent him from getting out quickly, he ignited the match, and followed me with considerable alacrity. With bated breath we threw ourselves down at some distance from the mouth of the passage, awaiting results.

The moments passed like hours, until suddenly there was a bright flash in the low, rocky recess, and next second a terrific explosion caused the earth to tremble. There were sounds of falling rocks, followed by a volume of thick smoke that belched forth and went past us like a cloud; then all was silent again, and we waited another five minutes to allow the fumes to disperse before again venturing into the narrow tunnel.


Chapter Forty Three.

The Great White Diadem.

[image: img122.jpg]

IMPATIENTLY WE AT last crawled forward again, eager to ascertain what our attempt at blasting had effected. Our first impression was that we were worse off than before, as the explosion had hurled great portions of rock along the tunnel, where they now lay nearly blocking it, and in several places we could only advance by squeezing ourselves flat upon our stomachs or struggling sideways between the boulders and the rocky sides of the long recess. Our tedious advance was once or twice almost effectually barred, but each time Octave, whose arms were stronger than I had imagined them, succeeded in pushing back the great pieces of stone sufficiently to allow the passage of our bodies.

Épatant! cried my companion suddenly, just as he had squeezed himself flat to pass a piece of rock that almost barred our passage completely. Excellent! The stones that blocked the entrance have been entirely blown away!

Hurrah! I shouted excitedly, struggling along after him. Can you distinguish anything?

Nothing yet, he answered.

A second later I scrambled up close behind him, but, peering forward over his shoulder, I saw only an impenetrable darkness beyond. The torch he now held did not burn as well as the first, shedding only a flickering, uncertain light. Through the breach we had made we crawled together, and as we stumbled on over the rocks that had been displaced by the explosion, we found there was room to stand upright. The flambeau, held high by my companion, revealed only a portion of the gloomy chamber we had opened, but against the rugged walls, that glistened here and there as the rays fell upon them, we saw black, mysterious-looking objects that in the fickle light looked shadowy and indistinct against a background of Stygian darkness. Their sight startled us. Half choked by smoke and dust, we knew not whether there might be another entrance to this pitch-dark cavern, where wonderful stalactites hung glistering from the roof, or what wild animals might be its tenants.

Holding our loaded rifles in readiness, we listened. But the silence, complete as that of the tomb, remained unbroken. Igniting one of the torches I held in my hand, the light became so far increased that we could distinguish we were in a spacious vaulted natural chamber, that bore traces of previous occupation. My feet caught an object on the ground, and, picking it up, I examined it. It was a leathern scabbard curiously ornamented with metal that was black with age. As we advanced, we found that the dark, mysterious objects we had at first noticed were great packages strongly bound in skins. We counted them; there were thirty-seven. Dust, inches thick, was upon them, for they had evidently been borne over the Desert by camels, and lain secreted there many years. What, we wondered, did they contain?

After a brief inspection of the place, we set to work to investigate. Taking our knives, we commenced upon the pack nearest the place we had entered, but so rotten was the leather that our impatient fingers tore it asunder like paper, and the ropes that had once secured it crumbled into dust at our touch. In breathless eagerness we thrust both hands into the openings we had made and drew them forth.

With one accord we uttered loud ejaculations of abject amazement. Our hands were filled with precious stones!

We could scarce believe our eyes, each half fearing that our sudden good fortune was but a dream. Yet, nevertheless, in a few moments we were convinced of its reality, for time after time we thrust in our hands and allowed the unset gems to run through our fingers like beans. In our delirium of intense excitement as we tore away the wrappings, the jewels became scattered about the ground, and many were trodden under foot.

Beyond ejaculating expressions of amazement, we could not speak. Dumbfounded, we stood caressing in our hands the newly-discovered treasure, vaguely conscious of its enormous value and of the fact that Fortune had at last, in a most extraordinary manner, bestowed her favour bountifully upon us.

Our wealth was beyond our wildest dreams. We were absolutely bewildered by the sight that met our gaze.

The brilliance of the gems, though somewhat dulled by the dust of ages, held us with fascination. Upon the ground around us they lay heaped in such scattered profusion that we seemed powerless to collect them. There were great diamonds of enormous value that flashed, scintillated, and dazzled us under the uncertain rays of the torches, magnificent emeralds, some almost yellow, others green as the deep sea, white, yellow, and rich blue sapphires, huge purple amethysts, pale, exquisitely-coloured beryls, peerless pink and black pearls larger than any in the Crown Jewels, green, straw-coloured, and blue topazes of enormous size, beautiful topazolites of delicate hues, huge blood-red jacinths, opals marvellous in their iridescent reflection of light, and matchless spinels, turquoises, and other stones of all difference of colour and shade and every degree of translucency.

Come! I cried excitedly at last, when speech returned to me; let us see what the next contains! and together we tore asunder the wrappings, to discover a similar hoard of unset gems, many of the diamonds being even larger and more magnificent than those we had at first discovered.

Intoxicated by delight, we proceeded to further investigate our newly-discovered wealth, passing on from bale to bale, finding in each a wondrous collection of precious stones of such size and brilliancy, the like of which our eyes had never before encountered.

Look! I ejaculated, picking out three enormous diamonds that were lying in a heap upon the floor. Each single stone will realise a fortune!
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True, answered Octave gleefully, his eyes glistening with delight. They are as large as any in the world.

Finding a piece of rotten wood that had originally been placed along the edge of one of the packages, apparently to strengthen it, we utilised it as a flambeau, and, proceeding with our investigations, we found that no fewer than sixteen of the great bales contained nothing but gems, most of which had evidently been hurriedly knocked from their settings in order to be more easily transported.

One pack was nearly filled with treasures that were absolutely priceless from an archaeological point of view, for they were genuine and well-preserved relics of bygone ages. Strangely — engraven zircons, hyacinths, tourmalines, spinels, beryls, all of exquisite hues, delicately carved emeralds, and deep blood-red sards with mystic inscriptions and remarkable designs. Hundreds of Egyptian seals in the form of the scarabaeus, or sacred beetle, curious cylindrical seals in chalcedony, and beautiful Greek scarabs, the engraved intaglio of which in most cases was enclosed in a guilloche or engrailed border. There were also large numbers of finely-engraved ornaments of carnelian, chrysoprase, plasma, bloodstone, jasper, beryl, agate, and onyx, and many seals of thin form, through which the light passed sufficiently to show the engraving by transmitted rays, the stones with this view being mostly cut en cabochon.

In another package we discovered, carefully wrapped by themselves in cloths of fine linen — now yellow with age and rotten as tinder — a number of strangely-shaped amulets. Upon many of them were engraved in Arabic gnomic or other sayings, indicating that they were believed to guard the wearer against demons, thieves, and various evils, or regarded as charms for procuring love; while others had on them the names of their possessors, various mottoes, good counsels from the Korân, and even distichs of Arab poetry.

Continuing our search, we came across a great pack of ancient ornaments of gold. Time had in some instances dulled them, but their weight showed their solidity, and the stones set in them were the most magnificent we had ever seen. Rings, bracelets, anklets, necklets, great bands of gold for the arms, earrings, buckles and girdles encrusted with diamonds, emeralds, and sapphires, marvellously-enamelled clasps, jewelled sword-hilts, aigrettes with diamond bases, finely-worked filigree balls of gold, and four magnificent diadems, one of which was set entirely with huge diamonds, that gleamed and flashed with a thousand fires as we held it up, while another was adorned wholly by emeralds. From their delicacy of construction, we judged that their wearers must have been Sultanas. Who, we wondered, were they? Whose harem had their dazzlingly-ornamented figures graced?

From the bottom of this pack I at length drew forth a small oval-shaped casket of tortoise-shell beautifully inlaid with gold devices, around the sides of which was a pious inscription in Arabic. The lid refused to open, therefore I placed it aside, and assisted Octave to further investigate.

On we passed, our amazement becoming more complete every moment, ejaculations of profound surprise and admiration escaping us at almost every breath. In the remaining packs we cursorily inspected, we found a most valuable collection of vessels, goblets, dishes, salvers, urns, and wine-vessels, all of solid gold, each very heavy and exquisitely chased in designs that told their age to be considerably over a thousand years. Some bore hieroglyphics that showed that they had ages before been brought out of Egypt, while upon others were Arabic characters that were easily decipherable. Some indeed were Chaldean, many were Byzantine, while greater portion of the goblets bearing Arabic were profusely set with gems. Fine lamps of chased gold, great heavy ornaments that had once graced the dazzling Courts of Love of some powerful potentate, and beautiful jewelled breastplates we unearthed, together with a large number of shapeless masses of gold, ornaments with the gems still set in them having apparently been ruthlessly melted down in order that they might be the more easily secreted. These rough lumps varied from the size of an orange to that of a mans head, and in several diamonds and other stones were protruding, showing how hurriedly their shape had been altered, and the whole system of careless packing testifying to the fact that they had been brought there with swiftness and secrecy.

Are we dreaming? cried my companion in an awed tone, when we had finished examining the contents of the last pack, and relighted another piece of wood we had found. I cannot yet fully realise the extent of this wonderful discovery!

It is indeed amazing, I said, looking around upon the vast hoard of treasure that lay heaped in every direction. This then is the Great Secret revealed by the Crescent of Glorious Wonders!

And a secret worth obtaining, my companion added. It is yours, for you discovered it. You are indeed a Croesus!

Yes, no doubt its value is enormous, I answered. But in what manner can its recovery effect Zoraidas safety?

I thought only of her. In my waking hours her fair, wistful face was ever before me; in my dreams she appeared, urging me on to seek the solution of the mystery. I had found an extraordinary and magnificent collection of gems, hundreds of which were unique in the world. They would give me enormous wealth; but would they also bring me happiness? Alas! I feared they would not, for I had not fully solved the problem. I stood silent, thoughtful, and disheartened.

Octave Uzanne roused me. I was thinking little of the piles of gorgeous jewels at my feet; my thoughts were all of her.

You havent opened that tortoise-shell box yet, old fellow, he exclaimed. There might be something in it.

Ah! I had forgotten! I answered, suddenly recollecting its existence. Truth to tell, in the excitement of the moment I had thrown it aside, and it lay in a dark corner unheeded. My companion searched for a few moments, found it, and handed it to me.

With trembling hands I tried to wrench off the lid, but it would not budge. No clasp secured it, yet the lid fitted with an exactness that rendered it quite air-tight. Several times I made vain efforts to open it, and at last was compelled to draw my knife, insert the point of the blade, and so wrench it asunder, utterly ruining the lid.

From inside I drew forth a folded piece of skin, dried, yellow and wrinkled with age. So crisp and brittle was it that it almost broke asunder as, on carefully opening it, I found it covered with small Arabic characters closely written in ink that had faded and become brown and dim by time. Glancing at the bottom, my eyes caught the characters which, more legible than the others, told me its age.

It is actually over a thousand years old! I cried. See! The date is 311 of the Hedjira! and with Octave holding the torch and eagerly following me, I proceeded to decipher the crabbed and difficult writing, reading it aloud as follows: — 

RECORD OF THE HADJ MOHAMMED ASKIÁ, SULTAN OF THE SÓNGHAY, PEARL OF THE CONCH OF PROPHECY, WHO DESCENDED FROM THE THRONE OF MAGNIFICENCE AND GLORY AFTER MUCH TROUBLE AND AFFLICTION, WHO FROM HIS HEAD REMOVED THE DIADEM OF RESPECT AND FROM HIS BODY THE CLOAK OF HONOUR, WHOSE ROSE-GROVE BECAME A HUT OF GRIEF, WHO WRITETH THESE WORDS IN THE DARK NIGHT OF SEPARATION.

In the name of Allah, the Merciful, the Clement! Praise is my garment, magnificence is my cloak, grandeur my veil, and all creatures within my kingdom are my men-servants and my maid-servants. O Discoverer of this my Word, know that thou who openest this casket and findest this my treasure, assuredly hast thou learned the secret by the power of the Crescent, the cusp of which is the wondrous Revealer of Secrets and its graven words are as a bright light in the darkness. Before its power men quake in fear, for it bringeth victory over thine enemies and exceeding wealth. By thy belief in the power of the Revealer, thou hast been translated from affliction to the happiness of dignity, and hast been promoted from baseness unto the summit of magnificence; thy mind will be illumined with the light of the interpretation of dreams, and in the storehouse of thine intellect wilt thou deposit the secrets of the treasure of prophecy. Remain ye steadfast, and if thou lovest a woman, be thou not discomforted, for Allah hath predestined blessings, and will bring thine affairs to the desired termination. Upon thee be most abundant salutations and greetings. Those beside whom I fought in battle have deserted me on account of the plague of bloodsuckers. I have descended the throne of dominion and have secreted my treasure, to wander in search of peace. Even though I have presage that I pass in short space from the Mansion of Vexation to the Imperishable Kingdom, yet my memory will only be blotted from the pages of the times to be revived. Happy thou who hast possessed thyself of my camels packs, for they will guide thee out of the Valley of Confusion, and if thou lovest a woman, easy will be thy path to the tying of the knot of matrimony, and verily will the verdure of the meadow of life be as a cloak unto thee. O my soul, thou hast cramped mine heart; burnt my spirit. I said, I will complain, but thou hast burnt my tongue. Thou art gone, and we gave many promises of meeting, in hopes of which thou hast consumed me as a lamp. I said, I will lament my separation, but within me hast thou burnt that lamentation. I cannot wish evil to anyone, for the good and evil of this world are but transient. Know, O Discoverer of the Treasure, she who is the light of thine eyes will soon invest thee with the ennobling robe of her choice, for I have made thee a confidant of mysteries, and upon thee will the favours of Allah be plentifully showered. If adversities threaten her, give unto her this my record, together with the Great White Diadem, that is of diamonds, and they shall be weapons in her hands by which they who harbour evil designs against her shall fall, while thee and she shall walk in peace beside the limpid brooks, where the waters of good fortune meander into the river of dignity. If the flames of thine enemys malevolence are kindled against thee, take thee also the Emerald Diadem for thyself, for it shall be an indication of prosperity that shall appear upon thy forehead, and shall astonish and disconcert them. To thee the world shall be pleasant as the face of the woman thou lovest. It is incumbent on thee who hast believed, who hast sought, and who hast found, to live merrily in this brief life during the season of flowers, for this is thy purpose, and life is short. Laugh at the times as the cloud wept, for roses smile because the dawn weeps. Unto one faithful follower, he who is named Emrân, son of Anûsh, son of Yusuf, who hath been compelled to leave me to travel afar over the Great Desert, have I entrusted the Crescent, to be handed down through generations, and after a thousand years have elapsed, to be given unto one who hath faith in its power, in order that he may solve the Great Mystery. Endeavour not to learn the cause of its secret power, for it is an influence the existence whereof none knoweth in thy generation. Suffice it that thou hast secured the Treasure of the Sultan Askiá; that my hands, long ago crumbled unto dust, have watered the thirsty meadows of thine hopes, and that thou knowest thou wilt hereafter dwell in the meadows of felicity. Remember, O Holder of my Treasure, my commands. May thy feet never cross the threshold of the House of Misery, and may many years elapse ere thou art translated from thy frail abode to the Mansion of Eternity. Enduring and permanent is Allah alone. Peace.

Written on the fourth of the month Chaoual, 311 of the Hedjira.

Extraordinary! ejaculated Octave. It is a voice from the grave!

The will of the most powerful of the Sultans, who has bequeathed to me all his riches, I said, almost stupefied by the stupendous wealth that had been heaped upon me.

Handling the precious document with infinite care, I refolded it and placed it back in its broken box.

Shall you carry out his commands? he asked.

To the letter, I answered; then, looking round, I added, It seems that, having secreted his treasure here, he walled up the entrance with rocks which he cemented together, thus hermetically sealing this chamber, and so preserving its valuable contents.

Yes. But the mystic influence of the Crescent of Wonders, and its effect? How do you account for it?

It is a mystery which I am commanded not to attempt to solve, I said quietly. For the present, I am content with what has been revealed; and, remembering the dead Sultans instructions, I walked to the heap of gold ornaments and took therefrom the Great White Diadem. It was a magnificent ornament, encrusted with huge and wonderful diamonds of the first water, three exquisitely fine stones, cut in the form of a crescent, forming a centre-piece. After a short search, I drew from the pile of jewels the Emerald Diadem, an ornament of similar shape, but green with flashing gems, the central one, enormous, and of magnificent colour, being fashioned as a star. Dusting both of them lightly with my burnouse, the stones shone with bewildering brilliancy.

To place the Great White Diadem and the parchment record in Zoraidas hands was my first object, and, with that end in view, my companion and I held brief consultation, the result being that, having promised my friend a portion of the treasure, we resolved to take a few of the more remarkable of the jewels, and leave at once, blocking up the entrance after us. As the packages had remained there untouched for a thousand years, it was scarcely likely anyone would find their way to that cavern in the unexplored Desert before we returned, and even if they did, the narrow passage would be barred in such a manner as to be utterly impassable except by blasting.

Therefore, gathering together a number of set and unset gems, rings, bracelets, and seals, we filled our pockets to overflowing, and, wrapping others in a piece of the crumbling leather, we forthwith went back to the narrow entrance, leaving the jewels scattered as they had fallen from the camels packs. By our united efforts we succeeded in rolling forward great pieces of rock, until the entry was entirely blocked up, and again, at the other end of the tunnel-like passage, we placed a similar barrier.

Then, finding our way up to the surface again, we emerged into the brilliant day, and, after a hasty meal, mounted, and with eager faces turned towards Agadez, we set out hopeful and jubilant, with treasures of great price concealed in our capacious saddle-bags.


Chapter Forty Four.

Le Commencement de la Fin.
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BRIEFLY RESTING DURING the blazing noon, we resumed our way speedily across the treacherous sand dunes and rough stones, through the nameless ruined city, until, at dawn of the second day, away on the plain before us, rose the tall palms of Tjigrin.

On reaching the edge of the oasis, Octave took bearings by his pocket compass, and afterwards we continued our way in search of the camp of Spahis, to which it was imperative that he should return. We had arranged that I should rest and obtain supplies from them before continuing my journey alone to Agadez; and that he should, after obtaining leave of absence from his commander, follow me in the guise of a letter-writer. At the City of the Ahír, after I had placed the Great White Diadem and the ancient manuscript in Zoraidas hands, we could then decide the best means by which we could remove the treasure to Algiers. I still kept him in ignorance of the occupation of Agadez by Hadj Absalam, accounting for Zoraidas presence there by the fact that she had performed a pious visit to the tomb of a celebrated marabout in the vicinity. Knowing my friends eagerness to secure the piratical old chieftain, and feeling that any attempt in that direction would seriously compromise Zoraida, if it did not, indeed, cost her her life, I considered the wisest course was to arouse no suspicion of the truth until he himself discovered the situation. Alone in Agadez, he would be unable to act; whereas if the Spahis obtained the slightest inkling of the whereabouts of the outlaws they had so long and vainly sought, it was certain they would rush to the attack, a proceeding which would no doubt be fatal to all my hopes, having in view the reward offered for Zoraidas capture.

I had grown accustomed to this life of sorrow-dogged wandering — now here, now there — so accustomed to it, indeed, that I did not perceive fatigue. Mirthfully we travelled across the verdant, well-wooded tract, with eyes keenly watchful, until at last, when the sun was setting, tinting the beautiful landscape with exquisite lucent colours, amber and gold with amethystine shadows, we came upon the spot, only to find the camp had been struck. The empty tins that had contained preserved foods, the bones, and the black patches on the sand with blackened embers, told their own tale. The Spahis had resaddled their horses and ridden away, we knew not whither! These flying horsemen of the plains rarely remain at one spot for long, and move with a rapidity that is astounding; yet it puzzled Octave considerably, and certainly appeared to me curious, that they should have left their missing comrade to his fate.

Uzanne, dismounting, examined the ground minutely, picked up some of the discarded tins and peered inside them, turned over the dead embers, and occupied himself for some minutes in inspecting the holes whence the tent-poles had been withdrawn. Then, returning to me, he said — 

They left hurriedly. Rations were flung away half eaten, and in some cases there was not even sufficient time to withdraw the tent-pegs!

What could have alarmed them?

Most probably they expected an attack by the Kanouri. Before I left, a scout had come in with the news that their fighting men were encamped in force in the valley beyond the rocks of Tefraska. We must endeavour to trace the direction in which they have gone.

The thought flashed across me that each hour I lingered delayed Zoraidas emancipation.

Why waste time? I urged. What is there to prevent you from accompanying me to Agadez? You have not deserted; your comrades have been compelled to desert you!

At first he was obdurate. It was his duty, he declared, to rejoin his squadron. But presently, after I had persuaded him by every possible argument to continue his companionship, he at last, with much reluctance, consented. Then once again we turned our faces north-west, towards Dibbela. He had grown gloomy and thoughtful, uttering few words, and giving vent to expressions of impatience whenever his jaded horse stumbled or slackened its pace. The cause of this was not far to seek. Our conversation had turned upon Paris and her people. I had been recounting those happy, ever-to-be-remembered days when I lived four storeys up in the Rue St. Séverin; when, careless Bohemian that I was, the sonnets of Musset thrilled me, the quips of Droz convulsed me, the romances of Sue held me breathless, and the pathos of Mürger caused me to weep. An unsuccessful art student, a persistent hanger-on to the skirts of journalism, I lived the life of the Quartier Latin, and though I oft-times trod the Pont Neuf without a sou, yet I was, nevertheless, supremely happy and content.

Until now, mine has been but a grim fortune, I said. The money that took me out of the world I loved brought me only unhappiness and discontent. It caused me to become cynical, dissatisfied with my English surroundings, dissatisfied with myself. Even now I gaze back with regret upon those blissful hours of idle gossip over our vermouth and our mazagran; those frugal days of desperate struggle to obtain a foothold in literature, those mad, rollicking fêtes du nuit; that pleasant, reckless life, so happily divided between pleasure and toil. How well, too, I recollect those easy-going, laughter-loving children of Bohemia, my boon companions, each of whose purse was ever at the others command; how vividly their faces and their bonhomie come back to me, now that I am, alas! no longer of their world, no longer a denizen of the Quartier where the man is not judged by his coat, and wealth commands no favours.

You are not ostracised as I am, he blurted out, with much bitterness. You have riches; you will win the woman you love, and return to Paris, to Brussels, to London, there to live in happiness; while I — mon Dieu! — I, professing a religion I do not follow, sailing under false colours, eating kousskouss from a wooden platter, broiling always beneath this merciless sun, shall one day fall, pierced by an Arabs bullet! Bah! — the sooner it is all ended the better.

Why meet trouble half-way? I asked, endeavouring to cheer him. You have come out to this wild land to efface your identity, because if you had remained in Europe you would have been charged with a crime, the sequel of which would have been the lifelong unhappiness of the woman you love. I admit, your future appears dull and hopeless, but why despair? There may be a day when you will be able to return to her without branding her children as those of a murderer.

Never!

Tout arrive à point à qui sait attendre, I observed cheerily. Ah, he replied, smiling sadly, it is a long and weary waiting. Even while she seeks me, I am compelled to go further afield, in order to conceal my existence.

I can sympathise with you, I said. All of us bear our burdens of sorrow.

What sorrow can possess you? he retorted. The woman to whose arms you are now flying will accompany you back to civilisation, there to commence a new life. You will show her our world of spurious tinsel and hollow shams; you will educate her as a child into what we call les convenances, teach her what to accept and what to avoid, and she, who to-day is the leader of a band of outlaws, will become an idol of Society. Proud of her beauty, content in her love, you will at last find the perfect peace for which you have been searching, and for which you have risked so much.

Of you I will make the same prophetic utterances, I answered, laughing. Your life will not always be darkened by this cloud. It is a passing shadow that will be succeeded by sunshine.

But he only shook his head, sighed, and remained silent.

To the sorrow weighing so heavily upon his brave, generous heart I made no further allusion during the ten days we travelled together, first to the little town of Dibbela, — where he discarded his Spahis dress for the white burnouse and fillet of camels hair of the Arab of the plain, — then, spurring over the boundless desert of Ndalada, and through the Agram Oasis, until, in the dazzling glare of a brilliant noon, we passed through a clump of palms, and distinguished, in the far distance, the dome and tall square minaret of the great mosque of Agadez.

Approaching, we gradually discerned the high white walls of the city, with its flat-roofed houses rising tier upon tier upon the hillside, centring round the Mesállaje, while in the background the high strong walls of the palace, wherein Zoraida was incarcerated, awaiting my return, loomed stern and sombre against the cloudless cerulean sky.

But I had elucidated the Great Mystery. I had unearthed the treasure that for a thousand years had lain lost deep down in the earth, and as evidence, in my saddle-bags I bore the two priceless diadems and the scroll traced by the powerful Sultan Askiá himself. Ere long the coronet of diamonds would be in Zoraidas hands; she would open and read the faded record, and the power of the Great White Diadem to release her would then be put to its crucial test. Now that the Secret had been revealed to me in a manner so extraordinary, I doubted nothing. I had implicit confidence in the mystic power of the Diadem, and felt assured that in a few short hours I should hold Zoraida in my arms free, the mysterious trammels that had so long bound her to the Ennitra at last torn asunder.

Suddenly we saw five horsemen galloping out from the deep archway of the city gate towards us. The guard of the Ennitra had evidently discerned us, and, taking us for stragglers unaware of the fall of the young Sultan, were riding forward to capture us.

They will be disappointed when they meet us, I exclaimed, laughing. For the present I am under the protection of their Daughter of the Sun, and you, as my servant, are safe also.

Safe — safe! he cried, a second later, pulling up his horse so quickly that he threw it upon its haunches, and shading his keen, practised eyes with both his hands. See! — see! Those men who are raising a cloud of sand about them — cannot you recognise them?

Stopping my camel, I shaded my eyes, and peered eagerly before me. Through the whirling sand raised by their hoofs, and blown by the strong wind before them, I suddenly caught a glimpse of scarlet. Again I fixed my eyes intently upon them, until the sand obscuring them cleared. A second later I was startled, for, to my dismay, I saw that the party consisted of a single Spahi and four Chasseurs dAfrique!

What — what does this mean? I gasped, amazed, with my gaze riveted upon the soldierly figures, sharp cut against the sky, tearing rapidly along in our direction.

Que diabe! Its extraordinary! Come, let us hasten to ascertain the truth; and, suiting the action to the word, he spurred forward, I following his example.

Ten minutes later we met, and after the Spahi had recognised his comrade, and the Chasseurs had satisfied themselves that I was not an Arab, we learned from them that strange and startling events had occurred in Agadez since I had left it. As they rode back again with us at an easy pace, one of the Chasseurs, who had now sheathed his heavy sabre and lit a cigarette, replying to my hasty questions, explained the situation. With a strong Gascon accent, he said — 

The expedition was carefully planned, and carried out with considerable secrecy. Two months ago, when our squadron was at Tuggurt under Captain Carmier, we heard that the Ennitra were moving towards the Ahír, with the intention, apparently, of attacking Agadez. This news was telegraphed from Biskra to the General of Division at Algiers, who at once decided upon the plan of campaign to be carried out by a punitive expedition. Orders were immediately transmitted to the eastern advanced posts, by which a regiment of Spahis were moved to the Tjigrin Oasis, two regiments of Turcos, three battalions of Zouaves, and three batteries of artillery, with some light machine guns, to Tagama, while we of the Chasseurs — encamped outside Azarara, both of which places are four days journey south and north respectively from the City of the Ahír. Only the commanding officers knew the object of these movements, and it appears that the plans were so preconcerted that we should combine against the Ennitra just at the moment they marched to the attack of Agadez.

You failed to arrive early enough to prevent the massacre, I observed.

Yes, unfortunately. Through some delay in the transmission of an order to the Spahis, several days were lost, and when, at last, two weeks ago, our squadrons effected a junction, and we stole silently at midnight, holding our scabbards until we came before yonder walls, we found the city in the possession of the Ennitra, those of its people who survived reduced to slavery, and Hadj Absalam installed in state in the palace. Swiftly we descended upon the place. Yells and savage cries rent the midnight silence. The crash of the volleyed firing sounded high above the shrieks for quarter. There was indescribable panic in the city, and although through the night the conflict was desperate and the Ennitra fought with that dogged courage that has always made them conspicuous, yet the havoc wrought by our machine guns appalled them from the first. Gaining the city walls at dawn, we stormed the Fáda, and by noon had captured the place, and nearly four hundred of the Ennitra, including Hadj Absalam and the man known as Labakan, were prisoners in our hands.

And what of Zoraida? I gasped, with sinking heart.

You mean, I suppose, the woman, known as Daughter of the Sun? She has been, it is said, leader in most of the marauding expeditions, and on that account a reward was offered by the Government for her capture. It was she who, still in her gorgeous harem dress, rushed out at the first alarm, and led her horde of cut-throats to the defence of the city. Armed with knife and pistol, she plunged with indomitable courage, and with an utter disregard for her life, into the thick of the fight, acting as courageously as any of those wild desert pirates whom she led with such extraordinary tact. Once or twice I caught a glimpse of her as she urged on our yelling and bewildered foe. Report had not lied as to her beauty. Her loveliness was entrancing.

Where is she now? I demanded breathlessly.

I know not, msieur, the man answered, shrugging his shoulders.

But surely you know if she still lives?

The bodies of some women were found, he answered carelessly. It is believed hers was amongst them.

My God! I cried brokenly, turning to Octave, who was riding on my left. It cant be true — it cant be!

Wait, he said quietly. Seek Carmier. Perhaps the truth has been hidden from the men.

Msieur has asked me a question, observed the Chasseur, raising his eyebrows; I have replied to the best of my knowledge.

And Hadj Absalam? What has become of him? I asked, noticing that we were now passing heaps of human bones, already stripped by the vultures and whitened by the sun.

We captured him when we entered the palace, and imprisoned him in one of the smaller chambers, under a strong guard. He endeavoured to commit suicide, but was prevented.

I asked no further question. I remembered only the sweet, beautiful face of the brave, fearless woman to whom I owed my life, and who had promised to love me always. How her calm, serious, wistful countenance came up before me! Surely it could not be that I was never to look again into those dark, luminous eyes, so appealing and so true — surely they were not closed for ever in death! Now I had successfully elucidated the mystery that had remained an unsolved problem a thousand years, surely she would not be snatched from me! Yet Zouave guards were resting on their rifles at the gate; in the open space beyond a bugle was sounding, and a word of command shouted in French brought to a halt half a battalion of Turcos in marching order. Agadez was in the possession of the French. Ever extending their territory in the Soudan, they had, while breaking the power of the Ennitra, firmly established themselves at another important advanced post. But at what cost? Alas! at the cost of my happiness!

I was dazed, stupefied. The only idea I could grasp was that all my efforts through long and weary months had been in vain; that I had been unable to save her. Truly, the Omen of the Camels Hoof was being fulfilled!

Without pausing to gaze upon the half-burned town, I sped onward to the Fáda, where I was told I should probably discover my friend, Captain Carmier. My search did not occupy long, for I found him in the ruined Hall of the Divan, in conversation with General Seignouret, the elderly officer in command of the expedition.

You! mon cher Cecil? cried the Captain gaily, extending his hand as I advanced. What brings you here?

Cannot you guess? I answered.

You told me months ago at Tuggurt that you were journeying here to fulfil some strange promise you had made to a woman. You little expected to find us here before you — eh? he asked, laughing.

When I was your guest on my way south, I could not tell you the object of my journey, as I had promised to keep it secret.

Well, the woman must have been particularly fascinating to have induced you to undertake such a risky journey, especially with Hadj Absalams band scouring the Desert.

You will admit, I think, that she was fascinating, I said as quietly as I could. Her name was Zoraida.

Dieu! Not the woman who is known as Daughter of the Sun?

The same. She has promised to become my wife. Take me to her. Let me speak with her, I urged, frantic with impatience.

Alas! mon ami! I regret I cannot, he replied, shaking his head sorrowfully.

She surely is not dead?

No — not dead. She is a prisoner, and, with Hadj Absalam and a man called Labakan, is on her way, under a strong escort, to Algiers.

To Algiers? I gasped, dismayed.

It is unfortunate that she of all women should have fascinated you, observed General Seignouret, who had been standing by, because her career has been a terrible one. The Ministry in Paris gave orders for her capture months ago, and offered a heavy reward, which my men here have at last won. I have now sent her to Algiers for trial.

She is innocent. She hated the life; those scenes of bloodshed and horrible barbarities appalled and nauseated her, I cried in passionate protest. Her strange position had been thrust upon her by sheer ill-fortune. Tell me, for what crimes will she be tried?

For outlawry and murder, the General answered abruptly. And the punishment?

Why think more of her? he suggested, casting away the end of his cigarette. It is useless to still contemplate marriage, for her freedom is impossible when the punishment for either offence is the guillotine.

The guillotine? I cried, in mad despair. And your men are dragging her onward — onward across the Desert to a cruel, ignominious, and brutal end?

Think of the massacre of Deschanel and his brave Spahis, of the many raids whereby unarmed caravans have been looted, and their owners butchered; think of the hundreds of our men who have been ruthlessly murdered or horribly tortured by the fiendish band under the leadership of this pretty savage! It was her presence, her voice, that urged on the Ennitra to the frightful massacre and awful barbarities after this city had fallen into their hands; and again she commanded her people in their desperate defence of the city when we endeavoured to take the place by surprise.

But I tell you the leadership was forced upon her against her will by those ferocious brutes! I said warmly. Ah! you do not know her as well as I.

We know her quite sufficiently to be aware that her crimes have cost many of our unfortunate comrades their lives, and that the death sentence is the only one that can be passed upon her. The Government are determined the punishment in her case shall be exemplary, the stern old General answered, turning from me to take a dispatch that had just been brought in by a Spahi messenger.

Come, old fellow, Cannier whispered, taking me kindly by the arm and leading me forth into the once-beautiful harem-garden. Forget this woman. For her it must certainly be either the lunette or La Nouvelle. No effort of yours can ever give her freedom. Besides, think of her past; is she, after all, worth troubling about?

Worth troubling about? Yes, I answered promptly, turning upon him angrily. Why should you judge her thus? You only know her by the idle and exaggerated gossip of the camp; yet you believe her to be a bloodthirsty harridan, delighting in scenes of massacre and pillage, a woman who regarded every caravan, every Zouave, and every Chasseur as her lawful and natural prey!

No, not a harridan by any means! he exclaimed. I admit her beauty and grace is unsurpassed. She is by far the most lovely woman I have ever seen — and I have seen a few beauties in my time at Royat, Etretat, Biarritz, and Trouville.

I am not discussing her countenance, mon ami I continued, with perhaps undue warmth. I am asking why you condemn her. Tell me, have the authorities any direct evidence that she has ever been guilty of murder?

He hesitated, rolling a fresh cigarette thoughtfully.

Well — no, he answered. As far as I am aware, there is no specific case upon which they rely.

Then they intend to transport her to New Caledonia for life, or perhaps even drag her to the guillotine, merely to deter other tribes from defying French rule! I said, biting my lip.

Sapristi! It is useless to argue with you, he answered quickly. You are fascinated by her, and, of course, will believe no ill. In your eyes she is simply a paragon of virtue. Therefore, the fewer words we exchange upon the painful topic the better.
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You have declared my inability to save her, I exclaimed with anger, indignant at his prejudice against her and at the thought of her, a prisoner, roughly handled by the uncouth Chasseurs, who even at that moment were hurrying her with all speed over the Desert towards Algiers. You predict that all my efforts will be in vain; nevertheless, I shall follow, and do my best.

If you attempt to rescue her from the custody of the escort, you will without doubt get a bullet in your head.

I need no warnings, I snapped; but further words were cut short by the sudden reappearance of General Seignouret, who, advancing to my friend, exclaimed — 

I must send an urgent dispatch to headquarters at Algiers. Whom do you recommend to carry it?

I am starting at once for Algiers, I said; then, turning to Carmier, I urged, Send Octave Uzanne, the Spahi. He is my friend.

Uzanne? — Uzanne? repeated the Captain reflectively. Ah! I remember, I have heard of him. He was a survivor of Deschanels detachment, and a valiant fellow. Yes, he shall bear the message.

In an hour it will be ready, the General said; then, turning, he strode back into the Hall of the Divan, his spurs jingling, and his scabbard trailing over the polished floor that still bore ugly stains of blood.

So you really intend setting out again on this fools errand? Carmier asked, when his General had gone.

I do. I must — I will save her.

Bah! Was she not a sorceress, a priestess of that strange secret society the Senousya, of which we can discover nothing; was she not indeed an inmate of Hadj Absalams harem, a—

Nothing you can allege against her can deter me from the strenuous endeavour I am about to make, I interrupted, with firmness. She shall not be snatched from me, for I love her. Be she innocent or guilty, I will save her!

But, with a cynical smile, he shrugged his shoulders, and, turning on his heel, walked away.


Chapter Forty Five.

The Price of Silence.
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ALONG THE BROAD Boulevard de la République the straight double row of gas-lamps that face the sea were already shedding their bright light, as Octave and I drove rapidly, having at last arrived at Algiers. Our toilsome journey over the sun-baked Desert from Agadez had occupied us nearly five weeks, and now, after twenty-four hours in an execrable railway carriage, we had arrived with aching bones, heads wearied, and thoroughly worn out by fatigue.

Both of us were intensely anxious; he bound to deliver his dispatch, yet fearful lest the woman he loved should discover him, and I consumed by grief and despair, but nevertheless determined at all hazards to strive for the release of Zoraida. Inquiries we made at Biskra — the point where we had first touched European civilisation — showed that the prisoners, under a strong guard, had reached there and gone on by train to Algiers, thirteen days before our arrival. I saw, therefore, there was not a moment to lose. Zoraida was in deadliest peril, and I alone remained her friend. Through those long, weary, never-ending weeks, while we had been pressing onward over the glaring, monotonous plains, my thoughts had been constantly of her, and vainly did I endeavour, hour after hour, day and night, to devise some means by which I could effect her liberty. Tortured by gloomy apprehensions of her impending doom, meditating upon the hopelessness of the situation, and utter futility of attempting her release in face of the howling demand of the French colonists for exemplary punishment, I had journeyed onward, not knowing how to act. I had returned to Algiers to be near her, to hear the evidence at her trial, to — ah! I could not bear to contemplate the horrible moment! — to witness sentence passed upon her.

Across the Place du Gouvernement our driver took us swiftly, shouting, as he cleared a way through the crowd of cosmopolitan promenaders, who, while enjoying the refreshing breeze, listened to popular operatic airs performed by the splendid Zouave band. Against the clear, starlit sky, the white dome and square minaret of the Mosque de la Pêcherie stood out in bold relief, familiar objects that recalled vivid recollections of the strange adventures that had occurred to me on the last occasion I had passed under those walls. Reflections were, however, cut short by our sudden stoppage under the clump of palms before the Hotel de la Régence, and very soon we had installed ourselves in the same rooms overlooking the Place that I had previously occupied. While Octave ordered dinner, I walked to a clothiers a few doors away, selected some European habiliments to replace my dirty, ragged Arab garments, and on returning, purchased a copy of the Dépêche, which an Arab urchin was crying in a shrill treble. Ascending to the salle-à-manger, where my companion awaited me, I sank into a chair, and, opening my paper, glanced at its contents.

A newspaper was of interest, after being so many months cut off from ones own world, as I had been; but almost the first heading which caught my eye was, The Governors Reception To-Night; and, having ascertained that His Excellency was giving a grand ball, I commenced reading an article headed, The Assassins from the Desert, which, after enumerating the long string of crimes with which Hadj Absalam, Labakan, and Zoraida were to be charged, continued its hysterical denunciation as follows: — 

Too long have the piratical Ennitra been the terror, alike of caravan, village, and advanced post. For many years, indeed, ever since the rebellion, this tribe of freebooters has held sway over the Sahara entirely unchecked, pillaging, massacring, reducing their weaker neighbours to slavery, and attacking our military posts with an audacity and daring that has caused equal surprise on both sides of the Mediterranean. The crowning incident in the startling career of this extraordinary woman — who, if report be true, possesses the beauté du diable, and has actually led the marauders on their bloody forays — was the treacherous attack upon the column of Spahis, under Deschanel, at the well of Dhaya, when only nine of the force survived the massacre, all of them being held prisoners. The subsequent desperate assault on Agadez, the fiendish slaughter there, the revolting scenes enacted within the Sultans palace, all are events fresh in the minds of our readers. Such horrible deeds, openly committed in territory under the rule of France, disgrace the military organisation upon which we pride ourselves, disgrace our Service des Affaires Indigènes, disgrace the annals of our colony, and cause all Europe to cry shame upon us. At length, however, the Government has tardily stirred itself; at last it has sent sufficient force in pursuit of this mysterious Queen of the Desert and her bloodthirsty horde; at last they are here, in Algiers, safe in the custody of trusty gaolers. Let justice now be done. Let no false sentiment be aroused on their behalf, merely because Zoraida is a woman. Beauty and sex have too often influenced a jury; but they must not in this case. As leader of the band, she is as guilty as this fierce old Sheikh who is pleased to style himself Sultan of the Sahara, therefore her punishment must be equally severe with his. Her case is unique, and requires exemplary sentence. If, by our present Code, she cannot be sent to the guillotine, then the people of Algeria demand the passing of a special Act. Deportation is no punishment for her many flagitious crimes; she must die.

The waiter brought me LAkhbar and the Moniteur, both of which contained strongly-worded articles expressing an almost identical opinion, and all showing how high the feeling ran. Indeed, ere I had been in Algiers an hour, I could plainly see what intense excitement the capture of the prisoners had created, and what eager interest was manifested in their forthcoming trial. All Europeans and colonists were loud in their denunciations of the Ennitra in general, and Zoraida in particular, but the Arabs, who formerly had experienced secret satisfaction at the discomforture of their conquerors, now exchanged glances full of meaning, smoking, stolid, silent, and unmoved. No doubt, the Senousya were holding secret meetings everywhere to discuss the situation, and perhaps, in the kahouas at night, when the doors were closed and precautions taken that no unbeliever should overhear, there were whispers of a sinister and threatening character, and the dark-faced men of Al-Islâm clutched at their knives. But, to the world, the followers of the Prophet betrayed no concern. They awaited patiently the signal of the great uprising.

Our almost silent meal concluded, Octave went out to report himself at the military headquarters, and deliver General Seignourets dispatch, while I ascended to my room and changed my travel-stained rags for the ready-made, ill-fitting suit I had bought. After making a hurried toilet, I stood at the window, hopeless and despondent, gazing out upon the splendid, cloudless night. From the great square below, where ghostly figures in spotless burnouses came and went, where lovers lingered under the deep shadows of the mosque, and Madame sold her journals at the little kiosque lit by a single glimmering candle, there came up a slow, dreamy waltz refrain, borne upon a breath of roses from the flower-stalls beneath the palms. The flashing light of the port swept the sea with its long shaft of white brilliance, a cool, refreshing breeze stirred the palm branches, and a fountain plashing into its marble basin, all combined to produce a tranquil scene, beautiful and entrancing.

But upon me its effect was only discord. Quickly I closed the windows to shut out the music, and looked slowly around the cheerless room. In desperation, I asked myself how I could act, but no solution of the problem came to me. I could only think of my crushing sorrow. The iron had entered my soul.

Slowly the clock in the mosque struck the hour. I counted the strokes. It was ten oclock.

The bell aroused me. With clenched hands and quick, fevered steps I paced the room in a frenzy of despair. My mind seemed becoming unbalanced again. How true was the prophecy of my dead fellow-traveller, when he warned me that the Omen of the Camels Hoof was always fatal to love. I had laughed then at his fateful words, but what poignant bitterness their remembrance now brought me!

In my desperation I was seized by a madness, violent and uncontrollable, for with all my hopes shattered and scattered to the winds, only an unbearable burden of grief and woe remained to me.

Zoraidas face was ever-present with me; the calm, beautiful countenance of the pure, honest woman, now being hounded to the scaffold by an indignant populace. I loved her with a true, fervent love; if she died, I told myself that I should no longer care to live. She was the only woman I had ever looked upon with affection, the only woman who had stirred the chords of love within me. I was devoted to her; nay, I idolised her. Surely Fate would not dash from my lips the cup of happiness now, at the very moment when I had discovered riches that would give her every luxury she could desire!

The Great White Diadem, the wonderful ornament concealed in the ragged saddle-bag that lay in the corner of the room, could avail her nothing. Its possession might in some mysterious way have secured her liberty had she been still held in bondage by Hadj Absalam. But alas! she was in a gloomy cell, guarded like a common murderess, night and day, by brutal warders, lest she should attempt to evade the executioners knife by self-destruction; while I, who loved her so well, though there within sight of her prison, remained powerless to help her, powerless to lift a hand to release her from the clutches of her exultant captors!

Powerless?

I halted. In my despair a thought had flashed across my mind, a suggestion, the sheer madness of which at first stunned me, but which gradually impressed itself upon me as the only means by which I could save her. A bold audacity, a firm determination, and a cool head would be required to accomplish such a master-stroke. Qualms of conscience arose within me, but I calmed them by reflecting that desperate cases demanded violent remedies. Was I strong enough mentally and bodily? I hesitated. Again Zoraidas earnest appeal to me to save her rang in my ears; I could see her pale, tear-stained face, that had haunted me like a vision through so many weary weeks.

Her life lay in my hands. I determined to make the attempt.

Again I threw open the jalousies. The clock in the minaret showed it was half-past ten. Time was passing quickly, and I had not a second to linger. Breathlessly I gathered up the contents of my pockets that lay strewn upon the table, and, seizing my hat, descended the stairs, and quickly made my way across the square, through the crowd of idle promenaders.

Mine was a desperate mission. What its result might be I dreaded to contemplate.

Continuing up a narrow side street, where Arabs were squatting on rush mats calmly smoking and conversing in low, guttural tones, passing the façade of the cathedral, and speeding with hasty steps, I crossed another small square, and at length halted before a great Moorish doorway, guarded by sentries on either side. In answer to my summons, there appeared a French concierge in gorgeous livery, who, noticing the cut of my clothes, regarded me with a decidedly supercilious air.

I desire to see Msieur le Gouverneur, I said.

Msieur de Largentière does not receive, replied the man abruptly; then, as if suspecting me to be a traveller, he added, If msieur wishes to view the palace, he must obtain a card from the aide-de-camp.

I have no desire to see the palace, I answered. I wish to see His Excellency himself, privately.

Impossible, msieur. He receives only by appointment, the man said, raising his eyebrows, as with his hand still upon the handle of the great door, he prepared to close it.

But my business admits of no delay. It is not official, but purely private. I must see him at once. Take my name to him, and say I desire to speak with him upon a matter of the greatest importance; and, drawing a piece of paper from my pocket, I wrote my name upon it.

After examining the paper, the man reluctantly left me, gruffly telling me to take a seat. The great hall in which I stood was of magnificent proportions, with tesselated pavement and splendid palms. The palace of the representative of the Government — once the residence of Hassen Pacha — is one of the most luxurious in all Algeria, its Oriental magnificence rendering it a show-place where tourists wander, gape, and wonder. Half fearing that His Excellency would refuse me an audience, I remained impatient and excited, yet struggling desperately to preserve an outward calm. Presently the doorkeeper returned with slow, stately stride, and with apparent bad grace, said — 

Msieur le Gouverneur, although extremely busy, has graciously consented to receive you for a few moments. Walk this way.

Following him to the extreme end of the great hall, he led me down a long, spacious corridor, halting before a silken portière, which he drew aside, and, opening a door, invited me to enter. The apartment was half an office, half a library, with a great writing-table littered with papers and official documents; bookcases were on every side, and hanging above the carved mantelshelf was a large portrait in oils of the President of the Republic. The room was thickly carpeted and furnished strictly in European style, while on a side table stood a great bowl of flowers, the tasteful arrangement of which betrayed a womans superintendence.

Striding up and down, I awaited anxiously the coming of the Governor-General.

At last the handle of the door rattled, and there entered an elderly man, whose closely-cropped, iron-grey hair and pointed moustache gave him a military appearance, and whose thin, tall figure was slightly bent by age. In the lapel of his frock-coat was the button of the Legion of Honour, and as he glanced keenly at me from under his shaggy brows, his face bore a proud, haughty look. He seated himself at the table, and an ill-concealed expression of displeasure crossed his frowning features.

I must apologise for seeking an interview at this late hour, msieur, I began. But my business is pressing.

My servant has already told me that, he snapped, toying with a pen and casting another quick glance at me. And what, pray, is the nature of this — er — business?

It is of a strictly private character, I answered, hesitating, exerting all my self-possession.

Then explain it quickly, msieur, he said, turning to look at the clock. I have guests to-night.

First I must tell you that I have only this evening arrived from the Desert, I exclaimed, standing before him boldly, my hands behind my back.

You are English, he growled. Tourist — eh?

No, Im not a tourist, I replied. I know the Sahara, perhaps even better than yourself; in fact, I have just returned from Agadez.

From Agadez? he exclaimed, suddenly interested. Then, perhaps, you were with Seignouret when he captured the Sheikh of the Ennitra?

No, I arrived later, I said. But it was not to describe the situation there that I have intruded. I desire to speak to you with regard to Zoraida.

Zoraida? Zoraida? he repeated, puzzled. Ah! of course! the Arab woman taken prisoner with the other scoundrels. Well, what of her?

When will she be tried?

In two days time. She has already been examined, and admits all the charges against her.

Charges! What are the charges? I demanded.

Outlawry and murder, he answered, carelessly turning over some papers.

Then listen, Msieur le Gouverneur, I said anxiously. I love her — I—

Bah! he cried in disgust, rising quickly with his hand upon a silver gong. As I expected — an appeal!

Hear me! I cried. Before you summon your servants, I warn you that silence will alone secure your own safety! Standing astride upon the lions skin spread before the fireplace, he stared at me in alarm.

What — what do you mean? he gasped, pale and scared.

Seat yourself, I beg, and hear me, I said coolly. Have no fear; I am not an assassin.

Then how dare you — how dare you threaten—

I threaten nothing, I stammered, interrupting. Then firmly I added, Be seated, and allow me to explain.

Slowly he sank again into his chair in obedience to my command, and I told him briefly that Zoraida had saved my life, that she had become my fiancée, and that I intended to effect her liberty.

Youre mad! he ejaculated at last. How can this declaration of your intentions to defeat the ends of justice interest me? Im not governor of the gaol.

No. But you, Msieur de Largentière, are Governor-General of Algeria, and in your hands lies the supreme power — the power of life and death.

Supreme power for what?

To effect her escape.

To connive at the liberty of a person who admits crimes that have from time to time startled the world! Bah! For months, nay, years, our troops have been hunting this band of freebooters, and now at last, when the leaders are in our hands, it is very likely, indeed, that I, of all men, should sign an order for her release! and he laughed derisively as he twisted his moustache.

I do not desire you to commit yourself in the eyes of your Government and the public by appending your signature to such a document. Might she not escape — vanish from Algiers, suddenly — eh?

Absurd! he cried impetuously, with flashing eyes. I must really request you to end this interview. If you have any complaint of your treatment while in Algeria, you had better lodge information with your consul. He will deal with it. I have neither desire nor intention of being bothered over your love-affairs. You request the release of the leader of a robber band. Ma foi! you will next try to bribe me with some of the stolen booty!

I shall not bribe you, msieur, I answered defiantly, with suppressed anger, advancing to the table and bending towards him. But you will, nevertheless, arrange that Zoraida will obtain her freedom — to-night.

You must be an imbecile! he cried. Then, with a sarcastic laugh, he asked, And how much, pray, do you offer me as a douceur?

I offer you, I said plainly and distinctly. I offer you, Msieur de Largentière, your own liberty!

My own liberty! he gasped, starting in alarm. My own liberty? I do not understand.

Ah, no! I exclaimed, with a short, harsh laugh. You do not know me. We are strangers.

I — I was not aware that I was in your custody, msieur, he said, crimson with indignation.

No, I answered, with a coolness that surprised even myself. But your life is!

You — you come here — to — to demand this womans liberty under threats of assassination! he gasped.

I have a revolver here, its true, I replied. But I have no intention of committing murder, even though the life of my fiancée is at stake.

You — you threaten me! — you come here, and—

Henri, dear! a voice called in English. Why, here you are! I thought you had dressed long ago. Already some of the guests have arrived! and, turning quickly, I saw a tall, beautiful woman in a marvellous ball toilette. Her face I recognised instantly by the photographs I had seen in London shop-windows. It was Madame de Largentière!

I — I am coming, dear — coming, he answered hastily, in broken English.

Then I will wait for you.

Excuse me, madame, I said; the business I am just concluding with your husband is of an official and strictly private nature.

Oh, of course in that case I will leave you alone, she said, with a slight, graceful bow, and, urging the Governor to hasten, she swept out, closing the door after her.

Well? he asked when she had gone. What do you mean by these strange threats? I do not know you, and Ive nothing whatever to fear from you.

As time is of importance to both of us, I may as well speak plainly at once, msieur, I said, folding my arms resolutely. I require Zoraidas release before the dawn.

Impossible!

I paused. The moment had arrived when I deemed it expedient to spring the mine upon him.

Then you will no longer be Governor-General of this colony! I exclaimed.

Your words are absolute nonsense. Diable! You English are always more or less insane!

Do you absolutely refuse to grant her liberty?

Most decidedly I do.

Then listen! I said determinedly. Listen, while I bring back to your recollection certain curious facts that, although concealed, are nevertheless not forgotten. You jeer at my discomforture; you would send a pure, innocent woman to the guillotine, because you fear the consequence of her escape might be your removal from office. Very well. Believe me, you will soon enough be recalled, and sink to a fitting end of ignominy and shame.

Dieu! Your mouth is full of insults.

Be silent until I have finished; then give me your decision, I continued resolutely. Not long ago there lived in London a nobleman who had a young and beautiful daughter. She had the misfortune to be an heiress. An aged ex-Minister, a Frenchman, met her, and coveted her gold. He proposed, and was accepted by the nobleman, but there were two barriers to their marriage: firstly, a lover to whom the heiress had already given her heart; and secondly, a cousin who had lived in Paris a long time, and, knowing its seamy side, knew also Mariette Lestrade, a whilom luminary of the Moulin Rouge, who resided in a pretty bijou villa on the edge of the Bois, under the protection of the ex-Minister. The latter, however, was not a man to be easily turned from his purpose, for, strangely enough, the heiresss cousin was found murdered in his chambers in St. Jamess Street, and — and the alleged murderer—

The murderer escaped! he declared involuntarily, for he had grown pale, and was glaring at me with transfixed, wide-open eyes.

Yes, quite true, he did escape. He escaped to marry and secure the fortune of the heiress, and — to become Governor-General of Algeria!

What — what do you allege? he gasped, jumping to his feet, his face livid. Do you impute that I — I committed the murder?

For a moment I regarded him steadily. Under my gaze he flinched, and his hands trembled as if palsied.

I impute nothing, I answered quietly. I have already in my possession absolute proof of the identity of the murderer.

Proof? he gasped. What — what do you mean?

With his eyes fixed upon me, his thin lips quivered as the startling truth dawned suddenly upon him.

If you desire me to explain, I will, I said. Violet Hanburys lover, a compatriot of yours, is believed to have committed the crime.

It was proved, he declared quickly. The knife with which the victim was struck was his, and upon the floor was found a gold pencil-case, with his name engraved upon it; besides, he was seen there by the valet. The police have searched for him everywhere, but he has disappeared.

I now appear in his stead to disprove the terrible charge against him — to bring the assassin to justice.

If you can, he said, assuming an air of haughty insolence. Believe me, msieur, I shall have but little difficulty.

And the proof! Of what, pray, does it consist?

It is something, the existence of which you little dream.

Oh! he cried. This is infamous!

You seek an explanation, therefore I will conceal nothing. When you are before a criminal court, which will be at a date not far distant, Msieur de Largentière, you will have to explain why the murdered man called on you at Longs Hotel in Bond Street, in the afternoon of the day of the murder.

He did not call.

The Court will decide that.

Bah! — do your worst. I — I am Governor-General of Algeria, and you — you are an unknown alien.

True, you are on French soil, but there is such a thing as extradition. In a week I shall be in London, and then—

What then? he asked, vainly endeavouring to remain calm.

I shall place the Criminal Investigation Department at Scotland Yard in possession of such facts that your extradition will be immediately demanded.

You talk nonsense, he cried impatiently. Let us end this interview. I — I am really too busy to listen to such empty threats and idle boasts.

My only boast is that I shall be the means of bringing an assassin to justice, I exclaimed quickly.

I have not the slightest fear of the consequences of your ridiculous story, he answered, with a sneer. You are at liberty to act as you think proper. As for this remarkable evidence which you assert is in your possession, well — I do not know its nature, neither do I care.

Perhaps it will be as well if you are acquainted with its nature, I said. You declare that Fothergill did not call on you at Longs on that day?

Most decidedly I do. I had not seen him for quite a week prior to the tragedy.

Then would it surprise you very much to know that, an hour after calling on you in Bond Street, he wrote to the man who is now suspected of the crime, telling him the details of that interview—

The details? he echoed, amazed.

Yes, the details, I repeated. They were given very minutely regarding Mariette Lestrade and her relations with you, your efforts to preserve your secret, and your threats of violence should he divulge anything to prejudice you in the eyes of Lord Isleworth.

Absurd. No such letter was ever written.

It was, I replied, and drawing slowly from my pocket a piece of folded paper, I added, Its original still exists, and I have a copy here.

The — the dead man — wrote it? he gasped, turning ashen pale.

Yes. It will prove interesting reading at the trial. Glance at it for yourself.

Taking the sheet of paper, he held it to the lamp with trembling fingers. As he eagerly devoured its contents, his eyes seemed starting from his head, so wildly did he glare at it. For several moments he stood, supporting himself by the back of his chair.

A denunciation from the grave, I said. It makes your motive plain, and shows your crime was premeditated. When your rival left England, the circumstantial evidence was strongly against him, and though innocent, he was unable to prove an alibi, but that letter will render the discovery of the murderer an easy task.

You are not my judge!

The man accused had no motives for murdering Jack Fothergill — you had.

Motives do not convict in France, even if they do in England.

But evidence of the crime does.

Evidence — I — I—

Looking steadily for a few moments into his thin face, drawn and haggard, I said at last — 

It is useless to deny your guilt, Msieur de Largentière. The proof you have in your hand, in combination with the alibi that the man suspected will be able to prove, is quite sufficient to secure your conviction. The punishment for murder is death in my country, as in yours.

I — I deny it, he said, with a strange, wild look of mingled fear and indignation. Your so-called proof is mere waste paper. It would not be accepted in evidence.

I hold a different opinion. Remember the letter was posted and the envelope bears the post-mark. It was written by Fothergill himself, and bears his signature.

Let me see it.

No. It may be shown to you when you are before the judge, not until then.

The accusation is false and infamous!

Very well. If you have a perfect answer, you have nothing to fear.

Nothing — no, nothing! he repeated quickly, with a hollow laugh.

Mariette Lestrade also died mysteriously, I said, raising my hand towards him. Fothergill knew your terrible secret — the secret that she did not succumb to natural causes. You committed the second crime in London in order to hide the first in Paris!

I — I— he stammered, but his lips refused to utter further sound.

I am well aware of the facts, I assure you, I exclaimed. First, however, let me tell you that I hesitate to place the London police in possession of them on account of the terrible shame and degradation your exposure will cause your wife and children. You who hold the highest office in this colony, who are respected and considered just, upright, and above suspicion, would be convicted of two brutal crimes. What would those who shake your hand at your reception to-night say if they knew their amiable Governor was an assassin?

Stop! he cried hoarsely. Dieu! stop! I — I cannot bear it!

It is not for me to heap reproach upon you. You jeered at the suggestion that I could bribe you to allow Zoraida to escape. Do you now refuse the douceur?

If she escaped mysteriously — what would my douceur be?

My silence.

Absolutely?

Absolutely.

And you would give me the original letter written by Fothergill?

No. Though I am prepared to take an oath of silence for the sake of your wife and her children, I make one stipulation, namely, that I shall keep that letter.

Then you will always retain that in order to blackmail me?

I shall never blackmail you. Cannot you see that I am driven to this course by sheer desperation? Once Zoraida is safe, you will have nothing whatever to fear from me.

If — if I could only bury the past completely! he moaned, gazing wildly around the room. If only I — I could feel safe!

Two courses are open. You must choose between them.

To-morrow.

No. To-night. I must have your answer now, immediately. If you refuse, I leave by to-morrows steamer for England.

There was a long silence, broken only by the low ticking of the marble clock and the distant strains of a waltz from the ball-room. Into his chair the haughty Governor-General of Algeria had sunk, and, resting his elbows upon the table, had buried his thin, pale face in his hands. I had spoken the truth! His terrible secret was in my keeping. Even at that moment I hated myself for promising to shield him from justice; yet I was determined to save Zoraida, cost what it might. Uzanne was in ignorance of my intention to seek the assassin. Would he regard this action as a breach of confidence?

The man before me, whoso reputation as a statesman was world-wide, and whose virtues were extolled in the journals all over Europe, had utterly broken down. He saw that if he connived at Zoraidas escape, such indignation would be heaped upon him that he would be hounded from office; while on the other hand, if he refused, my threat of exposure undoubtedly meant the gallows. He recognised that I was determined, and was completely nonplussed.

Henri, dear! cried a voice outside the door. Have you concluded your business? Do go and dress.

Starting up wildly, he rushed to the door, and, turning the key, stood panting with his back against it.

Yes, in five minutes — in five minutes I — I shall be at liberty, he answered, with difficulty. Then we both listened, and heard a womans footsteps receding along the corridor.

Have you decided? I asked.

Again he tottered across the room to his chair.

I — I have, he gasped hoarsely, with bent head.

What is your decision?

That she shall escape. She must leave the country immediately. If the secret that I conspired to set her free ever transpires, my career is doomed. Have you any suggestion to offer as to — as to the manner the flight shall be accomplished?

She must be placed on board an English ship, I said. In the hotel I noticed a placard announcing the calling of the steam pleasure-yacht Victoria, and that the vessel will depart for Gibraltar and London at two oclock to-morrow morning. Would there be any chance of sailing in her?

Ah! I had forgotten! That vessel is now lying outside the harbour, he cried suddenly, looking up into my face. A friend of mine is returning to England in her. He told me yesterday that there were several vacant berths. Seek Stuart Bankhardt, the agent in the Rampe Chasseloup-Laubat, and secure two places. Then go on board and wait.

Nothing else?

No. The captain will be given an explanation, and your fiancée, in European dress, will be placed on board before you sail.

Rising quickly, he went over to the telephone and rang the bell. In a few moments the answering bell tinkled, and into the transmitter he shouted — 

Send Jacques to my private room immediately.

Turning again to me, he asked — 

Are you satisfied?

If you fulfil your promise.

I shall, he answered hoarsely. And you, on your part, swear before Heaven that my — my secret shall never pass your lips?

I do.

Grasping my hand quickly with cold, trembling fingers, he gripped it as in a vice, then, bowing stiffly, he said in a low, strained voice — 

Bon soir, msieur. Adieu.

I murmured some words, expressing a hope that we should never again meet, and a few seconds later strode out and along the marble corridor to the great entrance hall.


Chapter Forty Six.

Some Amazing Facts.
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WITH EYES EAGERLY strained in the direction of the harbour, where hundreds of lights shimmered upon the dark, restless waters, I leaned over the taffrail of the steam yacht in anxious expectation. We were anchored some distance outside the harbour, with our bows seaward.

The clock of the mosque had struck half-past one. There was dead silence everywhere, save for the lazy lapping of the waves upon the sides of the steamer, and an occasional distant shout among the shipping inside the breakwater. Moon and stars had become obscured, but ever and anon the revolving light shed its white beams over many miles of shining water, appearing and disappearing with monotonous regularity. From the glass-covered roof of the saloon came a mellow glow of electricity that showed the bearded, rugged face of the solitary British sailor who paced the deck. On the extreme left of the White City, half concealed by the huge breakwater, loomed the great dark walls of Fort Bab Azzoun, wherein Zoraida was incarcerated, and from the shadows of which I expected every moment to see a boat emerge. But though time dragged on, and the escaping steam, increasing in volume, showed that we should soon weigh anchor, I could distinguish nothing. Minutes dragged like days. What if, after all, my efforts failed?

Sailors tramped the deck, orders were shouted from the bridge, ropes were coiled, and a steam-winch whirred with metallic ring. At last the ships bell tolled. It was two oclock!

Still I strained my eyes towards the land, but could detect no moving object. Had the Governor-General deceived me? As each precious moment went by, I began to think he had. From above an order was given, four seamen rushed past me, and in a few moments the anchor was being slowly hauled up. Three long dismal shrieks from the steam siren echoed over the water and among the hills, and just as they died away I heard a distant shout. Dashing headlong to the opposite side of the ship, and peering away into the darkness, my heart gave a bound, for approaching gradually nearer was a boat containing three occupants.

It was hailed by the officer on the bridge, the electric signal rang into the engine-room, and the propeller, that had already begun to revolve, was immediately silent. Quickly the oars dipped, and the two rowers strained every muscle, until at last they drew alongside. A rope was thrown, made fast, and without delay a female figure, enveloped in a long dark travelling-cloak, the hood of which, drawn over her head, concealed her features, was hauled unceremoniously on board.

Where am I? I heard her cry in Arabic, alarmed at finding herself standing on deck between two rough sailors, whose language was strange to her.

Advancing quickly, I placed my hand upon her arm, replying in her own tongue — 

Have no fear. I have at last secured thy release. Thou art free! See! already we are on our way to England!

Ah! — Ce-cil! she cried gladly, flinging her arms around my neck, and shedding tears of joy. I — I thought thou wert lost to me for ever!

I made a promise which I have fulfilled, I said, leading her back to the taffrail, where, alone and unobserved, I kissed her fondly, she returning my caresses with a passion that showed how well she loved me. The dress she wore, though fitting her badly, was of a thick, coarse material, well adapted for travelling, but the cloak covered it, and beyond her speech there was nothing about her to show she was a child of the Desert. Her skin was almost as fair as an Englishwomans, and her bright, luminous eyes had not become dimmed by the weeks of imprisonment, harsh treatment, and mental agony.

As the captain signalled full steam ahead, and the boat that had brought my idol from the shore was cast off with a shout of farewell, I told her briefly that I was taking her away to my own people, where we should be married and live always in ease and comfort. Locked in each others arms, I related how I, at the last moment, had learned the key to the Great Secret from Mohammed ben Ishak, and how subsequently I had discovered the wonderful Treasure of Askiá.

Yes, she said, bowing her head. I knew of its existence, but dared not break my oath. Forgive me — forgive me! — I am not worthy to be thy wife.

Why?

Because — because I allowed thee to risk thy life when I might have obviated thy danger by confessing all to thee, she answered, her trembling hand grasping my wrist.

Wilt thou explain everything to me now? I asked.

Yes, everything, she said. I have left my people. The bond between the Senousya and myself is broken, for I go now with thee to the country of the Roumis, and nothing have I to conceal. Ah! thou knowest not the grim tragedy of my life.

But thou hast given me wealth, and with thee I shall obtain perfect happiness.

I trust in thee, she said. I go to thine unknown world with thee, for I know thou lovest me. Now that thou hast given me freedom and a new life, I will relate unto thee the story of my bitter past.

Together we leaned upon the rail, and with the cool sea-breeze fanning our temples, we watched the ever-lengthening line of foam left by the propeller, as the distant, twinkling lights of the city faded in the gloom. The other passengers were below in their berths, and as we stood together unobserved, she explained to me things that I had through so many months regarded as impenetrable mysteries.

My traducers and my persecutors have always spoken of me as a daughter of the Ennitra, she commenced. They were mistaken. I was in no way related to any of that fiendish band. My father was Sheikh of the Beni Mzab, and at his death he entrusted to me, his only child, an ancient tablet of wood, together with the Crescent of Glorious Wonders, telling me that for generations these had been in the possession of our family, and that they would lead to an extraordinary discovery; at the same time, causing me to take solemn oath to divulge nothing that he told me. I was held to secrecy by a bond of blood. About one moon after my fathers death, our caravan encamped at the palms of El Maessifer, on the border of the Touat Oasis, and at night we were attacked by the Ennitra. The massacre was awful. The majority of our men were slaughtered, our caravan looted, and the women and children, myself included, carried off to Hadj Absalams palace in the mountains. Already I had learned many feats of magic of the sorcerer of our tribe, and my father had initiated me as a priestess of the Senousya; so with the Crescent and the strangely-carved wooden tablet in my possession, I resolved to try, if possible, to preserve mine honour by declaring myself possessed of miraculous powers. Already had I heard that our enemies the Ennitra were highly superstitious, therefore I strove to impress my captors by performing some simple but astonishing feats of legerdemain. This so impressed the men who held me in bondage, that when we arrived at the palace, they brought me before Hadj Absalam, who himself witnessed some of my feats. He acknowledged himself astounded, and ordered me to be sent to his harem as a portion of the spoils of war.

To his harem? I cried, interrupting.

Yes. An hour later he came to me, and it was then I produced the Crescent of Glorious Wonders, declaring that it bestowed upon its rightful owner good fortune and victory in the field. At once he desired to possess it, but I pointed out that the strange talisman would only bring ill-fortune to one who possessed himself of it forcibly, and at length succeeded in making a compact with him, whereby I should exert its mystic powers on behalf of his tribe, in return for which, he would refrain from taking me to his harem, and treat me as a daughter, and not as a wife. The arrangement was a perfectly equitable one, and proved satisfactory, for a week later, bearing the Crescent, I led an expedition against the Tédjéhé-nou-Sidi with such success that we secured nineteen camel-loads of booty, and took one hundred and ninety prisoners. From that moment, though I hated Hadj Absalam and his crafty councillor Labakan, I became their leader and their prophetess. Through the regions of the Tanezrouft, the Ahaggar, and the Tidjoudjelt we rushed with fire and sword, always proving victorious. We were feared on every hand. Against the Spahis, Turcos, and Chasseurs we advanced time after time with the Drum of Nâr — which had been captured from my tribe — spreading terror, panic, and death, until the people, with one accord, acknowledged that I was possessed of power supernatural. I became revered as a prophetess, and earned the appellation of Daughter of the Sun. Meanwhile, from the lips of a soothsayer, Hadj Absalam had learned a romantic, and not altogether unfounded, legend regarding the Crescent, and having obtained a vague suspicion of its mysterious connection with the Treasure of Askiá, offered me my liberty if I could discover the whereabouts of the hidden jewels. Mohammed ben Ishak, who held the key to the mystery, was, however, in Agadez, and though I was striving always to elude the vigilance of my captors, yet I was utterly helpless.

Briefly I told her of the imams tragic death at the hands of the marabout.

The old tomb-dweller, whom both Mohammed and I could cause to assume cataleptic rigidity at will, and who assisted at the Ramadân seances of the Senousya, was a deaf mute and a fanatic, she observed. Doubtless he struck the blow, because he considered that by thine introduction to that place — one of the principal sanctuaries of the sect — Mohammed ben Ishak was revealing unto thee, an unbeliever, the secrets he had sworn to preserve. Then, continuing her story, she said: At last, after the attack on the caravan of the worthy Ali Ben Hafiz, which resulted in thy capture, I saw thee for the first time and released thee. I confess I loved thee, and was determined to escape and become thy wife. Knowing so little of the manners of the Roumis, I believed that the most secure way in which to cause thee to reciprocate my affection, was to impress thee with an idea of my magical powers. With that object I caused thee to be conducted to Hadj Absalams house in Algiers, where I took thee below to the subterranean meeting-place of the supreme council of the Senousya, and there showed thee some marvels of magic to mystify thee. The snakes thou sawest were those used in the religious rites of the Aïssáwà, but quite harmless, being kept merely to create an impression of mystical power. I raised from his tomb a marabout, — who, though apparently dead, was only in a cataleptic state, — by an effort of the will, the secret of which was imparted to me by my dead father; and by a feat of magic I caused to be revealed to thee the Crescent of Glorious Wonders, sending thee away to distant Agadez, in order that thou shouldest learn the key of the mystery from the chief imam, the only person besides myself who knew of the inscription upon the wooden tablet. He was my fathers half-brother, and had left our tribe to devote his life to the administration of the daily prayers in the City of the Sorcerers. At the moment thou hadst left me, Hadj Absalam returned. He had detected thy presence, and in a frenzy of passion struck me down, causing the wound in my side that thou hast already witnessed. While alone with me, thou hadst promised to seek no explanation of any of the mysteries until thou hadst returned to Agadez. In order, therefore, to test thy faith in me, I caused to be sent thee the hand of a dead servant, upon the finger of which I placed my rings with thine. I little dreamed, however, that I was so closely watched, or that Hadj Absalam had ordered Labakan to follow, regain possession of the Crescent, and assassinate thee. After thou hadst left for Agadez, I heard from time to time of thee, until suddenly there came the startling news of thy capture and thy detention within the Fáda. At once I proposed to the Ennitra an attack upon Agadez, pointing out that, owing to the assassination of the Sultan, the country was in a disturbed state. A great council was held, and the prospect of the enormous amount of loot that might be secured caused them to decide upon carrying out my proposal. Little time was lost, although, alas! in the meantime Labakan had followed thee, and secured thy release in order to kill thee. Of the attack, the victory, and the horrible massacre thou art well aware.

I am. It was frightful.

Ah! believe me, it was not my fault. True, I suggested the attack, but it was in order to secure thy release, so that thou couldst gain the Great Secret, and discover the Treasure that would bring me liberty, and wealth unto thee. I had no idea but that thou wert still a slave within the palace, until thy sudden arrival with my waiting-maid Halima at our camp. Then I dared not withdraw, and was compelled to send forth the Drum of Nâr, and lead our fierce band onward into battle. Then, alas! even before we had fully occupied the city, the French troops descended upon us, and after a desperate conflict we fell into their hands.

Hadj Absalam and Labakan will receive their due reward. They will be hurried to the guillotine, I said.

None will mourn for them. Both were equally crafty and brutal; incapable of fidelity, even to their firmest friends. They plotted to take thy life; and at the moment they had secured possession of Agadez, Hadj Absalam was prepared to break his compact with me, and compel me to become his wife.

But thou hast escaped it all, I said cheerily. In London thou wilt become my wife, and we shall live together always.

Ah! Cecil, I — I love thee so dearly. I regret nothing, if only thou wilt grant me forgiveness.

I do forgive thee, dearest, I answered. Thou hast broken the fetters that have bound thee to Al-Islâm, and, on the threshold of a new life, I wish thee all the happiness that a devoted lover can wish his bride. Thou knowest well how strong is my affection; how utterly I am thine.

She kissed me, holding her lips to mine in a lingering, passionate caress.

Thou hast not explained to me the Secret of the Crescent, I continued, presently.

How can I? she answered, looking away to where the yellow streak of dawn was widening. I know so little — so very little of it myself.

But the strange inscription upon it? Hast thou never deciphered it?

Yes. It is in the Cufic character, and the words are, In the name of Allah, the Compassionate, the Merciful.

And the mystic picture I witnessed on gazing into the mirror of the imam. What was it?

It was a representation of the death of Askiá, that was already prepared for thee, in order that thou mightest more readily recognise the spot where the Treasure lieth hidden.

Canst thou not explain the reason of the strange phenomenon induced by the application of the Crescent to my brow? I inquired.

The only explanation is rendered here, she replied, drawing from the breast of her dress a small oblong tablet of some dark, hard wood, about six inches long by four wide, worn and polished by age. See! and, taking it across to where the light shone through the stained glass roof of the saloon, she added, Dost thou behold a carved inscription?

Yes, I answered, glancing at it eagerly.

Therein lieth the secret. Mohammed ben Ishak — on whom may the Merciful have mercy! — was well learned in occult things, and it was he who translated it to me, for, as thou seest, it is likewise carved in Cufic. According to his rendering, this writing is a record of the Sultan Askiá, who states hereby that whomsoever believeth in the legend of his hidden treasure a thousand years after his decease, so shall he take the Crescent to the spot — which was indicated to thee by the dead imam — and then shall the whereabouts of the concealed jewels be revealed.

But to what unseen force dost thou attribute its marvellous power of producing an exteriorised image?

The inscription further states that so wealthy was the Sultan that he discarded his Great White Diadem, which was of purest gold and diamonds of the first water, and had caused to be constructed a strange semicircle of steel, tempered like a Damascus blade. This emblem of strength he wore upon his head instead of a crown, and it is this which we now know as the Crescent of Glorious Wonders.

His crown? I exclaimed, in abject amazement.

Yes. The inscription telleth us that the steel was treated in such a manner that when placed upon the head of one possessed of a more powerful will than his fellows, it would, in manner most remarkable, retain the thoughts of its wearer, and transfer them to the person who next assumed it. The Crescent was worn by Askiá at the time he concealed his treasure, and though a thousand years have elapsed since that day, yet, by placing it upon thy brow, unto thee there was transmitted the dead Sultans secret thoughts, which, reproducing the scene in thy mind, have enabled thee to unearth the jewels.

Extraordinary! I ejaculated. But could not another person have learned the clue to the Great Mystery by the same method?

No, not unless he knew the spot whereon to stand before he put the Crescent to the test. I myself have secretly tried it, but the cave wherein the Treasure lieth hidden hath never been revealed unto me. Only Mohammed ben Ishak knew in what direction or in what country to seek it. The Crescent was in my possession, and he alone could furnish the key to its secret.

Wonderful! I said. The story is astounding, and would be absolutely beyond belief were it not for the fact that I have already in my cabin below some of the jewels recovered from the dead Sultans hoard. The transference of thought by means of this crescent of magnetised steel, the horns of which acted as positive and negative poles, must be one of the many marvels which, though known to the ancients, have been lost to us for ages.

I had read much of Dr Luys extraordinary discoveries regarding hypnotic suggestion, which seemed to deny the existence of free will, for the assertion that the will of one person could be implanted into that of another had been proved over and over again; yet the power to produce this mysterious rapport was, I felt certain, a strange and startling development of what the European scientific world now terms magnetism; in fact, nothing less than a confirmation of Dr Burqs metalo-therapeutic theory that for so many years has puzzled the doctors of the Salpêtrière, and to the investigation of which Dr Chareot devoted so much earnest labour.

The love of the marvellous is one of the characteristics of the human race; and contemporary discoveries do not tend to diminish our inclination. Indeed, they extend the limits of the impossible, rendering us more credulous in regard to new ideas. Yet, were not many of the startling phenomena that have recently been discovered at the Charité known in the East ages ago; were not the facts that we believe new and miraculous, common knowledge at that time, and utilised in daily practice?

The absorption of thought by a band of magnetised steel was a startling fact, nevertheless the theory was, as I afterwards found, not an altogether unknown one. In the scientific domain nothing can be declared absolute, and this disclosure, marvellous and incomprehensible as it appeared, was, nevertheless, but a re-discovery of a mystical force which the ancients had accepted without seeking the cause, and the knowledge of which had been lost and forgotten by later generations.

Is there nothing more thou hast to tell me, Zoraida? I asked, my arm stealing around her waist, as I drew her towards me.

Nothing, she answered. This carved tablet, a portion of the strange heirloom that hath been in my family through so many years, and hath brought thee wealth, I give unto thee. I have no further explanation to make regarding my past — only to tell thee that from the first hour we met, when I was enabled to sever the bonds that held thee to the asp, I have, loved thee; and as her head pillowed itself upon my breast, I bent, kissing her white brow with fervent devotion.

Thou art snatched from an ignominious death, — or a fate worse even than the guillotine, — and thou art mine for ever, Zoraida. Thou goest with me to mine own world, a world that to thee will be strange and full of marvels; nevertheless, we shall be happy in each others love always — always.

Her tiny hand clasped in mine tightened and trembled as she raised her beautiful face.

I have looked with thoughts of love upon no man but thee, Cecil, she said. To thee I owe my liberty, my life! Thou art mine own — mine own; and our lips met, sealing a lifelong compact.


Chapter Forty Seven.

Conclusion.
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THE EVENTS THAT followed, although startling, may be briefly related.

On arrival in London, I saw by the newspapers that a most profound sensation had been caused throughout Algeria by Zoraidas escape. In explaining the flight of the beautiful leader of the Ennitra, the published dispatches hinted vaguely at the possibility of a prominent colonial official being seriously compromised.
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It was apparent that the secret was out!

Breathlessly I opened the papers each morning, and read eagerly of the trial, condemnation, and eventually of the execution of Hadj Absalam and Labakan. But a telegram contained in the Standard on the very morning that Zoraida and I were quietly married at St. Pauls, Knightsbridge, was the most sensational of all. It reported that on the previous afternoon Monsieur de Largentière, the Governor-General of Algeria, had been found in his private room shot through the temple by his own hand! A revolver was found beside him, and upon his writing-table there lay a letter begging forgiveness of his wife, and — in the words of the correspondent— the communication contained a very extraordinary statement, the truth of which was being investigated.

Its purport I easily guessed.

The reason which prompted him to take his life was made plain by Octave Uzanne, who, two months later, called upon me and explained in confidence how, on the day previous to the terrible dénouement, he sought an interview with the assassin of Jack Fothergill, asserting that he intended to return to France, and that if he were arrested upon the warrant still out against him, he should denounce him as the murderer. Octave likewise told him of the existence of the victims letter, by which he meant to prove an alibi, and to which I had already referred. This, combined with the revelation made by one of the boatmen he had employed, that he was implicated in Zoraidas escape, apparently caused him to take his life rather than face the terrible charges against him.

Six months afterwards, Octave and Madame de Largentière were married in Paris, where they still live, in a pretty house in the Avenue des Champs-Elysées. Frequently they are our guests at our Kensington flat; — although Madame Uzanne has never recognised me as the Governor-Generals visitor, and is still ignorant of the guilt of her late husband, for she regards his suicide as having been committed during a sudden fit of insanity, brought on by the heavy responsibilities of his office.

As for the Treasure of Askiá, the whole of it has been recovered and sold by a syndicate formed in the City for that purpose. The jewels, the major portion of which, of course, fell to my share, were found to be of enormous value, their size astonishing the dealers, who, in many cases, were at first inclined to reject them as spurious imitations. In Amsterdam and Paris they created a great sensation, and sold for fabulous sums, several of the gems having now been added to the regalia of Queen Victoria and the Sultan of Turkey.

Zoraida, who is now beginning to chatter English fluently, no longer looks askance at our insular manners. Though she has exchanged her serroual and zouave for a tailor-made gown, and her little pearl-embroidered skull-cap for a milliners confection of feathers and flowers, yet, happily, our civilisation does not civilise her to feminine foibles. Still an Oriental, she views many of our customs with a horror that oft-times causes me considerable amusement, but she is never so happy as when at evening, in the fitful light thrown by my study fire, she comes to gossip over the teacups in her native Arabic. Seldom, however, she recalls the horrors of those bygone days when she was Queen of the Sahara, and never without a shudder. She is supremely content in her new world, and has left for ever the parched glaring wilderness that once was her home.

In Society she has become popular, and her at homes are always crowded. Sometimes, when visiting, she will sing an Arab song, and entertain a small circle of her closest friends by giving them selections of music upon Arab instruments. The intricacies of piano-strumming she has never mastered. On every hand, indeed, my graceful desert-bride receives boundless admiration. There are many beautiful women in London, but it is agreed, I believe, that the countenance of none is more perfect in its symmetry and more pleasing in its expression than that of the Daughter of the Sun.

The Omen of the Camels Hoof has not, after all, been finally fulfilled, for we live an almost idyllic life of peaceful bliss. My wifes diamonds, which are so often commented upon by the papers, are the same that for a thousand years constituted the magnificence of the Great White Diadem. The little wooden tablet, upon which is inscribed the key to the extraordinary enigma, is preserved in my study; the Crescent of Glorious Wonders, with its mystic geometrical device, is a conspicuous object upon the wall, and over it, suspended by its original thongs of camels hide, there hangs the worn and battered Drum of Nâr.

They formed my wifes dowry, and, besides demonstrating a remarkable scientific fact, they have brought us sufficient of this worlds riches to secure us ease and luxury.

Truly, my lot has fallen in a fair place. At last, in the bright sunshine of Zoraidas affection, the most perfect happiness is mine.

THE END


The Temptress (1895)
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Chapter One.

Handfast.

[image: img129.jpg]

MAY SHE EVER imitate the holy women of former times, and may the Evil One have no share in her actions.

The nuptial blessing was droned monotonously in French by a stout rubicund priest, who wore soiled and crumpled vestments.

The scene was strange and impressive.

Upon a tawdry altar, in a small bare chapel, two candles flickered unsteadily. The gloomy place was utterly devoid of embellishment, with damp-stained, white-washed walls, a stone floor, dirty and uneven, and broken windows patched with paper.

Over the man and woman kneeling at the steps the priest outstretched his hands, and pronounced the benediction.

When he had concluded a gabbled exhortation and premonishment, they rose. The weary-eyed man regained his feet quickly, gazing a trifle sadly at his companion, while the latter, with a scarcely perceptible sigh, got up slowly, and affectionately embraced her newly-wedded husband.

As the bride placed her arms about her husbands neck, he bent, and, lifting her black veil slightly, gave her a fond, passionate caress.

Turning from the altar, the priest grasped their hands, wishing them health and happiness. What bitter irony! what a canting pretence of humanity! As if either could be obtained in New Caledonia, the malarial island to which the French transport their criminals. The ill-timed sarcasm caused the statuesque warders to grin, but a tear stood in the eye of more than one of the bridegrooms comrades in adversity, even though they were desperate characters, hardened by crime.

We thank you heartily for your kind wishes, he replied, and trust that your blessing will render our lot less wearisome.

The convicts bride remained silent, gazing about her unconcernedly.

Come, exclaimed the officer, rising abruptly, we must not linger; already we have lost too much time.

After the register had been signed, the husband again kissed his wife. As she raised her lips to his, he whispered a few words, as if to reassure her, then said aloud — 

Farewell, dearest. In seven years I shall be free. Till then, au revoir, sans adieu!

Sans adieu! she echoed in a low voice, apparently unmoved.

He shrugged his shoulders, and turned towards his stern guards.

I must apologise for detaining you, gentlemen, he said. Let us go; I am ready.

The bride, who was young, was dressed very plainly in black, yet with Parisian taste. Perhaps she was handsome, but the thick veil concealed her features. The husbands appearance, however, was decidedly unprepossessing. He was undergoing a term of ten years hard labour and lifelong banishment.

Tall, bronzed, and bearded, with a thin face wrinkled by toil, although still retaining traces of good looks, he remained for a moment motionless, contemplating with loving eyes the woman who was now his wife. His attire was scarcely befitting a bridegroom, for he had no coat, and wore the soiled and ragged grey shirt and trousers of a miner, while the chains that bound his wrists seemed strangely out of place.

Yet the spectators of this odd ceremony were as strikingly incongruous as the principals themselves.

There were but eight persons. Five were fellow-prisoners of the husband, comprising the labour gang in which he worked, while close behind them sat an officer and two sinister-looking warders in faded military uniforms, the butts of their loaded rifles resting on the floor. The convicts were watching the ceremony interestedly, frequently whispering among themselves, and ever and anon, as either stirred, the clanking of their chains formed an ominous accompaniment to the hastily-gabbled formula, as if reminding them of the dismal hopelessness of their situation.

Neither replied. The warder who held the chain to which the five prisoners were manacled stepped forward, and locked it to the bridegrooms fetters.

For a few minutes, while before the altar, the latter had been allowed comparative freedom, but now, the ceremony over, he was compelled to return with his gang to the atrocious tortures and dispiriting gloom of the copper mines — that monotonous, toilsome existence of French convicts; a life without rest, without hope, with naught else beyond hard labour, brutal taskmasters, and the whining homilies of drunken priests.

At a word from the officer the men filed slowly out, a dismal, dejected procession. Notwithstanding the uniform grey dress and closely-cropped heads, the difference in their physiognomy came prominently out. It was easily distinguishable that the husband belonged to a higher social circle than the others, who, from their ferocious, forbidding aspect, had evidently given the rein to their evil passions, and were undergoing their just punishment. Through the narrow door they passed in single file, the warders following immediately behind with their rifles upon their shoulders.

The officer paused at the door, and turning, lifted his cap politely to the bride, saying — 

Forgive me, madame, for thus taking your husband from you, but, alas! I have orders which must be obeyed.

No apology is needed, msieur, she replied, with a slight sigh. My husbands honeymoon has been brief indeed, but, as one convicted of a serious crime, what can he expect? We must both wait. Nothing further need be said.

And you have followed him here — from Paris?

Yes.

Ah, what devotion! Madame, truly yours is a cruel separation, and you have my heartfelt sympathy. Adieu.

Thanks, msieur; adieu, she said brokenly; but the officer had already passed out, and was beyond hearing.

Drawing herself up suddenly, and bowing stiffly to the priest, she left the chapel without deigning to thank him.

Outside the furnace heat of sunshine was intense.

The fierce, glaring sun reflected upon the unruffled surface of the Pacific Ocean, and beat down mercilessly on the white road that stretched away for a mile or so to Noumea, the chief town of the penal settlement, which is altogether a curious place, where society is composed chiefly of recidivistes and warders, and where in the Rue Magenta, one rubs shoulders with murderers, thieves, and notorious conspirators, the scum of French prisons, who, having completed their term of hard labour, have developed into colonists, respectable and otherwise.

Hesitating on the threshold, undecided whether to return to the town or take the road which led up the steep hill to where the black shaft and windlass marked the mouth of the convicts mine, she quickly resolved upon the former course, and, strolling leisurely down to where the waveless sea lazily lapped the shingly beach, continued her way under the welcome shadow of some great rocks overgrown by tropical vegetation, and rendered picturesque by palms, acacias, and giant azaleas in full bloom.

The landscape, though arid, was beautiful.

Away across the bay, the cluster of white houses, embowered in branches, stood out in bold relief against the more sombre background of forest, and behind rose mountains denuded of their foliage, but clothed by the sun and air with a living garment of constantly changing colours, which sometimes hid their loss, sometimes more than atoned for it. Into the far distance the long ranges stretched away in undulating lines of ultra-marine and rose, while in the centre the snow-capped summit of Mount Humboldt glistened like frosted silver. Not a breath of wind stirred the sultry atmosphere. The very birds were silent, having sought shelter from the terrible heat; and the calm waters, shut in by coral reefs, seemed to reflect and even increase the intensity of the suns rays.

Suddenly she halted, and looked back contemplatively along the road the convicts had taken.

Words escaped her. They were scarcely vapid sentimentalities.

Bah! even the warder pities me, the imbecile! she exclaimed in French, breaking into a nervous, discordant laugh. I have obeyed you, my elegant husband, merely because I am helpless; but my fervent wishes for your welfare are that you will descend yonder mine and never return to the light of day — that your taskmasters will crush the life out of you long before the expiration of your term. You think you have ingeniously strengthened the tie by making me your wife, but you have yet to discover your mistake. You have yet to discover that you are dealing with one who can hold her own against the world! Motionless and silent, she stood for a few moments with fixed eyes and hands tightly clutched. Then she continued — 

Seven years must elapse before you return to civilisation. Meanwhile much can be accomplished. Sacre! I hope youll die the death you deserve, and rot in a criminals grave before that, curse you! Your wife — ma foi! — your victim!

Hissing the last sentence with bitter contempt, and stamping her shapely foot vehemently, she added — 

Why should I barter myself? By going through the ceremony I have effectually closed his mouth for at least seven years, yet I still have freedom and the means whereby to enjoy life. Shall I calmly submit, then, and pose before the world as a social outcast — the wife of a notorious convict?

The words were uttered in a tone that clearly demonstrated her intense hatred of the man to whom she had bound herself.

After pausing, deeply engrossed in thought, she exclaimed resolutely — 

No, I will not.

In a frenzy of passion she tore the ring from her finger, and with a fierce imprecation flung it into the water as far as her strength allowed.

And so I cast aside my vows, she muttered between her teeth, as she watched it disappear.

Then, without a second glance, she turned upon her heel, and, with a harsh, discordant laugh, resumed her walk towards Noumea.


Chapter Two.

The Charing Cross Mystery.
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TWO YEARS LATER. A frosty evening, clear and starlit — one of those dry nights in early spring so delightful to the dweller in London, too familiar with choking fog, drizzling rain, and sloppy mire.

In the vicinity of Charing Cross the busy stream of traffic had almost subsided. At ten oclock the Strand is usually half deserted — the shops are closed, foot passengers are few, and the theatres have not yet disgorged their crowds of pleasure-seekers anxious to secure conveyances to take them to the suburbs. For half an hour previous to eleven oclock the thoroughfare, notwithstanding the glare of electricity at theatre entrances and the blaze of garish restaurants and public-houses, assumes an appearance of almost dismal solitude. Boys who have hitherto indefatigably cried special editions, congregate at corners to chat among themselves, the few loungers stroll along dejectedly, and cadgers slink into doorways to await the time when they can resume their importunities among returning playgoers.

A similar aspect was presented this calm, bright night, as one of the omnibuses plying between the Strand and Kilburn slowly crossed Trafalgar Square, mounted the short incline to Charing Cross at walking pace, and, turning into Duncannon Street, pulled up before the public-house which at that time was the starting-point for that route.

The driver, facetiously adjuring his colleague on the bus, which was just moving off, to get higher up, unfastened his waist-strap, and, casting aside his multifarious wraps, descended. Stamping his feet to promote circulation, he was about to enter the bar. Suddenly he remembered that the conductor, after collecting the fares, had left the vehicle at the corner of the Haymarket for the purpose of walking the remainder of the journey — a proceeding not unusual in cold weather, when ones hands become numbed, and a walk proves a welcome exercise.

It occurred to him that some one might still be inside. His surmise proved correct for, ensconced in a corner in the front of the conveyance, sat a well-dressed, middle-aged man. His fur-trimmed overcoat was unbuttoned, his head had fallen forward upon his chest, and he was apparently slumbering soundly.

Charin Cross, sir, shouted the plethoric old driver, peering in at the door.

The man showed no sign of awakening.

Sleeping passengers, who at their journeys end awake irate and in great consternation at finding themselves a mile or two past their destination, are the daily experience of every omnibus conductor; and it is a remarkable fact that the rattle, combined with the rocking of the vehicle, is conducive to slumber.

Chuckling at the unconscious mans probable chagrin, the driver entered the conveyance, and, grasping his shoulder, shook him violently, exclaiming in a loud voice — 

Ere yare! Charin Cross, sir. Wake up, guvnor, please.

The passenger did not stir. His arm dropped inertly by his side, and as the driver relaxed his hold, he swayed forward, and, before the mishap could be prevented, fell heavily upon the cushions opposite, and rolled upon the floor.

He must be ill, the driver exclaimed to himself in alarm.

Then stooping, he seized the prostrate man round the waist, and with some difficulty succeeded in dragging him to his feet and replacing him upon the seat.

As he did so he felt his fingers come into contact with some wet, sticky substance. Holding his hand against the dim oil lamp, he examined it closely.

Blood, by God! he gasped.

Glancing quickly down at the feet of the inanimate man, he noticed for the first time a small, dark pool, beside which lay a white handkerchief.

In a moment the terrible truth dawned upon him.

Vaguely apprehensive of foul play, he pulled aside the overcoat, and placed his hand upon the heart of the prostrate man.

There was no movement.

Hullo, Teddy, whats up? Any one would think you were robbing the chap, shouted a voice jocosely at the door.

The driver started, and, looking up, saw his conductor who, having taken a shorter route than the omnibus by walking along Pall Mall, across the north side of Trafalgar Square, and entering Duncannon Street from the opposite end, had just arrived.

Bill, replied the driver in an awe-stricken tone, his face wearing a scared look, theres something wrong here. I believe the gents dead.

Dead?

Yes. Come here.

The conductor grew pale, and got into the conveyance beside his companion.

Look! thats blood, the latter said, pointing to the floor.

Youre joking, the other replied incredulously, bending down to examine it.

Pon my honour Im not. Theres some on my hand here. Besides, his heart doesnt beat.

Leaning hastily forward, the conductor pressed his hand to the passengers breast. He quickly withdrew it, admitting that such indeed was the case.

But what can be wrong with him, Ted? He looks like a gentleman, he added in amazement.

I cant tell. In this ere light its impossible to see.

Striking a vesta, the conductor held it close to the mans coat. As it shed its light in fitful gleams, their eager eyes at once discerned a small hole in the breast, from which blood was slowly oozing.

Both drew back in dismay.

Hes been stabbed? the man who held the match exclaimed in a low, terrified voice. See, the overcoat must have been opened first, as it isnt pierced.

The victim had been wounded in the heart, struck by a steady hand, and evidently with great violence.

They stood aghast at the horrifying discovery.

What do you think of it, Bill? asked the old driver timorously.

Murder, without a doubt.

I wonder whether this will give any clue to the murderer? the elder man said, picking up the handkerchief.

It was a ladys — a small square of fine cambric with a delicate border of lace.

Lets look, exclaimed his companion, taking it in his hands, and holding it to the lamp.

Any mark on it?

No, nothing, he replied. Theres some funny scent on it, though, he added, placing it nearer his nose.

Good heavens, Bill, what shall we do? ejaculated the driver, thoroughly alarmed at the startling discovery.

Call the police at once. Wait here a minute, and Ill fetch a constable, the other replied, getting out of the omnibus, and running to the corner of the Strand, where an officer is constantly stationed on point duty.

Already a small crowd had collected, for the cabmen from the shelter opposite had quickly discerned that something unusual had occurred, and, on learning of the crime, grouped themselves around the vehicle in a state of great excitement, and eager to obtain a glimpse of the corpse.

A minute later the conductor returned with two constables. These were immediately followed by a detective-sergeant, who chanced to be passing, and another constable. The detective himself was astounded, although he had been present on more than one occasion when bodies had been found.

The circumstances having been briefly explained, he despatched one of the men to Agar Street for the hospital ambulance, and gave other orders, which were executed with obedience and promptitude.

Do you know the gentleman by sight? asked the detective of the conductor, as they both stood gazing upon the body, awaiting the arrival of the ambulance.

No, Ive never seen him before, the man replied; and the strangest part of the affair is, that when I got off at the Haymarket corner he wasnt inside. There were two gentlemen in the bus.

They got out at Spring Gardens, interrupted the driver. I stopped for them.

Then he must have entered immediately afterwards, remarked the detective thoughtfully.

Yes, thats the only way I can account for it.

It is certainly an extraordinary case, the officer said, bending down and re-examining the dead mans wound. From the time he got into the bus until you discovered him dead could not have been more than six or seven minutes?

Not so much, replied the driver. I generally reckon it takes four minutes from Dents to the corner here, including the stoppage in front of the lions.

But you didnt pull up there to-night?

No, because I was not aware I had any fare inside.

Ah? exclaimed the detective confidently. The murder was evidently cleverly planned, and the assassin has got away very neatly indeed.

It couldnt be suicide, could it? suggested one of the constables.

Impossible, for the knife has disappeared. But heres the ambulance; we must remove the body and disperse the crowd.

At that moment a hansom, which had turned from the Strand towards Pall Mall, was compelled to pull up owing to the throng of eager onlookers which had now become so augmented as to reach across the road.

Pushing up the flap in the roof with his walking-stick, the fare, a well-dressed and rather handsome young man, whose face bore that frank, good-humoured expression which always impresses favourably, asked— Whats the fuss, cabby?

Cant exactly make out, sir, replied the man. They say a murders been committed.

Somebody murdered! he exclaimed in surprise. By Jove, a crime in a bus isnt a sight to be witnessed every day. Wait over there, cabby, opposite the church. Ill go and have a look.

Alighting, he quickly made his way through the excited crowd. As he edged in towards the omnibus, two constables, who had just lifted the body out, were placing it carefully upon the stretcher, for a doctor had already made an examination and pronounced that death had been almost instantaneous.

In the brief moment while the constables arranged his head the light of the gas lamps outside the public-house shone full upon the pale, bloodless features, revealing a man of about thirty-five, whose face was well moulded and refined, with closed eyes, very wavy hair, and short, pointed beard. That he was a gentleman was evident. His hands looked soft and white, his finger-nails showed that attention had been bestowed upon them; a large diamond glittered on his finger, and in his scarf was another valuable stone. His attire, too, was the reverse of common, for his overcoat was lined with sable in a style which only a West-End tailor could produce, and his other garments were of the best quality and latest fashion.

Poor fellow — he looks as if hes asleep, exclaimed a woman sympathetically, at the young mans elbow.

Ah, remarked another, hell never wake again. Whoever killed him accomplished the deed very effectually.

Hes a thorough gentleman, too, commented a cabman, who was eagerly watching with several of his companions. I wonder what the motive could have been?

Theyll call Teddy Millss bus the hearse, now, said another cabman; but his companion replied — 

Garn, Arry, it aint no laughing matter.

Well, its a bold stroke, at any rate, rejoined the man addressed. Why, he couldnt have been seated in the bus a minute before he was killed.

Is it such a mysterious affair, then? asked the young man who had alighted from the cab, turning to them.

Mysterious? I should rather think it was. It all happened between the corner of Pall Mall and here. The victim must have entered the bus as it was going along, but whether the murderer was inside or whether he followed, nobody knows.

Pass along, please; pass along! two constables commanded.

The body, which had by this time been placed on the ambulance and lightly covered, was being wheeled away, and the police were busy dispersing the ever-increasing crowd.

By Jove, its terrible! Such sights are enough to give one the blues, the young man exclaimed aloud, as he made his way towards his cab. I wonder who the Johnnie is? The face seems familiar, yet for the life of me I cant recollect where Ive seen it before. But, there, it isnt any use making oneself glum over the troubles of others, and, goodness knows, my own cursed luck is hard enough.

He sighed, and, springing into the hansom, shouted— Drive on, cabby, as fast as you can make that bag of bones travel.

The man laughed at his fares humorous cynicism, and, whipping his horse, drove rapidly away.


Chapter Three.

In Bohemia.
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LOOK HERE, HUGH, what is the cause of this confounded gloominess?

Nothing that concerns anybody, except myself, was the morose reply.

Well, you neednt snarl like that at an old friend. Come, out with it, and lets have no secrets.

Theres not much to tell, old fellow, beyond the fact that Im ruined.

What! exclaimed John Egerton, open-mouthed in amazement. Ruined?

Yes.

Are you really serious; or is this another of your confoundedly grim jokes?

Its too true, alas! the other replied, with a sigh. The artist, laying his palette and mahlstick aside, turned and faced his visitor, exclaiming — 

Sit down and relate the circumstances; we must see what can be done.

Nothing can prevent the catastrophe. Ive considered the problem long enough, and can find no solution.

Well, dont knock under without a struggle, my dear old chap. Men work for fame and fortune, but expect happiness as a gift. Confide in me, and perhaps we may arrange things.

The other smiled sadly, but shook his head.

It was the afternoon following the events related in the previous chapter. The two speakers who were in such serious conversation stood in a shabby studio in Fitzroy Square gravely contemplating one another.

John Egerton, the owner of the place was a successful artist, whose works sold well, whose black and white illustrations were much sought after by magazine proprietors, and whose Academy pictures had brought him some amount of notoriety. His success was well deserved, for, after a rather wild student life on the Continent, he was now exceedingly industrious. Art was his hobby, and he had but little pleasure outside the walls of his studio. Though discarding a collar, and attired negligently in a paint-besmirched coat very much the worse for wear, a pair of trousers much bespattered, and feet thrust into slippers, yet his face spoke of genius and indomitable perseverance, with its deep grey eyes, firm, yet tender mouth, and general expression of power and independence.

His visitor, Hugh Trethowen, was of a different type — handsome, and perhaps a trifle more refined. A splendid specimen of manhood, with his fine height and strongly-built frame, well-cut Saxon features, and bright colouring, with laughing blue eyes, the earnest depths of which were rendered all the more apparent by the thoughtful, preoccupied look which his countenance wore.

A young girl, undeniably beautiful, with a good complexion, stood watching them. She was dressed in a bright but becoming costume of the harem, and had, until the arrival of Trethowen, been posing to the artist. Upon the easel was a full length canvas almost complete — a marvellous likeness, representing her laughing face, with its clear brown eyes, and her bare white arms swinging the scimitars over her head in the undulating motion of the Circassian dance.

Besides acting in the capacity of model, Dolly Vivian was the artists companion, critic and friend. Among the brethren of the brush she was well-known as a quiet, patient, unobtrusive girl, who, with commendable self-sacrifice, had supported her mother and invalid sister by her earnings. Egerton had become acquainted with her years ago, long before he became known to fame, at a time when his studio was an attic in a street off the Edgware Road, when he used frequently to eat but one meal a day, and had often shared that with her. She was his friend and benefactor then, as now. When times were hard and money scarce, she would give him sittings and accept no payment, or, if she did, she would spend the greater portion in the necessaries of life, which she would convey to his sky parlour on the following morning.

This platonic friendship, which sprang up in days of hardship and disappointment, had been preserved in affluence. From her model the rising artist had painted most of the pictures that had brought him renown, and he acknowledged the debt of gratitude by making her his confidante. It was not surprising, therefore, that at his studio she conducted herself as if thoroughly at home, nor that she should be well acquainted with such a constant visitor as Hugh Trethowen.

When, however, the two men commenced so momentous a question, she felt that her presence was not desired, so busied herself, with a good deal of unnecessary noise, with the teacups which stood on a small table beside the easel.

Suddenly she raised her handsome head, and, looking at Egerton, said:

If you are talking of private matters, I will go and rest until you are ready to recommence.

The artist glanced inquiringly at his friend.

There is no necessity for leaving us, Dolly, said Trethowen. We are all three old friends, and my purpose in coming here this afternoon is to spend an hour with you for the last time.

The last time! she echoed in dismay. Why — are you going away?

He did not answer for a moment. His eyes were fixed upon the girls face, and his lips trembled a little under the shadow of his fair moustache. Could he really muster up courage to tell them of his intention? He hesitated, then he replied, firmly enough:

By an unfortunate combination of circumstances I am compelled to leave all my friends. I much regret it, but it cannot be avoided.

The men had seated themselves, and the pretty model was pouring tea into three dainty little cups.

Egerton frowned impatiently.

This sort of talk isnt like you, Hugh, and it sounds bad. Surely you dont contemplate leaving us altogether?

I must — I cannot remain.

Why?

Ive already told you. Im ruined.

Ruined — good God — youre joking! But even if you are — confound it — why should you go? Other men have got on their legs again.

I never shall, Trethowen replied sadly. Its impossible.

If youll tell us about it, said the artist persuasively, we can judge for ourselves.

Well, briefly told, the facts are these, old fellow. You are aware Im only the younger son, and that on my fathers death my elder brother, Douglas, with whom Ive not been on friendly terms for several years, succeeded to the estate.

The other nodded acquiescence.

My father undoubtedly meant well, Hugh continued, for he left me some property yielding nearly five hundred a year. Upon this I lived for five years, but—

And what more could you expect? interrupted his friend. Surely thats enough for a bachelor to live upon?

It would have been, I admit, he replied despondently. Unfortunately, I have been compelled to dispose of the property.

Why?

To temporarily satisfy my hungry creditors.

Are they numerous?

Numerous! Why, theyre so plentiful that, by Jove, Ive never troubled to count em.

But how have you become so entangled?

The usual method is responsible, old chap — tempting fortune, he replied bitterly. The fact is, things have been going wrong for a long time past, and Ive disposed of all Im worth in an endeavour to settle up honourably. Its no use, however — Ive sunk deeper and deeper into the mire, until the only means by which to extricate myself is to go right away. Dunned on every side, with county court summonses descending in showers, the Hebrew Shylocks who hold me in their accursed clutches seem to be taking a delight in crushing me out of existence.

The artist was mute with astonishment. He had always considered his friend very lucky in having ample means at his command, and had never imagined he was in such straits.

Then, as I understand, youve had to go to the Jews, and theyve foreclosed, he said, after silently contemplating the canvas before him.

Exactly, Hugh replied. Think. What can a fellow do when hes about town like Ive been? He must necessarily follow the example of others on the course and in the clubs, if he doesnt wish to be ranked with outsiders. As an instance, I lost over the St. Leger a clear eight hundred.

Whew! If thats the case, Im at a loss to give advice, exclaimed Egerton gravely.

It would be of no assistance, he said. Like an ass, Ive run through all I possess, with the exception of a bare couple of pounds a week. I must therefore drag out an existence in one of those dismal old continental towns that seem to be provided as harbours of refuge for unfortunate fellows like myself. Im truly sorry to leave you both, but needs must when the devil drives.

Why not remain here? If you are hard hit, I can see no reason why you should bury yourself, contended the artist thoughtfully.

No, Mr Trethowen, added Dolly, gazing into her teacup in a vain endeavour to hide the tears that stood in her eyes, dont leave us. Why, Mr Egerton would not have half the spirit for his work if you didnt run in now and then and make him laugh.

I — I cannot remain, he replied hesitatingly. You see, Im utterly incapable of making a fresh start in life, for Ive no profession. Besides, theres a much stronger reason for my departure. Its absolutely imperative.

His face was lined with pain and sorrow, as he drew a deep sigh, the index to a heavy heart.

Whats the reason? demanded his friend, glancing sharply at him.

Because, if I dont get away almost immediately I shall find myself arrested.

Arrested?

He nodded, but for a few moments no words escaped his lips.

Yes, Jack, old fellow, Im in a terrible fix, he replied in a gloomy tone unusual to him. Ill confide in you because I can trust you. Three months ago I was hard pressed for money, and seeing a dishonest way of obtaining it, I yielded to the temptation of the moment. I imitated a signature, and drew a thousand pounds.

Forgery! the artist exclaimed, dumbfounded.

Call it what you like. The bill is due the day after to-morrow, then the fraud will be detected.

He uttered the words mechanically, his head bowed upon his breast.

Jack Egerton bit his lip. He could scarcely realise the grave importance of his companions words.

Are there no means by which I can assist you, Hugh? he asked presently in a sympathetic tone.

None. There is room enough in the world for everybody to stretch himself. You understand my departure is inevitable. It is either arrest or exile, and I choose the latter.

Im afraid it is; but, look here. Have a trifle on loan from me — say a hundred.

Not a penny, Jack. I couldnt take it from you, indeed, he replied, his voice trembling with an emotion he was unable to subdue. With finances at the present low ebb I could never repay you. Perhaps, however, there may be a day when I shall require a good turn, and I feel confident of your firm friendship.

Rely on it, the artist said, warmly grasping his hand. You have my most sincere sympathy, Hugh; for bad luck like yours might fall upon any of us. In times gone by youve often assisted me and cheered me when Ive been downcast and dispirited. It is, therefore, my duty to render you in return any service in my power.

Hugh Trethowen rose, listless and sad. The lightheartedness and careless gaiety which were his chief characteristics had given place to settled gloom and despair. Thanks for your kind words, old fellow, he exclaimed gravely. I really ought not to trouble you with my miseries, so Ill wish you farewell.

The handsome girl, who had been silent and thoughtful, listening to the conversation, was unable to control her feelings, and burst into tears.

Dont cry, Dolly, said he in a sorry attempt to comfort her. Jack and yourself are old friends whom I much regret leaving, but dont take it to heart in this way.

Raising her hand reverently to his lips he kissed it, with a murmured adieu.

She did not reply, but, burying her face in the rich silk robe she wore, wept bitterly.

For a moment he stood contemplating her, then, turning to the artist, he said:

Good-bye, Jack.

Good-bye, Hugh, replied Egerton, wringing his hand earnestly. Remember, whatever happens, I am always your friend — always.

A few brief words of thanks, and Hugh Trethowen snatched up his hat and stick, and, drawing aside the heavy plush portière before the door, stumbled blind out.


Chapter Four.

The Nectar of Death.
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SLOWLY AND SOLEMNLY the clock of St. Jamess, Piccadilly, chimed nine.

In his comfortable chambers in Jermyn Street, Hugh Trethowen sat alone. The graceful indifference of the Sybarite had vanished, the cloud of apprehension had deepened, and with eyes fixed abstractedly upon the flickering fire, he was oblivious of his surroundings, plunged in painful reverie.

The silk-shaded lamp shed a soft light upon the objects around, revealing that the owner of the apartment had debarred himself no luxury, and that, although a typical bachelors abode, yet the dainty nick-nacks, the cupboard of old china, the choice paintings, and the saddle-bag furniture — all exhibited a taste and refinement that would have done credit to any drawing-room. Upon a table at his elbow was a spirit stand, beside which stood a glass of brandy and soda; but it was flat, having been poured out half an hour before.

Suddenly he tugged vigorously at his moustache, as if in deep contemplation, and, rising, crossed the room and touched a gong.

His summons was answered by an aged male servant, the venerable appearance of whose white hair was enhanced by his suit of spotless black and narrow strip of shirt front.

Anybody called, Jacob?

No, sir; nobodys called, sir, replied the old man in a squeaky voice.

You may close the door, Jacob, and sit down. I want to have a word with you.

The aged retainer shut the door, and stood near the table, opposite his master, fully prepared to receive a reprimand for having performed his work unsatisfactorily. Sit down, Jacob; we must have a serious talk. Surprised at these unusual words, the old man seated himself upon the edge of a chair, waiting for his master to commence.

Look here, Jacob, said Trethowen; you and I will have to part.

Eh? what? Master Hugh? Have I done anything wrong, sir? If I have, look over it, for Im an old man, and—

Hush, youve done nothing wrong, Jacob; youve been a good servant to me — very good. The fact is, Im ruined.

Ruined, Master Hugh? How, sir?

Well, do you ever take an interest in racing?

No, sir; I never do, sir.

Ah, I thought not. Fossils such as you do not know a racehorse from a park-hack. The truth is, Ive chucked away nearly every farthing I possess upon the turf and the card-table; therefore I am compelled to go somewhere out of the reach of those confounded duns. You understand? When Im gone theyll sell up this place.

Will the furniture be sold, sir? Oh, dont say so, Master Hugh! exclaimed the old servant, casting a long glance around the room.

Yes; and, by Jove, theyd sell you, too, Jacob, only I suppose such a bag of bones wouldnt fetch much.

You — you cant mean you are going to leave me, sir? he implored. For nigh on sixty years, man and boy, Ive been in the service of your family, and it does seem hard that I should remain here and see the things sold — the pictures and the china that came from the Hall.

Yes, I know, Jacob: but its no use worrying, said Hugh, somewhat impatiently. It cannot be avoided, so the things from the old place will have to travel and see the world, as I am compelled to.

And you really mean to go, Master Hugh?

Yes; I tell you I must.

And cannot I — cannot I come with you? faltered the old man.

No, Jacob — thats impossible. I — I shall have no need of a servant. I must discharge you, but heres fifty pounds to keep you from the workhouse for the present. Id give you more, Jacob, but, indeed the fact is, Im deuced hard up.

And he took some notes from a drawer in his escritoire, and handed them to his faithful old servant.

Thank you very kindly, sir — thank you. But — hadnt you better keep the money, sir? You might want it.

No, replied Hugh, with a sad smile. I insist upon you taking it; and, look here, whats more, the basket of plate is yours. It is all good stuff, and belonged to the dear old governor; so sell it to-morrow when Im gone, and put the money into your pocket. Take anything else you like as well, because if you dont others will. And, by the way, should you ever want to write to me, a letter to the Travellers will be forwarded. I — Im busy now, so good-night, Jacob. Grasping the venerable servants bony hand, he shook it warmly.

Good-night, Master Hugh, murmured the latter in a low, broken voice. Good-night; may God watch over you, sir.

Ay, Jacob, and may this smash bring me good luck in the future. Good-night.

The old man tottered out, closing the door noiselessly after him.

Poor old Jacob, said Hugh aloud, as he stood before the fireplace with his hands thrust deep in his pockets in an attitude of despair. It must be truly hard for him to leave me. He was my fathers valet when he was a young man; he has known me ever since I could toddle, and now Im compelled to throw him out of doors, as if he were a common drudge who didnt please me. Hes been more than a servant — he was the friend and adviser of my youth. Yet now we must part, owing to my own mad folly. Some people carry wealth in their pockets, others in their hearts.

With a sigh and a muttered imprecation, he paced the room with deliberate, thoughtful steps.

Suddenly he noticed the evening newspaper that had been placed upon the table by his servant. Anxious to know the result of a race, he took it up mechanically, when his eyes fell upon the head-line in large capitals, Mysterious murder in the Strand.

Good heavens! he exclaimed in surprise. Why, I had really forgotten that strange incident last night. It must be the man I saw taken from the omnibus. By Jove, that was a curious affair; I wonder what the paper says about it?

Reseating himself, he commenced to read the column of elaborately worked-up sensation with which the journal regaled its readers.

It certainly was an extraordinary case, inasmuch as the crime must have been committed with a swiftness and dexterity that was little short of marvellous. As far as the representative of the journal had been able to ascertain, the body was still unidentified, and, after advancing an extravagant theory of his own, the enterprising scribe terminated with the stereotyped phrase, invariably used on such occasions, declaring that the police, though very reticent upon the matter, were prosecuting diligent inquiries.

Remarkable! ejaculated Trethowen, when he had finished reading this account. I wonder who the victim is, and what object anybody could have had in murdering him? So daring, too — in a public conveyance in the very heart of London. There was some motive, I suppose; but evidently the person who committed the crime was no novice, and went to work with swiftness and caution for the purpose of baffling the police. Ive been thinking so much of my own affairs to-day that the remembrance of last nights tragedy had entirely gone out of my head. Yet, after all, why should I puzzle my brains over a case that will require all the wit and cunning of skilled detectives before the guilty person is revealed?

He cast the paper aside, and passed his hand wearily across his aching brow.

No, he continued, after a brief silence. Ive got too much to think of with my own affairs. Here am I, ruined irretrievably, with no hope beyond that of dragging out a miserable existence in a poverty-stricken sort of way, while my friends laugh over my misfortunes, and make themselves fat upon what theyve won from me by foul means as well as fair. Bah! Ive been a downright consummate fool, and deserve all this punishment; by Heaven I do!

And he sprang to his feet, and again paced the room.

What is my punishment? he asked of himself, after some soliloquy. Social ostracism, perpetual poverty, interminable despair. Yet, after all, what have I done to deserve it? Ive not been more wild than other fellows during the sowing of my wild oats, as old fogies term it. No; the simple reason for it all is merely because Im a younger son. My brother has enough to keep him in luxury, whereas I had but a pittance at most, and upon it was expected to keep up appearances and spend it like other fellows. Ive done so, and now am doomed to pay the penalty of poverty. Even death would be preferable to the life before me.

He halted, suddenly impressed by the idea. His face was pale and haggard, and in his eyes was a strangely intense look.

Death! Why not? he repeated in a hoarse whisper. I have no longer any interest in life, therefore death would be the easiest means to end my difficulties. It would be all over in a moment.

Shuddering, he sank slowly into the chair, and resting his arms upon the table, buried his face in his hands.

Yes, he muttered in bitter despair. Ive staked everything, and lost, through my cursed ill-luck. If I exiled myself it would be running away from my creditors, as if I feared them. No, by God! I — I wont do that; Ill choose the other alternative.

With a firm, resolute expression upon his grave features he rose, strode quickly across the room, and, unlocking a Japanese cabinet, took therefrom a tiny phial of colourless liquid.

Holding it up to the light, he gazed upon it with a curious smile of gratification at having the poison in his possession. Strange that a man should laugh when about to take his own life; yet such is frequently the case. What is the motive that prompts him to smile when the grave is before him? What, perhaps, but the fascination of suicide. There are some men who at first feel like jumping from a high elevation into the void below. The feeling grows if at all indulged. There is a strange and, indeed, wonderful fascination in high precipices. The very fact that life can be taken is fascinating often to fatality. The majority of cases of suicide by pistol or by poison would not have occurred if the weapon or potion had been absent. Their very presence keeps the temptation to use them before the would-be suicide with more or less power.

In this case it was the same as many others. Hugh Trethowens lucidity of mind, granting that there was mental aberration, could not have been fully absent. The fascination of rest, of a possible life beyond, of dramatic sensationalism — all combined — may have been the chief motive-power.

Nevertheless, he stood looking at it calmly. He was bent upon his purpose.

Lifting the glass of brandy and soda, he poured the contents of the phial into it, afterwards tossing the bottle into the grate. His hand trembled a little, but by setting his feet firmly he overcame this sudden nervousness, and looked around him for the last time calmly and seriously.

Well, heres health to my creditors, and long life to the men who, posing as my friends, have ruined me! he said bitterly, with a harsh laugh.

Heaving one long sigh, he raised the glass to his lips. He was preparing to drink it at one gulp.

At that moment there came Jacobs well-known tap at the door, and he entered, bearing a letter upon a salver.

Trethowen started, and quickly replaced the glass upon the table. He was confused, and felt ashamed of being caught in the act of self-destruction, although the old man could not have been aware of what the glass contained.

Without a word he took the letter, and Jacob retired.

Tearing it open impatiently, he eagerly read its contents. It was a purely formal communication from Messrs Graham and Ratcliff, an eminently respectable legal firm, who, some years before, had transacted his late fathers business, and who now expressed a desire that he should call at their offices in Devereux Court, Temple, at noon on the following day, as they wished to have an interview with him on a most important and pressing matter.

He re-read the letter several times; then, without a word escaping his lips, flung the contents of the glass upon the fire.

The letter puzzled him sorely. He resolved to call at the address given and ascertain the nature of the mysterious business.

It had saved him.


Chapter Five.

Under St. Clement Danes.
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THE OFFICE WAS small, dingy, and undusted, with a threadbare carpet that had once been green, long rows of pigeon-holes filled with faded legal papers, and windows so dirt-begrimed that they only admitted a yellow light, which added to the characteristic gloom.

Before a large writing-table sat Mr Bernard Graham, solicitor and commissioner for oaths, interestedly reading some documents which had apparently been taken from a black tin box that was standing open near him. He was a clean-shaven, wizened man of sixty, with scanty white hair, a forehead denoting considerable self-esteem, a pair of small, cold grey eyes, and an aquiline nose, surmounted by pince-nez with tortoiseshell frames. Attired in broadcloth of an antiquated cut, he looked exactly what his clients believed him to be — a respectable family solicitor, the surviving partner of the once popular firm of Graham and Ratcliff.

Hum! the dates correspond, he was murmuring aloud, as he jotted down some memoranda, after glancing through an affidavit yellow with age. There can be no doubt that my surmise is correct; yet the whole affair is the most extraordinary within my experience. I wonder whether there are any minor points that will require clearing up?

Selecting another document, somewhat larger than the former, he opened it, and readjusting his glasses, read it through slowly and carefully, breaking off several times to make notes of dates and names therein set forth.

No, he exclaimed at last, as he laid the paper aside; we must first establish the identity, then everything will be straightforward. It all seems remarkably dear.

Leaning back in his writing chair, his features relaxed into a self-satisfied smile.

Some one must benefit, he observed aloud, his face again assuming a thoughtful look. There is such a thing as murder through revenge. Now, I wonder how I should fare if—

The door suddenly opened, and a clerk appeared bearing a card.

Show him in, commanded the solicitor, after glancing at it.

A moment later Hugh Trethowen entered.

Dressed fashionably, with a flower in his coat, he looked spruce and gay. The settled look of despair had given place to a pleasant smile, and as he advanced with elastic tread and greeted the old gentleman in his usual easy, familiar manner, it would have been hard to believe that twelve hours ago he had been on the point of taking his life.

Well, Graham, he began, as he put down his hat, and took the chair opposite the solicitor; now, what is it you want with me? Ive been breathing an atmosphere of debts and duns lately, so, if any of my creditors have been so misguided as to put their claim into your hands, I may as well give you the tip at once that Im not worth sixpence.

Creditors are out of the question, Mr Hugh, the old solicitor replied, smiling, and leaning back in his chair.

I wish they were, said Hugh fervently. Give me a recipe to get rid of them, and Ill try the experiment at all hazards.

You have no need, my dear sir, — no need whatever.

No need! repeated the younger man in astonishment, for the words seemed like an insinuation that he knew the secret means by which he intended to evade his difficulties. Why, what do you mean? he asked seriously. I tell you, it is pay or smash with me.

I regret to hear that, but you will adopt the former course, Graham replied mysteriously.

Hugh laughed sarcastically.

Thats very likely, when I have no money. But, look here, what do you want with me?

To impart some news.

News! exclaimed Trethowen, suddenly interested. Good or bad?

Both.

What is it? Tell me quickly, he demanded, with an impatient gesture.

Simply this. I wish to congratulate you upon your inheritance.

What inheritance?

Well, the information it is my pleasure to communicate will undoubtedly cause you mingled pain and satisfaction. Briefly, your brother, Douglas Trethowen, is dead, and—

What! cried Hugh, starting to his feet in amazement. Youre humbugging me!

I repeat, your brother is dead, resumed the old solicitor calmly, looking intently into the face of the man before him. In consequence of that event you inherit the whole of the estate.

Good heavens, is this true, Graham? he asked breathlessly.

It is. Therefore I dont think you need trouble yourself over creditors any longer. You can now pay, and wipe them out.

The old man laughed at the effect his words had produced, for Hugh Trethowen was standing in mute astonishment.

But how do you know Douglas is dead? he asked.

There is little doubt of it, answered Mr Graham coolly. Read this, and he handed him a newspaper cutting.

Hugh scanned it eagerly, with an expression of abject amazement. The statement was to the effect that it had just transpired that the man found murdered in an omnibus at Charing Cross had been identified as Mr Douglas Trethowen, of Coombe Hall, Cornwall. Upon the body some cards and letters had been found, which, for some unaccountable reason, had at first been kept secret by the police.

I can scarcely believe it, Hugh ejaculated at length. Besides, after all, it is not absolutely certain that it is he.

Not at all, admitted Graham, with a puzzled look. Of course, you, as his brother, must identify him.

Yes, said the other, very thoughtfully; for it had suddenly occurred to him that he had not recognised the features when he saw the body taken from the omnibus.

No time must be lost, observed the solicitor. The identity must be established at once. The inquest will, I believe, be held to-morrow.

Hugh hesitated, and for some moments remained silent.

You see, Ive not met my brother for six years, therefore I might be unable to recognise him. He has been abroad during the greater part of that period, and his appearance may have altered considerably.

Nonsense, my dear sir, — nonsense. You would surely know your own brother, even if a dozen years had elapsed, he answered decisively.

And suppose he really is Douglas?

The will is explicit enough, the elder man said, pointing to an open document before him. This is a copy of it, and no codicil has been added. In the same manner as your late respected father, Mr Douglas left the whole of his affairs in my hands. Fortunately for you, he never married, and the property is yours.

He felt bewildered. Such agreeable news was sufficient to animate with immoderate joy a ruined man who, a few hours previously, had contemplated suicide.

Now, speaking candidly, Graham, have you any doubt that it is Douglas?

None.

Why?

Well — for the simple reason that I believe he is dead.

Thats an evasive answer. Tell me the reason.

Unfortunately, I cannot divulge secrets entrusted to me, Mr Hugh. You may, however, at once rest assured that I am absolutely ignorant both of the motive of the terrible crime and the existence of any one likely to commit it. If I possessed any such knowledge, of course, I should communicate with the police without delay, the old gentleman said calmly.

Then you refuse to state your reasons? exclaimed Trethowen, a trifle annoyed.

I do, most decidedly. All I can tell you is that I knew your brother had returned from abroad; and, as a matter of fact, he wrote making an appointment to meet me yesterday, but did not keep it.

From that you conclude he is dead?

Combined with various other circumstances.

Well, Graham, its hardly satisfactory, youll admit, observed Hugh. And then he added: Of course, if you refuse to tell me anything else, I can do nothing.

Excuse me, Mr Hugh, answered the solicitor blandly. You can go to the mortuary at once and identify the body.

If I fail, what then?

I dont think you will fail, replied Graham, with a meaning smile.

Youll come and assist me?

I shall be very pleased to accompany you, but must claim your indulgence for a few moments while I put away these papers; and he commenced gathering up the scattered documents and replacing them in the box.

When he had finished he locked it carefully, and then, struggling into his overcoat, and putting on his hat, he followed Hugh Trethowen out.

An hour later they returned and reseated themselves. The whole affair is so enshrouded in mystery that I doubt very much whether the murderer will ever be discovered, Graham remarked, taking up some letters that had been placed upon his table during his absence.

I agree with you. Its a most remarkable crime.

But, after all, whats the use of puzzling ones brain? the solicitor asked. You inherit the estate, with an income that should keep you in luxury for the remainder of your days, therefore why trouble about it?

That is so; but supposing Douglas is still alive — I only say supposing — now what would be the result? Graham shrugged his shoulders, and his visage elongated.

Its no use apprehending such a dénouement. You are absolutely certain that the body is his, are you not? he asked.

Im positive of it. The curious deformity of the ear I remember quite distinctly.

Then you will swear before the coroner to-morrow that he is your brother? he observed, regarding the young man keenly.

I shall.

In that case no more need be said. We shall immediately proceed to prove the will, and you will be master of Coombe.

Indeed, exclaimed Hugh, with a light laugh, as he rose to depart. Im in lucks way to-day. A few hours ago I little thought myself so near being a wealthy man.

No; it must be a very pleasant surprise, the old gentleman said, rising and grasping his new clients hand. I heartily congratulate you on your good fortune, Mr Hugh. I shall call upon you at noon to-morrow, and we will attend the inquest together. Your interests will be safe in my hands, so for the present good-bye.

Good-day, Graham. Ill expect you to-morrow, Hugh replied, and, lighting a cigar, he went out.


Chapter Six.

Valérie Dedieu.
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LOOK! THERE SHE goes! Isnt she lovely? By Jove, shes the most charming woman Ive ever met!

The less of her sort there are about, the better for society at large, old fellow.

What? You know her?

Yes. Unfortunately.

Oh, of course. Some frivolous tale; but Ill not hear a word of it. Some people are never satisfied unless they are polluting a fair name, or washing their neighbours dirty linen.

Thats meant to be personal, I suppose?

As you please.

And where did you make her acquaintance, pray?

Quite casually; a week ago.

And youve taken her for three drives, and walked on the promenade with her?

If I have, what crime have I committed beyond arousing your jealousy?

Im not jealous in the least, I assure you, old chap, replied Jack Egerton, smiling. But the fact is, Hugh, Ive always considered you a man, and never believed that you could develop into a brainless, lovesick swain. Yet it appears you have. Weve known each other long enough to speak plainly, and if you take my advice youll steer clear of her.

Why do you give me this mysterious warning, old chap?

Shes bewitching, I admit: but a pretty face is not all that is desirable in a woman. If youre on the lookout for a suitable partner — and it seems you are — I advise you not to make her your wife, or youll repent it. Besides, a rich man like yourself can choose from among the younger and possibly better-looking bargains offered by anxious but impecunious mothers.

Oh yes; I know all about that, replied Hugh impatiently. I shall never take any advice upon matrimony, so you are only wasting breath. The man who frowns at coquetry is often willing enough to wink at the coquette. Im master of my own actions, and were we not old friends, Jack, I should consider this abominable impertinence on your part.

But, my dear fellow, it is in your own interests that—

Bother my interests! Have another cigar and shut up!

Very well, as you please.

The two men, who were thus discussing the merits of a female form which had just passed, were seated at an open window at the Queens Hotel, at Eastbourne. It was an August morning, warm, with scarcely a breath of wind. The cerulean sky reflected upon the clear sea, glassy and calm in the sunlight, while the white sails of the yachts and the distant outlines of larger vessels relieved the monotonous expanse of blue, and added effect and harmony to the scene.

A fashionable crowd of loungers were passing and reusing the window, keeping under the shadow of the uses: for the fair ones who frequent seaside resorts, presumably for health, never desire their faces tanned. Now that the legal formalities had been accomplished, and Hugh Trethowen found himself with a comfortable competence, he, no longer world-weary, had recommenced a life of enjoyment. It was a pleasant reflection to know that his creditors had been paid in full, that he had repaid the thousand pounds he had obtained dishonourably, that he was no longer likely to be troubled by duns, and that his trusted servant Jacob had been reinstalled master of his chambers. He had spent a few weeks at Coombe, and formally taken possession of the home of his youth; then he returned and went to Eastbourne, having induced Egerton to put aside work and spend a short holiday with him.

After this discussion regarding the lady, he sat back in his chair, with a cigar in his mouth, looking unutterably bored. Truth to tell, he was a little out of temper; the weather was oppressive, and he hated discussions, as he always argued that life was too short, and breath too precious, to waste on trying to convince any one against his will.

As he sat there he gazed out upon the expanse of blue, and lapsed into silent contemplation.

The object of his admiration, who had just passed their window, was dressed with elegance and taste in a dainty pearl-grey creation of Worths, a hat of the latest French mode, the whole being surmounted by a cool-looking lace sunshade, the tint of which served to enhance her extraordinary beauty.

She was one of those women frequently met with in Society, whose past is enveloped in a mist of uncertainty, yet they cannot be termed adventuresses, for their adventures, as far as known, are nothing extraordinary, and les conveyances have always been respected and rigorously preserved. Men liked her because her foreign accent and gesture added a vivacious piquancy to her manner, and women tolerated her because she was affable, fashionable, and chic. Scandalous tongues had certainly done their utmost to injure her reputation, but had failed. She numbered many smart people among her friends, but not even her enemies could accuse her of vulgarity or indiscretion. All that was known was that she possessed ample means, moved in a good set, and was a conspicuous figure wherever the haut monde poured forth her children — at Trouville, Royat, Brighton, on the plage at Arcachon, or the Promenade des Anglais at Nice, according to the season and fashion.

Lets go for a stroll, old fellow, suggested Hugh, rising, and tossing his cigar out of the window.

Ive some letters to write.

Oh, let them wait. Come along.

Egertons features were clouded by a frown of displeasure. He yawned wearily, but rose and accompanied his friend.

They strolled along the parade, and back, and then out to the end of the pier. Trethowens eager eyes soon descried the object of his admiration, seated alone under the shadow of the pavilion, apparently engrossed in a novel. She looked up in surprise at their approach, and after mutual greetings they seated themselves beside her.

Valérie Dedieu, whose features were flushed — for she had been startled by their sudden appearance — was certainly remarkably pretty. She was gentle and winning, with a well-formed head, and a tall, graceful figure that any woman might have envied. Her large, expressive dark eyes, protected by their fringe of long lashes, had that look, at once stubborn and gentle, provocative and modest, wanton and ardent, of the Frenchwoman. The expression of her face was ever changing; now her eyes, cast down demurely, seemed to indicate a coy modesty; now her pouting lip betrayed a slight annoyance, only to be succeeded by a charming smile which disclosed an even row of pearly teeth.

As Hugh gazed upon her he remembered his friends mysterious warning, and asked himself what evil could lurk under so innocent a countenance.

I had no idea you were acquainted with Msieur Egerton, she exclaimed, suddenly turning to him.

Oh yes; we are old friends, Hugh replied, smiling.

Ah! what an age it is since we met, she said, addressing the artist, her words just tinged with an accent that added charm to her musical voice.

It is, mademoiselle, he answered, somewhat sullenly; I scarcely expected to come across you here.

She darted a sharp, inquiring glance at him, and frowned, almost imperceptibly. Next second she recovered her self-possession, and with a light laugh said: Well, there seems some truth in the assertion that the world is very small after all.

There does, and encounters are sometimes unpleasant for both parties, he remarked abruptly. But youll excuse me, wont you? I see a man over there that I know, and want to speak to him.

Valérie gracefully inclined her head, and Egerton, rising, lounged over to the man he had recognised.

The moment he was out of hearing, she turned to Trethowen, and said:

Then you and Jack Egerton are friends?

Yes; I find him a very agreeable and good hearted fellow.

That may be. She hesitated thoughtfully; then she added: You do not know him as well as I do.

And what is your objection to him? asked he in surprise.

Hugh, yesterday you told me you loved me, she said, looking seriously into his face.

Yes, dearest, I did. I meant it.

Then; as I explained to you, I have many enemies as well as friends. Jack Egerton is one of the former, and will do all in his power to part us when he finds out our affection is mutual. Now you understand my antipathy.

Clearly, he replied, puzzled. But I know Jack too well; he would not be guilty of an underhand action.

Do not trust him, but promise me one thing.

Of course, Ill promise you anything to make you happy. What is it?

That you will take no heed of any allegations he may make against me.

She was intensely in earnest, and gazed at him with eyes that were entirely human in their quick sympathy, their gentleness — in their appeal to the world for a favouring word.

Rest assured, nothing he may say will ever turn me from you, Valérie.

She heaved a sigh of relief when he gave his answer.

Somehow or other I am always being scandalised, she exclaimed bitterly. I have done nothing of which I am ashamed, yet my select circle of enemies seem to conspire to cause the world to deride me. Because I am unmarried, and do not believe in burying myself, they endeavour to besmirch my fair name.

She spoke with a touch of emotion, which she ineffectually tried to hide.

Then, as Hugh addressed her in a tone in which respect melted into love, she quivered at the simple words in which he poured forth his whole soul:

I love you. Why need you fear?

He uttered these words with a slight pressure of the hand, and a look which sank deep into her heart.

Then they exchanged a few tremulous words — those treasured speeches which, monotonous as they seem, are as music in the ears of lovers. The artist and his friend were by this time out of sight, and they were left to themselves to enjoy those brief half-hours of happiness which seldom return, which combine the sadness of parting with the radiant hopes of a brighter day, and which we all of us grasp with sweet, trembling joy, as we stand on the threshold of a new life.

And Valérie — forgetting everything, absorbed in a dream which was now a tangible reality — sat silent, with moist and downcast eyes. Hugh continued to smile, and murmured again and again in her ear:

I love you.

The pier was almost deserted, and, heedless of the rest of the world, they sat enraptured by love, lulled by the soft splashing of the sea, and bathed in the glorious golden sunshine.


Chapter Seven.

Aut Tace, aut Pace.
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ON THE FOLLOWING afternoon there was held in the Floral Hall of the Devonshire Park one of those brilliant orchestral performances which always attract the fashionable portion of Eastbourne visitors. The concerts, held several times each week, are extensively patronised by the cultured, and even the crotchety, who hate music, and regard Mozart and Mendelssohn as inflictions, look upon them as a pleasant means of idling away an hour. This afternoon, however, was devoted to operatic selections, and the hall was filled with a gay throng.

Trethowen had gone over to Hastings to visit some friends, and Egerton, who found time hanging heavily upon his hands, strolled in to hear the music. As he entered, the first object which met his eye was Valérie, who, dressed with becoming taste and elegance, was sitting alone, casting furtive glances towards the door, as if expecting someone.

After a moments hesitation he walked over to where she sat, and greeting her briefly with a pleasant smile, took a chair beside her.

Where is your friend? she asked abruptly.

He went to Hastings this morning.

When will he return?

Im sure I dont know, replied the artist carelessly.

I suppose the attraction of your fascinating self will not allow him to remain absent long. Am I to — er — congratulate you?

Her dark eyes flashed angrily, as she exclaimed in a low, fierce tone:

Youve tricked me! Youve told him!

And if I have, surely it is no reason why you should make an exhibition of your confounded bad temper in a public place. If you wish to talk, come into the grounds, he said in a tone of annoyance.

Yes; lets go. Ive something to say.

The conductors baton was tapping the desk as they rose and passed out upon the pleasant lawn beyond. Walking a short distance, they seated themselves under the shadow of a tree, in a nook where there were no eavesdroppers.

Well, Valérie, what have you to say to me? Im all attention, said Egerton, assuming an amused air, and calmly lighting a cigarette.

Diable! You try to hide the truth from me, she said, her accent being more pronounced with her anger. You have warned Hugh; you have told him to beware of me — that my touch pollutes, and my kisses are venomous. Remember what you and I were once to each other — and you, of all men, try to ruin my reputation! Fortunately, I am well able to defend it.

Your reputation — bah!

Yes, msieur, you may sneer; but I tell you, we are not so unequally matched as you imagine. If you have breathed one word to Hugh of my past, I can very easily prove to him that you have lied; and, further, you appear to forget that certain information that I could give would place you in a very ugly predicament.

Oh! you threaten, do you?

Only in the event of your being such an imbecile as to reveal to Hugh the secret.

Then, I may as well tell you that up to the present he knows nothing. Yet, remember, he and I are old friends, therefore it will be my endeavour to prevent him falling into your accursed toils, as others have! he exclaimed angrily.

Cursed toils, indeed! she echoed, with a contemptuous toss of her pretty head. The idea of a man like you setting himself up as Hugh Trethowens protector! Its too absurd. I wonder whether you would still be friends were he to know the truth about you, eh?

It matters little, he answered sternly. Youll keep your mouth closed for your own sake.

What have I to fear, pray? she asked impatiently. It seems you think me a weak, impressionable schoolgirl, who will tremble under your menaces. Why, the worst accusation you can make, is that I have been guilty of that crime so terrible to the eyes of the hypocritical English — unconventionality. Dont you think I could easily disprove your statements, especially to a man who loves me?

Loves you! repeated the artist, with a harsh, derisive laugh. He wouldnt be guilty of such romantic folly.

You are mistaken.

Then I can quickly put an end to his fools paradise.

How? she asked breathlessly.

I will find the means. If nothing else avails, he shall be made acquainted with the history of La—

Hear me! she interrupted fiercely. We are both past masters in the art of lying, John Egerton; we have both led double lives, and graduated as deceivers. Breathe one word to him, and I swear that at any cost the world shall know your secret. You should know by this time how futile it is to trifle with me, especially when I hold the trump card. Hugh has been your friend, but now he is my lover; and, furthermore, I mean that he shall marry me.

The man was silent.

He admitted to himself that her bold, passionate words were true. He was powerless to give his friend an insight into her true character, fearing the consequences, and knowing too well how relentless she was, and that she would not spare him.

If I carry out my intentions and tell him everything—

Then you will suffer, and in his eyes I shall remain immaculate, she exclaimed quickly, watching his face intently.

Calm indifference had been succeeded by a wearied, anxious expression, and in his eyes there was a look of unutterable hatred. She waited for him to answer, but he continued smoking thoughtfully.

Ne méchauffez pas les oreilles, she urged in a less irritated tone. You must admit, Jack, there are certain bonds between us that for our own sakes must not be broken. The folly of disclosing my past to Hugh is palpable, for it would mean speedy ruin to yourself, and be of no possible benefit. Therefore but one solution of the difficulty remains.

What is it?

Well, I have already told you what form my revenge would take were you to expose me, and I think you acknowledge that to tell all I know would be most undesirable from your point of view.

He bowed in assent.

Im glad you admit the inefficacy of your attempt to bounce me, she continued. I can suggest but one thing, namely, that we resolve to preserve our compact of secrecy.

At the cost of my friends happiness?

At any risk. But let me first assure you that Hughs happiness will not be jeopardised by the adoption of this course.

There will be no — er — danger, I suppose?

What do you mean?

Men die sometimes.

I dont understand your insinuation. I confess I love him, so it is scarcely probable that any harm will befall him if it is in my power to prevent it.

He thrust his hands deep into his pockets and frowned. Then he exclaimed decisively:

Your words have no effect upon me. I am determined he shall judge you in your true light.

She glanced at him in anxious surprise, for, truth to tell, she was unprepared for this bold reply. She hesitated whether she should change her tactics, as she was well acquainted with his obdurate nature, and in her heart feared to lose the man whose tender passion she half reciprocated. But her quick, impetuous character quickly asserted itself, and attained the mastery.

You — you blighted my life! she cried in a towering rage, her face blanched with passion. And even now, when I have an opportunity, you debar me from atoning for the past, and becoming an honest woman! I am not such a blind fool, however, as to bow calmly to your tyranny. I have already sacrificed too much, so I give you but one chance to save yourself.

To save myself. Bah! you are talking nonsense.

No, believe me, Im not, she declared, her dark eyes flashing with anger. Either you give your promise of secrecy now, at once, or before the day is out I will give you up to the police.

Jack Egerton drew a long breath, and his countenance grew visibly paler. He was cornered, and saw no possible means of evading the dire alternative. If he divulged the secret, it would mean disgrace, ruin, even worse.

She smiled triumphantly at his bewilderment. It was true, as she assured him, she held the trump card, and was playing the dangerous game dexterously, as only a clever, scheming woman could.

Which do you choose? she asked in a cool, indifferent tone, as if putting forward some very commonplace plan.

Youre an idiot, he exclaimed in vehement disgust.

Im well aware of that fact, mon ami, replied she, with a supercilious curl of the lip. Such a compliment is particularly appropriate. I was an idiot to allow you to have the freedom you now enjoy. Remember, however, I have yet a talisman that will sooner or later cause you to cringe at my feet.

Never.

Then you must put up with the consequences, she answered calmly, nervously twisting the ribbons of her sunshade. But I warn you, that if we are to be enemies you will find me even more merciless than yourself. Your own folly alone will bring upon you the retribution you so richly deserve.

Bah! whats the use of being dramatic? If its a fight between us, your record is quite as black as mine.

Ah! you would have to prove that; but in the meantime I should have the satisfaction of seeing you sent to penal servitude. You have been acquainted with me long enough to know that I do nothing by halves. I am determined that now, before we part, you shall swear to keep my secret, or I will put you in a convicts cell.

But think of the injury you would—

Enough! Words are useless. You must choose now.

Her handsome face was perfectly impassive; a cruel, sarcastic smile played about her lips.

She had been watching his features narrowly, for the pallor and the nervous twitchings clearly showed the agitation her decisive alternative had produced. Passionate love for Hugh Trethowen had alone prompted her, for she saw that if this man gave him an insight into her past he would turn his back upon her in ineffable disgust. Hers was a Bohemian nature, and she had led a strangely adventurous life, though few were aware of it. Her early education in the Montmartre quarter of Paris had effectually eradicated any principles she might have originally possessed, and up to this time she had enjoyed the freedom of being absolute mistress of her actions. Yet, strangely enough, now she had met Hugh, her admiration of his character had quickly developed into that intense affection which is frequently characteristic of women of her temperament, and she discovered that his love was indispensable to her existence. There was but one barrier to her happiness. Egerton knew more of the unpleasant incidents of her life than was desirable, and for the protection of her own interests she was compelled to silence him.

From the expression on his face she felt she had gained her point, and rose with a feeling of absolute triumph.

Now, she demanded impatiently, what is your decision?

Your secret shall be kept on one condition only, he said, rising slowly, and standing beside her.

What is that, pray?

That no harm shall befall Hugh, he replied earnestly. You understand my meaning, Valérie?

It isnt very likely that I should allow anything of that sort to occur. You seem to forget I love him.

The artist was convinced that her affection for his friend was unfeigned. She was but a woman after all, he argued, and probably her life had changed since they last met. Her answer decided him.

Well, which will you do? she again asked, with an anxious look.

I will tell Hugh nothing of the past, he said briefly.

Ah! I thought you would come to your senses at last, she exclaimed, with a short, hysterical laugh. Then it is a compact between us. You take an oath of silence.

I swear I will divulge nothing, he stammered.

Then Valérie breathed again, and it was impossible for her to hide the satisfaction with which she regarded his words.

Divulge nothing, she repeated, quite cheerfully. Undoubtedly it will be the best course, especially as we both have hideous secrets which, if exposed, would bring inevitable ruin upon us both. Was it not Marmontel who said La fortune, soit bonne ou mauvaise, soit passagère ou constante, ne peut rien sur lâme du sage?

They chatted for a few moments, then moved away together in the direction of the Floral Hall — not, however, before she exclaimed — 

If you break your oath you will bitterly repent.


Chapter Eight.

Under Seal.
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SURROUNDED BY A thickly-wooded park, where the deer abound in ferny coombes and hollows, stood the home of the Trethowens.

The house, to which a long elm avenue formed the principal approach, was an imposing pile, and dated for the most part from the reign of Queen Anne. Standing out prominently, its grey walls were almost wholly ivy covered, and from its grey slate roofs rose stacks of tall chimneys backed by thick masses of foliage. Striking as was its exterior, within the arrangements were antiquated and behind the times; for comfort had not been sacrificed to modern improvement, and vandalism had never been a distinctive quality of any of its masters.

In the great old entrance-hall, with its wide hearth and firedogs, were paintings by Fuseli and carvings by Gibbon, in which the motto of the Trethowens, Sit sine labe fines, was conspicuous, while the rooms, furnished with that elegant taste in vogue when the house was built, contained many unique specimens of Guercino, Chari, and Kneller.

Indeed, Coombe Hall was one of the finest mansions in North Cornwall.

During Douglas Trethowens absence the place had been left with only a gardener and his wife as caretakers. The park had been neglected, grass had grown in the gravelled carriage-drive, and the fine old gardens had been allowed to become choked with weeds. Though the whole place had a potency to set men thinking, perhaps the most quaint, old-world spot was the flower garden, with its spreading cedars and shady elms, its lichen-covered walls overrun with tea-roses, jasmine, and honeysuckle, with black yew hedges forming pleasant shades to the pretty zigzag walks. Here, long ago, dainty high-born dames in patches, powdered wigs, and satin sacques fed the peacocks and gathered the roses, or, clad as Watteau shepherdesses, danced minuets with pink-coated shepherds with crooks in their hands. Here, the scene of many a brilliant fête champêtre, syllabubs were sipped, and gorgeous beaux uttered pretty phrases, and, perchance, words that were the reverse of delicate, and were punished by being lightly tapped by fans.

Amid these unprofaned, old-world surroundings, Hugh Trethowen found himself, having been called thither by urgent business, for a portion of the house was in process of renovation, and the architect required his instructions.

Familiar as was the home of his childhood, yet he had not been there a week before his habitual blasé restlessness returned. Only a few days ago he had bade farewell to the woman he loved, but already he was longing to be again at her side, and had decided to return to her on the morrow.

He had been inspecting the progress of the work of putting the garden in order, and the various other improvements, but time hung heavily upon his hands, and it was merely for the purpose of whiling away an hour or two that he resolved to ascertain the nature of the private papers left by his dead brother.

Thus it was that he was sitting in the fine old library, cigar in mouth, lazily scanning some letters and documents scattered before him. He found little of interest, however; but as his chair was comfortable, and as the golden sunset streaming in through the diamond panes illumined the room with a warm light, he experienced a languid satisfaction in making himself acquainted with his brothers secrets.

One by one he took the letters and digested their contents. Many were Cupids missives, couched in extravagant language, and still emitting an odour of stale perfume. Some were tied together in bundles from various fair correspondents, others were flung indiscriminately among a heterogeneous accumulation of bills, receipts, and other papers similarly uninteresting.

At last, when he had finished the whole of those before him, he sat back, and for a long time smoked in meditative silence.

By Jove, he exclaimed at last, aloud, Douglas must have had a variety of lady friends of whose existence nobody knew. And they all loved him, poor little dears. No doubt his money attracted them more than his precious self, yet he was too wide awake to allow himself to become enmeshed in the matrimonial net. And he laughed amusedly. Their pretty sentiments, kisses indicated by crosses, and mouldy scents, were all to no purpose, he continued, taking up one of the letters, and contemplating the address. What a disappointment it must have been when he went abroad, and left the whole of the artless damsels to pine — or rather to seek some other fellow likely to prove a prize. And their presents! Good heavens! he might have set up a bazaar with the jewellery, slippers, smoking caps, cigarette cases, match-boxes, and other such trash mentioned in their dainty notes. I suppose I shall find the whole collection bundled into a cupboard somewhere, for they must have been forgotten as soon as received. What strange beings women are, to be sure!

Having finished his cigar, he stretched himself lazily, yawned, and exclaimed:

Now I wonder whether theres anything else worth looking at? Such letters are quite as amusing as the comic papers.

He glanced at them carelessly, with an uninterested listlessness, for he felt half inclined to burn them, as at best they were only rubbish. It was a pity, he thought, that such a fine old piece of furniture as the Chippendale bureau should be used for no better purpose than to store these forgotten and useless communications. Again, why should he harbour the evidences of his dead brothers flirtations.

As these and similar thoughts were passing through his mind, he suddenly gave vent to an exclamation of intense surprise. Withdrawing his hand quickly from the bureau, he rushed across to the window in order to examine more closely the object which had evoked his astonishment.

It was a coloured cabinet photograph.

He gazed upon it in dumb amazement, for the light revealed the pictured face of Valérie Dedieu!

Evidently it had been taken several years ago, as the hair was dressed in a style that was now out of date; still there was no doubt as to the identity of the original. With the exact contour of the features he was too well acquainted to regard it as a striking resemblance heightened by imagination. He examined every detail with eager eyes, and was convinced that the photograph was hers. The colouring, so far from altering the expression of the features, added a lifelike look, enhancing the beauty of the picture. The lips were parted, disclosing even rows of small white teeth; the counterfeit presentment seemed to smile mockingly at him.

Valéries photograph! he ejaculated, running his fingers through his hair, and gazing around in blank bewilderment. How could it have come into Douglass possession? Strange that I should find it here, unless — unless she, too, loved him.

No, he added savagely, a moment afterwards. Why should I think that? Ill not believe it until I have proof. And then, after all, they may not have been acquainted; the photograph may have come into his possession in some roundabout way. By the way, he continued, as a sudden thought occurred to him, I might possibly discover something further.

Again he returned to the bureau, still holding the photograph in his hand, and after a few moments eager search drew forth a small packet of letters tied with pink tape and sealed with red wax.

They had evidently been carefully preserved, for he discovered the packet concealed at the back of one of the small drawers in the interior.

With hands trembling with feverish excitement he took them to the window. Hastily he broke the seals, drew off the tape, and found there were three letters.

He felt a sudden throb at his heart, a touch of suspense that was painful, as he opened the first anxiously.

Her handwriting! he ejaculated excitedly, at the same time taking from his pocket a letter he had received that morning from Valérie, and placing them side by side.

The peculiarities of the fine angular calligraphy were exactly similar.

He read the letter. It was disappointing.

Merely a plain, curt note, commencing: Dear Douglas, making an appointment to meet at the Midland Hotel, St. Pancras, from which place it was dated and signed with the initial V.

The discovery had wrought a great change in him. He was not the same man. A cloud overspread his countenance, and he remained buried in thought.

When he roused himself to glance at the second letter, he seemed yet more melancholy.

It certainly was an interesting and correspondingly mysterious communication.

Dated from 14 Rue dAmsterdam, Paris, it commenced without any prefix, endearing or formal, and bore unmistakable signs of having been hastily written. It read as follows:

If you do not call before midday to-morrow I shall know that you refuse to entertain any conciliatory measure. Time does not admit of argument; I must act. At least, I must leave Paris to-morrow night, and even then all may be known. Fail to come, and I shall know you are my enemy. If I am unfortunate, rest assured I shall not suffer alone. Take my advice and seek me the moment you receive this, as it is imperative we should arrange matters before my departure. This course will be the best for you.

V.

There was some secret between them! Hugh said to himself in a strange half-whisper, as he finished the curious epistle. I wonder what it was? It is clear she had a very strong motive in her desire to see him, and the letter, from its general tone, appears to relate to some transaction in which they were both implicated.

Suddenly the words of Jack Egerton, when he had pointed Valérie out at Eastbourne, recurred to him.

The less of her sort the better, he mused, gazing out of the window abstractedly. I never asked Jack what he meant by that mysterious allusion. Perhaps, however, he didnt mean it seriously, and only said it in chaff.

He remained silent for some moments.

Why, he suddenly exclaimed, why should I believe malignant stories, when there is nothing to prove them? These letters are certainly strange, yet, after all, they may relate to some purely matter-of-fact affair.

Truth to tell, he felt half inclined to believe there had been a deeper meaning in the artists words than he imagined, and was stupefied in the agony of mental struggle. He stood rigid and confounded, gazing in turn at the letters and photograph, utterly unable to account for the curious and secret correspondence that had evidently taken place between his late brother and the woman who had promised to become his wife.

At last he opened the remaining letter, and was astonished to find it merely a blank sheet of notepaper, inside which was carefully preserved a scrap of half-burned paper about two inches square. Apparently it was a portion of a letter which, after being torn across, had been thrown into the fire. By some means the edges had been burned, the remainder being severely scorched.

It was written on one side of the paper, and the words, which were in French, and in a disguised hand, revealed a fact which added interest to the discovery. Necessarily few, they were very pointed, and translated they read:

Our agreement... dies I will... meet in London... of that sum on June 13th... Montabello to his rooms on the Boulevard... defy detection by...

He read and re-read these words, but could glean little from them. The small piece of blackened paper had presumably formed part of a note, but it was clear that the writer was illiterate, or intentionally ignorant, for in two instances the orthography was faulty.

Try how he would, Hugh was unable to disguise the fact that it was a promise to pay a certain sum, and the mention of the word dies seemed as if it had connection with some dark deed. Perhaps it alluded to the secret referred to by Valérie in the former letter! With tantalising contrariety, any names that had been mentioned had been consumed, and nothing but the few words already given remained as indication of what the communication originally contained.

Nevertheless, thought Hugh, it must have been regarded as of considerable importance by his brother, or it would not have been so carefully preserved and concealed. So crisp was it in its half-consumed condition, that he was compelled to handle it tenderly, otherwise it would have crumbled.

Having satisfied himself that nothing further could be gathered from the almost obliterated words, he replaced it carefully inside the sheet of notepaper, and proceeded to make a thorough search of the bureau.

In vain he took out the remaining letters and scanned them eagerly, hoping to find something which would throw a further light upon the extraordinary missives. None, however, contained any reference to Valérie, or to Paris. When he had finished, he summoned old Jacob, and ordered him to make a fire and burn all except about half a dozen, which appeared of a business character.

Placing the photograph and the three letters in his pocket, he stood thoughtfully watching the old man as he piled the bills and the billets-doux upon the wide-open hearth and ignited them.

The mysterious correspondence sorely puzzled him, and he was determined to find out its meaning. Undoubtedly, Douglas and Valérie were intimately acquainted, and from the tone in which she wrote, it appeared as if from some reason she was afraid of him, and, further, that she was leaving Paris by compulsion.

His thoughts were embittered by a vague feeling of jealousy and hatred towards his brother, yet he felt himself on the verge of a discovery which might possibly lead to strange disclosures.

Curiously enough, our sins find us out very rapidly. We cannot tamper with what is right and for the best in order to secure what is temporarily convenient without invoking Nemesis; and sometimes she comes with a rapid tread that is a little disconcerting.

Though he experienced a strange apprehensive feeling, Hugh Trethowen little dreamed of the significance of the communications which, by a strange vagary of Fate, had been placed under his hand.


Chapter Nine.

Denizens of Soho.
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A DIRTY, FROWSY room, with furniture old and rickety, a ceiling blackened, and a faded carpet full of holes.

Its two occupants, dark, sallow-looking foreigners in shabby-genteel attire, sat conversing seriously in French, between frequent whiffs of caporal cigarettes of the most rank description.

Batemans Buildings, Soho — where, on the second floor of one of the houses, this apartment was situated — is a thoroughfare but little known, even to dwellers in the immediate vicinity. The wandering Londoner, whose peregrinations take him into the foreign quarter, might pass a dozen times between Frith and Greek Streets without discovering its existence. Indeed, his search will not be rewarded until he pauses halfway down Bateman Street and turns up a narrow and exceedingly uninviting passage between a marine-store dealers and the shop of a small vendor of vegetables and coals. He will then find himself at Batemans Buildings, a short, paved court, lined on each side by grimy, squalid-looking houses, the court itself forming the playground of a hundred or so spirited juveniles of the unwashed class.

It is altogether a very undesirable place of abode. The houses, in comparison with those of some neighbouring thoroughfares, certainly put forward a sorry pretence towards respectability; for a century ago some well-to-do people resided there; and the buildings, even in their present state of dilapidation and decay, have still a solid, substantial air about them. Now, however, they are let out in tenements, and the inhabitants are almost wholly foreigners.

Soho has always been the abode of the French immigrant. But Time, combined with a squabbling County Council, has affected even cosmopolitan London; and Shaftesbury Avenue and Charing Cross Road have now opened up the more inaccessible haunts, rendering them more conventional, if less interesting. Notwithstanding this, it is still the French quarter. French laundresses abound in great variety, with cheap French cafés where one can obtain absinthe, groseille, or grenadine, and where Jacques Bonhomme can dine with potage and three plats for less than a shilling, while French bakers are a feature at every turn.

Within a small radius of Batemans Buildings several thousand strangers struggle for the bare necessaries of life — deluded Germans, Belgians, and Frenchmen, who thought the English Metropolis a second El Dorado, and have found it nothing beyond a focus for squalid poverty, hunger, and crime.

The two men who were seated together in this upper room were no exception. Although not immigrants in search of employment, yet they were disappointed that the business which brought them over had not resulted profitably, and, moreover, they were considerably dejected by reason of their funds being almost exhausted.

They sat opposite one another at the table, with an evil-smelling paraffin lamp between them.

The silence was broken by the elder man.

You must admit, Pierre, he exclaimed in French, contracting his dark bushy eyebrows slightly, it is no use sitting down and giving vent to empty lamentations. We must act.

Pierre Rouillier, the young man addressed, was tall and lean, with jet black hair, a well-trimmed moustache, and a thin face, the rather melancholy expression of which did not detract from the elements of good looks which his features possessed.

Why cant we remain here quietly in hiding for a time? he suggested. If we wait, something good may turn up.

Remain and do nothing! echoed Victor Bérard. Are you an imbecile? While we rest, the chance may slip from us.

Theres no fear of that, Pierre replied confidently. My opinion is that we can remain here for a month or two longer with much advantage to ourselves.

Bah! ejaculated his companion, a short and rather stout man, about ten years his senior, whose brilliant dark eyes gleamed with anger and disgust.

Well, speaking candidly, continued Pierre, do you really think it advisable to do anything just now?

I see nothing to prevent it; but, of course, it would be impossible to carry out our primary intention just at present. In fact, until the business is more developed any attempt would be mere folly.

Exactly. Thats just my reason for remaining idle.

The fact is, youre afraid, exclaimed Bérard, regarding him contemptuously.

Afraid of what?

Of making a false move, he replied; and then he added: Look here, Pierre, leave everything to me. Hitherto we have transacted our various affairs satisfactorily, and theres no reason why we should not be successful in this. It only requires tact and caution — qualities with which both of us are fortunately well endowed. When it is complete we shall leave this wretched country.

As for myself, I shouldnt be sorry if we were going to-morrow, remarked the younger man morosely. Im sick of the whole business.

Oh, are you? exclaimed Bérard fiercely. What in the name of the devil is the matter with you, you impudent coward? We entered upon this affair together; our course is quite plain, and now, just when we are within an ace of success, you want to back out of it. Youre mad!

Perhaps I am, replied Pierre warmly. But you are too enthusiastic, and I have a presentiment that the whole affair will end in disaster.

Disaster! You talk like a woman, Bérard exclaimed. How is it that other delicate matters you and I have negotiated have not ended in a contretemps, eh?

Nom dun chien! And what have we gained by them? Why, simply nothing. You have been clever, its true; but in this, if we dont wait until a more favourable opportunity occurs, we shall bungle. And if we do, you know the consequences.

But while we are waiting we must have money from somewhere.

We must wait, declared Pierre. We ought to out of this wretched rabbit-warren, and dress a bit more respectably. Do you think were likely to (unreadable). Je nai pas un rond, he added in the argot of the criminal circles of Montmartre.

Bérard shrugged his shoulders, and pulled a wry face.

We can but try, he observed, selecting a fresh cigarette and lighting it.

At that moment the stairs outside creaked, and a light footstep was heard upon them.

Hark! exclaimed the younger man. She has arrived! She promised she would come to-night.

The words were scarcely uttered before the door was flung open unceremoniously, and Valérie Dedieu entered.

Her most intimate friends would scarcely have recognised her had they met her in the street in broad daylight. A common and shabby tweed ulster enveloped her figure, and upon her head was a wide-brimmed, dark-blue hat, battered and faded.

Her disguise was complete.

Well, you see Im here as requested, she exclaimed, as she burst into the room, and, taking off her hat, flung it carelessly upon the ragged old leather sofa.

Ah, ma petite lapin, were glad youve come, Bérard replied, with a smile. If Mahomet cant go to the mountain because he has no decent clothes, then the mountain must come to Mahomet.

Thats so, she observed, with a light laugh, seating herself on a chair at the table. I look nice in this get-up, dont I? Pierre, give me a cigarette. Youve apparently forgotten your manners towards a lady, she added reproachfully.

The trio laughed. The younger man did as he was commanded, and gallantly struck the match, igniting the cigarette for her.

Now, how have you been getting on? she inquired.

Deuced badly, Bérard replied. Were hard up and must have money.

Money! Cest du réchauffé! Valérie cried in dismay. Mon Dieu! Ive none. Im almost penniless, and must have some from you.

What? cried Rouillier. You cant give us any?

No, not a sou, she replied. An appearance such as Im bound to keep up requires a small fortune, and I tell you just now my expenses are something enormous.

Then how do you expect we can live? asked Bérard, with an injured expression and violent gesticulation.

Im sure I cannot tell you, my dear Victor. You know better how to obtain funds than I. Live as youve lived for the past five years. You both have enjoyed luxury during that time, and I suppose you will continue to do so somehow or other.

This handsome salon looks like luxury, doesnt it? remarked Pierre, smiling contemptuously, as he cast his eyes around.

Well, certainly theres nothing gorgeous about it, she admitted, laughing, although she shuddered as she realised its discomforts.

Bérard shook his head impatiently. He did not care to be reminded of days of past splendour, and he hardly knew whether to be pleased or not at her visit.

Look here, he said, gazing up at her suddenly. Its no use chattering like an insane magpie. Whats to be done?

I dont know, and I care very little, she replied candidly. I want money, and if I dont get it the whole affair will collapse.

And she blew a cloud of smoke from between her dainty lips with apparent unconcern.

But how are we to get it? No one will lend it to us.

Dont talk absurdly. I have no desire to be acquainted with the means by which you obtain it. I want a thousand pounds. And, she added coolly, I tell you I must have it.

The two men were silent. They knew Valérie of old, and were fully convinced that argument was useless.

Leaning her elbows upon the table, she puffed at her rank cigarette with all the gusto of an inveterate smoker, and watched their puzzled, thoughtful faces.

Would that sum suffice until — ? Bérard asked mysteriously, giving her a keen glance, and not completing the sentence.

Although her face was naturally pallid, it was easy to discern that the agitation of the last few moments had rendered it even more pale than usual, and her hand was twitching impatiently.

Yes, she answered abruptly.

Couldnt you make shift with five hundred? he suggested hesitatingly.

No, she said decisively; it would be absolutely useless. I must have a thousand to settle my present debts; then I can go on for six, perhaps twelve months, longer.

And after that? inquired Pierre.

She arched her eyebrows, and, giving her shoulders a tiny shrug, replied — 

Well — I suppose I shall have the misfortune to marry some day or another.

All three smiled grimly.

How are matters progressing in that direction? Victor asked, with a curious expression.

As favourably as can be expected, replied Valérie in an indifferent tone. If a woman is chic and decorous at the same time, and manages to get in with a good set, she need not go far for suitors.

Have you seen the Sky Pilot? inquired Victor, with a thoughtful frown.

Yes, I met Hubert Holt a few days ago at Eastbourne. He asked after you.

Shall I find him at the usual place?

Yes; but it would not be safe to go there.

Then Ill write. I must see him to-morrow.

Why?

You want le pognon? he asked snappishly.

I do.

Then, if we are to get it, he must give us his aid, he said ominously.

Ah! she exclaimed, evidently comprehending his meaning. But you are not very hospitable, she added. Have you got anything to drink?

Not a drop.

Malheureux! youve fallen on evil times, my dears, she said, laughing uneasily.

Taking out her small, silver-mounted purse, she emptied its contents upon the table. This consisted of two sovereigns and some silver. The former she handed to Victor, saying, — 

Thats all I can give you just now.

He put them into his pocket without a word of thanks, while she sat back in her chair whistling a few bars of a popular chansonette eccentrique.

Pierre, Bérard said sullenly, at the same time vigorously apostrophising the diable, were in a difficulty, and the only way we can obtain the money is by another — er — disappearance.

What, again? cried Valérie. Why, poor Pierre is vanishing fast enough already. Hes almost a skeleton now, and she pointed at his lean figure derisively.

I dont get enough to eat nowadays, declared he, pulling a wry face.

Do stop your chatter, Valérie, Victor said angrily, Im talking business.

Oh, pardon, msieur? and she pouted like a spoiled child.

Its generally a safe trick. How much would it bring in? asked the younger man of his companion.

Two thousand sterling.

Just the sum, interrupted mademoiselle, striking the table in her enthusiasm. Well divide it. When can I have my half?

As soon as possible, but dont be impatient, as hurried action means certain failure.

All right, she replied boldly, removing the cigarette from her lips, and contemplating it. You can keep your fatherly advice for somebody else, she added, grinning across the table at Rouillier.

Tossing the cigarette into the grate, she rose.

What, are you going so soon? asked the younger homme de faciende.

Yes, its late; and, besides, I cant go straight home in such a get-up as this.

Cramming on her battered hat, she pulled it over her forehead, and then struck an attitude so comic that neither of the men could refrain from laughing. When they grew serious again, she said — 

Now, one word; shall I have the money? I think we understand one another sufficiently to agree that it is imperative, dont we?

Victor Bérard nodded an affirmative. He had decided. You will promise me?

Yes, you shall have it, notwithstanding the risks, he replied. Of course, the latter are very great, but I think if we carry out our plans boldly, it will be all right.

Bien, she said in a satisfied tone. And now you can both come out with me, and have the pleasure of regaling me with a glass of wine; for, she added, with a little mock curtsey, I feel faint after all this exertion.

Very well, said Pierre, as both men rose and put on their hats.

Well drink to another successful disappearance, Valérie said, patting him playfully on the cheek. The dear boy will prove our salvation from misery, provided he doesnt blunder.

Not much fear of that, answered the young man she caressed. It isnt the first time, so trust me to bring it off properly. I know my work too well to take an incautious step, he remarked in a low whisper, as the strange trio descended the creaking stairs.

Thats all very well, muttered Bérard, but we cant afford to act rashly, for itll be a complicated and extremely ugly bit of business at best.


Chapter Ten.

Deadly Pair.
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A MONTH HAD elapsed.

In the exquisite little drawing-room of a first-floor flat in Victoria Street, Westminster, where tender lights filtered through the golden shadows of silken hangings, sat Valérie. Her attitude was one of repose — deep, unruffled. From the crown of her handsome head to the tip of her dainty shoe she was perfect. With her eyes fixed seriously upon the ceiling, she sat crouching in her chair with all the abandon of a dozing tigress. The room, a glowing blaze of colour, and carpeted with rich skins, was a fitting jungle. With all a womans cunning she had chosen a tea-gown of pale heliotrope silk, which, falling in artistic folds, gave sculptural relief to her almost angular outline, and diffused a faint breath of violets about her.

She gave a stifled yawn and drew a heavy breath, as one does when encountering some obstacle that must be overcome.

I wonder whether he will come? she exclaimed, aloud.

As she uttered these words the door opened, and Nanette, her discreet French maid, entered.

Msieur Trethowen, she announced.

He followed quickly on the girls heels, with a fond, glad smile.

I must really apologise, my dear Valérie. Have I kept you waiting? he cried breathlessly, at the same time bending and kissing her lightly.

She gave her shapely shoulders a slight shrug, but watched him with contemplative eyes as he rushed on.

I thought I should be unable to take you out to-day, as I was detained in the City upon business. However, Ive brought the dog-cart round. The drive will do you good, for the weather is superb.

Indeed, she said languidly. Putting out a lazy, bejewelled hand, she drew back the curtain that hid the window, and gazed out upon the bright afternoon. Yes, it is lovely, she assented. But you must excuse me to-day, Hugh. I am not feeling well.

Why, whats the matter? he asked in alarm, noticing for the first time that there was a restless, haggard expression about her eyes.

Oh, its nothing, she replied with a smile; really nothing. A mere headache. I shall be better to-morrow.

Can I do anything for you?

No, thanks, she answered, motioning him to a seat beside her.

No, no, at your feet; Valérie — always at your feet, the young man replied gayly, throwing himself down before her, and flinging his head back in order to gaze more intently into the dark, brilliant eyes above him.

Keeping time with a heavy finger, he sang, in a not unmusical baritone, two lines of an old French love song:

Non, ma jeunesse nest pas morte,
Il nest pas mort ton souvenir.

But his fair companion was almost oblivious to the importance of the burden of his melody. With her little pointed chin against the rose of her palm, she sat lost in a world of reverie.

Do you ever see Jack Egerton now? she asked suddenly.

He smiled, accustomed to her wilful wanderings.

Yes, frequently, he said in turn. We have known one another so long, that I look upon him as my best friend.

Your best friend! she echoed. Ah! that is to be regretted. Then you could not have known him when he was a student in Paris.

No; tell me about him, Hugh asked anxiously.

Although I knew him, I shall say nothing beyond the fact that his was an unenviable reputation.

His lips were parted in surprise as he looked at her.

My darling, he said, a trifle coldly, you cant expect me to judge my friend without being aware of his offence.

His offence? she exclaimed, with a start. What — what do you mean? What do you know of his offence?

He was astonished at her sudden and intense interest.

Nothing beyond what you have just told me, he replied calmly, although her strange agitation had not escaped him.

It seemed as if she had unintentionally referred to something she wished to hide. Drawing a long breath, she quickly recovered herself.

Ah, I understand, she said; I thought you were referring to — other things.

The mention of Paris had brought vividly to his memory the strange letters and the photograph he had discovered among his dead brothers papers. A dozen times he had resolved upon approaching the subject, in an endeavour to find out how they came into his possession, but each time he had refrained from doing so because he feared causing her annoyance.

Piqued by the uncomplimentary terms in which she had spoken of Egerton, he uttered a question which the moment after the words fell from his lips he regretted.

Valérie, he said, grasping her hand, and gazing earnestly into her eyes, I have a curious desire to know whether you ever were acquainted with my brother?

The light died out of her face instantly. She turned pale as death, her delicate nostrils dilated, and her lips quivered strangely.

What do you mean? she gasped.

I simply asked whether you were ever acquainted with my brother Douglas, who was murdered, poor fellow.

Murdered! she cried hoarsely. Was Douglas Trethowen murdered?

Yes; I thought you were aware of that painful incident.

Dieu! she ejaculated, with a shudder. I knew he was dead, but I was told he died of fever, she said in a harsh, low voice.

Then you knew him?

No — I — we were not acquainted, she replied, endeavouring to remain calm, at the same time passing her slim hand across her blanched face.

Her breast heaved convulsively, and her limbs trembled. But it was only for a moment.

Strange that you did not know him, Hugh said in a tone of distrust.

What caused you to think that he and I were friends? she asked, rather haughtily, bracing herself up with an effort.

He hesitated. He was on the point of telling her of his discovery and demanding an explanation, but he decided that such a course might be indiscreet.

Well, he replied, I had reason for believing so.

What was your reason? she inquired, breathless with anxiety, as if half fearing his reply.

He had determined not to tell her the truth.

Oh, a very foolish one, replied he, with a laugh. It was a mere fancy.

Only a fancy, she said dreamily. Are you sure it was nothing more?

Why are you so anxious to know? he demanded, raising her hand to his lips.

Its feminine curiosity, I suppose, she said, smiling.

Well, then, I assure you it was only an absurd notion that somehow took possession of me.

An absurd notion, she echoed absently. Why, of course it is! How could I have known your brother when I have been so little in England?

You might have met him in society.

No; believe me, to my knowledge I have never seen him. If I had, what difference could it make?

If you entertained any affection for him—

What nonsense you are talking to-day, Hugh, she interrupted, with a little derisive laugh. I really believe you are jealous.

Perhaps I am, he admitted; but, you see, I love so well that any such shortcoming you really must excuse.

He laughed inwardly at the glibness of his invention.

But her manner had suddenly changed.

You will love me always, will you not, Hugh? she whispered earnestly.

Yes, dearest; of course I shall, he replied tenderly. I have spoken unkindly — forgive me.

Bravely smothering a storm of rising sobs, she held him with both her small hands until she had sufficiently controlled herself to speak.

I thought a few moments ago that — that you no longer cared for me, she said, with an effort, watching the effect of her words with wide-open, earnest eyes.

No, Valérie, you were mistaken, he replied in a low, intense tone. I love you, and nothing shall ever part us.

They had risen, and were standing together before the fireplace.

For a moment she stared vacantly before her. Then she threw herself into his arms, and, clinging to him convulsively, hid her face upon his shoulder.

I love you, Hugh; I love you more than I have loved any man, she murmured.

He strained her to his heart — a heart remorseful, even miserable and unhappy. Not even her declaration of love brought him a ray of consolation, for the gnawing consciousness of some deep mystery connected with her past, and the danger of their love for one another, had crushed all happiness from his soul.

And although he was feigning love and endeavouring to console her, yet there was no help for it — they were inseparable, their beings were knit together, their hearts were one.

She possessed the fatal power of fascination. He was under her spell.

With an effort to shake off the gloom that was possessing him, he spoke to her words of comfort.

She tried to reply, but a great sob choked her utterance.

Presently she released herself gently but firmly, saying — 

You must go, Hugh; you have been here too long, and I am not well to-day. I want to be alone.

Yes, you are right, replied he woefully. I ought not to have caused you this pain. I am to blame.

Yet something of hope returned to him as he spoke, for she clasped her arms around his neck, and, clinging to him closely, fixed upon him a look of moving appeal.

Slowly she drew down his head towards her face, and then gave him a warm, passionate kiss.

Good-bye, Hugh, she said in a broken pleading voice. Remember you have one who loves you more dearly than life.

Ive been a fool. Forgive me for speaking as I did, he entreated.

Yes, she replied, with a sigh; if we love one another, why should there be any mistrust between us?

Why? Had he not cause for apprehension? he asked himself.

But her arms were about his neck, her head pillowed upon his shoulder. The sweet perfume of violets intoxicated him. In a moment he became convinced that she was terribly in earnest, and was confident of her intense affection.

I have no mistrust whatever, darling, he said reassuringly, stroking her hair with infinite tenderness.

I — I am satisfied, she murmured. But tell me, Hugh, once more, that I shall be your wife.

Yes, indeed you shall, dearest; I care for no one else but you, said he, with a grave look.

Her labouring heart throbbed against his as their lips met in a long last caress. His anguished soul invoked the blessing on her that his quivering lips refused to utter, and he tore himself away.

He took one look back, and saw her totter a few steps after him with arms outstretched, then stop.

Gazing upon her with a loving glance, he waved his hand, and passed out.

When he had gone she stood motionless and silent for a few moments, looking wildly around, but mute under the leaden weight of her thoughts. Then she walked with slow, uneven steps to the ottoman by the fire, and sank upon it.

The fierce strain had been removed from her nerves, and her happiness found vent in hysterical sobs.

I hate myself. Its horrible, and yet I am powerless, she cried passionately.

Then she lapsed into a silence broken only by long, deep sighs.


Chapter Eleven.

The Fourth Passenger.
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I THINK THE trick is almost accomplished.

So do I.

Is everything ready?

Yes; but remember, we must keep very cool. A false step means ruin.

The man addressed laid his finger significantly upon his lips and replied — 

Of course. I quite understand.

This whispered conversation took place in the upper room at Batemans Buildings, on the same evening that Hugh had visited Valérie, and the two men who stood aside talking in almost inaudible tones were Victor Bérard and the Rev. Hubert Holt. In every particular they were dissimilar. The former was well-dressed and wore several flash-looking rings, while the latter was in clerical attire of the most unassuming and orthodox cut. Both appeared earnest and anxious, glancing uneasily toward Pierre Rouillier and a companion, who were sitting at the table facing each other.

Come, exclaimed Pierre, addressing the other in French, fill your glass. Good stuff like this never hurts one.

His compatriot, who was evidently more than half intoxicated, raised his head, and stammered — 

Youre — youre right, mon ami. Such cognac warms the blood this weather. Lets have another glass before we go.

He, like the others, was dressed in well-cut clothes, but it was curious that when the dim lamplight fell upon his face it disclosed features strangely resembling those of the man with whom he was drinking.

Adolphe Chavoix was about twenty-eight years of age, tall and dark, with closely-cropped jet black hair, and a sallow, rather sullen-looking face. The brandy had given an unnatural fire to his eyes, his cheeks were flushed, and as he grasped his glass his lean bony hand had the appearance of the talons of a bird of prey.

Bérard and his clerical companion continued their conversation in an undertone.

The Rev. Hubert Holt, upon whom the international gang of adventurers had long ago bestowed the sobriquet of The Sky Pilot, certainly did not, amid such surroundings, present the appearance of a spiritual guide. True, he was the shining light of the church of St. Barnabas, Camberwell, where he held the office of curate, but as a clerical luminary he was by no means of the chalk-and-water type. On the contrary, he could wink wickedly at a pretty girl, drink a glass of fizz, or handle a billiard cue in a style only acquired by long practice. Nevertheless, he was considered thoroughly devout by his aged and antiquated vicar, and not having joined the ranks of Benedicts, was consequently the principal attraction at mothers meetings and other similar gatherings of the more enlightened parishioners of the mean and squalid parish of St. Barnabas. They, however, were in blissful ignorance of the character of his associates, otherwise it is more than probable that the pulpit and altar of the transpontine church would have been at once occupied by mother fledgling pastor.

Suppose the whole business came to light? How should I fare? asked the sable-coated ecclesiastic thoughtfully, after they had been in conversation some minutes.

Bah! Vous-vous moquez des gens! Besides, you are always safe, surrounded as you are by a cloak of honesty. I tell you, the game can never be detected.

Dont be too confident; its a bad habit. Hugh Trethowen may suspect. Il est dégourdi, and if he should discover anything, depend upon it we should have the utmost difficulty in clearing ourselves. Somehow, I dont like the fellow; he knows too much.

What nonsense you talk, replied the Frenchman impatiently. He can never know the truth. He loves Valérie, and you ought to know her well enough to recognise her consummate tact and ingenuity.

Exactly. But why are you so positive that strict secrecy will be observed?

Because — because the only person who knew the secret has been silenced.

Who? demanded Holt in a hoarse whisper.

Egerton.

The curate thrust his hands into his pockets, and gazed upon the floor a few moments.

Well, I tell you candidly I dont half like it, he remarked apprehensively.

Content yourself; neither of us are such imbeciles as to run any risks. Have you not already assisted us and shared our profits?

Holt bit his lip. It was an allusion to unpleasant reminiscences.

That is so, he admitted, twirling the small gold cross suspended from his watch-chain. And what is the extent of my remuneration this time?

One hundred pounds.

The job is worth double.

Youll not have a sou more, so think yourself lucky to get what I offer.

If I refuse?

You dare not, interrupted Victor in a changed tone. Think of what your future would be if Valérie uttered one word.

Yes — yes, Holt replied, with a fierce frown. I know Ive linked myself with you. Im your cats-paw, however detestable your shady transactions are.

You always receive money for your services.

Yes, he muttered between his teeth. Gold with a curse upon it.

Bérard shrugged his shoulders unconcernedly and said — 

I suppose we shall each owe an ornamental wax taper to St. Jean le Baptiste for to-nights manoeuvre. Turning away he went to a drawer, from which he took a card-case and some letters, placing them in his pocket.

Now, Sky Pilot, he continued resolutely, as he walked up to where Holt stood, are you ready? The curate held his breath.

Very well, he replied, after a brief pause, I suppose I must do the bidding of my masters.

It would be best — that is, if you respect your position as a holy man, the Frenchman replied, with a mocking laugh.

Come, gentlemen, he exclaimed aloud, turning to the pair seated at the table. Its time we started, or we shall not keep our appointment.

There is no immediate hurry, is there? asked Chavoix in a husky voice.

Yes, Bérard replied, we must be at West Brompton at eight.

In that case Im ready, said he, rising, at the same time casting a longing look at the unfinished bottle of cognac before him. With unsteady gait he stumbled across the room, and, with the assistance of Pierre, arrayed himself in his overcoat and hat — not, however, without some difficulty and much good-humoured banter.

The other men sought their outdoor garments, and descended the stairs together, Bérard remaining behind a moment to blow out the lamp and lock the door.

A few minutes later they were strolling across Soho Square, which, at that hour, was dismal and deserted. A four-wheeled cab stood on the opposite side of the square, and they hailed it. When they had entered the conveyance, Holt gave the coachman orders to drive to the underground station at Charing Cross with all possible speed.

While passing along the more unfrequented thoroughfares the interior of the vehicle was dark, and of this Pierre and Victor took advantage. As for Chavoix, he had arrived at the drowsy state of intoxication, and quickly sank into a corner, where the rocking of the rickety old vehicle soon lulled him into a heavy slumber.

Pierre, who was seated at his side, turned and grasped his hand. First satisfying himself of the mans unconsciousness, he slowly, and with deliberate caution, unbuttoned his overcoat. As he accomplished this without rousing him, Bérard withdrew from his pocket a card-case, a folded paper, and several other articles.

Not a word was uttered. With much dexterity Pierre also unbuttoned the black frock-coat Chavoix wore, and, diving his hand into the breast-pocket, abstracted an old morocco letter-case, with some loose cards and about half a dozen letters. Hastily glancing at these, he transferred them to his own pocket, while, at the same time, Bérard bent over and carefully substituted them for those he had just produced.

After feeling in both pockets of the sleeping mans vest, as if to reassure himself that nothing remained, Pierre commenced to rebutton the overcoat. While so engaged Chavoix stirred uneasily and uttered a grunt, but a moment afterwards he subsided again into the dull, heavy slumber of intoxication, thus allowing the expert pickpocket to accomplish his task.

As the cab rumbled down Villiers Street, Bérard grasped him roughly by the shoulder, exclaiming in French — 

Wake up, old fellow. Come; pull yourself together.

Starting, rubbing his eyes, and with a muttered and husky, Pardon, messieurs, he commenced a profuse apology for sleeping in their company. This, however, was suddenly interrupted by the vehicle coming to a standstill before the station.

The four men alighted, and Holt, after a brief consultation with Bérard, took first-class tickets for West Brompton.

Pierres arm afforded Chavoix a friendly aid as they descended to the platform; for, although the latter was not sufficiently inebriated to attract attention, yet his equilibrium was slightly disarranged.

When the train drew up they entered an empty first-class compartment, and continued their journey westward, a decidedly jovial quartette.

On leaving the next station, Westminster, Pierre remarked that he had developed a great thirst, and, curiously enough, Holt immediately produced a nickel travelling flask filled with brandy, which he held up triumphantly. Amid the laughter which followed an assertion of Chavoixs, to the effect that priests always appreciated good liquor, Pierre took the flask, and, unscrewing the top, placed the mouth to his lips.

Then he handed it to Adolphe.

Im so thirsty that I feel as if I could drink all thats in the flask, remarked the latter.

You couldnt do it in your present state, argued Bérard incredulously.

Its very strong, commented Pierre. I doubt whether you could drain it at one draught. In fact, Im open to bet you half a sovereign that you wont.

Bah! its just as easy as winking, replied the intoxicated man, regarding the flask with a complacent smile. With msieurs permission Ill drink his health.

By all means, replied Holt, with a laugh. Im really afraid, however, that we shall be compelled to see you home afterwards.

Never fear; Im safe enough in your hands, he answered, with a grin. If theres one thing Im more fond of than another, its good cognac. See!

He lifted the flask to his lips, and drained it at one pull.

Scarcely had he done so when he uttered a loud cry of pain, clutching convulsively at his throat.

Diable! its — its stronger than I bargained for! he gasped, with an effort to laugh. I feel as if everything — why, its all going round. Mon dieu! You have—

He struggled to his feet, but reeled back upon the cushions, and in a few moments was unconscious.

By this time the train had left St. Jamess Park, and was travelling at a fair speed midway between that station and Victoria.

When it arrived at the latter place three men only were in the compartment, and they alighted. They did not speak, but hurried along the platform as if unknown to one another. Victor and the curate of St. Barnabas gained the street. The former jumped into a hansom, gave the driver an address, and drove rapidly away, while the latter man walked swiftly across the station yard towards the terminus of the Brighton and South Coast Railway.

Pierre Rouillier, however, acted in a manner that was even more strange. Without emerging into the street, he passed quickly along the subway leading to the Chatham and Dover station. Gaining the platform, he glanced up at the great clock. It was twenty-six minutes past eight. Without hesitation he went to the cloakroom, and, producing a ticket, was handed a large valise, a rug, and a thick long ulster of dark tweed. Divesting himself of the light coat he wore, he donned the garment, then, beckoning a porter to carry his bag, went to the booking-office and purchased a ticket for Brussels.

Just in time for the Continental train, am I not? he asked of the man.

Yes, sir; she leaves at eight-thirty, sharp. This way, please.

They hurried together to where the train stood, and the man, after depositing the valise under the seat of an empty first-class compartment, received his tip and withdrew.

Pierre then entered, but before he had time to arrange his belongings and comfortably ensconce himself the guard slammed the door, and the train glided away on its journey to the sea.

Another had been added to the long list of London mysteries.


Chapter Twelve.

A Crooked Bit of Business.
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MR BERNARD GRAHAM was sitting in his gloomy office in Devereux Court one afternoon a few days later.

His elbows rested upon his littered writing-table, his pince-nez poised upon his thin nose, and he was absorbed in the technicalities of a document when his lad entered with a card.

Ill see him in one moment, he exclaimed, glancing at the card, and the youth withdrew.

Leaning back in his chair his face assumed a heavy, thoughtful expression.

Its a crooked bit of business at best, he said, aloud to himself, but the money is bequeathed in legal form, duly signed and witnessed; therefore, as far as I can see, nobody can prove to the contrary. I was rather apprehensive of the results, but, there — I suppose it was merely an absurd fancy.

He touched the gong beside him, and almost immediately Victor Bérard, his face wreathed in smiles and wearing a gardenia in his coat, was ushered in.

So the preliminaries have been carried out satisfactorily, exclaimed the solicitor, as he motioned his client to a seat opposite him.

Yes — so far, he answered in excellent English.

Ah! I read the account in the papers, and saw at once you had had a hand in the matter.

Your shrewdness scarcely astonishes me, mon copain, replied Victor, with a laugh, especially when you knew that our exchequer was almost at vanishing point, and that we had decided on repeating the little ruse that has proved so remunerative formerly. We have worked à coup perdu, and, of course, all in the interest of the grand scheme.

On this occasion there was no hitch, I suppose?

None. There is not even a shadow of suspicion, he replied, dropping into a whisper. The body, when discovered upon the rails half an hour after we had left the train, was scarcely recognisable. The post-mortem revealed that the dead man had been drinking heavily, and the intelligent jury have this morning returned a verdict of accidental death. Heres the Globe — just out. Read for yourself.

He spoke between the whiffs of a cigarette, which he held daintily between his fingers.

Most satisfactory. His death is believed to have been due to a fall from the carriage. But the identification? You have not told me, asked Graham anxiously.

He was identified by the papers upon him; therefore now the verdict has been given, you will wait, say, a week, so as not to appear in too great a hurry, then proceed to act as before.

The other nodded, and removed his eyeglasses. His face preserved its keen craftiness.

Nothing will transpire later? I mean nothing to our detriment.

Nothing can. It is absolutely impossible for the truth to be known unless you or I divulge it ourselves, and I think that is not probable, he replied, with a mysterious smile.

Scarcely. It would be an ugly matter for both of us.

The Frenchman affected not to hear the reply. He twirled his carefully-waxed moustaches, and took a long, steady glance at his well-dressed figure in the dingy mirror over the mantelshelf.

Well, Graham, he said, you know how to carry the business through. Holt and myself are at your disposal any time you require us, but dont delay a day longer than necessary, for I tell you candidly we must have the money.

I assure you, my dear Bérard, I shall get the matter completed as soon as possible, for despatch will be the best course for all parties concerned, eh? Besides, as a matter of fact—

The sentence was interrupted by the entry of the clerk with a second card.

Mr Graham pushed the vestige of grey hair from his forehead. He looked puzzled and perplexed when he read the name of the person who desired an interview; but, quickly regaining his habitual coolness, he intimated to the lad that the request should be granted in a few minutes.

Have you — er — anything more to say to me? he asked, turning to Bérard. I can do nothing in the matter for at least a week, he continued, but if Mr Holt and yourself will attend here at noon the day after to-morrow we can transact the necessary formalities, and take the first step towards realising.

That will suit admirably, Bérard replied, with satisfaction. I will not detain you longer, for I know you are busy; and, shaking hands with his legal adviser, he made his exit by the door communicating direct with the passage.

My most fervent hope is that our usual good luck will not desert us, the old solicitor reflected, when the Frenchman had departed.

Having again touched the gong, the door opening into the clerks office admitted another client — Hugh Trethowen.

Well, Graham, how are you? he exclaimed, gayly tossing his hat and stick upon the table, and flinging himself into the chair just vacated by Victor.

Thanks, Im very well, Mr Hugh. Full of business, you know — full of business. Now, what is it you wish to consult me upon?

A rather delicate matter.

The old mans face grew grave, and much of the hectic flush vanished from his cheek. Readjusting the inevitable pince-nez, he leaned back and looked sharply at his visitor.

A delicate matter, the solicitor repeated slowly. Any financial difficulty — eh?

No, not at all, he laughed. Its with regard to a lady.

Ah, ejaculated the solicitor, heaving an unmistakable sigh of relief.

What I want to know, Graham, is whether you, as my late brothers adviser, were aware that he was acquainted with a French lady named Dedieu?

So suddenly was the question put that it caused him to start slightly. Although it was a poser, Bernard Graham was not nonplussed.

Dedieu? — Dedieu? he repeated thoughtfully, at the same time nervously twirling a quill between his fingers. The name is uncommon, and not at all familiar to me. I — Im sure I dont remember ever hearing it before.

You dont believe, then, that my brother ever knew such a person? asked Hugh.

Well, really, how is it possible that I should know? asked Graham, with suavity. It was scarcely likely he would make me acquainted with matters of that description.

Hugh plied him with several well-directed questions, but the old mans memory was peculiarly vacant at that moment. He shook his head, reiterating his statement that his mind was perfectly blank upon the subject, declaring emphatically that he never heard of such a young person as Mademoiselle Valérie, whoever she was.

Such an element of truth did this statement possess, and so blandly was it delivered, that Hugh felt perfectly satisfied. For some time past he had been very much perturbed by the curious discovery of the photograph and letters, but his misgivings were now set at rest by this reassurance.

Well, if you really dont know her, I need not take up any more of your time, he remarked, rising.

I assure you, Mr Hugh, as the trusted adviser of your family, it would give me the utmost pleasure to assist you if I could, but her existence is quite unknown to me, protested the old man. Was she a friend of yours, may I ask? he added, with a mischievous twinkle in his dim eye.

Well, yes, Graham. I have the pleasure of the ladys acquaintance.

Ah, I thought so. Young men are not so eager about a womans antecedents unless they love her.

Form your own conclusions, Graham. Ive an appointment, so good-day.

Laughing gayly, he departed, the old man bowing him out obsequiously.

After he had gone, the occupant of the dingy chamber stood for a long time before the fire cleaning his pince-nez upon his silk handkerchief, thinking over the errands of his two clients — so strangely dissimilar, yet so closely allied.


Chapter Thirteen.

Studio Secrets.
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IF YOU PLEASE, sir, a lady wants to see you very particularly.

A lady, Jacob, exclaimed Hugh Trethowen, who was in the lazy enjoyment of a cigar and a novel in his sitting-room, at the close of a dull, wet January day. Who is she?

I dont know, sir. She wouldnt give her card.

Young?

Yes, sir.

Pretty?

Well, I suppose Im not much of a judge at my time of life, Master Hugh, protested the old servant.

Get along with you, laughed his master. You can yet distinguish a pretty girl from a fossilised hag, Ill be bound. Show her in, and lets have a look at her. Rising, he glanced at himself in the mirror, settled his tie, and smoothed his hair; for the appearance of a lady was an unusual phenomenon at his rooms.

When the door opened he walked towards it to welcome his visitor, but halted halfway in amazement.

Why, Dolly, is it you? he exclaimed, gripping her gloved hand.

Yes, Mr Trethowen; I — I dont think I ought to have come here — to your chambers, she replied, glancing round the room rather timidly; but I wanted to tell you something.

Surely theres no harm in interviewing the lion in his den, is there? he asked, laughing. Come, let me help you off with your cloak.

At first she hesitated, declaring that she could only remain a few minutes, but eventually he persuaded her to allow him to remove the fur-lined garment — an Operation in which he displayed a rather excessive amount of care.

Then he drew up a cosy armchair to the fire, and as she seated herself in it she commenced a desultory conversation, evidently loth to touch upon the matter of importance that had brought her thither.

Men at Hugh Trethowens age are impressionable. They love, hate, and forget all in one day. For a brief period one fair daughter of Eve is thought enchanting and divine, but in the majority of cases another, fairer still, whose charms are increasingly bewitching, steps in and usurps her place, and she, though tender and fair — she may go anywhere to hide her emotion from an unsympathetic world, and heal her broken heart.

If the truth were told, as she fixed her sweet, affectionate eyes upon him, he was reflecting whether he really loved her in preference to Valérie.

Why do you desire so particularly to see me? he asked, blowing a cloud of smoke from his lips, and regarding her with a happy and somewhat amused expression.

Blushing, and dropping her eyes to the floor, she began to pick at her skirt.

I hope youll not be angry with me, and also that youll keep my visit a secret, she said at last, with a little demure droop in the corners of her mouth, and just a suspicion of diablerie in her eye. I want to tell you of some one with whom you are acquainted.

Who?

Mademoiselle Dedieu.

He smiled, contemplating the end of his cigar.

Ah, I have heard all about your infatuation, she continued seriously; but, I suppose I must not reproach you, inasmuch as I have no right to do so, and she sighed.

You have always been one of my dearest friends, Dolly, he remarked warmly; and I hope you will continue so, even though I have promised to marry Valérie Dedieu.

You — you have promised to be her husband? she gasped in dismay.

Yes. Why, surely you, too, are not going to defame her? he exclaimed in astonishment. Come, tell me what you know concerning her.

Personally, I know nothing, she answered in an earnest tone, but as your friend — as one who has your interests at heart, I would urge you to heed the warning you have already received. Has not Mr Egerton told you that she is not a fit woman to be your wife?

He certainly did say something once, in a vague sort of way.

Why then do you not take his advice?

You do not know us, Dolly, he replied, looking straight into her eyes. In matters of love we men usually follow our own course, whether it leads us to happiness or to woe.

That is exactly why I came here to-day, she said anxiously. I wanted to tell you what Mr Egerton says of her.

What does he say?

Promise not to repeat anything I tell you.

Upon my honour, I will not, he declared.

A few days ago we were speaking of her, and he told me of your admiration and love. He said that if you knew the truth you would hate her like poison — that she had brought a curse upon others, and she would bring unhappiness and ruin upon you.

Hugh gazed thoughtfully into the fire.

And you have come to tell me that, little one? he remarked reflectively.

Yes, I want to save you, was the earnest, naïve reply.

To save me, he echoed, with a smile. Why, any one would think I was in danger of going by the express route across Styx.

I mean, she faltered, a trifle embarrassed,— I mean that Mr Egerton knows more of her past than you. I feel sure he does, for she came to see him the other day, and they talked very excitedly. I was not in the room, of course, but—

Valérie at the studio! Why did she go? he inquired, astonished.

I dont know, but I heard her say she would pay him another visit to-day and hear his answer, so I presume he has to decide upon some matter upon which she is pressing him.

To-day! She may be there now! he cried, jumping to his feet with sudden impulse.

Yes, most probably. She came the other day about four oclock.

Then I will go and demand an explanation, said he briefly, and, opening the door, he shouted to Jacob to call a cab.

Rather unceremoniously he hurried on his fair companions cloak, and, getting into his own overcoat, they both descended to the street.

In a few minutes they were driving in the direction of Fitzroy Square, leaving old Jacob standing on the kerb in astonishment at his masters sudden flight in company with the strange lady.

The pretty models words had caused Hugh to become thoughtful and morose. His face wore a dark, resolute expression, and he scarcely uttered a word during the journey.

Dolly Vivian regarded him as her friend. She had accomplished her object and felt satisfied.

In Tottenham Court Road he stopped the cab, and she alighted, so that they should not both arrive at Fitzroy Square together.

A few minutes afterwards he got out and rang the bell.

Walking unceremoniously past Mrs OShea, the aged housekeeper, he entered the studio unannounced.

Jack and Valérie were seated upon a low divan before the fire. He was holding her slim hand in his, and was uttering some low, passionate words. As the door opened their tête-à-tête was abruptly terminated, for the artist jumped to his feet, while she turned to face the intruder.

I — I really must apologise for coming in without knocking, Hugh exclaimed roughly. I didnt know you were engaged, old fellow, he added sarcastically.

You! Hugh! she cried, with a blush suffusing her cheeks.

What, Valérie! said Trethowen, laughing dryly. I really didnt recognise you in the shadow. Im sorry if I interrupted what must have been a pleasant conversation.

Not at all, old boy, Egerton answered airily. Mademoiselle Valérie merely called to have a chat.

Hughs brow darkened.

I think, as my affianced wife, Valérie owes me a full explanation of this mysterious visit, he said angrily.

Theres little to explain, she replied. I merely called to consult Mr Egerton, who is an old friend, with regard to a portrait I desire painted.

He endeavoured to preserve a calm disinterested demeanour, but the attempt was a sorry one. Prompted by feelings of jealousy, he gave vent to his wrath.

Your position when I entered was peculiarly affectionate, he said hotly.

He glanced at her, and caught the agitated expression of her face as she stood erect before him. Her eyes had a perplexed look, with just a suspicion of tears in their brown depths.

No affection exists between us, I assure you, she declared boldly. If you doubt me, ask Mr Egerton. He and I are merely friends.

Turning to the artist, Hugh asked — 

What have you to say, Jack?

I decline to be cross-examined, was the abrupt reply.

Speak, and satisfy him! urged Valérie imploringly. Tell him if there is any love between us. She frowned, and, unseen by Trethowen, darted a sharp, imperative glance at him.

He fully comprehended her meaning. Raising his head, he confronted his friend, saying — 

You need have no fear. Valérie and I have known one another for years, but only as acquaintances.

He uttered the words mechanically, in strained, harsh tones.

I dont believe it, cried the other, his face crimson with anger. You are both playing me false, and I have detected you.

You are mistaken, Valérie said defiantly.

No; I assert it as the truth. The whole affair is so unsatisfactory that I will not believe it. Friends do not meet clandestinely in this manner. You are lovers!

Its a lie, cried Valérie emphatically.

I repeat what Ive said.

Then, if you accuse me of duplicity, Mr Trethowen, I will bid you adieu, she exclaimed severely, at the same time offering her hand.

He took it, and was mollified instantly.

Bending over it, he murmured — 

Farewell, mademoiselle, until — until you can prove that I was mistaken. We shall not meet till then. For a moment she gazed steadily at the artist, but he did not stir. He stood with his arms folded, his face impassive.

Slowly she turned, and with a stiff bow swept haughtily out of the studio.

Now, commenced Hugh, when the door had closed, what explanation have you to give of this strange conduct, pray?

None.

That does not satisfy me.

My dear old fellow, exclaimed Jack, stretching out his hand, you — you understand; I cannot — Im unable to give any.

Why?

Because it is impossible.

Do you love her? asked Hugh fiercely.

Love her! the other echoed, with a short laugh. I swear to you, upon my oath, I hate her! Have I not already long ago expressed my opinion?

Is that still unchanged?

Quite — intensified rather than moderated.

Well, perhaps I have been a trifle too hasty, Jack. It seems that you know much of her past. Tell me, what was the object of your interview?

He was silent. Presently he said — 

Hugh, you are an old friend, and I wish I were at liberty to tell you, but I regret I am not. Request no explanation, and rest assured that Valérie and myself are not lovers, and, further, that we never were.

Are you aware that Valérie and my late brother were acquainted? Trethowen asked suddenly.

How did you discover that? exclaimed the artist in astonishment.

Then you appear to know that she was a friend of his, remarked Hugh dryly.

No; I — its the first Ive heard of it. Who told you?

I want to know whether its a fact or not, persisted his friend.

I dont know, he replied sullenly.

You mean, you positively refuse to tell me?

No; it is inability.

The two men continued their conversation for a short time longer, then Hugh left and returned to his chambers, not, however, before the warm friendship which had previously existed between them had been resumed.

That evening Jacob handed his master a telegram from Valérie. She had evidently made a sudden resolve, and had lost no time in carrying it into effect, for the message read — 

As you appear to doubt my explanation I have decided to leave England for the present. If you desire to write, a letter to 46, Avenue de la Toison dOr, Brussels, will always find me.

With a prolonged whistle he sank into his chair, staring aimlessly at the indistinct words on the pink paper which he held between his fingers.

He was half inclined to believe he had misjudged her.


Chapter Fourteen.

On Cornish Cliffs.
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LET US RETURN now, Mr Trethowen. The night is chilly, and, besides, if we are too long, Jack — I mean Mr Egerton — will suspect us of whispering sweet nothings.

And if he does, surely theres no harm, Dolly? Hes not jealous of you, he — I mean, it isnt as if you were engaged to him.

No, that is so, she replied; he is such a prosaic old bachelor. Why, I assure you that ever since I have known him hes never hinted at love. I am his model, his friend — that is all.

Do you know, Trethowen said, after a few moments reflection, Ive often wondered, Dolly, how it is you have not married him.

Why should he marry me? she asked in surprise. Im only an artists model, a woman who is looked down upon by fastidious prudes as immodest — yet the same women admire the pictures when in the galleries, and—

But supposing he loved you?

She shook her head.

He does not, she answered. We are both Bohemians, and have many tastes in common. We found our ideas were similar years ago, when he was struggling for an existence in an attic and I was almost starving. Since that time to the present we have, in a pecuniary sense, shared one anothers lot. If I became his wife it is possible neither of us would be so happy as we are.

But he only laughed, and said — 

Hell ask you one day, and then perhaps you wont refuse.

Dont be absurd, she protested, with a smile. I am quite content as I am.

Nevertheless, she heaved a slight sigh, and it was evident it was scarcely the truth she spoke.

Dolly Vivian had walked with him from the Hall to the outskirts of Bude, and they were now resting beside an old railing which protected the footpath along the edge of the high cliff.

The night was perfect. The light of the April moon flooded the valleys, illuminated the hilltops, and trailed along the plains of Cornish grass land in uninterrupted streams. The pale grey sea and pale grey sky were tinged with a faint blue; a few stars shone dimly here and there; the whole horizon was wrapped in mist, which took a tint of saffron-pink under the moons rim, and was slightly darkened where sea and sky converged. There was utter silence, a stillness that was complete and absolute, as if every one in the world had died, and even the waves lapping the beach below scarcely whispered.

They stood together, their faces turned towards the scattered glimmering lights of Bude.

A fortnight ago, Hugh, holding out prospects of good sketching, had prevailed upon Jack to visit him, and at the same time had invited Dolly. They had spent a pleasant couple of weeks together, and this was their last evening; for Egerton had an appointment with a lady, who had commissioned him to paint her portrait, and it was imperative that he should leave for London on the morrow. He had pleaded that his correspondence demanded attention, and thus it was that Dolly and Hugh had gone for a short ramble after dinner, leaving the artist writing in the library.

The pair had been silent for several minutes, entranced by the charm of the moonlit scene. Hugh had grown grave and thoughtful, for his companions emphatic protest puzzled him.

Ah, well, he exclaimed, at length, I suppose sooner or later all of us will be married and settled, as the old ladies say.

You are speaking of yourself, she remarked mischievously.

No — I spoke collectively. Marriage or burial will be the lot of all of us — some sooner, some later.

Ah, she exclaimed, as if suddenly recollecting, you have not spoken of Mademoiselle Valérie. How is she? Do you often hear from her?

I had a letter a month ago. She was still in Brussels, and apparently in good health.

She has been absent some time now. When do you intend seeing her?

Soon — in a few days perhaps.

A few days, she repeated thoughtfully. Is she returning to London?

No; I have decided to travel back with you to-morrow, and then go on to Belgium.

You havent forgotten her, then? she said in a strained, reproachful tone.

Forgotten her! he exclaimed. Why should I?

It would be best, was the brief reply.

The thought occurred to him that she loved him, and that jealousy had prompted her to utter that remark.

Why? he inquired, rather sharply.

Mr Trethowen — Hugh, hear me, she said imploringly, laying her hand upon his arm. My friendship is as sincere towards you as towards Mr Egerton, but I cannot help telling you frankly what I think.

Well, and what are those fearful apprehensions of yours, Dolly? he asked, regarding her with an amused expression.

Forgive me for speaking so plainly, but I somehow feel confident that this foreign woman will bring you only sorrow and misery.

Thats cheering, he remarked in his usual light and airy manner.

Think seriously, and you will find I have some cause for apprehension, she continued in earnest tones. Remember Jack, your friend, has warned you. He has told you that she is not a fitting wife for you. Besides, are you not convinced that there is some strange secret tie between them?

You are right, Dolly. It is an enigma I cannot solve. Sometimes I have even thought that he is afraid of her, Hugh said gravely.

I feel sure he is. When she visited him on the first occasion they had high words, and though I could not understand, because they spoke in French, yet Im absolutely certain she was threatening him.

Its very curious, he remarked, after a pause.

He was a trifle annoyed that she should have approached such a delicate matter so bluntly, although he was convinced more than ever that the woman who was speaking thus loved him.

Why go to her? Why not remain here amid these lovely surroundings and try to forget her? the girl suggested.

Impossible! I love her, and will not hear her disparaged, he replied, with more impatience than politeness, as he took a cigarette from his case and lit it. Dont speak again upon the subject, please; we shall never agree. Come, lets turn back.

Murmuring an apology, she drew herself up from her leaning position upon the low rail, and together they pursued their way in silence along the lonely path. As they walked, a cheerful freshness was in the air. The wind was hardly perceptible, because it blew off the shore and was lost in passing through the wood whose solemn shadows crowned the cliffside.

But while this exchange of confidence was in progress, Jack Egertons actions, viewed by even a casual observer, would have appeared strange.

As soon as Dolly and his host had departed, he rose from the writing-table, and, flinging himself into a chair before the fire, abandoned himself to reflections that appeared particularly gloomy. He sat almost motionless for fully half an hour, when Jacob entered with a letter.

Whom is it for? asked the artist.

For the master, sir, replied the old man, placing it upon the table, and retiring.

From where he sat, Egerton noticed a foreign stamp upon the envelope. He rose, and took it in his hand. A glance sufficed to tell it was from Valérie.

He turned it over and over, reading and re-reading the superscription.

I wonder, he said aloud, whether it contains anything of interest?

Then he turned towards the fire. There was a small copper kettle upon it, which had been ordered by Hugh to be brought up so that they might brew warm whisky. From the spout steam was issuing.

Am I such a low, mean spy that I should contemplate opening my friends letters? he asked himself at last. Yet — yet it is not for my own benefit. Would Hugh ever forgive me if he knew all? If he knew my secret — ah! by heaven! its too horrible, the very thought of the crime, of its punishment, unnerves me. Coward — yes, coward at heart; afraid of justice, and under the thrall of a daring unscrupulous gang. What can I do, how can I act? Surely there can be no great harm in opening this.

He stood several moments in silence.

Yes! he exclaimed suddenly, Ill do it!

Then he held the envelope in the stream of steam. In a few moments the gum had become loosened, and he was reading the missive.

When he had finished it his face grew hard and stern. Slowly he replaced the letter in its envelope and re-gummed the flap in its original position. Standing before the fire, his arms folded, his head bent deep in thought, he muttered to himself:

So that is your plan, Valérie! As a masterpiece of ingenuity and chicanery, it does you great credit, and fully sustains your reputation. But the bird is scarcely in the net yet. You have me under your merciless hand, it is true, and you know well that I dare not expose you, for you could send me to a convicts cell, or worse. No, I am not such a fool as to run the risk. I know you and your brutal myrmidons too well for that. I cannot show you in your true colours, except vaguely, and therefore ineffectually; still we may be quits yet.

Taking the lamp from the table, he placed it upon the old bureau wherein Hugh had found the strange letters and photograph.

You gave me this to use in your interests, he continued, taking a small key from his pocket. Ive searched for the missing letters. Ive been a thief, because Im compelled, like the cringing slave that I am. But how little you dream of what still remains! The most cleverly-arranged schemes are apt to fail sometimes.

Inserting the key, he unhesitatingly opened the bureau. On pressing one of the dark panels of the side it fell forward, revealing a secret cavity, the existence of which Hugh had never discovered. All it contained was a slip of paper, together with an old copy of the Gaulois newspaper.

Yes, he said, aloud, these will prove useful, perhaps, some day. They will be safer in my possession than here.

Replacing the panel, he closed and locked the bureau, and, turning to the table, first read the words upon the piece of paper, then spread out the newspaper, and became absorbed in a long report which had been marked round with coloured crayon.

And after all, he reflected, when he had placed the papers in his pocket, I may be only forging fetters for my own wear. Who knows?

Then he sank back into his armchair, and, lighting his meerschaum, calmly smoked until the return of the pair who had been gossiping by the sea.


Chapter Fifteen.

Queen of the Silent Kingdom.
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ONE OF THE most pleasant thoroughfares in Brussels is perhaps that broad boulevard, lying on the La Cambre side, between the Fontaine Debroeckère and the Porte de Hal. The Boulevard de Waterloo is scarcely as fashionable as the Bontanique or the Regent, but it certainly possesses another and greater charm, inasmuch as the trees are more abundant, and, being older than those in the other boulevards, their branches meet overhead, forming long avenues of dark foliage which in summer constitute a cool and pleasant promenade.

Hugh Trethowen, dressed with evident care, had strolled from his hotel in the Place Royale one afternoon, three days later, and, walking up the Rue de Namur, had turned into this leafy resort of idlers.

Under a clear blue sky the sun shone upon the fresh green of the spring foliage, lighting up the usually sombre pathways with a shimmering golden light, and presenting the boulevard at its best, with its crowds of flaneurs strolling under the old elms, or seated enjoying the exhilarating air.

But by Hugh the picturesqueness of the scene was unappreciated. He was too deeply absorbed in his own thoughts to notice the beauty or charms of his surroundings; he was only bent on finding the house Valérie had given as her address. Crossing the boulevard without scarcely giving it a glance, he found himself before a long row of tall houses which line the left side, and constitute the Avenue de la Toison dOr. Their dead white fronts were the reverse of artistic, although their general character spoke of stability and wealth, for the majority were of almost stereotyped exactness, each with its wide porte cochère, its enormous door, its three tall drawing-room windows with white jalousies thrown back, and its four storeys above.

With little difficulty Hugh discovered that the house he was in search of was situated at the corner of the Place Louise, and that its façade was more imposing than that of its neighbours.

Meanwhile, seated on a low gypsy chair, in a small but elegant room, Valérie was deciphering a long letter which had been just handed to her by the man who sat near, Victor Bérard.

Well, what do you think of it? asked the latter, twirling the needle-like points of his moustache, as she folded the paper slowly and replaced it in the envelope.

It only shows how very near he was to bungling — the idiot! If he had, well — the results would have been too dreadful to think of.

Matters are progressing as well as can be wished, and the disappearance has been accomplished excellently, with the exception of that one hitch—

Which might have sent us both to a very unfashionable lodging, she interrupted.

Nodding acquiescence, he replied — 

Sapristi! thats all very well. But you have the money; you cant grumble. Again, why need we fear the failure? You have beauty — indeed, youre the best-looking woman in Brussels. As long as you retain that charm, we need not be apprehensive.

You pay me a pretty compliment, Victor, she laughed. Nevertheless, I must admit my face has always been my fortune.

And other peoples misfortune, eh? observed her companion, smiling grimly.

Well, thats certainly one way of putting it, but you—

Msieur Trethowen desires to see mademoiselle, Nanette said, for she had opened the door unobserved.

Trethowen! gasped Victor, twisting his moustache nervously. He must not find us together.

No, exclaimed Valérie. Go quickly through the garden, and out by the side door.

He had already put on his hat, and without further hesitation he waved his hand, and vanished through a door communicating with the conservatory.

Au revoir, he said. You will know how to manage him, and I will return at six to take you to the Molière.

She went to a long mirror and hurriedly arranged her hair; then, turning to the maid, ordered her visitor to be shown in.

I wonder what his object is in coming here, she muttered to herself, as she sank into her wicker chair, and commenced twisting her rings round her shapely fingers perplexedly. Surely he cannot suspect! Yet the threats of that fool Egerton still ring in my ears, and she frowned thoughtfully.

When her visitor entered she rose, calm and pale, to meet him.

So you have returned to me at last, Hugh, she said in a faltering voice, almost overcome with emotion.

Yes, dearest, he replied, placing his arm around her waist, and drawing her closely to him. I have come to beg forgiveness for being so rash.

My forgiveness! she exclaimed in a tone of surprise, looking up into his face. Why, I have nothing really to forgive.

I judged you too hastily, Valérie, and, now I have learned the error of my ways, I have come over here to receive your pardon.

And I grant that freely, she said, with a happy smile, for she was unfeignedly delighted that he had returned.

Do you know, he said, as he slowly released her, and sank into a chair beside her, Ive been unspeakably dull and miserable. By Jove! life hasnt been worth living lately.

Why? asked she naïvely.

Because you have been absent.

I should scarcely have thought it, observed mademoiselle mischievously. You had Jack Egertons model. Surely she did not object to a mild flirtation?

Dolly Vivian! I flirt with her! he echoed in surprise. No, indeed, Ive never done so. She is my friend, it is true; but nothing more.

Ah, dont tell me that, Hugh. You men are all alike. A pretty womans face, a smile, a pair of merry eyes, and you are captivated.

But I have not been, except by yourself, he declared, grasping her hand, and raising it reverently to his lips. You do not know how blank and colourless my life has been without you — what an utterly miserable existence mine is when we are apart.

He spoke low and earnestly, for all the fervour of the old love had returned, and, heedless of the warnings of his friends, he was repeating assurances of affection to the woman who held him in her toils for life or death. She did not reply, but, gazing trustingly into his eyes, her breast heaved convulsively.

Tell me, shall we be the same to one another as before? Forgive me, and we shall live as if nothing had happened to mar our happiness, he urged.

Then, you really love me still, Hugh? she asked, in a low, tremulous voice.

Still love you? Yes; my heart and soul are yours. I care for no other woman save yourself.

Was it to be near me that you came here? Are you certain it was for no other reason?

No, he replied, puzzled at her question. Why do you ask?

Out of curiosity, she stammered evasively. I — I thought other business might, perhaps, have brought you here.

Glancing round the apartment, and recognising the elegance with which it was furnished, he complimented her upon her taste.

Yes, she answered languidly. This place suits me admirably. It is my home, and although Im of a wandering disposition, and travel a good deal, I return here now and then to enjoy rest and obtain those comforts that are appreciable after hotel life. I am, perhaps, too cosmopolitan. Well, it is my failing. Since I was a girl, I have been accustomed to travel for pleasure, and I do so now in order to get life and variety, without which I dont really believe I could exist.

Not if you were married?

Ah! possibly that would be different, she said, with a rippling laugh. I could then take some pleasure in my home, and my husband would be my companion, whereas at present I have only Nanette, my maid. You have little idea, Hugh, of the wearying monotony of the life of women who are alone in the world. We are utterly defenceless, and must either be prudes, and lead the existence of nuns, of, if we dare go about and enjoy ourselves, we are stigmatised as fast, and looked upon as undesirable and contaminating companions. I am unconventional; I care not a jot for the opinion of the world, good or bad; and, as a natural sequence, women — many of them notorious, though married — revile me unjustly.

She uttered the words in all seriousness, and he felt compassion for her, as he knew well what she said was the truth.

I can quite understand that your position is somewhat unenviable, Valérie; nevertheless, I have come here to-day to repeat the promise I made some time ago.

Your promise! Why—

I love you dearly and will marry you, providing you will consent, he added, interrupting her.

Her head sank upon his shoulder, and she burst into tears of joy, while he kissed her fair face, and smoothed her hair tenderly.

I promise you, he murmured, if you become my wife you shall never regret. It is true, some say harsh things of you. I have heard gossip, but Ive shut my ears to the lies of those who envy your good looks. In future, however, those who defame you shall answer to me.

She lifted her face, wet with tears, to his, and their lips met in an ardent caress.

Yes, I love you dearly, Hugh, she declared, trying to subdue her emotion. This day is one of the happiest of my life. If we are married, I swear I will be a true wife to you, notwithstanding the calumnies you have heard.

Thus, after months of estrangement, Hugh Trethowen again fell an easy prey to her fatal power of fascination; and he, blind and headstrong, saw her only as a beautiful woman, who was unhappy, and who loved him. Yet it has been the same through ages. Men, under the spell of a daughter of Eve, a temptress who is more than passing fair, become weak and impressionable as children, and are ruled absolutely by the woman they worship, be she good or evil.

Until the sunset streamed into the pretty room, and the silver bells of the dainty ormolu clock chimed six, they sat together undisturbed. Many were the pledges of undying affection they exchanged; then he left, promising to call next day.

When he had gone, Valérie reseated herself, and gave herself up to one of those debauches of melancholy in which she sometimes indulged; for, after all, she was not entirely devoid of sentiment.

Could Hugh have overheard the conversation between Victor and the woman who was his affianced wife an hour later, he would, however, scarcely have congratulated himself upon the result of the interview.

Victor Bérard and Valérie were together in a hired brougham on their way to the Theatre Molière, where they had previously secured a box.

So you are friends again, eh? Victor was saying, laughing. Well, I must congratulate you upon your wonderful tact and diplomacy. The manner in which you have acted in leaving him to follow you here has allayed suspicion, and as long as you can exercise your power over him, we have nothing to fear as to the ultimate success of our plan.

It was as good as a comedy, declared she, laughing heartily. I told him how lonely I was, and did the emotional dodge — squeezed a tear or two, just to add to the realism — and it brought him to the point at once. You should have been there; you would have been highly amused, for hes such a believing idiot, that I can do just as I like with him.

Youre a clever girl, Valérie. With all your airs and graces, I believe youd deceive the Evil One himself, if it was to your own interest to do so.

I dont know whether to regard that as a compliment or not, she remarked merrily, as she drew her opera cloak more closely around her shoulders, and leaned back in the carriage listlessly. I suppose, however, from our point of view, the amount of deceit and craftiness I display in dealing with him will secure the more or less successful issue of our scheme.

If he knew everything, our position would not be a very enviable one, would it?

Scarcely. But, you see, my dear Victor, he doesnt know all, and will not, unless Egerton peaches, which he dare not do on account of his own neck. Therefore, we are quite safe, and can negotiate the little affair without interruption.

I believe that you really care for the fellow a little — just a little, her companion said, with a sarcastic laugh.

And supposing that I did? I am my own mistress and can act as I please, returned she, a trifle annoyed.

Bien! you know best how to manage him, for youve had experience. I only urge you to be careful, and avoid any sentimental humbug.

Bah! I want none of your advice, was all she replied, and a long silence ensued, which was not broken until the carriage drew up at the door of the theatre.


Chapter Sixteen.

Dollys Indiscretion.
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IN LONDON, EVENING was gradually creeping on. The mellow light that had penetrated into the studio in Fitzroy Square was fast fading, still Jack Egerton worked on in silence, glancing constantly across at the woman who sat motionless before him, straining her eyes over a novel she held in her hand.

Frequently he paused, and, stepping back a few paces, examined the effect of his work with a critical eye, comparing it with the original. Then he returned and retouched the picture again and again, until at last, after much perseverance, he apparently obtained the exact effect he desired. The picture was certainly attractive, and, although incomplete, yet fully sustained the artists reputation for faithful delineation of the female form. It was a representation of Dolly Vivian reclining on a silken divan, attired in the flimsy gauzes, with rows of sequins across her forehead, heavy bangles upon her wrists and ankles, and her light brown hair, unbound, falling negligently about her shoulders. One tiny crimson slipper had fallen off, revealing a well-shaped naked foot, the other being bent under her as she lay with one bare arm flung over her head.

Her attitude of languor and repose among her cushions added to the Oriental character of the picture, and the richness of the silk with which the couch was covered, enhanced her beauty.

He had christened the picture, The Sultans Favourite.

While he worked she always preserved perfect silence. It was their rule. For hours she would sit scarcely moving a muscle, her attention engaged by a newspaper, a novel, or some fancy needlework, unless, perhaps, he addressed her, asking an opinion or advice. Then she would usually reply briefly and to the point, and resume her reading without disturbing her pose in the smallest degree.

Beside her, on a little inlaid pearl table, stood the cup of tea Mrs OShea had brought her an hour before, but which had been left almost untasted, so absorbed was she in her book. She did not notice that the artist had laid aside his palette, and was cleaning his brushes, until he exclaimed, — 

That will do for to-day, Dolly. You must be awfully tired and cramped, for weve had an unusually long spell.

His voice recalled her to consciousness. Stretching both arms above her head, she gave a stifled yawn, and slowly rose from her couch with a languid grace. Slipping her foot into the shoe, she stepped down to where he was standing.

Why, whats the time? she asked, noticing it was growing dusk.

Half-past six, he replied. Ive an engagement to dine at the Vagabond Club at the Holborn at seven, therefore I havent much time to lose. By Jove! he added admiringly, you look absolutely bewitching, my little houri. If Hugh could only see you now, pon my honour hed go down on his knees and propose straight away.

You think so, do you? she asked artlessly, laughing and glancing down at her gauzy dress, a fair, bright-eyed odalisque. Then she grew serious, and examined the picture. Youve certainly made very good progress this afternoon with everything except the hand. The high light is scarcely perfect, she added, fixing her gaze upon the canvas, and moving across the studio to study the effect from the opposite direction.

I must finish that to-morrow, the artist said, as he carefully wiped a small brush, and placed it aside. The light has not been good for the last hour or more.

The fingers, too, want retouching. They look just a trifle too stiff, she continued, with the air of a critic.

Yes, I have noticed that. But I must now go and make myself presentable, for I havent a moment to lose. Run and dress yourself, theres a good girl.

Already she was plaiting her hair, and coiling it deftly upon her head.

Very well, she said, and tripped lightly away; but, losing a slipper in her walk, she was compelled to stop and recover it.

Then she disappeared into the small room adjacent, sacred to her use for purposes of dressing, and sometimes of resting after the fatigue of posing for prolonged periods.

Egerton, who laughed over the refractory slipper, and chaffed her good-humouredly, declaring that she let it slip off in order to attract his attention to the smallness of her foot, cleaned his palette, knocked the ashes from his pipe, and also left the studio.

When alone in her room, Dolly drew from her pocket a letter in a firm, masculine hand, which she had received at her home before leaving that morning.

An evening at the Empire will perhaps brighten me up. At all events, it will be a change, she thought, after she had glanced over the note. Besides, what harm is there? I dont care two pins for the fellow, but — nobody cares for me, she added, with a little disconsolate sigh.

Replacing the note in its envelope, she quickly divested herself of her transparent garments, and assumed a more unromantic and conventional attire. Having finished, she went to Mrs OSheas room to have her usual chat before returning home.

To-night, however, she did not remain long, for almost as soon as Jack Egerton had left the house she also followed.

The clocks were striking half-past seven as she entered Victoria Station, and was joined by a tall, dark man in evening dress, who raised his hat, smiled, and grasped her hand warmly. She had met him for the first time a fortnight before. While travelling in a train between Clapham and Waterloo he had spoken to her, and she being nothing loth to a mild flirtation, an acquaintance soon sprang up between them. Already they had spent several evenings together, and she had found him a very pleasant companion. Dolly Vivian was essentially a fin de siècle girl. Although admitting in her own mind that to dine and visit music halls with a man about whom she knew almost nothing was scarcely proper, yet the cause of her sudden longing for pleasure was not far to seek.

Since Hughs departure for Brussels she had been gloomy and despondent, for it had been proved to her beyond doubt that he cared nothing for her, but was madly in love with the voluble foreign woman, who seemed to exercise a power over him that was incomprehensible. She had bidden farewell to the man she loved with every fibre of her being, and was now growing world-weary and careless. Her sister had died a year before, and she now found life in a mean, gloomy lodging, with her aged mother, very lonely and dull. In this spirit she met Henry Mansell, her new acquaintance, and discovered that the pleasures of variety entertainments drove away her sad thoughts. Her Bohemian nature longed to penetrate into phases of society hitherto forbidden to her, and she looked upon this as an opportunity for gratifying it. Egerton, who admired both her beauty and her many sterling qualities, frequently took her to concerts and theatres, but as their friendship was purely platonic, and, as during the years of their acquaintance he had never hinted at affection, his companionship at places of entertainment had become monotonous. Mansell, who flattered her, indulged her whims, and paid her those delicate attentions that women love, was more to her taste in her present state of mind. He spent his money freely upon her, and appeared infatuated with her beauty, while she, neither inexperienced nor gauche, was content that he should entertain her. Briefly, she was but a London girl of to-day, a single example of thousands of others who have a penchant for fast life, and who gratify it without overstepping the bounds — who rub shoulders with the demi-monde, but who are not of it. True they copy the creature in her clothes, her appearance, and even her manners, but the imitation is due to the fact that to be considered a trifle fast is alas! nowadays considered good form.

Dollys movements that evening were scarcely those of the modest retiring girl she really was, and would have caused the artist much surprise had he been watching her.

From Victoria they drove to a café in Regent Street, where they dined together, walking thence along Coventry Street to the Empire Theatre. After half an hour in the stalls they went upstairs to the circle promenade, that recognised resort of the jeunesse dorée, and strolled up and down among the gay crowd. The brilliant light, the dreamy music of the ballet, and the ever-shifting figures around, combined, perhaps, with the wine she had taken, exhilarated her.

Among the crowd of men who passed up and down, there was one who watched them closely, but unobserved. A dozen times he sauntered past, cigar in mouth and hands in pocket, as if merely killing time like the others. Yet, had Dolly glanced up at the opportune moment, she would have seen meaning glances exchanged between her companion and the man who was keeping observation upon them so mysteriously.

But the pretty model was unsuspecting, and the man, after shadowing them for nearly an hour, went to the bar, and stood drinking, but in a position whereby he could observe their movements through the glass partition.

Presently Dolly and her companion returned to their seats, and sat for some time watching the performance.

I must really be going now, Dolly said to her companion, as, an hour afterwards, they sat opposite each other in a private room at a neighbouring restaurant finishing their meal. Ive enjoyed myself very much indeed; Im sure its awfully kind of you to be so good to me.

Not at all. Im pleased you havent been bored, he replied gallantly. And I hope youll honour me with your company on another occasion. Shall we arrange for one night early next week?

As you like, she answered, smiling.

Very well; Ill write making an appointment, and well spend an hour or two at some other hall — the Alhambra, or the Palace.

I left my cape outside in the passage. Ill fetch it, and commence to get ready, she said, and rising suddenly, left the room in search of her outdoor attire.

The moment he was alone her admirer reached over the table quickly, and took up her emptied wineglass. From his vest pocket he produced a tiny phial, the contents of which he poured into the glass, then, taking up the champagne, filled both his own glass and hers, replacing the latter in the position where it had originally been. It was accomplished in a few seconds, for scarcely had he put down the bottle before she reappeared.

When she had assumed her cape, and tied her veil by the aid of the dingy mirror over the mantelshelf, she noticed her glass had been refilled.

I really dont think I ought to drink any more, she exclaimed. Im not used to so much, and it might affect me.

Oh, I assure you it wont, declared Mansell, laughing. Its a good brand, and I can recommend it. Besides the night is chilly.

He was watching her face narrowly, but he assumed a well-feigned air of unconcern. His argument, however, convinced her that another glass would do her no harm, thereupon she raised it to her lips and drank it. Being in a hurry to return home, she noticed no peculiar taste about it, and the man smiled faintly with self-satisfaction.

I have to go to Kings Cross, so Ill drive you home if youll allow me, he suggested, as they descended to the street, and to this proposal she gladly acquiesced.

Outside they entered a brougham that was apparently awaiting them — and which Mansell incidentally remarked was his own — and were quickly driven along Shaftesbury Avenue, on their way to Kings Cross.

Scarcely had they been in the carriage five minutes when she was seized with a sudden giddiness and faintness. At first she struggled against it, trying to rouse herself, for she attributed it to the wine she had consumed, combined with the heated atmosphere. Recognising the disgrace which would fall upon her should she return to her mother intoxicated, she determined that her companion should notice no difference in her manner. In the shifting lights that flashed into the carriage she felt confident that he would be unable to detect any change in her. It was by her voice alone that he could discover her intoxication, and, therefore, she continued the conversation in what she believed was the same tone as before.

Yet, as they drove along, the strange, sickening sensation increased, her eyes burned, and an acute pain on the top of her head caused a feeling as if her brain were a leaden weight. With alarm she became aware that it was gradually taking possession of her senses, and that to bear up against it was unavailing. Confused noises sounded in her ears, her breath became short, and she fancied she was falling from a great height. Then all the objects and lights in the street seemed to dance about her, and, with a suppressed groan, she sank back into the corner of the carriage inert and insensible.

The man by her side watched her gradually lapsing into unconsciousness with evident satisfaction, and, having taken both her arms and worked them up and down violently to assure himself of her total insensibility, he shouted to the coachman that he would go to another address — one which necessitated the brougham being driven back towards the place whence they had started.

Two hours afterwards a strange scene was presented in a house that stood by itself in the centre of a market garden, in a lonely position surrounded by fields midway between Twickenham and Isleworth.

In a small, bare attic, carpetless and almost devoid of furniture, the inanimate form of Dolly Vivian lay crouched in a rickety armchair. The feeble light of a guttering candle revealed the closed eyes and deathlike pallor of the features, while her breathing was almost imperceptible, so completely had the drug accomplished its work.

Near her stood Mansell and the man who had dogged their movements during the evening.

The wind had risen and was moaning mournfully around the house, causing the windows to rattle, and creating weird noises in the stillness of the night.

Suddenly a door creaked below. Both men started, and looked at one another.

Listen! Whats that? asked Mansell in an awed voice.

Nothing; merely the wind, the other replied sharply.

Mansell tried to smile, and said — 

I suppose youre right, but I feel as nervous as a cat.

His companion, who had driven the carriage, and who had taken Dollys purse, handkerchief, and a letter from her pocket, and was scrutinising them carefully, uttered an exclamation of disgust and annoyance. The house being empty and untenanted, the wind, which had now increased to almost a hurricane, howled and sighed dismally.

If anyone should find the brougham outside it would strike them as strange, wouldnt it? suggested Mansell.

Never fear; were perfectly safe. Its a by-road, and not a soul comes this way. Besides, whom do you expect would walk about this lonely part at such an hour?

Mansell crossed to where the girl lay, and, taking up the candle, gazed into her face.

Its a pity to sacrifice her life, he remarked sympathetically. She has done us no harm.

Fool! replied the other, with an impatient gesture, looking at him with threatening eyes. Cant you see that if she lives she can frustrate all our plans? Even now I believe she knows our secret.

She does? gasped the other breathlessly.

Yes.

But are there no other means of silencing her?

No. She must die!

The man, whose sinister face wore a heavy, determined expression, had drawn a long-bladed knife from its sheath, and it flashed in the light as he held it in his hand. Mansell noticed it, and shuddered.

I cannot stay and see her murdered, he cried in horror.

Very well; if youre so chicken-hearted, wait outside, the other replied roughly.

He saw it was useless to intercede for the life of the girl whose beauty he had admired, so obeyed the injunction. Pale and agitated, he waited upon the landing in the darkness.

The seconds seemed hours, but presently his companion emerged from the room carrying the candle, which, however had been blown out. As he struck a match, Mansell saw blood upon his hand.

Neither spoke, but both quietly descended the stairs. Then they again blew out the candle and left the house, locking the door after them.

A short distance away the brougham was standing without any one to look after it, the horse grazing quietly at the roadside.

Mansell entered, while his companion mounted the box, driving along the private road, and turning into the highway towards Twickenham.


Chapter Seventeen.

Laroche.
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UPON A VERANDA overlooking the clear, rippling Ourthe, and protected from the hot sun by a striped awning, Valérie and Pierre were laughing and sipping kümmel. Lounging lazily in a loose-fitting cotton dress she looked cool and piquante, while he, attired in a suit of light tweed, with a soft felt hat set jauntily on his head, sat on the edge of the table, smoking a cigarette with an air of insouciance.

In the whole of rural Belgium it would probably be difficult to find scenery more picturesque than that surrounding the small town of Laroche. Ten miles distant from the Liège-Marloye Railway, it lies in the very heart of the Ardennes, nestling beside the gurgling Ourthe at the junction of five beautiful valleys. Above, rise bold, bare crags and high hills covered with sombre pines, while from a dark, rugged height frown the ivy-clad ruins of an ancient château.

The little place is charming, although to the gregarious, who find pleasure amid the summer turmoil of the Rhine, with its crowd of cheap-trippers and overflowing hotels, it presents the aspect of a veritable village of the dead. Its inhabitants have not yet become demoralised by the advance of progress; for, although a few rusticating Belgians from Brussels and Liège and one or two English families visit it during the summer, still its beauties are comparatively unknown. The streets are crooked and narrow, the houses quaint and old-fashioned, and pervading the whole town is an old-world air that is distinct and delightful. Kindly, genial, and honest, the people are an average specimen of the simple, rustic dwellers in the Walloon country, who look askance at the increasing number of tourists who intrude upon their solitude and alight at their unpretentious hotels. Modern improvement is almost unknown in this Arcadia. True, there is a steam tramway to Malreux, forming the link which connects the Larochois with the outside world, but the place itself is still, quiet, even lethargic; in fact, it is very much the same to-day as it was a century ago. The dusty, lumbering old diligences, with bells upon the horses, rumble through the streets at frequent intervals, always stopping at the Bureau de Poste; and it is so antiquated as to possess a guardian of the town in the person of a garde du nuit, who blows every hour upon his tin trompette from eleven oclock at night until five in the morning — truly a relic of an age bygone.

It was a month since Hugh had left London, and the weeks that passed in Brussels after the reunion had been pleasant ones. He saw her daily, and was only content when in her company, driving in the Bois de la Cambre, shopping in the Montagne de la Cour, or taking her to the theatre. During this time he had been introduced to one of her relatives — the first he had known. When he called upon her as usual one evening, he found a man some ten years her senior seated in the drawing-room. His bearing was that of a gentleman. He was well-dressed, wearing in his coat the crimson button of the French Legion of Honour, and was introduced by Valérie as the Comte Chaulin-Servinière, her cousin.

The men shook hands, and quickly became friends. At first Hugh was inclined to regard him with suspicion and distrust, but on closer acquaintance found him a genial, reckless man of the world, who was possessed of plenty of money, and whose tastes were similar to his own. Being apparently a prominent figure in Brussels society, he introduced Hugh to various people worth knowing, and soon became his constant companion.

Had he known that the Comte Lucien Chaulin-Servinière was the same person as one Victor Bérard whose name was inscribed upon a rather bulky file preserved in the archives of the Préfecture of Police in Paris, it is probable that he would have shunned his companionship, and many evil consequences would thereby have been avoided.

Blissfully ignorant, however, and confident of Valéries love and devotion, Hugh was perfectly happy as the weeks glided by, until one day she announced that she was compelled to depart at once for Namur to visit an aunt who was ill, and not expected to recover.

It was thereupon arranged that she should travel to Namur by herself, visit her relative, and that the Comte and Hugh should meet her three days later at Laroche. The suggestion was the Comtes, for he declared she was looking worn, and that a sojourn of a week or two in the invigorating and health-promoting Ardennes would do her good.

Valérie left on the following morning, but the dying aunt was a pure invention, and instead of remaining at Namur, she proceeded at once to Malreux, and thence to Laroche, where she arrived after spending the greater part of the day in performing the journey. At the Hôtel Royal she found Pierre Rouillier awaiting her, for the meeting had been prearranged, and it was for a more important and beneficial purpose than exploring the beauties of the neighbourhood that Mademoiselle Dedieu had journeyed so far.

Like everything else in the little town, the arrangements of the hotel were of Walloon simplicity, and scarcely suited to patrician taste, although there was a decided touch of novelty in dining at midday with only the beer of the country as beverage, and suppers at seven consisting of fresh eggs, the fare throughout being of a genuinely homely character.

They were sitting on the veranda on the second morning after her arrival. Having finished their liqueurs, Pierre suggested that, as he desired to talk confidentially, they should take a stroll in order to avoid the possibility of eavesdroppers. To this Valérie readily acquiesced, and, having obtained her sunshade, the pair started off up a by-path for a ramble up the steep hillside.

You know your way about this place very well, I suppose? she remarked, as they walked together.

Yes, considering I have buried myself here for several months, and have no other occupation beyond strolling about or killing time in deserted estaminets. The winter here was most abominably dull; in fact, were it not for your sake—

You mean for the sake of your own neck, interrupted mademoiselle, smiling.

Well, I admit it is not for your sake alone that Im in hiding, but personating a dead man has its drawbacks. Within twenty-four hours of leaving London I arrived at this sleepy hole, and my name has since been Adolphe Chavoix, gentleman, living on his means. From the time I first set foot in the place Ive never been five miles from it, and I expect I shall be compelled to remain here for months, perhaps for a year longer, he said dismally.

Is it a safe retreat?

Safe! I should think it is! Why, Im as well-known as the doyen himself. The rustics fancy Im a decent sort of fellow, and Im on visiting terms with almost everybody, from the imbecile old Burgomaster downwards. Why, the police commissary of the district is one of my closest friends. Bless you, Im as safe here as if I lay in my coffin. But, tell me, what progress are you making?

As much as can be expected, she replied, taking his arm and leaning upon him in the stiff ascent. I explained to you yesterday the plan we propose; but, of course, it is highly dangerous.

For boldness and impudence Ive never heard its equal, declared Pierre candidly.

Bien, then you recognise how imperative it is that our arrangements should be elaborated before the coup is made. There were many obstacles in our path, but one by one these are being removed. When the course is quite open we shall act.

He still loves you?

Yes, she replied with a grim smile.

It will prove an expensive pastime for him, exclaimed her companion, laughing.

But profitable to us. Think what it will mean if we succeed.

We must succeed, sooner or later.

Never draw hasty conclusions, remarked mademoiselle. One awkward incident and the whole scheme might collapse. Even now Im almost at a standstill for want of funds.

Have you spent all the last?

Yes; and moreover, the man who furnished my place in Brussels two years ago threatens to take possession because I cant pay him, while I have heaps of other unpaid bills.

Cant you sell your jewels? suggested Pierre.

They went long ago. All that I have now are only paste, she replied disconsolately.

Wouldnt Trethowen lend you some if you told him some pitiful tale?

How could I ask him? You forget that he believes me to be rich, with the fabulously wealthy Comte Chaulin-Servinière as my cousin.

Rather a new character for Victor, laughed the smart young man at her side.

Oh, but he has assumed the part well, I assure you, she declared. He looks after my welfare to just the right extent in the circumstances, and his bearing and appearance give him the stamp of the aristocrat, which is, of course, only due in some degree to the new suit he had for the occasion.

Pierre laughed heartily. He had never seen Hugh Trethowen, yet with the instinct of the adventurer who wages war against those possessed of money, it was a source of satisfaction to him to know that the victim was falling an easy prey.

By this time they had ascended the Chemin des Morts, and were pausing at the summit gazing upon the charming landscape outspread like a panorama at their feet. The spot itself was interesting, inasmuch as a quaint legend is connected with it. As they rested there he related it to her. It is alleged that once on a time a Seigneur of Harzé, who had died leaving behind him an unenviable reputation, was being carried to his last resting-place in the parish churchyard, when one of the bearers slipped, and the body fell over the cliff, and then from rock to rock, till it reached the river. The affrighted mourners saw in this terrible accident an unmistakable judgment of heaven, and did not dare to interfere.

When he had narrated the circumstance they continued their walk, passing through a small fir plantation until they came to a time-worn rustic cross. Near it, and overshadowed by some large bushes, was an old seat, upon which they sat continuing the discussion of Bérards merits.

The shade was welcome after toiling up the hill, and Valérie, taking off her hat, allowed the soft breeze to fan her temples, while he lit a cigarette, handing her one also.

Im puzzled to know how we are to bring matters to a crisis without more money than we have at present, she said reflectively, after they had been talking some time.

Thats really a difficult problem, her companion replied quickly. Dont you know anybody who would advance you a little?

No. Besides, it would be unsafe. We must now be exceedingly careful how to act.

There is only one thing that I can suggest, said Pierre thoughtfully watching the smoke curling upward.

How? she inquired expectantly.

Rook him at cards.

Ma foi! An excellent suggestion! she ejaculated enthusiastically.

You could work it easily enough. Victor and he will be here to-morrow, therefore I should suggest that I start to-night for Spa. You three can follow after a day or two. There you can meet me, introduce me as a friend, and then I can proceed to pluck him of a few hundreds. Im quicker with the paste-boards than Victor.

Hes a good player, I believe.

That doesnt matter. If you can persuade him to play, Ill soon have some money.

My dear Pierre, Valérie said, laughing, he will do anything for me. Im sure he would lose ten thousand francs without a murmur, if he thought he was pleasing me by tempting fortune. He does think such a lot of me that — that I sometimes feel inclined to love him genuinely. Im almost sick of the base part I am playing.

Her face assumed a serious look, and she sighed. Pierre regarded her in astonishment.

What? Giving way to sentiment, now we have gone so far! he exclaimed. Its all nonsense. To think of throwing up the game now would be sheer folly. Such a chance as the present does not always fall to our lot; therefore, it is only right, in our own interests, that we should take advantage of it. If you really love him — well, it will, perhaps, add to the realism of the incident, and wont do much harm to either of you. But then, youve loved others before — in fact, you loved me once — yet now Im nothing in your eyes beyond a willing assistant in your various little affairs. No, he continued bitterly, you have no real affection for any one. I am able to speak from personal experience. Yet you would bar our way and wreck our chance of making our fortunes, because you fancy youve fallen in love with this ass of an Englishman? You must be mad to think of such a thing.

You misunderstand me, she said, her beauty heightened by the flush of anger that suffused her face. Although I have neither intention nor desire to depart from the plan already laid down, I regret that it will be necessary to resort to the extreme measure in order to accomplish our purpose. That is all. As for your suggestion, it shall be carried out. You will go to Spa to-night, if you think there is no danger in the visit.

Dont trouble yourself. I shall run no risk. You get him to play, then leave the rest to me. Within a week the money shall be yours. What do you think of the suggestion of making him defray the cost of his own misfortune, eh? he asked, laughing.

Decidedly ingenious, but it wont work! shouted a voice in English, causing them to start.

There was a rustling among the thick bushes behind them, and next second Jack Egerton emerged into the path.

Why are you here, spying upon us? demanded Pierre, springing to his feet, and assuming a threatening attitude.

Merely for my own information, replied the artist, with perfect sang-froid.

Then, I hope you have obtained the knowledge you desire, Valérie said, her eyes flashing angrily.

I have ascertained the depth of your vile scheme, if that is what you mean, he cried. You little thought I should keep observation upon your movements. For a fortnight Ive been watching you in Brussels as closely as a cat watches a mouse. The ingenious tricks I learned under your tuition stood me in good stead, and I have now seen your duplicity, and discovered the extent of your infamy. You are playing the old game, the—

My affairs do not concern you! she cried, stamping her foot angrily.

My friends interests are my own.

Your friend — bah!

Yes; I repeat it. I have overheard more than one of your interesting conversations, and am quite aware of your nefarious intention. You are using your beauty to lure him to his ruin.

Quite heroic! sneered Pierre. This is indeed interesting.

Before I have finished youll probably find it more interesting, and to your cost, he replied fiercely. Then, turning to mademoiselle, he said: You think I fear you, but you make a huge mistake. When we last met you threatened me with exposure if I dare tell him what I knew of your past.

I did, and I mean it! she screamed, with an imprecation in French. Thwart me, and Ill show you no mercy.

Then you will have an opportunity of exhibiting your vindictiveness, he observed calmly.

What do you mean? If self-conceit did not furnish its own buoyancy, some men would never be able to carry their load.

I mean that before to-morrow Hugh Trethowen will be upon his guard; he will understand the deep and complicated game you and your jail-birds of Montmartre are playing.

You — you dare not breathe a word to him.

She spoke defiantly, her lips compressed, and her hands tightly clenched.

Spare yourself, he replied, waving his hand deprecatingly. Threats are utterly useless. I am determined to acquaint him with your cunning plot.

The consequences will be upon your own head, said she, with affected indifference.

Im perfectly willing that they should, he answered, with a coolness that astounded her.

When you stand in a criminal court youll alter your tone, she declared, although unnerved at his willingness to face her vengeance.

Possibly, when you accompany me there, you will do the same.

Oh! Hows that, pray?

Death is the penalty for murder, the artist exclaimed meaningly.

Murder? gasped Valérie wildly. What — what do you mean? What do you infer?

Nothing, beyond the fact that if you give me up to the police, you yourself will also be deprived of liberty.

Of what do you accuse me, pray? she demanded haughtily.

It is the business of the police to investigate crime, not mine.

In a moment Valérie vaguely conceived that the power she had exercised over him no longer existed. It was possible that he was in possession of some information which removed all fear he had of her. Apprehensive lest he should have learned her secret, she continued to question him, in order, if possible, to ascertain how much he knew.

But he was as wary as herself, replying to her sarcasm with pointed retorts that puzzled her.

Pierre in the meantime stood silent and thoughtful. He, too, saw plainly that their scheme might be checkmated, and that they were on the horns of a serious dilemma. If Egerton imparted the secret to Hugh, the whole of their plans would be frustrated, besides placing them in a very undesirable position. Moreover, the artist had desired to know the reason he had assumed the name of Chavoix instead of his own, and inquiries upon that point, if pressed, might result in extremely awkward revelations. He was therefore trying to devise some feasible means by which to avert a catastrophe that seemed imminent.

Then, you really mean to carry your threat into execution? asked mademoiselle, after they had exchanged several sharp passages of words.

Jack Egerton declared that he did.

The colour vanished from her face, and she clenched her fists in anger.

Dare to do so, and you will rue the consequences till your dying day. You little think how completely you are in my power, or the character of the evidence I hold against you — evidence which is beyond dispute, since you yourself admit your guilt. Remember that at once I could, if I chose, demand your arrest. If you provoke me, I shall adopt that course—

And expose your own villainy, he remarked superciliously.

I should adopt it as a measure of self-protection, she replied, with calmness. I assure you, however, I have no desire to resort to such a measure, and I have, therefore, a proposal to make, she added.

I have no desire to hear it.

Listen, and Ill tell you, she continued determinedly. You know that I have certain evidence in my possession, which it is most desirable that you should destroy — you know to what I refer. Were it ever placed in the hands of the police, you would spend the remainder of your days in a convicts cell. Well, my proposal is that it shall be placed in your hands on the day I marry Hugh Trethowen.

You — marry him! You intend doing so? he asked in abject astonishment, for he had not believed her desirous of an honourable union.

Of course I do. And I repeat that, in consideration of your preserving silence regarding my past I am ready to do what I have told you. If not, there is but one alternative, as I have already explained — imprisonment and ruin. It is for you to decide.

This suggestion, the desperate device of a crafty woman, presented matters in a different light. It appeared to him that, after all, if she married Hugh she might reform and become an honest woman, while he himself would, by accepting her terms, render his own position secure. The proposal, he reflected, was one that required careful consideration, for he could not dispute the fact that he really feared her. He knew she could wreck his life.

What is your answer? she asked, watching his thoughtful face narrowly, and noticing with satisfaction his perplexity.

I cannot give one now. I must think, he replied.

Very well. Think well over the matter and its consequences before acting rashly. I fancy you will come to the same conclusion as myself — that a policy of silence is wisest. Turning to the young man beside her, she said, Come, Pierre, we will return and leave him to his solitary reflection.

Rouillier laughed at the others discomfiture, and turned upon his heel.

Bon jour, monsieur, she said, addressing the artist, making a stiff curtsey, which he acknowledged with an impatient gesture.

Then she joined her companion, and they retraced their steps through the fir plantation towards the drowsy little town.

Your nerve and ingenuity are really marvellous, Valérie, exclaimed Pierre enthusiastically, when they were out of hearing. I should never have thought of such a scheme. We have got out of an ugly situation very neatly indeed.

Yes, replied she confidently. Quil fasse ce quil lui plaira. Hes afraid to utter a word to Hugh.

And they both laughed gaily.


Chapter Eighteen.

Lips Forsworn.
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THE GREAT BALLROOM of the Casino at Spa was filled with a cosmopolitan well-dressed crowd, who glided over its polished floor to the strain of a seductive waltz. The huge salon, with its white and gold decorations, its glittering chandeliers, its carved pilasters, and its enormous mirrors, was brightly lit, and presented a gay, dazzling appearance, the showy dresses of the women lending additional colour and animation to the scene of gay revelry.

Amid the ever-shifting crowd Valérie and Hugh, both excellent dancers, whirled lightly around, the smiling faces of both denoting perfect happiness.

Her evening gown, of pale pink filmy gauze, that bore the unmistakable stamp of the Rue de la Paix, suited her admirably, trimmed as it was in daring contrast, that upon a less handsome woman would have been voted hideous. Her diamond necklet sparkled and flashed under the glare of electricity, and this — although really only paste — was regarded with envious eyes by more than one woman in the room. As she leaned lightly upon the arm of the wealthy young Englishman, he thought he had never seen her beauty shown to greater advantage, and could not refrain from expressing his admiration in terms of flattery.

Although one of the most engaging little corners of Europe is assuredly the well-wooded, umbrageous dell in which nestles pleasantly the antique and old-fashioned watering-place, yet it cannot be denied that Spa itself has lost much of the gaiety and flaring splendour which characterised it in the wild gaming days of the past. In the Salle Levoz, where the gilding is faded and the hangings ragged, lords, dukes, and seigneurs of Louis XIVs time, junketed, gave their fêtes, and danced minuets; while in the disused Vauxhall the older glories of balls, ridottos, and gambling went on night after night during the last century. But nowadays Monte Carlo attracts the knight of industry and the systematic gambler. Nevertheless, Spa remains pleasant and pastoral, notwithstanding the existence of survivals that speak mutely of its departed grandeur.

It is essentially picturesque, with its miniature Place, its imposing Pouhon, or pump room, its gay Casino, its luxurious Etablissement, its glaring Hôtel de Flandre, its Orange, and other pleasant houses of entertainment. Close by are the charming promenades under thickly planted rows of trees, quaintly termed the Seven-oclock and Four-oclock walks. Here crowds of visitors languidly wander, sit under the trees, or halt in groups listening to the music from the bands in the kiosks.

Spa is still popular with all classes of visitors, from the English nobility to the shopkeeping element of Louvain, Brussels, and other contiguous towns; and the administration of the Casino appear untiring in their efforts to provide them with amusement in the form of fêtes, dramatic performances, concerts, balls, and other means of enjoyment and dissipation.

It was at one of the latter entertainments that Valérie and Hugh were amusing themselves, she having introduced him to Adolphe Chavoix.

When the dance concluded they strolled together through the wide corridor hung with pictures, crossed the reading-room, and walked out upon the balcony overlooking the Place Pierre-le-Grand, where they found the pseudo-Comte Chaulin-Servinière leaning upon the balustrade, smoking.

Ah! he exclaimed, as they advanced, you, too, are tired of that close atmosphere. Faugh! I found it stifling.

You dont dance, Msieur le Comte, and therefore cant enjoy it, replied Valérie mischievously.

Well, well, perhaps thats so, he replied. But, by the way, he continued, turning to Hugh, why dont you try your luck at the tables?

Oh yes, Hugh, said Valérie, as if suddenly struck by the excellence of the suggestion; lets have a few games. It would be a pleasant change. Shall we?

Ive no objection, Trethowen answered.

I should scarcely think you had, considering how lucky you were when you played with me at the Cercle du Hainaut, remarked Victor, laughing.

Fortune always favours the novice, Hugh declared.

Then lets hope it will favour you again to-night. Come along, urged Valérie.

When the trio entered the salle de jeu a few minutes later, they found the tables crowded with players indulging in some innocent games of chance. Play is never high at Spa nowadays.

The room was neither large nor luxurious. A few busts stood upon pedestals around the mirrored walls, the card-tables were ranged down the side, and at the further end was a chemin de fer, which proved the chief source of attraction to the less venturesome. The incessant tick-tack of the tiny train and the jingling of money, mingled with the hum of voices, peals of exultant laughter, and staccato curses, produced an almost deafening din.

After wandering about the room for a few minutes, and watching the chemin de fer, they found a baccarat table in the opposite corner. Hugh seated himself upon the right hand of the banker, while Victor sat upon the left. Valérie punting right and left indifferently.

For about half an hour they played, staking small sums, which the bank almost invariably annexed, tirage à cinq cropped up, and discussions ensued upon it. This question always divides baccarat players into two camps. There are some who, when holding five as the total of pips on the cards in their hands, will ask for a third card, while others will not. This dispute, which is of constant occurrence, has exercised the mind of almost every one who has tempted fortune on the tapis vert. Yet, after all, it is a curious one, for if one considers the matter it will be seen that the chances of improving or reducing ones total by taking a third card are extremely doubtful. Gamblers, however, who believe in their good fortune, usually draw at five because they believe that one of the good chances will come in their way.

This was the course adopted by Hugh in one of the rounds. Up to that time he had been unlucky, and lost about two hundred francs; but, seeing that the count, who was an inveterate gambler, called for a third card, he did the same, with the result that he won back the sum he had lost, together with an additional hundred francs.

In several succeeding hands he adopted the same course, and although he was not successful every time, nevertheless he found he was not losing. As for his fair companion, she was apparently very unfortunate. Once or twice she won, but in the majority of cases she was compelled to pay. Victor played mechanically. He also lost, and the bank frequently raked in increasing piles of gold and limp, crumpled notes.

After they had played for an hour Valérie declared her inability to continue, owing to want of funds. Hugh offered to lend her a few louis, which she firmly declined to accept, and rose. He also got up, and, leaving Victor at the table, they descended to the large hall, where they seated themselves at one of the little tables, and ordered some wine. To Hugh the result of the play had not been unsatisfactory, inasmuch as he found on counting his winnings that they amounted to nearly two hundred francs.

Im passionately fond of baccarat, Valérie remarked, as they sat opposite one another, chatting and laughing. Its so long since I played that I had almost forgotten the game. Had I had any more money in my purse to-night, I should most probably have staked it. Gambling, unfortunately, is one of my weaknesses.

Why not accept some from me, and return? You might perhaps break the bank, he suggested, smiling.

Ah no, she replied; I dont care to play publicly. It is the same here as at Monte Carlo — the tables are patronised by déclassé women and half-tipsy men. Women who play in a place like this earn a bad name. I would rather play at the hotel. Adolphe will return presently, — hes an awfully nice fellow, the son of a silk manufacturer in Lyons, — and we could form a nice little quartette among ourselves. What do you say?

Im quite agreeable, he replied. You know, I alway obey your wishes.

She looked into his eyes affectionately, and uttered a few endearing words in a low tone that could not be overheard.

Presently they got up, went arm-in-arm up the grand staircase, and re-entered the salle de jeu. The count was no longer there, but they soon discovered him standing in his former position on the balcony, indulging in a smoke under the stars. He had lost, he said; his luck had forsaken him after Valérie had left the table.

Then they told him of the suggestion to play at the hotel — a proposition to which he immediately acquiesced.

Hugh Trethowen, truth to tell, cared very little about games of chance, but for the amusement of his idol he was prepared to make any sacrifice.

An hour before midnight the four assembled in a private sitting-room at the Hôtel de lEurope. Pierre Rouillier — or Adolphe Chavoix, as he was now called by his fellow-adventurers — had procured a piece of billiard chalk, and marked the table at which they were to play. The heavy curtains of the windows overlooking the street were drawn, and over the gas lamp was a lace shade which caused a soft, subdued light to fall upon the table, while opposite the windows was a large mirror reaching from the wainscot to the ceiling.

Wholl be banker? asked Adolphe, as they seated themselves.

Why, Hugh, of course, replied the count. Hes had all the luck to-night. Come, msieur, sit over there, and start the bank with your winnings, he added, addressing Hugh.

Ah, my dear Count, I expect my luck will change, laughed Trethowen good-humouredly.

And, placing a chair for Valérie by his side, he took the seat indicated. He was not a practised card-player, neither did any apprehension of dishonest dealing cross his mind.

The game, he thought, was one of mere chance, and his opponents were just as liable to lose as himself. So he commenced by making a bank, and shuffling and dealing the cards.

The first few hands were uninteresting. Adolphe had arrived presumably from Paris only a few days previously, and had been introduced by Valérie as a friend of the family. As he entered heartily into every proposal for enjoyment, Hugh considered him a genial and pleasant companion. Overflowing with mirth and good spirits, he proved a much appreciated addition to the party.

At first the stakes were not high, and the fortune of the players were about equally divided. Hughs pile of coin increased now and then, only to diminish again, but never falling short of its original size.

After a time the count increased his stake, twenty louis being put upon the game. Neither player, however, could make the fatal abbattage, and Hugh continued to hold winning hands, and rake the coins into the bank.

The game was growing interesting, and so intensely were the thoughts of the players riveted upon it that time passed unheeded. Two oclock had struck, still the dealing and hazarding went on, while Nanette stood by quietly watching, and now and then replenishing the glasses of the men.

At length Hughs good fortune forsook him, and a long run on the bank was made. For five hands his cards were useless, and each time he was compelled to pay, the result being that not a louis remained out of the pile of half an hour before.

Valérie expressed her regret at her lovers misfortune, and after some discussion it was decided to make a fresh bank, Hugh, as before, to be banker.

In order to obtain the necessary money he left the room, Valérie uttering some words of encouragement as he did so.

A few minutes later he returned with several crisp English notes in his hand. Having converted two of them into louis, play was resumed. Again the fates were against him. He was flushed with excitement, and played carelessly. A number of successive rounds he lost to Adolphe, whose pile of coin as rapidly increased as his diminished, while much good-humoured chaff was levelled at him by his companions.

Then, for the first time, he recognised the amount of his loss, and determined, if possible, to recoup himself.

Flinging his two remaining notes — each of the value of one hundred pounds — upon the table, he remarked rather bitterly — 

It seems Ive been overtaken by a run of infernal bad luck. Will any one play me for the bank?

As you please, assented the count.

Ma foi! youve played pluckily, although its been a losing game.

Its really too bad, declared Valérie pouting. But I expect when Hugh has his revenge he will ruin us all.

Scarcely, replied Trethowen, raising his glass to his lips.

How much is in the bank? asked Adolphe unconcernedly, as the cards were being dealt.

Five thousand francs, replied Hugh, after a moments calculation.

Very well, Ill play you, the young man said calmly.

The announcement caused each of the quartette the most intense excitement, for it meant that Pierre had backed that amount against the bankers stake upon the result of his tableau.

Every one was silent. Hugh scarcely breathed. He dealt the cards, and each snatched them up.

It was an exciting moment for all concerned, and there was a dead silence.

The adventuress exchanged glances with the count. Adolphe remained perfectly cool as he turned the faces of the cards upwards, a five and a four of diamonds, making a natural against which Hughs cards were useless.

With a grim smile Hugh pushed the two notes and some gold over to his adversary, and, rising from the table, exclaimed — 

I think, after all, Id better have remained a punter than aspired to be a banker.

Never mind, said Valérie encouragingly, as she gathered up her winnings, your good luck will return to-morrow.

I shall ruin myself if I go on long at this rate, he replied. I shall have to send to London to-morrow for a fresh supply, otherwise I shall be hard up.

Not much fear of that, she said chaffingly. But its four oclock, so we had better retire.

He took her hand and wished her bon soir, she afterwards leaving with Nanette, while the men also sought their respective rooms.

It was already daylight, and Hugh did not attempt to sleep, but, flinging himself upon a couch, indulged in calm reflections. His loss did not trouble him, for he could afford it, but the subject of his contemplation was a conversation he intended having on the morrow with the woman who had fascinated him.

Had he witnessed the scene at that moment in Valéries sitting-room, the scales would have fallen from his eyes. On nest jamais si heureux, ni si malheureux quon se limagine.

When the two men left him, they went straight to her.

Well, how did I manage it? asked Pierre, with a crafty twinkle in his eye, when the door had closed.

Capitally! she cried, with almost childish glee. He doesnt suspect in the least.

Both men disgorged their winnings, and placed the money upon the table in the centre of the room.

It amounted to nearly eight thousand francs.

Selecting two four-hundred franc notes, she gave one to each of them as their share of the spoil, and, sweeping the remainder into a bag, locked it up.

Pierres idea was excellent, remarked Victor. We wanted the money badly, and although the sum isnt very large, the manoeuvre is one that might be worth repeating, eh?

Thats just it. The thing is so simple. I kept the winning hand concealed until the stake was large enough, then I played it.

Youre even smarter with the cards than I anticipated. Père Amiot didnt teach you to manipulate for nothing; youve been our salvation, observed Valérie.

For your sake, mademoiselle, no task is too difficult, he said, with mock gallantry, bowing.

A little of that sort of talk is quite sufficient, she answered, with a laugh.

The subject dropped, and for a few minutes they held a serious consultation, after which the two men wished her good-night, and departed stealthily along the corridor.

Nanette entered, and her mistress sank into a chair, reflecting silently, while she deftly arranged her hair for the night.


Chapter Nineteen.

A Strange Compact.
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THE MORNING WAS oppressive and sultry. Valérie, coming from her room, thrust open the window of the sitting-room, with an impatient exclamation, and sat with her elbows upon the window ledge inhaling what little air there was to be had. She lolled there, looking down upon the quaint street in an abstracted mood, for the men had gone for their matutinal walk after the glass or two of water at the Pouhon.

She was glad to be alone. To herself sometimes she appeared extraordinary and of an exceptional disposition, of the temperament of animals that are rendered faithful by brutal treatment. There were days on which she no longer knew herself, and on which she asked herself whether she were really the same woman. In reviewing all the baseness to which she had been bent, she could not believe that it was she who had undergone it all. She strove to imagine a degree of degradation to which her nature would refuse to descend.

As she sat, silent and thoughtful, the door opened softly, and a tall, dark, well-dressed man entered noiselessly. He was good-looking, with a carriage that was unmistakably military, and a carefully trained moustache. Glancing quickly round with eyes that had a rather fierce look in them, he walked over to where mademoiselle sat, and halted behind her chair.

So Ive found you at last, madame, he exclaimed harshly in English, placing a heavy hand upon her shoulder.

The unexpected voice startled her.

You! she gasped, jumping to her feet and turning pale.

Yes, he replied, leaning against the edge of the table and thrusting his hands into his pockets with an easy, nonchalant air. You scarcely expected this meeting, — did you, eh? Well, although it is a long time ago since you took it into your head to leave me, you see I havent quite lost sight of you. And, after all, it is but natural that I should be solicitous of your welfare since you are my wife, he added grimly.

Wretch! Why have you come here? she asked in ill-concealed alarm.

To see you, pretty one, he answered. Three years is rather a long period to be absent from ones wife, youll admit.

Wife! she cried in a tone of disgust. Why not call me by my proper name? I was your slave, Captain Willoughby. You used me to decoy young men to your house so that you might fleece them at cards, and when I refused any longer to participate in your schemes you used brute force towards me. See! she continued, unbuttoning the sleeve of her bodice, and exposing her bare arm— see, I still bear a mark of your ill-treatment.

He smiled at her indignation.

Its very pleasant to talk in this strain, no doubt, he observed, but you have apparently overlooked one rather disagreeable fact — that when leaving Cannes, you took twenty thousand francs belonging to me.

And what if I did, pray? I left you because of your cruelty, and Ive not since applied to you for maintenance, nor even sought a divorce.

Thats true. But now youve had your fling, perhaps you wont object to return to your lawful husband.

You must be an imbecile to think that I would.

What! You will not? he cried angrily.

No, never. I hate and loathe you.

That makes but little difference, said he coolly. Nevertheless, as a wife would be of assistance to me just now, I mean that you shall return to me.

But I tell you I will never do so, she declared emphatically.

Then I shall simply compel you, thats all.

You! Sapristi! Surely Im my own mistress; therefore, do you think it probable that I should ever return to be the tool of a miserable cardsharper? No; I left you in the hope that I should never look upon your hateful face again, and if you think it possible that we could ever bury the past and become reconciled, I can at once disabuse your mind. If I were a sentimental schoolgirl it might be different, but I think youll find me too clever for you this time, she said indignantly.

Dont anticipate that I desire a reconciliation, he remarked in an indifferent tone. Valérie Duvauchel — or whatever you now call yourself — is too well-known to be a desirable companion for long—

You need say no more, she cried in anger. I understand. You want me again to entice men to their ruin. It is true that I am your wife. I curse the day when I took the idiotic step of marrying you, but I tell you once and for all that Ill never return to you.

You shall, he cried, grasping her roughly by the wrist. You shall — Ill compel you By heaven! I will!

There was a look in his eyes that she did not like. She was cowed for a few moments, but her timidity was not of long duration.

I defy you! she screamed. Do your worst. Im perfectly able to defend myself.

Then perhaps youll defend yourself when you are arrested for the little affair at Carqueiranne. Theres a warrant still out, and a reward offered for your apprehension — remember that.

In a moment she became confused, and her physiognomy, usually so lively, lost all its lightning glances. Her whole person seemed influenced by this unexpected and embarrassing announcement.

Ah, I see! she said in a husky voice. Those are your tactics, are they? You would give me up to the police? Nevertheless, if you have no love for me, as you assert, why should you desire me to return to you?

I know my own business best, was the abrupt reply.

That I dont doubt; yet you admit that it is best for us to be apart, although you are inclined to resort to the extremity of which you speak.

Who are the men staying here? he asked sharply. Friends.

Not very desirable ones, eh? I fancy Ive met Victor Bérard somewhere before. If my memory doesnt fail me it was in Paris only shortly before the affair of the Boulevard—

Enough, she said hoarsely, for she understood that he knew of her alliance with the pair. What does it matter to you who my associates are? We both have to seek our fortunes.

True, but I like to look after my wifes welfare, declared he, with a sarcastic smile.

Captain Percy Willoughby was a jovial neer-do-weel who smiled at his lot, and gave himself up to it heedlessly. Weariness, anxiety, neediness took no hold upon him, and when a gloomy thought came to him, he would turn away his head, snap his fingers, and, raising his right arm towards heaven in caricature of a Spanish dancer, send his melancholy over his shoulder.

I can do without your attentions, although Im prepared to negotiate with you upon fair terms, she exclaimed, for she saw that it was only by skilful diplomacy that she could extricate herself from the ugly situation.

What do you mean? asked he in surprise.

Business purely, she replied calmly. It was unfortunate that I married you, still there is no reason why the world should know it; and, moreover, as there is no affection between us, I am willing to pay you to release me from my bond.

Willoughby knit his brows thoughtfully. He was not prepared for such a bold proposal.

You have some scheme of your own in hand, I suppose?

Thats my business.

Well, how much are you willing to pay? he asked, smiling at her suggestion.

Twenty-five thousand francs — not a centime more. For that sum I require a written undertaking that youll commence a suit for divorce against me forthwith. You understand?

She recognised that if she failed to conciliate her husbands demands all her schemes would be irretrievably ruined, but her tact at such moments never deserted her, and she was determined that he should not levy blackmail upon her without strengthening her position thereby.

You hesitate, she continued. Why, the whole thing is simple enough. I will supply you with evidence and witnesses, and upon the day the decree is pronounced the money shall be yours.

You must have some good fortune. Where will you get the money from? asked he incredulously.

What does that matter, as long as you have it? We shall then both be free.

What guarantee shall I have that you will pay me after I have obtained the divorce?

I will give you a written one if you desire it, so that if I depart from my word you will still possess power over me, she explained, beating an impatient tattoo upon the carpet with her tiny slipper.

Twenty-five thousand francs, he repeated. You want me to sell you your liberty for that, do you?

Yes, if it pleases you to put it in that way. Then, with an air of unconcern, she added: I merely suggest a bargain which you can either accept or reject. After all, it is, perhaps, immaterial.

Your freedom must be worth a good deal to you if you are prepared to pay that price for it, her husband observed shrewdly.

I desire to sever the tie, thats all.

You enjoy perfect liberty, remarked the captain. What more can you desire?

I cannot marry.

Is that your intention? he inquired, half convinced that this was the real cause of her conciliatory attitude.

I really dont know, she answered unconcernedly. Yet, even if I did, what would it matter if we were legally separated? You could marry also.

The captain was a polished rogue, and fully alive to the fertility of his wifes skilful devices. He knew she possessed an inexhaustible, imperturbable confidence, and was wondering what could be the character of the plan she was evidently bent upon carrying into effect. Twisting his moustache thoughtfully, he kept his keen eyes fixed upon her.

I dont feel inclined to accept your remarkable suggestion, he observed at length. Youre a clever woman, Valérie, and you never forget to act in your own interests.

Who but a fool does? she laughed. His refusal was disappointing, nevertheless she preserved her calm demeanour, and, shrugging her shoulders indifferently, exclaimed: Very well, I dont wish to press the matter. I shall merely refuse to return to you, whether you obtain the divorce or not. Surely twenty-five thousand francs and your law expenses would serve as a panacea to heal your broken heart. However, if you wont accept it, youll be that much the poorer.

Well, even supposing I desired to do it, I should be unable.

Why?

Because Ive no money with which to commence the suit.

Oh, that obstacle is easily removed, she declared, diving into her pocket, and producing a well-filled purse, which bulged out with paper money she had won on the previous night.

Selecting three notes of 200 francs each she offered them to him, saying — 

These will be sufficient to start operations with. When that is exhausted telegraph for more, and you shall have it.

The gamesters impecuniosity caused him to regard the proffered notes with covetous eye. After all, he reflected, it would be an easy and profitable way of earning a good round sum. The prospect of being divorced from this beautiful yet heartless woman was not at all disagreeable. He might even make a rich marriage himself.

This latter reflection impressed itself upon his mind.

Our marriage was a dismal failure — a miserable mistake. We hate one another heartily; therefore Im willing to pay handsomely for the service you can render me. As we were married in London, you will have to return there and commence the suit, she said.

Willoughby was still undecided, but at length the temptation proved too great.

Well, I suppose I must, he said, as he thrust the notes into his pocket after some further argument. But wont you give me more? To you a divorce is worth double.

No, not another sou. You can take it or leave it.

He saw that to endeavour to obtain more would be futile.

Its agreed, he said, at last. Ill sell you your liberty for twenty-five thousand francs.

Ah! I thought you wouldnt refuse my munificent offer, she observed, with a light laugh.

Rising and walking to a side-table whereon were writing materials, she penned the following lines in French, in a fine angular hand: — 

I, Valérie Willoughby, agree to pay Percy Willoughby the sum of 25,000 francs upon the day a decree of divorce is pronounced absolute against me.

Blotting it hastily, she returned and handed it to him.

Thatll do, he said, folding it, and transferring it to his breast-pocket.

But you will also give me an undertaking, she suggested, for she was astute, and determined that he should not have absolute power over her in the event of the collusion being discovered.

As you please, replied her husband, after a moments hesitation, and seating himself, he wrote an agreement promising to obtain the decree in consideration of the sum stated.

Once more Valérie had triumphed.

She had thought, on her husbands sudden appearance, that she had encountered that grain of sand which had before brought her to the ground, yet her audacity had conquered.

Fool! thought she, as his pen travelled over the paper. He will be glad afterwards to buy back each drop of ink with his own blood. How dear a pen-stroke may cost one!

Captain Willoughby, late of Her Majestys 10th Hussars, had given way before a flood of adverse circumstances. Voluntarily, insolently, he flung away his pride and his past. He abandoned himself to that infernal thing, temptation; yet, after all, he had long ago sacrificed all that was sincere and grand in his nature. He cared nothing to what depth of dishonour he descended, as long as he obtained money.

You will depart at once, she said imperatively, and leave me to my own devices. You can write to me at Brussels, and I will see that witnesses are in attendance when the case is heard. Dont remain here any longer, for my friends may return at any moment, and must not discover you. Listen! Theres some one coming along the corridor now. Quick! — go! Snatching a card from a dainty mother-of-pearl case, she gave it to him, adding: Youll find my address on this. Write to me. Next time we meet we shall not be man and wife.

Good-bye, Valérie. May the future be more lucky than the past. Depend upon it, I shall call upon you for payment at a date not far distant, said the captain; and, taking up his hat and stick, hurriedly left the room, closing the door behind him.

His rapid exit was needless, as Hugh Trethowen and his companions had not yet returned.

When he had gone, Valéries beautiful but pale face was illuminated by a smile of joy. She had proved the victor; she had, by sheer force of will, decreed and, as it were, realised the impossible. Was she not right to believe in audacity, in the absolute disdain of all law, since success was hers in this conflict in which the odds had been so terribly against her? She felt absolutely gay.

Leaning out of the window watching the passers-by, and gazing away over the superb valley — a peaceful sunlit, rejuvenescent prospect — she said aloud to herself — 

Who, I wonder, invented remorse? What is folly, remorse — the bugbear of man? It scares, but it doesnt bite. What foolery — conscience! Ive my conscience and my heart like everybody else, but why should I reflect over what Ive just done? After all, it is nothing — a mere commonplace transaction which will add considerably to my safety and well-being. Percy renders me a service, and I pay him dearly for it. Hurrah for life! What a magnificent morning!


Chapter Twenty.

Winged Hours.
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SHELTERED FROM THE blazing afternoon sun, Trethowen and Valérie were seated together under one of the ancient elms in the picturesque Promenade de Sept Heures. It was the hour when visitors lounge in the glade listening to the band and sip absinthe, while their children amuse themselves on the asphalte of the great covered promenade. The end of the long, shady avenue is quiet and secluded at this time of the day, as the exit is only a footpath ascending the steep hillside, and few persons come that way, the majority being attracted towards the music pavilion.

Valérie, always daintily attired, looked charming in a cool light dress of some soft material, which clung in graceful folds about her, and a large drooping hat composed entirely of flowers. She was serious, hesitating, and scraped the gravel aimlessly with the ferrule of her sunshade.

Ah, you dont know, Hugh, she exclaimed, with a sigh, in reply to a question. I — Ive been horribly unhappy.

Unhappy, he repeated in astonishment. Why, whats the cause? You have life, gaiety, freedom — everything conducive to contentment.

Thats true, she answered. But the past — I must strive to forget it. My whole life has been a series of dire misfortunes — an existence wasted because, until the present, I have never found one whom I could love.

You really care for me, then? he asked, looking earnestly into her fine eyes. You will marry me at once, as you promised a moment ago?

Yes, dear, she said, her face relaxing into a glad smile. I feel that, however unpropitious the past may have been, this is the turning-point in my life. Men I have hitherto known have all been hard-hearted and ready to hear me maligned, but you have sympathised with me in my unloved and defenceless position, and I cannot doubt that we shall be happy together.

Why, of course we shall, he declared, drawing her closer to him, and kissing her through her flimsy veil. Im growing impatient to return to Coombe and settle down comfortably. The hollowness of life in a place like this palls upon one.

Yes; I, too, am getting tired of it. I shall be pleased to go with you to your home. From the photographs it must be a lovely old place.

Its antiqueness is its greatest charm, he replied. But tell me why are you so unhappy?

Well, would you like to know the truth? she asked, with a nervous little laugh.

Of course I should.

Then it was because I half-feared you did not care for me sufficiently to make me your wife, she said hesitatingly.

And that caused you all this unhappiness? Well, now you know the truth, he added gayly, there need be no more fear on that score. We will return to England and be married as soon as possible. Are you agreeable?

Replying in the affirmative, she raised her face to his and kissed him affectionately, almost sadly.

As she withdrew her lips her teeth were firmly set, for, after all, she thought, was she not participating in a base plot and acting in a vile, despicable character? Yet, notwithstanding, she had caught herself actually imbued with genuine affection for this man she was pretending to love. She, a butterfly of fashion, who had been the evil genius of more than one man who had fallen victim to her charms, actually struggled with her conscience.

Drawing a deep breath between her teeth, she hesitated. Hugh attributed it to agitation; he little suspected that it was an effort to remain firm and carry out a nefarious scheme.

He was weak and captivated by her pretty face, she knew; still, after all, she could not deny that she, too, loved him, and for the moment she hated herself for practising such vile deception.

Although a cunning, crafty woman, recognising no law, either of God or man, all sense of honour had not yet been quite obliterated by the many clever plots and base schemes in which she had participated. All her youthful enthusiasm came to life again; the heart which she had thought dead, beat as it had never before done at the voice and smile of this strong, gentle, loyal-hearted man. Her love for him was silent but passionate; she adored him without telling herself that her right to love had long ago been forfeited.

Her beautiful oval face was calm and pale, faultless as that of an Italian Madonna, while her brilliant eyes received additional radiance from the lustre of her dark hair. She forgot her past; she felt as if she never had but one name upon her ruddy pouting lips — that of Hugh.

And he sat beside her, saying — 

I love you — I love you!

On both sides it was a blind infatuation. Agony and torture she underwent as she put to herself the momentous question — Was she justified in accepting, when acceptance meant ruin? Was it just? Was it natural? Were the horrible passages of her life to haunt her, sleeping and waking, to madden her with their hideous vividness? Had her past deprived her of her right to live — of her right to love?

Hugh told himself that he had found his very ideal: his dreams, his faith, and love in all that is noble and upright in Valéries mind, heart, eyes, and tone. She seemed to promise him the commencement of a new existence. With her he might again be happy; he would have some one to enter into his feelings, stand by him, and bestow on him that true affection that all men seek, but few, alas! find. He loved her with all the strength of his being.

Suddenly a thought flashed across Valéries mind, and her resolution became concentrated on it. These were different manifestations of her dual nature. In a moment her lips were set firmly, and seemed silently to defy the feelings of affection that had just been stirred so strangely within her. She was contracting a debt to be paid for by a terrible penalty.

A glowing sunbeam, penetrating the thick foliage overhead, bathed the handsome Frenchwomans light dress and olive cheeks with light, flecking the warm-tinted gravel on the walk. The distant band had paused. The deep silence of the avenue was broken only now and then by the low murmur of the trees. She revelled in the warm atmosphere, and felt lulled by the faint music of the rustling leaves. He, too, was lost in contemplation. In this green nook, with its gnarled trunks and fragments of blue sky revealed through the foliage, he felt far away from the world, as dreamy as if floating on a lake, as he abandoned himself to the enjoyment of the splendid afternoon.

Then it is settled, he said, at last. We will be married in London as soon as you can obtain your trousseau.

Had they not been so oblivious of their surroundings, it is probable they would have observed a man, half concealed behind a neighbouring tree, who had been keeping a close watch upon them. Creeping cautiously from his hiding-place, he drew himself up, and walked towards them with a pleasant smile on his face. It was Adolphe Chavoix.

Ah, he exclaimed, as they looked up and recognised him, Ive been hunting for you everywhere. The Count wants us to drive to the Cascade. Come along, theres not a moment to lose, or we shant be back in time for table dhôte. Why, youve hidden yourselves all the afternoon.

We plead guilty to the indictment, old fellow, Hugh replied, jumping to his feet enthusiastically. The fact is, Ive spent the afternoon very profitably, for Ive won a wife.

Oh! he exclaimed in surprise, raising his eyebrows, and exchanging a quick glance with mademoiselle.

Yes, Valérie has consented to marry me. We leave this place to-morrow, and shall be married in London within a month.

Bravo! I congratulate you both, he said, grasping Trethowens hand, and raising his hat politely to mademoiselle.

Thanks, Adolphe, replied Hugh. All I desire is that our future may be as bright and cloudless as to-day.

What can mar it? Why, nothing! You and Valérie love one another — I suspected it from the first, he remarked, laughing. You will marry, settle down in comfort and happiness, and grow old and grey, like — like the couple in your English song — Darby and Joan.

They laughed merrily in chorus.

I dont much admire your prophecy. Its bad form to speak of a woman growing old, observed Valérie reprovingly. Nevertheless, Im confident we shall be as happy as the pair in the song. And when were married, Im sure Hugh will welcome you as one of our dearest friends.

Of course, answered Trethowen. Adolphe and the Count will always be welcome at Coombe. By Jove, when I get them down there Ill have my revenge at baccarat, too.

Why, look, heres the Count coming after us, exclaimed Valérie, suddenly catching sight of a distant figure in a grey tweed suit and white waistcoat. Come, lets go and meet him.

So the trio started off in that direction.

After meeting him they emerged from the avenue into the Place Royale, and Trethowen left them for a moment to purchase some cigars.

Ive had a visitor to-day, mademoiselle exclaimed, as she strolled on with Victor and Pierre; some one you both know.

Who? asked the men eagerly.

Willoughby.

Willoughby! gasped Bérard, halting in amazement. Then he has tracked us! He must be silenced.

Dont act rashly, remarked Valérie coolly. You forget theres a bond between us that renders it extremely undesirable that he should divulge anything. For the present, at least, we are quite safe. Ive effected a compromise with him which is just as binding on one side as on the other. After all, when everything is considered, our prospects have never been rosier than they are at this moment.

But Willoughby. He can ruin us if he chooses. He knows of the affair at Carqueiranne.

And what if he does? How could he prove who did it? If he knew, dont you think he would have had the reward long ago? she argued.

Has he seen Trethowen?

No; if he had, the circumstances might be different, she replied coolly.

Keep them apart. They must not meet, for reasons you well understand, he said significantly; for, truth to tell, he feared the captain more than he did his Satanic Majesty himself.

Of course, a recognition would be decidedly awkward, she admitted; but they are not likely to see one another — at least, not yet. Up to the present my diplomacy has proved effectual. With regard to the ugly incidents which you mentioned, have I not coerced Jack Egerton into silence, and my husband, he is—

Here, by your side, dearest, a voice added, finishing the sentence.

Starting, she turned, to find to her dismay and embarrassment that Hugh had returned unnoticed, and was standing at her elbow.

Why, you really frightened me, she said nervously, with a forced, harsh laugh. I was explaining to the Count the reason I prefer living in England after our marriage. He says we ought to live in Paris.

Oh, Hugh said indifferently, but made no further remark.

Mademoiselle and her companion were serious and apprehensive lest he had overheard their conversation.

Crossing the Place, they continued their walk in silence.

As they entered the hotel a letter from Egerton was handed to Hugh. When alone in his room he opened it, and found it was dated from London, and that it had been forwarded from Brussels.

I suppose you are enjoying yourself thoroughly in the company of la belle Valérie, he wrote, after the usual greetings, and upbraidings for not answering a former note. Well, you know my sentiments, he continued; I need not repeat them. But, by the way, I have since thought that is perhaps because I once spoke harshly of her that you have been annoyed. I only had your welfare at heart, I assure you, and, as we are old friends, if I have said anything to vex you, pray forgive me.

Bosh! ejaculated Hugh savagely. He tries to set me against her because he wants her himself. He gives no reason for his absurd warnings, but acts the sentimental fool.

He was about to toss the letter into the fire impatiently without reading further, when a name caught his eye.

The remainder of the letter was as follows: — 

I am in sore trouble, and want your advice. Dolly has mysteriously disappeared. One night, three weeks ago, she left the studio and went home. After dressing she again went out, and since then nothing has been seen or heard of her. I have searched everywhere, and made strenuous efforts through the police and by advertisements to find some trace of her, but all seems futile. She has disappeared completely. Yet somehow I cannot think her silence is intentional, or that she has run away with some male companion, for she was not addicted to flirtation. You are one of her admirers, I know, so I want your advice as to the best course to pursue. Im at my wits ends, old fellow. Write and tell me what to do. I must find her; I shall never rest until I ascertain definitely what has become of her.

Good heavens! What an extraordinary thing, ejaculated Trethowen, when he had concluded reading.

Dolly missing! She might be dead for aught we know; yet such a fate cannot have befallen her. She cared for me a little, I know, he soliloquised. Perhaps she had hoped that I should ask her to become my wife. Why, he gasped, as a thought suddenly occurred to him, suppose she has committed suicide because I did not reciprocate the love she offered. Good God! if such were the case, I should never forgive myself — never.

Pausing, he gazed blankly at the paper in his hand.

Yet — yet, after all, he continued thoughtfully, I love Valérie, and shall marry no woman but her. There can be no reason why I should be miserable or bother my head over the mystery.


Chapter Twenty One.

Purely Fin de Siècle.
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WHY ARE YOU so glum this morning, Jack? Hang it, you look as if you were going to attend my funeral instead of my wedding.

Do I? asked Egerton, yawning, and stretching himself out lazily in his chair. I didnt know my facial expression was not in keeping with the joyousness of the occasion.

Look here, old fellow, continued Hugh, walking over to his companion, and looking him earnestly in the face. Now, before we start, tell me why you are so strangely indifferent. It seems as if you still entertain some curious antipathy towards Valérie. Egerton knit his brows, and, rising, assumed an air of utter unconcern.

Its a matter I would rather not discuss, old chap, he said. At your request Ive consented to assist at your wedding, otherwise I should not have been here at all.

Your very words betray you. Why should you have been absent, pray?

For certain reasons, the other replied briefly. Trethowen regarded his friend with surprise, not unmingled with annoyance.

Ah! he exclaimed, after a few moments silence, I see. You have not finished those mysterious warnings of yours. Why the deuce dont you speak right out and tell me what you mean?

I have no intention to malign the woman who is to be your wife, Hugh, the artist answered quietly. Ive given you certain hints already, and—

Enough of that, cried his companion, with some asperity. Though you are an old friend, it gives you no right to interfere with my private affairs.

Thats true, Jack admitted hastily. Dont for a moment think I desire to intrude unwarrantably. Its merely friendly advice Ive given you.

Friendly advice — bosh! Trethowen said in disgust. Whatever you know detrimental to Valérie, youll oblige me by keeping in future to yourself.

The man addressed muttered something in an undertone, and, turning, gazed abstractedly out of the window.

They were in Hughs sitting-room in St. Jamess on the morning fixed for the marriage. It was almost a month since Trethowen had left Spa, and the time had been pleasantly spent with Valérie at Brussels and Ostend. Now that they had returned to London, she had again taken up her abode in her little flat in Victoria Street, while the arrangements for the marriage were completed.

Jack Egerton, dressed more sprucely than usual, and wearing the orthodox lavender gloves and a flower in his coat, had called upon his friend half an hour before, and was waiting to accompany him to the church. His task he regarded with abhorrence. He would rather have done anything than assist at the ceremony, and see his friend bind himself to that dark-eyed Circe. Yet he, helpless and under the merciless thrall of the woman, was there by sheer compulsion. A fortnight ago he had received a letter from her. She did not ask or entreat, but commanded him to be present and act as Hughs best man.

I know, she wrote in French, the task will be scarcely congenial, but your presence will inspire him with confidence. He has promised me he will ask you, and if you refuse, he will suspect that it is repugnant to you. Understand, he must know nothing of my affairs. When we last met at Laroche you threatened me, but I need hardly impress the necessity of silence upon you, having regard to the fact that the reward of your zealousness on your friends behalf would be a life sentence. Accept his offer and attend the wedding, otherwise I shall know you are playing against me. If you do, beware! for I shall win. I have all the honours in my hand.

He was reflecting upon this last sentence as he stood staring aimlessly down into the street. She possessed the dark secret of his life, and held him in her power, so that he was compelled to do her bidding, to dance attendance upon her, and to witness her triumph at the expense of his dearest friend.

Grinding his teeth, he uttered an imprecation, as he realised how complete was her mastery, and perceived that his own ruin would be the only reward for saving Hugh.

The latter, who was watching him, misconstrued this outburst of impatience and went over and grasped his hand, saying:

Forgive me, old fellow, for what Ive just said. We ought not to quarrel, more especially to-day. I was rather hasty, but I love Valérie, and anything hinted against her excites my anger. Come, lets forget it. His companion succumbed to fate, having done all he could in the way of resistance. Laughing a trifle sadly, he replied — 

Theres nothing whatever to forgive. I shall go with you to the church, and I hope — well, I hope your marriage will bring you nothing but happiness. Nevertheless, whatever is the result, remember I am still your friend.

Trethowen thanked him, although astonished at his friends tone, and inwardly tried to account for his apparent sadness.

Could it be, that he entertained affection for Valérie himself? Or was it that their conversation that morning had brought back to his memory thoughts of the lost woman who, although his friend, assistant, and critic, was not his mistress? He had spoken very little of her, with the exception of describing the strange circumstances in which she disappeared. Still, any mention of her seemed to cause him sorrowful reflections.

Walking to a side-table whereon stood a bottle of champagne and some glasses, Hugh uncorked the wine, at the same time touching the gong.

In answer to the summons old Jacob appeared. He wore a large wedding-favour, and his scanty hair was parted and brushed with unusual care.

Having filled three glasses, his master turned to him, saying — 

Take a glass with us, Jacob, to celebrate the event. Come, Jack, here you are. Its no innovation to drink with a servant like my trusty old fossil here!

The artist took the glass, and, as he did so, Hugh, holding up his own, gave the toast.

Heres to the last hour of bachelorhood.

Long life and prosperity to Hugh Trethowen! Egerton exclaimed.

And may they always lead happy lives! added the old servant, in a weak broken voice.

Hurrah! Lets hope so, remarked the bridegroom, and the trio tossed off their wine.

And now we must be going, he added, a few minutes later. You know my instructions, Jacob. Youll follow to Coombe at the end of the week. If any one calls, tell them — tell them I shant be back in town for six months at least.

Very well, Master Hugh, the feeble old man replied, smiling at his masters humour. May God bless you both, sir!

Thank you, Jacob, thank you, Hugh replied heartily, as his man withdrew. He cant make it out, I think, he remarked to Jack, with a laugh. Itll be a fresh experience for him to have a mistress. But I feel sure shell be kind to him.

Then they both finally examined themselves in a long mirror in the corner of the room, and, putting on their gloves, left the house.

An hour later the bell of the outer door of the chambers rang, and Jacob, still wearing his white satin rosette, answered.

On throwing open the door he was confronted by an unkempt wretchedly clad young woman, with tousled hair poking from under a battered crape bonnet, and a ragged shawl about her shoulders.

Is Mr Trethowen in? she inquired, in a voice that was refined, and certainly not in keeping with her habiliments.

No, hes not, the old man replied sharply, for a woman of that class was not a desirable visitor.

Where can I find him? she asked anxiously. I must see him, and at once.

I tell you hes not here.

Then where is he?

Jacob, always a discreet and discriminating servant, did not like the look of this ill-attired stranger. He was particularly distrustful of females.

I want to see him — to tell him something for his own advantage. Its imperative that I should see him immediately, she continued.

Well, remarked Jacob, hesitating, and reflecting that it might possibly be to his masters advantage. The fact is, hes gone to be married.

To be married! she echoed, staggering as if she had been dealt a blow.

Yes; he and the French lady were to be married at twelve oclock at St. Jamess. Hes gone there to meet her.

Wheres the church? Quick, I must go there, she cried anxiously.

In Piccadilly. Go to the top of the road here, turn to the right, and youll come to it.

Will he return here?

No; he goes to Cornwall to-night.

Turning suddenly, she ran hurriedly down the stairs. Well, well, remarked the aged retainer aloud, as he closed the door and re-entered the sitting-room. Now, I wonder what she wants? Its very strange — very; but, somehow, I believe Ive seen a face something like hers before somewhere, only I cant recollect. Ah, well, he added, sighing, Im not so young as I was, and my memory fails me. After all, I suppose its only fancy.

Then he helped himself to a glass of his masters old port in celebration of the happy occasion.

Meanwhile the slipshod female had turned from Piccadilly up the paved courtyard leading to St. Jamess church. She hurried, with wearied eyes and pale, anxious face, almost breathless.

At the door she was met by the pew-opener — a stout elderly female in rusty black — who, seeing her haste asked what she wanted.

Is Mr Trethowen to be married here to-day? she inquired.

Trethowen! Yes. I think thats the gentlemans name. What do you want to know for? she asked, regarding her suspiciously.

I must see him. Is he inside?

No, he aint. The party left a quarter of an hour ago.

Gone! she cried in dismay.

Yes, theyre married, remarked the woman. Did you come to congratulate them? she asked with a sneer.

Married! the other echoed, her face ashen pale. Then, Im too late! Hes married her — and I cannot save him.

You seem in rather a bad way over him, observed the woman, with an amused air.

Where have they gone? Tell me quickly.

How should I know? As long as the parties give me my fee, I dont ask no questions.

Gone? she repeated.

Reeling, she almost fell, but with an effort she recovered herself and shuffled with uneven steps down to the gateway, and in a few minutes was lost in the crowd in Piccadilly.

The woman who acted so strangely, and upon whom suspicions were cast as, with bowed head, she dragged her weary limbs slowly toward Hyde Park Corner, was Dolly Vivian.

Weak and ill, she was dazed by the bustle and noise surrounding her. Months of confinement, consequent upon a dangerous wound, had had their effect upon her, leaving her but the shadow of her former self. As she walked through the busy thoroughfare, it seemed to her an age since the night she had been decoyed and entrapped. Her experiences had been horrible, and she shuddered as she thought of them.

When she had recovered consciousness after being left by her allurer, she found an old and repulsive-looking woman bending over her holding a cup to her lips. Her mouth was fevered and parched, and she drank. Then, for the first time, she discovered that she had an ugly and painful wound in her neck. She had been stabbed, but not fatally, and the wound had been bandaged while she was insensible. Ignorant of where she was or how she had been brought there, she lay for weeks hovering between life and death. The lonely house, she found, was occupied by two persons — the woman who attended upon her and a rough-looking man. They treated her harshly, almost brutally, refusing to answer any questions, and never failing to lock the door of her room when they left.

The solitary confinement, added to the pain she suffered, both mental and physical, nearly deprived her of reason. Days, weeks, months passed; she led an idle, aimless existence, kept a close prisoner, and debarred from exercise that was essential to life. The window had been nailed up, and even if it would open it was too high from the ground to admit of escape. Each day she sat before it, gazing down into the orchard which surrounded the house and the wide stretch of market garden beyond.

One day, however, just as she was about to relinquish hope of assistance being forthcoming, and was sitting, as usual, at the window, she saw both of her janitors leave the house together, attired as if they meant to be absent several hours.

Her chance to escape had arrived. Rushing to the door, she tried it. Her heart gave a bound of joy as the handle turned and it opened. The woman had, by a most fortuitous circumstance, forgotten to lock it.

Nevertheless, there was still another point that required careful consideration. Her clothes had been taken from her, and the only garment she wore was a dirty, ragged flannel dressing-gown. Descending the stairs, for the first time since her abduction, she explored the place in an endeavour to find some clothes. In a bedroom on the ground floor she found an old dress, with a shawl, bonnet, and pair of worn-out boots — all of which had evidently belonged to the woman who had kept her prisoner. Attiring herself in them in almost breathless excitement, lest she should be discovered ere she could effect her escape, she opened the door and stole out.

Passing through the orchard, she followed a path down to a by-road, at the end of which she gained a broad highway, and presently came to a small town. On inquiry she found this was Twickenham. A lad told her the way to London, and she plodded onward, notwithstanding that lack of exercise caused her to quickly become exhausted. Through Richmond and Kew she passed, then along the straight broad road leading through Chiswick, Hammersmith, Kensington, and Hyde Park, until, in an almost fainting condition, she found herself at the corner of Jermyn Street, and sought out the house wherein Hugh Trethowen lived.

During her imprisonment she had made a strange discovery, but, alas! she had come too late, and now she turned away from the church disappointed and heartbroken. The mainspring of her life had snapped; nevertheless, she was determined to wait and obtain a revenge which she knew would be terrible and complete.


Chapter Twenty Two.

The Pretty Artists Model.
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IVE A GOOD mind to burn them, and so put an end to all this confounded mystery; yet—

Hugh Trethowen hesitated.

Standing pensively before the fire in his own den at Coombe a fortnight after his marriage, he was examining the photograph and partially destroyed letters, the unaccountable presence of which among his brothers possessions had caused him so much perturbation. As he held the photograph in his hand the pictured face of Valérie seemed to smile with tantalising seductiveness, and, with a fond husbands admiration, he told himself that in no way had her beauty deteriorated, but, on the contrary, she had grown handsomer.

Nevertheless, the fact that it had, together with the letters, been carefully concealed by his brother, was a problem which frequently caused him a good deal of uneasy speculation. The wording of the missives was strangely ominous, and there was no disguising the fact that they were in his wifes handwriting.

Im half inclined to tear them up and burn them. If I did, they certainly would worry me no longer, he argued, aloud. I wish I could let her see them, and ask for an explanation. But I cannot; it would show mistrust.

He lifted his eyes from the photograph and gazed perplexedly around the apartment. More than once he had been sorely tempted to destroy the carefully-preserved documents; still the mystery surrounding them was fascinating, and he vaguely hoped that some day he might elucidate it.

Suddenly he turned and crossed the room resolutely, saying — 

No, Ill keep them; by Jove, I will! I must master these absurd apprehensions. What does it matter? The communications certainly relate to something which looks suspiciously like a mystery; nevertheless, its probable that, after all, they only refer to some very commonplace affair.

Laughing sardonically, he paused for a moment to glance at the photograph under the stronger light shed by the lamp upon the table; then he opened the bureau and replaced them in a drawer.

Bah! Im a fool to think about them, he added, as he locked the flap and turned away. Yet, why should they constantly recur in my thoughts, interfering with my happiness, and rendering me almost miserable? Even Jacks semi-prophetic utterances seem to convey some meaning when they are before me. Still, most people harbour a family skeleton in their cupboard, and I suppose this is mine. But theres no reason why I should bother my head over it; the solution will come some day, and until then I can wait.

He flung himself into a roomy armchair in a less thoughtful mood. That afternoon Valérie had driven to Bude to call upon the vicars wife, whom she had met on several occasions in London, and, although nearly seven oclock, she had not returned. The cold November wind howled dismally in the chimney as Hugh sat by the fireside already dressed, and awaiting dinner. For the first time since his marriage he found himself alone, with time hanging heavily upon his hands, and had recognised how utterly unbearable his life would be without her fair presence and kindly smile. His love for her was unbounded; she was, indeed, his idol.

While in this contemplative mood, a servant entered and handed him a letter on a salver. Taking it up, he glanced at the superscription. In was in a feminine hand which he did not recognise. Breaking open the envelope, he read and re-read the brief and almost incomprehensible message it contained. It ran as follows: — 

Dear Mr Trethowen, — It is imperative that I should see you as soon as possible upon a matter of the utmost importance. To commit to paper the object of the interview I desire would not be policy, nevertheless it is of great moment to yourself. Can you make an appointment to meet me in London? Please keep this letter a strict secret from any one, even including Mrs Trethowen. — Yours very truly, Dorothy Vivian.

I wonder what it can mean? he reflected, with his eyes fixed upon the paper. Evidently Dolly has turned up again, yet its strange Jack has said nothing of her reappearance in his letters. Where can she have been, and why does she send me such a curious request? What can she know that concerns me?

He re-read the letter silently, twisting his moustache in perplexity.

I suspect that, if the truth were known, shes been on a holiday trip with some admirer. But I shouldnt have thought it of her, she was so quiet and steady-going. A matter of great moment to myself, he repeated. It sounds mysterious, certainly.

Still holding her letter in his hand, he flung back his head on the cushion of his chair, and thought.

After all, many men would feel flattered by such a note, he said aloud.

Why, Hugh, dear, how long have you been sitting here all alone? Whats that in your hand? A letter! In a girls handwriting, too!

The voice caused him to start from his chair and crush the letter hurriedly into his pocket. Valérie had opened the door noiselessly and crept up behind him mischievously, intending to startle him. She had been looking over his shoulder for several moments, vainly endeavouring to read the communication.

You made me jump, darling, he said, laughing confusedly. Ive been waiting for you an hour.

And been amusing yourself, it seems, by receiving a letter during my absence, she added cynically.

I admit the letter came half an hour ago, but it contains nothing of which I am ashamed.

Then I presume I may read it? she suggested.

Unfortunately, no, he replied, remembering Dollys injunctions as to secrecy. Its contents are of a strictly private nature.

Unless it be compromising, I should scarcely have thought that any letter received by a husband who wishes to preserve a wifes confidence could contain secrets that she should not learn, Valérie remarked in a tone of annoyance.

That is true, dearest, he said earnestly, taking her hand. It is through no fault of my own that I am unable to show it to you.

May I not know who the writer is? she asked, standing erect, and looking handsome in the dinner-gown which she had assumed before coming in search of him.

Her husband shook his head gravely.

It was the first difference of opinion they had had since their marriage, and he could not view it but with regret. He hastened to assure her that she need have no fear that he was practising duplicity, that he loved her too well. For her part, she had long ago gauged the extent of his affection, and, truth to tell, had but little misgiving when she discovered the open letter in his hand. Nevertheless, she was curious to learn the identity of his lady correspondent, and, in consequence of being met with a decisive refusal, was somewhat piqued.

This, however, passed quickly. The unbecoming frown which clouded her brow soon gave way to an affectionate smile as she yielded herself to his embrace and returned his kiss.

A moment later a servant entered and announced that dinner was served. Then she linked her arm in his, and they strolled along to the dining-room, laughing lightly, and discussing the merits of the obese and highly respectable lady she had been visiting.

Valéries nature was fantastic to a degree. She invariably sacrificed her interests to her caprices.

Thus the unpleasant episode passed, and in half an hour was entirely forgotten. Trethowen was as madly in love with his wife as on the first day his eyes fell upon her, and, surrounded by comfort and luxury, led a blissful, contented existence. Heedless of the future, and living only for the present, he adored her passionately, believing that the perfect felicity they now enjoyed would go on uninterruptedly and be of permanent duration.

How strange it is that all of us, however philosophic, at one period or other in our lives entertain a foolish conviction that we have found perfect and lasting contentment! We never reflect. If we did, we should recognise that there is no such thing as perpetual happiness, that joy is at best but temporary pleasure, productive of bitter reaction, and that so-called domestic bliss is a fallacy, always anticipated, often feigned, yet, waning and fading with the honeymoon.



On that day Dolly Vivian returned to Jack Egerton.

In the morning she had walked unexpectedly into his studio where he was busy at work, and, laughing at his surprise and consternation, proceeded to divest herself of her hat and jacket in apparently an unconcerned manner, as though she had never been absent. To his questions as to the cause of her disappearance and long silence she was perfectly indifferent, merely remarking in a severe tone that she was mistress of her own actions, and that she did not require intrusion upon affairs which were of a purely private nature. A suggestion of his that she had been on an escapade with a male escort she strongly resented; indeed, she became so angry at the insinuation that, fearing lest she should again absent herself, the artist was compelled to abandon his cross-examination and welcome her return with all the sincerity of an old friend.

Then you wont tell me why you went away so suddenly and left no address? he asked again, when they had been in conversation some time, and he had told her of his doings in her absence.

No, Jack. Once for all, I refuse. My movements concern no one except myself.

I, too, am an interested party, he argued, smiling gallantly.

Well, yes. I suppose you havent yet finished The Sultans Favourite?

No; there it is, he replied, pointing to a canvas placed with its face towards the wall. I have not touched it since you left. It has been awaiting your return before I could finish it.

Am I to continue my sittings, then? she asked coquettishly.

Why, of course, he replied, lolling against his easel and regarding her amusedly. You know well enough what crude daubs my figures would be if I did not have your model. I owe the greater part of my success to you, and since your absence Ive done absolutely nothing that has satisfied me.

She was well aware that the words he spoke were the truth. Through several years of desperate struggle against adversity she had been his adviser and assistant, watching with gratification his steady progress. Each picture he completed was more natural and more perfect. He could work from no other model, she knew, therefore it did not surprise her when he announced his intention to resume without further delay what promised to be his masterpiece, The Sultans Favourite.

In half an hour she had exchanged her dress for the filmy garments and velvet zouave of an Oriental beauty, and was lying half recumbent upon the silken divan in a careless, graceful attitude. When she had assumed exactly the same pose as before, with one naked foot dangling near the ground and the stray embroidered slipper beside her, she told him to commence.

During the morning the artist worked on in the best of spirits. Delighted at the return of his companion and confidante, whom he had despaired of seeing again, he chatted and laughed in a manner quite unusual to him, for he always preserved a rather morose silence when he had any difficult work in hand. One thing, however, was unaccountable, and caused him considerable surprise. When he had been painting about an hour he made a discovery. He was engaged in heightening the tone of the neck, and, finding her head cast rather too much shadow, asked her to turn a little more upon her side. She did so rather reluctantly, he thought — and then he noticed upon her neck, half-hidden by the heavy necklace of Turkish coins she wore, a long ugly scar.

Why, Dolly! he exclaimed in consternation, leaving his easel and walking up to examine her more closely, whats the matter with your neck?

Nothing, she replied, somewhat embarrassed.

But youve had a fearful wound. How did it occur?

It was a mere trifle. I — I fell down.

Where?

In the street. I slipped and fell upon the kerb.

A fall couldnt cause a cut like that, he exclaimed incredulously.

It did. But dont bother about it, she replied, a trifle petulantly. It has healed now, and I have no pain.

He looked at her steadily, and felt convinced that she was concealing the truth. Reassuming his former lightheartedness, however, he observed that the accident was most unfortunate, and, expressing a hope that she felt no evil effects from it, returned to his picture and continued to put in the lighter flesh tints.

About two oclock he suddenly remembered that he had made an appointment to call upon a man at Holland Park with regard to a commission, and that it would be imperative for him to leave her for at least an hour. She raised no objection, therefore he changed his coat and took his departure, promising to return with all possible haste, as he wanted to finish the portion of the picture upon which he was engaged before the light failed.

When he had gone she rose languidly from her couch, and, shivering slightly, threw a wrap around her bare white shoulders, and seated herself by the fire. Soon Mrs OShea brought in her luncheon on a tray, and she ate with relish, chatting to the housekeeper meanwhile. After she had finished, and the old woman had retired, she rose and wandered round the studio in search of any fresh studies the artist might have made during her absence. She turned one which was hanging with its face to the wall, and discovered it was a likeness of the woman she hated — her rival, Valérie Dedieu. It was only a crayon drawing, but the features were lifelike, and the cruel, cold smile played upon the full red lips.

I wonder, she said, aloud— I wonder what secret tie there is between Jack and that woman? There is something, I feel certain, and Ill not rest until I solve the mystery. Yet — yet she is Hughs wife — Hugh loves her! she added bitterly.

With a sigh she replaced the sketch in the position she had found it.

Yes, my precious mademoiselle, she continued menacingly, you may well hide your face. Some day you will curse the chance which brought you and Hugh together. You little suspect the revenge that I am waiting for.

Pausing in thought, she ran her fingers through her dishevelled hair.

And yet, she cried in dismay, as the sudden thought occurred to her, by unmasking you, Hugh would suffer, for he adores you! The discovery of your villainy would break his heart. You are his wife — his wife — and for me — for me he cares nothing!

A tear trickled down her cheek, but it was only for an instant; she brushed it away, and stood motionless for several minutes gazing disconsolately into the fire. Then she noticed that Jacks secretaire bookcase, which stood close beside her, was open. Feminine curiosity at once asserted itself, and the thought crossed her mind that it was possible she might discover some clue to the secret between the Frenchwoman and the artist.

At once she proceeded to search, at the same time listening attentively for any sign of the approach of Mrs OShea. Prying among the papers in the desk she could discover nothing which had any interest for her among the bills, letters, theatre programmes and memoranda it contained. Turning her attention to the small drawers above, her search was equally fruitless. One drawer she opened, however, contained nothing but an old newspaper folded small and lying along the bottom. A red mark upon it attracted her, and she took it out and unfolded it, but with disappointment she found herself unable to read it, as it was in French. Half a column on the front page had been marked round boldly with a red pencil, and was evidently some important report which had been carefully preserved. The heading was set in great capitals, and the type was larger than that in the body of the paper.

She glanced down the lines of print, but they were unintelligible to her. The heading, which was the only sentence she could make out, was Le Mystère du Boulevard Haussmann, and the newspaper was the Paris Gaulois. Truth to tell, it was the paper which Egerton had abstracted from the bureau at Coombe when Dolly and he had visited Trethowen.

The Sultans Favourite carefully scanned each line in an endeavour to discover some word that was familiar, but found none. She knew it contained details of some mystery or other, and that was sufficient incentive for her to try and translate it. Soon, however, she found that all her efforts were futile; so, refolding it, she was about to replace it in its former position when she suddenly reflected that if she copied out a portion of it she might get it translated by a governess who lodged in the same house as herself, and with whom she was on friendly terms.

Taking a seat at the desk, she spread out the paper before her, and carefully copied several sentences, taking heed to place the accents accurately, and scrupulously avoiding errors in orthography. Having covered two sheets of notepaper, she replaced the newspaper in the drawer, afterwards going into her dressing-room and putting her notes into the pocket of her dress.

Once or twice she felt inclined to laugh at herself for attaching so much importance to a mere newspaper report which seemed to contain nothing to connect it with the persons in whom she was interested, nevertheless she felt convinced that no clue was too small or insignificant for her to investigate. One discovery, amazing yet incomprehensible, she had already made, and it had whetted her desire to know the whole truth in order that her revenge might be more complete.

Egerton returned shortly afterwards. Handing her a bag of burnt almonds of a kind for which she had a particular weakness, he expressed a hope that she had not been dull, and quickly prepared to resume his work. With eyes sparkling like those of a spoiled child, she tasted the almonds, and gave him one, then, flinging aside her wrap, lay again upon the divan before him, laughing, and crunching her sweets.

The artist was in a mood even more joyful than before he went out, the cause being that he had been given commission for a portrait that was at once easy and lucrative, a fact which he triumphantly announced to his model, and upon which she congratulated him.

In November the light in London grows yellow early, and before four oclock the artist had to lay down his palette for the day. Tea was brought in a few minutes later, and the pair sat tête-à-tête before the blazing fire, Dolly listening to the painters technical description of the picture that he had been commissioned to execute.


Chapter Twenty Three.

Without the Queens Proctor.
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THE LAST ACT of a matrimonial drama was being watched attentively by six rows of eager spectators.

Already the gas had been lit, for the dull yellow light of the wintry London moon was insufficient to illuminate the sombre Court. Upon the bench, at the rear of which hung a large square board covered with dark-blue cloth and bearing a golden anchor, the judge sat — grave, silent, almost statuesque. The public who filled the tiers of seats before him listened intently to every word of the story of a womans faithlessness, which counsel was relating. It was an undefended, and therefore not an unusually interesting case. Nevertheless, the Divorce Court has an attraction for the curious, and is nearly always crowded, even when there are scarcely a dozen people in any of the Queens Bench or Chancery Divisions. The very word divorce is sufficient to interest some, and for the novelty of the thing they desire to witness the procedure by which husband and wife are disunited.

Perhaps such curiosity is pardonable. It certainly is more excusable than the ignominious conduct of some soi-disant ladies, who consider it good form to attend a Criminal Court where a woman is indicted for murder, and there watch and comment audibly, and with heartless inhumanity, upon the agonies of their wretched sister who is being tried for her life. Such scenes at recent trials of unfortunate women have been a scandal to our civilisation.

In the Divorce Court, however, it is different. The surroundings are more refined. The dénouement of the marriage drama there enacted frequently develops into broad comedy before the curtain is rung down by the judicial decision. Even there, however, women gloat over the stories of the domestic woe of another woman, and ridicule the deceived husband with a cool indifference that is astounding; they are apparently quite unimpressed by the gravity of the question at issue.

The President had already disposed of half a dozen undefended suits, when the case of Willoughby versus Willoughby and Lapasque had been called on.

Pardon me, Mr Grover. My attention was diverted for the moment, and I did not catch your opening sentences, the judge was saying to counsel for the petitioner.

The facts of the case before you, mlord, are briefly these, exclaimed the barrister, recommencing. The petitioner, Captain Willoughby, late of the 10th Hussars, married the respondent, a French subject, at St. Mary Abbots, Kensington, in June, 1884. The parties lived happily at Brighton, Leeds, Toulon, and other places until about a year had elapsed, when frequent quarrels arose. The petitioner discovered that his wife was carrying on an intrigue with a wealthy young man named Arthur Kingscote, with whom she had been acquainted before marriage. This led to an encounter between the two men at a Manchester hotel, with the result that my client was severely injured in the head, in consequence of which petitioner took proceedings against Kingscote, who was fined at the Manchester Police Court for the assault. This apparently incensed the respondent, and quarrels became of more frequent occurrence, until one day, while living at San Remo, Mrs Willoughby left her home unexpectedly, and never returned. Eventually, after a long series of inquiries, the petitioner found that his wife was living at Nice, and that she had formed a liaison with the co-respondent, Gustava Lapasque, who is one of the officials connected with the Casino at Monte Carlo. The evidence I shall call before you, mlord, will prove the latter part of my statement; and as I understand there is no one present representing either respondent or co-respondent, I shall ask your lordship to pronounce the decree usual in such a case.

The captain having briefly borne out the statement of his counsel, the latter turned to the usher, saying — 

Call Giovanni Moretti, please.

In a few minutes a dapper and rather well-dressed Italian stepped into the witness-box.

What are you, Signore Moretti? asked Mr Grover, when the witness had been sworn and his name taken.

Head waiter at the Hôtel Victoria, Nice, he replied in broken English.

Do you recognise this lady? counsel asked, handing up a cabinet photograph of Valérie.

Yes, he said, taking a long glance at it. The lady is Madame Lapasque.

And this photograph? continued Mr Grover, handing him another.

Monsieur Lapasque. They both stayed at our hotel for nearly three months the summer before last. They came in July and left in October.

During those months would you have many visitors at your hotel?

No; very few. It is not our season.

In that case you would have plenty of facilities for observing them?

I saw them perhaps a dozen times each day. I superintended the waiting at à déjeûner and table dhôte.

You have no doubt that the lady was the original of that portrait?

Not the slightest, he replied, shrugging his shoulders.

Have you seen the respondent, Mrs Willoughby, since? the judge asked, in slow deliberate tones.

Yes, I saw her here in London a few weeks ago. I was brought to England by Monsieur Willoughby to identify madame and give evidence.

When you saw her, did you tell her that you recognised her as Madame Lapasque?

Of course I told her. She then grew angry, and ordered me from the room.

Is that all the evidence you have, Mr Grover? asked the judge, when he had concluded taking notes of the witnesss cross-examination.

No, my lord. I have further corroborative evidence, counsel replied.

The Italian walked from the box, and his place was taken by Nanette Rambert.

What are you, Miss Rambert? asked Mr Grover, glancing at his brief.

Ladys maid.

You identify these photographs, I believe?

Yes; the lady is Madame Lapasque, my late mistress, and the gentleman her husband.

How long were you in the respondents service?

About two years. At the time she engaged me at Cannes, monsieur was not with her, but about three months later he joined her, and we travelled first to San Remo, then to Rome, Homburg, and London.

And you always believed Lapasque to be her husband? asked Mr Grover.

Of course, msieur. Madame always told me he was.

How long ago did you leave her service?

About six months.

Have you seen either since?

I have only seen madame. I was with Msieur Willoughby, and we saw her come from a house in Victoria Street, Westminster.

Did you identify her?

Yes, without the slightest difficulty. I did not, however, speak to her.

No other questions were asked the witness, and she left the box.

His lordship then recalled the petitioner, and questioned him at some length upon his wifes general conduct, to which the gallant captain replied with the sorrowful yet indignant air of the injured husband.

After counsel had delivered a brief and pointed address there was a pause. The judge was weighing the evidence. He read and re-read his notes, underlining words here and there with a pencil, while the Court silently awaited his decision.

Suddenly he looked up, coughed slightly, and, addressing Mr Grover, who at once rose, said — 

In this case I find that the wife has been guilty of misconduct, and I shall therefore grant a decree nisi with costs against the co-respondent.

Counsel, bowing, thanked his lordship, and, tying up his brief, left the Court, accompanied by the captain, while the onlookers stirred uneasily in their seats, whispered among each other, and then sat eager to be regaled with another story of domestic woe.

As the barrister and his client gained the large hall of the Courts, Nanette joined them. Mr Grover excused himself on the ground that he had an appointment at his chambers in the Temple, and, bidding them adieu, departed. The captain and the maid followed him down the steps, and, turning in the opposite direction, strolled leisurely past St. Clements church and along the Strand.

Willoughby was elated. Not only had he freed himself from a tie that might some day prove detrimental, but — what was much more to the point — he was also entitled to claim twenty-five thousand francs, the price his wife had offered for her liberty. The matter had been rendered quite easy, the details, together with Lapasques address, having been furnished by Valérie herself.

Youre a smart girl, Nanette, he exclaimed flatteringly, after expressing approbation at the manner in which she had given her evidence. Your story had a ring of truth about it that was delightful, and in answering the questions you drew a long, serious face, and never once faltered.

Nodding her head knowingly and laughing, she replied — 

Thats true, msieur. But, you see, I know the way to tell fibs as well as most people. I havent been maid to mademoiselle without contriving to learn a few tricks. I was taught them when I first entered her service; now they come quite naturally.

So it seems, he said, with an amused smile. But, tell me, how do matters stand down at the country mansion? Is all serene?

Quite. Mademoiselles new husband is such a mild-mannered young man, and has suspected absolutely nothing from the first. Hes madly infatuated with her, and she can twist him round her little finger.

Now, speaking candidly, Nanette, asked the captain, after a few moments silence, have you any idea what object she had in marrying him?

None; Im as ignorant as yourself. It seems unaccountable, yet you may rest assured she had some very good reason for such a step.

Of course, Trethowen has money, yet somehow I dont believe that her sole object was to become the wife of a rich man. It is a matter that has puzzled me ever since I heard of the match, observed the captain thoughtfully.

In truth, he was the reverse of sorry that his wife had entered into the alliance. Providing Hugh really loved Valérie, he saw there was a possibility of obtaining hush-money from him, as it was certain he would avoid the scandal which would inevitably result if his wife were prosecuted for bigamy.

Nanette, although unacquainted with many of her mistresss schemes, nevertheless knew so much that it would have been highly undesirable that any disagreement should occur between them. She was saucy and self-confident, yet discreet and — when occasion required — a model maid.

You should be happy, msieur, now that you have obtained your divorce, and can live en garçon again, she remarked, her eyes sparkling with diablerie.

So I am, Nanette, he replied with a smile. Everything has come off just as I arranged that it should. In the judgment of a fool there are no wise men. To-night you must return to Coombe, and your mistress will pay you the money that was agreed. You might tell her that, the business being so far concluded, she may expect a visit from me in the course of a day or two, when I hope we shall be able to close the incident.

Very well. Ill give her your message, replied the girl. But you will not call upon her at Coombe? Surely that would be unwise, she suggested in concern.

I havent yet decided whether I shall go there or not. It all depends upon circumstances, he answered rather abruptly.

Then they turned into a restaurant for luncheon, and the captain celebrated the occasion with a bottle of Pommery, which Nanette assisted him to drink.

A week had passed.

Before a large fire in the private parlour of the Ship Hotel, at Bude, Percy Willoughby sat with legs stretched out and feet upon the fender. The ancient hostelry, which, although styled a hotel, was merely an inn, stood in a somewhat sheltered position under the rocks, and faced the sea. Fishermen were its chief customers, but on this particular night the smacks were out, and the place was comparatively quiet, with the exception of two loungers, who were holding a noisy argument in the bar. The room was low, with heavy oak beams across a ceiling blackened by the smoke of years, a sanded floor, a wide old-fashioned hearth, and straight-backed wooden chairs that had evidently done duty for a century. A tall, antiquated clock ticked solemnly in a corner, and the efforts at ornamentation were mostly in the form of shell-boxes and faded wool-flowers.

The wind moaned dismally in the chimney, and aroused the captain from his reverie.

I suppose shell come, he murmured aloud, as he rose, and, going to the window, drew back the curtain. The night was dark and cloudy. Nothing could be seen except the distant flashing light at sea, which glimmered for a moment like a star and disappeared. The weather is certainly not very propitious, and Im afraid if I went out alone in this confoundedly dark hole I should lose myself. But of course shell come, he added reassuringly. She dare not disappoint me. And he dashed the curtains together again and returned to his chair.

A few minutes afterwards Valérie entered. She wore a long fur-lined cloak, and a thick dark veil concealed her features.

At last Im here, she said glancing round, as if half fearful lest she should be recognised, and walking over to the fire, she warmed her benumbed hands. It was by the merest chance that I was able to come. Weve been dining with some people about a mile away, and I at last managed to slip out.

As she loosened her cloak he noticed that underneath she wore a charming toilet of pale blue silk.

Well, he said, after they had greeted one another and seated themselves before the fire. The affair we planned at Spa has proved successful, Valérie, and were man and wife no longer.

And an excellent thing, too, she remarked, ridiculing his sentimental tone.

I entirely agree with you; we are much better apart. Nevertheless, although we are divorced, there surely is no reason why we should not remain friends, is there? he asked, speaking in French.

Oh, theres no harm in that, I suppose, she replied in the same language, laughing lightly. I saw from the papers that you obtained the decree, and Nanette gave me a most graphic description of the hearing of the case. It must have been highly entertaining. I should so much liked to have been there.

It certainly was a trifle diverting, the captain admitted; but lets get to business. Have you brought the money?

No.

What? — you havent? he cried in dismay. Then why have you brought me down to this infernal hole?

For the benefit of your health, she replied with tantalising coquetry.

I want the money, he declared angrily.

If youll be patient, and allow me to speak, Ill explain.

I want none of your excuses; nothing but the money. In dealing with me, Mrs Trethowen, youll have to play fair, or, by heaven! it will be the worse for you. Bear that in mind.

Neither my intention nor desire is to deceive you, she replied haughtily; but since you cannot talk without abuse, perhaps a week longer without your money will cause you to be more polite. And she rose and made a movement towards the door.

Where do you think youre going? he exclaimed roughly, rushing to the door and standing with his back against it. Ive come down here to be paid for the service Ive rendered you at the risk of being prosecuted myself, and therefore you dont leave this room until I have the money.

His face was blanched with anger, and he spoke with determination. She had seen his countenance wear a similar look on more than one occasion, and knew that when in such a mood he was not to be trifled with.

But you wont let me explain, Percy, she complained in a softened tone. Do be reasonable.

I am. I want the thousand pounds you promised.

Hush, she said, holding up a finger. We might be overheard!

Never mind. Do you intend to pay me? he asked in a lower tone.

Yes, but not all now. Im really hard up, otherwise you should have every penny I promised.

Oh, thats nonsense. You can get money from that confiding husband of yours, if you like—

But I dont like, so theres the difference, she interrupted. I know my own business best.

How much can you give me?

Two hundred pounds.

Pooh! Im not going to accept that, said he decisively. What next? If you offered me five hundred as the first instalment, I might feel disposed to take it.

Take it or leave it, youll get no more just now.

Look here, he cried fiercely, standing before her in a threatening attitude. Do you think Im going to be made sport of in this manner? If so, youve made a huge mistake. I want the money and I mean to have it. If you wont give it to me, then I shall be under the necessity of requesting a loan from your husband. That would queer your delightful little game, wouldnt it — eh?

She drew a long breath, and for an instant the colour left her face. Nevertheless, it took more than a threat of that kind to disconcert her.

You are at liberty to do even that, she answered, with a sardonic smile. But you would be the sufferer, Im thinking.

I want none of your trickery. Pay me, and youll never hear of me again.

If I could believe that, it would relieve my mind very considerably, she observed with candour. The facts are these: the whole of the money I have been able to scrape together only amounts to two hundred pounds. I admit it is but a small proportion of my debt, yet I think it should satisfy your present needs. Just now I cannot ask my husband for a large sum, as I can think of no excuse for wanting it.

I should think it is the first time you were ever at a loss for a lie, he remarked sarcastically.

It doesnt do to carry imposition too far. I flatter myself I know when and where to draw the line.

Ive some plans in hand, and must have five hundred pounds to carry them out. Not a penny less will be of any use to me.

But I tell you I cant give it to you.

Then I must get it from another source, thats all, he declared, selecting a cigarette from his case, and assuming an air of unconcern.

Come, enough of this, she exclaimed petulantly; I cannot stay here half the night arguing with you. Putting her hand into the breast of her dress she drew forth some bank-notes. There were four, each for fifty pounds. Will you take these or not? she asked, offering them to him.

Dont I tell you theyre no use? I must have twice as much.

Then, Im sorry I cant oblige you, and will wish you bon soir, she replied, with a mock curtsey.

Why do you play with me like this? he cried in anger, gripping her roughly by the arm. I want five hundred pounds, and Ill have it before you leave this place.

How is that possible when I do not possess it? Do talk sense.

Im talking sense. You have it; you can give it me if you choose.

What do you mean?

The diamonds you are wearing. Theyre worth that, I suppose.

She hesitated, and holding her wrist to the dull lamplight revealed the diamond bangles which sparkled and flashed as she moved. His proposal was somewhat disconcerting, for the bracelets, as well as the necklet she was wearing, were a portion of Hughs wedding gifts. She was puzzled to know how she should account for them if she yielded to the mans inexorable demands.

I cannot. My husband would inquire what had become of them. What could I say? If I told him they were lost he would give information to the police, and you could not get rid of them without some ugly revelations resulting.

Its no use arguing. I mean to have them.

He had taken the notes and thrust them carelessly into his vest pocket.

No, my dear Percy, the things impossible.

Nonsense, he cried fiercely, at the same time making a sudden snatch at the row of gleaming stones which encircled her white neck. When she saw his intention she put both hands up in an endeavour to prevent him, and gave vent to a slight scream.

But she was powerless. The clasp snapped, and the necklet was a moment later in his pocket.

Return that at once, she cried, stamping her foot with rage. If you dont Ill tell the police youve robbed me.

The captain stuck his hands into his pockets and laughed.

Go and tell them, my dear, he said. We should make an interesting pair before the magistrate.

I never thought you were such a coward as to rob a woman, observed she, with indignant disgust, after demanding the return of her necklet several times, and being met with blank refusal.

My dear Valérie, he replied coolly, you neednt be surprised. When I want money, Im ready to do anything in order to get it. But its getting late, he continued, glancing at the clock. Isnt it almost time you were at home?

His bitter sarcasm maddened her. She did not speak for a few moments.

Ive had an illustration to-night of your fair dealing, Captain Willoughby, she said in a low, harsh voice, her face flushed with passion. When I met you I meant to pay the amount I arranged, but now youve taken my jewellery from me by force, and acted as the scoundrel you are, not another farthing shall you have—

Oh, wont I? Youll pay up when I come to you next time.

We shall see, she said meaningly; and, drawing her cloak around her, she pulled down her veil and left the room, banging the door after her.

She knew her way out, for it was evident that it was not the first time she had been there.

When alone, the captain reseated himself, and, taking the necklet from his pocket, examined it carefully with the eye of a connoisseur.

Humph, he murmured to himself, they seem well-matched stones. I shall ask old Vlieger two hundred and fifty for it, and hell send it over to Amsterdam and get it out of the way in case any inquiries are made. Youve had a very profitable evening, Percy, my boy — very profitable.


Chapter Twenty Four.

Truth in Masquerade.
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BEFORE VALÉRIE HAD resided at Coombe six weeks she grew weary of the monotony of country life. In her discontented mood her surroundings were dull and uninteresting, while the local people she met lacked polish and chic, which, to her eyes, were the two necessary qualifications in acquaintances. Nothing was extraordinary in this, however. Women of the world meet in their life so many men and women — young, middle aged, and old — who commit all sorts of absurdities for or around them, that they end by entertaining a sovereign contempt for the whole human race, placing all persons in the same category. In each woman they see only an individual to impose upon and outvie in the matter of dress, and each fresh specimen of the genus man which is brought before them they regard only as a lamb destined for the sacrifice after being sufficiently shorn.

It was in consequence of an earnest wish she expressed that they had left Cornwall and travelled to Paris, taking up their abode at the Hôtel Continental.

Lounging in a capacious chair in the smoking-room, Hugh was scanning some letters he had just received. A few days had elapsed since their arrival, and this morning Valérie had gone out alone in order to visit her milliner in the Rue de la Paix. Left to his own resources, her husband had taken the letters that Jacob had forwarded to him, and, repairing to the smoking-room, endeavoured to amuse himself with their contents.

One which he had read and still held in his hand caused him to twirl his moustache thoughtfully and knit his brows.

Upon a half sheet of notepaper one sentence only was written, in a fine angular hand, and read:

If you obtain a copy of the Paris newspaper, Le Gaulois, for 10th May, 1886, you will find in it something that will interest you.

It was dated from Chelsea, and signed by Dolly Vivian.

Now, I wonder what on earth she means? he exclaimed aloud, her strange request for an interview — to which he had not replied — recurring to him.

It was exceedingly curious, he thought, that she should write him these vague, puzzling letters, well knowing that he was married and could now be nothing more to her than a friend. There was a mystery about this last communication that had aroused his curiosity, and for some time he sat trying in vain to find an explanation of her strange conduct.

Suddenly he made a resolve. Gathering up his letters he thrust them into his pocket, and went to his room to get his overcoat.

If your mistress returns, Nanette, tell her Ive gone for a stroll, and shall return in an hour, he said to his wifes maid, who handed him his hat.

Very well, msieur, the girl replied. Then, as Trethowen descended the stairs to leave the hotel, she watched him, and added to herself: You will return in an hour, will you? Perhaps so; we shall see.

She laughed heartily, for something appeared to amuse her, and when he had disappeared she returned to her mistresss room and commenced packing a trunk.

As Trethowen walked along the Rue Castiglione, crossed the Place Vendôme, and went on towards the Boulevard des Capucines, a tall well-dressed man, with dark, pointed beard and curled moustaches, followed leisurely in his footsteps. This individual lounged aimlessly along, halting now and then to gaze into shop windows; nevertheless, from under the rather broad brim of his glossy silk hat a pair of keen grey eyes watched every movement of the man upon whom he was keeping observation. In the boulevard he was careful to cross to the opposite side of the way, in case the other should take a fancy to retrace his steps, for it appeared as if he did not desire an encounter. Sauntering along contemplating the engravings of the illustrated papers displayed in the kiosques, he loitered so naturally that to an ordinary observer he was but an honest citizen of the suburbs.

The morning was bright and frosty. Hugh, bent upon investigating the truth of Dollys strange assertion, and unaware of the presence of the individual who had suddenly displayed such intense interest in his movements, walked down the Boulevard des Italiens, and, turning into the Rue Drouot, entered the offices of Le Gaulois.

Addressing one of the clerks at the counter, he said — 

I desire to search your file for May, 1886. Can I do so?

If msieur will have the kindness to fill up this form which we have for the purpose, I will see that the file is brought, replied the man politely, handing him a dip of paper and a pen.

Trethowen complied with this request, and waited rather impatiently, taking Dollys letter from his pocket, and glancing at it to reassure himself that he had made no mistake in the date. There were many persons in the office, some transacting business and others reading that days newspapers, which were spread open upon stands. Consequently he did not observe the entrance of three men, who, although coming in separately, met a short distance from where he stood, and held a hurried consultation in an undertone.

One of the men, apparently a respectable workman, took out an unmounted photograph from his wallet, glanced at it, and afterwards looked intently at Hugh who stood calmly unconscious of the scrutiny.

Its our man, without a doubt, declared the workman emphatically. Id know him again amongst ten thousand.

I wonder what his game is here? asked the man who had dogged his footsteps from the hotel.

Cannot you see? Hes asked for the file of the month when the affair occurred, observed the third man. Well, what of that?

The thing is quite plain. Out of morbid curiosity he wants to read what the paper said, replied his companion, who, turning to the workman, asked, Have you any doubt that he is the same man?

None whatever.

In that case well arrest him at once. He wont elude us this time.

The clerk had brought the formidable leather-bound volume and placed it upon a table, with the usual injunction that no extracts were allowed to be cut from it. Hugh was bending over it excitedly, and turning the pages to find the issue of 10th May, when he heard a voice behind him inquire — 

Msieur Trethowen, I believe?

Lifting his head in surprise, he faced his interrogator. Yes, he replied in French, thats my name, although I have not the pleasure of knowing yours, msieur.

It scarcely will be a pleasure, the man replied, grinning sardonically. Im Paul Chémerault of the Detective Department, and I hold a warrant for your arrest, he added, producing a folded paper from his overcoat pocket.

My arrest! cried Trethowen incredulously. What for, pray?

He glanced in dismay at the two other men, who had now stepped up, and stood on either side of him.

If msieur will come with us to the Bureau the charge will be explained. It is scarcely necessary to read it here and create a scene, is it?

I am an Englishman. By what right do you arrest me when I have committed no offence? Hugh asked indignantly.

That you are English we are aware, and also that you live at Coombe Hall, in the county of Cornwall. But as to your innocence—

The man shrugged his shoulders significantly, and left his sentence unfinished.

Of what offence am I guilty? Why, Ive only been in Paris a few days.

We know that. You arrived with madame, and have since stayed at the Hôtel Continental.

Tell me what suspicions you have against me, and I shall be pleased to accompany you and make all necessary explanations.

Turning to the clerk the detective said, with a sarcastic smile — 

Msieur will not require to use the volume now.

Will you tell me of what I am accused? asked Trethowen warmly.

No; you will hear it read at the Bureau. Come, let us be going. We are attracting attention.

I do not see why I should, argued Hugh angrily. Take care, young fellow, said the detective, without getting at all excited; you are spoiling your affair. This reply fell like cold water on Trethowens anger. We have a cab outside, continued the officer, and we will drive to the Commissarys. You will calm yourself there. Hell soon settle the business, for hes a good-natured man. Come along.

Hugh made no reply to these exhortations. He saw that a cab was waiting outside, and that escape was impossible, therefore he accompanied the men and entered the vehicle. As they drove through the streets he remained in sullen silence, watching the festive aspect of the thoroughfares as they drove along. It was one of those dry winter mornings when the rich leave their chimney corners and walk towards the Champs Elysées to see if spring is coming, and to gain an appetite, while fashionable women, trip here and there, with their high heels beating an even tattoo on the dry sidewalks, and loiter before the milliners windows — when the populace rejoice at breathing a balmy atmosphere and at not having to splash through mud. On such days as these there is joy in the air, and the panorama of the French capital, as seen from the quays, is truly a marvellous one.

Hugh Trethowen was amazed, puzzled to ascertain the meaning of this extraordinary arrest. Scarcely a word had been spoken since they started, but the detective, Chémerault, who sat opposite, very attentively examined the prisoners features, as if trying to read the depths of his soul. Hugh noticed this inquisitorial look, and turned his head towards the window in the vehicle in a movement expressive of resentment.

They had covered the long line of quays at a slow, jogging pace, crossed the Pont Neuf, followed the Quai de lHorloge, and turning off to the right, and passing a large gateway, stopped before a narrow passage.

Here we are, msieur, said the chief detective, opening the door and springing out.

You said that you would take me to the Commissary, exclaimed Trethowen, aroused from his reflections.

It is all the same, replied the detective; we are here, at the Préfecture of Police.

Hugh looked through the window, saw the two policemen on guard, the gloomy passage, the high frowning walls which enclosed the place, and threw himself back into the cab. He understood the truth. Instinctively he looked round for means of escape, but saw none.

One of the detectives graciously offered to assist him to alight, but, pushing the man aside impatiently, he got out. Bracing himself up against the emotion that at first overwhelmed him, he passed into the passage with his head erect and a gleam of assurance in his eyes. Chémerault and the man who had followed him from the hotel walked beside him. At the end of the corridor, flanked on both sides by the offices of inspectors and other officials, are the steps which lead to the office of the chief of the criminal investigation service.

Which way shall I go? asked Trethowen, pausing at the foot of the narrow, crooked flight, the stone of which is worn by the constant tread of detectives and criminals.

Straight up; the door is before you on the first floor.

Hugh mounted the steps. He understood why his companions insisted on walking behind — that their politeness was merely prudence.

They entered a large bare room occupied by a couple of clerks, and meagrely furnished with a stool, a table, and a few rush-bottomed chairs. Chémerault offered a seat to his prisoner, who sat down without uttering a word. He was convinced that it was useless to struggle, and thought only of what crime could possibly be brought against him.

The clerks regarded the advent of the party with perfect indifference. They had seen many other well-dressed young men in a similar predicament, and after a casual glance at the prisoner continued their writing.

The detective asked them if the chief was in, and on their answering affirmatively, he went into an anteroom separating the outer one from the private office of the head of the department, and, after tapping at the door, entered.

Ten minutes later he emerged from the private room, and, after giving some instructions to the clerks, ordered the prisoner to accompany him into the presence of the chief.

During the brief interval which elapsed between the detectives exit and the prisoners entry, the director of criminal investigations prepared himself for the interrogation. In the first examination, the advantage always lies with the examiner. The accused is unaware what mode of attack his interrogator is adopting, and cannot guess what points his replies are required to prove. The one is cool and calculating, the other confused, embarrassed, and dreading lest he should make any reply that may tell against him. The combat is by no means equal.

The chief, after reflection, looked steadily at the photograph which Chémerault had handed to him, then taking a bundle of blue papers from a pigeonhole at his elbow, untied the tape which bound them, and spread them out before him.

Just as he had done this the door opened and Hugh Trethowen advanced, conducted by the detectives.

You may be seated, msieur, said the director of criminal investigations politely.

Hugh bowed stiffly, took the chair, and, striving to appear calm, waited to be questioned.

The chief did not commence at once. He always delayed his questions for a few moments in order to ascertain the sort of man with whom he had to deal. He looked at the prisoner and their eyes met. The doubts he had entertained with regard to the photograph were instantly removed. With that special memory for faces which an expert engaged in the investigation of crime acquires by long practice, he recognised the features of the accused, and in a moment decided how he should examine him and the principal points for confirmation.



Late that afternoon Monsieur Chémerault called at the bureau of the Hôtel Continental, and inquired for Madame Trethowen, saying that he had a note to deliver to her.

Trethowen, repeated the clerk, looking through the book before him. Ah, yes; Number 213. Left morning with her maid.

Gone!

Yes. Madames husband went out about eleven, she being already out. Almost as soon as he had gone, however, madame returned, paid the bill, and left, giving me this note for her husband when he came back.

Perhaps it contains her address, remarked the detective, glancing at the superscription. Ill see. Opening it, he found to his dismay that it contained only a blank sheet of paper.

Oh, observed the detective to himself, it seems shes playing a deeper game than I thought.

Do you know whether she has left Paris? he asked of the clerk, to whom he was known as a police agent.

I really dont. The maid called the cab and I did not notice the number.

You didnt hear the cabman receive any orders? The clerk shook his head.

Ah, that is unfortunate, observed the detective, perplexed. Would not any one be likely to know where they went?

No; I was the only person in the courtyard when the cab drove out.

The detective, with an expression of disappointment replaced the paper in the envelope, and, announcing his intention of keeping it, placed it in his pocket. Then he left the hotel, and sauntered along to a small café in the Rue Auber, nearly opposite the Eden Theatre. That he had displayed a serious error of judgment in not acting with greater promptitude it was impossible to deny, and he was endeavouring to fix upon some plan whereby he could trace the woman who had left her husband so mysteriously and in such suspicious circumstances. Had he been wise, he told himself, he would have had an interview with Madame Trethowen as soon as her husband had been safely lodged inside the Préfecture. Now, however, he was baffled.

Evidently she feared a visit from the police, he argued, otherwise she would not have decamped, leaving only a piece of plain paper for her husband. Besides, the fact that she had left such a note was sufficient evidence to the detective that she was a clever woman, and, moreover, that she was desirous of hiding herself.

He remained at the café only long enough to swallow a glass of absinthe, then, hailing a cab, drove back to the Préfecture and consulted his chief.

From the central office inquiries were at once instituted, and within an hour it was ascertained that madame and her maid had driven from the hotel to the Gare du Nord, and left by the Brussels express, which started at 12:40. They had not booked to Brussels, but to Masnuy St. Pierre, a small Belgian town midway between Mons and Braine-le-Comte.

Monsieur Chémerault drove at once to the terminus, with the object of stopping them by telegraph before they left France. Almost breathless he alighted from his cab, and rushed upon the platform.

In a few moments he found the time-table of which he was in search. Running his finger down it, he saw that the train was timed to arrive at Quévy at half-past four, and at Mons at 5:02.

He glanced up at the large dock. It was a quarter past five.

Diable! Shes beaten us! he cried with chagrin. Shes crossed the frontier and escaped! At that moment one of his colleagues joined him. Were too late, said Chémerault disappointedly. Shes got clear away. Somehow, I have a conviction that there is more in this case than we imagine. We must keep our eyes open, for if we arrest her, and she turns out to be the woman I believe she is, we shall find we have made a very important capture.

Who is she? asked his companion.

Well, her name is Valérie — not an uncommon one, I admit; but if I was certain the surname she was once known by was Duvauchel, I would apply for her apprehension in Belgium, and extradition.

Duvauchel! Why, that was in connection with the affair near St. Lazare, wasnt it — that celebrated case of yours?

Yes; I was unable to find a key to the mystery at the time, and now, after several years, the matter has come again into my hands quite unexpectedly, replied the detective. To-morrow I shall recommence my inquiries, for the crime has always been particularly puzzling to me, and I should like nothing better than to be able to clear it up satisfactorily.

His companion expressed a hope that he would succeed, as both left the station, and directed their steps towards the Quai de lHorloge.


Chapter Twenty Five.

Shekels of Judas.
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MIDNIGHT IN BRUSSELS. Six months had passed since Valéries hurried exit from Paris had baffled the most expert member of the Paris detective force.

The streets were quiet, almost deserted; the trees in the boulevards were stirred slightly by the soft wind, and the long lines of gas lamps flickered and cast an uncertain light as Pierre Rouillier, in evening dress, and with an Inverness cape about his shoulders, emerged from the Rue de Pépin, crossed the boulevard, and turned into the Chausée de Wavre. Whistling softly to himself, he continued his walk down the long, straight thoroughfare until within a few yards of the Rue Wiertz, where, before a large and rather gloomy-looking house, he halted. He gave two vigorous tugs at the bell, and Nanette opened the door.

Ah! the mud exclaimed, with familiarity, its a good thing youve come. Mademoiselle has been so anxious about you. Most of them are in a fine state.

What! have they had supper, then?

Yes; and there are several fresh people — swells.

Who are they?

Youll see.

Whos there, Nanette? asked a shrill, musical voice.

Msieur Rouillier, mademoiselle, replied the girl.

Ah, Pierre! said the voice; then it could be heard repeating in another direction: Our young friend, Pierre, has arrived.

Immediately there was a chorus of approbation, and some one commenced singing the first verse of the chansonette, Pierre, my long-lost love, as that distinguished personage walked into the room. Valérie was standing at the door, and whispered to him — 

There are some rich men here to-night. We can make a big coup if we are careful.

Then, turning to her guests, she exclaimed — 

Cease your chatter, please, just for one moment. Ladies and gentlemen, it is my pleasure to introduce to you—

This was greeted with discordant cries — 

Enough! Everybody knows Pierre.

Ladies, do please listen to me, implored Valérie. Continuing, Valérie again endeavoured to make herself heard.

Gentlemen, I—

At that moment somebody commenced to strum a waltz upon the piano, and, as if by magic, the twenty persons in the room rose to their feet and commenced to whirl madly round, while Valérie and Pierre stood at the door whispering and regarding the scene of Bacchanalian revelry with perfect satisfaction.

She liked to see her guests enjoy themselves.

I want a few moments private conversation with you, Pierre said, after they had been standing silent for a minute or two.

She acquiesced at once, and led the way to a small anteroom behind the drawing-room. It was furnished gaudily and cheaply, but quite in keeping with the rest of the house.

As he closed, the door, Pierre said — 

Ive some good news.

What is it? she asked.

Victor has fallen into the trap.

Arrested?

Yes.

Hurrah! she cried, almost dancing for joy; now we are safely rid of him we shall have nothing to fear. But, tell me, how did you manage to carry out the suggestion?

It was quite simple. We met in London three weeks ago, and I told him that he was running a great risk in remaining there, because the girl Vivian had discovered that it was he who gave her the little gash in the throat, and that she had placed the matter in the hands of the police. He asked my advice as to where he should go, and, of course, I suggested Paris. We arranged to go over separately, and meet at the old place a week later. He went, and as he stepped from the train at the St. Lazare he fell into the inviting arms of that vulture Chémerault.

You had previously given information, I suppose?

Exactly.

What was the charge? she asked in a low tone.

Complicity in the affair of the Englishman.

Is he already sentenced?

Yes; to-day the Assize Court sent him to penal servitude for ten years. I had a telegram an hour ago. It will be in the papers to-morrow.

Do you think that hell peach upon us? Valérie asked seriously.

No, never fear that. He does not suspect that we put the police upon him; besides, he will live in the hope of escaping, and returning to you and your newly-acquired wealth.

Yes, I suppose he will, she said, laughing. But youve managed the affair very cleverly, and although it is hard to send such a boon companion to prison merely because you and I love one another, yet, after all, I suppose its the best course.

Undoubtedly, ma chère, he said. Now both are safely in prison, we need fear nothing. Our manoeuvres have been successful in obtaining for us a fortune ample for our needs, and by keeping on this house, as well as yours in the Avenue de la Toison dOr, we can continue to amuse ourselves profitably by getting our guests to stake their louis on the tapis vert. We have had many obstacles to face, but they are now all removed.

Where is your wedding-ring — the one he gave you? he asked.

She drew it from her purse, and handed it to him, wondering why he required it.

This reminds you of him, I know, he said, as he turned and threw up the window. See, I fling it away, for its merely a worthless bond, and he tossed the ring as far as he could out into the road.

Valérie sighed. A tear stood in her eye. Even at that moment she was thinking of Hugh Trethowen. It was unusual for her to be troubled by recurring pangs of conscience, nevertheless his face had haunted her constantly during the past few months, and she could not get rid of the thought that some day a terrible Nemesis might fall and crush her.

Why look so serious?

I was only thinking. It is one of womans privileges, she said, laughing.

Come, there is no cause for sadness surely. You have a handsome income. What more could you desire?

Soon afterwards the unsuspecting guests departed, with aching heads and empty pockets. And Valérie was left alone.


Chapter Twenty Six.

And You — A Clergyman.
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WHERE IS MR Holt? I must see him at once.

Hes in the vestry, miss, talking to a gentleman. But hell be disengaged in a moment, the verger replied.

Very well. Ill wait.

The girl who had listened with disgust to the Sunday morning sermon preached by the Rev. Hubert Holt, and who had afterwards gone round to the vestry of the church of St. Barnabas, Camberwell, was Dolly Vivian.

A few days previously, while walking along Buckingham Palace Road, she unexpectedly passed the man who called himself Mansell. Attired as he was in the garb of a clergyman, she was not quite certain as to his identity with the man who had assisted in her abduction. Yet, with justifiable curiosity, she turned and set herself to watch him. For hours she dogged his footsteps, always at a respectable distance. First he went up Victoria Street, and along the Embankment to the City, then he crossed London Bridge and continued through the Borough and Walworth Road, ultimately entering one of a terrace of smoke-begrimed houses in Boyson Road, Camberwell. Once or twice while following him she contrived to obtain an uninterrupted view of his features, and each time felt more convinced that he was the man for whom she was in search.

When he had disappeared she returned, and noticed upon the railing outside the house was a small, tarnished brass plate bearing the name, Rev. Hubert Holt. Carefully noting the number, she proceeded to make diligent inquiries, and was not long in discovering that Holt and Mansell was one and the same person, and that he was curate of St. Barnabas church, which was situated at the end of the road.

At first she was prompted to call upon him at once and denounce him; but on reflection she saw that such a course might not effect the object she had in view. She regarded him as a scoundrel, and in consequence carefully prepared a tableau by which she could obtain the information she sought, and if possible, compass his ruin. The vindictive nature latent in every woman was aroused in her when she discovered his hypocrisy, and she saw that if she met him face to face in the midst of his holy duties her revenge could be rendered more complete.

As she stood awaiting the interview her cheeks were flushed by excitement, and she nervously toyed with the buttons of her gloves. Her lips were compressed, her fair forehead was furrowed by an unbecoming frown of resolution, for she had resolved to meet him boldly, and show him no mercy.

What name shall I tell Mr Holt, miss? the verger asked, re-entering the small, bare anteroom a moment later.

Never mind, she replied. He — he doesnt know my name. Then the verger went out.

While she was uttering these words the curates visitor — a tall, military-looking old gentleman — emerged from the vestry, leaving the door ajar.

Dolly pushed the door open and walked in, closing the door after her.

Holt was still in his surplice, standing beside the small writing-table.

He looked up as the intruder entered. The colour left his face, and he drew back in dismay when he recognised her.

You! he stammered. I — I did not know you were here!

Yes, replied she sternly. Im not a welcome visitor, am I? Nevertheless, now Ive found you, we have an account to settle.

He did not reply; but, the subject being distasteful to him, he walked quickly round the table and opened the door, which led into the church. She saw that his intention was to escape.

Shut that door, if you dont wish our conversation to be overheard, she said, pale and determined. Remember, you are in my hands, my reverend murderer!

Starting at the word murderer, he closed the door slowly, and stood with his back against it, and head bowed before her.

Now, she said, advancing towards him, first of all, I want to know what harm I have ever done you that you should drug me, and then attempt to kill me. The pointed question was asked in a tone that was the reverse of reassuring.

I did not.

To deny it is useless, she declared vehemently. I have ample proof of your villainy; moreover, I intend that you shall be justly punished.

Why, what do you mean to do? he cried in alarm. He had been cleverly entrapped, and saw no means of escape from his irate victim.

What I do depends entirely upon your attitude towards me, answered she in a calm tone. Like a foolish girl, I trusted implicitly to your honour, and you — a clergyman — tried to kill me.

I did not do it — indeed I did not.

No; I am well aware that you were too cowardly to draw the knife across my throat. But you enticed me to dine with you: you put a narcotic into my wine and conveyed me to that house — for what purpose? Why, so that your cowardly accomplice might kill me. He was thoroughly alarmed. She evidently knew the whole circumstances, and it was useless, he thought, to conceal the truth.

If — if I admit all this, may I not ask your pardon — your mercy?

Mercy! she repeated. What mercy did you show me when I was helpless in your hands? Only by a mere vagary of Fate I am not now in my grave. You thought you were safe — that your holy habiliments would prevent you being recognised as the man with whom I dined. But you made a great mistake, and I have found you.

Will you not accept my apology? he asked in a low voice.

Upon one condition only.

What is that? he inquired eagerly.

That you tell me the reasons which caused you to drug me, and the name of the scoundrel who assisted you, she replied calmly.

Their conversation was interrupted at this juncture by the reappearance of the verger, who inquired whether he would be wanted any more, as he had locked up the church, and was ready to go to his dinner. Holt replied in the negative, and the feeble old man departed, swinging his great bunch of jingling keys as he went.

When they were alone, the artists model again referred to her stipulation, and pressed for an answer.

No, he replied decisively, I cannot tell you — I cannot.

For what reason, pray?

The reason is best known to myself, he answered, endeavouring to assume an air of unconcern.

You flatly refuse?

I do.

In that case, then, I shall call the police, and have you arrested.

No, my God! not that! he cried; anything but that.

Ah, I can quite understand that police inquiries would be distasteful to you.

She paused, reflecting whether she should hazard a statement which she had overheard among other things in the conversation of her janitors at the lonely house near Twickenham.

At length she resolved to make an assertion, and watch its effect.

If Im not mistaken, she continued, regarding him closely, the police are very desirous of interviewing you. They might like to hear some of your glib remarks about spiritual welfare, like those you made in the pulpit this morning.

I dont understand you.

If I speak plainer possibly you will. Some months ago a man was found dead on the railway. The affair is being investigated by the police, and—

God! You know of that! he cried hoarsely, as he rushed towards her, and gripped her white throat with his hands in a frenzy of madness. Speak lower — whisper — or—

No, urged Dolly, as coolly as she was able. It would only add another crime to your list. Besides, if you comply with my stipulations, your secret will still be safe.

Her words had the desired effect. He released his hold, and, grasping her hand, pleaded forgiveness.

Flinging himself upon his knees before her, he pleaded for mercy, declaring that the injury he had done her was under sheer compulsion. He admitted he was a base, heartless villain, undeserving of pity or leniency; still he implored forgiveness on the ground that he had been sufficiently punished by a remorseful conscience.

But Dolly was inexorable to his appeals, and turned a deaf ear to his expressions of regret. She had come there for a fixed purpose, which she meant to accomplish at all hazards. It was evident he had some connection with the crime which she had heard discussed by the man and woman who had kept her prisoner, and it was likewise apparent that he was in deadly fear of the police. The effect of her remark about the murder had been almost magical, and she was at a loss how to account for it.

Your entreaty is useless, she said coldly, after a few moments reflection, stretching forth her hand and assisting him to his feet. She despised the cringing coward. Before you need hope for leniency, I desire to know where Hugh Trethowen is to be found.

I dont know him. How should I know? he stammered confusedly.

By his agitation she was convinced he was not telling the truth.

Oh, perhaps you will tell me next that you are unacquainted with Mr Egerton, the artist, she observed, with a curious smile.

Ive met him once, I think, replied the curate, with feigned reflection.

And you declare solemnly that you know nothing of Hugh Trethowen? she asked incredulously.

He shook his head.

Then you are speaking falsely, she said angrily; and the sooner we understand each other the better. You believe me to be a weak girl, easily cajoled, but youll discover your mistake, sir, when its too late — when you have fallen into the clutches of the police and your crime has been exposed.

Do you think Im going to allow you to give information! he cried fiercely, shaking his fist threateningly before her face.

This outburst of passion did not intimidate her. Laughing, she said — 

Im well aware that we are alone, and Im completely in your power. If you are so anxious to murder me, youd better set about it at once.

Bah! he exclaimed, turning from her with chagrin. Why do you taunt me like this? Why did you come here and incite me to lay murderous hands upon you?

Merely because I desire some information — nothing more.

Why do you seek it of me?

Because I know that with your assistance I can discover Hugh Trethowen. But we have parleyed long enough. I ask you now, for the last time, whether you wish me to show you mercy — whether you will answer my questions in confidence?

He drew a deep breath, and stood motionless, perplexed and hesitating. They had emerged from the vestry, and were standing close to the altar. About her fair face shone a stream of richest life. This came from the painted window above — three bars of coloured sunlight, that bathed the hair in fire and left the dark body in deepest shadow.

By betraying the secret I should run a great risk — how great you have little idea.

Will not the risk be greater if you refuse to answer me? she asked, looking at him steadily.

Her argument was conclusive. A few minutes, and he had apparently decided.

Well, if you compel me, I suppose I must tell you, said he, dropping into a hoarse whisper. If I do, youll promise never to repeat it?

Yes, she replied eagerly.

Swear to keep the secret. Indeed, it was through my efforts that your life was saved.

Ill preserve silence, she promised. Then, the truth is that you were the dangerous rival of a woman in the affections of a man whom she desired should marry her. The man merely admired her, but loved you. Having set her mind upon marrying him, she deliberately planned that you, the only obstacle, should be removed. The woman—

Whose name is Valérie Dedieu, interposed Dolly calmly.

Why, how did you know? he asked in surprise.

I know more than you anticipate, replied she meaningly.

Ah, it was a diabolical plot! The woman — I mean Valérie — planned it with Victor.

Victor? Who is Victor?

Bérard — the man who attempted to take your life. But I was about to tell you how it was that I became complicated in the affair. The truth is, they compelled me. The Frenchwoman holds a certain power over me which causes me to be absolutely ruled by her caprices. In her hands I am helpless, for she can order me to perform any menial service, any crime, being fully aware that I could not — that I dare not — disobey her.

He spoke with heartfelt bitterness, as if the whole of the transactions were repugnant to him.

And you — a clergyman! Dolly incredulously observed.

Yes. Unfortunately, our evil deeds pursue us. At times, when we least anticipate, the closed pages of ones life are reopened and revealed in all their hideousness.

Yours is a bitter past, then? she said in a tone of reproach. Ah! now I understand. You are bound to mademoiselle with the same bond of guilt as Jack Egerton?

Who — who told you it was guilt? he stammered.

You and Mr Egerton are bound to Valérie Dedieu by a secret, she said.

An astounding thought had just crossed her mind. The Christian name Victor occurred frequently in the report in the Gaulois, which she had had translated, and which she had since treasured carefully, determined to use it as a final and unimpeachable document to bring Nemesis upon her enemy when occasion offered.

I understand. Much is now plain to me, she continued in a firm, harsh voice. Yet you have not answered my first question. Mademoiselles husband left England some months ago, and has not since been heard of. Tell me, where is he?

Im quite as ignorant of his whereabouts as yourself.

Then, Ill put the question in another form. Why has Hugh Trethowen disappeared?

I dont know.

Im convinced that you know where he is.

I do not. How should I? he asked impatiently. It is futile to prevaricate. If you are one of mademoiselles myrmidons, as you admit, you surely can form some idea why he has disappeared so mysteriously. Are you not aware that he is no longer living with her, and that all efforts to discover him have been in vain?

I — I really know nothing, and care less, about your lover, he answered disdainfully. Besides, why should you renew your friendship with him now he is married?

His words maddened her. She had attacked her adversary with circumspection, but in her sudden ebullition of passionate indignation she gave vent to a flood of words, which, as soon as they were uttered, she regretted.

I did not ask you to assist Hugh, she cried. I know he — like myself — has fallen a victim to the machinations of your hired assassins. But you refuse to tell me where I can find him, and speak of him as my lover. Even if we do love one another, what does it concern you? Would you preach to me of morals? This last remark caused him to start, and he scowled at her ominously. I warn you, she said. The day is not far distant when the whole mystery will be cleared up, and your villainy exposed.

Perhaps so, he replied, with a forced laugh. Im sure I dont care.

But you will, I fancy. Youll be glad enough, when the time arrives, to fall upon your knees, as you did just now, and beg for mercy.

Youre mad, he said in a tone of disgust.

She did not heed his remark, but continued — 

Perhaps, she cried, you will deny that a celebrated case was recently investigated by the Assize Court of the Seine, and was popularly known as the Mystery of the Boulevard Haussmann. Perhaps you will deny that Valérie Dardignac and Mrs Trethowen are the same person; that she—

What are you saying?

The truth. Moreover, I tell you I intend having satisfaction from you who lured me almost to my death.

Oh! How? he asked defiantly.

By a very simple process. I have merely to place the police in possession of the true facts regarding the crime which startled Paris not long ago. You shall not escape me now.

He stood erect, glaring at her, his mouth twitching, his face pale, with a murderous expression upon it.

So those are your tactics, miss? he cried, with rage, springing upon her, and clutching with both hands at her throat. You are the only person who knows our secret.

Help! police! she shouted in alarm, noticing his determined manner.

Her cries echoed through the great empty church, but no assistance came.

His fingers tightened their hold upon her throat. He was strangling her.

The light had died away from above, and the shadows mingled in a shapeless mass.

Help! help! she screamed again; but her voice was fainter, for she was choking.

Silence! he hissed. Its you — you who would brand me as a murderer, and send me to the gallows! Do you think Im going to allow you to do that! By heaven, you shant do it!

She attempted to scream, but he placed his hand over her mouth.

His face was blanched, and his eyes gleamed with murderous hate as he glanced quickly around. His gaze fell upon the altar. Releasing her, he bounded towards it, and snatched up a heavy brass vase.

She saw his intention, but was powerless to recede.

Help! she shrieked.

Upon her throat she felt a hot hand; she saw the heavy vase uplifted above her.

Take that! he cried, as he brought it down upon her head with a crushing blow, and she fell senseless upon the stone pavement.

For a second or two he looked at her, wondering if she were dead. Then tearing off his surplice, he rushed into the vestry, and, putting on his coat and hat, fled from the church, locking the door after him.

The upturned face of the prostrate girl was calm and deathlike. She lay motionless upon the cold grey flags. The sun shone out again, and the coloured light, streaming from the stained-glass window, fell full upon her handsome features. But its warmth did not rouse her; she gave no sign of life.

Late in the afternoon, however, she struggled back to consciousness, and sat for a long time on the pulpit steps trying to calm herself and decide how to act.

The excruciating pain in her head would not allow her thoughts to shape sufficiently, so she made a tour of the building to discover some mode of egress. It was not long before she found that in one of the main doors the key had been left, and, unlocking it, she stepped out into the bright, warm afternoon with a feeling that a strange, oppressive weight had suddenly clouded her brain.

That evening the city clerks, small shopkeepers, with their wives and relations, who comprise the majority of the congregation of St. Barnabas, Camberwell, were agog when it transpired that their popular spiritual guide, the Rev. Hubert Holt, had suddenly thrown up his curacy. The vicar took the service, and at the conclusion announced with regret that his assistant had written to him that afternoon resigning his appointment, stating that a pressing engagement made it imperative that he should leave England at once. He gave no reason, but when the vicar sent round to his lodgings to request him to call and wish him adieu, it was discovered that he had packed a few things hurriedly, and already departed.

Then a local sensation was produced in the district between Denmark Hill and Camberwell Gate, and the devout parishioners prayed for the preservation and well-being of their popular but absent curate.


Chapter Twenty Seven.

Silken Sackcloth.
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THE CERTIFICATE OF death is all we require.

I have it here.

Why, how did you obtain it?

By a most fortunate circumstance. We saw one day, in the Indépendance Belge, that an unknown Englishman, apparently a gentleman, had died at the Hôtel du Nord at Antwerp. Pierre at once suggested that he might identify him as Hugh Trethowen. He went to Antwerp and did so. The man was buried as my husband, and here is the certificate.

A very smart stroke of business — very smart. But — er — dont talk quite so plainly; you—

What do you mean? Surely you have no qualm of conscience? The payment we agreed upon ought to counteract all that.

Of course. Nevertheless, it is unnecessary to refer to the strategy too frequently. As long as we have an indisputable death certificate in the name of Hugh Trethowen, and you have your marriage certificate as his wife, there will not be the slightest difficulty.

I know that. To me you appear afraid lest we should be exposed.

You need not upbraid me for exercising due caution. The success of the plan you have been so long maturing depends upon it. Supposing we were unable to prove the will, in what position should we be?

In an awkward one — decidedly awkward. But why speak of failure when we are bound to succeed?

Are you quite sure the — er — dead man will never trouble us?

Positive. A sentence of fifteen years in New Caledonia means certain death. He might just as well have been buried at once, poor devil!

This confidential conversation took place in Mr Bernard Grahams gloomy private office in Devereux Court. The old solicitor, with a serious, intense expression upon his countenance, was sitting at his littered writing-table with a short legal document, covering only half of the sheet of foolscap, spread out upon his blotting-pad. Its purport was that the testator, Hugh Trethowen, left all he possessed to his dear wife, Valérie, and the date of the signatures showed that it had been completed only a few days before they left Coombe for Paris.

In the clients chair, opposite her legal adviser, sat Valérie. Attired in deep mourning, that became her well, her thin black veil scarcely hid the anxious expression upon her face. Assuming her part with an actresss regard to detail, she did not overlook the fact that pallor was becoming to a widow; therefore, since she had put on the garments of sorrow, she had refrained from adding those little touches of carmine to her cheeks which she knew always enhanced her beauty. Neither her face nor voice betrayed signs of nervousness. With the steady, dogged perseverance of the inveterate gambler she had been playing for heavy stakes, and now, at the last throw of the dice, she had determined to win.

Their interview had been by appointment in order to arrange the final details. Now that Graham was in possession of the death certificate, he was to proceed at once to obtain probate on the will, after which the estate would pass to her. For his services in this matter, and in various other little affairs to which she was indebted to him, he was to receive twelve thousand pounds. A munificent fee, indeed, for proving a will!

There was a silence while the old solicitor took up the certificate she had handed him, and carefully scrutinised it. The declaration was quite plain and straightforward. It stated that Hugh Trethowen, English subject, had died from syncope at the Hôtel du Nord, and had been buried at the cemetery of Stuivenberg.

If he lived to complete his sentence? hazarded Mr Graham in a low voice, putting down the slip of paper, and removing his pince-nez to polish them. Imprisoned persons, you know, have an awkward knack of turning up at an inopportune moment.

And supposing he did, what could he prove? she asked. Has he not left a will bequeathing everything to me? — am I not mourning for him as his widow? Besides, he knows nothing — he can never know.

I admit your cleverness, he said. Notwithstanding that, however, we cannot be too circumspect.

Weve absolutely nothing to fear, I tell you, she exclaimed impatiently. Hugh is as safely out of the way as if he were in his grave.

And what of the others — Egerton, for instance?

He dare not breathe a word. As a matter of fact, he is ignorant of the whereabouts of his friend.

Is Holt to be relied upon?

Absolutely. He has left the country.

Oh! Where is he?

In America Through some unexplained cause he took a passage to New York. I expect he is in disgrace.

Does he share?

Of course. He has written me a long letter announcing his intention not to return to England at present, and giving an address in Chicago where I am to send the money.

Very good, Graham said approvingly. As long as we can safely rely upon the secret being preserved, we need apprehend nothing.

It will be preserved, never fear, declared Valérie flippantly. They know how essential is secrecy for the safety of their own necks.

Dont be so unsentimental, urged the old man smiling. You talk a little too plainly.

Merely the truth, declared she laughing. But never mind — you prove the will, and the twelve thousand pounds are yours.

Agreed. I shall take preliminary steps to-morrow.

The sooner the better, you know.

Shant you live at Coombe?

Oh, what an idea! she exclaimed in ridicule. How could I live there among all those country busy-bodies and old fogies? I should cut a nice figure as a widow, shouldnt I? No. When I get the money I shall set up a good house here in London, mourn for a little time, then cast off my sackcloth and ashes.

Remember, he said, I am to receive twelve thousand pounds. But, really, you make a most charming widow.

And you bestow a little flattery upon me as a sort of recognition, she observed, a trifle piqued at the point of his remark. Then, laughing again, she said lightly, Well, if I really am so charming as some people tell me, I suppose I ought to be able to keep my head above water in the social vortex. At all events I mean to try.

You cannot fail. Your beauty is always fatal to those who oppose you, he remarked pleasantly.

We shall see! she exclaimed, with a merry little peal of laughter. Rising and stretching forth her hand, she added, I must be going. I consign the certificate to your care, and if you want me you know my address. I shall remain in London till the matter is settled.

The old man rose, and grasped the hand offered to him. Bidding her adieu, he again assured her that he would give his prompt attention to the business on hand, and, as his clerk entered at that moment, he ceremoniously bowed her out.

During the time Valérie had been in conversation with Mr Graham, a woman had been standing on the opposite side of the Strand, against the railings of the Law Courts, intently watching the persons emerging from Devereux Court. She was young and not bad-looking, but her wan face betrayed the pinch of poverty, and her dress, although rather shabby, was nevertheless fashionable. Her dark features were refined, and her bright eyes had an earnest, intense look in them as she stood in watchful expectancy.

After she had kept the narrow passage under observation for nearly an hour, the object of her diligent investigation suddenly came into view. It was Valérie, who, when she gained the thoroughfare, hesitated for a moment whether she should walk or take a cab to the Prince of Wales Club. Deciding upon the former course, as she wanted to call at a shop on the way, she turned and walked along the Strand in the direction of Charing Cross.

When the woman who had been waiting caught sight of her she gave vent to an imprecation, the fingers of her gloveless hands twitched nervously, and her sharp nails buried themselves in the flesh of her palms.

As she started to walk in the same direction she muttered aloud to herself, in mixed French and English — 

Then I was not mistaken. To think I have waited for so long, and I find you here! You little dream that I am here! Ah, you fancy you have been clever; that your secret is safe; that the police here in London will not know Valérie Dedieu! You have yet to discover your mistake. Ha, ha! what a tableau that will be when you and I are quits! Bien, for the present I will wait and ascertain what is going on.

Throughout the whole length of the Strand the strange woman walked on the opposite pavement, always keeping Valérie in sight — a difficult task sometimes, owing to the crowded state of the thoroughfare. At a jewellers near Charing Cross, Mrs Trethowen stopped for a few minutes, then, resuming her walk, crossed Trafalgar Square, and went up the Haymarket to the Prince of Wales Club, calmly unconscious of the woman who was following and taking such intense interest in her movements.

Muttering to herself sentences in French, interspersed by many epithets and imprecations, she waited for Valéries reappearance, and then continued to follow her down the Haymarket and through St. Jamess Park to her flat in Victoria Street.

She saw her enter the building, and, after allowing her a few moments to ascend the stairs, returned and ascertained the number of the suite.

Then she turned away and walked in the direction of Westminster Bridge, smiling and evidently on very good terms with herself. Indeed, she had made a discovery which meant almost more to her than she could realise.


Chapter Twenty Eight.

At La Nouvelle.
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A WIDE, VAST expanse of glassy sapphire sea.

The giant mountains rose in the west, sheer and steep — purple barriers between the land and the setting sun. A golden fire edging their white crests, that grew from their own dense, sombre shadows to the crimson light which flooded their heads, solemn and silent. And the calm Pacific Ocean lay unruffled in the brilliant blood-red afterglow.

Seated upon a great lichen-covered boulder on the outskirts of a dense forest, a solitary man gazed blankly and with unutterable sadness upon the magnificent scene. Above him the trees were hung with a drapery of vines and tropical creepers bearing red and purple flowers, and forming natural arches and bowers more beautiful than ever fashioned by man. Parrots and other birds of bright plumage were flying about among the trees — among them guacamayas, or great macaws, large, clothed in red, yellow, and green, and when on the wing displaying a splendid plumage. But there were also vultures and scorpions, and, running across the road to the beach and up the trees, innumerable iguanas. Great cocoanut and plantain trees jutted out and massed themselves to the right and to the left. A mountain torrent, sweeping swiftly over a moss-grown rocky ledge, seethed for a few moments in white foam, and then gurgled away down the bright shingles into the sea.

The man sat there stonily, voiceless, motionless, his chin fallen upon his chest, his hands clasped in front of him. Dressed in grey shirt and trousers that were ragged and covered with dust and dried clay, his appearance was scarcely prepossessing. On the back of his shirt was painted in large black numerals 3098, and his ankles were fettered by two oblong iron links. He was a convict.

Under the broad-brimmed, battered straw hat that protected his head from the tropical glare was a ruddy, auburn-bearded face, with sad blue eyes which at times turned anxiously up and down the beach path — the sun-tanned face of Hugh Trethowen.

His pickaxe lay on the ground before him, for he was resting after his long days toil in the mine.

Toil! He shuddered when he thought of the weary monotony of his life. Down in the dark, dismal working he was compelled to hew and delve for twelve hours each day, and to satisfactorily perform the task set him by his warder before he was allowed his ration of food. Half an hours relaxation when leaving the mine was all that the discipline allowed, after which the convicts were compelled to return to the prison to their evening meal, and afterwards to work at various trades for two hours longer before they were sent to their cells. The French Republic shows no leniency towards prisoners condemned to travaux forces, and transported to the penal settlement in New Caledonia, consequently the latter live under a régime that is terribly harsh and oft-times absolutely inhuman.

Instead of chattering with the forcats, assassins, robbers, and scoundrels of all denominations and varieties of crime who were his fellow-prisoners, Hugh, in the brief half-hours respite, usually came daily to the same spot, to reflect upon his position, and try to devise some means of escape.

His conviction and transportation had been so rapid that only a confused recollection of it existed in his memory. He remembered the Assize Court — how the sun insolently, ironically, cast his joyous, sparkling beams into the gloomy, densely packed apartment. The hall, dismal and smoke-begrimed, is anything but imposing at best, but it was filled with the foetid exhalations from the crowd that had long taken up every vacant space. The gendarmes at his side looked at one another and smiled. The evidence was given — what it was he did not thoroughly understand — yet he, an upright man, resolute, honest to the very soul, and good-natured to simplicity, found himself accused of complicity in the murder of a man he had never heard of. Despondent at Valéries desertion, he took no steps to defend himself; he was heedless of everything.

Then the verdict was pronounced, and the sentence — fifteen years penal servitude!

He heard it, but in his apathetic frame of mind he was unaffected by it. He smiled as he recognised how mean was this noted Criminal Court of the Seine, with its paltry chandelier, the smoky ceiling, and the battered crucifix that hung over the bench on which the judges sat in their scarlet robes. Suddenly he thought of Valérie. Surely she would know through the newspapers that his trial was fixed for that day? Why did she not come forward and assist him in proving his innocence.

He strained his eyes among the sea of faces that were turned towards him with the same inquisitive look. She was not there.

Prisoner, have you anything to say? asked the presiding judge, when he delivered sentence.

The question fell upon Hughs ears and roused him. The thought that Valérie had made no sign since his arrest, although he had written to her, again recurred to him. The die was cast. What probability, what hope, was there of liberty? For the twentieth time, perhaps, this cruel agony, this doubt as to Valéries faithfulness, returned to him. She was absent; she had forsaken him.

Will you answer me, prisoner? Have you anything to say? repeated the judge sternly.

I wish to say nothing, except that I am entirely innocent.

Then they hurried him back to his cell.

He had a hazy recollection of a brief incarceration in the Toulon convict prison, after which came the long voyage to La Nouvelle, and the settlement into the dull, hopeless existence he was now leading — a life so terrible that more than once he longed for death instead.

Sitting there that evening, he was thinking of his wife, refusing even then to believe that she had willingly held aloof from him. He felt confident that by some unfortunate freak of fate she had been unaware of his arrest, and might still be searching for him in vain. Perhaps the letters he wrote to her to the hotel and to Coombe might never have been posted. If they had not, there was now no chance of sending a message home, for one of the rules observed most strictly in the penal colony is that letters from convicts to their friends are forbidden. The unfortunate ones are completely isolated from the world. The families of French prisoners sent out to the Pacific Islands can obtain news of them at the Bureau of Prisons in Paris, but nowhere else. When convicts are handed over to the governor of the colony, their names are not given; they are known henceforth by numbers only.

Convict number 3098 knew that it was useless to hope any longer, yet it was almost incredible, he told himself, that he, an innocent man and an English subject, should be sent there to a living tomb for an offence that he did not commit — for the murder of a person whose name he had never before heard.

I wonder where Valérie is now? he said aloud, giving vent to a long-drawn sigh. I wonder whether she ever thinks about me? Perhaps she does; perhaps she is wearing her heart out scouring every continental city in a futile endeavour to find me; perhaps — perhaps shell think Im dead, and after a year or two of mourning marry some one else.

He uttered the words in a low voice, more marked by suffering than by resignation. He preferred the companionship of his own thoughts, sad as they were; his mind always turned to Valérie, to the sad ruin of all his hopes.

And Jack Egerton, he continued, resting his chin upon his hands; he must know, too, that I have disappeared. Will he seek me? Yet, whats the use of hoping — trusting in the impossible — no one would dream of finding me in a French convict prison. No, he added bitterly, I must abandon hope, which at best is but a phantom pursued by eager fools. I must cast aside all thought of returning to civilisation, to home — to Valérie. Ive seen her — seen her for the last time! No, it cant be that we shall ever meet — that I shall ever set eyes again upon the woman who is more to me than life itself!

He paused. In his ears there seemed to ring a little peal of Valéries silvery laughter, which mocked the chill, dead despair that had buried itself so deeply in his heart.

The tears sprang to his eyes, but he wiped them away with a brusque movement, and looked about abstractedly. The sun had set behind the crags, and had been succeeded by the soft tropical twilight. A faint breeze was abroad. The sough of the leaves above was lost in the gurgling of the mountain torrent as it rushed over its rocky bed. The palms, played upon by the wind, made a sound of their own. It was silence in the midst of sound, and sound in the midst of silence — majestic, contradictory, although natural.

And I shall never see her again! he murmured. I shall remain here working and living from day to day, a blank, aimless existence until I die. Ive heard it said that Fate puts her mark on those she intends to strike, and the truth of that Ive never recognised until now. I remember what a strange apprehensive feeling came over me on the night we left London for Paris — a kind of foreboding that misfortune was upon me, a strange presage of evil. Again, that warning of Dollys was curious. I wonder what was contained in that newspaper report that she so particularly desired me to see? Im sure Dolly loved me. If I had married her, perhaps, after all, I should have been happier. It was inflicting an absolute cruelty upon her when I cast her aside and married Valérie. Yet she bore it silently, without complaint, although Im confident it almost broke her heart, poor girl!

Sighing heavily, he passed his grimy, blistered hand wearily across his forehead.

To think that Im dead to them; that we shall never again meet! It seems impossible, although its the plain, undisguised truth. That canting old priest told me yesterday that God would extend His mercy to those of us who sought it. Bah! I dont believe it. If the circumstances of our lives were controlled by the Almighty, He would never allow an innocent man like myself to suffer such punishment unjustly. No, he declared in a wild outburst of despair, the belief that God is Master of the world is an exploded fallacy. What proof have we of the existence of a Supreme Being? None. What proof of a life hereafter? None. Religion is a mere sentimental pastime for women and fools. For priests to try and convert convicts is a sorry, miserable farce. There is no God!

Several minutes elapsed, during which he thought seriously upon the mad words that had escaped him. The recollection of the religious teaching he had received at his mothers knee came back to him. He had often jested at holy things, but never before had he been smitten by conscience as now.

Suppose — suppose, after all, there is an Almighty Power, he said thoughtfully, in an awed voice. Suppose it is enabled to direct circumstances and control destiny. In that case God could give me freedom. He could give Valérie back to me, and I should return home and resume the perfect happiness that was so brief and so suddenly dispelled. Ah! if such things could be! And — why not? My mother — did she not believe in God? Were not the words she uttered with her dying breath a declaration of implicit trust in Him? Did she not die peacefully because of her firm, unshaken faith?

Jumping to his feet with a sudden resolution, he stretched forth his hands in supplication to heaven, exclaiming, in a hoarse, half-choked whisper — 

I — I believe — yes, I believe theres a Ruling Power. No! Ill not abandon all hope yet.

His arms dropped listlessly to his side again, and he sank upon the boulder where he had been sitting, silent and thoughtful, wondering whether freedom would ever again be his.

Hulloa, exclaimed a voice in French. Why, whats the matter? Any one watching you from a distance, as Ive been doing, would think youd taken leave of your senses.

Glancing up quickly, he saw it was a bearded, unkempt prisoner who, condemned to a sentence à perpétuité, worked in the mine in the same labour gang as himself.

I hope youve enjoyed the entertainment, he said, in annoyance.

Entertainment, echoed the other. There is scarcely entertainment in the mauvais quart-dheure, is there? Bah! we all of us in this malarial death-trap have periods of melancholy, more or less. For myself, Im never troubled with them. When youve been here a few years youll see the folly of giving way to gloomy thoughts, and the utter uselessness of entertaining any anticipation of either escape or release.

But we may still hope.

Hope! Whats the use? What can we hope for — except death? he asked bitterly. Then, without waiting for a reply, he said, Lets forget it all; we shall die some day, and then we shall obtain rest and peace, perhaps.

We cannot all forget so easily.

There, dont talk so dismally. Come, we must be going.

Where?

To the cage, he replied, indicating the prison by the sobriquet bestowed upon it by the convicts. The gun has sounded. Did you not hear it? Come, we must hasten, or you know the penalty.

Hugh sighed again, rose to his feet, took up his pickaxe, and, placing it upon his shoulder, walked with heavy wearied steps beside his companion in misfortune. Both trudged on in dogged silence, broken only by the clanking of their leg-irons, for nearly a quarter of a mile along the rough beach path, until they came to a broader path leading inland, with dense forests on either side.

Here they were met by two armed warders, who roundly abused them for their tardy appearance, and who escorted them within the grim portals of the long, low stone building which stood upon the side of the bare, rugged mountain overlooking Noumea.


Chapter Twenty Nine.

Gilded Sorrow.
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GOOD HEAVENS! WHY, it cant be true.

The exclamation escaped Jack Egertons lips as he sat in his studio enjoying his matutinal pipe, and glancing through the Daily News prior to commencing work.

The paragraph he had read contained nothing startling to the ordinary newspaper reader. It was merely an announcement that the will had been proved of the late Mr Hugh Trethowen, of Coombe Hall, Cornwall, who died suddenly at the Hôtel du Nord, Antwerp, and that the whole of the estate, valued at 112,000 pounds, had been left to his wife Valérie.

Dead! Dead! And I knew nothing of it, poor fellow! he cried, starting up, and, after re-reading the words, standing motionless. Died suddenly, he reflected bitterly. An ominous expression where Valérie Dedieu is concerned. More than one person who has enjoyed her acquaintance has died suddenly. If I thought he had met with foul play, and could prove it, by Heaven! Id do so — even at the risk of my own liberty. Poor Hugh, he added in a low, broken voice. We have been almost brothers. God! shall I ever forgive myself for not warning him of his danger? Yet I did tell him she was not fit to be his wife, but he took no heed. No; he was infatuated by her fatally seductive smiles and accursed beauty.

Pushing the hair from his forehead he flung the paper from him with a gesture of despair.

Dead, he murmured. How much I owe to him. In the days when I scarcely earned enough to keep body and soul together, we shared one anothers luck, Bohemians that we were, often living from hand to mouth, and not knowing whence the next half-crown was to come. Always my warmest friend from that time until his marriage: he was an irrepressible, genial, good fellow, whom everybody held in high esteem. Always merry, always light-hearted; in many a dark hour, when Ive been on the verge of despair, it has been his perfect indifference to melancholy that has cheered and given me heart; nay, it was by his advice and encouragement that, instead of going out to the Transvaal as I intended, I remained here to work and win fame.

He sighed deeply, and tears welled in his eyes.

I have no brother; he was one — and — and Ive lost him. I should have liked to have been at the funeral to have paid a last tribute to his memory. Had I placed a wreath upon the grave, it would have been with hands more tender than any of those persons who showed outward bereavement. Where was the widow, I wonder?

As he paused, his face grew stern and he clenched his hands.

Bah! The widow who, by his death, has gained one hundred and twelve thousand pounds — the woman who, staking life for gold, held him in her fatal toils until death severed the bond. I wonder — I wonder, if I went to Antwerp, whether I could discover evidence of foul play? Is it not my duty to try? If he has met the same terrible fate as—

Good-morning, Jack! exclaimed Dolly Vivian brightly, tripping into the room.

Good-morning, he assented sullenly, without looking up at her.

How disagreeable you are to-day, she observed, as she commenced unbuttoning her glove. Anything wrong?

Yes, a good deal. I shant want you; I cant work to-day, he replied sadly.

Whats the matter? she asked in alarm, advancing towards him and placing her hand upon his arm.

Turning with a sigh, he looked into her face and said, in a low, earnest tone — 

Dolly, Ive received bad news.

What is it — tell me? Dont keep me in suspense.

It is about some one you know.

News of Hugh? she cried, her thoughts at once reverting to the man she loved.

He nodded, but did not reply.

What of him? Where is he?

Dolly, he said hesitatingly,— he is dead.

Dead! she gasped, clutching at a chair for support.

She would have fallen had he not rushed to her and placed his arm around her waist. In a few moments, however, she recovered herself.

You — you tell me he is dead. How do you know?

By the newspaper.

Dead! Hugh dead! I cant — no, I wont believe it, she cried wildly. There must be some mistake.

He died suddenly at Antwerp, Jack said mechanically.

You mean he has been killed — that his wife is a murderess.

Hush, Dolly, he exclaimed quickly; you cannot prove that, remember.

Oh, cant I? If he has been murdered, I will discover the truth. Her past is better known to me than she imagines. Ill denounce Valérie Duvauchel as the woman who—

Why, how did you know that was her name? he asked in amazement and undisguised alarm.

What was I saying? Forgive me if I made any unjust remark, but I could not help it, she urged. It is all so sudden — and — and he is dead.

She knew she had said too much, and tried to hide her confusion in the intense grief which his announcement had caused.

You said her name was Duvauchel? he said quietly.

Did I? Well, what of that?

You are acquainted with incidents of her past. What is it you know? Tell me.

She hesitated. Her face was white and agitated, but she had shed no tears. Her heart was stricken with grief, yet she strove to conceal her intense love for the man who was reported dead.

Why, she answered slowly, I know that she — but — indeed, I know nothing, she added hysterically.

Thats not the truth, he said reproachfully.

Perhaps not. Nevertheless, what I know I shall keep secret. The time may come when I shall have my revenge upon the woman who has robbed me of the man I love — the vile, heartless woman who has killed him.

You cannot prove that he met with his death by foul means, he said reflectively. The report says he died suddenly — nothing more. Read for yourself, and he handed her the paper, at the same time pointing to the paragraph.

Then she has obtained all his money? Dolly observed mechanically, after she had glanced at it. Is not that sufficient motive for his death?

The artist admitted that it was. The unutterable sadness of ten minutes before had given place to a strange apprehensive dread. It was clear that Dolly was in possession of some facts connected with the hidden pages of the Frenchwomans history. In that case, he told himself, it was more than probable she would ultimately discover his own secret — the secret which fettered him to this clever, handsome adventuress, even if she were not acquainted with it already. His heart sank within him as he recognised that alienation and loathing would be the inevitable result Dolly would shrink from his touch as from some unclean thing. She would regard him as a debased criminal.

He tried to fix upon some means by which to ascertain the extent of her information. The thought suggested itself that he should tell her something of Valéries history, and lead her on to divulge what she knew. Such a course, however, did not commend itself to him. He was bound to preserve the secret, for full well he knew that Valéries threats were never idle — that she would show him no mercy if he divulged.

Thus he was as powerless as before. The maddening thought flashed through his mind that a plain, straightforward statement of facts to Hugh when first he had met her would have obviated his ruin and prevented his death.

To and fro he paced the studio in a frenzy of grief and despair.

The pretty model watched him for a moment, then, sinking upon a couch, and covering her face with her hands, burst into a torrent of tears. Unable to control her bitter sorrow, her pent-up feelings obtained vent in a manner that was heart-rending to the kind, sensitive man who stood before her.

Dolly, I know what a terrible blow this is to you, said he sympathetically, removing her hat, and tenderly stroking her hair. You loved him?

She did not answer at once, hesitating even then to admit the truth.

Yes, she sobbed at last, I did. You little know what I have endured for his sake.

Ah! I can well understand. You loved him dearly, yet he left you for the woman who exercised a fatal fascination upon him. With scarcely a word of farewell, he cast your love aside and offered Valérie marriage. I know the depth of your disappointment and terrible sorrow. Dont think that because I have never made love to you that I am utterly devoid of affection. I loved — once — and it brought me grief quite as poignant as yours; therefore I can sympathise with you.

He spoke with sadness, and with a heavy sigh passed his hand with aweary gesture across his care-lined brow.

Its so foolish of me, she murmured apologetically, in a low, broken voice. I ought not to have made this confession.

Why not? I had noticed it long ago. Love always betrays itself.

Lifting her sad, tear-stained face, she looked earnestly into his eyes.

What can you think of me, Jack? she asked.

Think of you? he repeated. Why, the same as I have always done — that you are an upright, honest woman. Neither blame nor dishonour attaches to you. When he left you so cruelly, you bore your sorrow bravely, thinking, no doubt, that some day he might return and make you happy. Was not that so?

She nodded an affirmative. Her gaze was fixed thoughtfully on the canvas which stood on an easel behind him; her slim, white hands were crossed in front of her.

Since we parted, she said, in a strained, broken voice, as if speaking to herself, he has been uppermost in my thoughts. Often when I have been alone, indulging in dreamy musings, I have looked up and seemed to see him standing contemplating me. Then all the regret has fled from my heart, and paradise has stolen in. He has spoken to me, smiled at me, as he did in those pleasant days when first we knew each other. Yet next moment the vision would fade before my eyes, and I have found myself deceived by a mere chimera, tricked by an idle fancy. But now he is dead: gone from me never to return — never.

And she again gave way to tears, sobbing bitterly.

Come, come, Dolly, said the artist, again passing his hand lightly over her hair, endeavouring to soothe her; dont be downhearted. Yours is a cruel and heavy sorrow, I know; but try to bear up against it, try to think that perhaps, as you suggested, he is not dead. Even if you have lost your lover, you have in me a true and trusted friend.

Yes, I know, she sobbed brokenly. You are my only friend. It is extremely kind of you to talk like this; yet you cannot know the extent of my love for him.

I quite realise how much you cared for him, he said slowly, in a pained voice. If he had married you, his life would have been peaceful and happy. Fate, however, decreed different, and, that being the case, you must try to forget him.

Forget him! Never! she cried. Then recovering herself, she added: Excuse what I say; I hardly know what Ive been telling you.

Whatever has passed between us will always be kept secret, he assured her.

Ah! I feel sure you will tell no one; you are always loyal to a woman.

Now, promise to think less about him, he urged, looking down into her grief-stricken face.

I cannot, she replied firmly. Somehow, I dont believe that he is dead. I shall endeavour to clear up the mystery and ascertain the truth.

And I will render you what assistance I can. Count upon my help, he said enthusiastically. Well get at the real facts somehow or other.

You are very kind, she answered, drying her tears, and putting on her veil before the mirror. I have a terrible headache, and am fit for nothing to-day, so Ill go home.

To this proposal the artist offered no objection. Her inconsolable grief pained him, and he wanted to be alone to think; so, grasping her hand warmly, he again urged her to bear up under her burden, and watched her walk slowly out, with bowed head and uneven steps.


Chapter Thirty.

The Englishman of the Boulevard Haussmann.
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A CALM, BOUNDLESS waste of sunlit sea. Three men, haggard, blear-eyed, and staring, sat in dejected attitudes in a small, open boat. The blazing noonday sun beat down mercilessly upon their uncovered heads, reflecting from the waters unruffled surface, blinding them by its intense glare.

There was not the faintest breath of wind, not a speck upon the clearly-defined horizon — nothing but the wide, brilliant expanse of the Pacific. Long ago all hope of rescue had been abandoned. One of the ragged, unkempt trio was lashed tightly to the thwarts for, having slaked his thirst with sea water, he had developed insanity, and his companions had bound him fast where he sat, wide-eyed and dishevelled, giving vent at frequent intervals to the drivel of an idiot, plentifully punctuated with horrible imprecations.

The two others, thin-faced, careworn, and anxious, sat silent, motionless, in blank, unutterable despair. Ever and anon their aching, bloodshot eyes wandered wearily around in search of a passing sail, but never once had a mast been sighted, for they were out of the track of the ships. In dress each bore a resemblance to the other, inasmuch as numbers were painted conspicuously on their backs, while the wrists of the one who had become demented were still in bracelets of rusted steel, although the connecting link had been broken. They were three bearded, dirty, repulsive-looking criminals, who, having been so far successful as to escape from New Caledonia, had discovered, to their dismay and horror, that their bold dash for liberty had been in vain — that they had escaped their taskmasters only to be ultimately overcome by thirst and starvation.

The heat was awful. The blazing sun parched their mouths, and set their brains aflame with fever. Though now and then they sucked the horn hilts of their knives in an endeavour to alleviate the all-consuming thirst, yet their throats were too dry to utter scarcely a syllable. Rowing was useless, conversation was useless, hope was useless. Abandoned to despair, they were patiently awaiting the moment when body and soul would part. They suffered most because they still remained sane.

Six days ago Hugh Trethowen and two fellow-prisoners had been told off from the labour gang to convey stones from the seashore to a spot several miles distant, where a road was being made through the forest. Unaccompanied by the warder, they had made several journeys with the ox-cart, when, on returning to the beach, they observed, to their surprise and satisfaction, that a boat had been run ashore from a ship lying on the opposite side of the headland, and that the crew had left it, evidently proceeding inland in search of provisions.

The prospect of escape immediately suggested itself, and ten minutes later the three men had embarked, and were rowing swiftly round another headland, so as to avoid being observed by those on the ship. After proceeding a couple of miles along a shore they well knew was deserted, they turned the boats head and made straight for the open sea. Excited at the prospect of freedom, all three bent to the oars, exerting every muscle, for they were compelled to get out of sight before their absence was discovered, otherwise they would be pursued and most probably shot down.

Onward they pulled, until the island was only just visible, a dark blue line upon the far-off horizon: then after pausing for half-an-hours rest, they resumed rowing with courage and confidence inspired by thoughts of the free life that lay before them.

The cool breeze of evening refreshed them, and through the long night they struggled on, bending to their oars with a will, even singing snatches of songs to the rhythm of the oars in the rowlocks. Never since their transportation had they experienced such joy as during those first few hours of freedom on the wide silent sea. But happiness does not allay hunger, and when about midnight they thought of food, they discovered to their dismay that there was not a morsel of anything eatable or a drop of fresh water in the boat.

Deep gloomy forebodings succeeded their brief period of happiness, and just before dawn the hungry, adventurous fugitives threw themselves down in the bottom of the boat and slept. In the morning the wind dropped, and there was a dead, breathless calm, that had since been unbroken.

Hugh Trethowen sat motionless and helpless, enduring in silence agony indescribable. Whither they were drifting he knew not, cared not. He knew his fate was sealed.

His companion was the man who had spoken to him on that evening when he was hesitating whether he should abandon belief in an Almighty Power, and now, as he leaned beside his fellow-convict, he was wondering which of them would die first. His brain was on fire; he could not move his eyes without acute pain, for their sockets felt as if they had been filled with molten lead. The pains through his cramped limbs were excruciating, yet he was in a drowsy lethargy — conscious and alive to the fact that the bodily torture was fast sapping his life; that ere the sun went down he would be dead.

The hours of furnace heat wore on more slowly than before: hunger, thirst, and madness waxed fiercer.

With that strange faculty possessed by dying persons he seemed to live the chief incidents of his career over again, each vividly and in rapid succession. But in all his wife was the central figure. The thought that he should never see her again — that now, when within an ace of regaining freedom and returning to her, he was to be cut off — roused him. Struggling against these gloomy apprehensions, he ground his teeth and, resting his elbows on his knees, determined to conquer pain and cheat the Avenger.

Taking the handkerchief from his forehead, he dipped it into the sea and again bandaged his head.

The other man looked up and moaned. He had passed the active stage of suffering. All grew more and more like a confused dream, in which he saw nothing clearly, except, at intervals, the grave sadness of Trethowens face, as he sat awaiting insanity or death.

The groans of his fellow-sufferer did not escape Hugh. He groped about and found a small piece of canvas to lay under the mans head; it was all he could do to make him comfortable.

There was but little difference in the condition of all three now. Even the madmans fit had passed away, and he was lying back motionless, with bright, fevered eyes gazing aimlessly upward into the cloudless vault of blue.

After a long silence, broken only by the gasps and agonised groans of the suffering men, the convict by whose side Hugh was lying stirred uneasily, and turned his wide-open, glassy eyes towards his companion. Tre — Tre — thowen! he gasped hoarsely.

Hugh started up in surprise. All his strength came back to him in that moment. It was the first time he had been addressed by name since his transportation.

How do you know me? he inquired in French, regarding the prostrate man with a new interest.

The other sighed as he pressed his hand to his burning brow.

Dieu! he cried, this awful heat will drive me mad. Then, looking round with wolfish eyes, he asked: What was I saying? Ah, yes, you — you dont recognise me? I cannot hide my identity any longer. Im dying. Does a beard make such a great alteration in a mans countenance?

Recognise you! How should I? asked Hugh, now thoroughly aroused from his lethargy.

Then you dont — remember — the Comte Chaulin-Servinière — at Spa?

Count Lucien! — Valéries cousin! cried Hugh, in incredulous astonishment, as he suddenly recognised the mans features. Why — good God! yes. Only imagine, we have been comrades so long, yet I failed to recognise you. How came you to be sent to this infernal doom?

It was her doing.

Whose?

Valéries.

He ground his teeth viciously, and his bright eyes flashed as he uttered her name.

How is that? Remember she is my wife? Hugh exclaimed with wrath.

Yes — alas for you?

What do you mean? asked he, gazing at him fixedly, half inclined to accept his words as the manifestation of approaching madness.

You — you married her. Ah! I know how it was all brought about. It was an evil hour, an accursed day, when you tied yourself to her, for her murderous clique have made us both their victims. I meant to live and escape, so that I could bring upon her that merciless judgment she richly deserves, but I — Im dying. Dieu! Give me water! Just one drop! he implored piteously. For the love of heaven give me Something to drink. My throats on fire. Cant you see Im choking? he added in a husky, intense voice.

Hugh looked into the dying mans face and shook his head sadly.

Ah! none. I comprehend, he moaned. Then, with a sudden fierceness, he cried: Im dying — dying. Ciel! I shall never have the satisfaction of witnessing her degradation, of seeing her white neck severed by Monsieur Deibler at La Roquette!

Tell me. What do you mean by victims? inquired Trethowen breathlessly.

The astonishment at discovering the identity of his comrade had given him renewed strength.

Again the man passed his hand across his drawn, haggard face, and wiped the death-sweat from his brow.

I havent the strength — to tell you all. Ah! water — for Gods sake give me water!

His tongue, swollen and red, was protruding from his mouth as he lay panting for breath and clutching at his parched throat in a paroxysm of pain.

When this had subsided, he continued — 

Now — now, before its too late, swear — swear by all you hold sacred to do my bidding.

What do you mean? I dont understand.

If — if I tell you the secret and you escape from this, youll be able to take my place as a living witness of her guilt — youll be able to wreak vengeance upon her in my stead; to end a career, dark and dishonourable, shadowed by a terrible crime.

Relate the facts, urged the younger man impatiently, for he well knew that the others strength was fast failing, and feared lest the end should come before he could narrate the story.

You have not sworn. Take an oath to deliver her up to justice should you escape, then I will show you the full extent of her villainy.

The dying mans terrible earnestness alarmed him.

How can I do so until I am convinced? he argued. What proof was there, he reflected, that Valérie had been false to him? After all, perhaps these wild words were the irresponsible expressions of a person whose mind was unhinged.

At that moment the madman in the boats stern started up with a fearful oath, afterwards laughing, fiendishly, and keeping up a hideous gibbering which added to the horror of Trethowens surroundings.

Answer me, said his companion, in a low, guttural voice. Will you take the oath?

He hesitated, remembering that she was his wife, the woman he trusted implicitly, and whom he still adored, believing her to be good and pure. Yet here was a chance to ascertain something about her past, the secret of which had been so strangely preserved by Egerton. The temptation proved too great. To humour an imbecile, he thought, was justifiable.

Turning to the dying man, he exclaimed suddenly— I swear.

The anxious wearied expression on the mans face almost momentarily disappeared on obtaining a decisive answer from his comrade, and after a few moments silence he grew calmer, and his breathing became more easy.

In obedience to a motion from him, Hugh placed his ear closer, at the same time passing his arm gently under the sufferers head.

A few years ago, he said feebly, three English students lived in Paris, on the first floor of a dingy old house in the Quai Montabello, facing Notre Dame. Their names were Holt, Glanville, and Egerton. They were—

Egerton! I have a friend of that name!

Yes, it was he! Like many other hare-brained denizens of the Quartier Latin, they frequently passed their evenings at the Bal Bullier. One night while dancing there, Egerton met a young and handsome woman. Her charms were irresistible, and he fell madly in love with her, young fool that he was! She was poor when these men first knew her, and, discovering that she was in the chorus at the Chatelet, they bestowed upon her the name of La Petite Hirondelle. She was a clever woman, and not to be easily overtaken by adverse fortune. Indeed, hers had already been an adventurous career, and she had few scruples—

What was the womans name? asked Hugh anxiously.

She had many. But — I was telling you. The man with whom she lived was an expert thief, and she, a voleuse also, was his accomplice, being an adept at abstracting jewellery from counter-trays in shops she visited on pretence of making a purchase. The money upon which they had been living was the proceeds of an extensive plate robbery at a mansion at Asnières, which had been perpetrated by this man and a youthful assistant; the man you know as Adolphe Chavoix.

Chavoix! Your friend!

The other nodded. He had spoken in broken sentences, without looking up and his breath now came with hard laboured gasps in the intervals, as if speaking and keeping silence were alike a pain to him. The stronger man felt touched with a reverent pity for the weak one at his side.

Again the swelling in the dying mans throat increased his agony. His thoughts wandered, and he uttered fierce imprecations with words that had neither meaning nor context.

Valérie! Valérie! he cried in deep guttural tones, after giving vent to a volley of fearful oaths. Its you — your accursed treachery that has brought me to this! I die — I die in horrible torture the death of a dog, while you laugh, take your ease, and congratulate yourself upon getting rid of me so easily. Diable! he screamed, making a desperate but futile effort to raise himself, Trethowen shall know all — everything, and if he lives you will — ha, ha! youll die in greater degradation than myself. You shall suffer — by Heaven you shall—

His hands were clenched and his face distorted by an expression of intense hatred and dogged revenge. He closed his eyes, as if to shape his thoughts, and lay for some time motionless, while Trethowen, who had watched the changes of his countenance and listened to the wild allegations against his wife, whom he thought so pure, sat regarding him anxiously, awaiting the convicts further revelations.

Egerton and Valérie had met in Paris, he reflected. He had not been mistaken when jealousy had taken possession of him on that day he found them together in the studio. This truth cut short his resolution not to prejudge her without a full knowledge of the facts. It rose suddenly in his mind and covered every thought with a veil. His resolution broke down, and he argued with himself against it.

Clutching his arm, Bérard turned his fevered eyes again upon him, with an expression of terrible earnestness.

I want, he said, articulating with difficulty— I want to tell you something more.

Concerning her?

Making a gesture in the affirmative, he raised his head and glanced with eager eyes over the gunwale at the dear, calm sea.

Water! he implored piteously. I — I must have some — some of that. My throat! Ah! I cant breathe.

Hugh noticed his effort to dip his hand into the sea, and arrested his arm, exclaiming in a calm voice — 

No, by Heaven! you shant. That means death. Hope on; we may both live yet.

Ah, he replied mechanically, his head sinking slowly back upon his companions arm. Presently he resumed, in low, broken tones, sometimes so feeble that the anxious listener could scarcely catch them. I told you that when these students first met this woman she was poor. Cruel in her coquetry as was her wont by nature, she encouraged the attentions of Egerton, although his pocket was light as his heart. The artist adored her, with the same passionate ardour that dozens of men have done, yourself included—

Do you mean that Valérie was a thiefs mistress? he cried in amazement, as the truth flashed upon him.

Yes.

I dont — I cant believe it. How can you prove it? What was this mans name? he demanded.

Victor Bérard, and he hesitated for a second. The unfortunate devil who afterwards, in order to assist her in a nefarious plot which has been only too successful, assumed the name of the Comte Lucien Chaulin-Servinière!

What! You! cried Trethowen, scarcely believing his ears, and withdrawing his hand from the prostrate mans head with a feeling of repulsion. You were her lover!

Yes, he continued, unmoved by his companions astonishment. Remember when Egerton met her he believed she lived at home with her mother, who kept a little estaminet. He told her of his love, and she made pretence of entertaining true, honest affection for him. It was not long, however, before he discovered that she was no better than the rest of the women who sipped sirops at the Bullier. He found that in a handsome suite of rooms in the Boulevard Haussmann there resided a rich Englishman, named Nicholson. With this man she had a liaison, and when the artist charged her with it she admitted the truth, telling him that the Englishman held such power over her that she dare not refuse to visit him.

Was that the truth?

Judge for yourself by subsequent events. This man Nicholson was a diamond merchant, and the safe in his rooms frequently contained gems worth large sums. Egerton fostered a murderous hatred towards this man, whom he had never seen, but who was the only obstacle to his happiness. One day he met them both in the Bois, and she introduced him. On subsequent occasions the two men met, and the artist ingratiated himself with his rival. Ah!

He paused, and gasped for breath. Then, resuming, said — 

I — I neednt go into details. It is sufficient to say that she grew tired of Nicholson, and announced the fact to Egerton, remarking that if she could free herself from the odious bond she would become his mistress. This — this had the — desired effect. A few days later Nicholson was found dead in his room. He had been murdered by Egerton—

Jack Egerton a murderer?

Yes. And the safe, which had contained a quantity of valuable uncut stones, had been ransacked.

Great heavens! you cannot be speaking the truth! Do you mean to say that this Nicholson was killed by my friend Egerton?

Yes. Stabbed to the heart, he replied faintly, with closed eyes.

Do you expect me to accept this without proof? asked Trethowen.

The prostrate man opened his eyes. In them the film of death had already gathered.

I — I — can — prove it. He killed Nicholson because — because he loved Valérie?

Was she aware of his intentions?

No, no — mon Dieu! — no! he gasped.

Tell me all the circumstances which led to the tragedy, demanded Hugh, with fierce impatience.

Its a long story. The whole facts would astonish you. You remember — your brother — was murdered? Ah! Dieu! My throat! Im choking! My head! Its all so strange! Yet now I — I feel quite well again — quite — well!

The colour had left his lips, and his eyes, although wide-open, were dim. The death-rattle was in his throat.

For Gods sake, tell me more before you die? implored Hugh, bending over him.

But the convict took no heed.

Valérie! Valérie! he moaned in a hoarse, feeble voice.

His jaw suddenly dropped, and the light went out of his face.

Trethowen placed his hand upon his heart, but there was no movement. The spark of life had fled.

Scrambling along to where the madman lay silent and motionless, he touched him on the shoulder. A second later, however, he started back, as he became conscious that to the thwarts was bound a corpse.

Hugh Trethowen was left alone with two bodies to suffer death by slow torture, the horrors of which he had already witnessed.

Shading his aching eyes with his hand, he struggled back and gazed around.

No sign of assistance — only a wide stretch of horizon unrelieved by a single hope-inspiring speck.

The revelations made by the dead man had killed all desire for life within him. With a heart bursting with grief at finding the woman he loved so well guilty of such vile dishonour, he cast himself into the bottom of the boat and lay awaiting his end, praying that his agony might not be protracted.


Chapter Thirty One.

A Wanderer.
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A WET WINTERS night in London.

Heedless of the heavy rain and biting east wind that swept in violent gusts along the dismal, deserted Strand, Hugh Trethowen, with bent head, plodded doggedly on towards Westminster. His scanty clothes, or rather the patched and ragged remains of what once were garments, were saturated and clung to him, while the icy wind blew through him, chilling him to the bone. Although unprotected by either umbrella or overcoat, he neither hesitated nor sought shelter, but, apparently quite unconscious of the inclement weather, continued to walk as briskly as his tired limbs would allow. Trudging onward, without glancing either to right or left, he splashed with heavy, careless steps through the muddy street, absorbed in his own sad thoughts.

Weary, hungry, and penniless, he nevertheless experienced a feeling of satisfaction, not unmingled with surprise, at finding himself again treading the well-remembered London streets, after escaping death so narrowly.

The two years absence had aged him considerably. The hard lines on his still handsome features told of the privations and sufferings he had undergone, and he no longer carried himself erect, but with a stoop which was now habitual, the result of hard toil in the mine.

His rescue had been almost providential.

The shock at finding both his companions dead, combined with the agony of mind caused by the revelations made by Bérard, overwhelmed him. In despair he felt that his end was near, and as a natural consequence soon lapsed into unconsciousness. For hours, days, he may have remained in that condition, for aught he knew. When he recovered his senses he was astonished at finding himself lying in a berth in a clean, cool cabin. A man was bending over him — a big, bearded, kindly-looking seaman, who smoothed his pillow, and uttered some words in an unfamiliar language. By using French, however, both men were able to converse, and it was then he learnt that he had been picked up by the Norwegian steamer Naes, which was on a voyage from Sydney to San Francisco. The utmost kindness was shown to him by the captain, to whom he told the story of his imprisonment and escape, and after an uneventful voyage he landed at the American port. Utterly destitute, with only two dollars in his pocket, which had been given to him by a passenger for rendering some little services, he at once sought work, intending to earn enough to enable him to cross America and return to England.

Bérards allegations against Valérie and Egerton were mysterious and incomprehensible, and, with the sole object of getting to London and seeking a full explanation, he toiled diligently at various menial occupations, always moving from town to town in the direction of the Atlantic. Successively he pursued the vocations of cattle drover, watchman, farm labourer, and railway stoker, until at length, after many months of anxious work, he arrived at New York, and shipped on board a steamer bound for London, giving his services as fireman in return for the passage home.

Thus he had reached the Metropolis that evening without possessing a single penny, and was therefore compelled to tramp the whole distance from the docks through the steadily-falling rain.

Had he written to Egerton for money to pay his passage he knew he should have obtained it, but he was determined to make his reappearance in London unexpectedly. He intended to descend suddenly upon both his friend and Valérie, to ascertain how much truth was contained in the dying confession of the convict. If he sent for money, he told himself that he might be asking a favour of his wifes lover, hence he decided to work his own way towards his goal, if slowly, nevertheless with effect.

Once only he raised his head. He was passing the entrance of Terrys Theatre, where upon the step there stood two young men in evening dress, who were smoking during the entracte. Looking up he recognised them as bachelor acquaintances, but desirous of being unobserved in that plight, he quickly bent his head again, and continued his dreary walk. The keen wind blew through his scanty garments, causing him to shiver, yet the atmospheric change from the hot, stifling stokehold to the midwinter blast troubled him not. He merely drew his wet jacket closer around him, quickened his pace, and strode across Trafalgar Square, turning in the direction of Victoria Street.

Indeed, he had little upon which to congratulate himself. True, he had escaped a terrible death; yet even this was counterbalanced by the fact that all that was nearest and dearest to him had been swept away. His idol had been thrown from her pedestal; the woman he had trusted and loved, turning a deaf ear to warning and entreaty alike, had been denounced as a crafty, shameless adventuress. Nevertheless, even in the depths of his despair he refused to give entire credence to the words of his dead comrade, and, arguing against himself, resolved to face her before judging her.

Strange it is how we men cling to the belief that the woman we love is pure, notwithstanding the most obvious proofs of infamy are thrust under our very noses. The moment we regard a woman as our ideal, we at once close our eyes to her every fault; and the more beautiful and kind-mannered she is, the less prone are we to accept what is told us of her past. It is so in every case of passionate affection. Woman always holds the whip-hand, while her adorer is weak and helpless as a child, easily misled, deceived with impunity, and made the shuttlecock of feminine caprice.

After marriage, when the glamour fails and mans natural caution asserts itself, then follows remorse — and frequently divorce.

Hugh had little difficulty in discovering Victoria Mansions, in which Valéries flat was situated. Shortly before their marriage he had renewed the lease of the suite in order that they might have a place of their own in town; therefore he felt certain that he should find her there. With anxious feelings he ascended the broad staircase, and rang the bell of the outer door.

There was neither response nor sound of movement within, and although he repeated his summons several times it was evident no one was at home.

As he stood before the door the porter ascended, and, noticing his attire, inquired gruffly what his business was.

I want Mrs Trethowen, he replied.

Shes away.

Where is she?

How should I know?

When did she leave?

A week ago. She and the gentleman and the two maids went away together. I believe theyve gone to their country place.

The gentleman! Whos he? asked Hugh in surprise.

Why, madames husband, I suppose. But there — I dont know anything about peoples business in this place. Got enough to do to look after my own, he added, with a sardonic grin.

What sort of man is this gentleman? inquired Trethowen excitedly.

Find out, replied the man in uniform arrogantly. I dont want any of your cross-examination. Shes gone away, and thats enough for you.

Then he turned and ascended the stairs to the next floor, leaving Hugh disconcerted and perplexed.

The gentleman! Madames husband! Could it be that Valérie had already forgotten him? It was clearly useless to remain there, so he quickly resolved to go to Egerton, seek what information he could afford, and endeavour to obtain an explanation of the terrible allegations made by Bérard.

With this object he descended into the street, and with hastening steps pursued his way to Chelsea.

The artist was sitting alone before the studio fire, lazily smoking, and reading a novel, when Mrs OShea opened the door for Hugh to enter.

Unaware of the presence of a visitor, he did not glance up from his book for a few seconds, but when his eyes suddenly fell upon the gaunt, ragged figure before him, he was speechless with amazement.

Good God! — Hugh! he cried, springing to his feet, and making a movement as if to grasp his friends hand.

But his visitor calmly put his hand behind his back, and, in a deep, earnest tone, he replied coldly — 

Yes, Jack. Before we shake hands, however, I have some questions to put to you.

Questions! exclaimed the artist. Why, whats the matter? Then, noticing the state of his clothing, he added. You were reported dead. Where have you been; whats the reason of your long silence?

Ive been in prison.

In prison!

The other nodded an affirmative, and briefly described how he had been arrested and transported, and the manner in which he had effected his escape.

The artist listened in dumb amazement.

But what was your crime? he asked, when Hugh had concluded his narrative. Surely there must have been some very serious mistake.

No, none. I have been the victim of a foul conspiracy, in which you, my old and best friend, have assisted, he replied bitterly.

Why, Hugh, what do you mean? Of what do you accuse me?

Valérie was your mistress!

Valérie! he cried, starting up. I — indeed, I—

It is useless to deny it, interrupted Hugh coolly. Your villainy has been exposed to me. Perhaps in your endeavour to prove your innocence you will disclaim acquaintance with Victor Bérard, with La Petite Hirondelle or with a diamond-dealer named Nicholson, who—

The colour left the artists countenance at the mention of the latter name.

Stop! he cried hoarsely, clutching his companions arm, and gazing earnestly into his eyes. What is this you say? What do you allege?

That the police are still seeking for the perpetrator of the murder in the Boulevard Haussmann!

Egerton raised his head quickly. The keen eyes of his friend were fixed upon him searchingly. Under that piercing gaze he tried to look as if the words had not disturbed him.

How have you discovered that, pray? he asked, with a calmness that was forced.

Bérard has confessed.

God! Hugh! Then — then you know my secret! he gasped hoarsely, looking at his companion with wild, staring eyes.

I do — at least, a portion of it, was the calm reply. But you and I, Jack, are friends, and before believing anything base of you I seek an explanation from your own lips.

The artist paced up and down his studio with quick, short steps, endeavouring to control his agitation. Suddenly he halted and raised his head; his face was flushed, and the small mouth was closed firmly.

I will trust you, Hugh. My life will depend upon your silence, he said in a low, distinct voice.

I shall observe your confidence; if you doubt me, do not speak.

I do not doubt you — I only doubt myself.

And he began to pace the room again, with head bent and hands clasped behind him.

Hugh waited.

I know you will loathe me — that you will never again clasp my hand in friendship, said Egerton, as he walked up and down, with an agitation in his manner which increased as he went on. You may tell me so, too, if you like, for I hate myself. There were no extenuating circumstances in the crime which I committed — none—

Hush! cried Trethowen. Dont speak so loud. We may be overheard.

Heedless of the warning, the artist continued — 

Does it not seem absurd that a mans whole life and ambition should be overthrown by a mere passion for a woman? he said bitterly. Yet this has been my case. You remember that soon after we first became acquainted I went to study in Paris — but there, perhaps Bérard has told you?

No; I wish to hear the true facts, replied Hugh. Tell me all.

Ah! the story is not an enticing one to relate, the artist resumed, with a subdued, feverish agitation. There were three of us — Holt, Glanville, and myself — and in the Quartier Latin we led a reckless existence, with feast and jubilee one day, and starvation the next. We were a free-and-easy trio in our atelier on the Quai Montabello, happy in to-day and heedless of to-morrow, caring nothing for those bonds of conventionality which degrade men into money-grubs. I had freedom, liberty, happiness, until one night at a bal masque at the Bullier I met a woman. Ah, I see you are smiling already. Well, smile on. I would laugh were it not that I feel the pain.

There was an intense bitterness in his tone, which showed how very keenly he felt.

Nay, interrupted Hugh coolly, you mistake the meaning of my smile.

No matter; you have every reason to smile, for it was contemptible weakness, and that weakness was mine. I had seen many women whom the world called beauties, and I could look upon them with indifference. At last—

He paused; a lump rose in his throat, and his hands were clasped behind him convulsively.

At last, he went on, with a fierce passion— at last I saw her — our eyes met. It was no fancy, no boyish imagination — it was reality. I stood before her, dumb, trembling, spellbound. I could not speak, I could not move, the power of life seemed to have gone from me.

Again he paused — he was now standing before his friend — the bright eyes gleamed with the intensity of his passion, his lips were quivering, and his breast rose and fell with the emotion which the painful memory called forth.

Laugh, sneer, if you will, he continued wildly; but even as I have seen lightning strike a man dead to earth, her eyes flashed upon me, and reft me of heart, of reason, of soul.

He paused, and drew a deep sigh.

I was mad — mad, he went on, with suppressed emotion, and could not help myself. She absorbed all thought, all mind, and I was false to my true mistress, Art. Brush and easel were forgotten that I might seek this woman, and with my eyes drink in her beauty that filled my veins with poison. Her features and form were the perfection of beauty. Ah! but there — you know too well. Valéries beauty is that of a divine statue, and only a statue. A very goddess of loveliness, but carven in cold stone. There is no heart, no life, no soul within. I saw this then clearly, as I see it now, yet still I loved her — I loved her!

He flung himself into a chair, and, leaning his elbows upon the table, hid his face in his hands.

Is that all? inquired Trethowen, looking up from beneath his heavy brows.

No, no — would to heaven that had been all. I scarcely know how, but we became friends. We were both poor, many of our tastes were in common, and at length I prevailed upon her to visit our shabby atelier, where I painted her portrait. It was my best work; I have done nothing to equal it since. She was pleased with it, and favoured me. In my madness I cared not how the favour was obtained. I was in a mad, drunken delirium of joy, and abandoned myself to destruction. Alas! it came. I was dashed from the threshold of paradise into the abyss of despair. I learned that this woman whom I worshipped as an idol was no better than the painted and powdered women who frequented the Bal Bullier and the Moulin Rouge — that she had a lover!

He laughed a hard, bitter laugh, and then was silent.


Chapter Thirty Two.

Gabrielle Debriège.
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A FEW MOMENTS pause, and the artist resumed.

She had admitted that she loved me, he said, in a low quivering tone of anguish. But the fact of her relations with the rich Englishman, Nicholson, was forced on me with proof so damning that I could not shut my eyes, even despite myself.

Pressing his hands upon his brow as if to stay the wild throbbing of his brain, he sat in dejection, while his breath came with difficulty. The confession was wrung from his heart, and the haggard expression of anxiety and despair upon his face told of the mental agony it caused him.

My jealous nature somehow prompted me to seek acquaintance with this man. Unknown to her I obtained an introduction to him, and with my fellow-student, Glanville, spent several evenings in his rooms in the Boulevard Haussmann. We drank, smoked and played cards together. He and I often dined at the Café Riche, and gradually I ingratiated myself with him. I really dont know why I did so; it must have been due to the devils promptings. Holt and Glanville admired her, and I was flattered by their envy at the favour she bestowed upon me. Ah! poor fools, they did not know the blackness of her heart. Thus things went on for six months. Though I never looked upon Valérie with other thoughts than those of pure, honest love, we met almost daily, sometimes walking in the Bois, and frequently taking long excursions into the country, to Argenteuil, to Lagny, or Choisy-le-Roi, where we could be alone to indulge in those confidential conversations in which lovers delight.

Was she aware that you had discovered her intrigue with this man Nicholson? asked Hugh moodily.

Yes. One day we had taken the train to Vincennes, and we were walking back through the wood near the Porte de Picpus, when I taxed her with it. At first she denied it; but recognising that I knew too much, burst into tears, and admitted all. Imploring pity, she kissed my hand, assuring me that she had been the victim of circumstances, that she hated him and loved me alone. My first impulse was to abandon her, and never look upon her face again. Yet, how could I? She was a woman after all, and that cold, calm exterior which chilled one, despite her beauty, might be only the mask of some fierce inward aching. She was a woman, with a womans heart, a womans sympathies and yearnings. I felt confident that she was bearing some heavy burden of guilt or sorrow, and that with agony she wore a mask that hid her secret from the world.

A pity that, under such circumstances, you did not put an end to the acquaintanceship, Trethowen observed, without raising his head.

Ah! he sighed, I was like you yourself have been, powerless in the influence of her presence. I knew I was a miserable fool, undeserving of pity; I knew that it was worse than madness to love her — yet still I loved. I felt that she had been wronged, and sympathised with her. On the one side my reason — calm, cold, and just — pointed to the insanity of my affection; and on the other my heart and Soul. Under the attraction of her beauty, dragged me towards her. I was determined to conquer; nevertheless, when she was near me I was a mere automaton, moving as she indicated, and executing her every desire. It was this inability to resist her that caused me to commit the crime — the crime of murder.

Then you admit you stained your hands with blood? Trethowen exclaimed anxiously.

Yes, yes; but dont shrink from me, he cried, in a beseeching tone. It was for her sake — for Valéries sake. Prompted by the beautiful woman, whose loveliness maddened me, I took my rivals life. You will keep my secret, I know, so I will tell you how it came about. We were seated late one night in the Chat Noir, when she told me she had discovered that Nicholson and I were friends. I was not surprised, for I had anticipated that sooner or later she would find this out: but in the conversation which ensued I reproached her for continuing her intrigue with him. The words I uttered appeared to cause her a fit of remorse, for she protested that it was through no fault of hers, but under absolute compulsion. She declared that this man was in possession of a secret which, if divulged, would ruin her, and hence he held power over her which made it imperative that she should continue the relationship even against her will. We went out and wandered along the deserted streets. With such terrible earnestness did she speak, entreating pity, and asserting her affection for me, that, like a blind, trusting imbecile that I was, I believed her. Indeed, it was evident that whatever love she had entertained for Nicholson had turned to hate. The remembrance of that night is so confused that I can scarce recollect the words I uttered. However, it was she who suggested the crime, for she assured me that if he died she would be willing to marry me. What greater incentive could a jealous lover have to kill the man who barred his happiness? In the few days that followed I tried to tear myself away from her; yet still I was drawn towards her, and at last Valérie — your wife — and I sat together one night actually plotting his death. Blindly I resigned myself to a fate worse than that of the doomed. I promised to murder him!

He spoke in low, hoarse tones, and gazed around the dimly-lit studio with a bewildered, frightened expression in his haggard eyes.

Trethowen stood by him in silent wonder, waiting for him to continue.

I deemed that by striking the blow I should be rendering her a service as well as securing our mutual felicity. I did not know that I was preparing a living torture for myself, that I was resigning every hope, joy, and sentiment that makes life precious. No; in my frame of mind, with my intense hatred excited by the words of the woman I loved, I thought naught of the enormity of the crime, and only regarded the deed as a justifiable means of ridding her of an obnoxious and unholy tie. She planned the crime with care and forethought, even arranging the day, the hour, the moment, that it should be committed. But there — why should I blame her when it is I who was the coward, the criminal? You will understand when I say that at ten oclock one night I softly ascended the stairs from the boulevard, and cautiously entered Nicholsons apartments by means of a key provided by Valérie. Passing along a short, dark passage, I saw a light coming through the chinks of the door which led into the front room that he used as a library and office. In this room was the safe in which he kept his gems, cunningly concealed behind a mock bookcase, so that anyone entering saw nothing of the great green iron doors with shining brass handles. Scarcely daring to breathe, I pushed open the door of this room, and saw my victim seated at his writing-table with his back towards me. The cosy apartment was in comparative darkness, except for the shaded reading-lamp which shed a subdued light in the vicinity of the table. My rival had evidently only just come in, for he had not removed his Inverness coat, and was apparently engrossed in a sheet of accounts he had spread out before him. At first I faltered, but my hand struck the handle of the long, keen, surgeons knife with which I had armed myself. Its touch gave me courage; in a moment I remembered all that I should gain by striking the fatal blow. It was enough! I crept up behind him stealthily, and, lifting the knife, buried it almost up to the hilt in his back! He fell forward dead, without a groan.

The artist sat pale and trembling, with a clammy moisture upon his brow.

Only for a moment I stood regarding my foul handiwork, then I turned and made my way cautiously out, descending to the boulevard and walking as fast as I could to a small café on the other side of the Seine, where I spent the remainder of the evening in drinking cognac.

And what of Valérie? asked Hugh, eager to learn the whole of this almost incredible story. Did she keep her promise?

No, curse her! Two days later, when all Paris was discussing what the papers called the Mystery of the Boulevard Haussmann. I met her, and asked her to redeem her promise and become mine. But she only laughed and treated me with scorn, urging me to leave the city, and announcing her own departure, saying that she was afraid that the police would ascertain her relations with the murdered man, and interrogate her. In vain I implored her to allow me to accompany her, but she refused, and with a cold, formal farewell left me. The sudden change which had come over her was extraordinary, as likewise was the mysterious manner in which she afterwards disappeared. With a broken heart and a heavy burden of guilt, I, too, fled from Paris — anywhere — everywhere. By-and-by I found consolation in my Art — but no ambition. There was a gloomy, morbid pleasure in trying to catch and reproduce those divine lineaments which hid so bad a spirit. And so I wandered from place to place in Italy, in Spain, in Germany, until I returned to London.

When did you next meet her? inquired Trethowen.

Though I heard of her, discovered further proofs of her infamy, and ascertained that at the time she was pretending to love me she was living under the protection of Victor Bérard, a notorious thief, I never set eyes upon her until we met her together that afternoon at Eastbourne. Then I found that she had assumed the name of Dedieu instead of Duvauchel, and that she had managed to acquire sufficient money to live in affluence.

But why did you not warn me? asked Hugh, with bitter reproach.

I told you all I dared. As soon as she knew that you admired her she came to me, and threatened that if I divulged anything she would give me up to the police. Therefore I was powerless to save you, and could only give vague warnings which were worse than useless. Dont you think that the knowledge of your blind implicit trust in such a woman caused me anxiety, especially when I knew that ruin only could be the ultimate result?

The men looked at one another earnestly; each pitied the other.

Ah! I understand Jack, exclaimed Trethowen. Your explanation shows that you did your best to prevent me from falling a victim. We have both been duped; but she shall not go unpunished.

What! You mean to denounce her? he cried, in alarm.

Why not?

Because — because — I am a murderer, and she will have me arrested and tried for taking the life of her lover! Cannot you see that for my own safety we must preserve silence?

Trethowen started as this truth flashed across his mind. He had not before thought of that contingency, and with a sinking heart was compelled to admit the truth of the assertion.

The fetters of matrimony which bound him to this woman were irrevocably welded around his life, unless, perchance, by divorce he could free himself. The gentleman of whom the hall-porter had spoken, who was he?

I have a strong suspicion that it was by her plotting you were sent to New Caledonia, continued Egerton. Depend upon it, sooner or later, we shall discover that La Belle Hirondelle has had a hand in it.

What causes you to think so? his companion asked, in amazement.

It was to her interest that you should be imprisoned. When you were safely out of the way, with a long sentence before you, her course was quite clear.

How?

Simply this: A man who died at a hotel in Antwerp was identified as yourself, a death certificate was obtained in your name, and—

And what then? cried Hugh, astonished.

Your will was proved.

My will?

Yes; you left everything unreservedly to your wife, and consequently she has obtained possession of it.

How did you know? asked the other, dumbfounded.

The artist, without replying, went to his secretaire and took out a newspaper, which he handed to his companion.

Then he flung himself into his chair again, and sat staring blankly into the fire, his face wearing an expression of abject despair.

As Hugh read the paragraph indicated, he uttered an imprecation under his breath, and savagely flung the paper from him. Presently he placed his hand upon his friends shoulder, exclaiming in a sad, sympathetic, voice:

Jack, forgive me! I have judged you unjustly, for before my marriage I was jealous of you, and from the day I found Valérie here in your studio I confess I distrusted; now, however, I find you are my companion in misfortune — that you have also been duped by her. I clearly understand your inability to warn me by relating the terrible story I have just heard from your lips; I know you were powerless to prevent me falling into her cunningly-baited trap. The discovery of her infamy and exposure of her real character is, indeed, a cruel shock to me. Nevertheless, why should our friendship be any the less sincere? Come, lets shake hands.

No, Hugh, he replied despondently, shaking his head. Im unworthy to grasp the hand of any honest man.

Why not?

Im a murderer.

Msieur Jack does not speak the truth, interrupted a shrill, musical voice in French.

Both men started and turned in astonishment. Standing in the deep shadow at the opposite end of the studio was a tall female form, which had apparently been concealed behind a large canvas fixed upon an easel. She had been admitted by Mrs OShea, and her presence had remained unnoticed by the men, so engrossed had they been in their conversation.

They glanced at one another apprehensively, and as she advanced the artist sprang to his feet in indignation and alarm.

A moment later, when the lamplight revealed her features, he drew back in amazement.

You — Gabrielle? he cried.

Oui, I am that unfortunate personage, she replied, with an air of nonchalance. And, moreover, I have been an unintentional eavesdropper.

You heard my confession? he asked hoarsely.

Well — yes. It was an interesting story, yet scarcely novel — at least, to one who is better acquainted with the real facts than yourself.

Then you knew of my crime?

Yes. A combination of circumstances revealed to me who it was who committed the murder.

Ah! It was I — I who killed him, he cried wildly, glaring with haggard eyes.

Hugh stood staring at the strange visitor. Amazed at her sudden appearance, he was speechless. About twenty-eight, tall, dark, with features that were decidedly foreign, she was well-dressed, wearing a smart little sealskin cape, the collar of which was turned up around her neck, while upon her head was perched a coquettish little bonnet.

Jack Egerton recovered himself quickly, and, apologising for neglecting to introduce them, presented her to his friend as Mademoiselle Gabrielle Debriège. Then offering her his chair, he stood before her, and commenced a series of inquiries as to her movements since they last met, and what had induced her to seek him.

This world is a very little place, she replied in broken English, and with a winning smile. An artist is one of the easiest men to find. Lets see, I believe its five years ago since we last saw one another. On the Pont de la Concorde, if I remember aright, and on the morning you left Paris so suddenly without bidding us farewell, you—

How is Glanville? interrupted the artist. Have you met him since he forsook the Quartier Latin?

Forsook! Bah! exclaimed the voluble Frenchwoman, shrugging her shoulders deprecatingly. Without answering the question, she continued: At the time your departure caused some surprise among us, but we little dreamed that you had any connection with the affair of the Boulevard Haussmann. It was only afterwards that the reason of your flight was discovered—

By whom? he asked anxiously.

By me alone. Never fear, I shall act with circumspection, she added, noticing his look of anxiety and alarm. My life has been as adventurous as yours, and since that occurrence I have learnt wisdom. I have sought you for two reasons.

What are they?

Firstly, your friend here, Msieur Trethowen, and yourself have both been the victims of Valérie Duvauchel. You drank of her love philtre, and succumbed to her beauty. You desire revenge — eh?

Hugh bent his head in acquiescence.

I, too, have been cruelly wronged by her. I have waited long in order to repay the debt I owe, and the hour of her retribution is now at hand.

What has she done to you? asked Hugh anxiously.

I will explain everything when in your presence, I meet her face to face. Till then I keep my own secret, fully confident that after the revelations I shall make she will not dare to trouble you again with her presence.

But you must not — you shall not — do this! cried Egerton excitedly. She will wreak her vengeance upon me.

Entertain no such gloomy apprehensions, urged Gabrielle, with a smile of assurance. Before I have done with La Belle Hirondelle she will implore for mercy upon her knees. But will I extend any to her? No. Grand Dieu! She shall suffer for her crime, as I have done.

She spoke determinedly, her dark eyes emitting a fierce gleam of hatred.

How do you propose to do that? inquired Hugh breathlessly.

Ask no questions at present, msieur. Your wife and her lover have obtained your fortune and are spending it recklessly. At present this — what you call leader of the demi-monde — is entertaining a party at your château. My proposal is that we three go down there to-morrow and in the midst of the festivities, we will produce an interesting tableau. Do you agree?

You spoke of my wifes lover, gasped Hugh. Tell me, who is he?

Pierre Rouillier — the man you know as Adolphe Chavoix.

Chavoix!

Yes. Accompany me to-morrow, and you shall see.

There was a brief silence, followed by some protests from Egerton, but after considerable argument it was eventually agreed that mademoiselles suggestion should be carried out.

The artist produced some wine and glasses, and they drank together. Soon afterwards Gabrielle, urging her old friend to be of good cheer, took her departure. As she opened the door to take her leave, she exclaimed, with an exultant laugh — 

La Belle little dreams how near is Nemesis. You do not anticipate how complete my revenge will be. Her future is in my hands. Mon Dieu! We shall triumph and crush her. Nevertheless she richly deserves her punishment, and she shall receive it, never fear.


Chapter Thirty Three.

La Petite Hirondelle.
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THE FINE OLD banqueting hall at Coombe, with its dark oak panelling and polished floor, transformed for the nonce into a ballroom presented an animated and pleasing spectacle.

In the decorations, flags and palms had been used, and the ferns and evergreens ornamenting the walls contrasted well with the bright dresses of the dancers. The myriad lights in the magnificent chandeliers re fleeting in the mirrors multiplied and increased in effect; the air was heavy with the perfume of exotics; and the strains of tripping music from the band, now loud and fast, and again soft and low, resounded through the mansion. At the farther end of the hall a large square window stood open and gave exit to the garden, every bush and tree of which was illuminated by fairy lamps, notwithstanding that the night was frosty and moonlit.

Valéries outward and visible signs of lamentation had been of brief duration. Within a year of her husbands reported demise she threw off the trammels of widowhood, cast aside her weeds, and at once set herself to lead the unconventional set into which she had entered during her former residence in London. With a Parisiennes love of admiration, her ambition for several years had been to outvie the other women who comprised her circle; and now, with wealth at her command and an establishment as fine as any in the county, she was enabled to indulge every whim and entertain her guests in a lavish manner which caused them envy.

For the most part her acquaintances were women who were shunned by the disciples of Mother Grundy; some cigarette-smoking Bohemians whose only offence against societys unwritten laws was that they exhibited their un-conventionalities openly; others pure adventuresses almost as fair and fascinating as herself. During the year she lived in England immediately before meeting Hugh, she had come into contact with these people, and after her sudden acquisition of fortune she had lost no time in renewing their acquaintance.

It is astonishing what a large number of friends a wealthy women can command, even though she be placed beyond the pale of society and has never bowed before her august Sovereign. If she be handsome and fashionable, she can easily conquer the prejudices of the hypercritical followers of Dame Straightlace. Thus, although the magnates of North Cornwall and their wives and daughters were somewhat shocked and scandalised by her brief period of mourning, and the apparent levity with which she regarded her bereavement, nevertheless many retained a visiting intimacy with the widow of the once popular young owner of Coombe.

Assessing the value of her personal charms correctly, her attempt to shine as the leader of a smart set had not failed. Aware that should her connection with Pierre become known it would be to her detriment, she had arranged with him to keep apart from her as much as possible; therefore the direction of her affections was suspected only by one or two of her oldest friends. Her fêtes were characterised by their extravagance and profuse display, for she spared no effort to ensure the enjoyment of those who accepted her hospitality; nevertheless, on this particular night she had eclipsed the menu of pleasures previously provided.

An entertainment so novel could scarcely fail to be a success. Possibly it might have stirred feelings of pain and indignation within the breasts of the pharasaical, but as none of that order were included in the company, a satisfactory issue of the terpsichorean novelty was assured.

It was nothing less than a reproduction of that strange spectacle which was originated at Ootacamund by the Governor and his select circle, and which caused so much excitement and comment in Madras, the Demons Dance.

The ball had opened with two extras and two valses, after which came the feature of the evening.

As the first discordant crash of music was heard, eight men rushed into the room. The attire of these imitators of his Satanic majesty was in itself remarkable. Long black-forked tails, tufts of hair on either side of the head, gave the idea of pointed ears; black coats, with a kind of bats wing under the arm and joined at the side; black bands of silk across the shirt front covering all gleams of white, knee-breeches, silk stockings, and pumps. Each in his rush along the room seized a reluctant angel, and dragged her to a place in the set. Their fair partners were most becomingly attired in soft flowing robes of white, with silver girdles, stars in their hair, flowing wing sleeves, and a big spray of lilies in their hands.

No one but the eight from above and the subterranean eight took part in this dance, the rest being content to watch the curious sight. They danced with wonderful fiendish grace and agility, dragging their partners, whirling them round and pirouetting around them. Some angels appeared to dance easily while others, feigning reluctance, unwillingly went through the set. Valérie, in the arms of a tall demoniacal partner, almost flew about, her feet scarcely touching the ground, and her face bearing an expression of intense satisfaction and enjoyment.

The bright spirits, with their sable lords, having finished the Lancers, concluded with a wild rapid waltz.

The radiant hostess, flushed by excitement, had been led to her seat, and was receiving the congratulations of her guests on the success of the entertainment, when Jacob crossed the room and deferentially accosted her.

Well, whats the matter? she inquired, scanning the servitor sharply.

A gentleman in the library wishes to speak to you, madame. He will not give his card, said the old man.

I cant be troubled now to see anyone, she replied petulantly.

Excuse me, madame, he exclaimed, bowing. But I think he desires to see you on very urgent business.

Do you know what it is? Havent I told you often to always ask strangers what they want to see me about?

I have asked him, madame, but he refused to tell me, said Jacob, undisturbed by her impatience. He said he wished to see you at once and alone.

Alone, she repeated, in surprise. I wonder who it can be?

Then reflecting that any business at that hour must be of importance, she directed the servant to take her to where the stranger was in waiting.

The library, a small, quaint old room, was situated in a wing of the building, at some distance from where the ball was in progress, and was virtually shut off from the rest of the house by baize doors placed halfway down the corridor.

Jacob led the way, and, ceremoniously throwing open the door of the apartment, announced the advent of his mistress. The two shaded candles which stood upon the writing-table threw such a dim light over the sombre room that when she entered she did not for the moment recognise her visitor.

The door had closed.

He rose slowly from a chair near the fire, and walked towards her.

Dieu! Jack! Why, what means this? she cried in amazement, when she recognised him.

You have company to-night, observed the artist, without offering to shake hands. I thought it probable that, under the circumstances, you would not grant an interview to an old friend.

How absurd! Why, you must know you are always a welcome guest here, and she beamed upon him one of her sweetest smiles.

As she stood before him in the subdued light he gazed upon her in hesitation. Her costume was perfect, enhanced as it was by a sparkling diamond star in her hair and a necklet of exquisite brilliants. Her dress was of white silk, with very high sleeves, mounted in a sort of ball at the shoulder, hanging draperies from the arms representing wings, which expanded as she moved, and silver bands around a very high waist and under and across each arm.

The welcome you accord me is somewhat premature, he observed meaningly. No doubt you have a morbid satisfaction in seeing the man who is under your thrall — the miserable, deluded fool who stained his hands with a terrible crime for your sake, yet you—

Why refer to that horrid affair?, she asked, shuddering slightly. Lets forget it.

No doubt you wish that dark page in your history to be closed, he said ominously; but, strangely enough, it is upon that very subject I have sought this interview.

What do you want, pray? she asked quickly.

Merely to introduce two persons to you — old friends.

Old friends! she echoed. Who are they?

For answer, Egerton crossed the apartment and opened the door communicating with an ante-chamber. As he did so two persons advanced into the library.

Gabrielle! Hugh! she gasped, a look of sudden terror overspreading her countenance.

The tableau was well arranged and striking.

Valéries glance shifted in alarm from one to the other, while her three visitors looked upon her in silence, with expressions of calm, confident determination.

Hugh Trethowens countenance was careworn and pale; his whole appearance was that of a man weighed down by profound grief. The sufferings and privations had aged him considerably, yet there were in his face traces of some new feeling. His mouth, as a rule so serious, actually smiled; his look had more animation than it was wont to have, and altogether he had somewhat about him which was at once sad, malevolent, and self-satisfied.

I — I did not expect this pleasure, the adventuress stammered, with bitter sarcasm, without asking them to be seated.

The icy reception did not astonish them. They were fully prepared to meet the passionate wrath which they knew would be stirred within her.

We are unwelcome, no doubt, said Gabrielle Debriège, with a cynical smile. Nevertheless, it is a long time, madame, since you and I met.

And what have I to do with you, pray? cried Hughs wife, drawing herself up to her full height, and standing erect before them. It is gross impudence for a woman of such reputation as yourself to claim my acquaintance. I do not forget what you were in Paris.

Oh, indeed! replied mademoiselle. Before you asperse my character, think of your own.

Who dares to defame me? she asked indignantly.

I do, declared mademoiselle.

This bold reply caused the colour to flee from her cheeks, for the object of their visit began to dawn upon her.

I have come here, madame, continued Gabrielle, to bring your lost husband before you, so that he may hear the true story of your perfidy; I have—

By Heaven! Ill strangle you! Valérie hissed, stepping forward threateningly, with clenched hands and flashing eyes.

The two women were, however, separated by the writing-table.

First, listen to what I have to say, the other replied coolly. I alone know the truth, and it is useless to protest your innocence or deny your guilt—

The truth of what?

Victor has confessed, said Gabrielle, without answering the question.

Confessed! she repeated, betraying increased alarm.

By your treachery he was sent to penal servitude, but your plan proved rather too ingenious, for, strangely enough, he denounced you to a fellow-convict, who chanced to be your husband!

Valérie glanced sharply at Hugh, with unwavering gaze.

Yes, he said, in a tone of disgust, speaking for the first time. Your lover told me the horrible story, how — like myself — he had been tricked and wronged by you. I can scarcely believe that I ever loved a woman so vile and despicable, so depraved by sin as yourself.

Vile and despicable! she echoed, in anger. What have I done that you, too, should turn against me?

If you forget, interposed Gabrielle, Ill refresh your memory.

I desire to hear none of the vilifying denunciations. Let me get back to my guests.

No, said Egerton, turning the key in the door, and placing it in his pocket. You dont leave here yet. We have not finished.

She turned upon him like an infuriated animal brought to bay.

You, she cried, scanning him from head to toe in exasperation. Do you consider it wise for you — of all men — to interfere with my liberty? Remember the affair of the Boulevard Haussmann!

The speech had its desired effect. The artist shrank from her.

At the same time, exclaimed Gabrielle, addressing her, remember there are other sentences in the Penal Code besides imprisonment.

I dont understand you, answered Valérie, giving her shoulders a shrug indicative of unconcern.

There is death for those who take the lives of their fellow-creatures.

The adventuress shuddered. Then resuming her air of indifference, said — 

You are talking enigmas.

You wish me to speak more plainly. Very well. Perhaps you have forgotten that night we met at my rooms in the Boulevard St. Michel, when, after your taunts and threats, I prophesied that a day would come when I would hold your life in my hands, and compel you to beg for mercy. That day has dawned.

Ill not stay here to be insulted in my own house, cried Valérie fiercely.

We shall compel you, remarked her husband abruptly.

This is some infamous plot against me, she said, boldly facing him. You are unworthy the name of husband if you do not protect me from this pair of criminals.

Weve had enough of heroic talk, interrupted Gabrielle impatiently. It will be as well to get to the business of our visit at once.

If your business is only to insult me, Ill ring for the servants and have you turned out.

In that case we should embrace the opportunity of relating to your guests a story which would no doubt interest them, answered Gabrielle calmly.

Bah! you are cowards, she said, with face blanched by rage. Three of you against one defenceless woman!

Ah; do not malign us, urged the other, in a tone of banter. I know that the sight of your husband is somewhat embarrassing, especially when you and your adored Pierre very ingeniously proved his demise. With a smile she added: I should feel a trifle disconcerted myself under such distressing circumstances. Indeed, it is a most awkward contretemps, is it not?

Sacré! keep your sympathies to yourself, screamed Valérie, with a sudden outburst of terrible passion.

Then, panting with excitement, she stood supporting herself by a chair, and facing her traducers. She saw plainly that the result of the conflict must be either complete annihilation, or a triumphant vindication of the character which Hugh had hitherto considered immaculate.

Drawing a deep breath, she braced herself up for the ordeal, and stood ready to hurl back the accusation into the teeth of her enemies.


Chapter Thirty Four.

Dregs of Life.
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IF YOU TWO men would understand how you both have been ensnared and betrayed, listen to the facts I will relate, said Gabrielle, leaning on the table before her.

Lies, observed Valérie, as if speaking to herself.

A few years ago in Paris, continued Mademoiselle Debriège, turning to her companions, there lived, as you know, three artists, named Holt, Glanville, and Egerton. At that time I, too, lived in the Quartier Latin and became acquainted with them by meeting them frequently at the Chat Noir, whither I sometimes went in company with the man who had promised me marriage. The latter, however, forsook me — bah! it was the usual story — a womans foolish trust in a man who cast her off like a frayed glove. You understand?

She paused, and the colour mounted to her cheeks.

Ruin came, she went on; my father, a small tradesman, turned me from his door, and I found myself wandering friendless, forsaken, and homeless in the great city. Eventually I obtained an engagement as a figurante at the Opera, and while there I first met the woman before you, Valérie Duvauchel. Although a gay coquette, she confided in me the fact that she was living under the protection of Victor Bérard, a convicted thief. I was poor, earning scarcely enough to keep body and soul together, when she asked me to assist her and her lover in their various schemes of robbery. This temptation proved too great, for I was to receive a fair share of the plunder. The first occasion on which I participated in the crusade against riches was at a burglary at Auteuil. We were successful, and I received a thousand francs for my services. During the nine months I was connected with them I assisted at a number of robberies of jewellery and plate, sometimes as a decoy, at others pilfering myself.

I never knew you allied yourself in that manner with them, remarked the artist in surprise, although I often thought the dresses you wore cost you more than you obtained at the Opera.

In order to carry out our plans, I was compelled to dress well, she replied. But that has little to do with the events that followed. While assisting Bérard, I frequently spent days about the ateliers, and Glanville, the student of the Quai Montabello, and I became enamoured of one another. He had more money at his command than the average denizen of the Ile de la Cité, therefore I was not averse to accompanying him to cafés, balls, and theatres, especially as I had given up my engagement of the Opera, and was dependent entirely upon the proceeds of Victors depredations. After a few months at this life I discovered, by mere accident, that my English lover was not so devoted as I believed, and — that he knew Valérie. The affection between this woman and Egerton was a matter of comment among the students living on the Quai, but no one suspected that she favoured Glanville, whom everybody believed idolised me.

I didnt encourage him. I couldnt help your lover admiring me, could I? protested Valérie scornfully.

My awakening was a cruel one, Gabrielle continued, speaking slowly and distinctly. I taxed him with faithlessness, but he denied it so earnestly that at length I became convinced of his firm affection for me alone. A few days later a calamity befell us. I had stored in my rooms a quantity of stolen property previous to disposing of it. One evening, while I was out, Glanville called, and, entering with his key, sat down to await me. Hardly a quarter of an hour elapsed before two detectives and half a dozen policemen entered the place, armed with a warrant. They searched and quickly found several valuable articles, descriptions of which had been circulated. Then they arrested and charged him with perpetrating the robberies.

Were you arrested also? asked Hugh, greatly interested in the narrative.

No; fortunately Victor got wind of the affair, and warned me not to return. I was present, however, at the trial. The police had unfortunately discovered that the property was the proceeds of several extensive burglaries, and the court sentenced him to ten years transportation. The first few months he spent in performing hard labour at Brest, and at the end of that period I received a letter from him. It was long and earnest, reminding me of how he was suffering for my sake, and declaring his passionate love. To this I replied, and, after the lapse of a few weeks I received another, urging me to marry him. He said that he was sailing for New Caledonia that day, therefore if I consented I should be compelled to follow him out there. To meet this contingency he gave me the address of a bank, where I was to call and obtain money for my journey; and, further, he stated that in the event of my consenting to become his wife, he had given orders that three thousand francs were to be paid annually to me until his liberation. Naturally, such a proposal caused me grave doubts, especially as I had discovered a few days previous to his arrest a fresh and most striking proof of his love for this vile woman who stands now before you.

Did you marry him after all? inquired the artist impatiently, for he had been in ignorance of all this.

Yes, Valérie and Victor, having suspicions that the police had scented them, fled from Paris: consequently I was without means. Although I was fond of Glanville, and admired his courage in shielding me, yet I did not love him so well as another man I had lately met. However, finding myself almost destitute, I drew the money from the bank, and sailed for La Nouvelle where, after a few weeks residence, the Governor gave us permission to marry. The ceremony was duly performed, and I have here the lines which prove it, she added, exhibiting a small strip of paper which she had taken from her pocket.

Your honey noon was scarcely pleasant, I should think, observed Hugh sympathetically.

Its brevity did not allow either of us to become bored, she said. I parted from him at the chapel door, and I have not seen him since.

Not seen him! repeated Egerton. Why, has he not yet obtained his freedom?

Yes; he escaped before he had been there two years. However, we never met.

But why did you marry him? the artist asked. A convict was hardly a desirable husband.

Ah! you wonder. Well, there were several reasons, she said. Firstly, I was afraid lest he should expose me with regard to a certain incident which occurred at Passy, in which Bérard and I were implicated. We were on a midnight expedition, and a policeman who proved troublesome received an ugly dig with a knife; therefore I was confident that if this were divulged I should be arrested and sentenced as one of Victors accessories. Then, again, I had been told by an Englishman who knew him that Glanville had an ample income, and this was confirmed by his offer to provide me with money until his release. Besides, he, on the other hand, was anxious to marry me in order to secure my silence, because he knew I had discovered a secret of his which, if not preserved, might bring dire consequences. It may have been for the best that we parted so quickly, for as soon as the marriage ceremony was performed I regretted the rash step, inasmuch as the recollection of my discovery regarding his alliance with this woman came back to me in all its hideous reality.

What alliance? inquired Valérie, whose firm, set face was as colourless as the dress she wore.

It is well you should feign ignorance, Gabrielle replied angrily. Then, turning to the two men, she said: In order that you shall understand matters aright, I shall be compelled to describe the scene. It took place in a suite of rooms in the Boulevard Haussmann tenanted by an English dealer in gems named Nicholson.

What do you know of him? cried Valérie in a husky voice.

Have patience and you shall hear, she answered with a sarcastic smile. Again addressing her companions, she continued her narrative, saying: While this woman was living with Victor, she had enchanted Egerton and Glanville. Both, unaware of one anothers feelings, were ecstatic over her face and figure; both worshipped her, and both were prepared to do anything to secure her favour.

That is true, admitted the artist moodily. I was a brainless fool. Yet I did not know until now that Glanville had also been smitten by her fatal beauty.

He had, nevertheless, as you will see. This woman — who afterwards assumed the name of Dedieu — with her usual crafty far-sightedness saw that it was possible to turn the mad impetuosity of you and your fellow-student to her advantage, and did not fail to embrace the opportunity. The scheme she concocted was indeed a fiendish one, which she carried out unaided, and the secret would have been safe even now had I not been the witness of her crime.

You — you saw me? shrieked Valérie in dismay. You lie! You saw nothing.

Her crime! What was it? Tell us quickly, urged Hugh.

The facts are almost incredible, but they are simply as follows: Nicholson was her lover, and the safe in his room contained a quantity of cut and uncut gems. She devised an ingenious plan by which she could get rid of her lover, obtain the stones, and throw the guilt upon the two men who were infatuated with her.

Bah! dont believe her! — shes telling you a pretty romance! declared Valérie, striving to appear unconcerned.

But Gabrielle took no notice of her interruptions.

The way she set about it, she went on, was, to say the least, skilful and heartless. Showing favour to each, unknown to the other, she told them that Nicholson held her enthralled by means of a secret, and that she was unable to break from him in consequence. An insinuating proposal she made was likely to lead to but one result — a promise from each that they would take Nicholsons life.

Wretch? hissed the unhappy woman, under her breath.

She arranged the details of the assassination with both, instructing each in the manner by which the Englishman was to be killed. Both were in ignorance of each others intention, for she gave them strict injunctions to preserve the secret as they valued their lives. These facts I afterwards learnt, but I must tell you now how I became aware of the plot. Glanville had gone to London for a week, and I also had been away in the country for a few days. It was about half-past nine at night when I arrived at the St. Lazare Station, and while passing down the Boulevard Haussmann it suddenly occurred to me that Nicholson, being a very intimate friend of Glanvilles, would most probably be aware whether he had returned from England. I scarcely know what prompted me, but I halted before the house and ascended the stairs. The concierge was absent, and the staircase was in darkness, he having omitted to light the gas.

Of course, you knew Nicholson, observed the artist. I remember it was I who introduced you.

Yes; I had frequently met him with Glanville, and had been to his rooms before. Without much difficulty I found the door. It was ajar, and I pushed it open noiselessly. As I did so I heard loud excited talking, and recognised one of the voices as that of Valérie. The discovery that she had called upon this man excited my curiosity, and I resolved to watch them. They were in a room upon the left of the passage, the door of which was almost closed. Passing with scarcely a sound, I entered the sitting-room, and glanced round for some place of concealment. There were several, but the one I decided upon was behind the heavy crimson curtains that were drawn across the window overlooking the boulevard. Scarcely had I retired into my hiding-place when I heard the Englishman walk to the outer door and close it. Then he returned to the room in a frenzy of passion, invoking terrible curses upon her. They spoke in English, which at that time I did not understand; yet it was evident she had done something to arouse his hatred, for a few moments later she screamed for mercy, and rushed headlong into the room where I was. He followed at her heels, and, clutching her by the throat, flung her backwards upon the sofa. His face was livid with passion, and for several minutes they struggled together. Then, almost before I was aware of her intention, I heard a loud report. A puff of smoke curled between them as he relaxed his hold and grasped convulsively at his breast. Dieu! Valérie! You — youve shot — me! were the only words that he uttered, for he reeled and fell backwards, striking his head violently upon the corner of the table.

Did she really murder him? asked the artist breathlessly.

Yes; the revolver with which, as I afterwards found, she had shot him through the heart, was still smoking in her hand. Flinging it from her to the opposite end of the room, she bent over the body of her lover and extracted the keys from his pocket. Crossing to the mock bookcase, she pressed a button and opened it, revealing the ponderous iron doors of the safe. Without hesitation she quickly applied the keys, and the handles yielded. In a few moments she had cleared the two iron drawers of the white paper packets they contained. Satisfying herself that she had not overlooked anything of value, she quickly closed the safe and transferred the plunder to the pockets of her dress and jacket.

Ciel! She does know! escaped Valéries lips involuntarily, as she stood trembling and leaning heavily upon the chair, her distended eyes glaring at the trio before her with a terrible fire of hatred.

But what of Nicholson? asked Hugh. Was he dead?

Quite. Death had been almost instantaneous, Gabrielle replied, speaking in the same distinct, mechanical tones in which she had recounted the strange incidents. When the murderess had concluded her search for the gems, she turned her attention to the body. First, she bent and satisfied herself that there was no movement of the heart, then, by dint of exerting every muscle, she managed to drag the body up and seat it in the chair at the writing-table. The limbs being not yet rigid, it was an easy task to place it in a natural position, with the arms leaning upon the table and head bending over, as if reading the papers, which she spread out upon the blotting-pad. After she had rearranged the room, she glanced at the watch she wore in a bangle upon her wrist. Lighting the reading-lamp and turning out the gas, she left the room with only a dim, subdued light. She had just completed this when she started at the click of a latchkey in the outer door, and concealed herself quickly behind a high screen which stood near the fireplace. Barely had she time to do this before Egerton entered, and, creeping up cautiously behind the dead mans chair, struck him a terrible, murderous blow in the back with a long sharp knife he carried in his hand. The force he used caused the body to overbalance and roll, with the chair, upon the floor. With scarcely a second look at the result of his horrible work, he turned and stole out as noiselessly as he had entered. In a few minutes Valérie, having convinced herself of his departure, emerged from her hiding-place, and again reseated the corpse in its chair, at the same time removing the blood from the clothes with a cloth she obtained from a drawer. For a few minutes she was engaged in staunching the blood, and prevented it from flowing over his coat after she had withdrawn the knife from the wound. Subsequently she went into the adjoining apartment, and was absent about ten minutes. When she re-entered, Glanville accompanied her. He, too, was also armed with a knife, the blade of which gleamed in the ray of lamplight which fell upon it. The murderess crept stealthily behind the corpse and, bending over, placed her arms around its neck, as if caressing it, while at that moment, in obedience to a motion from her, the student rushed up and struck it a violent blow with the knife full in the chest. Valérie released her hold and again the body lolled upon the floor. The woman snatched up her hat, and, without casting a glance at the murdered man or uttering a word, both went out and closed the door after them. Five minutes later I followed, hardly daring to breathe until I had reached the boulevard and mingled with the people.

Good God! Is it really true? demanded Egerton excitedly.

True? Bah! Surely you are not such an imbecile as to believe the foul lies of that woman? shouted Hughs wife. She has no proof.

Ill convince you before I have finished, answered Gabrielle. The strangest phase of the affair yet remains to be narrated—

Diable! cried the trembling woman passionately. Ah! you would crush me, would you not? she said, with a hollow laugh. You — you would hurry me off to pay the penalty without a moments pity. But I shall be out of your reach. You see well enough that you cant succeed; bah! you are vanquished.

Gabrielle took no heed of this sudden outburst of fury. Drawing from her pocket a crumpled newspaper, she said — 

This is a copy of the Gaulois, containing a full report of the discovery of the body, and if you read it you will find the three distinct wounds described as I have explained.

Then, after all, I am not a murderer? cried the artist, suddenly recognising how he had been tricked by the woman who had so artfully cast her toils about him and bound him to do her bidding.

No; you are innocent.

Ah, Gabrielle, he cried earnestly, how shall I ever thank you enough for clearing up the awful mystery and removing the guilty burden from my conscience?

Before you thank me, hear the end, she said calmly. I told you how I married Glanville. Well, at that time I believed him to be a student of whose conviction I had unfortunately been the cause. Yet after his escape he wrote to me, making an appointment for me to meet him in London, and admitting that Glanville was only a name he had assumed in order that his friends should not discover that he had entered Bohemia. It was his hobby to study Art—

Who was he, then? inquired Hugh, interrupting.

Your brother.

Douglas? he ejaculated, in abject amazement.

Yes.

Surely you must be mistaken, cried Egerton incredulously.

I said I would convince you. Here is the letter, and she handed the missive for their inspection.

Did you meet as arranged? Hugh asked breathlessly, recognising his brothers handwriting.

No. Long before the enactment of the tragedy, this woman and her myrmidons, Victor Bérard and Pierre Rouillier, alias Chavoix, had discovered who Glanville was, and also that he had a brother who would inherit the estate in the event of his decease. Yet the plot does not seem to have occurred to them until after his imprisonment. My husband arrived in England several days earlier than I expected—

And they murdered him?

Yes. From place to place they followed him until a fitting opportunity occurred, and, as you are aware, they carried out their evil design in an omnibus in a clever, audacious manner that baffled the police. The murder remained a mystery, and it was not until several months afterwards that I succeeded in obtaining conclusive evidence proving that either Valérie or her accomplice, Bérard, assassinated him. They were unaware that I had married him, for I had returned to Paris and gone upon the stage again. But I afterwards accepted a London engagement, and set myself to watch the development of their skilfully concocted plans.

But what was their object in taking his life? Hugh inquired, bewildered by the extraordinary narrative.

It was quite plain. Immediately after our marriage, before we left the chapel, I told Douglas that it was Valérie who had killed Nicholson, and not himself, as he believed. The reason I did so was in order that he should see how he had been tricked, and the announcement, I feel sure, transformed his love for her into deadly hate. Before he left La Nouvelle I believe he managed to write to her explaining that he had discovered her treachery, and announcing his intention of seeking revenge. It was the knowledge that he had discovered her secret that first prompted them to murder him. Their design was a deep one, to ultimately obtain your money. They saw that it was impossible for Valérie to marry Douglas after what had occurred, while on the other hand it was obvious that if they killed him the estate would pass to you, and Valérie could afterwards marry you for the sole object of obtaining possession of the money. They believed, too, that if Douglas died, Valéries secret would be safe, therefore what greater incentive to commit the murder could there have been?

Could they not have obtained his money without taking his life? asked Hugh.

No. The preservation of the secret of Valéries guilt was to them of vital importance, for while Douglas lived he would always have her in his power. She little thought, however, that it was I who had witnessed her crime and told Douglas the truth. She felt confident that by killing him she would be free.

And that she did, alas! Trethowen added bitterly. Ah! you have little idea of the terrible extremities to which they resorted in order to ensure the success of their nefarious plot. Indeed, the conspiracy was a devilish one; they hesitated at nothing. They had no money when Valérie commenced to allure you by her crafty smiles, and you would never imagine how they obtained sufficient to make you believe she was wealthy.

How did they? Tell me.

Rouillier — whom you know as Chavoix — is an adroit swindler, and to his ingenuity the credit for it is due. Some months previously he had insured his life for a large amount, and having made a holograph will bequeathing the money to an imaginary person named Chavoix, he then succeeded in finding a poor, destitute Frenchman in Soho who slightly resembled himself. Aided by Bérard and Holt he drugged his victim, placed his own card-case and letters in his pocket, and flung him from a train on the District Railway. The insensible man was run over and killed. The body was discovered much mutilated, and the insurance company, believing that he had fallen from the train, paid the money over to Pierre, who was already living in a secluded village in Belgium, and who had taken the name of Chavoix.

How horrible to sacrifice a life for a paltry sum! Hugh exclaimed, unable even then to fully realise the truth of the extraordinary story of conspiracy and crime.

The manner in which they got rid of you was quite as ingenious as their dealings with that old scoundrel Graham, and all their other plans. You remember, you were in Paris when arrested?

Yes.

Well, it was your wife who informed the police. She represented that you were Douglas Trethowen, who had escaped from La Nouvelle. You were identified by the photograph in the dossier at Monsieur Gorons bureau, hence your arrest. The police had already discovered Valéries liaison with the murdered man Nicholson, and when you were interrogated you admitted that you were her husband. This strengthened their suspicions that you were guilty of complicity in the murder, even if you did not actually kill your wifes lover. Again, they had previously obtained evidence that Douglas Trethowen was seen to leave the house on the night of the tragedy accompanied by Valérie, therefore it was not surprising that the heavy sentence was passed upon you, especially as Pierre Rouillier gave damning information against you in secret.

This is all so strange, mademoiselle, that I can scarcely believe it, Trethowen remarked. Yet my brothers connection with this woman — this murderess — accounts for the picture and letters of hers which I found among his papers. I remember now that one of the letters contained the words Boulevard and Montabello. Yes, he cried, suddenly realising the truth; what you have told me tallies with the facts. My brother has been murdered, and I have been victimised by this vile, debased creature, in a manner that has almost cost me my life. I believe you have spoken the truth. My lifelong thanks are due to you for your self-denial in watching the complicated game of these wretches, and rest assured I shall not overlook your claim upon me as my poor brothers widow. Turning to Valérie, who still stood ashen pale and trembling, he paused, looking straight into her unflinching eyes with a terrible expression of loathing and hatred.

You! he cried. As for you — you know what punishment a murderess deserves! I little dreamed that such a fair form could hide so black a heart; yet it seems that while pretending to reciprocate my love you were planning my destruction—

No, she cried wildly. I — I loved you — once, and she stretched out her hand as if to grasp his arm. He stepped back quickly, saying — 

Keep away! Your touch is polluting!

Her submissive and resigned attitude instantly changed as he uttered this reproach. Her look was menacing and full of hate. She turned furiously upon Gabrielle, and poured forth a torrent of abuse.

But she exposed herself to terrible reprisals.

Mdlle. Debriège was not a woman to be cowed by the vindictive insults heaped upon her. She had nourished a natural and bitter hatred against this woman who had robbed her of her husband, and now the opportunity for revenge had come she did not fail to take advantage of it.

In plain, pointed words she addressed her, without sparing one cause of complaint or a single reproach, and in their full hideousness casting in her teeth the enormity of her sins. She repaid with interest in that moment all the countless sufferings the guilty woman had caused, completely overwhelming her with vituperation. Valérie heard her out with but little interruption, and when at length Gabrielle concluded, there was a moments silence.

Now, madame, exclaimed Hugh sternly, addressing his wife, we will end this our last interview, for you and I will never meet again. From the bottom of my heart I hate you, hoping that a just retribution will be yours. When it comes, you will probably recollect the words of a man who loved you dearer than his life. Coombe never before gave shelter to a murderess, and it shall do so no longer. The hour is late, therefore I will grant you until to-morrow, but if you have not left here by midday I shall call in the police and give you up to justice. You understand — I shall not depart from my word. The tie which bound us has been broken, and I curse the day when I was so blindly infatuated as to link my life with yours.

Hugh! Hugh! I — I am penitent. Have pity.

You had none for me. I have none.

Hugh! Forgive!

Never!

As he turned from her, Egerton unlocked the door, and in silence they went out, while the unhappy woman tottered forward, and in despair cast herself upon the couch, burying her face in the silken cushions.


Chapter Thirty Five.

Devils Dice.
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ALONE IN HER dainty little boudoir, Valérie was standing deep in thought.

In the ballroom, the excited revellers continued their antics, and the fair gleeful angels, now thoroughly resigned to their sable attendant spirits, allowed themselves to be whirled wildly up and down the room amid the applause of the gay assembly, who were too amused and absorbed with the novelty of the scene to notice the absence of their hostess. Had they seen her at that moment they would scarce have recognised her as the woman who, only an hour before, was so radiant and reckless, and who had headed the Demons Dance with so light a heart.

Nanette, having entered unexpectedly without knocking, had been surprised to find her mistress crouching by the fire in the cosy, luxuriant room, and noticing her pallor and agitation, asked with alarm what ailed her.

Its a mere trifle, was the abrupt reply. I — Im not very well. Should any of the people ask for me, tell them — tell them I have a bad headache — say anything, only dont let them disturb me. I must be alone — you understand?

Yes, madame, said the girl. This came for you by to-nights post. You have been so worried about the dance, I thought I would not give it to you before you came upstairs, she added, handing her mistress a letter.

Valérie glanced hastily at the envelope.

You may go, Nanette, she said calmly. I shall require nothing more to-night. Perhaps to-morrow I shall leave for London.

Very well, madame, and rather pleased at this early release from her duties, the maid discreetly withdrew, closing the door noiselessly.

Going over to the corner where stood a tall lamp, the light of which was tempered by a shade of amber silk, she tore open the letter eagerly, and read its contents.

Ah! she cried, staggering as if she had been dealt a crushing blow, and staring wildly at the open note in her hand. He, too — he has deserted me! I am forsaken!

The letter, indeed, completed the retribution which had fallen so suddenly and mercilessly upon her. It was a short, curt note from Pierre Rouillier, whom she had left in London, stating that, having discovered that Gabrielle had instituted inquiries, and fearing the exposure that must inevitably follow, he had taken the money she had entrusted to him to deposit in the bank, and was leaving England that night. The communication concluded with a cold, heartless declaration that he had grown tired of her caprices, and therefore he had resolved that they should never meet again.

Wounded to the quick, she tore the letter in half, and cast it upon the fire.

Miserable coward! she hissed. Afraid of your own safety, you run away and leave me to meet them alone.

Sublime in her indignation, she paced the room impatiently. In her despair she pushed the thick hair from her hot, fevered brow. It came unloosened, and fell in profuse luxuriance over her bare heaving breast, while at the same time the diamond star dropped upon the floor, and lay glistening in the fitful firelight.

Mad with passion, she crushed it under the heel of her tiny satin shoe.

Ignominious defeat, combined with the desertion of the only man for whom she entertained a spark of genuine affection, had completely corroded her soul. At first she thought only of revenge, and strode up and down muttering fearful imprecations upon those who had been the cause of her downfall. With a sudden ebullition of passion she unclasped the bracelet from her wrist, and flinging it down, treated it in the same manner as the other ornament. Then hooking her thin white fingers in the lace of her bodice, she tore it to shreds, casting the fragments heedlessly about her.

She caught sight of her reflection in a mirror; a shudder passed over her graceful form, and her slim hands trembled violently.

Dieu! she wailed. What shall I do? Enemies on every side await their opportunity to overthrow me, and jeer at my discomfiture! Ah! what a fate!

Pale as the gown she wore, she reeled, and would have fallen had she not clutched the table for support.

Her passion was succeeded by blank, poignant despair. The bloodless lips were compressed firmly as she made a vain effort to shake off the terrible fear which had taken possession of her; but the soft, smooth brow contracted, and the handsome face became dark and gloomy. She could not put away the black forebodings; they clung to her; they clutched her mind with a desperate grasp, and she was powerless to resist them. Her whole frame shook with a feverish tremor, for she was conscious that fate was against her, and that the spirit of evil was hovering about her ready to drag her down to destruction.

Her lips quivered, but she stood motionless and mute in contemplation.

The strains of a dreamy waltz penetrating into the room jarred upon her nerves. She covered her ears with her hands to shut out the sound of gaiety, and waited patiently until it had ceased.

If I leave here what will be my future? she asked aloud in desperation. I can do nothing — nothing. Hugh knows all — everything! I am already branded as a murderess — a woman who should be hunted down and delivered to justice! And what then? Suppose that cursed Gabrielle gave me up to the police? She paused, and drew a long breath before continuing.

La Roquette! The lunette! she cried hoarsely. I see them! I know how justice would punish me, and how my enemies, those who are jealous of my success, would triumph. No — no! Dieu! I couldnt bear it — I — !

A deep-drawn sob burst from her, and she hid her agonised face in her hands.

The stillness was only broken by the ticking of the tiny Dresden dock, the chimes of which, as it struck the hour, mingled with the sighs of the dejected woman. — Presently she raised her blanched face.

Death! she exclaimed in a husky whisper, looking half fearfully around, as if startled at the sound of her own voice. Nothing else remains for me. There is no hope — no mercy — I am guilty — guilty! Sooner or later death will be the punishment of my crime, so why not now? If I escape from here, I shall only plunge into poverty and be tracked by the bloodhounds of the law. Ah! no! Sapristi! I prefer death! With wild, wearied eyes she gazed slowly around, bewildered by her own suggestion.

Yet am I so much to blame after all? she soliloquised. It was Victors suggestion — he taught me to commit robbery. He compelled me to commit murder. Dazzled by the prospect of wealth and luxury he held constantly before my eyes, I submitted. He made me his cats-paw to perpetrate crimes which he was too great a coward to commit himself, and when he found himself cornered he exposed me in order to deprive me of liberty and life. Had I never met the mean, contemptible scoundrel, I should have led as blameless a life as ordinary women, and remained the dutiful wife of Percy Willoughby, notwithstanding his ill-treatment.

Across her aching forehead she passed her hand quickly, brushing her hair back from her face.

Bah! she continued, with bitterness. Whats the use of thinking of things as they might have been? Victors companionship made me callous, and I stained my hands with crime in order to gain riches. I abandoned every womanly feeling and instinct, and carried out the plot without regard for those who stood in my way. Therefore, there are no extenuating circumstances. No. I staked my life upon the game, but, my usual luck having deserted me, I have lost — lost irretrievably. I must pay.

Her frenzy of passion had been succeeded by a calm thoughtful mood, and she was silently reviewing her past, recognising for the first time how vile and hideous were her sins.

God, she cried, in an intense, pitiful voice, I would give all — everything I possess — if it were possible to atone — if I could obtain Hughs forgiveness! He loved me so dearly, lavished all his affection and money upon me, and closed his ears to the truth, which he thought calumnies, yet — I killed his brother — stabbed him — afterwards sending Hugh himself to penal servitude. And for what? Merely for my own aggrandisement — in order that I might become mistress of this place, and live in luxury and ease. It was a foul, horrible plot, she added, shuddering. Repentance is useless, forgiveness hopeless; I can only — die — die!

As she uttered these words her eyes fell upon the davenport which stood on the opposite side of the room. A thought suddenly occurred to her. She crossed the boudoir, and, seating herself, took up a pen and commenced to write rapidly.

The letter was long and rambling, devoid of any endearing terms. It commenced with an admission of her marriage with Willoughby and the subsequent divorce, followed by a full confession of the murder of Douglas Trethowen. She wrote:

I was walking along Pall Mall alone, about ten oclock at night, when I encountered him, not by accident but by design. He quickly recognised me, and appeared pleased that we had met. For nearly a quarter of an hour we stood talking, until he told me he had an appointment at Liverpool Street Station. At that moment an omnibus slackened speed opposite us to allow two men to alight. I suggested we should go to the City together in the bus, and we entered it. There was no conductor, and we were alone. Scarcely had we entered the vehicle when his manner suddenly changed, and he spoke of the affair of the Boulevard Haussmann. His attitude was threatening, and he said that now I was there with him without any chance of escape, he intended to give me up to the police as a murderess when the conveyance arrived at its destination. I grew frightened, for I was convinced from his manner that he meant what he said. It was not by accident, but by intention, that I had met him, and I was fully prepared. I saw the time had come, and, drawing from my pocket the handkerchief I had prepared, I soon quieted him. Then I struck the blow. I drove the knife in hard; it killed him. It all happened in a few moments, and while the omnibus was still in motion and about to enter the Strand I jumped out quickly and made my escape.

The remainder of the letter was a confused and disjointed declaration of love, combined with a penitent entreaty for forgiveness, without any attempt at palliation.

Blotting the tears that had fallen and blurred the words as she wrote, she placed it in an envelope and addressed it with a nervous, shaky hand To Hugh.

Ah, well, she murmured, sighing heavily.

Again she opened the davenport, and from under some papers took a little morocco case. Rigid and determined, she rose, more calm than before. Her lips were thin and white, her teeth tightly clenched, and in her eyes was a fixed, stony look. Walking with firm steps to the door, she locked it, afterwards flinging herself upon a chair beside the small bamboo table in the centre of the room.

Overwhelmed by despair, she had no longer any desire for life. Insanity, begotten of despondency and fear, prompted with headlong wilfulness, an ardent longing for death.

Opening the case, she extracted from its blue velvet interior a tiny silver hypodermic syringe and a small glass phial. Examining the latter in the dim light, she saw it was labelled Chloral. This was not the drug she desired. She was in the habit of injecting this for the purpose of soothing her nerves, and knew that it was too weak to produce fatal effect.

Her breath came and went in short uneven gasps, while her half-uncovered breast heaved and fell with the excitement of her temporary madness.

Staggering to her feet, she returned swiftly to the davenport, from which, after a few moments search, she abstracted a small dark-blue bottle containing morphia, afterwards reseating herself, and, uncorking it, placed it upon the table.

Taking up the syringe, she tried its needle-point with her finger. It pricked her, and she cast it from her with an exclamation of repugnance.

Dieu! she gasped hoarsely. I have no courage. Bah! I am still a coward!

Yet, as it lay upon the table she fixed her strained eyes upon it, for as an instrument of death it possessed a fatal fascination for her.

Slowly she stretched forth her hand, and again took it between her cold fingers. Then, with a sudden resolve, she filled it to its utmost capacity with the drug from the bottle.

A certain remedy for mental ailments, she remarked to herself, smiling bitterly as she held it up contemplatively. Who will regret my death or shed a tear? No one. I have no adieux to make — none. As a friendless, sinful wretch, I adopt the preferable mode of speedy death rather than undergo the ordeal of a criminal trial, with its inevitable result. I would live and atone for the past if I could, but that is impossible. Ah! too late, alas! Pierre has forsaken me, and I am alone. Forgiveness! Bah! A mere mockery to set the conscience at rest. What use? I — I can never be forgiven — never!

While speaking she had, with a feeble, trembling hand, applied the sharp point of the syringe to her bare white arm. Unflinchingly she ran the needle deep into the flesh, and thrice slowly emptied the liquid into the puncture.

She watched the bead of dark blood oozing from the wound when she withdrew the instrument, and quickly covered it with her thumb in order that the injection should be fully absorbed in her veins.

Ah! she gasped, in sudden terror a moment later, as the syringe dropped from her nerveless grasp, I — I feel so giddy! I cant breathe! Im choking! The poisons killing me. Ha, ha, Im dying! she laughed hysterically. They thought to triumph over me, the vultures! but, after all, Ive cheated them. Theyll find that Valérie Duvauchel was neither coward nor fool when run to earth!

Springing to her feet she clutched convulsively at her throat, tearing the flesh with her nails in a horrible paroxysm of pain.

The injection had swiftly accomplished its work.

Pierre! Pierre! she articulated with difficulty, in a fierce, hoarse whisper, where are you? Ah! I see! You — youve returned. Why did you leave me in their merciless clutches when you knew that — that I always — loved you? Kiss me — mon cher! Kiss me — darling, — kiss me, Pierre—

The words choked her.

Blindly she staggered forward a few steps, vainly endeavouring to steady herself.

With a short, shrill scream she wheeled slowly round, as if on a pivot, then tottered, and fell backwards, inert, and lifeless!

A dead, unbroken silence followed. The spirit of Valérie Duvauchel had departed, leaving the body as that of a dishevelled fallen angel.

In a few moments the strains of another plaintive waltz penetrated into the chamber of death, forming a strange incongruous dirge.

When, a few hours later, the yellow winters dawn crept in through the window, the dull, uncertain light fell upon the calm, upturned countenance.

It was beautiful — very beautiful. Before the last breath had departed, the drawn, haggard features had relaxed and resumed their enchanting smile.

Yet there was something in the expression of the blanched face which cast a chill upon the admiration of its loveliness — the brand of guilt was there.


Chapter Thirty Six.

Conclusion.
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WHEN THE DOOR of the boudoir was forced open, old Jacob was the first to enter and find his mistress rigid in death. While Nanette and two of the domestics were endeavouring to raise her, his quick eyes caught sight of the letter addressed to his master which lay upon the blotting-pad, and unnoticed he slipped it into his pocket.

By this a scandal was avoided, for a coroners jury at the inquest subsequently held returned a verdict of Accidental death, due to an overdose of morphia. There was not the least suspicion of suicide in the minds of the twelve respectable tradesmen, for, prior to the room being visited by the bucolic constable, Jacob had picked up the remains of the diamond ornaments, and carefully obliterated other traces of her passion. The jury expressed an opinion that the sudden appearance of Mrs Trethowens husband, who was believed to be dead, had caused a violent shock to the nervous system, and that, being in the habit of injecting narcotics, she had accidentally administered to herself an overdose.

Hugh, in order to further allay any conjecture that she had taken her own life, put on deep mourning and attended the funeral. He endured the mournful ceremony, the nasal mumbling of the clergyman, and the torture of the service, with feelings of disgust at his own hypocrisy. He affected inconsolable grief, and his friends, ignorant of the truth, sympathised with him. Yet his generous nature asserted itself. The letter she had addressed to him had softened his heart towards her, and as he stood watching the coffin being consigned to the grave in the churchyard at Bude, tears welled in his eyes.

He had forgiven her, endeavouring to believe that she had been more sinned against than sinning.

Contrary to the expectations of his friends, he did not leave Coombe after the funeral, but took what appealed to many to be a sad, bitter pleasure in remaining amid surroundings that reminded him of his late wife. Scarcely uttering a word to any one save his faithful servant Jacob, he grew cynical and morose, while his face wore a fixed expression of gloom.

People thought that Valéries death had been a terrible blow to him, and that he cherished everything which brought her to his memory. In truth, however, it was quite the opposite. He was gradually removing every trace of her occupancy. Her photographs, several of which stood about in the rooms, he destroyed with his own hands. Cushion-covers that she had embroidered, and a mantel fringe she had made, he ruthlessly tore off and threw into the fire.

When he had destroyed all the small articles, the sight of which was repugnant, he called in a furniture dealer from Bude, and for a mere trifle sold the whole of the contents of the boudoir which she had furnished so extravagantly. The rooms were dismantled to the curtains and blinds, and after it had been repainted and redecorated, he gave orders to a London firm to refurnish it as a boudoir in a style even more costly than before.

The servants marvelled greatly at what they considered their masters folly, and even the discreet Jacob was puzzled at his irony and resolution.

Bright spring days succeeded the boisterous, gloomy ones of winter on the wild Cornish coast, still Hugh Trethowen continued to live in semi-seclusion. The greater part of each day he spent in the library with his books, and for recreation took long, lonely walks along the seashore, or over the moorlands, swept by the invigorating Atlantic breeze.

Suddenly his habitual sullenness left him, and one day in July he announced to Jacob that he expected visitors. Thenceforward there was a complete change in his demeanour. Resuming his normal lightheartedness, he greeted his friends with that thoroughness and bonhomie that were characteristic of him in the old days, and personally looked after their comfort.

His guests, a pleasant, merry party, consisting of Jack Egerton, Dolly Vivian, and Gabrielle Debriège, had no reason to complain of the cordiality of their hosts welcome, or of the efforts he made to entertain them with the various pleasurable pursuits which the neighbourhood afforded.



The close of a hot summers day.

A charming little hollow, fringed with hazels and ferns, on a green hillside overlooking the shining sea. A long stretch of bay lies in the mellow light, curved like a crescent moon, while behind rise hills that are somewhat low but steep, scalloped by dells clad in silver birches, hazels, graceful ferns, and golden gorse. Nearly at the centre of this picturesque amphitheatre of green slopes and rocky buttresses snugly nestles a quaint old-world village, a community of pretty cottages clustered around the ancient church, and deeply set in the verdure of the hillside like a handful of snow-white shells in a green dell of the sea.

Not only the crimson-tinted ocean, but the land also, is strangely transfigured in the glow of twilight. The long stretches of cliff, with the precipitous Ravens Crag towering high above the rocks on either side, which, in the fierce glare of noonday, stood out like bastions, centres of strength and power, and now rounded by the softening shadows of the gloaming hour. The mantling grass with which they are crowned has lost its emerald colour, and assumes a subdued preternatural tint, while the softened sea in its violet light comes up to the deep shadows of the overhanging crags, lustrous, pure, serene.

Hugh had driven with his visitors from Coombe, and they had left the carriage at the village inn, and set out on foot to explore the beauties of the district. Dolly and he had wandered away from Egerton and Gabrielle, and walked upon the top of the cliffs towards the great perpendicular Crag.

While they had been strolling along, she had been telling him of the vile plot to keep them apart while Valérie exerted her irresistible charms upon him. She showed him the dark red scar upon her throat, now concealed by a narrow band of black velvet, and explained how she had made the discovery while imprisoned in the strange house near Twickenham, her escape, her visit to the church on the morning of his marriage, and her denunciation of Holt. To all this he listened with incredulous amazement.

When, on their return, they arrived at the stile at the entrance of the wooded hollow through which they had to pass to reach the village, they both paused. Hugh stood leaning with his back against the rails, thoughtfully puffing his cigarette. The manner in which Dolly had told the story puzzled him. True, they were still friends, and since her arrival at Coombe had often spoken confidentially; nevertheless, he did not forget that on the last occasion they strolled together alone on the Cornish cliffs, he ridiculed her warning, and openly professed his preference for Valérie.

He glanced at her handsome face. Her head was turned seaward; her soft brown eyes wore a thoughtful, serious look, and a ray of fading sunlight tinted her hair. The cool, flimsy blue dress fitted her lithesome figure with scarcely a wrinkle, and the wide-brimmed hat set off to advantage the fair countenance beneath.

Dolly, he said earnestly, after a short silence, taking her gloved hand in his at the same time, all this you have just told me adds increased horror to Valéries terrible crimes. I now understand the reason you wrote that warning — it was because you entertained some sort of affection for me. Ah, had I fully understood you before I allied myself with that woman — had I seen her in her true light as an adventuress, and summoned sufficient strength to cast her off — I should not have been instrumental in bringing such a calamity upon you. I alone am to blame for all the misery that has fallen upon you, and must ask your forgiveness.

There is nothing to forgive, for I consider you are in no way to blame, Hugh — I mean, Mr Trethowen.

No, no; call me Hugh, as you did in the old days. Why need there be any formalities?

You are not to blame, Hugh, she repeated ingenuously. That woman fascinated you as she enmeshed many other men, all of whom paid dearly for the privilege of bestowing their affections upon her. Think of Jack — of your brother, Douglas! Did she not entice them both into her coils, so that she might use them for her own ends? Hubert Holt she ensnared in the same manner, she—

Why was he so obedient to her will? asked Hugh interrupting.

Gabrielle told me all about it a few days ago. It appears that when he was a fellow-student with Jack he also admired Valérie. In order to supply her with money he forged a cheque at her instigation, the proceeds of which, amounting to something like twenty thousand francs, he handed over to her, thinking thereby to secure her good graces. But she treated him the same as the others. Though he abandoned Art and entered the church, she did not allow the crime to fade from his memory, for at intervals she compelled him to perform services for her which were revolting to one who was trying to atone and lead a better life. Now, fearing exposure and detection, he has fled to South America, where, I believe, he has been joined by that old scoundrel, Graham, whom Valérie paid handsomely for his services. It is not likely that they will ever return to England.

And you really forgive me for all the trials and torture I have brought upon you? he asked earnestly, with a slight pressure on the little hand he held.

Of course I do, she said frankly, raising her fine, wide-open eyes to his.

Before I met that woman I flirted with you, Dolly, he said, in a low, intense tone. You were not averse to flattery or sly whispers in the studio when Jacks back was turned, and I, having nothing else to do, amused myself in your company. Indeed, it was not before that night when, being on the verge of ruin, I came to wish you farewell, that I discovered you really cared for me. Then I blamed myself for being so cruel as to let you see that I loved you—

Hugh! she cried in astonishment. Why, what do you mean?

Listen, and Ill tell you, dearest, he answered, looking earnestly into her eyes. It was soon after my brothers death that I met Valérie. Prior to that, however, I had grown to love you, because I knew that, although you lived in an atmosphere that was somewhat questionable as regards morals, you were nevertheless pure and good. I was on the point of asking you to become my wife when Valérie crossed my path. You know the rest. She was no fairer, no better-looking than you are at this moment, but with that fatal, irresistible power she possessed she drew me to her, and I became her slave and as helpless as a child. Now and then you and I met, and as you did not appear to notice the coldness I exhibited, I congratulated myself that you no longer entertained any affection for me.

What caused you to think that? she demanded in dismay.

To tell the truth, he responded hesitatingly, I believed those repeated warnings you gave me against Valérie were merely the rancorous fictions of a jealous heart, and that is why I took no heed of them.

Ah! she exclaimed, with sadness, I tried hard but could never bring you to understand that my womans power of perception was keener than yours. You were so credulous, and did not suspect treachery. Although Jacks secret sealed his lips, yet I knew from the manner in which he spoke that if you attached yourself to her, ruin would quickly follow.

Yes, he admitted gloomily, you told me so, but I was too blind an idiot to believe it. Had I taken your advice how much pain and sorrow would have been avoided!

Of what use is regret? She is dead — and you free!

Free — free to marry you! he said in a deep, earnest voice, pressing her hand to his lips at the same moment.

She glanced inquiringly at him, as if unable to grasp his meaning, and tried to withdraw her hand.

To marry me? she repeated.

Yes. Will you be my wife, Dolly? he urged passionately. We have been friends for so long that we ought to know each others peculiarities of temperament by this time. I know I have no right to make this request after the heartless manner in which I cast you aside. On the other hand, you have passed the ordeal and been true to me, trying to rescue me from ignominy and ruin, even when I ridiculed your affection. For that reason I love you now more than ever, and I cannot refrain from asking you to make me happy.

It is true that you left me, preferring Valérie, she said reflectively. But you should not forget that you thought her a woman in your own sphere, whereas I was only an artists model. It was but natural you should consider her a more fitting wife than myself; and, although I loved you so well!

Did you love me, then?

She blushed.

But do you still care for me? he asked with earnestness, putting his arm around her slim waist and pressing her to his breast. Promise me, Dolly, he pleaded— promise me that you will be my wife!

Do you love me sufficiently?

Can you doubt me?

No, she replied, in a tremulous voice; I do not doubt you, Hugh. I will be your wife.

Then she bent her fair head, and hid from him her tears of happiness. The only light that can show us the road to better things is that which shines within us. The words he uttered were tender and reassuring, and for a long time they stood together talking of the new, bright, and unclouded life that lay before them.

Meanwhile the exquisite gradations of colour on sea and land had faded, the glow upon the horizon had disappeared, the wind had fallen, and all was calm and still in the mystic gloom of the dying day.

Startled by hearing voices behind them, they turned and faced Jack and Gabrielle, who had approached unnoticed.

After a hearty laugh and some good-natured chaff in English, the purport of which was not thoroughly understood by mademoiselle, Hugh grasped the artists hand, and, wringing it warmly exclaimed — 

Congratulate me, old fellow! Im beginning life afresh from to-day. Dolly has consented to become my wife.

By Jove, is that so? Egerton cried, in pleasant surprise. Well, you have my heartiest wishes, Hugh. Then he added, after a moments hesitation: Strangely enough, I, too, have to make a similar announcement.

What? cried Hugh and Dolly simultaneously. Gabrielle has resolved to give up the stage and become Mrs Egerton, he answered, with a happy smile. We knew one another years ago in Paris, and although no word of affection was then spoken, we have to-day discovered that we love one another.

Yes, added Gabrielle, her accent making her voice sound pleasant to English ears. Having released him from the thrall of La Petite Hirondelle, and proving that he was not guilty of the crime he believed he had committed, I am going to many him. It is as it should be — eh?

And she laughed contentedly.

After many mutual congratulations and expressions of surprise, they crossed the stile, and continued their stroll through the dell towards the village, where the scattered lights had already commenced to twinkle.

The two men walked together at a little distance behind.

Hugh, old fellow, the artist remarked confidentially, Im glad Dolly is to be your wife. I feel confident that youll never regret the step; for I know, perhaps better than any one, how pure and honest she is, how dearly she loves you, and how acutely she suffered when you forsook her.

Dont mention the past again, Jack, old fellow. We both played dice with the devil, expecting to throw sixes, said Hugh, as they stepped out upon the broad highway. Then he added, I feel assured we shall now be happy and contented. Let us look only to a bright and prosperous future, and let us forget forever the grim shadow that fell upon us, the shadow of The Temptress.

THE END


The Great White Queen (1896)
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The original frontispiece


CHAPTER I.

A ROMANCE!
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IT IS A curious story, full of exciting adventures, extraordinary discoveries, and mysteries amazing.

Strange, too, that I, Richard Scarsmere, who, when at school hated geography as bitterly as I did algebraic problems, should even now, while just out of my teens, be thus enabled to write down this record of a perilous journey through a land known only by name to geographers, a vast region wherein no stranger had ever before set foot.

The face of the earth is well explored now-a-days, yet it has remained for me to discover and traverse one of the very few unknown countries, and to give the bald-headed old fogies of the Royal Geographical Society a lesson in the science that I once abominated.

I have witnessed with my own eyes the mysteries of Mo. I have seen the Great White Queen!

Three years ago I had as little expectation of emulating the intrepidity of Stanley as I had of usurping the throne of England. An orphan, both of whose parents had been drowned in a yachting accident in the Solent and whose elder brother succeeded to the estate, I was left in the care of a maternal uncle, a regular martinet, who sent me for several long and dreary years to Dr. Tregears well-known Grammar-school at Eastbourne, and had given me to understand that I should eventually enter his office in London. Briefly, I was, when old enough, to follow the prosaic and ill-paid avocation of clerk. But for a combination of circumstances, I should have, by this time, budded into one of those silk-hatted, patent-booted, milk-and-bun lunchers who sit on their high perches and drive a pen from ten till four at a salary of sixteen shillings weekly. Such was the calling my relative thought good enough for me, although his own sons were being trained for professional careers. In his own estimation all his ideas were noble and his generosity unbounded; but not in mine.

But this is not a school story, although its preparatory scenes take place at school. Some preparatory scenes must take place at school; but the drama generally terminates on the broader stage of the world. Who cares for a rehearsal, save those who have taken part in it? I vow, if I had never been at Tregears I would skip the very mention of his name. As it is, however, I often sigh to see the shadow of the elms clustering around the playground, to watch the moonbeans illumine the ivied wall opposite the dormitory window. I often dream that I am back again, a Cæsar-hating pupil.

Dr. Tregear, commonly called Old Trigger, lived at Upperton, a suburb of Eastbourne, and had accommodation for seventy boys, but during the whole time I remained there we never had more than fifty. His advertisements in local and London papers offering Commercial training for thirty guineas including laundress and books. Bracing air, gravel soil, diet best and unlimited. Reduction for brothers, were glowing enough, but they never whipped up business sufficiently to attract the required number of boarders. Nevertheless, I must admit that old Trigger, with all his faults and severity, was really good-hearted. He was a little sniffing, rasping man, with small, spare, feeble, bent figure; mean irregular features badly arranged round a formidable bent, broken red nose; thin straggling grey hair and long grey mutton-chop whiskers; constantly blinking little eyes and very assertive, energetic manners. He had a constant air of objecting to everything and everybody on principle. Knowing that I was an orphan he sometimes took me aside and gave me sound fatherly advice which I have since remembered, and am now beginning to appreciate. His wife, too, was a kindly motherly woman who, because being practically homeless I was often compelled to spend my holidays at school, seemed better disposed towards me than to the majority of the other fellows.

Yes, I got on famously at Triggers. Known by the abbreviated appellation of Scars, I enjoyed a popularity that was gratifying, and, bar one or two sneaks, there was not one who would not do me a good turn when I wanted it. The sneaks were outsiders, and although we did not reckon them when we spoke of the school, it must not be imagined that we forgot to bring them into our calculations in each conspiracy of devilment, nor to fasten upon them the consequences of our practical jokes.

My best friend was a mystery. His name was Omar Sanom, a thin spare chap with black piercing eyes set rather closely together, short crisp hair and a complexion of a slightly yellowish hue. I had been at Triggers about twelve months and was thirteen when he arrived. I well remember that day. Accompanied by a tall, dark-faced man of decided negroid type who appeared to be ill at ease in European clothes, he was shown into the Doctors study, where a long consultation took place. Meanwhile among the fellows much speculation was rife as to who the stranger was, the popular opinion being that Trigger should not open his place to savages, and that if he came we would at once conspire to make his life unbearable and send him to Coventry.

An hour passed and listeners at the keyhole of the Doctors door could only hear mumbling, as if the negotiations were being carried on in the strictest secrecy. Presently, however, the black man wished Trigger good-day, and much to everyones disgust and annoyance the yellow-faced stranger was brought in and introduced to us as Omar Sanom, the new boy.

The mystery surrounding him was inscrutable. About my own age, he spoke very little English and would, in conversation, often drop unconsciously into his own language, a strange one which none of the masters understood or even knew its name. It seemed to me composed mainly of ps and ls. To all our inquiries as to the place of his birth or nationality he remained dumb. Whence he had come we knew not; we were only anxious to get rid of him.

I do not think Trigger knew very much about him. That he paid very handsomely for his education I do not doubt, for he was allowed privileges accorded to no one else, one of which was that on Sundays when we were marched to church he was allowed to go for a walk instead, and during prayers he always stood aside and looked on with superior air, as if pitying our simplicity. His religion was not ours.

For quite a month it was a subject of much discussion as to which of the five continents Omar came from, until one day, while giving a geography lesson the master, who had taken the West Coast of Africa as his subject, asked:

Where does the Volta River empty itself?

There was a dead silence that confessed ignorance. We had heard of the Russian Volga, but never of the Volta. Suddenly Omar, who stood next me, exclaimed in his broken English:

The Volta empties itself into the Gulf of Guinea. Ive been there.

Quite correct, nodded the master approvingly, while Baynes, the fellow on my left, whispered: — 

Yellow-Face has been there! Hes a Guinea Pig — see?

I laughed and was punished in consequence, but the suggestion of the witty Baynes being whispered round the school was effective. From that moment the yellow-faced mysterious foreigner was commonly known as the Guinea Pig.

We did our best to pump him and ascertain whether he had been born in Guinea, but he carefully avoided the subject. The information that he came from the West Coast of Africa had evidently been given us quite involuntarily. He had been asked a question about a spot he knew intimately, and the temptation to exhibit his superiority over us had proved too great.

Not only was his nationality a secret, but many of his actions puzzled us considerably. As an instance, whenever he drank anything, water, tea, or coffee, he never lifted his cup to his lips before spilling a small quantity upon the floor. If we had done this punishment would promptly have descended upon us, but the masters looked on at his curious antics in silence.

Around his neck beneath his clothes he wore a sort of necklet composed of a string of tiny bags of leather, in which were sewn certain hard substances that could be felt inside. Even in the dormitory he never removed this, although plenty of chaff was directed towards him in consequence of this extraordinary ornament. It was popularly supposed that he came from some savage land, and that when at home this string of leather bags was about the only article of dress he wore.

If rather dull at school, he very soon picked up our language with all its slang, and quickly came to the fore in athletics. In running, swimming and rowing no one could keep pace with him. On foot he was fleet as a deer, and in the water could swim like a fish, while at archery he was a dead shot. Within three months he had lived down all the prejudices that had been engendered by reason of his colour, and I confess that I myself, who had at first regarded him with gravest suspicion, now began to feel a friendliness towards him. Once or twice, at considerable inconvenience to himself he rendered me valuable services, and on one occasion got me out of a serious scrape by taking the blame himself, therefore within six months of his arrival we became the firmest of chums. At work, as at play, we were always together, and notwithstanding the popular feeling being antagonistic to my close acquaintance with the Guinea Pig, I nevertheless knew from my own careful observations that although a foreigner, half-savage he might be, he was certainly true and loyal to his friends.

Once he fought. It was soon after we became chums that he had a quarrel with the bully Baynes over the ownership of a catapult. Baynes, who was three years older, heavier built and much taller, threatened to thrash him. This threat was sufficient. Omar at once challenged him, and the fight took place down in the paddock behind a hedge, secure from Triggers argus eye. As the pair took off their coats one of the fellows jokingly said — 

The Guinea Pigs a cannibal. Hell eat you, Baynes.

Everybody laughed, but to their astonishment within five minutes our champion pugilist lay on the ground with swollen eye and sanguinary nose, imploring for mercy. That he could fight Omar quickly showed us, and as he released the bully after giving him a sound dressing as a cat would shake a rat, he turned to us and with a laugh observed — 

My people are neither cowards nor cannibals. We never fight unless threatened, but we never decline to meet our enemies.

No one spoke. I helped him on with his coat, and together we left the ground, while the partisans of Baynes picked up their fallen champion and proceeded to make him presentable.

Like myself, Omar seemed friendless, for when the summer holidays came round both of us remained with the Doctor and his wife, while the more fortunate ones always went away to their homes. At first he seemed downcast, but we spent all our time together, and Mrs. Tregear, it must be admitted, did her best to make us comfortable, allowing us to ramble where we felt inclined, even surreptitiously supplying us with pocket-money.

It was strange, however, that I never could get Omar to talk of himself. Confidential friends that we were, in possession of each others secrets, he spoke freely of everything except his past. That some remarkable romance enveloped him I felt certain, yet by no endeavour could I fathom the mystery.

Twice or thrice each year the elderly negro who had first brought him to the school visited him, and they were usually closeted a long time together. Perhaps his sable-faced guardian on those occasions told him news of his relatives; perhaps he gave him good advice. Which, I know not. The man, known as Mr. Makhana, was always very pleasant towards me, but never communicative. Yet he made up for that defect by once or twice leaving half-a-sovereign within my ready palm. He appeared suddenly without warning, and left again, even Omar himself being unaware where he dwelt.

Truly my friend was a mystery. Who he was, or whence he had come, was a secret.


CHAPTER II.

OMARS SLAVE.
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OMAR HAD BEEN at Triggers a little over two years when a strange incident occurred. We were then both aged about sixteen, he a few months older than myself. The summer holidays had come round again. I had a month ago visited my uncle in London, and he had given me to understand that after next term I should leave school and commence life in the City. He took me to his warehouse in Thames Street and showed me the gas-lit cellar wherein his clerks were busy entering goods and calling out long columns of amounts. The prospect was certainly not inviting, for I was never good at arithmetic, and to spend ones days in a place wherein never a ray of sunshine entered was to my mind the worst existence to which one could be condemned.

When I returned I confessed my misgivings to Omar, who sympathised with me, and we had many long chats upon the situation as during the six weeks we wandered daily by the sea. We cared little for the Grand Parade, with its line of garish hotels, tawdry boarding-houses and stucco-fronted villas, and the crowd of promenaders did not interest us. Seldom even we went on the pier, except to swim. Our favourite walks were away in the country through Willingdon to Polegate, over Beachy Head, returning through East Dean to Litlington and its famed tea-garden, or across Pevensey Levels to Wartling, for we always preferred the more unfrequented ways. One day, when I was more than usually gloomy over the prospect of drudgery under my close-fisted relative, my friend said to me cheerfully:

Come, Scars, dont make yourself miserable about it. My people have a saying that a smile is the only weapon one can use to combat misfortune, and I think its true. We have yet a few months more together before you leave. In life our ways will lie a long way apart. You will become a trader in your great city, while I shall leave soon, I expect, to — — and he paused.

To do what? I inquired.

To go back to my own people, perhaps, he answered mechanically. Perhaps I shall remain here and wait, I know not.

Wait for what?

Wait until I receive orders to return, he answered. Ah, you dont know what a strange life mine has been, Scars, he added a moment later in a confidential tone. I have never told you of myself for the simple reason that silence is best. We are friends; I hope we shall be friends always, even though my enemies seek to despise me because I am not quite white like them. But loyalty is one of the cherished traditions of my people, and now that during two years our friendship has been firmly established I trust nothing will ever occur to interrupt it.

I take no heed of your enemies, Omar, I said. You have proved yourself genuine, and the question of colour, race, or creed has nothing to do with it.

Perhaps creed has, he exclaimed rather sadly. But I make no pretence of being what I am not. Your religion interests me, although, as you know, I have never been taught the belief you have. My gods are in the air, in the trees, in the sky. I believe what I have been taught; I pray in silence and the great god Zomara hears me even though I am separated from my race by yonder great ocean. Yet I sometimes think I cannot act as you white people do, that, after all, what my enemies say is true. I am still what you term a savage, although wearing the clothes of your civilization.

Though a man be a pagan he may still be a friend, I said.

Yes, I am at least your friend, he said. My only regret is that your uncle will part us in a few months. Still, in years to come we shall remember each other, and you will at least have a passing thought for Omar, the Guinea Pig, he added, laughing.

I smiled too, but I noticed that although he endeavoured to appear gay, his happiness was feigned, and there was in his dark eyes a look of unutterable sadness. Our conversation drifted to a local cricket match that was to be played on the morrow, and soon the gloomy thoughts that seemed to possess him were dispelled.

It was on the same sunny afternoon, however, that a curious incident occurred which was responsible for altering the steady prosaic course of our lives. The most trifling incidents change the current of a life, and the smallest events are sufficient to alter history altogether. Through the blazing August afternoon we had walked beyond Meads, mounted Beachy Head, passed the lighthouse at Belle Tout and descended to the beach at a point known as the Seven Sisters. The sky was cloudless, the sea like glass, and during that long walk without shelter from the suns rays I had been compelled to halt once or twice and mop my face with my handkerchief. Yet without fatigue, without the slightest apparent effort, and still feeling cool, Omar walked on, smiling at the manner in which the unusual heat affected me, saying:

Ah! It is not hot here. You might grumble at the heat if the sun were as powerful as it is in my country.

When we descended to the beach and threw ourselves down under the shadow of the high white cliffs to rest, I saw there was no one about and suggested a swim. It was against old Triggers orders, nevertheless the calm, cool water as it lazily lapped the sand proved too tempting, and very shortly we had plunged in and were enjoying ourselves. Omar left the water first, and presently I saw while he was dressing the figure of a tallish, muscular man attired in black and wearing a silk hat approaching him. As I watched, wondering what business the stranger could have with my companion, I saw that when they met Omar greeted him in native fashion by snapping fingers, as he had often done playfully to me. Whoever he might be, the stranger was unexpected, and judging from the manner in which he had been received, a welcome visitor. I was not near enough to distinguish the features of the newcomer, but remembering that I had been in the water long enough, I struck out for the shore, and presently walked up the beach towards them.

Omar had dressed, and was in earnest conversation with a gigantic negro of even darker complexion than Mr. Makhana. Unconscious of my approach, for my feet fell noiselessly upon the sand, he was speaking rapidly in his own language, while the man who had approached him stood listening in meek, submissive attitude. Then, for the first time, I noticed that my friend held in his hand a grotesquely carved stick that had apparently been presented by the new-comer as his credential, together with a scrap of parchment whereon some curious signs, something like Arabic, were written. While Omar addressed him he bowed low from time to time, murmuring some strange words that I could not catch, but which were evidently intended to assure my friend that he was his humble servant.

In spare moments Omar had taught me a good deal of his language. Indeed, such a ready pupil had I been that frequently when we did not desire the other fellows to understand our conversation we spoke in his tongue. But of what he was saying to this stranger, I could only understand one or two words and they conveyed to me no meaning. The negro was a veritable giant in stature, showily dressed, with one of those gaudily-coloured neckties that delight the heart of Africans, while on his fat brown hand was a large ring of very light-coloured metal that looked suspiciously like brass. His boots were new, and of enormous size, but as he stood he shifted uneasily from one foot to the other, showing that he was far from comfortable in his civilized habiliments.

Without approaching closer I picked up my things and dressed rapidly, then walked forward to join my companion.

Scars! he cried, as soon as I stood before him. I had quite forgotten you. This is my mothers confidential adviser, Kouaga.

Then, turning to the grinning ebon-faced giant he uttered some rapid words in his own language and told him my name, whereupon he snapped fingers in true native fashion, the negro showing an even set of white teeth as an expression of pleasure passed over his countenance.

We little thought that we were being watched this afternoon, Omar said to me, smiling and throwing himself down upon the sand, an example followed by the negro and myself. It seems that Kouaga arrived in Eastbourne this morning, but there are strong reasons why none should know that he has seen me. Therefore he followed me here to hold palaver at a spot where we should not be observed.

You have a letter, I see.

Yes, he said slowly, re-reading the strange lines of hieroglyphics. The news it contains necessitates me leaving for Africa immediately.

For Africa! I cried dismayed. Are you going?

Yes, I must. It is imperative.

Then I shall lose you earlier than I anticipated, I observed with heart-felt sorrow at the prospect of parting with my only chum. It is true, as you predicted, our lives lie very far apart.

The negro lifted his hat from his brow as if its weight oppressed him, then turning to me, said slowly and with distinctness in his own tongue:

I bring the words of the mighty Naya unto her son. None dare disobey her commands on pain of death. She is a ruler above all rulers; before her armed men monarchs bow the knee, at her frown nations tremble. In order to bring the palaver she would make with her son I have journeyed for three moons by land and sea to reach him and deliver the royal staff in secret. I have done my duty. It is for Omar to obey. Kouaga has spoken.

Let me briefly explain, Scarsmere, my friend interrupted. Until the present I have been compelled to keep my identity a secret, for truth to tell, there is a plot against our dynasty, and I fear assassination.

Your dynasty! I cried amazed. Are your people kings and queens?

They are, he answered. I am the last descendant of the great Sanoms of Mo, the powerful rulers who for a thousand years have held our country against all its enemies, Mahommedan, Pagan or Christian. I am the Prince of Mo.

But where is Mo? I asked. I have never heard of it.

I am not surprised, he said. No stranger has entered it, or ever will, for it is unapproachable and well-guarded. One intrepid white man ventured a year ago to ascend to the grass plateau that forms its southern boundary, but he was expelled immediately on pain of death. My country, known to the neighbouring tribes as the Land Beyond the Clouds, lies many weeks journey from the sea in the vast region within the bend of the great Niger river, north of Upper Guinea, and is coterminous with the states of Gurunsi and Kipirsi on the west, with Yatenga on the north-west, with Jilgodi, Aribinda, and Libtako on the north, with Gurma on the east, and with the Nampursi district of Gurunsi on the south.

The names have no meaning for me, I said. But the fact that you are an actual Prince is astounding.

With his hands clasped behind his head, he flung himself back upon the sand, laughing heartily.

Well, he said, I didnt want to parade my royal ancestry, neither do I want to now. I only tell you in confidence, and in order that you shall understand why I am compelled to return. During the past ten years there have been many dissensions among the people, fostered by the enemies of our country, with a view to depose the reigning dynasty. Three years ago a dastardly plot was discovered to murder my mother and myself, seize the palace, and massacre its inmates. Fortunately it was frustrated, but my mother deemed it best to send me secretly out of the country, for I am sole heir to the throne, and if the conspirators killed me, our dynasty must end. Therefore Makhana, my mothers secret agent, who purchases our arms and ammunition in England and conducts all trade we have with civilized countries, brought me hither, and I have since been in hiding.

But Makhana has been bribed by our enemies, exclaimed the big negro, who had been eagerly listening to our conversation, but understanding no word of it save the mention of Makhanas name. Turning to Omar he added: Makhana will, if he obtains a chance, kill you. Be warned in time against him. It has been ascertained that he supplied the men of Moloto with forty cases of rifles, and that he has given his pledge that you shall never return to Africa. Therefore obey the injunction of my royal mistress, the great Naya, and leave with me secretly.

Without seeing Makhana? asked Omar.

Yes, the black-faced man replied. He must not know, or the plans of the Naya may be thwarted. Our enemies have arranged to strike their blow three moons from now, but ere that we shall be back in Mo, and they will find that they go only to their graves. Kouaga has made fetish for the son of his royal mistress, and has come to him bearing the stick.

What does the letter say? I asked Omar, noticing him reading it again.

It is brief enough, and reads as follows, he said:

Know, O my son Omar, that I send my stick unto thee by our trusty Kouaga. Return unto Mo on the wings of haste, for our throne is threatened and thy presence can avert our overthrow. Tarry not in the country of the white men, but let thy face illuminate the darkness of my life ere I go to the tomb of my ancestors.

Naya.

I glanced at the scrap of parchment, and saw appended a truly regal seal.

And shall you go? I asked with sorrow.

Yes — if you will accompany me.

Accompany you! I cried. How can I? I have no money to go to Africa, besides — —

Besides what? he answered smiling. Kouaga has money sufficient to pay both our passages. Remember, I am Prince of Mo, and this man is my slave. If I command him to take you with me he will obey. Will you go?

The prospect of adventure in an unknown land was indeed enticing. In a few brief words he recalled my dismal forebodings of the life in an underground office in London, and contrasted it with a free existence in a fertile and abundant land, where I should be the guest and perhaps an official of its ruler. He urged me most strongly to go as his companion, and in conclusion said:

Your presence in Mo will be unique, for you will be the first stranger who has ever set foot within its capital.

But your mother may object to me, as she did to the entrance of the white man of whom you just now spoke.

Ah! he came to make trade palaver. You are my friend and confidant, he said.

Then you suggest that we should both leave Eastbourne at once, travel with Kouaga to Liverpool and embark for Africa without returning to Triggers, or saying a word to anyone?

We must. If we announce our intention of going we are certain to be delayed, and as the steamers leave only once a month, delay may be fatal to my mothers plans.

As he briefly explained to Kouaga that he had invited me to accompany him I saw that companion to an African prince would be a much more genial occupation than calculating sums in a gas-lit cellar; therefore, fired by the pleasant picture he placed before me, I resolved to accept his invitation.

Very well, Omar, I said, trying to suppress the excitement that rose within me. We are friends, and where you go I will go also.

Delighted at my decision my friend sprang to his feet with a cry of joy, and we all three snapped fingers, after which we each took a handful of dry sand and by Omars instructions placed it in one heap upon a rock. Then, having first mumbled something over his amulets, he quickly stirred the heap of sand with his finger, saying:

As these grains of sand cannot be divided, so cannot the bonds of friendship uniting Omar, Prince of Mo, with Scarsmere and Kouaga, be rent asunder. Omar has spoken.


CHAPTER III.

OUTWARD BOUND.
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HOW, TREMBLING LEST we should be discovered, we left Eastbourne by train two hours later — Kouaga joining the train at Polegate so as to avoid notice — how the Grand Vizier of Mo purchased our travelling necessities in London; how we travelled to Liverpool by the night mail, and how we embarked upon the steamer Gambia, it is unnecessary to relate in detail. Suffice it to say that within twenty-four hours of meeting the big negro we were safely on board the splendid mail-steamer where everything was spick and span. Kouaga had engaged a cabin for our exclusive use, and the captain himself had evidently ascertained that Omar was a person of importance, for in passing us on deck he paused to chat affably, and express a hope that we should find the voyage a pleasant one.

Your coloured servant has told me your destination, he said, addressing Omar. We cant land you there on account of the surf, but I understand a boat from shore will be on the look-out. If it isnt, well, youll have to go on to Cape Coast Castle.

The boat will be in readiness, Omar said smiling. If it isnt, those in charge will pay dearly for it. You know what I mean.

The Captain laughed, drew his finger across his throat, and nodded.

Yes, he said. Ive heard that in your country life is held cheap. I fancy Id rather be on my bridge than a resident in the Nayas capital. But I see Im wanted. Good-bye, and he hurried away to shout some order to the men who were busy stowing the last portion of the cargo.

As we leaned over the rail watching the bustle on board the steam tender that lay bobbing up and down at our side, we contemplated the consternation of old Trigger when he found us missing. No doubt a hue and cry would be at once raised, but as several persons we knew had seen us walking towards the Belle Tout, it would, without a doubt, be surmised that we had been drowned while bathing. The only thing we regretted was that we had not left some portion of our clothing on the beach to give verisimilitude to the suggestion. However, we troubled ourselves not one whit about the past. I was glad to escape from the doom of the gas-lit cellar, and was looking forward with keen anticipation to a new life in that mystic country, Africa.

At last there was shouting from the bridge, the tender cast off, the bell in the engine-room gave four strokes, the signal for full-speed ahead, and ere long we were steaming past that clanging beacon the Bell Buoy, and heading for the open sea. The breeze began to whistle around us, the keen-eyed old pilot tightened his scarf around his throat, and carefully we sped along past the Skerries until we slowed off Holyhead, where he shook hands with the captain, and with a hearty good-bye swung himself over the bulwarks into the heavy old boat that had come alongside. Thus was severed the last link that bound us to England.

Standing up in his boat he waved us a farewell, while our captain, his hands behind him, took charge of the ship and shouted an order.

Ting-ting-ting-ting sounded the bell below, and a moment later we were moving away into the fast falling night. For a long time we remained on deck with Kouaga, watching the distant shore of Wales fade into the banks of mist, while now and then a brilliant light would flash its warning to us and then die out again as suddenly as it had appeared. We had plenty of passengers on board, mostly merchants and their families going out to the Coast, one or two Government officials, engineers and prospectors, and during the first night all seemed bustle and confusion. Stewards were ordered here and there, loud complaints were heard on every side, threats were made to report trivialities to the captain, and altogether there was plenty to amuse us.

Next day, however, when we began to bow gracefully to the heavy swell of the Atlantic the majority of the grumblers were glad enough to seek the comfort and privacy of their berths and to remain there, for during the two days that followed the waves ran mountains high, the wind howled, the bulkheads creaked and the vessel made plunges so unexpectedly that to stand was almost impossible. The great waves seemed to rush upon us as we ploughed our way through them, sometimes burying our bows in foam and at others striking us and lifting us high up, the shock almost causing us to stop. The roar of the tempest seemed deafening, the ships bell tolled with regularity, but no one appeared in the saloon, and it seemed as if the cook in his galley had little, if anything, to do.

Never mind, I heard one officer say to another, as they lounged outside their cabins off duty. Itll give em their sea legs, and the weather will be all right the other side of the Bay.

Both laughed. Sailors seem to enjoy the discomforts of passengers.

During those two days I think we were the only passengers who spent the whole day on deck. Kouaga was a poor sailor and was in his bunk horribly bad. When we visited him the whites of his eyes seemed perfectly green.

This was my first taste of a storm, and I must confess that I did not enjoy it. I was not ill, but experienced a feeling the reverse of comfortable. Through all, however, I congratulated myself that I had actually left England, and was about to commence life in a new land. The officer whose words I had overheard proved a prophet, for after three days of bad weather we ran into blue water, calm as a mill-pond, the sun shone out warm and bright, as quickly as the spirits of the passengers had fallen they rose again, and a round of gaiety commenced that continued unbroken until we left the vessel.

We touched at Funchal, a pretty town of white villas half hidden by the surrounding greenery, and with others went ashore, but we were not there more than a couple of hours, for soon the Blue-Peter was run to our masthead as signal that the ship was about to sail, and we were compelled to re-embark. Then a gun was fired on board, the crowd of small craft around us that had put out for the purpose of selling the passengers bananas, live birds, etc., sheered off, and very soon we had restarted on our southward voyage.

Ere long, having passed the snow-capped peak of Teneriffe of which we had heard so much at Triggers, we entered the region of the trade-winds, and the steamer, aided by its sails that were now spread, held rapidly on its course rounding Cape Verd. For a day we anchored off Bathurst, then steamed away past the many rocky islands off the coast of Guinea until we touched Free Town, the capital of that unhealthy British colony Sierra Leone. Anchoring there, we discharged some cargo, resuming our voyage in a calm sea and perfect weather, and carefully avoiding the dangerous shoals of St. Ann, we passed within sight of Sherboro Island, a British possession, and also sighted Cape Mount, which Omar told me was in the independent republic of Liberia. For several days after this we remained out of sight of land until one afternoon, just about tea-time, the captain came up to us, saying — 

We shall make the mouth of the Lahou River in about two hours, so youd better be prepared to leave. Ill keep a good look-out for your boat. Have you had a pleasant voyage?

Very, we both replied in one voice.

Glad of that, he said, and turning to Omar added, youll look after me if ever I get up country as far as Mo, wont you?

Of course, my friend answered laughing. If you come you shall have a right royal welcome. Come at any time. Youll have nothing to fear when once inside the borders of my mothers country.

Ah, well. Perhaps Ill come some day, when I retire on my pension and set up as an African chief — eh?

We all laughed, and he ascended the steps again to the bridge.

Kouaga, in the meantime, was busy collecting our things, giving gratuities to the stewards, and otherwise making preparations to leave. For over two hours we eagerly watched in the direction of the shore, being assisted by a crowd of passengers who had by this time learnt that we were to be taken off.

The shore which slowly came into view as our eager eyes scanned the horizon was the Ivory Coast, but the sun sank in a glorious blaze of crimson, and dusk crept on, yet the captain, whose glasses continually swept the sea, could distinguish no boat approaching us.

Im afraid, he shouted to us from the bridge, their look-out is not well kept. Well have to take you along to Cape Coast, after all.

Why not fire a gun, Captain? suggested Kouaga, his words being interpreted by Omar.

Very well, he answered, and turning to the officer, he gave orders that the signal gun should be fired three times at intervals.

Presently there was a puff of white smoke and the first loud report rang out, making the vessel quiver beneath us. We waited, listening, but there was no response. The light quickly faded, night cast her veil of darkness over the sea, but we still stood in for the coast.

Again, about half-past nine, the gun belched forth a tongue of flame, and the report sounded far over the silent waters. All was excitement on deck, for it was a matter of speculation whether an answering shout or gunshot could be heard above the roar and throbbing of the engines. Ten, eleven oclock passed, and presently the third gun was exploded so suddenly that the ladies were startled. Again we listened, but could hear nothing. Kouaga fumed and cursed the evil-spirit for our misfortune, while Omar, finding that we were to be taken to Cape Coast Castle, imparted to me his fear that the fortnights delay it must necessarily entail, would be fatal to his mothers plans.

We were hanging over the taffrail together gazing moodily into the darkness, having given up all hope of getting ashore at the Lahou River, when suddenly about half a mile from us we saw a flash, and the report of a rifle reached us quite distinctly, followed by distant shouting.

There they are! cried Omar excitedly. Theyve hailed us at last!

But ere the words had fallen from his lips we heard the bell in the engine-room ringing, and next second the steam was shut off and we gradually hove to.

Kouaga was at our side almost immediately, and we found ourselves surrounded by passengers taking leave of us. Our boxes were brought up by a couple of sailors, and after about a quarter of an hours wait, during which time the vessel rose and fell with the swell, the craft that had hailed us loomed up slowly in the darkness, amid the excited jabber of her demoniac-looking crew.

She was a large native vessel, brig-rigged, and as dirty and forbidding-looking a craft as you could well see anywhere. Kouaga hailed one of the black, half-clad men on board, receiving a cheery answer, and presently, having taken leave of the captain and those around us, we climbed over the bulwarks and sprang upon the deck of the mysterious ship.

As Omar alighted the whole crew made obeisance to him, afterwards crowding around me, examining me by the lurid light of the torches they had ignited.

Very quickly, however, several boxes belonging to Kouaga were lowered, the moorings were cast off, and slowly the great mail steamer with its long line of brilliantly-lit ports looking picturesque in the night, moved onward.

Good-bye, shouted a voice from the steamer.

Good-bye, I responded, and as the steamers bell again rang out, full speed ahead, I knew that the last tie that bound us to European civilization was severed.


CHAPTER IV.

A STRANGE PROMISE.
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BY THE LIGHT of the flambeaux the sleek, black, oily-looking natives managed their clumsy craft, which, dipping suddenly now and then, shipped great seas, compelling us to hang on for life. The sails creaked and groaned as they bent to the wind, speeding on in the darkness towards the mainland of Africa. To be transferred to such a ship, which I more than suspected was a slaver, was a complete change after the clean, well-ordered Liverpool liner, and I must confess that, had we not been in charge of Kouaga, I should have feared to trust myself among that shouting cut-throat crew of grinning blacks. Clinging to a rope I stood watching the strange scene, rendered more weird by the flickering uncertain light of the torches falling upon the swarm of natives who manned the craft.

Are these your mothers people? I inquired of Omar.

Some are. I recognize several as our slaves, the remainder are Sanwi, or natives of the coast. Our slaves, I suppose, have been sent down to be our carriers.

Judging from the manner in which they crawl about this is, I should think, their first experience of the sea, I said.

No doubt. Over a thousand English miles of desert and almost impenetrable bush separates the sea from our kingdom, therefore few, very few of our people have seen it.

Theyll go back with some wonderful tales, I suppose.

Yes. They will, on their return, be considered heroes of travel, and their friends will hold feasts in their honour.

As he finished speaking, however, our cumbrous craft seemed suddenly to be lifted high out of the water, and amid the unearthly yells of the whole crew we were swept through a belt of foaming surf, until in a few moments our keel slid upon the sand.

I prepared to leap down upon the beach, but in a second half-a-dozen willing pairs of arms were ready to assist me, and I alighted in the midst of a swarm of half-clad, jabbering natives.

One of them, elbowing his way towards me, asked in broken English:

Massa have good voyage — eh? whereupon the others laughed heartily at hearing one of their number speak the language of the white men. But Kouaga approached uttering angry words, and from that moment the same respect was paid to me as to Omar.

We found there was a small village where we landed, otherwise the coast was wild and desolate. In an uncleanly little hut to which we were taken when our boxes were landed and the excitement had subsided, we were regaled with various African delicacies, which at first I did not find palatable, but which Omar devoured with a relish, declaring that he had not enjoyed a meal so much since he had left the Coast for England. But I did not care for yams, and the stewed monkey looked suspiciously like a cooked human specimen. My geographical knowledge was not so extensive as it might have been, and I was not certain whether these natives were not cannibals. Therefore I only made a pretence of eating, and sat silently contemplating the strange scene as we all sat upon the floor and took up our food with our fingers. When we had concluded the feast a native woman served Omar with some palm wine, which, however, he did not drink, but poured it upon the ground as an offering to the fetish for his safe return, and then we threw ourselves upon the skins stretched out for us and slept till dawn.

At sunrise I got up and went out. The place was, I discovered, even more desolate than I had imagined. Nothing met the eye in every direction but vast plains of interminable sand, with hillocks here and there, also of sand; no trees were to be seen, not even a shrub; all was arid, dry and parched up with heat. The village was merely an assemblage of a dozen miserable mud huts, and so great was the monotony of the scene, that the eye rested with positive pleasure on the dirty, yellow-coloured craft in which we had landed during the night. It had apparently once been whitewashed, but had gradually assumed that tawny hue that always characterises the African wilderness.

Again Omar and I were surrounded by the crowd of fierce-looking barbarians, but the twenty stalwart carriers sent down from Mo, apparently considering themselves a superior race to these coast-dwellers, ordered them away from our vicinity, at the same time preparing to start for the interior. Under the direction of Kouaga, who had already abandoned his European attire and now wore an Arab haick and white burnouse, the gang of chattering men soon got their loads of food and merchandise together — for the Grand Vizier had apparently been purchasing a quantity of guns and ammunition in England — hammocks were provided for all three of us if we required them, and after a good meal we at length set out, turning our backs upon the sea.

After descending the crest of a sand-hill we found ourselves fairly in the desert. As far as we could see away to the limitless horizon was sand — arid, parched red-brown sand without a vestige of herbage. The wind that was blowing carried grains of it, which filled ones mouth and tasted hot and gritty; again, impalpable atoms of sand were blown into the corners of ones eyes, and, besides, this injury inflicted on the organ of vision was calculated by no means to improve ones temper. However, Omar told me that a beautiful and fruitful land lay beyond, therefore we made light of these discomforts, and, after a march of three days, during which time we were baked by day by the merciless sun and chilled at night by the heavy dews, we at last came to the edge of the waterless wilderness, and remained for some hours to rest.

My first glimpse of the Dark Continent was not a rosy one. As a well-known writer has already pointed out, life with a band of native carriers might for a few days be a diverting experience if the climate were good and if there was no immediate necessity for hurry. But as things were it proved a powerful exercise, especially when we commenced to traverse the almost impenetrable bush by the native path, so narrow that two men could not walk abreast.

Across a great dismal swamp where high trees and rank vegetation grew in wondrous profusion we wended our way, day by day, amid the thick white mist that seemed to continually envelop us. But it required a little more than persuasion to make our carriers travel as quickly as Kouaga liked. At early dawn while the hush of night yet hung above the forest, our guide would rise, stretch his giant limbs and kick up a sleeping trumpeter. Then the tall, dark forest would echo with the boom of an elephant-tusk horn, whose sound was all the more weird since it came from between human jaws with which the instrument was decorated. The crowd of blacks got up readily enough, but it was merely in order to light their fires and to settle down to eat plantains. At length the horn would sound again, but produce no result. The whole company still squatted, eating and jabbering away, indifferent to every other sound. The head man would be called for by Kouaga. Why are your men not ready? Know you not that the son of the great Naya is with us? With a deprecatory smile the head-man would make some excuse. He had hurt his foot, or had rheumatism, and therefore he, and consequently his men, would be compelled to rest that day. He would then be warned that if not ready to march in five minutes, he would be carried captive into Mo for the Great White Queen herself to deal with. In five minutes he would return to Kouaga, saying that if the Grand Vizier would only give the men a little more salt with their chop (food) that evening, they would march.

Kouaga would then become furious, soundly rating everybody, and declare that the Naya herself should deal with the whole lot as mutineers; whereupon, seeing all excuses for further halt unavailing, loads would be taken up, and within a few moments the whole string of half-clad natives would go laughing and singing on the forward path.

The first belt of forest passed we entered a vast level land covered with scrub, which Omar informed me was the border of the Debendu territory. Proceeding down a wide valley we came at length to the first inhabited region. Every three or four miles we passed through a native village — usually a single street of thirty or forty houses. Each house consisted, as a rule, of three or four small sheds, facing inwards, and forming a tiny courtyard. The huts were on built-up platforms, with hard walls of mud, and roofs thatched with palm-leaves, while the front steps were faced with a kind of red cement. In the middle of each centre of habitation we found a tree with seats around it formed of untrimmed logs, on which the elders and head-men of the village would sit, smoke, and gravely discuss events. As we left each village to plunge boldly onward through the bush we would pass the village fetish ground, well defined by the decaying bodies of lizards and birds, a grinning human skull or two, broken pots and pieces of rag fluttering in the wind, all offered as propitiation to the presiding demon of the place, while away in the bush, behind the houses, we saw the giant leaves of the plantain groves that yielded the staple food of this primitive people.

Deeper and deeper we proceeded until we came into regular forest scenery, where day after day we pushed our way through solemn shady aisles of forest giants, whose upper parts gleamed far above the dense undergrowth in white pillars against the grey-blue sky. Sometimes we strode down a picturesque sunny glade, and at others struggled through deep dark crypts of massive bamboo clumps. Here the noisome smell of decaying vegetation nauseated us, for the air in those forest depths is deadly. Beautiful scarlet wax-flowers would gleam high among the dark-green foliage of the giant cotton-tree, whose stem would be covered with orchids and ferns and dense wreaths of creeper, while many other beautiful blossoms flourished and faded unseen. In that dark dismal place there was an absence of animal life. Sometimes, however, by day we would hear the tuneful wail of the finger-glass bird or an occasional robin would chirrup, while at night great frogs croaked gloomily and the sloth would shriek at our approach.

It was truly a toilsome, dispiriting march, as in single file we pushed our way forward into the interior, and I confess I soon began to tire of the monotony of the terrible gloom. But to all my questions Omar would reply:

Patience. In Africa we have violent contrasts always. To-day we are toiling onward through a region of eternal night, but when we have traversed the barrier that shuts out our country from the influence of yours — then you shall see. What you shall witness will amaze you.


CHAPTER V.

THE GIANTS FINGER.
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FOR QUITE THREE weeks we pushed forward through the interminable forest until one day we came to a small village beyond which lay a great broad river glistening in the noon-day sun. It was the mighty Comoe. We had entered the kingdom of Anno. In the village I saw traces of human sacrifices, and Omar, in reply to a question, told me that although these happy-looking natives were very skilful weavers and dyers who did a brisk trade in fu, a bark cloth of excellent quality — which I found afterwards they manufactured from the bark of a tree apparently of the same species as the much-talked-of rokko of Uganda — they nevertheless at the death of a chief sacrificed some of his slaves to water the grave, while the memory of the departed was also honoured with gross orgies which lasted till everything eatable or drinkable in the village was consumed.

We only remained there a few hours, then embarked in three large canoes that were moored to the bank awaiting us. The chief of the village came to pay his respects to Omar, as the son of a ruling monarch, and presented us with food according to the usual custom.

Soon, amid the shouts of the excited villagers who had all come down to see us start, our canoes were pushed off, and the carriers, glad to be relieved of their packs, took the paddles, and away we went gaily up the centre of the winding river. Emerging as suddenly as we had from the gloomy forest depths where no warmth penetrated, into the blazing tropical sun was a sudden change that almost overcame me, for as we rowed along without shelter the rays beat down upon us mercilessly.

The banks were for the most part low, although it was impossible to say what height they were because of the lofty hedges of creeping plants which covered every inch of ground from the waters edge to as high as fifty feet above in some places, while behind them towered the black-green forest with here and there bunches of brilliant flowers or glimpses of countless grey trunks. Sometimes these trees, pressing right up to the edge of the warm sluggish water, grew horizontally to the length of fifty feet over the river. Creepers, vines, whip-like calamus, twisting lianes and great serpent-like convolvuli grew in profusion over everything, while the eye caught glimpses everywhere of gorgeous clouds of insects, gaily-plumaged birds, paraquets, and monkeys swinging in their shaded bowers.

Basking on the banks were crocodiles and hippopotami, while the river itself swarmed with fish and water-snakes. And over all rose the mist caused by heat and moisture, the death-dealing miasma of that tropic world.

But all were in good spirits, for rowing was more pleasurable than tramping in that dismal monotonous primeval forest that rose on either side, therefore against the broad, slowly-flowing waters our carriers bent to their paddles, grinning and joking the while.

Throughout that day Kouaga sat near us, smoking and thinking. Perhaps the responsibilities of State weighed heavily upon him; perhaps he was contemplating with trepidation the passage that would be necessary through a country held by the enemies of Mo; at all events he was morose and taciturn, his dark face bearing a strange, stern look such as I had never before noticed.

During the weeks I had been travelling up country I had embraced every opportunity of improving my knowledge of the curious language spoken by Omar and his mothers subjects, until I found I could understand a large portion of a conversation and could even give directions to our carriers in their own tongue.

Omar was in high spirits, eager, it seemed, to return to his own people. He took a gun and some ammunition from one of the cases that Kouaga had conveyed from England and gave us an exhibition of his skill with the rifle. He was a dead shot. I had no idea he could aim so true. As we sped past in our canoe he would raise his weapon from time to time and pick off a bird upon the wing, or fire directly into the eye of some basking animal, causing it to utter a roar, lash its tail and disappear to die. He seldom missed, and the accuracy of his aim elicited from the sable rowers low grunts of admiration.

A lazy and enjoyable week we thus spent in the ascent of the Comoe, mostly through forest scenery or undulating grass-lands. By day our rowers bent with rhythmic music to their paddles, and at evening we would disembark, cook our food, and afterwards with Kouaga and my friend I would sleep in our canoe upon the heap of leopard skins that formed our couches. Here we were free from the pest of the myriad insects we had encountered in the forest; and at night, under the brilliant moon, the noble river and giant trees presented a fine picture of solitary grandeur. Onward we pressed through the flourishing country of the Jimini, where we saw many prosperous villages of large roomy houses of rectangular form and reed thatched, wide tracts under cultivation with well-kept crops of cotton and rice. Everywhere we passed, without opposition, and with expressions of good-will from the natives.

One evening when the blood-red sun had sunk low in the water behind us, we suddenly rounded a sharp bend of the river and there burst upon us, rising on our right high into the clouds, the great snow-capped crest of Mount Komono. Near its base it was hidden by a bank of cloud, but above all was clear and bright, so that the summit had the appearance of being suspended in mid-air.

The Giants Finger at last! cried Omar, jumping up excitedly and pointing at the mountain. We leave the river a little higher up, and push again across the bush a twelve days journey until we come to the Volta, which will take us forward to the boundary of Mo.

The Volta! I cried, remembering the incident at school when he had answered correctly the masters question as to the estuary of that river, and had been dubbed the Guinea Pig. Why could we not have ascended it from the sea?

Because we should, by so doing, pass nearly the whole distance through the country of Prempeh, of Ashanti, one of our bitter foes. The Adoo, the Anno, and the Jimini kings have long ago made blood-brotherhood with our chiefs, therefore we are enabled to pass in peace by this route alone.

Before darkness fell we disembarked at a small village on the left bank, the name of which I learnt was Tomboura, and after our evening meal were given a hut in which to spend the night. Soon after dawn, however, we heard Kouaga astir, giving rapid orders to the carriers, and when we went out to go down to the canoes they were nowhere to be seen. We noticed, however, that the carriers were preparing their loads which they had no doubt landed during the night, and Omar, advancing towards the Grand Vizier, asked:

Why do we not ascend the river further? We must cross to the other side if we would join the Great Salt Road.

Dangers lurk there, O my Master, the negro answered, hitching his burnouse about his shoulders. We must travel by a circuitous route.

Did not my mother command me to speed unto her? Omar asked, puzzled. Is it not necessary that we should travel by the shortest path?

The safest is the shortest, Kouaga answered with a frown.

But by following this bank we are turning our backs upon Mo. See! and he produced from his pocket an instrument which I did not know he possessed, a cheap mariners compass.

Bah! cried Kouaga in anger, after he had looked at it a long time. That clock of the white men has an evil spirit within. See! its trembling finger points always in the direction of the Great Evil. It is bewitched. Cast it away. Kouaga has already made fetish for this journey.

But why should we travel in an entirely opposite direction to Mo? I argued, seeing that a crowd of grinning impish-looking carriers had gathered around us, enjoying our controversy.

For three-score years Kouaga has lived in the forest and on the plains, he answered, turning to me. He knows the direction of Mo.

Oh, let him have his own way, Omar cried at last, finding persuasion of no avail. Then turning to the Grand Vizier he said in a firm tone: Listen, Kouaga. If by your obstinacy we are delayed one single day, I shall inform my mother of that fact, and you will assuredly lose your office and most likely your head also. Therefore act as you think fit. Omar, Prince of Mo, has spoken.

Kouaga bore the staff of the Great White Queen unto thee. He is the trusted of the Naya, if not of her son, the negro answered, turning away. But in that brief instant I noticed an expression on his face of relentless cruelty. An expression such as one might expect to see upon the face of a murderer.

Truth to tell, I had never liked Kouaga; now I instinctively hated him. But ere he had strode a dozen paces he turned back smiling, saying:

I mean no defiance to the Son of my Queen. He is in my charge, and I will take him safely back unto Mo, the city with walls unbreakable, the capital of the kingdom unconquerable.

I shall act as I have decided, Omar answered with true princely hauteur. The rulers of Mo never depart from their word.

Very well, the other answered laughing, at the same time lighting his pipe with cool indifference. Then, glancing round to see that all was ready, he shouted an order to the head-man and the string of carriers moved away, jabbering and shouting, down the path into the dark gloomy forest depths.

In ill-humour we followed. I must confess that towards Kouaga I entertained an ill-defined feeling of distrust. Once or twice during that days march in the dull dispiriting gloom, almost every ray of daylight being shut out by the thick canopy of creepers spreading from tree to tree, I had caught Omar surreptitiously consulting his pocket compass, and saw upon his face a look of anxiety. Yet, on the other hand, Kouaga had become particularly jocular, and the carriers were now singing snatches of songs, joking, and laughing good-humouredly at each others misfortunes, whereas on our journey from the coast to the river they had generally preserved a sullen silence.

No. Try how I would I could not rid myself of the thought that there was something very mysterious in Kouagas actions.


CHAPTER VI.

THE ROYAL JUJUS.
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ON THE FIFTH day after we had left our canoes the Grand Vizier of Mo had gone far forward along the line of carriers to speak with the head-man, and Omar was walking immediately before me at the rear of the procession.

As I pulled him by the sleeve he halted, and when the last carrier had got out of hearing I confided to my friend my misgivings.

Have you not noticed of late a change in Kouagas manner towards us? I asked him. At first he was deferential and submissive to your every wish, but it occurs to me that of late his manner is overbearing, and he watches us closely, as if fearing we might escape.

Curiously enough, my friend replied, I have for some days past had similar thoughts. If hes playing any double game his life wont be worth a moments purchase when once we enter our own land.

But you had perfect confidence in him, I observed.

Yes. If my mother trusts him as her chief adviser I have no right to entertain any suspicion of his fidelity, he said.

True, but, after all, you are the Prince and heir. Surely he ought to have followed your desire as to the route we should take.

The route! he cried. Since we left the river we have travelled in these cross-paths in such an amazing manner that at present I have no idea where we are.

The carriers have, or they would not be in such high spirits, I observed.

Yes, but the strangest part of the affair is that every man among them fears to tell us anything. I have secretly questioned most of them as to Kouagas motive, and all I can glean is that the fetish-man at Tomboura gathered them together and, after performing some of the usual rites and sacrificing to our Crocodile-god Zomara, told them if a word were spoken to us regarding our route or destination the dread god will meet us in the forest path and devour all of us. Not one shall survive.

And you believe this pagan humbug? I exclaimed, in disgust.

He opened his dark eyes wide, regarding me in astonishment. I had never before ridiculed his religion.

The jujus around my neck preserve me from every evil, except those worked by Zomara. He is the great god whose power only the fetish-man can withstand. Slaves, princes, kings, all sacrifice to him. If we offend him death or torture is inevitably our punishment.

Do you think youve offended him? I inquired.

I know not, he sighed with a serious look. If I have, then nothing can save me; the fetish-man of Tomboura has worked evil against me.

Well, I said, this is my first experience of Africa, but it strikes me very forcibly that these fetish-men of yours will do anything they are paid to do. What was there to prevent Kouaga paying that hideous old demon at Tomboura to utter his horrible incantations and so frighten our carriers into silence?

Zomara is a terrible god. None dare tamper with him, or utter his name in vain threats, Omar answered.

Well, whoever he is I still stick to my opinion, I said. Depend upon it Kouaga is at the bottom of this conspiracy of silence.

Just at that moment the black face of that worthy, rendered darker by the snow-white haick that surrounded it, appeared among the tangled bamboos. He had missed us, and had come back to search. Yes, my surmise seemed correct. He was watching us closely and trying to understand our conversation.

That evening when we halted and the natives went into the bush to collect fuel for the fire, I managed to take one or two of them aside and secretly inquire our destination. But I got the same answer always.

Zomara has tied our tongues. He commands us to be mute, or we shall be destroyed to the last one.

To endeavour to learn anything from these simple-minded blacks seemed useless. They would speak freely on every subject, indeed they seemed fond of talking with one whose face was white, yet regarding our journey they obeyed the command of the fetish-man to the very letter. It is the same everywhere in West and Central Africa; the fetish-man rules. What he says is more law than the word of kings. If he declares a man or woman bewitched that person will assuredly be murdered before the sun sets; if he orders the people of the village to perform a certain action they will do it, even if death stares them in the face. They blindly believe that the fetish is all-powerful, and that the half naked dancing savages who administer it are endowed with supernatural powers.

That night, feeling tired out I threw myself down early near the camp fire and slept soundly for several hours. But at length some unusual sound awoke me, and when I opened my eyes I saw that the fire had died down to one single flickering ember, which still blazing cast a fitful light upon the boles of the forest giants around.

Scarcely had I opened my eyes when I became conscious of low whispering in my vicinity. This thoroughly aroused me, and without stirring my body I slowly turned my head, when to my astonishment I beheld Kouaga, standing erect with arms folded beneath his white burnouse, talking in an undertone to a dark-bearded stranger who also wore flowing Arab garments and bore in his hand a long-barrelled flint-lock gun with quaintly-inlaid stock. The man seemed older than the Grand Vizier of Mo, for his beard was tinged with grey, and the brown hand that held the gun was lean and bony.

I strained my ears to catch the drift of their earnest conversation, but could not. It was tantalizing that they spoke in so low a tone, for the stranger seemed to mumble into his beard, while Kouaga whispered with his mouth turned from me. The presence of a stranger in our camp was, to say the least, strange, for through those gloomy forest glades no single traveller could journey. Omar had told me that for a person to attempt to traverse that region alone would be merely suicide. My friend was sleeping soundly at some distance from me, therefore I could not awaken him without attracting attention. If only he would open his eyes, I thought, he might recognize the new comer, either as friend or foe.

But no, he slept on as peacefully as if he were still in the cosy dormitory at old Triggers, with its blue and white counterpanes and windows commanding a wide sweep of distant sea.

While I lay gazing upon my friend and hoping that he might open his eyes, I suddenly heard the stranger raise his voice louder than before. It was only for an instant, but in that moment upon my ear there fell three words the English equivalents of which I understood.

They were Seek the treasure!

But I could distinguish nothing more, and in a few moments the two men hurriedly snapped fingers, and the mysterious stranger disappeared noiselessly into the dark silent bush.

When the loud blasts from the ivory-horn, with its hideous ornamentation of human teeth, proclaimed the advent of another day I took Omar aside and told him of what I had witnessed and overheard. After I had described the stranger he said:

I know not who he may be. It is evident, however, we are travelling in the opposite direction to Mo, therefore we will go no further. I will command Kouaga to return to Tomboura, cross the river, and press forward over the hills of Dabagakha to the Black Volta.

And if he refuses?

Then we will go alone.

An hour later, when we had eaten our plantains and the usual babel was proceeding which was always precursory of a start being made, my companion strode up to Kouaga with a look of fierce determination upon his face, saying:

Give ear to my words. I am Omar, son of the Naya, the Great White Queen, before whose wrath all nations tremble.

Speak. I listen, answered the giant negro, with a look of surprise upon his ugly countenance.

I will go no further along this path. You, the head-man and the carriers shall return with me to the bank of the Comoe, otherwise my mother shall punish you for disobeying my orders. All who dare go forward from this moment shall be sacrificed at the yam feast and the dogs shall eat their entrails. These are my words.

Then whither would you go from Tomboura? asked Kouaga, apparently astonished at Omars sudden decision.

I will only approach Mo by the Great Salt Road.

It is impossible. There is fighting in the hills, for the Karaboro and the Dagari are at war.

And what matters, pray, since they are both our allies? Omar asked.

For a moment the negro was nonplussed, but with a broad grin showing his even row of teeth, he said:

The bird goes not into the serpents lair, neither does the son of the Queen enter the country of her enemies.

I have already given tongue to my decision, my friend replied. Advance, and each of your heads shall fall beneath the keen doka of Gankoma, the executioner.

Kouaga, hearing these words, set his teeth fiercely, and glancing at us with his fiery eyes, the whites of which were bloodshot, retorted:

Recede, and we will carry you forward, bound as a slave.

This is a threat! cried Omar, drawing himself up to his full height and stretching forth his arm. You, whom my mother raised from a palace-slave, thus threaten me! Let it be thus, but I warn you that if you ever set foot across the borders of Mo, your head shall be set upon the palace wall as a warning to disobedient slaves. Then, turning to me, and waving back the crowd of carriers who had collected and stood open-mouthed around us, he said, Come, Scars, we will return. I have thrice traversed the path from Tomboura to the Great Salt Road, and can follow it without a guide.

Then, calling down the curse of Zomara, the dreaded, upon them all, he turned on his heel and walked down the narrow path we had traversed on the previous night, while, with a final glance of triumph at the irate negro, I followed.

Scarcely had we gone fifty yards, however, before a dozen carriers, acting upon orders from Kouaga, had rushed after us, seized us, and dragged us back to him despite our desperate struggles.

So you defy me! the negro cried in a paroxysm of rage, as Omar was brought up. This is because I was fool enough to allow your white-faced friend to accompany you. Our country is no place for whites, but he will make a good sacrifice to Zomara when our journey is ended. You have both refused to accompany us, therefore we must use force. Then, turning to the half-naked savages who held us, he said: Bind them, and tie them in their hammocks. Let not their bonds be loosened until our march be ended, for both are my prisoners. And he laughed triumphantly at our discomfiture.

You shall pay for this insult with your life, Omar cried angrily.

Take off his European clothes, and let his string of royal jujus be burned. Henceforth he is a slave, as also is his white companion.

Next moment twenty ready hands tore from Omar most of his well-worn clothes, and although he fought with all the strength of which he was capable, his necklet of jujus, the magical charms that protected the Queens son from every evil, was ruthlessly spat upon and destroyed by the excited natives, together with his clothes.

Then, after each of us had been tied in a hammock with our hands behind our backs, we were lifted by four stalwart bearers and carried forward at a brisk pace towards an unknown bourne.

It was evident that we were not going to Mo, and it was equally evident too, that Kouaga, whom we had trusted implicitly, was our bitter enemy.


CHAPTER VII.

SAMORYS STRONGHOLD.
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THROUGH DENSE DARK forests and over great open grass-lands, passing several villages, we were carried forward many days, still bound and never allowed to have our hands free except during our meals.

The face of Kouaga grew more brutal and fierce as we proceeded, and he urged on the carriers until we found ourselves travelling at a pace that for African natives was amazing.

Omar spoke little. He was always pre-occupied and thoughtful. He had told me that he now regretted having brought me with him from England, but I assured him that our misfortunes were not of our own seeking, and urged him to be of good cheer.

Truth to tell, my heart was full of dark forebodings. I saw in the ugly countenance of Kouaga expressions of deadly hatred, and I knew that they were of ill-portent. Yet to escape in that deadly bush, extending for hundreds and hundreds of miles, dark, monotonous and impenetrable, meant certain death even if we eluded the watchful vigilance of this muscular negro.

One day, when passing through a forest village, a half-naked savage rushed towards us brandishing his spear and uttering a loud yell, but whether expressive of hatred or joy I knew not. Suddenly, as he approached the hammock in which Omar was lying, my friend addressed him in some tongue that was strange to me, but to which the native answered readily.

As I thought, Scars! Omar shouted to me in English a moment later. We have travelled away from Mo, crossed Tiebas territory, and have now entered the country of the great Mohammedan chief Samory, my nations bitterest enemy. It was he who seized my father by a ruse and sent his head back to my mother as a hideous souvenir.

But what object has Kouaga in bringing us here? I asked.

I cannot imagine, he answered. Unless he travelled to England, for the sole purpose of delivering me into the hands of our enemies. Three times within the last five years has Samory attempted to invade our country, but each time has been repulsed with a loss that has partially paralysed his power. All along the right bank of the Upper Niger his bands of hirelings and mercenaries, whom we call Sofas, are constantly raiding for slaves. Indeed Samorys troops are the fiercest and most merciless in this country. They are the riff-raff of the West Soudan and are a terror to friend and foe, a bar to the peaceful settlement of all lands within the range of their devastating expeditions.

Do they make raids towards your country? I inquired, for I had heard long ago of this notorious slave-dealing chief.

Yes, constantly. They are pitiless marauders who lay waste whole kingdoms and transform populous districts into gloomy solitudes. While on my way from Mo to England we passed through Sati, a large market town at the convergence of several caravan routes, which was only three months before a prosperous and wealthy place situated fifty miles south of our border. We found everything had been raided by the Sofas, who had sacked, burned or destroyed what they were unable to take away. Heaps of cinders marked the sites of former homesteads, the ground was strewn with potsherds, rice and other grain trodden under foot, while our horses moved forward knee deep in ashes. The whole land, lately very rich, prosperous and thickly peopled, was a melancholy picture of utter desolation.

Do you think we have actually fallen into Samorys hands? I asked.

I fear so.

But is not Kouaga Grand Vizier of Mo? Surely he would not dare to take us through the enemys land, I said.

Do you not remember that when he met us at Eastbourne he forbade us to inform Makhana of our intended departure? he answered. He had some object in securing our silence and getting us away from England secretly. It now appears more than probable that my mother has dismissed and banished him, and he has gone over to our enemy, Samory, who desires to seize our country.

In that case our position is indeed serious, I observed. We must do something to escape.

No, he said. We cannot escape. Lets put on a bold front, and if we find ourselves prisoners of the slave-raiding chief, I, at least, will show him that I am heir to the Emerald Throne of Mo.

As each day dawned we still held upon our way, until at length, under a broiling noon-day sun, we crossed a wide stretch of fertile grass-land where cattle were grazing, and there rose high before us the white fortified walls of a large town of flat-roofed Moorish-looking houses. It was, we afterwards learnt, called Koussan, one of Samorys principal strongholds.

As we approached the open gate, flanked on either side by watch-towers and guarded by soldiers wearing Arab fezes and loose white garments, a great rabble came forth to meet us. We heard the din of tom-toms beaten within the city, joyous shouts, and loud ear-piercing blasts upon those great horns formed out of elephant tusks.

Thus, in triumph, amid the howls and execrations of the mob, Omar, son of Sanom, and myself, were marched onward through the gate and up a steep narrow winding street, where the solidly-built houses were set close together to obtain the shade, to the market-place. Here, amid the promiscuous firing of long flint-lock guns and quaint ancient pistols, such as one sees in curiosity shops at home, a further demonstration was held, our carriers themselves infected by the popular enthusiasm, seeming also to lose their senses. They heaped upon Omar every indignity, scoffed and spat at him, while my own pale face arousing the ire of the fanatical Mohammedan populace, they denounced me as an infidel accursed of Allah, and urged my captors to kill me and give my flesh to the dogs.

Truly we were in pitiable plight.

I looked at Omar, but heedless of all their threats and jeers, he walked with princely gait. His hands were tied behind his back, his head erect, and his eyes flashed with scorn upon those who sought his death. Presently, turning sharply to the left, we found ourselves in another square which we crossed, entering a great gateway guarded by soldiers, and as soon as we were inside the heavy iron-studded doors closed with an ominous clang. I glanced round at the thick impregnable walls and knew that we were in the Kasbah, or citadel. Gaily-dressed soldiers were leaning or squatting everywhere as we crossed the several court-yards, one after the other, until, by the direction of one of the officials who had joined us on entering, we were led through a low arched door, and thence a dozen soldiers who had come forward hurried us down a flight of dark damp steps into a foul noisome chamber below.

Struggles and protestations were useless. We were pushed forward into a deep narrow cell lit only by a tiny crack in the paving of the court above and the door quickly bolted upon us.

Well, this is certainly a dire misfortune, I said, when we had both walked round inspecting the black dank walls of our prison. I wonder what fate is in store for us?

Though they destroyed my jujus, they cannot invoke the curses of Zomara upon me, he said. The Crocodile-god will not hear any enemies of the Naya.

But have you no idea whatever of the motive Kouaga has had in bringing you hither? I asked.

Not the slightest, he answered, seating himself at last on the stone bench to rest. It is evident, however, that he is a traitor in the pay of Samory. On each occasion when the Moslem chief endeavoured to conquer our country, it was Kouaga who assumed the generalship of our troops; it was Kouaga who fought valiantly for his queen with his own keen sword; it was Kouaga who drove back the enemy and urged our hosts to slaughter them without mercy; and it was Kouaga who, with fiendish hatred, put the prisoners to the torture. In him my mother had a most trusted servant.

He doesnt seem very trustworthy now, I observed. It seems to me we are caught like rats in a trap.

True, he said. We are beset by dangers, but may the blessings of their Allah turn to curses upon their heads. It may be that our ignominious situation will not satisfy the malice that Samory has conceived against me, but if a single hair of the head of either of us is injured, Zomara, the Crocodile-god, will punish those who seek our discomfiture.

It occurred to me that it was all very well to speak in this strain, but as no man is a prince except in his own country, it seemed idle to expect mercy or pity. Omar was in prison for some unknown offence, and I was held captive with a well-remembered threat from Kouaga that my life should be sacrificed.

For six hours we remained without food, but when the light above had quite faded, three soldiers with clanging swords unbarred the door and pushed through some water in an earthen vessel and some fufu, a kind of dumpling made of mashed African potato. During the night, disturbed by vermin of all sorts, including some horrible little snakes, we slept little, and at dawn we were again visited by our captors. The next day and the next passed uneventfully. For exercise we paced our cell times without number, and when tired would seat ourselves on the rough stone bench and calmly discuss the situation.

The Naya, the mysterious Great White Queen, had ordered Omar to return with all haste, yet already two moons had run their course since we had landed in Africa. This troubled my companion even more than the fact of being betrayed into the hands of his enemies.

The tiny streak of light that showed high above our heads grew brighter towards noon, then began slowly to decline. Before the shadows had lengthened in the court above, however, the sound of our door being unbarred aroused us from our lethargy, and a moment later, three soldiers entered and told us to prepare to go before the great ruler Samory. Omar, attired only in a small garment of bark-cloth, took no heed of his toilet, therefore we at once announced our readiness to leave the loathsome place with its myriad creeping things, and it was with a feeling of intense relief that a few minutes later we ascended to the blessed light of day.

Marched between a small posse of soldiers, we crossed the court to a larger and more handsome square, decorated in Arab style with horseshoe arches and wide colonnades, until at the further end a great curtain of crimson velvet was drawn aside and we found ourselves in a spacious hall, wherein many gorgeously attired persons had assembled and in the centre of which was erected a great canopy of amaranth-coloured silk supported by pillars of gold surmounted by the crescent. Beneath, reclining on a divan, slowly fanned by a dozen gaudily-attired negroes, was a dark-faced, full-bearded man of middle age, whose black eyes regarded us keenly as we entered. He was dressed in a robe of bright yellow silk, and in his turban there glittered a single diamond that sparkled and gleamed with a thousand iridescent rays. His fat brown hand was loaded with rings, and jewels glittered everywhere upon his belt, his sword, and his slippers of bright green.

It was the notorious and dreaded chieftain, Samory.


CHAPTER VIII.

THE SECRET OF THE QUEEN.
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AS WE WERE led forward to the space in front of the divan all eyes were directed towards us. The glitter and pomp of the merciless slave-raiders court was dazzling. Before their ruler all men salaamed. His officers surrounding him, watched every movement of his face, and the four-score slaves behind him stood mute and motionless, ready to do his bidding at any instant.

When our feet touched the great carpet spread before him, and we halted, he raised himself to a sitting posture, fixing his dark, gleaming eyes upon us. At sight of Omar a sudden frown of displeasure crossed his features, but an instant later a grim smile of triumph lit his sinister face.

Apparently he was waiting for us to bow before him, but Omar had forbidden me to do so.

And who, pray, art thou, that thou deignest not to bend the knee before me? he cried, in anger that his people should witness a slur thus cast upon his power.

I am Omar, son of the Naya of Mo, my companion answered, folding his arms resolutely, and regarding the potentate with supreme disdain. Princes do not make obeisance to any but their equals.

Am I not thine equal, then, thou son of offal? cried Samory.

In strength thou art, possibly, but not by birth. In order to protect thy country against the white men thou hast sought to make palaver with Prempeh of Ashanti, but I would remind thee that the rulers of Mo have never besought any aid of their neighbours.

Thou speakest well, lad, he said thoughtfully. Thine is a mighty kingdom, but by peace or war I will rule over it.

Never, while I live, answered Omar with pride.

But thou art the last of thy race. If thou diest — what then?

If I die, then every man in Mo will seek blood revenge upon thee, and Zomara will guide them into this, thy land, and arm them with spears of fire.

I care nought for thy Naya nor thy pagan Crocodile-god, exclaimed the Mohammedan chief impatiently. Bow unto my divan, or of a verity my slaves shall compel thee.

I refuse.

May thine entrails be burned, cried Samory in anger, and raising his hand he ordered the guards of the divan to cast us both to earth before him.

They threw us down, and their ruler, rising, placed his foot firmly on the neck of the heir to the throne of Mo, saying in a loud voice:

As I hold thee thus within my power, so also will I, ere many moons have run, hold thy country. Cursed by the Prophet may be thy detested race. There is neither peace nor friendship, there is neither gratitude nor love in the people of Samory, and they shall be the first to curse thee. When I enter Mo every day shall the knife of the executioner be fed with blood; thy cities shall mourn the loss of their sages, husbands their wives, wives their children, and children their fathers. The country shall be devastated to its most northerly limits and it shall be rendered a wilderness of silence and sorrow.

Then withdrawing his foot, amid the plaudits of his crowd of fierce-looking courtiers, Omar sprang to his feet in rage, and facing him, cried:

The men of Mo are forewarned already against thy designs, notwithstanding that our ex-Grand Vizier Kouaga, the son of a dungheap who betrayed us hither, hath joined thine accursed ranks. The soldiers of the Naya are still anxious for the fourth time to try conclusions with thy white-cloaked rabble. Come, march forward into Mo — thou wilt never return.

Thou defiest me, even as thy mother hath done, he roared, his hand upon the bejewelled hilt of his curved blade. Were it not for one fact I would smite thee dead.

I fear thee not, Omar answered with a calmness that astounded me. Sooner or later thou wilt, I suppose, order my death, therefore the sooner the better.

Why insultest thou our race by bringing hither with thee this dog of a Christian? the chief enquired, looking at me with a terrible expression of hatred.

He cometh as my companion, replied Omar briefly.

As thy companion he shall accompany thee to the grave, Samory cried fiercely, his eyes swimming in malice.

So be it, answered Omar, with a smile of contempt. May Zomara curse thy work.

Speak, infidel! Samory said, fixing his fiery glance upon me. Whence comest thou?

From England, I answered briefly, in fear.

From that country where dwell the accursed of Allah, he said, as if to himself. They are pig-eaters who despise the Book of Everlasting Will and declare our great Prophet — on whom may be everlasting peace — to be a false one. Accursed be thy country, infidel! May thy people suffer every torment of Al-Hâwiyat; may their food be offal, and may they slake their thirst with boiling pitch. The white men have sent their messengers to me time after time to urge me to ally myself with them, but it shall never be recorded that Samory besought the assistance of infidels to extend his kingdom. We fight beneath the green banner of Al-Islâm, and will continue to do so until we die. Ere long, the day of the Jehad will dawn; then the forces of Al-Islâm will unite to sweep from the face of the earth those white parasites who seek the overthrow of the Faithful. Allah is merciful, and his servant is patient, added the old scoundrel piously.

There arose, as if with one voice from those assembled, the words: Samory hath spoken! Allah send him blessings abundant! and as they did so each fingered his amulets, little scraps of parchment whereon verses from the Korân were written in sprawly Arabic. At that moment, too, I noticed, for the first time, that right opposite us was the grinning, evil face of the black giant, Kouaga, the man who had so foully betrayed us.

We exchanged glances, and he laughed at us in triumph.

Dost thou intend to keep me as hostage? Omar asked his mothers enemy boldly.

Until thou hast performed the service for which I caused thee to journey hither with our good Kouaga.

The traitors head shall fall, Omar blurted out with pardonable passion. Then he asked, Thou desirest a service of me. Well, what is it?

There was a silence so deep that a feather if dropped upon the cool floor of polished marble would have made audible sound, and Samory slowly seated himself.

Give ear unto my words, he said a few moments later, in a clear voice, as he stroked his beard with his fat hand. I know that within thine impenetrable kingdom many undreamed-of mysteries and wealth untold lie concealed. This is common report. Thine ancestors in their treasure-house, the whereabouts of which is known only to the Naya and to thyself, have deposited heaps of jewels and great quantities of gold, the spoils of war through many generations. I desire to ascertain, and I will ascertain from thine own lips, the exact spot where we may seek that treasure.

A look of abject bewilderment crossed Omars features, and he turned to me, saying in English:

All is now plain, Scars. Because only the Naya herself is aware of the spot where the treasure of the Sanoms is deposited, my mother, on the eve of my departure for England, divulged to me the secret, fearing lest she should die before my return. Kouaga was the only person who knew that my mother had thus spoken to me, and he has informed Samory and joined him for the purpose of obtaining the treasure.

Is not Kouaga aware of the spot where the treasure is hidden? I asked hurriedly.

No. He came to England at Samorys suggestion to convey me hither so that they could get the secret from me. On gaining the information it is apparently their intention to make a raid, with Kouaga leading, in order to secure our wealth.

But Samory himself interrupted our consultation.

Speak not with thine infidel companion, he roared. Answer me. Tell me where this treasure of the Sanoms lieth.

The son of the Naya is no traitor, he answered with hauteur.

If thou speakest thou shalt have thy liberty. Indeed, if thou deemest fit thou shalt join the expedition into Mo, and share with us the loot, the chief urged.

Thy words insult me, cried Omar, full of wrath. I will never share with thee, who murdered my father, that which is my birthright.

Very well, answered Samory indifferently. Thou needest not. We will take it, kill thy mother and annex thy country. Already the whole kingdom is ripe for revolt, and we shall quickly accomplish the rest. I had thee brought hither because thou alone holdest a secret I desire to know — the secret of the royal Treasure-house, and — —

And I refuse to disclose it, my companion said, interrupting the gaudily-attired potentate.

If thou wilt not speak willingly, then my executioners shall force thee to loosen thine obstinate tongues strings, Samory cried, frowning, while the hideous face of the black traitor grinned horribly.

The secret of the queen is inviolable. My lips are sealed, answered Omar with resolution.

Then my executioners shall unseal them.

If I cannot save my country from desolation at the hands of thy lawless bands, exclaimed my friend, I can at least preserve from thee the treasure accumulated by my ancestors to be used only for the emancipation of our country should evil befall it. Until the present, Mo hath been held against all invaders by the hosts ready at the hands of my mother and her predecessors, and even now if thou marchest over my dead body thy path will not be clear of those who will oppose thee. Remember, he added, the army of the Naya possesses many pom-poms[A] of the English, each of which is equal in power to the fire of one of thy battalions. With them our people will sweep away thine hosts like grains of sand before the sirocco.

Darest thou oppose my will? cried Samory, rising in a sudden ebullition of wrath.

Thy will ruleth me not, Omar answered, his face pale and calm. A Sanom never betrayed his trust, even though he suffered death.

Very well, offspring of sebel, he hissed between his white teeth. We will test thy resolution, and cause thee to eat thy brave words. Thy body shall be racked by the torture, and thy flesh given unto the ants to eat. Then, turning to the executioner, a big negro with face hideously scarred by many cuts, who stood at his side leaning upon his razor-edged doka, he added:

You know my will. Loosen the lads tongue. Let it be done here, so that we may watch the effect of thy persuasion.

And all laughed loudly at their rulers grim humour, while twenty slaves of the executioner rushed away in obedience to their masters command to bring in the instruments of torture.

I turned to Omar. He still stood erect, with arms folded. But his face was pale as death.

[A] Maxim guns. They are called pom-poms by the African natives on account of the noise they cause when fired.


CHAPTER IX.

CONDEMNED TO THE TORTURE.
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EAGER TO WITNESS the agony of the son of the powerful Naya of Mo, the crowd of evil-faced men in silken robes who surrounded their brutal chief watched with lively anticipation the preparations that were in a few moments in active progress. The black slaves of the weirdly-dressed executioner first carried in a large blazing brazier, and rolling away the thick crimson carpet placed it upon the floor of polished marble in front of Samorys divan.

A slave boy had, in response to a sign from the great chief, lit his long pipe with its bejewelled mouthpiece, and as he half reclined on the couch he smoked on calmly, regarding the execution of his orders with undisguised satisfaction.

The slaves, each wearing black loin-cloths with bunches of sable ostrich feathers on their heads that waved like funeral-plumes as they walked, brought in grim-looking instruments of iron like blacksmiths tools, strange spiked chains, fetters with sharp spikes on the inside, and many curiously-contrived irons, each devised to cause some horrible torture, each red with rust, the rust of blood.

As my eyes fell upon them I involuntarily shuddered. Omar, my loyal friend, was about to be murdered by these inhuman brutes, and I knew that I was powerless to defend him from their fiendish wrath. Already he was standing in the grip of two black-plumed slaves, while no attempt had been made to secure me. I stood near him, breathlessly anxious, wondering what the end would be.

Presently, when all was ready, a silence fell. Then, the deep voice of Samory was heard, asking the final question:

Speak, son of a dog, he cried, addressing my unhappy friend. Wilt thou tell us where the secret Treasure-house of the Sanoms is situated?

No, Omar answered, flashing at his enemy a look of defiance. I will not betray my mothers secret to my fathers murderer.

Then use thy powers of persuasion, he said, lifting his hand towards the executioner. Unseal his lips, and that quickly.

Chief of our race, whose praises rise earliest and most frequent in the presence of Allah, I am ready to obey thee, answered the hideous functionary. So saying, he took up a long iron instrument, fashioned like a pair of pincers and thrust it into the burning coals.

Vain, O persecutor, cried Omar in a loud voice. Vain are thy tortures against the will power of the son of the Great White Queen, whose veins are filled with royal blood. Tremble at thy doom, a myriad of my race are determined against thee, and thy throne noddeth over thine head. The fiend of darkness is let loose, and the powers of evil shall prevail.

Hold thy peace, shouted the Moslem chieftain, enraged. Thine own blood shall make satisfaction for those of my race slain by thy warriors when last we marched upon thy kingdom.

The curses of Takhar, of Tuirakh, and of Zomara, dreaded by all men, be upon thee, my companion cried, lifting his voice until it sounded loud and clear through the vaulted hall, and pointing to the slave-raiding king whose power no European influence could break. May the vengeance of my injured blood fasten upon thy life.

Those around Samory looked aghast as Omar uttered these ominous predictions in the spirit of prophecy, for they perceived he spoke as he was moved, and the whole council seemed dismayed. Silence and amazement for a few moments prevailed. Omar alone appeared unconcerned at his fate.

Quickly, however, the executioner bent over his fire, and as the wretched victim of the potentates hatred was dragged to a kind of square iron frame that lay upon the floor, thrown down, and fastened thereto by his wrists and ankles, the fiendish-looking hireling took the long pincers, now red hot, and tore from Omars shoulder a great piece of flesh.

A piercing scream of agony rent the air, mingled with the triumphant jeers of the excited councillors, but my friends teeth were tightly clenched and his face blanched to the lips. Again and again cries of agony escaped him as the red-hot iron touched him, although he exerted every nerve to maintain a dogged silence. From his back, shoulders, and chest the brutal negro ruthlessly tore pieces, holding them up to the assembled court in triumph, while the air was filled with the nauseating odour of burning flesh.

The sight was so sickening that I turned faint, and with difficulty prevented myself from falling.

Wilt thou now impart to us the knowledge that we seek? asked Samory in ringing tones that sounded above the whispered exultations of his courtiers.

Never, gasped Omar in a weak voice, his eyes starting from his head. Life cannot be unchequered by the frowns of fate, but death must bring dumbness to my lips. Caution, when besmeared in blood, is no longer virtue, or wisdom, but wretched and degenerate cowardice; no, never let him that was born to execute judgment secure his honours by cruelty and oppression. Hath not thy Korân told thee that fear and submission is a subjects tribute, yet mercy is the attribute of Allah, and the most pleasing endowment of the vicegerents of earth.

From the lips of a fool there sometimes falleth wisdom, Samory said impatiently. Thou hast deemed it wise to thwart the will of one whose wish is law, therefore ere the bud of thy youth unfolds in the fulness of manhood, thou shalt be cut off as the husbandman destroyeth the deadly serpent in the field.

Is there no way to build up the seat of justice and mercy but in murder? cried Omar. At a signal from the slave-raider, however, the scarred-face brute again withdrew the pincers from the fiery brazier, and applied them once more to the wretched princes back.

He winced and turned with such strength that his limbs, fettered as they were in bonds of blood-smeared iron, cracked, while the muscles and veins stood out knotted like cords. The spotless marble of the floor was stained by a dark red pool, becoming larger every moment as the life-blood dripped slowly from beneath.

The scene was revolting. I placed my hands over my eyes to shut out from my gaze the horrible contortions of the victims face.

Yet those assembled were gleeful and excited. Omar was the son of their unconquerable enemy, and they delighted in witnessing his humiliation and agony. Times without number the negro with the strangely-marked visage seared the flesh of my helpless companion; then in response to his orders his black-plumed slaves drew tighter the bonds that confined his ankles and wrists until the sound of the crushing of bones and sinews reached our ears.

Again a loud shriek echoed along the high-roofed hall. Omar was no longer able to bear the excruciating pain in silence.

Courage, I cried in English, heedless of the consequences. Courage. Let this fiend see that he cannot rule us as he does his cringing slaves.

Think! think of yourself, Scars! he gasped with extreme difficulty. If they kill me, forgive me for bringing you from England. I — I did not know that this trap had been prepared for me.

I forgive you everything, I answered, glancing for a moment at his white, blood-smeared countenance. Bear up. You must — you shall not die.

But even as I spoke, the executioner, who had been bending over the fire, withdrew with his tongs a band of iron with long sharp spikes on the inside now red with heat, and as the slaves released the pressure upon his wrists and ankles the sinister-faced negro placed the terrible band around the victims waist and by means of a screw quickly drew it so tight that the red-hot spikes ran into the flesh, causing it to smoke and emit a hissing noise that was horrible.

Again poor Omar squirmed in pain and gave vent to a shrill, agonised cry. But it was not repeated.

Everyone stood eager and open-mouthed, and even the villainous Samory rose from his divan to more closely watch the effect of the fearful torture now being applied.

The victims upturned face was white as the marble pavement. From the corners of the mouth a thin red stream oozed, and the closed eyes and imperceptible breathing showed plainly that no torture, however inhuman, could cause him further agony. He had lapsed into unconsciousness.

Hold! cried Samory at last, seeing the executioner about to prepare yet another torture. Take the pagan author of malice from my sight, let his wounds be dressed, and apply thy persuasion unto him again to-morrow at sundown. He shall speak, I vow before the great Allah and Mahomet, the Prophet of the Just. He shall tell us where the treasure lieth hidden.

O, light of the earth, cried one of the councillors, a white-bearded sage who wore a robe of crimson silk beautifully embroidered. Though the hand of time hath not yet spread the fruits of manhood upon this youths cheeks, yet neither the splendour of thy court nor the words from thy lips could steal from the young prince the knowledge of himself. He hath cursed thee with the three curses of the pagans Takhar, Tuirakh, and Zomara, the Crocodile-god, held in awe by all.

Well, thinkest thou that I fear the empty threats of a youth whose hostility towards me arises from the fact that I captured his father on the Great Salt Road, and smiting off his head, sent it as a present to the Naya? asked Samory in indignation.

But as the black-plumed slaves removed the inanimate form of Omar, the aged councillor stepped forward boldly, saying:

I perceive, O source of light, that the dark clouds of evil are gathering to disturb the hours of futurity; the spirits of the wicked are preparing the storm and the tempest against thee; but — the volumes of Fate are torn from my sight, and the end of thy troubles is unknown.

The councillors exchanged glances and stood aghast, but Samory, livid with rage, sprang from his divan and commenced to upbraid the aged seer for his words of warning. I was not, however, allowed to listen to the further discussion of the old mans prophecy, being hurried by two of the torturers slaves back to my underground cell, where I remained alone for many hours awaiting Omar, who, I presumed, was being brought back to consciousness in another part of the great impregnable fortress, the mazes of which were bewildering.


CHAPTER X.

ZOMARA.
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IN DARKNESS AND anxiety I remained alone for many days in the foul subterranean prison. Had the fiendish tortures been repeated upon my hapless friend, I wondered; or had he succumbed to the injuries already inflicted? Hour by hour I waited, listening to the shuffling footsteps of my gaolers, but only once a day there came a black slave to hand me my meagre ration of food and depart without deigning to give answer to any of my questions.

I became sick with anxiety, and at last felt that I must abandon all hope of again seeing him. I was alone in the midst of the fiercest and most fanatical people of the whole of Africa, a people whose supreme delight it was to torture the whites that fell into their hands as vengeance for the many expeditions sent against them. Through those dismal days when silence and the want of air oppressed me, I remembered the old adage that when Hope goes out Death smiles and stalks in, but fortunately, although wearied and dejected, I did not quite abandon all thought of ever again meeting my companion. The hope of seeing him, of being able to escape and get into the land of Mo, was now the sole anchor of my life, yet as the monotonous hours passed, the light in the chink above grew brighter and time after time gradually faded into pitch darkness, I felt compelled to admit that my anticipations were without foundation, and that Omar, the courageous descendant of a truly kingly race, was dead.

In the dull dispiriting gloom I sat hour after hour on the stone bench encrusted with the dirt of years, calmly reflecting upon the bright, happy life I had been, alas! too eager to renounce, and told myself with sorrow that, after all, old Triggers school, or even the existence of a London clerk, was preferable to imprisonment in Samorys stronghold. Many were the means by which I sought to make time pass more rapidly, but the hours had leaden feet, and while the tiny ray struggled through above, my mind was constantly racked by bitter thoughts of the past, and a despairing dread of the hopeless future.

One morning, however, when I had lost all count of the days of my solitary confinement, my heart was suddenly caused to leap by hearing the unusual sound of footsteps, and a few moments later my door was thrown open and I was ordered by my captors to come forth.

I rose, and following them unwillingly, wondering what fate had been decided for me, ascended the steep flight of steps to the courtyard above, wherein I found a crowd of Arab nomads in their white haicks and burnouses. Samory was also there, and before him, still defiant and apparently almost recovered from his wounds, stood my friend Omar.

I sprang towards him with a loud cry of joy, and our recognition was mutually enthusiastic, as neither of us had known what fate had overtaken the other; but ere he could relate how he had fared, the Mohammedan chief lifted his hand, and a dead silence fell on those assembled.

Omar, son of the accursed Naya whom may Eblis smite with the fiery sword, give ear unto my words, he said, in a loud, harsh voice. Thou hast defied me, and will not impart to me the secret of the Treasure-house, even though I offer thee thy freedom. I have spared thee the second torture in order that a fate more degrading and more terrible shall be thine. Hearken! Thou and thy friend are sold to these Arab slavers for this single copper coin.

For an instant he showed us the coin in the palm of his brown hand, then tossed it far away from him with a gesture of disgust.

Ye are both sold, he continued, sold for the smallest coin, to be taken to Kumassi as slaves for their pagan sacrifice.

At his words we both started. It was indeed a terrible doom to which this villainous brute had consigned us. We were to be butchered with awful rites for the edification of Prempeh and his wild hordes of fanatics!

Rather kill us outright, Omar said boldly, his hands trembling nevertheless.

Death will seize thee quite soon enough, laughed the chief derisively. Mine ally Prempeh will have the satisfaction of offering a queens son to the fetish.

Rest assured that the god Zomara will reward thee for this days evil work, Omar cried, with a fierce look in his eyes. Thou hast spent fiercest hatred upon me, but even if I die, word will sooner or later be carried into Mo that thou wert the cause of the death of the last of my race. Then every man capable of bearing arms will rise against thee. Standing here, I make prophecy that this thy kingdom shall be uprooted as a weed in the garden of peace, and that thine own blood shall make satisfaction for thy cruelty.

Begone! cried Samory, in a tumult of wrath. And turning to the Arabs he cried in a commanding tone: Take the dog to the slaughterers. Let me never look again upon his face.

But ere they could seize him, he had lifted his hand, invoking the curse of Zomara, saying:

Omar, Prince of Mo, has spoken. This kingdom of Samory shall, ere many moons, be shaken to its foundations.

But the fierce Arabs quickly dragged us forth, bound us when out of sight of the great chief, and led us beyond the gates of the Kasbah to where we found a great slave caravan assembled in readiness to depart. Fully one hundred black slaves, each fastened in a long chain, were lying huddled up in the shadow, seeking a brief rest after a long and tedious march. Most of them were terrible objects, mere skin and bone, and all showed signs of brutal ill-treatment, their backs bearing great festering sores caused by the lashes of their pitiless captors. The majority of them had, I ascertained, been captured in the forest wilds beyond the Niger, and all preserved a stolid indifference, for they knew their terrible doom. They were being hurried on to Kumassi to be sold to King Prempeh for sacrificial purposes.

To this wretched perspiring crowd of hopeless humanity we were bound, and amid the jeers of a number of Samorys officials who had crowded to the gate to see us depart, we moved onward, our steps hastened by the heavy whips of our masters who, mounted on wiry little ponies and heavily armed, galloped up and down the line administering blows to the laggards or the sick.

From the city away across the open grass-lands we wended our way, a dismal, sorrowful procession, but Omar, now beside me again, briefly related how, after being removed from the torture-frame, his wounds had been dressed and he had been tenderly nursed by an old female slave who had taken compassion upon him. A dozen times messengers from Samory had come to offer him his liberty in exchange for the secret of the Treasure-house, but he had steadfastly refused. Twice the scoundrel Kouaga had visited him and made merry over his discomfiture.

But, said my friend, the boastings of the traitor are empty words. When we laugh it shall be at his vain implorings for a speedy death.

To him we owe all these misfortunes, I said.

Yes, everything. But if only we get into Mo he shall render an account of his misdeeds to my mother. No mercy will be shown him, for before the Nayas wrath the nation trembles.

But our position at the present moment is one of extreme gravity, I observed. We are actually on our way to another of your mothers enemies, whose relentless cruelty is common talk throughout the world.

True, he answered. If we find the slightest loop-hole for escape we must embrace it. But if not — — and he paused. If not, then we must meet our deaths with the calm indifference alike traditional of the Sanoms and of Englishmen.

Whenever misfortune seemed to threaten he appeared only the more composed. Each day showed me that, even though an African and a semi-savage, yet his bearing in moments when others would have been melancholy, was dignified and truly regal. Even though his only covering was a loin-cloth and a piece of a white cotton garment wrapped about his shoulders, Omar Sanom was every inch a prince.

If we made a dash for liberty we should, I fear, be shot down like dogs, I said.

Yes, he answered. The country we shall now traverse will not facilitate our flight, but the reverse. From the edge of the Great Forest to Buna, beyond the Kong mountains, it is mostly marshy hollows and pestilential swamps, while the lands beyond Buna away to Koranza, in Ashanti, are flat and open like your English pastures. We will, if opportunity offers, endeavour to escape, but even if we succeeded in eluding their vigilance death lurks everywhere in a hundred different forms.

Well, at present we are slaves hounded on towards the dreaded Golgotha of the Ashantis, I said. We have escaped one fate only to be threatened by one more terrible.

True, he answered. But down on the Coast they have an old proverb in the Negro-English jargon which says, Softly, softly catchee monkey. Let us proceed cautiously, bear our trials with patience, seek not to incense these brutal Arabs against us, and we may yet tread the path that leads into my mothers kingdom. Then, within a week, the war-drums will sound and we will accompany our hosts against Samory and his hordes.

I shall act as you direct, I replied. If you think that by patience all may come right no complaint shall pass my lips. We are companions in misfortune, therefore let us arm ourselves against despair.

The compact thus made, we endured the toil and hardships of travel without murmur. At first our bearded masters heaped upon the queens son every indignity they could devise, but finding they could not incense him, nor cause him to utter complaint, ceased their taunts and cuts from their loaded whips, and soon began to treat us with less severity.

Yet the fatigues of that march were terrible. The suffering I witnessed in that slave gang is still as vivid in my memory as if it were only yesterday. Ere we had passed through the great forest and gained the Kong mountains, a dozen of our unfortunate companions who had fallen sick had been left in the narrow path to be eaten alive by the driver-ants and other insects in which the gloomy depths abound, while during the twenty days which the march to the Ashanti border occupied many others succumbed to fever. Over all the marshes there hung a thick white mist deadly to all, but the more so to the starving wretches who came from the high lands far north beyond the Niger. Scarcely a day broke without one or more of the lean, weak negroes being attacked, and as a sick slave is only an incumbrance, they were left to die while we were marched onward. Whose turn it might next be to be left behind to be devoured alive none knew, and in this agony of fear and suspense we pushed forward from day to day until we at last reached the undulating grass-land that Omar told me was within a few days march of Kumassi.

Here, even if the sun blazed down upon us like a ball of fire, it was far healthier than in the misty regions of King Fever, and at the summit of a low grass-covered hill our captors halted for two days to allow us to recuperate, fearing, we supposed, that our starved and weak condition might be made an excuse for low prices.

Soon, however, we were goaded forward again, and ere long, having traversed Mampons country, entered the capital of King Prempeh, slaves to be sacrificed at the great annual custom.

No chance of escape had been afforded us. We were driven forward to the doom to which the inhuman enemy of the Naya of Mo had so ruthlessly consigned us.


CHAPTER XI.

THE HUMAN SACRIFICE.
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KUMASSI, THE CAPITAL of the Ashanti kingdom, was, we found, full of curious contrasts. We approached it through dense high elephant grass, along a little beaten foot-path strewn with fetish dolls. It was evening when we entered it, and drums could be heard rumbling and booming far and near. Presently we passed a cluster of the usual mud huts, then another; several other clusters were in sight with patches of high jungle grass between. Then in a bare open space some two hundred yards across, were huts, and more thatched roofs in the hollow beyond. This was Kumassi.

During that day three of our fellow-sufferers, knowing the horrible fate in store for them, managed to snatch knives from the belts of our captors and commit suicide before our eyes, preferring death by their own hands to decapitation by the executioners of Prempeh, that bloodthirsty monarch who has now happily been deposed by the British Government, but who at that time was sacrificing thousands of human lives annually, defiant and heedless of the remonstrances of civilized nations.

In size Kumassi came up to the standard I had formed of it. The streets were numerous, some half-dozen were broad and uniform, the main avenue being some seventy yards wide, and here and there along its length a great patriarchal tree spread its branches. The houses were wattled structures with alcoves and stuccoed façades, embellished with Moorish designs and coloured with red ochre. Red seemed the prevailing colour. Indeed it is stated on good authority that on one occasion Prempeh desired to stain the walls of his palace a darker red, and used the blood of a thousand victims for that purpose. Behind each of the pretentious buildings which fronted the streets were grouped the huts of the domestics, inclosing small courtyards.

Passing down this main avenue, where many people watched our dismal procession, we came to the grove whence issued the terrible smell which caused travellers to describe Kumassi as a vast charnel-house; we, however, did not halt there, but passed onward to the palace of Prempeh, situated about three hundred yards away and occupying a level area in the valley dividing the two eminences on which the town is situated. The first view of what was designated as the palace was a number of houses with steep thatched roofs clustered together and fenced around with split bamboo stakes, while at one corner rose a square two-storeyed stone building. The lower part of the lofty walls of stucco was stained deep red, probably by blood, and the upper part whitewashed.

Presumably our captors had received a commission from Prempeh to supply him with slaves for the sacrifice, for we were marched into a small courtyard of the palace itself and there allowed to rest until next day, being given a plentiful supply of well-cooked cankie, or maize pudding wrapped in plantain leaves. Our position was, we knew, extremely critical. Attired in the merest remnant of a waist cloth, with a thick noose of grass-rope securely knotted around our necks, we lay in the open court with the stars shining brilliantly above us, unable to sleep from the intensity of our feelings. In the next court there were more than a hundred unfortunates like ourselves huddled together, ready to be sacrificed on the morrow.

Soon after sunrise, while moodily awaiting our fate, we were made to stand up for inspection by one of the Kings Ocras. These men were of three classes; the first being relatives of the King and entrusted with State secrets, were never sacrificed, the second were certain soldiers appointed by the king, and the third slaves. All, on account of their distinguished services, were exempt from taxes, palavers and military services, and were kept in splendid style by the Royal exchequer, those of the inferior classes being expected to sacrifice themselves upon the tomb of the king when he died.

The tall, rather handsome, man who inspected us was an Ocra of the first class, for he wore a massive gold circle like a quoit suspended around his neck by golden chains, and, walking beneath an enormous, gaudily-coloured silken umbrella bearing the crude device of a crouching leopard, was attended by a numerous retinue, who paid him the greatest respect.

The Arabs who had brought us there made him profound obeisance, while some members of the retinue snapped fingers with several of the Arabs, and the usual teetotal ceremony of drinking water to cool the heads was gone through. The inspection was a keen one, each of us being passed in review before the Ocra, who made brief comments to the Arabs at his side. As Omar passed the dark-faced official scrutinised him carefully and seemed interested to learn what the leader of the slave caravan told him in a tongue unknown to me regarding us both, for his gaze wandered from my companion to myself, and I was at once called out to pass before his keen glance. We were both kept there several minutes while the Arab presumably explained how we had been entrapped at the court of Samory. At last, however, we were allowed to retire, and very soon afterwards the great Ocra moved forward into the next court, followed by a couple of youths bearing long knives and a thin, lean-looking wretch with a stool curiously carved from a solid block of cotton wood, richly embellished with gold ornaments.

When he had gone I cast myself upon the ground in the shadow beside Omar, saying:

After all, it would have been better if we had died in the woods than to endure this torture of waiting for execution.

Yes, he answered, gloomily. That Ocra who has just inspected us was Betea, a bitter enemy of my mother. He is certain to revenge himself upon us.

But even as he spoke we heard the adulatory shouts of the royal crier somewhere in our vicinity. They were more than sufficient to transform any man, white or black, into a vain despot, and as translated by Omar were in the strain of:

O, King, thou art the king above all kings! Thou art great! Thou art mighty! Thou art strong! Thou hast done enough! The princes of the earth bow down to thee, and humble themselves in the dust before thy stool. Who is like unto the King of all the Ashantis?

It was the preliminary of the great sacrifice!

King Prempeh, though arrogant, vain and cruel beyond measure, had, we afterwards saw, the eye of a king, which means that it was the eye of one possessing unlimited power over life and death. It was the custom for the king to be placed on the stool by the united voice of the chiefs; but immediately he was seated in him became vested the supreme power.

Soon the firing of guns and the loud beating of the great kinkassis, or drums ornamented with human skulls, sounded outside the walls wherein we were confined, while the air was rent by the wild yells of the excited populace. For nearly an hour this continued, and we thus remained in terrible suspense until at last the gate opened, and with the grass ropes still around our neck we were marched out of the palace under an escort of the kings slaves.

Turning to the left along the broad avenue we saw upon a long pole a human head grinning at us, two vultures perched upon it eagerly stripping it. It was, Omar told me, the head of a thief. The street was crowded with people, who shouted to their gods as we passed in procession, and presently we came to a great fetish-gallows, from the cross beams of which hung the decomposing body of a ram. Some of the men forming our escort were a strangely-dressed set, their uniform consisting of striped tunics reaching to the knee, confined round the waist by belts profusely decorated with strips of leopard skin and tiny brass bells which tinkled musically as they moved. In their belts they carried several knives, while the musket and the little round cap of pangolin skin completed their equipment.

At last we reached the grove at Bantama on the out-skirts of the town, one of the three execution places. Several thousand people had assembled around a great tree where a number of gorgeous umbrellas of every hue and material had been erected. Many were ornamented with curious devices, and the tops of some bore little images of men and animals in gold and silver. Under the centre umbrella, upon a brass-nailed chair close to the tree, sat King Prempeh in regal splendour, surrounded by a crowd of chiefs, whose golden accoutrements glittered in the sun. Three scarlet-clad dwarfs were dancing before him amid the dense crowd of sword-bearers, fly-whiskers, court criers and minor officials. As he sat there, his thin flabby yellow face glistening with oil, he looked a truly regal figure, wearing upon his head a high black and gold crown, and on his neck and arms great golden beads and nuggets. His habit was to suck a large nut that looked like a big cigar, and as he sat there with it in his mouth it gave his face a strangely idiotic expression.

The whole Ashanti court had assembled at the theatre of human sacrifice.

As we approached the drumming grew louder, the roar of voices filled the air, and the great coloured umbrellas were seen whirling and bobbing above the heads of the surging crowd of natives. The great barrel-like drums, with their grim ornamentations, boomed forth, and bands of elephant-tusk horns added to the deafening din.

In the distance could be seen the great fetish-house, with its enormous high thatched roof wherein was supposed to be hidden Prempehs great treasures of gold-dust and jewels. The ground whereon the glittering court had assembled was covered with the skulls and bones of thousands of former victims, and as we advanced slowly through the turbulent crowd we saw a sight that froze our blood. At the foot of the fetish tree was placed a great brass execution-bowl, about five feet in diameter. It was ornamented with four small lions and a number of knobs all around its rim, except at one part where there was a space for the victims neck to rest upon the edge. The blood of those sacrificed to the gods was allowed to putrefy in this great bowl — which has recently passed into the hands of the English, and is now in London — and leaves of certain herbs being added it was considered valuable as a fetish medicine.

As we entered the cleared space between the chiefs and caboocers surrounding the King and the thousands of warriors and spectators, salvo after salvo of musketry was fired, until the smoke obscured all objects in our immediate vicinity. Around the sacrificial bowl were grouped a dozen or more royal executioners with their faces whitewashed and hideously decorated. Some upon their heads wore caps of monkey skin with the face in front, while others had high head-dresses of eagles feathers, their tunics of long grasses being covered with magical charms tied in little bunches. All were copiously smeared with blood, while each wore a necklace of human teeth, and carried a heavy broad-bladed sword rusted by the blood of former victims. Behind them were twenty or thirty Ashantis, each with a knife stuck through both cheeks, to prevent the unhappy victims from asking the King to spare their lives, which, according to national law, must be granted, while a broad-bladed dagger was in many cases run under the shoulder-blades. They were prisoners who had tried to stir revolt, and were, we understood, to be sacrificed first. Our turn would come later.

The scene was horrible; we were appalled. At a signal from the King the first unfortunate wretch was instantly seized by two executioners and held over the bowl, while a third lifted his keen sword, and with a dull, sickening thud brought it down upon the poor fellows neck, hacking into his spine until the head was severed. Then there arose a loud shout of triumph. The offering to the fetish was the signal for the most enthusiastic rejoicing, and the shouts of adulation were deafening. The people, ground down by a crafty priesthood, and steeped in the most degrading superstitions, looked upon the wholesale butchery that followed without a shudder. King, courtiers and slaves seemed seized with an insatiable desire for blood, and as one head fell after another, the cries of the victims drowned by the vociferous shouts of the onlookers, Omar and I stood shackled and trembling.

One after another the victims were thrown across the bowl and their life-blood gushed into it as the cruel swords descended, while the King gloated over the sight with an expression of pleasure upon his oily sinister face, until the heap of headless trunks grew large, and the number sacrificed must have been over a hundred.

Suddenly the chief executioner took one of his knives which had a human skull upon the hilt, and holding it up, commanded silence.

Then spoke the Ocra Betea, who, rising from his stool, waved his hand across the veritable Golgotha, crying:

Behold! Tremble! The King makes the great yam custom. The death-drum beats, and to the fetish we offer sacrifice. Who is so great as the King of all the Ashantis, and who is so powerful as the fetish? Yonder are the graves of the great kings, and the marks on yonder walls show the number of men who were sacrificed when their graves were watered. Listen! The mighty King Prempeh is about to sacrifice. To-day he sends five hundred men to the dark world as a thank offering for the harvest, and as an offering to the fetish to enable us to eat up our enemies, the whites. When our mighty King says war, we will arm against them, and their heads shall fill many baskets. Of a truth our lord Prempeh is the greatest monarch who has ever sat upon the stool. The earth quakes when he speaks, and his enemies are paralysed by fear. Betea has spoken.

Then the crowd set up a series of wild shrieks and yells, they gesticulated, fired guns indiscriminately, and danced wildly, while some of the enthusiasts pressing forward, dipped their hands into the blood already in the bowl, and besmeared themselves with it; and others, turning upon myself and my companion as we stood silent and trembling, heaped every insult upon us.

In a few moments, however, the crowd was driven back, and at a signal from the King the executions recommenced, until the smell of blood grew sickening, and the awful scene caused me to shake like an aspen.

I knew that nothing could save me from the hands of these demoniacal whitewashed executioners, and in a few moments I, a slave purchased like an ox for the slaughter, would be borne down over the bowl and decapitated.

I looked at Omar. His face was pale, but his lips were tightly set, although there was an expression of utter hopelessness upon his countenance.

The horror of that moment held me breathless.


CHAPTER XII.

IN THE SACRED GROVE.
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ONE BY ONE the slaves of the gang in which we had travelled were dragged forward, held over the execution bowl and sent as messengers to spirit-land, until it came to Omars turn. In a second two white-faced demons with keen swords seized him, and despite the cry for mercy that escaped his lips, he was rushed forward, the frenzied executioners flinging him down unceremoniously, and bending his head over the warm blood with which the basin was now filled to overflowing.

At that instant, as the chief executioner strode forward and held his dripping blade uplifted, ready to strike, the King raised his hand to command silence, and the hideously-dressed official paused in wonder, his sword poised in air.

Betea, the Ocra, bending low, was whispering to the King, when the latter suddenly took the nut from his mouth and said:

So it is upon Omar, son of my enemy the Naya of Mo, that my eyes rest! Let him stand forth with his white companion.

Obedient to the command of the King, the executioners allowed Omar to rise, and in a few moments we both stood before the royal stool.

How came you here? asked Prempeh, scowling.

I was captured and sold as slave to the Arab dealers, he answered, drawing himself up with that princely air he always assumed in moments of danger.

And your white companion? How is it he is in our capital?

I have been to the land of the white men across the sea, and he returned as my friend, Omar replied. We were travelling homeward to Mo when by treachery I was entrapped.

By whom?

By Samory.

Across Prempehs evil face there spread a sickly smile. He was an ally of the great Mohammedan chief, and saw at once that Samory had sold the son of their mutual enemy into slavery.

Your queen-mother, he said, has times without number sent her armed hordes over the border to raid our villages, and it is the fetish that has delivered you, her son, into our hands. The fetish has not sent you hither as a sacrifice, but as a hostage. Therefore your life shall be spared together with that of your white friend, but you shall both be given as slaves to our trusted Ocra Betea. Let the sacrifice proceed. Prempeh, King of all the Ashantis, has spoken.

Next second a poor black wretch was dragged along in Omars place and the sword fell heavily upon him, while we were both hurried away in charge of a caboocer to the residence of the man who was, according to Omar, one of his mothers bitterest foes. Glad were we to escape with our lives from that awful scene of inhuman butchery, but it seemed that as slaves of this court favourite to whom we had been given, there would be but little brightness in our lives.

As day succeeded day our gloomy forebodings were only too truly realized. Betea, the most powerful of the Kings Ocras, seemed to delight in making our lives a burden to us, for amid luxurious surroundings we were beaten, starved, and ill-treated, until even death under the executioners knife seemed a preferable fate.

Six months passed; six weary months of slavery and wretchedness. Our position seemed absolutely hopeless, and I began to fear that we should never escape from the City of Blood. The scenes we witnessed there were so revolting, that I cannot now reflect upon them without a shudder. The ghastly customs, the absence of all protection for life and property, the grinding oppression, the nameless horrors of all kinds, were terrible. Blood was continually flowing, for every anniversary demanded fresh holocausts, and the Golgotha presented a sight of indescribable horror. The unwritten code of laws were of such a sanguinary nature, that the public executioners formed a numerous section of the community and were constantly employed collecting their victims, leading them for exhibition through the capital and then hacking them to pieces in presence of the king. Soldiers, slaves, retainers of the nobles and conquered tribes possessed no defined rights, and their lives and property were practically in the hands of the royal and governing classes.

Close to the house of our inhuman master was the fetish grove, a horrible place, surrounded by rank grass, dirt, and reeking with odours pestilential. Once or twice I wandered in that grove, treading upon human bones at every step — the heaped-up remains of thousands of miserable creatures slaughtered to please the Ashanti rulers lust for blood. Poor crumbling bones, mouldy and sodden as the rotten wood of older trees, yet once clothed with form and vigour, lay everywhere, while under the cotton wood trees skulls were heaped and vultures hovered about in hundreds.

One evening we attended our master on one of his official visits to Bantama, the fetish priests village where we so narrowly escaped execution, and were able to thoroughly inspect the gruesome place. The most horrible blood-orgies known to superstition and fetish-worship were almost daily practised there, and in nearly every abode there were stools and chairs smeared with human blood, drinking bowls were stained with it, and some vessels were half-filled with black clotted blood. In the priests inner chambers, dark dens filled with foul odours, to which we entered with Betea, we found not only the whole apartment smeared with blood, but bones and portions of human remains lying about openly, or wrapped in rags to serve as charms. One building, probably the residence of one of the chief priests, was embellished with mud-moulded panels and scroll work, and the columns facing the principal quadrangle were fluted. The colours were the prevailing white clay, and red ochre plastered upon the wattle and mud pillars.

Suddenly, as in the dusk we left this house, a loud horrible shriek sounded. At first we thought some poor wretch was being sacrificed, but again and again it sounded, and all turned pale, even the royal Ocra himself.

Whats that, I wonder? I asked Omar, who, bearing our masters sword, was walking at my side.

The gree-gree! he gasped, looking round in fear, while at that moment there sounded two ear-piercing blasts upon a horn.

Hark! cried Betea himself, trembling. The gree-gree is out to-night!

I remembered that I had been told by one of our fellow-slaves that the gree-gree was a great fetish who appeared horned like a demon, and killed all persons he came across. None dare lock their doors when the gree-gree walked, and only the King himself was invulnerable. This no doubt was another trick of the priests to frighten the superstitious natives, and at the same time wreak vengeance upon those who had offended them. Once again the notes of the horn rose weird and shrill, and died away. Then Betea, himself affrighted, turned to us saying:

Fly! fly for your lives. If the gree-gree catches you you will be struck upon the brow. His arm deals death everywhere.

In a moment all took to their heels, including the royal Ocra, but Omar, grasping my arm, whispered excitedly:

Stay. We may now escape.

As the words left his lips we caught sight of a weird black figure dressed in long coarse grass, with rams horns upon his head, his face whitened and a second pair of eyes painted over his own. In his hand gleamed a long bright knife, while at his side was suspended a freshly-severed human arm and hand. Yelling and leaping like a veritable demon, he suddenly noticed the flying figures of our fellow-slaves, and halting a moment, dashed after them, leaving us alone.

He will return here, so we must hide, Omar said quickly, and glancing round, we both saw at the end of the dark ghostly avenue of fetish-trees an oblong windowless mud building with a high-pitched triple grass thatched roof. Running towards it we managed to wrench off the padlock from the door and enter. It was, we discovered, the reputed sepulchre of the Ashanti kings. Without, it was guarded by all sorts of fetish-charms, extraordinary odds and ends, animals claws, broken pottery, scraps of tin, bits of wood, stones and human bones. Within, by the aid of a lamp we found burning were revealed several great coffers clamped with copper and iron, each resting upon two big stools of carved cotton-wood. Jars and vases filled with water and wine, braziers full of sweet-smelling leaves, and plates of food were placed beside each, offerings for the use of the dead.

Omar told me that when an Ashanti king died, he was buried in an ordinary coffin for a time, but afterwards the body was invariably disinterred, and the joints of the skeleton articulated with gold bands and wire. It was then placed, doubled up, in one of these spacious coffers — fully four feet long by two feet wide and deep — and the other skeletons were attendants, slaughtered and sent to the land of Shades to wait on the monarchs ghost.

Possibly, I said, much of the ghostly grimness and worked-up horrors about this place are cunningly devised, not only to protect the Royal tombs from being plundered by the superstitious natives, but to help to safeguard the State treasures concealed in yonder coffins.

Yes, he said. In this priest-ridden country all the superstition is heaped up for their benefit and profit. But we must get out of here before dawn, run past the gree-gree if he is about, and make a dash for the open forest. It is our only chance of escape, for at dawn the priests will come again to watch beside the tombs, and if discovered we are certain to be skewered through the mouth, dragged before Prempeh and hacked to pieces by the criminal executioner.

Well, any fate is better than that, I observed. Let us wait an hour or so, and then make a rush for it.

Very well, he answered, and together we resumed the work of exploring the strange place.

Soon, however, our lamp burned dim, flickered, and went out; then, after waiting in silence for half an hour in the pitch darkness, we softly opened the door, and, holding our breaths, crept out. With noiseless tread we stole along the sacred grove and were nearly at the end when, without warning, the hideous gree-gree, with a fiendish yell of triumph, sprang out of some bushes upon us.

Involuntarily, I put up my fist to ward off attack, and in doing so gave him a well-directed blow full in the face, sending him down flat on his back.

Hurrah! cried Omar in delight. Floored him! Lets run for our lives.

Ere the midnight murderer could spring to his feet, we had dashed away as fast as our legs could carry us, running along the fetish-grove, past the cluster of executioners houses, across the open space where in the centre stood the great tree under which Prempeh had sat to witness the wholesale sacrifice, and continuing until we came to a path through the high elephant-grass, we soon left the city far behind us, and plunged into the dark, dismal forest by the narrow winding way that led to the unexplored regions of the north.

When at length we paused to take breath Omar, panting, said:

At last we are free again. Betea will not seek us, for he naturally believes we were killed by the gree-gree. If Zomara favours us we shall yet live to enter Mo and lead our hosts into the country of Samory.

Then, taking from his neck a little bag of some strange powder, he took therefrom a pinch, and with fervent words scattered it to the four quarters of the wind, thus making a thank-offering to the Crocodile-god.


CHAPTER XIII .

THE WAY OF THE THOUSAND STEPS.

[image: img131.jpg]

TO DESCRIBE IN detail our long toilsome journey and the terrible hardships we suffered during the next two months is unnecessary. Suffice it to say that without means of barter, unarmed, and living upon fruit and roots, we tramped along that narrow path through the pestilential marshes and the great forests where no light penetrated through the thick foliage of the giant trees for several weeks, always due north and passing villages sometimes, until we crossed the Sene river, ascended the mountains beyond, and found ourselves upon a great level grass-covered plateau, which occupied us several days in traversing. At last we came to the border of Prempehs kingdom, crossed the Volta river that wound in the brilliant sunlight for many miles like a golden thread among the trees, and soon entered the fertile country of the Dagombas, a wild-looking tribe who were allies of the great Naya. At Yendi, seven days march through the bush from the Volta, we interviewed the Dagomba king and received a most enthusiastic welcome. Presents of food and slaves were given us, as well as a musket each, with some curious ivory-hilted knives, and we were treated as honoured guests of his sable majesty, who, Omar informed me, was indebted to the Naya for his royal position.

This welcome was therefore only what we expected, nevertheless, our life during the few days at Yendi was of a very different character to the miserable existence we had experienced during our long march to the confines of Ashanti. But Omar was impatient to fulfil the commands of his mother, and we did not remain longer than was absolutely necessary, in order not to give offence to the king; however, one morning we snapped fingers with him and, with two hundred decidedly savage-looking men as escort, we moved away still due north on our journey to the mysterious land of the Great White Queen.

The King of Dagomba had told me, in answer to my enquiries, that neither himself nor any of his men had ever entered Mo. The inhabitants were a very powerful and fearless people, he knew, and their soldiers were as numerous as an army of locusts. The men of Mo were an admirable race, he added, and although no stranger had ever been admitted to the mysterious realm, yet its power was feared by every West African ruler without exception.

It gratified me to think that I should be the first to set foot within a land forbidden to any who had not been born there, and I grew extremely impatient to set eyes upon the country to the throne of which my light-hearted friend Omar was heir. Travelling quickly, with but few delays, we crossed the Busanga country, mainly covered by dense, dark forest and unhealthy marshes, where the odour of decayed vegetable matter was sickening, until we came to a great mountain rearing its snowy crest into the clouds, which Omar told me was called the Nauri. Hence, when we had rested two days to recruit in the sunlight after the dispiriting gloom of the primeval forest, we held on our way, passing many native villages, the inhabitants of each showing marked friendliness towards our Dagombas.

Kona, our headman, was a tall, pleasant-faced negro, raw-boned and awkward, with huge hands and splay feet, but his muscles were hard as iron and his strength astounding. He treated Omar as a prince, always deferential to his wishes, and regarded me as an honoured visitor to the unknown but powerful protector of his sovereign. Though fraught with many dangers on account of the wild beasts lurking in the forests and the snakes on the plains, our journey nevertheless proved extremely pleasant, for in Kona we found a true and sympathetic friend.

Once he spoke to me of Queen Victoria, and his words amused me. He said with impressive earnestness:

Ah! The Queen of the English is, next to the Great White Queen, the mightiest and cleverest woman in the world. She sees the treasures in the interior of the earth, and has them lifted. She spans the world with iron threads, and when she touches them they carry her words into the world. She has steamers running on dry land. If a mountain is in her way she has a hole made through it. If a river interferes, she builds a road across in the air. And the Queen of the English and the Great White Queen of Mo are richer than all other women together. They are the most beautiful women in the world, and their husbands paid nothing for them.

When at night around our camp fire we would relate to him the treachery of Kouaga, and our adventures in the hands of Samory and Prempeh, he would stir the embers viciously and call down the curse of Zomara upon them all.

When the son of the great Naya of Mo punishes his enemies, Kona will go and assist in their destruction, he said one night. Konas knife shall seek their hearts.

So it shall, Omar had replied, assured of the loyalty of this negro ally. You are our guide and friend; rest assured that when we enter Mo you shall not be forgotten.

And we went forward next day all in excellent spirits, all eager to enter the unknown land.

A few days march from the mystic mountain of Nauri we approached a little town called Imigu, but found it had been sacked and burned, evidently by Arab slave-raiders, who, Omar said, were constantly descending upon the towns and villages on the border of his land. At evening we went over the ruins of what not long ago must have been a populous trading town, saw how wanton had been the destruction, and judged from the heaps of bleaching bones how terrible had been the butchery of its inhabitants.

At dawn, however, we moved forward again, but at noon, while we were descending a beautiful fertile valley Kona stopped suddenly, gazed around wonderingly, and then halting his men addressed them, telling them that they were about to enter a country wherein no stranger had ever before set foot, and urging them to patiently face any difficulty they found in their path, and to offer sacrifices of food to the fetish to give them strength to surmount all obstacles.

Omar, with folded arms, stood by and listened. When Kona had finished he raised his hand, saying:

Men of the Dagomba. You have guided us to the furthermost limit of the earth as known to you; in fact to the point where your knowledge of this land ends and mine commences. For this service you deserve reward, and I, Omar, Prince of Mo, promise that none who have accompanied me hither shall leave the palace of the Great White Queen without his just reward.

Two hundred black faces thereupon glistened with delight. All were eager to see the wonders of this much-talked-of country, but the promise of a reward at the hands of the great queen was a pleasant surprise that evoked the wildest enthusiasm. They yelled with pleasure, bestowed upon us all the terms of adulation until they exhausted their vocabulary, and blew their elephants tusks until I confess I was compelled to stuff my fingers into my ears, fearing deafness.

Lead us on, O our lord the prince! they cried. Let us go forward. We will follow thee if thou wilt point out the right path leading unto Mo, and appease thy lands jealous guardians who smite back all would-be intruders with swords of fire.

This latter was a tradition. I had heard it many times during my journey with Omar. The natives of Ashanti, of Kong, of Gurunsi, and of Dagomba, had all told me that the country of Mo, wherever it might be situated, was surrounded by a great cordon of guards — demons they believed them to be — who had never allowed a stranger to enter, for they simply lifted their deadly swords that blazed like fire-brands, and slew the offending wanderer.

The guardians of Mo shall be appeased, Omar assured them. Not a hair on the head of any of our party shall be injured, although the way is still long and full of terrors and pitfalls. But I will lead, and those who obey will enter Mo. Those who depart from my words will assuredly perish. Omar, Prince of Mo, has spoken.

May the fetish be good, they all cried aloud. We will follow and attend to each word that falleth from thy lips.

Then in a few minutes we moved on again down the long beautiful valley through which a clear river wound among green swards and clumps of trees, forming a park-like scene such as might have been witnessed in England. Presently, however, the character of the country suddenly changed, and we were passing through a rocky defile, arid and waterless, while at the end could be seen a wide open country without rock or tree stretching away as far as the eye could reach to the misty horizon.

It appeared like a great limitless wilderness, and those in front quickened their pace in order to fully view the character of the land we were approaching.

For their haste, however, they received an unpleasant reward.

When those who ran forward emerged into the open plain, they suddenly found the soft earth give way beneath their feet without warning, and ere they realized their danger a dozen of them were struggling up to their arm-pits in the sea of fine ever-shifting sand that seemed kept in constant motion by some unknown natural cause. With each movement they sank deeper, until, fearing that the sandy quagmire would envelop and suffocate them, they cried aloud for assistance. Help was ready at hand, for the remainder of our followers ran forward, and stretching forth ropes of monkey-creeper were enabled to drag out their intrepid companions, much to Omars amusement.

Those who deviate from the course that I myself take will assuredly perish, he exclaimed a moment later. Then, turning to me, he added: This desert you see before you is one of the barriers dividing my land from those of our enemies. To those who know not the secret it is impassable.

Yes, I answered, surprised at the strange treacherous character of the sand. Those who ventured upon it had narrow escapes.

Exactly. Any weight upon its surface will sink to the depth of many feet, sucked down as swiftly and surely as a piece of wood is drawn down by a whirlpool. In an attempt to cross this unsafe region many men have lost their lives, for once upon its surface escape is impossible. See! And he cast his staff away upon the sand. In an instant it had sunk out of sight.

Then how shall we gain the land beyond? I asked in fear at the soft nature of the earths surface.

There is but one way. It is known only to the Naya and to myself, and is called the Way of the Thousand Steps. Its existence is preserved as a royal secret in case my family are compelled at any time to fly from our country, in which case they could escape safely, while all their pursuers would assuredly be overwhelmed and perish. For that reason the knowledge has been for centuries solely in the keeping of the reigning Naya or Naba. It was by this secret path that I left Mo and came to you in England; by the same path I return.

Lead the way. We will follow, I said.

Come, men, he exclaimed, lifting his hand as he addressed them. Fear not, but follow so closely in my footprints that your feet obliterate them, and I will bridge the great gulf that lieth between Mo and the outer world.

The mishap to the advance guard had evoked the wildest speculations among the natives, and all were eagerly pressing forward, when, in a few moments, Omar took up his position before them, and urging the utmost caution held up the staff he took from my hand, taking what appeared to be the bearings between his own eye and the summit of a low mound far away on the horizon. The preparations did not take long, and very soon, with his staff held in the same position before him, he began to venture forward upon the unsafe sand.

Carefully he trod the great treeless plain, being followed by all in single file. With such caution did we tread, and so excited were we all, that at first scarcely was a word spoken. Very soon, however, with confidence in Omars leadership the natives grew hilarious again, and keeping straight behind the young prince they found the way, about a foot in width, hard, although dry, and extremely unpleasant to tread. Nevertheless we all were ready to encounter and overcome every obstacle providing that we could enter the forbidden land, and thus we went forward. Now and then one of the natives, in speaking to the man next behind him, would turn and thus deviate from the path over which Omar had passed, and he would quickly pay for this carelessness, suddenly finding himself floundering helplessly up to the ears in the deadly quicksands. Then the whole of our party would halt and, amid broad laughter and much ridicule, the unfortunate one would be dragged forth from a certain and terrible doom.

But the path was not straight. Heedless of the chatter and excitement behind him Omar walked on before, his staff raised on a level with his eye, counting aloud each step he took, measuring the distance, until when he had taken a thousand paces he suddenly stopped, examined the ground well, and then turning at exact right angles, took bearings by another mound that I had noticed far in the distant haze.

Again and again we faced always at exact angles after pacing a thousand steps, so that our path became a zig-zag one, long and toilsome, with many halts, yet without rest and without seeing anything beyond the wondrous expanse of burning sky and the loose sand that swallowed all things dead or living.

Everything thrown upon it sank and disappeared almost as quickly as iron cast into water.


CHAPTER XIV.

FOES.
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WHEN WE HAD been several hours upon our hot, tedious journey there arose a quarrel out of a practical joke played by one native upon the man walking before him. Quick, hasty words led to blows being exchanged.

Both men were walking immediately in front of me, and I did my best to quell the disturbance, but either they did not understand me or affected ignorance of my words, for suddenly one of them raising his spear leapt forward upon the other. The man attacked sprang aside and in so doing left the narrow path, at that spot not more than twelve inches in width, followed by the would-be assassin.

Next second they sank into the sand, and although loud cries of horror escaped them, both disappeared into the terrible gulf ere a hand could be outstretched to save them. Hearing their cries I leant forward, but before I could grasp either of them the fine sand had closed over their heads like the waters of the sea, leaving a deep round depression in the surface. They had disappeared for ever.

The instant death of the two combatants before my gaze caused me to shudder, and I confess that from that moment I kept my eyes rivetted upon the strange narrow path by which we were crossing the impassable barrier.

Through three whole days we continued along the Way of the Thousand Steps, resting at night and journeying while the light lasted. To halt was even more perilous than to progress, for when we encamped we simply sat down upon the spot where our footsteps had been arrested, and food was passed from hand to hand along the line. This latter was somewhat unsatisfactory, at least as far as I was concerned, for the eatables that reached me were not improved by passing through the hands of thirty or forty malodorous negroes. But the fatality that had at first appalled us had now been forgotten, and everyone kept a good heart. Led by Omar we were approaching a land hitherto unknown; a country reputed to be full of hidden wonders and strange marvels, and all were, hour by hour, eagerly scanning the mysterious horizon.

Across the level sand, swept by winds that parched the lips and filled the eyes with fine dust, causing us infinite misery, our gaze was ever turned northward where Omar told us lay our land of promise. The very last hesitations on the part of our followers had long been overcome. The African savage is not given to roaming far from his own tract, fearing capture or assassination at the hands of neighbouring tribes, but such confidence had the men of Dagomba that if Omar had plunged into the quicksands they would have followed without comment.

When at Triggers I had often read stories of African adventure. I used to fancy myself buried in forest wilds, or eating luncheon upon the grass, on the edge of a tumbling brook in the shadow of great outlandish trees; I could feel the juice of luscious fruits — mangroves and bananas — trickle between my teeth. I had once read in one of the boys papers about the daughter of an African colonist abducted by the son of a West African king who had fallen in love with her; and the ups and downs and ins and outs of this love drama had opened a boundless vista to my imagination. But life in Africa contained far more excitement than I had ever imagined. Death threatened everywhere, and I received constant warnings from Omar, who gave me good advice how to avoid sunstroke or ward off the effects of the chill wind that blew nightly across this wonderful limitless plain.

One evening, when the horizon northward looked grey and mysterious, and to our left the fiery suns last dying ray still lingered in the sky, there was a sudden halt, the cause of which was I afterwards found due to the sudden stoppage of our leader, Omar. All were eager to know the cause, until in a few moments an amazing announcement spread from mouth to mouth along the line.

There were strangers on ahead of us! They were actually traversing the Way of the Thousand Steps!

Shading my eyes with my hands I eagerly scanned the horizon in the direction indicated, and there, to my astonishment, saw a long thin black line. At first I could not distinguish whether it was a file of men or some inanimate object, but the keen eyes of the savages before and behind me soon detected its presence, and dozens of voices were in accord that it was a line of armed men, and that they were moving in our direction.

Instantly it flashed across my mind that whoever they were, friends or foes, there was not sufficient room for them to pass us upon that narrow path, and knowing the determination of our followers I wondered what the result would be when we met. Unable to approach Omar sufficiently near to converse with him, I watched his face. By the heavy look upon his brow I knew that trouble was brewing. It was the same look his face wore when we had been held captive at Kumassi, an expression of resolution and fierce combativeness.

Soon, however, we moved along again, eager to ascertain who were the strangers who knew the secret supposed to have been jealously guarded by the great Naya and her son, and for over an hour pressed forward at a quicker pace than usual. Fortunately for us the sunset lingered long away to our left, for by its light we were enabled to see the men approaching, and before it died out to distinguish, to our amazement, that they all wore white Arab burnouses and were armed to the teeth. In point of numbers they were quite double the strength of our little force, but we knew not whether they were friendly or antagonistic.

This point, however, was at last cleared up by Omar himself, who, just as it was growing dusk halted, and, turning towards me, shouted in English:

Scars, are you there?

Yes, I answered. Whats up?

Those devils in front! Cant you see their banner?

No, I answered. Then remembering that he had always possessed a keen vision, I added: Who are they?

Some of Samorys men, evidently in flight, he answered. On seeing us they raised their banner, and are, it seems, determined to cut their way past us.

But where have they been that they should know the secret of the Thousand Steps? I inquired astounded.

Im quite at a loss to understand, he replied puzzled. The only solution of the mystery seems to be that Kouaga has, by some means, obtained knowledge of the secret way, and has directed a marauding force thither. Evidently they have been defeated by the guardians of Mo, and the remnant of the force — a strong one, too — are retreating, flying for their lives.

How do you know there has been fighting? I enquired.

Because I can just detect near the banner two wounded men are being carried.

Then we must fight and wipe them out, I said.

Easier said than done, he answered. But it means life or death to us.

On they came in single file, nearer every moment, and soon I also could see the dreaded banner of the Mohammedan sheikh Samory. Near the flag-bearer were several wounded men being carried in litters, while the white-robed soldiers carried long rifles and in their sashes were pistols, and those keen carved knives called jambiyahs. At first our natives, believing that they were friendlies, went forward enthusiastically, determined to drive them back with banter, there not being room to pass, but very soon Omar ordered another halt, and turning towards us, cried in a loud voice in his native tongue:

Behold, O men of the Dagomba! Yonder are the fighting men of Samory, who times without number have raided your country, killed your fathers and sons, and sold your wives and sisters into slavery in Ashanti. They have endeavoured to enter Mo by the Way of the Thousand Steps, but being defeated by the guardians of our border are flying towards their own land. We too must fight them, or we must perish.

The air was immediately filled with fierce howls and yells. The announcement that these men were the hated slave-raiders of Samory caused an instant rush to arms. Loud cries of revenge sounded on every side, spears were flourished, knives gripped in fierce determination, and those who had muskets made certain that their weapons were loaded. The air was rent by shrill war shouts, and the great drum with its hideous decorations was thumped loudly by two perspiring negroes who grinned hideously as they watched the steadily marching force approaching.

Courage, men of the Dagomba, sounded Konas voice above the din. Sweep these vermin from our path. Let not a single man escape; but let them all be swallowed by the Sand-God.

We will eat them up, cried half-a-dozen voices in response. Our spears shall seek their vitals.

Guard against their onward rush, cried Omar. They will seek to throw us off the path by a dash forward. Thwart them, and victory is ours.

Ere these words had left our leaders lips, the air was again filled by the wild clamours of my dark companions, and as we had halted just at a point where we would be compelled to turn at right angles, we remained there in order to attack the Arabs as they advanced.

The suns glow had faded, dark clouds had come up on the mystic line where sand and sky united, and dusk was creeping on apace when the enemy, sweeping forward, shouting and gesticulating, came within gunshot. From their van a single flash showed for an instant, followed by the sharp crack of a musket, and a bullet whizzed past Omar, striking one of the natives a few yards away, passing through his brain and killing him instantly.

A silence, deep and complete, fell for an instant upon us. In that exciting moment we knew that the fight must be fiercely contested, and that, unable to move scarcely an inch from the spot where we were standing, the struggle must be long and sanguinary.


CHAPTER XV.

A NATURAL GRAVE.
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THE SINGLE SHOT from our opponents was quickly replied to by myself and my companions, and we had the satisfaction of seeing half-a-dozen Arabs fall backward from the path and disappear in the soft sand. Instantly the rattle of musketry was deafening, and over my head bullets whistled unpleasantly close. The weapon with which I was armed was old-fashioned, and as I fired it time after time it grew hot, and the smoke became so thick that everything was obscured.

Meanwhile fierce hand-to-hand fighting was taking place between the vanguard of the Arabs and a dozen of our men led by Omar. Fiendish yells and shouts sounded on every side as they hacked at each other with their long curved knives, each fearing to step aside lest he should be swallowed by the sand. Once or twice, as the chill night wind parted the smoke, I saw Omar and our Dagombas struggling bravely against fearful odds. Omar had cast aside his gun and, armed with a keen jambiyah, had engaged two tall, muscular Arabs, both of whom he succeeded in hurling from the path, gashed and bleeding, to instant death.

Those behind him, armed with long spears with flat double-edged points similar to the assegais of the Zulus, were enabled to reach and dispatch several of the Arabs who had lost their guns or discarded their pistols for their knives. Situated as we were on the angle of the secret path the enemy were to our right. Their fire upon us was very hot and effective. Their aim was so true and their bullets so deadly, that very soon fully a dozen of our brave escort had sunk wounded, disappearing in the terrible sea of sand.

Suddenly a noise sounded about me like the swish of the sea, startling me for a second, but instantly I saw what had caused it. The Dagombas had let loose a flight of poisoned arrows upon our opponents.

From that moment their fire became weaker, and time after time my companions, kneeling upon the ground, drew their bows and released those terrible darts, the slightest scratch from which produced tetanus and almost instant death. Each arrow was smeared with a dark red substance, and their deadly effect was sufficiently proved by the manner in which the ranks of Samorys men were soon decimated. Dozens of Arabs, touched by the poisonous darts, staggered unevenly, and falling to earth sank into the unstable sand, while the red flash of their line of muskets visibly decreased.

Around Omar our men pressed valiantly, and several with bows discharged their missiles with fatal effect, sweeping away the Arabs one by one and apparently striking terror into the hearts of the others. Arabs are not so vulnerable by arrows as other people on account of their voluminous robes, which savage weapons seldom penetrate, it being only head, legs and hands that arrows can reach. Nevertheless so full were the quivers of our sable escort, that the flights were of sufficient magnitude to reach the unprotected parts of the Arabs and lay dozens of them low.

One native next me, whose bow had constantly been bent, suddenly received a bullet full in the breast and was knocked backward off his feet by the concussion. So swiftly was he swallowed by the shifting sand, that ere I could glance behind he had already been buried. Of all who fell, not a single body remained, for if they dropped dead upon the path they were pushed aside in the mêlée and instantly disappeared. Again and again our companions sent up their shrill yells and the war-drum was thumped with ear-piercing effect, while opposition shouts rose from our Arab enemies. Still the fight continued as stubborn as it had begun. Omar, with loud shouts of encouragement, fought on with unerring hand, cutting, thrusting and hacking at his opponents until they stumbled to their doom, while across our line of vision where the fire of Arab musketry blazed in the choking smoke, the thin deadly arrows sped, striking our enemies and sweeping them into a natural grave.

Fearing to tread lest I should fall into the terrible quicksand, I knelt and kept up a continuous fire with my musket, shooting into the dense smoke whenever I saw the flash of an Arab gun. It was exciting work, not knowing from one second to another whether the ping of a bullet would bring death. Still I knew that to save our own lives we must sweep away the host of invaders, and, reassured by the knowledge that Omar had met with no mishap, I kept on, heedless of all dangers, thinking only of the ultimate rout of our enemy.

How long the terrible fight lasted I know not. We stood our ground, the majority of us kneeling, engaging the Arabs in mortal combat for, I believe, considerably over an hour. Several times the firing seemed so strong that I feared we should be vanquished, nevertheless the Dagombas proved themselves a valiant, stubborn race, well versed in savage warfare, for the manner in which they shot their arrows was admirable, and even at the decisive moment when all seemed against us they never wavered, but kept on, fierce and revengeful as in the first moments of the fight.

Gradually, when Omars voice had been heard a dozen times urging us on to sweep every invader from our path and not to let a single man escape, we found our enemys fire slackening. The smoke, moved by the sand-laden wind that swept across the plain each night after sundown, became less dense, and at last we realized that the tide of battle had turned in our favour, and that we were conquerors.

Then, loud fierce yells rose from the Dagombas and with one accord we struggled to our feet. Each with his hand upon the shoulder of his companion in front we moved cautiously forward, shooting now and then as we went. But the reply to our fire was now spasmodic, and we were convinced that only a few of the Arabs survived.

For some minutes we ceased the struggle and moved forward, but suddenly, to our amazement, a long line of muskets again blazed forth upon us, committing serious havoc in our ranks. We were victims of a ruse!

This aroused the anger of the Dagombas, who recommenced the fight with almost demoniacal fierceness, and as the van of both forces struggled hand-to-hand, we found ourselves slowly but surely gaining ground until half an hour later we were standing upon the path where our enemies had stood when they had attacked us, and of that long line of Samorys picked fighting-men not a single survivor remained.

We had given no quarter. All had been swallowed in that awful gulf of ever-shifting sand. When we had thoroughly convinced ourselves of this we threw ourselves down upon the narrow pathway, and slept heavily till dawn.

When I awoke and gazed eagerly around, I saw that although a number of our men were wounded, their limbs being hastily bandaged, yet few were missing. Of our enemies, however, all had either fallen wounded, or had been hurled from the secret path and overwhelmed by the sand.

A high wind constantly blew, and I noticed that this kept the grains of sand always in motion, thus preventing the surface from solidifying. Waves appeared every moment, ever changing and disappearing in a manner amazing. At one moment a high ridge would be seen before us, appearing as a formidable obstacle to our progress, yet a moment later it would be swept away by an invisible force.

The rosy flush of dawn had been superseded by the saffron tints that are precursory of the suns appearance when we moved forward again on our cautious march. Our companions, though far from fresh and many of them seriously wounded, were all in highest spirits and full of their brilliant victory. It had indeed been a gratifying achievement, and now, feeling that at least their gods were favourable to their journey, they pushed forward with eyes scanning the far-off horizon where lay the mysterious realm.

During our march that day, Kona, the headman of the Dagombas, on account of three men behind me having fallen in the fight, occupied a place immediately at my rear, and thus I was enabled to hold conversation with him.

It was a near thing, that fight last night, he exclaimed in the language that Omar had taught me. But our arrows wrought surer execution than the Arab bullets. The desert-dwellers are no match for the forest-people.

No, I answered. Your men are indeed brave fellows, and are entitled to substantial reward.

I have no fear of that, he said. The great Naya is always just. She stretches forth her powerful hand to protect the weaker tribes, and smites the raiders with sword and pestilence. What her son promises is her promise. Her word is never broken.

Have you ever seen her? I inquired.

Never. Our king once saw one of her messengers who brought the royal staff and made palaver. To us, as to all other men outside her country, she is known as the Great White Queen.

Tell me what more you know of her? I urged.

Very little, he answered. In every part of the land, from the great black waters to the Niger and far beyond, even to the sun-scorched country of the Maghrib, her fame is known to all men. She is rich, mighty and mysterious. Her power is dreaded throughout the forests and the grass-plains, and it is said that in her wrath her voice is so terrible that even the mountains quake with fear.

By what means do her fighting-men come forth from her unapproachable land? I inquired, remembering that we were travelling by the secret way known only to herself and Omar.

I know not, he replied. The manner in which the hosts of Mo appear and disappear have, from time immemorial, formed a subject of speculation among our people. That they have appeared on the Ashanti border and sacked and burned many towns in retaliation for some outrages committed by the Ashantis upon our people is well-known, but by what route they came or returned is a mystery. Some say they came like flocks of birds through the air; others declare that they can transfer themselves from one place to another and become invisible at will. Neither of these theories I myself believe, for I am convinced that between the land of Mo and the Great Salt Road there exists a secret means of communication, so that the armies of the Naya can appear so suddenly and unexpectedly as to escape the vigilance of their enemys scouts. Many are the battles they have fought and great the slaughter. In the slave-land of Samory they engaged twelve moons ago the pick of the Arab army, and defeated them with appalling loss. It is said, too, that they carry some of the strange guns made by your people, the white men.

You mean Maxims, I said.

I know not their name, nor have I ever seen one, he answered. I have heard, however, from a Sofa who fought against the English in the last war, that the weapons are so light that a man can easily carry one, and that when fired they shed streams of bullets like water from a spout. A single gun is equal to the fire of two hundred men. Truly you white men possess many marvels.

Yes, I said, smiling at his unbounded admiration for the weapon. But is it not strange that the Naya should also possess similar marvels?

No. Everything is strange in the land of the Great White Queen. It is said to be a country full of amazing mysteries. Many are the extraordinary stories related by my people of the wonders of Mo; wonders that we shall ere long witness with our own eyes.

What are the stories? I asked, keenly interested. Tell me one.

There are so many, he answered, I do not know which one to tell. One, however, will illustrate the awe with which the Naya is regarded, even by the powerful Prempeh, King of Ashanti. A story is current that one day, many moons ago, the King had ordered a great custom to take place in Kumassi. War had been declared against the Queen of the English, and in order to obtain the good graces of the fetish a thousand slaves were ordered to be sacrificed. All was ready and the king sat upon his stool awaiting the decapitation of the first victim, when suddenly there swept down from above a large white dove, which, after circling for a moment above the monarchs umbrella, perched upon the edge of the execution bowl. The executioner swept it aside with his ready sword, but in an instant, by some invisible power, the broad-bladed weapon fused and melted as if in a furnace, while the executioner himself, struck down as if by lightning, fell upon his face stone dead. Still the dove remained where it had perched with its head turned towards the ruler of the Ashantis. A second executioner, ere it was discovered that the first was dead, struck at the bird with his hand, and he too, as well as a third and fourth, were similarly smitten with death. It is an evil omen! the people cried, and Prempeh, his eyes rivetted upon the white, innocent-looking bird, trembled. Suddenly, one of the sages at the kings right hand cried: See, O Master! It is the Great White Queen, the ruler of Mo! She taketh the form of a dove when she seeketh the destruction of her enemies! Then spake the dove, saying: Yea, O hated king who sheddeth the blood of the innocent and exalteth the guilty. The sacrifice of victims to the fetish shall not avail thee, for I, Naya of Mo, tell thee that thy downfall is at hand, and thine enemies the English will press their way from the great sea, bridge the Prah, and cut a road across the great forest to this thy capital, where thou shalt make abject submission to their head-man and shall be carried into degrading captivity by them. Thy treasures shall be seized, the tombs of thy fathers shall be opened and desecrated, thy fetish-trees shall be cut down and thy slaves shall revel in thy palace. And it is I, in my present form, who shall guide the white men unto their victory. The king, dumbfounded at these ominous words proceeding from the beak of a bird, rose to retort, but ere a word left his mouth the dove spread its wings and flew away northward in the direction of the land we are now approaching.

Thats merely a tale, I observed, laughing at this latest illustration of the Africans belief in the impossible.

Of course. You asked me for one of the stories told by our people, Kona said. I have told you one.

Do you believe that this Great White Queen is invested with such extraordinary power that she can cause herself to be invisible, and while bringing destruction to her enemies, assist her friends? I asked.

I know not what to believe, he replied in honest bewilderment. So many are the tales I have heard that I find it impossible to believe all, and have ended by disbelieving most. Many of the men with us firmly believe at this moment that the Naya, invisible, is at our head guiding her son across the Way of the Thousand Steps, and that to her our victory last night was due. Our fate lies in her hands.

Well, I answered, amused, it matters not who leads us so long as we enter the promised land. At any rate we could have no better nor more trustworthy guide than he who is at our head.

Next second, a loud cry from Omar attracted our attention.


CHAPTER XVI.

WORDS OF FIRE.
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RAISING OUR EYES from the straight narrow path whereon we set our feet in the footprints of those before us, we halted and looked eagerly ahead.

We had come to the edge of what seemed a shallow depression, and already Omar had disappeared from view, followed cautiously by those immediately behind him. Owing to the cries of warning and astonishment from each man who reached the edge, I advanced, carefully following my black companion in front until I at length gained the spot where the path ended.

Involuntarily a cry of amazement escaped me. I looked over into a fearful abyss. Below was a fertile valley, but so deep was it that the river looked only like a silver thread, and the trees but an inch in height. I was standing on the edge of a huge granite cliff that went down sheer into the valley, its face almost as flat as the side of a house.

The descent appeared terrible. I shuddered as I looked over, and Kona, who came behind me, also peeped down and cried:

See! It is the Great Gulf about which we have heard. Into this the Naya hurls her enemies.

On the opposite side, about a quarter of a mile distant, gigantic overhanging crags rose from the valley to a height greater than the rock whereon we were kneeling. At a glance we could both see that to scale the wall of rock opposite would be impossible owing to its overhanging nature, therefore, we concluded that our way lay along the fertile valley where the cool welcome green refreshed our eyes.

Already Omar and a couple of dozen of our black followers were carefully swarming down the face of the rock. Now and then warning shouts arose from them, and ever and anon Omars voice could be heard giving directions, or urging caution. The latter was certainly necessary, for a single false step would mean a terrible death.

As I gazed down into the deep abyss I felt my head reeling. There is a fascination in great heights that impels one to thoughts of self-destruction. A sudden dizziness seized me as I placed my foot over the edge of the fearful precipice, and were it not for Kona, who, noticing my condition, gripped me by the arm, I should have certainly missed my footing and been dashed to pieces on the needle-like crags at the base.

The sudden knowledge that I had been within an ace of death caused me to hold my breath; then I crept cautiously over the edge. For a moment, with my hands clutching frantically upon a jutting piece of rock, my legs swung in mid air, failing to find a foothold, and I cried out, fearing lest I should again fall. But at last my feet struck against a projection, and upon it I carefully lowered myself, while Kona also swung himself over, taking the perilous position I had a moment before occupied. Again and again I lowered myself, gripping on to the successive projections, and lowering myself until my feet touched the one below, thus descending as Omar had done.

Be careful, Scars, he presently cried from far below. Drop straight, and look to your footing.

His words caused me to reflect upon the strange fact that each of these projections, almost like natural steps, were placed immediately below one another. Whether they were actually natural formations, or whether they were the work of man I could not determine. Yet they seemed interminable, and sometimes so far apart that I remained stationary, fearing to let myself go until, urged downward by Kona, I held my breath, and, steadying myself, dropped upon the narrow ledge below. Dreading a recurrence of giddiness I dared not to look down at my companions. My bare feet and hands were blistered and cut by the sharp edges of the rocks, and my movements were seriously hampered by the musket slung at my back.

The descent was terribly fatiguing. The way across the quicksands had been so level that we had walked, counting our paces mechanically, but now in every movement there was danger, and terror gripped my heart with a gauntlet of steel. From every pore there broke from me a cold perspiration, as from each tiny projection I lowered myself, not knowing whether my feet would find another resting-place. For my black companions, who were taller and more muscular, the way was not nearly so difficult, and Kona, aware of this, assisted me whenever possible.

Once, when I found myself progressing well, and apparently having successfully negotiated the more dangerous of these natural steps, I paused for a few moments to breathe, and, summoning courage, looked down to where the others were scrambling below. I was then amazed to discover that, notwithstanding all the fatigue, the distance I had covered was scarcely perceptible. I still seemed almost as far from the base of the rock as I was when first I had peered over into the abyss. Suddenly, without warning, I felt the rock give way beneath my feet, and the next instant the whole projection, loosened by the weight of Omar and his followers who had preceded me, fell away beneath me, and crashed straight down into the valley.

My presence of mind caused me just at that instant to grip the ledge above, otherwise I, too, must have gone with my unstable resting-place. It was indeed a narrow escape, and as clinging on with my hands, my legs again swinging in mid air, I heard the heavy rock, weighing perhaps a ton, strike a projection under me and then crash down, carrying all before it.

There was an appalling shriek from below, and I dreaded to turn my gaze downward, fearing that my companions had been swept away by the great mass of stone. At last, however, I looked in trepidation and was gratified to notice that the projection struck by the rock had been left by the man preceding me, and that the course of the descending stone had been altered so that all had escaped.

Careful up there! shouted Omar angrily. Dont spring upon the steps, or they will become loosened like that one. It might have swept the whole lot of us into the valley if its course had not been turned. Lower yourselves slowly — very slowly — take plenty of time.

I did it, Omar, I cried breathlessly. It was an accident. I could not avoid it, and nearly fell, too.

But it was apparent that my voice did not reach him, for he slowly lowered himself over the next projection, and continued giving directions to the men who followed, while I, with the next ledge fallen away, was compelled to let myself drop a distance of about nine feet on to one that seemed far below.

From that point the descent became much easier, although during the two hours it occupied I stumbled and nearly lost my foothold many times. My feet and hands were covered with blood, my elbows were severely grazed, and from my knees the skin was torn by the constant scrambling over the edges of the ledges.

Truly the approach to the Land of the Great White Queen was fraught with a myriad dangers.

When about half-way down the steep rock another piercing shriek broke forth immediately below me, and glancing down I saw one of our black companions who had dropped from one ledge to the next lose his footing, stumble, and fall headlong into the great chasm. Cries of horror escaped us as we saw him strike a rugged ledge of rock far below, rebound, and then fall head foremost to the rocks base, his skull already battered to a pulp.

This terrible lesson was heeded by everyone, and for fully half an hour the silence was almost complete, save for the gasps and hard breathing of our followers as they toiled onward down the steep face of the gigantic rock.

Someone cried out that here, as across the quicksands, there were a thousand steps. If this were true, as I believe it was, then the average distance between the ledges being about five feet, the height of the rock was somewhere about five thousand feet. When progress at last became easier, I tried to attract Omars attention, and inquire whether we should have to scale the rock opposite, but I could not project my voice far enough below to reach him. When he shouted I could hear, as his voice ascended, but he apparently could not distinguish what I said in reply.

Kona, his bow and empty quiver slung behind him, scrambled down after me ever nimble as a cat. His black skin shone like ebony, but here and there were cuts from which blood freely flowed, showing that he too, although inured to a savage life, had not altogether escaped in this struggle to enter the land unknown.

As we approached the base the ledges became more frequent, and hastening in my downward climb I at last experienced gratification at finding the peril past, and myself standing at the foot of the great precipice.

Well? asked Omar, approaching me quickly. How did you fare?

Badly, I answered with a smile. A dozen times I gave myself up for lost.

Care and courage may accomplish everything, he said, laughing. Few, however, would care to risk the perils of the Thousand Steps without a guide, or even if they did, and succeeded in accomplishing the journey to this point, they could not enter our land.

Why?

He turned towards the flat, bare face of overhanging rock opposite, and gazing up to its towering summit, answered:

Because our land lies yonder. We must, after resting, ascend.

How? I inquired, noticing that the wall of the great cliff was perfectly smooth.

He smiled.

Be patient, and you shall see. Only friends can enter Mo; an enemy never.

At that moment Kona desired to consult him regarding our camping arrangements, and turning I left them and wandered a little way along the valley. Presently, although its fertility was pleasant, I noticed that the air had a strange fœtid odour, and, shortly afterwards, while walking in the long rank grass my feet struck against something, which, on examination, I found to be the decomposing body of a man. He wore a burnouse, and from the long-barrelled musket that lay by his side I concluded it was an Arab. As I went forward I discovered bodies scattered in twos and threes over the grass-plain. Great grey vultures were tearing the rotting flesh from the bones, feasting upon the carrion. Broken guns, bent swords and blunted daggers lay about in profusion, while the further I went, the more numerous became the hideous bodies which the long grass seemed to be striving to hide. This was assuredly the battle-field whereon the army of the Great White Queen had defeated the expedition sent by Samory. Truly the slaughter must have been appalling, and little wonder was it that the survivors whom we had met and annihilated should have fought so desperately for their lives.

Judging from the great pile of corpses, the stand made by Samorys Arabs must have been a dogged and stubborn one, for traces of a most desperate battle were everywhere apparent, yet their defeat must have been crushing and complete, for hundreds of the invaders had apparently been mowed down where they had stood. Others had fallen in hand-to-hand encounters, their limbs slashed and disabled by keener swords than their own, while many seemed literally riddled by bullets which could never have been fired by ordinary guns, or if so, at such close quarters that in nearly every case the balls had passed clean through their bodies.

The number of corpses lying in the grass were too numerous to count, but at a rough estimate there must have been several thousands. The air of that beautiful valley was suffocating on account of the stench they emitted, and the river was poisoned by the heaps of bodies that had been hurled into it.

This valley, that had appeared a veritable paradise from the summit of the rock, was in reality a Valley of Death.

So nauseating was the smell that Omar decided upon pitching the camp at a point lower down, for so exhausted were we all and so dark was it growing that it became imperative we should remain there for the night. So we bivouacked half a mile away from the spot where the Thousand Steps descended, our fire was lit, and after a little food had been served out, we threw ourselves upon the grass, and, worn out by fatigue, slept heavily and well.

The valley was filled with a thick mist that rose from the river, overspreading everything and saturating our scanty clothing with moisture, causing us to be chilly and uncomfortable. It was this fact, perhaps, that awakened me during the night, when all my companions lying around were snoring soundly, dreaming most probably, of their triumphant entry into the land of the great Naya. Becoming fully awake, I heard the swish of a footstep through the grass, and, raising my head, saw at a little distance from me Omar, standing alone. With his back turned to me he was gazing up at the summit of the rock we had yet to gain, bearing in his hand a fire-brand that had apparently been lit at the dying embers of our fire. The brand, blazing and crackling, threw his lithe figure into relief, and I saw that his face wore an eager, anxious look. His gaze seemed rivetted upon the highest pinnacle of the great rock, as if he had noticed some unusual aspect.

During several minutes he remained motionless, his eyes fixed in that direction. At first I was impelled to rise and join him, but not knowing why, I remained there motionless watching. Presently I heard a loud cry of joy escape his lips, and with frantic gesture he waved the fire-brand quickly from left to right, sometimes with a sharp motion, and at others slowly.

He was signalling to someone on the brow of the precipice!

Open-mouthed I watched the result. The glare of his torch prevented me from distinguishing the crest of the rock distinctly, yet as I looked in the direction he was gazing I presently saw far away on the summit, glittering like a brilliant star, a bright light that seemed in answer to Omars signals to appear and disappear rapidly, evidently flashing back a reply from the mysterious realm above.

Suddenly the distant light became totally obscured, and from Omars lips there fell an expression of disappointment. His own fire-brand was burning but dimly, therefore, rushing to the embers, he drew another from the fire, blew upon it violently until it flamed, and then recommenced the puzzling signals, the system of which seemed very similar to those used in the British Army.

Again and again he repeated the long and short waves of the flaming torch, but no answering light appeared. All was dark upon the towering summit, that loomed up black and lonely against the deep vault of dark, star-lit blue. His was a weird figure, standing in the centre of the circle of uncertain light shed by the flambeau, watching eagerly, and waving his signals with untiring energy.

Fools! he cried aloud to himself. They are so fearful of treachery that they feign not to be able to distinguish the name of their ruler.

But ere the words had fallen from his lips the star-like light again shone forth white, with intense brilliancy, but in a different position. It seemed to have moved along the brink of the precipice, nearer to us, and its whiteness had been somehow intensified. In appearance it was very similar to an electric search-light, and so powerful were its rays that they streamed forth in a long line of brilliancy that slowly swept the valley where the corpses of the Arabs lay piled until it reached us, illuminating our camp with a light almost bright as day.

Several minutes elapsed, and Omar, standing in the centre of the light, casting a long grotesque shadow behind, continued waving the word he was so desirous of signalling. In the meantime those who were working the light had undoubtedly ascertained the extent of our numbers, for very soon the light slowly travelled over the adjoining rocks, and even searched the further end of the valley; then suddenly it shed upon us again, and instantly became obscured.

Nothing daunted, Omar continued his signals until at last they were evidently noticed and read, for suddenly the light streamed forth again and commenced a series of vivid flashes that lit up the valley like shafts of lightning.

Thus came the answer, for next second Omar, overjoyed, and unable to contain himself, again cried aloud:

Seen! Hurrah! At last!

The signals exchanged between those on the lofty summit of the insurmountable barrier, and my friend Omar were long, and, to me tedious. I could make nothing of them, although it was apparent that my old chum was carrying on an interesting conversation with some person unseen. Once again the light swept across the silent battle-field, showing, as if with justifiable pride, the wholesale slaughter that had been there committed by the defenders, and again fell full upon the son of the dreaded Naya. Then it flashed quickly many times and suddenly disappeared.

Omar seemed at last satisfied, for, holding the brand before him, he took from the tiny bag around his neck a pinch of the magic powder that was included in his jujus, and pronouncing words that conveyed some mystical meaning, slowly let the powder fall into the flickering flame, causing it to hiss and splutter.

He was sacrificing to the fetish for our deliverance from the perils of the Way of the Thousand Steps. Even as he stood performing this pagan rite, there sounded afar off a dull, low boom like the distant report of heavy cannon. It echoed weirdly along the valley where all was quiet and at rest, and was three times repeated, like some ominous voice of warning.

Omar heard it. Surely the noise was an unexpected one, for it instantly filled him with apprehension, and he listened attentively, little dreaming that I also was his companion upon this strange midnight vigil.


CHAPTER XVII.

A SALUTE OF BULLETS.
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THE LOW BOOMING was, however, not repeated, and by this my companion apparently became reassured, for shortly afterwards he threw himself down near me to snatch a few hours repose before dawn. I suppose I, too, must have slept for some time, until suddenly a noise like thunder that seemed to cause the earth to tremble awakened me, and together with the rest of our party I sprang to my feet, fancying that some terrible earthquake had occurred.

It was still dark, and as each asked breathlessly of his neighbour the cause of the deafening noise a sudden red flash showed for an instant on the summit of the rock near where I had seen the light, and a second report thundered forth, making the valley echo and startling the birds in thousands from their roosting-places.

We are attacked! the natives cried. It is a gun!

It was a gun undoubtedly. Again it belched forth, its fire causing the earth to tremble, sending some small shots unpleasantly close, and striking terror into the hearts of our companions, who started to fly for safety, expecting each moment that a shower of lead would sweep upon them.

Stay, cowards! Omar cried. Yonder gun fires not with anger, but with joy. It is my welcome home; its fire is but powder play!

Then a loud, joyous laugh arose, and the black faces broadened into great grins, displaying red lips and white teeth.

Truly the land of the great Naya is a land of wonders! cried Kona, in astonishment. Here they welcome the queens son by shooting at him. Surely those shots a moment ago were more than powder play!

A mistake no doubt, Omar answered laughing. Already it is known in Mo that we are here in the Grave of Enemies, and the guns are being fired as welcome, while steps are being taken to convey us into yonder land.

How shall we be conveyed thither? the headman asked, looking up puzzled at the bare face of the rock, the summit of which was now obscured by a bank of cloud.

Wait until sun-rise. Then you will see, answered my friend mysteriously, and as he spoke the blood-red flash showed again and the great gun thundered forth its salute.

While the dawn was spreading we ate our morning meal with eyes fixed upon the great high crag whence the gun belched forth with monotonous regularity; then Omar and I strolled away together further up the valley to occupy our time until the sun-rise. Here I saw for the first time that natural curiosity, the honey-bird. Omar pointed it out to me. It was a little grey common-looking bird about the size of a thrush. It first forced itself upon our notice by flying across our path, uttering a shrill, unlovely cry. It then sat on a neighbouring tree still calling and waiting for us to follow. By short rapid flights the bird led us on and on till we noticed that it stopped its onward course and was hanging about among a certain half-dozen trees. These we visited one after another and carefully examined them, our search being rewarded by finding a nest of bees in each of them. It is a matter of honour with the natives to set aside a good portion of the honey for the bird. Although this action of the honey-bird is an established fact in natural history, it would be interesting to know whether he ever tries to entice quadrupeds also in assisting him in obtaining his much-loved honey.

As we walked back to the camp the sun suddenly broke forth, the clouds rolled away, and on looking up at the point where the guns had been fired we saw on the summit a number of moving figures, looking like black specks against the morning sky. Everyone stood watching the far-off inhabitants of the mysterious realm, wondering how we were to gain the high overhanging rock that descended sheer to where we stood. Presently the excitement reached fever-heat when we saw the small black figures grouping themselves into a mass, and then we noticed that one man was being slowly lowered by a rope over the precipice. The rope was apparently passed under his arms, and as he swung out into mid-air his companions began to let him down rapidly to where we stood. Owing to the overhanging nature of the rock the wind caused the man to swing backwards and forwards as a pendulum, and by reason of hitches that seemed to occur in the arrangements above he was several times stopped in his descent.

At last, however, his feet touched the ground and headed by Omar, we all rushed towards him. He was a very tall, loosely-built man, his complexion almost white with just a yellowish tinge, colourless lips, colourless drab hair; vague irregular features, with an entire absence of expression. He wore an Arab haick upon his head bound with many yards of brown camels hair, a long white garment, something like a burnouse, only embroidered at the edge with crimson thread and confined at the waist by a girdle containing quite a small arsenal of weapons, while at his back he carried a rifle of European manufacture, and around his neck was the invariable string of amulets.

I seek Omar, son of the Naya, the Great Queen, he cried with a loud voice, as his feet touched the grass and he disengaged himself from the swaying rope, which still continued to descend.

I am Omar, Prince of Mo, answered my friend, stepping forward quickly.

The messenger from the mysterious realm above regarded him keenly from head to foot, not without suspicion. Then looking him straight in the face, he said with a puzzled expression upon his countenance:

Thou hast altered since thou hast dwelt among the English. Thy face is not that of Omar who left many moons ago with our Nayas trusted servant Makhana.

Yet I am still Omar, he exclaimed, laughing. Thy caution is commendable, Babila, son of Safad, but as the moon groweth old so does the boy turn youth, and the youth man.

Thou knowest my name, tis true, observed the messenger gravely. But where are thy royal jujus; those placed upon thy neck by the great Naya in the presence of the people?

I fell among enemies who burned them.

The curse of Zomara be upon them, Babila said. Who were they?

The hirelings of our enemy, Samory.

Then some have already met with their deserts, for three thousand of them lie here in this valley, and he pointed to the gruesome corpses scattered upon the grass. But hast thou no possession to assure me that thou art actually the long-absent son of our Naya? he inquired.

Thou carriest thy caution a little too far in this affair, Babila, Omar answered smiling. True, I have lost my jujus, nevertheless I can answer thee what questions thou puttest to me regarding my youth and my life in Mo. I know that thou art determined to satisfy thyself that I am actually the Prince, ere thou admittest us to our kingdom.

The caution I exercise is my duty to the great Naya and my country, Babila answered. No invader nor intruder hath ever entered Mo, and none shall while I am chief custodian of its Gate. The bones of many adventurers lie here in this valley.

Yes, I know that well, Omar answered good-humouredly. But what must I do to satisfy thee? Then turning to me, he exclaimed in English, This is amusing, Scars. I am actually prevented from entering my own country because I have grown a trifle taller!

What sayest thou in a foreign tongue? Babila inquired, with a quick look of suspicion.

I commented upon the absurdity of my situation to my companion, Scarsmere, who has accompanied me from England, Omar answered frankly.

Scarsmere, repeated the man from the unknown region. Scarsmere. And is he your friend?

Yea, my best friend.

If thou art actually Omar then his friend will assuredly find welcome in Mo, the man said with courtesy. But answer the questions I put to thee. Canst thou tell me anything regarding myself?

Well, I think I can, answered my friend with a laugh. When I was quite a young lad thou wert one of the guardians of the outer gate of our palace. Once I was threatened by a ruffianly soldier as I passed, and thou didst strike him dead with one blow of thy sword. For thy prompt punishment of the fellow thou wert exalted by the Naya and given command over her body-guard. It was because thou didst unearth the dastardly conspiracy against her life that thou wert given the custodianship of the Gate of Mo.

True, the man answered with a smile of satisfaction. In one of my age loss of memory is excusable, yet now on looking closely at thee, I see the resemblance — yea, I welcome thee home, my lord the prince.

In an instant his manner had changed, and he became the most obedient of slaves.

Very well, Omar said. Now thou art satisfied that I am what I said we will lose no time in passing the last barrier.

But these? Babila inquired, glancing suspiciously at the black rabble forming our Dagomba following.

They are my escort, Omar answered. Every man, from Kona, the head-man, to the meanest slave, is my trusted servant, and they all deserve reward. Each shall enter Mo and receive it at the hands of the Naya herself. This I have already promised.

The servants of the lord prince are welcome. The people shall fête them, and make their days pass as quickly as seconds fly. If thou art desirous they shall enter and be presented to the great Naya before whose eyes all men quail, Babila said, bowing humbly before his royal master.

Then let us not pause. We desire to enter Mo without an instants further delay. The way has been long and the obstacles great, but we have successfully accomplished all, and seek now to enter the palace of my queen-mother.

Thy commands shall be obeyed, the man replied, again salaaming, and, walking to the rope, he placed the loops under his arm-pits, and a few minutes later was on his way back to the mysterious land, waving his hand to us and promising that ere an hour passed we should enter the realm of the Great White Queen.

With eager upturned faces we watched the cautious custodian of the mystic kingdom dangling at the end of the rope, gradually leaving us, until at length he was hauled up upon the far-off summit of the rock and disappeared among the small crowd collected at the brow. The men were evidently soldiers, and the eager manner in which they grouped themselves about Babila when he stepped into their midst, showed what intense excitement our arrival had caused.

As we watched we soon afterwards saw lowered from the towering height what appeared at first to be a thin black cord, but which, when the end fell at our feet, we found to be a ladder of curiously-knotted ropes about as thick as packing twine, so flimsy in construction that it seemed as though the weight of a single man would break it.

Are we to climb to the top? I asked Omar, who passed me by quickly in order to examine the ladder.

Of course, he said.

But surely these ropes will not bear our weight! I observed. They are only like string.

Yes, but the core of each is of steel wire of such strength that it would bear our whole party all together, he answered. Nevertheless, it is perhaps best to avoid running risks, so only a dozen shall ascend at a time.

I looked up at the swaying ladder with distrust. I had heard many stories of ropes chafing on the edges of rocks and being cut through, and my awful experience in descending the face of the precipice opposite had been sufficiently terrifying.

The land of the Great White Queen is, indeed, unapproachable, I said. Surely no enemy could invade you?

We fear no outside enemy, Omar answered with sudden seriousness. It is internal dissensions that may cause trouble. Every precaution is taken here, at the gate of our land, to prevent an enemy from gaining Mo. The valley is commanded by guns in such a manner that it can be swept from end to end, so that even if a foe were to succeed in treading the Way of the Thousand Steps he must descend here and remain under the fire of the guns.

I noticed that last night you signalled with a torch, I said.

Ah! you were awake and did not speak, he laughed. Yes, I flashed my name, with a message to the Naya. This was conveyed to her by a system of signals flashed from one point to another across the country in similar manner to those of European armies. At night the signals are constantly at work and take the place of your telegraphs. When the message reached the Naya she sent me a word in return, but even then Babila was far too cautious to afford us means to enter the country without first inspecting us himself.

Youve grown a bit, and become more Anglicized since you left, I said, smiling.

Yes, possibly, he answered, adding, I was, however, going to explain that so elaborate are the precautions against invasion that even now the ladder has been lowered, nay, even if we were at the top, the custodians of the Gate could, by simply pressing a button, send a current of electricity through the wires that form the cores of the ropes of such a strength, that the ropes and ourselves would almost instantly be fused into a shapeless mass. See! the ropes are wet, so that the full strength of the current could, if desired, be turned upon us. And he pulled forward the ladder and placed it in my hand.

Instinctively I shrank away, saying:

I have no desire to be electrocuted just yet.

Well, its merely one of the many devices we have here for the warm reception of any enemy, he answered. The number of bodies yonder are sufficient proof that any expedition against us must be ill-fated.

But just at that moment a rapid signal was flashed by the suns rays upon a mirror, and reading it, he exclaimed in English:

All is fast above. Come, Scars, old chap, follow me and let me hear your opinion of my country. Keep your chin raised and dont look down, or you may turn giddy.

Then, giving directions to Kona to allow only twelve men to swarm the flimsy ladder at one time, he placed his foot upon the first rung and commenced the long straight ascent.

As soon as he had climbed a dozen feet I glanced up at the towering crag, then followed his example.


CHAPTER XVIII.

THE MYSTERIOUS REALM.
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SO UNSTEADY WAS the ladder, straining and springing at every step I took, that I was compelled to grip its wet cords with all the strength of which I was capable. It swayed to and fro fearfully, and more than once I dreaded that I should lose my hold and fall backwards to earth.

Omar above me, lithe and active as a cat, climbed on, chaffing me for my tardy progress, and now and then halting and mischievously shaking the ladder to increase my fear. The higher I ascended the more strongly blew the wind, until it whistled in the thin ropes and blew through my scanty clothing, chilling my bones. My hands and feet were bruised and sore from the previous days descent, nevertheless I thought not of pain, only of peril. The climb was long and tedious. Even Omar, who had commenced by running up like a squirrel in his eagerness to gain the land from which he had so long been absent, was soon compelled to pause and steady himself, or he would assuredly have been jerked from his insecure position.

The ten men plodding up after us seemed to be keeping step, causing the ladder to spring fearfully each time they ascended the next rung. Omar, himself fearing disaster, at last called to them, but jabbering among themselves in the highest spirits, each eager to set foot in the land of mystery, they took no heed of their guides instructions.

You fools! he cried angrily. Climb slowly and with care. Dont jump so. Were not on a spring-board.

Useless. We still went up and down like a ball at the end of a piece of elastic.

Do you hear? he shrieked in the Dagomba tongue, halting and looking down at the string of grinning blacks. Halt!

This sudden stoppage attracted their attention, and in mid-air he soundly rated them for their folly, instructing them how to ascend, and declaring that if they continued their hilarious progress a fearful disaster must ensue. These words immediately had the desired effect, for which I confess I was very thankful, as I had feared every moment that we should be dashed into the valley, and now as we went forward again the ladder was much steadier.

From far below we could hear the distant shouts of Kona and our excited companions encouraging us and urging us on, for they were all impatience to follow us. Now and then the great grey vultures, having gorged themselves to their full upon the corpses in the valley, circled around us as if ready to tear us from our perilous position, and more than once I saw Omar raise his arm to beat them off. We were, I suppose, passing near their nests and thus aroused their ire.

Looking up, I saw that we were slowly approaching the beetling portion of the enormous rock, but had yet a long distance to climb. Steadily, however, we all ascended, each grasping the wet slippery cords tightly to prevent being blown off by the high gusty wind, and even when we gained the jutting rock believing we had attained the summit, we found ourselves still fully two hundred feet from where Babila could be seen peering over awaiting us.

The ladder laying upon the face of the cliff at this point was much easier of ascent, for the weight of the portion below me prevented it from swaying, and by scrambling up with increased haste I soon found myself immediately behind Omar.

Then continuing steadily, now and then being compelled to bend backwards in a most perilous position in order to negotiate a projecting piece of rock, we together climbed up to the edge of the fearful precipice, each being lent a willing hand by Babila as we swarmed upon our knees to where he stood.

Welcome, O Prince, the old man exclaimed, salaaming when Omar stood before him. Welcome to thy white friend from beyond the great black water.

In an instant from a thousand throats rose cries of adulation, and looking around I saw that drawn up before us was a great concourse of fighting-men. Some were mounted on magnificent chargers, others were on foot, and among them were many silken banners each bearing the same device, a black vampire bat with wings outspread upon a crimson ground. Each soldier was similarly attired to Babila, with white embroidered robe and girdle, and each carried a rifle and a long curved sword.

Babila was evidently a great man in the estimation of all others, for whatever he did the soldiers imitated. In appearance they had the advantage of all coloured and most white races. As a rule they seemed very tall, well set up, with well-formed limbs covered with an almost white skin, the texture of which would excite envy in the heart of many a European beauty. The features had nothing in common with the coarse negro type which prevailed in the forest and over the grass-lands, but rather inclined towards a Semitic type. Thick lips were the exception, not the rule, and a broad flat nose was also a rarity. The only sign of barbarity was in the hair which, when the head was not clean shaven, was allowed to grow straight out in every direction, giving a very wild appearance to its owner. The hair of some, however, seemed to be softer, for it hung down to the nape of the neck in long, closely-curled ringlets. The women, a few of whom were watching us curiously, were all comely, and, attired in long white robes of a more elaborate pattern than the men, had their hair enclosed in a dark blue fillet, a difference in the disposition of the latter distinguishing between a married and an unmarried woman.

A great tent of yellow silk had been erected near, presumably for our accommodation. Over it waved the hideous-looking vampire bat, and as led by Babila with frequent prostrations we entered it, I asked Omar the meaning of the sable device.

It is the royal mark of the Sanoms, the same as the lion and the unicorn is the crest of your great Queen. The black vampire is the guardian fetish of our throne.

On entering, Omar walked to a raised daïs whereon two stools were placed, and taking one invited me to the other. Then, while awaiting the arrival of our companions, food was brought to us, and we ate and drank to our full, Babila himself attending to our wants personally. Neither were our companions forgotten, for they were arranged around the tent, and squatting upon their haunches ate and jabbered to their hearts content.

It was highly amusing to watch the interest with which the natives regarded the stolid soldiers of Mo, who stood in long lines, motionless as statues. They went close up to them, examined them from head to foot, drew the sword from its sheath, handled it and tried its edge with a grunt of satisfaction. Then they would replace it, finger the accoutrements, examine carefully what they thought might be gold, and at last, folding their arms, would stand silent, awe-stricken at the whole effect of the unknown race.

The denizens of this mysterious country, however, seemed to regard our natives with supercilious disdain. Probably their contempt had been engendered by the fact that certain tribes had on several occasions attempted an invasion, and they had from their formidable heights simply swept them out of existence as easily as a fly may be crushed with the finger. When looking at the handsome women, the enormous mouths of the Dagombas would widen into broad grins which, intended to convey an expression of delight, in reality rendered them hideous.

For three hours we remained in the tent, sheltered from the suns glaring heat, while parties of a dozen of our followers continued to arrive. It was Omars intention to enter the capital with the whole of our faithful band, otherwise he would have started immediately we had gained the summit. Babila urged him to do so, but he expressed a desire that Kona and his heroic blacks should accompany us.

At last the whole of the party had gained the top of the rock and had refreshed themselves after their toil and peril; the rope ladder with its hidden electric wires had been hauled up, and, headed by men blowing loud blasts upon great horns of ivory and gold, we all moved forward, a most imposing and magnificent cavalcade.

Both Omar and myself had been mounted on fine milk-white horses with gay trappings of silver and royal blue, while behind us came Kona with a very unsteady seat upon a long raw-boned stallion. He was evidently not used to horses, and the way he clutched at the mane each time his animal trotted convulsed both his men and the soldiers in the vicinity with laughter.

A shady march of two days in a north-westerly direction up the bank of a babbling stream brought us to higher land. The journey was uneventful, the country being devoid of both game and people. We saw old traces of habitation, it is true, but the people seemed to have been driven away or killed, leaving only the empty stone-built houses. From the hill on the side of which we pitched our camp a marvellous view was obtainable. To the north a black forest extended as far as the eye could reach, broken only by three small hills that served as landmarks. To the west rolled some giant snow-capped mountains, while the range whereon we stood was a low, stone-covered stretch of round-topped hills, flanked by thick mimosa jungle and filled with rhinoceros. Wherever we went, we found traces of them, their feeding ground being apparently restricted to a very small area. Never having been hunted, they probably found no reason to leave such excellent pasture, and it was little wonder that Kona and his men were anxious to remain behind and commit havoc amongst them.

On the third day we encamped near a most extraordinary place. It was a small valley about thirty-five feet below the surrounding ground, looking like the dry bed of a stream, and was about a mile in circumference.

Come, I want to show you Zomaras Wrath, Omar said, and dismounting we went together towards it, notwithstanding the loud cries of warning that arose on every side. A dog — a lean, hungry, strange-looking brute, who accompanied the troops — bounded after us, and as we approached the place I noticed a suffocating smell, and was attacked by nausea and giddiness. A belt of this fœtid atmosphere surrounded the valley. We, however, passed through it, and in purer air, with hands still over my nose and mouth, was permitted to view the awful spectacle — for it was awful.

The entire bed of the valley seemed like one solid rock, but scattered over the barren floor were skeletons of men, wild hogs, deer, rhinoceros, lions, and all kinds of birds and smaller animals. I could discover no hole or crevice in any place whence the poisonous fumes were emitted. I was anxious to reach the bottom of the valley, if possible, but my suggestion was at once negatived by my companion, who said:

To go further is certain death. Come, let us return quickly, or we may be overpowered. This is one of the natural wonders of our land.

I determined, however, to see what the fumes smelled like, and, greatly to Omars horror, started to descend. The dog was with me, and as soon as he saw me step over the side of the bank he rushed down ahead of me.

I endeavoured to call him back, but too late. As soon as the animal reached the rocky bed below he fell upon his side.

He continued to breathe a few moments only, then expired.


CHAPTER XIX.

THE CITY IN THE CLOUDS.
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THERE IS A strange story connected with this place known to us as Zomaras Wrath, Omar said, when together we turned away and mounted our horses to ride back to the camp.

Relate it to me, I urged eagerly.

To-night. After we have eaten at sundown I will tell you about it, he answered, and spurring our horses we galloped quickly forward.

When we had eaten that evening and were seated aside together, I reminded him of his promise.

It is a story of my ancestors, and it occurred more than a thousand years ago, he said. Ruler of the great kingdom of Mo, King Lobenba had no children. The three queens observed fasts, kept vows, made offerings to the fetish, all to no effect. By a lucky chance a great hermit made his appearance in our capital. The King and queens received the visitor at the palace, and treated him with the most generous and sincere hospitality. The guest was very pleased; by a prompting of the fetish he knew what they wanted, and gave them three peppercorns, one for each queen. In due time three sons were born, Karmos, Matrugna, and Fausalya, who when they reached a suitable age married by the ceremony of choice, daughters of a branch of the royal family. When the brides arrived at their husbands family and were disciplined in their wifely duties, King Lobenba, who was growing old, thought the time had arrived for him to make over the royal burden to younger shoulders, and to adopt a hermits life preliminary to death. So in consultation with the royal fetish-man, a day was appointed for the coronation of Prince Karmos, who had married a beautiful girl named Naya. But the fates had willed it otherwise. Long before the children were born, when King Lobenba, in his younger days, was subduing a revolt in this region where we now are he once fell from his chariot while aiming an arrow, and got his arm crushed under the wheel. The three queens had accompanied their royal husband to the battlefield to soften for him the hardships of his camp life, and during the long illness that followed the wound, Queen Zulnam, who afterwards became mother of Fausalya, nursed him with all the devotion of a wifes first young love. Ask me anything and thou shalt have it, said the monarch during his convalescence. I have to ask only two favours, my lord, she answered. I grant them beforehand. Name them, he cried. But she said she wished for nothing at that time, but would make her request in due course. She waited twenty years. Then she repaired to her husband on the morning of Karmos coronation and boldly requested that the prince should absent himself for fourteen years, and that her son Fausalya should be crowned instead.

She was artful, I observed, laughing.

Yes, he went on. The words fell like a thunder-bolt upon the king, the light faded from his eyes and he fainted. Nevertheless, Zulnams wish was granted, and Karmos departure was heartrending. To soften the austerities of forest life, Prince Matrugna tore himself from his newly-married bride to accompany Karmos. But the hardest was to be the latters wrench from his devoted Naya. The change from a most exuberant girlish gaiety to quivering grief, and the offer of the delicately-nurtured wife to share with her lord the severities of an exiles life are often told by every wise man in Mo. Fourteen long years Karmos spent in exile with his beautiful wife as companion, until at last they were free to return. The home-coming was one long triumph. The people were mad with delight to welcome their hero Karmos and their beloved Naya. Karmos was crowned, and then began that government whose morality and justice and love and purity have passed into the proverbs of my race. There was, however, one blemish upon it. Poor Nayas evil genius had not yet exhausted his malevolence. A rumour was spread by evil tongues that she was plotting to possess the crown, and Karmos, sacrificing the husbands love, the fathers joy, to his kingly duty, while standing on that spot we have visited to-day — then his summer palace surrounded by lovely gardens — pronounced sentence of exile upon her. But in an instant, swift as the lightning from above, the terrible curse of Zomara fell upon him, striking him dead, his magnificent palace was swept away and swallowed up by a mighty earthquake, and from the barren hole, once the fairest spot in the land, there have ever since belched forth fumes that poison every living thing. It is Zomaras Wrath.

And what became of Naya, the queen? I asked, struck with the remarkable story that seemed more than a mere legend.

She reigned in his stead, he answered. Whenever we speak of the Nayas we sum up all that is noble and mighty and queenly in government, its tact, its talent, its love and its beneficence, for every queen who has since sat on the Great Emerald Throne of Mo has been named after her, and I am her lineal descendant, the last of her line.

That night we rested on soft cushions spread for us in our tent, and marching again early next morning, spent the two following days in crossing a great swamp, which, rather than a miasmatic death-hole, was a naturalists paradise. As our horses trod the soft, spongy ground, a majestic canopy of stately cypress, mangrove and maple trees protected us from the burning sun, and the sweet-scented flowers of the magnolias, azaleas and wild grapes added fragrance and beauty to the scene. Flies, snakes and frogs were very numerous, but gave us little trouble, nevertheless, I was not sorry when at dawn on the third day after passing the strange natural phenomenon we saw across the level pasture-like plain, high up, spectral and half hidden in the grey haze, the gigantic walls and high embattlements of the mysterious city.

Lo! cried Omar, who was riding at my side. See! At last we are within sight of the goal towards which we have so long striven. Yonder is Mo, sometimes called the City in the Clouds!

But for your courage we must have failed long ago, I observed, my eyes turned to where the horizon closed the long perspective of the sky. Away there was the sweetest light. Elsewhere colour marred the simplicity of light; but there colour was effaced, not as men efface it, by a blur or darkness, but by mere light. And against it rose, high and faintly outlined, the defences of the great unknown city standing on the summit of what appeared to be a gigantic rock. Magnificent! I exclaimed, entranced by the view. Superb!

It is, as you see, built high upon the rock known as the Throne of the Naya, Omar explained. Although founded a thousand years ago by the good queen about whom I told you, no stranger has ever yet set foot within its gates. From time to time our monarchs have sent their trusty agents among civilized nations, gathered from them their inventions, and introduced to us the results of their progress. Isolated as we are from the world, we are nevertheless enlightened, as you will shortly see.

I was prompted to make some observation regarding his paganism, but held my peace, knowing that any reference to it wounded his susceptibilities. In everything except his belief in the fetish and his trust in the justice of the Crocodile-god, he was my equal; and I knew that, on more than one occasion, he had been ashamed to practise his savage rites in my presence. Therefore I hesitated, and, as we rode along, the outline of the great city, perched high upon the rock, growing every moment more formidable and distinct, I listened to the many interesting facts he related.

Kona, who followed us, listened with strained ears, and our Dagombas were one and all laughing and keeping up a Babel-like chatter that showed the intense excitement caused among them by the sight of the mysterious capital of the Great White Queen.

We had struck a broad well-made road, and now, as with hastening steps we approached it, we could distinguish quite plainly the inaccessible character of the high rock that rose abruptly a thousand feet above the plain crowned by the frowning walls of immense thickness that enclosed the place. Beyond, rose many lofty towers and several gilded domes which, Omar told me, were the audience-halls of the great palace, and immediately before us we could see in the walls, flanked on either side by great strong watch-towers, a closed gate.

From where we stood we could distinguish no means of approach to the impregnable fortress, but on coming at last to the base of the rock we found a long flight of narrow steps mounting zig-zag up its dark, moss-grown face. When the cavalcade halted before them our trumpeters blew thrice shrill blasts upon their big ivory horns, and like magic the ponderous iron gate far above instantly swung open, and the walls literally swarmed with men, whose bright arms glittered in the sun. Above, where all had been silent a moment before, everything was now bustle and excitement as Babila sprang from his horse and commenced to mount the long flight of steps, followed by myself and my companion.

So steep were these stairs cut in the rock that an iron chain had been placed beside them by which to steady ones-self.

Are there again a thousand steps? I asked Omar.

Yes, he said. Naya, wife of Karmos, had them cut under her personal supervision. There are exactly a thousand — the number of generations which, she declared, should flourish and die ere Mo be conquered.

Then without further words we eagerly continued our upward climb to the mystic City in the Clouds.


CHAPTER XX.

THE GREAT WHITE QUEEN.
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GAINING THE SUMMIT and entering the ponderous gate closely behind old Babila, I was amazed at the bewildering aspect of the gigantic city. As Omar placed his foot upon the top step, great drums, ornamented by golden bats with outspread wings, were thumped by a perspiring line of drummers, horns were blown with ear-piercing vehemence, and the huge guns mounted on the walls thundered forth a deafening salute.

Then, as we walked forward along the way kept clear for us through the enormous crowd of curious citizens, Babila at last met the tall, patriarchal-looking man in command of the city-gate.

Lo! he cried. With our Prince Omar there returneth a retinue of strangers. This one, indicating myself, is from the land of the white men that lieth beyond the great black water. The others are from the borders of Prempehs kingdom.

Art thou certain there are no spies among them? asked the man, glancing at me keenly in suspicion.

I, Omar, Prince of Mo, vouch for each mans honesty, exclaimed my friend, interrupting. At these words the chief guardian of the gate bowed until his long white beard swept the ground, and we passed on, followed by Kona and our black companions, in whom the denizens of the mysterious place seemed highly interested, never before having seen negro savages.

Now and then as we passed along voices raised in dissension that strangers should be admitted to the inaccessible kingdom reached our ears, but these were drowned by the wild plaudits of the crowd. On every hand Omar was greeted with an enthusiasm befitting the heir to the Emerald Throne, and he, in response, bowed his head from side to side, as with royal gait he strode down the broad handsome thoroughfare. The buildings on either hand were magnificent in their proportions, built of enormous blocks of grey stone finely sculptured, with square ornamented windows. Apparently the manufacture of glass was unknown, for all the windows were uniformly latticed. Here and there through the open doors we caught sight of cool courtyards, with trees and plashing fountains beyond, while from the flat roofs that here seemed to be the principal promenade of the ladies, as in Eastern lands, white hands and bejewelled arms waved us dainty welcome.

Across a great market square, where slaves were being bought and sold, and business was proceeding uninterruptedly, we passed, and as we glanced at the unfortunate ones huddled up in the scanty shadow, we remembered the day when we, too, had been sold by our bitter and well-hated enemy, Samory. I smiled as I reflected what terrible revenge this great army of the Naya could wreak upon the Arab chief, and found myself anticipating the day when the soldiery of Mo should gather before the old villains stronghold.

Kona, who had come up beside me, walked on in silent amazement. He knew nothing of civilization, and the sights he now witnessed held him dumb. The African mind is slow to understand the benefits of civilization and modern progress, unless it be the substitution of guns for bows and bullets for arrows. At last we turned a corner suddenly, and saw before us, rising against the intensely blue sky and flashing in the brilliant sunlight, the three great gilded domes of the royal palace.

Gold! cried Kona, in an awed tone. See! and he turned to several of his sable brethren. See! they build their great huts of solid gold! What treasure they must have!

As we advanced in imposing procession, the great gate of this royal residence, grim and frowning as a fortress, over which a large flag was floating, bearing the sign of the vampire bat, opened wide, and, unchallenged by the crowds of gaily-dressed soldiers drawn up in line and saluting, we went forward amid vociferous cheering.

Ours was indeed a progress full of triumph and enthusiasm. The heir to the throne, long since mourned for as lost, had returned, and the loyal people were filled with great rejoicing. Through one spacious courtyard after another we passed, always between long lines of stalwart men-at-arms, bearing good English rifles and well-made accoutrements, until, ascending a short flight of wide steps of polished black stone, we found ourselves in a great hall beneath one of the gilded domes that had so impressed our head-man. Before us was a huge curtain of purple velvet that screened from view the further end of the hall, but when all had assembled and stood grouped together, this drapery was suddenly lifted, disclosing to our gaze a sight that filled us with greatest wonder and amazement.

The central object was the historic Emerald Throne, a wonderful golden seat so thickly encrusted with beautiful green gems as to appear entirely constructed of them. Some of the stones were of enormous size, beautifully cut, of amazing brilliance and fabulous value. Above, was suspended a golden representation of a crocodile — the god Zomara. Lolling lazily among the pink silk cushions was a woman, tall, thin-faced and ascetic, with a complexion white as my own, high cheek bones, small black, brilliant eyes, and hair plentifully tinged with grey. Her personality was altogether a striking one, for her brow was low, her face hawk-like, and her long, bony hands resting on the arms of the seat of royalty seemed like the talons of the bird to which her face bore resemblance.

It was the Naya, the dreaded Great White Queen!

Her robes of rich brocaded silk were of a brilliant golden yellow, heavily embroidered with gold thread, and thickly studded with various jewels. In the bright flood of sunlight that struck full upon her from the painted dome above, the diamonds and rubies enriching her handsome corsage gleamed and flashed white, green and blood-red. Indeed, so covered was her breast by the fiery gems that as it heaved and fell their flashing dazzled us; yet in her eyes was a cruel, crafty gleam that from the first moment I saw her roused instinctively within me fear and suspicion.

No smile of welcome crossed her cold, implacable features as her gaze met that of her son Omar; no enthusiastic or maternal greeting passed her lips. Her maids of honour and courtiers grouped about her murmured approbation and welcome as the heavy curtains fell aside, but frowning slightly she raised her bejewelled claw-like hand impatiently with a gesture commanding silence, darting hasty glances of displeasure upon those who had, by applauding, lowered her regal dignity. On either side black female slaves in garments of crimson silk and wearing golden girdles, massive earrings and neck chains, slowly fanned the ruler of Mo with large circular fans of ostrich feathers, and from a pedestal near her a tiny fountain of some fragrant perfume shot up and fell with faint plashing into its basin of marvellously-cut crystal. The splendour was barbaric yet refined, illustrative everywhere of the tastes of these denizens of the unknown kingdom. The walls of the great hall were strangely sculptured with colossal monstrosities, mostly hideous designs, apparently intended to depict the awful wrath of the deity Zomara, while here and there were curious frescoes of almost photographic finish, the execution of which had been accomplished by some art quite unknown to European civilization. The paving whereon we stood was of jasper, highly polished, with here and there strange outlines inlaid with gold. These outlines, a little crude and unfinished, were mostly illustrative of the power of the Nayas, depicting scenes of battle, justice and execution.

Let our son Omar stand forth and approach our Emerald Throne, exclaimed the Naya at last, in a thin, rasping voice, moving slightly as she bent forward, fixing her shining eyes upon us. They glittered with evil.

At the royal command all bowed low in submission, it being etiquette to do this whenever the Naya expressed command or wish, and Omar, leaving my side, strode forward with becoming hauteur, and, crossing the floor as highly polished as glass, advanced to his royal mother, and, bending upon his knee, pressed her thin, bony hand to his lips.

But even then no expression of pleasure crossed her stony features. I had expected to witness an affectionate meeting between mother and son, and was extremely surprised at the coldness of my friends reception, having regard to his long absence and the many perils we had together faced on our entry into Mo.

News was flashed unto me last night that thou hadst crossed the Thousand Steps, the Queen said, slowly withdrawing her bony hand. Why hast thou returned from the land of the white men, and why, pray, hast thou brought hither strangers with thee?

These strangers are heroes, each one of them, Omar answered, rising, and standing before the throne. Every man has already fought for thee, and for Mo.

For me? How?

Then briefly he related how we had met the remnant of Samorys invading force and defeated them, so that not a single fugitive remained.

These savages fought merely for their own lives, not for me, she said with a supercilious sneer, regarding the half-clad natives with disdain. We in Mo desire not the introduction of such creatures as these.

Are not my friends welcome? Omar asked, pale with anger. A Sanom hath never yet turned from his palace those who have proved themselves his friends.

Neither hath a Sanom sought the aid of savages, answered the Great White Queen, with a glance of withering scorn.

Adversity sometimes causeth us to seek strange alliances, my friend argued. These men of the Dagomba, Kona, their head man, and Scarsmere, my friend from the land of the white men, have given me aid, and if thou accordest them no welcome, then I, Omar, in the name of my ancestors, the Nabas and the Nayas, will give them greeting, and provide them with befitting entertainment while they are within our walls.

His words caused instant consternation. The will of the Naya was not to be thwarted. Her every wish was law; a single word from her meant life or death. This openly-expressed opposition was, to the court, a most terrible offence, punishable by death to all others save the heir.

The Naya, her thin lips tightly set and cruelty lurking in the corners of her mouth, rose slowly with an air of terrible anger.

Does our son Omar thus defy us? she asked with grim harshness.

I defy thee not O queen-mother, answered my friend, clasping his hands resolutely behind his back, and standing with his legs slightly apart. I bring unto thee those who have fought for me, and have been my companions through many perils, expecting welcome. Were it not for them I, the last of our regal line, would be no longer living, and at thy death our kingdom would have been without a ruler.

Son, the claim of these, thy friends, to my protection is admitted; nevertheless, the stranger, whoever he may be, is by the law of our kingdom that hath been rigorously observed for a thousand years, debarred from traversing the Thousand Steps.

As the queen spoke I noticed two gorgeously-attired men behind her, probably her chief advisers, exchange whispers with smiles of evident satisfaction.

Then I am to understand that the Naya of Mo absolutely refuseth to sanction these my friends to dwell within our walls? Omar said.

We forbid these strangers to remain, answered the Queen, crimsoning with anger that her son should have thus argued with her. They are granted until noon to-morrow to quit our city. Those found within our land after three suns have set will be held as slaves. I, the Naya, have spoken.

As thou willest it, so it will be, answered her son, bowing very stiffly. Then, turning to us, he said:

Friends, the people give you cordial welcome, even though the Naya may refuse to grant you peace. You shall remain — —

Thou insultest us publicly, cried the Great White Queen, still standing erect, her black eyes flashing beneath the wisp of scanty grey hair, and her talon-like hand uplifted. To utter such words hast thou returned from the land beyond the black seas? True, thou art my son, and some day will sit upon this my stool, but for thus opposing my will thou shalt be banished from Mo until such time as I am carried to the tombs of my fathers. Then, when thou returnest hither, thy reign shall be one of tumults and evil-doing. The people who now shout themselves hoarse because their idol Omar hath returned to them, shall, in that day, curse thee, and heap upon thee every indignity. May the Great Darkness encompass thee, may thine enemies break and crush thee, and may Zomara, the One of Power, smite and devour thee, and as she uttered these words she held up her long skinny arms to the hideous golden crocodile suspended over her, muttering some mystic sentences the while.

Her slaves and courtiers held their breath. The Great White Queen was cursing her only son. The Dagombas understood this action and stood aghast, while across the faces of the court dignitaries a few moments later there flitted faint sickly smiles. The scene was impressive, more so perhaps than any I had before witnessed. In her sudden ebullition of anger the Naya was indeed terrible.

From her thin blue lips curses most fearful rolled until even her courtiers shuddered. As she stood, her bony arms uplifted to the image of what was to her the greatest and most dreaded power on earth, she screamed herself hoarse, uttering imprecations until about her mouth there hung a blood-flecked foam, and her long finger-nails were driven deep into the flesh of her withered palms. All quaked visibly at her wrath, for none knew who might next offend her and pay the penalty for so doing with their lives: none knew who might next fall victim to her insane passion for causing suffering to others.

Omar alone stood calmly watching her; all others remained terrified, fearing to utter a single word.

Suddenly, in her mad passion, she shrieked:

Gankoma! Gankoma! Come hither. There is still work for thee.

In an instant the chief executioner, a man of giant stature, gaudily attired and bearing a huge curved sword that gleamed ominously in the sunlight, stood before her, and bowing, answered:

Your majesty is obeyed.

There is one who hath betrayed his trust, cried the angry ruler. To Babila, guardian of the Gate, we owe this intrusion of strangers in our land and these insults from the mouth of one who is unworthy to be called son. Bring forth Babila.

The executioner, sword in hand, advanced to where the trusty old custodian stood. At mention of his name a despairing cry had escaped him. He knew, alas! his fate was sealed.

Pale, trembling in the iron grip of the executioner, he was hurried forward before the dazzling Emerald Throne.

See! he flinches, the perfidious old traitor! the Naya cried. His duty was to prevent any stranger from entering Mo, yet he actually assisted yonder horde of savages to gain access to our innermost courts. He — —

Mercy, your majesty! mercy! implored the unhappy man, falling prone at her feet. I have guarded the Gate with my life always. I believed that thy sons friends were thine also.

Silence! shrieked the Naya. Let not his voice again fall upon our ears. Let him die now, before our eyes, and let his carcase be given as offal to the dogs. Let one hundred of his guards die also. Others who would thwart us will thus be warned.

Mercy! screamed the wretched old fellow hoarsely, clasping his hands in fervent supplication.

Gankoma, I have spoken, cried the Great White Queen, majestically waving her hand.

Babila, inactive by age, struggled to regain his feet, but ere he could do so, or before Omar could interfere, the executioner had lifted his sword with both hands. The sound of a dull blow was heard, and next second the head of the Queens faithful servant rolled across the polished floor, while from the decapitated trunk the blood gushed forth and ran in an ugly serpentine stream over the jasper slabs.

A sudden thrill of horror ran through the crowd at this summary execution of one who had hitherto been implicitly trusted, but only for an instant was the ghastly body allowed to remain before the eyes of Queen and court, for half a dozen slaves had been standing in readiness with bowls of water, and some of these rushing forward carried away the head and body and flung it to the dogs, while others swiftly removed all traces of the gruesome spectacle.

Little wonder therefore that the great Naya should be held in awe by all her subjects, for in her anger she seemed capable of the most fiendish cruelty. As in Kumassi, so also in Mo, death seemed to come quickly, and for any paltry offence. Gankoma, executioner to the Great White Queen, was, I afterwards learnt, continually busy obeying the royal commands, and the rapidly increasing number of victims whose heads fell beneath his terrible knife was causing most serious discontent.


CHAPTER XXI.

A FIGURE IN THE SHADOW.
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AN HOUR AFTER sundown I was seated with Omar and Kona on a mat in the courtyard of a house not far from the gates of the palace, where hospitality had been secretly offered us. We were discussing the situation. Our black followers, on leaving the presence of the irate queen, had gone out in small groups to wander through the wonderful city, having arranged to meet again at midnight.

The man in whose house we had found shelter was named Goliba, a staunch friend of Omars, although one of the royal councillors. As we sat together this old man with long flowing white beard, keen aquiline features and black eyes that age had not dimmed, explained facts that amazed us. He told us that Kouaga, a favourite of the Naya, had been approached secretly by her as to the advisability of Omars assassination. The old councillor had actually overheard this dastardly plot formed by the queen against her son, for she feared that owing to the harshness of her rule popular opinion might be diverted in his favour, and that she might be overthrown, and he set upon the Emerald Throne in her stead. The Naya had regretted sending Omar away for safety, so giving Kouaga a large sum of money, she ordered him to proceed to England and assassinate the heir. He left, and apparently on his way conceived the idea that he might, with considerable advantage, play a double game. Samory, whose secret agent in Mo he was, intended, he knew, to lead a great expedition against the unapproachable country, its principal object being to secure the vast treasures known to be concealed within the City in the Clouds. As Omar alone knew its secret hiding-place it occurred to Kouaga to convey him to the stronghold of the Mohammedan chief before assassinating him, and obtain from him the whereabouts of the great collection of gold and gems. The Naya had ordered that her son should be killed secretly in England, but this cowardly crime was averted by Kouagas cupidity, and we had therefore been enticed to the Arab sheikhs headquarters. The object of both men being thwarted by Omars refusal to divulge the secret, we had been sold into slavery and consigned as human sacrifices before King Prempeh.

Well be even yet with that scoundrel and traitor, Kouaga, Omar said, turning to me when Goliba had finished.

If the command be given every man in Mo would go forth against Samorys accursed hordes, Goliba declared with emphasis, removing the mouthpiece of his long pipe from his lips. But how dost thou intend now to act? he asked Omar. Remember thou art banished until the Nayas death. Let us hope that Zomara will not spare her long to tyrannize over our land and to plot against thy life, he added in a half whisper.

Omar started in surprise. This man, one of the principal advisers of his royal mother, was actually expressing a wish that she might die! It occurred to me, too, that if her advisers were antagonistic towards her, might not the poor, oppressed and afflicted people also be of the same mind?

Speak, O Goliba, Omar said. Is the balance of popular feeling actually against the Naya?

Entirely. Within the past few years the loyal spirit hath, on account of the revolting cruelties practised by thy royal mother, turned utterly against her. Before thy departure to the land beyond the black water the loyal feeling was uppermost because of the efforts of Moloto to obtain the crown. Now, however, that the power of his party is broken and the Naya, feeling her position invulnerable, hath commenced a reign of terror, disgust and despair are felt on every hand.

What must I do? Omar asked.

Remain here, the sage replied. Thou art banished from the royal presence, it is true, but heed not her words, and remain with thy followers in Mo. Guard vigilantly against the attempts of secret assassins that are certain to be made when the Naya is aware of thy defiance, but remember thou art heir to the Emerald Throne, and although some of the regiments may remain loyal unto their queen, the majority of our fighting-men are thine to command.

Omar knit his brows, and thought deeply for several moments. It was apparent that this suggestion to oppose the Naya by force of arms had never before entered his mind.

Is this really true? he asked in a doubting tone.

O Master, let thy servant Goliba perish rather than his word be questioned. As councillor of thy queen-mother, have I not greater facilities for testing the popular feeling than any other man in Mo? I swear by Zomaras wrath that what I have uttered is truth. If thou remainest here — in hiding for a time it may be — thou shalt either be restored to the royal favour and thy friends recognized, or thou shalt assuredly occupy the royal stool. The people, living as they do in constant dread of the Nayas cruelties, would hail with satisfaction any change of rule that would ensure safety to their persons and property. Thou art their saviour.

Take the advice of our friend Goliba, I urged. Let us remain and defy her.

Yea, cried Kona, displaying his even white teeth. The Dagombas are here and likely to remain. They will fight and die to a man in thy cause. I, their head-man, speak for them.

Is it agreed? asked Omar, glancing at us.

It is, we all three answered with one voice, Kona and Goliba fingering their amulets as they spoke.

Then if it is thy will I shall remain and defy the Naya, Omar answered, grasping the string of jujus around his neck and muttering some words I could not catch. I, Omar, Prince of Mo, am thy leader in this struggle of my people against oppression and misrule. If they will declare in my favour I will free them. I have spoken.

Thou hast until noon to-morrow to quit this city, Goliba said. Hasten not thy decision, but what I will show thee secretly ere long will perhaps convince thee of the terrors of the Nayas reign. I have often counselled the queen to aspire to the virtues of truth, wisdom, justice and moderation, the great ornaments of the Emerald Throne, but my endeavours have been frustrated and the fruit of my labour blasted.

As the white-bearded sage uttered these words, I noticed that from behind one of the great marble pillars of the colonnade that surrounded the courtyard of Golibas fine house a white robe flitted for an instant, disappearing in the fast-falling gloom. At the moment, sitting as we were smoking and chatting in the open air, the presence of an intruder did not strike me as strange, and only half an hour later did I begin to fear that our decision had been listened to by an eavesdropper, possibly a spy in the service of the terrible queen! When, after due reflection, I imparted my misgivings privately to Goliba, he, however, allayed my fears, smiling, as he said:

Heed it not. It was but my slave Fiou. I saw her also as she passed along.

Then thou dost not fear spies? I said.

Not in this mine own house, he answered proudly. The dwelling-house of a royal councillor is exempt from any espionage in the Nayas cause.

This satisfied me, and the incident escaped my recollection entirely until long after, when I had bitter cause to remember it, as will be seen from later chapters of this record.

Soon after Omar had promised to act as our leader in his countrys cause, Goliba arose, and crossing the courtyard, now lit only by the bright stars twinkling in the dark blue vault above, disappeared through a door with a fine horse-shoe arch in Moorish style. Left together, we sat cross-legged on the mat, a silent, thoughtful trio. Omar had decided to act on the sages advice, and none of us knew what the result might be. That fierce fighting and terrible bloodshed must occur ere the struggle ended, we felt assured, but with our mere handful of Dagombas we were certainly no match for the trained hosts of the Naya.

Presently we began to discuss the matter among ourselves. Kona, enthusiastic, yet hardly sanguine, wondered whether the people were armed, and if not, where we could procure guns and ammunition. Omar, on the other hand, assured us that nearly every civilian possessed a gun, being bound by law to acquire one so that he might act his part in an immediate defence in case of invasion. He had no apprehensions regarding the materials for war; he only feared that Goliba might be mistaken in the estimate of his popularity.

If they will only stand by me they shall have freedom, he said decisively. If they do not, death will come to all of us.

We are ready, Kona answered, his black face glistening in the ray of light shed by a single lamp lit by a slave on the opposite side of the court. We will serve thy cause while we have breath.

A few minutes later footsteps sounded on the paving, and from the darkness of the colonnade Goliba, accompanied by six other younger men, all tall, erect and stately, emerged from the shadow and approached us. Addressing Omar, the sage said:

All these men are known to thee, O Master. I need not repeat their names, but they have known thee since their birth, and are of a verity a power in our land. They have come hither to see thee.

My friend rising gave them greeting, snapped fingers with them, and answered:

I forget no face. I remember each, and I know ye are men of might and justice. Each was ruler of a province — —

All are still governors, interrupted the sage. They have come hither to swear allegiance to thee.

It is even so, O Master, exclaimed one of the men, hitching his rich cloak of gold-coloured silk more closely around his shoulders. We have met and resolved to ask thee to defy the sentence of banishment that the Naya hath imposed upon thee.

Already have I decided so to do, Omar answered. Have I the support of thy people, O Niaro?

To a man, the Governor answered. For the military we cannot, however, answer. They are ruled by unscrupulous place-seekers, who may defend the Naya, expecting to reap rich rewards; but such will assuredly discover that their confidence was misplaced. If the Naya seriously threateneth thee and thy friends, then assuredly she shall be overthrown and thou shalt ascend the stool in her stead.

I thank thee for these expressions of good-will, my friend said after the remaining five had all spoken and assured us of staunch support. I remain in Mo with my black companions, and when the time cometh I am ready to take a stand in the cause against tyranny and oppression.

May the fetish be good, Niaro said, and as if with one voice they all cried, We will offer daily sacrifices for the success of our arms.

Together we then went to a small apartment, well-furnished in Arab style with mats, low lounges, and tiny coffee-tables, and during the three hours that followed the more minute details of this great conspiracy against the tyrannical Naya were discussed and arranged, Goliba acting as adviser upon various points.

As I sat listening to the conversation I fully realised the seriousness of the great undertaking upon which we had embarked, and I confess my confidence in our success was by no means deep-rooted, for it was apparent that in the revolt, if revolt became necessary, the military would act on the side of the Naya and suppress it with a firm, merciless hand. What apparently was most feared by our fellow-conspirators was that in commanding the suppression of the rebellion the Naya would give orders for a general massacre of the people.

To guard against this, Niaro urged the secret assassination of the Naya immediately preceding the revolt, but Omar, rising with that regal air he now and then assumed, said:

Give heed, O my friends, unto my words. I, Omar, Prince of Mo, will never sanction the murder of my mother. A Sanom hath never been a murderer. If this step be decided, I shall withdraw from the leadership and depart.

But canst thou not see, O Prince, that a massacre would strike panic into the hearts of the people, and they would lay down their arms, Niaro urged.

We must prevent all bloodshed that is unnecessary, my friend replied. I am fully aware that in such a struggle as the coming one it must be life for life, but I will never be a party to my mothers murder. If the people of Mo desire the Nayas overthrow on account of her barbarous treatment of her subjects and the bribery and corruption of her officials, then I, to preserve the traditions of my ancestors, will lead them, and act my part in their liberation, but only on the understanding that not a hair of her head is injured.

The men grouped around nodded acquiescence, but smiled.

When thou hast witnessed how the Naya ruleth her subjects, perhaps thou wilt not so readily defend her, one of the Governors observed. Our ruler is not so just nor so merciful as when thou wert last in Mo. Go, let Goliba take thee in secret among the people, and only when we next meet decide the point.

I will never allow the Naya to fall beneath the blade or poison-cup of the assassin, Omar said decisively. A Sanom departeth not from the word he hath uttered.

After some further discussion this horrible detail of the conspiracy was dropped, and other matters arranged with a coolness that utterly astounded me.

We were plotting to obtain a kingdom!


CHAPTER XXII.

TO THE UNKNOWN.
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WHEN, WITH ELABORATE genuflections and vows of allegiance, the governors of the six principal provinces of the mystic Kingdom had taken leave of Omar, we remained in consultation with the old sage for upwards of another hour. He told us many horrible stories of the Nayas fierce and unrelenting cruelty. It seemed as though during the later years of her reign she had been seized by an insane desire to cause just as much misery and suffering as her predecessors on the Emerald Throne had promoted prosperity and happiness. In every particular her temperament was exactly opposite to the first Naya, the good queen whose memory had, through a thousand years, been revered as that of a goddess.

Goliba explained how, during the past three years, the Great White Queen had suddenly become highly superstitious. This was not surprising, for as far as I could gather the people of Mo had no religion as we understand the term, but their minds were nevertheless filled with ideas relating to supernatural objects, by which they sought to explain the phenomena about them of which the causes were not immediately obvious. He told us that the Naya, preying upon the superstitions of the people, had recently introduced into the country, entirely against the advice of himself and his fellow-councillors, a number of customs, all of which were apparently devised to cause death. He told us that if a great man died his friends never now remained content with the explanation that he died from natural causes. Their minds flew at once to witchcraft. Some one had cast an evil spell upon him, and it was the duty of the friends of the dead man to discover who it was that had had dealings with the powers of darkness. Suspicion fell upon a certain member of the tribe, generally a relative of the deceased, and that suspicion could only be verified by putting the accused to the test of some dreadful ordeal. A favourite ordeal, he said, was to make the suspected person drink a large quantity — a gallon and a half, or more — of a decoction of a bitter and slightly poisonous bark. If vomiting occurred, then a verdict of guilty was passed upon the unfortunate wretch, and no protestations, or even direct proof of his innocence, could save him from the tortures in store for him. The victim was condemned to death, and death was inflicted not swiftly and mercifully, but nearly always with some accompaniment of diabolical torture.

One method was to hack the body of the wretched person to pieces with knives, the most odious mutilations being resorted to. Occasionally the unfortunate creature was tied to a stake while pepper was rubbed into his eyes until the fearful irritation so produced caused blindness. Or, again, the victim was tied hand and foot upon an ant-hill, and left to the agonies of being consumed slowly by the minute aggressors. The most satisfactory death, perhaps, was that when the condemned man was allowed to be his own executioner. He was made much of for an hour or so before the final scene, and was well fed and primed with palm wine. Under the excitement of this mild stimulant he mounted a tree, carrying in his hand a long rope formed of a kind of stringy vine of tough texture. One end of this rope he fastened to a bough, and the other he placed in a running knot over his neck. Then, quite pleased at being the centre of observation of the multitude, even on such a gruesome occasion, the criminal harangued his tribesmen in a great speech, finally declared the justice of his sentence, and leaped into space. Should the rope break, as occasionally happened, then the zeal of the executioner overcame the fear of death of the victim, for he mounted the tree nimbly once more, readjusted the knots, and did his best in the second attempt to avoid the risk of another fiasco.

And have such pagan customs actually been introduced during my absence in England? asked Omar astonished.

They have, alas! O Prince, answered the sage. The people, taught from childhood to respect every word that falleth from the lips of our Great White Queen, adopted these revolting customs, together with certain other dreadful rites, believing that only by obeying her injunctions can they escape the wrath of the Crocodile-god. As rapidly as fire spreadeth in the forest the customs were adopted in every part of the kingdom, until now the practices I have briefly enumerated are universal.

But surely my mother could never have devised such horrible suffering out of sheer ill-will towards our people?

Alas! she hath, answered the old man. If thou believest not my words, take each of you one of the cloaks hanging yonder, wrap the Arab haicks around your heads and follow me. Make no sign that ye are strangers, and ye shall witness strange sights amazing.

We all three arose, and quickly arraying ourselves in white cotton burnouses, wrapping the haicks around our heads in the manner of the Arabs — a fashion adopted by some in the City in the Clouds — and pulling them across our faces, so as to partially conceal our features, we went forth with our guide on the tiptoe of expectation.

What sight, I wonder, are we going to witness? I whispered in English to Omar, as we walked together along one of the narrow streets in the deep shadow so that we might not be detected.

I know not, my friend answered, with a heavy sigh. If what Goliba says is true, and I fear it is, then our land is doomed.

The power of the cruel Naya must be broken, and you must reign and bring back to Mo her departing prosperity and happiness, I said.

Ill do my best, Scarsmere, he answered. You have been a true, fearless friend all along, and I feel that you will continue until the end.

Till the end! I echoed. The end will be peace, either in life — or death.

While I have breath I will fight to preserve the traditions of the Nabas and the Nayas who, while ruling their country, gave such satisfaction to the people that never once has there been a rebellion nor scarcely a voice raised in dissent. It has always been the policy of the Sanoms to give audience to any discontented person, listen to their grievances, and endeavour to redress them. The reign of the Naya is, according to all we hear, one of terror and oppression. The poor are ground down to swell the wealth of the rich, and no mans life is safe from one moment to another. It shall be changed, and I, Omar, will fulfil the duty expected of me.

Well spoken, old fellow, I answered, enthusiastically. Remember Golibas warning regarding the attempts that may be made to assassinate you, and always carry your revolver loaded. When the Naya hears that you have defied her she will be as merciless as she was to poor old Babila.

Ah! Babila, Omar sighed. He was one of the best and most trusted servants Mo ever had. Having been one of my dead fathers personal attendants he was faithful to our family, and altogether the last man whose head should have fallen in disgrace under Gankomas sword.

If the punishment she inflicted upon him was so severe for such a paltry offence, that which she will seek to bring upon you will be equally terrible, I observed. Therefore act always with caution, and take heed never to be entrapped by her paid assassins.

Dont fear, Scarsmere, he laughed. Im safe enough, and I do not anticipate that anybody will try and take my life. If they do theyll find I can shoot straighter than they imagined.

But they might shoot first, I suggested with a smile.

I dont intend to give them a chance, he replied. We must not fear defeat, but anticipate success. I have made offering to the fetish, and although the struggle must be fierce and unrelenting I am determined to strike a blow for my countrys freedom.

At this juncture Goliba joined us, and urging me not to speak in English lest the strange language might be overheard, we walked together for about three-quarters of an hour through thoroughfares so wide and well built that they would have been termed magnificent if constructed in any European city. Then we crossed a large square where a great fountain shooting up a hundred feet fell into its bowl, green with water-plants and white with flowers, and afterwards traversed a maze of narrower streets, now silent and deserted, where dwelt the workmen.

Suddenly Goliba halted before an arched door, and directing us to imitate him, knelt and touched the door-step with his forehead, then passed in. We followed into a place that was strange to even Omar himself, who was scarce able to suppress an exclamation of astonishment. It was a small chamber, lit by a single flickering oil lamp of similar shape to those so often found amid the traces of the Roman occupation of England, while around were stone benches built into the wall. Walking to the opposite side of the narrow, prison-like place, we saw before us an arch with an impenetrable blackness beyond. Before this arch stood a kind of frame made of iron resting on either side upon steel ropes raised slightly from the ground. Following Golibas example, we got upon it, crouching in a kneeling position in the same manner as himself.

Thou wilt find handles, wherewith to steady thyself, he cried to me. Have a care that thou art not thrown off.

I groped with my companions, and we found the handles of which he had spoken. Then, when all was ready, the grave-faced sage raised some lever or another, and we shot away down, down, down into space with such fearful velocity that the wind whistled about our ears, our white robes fluttered, and our breath seemed taken away.

The sensation was awful. In utter darkness we were whirled along we knew not whither, until suddenly the car whereon we travelled gave an unexpected lurch, as a corner was turned, nearly precipitating all of us into the darkness beneath, and then continued its downward course with increased speed, until sparks flew from beneath us like flecks of fire from a blacksmiths forge, and in our breasts was a tightness that became more painful every moment.

It seemed as though we were descending to some deep, airless region, for I could not breathe; the atmosphere felt damp and warm, and the velocity with which we travelled was becoming greater the deeper into the heart of the earth we went.

What is this place? I heard Omar ask. I know it not.

Be patient, O Prince, and thou shalt witness that which must astound thee, old Goliba shouted, his squeaky voice being just audible above the loud hissing as our car flew along the twisted strands of steel.

Suddenly, above the hiss of our rapid progress, there could be heard strange noises, as if a hundred war-drums were being beaten, and at the same instant our curious conveyance gave another sudden lurch in rounding a corner. At that moment Goliba, in turning to speak with Omar, had unfortunately loosened his hold of one of the handles, and the sudden jolt at such a high speed was so violent that our faithful guide and friend was shot off backwards, and ere Omar could clutch him he had disappeared with a shriek of despair into the cavernous darkness.

A thrill of horror ran through us when we realised this terrible mishap. Yet nothing could arrest our swift headlong descent, and feeling convinced that Goliba, our host and adviser, had met with a terrible death, we sat staring, motionless, wondering whither we were bound, and how, now we had lost our guide, we should be able to reach the surface again. At the moment Goliba had been flung off we remembered that the iron frame had jolted and grated, and there seemed no room for doubt that the generous sage had been mangled into a shapeless mass. The thought was horrible.

At last, however, we felt the air becoming fresher, and the strange contraction in our breasts was gradually relieved as our pace became less rapid, and distant lights showed before us. Then suddenly we emerged from the curious shaft down which we had travelled to such enormous depth, gliding slowly out into a place of immeasurable extent, where a most extraordinary and amazing scene met our gaze.

Truly, poor Goliba had spoken the truth when he had promised that what we should witness would astound us.


CHAPTER XXIII.

UNDER THE VAMPIRES WING.
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WHEN OUR DAZZLED gaze grew accustomed to the garish blaze of lights we found ourselves standing in an enormous cavern.

Around us were glowing fires and shining torches innumerable; the smoke from them half choked us, while above there seemed an immensity of darkness, for the roof of the natural chamber was so high that it could not be discerned.

Upon one object, weird and horrible, our startled gaze became rivetted. Straight before us, at some little distance, there rose a great black rock to a height of, as far as I could judge, a thousand feet. Nearly half way up was a great wide ledge or platform larger than any of the market-places in the City in the Clouds, and upon this there had been fashioned from the solid rock a colossal representation of the vampire-bat, the device borne upon the banners of Mo. Its enormous wings, each fully five hundred feet from the body to tip, outstretched on either side and supported by gigantic pillars of rock carved to represent various grotesque and hideous figures of men and animals, formed great temples on either side of the body. The latter, however, attracted our attention more than did the wonderful wings, for as we stood aghast and amazed we discerned that the vast body of the colossus did not represent that of a bat, but the gigantic jaws were those of a crocodile.

Zomara! gasped Omar. See! It is the great god with the wings of a bat and the tail of a lion!

I looked and saw that far behind rose the tufted tail of the king of the forest. From the two great eyes of the gigantic reptile shone dazzling streams of white light, like the rays of a mariners beacon, and everywhere twinkling yellow lights were moving about the face of the great rock, across the platform whereon the colossal figure rested, even to the distant summit.

Suddenly, as we stood gazing open-mouthed in wonder, the roar of a hundred war-drums beaten somewhere in the vicinity of the enormous representation of the terrible deity of Mo rolled and echoed to the innermost recesses of the subterranean vault, and just as they had ceased we distinctly saw the giant jaws of the crocodile slowly open. From them belched forth great tongues of flame and thick stifling smoke that, beaten down by a draught from above, curled its poisonous fumes around us, causing us to cough violently. For fully a minute the great mouth remained open, when to our horror we saw a small knot of human figures approaching it. One loud piercing shriek reached us and at that instant we saw the figure of a man or woman — we were not close enough to discern which — flung by the others headlong into the open flaming mouth.

Again the drums rolled, and the next second the jaws of Zomara closed with a loud crash that sent a shudder through us.

The sacrifice! gasped Omar. This, then, is one of the horrible customs that Goliba told us had been introduced by my mother, the Great White Queen!

Horrible! I exclaimed. That fearful cry will haunt me to my dying day.

Let us return, said Kona. We have witnessed enough, O Master.

No, Omar answered. Rather let us see for ourselves the true extent of these terrible rites. Goliba, though, alas! he is lost for ever, intended that we should.

Very well, I said. Lead us, and we will follow.

At that moment footsteps, pattering as those of children, reached our ears and there ran past us half a dozen hideous half-clad dwarfs. They were tiny, impish-looking creatures about three feet six high, with darker skins than the inhabitants of this mystic land, but their faces were whitewashed in manner similar to those of the royal executioners of Ashanti, and wore their crisp black hair drawn to a knot on top similar to the fashion affected by some savage tribes. As they rushed past us their little black eyes, piercing and bead-like, regarded us curiously, and with, we thought, a rather menacing glance; nevertheless they continued their way, and watching, we noticed the spot where they commenced the toilsome ascent to the platform whereon stood the colossus.

Such a work as that must have taken years to accomplish, I observed to Omar.

With the Sanoms of Mo everything is possible, he answered. The ruler of our country is a monarch whose will is so absolute that he or she can compel everyone, from prince to slave, to participate in any work. Thus the Naya may have caused every male inhabitant of Mo to help in its construction.

When, however, following the dwarfs we had hurried forward to the steps cut in the black rock I bent to examine them. They were polished by the wear of ages of feet and hands passing over them, and when I pointed out this fact to Omar he agreed with me that this place must have been in existence centuries ago, and had probably been re-discovered within the last two or three years.

The dwarfs, in ascending, put their toes into holes and niches in the rocks and kept talking all the while. Every now and then they would stop, sway their heads about and sing a kind of low chant in not unmusical tones. As we crept up slowly behind, with difficulty finding the rude steps in the uncertain light, the last of the string of dwarfs kept turning to us bowing and crooning. I confess I began to be anxious, fearing that we might be going into a trap, but I noticed that my two companions were calm as iron bars. This gave me renewed courage, and we toiled up until at last we reached the great platform and stood beneath the left-hand wing of the gigantic vampire of solid rock. The pillars that had been left in the excavations to support it, were, like the steps, worn smooth where crowds of human beings had jostled against them. The manner in which they were sculptured was very remarkable, the faces of all, both men, beasts, birds and fish, bearing hideous, uncanny expressions, the fearful grimaces of those suffering the most excruciating bodily tortures. It was here apparent, as everywhere, that the gigantic figure had not been recently fashioned, but had for many centuries past been visited by vast crowds of worshippers.

Beneath the outstretched wing under which we stood a large number of people had assembled. Great blazing braziers here and there illuminated the weird place with a red uncertain glare, which falling on the faces of the crowd of devotees, showed that they had worked themselves into a frenzy of religious fervour. Some were crying aloud to the Crocodile-god, some were prostrate on their faces with their lips to the stones worn smooth by the tramp of many feet, while many were going through all sorts of ceremonies and antics.

At the end, where the colossal wing joined the body wherein burned the great fiery furnace, there stood twelve dwarfs in flowing garments of pure white. These were high-priests of Zomara. The fierce pigmies, unknown even to Omar, their prince, seemed a sacred tribe who perhaps had lived here forgotten and undiscovered for generations. In any case it was apparent that they never ascended to the land above, but devoted themselves entirely to the curious rites and ceremonies of this strange pagan religion.

In the centre of the semi-circle of tiny bead-eyed priests with whitened faces stood one of great age with flowing white beard that nearly swept the ground. His figure was exceedingly grotesque, yet he bore himself with hauteur, and as he stood before a kind of altar erected in front of a door, that seemed to lead into the body of the gigantic crocodile, he gave vent in a loud clear voice to the most earnest exhortations. Then, bathing his face and hands in a golden bowl held by the other priests, in order, so I afterwards learnt, to wash away the bad impressions of the world, he thus began an instructive lesson:

Give ear, ye tender branches, unto the words of your parent stock; bend to the lessons of instruction and imbibe the maxims of age and experience! As the ant creepeth not to its labour till led by its elders; as the young lark soareth not to the sun, but under the shadow of its mothers wing, so neither doth the child of mortality spring forth to action unless the parent hand points out its destined labour. But no labour shall the hand of man appoint unto the people of Mo before the worship of Zomara, the sacred god of the crocodiles, and of the great Naya, his handmaiden. Mean are the pursuits of the sons of the earth; they stretch out their sinews like the patient mule, they persevere in their chase after trifles, as the camel in the desert beyond the Thousand Steps. As the leopard springeth upon his prey, so doth man rejoice over his riches, and bask in the sun of slothfulness like the lions cub. On the stream of life float the bodies of the careless and the intemperate as the carcases of the dead on the waves of the Lake of Sacrifices. As the birds of prey destroy the carcase so is man devoured by sin. No man is master over himself, but the Naya is his ruler; and to endeavour to defeat the purpose of Zomara is madness and folly. O people! pay your vows to the King of Crocodiles alone, and not to your fetishes, which, though they be superior in your sight, are yet the work of his hands. Let virtue be the basis of knowledge, and let knowledge be as a slave before her.

The worshippers at the shrine of the dread god raising their right hands then repeated after the high priest some mystic words that, although having no meaning for me, struck terror into Omars heart.

Hearken! he whispered to me in an awed tone. Hearken! Our conspiracy against the Naya is already known! They are swearing allegiance to her, and vowing vengeance against any who thwart her will. If we are detected here as strangers it will mean certain death!

I glanced around the strange, weird place, and could not suppress a feeling of despair that we should ever leave it again alive. The faces of the worshippers, men and women, illuminated by flaming flambeaux and burning braziers, were all fierce and determined-looking, showing that the worship of the Crocodile-god was conducted in no faint spirit. Before this gigantic representation of the national deity, they became seized with a religious mania that transformed them into veritable demons.

Lo! cried the silver-bearded priest. Think, O people! of all our Great White Queen hath done for you. She hath brought down the moons rays from the realms of night to lighten our darkness, she hath marked the courses of the stars with her wand and reduced eccentric orbs to the obedience of a system. She hath caught the swift-flying light and divided its rays; she hath marshalled the emanations of the sun under their different-hued banners, given symmetry and order to the glare of day, explained the dark eternal laws of the Forest-god, and showed herself always acquainted with the dictates of Zomara.

His hearers, swaying their bodies and performing all sorts of eccentric antics, cried aloud in confirmation of the benefits bestowed upon Mo by its queen.

The secrets, too, of chemistry have been laid open by her, continued the diminutive priest. Inert matter is engaged in warlike commotion and she hath brought fire down from the heavens to entertain her. She hath placed our land in such a state of defence that no invader can approach it; she hath brought from over the great black water the amazing pom-poms of the English, which shed a thousand bullets at one charge, and she hath caused cannon to be cast to project explosive shells beyond the reach of the eye. She hath taught you at once the beauty of nature and the folly of man. Truly she is a great queen; therefore let not her son Omar who hath returned from over the great sea, wrest from her hand the regal sceptre. Already hath our queen perceived the haughtiness and the vicious principles of her son, and maketh no doubt but that he will soon aspire to her throne. This causeth the prudent Mistress of Mo to resolve to banish him and take all power from him. Let him be ejected from our country and the queens word be obeyed, for no beam of mercy lurketh in her eye. The Naya is determined.

The great Naya shall be obeyed, they cried aloud. Omar, the malicious prince, curbed by the authority of his mother, shall be banished.

Or his life shall, like those of his followers we hold here as prisoners, pay the forfeit of presumption, added the high priest.

And as he uttered the words, those surrounding went to the door behind the fire-altar, and opening it, led forth three of our Dagombas amid the savage howls of the excited spectators.

O, race of mortals, cried the priest, raising his hand the while, O race of mortals, to whose care and protection the offspring of clay are committed, say what hath been the success of your labours; what vices have you punished; what virtues rewarded; what false lights have you extinguished; what sacrifices have you made to the god of Crocodiles? Helpless race of mortals, Zomara is your god and the Naya your queen. But for their protection how vain would be your toils, how endless your researches! Arm ye then and rally round the one to whom you owe all, whose power is such that this our country can never be assaulted by the tricks of fortune, or the power of man. Omar and his black swarm of intruders must be driven out or given as sacrifice to Zomara. Till this be done the curse of the god ye fear shall rest upon our land, and his presence shall nightly remind ye of your idleness. Will ye let the defiant prince overthrow your queen?

He shall never do so, they shouted in a tumult of enthusiasm, which, ere it died away, increased tenfold, when suddenly before us we saw a female figure in a loose yellow robe move with stately mien towards the smoking altar and kneel for an instant before it.

Then, rising, she turned towards the people with her long, bare, scraggy arms uplifted in silence.

In the red flickering light we recognized the evil bony features. It was the dreaded Naya herself!

The vengeance of Zomara upon mine enemies, she cried in harsh, metallic tones. I will treat each and every one who dareth to oppose me in the way I will now punish these three savages who have entered our region forbidden. Watch, and let it be a warning to those who may be tempted by bribes to entertain disloyal thoughts.

With stately stride she led the way along a dark colonnade from beneath the wing of the colossal vampire to the enormous closed mouth of the hideous crocodile, being followed by the high priest and his attendants, who dragged along the three of our unfortunate companions.

At once a headlong rush was made by the frenzied spectators to obtain a view of what was to transpire, and we followed leisurely at a respectable distance, remaining in the shadow of one of the grotesquely-carved columns of rock.

When all had taken up their places we could see the expressions of abject fear upon the glistening faces of the wretched blacks, and longed to rush forth and rescue them, but with knowledge that instant death would result from such foolhardiness we remained breathlessly silent, compelled to watch.

Again the high priest, with outstretched hands over the people, cried:

Give heed unto me! Were Zomara, the god whom we worship, to be worshipped in perfectness, the whole length of our lives would not suffice to lie prostrate before him. But the merciful Avenger of Wrong expecteth not more from us than we are able to pay him. True it is that we should begin early, and late take rest, and daily and hourly offer up our praises and petitions to the throne of his handmaidens grace. But better is a late repentance than none; and the eleventh hour of the day for work than perpetual idleness unto the end of our time; and this is not to be obtained for us but through our mighty Naya, the daughter of Zomara the Swallower-up of Evil.

Himself facing the hideous gigantic head with its long jaws and gleaming eyes, he flung himself suddenly upon his knees and commenced a gabbled prayer. All prostrated themselves in adoration, even to the great Naya herself, whose magnificent jewels flashed and gleamed with wondrous brilliancy each time she moved.

In order not to appear strange to this extraordinary proceeding, we, too, cast ourselves upon our knees and remained with heads bent in devotional attitude, but allowing no detail of the weird scene to escape us.

Suddenly the priest arose, and with a fire-brand ignited at the brazier near his hand, he stood before the wonderful figure of Zomara and made a mystic sign.

Instantly the ponderous jaws with their double row of iron teeth, each as long and as sharp as swords, slowly opened, and there issued forth a great roaring mass of flame that licked the upper jaw, a veritable tongue of fire.

The Naya rose, swaying her long arms wildly, but the people remained still kneeling, silent in awe.

Her voice was heard for a moment above the roaring and crackling of the furnace in the throat of the colossus, and then, at a sudden signal from the high priest, our three wretched black companions were seized by the group of dwarfs, carried up a short flight of steps by white-robed attendants, and hurled headlong into the flaming mouth of the monster.

A loud scream broke upon our ears, and for a single instant the flames belched forth with increased fury, but as the last victim of this horrible rite was consigned to his terrible doom, as sacrifice to the dreaded god, the cruel jaws closed again with a heavy clang.

The merciless barbarity of the Great White Queen horrified us. The fearful fate of those who had shared our perils during our adventurous journey to this spectral land of mystery held us dumb in terror and dismay.

Yet, ere the giant jaws of the hideous monstrosity had snapped together, the people, hilarious and excited, sprang to their feet exhorting their great deity to send his fiercest vengeance upon us, the intruders, that our sinews might be withered and that we might rot by the road-side like cattle smitten by the pest.

Then the terrible Naya, wheeling round slowly, gave her people her blessing, and they, in turn, shouted themselves hoarse in frantic adulation.

Truly, the scene was the strangest and most weird that my eyes had ever gazed upon.


CHAPTER XXIV.

THE FLAMING MOUTH.
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WE STOOD ROOTED to the spot. The hideous colossus, the intensely white light streaming from its gigantic eyes, seemed to tower above us to an enormous height, its outstretched wings threatening to enclose the great swaying crowd of fanatical worshippers. With monotonous regularity the long jaws, worked by hidden levers, fell apart, disclosing the terrible pointed teeth against a roaring background of smoke and flame, and so frenzied had the people now become, that each time the mouth of the monster idol opened, numbers of wild-haired men and women rushed up the incline that led to the blazing furnace, and with loud cries of adoration of their deity, lifted their arms above their heads and cast themselves into the flames. Some fell clear of the double row of pointed teeth into the furnace, while others not leaping sufficiently far were impaled upon the great spikes of steel, and in full view of their companions writhed in frightful agonies, as slowly they were consumed by the tongue of fire lapping about them.

The scene was awful, yet the Naya, surrounded by priestly dwarfs, stood regarding it with satisfaction. Such voluntary sacrifices to Zomara, were, to them, gratifying in the highest degree.

Suddenly the light in the eyes of the giant figure changed from white to a deep blood-red, illuminating the strange place with a ruddy glow that increased its weirdness, and was a signal for a large number of sacrifices. Indeed, the worshippers now lost their self-control absolutely, and when the horrible mouth, dripping with blood, again unclosed, there was such a press of those anxious to immolate themselves, that many could not struggle forward to cast their bodies into the flames before the teeth again snapped together.

It was horrible. Nauseated by the sickening sight of men impaled and absolutely crushed to a pulp by the ascending jaw which must have weighed many tons, and the sharp teeth of which cut the unfortunate wretch to pieces, we turned away. We had emerged from the shadow that had concealed us and stood in the full white light shed by one of the monsters eyes, hesitating how to seek some means of escape, when two of the dwarfs, suddenly turning a corner, came full upon me. In an instant I remembered that on account of the suffocating atmosphere I had unwrapped my haick from about my mouth, thus allowing my features to remain uncovered. But ere this thought flashed across my mind the uncanny-looking imps had detected my features as those of a stranger.

For a second they paused, starting and glancing keenly at me, then they turned and gazed earnestly at my companions. There was, I knew, no mistaking Konas sable yet good-humoured face.

Lo! they cried, shouting to the group of their priestly tribe standing rigid and silent around the bejewelled Naya. See! There are strangers present! One is a black savage like those thou hast given unto Zomara, and the other white, like the people dwelling beyond the great black water.

Their announcement produced an effect almost electrical. In an instant a silence fell, and at the same moment the voice of the Naya was heard commanding:

If they are strangers who have dared to descend to this our Temple of Zomara, bring them forth, and let them be given unto the great god whose maw still remaineth unsatisfied. Hasten, ye priests, do my bidding quickly; let them not escape, or the curse of the King of the Crocodiles be upon you.

The two dwarfs sprang forward to seize us, while the group of priests, fleet of foot, accompanied by the great mob of worshippers, sped in our direction. The people, having worked themselves up to such a pitch of excitement, were eager to assist in the immolation of any intruders. They were bent upon obeying the law of their queen.

But in an instant Kona felled both the dwarfs with two well-directed blows with his huge black fist, and without hesitation we all three turned and fled in the direction we had come. My companions had apparently forgotten where the steps descended, but fortunately I had fixed the spot in case any untoward incident occurred. They were over against a great pillar of rock, rudely fashioned to represent a woman with an eagles head.

This way, I shouted. Follow me! and with a bound sped in its direction as fast as my legs could carry me.

We had nearly gained the spot when to my dismay I saw a dozen of the worshippers, divining our intention, approaching from the opposite direction in order to cut off our retreat.

It was an exciting moment. Behind, was a mad, fanatical mob of five hundred men and women led by the dwarfs shrieking vengeance against us; before us were a dozen determined men ready to seize us and convey us to a horrible death in the throat of the gigantic representation of their sacred reptile. Even if we safely descended the steps, we knew not the secret means by which we might reach the earths surface, nor did either of us remember the exact point where the long dark tunnel joined the wonderful cavern.

None, however, knew that Omar himself was one of my fellow fugitives, for the dwarfs, being consigned to a subterranean life perpetually, had never set eyes upon him, and therefore he had been unrecognized. Another moment, and I knew he must be detected by some of the devotees. If so, the hostile feeling against us would be intensified, and we should probably be torn limb from limb.

I had retained the lead in this race for life, and seeing retreat cut off by the group of men gaining the top of the steps before us I turned quickly, and, although fearing the worst, made a long detour. Determined to sell my life dearly, I drew my long knife from its velvet sheath, and gripped it, ready to strike a deadly blow in self-defence. Luckily I armed myself in time, for almost next moment a man of huge stature sprang forward from behind one of the columns of rock where he had been secreted and threw himself upon me, clutching me by the throat.

Scarce had his sinewy fingers gripped me, when, by dint of frantic effort, I freed my right arm, and with a movement quick as lightning flash, I buried my knife full in his breast. One short, despairing cry escaped him, and as he staggered back I dashed forward again, without turning to look at the result of the swift blow I had delivered. But I was desperate, and being compelled to defend my life, I do not doubt that my blow was unerring, and that my blade penetrated his heart.

Hindered thus in my flight my two companions had reached the edge of the precipice ahead of me, and were skirting it, when suddenly I saw a body of our pursuers approaching, and cried to them in warning. In dismay I noticed they took no heed of my words, but continued their swift flight right in the direction of those who sought our destruction.

Take care, Omar! I shouted, in English. Cant you see those devils in front?

But he answered not, and I was about to halt and give up all thought of escape, when I saw them both suddenly throw themselves on their knees on the edge of the abyss, and almost instantly disappear over the precipice.

They had found another flight of steps!

Eagerly I sprang forward, and in a few seconds found myself descending the rough face of the rock, scrambling desperately down into the yawning chasm with a wild horde of excited fanatics shrieking and yelling above.

Half a dozen of the more adventurous swung themselves over and commenced to follow us, but those above, determined that we should not escape, fetched huge stones and lumps of rock, which they hurled upon us. But their excess of zeal only wrought destruction upon their companions, who, being above us, received blows from the great stones which sent them flying one after another to the base of the rock, killed or stunned ere they reached it. Twice we had narrow escapes on account of the unconscious bodies of our pursuers or their companions missiles falling against us, but while all those who had followed us, save one, fell victims to the merciless frenzy of their companions, we were fortunate enough to be enabled to descend to the base of the rock, where once again the impenetrable darkness hid, although at the same time it hampered, our movements.

For a few moments at least we were safe, and paused to recover breath. My arm was bleeding profusely where it had been severely grazed by a sharp edge of rock in our headlong flight, and the white garments of all three of us were soiled and torn. But our halt was not of long duration, for suddenly we heard whispers and the sound of stealthy footsteps in the darkness.

We listened breathlessly.

Hark! cried Omar. Our pursuers are here also, and are looking for us!

Let us hide behind yonder rock, Kona suggested, in a half-whisper.

No, let us creep forward, answered the son of the Great White Queen. They will search every crevice and hiding-place now the hue-and-cry has been raised, and glancing up I saw a black stream of excited worshippers, many with torches that in the distance shone like moving stars, already pouring down over the rock in our direction like a line of ants descending a wall.

Every moment brought them nearer upon us; every instant increased our peril. Even though we were in the great chasm, the true extent of which we could not distinguish, we knew not by what means we could escape upward to the blessed light of day.

Forward we crept cautiously, in obedience to Omars instructions, but ere a couple of minutes had elapsed it was evident that the watchful ones who had heard the shouting from above and noticed the pursuit had discovered our whereabouts, for just as we had noiselessly passed a huge boulder, a man in white robe and turban sprang upon us from behind.

Look out, Kona! cried Omar, his quick eyes discerning the mans cloak in the darkness ere I noticed his presence.

Next second, however, the head-man of the Dagombas and the stranger were locked in deadly embrace, notwithstanding that the man who had approached cried aloud to us for mercy.

Kona with drawn sword had gripped the mans throat with his long black fingers, when suddenly we heard a gasping cry: Stay thine hand! Dost thou not recognize thy benefactor?

Hold! shouted Omar, the words causing him to turn and run back to where the pair were struggling. Knowest thou not the voice? Why, it is Goliba!

And it was Goliba! Instantly the black giant released the man who he believed intended to arrest our progress, and with a word of apology we all four sped forward. How our aged host had escaped after being thrown from the frame in which we had made the descent from the city we knew not until later, when he explained that on recovering consciousness and finding himself on his back in the tunnel with a slight injury to his shoulder, he had scrambled down the perilous descent, fearing each moment that he might slip in the impenetrable darkness and be dashed to pieces ere he gained the bottom. Intensely anxious as to our fate, he had at last descended in safety, but on emerging from the tunnel found proceeding above all the commotion the discovery of our presence had caused. He watched our descent into the chasm and stood below awaiting us, but we had rushed past ere he could make himself known, and he had therefore dashed across to a corner and thus come up with us.

But our meeting, too hurried and full of peril to admit of explanation at that moment, was at any rate gratifying — for we all three had believed him dead. Our pursuers were now behind us in full cry. A number of them had gained the base of the rock and, yelling furiously, were fast gaining upon us.

Come, let us hasten, cried the old sage, speeding along with a fleetness of foot equal to our own, skirting the base of the great rock for a short distance until we came to a portion that jutted out over the uneven ground, then suddenly turning aside, we crossed a great open space where mud and water splashed beneath our feet at every step. The further we went the deeper sank our feet into the quagmire, until our progress was so far arrested that we could not run, but only wade slowly through the chill black slime.

Even across here our progress was traced, for the lights in the eyes of the giant god were turned upon us, and our path lit by a stream of white light which guided the footsteps of those who sought our death.

At last, when we had crossed the boggy patch, the ground became quite dry again, but after running some distance further, which showed me that the natural chamber must have been of huge proportions, Goliba shouted to us to halt and remain there. We obeyed him, puzzled and wondering, but we saw him dashing hither and thither as if in search of something. At first it was apparent that he could not discover what he sought, but in a few minutes when our pursuers had crossed the quagmire and were quite close upon us he shouted to us to come forward. Together we obeyed instantly, speeding as fast as our legs could carry us to where Goliba was standing before a small fissure in the side of the cavern on a level with the ground, and so narrow that it did not appear as if Kona would be able to squeeze his big body through.

Follow me, the old sage said in a low tone as, throwing himself down before the mysterious hole, he crept forward, being compelled to lie almost flat on his stomach, so small was the fissure.

His example we all quietly followed, finding ourselves groping forward in the darkness, but discovering to our satisfaction that the further we proceeded the wider the crack in the rock became, so that before long we were enabled to walk upright, although we deemed it best to hold our hands above our heads lest we should strike them against any projecting stones.

Without light, and in air that was decidedly close and oppressive, we proceeded. At least we were safe from the howling mob, for since leaving the great cavern all was silence, and it was now evident from the confident manner in which Goliba went forward that he was assured of the way. Soon we negotiated a steep ascent, now and then so difficult that we were compelled to clamber up on all fours, and for a long time this continued until our hands and feet were sore with scrambling upward. A spring shed its icy drippings upon us for some little distance, soaking us to the skin and rendering us chilly and uncomfortable, but at length we reached what seemed to be a ponderous door that barred our passage.

Goliba groped about for a few minutes without speaking, when quickly it opened to his touch and we found ourselves in a long stone passage lit here and there by evil-smelling oil lamps that flickered in the rush of air from the great fissure through which we had ascended.

This is amazing, cried Omar dumbfounded, as the old sage struggled to close the heavy iron door behind us. Why, we are in the vaults beneath the palace!

True, O Master, Goliba answered, breathless after his exertions. There is but one entrance and one exit to this labyrinth of vaults and foul chambers wherein the Naya confineth her prisoners. The entrance is, as thou knowest, immediately beneath the Emerald Throne; the exit is this door, which can only be opened by those possessed of the secret. Thirty years ago, when Keeper of the Prison, this door puzzled me considerably, for all attempts to open it on the part of the men I employed failed. It is of such construction and mechanism that nothing short of explosives could make it yield, and these I feared to use. But years afterwards a gaoler who had obtained the secret from his father, also a gaoler, but who was dead, imparted it to me on his death-bed in return for some good-will I had shown him. I believe therefore that I am the only person who has knowledge of the means by which to open it.

The knowledge hath, in any case, saved our lives, Goliba, Omar answered. But the great cavern and all those horrible rites introduced into the worship of Zomara, are not they new?

No, replied the sage. They are as old as the foundation of the Kingdom of Mo. Strangely enough, however, the great cave with its colossus and its race of sacred dwarfs who live away in a small dark forest that can only be gained from the opposite side of the cave, were for centuries forgotten. The way to the Temple of Zomara was unknown and the dwarfs remained in undisputed possession of the place until three years ago, one more adventurous than the rest, succeeded in ascending to Mo, when his capture resulted in the cavern with its great wonderful image being re-discovered. Since that time the place has never been devoid of votaries, and the great fire has constantly been fed by those anxious to immolate themselves to appease the Crocodile-god.

Ah! he is a great god, Omar observed earnestly.

Yea, O Master, he is indeed all-powerful, answered the aged councillor. He giveth us life, preserveth us from death, and shieldeth us from evil.

And as they uttered these words both fingered their amulets piously.


CHAPTER XXV.

LIOLA.
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AFTER BRIEF CONSULTATION it was deemed insecure for us to return to Golibas house, as search would undoubtedly be made for us there if any had detected his presence with us in the great chasm. Therefore, our guide, taking one of the lamps, led us along a number of narrow unlighted passages, threading the maze with perfect knowledge of its intricacies until, opening a door, we found ourselves in a small stone prison-chamber. Here we remained while he went to another part of the vaults and obtained for us some food, urging us to remain there until such time as we might come forth in safety.

Kona extracted from him a promise that he would place his fellow-tribesmen in a place of security, and Goliba also assured us that if we remained in that chamber and did not attempt to wander in the passages, where we must inevitably lose our way, we might ere long ascend to the city and commence the campaign against the cruel command of the merciless Naya.

Through eleven long and dreary days we remained in the narrow cell, drawing our water from a spring that gushed forth from a rock close to the door, existing on the smallest quantity of food, and scarce daring to speak aloud lest any of the gaolers should overhear. By day a faint light came through a narrow chink above, and from the fact that the steady tramp of soldiers sounded overhead at intervals we concluded that the chamber must be situated immediately below one of the courtyards of the palace. At night, however, we remained in perfect darkness, our oil having been exhausted during the first few hours. Thus we could only remain sitting on the stone bench like prisoners, inactive, discussing the probabilities of the serious movement that had been started in favour of a change of rule.

The people apparently look to me as their rescuer from this oppression, Omar observed one day when we were laying plans for the future. I will, if Zomara favours me, do my best.

It is but right; nay, it is your duty towards your subjects to preserve the traditions of the Sanoms, I said. Goliba was right when he promised he would show us the horrors introduced into Mo, or resuscitated by the present Naya. We have witnessed with our own eyes expressions of pleasure cross her countenance as each batch of her subjects cast themselves into those yawning jaws. Such a monarch, capable of any cruelty, must necessarily rule unjustly, and should be overthrown or killed.

I do not desire her death, he said quickly. All I intend to do is to free our people from this hateful reign of terror, and at the same time preserve my mothers life.

But the time she gave us to quit the country has elapsed, I observed. If we are now discovered we shall either be held as slaves, or treated without mercy — offered as sacrifices to the Crocodile-god, perhaps.

Not while the people are in our favour, he said. Once their adherence to my cause has been tested then we have nought further to fear, for the opinion of the populace will be found even of greater power than the military, and in the end it must prevail.

In the fight that must ensue thou wilt find thy servant Kona at thy side, the head-man said. Through fire or across water the Dagombas will follow thee, for their fetish is good, and they have faith in thee as leader.

Yea, O friend, the young prince answered. Without thee and thy followers I could never have returned hither. I owe everything to thee, and to the stout heart of our companion Scarsmere.

No, old fellow, I protested. It is your own dogged courage that has pulled us through so far, not mine. Up to the present all has gone well with us except the deplorable loss of some of our dark companions, therefore let us retain our light hearts and meet all obstacles with smiles.

I am ready to lead the people against the forces of malice and oppression at any moment Goliba commands, Omar answered. No thought of fear shall arrest my footsteps or stay my hand.

Times without number we discussed the situation in similar strain, until, on the eleventh day of our voluntary confinement we were startled by a low tapping on the door.

Each held his breath. Had it been Goliba he would have entered without any such formality. In silence, we remained listening.

Again the tapping was repeated, louder than before. Drawing our knives ready to defend ourselves, believing it to be one of the Nayas gaolers, Kona went forward, unbolted the door and opening it a few inches, weapon in hand, peered out.

Instantly an exclamation of surprise escaped him, and as he threw wide open the door, a young girl of about seventeen, with a face more beautiful than I had ever before seen, entered our cell. This vision of feminine loveliness entranced us. We all three stood staring at her open-mouthed.

Dressed in a robe of rich blue silk heavily embroidered with gold, her waist was confined by a golden girdle wherein were set some magnificent rubies, and her feet were encased in tiny slippers of pale green leather embroidered with seed pearls. Her face, slightly flushed in confusion at finding herself in the presence of the Prince, was pale of complexion as my own, her clear eyes a deep blue, her cheeks dimpled, her chin just sufficiently pointed to give a touch of piquancy to a decidedly handsome countenance. Her hair, of almost flaxen fairness, fell in profusion about her shoulders and breast, almost hiding the necklets of gold and gems encircling her slim throat.

Little wonder then was it that Konas black visage should broaden into a wide grin in manner habitual when his eyes fell upon anything that pleased him, or that I should regard her as a most perfect type of feminine loveliness.

I seek Omar, the Prince, she said in a silvery voice, not, however, without some trepidation.

I am Omar, answered my friend. Who, pray, art thou, that thou shouldst know of my hiding-place?

Thy servant, she said with a graceful bow, is called Liola, daughter of Goliba, councillor of the great Naya. My father sendeth thee greeting and a message.

Golibas daughter! Omar cried laughing. And we had drawn knives upon thee!

Sheathe them, she answered smiling upon us. Keep them in your belts until ye meet your enemies, for ere long ye will, of a verity, want them.

What then hath transpired? asked the son of the Great White Queen. What message sendeth our friend Goliba?

My father directed me to come hither, for knowing the wife of the Keeper of the Prison I was enabled to pass the sentries where my father would have been remarked, she said. He sendeth thee word to be of good courage, for all goeth well, and thy cause prospereth. The savages who accompanied thee into our land are all in safety, although the horsemen of the Naya are scouring the country in search of thee and thy companions. In secret, word of thy consent to lead the popular demonstration against oppression and ill-government hath been conveyed to the people even to our lands furthermost limits, and the reports from all sides show that thou art regarded with favour.

And thou art also one of my partisans — eh? asked Omar, smiling.

I am, O Master, she answered blushing deeply. I will make fetish for the success of thine arms.

I thank thee, Liola, he answered. Thou hast indeed brought us good tidings.

But my father sendeth thee a further message, she continued. He told me to tell thee that at sundown to-day he will come and conduct thee hence. Rest and sleep until then, for the way may be long and great vigilance may be demanded.

Whither does he intend to take us? our companion asked.

I know not, O Master, she replied. Already the people have armed, and are assembling. I heard my father, in conversation last night with one of the provincial governors who hath lately joined us, declare that the struggle could not be much longer delayed.

Then thou meanest that a fight is imminent? he asked.

I fear so. Word of thine intention hath been conveyed by some spy unto the Naya, and the city now swarmeth with her soldiers and janissaries, who have orders to suppress the first sign of any insurrection. But in the fight thou shalt assuredly win, for the opinion of the people is in thy favour. May Zomaras jaws close upon thine enemies, and may they be devoured like sacrifices.

The people are assembling, thou hast said, Omar observed. Are they in great numbers?

It is impossible to tell. The news of thine opposition to the Naya spread like wildfire through the land, and secret agents soon ascertained that the balance of opinion was in thy favour. For eight days past I have been at work secretly in thy cause, and from my own observations in the city I know that among the palace officials we have many adherents, and even here and there the soldiers will turn against their own comrades. In our own house arms and ammunition are stored, and we have been fortunate enough in obtaining from the arsenal through the governor, who is on our side, ten of those wonderful guns of the English that fire bullets like streams of water.

Maxims, I suppose, I interrupted.

I know not their name, she replied. I heard my father say that they are most deadly, and with them we might hold an army at bay.

Truly thy father hath neglected nothing on my behalf, Omar said with sincerity. Dost thou return unto him?

I go at once.

Then tell him we are anxious to accompany him, and will be ready at sundown.

Thy words will I convey to him, O Master. Liola shall make great fetish for thine ascent to the Emerald Throne.

Then, wishing us adieu, the slim handsome girl with the deep blue expressive eyes slipped out of the door, and noiselessly crept away down the long stone corridor.

Of a truth, O Master, there can be no fairer daughter on earth than Liola, Kona observed, addressing Omar when the pretty messenger had gone.

Yea, she is beautiful. Her face is like the lily, and her eyes as mysterious as the depths of the sea. I have never encountered one so fair, Omar answered.

Nor I, I said. Her beauty is incomparable.

I had no idea old Goliba had a daughter, Omar exclaimed. He is indeed fortunate to have one so amazingly lovely.

She is one of your partisans, I observed smiling.

And he laughed, while Kona, grinning with glee, declared chaffingly that the Prince had fallen in love with her.

The subject, however, was not further pursued, but now and then Omar would express a hope that she had returned in safety to her father, or wonder why she had been working in his cause, his words showing plainly that his head was still filled with thoughts of our pretty visitor.

Soon after the light had faded from the tiny chink above, Golibas voice was heard calling outside, and we at once opened the door to him.

Let us hasten, O Master, the old sage cried breathlessly. Every instants delay meaneth peril, and peril is first cousin to disaster.

Lead, I cried. We will follow.

A moment later we all four were creeping softly along the corridor past doors of the foul reeking dungeons wherein those who for some cause or another, often the most trivial, had fallen into disfavour with the Naya and were rotting in their silent living tombs. Many were the grim and fearful stories of injustice and agony those black walls could tell; many were the victims consigned there, although innocent of any offence, never again to see the light of day. As we walked huge grey rats, some the pets of the wretched prisoners, scurried from our path, and now and then as we passed the small closed door of heavy sheet-iron the groans and lamentations of the unhappy captives reached our ears.

At last, after traversing many passages turning to right and left in such a manner that the extent of the great place amazed us, we ascended a flight of well-worn steps.

The sentries now on guard are loyal to us, the royal councillor whispered, turning to Omar as we went up, and when we emerged into the chamber wherein stood the Emerald Throne, the three tall soldiers with drawn swords, two standing mute and motionless as statues on either side of the door, and the other pacing up and down, took no notice of our appearance, but regarded us with stolid indifference. In the rosy evening light we sped across the beautiful court to a gate opposite, and passed out by a private way of which Goliba held the key until we found ourselves beyond the frowning walls.

Kona looked around longingly as we passed through the courts and chambers. He was anticipating with eagerness the time when he and his men would re-enter the place as conquerors, and was probably reflecting upon the amount of loot his men could obtain in the event of an order being given to sack the palace of the dreaded Naya. But without pausing to glance behind, our guide hurried us forward along a number of winding back streets of the city, hot, dusty and close-smelling after the broiling day, until he stopped before the door of a fine house, the walls of which were of polished white marble, that reflected the last rays of the sun like burnished gold. Striking the door thrice, it opened, and on going in he conducted us to a spacious hall, where we found exposed to our view a great collection of arms and warlike accoutrements. All kinds of instruments of death, which the inventive malice of man had ever discovered had been collected for the use of those determined to accomplish the overthrow of the wicked rule of the Naya. First, there were sticks, staves and knotty clubs. Next to these, spears, darts, javelins, armed with brass or iron, or their points hardened with fire, and innumerable bows with quivers and arrows, which Kona examined critically, giving low grunts of approbation as he scrutinized a specimen of each.

After these, instruments of dubious use originally designed for the assistance of man, but perverted through cruelty and malice to the service of slaughter and death; such as knives, scythes, axes and hammers. On these were heaped arms, deliberately fashioned for the offence of mankind, swords, daggers, poignards, scimitars, and rapiers, while on the opposite side of the spacious place were stored the more refined and destructive instruments of European war, rifles, muskets, revolvers, bayonets, small field-pieces, machine-guns of various patterns, including four Maxims and their food, boxes of cartridges, kegs of powder, cakes of dynamite, bombs and shells.

Behold! exclaimed Goliba, halting before them. Here is one of our secret stores of arms.

One of them! said Omar. How many, then, have we?

In the city there are sixteen, all similarly filled. Away in various parts of the country there are depôts in every populous centre, he replied.

But it must have taken a long time to obtain all these, the Prince observed, puzzled.

The munitions of war were swiftly obtained for a popular rising, the aged sage replied. When the word went forth in secret to the people, they responded almost to a man. Arms were actually carried from the royal arsenal in great quantities, and even the spies of the Naya found themselves thwarted and powerless. We have obtained nearly all the Maxims purchased in England, by the Nayas agent, Makhana; some are here, others at various depôts, and each will be in charge of fighting-men, who know their use. The few remaining in the arsenal and forts have all been disabled by those of our sympathisers in government employ.

Truly, I said, turning to Omar, the Naya who gave an order for your assassination is seated on the edge of a volcano.

Yes, cried the white-bearded old councillor. The country hath struggled and groaned long and in vain under the Nayas tyrannical sway; the uprising will be swift and revengeful.

When will it occur? I asked, with eagerness.

To-night, answered Goliba in a quiet tone.

To-night? we all three cried, amazed that the preparations were already complete.

Yes, he said, in a low tone. As the bell on the palace-gate chimeth the midnight hour a great mine will be fired that will proclaim with the earths sudden upheaval the rising of the people of Mo against their ruler. Then the people, ready armed with these weapons, will strike such a blow as will sweep away all oppression and tyranny from our land, and leave it free as it hath ever been, free to prosper and retain its position as the only unconquered nation on the face of earth.


CHAPTER XXVI.

THE FIRST BLOW.

[image: img131.jpg]

LEAVING THE STORE of arms we returned to Golibas house; not by the high road, but by little winding lanes with tunnel-like passages under the overhanging eaves of houses; through a small open square or two, past a few richly-painted and carved doors of tombs, and so on once more to the residence of the old sage, with its spacious courts and beautiful gardens. We passed some handsome blue-tiled public fountains, and some fine buildings several storeys in height, open in the centre with a patio, and surrounded by galleries of carved wood, which seemed to answer to our corn exchanges. One, near Golibas house, was especially remarkable for its architectural beauty, not only with regard to its interior, but also its magnificent gateway. There were others also of far less pretensions, which answered more to the caravanseri of Samorys country, where the weary animals who had borne their burdens from some far away corner of the mystic land were resting during their sojourn in the city.

When, in the cool dusk of evening we had eaten in the marble court, with its fountains and flowering plants, Omar being waited upon personally by our host, Liola came, and, lounging gracefully against one of the marble columns, gossipped with us. Afterwards, a professional story-teller was introduced to amuse us during the anxious time that must elapse before the fateful hour when the signal for the great uprising would be given.

He was an old man, small of stature, in fact, I believe he must have been one of the tribe of dwarf cave-dwellers. Of darker complexion than the majority of this curious people, he was dressed in a long garment of white, wearing on his head a conical head-dress, shaped somewhat like a dunces cap, and as he took up his position, squatting on a mat before us, he made deep obeisance to the son of his ruler. While we regaled ourselves with grapes and other luscious fruits as a satisfactory conclusion to a bountiful feast, he told us a story which, as far as I could translate it, was as follows:

Ages ago, he said, in the days of the good king Lobenba and Prince Karmos — here he kissed his hand as a sign of reverence, as did all his listeners— there was a poor man, a cowherd, who lived a very righteous life, nor did he commit any sin. But he was terribly poor, starving because he had not the wherewithal to supply himself with food. One night while asleep in his lonely hut on the mountain over against the Grave of Enemies, a vision appeared to him, and he saw standing before him the god Zomara — more hand-kissing— in a flame of fire. And the King of Crocodiles said to him: Gogo, I have seen thy poverty and am come to give thee succour. I have seen how, even in the days when no food hath passed thy lips, thou hast never committed theft, nor borrowed not to return, and now thou shalt have great wealth. Speed early to-morrow to thy friend Djerad and borrow his black horse. I will put it in his mind to lend it thee; and take this horse and ride it to the Gate of Mo, and then leap on thy horse from the precipice, and assuredly thou wilt find great wealth.

Ere Gogo had time to thank the great god — whose name be exalted above all others — he had vanished. Early he rose, donned his ragged garments, set forth and begged the loan of the black horse of Djerad, his friend. After a ride of many hours, he came at sundown to the Gate of Mo, and gazed over the fearful precipice. Gathering the reins in his hand he rode back a little distance, then gallopped full speed to the brink. But his heart failed him, and on the edge he reined his horse for fear.

Nine times he essayed to go, but each time his courage was insufficient. While he was sitting on his horse, preparing for the tenth time to obey the instructions, he heard a great noise behind him, and turning, saw the god Zomara with fire bursting from his mouth and streams of light in his eyes, crawling towards him.

Weak man, he cried, as he passed. Thou fearest to obey. Follow me.

An instant later the great crocodile had crawled over the edge of the precipice, and a moment afterwards Gogo had followed his example. It seemed as if he were in the air an hour, but suddenly his horses hoofs touched earth again; the animal never fell into the terrible abyss, but merely tore up a piece of the turf where he had stood. He looked around; Zomara had disappeared, but in the hole that the horses hoof had caused he saw a large ring of iron. Dismounting, he tried to raise it, but only after two hours work he succeeded in moving it and excavating from its hiding-place an enormous chest filled with gold pieces and costly jewels, and so he lived in affluence the remainder of his life, till Zomara took him to be one of his councillors. So are the righteous rewarded.

Then some thick-lipped musicians struck up music on quaintly-shaped stringed instruments, and the strange old man, bearing a kind of tambourine in his hand, came round to collect coins, the collection being repeated at the conclusion of each legend.

In one of his stories mention was made in the most matter-of-fact manner of a sick person being buried alive. This caused me to address some questions to Liola, who, seated near me, told me that this terrible custom was one recently introduced by the Naya.

The ghastly practice is supposed to appease Zomara and give us victory over our enemies, she said. As soon as any serious illness setteth in, the patient is taken from his house wrapped in his best robes, deposited in a grave and then covered with earth. No one in Mo now dieth a natural death. When the body hath been placed in the grave, the friends of the dead man set forth to kill the first living creature they can encounter, man, woman or beast, believing that through their victim their friend hath been compelled to die. When thus in search of an expiatory victim, they take the precaution of breaking off young shoots of the shrubs as they pass by, leaving the broken ends hanging in the direction they are going as a warning to people to shun that path. Even should one of their own relatives be the first to meet the avengers they dare not suffer him to escape.

Life is not very secure in Mo when sickness rageth, I observed.

No, she replied, sighing. It is merely one of the many horrible practices the Naya hath introduced into our land. Whether a man is buried alive, or whether he dieth in the fight, his kinsmen at once assemble and destroy all his goods, saving only his vessels of gold which are confiscated for the Nayas use. The curse of Zomara would fall heavily upon anyone who attempteth to make use of any article once owned by a dead person. After the destruction of the property hath taken place the house is filled with the fumes of burning resin. The guests then sit in the perfumed atmosphere drinking large draughts of fiery liquids and give vent to their feelings in violent shouts.

A strange custom, indeed, I said, astonished. And it is only of recent introduction?

When, three years ago the ancient Temple of Zomara was discovered beneath the earth and all in Mo descended to witness its wonders, the Naya gave orders for the custom, as I have described, to be rigorously observed, she answered, turning her clear, trusting eyes upon Omar as she spoke.

Soon afterwards she left us in order to give some orders to the slaves, and the story-teller and musicians also departing, Goliba brought in three of the provincial governors who had visited us on the last occasion we had been the aged sages guests, and together we discussed and criticised for the last time the arrangements made for the revolt. After an hours consultation these men again departed, and Goliba himself having brought us our arms, consisting of an English-made magazine-rifle each, some ammunition, and a short but very keen sword manufactured in Mo, left to make a tour of his house to personally inspect the measures taken for its defence.

The next hour was so full of breathless excitement that we dared only converse in whispers. The atmosphere was hot and oppressive, the sky had grown dark and overcast, threatening ominously, while ever and anon could be heard the faint clank of arms; men, tall, dark and mysterious, passed and repassed along the dark colonnades, or stood in knots leaning on their rifles discussing the situation in undertones.

On returning to us our host told us that the store of arms we had seen, as well as others in various neighbourhoods, had all been distributed, and that the whole city was awaiting the signal.

Roughly speaking, thou hast in the capital alone thirty thousand adherents, the councillor said to Omar. Thou hast therefore nothing to fear. The path to victory is straight, and little danger lurketh there.

Almost ere these words had fallen from his lips, loud shouting sounded at the door that gave entrance to the patio wherein we stood, and we were startled to notice a scuffle taking place between a number of those who were about to guard the house and some would-be intruders. Yet ere we could realise the true state of affairs, we saw dozens of the royal soldiers scrambling down from the walls on every side, rifles flashed here and there, and within a few moments the place was in possession of the troops of the Naya.

We seek Omar, the prince, and his companions, cried a man in a shining golden breastplate, evidently an officer of high rank, striding up to Goliba. We hold orders from the Naya to capture them, and take them to the palace. We know thou hast harboured them.

Before our host could reply twenty of the fighting-men of Mo, having recognized us, dashed across, and notwithstanding our resistance, had seized us. Goliba, too, was quickly made prisoner, and above the shouting and hoarse imprecations we heard in the darkness a loud piercing womans scream.

Liola had also fallen into their hands!

We fought our captors with all the strength of which we were capable, but were unarmed, for on receiving the rifles and swords from Goliba we had placed them together at a little distance away in a corner of the court. It took fully a dozen stalwart soldiers to hold the black giant Kona, and even then it was as much as they could do to prevent him from severely mauling them. His grip was like a vice; his fist hard as iron.

In the hands of three of these white robed soldiers, who had on our arrival in Mo cheered and belauded us, I struggled fiercely, but to no avail, for they dragged us all onward across the patio and out into the street, now crowded by those attracted by the unusual disturbance in the house of the Nayas councillor. The huge grim gateway of the royal palace stood facing the end of the long, broad thoroughfare, and from where we stood we had an uninterrupted view of it. Our arrest was indeed a disaster when we seemed within an ace of success. The people regarded us indifferently as we were hurried up the hill towards the great stone arch with its massive watch-towers, and it appeared as though the swift decisive step of securing the ringleaders of the revolt had entirely crushed it, for the people, instead of showing defiance, shrank back from the soldiers, cowed and submissive.

Suddenly, as we went forward, the great bell in one of the high turrets of the Nayas stronghold boomed forth the first stroke of the midnight hour.

Then, in an instant, a bright red flash blinded us, followed by a report so deafening, that the very rock whereon the city was built trembled, and we saw amid the dense smoke before us the great black gateway, with its watch towers where the sentries were pacing, break away, and shoot in huge masses high towards the sky.

The explosion was terrific; its effect appalling. The glare lit the whole city for a brief second with a light like a stormy sunset, then upon us showered great pieces of iron and stone with mangled human limbs, the débris of a gateway that for centuries had been considered absolutely impregnable.

The first blow against tyranny and oppression had been struck, terrible and decisive. It was the peoples call to arms. Would they respond?


CHAPTER XXVII.

BY THE NAYAS ORDERS.
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A SHORT TIME only did we remain in doubt as to the intention of the populace. The suppressed excitement found vent even before the clouds of choking smoke had rolled away. The signal had been given, and instantly they responded with fierce yells, throwing themselves suddenly upon the soldiers, using weapons that seemed to have been produced like magic.

Those who had effected our capture, dumbfounded, first by the appalling explosion, and then by the hostile attitude of the people, released us instantly, being compelled to fight for their lives back towards the smoking ruins of the palace-gate.

Within a few moments the great broad thoroughfare, with its handsome houses, became the scene of a most fierce and sanguinary conflict. Rifles flashed everywhere, in the street, from the windows and roofs of surrounding buildings, pouring a fire upon the soldiers so deadly that few succeeded in escaping back to the place whence they came. With startling suddenness I found myself in the midst of this stirring scene, fighting for life beside Omar. Both of us had snatched rifles and ammunition from fallen soldiers, while someone in the crowd had given me a fine sword with bejewelled hilt, which I hastily buckled on in case of emergency. Behind us a great barricade was being built of the first things that came to hand. The houses were being divested of their furniture by a hundred busy hands, and this, piled high, with spaces here and there for the guns, soon presented a barrier formidable, almost insurmountable. The erection of barricades was, we afterwards found, part of the scheme, for in all the principal thoroughfares similar piles were constructed, each being manned by a sturdy body of men, well-armed and determined to hold in check and repulse the attack which they knew would, ere long, be made upon them by the military.

The forces of Mo, feared on every hand for their daring and brilliant feats were, we knew, not to be trifled with, and as word had been secretly conveyed to Omar that the Naya, on hearing of the intention of the people, had ordered her soldiers to institute an indiscriminate massacre, we should have to fight hard to save our lives.

The barricade was soon completed, and quickly word spread from mouth to mouth to get behind it. This we all did, to the number of about three thousand; then came a period of waiting. It was not our object to renew the attack, but to await reprisals. Apparently, however, the blowing up of the palace-gate had utterly disconcerted the royal troops whose barracks were in that vicinity, and we could see by the crowd of moving torches that the soldiers were engaged in repairing the huge breach made in the walls before marching forth to quell the insurrection.

In the darkness we waited patiently. A few desultory shots, fired by some of our more adventurous partisans, who, climbing to the top of the barricade, aimed where they saw the torches moving, broke the ominous silence, but in distant parts of the city we could hear the rapid firing of musketry, with now and then a loud thundering roar when a heavy field-piece was discharged.

Each moment seemed an hour as we remained inactive behind that improvised barrier of doors, shutters, furniture, iron gates and railings. Omar and I were standing together beside one of the three Maxim guns by which our position was defended, watching the preparations being made on the top of the hill for assaulting us, when suddenly there was a bright flash, and next instant a great shell fell behind us, bursting and dealing death and destruction among our ranks. The air became rent by the shrill cries of the wounded and the hoarse agonized exclamations of the dying, for this first shot from the palace had been terribly effective, and fully fifty of those anxious to bear their part in the struggle for liberty had been killed, while many others were wounded. The shell had unfortunately fallen right in the centre of the crowd.

Again another was discharged, but it whistled over our heads and exploded far away behind us, shattering several houses, but injuring nobody. A third and a fourth were sent at us, but neither were so effective as the first. The breach in the wall where the gate had once been had now been repaired, and the adherents of the Great White Queen were at last taking the offensive.

Both Omar and myself had earlier that day, during our visit to the store of arms, been instructed in the use of that terror of modern warfare, the Maxim gun, and the one against which we stood with two men had been allotted to us.

My companion, who had been watching with the deadly weapon ready sighted to sweep the street, turned to ask news of Liola, whom we had not seen since we were dragged from her fathers house, and I had taken his place, my hand ready to fire. Of Liolas fate I feared the worst. She had been taken prisoner, and had probably been killed or injured in the fierce mêlée.

Suddenly with wild yells, several hundred of the Nayas horsemen dashed down the hill, their swords whirling, followed by a huge force of men mounted and dismounted. I saw that at last they had come forth for the attack, and without a seconds hesitation bent and commenced a fire, the terrible rattling of which held me appalled. The guns on either side followed mine in chorus, and almost momentarily we were pouring out such a hail of bullets, that amid the smoke and fire the great body of horses and troops were mowed down like grass before the scythe. The foremost in the cavalry ranks had no time to lift their carbines to reply, ere they were swept into eternity, and those coming behind, although making a desperate stand, fell riddled by bullets from our three terrible engines of destruction.

The fight with Samorys fugitives on the Way of the Thousand Steps had been exciting enough, but in extent or bloodshed was not to be compared with this. In that single onward rush of the Nayas troops hundreds were killed, for, ceasing our fire for a moment or two while the smoke cleared, we saw, lying in the street, great piles of men and horses, who had fallen upon one another in their forward dash and died under our frightful hail of lead.

A short pause, and the rifles and all the chorus of surrounding artillery took up their thunder-song with increased energy. These works of man outrivalled the natural elements by their tremendous booming and their disastrous power. Shells from the palace walls fell upon us thick and fast. No lightnings flash can accomplish such ruin as the modern ordnance projectile. A few centuries back the thought would have been incomprehensible; even so the visionary and ridiculed idea of to-day may be realised in the future. The shots descended, a veritable storm of lead, and several times the clouds of choking dust they set up enveloped us; but we were undaunted, and continued to work the Maxim, spreading its death-dealing rain up the broad thoroughfare and preventing any from reaching our barricade.

The idea of the troops was no doubt to gradually force us back from the external positions of the city into the central, and from the centre to the east in the direction of the gate that gave access to the country. By this means the fighting area would be compressed, and we should be surrounded by a large body of our enemies who had massed outside the gate to cut off our retreat. But the thundering boom of cannon and sharp rattle of musketry on our right, showed that our comrades, barricaded in a great thoroughfare running parallel with the one wherein we were, had also set to work to repel their enemy.

Barricades had sprung up in all directions like magic. The four corners of intersecting streets were the positions mostly chosen for them, and every conceivable article was used in their construction. Women and children vied with the men in activity and resourcefulness in the erection of these improvised works of defence, and the work slackened not even when shells and bullets fell about in dangerous proximity.

Our companions, the partisans of Omar to whom they looked to deliver their country from the thraldom of tyranny, were fortunately not devoid of those soldier-like qualities which in past ages had raised the military renown of Mo to the greatest altitude; what they lacked mostly outside of themselves were capable officering and generalship. There were a few officers of the royal army among them, men who had become convinced that a change of government was necessary, but the people were left to do battle mainly on the principle of individual enterprise.

Time after time attacks, each increasing in strength and proving more disastrous to us than the first, were made upon us. But our Maxims kept up their rattle, and from every part of the great wall of paving stones, furniture, trees and heaped-up miscellaneous articles, there poured out volley after volley from bristling rifles.

The troops quickly found the street absolutely untenable, for each time they made a rush to storm our position they were compelled to fall back, and few indeed reached a place of safety amid our deadly fire. When we had held the barricade for nearly an hour, Kona, Omar and myself being close together bearing our part in repulsing our opponents, a loud roar suddenly sounded before us and at the same instant a huge shell, imbedding itself in our defences, exploded with a bright light and deafening report.

The havoc caused was appalling. Half our barricade was blown completely away, and besides killing and maiming dozens of our comrades, it shattered several houses close by, and its force sent me down flat upon my back. Instantly I struggled to my feet, and finding myself uninjured save for a severe laceration of the hand, glanced round seeking my two friends. But they were not there!

The shell had set part of the barricade on fire, and already the flames were rising high, lighting up the terrible, lurid scene. Again I bent to my Maxim and recommenced firing, but as I did so another shell, only too well directed, struck the opposite end of our defences, and instantly a disaster resulted similar to the first, while a house at the same moment fell with a terrible crash, burying several unfortunate fellows beneath its débris.

Instantly I saw that our defences were partially demolished, and as shell after shell fell in rapid succession in our vicinity and exploded, our gallant defenders, still determined to prove victors, rushed up the hill to try conclusions with the Nayas troops. It was a wild, mad dash, and I found myself carried forward in the onrush of several thousand excited men. Meeting the remnant of the cavalry we fought with savage ferocity, alternately being beaten and beating. I had lost Omar, Kona and Goliba, half fearing that they had been blown to atoms by the shell, nevertheless the courage of my comrades never failed, although gaining the top of the hill and defeating the cavalry by sheer force of numbers, they were driven back again at the point of the bayonet, while from the ruins of the palace-gate a steady rifle fire was poured upon us at the same time.

Half-way down the hill we made a gallant stand, but again were compelled to fall back in disorder. Soon we were driven from the main thoroughfare into the minor streets, refuging in and fighting from the houses, whilst our foe steadily and angrily pursued and closed in upon us, dislodging us from our shelters and leaving few loop-holes for escape.

The carnage was awful; quarter was refused. It seemed as though our hope was a forlorn one; the general and ruthless massacre ordered by the Great White Queen had actually begun!

The loss of our barricade paralysed us. Yet we could hear the roar and tumult, and seeing the reflection of fires in other parts of the city, only hoped that our comrades there were holding their own valiantly as we had struggled to do. Ever and anon loud explosions sounded above the thunder of artillery, and it became apparent that the royal troops were engaged in blowing up any defences they could not take by assault.

From where I had sought shelter behind a high wall with a lattice window through which I continually discharged my rifle into the roadway, I saw massacres within walls and without. The troops had poured down upon us in absolutely overwhelming numbers, and no resistance by our weakened force could now save us. One fact alone reassured me and gave me courage. In the bright red glare shed by the flames from a burning building, among a party who made a sally from the opposite house I caught a momentary glance of the lithe, active figure of Omar, fighting desperately against a body of the Nayas infantry and leading on his comrades with loud shouts of encouragement.

Do your duty, men! he gasped. Let not your enemies crush you!

But the mêlée was awful. Once again our partisans were driven back, and the street was strewn with bodies in frightful array, left where they fell, uncovered, unattended.

The thick black cloud of smoke which hung over the City in the Clouds and on either side of it obscured the rising dawn and intensified the horrors of the awful drama. Fires raged in every direction, making the air hot; it was close through the smoke cloud above and the absence of wind, fœtid with the odour of human blood that lay in pools in every street and splashed upon the houses. The sight was majestic, terrible, never-to-be-forgotten; in the midst of it the terror and stupefaction were almost beyond human endurance. On all sides were heard the roar of flames, the breaking of timbers and the crashing in of roofs and walls. Fire and sword reigned throughout the magnificent capital of Mo; its people were being swept into eternity with a relentless brutality that was absolutely fiendish.

Into the hearts of the survivors of the gallant force who had so readily constructed our barricade and so valiantly defended it, despair had entered. There was now no hope for the success of our cause. The forces of tyranny, oppression and misrule were fast proving the victors, and in that fearful indiscriminate shooting down of men, women and children that was proceeding, all knew that sooner or later they must fall victims.

I had seen nothing of Kona or Goliba since the wrecking of our barricade, but Omar, I was gratified to observe, was stationed at a window of the opposite house from which he directed well-aimed shots at those below. A body of fully five hundred infantry were besieging the house wherein a large number of our comrades had taken shelter, determined to put them to the sword; yet so desperate was the resistance that they found it impossible to enter, and many were killed in their futile endeavours. At length I noticed that while the main body covered the movements of several of their companions the latter were preparing a mine by which to blow it up. With the half-dozen men beside me we kept up a galling fire upon them, but all in vain. The mine was laid; only a spark was required to blow the place into the air.

Knowing that if such a catastrophe were accomplished we, too, must suffer being in such close proximity to it, we waited breathlessly, unable to escape from the vicinity of the deadly spot.

Suddenly, as one man, more fearless than the others, bent to fire the mine, the soldiers, with one accord, rushed back, and scarce daring to breathe I waited, fearing each second to see the house and its garrison shattered to fragments and myself receive the full force of the explosive.

But at that instant, even as I watched, a loud exultant shout broke upon my ear, and looking I saw approaching from the opposite end of the street a great crowd of people rushing forward, firing rapidly as they came.

They were our comrades. Their shouts were shouts of victory!

Kill them! they cried. Let not one escape. They have killed our brothers; let us have revenge! The Naya shall die, and Omar shall be our Naba!

The man bending over the explosive sprang back in fear without having applied the fatal spark, and his companions, taken thus completely by surprise, stood amazed at this sudden appearance of so large a body of the populace. But the rifles of the latter in a few seconds had laid low several of their number, and then, making a stand, they lowered their weapons. A loud word of command sounded, and as if from one weapon a volley was fired full upon the victorious people. For a few moments its deadly effect checked their progress, but an instant later they resumed their onward rush, and ere a second volley could be fired they had flung themselves upon their opponents, killing them with bayonet, sword and pistol.

Their rush was in too great a force to be withstood. As in other parts of the city, so here, they compelled the troops to fly before them, and shot them down as they sped back up the hill towards the great stronghold.

In those few fateful minutes the tables had suddenly been turned. While we, fighting hard in that hot corner, had imagined that we had lost, our comrades in other parts of the city had won a magnificent victory, and had come to our rescue at the eleventh hour.

Truly it was everywhere a fierce and bloody fight.


CHAPTER XXVIII.

THE FIGHT FOR THE EMERALD THRONE.
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THROWN INTO UTTER confusion by the great press of people well armed and determined, the soldiers, who had fought so desperately, and who intended to blow up the house that Omar and his companions had made their stronghold, fled precipitately up the hill, but so rapid and heavy was the firing, that few, if any, got out of the street alive.

On seeing the chances thus suddenly turned in our favour we poured forth into the street again, and joining our forces with those of our rescuers, rushed with them into the main thoroughfare leading to the palace, scrambling over the débris of our barricade and the heaps of bodies that blocked our passage. A hurried question, addressed to a man rushing along at my side, elicited glad tidings. So fiercely had the people fought that the troops sent out to quell the rising had been utterly routed everywhere, while many of the regiments had turned in our favour and had actually held several of the barricades, winning brilliant victories.

It is yonder, at the palace, where the resistance will be greatest, the man cried excitedly, blood streaming from a ghastly wound on his brow. But our cause is good. The Naya shall die!

To the Palace! screamed the infuriated mob. To the Palace!

And forward the frantic dash was made at redoubled pace until we came to the pile of fallen masonry, which had, a few hours ago, been the great impregnable gateway that closed each day at sunset, and opened not till sunrise, save for the Great White Queen herself.

Here the place seemed undefended until we came close up to it, when without warning we were met with a withering rifle fire that laid low dozens of our comrades. The man who had been so enthusiastic a moment before and who had told me of our successes, was struck full in the breast by a ball and fell against me dead.

For a moment only did we hold back. Dawn was spreading now, but the heavy black smoke obscured the struggling daylight. Suddenly there sounded just at my rear Omars well-known voice, crying:

Forward! Forward, my brethren. I, Omar, your prince, lead you into the palace of my father. To-day there commenceth a new and brighter era for our beloved land. Falter not, but end the struggle valiantly as ye have commenced it. Forward!

His words sent a sudden patriotic thrill through the great concourse of armed men, who instantly sprang forward, and regardless of the blazing lines of rifles before them climbed the ruins and engaged the defenders hand to hand. It was a brilliant dash and could only have been accomplished by the courage inspired by Omars words, for the odds were once more against us, and the rapid fire from behind the ruins played the most frightful havoc in our ranks. In the midst of the crowd I clambered up, sword in hand, over the huge masses of masonry and rubbish, and springing to earth on the other side, alighted in a corner where the picked guards of the Naya were making a last desperate stand.

At first the struggle had been a hand-to-hand one, but they had retreated, and were now firing heavy volleys that effectively kept us at bay.

Almost at the same moment as I sprang down I heard behind me fiendish yells and the clambering of many feet. In an instant I recognised it as the savage war cry of the Dagombas, and next second a hundred half-naked blacks, looking veritable fiends in the red glare, swept down headlong to the spot where I stood and, headed by Kona brandishing his spear, dashed straight upon the defenders. The effect of this was to cause the others to spring forward as reinforcements, and quicker than the time occupied in relating it, this position, an exceedingly strong one, fell into our hands. So infuriated were the Dagombas by the excesses committed by the soldiery in various parts of the city, that they vented their savage wrath upon the defenders until the butchery became awful, and I doubt whether a single man escaped.

The soldiers holding the next court, seeing this disaster, placed, ere we could prevent them, two field-pieces behind the closed gate wherein holes had been hacked, and with the walls crowded with men with rifles they began to pour upon us a deadly hail of shot and shell. Once, for a moment only, Niaro, the provincial governor I had met at Golibas, fought beside me, but after exchanging a few breathless words we became again separated. Little time elapsed ere one and all understood that to remain long under this galling fire of the palace guards would mean death to us, therefore it required no further incentive than an appeal from Omar to cause us to storm the entrance to the court.

Well done, friends, he shouted. We have broken down the first defence. Come, let us sweep away the remainder, but spare the life of the Naya. Remember I am her son. Again, forward! Zomara giveth strength to your hands and courage to your hearts. Use them for the purpose he hath bestowed them upon you.

In the forward movement in response to these loudly-uttered words fearful cries of rage and despair mingled with hoarse shouts of the vanquished. Rifles flashed everywhere in the faint morning light, bullets kept up a singing chorus above our heads, and about me, in the frightful tumult, gleamed naked blood-stained blades. At first the guards, like those in the outer court, made a desperate resistance, but soon they showed signs of weakness, and I could distinguish in the faint grey dawn how gradually we were driving them back, slowly gaining the entrance to the court, which, I remembered, was a very large and beautiful one with cool colonnades, handsome fountains and beautiful flowering trees of a kind I had never seen in England.

At last, after a fierce struggle, in which the defenders very nearly succeeded in driving us out or slaughtering us where we stood, the field-pieces were silenced, a charge of explosive was successfully placed beneath the gate and a loud roar followed that shook every stone in that colossal pile.

The ponderous door was shattered and the defenders disorganised by the suddenness of the disaster. Almost before they were aware of it we had poured in among them. Then the slaughter was renewed, and the scenes witnessed on every hand frightful to behold.

Kona and his black followers fought like demons, spearing the soldiers right and left, always in the van of the fray. Omar and Kona were apparently sharing the direction of the attack, for sometimes I heard the voice of one raised, giving orders, and sometimes the other. But, however irregular the mode of proceeding might have been from a military standpoint, success was ours, for half an hour later the two inner courts, strenuously defended by the Nayas body guard, were taken, and judging from the fact that the firing outside had become desultory it seemed as though hostilities in the streets had practically ceased.

At this juncture some man, a tall, powerful fellow who was distinguishing himself by his valiant deeds, told me that the military down in the city, finding the populace so strong, had, after a most terrific fight, at last ceased all opposition and declared in favour of the Prince Omar. This, we afterwards discovered, was the actual truth. The carnage in the streets had, however, been appalling, before this step had been resolved upon, but when once the declaration had been made, the remnants of the Nayas army were, at the orders of the leaders of the people, marched without the city wall on the opposite side to the great cliff, and there halted to await the progress of events.

Meanwhile, we were still hewing our way, inch by inch, towards the centre of the palace of the Great White Queen. So desperate was the conflict that the perspiration rolled from us in great beads, and many of my comrades fell from sheer exhaustion, and were trampled to death beneath the feet of the wildly-excited throng.

Soon, driving back the final ring of defenders, and shooting them down to the last man, we dashed across the central court, where the polished marble paving ran with blood, and battering down the great gilded doors, that fell with a loud crash, gained our goal, entering the spacious Hall of Audience, in the centre of which, upon its raised daïs, under the great gilded dome, stood the historic Emerald Throne.

The magnificent hall was deserted. The bloodshed had been frightful. The courts were heaped with dead and dying. Several chairs were lying overturned, as if the courtiers and slaves had left hastily, and even across the seat of royalty one of the Nayas rich bejewelled robes of state had been hastily flung down. This, snatched up by one of the Dagombas, was tossed away into the crowd, who gleefully tore it to shreds as sign that the power of the dreaded Naya was for ever broken.

To the exultant shouts of a thousand wild, blood-bespattered people, the great hall echoed again and again. The faint light showed too plainly at what terrible cost the victory had been won. Their clothes were torn, their faces were blackened by powder, from their superficial wounds blood was oozing, while the more serious consequences of sword-cuts and gun-shots had been hastily bound by shreds of garments. Flushed by their victory, they were a strange, forbidding-looking rabble. Yet they were our partisans; a peaceful, law-abiding people who had been oppressed by a tyrannical rule and long ripe for revolt, they had seized this opportunity to break the power of the cruel-hearted woman who was unworthy to hold sway upon that historic throne.

Let us seek the Naya! She shall not escape! Let us avenge the deaths of our fathers and children! were the cries raised when they found the Hall of Audience deserted. Apparently they had expected to find the Great White Queen seated there, awaiting them, and their chagrin was intense at finding her already a fugitive.

She dare not face us! they screamed. All tyrants are cowards. Kill her! Let us kill her!

But Goliba, whom I was gratified to see present and unharmed, sprang upon the daïs, and waving his arms, cried:

Rather let us first place our valiant young prince upon the Emerald Throne. Let him be appointed our ruler; then let us seek to place the Naya in captivity.

No, they cried excitedly. Kill her!

Give her alive to Zomara! suggested one man near me, grimly. Let her taste the punishment to which she has consigned so many hundreds of our relatives and friends.

Heedless of these shouts, Goliba, stretching forth his hand, led Omar, whose torn clothes and perspiring face told how hard he had fought, towards the wonderful throne of green gems, and seating him thereon, cried:

I, Goliba, on behalf of these, the people of our great kingdom, enthrone thee and invest thee with the supreme power in place of thy mother, the Naya.

Loud deafening cheers, long repeated, rose from the assembled multitude, and the soldiers dying in the courts outside knew that the revolt of the people had been successful; that right had won in this struggle against might. Then, when the cries of adulation became fainter, and with difficulty silence was restored, Omar rose, and raising his sword, upon which blood was still wet, exclaimed in a loud, ringing voice:

I, Omar, the last descendant of the royal house of Sanom, hereby proclaim myself Naba of Mo.

Again cheers rang through the vaulted hall, and presently, when the excitement had once more died down, he added, gazing round with a regal air:

About me here I see those who have borne arms in my cause, and to each and every one I render thanks. How much we may all of us deplore the loss of so many valuable lives death is nevertheless the inevitable result of any recourse to arms. At least, we have the satisfaction of knowing that our cause was a just one, and by the sacred memory of our ancestors I swear that my rule shall be devoid of that cruelty and tyranny that have disgraced the later pages of my beloved countrys history. I, Omar, am your ruler; ye are my people. Obey the laws we promulgate and the good counsels of our advisers, and security both of life and property shall be yours. From this moment human sacrifices to our great god Zomara — to whom all praise be given for this victory of our arms — are abolished. But our first and foremost word from this, our seat of royalty, is that the life of the Naya shall be spared. Your Naba hath spoken.

A visible look of disappointment overspread the countenances of those around me. All had, in their wild enthusiasm, desired to wreak their vengeance upon the unjust queen, but this royal decree forbade it. There even went forth murmurs of disapproval, and Omar, hearing them, said in a loud, serious voice:

A Sanom hath never allowed his kinsman to be murdered, therefore although the Naya hath plotted to take my life, she shall be held captive, and not die. Let not a hair of her head be touched, or he who lifteth his hand against her shall be brought before me, and I will not spare him. Enough blood hath been already shed since the going down of the sun; let not another life be wasted.

Then calling Goliba, Kona, Niaro, and myself up to his side upon the royal daïs, he continued:

These, my friends, who have assisted me to gain this, my kingdom, are deserving of reward, and this shall at once be given them. Goliba, whom all know as a sage and upright man — —

Cheers, long and ringing, here interrupted his words. When quiet had been restored he continued:

Goliba shall retain his position as chief of our royal councillors, and shall be also Grand Vizier of Mo. Niaro, a trusty governor to whom all who have appealed have met with justice, is appointed Custodian of the Gate of Mo, in place of Babila, for whom we all mourn. To Kona, head man of the Dagombas of the forest, I owe my life, and he shall be chief of our army and of our body-guard, and his native followers shall themselves be the principal members of the guard. And Scarsmere, he said, turning towards me, Scarsmere hath been my friend and companion across the great black water; he knoweth not fear, for together we have been held by Samory and Prempeh, and have yet managed to preserve our lives. Since I, your Naba, left Mo by the Way of the Thousand Steps, and entered the land of the white men, Scarsmere hath been my friend and companion, therefore all shall treat him with due respect, for although he cometh from the wonderful land afar he shall be Governor of this our city and Keeper of our Treasure-house. He is the trusted and faithful friend of your Naba, and all shall regard him as highest in favour.

We greet thee, Goliba! enthusiastically cried the surging crowd. We greet thee, Niaro, Custodian of the Gate! We greet thee, Kona, a savage but great chieftain! Thou art head of our army! We greet thee, Scarsmere, the friend of our royal Naba, and Governor of Mo! We, the people, accept you, and have confidence in your rule. Ye are all great, and are worthy of the offices to which ye have been raised. May your names be exalted above all others, and your faces be as beacons unto us!

And they shouted themselves hoarse in cheering, seeing in the enthronement of the young Naba the dawn of a just and beneficent rule. Their adulations became louder, and even more profuse, when Omar proceeded to appoint others, well known and popular, to various offices connected with the palace.

Happy, cried the white-bearded sages who had taken their places behind the throne— happy is the prince whose trust is in Zomara and whose wisdom cometh from the King of the River.

Happy, cried the people, humbling themselves— happy is our Naba, the favourite of the Crocodile-god, the one from whose wrath all flee.

That, replied Omar, O people, is too much even for the Naba of Mo to hear. But may Zomara approve of my thoughts and actions! So shall the infernal powers destroy the wretches that employ them, and the arrows recoil upon those who draw a bow upon us. But, O sages, though your numbers are reduced your integrity is more tried and approved; therefore let Omar, your Naba, partake of the sweetness of your counsels and learn from aged experience the wisdom of the sons of earth. Ye shall tell me from time to time what the peace and sincerity of my throne requireth from me, for human prudence alone is far too weak to fight against the wiles of the deceitful.

I stood beside the royal seat, deep in thought, silently gazing upon the thousand upturned, grimy faces. It had indeed been a curious turn of events that had conspired to place my friend upon the throne of an autocrat, and also to give, into my own unaccustomed hands, the rule and control of this most magnificent and extensive capital, and all the wondrous treasures of the royal house of the Sanoms.


CHAPTER XXIX.

A MYSTERY.

[image: img131.jpg]

FROM THE GLITTERING Hall of Audience a forward movement was soon made to the inner rooms that formed the private apartments of the Naya. Carried onward by the press of people, I was amazed at the magnificence and luxury everywhere apparent. The walls were mostly of polished marble inlaid with gold and adorned with frescoes, the ceilings ornamented with strange allegorical paintings, and the floors of jasper and alabaster. But as the irate crowd dashed onward through the great tenantless chambers they tore down the rich silk hangings and trod them underfoot, broke up the tiny gold-inlaid tables, and out of sheer wantonness hacked the soft divans with their swords.

The discovery that the Naya had fled increased the indignation of the mob, and were it not for the urgent appeal of Kona, who had at once assumed the commandership, the whole of the magnificent rooms would no doubt have been wrecked. As it was, however, the good counsels of the Dagomba head-man prevailed, and wanton hands were stayed from committing more serious excesses.

Whither the Great White Queen had fled no one knew. To every nook and corner search parties penetrated; even the sleeping apartment, with its massive bed of ivory and hangings of purple, gold-embroidered satin, was not held sacred. Yet nowhere could the once-dreaded ruler be discovered. Some cried that she had escaped into the city in the guise of a slave, others that she had descended into the cavern where stood the gigantic Temple of Zomara.

Another fact puzzled us greatly. From our elevated position we could see afar off a fierce conflict proceeding near the city gate on that side where access could be gained only by the steep flight of steps. Once, when I had looked, I saw that the city was comparatively quiet; now, however, this conflict had broken out again suddenly, and judging from the smoke and tumult it must have been terrific. All were surprised, and stood watching the clouds of grey smoke roll up into the bright morning air. But soon it died away, and believing it to be an outbreak by the conquered troops subdued with a firm hand by the victorious people, we thought no more of it.

The hours that succeeded were full of stirring incidents, and it was long before the least semblance of order could be restored in the city. With Kona I went forth into the crowded, turbulent streets, and the sight that met our gaze was awful. Bodies of soldiers and civilians were lying everywhere, the faces of some, to whom death had come swiftly, so calm and composed that they looked as if they slept, while upon the blood-smeared countenances of others, hideously mutilated perhaps, were terrible expressions, showing in what frightful agony they had passed into eternity. The road-ways were strewn with heaps of corpses; the gutters flowed with blood.

At such terrible cost had the tyrannical reign of the Naya been terminated; by such a frightful loss of human life had Omar been raised to the Emerald Throne.

Greater part of that eventful day was spent by Niaro, Kona, Goliba and myself in restoring order, while the people themselves, assisted by the troops, who had already sworn allegiance to their young Naba, cleared the streets and removed, as far as possible, all traces of the deadly feud. But to us there came no tidings of the Naya, although the strictest watch was kept everywhere to prevent her escaping.

The people were determined that if she might not pay the penalty of her evil deeds by death, she should at least be held captive in one of the foul dungeons beneath the palace, where so many of their relatives had rotted and died in agony or starvation.

A blazing noontide was succeeded by a calm and peaceful evening. Through many hours I had endeavoured, as far as lay in my power, to assume the command given me, and assisted by a number of quaintly-garbed officials enthusiastic in Omars cause, I found my office by no means difficult. Order again reigning in the streets and the bodies removed, the city had quietly settled down, though of course not to its usual peacefulness. Crowds of the more excited ones still surged up and down the broad thoroughfares, calling down vengeance upon the once powerful queen, but all voices were united in cheers for the Naba Omar, their chosen ruler.

Save for those required to preserve order, the survivors of the troops were back in barracks long before sunset, and the palace-guard had been reorganised under Konas personal supervision. The Dagombas alone comprised Omars body-guard, and I found on my return to the palace that they had exchanged their scanty clothes of native bark-cloth for the rich bright-coloured silk uniforms of those who had acted in a similar capacity to the Naya. With their black happy shining faces they looked a magnificent set of men, though for the first few hours they appeared a trifle awkward in gay attire that was entirely strange to them. It was amusing, too, to watch how each stalked by, erect and proud, like a peacock spreading its brilliant plumage to the sun.

That night, when the bright moon rose, lighting up the great silent court, until yesterday occupied by the terrible queen and her corrupt entourage, Omar and I sat together discussing the events of those fateful hours since midnight. We had eaten from the gold dishes in which the Nayas food had been served; we had quenched our thirst from the jewel-encrusted goblets that she was wont to raise to her thin blue lips. By Omars side I thus tasted, for the first time, the pleasures of royalty.

My old chum had sent away his attendants, the host of slaves with the twelve Dagombas who acted as the body-guard on duty, and we sat alone together in the moonlight, the quiet broken only by the distant roll of a drum somewhere down in the city, and the cool plashing of the beautiful fountain as it fell softly into its crystal basin. Kona, Goliba and Niaro were all away at their duties, and now for the first time for many hours, we had a few minutes to talk together.

Do you know, Scars, Omar said, moving uneasily upon the royal divan that had been carried out into the court at his orders, while, tired out, I reclined upon another close to him— do you know there is but one thing I regret, now that I have succeeded to the throne that was my birthright?

Regret! I exclaimed. What regret can you have? Surely you were entirely right in acting as you did? The people were anxious for a just and upright ruler, and having regard to the fact that your mother plotted your assassination in so cold-blooded a manner, her overthrow is justly deserved.

Yes, yes, I know, he answered, rather impatiently. But it is not that — not that. One thing remains to complete my happiness, but alas! —— and he sighed heavily without finishing his sentence.

Why speak so despondently? I inquired, surprised. As Naba of Mo all things are possible.

Alas! not everything, he said, with an air of melancholy.

Well, tell me, I urged. Why are you so downcast?

I — I have lost Liola, he answered hoarsely. Truth to tell, Scarsmere, I loved Golibas daughter.

She is absolutely beautiful, I admitted. No man can deny that she is handsome enough to share your royal throne.

Indeed she was, he said with emotion, his chin upon his breast.

Was! I cried. Why do you speak thus?

Because she is dead! he answered huskily. Ah! Scars, you dont know how fondly I loved her ever since the first moment we met. I loved her better than life; better than all this honour and pomp to which I have succeeded. Yet she has been taken from me, and my life in future will be devoid of that happiness I had contemplated. True I am Naba of Mo, successor to the stool whereon a line of unconquered monarchs have sat throughout a thousand years, yet all is an empty pleasure now that my well-beloved is lost to me.

Have you obtained definite news of her death? I asked sympathetically.

Yes. When we were captured in Golibas house, she, too, was seized by the soldiers. While held powerless I saw her struggling with her captors, for they had somehow obtained knowledge of the part she had played in our conspiracy against their queen. The Naya had, it appears, ordered her guards to bring us all before her, dead or alive. With valiant courage she resented the indignity of arrest, and as a consequence she was brutally killed by those who held her prisoner.

How have you ascertained this? I asked, shocked at the news, for I myself had admired Liolas extraordinary beauty.

To-day I have had before me the three survivors of the guards who captured us, and all relate the same story. They say that a young girl, taken prisoner with us, while being dragged up the roadway towards the palace was in danger of being released by the people, and one of their comrades, remembering the Nayas orders that none of us were to escape, in the mêlée raised his sword and plunged it into her heart.

The brute! I cried. Is the murderer among the survivors?

No. All three agree that the mob, witnessing his action, set upon him and literally tore him limb from limb.

A fate he certainly deserved, I said. But has her body been recovered?

A body has been found and I have seen it. But the limbs are crushed, and her face is, alas! trampled out of all recognition, although the dress answers exactly to one that Goliba says his daughter possessed, and in which I myself saw her. There is, alas! no doubt of her fate. She has been brutally murdered, and at the instigation of the Naya, who sent forth her fiendish horde to kill us.

I knew from the manner you exchanged glances with Liola that you loved her, I said, after a pause, brief and painful.

Yes, he answered sadly. Surreptitiously I had breathed into her ear words of affection, and had been transported to a veritable paradise of delight by the discovery that she reciprocated my love. But, he added, harshly, my brief happy love-dream is now ended. I must live and work only for my people; they must be to me both sweetheart and wife. I must act as my ancestors have done, indulging them and loving them.

Never before, even in the moments when as fellow-adventurers things looked blackest, had I seen him in so utterly dejected an attitude. The light had died from his face, and he had suddenly become burdened by a monarchs responsibilities; prematurely aged by a bitter sorrow that had sapped all youthful gaiety from his buoyant heart.

With heartfelt sympathy I endeavoured to console him, but all was unavailing. That he had loved her madly was only too apparent, and it seemed equally certain that she was dead, for shortly afterwards Goliba entered, and in a voice full of emotion told us how he had been able to identify the body, and that his tardy attendance upon his royal master was due to the fact that he had been superintending her burial.

The old sages words visibly increased Omars burden of sorrow, for in the moonlight I saw a tear trickle down his pale cheek, glistening for an instant brighter than the jewels upon his robe. Liola had fallen victim to the inhuman brutality of the Nayas guards, and Mo had thus been deprived of a bewitchingly handsome queen.

The dénouement of this stirring story of a throne was indeed a tragic one; Goliba had lost his only daughter, the pride of his heart, and Omar the woman he loved.

The silence that followed was broken by a hasty footstep, and the tall dark figure of Kona approached.

A strange fact hath transpired, O Master! he cried breathlessly, addressing Omar.

Speak, tell me, the young Naba exclaimed, starting up. Is it of Liola that thou bearest news?

Alas! no. That she was murdered in the first moments of the conflict is only too certain, he answered. The news I bring thee is amazing. While we were engaged in the struggle for thy throne, thine enemies, the people of Samory, entered the city and fought side by side with the military!

Samorys people here! we all three cried, starting up.

They were, but they have departed no one knows whither. Their numbers were not great, but they sacked and burned several large buildings near the city-gate and fought desperately to join their allies the troops of Mo, but were at last prevented and driven back by the people in a fierce bloody conflict that actually occurred after thou wert enthroned.

Then I remembered having noticed the smoke of the encounter, and how with others, I had been puzzled.

But how could they enter our country, and unseen approach the city? Omar exclaimed astounded.

I know not the intricacies of the approaches to Mo save the perilous Way of the Thousand Steps, Kona replied. The force may have been the rear-guard of the army that attacked Mo, and were defeated in the great chasm known as the Grave of Enemies. If they approached by that means they must have followed closely in our footsteps, and through the treachery of spies, been admitted to the city at a time when the alertness of the guards was diverted by the popular rising.

Were their losses great in the fight? Goliba asked.

Terrible. Whole streets and market-places in the vicinity of the entrance to the city were found strewn with their dead, the black giant answered. Apparently the people discovered the identity of their enemies and took no prisoners. With the exception of about two hundred survivors all were killed.

And the survivors have escaped! Omar observed thoughtfully.

Yes. Owing to the lax watch kept at the gate during those momentous hours, they were enabled to descend the steps to the plain and get clear away.

They must nevertheless be still in Mo. They must be found, Omar cried excitedly. While they are among us our country will be in jeopardy, for they will act as spies. Samory hath set his mind upon conquering this our land; his plot must be frustrated.

Already have I given orders for a search from the lands most northerly limits even to the Grave of Enemies, O Master, Kona answered. All the men who could be spared from guarding the city I have dispatched on expeditions with orders to attack and destroy the fugitives.

They cannot have travelled far, the young ruler said. They have only about twelve hours start of your men.

To a man our troops are now loyal to thee, the newly-created chief of the army answered. They are alive to the fact that Samorys fighting-men are their bitterest foes, therefore if the survivors of that intrepid force are within our boundaries, they will assuredly be overtaken and killed.

I would rather that they were captured and held as hostages, Omar said. Enough blood hath been already shed to-day.

The order to capture them is not sufficient incentive to thine army to rout them from their hiding-place, Kona replied. They have had the audacity to make a dash upon thy city and burn some of its most renowned and beautiful structures, therefore in their opinion if not in thine, death alone would expiate their offence.

I would wish their lives to be spared, Omar repeated. But the army is under thy control, and I leave the final annihilation of the band of freebooters unto thee. Hast thou obtained any tidings of the Nayas flight?

None. My Dagombas have searched every nook and corner of this thy palace, each prison dungeon hath been entered by detachments of soldiers, while enthusiastic parties have descended to the subterranean Temple of Zomara, but found only the dwarf priests there. The Naya hath disappeared as completely as if Zomara had crushed her between his jaws.

Her disappearance is amazing, Omar observed. Even her personal attendants whom I have questioned are ignorant of the direction she hath taken. They declare that she escaped within ten minutes of the blowing up of the palace-gate. The catastrophe alarmed her, and she saw in the fall of these defences the instability of her throne.

All is being done that can be done to secure her arrest, Kona said. It is absolutely necessary that we should hold her captive, or, like the deposed queen of the Nupé, she may stir up strife and form a plot to reascend the stool.

To thee, Kona, I look to guard me from mine enemies, my friend exclaimed. We must elucidate the mystery of the sudden descent of this weak force of Samorys, the rapidity with which they struck their blow, and the means by which they have, within twelve hours, so completely eluded us.

News of them hath been flashed even unto the furthermost limits of thy kingdom, O Great Chief, Kona assured him. No effort shall be spared by thy servant in executing thy commands. I go forth again, and sleep shall not close my eyes until the men of Samory have been overtaken.

With these words he made deep obeisance to the newly-enthroned sovereign, and lifting his long native spear, which he still retained, he swore vengeance most terrible upon the enemies of Mo, who had, with such consummate strategic skill, entered and attacked the city at the moment when it remained undefended.

There is some deep mystery underlying this, Scars, Omar said, when Kona had stalked away into the darkness, and Goliba had risen and crossed the moon-lit court in response to a message delivered by a black slave. I am scarcely surprised at Konas failure to capture the Naya; indeed, personally, I should only be too happy to know that she had got safely beyond the limits of Mo. But the sudden attack and rapid disappearance of this marauding band of Samory proves two things; first that our country, long thought impregnable, may be invaded, and secondly that through Kouaga Samory is in possession of certain of our secrets.

What secrets? I asked.

Secrets upon the preservation of which the welfare and safety of my country depend, he answered mysteriously. Then, with a sudden air of dejection, he added: But there, what matters after all, now that Liola is dead and my life is desolate? At the very moment when the greatest honour has been bestowed upon me and I am enthroned Naba, the saviour of my people, the greatest sorrow has also fallen upon me.

After a moments silence he started up in sudden desperation, crying: Slave have I been to evil all the days of my life! I have toiled and earned nothing; I have sown in care and reaped not in merriment; I have poisoned the comfort of others, but no blessing hath fallen into my own lap. Blasted are the paths whereon I trod; my past actions are ravenous vultures gnawing on my vitals, and the sharpened claws of malicious spirits await my arrival among the regions of the accursed.

Yes, I observed with a sigh, for the remembrance of that bright, beautiful face was to me likewise one of ineffable sadness. Yes, I said, Fate has indeed been unkind. What she has bestowed with one hand, she has taken away with the other.

Then we were silent. Above the cool plashing music of the fountain could be heard the distant roar of voices in great rejoicing, while upon the starlit sky was still reflected a red ominous glare from the fires raging in the city that no effort of man could subdue. At the gate leading outward to the next court stood two sentries with drawn swords gleaming in the moonbeams, mute and motionless like statues, while echoing along the colonnade was the measured tramp of the soldier as he paced before the entrance of the gilded Hall of Audience, the scene of so many stirring dramas in the nations history. From the divan whereon I sat I could see the great Emerald Throne glittering green under a brilliant light, with its golden image of the sacred crocodile and its banner bearing the hideous vampire-bat, while around it were still grouped the officials of the household, the body-guard of faithful Dagombas, the slaves ready with their great fans, and Gankoma, the executioner, with his bright double-edged doka, all standing in patience, awaiting the coming of their royal master.

The Court of Mo was, I reflected, a strange admixture of European civilization and culture with African superstition and barbarity. On the one hand the buildings were of marble or stone, magnificent in their proportions, with decorations in the highest style of Moorish art, the arms were of the latest pattern surreptitiously imported from England and many of them faithfully copied by skilful, enlightened workmen; electricity was known and used, and the tastes of the people showed a refinement almost equal to that of any European state. Yet in religion there prevailed the crudest and most ignorant forms of superstition, one of which was the horrible practice of burying alive all sick persons, while the custom of the executioner accompanying the reigning monarch everywhere, ready to obey the royal command, was distinctly a relic of savage barbarism.

A few moments ago you spoke of secrets that must be preserved, I said presently, turning to Omar.

Yes, he answered slowly. But my heart is too full of poignant grief to think of them. To-night the secrets are mine alone; to-morrow you shall be in possession of at least one of them. I have, however, much yet to do, I see, before I rest, he added, glancing over his shoulder into the brilliant hall where stood the empty throne.

Then rising wearily, he sighed for Golibas dead daughter, and weighted by his rich robes, slowly strode across to the arched entrance from which the light streamed forth, and as he set foot upon its threshold every proud head bowed to earth in deep, abject obeisance.


CHAPTER XXX.

TREASURE AND TREASON.
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AT OMARS REQUEST a few days later I accompanied him alone through a private exit of the palace, and ere long we found ourselves unnoticed beyond the ponderous city walls, where two horses, held by a slave, were awaiting us. Mounting, we rode straight for the open country, and not knowing whither we were going or what were my companions intentions, we soon left the great city far behind. For fully three hours we pressed forward, my companion avoiding any answer to my questions as to our goal, until about noon we came to a rising mount in the midst of a beautiful country with palms and scattered orange-groves.

The scene was a veritable paradise. Beautiful fruits peeped from between the foliage, and every coloured, every scented flower, in agreeable variety intermingled with the grass. Roses and woodbines, very much like those in England, appeared in beauteous contention; while beneath great trees were rich flocks of birds of various feather. At the foot of the hill ran a clear, transparent stream, which gently washed the margin of the green whereon we stood. On the other side a grove of myrtles, intermixed with roses and flowering shrubs, led into shady mazes; in the midst of which appeared the glittering tops of elegant pavilions, some of which stood on the brink of the river, others had wide avenues leading through the groves, and others were almost hidden from sight by intervening woods. All were calculated to give the ideas of pleasure rather than magnificence, and had more ease than labour conspicuous.

Beautiful! I cried, gazing entranced upon the scene.

Yes. From the moment we left the city and passed through the ancient gateway that you admired, we have been riding in my private domain. Here, as far as the eye can reach, all is mine, the garden of the Sanoms. But let us hasten forward. It was not to show you picturesque landscapes that I brought you hither. We have much to do ere we return.

Skirting the stream, where flocks and herds stood gazing at their own images and others drinking of the transparent waters, we found the river, growing wider, opened into a spacious lake which was half surrounded by a rising hill. From the lake, higher than the river, ran a glittering cascade and over the pendant rocks fell luxuriant vines and creeping plants. At the opposite extremity of the lake, which by its pure waters exposed the bright yellow pebbles on which it wantoned, two streams ran towards the right and left of the hill and lost themselves amidst the groves, pasture and hillocks of the adjacent country. The prospects around us were beautiful and enchanting. Lofty trees threw a delightful, welcome shade, and the hill-side seemed covered with flowering shrubs, which grew irregularly except where a torrent from the summit, now dry, had during ages worn out a deep hollow bed for its rapid passage and descent.

There were no roads or beaten paths in this secluded portion of the royal domain, neither could there be seen any traces of habitation.

Deep in yonder lake, said Omar, drawing up his horse suddenly and swinging himself from his saddle near the spot where the waters, springing from beneath some green, moss-grown rocks, fell with gentle music into the river— deep in yonder lake there lies a hidden mystery.

A mystery! I cried. What is it?

Have patience, and I will reveal to you a secret known only to myself and to the Naya; the secret that I told you must be preserved.

But you say it is buried beneath these waters! I exclaimed, puzzled. How will you reveal it?

Watch closely, so that if occasion arises you will remember how to exactly imitate my movements, he answered, and when we had tethered our horses, he led me away from the edge of the lake up the hill-side some distance to where a number of points of moss-grown rock cropped up out of the turf.

After searching among them for some minutes he suddenly stopped before one that rose from the ground about three feet and was perhaps ten yards in circumference, examining it carefully, at last giving vent to an ejaculation of satisfaction.

You see this rock, Scars! he cried. Does anything about it appear to you remarkable?

I bent, and feeling it with both my hands, carefully examined its side, top and base.

No, I answered, laughing. As far as I can detect it is the same as the others.

You would never guess anything hidden there? he asked, smiling.

No.

Well, watch and Ill show you. And with these words the Naba of Mo approached the rock at a point immediately facing me, and placing his hands upon the side, about two feet from the ground, drew out bodily a portion of its lichen-covered face about eighteen inches square, that had been so deftly hewn that when in its place none could detect it had ever been removed.

Peering into the cavity thus disclosed I saw, to my surprise, what appeared to be a small iron lever, thickly rusted, descending into some cog-wheeled mechanism of a very complicated character.

Now, watch the lake while I reveal to you its mystery, my companion said, placing his hands upon the lever. With a harsh, grating noise it fell back beneath the weight he threw upon it, and the harsh jarring of cog-wheels revolving sounded for a few moments beneath our feet. Then, as he set the mechanism in motion, my gaze was fixed upon the lake and I stood aghast in wonderment.

As the lever was drawn and the rusty cogs ran into one another, the whole mass of rock damming the lake above the small cascade where it fell into the river, gradually rose, like a great sluice gate, allowing the waters to escape and empty themselves, roaring and tumbling, into the winding river beside which we had journeyed. It was an amazing transformation, as imposing as it was unexpected. A few seconds before, the river, shallow and peaceful, fed by its tiny cascade, rippled away over its pebbly bed; now, however, with the great volume of water from the lake it rose so rapidly that the swirling, boiling current overflowed its banks, sweeping everything before it.

Nor was this the only result of pressing the lever, for at the opposite end of the lake a similar outlet opened, and as I looked I saw the water falling with a rapidity that was astounding. Hydraulic power was evidently known to these strange semi-civilized people, yet the actual means by which the lake was so rapidly emptied I was unable to discover, all the machinery being hidden away in some subterranean chamber.

By what cunning device is this accomplished? I inquired of Omar, who stood regarding the disappearing flood with satisfaction.

This mechanism was invented ages ago by one of my ancestors, he answered. Its exact date no man can tell. But here water is given mastery over itself, and so careful was its constructor to preserve the secret of its existence that the slaves and workmen, all criminals, were kept close prisoners during the whole time they were at work, and on its completion they were all, without a single exception, killed, in order that none should know the secret save the reigning Naba and his heir.

They were murdered then!

They were all criminals who for various serious crimes had been condemned to death. It is said they numbered over two hundred, Omar answered.

But even as he had been speaking the water of the lake had so drained away that its clean stony bottom was now revealed, the pebbles being exposed in large patches here and there, while the deeper pools remaining were alive with water-snakes and fish of all kinds. There seemed but little mud, yet in the very centre of the great basin was a patch of pebbles and rock higher than the remainder, standing like a small island that, before the lever had been touched, had been submerged. Leading the way, Omar descended to the edge of the lake, skirted it for some little distance, until he came to a long row of flat stones placed together, forming stepping-stones to the miniature island.

Come, he said. Follow me, and starting off we were soon crossing the bed of the lake, being compelled to advance cautiously owing to the slippery nature of the weeds and water-plants that overgrew the stones. On gaining the island, however, a fresh surprise awaited me, for Omar, halting amid the mud in the centre, exclaimed:

Watch carefully, Scars. You may some day desire to act as I am acting; but always remember that here any undue hurry means inevitable death.

Death! What do you mean?

Wait, and you shall see, he replied, as stooping suddenly he turned up the sleeves of his royal robe and groping with his hand in the mud, at last discovered an iron ring, green with slime, which, grasping with both hands, he slowly twisted many times. A hissing sound was emitted, as if the action of untwisting the ring relieved some heavy pressure, admitting air to a chamber that had been hermetically sealed. This surmise was, I afterwards learned, correct. The unscrewing of this ring caused the sides of a plate embedded in the mud to contract, and air, so long excluded, entered the mysterious place below.

In a few moments, having paused to wipe the perspiration from his brow, Omar, again grasping the slippery ring, gave it a sudden jerk and by that means lifted the covering from a circular hole descending into an impenetrable darkness, but bricked round like a cottage well in England, and having projecting pieces of iron, forming steps.

Now, exclaimed Omar, as together we peered into the mysterious opening. To descend at once would mean certain death.

How? Is the air below foul?

Not at all. The ingenuity of my ancestor who constructed this place made arrangements to avoid all that. The danger arises from a contrivance he devised by which any person attempting to explore it and being unaware of the means to guard against death, must be inevitably swept into eternity. Now, in order to give you an illustration of this danger I will show you the result of any adventurous person stepping down.

Taking from the mud a long iron bar, which he observed incidentally was kept there for the purpose of guarding against death, he reached down the shaft and placing the end of the bar upon the third step, threw his whole weight upon it, saying:

We will suppose you have descended until your feet stand upon this step. Now, watch.

As the weight fell upon the step it gave way so slightly as to be almost imperceptible, but suddenly from hidden cavities around the well-like shaft there came six rings of long, sharp steel spikes, set inwards, three above and three below, which, contracting as they came forward, met and interlaced. In an instant I recognised what terrible fate would be the lot of any adventurer who dared to enter that dark shaft. The action of stepping upon that fatal projecting iron released hydraulic pressure of irresistible power, and the unfortunate one, unable to ascend or descend by reason of the danger being above and below, must be impaled by a hundred cruel spikes, sharp and double-edged like spears, while the bands whereon they were set must crush his bones to pulp.

I looked at this terrible device for producing an agonizing death and shuddered. The precautions taken to prevent anyone entering the place were the most elaborate and ingenious I had ever seen. Even if any person learnt the secret of draining the lake, the shaft leading to the mysterious subterranean place was unapproachable by reason of this extraordinary mechanical device.

During five minutes the spikes remained interlaced, then automatically they disengaged themselves, and slowly fell back into the cavity running round the brickwork, wherein they remained concealed.

Thrice again did Omar repeat this action of pressing the bar upon the step, each time with an exactly similar result, chatting to me the while. Then, when for the third time the spikes had fallen back into their places, he said:

Now the secret to avoid this and lock the mechanism is to turn back this little lever and place it in this catch, so. This cannot, however, be done unless the step has been pressed three times.

And bending over he showed me another tiny lever thickly encrusted with rust, secreted behind a movable brick in the first tier below the lakes bottom. This he placed in position, securing it in a niche so that it became immovable.

Now, he said, we may descend without fear, and with these words knelt down, and after lighting a torch he had brought with him, commenced the descent into the cavernous gloom. I quickly followed, my feet resting for a brief instant upon the fatal iron projection, but no spikes came forward, for the terrible mechanism was now locked. Deep down into this circular shaft we went, the smoke and sparks from Omars torch ever ascending into my face as I lowered myself from rung to rung, until at last, at considerable depth, we found ourselves in a kind of natural cavern. The place seemed damp and full of bad odours, to which submitting with patience we, by a long passage, sometimes crawling under rugged arches, sometimes wading in mud and dirt, attained the end of the cavern, where we stumbled on some narrow steps; but the torch shed little light, and we became nearly suffocated by the noisome vapours.

I thought you said the air was fresh here, I exclaimed good-humouredly to my companion.

So I did, he answered. I cannot make out why it has become so foul. The air-holes must have become accidentally stopped up.

The widening ascent was so intricate and clogged with dirt and rubbish that we worked like moles in the dark; nevertheless, by diligent industry we gained ground considerably, yet as we endeavoured to mount, the slimy steps slipped from under us, and ever and anon we would come tumbling down with a weight of dirt upon us.

After various labours, however, we suddenly entered a great cavern, quite dry. From its roof hung great stalactites that glittered and sparkled in the torchs uncertain light, while around the rough walls of this natural chamber were heaped in profusion great heavy chests of iron and adamant.

With the torch held high above his head Omar rushed across to the pile and bending, examined one chest after the other. Then, raising himself as the truth suddenly dawned upon him, he cried in a hoarse, excited voice:

By the power of Zomara, we have been tricked!

Tricked! How? I gasped in alarm.

Cannot you see? he wailed. This, the Treasure-house of the Sanoms, has been entered and its contents, worth a fabulous sum, have been extracted! See! Each trunk has been forced by explosives!

I gazed eagerly where he directed, and saw that the trunks of iron and stone had been blown open by gunpowder, for on each remained a blackened patch, showing plainly the means used to force the strong chest wherein reposed the magnificent jewels, the vessels of gold, and the historic gem-encrusted and invulnerable armour of the Nabas of Mo.

Then this is the place the secret of which the villainous old Arab, Samory, endeavoured to wrench from you by torture, I exclaimed, gazing round the grim, weird cavern.

Yes, he answered. This is the Treasure house of my ancestors. Since the days of King Karmos each Naba or Naya has added to the great store of treasure amassed for the purpose of the emancipation of our country in the day of need. Only the reigning monarch and the heir have, in any generation, ever known the secret of how the Treasure-house can be approached — the secret I have to-day revealed to you as Keeper of the Treasure.

But if you alone knew the secret, who could have ransacked the place? I asked. The chests seem to have been recently opened.

True, he answered, and pointing to a heap of bejewelled swords, breastplates and helmets, that had apparently been hastily cast aside as the least valuable of the great treasure, he added: All the most historic and beautiful jewels have been taken, and the gold vessels and things of minor value left. See! It is plain that the theft was accomplished in all haste, for there was scarce time to sort the gems that are unique from those rivalled by others.

It certainly looks as if the jewels were secured in feverish haste, I said, at the same time picking up from the uneven floor a bronze oil lamp lying overturned and discarded.

Together we set about making a systematic examination of the various chests, numbering nearly one hundred. Those fashioned from single stones were of great age, looking like coffins, while those of iron were ponderous caskets bound with huge bands, studded and double-locked, with great antique hinges of marvellous workmanship. With perhaps half a dozen exceptions the lid of each had yielded to the charge of explosive placed beneath it, while in many cases the whole side of the casket had been blown completely out, injuring or destroying some of its valuable contents. Jewellery and gems, set and unset, had been strewn about and trodden into the dust by hurrying feet, and a few that I recognized at once as of fabulous value had been overlooked. Stooping, I picked up from the dirt a marvellously-cut ruby, almost the size of a pigeons egg. But the majority of the treasure-chests had been emptied. The place had been visited, and the vast wealth of a nation stolen.

For the first time in the long, glorious history of my land has the Treasure-house been entered by thieves, Omar said, as if to himself. No mere adventurer can have been here; this great robbery is the result of some base conspiracy. The treasure of the Sanoms, renowned through the whole world as the most wondrous collection of magnificent and unsurpassable gems, has been cleared out and the entrance re-closed in a manner little short of marvellous. To-day is indeed a sad one for Mo, and for me. My inheritance has been taken from me.

By whom? I inquired, continuing my way, examining one of the few chests that had apparently not been tampered with. But, as in the gloom I hastened from one casket to another, my foot suddenly struck against some object, causing me to lose my balance, and thus tripped, were it not for the fact that I clutched at the corner of the great chest, I should have fallen upon my face.

Bending to examine what it was, I was amazed to discover the body of a male slave, still dressed in the uniform of the servants of the palace, but rapidly decomposing. It was the faint sickening odour emitted from the corpse that had greeted our nostrils when we entered the place.

We both bent and looked at him, astounded at discovering, still imbedded in his back, a long keen knife. He had been struck down from behind and murdered, while in the act of securing some of the treasure, for his brown withered fingers still grasped a beautiful necklet of magnificent pearls, an ornament worth several thousand English pounds.

That is one of the Nayas personal attendants, observed Omar, recognizing the dress, but unable to distinguish the features of the murdered man, so decomposed were they. He perhaps participated in the plot, and to secure his silence, or his portion of the booty, his fellow-conspirators struck him to earth.

But to whom is due the chief responsibility in this affair? I asked. Surely you have some suspicion?

I know not, he answered. Besides myself only the Naya knew the secret means by which the treasure might be reached.

Then in all probability she secured it before her flight! I cried.

That may be the truth, he answered in a tone of suppressed agitation. Immediately she obtained knowledge through her spies of my intention to disobey her, she may have secured the most valuable of the jewels and had them packed ready to take them with her if compelled to flee. Yet somehow I cannot believe she has done this, for their removal must have attracted attention. No, I believe we shall have to look in another quarter for the thief. Then, bending again to examine the hilt of the knife embedded in the body of the unfortunate slave, he added: That poignard was hers. She carried it always in her girdle, and it seems, after all, as though this man was her confidant and assistant, and that here alone she closed his lips by murdering him. Yet to her, life was more valuable than the treasure, and I cannot believe that she risked detection and capture in order to secure what she might afterwards obtain by the assistance of hirelings.

A dark tragedy has certainly been enacted, I said, glancing around the gruesome place with its gloomy corners and crevices where the blackness was impenetrable. The theft has been accompanied by a secret assassination at some cowards hand.

Yes, he exclaimed, standing with folded arms and chin sunk upon his breast. The great treasure, belonging not only to our family but to our nation, has been stolen, and I swear by Zomaras power that I will seek out the thief and recover it. I am Naba, and it is my duty to my people to restore their wealth to its hiding-place. Each successive ruler has enriched his country by making additions to the store of jewels, and it shall never be recorded that on finding the most valuable of our possessions stolen, I made no effort to trace and recover them. True, they have been abstracted in a manner almost miraculous for ingenuity and rapidity, but from this moment I will not rest until they are recovered. And you, Scarsmere, as Keeper of the Treasure-house, shall assist me.

I am ready, I answered, excited at the prospect of this new task before us. We will spare no effort to seek the thief and recover the Treasure of the Sanoms. It is, as you declare, a duty, and I am ready and anxious to commence the search.


CHAPTER XXXI.

A SPYS STARTLING STORY.
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WE REMAINED FULLY two hours in the noisome Treasure-chamber of the Sanoms, the early history of which was lost in the mist of legendary lore, then after careful and minute examination of the rifled chests, worked our way to the base of the shaft, and, having ascended, let down the tiny concealed lever, thereby allowing the pressure to increase, and place in position the ingenious contrivance for causing death to the venturesome. Replacing the iron plate that closed the mouth of the well-like aperture, we screwed it down, rendering it water-tight, and, crossing the stones, regained the bank of the lake. Then, having turned back the lever, the flood-gates slowly closed down again, and, ere we mounted our horses to ride back to the city, the waters, fed by the many torrents, had already risen sufficiently to hide the slime-covered entrance to the secret chamber.

One of the greatest thefts in the worlds history had been committed, and the question that puzzled us was the identity of the thief. Our first suspicions had fallen upon the Naya, but calmly discussing the question as we rode back, we both became convinced that so critical was the deposed rulers position, that she would never have undertaken all the risks in removing the treasure. She knew she was in deadly peril of her life, and that every moment lost was of vital importance, therefore it was hardly probable that she would have delayed her departure to secure the wealth of her ancestors.

Omar argued that if compelled to fly she might have afterwards entrusted the secret of the Treasure-house to spies, who could have returned and secured the jewels. That she had not done this was certain, for the time that had elapsed since her flight was insufficient.

I suggested that the detachment of Samorys men who had entered the city during the revolt might have had knowledge of the secret and secured the treasure, but Omar pointed out that none in Samorys camp could have been aware of the means by which the place could be entered, Kouaga himself being in ignorance.

Then the thief was the Naya herself, I said, decisively.

No; after all, I am not actually positive that such is the case, he answered. There are facts connected with the affair, trivial in themselves, that lead me to believe otherwise.

What are they?

One is that the wonderful ruby necklet, an ornament of matchless gems that belonged to King Karmos and is one of the talismans of the Sanoms, has been left. I found it flung aside and discarded. Had the Naya committed the theft she would have secured this first of all, because of our family tradition that no reigning Sanom can live longer than three moons without it is in his or her possession.

But you retain it, I said. You, at least, are safe.

Yes, he replied thoughtfully. Yet if the Naya had intended to secure the treasure for herself she would most certainly have taken this first of all. It is one of the most historic and valuable ornaments of the royal jewels of Mo, besides being one in which most superstition is centred. In her flight she would entertain the bitterest ill-feeling towards me and desire my rule to be brief. Therefore, she must have stolen the necklet; she would have secured that, if nothing else.

I was compelled to agree with this view, especially as he added that one of the most firm beliefs of the Sanoms had ever been that Zomara would send vengeance most terrible upon any who removed the treasure from its chests without the sanction of the people. No, it seemed evident that some third person had been in possession of the secret. Who, we knew not, but were determined to discover.

On returning to the palace I stood, as usual, beside the Emerald Throne while its occupant gave audience to those who came to make obeisance and offer congratulations. The Court of the Naba Omar was even more brilliant than that of his mother had been, and at evening, under the bright lights, was, indeed, a glittering assembly, where the gems worn by officials and courtiers almost dazzled ones eyes by their profuseness.

Days passed — bright, peaceful days succeeding the brief period of feverish excitement and deadly hatred. Mo had become herself again; her people assured that an era of liberty and prosperity had recommenced, her ruler leaving no effort unspared to act in the best interests of his beloved nation. By day the great sunny courts of the palace, with the bright flowers and fruit-laden vines, rang with the tramp of armed men and tall, stately officials; by night the sounds of revelry, music and dancing awakened the echoes of the great moon-lit colonnades, and was wafted on the sweet-scented air afar beyond the grim, frowning outer walls.

Yet the burden of kingship seemed to press heavily upon the young Naba. Though wearing no diadem, his brow soon became furrowed, as if by its weight, and his air was one of constant preoccupation. His change of manner puzzled me. His mind appeared overshadowed by some gloomy foreboding, the nature of which I could by no amount of cautious questioning elicit. During each day he attended assiduously without relaxation to affairs of state, and when night drew on and the inmates of the great luxurious palace, a veritable city within a city, gave themselves up to reckless enjoyment, he was seldom present, for he would withdraw to one of his small private apartments, and there sit, pretending to read, but in reality brooding in silence. One poignant sorrow had transformed him from a bright, happy youth, to a man sad-eyed, dull, morose. Sometimes, as I watched, I noticed how he would suddenly sigh heavily, and set his teeth as a bitter relentless expression would flit for an instant across his countenance, and I knew that at such moments there entered into his heart the contemplation of a fierce and terrible revenge.

Even to me, his constant companion, whose opinion he sought almost hourly, he made no mention of his hearts sorrow, yet from close observation through many days, I knew the cause of his overwhelming grief was the loss of Liola. He never mentioned her, for the day after we had ascertained the truth about her tragic end, he had taken me aside and asked me never to allow her name to pass my lips in his presence.

Memories are painful, you know, Scars, he had said. I must try and forget, try and live down my sorrow if I can, although I fear I shall carry it with me to the grave.

These words I often remembered when, alone with him, I watched the look of ineffable sadness upon his face. In the Hall of Audience, the centre of his brilliant court, his face was always pleasant, smiling and full of good-nature, as it had ever been; but, alas! it was only a mask, for alone, in the privacy of his chamber, he cast it aside and gave himself up to debauches of melancholy painful to behold.

Thus weeks lengthened into months. He had wished me to keep from the people the great loss sustained by the robbery from the Treasure-house, believing that in the circumstances silence was best, and I had not breathed a word to a soul, not even to Kona or Goliba. The city had resumed its old look of prosperity, its markets were crowded daily, and its populace were content in the knowledge that under the reformed régime they were free. Although once every week, Omar, with his court, descended to the Temple of Zomara, and there adored the Crocodile-god, human sacrifices had been discontinued, and the worship of the giant idol was devoid of those revolting practices introduced by the Naya. Of the latter, no tidings had been gleaned. Although every effort had been made to trace her, she had disappeared. Of the treasure of the Sanoms, too, nothing had been heard. How it had been conveyed out of Mo remained an inscrutable mystery.

I confess to being astonished that Omar seldom, if ever, spoke of either of these matters, which had at first so seriously agitated him. Whether he had relinquished all thought of recovering the jewels collected by his ancestors, or whether he was endeavouring to formulate some plan of action I knew not, yet his unwillingness to speak of them was, to say the least, noteworthy.

Niaro has to-day returned from the gate of Mo, I observed one evening when we were sitting alone together in one of the smaller courts, the night air stirred by the distant sound of stringed instruments and the thumping of Moorish tam-tams. He has sent messengers by the Way of the Thousand Steps far into the lands beyond, but no word have they been able to gather regarding the Naya.

She has escaped the mad vengeance of our people, who would have killed her, he said, calmly. For that I am thankful.

You seem to have no desire that she should be captured, I said.

None. She has escaped. After all it is best.

But the treasure, I said, dropping my voice so that no eavesdropper might overhear. Its hiding place, like the thief, is still unknown.

Yes, he answered. Unknown at present, but ere long some discovery must be made. When it is, I anticipate it will be a startling one.

Our conversation was interrupted at that moment by the approach of a slave who, bowing low until his brow touched our carpet, said:

One of thy servants, O Master, desireth to have speech with thee. He hath sped from afar upon the wings of haste and beareth tidings.

Of what? cried Omar, starting up.

I know not, O Master. The name of thy servant who awaiteth audience with thee is Makhana, who cometh from beyond the great black water.

Makhana! we both cried, and Omar ordered that he should be admitted immediately, and without ceremony. Then, turning to me, he explained that on ascending the throne he had sent a message to Makhana in London ordering him to return at once.

A moment later the secret agent of Mo, a tall, sparse figure, attired in shabby European clothes, entered, and, snapping fingers with his master, greeted and congratulated him. Then, casting himself upon the mat near us, he began to tell us what had occurred after our flight from Eastbourne, and relate the latest news from the civilised land we had left so many months before. I also told him how we had been enticed away by Kouaga, and the order of the Naya for Omars assassination.

Much has happened since I returned, Omar observed, when I had concluded. As you have no doubt already heard, my mother has been deposed, and I have been enthroned in her stead.

Yes, the secret agent answered. I have already heard all this, and although I wish you every peace and prosperity, I have, I regret, to make a startling announcement.

What is it? gasped Omar, with wide-open eyes.

Our enemy, Samory, is upon us!

Samory! we both cried.

Yes. Not much longer than a moon past I was crossing the mountains of Niene, near the confines of his country, on my way hither from the sea, and learnt the truth. Two moons ago, accompanied by twenty thousand armed men, Kouaga marched out of Koussan to obtain savage allies for an expedition, having for its object the conquest of Mo.

The conquest of our country! Omar cried astounded. Only a week before we returned hither one of his expeditions was utterly routed and slaughtered in the Grave of Enemies. Now another has been dispatched! What route has it taken?

On learning the news I at once reassumed native dress, crossed into our enemys country and acted as spy, Makhana answered, his fierce-looking eyes glistening in the moonlight. In Koussan I ascertained that the expedition, led by Kouaga, the man who was once our Grand Vizier, had gone northward one moons journey towards the Niger, his intention being to skirt the country of the Aribanda and to enter our territory from the north by crossing the Hombori Mountains.

You have done well to ascertain this and hasten on, Omar answered. But there is only one pass by which the Hombori can be crossed.

That is known to Kouaga, for three years ago he led our army through it to the successful conquest of the border tribes of the Massina. He is now a formidable enemy, for he knows all the secret approaches and the whereabouts of our hidden defences.

We must dispatch an army at once to meet them, Omar said, after a thoughtful pause.

No time should be lost, Makhana urged. Already they are due at the Hombori, and it will occupy our expedition fully two weeks to reach there. Yet Samorys hordes may be delayed, and if so, we shall be able to hold the pass successfully and sweep them down as they advance. I have brought with me from England the ten additional Maxims ordered by the Naya.

Excellent, let them be given into Konas charge, Omar exclaimed, explaining briefly that the Dagomba head-man was now in command of the troops, and then turning to the slave who stood in waiting he ordered that Kona should be fetched immediately, and that the council and principal officers should be at once summoned.

In a few minutes we saw upon the clear night-sky long beams of light, and knew that signals were being flashed from Mo to the furthermost limits of the kingdom, summoning the officers from their various posts to a council of war. Twenty thousand men, with a similar number of savage allies, under a leader who was well acquainted with all the intricacies of the secret way were advancing upon Mo, and the faces of the officers and members of the council became grave when, on arrival at the palace, they heard the astounding news.

That Mo was threatened by a serious calamity was recognized by everyone. The news spread through the city quickly, and throughout the night the streets were agog. Only by swift vigorous defence, by pushing a great force forward night and day to the point of attack, could a catastrophe be averted. This was the unanimous opinion of the Nabas advisers, and ere the sun rose the first detachment of the defending army was already on its way to meet the Arab invaders.

Kouaga evidently meant making a sudden descent upon the mysterious country, and if his force once accomplished the passage through the mountain pass they would then no doubt make a rapid dash towards the capital itself, and would approach it at its only vulnerable point.

If this occurred, then the slaughter must be terrible and the catastrophe complete.


CHAPTER XXXII.

WAR.
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TWELVE DAYS LATER I found myself accompanying Kona who, at the head of a great force of over eighteen thousand men, was crossing the treacherous quicksands by the Way of the Thousand Steps. The critical position of Mo had been fully discussed by Omar, his officers and sages, and it had been decided to send, in addition to the force of twenty thousand men to the Hombori Mountains on the northern frontier, a second expedition to travel with all swiftness across the sandy plain and make a dash upon Samorys stronghold at Koussan in the absence of its picked troops.

Within two days after Makhana had brought news of the coming invasion, the whole of the twenty thousand men, with Omar himself at their head, had marched out of the capital on their way to defend the pass. I had expressed a wish to accompany them, but my friend had requested me to go with the expedition to Samorys capital because, having been there in captivity, I could act as guide. To this I made no objection, and bidding farewell to Omar, Goliba and Niaro at the city gate, I had watched them ride away at the head of a brilliant cavalcade, and the same evening at sundown descended the face of the cliff by the long flight of steps, and jumping into the saddle of a horse held ready for me, rode with all haste to catch up Kona who, as leader of our expedition, had already started for the gigantic precipice known as the Gate of Mo.

To Niaro, an excellent officer, the leadership of the defending force had been entrusted, as he had already had experience of fighting in the Hombori country, having been second in command of Kouagas expedition when he conquered the tribes of Massina, while Kona, who had with him his valiant Dagombas, had orders to enrol another thousand men of that tribe when passing through their territory, prior to our dash upon Samorys country.

The passage to the desert by the Way of the Thousand Steps was a brilliant feat, for of our great force not a single life was lost, and so rapidly did we travel, that within two weeks of the day we left the palace, our Dagombas, who preferred their native spears and arrows to firearms, were enrolled and we were well on our way to the Great Salt Road, a mere native path notwithstanding its imposing designation, towards Samorys great fortress-city.

Heedless of the noontide heat we pushed forward over stony desert and green grass-land, now plunging into those gloomy dismal forests of eternal darkness where the stench of decaying vegetation sickened us, only to emerge again into the open plain devoid of shade, scorched by the pitiless rays of the fiery sun. Snatching brief rests, and pushing for ever onward our great host of armed men and carriers, with the vigilant Kona at their head, pressed forward, entering at last the land of our enemies.

The Dagomba scouts, travelling before us, splendid fellows, all eyes and ears, who could detect the slightest indication of an enemys presence far or near, whether it were the broken twig at ones feet or the sudden rising of a bird in the distance, kept us well informed of all transpiring on every side. For a hundred miles we marched through the Arab chieftains land without any of its inhabitants dreaming of the presence of a hostile force, and it was only by our sudden descent one night upon the small walled town of Torola, which we sacked and burned, that they were awakened to the truth.

But ere the news could spread to Koussan, about forty English miles distant, we, by a forced march, had already reached the capital. Making a dash upon the place by night with our Maxim and Hotchkiss guns, the garrison were completely taken by surprise, nevertheless so well were its high white walls defended, that our forces were driven back with severe loss.

Undaunted however, Kona, who placed himself at the head of our Dagomba allies, backed by the well-armed soldiers of Mo, made a second assault upon a point that had been indicated by our spies as weaker than the others. The fighting was desperate, and the sight, viewed from where I was standing with the reinforcements, was one of exceeding grandeur. Night was rendered almost bright as day by the constant flashing of guns, and the noise of the tumult ever increasing sounded high above the constant roar of artillery. Suddenly, as I gazed across the plain to where the sharp conflict was proceeding, a brilliant blue flash blinded me and an instant later a deafening explosion caused the ground to tremble, while the red light of the guns gleamed through the increasing veil of smoke, and I saw that our men had successfully placed a mine beneath that portion of the fortifications near where they were fighting, and it had been fired, effecting a great breach through which they next moment poured, engaging the defenders hand to hand.

Soon afterwards a signal light flashed thrice, as had been agreed, and six thousand men, including myself, sped over the plain to reinforce our comrades. Soon, clambering over the fallen masonry where the enormous breach had been made, I found myself with my sword, the one I had used in the conquest of Mo, hacking right and left, endowed with a strength that only came to me in moments of intense excitement.

The dash we made was indeed a brilliant one. The Arab defenders were, we found, fully equal to us in numbers and were withal magnificent soldiers, for in the broad squares of the city their cavalry, with their white flowing robes and heavy curved swords, committed frightful havoc in our ranks, yet in such numbers had we clambered into the great chieftains stronghold that they became gradually hampered in the streets and, unable to manœuvre, were compelled to dismount and engage us in combat. The fight proved an even more desperate and bloody one than that which resulted in the dethronement of the Naya. So equally matched were the forces, that the struggle raged with frightful ferocity, each side determined to secure the victory. In the old Moorish-looking streets, so narrow that two asses could scarce pass abreast, there were encounters more desperate than any I had ever witnessed, for the soldiers of Samory and the fighting-men of Mo, the two most fierce and valiant forces in the whole of the African continent, were pitted against each other.

Cutting our way forward, I found myself at last beneath the high whitewashed wall of the great Djamäa Thelatha Biban, or Mosque of the Three Gates, one of the most ancient in the city. I recognised it by its fine dome standing out white against the flame-illumined sky, and remembered that when a captive in the hands of the brutal Arab ruler, Omar had translated to me the fine Kufic inscription on its handsome façade, recording its construction by Mohammed Ibn Kheiroun el-Maäferi in the second century of the Hedjira. For a moment I paused under its handsome entrance of black and white marble, when suddenly Kona rushed towards me, crying:

Quick, Master! Fly for thy life, here, across the square! and as he tore away as fast as his long black legs would carry him, I followed wondering.

Scarcely had we reached the opposite side of the great market-place when a deafening roar sounded, and an instant later, as I turned, I saw the great dome crack, tremble and collapse, together with the high white minaret, while the whole of its façade fell out with a terrific crash in the opposite direction. Our men had blown up the principal mosque in Samorys capital, an action which increased tenfold the rage of our fierce fanatical enemies.

With loud yells they fell upon us from every quarter, when a few minutes later they realised what had been done, and during the next hour the conflict became terrific. Hundreds were struck to earth by bullets and swords, and it appeared to me, striving as I was in the midst of the smoke and heat of battle, that the longer we fought the more numerous became the defenders, and the less our chance of success. Yet slowly we had succeeded in cutting our way from the city wall up the hill crowned by the great white Kasbah, or fortress, which constituted Samorys palace, and were now actually within sight of it. Fiercely exerting every muscle we fought to attain our goal, but so desperate was the defence, that time after time our forward movement was prevented, and we were compelled to fall back bleeding and frustrated. In these valiant attempts to reach the walls of the Kasbah there fell, at a low estimate, fully five hundred of that portion of the force to which I had attached myself. With reinforcements we might have flung back the defenders, yet separated as we had been into small bodies during the earlier manœuvres, fighting was now taking place in every part of the city, no two bodies being able to unite their forces.

To thus cut us off one from another had, no doubt, been the tactics of the defenders, for we afterwards learnt that in many instances the smaller of our gallant little bands had been slaughtered literally to a man.

At last, however, my worst fears began to be realized, for the defenders, receiving reinforcements, swooped suddenly down upon us, and with their swords and those sharp double-edged knives they carried in their belts, wrought frightful havoc among us everywhere, while upon us another body poured a terrible fire from their long-barrelled rifles.

As result of this, although we made a spirited stand, once again we were compelled to fall back in confusion, leaving many dead and dying upon the stones. Suddenly I heard Konas well-known voice behind me uttering the fierce war yell of the Dagombas, and next instant we found to our satisfaction that a great body of his dark oily-faced warriors had come to our relief. The reckless and savage manner in which they fought a few moments later was astounding, and it was certainly due to their courage and strength that the Arabs were first forced back and then cut to pieces and utterly routed.

This, however, did not carry us much further towards the Kasbah, for when within an ace of gaining its walls, another body of Arabs swept across the great square with its clump of date-palms, and with cries of rage attacked us vigorously with rifle and sword. The combat again became terrible, and in it I received from a big, raw-boned Arab a severe sword-cut over the left wrist that caused me excruciating pain. Still I fought on, although half fearing that our expedition was ill-fated. We had believed Samorys capital practically denuded of troops, and of such strenuous opposition as that offered we had never dreamed.

But the assertion of the West Coast tribes that the soldiers of the mystic land of Mo know not fear is certainly true, for never once did they falter, although the citadel seemed absolutely unassailable by reason of the fierceness and strength of its defence.

Through the dark night hours we had fought on revengefully, and when dawn spread the grey glimmering light disclosed the terrible result of the deadly fray. Dead and wounded lay everywhere, and through the suffocating smoke the fire of the rifles now seemed yellow where in the darkness it had appeared blood-red. By some means the Arabs rallied their forces, and I confess that the sight of the overwhelming numbers opposing us caused my courage to fail. Swiftly and unrelentlessly the attack upon us was delivered, and with such vigour that our van fell back, weak and decimated. Suddenly, without warning, a sound above the din broke upon our ears, startling us.

The rapid cackling was unmistakable, and involuntarily I burst into a good old-fashioned English cheer. One of our Maxims had been tardily brought into play!

Ere a few moments had elapsed the Arabs, having already had a taste of the terrible effect of the deadly weapon during the recent campaign against the French and English, stood panic-stricken. Their hesitation proved fatal. Under the hail of lead they were mowed down, and ere the remainder could recover from their astonishment a second weapon was brought into play, riddling their ranks with showers of death-dealing missiles.


CHAPTER XXXIII.

THE HAREM SLAVE.
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A DOZEN TIMES were we driven back by overwhelming numbers of Arabs, but as many times we dashed forward again, determined to strike a fatal, irrisistible blow at the power of the egotistical and fanatical chieftain whose depredations had earned for him the appelation of The Pirate of the Niger. Every nation in Western Africa, save the dwellers in the mystic land of Mo, existed in daily fear of raids by his ruthless armed bands, who, travelling rapidly across desert and forest, devastated whole regions, seizing cattle, laying waste prosperous and fertile districts, burning towns and villages, and reducing their weaker neighbours to slavery. Indeed, no bodies of armed men throughout the whole of the great African continent, including even the Tuaregs, were so reckless in their attacks, or so fiendish in their wholesale butchery of those who resented the ruin and devastation of their homes. It was therefore scarcely surprising that this brigandish horde, whose power even European nations failed to break, should throw themselves into the conflict with reckless enthusiasm, and repel our attack by the exertion of every muscle.

In point of numbers we were much inferior; our superiority existed only in our arms. Their old-fashioned bronze field-pieces, flint-lock pistols and long-barrelled Arab guns, although deadly weapons in the hands of such expert shots, proved no match against such irresistible appliances as the Maxim, the Hotchkiss, or the modern English-made rifle. This fact very soon became apparent, for although the fierce battle raged for many hours, and Samory himself, in yellow robe, and mounted upon a snow-white stallion, gorgeously caparisoned, could be seen urging on his hordes to valiant deeds, we nevertheless everywhere made a firm stand at various points of vantage, and by no effort were they able to dislodge us.

When the sun rose, red and fiery through the veil of smoke, the increasing weakness of the defence was visibly demonstrated by the manner in which the entrance to the Kasbah was guarded. The great doors of iron were closed and barred securely, and on the walls the crimson fezes of the defenders showed in profusion, but presently Kona, as we drove back the soldiers of Al-Islâm almost for the hundredth time, shouted the order to storm the citadel. With one accord we made a mad, reckless rush an instant later, and carried on by the thousands of my comrades behind, I found myself slashing to right and left under the high, sun-blanched walls of the enormous fortress. Kona, appearing a giant even among his tall Dagombas, gave one the impression in those critical moments of a veritable demon, filled as he was with a mad excitement and knowing that upon the success of our assault depended the result of the expedition. Towering above his fellows, his long spear in hand, he seemed to lead a charmed existence, swaying to and fro among whistling bullets, whizzing arrows, flashing swords and whirring spears. His own weapon he dyed in the blood of his adversaries times without number, for where he struck he never failed to kill. His aim was unerring, and his courage that of a lion of his native forest.

In those furious moments I escaped death only by a miracle. As I dashed forward to seek shelter beneath the ponderous wall, a tall Arab, with long brown hairy arms, swung his curved sword high above his head and brought it down with such force that had I not dodged him just in time, he would have smashed my skull. Lowering my rifle quickly till its muzzle almost touched his flowing garments, I fired, but unfortunately the bullet passed beneath his arm-pit, and flattened itself against the wall. Again, muttering some fearful imprecation in Arabic, he raised his gleaming blade, and, unable to fire at such close quarters, I was then compelled to use my rifle to ward off his attack. For an instant we struggled desperately, when suddenly he gave his sword a rapid twist, jerking my weapon from my hands and leaving me unarmed at his mercy.

His features broadened into a brutal grin as, noticing me fumbling for my pistol, he again raised his razor-edged Moorish blade, and holding it at arms length, gave one vigorous slash at me. Pressed forward towards him by men engaged in mortal conflict behind me, I could not evade him, and was about to receive the full force of what my adversary intended should be a fatal blow, when suddenly a savage spear struck him full in the throat, and stuck quivering there.

Instantly his sinewy arm fell, the heavy sword dropped from his nerveless fingers, and he stumbled backward and fell to earth like a log.

Thou art safe, O Master! a voice cried cheerily behind me, and turning, I saw that the man who had thrown his spear and saved my life was Kona.

Shouting an expression of thanks I bent, and, unable to recover my lost rifle in the frightful mêlée, snatched up the dead Arabs sword that had so nearly caused my death, then fought on by my deliverers side. His wounds were many, for blood was flowing from cuts and gashes innumerable in his bare black flesh, yet he appeared insensible to pain, striving forward, gasping as he dealt each blow, determined to conquer.

The fight continued with unabated fury — the bloodshed was horrible. The open square before the gate of the Kasbah was transformed into a veritable slaughter-yard, the stones being slippery with blood, and passage rendered difficult by the corpses that lay piled everywhere. At last, however, while engaged in another warm corner, the shrill, awe-inspiring war cry of the Dagombas again sounded above the tumult, and turning, I saw that by some means our men had opened the great gate, and that they were pouring into the spacious courtyards that I so well remembered.

Our assault, though fiercely and savagely repelled, was at last successful. We were entering the stronghold of Samory, and had achieved a feat that the well-equipped expeditions of the French and English had failed to accomplish.

The Arabs during the next quarter of an hour struggled bravely against their adversity and fought with a dogged courage of which I had not believed them capable. Soon, however, finding themselves conquered, they cried for quarter. Had they known the peculiar temperament of the Dagombas and the soldiers of Mo, they would never thus have implored mercy. But they cried out, and some even sank on their knees in the blood of their dead comrades, uttering piteous appeals. But the Arabs of Samory had never shown mercy to the Dagombas or the people of Mo, and consequently our army, in the first flush of their victory, filled with the awful lust for blood, treated their cries with jeers, and as they advanced into court after court within the great Kasbah walls, they fell upon all they met, armed or unarmed, men or women, and massacred them where they stood.

The appeal shouted time after time by Kona to view our victory in temperate spirit and spare those who submitted, was disregarded by all in this wholesale savage butchery. The scene within the Arab chieftains stronghold was, alas! far more horrible than any I had witnessed during the revolt in Mo. Guards, officials and slaves of Samorys household were indiscriminately put to the sword, some of the men being hunted into corners and speared by the Dagombas, while others were forced upon their knees by the soldiers of Mo and mercilessly decapitated. The door of the great harem, long ago reputed to contain a thousand inmates, including slaves, was burst open, and in those beautiful and luxuriant courts and chambers the whole of the women were butchered with a brutality quite as fiendish as any displayed by the Arabs themselves. The handsome favourites of Samory in their filmy garments of gold tissue and girdles of precious stones were dragged by their long tresses from their hiding places and literally hacked to pieces, their magnificent and costly jewels being torn from them and regarded as legitimate loot. Womens death-screams filled the great courts and corridors; their life-blood stained the pavements of polished jasper and bespattered the conquerors. The Dagombas, finding themselves inside this extensive abode of luxury, where beautiful fountains shot high into the morning sunlight, sweet-smelling flowers bloomed everywhere and sensuous odours from perfuming-pans hung heavily in the air, seemed suddenly transformed into a demoniac horde bent upon the most ruthless devastation. They remembered that times without number had the Sofas of Samory burnt their villages and towns, and carried hundreds of their tribesmen away as slaves; they were now seeking revenge for past wrongs.

As, nauseated by the sight of blood, I witnessed these awful atrocities, I reflected that the curse of Zomara, uttered solemnly by Omar when Samory had sold us to the slave-dealers, had at last fallen upon the Arab chieftain.

Omar had prophesied the downfall of Samory, and his utterance was now fulfilled.

Screams, piercing and heart-rending, sounded everywhere, mingled with the fierce war-shouts of our savage allies, as, time after time, some unfortunate woman in gorgeous garb and ablaze with valuable gems was discovered, dragged unceremoniously from her hiding-place to the great court wherein I stood, her many necklets ruthlessly torn from her white throat and a keen sword drawn across it as a butcher would calmly despatch a lamb. Then, when life had ebbed, her body would be cast into the great basin of the fountain, where hundreds of others had already been pitched.

In other parts of the Kasbah a similar massacre was proceeding, none of those found therein being allowed to escape; while an active search was everywhere in progress for Samory himself.

From where I stood I witnessed the breaking up of the Arab rulers throne, and the tearing down of the great canopy of amaranth silk under which Samory had reclined when, with Omar, I had been brought before him. The crescent of solid gold that had surmounted it was handed to Kona, who broke it in half beneath his heel as sign of the completeness of his victory. Then, when the destruction of the seat of the brutal autocrat was complete, the débris with the torn silk, and the long strips of crimson cloth, whereon good counsels from the Korân were embroidered in Kufic characters of gold, that had formed a kind of frieze to the chamber, were carried out into the court by fifty willing hands, heaped up and there burnt.

While watching the flames leaping up consuming the wrecked remains of the royal seat of the powerful Arab ruler, a womans scream, louder than the rest, caused me to look suddenly round at the latest victim of the Dagombas thirst for vengeance, and I beheld in the clutches of half-a-dozen savages, a young woman, dragged as the others had been by her fair, unbound hair towards the spot where each had, in turn, been murdered. She was dressed in a rich, beautiful robe of bright yellow silk, embroidered with pale pink flowers, but her garments were bedraggled with water and blood, and her bleeding wrists and fingers showed with what heartless brutality her jewels had been torn from her by her pitiless captors. She struggled frantically to free herself, but without avail, and one of the savages, noticing a magnificent diamond bangle upon her ankle, bent, and tried to force it off.

Just at that moment, in endeavouring to twist herself free from their clutches, her fair face became turned towards me and her deep blue, terrified eyes for an instant met mine.

Next second I uttered a cry of recognition. Yes, there was no mistake about that flawless complexion, those handsome features or those wondrous eyes, the mysterious depths of which had enthralled me, as they had done Omar.

It was Liola!

With a bound I sprang forward, tearing at the knot of savages and shouting to them to release her. At first they only grinned hideously, no doubt thinking that I desired her as a slave, and as they had decided that all should die without exception, in order that their conquest should be rendered the more complete, they were in no way disposed to obey my command. At last I succeeded in arresting their progress, when the man who had attempted to wrench from her ankle the diamond ornament shook his long, keen knife threateningly at me, while the others yelled all kinds of imprecations. Not liking his fierce attitude, and knowing that in the heat of victory they were capable of turning upon friends who attempted to thwart them, I drew back, and as I did so he flung himself upon one knee and raised his knife over Liolas foot.

Instantly I saw his intention. He meant to hack off her foot in order to secure the bangle, a horrible proceeding that had been carried out more than once before my eyes within the past hour. There was, I knew, but one way to save her, therefore without hesitating I drew my revolver and fired at him point blank.

The ball pierced his breast. With an agonized cry he clutched for a moment wildly at the air, then fell back dead.

My action, as I fully expected it would, aroused the intense ire of his companions and all released Liola, now insensible, and sprang at me, their ready knives flashing in the sunlight. I was compelled to fly, and had it not been for Kona, who, standing some distance off watching the reduction of Samorys throne to ashes, took in the situation at a glance, sped in their direction, and ordered his men to stop and tell him the cause, I should undoubtedly have lost my life. As their head-man his word was law. Then, glancing at the inanimate form of Liola, who, having fainted, had been left lying on the blood-stained pavement, he recognized her as Golibas daughter, and in a dozen words told his men that she was the betrothed of the young Naba of Mo, and that I, his friend, had saved her.

The savages, aghast at this statement, and recognizing how near they had been to murdering the beloved of the Naba Omar, rushed towards me penitent, urging that they might be forgiven, and declaring that their conduct, under the circumstances, was excusable. They had, they said, no idea that they would find in the harem of their enemy Samory the betrothed of Mos ruler, and I also was compelled to admit myself quite as astounded as themselves. Therefore in brief words explanations and forgiveness were exchanged and I rushed across, and with the ready help of Kona and his men endeavoured to restore her to consciousness.

The dread of her horrible fate had caused her to faint, and it was a long time ere we could bring her back to the knowledge of her surroundings. Tenderly the Dagombas, who a few minutes before would have brutally murdered her, carried her into one of the small luxuriantly-furnished chambers of the harem, and at my request left me alone with her. Kona, though fierce as a wild beast in war, was tender-hearted as a child where undefended women were concerned, and would have remained, but as commander of the forces now engaged in sacking the palace many onerous duties devolved upon him. Therefore I was left alone with her.

Her eyes closed, her fair hair disarranged, her clothing torn and blood-stained, she lay upon a soft divan, pale and motionless as one dead. I chafed her tiny hands, and released her rich robe at the throat to give her air, wondering by what strange chain of circumstances she had come to be an inmate of the private apartments of our enemy Samory. At last, however, her breast heaved and fell slowly once or twice, and presently she opened her beautiful eyes, gazing up at me with a puzzled, half-frightened expression.

Liola, I exclaimed softly, in the language of Mo. Thou art with friends, have no further fear. The soldiers of thy lover Omar have wreaked a vengeance complete and terrible upon thy captor Samory.

But the savages! she gasped. They will kill me as they massacred all the women.

No, no, they will not, I assured her, placing my arm tenderly beneath her handsome head. The savages are our Dagomba allies who, not knowing that thou wert a native of Mo, would have butchered thee like the rest.

And thou didst save me? she cried. Yes, I remember, thou didst shoot dead the brute who would have cut off my foot to secure my diamond anklet. I owe my life to thee.

Ah! do not speak of that, I cried. Calm thyself and rest assured of thy safety, for thou shalt return with us to the land of thy fathers. Thou shalt, ere a moon has run its course, pillow thine head upon the shoulder of the man thou lovest, Omar, Naba of Mo.

She blushed deeply at my words, and her small white hand still smeared with blood, gripped my wrist. Her heart seemed too full for words, and in this manner she silently thanked me for rescuing her from the awful fate to which she had so nearly been hurried.

Soon she recovered from the shock sufficiently to sit up and chat. Together we listened to the roar of the excited multitude outside, and from the lattice window could see columns of dense black smoke rising from the city, where the fighting-men of Mo, in accordance with their instructions from Omar, having sacked the place, were now setting it on fire.

In answer to my eager questions as to her adventures after her seizure by the soldiers of the Great White Queen, she said:

Yes. It is true they captured me, together with my girl slave, Wyona, and hurried me towards the palace. Wyona fought and bit like a tigress, and one of the men becoming infuriated, killed her. Just at that moment the attack was made upon us by the populace, and they, witnessing his action, tore him limb from limb. Then, in the fierce conflict that followed, I escaped from their clutches in the same manner as Omar and thyself. Knowing of the attack to be made upon the palace I fled for safety in the opposite direction, and remained in hiding throughout the night in the house of one of my kinswomen away towards the city-gate. At last the report spread that the people had taken the palace by assault, the Naya had been deposed, and Omar enthroned Naba in her stead. Then, feeling that safety was assured, I ventured forth, but ere I had gone far I met a body of strange fighting men. They were Arabs, and proved to be men from this stronghold of our enemy Samory. After a strenuous attempt to cross the city they had been repulsed by the people, leaving many dead, and in their retreat towards the city-gate they seized me and bore me away in triumph here.

How long hast thou been in Koussan?

Twenty days ago we arrived, after fighting our way back and losing half our force in skirmishes with the hostile savages of the forest. I was brought here to Samorys harem as slave, attired in the garments I now wear, loaded with jewels torn from the body of one of his favourites, who, incurring his displeasure, had been promptly strangled by the chief of the negro eunuchs, and placed in an apartment with three other slaves to do my bidding, there to await such time as it should please my Arab captor to inspect me. I was contemplating death, she added, dropping her deep blue eyes. If your attack upon the Kasbah had not been delivered I should most assuredly have killed myself to-day ere the going down of the sun.

It was fortunate that I recognized thee, or thou wouldst have been hacked to pieces by the keen blades of our savage allies, I said.

Take me hence, she urged panting. I cannot bear to hear the shout of the victor and the despairing cry of the vanquished. It is horrible. Throughout the night we, in the womens quarters, have dreaded the fate awaiting us if the invaders, whom we thought were savages of the forest, should gain the mastery and enter the palace. From the high windows yonder we witnessed the fight, knowing that our lives depended upon its issue, and judge our dismay and despair when, soon after dawn, we saw the Arabs overwhelmed and the Kasbah fall into the hands of their conquerors. Many of my wretched companions killed themselves with their poignards rather than fall into the hands of the blacks, while the majority hid themselves only to be afterwards discovered and butchered. Ah, it is all terrible, terrible!

True, I answered. Yet it is only revenge for the depredations and heartless atrocities committed by these people upon the dwellers in thy border lands. Even at this moment Samory hath a great expedition on the northern confines of Mo, making a vigorous attempt to invade thy country, so that he shall reign upon the Emerald Throne in the place of thy lover Omar.

An expedition to invade Mo? she cried surprised. Hath Samory done this; is it his intention to cause Omars overthrow?

Most assuredly it is, I answered. The reason of our presence here in such force was to assault Koussan in the absence of its picked troops, twenty thousand of whom were we ascertained on their way northward, with the intention of forcing a passage through Aribanda and the Hombori Mountains into Mo. Niaro hath led our fighting-men to repel their attack, and he is accompanied by Omar and thy father, while we are here, under Konas leadership, to punish Samory for his intrepidity.

Then she asked how Omar fared, and I explained how it had been believed that she had died, and that all were mourning for her.

My slave Wyona must have been mistaken for me, she answered. And naturally, as I had given her one of my left-off robes only the day before.

Omar believeth thee dead. Thy presence in Mo will indeed bring happiness to his eyes, and gaiety to his heart, I exclaimed happily.

Doth he still mourn for me? she inquired artlessly. I knew she wanted to ask me many questions regarding her lover, but her modesty forbade it.

Since the fatal night when thou wert lost joy hath never caused a smile to cross his countenance. Sleeping and waking he thinketh only of thee, revering thy memory, reflecting upon the happy moments spent at thy side, as one fondly remembers a pleasant dream or adventures in some fair paradise, yet ever sad in the knowledge that those blissful days can never return. His is an empty honour, a kingship devoid of all pleasure because thou art no longer his.

Her lips trembled slightly, and I thought her brilliant eyes became brighter for a moment because of an unshed tear.

I am still his, she said slowly, with emphasis. I am ready, nay anxious, to return to him. Thou hast saved me from death and from dishonour; truly thou art a worthy friend of Omars, for by thy valiant deed alone thou restorest unto him the woman he loveth.

I urged her to utter no word of thanks, and pointing to the sky, rendered every moment more dark by the increasing volumes of smoke ascending from the city, said:

See! Our men are busy preparing for the destruction of this palace that through many centuries hath been a centre of Mohammedan influence and oppression. Time doth not admit of thanks, for we both have much to do ere we start forth on our return to Mo, and — —

My words were interrupted by a terrific explosion in such close proximity to us that it caused us to jump, and was followed by a deafening crash of falling masonry. From the lattice we saw the high handsome minaret of the palace topple and fall amid a dense smoke and shower of stones. Our men had undermined it and blown it up.

Liola shuddered, glancing at me in alarm.

Fear not, I said. Ere we leave, the city of Koussan must be devastated and burned. Samory hath never given quarter, or shown mercy to his weaker neighbours, and we will show none. Besides, he held thee captive as he hath already held thy lover Omar and myself. He sold us to slavers that we might be sacrificed in Kumassi, therefore the curse of thy Crocodile-god Zomara placed upon him hath at last fallen. The flood-gates of vengeance now opened the hand of man cannot close.

The great court of the harem, deserted by the troops, had become filled with volumes of dense smoke, showing that fire had broken out somewhere within the palace, and ever and anon explosions of a more or less violent character told us that the hands of the destroyers were actually at work. The sack of the Kasbah was indeed complete.

The loot, of which there was an enormous quantity of considerable value, was being removed to a place of safety by a large body of men told off for the purpose. Although Samory was a fugitive, yet the treasures found within his private apartments were of no mean order, and ere noon had passed preparations were being made for its conveyance to Mo, the greater part of the city being already in flames. The fire roared and crackled, choking smoke-clouds obscured the sun, and the heat wafted up was stifling. All opposition to us had long ago ceased, but whenever an Arab was found secreted or a fugitive, he was shot down without mercy. To linger longer in the harem might, I judged, be dangerous on account of the place having been fired, therefore we went together out into the court, and stepping over the mutilated bodies of its beautiful prisoners, entered the chamber where Samory had held his court. Empty, dismantled and wrecked, its appearance showed plainly how the mighty monarch had fallen. Even the great bejewelled manuscript of the Korân, the Arab book of Everlasting Will, that had reposed upon its golden stand at the end of the fine, high-roofed chamber, had been torn up, for its leaves lay scattered about the pavement and after the jewels had been hastily dug from their settings, the covers of green velvet had been cast aside as worthless. Every seat or divan had been either broken or slashed by swords, every vessel or mirror smashed, every ornament damaged beyond repair.

Thinking it best to leave her, a woman, in care of a guard of our armed men, while I went forward, I made the suggestion, but she would not hear of it.

No, she answered smiling. I will remain ever at thy side, for beside thee I fear not. Thou art my rescuer, and my life is thine.

But some of the sights we may witness are not such as a womans eyes should behold, I answered.

It mattereth not. That thou wilt allow me to accompany thee, is all I ask.

Very well, I replied, laughing. Thou art welcome. Come.

By my side she hurried through the chamber wherein had stood the throne, and thence through several handsome courts, wandering at last into another smaller chamber at the side of which I noticed an alcove with a huge Arab bed surrounded by quaint lattices, so dark that my gaze could not penetrate to its recesses.

As we passed, the movement of some object in the deep shadow beside the bed attracted my attention. Advancing quickly I detected the figure of a man, and, fearing a sudden dash by one of our lurking foes, I again drew my sword.

Liola, seeing this, gave vent to a little scream of alarm and placed her hand upon my arm in fear, but next second the fugitive, anticipating my intention to attack him, sprang suddenly forward into the light.

The bearded face, the fierce, flashing eyes, the thick lips and bushy brows were all familiar to me. Although he wore the white cotton garb of the meanest slave, I recognised him in an instant.

It was the great Arab chieftain Samory!


CHAPTER XXXIV.

LIOLAS DISCOVERY.
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WITH A SUDDEN bound I left Liolas side and sprang upon the leader of our enemies, clutching him fiercely by the throat and shouting for assistance. No one was, however, near, and for a few moments we struggled desperately. He was unarmed, and I, having unfortunately dropped my sword in the encounter, our conflict resolved itself into a fierce wrestle for the possession of the weapon which must give victory to the one into whose hands it fell. Once Samory, wiry and muscular like all Arabs, notwithstanding his age, stooped swiftly in an endeavour to snatch up the blade, but seeing his intention, my fingers tightened their grip upon his throat, and he was compelled to spring up again without obtaining possession of the weapon. For several minutes our struggle was desperate, for he had managed to pinion my arms, and I knew that ere long I must be powerless, his strength being far superior to my own.

Liola screamed for help, but no one seemed within call, when suddenly the thought seemed to suggest itself to her to snatch up my weapon and hold it.

I turned to take it from her, but by this action my grip upon my Arab foe became released, and with a desperate spring he forced himself from my grasp, bounding away, leaving a portion of his white jibbeh in my hand. But, determined that he should not escape, I dashed after him headlong across the chamber, and out by the opposite door. In the court beyond a knot of our soldiers were standing discussing the events of the day, and I shouted to them; but the sight of me chasing a single fugitive slave did not appeal to them, and they disregarded my order to arrest his progress. Nevertheless I kept on, feeling assured that sooner or later I must run him to earth, but never thinking of the intricacies with which all such palaces abound, intricacies which must be well-known to the Mohammedan ruler.

Suddenly, after endeavouring to elude me by ingenious devices innumerable, and always finding himself frustrated, he entered a chamber leading from the Court of the Eunuchs, and had gained on me sufficiently to disappear ere I reached the entrance. I rushed through after him, believing that he had crossed the deserted court beyond, but was surprised to find that I had utterly lost him. I halted to listen, but could hear no footsteps, and after a careful examination of all the outlets, presently returned in chagrin to the chamber into which he had suddenly dashed, before escaping.

Standing in its centre I looked wonderingly around. Then, for the first time, I discovered that our soldiers, obeying their instructions, had been pouring inflammable liquids everywhere throughout the Kasbah, and a great burst of blood-red flame in the outer court told me that the place had been ignited. At that moment, Liola, with white scared face, believing that she had lost me, entered the chamber, but I recognized our imminent peril, surrounded as we were by a belt of fire.

Fly! I cried, frantically. Fly! quick, back across yonder court to save thy life! In a few moments I will join thee. I must examine this chamber ere I depart.

I will not go without thee, she answered with calm decision.

Why riskest thou thy life? I cried in excitement. Fly, or in a moment it may be too late, we may both be overwhelmed or suffocated.

But she stirred not. She stood by me in silence, gazing in fear at the red roaring flames that, raging outside, now cut off our retreat by either door. The cause of my hesitation to rush away at first sight of the flames, was the suspicion that somewhere in that chamber was a secret exit. The sudden manner in which the Arab chieftain had eluded me could only have been accomplished by such means. The chamber, well furnished and supported by three great twisted columns of milk-white marble, had its floor covered with costly rugs and its walls hung with dark red hangings, bearing strange devices and inscriptions in long thin Arabic characters. Few rooms in the Kasbah were decorated in this manner, and it had instantly occurred to me that, concealed somewhere, was one of those secret ways which, whether in the Oriental palace, or the mediæval European castle, are so suggestive of treachery and intrigue.

Although one horse-shoe arch of the place led into the Court of the Eunuchs, the other, I noticed, was in direct communication with Samorys private apartments. With consummate skill he had led me here by such a circuitous route that I had not at first noticed that it joined a kind of ante-room to his pavilion.

But the roaring flames that every moment leaped nearer, crackling furiously and fanning us with their scorching breath, allowed me no time for further reflection. Escape was now entirely cut off; only by discovering the secret exit could we save ourselves. In breathless haste I rushed around the walls, tapping them with my sword; but such action proved useless, as I could hear nothing above the roaring and crackling on either side. With my hands I tried to discover where the door was concealed, rushing from side to side in frantic despair, but the exit, wherever it existed, was too cunningly hidden.

So dense had the smoke become that we could not see across the chamber; tongues of fire had ignited the heavy silken hangings, and the whole interior was alight from end to end.

We are lost — lost! shrieked Liola in despair We have fallen victims to our own terrible vengeance upon our enemies.

Within myself I was compelled to admit this, for it seemed as though Samory had led us into a veritable death-trap that the soldiers of Mo had themselves prepared. Suddenly, as a last chance, I remembered I had not examined the three great marble columns, each of such circumference that a man could not embrace them in his arms. I dashed forward, and in the blinding smoke, that caused my eyes to water and held my chest contracted, I tried to investigate whether they were what they appeared to be, solid and substantial supports. The first was undoubtedly fashioned out of a single block of stone, the lower portion polished by the thousands of people who during many centuries had brushed past it. The second was exactly similar, and the third also. But the latter seemed more chipped and worn than the others, and just as I was about to abandon all hope I made a sudden discovery that thrilled me with joy. As I grasped it a portion of it fell back, disclosing that the column was hollow.

The hole was just sufficient to admit the passage of ones body, and without an instants hesitation I drew Liola forward, and urged her to get inside. The flames were now lapping about us, and another moments delay would mean certain death. Therefore she dashed in, and as she did so sank quickly out of sight, while the portion of the marble column closed again with a snap.

The rapidity with which she disappeared astounded me, the more so, when, after the lapse of about a minute the platform whereon she had stepped rose again, and with a click returned to its place. Only then was I enabled to re-open the cavity. Apparently it worked automatically, and being balanced in some way, as soon as Liola had stepped off it, had risen again. Instantly I stepped upon it, and with hands close to my sides, sank so swiftly into the darkness that the wind whistled through my garments and roared in my ears. The descent was, I judged, about two hundred feet, but in the pitch darkness I could not discern the character of the shaft. Of a sudden with a jerk it stopped, and finding myself in a strange dimly-lit chamber bricked like a vault, with Liola standing awaiting me, I stepped off, and as I did so the platform shot up again into its place.

We have, at all events, escaped being burned alive, my fair companion exclaimed when she recovered breath. But this place is weird and dismal enough.

True, I answered. There must, however, be some exit, or Samory would not have entered it. We must explore and discover it.

Glancing around the mysterious vault I saw burning in a niche, with a supply of oil sufficient to last several weeks, a single lamp that had apparently always been kept alight. Taking it up I led the way through the long narrow chamber. The walls, blackened by damp, were covered with great grey fungi, while lizards and other reptiles scuttled from our path into the darkness. At the further end, the vault narrowed into a passage so low that we were compelled to stoop when entering it. In this burrow, the ramifications of which were extraordinary, Liolas filmy garments came to sad grief, for catching upon the projecting portions of rock, they were rent from time to time, while the loss of one of her little green slippers necessitated some delay in recovering it. Yet groping along the narrow uneven way in search of some exit, we at length came into a larger chamber, bricked like the others, and as we entered it were startled by a sudden unearthly roar.

We both drew back, and Liola, in fear, clutched my arm.

Listen! she gasped. What was that?

Again the noise was repeated, causing the low-roofed chamber to echo, and as I peered forward into the darkness, my gaze was transfixed by a pair of gleaming fiery eyes straight before us.

Similar noises I had heard in the forest on many occasions, and the startling truth at once flashed across my mind. Confronting us was a lion!

I stood in hesitation, not knowing how to act, while Liola clung to me, herself detecting the gleaming eyes and being fully aware of our peril. Yet scarcely a moment passed ere there was a loud rushing sound in the darkness, and the animal, with a low growl, flew through the air in our direction. We had no time to elude him, but fortunately he seemed to have misjudged his distance, for he alighted about half-a-dozen paces short of us. So close was his head that the two gleaming orbs seemed to be rivetted to us. We felt his breath, and unable to draw back, we feared that each second must be our last.

Next moment I heard a clanking of chains, a sound that gave me instant courage.

Hark! I cried joyously. At present we are safe, for the brute is chained!

Such we ascertained a few minutes later was actually the case, and as I stood there, lamp in hand, my foot struck something. Glancing down I saw it was a human thigh-bone. The animal had already tasted the blood of man, and, straining at his chain, was furious to spring upon us. I then became puzzled to know the reason why this fierce king of the forest should be kept in captivity at this depth if not to guard some entrance or exit. For a few moments I reflected, and at length arrived at the conclusion that during our progress we had slowly ascended towards the earths surface, and that through the lions den was the exit of that subterranean way. Again, we had neither seen nor heard sign of the fugitive chieftain. By some means or other he must have succeeded in passing the ferocious brute, and if he had accomplished it, we surely could also.

With my words half drowned by the continuous roar of the fiery-eyed guardian of the secret burrow, I explained briefly to Liola the result of my reflections, and then set about to ascertain the length of the chain holding the animal. After several experiments, allowing it to spring forward at me half-a-dozen times and narrowly escaping its ponderous paws more than once, I ascertained that the chain was just short enough to allow a person to cross the chamber flattened against the opposite wall.

Holding the lamp still in my hand and urging Liola to brace her nerves and watch me closely, I essayed the attempt, creeping cautiously with my back against the roughly-hewn side of the underground lair, and drawing my garments about me to prevent them being hooked by the cruel claws that followed me within a yard during the whole distance. Before my eyes the big shaggy head wagged continuously, the great jaws with their terrible teeth opened, emitting terrific roars of rage and closed again with a dull ominous click, while the chain was strained until I feared it might be rent asunder.

Through several minutes mine was a most horrible experience, for I knew not whether the wall was even; if not, I must have fallen beneath the ferocious claws. However, I managed to successfully cross the brutes den, and shouting to Liola that the passage was perfectly safe, providing she kept her garments closely about her and did not remove her back from the wall, held up the light to her.

With reassuring words she commenced to follow my example, and when the brute saw me in safety and noticed her approach, he left me and sprang towards her. But again he fell short, almost strangled by the pressure upon the iron collar that held him. With an awful roar, his jaws snapping in rage, and his paws constantly clutching at her, he followed her closely just as he had followed me. I feared that she might suddenly faint from the terrible strain upon her nerves, but having witnessed my safe passage she preserved a calmness that was amazing. Twice as the animal, after crouching, leapt suddenly forward I feared the chain must give way, but beyond a low frightened scream escaping her, she preserved a cool demeanour, and a few moments later I was gratified to find her standing panting but unharmed at my side.

There is an exit somewhere near, I exclaimed a moment later, while she rearranged her torn, blood-stained garments and smoothed her hair with her hands. Come, let us search.

On proceeding we soon found ourselves in a small passage, drier than the former, and descending rather steeply for some distance, suddenly entered another spacious chamber hewn from the solid rock. Immediately we were inside some peculiarity of its walls attracted my gaze, and I noticed, in addition, that we were in a cul-de-sac.

There was, after all, no exit!

The rocky walls, however, rivetted the attention of both of us, for let into them at frequent intervals were large square plates of iron. These I examined carefully, quickly arriving at the conclusion that they had been placed there to close up hewn cavities. With this opinion, Liola, assisting me in my investigations, fully agreed. Each plate, looking curiously like the door of an oven, had apparently been fitted deeply into grooves sunk in the hard rock, for although I tried one after the other, seeking to remove them, they would not budge. By tapping upon them I ascertained that they were of great thickness, and I judged that each must weigh several hundredweight. They were not doors, for they had no hinges, yet beneath each one was a small semi-circular hole in the iron into which I could just thrust my little finger. These were certainly not key-holes, but rather, it seemed, intended to admit air.

In the course of our eager investigations we suddenly came upon a great pile of strongly-bound loads, each wrapped in untanned cow-hide and bound tightly with wire. From their battered appearance they had evidently rested upon the heads of carriers throughout a long march.

I wonder what they contain? Liola exclaimed, as we both looked down upon them.

Let us see, I said. Handing her the lamp, I knelt upon one of the packages, and after considerable trouble succeeded in unbinding the wire. Then as I tore away its thick covering, we both uttered cries of amazement. The sight that met our gaze was bewildering.

From the package there rolled out into the dust a profusion of magnificent glittering jewels.

Ah! What diamonds! Liola cried, with admiration for the iridescent stones that was particularly feminine. Then, picking up a splendid bracelet and slipping it upon her wrist, she added, Look! Isnt this marvellous? The gems are larger than I have ever before seen.

Beautiful! I cried gleefully, for by sheer good fortune we had discovered Samorys hidden treasure, and I reflected that our conquest would be rendered absolutely complete by its removal in triumph to Mo.

After a cursory examination of the first pack we together undid them one after another, eagerly investigating their glistening contents, and finding them to consist of a collection of the most wonderful and valuable precious stones it was possible to conceive. There were a few heavy gold ornaments of antique pattern, but in most of them jewels were set, and those only of the most antique and magnificent character. Every known gem was there represented by specimens larger, and of far purer water, than my eyes had ever before beheld. Upon her knees, Liola, with a cry of pleasure, plunged both hands into the glittering heap of jewels, drawing out one after another and holding them up to the glimmering light, her bright eyes full of admiration. The examination of nearly forty great packages took us a long time, but so fascinating proved our task that we were heedless of how the hours sped in our determination to ascertain the true extent of our discovery.

While still upon her knees I had opened almost the last package and spread it before her, when, with a sudden ejaculation she withdrew a magnificent necklet of emeralds of huge size in quaint ancient settings, and with a gay laugh held it up to me for a moment, then clasped it about her own white neck. In the centre hung a pendant consisting of a single emerald of enormous size and brilliant lustre, and as I regarded it in the half light, its shape struck me as distinctly curious. I snatched up the lamp, and bending, examined the quaintly-cut gem more minutely. Then, next instant, I cried excitedly:

See! The shape of the pendant proves the origin of the necklet!

With a quick movement she tore it off and looked. Then, in amazement, she gasped:

It is a representation of Zomara, our god!

We both scrutinized it closely. Yes, there was no mistake, the emerald had been fashioned into the form of a perfect crocodile, with open jaws, even the teeth being finely chiselled, a veritable marvel of the lapidarys art. While we were both looking at it puzzled, Liolas eyes suddenly became attracted by sight of something in the package I had just opened, and stooping swiftly, picked out of a mass of ornaments a magnificent diadem of some strange milk-coloured, opaque crystals of a character entirely strange to me. The stones were beautifully cut and polished, and although they glittered, even in the sickly rays of our lamp, they had no transparency.

Behold! she cried in a voice full of awe, her clear eyes wide open in astonishment. See what we have discovered!

I gazed at it, failing at first to notice what I afterwards recognised.

It is a crown, I said laughing. A crown fit to grace thy brow!

It is the great Rock Diadem of the Sanoms of Mo! she answered. See! It is surmounted by the vampire, our national emblem!

Then, I saw that upon the crest of the diadem was a single great diamond wonderfully chiselled to represent a bat with outspread wings, the device upon the banners of the mystic realm.

This, she continued, is without doubt the historic crown of the first Naya. Though it hath never been seen for ages by the eyes of man, it was always popularly supposed to be preserved in the secret Treasure-house of the Sanoms, among the royal jewels. Many are the beliefs and superstitions regarding it. The stones are said to be the first pieces of rock chipped during the foundation of our City in the Clouds, which, as thou art aware, was her work a thousand years ago. Among the possessions of our royal house no relic hath been more venerated than this Rock Diadem of the Naya. How it came hither I know not. It is assuredly a mystery.

No, I answered, endeavouring to subdue my excitement. We have now elucidated the mystery. The Treasure-house of Mo hath been entered by thieves, and the most valuable of the royal treasures stolen. The matter hath been kept secret from the people, but by our discovery the identity of the robbers is established beyond doubt, and we have thus recovered the wealth of a nation that was believed to be irretrievably lost.

But is all of this Omars lost treasure? she inquired, astounded at my statement, glancing at the huge heap of gold and jewels nearly as high as ourselves, and of such great value as to be utterly beyond computation.

Without doubt, I answered, stooping and picking up several jewelled trinkets, girdles and other ornaments, each bearing the sacred reptile or the vampire crest of royalty. The recovery of these will, at least repay thy nation for the expedition sent against their enemy. Retain possession of the Rock Diadem of Mo, for thou hast discovered it, and with thine own hands shalt thou deliver it into the possession of the ruler who loveth thee.

Then, carefully wrapping the ancient badge of regal dignity in a piece of hide and binding it securely with wire as the carriers loads had been, I gave it back to her. In half an hour we had completed our examination of the wondrous accumulation of treasure, finding among it many quaint and extraordinary ornaments, some no doubt dating from the earlier days of the foundation of the mysterious isolated kingdom, and others manufactured during recent centuries. The gems were unique in size and character. Truly the thieves in the employ of the Arab chief had taken care to secure the most valuable portion of the royal jewels and leave behind only those of least worth.

With the secret of their concealment in our possession we were both full of eagerness to get back to the light of day and take steps for their removal, yet I confess that the mystery of what was contained behind those strange plates of iron puzzled me.

Leaving Liola to continue her inspection of our discovered treasures, I crossed to the wall and examined one of the plates again, trying with both hands to force it out, but being compelled to relinquish the attempt as hopeless. I was about to give up all idea of discovering how they might be opened, when Liola suddenly uttered an exclamation, and in turning to glance at her, the flame of the lamp I held came into contact with the wall close to the plate that had defied my exertions to remove it.

In an instant a bright flash ran around the chamber, lighting it up as bright as day; a puff of grey smoke was belched in our faces, and a report like thunder deafened us.

An explosion had occurred, great pieces of rock and other débris being flung in all directions.

Its terrific force hurled me heavily against the wall, while Liola was flung face downward upon the pile of jewels. Fortunately, neither of us sustained any injury beyond a few bruises, but when I had assisted her to rise, and gazed around, I was amazed to discover that a strange thing had occurred. The whole of the iron plates had been torn from their sockets, and a dark cavity behind each disclosed.

The small sealed cells had been wrenched open simultaneously, as if by a miracle.

But upon careful examination there was, I found, nothing miraculous in the manner in which they had thus been forced. The suffocating smoke that filled the place was of itself sufficient evidence of the agent to which the explosion had been due, and when I looked at the first cavity I saw that right around the chamber, from plate to plate, there had been laid a train of gunpowder, communicating with a charge of powder placed behind each of the semi-circular holes that had so puzzled me. Apparently it had been deemed by Samory wiser to seal the cells entirely rather than secure them by locks, and the train of powder had been placed in position in the event of any reverse of fortune requiring him to secure his treasure quickly before flight. A single spark, as I had accidentally proved, was sufficient to open every cell simultaneously.

Fortunately our lamp was not blown out by the concussion, therefore as soon as the smoke cleared, we together made another tour of inspection around the cavities, finding each of them crammed to overflowing with treasure of every description. Five of the cells, apparently freshly sealed, contained a portion of the stolen jewels of Mo, but all the remainder were evidently the spoils of war, much of it of enormous value. It amused me, too, to discover in one of the cavities, among a great collection of costly bejewelled ornaments, such European articles as a pair of common scissors in a pasteboard case, several penknives of the commonest quality, an India-rubber squeaking doll, a childs toy train in tin, and a mechanical mouse. All were, no doubt, considered as treasures by the Arab potentate, yet I reflected that nearly every article in the whole of that miscellaneous collection had been acquired by the most ruthless and merciless bloodshed.

When at last we became convinced of the necessity for finding some exit, we left the chamber by the way we had entered. The discovery of the wonderful treasure of the Sanoms made it plain to me that there must be an exit somewhere, for the packs were far too ponderous to have been lowered from the Kasbah by the way we had entered. On reflection I saw that the lion was evidently kept there to guard the entrance to the store of treasure, therefore it was not surprising that there was no outlet in that direction.

No, we should be compelled to repass the brute. This fact I explained to Liola, but it in no way disconcerted her, for she crept past the snapping jaws of the furious beast calmly, holding the treasured Rock Diadem close beside her. Presently, on making a diligent search, we discovered a long dark tunnel running at right angles to the path we had traversed, and following this ascended to where a faint but welcome glimmer of light showed. Soon we were in a small natural cavern, and a few moments later struggled upward to the light of day, amazed to find ourselves on the bank of a beautiful river. At our feet the clear cool water ran by, placid and peaceful, but away across the grass-plain about half a mile distant was the once-powerful city of Koussan, enveloped in black smoke that ascended to the clear blue heavens, mingled with great flames, the fierce roar of which reached our ears where we stood.

The vengeance of Mo had indeed overtaken her Arab enemy, and completely crushed him.


CHAPTER XXXV.

INTO THE MIST.
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OUR TROOPS HAD, we found, withdrawn from the burning city and were encamped about a mile away, taking a well-earned rest, and watching with satisfaction the destruction of the once powerful capital of the Pirate of the Niger. The presence of Liola, together with the announcement of the discovery of the treasure of the Sanoms, that we made to Kona secretly, caused him the wildest delight. His barbaric instinct overcame him, and seizing his spear he executed a kind of war-dance around us, bestowing upon us the most adulatory phrases of the Dagomba vocabulary. Afterwards he addressed the assembled soldiers, omitting at my desire all mention of the jewels of Mo, and three days later, having secured all the gems and golden ornaments, together with Samorys hidden wealth, we set forth on our triumphant return to the mysterious far-off land.

Rapidly and pleasantly we accomplished the long journey, re-crossing the treacherous Way of the Thousand Steps without a single mishap, and ascended to the lofty plateau of Omars kingdom until, high up in the grey morning mist, we saw looming before us with almost spectral indistinctness the gigantic battlements and domes of the City in the Clouds. On ascending the rope steps at the Gate of Mo a few days previously we had ascertained that the expedition to the Hombori Mountains had been entirely successful, for the enemy had been met in the pass by the defenders and mercilessly overwhelmed and slaughtered. Against the lightweight Maxim guns, weighing only about twenty-five pounds each and firing 600 to 700 shots per minute with an effective range of two miles, the old-fashioned rifles and field-pieces of the force under the traitor Kouaga had been powerless, hence the whole expedition had been utterly routed, followed up after their flight and massacred almost to a man, Kouaga himself being shot dead by Niaro while strenuously endeavouring to rally his men for a final onslaught. Omar, at the head of his victorious army, had re-entered the city only the day before our arrival, therefore on our return we found ourselves in the midst of feasting and merry-making of a most enthusiastic character.

Little wonder was it that when the news of the complete victory we had secured spread through the city the joy of the people knew no bounds, for especially welcome was the information that, in addition to utterly destroying Samorys city we had secured the whole of his treasure. Kona, Liola and myself held back the fact that we had also recovered the stolen jewels, and we also took elaborate precautions that the knowledge of Liolas safety should not be conveyed prematurely to Omar.

During the formal welcome that the young Naba, resplendent in his magnificent bejewelled robes of state and surrounded by his sages and officers, accorded us at the great palace-gate, now fully restored, Liola held back, hiding herself. Not until evening, when I was sitting with Omar in his luxurious private pavilion after eating a sumptuous meal served on the royal dishes of chased gold, I told him confidentially of the recovery of the lost jewels.

Impossible, Scars! he cried in English, starting suddenly to his feet. Where did you find them? How?

Brief words were required to explain how I had discovered them hidden in Samorys secret cavern beyond the lions lair.

I understood that only the wealth of the old Arabs Kasbah was hidden there, he exclaimed quickly. This news is indeed as astounding as it is welcome.

Your subjects are unaware that your treasure has ever been removed from Mo, therefore I have not enlightened them, I answered. Come with me and see if you recognize any of the jewels.

Eagerly he followed me into a small adjoining apartment where the loot had been deposited, and as we opened pack after pack he uttered ejaculations of surprise and complete gratification, recognizing in the recovered gems the wonderful incomparable heirlooms of his royal house.

He turned to thank me when we had finished, and as he did so I placed my hand firmly on his arm, saying in a serious voice:

In addition to these, Omar, I have also recovered a jewel of even far greater worth than all this magnificent collection; one that will shine as the brightest and most beautiful gem in the diadem of Mo.

A genuine look of bewilderment crossed his pale refined features for an instant, as he answered:

I really dont understand, Scars. No jewel can be of greater intrinsic value than the Treasure of the Sanoms. What is it?

For answer, Liola, a veritable vision of classic beauty in her loose white robe, gold-embroidered at the hem, and broad girdle of fiery rubies, stepped from behind the heavy curtain of blue silk where she had been concealed, and stood before him.

Rigid in speechless amazement he stood for a moment, then recognizing that his lost love was actually present, alive and well, he bounded towards her, and with a loud cry of joy embraced her, brushing back her soft hair and covering her white open brow with passionate kisses.

It was indeed a joyous reunion, but as I turned intending to withdraw discreetly and leave them alone together to continue their exchange of confidences, my friend promptly called me back, saying:

Stay, Scars, old fellow! Let me hear from your own lips the solution of this mystery of the return of the dead to life. Truly you have recovered a jewel worth to me a hundred times all the treasures of Mo.

Crossing again towards him I described briefly the revolting circumstances in which I had discovered her, a harem slave of our Arab enemy; how we had both narrowly escaped being burned to death, our subsequent adventures in the damp subterranean burrow, and the finding of the secreted treasure.

Liola herself also made one discovery, I said in conclusion, laughing and turning towards her.

Gently disengaging herself from her lovers fond arms she went behind the curtain where she had hidden, and on coming forth again held in her slim white hands a round package still securely wrapped in untanned hide, which she handed to Omar.

The Rock Diadem of the Naya! he cried in joy, when his trembling, eager hands had opened it. The most valued of all our possessions! Then, turning towards Liola, he tenderly placed upon her head the historic mark of royalty, saying in his own tongue:

Now that the days of our sorrow have passed like the shadow of a cloud upon a sunlit sea, we will be wed as soon as it is meet for us so to do, and upon thy brow thus shalt rest the diadem of the first Naya, the upright queen to whom Mo oweth her magnificence, her power, and her present prosperity. Thou shalt sit beside me upon the Emerald Throne; thou shalt be known as the Naya Liola.

Again he embraced her with ineffable tenderness, and with her handsome head pillowed heavily upon his shoulder her breast heaved, and from her deep blue fathomless eyes there fell tears of joy.

At last, having received the warmest thanks from my old companion through many misfortunes and from the woman he loved, I turned and sought the sage Goliba, to whom I told the good news of his daughters safety and betrothal to Omar.

Three days later the marriage took place amid the most gorgeous pomp and the wildest popular rejoicings, the strange ceremony being performed by the high-priest of the Temple of Zomara beneath the golden figure of the Crocodile-god that hung suspended above the Emerald Throne. Feasts and merry-making continued throughout a whole moon, and the mystic city, decorated with flags and flowers, was agog by day and brilliantly illuminated by night. Never in the long history of the ancient kingdom had such costly banquets been served; never had the royal entertainments been on such lavish scale; never had the sounds of revelry contained such a true genuine ring, for never before had the people been so happy and content. Though on the day of the marriage Liola was solemnly crowned with the wonderful Rock Diadem of Mo, I, as keeper of the royal treasure, allowed no word to go forth regarding the theft and recovery of the Sanom jewels, which had already been deposited in their original hiding-place beneath the lake. Samorys treasure was, however, given to Liola by Omar, and she ordered half of it to be distributed to the poor, an act of generosity that won for her intense popularity.

Her action was, she told me in confidence, a thank-offering to Zomara for her timely rescue from a terrible fate.


CONCLUSION.
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SAMORY, THE TRUCULENT old Arab, escaped. By some means he eluded us in the dark intricacies of that subterranean way, and groping along in a similar manner to ourselves, he evidently fled to the forest, for he has since collected the scattered remnant of his nomadic bands, and although he has never since troubled us, yet he now and then commits depredations on the borders of the English and French spheres of influence. Ere long he will overstep the bounds, and one Power or another will certainly send a punitive expedition to crush and humiliate him, as they have crushed the arrogant Prempeh of Ashanti.

During many months the means by which the theft of the Treasure of the Sanoms had been effected remained an inscrutable mystery, and it was only on the day previous to my departure from the mysterious land for England, or rather more than six months ago, that the problem was solved and in a manner entirely unexpected.

In preparation for the annual feast in honour of the Crocodile-god I had occasion to go secretly and alone to the submerged Treasure-house, in order to obtain certain jewels which tradition decreed should be worn on that day by the reigning sovereign. I had emptied the lake, unsealed the cover of the well-like aperture, locked the mechanism fatal to intruders, descended and obtained what I sought, when on ascending I was dismayed to find water pouring in upon me in increasing volumes. Upwards I climbed, struggling desperately against the inrushing flood thundering down upon me, and was aghast to find, when I gained the surface, that the sluice-gates that held back the waters feeding the lake had been opened, and that it was rapidly refilling. Instantly it occurred to me to replace the cover, and in breathless haste I succeeded in screwing it down and dashing for my life back to the bank, the water being up to my arm-pits ere I reached it.

When next second I glanced upward to the mound where the mechanism was concealed, I saw standing thereon the wild-looking figure of a woman with her soiled, tattered garments fluttering in the wind.

Her long scraggy arms were raised high above her head, and she was crying aloud to me.

Without a moments hesitation I dashed forward up the hill to secure the person who had apparently discovered the secret of the Treasure-house, but on approaching her closely I suddenly halted in astonishment.

The wretched, fiendish-looking virago, upon whose face were the most hideous distortions of insanity I had ever witnessed, was none other than the once-powerful tyrannical autocrat, the Great White Queen!

Across her narrow, withered brow, brown almost as a toads back, a single wisp of thin grey hair strayed; in her eyes was the unmistakeable light of madness, while the nails of her outstretched fingers were as sharp and long as the talons of some beast of prey. So weird and repulsive-looking was she that I stood before her dumbfounded.

Ah! she shrieked to me exultantly, in a harsh, rasping voice, I have killed them — drowned them all, the accursed spies and renegades! The traitor Kouaga captured me as I fled for life from the city-gate, and promising me release and safe escort from this land of evil spirits in return for the secret of the Treasure-house, I recklessly gave it to him, on condition that his armed men should assist me to recover my lost position as Queen of Mo. I promised to forget the past and take him back into my favour. But, securing my jewels, he conveyed them to his Arab master at Koussan, and left me alone, deposed and ruined. May Zomara crush and torture him, the traitor! Then, turning with wild gesture towards the lake, now a great sheet of placid water, her hands clutched convulsively, her eyes starting as if she saw, in her disordered imagination, a host of her enemies, she cried: This, at last, is the hour of my revenge! I have drawn the lever, and while they were below with you they were drowned like rats in a hole! And she gave vent to a short, dry laugh, exclaiming: They refused to assist me to tear the usurper from the Emerald Throne, so I have killed them. My work is finished! I have reigned and have been deposed; I have striven for the people, and have been rewarded by their curses; I have — —

At this moment, determined to carry her back to the city, I sprang forward and gripped her lean, bony arms. With colossal strength, engendered by insanity, she fought and bit, shrieking and showering imprecations upon me, it requiring all my strength to hold her; but presently she became quiet again, uttering long strings of rapid incoherent words that plainly showed the hopeless state of her mind.

Thus walking, we gained the edge of the lake, and having passed the cascade were skirting the river when, with a suddenness that took me completely by surprise, she slipped from my grasp, and with a wild exclamation dashed towards the warm, oozy bank.

Next second I noticed that the waters were alive with the sacred reptiles, but ere I could reach her she threw up her long, thin arms, and uttering an unearthly yell, plunged in.

A dozen hideous, hungry jaws snapped viciously as she cast herself amongst them, and an instant later where, with a shriek of horror, she disappeared for ever beneath the waters, the swiftly-flowing current was tinged red by long streaks of human blood.

In an excess of religious fervour she had sacrificed herself to her god Zomara.



This is no apologue. Little there remains to tell. Under the beneficent rule of Omar and Liola power, prosperity and contentment have now returned to the mysterious ancient realm, within which I have been the first stranger to set foot. As principal official of the ruler of the land that, although familiar to me, is still a mystery to the Royal Geographical Society, I left for England a few months ago on a mission to the greatest White Queen, Victoria, offering her assistance in her effort to crush the cruel sway of our mutual enemies the Ashantis. Our offer was cordially accepted, and the successful issue of the campaign which caused the downfall of Prempeh is now well known. Before returning to resume my duties as Governor of Mo, the far-off spectral City in the Clouds, into which no stranger may enter, I have, however, written down, at the instigation of the publishers whose name this volume bears upon its title-page, this plain tale of travel, treason and treasure as a record of the first successful journey to the high-up, inaccessible land of the Naya, the once-dreaded Great White Queen.

THE END
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TO

FILOMENA 

WHOSE STORY IS HEREIN WRITTEN


CHAPTER I

THE HOLIEST SHRINE
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TO-DAY I HAVE returned from visiting the spot in old-world Florence where was enacted the prologue of the strangest and most puzzling romance that has ever befallen me; a series of events so singular that they have perplexed the greatest of living scientists, and the cause and effect of which have, until quite recently, remained a profound mystery. I have this morning knelt at the altar of the Vergine Annunziata; I have listened to the low, monotonous intonation of the priest; I have inhaled the fragrant incense; I have ascended the marble steps and pressed my lips to the altar of polished silver at the same spot where once my well-beloved pressed hers.

Del Sartos small but wonderful picture of Christ looked down upon me to-day with just the same grave, intense expression as it did on that well-remembered morning, and as I gazed upward I saw in the thin blue haze of the incense the vision of a face, child-like in its purity and innocence, a strange ghost of the past which has brought back to me the recollection of a day that is dead, the extraordinary and almost incomprehensible history of an odd, anomalous passion.

Eight years — long weary years of toil and travel, of disappointment and success — have elapsed since first I set foot in quaint old Florence, the wonderful art-city of the world; the city of Dante and Boccaccio, of Giotto and Donatello, of Della Robbia and of Michael Angelo; the centre of intellectual life since the middle-ages, where all the arts have attained the zenith of their glory, and where the old time-mellowed houses and palaces speak mutely of a turbulent and historical past.

To-day I have once again sauntered through the old-world streets, have lingered in the cool, ancient court-yard of the Palazzo Vecchio with its curious embossed columns and plashing fountain; I have sought shelter from the sun-glare beneath the Loggia dei Lanzi with its masterpieces of sculpture; I have stood admiringly before the magnificent marble façade of the Duomo, and have once again closely inspected Ghibertis, marvellous brazen door of the Battistero, the door which Michael Angelo pronounced worthy of forming the entrance to Paradise itself. Only those who know Florence can form any adequate idea of her old-world charm, just as only those who have lived there in poverty can conceive her dreary soul-killing apathy.

I am one of the latter.

To-day I have been idling alone along the quaint old Borgo degli Albizzi, and sauntering through the bizarre quarter around Sante Croce, confident in the knowledge that, at least for the next year or two, I shall have sufficient money to live in comfort. How strange it all seems. On the first occasion I entered Florence it was on foot and starving. Yes, I was hungry for a crust. Ragged, weary and dusty, I had tramped the long hilly road that runs between the maize fields from old Bologna, and I well remember how at sunset, parched and hungry, I obtained my first view of Florence and of the yellow Arno from the steep hill of Fiesole. Though faint and footsore I stood enchanted. What had caused me to come to Florence I knew not; yet the scene at my feet was so picturesque, so undeniably beautiful, that in itself it repaid me for the long fatiguing journey. Even though homeless wanderer that I was in those days, I stood at the head of the old steep road and gazed down upon the charming valley, where wound the river beloved of Dante, noting the infinite changes of sun and shade, of light and colour. From the ancient city of the Medici, with its everlasting works and its inexhaustible riches, rose Brunelleschis wonderful red-brown dome, Giottos airy campanile, the old, square, castellated towers of the Palazzo Vecchio and the Bargello, with the hundred spires of its beautiful churches. The spurs of the vine-clad Appenines were purple, the distant river flashed with molten gold, which slowly changed to crimson as the sunset was followed by the glorious afterglow, while, in the far distance, Monte Albano and the Carrara mountains stood out boldly against the cloudless western sky. The panorama was entrancing. That night, having but little money, I slept, as I had so often slept before, in an out-house, and next morning entered the grey, time-worn city which contains the fairest flowers of the human mind.

In those days I was happy, careless and out-at-elbow. My appearance was, I am afraid, the reverse of prepossessing, for, in tramping the dusty Italian roads, ones boots soon run down at heel, and ones linen quickly becomes soiled. Indeed, I must make open confession that at the period when this story opens I had but one collar, which I carried in my pocket, washed in the brooks, and assumed when entering any large town. Yet when ones worldly goods are carried in ones pocket, and when ones wealth consists of a handful of coppers, fastidiousness in attire is entirely unnecessary. To-day I am one of a coterie of literary men known as the Vagabond Club, who wear dress-suits, dine at a fashionable London restaurant and finish their meal with curacoa. When the recollection of my first entry into Florence comes back to me, I smile at the thought of how genuine was my vagabondage in those days, and recollect that among all my brother vagabonds I have a claim to distinction as the most impecunious, the most ragged and the most reckless of them all.

Long ago, while living in Paris as an art student, I had grown utterly callous and world-weary. Although I loved the unfettered Bohemianism of the Quartier Latin, I had, after four years, met with severe disappointments sufficient to crush any man. A painting which I had believed was worthy of comparison with many in that years Salon had proved an entire failure, and this, combined with the death of my mother, an event which cut off my resources, and the departure from Paris of a man who was my fellow-student and best friend, threw me into a fit of despair. I had a deep, firm-rooted conviction that all my years of close study had been to no purpose, that I should never be able to paint; and one morning in early spring I visited my mothers grave and then shook the dust of Paris from my feet, and set out upon a long wearying tramp, utterly heedless of where my footsteps led me. Although almost entirely without funds, I managed from time to time to pick up odd jobs of all kinds, some of them menial enough; and thus, true to the Bohemian teaching of the Quai Montebello, I managed to proceed, slowly putting an increasing distance between myself and the gay city I once loved, but now hated, because Fortune had there been so unkind to me. I had striven hard and studied earnestly. More than one great artist had thought he had detected promise in my work, yet disappointment had, as it often does with young men, completely sapped my life. Three blows had fallen upon me in quick succession — my mothers death, the departure of my dearest friend, and the revelation that the woman I had loved was false to me. Truth to tell, she had left Paris with this man who had, for years, been my best friend.

As I think of it all I wonder that I did not end my life. I remember how, with hunger ever gnawing at my vitals as I dragged ever wearily onward, I was frequently sorely tempted to kill myself, because I knew that my future had been wrecked, and that I had no further aim in life. Throughout two whole years I remained a homeless tramp, a genuine vagabond, travelling first through the thrifty Moselle country, and afterwards due south through Rhenish Prussia, Savoy, Piedmont and Lombardy, until at last I crossed the serried Appenines into smiling Tuscany, and after working a couple of months in a marble quarry at Torano, near Carrara, found myself, on this April morning, entering the city of which we art-students beside the Seine had spoken so much — Florence la bella.

Yes, mine had indeed been a strange adventurous life, and this story is, in the main, autobiographical. Necessity, in those two well-remembered years of wandering, brought me into contact with the seamiest side of life, and world-weary as I was, I cared neither for relatives nor friends. To them all I was as one dead. I wrote to nobody, for family complications were such that I was determined, although I starved, that I would not subsist upon the bounty of one who had robbed my dead mother, whose memory I revered, of all she had possessed. Thus I strove on, oft-times compelled to partake of a peasants hospitality without the means to repay him. In France, in Germany, in Switzerland, I was almost invariably sent empty from the cottage doors if, parched with thirst or faint with hunger, I begged a draught of milk or a crust of bread, but in Italy I seldom asked in vain. The simple, happy, lighthearted Tuscans are generous in their brusque way, and many a time when I have asked for water I have received a draught from the big flask of Chianti and a dish of homely macaroni, with a merry smile, and perhaps a gay joke; the latter often proving the more cheering to a homeless, friendless tramp like myself.

On those lonely sun-baked plains, with their glaringly white roads and dusty vines, I often thought of home, of the peace of the English meadows; of all that I had left, of friends who were wondering how I fared, and who, perhaps, were searching for me; of my fellow-students, and of my errant love most of all. It was, however, useless to regret the past, I reasoned with myself. If I had had either money or profession, other than art, I should certainly have striven to make another start in life, but hampered as I was by ragged clothes and want of money, I could do nothing more than remain in the lowest level to which I had sunk.

I remember as plainly as if it were but yesterday how, before entering Florence on that April morning, I assumed my clean collar, adjusted the bit of rusty black ribbon which did duty for a cravat, brushed my old cracked boots with a wisp of dry grass, and combed my hair, until I smiled within myself, believing that I had grown quite dandified. Then, as I passed along the quaint old streets, beneath the wide, overhanging eaves of the ancient palaces, I paused every now and then to note into what a world of art I had entered, to admire a statue, or to mark the beautiful outline of some grand old building previously known to me only by its photograph. To the lover of art, Florence is indeed a revelation.

From the cathedral, the centre of the city, my footsteps led me along the Via dei Servi, past the Bouturlin Palace, with its curious old frescoes and garden beneath the roof, until I found myself in the old-world Piazza dell Annunziata, the ancient square which the vandalising hand of the modern Italy has passed by untouched; which is much the same to-day as it was when the Medici were in the zenith of their power.

Have you ever crossed that piazza? On the right is the long loggia of the Foundling Hospital, with Andrea della Robbias curious blue-and-white medallions of children in swaddling clothes over each of its many arches. On the left, an old and crumbling building, from which the whitewash is peeling in the glaring sun, while in front is the portico of the Church of the Annunziata. Inside are the wonderful old frescoes of Andrea del Sarto, protected from the weather by glass, and before the main door of the church hangs a huge curtain of thick violet rep. It hung there still the same, though less faded, eight years ago.

A soft, musical chant broke upon my ears, and pulling aside the curtain I entered. Immediately inside the door to the left I found myself within the Capella della Vergine Annunziata, covered by a kind of canopy of sculptured marble, with its great altar of polished silver glittering with rubies and emeralds, behind which was the curtained and highly revered picture of the Virgin, a picture popularly supposed by the Florentines to be capable of restoring the sick to health, and of performing various miracles. About it burned a thousand candles in their sconces of repoussé silver, while in front were hanging many great lamps of chased gold and silver, in which faint lights flickered, chief among them being a huge golden lamp of beautiful Genoese filigree, subscribed for by the people of Florence as a thank-offering after a recent earthquake, the priests having declared that the reason the city escaped destruction was because the event occurred upon one of the three days on which the holy picture is annually exposed for the adoration of the multitude.

The tiny chapel, sumptuously decorated in coloured marbles and pietra dura, and covered with silver hearts and other votive offerings, was crowded with kneeling people, while the priest in his purple vestment murmured the prayers with monotonous intonement. Weary and dusty, I sank upon my knees and watched the strange impressive scene. The tiny bell tinkled, the soft chant came from behind the high altar at the further end of the great church with its heavy gilding, gloomy after the brilliant sun outside, and in the silence that followed the kneeling people fingered their rosaries.

Before me, kneeling upon the altar-steps behind the priest, was a young girl dressed in neat black, with a scarf of black lace upon her bent head, who was so deeply in earnest that she whispered her prayers aloud. The soft sibillations which escaped her lips were quite involuntary, and she seemed utterly unconscious that those around could overhear her supplications. Her voice was broken by sobs, and it was this fact which first attracted my attention. As she knelt before me, a small slim figure, with her black head-dress held by its golden pin, she seemed almost nunlike, and I found myself wondering if she were good-looking.

A long time she remained with head bent penitently before the shrine of the Holy Virgin, even after the priest had given his blessing and descended. But at last she rose and, advancing to the altar, reverently bent and pressed her lips to its silver edge.

Then, turning to descend, she raised her head. Her gaze met mine. In that brief moment I saw a, face more wonderful than ever I had before beheld; a face so pure and open in expression, so delicately moulded, so absolutely perfect in every form and feature that I stood mute, open-mouthed, amazed. Her eyes were of a deep blue, her lips, slightly parted, had the true form of Cupids bow, and her complexion, a trifle dark, gave to her pale face an expression of indescribable mystery. Her beauty was exquisite.

I glanced at her clothes and saw they were just a trifle shabby, although her waist was narrow and her skirt well-made. The dark hair which strayed from beneath her lace head-dress gave softness to her brow, and as our eyes met I thought I detected in hers a look of mute appeal.

As from the altar she descended her skirts brushed me, and noiselessly she passed out by the small side door leading to the quiet old cloisters. Impelled by some sudden resolve I sauntered on behind her. The beautiful face, and the air of mystery which surrounded her, fascinated me. It was a face which I longed to paint, a chance-met countenance which for years was destined to hole, me beneath its thraldom.

I watched her as she passed over the worn flagstones, along the silent cloisters with their thousand memorial tablets, until she was lost to view, then I stood in admiration and wonderment, as if I had encountered some celestial visitant. Never before had I beheld such a perfect incarnation of grace and beauty; never before had I seen such a flawless face, or eyes so brilliant, clear and innocent as those. Her loveliness was bewilder-

Alone in those grey old cloisters, where moss and lichens covered the stones, where the little lizards lay basking in the hot sun, where Del Sartos wonderful fresco of the Madonna del Sacco, remarkable for its calm dignified composition and beauty of colouring, was weatherworn, stained and crumbling, I thought of her, and wondered who and what she was. She certainly had cast a passing glance at me, even dirty, ragged and travel-stained, the sorry picture of disappointment and melancholy that I was. It occurred to me that she was in trouble, for she had prayed earnestly for release from some unknown bond; yet I could scarcely rush after her and proffer my services. Her prayer had not been uttered for my ears, but was to the Virgin, at whose shrine she had knelt.

With sudden impulse I started forward and gained the broad piazza, half resolved to follow her and ascertain whither she went. She was, however, already out of sight. Which of the many narrow streets she had taken I knew not. With heavy, sinking heart I told myself that my divinity was lost to me.


CHAPTER II

A PENALTY OF FAME
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LONG, DREARY AND hopeless were the days that followed. Hungry and footsore I wandered through the quaint old City of the Lily in search of some employment whereby I could obtain food. The bankrupt municipality are not generous towards destitute foreigners, and in Italy the penniless stranger who has no passport is in imminent danger of dying of starvation, if no private individual takes compassion upon him. In Florence the people are the reverse of philanthropic, but outside the city, in the smiling wine-land of Chianti, there are many warm hearts, and among the simple, laughter-loving folk are to be found many who will give the starving tramp a dish of paste and a draught of red wine.

Wandering onward, day by day, through the narrow, mediæval streets, so full of artistic beauty, one thought alone constantly possessed me — the thought of the fair-faced girl who had passed before my entranced eyes and vanished from my gaze like some fair vision from the world beyond. Her wondrous beauty had filled me with profound admiration, the strange expression of mystery in her face had excited within me a keen desire to fathom the deep secret that I felt must be hidden within her softly-heaving bosom.

And those eyes! Even as I pen this curious statement of fact, I can see them gazing into mine with a look of unutterable sorrow, of mute appeal, of blank despair. Yes, her figure, though so beautiful, was ineffably tragic, as if she were haunted by some all-consuming terror which held her in bondage and froze her young heart until she had become cold and impervious to all. In search of her I tramped the ancient streets of Florence day by day, with eyes ever on the alert. I idled before the jewellers shops on the Ponte Vecchio, strolled for hours on the Lungarno, spent each morning in the old Church of the Annunziata, lounged about the broad Piazza Signoria, and sat for hours in the shadow beneath the ancient Loggia dei Lanzi. This latter, the great open-vaulted hall, designed ages ago for solemn ceremonies which it might be desirable to perform before the people, was my favourite haunt. On the well-worn step, beneath Donatellos great bronze of Judith and Holofernes, I loved to sit, with the Uffizi Palace, the Palazzo Vecchio and the broad piazza with its gigantic fountain, with Neptune, Tritons and sea-goddesses before me, for here I could watch the sluggish stream of Florentine life as it flowed on leisurely at my feet.

At first I entertained a hope that I should once again detect the neat figure in rusty black, but as the days passed and I saw no sign of her, I began to fear that she was not a Florentine, as I had believed, but had come in from Lastra, Brozzi, S. Donnino, or one of the other villages where the straw-plait is the staple industry. I had noticed her hands. They were small and well-formed, while upon her skirt, immediately beneath her belt, I had seen a white mark, and now remembered that it must have been caused by the little pouch containing the straws carried by the girls whose deft fingers make the fashionable hats for their wealthier sisters in Paris and London. When I reflected, I became more than ever convinced that she was a straw-plaiter.

How strange it is that the unexpected always happens. My own life has been one of curious vicissitudes, of a variety of ups and downs; a life of feast and fast, of fierce fights with misfortune and of desperate struggle amid that queer halfworld known as Bohemia. Few, perhaps, have experienced so much of the seamy side of life in the European capitals as my unfortunate self, and few have tramped so much, or lived so frugally, as I have done on those white endless roads between the Baltic shore and the Mediterranean. I have always been a wanderer, always a vagabond, always a neer-do-well. I have basked in the sunshine of Southern Spain; I have starved on the snow-plains of far-off Poland; I have wintered in a first-floor flat on the Promenade des Anglais at Nice; I have recklessly flung away my louis at Monte Carlo; and I have lived in a sky-parlour in Vienna, where illness compelled me to depend upon the bounty of my two fellow-vagabonds, who were notorious thieves. Is it therefore surprising that through those years of wandering I should have become so thoroughly cosmopolitan that oft-times my own mother-tongue has sounded strange to me? Ah! in those days I had taught myself never to reflect upon the past, and thus being without regret I was a light-hearted, careless idle tramp, without care of the present and without thought of the future. To be a vagabond one must have no regrets.

Through those countless days I wandered all Florence over, from the hill of San Miniato to the Pellegrino, from the Cascine wood to the great Campo di Marte, where the soldiers exercise at dawn, but saw not again my enchantress. How I existed I scarcely know. Fortunately the weather was warm, and sleeping in the open did not trouble me much. One morning, however, after strolling aimlessly along the Lungarno Corsini, I crossed the piazza, with its tall statue of Justice holding her scales, and passing through the narrow Via delle Terme to my old accustomed spot in the Loggia dei Lanzi, the first person I met, sitting upon a camp-stool sketching, was a man who had been one of my friends in Paris, and whose talent as an artist was now widely recognised. On encountering him I remembered my ragged, disreputable appearance, and in shame turned to evade him.

He had, however, already detected me, and, jumping up, rushed forward, crying cheerily in English, — 

Hulloa! Bland, old fellow. You! Why, youve grown a beard, and—

He stopped short and looked me up and down as if I were some curious specimen of humanity.

Yes, my dear Niccolo, I answered rather sadly, as he warmly grasped my hand. I have grown a beard, but under compulsion. As you see, Im scarcely presentable.

Well, you dont quite look your old self, he said, glancing at me quickly. Youve grown careless. Youve had trouble — eh?

I nodded.

He at once packed away his sketching materials, and at his invitation I entered a neighbouring trattoria and ate a solid meal washed down with a flask of pomino, the first I had had for many, many days.

Among my circle of friends of the Quartier Latin, Niccolo Ferroni, the devil-may-care Livornese, with his black eyes, bushy hair and pointed moustache, was, perhaps, the most loyal. His growing reputation, however, induced him to leave Paris within a year of my arrival there, and after his departure we often read in the Figaro and the Petit Journal laudatory notices of his works, or personal paragraphs about his movements. He was older than myself, about thirty-five, as generous, open-hearted a man as ever laid paint to canvas, always bubbling over with good humour, fond of practical joking, and possessing the happy knack of doing the most difficult work without the slightest exertion. Though five years had passed since we had last met, and he had aged a little, for I could detect two lines upon his brow, he was still the same buoyant spirit, and while I ate continued to laugh, joke and smoke his eternal cigarette.

He had established his studio in Florence, he told me; and at last, when I had satisfied my hunger, we took an open cab and drove away past the gloomy house where long ago the great Dante had lived, and on along the Via di Pinti to the Piazza Donatello on the pleasant outskirts of the city. Alighting before a large white villa, with its closed sun-shutters, we entered, and I found within one of the most handsome studios I had ever seen. From the great square hall, furnished in genuine old oak, we passed into a small chamber hung with portraits and examples by old masters; then the clean-shaven Italian man-servant who admitted us threw open a door, and we entered an enormous salon resplendent in gilt and mirrors. The fine Eastern carpet was so soft that our feet sank into it, the furniture was antique, yet the chairs were cosy and inviting. Upon the tables were many little curios with miniatures and a host of bric-à-brac, while upon the floor lay a lions skin and on the silken couch a mandolino. Nothing was inharmonious in the room, nothing wanting. It was Italian in style, yet without that bare cheerlessness which too often renders the average Italian salon hideous. Indeed, it was more like a ladys boudoir than part of an artists studio. Niccolo, noticing my expression of surprise, explained, — 

This is the reception-room. Lady sitters like a pretty place, so when I went in for portraitpainting I had to set up this.

Beautiful, I said, glancing round in admiration, and inwardly reflecting upon its enormous cost, for everything was of considerable value.

Yes, he admitted, flinging himself into an arm-chair and motioning me to one. Your fashionable portrait-painter must live en prince nowadays, or people dont believe in him. All this show produces an impression, but you know me well enough, Bland, old chap, to be aware that I prefer the old life high up beside the Seine. This may be all very well, but at heart Im as much of a Bohemian as you are, and hate all this confounded flummery that nowadays must surround art. I did far better work in Paris among the boys than any Ive done since. Why? because I was in my element there; here I am entirely out of it. And he sighed.

Yet, from what Ive read in the Figaro, two reigning sovereigns have sat here to you, in addition to a host of notabilities, I observed.

True, Ive prospered, he answered, handing me his silver cigarette case, afterwards taking one himself and lighting it. It was uphill work, but Ive at last got near the top of the tree and obtained the fame we used to talk so much about during our walks on the Boulevard Michel. But it is all disappointing. Fame does not bring happiness, as I had fondly believed, and he sighed again, rather sadly I thought.

Youve been lucky, I said, I havent.

Why did you leave Paris, and how long ago? he inquired, removing the cigarette from his lips.

I left two years ago, I replied. I failed utterly and threw all to the winds.

And where have you been since?

Wandering.

For some moments he regarded me steadily, then asked me to relate to him why I had chosen to leave our beloved Quartier. Without hesitation, yet with a lump rising in my throat, I told him. I explained the causes which had united to rend my heart, and described how I had tramped from place to place until I had found myself in Florence.



He remained silent, with a heavy look upon his dark brow. The two lines in his forehead grew deeper as he thought.

You are no more unhappy than myself, he slowly observed at last. You have allowed misfortune to overcome you; I have not. Thats the only difference.

Why? I inquired.

He rose to his feet and turned away as if to hide his emotion. I entertained a suspicion that tears were at that moment in his eyes.

Ah! no, he sighed. Mine is a tragic story, old fellow. I tell no one. I shall tell no one.

And you, declared to be one of the greatest of living painters, are yet so unhappy! I cried, astonished.

Yes, he answered, it is true that I receive commissions from royalties and Americans for portraits at fancy prices just because I achieved success with a couple of pictures in the Salon. But I have a sorrow, a deep, bitter grief which is slowly but surely wearing out my heart. I work, work hard, striving to stifle the gloomy thoughts which constantly arise within me, but to no purpose. You say that a man should be happy when a reigning queen takes her seat upon his models throne. True, yet, alas! I am not. Only yesterday Professor Albertoli, the critic of the Secolo, came here to see my new picture, and incidentally mentioned that in my last few works he had observed a curious vein of tragedy. Ah, yes, my thoughts are being transmitted involuntarily to my canvases, and my work is becoming marred.

Why not take a rest and have a complete change? I suggested, surprised at his despondent demeanour.

But he shook his head, saying, — 

No, rest and change would be fatal. I should kill myself.

Dont talk like that, my dear fellow, I cried anxiously. Youre not quite yourself to-day. Something has upset you.

Yes, he exclaimed, quickly recovering himself and controlling his voice again, something has upset me. My day is past. I have tasted the pleasures of fame, but the fruit of my long years of labour has been bitter as gall, and he smiled sadly, and cast away his cigarette with a gesture of despair.

Is there nothing I can do, Niccolo? I asked. We are friends, and although Im a penniless vagabond, Ill do all in my power to assist you.

No, he smiled. First, I must assist you. I suppose it wouldnt be considered respectable by all these grand folk who flock here — because to have their portrait painted by me is considered the fashion — if you were seen about this place in rags. But do you know, Bland, strange as you may consider my words, I would gladly exchange places with you.

Why?

He paused, then slowly paced the handsome room from end to end, and vaguely answered,

Some day you shall know. You will not then be astonished.

Then he sank upon the soft silken couch whereon his fair sitters daily awaited such time as he chose to receive them in the working studio beyond, sighed deeply and covered his haggard face with both his hands.


CHAPTER III

SANTISSIMA 
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WITHIN A WEEK my appearance was more presentable, and I had settled down in Niccolos studio, where I amused myself with a few odd canvases and chatted and smoked while he painted. He had received a commission from a German Grand Duke for a picture of the great piazza in front of the Palazzo Vecchio, the spot where we had accidentally met, and was giving it its finishing touches. It was marvellously accurate, a magnificent piece of work, growing more beautiful with each stroke of his master-hand. At first, with so many other pictures to view and to criticise, I did not regard the new one with any great attention. The finished portraits of notabilities, which had just come back from being exhibited in Venice, together with some classical studies, engaged my attention, for one large room adjoining the salon was arranged as a kind of gallery, while the studio itself, a plain, rather bare room, was severely business-like. Indeed, I often wondered how crowned heads liked the transition from the handsome salon, with its silken chairs, to the artists workshop.

Niccolos eccentricities were many. One was that he could not work in a curiosity shop. He declared that he preferred a plain, bare, spacious room, similar to that he had been used to in his student days. He was one of those thoroughly Bohemian fellows whom no amount of success could spoil. Those who affect Bohemianism while they are struggling, always cast it aside when they achieve fame; but, on the contrary, the artist or author who possesses the genuine Bohemian instinct hates the trammels of society and never gives himself airs, even though he may rise to be chief in either profession and lionised in half the drawing-rooms of London.

In this ground-floor room, opening upon a kind of conservatory, the door of which, in turn, led into a beautiful old-world garden, where oranges and mimosa, carnations and roses, filled the air with their fragrance, he painted the pictures which brought him sums almost fabulous, even in these days of high prices. I had at last succeeded in arousing him from his gloomy lethargy by laughing, joking and relating all the odd, droll stories I had picked up in my weary two years tramp. During the day he would work hard, smoking his briar pipe furiously the while, now and then bestowing the fiercest of epithets upon the picture, the brushes, the colours, the palette, everything, if he could not manipulate the light and shadow just to his liking, and ever and anon laughing heartily at his own quick temper. Then, when the light faded, we would exchange our studio coats for more presentable habiliments, light our long Tuscan cigars, and stroll down to the Capitani or the Etruria to dine, afterwards spending the evening at the theatre, or in one or other of the studios in the neighbourhood.

One hot afternoon he threw down his palette and sank into his chair, saying, — 

Finished, thank Heaven! at last!

Then, throwing back his head and beating time with his finger, he began to sing in a musical voice the French chanson, LOubliée, which had been popularised by the inimical Maréchal and had been sung so often by us in the little crémeries of the Latin Quarter, — 



Dans la nuit aux bruits espacés, 

Je revenais, la nuit dernière, 

Par le chemin des temps passés, 

Lors de ma passion première; 

Le chemin que par tous les temps, 

En revenant de chez ma belle, 

Je suivais quand javais vingt ans!....

Comment diable sappelait-elle?



Pipe in mouth, I strolled over from the ease! where I had been amusing myself, and stood with folded arms before the picture. It was a magnificent representation of the great historic square where Savonarola and his two companions were, centuries ago, burned at the stake, with its colossal statue of Neptune, its fine statuary, with the high, frowning, castle-like walls of the Palazzo Vecchio, the ancient seat of the Signoria, or government of the Republic, and the dark Loggia dei Lanzi as a fitting background. In the foreground was a modern omnibus, bearing the inscription Porta Romana in white letters on a red ground, while many people were crossing the square itself. As I looked, two figures in the immediate foreground attracted my attention, a man and a woman. He had painted them in during the last day or two. The man was apparently of the superior class, wearing one of those soft, white, felt hats which the Florentines affect, while his clothes were well-cut, but the face, thin and narrow, with a slight, scraggy beard and moustache turning grey, was a decidedly unprepossessing one. His companion I recognised instantly, and stood astounded. It was my pale-faced, fragile divinity of the Annunziata.

Those new figures! I cried. Did you sketch them from life?

All the figures there I have sketched while sitting in the Loggia, he answered, puffing at his long, thin cigar.

But this man and the girl, who are they?

He glanced at me sharply, but continued singing, — 



Puis elle fila sans tambour, 

Avec un Don Juan de barrière!

Jen fus malade! nuit et jour, 

Je rêvais dvengeane meurtrière...

Le temps calme bien des ennuis:

Dautre chos que dma hain cruelle 

Je crois quelle est morte depuis...

Comment diable sappelait-elle?



Why? he inquired when he had finished.

Because Ive met the girl, I said. Shes absolutely lovely.

You have! he observed, surprised, yet with a touch of undue sadness I thought.

Yes, I said eagerly. Where did you see her?

In the piazza three days ago. They were both together, and she was so beautiful that I took a snap-shot photograph of them and sketched from it. — 

You havent flattered her, I observed.

It is not supposed to be a portrait, he said quickly. One cannot paint a likeness with ten seconds glance at a face. I admit her beauty is adorable.

But the man, I went on. Did he appear to be her father? — 

Niccolo smiled. I think not, he answered. To me he appeared to be a gentleman, but evidently not a Florentine. I should judge he came from the north — Genoa or Milan, perhaps.

Our eyes met, and my companion smiled. I knew by the expression on his face that he was not serious, and taxed him with joking when, in reply, he at first made an evasive answer about my divinity in black, and presently told me that she was very well known to him.

Who is she? I inquired, all eagerness.

Her name is Filomena Cavazza, and she lives in Brozzi.

Then she is a straw-plaiter?

How did you know?

I told him of the mark I had noticed on the front of her skirt when we had met on that well-remembered day before the shining silver altar of the Vergine Annunziata.

That was a keen bit of observation, he laughed. If you want some further employment, try and penetrate the mystery surrounding her. I cannot.

How, I cried anxiously. Where shall I find her?

Here to-morrow.

Here! Does she come to the studio?

She sits to me when I want her. I wrote to her this morning. When she sits she plaits her straw at the same time, thus earning double money.

But who is she? What are her parents?

I have no idea, he answered; she will tell me nothing. I call her Santissima, because her beauty is of the pious order. Her face would make a fortune on the stage, but in manner she is sometimes so strange that I have sometimes suspected that her mind is slightly affected.

Do you mean that shes insane, I cried, displayed.

Not exactly insane, but now and then she certainly is not responsible for her extraordinary actions. For months I have endeavoured to elucidate the mystery which envelops her, but have entirely failed.

Is this mystery solely mental affliction? I inquired.

No. There are other mysterious circumstances which have combined to render her a very remarkable person altogether, he answered, rather ambiguously.

Of what character.

You will discover better than if I attempt to explain, he answered. If you are interested in her you will have plenty of opportunities for exercising your powers of observation. Perhaps you may be more successful than myself.

Do you know where she lives?

No, he laughed, I dont. She will never tell me. When I want her I write to an old woman in Brozzi, and she receives the letter a day later.

Then after all, she might not live in that village, I suggested.

She-might not, he answered.

But what are the reasons by which she is actuated? What is her object in so carefully concealing her place of abode?

The same apparently as she has, in concealing all facts regarding her past and present, he answered. I have tried, and tried in vain, to glean from her some facts concerning herself, but have never succeeded. To all my enquiries she remains absolutely dumb.

Extraordinary, I said, my interest in her increased tenfold by Ferronis strange words. But her beauty is amazing.

Its angelic, he declared. To-morrow I start to paint her as a Madonna in the same pose as Van Dycks in the Pitti Palace. You know the picture? Only the head and long white throat, with eyes turned heavenward.

Yes, I said, I know it well. The small testa della Vergine in the corner of the first saloon. Ive always admired the expression upon that face; but Filomenas is even of surpassing loveliness.

He nodded in acquiescence.

To-morrow I shall commence, he continued. The girl with a mystery is to be my Madonna — the first, and probably the last I shall paint. Madonnas dont sell nowadays. I shall do this merely to perpetuate her beauty. Maybe the Luxembourg may care for it, and, clasping his hands behind his head, he leaned back in his chair and gazed in satisfaction upon his latest achievement upon the great easel before him.

Next morning, while we were taking our coffee beneath the orange trees in the old garden beyond the studio, the thin-faced, well shaven Giacomo, most exemplary of servants, came to announce that the Signorina Filomena had arrived.

Ferroni told him to ask her to join us, and a few moments later she emerged from the glass door of the studio, and once more I found myself face to face with her. Still attired in her neat but rusty black, with her black lace scarf fastened to her hair by its, golden pin, she came forward with a graceful swing in her carriage, the easy gait that is the birthright of girls bred upon the sun-scorched plains of Tuscany.

Buon giorno, signorina, exclaimed the artist, rising and shaking her hand. You are early this morning.

It was so beautiful, she answered in her sweet, musical, Tuscan dialect. So beautiful that I have walked from Mattonaja.

Ah! Santissima! Then you must be tired. You should not weary yourself so early in the day. It will do no good to those pretty cheeks of yours, and he offered her his chair, calling to Giacomo to bring another.

As she had advanced I noticed how dusty were her boots and skirt. She had walked five kilomètres.

Im really not at all tired, she assured him, nevertheless seating herself. The long straight road through the vine-garden, from the Due Case to the Porte a Rifredi, is my favourite walk. No one ever goes there.

The Signorina prefers solitude, my friend laughed across to me; then suddenly recollecting, said to her, You have met the Signore Bland before, I believe?

For the first time our eyes met in full gaze. Hers were unwavering, but there was still in them that strange look that had attracted me at the moment she had risen from the altar in the gaudy Annunziata. She started as she recognised me, and it seemed as though for an instant she held her breath.

Yes, she said at last, smiling upon me graciously, her cheeks faintly flushing, we met once before, but were not introduced.

How pretty and elegant she looked. Not all the silks and satins in the world could have conferred that air of simplicity and distinction upon her.

Then let me introduce you, he laughed, speaking in French. Hubert Bland, one of my fellow-students long ago in Paris — the Signorina Filomena Cavazza the model of my Madonna.

Your Madonna? she exclaimed, also dropping into French and speaking it almost perfectly. What do you mean?

That Im going to paint you in the same pose as Van Dycks head in the Pitti, he answered.

A Madonna! she cried, in a voice of distress. Im not — not good enough to pose as the Holy Virgin, I

Your face is beautiful enough, Santissima, whatever your heart may be, he answered.

My heart! Ah yes, she sighed. Assuredly it is black enough.

Is that why you always wear mourning and abhor colours in your dress, he inquired mischievously, as he poured out her coffee and handed her some fruit.

She darted at him a quick look of displeasure.

It is sinful to make sport of ones transgressions, she observed with sudden dignity as the colour of her cheek deepened.

Forgive me, carissima, he said, noticing that his remark had aroused her indignation. I had no intention of causing you an instants pain.

The Signore is always the same, she laughed across to me, sipping her coffee daintily. He teases me until I grow angry; then he is as penitent as any brother of Certosa.

But he is an old friend, I observed, therefore he has licence to make remarks to which others would not dare give utterance.

Even friendship gives him no right to taunt me of the past, she answered in a strange hollow voice that surprised me.

Is the past a memory so painful then? I inquired sympathetically.

Do not question her, Ferroni interrupted quickly. It is a subject which must not be mentioned.

I was looking at her at that moment, and did not fail to notice that when I spoke tears welled in her blue eyes, while her full red lips, with their true Cupids bow, quivered slightly.

I stammered an apology; then the artist rose with an intimation that it was time he commenced work, and we alt three ascended the steps into the studio.

Come, carissima, Niccolo exclaimed, taking the girl by the hand as tenderly as though she were a child. You must first see my new picture of the Piazza Signoria, and as a Florentine, pass your opinion upon its defects. Then leading her into the small gallery adjoining, where many of his works and studies were displayed, he walked with her to the easel whereon stood the gigantic canvas occupying the whole end of the long room.

The instant she saw it she stood still, as if rooted to the spot.

Ah! she cried, dismayed, pointing to the representation of herself crossing the ancient square. What have you done? What have you done?

Nothing wrong, I hope, the artist answered in alarm. I only sketched you unseen the other day.

Wrong! she echoed hoarsely, turning upon him with face flushed by fierce anger and indignation. You are cruel! You are unjust!

Why?

You have painted me — with him! You have drawn a face that is hateful to me. You have coupled me with one whose detestable countenance I am ever striving to forget. You would taunt me daily by its presence; you would sell this picture to be hung in some gallery so that all may witness my sin and degradation.

I really dont understand you, he answered, turning to her, astounded. With that man at your side, whoever he is, you passed me by unrecognised, and I took a snap-shot of you. The figures have improved the picture, thats all.

They have rendered it hideous, she cried, pale and trembling. If you do not remove them, then I — Ill ruin it for ever. It shall never be sold like that. I never believed you could be so cruel.

But I have acted quite innocently, I assure you, he declared.

Ah! she wailed despairingly; surely my sin is in itself terrible enough; my crime far too hideous and revolting that you should seek thus to perpetuate it! If you knew — ah! if you only knew, you would never have tortured me like this — never.

And she burst into a sudden torrent of bitter tears.


CHAPTER IV

THE MYSTERY OF THE MADONNA 
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FILOMENA CAME DAILY to the studio, and with her lace scarf thrown aside, sat upon the models throne, in the chair wherein queens had sat, in the pose similar to that of the wonderful Madonna of Van Dyck. Each morning at nine punctually Giacomo admitted her to the garden, where she would share our coffee and rolls in the little arbour beneath the sweet-smelling orange trees, then, after a chat and some good-humoured chaff, work would commence in the studio, Niccolo, in his old frayed vest and shirt-sleeves, Tuscan cigar in mouth, painting hard, while she would produce her straws, fix the little pouch at her belt, and deftly plait on without ever looking at her work. Through the day she would make many metres of plait, which she took away with her when she left us to catch her tram in the Piazza Santa Maria Novella, on the opposite side of the town.

As the days passed, the picture, kit-cat size, grew apace. It was an admirable portrait, with its expression of purity and devotion, a faithful reproduction of Filomenas countenance as I had first seen it uplifted to Del Sartos picture of the Saviour in the centre of the revered altar of the Virgin. We had quickly grown to be good friends. With Niccolo, I called her by her euphonious nick-name, Santissima, while she always referred to me as the Signore Inglese. So engrossed became Ferroni in his work, that he had given orders to Giacomo to admit nobody; hence it was that all callers were told that the popular artist was from home — at Pisa, at Bologna, or Pistoja or Livorno. One afternoon, while he was busy at work, with Filoména chatting and plaiting while I was dabbling with the brushes and consuming cigarettes, Giacomo entered, saying, — 

The Contessa Sagredo, of Venice, has called to inquire if the Signore will paint her portrait.

Is she in the salon? he asked, starting at the name, but without looking up from the canvas.

Si, signore.

Why was she invited in? I thought I gave orders that nobody was to enter, the artist said, annoyed.

She asked to be allowed to write a note to you. She is doing so now, and in the meantime I have come to the Signore to ascertain if he will see her, the man replied.

I dont want to see ner. Say Im away, ill — anything. I shall not paint her. Make whatever excuses you like.

Very well, Signore, the man said, going out and softly closing the door.

All my race are born liars, he said, turning to me with a laugh, but Giacomo has reduced it to a fine art.

Why dont you do the portrait? I inquired, smiling at his remark. Surely the Contessa Sagredo would be a pretty liberal client, with all her enormous wealth.

I have private reasons, he answered in Italian, rather quietly. We always spoke Italian when Filoména was present, so that she might join in our conversation, although she knew French fairly well. Besides, he continued, I want to finish this Madonna. Filoména says she cannot give me many more sittings.

Why? I asked, dismayed, turning to where she sat upon the throne, her beautiful head upturned and her eyes fixed upon a certain cherub on the painted ceiling.

Ask her, he replied.

I can only come a week longer, she said, her quick white fingers still deftly twisting together the bright yellow straws. Afterwards I may not be able to come for a month, or six months, or perhaps never. My movements are so very uncertain.

What? Are you going away? I inquired.

Perhaps. At present I do not know, she replied.

Then we are actually to lose you! I said regretfully. We had had many chats together, and I confess I had grown to love her with a mad intense devotion which, from the first, feared must bring me nothing but direst unhappiness Niccolo treated her as he would a spoilt child, teasing and petting her alternately, and did not fail to notice that his jests often annoyed and irritated her. The reason seemed plain. She was angry that he should tantalise her while in my presence. A dozen, nay, a hundred times, I wondered if she really loved me, or whether the brightness in her eyes and animation in her face when we chatted rose from mere excitement. Sometimes I inclined towards the belief that she cared for me, at others my heart sank within me, realising that she could never be mine.

Nevertheless, she was my well-beloved, my divinity, my idol. By night as by day, I thought only of her. But one face was ever before my eyes — the pale sweet countenance which the artist was transferring to the kit-cat to form a holy picture. When she came each morning she brought brightness to my day; when she left at evening the sun of my existence seemed utterly extinguished. I loved her with all my soul.

Yes, she said rather regretfully, but without altering her pose; we must part ere long. But Niccolo has nearly finished, therefore I am not wanted longer.

Yes, yes, you are, he hastened to assure her. You are always welcome here, Santissima; you know that well enough.

She smiled just a trifle sarcastically.

Ah! she sighed. You, both of you, will soon forget me when the sitters come — those contessas, and all the gay, fine folk who come here in their carriages. Why did you not choose a Madonna from among them? Surely there are lots with prettier faces than mine.

Now you want us to pay you compliments, exclaimed the artist, laughing merrily. You know I am never given to flattering a woman. Well, we will admit, if you wish, that there are prettier faces than yours, but they have not the expression which you possess, the look which presupposes your purity of soul.

Purity of soul! she cried quickly, with tightening lips, as she darted a swift glance at him. Are you again endeavouring to taunt me?

With what?

With feigning a goodness which I do not possess.

He shrugged his shoulders, and without replying bent again to his work.

It is always the same, she blurted forth. You try to torment me, without dreaming of the terrible nature of the secret within my heart.

Ferroni glanced across to me. Again had she made strange confession. There was about her an air of mystery that was inexplicable.

The artist apologised, as was his wont, and was forgiven; but during the remainder of the sitting there was a strained silence, each of us remaining deep in our own thoughts.

On the morning of the last day on which she sat, Niccolo, who was performing his duty as one of the brothers of the Misericordia, was called to the bedside of a person who was ill, and I was left alone with her. When he had gone she descended from the models throne, and at my invitation passed into the salon, where she seated herself in one of the silken arm-chairs, and taking up Niccolos mandoline, laughed gaily across at me, as to the accompaniment of her national instrument she commenced to sing in a sweet cultured voice the delightful Tuscan Serenatella e Primmavera, — 



Se so soctate, e cantano, 

A ccoro llavucielle; se so vestute llàrbere 

e fronne e sciure belle!

Che barzamo suspirano 

e rrose pe ciardine; d ammore 

ll onne parlano coe scoglie e che marine!

Ammore ammore, arriennèla, 

Oj Primmavera, smuovela!

Dincello, quanta làcreme Essa me fa jettà!



Filomenas eyes began to sparkle, her cheeky to glow. I could see that the soft swaying music produced a pleasurable excitement which rapidly dissipated the sadness from which she hitherto suffered.

To-morrow will be a blank day, I said, standing near her.

Why? she inquired, looking at me but without waiting for my answer, continues to play her mandolino and sing, — 



Oje Carulina, siénteme; 

si, tutto s è scetato, 

sceta stu core e marmolo, 

scetalo a chisto ngrato!...

Commoe palomme tornano 

ammore anticoe sciure; 

accussi nuje turnammolo 

o coro nuosto pure!

.. Ajemmè! Doje stelle lucene, 

a dinte llastre e guardano; oje 

Primmavera, grazie; tu! he vinciuta già!



Because you will not be with us, I said.

She laughed, her cheeks flushed slightly, and I knew that she understood.

Well, she answered, shrugging her shoulders slightly and putting down the instrument, Niccolo has no further need of me.

I paused, and looked into her clear blue eyes. I tried to speak, but could not, and for a long time we both remained silent, wrapped in painful thought. Then suddenly, without knowing what I did, I bent quickly and took both her tiny hands in mine. She burst into tears.

If he does not need your presence, Filoména, I do, I said in deep Earnestness. I love you.

Love me! she echoed in a tone of bewilderment.

Yes, I cried, still holding her hands with their half-plaited straws. You, Filomena, are the only woman on earth I can look upon with affection. I think only of you.

Ah! not she cried, freeing herself with a sudden movement, and hiding her face with her hands. Say no more. It cannot be. We may not love each other.

Why? I asked, dismayed. Who can prevent it? Besides, I adore you.

Yes, she said quickly, sinking back in her chair, trembling in every limb. I know — I have felt ever since we first met that you cared for me, and have dreaded this.

Why have you dreaded?

Because I feared to tell you that love is impossible, she answered anxiously, in a broken voice.

But why is it impossible.? I demanded.

You admit having recognised that I care for you.

Certainly. It is that very fact which of late has caused me so much apprehension. I knew that my words must sound cruel, and I did not wish to give you pain, because you have been so very kind to me.

For no other reason? I asked, my eyes still fixed upon hers.

Her gaze wavered, her cheeks were suffused a deep crimson, but no word passed her lips.

Since the first moment we met before Our Ladys shrine, I have loved you, Filomena, more deeply than I can tell, I said in a low voice, bending over her and tenderly stroking her dark hair. I have watched you daily, and know my own heart well. Tell me that you care for me, that you reciprocate my affection. I know that I am not one of your own people, that I am a mere boorish, ungallant northerner; nevertheless, I love you fondly, truly, better than all the world besides.

Tears stood in her clear, brilliant eyes, and she put up her hand suddenly, as if to stem the torrent of my words.

Impossible! she cried.

Impossible? I echoed hoarsely. Do you declare that you have no love for me?

No, no, she protested quickly. I never said that.

Then you do love me — eh? I inquired, brightening.

She paused, a moment later answering, Yes, Hubert. I admit I do love you.

Why, then, do you declare that love is impossible? I demanded, half inclined to suspect her of coquetry. But an instant later, when I glanced at her face, I saw how terribly earnest she was, and reproached myself for entertaining such a thought.

Because to speak of love and happiness is only to bring a terrible bitterness into my heart. I have told you the truth because you have wrung my confession of love from me, but remember that the subject must never be mentioned again between us. To love each other would be absolutely fatal.

How fatal? Surely we are both free?

I am not, she answered briefly, gazing blankly before her without any sob or tear, her hands lying upon her knees in an attitude of despair. I am, alas! fettered in such manner that I may not — I dare not love.

Surely you are not already married? I exclaimed, half fearful lest that suggestion were correct.

No, she replied, drawing a long breath. Yet I am held in a bondage of sin and terror; bound by a decree that is absolutely irrevocable.

But we love each other, I cried. You have already confessed.

Ah, yes, she answered in a low, strained voice, turning her clear eyes to mine. I admit frankly and openly that I love you, Hubert; yet we must part to-day never again to meet. Love can only bring death to me — death to you. We must not love. Let us regard all that we have said as unsaid, and remain silent in the possession of each others secret. I dread to bring upon you unhappiness; yet knowing as I do that to love me will be fatal to you, fatal to me, I urge you to go away and forget me.

I can never do that, Filoména, I cried passionately. Surely you know how fondly I love you. You are my well-beloved, my idol. My one thought always is of you.

A cry broke from her lips.

Yes, yes, I know, she answered. Would that I dared to love you in return. I—

But you have already told me that you love me, I interrupted, holding her tiny hand within my grasp.

True, she said, trembling with an emotion she strove vainly to suppress. It is only in secret that I reciprocate your affection, and it is because of that love we are compelled to part.

Are you actually going away?

I think so.

Why think? Surely you know? I observed, surprised.

Have I not told you that I am not master of my own actions? she said, with a mysterious, tinge of sadness.

But you shall not go, I declared firmly. I love you, and we will not part.

We must.

If you leave Florence, then I shall follow, I said decisively.

For an instant she glanced at me. We looked into each others eyes, calmly and thoughtfully, she without any demonstration of inward agony. Then she said, — 

I forbid you. If you really love me you will respect my wishes.

And what are they?

That you should remain here with Niccolo and strive to forget. Ours is a foolish fancy, an ideal that can never be realised because of this impassable gulf between us, and her bright eyes gazed into mine with a look of intense earnestness such as I had never before witnessed in them. Her self-command was not the least shaken.

Whatever this strange barrier may be, it surely can be surmounted, I exclaimed, almost without knowing that I spoke.

No, unfortunately it cannot, she replied. No earthly power can assist me. I am doomed.

Why speak so gloomily? Whatever may be your difficulties, time may remove them.

A century of time would not alter my position one whit, she declared despondently. It is true that I love you, Hubert, but it is, alas! a hideous truth that you can never be my lover.

Will you not allow me to try and break this mysterious bond which holds you powerless? I urged.

To attempt an impossible task is useless, she answered. By any endeavour to assist me you would only bring upon yourself the fate I have already indicated.

Death, you mean? Impossible, I cried incredulously. Besides, I am prepared for any risk for your sake.

But you shall not sacrifice yourself; I will not allow it, she answered quickly. It is my own fault that all this has occurred. If I had acted upon my better judgment I should never have sat for yonder picture, but shunned you as on the first day we met, knowing as I did that you were the only man in the whole world that I could care for.

Yet you now desire to part from me, and will give no reason for your curious presentiment of evil.

There was again a silence. Then she turned to me abruptly, as though the strain of the interview were becoming too much for her self-possession and self-control.

Presentiment! she echoed. It is assuredly more than presentiment, for upon me is laid the curse of the Evil One.

How?

I cannot tell you. It is a secret that none may know, yet so hideous is the reality that sometimes I long for death, she said, shuddering. Men admire my face: they call me Santissima, because Niccolo has declared that my eyes are those of a saint. Yes, I know all this, for every woman is cognisant of the exact estimate of her comeliness. Yet as beauty is but skin deep, so assuredly does my face hide a heart sinful and vile, a heart tortured by the shadow of a great and terrible evil.

Evil! Of what nature? I demanded, in breathless eagerness.

Of a nature so hideous that I dare not divulge. My secret must remain mine alone, or fatality will encompass me prematurely, as it would were I to accept your love.

Are you deaf to all appeal, Filoména? I cried. I love you with all my heart; with all my soul. I am yours absolutely. Tell me what I must do?

She started almost convulsively, but when I would have taken her in my arms she put out her hands forbiddingly, warning me back. A hot flush had arisen, dyeing her cheek and brow.

Again she was silent, in deep thought for an instant.

Go, leave Florence and forget me, she answered firmly, tears welling in her eyes nevertheless. Go and forget me, for we must never love.

But already we love each other.

She answered with bent head, sobbing the while, No, I will never bring upon you the inexorable fate to which I myself am doomed, an existence to which even death is preferable; a life with tortures worse than all the torments of the damned.

How strangely you speak, I said, surprised at her wild, vehement manner.

I speak the truth, Hubert. Forget me, and if ever by chance we again meet, you will then thank me for saving you from the deadly peril which at this moment threatens to overwhelm you.

I shall never forget you — never, I declared, and, raising her tiny hand, imprinted, for the first time, a kiss upon it.

She snatched it away, as if the contact of my lips were the sting of a wasp, and quickly rose.

No, she said, standing erect. I have told you, Hubert, that although I love you I will not allow you to become my lover. You shall not place your life in jeopardy for a woman like myself. Some day you will learn the truth. Until then, be patient and wait.

The wildest and bitterest temptation had surged across us both, but she turned away, turned her back upon me, and left me alone in the handsome salon.


CHAPTER V

DEEDS OF THE DEVIL

[image: img131.jpg]

HAVING FAILED AT art I drifted into journalism, obtaining, through the influence of the great critic Albertoli, some work to do for that well-known, influential journal, the Secolo, of Milan. In Italy journalism is not so lucrative as it is in France, or even in England; nevertheless, it was a source of gratification to think that I was no longer absolutely dependent upon my old friend Niccolo for my daily existence. For some weeks I worked hard, and had the satisfaction of receiving a note of commendation from the bureau of the journal. The articles were mainly upon European politics, but not knowing Italian sufficiently well I wrote in French, and they were afterwards translated.

I had studied politics closely for a number of years, and even in the Quartier Latin had earned the sobriquet of The Deputy, because I dearly loved an argument upon any of my pet topics.

It was certainly a stroke of good fortune that I drifted so unconsciously into the world of journalism, polyglot and cosmopolitan as it was, for later on, when I blossomed forth into a fully-fledged wielder of the goose-quill in Paris, and eventually in Fleet Street, the experience I gained beside the Arno was of the greatest use to me. My after success was due entirely to the fact that I had made personal observations and lived the life of the people in so many lands. But of the present it is useless to speak; it is of the strange incidents of the past that I write.

One evening, a few weeks after Niccolo had completed his Madonna, and Filoména had left me alone and puzzled, I met, in Gambrinuss garish, noisy café in the Piazza Vittorio Emanuele, a number of friends, artists mostly, among them Pietro Carparo, the well-known painter from the nude. All were in buoyant mood, and for over an hour I sat at the small corner table listening to the orchestral music, laughing at their jokes and drinking my piccolo. They were an amusing set, Carparo and Ferroni being the life and soul of the party. Niccolo was just the same merry devil-may-care spirit as he had been long ago beside the Seine, while Carparo, with his long Virginia, bubbled over with good fellowship. The orchestra played some music by Mascagni, the Livomese lad, whom Filoména had told me she had known quite well in the old days before he had won the prize with his opera and become the pet of the salons.

That music brought back to me thoughts of her. Once I had sat at that very table with her at my side, eating granita aranciata, and listening to her gay bright chatter as she had told me of some wedding festivities in the village wherein she lived. But she had left me now; and I knew not where to find her. Niccolo had of late frequently noticed my sadness and chaffed me, declaring that I had foolishly allowed myself to become fascinated by her pretty face.

Youre too impressionable, old fellow, he had said. Think, how should I fare if I fell in love with every pretty woman who comes to me to have her portrait painted!

I dont fall in love with every woman, I snapped in reply, and the conversation suddenly ceased. I, even whilst thinking most tenderly of her I loved, was filled with so many doubts and hesitations, accompanied by so crushing a sense of my shortcomings, that often my heart failed me.

In the noisy, crowded Gambrinus, where the glasses jingled and the waiters rushed madly to and fro, we were a merry party of kindred sprits; but towards midnight the crowded place grows unbearably hot, and it was this fact which caused me to rise from my chair and stroll out with my cigar to get a breath of the bel fresco. I crossed the square, with its equestrian statue of the deceased monarch bright beneath the electric rays, then turning beneath the great archway into the narrow street, I passed the great gloomy Strozzi Palace, crossed the Via Tornabuoni, and continued down the narrow, silent streets of high, prison-like houses which at that hour seemed haunted by weird ghosts of the past, when suddenly I saw before me a neat female figure-hurrying forward. As she passed beneath a street-lamp I recognised her, and my heart gave a bound of joy. It was Filoména. Her easy supple gait had first attracted my attention; a black silken scarf, embroidered at the ends with coloured silks, was wound deftly about her coil of dark hair, the ends being flung over her shoulders in the picturesque manner adopted by the women of cara Livorno, the gay city by the sea, while as she hurried forward I thought I caught some low words, uttered as if she were speaking to herself. My first impulse was to overtake her and arrest her progress. Indeed, I started forward with that object, but suddenly it struck me as strange that she should be wandering the streets alone at that hour. Florence is not a city where a woman may walk about at night unmolested, for when the cafés close, bands of boisterous youths and men often parade the streets and insult every female they pass, whether she has a male escort or not. Recollecting this, I made sudden resolve to follow, and, if necessary, act as her protector; therefore I strode after her at a respectable distance.

Hearing my footsteps, she at once quickened her pace. Without turning her head she appeared to know instinctively that she was being followed by a man, and meant to evade her pursuer. In a few moments, as we turned a corner, the sound of solemn music broke upon my ear, and I saw slowly approaching a number of black figures bearing torches. It was a midnight funeral. As we passed I saw that around the coffin walked four brothers of the Misericordia, in long black gowns and hoods concealing their whole figures, and having only two slits for the eyes. In front the band played weird music, behind came the coffin, carried on mens shoulders, and followed by the torch-bearers and mourners. Truly a funeral in Florence is one of the most weird and impressive sights to be witnessed anywhere in the world.

But Filoména, to whom there was nothing strange in such a scene, passed on without a glance, and the music gradually died away. So silent became the streets that even the light tread of her high-heeled shoes awakened the echoes of the old-world thoroughfares as she sped on into the Via della Scala, the broad deserted street down which no traffic ever seems to come, and where, between the stones, the grass and weeds have long ago sprung up. Passing beneath the high white walls enclosing the gardens of the many handsome villas, she went forward until she reached the corner at the junction of the wide handsome boulevard known as the Viale Principe Umberto, when suddenly she pushed open a small side door in the wall, and, without turning, disappeared within.

Slackening my pace, I sauntered past the door, which must have been unlocked, and had apparently been left in order that she might enter. Then returning noiselessly, I approached, and pushing it open, followed, finding myself within a large, well-kept garden, beneath the deep shadows of the cypresses. The moon had risen, and under its pale light the statuary around looked ghastly, as with infinite care lest my presence should be detected, I crept along the gravelled pathway. At last I saw bright lights in a row of windows before me, and as I gained the lawn heard the noise of a door being closed.

Filoména had entered the house.

It was a fine, spacious, well-kept residence, the long windows of the brightly-lit room opening upon the level lawn. Drawing back into the shadow, I took up a position where I could obtain an uninterrupted view of the interior of the brilliant salon, and noticed that one window, opening like a door, was thrown back. Just as I had ascertained this my eyes fell upon the figure of a middle-aged man, who rose from a chair and crossed the room towards the door. He was evidently the owner of the house.

In an instant I recognised his face. It was the man whom Niccolo had painted as the companion of my well-beloved in his colossal picture of the historic piazza; the man whom Filoména had declared she hated, and whose countenance she was striving vainly to forget. Yet why should she visit him clandestinely at that hour? Why, indeed, should doors be left open for her to enter?

Standing where I did, concealed beneath the deep shadow, I could obtain a clear and distinct view of the whole of the handsome apartment. It was decorated in the style of the last century, the walls and ceiling adorned with beautiful frescoes, the floor of black and white marble, the furniture, for the most part, in polished oak. As soon, however, as the mans back was turned against me, I slipped across the level expanse of sun-baked grass that did duty as lawn, and concealed myself behind a rose-bush close to the open window.

The man drew his hand across his narrow forehead for an instant, as if to clear his memory, and I heard a door open.

So youve come at last, I heard him growl in Italian. Six hours late! Well, what is your excuse this time?

My mother; she is so ill, Filoména answered; and peering in at the window, I saw her standing before him, with downcast eyes, in dejected, penitent attitude.

Confound your mother! he exclaimed impatiently. I hope shell die soon, and then youll have one excuse the less.

My well-beloved sighed deeply, but made no reply to this brutal remark. Meanwhile, he crossed to the door, locked it, then turning to her, with an evil glint in his small dark eyes, said, — 

To-day I have learnt that you intend to leave Florence.

She started, turned pale and held her breath.

I see by your manner that I have guessed the truth, he went on. So you have been plotting to leave — eh? Well, the sooner you have realised the fact that you are irrevocably bound to me, the better it will be for your own peace of mind and body. I have already given you full warning of what I intended to do if you attempted trickery. Now I intend to act.

What do you mean? she gasped in a hoarse, dismayed voice.— I — I have surely done no harm!

Youve made every preparation for flight. If I had not discovered your cunning, you would have left to-morrow.

I have been betrayed, she said simply, her eyes still downcast.

He laughed sarcastically, slowly filled a small glass bowl with water, and said, — 

It is useless to evade me. You tried long ago; but you had, I thought, realised at length how completely you are beneath my power.

Yes, yes, I know! she cried after a pause, her eyes suddenly flashing with anger and indignation. It is, alas! true that you hold me in bonds unbreakable. Beneath your hellish influence all that was good and pure within me has been turned into sin and wickedness; the higher thoughts I once possessed have been transferred into moody, criminal reflections; my Very prayers are curses, my body is racked by a thousand torments, and my soul is damned. When first we met I was happy and knew not sorrow; now I am the most wretched being on the face of the earth: more vicious than any of the demi-monde, more heartless than the wretched women who have earned undesirable notoriety for the number of their lovers; more wicked than the vilest scoundrel on the penal island of Gorgona. It is through you — all through you. Yet I am unable to free myself from this tie which has bound us together so strangely and mysteriously.

I have no intention that you should part from me, he answered, with a sardonic grin, standing at a table and fingering some curious articles displayed thereon. I have not yet exhibited to you the true extent of my power. Now, however, that you have disobeyed me and sought to fly, I will.

No! no! she cried in terror, covering her beautiful face with her thin white hands. Spare me! Spare me! Gods knows I have suffered enough already!

I see that your spirit is not yet broken, he answered, with a coarse, brutal laugh. Besides, I have a strong suspicion that you have a lover.

I have not, she declared firmly, placing both hands to her brow as if to soothe the fierce throbbing there. A tumult had arisen within her. With me love is impossible, and happiness beyond my reach while I undergo all these fearful tortures which your fiendish mind devises. You are in league with Satan himself.

He smiled again, and caressed his grey, scraggy beard.

Your words would perhaps have been believed by a mob a century ago, and I might have been burnt at the stake, he answered. To-day, however, we live in an age more enlightened, when the greatest apparent impossibilities are every day achieved.

The devil prompts you, she cried, or you could never be so cruel and heartless. You would listen to my appeals for pity.

But he only shrugged his narrow shoulders, and, without replying, gripped her firmly by the wrist with one hand, while with the other he tore from her breast the white camelia there, and flung it upon the floor with a muttered imprecation.

Sit there! he cried, forcing her into a great, old-fashioned, high-backed arm-chair, and glaring at her with a strange expression of evil which held her cowed and trembling. You doubt my power; you have endeavoured to evade me! I will therefore illustrate to you how futile it is for you to kick against the pricks.

She rose quickly, with a low cry of abject terror; but placing his hand upon her throat he pushed her roughly back again into the position he desired her to assume, and held both her wrists so tightly that she declared he hurt her.

My impulse was to rush forward and release her, but so strange appeared this mans actions, and so bewildered her attitude, that I stood watching, like one transfixed. That she held him in awe was evident, for she trembled visibly as he fixed his, small evil eyes upon her. In his brows were furrows descending towards the eyes, the unmistakable lines of fierce and malignant hatred, while his hard thin mouth twitched nervously with an excitement he was unable to suppress.

Suddenly he released her, and, returning to the table, touched a tiny electric battery, attached by wires to a small wheel, something of the shape of the old-fashioned water-mill. This began instantly to revolve, and at the same moment a bright white light, more intense than the rays of electricity, flashed through the apartment. A small reflector stood upon the table, and as each flash showed and died away, he gradually turned the burnished mirror until the flashes were directed full into her blanched face.

She looked ghastly in that ever recurring light her countenance still retained its beauty, but so pale and haggard did she appear, that she quickly seemed more like a corpse than a living being. Her dark eyes opened wider, until they stared involuntarily into the mirror. The brilliant flashing bewildered her, and held her fascinated.

She strove to raise her hands to shut out the dazzling rays, but already had she become powerless, and a few moments later her arm fell inert and helpless on either side. Her eyes had fixed themselves upon the light with a stony stare, and she sat rigid, immovable, while the man stood looking on, muttering to himself in apparent satisfaction.

Again he touched the battery, and the light flashed so quickly that it seemed almost as if it were not extinguished with every rapid turn of the tiny wheel. Gradually, however, a strange and terrible transformation took place in the face of my well-beloved. As I watched, her beauty slowly faded, her lips became bloodless, her cheeks sank hollow, her jaw dropped, her eyes were fixed with a look of ineffable terror, giving her face the hideous expression of imbecility.

She was entirely as one lifeless.

My own heart stopped beating, for in that moment I felt convinced that the brute had murdered her by some of his strange mechanical contrivances. Not daring to move a muscle, I stood a living witness of his crime.

Indeed, as I looked, I saw him take the crystal bowl of water and advance to her, unbutton the breast of her dress and feel her heart.

For a few moments he stood as motionless as the rigid girl in the chair, then having satisfied himself, he re-buttoned her dress and closed the lids of her terror-stricken eyes, afterwards drawing over her head into a recumbent position, and slowly bathing her brow in the glass bowl. Having stopped the revolving light, he took up her right arm, and, pulling up her dress-sleeve, examined it by aid of a large magnifying glass.

What I witnessed at that instant appalled me. I involuntarily uttered a low cry of dismay, which fortunately escaped him, so intent was he upon the examination. Upon her well-moulded, delicate arm were great white spots, such as I had seen once before upon a Jew in Lemberg. I drew back with a shudder.

The man once more stroked his scraggy beard and smiled. Then, consumed by a nameless horror, I turned and fled.


CHAPTER VI

I AM UNCLEAN!
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THE THOUGHT THAT the woman whose sweet, beautiful face had held me entranced should have been afflicted by one of the most loathsome diseases to which mankind is heir, held me appalled. I had believed her pure and unblemished, yet those very hands that I had so often kissed and caressed were stricken by leprosy. Such reflection was truly horrifying.

Again, the flashing of the brilliant light had wrought a change in her countenance little short of marvellous. That haggard, bloodless face haunted me as I sped on through the dark, silent streets towards the studio.

Why, Bland, old fellow, you look scared! cried Niccolo, as I burst into the room where he eat in his long cane chair, smoking, with a big glass of vermouth and seltzer at his elbow.

Scared! I echoed, determining to keep the secret of my discovery to myself. I really didnt know that I was.

You look as if youve met the very devil himself. Come, have a drink, it will steady your nerves, and he poured out a stiff glass of cognac and added some soda from a syphon.

I drank it with a distinct consciousness that my friend detected my hand trembling.

Where have you been since you left the Gambrinus? he inquired, regarding me with a cynical curiosity.

I was faint. The place was hot, so — well, I wandered about.

And you met somebody?

I smiled bitterly, but made no answer.

For an instant he looked at me steadily with a puzzled expression, then began to speak of other things.

Next day was the popular Festival of La Colombina, and all Florence assembled to witness the ancient custom. In the broad piazza before the Duomo a large, octagonal chariot, painted black like a hearse, upon which fireworks were arranged in geometrical designs, was drawn up exactly opposite the centre door of the Cathedral. From the high altar inside to the top of the chariot a string was stretched, and throughout the whole morning the piazza was crowded by hilarious holiday folk. Many of the shops were closed, for the wonderful old City of the Lily was in festa. Towards noon the crowd became more dense, and just as the first stroke boomed forth from Giottos high, white campanile, a mechanical dove, released from the altar by the bishop, sped down the string, ignited the fireworks upon the chariot, and travelled back along the Cathedral. With breathless interest its course was watched by the onlookers, as it is popularly believed that the regularity or irregularity with which it travels presages a good or bad harvest respectively. On this occasion the dove sped straight down and back again without a hitch, and as soon as it had disappeared, thunders of applause arose from the multitude, while the hissing and banging of squibs and crackers made the piazza echo again and again.

Alone I stood near the ancient, time-worn cross before the Battistero — the circular building where all children born in Florence are baptized — watching the curious old custom, and listening to the remarks of the superstitious peasantry about me, when suddenly, as the crowd moved off, I caught sight of Filomenas well-known neat figure.

She was alone. Her face betrayed not the slightest trace of its hideous transformation of the previous night, and when she caught sight of me she advanced, smiling, with outstretched hand. I noticed that she wore black kid gloves to hide the frightful spots.

Ah! I cried joyfully, surprised to see her old self again, why have you avoided me all these weeks?

Ive not been in Florence, she answered, with a vague, troubled expression.

Did you go away as you intended after Niccolo had finished?

She nodded, and I strolled on beside her, carried along down the busy Via Calzaioli by the bustling crowd. She stepped out swiftly, bravely, as if all her heart had come back to her, throwing up her beautiful head in a way that youth has. Finding that she had no engagement, I suggested that we should breakfast together, and with that object we walked past Mrs. Brownings house to the Porta Romana, and from there took the steam-tram along the white, sun-baked road, flanked on either side by vineyards, to Galluzzo, that old-world village in the Chianti wine-land, deep down in the valley of the Ema, so popular among the merry Florentines on Sundays and festa days. Alighting, we strolled on to the Ponte di Certosa, where the high road, crossing the Ema, ascends to the ancient, castle-like monastery, famous for its liqueur, and entering a little trattoria, passed through into the garden beside the babbling brook, where the air was sweet with odours from the syringa hedges, and all was awake and alive and warm in the bright sunshine.

A few holiday makers were already there, seated in the shady arbours, but selecting a small table close to the rippling stream, we ordered our maccarani and a great rush-covered fiasco of broglio, and soon grew merry over our meal. In the open air, beneath the trees, amid the scent of roses and carnations, it was very pleasant after the hot, stifling streets of the city. Around us were the merry-faced, sun-tanned peasants, who had brought their wives and daughters for an outing in honour of the festival before Easter. The simple, happy Tuscans take their enjoyment easily, even though they may be dubbed disloyal by the authorities down at Rome, and are taxed until their burdens are almost unbearable. Yet food is cheap; the wine-harvest is invariably good, notwithstanding the prognostications of the weather-wise, and there is but little grumbling. Nowhere in the whole of Italy are the peasantry so happy and easy-going as in Chianti; nowhere is the wine so cheap, nor is the paste so good; nowhere are the people more pious, nor the poor so well looked after by the various charitable brotherhoods, as down in the beautiful smiling lands where wind the Greve and the Ema.

As Filoména ate her paste al pomidoro and sipped her wine, chatting the while, I witched her, wondering what had occurred on the previous night after I had fled from the sight of those awful blemishes. I hesitated to tell her that I had followed her unseen to the house of that mysterious, evil-faced man whose likeness Niccolo had put into his picture, or that I had watched his strange actions and discoverd the ugly white spots now concealed by the sleeves of her cool pink blouse.

I asked her where she had been during the intervening weeks since she had sat to Niccolo; but she evaded my question, and appeared as determined as ever to preserve the secret of her movements. — .,., I saw you one afternoon, she said, however. You were with two gentlemen coming out of Gillis café, as I crossed the piazza.

Why didnt you hail me? I asked, reproachfully.

No. If you had been alone I should have crossed over to you, she answered with modesty.

But I was looking everywhere for you, I observed. When you are absent I have no aim in life. You know, I added, bending towards her in earnestness, and whispering so that my words should not be overheard—

you know how fondly I love you, Filoména.

Ah, no! she answered hoarsely, putting up her tiny hand to my mouth as if to prevent further embarrassing interrogations issuing therefrom; let us change the subject. Already I have told you that we can never love each other. How can I convince you of its impossibility? Instantly the thought recurred to me of the loathsome disease slowly consuming her, and I shuddered. Little did my well-beloved dream that I had knowledge of the terrible secret she strove so strenuously to conceal.

Presently we rose and strolled together along the bank of the babbling brook, beneath the shadow of the olives flecked with sunshine gleams. Around us on every hand the vines were in full leaf, and the light warm wind stirred the maize fields, causing a sound like the swish of the sea. The cool, shady bank whereon we wandered was carpeted with wild orchids, yellow buttercups and forget-me-nots of brightest blue, and a profusion of flowers unknown in England, while overhead, in the deep blue Italian sky, the birds sang joyously, regardless of the suns fiery rays. As we walked along the valley to where the stream wound more gently and the trees drooped their heads tenderly to the stiller waters, I pressed her gloved hand in mine, and she raised her blue eyes, smiling, with a look of coquettish inquiry.

Why do you seek always to avoid me, Santissima? I asked earnestly. If you are in distress, why not take me into your confidence? Our hands met only for a moment, lingered, then were quietly drawn apart.

I dare not, she said.

Dare not? What do you fear?

I fear myself, she answered, after a pause. As we wandered on, hand-in-hand like children, along a path overhung with beech and hazel, I tried to obtain from her some further explanation; but with tantalising contrariness she remained still mute as the grave.

Filoména, I said at last, looking into her clear eyes, unable to control my words longer—

Filoména, you are deceiving me!

Deceiving you! she echoed, turning a trifle pale, and trembling perceptibly. I cannot understand.

You visit at night a man who holds some strange fascination over you, I answered, as calmly as I could.

She started and paused, open-mouthed, unable for a few moments to reply.

How? What do you know of my movements? she gasped. You have watched me!

Yes, I admitted. Last night I watched you. I spoke out of the bitterness of my heart, not considering how uncivil was my speech.

She drew away her hand, averted my keen, penetrating gaze, and winced under the directness of the attack.

Last night I saw you enter that mans house by a side door he had purposely left open for you, I continued, in a hard, firm, determined voice. You greeted him with a smile; you allowed him to dazzle you into unconsciousness; you—

I allowed him! she cried, interrupting. I allowed him only because I am helpless. Ah! Hubert. If I dared to tell you all you would not speak so harshly, and tears stood in those eyes, with their expression of purity. I know what your thoughts must be. You misjudge me because you can never know the truth.

I can surely believe what I saw with my own eyes, I cried, with warmth. That man, whoever he may be, kissed you and stroked your hair.

If he did, I could not resist, she declared quickly. There is but one man in the world I love, Hubert. You know who that man is — yourself, and she turned upon me her wondrous, unfathomable gaze.

Yet you are determined to tell me nothing, I observed reproachfully.

Her breast, beneath its pink blouse, heaved slowly and fell; her small white hands were inert before her, as, leaning against an old, lichen-covered wooden rail, she gazed into the brook rippling by over its moss-grown stones.

To know the truth would not assist either of us, she said at length, in a low monotonous voice. In the first place, I myself do not know the truth — all is so utterly inexplicable; secondly, the little knowledge that I could impart to you would only serve to widen the breach between us. No, Hubert, she sighed, gazing sadly around upon the trees, upon the stream, and upon the carpet of wild flowers at her feet. This present hour is the last of my happiness. Since I have known you we have spent many, many hours together, content in each others love; but it all must end to-day.

I paused a few seconds before replying, being intent on pondering over her last speech. To-day! I cried, dismayed. Why?

It must come to a conclusion, she said; therefore, let it end here, with this bright beautiful day, spent in the open country — the wine-lands that I love so well. Let this day ever remain a sweet sad memory to us both; for when we part it will be to meet never again.

No, no, I exclaimed seriously, in quick apprehension, painfully oppressed by the pathetic look in her eyes. Heaven knows that my wasted life has been weary and aimless enough, yet, with you as my beloved, I will work, I will strive for fame and fortune, I will, by dint of sheer, dogged perseverance, earn sufficient to keep you in comfort. You love me — you have admitted it in your speech, in your actions, times without number. Ours is a bond of love that can never be torn asunder.

I was reckless. The flood of passionate words left my lips involuntarily. I scarce knew what I uttered. All I knew was that I adored this clear-eyed, beautiful girl with all my soul. As Dante, ages ago, had met Beatrice in that grey, time-worn Lily City, so had I met this pale, fragile girl, whose face was so pure and innocent that everywhere — in the streets, in the cafés, in the tramcars — she was known by her quaint sobriquet, Santissima, or Holiest.

There is no bond between us, she said firmly, her lips pale, her eyes fixed upon the beautiful bank, rich with Solomons seal, cuckooflowers, clumps of lupins and Canterbury bells. There shall never be. I have already told you I will never bring upon you the terrible doom which has fallen upon me.

You speak in enigmas, I said. You are cold and trembling. Kiss me, and let us speak of something else; and drawing her towards me tenderly, I bent to press my lips to hers.

But she drew away quickly, fixing her tearful eyes sadly upon mine.

No, she cried, putting up both her hands. Hold back! Do not attempt again to kiss me; and she gave a little forced laugh that, to me, seemed full of bitterness and betrayed a heavy spirit.

Why?

A very tumult of agonising thoughts made chaos of my brain. There was something so earnest, so real, both in her pose and her tone, that I, whose bitterness had controlled me up to this, felt suddenly ashamed.

Her chin dropped upon her breast; she shuddered, and all light in her beautiful countenance died out completely.

Because, she answered in a low, distinct voice, a voice choked by emotion, as she lifted her hand in a half-supplicating, half-warning gesture— because to touch me is to defile yourself. I AM UNCLEAN!


CHAPTER VII

THE PROFESSOR
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DO YOU KNOW Florence? If so, you will have crossed the Piazza Santa Maria Novella, and paused to admire Brunelleschis curious old Loggia di S. Paolo, the ancient arcade, with its curious terra-cottas, built more than five hundred years ago. It was there, beneath Della Robbias quaint relief of the meeting of St Francis and St Dominic, that I took leave that evening of my mysterious well-beloved. The rumbling old steam-tram for San Donnino came slowly across the piazza, and with a cold bow she entered it, and left, without having given any explanation of her strange declaration or regaining her usual high spirits. Then I went back and sat alone in the studio with Niccolo. Twilight had deepened into night, and the corner wherein he sat was so dark that I could only distinguish the glow of his cigarette.

So youve been to Galluzzo, he observed, after I had told him how I had spent the day. For myself, Ive been cooped up here, painting that ugly old hag the Contessa Malipiero. She has false teeth — my pet abomination. If theres one thing I hate about a woman more than rouge, its imitation tusks. She fancies herself twenty-five, and tries to affect a coquettish laugh. And when she — laughs — ugh! — those false teeth!

I smiled. Niccolo was always sarcastic where the wiles of women were concerned. It had puzzled me often to decide why he had not married, for no man in all Florence was more petted by the fair sex than their dark-eyed Livornese, who had risen to become a fashionable painter. Florentine ladies are notable for their fickleness. They are never domesticated, and divide their time between their dress and their lovers. Was not poor Countess Lara, whose lovers were legion, and who fell beneath the souteneurs bullet down in Rome last year, a typical specimen of the modern lady of Florence la Bella? But Niccolo, although he had been full of frivolity at the students balls, and always ready to take a neat-ankled modiste to dine, however frugally, at Mother Lemairès little crémerie at the corner of the Boul Mich, had somehow developed a supreme contempt for all womenkind and their ways.

Being fully aware that I admired Filoména, he would frequently make remarks about her which caused me considerable pain. In fact, of late he had never been tired of declaring that she was a mere adventuress, and only surrounded herself with all kinds of mystery in order to entrap me into marriage.

You didnt, of course, go to Galluzzo alone. With Santissima — eh? he said presently. That girl will ruin you.

Why? I inquired, fully prepared to hear some discouraging remarks.

She has the beauté du diable.

Yet you painted her as a Madonna! I laughed.

My dear fellow, nowadays, as long as the model is pretty, it doesnt much matter whether she belongs to a sisterhood or to the demi-monde. Your modern Madonna must be an up-to-date beauty. Look at Bourgereaus in the Luxembourg; you know the one I mean — the one with the halo. A demi-mondaine type, pure and simple; you can see that face any night in the Casino de Paris. Yet its declared to be one of his; best works. In the old days they painted holy pictures from pious women; nowadays we give the eyes an upward cast, clasp the hands, and add an expression of intensity, and theres your Madonna ready-made.

I commenced to argue, but he rose, stretched himself, and declared that the evening was too warm for argument.

Im going across to Carparos to see his new picture. Then well feed at the Capitani. Come along, and taking up his white felt hat he lounged out.

Carparos studio was close by in the Amedo, opposite the beautiful Giardino Gheradesca, a large white house, high and prison-like with its closed sun-shutters. We climbed two flights of stone stairs, and passing along a corridor paved with those red tiles usual in Italy, halted before a door at the further end. — 

Pietro has a peep-hole here, so that he can see whos outside, whispered Niccolo, mischievously. Well trick him, and he bent, examined the door carefully, and placed his thumb upon a spot near the centre of one of the panels.

A few moments went by in silence, then the door opened, and the painter himself, laughing and upbraiding his friend for mystifying him, admitted us to a large lofty room, at that hour lit by gas, the light of which was thrown by reflectors upon a colossal canvas. Pietro was a merry, dark-haired, round-faced fellow, scarcely over thirty, but whose marvellous portrayal of the nude had caused him to be hailed unanimously by the critics as a master in his branch of art. In London, in Munich, in Venice, in Rome and in Berlin, his works had been exhibited and admired, and one could purchase photographs of his pictures almost everywhere. In the jewellers shops there were reproductions in enamel upon cigarette cases and match-boxes, while at more than one variety theatre his works had been imitated in the form of tableaux-vivants.

His studio was devoid of all that embellishment popularly associated with the workshop of the painter from the nude. It was bare, cheerless, and, being whitewashed, prevented a severe appearance. Indeed, as I glanced around I had an instinctive feeling of depression. I had expected to find a luxurious studio like Niccolos, but instead there was only a bare, garret-like room, with an unoccupied models throne, and a great canvas representing a Bacchanalian scene with nine figures vividly, but beautifully, portrayed. The scene was the interior of an ancient palace, decorated in dull dark red, the delicate flesh tints standing out in bold relief, and the wild drunken abandon was admirably depicted, yet entirely without vulgarity. It was a beautiful picture, but, nevertheless, terrible, for as one gazed upon it the unsexing effect of strong drink upon woman was portrayed in a manner at once realistic and revolting. Pietros was indeed a master hand.

Both of us, sitting on the hard, wooden-seated chairs against the wall, praised it for its conception, for the masterly foreshortening of the recumbent figures, and for its delicacy of colouring; then, having smoked a cigarette, all three of us took a cab down to the Via Tornabuoni.

We were concluding our repast with stracchino and finocchio — the latter being the root of fennel, much appreciated by all Florentines — when, determined to seek knowledge where I could, I asked, as if suddenly recollecting, — 

Who lives in that large house at the corner of the Via della Scala and the Principe Umberto — the one with the high white wall in front?

Right or left? Niccolo asked, turning to me quickly.

On the left, entering the Viale, I answered.

My two friends exchanged quick, mysterious glances that I did not fail to notice.

Why do you inquire? Carparo asked, regarding me with a half-suspicious look.

I saw a man come out yesterday, I said, with affected indifference, and I thought I recognised him.

The man who lives there, Carparo said, taking up his big glass of rufina and peering over it, is a man known to all Europe — Professor Pacelli, the great scientist.

Pacelli! I exclaimed, amazed, for I knew the professor well by repute. His discoveries were a source of comment almost daily in not only the Italian press, but in France, England and America. I recollected reading how, a few months ago, he had lectured before the Royal Society in London upon the result of his researches, which were mostly in the direction of aids to medical science, and what a sensation some of his announcements and experiments had caused. The subjects, however, were extremely. technical, and I retained only a very vague recollection of their character. That he was one of the greatest of living scientists there was no room for doubt, for, in acknowledgment of his services to medicine, he had received all kinds of honorary degrees from the learned societies of various capitals.

And this was the man who held my love beneath a mysterious, inexplicable thraldom; who had brutally forced her into a chair and gloated upon the hideous white spots by which her delicate arms had become disfigured.

Of my companions I inquired as to his social position and general character, and was told that King Umberto had often visited him, and that he was always commanded to the royal table whenever the Court was at the Palazzo Pitti. The latter was not, however, of frequent occurrence, for the King, somehow, avoids his Tuscan subjects, and the latter are consequently the most disloyal of any of the various peoples from the shores of Como to the far south, where the Mediterranean beats upon the rocks of Terranova. The professors general character, they told me, was not without blemish, and his name had apparently been imported into more than one scandal which had caused the tongues of gossiping Florence to wag with unwonted vigour.

During half-an-hour, while we chatted and smoked our Tuscan cigars at ten centesimi apiece, I pondered deeply, then rose. Excusing myself to my companions, and promising to meet them at the Gambrinus in an hour, I set out towards the Via della Scala, determined to face this man and demand an explanation.

Filomenas wondrous beauty had entranced me, and notwithstanding the frightful disease from which she was suffering, I had resolved that she should be mine.

It would, I saw, be necessary to approach the matter cautiously; and as down the ill-lit, deserted street I made my way in the hot, starlit night, I tried to determine some definite plan of campaign. At last; arrived at the small side-door through which my well-beloved had entered, I halted and pushed. It yielded.

Could it be that she was to visit him again that night? The suggestion caused a murderous hatred to arise within me.

Crossing the lawn, I gained the gravelled walk leading to the front of the house, and saw the professor seated at his table, with head bent, as if writing; then boldly I went forward, rang the bell, and a few moments later was admitted into the room wherein Filoména had visited him.

He rose, regarded me inquiringly as I entered, and bowed stiffly. — 

I believe, professor, you speak English, do you not? I asked.

Yes, a little, he responded, with a strong Tuscan accent, eyeing me quickly with a strange, apprehensive glance. The room smelt strongly of some pungent chemical, and upon the table, where he had been sitting, stood a burning spirit-lamp, some glass retorts and a number of small glass test-tubes, together with a microscope, a galvanic battery, an open book, and many other odds and ends.

You will, I trust, pardon me disturbing you at this hour, I said, but my mission is urgent. I am an Englishman, from London, and I have been directed to you for advice and assistance.

By whom? he inquired quickly.

By Sir James Crichton, of the Royal Society. You lectured before that institution some time ago, I believe.

I did. Any friend of Sir Jamess is entirely welcome, I assure you, he said, courteously offering me a seat.

I sank into an arm-chair, the same into which he had brutally forced my well-beloved when she had striven to escape his brutal grasp. Then, turning, he rang the bell, and at once ordered some refreshment.

Whisky is the Englishmans drink — always whisky, he observed, laughing. I have some. So Sir James Crichton has sent you to me — eh? and he threw himself into a chair tear by, and stretched out his legs with the self-satisfied air of one who had concluded a toilsome day. Whatever assistance I can render you is entirely at your service, he added.

It was a wild shot of mine to speak of the great Harley Street physician, but I saw that the mention of his name produced a profound impression.

He spoke of the cordiality with which he had been received in London, of the sympathy of the press, and of the benefits which he hoped medical science would derive from his researches, when suddenly he rose, and, excusing himself, opened a door leading to an adjoining room and disappeared.

A few moments I waited alone, when distinctly I heard a noise proceeding from the chamber he had entered.

It was a womans despairing cry.


CHAPTER VIII

A WOMANS CRY
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BREATHLESSLY I LISTENED, my mind tortured by a thousand thoughts and apprehensions, for it flashed across my mind that Filoména might be beyond that door. Yet no further sound proceeded from the room, and presently the professor reappeared, smiling, with a word of apology, and lighting a good cigar, after handing me one, re-seated himself. At the same moment the whisky was brought by a neat maid, together with a couple of bottles of the Italian mineral water, cinciano.

Have you tried this? he asked, holding up a bottle to my gaze. Here, in Florence, one is afraid to drink the water, therefore we are compelled always to resort to mineral water.

Ill try it, I replied.

Good. It goes capitally with whisky; and mixing some he handed it to me, afterwards uncorking the other bottle and taking a glass himself. Few Italians drink whisky, he added, with a laugh. Im one of the exceptions. I learned to drink it while in England.

And you like it? I hazarded.

Excellent. A splendid stimulant, and exceedingly good for the stomach.

I rather pride myself upon being a connoisseur of whisky, and must declare that, without exception, I have never tasted better. I told him so, and he laughed.

Now, he said presently, what is this service you desire of me?

I hesitated a moment, looking straight into his thin, narrow, bloodless face. His wrinkled countenance was sphinx-like.

I represent a firm of London solicitors, I said, speaking slowly and distinctly. A year ago there died in London an Italian who had amassed a considerable fortune as restaurant-keeper, and the whole of this money he left to a person whom I am trying to discover.

I paused, inwardly congratulating myself upon the plausibility of my story.

Well, he inquired, interested, was the amount large?

In Italian money, about one hundred thousand lire, I replied. It has been left to a young girl with whom you, I believe, are acquainted.

I raised my glass and slowly drank my whisky in order to watch the effect of my words.

A young girl! he cried, in simulated surprise. What is her name?

Her name, I said meaningly— her name is Filoména Cavazza.

Instantly his brows narrowed; his thin lips quivered and compressed; his black, piercing eyes fixed themselves upon me with a look of murderous hatred — the same intense expression with which he had transfixed my divinity as she had sat inert and helpless in that chair.

Filoména Cavazza, he repeated, feigning to recall the name.

Yes, I cried, with firmness. It is useless for you, Professor Pacelli, to affect ignorance when at night she comes here to you clandestinely, because she is so completely beneath your thrall that she dare not digobey your will. Upon her you practise your hellish experiments with cool, unrelenting brutality. It is useless for you to deny it.

I think youve taken leave of your senses, he observed quite coolly, regarding me with some curiosity.

I have not, I cried. I allege that Filoména, fearing to disobey you, has become the unwilling subject of your uncanny experiments; that you are slowly torturing her, sapping her young life while she is utterly powerless to resist. You are murdering her.

What proof, pray, have you of this interesting but libellous declaration? he inquired, with bitter sarcasm. If you took your information along to one or other of the sensational journals they would, no doubt, be glad of it. Why you have come here to speak like this I entirely fail to comprehend.

I intend to rescue Filoména from you.

Because you are her lover? he observed, in the same sarcastic tone. It is alike useless for you to endeavour to deceive me, for I know well that you are the Englishman who lives with Ferroni, and who made love to her while she sat to your companion as model for a Madonna. How you first met in the Annunziata, and again at the studio; how you declared your love — I know all. It is, therefore, entirely useless for you to romance further. Tell me what you really want with me.

I want you to give her her freedom, I blurted forth. — 

He smiled mysteriously. Then, in a low voice, answered, — 

She already has it.

Is she free to love? I cried excitedly. Entirely, he nodded. But she will never become yours. — 

Because she fears your anger, I said fiercely. You have, by your cunning machinations, so unbalanced her mind that she has fallen completely beneath your power. I have read reports of your discoveries, and know well that, under certain conditions, the influence for good or evil which you are enabled to exercise over some persons is beyond comprehension. Upon her you have brought this abominably evil influence to bear.

Well. What then? he asked.

I will denounce you as a quack and a charlatan.

Do so, if you wish, he answered, calmly contemplating the end of his cigar. Some may perhaps believe you. No man is so popular that he has no enemies. You have constituted yourself champion of this young girl merely because her face is saintly in expression, and admired by all Florence as the incarnation of all purity and innocence. Well, you are inexperienced. If you knew her you would flee from her; you would know that beneath her fair face is a foul and sinful heart. Then he paused a moment, still looking me straight in the face. Continuing, he said, After all, I do not wonder at your enchantment. If I were your age, I, too, might fall into the same error. Love examines the face, but always ignores the heart. No; take my advice, and seek her no more. She can only bring you grief and dire despair.

But I love her. I will win her in spite of you, I cried, in fierce determination.

He shrugged his shoulders, and smoked on without a word.

She shall remain in Florence no longer beneath this insufferable subjugation, I went on. I will take her away and defy you. Practise your abominable experiments upon yourself if you desire a subject. She shall be yours no longer.



He laughed a loud, defiant laugh.

Act as you please, he said. Act as you please. I only give you warning that defiance of my power means death to you.

Death! I exclaimed. I dont understand you. — 

Within twenty-four hours you will already be aware of my influence over you, he answered in a strange, prophetic tone, regarding me keenly with knit brows. You have openly defied me. Well, the consequences are upon your own head.

Are you Mephistopheles himself, that you should speak thus? I demanded, with a touch of bitter sarcasm. You would have me believe that I, like Filoména, have fallen beneath your inexorable thraldom.

Believe what you like, he answered. In a few hours you will be convinced of the truth that neither mentally nor physically are you yourself henceforth.

Then you have laid a curse upon me, I gasped. By one of your infernal discoveries you believe you are enabled to hold me irresistibly in vassalage. It is some hypnotic quakery.

My discovery has nothing whatever to do with so-called hypnotism, he answered resentfully. It is entirely a secret to myself — a secret which I have not yet disclosed to any of the learned societies, because my researches are as yet imperfect. You can assist me; therefore I have fixed upon you as a subject.

I shall leave Florence to-morrow, I laughed. You cannot detain me.

That matters nothing. Wherever you go I can compel you to work good or evil at my bidding.

Nonsense, I cried. You speak like some necromancer at a village fair. Your very speeches are the words of the charlatan.

You will regret quickly enough, he answered.

Then you refuse absolutely to release Filomena? I said, rising and glaring at him.

She is already released, he replied.

How?

Seek her yourself. Then you will learn the truth.

Where shall I find her? I asked anxiously.

At Brozzi; the first white cottage on the left, beyond the Municipio, where the trama stop.

And you say she is released?

As far as I am concerned, yes, he answered, rather ambiguously.

At that instant a cry, proceeding from the inner room, broke upon my ears. It was the same cry as I had heard during this mans absence.

I recognised the voice as Filoménas.

In an instant I dashed towards tire door and turned the handle.

It was locked.

I turned and faced the man who had declared that a spell was upon me.

Well, he exclaimed quite coolly, have you taken leave of your senses?

No, I cried wrathfully. You have the woman I love concealed here. I demand you to release her.

Again he shrugged his narrow, stooping shoulders, smiling grimly. His demeanour was calm and uncanny.

Did I not tell you, he said, that very soon you would have an illustration of the influence I hold over all your actions? Henceforward you will be obedient to my will.

Then he rose, and, standing erect, beckoned me towards him.

Involuntarily I found myself approaching the renowned scientist, whose extraordinary discoveries had created such profound wonderment through the whole of the civilised world. Then, when I had approached sufficiently near, he grasped my hand, and, powerless to resist, I was led out across the lawn to the side gate by which I had entered, until we gained the road.

Go! he said at last, in a harsh, firm voice. Go to Brozzi; seek the woman you adore, and learn the truth. You are defiant, therefore I will show no pity either to you or to her. Go!

I turned upon him and tried to argue, but without a word he raised his thin, scraggy arm and pointed down the dark road in the direction I had to proceed. Then, turning, he left me standing alone upon the pavement, and closing the door in the wall, locked it after him.

Next instant a strange feeling of murderous passion crept over me, such as I had never before experienced. Strangely enough, an overwhelming desire possessed me to kill the woman I loved. The spirit of murder had entered my soul.


CHAPTER IX

IN BROZZI 
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IN THE BLAZE of noon-tide next day I passed down the shady side of the Via dei Banchi into the hot glaring Piazza Santa Maria Novella, and entered the steam-tram for Brozzi. It was filled to suffocation by an unwashed crowd from the suburbs — many of the women, with huge market-baskets which dug uncomfortably into ones knees, returning to the villages where the staple industry is straw-plaiting and the manufacture of the so-called Leghorn hats.

The journey between Florence and Brozzi is most uncomfortable and uninteresting. There are houses all the way, most of them extremely unsavoury-looking dwellings, overcrowded by an evil-smelling, evil-looking populace, who sit at the doors of the houses idling and gossiping. The road is narrow, the smells in hot weather are overpowering, and the journey, from first to last, is as uninviting as it well could be. If you have ever been so misguided as to take a tram from Genoa to Pegli, then you have a faint idea of the noisy, dirty thoroughfare between the City of the Lily and industrious Brozzi. Before we reached the barrier of the city both vehicles of the tiny tram were so crowded that there was not even standing room, but, fortunately, at Peretola many descended, and when, half-an-hour later, we passed through the one long, strong-smelling street of Quaracchi and drew up before the dirty whitewashed building with its dingy escutcheon, bearing the national arms, known as the Municipal Palace of Brozzi, the cars had almost emptied.

The thoroughfare, like all those we had passed through, was narrow, hot and unhealthy. Crowds of ragged, unkempt children, with suntanned, smiling faces, played about the gutters of awakened the echoes with their merry laughter, while in every doorway sat two or three girls, many of them brightly dressed and extremely good looking, plaiting their golden straws and gossiping while they worked. So deft are the fingers of these straw-plaiters that to look at their work is entirely unnecessary: they plait away, laughing and chaptering merrily, but never glancing to ascertain if they are making an even plait. In every house all the girls, from ten years upwards, were engaged in plaiting, and as I alighted I heard on all hands comments anent myself in the soft, musical, Tuscan patois. The little children ran forward, clapping their hands as if in glee; the girls, many of them with roses in their breasts, and nearly all wearing the great hoop earrings so fashionable in the district about Lastra and Sesto, smiled at me coquettishly as I passed, but all opened their eyes widely in surprise when, halting before the clean-looking cottage the professor had indicated, I passed the two women who were sitting plaiting at the door dejectedly, and entered.

One of the women, about sixty, her white hair bound in a gaudy handkerchief, rose and followed me into the scrupulously clean, uncarpeted living-room, and asked in her patois whom I sought. The furniture was of antique oak, and had, no doubt, been handed down from generation to generation for several centuries; on the walls were some faded and blistered frescoes, together with a cheap-coloured lithograph of King Umberto, and near the door was a small wooden crucifix. At a glance I took in every detail of the clean, neat interior; then, turning to the woman who had spoken, I replied in Italian that I sought Filoména.

Filomena! she cried, bursting at once into tears. Why do you, a foreigner, seek my daughter Filoména?

You are her mother, I exclaimed quickly. I am pleaded that we have met, signora. Has your daughter never mentioned me — Hubert Bland?

Bland, she repeated, with a strong accent. The Englishman who lives with the maestro Ferroni?

The same, I said. Has she ever spoken of me?

Often, signore. Often, she answered in a grief-stricken voice, taking the hand I offered. Each day she spoke of you secretly to me, because — well, I suppose there is no secret — because she loved you.

Ah, yes, I know, I said, surprised at the old ladys dejected demeanour. It is because of that I have called. I want to see her; I want to take her from the evil influence of one away in the city who holds her irrevocably in his power.

Who — who is it? she gasped, raising her head and regarding me with quick apprehension. If I thought that any man exerted an evil influence upon my child, I — I would kill him.

It is all over now, I answered. I have determined that she shall be mine. I will, if I may, take her from this contaminating influence of mystery and evil.

But why, signore? she asked. You can never marry her.

I can, if she will give her consent. I am not rich, but I will strive my best for her. Indeed I will, I answered passionately.

Ah, no, signore, she sobbed, covering her face with her thin hands, you could never make her your wife. It is too late — too late!

Why is it too late?

Surely you know, she answered in a sad, choking voice— surely you know that my child, the one bright ray that has illuminated my dark and toilsome life, is sorely afflicted by a horrible and incurable disease. Surely you know she is suffering from leprosy?

I am aware of that, I answered calmly. Personal affliction does not diminish true love. Filoména has no father, I understand?

No, signore. My husband died ten years ago, leaving me entirely without resources. Since that day we have both worked at the straw-plait, Filomena and I, and have managed to live on as you see we live now.

You have not always lived in Brozzi, then? I said, eager to know something of the past of my well-beloved.

Oh, no, signore. When my husband was alive we lived by the sea at Antignano, near Livorno. They were happy days; but on his death we were compelled to sell everything, and remove here to where no one knew us.

He died in debt?

She nodded, adding, His political opponents ruined him.

Political opponents! I echoed. Was he mixed up in politics?

Yes, she answered. He— She paused, then added quickly, It is useless to recall the past; we were ruined — that is all.

And for ten years Filoména has worked at the straw-plait?

Yes. She has sat to the Signore Ferroni and other artists. No better daughter could there have been until she fell ill; then she seemed to change entirely. Her goodness and purity changed to cruelty and wickedness. In spite of herself, she seemed to take delight in all that was base and ignoble; she absented herself from home for days together, wandering at night along the dark, lonely roads in the valleys beyond Fiesole, and sometimes sleeping in the woods around Vincigliata.

How long ago did she first exhibit signs of this mental unrest? I inquired.

About six months. But its now all over; her case is hopeless, absolutely hopeless.

Hopeless! I cried, suddenly alarmed. What do you mean?

The doctor has been to-day, she answered hoarsely; he has pronounced that her mind has given way, that she is insane, and he has given orders that she must be removed. I must lose my child for ever.

Insane! I gasped. Is she actually demented?

The doctor says so. He came to-day, and has signed the papers for her admission to an asylum. Besides, he says that such a case of leprosy must be isolated, and has given notice of it to the municipality.

But where is she? I asked. Surely I may see her?

She is upstairs, signore. Yes, you may see her once — for the last time. I know that you love her. We both love her, you and I.

Up the stairs I climbed to an upper room, dark and small, uncarpeted, but clean as the apartment I had just left. At the window, with her chin resting upon her hands, and gazing aimlessly out upon the noisy street below, sat my well-beloved, but half dressed and entirely unconscious of our presence. Her dark hair, unbound, fell about her shoulders in rich profusion; her bare breast heaved and fell as she breathed.

She has the most extraordinary delusions, her mother whispered. To-day she fails to recognise me.

Filomena, I said sympathetically, approaching her and holding forth my hand. Filoména, I have heard you are ill, darling, and have come to you.

She turned her beautiful head, but her deep blue eyes were brightened by no glad look of recognition; she gave me only a blank stare of surprise. The rickety sun-shutters were closed, but light enough remained for me to see how greatly she had altered from the Filoména of my recollections. Her form had lost its roundness, her cheeks their freshness. There was no longer anything girlish about her; and yet her eyes were more luminous than of old, and I fancied that the expression of the thin, wan face, turned eagerly towards me, was softened and more womanly. Her jaw dropped; she was warm and panting, and instantly I saw that the expression upon her handsome countenance was one of imbecility. Her corsets had been thrown aside, and above the lace edge of her undergarments, I saw upon her bosom a dull, copper-coloured mark — the horrible mark of the leper.

Filoména, speak to me! Speak to me, dearest, and tell me that you know me, I urged, heart-broken by this crushing blow that had so suddenly shattered all my hopes and aspirations. I am Hubert. Surely you remember me?

Slowly she rose, pressing her white hands to her temples, as if to allay the terrible throbbing there and to recollect.

No, she said at last, in a deep, intense tone, quite unlike her usual voice. You are not Hubert. If you were I should kill you! Tonight I shall go down to the city and kill him!

I started at this strange speech; but I saw by the wildness of her eyes and the nervous twitching of her fingers that murderous thoughts, strangely similar to those possessing me on the previous night, were passing through her unbalanced brain.

Why do you intend to kill him? I inquired, humouring her.

Because I hate him, she answered, raising her angry, flashing eyes to mine.

At that instant I, too, felt within myself a sudden impulse to kill her. There seemed to arise in my mind a distinct consciousness that only by her death should I be freed from the mental anguish which ever since my visit to the professor had tormented me and prevented me from obtaining rest. I had a distinct knowledge that the higher feelings I had hitherto possessed were no longer within me. I had, by some inexplicable transformation, become debased, cruel and brutal.

Even at that moment I found myself contemplating how best I could end the life of my well-beloved. I felt myself gloating upon the deed, fascinated by some power, curious and unknown, impelled towards the crime by some unseen uncanny agency.

Filoména, in her mad wrath, desired to kill me because of some unknown fault I had committed, while, strangely enough, I myself longed to be alone that I might place my hands upon her slender white throat and strangle her. Surely there must have been at that moment some mysterious rapport between her brain and mine.

I tried to shake off the morbid reflection possessing me, but all was futile.

I heard the signora speaking, but knew not what she said. One idea alone, horrible and revolting, had absorbed my senses — the strong, overwhelming desire to see my love dead at my feet.

She addressed me, but her speech was only the unintelligible wanderings of one demented. Then, seeing that I did not reply, she clasped her hands at the back of her handsome head and gave vent to a loud peal of laughter.

To me it seemed as though she mocked me. My secret desire to kill her became intensified. I tried to picture in my mind how calm and peaceful would be the expression of her countenance if she were a corpse. If I killed her, then only could I be free. She had fascinated and enmeshed me. Her wondrous beauty had held me spell-bound while she had exerted her mysterious evil influence upon me. Ten minutes before I had loved her; now I looked upon her with an intense, uncontrollable repulsion, a hatred fierce and desperate.

So you would kill him? I managed to stammer.

Yes, she replied, with a fierce expression upon her pale countenance. He shall not live. We shall both die ere long, both of us. He shall die first, and I will follow. If it is years hence, he shall not evade me. You will say Im mad. They all say so, she laughed hysterically. But they do not understand. I am not myself. Evil has been wrought within me. See! and baring her breast, she exhibited to me the horrible, dull, coppery-red blotches of the terrible cutaneous disorder that must sooner or later consume her. As a consequence of imperfect innervation, her fingers were slender and benumbed; they were brown from pigmentation, and the space between the forefinger and thumb was hollowed from defective nutrition of the abductor muscle.

I drew back horrified; and, noticing my apparent fear, she burst into a fit of loud, harsh, discordant laughter.

Holding my breath, I strove to control the curious repulsion which had taken possess on of my senses. A disease which tends to the continuous degeneration of the skin and mucous membrane, with general dyscrasia of the entire organism, which is impelled onwards by a law of periodic progression, and which has no tendency to spontaneous resolution, must necessarily be fatal, the only question being one of duration. There was, alas! no cure. She was doomed!

I turned to her mother, who stood by silent, pale-faced and scared, inquiring who was her medical attendant.

Professor Pacelli, the great specialist in mental diseases. The local doctor asked him to call, as he considered Filoménas an especially singular case.

Then the professor has been here to-day? I gasped. It is he who has signed the papers consigning her to the care of the municipality as a lunatic?

Yes; he was here an hour ago. His carriage only drove away from the Municipal Palace a few minutes before you arrived.

Again I gazed upon her bare, well-moulded arm, reflecting that the distribution of the maculae, or blotches, on the surface of the body corresponded with the nerve territories of the integument. Suddenly the strange, irresistible impulse of homicide surged through my mind, and I determined to put as great a distance as possible between myself and the unfortunate girl who was once my well-beloved, and who was now my involuntary enemy.

Pacelli, I repeated in despair, then turned and left without further word.

Yes, I said aloud to myself as I hurried away along that narrow, close-smelling street, he was right, quite right when he told me last night that he had released her from his thrall. By his constant experiments he has unbalanced her mind; he has rendered my well-beloved insane,


CHAPTER X 

LOVES AFTERMATH
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THAT SAME NIGHT I left Florence, grief-stricken and heart-broken.

When I had returned to Niccolos, my friend was absent. I entered the handsome salon, where royalties took their ease and in patience awaited the artists pleasure; but the roses in the great bowls smelled faint: they were faded and dead, as were all my hopes and aspirations. Alone in that great room I stood, and glanced around me in dejection. Upon the silken ottoman before me my well-beloved had so often sat and looked up to me, with that face so pure, so open, so beautiful, as we had chatted alone together, happy in each others love. Here, too, she would often rest after a long and tedious sitting, while Giacomo prepared for her a cup of English tea, of which she was so fond. We were a merry trio always over the tea-cups at four oclock. Niccolo was too thoroughly Italian to care very much for the thoroughly English beverage, but Filoména enjoyed it immensely. The empty tea-cups stood there upon a small china tray ready to be used. I noticed them, and tears filled my eyes. I knew that never again would they be used by us; that never more would she gossip with me, industriously twisting her straw-plait the while, and looking up at me, showing her long white throat — the throat, so beautiful in form and colouring, that gave such individuality to Niccolos Madonna.

The mandolino she had so often played to me, singing in her sweet tuneful voice Santa Lucia, or one or other of her charming Tuscan songs, lay flung aside and discarded, the ribbons of green, red and white with which she had decorated it being soiled and crumpled. With a sigh of sorrow I passed on into the studio to find Giacomo, but the first object that met my eyes was an easel whereon stood the Madonna, the beautiful portrait of the woman who was now lost to me. For a few moments I stood before it. Those eyes, with their saintly expression, were gazing heavenward; the pointed, protruding chin, the soft delicate cheeks, the long white throat, and queenly poise of the head, all formed an absolutely perfect likeness. The picture bore a number, and had only that day been returned from Venice, where it had been exhibited and gained the medal.

Earnestly I looked at it, and as I stood there Niccolo, gay and happy, entered.

He detected sorrow in my voice, and there and then compelled me to tell him everything.

Strange, very strange, he answered, when I had explained the curious revulsion of feeling towards Filoména which I constantly found creeping upon me; Pacellis discoveries are no doubt extraordinary. Some of them have amazed and bewildered the savants. It is, however, distinctly curious that poor little Santissima should be so affected; and he lit another cigarette and smoked furiously.

But what can I do, old fellow? I asked despairingly. How can I save her?

You cant. You can do nothing, he replied. She is consigned to the care of the municipality as, a leper and a lunatic; therefore you are powerless.

But I must. I will rescue her from the evil influence of this man Pacelli, I cried.

He paused, looking me straight in the face.

Youre playing with edged tools. Better forget her, old chap, he said slowly. Better forget her. She is insane; therefore all is over between you.

But I love her, I answered brokenly. I would sacrifice all for her sake.

You loved little Yvette in Paris, he observed, with a faint smile.

No, no, I protested. Never taunt me with that. Yvette was not pure and good like Filoména; that you well know. She sold her affections for golden louis, but Filoména has ever been an honest woman.

A hard expression played about his mouth, and he raised his eyebrows slightly as he asked, — 

How do you know that?

What! I cried, do you suspect her? Tell me. Tell me everything, Niccolo.

Pacelli has, by his constant experiments, held her completely in his power, he answered in a low, firm voice. I dont want to upset you, old fellow, but, instead of worrying yourself unnecessarily over her, I really think you should reflect upon the fact that, whether by her own free will or by reason of Pacellis mysterious power, she visited him secretly night after night; then, after a pause, he added in a still lower tone, and she has been seen to leave his house at noon next day.

Its a lie! an infernal lie! I cried, starting up. Ill believe nothing ill of her. If she has done so, then this villainous scoundrel has forced her against her will. I will discover the truth, cost what it may.

To endeavour to do that is useless, he answered sympathetically. I know how bitter is your sorrow; but if I were you Id try and forget. She is a hopeless imbecile; therefore no good can accrue from any further investigation of facts which, after all, may turn out to be even more painful than you anticipate. Forget her.

I cant.

Rubbish! You loved Yvette, and because she forsook you, you went to the dogs. Now that youve recovered, and are meeting with success as a journalist, you will surely not ruin all your prospects because of one whose mind is unfortunately affected.

But the scoundrel who has practised his devilish devices upon her, the man who has wrecked her young life and mine, shall not escape, I cried in fierce determination.

Niccolo shrugged his shoulders, calmly watched the smoke ascend from his lips in small blue rings, but made no reply. A long silence fell between us.

At last he bent forward, and again earnestly persuaded me to forget. But so well did I love Filoména, and so fierce were my thoughts when I recollected the thraldom beneath which she had lived, that I rose and refused to hear him further.

I went out, and wandering through the streets of Florence, crowded as they generally are at five oclock in the afternoon, my footsteps took me towards the house of the professor. I gained the corner of the street, walking mechanically, one thought alone possessing me, the thought of a terrible and swift revenge.

As I walked, my hand suddenly struck against something hard within my pocket. It was the revolver I had taken from a box in Niccolos studio.

At that instant the terrible truth dawned upon me. I was on my way to murder the man I hated. My homicidal tendency had again obtained mastery over me. I shuddered, for I knew that my intention was to commit a crime, and after a moments struggle with myself, I turned back and hurried in the opposite direction. Thus I once more overcame the curious incentive to murder which from time to time had taken possession of my senses since my last interview with the scientist, and that night I left the old Lily City, wherein had been centred all my hopes, all my aspirations, all my love.

Niccolo came to the station, and shook my hand as I entered the dimly-lit through carriage for Torino.

Addio, old fellow, he said gravely. Bear up. In Paris again you will soon learn to forget. Write to me.

I grasped his hand, thanking him for all the hospitality and generosity he had shown to me, but remarking that, erratic vagabond as I was, it was quite uncertain whither I was going, or what I should do in future.

Then the guards trumpet sounded, and the train moved off. He waved his hand and was lost in the darkness, while I, convulsed by grief, sank back into the corner of the empty carriage and plunged into a debauch of bitter tears.

One woman in the world held me for life or death, yet from her I was compelled to part. To me existence had no further charm now that she was lost to me.

As I sat reflecting, it occurred to me that in Niccolos attitude there was something of mystery. Indeed, there was a suspicion aroused within me that he had been fully aware of Pacellis influence over Filoména, and had actually assisted in subjecting her to these vile experiments. When I recalled his words, I saw how he had all along refrained from condemning the murderer of my well-beloved, possibly for fear that he himself might become implicated. These thoughts puzzled me greatly, and I sat throughout that night, while the train thundered on along the valleys of the Apennines, and through the long succession of stifling tunnels between Spezia and Genoa, vaguely wondering whether I had actually guessed the truth.

Be it as it may, however, I knew that Filoména — the woman who was so beautiful and who had confessed her love for me — could never be mine. It was this latter thought which held me dejected and broken down, so that I cared not one jot whither I went.

It is unnecessary, in this autobiographical narrative, to describe in detail my wanderings from that memorable night until I found myself, three years later, fulfilling an engagement on the staff of a London evening newspaper. I need not mention the title of the journal. Suffice it to say that it is the oldest established in London, a highly respectable Tory organ, which has retained its reputation, original size, and old-fashioned excellence throughout nearly a century. Since leaving Florence I had served on several papers in Paris, and had also gained experience upon a couple of unimportant organs in the North of England; then, moving down the lines of easiest resistance, I had drifted back to the city of my boyhood — London.

Although I had attained success in journalism, I continued to be subject to strange, inexplicable fits of melancholy. At such times I became possessed by weird fancies, and would sit for hours in a half-conscious, almost semi-delirious state, my mind overshadowed by some curious presage of evil which I could never define. Sometimes, with startling suddenness, I saw Filoména standing before me, her hands clasped, her eyes clear, blue and intense, head upturned, showing her soft white throat, in that attitude she had sat for the Madonna; at others she would appear before me, her dark hair dishevelled, falling in ringlets upon her white neck like the snakes of Circe, her face, hideously distorted by some terrible, all-consuming passion. In addition to these curious meanderings of my unbalanced brain, I had almost day by day distinct symptoms of homicidal mania. In speaking with the men and women who were my best friends, I often found myself contemplating the most effective means of murdering them.

It was horrible. In the hours when these fits of madness passed from me, leaving me sane, thoughtful and exhausted, I shuddered to think that I had actually felt pleasure in the mere suggestion of homicide.

I worked hard, even though these terrible thoughts and strange fantasies perpetually possessed me, and attained a measure of success greater than I had ever anticipated in my wildest dreams. I wrote a novel, the title of which will probably be well-known to those who read this story — a novel which certain critics heralded as among the best of the year — and soon found myself classed among the popular literateurs of the day. Yet I remained a journalist, wearily plodding on day by day, my brain, nevertheless, racked by all the torments which the professor had, by his devilish machinations, worked within it. The books I wrote were declared to be remarkable on account of their weirdness, and the critics expressed surprise at the fertility of my imagination. But, truth to tell, whatever genius I then possessed was but the result of my mental aberration. To write seemed but natural to me. I thought of nothing when I wrote, but allowed the characters of the narrative to tell their own story, with the result that the publishers were generous, and soon I found myself earning an income beyond all my expectations.

Installed in a bachelor flat a few doors up St Martins Lane, close to Charing Cross, which I furnished artistically, and even set up a drawing-room, with cosy corners and genuine Chippendale furniture, I lived a fairly happy life, nevertheless fettered always by those strange mental wanderings, the weirdness of which seemed to increase rather than to diminish.

The successful literary man in London soon has hosts of friends. Literary clubs, like the Authors and the Argonauts, take him up, publishers invite him to their tables, and cards for at homes, concerts, receptions, soon decorate his mantelshelf. Men flatter him, women smile upon him over their fans, and he quickly becomes the petted lion of that strange coterie of London life which has its head-quarters in Kensington, and believes itself to be Bohemia. As with others, so also it was with myself. The women I met, many fascinating and beautiful, read my books and thought that by flattery they could please me, but I turned from them with a deaf ear, and avoided them because of the remembrance of the one woman I had loved, the woman who had been so cruelly snatched for ever from me.

Now and then during the years which had elapsed heard from Niccolo, whose letters were just the same careless, humorous scrawls as ever; but only once had he mentioned Filoména. It was in answer to my repeated inquiry. Why, he wrote, do you worry over her? poor girl! Forget her, old fellow, as she has now forgotten you.

Yes, those years were years of weariness, of toil and of terror, for I knew that my constantly recurring paroxysms of homicidal thoughts were nothing less than temporary insanity, and were precursory of a most virulent form of madness. Therefore I dreaded lest I should commit some crime during my madness, all knowledge of which I should forget when my brain assumed its normal condition.


CHAPTER XI

THE IDOL OF THE HALLS

[image: img131.jpg]

ONE DAY IN spring my journalistic duties took me to Paris, as they frequently did, and on arrival I left my bag at the Continental, and having previously wired to my old friend André Thénard, drove to his cosy bachelor quarters in the Rue des Petits-Champs, a few doors, from the Rue de la Paix. In theatrical Paris, Thénard was one of the best-known and most popular of men. He was an Alsatian, about forty-five, rather tall, good-looking, with well-trimmed brown beard and moustache, a high forehead, and a pair of merry dark eyes that sparkled with good-humour.

He took life so easily that those who knew him declared that he could never be serious; nevertheless, that he could was proved by the large and important business which he conducted throughout almost every country in Europe. Certainly when one looked at him, standing astride in his well-furnished sitting-room, his hands in his pockets, and a good cigar between his lips, he presented the appearance of one who had never known a single days trouble in his life.

He was an impressario, and I verily believe, from personal observation, that although he did not allow his business to upset him, the worries of such a life as his would have driven anyone else into an asylum within a week. His private apartments lay behind his offices, in the same flat. On entering, one first passed through the clerks office, the walls of which were adorned by many striking posters of theatrical announcements in French, German, English and Russian, and bearing large framed presentation photographs from dramatic celebrities of all sorts and of all nationalities. Beyond the clerks room was a spacious, well-furnished apartment, wherein was a piano, a large writing-table, some settees and a mantelshelf crowded with photographs. In this room my old friend interviewed his clients, and arranged their engagements, either in London, in Moscow, in Madrid, in New York — anywhere. He was agent for all the principal music-halls and theatres in the world, and among his clients were numbered many of the most renowned dramatic artists,.

Veil, he said in French, as I flung myself into a chair in his sitting-room beyond this private office, welcome again to Paris, my dear old fellow. I sometimes think that youve forsaken us. Now that you live in London you are growing quite English — eh?

But, remember, I am English, I observed, laughing. I know you, as a Frenchman, dont appreciate our little eccentricities.

He smiled and blew a cloud of smoke from his lips; then asked, — 

How long are you remaining?

Three days.

Then, after dinner, well go to La Scala, if you will. I have some business there.

Very well, I answered. Whenever I came to Paris we nearly always spent each evening together, and after dining I would accompany him either to the Opéra, the Française, the Casino, the Folies, or elsewhere, where he had business to transact. Afterwards, we almost invariably came across one or other of his clients of both sexes, and would have supper together at one of the restaurants on the boulevards, a merry, reckless party. In the theatrical world he was known as Père Thénard, because of the paternal care he exercised over some of the younger actresses and singers committed to his charge.

Although the friend and adviser of hundreds of women, many of them of doubtful moral reputation, the character he bore was of the highest. He was gay and frivolous, enjoying a joke mightily, and fond of criticising a girls dress or hat, yet never once had there been a single breath of scandal against him. I alone knew the truth. Long ago, in the days, when I had been a student in Paris, he had loved, and, like others, he had had a cruel and bitter awakening. Since then he had become a confirmed bachelor, treating with good-humoured contempt the winning smiles of the women, who thought that by conferring their favours upon him they would improve their standing in their profession. Such women, he had long ago confessed to me, he hated. If a woman cannot obtain success by her own talent, he had said, then she is worthless, and the stage is better without her. My business is with the actress, not with the demimondaine.

And so it was that he became known and respected everywhere as Père Thénard, the greatest impressario in Paris, the greatest, indeed, in the world; and it was a matter of common knowledge that before he placed a débutante upon the stage he would always give her a straightforward paternal talking to, explaining how she should conduct herself, and warning her against the many pitfalls and temptations which must in future beset her path.

The old housekeeper, a buxom Frenchwoman, presently announced that dinner was ready, and together we entered the cosy salle-à-manger and seated ourselves to a dainty meal. I noticed on entering that the table was laid for three, and, in reply to my inquiry, he said, — 

To-night Im expecting a friend.

Scarcely had he uttered the words when a womans musical voice and rippling laughter sounded in the room beyond, and, an instant later, the fair visitor, exquisitely dressed and wearing a handsome opera-cape of yellow silk brocade, bounded, with a frou-frou of silk, into the room.

Im so late, André! she cried. Do forgive me; I really couldnt—

I started back at the sound of that voice.

She halted. The words died from her lips, and her face went pale as death.

Our eyes met. I stood dumbfounded, rooted to the spot. It was Filoména.

You! I exclaimed, when I found tongue, rushing forward and extending my hand.

But she turned her gaze upon me for an instant, then her head sank in an attitude of penitence.

Are you acquainted? André inquired quickly. Where have you met before?

In Florence, faltered his fair visitor in a strange, harsh voice. In Florence, long ago.

Thénard glanced from her to me with a quick look of suspicion. He had noticed that our meeting had not given her pleasure, and, truth to tell, the sight of her had stirred within me a sudden revulsion of feeling. Again I felt impelled, by the same strong, mysterious impulse, to seek her destruction.

You met in Florence, echoed André. How long ago?

Three years, I replied; and as the words left my mouth I noticed that she frowned slightly, as if motioning me to silence.

Curious that you should meet here to-night, my friend remarked. You must tell me all about it; and, without any further comment, he urged us both to be seated, and our meal commenced.

That my well-beloved was no stranger there was apparent. She gave orders to the maidservant and the housekeeper, helped me to wine with her own hands, and expressed the greatest pleasure at meeting me once again.

When you left Florence so suddenly, I often inquired after you, but none of your friends knew where you had gone, she said, glancing at me with her clear blue eyes, in which no trace of insanity now lurked.

Except Niccolo, I answered.

Niccolo would not tell me, she declared. He is such a dear old boy, but so eccentric — so very eccentric, she sighed.

Who is this Niccolo? André inquired.

She was silent for a moment.

Hubert will tell you, she answered at last, flushing slightly.

A painter, I replied. Surely you recollect Niccolo Ferroni, who lived next to me on the Quai Montebello,

Of course; of course, he replied. Then, turning to Filoména, he said, So he is your friend — eh? Are you sure he is no more than friend?

He has known me ever since I was a child, she replied simply, allowing her rich cape to fall back upon her chair and revealing her bare shoulders, as white and beautifully moulded as those of the Venus in the Tribuna of the Uffizi. Her dress, of palest heliotrope, trimmed with silver, was cut rather low, and in her corsage were some pure white flowers. About her throat was a thin necklet of diamonds, that sparkled beneath the shaded lamplight as before me she sat, a veritable vision of loveliness. Her rich dress, which bore the impress of the fashionable costumier, suited her admirably. Never before had I seen her in any dress but her plain stuff skirt, simple cotton blouse, and black scarf twisted about her hair, and I was now compelled to admit within myself that she looked even more strikingly beautiful than when I had before seen her, three long and weary years ago.

I surreptitiously examined her breast, but, strangely enough, there were upon it no ugly blemishes of disease, yet, to hide her arms, she still retained her long cream-coloured gloves which reached past her elbow. She chatted and joked with us both, but vouchsafed me no explanation of her sudden transition from the squalor and poverty of white, dusty, noisy Brozzi to the gaiety of Paris, the centre of fashion, of pleasure and of vice.

We are coming to La Scala to-night, Thénard observed, after an awkward pause. What song shall you sing?

I really dont know, she answered in an undertone, as if desirous that I should not overhear. I am upset to-night. I cannot sing.

But you must, he declared. Sing Ma Blonde.

Do you sing, Filoména? I asked, turning to her suddenly. Are you actually a chanteuse?

Yes, Thénard replied, Mademoiselle is well known, perhaps at this moment the best-known chanteuse in all Europe.

I was not aware of it, I said.

Have you, then, never heard of the Signorina Elena Bellano? inquired André, with a smile.

Of course, I answered, amazed; but surely she and Filoména are not one and the same?

They are, he replied, laughing; then, with a wave of his hand, added, Let me introduce you to the Signorina Bellano, who for the past two years has been the rage in Paris, London, St Petersburg, Berlin and Vienna, and whose songs are hummed and whistled and played on the barrel organs of every Continental capital.



Filoména smiled, toyed with her knife and fork, and watched the effect of this announcement upon me.

It is astounding! I cried. I have heard and read so much of the great success of the Signorina Bellano; indeed, I published in my journal, only a few weeks ago, an account of her appearance at the Alhambra in London, and the great sensation her songs caused. Yet I little dreamed that she was none other than Filoména, our little Santissima of the studios; and I turned to her, noting the bright joyous look in her eyes as I spoke of her success. I recollected that in London at that moment her popular song, Ma Blonde, was played on every barrel organ, and whistled at every street corner. It was the song of the hour.

Yes, she said, it is all so different now — so different to those days when I sat to Niccolo, who used to pet me and tease me like a spoilt child. It has all seemed like some pleasant dream.

A dream in which you have become wealthy and famous with half Paris at your feet, André said, with a smile, as he filled her glass with choice Berncastel.

Then, in reply to my questions, my well-beloved explained to me how one day, when she had gone to sit to an artist, a friend of Niccolos, she had been induced to play the mandolino and sing one of own Tuscan songs, and André, being present and ever on the look-out for musical talent, persuaded her to adopt the stage as a profession. Before Thénard she made no mention of her mental affliction, and I did not refer to it. That meal was indeed a pleasant one; yet, as I sat opposite her, noting all her handsome attire, the jewels glittering upon her fingers and in her hair, I wondered whether now, in the days of her prosperity, she still retained any thought of me. If she had cared for me she would, I reflected, have written long ago. Then, with sinking heart, I told myself that she was no longer the same ingenuous girl she once had been; that success and popularity had spoilt her, as it had done to many other men and women.

After our liqueurs, she allowed me to place her quilted cape about her shoulders, a service for which I was rewarded by one of those sweet, glad smiles I so well remembered; then all three of us descended to the street, where a neat brougham was in waiting. The interior smelt of some sweet, subtle perfume, and from a remark of Andrés, I knew that the carriage was her own.

Quickly we sped over the asphalte of the boulevards, amid the myriad lights which make Paris at night the gayest and most attractive of capitals, and at length drew up at the brightly-lit entrance of La Scala. The man in livery who opened the door made some remark to her, whereupon, with a hurried promise to return to us soon, she sped away to dress, while we lounged leisurely in and sought our fauteuils.

The place was packed to overflowing. The engagement of the great chanteuse was sufficient to attract full houses nightly, and the prices paid her by the management of the various music halls were almost fabulous. The Alcazar, the Folies, the Casino and La Scala, vied with one another to secure her, and although she had appeared at all four places of entertainment she was at that moment exclusively engaged at the latter house.

Filoména has never spoken of you, André observed presently, having lit a cigar and settled himself at my side. It is a curious coincidence that you should meet at my table as you have to-night.

Yes, I answered reflectively. It was not at all likely that she should care to refer to the bitterness of the past. But tell me what you know of her.

What I know? he said. I scarcely understand you.

This gigantic success is enough to turn her brain.

But it has not, he assured me quickly. She earns nearly a thousand francs a night; yet I believe she has some secret oppressing her, the nature of which I have never been able to determine. She is very strange altogether.

In what way?

Well, curious as it may seem, he answered, she has a distinctly homicidal tendency. One of her eccentricities is, that wherever she goes she is never without a loaded revolver. Even in her stage dresses she has under-pockets wherein she conceals the weapon.

But isnt it dangerous? Have you not tried to dissuade her from such a habit?

Of course. But all to no purpose. She says that she never feels safe unless she has it with her.

Then she is in fear of somebody? I observed in surprise.

It certainly seems so.

Then I recollected the professor in that great, gloomy old house in Florence, and remained for some time gazing aimlessly at the stage, heedless of the antics of two humorous performers.

You have, I suppose, never discovered anything to throw light upon this extraordinary dread? I asked.

Never, he replied, arching his brows. She will tell me nothing.

Again I sat pensive and silent, when suddenly a vociferous outburst of applause aroused me. Then, lifting my eyes to the stage, I saw that Filomenas number in the programme had gone up, and that the audience were on tiptoe with excitement.

Next instant, in a costume of pale pink silk, girdled narrow, but distinctive with eau de nil, and wearing long black suede gloves reaching past the elbow, she walked towards the footlights and smiled. Hers was still the face of a Madonna, still wondrous in its beauty, flawless in its purity of form, with an expression innocent as a childs.

The orchestra struck up the air of a chanson which she had rendered as popular in London as in Paris, entitled Les Choses qui Grisent.

Then, as soon as she opened her mouth to sing, she seemed to become seized by a wild abandon which rendered her mimicry extremely amusing to the audience, who afterwards laughed themselves to tears and shouted encores in wild delight. Ma Blonde, someone cried when she had concluded; and then the whole house took up the demand for her latest song, which was the rage of the moment. Ma Blonde, they cried. Sing us Ma Blonde, signorina, sing Ma Blonde.

A brief interval followed, during which the enthusiasm increased rather than abated, then she came again, still in the same almost severely plain dress, her hands in their hideous long black gloves clasped before her. An instant later the orchestra struck up a few bars of the popular romance, Ma Blonde, and in her inimitable manner, which charmed and captivated all her hearers, the little straw-plaiter of Brozzi, the Santissima of the studios, sang, with an air of diablèrie and with an expressive pantomime of the mouth, eyes and shoulders, as follows: — 



Le roi posède, ma charmante, 

Sous les lambris de ses palais!

Un trésor qui toujours augmente, 

Diamants, coursiers et valets.

Et tandis quun rêve lemporte 

Parmi des parfums dOrient, 

Chaque soirs frappant à sa porte 

La fortune Antre en souriant.



Quil allie sur la terre ou londe 

Achetant tout selon ses vœux 

Je suis plus riche si tu veux.

Je suis plus riche si tu veux, 

Puis que jai lor de tes cheveux.

Ma blonde!



With a verve that amazed me, she sang in a voice pure and beautiful, so clear that every word could be heard. At the end of the first verse a thunder of applause shook the building. Truly, she was the idol of the hour.

Then, with a gay laugh across the footlights at me, she sang the second verse, — 



Le soleil nous met lâme en fêtes; 

Il dit: Les chagrins soient finis!

Que les oiseaux, gentils prophètes, 

Chantent le printemps dans leurs nids.

Aux fleurs qui boivent ses paroles 

Tenant des propos amoureux, 

Il agite sous leurs corolles 

Leurs petits cœurs aventureux.

Que sur les roses quil monde 

Et que tu cueilleras demain 

Il jette sa pourpre en chemin, 

Moi, jai tes lèvres de carmin, 

Ma blonde!



At the end of the three other verses of the popular chanson she received an ovation, and when at last she came to the final refrain, — 



Quil dirige a jamais le monde, 

Quil garde le ciel pour séjour, 

Quil dispense la nuit le jour, 

Jai plus que lui, jai ton amour, 

Ma blonde! 



there was a further wild outburst of applause, while a fine bouquet fell at the same moment at her feet. She picked it up, kissed the flowers, and, flushed slightly by her success, retired, while her admirers continued their plaudits, declaring among one another that none of the variety artistes possessing popular favour had ever shown such remarkable talent as this slim, dark-eyed Italian girl.

Amid that gay crowd I alone knew her history. I alone knew her when she was but a poor girl, twisting her straws from morning till night in order to earn a single lire a day, and I had been the sorrowing witness of her madness on that hot afternoon when she lay in that scantily-furnished upper room, raving and threatening destruction to those she loved best.

How strange it all was. Did she, I wondered, still love me? During dinner I had fancied I detected the old love-light in her eyes of unfathomable blue, and while we had driven to the theatre she had surreptitiously taken my hand. I had felt a slight pressure upon it. Was it an assurance that she still cared for me?

Well? exclaimed Thénard at last, rising to go out into the lounge, what do you think of her? Wonderful, isnt she?

Amazing! I said. Indeed, I can scarcely believe that she is the same person who sat to Ferroni for his Madonna.

Curious, he laughed. A Madonna in a music hall! But lets have a drink. The man with whom I have business with is over there. Well wait, and in half-an-hour Filoména will be out.

And she earns a thousand francs a night for that? I exclaimed in wonderment.

Very nearly. Nine hundred and eighty, to be exact, he answered. Her contract is for two months; afterwards she goes to the Ambassadeurs in the Champs Elysées, then to the Wintergarten at Berlin, afterwards back to the Alhambra in London for two months, and then to Hammersteins in New York. At this moment she is the most popular variety artist on the stage.

Together we sat at one of the small tables, sipped our mazagrans, and were joined by the man my companion desired to see. Then, half-an-hour later, Filoména approached us, and, taking the fourth seat, ordered coffee.

Well? she inquired, turning to me, smiling, how did I sing?

Magnificently, I answered. I had no idea that Santissima possessed such a voice.

She laughed again, but I thought I detected just the slightest tinge of sadness in it.

I like singing, she said; but the French chansons are not like our beautiful songs of Tuscany. In the former you have the up-to-dateness and immorality of modern Paris, in the latter you have the spirit of fervent love and strong devotion.

Yes, I said, remembering how long ago she used to sing those quaint melodies that had so charmed me. Do you ever play the mandolino nowadays?

No, she answered, with a sigh, as her lips compressed into a thin line; not often. My newly-made friends would not understand.

But I should understand, I whispered, leaning towards her.

She raised her eyes for an instant to mine, and her tiny hand lying on the table trembled slightly, so slightly as to be almost imperceptible.

Then come to me to-morrow, she answered in a low tone. I must see you. Afternoon is best. I will be at home to no one but yourself.

And, laughing gaily, she turned to joke with Thénard.

She had made the appointment so cleverly that neither of the two men, engaged as they were in talking business, had overheard anything.

As I walked back alone that night to the Continental, I tried to reason within myself that she had not forgotten me as I had feared. I tried to bring myself to believe that, having once loved me so devotedly, her love must last always.

But again there crept over me that desire, uncontrollable and terrible — the desire to kill the one I held dearest in all the world.


CHAPTER XII

GLOVED HANDS
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PARIS IS NEVER so bright and gay as on a sunny afternoon in spring, when the trees in the boulevards wear their freshest green, and the Parisiennes, imitating Natures awakening, blossom forth in new frocks of the latest mode, and assume the most daring millinery which the Rue de la Paix can devise. In spring, Paris is Paris; in summer, it is merely the resting-place of cheap tourists and a crowd of cosmopolitan birds of passage. I have known Paris through many years, in all her moods of gaiety and of grief, but never, even at Mardi Gras, did the city appear to me more gay than on that well-remembered afternoon as I drove from my hotel to the Avenue de Villiers, where lived the slim, blue-eyed idol of the music halls.

Her house was large and handsome, furnished in exquisite taste, the interior possessing a restful air of calm and complete repose. On giving my name to the man-servant I was at once ushered into the salon, a spacious apartment, decorated in dead white with upholstery of yellow silk, strikingly handsome with its grand piano and quaint bric-à-brac. As I entered I heard the rustle of silk, and from a low lounge-chair a slim figure in pearl grey rose and came forward, holding out both her hands.

I took them. They were still gloved.

In the soft light that filtered through the curtains of pink and black Madras muslin she looked earnestly into my eyes; her little hands trembled in my grasp, but she uttered no word.

Well, I exclaimed at last, in a low voice, still holding her close to me, how strange it is to find you here, the mistress of a house such as this! Do you remember, Filoména, the last time that we met in far-off Tuscany?

Ah! yes, she answered in a strained tone full of emotion. Yes, I remember. I — I was ill then. The recollection of that horrible torture holds me appalled. Please do not refer to it again, Hubert.

Very well, I said, as gently disengaging herself she sank into her softly-cushioned chair again and motioned me to one quite close to her. If it is your wish, all the bitter past shall be buried, except one thing.

What is that? she asked quickly, with a convulsive movement of her lips.

There is one thing which I can never, never forget, I answered. Your visits to that man Pacelli.

Pacelli! she gasped, her face deathly pale, her eyes suddenly growing darker. Why speak of him? If you love me, as once you declared you did, Hubert, forget it all, she urged, in a voice broken by emotion.

Yes, I cried, throwing myself upon my knees and placing my arm about her slim waist. I do love you, dearest; I have always loved you. Before I left Florence you failed to recognise me; you even threatened to take my life. Therefore, in grief and sadness I left, and, full of gloomy thoughts and plunged in mad despair, returned to England, where I have since lived and worked, striving to forget. Think — think for one moment of the great joy which has now come to me. I, who for three weary years believed you to be beyond human aid, have suddenly found you alive, well and famous among women, while with your lips you declare that you still love me. I No, she protested seriously; I did not tell you that. I asked whether you still cared for me.

Of course I do! I cried. I have ever remembered those old days in the studio when Niccolo painted his Madonna; those days when you smiled upon me, and would surreptitiously lift you lips to mine whenever his back was turned.

Both of us smiled at the remembrance of those hot, idle days when we had walked together in the golden Italian sunshine, beneath the sky of ethereal blue, admiring the majestic outlines of Santa Croce, or seeking shelter in Brunelleschis cloisters at San Lorenzo, or the cypress avenues of San Miniato. We recalled the days when hand-in-hand we had wandered away from the bright shops and smart toilettes beyond the Ponte e Mensola, and out into the open country, until Amo lay like a thin silver ribbon winding among the hills, and the red roofs of old Firenze were dimly seen deep down in their smiling valley. We hated the gay Florentine streets, and there, in the solitudes of those shady woods that stretch towards Fiesole, we had sometimes lived whole days in an atmosphere of sunlight, beauty, love.

Filoména sighed, and her gloved hands dropped heedlessly upon her lap.

You are silent, I said seriously, in Italian; you have not told me that you still love me, carissima.

Slowly she shook her head. Her gaze was fixed upon the carpet, and out of her countenance all the light suddenly died.

What do you mean? I cried, starting up. Surely you have not forgotten me?

No, Hubert, she answered, I have not forgotten. I shall never forget.

But tell me that you still love me, I cried. Alas! I cannot, she replied, her breast heaving and falling slowly beneath its lace.

No, no! I cried. Dont tell me that, Filoména. Dont tell me that! You cannot have a lover who adores you more fervently than I do. I have lived these years for you alone.

I know it, she answered gravely, with a slight reassuring pressure upon my hand as she looked into my eyes, and I saw purity and truth mirrored therein. Do you not remember, long, long ago, when you declared your affection for me, that I told you I could never love?

Yes, I replied. Nevertheless, we loved each other, did we not?

True, true; but I had no right. I have no right now.

Why?

Because to-day, to-morrow, when, I know not, the doom will fall upon me.

What can you fear? I inquired. I will protect you.

It is entirely beyond your power, she answered gloomily, shaking her head. She sighed again, and a perceptible shudder shook her slight frame.

But if you will explain the nature of your fear, I will do my utmost to prevent a catastrophe, of whatever nature it may be.

No, Hubert, no, she said decisively, in a voice of deep earnestness. We must part. Such meetings as these, painful as they are to you, are doubly painful to me. You have guessed that I love you. Yes, that is the truth. But you must leave me, leave me; I dare not love.

Why?

I will never bring upon you greater unhappiness than I have already brought, she declared huskily. We must part. I fancied myself far stronger than this.

Tears dimmed her clear, brilliant eyes, and I felt, by the hand I still held, that she was trembling. — 

Why do you fear to love? I demanded persuasively, stroking her glorious hair the while. Tell me; do not keep me in suspense longer. Is it because you dread a fatal termination of an affliction which you have kept secret?

She regarded me long and steadily.

You love me too well, I know, Hubert, to forsake me because of any mental or bodily affliction, she answered. No, it is not that. Do not try and force me to confession, for my secret will ever remain mine alone.

Are you quite determined? I asked sadly. Absolutely, she replied, with firmness. When we meet all the past comes back to us both; therefore, why should we not agree to part for ever?

Her suggestion dismayed me. I loved her so fervently that the very thought of parting plunged me into a veritable sea of despair.

You, with your popularity, can no doubt obtain a husband wealthier than myself; but no man will love you more truly, I said dejectedly.

I believe that, she answered, sighing deeply. My popularity is, alas! but a bitter sweet. It is, of course, pleasant enough to be the idol of the hour, to earn large sums for singing a few popular songs, but for me all the zest of life has long ago been sapped. True, the people applaud me, declare that I have talent, and that my face surpasses the beauty of others; but I hate all their flattery. I detest the glare of the footlights, the heat and tobacco smoke of the theatres, the atmosphere of immorality which pervades the places where I am supposed to be the chief object of attraction. Often and often, Hubert, I sigh for the open country where Amo lies golden in the sunlight, and the great Apennines spread out across the Tuscan plains, a chain of ever-changing blue and purple. Often, too, amid the choking heat of those overcrowded theatres, there come back to me sweet visions of those old vineyards beside the Ema; of the cool, leafy woods of Rimezzano, wherein we so often strolled together, ankle deep in moss, leaves and pine-needles; of the long, steep, shady road from Monte Rinaldo to Careggi, where we used to descend when the evening mists crept up from Arnos valley, the twilight deepened and the fire-flies danced up and down in hundreds, like sparks from a blacksmiths forge. But all that is of the past, she sighed. It has all faded, together with my hope and my love.

In my heart, at that instant, there arose conflicting feelings I adored her, yet at that moment I felt some irresistible incentive to kill her. I struggled against the horrible suggestion, yet I seemed held powerless by the strange fascination which ever and anon came upon me.

But sorely your love has not altogether gone? You still care for me?

Yes, she admitted; but after to-day we must part for ever. Then, pausing, she listened for a few moments. Rising slowly, before I could protest, she excused herself, and promising to return in a few moments, as she wished to speak with the servants, passed out of the room by the door at the further end. Her silken skirts rustled, and she closed the door noiselessly behind her.

Alone I sat in my chair, gazing round the handsome room, deep in thought, and reflecting upon the words of my well-beloved. It was vividly apparent that all her success was to her as naught; that she hated the gay, artificial life of the chanteuse, and that upon her lay the burden of some great secret, some mystery deep and impenetrable.

Suddenly, a few moments after she had swept past me, a sound aroused me from my sad reverie. It was not loud, and whence it came I knew not. I listened, but as it was not repeated, I soon lapsed again into the gloomy thoughts possessing me. Again I glanced round the room, noting how luxurious it was, how costly were the pictures, the furniture and the pieces of statuary here and there. Upon a table of ebony, inlaid with silver, there stood a large framed photograph of Filoména in the costume she had worn on the previous night at La Scala, while upon a couch near by lay a gaudily-coloured programme of the same place of amusement. Beside the photograph was a great bowl of roses and orchids, part of the bouquet that had been tossed to her by one of her admirers on the previous night I bent to smell them. They emitted a sickening odour. There were tuberoses among them, and they smelt faint. Those flowery are always emblematic of the grave.

A dozen times I paced the room, impatiently awaiting the return of my well-beloved. My footsteps fell noiselessly upon the soft, thick carpet, and more than once, as she did not return, I was sorely attempted to open the door through which she had passed and seek her.

I hesitated to ring for the servants, in order that they should not suspect that their mistress was entertaining her lover.

Again and again I strode up and down the beautiful salon, cool in its softly-tempered light, wondering what had detained her, and trying to devise some plan whereby we might remain together. She had declared that we must part, but I had no intention of so doing. I loved her, and cared not, even if she were suffering from that terrible, loathsome disease for which there was in the whole range of medical science no known cure.

Of a sudden, why I know not, the meaning of her words as she had left me so hurriedly dawned upon me. After to-day we must part for ever, she had said. Did she, I wondered, intend to leave me without further word? It might be so. Her heart might be so full that she dared not trust herself to say adieu. This one thought seized me, and determined that she should not thus fly from me, I strode towards the door, and with a sudden resolve threw it open.

Beyond was a small, elegantly furnished little boudoir, hung with, and upholstered in, pale blue silk, a cosy little place, which everywhere betrayed that it was daily occupied by a woman of delicacy and refinement.

Glancing quickly around, I saw it was empty, and started across to the door beyond, when suddenly my eyes fell upon an object which caused me to utter an involuntary cry of terror and dismay. I halted, my eyes rivetted upon the ghastly evidence of a crime.

Beside a settee, as if he had slipped and fallen there, was lying the body of my friend, André Thénard. i threw myself quickly upon my knees, tore open his vest, and applied my hand to his heart. The body was still warm, but there was no movement. An ugly wound above the breast told the terrible truth. He had been stabbed to the heart, and death had, without doubt, been instantaneous.

Beside the body was a knife, long and thin, of Japanese make, which, the moment I took it in my hand, I recognised as an antique one, slightly rusted but razor-edged, which had been knocking about Niccolos studio in Florence. Filoména had once, long ago, taken it up in joke, and assuming a mock-tragic air, had threatened to take her own life with it owing to some slight difference of opinion she had had with the artist.

How it had come into her possession I knew not. One fact alone was evident, namely, that Thénard had lost his life at the hand of an assassin, and the weapon used was this slightly curved dagger with its Damascened blade.

With the dead mans head, inert and heavy, resting upon my arm, I shouted for Filoména. There was, however, no response.

The house was silent as the grave.


CHAPTER XIII

A SECRET SIN
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THRICE I SHOUTED, but no one stirred.

Tearing a silken pillow from a couch, I placed it beneath the dead mans head, and espying an electric button upon the wall, I rose and pressed it. In a few moments my summons was answered by the elderly and eminently respectable manservant who had admitted me.

See! I cried in French, pointing to the body. A terrible crime has been committed. My friend has been murdered!

My announcement had such an effect upon the man that he stood scared, glaring at the body trembling and open-mouthed.

Call the signorina quickly, I said, ere he could sufficiently recover himself to speak. the signorina went out half-an-hour ago, msieur, the man replied.

Half-an-hour ago! I cried, incredulously. Did she, then, go out as soon as she had left me?

Yes, msieur. She went from the boudoir straight to her maid, was dressed, and went out, saying that she would not return till to-night, as she had pressing business. If they sent to know why she was not at the theatre, we were to say that she had been unexpectedly called away from Paris on account of the death of a friend.

But murder has been committed, I cried, recollecting the strange noise I had heard immediately she had left me. Msieur Thénard, the impressario, has been killed.

True, msieur, answered the man; But, strangely enough, I have not admitted him. He must have possessed a latch-key.

Was Msieur Thénard in the habit of calling often? I inquired quickly, the suggestion of a latch-key filling me with suspicion.

Sometimes he would call in the morning, transact business with the signorina, and afterwards lunch with her. he said.

He had no private key to the door?

Not to my knowledge, msieur, the man replied. The signorina receives but few visitors, and scarcely ever a gentleman.

But who had murdered Msieur Thénard?

I cried wildly. I was sitting idle in the adjoining room while be, my best friend, was foully done to death. So swiftly and quietly was the crime committed that it almost surpasses belief.

It must be left to the police, the man said. I will send Jacques to give information.

Has any other visitor called upon the signorina to-day besides myself? I inquired, looking him straight in the face.

No, msieur, you are the only caller.

Where does yonder door lead to? I asked, pointing to the door half hidden by its blue silk portière on the opposite side of the boudoir.

To a staircase by which the signorinas bedchamber can be reached.

Then she must have passed through this room?

Yes, msieur.

And this knife! I exclaimed, taking up the weapon. Have you ever seen it before?

The signorina always kept it locked in her escritoire over there, he said, indicating a little rosewood writing-table.

I crossed at once, and lifting the lid of the table found that it had been unlocked and not broken open.

Does the Signorina always keep the key?

Always, msieur, always. In there she keeps her private papers.

I turned over some of the letters casually, and noticed that more than one of my own, written to her at Brozzi, in the old days when I had lived in Florence, had been carefully preserved. The keen poignard had been deliberately taken from the escritoire and used to strike down one of my oldest, best and most trusted friends.

Again I questioned the man as to whether anyone could have entered the house beside myself, but he declared that no one could possibly have done so, and further, that the other domestics were all maid-servants.

The police were summoned, and when they came, at once took charge of the house and closely questioned everybody. Suspicion, of course, at once attached itself to me; but when they learnt that the signorina herself had so suddenly disappeared they seemed divided in their opinion which of us to suspect. At first I felt convinced within myself of Filomenas innocence, but later, when I recollected the strange noise I had heard, and remembered the attacks of acute homicidal mania to which she was subject, I began to fear that there was something more than mere suspicion against her.

Was it not probable that, entering her boudoir suddenly, and finding André there, she had become seized by an insane desire to take his life as she had mine, and that, having accomplished the deed, her mind had revolted, she had suddenly regained her sanity, and had then fled, fearing the conequences of her terrible deed.

As day succeeded day I remained under police surveillance, and questioned searchingly, every effort was made to trace the missing signorina. The police took every precaution that the press should obtain no information that a crime had been committed within her house, lest she should be prevented from returning by the knowledge that they were in possession of the premises. That the Signorina Elena Bellano was absent from Paris was known to everyone, and the management of La Scala were compelled to apologise nightly to the vast audiences who paid to hear their popular chanteuse. One or two comments anent her protracted absence from the capital appeared in the Petit Journal, the Presse, and other papers, but no one guessed the truth, that the favourite of the music halls was a fugitive from justice; that never again would her voice trill those ditties they loved so well.

They buried my old friend, Andre Thénard, in Père La Chaise, all theatrical Paris following him to his last resting-place. Then I again returned to London, sad and mystified.

I wrote, telling Niccolo the whole of the strange circumstances, and, in reply, he agreed with me that Filomenas homicidal mania, which had been so closely allied to my own mental derangement, must have assumed an acute form. On receipt of my letter he had gone over to Brozzi, only to find that her mother had long ago removed from those squalid surroundings, and that her whereabouts was unknown.

Thus the mystery of Andrés tragic end and Filomenas inexplicable flight remained enigmas. Time after time, as I sat in my office in the Strand, with the telegraph-tapes ever clicking around me, registering the news from every corner of the earth, I told myself that I actually loved a murderess. Yes, I loved her still with all my heart; with all my soul. She had fled from me without a word, because of the terrible crime she had committed, yet I adored her, and was convinced that she reciprocated my love.

There are some sorrows which can only be borne alone, and whose poignancy even sympathy cannot soften. A whole year passed. Through the dull winter days in London, when I was compelled to burn gas in my room the day through, I worked on in that close, vitiated atmosphere, examining the telegrams that passed beneath my hand, accepting some, rejecting others, and doling out the news of the world to an expectant public in the form of five editions daily. The life of the working journalist is one of unrest, of wearying monotony, of constant brain-tear, the next days work commencing ere the first is finished; a profession that wears out mens minds and hearts, rendering them prematurely old, and world-weary before their time. Little wonder, therefore, is it that the average journalist, sick of the wild hurry of the life he is compelled to lead, ends his career ignominiously in those stuffy bars in the narrow, dingy courts off Fleet Street.

Summer faded into a hot and blazing autumn, and time passed drearily enough, even though I was young, energetic and enthusiastic. While others went away to breathe fresh air and recuperate in the country or beside the sea, I was compelled to still remain upon the perch, as my chair was irreverently termed by other members of the staff, controlling the destinies of the old-fashioned and highly respectable newspaper, toiling and gasping in an office that was always stuffy and reeked of printers ink, or in chambers where the air seemed thick with the sickening miasma of Seven Dials. Mine was by no means an enviable life. I well remember how, in those never-to-be-forgotten days, I often walked through Covent Garden at early mom to obtain a smell of the country as borne into the crowded city by the fresh flowers; how I bought bunches of them that their perfume should stir within me recollections of days long past; how, vagabond that I was, I pined for freedom; how I longed for a sight of the green fields that I had not seen for years. Ah! those were breathless, stifling days, when the very dust of London seemed over my heart.

Yet I worked on, with but one thought ever uppermost in my mind — the thought of my well-beloved, the woman who had struck down the man who was one of my best and dearest friends. But that thought was not always one of affection; oft-times it was mingled with a fierce, murderous hatred, the recurring desire to wreak a vengeance upon the one woman whom I loved.

In the spring of the following year, I had occasion to travel to Rome to describe a royal function for my journal, and in returning, an irrepressibly desire seized me to visit Florence once again and pay a surprise visit to Niccolo. Therefore I left the train at Pisa and travelled by way of Empoli to the grey old Lily City. The evening was bright and cool when I alighted at the station, and, having been cooped up in the train for so many hours, I chose to walk to Niccolos. The old streets presented exactly the same appearance as they had done when, footsore and hungry, I had first wandered through them. In old Florence, Times effacing finger works fewer changes than in any other city. Arno may become a trifle narrower and more muddy each year, and the trees in the Viale dei Colli may grow to greater height and render the winding drive more shady and pleasant, but the aspect of the streets is much the same as it was centuries ago, and the dust of ages still rests upon the roughly-hewn exteriors of the brown old palaces, with their barred windows, cool courtyards, crumbling sculptures, and rusted ornamental ironwork.

Giacomo, holding his cigar behind his back, answered my ring, and after welcoming me cordially, told me that his master was absent, dining with the Contessa Primolano at her palazzo out beyond the Rifredi gate. I declined his invitation to remain, but promising to return later, wandered back again into the city, intending to make another call. I had passed through the Via Cavour, crossed the Piazza del Duomo, and was wandering idly along the Via Calzaioli, where in the dusk the shops were commencing to light up, when suddenly among the crowd of gay, light-hearted Florentines, who stroll at evening up and down the principal business thoroughfare, a face arrested my attention.

I turned quickly and halted. As I did so our eyes met.

It was Filoména. She saw I had recognised her, and she turned pale as death.

Why did you wish to pass me by? I inquired gravely, advancing to her and raising my hat.

I intended to avoid you, she faltered. When we parted in Paris, did I not tell you that we should never meet again?

Yes, I replied, turning and walking slowly at her side. But you told me nothing of the tragedy that occurred in your boudoir; you fled, and left it for me to discover. Why?

I could not return and face you, she answered in a hoarse voice.

You feared arrest?

She trembled, but no word escaped her. A sickening sensation of terror stole over heir. A flood of despair swept sharply through her whole being. She was white to the lips, and her eyes stood out wild and haggard, with dark rings about them. Hers seemed, indeed, the ashen face of a murderess.

And you fled from me, I continued relentlessly. You, who a few moments before had admitted that you loved me, went forth and killed the man who was one of my most valued friends!

Ah! Hubert, she whispered, clutching my arm convulsively, do not speak of it here, before all these people. Someone may overhear. Come with me to my house, if you wish to speak further with me. It is not far; only across the Ponte Vecchio, on the Lungarno Torrigiani.

Very well, I answered, thrusting the idea from me in horror, and walking on mechanically at her side, uttering but few commonplaces, until we baited before a large white house facing the river, climbed to the first-floor flat, and were admitted by a black-eyed Tuscan girl whom she addressed as Teresina. Then, when we had passed through the little salle-à-manger, where dinner was laid, and entered the pretty salon, the long windows of which overlooked the Palazzo Uflfizi and the Borsa on the opposite side of Amo, she sank wearily into the nearest chair and, covering her blanched face with her hands, burst into a torrent of tears. In silence I stood beside her. Darkness crept quickly on, and the lights beyond the river shone out one by one, casting long reflections in the sluggish stream. Then gently I placed my hand upon her shoulder. She was dressed in some thin material of light grey, her favourite colour, and at her throat wore a single blood-red rose. As she felt the contact of my hand she shuddered and drew away.

Well, I exclaimed at length, in a deep earnest voice, as I bent over her. What confession have you to make to me, Filoména? You have invited me here, but you are still silent.

Her bosom quivered, and in the dim half light she raised her white tearful face to mine. A great and exceeding bitterness flooded my heart.

Can you trust me, Hubert, for one single hour longer? she implored. I appeal to your generosity. Trust me for one hour; remain here and ask no question. Consent to do this, if you still love me.

Why? — 

I will explain afterwards. Will you remain silent and make no sign for one single hour? Say that you will.

You wish to conceal me, then? I asked suspiciously.

No, not that, she answered. I wish you to remain here and dine with me.

Alone?

No. With a friend, she replied. Say that you will. Then, in a deep intense voice, she addled, This is a test of your love.

But why do you desire this? I demanded, puzzled. I remembered that the woman now bowed and dejected before me had taken a mans life.

At present I cannot tell you. Wait in patience, and an explanation shall be given you.

Of everything?

Yes, of everything. Do you consent?

She sat bolt upright, her face hard and drawn in the gloom, her gloved hand still in mine.

If it is really your earnest desire, then I will do as you wish, I answered as calmly as I could.

Ah! you are good; you are generous, Hubert, she cried, starting up quickly. One thing you must promise, that whatever you may witness you will, if you love me, make no sign.

I have promised, I answered, still puzzled at her mysterious demeanour.

She took matches from a bracket and fit a small shaded lamp, then excusing herself, left to make her toilet, while I, taking up a copy of that months Emporium, a popular Italian magazine, glanced over its articles and illustrations.

Presently the door opened, and she re-entered. She was in pale-pink chiffon, her corsage a trifle décolleté, trimmed with pearls, her black gloves exchanged for long ones of pale cream. Her only ornament was a diamond star gleaming amid her dark, well-coiled tresses, and as she stood before me, erect, queenly, her eyes bright and laughing, as if no sad thought oppressed her, I told myself that never before had she looked so handsome, never before had her face presented an appearance so perfect in form, so exquisitely beautiful in every line.

For an instant she stood before me. The shaded lamp-light fell upon her bare breast, and I saw that it heaved as if site were preparing for some terrible ordeal. Then, in a strained tone, she uttered the single word, — 

Come.

I rose, and obeying her, gave her my arm. She opened the door, and together we passed into the small, cosy, little dining-room, where the table was bright with plate and choice flowers.

Next instant I started back. My heart sank with a presentiment of evil. A man in evening clothes was already seated at the table, leaning back in his chair in a feigned attitude of patience.

It was Pacelli.

You have not, I think, met the professor, have you? asked Filoména, turning to me with a calm smile. Allow me to introduce you. Professor Pacelli, one of my oldest friends; Mr. Hubert Bland, once a resident in Firenze, and also my friend.

We have already met — once, I observed, so suddenly taken aback that I scarce knew what words I uttered.

Yes, Pacelli said, laughing, but not offering to shake my hand. I remember you called long ago. You live in England now — eh?

I replied in the affirmative, and took a seat opposite him, while our daintily-dressed hostess seated herself between us.

He muttered some words under his breath.

The servant, Teresina, was not in the room at that moment, and Filoména, glancing round the table and noticing that the red-shaded candles threw but insufficient light, bent to Pacelli, saying, — 

Would you mind, professor, fetching the lamp from the salon. It is so gloomy here, we can scarcely see each other.

With pleasure, signorina, he answered, and rising quickly, passed through the door.

The instant he had disappeared Filoména took up her empty wine-glass and exchanged it for his. I glanced at her inquiringly, but she made no sign, except to request me to move the epergne to make room for the lamp.

A few moments later the professor resumed his seat. The antipasti of olives and anchovies were handed round by the dark-eyed waiting-maid, and Pacelli courteously took up Filomenas glass and filled it from the great rush-covered fiasco of wine standing on its silver stand in the centre of the table. Then, taking up my glass he filled it, and afterwards his own, holding the glass and pulling over the flask with the same hand in the approved style of all Tuscans.

I sat listening to Filomenas gay chatter and merry laughter as she conversed with her guest, and could not help a feeling of repulsion creeping upon me. My well-beloved, her face flushed with pleasure, was entertaining the man who had held her beneath his inexplicable thraldom, the man who was her most inexorable and bitterest foe. I felt moved to rise from the table and denounce the grey-haired, thin-faced man, whose dull, crafty eyes wandered ever and anon over her fair form with a look of gloating greed; but remembering my promise to her, I sat in silence, joining in the conversation now and again, speaking mechanically and entirely without thought other than of that strange meeting.

The soup had been finished, the plates cleared, and Teresina was handing round a dish of spoglia, a kind of sole, when Filoména, raising her glass, laughed across it towards him with a wanton gaiety in her sparkling eyes. In turn, the professor raised his own glass, bowed with that studied courtliness that characterised all his movements, and drank off the wine at one gulp.

Filoména placed her glass upon the table, having just sipped it, and I noticed across her countenance at that instant there spread a look of abject terror. But he smiled, regarding her with a strange self-amused air.

He had taken some fish, and was helping himself to sauce, when, suddenly clapping his band to his brow, he uttered a shrill cry of pain.

Dio! he gasped, with difficulty, the little silver sauce-bowl falling from his nerveless fingers and overturning upon the snow-white cloth. Im ill, I — I

Filoména, her elbows resting upon the table, sat glaring at him unmoved.

Yes, she exclaimed at last, in a dear voice, with unusual asperity, you are ill. You have drunk from the fatal glass that you so cunningly prepared for me.

He sat glaring at her, open-mouthed, terror-stricken.

You came here to-night, she went on calmly and relentlessly, determined to kill me. For years you have held me beneath your foul influence; you have practised upon me your devilish experiments until you drove me insane. But I recovered to wreak vengeance upon you — the vengeance which has now at this moment fallen. By your discoveries, so strange that they have mystified the scientific world of Europe, you have been able to hold me irrevocably to you, although thousands of miles have separated us; you have been able to induce within my brain a powerful desire to kill those I love best, to cause me to act involuntarily in fulfilling your wishes. The discovery which you made through the medium of myself, that it is possible to transfer the brain power of any person into a glass of liquid, so that anyone drinking it will become endowed with the same talent or imbecility, love or hatred, was a truly amazing one. That discovery you used when, long ago, Hubert, my lover, called upon you. You concealed me within your inner room, prepared the bottle of cinciano, and invited him to drink. In doing so, he became contaminated by tine same terrible form of insanity as you had induced within my own brain. You exchanged our sensibilities, and placed us at enmity one with another, so that each of us should seek the others life.

At that instant I remembered how, at the professors invitation, I had partaken of whisky and cinciano on the occasion when I had called upon him.

Your scheme was one of truly Satanic cunning, she continued, her clear eyes flashing with the unnatural fire of hatred. You intended that I should die by my lovers hand. Instead of that, however, your dastardly plans were thwarted. Beneath the frightful strain, my mind gave way; you certified to my insanity, and I was confined for months as a dangerous lunatic. Then, when released, I discovered that you had imparted to me a talent for singing, the same as that possessed by the great operatic artist, Mazzola, upon whom you had also secretly practised your experiments. I became famous; how, you well know. But fame took me beyond your power; therefore you sought to bring about my destruction. You did so, and tonight, had I not discovered your criminal intent, I should have died instead of yourself.

He sat back in Ms chair, rigid. His jaw had already dropped; his face was blanched and ghastly, and he seemed as one paralysed.

Its a lie, he managed to gasp at length, the muscles of his face twitching; I meant you no harm.

The action of the drug upon yourself will alone prove the truth of your assertion, she answered, striving to remain calm. At the bottom of my glass was one drop of a white colourless liquid, like water, so that it would appear as if the glass had been washed and not sufficiently dried. Then, turning to the domestic who was standing behind her chair, she said, Teresina, tell these gentlemen what you have to-night seen.

The girl at once faced me, saying in her soft, musical Tuscan, — 

As you see, signore, I wear noiseless shoes for waiting at table. While you were alone in the salon, and the signorina was in her room making her toilette, I entered with some knives, when I suddenly caught sight of the professor holding up my mistresss glass, and dropping something into it from a tiny bottle. The professor did not hear me, therefore I stole back along the passage and, passing straight to the signorinas bed-chamber, described what I had seen.

Then instantly it all flashed upon me, how Filoména had sent him into the salon for the lamp while she had changed the glasses, and how she had sat laughing with feigned gaiety, her eyes, nevertheless, burning with wild and unnatural excitement, until he had gulped down the wine.

Her fears had vanished. She was ready to laugh at them, for by some strange metamorphosis of her nature she felt all at once master of the situation which she had contemplated with such dread, and was now completely divested of embarrassment. One glance had sufficed to assure her that henceforth there could be no danger in this mans presence. The charm was broken; his power over her gone. Never again could he inspire terror in her breast.

Dio! you! — you have killed me! the doomed man gasped, making a frantic effort to rise, but sinking back wearily, his nether limbs refusing to support him; for against that, the most deadly of all poisons known to toxicologists, there was no antidote. See! he cried, convulsed suddenly by a terrible paroxysm of pain, Tetanus has already seized me. My jaws are set. Dio! how I suffer!

Think! exclaimed Filoména, with a calmness, in that moment terrible. Think! The tortures that you suffer were intended for me!

Yes, yes, he cried in Italian. I know, I know.

Then stretching forth his hand, which was shrunken, and skinny as a birds claw he endeavoured to seize hers.

But she snatched it away from him with a gesture of repulsion, and rose from the table with calm dignity, an example which I at once followed. — 

Have pity, Filoména! the wretched man cried wildly. I have wronged you. I have in the interests of science, held you for months, nay years, upon the very brink of the grave. Forgive me. Forgive!

God alone can forgive an assassin, she answered in a low, clear tone.

Ah! yes, it is true! he cried; true, alas! that finding André Thénard in your boudoir, I became consumed by jealousy and killed him. He it was who took you from me; who placed you upon the stage so that you might evade me. Without you, all my experiments were worthless; without you, my reputation was fast waning.

I knew that at all hazards I must get you back at my side; therefore I murdered him, and then by threats compelled you to leave Paris with me.

I confess all, Filoména, and crave your forgiveness. In order to study more deeply the strange discoveries I have accidentally made, I held you as my catspaw, and by your aid there have been explained for generations unborn facts hitherto undreamed of in medicine.

His voice had grown weaker, until it had fallen to a hoarse whisper, and his lips, thin drawn, twitched convulsively as he spoke.

Many of the things I have been able to accomplish would, five years ago, have been considered absolute miracles, he gasped. Upon your fair, white flesh I have been able to induce, by means known to myself alone, the hideous blemishes of leprosy. The possibilities of such a discovery are frightful to contemplate. Your delicate breast was once covered by melasmic and leucasmic blotches of that most terrible of cutaneous disorders. But because you implored me to at least allow your beauty to remain unimpaired, I have cured them. Your breast is no longer disfigured, and even the hyperæmic congestion on your hands and arms is now fast dying off. In that alone, have I not performed what is apparently a miracle? If I had lived, much that is mysterious might have been unriddled, and I would have made further experiments with a view to the extension of the cure to other diseases; but — I must die.

He paused, and his long bony fingers grasped convulsively at the table-cloth before him, so that the wine-glasses at his elbow were overturned, and fell with a crash to the floor. His dress tie was disarranged where he had clutched at his throat, his shirt-front crumpled, his collar saturated and limp by the cold perspiration which now oozed from every pore.

Again he writhed in desperate agony, and the perspiration stood in great beads upon his brow; then, with a herculean effort, he grasped the edge of the table with both hands and struggled to his feet.

Filoména! he shrieked: imploringly, his eyes starting from his head. Filoména! forgive me for what I have done. I confess, here in this my dying moment, that the reason why I intended taking your life was because I loved you — because I was determined that no rival should possess you.

Love! she cried in a voice of withering scorn, clinging to me as if fearing lest he might rush towards her. Do not speak to me of love! When I was helpless in your hands, you treated me with a brutal disregard for my feelings, physical or moral; because I was poor and unprotected you took mean advantages of me, and declared often that you would break my spirit, whatever that might mean. You wrecked my health and happiness; you drove me insane and gloated over your devilish chicanery and cunning; you strove to compel Hubert, the man I loved so dearly, to murder me; you killed André Thénard with your own hand, and to-night would have administered to me a draught which must prove fatal. Yet you crave my forgiveness! Well, I would have forgiven all your vile actions towards myself if it were not for one thing — the foul, cruel assassination of the man to whom I owed all my success and fame, my friend, Huberts friend. You murdered him in order to secure your own ends. For that you must make peace, not with me, but with your Maker.

Then you refuse? he gasped, his chin falling upon his breast. You have no pity upon me, Filoména!

Yes, I have pity, she cried. But it is not for me to forgive that terrible crime.

Ah, Filoména! See! I am dying. Tell me that you forgive all the wrongs I have done you personally, he again implored, stretching his white trembling hand towards her.

She hesitated, glancing for an instant into my face. Then, releasing herself, she sprang towards him, and seizing the thin cold fingers, said, — 

Yes. All your evil actions towards me I do forgive. Hubert, too, will forgive you — all, except the murder of André.

A shudder shook his thin emaciated frame; he tried to speak, but only a single choking sob escaped him. Instantly his face was convulsed by a racking pain that had seized him, and slowly he bent forward and almost fell.

In fear Filoména drew back, for at the corners of his mouth there appeared a thin white foam, while Teresina stood by, silent, immovable.

Yes! Yes! he shrieked suddenly, his hand upon his fevered brow, I have been a worker of iniquity, a servant of the Evil One all my days. God knows that I am now truly, truly penitent. Will He forgive? and turning his filmy eyes to mine, he gasped with extreme difficulty, I go. Farewell! I — Im an old man — you have Filoména. Dio! may you be happier than I have been!

He swayed forward heavily, clutched wildly at the air, threw up his arms, and fell back upon the carpet, inert, helpless, dead.

Filoména, who had returned to my side, was standing clutching my arm. When he had fallen a silence fell, deep and impressive. There was no further movement of the body; but at last she raised her head and looked into my face.

Then I saw in the depths of her clear blue eyes a great and boundless gladness, and knew that her happiness arose from the fact that the barrier which had shut us off, one from the other, no longer existed. Death had claimed the man who had so long held her irrevocably in his power, and her burden had dropped.

She was a free woman at last.


CONCLUSION
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THERE IS BUT little more to relate. The tragic end of Professor Pacelli created considerable sensation in the scientific world, as well as in the social world of Florence. Until the obituary notices appeared in the newspapers all over Europe I had but a vague idea of the extent of his remarkable discoveries. Undoubtedly he accomplished many things, for they are frequently referred to at the present time in the British Medical Journal, the Lancet, and other medical and scientific reviews, and many of them have since been developed. The means by which it had been found possible to transfer the temperament and mental power of one person to another by means of a glass of water, have been technically explained in all the scientific journals, and Charcot, the great specialist in mental diseases, lectured many times before the medical profession in Paris upon the astounding fact. Nothing, however, has been said regarding Professor Pacellis ability to induce the symptoms of various diseases without innoculating the subject with the disease itself. This latter was certainly marvellous, and so remarkable had he apparently considered Filomenas case, that he had kept the means by which he accomplished it a strict secret, intending, no doubt, to develop his experiments at a later period. That my well-beloved bore all the symptoms of leprosy I had witnessed with my own eyes; yet on the night of the professors death, she removed her gloves at my request, and I found on her soft, white hands and arms only patches of dark discolouration where the hideous blemishes had been. Pacelli had, by means known only to himself, been able to effect a cure quite as marvellously as he had created the symptoms of the loathsome disease.

There was, of course, an inquiry into the great scientists death, and the excitement throughout scandal-loving Italy rose to fever-heat when it became known that he had been accidentally poisoned by drinking from a glass he had prepared for his young hostess. The evidence of Teresina and of myself was all-important in clearing Filoména of suspicion, and as the police were entirely unaware that the Signorina Elena Bellano who was wanted in Paris on suspicion of murder, and Filoména Cavazza were one and the same, the inquiry was not of long duration, and the man who had been our bitterest foe was buried in the little whitewashed church of S. Felice dEma, which stands on the olive-clad height above his native village, Galluzzo. To-day the visitor will find a handsome tomb of sculptured marble erected to his memory by his professional brethren in Florence.

Two years have now gone by since that memorable night when we sat, a strange and desperate trio, at table, but a great joy has now come to me. The balance of the mind of my well-beloved is now completely restored, and no recurrence of the strange mental aberration has oppressed me. Filoména, the favourite of the music halls, the missing idol of gay Paris, is now my wife, and her portrait, painted by Niccolo, was this season hung in the Exhibition of Modern Art in Florence, where many of my readers may have noticed it, for it bore her nick name, Santissima. One evening, quite recently, she told me a truth of which I had entertained no suspicion, namely, that Niccolo had long ago loved her and asked her to become his wife, but she had refused him, and a few weeks afterwards confessed to him her affection for me. This accounted for his strange depression when first we had met.

One learns to love Italy so well, and therefore we have settled by the sea close to quaint old Vernazza. Many who read these pages will know our home. The traveller by railway between Genoa and Spezia, when he emerges at the south end of the tunnel beneath Monterosso, passes at the rear of our villa, a large white one, with green sun-shutters, standing so close to the sea that the Mediterranean lazily laps the base of the terrace. From the salon windows we have a beautiful view to the right of the wide blue sea, the little white town of Vernazza nestling beneath its dark background of olive-clad hills, with Monte Capri, bare and rugged, far beyond; while to the left, are the high, brown, jutting cliffs of the Cape of Mesco, the dreaded spot whereon stands a great crucifix, and where, on stormy nights, many an honest fisherman has, alas! gone down into the watery depths.

Many readers are familiar with that line of railway, and will remember it by reason of its constant succession of stifling tunnels and glimpses of exquisite scenery and blue sea; therefore I need not pause to describe the beauties of that neighbourhood. It is one of the fairest of spots in all Italy, a fitting home for profound love such as ours. If you doubt look from the window of the railway carriage as you pass. Niccolo, although Filomenas rejected lover, acted with such firm resolve, and so loyally towards me that he is ever our most welcome guest. In the little room, with its cool floor of painted stone, which opens upon the sun-whitened terrace, and serves me as study, I am writing these final lines, supremely happy and content in the knowledge that I have found Filoména as pure, as honest and as pious as I at first believed her to be; that the beautiful countenance of the Santissima is not the mask of an unholy mind as I once feared, but the index to a character full of devotion, of tenderness, of pity and of true honest love. Everything breathes of sunshine, of summer, of a glorious luxuriance of life.

By day I sit here in my cosy little study overlooking the sea and write, while my wife oft-times creeps in noiselessly, seats herself in the long cane deck-chair beside me, and struggles with her English lesson. It is difficult, she says, oh! so difficult. At evening, however, when the sun has faded in its blaze of crimson and gold behind Cape Mesco, and the violet tints deepen upon the calm rippling sea, we wander hand-in-hand into the salon, and there, seated before the piano, she will sing to me her delightful old songs of Tuscany, or sometimes at my request she will trill with all her wild abandon, as of days bygone, those gay chansons which brought her fame and fortune on the variety stage of Paris, and at the Alhambra in far off London. The southern sun has again brought a soft bloom to her cheeks, and her luminous eyes, which at all times were clear and full of intelligence, sparkle to-day with an additional brilliancy. The love-light shines ever in the bright beautiful face that is perpetuated as a Madonna by the great Florentine artist, Niccolo Ferroni — the man who adored her and was rejected; and I, no longer a vagabond, am happy, childishly happy, and supremely content in the knowledge that I have striven for, and at last won for my own, the fairest, truest, and purest of all fair Italys daughters.


Devils Dice (1897)
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Chapter One.

Queen of the Unknown.
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LET ME GAZE down the vista of the tristful past.

Ah! there are things that cannot be uttered; there are scenes that still entrance me, and incidents so unexpected and terrible that they cause me even now to hold my breath in horror.

The prologue of this extraordinary drama of London life was enacted three years ago; its astounding dénouement occurred quite recently. During those three weary, anxious years the days have glided on as they glide even with those who suffer most, but alas! I have the sense of having trodden a veritable Via Dolorosa during a century, the tragedy of my life, with its ever-present sorrow, pressing heavily upon me perpetually. Yet my lifes journey has not always been along the barren shore of the sea of Despair. During brief moments, when, with the sweet childlike angel of my solitude, heaven and earth have seemed to glide slowly into space, I have found peace in the supreme joy of happiness. My gaze has been lost in the azure immensity of a womans eyes.

In this strange story, this astounding record of chastity of affection and bitter hatred, of vile scheming, of secret sins and astounding facts, I, Stuart Ridgeway, younger son of Sir Francis Ridgeway, Member for Barmouth and banker of the City of London, am compelled to speak of myself. It is indeed a relief to be able to reason out ones misfortunes; confession is the lancet-stroke that empties the abscess. The Devil has thrown his dice and the game is up. I can now lay bare the secret of my sorrow.

Away south in the heart of the snow-capped Pyrenees, while idling away a few sunny weeks at Bagnères-de-Luchon, that quaint little spa so popular with the Cleopatras of the Boulevards, nestling in its secluded valley beneath the three great peaks of Sacrous, de Sauvegarde, and de la Mine, a woman first brought sweetness to the sadness of my melancholy days. Mine was an aimless, idle life. I had left behind me at college a reputation for recklessness. I was an arrant dunce at figures, and finance had no attraction for me. I had lived the semi-Bohemian life of a law student in London, and grown tired of it I had tried art and ignominiously failed, and, being in receipt of a generous allowance from an indulgent father, I found myself at the age of twenty-eight without profession, a mere world-weary cosmopolitan, wandering from place to place with the sole object of killing time.

Having taken up my quarters alone at the Hotel des Bains, that glaring building with its dead-white façade in the Allee dEtigny — the magnificent view from which renders it one of the finest thoroughfares in the world — I soon became seized by ennui.

The place, filled with the haut ton of Paris, was gay enough, but somehow I met no one at the table dhôte or elsewhere whom I cared to accept as companion. Sick of the utter loneliness amid all the mad gaiety, I was contemplating moving to Biarritz, where a maiden aunt resided, when one evening, while seated in the picturesque Casino Garden listening to the band, I saw in the crowd of chattering, laughing promenaders a womans face that entranced me. Only for a second in the faint light shed by the Chinese lanterns, strung from tree to tree, was I able to distinguish her features. In that brief moment, however, our eyes met, yet next second she was gone, lost in one of the gayest crowds in Europe.

The next night and the next I sat at the same little tin table taking my coffee and eagerly scanning the crowd passing and re-passing along the broad gravelled walk until once again I saw her. Then, held in fascination by her marvellous beauty, attracted as a needle by a magnet, I rose and followed her. Like myself she was alone, and a trivial accident, of which I eagerly availed myself, gave me an opportunity of introducing myself. Judge my joyful satisfaction when I found that she was English, although her dress and hat bore the unmistakable stamp of the Rue de la Paix, and her chic was that of the true Parisienne. As we walked together in the shadows beyond the public promenade, she told me that her home was in London; that on account of her father having been compelled to return suddenly, she had been left alone, and she admitted that, like myself, she had become dull and lonely.

Apparently she had no objection to my companionship, although she strove to preserve a British rigidity of manner and respect for the convenances. Yet after the reserve of the first half-hour had worn off we sat down together under a tree near the band-stand, and I gave her a card. She, however, refused to give me one.

Call me Sybil, she said smiling.

Sybil! I repeated. A name as charming as its owner. Is your name Sybil — only Sybil?

My surname is of no consequence, she answered quickly, with a slight haughtiness. We are merely English folk thrown together in this place. To-morrow, or the next day perhaps, we shall part, never to meet again.

I trust not, I said gallantly. An acquaintanceship commenced under these strange conditions is rather romantic, to say the least.

Romantic, she repeated mechanically, in a strange tone. Yes, that is so. Every one of us, from pauper to peer, all have our little romances. But romance, after all, is synonymous with unhappiness, and she drew a long breath as if sad thoughts oppressed her.

A moment later, however, she was as gay and bright as before, and we chatted on pleasantly until suddenly she consulted the tiny watch in her bangle and announced that it was time she returned. At her side I walked to her hotel, the Bonnemaison, and left her at the entrance.

We met frequently after that, and one morning she accompanied me on a drive through the quaint old frontier village of St. Aventin and on through the wild Oo Valley as far as the Cascade.

As in the bright sunshine she lounged back in the carriage, her fair, flawless complexion a trifle heightened by the pink of her parasol, I gazed upon her as one entranced. The half-lights of the Casino Garden had not been deceptive. She was twenty-two at the most, and absolutely lovely; the most bewitching woman I had ever seen. From beneath a marvel of the milliners art, tendrils of fair hair, soft as floss silk, strayed upon her white brow; her eyes were of that clear childlike blue that presupposes an absolute purity of soul, and in her pointed chin was a single dimple that deepened when she smiled. Hers was an adorable face, sweet, full of an exquisite beauty, and as she gazed upon me with her great eyes she seemed to read my heart. Her lithe, slim figure was admirably set off by her gown of soft material of palest green, which had all the shimmer of silk, yet moulded and defined its wearer like a Sultans scarf. It had tiny shaded stripes which imparted a delicious effect of myriad folds; the hem of the skirt, from under which a dainty bronze shoe appeared, had a garniture in the chromatics, as it were, of mingled rose and blue and green, and the slender waist, made long as waists may be, was girdled narrow but distinctive.

As I sat beside her, her violet-pervaded chiffons touching me, the perfume they exhaled intoxicated me with its fragrance. She was an enchantress, a well-beloved, whose beautiful face I longed to smother with kisses each time I pressed her tiny well-gloved hand.

Her frank conversation was marked by an ingenuousness that was charming. It was apparent that she moved in an exclusive circle at home, and from her allusions to notable people whom I knew in London, I was assured that her acquaintance with them was not feigned. Days passed — happy, idle, never-to-be-forgotten days. Nevertheless, try how I would, I could not induce her to tell me her name, nor could I discover it at her hotel, for the one she had given there was evidently assumed.

Call me Sybil, she always replied when I alluded to the subject.

Why are you so determined to preserve the secret of your identity? I asked, when, one evening after dinner, we were strolling beneath the trees in the Allee.

A faint shadow of displeasure fell upon her brow, and turning to me quickly she answered:

Because — well, because it is necessary. Then she added with a strange touch of sadness, When we part here we shall not meet again.

No, dont say that, I protested; I hope that in London we may see something of each other.

She sighed, and as we passed out into the bright moonbeams that flooded the mountains and valleys, giving the snowy range the aspect of a far-off fairyland, I noticed that her habitual brightness had given place to an expression of mingled fear and sorrow. Some perpetual thought elevated her forehead and enlarged her eyes, and a little later, as we walked slowly forward into the now deserted promenade, I repeated a hope that our friendship would always remain sincere and unbroken.

Why do you speak these words to me? she asked suddenly, in faltering tones. Why do you render my life more bitter than it is?

Because when your father returns and takes you away the light of my life will be extinguished. Dont be cruel, Sybil; you must have seen—

I am not cruel, she answered calmly, halting suddenly and looking at me with her great clear eyes. During the past fortnight we have — well, we have amused each other, and time has passed pleasantly. I know, alas! the words I have arrested on your lips. You mistake this mild summer flirtation of ours for real love. You were about to declare that you love me — were you not?

True, Sybil. And I mean it. From the first moment our eyes met I have adored you, I exclaimed with passionate tenderness. The brightness of your face has brought light into my life. You have showed me at all times the face of an adorable woman; you have peopled my desert, you have filled me with such supreme joy that I have been lost in profound love.

Hush! hush! she cried, interrupting me. Listen, let me tell you my position.

I care naught for your position; I want only you, Sybil, I continued earnestly, raising her hand to my lips and smothering it with kisses. I have adored you in all the different forms of love. You, who have sufficed for my being; you, whose wondrous beauty filled me with all the chastity of affection. Between you and the horizon there seems a secret harmony that makes me love the stones on the very footpaths. The river yonder has your voice; the stars above us your look; everything around me smiles with your smile. I never knew until now what it was to live, but now I live because I love you. Each night when we part I long for morning; I want to see you again, to kiss your hair, to tell you I love you always — always.

Her bosom rose and fell quickly as I spoke, and when I had finished, her little hand closed convulsively upon mine.

No, no, she cried hoarsely. Let us end this interview; it is painful to both of us. I have brought this unhappiness upon you by my own reckless folly. I ought never to have broken the convenances and accepted as companion a man to whom I had not been formally introduced.

Ah! dont be cruel, Sybil, I pleaded earnestly; cannot you see how madly I love you?

Yes; I think that perhaps you care more for me than I imagined, she answered, endeavouring to preserve a calmness that was impossible. But leave me and forget me, Stuart. I am worthless because I have fascinated you when I ought to have shunned you, knowing that our love can only bring us poignant bitterness.

Why? Tell me, I gasped; then, half fearing the truth, I asked. Are you already married?

No.

Then what barrier is there to our happiness?

One that is insurmountable, she answered hoarsely, hot tears welling in her eyes. The truth I cannot explain, as for certain reasons I am compelled to keep my secret.

But surely you can tell me the reason why we may not love? You cannot deny that you love me just a little, I said.

I do not deny it, she answered in a low, earnest voice, raising her beautiful face to mine. It is true, Stuart, that you are the only man I have looked upon with real affection, and I make no effort at concealment; nevertheless, our dream must end here. I have striven to stifle my passion, knowing full well the dire result that must accrue. But it is useless. Our misfortune is that we love one another; so we must part.

And you refuse to tell me the reason why you intend to break off our acquaintanceship, I observed reproachfully.

Ah, no! she answered quickly. You cannot understand. I dare not love you. A deadly peril threatens me. Ere six months have passed the sword which hangs, as it were, suspended over me may fall with fatal effect, but — but if it does, if I die, my last thought shall be of you, Stuart, for I feel that you are mine alone.

I clasped her in my arms, and beneath the great tree where we were standing our lips met for the first time in a hot, passionate caress.

Then, panting, she slowly disengaged herself from my arms, saying:

Our dream is over. After to-night we may be friends, but never lovers. To love me would bring upon you a disaster, terrible and complete; therefore strive, for my sake, Stuart, to forget.

I cannot, I answered. Tell me of your peril.

My peril — ah! she exclaimed sadly. Ever present, it haunts me like a hideous nightmare, and only your companionship has lately caused me to forget it for a few brief hours, although I have all the time been conscious of an approaching doom. It may be postponed for months, or so swiftly may it descend upon me that when to-morrows sun shines into my room its rays will fall upon my lifeless form; my soul and body will have parted.

Are you threatened by disease?

No. My peril is a strange one, she answered slowly. If I might tell you all my curious story I would, Stuart. At present, alas! I cannot Come, let us go back to the hotel, and there bid me farewell.

Farewell! When do you intend to leave me? I cried dismayed, as we turned and walked on together.

Soon, she said, sighing, her hand trembling in mine— it will be imperative very soon.

But may I not help you? Cannot I shield you from this mysterious peril?

Alas! I know not. If your aid will assist me in the future I will communicate with you. I have your London address upon your card.

There was a long and painful pause. But in those silent moments during our walk I became conscious of the grand passion that consumed me.

And you will think of me sometimes with thoughts of love, Sybil? I said disconsolately.

Yes. But for the present forget me. Some day, however, I may be compelled to put your affection to the test.

I am prepared for any ordeal in order to prove that my passion is no idle midsummer fancy, I answered. Command me, and I will obey.

Then good-night, she said, stretching forth her hand, for by this time we were in front of the Bonnemaison. I held her hand in silence for some moments, my thoughts too full for words.

Shall I see you to-morrow? I asked.

Yes, if — if my doom does not overwhelm me, she answered with a choking sob. If it does, then adieu, my love, adieu forever!

No, not adieu, Sybil, I said, drawing her beneath the shadow of a tree and once again imprinting a passionate kiss upon her lips. Not adieu! Let as at least meet to-morrow, even if it must be for the last time.

She burst into a flood of tears, and turning from me walked quickly to the steps leading to the hotel, while I, mystified and full of sad thoughts, strode onward along the silent moonlit Allee towards my hotel.

Little sleep came that night to my eyes, but when my coffee was brought in the morning a perfumed note lay upon the tray. I tore it open eagerly, and read the following words hastily scribbled in pencil and blurred by tears:

I am in deadly peril and have been compelled to leave unexpectedly. Do not attempt to find me, but forget everything. — Sybil.

I dashed aside the curtains and, like a man in a dream, stood gazing away at the white mountains, brilliant in the morning sunlight I had lost her; the iron of despair had entered my heart.


Chapter Two.

Sin or Secret?
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SIX MONTHS PASSED. Left forlorn, with only the vivid memory of a charming face, I had travelled to rid myself of the remembrance, but in vain. Sometimes I felt inclined to regard my mysterious divinity as a mere adventuress; at others I became lost in contemplation and puzzled over her words almost to the point of madness. I knew that I had loved her; that, fascinated by her great beauty and enmeshed in the soft web of her silken tresses, she held me irrevocably for life or death.

Unhappy and disconsolate, heedless of Londons pleasures or the perpetual gaiety of the smart circle in which my friends and relations moved, I spent the gloomy December days in my chambers in Shaftesbury Avenue, endeavouring to distract the one thought that possessed me by reading. My companions chaffed me, dubbing me a misanthrope, but to none of them, not even Jack Bethune, the friend of my college days and greatest chum, did I disclose the secret of my despair.

Thus weeks went by, until one morning my man, Saunders, brought me a telegram which I opened carelessly, but read with breathless eagerness, when I saw the signature was Sybil.

The words upon the flimsy paper caused me such sudden and unexpected delight that old Saunders, most discreet of servants, must have had some apprehension as to my sanity. The telegram, which had been despatched from Newbury, read:

Must see you this evening. In Richmond Terrace Gardens, opposite the tea-pavilion, is a seat beneath a tree. Be there at six. Do not fail. — Sybil.

Almost beside myself with joyful anticipation of seeing her sweet, sad face once again, I went out and whiled away the hours that seemed never-ending, until at last when twilight fell I took train to the place named.

Ten minutes before the hour she had indicated I found the seat in the Terrace Gardens, but there was no sign of the presence of any human being. It was almost closing time, and the Terrace was utterly deserted. All was silent save the rushing of a train, or the dull rumbling of vehicles passing along the top of the hill, and distant sounds became mingled with the vague murmurs of the trees. The chill wind sighed softly in the oaks, lugubriously extending their dark bare arms along the walk like a row of spectres guarding the vast masses of vapour spreading out behind them and across the valley, where the Thames ran silent and darkly in serpentine wanderings, and the lights were already twinkling. Even as I sat the last ray of twilight faded, and night, cloudy and moonless, closed in.

Suddenly a harsh strident bell gave six hurried strokes, followed by half a dozen others in different keys, the one sounding far distant across the river, coming, I knew, from Isleworths old time-stained tower, with which boating men are so familiar.

It had seemed years full of sad and tender memories since we had parted, yet in ecstasy I told myself that in a few moments she would be again at my side, and from her eyes I might, as before, drink of the cup of love to the verge of intoxication.

A light footstep sounded on the gravel, and peering into the darkness I could just distinguish the form of a man. As he advanced I saw he was tall, well-built, and muscular, nearly forty years of age, with a slight black moustache and closely cropped hair that was turning prematurely grey. He wore the conventional silk hat, an overcoat heavily trimmed with astrakhan, and as he strode towards me he took a long draw at his cigar.

Good-evening, he said courteously, halting before me as I rose, I believe I have the pleasure of addressing Mr Stuart Ridgeway, have I not?

That is my name, I answered rather brusquely, not without surprise, for I had expected Sybil to keep her appointment.

I am the bearer of a message, he said in slow, deliberate tones. The lady who telegraphed to you this morning desires to express her extreme regret at her inability to meet you. Since the telegram was sent, events have occurred which preclude her attendance anywhere, and he paused. Then he added with sadness: Anywhere — except before her Judge.

Her Judge! I gasped. What do you mean? Speak! Is she dead?

No, he answered solemnly, she still lives, and although overshadowed by a secret terror, her only thought is of you, even in these very moments when she is being carried swiftly by the overwhelming flood of circumstances towards her terrible doom.

You speak in enigmas, I said quickly. We are strangers, yet you apparently are aware of my acquaintance with Sybil. Will you not tell me the nature of her secret terror?

I cannot, for two reasons, he replied. The first is, because I am not aware of the whole of the circumstances; the second, because I have given her my promise to reveal nothing. Hence my lips are sealed. All I can tell you is that a great danger threatens her — how great you cannot imagine — and she desires you to fulfill your promise and render her your aid.

Whatever lies in my power I will do willingly, I answered. If she cannot come to me will you take me to her?

Upon two conditions only.

What are they?

For your own sake as well as hers, it is imperative that she should still preserve the strictest incognito. Therefore, in driving to her house, you must allow the blinds of the carriage to be drawn, and, however curious may appear anything you may witness in her presence, you must give your word of honour as a gentleman — nay, you must take oath — not to seek to elucidate it. Mystery surrounds her, I admit, but remember that any attempt to penetrate it will assuredly place her in graver peril, and thwart your own efforts on her behalf.

Such conditions from a stranger are, to say the least, curious, I observed.

Ah! he exclaimed, smiling, your reluctance to accept is but natural. Well, I can do no more, I have fulfilled my mission. The woman you love has staked her young life — and alas! lost. She has counted upon your aid in this hour of her extremity and despair, yet if you withhold it I must return and tell her.

But I love her, I said. Surely I may know who she is, and why she is haunted by this secret dread!

For a few seconds he was silent. Then he tossed his cigar away with a gesture of impatience.

Time does not admit of argument. I have merely to apologise for bringing you down here to a fruitless appointment, and to wish you good-evening, he said in a tone of mingled annoyance and disappointment, as turning on his heel he walked away.

His words and manner aroused within me a sudden dislike, a curious hatred that I could not describe, yet ere he had gone a dozen paces I cried:

Stop! I have reconsidered my decision. I must see her, for I promised her assistance, and am ready to give it in whatever manner she desires.

You know the conditions, he said, sauntering carelessly back to me, Do you accept them absolutely?

Yes.

Then swear.

He had drawn from his pocket a Testament, and held it towards me. I hesitated.

You may be tempted to break your word. You will never violate your oath, he added, in the same slow, deliberate tone in which he had first addressed me. Still I was not prepared for this strange proceeding, and not until he urged me to hasten and declared that my oath was imperative, did I move.

Taking the book, I slowly raised it until it touched my lips.

Next second I regretted my action. I had a vague, indefinable feeling that I had subjected myself to him; that I had foolishly placed myself under his thrall.

Yet, as we walked together up the steep path and gained the Terrace, he chatted gayly upon various topics, and the strange presage of evil that I had first experienced was soon succeeded by lively anticipations of seeing once again the beautiful woman I adored.

In Hill Rise, close to that row of glaring new semi-aesthetic houses known as Cardigan Gate, a neat brougham drawn by a magnificent pair of bays was in waiting, and before we entered, the footman carefully drew down the blinds, then saluted as he closed the door.

The interior of the carriage would have been dark had not a tiny glimmering lamp been placed there, and this showed that, in addition to the blinds drawn down, heavy curtains had also been arranged, so that to see outside was impossible. My strange companion was affable, even amusing, but the drive occupied quite an hour and a half, although we travelled at a pretty smart pace.

Presently my companion turned to me, saying: There is still one small thing more. Before we alight you must allow me to tie my handkerchief across your eyes.

In order that I may not note the exterior of the house — eh? I suggested, laughing.

He nodded, and a strange cynical smile played upon his lips.

Very well, I said. It is useless, I suppose, to protest.

He did not answer, but folding a silk handkerchief he placed it over my eyes and tied it tightly at the back. Almost at the moment he had completed this the conveyance stopped, the door was opened, and, led by my mysterious companion, I alighted.

Taking his arm, we crossed the pavement and ascended a short flight of steps. There were three. I counted them. I could also hear the wind in some trees, and found myself wondering whether we were in town or country.

A door opened, and we stepped into a hall, which, owing to the echo of my conductors voice, I concluded was a spacious one, but ere I had time to reflect, the man whose arm I held said:

Just a moment. You must sign the visitors book — it is the rule here. Well excuse bad writing as you cant see, he added with a laugh.

At the same moment I felt a pen placed in my fingers by a man-servant, who guided my hand to the book. Then I hastily scrawled my name.

It was strange, I thought; but the events of the evening were all so extraordinary that there was nothing after all very unusual in signing a visitors book.

Again he took my arm, leading me up a long flight of stairs, the carpet of which was so thick that our feet fell noiselessly. In the ascent I felt that the balustrade was cold and highly polished, like glass. Confused and mysterious whisperings sounded about me, and I felt confident that I distinctly heard a womans sob quite close to me, while at the same moment a whiff of violets greeted my nostrils. Its fragrance stirred my memory — it was Sybils favourite perfume. Suddenly my guide ushered me into a room and took the handkerchief from my eyes. The apartment was a small study, cozy and well furnished, with a bright fire burning in the grate, and lit only by a green-shaded reading-lamp.

If youll take off your overcoat and wait here a few moments I will bring her to you, he said; adding, you can talk here alone and undisturbed, and he went out, closing the door after him.

Five eager minutes passed while I listened for her footstep, expecting each second to hear her well-known voice; but gradually the atmosphere seemed to become stifling. In my mouth was a sulphurous taste, and the lamp, growing more dim, at last gave a weak flicker and went out. Rushing to the door, I found, to my astonishment, it was locked!

I dashed to the window and tried to open it, but could not. In despair I beat the door frantically with my fists and shouted. But my muffled voice seemed as weak as a childs. I doubted whether it could be heard beyond the walls.

Flinging myself upon my knees, I bent to examine the small fire, glowing like a blacksmiths forge, and discovered to my horror that the chimney had been closed, and that the grate was filled with burning charcoal. Quickly I raked it out, but the red cinders only glowed the brighter, and, even though I dashed the hearthrug upon them, I could not extinguish them.

In desperation I tried to struggle to my feet, but failed. My legs refused to support me; my head throbbed as if my skull would burst. Then a strange sensation of nausea crept over me; my starting eyes smarted as if acid had been flung into them, my tongue clave to the roof of my parched mouth, my chest seemed held in contraction by a band of iron, as half rising I fell next second, inert and helpless, a sudden darkness obliterating all my senses.

What time elapsed I have no idea. Gradually I struggled back to consciousness, and as I made desperate endeavour to steady my nerves and collect my thoughts, I suddenly became painfully aware of a bright light falling full upon me. My eyes were dazzled by the extraordinary brilliancy. I closed them again, and tried to recollect what had occurred.

Pull yourself together, my dear fellow. You are all right now, arent you? asked a voice in my ear.

I recognised the tones as those of my strange guide.

Yes, I answered mechanically. But Sybil — where is she?

He made no reply.

I tried to open my eyes, but again the light dazzled me. About me sounded soft sibilations and the frou-frou of silk, while the warm air seemed filled with the sickly perfume of tuberoses. My left hand was grasping the arm of a capacious saddle-bag chair, wherein I was evidently sitting, while in my right I held something, the nature of which I could not at first determine.

My trembling fingers closed upon it more tightly a moment later, and I suddenly recognised that it was the hand of a woman! Again opening my heavy eyes, I strained them until they grew accustomed to the brightness, and was amazed to discover myself sitting in a spacious, richly-furnished drawing-room, brilliant with gilt and mirrors, while two men and two women in evening dress were standing around me, anxiety betrayed upon their pale faces. In a chair close beside mine sat a woman, whose hand I was holding.

Springing to my feet, my eyes fell full upon her. Attired in dead-white satin, a long veil hid her face, and in her hair and across her corsage were orange-blossoms. She was a bride!

Behind her — erect and motionless — was the man who had conducted me there, while at her side stood a grave, grey-haired clergyman, who at that moment was gabbling the concluding portion of the marriage service. The veil failed to conceal her wondrous beauty; in an instant I recognised her.

It was the woman I adored. A wedding-ring was upon the hand I had held!

Speak, Sybil! I cried. Speak! tell me the reason of this!

But she answered not. Only the clergymans droning voice broke the silence. The hand with the ring upon it lay upon her knees and I caught it up, but next second dropped it, as if I had been stung. Its contact thrilled me!

Divining my intention, the man who had brought me there dashed between us, but ere he could prevent me, I had, with a sudden movement, torn aside the veil.

Horror transfixed me. Her beauty was entrancing, but her blue eyes, wide open in a stony stare, had lost their clearness and were rapidly glazing; her lips, with their true arc de Cupidon, were growing cold, and from her cheeks the flush of life had departed, leaving them white as the bridal dress she wore.

I stood open-mouthed, aghast, petrified.

Sybil, the woman I loved better than life, was dead, and I had been married to her!


Chapter Three.

Ghosts of the Past.
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HORRIFIED AND APPALLED, my startled eyes were riveted upon the flawless face that in life had entranced me.

See! Shes dead — dead! I gasped wildly, when a few seconds later I fully realised the ghastly truth.

Then throwing myself upon my knees, heedless of the presence of strangers, I seized her clammy hand that bore the wedding-ring, and covered it with mad, grief-impassioned caresses. In her breast was a spray of tuberoses, flowers ineffably emblematic of the grave. Faugh! how I have ever since detested their gruesome, sickly odour. There is death in their breath.

The despairing look in her sightless eyes was so horrible that I covered my face with my hands to shut it out from my gaze. The secret terror that she had dreaded, and to which she had made such veiled, gloomy references, had actually fallen. Her incredible presage of evil, which in Luchon I had at first regarded as the fantastic imaginings of a romantic disposition, had actually become an accomplished fact — some dire, mysterious catastrophe, sudden and complete, had overwhelmed her.

The woman I adored was dead!

In those moments of desolation, stricken down by a sudden grief, I bent over the slim, delicate hands that had so often grasped mine in warm affection, and there came back to me memories of the brief joyous days in the gay little mountain town, when for hours I walked by her side in rapturous transports and sat with her each evening under the trees, charmed by her manner, fascinated by her wondrous fathomless eyes, held by her beautiful countenance as under a spell. There had seemed some mysterious rapport between her soul and mine. The sun shone more brightly for me on the day she came into my world, and my heart became filled with a supreme happiness such as I, blasé and world-weary, had never known. Heaven had endowed her with one of those womens souls embodying pity and love, a ray of joy-giving light from a better world, that consoled my being, softened my existence, and aroused within me for the first time the conviction that in this brotherhood of tears there existed one true-hearted, soft-voiced woman, who might be the sweet companion of my future life. Through those few sunny days we had been forgetful of all earths grim realities, of all the evil thoughts of the world. We had led an almost idyllic existence, inspired by our love-making with great contempt for everything, vainly imagining that we should have no other care than that of loving one another.

Ah! how brief, alas! had been our paradise! How sudden and complete was my bereavement! how bitter my sorrow!

True, Sybil had spoken of the mysterious spectral terror which constantly held her in a paroxysm of fear; yet having been satisfied by her declaration that she was not already married, I had continued to love her with the whole strength of my being, never dreaming that her end was so near. Dead! She could no longer utter those soft, sympathetic words that had brought peace to me. No longer could she press my hand, nor smile upon me with those great eyes, clear and trusting as a childs. Only her soulless body was before me; only her chilly form that ere long would be snatched from my sight forever.

No, I could not realise that she had departed beyond recall. In mad desperation I kissed her brow in an attempt to revivify her. At that moment her sweet voice seemed raised within me, but it was a voice of remembrance that brought hot tears to my eyes.

A second later I sprang up, startled by a loud knocking at the door of the room. The unknown onlookers, breathless and silent, exchanged glances of abject terror. Hark! I cried. Whats that?

Hush! they commanded fiercely. For a few seconds there was a dead silence, then the summons was repeated louder than before, as a deep voice outside cried:

Open the door. We are police officers, and demand admittance in the name of the law.

Upon the small assembly the words fell like a thunderbolt.

They have come! gasped one of the women, pale and trembling. She was of middle age, and wore an elaborate toilette with a magnificent necklet of pearls.

Silence! Make no answer, the man who had conducted me from Richmond whispered anxiously. They may pass on, and we may yet escape.

Escape! I echoed, looking from one to the other; what crime have you committed?

A third time the knocking was repeated, when suddenly there was a loud crash, and the door, slowly breaking from its hinges, fell, with its silken portiere, heavily into the room as three detectives, springing over it, dashed towards us.

See! there she is! cried one of the men authoritatively, pointing to Sybil. Arrest her!

The two others dashed forward to execute their inspectors orders, but as they did so the clergyman stepped quickly before her chair, and, raising his bony hand, cried:

Back, I command you! Back! The lady for whose arrest I presume you hold a warrant has, alas! gone to where she is not amenable to the law of man.

The men halted, puzzled.

What do you mean? cried the inspector.

Look for yourselves, gentlemen, the man answered calmly. Then, in a voice full of emotion he added, She is dead!

Dead! Impossible! all three echoed dismayed, as next second they crowded around her, gazed into her calm, sweet face, and touching her stiffening fingers, at last satisfied themselves of the terrible truth. Then they removed their hats reverently, and, aghast at the sudden and unexpected discovery, stood eagerly listening to the grave-faced man who had made the amazing announcement.

Yes, he continued, preserving a quiet demeanour. Such an occurrence is undoubtedly as unexpected by you as it is bitterly painful to us. This intrusion upon the death-chamber is, I know, warranted by certain unfortunate circumstances; nevertheless it is my duty, as the officiating priest, to inform you that shortly before this lady expired she was united in matrimony by special licence to this gentleman, Mr Stuart Ridgeway, and of course if you wish you can inspect the register, which I think you will find duly in order.

The marriage does not concern us, the red-faced inspector answered, murmuring in the same breath an apology for causing us unnecessary pain by forcing the door. The lady is dead, therefore we must, of course, return our warrant unexecuted.

The others also expressed regret at their hasty action, and, having quite satisfied themselves that Sybil was not merely unconscious, they consulted among themselves in an undertone, and afterwards withdrew with disappointment plainly portrayed upon their features.

What is the meaning of this? I demanded angrily of the clergyman when they had gone.

Unfortunately I can make no explanation, he replied.

But while I have been unconscious you have, without my knowledge or consent, performed the ceremony of marriage, uniting me to a dead bride. You have thus rendered yourself distinctly liable to prosecution, therefore I demand to know the reason at once, I exclaimed fiercely.

Unconcernedly he shrugged his shoulders, answering: I regret extremely that it is beyond my power to satisfy you. No doubt all this appears exceedingly strange; nevertheless, when the truth is revealed, I venture to think you will not be inclined to judge me quite so harshly, sir. I was asked to perform a service, and have done so. This lady is your wife, although, alas! she no longer lives.

But why was I entrapped here to be wedded to a dying woman?

I have acted no part in entrapping you — as you term it, he protested with calm dignity. I had but one duty; I have performed that faithfully.

Then I am to understand that you absolutely refuse to tell me the name of my dead wife, or any facts concerning her?

I do.

Very well, then. I shall invoke the aid of the police in order to fully investigate the mystery, I said. That all of you fear arrest is evident from the alarm betrayed on the arrival of the officers. What guarantee have I that Sybil has not been murdered?

Mine, interposed one of the men, bald-headed and grey-bearded, who had until then been standing silent and thoughtful. I may as well inform you that I am a qualified medical practitioner, and for two years have been this ladys medical attendant. She suffered acutely from heart-disease, and the hurry and excitement of the marriage ceremony under such strange conditions has resulted fatally. I think my certificate, combined with my personal reputation in the medical profession, will be quite sufficient to satisfy any coroners officer.

Approaching my dead bride as he spoke, he tenderly closed her staring eyes, composed her hands, and, taking up the veil I had torn aside, folded it and placed it lightly across her white face.

I was about to demur, when suddenly the man who had acted as my guide placed his hand upon my shoulder, saying in a calm, serious tone:

Remember, you have taken your oath never to attempt to elucidate this mystery.

Yes, but if I have suspicion that Sybil has been murdered I am justified in breaking it, I cried in protest.

She has not been murdered, I swear, he replied. Moreover, the doctor here stakes his professional reputation by giving a certificate showing natural causes.

This did not satisfy me, and I commented in rather uncomplimentary terms upon the unsatisfactory nature of the whole proceedings.

But before coming here you accepted my conditions, the man said, thrusting his hands deep into his pockets. Sybil sought your aid to save her from a deadly peril, and you were willing to assist her. You have done so, although alas! all our efforts have been unavailing. You have had the unique experience of having been a bridegroom and a widower within ten minutes. Although I admit that there are many mysterious circumstances surrounding your tragic union, yet for the present it is impossible to give my explanation. Indeed, as I have already told you, any inquiries must inevitably increase your burden of sorrow and unhappiness. Therefore preserve silence and wait until I am able to render you full satisfaction. When the true facts are exposed, you will find that the only safeguard to ourselves lies in the present preservation of our secret.

I observed that he was fully alive to my suspicions, that he divined them, and anxiously followed my words. I surprised a swift gleam in his eye that revealed the instinctive terror of the animal attacked at the moment of its fancied security. I felt convinced that a crime had been committed. At thought of it my heart-beats were quickened, and my nerves thrilled. Again he placed his hand upon my shoulder, but I shrank with unconquerable repugnance from that contact. I intend to elucidate this mystery, I said firmly. Neither threats nor oaths shall deter me from seeking the truth.

Very well, he replied hoarsely; if you intend to violate your oath, taken before your Creator, do so. Nevertheless, I and my friends warn you of the penalty for so doing.

Well, and what is the penalty, pray?

He shrugged his shoulders, but no answer passed his lips.

His face had strong individuality and vivid expression. As he stood there between the two handsomely-dressed women, in his grey furtive eyes, too wide apart, and always seeming to shun observation; in his prematurely grey hair, in his mouth set round with deep wrinkles; in his dark, blotched, bilious complexion, there seemed to be a creature of another race. What passions had worn those furrows? What vigils had hollowed those eyeballs? Was this the face of a happy man who had known neither the wearying cares of ambition, the toil of money-getting, nor the stings of wounded self-love? Why did all these marks of trouble and exhaustion suddenly strike me as effects of a secret cause, and why was I astonished that I had not sooner sought for it?

Then you threaten me? I said slowly, after a moments pause.

I threaten nothing, he answered, raising his dark eyebrows, and adding, There is no reason, as far as I can see, why we should be enemies, but rather let us be friends. Sybils death has brought to my heart grief quite as poignant as that which you are suffering; therefore in our mourning for one who was pure and good, should we not be united? I have given you my word that I will elucidate the mystery as soon as I feel confident that no catastrophe will follow. I consider that this should satisfy you for the present, and that your own discretion should induce you to wait at least with patience.

As he spoke there were some little details — the quick flutter of the eyelids, the rapidly dismissed expression of disagreeable surprise when I announced my intention of breaking my oath — that did not escape me. But was it not the same with myself? I could have sworn that at the same moment he experienced sensations exactly similar to those which were catching me at the breast and in the throat. Did this not prove that a current of antipathy existed between him and me?

Why had the police held a warrant for Sybils arrest? Why had such care been taken to conceal her identity? Why had I been married to her so mysteriously? Why had she so suddenly passed to that land that lies beyond human ken? Had a fatal draught been forced between her lips; or had she, too, been placed in that room where I had so narrowly escaped asphyxiation?

Since I have been in this house, I said, an attempt has been made to kill me. I have therefore a right to demand an explanation, or place the matter in the hands of the police.

There was no attempt to injure you. It was imperative that you should be rendered unconscious, the man said.

And you expect me to accept all this, and make no effort to ascertain the true facts? I cried. Sybil feared an unknown terror, but it appears to me more than probable that she lived in constant dread of assassination.

The man frowned, and upon the faces of those about him settled dark, ominous expressions.

It is useless to continue this argument in the presence of the dead, he said. I have your address, and, if you desire it, I will call upon you to-morrow.

As you wish, I replied stiffly. I have no inclination to remain in this house longer than necessary.

Crossing to where the body of Sybil reclined, I slowly raised the veil, gazing for some moments upon her calm, pale face, as restful as if composed in peaceful sleep. Bending, I pressed my lips to her clammy brow, then taking a piece of the drooping orange-blossom from her hair, I replaced the veil, and, overcome with emotion, walked unsteadily out over the fallen door, followed by the man whom I felt instinctively was my enemy.

Together we descended the fine staircase, brilliantly lit by a huge chandelier of crystal and hung with large time-mellowed paintings, into a spacious hall, in which a footman with powdered hair awaited us. Half dazed, my senses not having recovered from the shock caused to them, first by the charcoal fumes and secondly by the appalling discovery of Sybils death, I remember that when the flunkey threw open the door a hansom was awaiting me, and that my strange companion himself gave the cabman my address. I have also a distinct recollection of having refused to grasp my enemys proffered hand, but it was not until I found myself seated alone before the dying embers of the fire in my chambers in Shaftesbury Avenue, my mind troubled to the point of torment, that it suddenly occurred to me that in leaving the mysterious mansion I had been culpably negligent of the future.

I had actually failed to take notice either of the exterior of the house, or of the thoroughfare in which it was situated!

I had, I knew, driven along Oxford Street eastward to Regent Street, and thence home, but from what direction the conveyance had approached the Marble Arch I knew not. In blank despair I paced my room, for I saw I should be compelled to search London for a house, of which all I knew of the exterior was that it had a wide portico in front and was approached from the pavement by three steps.

My omission to take notice of its aspect overwhelmed me with despair, for there were thousands of similar houses in the West-End, and I knew that, while I prosecuted my inquiries, those responsible for Sybils death would be afforded ample time to effect their escape.

That such a search was beset with difficulty I was well aware. But nervousness gave way to determination, at once feverish and fixed, and it was in a mood of perfect self-mastery that, after a long period of mental conflict, I flung myself upon my couch with my plan of operations clearly laid out, and lay thinking over them until the yellow light of the wintry dawn struggled in between the curtains.


Chapter Four.

A Deepening Mystery.
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AS THE CHEERLESS morning wore on, I sat after breakfast gloomily smoking, trying to verify my first impression that Sybil had been the victim of foul play in the hope of dispelling it. But it was, on the contrary, deepened.

Either I was wrong to think thus; and at any price I was determined to convince myself by facts that I was wrong, or I was right. The sole resource henceforth remaining to me for the preservation of my self-respect and the unburdening of my conscience was ardent and ceaseless search after certainty.

Each hour as I pondered I was plunged more profoundly into the gulf of suspicion. Yet the very position of the intricate problem which I had before me seemed to forbid all hope of discovering anything whatsoever without a formal inquiry. With foolish disregard for the future, I had taken an oath to seek no explanation of what I might witness within that mysterious house; I had placed myself irrevocably under the thrall of the strange, cynical individual who had acted as Sybils messenger! Yet, now that Sybil was dead and everything pointed to a crime, I was fully justified in seeking the truth, and had resolved upon bringing the assassin to punishment.

During this debauch of melancholy the door opened and my old friend and college chum, Captain Jack Bethune, burst into the room exclaiming:

Mornin, Stuart, old chap. That ancient servitor of yours, Saunders, told me that youre a bit seedy. Whats the matter?

Nothing, I said, languidly grasping his hand. Sit down. To what good or evil fortune do I owe the honour of a visit at this unearthly hour?

Good fortune, old chap, good fortune! he laughed, flinging off his overcoat and throwing himself back in the capacious armchair. The best fortune that could befall a man. Congratulate me, Stuart.

Upon what? Have you finished a new book, or has your publisher been unduly generous?

Neither. It isnt a book; its a woman!

A woman? I inquired, puzzled.

Im engaged to be married, old fellow.

To Dora Stretton?

To Dora Stretton, the most adorable girl in the world.

I sighed; not because I regretted his choice. Far from it. Truth to tell, I envied him his happiness.

With all my heart I congratulate you, Jack, I cried next second, springing up and grasping his hand. I wish you every prosperity. I have known Dora ever since a child, and although she may move in a smart set, yet I have had opportunities that you have not of observing her true-heartedness and — what shall I say? — her hatred of the hollow shams and artificiality by which she is surrounded.

Yes, you know her far better than I do, he admitted, lighting a cigarette and adding, Id take your opinion upon a womans character before anybody elses. As a novelist, I have gained a reputation for portraying female character, yet I assure you my ability in that direction only exists in the imaginations of my reviewers. I can write about women, but, hang it, old chap, Im absolutely ignorant of them in real life. You, a calm philosopher, can analyse a womans nature and lay every fibre of it bare as if by the scalpel; while I, finding my conclusions always hopelessly at fault when attempting to study from life, have written merely what I have believed to be artistic.

Your books are popular, so I suppose your confession proves that pure fiction pays better without an admixture of fact, I laughed.

Yes, he said; Im afraid that is so, and then went on smoking with an expression of joyful contentment.

John Bethune, known as the soldier-novelist, was a handsome, well-built fellow about thirty-two, with dark hair, a carefully-trimmed moustache, and a pair of merry brown eyes that were an index to the genuine bonhomie which was the chief trait of his character. Though he entertained none of the idiosyncrasies or eccentricities of dress common to many writers, he was, although a smart officer, nevertheless a true Bohemian — always gay and light-hearted and the most popular man in his regiment.

A thoroughly good fellow, he deserved every bit of the success he had attained. The son of a struggling barrister, he had graduated, then joined the army, afterwards becoming an anonymous contributor to a Scotch review of hypercritical trend, edited by the distinguished critic, Mr Goring. Having turned his attention to novel-writing in combination with soldiering, he had made a brilliant success with his first book, which had been increased by each other that had been issued. On both sides of the Atlantic the newspapers were full of paragraphs regarding his sayings and doings, many of their writers being fond of alluding to him as one of Mr Gorings young men, and for the past three years he had been recognised as one of the leading younger novelists, whose wondrous insight into the complexities and contradictions of womans nature had earned for him a world-wide reputation.

As he chatted about the woman to whom he had become engaged, I expressed genuine satisfaction at his announcement. The honourable Dora Stretton, although sister of the Countess of Fyneshade, one of the smartest women in England, was altogether sweet and adorable, with a winning manner and a face voted pretty wherever she appeared. She hated town life, for, being a splendid horsewoman, she loved all outdoor sport, and was never so happy as when riding with the Fitzwilliam pack, or driving her spanking bays over the broad level Lincolnshire highways. Outwardly she was a smart woman of to-day, but, as her childhoods friend, I knew that beneath her tightly-laced Parisian corset and the veneer that she was compelled to assume, there beat a true heart that yearned for the honest love of a man.

So I congratulated Jack, explaining how Blatherwycke, old Lady Strettons estate in Northamptonshire, joined that of my father, and how Dora, her sister Mabel, now Countess of Fyneshade, and myself had known each other ever since the time when our nurses gossiped. Cruel-tongued scandalmongers had said that her ladyship, finding her estates impoverished on the death of her husband, the Viscount, gave Mabel in marriage to the Earl of Fyneshade, a widower nearly twice her age, in exchange for a service he rendered her by paying off a certain mortgage upon the property. But, be that how it might, Dora had five thousand a year in her own right, and this, together with Jacks fair income from his royalties, would suffice to keep them in comfort, if not in affluence.

I had heard that Dora was likely to become the wife of old Lord Wansford, I observed at last.

Yes, he answered in a low tone. Dont mention it to anybody, but her ladyship is simply furious because Dora and I love each other. She had set her mind on her daughter marrying a peer.

Then you havent yet obtained her ladyships consent — eh?

No. We love each other, and Dora says she intends to marry me, therefore we have agreed to defy the maternal anger.

Quite right, old chap, I said. Under the circumstances you are justified. Besides, knowing the unhappiness in the Fyneshade menage, Dora is not likely to marry anybody she does not love.

True, he said. Then tossing his cigarette into the grate he rose, and declaring he had a business appointment, he struggled into his overcoat and, grasping my hand in adieu, said:

You seem confoundedly glum to-day. Shake yourself up, old fellow. We shall soon be hearing of your marriage!

My marriage! I gasped, starting. His jovial words cut me to the quick. They had an ominous meaning. My marriage!

Yes, he said. We shall soon be hearing all about it.

Never, I hope — never.

Bah! I was of the same mind until a month ago. Some day you, like myself, will discover one woman who is not a coquette. Ta-ta for the present, and he strode airily out, whistling a gay air, and leaving me alone with my bitter sorrow.

Once or twice during our conversation I had been sorely tempted to disclose the whole of the dismal circumstances and seek his advice, but I had hesitated. He was perhaps too full of his newly-found joy to trouble himself over my grief, and, after all, he might consider me a fool for allowing myself to become fascinated by a mere chance-met acquaintance about whom I knew absolutely nothing, and whose principal efforts were directed towards enveloping herself in an impenetrable veil of mystery. No; I resolved to preserve my own secret and act upon the plans I had already formulated. With bitterness I sat and brooded over Burns lines:

Pleasures are like poppies spread.
You seize the flower, its bloom is shed.
Or like the snowflake on the river,
A moment white — then gone forever.

At noon I roused myself and started forth on the first stage of a search after truth, a search which I swore within myself I would not relinquish until I had learnt Sybils true history; nay, I had resolved to make the elucidation of the mystery of her tragic end the one object in my life.

It occurred to me that from the police I might at least ascertain her name and the nature of the information upon which the warrant had been issued; therefore I walked to New Scotland Yard and sought audience of the Chief of the Criminal Investigation Department. For half an hour I aired my heels in a bare, cheerless waiting-room at the end of a long stone corridor on the first floor, until at last a secretary entered with my card, and an intimation from the Chief that he regretted he had no information to give on the subject.

Argument with the secretary proved unavailing, therefore I left, feeling that I could hope for no assistance from the police.

Next it occurred to me to search the record of special marriage licences at Doctors Commons, and, taking a cab there, I was not long in obtaining what appeared to be the first clue, for at the Faculty Office I was shown the affidavit that had been made in application for a special licence, which read as follows:

Canterbury Diocese, December 8, 1891.

Appeared personally, Sybil Henniker, spinster, of Hereford Road, Bayswater, and prayed a special licence for the solemnisation of matrimony between her and Stuart Ridgeway, bachelor, of 49, Shaftesbury Avenue, London, and made oath that she believed that there is no impediment of kindred or alliance, or any other lawful cause, nor any suit commenced in any Ecclesiastical Court, to bar or hinder the proceedings of the said matrimony according to the tenor of such licence.

Sworn before me, — 

John Hatchard (Registrar).

The special licence had, it appeared, been granted on the following day, but the clerk said the applicant had been seen by his colleague, now absent.

Feeling that at least I should know the whereabouts of the strange company who held in their charge the lifeless form of the woman I loved, I drove rapidly to Bayswater, but when the cab turned from Westbourne Grove into Hereford Road, and I saw that the house for which I was searching, the number of which appeared in the licence, was a small tobacconist and newsvendors, my heart again sank within me.

I alighted and made inquiry of the shopkeeper, but she knew of no young lady named Sybil, nor of any person named Henniker. Once again, then, I was foiled; the address given in the affidavit was false.

For hours I drove aimlessly about the streets and squares lying between Praed Street and Oxford Street, vaguely looking for a house I had never distinctly seen, until at last it grew dark; then, cold and wearied, I returned to my chambers.

As day succeeded day I continued my search, but could not grasp a single certainty. At Somerset House I could discover no facts regarding either the marriage or the death, and advertisements I inserted in various newspapers, inquiring for the cabman who drove me home on the fatal morning, elicited no reply.

Jack Bethune dropped in to see me daily and pestered me with inquiries regarding the cause of my gloominess. Little, however, did he imagine that I had been engaged through a whole fortnight in searching patiently and methodically the registers of the great metropolitan cemeteries. To Kensal Green, Highgate, Abney Park, Nunhead, Dulwich, Brompton, Norwood, Crystal Palace, Lee, and elsewhere I went, always searching for the names of Sybil Henniker or Sybil Ridgeway. This investigation proved long and, alas! futile. I could obtain no clue whatever, all trace of her had been so carefully hidden as to defy my vigilance.

At last, however, a month after that fatal night and just when the prospect of misery which my future offered seemed too terrible for endurance, I suddenly made a discovery. It was in the London office of the Woking Cemetery Company that I found in the register an entry of an interment on the second day following the midnight ceremony, of Sybil Ridgeway, wife of Stuart Ridgeway, of Shaftesbury Avenue. The address whence the body was removed was not given, but, taking the next train from Waterloo to Woking, I was not long in finding, by aid of the cemetery-keepers plan, away in a far corner of the ground a newly-made grave.

Overcome with emotion, I stood before it in the fast-falling wintry twilight, and saw lying upon the mound of brown earth a magnificent wreath of white immortelles. Attached to it was a limp visiting-card. Eagerly I took it up and inspected it.

Upon it, traced in ink that had become blurred and half-effaced by the rain, there appeared some words. As I read them they seemed to glow in letters of fire; they held me spell-bound.

I lost courage to pursue my cold, calm, reasonable deductions; a kind of hallucination came upon me — a mental picture of her tragic end — and I felt my reason reel.

A vertigo of terror seized me, as though the breath of destiny swept over my brow.

The card secured to the great wreath was my own — the one I had given Sybil on the first evening we had met in the Casino Garden — but the words written upon it amazed me. I stood breathless, dumbfounded, holding it between my trembling fingers, utterly unable to realise the truth.

A portion of the writing upon it was in a well-formed mans hand, the remainder in a heavy calligraphy totally different. The rains had rendered the writing faint and brown, yet in the fast-falling gloom I was enabled to decipher that one side bore the inscription — 

From your heart-broken husband — Stuart.

Then, turning it over, I read in a distinctly feminine hand the strange exhortation — 

Seek, and you may find.

What did it mean? Was it an actual message to me from the grave? Did it not appear like a declaration from my dead love herself that some mysterious crime had been committed, and that she left its elucidation in my hands? I became lost in bewilderment.

The inscription, purporting to be written by myself, was not in my handwriting, and I was puzzled to divine its meaning. That it had been penned at a date prior to the mysterious womans words appeared certain, as the lines were almost obliterated. Yet on reflection I saw that this fact might be accounted for if that side of the card had been uppermost, and thus more exposed. But the mysterious words, Seek, and you may find, were written in a different ink, upon which the action of the weather had had but little effect. The exhortation stood out plainly before my wondering eyes. By whose hand had it been traced? True, it was not addressed personally to me, yet so ominous were the words that I could not rid myself of the conviction that they were meant as an appeal to me.

Why the wreath had been so carefully placed upon the grave, as if it were a tribute from myself, was an inscrutable mystery; and the five firmly-written words on the reverse of the card contained a mystic meaning that I could not follow.

For a long time I remained there until night closed in and the wintry mists gathered; then, detaching the card and placing it in my pocket-book, I wended my way between the white, ghostly tombs towards the cemetery gate, plunged deep in thought.

Suddenly, as I turned a corner sharply, I came face to face with an ill-dressed man, who had apparently been lurking behind a great marble monument. In the gloom I could not distinguish his features, and as he turned and walked in the opposite direction I concluded that he was a grave-digger or gardener, so dismissed the incident from my mind. Yet half an hour later, while waiting on the platform of Woking Station, a man who passed me beneath a lamp gave me a swift inquisitive look. His strange expression attracted my attention, and as I turned and watched his retreating figure it seemed familiar. Then I remembered. It was the same individual who had apparently been watching my movements beside Sybils grave. Was he shadowing me?

Again I passed him, but he was wary, and bent feigning to eagerly scan a time-table, thereby hiding his features. Nevertheless, before the train arrived I managed by means of a ruse to obtain an uninterrupted view of his pale, sad-looking countenance.

At first I was prompted to approach him boldly and demand the reason he watched my actions, but on reflection I became convinced that my suspicions were groundless, and that after all he was merely a lonely mourner like myself. Perhaps he, too, had come from London to visit the last resting-place of some dearly-loved friend; perhaps, even while I viewed him with unjust suspicion, he had actually been sympathising with me. No, I felt certain that my apprehensions were absurd, and that the man had no sinister motive.

Alone in my room some hours later I placed the card carefully in the fender to dry, and sat smoking and thinking over the strangely ominous words upon it.

I could not rid myself of the conviction that my well-beloved had been the victim of foul play. The words Seek, and you may find rang for ever in my ears, yet in face of the declaration of the doctor I had no proof that murder had actually been committed. I could discover no report of an inquest having been held, and as the police had declined to assist me I knew that I must work single-handed and unaided.

Noticing that the card was now dry, I knocked the ashes from my pipe, then slowly stooping, picked it up. I turned it over to re-read the mysterious words of entreaty, but a cry of dismay escaped me when next instant I found the back of the card a perfect blank. On that side not a trace of writing remained.

The puzzling mystic sentence had faded. The words had been wholly obliterated as by some unseen hand.

The card fell from my nerveless fingers.

Presently it occurred to me that by again damping it the mysterious entreaty might be rendered visible, and, taking the ewer that Saunders had placed beside the tantalus stand, I dipped the precious document in water. For half an hour I alternately wetted it and carefully dried it with my handkerchief, but all effort to restore the writing proved unavailing. The surface became rubbed by continued immersions, but the words had utterly vanished, as if by magic.

Some hours afterwards I found myself doubting if I had ever actually seen those strange words, and wondering whether after all they were not a mere chimera of my disordered imagination. So strangely ominous were they that I could not help feeling a trifle uncertain that they had actually existed, and I remember that as I sat brooding over my sorrow I feared lest I had been the victim of one of those strange hallucinations which I had heard were precursory of insanity.

Twice I visited the grave of my dead love, but inquiries of the cemetery-keeper elicited no clue. Times without number I felt prompted to explain the strange circumstances to Jack Bethune, but always hesitated, deeming silence the best course. Whether this secrecy regarding my heart-sorrow was beneficial to my interests, I cannot say, but the occurrence of at least one incident caused me self-congratulation that my friends were unaware of the strange drama that wrecked my happiness and overshadowed my life. It is, alas! true, as François Coppee has said, Pour le mélancolique, le soleil se couche déjà le matin.


Chapter Five.

Doras Engagement.
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ONE NIGHT JACK dashed into my chambers and carried me off to a reception at the house of John Thackwell, the well-known Lancashire millionaire, at Hyde Park Gate. He would hear no excuses, for Dora was to be there, and he pointed out that I had not yet congratulated her upon her engagement. This fact alone induced me to accompany him, but, truth to tell, I had only once before accepted Thackwells hospitality, and on that occasion had been terribly bored.

Thackwell had risen from a carding-hand to be sole proprietor of extensive mills at Oldham, and a dozen other great spinning mills in the neighbourhood of Manchester. This Lancashire cotton-king was bluff, honest, and unassuming, and still retained all the peculiarities of the dialect of his youth. He had tried to enter the gate of Society by the Parliamentary pathway, but the electors of Bamborough had returned a young sprig of the aristocracy by a narrow majority, notwithstanding the fact that the cotton-king had built a fresh wing to one of the hospitals, and presented the town with a brand new red-brick free library. In chagrin he had come to London, bought one of the finest mansions overlooking Hyde Park, and was now endeavouring to enter the charmed circle by entertaining all and sundry on a scale lavish even for millionaires.

Although the bluff old bachelor was fond of placing his J.P. after his name, dropping his hs, and referring on inopportune occasions to the fact that when a lad he had assisted to build his great mill at Oldham by carrying hods of mortar up a ladder, he was nevertheless popular among a certain set. Many scheming and impecunious mothers with titles and marriageable daughters coveted his wealth, and it was no secret that several of the men registered in Debrett, who looked in at his monthly functions, were indebted to him for substantial financial assistance.

On arrival, we found the great magnificently-furnished rooms crowded almost to suffocation by a brilliant but decidedly mixed throng. Some of the men who nodded to us were high-priests of Mammon, officers who lounged in clubs without any visible means of subsistence, and idlers about town; but there was also a fair sprinkling of those leisurely well-dressed people who constitute what is known as London, and I noticed at once that on the whole the guests were of a much better set than when I had before partaken of the millionaires hospitality. Society resembles a bal masqué, where the women never unmask themselves.

At the moment we were announced, Thackwell, a burly, florid-faced, grey-bearded man in ill-fitting clothes, and with an enormous diamond solitaire in the centre of his crumpled shirt-front, was talking loudly with old Lady Stretton, who was congratulating him upon the completion of the beautiful frescoes by the Italian artists he had employed. As I approached, I heard the millionaire reply:

Its shaping gradely weel, but after all I get no more pleasure out of life than when I wor a journeyman. Yet a chap with any spirit likes to get on, and when he has put his heart into a job, feels as if he would rayther dee than be bet. Its cost me a sight o money, but it doesnt pay to scamp.

Then, noticing me, he gripped my hand heartily, and to Bethune cried:

Well, Jack, lad, how goes it?

Jack, lad, smiled as he made polite reply, but did not seem to greatly admire this style of greeting, albeit the soldier-novelist knew the cotton-king intimately. Truly, old Thackwell was an incongruity in Society.

Lady Stretton smiled pleasantly, and bowed to us as we pushed our way forward among the crowd, and we were not long in discovering the Honourable Dora, Jacks adored, comfortably ensconced in a cosy-corner, chatting with three men we knew.

Halloa, Ridgeway! cried one, a club acquaintance. Then dropping his voice he added: Unusual to find you in the cotton-palace, isnt it?

Ive been here once before, I replied briefly, as, turning to Dora, I sank into a low chair near her and began to chat. Soon the others left, and Jack and I were alone with her. When I offered her my congratulations, she clutched my arm quickly, whispering:

Dont let anyone overhear you. Remember, no announcement has yet been made, and Ma is quite inexorable.

Im looking for it in the Morning Post each day, I laughed, while as punishment she playfully tapped me with her ostrich-feather fan.

Though three years had elapsed since she had kissed the hand of her Sovereign, Society had not spoiled her. She was just as fresh, light-hearted, and ingenuous as I remembered her in her hoyden days at Blatherwycke, and as she sat talking with her lover and myself I saw how thoroughly charming and brilliant she was.

Her fund of vivacity was, I knew, inexhaustible. When she wished to do honour to a melancholy occasion, her vivacity turned any slight sorrow she had into hysterical weeping; when the occasion was joyful, it became a torrent of frivolity that is delightful when poured forth by a happy girl of twenty-two. This evening the occasion was distinctly joyful. Men had complimented her upon her dress, and she had a large sense of success.

When she spoke to Jack there was a love-look in her dark brilliant eyes that was unmistakable, and she was altogether handsome and fascinating. Small-featured, hers was a delicately-moulded oval face with pointed chin and pouting lips, while at the back of her well-poised head, her maid had deftly coiled her wealth of dark-brown hair, wherein a diamond aigrette glittered. Her smart gown was of pale pink chine silk, patterned in green and darker pink. The coat bodice of darker pink moiré boasted diamond buttons, kilted frills of ivory lace, the sleeves of kilted pale-green chiffon, and a large bow of green chiffon with draped ends to the waist over a jabot of ivory lace.

Many turned and looked at her as they passed. The glow of excitement and success burned brightly in her cheeks, and no one accused Dora of using rouge. Lady Stretton eyed us viciously once or twice; nevertheless, Jack held in conversation the girl he loved, and they laughed happily together. He was telling us of an amusing incident that had occurred during the exercise of the troopers on Hounslow Heath that morning, and I was feeling myself de trop when Dora, looking up suddenly, exclaimed:

Why, heres Mabel!

Turning quickly I found her elder sister, the Countess of Fyneshade, in a marvellous creation in yellow, leaning over my chair.

Ive come across to talk to you, Mr Ridgeway, she exclaimed, smiling. I saw that Jack had quite monopolised Dora. Their public love-making is really becoming a scandal. Then she seated herself in a dimly-lit corner close by, and motioned me to a chair near her.


Chapter Six.

The Countess of Fyneshade.
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THREE YEARS DORAS senior, the Countess was dark, strikingly handsome, an accomplished horsewoman, and accredited one of the smartest women in Society. Wedded to an elderly peer, she flirted outrageously, and always had one or two younger cavaliers in her train. Fyneshade was scarcely ever seen with his wife, and many were the stories afloat regarding the serious differences existing between them. Outwardly, however, the Countess was always gay, witty, and brilliant. She displayed exquisite taste, and men voted her capital company. It is true that beside her pretty women seemed plain and middle-aged, and well-dressed women looked dowdy, but since her marriage she had become just a trifle too smart for my taste.

Dora was no doubt pleased that her sister had taken me off, so that she might exchange confidences with Jack, but I confess I was not one of the drivelling crowd that admired Fyneshades wife.

When I had known her at Blatherwycke, in the days before her presentation, she had been as frank and merry as her sister, but since her union with the Earl she had sadly changed, acquiring an artificiality and a penchant for flirtation, apparently living only to be flattered and admired. True, she moved in one of the most select circles, and no really smart house-party was complete without her; but, knowing her as intimately as I did, it was not surprising perhaps that I had long ago arrived at the conclusion that her gaiety and recklessness were feigned, and I felt some sorrow for her.

She was lounging back talking nonsense at the highest possible speed, for ever exchanging greetings and salutations in the same breath, and as I calmly contemplated her I wondered whether her domestic unhappiness was the sole cause of the secret trouble which she strove to mask.

Jack and Dora are really too absurd, she was saying, glancing over to them. They are childishly fond of one another, but what the result will be I dread to think.

The result? Why, marriage, I said laughing.

She shrugged her shoulders, causing the diamonds at her white throat to sparkle, elevated her dark arched brows, and exclaimed:

Of course Jack is popular, and has a fair income, and everybody likes him, but Ma is absolutely determined that Dora shall marry a title.

Which means a loveless union with an elderly husband, and no happiness within her own home — eh?

She looked at me inquiringly, and her lips quivered slightly.

You are cruel, Stuart, she answered seriously. You mean that I am an illustration of the victim of a loveless marriage.

I nodded. Then I said: We are such old acquaintances, Mabel, that I feel myself permitted to speak candidly. I have watched you for a long time, and I know that you do not, you cannot love Fyneshade; you are unhappily married, and all the pleasure of life lies beyond your own home. Gossips tongues try to wound your reputation — well, thats not my affair, but—

Gossips tongues! she echoed hoarsely. What care I for the lies of scandalmongers? True, men admire me, flatter me, and say pretty things that please me, but surely I am mistress of my own actions? If I chose to flirt with my coachman it would be of no concern to anybody except Fyneshade.

You misconstrue my meaning, I said quietly. It was my intention to ask you whether you would desire Dora to lead a life similar to yours, or whether you would allow her to seek happiness with the man she loves.

In hesitation she opened and closed her fan. At last, in a harsh, strained voice, quite unusual to her, she answered:

Now that you have spoken so plainly, Stuart, I am compelled to admit the truth, and with a sigh she continued: You are quite right when you say that mine was a loveless marriage, but even you cannot imagine how bitter is my misery. Once I was as happy as my sister there, and believed that I could love a man as devotedly as she does Jack, but my mother led me to believe that wealth brought love, and I sacrificed myself to rescue her from her creditors. The result has been three long years of wretchedness and duplicity, of sorrow, misery, and despair. Wealth and luxury are mine, it is true, and my diamonds are the envy of the feminine half of London, but — but I have no happiness, no object in life, no love. I hate everything, and most of all I hate myself.

And why do you hate yourself? I asked sympathetically.

For reasons known only to myself, she answered evasively. Ah! you little dream, Stuart, what a life mine is — at least, the life I am leading now. Another year of it will kill me, or drive me mad.

Am I then to understand by your words that there is truth in this gossip about Prince Starikoff and yourself at Royat? I asked seriously.

She drew a deep breath and bit her lip. I saw I had approached a delicate subject. Her words had aroused my suspicions that there was some foundation for the scandal freely circulated regarding a fracas that had taken place at the little French watering-place of Royat, a month or so before, between Fyneshade and a Russian Prince named Starikoff.

You have no right, Stuart, to question me upon my private affairs, she said frigidly. Les calomnies nennuient jamais. I know the Prince, it is true, but I had no intention that my words should convey the meaning you choose to put upon them, and I have no wish that we should pursue the subject further.

I bow to your desire, of course, I said. My sole object in speaking to you thus was to urge you to plead Jacks cause with your mother. I know well enough that Lord Wansford admires Dora, and that Lady Stretton looks upon him with favour. But surely his is an unenviable reputation. If you were a man I could speak more plainly, but to you I can only say that I would never allow a sister of mine to become his wife. I would rather see her marry an honest working man.

The Countess seriousness suddenly vanished, and she laughed lightly as she answered:

I really believe that after all, dear old boy, you are in love with Dora yourself. I know you used to be rather fond of her in the old days, and am inclined to think that in reality you are Jacks rival.

No, not at all, I said. Bethune is my friend; so is Dora. I merely desire to see them happy, and if I can save your sister from a life of wretchedness with Wansford, I shall feel that at least I have acted as her friend.

Rubbish! the Countess exclaimed impatiently. Marriage nowadays is a mere commercial transaction; very few people marry for love. An affectionate husband is apt to be jealous, and jealousy is decidedly bourgeois. Besides, Jack hasnt the means to keep Dora as she should be kept. It would mean a red-brick villa in a remote suburb with a couple of servants, I suppose. Why, she would leave him in six months.

No, I said. Surely love and sufficient to provide comfort is better than loathing and thirty thousand a year! Scarcely a man in England or America is better known than Jack Beaune.

I was only aggravating you, she said with a tantalising smile a moment later. I quite admit the force of your argument, but to argue is useless. Mother has set her mind upon Lord Wansford, and, although I should like to see Dora marry Jack, Im afraid theres but little chance of the match — unless, of course, they throw over the maternal authority altogether and—

The words froze upon her lips. With her eyes fixed beyond me, she started suddenly and turned deathly pale, as if she had seen an apparition. Alarmed at her sudden change of manner, and fearing that she was about to faint, I turned in my chair, and was just in time to come face to face with a tall military-looking man who was sauntering by with a fair, insipid-looking girl in pink upon his arm.

For an instant our eyes met. It was a startling encounter. We glared at each other for one brief second, both open-mouthed in amazement. Then, smiling cynically at Mabel, he hurried away, being lost next second in the laughing, chattering crowd.

I had recognised the face instantly. It was the mysterious individual who had met me at Richmond and conducted me to Sybil! My first impulse was to spring up and dash after him, but, noticing the Countess was on the point of fainting, I rushed across to Dora and borrowed her smelling-salts. These revived my companion, who fortunately had not created a scene by losing consciousness, but the unexpected encounter had evidently completely unnerved her, for she was trembling violently, and in her eyes was a wild, haggard look, such as I had never before witnessed.

That man recognised you, I said a few moments later. Who is he?

What man? she gasped with well-feigned surprise. I was not aware that any man had noticed me.

The fellow who passed with a fair girl in pink.

I saw no girl in pink, she replied. The heat of this crowded room upset me — it caused my faintness. Then, noticing my expression of doubt, she added, You dont appear to believe me.

I watched him smile at you, I answered calmly.

He smiled! Yes, he smiled at me! she said hoarsely, as if to herself. He is the victor and I the vanquished. He laughs because he wins, but— She stopped short without finishing the sentence, as if suddenly recollecting my presence, and annoyed that she should have involuntarily uttered these words.

Tell me, Mabel, who he is, I inquired. I have met him before, and to me he is a mystery.

To me also he is a mystery, she said, with knit brows. If he is your friend, take my advice and end your friendship speedily.

But is he not your friend? I asked.

I knew him — once, she answered in a low voice; adding quickly: If I remain here I shall faint. Do take me to my carriage at once.

She rose unsteadily, bade good-night to her sister and Jack, then taking my arm accompanied me downstairs to the great hall.

It was an entirely new phase of the mystery that the Countess of Fyneshade should be acquainted with my strange, sinister-faced conductor. That she feared him was evident, for while there had been an unmistakable look of taunting triumph in his face, she had flinched beneath his gaze and nearly fainted. Her declaration that she had recognised no man at that moment, her strenuous efforts to remain calm, and her subsequent admission that he was her enemy, all pointed to the fact that she was well acquainted with him; and although, as we stood while her carriage was being found, I asked her fully a dozen times to disclose his name or something about him, she steadily refused. It was a secret that she seemed determined to preserve at all hazards.

When she grasped my hand in farewell she whispered, Regard what I have told you as a secret between friends. I have been foolish, but I will try to make amends. Adieu! Then she stepped into her carriage, and I went up into the drawing-room in search of the mysterious dark-visaged guest, whose appearance had produced such a sudden, almost electric effect upon her. Through several rooms, the great conservatory, and the corridors I searched, but could neither discover my strange companion on that eventful night, nor the pale-faced girl in pink. For fully half an hour I wandered about, my eager eyes on the alert, but apparently they had both disappeared on being recognised.

Did this strange individual fear to meet me face to face?

Though my mind was filled with memories of that fateful night when I had been joined in matrimony to my divinity, I nevertheless chatted with several women I knew, and at last found myself again with Dora, Jack, lad, being carried off by our energetic old host to be introduced to the buxom daughter of some Lancashire worthy.

Dora pulled a wry face and smiled, but we talked gayly together until the soldier-novelist returned. Soon afterwards, however, old Lady Stretton came up to us and carried off her daughter, while Jack shared my cab as far as his chambers, where we parted.


Chapter Seven.

On Lifes Quicksands.
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AT HOME I cast myself in my chair and threw myself into an ocean of memories. I did not switch on the light, but mused on, gazing into the darkness, now and then lit up by the ruddy flames as they shot forth from the grate and cast great quivering shadows, like dancing spectres, on the walls and ceiling. Ever and anon a momentary flash would hover about the antique silver ewer or glint along the old oak sideboard, which, like a vague dark mass, filled up an angle in the room, or play about the set of old china or the pair of antique vases on the mantelshelf. This prevailing gloom, penetrated by fitful gleams, was soothing after the glare and glitter of what had irreverently been termed the cotton-palace, and as the fickle light fell in spectral relief about the gloom-hidden furniture, I mused on in coldest pessimism.

As I sat thinking what I had lived through, scenes in many climes and pictures of various cities rose before my mind, but one face alone stood out boldly before me, the sweet countenance of the woman I had loved.

I recollected the strange events of that fateful night of grief and terror, and reflected upon the recognition between the Countess and the unknown man whom she had admitted was her enemy. How suddenly and completely he had disappeared! Yet it was apparent that he held some strange influence over Fyneshades wife, for she feared to tell me his name or disclose her secret. Even though he had brushed past me and his cold, glittering eyes had gazed into my face, he had again eluded me. The expression of triumph upon his dark countenance was still plainly before me, a look full of of portent and evil.

I met Dora several times, once riding in the Park, once at the theatre with Lady Stretton, and once in Park Lane with her lover. From her I learnt that the Countess had been very unwell ever since that evening at Thackwells, and had not been out. Her doctor had recommended complete rest for a week, and suggested that she should afterwards go to the Riviera for a change.

Was this extreme nervousness from which she was suffering the result of the unexpected encounter with the man she held in dread? I felt inclined to call at Eaton Square, but doubted whether, if she were ill, she would receive me.

One bright dry morning, about ten days later, I was strolling aimlessly along Regent Street with Jack Bethune, who, knowing that Dora would be out shopping, had come out to look for her. About half-way along the thoroughfare some unknown influence prompted me to halt before a photographers window and inspect a series of new pictures of celebrities, when suddenly my eye fell upon an object which, placed in the most prominent position in the centre of the window, caused me to utter a cry of surprise.

Enclosed in a heavy frame of oxidised silver was a beautifully-finished cabinet portrait of Sybil!

The frame, a double one, also contained the portrait of a young pleasant-faced man of about twenty-five, who wore his moustache carefully curled, and about whose features was a rather foreign expression. The picture of my dead love riveted my attention, and as I stood gazing at it with my face glued to the glass, Jack chaffed me, saying:

Whats the matter, old chap? Whos the beauty? His flippant words annoyed me.

A friend, I snapped. Wait for me. Im going in to buy it.

On the stage, I suppose? he hazarded. Awfully good-looking, whoever she is.

No, shes not on the stage, I answered brusquely, leaving him and entering the shop.

At my request the frame was brought out of the window, and in response to my inquiries regarding it the manager referred to his books, an operation which occupied considerable time. Meanwhile Jack, who had found Dora, had rushed in, announced his intention of calling on me in the evening, and left.

At last the photographers manager came to me, ledger in hand, saying: Both photographs were taken at the same time. I remember quite distinctly that the young lady accompanied the gentleman, and it was at her expense and special request that they were framed together and exhibited in our window. The prints were taken hurriedly because the gentleman was going abroad and wanted to take one with him.

What name did they give?

Henniker.

And the address? I demanded breathlessly.

The photographer consulted his book closely, and replied: The prints appear to have been sent to Miss Henniker, 79 Gloucester Square, Hyde Park.

Upon my shirt cuff I scribbled the address, and having paid for both the portraits, was about to leave, congratulating myself that at last I had probably obtained a clue to the house to which I had been conducted, when it suddenly occurred to me to ask the date when the photographs were taken.

They were taken on January 12th last, he replied.

Last year, you mean, I said.

No, the present year. This ledger was only commenced in January.

What? I cried amazed. Were these portraits actually taken only six weeks ago? Impossible! The lady has been dead fully three months.

The originals of the portraits gave us sittings here on the date I have mentioned, he said, handing me the packet courteously, putting aside the frame, and leaving me in order to attend to another customer.

The announcement was incredible. It staggered belief. Emerging from the shop, I jumped into a cab and gave the man the address in Gloucester Square. Then, as we drove along, I took out the photograph of my well-beloved and examined it for a long time closely. Yes, there was no mistake about her identity. The same sweet, well-remembered face, with its clear, trusting eyes looked out upon me, the same half-sad expression that had so puzzled me. I raised the cold, polished card to my lips and reverently kissed it. Presently the cab drew up suddenly, and I found myself before a wide portico extending across the pavement to the curb, in front of a rather gloomy, solid-looking mansion. Alighting, I crossed to the door, and as I did so counted the steps. There were three, the same number that I remembered ascending on that eventful night I had raised my hand to ring the visitors bell when suddenly a voice behind me uttered my name. It sounded familiar, and I looked round hastily. As I turned, the Countess of Fyneshade, warmly clad in smart sealskin coat and neat seal toque trimmed with sable, confronted me. Standing upon the pavement beneath the wide gloomy portico, she was smiling amusedly at the sudden start I had given on hearing my name.

I declare youve turned quite pale, Stuart, she cried with that gay, irresponsible air and high-pitched voice habitual to her. You gave such a jump when I spoke that one would think you had been detected in the act of committing a burglary, or some other crime equally dreadful.

I really beg your pardon, I exclaimed quickly, descending the steps and raising my hat. I confess I didnt notice you. Then, for the first time, I observed standing a few yards from her a slim, well-dressed young man in long dark overcoat and silk hat.

Gilbert, she said, turning to him, youve not met Mr Ridgeway before, I believe. Allow me to introduce you — Mr Gilbert Sternroyd, Mr Stuart Ridgeway, one of my oldest friends.

We uttered mutual conventionalities, but an instant later, when my eyes met his, the words froze upon my lips. The Countesss companion was the original of the photograph that had been exhibited at my dead loves request in the same frame as her own.

Of what words I uttered I have no remembrance. Bewildered by this strange and unexpected encounter, on the very threshold of the mysterious house that for months I had been striving in vain to discover, I felt my senses whirl. Only by dint of summoning all my self-possession I preserved a calm demeanour. That Mabel should have admitted acquaintance with the strange and rather shady person who had met me at Richmond was curious enough, but her friendship with Sybils whilom companion was a fact even more incomprehensible.

An hour ago I had discovered the picture of this man called Sternroyd, yet here he stood before me in the flesh, accompanied by the one person of my acquaintance who knew that nameless man who had inveigled me to this house of shadows. Heedless of Mabels amusing gossip, I surveyed her companions face calmly, satisfying myself that every feature agreed with the counterfeit presentment I carried in my pocket. The portrait was strikingly accurate, even his curiously-shaped scarf-pin in the form of a pair of crossed daggers with diamond hilts being shown in the picture. He was tall, fair, of fresh complexion, aged about twenty-four, with grey eyes rather deeply set, and a scanty moustache a little ragged. Lithe, active, and upright, his bearing was distinctly athletic, although his speech was a trifle languid and affected. What, I wondered, had been the nature of his relations with Sybil? The horrifying thought flashed across my mind that he might have been her lover, but next second I scorned such a suggestion, convinced that she had been devoted to me alone.

Yet how could I reconcile the statement of the photographer that the portrait had only been taken a few weeks with my own personal investigation that she at that time was dead? Had I not, alas! kissed her cold brow and chafed her thin dead hands, hoping to bring back to them the glow of life? Had I not raised her gloved arm only to find it stiffening in death? The remembrance of that fateful night chilled my blood.

Who are you calling upon, Stuart? the Countess asked, her light words bringing me at last back to consciousness of my surroundings.

Upon — upon friends, I stammered.

Friends! Well, they cant live here, she observed incredulously.

They do, I answered. This is number seventy-nine.

True, but the place is empty. She laughed.

I glanced at the doorway, and my heart sank within me when I noticed that the unwhitened stones were littered with drifting straws and scraps of paper, the flotsam and jetsam of the street, that the glass of the wide fanlight was thickly encrusted with dirt, and that the board fixed over the door, announcing that the imposing mansion was to let, had, judging from its begrimed, blistered, and weather-stained appearance, been in that position several years.

To reassure myself, I glanced at my cuff and inquired of the cabman whether the house was not Number 79 Gloucester Square.

Quite right, sir, answered the plethoric driver. This eres Radnor Place, but these ouses fronts into the square. This row aint got no entrances there, but the front doors are at the back here. Ive known these ouses ever since I was a nipper. This ere ones been to let this last four years. A French gentleman lived ere before.

I fancy youve mistaken the number, drawled the Countesss companion, putting up his single eye-glass to survey the place more minutely. So confoundedly easy to make mistakes, dont yer know, and he laughed, as if amused at his witticism.

I resented this apparent hilarity, and with difficulty restrained some hot words that rose quickly to my lips. It had occurred to me that if I preserved silence and gave no sign, I might perhaps discover the identity of this foppish young man. The mansion, silent, dismal, and deserted, was drab-painted and of unusually imposing proportions. The drawing-room on the first floor was evidently of vast extent, running the whole width of the house and commanding in front a wide view across the square, while at the rear it opened upon a fine domed conservatory constructed over the great portico.

If you cant find your friends, Stuart, Ill give you a lift homeward. My carriage is at the corner, Mabel said, evidently anxious to get away. Im going down to the Reform, to fetch Fyneshade.

In this invitation I saw an opportunity of obtaining some further knowledge of her mysterious companion, and, after settling with my cabman, lost no time in embracing it. A few moments later the Countesss smart victoria drew up, and entering, I took the place beside her, while Sternroyd seated himself opposite.

As we drove around Southwick Crescent in the direction of Park Lane, Mabel, in the course of conversation, let drop the fact that Gilbert, a protégé of her husbands, was spending a few days at Eaton Square prior to returning to his studies at Oxford.

Yes, he drawled. A fellow appreciates town after poring over musty volumes, as I unfortunately am compelled to do. Beastly bore!

Then he told me he was at Balliol — my old college — and our conversation afterwards turned mainly upon dons and duns.

I always have such jolly times with Mab — Lady Fyneshade — each time I come to town, he said. Whenever I go back I feel absolutely miserable.

Yet memories of the past are sometimes painful, I observed, smiling. At the same time I glanced at Mabel, knowing that the strange circumstances in which we had parted at the cotton-kings reception must still be fresh in her mind. Darting at me a swift look of inquiry, she picked at the buttons of her pearl-grey glove, laughed lightly, and exclaimed flippantly:

We have no memories when we arrive at years of discretion. Idle memory wastes time and other things. The moments as they drop must disappear and be simply forgotten as a child forgets. Nowadays one lives only for the future, and lets the past be buried.

And if the past refuses to be interred? I asked.

She started visibly, and a frown of annoyance rested for a brief moment upon her handsome countenance. I fancied, too, that her companion looked askance at me, but not waiting for either to reply, I said:

I myself find it difficult to altogether forget. Some incidents in each of our lives are indelibly engraven upon our minds, and there are some tender memories that in our hours of melancholy we love to linger over and brood upon. At such times we find solace in solitude and sup on vain regrets.

Thats only when we have been in love, the Countess laughed, patting the large pug beside her. Gilbert has never been in love; have you, Gilbert?

Never, he answered, grinning.

With one exception, she observed with mock gravity.

Yourself, you mean? he drawled, twirling his flaxen moustache and smiling.

Certainly not, she cried with feigned indignation. How dare you attempt to be complimentary at my expense? No, if I remember aright there was one woman who in your eyes was a veritable angel, who—

Ah! he said gravely, in a tone quite natural and unaffected. Yes, you are right. There was one woman. And he sighed as if painful memories oppressed him.

One woman! Did he allude to Sybil? If so, it was apparent that Mabel must be well aware of his acquaintance with the woman I had loved. Silent I sat while the conversation quickly turned from grave to gay, as it always did when the Countess chattered.

Suddenly, as we were passing into Piccadilly, it became impressed vividly upon my mind that they were hiding some secret from me. Two prominent facts aroused within me suspicion that their conversation was being carried on in order to mislead me. The first was, that although I had asked them what had brought them to Radnor Place neither of them had given any satisfactory reply; the second was, that although Sternroyd must have been associated in some mysterious way with that silent house to which the photographs had been sent, he had made no allusion whatever to it, nor did he make any observation when he noticed my dismay at discovering it untenanted.

It was evident some secret understanding existed between them, and the more I reflected upon it the more probable did it appear that they had actually called at this house, and had only just left it when I arrived. In order to ascertain my object in visiting it, and to learn the extent of my knowledge regarding it, the Countess had greeted me with her usual gaiety, and was now carrying me triumphantly back. I had, of course, no proof; nevertheless, I had an intuition, strange and distinct, that in close concert with my dead loves whilom friend, Sternroyd, she was playing a deep mysterious game with considerable tact and consummate ingenuity. But she was a most remarkable woman. Always brilliant and fascinating, always sparkling with wit and bubbling with humour, she was thoroughly unconventional in every respect. Society had long ago ceased to express surprise at any of her eccentric or impetuous actions. She held licence from Mother Grundy to act as, she pleased, for was she not admitted on all hands to be the smartest woman in London? She had a watchful confidence not only in a multitude of men, but in a multitude of things.

She dropped me outside the New Lyric Club, close to Piccadilly Circus, not, however, before she had expressed regret at Doras unhappiness.

What has occurred? I asked concernedly.

Oh! there has been a terrible upset at home about Jack Bethune, she answered. Ive done my level best with Ma, but she absolutely forbids Jack to pay his addresses to Dora.

Because, as you have already told me, she wants her to marry a man she can never love, I said gravely.

Yes, she said hurriedly. But heres your club. Captain Bethune is certain to tell you all about it. Goodbye! I shall be at Lady Hillingdons to-morrow night, then well resume our chat.

Good-bye! I said, alighting and grasping her hand; then as the commissionaire swung the club door open her companion raised his hat and the carriage was driven rapidly away.


Chapter Eight.

Secret Understanding.
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IDLE MEMORY SHORTENS life, or shortens the sense of life, by linking the immediate past clingingly to the present. In this may be found one of the reasons for the length of time in our juvenile days and the brevity of the time that succeeds. The child forgets, habitually, gayly, and constantly. Would that I had never acquired the habit of recall!

Jack, in a well-worn velvet lounge coat, was seated at his writing-table absorbed in his work when I entered, a couple of hours after I had left Mabel. His small den, lined with books, contained but little furniture beyond the big oak writing-table in the window, a heavy old-fashioned horse-hair couch, and several easy-chairs. Littered with newspapers, books, magazines, and those minor worries of an authors life, press-cuttings, the apartment was nevertheless snug, the bright fire and the green-shaded reading-lamp giving it a cosy appearance.

Halloa, old chap! he cried, throwing down his pen gayly and rising to grip my hand. So glad youve looked in. Have a weed? and as we seated ourselves before the fire he pushed the box towards me.

I met Mabel to-day, I said at last, after we had been chatting and smoking for some minutes.

Did you? Well? Whats the latest fad? Teas for poor children, bicycling, golf, old silver, or what?

Shes much concerned regarding Dora, I answered. And she has hinted that there are strained relations between Doras mother and yourself. Ive come to hear all about it.

He hesitated, tugging thoughtfully at his moustache.

Theres not very much to tell, he replied, rather bitterly. The old lady wont hear of our marriage. When I mentioned it yesterday she went absolutely purple with rage, and forbade me to enter her house again, or hold any further communication with the woman I love.

Which you will disregard, eh? Have you seen Dora to-day?

No. Ive been waiting at home all day expecting a note, but none has arrived, he said disappointedly; adding, Yet, after all, there is no disguising the fact, old chap, that I really havent enough money to marry a girl like Dora, and perhaps the sooner I recognise the truth and give up all hope of marriage, the better for us both.

No, no. Dont take such a gloomy view, Jack, I said sympathetically. Dora loves you, doesnt she?

Yes. You know well enough that I absolutely adore her, he answered with deep earnestness.

I had known long ago that his avowed intention had been never to marry. Until he became noted as a novelist his periods of life in town had been few and fleeting. Not that he felt awkward or ill at ease in society; his name was a passport, while his well-bred ease always insured him a flattering welcome; but for the most part Society had no charm for him. Sometimes, when among his most intimate friends, he would give the reins to his high spirits, and then, gayest of the gay, he would have smoothed the brow of Remorse itself. Private theatricals, dinner-parties, dances, or tennis-matches, he was head and front of everything. Then suddenly he would receive orders to remove with his regiment to another town, and good-bye to all frivolity — he was a cavalry officer again, and no engagement had power to keep him.

If he ever made any impression on the fair sex, he had remained unscathed himself until a few months ago, and the eagerness with which he obeyed each call to duty had been proof of the unfettered state of his heart. His ardent love for his profession was, he used to be fond of declaring, incompatible with domestic life. The first requisite for a good officer, he had told me dozens of times, is absolute freedom from all ties; but now, having entered the profession of letters and having discovered the power of the pen, he had paid Dora Stretton a chivalrous attention that had developed into ardent and passionate devotion. She was his goddess; he worshipped at her shrine.

Well, having received the maternal congé, what do you intend doing? I inquired after a long silence.

What can I do? he asked despondently, gazing sadly into the fire. I love her with all my heart and soul, as you are aware, yet what can I do?

Why, marry her all the same, cried a musical voice gayly, and as we both jumped up, startled, we were surprised to find Dora herself standing in the doorway, laughing at our discomfiture.

You! cried Jack, gladly rushing forward and grasping her hand. How did you get in?

I forbade your woman to announce me, because I wanted to surprise you, she laughed. But I — I had no idea that Mr Ridgeway was with you. She ought to have told me, she added, blushing.

Im surely not such a formidable person, am I? I asked.

Well, no, she answered. Then looking round the little book-lined room rather timidly, she said, I dont know that I ought to have come here, but I wanted to see Jack. Im supposed to be at Mabels, dining. I drove there in the brougham, and then came along here in a cab.

Wont you sit down? her lover asked. Now you are here we must try and make you as cosy as possible, providing youll excuse the Bohemianism of my quarters.

Why apologise, Jack? she asked, as he unclasped her cape, revealing her handsome dinner-dress cut a trifle décolleté. If Ma will not let us meet openly, then we must see each other surreptitiously.

Well spoken, I exclaimed, laughing, and when she had seated herself in Jacks armchair, with her little satin shoes placed coquettishly upon the fender, she told us how she had ingeniously arranged with her sister to return to Eaton Square in a cab, and then drive home in the carriage, as if she had been spending the whole evening with Mabel.

We laughed, and as I sat gazing at her, memories of Sybil, the woman I had loved and lost, crowded upon me. Even though Lady Strettons consent was withheld, they were nevertheless happy in each others love. The love-look upon their faces told me how intense was the passion between them, and I envied my friend his happiness. Dora was indeed as charming to the sight as eyes could desire. Her bare shoulders, well set-off by her black bespangled dress trimmed with pale-green chiffon, were a trifle narrow, but that lent her a childish grace, and it was the one fault that could be found with her; all the rest was perfect, and the greatest charm of all that, unlike her sister, she was totally unconscious of her loveliness.

In the warm atmosphere of their love and confidence their characters had unfolded, and they had learned to know one another perfectly. Jack, although he held a world-wide reputation for keen analysis of character on paper, had been amazed at all the delicate susceptibilities cherished in Doras heart, at the freshness and innocent pleasures of which it was capable, and not a little at the vein of malicious fun he had wholly unsuspected.

I sat silent while they chatted, reflecting upon the strange discovery of the photograph of my lost love, and the more remarkable encounter that afternoon, I had called on Jack for the purpose of making a clean breast of the whole affair, but Doras arrival precluded me from so doing. My sorrow, however, lost none of its bitterness by keeping, and I resolved to return to him on the morrow, show him the portraits, and ask his advice.

Jack had been admiring her gown, and the conversation had turned upon the evergreen topic of dress. But she spoke with the air of a philosopher rather than of a Society girl.

Everyday life needs all the romance that can be crowded into it, she said. Dress, in my opinion, is a duty to ourselves and to others — is a piece of altruism unsoured by sacrifice, a joy so long as it may last to wearer and beholder, doing good openly nor blushing to find itself famous.

Your view is certainly correct, I said, smiling at her sedate little speech. You are a pretty woman, and without committing yourself to affectation or eccentricity, you may choose the mode that shall best become you, whether born of Worths imagination or founded on some picturesque tradition. You may be severe or splendid, avenante or rococo, with equal impunity.

Really you are awfully complimentary, Mr Ridgeway, she answered, with just the faintest blush of modesty. You are such a flatterer that one never knows whether you are in earnest.

Im quite in earnest, I assure you, I said. Your dresses always suit you admirably. On any other woman they would look dowdy.

I quite endorse Stuarts opinion, said Jack with enthusiasm. In writing it is often my misfortune to be compelled to describe feminine habiliments, therefore Ive tried to study them a little. It seems to me that the ball-dress may be festal, the dinner-dress majestic, and the outdoor frock combine the virtues of both; but romance must always centre in the tea-gown. Before the advent of the tea-gown, the indoor state of woman was innocent of comfort and beggared of poetry.

Yes, she replied, clasping her hands behind her head and looking up at him with her soft brown eyes, the tea-gown is always ingenuous in sentiment and not wanting in charm, even though its hues may be odious or sickly. Once it was looked upon with disfavour as a garment too graceful to be respectable, and stern parents, I believe, forbade its use. But time, taste, and the sense of fitness have put Puritanism to shame, and the useful tea-gown; bears witness now to our proficiency in the long-lost art of living.

Her reference to stern parents caused me to refer to what Mabel had told me regarding the attitude of her mother.

Ah! I remember that you were discussing it when I interrupted you as I came in, she said frankly. Ma wants me to make a rich marriage, it is true, but I love Jack, and Im determined not to have any other man. Ive seen enough of the tragedy of rich unions.

I know you are true to me, Dora, my old friend said, grasping her hand, and looking into her eyes as he stood beside her chair. Ive waited all day expecting a note from you, for I felt confident you would write or see me after last nights scene.

Dont refer to that again, she said quickly, putting up her little hand as if to arrest his words. It was too cruel of Ma to speak as she did. She tried to wound my feelings, because I told her I would marry the man of my own choice. She wants me to be smart, with a penchant for flirtation, like Mabel, and her lips quivered with emotion.

If you marry me, darling, he said, with an utter disregard for my presence, I will strive to provide you with fitting supplies, but if you were poorer than Mabel you would at least love your husband dearly and be his idol.

I do not doubt it, Jack, she answered, her love-darting eyes fixed earnestly upon his. I love no man but yourself.

Then nothing shall part us, dearest — nothing, he declared.

I sat gazing into the fire, thinking of some excuse whereby I might leave them alone. The memories of my own love were too vivid, and this passionate scene was to me painful. Alas! all that remained of the ashes of my own romance was the photograph in my pocket. I had not torn aside the veil of mystery that had surrounded Sybil; I did not even know her true name.

Stuart, old fellow, you will excuse us speaking in this manner, my friend said apologetically. If you had ever loved you would know the depths of our feelings in this hour when estrangement seems probable.

If I had ever loved! The thought was galling. Was he taunting me?

Ill go, I stammered, stifling with difficulty a sob that very nearly escaped me. Though your exchange of confidences may be made before me, your old friend, without fear of their betrayal, it is best that you should be alone, and stretching forth my hand I bade Dora adieu.

No, dont go, Mr Ridgeway, she exclaimed concernedly. As children, you and I often played at being lovers. When I was a child you were like a big brother, and I confess I then admired you. I regard you now as Jacks firm and sincerest friend — as my own friend.

I am gratified by your esteem, I said; that you both may be happy is my heartfelt desire. If I can be of any assistance to Jack or to yourself, command me.

We — we may want assistance, she said. Then she paused, plainly stopped by the beating of her heart, for her breast rose and fell convulsively as tears forced themselves up to her long eyelashes.

Bethune was leaning over her. The light of those brown eyes, seen through the bright brimming tears, affected him in a manner strange and touching.

If we ask Stuart to help us I know he will do all in his power, he assured her. Ours must be a secret marriage if her ladyship will not consent. Do you trust me?

Implicitly, Jack. I trust you because — because I love you.

Then after all I have no need to be jealous of Gilbert Sternroyd, the soldier-novelist said smiling.

Gilbert Sternroyd! I cried amazed. Who is Gilbert Sternroyd?

Dora will answer your question, my friend replied.

I looked eagerly at her, and her eyes met mine with a look full of surprise and mild reproach.

He admires me, and because he is wealthy, Mabel has suggested that a marriage is possible, she answered.

He admires you! I echoed. Who is he? what is he?

With some surprise she regarded me, perhaps alarmed at the fierce manner in which I had demanded an explanation.

I really know very little except that his income is fabulously large, and that he is regarded by many mothers as a substantial matrimonial prize, she replied, adding, I really dont know his — well, I—

Suppose we go into the next room, Jack interposed, evidently to hide Doras embarrassment. There is a piano there, although Im afraid youll find it sadly out of tune.

A piano! I really cant play to-night.

Oh, but you must, I said laughing. Remember, you came here to spend the evening, and the penalty for coming to a mans chambers is to bring brightness to his life.

We had both risen. With seeming reluctance she also rose, and together we went into an adjoining room, well furnished with a few handsome pieces of old oak, a quantity of bric-à-brac, and many strange arms and curios which their owner had picked up in out-of-the-way corners of the world.

The apartment was half dining-room, half drawing-room, with dark upholstered chairs, the walls papered a dull red, the effect of the whole being so severe that the shaded lamps seemed to cast no radiance around, but to die out like water drunk up by sand.

Jack, noticing the inconvenient position of the piano, dragged it toward the fire, then bringing a music-stool, he placed a fire-screen behind it, and falling back into an easy-chair, said, Now we are ready to listen.

She blushed again, overcome with proof of his solicitude, but sat down with murmured thanks; then, after a moments pause, she turned to me, exclaiming:

It is not enough for you to say you like music. What is your favourite style? Classical or modern? — grave or gay?

Whatever you please, I answered.

She thought for a moment, reviewing in her mind the works she knew, then began a nocturne by Chopin. Then another and another, passing on abruptly to the celebrated impromptu whose tempo agitato and vehement bursts suddenly tone down into a movement of exquisite softness.

After the first few bars, Jack, rising, had gone to lean over the end of the piano, attracted alike by the charm of the caressing touch and by the strangeness of the music that pleased his ears. From where he stood his eyes wandered over her, from the brown of her hair, softened still more by the shaded light of the candles, to her bust, so white, frail, and elegant. Even to me it seemed that what she was playing was as much her own as her loveliness, and I fell into a reverie until her rich contralto voice suddenly broke forth in Tostis song:

If in your heart a corner lies that has no place for me. You do not love me as I deem that love should ever be.

Then, when she had concluded and risen, and I had thanked her, Jack suddenly stooped over her tiny hand and kissed it, as he said in a low, tender voice, Thanks to the little fingers that have charmed me.

Chancing to glance at my watch, I found it was already past eight oclock. Enchanted by our fair visitor, neither of us had thought of dinner, but a private room at Verreys was quickly suggested by Jack, and we went thither in a cab without waiting to dress and there concluded an enjoyable evening, Doras lover afterward escorting her back to Eaton Square, while I strolled home.

Alone in my chambers that night I carefully examined the portraits of Sybil and Gilbert Sternroyd, but the mystery surrounding them grew hourly more puzzling. That Jack knew something of Sternroyd was evident, therefore I resolved to call on him on the morrow, show him the pictures, and seek his advice.


Chapter Nine.

Who is Her Ladyship?
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WHEN I SOUGHT Jack on the following morning I was informed by the hall-porter that he had left a message for any callers that he had been compelled to go to Barracks unexpectedly, and would be back from Hounslow in the evening. Disappointed, I went into the City and had a long talk with my father at the bank on the subject of finances, then finished the day gossiping in the club and strolling in the Park. At night, remembering the Countess promise to be at Lady Hillingdons dance, I went there, but, in a marvellous gown of old rose, she was the centre of a gay crowd of admirers, and I could obtain but few words with her. I wanted to learn more of Sternroyd, but alas! I saw that anything like a private conversation was out of the question, and was compelled to content myself with waltzing and chatting with various women I knew, for the most part gay, brainless butterflies.

In my state of mind the glare and glitter were nauseating and the music jarred upon my nerves, therefore soon after one oclock I left and drove to Jacks chambers, anxious to seek the truth.

The outer door was shut, for the hall-porter had retired, but, as the key of my own chambers had on many previous occasions opened it, I quickly gained admittance. Mounting the great staircase to the door of his flat, I rang twice, but Mrs Horton did not reside there and my summons was not answered. Jack had evidently not returned, therefore the thought suggested itself to enter with my key and leave a note, as I had done many times before. Acting upon this suggestion, I went in, groping my way down the small passage to his den, where the glimmering light told me that his reading-lamp was burning; but just on the threshold of the room my feet struck something in the darkness, and, grasping wildly at air, I fell forward on my face, unable to save myself.

I knew it was the prostrate body of a man, and a wild cry escaped me when next second I raised myself and found my hands smeared with something damp and sticky.

Jack! Speak, old fellow, speak! I cried, but in the darkness there was neither sound nor movement.

Rushing into the study, I snatched up the light, and as its soft radiance fell upon the blanched features I made a discovery so startling that the lamp nearly fell from my trembling hand.

The man lying there was not Jack Bethune, as I had believed, but Gilbert Sternroyd. He had been shot through the heart!

Placing the lamp upon the floor, I knelt and thrust my hand eagerly beneath his shirt-front, but there was no movement of the heart. His hands were cold; he must have been dead several hours.

His coat and vest were disarranged, as if the murderer had hurriedly searched his victims pockets, and on the mat outside the bedroom door lay the shining weapon. I recognised the army revolver as Jacks.

Horrified, I took up the lamp again and stood gazing into the white drawn face of the mysterious friend of the Lady Fyneshade, utterly at a loss how to act. My first impulse was to raise an alarm, but I saw that such a course must imperil my friend. I could not realise the terrible truth, yet all the evidence pointed to the person who had perpetrated the crime. Had he not, only on the previous night, admitted himself jealous of this young man?

With uneven steps and scarce daring to tread lest I should create a noise and betray my presence, I returned to the study. As I entered I noticed for the first time that some of the drawers in the writing-table were open, and that many letters were strewn about, evidently tossed aside in rapid search. There was a strong smell of burnt paper in the room, and as I bent toward the grate I found it full of dead, black tinder.

The murderer, before his flight, had destroyed a number of documents. Examining the drawers, I discovered to my surprise that they had been forced. If Jack had destroyed any implicating evidence would he not have used his keys? Some of the papers in the grate were not quite consumed, and, picking them up, I examined the fragments under the lamp. They were portions of letters in feminine handwriting, the characteristics of which were unfamiliar to me.

I gathered them up, together with a whole letter that was lying at the side of the table, evidently overlooked, and thrust them into my pocket. In presence of the murdered man the darkness seemed filled with a spectral horror, and even the noises I myself created startled me. The reading-lamp gave scarcely sufficient light to illuminate the corners of the room, and I knew not whether the murderer might still be lurking there. Appalled by the ghastly discovery and at the sight of blood, I knew that if discovered there I might be charged with the crime, therefore, after a final glance at the dead mans face, I extinguished the light and stole softly out, hurrying down the stairs and gaining the street in fear lest any of the other tenants might encounter me.

But all was quiet. I escaped unobserved.

On arrival at my own chambers I cleansed my hands of Sternroyds blood, and entering my sitting-room turned up the gas. My eyes caught sight of my own face in the mirror. It was pale and haggard as that of the victim of the secret tragedy.

Having gulped down a stiff glass of brandy to steady my nerves, I proceeded in breathless eagerness to examine the fragments of private papers which effort had been made to destroy.

The first I inspected were apparently portions of a legal document. In a firm clerks hand were the words ...and the said John Arthur Bethune on this fourteenth day of... upon one, and on the other ...undertake to preserve this secret knowledge until after my death...

The other scraps were parts of letters, but the words I deciphered conveyed to me no meaning. They contained no endearing terms, and were evidently not billets-doux. One of them contained the passage ...to give credence to these absurd rumours which I assure you are totally unfounded... and another, ...I look to you as my friend to preserve the reputation of a defenceless woman... The name Markwick occurred several times, and once it was that vile, despicable coward, Markwick.

That vile, despicable coward, Markwick, I repeated aloud. I reflected deeply, but remembered no one of that name. I could find no signature upon these scraps of yellow, half-charred paper, neither was there anything to show when they had been written. On both sides of each portion there were words, but very few of them had context, and consequently Conveyed no knowledge of their purport.

One of the scraps, however, held my eyes in fascination. It bore my own name. The writing was a hand I knew, and the words decipherable were ...desire that your friend Stuart Ridgeway should remain in ignorance of the fact. He is your friend and mine, therefore I...

Great Heaven! I cried aloud, the writing is Sybils! I recognised the hand. It was the same in which she had written me the cruel note of farewell in Luchon, and this had been in Jacks possession! Even these half-charred words brought back to me memories of those few days when we were happy in each others love.

At last I took up the letter that had been overlooked by the murderer in his mad haste. The envelope bore a superscription in a fine regular Italian hand and showed that it had been sent to Hounslow Barracks, the postrnark being dated three days before. Taking out the sheet of notepaper in eager expectancy, I opened it and read the following words— Tuesday — Dear Sir, — Her ladyship wishes me to write and say that she will arrive at Feltham Station by the train leaving Waterloo at 3:08 on Friday afternoon. She desires to see you on a most important matter, and hopes you will make the meeting apparently accidental, in case there may be at the station any person known to her. Her ladyship also urges that you should keep this appointment in order to avoid some unpleasantness that appears imminent. If, however, you cannot meet her, kindly telegraph to me personally. — Yours truly, Annie Ashcombe.

Thrice I read the letter through and stood holding it between my fingers silent and puzzled. Who, I wondered, was her ladyship? Was it old Lady Stretton, or was it Mabel? The writer was evidently a ladys maid, and, as she signed her name, it seemed to me that she might be traced by means of an ingeniously-worded advertisement. But this would necessarily occupy time.

I had never heard of any maid named Ashcombe. Old Lady Strettons maid, Frewen, I had known for years, while Mabels was a French girl, named Celestine, all vivacity, frills, and ribbons. Feltham was, I remembered, a small old-world village about a mile and a half from Hounslow Barracks, on the line between Twickenham and Staines, a quiet, unfrequented place whereat few trains stopped. On several occasions when I had visited Jack in Barracks, I had returned to town from there, and its choice as a place of meeting, combined with the words of Jacks correspondent, showed that her ladyship, whoever she was, took every precaution to conceal her movements. What could be the important matter upon which the fair patrician desired to consult him; of what nature the unpleasantness that seemed imminent? Again, if he could not keep the appointment he was urged to communicate not with her ladyship, but with her maid. Was Jack Bethune this womans lover? Was he playing a double game?

I stifled these thoughts instantly. No! Although it was apparent that he was aware of my love for Sybil and was her confidant, I would not believe ill of him until I held absolute proof.

Proof, I murmured aloud. What greater proof can I have than the evidence of the fearful tragedy I have discovered?

I flung myself into my chair and thought over the strange discovery of a portion of Sybils letter. Apparently a secret had existed between them.

From whatever standpoint I viewed the crime and its mysterious surroundings I could not rid myself of the terrible suspicion that Jack Bethune, the popular officer and celebrated writer, had fired the fatal shot. If he were innocent why had he hurriedly destroyed his papers?

He had admitted himself jealous of Gilbert Sternroyd, and had betrayed his hatred of the young man by his refusal to explain who he was and his eagerness to avoid discussion regarding him. The words he used recurred to me, and I now detected in his manner how intensely bitter was his feeling.

Again and again I examined the scattered fragments that lay upon my table, but from them could gather no further information. The message from the mysterious lady seemed to contain some important clue, yet its true significance was unintelligible. Somehow I felt confident that the meeting at Feltham had some direct connection with the tragedy. Mabel was Sternroyds friend, for while driving me from Gloucester Square he had inadvertently referred to her as Mab; therefore, after all, it seemed highly probable that she was the mysterious woman who spoke in such veiled terms of unpleasantness.

The fire died down and went out, the clock upon the mantelshelf chimed hour after hour on its musical bell, but I heeded not time. I was wondering who was Markwick, the vile, despicable coward, and dreading the result of the discovery of the crime. I feared to telegraph to Hounslow to ascertain Jacks whereabouts, lest by so doing I should betray my knowledge of the tragedy. I held in my possession what might perhaps prove to be evidence of a most important character, evidence that might convict him of a foul murder, and I was determined to keep it secret, at least for the present, and by that means assist my friend, even if he were guilty, to escape.

In a few hours, I told myself, Mrs Horton and her daughter would go there to do the cleaning, and would find the body. Then the police would raise a hue and cry, and by noon the gloating gutter journals would be full of Another West-End Mystery.

I felt that by preserving my secret I was shielding an assassin, perhaps assisting him to escape, but, dumbfounded at the overwhelming evidence of Jacks guilt, I sat shuddering, awe-stricken, inanimate.

I dropped off to sleep in my chair and did not awake until Saunders entered, and I found it was morning. My breakfast went away untouched, but I scanned the paper and was gratified at my inability to find mention of the ghastly discovery. Neither telegram nor letter came from Jack, though I waited at home until afternoon. Oppressed by my terrible secret, inactivity maddened me and I went out, feeling that I wanted air or the companionship of friends. After a short walk I turned into the club and ascended to the smoking-room, panelled in black oak, on the first floor, where I expected to find someone with whom to gossip and pass the time. When I entered I found several city men had grouped themselves around the fire, and, lounging back in their chairs, were discussing some deep scheme of company-promoting, in which I had no interest. I sat down to scribble a note, caring not for their Stock Exchange jargon, until suddenly the name of Fyneshade caused me to prick up my ears.

Bah! hed become one of our directors at once if we made it worth his while, an elderly man observed, sitting with hat tilted back and a long cigar between his lips.

I doubt it, another voice exclaimed. His name carries weight, but hes not in want of fees.

If he isnt at this moment he very soon will be, the other answered knowingly. Hes now got scarcely a fiver to bless himself with.

I dont believe that, the others cried in chorus.

My dear fellows, answered the elder man. His pretty wife has absolutely ruined him. Another year, and hell be in the Bankruptcy Court.

Well, shes cutting a pretty brilliant figure just now, exclaimed one. I saw her at the Gaiety the other night and she looked simply magnificent. She had some young fellow in her box, a fair, insipid-looking youth. Nobody knew who he was.

The latest lover, I suppose, laughed the man who had announced the Earls impending bankruptcy. If report speaks true shes rather addicted to flirtation.

No doubt, observed one of his companions. But were discussing business just now, not scandal. The virtues or shortcomings of the Countess dont concern us; what we want is to get Fyneshade on our board. Can it be done?

Yes, promptly answered the man who had first spoken. Ill manage it.

If you do, then we need have no fear as to the future of the Great Watersmeet Mining and Exploration Company. The Earls name carries weight, and, bankrupt or solvent, his influence will be extremely beneficial to us.

Very well. Ill call on him to-morrow, the man said, blowing a cloud of smoke upward. Then their conversation quickly turned upon some technicalities regarding the property they had acquired somewhere in Mashona-land.

Their suggestion that Mabel had already caused her husband financial difficulties was new to me. If true, it was certainly a startling fact, and as I sat making pretence of continuing my letter, I could not help feeling that there might be a good deal of truth in what I had overheard. That Mabel was recklessly extravagant; that her entertainments were among the most popular in London; and that her smart circle included many of the Royalties and the wealthiest, were facts known to everybody. She was a leader of fashion, and her bills at Worths and Redferns since her marriage must have been as large as those of an empress. Toward women she was unmerciful. With her, dowdiness was a crime, and the wearing of a hat or gown a little out of date an unforgivable offence against Societys laws. She had lately been living at such a terrific rate that her extravagance had become notorious; but I had always believed the rent-roll of Fyneshade to be enormous, and such an eventuality as the Bankruptcy Court had never once entered my mind. This man, a Jew company promoter, apparently had good grounds for his assertion, and his words caused me to ponder deeply, as I descended the stairs and went out with the intention to call at Lady Strettons, and ascertain whether Dora had heard from her lover.

Who was this mysterious Sternroyd who had admired Mabel and who now lay dead, shot by an unknown hand? What connection could he have had with my adored one, or with that grim untenanted mansion in Gloucester Square? I took the portrait from my pocket and in the fading light glanced at it as I slowly walked. Yes, there was no mistaking the features, nor the oddly-shaped scarf-pin. It was undoubtedly the same man.


Chapter Ten.

Tattle and Tragedy.
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WHEN HALF-AN-HOUR LATER I sat drinking tea en famille with Lady Stretton and her daughter, I confess I felt ill at ease, notwithstanding their light and pleasant gossip.

I really dont think you are looking very well, Stuart, the old lady was saying, as the footman handed her her cup. Town life does not agree with you, perhaps.

No, I said. I always prefer the country.

So do I. If it were not for dear Doras sake, I think I should live at Blatherwycke altogether.

You would very soon tire of it, mother, her daughter laughed. You know very well when we are down there you are always wanting to see your friends in town. Lady Stretton looked always stiff and formal in her rich satins. Nearly sixty, with a profusion of white hair and a rather red face, she brimmed over with corpulence, and still preserved some remnant of the beauty that was half sunken beneath her grossness. To me she was always complimentary and caressing. But she said My dear to everybody, spoke in a high-pitched voice, and played the child with that doleful languor characteristic of corpulent persons. She loved secrets, made everything a matter of confidence, talked gossip, and was fond of speaking in ones ear. She pitied others; pitied herself; she bewailed her misfortunes and her physical ills. Nothing could have been more pathetic than her constant attacks of indigestion. She took a very real interest in the career of her friends, for it was part of her completeness to be the centre of a set of successful people.

We are going to Blatherwycke the day after to-morrow, she said. The hunting this season has been excellent. Have you been out yet?

Not once, I replied. I havent been home this season, but I mean to go down in a week or so and have a run with the hounds.

Oh, that will be awfully jolly, Dora exclaimed, gleefully. Were having a house-party, so we shall hope to see something of you.

Thanks, I said. Memories of our many runs are distinctly pleasant, so I hope we may be companions again.

Of course. Why, the papers always speak of you as one of the familiar figures in the field, she said. The hounds are out three days a week now, and foxes are awfully plentiful about Rockingham Forest and away beyond Apethorpe.

Lets hope we shall obtain a few brushes, I said, and then our conversation was mainly upon past recollections of rapid runs, of the artfulness displayed by various reynards, and of spills, amusing and serious.

No woman who rode with the Fitzwilliam hounds sat her horse so magnificently as Dora Stretton. Even my old friend William Raven, of Kings Cliffe, for many years one of the most prominent figures in hunting circles in North Northamptonshire, but now of venerable age, white-bearded, and unable to ride to the meet; a thorough hunting man of the old school, who, when the hounds pass his window, rises from his warm armchair, thrusts his hands deep into his pockets, and sighs wistfully because he is not longer agile enough to take part in the sport that he loves; an outspoken critic of all things pertaining to the hunt, and never tired of comparing the splendid riding of twenty years ago with the sloppy form now displayed by foppish youngsters who come down from town and hunt because it is the thing, you know, was compelled to acknowledge the grace, daring, and firmness always displayed by Lady Strettons youngest daughter. Her pace was usually a hot one; she took dangerous leaps with a recklessness that was astounding, thought nothing of fatigue, and was almost invariably in at the death.

The prospect of mad, exhilarating gallops with her was to me very pleasant, for I was passionately fond of the saddle. But alas! my anticipations were chilled by the knowledge of the fearful secret in my inner consciousness.

Dora sat in her low chair, bright, radiant, and happy. Her hair was a trifle disarranged, but it is the prettiest hair that sheds the most hairpins. What if I told her the terrible nature of my discovery, of the awful suspicion that the man who was her hero was a murderer, and had fled?

But I chatted to them about mutual acquaintances, discussed Jacks latest book, The Siren of Strelitz, which the reviewers were declaring to be the novel of the season, and talked of art at the Grosvenor and the New, without scarcely knowing what words I uttered or what opinion I endorsed. The mention of The Siren of Strelitz caused Lady Stretton some little annoyance, and I could not help feeling amused. What, I wondered, would this haughty woman of the world say when in a few brief hours, the papers raised a hue and cry for the popular soldier-novelist, in whose room a man had been found shot dead?

Even as I sat calmly gossiping over the tea-cups the police wires might already be at work and the detectives lounging at the ports of departure aroused from their cat-like lethargy to stand with keen eye, watching every person embarking on Channel and other steamers. I had no interest in her ladyships idle talk; I was only waiting for her to go out of the room so that I might ask a hurried question of her daughter.

At last, the corpulent old lady rose with an effort and a rustling of silk, and left us.

Well, I said, rising and taking up a position before the fire, have you seen anything of Jack to-day?

No, she replied, a faint blush suffusing her cheeks. I was in the Row this morning and looked out for him, but he was not there. I expect he is still at Hounslow.

Did he tell you he was going to Hounslow? I asked. Yes, he sent me a note yesterday morning, saying that one of his brother-officers had been compelled to obtain leave unexpectedly, and that he was going down to do duty for him.

For how long?

He said he would be back again last night, and placing her hand in her pocket she drew forth the letter, and read it to reassure herself that she had made no mistake.

I want to see him on a most important matter; if he does not return I shall have to run down to Hounslow, I said. Then, as if suddenly remembering, I added, Oh, by the way, do you know any maid named Ashcombe — Annie Ashcombe?

Ashcombe, she repeated, puzzled. Why do you want to know the names of servant-maids? What interest have you in her?

I — er — well, I want to find her, thats all. If I can discover her shell hear something to her advantage, as the solicitors advertisements say.

Im sorry I cant help the young person to her good fortune, she laughed. However, Ill bear the name in mind, and if I come across her I wont fail to let you know.

Thanks, I said. It is most important that I should find her as quickly as possible, so you might render me a real service if you would make inquiries among your friends.

Of course, Ill do anything to oblige you, she said frankly. Ashcombe — I shall remember the name.

And you will let me know as soon as you hear from Jack?

Certainly, she answered. Ill send you word at once.

At that moment our tête-à-tête was interrupted by the reappearance of Lady Stretton, who said:

Dora and I are going to the Lyceum first night. If youll join us in our box we shall be charmed.

Thanks very much, I replied. I shall be delighted. I had no especial desire to witness an Irving play, but in my gloomy frame of mind any diversion seemed better than the loneliness of my own chambers.

Very well. Run home and dress, return and dine with us, and we will go along together. We shall meet Mr Gilbert Sternroyd there. Do you know him? her ladyship asked.

The mention of the name caused me to start, and I felt that a sudden pallor overspread my face.

Mabel introduced me, I stammered.

Charming young fellow! So wealthy, too, exclaimed Lady Stretton, a remark which was received with a little grimace by Dora, at that moment standing behind her mother.

I know very little of him, I said in a strained voice. I only met him once.

Then I left, went home, dressed and returned. Dinner was served with that old-fashioned stateliness that characterised everything in the Stretton household, and I was thoroughly glad when dessert was reached. Afterward, we drove to the theatre, and found in several boxes and scattered over the stalls many mutual acquaintances. Several men and women came to us and exchanged greetings, and more than once her ladyship observed:

I wonder why Mr Sternroyd does not come, Dora? He promised me faithfully.

I dont know, mother, answered her daughter unconcernedly. I suppose he is better engaged at his club, or elsewhere.

Well, it is decidedly ungentlemanly not to have sent a line of regret, the old lady observed, sniffing angrily.

Did they perceive by my silence and my face that their talk was torturing me? Did they expect a dead man to seat himself in the vacant chair awaiting him? These constant references to the victim of the tragedy unnerved me. What would they think if they knew that the young man who had promised to escort them was now lying stiff and cold?

The play proceeded, the calls were taken, the curtain fell, and when the usual bouquets had been presented to Miss Terry, the great actor addressed a few well-chosen words to his admirers. All was brilliant, everyone was enthusiastic; the play was voted an unqualified success. Yet I, the most lethargic, conscience-stricken wretch amid that gay, well-dressed, bejewelled throng, was oppressed by the knowledge of an awful secret, for upon me had been forced by Doras words increased suspicion that one of the most popular writers of the day was an assassin.

Outside, under the portico, the vendors of extra specials were shouting the latest news, varying their strident cries with the monotonous question, Keb or kerridge? In eagerness I listened to their words and glanced at the contents-bills — pink, green, amber, and white — thrust under my nose, but in a few moments reassured myself that the tragedy still remained undiscovered.

The Stretton carriage quickly drew up, and as the ladies were handed in I thanked them for a pleasant evening and bade them good-night, not, however, before I had managed to whisper to Dora, If you hear from Jack, telegraph at once to my chambers.

You dont seem quite yourself to-night, she had replied. I believe something has happened.

No, I stammered, nothing unusual has occurred. Then I excused myself by adding, The heat of the theatre has been rather oppressive, thats all.

The night air refreshed me, and as I strolled along the Strand westward I suddenly overtook Thackwell, the cotton-king, also returning from a theatre. His greeting was as usual, bluff and hearty, and we had supper together at the National Liberal Club, of which institution he was one of the shining lights.

I congratulated him upon the success of his recent reception, but he smiled rather sadly, saying:

Ay, ay, lad, its only because awve got a bit o brass. Creawn a foo, an folkll goo deawn o their knees to him. Societys all very well, if its nobbut to see heaw th nobs carryn on, but a man is a sight more happy as a journeyman than when he can reckon in millions. What saysta?

But money makes the world hum, I said.

Awll tell thee what, lad, for me it hums the wrong tune, he said, and upon his frank, wrinkled face there settled a look of despondency. Its true the fine folk flatter me and teem warm wayter deawn my back, makkin it itch where it has no been bitten, but my gowd is mixed wi brass and pain wi pleasure. Awm a lonely mun, and aw find cross looks among smiles and friendship wi a bit o suspicion o booath sides.

I described minutely the strange man I had encountered in his rooms on the night of the reception, and his girlish companion in pink, hoping to obtain some clue to their identity, but although he was unusually, confidential, his mind at this point seemed a perfect blank.

Aw never know whos invited, he declared smiling. Theyre all welcome, all the folk, but they come to meet each other, and doant care a bobbin for their host. Half of em come out o sheer curiosity to see my place, because theyve eard from th papers heaw mich it cost me. Hawe, lad, awm baffled in every effort to improve my social standing; while in business — in business everything aw touch turns to gowd.

When we entered the great smoking-room a little later I felt for my match-box — a small gold one with my initials engraved upon it, that I wore suspended from my watch-chain — but it was gone. I valued it highly, as it was a present from my mother, and was much concerned regarding its loss. On reflection I could not remember having used it that day, and suddenly the possibility occurred to me that I might have dropped it when I had stumbled and fallen over the body of Gilbert Sternroyd. If it were found beside the corpse, I might be suspected of the crime. I had no clear proof that I had dropped it there, but an impression of dread gripped my heart. There is an infinite distance between our fancies, however precise they may be, and the least bit of reality. The discovery of the crime had stirred my being to its utmost depths, and summoned up tragic pictures before my eyes. Even after I had read the letter, and the half-burnt writing in Sybils hand repeatedly, I had cherished a secret hope that I was mistaken, that some slight proof would arise and dispel suspicions that I denounced as senseless, perhaps because I had a foreknowledge of the dreadful duty which must devolve upon me when the body was discovered.

Excusing myself by lame apologies, I left the millionaire and went straight to my chambers.

Saunders, I cried as I entered, you handed me my watch and chain this morning. Did you notice anything remarkable about it?

Yes, sir, my man answered promptly. I noticed your match-box was not there.

Then, confound it, Ive lost it — I must have lost it last night, I gasped. I remember distinctly using it once or twice during the evening.

I thought you had taken it off and put it in your waistcoat-pocket, he said. You do sometimes.

Yes, I answered. But look here, the swivel has snapped from the box, and taking off the chain I handed it to him to examine.

On my sitting-room table lay a note, and as I took it up I saw the envelope bore a coronet and the wyverns head couped at the neck vert, the crest of the Strettons.

That came by boy-messenger a quarter of an hour ago, sir, Saunders said, as I eagerly tore it open.

It was a hurried scribble from Dora in pencil, and read as follows: Dear Mr Ridgeway, — I have found on my return a letter from Jack. I must have your advice at once, and will therefore call at your chambers at eleven oclock to-morrow. The letter was posted at Dover this morning. — Yours sincerely, Dora Stretton.

I shall want nothing more, Saunders, I said, as calmly as I could, and the man wishing me good-night withdrew.

Posted from Dover! I echoed. Then he has decamped. Jack is a murderer!

I sank into my chair and re-read Doras note carefully. What should my course be if he were guilty? I put this question to myself plainly, and perceived all the horror of the situation. Yes, I must see Dora and ascertain the nature of this letter, but how could I bear to tell her the truth, to strike her such a cruel blow, bright, fragile being that she was? The first glimpse of the double prospect of misery and scandal which the future offered, if my suspicions proved just, was too terrible for endurance, and I summoned all my strength of will to shut out these gloomy anticipations. I dreaded to meet Dora; I was already shrinking from the pain that my words must inflict upon her.

What if detectives found my match-box beside the corpse? Might I not be suspected? Might they not dog my footsteps and arrest me on suspicion? If the slightest suspicion attached itself to me, I should be precluded entirely from assisting my friend.

It was clear that I had lost it on that fatal night, for I now remembered distinctly that as I fell my stomach struck heavily against some hard substance. I could indeed still feel the bruise. That my lost property was in Jacks chambers was evident. If I intended to clear myself and assist him I should be obliged to act upon a resolution.


Chapter Eleven.

The Locked Room.
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AT FIRST I dared not look the exigency in the face. For fully an hour I paced the room in nervous agitation, but the imperative necessity of recovering the box impressed itself every moment more deeply upon me. The crime was, as yet, still undiscovered; therefore, might I not enter, search, find the piece of evidence that would link me with the terrible tragedy, and return in the same manner as on the previous night? Undoubtedly the body was lying silent and ghastly where I left it, and if only I could get in and out of the flat unobserved, I should be free to assist the wretched man who was my friend, and who had held in his possession the extraordinary letter from Sybil.

The mantel-clock told me it was nearly three. At that hour there would be little likelihood of meeting anyone on the staircases, therefore I decided to go.

Taking one of the candles from the piano and a box of matches, I put on my overcoat and walked quickly along the deserted streets, avoiding the gaze of each constable I met, and eagerly scanning every dark nook as I went forward to the entrance of the imposing pile of flats in which Bethune resided.

My heart beat quickly as I placed my key in the lock and gained admittance. Then, scarce daring to breathe, I sped swiftly upstairs, and carefully unlocking the door of the flat, entered and closed it again. For a moment I stood breathless. A piano sounded somewhere overhead. The darkness unnerved me, for I knew I was in the presence of the ghastly dead.

With trembling hands I drew forth the candle and lit it, afterwards creeping silently forward toward the room in the doorway of which I had discovered the body of the man whose association with my dead love was so mysterious. By death his lips were sealed.

A loose board creaked ominously, and as I passed down the small narrow hall a long grandfathers clock vibrated and startled me. In those moments of terror every sound became magnified, and I could hear the rapid thumping of my own heart.

Dreading to gaze upon the corpse, I held my breath and at last peered round the corner to the study door, but judge my amazement when I realised that the body was no longer there!

The crime had been discovered!

I dashed forward into the little book-lined den. It presented the same appearance as when I had left it. Nothing had been disturbed. Only the body had been removed, and all trace of the tragedy obliterated.

I bent to examine more closely the spot where the victim had fallen, when suddenly the sound of someone moving appalled me. There was a stealthy footstep in the hall.

Instantly I blew out the candle. But too late! I had been discovered.

In the impenetrable darkness the footsteps approached with soft stealthiness. Drawing myself up I placed my back resolutely against the wall, prepared to defend myself. The body of young Gilbert Sternroyd had been secretly removed, but I had been detected in the act of examining the spot, and had therefore betrayed knowledge of the crime. The murderer might commit a second crime to hide the first. The suggestion held me motionless.

Unarmed, I stood helpless against the unseen assassin, with only my clenched fist uplifted to ward off a blow.

Who are you? cried a voice. Speak! or by Heaven, Ill fire! The voice was that of my friend Bethune.

Jack! I gasped. Dont you know my voice — Stuart?

You — old chap! he exclaimed laughing. What on earth do you mean by frightening a fellow out of his senses at this hour? I thought you were one of— and he hesitated. I thought you were a burglar, he added quickly.

Then in a few moments we entered the study, and I saw how pale and haggard he looked. His coat was off, and his sleeves were rolled up as if he had been at work. There were dark rings about his bright fevered eyes, and his complexion seemed a yellow clay-colour. In his trembling hand gleamed a deadly weapon — the revolver that had caused the death of Mabels mysterious friend.

Startled by this sudden discovery I stood staring at him, unable to utter a word. He laid the revolver upon the table, and gazed at me with eyes in which was an expression of abject terror. In those brief moments it flashed through my mind that some violent exertion had caused the beads of perspiration that stood upon his cold, pale brow; that the body might be still lying in the flat, and that I had entered just at a time when he was in the act of concealing it Guilt was betrayed upon his face; he appeared suspicious and utterly unnerved.

Yet he was my friend, and although I could scarce believe he had stained his hands with blood, I nevertheless resolved to ascertain the truth at all hazards. For a single instant I felt inclined to turn and leave him abruptly, but I quickly realised the necessity of not betraying suspicion if I desired to penetrate the mystery.

We had discovered each other in compromising attitudes. Neither of us dared to speak.

Well, I said at last, after a desperate effort to remain calm, how is it that you bring out a revolver to welcome your visitors — eh?

Visitors! he echoed bitterly. At this hour? You let yourself in with your own key? Ah! I had never thought of that, he gasped, as if the sudden recollection that my key fitted his door terrified him.

Yes. I have been out late to-night, and not having seen or heard anything of you for a couple of days, I dropped in just to see if you were alive.

Why shouldnt I be alive? he snapped. Ive been down to barracks. Thatcher got leave on account of his fathers illness, and I had to do duty for him. I wrote to Dora.

I had no line from you. Thats why I looked you up, I said, as carelessly as I could.

Then all Ive got to say, Stuart, is that you might have waited until morning, and not creep in and frighten a fellow just as hes going to roost.

I had no intention of frightening you. In fact, I did not know you were at home.

Then why did you come in? he asked, with emphasis. I at once saw I had inadvertently made a declaration that might arouse his suspicions, and sought to modify it.

Well, I said, I came in order to leave a note for you. In the passage I heard something fall, and was looking for it. I am leaving town early in the morning.

You are? he cried eagerly. Where are you going?

To Wadenhoe, for some hunting. My object in leaving the note was to ask you to run down and stay with us for a week or so. My people will be awfully glad to see you, and as Dora and her mother are going to entertain a house-party at Blatherwycke, you wont be lonely.

Well, thanks, old fellow, its exceedingly good of you, he answered, evidently reassured. I should be charmed to have a few runs with the Fitzwilliam, for Ive most pleasant recollections of three weeks last season in your country. When shall I come?

Next Saturday.

Very well. Give my compliments to your mother, and thank her for her kind invitation. Ill be down on Saturday.

But why were you so scared when you discovered me? I asked, leaning on the edge of the table and regarding him with feigned amusement.

I dont think I was very scared, was I? he asked, with a hollow laugh. Theres a bit of a scandal in the regiment that has upset me, and I dont feel quite myself just now. A nights rest, you know, will set me right. Besides, Ive been writing a good deal lately and it always takes the nerve out of me.

He drew forth the spirit stand and poured out some whisky. At first I could not bear the thought of drinking with a murderer, but again it was impressed upon my mind that, to successfully solve the mystery of the murder of Gilbert Sternroyd, I must act with discretion and arouse no suspicion that I had actually discovered the body. Therefore we drank together, while Jacks demeanour quickly became calmer. It was apparent that he had no idea of my previous visit, and it was also equally manifest that the light-hearted gaiety succeeding his intense nervousness was forced and quite unnatural. He was striving to hide from me his terrible secret!

He flung himself into a chair while I stood upon the hearthrug, and our conversation drifted mainly upon our proposed runs with the hounds. I had not expected to find him at home nor to meet him with a revolver in his hand, but now I had made the discovery I understood all its importance. Yet his demeanour had in a few minutes so entirely changed; he seemed so calm and reassured that I relapsed into discouraging uncertainty.

Nevertheless, if he came to Wadenhoe I should have better opportunity of observing him, and of ascertaining whether the murdered man was an acquaintance. I could then test him by making observations and watching his face; I could worm from him his secret. I had trusted this man as my best friend, but now that I was half convinced he was an assassin I was filled with a feeling of revulsion, and was determined that Doras life should never be wrecked by an alliance with one whose hands were stained with blood.

Lying back in the American rocking-chair, with his hands clasped behind his head, he was laughing tightly as he told me an amusing story he had heard at mess that night, entirely forgetting the strange circumstances of our meeting, and having apparently overlooked the extreme lameness of my excuses. His appearance had been so unexpected that I had been quite unprepared to answer his questions and my invitation had been given entirely without previous contemplation. But I knew I had acted wisely, and that I had entirely allayed any suspicions I had aroused.

Then I thought of my missing match-box. He had no doubt not yet discovered it, and if he found it subsequently he would believe I had lost it during my present visit. Good! I was in the position of a detective holding an important clue, upon which I might work, and either clear or convict him.

Presently, when I announced my intention to depart, he rose, exclaiming with a laugh:

When you call next time, old chap, you might ring, and not enter with your key. It was a narrow squeak that I didnt wing you.

Are you so fond of shooting at people? I asked meaningly.

Shooting! What do you mean? he asked with a sickly smile. As a soldier I have to practice with the revolver, of course.

But not upon your visitors, I hope, I said laughing as we were passing along the narrow hall.

We were outside the door of the dining-room, which, being ajar, showed there was no light inside, when suddenly there came from the room a distinct sound.

Halloa! I cried gayly. Who have you got in there? Lets have a look.

I placed my hand upon the door to push it open, but with an agile movement he sprang towards me and stood resolutely with his back to the door, deathly pale in alarm.

No, Stuart, he gasped. You must not enter.

Why? Whos your friend? You arouse my curiosity, I said.

I forbid you to enter, he replied firmly, standing with his arms akimbo and brows knit in determination.

Whats the meaning of this confounded secrecy? I asked seriously.

It means — well, it means that I have a visitor who has called to see me privately.

Male or female?

I refuse to answer any such question regarding my personal affairs, he replied brusquely.

Come, dont humbug. Let me go in and ascertain who it is, I said, trying to push him aside and enter. But within a second he shut the door, locked it, and removed the key, saying:

I absolutely decline to allow you to enter that room, Stuart. Indeed, your actions this evening are so strange and extraordinary that Im almost inclined to think you are not accountable for them.

Then you refuse absolutely to tell me who your mysterious visitor is?

I do. It is neither my desire nor intention to compromise any person who endeavours to do me a service, even to gratify this idle curiosity of my best friend.

Such caustic words, uttered in a tone of bitter resentment, showed plainly that he was resolved to preserve the secret of his visitors identity.

Was it some person who was assisting him to get rid of the hideous evidence of the crime?

His hands trembled perceptibly as he stood before the locked door, and there had returned to his ashen face that wild, haggard expression of intense fear so noticeable when he had first discovered me.

You speak of the person being compromised if discovered by me, I said. Then I presume your visitor is a woman?

You are at liberty to entertain whatever conviction you please. I shall, however, tell you nothing.

You refuse?

Yes, I refuse.

Even though I should tell Dora that I found, in the middle of the night, a mysterious woman in your rooms?

Even then I shall refuse to compromise my visitor, he answered, with firmness that completely astounded me.

Very well, I said abruptly. Good-night. Remember your appointment, and come down to Wadenhoe next Saturday.

Good-night. Next time we meet I hope you will not be quite so inquisitive, he replied, as he closed the door after me and I descended the stairs.


Chapter Twelve.

In Strict Confidence.
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MY FIRST IMPULSE was to remain outside and watch for any person who might emerge, but I knew that his front windows commanded a wide view of the street and he would soon detect me; and again, if anyone did come out, I should not know whether they came from one of the other flats in the same building. Slowly I walked round to my chambers, contemplating the best course to pursue, and at length came to the conclusion that a midnight vigil would be useless, for it might possibly further arouse my friends suspicions and so thwart my own efforts.

His refusal to disclose the identity of his guest and his firm determination to keep the visit a secret, convinced me more than ever that by his hand Gilbert Sternroyd had fallen, and that he was endeavouring to get rid of the evidence of his crime. That night I slept but little, and in the morning, remembering Doras appointment, I resolved to run round and see him before she called. It was my intention to make pretence that I had a conviction that his visitor was a woman, and wished to give him a chance of explaining to me. If he again refused, then I would impart my suspicions to the woman who loved him. I had no desire to cause her pain, but felt it best that she should know the truth. Sooner or later the blow must fall, and I knew alas! that it would crush her.

Just before ten I stood again outside Bethunes door and rang. My summons was answered by Mrs Horton, who in reply to my question whether Captain Bethune was in, answered:

No, sir. The Captain hasnt been home these three days, sir. Hes at barracks, I believe.

For three days! I echoed. It was evident that he had returned and again left unknown to this woman. Then I asked whether she had been there every day.

No sir. Ive been down in Hampshire, sir, to bury my poor niece. The Captain said he would be away, so my daughter went with me.

In answer to further questions she told me that she had returned to work at eight that morning, and that the Captain was still absent. It was evident, too, that she had no suspicion of the tragedy, every trace of which had now been carefully removed.

Making an excuse that I wanted to obtain a paper from the rack in the dining-room, I entered and looked around. Nothing had apparently been disturbed, but on the mantelshelf I saw a plain gold signet ring that had evidently been overlooked. Taking it up, I examined it, and found engraved on the inside the initials G.S. It was evidently a ring from the dead mans finger.

I put it down, scrutinised the room carefully, looked in the grate, but saw nothing, then taking up a paper, went out, wishing Mrs Horton good-day.

Punctually at the hour appointed, Saunders ushered Dora into my room. She was elegantly dressed in a smart tailor-made gown of dove-grey cloth with a large black hat with feathers, and wore a flimsy veil that rather enhanced than concealed her beauty.

I feel Im becoming awfully reckless in making this visit, she commenced with a laugh when she had seated herself in my chair, but when I got home last night I received such a strange letter from Jack that I felt compelled to seek your advice.

If I can be of any service I shall be delighted, I said.

She seemed nervously agitated, and her eyes were, I thought, unduly heavy, as if she were unusually anxious.

Thanks, you are always kind, she said. Both Mabel and myself always look upon you as our big brother. We often wonder why you never marry. We shall hear of it, however, some day.

Never, I hope, I answered with a forced smile, remembering the grim tragedy of my marriage, and recollecting that her lover had once made the very same remark to me.

Why never? If you had a wife you would be far happier. At present you have only your man to look after your personal comforts, and surely your dinners at your club can never be so pleasant as if you dined at home in company with a pretty wife.

Upon my word, I cried, laughing, I shall believe that you actually intend to propose to me next, Dora. I think if it were not — well, if it were not for an obstacle whose name is Jack Bethune, I should be inclined to offer you marriage.

Oh! Dont talk like that, she protested with a demure look. You quite misconstrue my words. Once you and I were lovers, when we were in our teens, but all that is past. We have both seen the world now, and have met others whom we could love better.

I dont know that I have, I said reflectively. She was one of the most charming girls of the season, and I believe were it not for the fact that I had already loved and lost, and that my feelings toward the opposite sex had become sadly embittered by what I felt was unnecessary pain that had been heaped upon me, I should have asked her to renounce her lover and let me take his place.

But only during a few moments did I entertain such foolish thoughts, for I quickly saw that she adored the soldier-novelist, and that I had no right to be disloyal to a friend, even though that friend might be a murderer.

Im afraid our conversation is drifting towards a rather dangerous topic, she said. But you are such a confirmed bachelor that I always feel I can talk to you without fear that you will go down on your knees or perform some other equally absurd antic.

Im sure Im greatly gratified to know that Im held in such high esteem, I observed laughing. But under the eyes of a pretty woman like yourself, men are sometimes fascinated, you know.

Yes, but fascination is not love. When a man is fascinated by a woman, either the latter is an adventuress, or the former a fool. And she threw back her handsome head and laughed at my discomfiture.

I had been fascinated by Sybil. Had she been an adventuress, I wondered; or had I been a fool?

True, I answered, earnestly. But womans beauty exercises a most powerful influence over man. Then I added— I confess that if I was not aware of your love for Jack I should think of you tenderly, and very possibly I should perform one of those gymnastic antics you denounce as absurd.

Then Im very pleased you know of our attachment, she answered with a coquettish laugh. I mean to marry Jack, as you are aware, therefore I can never be any more to you than a friend, but friend I will be always, if you will allow me?

Of course, I said. The many years we have known one another — I mustnt count them or I shall mention your age, which wont be polite — give us licence to talk with freedom without falling in love — eh? But there, a truce to joking, what about this extraordinary letter from Jack? Where is he?

Well, he writes from Dover, she said, drawing a note from her perfumed muff. Shall I read you an extract?

Certainly. I suppose I mustnt read it myself because it is all darling love and kisses.

She blushed, saying: I have read somewhere — in one of Jacks books, I think — the proverb, Les hommes aiment par jalousie, mais les femmes sont jalouses par amour. If you loved a woman, you too would call her darling, and I know you would kiss her. Every man does.

Your own experience — eh? I laughed. Perhaps I should make crosses in representation of kisses. But if you intend to convey the idea of male impossibilities I think those of your own sex are certainly more numerous. It has always occurred to me that feminine impossibilities would make a very remarkable and interesting study. For instance, woman cant for the life of her make head nor tail out of a time-table; she cant be jolly and appreciate the most enjoyable function if she thinks her hair is a little out of curl; she cant help gauging a woman by her clothes, even though experience has taught her that beggars sometimes ride in fine carriages, and she cant, when its a question between Cupid and herself, help saying No where she means Yes and vice versa.

And man, when he sees a womans pretty face, no matter if the complexion is added by the hares foot or the glorious tresses false, must straightway flirt with her if he has a chance, just as you are doing now.

Then she laughed heartily, and clapped her small gloved hands gleefully, knowing that she had successfully turned my own sarcasm against myself.

This I was compelled to admit. She was apparently in the highest spirits. Little, alas! did she dream of the terrible truth that the man she loved was an assassin. After more good-humoured banter she pursed her lips in pretty affectation, then opened the treasured letter, saying:

Now, this is what puzzles me. Jack, who gives no address, the postmark only showing that it was posted at Dover, says: I came up from Hounslow intending to call and see you. I only had sufficient time, however, to drive to Charing Cross and catch the night mail to the Continent. I am writing this in the train, and shall post it at Dover before crossing. I may be absent only a week, or I may be away a month or so. If I can I will write, but I can give no address for I shall be constantly moving. Therefore if you love me do not attempt to communicate with me. I am sorry it is not possible for me to see you and explain, but immediately you receive this letter destroy it, and if anyone inquires after me — whoever they may be — tell them you know nothing. Do not mention my letter to a soul. Trust in me, and when I return I will explain. Good-bye.

What else? I asked.

Good-bye, darling, she said in a low voice, blushing deeply.

Certainly it is very strange — very strange, I said. But if I were you I should not trouble about it. It may be that he has been sent on some special mission abroad.

Oh, I shall not worry, she answered reassuringly. In a week or two he will return and explain.

It was upon my lips to tell her the sad news that he would never return, but I stifled the words, and said instead:

Of course. There is nothing very extraordinary in his omission to give an address. If he is travelling quickly to an uncertain destination, as I have done sometimes, letters are quite out of the question.

Yes, I know. But there is yet a stranger fact, she said. Last night when we got home Lord Wansford came to supper with some other people, and he told me he had a few hours before seen Jack at Victoria Station talking to a lady who was leaving with a quantity of luggage.

This new feature was startling, but I saw it was best to scout the idea.

Old Wansford is rather short-sighted, I observed. No doubt he was mistaken. Jack would not wilfully deceive you like that.

No. I feel confident he wouldnt, she replied, toying with the letter. My opinion is the same as yours, that he mistook someone else for Jack.

No doubt. Ive been round to his chambers half an hour ago, and seen Mrs Horton. She says he has not been home for three days and that fully bears out his letter.

Do you think, she said hesitatingly a few moments later, do you think that if I went down to Hounslow I could find out where he has gone? I know Major Tottenham quite well.

No. If I were you I would not go. Had he known his destination he would certainly have put it in his letter. I will endeavour to find out for you, but in the meantime do not let his absence trouble you. I have invited him down to Wadenhoe, so you will meet, and—

Oh, what a good angel you are, she cried joyously. Ive been wondering how I could get him down there for the hunting now that Ma declines to ask him.

Well, I have asked him because I knew you wanted to have him near you. So do not let your spirits flag nor trouble yourself regarding his journey. He will be back soon, and you can have some jolly spins across country together.

I dont know how to thank you sufficiently, she said, rising slowly and stretching forth her small hand. You are an awfully good friend both to Jack and to myself. But I must go, for I have to call at the dressmakers with Ma at twelve, and Ive only just time to get back.

Good-bye, Dora, I said earnestly. If we do not meet again in town I shall call on you at Blatherwycke. Then we can arrange plans.

We shook hands and she left, leaving behind her a delightful breath of some subtle perfume that stirred my senses. Her beauty always brought back to me sad memories of Sybil, the adorable woman who came into my life, the one ray of happiness, brief and fleeting, as sunshine on an April day. Like Dora, she had been bright, radiant, and happy, but the grave, alas! had claimed her, and she had left me alone, gloomy and forgotten.

I took her portrait — the one I had bought in Regent Street — from its hiding-place, and as I gazed upon the pictured face, my throat contracted and a mist rose before my eyes — the tearful mist caused by lifes bitterness.


Chapter Thirteen.

Between the Dances.
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I DELAYED MY departure for nearly a fortnight in an endeavour to learn something of Bethune but could glean no tidings, so at last went down to the home of my childhood. My grandfather had purchased it in the early part of the century because the county was a hunting one and the neighbours a good set. I had spent the greater part of my youth there, and my parents still resided there at frequent intervals. Situated midway between Oundle and Deenethorpe, near Benefield village, Wadenhoe Manor was a great rambling old place, a typical English home, half hidden by ivy, with quaint gables and Elizabethan chimneys. As in the fading sunlight I drove up to it I thought I had never seen the old place looking so peaceful. Perhaps it was because my own mind was so perturbed by recent events that the solitude seemed complete. From the old mullioned windows the yellow sunset flashed back like molten gold and the birds in the chestnuts were chattering loudly before roosting. On the hill-slope farther down lay the quiet hamlet, a poem in itself. By the grey tower of its church stood two tall poplars, like guardian angels, the golden green of their young foliage all a-shimmer in the sunlight Beneath them was the sombre shade of one old yew, while a line of dark cypress trees, marshalled like a procession of mourners, stood along the grey old wall, and here and there showed the brown thatch of cottage roofs.

At home I found quite a party of visitors and the warmest welcome awaited me. My parents, who had not enjoyed good health, had remained there nearly all the winter, my father only coming to town now and then on pressing business, so I had not seen my mother for several months. The visitors, mostly friends from London, were a gay and pleasant company and dinner was bright and enjoyable, while there was plenty of brilliant chatter in the drawing-room afterwards.

Every one was full of expectancy of the meet on the morrow at Glapthorn, and the ball that was to be given by Lady Stretton at Blatherwycke in the evening, therefore all retired early, and were about again betimes.

The meet was a great success, and at night I accompanied our party to the dance, not because I felt in any mood for dancing, but because I wanted to get a chat with Dora and hear if she had received news of her lover.

Blatherwycke Hall was situated at a beautiful spot. I knew the place almost from the time I could toddle. It was a very ancient house. Its massive walls and dark oak timbers, its open hearths and spacious chimneys, its heavy doors with their antique locks and bars and hinges went back to the Armada days when the Stretton who held it was, in the words of a ballad of the time, A hard-riding devil. As old as the Hall, too, were the barns that clustered around it, the thatch of whose pointed gables was weathered to every shade of brown and grey, green with moss and golden with clinging lichens. Beyond was the green woodland, musical with streams, its stately pine trees springing straight and tall, its noble oaks just breaking into leaf, its larch and elm and hawthorn in all the pride of their young beauty.

From without it looked warm and cheerful with its brightly-lit windows, and within all was warm, comfortable, and brilliant. The party was a large one, for all the best people in the county came to Lady Strettons dances, and as I entered the great oak-panelled ballroom with its stands of armour and its quaint old chiming clock, I looked eagerly around and saw Dora in a ravishing toilette with skirt and sleeves of soft white satin, a bodice of rose-pink velvet, with the front lightly traced with jet, talking to several men, while at that moment I heard my name uttered by a well-known voice and turned to greet Mabel who, standing with her husband, the Earl, was attired in a marvellous gown of palest heliotrope.

As soon as dancing commenced, however, I managed to speak with Dora, and found she had saved me several dances. Many of the guests were my friends, and we spent altogether a most delightful night. Lady Stretton always entertained in first-rate style, and this was no exception. Outside, in the old-world garden, Chinese lanterns were hung in the arched walks, and in the smaller paths similarly arched crossing the central one at intervals those who desired air could find cool alleys, where the starlight filtered through the trees.

Along one of these I wandered with Dora after we had been waltzing, and finding a seat, we sat down to rest heedless of the chill air.

Well, I exclaimed at length, have you heard from him?

Yes, she answered rather gloomily. Only three lines. I have brought it in my pocket so that you may see, and producing a crumpled envelope, she handed it to me.

Striking a vesta I opened the note and read the few words it contained, written hurriedly in pencil; the message ran: I cannot return yet, but tell no one you have heard from me. I still love you, darling, better than my life. Jack. Then I looked at the postmark, and found it had been posted at Bardonnechia, an obscure village on the Italian frontier.

He reassures you, I said, after a moments silence. We must wait.

Wait, she echoed, sadly. We can do nothing else. It is strange that he desires his absence to be concealed, she continued. Curiously enough only this morning a well-dressed man called just as I was going to the meet and saw me privately. He gave his name as Captain Allen, of Jacks regiment, and said he had come from London to ask me his address, as he wished to send him a telegram on some important business. I told him I did not know. Then he asked if I had heard from him, and I told him—

You told him what? I gasped, starting up.

I told him that the letter I received yesterday was posted at Bardonnechia.

I sank back upon the seat, nerveless, paralysed.

Did he not tell you that if you loved him you must remain silent? I demanded, fiercely. Dont you know what youve done?

No, she gasped, alarmed. What — what have I done? Tell me. What will happen?

But I knew I had nearly betrayed myself, and quickly recovering my self-possession, said:

You have — well, if he is on a secret mission, as I expect he is, it may be that you may have placed those who desire to thwart its success in a position to do so.

Ah! Heaven! I never thought of that, she cried in despair. Now, I remember, the man spoke with a rather foreign accent.

Yes, I said, severely. By disobeying his injunctions you may have placed him in the hands of his enemies! She sat silent, her hands clasped before her, and sighing heavily, she shuddered.

Then rising slowly she left me. I did not follow, for I saw she walked unevenly with bent head, in order to hide her emotion.


Chapter Fourteen.

The Deeper Indiscretion.
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DURING A QUARTER of an hour I sat alone smoking a cigarette in thoughtful silence under the trellis, when suddenly I heard the sound of passionate voices on the other side of the ivy. Two persons had evidently seated themselves in close proximity to myself, and I was, so to speak, in the middle of a scene before I realised that I was listening.

You shall not do this thing, cried a womans voice. By God! you shant — you shall listen to reason. He has been murdered, foully done to death, and—

Well, what of that? Cant you whisper, you fool? and I heard an imprecation from between a mans set teeth.

Stealthily, in order not to attract attention, I turned and parting the foliage saw directly behind me the gleam of a light dress in the darkness. At first I could not distinguish its wearer, but almost at that moment her companion struck a match to light his cigar, and its fickle flame illuminated both their faces.

The woman in the light dress was the Countess of Fyneshade, and the man, wearing a heavy fur travelling-coat, and with several days growth of beard on his dark, frowning face, was the mysterious individual who had met me on the night I had been married to Sybil.

So you have come from Marseilles, for what purpose? exclaimed Mabel angrily. Merely to run risk of compromising me, and to tell me absolutely nothing. You must think me an idiot?

Have I not already told you the result of my inquiries into the movements of Bethune?

I have surreptitiously read each letter that Dora has received from him, and I was well aware of your devilish cunning, for I have already had experience of it myself.

So you entertain a suspicion that Gilbert Sternroyd has been murdered — eh? he said, with a low laugh, not deigning to remark upon the uncomplimentary terms in which she had spoken. Surely a young man may — er — disappear for a week or so, without any great harm coming to him?

Mine is not a mere suspicion, she declared quickly. I am absolutely certain he has met with foul play.

Why?

Because three days before his disappearance he told me in confidence that an enemy, whom he would not name, had threatened him.

But if he had really been murdered, surely his body would have been found by this time? he observed. You have, I am well aware, communicated your suspicions to the police, and they have made every inquiry, but without avail. In passing through London this morning I called at Scotland Yard on your behalf and was informed that they had succeeded in tracing the missing man to the Army and Navy Club on the night of his disappearance. He left there at midnight to walk home, but since that moment nothing has been heard of him.

Nothing?

Nothing except the curious fact that on the following morning a check for five thousand five hundred pounds in favour of some mysterious individual, named Charles Collinson, was handed in at the Temple Bar branch of the London and Westminster Bank, endorsed in an illiterate hand by the bearer, and duly cashed. After that all traces are lost. He has disappeared as completely as if the earth had opened and swallowed him.

I care nothing for police theories, Mabel said firmly. I feel convinced that he has been brutally murdered.

But who were his enemies?

As far as I am aware, he had none, she answered. The discovery of the check, however, is a curious fact, and if this Collinson could be found he could, no doubt, give the police a clue.

I think not, her companion replied dubiously. The check was dated three days before, and therefore, in all probability, had no connection whatever with his disappearance.

But now, with regard to Bethune. Where is he?

At the Trombetta at Turin, under the name of Harding. I had a telegram concerning him this morning. At your instigation a detective has followed him, but I confess I can see no object in this, because no warrant can be obtained, for the simple reason that the police have no knowledge that Sternroyd is actually dead. He may, after all, be keeping out of the way for some purpose or another. The most exhaustive inquiries have been made, but have failed to elicit any solution of the mystery. Even a careful examination of Bethunes chambers, made by two most expert officers, has failed to show that any tragedy has been enacted. It is true that the Captain destroyed some papers before leafing, but they were mostly billets-doux which he apparently thought might prove compromising to some of his fair correspondents. Thoughtful of him, wasnt it?

Very. He was a friend of Sybils, I believe?

Yes, and was very much attached to her at one time, if reports are true, the man answered, with a low, coarse laugh.

Sybil! The mention of her name thrilled me; the words pierced my strained ears, causing me to remain dumbfounded and open-mouthed in expectation.

Were any of her letters discovered? Mabel asked in a low tone.

None. Fortunately all were carefully destroyed.

But why should he have left so mysteriously if he were in no way connected with Gilberts disappearance? I suspect him of murder, therefore I gave instructions to have him watched. I care nothing for the cost, or for any scandal that may accrue, so long as I bring the assassin to justice. Gilbert entrusted me with the secret of his fear, and it is therefore my duty to seek out the murderer.

Even at the risk of Doras happiness? he inquired. Yes. At risk of her happiness. At present she must know nothing — nothing beyond the fact with which she is already well acquainted, namely, that marriage with Bethune is entirely out of the question. But listen! Someone is coming! Its Fyneshade! Go! he must not see you. Quick!

The man jumped up quickly and slipped away in the darkness, while the Countess also rose with a frou-frou of silk, and went forward to meet her husband, laughing aloud, saying:

Ah! you dear old boy, I knew you would be looking for me. The rooms are so awfully hot that I came out to get a breath of air. Its simply delightful out to-night.

Yes, he answered dryly, turning and walking back with her, uttering some rapid, earnest words that I could not catch as they crossed the lawn.

That the Countess had been acquainted with Sybil was a fresh revelation. The strange sinister-looking individual whose identity was enshrouded in mystery, and with whom she appeared to be on such intimate terms, had aroused in my heart fresh suspicions that I had been duped. He had declared that Jack Bethune, the man I had trusted as a friend, and whom I was now striving to shield, had been one of Sybils lovers! The thought was maddening. I sprang to my feet, clenched my fists, and walked forward in a sudden outburst of fury. If Mabel had known her, was it not highly probable that she was fully aware of the secret of my marriage and the true story of her fate? The strange words inscribed upon the wreath that had been so mysteriously placed upon the grave recurred to me. Seek and you may find. Those words danced before my eyes in letters of fire. The whole enigma was one which grew more puzzling daily, and, try how I would, I was unable to solve it.

From what I had overheard I had learnt more than one fact of the highest importance. If no warrant had been issued against Bethune why should not this be communicated to him; why indeed should I not seek of Mabel the truth about the woman I had loved?

This course, after some consideration, commended itself to me, and I walked on with firm resolve to obtain from the smart Society leader some facts regarding Sybils tragic end. With that object I again wandered among the dancers in search of the striking study in heliotrope. I could not, however, find her, but discovering Dora flushed by waltzing, fanning herself, and enduring the inane chatter of an insipid young sprig of the Stock Exchange, I managed to take her aside.

Now, Dora, tell me, I said, when we were standing together alone on the veranda, do you really want Jack back again?

Want him back! she cried in wistful tones. If you can induce him to return you will render me a service that I can never forget — a service that will bring happiness to us both.

Happiness! I sighed, remembering the man who had fallen cold and stiff in the narrow passage in Bethunes chambers. How could I allow her, bright, pure and good, to marry a murderer? But was I not selfish? I confess that in those moments of anguish and suspicion I cared for nought save myself. I was determined to know the truth regarding his relations with Sybil, and intended with that object to bring him back, even at risk of his subsequent arrest.

Very well, I said quietly, within a week he shall be with you.

But how will you induce him to return? Besides, we cannot communicate with him.

Leave all to me, I answered. In a week he will be at your side, and I — I—

And you will receive my most heartfelt thanks, she said in low, earnest tones, laying her hand upon my arm and looking into my face. You know, Stuart, how I have suffered these long dreary days; how intensely I love him. You are my friend. Yes, you have always proved yourself my friend, although I fear I have on more than one occasion ridiculed you as a confirmed bachelor with a heart of adamant.

I also loved once, I said.

Who was the woman?

Ah! it is a secret, I answered. But I sympathise with you, because I, alas! have experienced all that poignant bitterness, the dregs of lifes unhappiness that are too often the lot of the lover. I loved, ah! I adored, one woman. She was my life, my very soul was hers, but she has gone, gone, and I am left alone with nothing but the memory of her face that comes back to me constantly in my day-dreams.

She married someone else, I suppose? she observed gloomily.

Death parted us, I answered huskily, for the memory of her sad, sweet countenance always caused a lump to rise in my throat.

Dora echoed my sigh and was silent, deeply absorbed in thought, gazing away to where the moonbeams shimmered on the lake.

Dead! then all is of the past, she said presently. I never suspected that you had really loved. I never knew that you had been guilty of any deeper indiscretion than the mild flirtation which used to be carried on between us in the old days. Now that you have told me your secret, I can well understand why pretty women have no longer attraction for you, and the reason you have become something of a misanthrope.

Misanthrope. Yes, you are right, Dora. I am not old in years, but unfortunately I have grown world-weary early, and have been overwhelmed by a catastrophe that has warped my life and sapped my youthful spirits. But do not let us discuss it further. You are young, and Jack Bethune is deeply attached to you. Therefore I will do my best to induce him to return.

She turned to me, and taking my hand in hers went on: I can only express my gratitude, and — and hope that into your life may enter some other woman who may be as worthy honest love as the one whose sad death has struck this chord of tragedy in your heart.

Thank you, Dora, I answered with earnestness, looking into her eyes. But I am afraid I am doomed to bachelorhood. As I have observed on a previous occasion, if it were not for Jacks existence I should, in all probability, go down on my knees and kiss this hand of yours.

How foolish! she cried in a strained voice. I love Jack!

For that very reason I have not endeavoured to perform what you once dubbed as an absurd antic, I said gallantly.

And for that reason also you ought not to speak quite so frankly, she replied coquettishly. But, nevertheless, you will be a perfect angel if you really bring Jack back again. Indeed, I almost feel prompted to kiss you now.

I am sure I have no objection, I answered laughing. It wouldnt be the first time.

No, but now Im a woman kissing isnt proper, she answered, with a little moue, and laughing brightly, added: I think our conversation is drifting as usual into a dangerous channel. Come, let us go back.

We turned, and as we re-entered the room, which buzzed with the soft sibilation of Society small-talk, a partner claimed her for a waltz at that moment commencing, and as she was whirled away she laughed lightly at me across his shoulder.


Chapter Fifteen.

Beneath the Rouge.
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IN NO MOOD to participate in the gaiety, I went to the library and wrote a long telegram which I addressed to Harding, Hotel Trombetta, Turin, explaining that if he feared arrest for any crime his fears were groundless, as no warrant was out, and urging him to return to Dora if only for a few days. This I despatched by my own man to Gretton station, to be transmitted the first thing in the morning. Afterward I again sought Mabel.

When I found her I brought her to the library, closed the door, and as she sank into a comfortable armchair and opened her great fan, she regarded me, I think, with some little surprise.

Well, she said, lifting her fine eyes to mine with an undisguised expression of amusement, why all this secrecy? Dont you think it would be best if we allowed the door to be open?

No, Mabel, I answered. What I am about to utter is for no other ears than yours.

She started, and I fancied I detected a slight paleness beneath the faint suspicion of rouge upon her cheeks. Next second, however, she recovered her self-possession and declared that she was all attention. She was always an admirable actress.

We have been friends, Mabel, for many years, and this fact allows me to speak with greater freedom, I said, seating myself carelessly upon the edge of the table before her. To-night I have made a discovery. I discovered the Countess of Fyneshade speaking with a man who—

And you overheard! she gasped, starting to her feet. You — you listened to what I said?

I certainly did hear. But pray calm yourself, for I am neither your enemy nor a blackmailer. Your secret, I assure you, is in safe keeping.

Sinking back in her chair she sat pale and silent, gazing fixedly into the dying fire.

You will remember, I continued, that you introduced me to young Sternroyd, the man who is missing — the man who has been murdered.

Murdered? How do you know? she snapped.

I saw I had nearly betrayed my knowledge, but quickly correcting myself I said: Murdered, according to your belief. Well, it strikes me as curious that you should take such an intensely keen interest in the missing man; that you have thought fit to urge the police to arrest my friend, Captain Bethune; nay, that you yourself should employ a private detective to watch his movements. When you told me, on the occasion on which you introduced us, that Sternroyd was a protégé of your husbands, you lied to me!

She frowned, bit her lip, but no word escaped her. Fyneshade knows no more of Sternroyd than he does of this man whom you have met in the garden to-night, I continued. Therefore, when the mystery surrounding the young mans disappearance is cleared up, no doubt it will make some exceedingly interesting matter for the newspapers.

You insinuate that I love Sternroyd! she cried, starting up again suddenly, and facing me with a look of defiance. Well, all I can say is, Mr Ridgeway, that you are very much mistaken in your surmise. You are quite at liberty to go to my husband and explain the circumstances under which you were introduced to Gilbert. Tell him that Gilbert was my lover, and see what he says, she added laughing.

If he were not your lover I scarcely think you would take so much trouble to ascertain his present whereabouts, I observed with sarcasm.

He is not my lover, I say, she cried angrily. I hated and detested him. It is not love that prompts me to search for his assassin.

I smiled incredulously, saying: Your denial is but natural. If it is not love that causes you to seek the truth regarding Sternroyds disappearance, what is it?

I refuse to answer any such impertinent question, she replied haughtily. I am absolute mistress of my own actions, and my husband alone has a right to inquire my reasons.

Very well, I said calmly, surprised at her denial and sudden defiance. I have no desire whatever to ascertain facts that you desire to conceal; on the other hand, you must admit that I have acted quite openly in telling you that I overheard your conversation with your strange visitor, who, if I am not mistaken, I have met before.

Where? she answered quickly.

Have you already forgotten that evening at old Thackwells, where you met him with a thin, scraggy girl in pink? I asked. On that occasion you were deeply embittered against him, and urged me to avoid him. You said that you knew him once. I presume your friendship has now been resumed?

Only because it has been imperative, she declared, speaking mechanically, her face hard set and haggard.

But is he a desirable acquaintance for a woman like yourself, whose every action is chronicled by Society gossips, and who is surrounded by jealous women who would ruin your reputation if only they had half a chance?

I do not seek him, she answered. He comes to me because my interests are his.

In what direction?

I cannot tell you. It is really unfair to ask. You are aware of my acquaintance with this man, and I merely tell you that it is absolutely compulsory.

She was standing before me, with jewels upon her neck and arms flashing in the lamplight, one of the handsomest of women, yet upon her face was a wild and wearied expression such as I had never before seen. Assuredly some great and terrible secret lay hidden in her heart. I heard you mention to your friend that Jack Bethune once knew a woman — a woman named Sybil. Who was she? I asked at last.

Sybil! Sybil! she repeated, with a puzzled look, as if trying to recall the conversation. Oh, yes! you mean Sybil Houston.

Who was she?

The daughter of a retired naval officer, I believe. I never met her, but I understood that she acted as Jacks amanuensis. She was, however, engaged to some impossible person or other, whom she married.

Are you sure he knew no other woman named Sybil? I asked eagerly.

My dear Mr Ridgeway, however should I know? Jack did not tell me all his little affairs of the heart, for, remember, I am Doras sister, and he feared probably that I might tell her, and she gave vent to a harsh, discordant laugh.

I remembered, with a sudden pang, that the letter I had discovered was undoubtedly in my dead brides handwriting, and felt half inclined to disbelieve her; yet she had spoken so frankly that it seemed as though she had told all she knew. It was only her strange laugh, almost hysterical, that aroused doubts within me.

If anyone should know something of Jack Bethunes female friends it is yourself. I know you are his confidant, she added.

He has no female friends now but Dora, I observed, and he loves her dearly.

Yes, I know, but they must both see the absurdity of it all, she said petulantly. They can never marry, so I cannot see why Dora should trouble her head about him. I declare she has been going about looking quite pale and wretched during the past week. People are beginning to talk.

And why cant they marry? I asked.

Weve discussed the question before, she replied impatiently. First, he hasnt sufficient money, for Dora would ruin him in a year; secondly— and she paused.

Well — secondly?

Secondly, my sister shall never marry a murderer! she said in a hoarse half-whisper, first glancing at the door to ascertain that it was still closed.

But if he returns, and is able to prove that he has had no hand in the sudden disappearance of Gilbert Sternroyd?

He cannot. I shall be able to prove to the contrary. Let him return to England, and each step he takes will be towards the gallows, she declared vehemently.

Your words betray you, I said severely. Although you have pretended that Sternroyd is merely missing, you know he has been murdered!

She started violently, clutching at the edge of the table to steady herself.

And — and your words also show that you are aware! of the truth, that he has been foully done to death, and that your friend Bethune is guilty of the crime! she gasped when, in a few moments, she recovered her self-possession. Let him come, let him face me if he can. There was a wild look in her bright eyes, an expression of terrible murderous hatred as her fingers worked convulsively, and her bare chest with its diamonds heaved and fell quickly, causing the gems to glitter with dazzling brilliancy. Her face was that of a woman haunted by the shadow of a crime.

Very well, I said, quickly. We will not prolong this very painful interview. He will return, either to prove his innocence or be convicted; either to pay the penalty or marry Dora.

Walking to the door I threw it open, and as I did so she tottered across the room towards it and almost fell. I caught her quickly, but she only laughed hysterically, saying:

I am a little faint and shall not dance again. If you see Fyneshade, tell him — say that I have gone to my room, and, with a cold, haughty bow she swept suddenly past me with hurried, uneven steps.


Chapter Sixteen.

The Mysterious Mr Markwick.
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THE DAILY RIDE was a regular institution at Wadenhoe, whither Dora came frequently to visit my mother, and during the few days following the dance we went out each morning. We chose early hours for riding; starting betimes to enjoy to the full the poetry of those bright mornings, and often the sounds of our horses hoofs were the first to awaken the echoes along the roads and lanes. From the brown fields would be rising in white clouds the filmy mist, gossamers would be gently waving, reflecting all the colours of the rising sun, while on every tuft and blade of grass stood glistening dewdrops. Then as we reached the woods the air would become fresher, and from all sides would arise the pleasant smell of damp moss and wood, of wild thyme, and of the many little spring flowers that filled the air with woodland fragrance, seeming to blossom out altogether as if anxious not to lose an instant of the opening day.

It was then that I felt mostly under her influence, the influence of a true, honest woman. The way was narrow, and we had to go in single file — Dora going first, entirely absorbed in holding up her horse, who would occasionally stumble over the slippery stumps; I following, leaving my horse to follow his own way, my attention fixed upon the lithe, graceful figure in straw hat and perfectly-fitting habit before me.

Alas! an undefined sense of trouble remained to me, and now that I was questioning myself and trying to read my heart, I was so astonished at my own feelings that I endeavoured to give them any name, to explain them by any possibility, rather than resolve them into a single word.

I knew that my admiration was almost akin to love. That instinctive feeling which attends all affection, the need of reciprocity, had awakened in my heart. The only event that could save me from falling actually in love with her would, I knew, be the advent of Jack Bethune. Six days had already passed, but I had received no word from him. Possibly the fugitive had left Turin before my telegram arrived, or, more likely, he had regarded it as a ruse on the part of the police to induce him to return, and thus save the complicated process of extradition.

Yet each morning as we rode together she discussed the prospect of seeing him, and wondering why he had neither arrived nor telegraphed, while I endeavoured to console her by anticipating his arrival each evening. Foolishly I clung to those hours of ignorance, and, like a man who shuts his eyes because he will not see, I forced my mind and heart not to remember or forebode. I would snatch from Fate yet one more day, one single day longer of that vague, ill-defined uneasiness which I could treat as foolishness until the voice of authority had pronounced it to be well-founded. Once more I would feel without alloy that I was young, happy, beloved.

She, too, was happy in the expectation of having the man she loved again by her side. She was ignorant that he was suspected of murder; and I felt myself utterly unable to begin attacking so deep and tranquil a happiness, linked so firmly into what seemed an endless chain of bliss.

We were riding together one morning on the road between Thrapston and Aldwinkle, and when near the cross-road that leads to Titchmarsh, Dora suddenly uttered an exclamation of joy and pointed on before. I looked, and saw upon the road a familiar figure in a tweed suit and grey felt hat. With one accord we galloped forward, and in a few minutes were shaking Jack Bethune heartily by the hand.

But in those glad moments I could not fail to notice how changed he was. His unshaven face was pale and thin, and in his eyes was a curious expression; indeed, he seemed to avoid my gaze. Then again there fell upon me the suspicion that this man had been Sybils lover. Yet I gripped his hand in welcome.

I received your telegram, old fellow, he said, turning to me after he had greeted the woman he loved. How did you ascertain I was in Turin?

I laughed, but vouchsafed no satisfactory reply, and as we all three walked towards Wadenhoe the conversation grew animated. Jack, suppressing the truth that he had feared arrest, made it appear to Dora that he had been sent abroad on a secret mission and had been compelled to move rapidly from place to place. At breakfast he related how he had received my telegram late at night, after travelling to Asti, and had packed up and left immediately.

But why have you not written oftener? Dora asked. Your letters were couched so strangely that I confess I began to fear you had done something dreadfully wrong.

I watched the effect of those innocent words upon him. He started guiltily, his thin lips compressed, and his face grew pale.

You are not very complimentary, dearest, he stammered. I have never been a fugitive, and I hope I never shall be. I suppose the papers have been saying something about me. They always know more about one than one knows ones self. The statements I read in my press-cuttings are simply amazing.

As far as I am aware the papers have not commented upon your absence, she answered. It was merely a surmise of my own, and, of course, absolutely absurd. Forgive me.

There is nothing to forgive, he answered, rather dryly.

No, nothing, I said; then turning to him I added: Dora has been talking daily of you, and wondering when you would return.

I obeyed your commands immediately, he observed, with an expression that was full of mystery.

And you have acted wisely, I said. I saw it was not judicious to continue the conversation further, therefore we rose from the table, and during the morning I left Dora and her lover to wander in the garden and talk together.

After luncheon, on the pretext of playing billiards, I took Jack alone to the billiard-room, where I knew we should be undisturbed. Instead of taking up the cues we sat together smoking in the deep old-fashioned bay-window that overlooked the broad pastures and the winding Nene.

Well, I said at length. Now be frank with me, Jack, old fellow; what does all this mean? Why did you leave the country so suddenly and cause all this talk?

What has been said about me? Have the papers got hold of it? he inquired quickly.

Not to my knowledge.

Thank Heaven! he gasped, with a sigh of relief. Then I am safe up to the present.

Up to the present! He feared the future. This was a confession of his guilt! The fingers that held his cigar trembled slightly as he spoke.

But you have not told me the reason of your flight. What is it you fear? I inquired.

The reason is a secret, he said, as if speaking to himself, looking away fixedly across the meadows and the sun-illumined river. Some incidents have occurred that, although they have happened in real life, are even more startling and extraordinary than any I have ever imagined in fiction.

Cannot you explain them to me, your friend?

No. I cannot — I — I dare not, believe me. For the present I must preserve my secret, and he shook his head sadly.

Why?

Because my whole future depends upon my ability to remain silent.

For some minutes I did not speak; my bitter thoughts were wandering back to the conversation I had overheard in the garden at Blatherwycke. At last I resolved to attack him point-blank.

Jack, I exclaimed earnestly, looking into his pale, pained face. Answer me one question. Did you ever know a woman named Sybil?

For an instant his brow contracted, and his breath seemed to catch. His hand again trembled as he removed the cigar from his mouth.

Sybil! he echoed, his face paler than before. Yes, it is true, I — I once knew someone of that name. You have discovered the secret of—

Captain Bethune, interrupted my fathers man, who, followed by Dora, had entered the billiard-room unobserved, and who stood before us holding a card on a salver.

Yes, answered Jack, turning sharply.

A gentleman has called to see you, sir.

Jack took the card, glanced at it for an instant, and then starting suddenly to his feet, stood with clenched fists and glaring eyes.

My God, Stuart! He is here! Save me, old fellow! You are my friend. Save me!

Next second he sank back again into his chair with his chin upon his breast, rigid and motionless as one dead.

Noticing Doras look of surprise at the words he uttered, he set his teeth, steadied himself by dint of great effort, and turning to the man ordered him to show the visitor in. Then, addressing the woman he loved, he added hoarsely:

I must see this man alone, dearest.

You wish me to leave? she inquired, her pretty face clouded by a sudden expression of bewilderment. He nodded, without replying, and as she moved slowly towards the door, I followed.

No, Stuart, he cried anxiously. No, stay, old fellow, stay! You are my friend, stay!

Dora turned, glanced at her lover and then disappeared through the doorway, while I returned slowly to where he was standing, staring like one fallen under some occult influence.

Who is this visitor? I asked, but before he could reply, the man appeared at the door, and announced:

Mr Francis Markwick.

At the same moment there advanced into the room the mysterious individual who had been my conductor on the night of my marriage; the man whose intimate acquaintance with Lady Fyneshade was so puzzling! He was well-groomed and sprucely-dressed in a well-cut frock-coat, tightly-buttoned, and wore a flower and grey suede gloves.

Ah! my dear Bethune! he cried, walking towards him with extended hand, without apparently noticing me. I heard you were back, and have taken the earliest opportunity of calling. Where have you been all this time? But Jack, thrusting his hands into his pockets, made no reply to this mans effusiveness. His greeting was frigid, for he merely inclined his head. Suddenly the remembrance of those partially charred letters I had found in Jacks chambers on the night of the murder of Sternroyd flashed through my brain. In them the name Markwick occurred several times, and the writer of one had referred to him as that vile, despicable coward. Who had penned these words? Sybil had no doubt written one of the letters I had discovered, but did this condemnation emanate from her? I stood watching him and wondering.

When he found Bethune disinclined to enter into any conversation, he turned to me and with a slight start recognised me for the first time.

I believe, Mr Markwick, we have the pleasure of mutual acquaintance, I said, bowing.

He looked at me in silence for a few seconds, then, with an expression of perplexity, replied:

You really have the advantage of me, sir. I cannot recall where we have met before.

I was certainly not prepared for this disclaimer, but his eyes were unwavering, and there was no sign of confusion. His sinister face was a perfect blank.

Come, I said, rather superciliously, you surely remember our meeting one night at Richmond, our strange journey together and its tragic result!

Strange journey — tragic result! he repeated slowly, with well-feigned ignorance. I confess I have no knowledge of what you mean.

Complete loss of memory is advantageous sometimes, I remarked dryly. But if you deny that you did not meet me one night in the Terrace Gardens at Richmond, that you did not induce me to go to a certain house to have an interview with the woman I loved, and that while in that house an event occurred which—

How many whiskies have you had this morning? he asked with a laugh. His impassibility was astounding.

I tell you if you deny these facts you lie! I cried angrily.

I certainly do deny them, he answered firmly. And what is more, I have never set eyes upon you before to-day.

Then you will deny that Lady Fyneshade had a visitor who met her clandestinely — in the shrubbery at Blatherwycke the other night — and that that visitor was yourself? You will deny that you have acted as the Countesss inquiry agent; that you followed my friend, Captain Bethune, to the Continent, dogged his footsteps through France, Germany and Italy, and made such arrangements that he could be arrested at any moment—

What for? cried Bethune, amazed. What crime is alleged against me?

There was silence. Markwick flashed a rapid glance at me.

None, I said at last I saw that this man Markwick was too wary to show his hand.

Then if what you say is true, why should this man act as spy upon me? demanded Jack fiercely.

Ask him, I replied. From his own lips I heard him report to his employer, Lady Fyneshade, the result of his investigations.

Mabel! then she, too, is my enemy, he exclaimed furiously. She has endeavoured all along to part me from Dora, but she shall not — by God! she shant.

And what proof have you? asked Markwick, addressing me. What proof have you, pray, that I had been employed — as you so delicately put it — by the Countess?

Your own words. I overheard you. It was highly interesting, I assure you, I answered, smiling as I watched the effect of my words.

Suddenly Jack, pale with anger, started with a sudden impulse towards him, crying:

You have spied upon me and endeavoured unsuccessfully to give me into the hands of the police. Well, it is a fight between us. Were it not for the fact I am a guest in a friends house I would horsewhip you as a cad and a coward. As it is, you shall go free. I shall, however, be armed against you; these revelations by my friend Ridgeway have proved what I long ago suspected, and—

This friend of yours, who desires to claim acquaintance with me, lies! he said with calm indifference.

Go! Tell the Countess, whose lover you may be for aught I know, that the man she suspects is innocent, and that if necessary he will prove it, Bethune answered bitterly.

I knew you were innocent, Jack! I cried. Prove it, old fellow! Dont delay a moment.

He turned quickly, and asked me frigidly: Then you also suspect me — of what?

I saw that my involuntary exclamations had again betrayed my suspicions. Ere I could reply, Markwick, who had flung himself into an armchair and was sitting in an indolent attitude with legs outstretched, had cried:

Innocent — bah!

What crime then do you allege? Jack demanded. His face blanched as he strode up to his strange visitor with clenched fists.


Chapter Seventeen.

Attack and Defence.
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SPRINGING TO HIS feet and tearing open his coat, Markwick, the man designated by one of Bethunes fair correspondents as that vile, despicable coward, drew from his breast-pocket a folded newspaper, saying:

This newspaper, the Daily News of this morning, will perhaps refresh your memory. Listen while I read. I promise not to bore you, and opening the paper quickly a cynical smile played about his thin lips as he read as follows: — 

Yesterday, at Bow Street Police Court, Mr J Arthur Price, barrister, made an extraordinary application to the magistrate. He stated that three years ago Sir Henry Sternroyd, Knight, the well-known Wigan ironfounder, died at Cannes, leaving his entire fortune, amounting to about three millions, to his son Gilbert. Two years ago Gilbert Sternroyd, who had been educated at Bonn, received the property, and took up his residence in London. He was a member of several good clubs, and soon became well-known and popular with a rather smart set. On March 12 last he went to the Empire Theatre alone, had supper with a friend at the New Lyric Club, and from there went to the Army and Navy. He left there about half-past twelve alone, and walked in the direction of his chambers. Since that hour nothing whatever has been seen or heard of him. On the following morning a check for a rather large amount was presented for payment, but, as this check was drawn three days before, it is not thought by the police to have any connection with his mysterious disappearance. One fact, counsel pointed out, was strange, namely, that although the check was dated three days before, the check-book containing the counterfoil had not been discovered in his chambers, and it is therefore presumed that he had it upon him at the time of his disappearance. The case, counsel continued, presented many extraordinary and even sensational features, one of which was the fact that a will had been discovered, properly executed by the missing mans solicitors, by which the whole of his extensive fortune is bequeathed to a lady well-known in society, the much-admired wife of a peer. It is feared that the young man has met with foul play, and it was counsels object in making the application on behalf of the relatives to direct public attention to the case, and express a hope that any person possessed of information as to his whereabouts would not fail to communicate with the police. The magistrate observed that the Press would no doubt take notice of counsels application.

Markwick paused, his small eyes glistening with a revengeful fire as he gazed at Jack Bethune.

Does not this statement bring back to your memory the incidents of that night? he asked slowly, without taking his eyes off him.

With sinking heart I saw that my friend visibly trembled, and noticed that he started as each mention of the name of the murdered man stabbed his conscience. His face was bloodless; the dark rings around his eyes gave his ashen countenance an almost hideous appearance. The statement about the will was a new and amazing phase of the mystery, for it pointed conclusively to the fact that the dead man had left his wealth to Mabel, a fact that accounted for the seemingly unreasonable interest which the Countess had taken in his disappearance.

I — I really dont know why the report of the sudden disappearance of a man whom I knew but very slightly should be of paramount interest to me, Jack answered, but the haggard expression on his face told only too plainly the effect caused by the mine his enemy had suddenly sprung upon him.

It may one day be of vital interest to you, Markwick said menacingly, as he carefully refolded the paper and placed it again in his pocket.

Jack gave vent to a dry, hollow laugh, saying: It is certainly a strange affair altogether, but surely this is not news to you. I heard of Sternroyds disappearance weeks ago.

You were perhaps the first person aware of it — eh? observed Markwick caustically.

By that remark you insinuate that I possess knowledge which I have not disclosed, Jack answered brusquely. Both the Countess and yourself have perfect liberty to form your own conclusions, and they would be amusing were it not for the gravity of the question involved, namely, whether or not Gilbert Sternroyd has met with foul play.

He has met with foul play, cried Markwick sternly. And you alone know the truth.

This direct accusation startled me. I glanced at my friend. He was standing upright, rigid, silent, his terrified eyes gazing fixedly into space.

But for a moment only. Suddenly, he again sprang towards his accuser, and facing him boldly, cried:

Youre endeavouring to fasten upon me the responsibility of young Sternroyds disappearance! Well, do what you will. I do not fear you, and a strange laugh escaped his lips. Arrest me, put me in a criminals dock, bring forward your array of counsel, your evidence, and the results of your accursed espionage, then, when you have finished I will speak. But before you do this, before you advance one step further upon the dangerous course you are now pursuing, remember that slander is an offence against the law; remember that in such evidence as must be given in an assize court certain persons must be seriously compromised, and do not forget that the very weapon by which I shall defend my own honour will be one that must prove disastrous to yourself. I have said enough. Go!

Markwick was amazed at this unexpected outburst. He, like myself, had apparently expected Jack to confess to the crime of which we both suspected him, but by this firm declaration of innocence it almost seemed as though we were both mistaken. Yet in that brief moment I remembered his refusal to allow me to enter the room in which he had undoubtedly concealed the body. I reflected upon the many suspicions that had been aroused within me. No! I was still convinced of his guilt, notwithstanding his denial. The fact seemed apparent that he possessed a secret of Markwicks, and felt secure because he knew that this man dare not risk the dire consequences of its revelation.

Then am I to understand that you absolutely defy us? asked the mysterious friend of Sybil.

Us? echoed Bethune indignantly. By that word you mean Lady Fyneshade and yourself. Yes, I defy you both! Act if you dare; but I warn you the peril will be yours.

Very well, the man answered, bowing haughtily with a coolness that was astounding. Defiance is of little avail in a criminals cell.

Jack placed his hand upon the bell and rang it violently.

I have endeavoured to save the honour of more than one person in this affair, but if you wish for exposure you can, of course, make known many ugly facts, he said.

But you declare emphatically you are innocent, Markwick said hastily.

Neither you nor Ridgeway have alleged any specific charge against me, he answered. If any crime is alleged to have been committed by me, then after my arrest it will be time for me to prepare my defence. Until then I shall remain silent.

And the day is not far distant when you will be compelled to speak, the other said in a tone of impatience and annoyance, while at that moment my fathers man appeared in answer to Jacks summons.

No further discussion is necessary, my friend said in a tone more quiet than before. I decline to enter into details. Then, turning to the servant, he said:

Show this gentleman out.

Markwick uttered not a word. Biting his lip viciously, he glanced threateningly from my guest to myself, drew a deep breath, and turning on his heel followed the man out, and a few moments later passed below the window and disappeared down the drive.

The interview had been an extraordinary one. Markwick, who had with such well-feigned ignorance declared himself unacquainted with me, possessed a most remarkable personality. The mystery that surrounded him was as impenetrable as that which had enveloped Sybil, but I was compelled to admit within myself that I shared his suspicion as to Bethunes guilt. Yet my friends open defiance was absolutely bewildering. He had engaged his enemy with his own weapons, and for the present, at any rate, had vanquished him.


Chapter Eighteen.

A Revelation and its Price.
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NO WORD WAS exchanged between Jack and myself regarding the interview with Markwick. It was a subject we both avoided, and, as he was happy with Dora, I hesitated to inquire into the antecedents of the mysterious individual who had repudiated all knowledge of me with such consummate impudence. Among my letters one morning a week later, however, I found a note from Mabel dated from her town house, asking me to run up and call upon her at once, and requesting me to keep the fact a strict secret. I want to consult you, she wrote, about a matter that closely concerns yourself, therefore do not fail to come. I shall be at home to you at any time. Do not mention the matter to either Jack or Dora.

During my ride with our two visitors I pondered over this summons, which was rather extraordinary in view of our last interview, and at length resolved to take the mid-day train to town.

Soon after five oclock that evening I was ushered into the Fyneshade drawing-room, a great handsome apartment resplendent with gilt furniture and hangings of peacock-blue silk, where I found Mabel alone, seated on a low chair before the fire reading a novel.

Ah! I received your wire, she exclaimed, casting her book aside, and rising quickly to meet me. It is awfully good of you to come.

She looked very handsome in a wondrous tea-gown of silk and chiffon, and as I sat down opposite her and she handed me a cup, I reflected that the journalistic chroniclers were not far wrong in designating her one of the prettiest women in London.

On the last occasion we met, on the night of the ball at Blatherwycke, you uttered some rather bitter personalities, Stuart, she commenced, resting her elbows on her knees and her chin upon her palms as she crouched by the fire. The evening was chilly, and when I had shaken her hand I noticed how icy it seemed. Ive been thinking over your words, she added after a short pause.

Well, I only said what I thought, I answered. Im often accused of abruptness.

Yes, but it was not to scold you that I asked you to call, she went on. The fact is Im in a terrible difficulty, and she hesitated as if half fearing to admit the truth.

Of what nature? I asked.

Fyneshade has left me! she answered suddenly, in a strange half-whisper.

Left you! I cried. Why, whatever do you mean?

I mean that I have acted foolishly, and that he has left this house with a declaration upon his lips that while I inhabit it he will never again cross its threshold. To-day, I have had a letter from his solicitors suggesting that I should have an interview with them for the purpose of coming to some financial arrangement. He offers me Fyneshade Hall for the remainder of my life.

Where is he?

In Paris, I believe.

And the cause of this disagreement? Tell me.

No. For the present I must say nothing. It will get into the papers soon enough, I expect, for the public gaze is as acute upon a fashionable woman as upon a prime minister in these days of scurrilous journalism and irresponsible personal paragraphs, she answered rather sadly.

I felt sorry for her, but I knew that the open manner in which she had carried on flirtation had been a public scandal, and after all I was not really surprised that at last Fyneshade should resolve to end it.

When did he leave? I inquired.

Four days ago. I have not been out since, and am at my wits ends how to act so as to allay any suspicions of the servants. He took his valet with him.

But why make me your confidant?

Because I want you, if you will, to render me one small service, she answered with deep earnestness. Then after a pause, during which time she took down a feather hand-screen and held it between her face and the fire, she said: I have already heard that Jack and Dora are together again, and—

And you desire to part them, I hazarded seriously.

No, I think you misjudge me, she answered with a winning smile. I am merely anxious that my sister should not make a disastrous marriage.

Then you think marriage with Bethune would prove disastrous?

Unfortunately, yes, she answered, sighing. Already I know what transpired at the interview between Jack and Francis Markwick on the day of the formers arrival at Wadenhoe.

You have again seen your mysterious friend, I suppose, and he has told you everything, eh?

Yes, and further, let me confess that it was owing to this interview that Fyneshade, who has suddenly become outrageously jealous, took umbrage, and went away in a passion.

I should have thought, I said, that the narrow escape you had of detection in the shrubbery at Blatherwycke ought to have already served as warning.

Ah! That is the matter upon which I want especially to consult you, she said suddenly. Markwick has related to me how you told him of your presence in the shrubbery on that night. It is evident also that Fyneshade suspected that I met someone there clandestinely, and if the truth comes out and our conversation repeated, you must recognise how very seriously I may be compromised.

I nodded, and slowly sipped my tea.

Now, she continued in an earnest, appealing tone. You, Stuart, have always been my friend; if you choose you can shield me. Before long you may be cross-examined upon that very incident, but what is there to prevent you from saying that it was you yourself and not Markwick who was sitting with me?

You ask me to lie in order to save you? I exclaimed severely.

Well, to put it very plainly, it amounts to that.

But who will cross-examine me? In what form do you dread exposure?

I only dread the scandal that must arise when it becomes known that I am acquainted with this man, she answered quickly. As I have before told you, there is no thought of affection or regard between us. While hating him, I have been compelled to seek his assistance by untoward circumstances.

When do you anticipate these attempted revelations? I asked calmly.

She was silent. The flames shot high in the grate, illuminating the great handsome apartment and were reflected in the many mirrors, while outside a neighbouring clock slowly struck six. The mansion seemed strangely quiet and dismal, now that its master, the Earl, had parted from his smart wife.

Bethune will be tried for murder. Some awkward questions will then be asked, she answered at last.

Markwick is quite resolved, then, I cried, starting up.

Quite. I, too, have every reason to believe that Gilbert fell by Bethunes hand.

Yet you have no proofs, I observed.

I did not say that Certain proofs will be forthcoming at the trial.

But I presume you are aware that Jack strenuously denies the allegation?

Of course. It is but natural. He fancies himself secure and is confident we dare not cause his arrest for fear he should make a revelation regarding a strange and startling incident that occurred recently. But he is quite mistaken. I intend to establish the fact that Gilbert was murdered, and further, that he fell by the hand of your friend.

And the reason for this, Mabel, I exclaimed, bitterly; the reason for this is because you have received information that the foolish youth executed a will under which, in the event of his death, you inherit three millions. This fact is already common gossip, although your name has not yet transpired in the newspapers. It is but natural that you should wish to prove his death, even though you may have loved him.

He was a foolish boy, and pretended to admire me, but I swear, on my honour, that I gave him no encouragement. I treated him kindly, as the married woman usually treats a love-sick youth.

And he has left you three millions because you were kind to him, I said. Well, of course you are anxious to prove that he is not merely ill or abroad and likely to turn up again; in fact, it is to your own interest to show that he was murdered.

I will prove it, even if I have to face a cross-examination in the witness-box, she exclaimed with firm determination. All I ask you is, for the sake of our long friendship, not to reveal the conversation you overheard in the shrubbery.

You wish me to assist you against my friend? I said. No, Mabel, I cannot give you my promise. What I overheard was suspiciously like a conspiracy formed to convict Jack of murder, and if I am asked I shall speak the truth.

Her lips quivered. With a pretty womans wilful egotism she had anticipated that I would perjure myself to shield her, and her disappointment and chagrin were apparent. Her face was turned toward the fire, and for a long time neither of us uttered a word.

Because my husband has gone and I am defenceless, she said at last with much bitterness, all my whilom friends will, I suppose, now unite in maligning me. You, of all men, know the tragedy of my marriage, she continued appealingly. I married for money and a coronet, but ere my honeymoon was over, I discovered that to love my husband was impossible, and further that his reputed wealth existed entirely in the imagination; for truth to tell he has been on the verge of bankruptcy ever since our marriage. No, my life during these past three years has been a wretchedly hollow sham; but because I am Countess of Fyneshade, and am considered smart, I have been flattered and courted. Put yourself for a moment in my place, and see whether you would prefer the misery of your husbands great, empty, comfortless home to the many happy, well-filled, and brilliant houses always open to you, houses where you are deemed the centre of attraction, and where admiration and flattery greet you on every hand. Think, think deeply for a moment, and I feel assured you will not condemn me so unmercifully as you have.

I do not condemn you, Mabel, I said quietly, On the contrary, you have my most sincere sympathy. If there is anything I can do that will induce Fyneshade to return and thus avoid the scandal, I will do it willingly, but, understand, once and for all, I will not perjure myself in a court of justice.

Ah, you are cruel and hard-hearted, for you refuse to allay his suspicions, even though you must know from the character of our conversation that at least there is not one iota of affection between Markwick and myself. Is it because of Jack that you refuse?

Yes, I answered point-blank. It is because I dont believe he is guilty.

Slowly she rose from her low chair and stood before me, tall and erect, a bewitching figure against the fitful firelight.

Then let me tell you one fact that may induce you to alter this opinion, she said. You will remember that you went to his chambers alone in the darkness, and met him there. You suspected him, but gave him no inkling of your suspicions, yet when you wanted to enter one of his rooms he refused to allow you.

Yes, I said, amazed. How do you know that?

It matters not by what means I have gained this knowledge; but I tell you further that in that room at the moment you desired to enter, there was stretched upon the floor the body of Gilbert Sternroyd!

Her words came upon me as a bolt from the blue. How she had become aware of my visit was an entire mystery, but her allegation fully bore out my horrible suspicion that the murderer was at that moment hiding the ghastly evidence of his crime.

Such, then, is the nature of the evidence you intend to adduce against him, I said, when I had fully contemplated her startling announcement. You will, however, be compelled to prove that he committed the crime. If you are aware that the body was concealed in that room, you probably know where it is at the present time.

My proofs I retain until the trial, she said. Gilbert has been murdered, and I am but doing my best to bring the culprit to justice. You think I am acting strangely; that my husband perhaps is, under the circumstances, justified in leaving me to face a scandal and the derision of the women who have envied me. Well, you are welcome to your opinion. I can tell you, however, that when the truth is out, although my reputation may be blighted, some revelations will be made that will amaze you.

I do not blame you for endeavouring to solve this mystery, Mabel, I said rather sympathetically, but remember Jack Bethune is my friend, and Dora loves him dearly—

Because, poor girl, she is ignorant of the terrible truth, she interrupted.

Then let her remain in ignorance until his guilt be proved, I urged. She is happy; do not disturb what unfortunately may be but a brief period of joy.

You may rely on me, she answered. I shall tell my sister nothing. But if Bethune is arrested do not be surprised.

I do not anticipate his arrest, I observed. For when he is brought to trial, the revelations of which you have spoken will implicate too many people.

How do you know? What has he told you? she inquired quickly.

Nothing. I have learnt much from my own observations.

Now, tell me, she said, suddenly placing her hand softly upon my arm. Will you not take upon yourself the identity of Markwick for that brief quarter-of-an-hour in the shrubbery — that is, of course, providing you are asked? I — I appeal to you, she added in a low tone, panting with emotion. I appeal to you, as a woman clinging to one last hope, to remove this unfounded suspicion attaching to me. Speak, Stuart. Tell me you will remain my friend!

I was silent. The darting flames showed her hand some face upturned to mine, pale, haggard, anxious. Her breast rose and fell beneath its silk and chiffon, and her white hand grasped my arm convulsively.

I — I have been reckless, I admit, she went on, brokenly. My recklessness has been caused by an absence of love for my home or my husband, but I swear that Fyneshades suspicions are utterly groundless. Ah! — if you knew the terrible secret in my heart you would pity me — you would shield me, I know you would, and some other words that she uttered were lost in a sudden fit of hysterical sobbing.

What is your secret? I asked calmly, when struggling with her emotion, she again looked up to my face.

You will remember when we were in the library at Blatherwycke, you asked me if I ever knew a woman named Sybil.

Yes, I cried eagerly. Yes. Did you know her?

I — I lied to you when I denied all knowledge of her, she answered. I am well aware of the strange manner in which you became acquainted with her and of your marriage, but even though these incidents are startling, the secret of her life and death is far more astounding.

Tell me, Mabel. Tell me all, I cried breathlessly.

No, she answered. No, not until you have promised to swear that you sat with me in the shrubbery, and that Markwick was not present. Only in exchange for your aid will I reveal to you the secret.


Chapter Nineteen.

The Earls Suspicions.
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WILL YOU — will you swear? she implored, grasping my hands, her white agitated countenance still lifted to mine in earnest appeal.

I had felt confident long ago that she must know something of Sybil, from the fact that Sternroyds photograph had been placed with that of my dead wife, but was entirely unprepared for this strange offer. I was to commit perjury and thus shield this mysterious scoundrel Markwick as well as herself, in order to learn some facts about the woman I had loved. At first, so intense was my desire to obtain a clue to the inscrutable mystery that had enveloped Sybil, that I confess my impulse was to give my promise. But on reflection I saw the possibility that she desired to shield Markwick, and not herself; and I also recognised the probability that her promised revelation might, after all, be entirely untrue. These thoughts decided me.

No, I answered with firmness. I will not commit perjury, even though its price be the secret of my wifes life.

You will not? she wailed. Not for my sake?

No, I answered, gravely. Much as I desire to solve the enigma, I decline to entertain any such offer.

Then you, too, are my enemy! she cried wildly, with a sudden fierceness, staggering back from me a few paces.

I did not say so. I merely refused to be bribed to perjury, I answered as she released my hands.

And you will not help me? she said, hoarsely, standing before me and twirling the ribbons of her gown between her nervous bejewelled fingers.

I will assist you in any way I can, but I will not swear that I have not seen that man, I replied.

Ah! you are prejudiced, she said with a deep sigh. Then in a meaning tone she added, If you knew the secret that I am ready to divulge in exchange for your silence, you might perhaps have cause for prejudice.

She uttered these words, I knew, for the sole purpose of intensifying my curiosity. It was a womans wile. Fortunately, however, I remained firm, and answered a trifle indifferently perhaps:

If I can only learn the truth at such cost, then I prefer to seek a solution of the mystery from some other source.

Very well, she said, her eyes suddenly flashing with suppressed anger at my blank refusal. Very well. You refuse to render me a service, therefore I decline to impart to you knowledge that would place your enemies within your power. Speak the truth if you will, but I tell you that ere long you will regret your refusal to enter into the compact I have suggested — you will come to me humbly — yes, humbly — and beg of me to speak.

Of what?

To tell you the truth, she said quickly, a heavy frown of displeasure crossing her pale brow. I am fully aware of the many strange adventures that have occurred to you during the past few months; those incidents that have puzzled and mystified you, as indeed they would any person. I could, if I chose, give you an explanation that would astound you, and place in your hands a weapon whereby you might defeat the evil machinations of those who seek your ruin — nay, your death.

My death! I echoed. Who seeks my death?

Your friends, she replied with a low cynical laugh, as taking up an unopened note that lay unheeded upon the table, she glanced at its superscription and eagerly concealed it in the pocket of her tea-gown.

For a moment she paused, walking slowly toward the fireplace, but suddenly turning back to me, stretched forth both hands, and with a quiver of intense emotion in her voice, made a final appeal urging me to hide from everyone all knowledge of the interview in the garden at Blatherwycke.

My mind was, however, made up. I shook my head, but no word passed my lips. I regretted deeply that I had responded to her summons.

You are not more generous than the rest, she cried suddenly between her set teeth. No. You would ruin me, drive me to a suicides grave! But you shall not. Ha! ha! ha! she laughed hysterically. We are enemies now; you and I. Well, let it remain so.

It must be so if you desire it, I answered briefly, and not desiring to prolong the interview, I bowed and turning upon my heel, strode from the room, closing the door behind me.

As I stepped into the hall I encountered a person so suddenly that I almost stumbled over him, yet so quickly did he motion me to silence, that my expression of surprise died from my lips. The appearance of the man under these circumstances was certainly as unexpected as it was puzzling, for it was none other than the Earl of Fyneshade. It was not surprising that he should loiter in his own house, attired in hat and coat, but it was more than passing strange that while his wife was deploring the fact that he had deserted her, and that a scandal would thereby be created, he had actually been standing at the door, and in all probability listening to a conversation which must have been intensely interesting.

This thought flashed in an instant upon me. If he had overheard his wifes appeal would it not convince him more than ever that his suspicions were justifiable? Yet a few moments later, when he motioned me to step into an adjoining room, the door of which he closed quietly and turned to me in a manner quite friendly and affable, these fears were at once dispelled. Evidently he had heard nothing, for in explanation of his mysterious conduct he told me that he wished his wife to believe he was out of town, and that he had entered with his latch-key in order to obtain some money.

I was afraid you would greet me aloud, he said laughing. Fortunately you didnt. The fact is Mabel and I have had some little differences, and for the present our relations are rather strained. Did she ask you to call?

Yes, I replied; adding, she wanted to speak to me about Dora.

Ah! poor Dora! Fyneshade exclaimed rather sadly. Most lamentable affair that engagement of hers. Shes a charming girl, but Im afraid the course of true love will not run very smoothly for her!

Why?

Well, Bethune is hardly the man one would wish for a husband for ones daughter, he answered. There are ugly rumours afloat regarding his sudden disappearance.

But he has now returned to face his traducers, I answered hastily.

Yes, yes, I know. But does not his uneasiness strike you as — well, at least as curious?

His words were an admission that he suspected Jack. Had Mabel, I wondered, told him of her suspicions?

I really dont know, I said, with affected indifference. He smiled rather incredulously, I thought, and lowering his voice, evidently fearing that he might be overheard, he inquired — 

There is a question I want to ask you, Stuart. Are you acquainted with a man named Markwick?

He is not an acquaintance of mine, I answered promptly, determined to show no sign of surprise. I have seen him at Thackwells, but have only spoken to him twice.

Do you know who he really is? he asked, with a strange intensity of tone that surprised me.

Ive known him as Markwick, but if he has another name I am utterly unaware of it. To me he has always appeared a rather shady individual whose past is veiled by obscurity.

And to me also. For weeks Ive been trying to discover who the fellow really is, but no one knows. He has been living at the Victoria recently, and before that he made the Savoy his head-quarters. He appears to have plenty of money, but according to the information I have gathered, his movements are most erratic, and their object a profound mystery. He met my wife at some reception or another and called on her the other day. Then, bending toward me he asked: Do you think — I mean — well, would you suspect him of being a detective?

I regarded him keenly. His question was a strange one.

No, I replied. From my observations I feel perfectly confident that he is not a detective. He is more likely an adventurer.

Are you absolutely sure he is not connected with the police?

I feel certain hes not, I answered. From one fact that came under my notice I have been led to the conclusion that he is an adventurer of the first water.

A criminal?

No, I dont go quite so far as that. All I know is that he has an utter contempt for the law.

Then he has, to your knowledge, committed some offence? Fyneshade cried quickly, with undisguised satisfaction.

Not exactly. His action might, however, bring him within the pale of the law. I had no desire to impart to this thin, dark-faced peer the wretched story of my marriage.

What was the nature of his action? he demanded eagerly. Tell me.

Oh, it was really of no interest, I replied quite flippantly. I may have been mistaken after all.

In other words, you refuse to tell me — eh? he observed with a sickly smile.

I cannot explain any matter of which I have no knowledge, I retorted, well-knowing that he was endeavouring to worm from me facts to use as weapons against his enemy, and at the same time feeling convinced that in order to discover the secret hinted at by his wife, I must act warily, and with the most careful discretion. This strange encounter with the Earl, his curious actions in his own house, and his eagerness to learn something detrimental to the mysterious Markwick, formed a bewildering problem. Nevertheless by some intuition I felt that by silence and watchfulness I should at last succeed in finding some clue to this ever-deepening mystery.

While we listened we heard the Countess emerge from the drawing-room and call to her pug as, with a rustle of silk, she mounted the stairs. Then Fyneshades conversation drifted into other channels. But he made no further mention of his disagreement with Mabel, and never once referred to the strange disappearance of Gilbert Sternroyd. Though I exerted all my ingenuity to lead up to both subjects, he studiously avoided them, and having waited until all seemed quiet and none of the servants were moving, we both crept out, the Earl closing the front door silently by means of his key.

In the street he glanced swiftly around in order to see if he had been observed, then suddenly gripping my hand, he wished me a hurried adieu, and walked quickly away, leaving me standing on the curb. His usual courteous manner seemed to have forsaken him, for he offered no excuse for leaving me so abruptly, nor did he apparently desire my company any longer. Therefore I turned and pursued my way engrossed in thought Truly the Earl and Countess of Fyneshade were an ill-assorted pair, and their actions utterly incomprehensible.


Chapter Twenty.

An Evenings Amusement.
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SAUNDERS MET ME on entering my chambers with the surprising announcement that a lady had called during my absence, and had desired to see me on pressing business.

Did she leave a card?

No, sir. She hadnt a card, but she left her name. Miss Ashcombe, sir.

Ashcombe? I repeated. I dont know anyone of that name, and for a few moments I tried to recollect whether I had heard of her before, when it suddenly burst upon me that on a previous occasion I had been puzzled by a letter bearing the signature Annie Ashcombe. The note I had found in Jacks room on the night of the tragedy and which requested Bethune to meet her ladyship at Feltham, had been written by someone named Ashcombe!

What kind of lady was she, Saunders? I inquired eagerly. Ancient?

About thirty-five, I think, sir. She was very excited, dark, plainly dressed in black, and wore spectacles. She seemed very disappointed when I said you had only just returned from Wadenhoe, and had gone out again. She wanted to write a note, so I asked her in and she wrote one, but afterward tore it up and told me to mention that she had called to see you on a matter of the most vital importance, and regretted you were not in.

Did she promise to call again?

She said she was compelled to leave London immediately, but would try and see you on her return. When I asked if she could make an appointment for to-morrow, she replied, I may be absent only three days, or I may be three months.

Then she gave no intimation whatever of the nature of her business?

Not the slightest, sir. I think shes Irish, for she spoke with a slight accent.

You say she tore up her note. Where are the pieces? He went to the waste-paper basket, turned over its contents, and produced a handful of fragments of a sheet of my own notepaper. These I spread upon the table, and when he had left the room I eagerly set to work placing them together. But the paper had been torn into tiny pieces and it was only after long and tedious effort that I was enabled to read the words, hastily written in pencil, which as far as I could gather, were to the following effect: — 

Dear Sir. — The matter about which I have called to see you is one of the highest importance both to yourself and one of your friends. It is not policy, I think, to commit it to paper; therefore, as I am compelled to leave London at once I must, unfortunately, postpone my interview with you.

Yours truly, — 

Annie Ashcombe.

I unlocked the little cabinet and taking therefrom the strangely-worded letter I had found in Jacks room I compared minutely the handwriting and found peculiarities identical. The Annie Ashcombe who had called to see me was also the writer of the message from the unknown lady who had taken the precaution of journeying to Feltham in order to secure a private interview with Jack Bethune. Annoyed that I had been absent, and feeling that I had been actually within an ace of obtaining a most important clue, I cast the fragments into the grate with a sigh and replaced the letter in the cabinet. The situation was most tantalising; the mystery inexplicable. From her I might have learnt the identity of Jacks lady friend, and she could have very possibly thrown some light upon the causes that had led to the tragedy, for somehow I could not help strongly suspecting that her ladyship referred to in the note was none other than Mabel. But my visitor had gone, and I should now be compelled to await her return during that vague period which included any time from three days to three months.

A fatality seemed always to encompass me, for my efforts in search of truth were constantly overshadowed by the jade Misfortune. I was baffled at every turn. To discover the identity of her ladyship was, I had long recognised, a most important fact in clearing or convicting Jack, but, at least for the present, I could hope for no further explanation.

Having dressed, I went to the Club, dined with several men I knew, and afterward descended to one of the smoking-rooms, where I accidentally picked up an evening paper. The first heading that confronted me was in bold capitals the words, Sternroyd Mystery: Supposed Clue. The Missing Mans Will.

Breathless with eagerness I devoured the lines of faint print. They seemed to dance before my excited vision as I learnt from them that a reporter who was investigating the strange affair, had ascertained that a clue had been obtained by the detectives.

The mystery, continued the journal, is likely to develop into one of the most sensational in the annals of modern crime. We use the word crime because from information our representative has obtained, it is absolutely certain that the young millionaire Sternroyd met with foul play. How, or where, cannot yet be ascertained. At Scotland Yard, however, they are in possession of reliable information that Mr Sternroyd had for some time actually anticipated assassination, and had confided this fact to a person who has now come forward and is actively assisting the police. Another extraordinary feature in the case is, that although Mr Sternroyd has a mother and a number of relatives living, he made a will, only a few weeks before his disappearance, bequeathing the whole of his enormous fortune to a lady well-known in London society. The police are most actively engaged in solving the mystery, and now that it has been ascertained that the missing man anticipated his end at the hand of another, it is confidently believed that in the course of a few hours the police will arrest a person suspected.

The secret was out! Mabel had evidently placed her theory before the police and explained what Gilbert had told her regarding his fears. She was Jacks enemy, and had placed the detectives on the scent. This, then, was the reason she had endeavoured to silence me regarding her interview with Markwick at Blatherwycke. When she had striven to induce me to swear secrecy, she had without doubt already informed the police of her suspicions, and well knew that ere long I should be called as a witness to speak as to Bethunes movements. Our friendship had been broken. Fortunately I had promised nothing, and was free to speak.

The pink news-sheet I cast from me, congratulating myself that I had not fallen into the trap the Countess had so cunningly baited.

Even at that moment some men opposite me were discussing the mysterious affair, and as I smoked, my ears were on the alert to catch every syllable of their conversation. It was only now that I fully realised what widespread sensation Sternroyds disappearance had caused. Having been absent in the country, I was quite unaware of the intense public interest now centred in the whereabouts or fate of the young millionaire whose little peccadilloes and extravagances had from time to time afforded food for gossip and material for paragraphists in society journals.

There is a woman in the case, one of the men was saying between vigorous pulls at his cigar. I knew Gilbert well. He wasnt a fellow to disappear and bury himself in the country or abroad. Whatever he did, he did openly, and no better-hearted young chap ever breathed. He was awfully good to his relations. Why, dozens of them actually lived on his generosity.

I quite agree, said another. But I heard something in the Bachelors last night that seems to put quite a different complexion on the affair.

What is it? inquired half-a-dozen eager voices in chorus.

Well, it is now rumoured that he admired the Countess of Fyneshade, and that he was seen with her on several occasions just prior to his disappearance. Further, that the will about which to-nights papers give mysterious hints, is actually in her favour. Hes left everything to her.

The other men gave vent to exclamations of surprise, but this piece of gossip was immediately seized upon as a text for many theories of the weird and wonderful order, and when I rose and left, the group were still as far off solving the mystery to their own satisfaction as they had been half an hour before.

Wandering aimlessly along to Piccadilly Circus, I turned into the Criterion expecting to find a man I knew, but he was not there, and as I started to leave, I suddenly confronted a tall, well-dressed man who had been lounging beside me at the bar, and who now uttered my name and greeted me with a breezy Good-evening, Mr Ridgeway.

Unnerved by the constant strain of excitement, this suddenness with which we met caused me to start, but in an instant I told myself that I might learn something advantageous from this man, therefore called for more refreshment, and we began to chat.

The mans name was Grindlay. He was a detective who owed his position of inspector in the Criminal Investigation Department mainly to my fathers recommendation. About six years previous a great fraud, involving a loss of something like thirty thousand pounds, was perpetrated upon my fathers bank by means of forged notes, and Grindlay, at that time a plain-clothes constable of the City Police, stationed at Old Jewry, succeeded, after his superiors had failed, in tracing the manufacturer of the notes to Hamburg and causing his arrest, extradition, and conviction. The ingenuity of the forger was only equalled by the cunning displayed by the detective, and in consequence of a question my father addressed to the Home Secretary in the House, Grindlay was transferred to Scotland Yard and soon promoted to an inspectorship. Therefore it was scarcely surprising that he should always show goodwill toward my family, and on each occasion we met, he always appeared unusually gentlemanly for one of his calling, and full of genuine bonhomie.

Immediately after the strange adventures of that memorable night on which I had been married to a lifeless bride, I had sought his counsel, but had been informed that he was absent in South America. It was now with satisfaction that I again met him, although I hesitated to speak to him upon the subject. Truth to tell I felt I had been ingeniously tricked, and that now after the lapse of months, even this astute officer could not assist me. No, as I stood beside him while he told me briefly how he had had a smart run through the States, then down to Rio and home after a fugitive, I resolved that my secret should still remain my own.

Yes, I said at length. I heard you were away.

Ah! they told me at the Yard that you had called. Did you want to see me particularly? he asked, fixing his dark-brown eyes on mine. He was a handsome fellow of middle age, with clear-cut features, a carefully twisted moustache and upon his cheeks that glow of health that seems peculiar to investigators of crime. In his well-made evening clothes and crush hat, he would have passed well for an army officer.

No, I answered lightly: I happened to be near you one day and thought I would give you a call. What are you doing to-night?

Keeping observation upon a man who is going to the Empire, he answered, glancing hurriedly at his watch. Come with me?

For several reasons I accepted his invitation. First because I wanted some distraction, and secondly because it had occurred to me that I might ascertain from him something fresh regarding the murder of Gilbert Sternroyd.

We lit fresh cigars, and, strolling to the Empire Theatre, entered the lounge at that hour not yet crowded. As we walked up and down, his sharp, eager eyes darting everywhere in search of the man whose movements he was watching, I inquired the nature of the case upon which he was engaged.

Robbery and attempted murder, he answered under his breath so that passers-by should not hear. You remember the robbery of diamonds in Hatton Garden a year ago, when a diamond merchant was gagged and nearly killed, while the thief got clear away with every stone in the safe. Well, its that case. I traced the stones back to Amsterdam, but failed to find the thief until three weeks ago.

And hell be here to-night?

Yes, I expect him. But dont lets talk of it, he said under his breath. Somebody may spot me. If you chance to meet any of your friends here, and am compelled to introduce me, remember I am Captain Hayden, of the East Surrey Regiment.

Very well, I answered smiling, for this was not our first evening together, and I had already been initiated into some of the wiles of members of the Criminal Investigation Department.

For fully an hour we lounged at the bars, watched the variety performance, and strolled about, but my friend failed to discover his man. While standing at one of the bars, however, several men I knew passed and repassed, among them being the Earl of Fyneshade accompanied by Markwick and another man whom I had never before seen. The latter, well-dressed, was apparently a gentleman.

Do you know that tall man? I asked Grindlay as they went by, and we happened to be looking in their direction.

No, he answered. Who is he?

The Earl of Fyneshade.

Fyneshade? Fyneshade? he repeated. Husband of the Countess, I suppose. Shes reckoned very beautiful, isnt she? Do you know them?

Yes, I replied. They are friends of my family.

Oh, he said, indifferently. Who are the other men?

I told my companion that the name of one was Markwick, and our conversation then quickly drifted to other topics. Presently, however, when the Earl repassed along the lounge, he said — 

Have you met his lordship recently? He doesnt appear to have noticed you.

I saw both the Earl and the Countess this afternoon, I said. I called at Eaton Square.

Almost before the words had left my lips, Fyneshade and his friends entered the bar, the trio speaking loudly in jovial tones, and in a moment he recognised me. Markwick and I exchanged glances, but neither of us acknowledged the other. It was strange, to say the least, that he of all men should be spending the evening with Mabels husband.

Hulloa, Ridgeway! cried the Earl, coming forward. Didnt expect to see you here. Where did you dine?

At the club, I answered, and turning, introduced Grindlay as Captain Hayden.

Good show here, isnt it, Fyneshade exclaimed enthusiastically to the detective. Juniori is excellent to-night. Her last song, Trois Rue du Pan, is immense. Its the best thing she has ever sung, dont you think so? Grindlay agreed, criticised the vivacious dark-eyed chanteuse with the air of a blasé man-about-town, and chatted with his new acquaintance with well-bred ease and confidence. In a few minutes, however, Fyneshade returned to rejoin his friends at the other end of the small bar, while Grindlay and myself strolled out again on our watchful vigil.

At last, after a diligent search, my friend suddenly gripped my arm, whispering — 

See that man with the rose in his coat. You would hardly suspect him of a diamond robbery, would you?

No, by Jove! I said. I never should. As we passed I looked toward him and saw he was aged about fifty, with hair slightly tinged with grey; he wore evening clothes, with a fine pearl and emerald solitaire in his shirt, and upon his hands were lavender gloves. In earnest conversation with him was a short, stout, elderly man, with grey scraggy beard and moustache, about whose personality there was something striking, yet indefinable.

Oh! exclaimed Grindlay, when we were out of hearing. I had not suspected this!

Suspected what? I asked, eagerly; for tracking criminals was to me a new experience.

I did not know that our friend there was acquainted with the little man. Ive seen his face somewhere before, and if Im not very much mistaken, we hold a warrant for him with the offer of a reward from the Belgian Government. Then placing his cigar in his mouth and puffing thoughtfully at it for a moment, he added, Lets saunter back. I must get another look at him.

We turned, strolling slowly along, and as we passed, Grindlay left me and went close to him to take a match from the little marble table near which the pair was standing. Leisurely he lit his cigar, then returning to me, said briefly:

Im not yet certain, but I could almost swear hes the man. If he is, then Ive fallen on him quite unexpectedly, and shall arrest him before he leaves this place. But I must first run down to the Yard and refresh my memory. Come with me?

I assented, and we went out, driving to the offices of the Criminal Investigation Department in a hansom. Through the great entrance hall, up two wide stone staircases and down a long echoing corridor, he conducted me until we entered a large room wherein were seated several clerks. He had thrown away his cigar, his keen face now wore a strange pre-occupied look, and as he approached a shelf, took down a large ledger, and opened it before him, he glanced up at the clock remarking as if to himself — 

Ive got an hour. They are certain to remain until the end.

His eye ran rapidly down several columns of names, until one arrested his attention and he closed the index-book, replaced it, and left me for a few moments, observing with a laugh— I wont keep you long, but here — theres something to amuse you.

Taking from one of the unoccupied desks a large, heavily-bound volume, he placed it before me, adding— The people in there are mostly foreigners wanted for crimes abroad, and believed to be living in free England. And he went out, leaving me to inspect this remarkable collection of photographs. Each portrait, mounted in the great album, bore a number written in red ink across it, and I soon found myself highly interested in them. Presently Grindlay returned hurriedly with a similar album, the leaves of which he turned over one by one, carefully scrutinising each picture on the page in his eager search for the counterfeit presentment of the man who, unsuspicious of detection, was calmly enjoying the ballet at the Empire.

Anything there to interest you? he inquired presently without looking up, as we stood side by side.

Yes, I answered, Are these all foreigners?

Mostly. They are wanted for all kinds of crime, from fraud to murder, he replied.

They were indeed a most incongruous set. Many were photographs taken by the French and German and Italian police after the criminals previous conviction, and the suspects were often in prison dress; but the portraits of others were in cabinet size, bearing the names of well-known Paris, Berlin, and Viennese photographers.

Have any of these people been arrested? I inquired.

No. When they are, we take out the picture and file it. If there is any reason why they should not be arrested it is written below.

And he went on with his careful but rapid search while carelessly I turned over leaf after leaf. A few of the men appeared quite refined and gentlemanly. Some of the women were quiet and inoffensive-looking, and one or two of them stylishly dressed and exceedingly pretty, but it could be distinguished that the majority bore the stamp of crime on their brutal, debased faces.

I had glanced at a number of leaves mechanically, and had grown tired of inspecting the motley crowd of evildoers, when suddenly an involuntary cry of abject amazement escaped my lips.

My eyes had fallen upon two portraits placed side by side among a number of others whose physiognomy clearly betrayed the fact that they were malefactors. Stupefied by the discovery I stood aghast, staring at them, scarcely believing my own eyes.

The two portraits were those of Sybil and myself!

Sybils picture was similar to the one I had purchased in Regent Street, and was by the same photographer, while mine had evidently been copied from one that had been taken in Paris two years before.

Of what crime had we been suspected? Here was yet another phase of the inexplicable mystery of Sybils marriage and death. Some words were written beneath her portrait in red ink and initialled. I bent to examine them and found they read— Warrant not executed — Death.

I raised my head slowly and turned to Grindlay.


Chapter Twenty One.

Grindlays Tactics.
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THE DETECTIVE, BENDING over the album, was so deeply engrossed in contemplating a photograph he had just discovered, that he failed to notice my exclamation of surprise, or if he heard it he vouchsafed no remark.

I turned to him for the purpose of seeking some explanation regarding the portrait of myself and my dead bride, but in an instant it occurred to me that he knew nothing regarding the strange circumstances of my marriage, or of the fact that Sybil was wanted, otherwise he would not have been so indiscreet as to give me this book of photographs to inspect. By directing his attention to it I should be compelled to explain how ingeniously I had been tricked.

No. Again silence was best.

I decided that I would keep my own counsel, at least for the present, and watch the progress of events. At the other portraits on the page I glanced, then turned over leaf after leaf in search of another face I had cause to remember — that of the mysterious Markwick. But he was not included. Only Sybil and myself were suspected. What, I wondered, could be the crime for which our arrest was demanded. Why, indeed, if I had been wanted, had I not been arrested long ago?

The discovery was astounding.

Grindlay, extracting the photograph from the book, left me hurriedly with a word of apology, and while he was absent I again turned to the strange assortment of foreign criminals, among whom I figured so prominently. Again and again I read the endorsement beneath Sybils photograph. Her bright eyes looked out at me sadly. Her beautiful countenance bore the same strange world-weary look as on that evening when she had first passed me in the half-lights of the Casino Garden in the far-off Pyrenean valley. But alas! the one word death written below was a sad reality. She was lost to me, and had died with her inscrutable secret locked within her heart.

Presently the detective returned, thrusting some ominous-looking papers in his breast-pocket as he walked, and closing the book I followed him out a few moments later.

I have the warrant, he said calmly, as we entered a cab together. I shall make the arrest at once.

Shall you arrest both men?

No, he replied, laughing. The situation is rather critical. I dont want to arrest the first man at present, only his companion. If I arrest the latter the diamond thief will no doubt abscond. I shall therefore be compelled to wait until they have parted.

Whats the charge against the other? I inquired, much interested.

Jewel robbery, he answered sharply. Hes one of a gang who have their head-quarters in Brussels. I must keep him under observation, for hes a slippery customer, and has already done several long stretches. Where hes been lately, goodness knows. The police of Europe have been looking out for him for fully two years, and this seems to be his first public appearance. It was quite by a fluke that I spotted him, for he cant hide the deformity of his hand, even though he is wearing gloves.

What deformity? I inquired. I did not notice any.

No, he laughed. You are not a detective. The deformity consists in two fingers of his left hand being missing. It was this fact that first attracted my attention toward him.

Across Leicester Square we dashed rapidly, and, pulling up before the Empire, were soon strolling again in the lounge, having been absent about three-quarters of an hour. The crowd was now so great that locomotion was difficult, nevertheless the detective, having lit a fresh cigar, walked leisurely here and there in search of the pair of criminals, while I confess my interest was divided between them and the Earl of Fyneshade. Why the latter should now fraternise with the man of whom only a few hours ago he had been so madly jealous was incomprehensible, and my eyes were everywhere on the alert to again discover them and watch their actions. Fyneshade had left his wife because of her friendship with this sinister-faced individual, yet he was actually spending the evening with him. It was a curious fact, and one of which Mabel evidently did not dream. What, I wondered, could be the motive? Had Markwick sought the Earls society with some evil design? Or had the Earl himself, determined to ascertain the truth, stifled his feelings of jealousy, and for the nonce extended the hand of friendship to the man he hated?

The performance was drawing to a close, the bars and foyer were crowded, and the chatter and laughter so loud that neither song nor music could be heard. Although we struggled backward and forward, and peered into the various bars, Grindlay could not discover the men for whom he was in search, neither could I find the Earl and his companions.

Im very much afraid theyve left, the detective said to me presently, when he had made a thorough investigation.

What shall you do?

Oh, I know where I can find the first man, therefore the second; being in London, it will not be a very difficult matter to get scent of him again, he answered lightly, adding, But I havent seen your friend the Earl. Hes gone also, I suppose.

I believe so. I havent noticed him since we returned.

You said you knew that man who was with him, he observed.

The tall man, I repeated. You mean Markwick. Yes, Ive met him once or twice. But I dont know much of him.

Foreigner, isnt he?

I dont think so. If he is, he speaks English amazingly well.

Ah! I thought he had a foreign cast in his features, he said, striking a vesta to relight his cigar. Ive seen him about town of late, and wondered who and what he was; thats why I asked.

Well, I dont exactly know what he is. All I know is that he is a friend of the Earl and his wife, and that he visits at one or two good country houses. Beyond that I am ignorant.

The detective did not reply. He was too occupied in searching for the jewel thieves. Time after time we strolled up and down, descended to the stalls, ascended to the grand circle, and had peered into every nook, but without success, until at length we entered one of the bars to drink. While we stood there, I inquired whether he had the warrant for the arrest of the man in his pocket, to which he replied in the affirmative.

Let me have a look at it, I urged. Ive never seen a warrant.

But he shook his head, and laughing good-naturedly replied:

No, Mr Ridgeway; you must really excuse me. It is a rigid rule in our Department that we never show warrants to anybody except the person arrested. The ends of justice might, in certain cases, be defeated by such an injudicious action; therefore it is absolutely forbidden. The warrant is always strictly secret.

I smiled, assured him that it was only out of curiosity I had asked to see it, and then, mentioning the strange disappearance of Gilbert Sternroyd, asked him whether he had been engaged in that inquiry.

Yes, he said, I have — in an indirect manner. Its an extraordinary case, most extraordinary. Murder, without a doubt.

With what object? I asked.

As far as we can ascertain, there was absolutely no object, he answered.

Do they expect to make an arrest?

They hope to, of course, he replied vaguely. Personally, I know but little about it beyond what Ive read in the newspapers. It is a strange feature in the case that the body has not been found.

What about the will?

Ah! another very curious point; but I dont attach much importance to it. Many hare-brained, wealthy young fools make wills in favour of women they admire. It is an everyday occurrence, only they generally revoke or destroy the will, or else spend all their money before they die. No; there is little in that, and certainly no clue. By the way, the lady to whom he has left his money is the wife of your friend the Earl. You knew Sternroyd, then?

I was unprepared for this, but, affecting ignorance, answered:

I saw him in the street one day. Lady Fyneshade introduced me. That is all I knew of him.

The detective, apparently satisfied, did not press his question further; but a few minutes later, the performance having concluded and the theatre rapidly emptying, he suggested it was time to go, and outside, in Leicester Square, we shook hands and parted.

Good-night, he said heartily, as he turned to leave. I shall be astir early to-morrow, and see if I can find the man who has eluded me to-night.

Good-night, I laughed. I shall look for the case in the papers.

Then he buttoned his overcoat and strolled rapidly away along Cranbourne Street, while I made my way home in the opposite direction, my mind full of strangely dismal forebodings.

Somehow — I know not by what means — it had been impressed upon me during the last quarter of an hour I had been with Grindlay, that this shrewd police officer was not searching for the diamond thief, for, on reflection, I had a faint suspicion that, as we alighted from the cab and entered the vestibule, one of the men he suspected had actually passed us, and that my friend had stared him full in the face. I was too excited at the prospect of witnessing an arrest in the theatre to notice the incident at that moment, and, strangely enough, it was only when walking home absorbed in thought I remembered it.

Why had Grindlay allowed these men to thus slip through his fingers?

No! I felt absolutely convinced that the detective was searching for an entirely different person. Indeed, the suggestion passed through my mind, as I recollected his apparently artless questions, that after all I might be suspected. Perhaps someone had seen me leave Jacks chambers on that fatal night; perhaps the name upon the warrant, which he refused to show me, was actually my own.

Again, the discovery of my portrait in that gallery of criminals was amazing, and seemed to have some hidden connection with the disappearance of the young millionaire. Perhaps Grindlay had purposely given me the album to inspect in order to watch how I was affected by the discovery. In any case, the curious events of that evening had rendered the problem even more complicated than before.


Chapter Twenty Two.

A House of Shadows.
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MY MOTHER, I ascertained from a letter a few days later, had invited Dora to remain with her a week, and Jack, still my fathers guest, was therefore basking in the smiles of the woman he loved. How long would this continue, I wondered. Suspected and surrounded by spies and enemies, Jack Bethune must, I felt certain, sooner or later betray his terrible secret, either by word or deed, and then the assize court would be the portal to the gallows. I pitied Dora, well-knowing what a crushing blow must sooner or later fall to dispel her day-dreams and shatter her air-built castles. I pitied Jack, because I had seen in his haggard, care-worn face only too plainly the terrible pangs of conscience that, torturing him by day and night, were goading him towards his doom.

Beauty is one of the rarest and most desirable things in nature. Dora Stretton, with her calm beauty, with its hints of animation and passion, with her accomplishment of form and sweetness of voice, was one of those ravishing creatures for whose smiles men do great deeds, for whom men fight and die, through whom they feel that sudden throb of the heart that lifts them beyond the common round. The sweet, bright-eyed woman who loved this murderer was one of those who make the joy, the poetry, the tragedy of life. Alas! that it should have been so.

The papers were full of laudatory reviews of Bethunes new book, The Siren of Strelitz, and while everywhere the opinion was expressed that the soldier-novelist had never done better work, the popular author himself was clinging to the last hours of his happiness with Dora, trembling at each approaching footstep, and expecting arrest at any moment. A dozen, nay, a hundred, times I sat and calmly reflected whether I had the slightest shadow of doubt in my own mind that he was Gilberts murderer; but I could find none. I alone had, by strange mischance, discovered the body, and when I had returned he refused to allow me to enter one of the rooms. He had locked the door in my face. In there the body had been hidden, and thence, by the exercise of some deep cunning, the nature of which I was unaware, he had removed it and disposed of it in such a manner that discovery was impossible. He had hidden every trace of this terrible deed, and there remained only myself as witness against him.

I had seen the body. My evidence alone might send him to a murderers grave.

But if, finding himself cornered, he wove a web about me, in what plight should I find myself? This startling thought impressed itself upon me one morning as, sitting alone in my chambers, I had been reading a half-column of Latest Details hashed up by an enterprising reporter who had carefully written around the facts without carrying his reader any further. There was just a chance that Bethune might give information against me and cause my arrest. In such circumstances it would, I realised not without alarm, be very easy for him to give some damning circumstantial evidence. Yet he could not allege that he had found me searching the spot where the body had lain, otherwise his evidence would show that he had previous knowledge of the crime, and some awkward cross-examination would follow regarding the disposal of the body. No! Careful consideration of any evidence that might be given against me brought me to the gratifying conclusion that he dare not adopt the bold course of accusing me of firing the fatal shot I had determined to seek a solution of the mysterious link that I felt more than ever convinced connected the tragic end of Gilbert Sternroyd with my strange marriage and Sybils death; yet I knew not in what direction to seek. The Countess had admittedly been acquainted with her; Markwick had, I knew from personal knowledge, held some mystic influence over her; and the murdered man had known her so intimately that, at her own desire, their photographs had been exhibited together in Regent Street. Either Mabel or Markwick could, if they chose, tear aside the veil and present the facts undistorted; but from neither could I hope for any assistance, for the man had disclaimed all knowledge of me prior to our formal introduction at Wadenhoe, while Lady Fyneshade made perjury the price of her secret.

I had, therefore, to act on my own initiative, as before, and again at this time the strange words written on my card that had been attached to the wreath in Woking Cemetery urged me to still prosecute my search after truth. The mysterious message, apparently from the dead and intended no doubt for me, had read, Seek and you may find. That hour I renewed my search with increased vigour and a keen desire to revenge the death of Sybil, which I felt convinced had been brought about by foul play.

For many days I wandered aimlessly about London, expecting to hear of Jacks arrest, and scarcely daring to glance at the contents bills of the evening papers lest my eyes should fall upon the words I dreaded there to see.

Since my meeting with Sybil and the inexplicable and startling events that had followed I had become so utterly world-weary that I cared nothing for the festivities I attended. I accepted invitations merely out of habit, but truth to tell, had it not been for the keen desire to elucidate the ever-deepening mystery I should have returned to the country or gone abroad. I felt, however, that in London alone a clue might be discovered, therefore I remained; but, although day after day, I racked my brains in an endeavour to form some plan of action, I could see no ray of light through the impenetrable veil. On several occasions I had met Grindlay accidentally, and had tried in vain to learn from him whether any further evidence had been obtained against Bethune. He always affected ignorance, and the only point on which he deigned to enlighten me was that the two men he had pointed out to me at the Empire had successfully succeeded in eluding him.

Dora, having remained three weeks at Wadenhoe, had returned to Lady Stretton at Blatherwycke, and was daily expected in town for the season; Jack had left and gone to North Wales, for the purpose of getting local colour for a new historical romance dealing with life in Wales in the sixteenth century; and, as far as I could ascertain, the Earl of Fyneshade had gone to the Continent. I had not seen Mabel for nearly a month, and had not the slightest desire to meet her, but I heard rumours that she went about a good deal with Markwick, who was a constant visitor at her house. The Earls friendship with this man on that memorable evening at the Empire was extraordinary. There was some deep motive underlying his feigned good-nature, but what it was I was utterly unable to discover. That it must be of a sinister character I knew, but further I could surmise nothing.

Alone, my brain ever racked by the torments of this tantalising mystery, I strove with every endeavour to learn something of the movements of the polished adventurer who had been designated as a vile, despicable coward, but could hear little beyond the fact that Mabel and he were close friends.

She had distinctly denied the insinuation that there was a liaison between them, and I confess I believed her words were true. If he had not been attracted by her beauty then his friendship meant conspiracy. The conversation I had overheard at Blatherwycke was sufficient proof of this.

It was in a despairing, uncertain state of mind when, alone in my room one afternoon, I reverently drew Sybils portrait from its hiding-place and looked lingeringly at it. Her grave eyes peered forth with just that sweet expression of sadness that had puzzled me in that gay little mountain town where we had first met. What strange secret was hidden in her mind? What suspicion, deep rooted, terrible perhaps, had caused that woeful look upon her flawless countenance? Through my brain there floated memories of the past — sweet, tender memories of the few brilliant sun-lit idle days among the mountains; sad, bitter memories of a never-to-be-forgotten night, each event of which was photographed indelibly upon my memory. All recurred to me. The meeting with Markwick at Richmond, his devilish cunning, and the weird and tragic ceremony in that mysterious mansion. The recollection of the house in Gloucester Square caused me to deeply ponder. I remembered that I had set out to inspect the place on one occasion, and the persons who had prevented me had been Mabel and her murdered admirer, Gilbert. Was there any reason why she had met me at the door? Could it have been possible that she had followed me with the determination that I should not enter there? On calm reflection it certainly seemed as if such had actually been the case, even though I remembered there was a board up announcing that the great house was to let.

I locked the photograph away and sat motionless for a long time thinking, at last resolving to revisit the house. I had a morbid desire to again stand in that great drawing-room wherein I had been married, and where Sybil had died; I wanted to inspect the house and refresh my memory as to its details. The solution of the mystery was now the sole object of my life. All previous effort having failed, I determined to revert again to the very beginning.

That afternoon I drove past the house in a cab, and taking notice of the address of the firm of estate agents who, according to the notice-board, had the letting of it, went on to their office in Sloane Street, arriving there just as they were closing. I ascertained that the house had been let six months before to an Indian merchant, named Fryer, who had signed an agreement for five years. I observed that the house was still empty and the board had not been removed, whereupon the clerk told me that the new tenant had, before returning to India, said it was probable that he would not return to take possession for perhaps another year.

I have a very keen desire to go over the place, I said disappointedly, after he had told me that they had given up the key. Some relatives of mine once lived there, and the house has so many pleasant memories for me. Is it absolutely impossible to obtain entrance to it?

Im afraid so, sir, the man answered. The tenant has possession. It is his own fault that the board has not been removed.

Come, I said, bending over the counter towards him, I feel sure the tenant would not object to me going over the place. Here is my card, and if there are any little out-of-pocket expenses Im prepared to pay them, you know.

He smiled and glanced at me with a knowing air, as if calculating the amount of the tip that I might be expected to disburse, and then exclaimed in a low tone so that his fellow-clerks should not overhear:

The case is rather peculiar. Although this Mr Fryer has taken the house and we have given up the key, yet to effect an entrance would really be easy enough. You must keep secret from the firm what I tell you, but the fact is when the house was first put into our hands, some years ago, we had a caretaker who did not live on the premises, and as we required to keep a key here in case anyone called to go over the house, we had to have a duplicate key made for him. We have that key still in our possession.

Slowly I drew from my waistcoat-pocket a sovereign and slipped it unobserved into his palm, saying: Lend me that key until to-morrow.

He walked away with a businesslike air in order to disarm any suspicion that he had been bribed, returned with a ledger, commenced to recommend other houses, and subsequently gave me a latch-key, with one stipulation, that it must be returned to him at 9:30 next morning.

While hurrying along Knightsbridge I met Fyneshade unexpectedly, and wishing to hear about Mabel and Markwick, accepted his invitation to dine at the St. Stephens Club, instead of going on direct to Gloucester Square. During the meal I learnt that since the evening I had left him stealing from his house like a thief, he had not returned there. Only that morning he had arrived back from Rome, and knew nothing of Mabel or of the man who, according to her statement, had been the cause of their estrangement. Finding that he could give me no information, I excused myself soon after dinner, and purchasing a cheap bulls-eye lantern and a box of matches in a back street in Westminster, entered a hansom.

Had it not been for the fact that I had promised to return the key to the house-agents clerk at that early hour in the morning, I would have gladly postponed my investigations until daylight, but hindered as I had been by Fyneshade, it was nearly half-past nine when I alighted from the cab at the corner of Hyde Park and walked to Radnor Place, where the front entrance of the houses forming one side of Gloucester Square are situated. Halting under the great dark portico of number seventy-nine, I glanced up and down the street. The lamps shed only a dim sickly light, the street was deserted, and the quiet only broken by the monotonous tinkling of a cab-bell somewhere in Southwick Crescent, and the howling of a distant dog.

I am not naturally nervous, but I confess I did not like the prospect of entering that great gloomy mansion alone. This main entrance being at the rear, only one or two staircase-windows looked out upon the street in which I stood, and all were closely barred. About the exterior, with its grimy conservatory, mud-bespattered door, and littered steps, there seemed an indescribable mysteriousness. I found myself hesitating.

What profit could an intimate knowledge of this place be to me? I asked myself. But I answered the question by reflecting that the place was empty, therefore there was at least nothing to fear as long as I got in unobserved. If the police detected me I should, in all probability, be compelled to go to the nearest station and submit to a cross-examination by an inspector.

All was quiet, and, having no time to lose, I therefore slipped out the key, inserted it in the heavy door, and a few seconds later stood in the spacious hall with the door closed behind me. For a moment the total darkness unnerved me, and my heart thumped so quickly that I could hear its beating. I remembered how, while on a similar night search, I had discovered the body of Gilbert Sternroyd.

Quickly I lit my lantern, and by its welcome light stole along, making no sound. The darkness seemed to envelope me, causing me to fear making any noise. There was a close, musty smell about the place, a combined odour of dirt and mildew; but as I flashed my lamp hither and thither into the most distant corners, I was surprised to discover the size of the hall, the magnificence of the great crystal chandelier, and the beauty of the crystal balustrades and banisters of the wide handsome staircase. The paintings in the hall were old family portraits, but over them many spiders had spun their webs, which also waved in festoons from the chandelier and from the ceiling. Years must have elapsed since the place had been cleaned, yet it was strange, for on my visit on the night of Sybils death I had not noticed these signs of neglect.

The place had then been brilliantly lit; now all was dark, squalid, and funereal.

Room after room on the ground-floor I entered. The doors of most of them were open, but all the apartments were encrusted by the dust and cobwebs of years. The furniture, some of it green with mildew, was slowly decaying, the hangings had in many places rotted and fallen, while the lace curtains that still remained at the closely-shuttered windows, were perfectly black with age.

It was a house full of grim shadows of the past. The furniture, of a style in vogue a century ago, was handsome and costly, but irretrievably ruined by neglect. Fully half an hour I occupied in exploring the basement and ground-floor, then slowly I ascended the wide staircase in search of the well-remembered room wherein I had unwittingly been one of the contracting parties to as strange a marriage ceremony as had ever been performed.


Chapter Twenty Three.

In Silent Company.
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AS I ASCENDED, my feet fell noiselessly upon the thick carpet, raising clouds of dust, the particles of which danced in the bright ray from my lamp, like motes in a streak of sunlight. The ceiling of the hall had been beautifully painted, but portions of it had now fallen away, revealing ugly holes and naked laths.

The first room I entered on reaching the landing was, I discovered, the small study into which I had been ushered on that night. It was much cleaner than the other apartments, but, on going to the grate and bending to examine it, I found the chimney still closed by an iron plate, and in the fireplace there remained a quantity of burnt charcoal. It was covered with dust, and was no doubt the same that had been used to render me unconscious. The window, too, was shuttered and barred, and on the door-lintel I could still trace where the crevices had been stopped.

As I turned, after examining the room thoroughly, I saw, standing on a small table near the window, a cheap photograph frame in carved white wood. The portrait was of an old lady, and did not interest me, but the frame riveted my attention. I recognised it. Across the top it had the single word Luchon carved. I took it up and examined it closely. Yes! It had belonged to Sybil. I had been with her when, attracted by its quaintness, she had purchased it for three francs.

As I put it down there surged through my mind a flood of memories of those pleasant bygone days. Suddenly a sound caused me to start.

Not daring to move, I listened. It was the rustle of silk! Some one was ascending the stairs!

In an instant I blew out my light, and waited just inside the door. The noise approached rapidly, and in a few moments a slim, graceful woman, in an evening gown, and carrying in her hand a red-shaded lamp, passed the door.

As she went by the crimson glow did not sufficiently illuminate her face, but her appearance gave me a sudden start. Had she entered with sinister design; or was this weird, neglected place her home? Thinking only of the elucidation of the mystery that had surrounded Sybil, I crept on noiselessly after her. Apparently she was no stranger to the place, for, passing the first room on the left, she entered the second, which proved to be the great drawing-room where I had once stood beside my lost bride. Passing to the end, her thin evening shoes making no noise on the thick dust-covered carpet, she crept like a thief to the opposite end of the spacious apartment, and placed the lamp upon a little table. Then, for the first time, I saw that behind it was a door, and I crept back into the shadow so that she could not detect my presence.

For a moment she hesitated, placing her hand upon her breast, as if to stay the wild beating of her heart. Then, slowly and noiselessly, she turned the handle of the door, and a flood of brilliant light streamed forth.

She peered in, but next second drew back terrified. The scene within the room had held her spell-bound with horror, which seemed to grasp her heart as if with icy fingers. Her trembling hands tightly clenched, she prepared to enter. One long, deep breath she drew, and set her teeth in desperation; but at that moment, as with her hand she pushed back the hair from her clammy brow, her face was turned full towards the lamp.

I looked, and stood stupefied. It was Dora!

I sprang forward to arrest her progress, but at that instant a frightful blow fell upon the back of my skull, crushing me, and I fell senseless like a log.

How long I remained unconscious, or what events occurred during the oblivion that fell upon me, I have no idea.

My only recollection is that I felt the presence of some person near me, and I heard words uttered. But upon my ears they fell as if spoken so far away as to be indistinguishable. Scenes strangely distorted, sad and humorous, pleasing and horrible, flitted through my mind as I lay dozing, half-conscious, striving to think, but unable even by the dint of greatest effort, to sufficiently collect my senses to reflect with reason.

In this half-dreamy stupor I must have remained a very long time. Hours passed. I lay as one dead — unable to move, unable to think.

Gradually, however, I found my mind growing clearer. Thoughts, that at first were hopelessly mixed, slowly shaped themselves; and I remember trying to recall the startling events that had preceded the cowardly blow dealt me by some unknown hand. Thus, painfully and with the utmost difficulty, I struggled to regain knowledge of things about me.

Opening my eyes at last, I found myself in darkness, save for a glimmer of faint grey light that crept in over the top of what I imagined to be heavy closely-barred shutters. It was about ten oclock at night when I had been struck down; it was now already morning. Stretching forth my cold, nerveless fingers, I groped to feel my surroundings on either side, discovering myself still lying on the floor, but whereas the drawing-room in which I had encountered Dora had been well-carpeted, this room seemed bare, for I was lying upon cold flags. With a sudden movement I put out my hands and raised my head, in an endeavour to regain my feet. But this action brought vividly to my mind that the injury I had received was serious.

A pain shot through my head. So excruciating was it that I fainted.

During the hours that followed all was again blank. When I reopened my hot fevered eyes I saw that the streak of dawn — the one welcome ray that inspired hope within me — was now a thin golden bar of sunshine, that gave just sufficient light to enable me to distinguish my strange surroundings. Endeavouring to reflect calmly, my eyes were fixed upon the blackened ceiling. At first I wondered what had caused it to become so sooty, and calculated the number of years during which spiders had festooned their dust-laden webs upon it, when suddenly my eyes clearly distinguished that the ceiling was arched — that it was unplastered, and of bare begrimed brick.

Eagerly I looked on either side. The walls also were of bare brick I was in a cellar!

Struggling unsteadily to my feet I stood amazed. Who, I wondered, had conveyed me to this place? Surely not Dora! If I had been murderously attacked, might not she also have fallen a victim? But why had she come here; by what means had she obtained an entrance? As I recalled the startling encounter of the previous night I recollected that she had been dressed as if for a dance, and it was therefore probable that she had slipped away from home on some errand that was imperative. Her visit there placed a new complexion upon the remarkable current of circumstances.

These and a thousand other puzzling thoughts filled my brain as I stood in that gloomy, subterranean, vermin-infested place into which I had been thrust. It was not large, but half filled by a great heap of lumber piled up to the roof. There was something about the place that I could not understand. I felt stifled; my nostrils were filled by a strange sickening odour. Towards the window I walked to obtain fresh air, but found what I had at first imagined to be shutters were not shutters at all; the streak of welcome light came through a little barred aperture about three inches wide in the pavement above. The pains in my head caused me giddiness and nausea.

What if I had been imprisoned here? The horrifying prospect of slow starvation in an empty, deserted house appalled me, and I sprang towards the heavy door, that had at some time or other been strengthened by bands of iron.

I turned the handle. It was locked!

Staggering back, I gave vent to an exclamation of despair. The pain in my skull was terrible, and as I placed my hand at the back of my head I felt my hair stiff and matted by congealed blood. One thought alone possessed me. I knew that my life depended on my escape. Again I tried to recollect minutely every incident of the previous night, but it all seemed like some terrible nightmare. In fact, in my nervous anxiety to free myself, I was unable to realise that Dora had actually been present, and tried to convince myself that it had been merely some strange chimera produced by my unbalanced imagination.

Yet so vividly did it all recur to me that there seemed no room for doubt. The one fear uppermost in my mind was that Dora herself had met with foul play. I remembered the firm look of desperation upon her face, and I tried to imagine what scene of horror she had witnessed in that brilliantly-lit inner room that should cause that look of horror upon her countenance. Evidently she had entered this weird, neglected house with a firm resolve, but what her purpose had been I failed to imagine.

Had I been placed in that cellar by my assailant, who, finding me unconscious, had been under the apprehension that he had committed murder? This seemed at least a reasonable surmise. Yet it was utterly inexplicable.

But the necessity for freedom impressed itself upon me. The nauseating odour that filled the place choked me; I gasped for fresh air. The small opening in the further wall, near the roof, did not admit any air, as there was a piece of thick, dirt-begrimed glass before it so high up that I could not reach to break it. The door was the only means of exit, but when I again endeavoured to open it I found all efforts unavailing. True, the great thickly-rusted lock with its formidable socket was on the inside, but it was of such dimensions that to break it was utterly impossible.

I knew that I had been conveyed to that place by some unknown enemy, who had either believed me dead, or who intended that I should remain there to starve; therefore, to escape without delay before darkness fell was absolutely imperative. By the meagre light afforded by the single ray of sunshine I made a careful examination of the lock, but was compelled to admit that in order to break it I should require a heavy hammer or a chisel. Both lock and hinges had evidently been freshly oiled, probably in order that the door could be opened and shut without creaking.

For a considerable time I was engaged in searching among the lumber for some instrument with which to effect my escape, but could discover none. There were a large number of empty wine cases, old books, broken furniture, discarded wearing apparel, a table with one leg missing, and a variety of miscellaneous domestic articles; but none of these could I utilise for the purpose of breaking out of my prison. At last, hidden away beneath a pile of old boxes, I discerned a large black old-fashioned travelling trunk, with long iron hinges. Pulling away some of the rubbish piled about it, I felt the iron clamps, and it occurred to me if I could only detach one of them they were heavy enough to use as a hammer to break off the socket of the lock. Unlike the other boxes, which were dry, the wood of this trunk was damp, mildewed and rotting. Along the side was a great crack, into which I could have placed my hand, and the side had bulged as if the trunk had been burst open by some terrific force. With care I felt one of the iron fastenings, and before long came to the conclusion that to remove it would be an easy task. Therefore, without delay, I threw down the boxes piled above it; but in doing so, the big heavy trunk also lurched over, and before I could steady it, fell with a crash upon the flags.

The fall loosened the iron clamp, and kneeling upon the box, exerting all my efforts, I succeeded at last in tearing it bodily from the wet decaying wood.

As I did so, however, my weight upon the trunk caused part of the damaged side to fall out, and thus the lid, that had once been securely locked, became unloosened. Out of sheer curiosity to see what it contained, I pulled it aside and gazed in.

My God! I cried next second, thrilled with horror.

I had recklessly thrust my hand into the trunk, thinking it to contain some old wearing apparel, and my fingers had, with startling suddenness, come into contact with a cold, lifeless human hand.

The sun had been obscured, and there was not sufficient light to enable me to discern distinctly the lifeless form therein concealed. I could, however, see that it was a body, the clenched hand of which, stretched above, pointed to the suggestion that the person had been doubled up and placed there before the spark of vitality had been extinguished. The fingers showed in what terrible paroxysm of agony the victims last breath had been drawn.

This discovery appalled me. I stood with the long iron hinge still in my hand, gazing awe-stricken at the box in which the body was concealed. I now realised how, by decomposition of the contents, the wood had rotted; how, by the accumulation of gases, it had been rent asunder, and that the sickening stifling odour that nauseated me emanated from this hidden evidence of a crime.

Around this cellar that had been converted into a charnel-house I gazed half fearfully, my eyes penetrating its darkest recesses, dreading to meet some spectral form or to face the unknown person who had made such a violent attempt upon my life on the previous night. Once again I summoned courage to peer into the decaying trunk, but could distinguish little in that tantalising darkness. Repugnance prevented me from turning over the box, and emptying its gruesome contents on the flags; therefore, I replaced the lid and waited a few moments to recover myself. The appalling discovery had filled me with an indescribable fear, and weakened as I had been by the injuries to my head, my senses reeled.

At last, summoning a firm resolution to arm myself against this terror and misfortune, I doubled the hinges back together so as to strengthen them, and walking to the door, made a carefully directed but frantic attack upon the socket holding the lock. Although old and very rusty, it seemed that no effort of mine was strong enough to break it, for it withstood all attack, and the damage I did consisted in merely knocking off a little of the incrustation. Again and again I rained blows upon it with my improvised hammer, but the iron itself was strong, and four large screws that secured it to the woodwork remained unloosened.

Presently my weakness compelled me to pause to regain breath, as with failing heart I was forced to acknowledge myself utterly baffled. Again I examined it long and earnestly. After another quarter of an hours effort, however, the thought momentarily flashed through my mind that by the exercise of patience I could utilise one end of the hinge which was narrow and thin, as a screw-driver, and by its aid remove the screws.

This had not before occurred to me, but in a few moments I was kneeling at the lintel, and, using the hinge deftly, had half removed the first screw. Within ten minutes I succeeded in extracting them all, and, taking off the socket, emerged into the passage, afterwards closing the entrance to the gruesome place.

Passing down the stone passage in the basement, which I remembered having explored on the previous night, I ascended at last into the spacious gloomy hall and walked towards the street door. As I did so an unusual noise startled me. I halted, listening with breathless anxiety.

It came from above. Through the deserted mansion it once again resounded, clearly distinct and dismal. It was a wild, shrill cry — a womans despairing shriek!

My first impulse was to rush upstairs and resume my investigations, but, a sudden fear seizing me, I opened the door and fled precipitately from the weird house of hidden mysteries.


Chapter Twenty Four.

A Confession.
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HATLESS, HUNGRY AND half fainting, I drove in a cab to my old friend Dr Landsell in Kensington, who examined my wound, pronounced that it was not dangerous, bathed and dressed it. I accepted his invitation to lunch, but, although he expressed surprise how I could have received such a blow, I did not deem it wise to satisfy his curiosity. We parted about three oclock, for I had resolved to see Grindlay, and was anxious to tell him of my discovery and seek his aid.

I was compelled, however, to call at my chambers to obtain a hat and exchange my torn coat for another, and as I alighted in Shaftesbury Avenue I recollected that before consulting the detective I ought first to ascertain whether Dora had returned home. The mysterious shriek of despair I had heard might have been hers! She might still be imprisoned in the house!

Ascending the stairs, I entered my chambers with my latch-key, and strode straight towards my sitting-room. To my amazement two persons were awaiting me. Upon the threshold I stood gazing inquiringly at them.

Ensconced in my armchair sat Lady Fyneshade, while on the opposite side of the room, his bony hands clasped behind his back, stood her companion Markwick.

As I entered Mabel gave vent to a cry that betrayed alarm, and rose quickly to her feet, while her companion stood staring at me open-mouthed, with an expression of mingled fear and astonishment. Both glared at me as if I were an apparition.

But only for a single instant. Markwicks face relaxed into a forced smile, while Mabel, laughing outright, stretched forth her hand frankly, exclaiming:

Here you are at last, Stuart! How are you?

I greeted her rather coldly, but she chattered on, telling me that Saunders had asked them in, saying that he expected me to return every moment. They had, it seems, already waited half an hour, and were just about to depart. Few words I addressed to the man who had first led me to the mysterious house in Gloucester Square. I merely greeted him, then turned again to Mabel. The strange expression on both their faces when I had entered puzzled me. There was, I felt certain, some deep motive underlying their call.

But successfully concealing my suspicions and addressing Mabel, I said as pleasantly as I could:

It is not often you favour me with a visit nowadays.

My time is unfortunately so much taken up, she answered, with a smile. But I wanted to see you very particularly to-day.

What about? I asked, seating myself on the edge of the table, my back towards her silent escort, while she in her turn sank back into her chair.

About Fyneshade, she answered. You remember all I told you on the afternoon when you called on me. Well, I have discovered he is back in London, but he has not returned home, and a letter to his club has elicited no reply.

You want to see him?

I do. If he will hear me I can at once clear myself. You are one of my oldest friends and know the little differences that exist between us, therefore I seek your assistance to obtain an interview with him. Invite him here, send me word the day and hour, and I will come also.

I hesitated. Her request was strange, and more curious that it should be made before the very man who, although hated by Fyneshade, was nevertheless his friend.

I have no desire to interfere between husband and wife, I answered slowly. But if any effort of mine will secure a reconciliation, I shall be only too pleased to do my best on your behalf.

Ah! she cried, a weight apparently lifted from her mind. You are always loyal, Stuart; you are always generous to your friends. I know if you ask Fyneshade he will call on you. A letter to Whites will find him. Markwick, his hands still clasped behind his back, seeming taller and more slim than usual in his perfect-fitting, tightly-buttoned frock-coat, had crossed to the window, and was gazing abstractedly out upon the never-ceasing tide of London traffic below. He took no interest whatever in our conversation, but fidgeted about as if anxious to get away.

Mabel and I talked of various matters, when I suddenly asked her about Dora.

Ma is coming to town with her this week, the Countess answered. I had a letter from her a few days ago, and it appears that the house-party at Blatherwycke has been an unqualified success.

Bethune has been there, I suppose, I hazarded, laughing.

Bethune! she echoed. Why, havent you heard of him lately?

Not for several weeks. He is somewhere in Wales.

I think not, she said. From what I have heard from Ma, he arrived late one night at Blatherwycke, met Dora clandestinely somewhere on the Bulwick Road, and, wishing her farewell, left next day for the Continent. Since that nobody has heard a single word about him.

Not even Dora? I inquired, greatly surprised that Jack should have left again without a word to me.

No. Dora, silly little goose, is crying her eyes out and quite spoiling her complexion. Their engagement is absolutely ridiculous.

She loves him, I observed briefly.

Nowadays a woman does not marry the man she loves. She does not learn to love until after marriage, and then, alas! her flirtation is not with her husband.

I sighed. There was much truth in what this smart woman of the world said. It is only among the middle classes that persons marry for love. The open flirtation in Belgravia would be voted a scandal if it occurred in Suburbia. There is one standard of morals in Mayfair, another in Mile End.

By dint of artful questioning I endeavoured to glean from her whether she knew the reason of Jacks departure, but either by design or from ignorance she was as silent as the sphinx.

The only other fact I know beyond what I have already told you, she replied, was contained in a paragraph in the Morning Post, which stated that Captain Bethune, the well-known soldier-novelist, had left London for the Balkan States, in order to obtain material for a new romance upon which he is actively engaged. Really, novelists obtain as much advertisement and are quite as widely known as princes of reigning houses.

Markwick at that moment turned quickly and expressed a fear that he must be going, as he had an appointment in the City, while Mabel, rising, stretched forth her small hand in farewell, and urging me not to forget to arrange a meeting with Fyneshade, accompanied her companion out.

When they had gone I stood for a long time gazing down into the street, pondering deeply. I could not discern the object of their visit, nor why that curious expression should have crossed their faces when I appeared. The reason they had called was, however, quite apparent half an hour later, for, to my abject dismay, I found that the little cabinet in which I had kept the fragments of paper I had discovered in Jacks chambers on the night of the tragedy had been wrenched open, the papers turned over hurriedly, and the whole of the letters abstracted.

Markwick had stolen them! I now recollected, quite distinctly, that at the moment I entered he had his hands behind his back endeavouring to conceal something.

I started forward to go and inform the police, but remembering that ere long I should place Grindlay in possession of all the tangled chain of facts, I rang the bell for Saunders instead.

What time did Lady Fyneshade arrive, I asked, when he had responded to my summons.

About half an hour before you returned, sir.

Were they alone in this room the whole time?

Yes, sir. Her ladyship went to the piano and played several songs.

His words convinced me. Mabel had strummed on the piano in order to drown the sound of the breaking open of the cabinet.

For what reason, I strove to imagine, had Markwick obtained the letters? How, indeed, could he have known their hiding-place, or that they were in my possession?

I felt absolutely certain that, having satisfied themselves of my absence, they had entered in order to obtain possession of those half-charred letters, and that on my unexpected return Mabel, in order to cover their confusion, had skillfully concocted an object for their visit. She had tricked me cleverly, and although half mad with anger at my loss, I could not help admiring her extraordinary self-possession and the calm circumstantial manner in which she had lied to me.

Business London had drawn its whirling fevered day to a close when I entered one of the bare waiting-rooms at New Scotland Yard, and sent my card to Inspector Grindlay. I had not long to wait, for in a few minutes he came in, greeting me bluffly with a hearty hand-shake, expressing pleasure that I had called.

I want to consult you, Grindlay, I said seriously. I have made a discovery.

A discovery! he laughed. What is it, some mechanical invention?

No. A body!

A body! he echoed, arching his thick, dark brows, and regarding me keenly.

Yes, I said. I want to tell you all about it, for Ive come to seek your assistance. Shall we be disturbed?

He crossed the room, locked the door, and then, motioning me to a chair, took one himself on the opposite side of the small table, and announced his readiness to hear my story.

Commencing at the beginning, I described my meeting with Sybil at Bagnères de Luchon, my love for her, the midnight marriage, and her death.

What name did she give you? he inquired interrupting me.

I understood that her name was Henniker, I replied. Sybil Henniker.

He inclined his head. Proceeding I told him of the subsequent strange events, the finding of the wreath upon her grave with my card, whereon was written the words, Seek and you may find, of the discovery of her photograph in the shop in Regent Street, together with that of Gilbert Sternroyd.

Ah! Sternroyd! he repeated, as soon as I mentioned the name. And you bought those portraits. Have you still got them?

I drew them from my pocket and handed them across to him. As he gazed at Sybils picture he twirled his moustache, thoughtfully knitting his brow.

But my tongues strings were now loosened, and I confessed how I had discovered the young millionaire lying dead in Jack Bethunes flat, and how, on my second visit to the place, I found the body removed, and afterward encountered my friend, who would not allow me to enter one of his rooms.

You think he was concealing the body there? he asked, glancing up from the paper whereon he had scribbled some brief memoranda.

I fear to think anything, lest it should add to the evidence against him. He has left England again.

Yes, the detective replied; we are aware of that. He has eluded us.

Then you also suspect him? I cried.

For answer he only shrugged his shoulders and raised his eyebrows.

Continuing my story, I detailed the conversation I had overheard at Blatherwycke between Markwick and the Countess, described my visit to the house in Gloucester Square, my encounter with Dora, the subsequent discovery of a body, and the theft of the half-burnt letters from my own room.

When I had concluded he was silent for a long time. My story was evidently more startling and complicated than he had expected, and he was apparently weighing the evidence against the man suspected.

You say you still have the key of this house in your possession. I nodded.

Very well. We will search the place as a preliminary.

When?

At once. I must have a few words with the Chief first; but if you dont mind waiting ten minutes or so. Ill be ready to go with you.

He brought me a newspaper, and for about a quarter of an hour I idled over it, until he again returned, accompanied by one of his men, who carried in his hand a small crowbar, a police bulls-eye, and a box of matches. These he placed carefully in his pocket, while Grindlay glanced through some papers, and in a few minutes we all three entered a cab, and drove rapidly to Radnor Place, alighting at some little distance from the house.

Noiselessly I opened the great hall-door and we entered. When I had closed the door again, the inspector turned to his companion, saying:

Remain here, and make no noise. It seems to me probable that some person may be concealed here. Detain anyone who attempts to get out.

Very well, sir, the man answered, giving his superior the crowbar, lantern, and matches; and in a few moments I led Grindlay down to the cellar in which I had been imprisoned.

We found it without difficulty, and on entering I saw that the trunk containing the body was in the same position in which I had left it. Eagerly the detective advanced, pushed the lid aside, and directed the light upon its contents.

Its been put in face downwards, he said, as I stood back, dreading to gaze upon a sight that I knew must be horrible. Its a man, evidently, but in a fearful state of decomposition. Come, lend me a hand. We must turn the box over, and get out of this place quickly. The smell is enough to give anybody a fever.

Thus requested, I placed my hand at the end of the box, and together we emptied it out upon the flags.

The sight was awful. The face was so terribly decomposed that it was absolutely unrecognisable; but the detectives keen eye noticed a gleam of gold amid the horrible mass of putrefaction, and, stooping, drew forth from the mass of decaying clothes a watch and chain. He rubbed the watch upon a piece of old rag lying on the rubbish heap, then held it close to the light. The back was elaborately engraved, and I saw there was a monogram.

Initials, exclaimed the detective calmly. This watch has already been described. It is his watch, and the letters are G.S. — Gilbert Sternroyd.

Gilbert! I gasped. Can it really be Sternroyd? I cried, my eyes fixed upon the black awful heap.

No doubt whatever. The man is in evening dress. On his finger, there — cant you see it glittering? — is the diamond ring that Spinks supplied him with six weeks before his disappearance. This discovery at least proves the theory I have held all along, that he has been murdered.

By whom?

We have yet to discover that, he rejoined. Do you know what connection your friend Bethune had with this house?

None, as far as I am aware, I replied.

It is apparent though, that he was well acquainted with the lady to whom you were married here.

I admitted the truth of these words, but he did not pursue the subject further.

Kneeling beside the body he took from its withered hand the ring he had indicated and slipped it into his pocket, afterward examining the remains rather minutely. Then, rising, he made a cursory examination of the heap of lumber, looked at the narrow crevice above, and at last suggested that we should set forth to make a thorough search of the place.


Chapter Twenty Five.

Most Remarkable.
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MY FORMER EXPERIENCES had unnerved me, so I armed myself, with the crowbar, and together we went through the basement rooms, where only rats and dirt attracted our attention. Regaining the hall, Grindlay urged the necessity for making no noise, and having whispered the query All right? to his subordinate, receiving an assurance in the affirmative from the man on guard, we together ascended the great flight of stairs.

The place was silent as the grave, but our footsteps awoke no echoes as we gained the staircase and softly crept into the once handsome, but now faded, moth-eaten drawing-room.

Crossing the great apartment we came to the small door that Dora had opened at the moment I had been struck down. The crimson-shaded lamp, now burned out, still stood upon the table, but the door leading to the inner chamber, wherein some unknown sight had so strangely affected her, was closed and secured by a wide, strong iron bar placed right across in the manner that window shutters are barred.

Hulloa! Whats this? whispered the detective when he noticed it. Theres some mystery here. Hold the lamp and lend me the jemmy.

I handed him the tool, and inserting the pronged end between the woodwork and one of the great sockets he gave it such a sudden wrench that the socket snapped.

In an instant he had unbarred the door, and, throwing it open, dashed forward.

I followed, but a cry of amazement escaped my lips. The room into which the detective and myself effected a forced entrance was small and shabby. It had apparently once been a boudoir, but the greater part of the furniture had long ago been removed, and what remained was dusty, faded and decaying. The shutters were closed, and secured by a heavy padlocked bar, and the cheap white-shaded lamp that burned dimly upon the table did not shed sufficient light to fully illuminate the place.

Suddenly, as Grindlay took the bulls-eye from my hand and turned its light upon the opposite side of the room, we were both amazed to discover lying upon one of those cheap convertible chair-bedsteads that are the delight of lower-class housewives, a female form in a light dress. With one accord we both advanced toward her. The womans face was turned from us, but our entrance apparently aroused her, and she slowly moved and raised her head.

From my lips there escaped an anguished cry of amazement.

The blanched features were familiar, but upon them was such a strange, wild look that I stopped short to assure myself that this strange scene was not merely imaginary.

My God! I cried. Dora, is it you?

Raising herself upon her elbow with a sudden movement she pushed her hair from her white brow, glared for a few moments at me with an unnatural fire in her eyes, then, without replying to my question, gave vent to a long, loud, discordant laugh.

Speak! I urged, rushing toward her, grasping her hand. Tell me how it is that we discover you here, locked in this room?

But she answered not. The light in her clear eyes grew more brilliant as she fixed her gaze inquiringly upon me. She did not recognise me. Her face was drawn and haggard, around her eyes were dark rings, and her features that had been so admired seemed now almost hideous, while the dress she wore, soiled and tumbled, was the same handsome evening gown in which I had seen her determinedly entering that room.

Go! she screamed suddenly. Do not torture me, you brute! Let me die, I say! Let me kill myself! and as she uttered the words she tore at her throat with both hands in an attempt to strangle herself.

Grindlay flew to her side and with difficulty gripped her hands. But she seemed possessed of demon strength, and even the detective, muscular and athletic as he was, found he had a hard task to hold her down.

Do you know her? he gasped at last, turning to me. Who is she?

An old friend, I answered, with poignant sorrow. Her name is Dora; she is younger daughter of Lady Stretton.

Lady Stretton — Stretton, the detective repeated thoughtfully. The name is familiar. Ah! I remember. The lady who benefits so largely by the murdered mans will is eldest daughter of her ladyship, isnt she?

I nodded in the affirmative, but the violent struggles of the would-be suicide interrupted our conversation, and our combined efforts were necessary in order to prevent her from accomplishing her purpose.

The melancholy fact could not be disguised that Dora, whose beauty had been so frequently commented upon by Society journals, and whose appearance in ballrooms since she came out had never failed to cause a sensation, was actually insane. The bright fire of madness was in her eyes as she wildly accused me of unknown crimes. She did not address me by name, but evidently in her hallucination believed me to be an enemy of whom she had just cause for the bitterest hatred. When I tried to seize her hands she shrank from me as if my contact stung her, and when I gripped her determinedly she fought and bit with a strength of which I had never believed a woman capable.

In the fierce straggle the lamp was nearly overturned, and at length Grindlay, finding that all attempts to calm her proved futile, slipped a pair of handcuffs from his pocket and with a murmur of apology for treating any friend of mine, and especially a lady, with such indignity, he locked them upon her slender wrists.

It is the only way we can manage her, he said. We must, however, be careful of her head.

Already she was swaying her head from side to side, uttering strings of wild, incoherent words, and after brief consultation it was arranged that the detective should call up his assistant, who had remained on guard below, and we should then convey the unfortunate girl to her home.

After two shrill blasts upon the inspectors whistle we were quickly joined by his assistant, who, without betraying any surprise at this discovery, recognised the position of affairs at a glance, and at once held Doras head, in order to prevent her injuring herself.

Remain here, and keep a sharp eye on her while we search the place, Grindlay commanded; and taking up the lantern and jemmy we returned together to the spacious, faded room wherein the strange marriage ceremony had taken place. The boudoir had no other door leading out of it, except the one communicating with the larger apartment that we had burst open, and with its window closely shuttered, the cries of any person held captive were not likely to be heard, for the window overlooked the garden, and there were no passers-by.

From the floor whereon we had made this amazing discovery we ascended, searching diligently, even to the garrets, but found nothing noteworthy. Each room was dusty, neglected, and decaying, but they showed plainly that the mansion had once been furnished in luxurious tasteful style, and that its splendour had long ago departed.

When we had arrived at the topmost garret, Grindlay, who had moved quickly, almost silently, poking into every corner, and leaving no place uninspected large enough for any person to conceal himself, paused, and, turning to me, said:

This affair is, I confess, a most remarkable one! In the same house, to all appearances closed and uninhabited, we find the body of the murdered man concealed, and the sister of the woman he admired insane, apparently held captive.

By whom? I queried.

Ah! We must ascertain that, he said, flashing his lantern suddenly into a far corner, but finding nothing. There must be some exceptionally strong motive for keeping your young lady friend away from her home. Has she, as far as you are aware, ever before shown signs of insanity?

Never; I have known her ever since a child, and her mind has been always normal. She was particularly intelligent, an excellent pianist, and a fair linguist.

Some sight unusually horrible, a paroxysm of bitter grief, or some great terror, may have temporarily unhinged her mind. Let us hope it is not incurable, he said, sympathetically.

Do you think she is really demented? I asked eagerly. Will she never recover?

I really cant tell you; Im not a mental specialist, he answered. Its true that Ive seen two similar cases among women.

And did they recover?

He hesitated, then looking at me gravely he answered: No; unfortunately they did not One woman, whose symptoms were similar, had murdered her child. The other had so severely injured her husband by throwing a lighted lamp at him that he is incurable. Both are now at Woking Asylum.

Is there no hope for them?

None. In each case I made the arrest, and the doctor afterward told me that their condition of mind was consequent upon the realisation of the enormity of their crimes.

Doras symptoms were the same as those of murderesses. Such suggestion was appalling.

Do you then suspect that Lady Strettons daughter, Mabel, is — has committed a crime?

Hardly that, he replied, quickly. We must, I think, seek for the guilty one in another quarter. He seemed to speak with conviction.

In which quarter? I eagerly inquired.

I have formed no definite opinion at present, he replied quietly. If we can induce your lady friend to speak rationally for a few minutes she may confirm or dispel my suspicions. Our discoveries this evening have made one fact plain, and they will be the cause of the withdrawal of one warrant, he added, looking at me with a curious smile.

For whose arrest?

Your own.

A warrant for my arrest! I cried in dismay. What do you mean? I have committed no offence.

Exactly. I have already proved that to my entire satisfaction, and that is the reason the warrant in my pocket will to-morrow be cancelled.

But why was it ever issued? I demanded.

Because certain suspicions attached themselves to you. Did it never occur to you that it was you yourself upon whom I was keeping observation on that evening we spent together at the Empire?

It did; but the suggestion seemed so preposterous that I cast it aside. Now, however, I see that the reason you took me to Scotland Yard was to show me two photographs in your book. One was a picture of myself, and the other that of a woman I loved—

You loved her — eh? he interrupted.

Yes. But why do you speak in that tone? I inquired. You seem to suggest that my affection was misdirected.

Pardon me, he said politely. I suggest nothing — nothing beyond the fact that it was an indiscretion, as was surely proved by later events.

Later events! I echoed. Then you know the truth, Grindlay! Tell me — tell me all, if you are my friend.

Before we make an arrest our clues are secret, the inspector said, not unkindly. By divulging any of them the ends of justice may be defeated. All I can tell you at present is, that we held a warrant for the arrest of that lady whose portrait adorns our collection, and it was not executed, for the reason stated below it in red ink.

Because she died. Yes; I am aware of it, I said. I was present when she breathed her last, when the police burst into this house, and when they retired on finding the person wanted was no longer alive. But for what offence was that warrant issued? Surely I, her husband, have a right to know?

I regret, Mr Ridgeway, I am unable to tell you, he replied evasively. You must be well aware that I was abroad at the time, and the warrant, therefore, did not pass through my hands.

I saw in this a polite refusal to give me the information I sought, and was piqued in consequence. Soon we descended the stairs to the room where Dora remained, still uttering incoherent sentences, and after consultation the two police officers called a cab, and having placed the unfortunate girl in it we all drove to Lady Strettons, the inspector having first taken the precaution to send to the nearest police station for a plain-clothes man to mount guard over the house wherein the body of the murdered man was lying.

Our arrival at Lady Strettons caused the greatest consternation among the servants, her ladyship, and her two lady visitors. Lady Stretton herself fainted, the family doctor, a noted mental specialist, was quickly summoned, and Dora taken to her room. From the servants I gathered that Dora had only been absent from home for two days, and that very little anxiety had been felt on her account, for it was believed that having had some disagreement with her mother, and having announced her intention of visiting some friends in Yorkshire, she had gone thither.

It was, however, a most severe blow to all when she returned in the custody of two police officers a raving lunatic.

The doctor, who could obtain no rational reply to any of his questions, summoned another great specialist on mental ailments, who quickly pronounced the case as extremely grave, but not altogether incurable. Insanity of the character from which she was suffering frequently, he said, took a most acute form, but he was not without hope that, with careful and proper treatment, the balance of her mind might again be restored. The family were instructed not to allow, on any account, any question to be put to her regarding the manner in which the attack had commenced. The strain of endeavouring to recollect would, the doctor assured us, do her incalculable harm.

Grindlay remained with me at Lady Strettons for an hour or more, and when we left we drove together as far as my chambers, where I alighted, while he went on to Scotland Yard.

Remember, he said, before I wished him good-night, and promised to see him on the morrow, not a word to a soul that we have discovered the body. Only by keeping our own counsel, and acting with the greatest discretion and patience, can we arrest the guilty one.

Grindlay, you suspect my friend, Captain Bethune, I said. Its useless to deny it.

It is the privilege of a man in my profession to suspect, and his suspicions often fall on innocent persons, he said, with a faint smile. The body has now been discovered, and we know a crime has been committed. Therefore, we can obtain a warrant against any person upon whom suspicion may rest.

I pursued the subject no further, but sat back in the cab, fully convinced by these words of his intention to arrest Jack on a charge of murder.


Chapter Twenty Six.

The Fugitive.

[image: img131.jpg]

IN MY OWN room I sat for a long time silent in deep reverie. Saunders glided in and out, brought me a brandy-and-soda that went flat, untasted, and placed at my elbow my letters, with a deferential suggestion that some of them might be important. Glancing at their superscriptions, I tossed them aside, in no mood to be bothered with cards of invitation or tradesmens circulars.

Two hours passed, and the ever-watchful Saunders retired for the night. Then, after pacing the room for a long time in hesitation, I at last determined to write to Jack, who had returned home, warning him of his peril. I knew that by shielding a murderer from justice I accepted a great moral responsibility; nevertheless, I had formed a plan which I meant at any hazard to pursue. It was, I felt certain, my last chance of obtaining the knowledge I had so long and vainly sought, therefore I sat down, wrote a hurried note to him, in which I urged him to fly and hide himself for a time; but, after obtaining a hiding-place, to telegraph to me, using the name of a mutual friend, as I desired to see him at the earliest possible moment. This note I took across to the Club, and gave it to the commissionaire, with strict injunctions to deliver it personally.

Three-quarters of an hour later the old pensioner returned, saying that he had placed the letter in Captain Bethunes hand, and as I strolled again homeward I pondered over the serious responsibility of my action. In my heart I felt convinced that my friend had killed Sternroyd. Indeed, every fact was plain. I knew that he was a murderer, and my previous esteem had now been transformed into a deep-rooted repugnance. If he were innocent he could never have been so suspicious of me as he had been since that memorable night when he found me in his chambers. Within myself I admitted that I had no right in his rooms; nevertheless the old adage, Murder will out, forcibly occurred to me. If there was one witness who could bring Captain Bethune to the gallows it was myself.

Ah, how quickly things had changed! A few brief weeks ago Jack was the popular soldier and brilliant writer hailed by the Press as one of the greatest living novelists; while Dora, charming and radiant, was courted, flattered, and admired at home, in the Park, in the ballroom — everywhere. Now the one was a murderer, hounded by the police; and the other, alas! demented.

Patience and discretion. It was Grindlays motto, and I would take it as mine. Already, as I walked through the silent, deserted streets, Bethune was, I knew, preparing for hurried flight somewhere out of reach. I alone had frustrated Grindlays plans, but only as a means to attain my own end.

Next day passed, and in the evening Saunders brought in the Inspectors card. When Grindlay entered his first words were:

Your friend Bethune has returned and again bolted.

I feigned surprise, but in the course of the conversation that ensued he sought my advice on the most likely places to find him. I suggested Hounslow, but the detective had already made inquiries there, and could glean nothing.

The curious part of the affair is that he should, after his recent extraordinary show of bravado in returning to England, suddenly become suspicious just at the moment when we meant to take him, he said, after we had been discussing the matter. I suppose you have no further suggestions to offer as to any likelihood of his whereabouts?

None. I should not expect him to try and escape abroad again after his last futile attempt to elude you.

No. The ports are watched, and he might as well walk into the Yard at once as to attempt to cross the Channel, remarked the detective, smiling. But I must be going. If you hear anything let me know at the Yard at once.

I promised, and the inspector, taking one of my cigars, lit it and left.

A week went by, but no word of the discovery of the ghastly evidence of the crime found its way into the papers. For reasons of their own the police obtained the postponement of the inquest, although the body had been removed to the mortuary, and the house still remained in the possession of a plain-clothes man. The theory of the Criminal Investigation Department was that the house would be visited by someone who, unaware of the discoveries that had been made, would walk straight into the arms of an officer of the law.

But it proved a waiting game. Another week passed. Several times I called at Lady Strettons, only to learn, alas! that Dora had not improved in the slightest degree. She recognised no one — not even her mother. Her ladyship was prostrate, while Mabel, whom I met one morning when I called, seemed haggard and particularly anxious regarding her sister.

The thought did not escape me that Mabel herself had, at least on one occasion, most probably visited that strange house that had its entrance in Radnor Place, and I was on the point of mentioning it to her, but decided to wait and see whether she alluded to it. She, however, did not. When I asked her for news of Fyneshade she replied, snappishly, that she neither knew nor cared where he was. In fact, she treated me with a frigid reserve quite unusual to her.

About noon one day Saunders brought me a telegram. Opening it, I found the words:

Tell Boyd to sell Tintos. — Roland. Post, Alf, Moselle.

It was from Bethune. Roland was the name we had arranged. So he had, notwithstanding all the precautions taken by the police, succeeded in again escaping to the Continent, and was now in hiding at the post-house of the little riparian village of Alf. I knew the place. It was far in the heart of the beautiful Moselle country on the bank of the broad river that wound through its vine-clad ruin-crested hills, altogether a quaint Arcadian place, quiet, restful, and unknown to the felt-hatted horde of tourists who swarm over the sunny Rhineland like clouds of locusts.

Three days after receiving the telegram I alighted from a dusty, lumbering fly at the door of the building, half post-house, half inn, and was greeted heartily by my friend, who spoke in French and wore as a disguise the loose blue blouse so much affected by all classes of Belgians. Alone in the little dining-room he whispered briefly that he was going under the name of Roland, representing himself to be a land-owner from Chaudfontaine, near Liège. None of the people in the inn knew French; therefore, his faulty accent passed unnoticed. When there were listeners we spoke in French to preserve the deception, and I am fain to admit that his disguise and manner were alike excellent.

Together we ate our evening meal with the post-house keeper and his buxom, fair-haired wife; then, while the crimson sunset still reflected upon the broad river, we strolled out along the bank to talk.

All the land around on this south side is orchard — great pear and cherry trees linked together by low-growing vines, and in the spring months they make a sea of blossom stretching to the rivers edge. The noise of the weir is loud, but the song of the myriad birds can be heard above it. Away eastward, down the widening, curving stream, above the vines there arise, two miles off, the blackened, crumbling towers of mediaeval strongholds. To the north lies the Eifel, that mysterious volcanic district penetrated by few; to the south the Marienburg and the ever-busy Rhine. The vale of the Moselle on that brilliant evening was a serene and sylvan scene, glorious in the blaze of blood-red sunset, and when we had walked beyond the village, cigar in mouth, with affected indifference, Bethune turned to me abruptly, saying:

Well, now, after all this infernal secrecy, what in the name of Heaven do you want with me?

You apparently reproach me for acting in your interests rather than in my own, I answered brusquely.

I acted upon your so-called warning and left England—

Without seeing Dora? I inquired.

Shes away in the country somewhere, he snapped. It was evident that he was entirely ignorant of the dire misfortune that had befallen her.

My warning was justified, I said quietly. That a warrant is out for your arrest I am in a position to affirm, and—

A warrant issued on your own information, I presume, he interrupted with a sneer.

I have given no information, I replied. I obtained the truth from the detective who held the warrant, and sent word to you immediately.

Extremely kind, Im sure. Youve done all you can to prejudice me, and now it seems that for some unaccountable reason you have altered your tactics and are looking after my interests. I place no faith in such friends.

My tactics, as you are pleased to term them, are at least legitimate, I answered, annoyed. I deny, however, that I have ever acted in opposition to your interests. During these past weeks of anxiety and suspicion I have always defended you, and show my readiness to still do so by contriving your escape thus far.

Bah! What have I to fear? he exclaimed, turning on me defiantly.

I looked straight into his face, and with sternness said— You fear arrest for the murder of Gilbert Sternroyd. He frowned, and his eyes were downcast. There was a long silence, but no answer passed his tight-drawn lips. Presently I spoke again, saying — 

Now listen, Bethune. We have been friends, and I regret to the bottom of my heart that it is no longer possible under these circumstances to again extend to you the hand of friendship.

I dont want it, he growled. I tell you plainly that you are my enemy — not my friend.

I have never been your enemy. It is true that the police of Europe are searching for you; that your description is in the hands of every official charged with criminal investigation from Christiania to Gibraltar, and that the charge against you is that you murdered a young millionaire. It is true also that it lays in my power to shield or to denounce you. Think, think for a moment the nature of the evidence against you. One night I entered your flat with my key, stumbled across something, and discovered to my horror that it was the body of Sternroyd, who had been shot.

You lie! he cried, turning upon me fiercely, with clenched fists. You lie! you never saw the body!

I tell you I did, I replied quite calmly, as in the same tone I went on to describe the exact position in which it lay.

My words fell upon him as a thunderbolt. He had entertained no suspicion that the body had been actually discovered before its removal, and never before dreamed that I had entered his flat on that fatal night and witnessed the evidence of the crime. By this knowledge that I held he was visibly crushed and cowed.

Well, go on, he said mechanically, in a hoarse tone. I suppose you want to drive me to take my life to avoid arrest — eh?

Think of the nature of my evidence, I continued. I entered your flat again on the following night to find you present, the body removed, and you met my request to search one of the rooms by quickly locking the door and pocketing the key. I ask you whether there is not sufficient circumstantial evidence in that to convict you of the crime?

He remained silent, his chin almost resting upon his breast.

Again, I said, in addition to this, I may as well tell you that the body you sought to hide has been discovered.

Discovered! he gasped. Have they found it?

Yes. It was carefully hidden, but traces of murder are always difficult to hide.

Who searched? Who discovered it?

The police.

And they therefore obtained a warrant for me?

I nodded. We walked slowly on, both silent and full of bitter thoughts. Now that I had convinced myself of his guilt I felt certain of the success of my next move.

Turning to him presently, I said: I have a confession to make, Bethune. On the night of the tragedy I found that you had torn up and destroyed a number of letters before leaving, and among them I discovered one from a woman named Sybil. Now tell me frankly who and what she was. I have no wish that you should reveal to me anything regarding her relations with you that you desire to keep secret, but I merely ask you to act openly and tell me what you know of her.

I know nothing — nothing, he answered, in a low tone.

Thats a lie! I exclaimed angrily. She wrote to you on apparently the most intimate terms, yet you declare you are not acquainted with her.

Well, I was acquainted with her.

And with Sternroyd?

And with Sternroyd.

Then you can tell me something of her parentage, her social position, and why the police desired her arrest?

No; I cannot tell you that, he answered firmly. Why?

Because I refuse.

You know that I hold your liberty in my hand, and you fear to tell the truth because it would incense me?

I do not fear to tell the truth, he retorted.

Then why do you decline?

Because I respect the confidences she made to me, and in preserving silence I am but obeying the command contained in that letter.

His reply nonplussed me. I remembered the puzzling, disjointed words I had read a hundred times before. They were: ...desire that your friend, Stuart Ridgeway, should remain in ignorance of the fact. Yes; he was correct. By refusing, he was obeying her injunctions.

Will you tell me nothing regarding her? I asked persuasively.

I am not at liberty to say anything.

Remember, Bethune, I was married to her. Surely if any man has a right to know who and what she was, I have, I urged.

Im well aware of your strange marriage. You were fascinated by her extraordinary beauty, as other men had been, and—

Is that meant as an insinuation against her good name? I cried fiercely.

Take it as you please, the truth is the same, he answered, with a sneering smile. You fell in love with her, and were caught, like a fly in a trap. And he laughed harshly at my discomfiture.

Then you will tell me nothing about her? I exclaimed angrily. You refuse to assist me in recognition of the service I have done you in avoiding your arrest. Help me, and I will help you. If not, well — there is already within hail one into whose hands if you once fall you will never extricate yourself.

Death?

No; an officer of police.

Bah! I fear the former no more than the latter, he cried, in a tone of banter. Denounce me — let them arrest me. I am ready to face my traducers; but even in exchange for my liberty, I will tell you nothing of Sybil.

Very well, I said. Then the warrant shall be executed without delay.

And I turned and left him.

What his blank refusal portended I had yet to learn.


Chapter Twenty Seven.

Mabels Penitence.
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MY FIRST IMPULSE had been to give information to the German police of Bethunes whereabouts, and thus cause his arrest; yet somehow I could not bring myself to do so. Grindlay and his men would, sooner or later, trace the fugitive; therefore I left the work to them, and returned to London.

As I calmly contemplated the affair in all its phases I became convinced of the strange fact that the mystery surrounding Sybil was the one pivot upon which the whole circumstances revolved. Once I could penetrate the veil, the motive for Sternroyds murder would, I felt certain, become apparent. But with tantalising contrariness, all my efforts during these dark, anxious days had been absolutely futile. Even though I had, on more than one occasion, to work with the care and caution of a trained detective, I had failed to glean anything further than what my well-beloved had told me herself at the little Pyrenean spa where first she had brought brightness to my life.

Later events had rendered the enigma increasingly bewildering, rather than simplifying it, and I was compelled to acknowledge myself baffled in every attempted elucidation.

When I arrived home about eight oclock one morning, having travelled by the night service via Antwerp and Harwich, the industrious Saunders, who, wearing his apron of green baize, was busy cleaning some plate, handed me my letters, and told me that Lady Fyneshade had called on the previous evening. She had desired to see me on some important matter, and had expressed great disappointment at my absence. She, however, left a message asking me to telegraph to Eaton Square the moment I returned, and make an appointment for her to call upon me. This I did, and about eleven oclock the same morning she was ushered in. She was quietly dressed in black, and her face bore unmistakable traces of a restless night. She looked more anxious and worried than I had ever before seen her, and as she seated herself in her armchair and raised her veil, I felt inclined to ask her to give some explanation of her extraordinary conduct on the occasion of her last visit. But she allowed me no time to question her, for with a light laugh she burst forth — 

Im glad youre back so quickly. Your man told me you were away, and that the date of your return was quite uncertain.

So it was, I replied. Very uncertain.

You have, I suppose, been following your friend Captain Bethune?

How did you know that? I asked, surprised, believing myself the only person aware of his escape.

I have certain sources of information that are secret, she laughed, shrugging her shoulders.

But you suspect him of the crime, I said. Why, if you know his whereabouts, have you not caused his arrest?

Like yourself, I have certain reasons, she answered carelessly, readjusting one of the buttons of her glove.

And your reason is that you fear exposure if he were placed in a criminals dock — eh?

She winced visibly as my abrupt words fell upon her. You are generous to everyone except myself, Stuart, she observed presently, pouting like a spoiled child. We have known each other since children and have always been the best of friends, yet just at the moment when I am most in need of the aid of an honest man, even you forsake me.

You have never rendered me any assistance whatever, I exclaimed reproachfully. Indeed, on the last occasion you visited me, your companion committed a mean, despicable theft, which makes him liable to prosecution.

A theft! she echoed, with unfeigned astonishment, Of what?

Of certain fragments of private letters that were in my keeping, I answered angrily, adding, Surely it must throw discredit upon any lady to be the associate of a thief?

Mr Markwick would never descend to such an action, she cried indignantly. I am absolutely certain that he never took your papers, whatever they were.

And I am equally convinced that he did, I said in as quiet a tone as I could command. I had suspected her of complicity in the tragedy, and her words and demeanour corroborated my worst suspicions.

But what motive could he have to possess himself of them? Were they of any value?

To me, yes. To others they were utterly worthless, I replied, standing with my hands clasped behind me regarding her closely. Evidently she was ill at ease, for her gloved fingers toyed nervously with the ribbon decorating the silver handle of her sunshade and her tiny shoe peeping from beneath her plain tailor-made skirt impatiently tapped the carpet. You are a strange woman, Mabel, as variable as the wind, I added after a pause. One day you declare that man Markwick to be what he really is, an adventurer, while on the next you defend him as strongly as if he were your lover.

Lover! she cried, her face crimsoning. You are constantly making reflections upon my character and endeavouring to destroy my good name.

Remember I assert nothing, I declared. But your extraordinary friendship for this man must strike everyone who is aware of it as — well, to say the least, curious. During a few moments she was silent; then, lifting her face to me, said in faltering tones:

I — I admit all that, Stuart. People may misjudge us as they will. It is, unfortunately, the way of the world to play fast and loose with a smart womans reputation, and I have, therefore, long ago ceased to care what lies my traducers may amuse themselves by uttering. To you I have on a previous occasion spoken the truth of my relations with Markwick. Can you never believe me?

You admit, then, that Fyneshade was justified in his notion that he is your lover?

I tell you he is not my lover! she cried fiercely. Then hoarsely she added: I — I fear him, its true. I am fettered to him because — well, truth to tell, I am powerless to rid myself of his attentions because he has possessed himself of a great and terrible secret that is mine alone, one that if betrayed would crush me.

I regarded her steadily. Her face was a trifle paler, and in her eyes I thought I detected signs of tears.

Is this really the truth, Mabel? I asked with earnestness. She had deceived me before, and I was determined not to accept any of her statements without verification.

It is the absolute truth, she declared huskily. I swear I am unable to treat the man as I should wish because I fear he may make known the truth.

Is it so serious, then? Is yours a secret of so terrible a nature that you dare not face exposure? It is not like you, Mabel, to flinch, I said.

But I cannot let this man speak — I dare not.

You do not love him?

I hate him, but must treat him with tact and discretion. Did I not tell you when we met him unexpectedly at Thackwells to beware of him? Already I knew how he and certain accursed parasites who surround him had misled you, and had entrapped you into an impossible marriage. I—

Impossible? I echoed. Why do you use that word? Do you insinuate that Sybil was an impossible person?

Yes; when you know the truth about her it will amaze you. Indeed, were it not for the fact that I have witnessed certain things with my own eyes I myself would never believe the story if related to me.

But tell me, Mabel; tell me more of her, I urged. Ever since my strange marriage, under circumstances of which you are apparently well aware, I have been groping in the dark, seeking always, but finding nothing. I have tried to penetrate the mystery of her past, but, alas! cannot.

Ah! that is not surprising. The precautions taken to prevent you ascertaining the truth are indeed elaborate, every possible contingency having been provided for.

Do you mean that I am never to obtain the knowledge I seek; that I am always to remain in ignorance?

With Markwicks sanction you will never know. He is implicated far too deeply.

How implicated?

I am not yet in possession of the whole of the facts. If I were I should not be compelled, as I now am, to purchase his silence by risking my own reputation. But it is for that very reason I sought you this morning. If I dared, I would tell you all I know of Sybil; but by doing so I should bring upon my head the exposure that I dread.

What, I wondered, was the nature of the secret which she feared Markwick would betray? Only one solution of the problem occurred to me, and it rooted itself firmly in my mind. The secret was none other than the fact that she had either lured young Sternroyd to his death or had actually fired the fatal shot herself. The thought was startling, but her words and manner showed conclusively her guilt, and in those brief moments, during which a silence fell between us, I told myself that two persons must be associated in the murder of the young millionaire, and that their names were Mabel, Countess of Fyneshade, and Captain John Bethune.

Hers was unmistakably the face of one whose conscience was borne down by a guilty secret, and I felt instinctively to shrink from her as next second she stretched forth her gloved hand and laid it gently on my arm.

I am powerless, Stuart, utterly powerless to tell you what you desire to know about the woman who was so strangely married to you, she said. For reasons already explained I am forced to remain silent; but further, I cast myself upon your generosity. I beseech you once again to help a woman friendless among enemies, who seek her degradation and social ruin.

Well, what do you want? I asked rather roughly.

I have told you why I am compelled to still remain friendly with this man Markwick, a person hated by both of us. He has threatened me; he has declared that he will disclose my secret if I cannot obtain your silence regarding that interview in the garden at Blatherwycke. To-day I come to you to beg, nay, to pray to you to reconsider your decision. She spoke so earnestly that I confess myself surprised.

Upon that interview there apparently rests some very important development, I observed, thoughtfully, after a pause. He must have some exceedingly strong motive if he attempts to secure secrecy by such means. What is it?

I have no idea, replied the Countess, quickly. He does not desire that his friendship should compromise me, I suppose.

But has it not already compromised you in the eyes of Fyneshade? I suggested, in a tone of suspicion.

True; but your testimony, the word of a man of honour, will go a long way toward dispelling whatever absurd notions my husband has got into his head, she urged.

His notions, viewed by the light of later events, are not altogether surprising. To say the least, the circumstances are suspicious.

Ah! I quite admit that. It is for that very reason I cast myself upon your generosity and beg of your assistance. If I do not secure your silence, he — the man who holds me in his power — will not hesitate to denounce and crush me. Your promise may save me.

Save you? I cannot see how, I said, mechanically, for I was thinking of the probability that she was the actual culprit.

Ah! you do not — you cannot, understand, she cried, impatiently. I would prefer death to exposure. If he betrays my secret, then I — I will kill myself.

Come, come, I said, sympathetically. This is wild talk. Suicide is mere cowardice.

But it would avert the greater scandal. If you knew everything you would not be surprised at my rash words, nay, you would wonder how I have endured all this mental anguish so long, rather than yield to the temptation of taking at one draught the contents of a tiny bottle I have locked away in my room.

I saw that she was genuinely in earnest; she spoke with a gesture that told me plainly she had confessed the truth. Was it that, seized by bitter remorse at the consequences of her act, she preferred suicide to arrest? This was but natural, I argued. She knew that if Jack Bethune fell into the hands of the police, revelations must ensue that would implicate her deeply, and that she would be placed in the dock beside him. I loathed her for the vile, despicable part she had played in the death of her young admirer, yet I felt an indescribable pity for her as she sat trembling before me in an attitude of utter dejection, her fate hanging upon my words.

For a brief moment I looked into her great tearful eyes, then gravely I said — 

It is not within my province to judge you, Mabel, for I am unaware of your offence, still, although I will never swear that Markwick was not with you on that night, I will grant your request. I promise to assist you in concealing the truth you wish to hide.

And you will say I was with you? she cried eagerly, jumping to her feet joyfully, grasping my hand with a sudden impulse.

I will not swear it, remember, I said. I will, however, let it be understood that you and I met clandestinely.

Ah! you are a real, generous friend, Stuart, she cried, smiling through her tears. I knew when you had heard the truth about my misery you would not fail to render me help. Mine has been an existence full of wretched, hollow shams; but in future I mean to act without duplicity, to abandon the schemes I had long ago formed, and to try and lead a better life. To the world I am gay and happy, for am I not acknowledged one of the smartest women in England? Yes, alas! and the penalty for all this is an agony of mind that is torturing me hour by hour, moment by moment, while the temptation to destroy myself allures me until I fear that, sooner or later, I must yield.

No, no; do nothing of the kind, I exclaimed pityingly. Your confession has pained me, but arm yourself against your enemies, and at the same time count upon my friendship. If you have spoken falsely to me — if I find that you have lied — then ask no further favour, for assuredly I shall be your most bitter enemy, and seek to bring upon you the punishment merited by your acts.

Punishment! she gasped, gazing fixedly across the room with wild, wide-opened eyes. Her lips moved, but she was voiceless. The single word transfixed her.

Is it the absolute truth that you were unaware of the theft committed in these rooms by Markwick? I demanded, after a brief, painful pause.

I swear I knew nothing of it, she replied frankly, without hesitation. He invited me to play the piano while we waited for your return, and while my back was turned he must have abstracted them. But you will do one thing further to appease him, wont you? Youll give me a line assuring him of your intention not to betray his presence at Blatherwycke?

I hesitated. My promise was verbal, yet she desired an undertaking in writing. This was a fresh development of the affair: there was a strong element of suspicion in it.

She argued, coaxed and urged me until, as the only way of satisfying her, I took a sheet of notepaper and upon it made a declaration of my intention. Having watched me sign it, she placed it carefully in an envelope, transferred it to her pocket, and, after a further brief conversation, thanked me and withdrew, leaving me leaning against the mantelshelf absorbed in thought.


Chapter Twenty Eight.

A Promise.
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WHILE IN THE Club that afternoon the page-boy handed me a card, uttering the stereotyped phrase, Gentleman to see you, sir.

I took it, and, to my surprise, found it was Markwicks. When he entered, a few moments later, he was wearing a crimson flower in the button-hole of his grey frock-coat, and carrying his cane with a jaunty air. His swift glance ran round the room, to assure himself that we were alone, as he greeted me with an air of gay nonchalance.

My recognition was, I am afraid, very frigid; but, tilting his hat, he cast himself into one of the saddle-bag chairs, and, comfortably settling himself, tapped the sole of his varnished boot with his cane, exclaiming:

I was just passing, dont you know, and thought Id look you up. We havent met for an age, and taking out a silver case, he selected a cigarette and lit it.

I think, I said dryly, it would have been better for me had we never met at all.

He smiled sardonically, moved uneasily, and, turning towards me, exclaimed:

My dear fellow, you entirely misjudge me. I was, I admit, unconsciously the cause of a rather grave catastrophe in your life; but surely that is all of the past. Why think more of one who is dead?

Then, at last, you do now admit that you enticed me to that house? Once you denied it.

I know, he said, smiling. From diplomatic motives I was compelled; nevertheless, no blame attaches to me, I assure you. This I shall prove to you before long, I hope.

Why not now? I urged eagerly. Why not tell me what you know of Sybil? That you were intimately acquainted with her is certain; and if you wish to assure me of your honesty of purpose, there can be no better way of doing so than explaining who and what she was.

Ah! unfortunately I am unable, at least for the present, he said, watching his cigarette smoke curl towards the dark oak-beamed ceiling. I may add, however, that, in return for your assistance in the little matter concerning Lady Fyneshade, I will before long render you a service of a character that will, perhaps, astonish you.

Then she has already seen you? I exclaimed.

She has, he said, nodding. And she has given me your note. It is for that I looked in to thank you.

We exchanged glances. His thin pimply face wore an expression of perfect composure. There were no signs of mental agitation, but rather confidence and extreme self-satisfaction.

Will you not, in return for my silence, tell me something of the woman to whom I was so strangely wedded? I asked at last.

No. If it were possible I would, but I am precluded by certain circumstances, the nature of which you shall be later on made aware. At present be patient. The mystery that puzzles you will before long be elucidated, and I will keep my promise made to you on the night we met.

To tell me all?

To explain everything. But, by the way, he added suddenly, have you any knowledge where your friend Bethune is?

Why?

Surely youve seen the morning papers, havent you? Replying in the negative I took up the Standard that lay within reach, and found it opened at one of the inside pages. Almost the first thing that caught my eyes were the startling head-lines, The Murder of a Millionaire: Discovery of the Body.

The papers had obtained knowledge of the truth at last.

Eagerly I read the jumble of distorted facts which the representative of a press agency had gathered from an apparently unreliable source, and found to my amazement a statement appended, to the effect that after the discovery of the remains a warrant had been issued against a well-known person who had absconded and was now in Germany. The police, however, were fully cognisant of his whereabouts, and his arrest was only a matter of a few hours.

When I lifted my face from the paper my glance met the calm face of my visitor.

Well, he asked, what do you think of it? It points to Bethune. The police seem at last to be on the right scent. Theyve muddled the whole thing, or they would have arrested him long ago.

Upon that point I can express no opinion, I observed. He has evidently, however, failed to get away unnoticed.

If ever there was a cowardly crime it was the shooting of Gilbert Sternroyd, the man said bitterly. His generosity kept a whole school of bounders and hangers-on, and only because he refused to be blackmailed and bled they spread damning reports about his admiration for Lady Fyneshade. Truly the life of a millionaire, young or old, is not exactly a bed of roses.

Then you believe implicitly in Bethunes guilt? I inquired.

Most decidedly; no sane man who watched him as I watched him when he fled immediately after the crime can doubt that he is the culprit. It is written on his face.

With this opinion I was unfortunately compelled to agree, and although I endeavoured by dint of some artful questions to draw him upon several points, he parried my attacks with consummate skill and tantalising smiles, and left me after promising to see me again in a few days.

The reason he had called was only too evident. He desired to ascertain what facts I knew regarding the crime, for he, like others, was unaware that I had actually been the first to discover it, and although one or two of his questions were artfully directed, I detected the trend of his strategy, and combated all his crafty efforts to pump me. He was admittedly an adventurer of the worst type, and his presence always filled me with anger which I found difficult of control.

That day was one of interviews, for shortly after four oclock, while writing a letter at the club, Saunders brought me a note, observing that as Miss Strettons maid had delivered it, stating that it was very urgent, he had come with it at once. An excellent man was Saunders. I paid him well, and he was untiring in his efforts to secure me comfort and freedom from the minor worries of life. Having dismissed him I opened the letter, finding to my surprise and intense satisfaction that it was a sanely-worded note from Dora saying that she had been dangerously ill, but was now very much better, and desired to see me without delay if I could make it convenient to call that afternoon.

Almost instantly I set forth to respond to her invitation, and half an hour later found her in her mothers drawing-room, radiant and quite herself again. Lady Stretton was not present, therefore she greeted me in her frank, hoydenish way, as of old, led me to a seat, and taking one herself, proceeded to describe her malady.

But, of course, you have heard how unwell Ive been, so I need not tell you, she added. Im quite right again now. For days my head was strangely muddled, and I had no idea that I was at home. I fancied myself in some queer horrid place surrounded by all sorts of terrors; but suddenly, early yesterday morning, this feeling — or hallucination it was, I suppose — left me, and the doctor to-day said I was recovering rapidly. Where is Jack? Have you seen him?

This was a question I had been momentarily expecting and feared to answer.

Yes, I said hesitatingly; I have seen him.

Then tell me quickly, she cried excitedly; tell me, is it true what the papers say, that the police are trying to arrest him, and that he has fled abroad?

She had read in the papers what I had feared to tell her, lest her mind should again become unhinged.

Yes, Dora, I said sympathetically. I am afraid it is true.

She knit her brows, and her nervous fingers hitched themselves in the lace trimming of her dress.

They would arrest him for the murder of Gilbert Sternroyd, I understand, she said. The police think that Jack shot him.

They have, unfortunately, evidence in support of their theory, I believe.

Do you suspect him? she asked, looking seriously into my eyes.

I am his friend, Dora. I cannot give an impartial opinion.

Ah! I understand; you, like the others, think he is guilty, she said in a tone of bitter reproach. Some enemy has denounced him and set the bloodhounds of the law upon him. They will follow the scent, and soon discover him. But is he guilty?

I can only tell you one fact, Dora, much as I regret it, I answered. The detective who has the case in hand, one of the most renowned experts in his profession, holds evidence against him of a most conclusive character.

In what way? What is the nature of the evidence? she demanded.

There is a witness, I replied slowly. A person discovered Gilbert lying dead in Jacks chambers immediately after the crime. On the following night the same person visited the place secretly, and there met Jack, who was apparently engaged in getting rid of all traces of the murder. This witness desired to enter one of the rooms, but Jack locked the door in his face. In that room it will be proved the body of the murdered man was still lying.

It will not be so easy to prove that last fact as you imagine, she said very seriously.

Then Jack has already told you the truth! I exclaimed.

He told me something before — before I fell ill, she answered.

It was on my lips to ask her for an explanation of the cause that led to her brain-trouble, but, remembering the strict injunctions of the great specialist, I deferred my question.

Then you believe he is innocent? I asked eagerly.

The police may bring forward an array of whatever witnesses they choose, but I will show them that Jack is no murderer, she said firmly. I do not wonder that you, in common with others, suspect him, but when the truth is made clear you will be amazed at the villainy that has been resorted to by those responsible for Sternroyds death.

Do you, then, allege that there was more than one person?

That point will be made clear at the trial, she answered briefly. But tell me, you know something of Jacks movements. When do you anticipate he will be arrested?

To-night most probably, I said. Perhaps he is already detained.

He is at some little out of-the-world place in Germany, isnt he?

Yes; how did you ascertain that?

I had a letter from him to-day, she replied; but we have no time to lose. Ah! And she stood with both hands suddenly pressed to her brow. My head throbs so painfully now and then. Sometimes it seems as if my forehead must really burst.

Can I assist you? I asked, rising quickly and standing beside her, but as I did so the door opened and the Earl of Fyneshade was announced.

Ah! my dear Dora, he cried effusively, as he strode into the room. I only returned from Paris this morning, and hearing you were unwell came along to inquire. The account I had of you was that you were delirious, with all sorts of other complications, but Im glad you are not so ill as reported.

Thanks very much, she said, shaking his hand. Im very much better to-day.

Then I exchanged greetings with the Earl. He looked spruce and well, and by his casual question whether Mabel had been there often during his absence, no one would have suspected him of any serious disagreement with his young wife. For a quarter of an hour we chatted, when, finding Lady Stretton was out driving, he rose and left.

Im so thankful hes gone, Dora exclaimed with a grimace, as soon as the door had closed. Hes such a dreadful old bore. I wonder Mabel ever fell in love with him; but there, ill-disposed persons say she didnt.

And we both laughed.

But we havent any time to gossip, she exclaimed, rising with a sudden impetuosity. You will go with me, wont you?

Where?

Not far. I want to convince you that what I have said regarding Jacks innocence is the absolute truth.

I am, of course, open to conviction, I said eagerly. If I could only see him cleared of this terrible suspicion I should be happy.

Then you shall, she said, laying her hand tenderly on my arm, and adding with earnestness, Stuart, you told me on one occasion that you had loved a true, honest woman, and that your life had been blighted by her death.

Yes, I said, I remember I spoke to you once of her.

Have you ceased to remember her? she asked mysteriously.

Never. Daily, hourly she is in my thoughts. There has, alas! been no brightness in my life since the well-remembered day when I lost her, I exclaimed fervently.

If what I hear be true, she puzzles you. You knew nothing of her parentage, of her past, of the reason for the strange ceremony of your marriage, she said in a soft voice.

Nothing. I have ever since sought to penetrate the mystery and ignominiously failed in every effort.

She paused and, looking steadfastly into my face, exclaimed in a strange voice full of suppressed excitement: Then to-night I will take you to a place where you may ascertain the truth. At all hazards I will save Jack the indignity of falling into the hands of the police, and at the same time reveal to you certain facts that will astound you.


Chapter Twenty Nine.

Reconciliation.
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OF HER FRENCH maid, who appeared in answer to her summons, Dora ordered her hat and coat, but ere these could be brought she again placed her hands convulsively to her brow and, pacing the room in feverish haste, complained of the recurrence of excruciating pains.

Not knowing how to relieve her I stood watching, fearing lest she should be seized with another attack of mental aberration. She pushed her hair back from her brow, and suddenly halting before me, said:

It is as I feared. My head is reeling and I cannot think. My mind is growing as confused as it was the other day. I — I cannot imagine what ails me.

Shall I send for Dr Fothergill? I suggested anxiously. She had promised to make a revelation, and I foresaw the possibility that if her mind became unhinged I should learn nothing.

No, she answered, wearily sinking into a chair. Forgive me. I am afraid I miscalculated my strength. I thought I had quite recovered, but the slight exertion of trying to recall the past brings back those fearful pains that have of late so tortured me. The blow must have injured my brain.

The blow! What blow? I cried.

Cannot you see? she said, placing her hand to her hair and parting it at the side.

I bent to examine, and there saw, half concealed by the skillful manner in which her hair had been dressed by her maid, unmistakable signs of a terrible blow that had been dealt her. It was strange. I also had been felled at the moment I had discovered her creeping silently into that mysterious room in Gloucester Square. Had she also fallen by the same unknown hand? Evidently the injury to her brain was the result of the crushing blow she had received.

Who caused this? I inquired. You have been struck from behind!

Yes, by an enemy. But ask me nothing, ask me nothing, she groaned. I — cannot think — I cannot talk. The place goes round — round.

The neat maid entered with her young mistresss hat at that moment, but seeing her mistress lying back in the chair pale and motionless, the girl halted on the threshold, scared.

Send a messenger at once for Dr Fothergill, I commanded. Miss Dora has been taken ill again, and while she flew to execute my orders I crossed to the recumbent invalid and tenderly chafed her hands. They seemed cold and clammy. Her wild staring eyes were fixed upon me and she shuddered, but to my questions she gave incoherent replies, lapsing gradually into a state of semi-insensibility.

On the eve of revealing the secret of Sybil, she had been thwarted by mental weakness. Full of pain and anxiety I watched her, reflecting that this added one more to the string of misfortunes consequent upon my strange union. Even my friends seemed by the conspiring vagaries of Fate prevented from rendering me any aid.

Within a quarter of an hour the great specialist arrived, being followed almost immediately by Lady Stretton, haughty, fussy and rapidly fanning herself. The doctor, after hearing from me how Dora had suddenly been attacked, and having examined her carefully, said, with a sigh:

Ah! Just as I expected; just what I feared. She has had a relapse, and a very serious one. But she will always be subject to these spasmodic attacks, unless by chance she experiences some great unexpected joy or sorrow, which may restore her mind to its proper balance. We can only hope, he added, turning to Lady Stretton who stood beside him. Hope!

But cannot you cure her? her ladyship asked. Surely hers is not such a very serious case?

The injury to the brain was very serious, he answered slowly. Her case is a most perplexing one and full of the gravest complications. Speaking with candour, I cannot say with any degree of certainty that she will ever completely recover.

Oh, my child! My poor child! Lady Stretton exclaimed with a sudden outburst of maternal love quite unusual to her, as she bent over her daughter, imprinting a fervent kiss upon her cold brow. The face was bloodless, the eyes closed, the cheeks sunken; she seemed inanimate, as one dead.

There is, I cannot help thinking, some great weight upon her mind, the doctor presently exclaimed, speaking in dry businesslike tones. Once or twice during the past week, in her more lucid moments, she has expressed anxiety regarding a mysterious crime recently committed, in which a wealthy young man was murdered. Did she know that young man; or is she a diligent reader of the newspapers?

She has, I believe, taken an unusual interest in the mystery, for the young man was a personal friend of her sister, Lady Fyneshade, and I think she met him at dinner on one occasion at Eaton Square, her ladyship answered.

Ah! then that would account for her morbid fascination towards the details of the mysterious affair. In her frame of mind any such event would absorb all her thoughts. I will call again after dinner, and rising, he took leave of her ladyship, an example I also followed a few minutes later.

Doras object had been to prevent Jacks arrest, but her plans, whatever they were, had been frustrated by this sudden attack. Without doubt she had gained knowledge of my curious marriage. But how? Her promise to take me to some place where I could ascertain the truth was remarkable, yet throughout that evening I found myself half convinced that her words were merely wild, hysterical utterances precursory of the attack that had followed. No! It was absolutely impossible to place any credence in such a promise, for the probability would be that when she regained her normal condition she would immediately disclaim all knowledge of uttering those words.

Next day was Sunday. In the afternoon I called at Lady Strettons, only to ascertain that Dora, having recovered consciousness, was found to be light-headed and distracted. She had spoken no rational sentence since those she had uttered to me on the previous day. I left the house sadly, walking alone in the Park for a long time; then returning I dined and spent the evening at home. A cloud rested upon me always, dark and palpable; it entered into my life; it shadowed and destroyed all my happiness.

The next day and the next passed uneventfully. Eagerly I scanned the papers morning and evening to ascertain whether Jack had been arrested, but there was no news of the fact, and I began to believe that my friend had after all succeeded in eluding the vigilance of the police. That he was guilty I could not doubt. Doras words were but passionate utterances, such as might have been expected of a woman who loves an accused man. Indeed, as time went by I reproached myself for my egregious folly in giving her declaration credence and listening to it attentively. It was, however, impossible to let the matter stand as she had left it. Her mention of my lost well-beloved had whetted my curiosity, and some further inquiry must take place, although I saw that so long as she remained in her present state I could do nothing.

Impatient, with head full of cogent arguments I had raised against myself, I waited in agony of mind indescribable. I lived for one purpose alone, to solve the inscrutable mystery.

A discovery I made accidentally struck me as curious. One afternoon, while in the Park, I saw Fyneshade and his wife driving together. Sitting beside her husband, with an expression of perfect contentment and happiness, Mabels attention had been attracted in the opposite direction, therefore she did not notice me. That there had been a reconciliation was apparent, and it gave me intense satisfaction, for I knew that no questions would now be asked me regarding that clandestine meeting in the grounds of Blatherwycke.

Curiously enough, on the following day I received an invitation from Mabel to dine en famille at Eaton Square, and believing that she had some strong motive in this I accepted.

The meal was served with stateliness even though the Earl and his wife had no other visitor. It had been a breathless day in London, and was still light when dinner ended and Mabel rose and left us. The eastern sky was growing from blue to a violet dusk, and even then the crimson-shaded candles upon the table were merely ornamental.

We had been smoking and gossiping some time, and as I sat opposite my host I thought I somehow observed a change in him. Some anxiety seemed reflected in his clear-cut features, the expression upon which was a trifle stern and moody. It had softened a little while his wife kept up her light amusing chatter, but when she left there again settled upon his countenance the troubled look that puzzled me. It was caused no doubt by his suspicions of Mabels faithlessness.

He had been describing a new play he had seen produced in Paris, when suddenly he turned to me, exclaiming, as he wiped his single eye-glass and readjusted it: Doras illness is most unfortunate, isnt it? The whole thing seems enshrouded in mystery. Even Mabel is either ignorant, or desires to keep the cause of her sisters affliction a secret. What do you know about it?

I removed my cigar from my lips very slowly, for I hesitated whether I should unbosom myself and explain the strange circumstances in which I had discovered her. But in that brief moment I saw that if I did so I might become an unwilling witness in the tragedy. I knew the Earl as an inveterate gossip at his club, and having no desire that my name should be bruited all over London in connection with the affair, I therefore affected ignorance.

He plied me with many questions regarding Bethunes movements, but to these also I remained dumb, for I could detect the drift of his conversation.

Well, he said at length, he killed young Sternroyd undoubtedly, though from what motive it is impossible to imagine.

I suppose it will all come out at the trial, I observed.

All come out! What do you mean? he asked, moving slightly to face me.

I mean that his motive will then be made clear.

Ah! yes, of course, he said smiling. You see this wretched business is most unfortunate for us; it so closely affects my wife, and therefore worries me beyond measure. Even now there are many people evil disposed enough to couple Mabels name with his, merely because of the will; but he was a mad-brained young fool, and only those who knew him personally can imagine the irresponsibility of his actions.

Were you acquainted with him? I asked, eagerly seizing upon this opportunity to dear up a point on which I had been in doubt.

Oh, yes! I knew him quite well. His father was my friend when a young man, but what induced Gilbert to leave all his money to Mabel I really cannot understand.

Perhaps he did it in accordance with his fathers instructions. He may have been under some obligation to you. Had not Gilbert any relatives?

I believe he had some direct relatives; but by some means they seriously offended him before his fathers death. Of course, one cannot disguise the truth that such a large sum would be very acceptable were it not for the melancholy facts surrounding it, and an expression of sadness crossed his heavy brow as he added with a touch of sorrow: Poor lad — poor lad!

Yes, he seemed a good-hearted young fellow, I said. I met him on one occasion with Mabel.

Where? he inquired, quickly. Where were you?

In Radnor Place.

Radnor Place? What took you there? he demanded with undisguised anxiety.

I went there to try to find a certain house.

And did you discover it?

Yes.

And you met them there! he cried, as if a sudden amazing thought occurred to him.

Certainly, I met them there. The carriage was waiting, and together we drove towards the Reform to call for you. I alighted, however, at Piccadilly Circus.

They — they gave you no explanation — I mean you did not enter this house you speak of? he added, bending towards me, restlessness portrayed on his countenance.

On that occasion, no. But I have been inside since.

You have! And — and you found her there — you saw her!

No, I replied calmly; I have never seen Mabel in the house. But why are you so upset at these words of mine? Was it not within your knowledge that Gilbert was seen in public with your wife, that—

Of course it was. Im not an idiot, man, he cried, as, crimson with anger, he rose and paced the room in feverish haste. But I have been misled, fooled, and by heaven! those who have deceived me shall pay dearly. I wont spare them. By God! I wont, and he brought down his fist so heavily upon the dining-table that some flowers were jerked from the épergne.

Then halting unsteadily, and pouring out some brandy into a liqueur glass, he swallowed it at one gulp, saying:

Let us go to the drawing-room, but remember, not a word to her. She must not know that you have told me, and he led the way to where his wife awaited us.

He entered the room jovial and smiling as if no care weighed upon his mind, and throughout the evening preserved a pleasant demeanour, that seemed to bring full happiness to Mabels heart.

I knew she longed to declare her contentment, now that a public scandal was avoided and they were reconciled, and although she was unable, I recognised in her warm hand-shake when I departed an expression of thanks for my promise to conceal the truth.


Chapter Thirty.

One Thousand Pounds.

[image: img131.jpg]

THE ENIGMA WAS maddening; I felt that sooner or later its puzzling intricacies must induce mania in some form or other. Insomnia had seized me, and I had heard that insomnia was one of the most certain signs of approaching madness. In vain I had striven to penetrate the mystery of my union and its tragic sequel, at the same time leaving undisturbed that cold, emotionless mask which I had schooled myself to wear before the world.

Days had passed since my visit to Eaton Square, and through all my pain the one thought had been dominant — I must obtain from Dora the revelation she had promised. It seemed that blindly, willingly I had resigned every hope, joy, and sentiment that made life precious; I had, like Faust, given my soul to the Torturer in exchange for a few sunny days of bliss and fleeting love-dreams.

Wearied, despondent, and anxious I lived through those stifling hours with but one thought, clinging tenaciously to one hope; yet after all, what could I expect of a woman whose mind was affected, and whose lover accused of a capital offence? In this distracted mood I was wandering one evening along the Strand and arriving at Charing Cross Station turned in mechanically to purchase a paper at the bookstall. The hands of the great clock pointed to half-past eight, and the continental train stood ready to start. Porters who had wheeled mountains of luggage stood, wiped their brows and pocketed the tips of bustling tourists about to commence their summer holiday. City clerks in suits of cheap check and bearing knapsacks and alpenstocks were hurrying hither and thither, excited over the prospect of a fortnight in Switzerland for a ten-pound note, while constant travellers of the commercial class strode leisurely to their carriages smoking, and ladies already seated peered out anxiously for their husbands. The scene is of nightly occurrence after the London season, when everyone is leaving town, and I had witnessed it many times when I, too, had been a passenger by the night mail. As I stood for a moment watching I heard two men behind me engaged in excited conversation in French.

I tell you its impossible, exclaimed one in a decisive tone.

Very well, then, you shall not leave London, the other said, and as I turned I was surprised to find that one of them was Markwick, the other a short, rather elderly, shabbily-dressed little Frenchman, whose grey beard and moustache were unkempt, whose silk hat was sadly rubbed and whose dark eyes were keen and small. In an attitude of firm determination he held Markwick by the arms and glared for a moment threateningly into his face. The latter, too occupied to notice my presence, retorted angrily — 

Let me go, you fool. You must be mad to act like this, when you know what we both have at stake.

No, no, the irate Frenchman cried. No, I am not mad. You desire to escape, but I tell you that you shall not unless you give me the money now, before you go.

How much, pray? Markwick asked with a dark, severe look.

What you promised. One thousand pounds. Surely it is not a great price.

You shall have it to-morrow — Ill send it to you from Paris.

Ah! no, msieur, you do not evade me like that! You are playing a deep game, but you omitted me from your reckoning. The ticket you bought this morning was not for Paris, but for New York via Havre.

How — how do you know my intentions? Markwick demanded, starting. You confounded skunk, youve been spying upon me again!

But the little Frenchman only grinned, exhibited his palms, and with a slight shrug of his shoulders, said:

I was not at the police bureau in Paris for fifteen years without learning a few tricks. You are clever, Msieur, shrewd indeed, but if you attempt to leave to-night without settling with me, then you will be arrested on arrival at Dover. Choose — money and liberty; no money and arrest.

Curse you! Then this is the way youd blackmail me? Markwick cried, his face livid with rage. I secured your services for a certain fixed sum, which I paid honourably, together with three further demands.

In order to secure my silence, the Frenchman interrupted. Because you were well aware of your future if I gave information.

But you will not — you shall not, answered the man who had met me in the garden at Richmond on that memorable night. His face wore a murderous look such as I had never before seen. It was the face of an unscrupulous malefactor, a countenance in which evil was portrayed in every line. If it were not that we are here, in a public place, Id wring your neck like a rat.

Brave words! brave words! exclaimed the other, laughing contemptuously. A sign from me and the prison doors would close behind you for ever. But see! The train will leave in a few moments. Will you pay, or do you desire to stay and meet your accusers?

Markwick glanced at the train wherein all the passengers had taken their scats. The guards were noisily slamming the doors, and the ticket-examiners, passing from end to end, had now finished their work. He bit his lips, glanced swiftly up at the dock, and snatching up his small bag said, with a muttered imprecation:

I care nothing for your threats. I shall go.

Shaking off the Frenchmans hand he moved towards the barrier, but his opponent, too quick for him, sprang with agility before him, barring his path.

This action attracted the attention of several bystanders, who paused in surprise, while at the same moment the engine gave vent to a whistle of warning and next second the train slowly moved away. Markwick, seeing himself thus thwarted and the centre of attraction, turned to the little foreigner, and cursing him audibly strode quickly out of the station, while his irate companion walked away in the opposite direction.

In the yard Markwick jumped into a hansom and was driven rapidly away, and as I watched I saw almost at the same moment a tall, well-dressed man spring into another cab, give the driver rapid directions, and then follow the conveyance Markwick had taken.

As the stranger had mounted into the cab and conversed with the man his face was turned full towards me, and in that instant I recognised him. It was Grindlay! He, too, had evidently watched unseen.

That this ex-detective held Markwicks secret was evident, and as Grindlay — whom I had imagined far away in Germany — was taking such a keen interest in the doings of the man I hated, the thought occurred to me that by following the Frenchman I might be of some assistance. I therefore turned suddenly on my heel, crossed the station-yard, and hurried along the Strand citywards in the direction he had taken. Before long I had the satisfaction of seeing him walking rapidly before me muttering imprecations as he went. By his own admissions he was a blackmailer and had had no doubt a hand in Markwicks schemes, yet it occurred to me that if judiciously approached he might possibly throw some light upon the events of the past few months. Markwick, himself an adventurer, was not the kind of man to submit to blackmail unless his enemy held him beneath his thumb. The scene I had witnessed proved conclusively that he went in mortal fear of this Frenchman, otherwise he would have treated his importunities with contempt, and left in the train by which he apparently had intended to escape by a roundabout route to America. Therefore, in order to learn more of this latest denunciation of the man whose presence always filled me with hatred and loathing, I kept close behind the angry foreigner. The Strand was crowded with theatre-goers at that hour, but this facilitated my movements, for according to his own statement he had had experience in Paris as an officer of police, and I saw it might be somewhat difficult to follow him without attracting his attention. I had a strong desire to accost him then and there, but on reflection felt certain that it would be best to find out where he went, and afterwards leave him to the tactful Grindlay. A single impolitic question might arrest any revelation that he could make; or if he found himself followed his suspicions might be aroused, and he himself might fly ere I could communicate with my friend the detective. So, exercising every caution, I carefully dogged his footsteps. It was not yet dark and I was therefore enabled to keep him well in view, although at a respectable distance. At the same rapid pace he passed along the Strand, up Bow Street and Endell Street to Oxford Street, which he crossed, continuing up Gower Street. When near the Euston Road he turned into a short dismal thoroughfare bearing the name of University Street, and there entered one of the rather dingy blackened houses by means of a latch-key. When he had disappeared I passed and repassed the house several times, taking careful note of its number and of the appearance of its exterior, then, determined to communicate as early as possible with Grindlay, I returned home and wrote him a note which I sent to Scotland Yard by Saunders.

Shortly before eleven oclock that night a messenger brought me a hastily-scribbled note from him asking me to come round to his office at once. I went, was ushered into his presence without delay, and related what I had witnessed at the railway station, and what I had overheard.

Ah! he exclaimed, their altercation when I arrived had almost ended. I had been keeping close observation on Markwick all the afternoon, but he had eluded me, and it was only by the merest chance that I went along to Charing Cross to see if his intention was to decamp. So you tracked down that wild little Frenchman, did you? Excellent. Why, you are a born detective yourself, he added, enthusiastically. Nothing could be better. Now we shall know something.

Did Markwick elude you again? I inquired.

He smiled. Scarcely, he answered. But his acquaintance with Jules De Vries is quite unexpected, and puts an entirely different complexion on affairs.

You know the Frenchman then?

Yes. He was, before his retirement last year, one of the smartest men in the Paris detective force. During eighteen months before he was pensioned he was head of the section charged with the inquiries into the anarchist outrages.

But he was apparently endeavouring to levy blackmail! I observed.

Oh! theres a good deal of corruption among the French police, he answered, laughing. Perhaps, living retired, he is seeking to make money out of the secrets entrusted to him in his professional capacity. That is often the case.

Our conversation then turned upon the inquest upon the body of Gilbert Sternroyd, which had now been fixed, and to which I was summoned to give evidence regarding the discovery of the body at Gloucester Square. Grindlay, in answer to my question, admitted that Jack had not yet been arrested, but that as soon as certain inquiries then in active progress were complete the German police would detain him for extradition.

Then you still believe him guilty, I observed with sadness.

Can anyone doubt it? he asked. I ought to say nothing about the matter, but as you are a witness I may as well tell you that our inquiries show conclusively that your friend Bethune committed the murder, although the circumstances under which the fatal shot was fired were of such an astounding character that I leave you to hear them officially. It is sufficient for me to say that the murder of young Sternroyd is the strangest and most complicated crime that in the course of my twenty-four years experience I have ever been called upon to deal with. But I must be off. I am due at eleven-thirty at Shepherds Bush, so you must excuse me. We will meet again soon. Good-bye.

A moment later we parted, and I returned to my chambers.

Soon after eleven oclock next morning Saunders entered my sitting-room and announced a visitor. I took the card. It was Doras!

Rushing forward I greeted her gladly, and bringing her in, enthroned her in my big armchair, the same in which she had sat on a previous occasion when she had called upon me.

She was dressed simply but with taste in light grey alpaca with a large black hat and veil, but the face which was disclosed when the veil was raised was pale as death, lit by two large lustrous eyes. For a moment she regarded me with a sad, wistful expression, as if imploring me not to reproach but to pity her. Then a sad, quiet smile slowly dawned upon her countenance, and she stretched forth her hand towards me.

Stuart, she murmured, in a low voice like the subdued wail of an aching heart. Stuart, are you displeased with me? Are you angry that I should come to you?

Displeased! Angry! I exclaimed, quickly grasping her extended hand between my own. No, no! Dora. I only hope you have recovered, that you are now strong and well again.

Yes. I — I feel better, she said. But what of him — tell me. Has he yet cleared himself? At home they affect ignorance of everything — everything.

I shook my head sadly, remembering Grindlays words. No, alas! He has not cleared himself, and to-day, or at least to-morrow, he will, I fear, be arrested.

Then it is time to act — time to act, she repeated excitedly. I promised I would reveal some strange facts — facts that will amaze you — but I was prevented by illness. Now, while there is still time you will help me, will you not? You will come with me and see with your own eyes, hear with your own ears. Then only can you justly judge. I confess that long ago, she added in a low half-whisper bending towards me, long ago I loved you, and wondered why you never uttered words of love to me. But now I know. I have ascertained the wretched duplicity of those about you, their evil machinations, and the purity of the one beautiful woman whom you loved. There has been a conspiracy of silence against you, rendered imperative by strange circumstances, but it shall continue no longer. You shall accompany me and know the truth. Come.

She rose suddenly. Obeying her I sought my hat, and together we descended the long flight of stone stairs into the busy thoroughfare below.

At last the promised revelation was to be made.


Chapter Thirty One.

The Scent of Violets.
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IN ACCORDANCE WITH Doras instructions I hailed a cab, and although she would give me no inkling of our destination, she ordered the man to drive with all haste to Paddington. At the station she told me to book to Didcot, the junction for Oxford, and about an hour later we alighted there.

From a neighbouring inn we obtained a fly, and together drove out across a level stretch of country some two miles, until we passed a crumbling stone cross, and turning suddenly entered a peaceful old-world village, which I understood by her order to the driver to be East Hagbourne. It consisted of one long straggling street of cottages, many of them covered with roses and honeysuckle, with here and there some good sized, quaint-gabled house, or lichen-covered, moss-grown barn, but when nearly at the further end of the little place the man pulled up suddenly before a large, rambling house of time-mellowed red brick, half hidden by ivy and creepers. It stood near the road with a strip of well-kept lawn in front and an iron railing, quite an incongruity in those parts. When we alighted our summons was responded to by a neat maid whom Dora addressed as Ashcombe, and who at once led the way to a long, low room, oak-beamed, panelled and very comfortably furnished.

Who lives here? I inquired in a half-whisper when the domestic had gone, but my question was answered by the sudden appearance of its occupant, who next second stood silent upon the threshold, motionless, statuesque.

Astonishment held me dumb. I sprang from the chair whereon I had been seated agape, amazed, my eyes riveted upon the figure standing silent before the dark portiere curtain.

Words froze on my lips; my tongue refused to articulate. Had insanity, the affliction I most dreaded, at last seized me, or was it some strange chimera, some extraordinary trick of my warped imagination? It was neither. The figure that had passed into the room swiftly and noiselessly while I had for an instant turned to question Dora was that of a living person — a person whose presence roused within my heart a tumult of wonder and of joy.

It was Sybil!

Yes, there was the delicately-poised head, the same flawlessly beautiful face that had entranced me in the little Southern mountain town, the same candid forehead, the same half-parted lips, the same dimpled cheeks that I had so often kissed with a mad passion such as I had never experienced before or since. She wore a grey silk gown; at her throat was one simple rose of deepest crimson. Her little white hand bore a wedding-ring — the one I had placed upon it — the lace on her skirt and bodice, the delicate pale tint of her face, bore testimony to the elegant and opulent indolence of her existence.

Yet was she not dead? Had I not been present when her soul and body parted? Had I not stood before the spot where she slept beneath a willow planted years ago by pious hands that had raised a neighbouring tomb? That willow had, I remembered, never grown vigorous and free in the strength of its sap. I knew how sadly its yellow foliage drooped, the ends of its branches hung down like heavy, weary tears. I recollected how, when first I saw it, I had thought that its roots went down and absorbed from my dead loves heart all the bitterness of a life thrown away. And the roses near her grave bore large blossoms as white as milk and of a deep red. The roots penetrated to the depths of the coffin, the sweet-smelling blooms took their whiteness from a virgin bosom and their crimson from a wounded heart.

I had held her cold hand and kissed her icy lips. Yet here she stood before me in the flesh, grave-eyed, dove-robed, and something wan and pale, an inner beauty shining from her face.

At last my tongues strings became loosened. I stammered her name. For answer she uttered in a well-remembered voice, one word:

Stuart!

Next instant with a shriek of joy she was locked in my embrace, and my eager lips pressed passionately her dimples, those nests for kisses. In those joyful, dreamy moments we left remembrances unuttered, and nothing mingled with the sound of our kisses but a whispered word from Dora. When one finds living and well ones love who was long ago lowered to the grave there is no need for the voice; a single look says more than a long speech.

Through the open windows the garden looked quite gay. The lawn grew thick and strong with its well-kept beds of crimson, white, scarlet and blue. Fresh air came in abundance from the open country, with puffs of all the pleasant perfumes of the flowers. The sweet scents seemed to fill Sybil with lassitude. She leant upon my arm quite faint, as if the smell had sent her off to sleep with love.

I glanced at her pale cheek and shell-like ear as her handsome head pillowed itself upon my breast. So delicate they seemed that, were it not for the rising and falling of her bosom, I should have believed she was of wax. But presently, struggling with the emotion that she had striven in vain to suppress, she raised her blue eyes to mine. They were still clear and trustful, childlike in their purity. I fancied I could read her reverie in their blue depths as she smiled upon me with sad sweetness.

At last! she murmured dreamily, her little hand gripping my arm convulsively. At last you have come, Stuart!

Her words caused a flood of memories to surge through my brain, and as she stood before me still pre-occupied, still mysterious, I felt myself doubting, even then, the reality of my joy. But, no! her presence was a tangible, inexplicable fact. Even at that moment a breath of violets filled my nostrils and again stirred my memory. Away in the Pyrenees long ago her chiffons had exuded that odour. Was it not her favourite perfume? The violets of spring, those modest blossoms snatched from the woods to droop and die in the hands of London flower-sellers, had always brought back to me memories of brief summer days when we had wandered up those distant mountain paths side by side, hand in hand, like children. I had thought of those distant things amidst the dust and clatter and gaiety of the great city, and ofttimes bought a bunch of those flowers, offspring of the dew and rising sun, and wore them in my coat so that I might feast my full on the bitter recollections of those days bygone when I had first seen the sun of a womans wondrous beauty.

But in my sudden ecstasy at finding her actually in my embrace, enraptured by her beauty and transported by her passionate kisses, I trod enchanted ground, knowing not what words fell from my lips.

Our questions were naïve and tender, our explanations brief and full of regrets and surprises. Happy in each others love, we uttered no word of reproach.

Suddenly I was conscious that Dora had approached, and was speaking.

I bring him to you, Sybil, because the secret may not be longer preserved, she said slowly, with emphasis. It has been sought to fix guilt upon an innocent man who, fearing to betray you, has allowed the newspapers to adjudge him a murderer. Speak, then; tell Stuart, who has, I know, never ceased to love you and revere your memory, the secret that has sealed your lips, the secret which when revealed will bring a terrible Nemesis upon the guilty ones.

In a moment Sybil withdrew herself from my embrace; then with a sudden impulse she took a few hurried steps forward, and grasping the hand of the woman who had thus spoken, exclaimed:

Dora, forgive me! I had imagined that you were my rival. I was told that Stuart was your lover, and had positive proof that you had on more than one occasion gone to his rooms alone. I believed that after he had supposed me dead he loved you, but I find that the same lying, scandalous tongue that wounded my reputation tried to wound yours. Instead of my enemy, I know you are still my devoted friend. Forgive me, Dora — forgive me!

Say no more, Sybil, the other answered sympathetically. All that is now of the past. Stuart and myself have, it is true, been friends — true, platonic friends — and were it not for his exertions on my behalf you would not to-day be in a position to ruthlessly cast off the trammels that have fettered you, preventing you occupying your true position as his wife. Without fear you may now lay bare the secret of your life and divulge facts that will thwart the evil machinations of your enemies. You have waited long and been faithful, both of you, but your triumph will be swift, crushing, complete.

Yes, said my well-beloved, I have already heard of the suspicion that has fallen upon Captain Bethune, and—

Bethune! I cried, remembering her letter that I had found in his rooms. Tell me, do you know him?

I do, Stuart, she answered, turning her soft eyes to mine. He has been my friend, and from time to time has brought me here, in my lonely retreat, news of the one man I loved — yourself.

But Markwick is trying to escape, Dora exclaimed quickly.

Then he has again deceived me! Sybil cried. He shall not elude us! No! the day of denunciation has dawned, and I will lay bare the strange facts so that punishment may fall upon the guilty ones, and she placed her hand upon her breast where her heart throbbed wildly. It is a wretched story of duplicity and crime, Stuart, she added, standing before me with eyes downcast. When you have heard my confession, perhaps — perhaps you will spurn and hate me for bringing upon you all this terrible anxiety and unhappiness; but I swear before Heaven that secrecy was imperative, that I have been under the control of one evil and unscrupulous, who has held my destiny for life or death. Yes, yes, it is the ghastly truth, she said, her voice dropping to a scarcely-audible whisper. I deceived you even though I loved you, yet since that time I have lived tortured by a remorse that knows no night, driven almost to desperation by a knowledge of your unhappiness and an inability to tell you that I still lived.

Why were you unable to communicate with me? I asked in wonder.

Because I dared not. Ah! Do not judge me prematurely! she pleaded, clutching my arm. When you know the truth, you will see there are extenuating circumstances. Tell me that you will hear me to the end before you condemn me as an adventuress.

Sybil, I said, as calmly as I could, my fingers closing over hers, I love you as I have always loved you. Explain everything, let me act for you in settling accounts with those who have held you in bondage, and then, when all is plain, when the secret of this strange life of yours is explained, then will we resume that perfect but abruptly terminated happiness of the old never-to-be-forgotten days at Luchon.

Ah, Stuart! I knew you loved me! she cried, dinging to me passionately. I knew that you would hear me, because you are loyal and generous to a woman, as you always were. Yes; now, owing to a combination of circumstances, I am at last free to speak, and will conceal nothing. Our enemies parted us cruelly, deceiving us both, and acting with a cunning that was amazing. Therefore you, the principal sufferer, shall have the satisfaction of exposing their trickery and bringing them to justice. Even upon you, at one time, they heaped suspicion so that you might be made their scapegoat, while against myself the police also held a warrant for an offence I committed without the least criminal intent. Ah! my story is a strange one; stranger than any have imagined.

Yes, observed Dora, the little I know of it astounds me. When the true facts are made known and the murderer of Gilbert Sternroyd arrested, what a scandal it will cause!

Then who is the culprit? I inquired, in breathless anxiety to solve the inscrutable mystery that had so long puzzled me.

Be patient for a moment, Sybil answered, and I will explain events in their sequence. Then you will see plainly by whose hand Gilbert fell.

You knew him, did you not? I asked.

Ah! she said smiling. You purchased my photograph — the one I had caused to be placed in the shop-window in Regent Street, so that you should notice it, and on buying it, as I knew you must, you would learn that I still lived.

Yes. But I could not believe the truth, I said hastily. It was so incredible that I came to the conclusion that the photographer had made some mistake about the date. Then I added: Why was Sternroyd placed beside you?

There was a reason, which you will shortly see, she replied. I knew Gilbert, it is true. Do not, however, for a moment imagine he was ever fond of me. He was engaged to someone else.

She had taken a few steps backward and sunk upon a low chair, while Dora had crossed to the fireplace and ensconced herself in a corner, where she sat in silence, watching us with undisguised satisfaction. I, too, had seated myself in an armchair, so near that of Sybil that I could hold and caress her tiny hand.

Your ring, I exclaimed, noticing her wedding-ring, is that the one I placed upon your finger?

She smiled and sadly shook her head, replying:

No, you did not place it there.

What! I cried amazed. Are you not my wife? Is not that your wedding-ring?

No, Stuart, she answered very gravely. This is my wedding-ring, its true, but you are not my husband.

Then you have — youve married someone else! I gasped, starting up. But she gripped my wrist, forcing me firmly back into my chair, saying:

Did you not, a moment ago, promise you would hear me without question? Have patience, and you shall know everything — everything.

Then, sighing heavily, she pushed the tendrils of fair hair from her white, open brow, while I sank back among the cushions impatient and perplexed.

Only to-day, a few hours ago, the chains of the thraldom under which I have lived were drawn so tightly around me, galling me to the quick, she said, in a low, hurried voice, after sitting a few moments silent and agitated. Only this morning I saw how hopeless was the effort to elude that thraldom in the smallest degree that my whole being ached in torture, and I hated the world and wished to escape from it; yet the two events for which I have longed through all these dreary, wearying days have now occurred. I am free to speak, and you have come to me with forgiveness on your lips.

I waited expecting her to continue, but she remained silent.

Speak, why do you pause? I asked, impatiently I am afraid.

I paused, Stuart, because I am doubtful as to how you will take what I am about to say.

As you mean it, be assured, I answered.

Then listen, and I will tell you. Again she hesitated, pressing her hand upon her eyes, the while her soft bust heaved with a troublous emotion. Presently, in the same low, faltering voice as before, she said: You will remember, Stuart, that I fled from you in Luchon with a cold formal note of farewell. On that day, blindly, willingly I took upon myself the burthen of anothers sin. Blindly I resigned myself to a fate worse than that of the doomed. Although I loved you fondly, I was forced to bow my head calmly and submit to be branded with a very leprosy of guilt. Because I loved you and permitted your attentions I was to be a painted puppet, to move about with a curse riveted around my life, to move about and even feel that curse fretting and gnawing at my soul, and yet without the power to win a moments peace save in the grave. There, only there, might I find rest.

This is terrible, I cried. Surely you deceive yourself. There is no power on earth that could have held you thus.

Ah! yes. The chain was there — there, clasped around my heart, crushing out every gleam of hope. I was light-hearted and heedless; I could not see the life of torture to which I was yielding myself, so innocently I fell into the trap my enemies had cunningly baited, that ere I realised the truth the bonds were irrevocably welded around my life. At first they sat lightly upon me, and I scarcely felt them; but slowly I became conscious that there hung a deep shadow upon my every step; slowly I became conscious that my every act and word must be in unison with the thraldom under which I moved. At last I knew that I had passed beyond your ken; I knew that I must renounce all thought of you, and I became cold and, I sometimes think, callous. But I prayed, I begged of Heaven that I might lose the feelings of a woman since I had lost her privileges.

She spoke in a hot, dry feverish tone — a tone that I would not have recognised as that of the low, musical voice of my love. Dora, rising from her seat, stood near her, gazing in wonder at her friend from whose agony these revelations were wrung.

When I met you, Stuart, I was giddy and thoughtless, she went on, feverishly. Towards you my whole soul yearned. Heart, soul and life were all yours; for I loved, I loved! But, alas! our supreme happiness was not for long. In fear of my liberty, I was compelled to fly from you and allow you to believe I had forgotten. Thus in the first moment almost, when a sweet vision of joy flashed upon me, the door of my dungeon was closed, the chains were clasped tightly around my soul, and I was wrenched back from happiness.

Low tremulous sobs interrupted each word, and every moment it seemed as if she were about to lose control over herself.

Those who needed me knew well when they might best use me to their advantage. They had seen me waver in my allegiance under the influence of that mad love for you, and they dreaded lest some accident should make me betray their trust. I had entered the closet of their secret, and once in, they were resolved that there should be no loophole for my escape. But I must begin at the beginning, and tell you who and what I am. First, the name I gave you was not assumed, as you must have believed. I am Sybil Henniker, a French subject, born in Paris of a French father and an English mother. My father, a wealthy Deputy, was killed while hunting, and my mother shortly afterwards married an Englishman, but she, too, died within a year, leaving the whole of her fortune to my sister Ethel, who was a year my senior. Another Englishman, a crafty, sycophantic lickspittle of my stepfather, married her, having made a secret compact, by which the two men shared the estate. At that time we were living in Paris, and there came to our house Gilbert Sternroyd, a rich young Englishman of Socialistic tendencies. He had become imbued with Anarchist ideas, and soon developed into an ardent disciple of Ravachol. His theories he expounded to me almost daily, until at length I joined their brotherhood and furnished small sums of money when required. Ah! you will condemn me, I know. It was, I admit, foolish, but remember I did not dream that they would use my money in their attempts to take the lives of innocent persons by means of bombs. It was represented to me that money was required to diffuse Anarchist literature. With secret murder I had no sympathy, I swear. I was in Luchon with my stepfather when he was suddenly recalled to Paris; then I met you and we spent some happy days together, until — until a telegram in cipher reached me one night and the blow that I feared fell — a warrant was out for my arrest. There had been on the previous afternoon a terrible Anarchist outrage at the Chamber of Deputies, and the police, in make some domiciliary visits to suspected Anarchists, had discovered one of my letters which was undoubtedly incriminating. I scribbled you a hasty line of farewell, packed my trunk and left by the first train in the morning, travelling first to Bayonne, then to Madrid and Seville, whence some weeks later I went to London. I thought to escape by getting to England, and intended to at once write to you, but in London I found my brother-in-law and stepfather awaiting me. Then, for the first time, I realised the truth. I had been caught in the net they had so cunningly prepared!

Again there was silence, broken only by her sobs. I saw only Sybil before me, with all the old love warm upon her pale tear-stained face. I saw her struggle with the secret that held her aloof from me. I witnessed the struggle and knew its meaning. I knew that she was suffering even as I suffered.

There was another pang thrust into my heart in knowing of her torture.

My stepfather and his unctuous confederate, cowards that they were, claimed my help, claimed it in the name of all that had been done for me in effecting my escape, and — and I could not deny them. As she spoke she clung tremblingly to Dora, as if fearful of her own words. There was a bewildered expression in her eyes as her gaze was fixed beyond me, staring blankly through the open window.

Well, I questioned softly, why did you not follow the true impulse of your heart?

She started, her eyes glistening, her whole frame convulsed, as she answered wildly:

I was hunted by the Paris police as a dangerous Anarchist, and they would have sent me to New Caledonia to work among criminals for the remainder of my life. The two knaves under whose thrall I had fallen knew this, but they had a deeper game to play. It was part of their scheme to entrap me thus, and then coerce me into assisting them. They took me to that dismal, neglected house in Gloucester Square that had belonged to my mother, and there unfolded plans that for perfidious ingenuity were assuredly unequalled. First, they impressed upon me the impossibility of eluding the police for any length of time, and I was compelled to admit that I feared arrest. Then they explained their infamous scheme, well-knowing that my offence made it imperative for me to obediently assist them in their shameful fraud and preserve a silence begotten of fear. My sister Ethel, who was almost the image of myself, was mortally ill, dying slowly, poor girl! of consumption, and knew little of what was transpiring. The miscreant pair, however, knew that when she died the revenue from the vast estates in Savoy would pass back to some relatives of my mother in France; therefore they resolved at all hazards to continue to divide the money, and had formed an ingenious plan to that end. Briefly, they had told me that I must die instead of Ethel.

Die? I ejaculated.

To the world, she went on quickly. My stepfather told me that on Ethels death I must pose as the wife of his friend, that I must preserve their secret at all costs, at least for a year or eighteen months, until they could devise some other plan to preserve the fortune to themselves. On their part they promised, on their oaths, to free me and allow me to again seek you. At first I refused with indignation to be party to such an imposition, but they convinced me that the police were already at my heels, and in return for rendering them this service promised to secure me immunity from arrest. My stepfather was powerful, with many influential friends in Paris, and I believed he could do this if he chose. They did not tell me the means they intended to employ to secure this end, but urged me to consent. For a long time I held out, but they pictured to me on the one hand arrest and transportation to a Pacific island, with common murderesses and the scum of Paris; on the other, my return to you after eighteen months, marriage and happiness. So at last — at last I agreed to the compact — I allowed them to fasten the bonds upon me and draw me under their terrible thraldom, and she bent forward sobbing bitterly, while Dora, kneeling quickly at her side, threw her arms around her, endeavouring to console her.


Chapter Thirty Two.

The Secret.
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PRESENTLY SHE RESUMED in a sad voice full of emotion, lifting her face to mine, saying: I did not dream, Stuart, of the trickery to which they resorted in order to change my personality and secure me from falling into the dragnet of the police, but my lips were already sealed when I afterwards learnt how my stepfather exerted his influence, and obtained a special licence from the Archbishop to allow your marriage to take place in that weird old house in Gloucester Square, how you were conducted there, and how you and the police were imposed upon by the body of my unfortunate sister being passed off as that of myself. It was not until weeks after that eventful night, when by bribery and influence the pair had buried my identity, that I learned the truth. Then, unable to come to you, fearing even to make my existence known, I could only watch and wait.

But why did they marry me in that manner? I asked, amazed at her remarkable story.

There were reasons, she answered. The police had tracked me, and it was imperative for the success of their scheme that I should remain free. Again, although Ethel was dying it was uncertain what time would elapse ere the spark of life would flicker and die out. They therefore resolved, in order that failure should be rendered impossible, upon effecting a master-stroke by marrying Ethel in my name, because by marriage with you I should change my nationality, and as a British subject it would be impossible to arrest me for a political offence committed in France. This they did, with the result you are already aware, but further, my poor sister expired during the ceremony; thus the police, in bursting in, were doubly baffled. Afterwards, they caused her to be buried as your wife, and upon the grave actually placed a wreath bearing your card, with an inscription purporting to have been written by you. Upon the back of that card I also wrote a message, urging you to prosecute inquiries, hoping that it would fall into your hands.

It did, I said. I found it, and your words have ever since been uppermost in my mind.

It was part of the compact that, posing as the wife of my dead sisters husband, I should remain here and not visit London. As this mans wife I was compelled to revive some of my late mothers relatives, whom I had never before seen. These were the rightful owners of her wealth now that Ethel was no more, but to them I was forced to keep up the wretched deception that I was Ethel, and they, never having seen her since a child, returned to France with any suspicions they had entertained entirely allayed. I remained here alone with my maid Ashcombe as sole companion, and with the cold mask of honesty and indifference upon my face, thinking always of you. If they would only have let me tell you that I was innocent of that cruel deception, only let me show you that I was not the base adventuress you must have imagined, I think — I think I could have borne the rest. When I could not bear it any longer I prayed to them to let me see you, I prayed for one little grain of pity. Circumstances, however, seemed to conspire to thwart their plans, for a person whom they feared threatened to denounce them. Therefore they became desperate and would show me no mercy. At this time, too, I made the astounding discovery that my stepfather had married again unknown to me, two years before, a vain haughty girl young enough to be his daughter. He had kept this fact from me because he knew I had been acquainted with her in my girlhood days, and feared I might reveal his villainy. When I heard of this I wrote to Captain Bethune, who had been a mutual friend, and from him learned facts about yourself and her. I heard of your anxiety, of your futile search after the truth, and of your continual inquiry to fathom the mystery of my life. But our enemies had taken every precaution to prevent your discovering anything, and by threatening to give me up to the police they kept me still enthralled and silent. They, however, saw that the one man who had, by some unknown means, discovered their chicanery, might sooner or later expose the fraud; therefore, they grew reckless, and on one occasion my stepfather threatened my life if I gave you a single sign of my existence. It was after that, that I discovered the crime.

The crime! I cried. What crime?

I had but one friend, Captain Bethune, she said in the same low, faltering tones, and after this threat I went to his chambers late one night to seek his counsel and aid. I wanted to give you a sign that I still lived, but I was held powerless by fear of the terrible vengeance they threatened. I — I found him at home with two other men in his company — one was my stepfather, the other Gilbert Sternroyd. There was no quarrel, no word of anger, but I was witness to the terrible crime. Gilbert, happy and unsuspecting, was shot dead by a cowards hand — he—

You actually saw the shot fired? I cried, starting up quickly. Then you also saw the murderer? Speak! name him! Let me know the truth.

The man who shot Gilbert Sternroyd, she said in a hard, firm voice, the man who drew a revolver secretly from his pocket and fired full upon him as he stepped from the room, was my stepfather! I gripped his arm, but too late. Gilbert fell, and the coward fled.

His name? I demanded.

He is known to you, she replied, slowly twisting her handkerchief between her fingers, and with a manner of subdued, fierce vengefulness she laughed a little hard laugh; but it was more significant of inward agony than any words could have been. He is known to you, to the world, as the Earl of Fyneshade!

Fyneshade! I gasped dumbfounded. And he is your stepfather?

Yes, she answered. Seek him, and give him into the hands of the police, for he is the assassin.

But the motive? I cried. What was it?

Twofold. Sternroyd had obtained knowledge of the fraud perpetrated by substituting my personality for Ethels, and came to me declaring his intention of exposing it. Besides this he was an ardent admirer of Mabel, my stepfathers young wife, and although she gave him no encouragement he was infatuated, and had made a will leaving his immense wealth to her. Fyneshade knew this, and saw that by getting rid of him he would preserve his guilty secret, and at the same time enrich his wife and consequently himself. He suggested this to my pseudo-husband, Francis Markwick, who—

Markwick! I gasped. Was it that scoundrel who assisted in the fraud and posed as your husband?

The same. I myself overheard the two men in consultation upon the benefits to be derived from the young millionaires death, and afterwards warned him and also told Mabel. Therefore, from the first, Lady Fyneshade and your friend Bethune knew the truth.

But why did not Bethune inform the police instead of acting so suspiciously? I queried in doubt.

Because he feared to compromise me. He swore he would not speak until I gave him permission. This I could not give until assured of my own immunity from arrest.

How would this disclosure compromise you?

In the first place, I was present when the murder was committed. Secondly, you will remember you entered Jacks chambers by stealth on the following night and found the body removed.

Yes, I said quickly. He locked one of the rooms and would not allow me to enter.

Because I was in that room, Stuart, she explained. I had again called upon him to ask his advice, not knowing how to act. Suddenly you entered, and to conceal me became imperative.

But the body was also concealed there, was it not?

No, it had been removed to Gloucester Square early in the morning following the murder, after which Jack, in accordance with his promise to shield me, fled from England in order that suspicion might fall upon himself. If he had at once caused the arrest of the murderer I should have been compromised. But Markwick denounced Jack to Mabel, who, of course, already guessed the truth, and very soon your friend was amazed to find circumstantial evidence woven around him in a most serious and amazing manner.

But I had all along been aware of his innocence, Dora interrupted, sick at heart for her friends misery. Sybil had told me.

Yes, continued the woman I loved, turning to her. Even when the police were hunting for him I feared to speak, knowing that by so doing I must implicate myself, and that the part I had innocently played in the dynamite affair and in the subsequent fraud would inevitably be disclosed. Once, she continued, again turning to me, once I sent my maid Ashcombe to you to ascertain secretly how you fared, but you were out, and as it was imperative that she should leave that night for Paris to prosecute some inquiries, she failed to see you and you therefore remained in ignorance.

My sister, too, has suffered terrible anguish, Dora said. She knew from the first that her husband was an assassin, yet to remove suspicion from him and avoid the terrible scandal, she was compelled to act a part that was to her revolting. That she had no thought for Gilbert and that she was faithful to her husband I am confident, yet in order to obtain confirmation of her suspicions of Fyneshades schemes she was compelled to court the friendship of Markwick, the man she most hated, while her husband, to avert suspicion that he had murdered Sternroyd, affected to be jealous of his confederate.

But my marriage, I said, it is astounding.

The plans of this base pair were indeed deeply laid and ingeniously formed, she went on. The crafty manner in which you were entrapped and wedded is but one illustration of their marvellous ingenuity and utter unscrupulousness. In securing the handsome revenue from my mothers estates they provided for every eventuality, but by a conspiracy of circumstances Gilbert Sternroyd obtained knowledge of their secret, of how they had compelled me to pose as Markwicks wife, and how they had married you to my dead sister. He sympathised with Mabel as wife of this titled adventurer, and, in order to rid her of him, intended to give him up to the police. My stepfather saw that only by death could he be silenced, and he therefore foully murdered him. Yes, Stuart, your marriage was an amazing one, secured by a scoundrel whose influence was far-reaching; but even that event was not one whit more astounding than those that followed.

True, I said, amazed and bewildered at her disclosures.

Towards me, also, Fyneshade has acted desperately, with double cunning. Dora exclaimed fiercely, turning to me. You remember on that night when, for the first time after your strange marriage, you visited the ghostly deserted house in Gloucester Square, I was there also. I knew that Fyneshade, supposed to be in Paris, was in hiding there, so I entered determined to face him and obtain liberty for Sybil, for Jack, nay for all, by compelling him to fly from the country and renounce all claim to return. I was prepared to offer him secrecy in exchange for this. But he detected us. He felled you from behind and dragged you down to the cellar, while he also stunned me, causing concussion of the brain; then locked me in that inner room. Probably I should have gone hopelessly insane and eventually starved had you not discovered me.

His villainy is revolting, I exclaimed angrily. His own action led to my discovery of the body, but I confess these disclosures put a complexion on the affair such as I had never dreamed; and turning to Sybil, who had slowly risen and passed to the window, I asked, Tell me the reason you are now constrained to make this confession.

The air from the garden fanned her pale cheeks soothingly. She was leaning forward gazing fixedly across the lawn, but turned slowly at my words, and I saw her face was as beautiful as when we had first met.

Because I no longer fear, she answered calmly, and one would have doubted that this was the same woman who had been so wildly agitated only a few moments previously, she spoke so quietly. Yesterday the French Government adopted an amnesty to political offenders, therefore the warrant cannot now be reissued against me. As to the ingenious fraud to which I have been a party, I can prove that I was merely a tool in the hands of these two malefactors who held me in their toils. From this moment I renounce the name of Markwick, to which I have no right, and again resume my maiden name, Sybil. I may be prosecuted — well, I am ready to take my trial — I — I am ready to face all, if only I can think that you believe me innocent, Stuart — if only I may dare to hope we may even be man and wife.

Next second she was in my embrace, sobbing again with her head upon my shoulder.

Rest assured, I said tenderly, that the innocent shall not suffer, and upon the guilty shall fall punishment swift and certain. If it becomes necessary for you to face a criminal trial, remember that I love you just as fondly as I have ever done.

Then you do not hate me for the despicable part I have been forced to act? she cried joyfully, raising her earnest, tear-stained face.

No, Sybil. Like myself, you have suffered at the hands of these merciless scoundrels, and before Heaven I swear they shall pay for it, I cried with fierce anger. Turning to Dora, I added, This has indeed proved that Jack, loyal and true-hearted, is in every way worthy the affection of the pure honest woman who has befriended us both.

I have but endeavoured to repay you for the small services you have rendered to Jack and myself, she answered with a sweet smile. I know that at one time you suspected him, but that was only natural, for he intended that you should. Already he is on his way home, and to-night will be in London. He will be present to bear witness with Sybil as to the tragic end of Gilbert Sternroyd. Then, with a lingering glance at us, Dora rose and discreetly left on pretence of speaking to Ashcombe, while Sybil and I, alone, clasped in each others arms, repeated those vows of undying love we had exchanged far away at that little southern spa, overshadowed by its purple mountains with their eternal snows.

During several hours I remained joyful and content with my loved one, and the sun had already disappeared when we all three entered the fly to drive back to Didcot and catch the train for London. The earth, veiled in a soft shadow, seemed half slumbering, pensive and melancholy. A white opaque sky overhung the horizon, and lucent haze of colourless pearl-grey filled the valley. A time of palpable sadness comes each evening, when although not yet night the light is fading slowly, almost regretfully; and each of us in this silent farewell feels strange anxiety, a great need of hope and faith in his heart Song comes to ones lips with the first rays of morning, tears to ones eyes with the last ray of evening light Perhaps it is the dispiriting thought of labour constantly resumed, unceasingly abandoned; the eager wish, mingled with dread, for eternal rest. Perhaps, indeed, it is the resemblance of everything human to that agony of light and sound.

Sybil was seated beside me as we sped along the straight open road. A star shone above the dark line of distant trees amid the evanescence of earth and sky. We both looked at this consoling light.

It pierced with a ray of hope the mournful veil of twilight.


Chapter Thirty Three.

A Family Council.
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FROM DIDCOT STATION I sent a telegram to Grindlay making an appointment with him to meet us at Lady Strettons later that night, and when we arrived there we found both the Inspector and Jack Bethune awaiting us.

Closeted together, Lady Stretton being present, Sybil told her story to the astonished police officer in a plain, matter-of-fact manner, describing minutely the circumstances of the tragedy as she had witnessed it, and eulogising Jack for the self-sacrifice he had made in order to shield her. Her confession was much the same as that she had made to me, and when she had concluded the detective turned, offered his hand to Jack, apologising for regarding him with undue suspicion, to which the other responded generously, saying:

It was my fault; entirely my fault. I intended you should believe me guilty. But arrest the culprit; do not let him escape.

No, he shall not, Grindlay said with a mysterious smile. Very soon we shall have him under lock and key. But this affair is simply astounding, he continued, turning to me. I felt certain there must be some very suspicious circumstances connected with your secret marriage, but the intricacies of this extraordinary plot never occurred to me. I knew that only by the exertion of great influence could such a marriage as yours be procured, and certainly the substitution of Miss Hennikers sister for herself was one of the most ingenious and neatly-executed pieces of trickery that has ever come under my notice. Indeed, the truth is even more remarkable than the mystery. The Earl and his precious confederate must be an inventive pair, otherwise they would not have succeeded in tricking us so neatly. When perpetrating the fraud and the murder, the Earl secured the silence of witnesses by devices evidently carefully planned. Since I last saw you I have learnt the truth from De Vries, the French ex-detective, who endeavoured to levy blackmail upon Markwick. It appears as though their scheme would never have been exposed had not he, while making inquiries into the causes of the Chamber of Deputies explosion, found himself balked by the strange marriage. The relatives away in Savoy, to whom the estate rightly belonged, had had their suspicions aroused by some slight incident, and had caused inquiry to be made by the police. De Vries, having both matters in hand, at length understood that an important object was to be attained by preventing Ethel from dying. This, however, was after his retirement from the Paris police. Nevertheless, an adept at criminal investigation, he prosecuted his inquiries out of sheer curiosity, and possibly with the hope of a reward, until he obtained confirmation of his suspicion that Miss Sybil was not dead. Finding he could glean nothing further he therefore resolved to obtain money for his silence, and blackmailed Markwick, compelling him to part with various sums of money. De Vries was, it appears, a friend of Sternroyds, and in a moment of expansiveness imparted to him the secret. Thereupon Sternroyd set diligently to work, discovered Sybil, and would — if not foully done to death — have exposed the whole conspiracy. But I have sent a messenger for De Vries, and expect him here every moment.

Almost as he spoke the diminutive Frenchman was ushered in by one of the stately, powdered footmen of the Stretton household. He entered, smiling and bowing, and when Grindlay had explained what he had told us he turned to me, and in broken English, reiterated with much gesticulation how he had been commissioned by Monsieur Goron, the head of the Paris police, to investigate the dynamite explosion in the Chamber, and how, at the house of the noted Anarchist Mercuvel, an incriminating letter signed by Sybil Henniker had been discovered. She was traced, application was made to the London police for her arrest and extradition, and he himself came over and had actually accompanied the officers when they burst into the room wherein the marriage ceremony had taken place. Returning to Paris, baffled by the death of the woman supposed to be one of the guiding spirits of the apostles of dynamite, another inquiry was soon afterwards placed into his hands. It was made by a family named Langon, living near Chambéry, regarding the sister of Sybil Henniker. This aroused his suspicion, but having fallen into disfavour at head-quarters he found himself compelled to resign his official appointment Afterwards he returned to London, investigated the matter thoroughly, and arrived at the conclusion that it was Sybil who was passing herself off as the wife of Markwick, and that the Langon family were entitled to claim the late Madame Hennikers property. The detectives shrewdness had obtained for him hush-money to the extent of over a thousand pounds when, fearing Markwick would escape and thus his source of income might disappear, he coolly claimed another thousand in return for his liberty, a request which was refused.

When this family council terminated, and the bell was rung that refreshments might be served to Grindlay and the Frenchman, it was already near midnight. The footman on entering that abode of garish luxury passed at once across to Lady Stretton, saying in a low tone:

Lord Fyneshade called an hour ago, your ladyship, and—

Fyneshade! all echoed in a tone of awe.

And what did you tell him, Stebbings? cried Lady Stretton, growing crimson with excitement.

I told him your ladyship was engaged with Captain Bethune, Mr Ridgeway and a French gentleman, the flunkey answered, astonished at the sensation his announcement had produced.

Well, what then?

He glanced at Monsieurs card lying in the hall, and then left hurriedly, first asking me whether a strange, fair-haired young lady had accompanied Mr Ridgeway. I told him that she had, and he then said I was not to disturb you or mention that he had called.

By Heaven! Hes bolted! cried Grindlay, springing to his feet. But he must not escape. Come with me, De Vries. We must find him before he has time to leave London.

But Markwick! I cried. What of him?

He has unfortunately already gone, the Frenchman answered as he passed through the door. I missed him this morning, after watching his lodgings at Notting Hill for nearly three weeks. He has eluded me, and I fear got clean away.

A few moments later Grindlay and his companion jumped into a cab, and I heard a voice shout to the driver:

Scotland Yard. Quick!


Chapter Thirty Four.

Guilt.
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A LAST BEAM of the sun gliding over the surface of the river transformed it into a ribbon of creamy gold as, accompanied by Sybil and Grindlay, I was driven over the old moss-grown bridge on the way from the station to Fyneshade Hall, one of the most historic mansions in Sussex.

Throughout the length and breadth of the land telegraphic information had reached the police that the Earl of Fyneshade was wanted on a charge of murder. In every town, in almost every village, constables and detectives were on the alert. The search in London during the day had proved futile, for after leaving Lady Strettons all trace of his lordship had been lost, and it was supposed that, finding De Vries present, he had become alarmed and had hidden himself. At Eaton Square, Grindlay had ascertained that Mabel had been away at the country seat during the past three days, and nothing had been seen there of the Earl for a week. Inquiries at his clubs and elsewhere elicited no clue to the direction he had taken, but about five oclock Grindlay had called upon me hurriedly, saying that he intended to go to Fyneshade, whereupon I resolved to accompany him, and Sybil, being also present, pleaded that she might be taken also.

Therefore we had left Victoria, and two hours later found ourselves at a small wayside station with four miles to drive. It was an anxious journey, and during those last four miles scarcely a word was exchanged between us, so full were our thoughts, for the Inspector had ascertained from the station-master that his lordship had arrived from London by the first train that morning, and, no fly being available, had walked up to the Hall.

At last we were gaining upon him.

Was it any wonder, then, knowing the fate awaiting him, that we were silent?

When, having passed the lodge-gates and driven up through the spacious, well-wooded park wherein the birds were gayly chattering, we alighted before the great stone portico of the quaint, rambling, ivy-covered mansion, a man-servant came forward.

I wish to see Lady Fyneshade! I said.

Yes, sir. Her ladyship is at home, sir. Please step this way, and taking my card he led us through the great hall of polished oak, with its windows of stained glass and stands of armour, into a pleasant sitting-room with diamond panes and deep window-seats commanding a wide sweep of the park and lake beyond. Here, as through the mansion, there was a lulling quietude, and an atmosphere of voluptuous luxury. The sense became oppressed with the richness of the surroundings, and the quietude added to the oppression.

Almost before the door had closed a rustling of silk reached our ears, and when it opened again Mabel stood before us. Her face was deathly pale; around her eyes, swollen as if by tears, were dark rings that told only too plainly the distressing anxiety of that breathless day.

You? she gasped, steadying herself by clutching at the handle of the door, and gazing fixedly at Sybil. Then, turning her haggard eyes upon Grindlay, she said half reproachfully:

You have come for him!

The Inspector, standing by the window, advanced a few steps, and bowing answered:

It is unfortunately my painful duty, my lady.

Ah! I knew it — I knew it! she wailed, with a wild passion, bursting again into a torrent of hot tears. He arrived here at ten oclock this morning — and — and—

Did he leave again? Grindlay quickly asked.

No, she replied, in a harsh discordant tone, her pallor becoming more apparent. He is still here. He came home, and without seeing me went to his room. My maid — my maid told me that he—

She had almost become calm, but the marks of a storm of agitation were very palpable in her pale countenance and her disordered dress. She paused, her words seemed to choke her, and she started with a cold shudder, as if some unseen hand had touched her. Then with a fierce effort she drew herself up and continued:

My maid, whom I sent to him asking him to see me, returned with a message that he was busy, and when I went to his room a few minutes later I found he had again gone out.

For an instant she paused, then as if a sudden wild impulse seized her she rushed across the room and threw open wide the door leading to an adjoining apartment.

An hour later he returned, she cried hoarsely. See!

We all three dashed forward, but an instant later, with one accord, uttered cries of horror.

Lying upon a couch in a room that had been almost cleared of furniture was the Earl of Fyneshade, fully dressed. From his wet, slime-covered clothes water still dripped slowly, forming a pool upon the carpet, and even as we looked his wife withdrew the handkerchief reverently placed upon the upturned face, so that we gazed upon the closed eyes, white sunken cheeks, and muddy lips.

They brought him home to me dead, Mabel said in an agonised tone, that told of the terrible pent-up anguish in her breast. One of the gardeners saw him deliberately throw himself into the lake, and although he tried to save him was unable.

Then, as slowly as she had removed the covering from the rigid features, she carefully wiped some of the green slime from his lips and replaced it.

A long, deep-drawn sigh was the only sound that broke the silence, and, by the crumpling of paper next moment, I knew that Grindlay had crushed the warrant in his hand.

No word was spoken, but as we passed slowly back into the comfortable sitting-room, Mabel fell upon the neck of my well-beloved and they both wept bitterly.

The scene was intensely painful, and Grindlay, with a murmur of excuse, withdrew, leaving me alone to whisper sympathy and courage. The assassins end, though tragic, was merciful, for, at least, his young wife would be spared the torture of being branded as the unhappy widow of a man who had been executed.

He had thrown dice with the Devil, and lost. By his own volition he had released Mabel from a hateful marital tie, at the same time paying the penalty for his sins.


Chapter Thirty Five.

Conclusion.
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LEAVING THE HOUSE of mourning, where the grave-faced servants moved on tip-toe, I walked slowly at Sybils side, feeling in each breath of fresh wind puffs of inspiring youth. Once again, after our long and gloomy separation, we were at last alone, confiding lovers, full of all the joyful hopes of life. I knew that I belonged to her, to her alone, to her tenderness, to her dream.

Together, as we slowly strolled along that endless avenue through the great park, it seemed as though we were both advancing towards the unknown, indifferent to everything, finding our pleasure as in bygone days in losing ourselves in the depths of the discreet darkness, where each leafy recess hid our kisses and smothered our love chat.

Though months, nay, years had passed — years of bitterness, anxiety and doubt, shattered hopes and blank despair — her remembrance, the only joy on which my heart reposed, had unceasingly urged me on and given me courage. The glamour of love mingled with the soft moonbeam reflected in her eyes until they twain seemed the only realities.

Do you remember, dearest, I exclaimed, halting and pressing her in fond embrace, do you remember that bright summer evening at Luchon, the evening of our farewell, so full of love and sadness? You despatched me to the fight with a kiss upon the brow like a fond sweetheart who desires to see the soldier she loves conquer. That kiss I have ever remembered. Lonely and mystified through those long weary days I only thought of you, I could only speak of you, for you lived within me.

Oh, Stuart! she answered, her beautiful, calm face upturned to mine, I, too, thought ever of you. In those dark hours when, fearing that finding me dead you loved another, those charming rambles among the mountains were fresh in my memory. Hour by hour, day by day, my mind was filled by those recollections of a halcyon past, yet I feared to let you know of my existence lest you should attempt to claim me from the man whose wife I was forced against my will to represent. That ever-present thought of you wore my life away; I became heavy with weariness, and some nights so broken down that I felt a cowardly desire to die. Yet that sweet thought that past delight leaves within one urged me to hope, even though ours was a dark night to be followed by an unknown dawn. You, dear one, seemed but a shadow that had disappeared in the solitude where the dear phantoms of our dreams reside, but I hoped and hoped, and ever hopeless hoped.

Then upon my breast the pent-up feelings of her heart found vent in big tears and quick spasmodic sobs.



And the rest — well, the rest is that happiness is mine. I have laid my conscience quite bare, being anxious to conceal nothing, and now having found my well-beloved the days seem an eternity of joy.

Yes, we have married. My father has died and Wadenhoe has passed into our possession, while our near neighbour at Fotheringhay is Captain Jack Bethune, who, on his marriage with Dora, resigned his commission in order to devote himself entirely to her and to literature. Her brain-trouble is now completely cured and her happiness complete. The newspapers teem with eulogistic paragraphs about her husbands life and work, for he is at the present moment one of the most popular of our writers of romance. As for Francis Markwick, although he succeeded in escaping to Rio de Janeiro he did not live long to enjoy his freedom, for within a few weeks of landing in that malarial city he was attacked by yellow fever, to which he succumbed.

Sometimes when day is dying the fresh breeze rises from the river and a soft light falls from the sky, the open valley stretching before our windows expands peaceful and transparent like a dark, shoreless ocean. It is in those idle, restful moments of adoration, when earth and sky are fathomless, that the pure sweet voice of my well-beloved, the voice that recalled me to the joys of life, raises a recollection within me, a remembrance that ofttimes brings tears to my eyes — the remembrance of the strange inviolable secret of Sybil.

THE END


Whoso Findeth a Wife (1897)
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Chapter One.

A State Secret.
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WHOSO FINDETH A wife findeth a good thing, and obtaineth favour of the Lord. — Proverbs xviii, 22.

Have those urgent dispatches come in from Berlin, Deedes?

Captain Hammerton has not yet arrived, I answered.

Eleven oclock! Tut, tut! Every moments delay means greater risk, and the Earl of Warnham, Her Majestys Principal Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, strode up and down his private room, with his hat still on, impatiently snapping his bony fingers in agitation quite unusual to him.

Hammerton wired from Berlin yesterday, when on the point of leaving, I observed, taking a telegram from the table before me.

In cipher?

Yes.

No accident is reported in the papers, I suppose?

Nothing in the Times, I replied.

Strange, very strange, that he should be so long overdue, the Earl said, at last casting himself into his padded chair, and lounging back, his hands thrust deep into his pockets as he stared thoughtfully into space.

I resumed my writing, puzzled at the cause of the chiefs excited demeanour, but a few moments later sharp footsteps sounded outside in the corridor, followed by a loud rapping, and there entered the messenger, clad in his heavy fur-lined travelling coat, although a July morning, and carrying a well-worn leather dispatch-box, which he placed upon my table.

Late, Hammerton. Very late, snapped the Earl, glancing at his watch.

Theres a dense fog in the Channel, your Lordship, and we were compelled to come across dead slow the whole distance. Ive driven straight from the station, the Captain answered good-humouredly, looking so spruce and well-groomed that few would credit he had been travelling for nearly twenty-four hours.

Go and rest. You must return to-night, his Lordship said testily.

At seven-thirty?

Yes, at my house in Berkeley Square.

Then, taking up the receipt I had signed for the dispatch-box, the messenger, to whom a journey to Constantinople or St Petersburg was about as fatiguing as a ride on the Underground Railway is to ordinary persons, walked jauntily out, wishing us both good-day.

When the door had closed, Lord Warnham quickly opened the outer case with his key, and drew forth a second box, covered with red morocco, and securely sealed. This he also opened, and, after rummaging for some moments among a quantity of papers, exclaimed, in a tone of satisfaction, — 

Ah! Here it is. Good! Seals not tampered with.

Withdrawing from the box a large official envelope, doubly secured with the seal of the British Embassy at Berlin, and endorsed by Sir Philip Emden, our Ambassador, he walked hastily to one of the long windows overlooking the paved courtyard of the Foreign Office, and for some moments closely scrutinised both seals and signature.

Did you fear that the papers might have been examined in transit? I inquired of my grave-faced chief in surprise.

No, Deedes, no. Not at all, he answered, returning to his table, cutting open the envelope, and giving a rapid glance at its contents to assure himself that it was the same document he had sent to the German capital a week before. Hammerton is trustworthy, and while dispatches are in his care I have no fear. The only apprehension I had was that an attempt might possibly have been made to ascertain the nature of this treaty, the great statesman added, indicating the document beneath his hand.

The result would be detrimental? I hazarded.

Detrimental! he cried. If the clauses of this secret defensive alliance became known to our enemies war would be inevitable. Russia and France would combine, and the whole of the Powers would become embroiled within a week. Exposure of these secret negotiations would be absolutely disastrous. It would, I verily believe, mean irretrievable ruin to Englands prestige and perhaps to her power.

He uttered the ominous words slowly and distinctly, then carefully refolding the precious document, with its string of sprawly signatures, he placed it in another envelope, sealing it with his own private seal.

The great statesman, the greatest Foreign Minister of his time, upon whose tact, judgment and forethought the peace and prosperity of England mainly depended, was tall and thin, with scanty, white hair, a pale, refined face, slightly wizened by age, deep-sunken, steely eyes, shaggy brows, a sharp, straight nose, and a breadth of forehead indicating indomitable perseverance and an iron will. His reputation as brilliant orator and shrewd and skilful diplomat was a household word throughout the civilised world, whilst in our own land confidence always increased when he was at the head of Foreign Affairs. As his confidential private secretary, I, Geoffrey Deedes, had daily opportunities of observing how conscientiously he served his Sovereign and his country, and how amazing was his capacity for work. With him, duty was always of paramount consideration; he worked night and day to sustain Englands honour and welfare, for times without number I had gone to his great gloomy house in Berkeley Square in the middle of the night and roused him from his bed to attend to urgent dispatches.

Although a perfect martinet towards many in the various departments of the Foreign Office, he was to me always kind and generous. My father, Sir Reginald Deedes, had, as many will doubtless remember, represented Her Majesty at the Netherlands Court for fifteen years until his death. He was thus an old friend of the Earl, and it was this friendship that caused him to appoint me five years ago his private secretary, and, much to the chagrin of young Lord Gaysford, the Under Secretary, repose such implicit confidence in me that very frequently he entrusted to my care the keys of the ponderous safe wherein were deposited the State secrets of the nation.

Youd better register this, and well lock it away from prying eyes at once, Lord Warnham said a few moments later, handing me the envelope after he had sealed it. Taking it, I went straight to my own room across the corridor at the head of the fine central staircase. It was part of my duty to receive the more important dispatches, number those which were sealed, and prior to depositing them in the safe, register the number in my book, stating the source whence they came, the date received, and the name of the messenger who brought them.

Alone in my room, I closed the door, took the register from my own small safe, numbered the precious envelope with the designation B27,893, and carefully made an entry in the book. Having finished, a clerk brought me two letters from other Departments, both of which needed immediate replies, therefore I sat down and scribbled them while he waited. Then, having been absent from the Chiefs room nearly a quarter of an hour, I went back with the dispatch in my hand. In the room I found Lord Gaysford, who, in reply to my question, stated that the Earl had been compelled to leave in order to attend a meeting of the Cabinet, which he believed would be a protracted one.

To me this was provoking, for the great statesman had taken with him the key of the safe; thus was I left with this important document in my possession. But I said nothing of the matter to the Under Secretary, and returning to my room placed the dispatch in my inner pocket for greater security, determined to keep it there until his Lordship returned. I feared to lock it away in my own safe lest anyone else might possess a key, and felt that in the circumstances my own pocket was the safest place.

For nearly two hours I continued my work, it being Friday, an unusually busy day, until, just as the clock at the Horse Guards chimed one oclock, a clerk entered with the card of Dudley Ogle, my college chum, with whom I was now sharing, during the summer months, a cottage close to the Thames at Shepperton. On the card was the pencilled query, Can you come and lunch with me?

For a few moments I hesitated. I was busy, and I was compelled to deliver the dispatch in my pocket to Lord Warnham before he left for home. I knew, however, that the meeting of the Cabinet must be a long one, and recognising the fact that I must lunch somewhere, I gave the clerk a message that I would join Mr Ogle in the waiting-room in a few moments. Then, locking my safe, I assured myself that the dispatch was still in my pocket, brushed my hat, and joined my friend.

Dudley Ogle was the best of good fellows. After a rather wild college career, it had been his fancy to roam for about two years on the Continent, and on his return, his father, with whom he was not on the best of terms, conveniently died, leaving him possessor of about twenty thousand pounds. By this time he had, however, sown his wild oats, and instead of spending his money as most young men of his age would have done, he invested it, and now lived a careless, indolent existence, travelling where he pleased, and getting as much enjoyment out of life as was possible. He was about my own age — twenty-eight, well set-up, smart-looking, with rather aquiline features, dark hair, and a pair of merry eyes that were an index to a contented mind.

Didnt expect me, I suppose, old fellow? he exclaimed breezily, when we met. I found after youd left this morning that I was compelled to come up to town, and having nothing to do for an hour or so, it occurred to me that we might lunch together.

I thought you intended to pull up as far as The Nook, I said, laughing.

So I did, but I received a wire calling me to town on some rather urgent business. Where shall we lunch?

In descending the stairs and turning into Downing Street we discussed the merits of various restaurants, and finally decided upon a small, old-fashioned, unpretentious, but well-known place a few doors from Charing Cross, in the direction of Whitehall, known as The Ship. Here we ate our meal, spent an hour together, and then parted, he leaving to return to Shepperton, I to finish my work and rejoin him later at our riparian cottage.

On my return to the Foreign Office the Earl had, I found, just come in, and I handed him the secret document which some day, sooner or later, would control the destiny of an empire.

This has, of course, not been out of your possession, Deedes? inquired his Lordship, looking keenly at me with his grey eyes, as he stood before the open door of the great safe.

Not for a single instant, I replied.

Good. I trust you, he said, carefully placing the sealed envelope in a pigeon-hole to itself, and closing the door with a loud clang, locked it.

I think, he said, his ascetic features relaxing into a self-satisfied smile, I think we have once again checkmated our enemies, and swiftly too. The whole thing has been arranged and concluded within a week, thanks to the clever diplomacy of Emden at Berlin.

And to your own forethought, I added, laughing.

No, no. To Emden all credit is due, none to me, none, he answered modestly; then, turning, he gave me some instructions, and a few minutes later put on his hat and left for home. At four oclock I also left, and driving to Waterloo, caught my train to Shepperton, where I found Dudley Ogle awaiting me. Ours was a pretty cottage. Facing the river, it was covered with creepers, sweet-smelling jasmine and roses, with a rustic porch in front, and a large old-world garden around. Life was delightful there after the stuffiness of London chambers, and as we both had with us our men, in addition to Mrs Franks, my trusty housekeeper, we were prevented from being troubled by the minor worries of life.

Hulloa, old chap! cried Dudley, hastily rousing himself from a lazy attitude on the couch in our sitting-room as I entered. Stifling hot, isnt it? Theres a wire from the Laings. They want us to dine with them to-night. Going?

I hesitated, and my reluctance did not escape him.

Isnt Ellas company sufficient inducement? he asked chaffingly.

Going? Of course I am, I answered quickly, glancing at my watch. We have a full hour before dressing. Lets go for a row. Itll improve our appetites.

Within a few minutes I had exchanged the frock coat of officialdom for flannels, and very soon we were pulling upstream towards a delightful backwater that was our goal. As we rowed, the silence being broken only by the sound of the oars in the row-locks, I calmly reviewed the situation. Why the Laings invited me that night puzzled me. Truth to tell, I loved Ella Laing with all the strength of my being, and had foolishly believed she reciprocated my affection until two nights ago, when I had called at the house near Staines, where she lived with her mother during the summer months. I had discovered her in the garden walking in lover-like attitude with Andrew Beck, a retired silk manufacturer, who had lived in France so long that he had become something of a cosmopolitan, and who had lately entered Parliament at a bye-election as representative of West Rutlandshire. I confess to having conceived an instinctive dislike to this man from the very first moment we had been introduced by a mutual friend in the Lobby of the House of Commons, for he was a parvenu of the most pronounced type, while his grey, beetling brows and flat, broad nose gave his face an expression anything but pleasing.

Nevertheless he walked jauntily, spoke loudly in bluff good-natured tones, gave excellent dinners, and, strangely enough, was voted a good fellow wherever he went. Yet there was an ostentatiousness about his actions that was sickening; his arrogant, self-assertive manner was, to me, extremely distasteful. The discovery that he was endeavouring to supplant me in Ellas affections filled my cup of indignation to the full.

I had left the garden unobserved on that fateful night, returned at once to our riverside cottage, and written her an angry letter, charging her in plain terms with having played me false. In reply, next morning she sent by the gardener a long letter full of mild reproach, in which she asserted that she had no thought of love for anyone beside myself, and that I had entirely misconstrued her relations with Mr Beck. Strange, indeed, it is that you, of all men, should declare that I love him, she wrote. Love! If you knew all, you would neither write nor utter that sacred word to me; and even though you are the only man for whom I have a thought, it may, after all, be best if we never again meet. You say you cannot trust me further. Well, I can only reply that my future happiness is in your hands. I am yours.

Deeply had I pondered over this curious, half-hysterical, half-reproachful letter, re-reading it many many times, and becoming more and more puzzled over its vague, mysterious meaning. On several occasions I had been upon the point of calling and questioning her, but had refrained. Now, however, this formal invitation to dine had come no doubt through Ella, and I saw in it her desire to personally explain away my jealousy. So I accepted.


Chapter Two.

The Nook.
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WHEN, A COUPLE of hours later, we entered Mrs Laings garden, the first person we encountered was the man I hated, Andrew Beck, in his ill-fitting dress clothes and broad, crumpled shirt-front, with its great diamond solitaire, lounging in a wicker chair at the rivers brink, smoking, and in solitude enjoying the glorious sunset that, reflecting upon the water, transformed it into a stream of rippling gold. The Nook, as Mrs Laings house was called, was a charming old place facing the river at a little distance above Staines Bridge — long, low, completely covered with ivy and surrounded by a wide sweep of lawn that sloped down to the waters edge, and a belt of old elms beneath the cool shade of which I had spent many delightfully lazy afternoons by the side of my well-beloved.

Ah! Deedes, exclaimed Beck, gaily, rising as we approached, I was waiting for somebody to come. The ladies havent come down yet.

Have you seen them? I asked.

Not yet, he replied; then turning to my friend Dudley, he began chaffing him about a young and wealthy widow he had rowed up to Windsor in our boat a few days before.

We saw you, my boy. We saw you? he laughed. You were talking so confidentially as you passed, that Ella remarked that you were contemplating stepping into the dead mans shoes.

No, no, Dudley retorted good-humouredly. No widows for me. She was merely left under my care for an hour or so, and I had to do the amicable. Its really too bad of you all to jump to such rash conclusions.

At that instant a soft, musical voice behind me uttered my name, and, turning, I met Ella, with a light wrap thrown about her shoulders, coming forward to me with outstretched hand. Ah! Geoffrey, how are you? she cried gaily, with joy in her brilliant, sparkling eyes. Then, as our hands clasped, she added in an undertone, I knew you would come; I knew you would forgive.

I have not forgiven, I answered, rather coldly, bending over her slim white hand.

But I have committed no fault, she said, pouting prettily.

You have given me no satisfactory explanation.

Wait until after dinner. We will come out here together, where we can talk without being overheard, she whispered hurriedly, then left me abruptly to greet Dudley and Andrew Beck. There was something significant in the swift, inquisitive glance she exchanged with the last-named man, and turning away I strode across the lawn annoyed. A moment later I met Mrs Laing herself. She was elderly and effusive; tall, and of stately bearing. Her hair was perfectly white but by no means scanty, her face was clever and refined without that grossness that too often disfigures a well-preserved woman of fifty, and in her dark eyes, undimmed by time, there was always an expression of calm contentment. Her husband had been a great traveller until his death ten years ago, and she, accompanying him on his journeys in the East, had become a clever linguist, an accomplishment which her only daughter, Ella, shared.

As we stood together chatting, and watching the boats full of happy youths and maidens gliding past in the brilliant afterglow, I thought that never had I seen Ella looking so handsome, as, standing with Dudley, she had taken up Becks theme, and was congratulating him upon his trip with the skittish widow.

Hers was an oval face, perfect in its symmetry, clear cut and refined, a trifle pale perhaps, but from her eyes of that darkest blue that sometimes sparkled into the brightness of a sapphire, sometimes deepened into softest grey like the sky on a summer night, there shone an inner beauty, indicative of a purity of soul. The mouth was mobile, short and full, with an exquisite finish about the curve of the lips, the nose short and straight, and the hair of darkest gold — the gold that cannot be produced artificially, but has a slight dash of red in it, just sufficient to enrich the brown of the shadows and give a burnish to the ripples in the high lights. Her eyebrows were set rather high up from the eye itself, and were slightly drooped at the corner nearest the ear, imparting to her face a kind of plaintive, questioning look that was exceedingly becoming to her. Her gown was of soft clinging silk of palest heliotrope, that bore the unmistakable stamp of Paris, while on her slim wrist I noticed she wore the diamond bangle I had given her six months before. As she chatted with Dudley, she turned and laughed at me gaily over her shoulder from time to time, and when we entered the house a few minutes later, it was with satisfaction that I found myself placed beside her at table.

Dinner was always a pleasant, if slightly stately, meal at Mrs Laings. She was a brilliant and accomplished hostess, whose entertainments at her house in Pont Street were always popular, and who surrounded herself with interesting and intellectual people. Bohemia was generally well represented at her receptions, for the lions of the season, whether literary, artistic, or musical, were always to be met there — a fact which induced many of the more exclusive set to honour the merry widow by their presence. Wearied, however, of the eternal small talk about new books, new plays, new pictures, and the newest fads, I was glad when, after smoking, we were free to rejoin the ladies in the quaint, oak-panelled drawing-room.

The moon had risen, and ere long I strolled with Ella through the French windows, and out upon the lawn, eager to talk alone with her.

Well, she said at length, when we were seated in the shadow beneath one of the high rustling elms, so you want an explanation. What can I give?

Your letter conveys the suspicion that there exists some secret between Beck and yourself, I said, as calmly as I could.

My letter! she exclaimed, in a voice that seemed a little harsh and strained. What did I say? I really forget.

Its useless to prevaricate, Ella, I said, rather impatiently. You say that if I knew all I would never utter words of love to you. What do you mean?

Exactly what I wrote, she answered huskily, in a low voice.

You mean to imply that you are unworthy of the love of an honest man? I observed in astonishment.

Yes, she gasped hoarsely. I do not — I — cannot deceive you, Geoffrey, because I love you. The last sentence she uttered passionately, with a fierce fire burning in her eyes. You are jealous of Andrew Beck, a man old enough to be my father. Well, I confess I was foolish to allow him to walk with me here with his arm around my waist; yet at that moment the indiscretion did not occur to me.

But he was speaking to you — whispering into your ready ears words of love and tenderness. He spoke in persuasive tones, as if begging you to become his wife, I said angrily, the very thought of the scene I had witnessed filling me with indignation and bitter hatred.

No, you are entirely mistaken, Geoffrey. No word of love passed between us, she said quietly, looking into my eyes with unwavering glance.

I smiled incredulously.

You will perhaps deny that here, within six yards of this very spot, you stopped and burst forth into tears? I exclaimed, with cold cynicism.

I admit that. The words he uttered were of sufficient significance to bring tears to my eyes, she replied vaguely.

He must have spoken words of love to you, I argued. I watched you both.

I deny that he did, Geoffrey, she cried fiercely, starting up. To satisfy you, I am even ready to take an oath before my Creator that the subject of our conversation was not love.

What was Beck persuading you to do? I demanded.

No, no, she cried, as if the very thought was repulsive to her. No, do not ask me. I can never tell you, never!

Then there is a secret between you that you decline to reveal, I said reproachfully.

She laughed a harsh metallic laugh, answering in a tone of feigned flippancy, — 

Really, Geoffrey, you are absurdly and unreasonably suspicious. I tell you I love no other man but yourself, yet merely because it pleases you to misconstrue what you have witnessed you brand me as base and faithless. It is unjust.

But your letter! I cried.

I had no intention of conveying the idea that any secret existed between Mr Beck and myself. He was, as you well know, an old friend of my fathers, and has known me since a child. Towards me he is always friendly and good-natured, but I swear he has never spoken to me of love.

But you cannot deny, Ella, that a secret — some fact that you are determined to keep from me — exists, and that if not of love, it was of that secret Beck spoke to you so earnestly in the garden here!

Her dry lips moved, but no sound escaped them. She shivered. I saw my question had entirely nonplussed her, and I felt instinctively that I had uttered the truth.

At that instant, however, a servant crossed the lawn in the moonlight, and approaching, handed me a telegram, stating that Juckes, my man, had brought it over from Shepperton, fearing that it might be of importance.

Hastily I thrust it into my pocket unopened, and when the servant was out of hearing I repeated the plain question I had put to my well-beloved.

In the bright moonlight I watched how pale and agitated was her face, while involuntarily she shuddered, as if the thought that I might ascertain the truth terrified her.

Geoffrey, she said at last, in a low, plaintive voice as, sitting beside me, her slim fingers suddenly closed convulsively upon mine, why cannot you trust me, when you know I love you so dearly?

Why cannot you tell me the truth instead of evading it? You say you are unworthy of my love. Why?

I — I cannot tell you, she cried wildly, breaking into hysterical sobs. Ah! You do not know how I have suffered, Geoffrey, or you would not speak thus to me. If you can no longer trust me, then we must, alas! part. But if we do, I shall think ever of you as one who misjudged me and cast me off, merely because of my inability to give you an explanation of one simple incident.

But I love you, Ella, I cried. Why should we part — why should—

Hulloa, Deedes! interrupted Becks high-pitched, genial voice. Ive been looking for you everywhere. Were all going for a moonlight row. Come along.

Further conversation was, I saw, out of the question, and a few minutes later we had all embarked, with the exception of Mrs Laing, and were gliding slowly down the stream, now glittering in the brilliant moonbeams. Dudley had brought Ellas mandoline from the house, and as our prow cut the rippling waters he played a soft, charming gondoliers song. My love sat beside me in the stern, and her eyes mutely asked forgiveness as ever and anon she turned to me. I saw how beautiful she was, how full of delicate grace, and how varying were her moods; yet she seemed nervous, highly-strung, with a strange harshness in her voice that I had never before noticed. She spoke no word to Beck, and I remarked within myself that she avoided him, while once, when he leant over to grasp her hand, she shrank shudderingly from its contact.

An hour later, when, after rowing down to Laleham, we had returned to the Nook and, at the instigation of the ladies, were enjoying cigars, I accidentally placed my hand in the breast-pocket of my dress-coat and there felt the telegram which I had until that moment entirely forgotten. Opening it, I was amazed to find it in cipher. The cipher signature was that of the Earl of Warnham, and I saw it had been transmitted over the private wire from Warnham, his seat in Sussex.

Taking a pencil from my pocket I at once proceeded to transcribe the mysterious array of letters, and when I at last discovered the purport of the message, I sat back in my chair, breathless and rigid, while the flimsy paper nearly fell from my nerveless fingers.

Why, Geoffrey! cried Ella, starting up in alarm and rushing towards me, whats the matter? You are as pale as death. Have you had bad news?

Bad news! I answered, trying to laugh and slowly rousing myself. No bad news at all, except that I must leave for town at once.

Well, you certainly look as if youve been hard hit over a race, Beck exclaimed, laughing.

You cant possibly get a train now till 11:30. Its hardly ten yet, said my well-beloved, exchanging a strange, mysterious glance with Dudley.

Then I must go by that, I answered, again re-reading the pink paper, replacing it in my pocket, and endeavouring to preserve an outward calm.

Presently, when Ella was again alone with me, her first question was, — 

What bad news have you received, Geoffrey?

None, I answered, smiling. It is a private matter, of really no importance at all.

Oh, I thought it must have been something very, very serious, your hand trembled so, and you turned so pale.

Did I? I laughed cheerily. Well, its nothing, dearest; nothing at all.

Thus reassured, she continued to chat with that bright vivacity that was one of her most engaging characteristics. I have, however, no idea of what she said; I only answered her mechanically, for I was too full of gloomy apprehensions to heed her gossip, even though I loved her with all my soul.

Half-an-hour later, Dudley, finding that I had to go to town, announced his intention of walking back to Shepperton.

The night is lovely, and the moon bright as day, he said, as we all shook hands with him in the hall. I shall enjoy the walk.

Beware of widows! shouted Beck, standing at the top of the wide flight of steps.

We all laughed heartily.

None about to-night, my friend shouted back good-humouredly, and, setting out briskly, disappeared a moment later down the long, winding carriage drive.

Its really too bad to tease Mr Ogle about widows, Ella protested when we went in.

He enjoys the joke hugely, I said. Dudleys an excellent fellow. Ive never in my life seen him out of temper.

In that case he ought to make a good husband, she replied, laughing, as together we all entered Mrs Laings pretty drawing-room, with its shaded lamps and cosy-corners, where we spent another three-quarters of an hour chatting until, finding we had just time to catch our train, Beck and I made our adieux. When I shook hands with Ella she whispered an earnest appeal for forgiveness, which, truth to tell, I feigned not to hear. Then we parted.

With Beck at my side, I walked sharply down the drive, rendered dark by the thick canopy of trees overhead, and had almost gained the gate leading to the high road when suddenly, catching my foot against some unseen object in the pathway, I fell heavily forward upon the gravel, just managing to save my face by putting out both hands.

Hulloa! cried Beck; whats the matter?

The matter! I gasped, groping at the mysterious object quickly with my hands. I believe Ive fallen over somebody.

Drunk, I suppose. Come along, or we shant catch our train.

But, still kneeling, I quickly took my vestas from my pocket and struck one. By its fitful light I distinguished the prostrate body of a man lying face downwards, with arms outstretched beyond his head. Turning him over with difficulty, I lit another vesta and held it close down to his face.

Next second I drew back with a loud cry of dismay and horror. It was Dudley Ogle.

His bloodless features were hideously distorted, his limbs rigid, his wildly-staring eyes were already glazed, and his stiffened fingers icy cold.

In an instant I knew the truth. He was dead.


Chapter Three.

A Mystery.
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WHY! GASPED BECK, recognising the cold, drawn features by the light of the match he struck. Its Dudley! Run back to the house and get assistance quickly. Ill remain here. Life may not be extinct after all, poor fellow! At this suggestion I sprang up, and dashing away along the drive, burst into the drawing-room from the lawn.

Geoffrey! cried Mrs Laing, starting up quickly from a cosy-corner wherein she had settled to read. What has happened? You look scared.

A very painful thing has occurred, I gasped breathlessly, striving to preserve a calm demeanour. We have found poor Dudley lying in the drive yonder. Hes dead!

Dead! she screamed hysterically. Dudley dead!

Yes, alas! I replied. Beck is with him, awaiting assistance.

I cant believe it, she cried, clutching at a chair for support. Her face was ashen pale, and her bejewelled hands trembled violently. Poor Dudley! If he is dead, it is certain that he has been the victim of foul play, she added mechanically, in a low tone. Then suddenly recovering herself, she inquired the circumstances in which we had found him.

I will explain later, I cried impatiently. May I ring for the servants?

No, she cried, starting forward with a strange, wild look. Return to him, and leave all to me. For the present the truth must be kept from Ella. There are reasons why my daughter should not know of this tragic affair until to-morrow. As you are aware, she is weak and unstrung to-night, and has already gone to her room. I fear that any sudden shock may prove extremely detrimental to her, and I therefore trust you will respect my wishes.

Certainly, I answered. But we are not yet convinced that life is extinct, so while you arrange for his removal here, Ill go at once for a doctor.

Yes, do. Dr Allenby is nearest. The first house over the bridge, she replied hastily, and as she rang the bell I sprang out again upon the lawn and rushed away along the drive.

Beck was still kneeling beside the prostrate man, supporting his head upon his knee, and approaching, I asked whether he had detected any signs of respiration.

None whatever, he answered. Im afraid, poor fellow, he has gone.

Briefly I explained my errand and rushed off for medical assistance, returning to The Nook with the grey-haired practitioner a quarter of an hour later. We found Dudley lying in the drawing-room on the large couch of yellow silk, with Beck and Mrs Laing standing calmly on either side. In Mrs Laings eyes were traces of tears. The doctor, after a brief examination, shook his head gravely, saying, — 

Life has, unfortunately, been extinct for fully an hour.

What is the cause of death? inquired Mrs Laing, eagerly.

I have not yet examined the body, but there are no marks of violence whatever, as far as I can observe. At the post-mortem we may be able to discover something.

She drew a deep breath. I chanced at that moment to glance at her, and was surprised to observe an unmistakable look of terror flit for a brief instant across her haggard countenance. It seemed as though the doctors hope of determining the cause of death had aroused within her a sudden apprehension. Dr Allenby, however, suggested, in polite terms, that she should leave the room, as he desired to examine the body, and she reluctantly consented, exclaiming, as she moved slowly out, — 

I would have given worlds to have avoided all this. Ones name will be bruited about in the papers; and there will be an inquest, I suppose, and all that sort of thing. And dear Ella — what a terrible blow it will be to her! Then, when the door had closed, while I stood gazing upon my intimate friend who, only an hour before, had been so full of lifes enjoyment, buoyant spirits and bonhomie, surprised at Mrs Laings extraordinary manner, and reflecting upon her sudden strange demeanour, the doctor, assisted by Beck, began a minute and careful examination. In a quarter of an hour, they satisfied themselves that no violence had been used, and just as they concluded, the police, who had been sent for, arrived. The local sub-divisional inspector, tall, red-faced, and inclined to obesity, a plain-clothes constable, and a sergeant in uniform, who entered the drawing-room, were at once informed of the mysterious circumstances in which the body had been discovered. The inspector scribbled some brief notes, took the names and addresses of all of us, remarking with politeness that we should be compelled to attend the inquest.

Afterwards, the body was removed to the billiard-room and the plain-clothes constable left in charge of it, while, with Beck and Dr Allenby, I entered the dining-room where Mrs Laing, pale, agitated and nervous, was eagerly awaiting us. The arrival of the police in her house had apparently filled her with dread, for almost the first question she asked me was, — 

Have they gone? Have they gone?

They have left one officer on duty to prevent the body being touched, I answered.

Then the police are absolutely in possession of my house! Will they search it? she inquired hoarsely.

Search it! Certainly not, I answered. Of course, if foul play were suspected, they might. Otherwise they have no power without a search-warrant properly signed by a magistrate.

But no violence is suspected, she exclaimed in a half whisper, glancing over to where the doctor and Beck were standing in earnest conversation. I shall therefore be spared the indignity of having my house searched, shant I?

I trust so, Mrs Laing, I replied. But it is not such a dreadful ordeal, after all, to have ones place rummaged.

No, perhaps not, she answered thoughtfully; then, smiling, she added, Perhaps I am foolish to regret that this terrible affair has occurred at my very door. Poor Dudley has died suddenly, and it is only right that I, his intimate friend, should do what I can to ensure the last rite being carried out in decency. But the very thought of the police unnerves me! and I fear, too, on Ellas account. Only yesterday Dr Allenby told her that she must carefully avoid any shock.

But she must know the truth to-morrow, I observed.

Will you break the dreadful news to her? she urged. As her betrothed, you, perhaps, can tell her better than anyone else.

Unfortunately I shall be unable, I said. This evening I received a very urgent telegram which recalls me to town, and having now lost my last train, I must go by the 6:30 in the morning. I cannot get back before late in the evening, or it may be next day. But as soon as possible I will return straight here, and render you whatever assistance is in my power.

Thanks. But is your business so very urgent? she asked.

Of greatest importance. Poor Dudleys tragic end has delayed me, and even this brief delay may be of most serious consequence.

Ah! you men in the Foreign Office are always full of deep schemes and clever diplomacy, she smiled, toying with her mass of rings.

I laughed, but did not reply.

Is it on Foreign Office business that you are compelled to leave us? she persisted, glancing at me keenly, I thought, as if intent upon ascertaining the purport of the telegram I had received.

Yes, I replied, in wonder that she should thus evince such a strong desire to glean the nature of my business. But next instant it occurred to me that possibly she might suspect me of being implicated in some mysterious manner with my friends sudden end, and that, believing I desired to escape, was determined at least to know where I was going, and upon what errand.

At that moment Beck crossed to us, saying, — 

This affair is certainly most distressing, Mrs Laing. Dudley was such an excellent fellow that we must each one of us regret his loss very deeply indeed. I have just been discussing the matter with the doctor; but, of course, he can at present form no conjecture as to the cause of death.

Natural causes, no doubt, chimed in the medical man, in a dry, business-like tone. I think we may at once dismiss all idea that violence was used.

You think so? inquired Mrs Laing, with eagerness. You dont believe, then, he has been a victim of foul play?

Not at all. Beyond the slight bruise on the forehead, evidently caused by the fall upon the gravel, there is no mark whatever, the doctor answered. Until I have made a thorough examination I cannot, of course, determine the nature of the fatal cause. By noon to-morrow we shall, I hope, know the truth.

He must have fallen and expired within ten minutes of leaving the house, Beck exclaimed. Yet when he shook hands with us he was in the highest possible spirits. How terribly sudden his end was.

Terrible! I exclaimed, myself dazed by the peculiarly tragic and mysterious affair. When he wished us adieu he could not have dreamed that his life had so nearly run its course.

He complained of no pain during the evening, I suppose? the doctor inquired.

Not to my knowledge, Beck answered, and this statement I was compelled to endorse.

He dined here? Dr Allenby exclaimed, turning to Mrs Laing.

Yes.

There are some remains of the food left, I presume?

No doubt, she answered quickly. But — but what do you suspect! Are the symptoms those of poisoning? she gasped.

I suspect nothing, replied the doctor, with hesitation. The fact that the hands are tightly clenched suggests a final paroxysm of pain which might possibly accrue from poison. The remains of the dinner may be required for analysis, therefore it would be advisable to keep them.

Very well, she answered, a shadow of annoyance upon her face. Ill give orders to that effect. But surely, doctor, you do not think poor Dudley can have been poisoned in my house. If anything we had for dinner had been deleterious, all of us must have suffered.

No, pardon me for disagreeing, he answered politely. In many cases known to toxicologists, families have eaten of the same meal, and one person only has been seized with sudden illness that has proved fatal. By analysis we may obtain some clue as to the cause of Mr Ogles unfortunate end.

Mrs Laings thin lips moved, but no sound escaped them. At last, turning suddenly, she covered her face with her hands, as if to shut out from her gaze the white, haggard countenance she had so recently looked upon.

Come, exclaimed the doctor, sympathetically, laying his hand upon her arm. You are trembling. This unfortunate occurrence has no doubt upset you, but you must bear up. Immediately I get home I shall send you a draught that will brace up your nerves. Take care how the sad news is broken to Miss Ella. The slightest undue excitement may affect her very seriously.

I have not forgotten your words yesterday, doctor, she replied. You are very kind. Good-night!

They shook hands, and Dr Allenby, taking up his hat, left — an example Beck and I soon afterwards followed, passing the night at the Angel Hotel.

Throughout the dark, breathless hours sleep came not to my eyes, so full was my mind of the tragic discovery. As I lay awake, hour after hour, listening to the chiming bells, and watching the dawn struggling in between the curtains, I reflected deeply upon the strange events of that evening, and the more I pondered, the more mysterious appeared the circumstances. Foremost in my mind was the strange, inviolable secret that I felt convinced existed between Ella and Beck. Although strenuously denied by her, she had nevertheless admitted her unworthiness of my love. Yet I adored her. No woman had ever stirred my soul as she had; no woman had so completely held me under her spell. I remembered how she had seemed a trifle wan and distressed; yet that look enhanced rather than detracted from her refined beauty. Her steady refusal to enlighten me regarding the subject of her earnest conversation with Beck when I had watched them in the garden, and the significant glances she had exchanged with him across the dinner-table, had aroused within me a suspicion that, notwithstanding her declaration, she loved Beck. Again, the tone of her letter was, I now saw distinctly, such as a woman would write if she desired to break off her engagement. Yet had I not a right to demand full explanation of her extraordinary statement? had I not a right to seek the truth of her relations with this loud-spoken parvenu? Nevertheless, as I pondered, I felt half inclined to believe that my estimate of Beck was a distorted one, for his regret at the death of Dudley, and his sympathy for Mrs Laing were, I felt assured, deep, heartfelt and genuine. When at last I carefully analysed my feelings towards him, I was bound to admit within myself that jealousy was now the only cause of my bitter antipathy.

Again, other incidents increased the mystery. Mrs Laings dread that Ella should know of Dudleys death was very curious, and her exclamations and inquiries of the doctor regarding his conjecture of poison seemed to point to the fact that she entertained certain suspicions, or was aware of certain facts. But, after fully reviewing the tragic affair in all its phases, I arrived at the conclusion that Dr Allenby did not anticipate for one moment finding poison at the post-mortem. On the contrary, from the words he had let drop, he undoubtedly believed death due to heart-disease. I could not, however, rid myself of a vague suspicion that Ellas mother feared analysis of the remains of the dinner, and that the presence of the police unnerved her, as it invariably does those who are guilty.

Until the sun shone out, casting a long bright beam across the dingy carpet, I pondered over these curious facts in their sequence, unable to elucidate the deep mystery underlying them. After a dismal, sleepless night, haunted by a nameless spectral fear, that ray of sunshine brought back hope and banished despair I found myself at last reflecting that, after all, Dudley had expired suddenly from a cause to which any of us might be liable, and it was probable that I had been scenting mystery and tragedy where there were none.

I rose, and actually smiled at the weird and horrible nature of the thoughts that throughout the wearying night had held me spellbound in indescribable dread and terror.


Chapter Four.

The Click of the Telegraph.
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WHEN AT NOON, in accordance with the urgent and strangely-worded telegram I had received from the Earl of Warnham, I alighted at Horsham Station, in Sussex, I found one of the carriages from the Hall awaiting me. As I entered it, I was followed by a man I knew slightly, Superintendent Frayling, chief of the Criminal Investigation Department at Scotland Yard, who had apparently travelled down by the same train from Victoria.

Greeting me, he took the place beside me, and a moment later the footman sprang upon the box and we sped away towards the open country. To my question as to his business with the Earl, he made an evasive reply, merely stating that he had received a telegram requesting an immediate interview.

This summons is rather unusual, he added, smiling. Has anything serious occurred, do you know?

Not that Im aware of. Perhaps theres been a burglary at the Hall? I suggested.

Hardly that, I think, he replied, with a knowing look, stroking his pointed brown beard. If burglars had visited the place, he would have asked for a clever officer or two, not for a personal interview with me. With this view I was compelled to agree, then, lighting cigarettes, we sat back calmly contemplating the beautiful, fertile country through which we were driving. The road, leaving the quaint old town, descended sharply for a short distance, then wound uphill through cornfields lined by high hedges of hawthorn and holly. On, past a quaint old water-mill we skirted Warnham Pond, whereon Shelley in his youthful days sailed paper boats, then half-a-mile further entered the handsome lodge-gates of Warnham Park. Through a fine avenue, with a broad sweep of park on either side well stocked with deer, emus and many zoological specimens, we ascended, until at last, after negotiating the long, winding drive in front of the Hall, the carriage pulled up with a sudden jerk before its handsome portico.

As I alighted, old Stanford, the white-haired butler, came forward hurriedly, saying, — 

His Lordship is in the library awaiting you, sir. He told me to bring you to him the moment you arrived.

Very well, I said, and the aged retainer, leading the way along a spacious but rather cheerless corridor, stopped before the door of the great library, and throwing it suddenly open, announced me.

At last, Deedes, I heard the Earl exclaim in a tone that showed him to be in no amiable mood; and as I entered the long, handsome chamber, lined from floor to ceiling with books, I did not at first notice him until he rose slowly from a large writing-table, behind which he had been hidden. His face, usually wizened and pale, was absolutely bloodless. Its appearance startled me.

I wired you last night, and expected you by the 9:18 this morning, Why did you not come? was his first question, uttered in a sharp tone of annoyance.

The sudden death of a friend caused me to lose the train I intended to catch, I explained.

Death! he snapped, in the manner habitual to him when impatient. Is the death of a friend any account when the interests of the country are at stake? On the night my wife was dying I was compelled to leave her bedside to travel to Balmoral to have audience of Her Majesty regarding a document I had sent for the Royal assent. When I returned, Lady Warnham had been dead fourteen hours. In the successful diplomat there must be no sentiment — none.

The five minutes I lost when I discovered my friend dead caused me to miss my train from Staines to London, I explained.

But you received my telegram, and should have strictly regarded its urgency, he answered, with an air of extreme dissatisfaction. The fact of its being in cipher was sufficient to show its importance.

I was out dining, and my man brought it along to me, I said.

Why did he do so? he inquired quickly.

Because he thought it might be urgent.

Did he open it?

No. Even if he had it was in cipher.

Is your man absolutely trustworthy? he asked.

He has been in the service of my family for fifteen years. He was my fathers valet at the Hague.

Is his name Juckes? he inquired.

Yes.

Ah! I know him. He is absolutely trustworthy; a most excellent man.

The Earls manner surprised me. His face, usually calm, sphinx-like and expressionless, betrayed the most intense anxiety and suspicion. That my delay had caused him great annoyance was apparent, but the anxious expression upon his ashen, almost haggard face was such, that even in moments of extreme perplexity, when dealing with one or other of the many complex questions of foreign policy, it had never been so intense.

Standing with his back to one of the great bay windows that commanded extensive views of the picturesque park, he was silent for a moment, then turning his keen, grey eyes upon me, he suddenly exclaimed, in a tone of extreme gravity, — 

Since yesterday, Deedes, a catastrophe has occurred.

You briefly hinted at it in your telegram, I answered. What is its nature?

The most serious that has happened during the whole of my administration, he said in a voice that plainly betrayed his agitation. The clauses of the secret defensive alliance which Hammerton brought from Berlin yesterday are known in St Petersburg.

What! I cried in alarm, remembering the Earls words, and his elaborate precautions to preserve its secrecy. Surely they cannot be already known?

We have been tricked by spies, Deedes, he answered sternly. Read this, and he handed me a telegram in the private cipher known only to the Minister himself. Its transcript was written beneath, and at a glance I saw it was from a Russian official in the Foreign Office at St Petersburg, who acted as our secret agent there and received a large sum yearly for his services. The dispatch, which showed that it had been handed in at Hamburg at six oclock on the previous evening — all secret messages being sent in the first instance to that city — and re-transmitted — read as follows: — 

Greatest excitement caused here by receipt by telegraph an hour ago of verbatim copy of secret defensive alliance between England and Germany. Have seen telegram, which was handed in at 369, Strand, London, at 3:30. Just called at Embassy and informed Lord Strathavon. Council of Ministers has been summoned.

It is amazing, I gasped, when I had read the dispatch. How could our enemies have learned the truth?

Without replying he took from his writing-table another message, which read: — 

From Strathavon, St Petersburg. To the Earl of Warnham, London. — Defensive alliance known here. Hostilities feared. French ambassador has had audience at Winter Palace, and telegraphed to Paris for instruction. Shall wire hourly.

One by one he took up the telegraphic dispatches which, during the night, had been re-transmitted from the Foreign Office over the private wire to the instrument that stood upon a small table opposite us. As I read each of them eagerly, I saw plainly that Russia and France were in complete accord, and that we were on the verge of a national disaster, sudden and terrible. With such secrecy and rapidity were negotiations being carried on between Paris and St Petersburg, that in Berlin, a city always well-informed in all matters of diplomacy, nothing unusual was suspected.

A further telegram from our secret agent in the Russian Foreign Office, received an hour before my arrival at Warnham, read: — 

The secret is gradually leaking out. The Novosti has just issued a special edition hinting at the possibility of war with England, and this has caused the most intense excitement everywhere. The journal, evidently inspired, gives no authority for its statement, nor does it give any reason for the startling rumour.

I laid down the dispatch in silence, and as I raised my head the Ministers keen, penetrating eyes met mine.

Well, he exclaimed, in a dry, harsh tone. What is is your explanation, sir?

My explanation? I cried, in amazement, noticing his determined demeanour. I know nothing of the affair except the telegrams you have shown me.

Upon you alone the responsibility of this catastrophe rests, he said angrily. It is useless to deny all knowledge of it and only aggravates your offence. Because you come of a diplomatic family I have trusted you implicitly, but it is evident that my confidence has been utterly misplaced.

I deny that I have ever, for a single instant, betrayed the trust you have placed in me, I replied hotly. I know nothing of the means by which the Tzars army of spies have obtained knowledge of our secret.

He snapped his bony fingers impatiently, saying, — 

It is not to be expected that you will acknowledge yourself a traitor to your country, sir; therefore we must prove your guilt.

You are at liberty, of course, to act in what manner you please, I answered. I tell you frankly, however, that this terrible charge you bring against me is as startling as the information I have just read. I can only say I am entirely innocent.

Bah! he cried, turning on his heel with a gesture of disgust. Then, facing me again, his eyes flashing with anger, he added, If you are innocent, tell me why you were so long absent yesterday when registering the dispatch; tell me why, when such an important document was in your possession, you did not remain in the office instead of being absent over an hour?

I went out to lunch, I said.

With the document in your pocket?

Yes. But surely you do not suspect me of being a spy? I cried.

I do not suspect you, sir. I have positive proof of it.

Proof! I gasped. Show it to me.

It is here, he answered, his thin, nervous hands turning over the mass of papers littering his writing-table, and taking from among them an official envelope. In an instant I recognised it as the one containing the treaty.

This remains exactly as I took it from the safe with my own hands and cut it open.

With trembling fingers I drew the document from its envelope and opened it.

The paper was blank!

I glanced at him in abject dismay, unable to utter a word.

That is what you handed me on my return from the Cabinet Council, he said, with knit brows. Now, what explanation have you to offer?

What can I offer? I cried. The envelope I gave you was the same that you handed to me. I could swear to it.

No, it was not, he replied quickly. Glance at the seal.

Taking it to the light I examined the seal carefully, but failed to detect anything unusual. It bore in black wax the Warnham coat of arms impressed by the large, beautifully-cut amethyst which the Earl wore attached to the piece of rusty silk ribbon that served him as watch chain.

I can see nothing wrong with this, I said, glancing up at him.

I admit that the imitation is so carefully executed that it is calculated to deceive any eye except my own. Then, putting on his pince-nez, he made an impression in wax with his own seal and pointed out a slight flaw which, in the impression upon the envelope, did not exist.

And your endorsement. Is it not in your own hand? he inquired.

I turned over the envelope and looked. It bore the designation B27,893, just as I had written it, and the writing was either my own or such a marvellously accurate imitation that I was compelled to confess my inability to point out any discrepancy.

Then the writing is yours, eh? the Earl asked abruptly. If it is, you must be aware who forged the seal.

The writing certainly contains all the characteristics of mine, but I am not absolutely sure it is not a forgery. In any case, I am confident that the document you gave me I handed back to you. Then I explained carefully, and in detail, the events which occurred from the time he gave the treaty into my possession, up to the moment I handed it back to him.

But how can you account for giving back to me a blank sheet of paper in an envelope secured by a forged seal? he asked, regarding me with undisguised suspicion. You do not admit even taking it from your pocket, neither have you any suspicion of the friend with whom you lunched. I should like to hear his independent version.

That is impossible, I answered.

Why? he asked, pricking up his ears and scenting a mystery.

Because he is dead.

At that moment our conversation was interrupted by the sharp ringing of the bell of the telegraph instrument near us, and an instant later the telegraphist in charge entered, and seated himself at the table.

Click, click, click — click — click began the needle, and next moment the clerk, turning to the Earl, exclaimed, — 

An important message from St Petersburg, your Lordship.

Read it as it comes through, the Earl replied breathlessly, walking towards the instrument and bending eagerly over it.

Then, as the rapid metallic click again broke the silence, the clerk, in monotonous tones, exclaimed, — 

From Lobetski, St Petersburg, via Hamburg. To Earl of Warnham. — A proclamation signed by the Tzar declaring war against England has just been received at the Foreign Office, but it is as yet kept secret. It will probably be posted in the streets this evening. Greatest activity prevails at the War Office and Admiralty. Regiments in the military districts of Charkoff, Odessa, Warsaw and Kieff have received orders to complete their cadres of officers to war strength, recalling to the colours all officers on the retired list and on leave. This is a preliminary step to the complete mobilisation of the Russian forces. All cipher messages now refused.

The Earl, with frantic effort, grasped at the edge of the table, then staggered unevenly, and sank back into a chair, rigid and speechless.


Chapter Five.

Lord Warnhams Admission.
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ANYTHING FURTHER? INQUIRED the great statesman in a low, mechanical tone, his gaze fixed straight before him as he sat.

Nothing further, your Lordship, answered the telegraphist.

The Earl of Warnham sighed deeply, his thin hands twitching with a nervous excitement he strove in vain to suppress.

Ask if Lord Maybury is in town, he said hoarsely, suddenly rousing himself.

Again the instrument clicked, and a few moments later the telegraphist, turning to the Foreign Minister, said, — 

The Premier is in town, your Lordship.

The Earl glanced at his watch a few seconds in silence, then exclaimed, — 

Tell Gaysford to inform Lord Maybury at once of the contents of this last dispatch from St Petersburg, and say that I will meet the Premier at 5:30 at the Foreign Office. The telegraphist touched the key, and in a few moments the Ministers orders were obeyed. Then, taking a sheet of note-paper and a pencil, he wrote in a private cipher a telegram, which he addressed to Her Majesty at Osborne. This, too, the clerk dispatched at once over the wire, followed by urgent messages to members of the Cabinet Council and to Lord Kingsbury, Commander-in-Chief of the British Army, asking them to meet informally at six oclock that evening at the Foreign Office.

When all these messages had been transmitted with a rapidity that was astonishing, the telegraphist turned in his chair and asked, — 

Anything more, your lordship?

Nothing for the present, he answered. Leave us. Then, when he had gone, the Earl rose slowly, and with bent head, and hands clasped behind his back, he strode up and down the library in silent contemplation. Suddenly he halted before me where I stood, and abruptly asked, — 

What did you say was the name of that friend who lunched with you yesterday?

Ogle, I answered. Dudley Ogle.

And his profession?

He had none. His father left him with enough to live upon comfortably.

Who was his father? he inquired, with a sharp look of doubt.

A landowner.

Where?

I dont know.

The Earl slightly raised his shaggy grey brows, then continued, — 

How long have you known this friend?

Several years.

You told me that he has died since yesterday, his lordship said. Is not that a rather curious fact — if true?

True! I cried. You apparently doubt me. A telegram to the police at Staines will confirm my statement.

Yes, I never disguise my doubts, Deedes, the Earl snapped, fixing his grey eyes upon mine. I suspect very strongly that you have sold the secret to our enemies; you have, to put it plainly, betrayed your country.

I deny it! I replied, with fierce anger. I care not for any of your alleged proofs. True, the man who was with me during the whole time I was absent is dead. Nevertheless I am prepared to meet and refute all the accusations you may bring against me.

Well, we shall see. We shall see, he answered dryly, snapping his fingers, and again commencing to pace the great library from end to end with steps a trifle more hurried than before. We have — nay, I, personally have been the victim of dastardly spies, but I will not rest until I clear up the mystery and bring upon the guilty one the punishment he deserves. Think, he cried. Think what this means! Englands prestige is ruined, her power is challenged; and ere long the great armies of Russia and France will be swarming upon our shores. In the fights at sea and the fights on land with modern armaments the results must be too terrible to contemplate. The disaster that we must face will, I fear, be crushing and complete. I am not, I have never been, one of those over-confident idiots who believe our island impregnable; but am old-fashioned enough to incline towards Napoleons opinion. We are apt to rely upon our naval strength, a strength that may, or may not, be up to the standard of power we believe. If it is a rotten reed, what remains? England must be trodden beneath the iron heel of the invader, and the Russian eagle will float beside the tricolour in Whitehall.

But can diplomacy do nothing to avert the catastrophe? I suggested.

Not when it is defeated by the devilish machinations of spies, he replied meaningly, flashing a glance at me, the fierceness of which I did not fail to observe.

But Russia dare not take the initiative, I blurted forth.

Permit me, sir, to express my own opinion upon our relations with St Petersburg, he roared. I tell you that for years Russia has held herself in readiness to attack us at the moment when she received sufficient provocation, and for that very object she contracted an alliance with France. The Tzars recent visit to England was a mere farce to disarm suspicion, a proceeding in which, thank Heaven! I refused to play any part whatever. The blow that I have long anticipated, and have sought to ward off all these long years of my administration as Premier and as Foreign Secretary, has fallen. To-day is the most sorry day that England has ever known. The death-knell of her power is ringing, and he walked down the room towards me, pale-faced and bent, his countenance wearing an expression of unutterable gloominess. He was, I knew, a patriot who would have sacrificed his life for his countrys honour, and every word he had uttered came straight from his heart.

How the secret agents of the Tzar obtained knowledge of the treaty surpasses comprehension, I exclaimed.

The catastrophe is due to you — to you alone! he cried. You knew of what vital importance to our honour it was that the contents of that document should be kept absolutely secret. I told you with my own lips. You have no excuse whatever — none. Your conduct is culpable in the highest degree, and you deserve, sir, instant dismissal and the publication in the Gazette of a statement that you have been discharged from Her Majestys service because you were a thief and a spy!

I am neither, I shouted in a frenzy of rage, interrupting him. If you were a younger man, Id — by Heaven! Id knock you down. But I respect your age, Lord Warnham, and I am not forgetful of the fact that to you I owe more than I can ever repay. My family have faithfully served their country through generations, and I will never allow a false accusation to be brought upon it, even though you, Her Majestys Foreign Secretary, may choose to make it. He halted, glancing at me with an expression of unfeigned surprise.

You forget yourself, sir, he answered, with that calm, unruffled dignity that he could assume at will. I repeat my accusation, and it is for you to refute it.

I can! I will! I cried.

Then explain the reason you handed me a sheet of blank paper in exchange for the instrument.

I cannot, I—

He laughed a hard, cynical laugh, and, turning upon his heel, paced towards the opposite window.

All I know is that the envelope I gave you was the same that you handed to me, I protested.

Its a deliberate lie, he cried, as he turned in anger to face me again. I opened the dispatch, read it through to ascertain there was no mistake, and, after sealing it with my own hands, gave it to you. Yet, in return, you hand me this! and he took from the table the ingeniously-forged duplicate envelope and held it up.

Then, casting it down again passionately, he added, — 

The document I handed to you was exchanged for that dummy, and an hour later the whole thing was telegraphed in extenso to Russia. The original was in your possession, and even if you are not actually in the pay of our enemies, you were so negligent of your duty towards your Queen and country that you are undeserving the name of Englishman.

But does not London swarm with Russian agents? I said. Have we not had ample evidence of that lately?

I admit it, he answered. But what proof is there to show that you yourself did not hand the original document to one of these enterprising gentlemen who take such a keen interest in our affairs?

There is no proof that I am a spy, I cried hotly. There never will be; for I am entirely innocent of this disgraceful charge. You overlook the fact that after it had been deposited in the safe it may have been tampered with.

I have overlooked no detail, he answered, with calmness. Your suggestion is an admirable form of excuse, but, unfortunately for you, it will not hold water. First, because, as you must be aware, there is but one key to that safe, and that never leaves my person; secondly, no one but you and I are possessed of the secret whereby the safe may be opened or closed; thirdly, the packet you gave me did not remain in the safe. In order that you should believe that the document was deposited there, I put it in in your presence, but when you left my room I took it out again, and carried it home with me to Berkeley Square, intending to show it to Lord Maybury. The Premier did not call as he had promised, but I kept the document in my pocket the whole time, and at six oclock returned to the Foreign Office and deposited it again in the safe. Almost next moment — I had not left the room, remember — some thought prompted me to reopen the envelope and reassure myself of the wording of one of the clauses. Walking to the safe, I took out the envelope and cut it open, only to discover that I had been tricked. The paper was blank!

It might have been stolen while in your possession just as easily as while in mine! I exclaimed, experiencing some satisfaction at being thus able to turn his own arguments against himself.

Knowing its vital importance, I took the most elaborate precautions that such circumstances were rendered absolutely impossible.

From your words, when Hammerton arrived from Berlin, it was plain that you suspected treachery. On what ground were your suspicions founded?

Upon his sphinx-like face there rested a heavy frown of displeasure as he replied, — 

I refuse to submit to any cross-examination, sir. That I entertained certain suspicions is enough.

And you actually accuse me without the slightest foundation? I cried with warmth.

You are in error, he retorted very calmly, returning to his writing-table and taking up some papers. I have here the original of the telegram handed in at the branch post-office in the Strand yesterday afternoon.

Well?

It has been examined by the calligraphic expert employed by the police, and declared to be in your handwriting.

What? I gasped, almost snatching the yellow telegraph form from his hand in my eagerness to examine the mysterious jumble of letters and figures composing the cypher. My heart sank within me when next instant I recognised they were in a hand so nearly resembling my own that I could scarcely detect any difference whatever.

As I stood gazing at this marvellous forgery, open-mouthed in abject dismay, there broke upon my ear a short, harsh laugh — a laugh of triumph.

Raising my head, the Earls penetrating gaze met mine. Now, he exclaimed, come, acknowledge the truth. It is useless to prevaricate.

I have told the truth, I answered. I never wrote this.

For an instant his steely eyes flashed as his blanched face assumed an expression of unutterable hatred and disgust. Then he shouted, — 

You are a thief, a spy and a liar, sir! Leave me instantly. Even in the face of such evidence as this you protest innocence with childish simplicity. You have betrayed your country into the hands of her enemies, and are, even now, seeking to throw blame and suspicion upon myself. You—

I have not done so. I merely suggested that the document might have been exchanged while in your possession. Surely—

And you actually come to me with a lame, absurd tale that the only man who can clear you is dead! The whole defence is too absurd, he thundered. You have sold your countrys honour and the lives of your fellow-men for Russian roubles. Go! Never let me see you again, except in a felons dock.

But surely I may be permitted to clear myself? I cried.

Your masters in St Petersburg will no doubt arrange for your future. In London we require your faithless services no longer, the Earl answered, with intense bitterness. Go!


Chapter Six.

The Veil.
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LEAVING THE EARLS presence, I refused old Stanfords invitation to take some refreshment, and, walking along the corridor on my way out, came face to face with Frayling, who was being conducted to the library.

Going? he inquired.

Yes, I answered, and passing on, engrossed in bitter thoughts that overwhelmed me, strode out into the park, wandering aimlessly across the grass to where a well-kept footpath wound away among the trees. Taking it, heedless of my destination, I walked on mechanically, regardless of the brilliant sunshine and the songs of the birds, thinking only of the unjust accusation against me, and of my inability to clear myself. I saw that the stigma upon me meant ruin, both social and financial. Branded as a spy, I should be spurned by Ella, sneered at by Mrs Laing, and avoided by Beck. Friends who had trusted me would no longer place any confidence in a man who had, according to their belief, sold his country into the hands of her enemies, while it was apparent from the Earls words that he had no further faith in my actions.

Yet the only man who could have cleared me, who could have corroborated my statement as to how I spent my time during my absence at lunch, and shown plainly that I had never entered the Strand nor visited the branch post-office next to Exeter Hall, was dead. His lips were for ever sealed.

I went forward, plunged deeply in thought, until passing a small gate I left the park, and found myself in Warnham Churchyard. For a moment I stood on the peaceful spot where I had often stood before, admiring the quaint old church, with its square, squat, ivy-covered tower, its gilded clock face, and its ancient doors that, standing open, admitted air and sunshine. Before me were the plain, white tombs of the departed earls, the most recent being that in memory of the Countess, one of the leaders of London society, who had died during her husbands absence on his official duties; while across the well-kept lawn stood a quaint old sun-dial that had in silence marked the time for a century or so. From within the church the organ sounded softly, and I could see the Vicars daughter, a pretty girl still in her teens, seated at the instrument practising.

Warnham was a quiet Sussex village unknown to the world outside, unspoiled by modern progress, untouched by the hand of the vandal. As presently I passed the lych-gate and entered its peaceful street, it wore a distinctly old-world air. At the end of the churchyard wall stood the typical village blacksmith, brown-faced and brawny, swinging his hammer with musical clang upon his anvil set beneath a great chestnut tree in full bloom; further along stood the schools, from the playground of which came the joyous sound of childrens voices; and across the road was the only inn — the Sussex Arms — where, on more than one occasion, I had spent an hour in the bare and beery taproom, chatting with the garrulous village gossips, the burly landlord and his pleasant spouse. The air was heavy with the scent of June roses and the old-fashioned flowers growing in cottage gardens, whilst the lilacs sent forth a perfume that in my perturbed state of mind brought me back to a realisation of my bitterness. Lilac was Ellas favourite scent, and it stirred within me thoughts of her. How, I wondered, had she borne the news of Dudleys tragic and mysterious end? How, I wondered, would she greet me when next we met?

Yet somehow I distrusted her, and as I walked on through the village towards the Ockley road, nodding mechanically to a man I knew, I was seriously contemplating the advisability of never again seeing her. But I loved her, and though I strove to reason with myself that some secret tie existed between her and Beck, I found myself unable to break off my engagement, for I was held in her toils by the fascination of her eyes.

For fully an hour I walked on, ascending the hill swept by the fresh breeze from the Channel, only turning back on finding myself at the little hamlet at Kingsfold. In that walk I tried to form resolutions — to devise some means to regain the confidence of the Earl, and to conjecture the cause of Dudleys death — but all to no purpose. The blows which had fallen in such swift succession had paralysed me. I could not think, neither could I act.

Re-passing the Sussex Arms, I turned in, dusty and thirsty. In the bare taproom, deserted at that hour, old Denman, a tall, tight-trousered, splay-footed, grey-haired man, who drove the village fly, and acted as ostler and handy man about the hostelry, was busy cleaning some pewters, and as I entered, looked up and touched his hat.

Well, Denman, I said, you dont seem to grow very much older, eh?

The man, whose hair and beard were closely-cropped, and whose furrowed face had a habit of twitching when he spoke, grinned as he answered, — 

No, sir. People tells me I bear my age wonderful well. But wont you come into the parlour, sir?

Declining, I told him to get me something to drink, and when he brought it questioned him as to the latest news in the village. Denman was an inveterate gossip, and in his constant drives in the rickety and antiquated vehicle known as the fly, to villages and towns in the vicinity, had a knack of picking up all the news and scandal, which he retailed at night for the delectation of customers at the Sussex Arms.

I dunno as anything very startling has happened lately in Warnham. The jumble sale came off at the schools last Tuesday fortnight, and theres a cricket match up at the Lodge next Saturday. Some gentlemen are coming down from London to play.

Anything else?

Denman removed his hat and scratched his head.

Oh, yes, he said suddenly. You knows Mr Macandrew whats steward for Mr Thornbury? Well, last Monday week an old gentleman called at his house up street and asked to see him. His wife asked him into the parlour, and Mr Macandrew went in. Are you Mr Macandrew? says the old gent. I am, says Mr Macandrew. Well, I shouldnt ave known you, says the old man. And it turned out afterwards that this old man was actually Mr Macandrews father, whos lived ever so many years in America, and hasnt seen Mr Macandrew since he wor a boy. I did laugh when I heard it.

Extraordinary. Have you had any visitors down from London? I inquired, for sometimes people took the houses of the better-class villagers, furnished for the season.

We had a lively young gent staying here in the inn for four days last week. He was a friend of somebody up at the Hall, I think, for he was there a good deal. He came from London. I wonder whether youd know him.

What was his name?

Funny name, Denman said, grinning. Ogle, Mr Ogle.

Ogle! I gasped. What was his Christian name?

Dudley, I fancy it was.

Dudley Ogle, I repeated, remembering that he had been absent from Shepperton for four days, and had told me he had been in Ipswich visiting some friends. And he has been here?

Yes, sir. We made him as comfortable as we could, and I think he enjoyed hisself.

But what did he do — why was he down here? I inquired eagerly.

Do you know him, sir? Jolly gentleman, isnt he? Up to all manners o tricks, and always chaffing the girls.

Yes, I knew him, Denman, I answered gravely. Tell me, as far as you know, his object in coming to Warnham. Im very interested in his doings.

As far as I know, sir, he came to see somebody up at the Hall. I drove him about a good deal, over to Ockley, to Cowfold, and out to Handcross; and I took him into Horsham every day.

Do you know who was his friend at the Hall?

No, I dont, sir. He never spoke about it; but I did have my suspicions, he answered, smiling.

Oh! what were they? I asked.

I fancy he came to see Lucy Bryden, the housekeepers daughter. Shes a good-looking girl, you know, and the old man winked knowingly.

What made you think that, eh?

Well, from something I was told, he replied mysteriously. He was seen walking with a young lady across the park one night, and I eard as ow it was Mrs Brydens daughter. But next day I ad a surprise. A young lady called here for him, and she was dressed exactly as the young woman who had been in the park with him was. But it wasnt Mrs Brydens daughter.

Then who was it?

I heard him call her Ella. She came from London.

Ella? I gasped. What the deuce do you mean, Denman? What sort of a girl was she? A lady?

Yes, sir, quite a lady. She was dressed in brown, and one thing I noticed was that she had on a splendid diamond bracelet. It was a beauty.

A diamond bracelet! I echoed. There was no doubt that Ella had actually been to Warnham without my knowledge, for the bracelet that the old ostler, in reply to my eager questions, described accurately, was the one I had given her.

What time in the day did she call? Where did they go? I demanded, in surprise.

She came about mid-day, and they both went for a walk towards Broadbridge Heath. They were gone, I should reckon, about three hours, and when they returned, it was evident from her eyes that shed been crying.

Crying! Had Ogle been talking to her angrily, do you think?

No. I dont believe so. They remained here and had some tea together in the parlour, and then I drove em to Horsham, and they caught the 6:25 to London.

I was silent. There was some remarkable, unfathomable mystery in this.

Now, Denman, I said at last, I know youve got a sharp pair of ears when youre perched up on that box of yours. Did you overhear their conversation while driving them to Horsham?

Again the old man removed his battered hat and calmly scratched his head.

Well, sir, to tell you the truth, I did ear a few words, he answered. I eard the young lady say as ow she wor powerless. He seemed to be a-begging of her to do something which horrified her. I eard her ask him in a whisper whether he thought they would be discovered, and he laughed at her fear, and said, If you dont do it, you know the consequences will be fatal.

Do you think they went up to the Hall when they went out walking?

I dont know, sir. They could, of course, have got into the park that way. But you dont look very well, sir. I hope what Ive told you isnt — isnt very unpleasant, the old ostler added, with a look of apprehension.

No. Get me some brandy, Denman, I gasped.

While he was absent I rose and walked unsteadily to the window that overlooked a comfortable-looking corner residence surrounded by a belt of firs, a wide road, and a beautiful stretch of valley and blue downs beyond. The landscape was peaceful and picturesque, and I sought solace in gazing upon it. But this latest revelation had unnerved me. Dudley and Ella had met in that quiet, rural place for some purpose which I could not conceive. Their meeting had evidently been pre-arranged, and their object, from the words the old man had overheard, was apparently of a secret and sinister character.

The strange, inquiring look I had detected in Ellas face whenever she had glanced surreptitiously at Dudley on the previous night was, I now felt assured, an index of guilty conscience; and Mrs Laings dread that Ella should know the truth of my friends tragic end appeared to prove, in a certain degree, the existence of some secret knowledge held by all three.

Yet I could not bring myself to believe that my well-beloved had wilfully deceived me. From what Denman had said, it appeared as if Ogle had held her under some mysterious thrall, and was trying to compel her to act against her better judgment. Her pure, womanly conscience had, perhaps, revolted against his suggestion, and she had shed the tears the old ostler had noticed; yet he had persisted and held over her a threat that had cowed her, and, perhaps, for aught I knew, compelled her to submit.

My thought that the man who was my friend should have thus treated the woman I adored filled me with fiercest anger and hatred. With bitterness I told myself that the man in whom I placed implicit confidence, and with whom I had allowed Ella to spend many idle hours punting or sculling while I was absent at my duties in London, was actually my enemy.

With sudden resolve I determined to travel back to Staines and, by possession of the knowledge of her mysterious visit to that village, worm from her its object. At that moment Denman entered, and I drank the brandy at one gulp, afterwards ordering the fly and driving back to Horsham station, whence I returned to London.

At my flat in Rossetti Mansions, Chelsea, I found a telegram from the Staines police summoning me to the inquest to be held next morning at eleven oclock, and also one from Ella asking me to return. The latter I felt inclined to disregard; the former I could not. Her words and actions were, indeed, beyond comprehension, but in the light of this knowledge I had by mere chance acquired, it seemed plain that her declaration of her unworthiness of my love was something more than the natural outcome of highly-strung nerves and a romantic disposition. Women of certain temperaments are prone to self-accusation, and I had brought myself to believe her words to be mere hysterical utterances; but now, alas! I saw there was some deep motive underlying them. I had been tricked. I had, it seemed, been unduly jealous of Beck, and unsuspecting of my real enemy, the man whose lips were closed in death.

I now regretted his end, not as a friend regrets, but merely because no effort would be availing to compel his lying tongue to speak the truth. Yet, if he were my rival for Ellas hand, might he not have lied when questioned regarding the events of that fateful afternoon when the secret defensive alliance had been so mysteriously exchanged for a dummy? Jealousy knows neither limit nor remorse.

Next morning, after spending the greater part of the night sitting alone smoking and endeavouring to penetrate the ever-increasing veil of mystery that had apparently enveloped her, I travelled down to Staines, arriving there just in time to take a cab to the Town Hall, where the inquest was to be held. The town was agog, for a crowd of those unable to enter because the room was already filled to overflowing, stood in the open space outside, eagerly discussing the tragic affair in all its various aspects, and hazarding the wildest and most impossible theories. Entering the hall, I elbowed my way forward, and as I did so I heard my name shouted loudly by a police constable. I was required as a witness, and succeeded in struggling through to the baize-covered table whereat the grave-faced Coroner sat.

He stretched forth his hand to give me the copy of Holy Writ whereon to take the oath, when suddenly my eyes fell upon a watch and a collection of miscellaneous articles lying upon the table, the contents of the dead mans pockets.

One small object alone riveted my attention. Heedless of the Coroners words I snatched it up and examined it closely.

Next second I stood breathless and aghast, dumbfounded by an amazing discovery that staggered belief.


Chapter Seven.

Ellas Suspicions.
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THE FORMULA OF the oath fell upon my ears in a dull monotone, as mechanically I raised the Bible to my lips, afterwards replying to the Coroners formal questions regarding my name, address and occupation. The discovery I had made filled me with fierce, bitter hatred against my dead companion, and, dazed by the startling suddenness of the revelation, I stood like a man in a dream.

Dr Diplock, the Coroner, noticed it, and his sharp injunction to answer his question brought me back to a knowledge of my surroundings. I was standing in full view of an assembly of some three hundred persons, so filled by curiosity, and eager to hear my story, that the silence was complete.

I beg your pardon, but I did not hear the question, I said, bracing myself with effort.

The deceased was your friend, I believe?

Yes, I answered. He shared a furnished cottage with me at Shepperton. I have known him for some time.

Were you with him at the day of his death?

I left him at Shepperton in the morning, when I went to town, and he called upon me at the Foreign Office about one oclock. We lunched together, and then, returning to Downing Street, parted. We met again at Shepperton later, and came here, to Staines, in response to an invitation to dinner at The Nook. I—

A womans low, despairing cry broke the silence, and as I turned to the assembly I saw, straight before me, Ella, rigid, almost statuesque. Her terror-stricken gaze met mine; her eyes seemed riveted upon me.

Kindly proceed with your evidence, exclaimed the Coroner, impatiently.

We dined at The Nook, I went on, turning again to face him. Then we went for a row, and on our return Mr Ogle left us to walk back to Shepperton.

Alone?

Yes.

Why did you not accompany him?

Because I had, during the evening, received a telegram summoning me away.

Who was the message from?

The Earl of Warnham, I replied. Then obeying his request to continue, I explained how, on leaving The Nook about an hour later to catch my last train, I had stumbled upon the body of my friend.

Then, when I had concluded, the Coroner commenced his cross-examination. Many of his questions were purely formal in character, but presently, when he began to take me through the events which occurred at the Foreign Office, I experienced a very uncomfortable feeling, fearing lest I should divulge the suspicions that had during the last half-hour been aroused within me. It was, I recognised, absolutely necessary that I should keep my discovery a strict secret, for upon my ability to do so everything depended.

Was there any reason why he should call for you at the Foreign Office and ask you to lunch with him? Was he in the habit of doing this? inquired the Coroner.

No; there seemed no reason, beyond the fact that he was compelled to come to town, and merely wanted to pass an idle hour away, I said.

Why did he go to London?

I have no idea what business took him there.

He never told you that he had any enemy, I suppose? the official asked, with an air of mystery.

Never. He was, on the contrary, most popular.

And no incident other than what you have related occurred at the Foreign Office? You are quite certain of this?

For a moment I hesitated, half inclined to relate the whole story of the mysterious theft of the secret convention; but risking perjury rather than an exposure of facts that I saw must remain hidden, I answered as calmly as I could, — 

No other incident occurred.

Have you any reason to suspect that he was a victim of foul play? the Coroner continued, looking at me rather suspiciously, I thought.

At that moment I glanced at Ella, and was astounded to see how intensely excited she appeared, with her white face upturned, her mouth half open, her eyes staring, eagerly drinking in every word that fell from my lips. Her whole attitude was of one who dreaded that some terrible truth might be brought to light.

I have no reason to suspect he was murdered, I answered in a low tone, and as I surreptitiously watched the face of the woman I loved I saw an instant transformation. Her breast heaved with a heavy sigh of relief as across her countenance there passed a look of satisfaction she was unable to disguise. She was in deadly fear of something, the nature of which I could not conjecture.

You have no suspicion whatever that the deceased had an enemy? asked the foreman of the jury, who had the appearance of a local butcher.

None whatever, I answered.

I frequently saw Mr Ogle on the river of an afternoon with Miss Laing, the man observed. Was there, as far as you are aware, any affection between them?

Glancing at Ella, I saw she had turned even paler than before, and was trembling. The question nonplussed me. In my heart I strongly suspected that some attachment existed between them; but resenting this impertinent question from a man who struck me as a local busybody, I made a negative reply.

Then jealousy, it would appear, was not the cause of the crime, the foreman observed to his fellow-jurymen.

The Coroner, however, quickly corrected him, pointing out that they had not yet ascertained whether death had, or had not, been due to natural causes.

Turning to me, he said, — 

I believe I am right in assuming that you are engaged to be married to Miss Laing, am I not?

I was engaged to her, I replied hoarsely.

Then you are not engaged at the present moment? Why was the match broken off?

I hesitated for several moments, trying to devise some means to avoid answering this abrupt question. The bitter thought of Ellas double dealing occurred to me, and with foolish disregard for consequences I resolved not to spare her.

Because of a confession she made to me, I said.

A confession! What of?

Of unworthiness.

She acknowledged herself unfaithful to you, I presume? observed one of the jurymen who had not before spoken; but to this I made no reply.

Now, have you any suspicion that any secret affection existed between her and the deceased? the Coroner asked, in a dry, distinct voice, that could be heard all over the room.

I — I cannot say, I faltered.

The movement among the audience showed the sensation my reply had caused, and it was increased by Ella suddenly rising from her place and shrieking hysterically: That answer is a lie — a foul lie!

Silence! shouted the Coroner, who, above all things, detested a scene in his Court. If that lady interrupts again, she must be requested to leave.

Have you any further question to ask Mr Deedes? he inquired, turning to the jury; but as no one replied, he intimated that the examination was at an end, and I felt that I had, at last, successfully passed through the ordeal I had dreaded.

Retiring to a seat, my place as a witness was at once taken by Beck; but scarcely had I sunk into a chair near where Ella was sitting when I felt within my hand the object I had taken from among the things found in the dead mans possession. It had not been missed, and I wondered whether its loss would ever be detected. To keep it was, I felt, extremely dangerous; nevertheless I sat holding it in my palm, listening to the evidence of the well-known member for West Rutlandshire. His story, related in that loud, bombastic tone that had at first so prejudiced me against him, was much to the same effect as mine regarding the discovery of the body, its removal into the house, and the subsequent examination by the doctor, until there commenced the minute cross-examination.

How long have you known the deceased? the Coroner inquired, looking up suddenly from his notes.

A few months. About six, I should think, he answered.

Have you any suspicion that he had an enemy?

No. He was about the last man in the world who would arouse the hatred of anybody. In fact, he was exceedingly popular.

You say you have been a frequent visitor at Mrs Laings. Now, from your own observations, have you seen anything that would lead you to the belief that he loved Miss Laing?

Nothing whatever, he replied. Ella was engaged to Mr Deedes, and although she was on the river a great deal with Ogle, I am confident she never for a moment regarded him as her lover.

Why are you so confident?

Because of certain facts she has confided in me.

What are they?

He was silent. Evidently he had no intention of being led on in this manner, but, even finding himself cornered, his imperturbable coolness never deserted him, for he calmly replied, with a faint smile, — 

I refuse to answer.

Kindly reply to my question, sir, and do not waste the time of the Court, exclaimed the Coroner, with impatience. What were these facts?

Again he was silent, twisting his gloves around his fingers uneasily.

Come, answer if you please.

Well, he replied, after considerable hesitation, briefly, she gave me to understand that she loved Deedes, and had refused to listen to the deceaseds declaration of affection.

How came she to confide this secret of hers to you? the Coroner asked eagerly.

Through my memory at that moment there flashed the scene I had witnessed in secret in the garden on that memorable night when I had detected this man with his arm around Ellas waist, and I looked on in triumph at his embarrassment.

I am a friend of the family, he answered, with a calm, irritating smile a moment later. She has told me many of her secrets.

I knew from the expression upon his face that he lied. Was it not far more likely that on that night when I had discovered them he was uttering words of affection to her, and she, in return, had confessed that she loved me?

Are you aware whether Mr Deedes had any knowledge that the deceased was his rival for Miss Laings hand? inquired the Coroner, adding, self-apologetically, I much regret being compelled to ask these questions, for I am aware how painful it must be to the family.

I believe he was utterly ignorant of it, Beck replied. He regarded Mr Ogle as his closest friend.

A false one, to say the least, Dr Diplock observed in tones just audible. Beck shrugged his shoulders, but did not reply.

The inquisitive foreman of the jury then commenced a series of clumsy, impertinent questions, many of which the witness cleverly evaded. He resented this mans cross-examination just as I had done, and during the quarter of an hours fencing with the tradesman no noteworthy fact was elicited. The Coroner, seeing this, suddenly put an end to the foremans pertinacious efforts to draw from the Member of Parliament further facts regarding home life at The Nook, and called Dr Allenby.

The doctor, who had apparently had long experience of inquests, took the oath in a business-like manner, and related the facts within his knowledge clearly and succinctly, describing how I had summoned him, his visit to The Nook, and the appearance of the dead man.

Have you made a post-mortem? the Coroner asked, without looking up from the notes he was making.

I made an examination yesterday, in conjunction with Dr Engall. We found no trace of disease, with the exception of a slight lung trouble of recent date.

Was it sufficient to cause death?

Certainly not; neither was the bruise upon the forehead, which had, no doubt, been caused by the fall upon the gravel. The heart was perfectly normal, and we failed utterly to detect anything that would result fatally. The contents of the stomach have been analysed by Dr Adams, of the Home Office, at the instigation of the police, I believe.

Then, as far as you are concerned, you are unable to determine the cause of death?

Quite. It is a mystery.

The next witness was a thin, white-haired, dapper little man, who, in reply to questions, explained that he was analyst to the Home Office, and had, at the request of the police, submitted the contents of the deceaseds stomach to analysis, the position of the hands pointing to a slight suspicion of poison.

And what have you discovered? inquired the Coroner, the Court being so silent that the proverbial pin, if it had been dropped at that moment, might have been heard.

Nothing, he answered clearly. There was no sign of anything of a deleterious nature whatsoever. The deceased was certainly not poisoned.

The assembly of excited townspeople again shifted uneasily, as it was wont to do after every important reply which might elucidate the mystery. It seemed as though a rumour had been circulated that Dudley had been poisoned, and this declaration of the renowned analyst set at rest for ever that wild, unfounded report. People turned to one another, whispering excitedly, and a shadow of disappointment rested upon their inquisitive countenances. They had expected it to be pronounced a case of murder, whereas it would now be proved that death had occurred from some natural but sudden and unknown cause.

Then you have no opinion to offer as to the cause of death! the Coroner exclaimed.

None whatever, was the reply, and that concluded the analysts important testimony.

The foreman of the jury expressed a wish to put a question to Ella, and a few moments later she stood where I had stood, and removing her glove, took the oath with trembling voice.

Have you any reason to suppose, Miss Laing, that Mr Ogles declaration of love to you had aroused the enmity of Mr Deedes? asked the man, seriously.

No, she answered in a tone so low that I could scarcely distinguish the word.

Mr Deedes was your lover, wasnt he?

I am still engaged to him, she replied, tears welling in her eyes. He tells a falsehood when he says that our love is at an end.

Then why did you not tell him of Mr Ogles declaration?

Because they were friends, and I did not wish to arouse animosity between them.

Slight applause followed this reply, but it was instantly suppressed.

The Coroner, to bring matters to a conclusion, asked, Now, knowing Mr Ogle as intimately as you did, do you suspect that he might have been murdered?

She gasped, swayed slowly forward and gripped the corner of the baize-covered table to steady herself.

Yes, she answered in a clear but tremulous voice. I — I believe he was murdered.

A thrill of excitement and wonder ran through the onlookers. Her handsome face was ashen pale, and her breast, beneath her blouse of cool-looking muslin, rose and fell quickly, showing how intense was her agitation.

And what causes you to believe this? asked the Coroner, raising his brows in interrogation.

I have suspicions, she answered in a low voice, striving to remain calm, and glancing quickly around the silent assembly.

You suspect some person of having been guilty of murder? he asked, interested.

Not exactly that, she said quickly. That Mr Ogle was murdered I feel confident, but who committed the crime I am unaware. It is a mystery. Knowing Mr Ogle so well as I did, he entrusted to me knowledge of certain facts that he strenuously kept secret from others. Yet I cannot conceive who would profit by his death.

At this point the inspector of police rose and expressed a desire to know, through the Coroner, whether she had quarrelled with Mr Ogle.

The day prior to his death we had a few words, she faltered.

Upon what subject? asked the Coroner.

She at first refused to reply, but after being pressed, said, We quarrelled about my engagement to Mr Deedes.

So she acknowledged with her own lips that the dead man had been my bitter enemy, as I, too late, had discovered.

He wished you to marry him? suggested the Coroner. She did not answer, but burst into a fit of hysterical tears, and a few moments later was led out of the Court.

I think, gentlemen, the Coroner observed, turning to the jury, no end can be obtained in pursuing this very painful inquiry further. You have heard the evidence, and while on the one hand the exact cause of death has not been established, on the other we have Miss Laing declaring that the unfortunate gentleman was murdered. The evidence certainly does not point to such a conclusion, and there are two courses that may be pursued; either to adjourn the inquiry, or to return an open verdict and leave the elucidation of the mystery in the hands of the police.

The jury, after consulting among themselves, retired, but only for five minutes, coming back into court and returning an open verdict of Found dead.

Then, as the Coroner thanked the twelve tradesmen for their attendance, I rose and crossed to Beck, afterwards walking with him to The Nook.


Chapter Eight.

I Dare Not!
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WHAT DO YOU think of Ellas statement? Beck asked, as we were crossing Staines Bridge on our way to Mrs Laings.

I cant understand it, I replied.

Neither can I, he said. Girls of her excitable temperament are apt to make statements of that character utterly without foundation. No doubt Dudley was her intimate friend, and finding him dead, her romantic mind at once conjured up visions of murder.

Yes. There is a good deal in your argument, I admitted, with a touch of sorrow at the remembrance that Ogle had aspired to her hand.

I never spoke to you on the subject, for fear of making mischief, but I have many times been amazed at your blindness when Dudley and Ella used to flirt openly before your very eyes, he observed, glancing at me.

Ah! you are right, I cried angrily. I foolishly trusted him, believing implicitly in his honour and in Ellas purity.

Of the latter you surely have no cause for suspicion, he exclaimed quickly.

I am not so certain, I replied with bitterness. The more deeply I attempt to probe this mystery, the more sorrow I heap upon myself. I was happy in the belief that she loved no other man except me, yet apparently she is as tactful as an adventuress, and delights in toying with a mans affections.

Every woman is fickle, my friend remarked sympathetically. If she is thrown into the society of one man frequently, and passes idle hours alone with him, she either ends in loving him or hating him. There is little purely platonic friendship between men and women nowadays.

Yes, alas! I echoed, as we entered the carriage drive and passed the well-remembered spot where I had discovered the body. There is very little indeed.

A quarter of an hour later I stood alone before the window of the bright morning-room which commanded a beautiful view of the brilliant, sunlit Thames, and the row of tall, swaying poplars and drooping, wind-whitened willows on the opposite shore. I was awaiting Ella, who had, her maid told me, gone to her room.

Presently, pale-faced and trembling, she entered, and, closing the door, moved slowly towards me, stretching forth her hand in silence, her tearful eyes downcast. I grasped the slim, white fingers, and found them cold as marble.

Geoffrey, she exclaimed, low and huskily. Geoffrey, forgive me!

Forgive! For what reason? I inquired sternly, looking at her in admiration, yet determined to be firm. This was, I resolved, to be our last interview.

Because I — I was foolish and weak, and— She paused, sighing deeply.

Well? I said cynically. What other excuse?

Yes, yes, she cried brokenly. I know they are mean, paltry excuses. I know I am trying to make you believe it was not my own fault, yet— and pausing again, she raised her clear blue eyes to mine with passionate glance, and yet, Geoffrey, I love you in a manner I have loved no other man before.

You have a strange way of exhibiting this so-called affection, I observed coldly. You actually encouraged the advances of the man in whom I reposed foolish and ill-placed confidence.

For a purpose. I never loved him — never, she protested, trembling.

You had a reason? A strange one, I should think, I exclaimed angrily. Indeed, at this very moment you are mourning the loss of this man.

Dudley Ogle was not your enemy, Geoffrey. He was your friend, she answered, with a tremor in her voice. Some day I will prove this to you. I cannot now. It is impossible.

Why?

I dare not!

Dare not! What do you fear? I demanded in surprise, instantly releasing her hand.

The consequences would be fatal to our love, she gasped. Then, after a pause, she clutched my arm, and, burying her beautiful face upon my shoulder, sobbed bitterly.

Our love! I echoed contemptuously. Notwithstanding the fierceness of my anger, I smoothed her dark gold hair, and presently, when she grew a trifle calmer, endeavoured to discover the meaning of her strange, enigmatical words.

You cannot know — you will never know — how dearly I have loved you, Geoffrey, she cried, in answer to my eager questions. Neither will you ever know how much I have suffered, how hard I have striven for your sake.

For my sake! Yet you admit having allowed Dudley Ogle to utter words that I alone had a right to utter!

Yes, I admit all, she said, with a tragic touch of sorrow in her strained voice. I deny nothing.

And you come to me asking forgiveness, believing that I can again trust you without hearing any explanation of your recent strange conduct with Beck, as well as with Dudley! I think you must regard me, Ella, as a weak, impressionable fool, I added, with bitter sarcasm.

No, I do not, she cried quickly. I appeal to your generosity towards a woman. I have been compelled to act against my own inclinations, compelled, in order to outwit my enemies, to act a part despicable and revolting. I can now only ask forgiveness, and, throwing herself suddenly upon her knees before me, she cried, See! Geoffrey, I crave one grain of pity from you, my old friend, the only man I have loved!

No, Ella, I answered, quickly withdrawing my hand that she was pressing to her hot, fevered lips. I may pity you, but forgive you never.

Never! she gasped, clasping her breast with her hands as if to stay the wild beating of her heart, and struggling unevenly to her feet. Why never?

Because you have deceived me.

Yes, yes! she wailed. I admit it, I admit it all, but I swear my actions were imperative. Ah! alas that you cannot know everything, or you would kiss me as fondly as you used to do. You, Geoffrey, would love me with a love even more tender and passionate than before, if only you were aware of what I have suffered for your sake.

I turned from her in disgust. Her tragic attitude filled me with loathing and contempt, for I knew she was lying.

Can you never again trust me? she asked, in a low, hoarse voice. Will you never forgive?

I can have no further confidence in a woman who has practised such artful deception as you have, I answered, turning again towards her, and noticing the look of unutterable sadness in her tearful eyes.

Deception! she cried, starting. What do you mean? What have I done?

You acknowledge having deceived me wilfully with all the deep cunning of an adventuress, yet you refuse me one word of explanation, either in regard to Beck or Dudley?

There is nothing to explain, as far as Mr Beck is concerned, she answered demurely. He is an old friend, and your suspicions that there was any love between us are absolutely absurd.

Why, then, did you confess in your letter that you were unworthy of my love! I demanded with warmth, walking towards her.

She hung her head. There was a deep silence, broken only by the low ticking of the clock. In a few moments her hand stole in search of mine, and, engrossed in my own sad thoughts, I let it linger there.

Geoffrey, she said at length, timidly.

I gazed out upon the sunlit river, watching a boatful of happy holiday folk pass by, and remained stolidly unconscious.

Geoffrey, she repeated, I tried ever so long to refrain from that confession, yet was unable. But I did not allude to Mr Beck. It was my conduct with Dudley that caused me to become a conscience-stricken wretch. I feared from day to day that you might discover our many long excursions and the idle afternoons we spent up the backwaters; he lazy and indolent, I using all my womans wiles to fascinate him and bring him to my feet.

And you succeeded, I interrupted huskily.

Yes, I succeeded, she went on, speaking slowly, almost mechanically. I had set my mind upon victory, and I achieved it after weeks and weeks of striving, dreading always that you might discover the truth, and fearing lest my conduct should appear in your eyes too serious for forgiveness. The blow that I dreaded has now fallen, she cried, with a choking sob. Dudley is dead, and I, compelled to speak the truth, have publicly acknowledged myself unworthy of your love.

Is it not best that I should know the truth? I asked seriously. You render your behaviour the more unpardonable by the absurd falsehoods you wish me to believe.

I do not wish you to believe any falsehoods, she cried resentfully, her bright eyes flashing as she glanced at me. What I have now told you is the truth. I swear it before Heaven!

You deliberately flirted with Dudley, with an object in view. Oh, no! I laughed with contempt, that is too lame a tale.

It is the truth, she said, looking me straight in the face, her nervous hands toying with her rings. Even though you may believe ill of me, I have lost neither honour nor self-respect. I acted under compulsion, to achieve one object.

And I hope you have gained the mysterious end you had in view, I said, with bitter sarcasm.

Yes, I have, she replied, with an intenseness in her voice that surprised me. I have gained my object even at risk of being discarded by you, Geoffrey, and being branded as a base adventuress.

Even at the cost of the life of the man you deceived? I hazarded.

She started at my words. Her pale lips trembled, and in her eyes was a strange look, as if haunted by some spectral fear. The effect of this remark was extraordinary, and I at once added, — 

Remember, you suspect that Dudleys death was not due to natural causes.

Suspect? she cried. I know he was foully murdered.

By whom? I inquired, with breathless eagerness.

I have yet to discover that, she answered, in a low voice. But I will make the elucidation of the mystery the one object of my life. It is I alone who will avenge his murder.

Your very words betray your love for him, I exclaimed, disgusted.

I tell you it is not because I loved him, she protested, with indignation.

Then why do you seek revenge? I demanded ruthlessly.

For reasons known to myself — reasons I refuse for the present to disclose, she replied, regarding me with unwavering glance.

And you expect me to again repose confidence in you, notwithstanding your steady refusal to explain anything? I observed, with a laugh.

All I have told you now, Geoffrey, is the truth, she replied, looking earnestly into my eyes. Once I deceived you, but I will never do so in future. I promise some day before long to explain all the facts to you; when I do so they will astound you. For the success of my plans I am compelled at present to preserve my secret, even from you.

What are your plans?

Be patient, and you shall see.

You intend to avenge Dudleys death?

I do; and something further, she said. Only by the most careful investigation and the strictest secrecy can my plans be successfully carried out. Trust in me, Geoffrey. Tell me that you will reconsider your decision not to forgive me, she whispered, leaning upon my shoulder with one arm entwined affectionately about my neck, as was her habit. And I will yet prove to you that I am an honest woman who has acted only in your interests.

In my interests? How? I asked, amazed.

You shall know all later, when I have ascertained the truth.

Tell me one thing, Ella, I exclaimed, after a pause. Have you any idea whether Dudley had any occupation?

Occupation? I always understood he had enough money to be independent.

Then taking from my vest pocket the object I had picked up from among the contents of the dead mans pockets displayed on the table in the Coronerss Court, I held it up to her, saying seriously, — 

Now, tell me truthfully, Ella, have you ever seen this in Dudleys possession?

She glanced at it for an instant, holding her breath, as across her blanched countenance there passed an expression of bewildered amazement.

The object I held beneath her gaze was insignificant in itself, merely a small brass seal, but it bore the Warnham arms in exact imitation of the cut amethyst worn by the Earl. It was the seal which had been used to manufacture the duplicate of the envelope containing Englands secret alliance with Germany.

The suddenness with which I had produced it startled and nonplussed her. As I transfixed her blue eyes with my keen, suspicious gaze, her white lips moved, but no sound fell from them. Embarrassment held her dumb.


Chapter Nine.

The Bond of Secrecy.
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I HELD THE small brass stamp towards her, inviting her to examine it, but she shrank back with an expression of terror and repulsion, refusing to touch it.

Have you ever seen Dudley with this in his hand? I asked, repeating my question seriously, determined upon learning the truth.

Where did you find it? she inquired, a look of bewilderment upon her haggard face.

You have not answered my question, Ella, I said sternly.

Your question? Ah! she cried, as if in sudden remembrance of my words. I — I have never seen Dudley with it. I — I swear I havent.

Is that the absolute truth? I asked in doubt.

The truth! she echoed. Did I not, a moment ago, promise you I would never again deceive you by word or action? Can you never have confidence in me? she asked, in a tone of mingled regret and reproach.

But this was found in Dudleys possession, I said, holding it nearer my gaze, and detecting in the bright sunlight streaming through the window small portions of black wax still adhering to the cleverly-cut coat of arms. Black wax, I remembered, had been used to secure the dummy envelope.

And even if that were so, is it such a very remarkable fact that a man should carry a seal? she asked suddenly, raising her brows and assuming a well-feigned air of surprise. At that instant it occurred to me that she was an adept in preserving a mystery; she could practice deception with a verisimilitude little short of marvellous.

But this, I observed, is no ordinary seal.

It looks ordinary enough, she answered, smiling. Its only brass.

But its discovery forms a clue to a most serious and startling crime, I said.

A crime! she gasped. What do you mean? Dudleys murder?

I did not fail to notice that she used the word murder as if she had absolute proof that death had not been due to natural causes. Yet the effect of my announcement had been to fill her with sudden apprehension. She strove to appear amazed, but I thought I could detect in her attitude and bearing a fear that I had knowledge of her secret.

It is most probably connected with that tragic event, I answered meaningly, looking her straight in the face. The police will no doubt pursue their investigations and clear up the matter.

The police! she whispered hoarsely, just as Mrs Laing had done when the officers had entered her house. Do you think they will discover the cause of poor Dudleys death?

I cannot say, I answered calmly. They will, however, discover the reason he had this seal in his possession.

I tell you it was not his — I mean I never saw him with it, she protested.

But he may have had it in his pocket and not shown it to you. Indeed, there were reasons that he should not do so because it was used for a nefarious purpose.

For what? she asked, suddenly evincing an interest in the stamp, taking it from my hand and examining it closely.

It was on my tongue to relate to her the whole circumstances, but suddenly remembering that for the present the secret of Englands peril must be preserved if the identity of the spy were to be discovered, I refrained, and answered, — 

The man who used that seal committed one of the worst crimes of which a man can be guilty.

What was it; tell me? she asked quickly. Surely Dudley never committed any offence!

I am not certain, I answered gloomily. An enemy who would pose as a friend, as he has done, might be capable of any deceit.

Have I not already told you that he was not your enemy, Geoffrey? she observed calmly.

Ah, Ella, I cried in disgust, all these falsehoods only render your conduct the more despicable. You will deny next that you went down to Warnham to meet him surreptitiously.

To Warnham? she cried, white to the lips.

Yes. Do you deny it?

No. I — it is quite true that I met him there, she faltered.

You spent the day with my rival, unknown to me, I went on bitterly. Yet you declare that you never loved him?

Her breath came and went in short, quick gasps, her haggard eyes were fixed; she stood silent, unable to make reply.

It is useless to further prolong this painful interview, I exclaimed at last, turning from her.

I swear I never loved him, she cried suddenly. Some day, when you know the truth, you will bitterly regret how you have misjudged me, how, while striving to serve you, I have fallen under suspicion.

But your visit to Warnham! I said. Is that an act such as can be overlooked without explanation?

I only ask you to place trust in me, and I will prove ere long that I acted under compulsion.

You want me to believe that he held you irrevocably in his power, I suppose? I said with biting sarcasm.

She nodded, and held her head in downcast, dejected attitude.

It is easy enough to allege all this, now that he is dead, I observed doubtingly.

I have told you the truth. I feared him, and was compelled to obey, she exclaimed hoarsely.

What was the object of your visit? Surely you can explain that?

No. I cannot.

You absolutely refuse?

Absolutely, she answered, in a low, strained voice, looking straight at me with an expression of determination.

Then we must part, I said, slowly but firmly disengaging myself from her embrace.

No, no, she wailed, sobbing bitterly and clinging more closely to me. Do not be so cruel, Geoffrey. You would never utter these words could you know all.

But you will not tell me, I cried.

At present I dare not. Wait; be patient, and you shall know everything.

How long must I remain in doubt and ignorance? I asked.

I know not. To-morrow the bond of secrecy may be removed from my lips, or it may be many months ere I can fearlessly speak and explain, she answered in a strange voice, almost as if speaking to herself.

From your words it would appear that some person still holds power over you, even though Dudley is dead, I said, looking into her eyes seriously.

She sighed deeply, and her hand, resting upon my shoulder, trembled violently. Yes, you guess the truth, she answered. I would tell you all — explain all these facts that no doubt puzzle you and cause me to appear base, heartless and deceitful — yet I fear the consequences. If I did so we should be parted for ever.

But if you told the truth and cleared your conduct, I should then have confidence again, and love you. How should we be parted?

Pale and silent she stood, with her eyes resting upon the distant line of drooping willows. Not until I had repeated my question did she move and answer in a voice almost inaudible, as she clung to me, — 

We should be parted by death, she whispered hoarsely.

By death! I cried, dismayed. What do you mean, Ella? Do you fear that the same tragic fate that has overtaken Dudley will overtake you?

She shuddered, and burying her white face upon my shoulder, again burst into a torrent of tears. Hers was indeed a woeful figure, bent, dejected and grief-stricken. Raising her head at last, she stifled her sobs with an effort, and implored with earnestness, — 

Tell me, Geoffrey, that you will not prejudge me. Tell me with your own lips that you will be content to wait in patience until I can present the facts to you in their true light. I am not an adventuress, as you think. I have never, I swear before Heaven, looked upon any other man with thought of affection. I have told you of my inability to speak; I can tell you no more.

I made a movement, steady, stern and deliberate, to put her from me; but, with her arms around my neck, she cried in an agonised tone, — 

No, Geoffrey. At least show me a single grain of pity. Be patient. If you desire it I will not come near you until I can reply to your questions and clear my conduct of the stigma upon it; I will do anything you ask so long as you give me time to pursue my investigations and free myself from this terrible thraldom. Say you will, and bring back peace to my mind and happiness to my heart. I love you, Geoffrey, I love you! and her hot, passionate lips met mine in a manner that showed plainly her terrible agitation, and her fear lest I should cast her off.

Slowly, during those moments of painful silence that followed, my anger and bitterness somewhat abated, and, even against my better judgment, feelings of pity swayed my mind. It seemed to me, as I reflected upon the past, that Dudley Ogle had been unfortunate in his early surroundings and education; his character had received a wrong bias from the very beginning, and the possession of wealth had increased it. And yet, in spite of all that, there had been something pleasant and good in him. No man is altogether hideous when truly known, and I had not yet accurately ascertained the character of his mysterious relations with my well-beloved. I had, during this interview, caught glimpses of the real, true woman beneath the veil of falsehood and evasion of the truth; I had seen a wistful look occasionally in Ellas eyes, as though she were haunted constantly by some terrible dread.

Yea, I pitied her. Perhaps, if I waited, the time would come when her nature would recover from the blight that had fallen upon it; when the alien element that had grafted itself upon her true life would be expelled by those avenging powers that vex and plague the erring soul, not in mockery, but to save it from the death that cannot die.

The strangeness of her manner, and the tragic apprehension of her words would, I knew, never fade from my memory; yet half inclined to believe I had misjudged her, I at length, although feeling that the world could never again be quite the same for me, drew her slight form towards me, and imprinting a long, passionate kiss upon her ready lips, said, — 

I will try and think of you as a woman who has been wronged, Ella. I will wait until you can explain, but remember that until you relate to me truthfully the whole of the facts there can be no love between us.

No love! she wailed in a voice of poignant grief. Is your love for me so utterly dead, then, that you should say this?

No, I answered, caressing her, stroking her wealth of gold-brown hair fondly as of old. I love you still, Ella; yet, speaking candidly, I cannot trust you further until you explain the truth.

But you will be patient, will you not? she urged. Remember that I have before me a task so difficult that it may require all my womans tact and cunning to accomplish it. But I will — I must succeed; failure will mean that I lose you, my best beloved. Therefore wait, and ere long I will convince you that I have not lied.

Yes, I will wait, I said, kissing her once again. Until you have cleared yourself, however, remember that I cannot love you as I have done.

Very well, she answered, her tear-stained face brightening. If such is your decision, I am content. Before long I will explain all the facts, and then, I feel confident, you, noblest and dearest, will love me even better than before.

I trust I shall, I answered with heartfelt earnestness, taking her small hand and pressing it softly; for I love you, Ella.

I care for nothing else, she answered, raising her face to mine and smiling through her tears. I am happy in the knowledge that you still think of me. You have enemies; yes, many. But there was one that loved you always — ay, and loves you now, and ever shall love you.

For a moment I gazed into the deep blue depths of her clear, trusting eyes, still grasping her tiny hand in mine, but almost at that instant the door opened and Mrs Laing, fussy, good-natured, and full of sympathy, entered, and seating herself, commenced to chat about the events of that memorable morning.


Chapter Ten.

Englands Peril.
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BY THE DISCOVERY of the duplicate of Lord Warnhams private seal in the possession of my dead companion, it became impressed upon my mind that Dudley Ogle, the man in whom I had placed implicit trust, had not only abused my confidence by making love to Ella, but was a spy in the Russian secret service. Try how I would I could see no extenuating circumstances, and as next morning, when sitting alone in my London flat, moody and disconsolate, I calmly reflected upon the startling events of the past few days, I saw plainly, from Ellas attitude when I had exhibited the brass stamp, that, notwithstanding her declaration to the contrary, she had seen it before.

It seemed placed beyond all doubt that Dudley had acted in conjunction with certain agents, who had by some means ascertained the very day and hour that the secret convention would arrive from Berlin. Then Dudley, armed with the forged duplicate, called upon me, and while we were together extracted the document from my pocket and substituted the envelope. Yet there was the registration mark upon it, so cleverly imitated as to defy detection. How that had been placed upon the dummy puzzled me, for the designation I had written could not be known until the envelope, with its precious contents, had been filched from my pocket.

The reason of Dudleys visit to Warnham was now, to a certain extent, explained. More than probable it seemed that through bribery he had obtained from one of the servants an impression in wax of the Earls private seal, and from it the brass stamp had been cut. The theft of the document had been accomplished with a neatness that seemed almost miraculous; and if Dudley really had stolen it, he must have been a most adroit pickpocket. Nevertheless, even though his every action had now corroborated up to the hilt the suspicion that he was a spy, I could not, somehow, believe him capable of such crafty, nay devilish, deception. Friends that we were, I could have trusted him with any secret, or with any of my possessions; but these revelations startled and amazed me.

Still there was a more remarkable and puzzling phase of the mystery. If Ellas fears were well grounded, why had he been murdered, and by whom?

The mysterious secret possessed by the woman I adored, the woman who held me under the spell of her marvellous beauty, was of a tragic and terrible nature, I felt assured. No doubt it had some connection with Dudleys death, and that sinister circumstance, once elucidated, would, I knew, furnish a very valuable clue to the identity of the spy, if perchance the innocence of my companion should be established, as I hoped it might be.

There was still one fact, too, that required explanation, one that seemed to prove conclusively that Dudley was in the pay of our enemies. I had found, on looking over his possessions in our cottage at Shepperton, some pieces of crumpled foolscap. He had evidently intended to throw them away, but being unable to get rid of them at the moment, had placed them in a drawer and locked them up. On smoothing them out, I found another piece of paper inside. To my astonishment I saw it was a letter written by me, while the pieces of foolscap accompanying it were covered with words and sentences in ink and pencil, showing how carefully he had studied and copied all the characteristics of my handwriting. These papers were, in themselves, sufficient evidence that he had practised the forgers art.

I had, after leaving Staines, returned straight to Shepperton, and in company with a detective carefully investigated all my friends belongings. We spent the afternoon and evening in reading through heaps of letters, but discovered nothing that would lead to any suspicion of foul play. The detective made notes of one or two of the addresses of the writers, and took charge of several letters relating to money matters. When, however, we had removed all the correspondence from the small wooden box in which it had been kept, the detective ascertained that there was a false bottom, and unable to find out the secret whereby it might be opened, we forced it with a chisel.

At first we were disappointed, only one insignificant-looking paper being therein concealed, but when the officer eagerly opened it I at once recognised its extreme importance, although I preserved silence. The paper was nothing less than a Russian passport of a special character signed by the Chief of Secret Police in St Petersburg, and countersigned by the Minister of the Interior himself. It was not a formally printed document, but written in Russian upon official paper stamped with the double-headed eagle. It was made out in the name of Dudley Ogle, and after explaining that he was an official engaged on secret service, gave him complete immunity from arrest within the Russian Empire.

Whats this, I wonder? the detective said, puzzled by the unfamiliar characters in the writing.

Taking it from him I glanced through it, and without betraying the slightest surprise, answered, Merely a passport for Russia.

That doesnt lead us to anything, he replied, taking it from my form, glancing at it again for an instant, and tossing it back carelessly into the box.

But when he had completed his investigations, removed whatever letters and papers he thought might be of use and departed, I secured the passport and the crumpled foolscap, and giving Juckes orders to remove my belongings back to London and give up possession of the cottage, I returned to Rossetti Mansions.

With these undeniable evidences of Ogles activity as a spy, I was sitting alone next morning pondering over the best course to pursue, at last resolving to go to the Foreign Office and boldly place the startling facts before Lord Warnham.

About noon I knocked at the door of the Ministers private room, and received, in his deep, hoarse voice, permission to enter. He was alone, seated at his big writing-table, engrossed in a long, closely-written document he was studying.

Well, sir, he exclaimed, with an expression of displeasure when he saw me, to what, pray, do I owe this intrusion?

I have come, I said, to clear myself of the charge you have made against me.

To clear yourself! Bah! he cried in disgust, returning to his papers. My time is too valuable for further discussion, and he made a movement to ring the bell for a messenger to conduct me out.

But I placed my hand upon his bony fingers firmly, and stayed it, saying, — 

It is to your interest, Lord Warnham, as well as to my own, that you should know the truth.

A traitor who will sell his countrys honour is capable of any falsehood whereby to justify himself, he snapped savagely.

I am no traitor, I protested in anger.

His thin, white face relaxed into a bitterly sarcastic smile, and his lip curled in withering contempt.

The efforts of ten years delicate diplomacy with Berlin have been rendered futile by your treachery or culpable negligence. Now you come to me with some lame, paltry tale or other, in an endeavour to convince me that you are neither thief nor spy! Each word of yours only aggravates your offence. I have dismissed you, and I tell you I decline to reopen the question.

But you have accused me of a crime, and I demand to be judged, I cried.

I have already judged you, he said, after a pause, laying down his pen with a sudden calmness, and fixing his grey eyes keenly upon me.

Yes, falsely.

You have come to me to prove that I have misjudged you, he said at last, leaning back in his chair. Very well. Let me hear your story.

I have no story further than what I have already told you, I answered. You have made a charge against me; I have come to you to refute it.

By what means?

By documentary evidence.

Documentary evidence! he exclaimed. Of what kind?

You will remember that I told you of the death of the only man who could speak regarding my absence from the office and my return.

Yes. He died mysteriously. The inquest was held yesterday; and, taking up a letter from his table, the Earl added, They report from Scotland Yard that an open verdict was returned, although one witness, a woman, alleged murder. Well, what was the allegation? Against yourself? he asked, raising his grey, shaggy brows.

No, I said with emphasis. I am not a murderer.

Then why did this woman — whats her name? — Ella Laing, he said, referring to the letter, why did she allege foul play?

I cannot tell; but all the facts I have ascertained point to the same conclusion, although the medical evidence negatived any such suggestion.

Then what is your contention?

That the man who was my friend was a spy, I said.

You would shift the responsibility upon one who, being dead, can tell us nothing, he said in a tone of reproachful contempt. I suspected this. It was but what might have been expected.

But I have evidence indisputable that he was a spy, I exclaimed excitedly. Read this, and I handed to him Dudleys passport.

Spreading it out before him, he carefully adjusted his gold pince-nez, and after a little difficulty translated it. Then, without expressing any surprise, he turned it over and held the paper to the light of the window, examining the water-mark.

Well, he exclaimed calmly at last, what else?

I placed before him the crumpled sheets of foolscap whereon attempts had been made — and successfully too — to imitate my handwriting, explaining where I had discovered them. These he also examined very minutely, giving vent to a low grunt, as was habitual to him when reassured.

Anything more? he asked impatiently. I cant waste time. The outlook is too serious.

But you must — you shall spare time to fully investigate this mystery, I cried. You will remember that the dummy envelope you took from your safe bore an imitation of your private seal?

Yes. What of that?

Here is the seal with which that impression was made, I replied in triumph, handing to him the little brass stamp. I have had the portions of wax microscopically examined, and they are of the same wax as was used to seal the dummy.

He took it between his thin fingers that now trembled with excitement. The production of this object was, I saw, entirely unexpected. Suddenly rising from his chair he unlocked his great safe and took therefrom the dummy envelope. Then, returning to his table, he lit a taper and carefully made an impression in wax of the seal I had given him, afterwards taking it to the light, and by the aid of a large magnifying glass compared it closely with the seal upon the dummy.

And where did you find this seal? he inquired, glancing across to me.

Among the contents of the dead mans pockets, I answered.

Impossible! he retorted. The police have possession of everything found on the man.

Yes, they had, but this came into my possession yesterday at the inquest.

How?

I hesitated, then, determined to conceal no fact from the great statesman, I answered boldly, — 

I stole it from the table whereon it was displayed.

Stole it! he echoed.

Slowly he turned the brass stamp over in his hand as if deep in thought; then, with brows knit in anger, he looked me straight in the face, exclaiming bluntly, — 

Your story is an absolute tissue of lies from beginning to end.

His words staggered me. I had expected him to be eager to further probe the mystery, and try and elucidate the manner in which Dudley had manufactured the dummy and exchanged it for the secret convention. Instead of this he was distrustful and suspicious; indeed, he boldly accused me of attempting to wilfully mislead him and conceal the truth.

I have told you no lies. Every word I have uttered is the truth, I answered, with fierce indignation.

You certainly never obtained possession of this seal in the manner in which you would have me believe, for the detectives sent to Staines had strict injunctions to search for any object that would lead them to suppose the dead man was not what he represented himself to be, and I made a special request that any seals discovered might be submitted to me for examination. If this had been in the dead mans pockets it would have been brought to me.

But I tell you it was among the articles found upon him. I picked it up from the Coroners table, and finding it was not missed, brought it to you, rather than inform the police of our suspicions, which I understood you desired should, for the present, be kept secret.

I do not believe you, he retorted angrily.

Ask whoever searched the body, and they will no doubt remember finding the seal, I answered.

It is quite unnecessary, he exclaimed.

Unnecessary? Why?

Because I dont believe one word of this elegantly romantic story of yours.

But I have brought you evidence in black and white that Ogle was a spy! I cried.

Evidence of a sort, he answered carelessly, returning to his table and sinking into his armchair. You have brought these things to me in order to induce me to believe that they were in the dead mans possession instead of where they really were — in your own.

It is false, I protested, flushing at his base and dogged insinuations.

So is this elaborate so-called evidence you have brought me, he answered.

In what way? I demanded.

You wish to know, he cried. Well, I will tell you. First, the passport is a forged one, and was never written in St Petersburg.

Why? I cried in dismay. How can you tell?

Because its water-mark shows it to be English paper, whereas all Russian official paper, as this is supposed to be, is manufactured by Yaronovski, of Moscow, and bears his name.

This fact had never occurred to me, and taking up the paper I examined the water-mark, finding, to my surprise, the name of a well-known English mill.

Then the attempts at imitating your handwriting are quite as unsatisfactory, he went on. Indeed, I have no proof that all those letters and words have not been made by yourself.

They have not, I protested. You seem determined not to believe in my innocence.

And the seal, he continued, heedless of my interruption. You expected that it would be regarded as irresistible proof. Well, in the first place I do not believe it was discovered on the body, as you allege; and, secondly, even if it had been, it is no absolute proof that the dead man was the culprit.

Why? I inquired eagerly.

Because it was not with that seal that the dummy envelope was secured, he answered slowly, at the same time handing me the two impressions, and inviting me to compare them.

This I did with breathless eagerness, by the aid of the magnifying glass, and in astonishment was compelled to admit that he spoke the truth. There were several discrepancies in the quarterings of the arms that I had not before noticed, and I saw instantly that they did not correspond with those impressed upon the envelope. The amazing worthlessness of my discoveries held me embarrassed, and I stood helpless, and in silence, as the Minister hurled at me some bitter invectives, declaring that I had come to him with an ingenious story, and evidence that might have convinced a man less shrewd.

Take your clumsily-forged documents and your attempt to reproduce my seal, and leave me at once! he cried, in a terrible ebullition of wrath, gathering up the objects I had brought and tossing them back to me. Your dastardly conduct is too despicable for words; but remember that to you, and you alone, your country owes the overwhelming catastrophe that must now inevitably fall upon it.

With these ominous words ringing in my ears I stumbled out, knowing not whither I went, and scarcely responding to the greetings of the men I knew, who regarded me in askance. The great central staircase, up which climbed the brilliantly-uniformed representatives of all civilised countries on the face of the earth whenever the Minister held his receptions, I descended with heavy heart, and crossing the grey, silent courtyard, soon found myself amid the bustle of Parliament Street.

I saw with chagrin how utterly I had failed in my endeavour to elucidate the mystery, for not only had I been unable to throw any further light upon the theft of the treaty, or the tragic end of the man I suspected, but I had actually heaped increased suspicion upon myself. On reflection, I found myself in accord with the Ministers declaration that the passport was a forgery, and that the brass stamp was not the seal used by the spy. These facts were absolutely incontestable. The only thing remaining was the paper whereon attempts had been made to imitate my writing. I tried to explain this fact away, and clear the memory of the dead man of all suspicion, but, alas! could not bring myself to believe in his innocence. There rankled in my breast the bitter thought that he had uttered words of love to Ella, and had tried to induce her to break off her engagement to me. She herself had acknowledged on oath before the Coroner that they had quarrelled because she loved me. No. Although this passport was a clumsy imitation, and the seal had been cut without due regard to the Warnham quarterings, the plain, incontestable evidence of his forgery remained.

He was, after all, a cunning, despicable scoundrel, who had brought dishonour upon my name and ruined me both socially and financially. I found myself smiling grimly at the thought of how quickly retribution had fallen upon him. If he had died from natural causes it was but a judgment for his misdeeds; if struck down by an unknown hand it was but vengeance for his treachery towards his Queen, his country, and his bosom friend.

Heedless of where I went I walked on, called at my club, I remember, and thrust my letters into my pocket unopened; then, pursuing my way, arrived home late in the afternoon. As I entered, Juckes handed me a note from Ella, telling me that they had left Staines owing to the tragic affair, and asking me to call that evening at Pont Street, adding that she wished to see me upon a very important matter. For a long time I sat alone, smoking and thinking, trying to devise some means by which I could bring the Earl to believe in my loyalty; but at last, in desperation, I rose, dressed, and took a cab to Mrs Laings.

The house was not large, but well ordered, exquisitely furnished, and there was about everything an air of elegant refinement that betokened wealth, taste and culture. It was nearly seven when I arrived, and I was gratified to learn that, with the exception of Beck, who came later, I was the only guest. Dinner was a much more stately meal at Pont Street than it had been at Staines, where very often we sat down in flannels, and I was not sorry when it was over, and I found myself free to talk alone with Ella. It was plain, from the dark rings about her eyes, that she had passed a sleepless night, and that her terrible and mysterious secret bore her down beneath its oppressive weight. Yet she had greeted me with the same joyous smile, the same hearty hand-shake as of old, and I had, while sitting at dinner chatting with her, felt myself wondering how I could ever have brought myself to utter such bitter reproaches and recriminations as I had done on the previous day. Her kiss, now that we were alone, thrilled me; her speech, soft and musical, held me enraptured by its charm.

She told me, in answer to my questions, how she had fared after I left The Nook; how dismal the place had appeared, and how many bitter memories it would always possess for her. Then, in response to her suggestion, we walked out upon the balcony, where, under the striped awning, a table and chairs were set. Here, in the cool night air, the quiet only broken by an occasional footfall or the tinkle of a passing cab-bell, we sipped our coffee and gossiped on as lovers will.

Suddenly, while she was telling me of the plans her mother had prepared for their sojourn for a couple of months at the seaside, the loud, strident cry of a running newsman broke upon our ears. At first, in the distance, the voice did not attract our attention, but when it neared us, the words, hoarse, yet indistinct, held me speechless. I sat stunned.

Ella herself sprang from her chair, and leaned over the balcony, straining her ears to catch every sound of the rough, coarse voice. The man had paused for breath before the house, a bundle of papers across his shoulder, and the ominous words he shouted were, — 

Extra spe-shall! Probable war against England! Spe-shall! War against England! Startling statement! Spe-shall!


Chapter Eleven.

Becks Prophecy.
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HARK! GASPED ELLA, turning to me, pale in alarm. What is that man crying? Listen!

Again the hoarse voice broke the silence, dear, distinct, ominous, — 

War against England! Spe-shall! his cry being followed by the sound of hurrying feet as people rushed from their houses, purchased copies of the paper at exorbitant prices, and eagerly devoured the amazing news.

Surely it must be some absurd story that the papers have got hold of, Ella exclaimed a few moments later, when, after again watching the excitement below, she returned and stood beside my chair. The idea of war against us is absolutely absurd. You Foreign Office people would have known if such were actually the case. Evening papers are so often full of exaggerated reports, contradicted next morning, that one ceases to believe in them.

I have every reason, unfortunately, to believe in the truth of this sudden probability of war, I answered gloomily, scarce knowing what I said.

You believe its true! she cried. How do you know? Will Russia actually dare to challenge us?

Yes, I replied. But how were you aware that Russia was our enemy?

She started and held her breath. Her attitude was that of one who had unconsciously betrayed herself.

I — I — merely guessed it, she answered lamely, with a forced smile a moment later. Ive been reading the papers lately.

The papers have given no hint of any impending complication, I answered abruptly, removing the cigarette from my lips and looking up at her keenly.

But I read something the other day which stated that Russia and France had combined with the object of attacking England in the near future.

I did not answer. I could only gaze at her, amazed at the calm, circumstantial manner in which she lied. That she had some knowledge of the political situation — of what character or extent I knew not — was certain, for other words she had let drop in unguarded moments had once or twice aroused within me increasing suspicion. When I reflected upon her alarm on hearing the strident cry of the newsman, I was compelled to admit that her fears were not genuine. The questions she put to me regarding the relative strengths of England and Russia, and the probable course of events, were naïve enough, but they were uttered, I knew, with a view to disarm any suspicion I might entertain.

At last, wearied of her eternal masquerade, I roused myself, tossed away my dead cigarette, and, declaring that in the circumstances my presence at the Foreign Office was imperative, suddenly said, — 

You asked me to come here this evening because you had something particular to say to me, Ella. You have not yet referred to it.

I wanted to ask you a question, she exclaimed in a low tone, slowly moving towards me and bending until she placed her arm tenderly around my neck.

Well, what is it?

For a moment she remained silent in hesitation, but at last spoke in that harsh, strained voice that had so frequently puzzled me of late.

I know you have investigated Dudleys belongings, she said. And I wanted to know whether you discovered among them some scraps of paper bearing imitations of your own handwriting.

I regarded her in surprise; her question amazed me. In her eyes I noticed a look of intense earnestness and appeal for sympathy.

Well, what if I have? I inquired.

If you have, they will, I know, be regarded by you as evidence that Dudley was a forger.

That is what I believe him to have been, I said with bitterness.

You judge him wrongly, she replied quite calmly, her face nevertheless as white as the simple-made dinner gown she wore. I have already seen those papers, and know their authorship.

Did not Dudley trace my writing?

He never did, she replied. As his death was encompassed by his enemies, so is dishonour cast upon his memory.

Then you allege that he was the victim of conspiracy! I exclaimed, surprised.

No doubt. When I am at last free to speak I shall prove it, and by so doing remove from myself the suspicion now resting upon me. She spoke earnestly, with an intense ring in her voice that told me she now uttered the truth.

For what reason was it desired to imitate my handwriting? I asked, pressing her hand tenderly. Come, tell me, Ella.

I really dont know, she replied. All I am aware is that your writing was most carefully traced and imitated, and for that purpose two of your letters to me were stolen.

By whom?

I have never been able to discover.

At that moment our conversation was interrupted by a voice crying, Here, Deedes! Have you seen this alarming news? and turning I saw Beck standing beside the tall, amber-shaded lamp in the drawing-room, a pale pink news-sheet in his hand. Rising quickly I re-entered the room, and walking over to him, followed by Ella, took the newspaper, and devoured the dozen lines of leaded type placed beneath the bold, alarming head-lines.

My well-beloved was peering over my shoulder as, in breathless eagerness, I read that, according to Reuters correspondent at St Petersburg, the Novoë Vremya had that afternoon issued a special edition containing the amazing statement that Russia would, in the course of a few hours, formally declare war against England, and that this fact was corroborated by the issue of telegraphic orders to the commanders of military districts as a preliminary to a general mobilisation of the forces. This announcement was similar to that of our secret agent in St Petersburg, with the additional facts that the greatest activity had commenced in the War Office and Admiralty, and that the Tzar had, in consequence, abandoned his visit to Odessa, which he was about to undertake that day.

The outlook is certainly most alarming, I observed, handing on the paper to Ella.

Its extraordinary! cried Beck, intensely excited, as became a patriotic legislator. We have not had the slightest inkling of any diplomatic deadlock, or any disagreement with Russia. The whole thing is absolutely amazing.

But what will happen? asked Ella, eagerly, with white, scared face. Will England be invaded and battles fought here in the manner prophetic writers have foretold?

I fear so, I said despondently. If war is really declared, a conflict must very soon occur, and the struggle will then be long and deadly.

But surely the Government will not allow an enemy to land upon English soil, she exclaimed, still holding the paper in her trembling hands. What are ambassadors for but to avert such catastrophes as this?

Ambassadors, exclaimed Beck, appear to me to be useless pawns. Surely our Embassy at St Petersburg must have been asleep not to have given the Government warning of the plans of Russia long ago. Preparations for war against a power like England are not made without very careful deliberation.

But can we be invaded? I queried.

No doubt, Beck replied promptly. The opinions of our greatest strategists are unanimous that, under certain conditions, France and Russia combined could invade our island. It is all very well for people to talk about Englands maritime power; but is it what we believe it to be? I think not.

Having made a deep study of this very question, I was, although a loyal and patriotic Englishman, compelled to agree with him in a certain measure. Once, not so very long ago, it was generally believed, even by our greatest military and naval experts, that should England become engaged with a first-rate foreign Power, she could, single-handed, in a week close every one of her enemys ports and have a fleet ready to reduce at its leisure everything he held beyond the seas. Indeed, some authorities went so far as to declare that with almost any two Powers against her, she could do as much; and it was that recognition of this power abroad that gave England, in spite of her military weakness, so commanding a position in Europe. But since the Franco-Russian Alliance the increase in the fleets of the Powers had been so rapid that we had utterly failed to keep pace with them. We built huge, unwieldy battleships, while our enemies constructed the fastest cruisers and torpedo-boat destroyers afloat, thereby sweeping away our hitherto undisputed mastery of the sea.

The great danger that appears to me, Beck said presently, after we had been discussing the serious outlook at considerable length, is that we may be blockaded by these two hostile powers, so as to reduce us near starvation, and compel us to surrender.

But not before we have engaged the enemy at sea and given them a taste of the lions paw, I observed.

Of course. First, we must expect a great naval battle or battles, followed by a dash upon our territory and the landing of the hostile armies. If England received one serious reverse at sea, she could never recover from it. The loss of her maritime power would paralyse her.

I know, I said. That argument is trite enough. But I, nevertheless, believe that England is still, and will be for many centuries to come, Queen of the Sea.

Oh! yes, he said, rather contemptuously. The cheap, clap-trap patriotism of the pot-house and the music-hall is all very well, but we, in the House of Commons, entertain a very different opinion. The belief in Englands greatness held by the lower classes is admirable, and, of course, ought to be carefully fostered, because it leads men to enlist in the Services. But you know, as well as I do, that in the Government Departments our naval strength is regarded as over-estimated in comparison with the power of some other European nations, and our military strength utterly inadequate. If it is really true that Russia is about to declare war against us, I fear the awakening of those confident of our insular security will be a terrible one.

Terrible no doubt it will be, on account of the fearful loss of life and property such a war must entail, but I anticipate that when the struggle comes every Englishman will bear arms for the defence of his home and loved ones, and that the foreign invader will meet with a reception the warmth of which he never expected.

Geoffrey is a patriot, exclaimed Ella, laughing. So am I. I dont believe Russia and France will ever dare to land soldiers on our coasts.

Well spoken, I exclaimed. I do not share the fears of these so-called experts.

I do, Beck went on excitedly. If hostilities occur our defences will soon be found weak and utterly unreliable. Thats my opinion.

Then you declare that England is great no longer, I observed, with a smile.

No, I dont go so far as that; but I contend, as I did in my speech in the House a fortnight ago, that those charged with maintaining our defences in a proper state of efficiency have for years been culpably negligent. The power of England to-day is still the same as it has been — on paper. But, in ascertaining it, we always close our eyes wilfully to the true fact that other nations have awakened during the past ten years, and have now actually overtaken us.

I dont think that, I answered. Until our country is actually invested I shall still believe in its strength.

But Beck, greatly to the amusement of Ella, was firm in his opinions, and, when I argued with him, commenced to quote statistics with a glibness which told how carefully he had studied the speech he recently delivered before the House, a speech which, by the way, had been dismissed in one line by all the newspapers. Ella, standing beside me in her pale cream dress, girdled narrow with a band of mauve silk, looked charming, and supported me in all my views, exhibiting a knowledge of politics and of the Continental outlook that I had not in the least suspected. Indeed, she now and then attacked the arguments of the member for West Rutlandshire with a vehemence that surprised me, for more than once she completely upset his declarations by citing some fact he had overlooked.

Even while we discussed these things we knew how wildly-excited must be the seething world of London. The news, although, alas! not fresh to me, had fallen that night upon the metropolis like a thunderbolt. Mrs Laing, who presently entered the room, was shown the paper by Ella, and was utterly unnerved by the startling intelligence. I had noticed that she had never since been the same stately, composed woman as before the discovery of Dudley. The tragic affair at The Nook seemed to have upset her, and in her face there were now traces of extreme nervousness and excitability.

Surely the paper has printed an unwarrantable untruth, Mr Beck, she exclaimed, after reading the statement by the aid of her glasses. I really cant believe it.

I scarcely think we ought to credit it before we receive some confirmation, the burly legislator replied. It may, of course, be a mere idle rumour set afloat for Stock Exchange purposes.

At that moment they exchanged swift, mysterious glances that somehow appeared to me significant, yet next instant I found myself convinced that the unusual expression in their eyes had merely been due to a chimera of my own imagination. With a foolish disregard for probability, I seemed somehow to scent mystery in everything, and it now occurred to me that to successfully probe the truth of Ellas relations with the two men, I must never allow myself to be misled by misconstruing words or actions. I felt almost confident that I had noticed Beck and Mrs Laing exchange looks akin to approbation; nevertheless, on reflection, I convinced myself that I had been quite mistaken, and half an hour later laughed at my suspicions.

Presently Beck announced his intention of going down to the House to ascertain the latest official news, and I, bidding Ella and her mother farewell, accompanied him. It was about eleven oclock when we drove up, but the cab could not get much further than Broad Sanctuary, so dense was the crowd that had gathered at St Stephens on the startling news being spread. From the high summit of Big Ben the electric light was streaming westward, showing the excited thousands assembled there that Parliament was already deliberating upon the best course to pursue on the outbreak of hostilities, and as we elbowed our way through the turbulent concourse war was on everyones tongue. Men and women of all classes of society, wildly-excited, with pale, scared faces, discussed the probable course of events; many sang patriotic songs, the choruses of which were taken up and shouted lustily, while here and there, as we proceeded, loud invectives against the Tzar and his French allies greeted our ears.

At last we reached St Stephens Hall, and, passing its zealously-guarded portals, hurried forward to the Lobby. Here the scene was of a most exciting character. Members were standing in small groups, eagerly discussing the serious and unexpected turn affairs had taken, and, in answer to our inquiries, we learnt that a quarter of an hour before an official reply had been given in the House to a question addressed from the Opposition benches, admitting that, according to the latest advices from St Petersburg, there was, no doubt, foundation for the rumour published by the Novoë Vremya, and that it was very probable that in the course of an hour or two war would formally be declared.

A tiresome topic was being discussed in the House, but it was being carried on without spirit or enthusiasm, all the members being on tiptoe with expectation regarding the next telegram from the enemys camp. The amazing intelligence that had spread like wildfire throughout the metropolis had brought every member in town down to the House, until the Lobby became so thronged that locomotion was difficult. I chatted with many legislators I knew, and found all held similar views — that an attempted invasion of England had been planned by France and Russia. The Cabinet had been hastily summoned, and was at that moment deliberating with the Commander-in-Chief regarding the immediate steps to be taken for the complete mobilisation of the forces.

One fact had impressed itself upon me as, accompanied by Beck, I had struggled through the ever-increasing crowd outside, namely, the intense patriotism of the Volunteers. There were dozens who, on hearing the news, had at once put on their uniforms in readiness to bear their part in the defence of their homes, and everywhere as they swayed to and fro in the crowd they were lustily cheered. The sight of a uniform in those wild moments was sufficient to send the multitude half mad with enthusiasm, and in one or two instances volunteers had been raised shoulder-high in order that all should unite in giving them ovations.

Within the sombre, smoke-blackened walls of Parliament it was a breathless period of eager waiting. There was no cheering, there was no cheap patriotism, no outburst of enthusiasm. Some of the little knots of white-hatted politicians condemned the Government unmercifully for failing to obtain news of a pending catastrophe which might have been avoided by diplomacy, while others declared that the action of the Opposition in the past was alone responsible for the present disaster. Wherever I went I found an opinion, almost unanimous, that England could not withstand the blow now threatened. In that time of wild theories and wilder apprehensions Becks arguments and prophetic utterances were listened to eagerly, until quite a crowd stood around him. Of late he had written one or two articles on the subject of Englands unpreparedness for war, notably one in the Nineteenth Century, which had attracted considerable attention, and his opinions were now listened to and afterwards discussed, even among men whose names were household words.

As I stood watching and listening, I was compelled to admit that during the short time my friend had been in Parliament he had certainly won good opinions, and even among the most level-headed politicians his views, notwithstanding his blustering manner, were regarded as worthy of serious consideration. I confess to having previously looked upon him rather as a crank upon this subject, but I did so no longer, now that I recognised what weight his arguments carried.


Chapter Twelve.

An Important Dispatch.
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HALF AN HOUR later I stood at the door of the small post-office in the Lobby, after discussing the situation with that most cheery and courteous of officials, Mr Pike, the postmaster, who had left me for a moment to give some instructions to his subordinates. My mind was filled by gloomy thoughts, as I reflected that all this national terror and excitement had been produced by the dastardly and almost miraculous ingenuity of some unknown person.

But was he unknown? Was it not more than probable that the person to whom all this was due was Dudley Ogle, the man who lay lifeless without a single sorrowing friend to follow his body to the grave? Sometimes I felt entirely convinced of this: at others I doubted it. If Ella spoke the truth, as it now appeared, then it was plain that Dudley had been the victim of a terribly cruel and crafty conspiracy that culminated in his death. Might not this be so, I argued within myself. Yet the words and actions of Ella were all so remarkable, so veiled by an impenetrable mystery, that any endeavour to elucidate her reasons only puzzled me the more, driving me almost to the verge of madness.

Truth to tell, I loved her with a fond, passionate love, and had, only after months of trepidation and uncertainty, succeeded in obtaining her declaration that she reciprocated my affection, and her promise to be my wife. Yet within a month of my new-born life in happiness supreme, all these untoward events had, alas! occurred, stifling my joy, replacing confidence by doubt, and driving me to despair.

While I stood there alone, Lord Warnham hastily approached the post-office window with a telegram, and, seeing me, exclaimed, — 

Ah! I want you, Deedes. An hour ago I sent telegrams everywhere for you. Come with me to my room.

He handed in his telegram, and together we went along the corridors to his own private room, where, in an armchair, with some papers in his hand, sat the Marquis of Maybury, Prime Minister of England. We had met before many times when the burly, elderly peer had been a guest at Warnham Hall, and on many occasions I had acted as his secretary when he had been alone.

Well, Deedes, he exclaimed gravely, looking up suddenly from the papers, Lord Warnham has explained to me the mysterious theft of the secret convention, and I am anxious to see you regarding it.

The Foreign Minister seated himself at his table in silence, with folded arms, as the world-renowned statesman proceeded to question me closely regarding the events of that memorable day when the document had been so ingeniously stolen.

Have you not the slightest clue to the culprit, even now? Lord Maybury asked at last, stroking his full grey beard. Remember that Englands honour and her future depends absolutely upon the issue of this serious complication. If you can furnish us with any information, it is just possible that diplomacy may do something, even at the eleventh hour. You see we have lost the original of the convention, and this, if produced in Petersburg, is sufficient evidence against us to upset all our protestations.

I have told Lord Warnham all I know, I answered calmly. To him I have explained my suspicions.

That this friend of yours called Ogle, who died mysteriously on that very same day, was the actual spy, he observed. Some of the facts certainly point to such a conclusion; but, now tell me, did Ogle enter your room at the Foreign Office on that day?

Certainly not, I replied. No one is allowed in my room except the clerks.

Could he have seen the envelope sticking out of your pocket?

No, I answered. I am confident he could not, because, on placing it in my pocket, a deep one, I took precaution to notice whether it were visible.

Then, if such is the case, I maintain that Ogle could not possibly have known what designation you had written upon the envelope, the Premier observed; adding, Did you meet anyone you knew during your walk to the Ship, or while you were in Ogles company?

No one whatever, I said.

I know the Ship. At which table did you sit?

At the first table on the left, in the inner room beyond the bar. I sat in the corner, with my back to a high partition. Therefore, the envelope could not possibly have been extracted from my pocket without my knowledge.

Then I should like to hear your theory of the affair, said the Prime Minister, his dark, penetrating eyes fixed upon me.

It is so remarkable, I answered, that I am utterly unable to form any idea how the theft was accomplished.

You believe, however, that Ogle was a spy?

At present, yes, I said. And further, I have grave suspicions that he was murdered.

Ah, that was alleged at the inquest, his Lordship observed. At present the police are sparing no effort to determine the cause of his death, and to find out who manufactured the duplicate of Lord Warnhams seal.

The seal I picked up from among the contents of Ogles pockets was not the identical one used to secure the dummy envelope, I said quickly.

I am fully aware of all the facts, he answered rather coldly. My desire is to find out something fresh. Even the police seem utterly baffled. Who is this young woman, Ella Laing, who at the inquest alleged murder?

The daughter of Mrs Laing, of Pont Street.

Do you know her intimately?

She is engaged to be married to me, I replied.

It is apparent that she was very friendly with this Ogle. Surely you can induce her to tell you something about him.

She knows but little more than what I already know. He lived with me at Shepperton, and had few secrets from me.

Did you ever suspect him to be a spy?

Not for one moment. He had plenty of money of his own, and was in no sense an adventurer.

Well, exclaimed the Premier, turning to his colleague at last. It is extraordinary — most extraordinary.

Lord Warnham nodded acquiescence, and said, Yes, there is a deep and extraordinary mystery somewhere: a mystery we must, for the sake of our own honour, penetrate and elucidate.

I entirely agree, answered the other. We have been victimised by clever spies.

And all owing to Deedess culpable negligence, added Lord Warnham, testily, glancing at me.

No, I am inclined to differ, exclaimed the Premier. He had never acted very generously towards me, and I was surprised that he should at this moment take up the cudgels on my behalf. To me it appears, as far as the facts go, that Deedes has been victimised in the same manner as ourselves.

But if he had exercised due caution this terrible catastrophe could never have occurred, the Foreign Minister cried impatiently, tapping the table with his pen in emphasis of his words.

A little more than mere caution, or even shrewdness, is required to defeat the efforts of the Tzars spies, the Premier said quietly. In my opinion, Deedes, although in a measure under suspicion, cannot be actually condemned. Remember, among Ogles correspondence he discovered evidence of an undoubted attempt to forge his handwriting.

We have no corroboration that he really did find that actually among the dead mans possessions, exclaimed Lord Warnham quickly. I have myself seen the detective who accompanied him to Shepperton, and he tells me that no sheets of paper of that character were discovered. He—

I found them while he was engaged in an adjoining room, I interrupted. I did not mention it to him, preferring to bring the evidence straight to you.

It is just possible that Deedess version is correct, observed the Premier. Personally, I must say, Warnham, that I cannot see any ground for the dismissal of a hitherto trustworthy servant of Her Majesty upon this extraordinary evidence. I have always found Deedes upright, loyal and patriotic, and coming as he does of a well-known family of diplomats, I really do not suspect him of having played his country false.

I am obliged for your Lordships words, I exclaimed fervently. I assure you that your merciful view is entirely correct. I am innocent, and at this moment am utterly at a loss to account for any of the amazing events of the past few days.

Lord Warnham was silent in thought for a few moments, then, turning his sphinx-like face to me, he said, in a tone rather more conciliatory than before, Very well. As it is Lord Mayburys wish, I will reinstate you in the Service; but remember, I have no confidence in you.

Then you still suspect me of being a spy? I cried reproachfully. I am to remain under suspicion!

Exactly, he answered dryly. Until the truth is ascertained I, at least, shall believe you had something to do with the theft of that secret convention. Even the telegram sent from the Strand Post-Office to St Petersburg is in your handwriting—

Forged! I interposed. Have you not already seen the careful attempts made to copy the formation of my letters and figures?

The greatest calligraphic expert of the day has pronounced the telegram to be undoubtedly in your own hand, while the counter-clerk who took in the message and received payment for it, has seen you surreptitiously, and recognised you by the shape of the silk hat you habitually wear.

Here was an astounding case of mistaken identity. I had never entered the post-office near Exeter Hall for six months at least.

I should like to meet that clerk face to face, I burst forth. He tells a distinct falsehood when he says he recognises me. I did not go into the Strand at all on that day. Then a thought suddenly occurred to me when I reflected upon the shape of my hat, and I added, I admit that my hat is of a rather unusual shape, taking it up and exhibiting it to them. But when I bought this in Piccadilly two months ago Ogle was with me, and he purchased one exactly similar.

Again the evidence is against the dead man, the Premier said, turning to Lord Warnham. Where is his hat? he inquired of me sharply.

At Shepperton. I can produce it if required. Its shape is exactly like mine.

You had better speak to Frayling upon that point, observed Lord Warnham. It may prove important. At any rate, Deedes, perhaps, after all, I have been just a trifle unjust in condemning you, therefore consider yourself reinstated in the same position as before, although I must admit that my previous confidence in your integrity is, to say the least, seriously — very seriously — impaired.

I hope it will not remain so long, I said. If there is anything I can do to restore your belief in my honesty, I will do it at whatever cost.

There is but one thing, he exclaimed. Discover the identity of the spy.

I will regard that the one endeavour of my life, I declared earnestly. If the mystery is to be fathomed I will accomplish it.

While weve been talking, the Premier interposed, a thought has occurred to me, and for mentioning it I hope you, Deedes, will pardon me. It has struck me that if, as seems even more than likely, this man Ogle was actually a spy who had carefully cultivated your acquaintance with an ulterior motive, is it not within the range of possibility that the lady, who was also your most intimate friend, as well as his, either knew the true facts, or had a hand in the affair?

I can trust Ella, I said, glancing at him resentfully. She is no spy.

The elderly statesman stroked his beard thoughtfully and smiled, saying, Ah, I expected as much. I myself was young once. When a man loves a woman he is very loth to think her capable of deceit. Yet in this instance we must not overlook the fact that more than one female spy has been brought under our notice.

I am aware of that, I replied, angry that he should have made such a suggestion against my well-beloved, yet remembering her strange utterances when she heard the news of impending war shouted in the street. But I have the most implicit faith in the woman who is to be my wife.

Has she explained, then, the character of the secret existing between herself and Ogle? asked Lord Warnham, raising his grey, shaggy brows. From the evidence at the inquest it was plain, you will remember, that there was some mysterious understanding between them. Has she given you her reasons for declaring that Ogle has been murdered?

For a moment I was silent; afterwards I was compelled to make a negative reply.

That doesnt appear like perfect confidence, does it? the Foreign Minister observed, with a short, hard laugh. Depend upon it, Deedes, she fears to tell you the truth.

No, she fears some other person, I admitted. Who it is I know not.

Find out, and we shall then discover the spy, the Premier said, adding, with a touch of sympathy, after a moments pause, Remember, I allege nothing against you, Deedes. Do your duty, and regardless of all consequences discover the means by which we have been tricked. Induce the woman you love to speak; nay, if she loves you, force her to do so, for a woman who truly loves a man will do anything to benefit him, otherwise she is unworthy to become his wife. Some day ere long you yourself will become a diplomat, as other members of your family have been. Now is the time to practise tact, the first requisite of successful diplomacy. Be tactful, be resourceful, be cunning, and look far into the future, and you will succeed both in clearing yourself and in explaining this, the most remarkable mystery that has occurred during the long years of my administration.

I thanked him briefly for his advice, declaring that it should be my firm endeavour to follow it, and also thanked Lord Warnham for my re-instatement, but my words were interrupted by a loud double knock at the door, and in response to an injunction to enter, there appeared, hot and breathless, Frank Lawley, one of the Foreign Office messengers. He wore, half-concealed by his overcoat, his small enamelled greyhound suspended around his neck by a thin chain, his badge of office, and in his hand carried one of the familiar travelling dispatch-boxes.

Good evening, your Lordships, he exclaimed, greeting us.

Where are you from, Lawley? inquired Lord Warnham, eagerly.

From Paris, your Lordship. My dispatch, under flying seal, is, I believe, most important. The Marquis of Worthorpe feared to trust it on the wire.

In an instant both Premier and Minister sprang to their feet. While Lord Maybury broke the seals Lord Warnham whipped out his keys, opened the outer case, and then the inner red leather box, from which he drew forth a single envelope.

This he tore open, and holding beneath the softly-shaded electric lamp the sheet of note-paper that bore the heading of our Embassy in Paris, both of Her Majestys Ministers eagerly devoured its contents.

When they had done so they held their breath, raised their heads, and without speaking, looked at each other in abject dismay. The contents of the dispatch held them spellbound.

The window of the room was open, and the dull, distant roaring of the great, turbulent multitude broke upon our ears. The excitement outside had risen to fever heat.


Chapter Thirteen.

A Statement to the Press.
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THIS IS INDEED extraordinary! exclaimed Lord Maybury, the Premier, at last.

An amazing development — most amazing! the Foreign Minister cried, unusually excited.

What is the best course? asked the head of the Government.

There is but one, his colleague answered. I shall wire to St Petersburg at once and await confirmation.

The situation is becoming absolutely bewildering, observed the Premier. It may be best, I think, to convene another meeting of the Cabinet.

Lord Warnham, with that involuntary caution that he had developed during long years of office as Minister of Foreign Affairs, at once dismissed Frank Lawley, but allowed me to remain. As his confidential secretary I had been present on many occasions when delicate matters of diplomacy had been adjusted and plans arranged which, if divulged, would have caused an upheaval throughout Europe.

No, I dont think another Council is necessary, at least not to-night, answered Lord Warnham, when the cosmopolitan messenger had closed the door behind him.

But the whole thing is at present a mystery, said the Prime Minister, standing astride with his broad back to the empty grate.

Exactly. We must have news from the Embassy in St Petersburg before long. Until then, I think we should be patient.

But hark! exclaimed the Premier, quite calmly, and as we all three listened we could hear the dull roar of the crowd becoming louder. The popular excitement outside was intense, and the eager multitude increased each moment. They are clamouring for news. It is, I think, time that another statement should be made in the House.

As you wish, Lord Warnham answered, with ill grace. It was part of his creed to tell the public absolutely nothing. The Premier was for publicity — he for secrecy always.

But whatever statement is made regarding the receipt of intelligence it cannot compromise our position at St Petersburg, the Marquis argued.

Very well. Let the statement be made. But, personally, I cannot see what we can say at present.

Say something. It will reassure the public that we are endeavouring to readjust diplomatic negotiations. Already we are being hounded down on all sides by wild-haired agitators as having been asleep. Let us show our opponents that we are now fully alive to Englands peril.

Ah, Maybury, laughed the Foreign Minister, it is always my opinion that the less the public know the easier it is for us to carry on the business of the country. The irresponsible journals are really the cause of nine-tenths of our diplomatic ruptures.

But the Press assist us in many ways, and if you are averse to a statement in the House why not make one to The Times, or to a news agency? Perhaps the latter course would be best, for it will re-establish public confidence.

But that will not be official, Lord Warnham demurred.

Nevertheless, we can make the official statement later, when we have received confirmation of this extraordinary dispatch.

Is the dispatch from Paris very remarkable? I asked, unable to any longer bear their tantalising conversation, so anxious was I to ascertain the latest development of this conspiracy against our country.

Read it for yourself, Lord Warnham answered, glancing at the Premier to ascertain whether this course received his approbation, and finding that it did, he handed me the dispatch, which I found a moment later read as follows: — 

From Marquis of Worthorpe, Paris, to Earl of Warnham, Her Majestys Principal Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs. — My Lord, — In further continuation of my dispatch of this morning, I have the honour to report to your Lordship that the war preparations actively commenced here on receipt of a telegram from St Petersburg (copy of which was enclosed in my last dispatch) have, owing to a later telegram from Russia, been entirely stopped. The orders for mobilisation have everywhere been countermanded. According to a statement just made to me by our secret agent in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the French Government have to-day received word that the Tzars declaration of war will not, for some unexplained reason, be published. I send this by special messenger in the hope that it will reach your Lordship this evening. — Worthorpe.

This is remarkable! I cried. It appears as if Russia has already repented. But the Premier and his colleague, at that moment in consultation regarding the steps to be taken should this astounding and reassuring news prove correct, did not notice my remark. Presently, however, the Prime Minister, turning to me, asked, — 

Are any of the reporters your personal friends, Deedes?

Yes, I know several.

To whom shall we make our statement? he inquired. We want it spread throughout the country.

In that case I should suggest Mr Johns, of the agency that supplies the club tapes and newspapers.

Then send for him.

At once I went to the door and dispatched the messenger waiting outside to find that well-known figure of the Reporters Gallery, who makes it his boast that for years without a break he had sat through every sitting of the House of Commons, and whose friends have a legend that he can enjoy a sleep in his box over the Speakers chair and awake at the very moment any question of public interest arises. Ten minutes had elapsed when the chosen representative of the Press entered, hot and breathless, bowing to their Lordships. He was spare, dark-haired, with sharp, aquiline features, a breadth of forehead that denoted considerable learning, a pointed, dark-brown beard, and a pair of sharp, penetrating eyes. He spoke with a broad Scotch accent, his sallow face betraying signs of considerable excitement.

I desire, Mr Johns, to make a statement to the Press, and have sent for you with that object, exclaimed the Minister for Foreign Affairs, glancing up at him.

With pleasure, my Lord, exclaimed the reporter, taking from his pocket a pencil and a few loose sheets of copy paper. Im quite ready.

Then, as Lord Warnham dictated his message to the public, the representative of the news agency took it down in a series of rapid hieroglyphics. The words the Minister uttered were as follows: — 

In order to allay undue public alarm, I wish it to be known that, according to advices I have received, the statement in the Novoë Vremya to-day, at first believed to be correct, is without foundation.

Then war is not declared? interrupted the reporter, excitedly.

No. The alarming report reproduced by the English Press from the St Petersburg journal is apparently totally incorrect.

And I presume I may say that there is no rupture of diplomatic negotiations with St Petersburg?

Lord Warnham, smiling that sphinx-like smile which might be construed into anything the interlocutor chose, turned to the Prime Minister for his opinion upon the point.

Of course, exclaimed the Marquis. We have received no intimation of any diplomatic difficulty. Further, you may reassure the public that the Government will do everything in its power to avert any catastrophe; but as no catastrophe has occurred, all this excitement is quite uncalled for.

May I use your own words, your Lordship? inquired the reporter, quickly. I want to reproduce this in the form of an interview.

You can act as you please about that, the Premier said, smiling as he added, I suppose we shall see it in every newspaper in England to-morrow, headed, The War Against England: Interview with the Prime Minister — eh?

Not to-morrow, your Lordship — to-night, laughed the reporter, fidgeting in his eagerness to get away with the finest bit of copy that ever his pencil wrote.

The Premier turned to speak with Lord Warnham, but my friend Johns was not to be delayed, even by the discussion of the nations peril. If the Archangel had suddenly appeared he would have calmly taken a note of how such an occurrence affected the onlookers.

Is there anything more I can say, your Lordship? he asked, impatiently interrupting their conversation.

No, I think not at present, Lord Warnham answered. If you have any further statement to make, I shall hold myself in readiness, he said, the journalistic spirit of greed being aroused to have the whole of this exclusive information to himself.

We will send for you if we have anything further to communicate, Lord Warnham answered, and wishing him good evening, intimated that at least for the present the interview was at an end.

After he had left, it was desired, upon the suggestion of the Premier, to slightly amend one of the sentences used by Lord Warnham, and with that object I rushed after the excited interviewer. After a little search I found him in the small room behind the Press Gallery, dictating in breathless haste to the clerk, who sat resting his head on one hand while with the other he worked the telegraph-key. As I approached, I heard him exclaim in broad Scotch,— Now, then, Ford, look sharp, my lad, look sharp! Send this along, Our representative has just interviewed the Marquis of Maybury and the Earl of Warnham on the situation. The exclusive information imparted is of the greatest possible importance, as it shows—

Here I interrupted him, and having requested him to reconstruct the sentence, as desired by Lord Warnham, left him, and returned to where the two Ministers were still in earnest consultation.

Having busied myself with some correspondence lying upon the Foreign Ministers table, while the pair discussed a critical point as to the instructions to be sent to Lord Worthorpe in Paris, there presently came another loud knock at the door. One of the clerks, who had rushed over from the Foreign Office, entered, bearing a telegraphic dispatch.

Where from? inquired Lord Warnham, noticing the paper in his hand as he came in.

From St Petersburg, your Lordship, he answered, handing him the telegram.

The Premier and Foreign Secretary read it through together in silence, expressions of satisfaction passing at once across both their countenances.

Then we need have no further apprehension, exclaimed the Premier at last, looking up at his colleague.

Apparently not, observed Lord Warnham. This is certainly sufficient confirmation of Worthorpes dispatch, and he tossed it across to the table whereat I sat, at the same time dismissing the clerk who had brought it.

Taking up the telegram, I saw at a glance it was from our secret agent in the Russian Foreign Office, and that it had been re-transmitted from Hamburg. Although he had stated that all cipher messages were refused, this was in our private code, and its transcription, written beneath, was as follows: — 

Remarkable development of situation has occurred. Ministers held a Council this afternoon, and after conferring with the Tzar, the latter decided to withdraw his proclamation of war, which was to be issued to-night. The reason for this sudden decision to preserve peace is a mystery, but the Tzar left half-an-hour ago on his journey south, two of the Ministers have left for their country seats, and telegraphic orders have been issued countermanding the military preparations, therefore it is certain that all idea of war is entirely abandoned. Immediately at the conclusion of the Council, a telegram was sent to the Russian Minister in Paris, informing him of the decision not to commence hostilities against England. The Novoë Vremya, in order to allay public feeling, is to be prosecuted for publishing false news.

When I had read this astounding dispatch, congratulating myself that, after all, our country need not fear a foreign foe, I sat listening to the discussion between the two great statesmen. The Premier advocated an immediate statement in the House in order to reassure the public, but Lord Warnham, with that love of secrecy apparent in all his actions, personal or political, was strenuously opposed to such a course.

Let us wait until to-morrow, he said. To-night the papers will publish special editions containing the interview we have just given the Press representative, and this certainly ought to calm the crowd outside. He spoke with a sneer of contempt of the multitude of excited citizens in fear of their lives and property.

But they are patriots, many of them, Warnham, the Premier protested. Who have placed us in power but that public?

Oh, of course, the other snapped impatiently. You go in for popularity with the masses. I dont. Ive never been popular, not even in my own Department. But I cant help it. I do my duty, and perhaps it is my very unpopularity that has secured me a reputation as head of Foreign Affairs.

It may be, Warnham. It may be, said the Premier, slowly. But you are more popular than you imagine.

In the Press, yes. These modern journals will lick the boots of anybody in power. It is not as it used to be in the old days, when you and I received a sound rating nearly every morning in The Times.

I do not allude to the Press, but contend that you are popular with the public. You would increase that popularity by allowing a statement to be made to-night.

Let them wait until the morning, he growled. I havent the slightest wish to be regarded as the peoples saviour. An immediate statement will appear too much like a bid for cheap notoriety.

Is it not your duty to the people to allay their apprehensions of a coming war?

It is my duty to Her Majesty alone, he exclaimed, suddenly remembering that he had forgotten to dispatch the reassuring news to Osborne, and turning, he thereupon dictated to me a telegram, which I quickly reduced to cipher.

Then you decline to allow any explanation to be given? said the Premier, in a tone of reproach, stroking his full beard thoughtfully. You would go home comfortably to bed and allow these thousands of half-scared citizens to remain in fear and doubt throughout the night.

Why not? he laughed. I tell you I am unpopular, therefore a little secrecy more or less does not matter. If a Foreign Minister allowed the Press and public to know all his doings, how could diplomacy be conducted? The first element of success in dealing with foreign affairs is to preserve silence, and not allow ones self to be drawn.

But in this instance silence is quite unnecessary, exclaimed the Prime Minister, growing impatient at the dogged persistence of his eccentric colleague, whose delight was to be designated as harsh, unrelenting and ascetic. In private life Lord Warnham lived almost alone in his great, gloomy mansion, scarcely seen by any other person save his valet, the telegraph clerk and myself. Some said that a strange romance in his youth had soured him, causing him to become misanthropic and eccentric; but it was always my opinion that the blow which fell upon him years ago; the early death of his young and beautiful wife, whom he loved intensely, was responsible for his slavish devotion to duty, his eccentricity, and the cool cynicism with which he regarded everybody, from his Sovereign to his secretary. As a Foreign Minister, every Government in Europe admired, yet feared him. He was, without doubt, the most shrewd and clever statesman the present century had known.

I shall preserve silence until to-morrow, he said, decisively, at last.

If Her Majesty were consulted, she would, I feel sure, advocate an immediate declaration of the exact position of affairs, Lord Maybury said. She has the welfare of her people at heart. Remember, both you and I are her servants.

Of course, of course, he said, commencing to pace the room slowly. Well, he added, after a pause, suppose we made a statement in the Commons to-night, and to-morrow we find the outlook still threatening and gloomy — what then?

Listen! cried the Prime Minister, at last losing patience, and throwing open the window wide. Listen! The people of London are clamouring for news. Give it to them, and let them depart.

Theyll be able to read it in the papers presently. Let them pay their pennies for it, he sneered.

But that is not official, the Premier argued, and before his colleague had time to reply, the messenger stationed outside the door entered, bearing a telegram, which he took to Lord Warnham.

The representative of Reuters Agency has brought this telegram, just received from St Petersburg, and desires to know whether you have any confirmation of the abandonment of the proposed hostilities against us, the man said.

Oh, tell him I have nothing to communicate, cried his Lordship, hastily. And, look here, dont bother me again with any inquiries from the Press.

Very well, your Lordship, the messenger answered, and at once withdrew.

Why not make an official declaration? the Marquis urged. It would avoid a great deal of unnecessary worry and anxiety.

For a long time the Foreign Minister held out, until at length he became convinced by Lord Mayburys forcible arguments in favour of publicity, and gave his sanction to a statement being made in the House of Commons. Presently we all three proceeded there, and at once the news spread like wildfire, within Parliament and without, that the latest news from St Petersburg was to be officially announced. From the glass swing door of the Press gallery I watched the House rapidly fill to overflowing, even to its galleries, and when all had assembled the excitement for about ten minutes was intense. It was a memorable scene, more impressive, perhaps, than any of the many that have taken place within those sombre-panelled walls.

Presently, prefaced by the Speakers loud Order-r-r! Order! a slim, grey-haired figure rose from the Government bench and explained that the news contained in the Novoë Vremya was entirely false, and assured the House that war had not been, and would not be, declared against England.

The final sentences of this welcome announcement were lost in a terrific outburst of applause. So excited were some of the younger members that they tossed their hats high in the air like schoolboys, and the vociferous cheering of the Foreign Secretary was continued, loud and long, notwithstanding the Speakers dignified and formal efforts to suppress it. The scene was the most enthusiastic and stirring that I had ever witnessed, but even this was eclipsed by the terrific enthusiasm I found prevailing among the multitude when, a quarter of an hour later, I fought my way though the throng to gaze outside.

The great concourse of citizens, wildly-excited, were almost mad with delight. Publicly, from the steps of St Stephens Hall, the official statement had been shouted, and the multitude sent up such an outburst of applause that it echoed far and wide from the dark walls of Parliament and Abbey, church and hospital. The more enthusiastic ones yelled themselves hoarse with joyful shouts, while others started to sing God save the Queen until, taken up by all, the National Anthem echoed through the streets again and again. Then cheer upon cheer was given for Warnham and for Good old Maybury, the women joining in honouring Englands greatest statesman. It was popularly believed that by the efforts of these two men war had been averted, and it was not therefore surprising when they both left together and entered a carriage to drive to Downing Street, that the crowd unharnessed the horses, and fifty stalwart patriots dragged the carriage in triumph to its destination, while such an ovation was accorded them on every side, that even the excitement of the declaration of the poll at their election was paltry in comparison.

I sat with them on the carriage, and as we were dragged onward through the dense, surging crowd, the Marquis turned to the Foreign Minister and exclaimed, with a smile, — 

Surely you can never regard yourself as unpopular after this?

Ah! exclaimed the other, sadly, with a heavy sigh. It is you they are cheering, not myself. The people call you good old Maybury, but they have never called me good old Warnham, and will never do so. I am still unpopular, and shall be always.


Chapter Fourteen.

Sonia.
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NOTWITHSTANDING OFFICIAL ASSURANCES that no alarm need be felt at the political outlook, the popular excitement, fostered by a sensational Press, abated but slowly. On the morning following the memorable scene in the House of Commons, a great panic occurred on the Stock Exchange, and it was fully a week ere confidence was restored. Meanwhile, at Lord Warnhams dictation, I exchanged constant communications with our ambassador in St Petersburg, and although every endeavour was used to elucidate the mysterious reason why the Russian Government so suddenly altered its tactics, it remained as inexplicable as the means whereby they had obtained the original of our secret convention with Germany.

Both the London police and our secret agents in Russia abandoned none of their activity, but all their efforts were to no purpose. The incident was a perfect enigma.

Thus a month went by. Lord Warnham had slightly relaxed towards me as if, after all, he believed that I had spoken the truth, although he frequently, when vexed, would refer in uncomplimentary terms to what he called my carelessness that nearly cost England her honour. Indeed, although I had been reinstalled in the position of great trust I had previously held, mine was no enviable lot. The Foreign Minister was a man of moods, strangely eccentric, sometimes preserving a rigid silence for hours, and often working for long periods alone during the night, attending to unimportant dispatches that might have been answered by a lower-grade clerk. But it was his object always to know the exact work done in each department, and to be able to do it himself. Thus he was enabled to keep a more careful watch over everything that went on, and was not, like the majority of Cabinet Ministers, a mere figure-head. Times without number I have gone to Berkeley Square early in the morning when some important matter of diplomacy has been in progress, and found the grey, thin-faced peer still seated in his study, the blinds still down, the electric light still on, showing how he had worked on unconsciously throughout the whole night, and was quite unaware of dawn. His servants had strict orders never to disturb him, even for meals, hence, when he was busy, he frequently spent many hours in his chair, regardless of day or night.

These periods of intense mental strain would, however, be followed by exasperating irritability of such a character that I often feared to utter a word lest he should break out into a fierce ebullition of anger. At those times he would scatter broadcast the most severe censures on all and sundry, sparing neither ambassador nor consul, so fierce was his wrath. Knowing this, I would sometimes, after writing an abusive dispatch at his dictation, put it aside and, instead of forwarding it, accidentally overlook it. Then, next day, he would almost invariably relent, and after deep thought, exclaim, — 

Read me the copy of that dispatch I sent yesterday to Vienna, Deedes.

Oh, I would answer, as if suddenly recollecting, I quite forgot to forward it, we were so busy yesterday.

Ah, too late now! too late! he would grumble, feigning annoyance, yet secretly pleased. Destroy it, Deedes; destroy it.

Afterwards he would dictate a more temperate and less offensive letter, which the messenger leaving London that night would carry in his valise.

One morning, towards the end of July, I received a strangely-worded letter, written in a foreign hand, asking me to call at an address in Pembroke Road, Kensington, and signed Sonia. The missive, which had been left at my flat by a commissionaire, stated that the matter upon which the writer desired to see me was extremely urgent, and contained a request that I would telegraph a reply. This I did, accepting the appointment, for, on reflection, I had a very dim recollection of having, at some time or other, written officially to someone named Sonia, and the letter aroused curiosity within me.

That night, at the time she named, I found myself before a large, substantial-looking detached house, situated in the quiet, rather unfrequented thoroughfare off Earls Court Road, a house which, to my excited imagination, bore external evidence of mystery within. Why such thought should seize me I know not. Perhaps it was because the writer of the letter was unknown, and the object of my visit at present unexplained; nevertheless I entered the small garden that divided the house from the roadway, and, ascending the steps, rang the bell. My summons was immediately answered by a neat maid, to whom I gave my card, and next moment I was ushered into a well-furnished drawing-room, dimly lit by one tall, shaded lamp, the light of which was insufficient to illuminate the whole room.

For a few moments I remained alone in wonder, when suddenly the door opened, and there entered an extremely pretty girl, scarcely out of her teens, dark-haired, with clear-cut features, bright eyes, and a delicately-rounded chin. It struck me, however, even before she spoke, that in her face was a strange expression of unutterable sadness, a look that told of long suffering and intense agony of mind. Her mannerisms were those of a foreigner, her chic was that of the true Parisienne, her dress of black silk crêpon was plainly but well made, and the fact that she spoke in broken French was, next second, conclusive.

Ah! You have come, msieur. You are indeed very good, she exclaimed, with a charming accent, her skirt rustling as she advanced to greet me.

I am at your service, mademoiselle, I answered, bowing, at the same time accepting the seat she offered.

Well, she commenced, with a smile, slowly sinking into an armchair near me, when I wrote to you I feared you would not come. You have been so good to me already that I fear to ask any further favour.

I must ask your pardon, mademoiselle, I said, but I really am unaware that I have ever rendered you any service.

What, do you not remember? she cried. You, who were so good to my father and myself; you, to whom we both owed our lives.

I certainly have some hazy recollection of your name, I answered, puzzled, but try how I will, I cannot recollect in what connection it has come before me.

Do you not remember the case of the refugee, Anton Korolénko, the man who, after being hounded all over Europe, in Vienna, in Madrid, in Paris, by the agents provocateurs of the Secret Police, found an asylum in London? she inquired, surprised. They said we need not fear the Okhrannoë Otdelenïe here, in your free England, but no sooner had we arrived than, owing to the treachery of one of our brotherhood, a warrant for our extradition was issued by General Sekerzhinski, chief of the Department in St Petersburg. News of this was telegraphed to us, and I applied to your Minister for protection. You yourself saw me and gave me your promise of assistance, a promise which you kept; the warrant was returned to Russia unexecuted, and you thus saved us from the fate we dreaded.

Ah, yes, I answered quickly. Of course, I remember now. It is fully two years ago; but you have so altered that I scarcely knew you.

I was a girl then, she smiled. Now I feel quite a woman. Since I saw you last I have sustained a bereavement. My poor father is, alas! dead.

Dead! I echoed sympathetically.

Yes, she sighed, with bitterness. He died of a broken heart. On the day we escaped from St Petersburg, my mother, who was perfectly innocent, had unfortunately fallen into the drag-net of the police. She was imprisoned for six months, then sent to Siberia, but died of cold and fever on the road there. Her tragic end proved such a terrible blow to my father that, even here in safety, he grew morose, his health, already broken by long years of imprisonment, failed, and six months ago he died, and I was left alone.

Your life is indeed a sad one, mademoiselle, I said, for I well-remembered the touching story she related when, a mere girl, pale-faced and agitated, she came to implore the protection of the British Government on behalf of her aged father. She had, with tears in her dark, brilliant eyes, told me a narrative of systematic persecution almost incredible; how her father, a wealthy merchant, having fallen into disfavour with General Sekerzhinski, the chief of Secret Police in St Petersburg, that official had formed a cunningly-devised plan to entrap him into a political conspiracy. She admitted that at one time, during the Terror that culminated in the murder of Alexander II, her father had participated in the revolutionary movement, and had spent eight years of solitary confinement in the Peter-Paul Fortress. Although he had long ago renounced all revolutionary ideas, it was, of course, easy enough for an all-powerful official like Sekerzhinski to discover evidence against him. The agents provocateurs were quickly at work, with the result that orders were in a few days issued for the arrest of Korolénko for the murder of a woman in a low quarter of the city, and for the apprehension of his wife and their pretty daughter, Sonia, as accomplices. The reason of this allegation was plain. If the General had only alleged a political offence his victims could not be extradited from a foreign country, while for an ordinary crime they could. Korolénkos wife was arrested while shopping in the Nevski Prospekt, but Sonia and her father, fortunately, obtained word from a friend of theirs in the secret service, and fled, succeeding in escaping from St Petersburg into Finland, and after weeks of starvation and terrible hardships found themselves in Stockholm, whence they went to Hamburg. Here they narrowly escaped arrest by the German police, but succeeded in getting to Vienna, and thence to Venice, Marseilles, Madrid, and afterwards to Paris, where they had heard a large colony of Russian refugees resided. After two days, however, owing to a fact they ascertained, they fled to London. Here they believed themselves safe until one day they received another telegram from their friend in the secret police, warning them that a request for their extradition was on its way to London. It was then, in desperation, that Sonia came to crave an interview with Lord Warnham, and I had seen her on his behalf.

Her story of wrong, hatred, and heartless persecution I have only here briefly outlined, but during the half-hour she had sat in the waiting-room at the Foreign Office relating it to me in detail she spoke with such earnestness that I was convinced of the truth, and resolved to assist her. Urging her to be assured that I would do all that lay in my power, she had at last dried her tears, and grasping my hand as she went out, had said, — 

I shall never forget your kindness to us, msieur. We are alone, friendless, forsaken, hounded down by a man who has sworn to ruin my father and his family. That you can protect us, I am confident. You can save us from the mines — nay, you can save our lives, if you will. I appeal to you, our only friend. Assist us, and you will ever receive the thanks from one who is to-day on the verge of despair and suicide.

I promised, and she went away hopeful and confident. But to secure their immunity from arrest was by no means an easy matter. Fortunately, however, I was on excellent terms with the Secretary of the Russian Embassy, and having obtained the sanction of Lord Warnham, who was always chivalrous wherever women were concerned, treating them with a charming old-world courtesy, I set about attaining my object, securing it at last, but being compelled in turn to promise my friend assistance in an important matter of diplomacy. The warrant was next day returned to Russia unexecuted, and Sonia and her father were free.

From her I had received a brief note in response to my intimation of the withdrawal of the warrant, apparently hastily written, but thanking me, and declaring that they both owed their future happiness to my exertions. For a few days I reflected upon the strange drama of real life that had been enacted, then the circumstances passed out of my mind.

Now, as she sat before me, older and yet more beautiful, gazing into my eyes with that intense, wistful look that had attracted me when first we had met, all her tragic story came back to me vividly, and I was not surprised at her deep sorrow at the loss of her father she had loved so dearly.

So you desire my assistance, I exclaimed presently, after she had been explaining how lonely she was in exile from her friends.

Yes, she said slowly, with emphasis. But first tell me one thing. You are acquainted with a woman named Ella Laing. Do you know her past?


Chapter Fifteen.

Beyond Recall.
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REALLY YOUR QUESTION is a curious one, I exclaimed, smiling, although inwardly I resented her intrusion upon my affairs.

Do not think I intended to be unduly inquisitive, my youthful hostess said quickly, fidgeting with her golden bangle whereon a tiny bell tinkled musically as she moved, and glancing up at me with her dark, bright eyes.

Ellas past can concern no one except herself, I observed, rather puzzled. There was a strange, half-suspicious expression in her face that I had not at first noticed.

If you intend to marry her it concerns you also, does it not? she asked, in a quiet, grave voice.

Yes, of course, I answered. But how do you know I intend to marry her?

I have heard so, and have seen you together, she answered, rather evasively.

Well, let us come to the point at once, I said, still smiling, and feigning to be amused. Tell me what objection there is to her. Why do you inquire about her past?

Because it is a mystery, she replied, regarding me calmly, the strange glint in her penetrating eyes increasing my mistrust.

In what way? I inquired. I had known Mrs Laing and Ella for over a year, and certainly nothing I had learnt regarding their antecedents had excited my suspicion. The Yorkshire Laings are a county family, and Edward Laing, Ellas father, had been the head of the great shipping firm that has its headquarters in Hull, and is well-known in the North Sea and Atlantic trades. At his death the concern was turned into a company, and Mrs Laing and her daughter had travelled for nearly three years, returning to London shortly before I met them. The statement that Ellas past was mysterious was certainly puzzling, therefore I added, When you make an allegation, I really think it is only fair that you should substantiate it.

She shrugged her shoulders with a foreign mannerism that was charming, exclaiming in her broken English,— Ah, you understand me not, msieur. I speak not your language with politeness. Well, it is, oh, so very difficult?

Do you tell me that Ella Laing is not what she represents herself to be? I inquired eagerly.

Ah, no, she answered. I ask msieur if he knows of her past. Msieur was once good to me, very good. I forget never those who to me are generous.

But your words contain a hidden meaning, I said, dropping into French, hoping thereby to induce her to place my mind at rest.

Yes, I am well aware of that, she answered, with volubility. You love her; you have offered her marriage — the woman who is your most bitter foe!

What do you mean? That Ella is my enemy? I cried, dismayed.

Her full, red lips parted in a silvery peal of laughter, displaying an even set of pearly teeth, as, throwing back her handsome head, she exclaimed, — 

Ah! I expected it would cause you pain to learn the truth. Yet, after all, is it not best to know now, instead of hereafter?

In what way is she my enemy? I asked, bending forward to her and transfixing her with my eyes.

She remained silent, merely giving her shoulders a slight shrug, sighing the while.

A moment ago you told me that because I once performed you a service you intended to render me one in return. Come, tell me the truth, I urged.

Again she sighed, but at last said, The truth has already been forced upon you, I should think.

In what manner?

By the death of your friend, Dudley Ogle, she replied, in a half whisper, the strange look of almost murderous hatred again showing in her eyes.

Well, I said, I can see nothing in that tragic incident to lead me to any conclusion that Ella is my enemy.

Love is blind, of course, she answered, rather contemptuously. Your blindness extends apparently even to the theft of the important dispatch entrusted to your care.

Her words amazed me, for, with the exception of Lord Warnham, the Marquis of Maybury, and Frayling at Scotland Yard, no living person knew of the theft of the secret convention.

How, pray, are you aware that any document has been stolen? I asked quickly, my mind at once filled with suspicion. The fact that this girl was a Russian was in itself sufficient to place me at once upon my guard.

I have heard so, she answered, with a mysterious smile.

Well, and what do you allege? I inquired, keeping my eyes fixed upon her.

Allege! she cried. Why, nothing. I have merely asked you a simple question, whether you are aware of the past of Ella Laing, and you have not answered. You are silent.

I know sufficient of her past to love her, I answered, determined that the words of this strange-mannered girl should not arouse greater suspicion than that which already dwelt in my mind.

Love her! Bah! You will hate her when you learn the truth, she cried, with a gesture of disgust.

Then tell me, I cried impatiently. Why should I hate her?

No, she said slowly, shaking her head, and slightly raising her shoulders. I make no reflections. If you love her — well, I suppose you desire that your fools paradise should last as long as possible.

My fools paradise, as you term it, will, I trust, last always, I said resentfully, for her manner had suddenly changed, and she treated me reproachfully, with a familiarity that was as surprising as it was annoying.

Alas! not always, I fear, she smiled, as if pitying my simplicity. Your present paradise will soon be a veritable hell.

You speak candidly, at least, I said, angered at her words. But I did not call here to listen to libellous allegations of which there are no proofs.

No proofs? she echoed. Ah, do not be so confident, msieur. You have no knowledge of the character of the woman you love, or you would not say this. I do not wish you to follow my advice; I do not urge you to listen to my words. I only warn you because you have been my best friend, and she gazed straight into my eyes with an earnestness that was intense.

You warn me. Of what?

Of Ella, the woman who has apparently fascinated you as she has done others, and she sighed, as if memories were painful.

A pretty woman may often unconsciously fascinate many men before meeting the man she marries, I said, as calmly as I could.

Unconsciously, yes, she answered. But there are some who use the beauty that their Maker has bestowed upon them to allure their victims.

You anticipate I am doomed, then? I laughed.

She regarded me gravely for an instant, then said, in a voice quiet and low, — 

I do not think — I know. The mysterious death that overtook your friend Dudley Ogle should have overtaken you instead. But for an amazing coincidence, by which your life was saved and his taken, you would, ere this, have been in your grave.

And my assassin would have been the woman I love, I suppose, you are going to tell me? I observed, amused at her melodramatic manner and the absurdity of the idea.

No, I leave you to discover the truth, she answered, arching her dark brows, a shadow of annoyance crossing her refined features at that moment.

You are apparently well acquainted with Miss Laing, I said, after a long pause.

I know her, she admitted abruptly.

Then, as I refuse to listen further to any charges against her of which you can give me no corroboration, it may be best for me to bring her here to hear your allegations, even at risk of creating a scene. You said you intended to render me a service, and by facing her you can.

No, no, she cried, suddenly jumping from her chair and laying her hand upon my arm in earnestness. She does not know I am in London; she must never know, otherwise our plans will be spoilt. Do not mention my name to her; now promise me, she implored. Promise me, and I will render you the assistance you will require ere long. The secret knowledge I possess enables me to give you warning. Remember that what I have said is between one friend and another.

Through my perturbed mind there surged vivid recollections of recent events, of Ellas beauty, and of the inscrutable mystery surrounding her. It was amazing, to say the least, that this handsome girl, whose life had been so romantic and full of tragedy, should thus make veiled allegations and denounce as vile and worthless the woman I so deeply loved. That she had some ulterior motive was, of course, apparent, but although I debated within myself its probable cause, I utterly failed to arrive at any satisfactory conclusion. One fact was, however, impressed upon me during our subsequent conversation — namely, that Sonia was in possession of the secret that Ella withheld from me. That the pretty Russian had known Mrs Laing and Ella intimately I could not doubt from what she told me regarding them, yet I did not fail to detect in her voice a harshness whenever she spoke of them, the more so when she mentioned the name of my well-beloved. Once, in trying to determine the cause of this, I felt inclined to attribute it to jealousy, but when I reflected that I had seen Sonia only once before, and that I knew absolutely nothing of her except what she herself had told me, I scouted the idea.

It was plain, too, that she had been intimately acquainted with Dudley, for she spoke of him familiarly, smiled at his little eccentricities, and expressed the most heartfelt regret at his mysterious and tragic end. Times without number, when she had sunk back into her chair, I tried to induce her to impart to me something more regarding the woman I loved, but she declined. She warned me by constant utterances to be circumspect, but regarding the past preserved a silence rigid and severe.

Presently, as my eyes wandered around the well-furnished room, I noticed, standing upon the piano, a photograph frame of oxydised silver containing a portrait. I looked at it astounded, for it was the likeness of my dead friend. She noticed my attention attracted by it, and rising in silence, brought it across to me, and taking it from its frame, said, — 

This, perhaps, will convince you that Mr Ogle was my friend.

I took the portrait from her hand, and read on the back in his well-known handwriting the words,— From Dudley to dearest Sonia.

No copy of this portrait had I before seen. From the suit of light tweed he wore I knew that he could not have been photographed longer than a month prior to his death, and it seemed likely that he had had this taken specially for her. Although fond of telling me of his flirtations, he had never spoken of his acquaintance with this pretty refugee, yet from her remarks I knew that they had been friends for several years.

Long and earnestly I looked at the picture, then handed it back to her without comment. Truth to tell, even this counterfeit presentment filled me with a fierce hatred against him, for had not Lord Maybury been absolutely correct in remarking that everything pointed to the conclusion that he was a spy? Indeed, his association with this pretty Russian, who had perhaps fascinated him, was another fact which seemed now to confirm my increasing suspicions. It was a romantic story that Sonia told me, but what evidence did I possess that she was actually a political refugee? The warrant issued from St Petersburg for the arrest of her father and herself was for the murder of a foreign woman who, according to the depositions that my friend at the Russian Embassy showed me, had been enticed to a house in a low quarter of the city and strangled with a silken cord. No hint had been given that the pair wanted were apostles of dynamite, and I now remembered that when I had suggested it to my friend he laughed, declaring that I was utterly mistaken. I recollected that the words he used were, — 

They are not revolutionists, but a precocious pair of criminals who, from time to time, have made enormous coups. No doubt the charming girl has told you some ingenious fiction or other about her fathers patriotism, but I should advise you to take it all with the proverbial grain of salt. They are the only two of an utterly unscrupulous gang now remaining at liberty, and if your Government will give them up, we will rid society of them by burying them deep in one of our Siberian mines. But as you have come with this offer to readjust the little diplomatic friction in return for their liberty, I will urge my chief to accept it; nevertheless, do not forget that this action of yours will set at liberty a pair of the most fearless and ingenious harpies in Europe.

As I sat opposite her, watching her seductive smiles, these words recurred to me, and I wondered whether the allegations of the Secretary of the Embassy was true. I recollected also, when, with tears in those brilliant eyes, she had besought me to intercede on her fathers behalf, how she told me distinctly that Sekerzhinski, the Chief of Police, had made charges against them cruel and false. Certainly when she had come to me humbly imploring the protection of the British Government against the persecution of her accusers she had none of the swagger of the adventuress. Even now, dressed in plain mourning, with no jewellery except the single golden bangle which I remembered she had worn when we before met, I could not bring myself to think that she was actually the desperate criminal that my friend Paul Verblioudovitch would have me believe.

Knowing, as I did, how the Tzars emissaries followed and captured by all manner of subtle devices those suspected of revolutionary conspiracy, I was again convinced, as I had been two years ago, that Sonia was a conspirator against the life of his Majesty. She certainly was not a common criminal. As she chatted to me, young, refined, sad-eyed, there were in her face unmistakable traces of anxiety and suffering. Finding that she absolutely refused to say anything further regarding the woman I adored, I began to question her as to her own happiness and future.

Ah, she sighed, I am lonely, dull, and unhappy now that my father is no longer alive. Together we shared months of terrible hardship, of semi-starvation, hiding in the frozen wilds of the North, and ever pushing forward through that great lonely land towards our goal of freedom. Often and often we were compelled to exist on roots and leaves, and more than once we were compelled to face death, and she shuddered. The recollection of that terrible journey is to me like some hideous nightmare, for to escape detection we often travelled by night, in terror of the wolves, and guided only by the brilliant stars high in the bright, frosty sky. The knowledge of our fate if caught — the mines in far Siberia — held us in dread and hastened our footsteps. Thus, clad only in tattered rags, we went forward shivering, knowing that to halt meant certain death. Not until after three long months of suffering did we reach Stockholm, where we once more awakened to the joys of life, but then, alas! they had in them the dregs of bitterness. Two days after regaining our liberty, the news reached us that my poor mother had died at the roadside while chained to a gang of desperate convicts on their long and weary journey to Lake Baikal, the most dreaded district in all Asiatic Russia. The Almighty spared her the horrors of the fever-infected étapes and the gloom and torture of the mines, but from that moment my poor father, heart-broken, grew careless of the future, and it was only for my sake that he endeavoured to elude the bloodhounds of the Tzar.

Do you live here, in this house, alone? I asked.

No, she replied. I have Pétrouchka and his wife Akoulina, who were our servants in St Petersburg for many years, in addition to the English maid who admitted you.

Then you are not quite alone, I said. Besides, you ought not to be unhappy, for you have enough money to live comfortably, and you should try and forget your sad bereavement.

Alas! I cannot forget, she said, still speaking in French. It is impossible. I am exiled here in your country, while all my relatives and friends are so far away. I cannot go into your society, for I have no chaperon; besides, English puzzles me so. I shall never learn it, never. Oh, it is so difficult.

Yes, I admitted, laughing. But not so puzzling as your own Russian, with all its bewildering letters.

She smiled, but there was a touch of wistful sadness in her handsome face when, after a slight pause, she looked at me earnestly, saying, — 

It was because I am so lonely and unhappy that I asked you to come here to-night.

To be your companion — eh? I observed, laughing. Well, what you have told me regarding Ella Laing is scarcely calculated to set a mans mind at rest.

Ah, no. I have only told you in order that you should be forewarned. Let that pass; yet remember the words I have uttered, proof of which you shall have some day. The fact is, I want you to do me a favour. I am tired of this exile from my friends; I have no one as companion except old Akoulina, and I want to return to Russia for a month or so to visit my relatives, and to transact some legal business connected with my poor fathers estate.

But is it safe for you to return? I hazarded.

Not unless you will procure me a passport. This you can do if you will, she answered earnestly.

You would be arrested on the frontier, I said. Is it wise to run such risk?

Of course the passport must not be in my own name, she went on. You alone can obtain one from your friend at the Embassy.

I shook my head dubiously, feeling assured that I could never induce Verblioudovitch to issue a false passport to a woman he had denounced as a dangerous criminal.

Ah, you will try, will you not? she implored, rising and gripping my arm. It is necessary that I should be in St Petersburg within fourteen days from now, in order to give instructions regarding my late fathers property. His brother, my uncle, is endeavouring to cheat me of it, and I must return, or I shall lose everything. I shall be ruined utterly.

She spoke so rapidly, and upon her pale face was a look so wistful, that I felt assured she was in earnest. Hers was not the face of a malefactor, but rather that of a modest girl whose spirit had been broken by her bereavement.

I obtained your immunity from arrest here in England, it is true, I said. But I fear that in my efforts to obtain for you a false passport I shall fail. If the police discover you within Russian territory, then nothing can save you from Siberia.

But they will not find me, she cried hastily. Obtain for me a passport that will carry me across the frontier, and within an hour I shall be as dead to the police as the stones in the wall.

This expression she had involuntarily let drop struck me as distinctly curious. It certainly was not such a phrase as would be used by any but a constant fugitive from justice. Indeed, it was really the parlance of the habitual criminal. Again I remained silent in doubt.

Will you try? she asked, intensely in earnest.

If it is your wish I will try, I answered. But only in return for one service.

Well? she inquired sharply.

That when I bring you the passport you will tell me truthfully and honestly the grounds whereon you allege that Ella Laing is my enemy.

She knit her brows for a few brief seconds, as if the possibility of my demand had never occurred to her. Then, suddenly smiling, she answered, extending her hand, — 

Its a bargain. But, remember, I must be in St Petersburg within fourteen days.

I shall not forget, I answered, with a sudden resolve to do my utmost to obtain the permit allowing this strange but handsome girl to re-enter her native land, and thus learn the truth regarding my well-beloved. I shall call on Verblioudovitch to-morrow.

You are good to me, msieur, very good, she cried, joyfully. In return, I will tell you one thing, even now. If you doubt what I say regarding the woman you love, look calmly into her face, pressing her hand affectionately the while, and ask her if she knows anyone with diamond eyes.

Is Diamond Eyes a pet name? I inquired. I was puzzled, for I had a faint consciousness of having heard that designation before, but to whom applied I know not.

Discover for yourself, she answered, smiling. I have given you the clue. Follow it, and seek the truth.

Many times during our subsequent conversation I besought her to tell me something further, but she would not, and at last, after remaining with her over an hour, I left, promising I would at once set about obtaining the passport she desired. Hers was a strange personality, yet I, by some vague intuition, felt myself on the verge of a discovery. I was convinced that she knew of the theft of the secret convention, and could, if she wished, impart to me some startling truth.


Chapter Sixteen.

Advice Gratis.
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SOON AFTER NOON next day I called at the Russian Embassy at Chesham House, and was ushered into the private room of my friend, Paul Verblioudovitch, the secretary to the urbane old gentleman who acted as the Tzars representative at the Court of St James. It was a large but rather gloomy room, well stocked with books, containing a writing-table and several easy-chairs, into one of which I sank after the hall-porter, a gigantic, liveried Russian, had conducted me thither, and announced the immediate arrival of my official friend.

While waiting, I reflected that my errand was scarcely one that would commend itself to the favour of Lord Warnham. Official relations between the Russian Embassy and the British Foreign Office, never very cordial, were, owing to our knowledge of the suppressed declaration of war, now seriously strained. Nevertheless, Paul and I were very intimate friends. I had first met him in St Petersburg, where for six months I had occupied an unimportant post in the British Embassy. Being compelled to pay frequent visits to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, I was always seen by Verblioudovitch, an official who spoke excellent English. Then I left and returned to London under Lord Warnham, and for nearly two years entirely lost sight of him, until I was one day delighted to find he had been promoted as Secretary of Embassy in London. Since that time our friendship had been renewed, and we had spent many a pleasant evening together.

Ah, my dear fellow! he cried, almost without any trace of accent, as he suddenly opened the door and interrupted my reflections. Youre an early visitor, he laughed, shaking hands cordially. Well, what is it? A message from your indefatigable chief?

No, not exactly, I smiled, sinking again into my comfortable chair as he walked to the opposite side of his writing-table, afterwards seating himself at it. He was a well-preserved man of about forty-five, tall, erect, of military bearing, with closely-cropped, dark hair, a well-trimmed moustache, and a face that was an index to his happy, contented disposition. The Tzars officials are supposed to be a set of the most stern, hard-hearted ruffians on earth, but there was certainly nothing of the heartless persecutor about him. Indeed, he was quite the reverse — a devil-may-care, easy-going fellow, who enjoyed a joke hugely, and when outside the sombre walls of the Embassy was full of genuine good humour and buoyant spirits. He may have been able to disguise his careless demeanour beneath the stern, strictly business-like manner of officialdom, but I, for one, had never seen him assume the loftiness of his position as secretary of the chief among the Embassies in London.

Our people at home have recently been playing an amusing little game at your expense, havent they? he laughed, passing over to me his silver cigarette case and selecting one himself when I gave it back to him.

I believe they have, I answered.

I would have given anything to have seen the look on your old chiefs face when first he heard that we were going to declare war, he laughed. How did he take it? You had a rough half-hour, I expect.

Of course, I smiled. Things looked so serious.

Yes, so they did, he admitted, his face growing grave. I quite expected that we should have to pack up our baggage and go back to St Petersburg. The fact is its a puzzle to us why the Imperial declaration wasnt actually published. A hitch somewhere, I suppose.

Fortunately for us — eh? I observed, lighting up calmly. He imported his own cigarettes, and they were always excellent.

Yes, he answered, adding after a moments reflection, but why have you come to me now that we are officially at daggers drawn?

Only officially are we bad friends, I said. Personally we shall be on good terms always, I hope, Paul. It was because I know I can count upon your assistance that Ive come to ask you a favour.

Ask away, old chap, he said, deftly twisting his cigarette in his fingers, afterwards placing it between his lips.

I have a friend who wants to go to Russia, and desires a passport.

Well, he can get one at the Consul-Generals office, my friend answered, without removing his cigarette. Ill give you a note, if you like.

No, I said. First, it is not a man who is going, but a woman; and, secondly, I want a passport viséd by the Embassy in a name other than the real name of its bearer.

Oh, he exclaimed suspiciously, glancing straight at me. Something shady, oh? Whos the woman?

Well, shes hardly a woman yet, I answered. A pretty girl who has lost her father and desires to return to her friends in St Petersburg.

Whats her name?

You know her, I said slowly. I came to you on her behalf some time ago when a warrant was out for the arrest of her and her father. I—

Of course, I quite remember, he answered quickly, interrupting me. Anton Korolénko escaped with his daughter, that ingenious little nymph, Sonia, who came and pitched you a long, almost idyllic yarn, and you came here to intercede. I did as you requested and secured their freedom by endorsing the report of the agent of police told off to watch them by a statement that both father and daughter were dead. I then kept my promise by returning the warrant, but I tell you I narrowly escaped getting into a devil of a scrape about it.

But you can manage to give me a false passport for her, cant you? I urged.

Wheres her father? If he goes back their whole game will be given away.

Her father is dead, I answered.

Dead! Well, the grave is, I think, about the best place for such an enterprising old scoundrel, and as for his daughter, hang it, old chap, ten years in Nerchinsk wouldnt hurt her. What story has she been telling you this time, eh? he asked.

She is lonely without her father, and in order to secure her property, which is about to be seized by her uncle, she is bound to be in St Petersburg within fourteen days.

Fourteen days, repeated my friend, reflectively. Lets see, to-days the twelfth, and he made some rapid calculations upon his blotting-pad. Well, what else? he inquired, looking up at me keenly.

Nothing, except that she dare not return under her own name.

I should scarcely think shed better, he laughed, unless she wants to spend the remainder of her days in that rather uncomfortable hotel called Schlusselburg, where the beds are not aired, and there are no toilet-glasses. But, tell me, he added gravely, a moment later, why do you interest yourself in her welfare? Shes entertaining and rather pretty, Ive been told, but surely you, who are engaged to that charming girl to whom you introduced me at the Gaiety one evening a few weeks ago, really ought not to associate yourself with Anton Korolénkos daughter? Shes a criminal.

I have an object, I said briefly.

Every man says that when a girl has taken his fancy. I know the world, old fellow.

But it so happens that Ive not been captivated by her charms, I retorted.

Well, my dear Geoffrey, he said, in a tone of unusual gravity, take my advice and keep away from her. Ever since you induced me to secure her her liberty, I have honestly regretted it, knowing as I do the terrible crimes alleged against the gang of which she and her villainous old father were prominent members.

What kind of crimes were they?

Everything, from picking pockets to murder, he answered. They stuck at nothing, so long as they secured the huge stakes for which they played. Has she been again weaving for your benefit any more of her tragic romances? Shed make a fortune as a novelist.

I paused in deep thought.

Truth to tell, I said at last, she has made an allegation against the woman I love.

Against Ella Laing? he exclaimed, a faint shadow of anger crossing his brow. What has she said? Tell me; perhaps I can suggest a way of dealing with her, he added quickly. Shes most unscrupulous; her tongue is tipped with venom.

She has given me to understand that Ella is an adventuress, and my most bitter enemy, I blurted out suddenly.

He flung down his pen in anger, a fierce imprecation in Russian upon his lips. The reason of his sudden annoyance was a mystery, but his quick eyes noticed my amazement, and in on instant he assumed a calm demeanour, saying, in a voice of reproach, — 

So this woman, who has libelled Ella, you are striving to assist, eh? Well, what ground has she for her allegation?

She will tell me only on one condition.

And what is that?

If I induce you to give her a false passport, and promise not to inform the frontier police of her intended departure, she will relate to me the truth, I said.

And are you actually prepared to accept as truth the allegations which this woman uses as a lever to compel you to exercise your good offices on her behalf? he observed, in a tone of reproach.

I was silent, for I now recognised for the first time the strength of his argument.

You see her position is this, he continued. She has nothing to lose and everything to gain. You get her the permit she desires; and she, in return, will tell you some absurd romance or other, concocted, perhaps, because she has taken a fancy to you and is jealous of Ella. We are friends, Deedes, or I should not speak so plainly. But I tell you that if I were in your place I would refuse to hear any lies from this pretty, soft-spoken criminal.

I quite appreciate your argument, I answered, reflectively, and I thank you for your good advice. Were the words she had uttered lies, I wondered? Assuredly, her allegation that Ella was my enemy was a foul falsehood; nevertheless that she was well aware of the tragic end of Dudley Ogle I could not doubt, and her assertion that it had been intended that I should be the victim had startled me and aroused my curiosity. I was determined, at all hazards, to ascertain the truth.

Do not be entrapped by a pretty face or a fine pair of eyes, thats my advice, my companion said, slowly striking a match.

I can assure you, old fellow, I shall not be misled by any pretty face, even if it has diamond eyes, I said, quite unthinkingly, Sonias strange words recurring to me at that moment.

Diamond eyes! gasped Paul Verblioudovitch, starting visibly and holding the burning match still between his fingers without lighting his cigarette. He had in that instant grown paler, and I thought I detected that his hand trembled, almost imperceptibly be it said. What do you mean? he demanded, with a strange fierceness in his gaze. What do you know of Diamond Eyes?


Chapter Seventeen.

A Spys Story.
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I KNOW NOTHING of diamond eyes, I replied, surprised at Pauls excited inquiry. Instead of showing a good-natured friendliness towards me as usual, he had suddenly become agitated and suspicious. He glanced at me in doubt, saying, — 

Sonia has been revealing something. It is useless now to try and disguise the fact.

No, I replied quickly. She has not explained anything. What do you expect her to reveal?

Oh, nothing, my dear fellow, nothing, he answered, smiling, with that indifference cultivated by the diplomat. The expression you used was as original as it was unusual, thats all.

I dont claim originality for it, I laughed. To Sonia is the credit due.

To Sonia? he exclaimed uneasily, glancing sharply at me. Then it is true, as I suspected, that she has been telling you some of her ingenious falsehoods.

Scarcely that, I replied, thrusting my hands deeply into my pockets. She has merely urged me to go to Ella and ask her whether she is acquainted with anyone with diamond eyes.

As I thought, he cried, rising and pacing the room furiously. It is exactly as I expected. She is trying to entrap you as she has the others, and has embarked upon the first step by speaking thus of Ella, and sowing seeds of suspicion in your mind. This is the character of the woman you seek to help, and you invoke my assistance in your efforts! No, Geoffrey, he said, halting suddenly, and looking me straight in the face, I shall not stir on her behalf.

But remember, that in return for the passport, she has promised to tell me all regarding Ella, I cried anxiously.

All? he echoed, in surprise. Is she such a mysterious person, then? Surely you have confidence in her, or you would not have asked her to be your wife?

There is a mystery connected with her, I said quietly. A mystery, deep and inscrutable, that perplexes me to the point of distraction.

Tell me about it, Verblioudovitch said, interested.

It was upon my tongue to relate to him the whole of the facts sub silentio, but a thought at that instant occurred to me that such a course would be unjust to Ella, therefore I evaded his invitation to make him my confidant. Returning quickly to the object for which I had sought him, I persuaded him to assist me by giving me a passport for Sonia.

What will she do in return? he again inquired, raising his eyebrows and shrugging his shoulders in a manner habitual to him when unduly excited. She will concoct some idiotic, romantic story, in order that the woman you love shall suffer. I really cannot see, Geoffrey, what end can be attained in assisting a criminal to re-enter the country from which she is a fugitive. You dont know the real character of this apparently ingenuous girl, or I feel certain you would never ask me to imperil my reputation by rendering her assistance. If I had done my duty long ago, I should have allowed the extradition proceedings to go on. Im sorry now I didnt, for if I had you would have been saved a world of worry, and we should have been rid of the pair for ever.

You seem actuated by some spirit of animosity against her, I blurted forth.

Not at all. Ive never seen her in my life, he protested. You apparently want confirmation of my words. Well, you shall have it at once, and he touched an electric button.

The summons was instantly obeyed by a messenger in uniform, and to this man Paul spoke some words. A few minutes later a short, middle-aged Russian entered.

His hair was grey, his clean-shaven face was rather red and slightly pimply, his small, jet black eyes were set too closely together, and his low brows met above his nose. Fashionably attired in frock coat of light grey, with a pink carnation in the lapel, he looked so spick and span that I regarded him with genuine surprise, when my friend, introducing us, said, — 

This, Geoffrey, is Ivan Renouf; I daresay you have heard of him. He is now chief of the section of Secret Police attached to our Embassies of London and Paris.

I nodded in acknowledgment of the bow of this expert detective who, at the time I had lived in St Petersburg, had been the terror of all criminals. The stories told of his amazing ingenuity in detecting crime were legion, though many of them were perhaps fabulous; yet there was no doubt that he was one of the most experienced police officers in Europe.

Renouf, my friend exclaimed, I want to ask you a question. What character does Sonia Korolénko bear?

Sonia? answered the great detective, reflectively, in fairly good English. Ah! you mean the daughter of Anton Korolénko who escaped from St Petersburg? — eh?

Yes. Tell my friend, Deedes, Paul said, with a slow gesture indicating me.

Well, he answered, glancing quickly at me with his searching eyes, for the past nine months we have kept her under strict surveillance, expecting that she intended to re-commence operations in London. Indeed, I have here in my pocket the report for the last forty-eight hours, and he took from his breast-pocket a long folded paper. It shows among other things that she has had several visitors at her house in Kensington, one of whom was a gentleman who, according to the description, must have borne a strong resemblance to msieur. Two hours before this man had called a lady visited her, and remained with her about an hour. Then, reading from the report, he continued, the description says, tall, good-looking, blue eyes, reddish-brown hair, straw hat trimmed with pale-blue, brown shoes, light blouse, black cycling skirt.

By Heaven! I cried excitedly, thats Ella! Every word of that description tallies, even to the dress, boots and hat!

She is a frequent visitor, the detective observed. She calls on her bicycle every day.

Every day! I echoed in astonishment. I did not know they were friends.

Did I not tell you that she was concealing the truth? Paul observed, smiling at my dismay. Tell msieur of the past, Ivan.

Ah! her record is a very black one — very black, the officer of police answered gravely, again fixing his small dark eyes upon me. Her swindling transactions extend over several years, and she has no doubt acquired quite a fortune, while at least one of her victims has lost his life. By one coup she accomplished in Moscow, with the aid of that soft-spoken old scoundrel, her father, they pocketed nearly one hundred thousand roubles between them.

I really cant believe it, I exclaimed, dumbfounded.

There is no doubt whatever about it, Renouf answered. It was all in the papers at the time and made quite a stir throughout Europe. The story is a rather tragic one; sufficient to show what kind of woman she is. About three years ago she went with her father from St Petersburg to Moscow, where they took a handsome house, furnished it luxuriously, and gave a number of brilliant entertainments. At one of these the pretty Sonia, whose jewels were the admiration of half the city, met the young Prince Alexis Gazarin, a mere youth of twenty-two, who had only a few months before inherited a huge fortune from his father, the well-known promoter of the oil industry at Baku. Alexis fell violently in love with her, made her many costly presents, proposed marriage and was accepted, the parental consent being extracted only when he had deposited in the bank in Sonias name one hundred thousand roubles as settlement upon her. A week before the marriage, the body of Alexis was discovered floating in the yellow Volga near Kostroma, but whether his death was due to accident, suicide or foul play has never been ascertained. The fact, however, remains that Anton Korolénko and his pretty daughter left Moscow a week later, carrying with them one hundred thousand roubles of the dead mans money.

Do you allege that the pair actually murdered him? I inquired, astounded at this story.

The detective smiled mysteriously, gave his shoulders a significant shrug, but did not reply.

This, exclaimed Paul, is the sort of woman you are trying to befriend! No doubt she has told you a most touching story of persecution, and all that; but can anyone be surprised if our police endeavour to arrest her? I tell you plainly shes a mere adventuress, with a plausible story ever upon her tongue.

Do you refuse to do what I ask? I inquired at last, when Renouf, pleading an appointment, had bowed and departed.

I can really see no satisfactory reason why I should, he answered, standing in the centre of the Persian rug spread before the fireplace.

You are my friend, Paul, I urged. At all times I am, as you are aware, ready to perform you any personal service.

It is not rendering you a personal service if, by giving the passport, I induce her to tell you a tissue of untruths.

But it is evident, even from Renoufs report, that Ella visits her. It is to obtain an elucidation of a secret that I am striving, for I am convinced Sonia knows the truth.

If she does, then you may rely upon it she will not tell it to you, but substitute some romantic fiction or other, he laughed. It is really astounding to find you so confident in her honesty.

Paul Verblioudovitchs attack of ill-temper vanished as he threw himself back in his chair and showed all his white teeth in a hearty guffaw.

I am not confident, I declared. I have assisted the girl to obtain her freedom, therefore I cannot see that she can have any object in wilfully deceiving me. Her promise to reveal the truth regarding Ella in exchange for the passport is but a mere business arrangement.

You apparently suspect the woman you love of some terrible crime or other, Paul said, after a pause. I cant understand you, Geoffrey, I must confess.

If you were in my place, fondly loving a woman who was enveloped in bewildering mystery, you would, I have no doubt, act quite as strangely as myself, I exclaimed, smiling grimly. I only want to discover light in this chaos of perplexity; then only shall I be content.

But if circumstances have so conspired to produce a problem, why not remain patient until its natural elucidation is effected? The police, when baffled, frequently adopt that course, and often very effectually, too.

Truth to tell, old fellow, I said confidentially, I am anxious to marry Ella, but cannot until I have ascertained some substantial truth.

Of what do you suspect her — of a crime? he inquired, smiling.

I paused.

Yes, I answered gravely, of a crime.

I fancied he started as I spoke, almost imperceptibly, perhaps, yet I could have sworn that my words produced within him some nervous apprehension.

A crime! he echoed. Surely she cannot be guilty of anything more serious than some little indiscretion.

It is more than mere indiscretion that I suspect, I said, in a low tone.

Well, he observed mechanically, as, after a pause, he stood at the window, gazing fixedly into the street, I certainly would never accept as truth anything whatever told me by Sonia Korolénko.

I was, however, inexorable in my demand, more than ever determined to hear Sonias story. The strange, hesitating manner in which my friend had endeavoured to avoid complying with my request had aroused suspicion within me; of what, I could not tell. It struck me as curious that he should thus defend Ella so strenuously, although he knew her but slightly. He was, perhaps, acting in my interests as his friend, but if so, his intense hatred of Sonia was more than the mere official denunciation of an evil-doer. I did not believe his declaration that he had never met Sonia, but it seemed rather as if he had cause to well remember his meeting with her, and that its recollection still rankled bitterly within him.

The admission by Renouf was a little disconcerting. Sonia certainly did not dream that the Tzars spies were even now watching her every action and carefully scrutinising each person who called at Pembroke Road. I saw that this knowledge I had acquired might prove extremely useful to her, for it was plain that even if she obtained the passport she would have to leave England secretly to avoid the vigilance of the secret agents of the Embassy. Again, why did Ella visit her? Instead of cycling in the Park she went to Pembroke Road, according to the report furnished to Renouf, nearly every day. For what purpose, I wondered. The more I reflected, the more deeply it became rooted within me that through Sonia I might ascertain the truth I sought.

Therefore I abandoned none of my efforts to persuade my friend to issue the document that would pass the sad-eyed girl across the frontier into the land she loved. For fully half-an-hour we discussed the situation, but he would not consent. She was an adventuress and a criminal, he said, and he was not prepared to risk the consequences if she were arrested in Russia with a false special permit issued by him.

Besides, he added, you have heard from Renouf how she is constantly kept under observation.

But you could arrange that with him if you liked. A word from you and the vigilance of the police would be relaxed for an hour or two while she escaped, I observed.

Ah, no, Verblioudovitch answered, we have nothing whatever to do with Renouf and his subordinates, who are under the direct control of Sekerzhinski, the chief of the department in St Petersburg. They take no instructions from us.

Renouf would, however, do you a personal favour, I hazarded.

I fear not, was the reply. We are not the best of friends. That is the reason I hesitate to issue a document that might implicate me. If he discovered the truth, my prospects in the diplomatic service might be ruined.

With all Pauls gay spirits and careless manner he possessed an eager enthusiasm, and an insatiable curiosity concerning humanity at large.

But there is yet another way, I said.

How?

Obtain the signature of His Excellency, the Ambassador. You can make an excuse that the permit is for a friend.

Paul remained silent, pacing the room with stolid face and automatic movement. At last he turned to me, saying, — 

I see, Deedes, its quite useless to argue longer. I admit that I am exceedingly anxious to render you this service, but knowing as I do that the consequences must be disastrous either to you, or to the woman Korolénko, I have hesitated. Yet if you are determined to assist her I suppose I must obtain for you the necessary paper.

Thanks, old fellow, thanks! I knew you would help me, I exclaimed enthusiastically.

I cannot let you have it before this evening. If you will send Juckes round at seven you shall have it with the visé and everything complete.

What a good fellow you are! I cried joyfully, rising and shaking his hand. Some day I hope to be able to perform a service for you.

Lets hope so, old chap, he answered cheerily, but next second his face assumed a grave expression, as he added, Take my advice now, and do not let any of Sonias wild allegations disturb you. She certainly is too expert an adventuress to tell you anything to your own advantage, although whatever she does reveal will be to the detriment of the woman you love.

Why are you so certain of this? I inquired quickly, in genuine surprise.

I have strong reasons for anticipating the course she will adopt, he answered ambiguously. I therefore give you warning.

It seems that she is acquainted with Ella, I observed.

Yes, from Renoufs report. But remember my words, and dont be led away by any of her false statements. Do not forget that there is a very strong motive why she should denounce Miss Laing — a motive you will perhaps discover ere long, and he smiled mysteriously.

Very well, I exclaimed, after a brief pause. Then again shaking his hand, I left, after expressing thanks and promising to send Juckes to the Embassy that evening.


Chapter Eighteen.

Some Surprises.
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SEVERAL WEEKS PASSED uneventfully. In fulfilment of my promise to Sonia I had obtained the required permit and taken it personally to Pembroke Road on the same evening, but on arrival there discovered that the pretty Russian had been unexpectedly summoned to the bedside of a sick friend. She had, however, left a note with the English maid asking me to enclose the document in an envelope and leave it.

I regret it is impossible for me to be at home to receive you, she wrote in French, but I have every confidence that you will secure me what I require. If you leave it for me I will, in return, write down and send you the facts I promised to reveal. Time presses, therefore kindly excuse my haste. I shall always remember your kindness and be ready to render you any service in return.

This was disappointing. I had hoped to hear from her own lips her promised revelations, but this being impossible, I enclosed the special permit in an envelope, sealed it and left it, together with a brief note warning her that she was being carefully watched by police agents, and promising to call next day and bid her farewell.

When on the following morning I presented myself at her house, I was informed by the maid that mademoiselle had left early to visit her sick friend, and that she would not return till evening. Inquiry showed that she had received my letter, and when at eight oclock that night I again called in the expectation of obtaining the fulfilment of her promise to tell me of Ella, I found her still absent, and gathered from the servant that she had taken a travelling-trunk with her. I concluded that she had left secretly for Russia.

From day to day I waited in the expectation of a letter from her, but although I remained in anxiety and doubt for more than a month, none came, and I was at last compelled to admit that I had actually been tricked, as Paul had predicted. He was right after all. Sonia, the innocent-looking girl with the sad, dark eyes and dimpled chin, was a woman internationally notorious, who, soft-voiced, had posed as my friend in order to attain her own ends, and had then departed without carrying out her part of the compact. As the weeks passed I gradually began to realise the force of Paul Verblioudovitchs words when he had tried to impress upon me the necessity of accepting her statements with caution. Without doubt she was a heartless adventuress, therefore I bitterly reproached myself for having allowed her libellous allegations against Ella to arouse suspicion within me, and at length determined upon regarding all her words as false, uttered merely for the purpose of enlisting my assistance to procure here re-entry into her own country. My anger that I should have allowed myself to fall into such a trap, and make such a demand upon a friends goodwill, knew no bounds. I went to the Embassy, and to Paul admitted that my hopes had not been realised. In reply, he laughed heartily, saying, — 

I warned you, my dear fellow, of the kind of woman with whom you were dealing. Thank your stars that she has discarded you so easily, and be careful of pretty refugees in future. No harm has apparently been done, for inquiries Ive made showed that she crossed the frontier at Verjbolovo without detection.

I must confess I doubted the truth of your words before you issued the permit, but of course it is all plain now, I said.

You dont believe her lies about Miss Laing, eh? he inquired bluntly, but a trifle earnestly, I thought.

No, I dont, I smiled; and then our conversation had drifted into a different channel. It was clear enough now, patent to everybody, that the girl I had fancied so pure, so unworldly — the goddess that sat in the clouds regarding all earth with clear, immaculate eyes — was simply an adventuress, a wretched creature, on the lookout for victims.

The popular excitement consequent from the belief that war was to be declared had died down, although in the Foreign Office the reason of the sudden abandonment of Russias intentions remained an inscrutable mystery, while the panic on the Stock Exchange had enriched a few and ruined many. Parliament had risen for the recess, and Beck had taken a party in his yacht to the Norwegian fiords, Ella and Mrs Laing declining his invitation to join them. This course had been adopted at my suggestion. When Ella had spoken to me of their proposed cruise, I at once demurred, for although I had also been asked, I found absence from the Foreign Office impossible, owing to several delicate negotiations at that moment proceeding, and therefore urged her to remain in London. This she did at once, declining the invitation on behalf of both herself and her mother. The latter, who was not a good sailor, secretly thanked me for rescuing her from what she termed three weeks of misery, and, truth to tell, although no longer jealous of Becks attention to Ella, I was glad to have her remain in town.

Through the hot, stifling August days, when London was what is termed empty, Mrs Laing and her daughter still lived in Pont Street. During the first three weeks following my visit to Sonia I called only twice, but meantime Ella was, I know, suffering tortures of doubt and anxiety. She had been trained in a school of self-repression, and it now stood her in good stead. She could not, however, prevent her cheeks being pale, neither could she help her eyes looking dilated and odd. Speech was difficult and smiles impossible; otherwise she held her own, and only I felt the difference, and knew that there lay a deep gulf of suspicion between us.

On the two occasions on which I had called we had no confidential chat, and the formal hours went by almost in silence. I had received positive proof from Renouf that she had been a constant visitor to Sonia, and it was impossible to talk with frivolity in that oppressive atmosphere of doubt. Mrs Laing, I noticed, hung her gold pince-nez high upon her nose in wonder. Ella was thus consuming herself with anxiety, while I, struggling along from day to day, saw my last hope growing thinner and yet more shadowy, and looming through it — despair.

Then at last, five weeks after Sonias flight, I called at Pont Street and demanded of Ella the reason she had visited the house in Pembroke Road. Her reply was quite unexpected. She told me quite calmly that they had been schoolfellows at Neuilly, and that, finding Sonia had lost both her parents, she went to Pembroke Road each day to bear the bereaved girl company. She was in ignorance regarding Sonias life since she had left the French school, and expressed surprise that she should have departed suddenly without telling her of her destination. Her replies to my inquiries set my mind at rest upon several points. It appeared quite plain that Ella herself had told Sonia of her engagement to me and had described the tragic incident at Staines, therefore the pretty refugee had been enabled to drop those ingenious hints at mystery that had so sorely puzzled me, and had cleverly secured my interests on her behalf.

When I realised how artfully I had been tricked, I ground my teeth, and Ella, standing statuesque on the opposite side of the drawing-room in strong relief against a background of dark, glossy palms and broad-leaved tropical plants, noticed my anger. The light fell upon her red-brown hair and upon her slightly upturned face, showing its delicate modelling in its almost childish roundness. Her profile was quite as charming as her full face, perhaps more so, as it had the advantage of the curl and sweep of the eyelashes and of the fine line of the upper lip.

She eyed me gravely, but spoke no word.

Yet in that instant I knew I had misjudged her, that through those long, anxious weeks while I had entertained dark suspicions she had nevertheless still loved me honestly and truly. I know not what words I uttered, but a few moments later I found her sobbing in my fond embrace. Her tears were tears of joy.

The silence was long. We had so much to think about that we forgot to speak, but presently, when she dried her blue eyes with her flimsy lace handkerchief and seated herself, I took the tiny hand lying idly in her lap and laid my cheek down on the tender, rosy palm.

How I wish that this night could last for ever, I said, with a sigh of supreme contentment. In my memory it will live always.

Always? she echoed, looking tenderly into my face; then for the first time she put her arms around me and held me tightly pressed against her heart.

Yes, always, I said. Until I die.

Ah! Dont speak of death, she whispered. If you died, I — I should die also, Geoffrey. I could not live without you. How I have endured these dark, weary weeks I scarcely know.

Together we remained a long time, while I reproached myself for entertaining suspicion that her friendliness with Dudley or with Beck was anything but platonic, declaring that my love had ever been unwavering, that my recent actions had been due to a mad and unjust jealousy for which I craved her forgiveness.

With her eyes still wet she told me how fondly she had always loved me, and urged me to think no more of the strange events that had led to Dudleys tragic end.

It is my duty to ascertain the truth and clear up the mystery, she said. I have promised you a solution of the enigma, and you shall have it some day.

For the present, dearest, I am content to wait, I answered, and in the same breath repeated the question I had asked her months ago — whether she would be my wife.

Alas! I fear you do not trust me sufficiently, Geoffrey, she answered in a low, intense tone, tears still welling in her blue eyes.

I do, I cried. I know that all the time I have been a jealously brutal fool you have loved me as truly as ever.

I told you long ago that I loved you, she answered earnestly.

Yes, I believe it now, darling, I said. That is why I ask you to become my wife. Tell me once more that you will. In a whisper, as her handsome head pillowed itself upon, my arm, she repeated her promise, then burst into a torrent of tears, while I, in joyful ecstasy, still held her in my arms.

It was an idyllic evening, this first one of love and trust; a brief dream such as one has in the moment before waking. Bowing before my idol, I had humbly acknowledged myself wrong, and my well-beloved had frankly forgiven and forgotten. There was a long silence, deep and impressive, broken only by the confused sound from the street that came in through the open window. Then, when she stirred again and raised her head, I told her of my position at the Foreign Office, and the probability of my appointment to a diplomatic post abroad.

She listened, her clear, trusting eyes fixed upon me. She, too, was ambitious.

Its a great responsibility for any woman, she said at last, to think she is to be part of a career. I will help you, my darling, then she buried her face again in my coat-collar, protesting fervently, I will never, never allow myself to hinder you; but will do my utmost to help you to success, only you must have patience with me. Suddenly she raised her head again, continuing, I know there is one strange episode in my past that is a mystery to you, nay, to all. My misfortune is that I am unable yet to reveal the truth, because I fear the consequences of such disclosure. Some day you shall know everything, but until then think only of me as the woman who loves you with all her soul.

She spoke with a terrible earnestness, her slim fingers clutching my arm convulsively, and as I gave my promise to regard her always as a pure and upright woman, and forget the mystery surrounding her, I sealed our compact with a long, passionate kiss.

Mrs Laing, stiff and stately in black satin, entered the room a few moments later, and Ella, having whispered and obtained my consent, forthwith made a full and complete statement to her mother of the position of affairs. The old lady listened attentively in silence, inclining her head now and then with a gesture indicative of approbation, but when her daughter had concluded her face brightened.

I am indeed glad to think that dear Ella is to marry you after all, Geoffrey, she said. Once, not so very long ago, I feared that you two would never again be reconciled, for Ella moped day after day, crying, and quite spoiling her complexion. But the old saying about the course of true love contains much truth, and now that your little differences are readjusted, there can be no cause for any further regret. That Ella loves you dearly, I, as her mother, have had better opportunity for knowing than anyone else and were it not for the fact that I am convinced you both will be happy, I should never give my consent to your marriage. But I am absolutely sure that this marriage is one that Ellas father would have approved, therefore you have my entire consent and heartiest congratulations.

Thank you, Mrs Laing, I answered. I, too, am convinced that we love each other sufficiently well, and I can only promise to be a sympathetic and devoted husband.

Ella, who, standing beside her mothers chair, had entwined her arms affectionately around her neck, slowly released her, and walked across the room to turn the lamp higher. Then, deeming it but just that they both should know the reason of my recent coolness and suspicion, I told them in confidence of the mysterious theft of the secret convention, the strange and tragic events that followed, the discovery of the seal on the body of Dudley Ogle, and my absurd belief that Ella had, in some way, been implicated in the ingenious efforts of the spy.

Do you actually suspect poor Dudley of having been in the pay of the Russian Government? Mrs Laing asked, open-mouthed, in dismay.

I do, I was constrained to reply. There is no shadow of doubt that he was a spy. He tricked you as he did myself. I was his best friend, yet he nearly ruined all my prospects in the Service.

While we had been speaking the door had opened, and as I glanced from Ella across to Mrs Laing, I saw a grey-haired man-servant in the act of handing her a letter.

As he turned from her to leave he glanced at me suddenly. Our eyes met in mutual recognition, and I think I must have started perceptibly, for his brows suddenly contracted as if commanding me to silence; then he made his exit, closing the door noiselessly behind him.

You havent seen my new man Helmholtz before, Geoffrey, Mrs Laing exclaimed when he had gone. He seems a perfect treasure, although he is a German. But, after all, German servants are more useful, and quite as trustworthy as English. I should certainly advise Ella to have one.

Yes, I answered mechanically.

The man was none other than Ivan Renouf, the great Russian detective.


Chapter Nineteen.

A Blade of Grass.
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NEARLY THREE MONTHS had slipped away. It was mid-November. The cloud that had darkened my days had lifted, the sun shone out, and life and hope sprang up and ran riot in my heart. The long, anxious weeks were over, for Ella was now my wife, and our lives were full of joy and love. With utter contempt for the warning words of the ingenuous Russian who left so mysteriously without fulfilling her promise, I had taken the dearest other half of my soul, happy in the knowledge that I would be a solitary wretch no more.

After a quiet wedding at St Peters, Eaton Square, at which, however, a large number of our friends were present, including Paul Verblioudovitch, the reception had been held at Pont Street, and we left to spend our honeymoon on the Continent while our house in Phillimore Gardens, Kensington, was being prepared. I loved my wife with the whole strength of my being. Her beauty was incomparable, her grace charming, and I could not doubt that she loved me with her whole soul, and that her vows came direct from her heart.

The reason of Renoufs presence in Mrs Laings household was an enigma. Since the night when I had first seen him there I had visited Pont Street each day, and on several occasions had managed to speak with him alone. To all my inquiries, however, he remained dumb.

One night, when I had called and found Ella and her mother had gone to the theatre, I closed the door of the room into which I had been ushered, and asked him point-blank whether his presence there was not calculated to arouse suspicions in my mind. With an imperturbable smile he replied, — 

There is no allegation whatever against mother or daughter, therefore set your mind entirely at rest. We desire to ascertain something. That is all.

His manner angered me.

If I were to denounce you as a spy you would be thrown out of this house very quickly, I said, indignant that this ill-featured man should, for some mysterious reason, watch every action of my well-beloved.

He glanced at me with an amused expression, as he answered in a half whisper, — 

By betraying me, msieur would betray one of his closest friends.

Oh! Hows that?

A word from you to either of these women, he exclaimed, with brows slightly knit, and the department in St Petersburg will know the reason that Sonia Korolénko was enabled to pass the frontier at Verjbolovo; they will know that Paul Verblioudovitch, the Secretary of Embassy, has assisted a criminal to escape.

You scoundrel! I cried, facing him fiercely. You listened to our conversation!

He shrugged his shoulders, and with the same grim smile, answered, — 

My ears are trained, msieur. It is part of my profession.

But why do you remain here, in a peaceable household? I demanded. Surely neither Mrs Laing nor Ella have incurred the Tzars displeasure or the hatred of those in authority! They know nothing of Russia; they have never set foot in the country.

The mans features relaxed, and turning from me, he busied himself among some bottles on the sideboard.

I desire an answer, I continued.

I have my instructions, he replied, without looking towards me.

From whom?

From headquarters.

Well, I exclaimed. We are not in Russia, therefore, when the ladies return, I shall explain who and what you are.

You dare not, he said, regarding me suddenly with dark, penetrating gaze.

Miss Ella will soon be my wife, and I will not allow her actions to be noted upon one of those formidable forms of yours that are too often the death-warrants of your victims.

These ladies are not my victims, as you are pleased to term them, he protested, laughing at my anger.

Victims or friends, they shall no longer remain under your accursed surveillance, I cried hotly. You may practice your espionage upon your suspected compatriots; but I will never allow you to keep observation upon my friends here in England.

Very well, he said, quite calmly, with that cynical expression that was so tantalising. Act as you think fit. We, of the secret service, take no step before due consideration of its consequences, a policy it would be wise for you also to adopt. Then, with a show of mock politeness, he opened the door of the dining-room, and, bowing, exclaimed, Madame is out, will msieur remain, or call again?

Our eyes met, and I saw in his a look of triumph.

Ill call again, I replied, and walked out into the hall, gaining the street a moment later.

The first passing hansom I hailed, and drove at once to Chesham House, where I was fortunate to find Paul. When we were closeted together, I told him of the police officers threat, and my announcement caused him considerable astonishment.

Curious, he repeated, as if to himself. Very curious that Renouf should be installed in that family, above all others.

Above all others, I echoed. Why?

I — I mean that Mrs Laing could not possibly have done anything to offend our Government, he said, quickly correcting himself. It is certainly very strange. Renouf is not a man to be trifled with, he added quickly. There must be some very strong reason, known only to himself, that has induced him to act in this manner. If the motive were not a strong one, he would delegate the menial position he has had to assume to one of his subordinates. I know he has his hands full of important inquiries just now, and it therefore surprises me that he is calmly reposing as butler in Mrs Laings service.

But knowing him to be a spy, I cannot allow him to remain longer in daily contact with those two defenceless women, I exclaimed.

Have they ever been in Russia?

Never! I replied. Only the other evening they were asking me about St Petersburg, and both expressed a wish to visit your country.

Paul, with his hands behind his back, and head bent in thought, paused for a moment, and then said, — 

From what I know of Ivan Renouf, I believe that were you to do him an evil turn, and obtain his dismissal from Pont Street, he would at once expose to the Ministry of the Interior how Sonia Korolénko obtained her passport. If he did so, the result would be disastrous to me, especially just at a time when our frontier regulations are extremely rigid.

What, then, is the best course to pursue? I asked.

He was silent, looking moodily into the fire. Then turning with a sudden movement, he said, with emphasis,— You are my friend, Geoffrey. My future is in your hands.

Which means that my silence is imperative, I observed reflectively.

Paul Verblioudovitch nodded, but uttered no word. If I denounced Renouf it was plain that my friend who had seriously imperilled his position at my urgent request, must undoubtedly suffer. In order to shield him I must therefore remain silent. With intense chagrin I saw myself ingeniously checkmated.

I dared not allow one single syllable of suspicion regarding the German servant, who was, according to Mrs Laing, a treasure, to escape my lips, and thus, as the weeks passed preceding my marriage, I was compelled to watch and wait without any outward sign.

The reason of his vigilance was an inscrutable mystery. With Ella as my wife I had passed six blissful weeks, visiting many of the quaint, old-world towns in Central France. It had been Ellas fancy to do this. She hated the glare and glitter of Paris, and would only remain there the night on our outward and homeward journeys; indeed, cities had no charm for her, she preferred the lethargic provincial towns, from which we could make excursions into the country and spend the bright autumn days at old-fashioned inns. Fearing that she was becoming bored, I endeavoured to induce her to go to Biarritz or Pau, but to no avail. The crowded table-dhôte, of the popular resort possessed no attraction, and I rejoiced in secret, for we spent a far happier time wandering through the country than if installed in some garish hotel in the neighbourhood of a casino.

Once, and only once since our marriage, had I made any mention of the death of Dudley Ogle. We were driving into the ancient town of Chateauroux, in the Indre, on the lumbering, dusty, old diligence that has performed the same daily journey for perhaps a century, when I chanced to incidentally utter his name, and express wonder when the mystery would be solved.

We were speaking in English, not a word of which could be understood by our driver, but instantly she turned to me with a look of reproach, and, placing her little gloved hand on my mouth in haste, exclaimed, — 

No, Geoffrey. Do not recall that terrible tragedy. Promise never again to mention his name; it only brings sadness to both of us, while the mystery surrounding the crime is irritating and puzzling. You have already told me that he was not your friend, although he posed as such, therefore forget him. I have not forgotten; nor shall I ever cease to think and to strive towards the solution of the problem.

But cannot I help you to search and investigate? I suggested. Why should you strive to elucidate this mystery alone, now that you are my wife?

Because it is my ambition, she answered, regarding me earnestly with clear, trusting eyes. You will, I know, allow me to retain one object in life apart from you.

Certainly, I answered, surreptitiously pressing her hand, although puzzled at her strange words. In the few weeks we had been together I had discovered that she was a woman of moods and curious fancies. Once or twice she had exhibited a strong desire to walk alone at night when the moon shone, and because I objected she had pouted prettily, scorning the idea that she was not able to take care of herself. Except when in this mood she was always eager to fulfil my every wish, and I had quickly arrived at the conclusion that her strange desires were but natural to one of a slightly hysterical temperament, and therefore troubled myself but little about them.

Thus after an enjoyable trip through one of the most beautiful districts of France, unknown to the average Briton, we returned and settled comfortably at our new home in Kensington. My duties at the Foreign Office took me away the greater part of the day, but Ella was not lonely, for she drove out frequently with her mother, who visited her almost daily. Of interference or maternal influence I had nothing whatever to complain, yet Ellas desire to wander about alone, aimless and absorbed, soon again seized her. We had been settled about a month when I made this discovery from the servants, who, on my arrival home earlier than usual on several occasions, told me, in answer to questions, that their mistress had gone out by herself. But on her return she betrayed no surprise, mentioning quite incidentally that she had been shopping in High Street, or that she had been to her milliners in Bond Street, or elsewhere.

So frequently did this occur that at last I became puzzled, and on making further inquiries found that on many occasions she had been absent the whole day, returning only just in time to change her dress and receive me with that bright, winning smile that always held me entranced.

One bright December afternoon I returned at three oclock, and found she had been absent since eleven that morning. I took a cab to Pont Street, but ascertaining she had not been there, returned home, and impatiently awaited her until nearly six. As soon as I heard her light footstep I seized a book that lay nearest and pretended to read. She burst in like a ray of sunshine, her face aglow with laughter, and in her hand an immense bunch of sweet-smelling violets.

The book chanced to be a Koran in Arabic. She came across to kiss me, but I waved her off with dignity, and went on translating the Word of the Prophet.

Ella stood back indignant, and with her flowers in front of her waited at the other side of the table.

After a pause I commenced, You went out this morning ten minutes after I had gone; it is now six oclock. You have been absent seven hours.

Ella nodded.

And how have you employed your time? I asked. Have you been shopping, as usual?

Ella again nodded.

Seven hours is a long time. Where did you get those flowers? I asked, sniffing contemptuously at the huge bunch of sweet-smelling blossoms she had let fall before me.

I bought them at Scotts.

That is a bunch specially made up for presentation, I said. Someone gave them to you.

Yes, the shopman, she laughed. I gave him two shillings for them. Then she took off her hat and, impaling it with a long pin, cast it heedlessly upon the table.

It has not occupied seven hours to buy a bunch of violets, I said ruthlessly. Where have you been?

Ella looked round laughing, and said in a quiet voice, I have been to see a friend.

Another aunt — eh? I asked, suspiciously.

She took a chair and sat down opposite; then, with her head leaning upon her hands, she said demurely, Yes, it was an aunt.

There was silence. Ella had picked up her bunch of violets, and every time I looked up she was watching me over them.

Well, I exclaimed at last, where does this aunt live — at Highgate?

No, not that one. She is poor. She lives in Camberwell.

I dont believe it, I said, standing up suddenly.

Ella raised her eyebrows in interrogation. There was an ominous look in her blue eyes, and I put forth my hand to snatch the flowers and cast them into the fire. Instead, I sat down again and turned over another hundred pages of my Koran.

Geoffrey, she said at length in a low, timid voice I perused my book with stolid indifference.

Geoffrey, she repeated, why are you angry with me without cause?

Raising my head, I saw that her fine eyes were dimmed by tears, and almost unconsciously I reached, took her hand, and pressed it. Then Ella, rising slowly, came round and sat upon my knee.

You see, she whispered, with her arms around my neck, this is how it was. Last night I said to myself, — 

This poor, dear Geoffrey — he is so busy with his countrys affairs, and works so hard — he will be away all day; therefore I will go over to call upon my aunt in Camberwell and take her a bottle of wine and some tea, for she is a great invalid and in poverty. Since my marriage I havent seen her, and as she is in great straits I know dear Geoffrey will not object.

Here Ella stopped to nestle closer to me, and went on, — 

And to-day I took a cab down to Camberwell, to a dreary row of drab, mournful-looking houses, and all day long I have sat by her bedside trying to cheer her. Ah! she is so ill, and so sad. Then on my return I called at Scotts and bought these flowers for my darling, serious old boy who has been working all day in his dreary office with its window overlooking the dismal grey quadrangle. And I am so tired, and it was not at all amusing for me without him.

The flowers smelt so sweet in front of me; and Ella was so sweet, childlike and full of happiness, that I took her soft face between my hands, as was my habit, and kissed her.

But later that evening, on going to her room alone to fetch something for her, I noticed that her high-heeled French boots, thrown aside, as she had cast them off, were unusually muddy, although, strangely enough, it had been a dry day. I took them up, and upon examining the soles found them caked with damp clay in which were embedded some blades of grass.

I slowly descended the stairs engrossed by my own thoughts. Grass does not grow in the streets of Camberwell.


Chapter Twenty.

Undercurrents of Diplomacy.
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A FEW NIGHTS later we went together to a ball at the Russian Embassy. Perhaps of all the functions in London a ball at Chesham House is one of the most brilliant and imposing, for it is always on a scale in keeping with the dignity of the representative of the Tzar.

The spacious state rooms with their great crystal chandeliers and heavy gilding, were filled to overflowing with pretty women and men in uniform of hues as varied as those of the ladies dresses, from the black coat of the United States Minister to the bright yellow jacket of the Emperor of Chinas representative. All the diplomatic body were present, as well as many personages well-known in English society. At the head of the grand staircase Monsieur Grodekoff, the Russian Ambassador, a striking figure in his spotless white uniform, his breast glittering with orders set in brilliants, including the much-coveted ribbon of St Andrew, stood with his daughter receiving their guests, and as we advanced the courtly, white-haired old gentleman, whom I had met on many occasions in my official capacity, shook me heartily by the hand and congratulated us upon our marriage.

I heard, Deedes, of your good fortune, he said, after greeting Ella. I trust that you and your wife will have long life and every happiness.

Thanks, your Excellency, I answered, smiling contentedly. There is no doubt, I think, concerning our happiness.

You should take madame to St Petersburg, the aged diplomatist laughed. She would enjoy it, especially with you, who know our country.

I hope to go very soon, Ella said. I have heard so much about it, and am longing to see it.

Go now, he urged. This is just the season; plenty of snow, and skating and sledging and suchlike sports that delight us in the North.

We both laughed in chorus, while the representative of the White Tzar, dismissing us into the ballroom with a low bow, turned to greet the tall, full-bearded representative of his Imperial masters ally, the French Republic. In the corridor there was bustle everywhere. Gaily-uniformed servants hurried here and there, young attachés, their breasts decorated with crosses and ribbons of every combination of colour, lounged along with pretty women on their arms, while older diplomats of every shade of complexion from white to black, exchanged greetings as they met.

From the gay cosmopolitan throng in the ballroom rose the mingled odour of a thousand perfumes with the chatter of laughing women, and ere we had entered, Paul Verblioudovitch, erect, spruce and smart in his pale-blue uniform, and wearing many decorations, elbowed his way through the crush towards us.

We had not met since the wedding reception at Pont Street, and as we strolled through the brightly-lit salons, Ella, radiant and enthusiastic, began telling him of our idle days and explorations in the old-world French towns.

Permit me, madame, to congratulate you, he exclaimed presently.

Upon what? asked Ella, in surprise.

Upon being the prettiest woman it has ever been our honour to entertain here upon this small square of territory belonging to our Imperial Master, he said, bowing and smiling with that inborn finesse which was one of his chief characteristics.

Ah, you diplomatists always flatter, she laughed lightly behind her fan. Is it really wise of you to make a woman vain? she asked, inclining her head slightly.

I felt compelled to admit that Paul had spoken the truth, for as we passed along I had not failed to notice that Ellas beauty was everywhere remarked. Her gown of cream satin, a trifle décolleté, with the corsage thickly embroidered with pearls and edged with flowers, suited her admirably, and the instant consciousness of success in that brilliant circle of society unfamiliar to her heightened the colour of her cheeks and added lustre to her eyes.

The majority of the women who honour us with their presence on these occasions are vain enough, my friend admitted, adding in a low voice, even though some of them are absolute hags.

Mr Verblioudovitch is, I believe, past-master of the art of flattery, Ella observed, laughing, turning towards me. He could make a dowager-duchess believe herself as youthful and attractive as a girl of eighteen.

It is necessary sometimes, madame, he answered, amused. Quite necessary, I assure you.

At that moment a quietly-dressed elderly lady of pronounced Teutonic type and matronly proportions was struggling to pass us, but, recognised by Paul, was introduced to Ella. It was a woman with whom I was well acquainted, the Countess Landsfeldt, wife of the German Ambassador. She at once joined our little group, and commenced to chat with a strong accent.

We have not met, madame, for quite an age — three months, is it? Paul exclaimed presently. You have been away, I believe.

Ah! yes. For a month I was in Berlin, and afterwards, just as I was returning to London, my youngest daughter fell ill, and I was compelled to spend two months with her in Ehrenburg, our schloss on the Mosel.

The Ehrenburg! exclaimed Ella, enthusiastically. I know it quite well. How romantic and charming it looks perched high up upon its solitary rock. My mother and I drove from Brodenbach along the valley to see it last year.

Ah, you did not enter?

No, my wife answered, smiling. I had not then the honour of madames acquaintance.

Inside, we are back in mediaeval days, with dungeons, torture-chambers, and all sorts of relics of barbarism; while the legends connected with the place are legion. Some day, if you are interested in ancient castles, you and your husband must visit me in Germany.

It is the most carefully preserved stronghold of the middle ages extant, Paul observed.

Ah, yes, replied the Countess, but it is gloomy and dull — ugh! and, shrugging her shoulders, she pulled a little grimace. I prefer Berlin — or even London.

You say even London, Countess, exclaimed Paul. I quite agree. London is triste after Vienna or St Petersburg. Is his Excellency with you this evening?

No. My husband is — oh, so busy. We only returned from Lord Mayburys this morning, and dispatches accumulate so fast in his absence.

He has received another decoration from the Emperor, I hear, Verblioudovitch observed.

Yes, the Iron Cross, replied the Countess, looking at him sharply. Then she added quickly, — 

But who told you? He only received His Majestys intimation three days ago, and I thought for the present it was a profound secret.

Upon Pauls face there spread that imperturbable smile that he could assume at will, as he answered, — 

It is the object of a diplomatist to ascertain the nature of all secrets.

The Countess gave vent to a forced laugh as she exclaimed, My husband, I think, fully deserved the honour.

Certainly, madame, replied the Tzars official, courteously, his hands clasped behind his back. The completion of the secret convention with England was, I admit, a master-stroke, and even though directed against us, the rapidity and cleverness with which it was effected were worthy of reward. And he smiled at her mysteriously.

Ah, she exclaimed, fanning herself slowly with a sudden hauteur; no secret seems safe from you, msieur. Nothing escapes the Embassy of Russia. And bowing slightly, her stiff silks swept past us, and a moment later she became lost in the chattering, well-dressed crowd.

You see, my dear Geoffrey, laughed Paul, when the Countess was out of hearing, we are accredited with the omnipotence of the Evil One himself quite unduly. I particularly desired to learn whether her husband had been decorated by his Emperor for that convention which nearly cost Europe a war; therefore I hazarded a single remark. Whereupon she at once told me all about it, and having done so, in her next breath denounced us and all our works. But, there, and he gave his shoulders a shrug, women are such strange creatures.

How cleverly you managed to ascertain what you desired, observed Ella.

But the fine Viennese orchestra had struck up, and my wife, being engaged to him for a dance then commencing, he led her off, and I failed to overhear his reply.

For the next hour I did not dance, but wandering about the rooms I exchanged greetings and chatted with those I knew, until at length I came across Lady Farringford, the wife of Sir Henry Farringford, our Minister in Washington, sitting with her daughter Mabel. We were old friends, and Mabel quickly responded to my invitation to waltz. She was a smart girl, and rumour said that she had become engaged to a wealthy American, a statement which, in reply to my inquiry, she frankly confirmed. As we waltzed and lounged together I noticed Ella dancing first with Paul, and afterwards with several young attachés of my acquaintance. Once or twice we exchanged smiles, and I knew by the expression on her face how thoroughly she was enjoying her first night in the diplomatic circle. The scene was brilliant and full of colour, the music excellent, and the scent of exotics almost overpowering. Everyone seemed intoxicated with gaiety. In that cosmopolitan crowd hearts were lighter and talk more free than in the ordinary London ballroom, although experienced ones knew that here, amid this brilliant assembly, there were many strange undercurrents affecting the prestige of monarchs and the welfare of nations.

So, you are to marry, Mabel, I observed when, after waltzing, I led her into an ante-room, and she sat down to eat an ice.

Yes, at last, she sighed, looking up at me with a pair of mischievous dark eyes. She was about twenty-two, and rather pretty. Im to be married in June, and we are coming to Europe for a twelve months tour. You are married already. Id so much like to meet your wife. Since Ive been here this evening Ive heard nothing but admiration of her. Youre the envy of all your male friends, Geoffrey.

I laughed. I confess that by the sensation Ella had caused I felt flattered.

Ill introduce you when I have a chance, I said. Our congratulations are mutual. You are to have a husband; I have already a wife.

I hope youll find the Biblical quotation correct, she laughed, peering at me over her gauzy fan. Do you know the words?

No, I replied, Im not good at remembering quotations.

Well, the Bible says, Whoso findeth a wife, findeth a good thing. I hope youll be no exception to that rule.

Thanks, I replied. I dont know what it says about husbands, but, however it may be worded, you have my heartiest wishes for long life and good luck.

At that instant Ella, on the arm of a young Italian marquis, possessed of a longer title than his rent-roll, entered. I sprang up at once and introduced her, and soon we all four were chatting merrily. When, a quarter of an hour later, we rose to return to the ballroom, Ella, radiant and happy, walked beside me. In reply to my question, she declared that she was enjoying herself immensely, but as we were re-entering the salon she clutched my arm, and in a half-frightened whisper exclaimed, — 

Look! Geoffrey. Look at that servant in uniform over there. Why, its our man, Helmholtz!

I glanced in the direction she had indicated, and sure enough there was the detective Renouf, who, in the Laing household, posed as Carl Helmholtz, in the handsome blue-and-gold livery of the Embassy, handing an ice to a lady. Instantly I grasped the situation.

It is a striking resemblance, dearest, I said; nothing more.

But Im certain its Helmholtz, she declared excitedly. Take me closer to him.

When we were at Pont Street this afternoon, Helmholtz was there, wasnt he?

Yes. He brought tea into the drawing-room.

Well, no doubt he is at home now. This fellow may be his brother, or something.

For a moment we stood watching, and saw him make a servile bow. Fortunately he turned his back upon us, hastening to execute some command, otherwise he must have come towards us and met us face to face.

Im certain it is Helmholtz, Ella exclaimed, in a tone of conviction.

Without doubt it is a very striking resemblance, I admitted. But the servants of an Embassy are not recruited from the nearest registry office. Besides, they would never employ a German here.

At that moment Paul approached and claimed her for the next dance, while I wandered on alone amid the crowd, my mind full of strange thoughts.

Presently, while watching the dancers, I chanced to glance aside and recognised a sparse, well-known figure approaching. It was the Earl of Warnham. Attired in plain evening dress of a rather antiquated cut, he wore no decorations, save the broad blue ribbon across his narrow strip of shirt-front, the highest honour his Sovereign had bestowed upon him. I was surprised to find him there, for I had believed him to be at Osborne in attendance on Her Majesty.

Ah, Deedes, he exclaimed in a low voice, with a slight smile upon his colourless, wizened face. In the enemys camp — eh?

Yes, my wife wished to come, I explained.

Of course. Women like this sort of thing. I have never met her. You must introduce her presently.

She will esteem it an honour, I said, adding, She is over there in a cream dress, dancing with Verblioudovitch.

He glanced in their direction, and started perceptibly. For some moments his keen eyes followed her. Then I noticed that his grey brows contracted, and his usually expressionless face wore a strange, ominous look such as I had never before detected upon it.

Is that your wife? he asked huskily, turning and eyeing me curiously.

Yes.

Was it she who alleged that your friend Ogle was the victim of foul play? he inquired with emphasis, in a voice that betrayed dismay.

It was, I replied.

The Foreign Minister sighed. As he again turned his eyes upon the pair at that moment gliding down the room to the strains of the latest fashionable refrain his brow darkened, and his teeth were firmly set. A silence fell between us.


Chapter Twenty One.

In Kensington Gardens.
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ON OUR RETURN home in the early hours, Ella sat before the fire in her cosy boudoir, her opera-cape still about her shoulders, resting her tired head upon a cushion, and staring thoughtfully into the dying embers, while I lounged near, smoking a final cigarette. Times out of number I tried to account for the Earls agitation when he had encountered her. It was evident they were not strangers, although when I had introduced them he treated her with studied courtesy. There were, I remembered, many suspicious incidents connected with her as yet unexplained, nevertheless, from that memorable evening when Dudley and I had dined at The Nook and we had become reconciled, I had never doubted that she loved me. Perhaps I had been foolish, I told myself. I ought to have obtained full explanation of the several circumstances that had caused me such uneasiness before marriage, yet I had abandoned all active effort to ascertain the truth, because of the intensity of my passion. Her beauty had captivated me; her voice held me spellbound, and because I loved her I could not bring myself to suspect her. For a long time she sat, reflecting gravely upon the events of the evening; then, shivering slightly, rose and went to her room, leaving me alone to ponder over her sudden seriousness.

Sometimes a slight shadow of suspicion would flit across my mind, as it often had on finding her absent, yet when she spoke caressingly to me I at once found myself laughing at the foolishness of my thoughts, basking in the sun of her brilliant beauty, heedless and content. Prior to our marriage, I had been madly jealous of every slight attention paid to her by one of my own sex, of whatever age, but now, recognising how marvellously fair she was, and that wherever she went she became the centre of attraction, I was no longer angry with any of our guests who paid court to her. Beck dined with us frequently, always gay and amusing, while once or twice Verblioudovitch had also accepted our invitation, and treated Ella with the courtliness of the polished diplomatist. I did not invite the latter often, because of her antipathy towards him. When, after his first visit, I had asked her what she thought of him, she had replied, — 

There is something about him I dont like, dearest. I cannot explain what it is. Perhaps it is his excessive politeness; or it may be his profuse flattery that bores me; nevertheless, I seem to have a feeling that I ought to avoid him.

Hes one of the best of fellows, darling, I said, laughing at her misgivings. In my bachelor days we were very close friends.

I dont like him, she answered frankly. I hate all Russians.

I thought you said once you would like to go to Russia?

Yes, I am anxious to see the country, but the Russians I have met I have always detested, she said, adding, with seriousness, Now that I am your wife I may speak plainly, may I not?

Of course, darling.

Then, in your own interests, promise me to avoid Paul Verblioudovitch as much as possible.

Why? I asked, surprised.

Because — well, she answered in hesitation; because I have some curious, inexplicable feeling that he is not your friend.

Then it occurred to me that they had been sitting together that evening in a cosy-corner in the drawing-room, deep in conversation, and it might be that Paul had uttered some compliments meant to be polite, but which she had misconstrued into flirtation. In that case, it was only natural that, loving me so deeply as she did, she should warn me that Paul was not my friend.

In what way do you suspect him of being my enemy? I inquired.

He is untrustworthy, she replied, an answer that tended to confirm my supposition. On several other occasions I laughed at her fears, but she always made the same reply, that she believed he was not straightforward, and even went so far as to ask me not to invite him to our house in future. This caused me some little annoyance, for of all men Paul Verblioudovitch was one of my most valued friends; and, further, while she had conceived a violent dislike towards him, she nevertheless allowed herself to be flattered by the man of whom I had once been madly jealous — Andrew Beck.

Thus the early days of our married life proceeded, blissful and full of love, but with one tiny cloud of mystery that, although growing no larger, still cast its ominous shadow ever between us. Sometimes when alone I pondered deeply, wondering whether my confidence had after all been ill-placed, puzzled over one or two incidents such as I have already described. Trifling as they were in themselves, they nevertheless caused me much uneasiness, yet when Ella entered, bright and radiant, greeting me with an affectionate caress, I could not doubt her. I knew that, however suspicious her actions might appear in my eyes, she loved me honestly, with a passion as fierce and uncontrollable as my own.

Meanwhile Renouf, who explained his absence on the night of the Embassy ball to Ellas complete satisfaction, still continued to remain in service at Pont Street, and each time we dined there he hovered about us noiselessly and ever watchful, like a spirit of evil. When our eyes met, I saw in his a cold glance of contemptuous triumph, for he had already seen that I feared to denounce him for Pauls sake, and he was pursuing his mysterious investigations, whatever they were, without let or hindrance. Mrs Laing, sighing as stout ladies will, was always loud in his praise, declaring him to be the most steady and attentive servant that had ever been in her service, while Ella expressed a wish that we could meet with a man possessed of similar virtues. A dozen times I longed to take my wife and her mother into my confidence, but dared not, for the silence imposed upon me was absolutely imperative.

One day, early in January, I had received a message from Lord Warnham to call at his house in Berkeley Square, but when I arrived found a note stating that he had been compelled unexpectedly to go down to Lord Mayburys seat in Hertfordshire to consult him. Therefore I left, and it being a cold but invigorating afternoon I resolved to walk home. Proceeding along Piccadilly and Knightsbridge, I skirted the Park, and entering Kensington Gardens by the Alexandra Gate, strolled towards Kensington in the full enjoyment of a cigar. Ella had, I knew, gone to Pont Street, her mother being rather unwell, therefore I walked leisurely beneath the leafless, smoke-blackened trees. The short, gloomy day was now fast drawing to a close, and, with the falling gloom, a chill wind had sprung up, whistling mournfully through the bare branches, causing me to turn up my coat-collar and draw on my gloves. I fancied myself alone, for at four oclock in winter the place is dismal and deserted. Having passed Queens Gate, I was approaching the Broad Walk, when I was attracted by two figures strolling slowly together in front of me, a man and a woman. At first I took no heed, and would in a few moments have overtaken them, when it occurred to me that the silhouette of the woman was familiar even in the dusk. Again I looked, and noticed that she was fashionably dressed in a dark-brown tailor-made gown, a sealskin cape and close-fitting hat. Next second I realised the amazing truth.

The woman walking before me was Ella.

Her companion, a tall, broad-shouldered young man, wore a long drab overcoat of distinctly horsey cut, a silk hat of the latest shape, and displayed a good deal of shirt cuff. He was evidently a fop, and his whole exterior, from his varnished boots to the velvet cuffs of his overcoat, pronounced him to be a cad. Leisurely he strode by her side, smoking a cigarette, and earnest in conversation, now and then emphasising his words by striking the palm of one gloved hand with his fist.

Once, as I dogged their footsteps, my teeth clenched in fierce anger, I heard her give vent to a rippling peal of laughter that echoed among the black, gaunt tree trunks. I knew by that laugh she was tantalising him. My first impulse was to rush up to them and demand an explanation, but my second thought had been to hold my anger in control, and ascertain the true extent of her perfidy. Was not this the second time I had detected Ella walking alone with a man in lover-like attitude?

I loved her with all my heart, and had believed implicitly that she reciprocated my affection, yet here, in this single moment, the cup of happiness was dashed from my lips. I knew I had been the victim of base deception. While I, fool that I had been, had fondly imagined that she loved me; she had abandoned all self-respect and allowed herself to walk in a public garden with a chance-met acquaintance. Sonias ominous words recurred to me, and I saw how I had been tricked and betrayed. The pretty refugee was right, notwithstanding the denunciations of the diplomatist and the spy, both of whom had some motive in discrediting her statements.

With eager eyes and heavy heart I followed the pair cautiously, fearing each moment lest either should turn and detect my presence. Apparently they were too deeply engrossed in each others talk, which, although carried on in a tone so low that I could catch no single word, seemed scarcely of an amatory nature, judging from the mans gestures. To me it appeared rather as if he were urging her to do something from which she shrank. Once, while he spoke, she stopped short and stretched out both hands towards him in an attitude of supplication. But he did not heed her, for, giving vent to a low laugh, he continued, emphasising his words as before. Then, clenching her hands, she stamped her foot in anger, and tossing her head in contempt, walked forward again, heedless of her companions threatening attitude.

From that moment both grew calmer, for the man, uttering words of forgiveness, snatched up her hand and imprinted a kiss upon it. For a brief second she allowed her hand to linger in his grasp, then withdrew it gently, but firmly, regarding him with earnestness the while. This action aroused my anger to a fierce, murderous hatred. With difficulty I managed to preserve an outward calm, because, in my state of mind, I felt compelled to watch and wait. Yet, if I had had a weapon ready to my hand at that moment, I verily believe that I must have thrown myself upon this arrogant cad, and mercilessly killed him.

The manner in which his hat was set upon his head, slightly askew, in the manner of the London Arry, and his over-burdening mannerism, were in themselves sufficient to show the type of lover my wife cultivated. As I stepped softly behind them in the gloom, I told myself that she must leave my house that night, or I should. I felt in my throat a choking sensation, for I had loved her so fervently that this discovery of her falseness had utterly unnerved me, and even in those moments of fierce anger and hatred I confess that tears welled in my eyes. Ella was the only woman I had ever loved, yet she who had taken her marriage vows only a few short months before had already discarded me for this overdressed idiot, who would be termed in vulgar parlance a bounder.

Perhaps he did not know her to be married. This thought took possession of me. When their quarrel ended it became manifest that Ella herself was endeavouring to fascinate and hold him, just as she had charmed me, by the softness of her speech, her exquisite grace, and her wonderful beauty. She spoke quietly, with her dainty finger-tips laid lightly upon his arm, while he listened, gazing earnestly into her face, enchanted.

To-night, I told myself, the bonds uniting me to Ella should be for ever severed. I remembered the many occasions when she had been absent, visiting imaginary friends; I recollected the evening she brought home the violets and preserved them carefully in water until they smelt so faint that she was compelled to throw them away; I had not forgotten the fact that blades of grass did not grow in the squalid, overcrowded streets of modern Camberwell. I glanced around at the grass on every side. Perhaps she frequented that place, and took clandestine walks daily with her lover beneath those leafless trees. The thought provoked my bitter hatred, and I know not how I refrained from facing the pair. I managed, however, to hold myself back, watching them exchange a tender farewell at the gate that led into Kensington High Street, next the Palace Hotel, and while the man raised his hat politely and, turning, walked away in the direction of Knightsbridge, Ella, her face radiant and happy, bowed and set out homeward in the opposite direction.

Beneath the lamp in the gateway I had, in those brief seconds, obtained a glimpse of his face. It was that of a young man of about two-and-twenty, with strongly marked features, fair-haired, and of quite a different type than I had conjectured. The features were rather refined, by no means those of a cad, but rather those of a well-bred young idler, who affected the dress and manners of that class of youths who frequent the Café Monico on Sunday evenings, the slaves of the counter.

Once he glanced back to Ella, but she did not turn; then he went on and was lost in the darkness, while I followed my wifes neat figure through the bustling throng of foot-passengers.


Chapter Twenty Two.

To Err is Human.
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INSTEAD OF KEEPING behind her straight home, I turned from the main road, and with my mind full of gloomy thoughts, wandered about the dark, quiet thoroughfares in the neighbourhood of Campden Hill until, having walked for over an hour undecided how to act, I awoke to a consciousness that I was before my own house.

When I entered I opened a telegram lying on the hall table, and found it was from Lord Warnham, stating that he was leaving the Premiers suddenly, and asking me to call at Berkeley Square at six. It was then a quarter to six, and I saw that even by cab I must be ten minutes late for the appointment.

Has my wife returned, Juckes? I asked my faithful man, who stood ready to relieve me of hat and coat.

Yes, sir. She returned an hour ago, and is now in the drawing-room.

My first impulse was to return to Berkeley Square without seeing her, but unable longer to bear the suspense, I allowed Juckes to take my things, and entered the room, where she awaited me.

Ah! Geoffrey! she exclaimed, jumping to her feet with an expression of joy, and coming forward to meet me. I expected you home long ago, dearest. And she raised her face for the habitual kiss.

Oh, I said coldly, placing her away from me without caressing her. Have you been home long?

A long, long time, she answered, regarding my coldness with unfeigned surprise.

Where have you been to-day? I inquired, rather sharply, taking up a position on the hearthrug, with my back to the bright wood fire.

This morning I went to Mr Pragas studio in Hornton Street, and gave him a sitting. He is painting my portrait for the Academy, you know.

Yes, I answered. He told me so at the club the other day. Where else have you been?

Why are you so anxious to have a complete record of my doings? she asked, pouting. You seem absurdly suspicious.

I smiled bitterly. Since her return she had exchanged her tailor-made gown for a handsome dinner-dress, and wore as her only ornament a string of pearls, my wedding gift. She stood gazing at me with her dark blue eyes wide-open, and brows arched in well-feigned reproach.

You did not return to lunch, I said quietly.

No, I went to Pont Street, she answered. Mother was so fearfully upset.

Why?

Last night she detected Helmholtz in the act of opening a letter he had taken from the postman. It contained a cheque, and she was compelled to discharge him at a moments notice.

I understood he was quite a model servant, I said, in genuine surprise at this latest development. To me it was astounding that a shrewd officer like Renouf should have thus allowed himself to be caught napping.

Mother thought most highly of him, she went on. But it now appears that for the past few weeks she has had suspicions that her letters were being tampered with, for two cheques sent by tenants for rent have been stolen.

I never thought very much of him, I said.

Neither did I, she declared. He had such a silent, cunning way, and moved so softly, that dozens of times when I have turned suddenly I have been quite startled to find him standing close to me. Im glad mother has got rid of him. She packed him off bag and baggage.

Did he protest his innocence?

No. He treated her with cool indifference, placed his things in his portmanteau leisurely, hailed a cab, and went off without asking for his wages.

I was silent. The reason Renouf should descend to steal cheques was inexplicable. One thing, however, appeared clear, namely, that he had taken an unusual interest in the nature of Mrs Laings correspondence. To me it was a matter for congratulation that as he had been detected by his mistress and discharged, he could not cast upon me the blame for his betrayal.

What did you do after lunch? I at last inquired, returning to my charge.

I went shopping, she replied, smiling.

With whom?

Alone.

Were you alone the whole time? I inquired, regarding her intently.

Her lips quivered slightly and her glance wavered. Yes, she answered, I did not meet anyone I knew.

That is a lie, Ella! I cried.

It is not, she stammered, pale and agitated. I have told you the truth.

To prevaricate is utterly useless, I said angrily. I followed you through Kensington Gardens, where you were walking with your lover. I—

My lover? she cried hoarsely, in dismay. He — he is not my lover. I had never seen him before!

Then by your own admission you have abandoned all respect for me and yourself. You are addicted to strolling alone with any idiot who flatters you.

I swear I do not, she retorted. You misjudge me entirely. And she placed her trembling hand upon my arm.

But I shook it off wrathfully, saying, I have discovered the truth, alas! too late. While making pretence to love me you prefer the society of other men. I was a blind fool, or I should have discovered the fact, plain to everybody else, that Ogle was your lover, and that you mourned for him when he met the fate he so justly deserved.

He never uttered one word of love to me, Geoffrey, she protested. How can you make such horrible charges against me when I love you so dearly, she cried, bursting into a torrent of tears.

Because! I said, with emphasis, because I have myself followed you this evening. Surely Kensington Gardens is not the spot where a wife should take recreation, unless clandestinely, as you have done! No, this is not the first occasion you have lied to me, Ella; but it shall be the last.

The last! she gasped, glancing up at me. What do you mean?

I mean that I can have no further confidence in you, and that we are better apart.

You dont intend to leave me. Surely you would never be so cruel, Geoffrey. It would kill me.

I have loved you, Ella, I said hoarsely, after a pause, brief and full of suspense. No man could have loved a woman with a passion more tender than I have done, but now that I have discovered how basely I have been deceived, my affection has turned to hatred.

You hate me! she wailed. Ah, no, you cannot — you shall not, she cried, as, rushing towards me, she threw both arms around my neck, and, notwithstanding my efforts to avert her, pressed her tear-stained face to mine.

Roughly I unclasped her arms and cast her from me, saying, — 

I have resolved. Nothing will cause me to reconsider my decision. We must part.

It is not like you, Geoffrey, to be cruel to a woman, she said reproachfully, standing before me. I admit I have acted foolishly, but that man you saw was not my lover. I care for no one except your own dear self.

Terms of endearment are unnecessary, I answered impatiently, turning from her. Such expressions from one who has so grossly deceived me are absolutely nauseating. I have striven for your social advancement and have loved you dearly, but from this moment you are my wife only in name.

She buried her face in her hands and was seized by a fit of hysterical sobbing. All her self-control had vanished at the instant she realised that I know the truth, and she now stood before me bent and penitent.

Forgive me, she whispered earnestly. Forgive me, Geoffrey.

No, I answered, with firmness. I cannot trust you.

Overlook this incident, and I will never again give you cause for jealousy, she exclaimed. I will do anything you ask, only have patience with me.

I have already had patience, I answered. Yet, deceived as I am daily, we can live together no longer.

But I love you, she declared, with fierce earnestness, fixing her fathomless eyes upon me. If I lose you I shall kill myself.

It is your own fault entirely, I said. You have chosen to act in this manner, and whatever are the consequences they are of your own seeking. I suppose you will tell me next that this man who was with you compelled you to meet him.

That is the absolute truth, she faltered.

Ah, always the same lame tale, I observed in disgust. I have not forgotten that night at The Nook when I watched you walking with Beck. No, Ella. There is some strange mystery about it all that I dont like. You pretend to love me; but you have some ulterior motive.

There is a mystery, it is true, she admitted, her eyes dimmed with tears. A mystery so strange and startling that when you know the truth you will stand aghast and dumbfounded. But with its elucidation you will have knowledge of how I have suffered and striven for your sake; therefore I can only pray that the revelations that must accrue may be hastened, for, although to-day you regard me as base and deceitful, you will then learn how much one woman has endured and sacrificed because she loved you.

Then we must part until this mystery is cleared up, I said calmly, my heart full of grief. You refuse to take me, your husband, into your confidence, therefore I can place no further reliance in your word.

Think, she cried, clutching my arms convulsively. Why should the happiness of both of us be wrecked by a mere misunderstanding?

A misunderstanding! I echoed. It is assuredly more than that.

No, she answered, endeavouring to stifle her sobs. You misunderstand me, believing me false to you, whereas I am acting solely in our mutual interests.

To walk alone with a stranger is surely not acting in your husbands interests, I observed bitterly.

Ah, you are mistaken, she said quickly. When all is explained you will regret the cruel words you have uttered this evening.

Have I, then, no cause to object to your acquaintance with this man? I inquired, looking sharply at her.

None whatever. He is neither my lover nor my friend.

What is his name?

I do not know. He did not tell me, she replied.

Was this the only occasion you had met?

It was.

He spoke to you casually in the street, I suppose?

No, we met by appointment at Victoria Station, she answered quite frankly.

By appointment! Then you knew him!

No, our meeting was arranged by a third person. It was by no means of an amatory character, I assure you.

What was its object? I asked.

Slowly she shook her head. I cannot tell you without relating to you facts which I dare not yet divulge.

Ah! as I thought, I cried in anger. You refuse always to explain. As each week passes the mystery surrounding you increases.

Unfortunately I cannot prevent it, she answered in a low, earnest tone. Before we married I told you plainly that I intended to seek the truth of the conspiracy against Dudleys life, and you did not object.

Why not leave that wretched affair to the police and secure our own happiness? I urged.

Because the police are powerless. They can have no clue.

Is it then absolutely necessary that you should attain this end? I inquired dubiously. Are you ready to sacrifice your own home and husband in order to ascertain the truth regarding a crime?

Yes, it is absolutely imperative, she replied emphatically. Before perfect happiness can be ours we must both be aware of the causes which led to Dudleys sudden death. Towards that end I am striving, and knowing what I do, I am regardless of your suspicions and your cruel words. If we part — well, it will be you who one day will be filled with bitter regret; and as for me, I shall not pause in my merciless quest.

Often she had told me that to ascertain the true cause of Dudleys death was, next to her duty as my wife, her main object in life, and these words, uttered with an earnestness that was genuine, bore out her most frequent declarations. Glancing at the facts as a whole, it was not surprising that I should have suspected Dudley of having been her lover, whose death she intended to avenge.

In silence and hesitation I paced the room that she had furnished with such exquisite taste. A dozen times she asked forgiveness, but no word passed my lips. She stood motionless, her head bent in submission, her hands clasped before her, awaiting my decision.

Her pale, tear-stained face betrayed signs of a terrible, breathless suspense, she fearing that I intended to cast her off, while I could not bring myself to any firm belief that her declarations of affection were genuine. Between us there yawned a gulf of darkness and mystery which hourly grew wider and more impassable.

Tell me that youll still be patient and wait, she implored at last. Surely you can see how intensely I love you and how utterly aimless will be my life if we part.

This mystery is, I confess, Ella, driving me to distraction, I said, halting at last before her. Cannot you confide in me? I will preserve silence, I promise.

No, no, she gasped in fear. I dare not.

Her attitude was one of deep dejection, yet I could not fail to notice, even at this moment of her abject despair, how beautiful she was. But a look of unutterable terror was in her deep blue eyes, and upon her handsome features was an expression as though, dreading exposure, she were haunted by some terrible ghost of the past.

You told me this once before, I said gravely, and I trusted you. To-day I have discovered my confidence ill-placed.

Trust me once again, she cried hoarsely. Only once, and I will show you ere long that your suspicions are utterly without foundation.

I took another turn up and down the drawing-room, my hands clasped behind my back, my gaze fixed upon the carpet. I was still undecided.

With a sudden impulse she rushed forward, and flinging her warm arms about my neck, kissed me, next second bursting into tears and burying her face upon my shoulder. My hand unconsciously stroked her hair, and, bending, I pressed my lips upon her soft cheek.

Then she knew that I had forgiven, and holding back her sobs with difficulty, raised her face, and kissing me passionately, thanked me in a low, broken voice, assuring me that I should never regret the step I had taken.

During half-an-hour we remained together, she full of love and confidence, I admiring and hopeful. I was glad I had not acted rashly, nor left her as I had intended, and as we went in to dinner arm in arm, we laughed together, joyous in each others love.

After we had eaten, I smoked a cigarette and lingered as long as possible, happy with my well-beloved; then kissing her fondly, I was compelled to take a hansom to Berkeley Square, promising her to return at the earliest possible moment, and expressing confidence that our love would last always.

The Earl, grumbling at my tardy arrival, was busy in his library with a number of important dispatches relating to our affairs in the East. When he had expressed displeasure that I had not been waiting to receive him, he added, — 

But there, I suppose now you are married, Deedes, your wife is exacting; they always are. She likes you to dine with her, eh?

Yes, I admitted, smiling. I did dine at home.

Ah, I thought so, snapped the shrewd old Minister. A good dinner and your wifes smiles were of more consequence to you than Englands prestige with the Sultan, — oh?

I made no answer to this sarcasm, but began busying myself with the correspondence, packing it away in the dispatch-bag and sealing it for delivery to Hammerton, the messenger, who was waiting in an adjoining room ready to take it to Constantinople.

Not until eleven oclock was I able to get away from Berkeley Square, and leaving the aged statesman alone, deeply immersed in the puzzling applications for advice of all sorts from Her Majestys representatives at the various Courts of Europe, I drove back to Phillimore Gardens.

On arrival home my first question of Juckes was whether Ella was in the drawing-room.

No, sir. Madame is out, sir.

Out! When did she go out?

About an hour after you had left, sir, replied the man. She has gone into the country, I believe.

Into the country? What makes you think so?

Because she put on her travelling dress, and took two trunks with her, he answered. Roberts, her maid, says she packed the boxes herself three days ago.

Did she say where she was going? I inquired breathlessly.

No, sir. She left no message with anyone.

Entering the drawing-room with my overcoat still on, I noticed, lying upon her little rosewood escritoire, a note addressed to me.

Eagerly I took it up, tore it open, and read its contents. There were only a few hurriedly-scrawled words — a brief and formal farewell.

You cannot trust me, she wrote, therefore we are best apart. Do not attempt to follow me, for you cannot find me. Do not think ill of me, for even if I have wronged and deceived you, I have, nevertheless, been your friend. It commenced formally, without any endearing term, and concluded abruptly with the two words, Your Wife.

For a few moments I stood with it in my hand, staring at it in blank amazement. Then it occurred to me that in that very escritoire she kept all her correspondence, and it was more than probable that I might learn the truth from some of the letters therein contained.

I endeavoured to open it, but it was, as usual, locked. She had taken the key. In my sudden excitement I called to Juckes to bring a hammer, and with a few sharp blows broke open the sloping, leather-covered top, finding a number of letters addressed in unfamiliar handwriting.

One, larger than the rest, crumpled, dirty and worn, as if it had reposed in someones pocket for a long period, I took out, and eagerly opened beneath the soft-shaded lamp.

My God! I cried aloud, scarcely able to believe my own eyes, when next instant I realised the terrible truth. My God! I had never suspected this!


Chapter Twenty Three.

A Terrible Truth.
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ELLAS COLD, FORMAL adieu stunned me. I stood open-mouthed, petrified. We had parted on the best of terms, she kissing me affectionately, and with wifely solicitude bidding me hasten back; yet in my absence she had departed, evidently carrying out some pre-arranged plan. Her maid, Roberts, had noticed her packing her trunks three days before, therefore it was certain that she meant to desert me as soon as opportunity offered.

Unaccountable and astounding as was her sudden flight, the discovery I had made among the papers in her escritoire was even more amazing. It held me stupefied and aghast.

The paper I held in my hand was the original of the secret convention between England and Germany; the document which had been stolen from me, transmitted by telegraph to the Russian Foreign Office, and had nearly caused a terrible and disastrous European war.

When I took it from among the letters and saw its neat, formal writing and sprawly signatures, I gazed upon it in blank amazement, unable at first to realise the startling truth. There was, however, no room for doubt. It was the actual document which had been so ingeniously purloined, for it reposed in the escritoire still in its official envelope. The great black seal affixed by the Earl of Warnham had been broken, and both envelope and document had the appearance of having at some time or other been folded small, besides being sadly crumpled.

Beneath the shaded light I examined the envelope carefully, and detected a faint carmine streak upon it; then, placing it to my nostrils, found that it exuded a stale odour of sampaguita. In an instant the truth was plain. The pink discolouration had been caused by rouge; the scent was Ellas favourite perfume, which she always procured from Paris. No doubt the document had been carried for a considerable period in her pocket for safety, and become crumpled, as papers will if carried in a womans dress. While the envelope might easily have absorbed the odour of that unmistakable perfume from her handkerchief, the streak of rouge puzzled me, for I had never suspected her of an artificial complexion, nor had I ever seen the hares foot and carmine among her toilet articles.

Tell Roberts I wish to speak to her, I said, turning to Juckes, who had stood by in silence, puzzled at my strange action of breaking the top of the escritoire.

He obeyed, and in a few moments the neat, dark-eyed maid entered.

Roberts, I exclaimed, I want you to tell me something. Does my wife use any carmine to give artificial colour to her cheeks?

Oh, no, sir, the girl assured me. Madame is very averse to the use of such things. Once or twice, when she has been going out at night, and looked unusually pale, I have suggested a little additional colour, but she has always refused.

Did she have any rouge or anything of that sort in her possession? I inquired.

No, sir, I am quite certain she hadnt.

Why are you so confident?

Because only the other day, when I was ill with a sick headache, madame urged me to use some colour, as my face was so pale. Visitors were coming, she said, and she didnt want me to look like a ghost. I told her that I had no carmine, and she remarked that she had none, therefore nothing could be done.

When did my wife pack those two trunks she took with her this evening?

Last Monday, sir, the girl answered, slowly twisting her befrilled apron in her hands. She received a note by boy-messenger, and immediately set about packing the boxes.

Did she tell you anything? I asked, adding confidentially, I have reason to believe that my wife has left us, therefore anything you tell me may assist me in tracing her.

The girl glanced at me in genuine surprise.

Do you mean, sir, that madame has — has run away? she gasped.

No — well, not exactly, I stammered. But did she tell you anything?

With eyes downcast the girl paused in hesitation, answering at last, She didnt actually tell me anything.

But what do you know about her intentions?

Nothing, she answered. Then, after a pause, she added, Well, to tell you the truth, sir, I had suspicions.

Of what? Do not fear to speak because I am her husband, I said reassuringly. I may as well know the worst at once.

She used frequently to receive notes from a gentleman. They were brought by a commissionaire or by a man-servant, who waited for the answer. When they came I always knew that on the following day she would be absent many hours.

You believe that she met this mysterious individual — eh? I asked huskily.

Yes, for she always told me never to admit to you that she had been long absent. Therefore I had suspicion that she met somebody clandestinely.

What was his name?

I have never been able to ascertain. Once I glanced at a note lying on madames dressing-table. It merely announced the writers intention to attend Lady Pearsons at home, and was signed X.

Well, I said hoarsely, after a long silence. What else?

Nothing, she replied. That is all I know, sir.

Has my wife taken her jewels? I inquired.

No. She has left her jewel-case unlocked, but everything is there. She has even left behind her wedding-ring.

Her wedding-ring! I echoed, astounded and dismayed. Then she has discarded me completely.

Unfortunately it appears so, sir, the girl observed gravely.

Very well, Roberts, I said in a broken voice. Thank you. You may go.

The girl glanced at me for an instant, with a sad, pitying look, then turned and left, closing the door noiselessly behind her.

Alone, I sank into the chair utterly broken down, still holding in my nervous, trembling fingers the secret document that secured the peace and welfare of the two most powerful nations on earth. I had at last discovered the hideous truth. Ella, the woman whose grace and beauty had held me enmeshed, and whom I had loved with an intensity of passion that was all-consuming, was, after all, base and worthless. Although making a hollow pretence to love me, she had cast me aside for this mysterious man who signed himself with an initial, and who met her secretly almost daily. I had been a blind, devoted idiot, I knew, but until I had watched her in Kensington Gardens I had never suspected her of infamy. It seemed, however, that she had no sense of shame, and cared nought for my dishonour or despair. Her perfidy was now revealed in all its painful reality. Ella, whom I had always regarded as pure, honest and trusting, was a woman of tarnished repute. The fact that she had the secret convention in her possession was, in itself, sufficient evidence that the mystery surrounding her was deep, and of no ordinary character. Sonia had warned me that she was my enemy, and this fact was now indeed vividly apparent.

How she had become possessed of the stolen treaty was inexplicable. Full well she knew all the terrible anxiety its loss had caused me, and the sensation that its revelation had created throughout Europe. Times without number I had mentioned to her how anxious my chief was to recover the original, so that our enterprising friends in St Petersburg could have no tangible proof that it had actually existed, yet she had given no sign that she knew anything of it, much less that it actually reposed in my own drawing-room. I did not fail, in those moments of my despair, to recollect that she had been on the most intimate terms with Dudley Ogle, the man suspected to have been in the service of the Tzars Government, and as I sat in wonderment it became gradually impressed upon me that through those many months I had been basely tricked, and that Ella herself, charming and ingenuous as she seemed, was actually a secret agent of the enemies of England.

Several facts that I recollected combined to produce this startling belief. Because of my confidential position as secretary to the Earl of Warnham, it was apparent that Ella, with the assistance of my whilom friend Dudley and the encouragement of her mother, had conspired to hold me beneath her spell. She had become my wife, not because she had ever loved me, but because she could feign affection or hatred with equal impunity, and had some ulterior motive in obtaining my confidence. Her firm resolve to ascertain the true facts regarding Dudleys mysterious end showed plainly that if they were not lovers they had acted in complete accord, and what was more likely than that he, having stolen the secret convention, had on that memorable night at The Nook handed it to her, the instigator of the ingenious theft. Yet an hour or so later he died from some cause that neither doctors nor police had been able to determine.

To her, the tragic occurrence was a mystery, as to all, and her refusal to render me any explanation of her suspicious actions was, I now saw, quite natural. Held beneath the iron thraldom of her masters in St Petersburg, she dared not utter one word; hence I had remained in the outer darkness of doubt and ignorance.

However it might be, one thing was certain. She had been unexpectedly parted from me, either by choice or compulsion. Perhaps it was that to pose as my wife was no longer necessary; yet if she were actually a spy, was it not curious that in departing she should overlook this document, of which the Ministry at St Petersburg were so anxious to possess themselves.

Again, as I sat alone before the cheerless grate, I reflected that if she were in the pay of Russia, surely Monsieur Grodekoff, the Ambassador, would have been acquainted with her. Besides, what reason could Renouf have had in making such careful inquiries, or why did Paul Verblioudovitch discredit the truths uttered by Sonia and urge me to marry the woman I loved? Nevertheless if, as I supposed, my position in the Foreign Office had caused me to be the victim of a clever and deeply-conceived conspiracy, it was scarcely surprising that the Tzars representative should disclaim all knowledge of the sweet-faced agent, or that Paul had praised her and cast obloquy upon Sonia in order that their plans, whatever they were, should be achieved. Of the actions of Renouf, and his strange disregard for detection, I could form no satisfactory conclusion. All I knew was that Ellas career had been an unscrupulous and inglorious one, and that she had cast me aside as soon as her infamous ends had been attained.

The only person who could elucidate the mystery was Sonia, the pretty girl who had been denounced by Renouf as a murderess, and who was now in hiding in far-off Russia, in some out-of-the-world place where I could never hope to find her. If she were clever enough to elude the combined vigilance of the detective force of Europe, as undoubtedly she had done, there was but little hope that I could ever run her to earth.

The mystery had, by Ellas flight, been increased rather than explained, for the more I pondered the more deeply-rooted became the conviction that she had decamped because she had cause to fear some strange development that would lead to her exposure and shame.

After a time I roused myself, and taking from the broken escritoire the other letters it contained, five in number, examined them eagerly beneath the light.

All were in the same hand, a heavy masculine one, written evidently with a quill. One by one I read them, finding that they contained appointments, which fully bore out her maids suspicions.

My dear Ella, one ran, to-morrow I shall be on the departure platform at Kings Cross Station at 11:30. I have good news for you. Come. — X.

Another regretted the writers inability to keep an appointment, as he had been called unexpectedly to Paris, and was compelled to leave by the night mail from Charing Cross. He, however, promised to return in three days, and gave her the Grand Hotel as his address if she found it necessary to telegraph.

Strangely enough, the letters contained no endearing terms either at their commencement or conclusion. Formal and brief, they all related to appointments at various places in London where two persons might meet unnoticed by the crowd, and all were signed by the single mysterious initial. I stood with them in my hand for a long time, puzzled and hesitating, then placing them carefully in my pocket, together with the secret document I had so unexpectedly unearthed, I crammed on my hat and hastily drove to Pont Street.

The house was in darkness, save for a light in the basement, and in answer to my summons, after a lapse of some minutes a tall, gaunt, woman in rusty black appeared in the area below.

I was surprised at being thus met by a stranger, but inquired for Mrs Laing.

Mrs Laing aint at ome, sir, answered the woman, looking up and speaking with a strong Cockney twang.

Not at home? I exclaimed, surprised. Where is she?

Shes gone abroad somewheres, but I dont know where, the woman answered. Shes sold all her valuables, discharged the servants, and left me ere as ouse-keeper.

When did she go? I asked.

This morning. I answered an advertisement in the Chronicle yesterday, and entered on my duties ere to-day. Quick, aint it?

The rapidity of her engagement I was compelled to admit, but proceeded to make further inquiry whether Mrs Laings daughter had been there.

No, sir. No ones been ere to-day, except a foreign-looking gentleman who asked if madame had left, and when I said that she had, he went away quite satisfied.

What kind of man was he?

Tall and thin, with a longish dark beard.

The description did not correspond with anyone of my acquaintance; therefore, after some further questions regarding Mrs Laings mysterious departure, I was compelled to wish the worthy woman good evening. She knew nothing of Mrs Laings movements, not even the name of the terminus to which she had driven, such pains had Ellas mother taken to conceal the direction in which she intended to travel.

Some secret undoubtedly existed between mother and daughter; its nature held me perplexed and bewildered.


Chapter Twenty Four.

Strictly Confidential.
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THE EARLY MORNING was dry, frosty, but starless. The clock of that fashionable temple of Hymen, St Georges, Hanover Square, was slowly chiming three as I alighted from a cab at the corner of Mount Street, and walking along Berkeley Square, ascended the steps of the Earl of Warnhams great mansion, and rang its ponderous bell. The place was severe and gloomy enough by day, but in the silence and darkness of the night its exterior presented a forbidding, almost ghostly appearance. It was an unusual hour for a call, but, knowing that a porter was on duty always, and that dispatches frequently arrived during the night, I had no hesitation in seeking an interview.

In a few moments there was a grating sound of bolts drawn back, a clanking of chains, and the heavy door was slowly opened by the sleepy man, who, with a word of recognition, at once admitted me. Walking across the great square hall; warmed by a huge, roaring fire, I passed down the passage to the Earls study and rapped at the door, receiving an impatient permission to enter.

The Minister for Foreign Affairs was sitting at his table where I had left him, with an empty tea-cup at his side, resting his pale, weary brow upon his hand and writing dispatches rapidly with his scratchy quill. His fire was nearly out, the pair of candles, in their heavy, old-fashioned silver candlesticks that stood upon his writing-table, had burned down almost to their sockets, and the strong smell of burnt paper that pervaded the book-lined den, showed that, with his innate cautiousness, he had destroyed documents that he did not desire should be seen by other eyes.

The world-renowned statesman raised his head as I entered, gave vent to a low grunt of dissatisfaction, and continued writing at topmost speed. I saw I was unwelcome, but, well acquainted with his mannerisms and eccentricities, walked to the fire, added more fuel, and waited in patience until he had finished.

Well, he snarled, casting down his pen impatiently, and turning upon me at last. I thought you, of all men, were aware that I do not desire interruption when at work.

I should not have ventured to come at this hour, I said, were it not that the news I bring is of extreme importance.

He sighed, as was his habit when expecting further complications.

What is its nature? he asked coldly, leaning back in his chair. Abandon preliminaries, please, and come to the point. What is it?

I have recovered the original of our secret convention with Germany, I answered in as quiet a tone as I could assume.

You have! he cried excitedly, starting up. You are quite right to seek me at once — quite right. Where did you obtain it? he inquired.

Slowly I drew forth the precious document from my pocket, and handed it to him, still in the envelope that bore my own mark, with the remains of his broken seal. He took it eagerly and bent to the candles to examine it more closely. A few seconds sufficed to reassure him that the document was the genuine one.

It is fortunate that this has returned into our possession, he observed, his thin blue lips quivering slightly. I feared that it had already passed beyond our reach, and that one day or other in the near future our policy must be narrowed by the knowledge that it was preserved in the archives of the Foreign Office at St Petersburg, and could be used as a pretence for a declaration of war by Russia and France. Now, however, that the original is again in our possession we can disclaim all copies, and give assurances that no secret understanding exists between us and Berlin. The only fact that at present lends colour to the assertion of the boulevard journals is the ill-timed bestowal of the Iron Cross upon Count Landsfeldt. Such an action was characteristic of their impetuous Emperor. Then, after a seconds reflection, he added, Just sit down, Deedes, and write to Sir Philip Emden at Berlin, asking him to obtain audience immediately of the Kaiser, point out the harmful impression this decoration has occasioned, and get His Majesty to exhibit his marked displeasure towards Landsfeldt in some form or other. That will remove any suspicion that the convention is actually an accomplished fact. Besides, you may hint also that it may be well for the relations between the Kaiser and Sir Philip to appear slightly strained, and that this fact should be communicated indirectly to the Press. Sit down and write at once: it must be sent under flying seal.

I obeyed, and commenced writing a formal dispatch while, in answer to the electric bell rung by his Lordship, the sleepy night-porter appeared.

Calvert, exclaimed the Minister, telephone to the Foreign Office and say that I want a messenger to call here and proceed to Berlin by the morning mail.

Yes, mlord, answered the man, bowing and closing the door.

While I wrote, the Earl perused the document, the loss of which had caused the Cabinets of Europe so much apprehension, and taking his magnifying glass he examined the portions of the seal still remaining. Then carefully unlocking one of the small private drawers in the top of the great writing-table, he took therefrom some object, and gazed upon it long and earnestly. With a heavy sigh he again replaced it, and slowly locked the drawer. When I had finished and placed the instructions to Sir. Philip Emden before him, he took up his quill, corrected my letter, here and there adding an emphatic word or two, and then appended his signature. Obtaining one of the bags used for the transmission of single dispatches, I deposited it therein, sealed it, and placed upon it one of those labels with a cross drawn upon its face, the signification of that mark being that it is never to be lost sight of by the messenger. There are two kinds of bags sent out and received by the Foreign Office, one with this cross-marked label, and the other without it. The latter are generally larger and less important, and may be placed with the messengers luggage. It is no pleasant life our messengers lead, liable as they are to be summoned at an hours notice to proceed at once to anywhere, from Brussels to Teheran. Armed with a laissez-passer, they are constantly hurrying over the face of Europe as fast as the fastest expresses can carry them, passing through the frontier stations freed from the troublesome concomitant of ordinary travelling — the examination of luggage — known on all the great trunk lines from Paris to Constantinople and from Rome to St Petersburg, sometimes bearing epoch-making documents, sometimes a ladys hat of latest mode, or a parcel of foreign delicacies, but always on the alert, and generally sleeping on a layer of stiff dispatches and bulky notes.

At last, having made up the bag, I rose slowly and faced my chief.

Well, he exclaimed, raising his keen eyes from the document I had brought him and regarding me with that stony, sphinx-like expression he assumed when resolved upon cross-questioning, how did you obtain possession of this?

I found it, I answered.

Found it? he growled, with a cynical curl of the lip. I suppose you have some lame story that you picked it up in the street, or something — eh! he exclaimed testily.

No, I replied hoarsely. Mine is no lame story, although a wretched one. The discovery has unnerved and bewildered me; it—

I have no desire to know how its discovery affected you mentally, he interrupted, with impatient sarcasm. I asked where you found it, he observed coldly.

I found it in my own house, I answered.

Then you mean to tell me that it has been in your possession the whole time. The things impossible, he cried angrily. Remember the dummy palmed off upon me, and the fact that an exact copy was transmitted to St Petersburg.

No. It has not been in my possession, I answered, leaning against my writing-chair for support. I found it among my wifes letters.

Your wife! he gasped, agitated. He had turned ghastly pale at mention of her name, and, trembling with agitation, swayed forward.

A moment later, however, he recovered his self-possession, clutched at the corner of his table, and regarding me sharply, asked, What do you suspect?

I scarce know what to suspect, I answered gravely, striving to remain calm, but remembering at that instant the curious effect produced upon the Foreign Minister when he had first seen Ella dancing at the Embassy ball. My declaration that I had found this official bond of nations in her possession had produced a similar disquieting result which puzzled me.

But surely she can have had no hand in the affair, he cried. She certainly did not strike me as an adventuress, or an agent of the Tzars secret service.

It is a problem that I cannot solve, I exclaimed slowly, watching the strange, haggard look upon his usually imperturbable features. After leaving you this evening I went home only to find a letter of farewell from her, and—

She has fled, then! he exclaimed, with quick suspicion.

Yes. Her flight was evidently pre-arranged, and curiously enough her mother, who lives in Pont Street, has discharged her servants, disposed of a good deal of her property, and also departed.

Gone together, no doubt, the Earl observed, frowning reflectively.

But is it not very strange that she should have left the stolen convention behind? Surely if my wife were actually a Russian agent she would never have been guilty of such indiscretion, I said.

The mystery is inexplicable, Deedes, he declared, with a heavy look, half of pain, half of bewilderment. Absolutely inexplicable.

This aged man, to whose firmness, clever statesmanship, and calm foresight England owed her place as foremost among the Powers, was trembling with an excitement he strove in vain to suppress. In manner that surprised me, his cold, cynical face relaxed, and placing his thin, bony hand upon my shoulder with fatherly tenderness, Her Majestys most trusted Minister urged me to confide in him all my suspicions and my fears.

You have, I believe, after all, been cruelly wronged, Deedes, he added in a low, harsh tone. I sympathise with you because I myself once felt the loss of a wife deeply, and I know what feelings must be yours now that you suspect the woman you have trusted and loved to have been guilty of base treachery and espionage. She, or someone in association with her, has besmirched Englands honour, and brought us to the very verge of a terrible national disaster. Providentially, this was averted; by what means we have not yet ascertained, although our diplomatic agents at the Court of the Tzar are striving day and night to ascertain; yet the fact remains that we were victimised by some daring secret agent who sacrificed everything in order to accomplish the master-stroke of espionage. I can but re-echo the thanks to Heaven uttered by my gracious Sovereign when she received the news that war had been averted; nevertheless it is my duty — nay, it is yours, Deedes, to strive on without resting, in order that this mystery may be satisfactorily unravelled.

For a moment we were silent. Then in a voice that I felt painfully conscious was broken by grief and emotion, I related to him the whole of the wretched story of my marriage, my suspicions, the discovery of Ella in Kensington Gardens, how I had taxed her with flirtation and frivolity, our peace-making, and her sudden and unexpected flight.

He heard me through to the end with bent head, sighing now and then sympathetically. Then he slowly asked,— Did you ever refer to those earlier incidents, such as the death of that young man Ogle? Remember, whatever you tell me I shall regard as strictly confidential.

I seldom mentioned it, as she desired me not to do so.

When you referred to it, what was her attitude? he inquired, in a pained tone, the furrows on his high white brow deep and clearly defined.

She declared always that he had been murdered, and vowed to detect the author of the crime.

Are you, in your own mind, convinced that there was anything really mysterious regarding her actions; or were they only everyday facts distorted by jealousy? he asked gravely.

There is, I believe, some deep mystery regarding her past, I answered.

He knit his grey, shaggy brows, and started perceptibly.

Her past! he echoed. Were you aware of any — er — unpleasant fact prior to marriage? he inquired quickly.

Yes. She promised to explain everything ere long; therefore, loving her devotedly as I did, I resolved to make her my wife and await in patience her explanation.

Love! he cried cynically. She did not love you. She only married you, it seems, to accomplish her own base and mysterious designs. Then, pacing the room from end to end, he added, The more I reflect, the more apparent does it become that Ella Laing meant, by becoming your wife, to accomplish some great coup, but, prevented by some unforeseen circumstance, she has been compelled to fly, and in her haste overlooked this incriminating paper.

This, too, was my own opinion, and taking from my pocket the whole of the letters that were in the escritoire, I placed them before him.

They are from your wifes mysterious lover, he observed, when a few moments later he had digested them. Who he is there is no evidence to show. You suspect him, of course, to be the man she met in Kensington Gardens?

I nodded. A sigh escaped me.

Well, he went on. Leave them with me. A calligraphic expert may possibly find some clue to the identity of their writer.

Afterwards, he took up the broken envelope that had contained the treaty, carefully re-examining its edges by the aid of his large magnifying glass.

There is another curious fact that we must not overlook, he observed slowly. While the seal has been broken this envelope has also passed through a cabinet noir. See, this edge bears unmistakable traces after wear in the pocket, and he handed it to me, together with his glass.

The suggestion was startling, and one that I had entirely overlooked. The cabinet noir is a term well understood in diplomacy, but unfamiliar perhaps to the general public. Official documents of no great importance are often sent by post, and in most European countries this has led to the establishment of a cabinet noir, in which the envelope is opened and its contents examined. The mode of procedure is interesting. The letter to be opened is first shaken well in such a way that the enclosure falls to one side of the envelope, leaving a space of about a quarter of an inch between it and the outer edge. This edge is then placed under an extremely sharp knife worked like a guillotine, care being taken to put it carefully at right angles to the knife, which is then brought down and cuts off a slip about one hundredth part of an inch wide. The envelope is now open, and the enclosure is extracted by a pair of pincers made for the purpose. After examination it is replaced, and the ticklish job of removing all trace of the opening has to be done. This is very ingenious. There are different pots of paper pulp mixed with a little gum, and each tinted a different colour to suit the various shades of paper that are operated upon. A very fine camel-hair brush is dipped into the pot containing the proper tint, and is then run carefully along the edges which have been cut open. They are then closed and left under a press for an hour or so, and after being smoothed with a flat steel instrument, it would take a very clever expert to notice that the envelope has passed through the cabinet noir.

I saw, however, in this worn envelope the two edges were coming apart, and at once admitted the truth of the Earls assertions. He was intensely shrewd; scarcely any minute detail escaped him.

Well, he said reflectively, at last, there is but one person from whom we may ascertain the truth.

Who?

Your wife.

But she has disappeared.

We must trace her. She must not escape us, he cried fiercely, with set teeth. She has wronged you and acted in collusion with a man who has betrayed his country and met with a tragic end, even if she herself did not actually sell the copy of the secret convention to our enemies — which appears to me more than likely.

What causes you to believe this? I inquired, surprised at his sudden assertion.

I have a reason, he answered quickly, with an air of mystery. The cold manner of the expert diplomatist had again settled upon him. If it is as I expect, I will show her no mercy, for it is upon me, as Foreign Minister of Her Majesty, that opprobrium has fallen.

But she is still my wife, I observed, for even at that moment, when I had discovered her false and base, I had not ceased to regard her with a passionate affection.

Wife! he snarled angrily. You would have been a thousand times better dead than married to such as she. Then he added, Remain here. I am going to the telephone to apprise Scotland Yard of her flight. She only left to-night after the mails were gone, therefore if we have the ports watched we may yet find her.

And he left me, his quick footsteps echoing down the long corridor.

The moment he had gone I went to his table. Some sudden curiosity prompted me to endeavour to ascertain what he had been gazing upon so intently while my back had been turned in penning the instructions to Sir Philip Emden.

Quickly I took his keys, and, unlocking the tiny drawer, opened it.

Inside there reposed a highly-finished cabinet portrait of my wife.

Amazed to find this picture in the possession of my chief, I took it in my hands and stood agape. Its pose was unfamiliar, but the reason I had never before seen a copy of it was instantly made plain. It bore the name of a well-known St Petersburg photographer.

Ella had lied to me when she had denied ever having been in Russia.


Chapter Twenty Five.

The Man of the Hour.
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MONTHS OF ANXIETY went wearily by, but no tidings of Ella could I glean. Time could never efface the bitter memories of the past. The police had, at Lord Warnhams instigation, exerted every effort to trace her, but without avail. She had disappeared with a rapidity that was astounding, for, apparently expecting that some attempt might be made to follow her, she had ingeniously taken every precaution to baffle her pursuers in the same manner as her mother had done. The cause of her sudden flight was an enigma only equalled by my discovery of her portrait in the Earls possession. Although I had several times in conversation led up to the subject of photographs, and shown him Ellas picture, that had been taken by a firm in Regent Street, the astute old statesman made no sign that he already had her counterfeit presentment hidden among his most treasured possessions. When I recollected, as I often did, how on gazing upon it, while believing me engrossed in the writing of a dispatch, the sight of it had affected him, the new phase of the mystery perplexed me sorely. That they had been previously acquainted seemed more than probable, and his Lordships earnest desire to secure knowledge of her whereabouts lent additional colour to this opinion.

Daily the aged statesman grew more gloomy and misanthropic. He lived alone, in an atmosphere of severe officialdom. His only recreation was a formal visit on rare occasions to a reception at one or other of the principal Embassies, or attendance on Her Majesty at Osborne or Balmoral; his brief, far-seeing suggestions at the Cabinet Council were always adopted unanimously, and his peremptory notes to the Powers incontrovertible marvels of diplomacy. He hated society, and never went anywhere without some strong motive by which he could further his countrys interests. His eccentricities were proverbial, his caustic observations on men and things the delight of leader-writers on Government journals; and as director of Englands foreign policy he was feared, yet admired, in every capital in Europe. He, however, cared not a jot for notoriety, but with an utter disregard for all else, served his country with a slavish devotion, that even the most scathing Opposition gutter-journal could not fail to recognise.

It was common talk that some strange, romantic incident had overshadowed his life, but with that innate secrecy that was part of his creed he never confided in anybody. Notwithstanding his frigid cynicism, however, he was nevertheless sympathetic, and at any mention of Ellas name he would rivet his searching eyes upon me, while across the white brow, furrowed by the heavy responsibilities of State through so many years, would spread an expression of regret, anxiety or pain. But he spoke seldom upon that subject. That he regarded my marriage as a deplorable fiasco I was well aware, but felt that in his cold heart, hardened as it was by the artful subterfuges of successful diplomacy, there yet remained a spark of pity, for he still regarded me as his protégé.

On the day after Ella had fled I called at Andrew Becks office at Winchester House, Old Broad Street, but found he had sailed a few days before by the Union Liner Scot for Cape Town. Of late he had become connected with several South African gold ventures of enormous extent, and in the interests of some of the companies most prominently before the public, had undertaken the journey. His great wealth, in combination with that of his associates, had inspired public confidence, and there had commenced that feverish tendency in the city that quickly developed, and was later known as the gold boom. The movements of the popular member for West Rutlandshire were cabled and chronicled in the newspapers as diligently as if he were a prince of a reigning house, and it was with extreme satisfaction that one morning in June I saw it announced that the mail had arrived at Southampton from the Cape bearing him on board, the same paper printing an account of an interview regarding gold prospects in South Africa which he had given its representative before he left the steamer. I was down at Warnham at the time, but three days later returned to London, and that same night sought Beck at the House of Commons.

I found him in the Members Lobby, bustling about in his ill-fitting evening clothes and crumpled shirt-front, looking sun-tanned and well; a trifle more arrogant, perhaps, but nevertheless easy-going and good-natured as usual. He greeted me heartily, and the night being warm we lit cigars and walked out upon the Terrace beside the Thames. Big Ben was chiming the midnight hour. It was bright and star-lit above, but before us the river ran darkly beneath the arches of Westminster Bridge, its ripples glistening under the gas lamps. Across on the opposite bank, in the row of buildings comprising St Thomass Hospital, lights glimmered faintly in the windows of the wards, while here and there on the face of the black, silent highway, lights, white, red and green, shone out in silent warning.

As we set foot upon the long, deserted Terrace, strolling slowly forward in the balmy, refreshing night air, my thoughts wandered back to the last occasion when we had spent an evening together beside the Thames, that memorable night at The Nook, when we had afterwards discovered Dudley Ogle lying dead.

During the first half-hour we discussed the progress of several questions of foreign policy which had been pursued during his absence, and he, an enthusiast in politics, confided in me his intention to head a select circle of his party to demand a commission of inquiry into the working of our mobilisation scheme for home defence.

One would think that you desired to obtain further notoriety, I laughed. Surely you are popular enough; you are now the man of the hour.

Well, I suppose I am, he answered, a trifle proudly, halting suddenly, leaning with his back to the stone parapet and puffing vigorously at his cigar. But it isnt for the sake of notoriety that Im pressing forward this inquiry. It is for the benefit of the country generally. The scheme for the mobilisation of our forces in case of invasion is utterly rotten, and had we been compelled to fight a little time ago, when France and Russia were upon the point of declaring war, we should have been in a wretched plight. The scheme is all very well on paper, but I and my friends are determined to ascertain whether it will act. It has never been tested, and no doubt it is utterly unworkable. What, indeed, can be said of a scheme which decrees that in case of an enemy landing on our shores a regiment of cavalry, now in London, must draw its horses from Dublin! Why, the things absurd. We dont mean to rest until the whole matter is thoroughly threshed out.

You intend to worry up the War Office a little, I observed, smiling.

Yes, he answered, ostentatiously. We intend to bring public opinion to bear so heavily upon them that they will be absolutely bound to submit to the inquiry. This is, however, a secret for the present. It is best that the newspapers should not get hold of it yet. You understand?

Of course, I said.

We stood watching the dark, swirling waters and enjoying the cool night breeze that swept along the river, causing the lamps to flicker, when he suddenly asked,— How is Ella? I quite forgot to ask after your wife.

I dont know, I replied, after a brief pause.

Dont know? he echoed, looking at me, puzzled. Why, whats the matter?

She has left me, I answered gravely.

Left you! he cried, removing his cigar and staring at me. Have you quarrelled?

No. On my return home one night in January I found a note of farewell from her. I have heard nothing of her since. Mrs Laing disappeared on the same day.

Disappeared! he gasped. My announcement had caused him the greatest consternation, for he stood agape. Have you no idea of the reason?

None whatever, I replied. Then confidentially I told him of Ellas mysterious absences, her walk in Kensington Gardens, and her letters from the unknown individual who had met her so frequently, omitting, however, all mention either of the theft or recovery of the secret convention, for it was Lord Warnhams wish that I should keep the existence of that instrument a profound secret.

Have you no idea who this strange fellow is? he inquired, sympathetically.

Not the slightest, I said.

Ella was not addicted to flirtation, he observed reflectively, a few moments later. As you are aware, I have been acquainted with the family for some years, and have known your wife ever since she could toddle.

Tell me of them, I urged impatiently. I know scarcely anything beyond what Ella and her mother have told me. What do you know of Ellas past?

You speak as if you suspected her to be an adventuress, he said, and as the lamplight fell upon his face I saw that his lips relaxed into a good-humoured smile. As far as Im aware there is no incident of her life prior to marriage that will not bear the fullest investigation; and as for her mother, no more straightforward nor upright woman ever lived. Before poor Robert Laing died I was a frequent visitor at their country house, so I had ample opportunity of noticing what an affectionate family they were; and after his death it was I who succeeded in turning his great business into a limited liability concern.

To outsiders Beck was a swaggering parvenu, who delighted in exhibiting his wealth to others by giving expensive dinners and indulging in extravagances of speech and beverage; but towards me he had always been honestly outspoken and unassuming — in fact, a typical successful business man, with whose unruffled good humour I had, even when madly jealous of his attentions to Ella, found it impossible to quarrel. I had long ago grown to ridicule the suggestion that any secret had existed between them, and now felt instinctively that he was my friend.

Do you think— I asked him, after a long pause. Candidly speaking, have you any suspicion that Dudley Ogle was her lover?

He knit his brows. For an instant a hard expression played about his mouth, and he drew a long breath.

I didnt, of course, know so much of Dudley as you did, he answered, slowly contemplating the end of his cigar. But to tell you the honest truth, I always suspected that he loved her. In fact her own evidence at the inquest was sufficient proof of that.

His death was an enigma, I observed.

Entirely so, he acquiesced, sighing.

She alleged that he had been murdered, and there is no room for doubt that she entertained certain very grave suspicions.

Of what?

Of the identity of the murderer, I said. She declared to me, times without number, that she would never rest until she had unravelled the mystery.

Her theory was a very wild one, he laughed. Personally, I do not entertain it for one moment. The medical opinion that he died from a sudden but natural cause is undoubtedly correct, he said, replacing his dead cigar between his lips, as, slowly striking a vesta, he re-lit it. Then he added, Her anxiety to avenge Dudleys death certainly seems to bear out your suspicion that they were lovers.

Then you entirely agree with me? I cried.

In a measure only, he answered, his voice suddenly harsh and cold. I have no suspicion that she ever reciprocated his affection, although in seeking to learn the truth of your friends tragic end she must have had some very strong motive.

Another fact I also discovered was a trifle curious, I observed, after we had strolled along the deserted Terrace from end to end, discussing the details of Dudleys death, and the manner in which it had affected her.

What was it? he inquired, glancing towards me.

I found that she was in the habit of visiting every day a pretty Russian girl with whom I was acquainted.

Before marriage? he asked, raising his eyebrows meaningly.

Yes, I answered. She was a refugee, and I had been enabled to render her father a service some time before; therefore we had become friends. I had lost sight of her for a long time, and when I again met her I discovered that she had not only been an intimate friend of poor Dudley, but that Ella visited her frequently on her bicycle when she was supposed by her mother to be riding in the Park.

Was there anything remarkable in that fact? he inquired, with a half-amused air, nevertheless regarding me with undue keenness, I thought.

Nothing, except that the little Russian, who, having lost her father, was living a lonely life in a rather large house in Kensington, warned me against Ella, telling me she was my enemy. She, however, left without fulfilling her promise to reveal the details.

Your enemy! he cried, laughing jocosely. She was evidently jealous of your attentions to her, my boy. A Russian, too! She was a Nihilist, I suppose, or some interestingly romantic person of that sort, eh? Surely you didnt heed what she said, did you?

Of course not, I replied, with a forced laugh. I loved Ella too well; so I married her.

And you now regret it, he added abruptly.

Without replying I walked on by his side, smoking furiously. My object in seeking him had been to learn what I could of Ellas past, but no mysterious incident had, to his knowledge, occurred. Her family were well-known in Yorkshire, respected throughout the county, and no breath of scandal had ever besmirched the fair fame of either Robert Laings widow or his daughter. Beck, their intimate friend, concealed nothing from me, but frankly discussed my hopes and fears, expressing his heartfelt sympathy that I should have thus mysteriously lost my well-beloved, and offering me all the assistance that lay in his power.

It certainly is extremely curious that Mrs Laing should have left Pont Street without sending me a letter to the club, giving me her new address, he said calmly, after reflection.

You have not, then, heard from her?

No, I have had no letter. A week before I left for South Africa I dined there, and she then told me that she intended to remain in England throughout the year. She expressed the greatest gratification that Ella had married so happily, and seemed in the best of spirits. Yet a few days later, it appears, she fled as secretly as if she had been a criminal. It is really very extraordinary; I cant account for it in the least.

All effort to trace Ella has failed, I observed gloomily, after a moments reflection.

Whose aid have you sought? A private inquiry agent?

No. The police, I answered.

Police! he exclaimed, surprised. They have committed no crime, surely. I — I mean that the police do not trace missing friends.

They will carry out the orders of any Government Department, I answered. The request came from my chief.

From Lord Warnham! Then you have told him!

Of course, I responded.

In contemplative silence he slowly blew a great cloud of smoke from his lips. Then he said, There is one thing you havent told me, Geoffrey. What was the name of this pretty Russian who made these mysterious allegations against Ella?

Her name was Sonia Korolénko.

Sonia Korolénko! he cried in a voice strangely hoarse, halting and glaring at me with wide-open, staring eyes. Sonia! And she has gone, you say?

Yes. She has returned to Russia, I believe. But what do you know of her? I quickly inquired.

Nothing. I merely know her by repute as a notorious woman, thats all, he answered. You were certainly wise to discard her allegations.

Is she such a well-known person? I asked.

I should rather think so, he answered, elevating his eyebrows. Her fame has spread all over the Continent. She was leader of a certain circle of questionable society in Vienna a year ago, and narrowly escaped falling into the hands of the police.

But what can have induced Ella to associate with her? I exclaimed in wonderment.

Ah! That is more than we can tell, he answered, in a tone of sincere regret. The ways of women of her type are ofttimes utterly incomprehensible.

Were you aware that Ella was acquainted with her? I inquired earnestly.

At that moment, however, the electric gongs along the Terrace commenced ringing sharply, announcing that the House was about to divide. The division was upon an important amendment, and had been expected at any moment since the dinner-hour. Turning back quickly he hurried through the tea-room along the corridor, and shaking hands with me in haste, promising to resume our conversation on another occasion, disappeared to record his vote.

For a single instant I stood alone in the Lobby, watching the receding figure of the portly man of the hour, and pondering deeply. Then, full of gloomy recollections of the past, I turned on my heel and went out through the long, echoing hall.


Chapter Twenty Six.

A Mission and its Sequel.

[image: img131.jpg]

YOU FULLY UNDERSTAND the position, Deedes?

Absolutely, I replied.

Well, this is your first mission abroad — a secret one and most important — so do your best, and let me see how you shape towards being a diplomatist. Remember you have one main object to bear in mind, as I have already told you; and further, that the strictest secrecy is absolutely necessary.

It was the Earl of Warnham who thus spoke gravely as we stood opposite one another in the private room of the Minister in attendance at Osborne. Between us was a large table littered with state documents, each of which Her Majesty had carefully investigated before appending her firm, well-written signature. Late on the previous night I had travelled to the Isle of Wight in response to a telegram summoning me and my chief, who, after three rather protracted audiences of Her Majesty during the morning, had instructed me to proceed at once to Paris, entrusting me with a secret mission. Lord Gaysford, the Under Secretary, would undoubtedly have gone, but as he was away in Scotland attending some election meetings, and as time was pressing, I had, much to my gratification, been chosen. My mission was a rather curious one, not unconnected with Her Majestys personal affairs, and the instructions I had to deliver to the Marquis of Worthorpe, our Ambassador to the French Republic, were of such a delicate nature that if written in a formal dispatch would, the Earl feared, cause that skilled and highly-valued diplomatist to send in his resignation.

I had therefore been chosen to put a suggestion politely to his Excellency, and at the same time deliver the Earls instructions with deference, yet so firmly that they could not be disregarded. Mine was certainly a difficult task, nevertheless in my enthusiasm at being chosen to execute this secret mission abroad I was prepared to attempt anything, from the settlement of the Egyptian Question to the formation of a Quadruple Alliance.

I shall carry out your instructions to the best of my ability, I assured him, after he had given me various valuable hints how to act.

Yes, the aged Minister said, slowly gathering the tails of his black broadcloth frock coat over his arms and thrusting his hands into his pockets, cross from Newhaven to-night, and you can see Worthorpe at noon to-morrow. Tell him to give you an interview alone; then explain what I have told you. He must obtain an audience of the President some time to-morrow.

I shall act as discreetly as possible, I declared.

I feel sure you will, Deedes, he exclaimed, with a look more kindly than usual. This mission will, I hope, lead to others, further afield, perhaps. But remember that you were once victimised by a spy; therefore exercise the greatest care and caution in this and all matters.

I certainly shall, I answered, smiling; then, after the further discussion of a point upon which I was not perfectly clear, I wished my chief adieu.

As I passed out of the room he said, — 

Put up at the Continental. If I have any further instructions, Ill wire in cypher.

Very well, I replied, and as I went forth I met on the threshold a servant in the royal livery who had come to summon the trusted Minister to another audience with his Sovereign.

Eager to fulfil my mission to the satisfaction of the eccentric old statesman, who, if to others was a martinet, was to me a firm and sympathetic friend, I at once set out, crossed to Dieppe that night, and duly arrived in Paris next day. Shortly before noon I presented myself at the handsome official residence of the British Ambassador, and was quickly ushered into his presence. We were not strangers, having met on several occasions when he visited London and called to consult the chief; therefore he welcomed me cordially when I entered his private room. The Marquis was a tall, brown-bearded, pleasant-faced man, who had graduated in the Constantinople and Vienna schools of diplomacy before being appointed Ambassador in Paris, and who had achieved considerable reputation as a skilled negotiator of the most delicate points.

Seated opposite one another in softly-padded armchairs, we chatted affably for perhaps a quarter of an hour. First, he inquired after our chiefs health, and then endeavoured to ascertain from me the policy about to be pursued towards Russia in view of our recent strained relations, but I strenuously avoided answering any of his artfully-concealed questions. A dozen times, with that consummate tact acquired by a lifetime of diplomacy, he endeavoured to get me to hazard an opinion or express a doubt, but I always refused. Lord Warnhams instructions were that I should say nothing of those affairs of State which, in my capacity of private secretary, were well-known to me, hence my determination to maintain silence.

Presently the Marquis smilingly exclaimed, Lord Warnham has evidently taught you the first requisite of the successful diplomatist — namely, secrecy. Youve borne well the test I have applied, Deedes. By the same questions I have just put to you I could have learnt just what I wanted from half the diplomatic circle here in Paris, yet you have fenced with me admirably. I shall not omit to mention the fact to Lord Warnham when next I call at the Foreign Office.

I thanked his Excellency, adding, with a smile, One learns the value of silence with our chief.

Yes, he answered, slowly tapping his table with a quill. Hes a curious man, extremely curious. His very eccentricity causes him to be feared by every Cabinet in Europe. Is he really as impetuous and strange in private life as he is in public?

I paused, looking fixedly into my companions dark eyes.

The object of my visit, your Excellency, is not to discuss the merits of my chief or the policy of the Home Government, but to make a suggestion which he has desired me to place before you with all deference to your wide experience as Ambassador, and your unequalled knowledge of the French people, I said gravely, and then, clearly and succinctly, I placed before him the Earls ideas, together with the instructions he had entrusted me to deliver.

At first the Ambassador, resenting my interference with his actions, seemed disinclined to entertain the suggestions; but using the arguments my chief had advanced, I at length induced him to view the matter from the same standpoint. I even obtained from him what was practically an admission that the policy he had pursued in the past regarding the question under discussion was not altogether sound, and once having obtained that, I felt confident of gaining my point without any unpleasant incident. From that moment, indeed, he recognised that I bore a message from the chief, therefore he treated me pleasantly, and announced his intention of seeking an audience with the President of the Republic at the Elysée at four oclock, to enter upon negotiations which Her Majesty earnestly desired should be carried forward without delay.

Although the Marquis treated me with calm, unruffled dignity, as befitted the Ambassador of the greatest nation on earth, I nevertheless congratulated myself that my efforts had been eminently successful. Aided by the promptings of the shrewd old Earl, I had, I flattered myself, exercised a careful and even delicate tact in dealing with this leader among diplomatists, and, as may be imagined, the knowledge that my mission was successful caused me the utmost satisfaction.

When I had first approached the subject he had been inclined to disregard my words, and grew so angry that I feared lest he might tender his resignation, as the Earl had apprehended. But the Ministers clever arguments, rather than my own tact, convinced him, for he saw that to act at once was imperative; hence the success of my first secret mission.

We sat together for nearly an hour calmly discussing the matter from various standpoints, and when we rose his Excellency again congratulated me upon the soundness of my views, laughingly declaring that, instead of penning the Earls impatient and irritating dispatches, he ought to appoint me to a post abroad.

Full of elation, I descended the broad stairs, so thickly carpeted that my feet fell noiselessly, and met unexpectedly, a few moments later, my friend Captain Cargill, of the 2nd Life Guards, the junior Military Attaché, who greeted me with a hearty British hand-grip.

Didnt expect to meet you here, old chap, he cried. I thought you were tied up in the chiefs private room always, and never allowed out of England.

This is the first time Ive been here officially, I replied, laughing.

Whats the trouble? Anything startling? he inquired.

No, nothing very extraordinary, I remarked, carelessly. Ive seen the Marquis, and concluded my mission.

Continuing, I extracted from him a promise to dine with me at the Continental that evening, as I intended to leave next day, and after a brief conversation we parted. Along the shady side of the Rue du Faubourg St Honoré I strolled leisurely, turning into the Rue Royale, passing the gloomy façade of the Madeleine, and continuing along the boulevard to the Grand Café. Paris possessed but little attraction for me in my gloomy frame of mind. Five years of my youth had been spent there, and I knew the city in every mood, but to-day, plunged as I was in a debauch of melancholy, its gay aspect under the warm sunshine jarred upon me.

On leaving the Embassy it had occurred to me to call upon an old friend, who, in my student days, had shared rooms with me, but who had been returned as Deputy at the last election, and now lived in the Rue des Petits-Champs. With that object I had walked along mechanically, and instead of turning down the Rue des Capucines, as I should have done, I had found myself in the Place de lOpéra. Then, seating myself at one of the tables in front of the Grand Café, I ordered a bock, and contemplatively watched the crowd of passers-by.

When last I had sat at that spot it was with Ella, on the night before we had returned to London from our honeymoon. Well I remembered how happy and content she had then been; how she had enjoyed the light, cosmopolitan chatter about her, and how fondly we had loved each other. In those days she had mingled tender words with her kisses, which seemed to bear my soul away. Yet how weary and full of terrible anxiety had been the nine months that had elapsed since that delightful autumn night, the last of our lazy tour through rural France. When I reflected upon all the remarkable occurrences, they seemed like some hideous nightmare, while she herself appeared striking, yet mysterious, as the fair vision in some half-remembered dream.

Thus was I sitting alone at the little marble-topped table, gazing into space, wondering, as I did daily, how my lost wife fared, and whether she ever gave a single passing thought to the man who, notwithstanding all her faults and follies, loved her better than his life, when before my eyes there arose for a second a face that in an instant was familiar.

A man, short of stature and well-dressed, had lounged leisurely by with a cigarette, but scarcely had he walked a dozen yards beyond the café when I jumped up, and rushing along, accosted him.

It was Ivan Renouf.

He turned sharply at mention of his name, regarding me with an inquiring glance, but next second expressed pleasure at our meeting. Together we returned to the café, and chatted amicably over a mazagran. Presently, after we had been speaking of our last interview at Mrs Laings, I asked him the truth about his sudden dismissal from her service.

What your wife told you was quite correct, he answered, with a mysterious smile; I was detected.

You are generally too wary to be caught by those upon whom you are keeping observation, I remarked.

Slowly he selected a fresh cigarette, and laughing carelessly, answered, — 

It was not by accident but by design that I was caught. My object was already attained, and I desired to be discharged at once from madames service.

She left London almost immediately, I said.

Yes, I am quite aware of that. It was best for her, he observed, rather abruptly.

My wife also fled on the same day, I exclaimed slowly. I havent seen her since.

At this announcement he betrayed no surprise, but merely remarked, So I have heard.

Tell me, I urged earnestly, do you know anything of her movements? I am endeavouring to find her, and am in utter despair.

With a sharp glance at me, the great detective stirred his long glass, raised it to his lips, and took a deep draught. Then, slowly replacing it upon the table, he coldly answered, — 

I know nothing of your wifes whereabouts, msieur.

Am I to understand that you refuse to tell me anything? I asked, annoyed.

He shrugged his shoulders, but answered no word. I detested him instinctively.

Is it not strange that they should both have fled in this extraordinary manner? I suggested. Can you assign any motive whatever for their flight?

I am really not good at conundrums, he replied indifferently. But if you took my advice, msieur, you would abandon all thought of her, for at least one fact was quite plain, namely, that mademoiselle never loved you.

How do you know that? I cried, with sinking heart, as the ghastly truth was forced upon me for the thousandth time.

From my own observations, he answered, looking straight at me across the table. Your marriage was, I am fully aware, an unhappy one; therefore you should regard it entirely as of the past. She will never trouble you again, I can assure you.

Why? I demanded. Your words indicate that you are fully aware of the true facts. Tell me all, Renouf, and set my mind at rest.

I have told you all, msieur, he said, suddenly tossing his cigarette away, glancing at his watch and rising. That is, I have told you all that I may. But I have an appointment, he added abruptly. Adieu.

And before I could prevent him he had raised his hat with a show of politeness, and walked hurriedly off across the broad Place in the direction of the Boulevard des Italiens.

In chagrin I bit my lip, for instead of giving me any clue to the hiding-place of my errant wife, his words only tended to increase my mistrust and despair. Was not, however, his refusal only what I might have expected? I rose and slowly walked away down the Rue Auber, deeply reflecting upon his denunciation of Ellas faithlessness. What motive could he have, I wondered, in thus declaring that she had never loved me?

That night Cargill dined with me, and after taking our coffee and liqueurs in the courtyard of the Continental, watching the well-dressed crowd of idlers who assemble there nightly after dinner, we strolled out along the brightly-lit streets, where all Paris was enjoying the cool, star-lit evening after the heat and burden of the day.

Our footsteps led us unconsciously to that Mecca of the Briton or American resident in Paris, the Hôtel Chatham, and entering the American bar we found assembled there a number of mutual acquaintances. At one of the small wooden tables sat my old and valued friend, Henry Allender, counsel to the United States Embassy in Paris, a man universally liked in both British and American colonies of the French capital, and opposite him a short, stout, round-faced Frenchman, attired in grey, and wearing the Legion of Honour in his lapel — Monsieur Goron, the well-known Chief of Police. From both I received a cordial welcome, and as we sat down to chat over cocktails carefully mixed by the deft, loquacious bar-tender, Tommy, I took up Le Monde Illustré, lying upon the table, and opened it carelessly.

Several pages I had turned over, when suddenly my eyes fell upon a full-page illustration of a beautiful woman in evening dress, with a fine diamond tiara upon her head. The features were unmistakable. With an involuntary cry that startled my companions, I sat rigid and motionless, glaring at it in abject dismay.

The portrait itself did not surprise me so much as the amazing words printed beneath. The latter held me spellbound.


Chapter Twenty Seven.

Cosmopolitans.
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WHY, WHATS THE matter, old chap? inquired Cargill, bending forward quickly to glance at the journal. You look as if youve got an acute attack of the jim-jams.

See! I gasped hoarsely, pointing to the printed page upon which my strained eyes had riveted themselves.

Deucedly pretty woman, declared the attaché, who was nothing if not a ladies man. Few men were better known in Paris than Hugh Cargill.

Yes, yes, I know, I exclaimed impatiently. I was sitting dumbfounded, the words beneath the picture dancing before my vision in letters of fire.

The portrait that seemed to smile mockingly at me was a reproduction of a photograph of Ella. The handsome, regular features were unmistakable. With the exception of the magnificent tiara, the ornaments she wore I recognised as belonging to her. All were now in my possession, alas! for on leaving me she had discarded them, and with ineffable sadness I had locked them away in a small cabinet. The jewel-case containing her wedding-ring was a veritable skeleton in my cupboard that I dare not gaze upon.

The picture was undoubtedly that of my lost wife, yet beneath was printed in French the words, — 

Her Imperial Highness the Grand Duchess Elizaveta Nicolayevna of Russia.

Look! I cried, my eye still upon the page. Surely theres some mistake! That cant be the Grand Duchess!

Allender and Cargill bent simultaneously over the little table, and both declared that there was no mistake.

Shes very well-known here, exclaimed the attaché. Ive seen her driving her Orloff ponies in the Bois dozens of times. Besides, one never forgets such a face as hers.

Does she live here? I inquired breathlessly.

Sometimes, he answered; and smiling behind the veil of tobacco smoke, he added, Shes been away a long time now. I suppose you want an introduction to her — eh? Well, I dont expect youll be successful, as her circle is the most select in Paris. She never invites any of the corps diplomatique.

No, I answered huskily, I desire no introduction. A sudden giddiness had seized me. The jingle of glasses, the incessant chatter, the loud laughter, and the heavy smoke of cigars had combined with this sudden and bewildering discovery to produce a slight faintness. I took up a glass of ice-water at my elbow and gulped it down.

Do you know her? inquired Allender, with a pronounced American accent, at the same time regarding me curiously.

Yes, I answered, not without hesitation. She is — I mean we have already met.

Well, youre to be congratulated, he answered, smiling. I reckon shes the finest looking woman in Paris, and thats a solid fact.

Without replying I slowly turned over the page, and there saw a brief article with the same heading as the legend beneath the portrait. Cargill and Allender were attracted at that moment by the entry of one of their friends, a wealthy young man who, with his wife, had forsaken Ohio for residence in the French capital, and while they chatted I eagerly scanned the article, which ran as follows, — 

Paris will welcome the return of Her Imperial Highness the Grand Duchess Elizaveta Nicolayevna of Russia, whose portrait we give on another page. For nearly nine months her great house in the Avenue des Champs Elysées, the scene of so many brilliant fêtes during her last residence there, has been closed, but she arrived in Paris about ten days ago, and has announced her intention of remaining among us until the end of the year. As our readers are no doubt aware, Her Imperial Highness, niece of the late Tzar Alexander, and cousin of the present Czar, is an excellent linguist, speaking English and French perfectly, in addition to her native Russian. She was born at Tzarskoïe-Selo, but her early days were spent in England. She, however, prefers Paris to either London or St Petersburg, although in the latter city her entertainments at the mansion on the English Quay are on a scale almost as brilliant as those at the Winter Palace itself. Her beauty is incomparable, and her diamonds among the finest in Europe. Her munificence to the poor of Paris is well-known. Although moving in the highest circle, she does not fear to go herself into the very vilest slums, accompanied by her trusty Muscovite man-servant, and there distribute relief to the deserving from her own purse. Both the needy and the wealthy therefore welcome her on her return.

I re-read the article. Then I sat with the paper before me, staring at it in blank bewilderment. The surprising discovery held me petrified. This beautiful woman, who had masqueraded as Ella Laing, and had become my wife by law, was actually the daughter of a reigning house, the cousin of an Emperor.

The astounding truth seemed incredible.

Well, asked Cargill, turning to me with a smile a moment later, have you been reading all about her?

Yes, I answered, drawing a long breath.

Come, dont sigh like that, old fellow, he cried, and glancing across to the bar, shouted, Mix another dry Martini, Tommy, for my friend.

To affect indifference I strove vainly. Nevertheless, I listened with eager ears as my three companions commenced discussing the merits of the high-born woman who was my wife. To me she was no longer Ella. Her personality, so vivid and distinct, seemed in those moments of perplexity to fade like the memory of some half-remembered dream.

Her beauty is simply marvellous, Allender acknowledged, smoking on in his dry, matter-of-fact way. He was not more than thirty-eight, but by sheer merit as a sound lawyer and a thorough good fellow, he had risen to the lucrative post he held, and had, in the course of five years, formed a large and valuable practice and a wide circle of friends among the English-speaking colonies in the French capital.

I entirely agree with msieur, observed Monsieur Goron, in his broken English. Her Highness is very beautiful, but, ah — cold as an icicle.

Is there no scandal regarding her? I inquired eagerly, well knowing that in Paris no woman is considered really chic without some story being whispered about her.

None, replied the renowned investigator of Anarchist conspiracies. I have the pleasure of knowing Her Highness, and I have always found her a most estimable young lady. There is, however, he added, some curious romance, I believe, connected with her earlier life.

A romance? cried Cargill. Do tell us all about it.

Ah, unfortunately I do not know the details, answered the old Frenchman, suddenly exhibiting his palms. It was alleged once by somebody I met officially — who it was, I really forget. She lived for years in England, and is a cosmopolitan thoroughly, besides being one of the richest women in Paris.

Is it true that she sometimes goes into the low quarters of the city and gives money to the poor? I asked him, for this love of midnight adventure accounted for Ellas strange penchant for rambling alone at night that had once caused me so much perturbation.

Certainly. With her, philanthropy is a fad. I accompanied her on several occasions last year, he replied. She attired herself in an old, worn-out dress of one of her maids, and disguised herself most effectually. On each night she distributed about five thousand francs with her own hands. Indeed, so well-known is she in certain quarters that I believe she might go there alone with perfect safety. However, when she is going we always know at the Préfecture, and take precautions. It would not do for us to allow anything to happen to an Imperial Highness, he added.

Of course not, observed Cargill, adding with the diplomatic instinct, Of course. Not in view of the Franco-Russian Alliance, an observation at which we all three laughed merrily.

Has she a lover? inquired Allender, turning to Monsieur Goron.

I think not, the other replied. I never heard of one. Indeed, I have never heard her accused of flirtation with anybody.

Tell me, msieur, I asked, are you acquainted with a Russian named Ivan Renouf, who is, I believe, in the secret service.

Renouf! he repeated, glancing quickly at me with his steel-blue eyes. Yes, I have met him. He is in Paris at the present moment. Whether he is in the actual service of the Tzars Government I dont know, but one thing is certain, namely, that he is a blackmailer and a scoundrel, he added frankly.

What offence has he committed? I asked, eager to learn some fact to his detriment.

He keeps well within the bounds of the law, my companion answered. Nevertheless he is utterly unscrupulous and most ingenious in his methods. He is reported to be chief of the section of Secret Police attached to the Russian Embassy, but they are a mysterious lot of spies, always coming and going. Sent here from St Petersburg, they remain a few months, watching the revolutionary refugees, and then go back, their places being taken by a fresh batch.

Why is Renouf in Paris? Have you any idea?

None, msieur, Monsieur Goron answered. He has been absent fully six months, and only last night I met him coming out of La Scala.

Did you speak?

Yes. He did not, however, recognise me, smiled the Chief of Police. I did not expect he would, as I chanced to be acting as a cabman, and was sitting upon my box outside the theatre. He hailed me, but I refused to drive him. I was waiting for a fare who was enjoying himself inside, and who, on coming out, I had the pleasure of driving straight to the Préfecture, added the man of a thousand disguises with a chuckle, swallowing his cocktail in one gulp.

Where does the Grand Duchess live? I inquired, after a slight pause.

Deedes is simply gone on her, cried Cargill, with good-humoured banter. He evidently wants to take her out to dinner.

No, I protested, smiling grimly. Nothing of the kind. I only want to know whereabouts in the Avenue des Champs Elysées she lives.

It is a large white house, with green jalousies, on the left-hand side, just beyond the Avenue de lAlma, explained the Chief of Police, laughing at Cargills suggestion.

But how did you become acquainted with her? inquired the attaché, presently, after my companions had been praising her face and extolling her virtues.

We met in London, I answered vaguely, for I was in no confidential mood.

And she captivated you, eh? my friend exclaimed. Well, Im not surprised. Half Paris goes mad over her beauty whenever shes here.

It is said, and I believe theres a good deal of truth in it, exclaimed Goron, confidentially, that young Max Duchanel, the well-known writer on the Figaro, committed suicide last year by shooting himself over at Le Pré St Gervais because she disregarded his attentions. At any rate an extravagant letter of reproach and farewell was discovered in his pocket. We hushed up the matter because of the position of the personage therein mentioned.

At least one man had paid with his life the penalty of his devotion to her. Did not this fact force home once again the truth of Sonias disregarded denunciation that Ella was not my friend? It was now plain how neatly I had been tricked; and with what artful ingenuity she had masqueraded as my wife. Monsieur Grodekoff, the Russian Ambassador, Paul Verblioudovitch, and Ivan Renouf all knew her true position, yet feared to tell me. Indeed, my friend Paul had urged me to marry and forgot the past, and his Excellency had actually congratulated us both with outstretched hand. Because she was so well-known in Paris she had, while on our honeymoon, only remained in the capital the night, and had refused to go shopping or show herself unnecessarily. She had preferred a quiet, unfashionable hotel in a by-street to any of those well-known; and I now remembered how, even then, she had remained in her room, pleading fatigue and headache. From our first meeting to the moment of her flight her attitude had been that of a consummate actress.

Did Her Highness pass under another name in London? Goron asked me presently, appearing much interested.

Yes, I replied.

Ah! he ejaculated. She is perfectly charming, and so fond of concealing her real position beneath the most ordinary patronymic. To me, she is always so affable and so nice.

Goron is sweet on her also, I believe, observed Allender, whereat we all laughed in chorus.

I struggled to preserve an outward show of indifference, but every word these men uttered stabbed my heart deeply. When I had ascertained the whereabouts of her house, my first impulse had been to rush out, drive there, and meet her face to face, but my nerves were, I knew, upset and unsteady, so I remained sitting with my light-hearted companions, endeavouring amid that jingle, popping of corks, and chatter of London, New York and Paris, to think deeply and decide upon the best course to pursue.

Our chief sent her invitations to the Embassy balls on several occasions a year ago, but she declined each, I heard the attaché saying. Shes a royalty, so I suppose she thinks herself just a cut above us. But, after all, I dont blame her, he added, reflectively. Diplomacy is but the art of lying artistically. She has no need to struggle for a foothold in society.

Correct, observed Allender. The women who flutter around at our Embassy are the gayest crowd Ive ever struck. I reckon theyre not of her set. But shes a very fine woman, even though she may be a Highness. Shes simply beautiful. Ive seen some fine women in my day, but for thrilling a mans soul and driving him to distraction, I never saw anyone to compare with her.

Thats so, Cargill acquiesced. Yet her refusal to come to us has often been remarked by our chief, especially as weve entertained a crowd of other princesses and high nobilities at one time or another.

She has a reason, I suppose, observed Goron, slowly twisting his eternal caporal.

Goron appears to know all her secrets, said Cargill, winking at me knowingly. He trots her about Paris at night, and she confides in him all her little anxieties and fears. A most charming arrangement.

The astute officer, who, by his energetic action, had succeeded in effectually stamping out the Anarchist activity, smiled and raised both his hands in protest, crying, — 

No, no, messieurs! It is in you younger men that the pretty women confide. As for me, I am old, fat and ugly.

But you act as the protector of the philanthropic Elizaveta Nicolayevna, observed Cargill, therefore, when you next see her, tell her how her portrait in Le Monde has been admired by an impressionable young Englishman, named Deedes, and present to her the compliments and profound admiration of all three of us.

Dont do anything of the kind, Goron, I cried, rather angrily. Remember I know the lady, and such words would be an insult.

Very well, if youre really going to call on her, you might convey our message, exclaimed the attaché, nonchalantly. Youre not jealous, are you?

I dont think theres any need for jealousy, I responded.

Goron laughed heartily at this retort. He was more shrewd than the others, and I instinctively felt that he had guessed that Her Highness and myself were a little more than chance-met acquaintances. But the others continued their fooling, happy, careless, bubbling over with buoyant spirits. Many good fellows frequent the bar of the Chatham, one of the most cosmopolitan resorts in Europe. Many adventurers and dead beats make it their headquarters, but of all that merry, easy-going crowd of men with money, and those in want of it, to find two men more popular and more generous than Hugh Cargill and Henry Allender would have been difficult.

As we still sat together smoking and drinking, the pair directed their chaff continually in my direction. Evidently believing that the incomparable beauty of Her Highness had fascinated me, they urged me to go to her and suggest a drive in the Bois, a quiet little dinner somewhere, or a box at the opera. Little did they dream how every jesting word they uttered pained me, how each laugh at my expense caused me excruciating anguish, or how any detrimental allegation, spoken unthinkingly, sank deeply into my mind. But I had never worn my heart on my sleeve, therefore I treated their banter with good humour, determined that, at least for the present, they should remain in ignorance of the fact that I was the husband of the woman whose adorable face and charming manner had excited universal admiration in the gayest capital of the world.


Chapter Twenty Eight.

Her Imperial Highness.
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UNTIL WE ROSE and separated I succeeded in hiding my sorrow beneath a smile, but when at length I had shaken hands with my companions at the corner of the Rue de la Paix, and to my relief found myself once more alone walking across the Place Vendôme, with the black column standing out before me in the bright moonlight, my outburst of grief became uncontrollable. My heart, lancinated by the careless words of my companions, had been burdened by a bitterness rendered the more poignant because I had been compelled to laugh with them. Now that I had proof that Ella was not what she had represented herself to be — an affectionate, unassuming woman of my own station — I felt crushed, bewildered and disconsolate, for with the knowledge of our difference of birth the iron had entered my soul.

The manner in which she had posed as daughter of the pleasant-faced widow of Robert Laing, and her calm, dignified bearing as my wife, had been a most perfect piece of acting. Never for one moment had I suspected her to be anything else than what she represented herself to be — plain Ella Laing, the only daughter of the deceased shipowner; yet she was actually a daughter of the Romanoffs, the most powerful and wealthy house in Europe. As I strolled slowly along the Rue Castiglione towards the hotel, I asked myself whether she had ever really loved me. At first I doubted her, because of the difference of our stations. Presently, however, when I recollected the perfect bliss of our honeymoon, when I remembered how childishly happy we had been together through those brief autumn days, in the sleepy old towns and villages of the Indre, content in each others joys, I could not longer declare within myself that hers had been mere theatrical emotion. Yes, she had loved me then, this high-born woman, over whose beauty half Paris raved, and I, in my ignorance, had fondly imagined our love would last always. The experiment of the masquerade had amused her at first, perhaps, but soon, alas! she had grown tired of life in a ten-roomed house in a quiet road in Kensington, and with a brief, cruel farewell had returned to her jewel-case the ring I had placed upon her slim finger, and left me with ruthless disregard for all the love I had bestowed upon her. Yet after all, was it really surprising that she, the daughter of an Imperial House, should become weary of the humdrum life she had been compelled to lead with one whose private income, outside his salary, was a paltry nine hundred a year?

While we lived together, she had apparently exercised the greatest caution not to show herself possessed of money, for she always did her shopping in Kensington High Street, with due regard to economy, as became the wife of a man of limited means. Never once had she grumbled or sighed because she could not purchase higher-priced hats or dresses, but, always content, she had, I remembered, been proud to exhibit to me those odds-and-ends picked up in drapers shops, so dear to the feminine heart, and known as bargains. When I had regretted my small income, as I had done more than once, she had fondly kissed me, declaring herself perfectly willing to wait until I had obtained a diplomatic and more lucrative appointment. You have an excellent friend in the Earl, she would say, smiling sweetly. He is certain to give you a post before long. Be patient.

I had been patient, and had lost her.

Plunged in deep despair, I turned into the courtyard of the hotel, and sat down to think. As I did so a servant handed me a telegram. It was from Lord Warnham at Osborne, requesting my return on the morrow.

The one thought that possessed me was that Ella — or the woman I had known and adored under that name — was in Paris. Could I leave without seeing her? She had deserted me, it was true, yet my passion was at that moment as intense even as it had been in those calm autumn days when we had wandered together along the peaceful lanes around old-world Chateauroux, hand-in-hand, in sweet contentment. In those never-to-be-forgotten hours we both possessed the delights of love and fever of happiness. To us everything was passion, ecstasy and delirium. We both felt as if we were living in a rose-coloured atmosphere; the heights of sentimentality glistened in our imaginations, and common everyday existence appeared to us to be far down below in the distance — in the shade between the gaps in these heights. I still felt the softness of that tiny hand I had so often pressed to my lips; I still felt the clasp of her arms about my neck; I still saw her deep blue eyes gazing into mine as we interchanged vows of eternal fidelity.

The cry of a man selling the Soir aroused me. I rose suddenly. Yes, I must see her again. I must see her, if for the last time.

Stepping into a cab, I directed the man to drive to her house, then, seating myself, glanced at my watch. It was already near midnight.

Soon, with the clip-clap of the horses hoofs sounding upon the asphalte, we were crossing the Place de la Concorde, rendered bright by its myriad lights, then entering the broad avenue we passed the lines of illuminated cafés half-hidden by the trees surrounding them, and, driving on for some ten minutes, at last pulled up among a number of private carriages that were setting down guests before a great mansion, where I alighted.

One of those brilliant fêtes that were the talk of Paris was apparently about to commence, for many notabilities were arriving, and as I went forward to the spacious portico I was preceded by two pretty laughing girls attended by a tall and distinguished-looking man of military appearance. I drew back while they entered the great, brilliantly-lit hall with its fine marble staircase and profusion of exotics; then, when they had passed on, I inquired in French of the gigantic Russian concierge whether Her Highness was at home.

Yes, msieur, answered the man, gruffly, scanning me closely, noticing that I was attired in a suit of dark tweed, for so suddenly had I left England that I had had no time to take with me a claw-hammer coat. Her Highness is at home, msieur, but she is engaged, he said, when he had thoroughly inspected me.

I half drew my card-case from my pocket, but fearing lest she might not see me if she knew my name, I said, — 

Go to her, and say that a friend craves one moment of her time upon an important matter.

Msieur gives no card? he inquired, with a quick, interrogative look of suspicion.

No, I answered.

He led me across the hall wherein hung an elaborate Russian ikon, down one long well-carpeted corridor and then along another, at last ushering me into a great apartment resplendent with mirrors, statuary and gilt furniture, the latter bearing embroidered upon the crimson backs of the chairs her monogram, EN, surmounted by a Russian coronet. In the costly inlaid cabinets were arranged many pieces of priceless china, the carpet was of rich turquoise blue, the tables of ebony were inlaid with silver, and over all electric lamps, dotted here and there, shaded by coral silk, shed a warm, subdued light. Near the four long windows that occupied one end of the great room was a grand piano, upon which two photographs in ormolu frames stood conspicuously. I crossed to look at them and discovered that one was my own, that she had evidently taken with her when she had so suddenly left my house, and the other a portrait of the man who had betrayed me — Dudley Ogle.

Slowly my eyes wandered around the elegant apartment, unable to realise that this handsome, luxurious abode could actually be my wifes home. How mean and paltry indeed must our small drawing-room in Phillimore Gardens have appeared to her after all this stately magnificence and rigid etiquette. As I passed through the great mansion, one of the largest private residences in Paris, my nostrils had been greeted by the subtle odours of exotics, and upon my ears there had fallen the strains of an orchestra somewhere in the opposite wing of the building. Guests were evidently not shown to the side of the house where I had been conducted, for not a sound penetrated there. All was quiet, peaceful and stately.

Suddenly, just as I bent to more closely examine Dudleys portrait, and had distinguished that it was a copy similar to the one I had seen in Sonias possession, the door was thrown wide-open by a tall, liveried servant, who entered, and, bowing low, announced in stentorian tones,— Her Imperial Highness Elizaveta Nicolayevna.

The rapid frou-frou of silk sounded outside, and next second my wife and I stood face to face.

In an instant the colour left her cheeks. She staggered as if she had been dealt a blow, but managing to regain her self-possession, she turned quickly to the servant, and in a frigid tone said, — 

Go, Anton. And see that I am not disturbed.

The man, glancing at me for a moment in unfeigned surprise, bowed, and withdrew in silence.

I stood motionless, gazing upon her, noting the beauty of her costume, the brilliance of her diamonds, and the deathly pallor of her adorable face.

Geoffrey! she gasped at last. In a half-fearful whisper she repeated my name, adding, So you have found me!

With a quick, impetuous movement she walked unevenly towards me, with rustling skirts and outstretched hands. It seemed to me, as I looked at her, as if my soul flew towards her, spreading at first like a wave around the outline of her head, and then, attracted by the whiteness of her breast, descended into her.

Yes, I said, slowly and gravely. I have found you, Ella.

Ah, no! she cried, advancing so close to me that the well-remembered odour of sampaguita intoxicated me. I felt her warm, passionate breath upon my cheek. Do not call me longer by that false name. Forget it — forget it all, and call me by my right name — Elizaveta.

It is impossible, I answered.

No, do not say that, she cried hoarsely. I — I know I have deceived you, Geoffrey. I lied to you. But forgive me. Tell me that you will some day forget.

Think, I said, in a low, reproachful tone, my heart filled with grief to overflowing— think how you have wrecked my life, I urged. You masqueraded before me as a plain English girl; you married me and allowed me to adore you — ah! better than all the world besides — until you grew tired and left our poor, matter-of-fact home to reassume your true station — that of a Grand Duchess. You never loved me; but it amused you, I suppose, to become the wife of a man who was compelled to earn his livelihood. The economy you practised while with me was a new sensation to you, and your—

Stop! she cried vehemently, putting up her tiny hand to my mouth, as had been her habit long ago when she wished to arrest the flow of my words. Stop! I cannot bear it! I tell you I did love you, Geoffrey. I love you now, dearer than life.

Then why did you practise such base deception? I demanded. Why did you leave me and cast aside my wedding-ring?

I — I was compelled, she faltered.

Compelled! I echoed, in a voice full of bitter sarcasm. I do not — indeed I cannot blame you for regretting the false step you took when you consented to become my wife, yet why you should have done this is to me utterly incomprehensible.

It will all be plain ere long, she assured me, in a low, intense voice. If I had not loved you, I should never have become your wife.

But you were cruel to deceive me thus, I retorted.

It is my misfortune, Geoffrey, that I was born a Grand Duchess, she answered, looking straight at me with her deep blue eyes full of intense anxiety and sorrow. It is not my fault. I swear I still love you with a love as honest and pure as ever a woman entertained towards a man.

But after deceiving me in every particular regarding both the past and the present, you thought fit to leave me, I went on ruthlessly.

Ah! she exclaimed, as if reflecting, I admit that I wronged you cruelly; yes, I admit it all, everything. Nevertheless, since we have parted, Geoffrey, I have recollected daily, with a thousand heartfelt regrets, the supreme joy of our married life. Ah! it was happiness, indeed, with you, the man I so dearly loved. But now, and she shrugged her shoulders, half-hidden in their pale blue chiffon, the movement causing her diamonds to gleam with fiery iridescence. Now, without your love, I have happiness no longer. All is despair.

I have not forgotten. Every detail of our brief, joyous life together is still fresh in my memory, I declared sorrowfully.

Forgotten! How can either of us forget? she cried impetuously, pushing back from her white brow her gold-brown hair, with its scintillating star. Only in those few months spent by your side, Geoffrey, have I known what it is to really live and to love. Although I have been absent from you I have, nevertheless, known from time to time how you have fared, yet I dared not give you any sign as to my whereabouts, fearing that you would brand me as base and heartless. To you I must appear so, I know; yet, although we are separated, I am still your wife and you my husband. I still love you. Forgive me.

And she stood before me with bent head in penitent attitude, her slight frame shaken by tremulous emotion.

A lump rose in my throat. I felt choked by the intoxication of her love, for I idolised her. Yet I knew that, although my wife, she could never be the same to me as in those blissful days in Kensington before the shadow of suspicion fell between us.

You are silent, Geoffrey, she whispered hoarsely at last, starting at the sound of her own voice. Then, throwing her soft arms about my neck, she clung to me passionately, as she was wont to do in those bygone days of happiness, saying, You cannot deny that you still care for me — that I am yours. Yet you are thinking of the past; of what you regard as my base faithlessness! My actions were, I admit, full of apparent ingratitude. Yes, I cast your great love beneath my feet and trampled it in the mire, not because I am what I am, I swear, but because such action was imperative — because I was striving for my emancipation.

Your emancipation? I exclaimed, with a touch of anger. From your marriage vows, it seems.

Ah, no! cried the Grand Duchess, throwing back her white neck, which rose with her hot, panting breath. No, no, not that! I struggled to free myself from a tie so hateful that I believe I should have killed myself were it not that I loved you so fondly, and hoped that some day happiness would again be ours. But, alas! I strove in vain; for, when within an ace of success, you became filled with suspicion and accused me of unfaithfulness, while it became imperative, almost at the same moment, that I should return to the position I had sought to relinquish. Since I fled from you I have lived on from day to day full of bitter regrets and in constant fear lest you should discover that I was not what I represented myself to be, and come here to demand an explanation. Well, at last you have come, and — and all I can now do is to assure you that I acted in our mutual interests, and to implore your forgiveness.

I still gazed at her without replying.

Forgive me, Geoffrey, she repeated. One cannot get accustomed to the loss of happiness, and I cannot live without you; indeed, I cannot. Say that we may begin again, that, even though we must for the present be parted, we may still love and live for each other. See! I am laughing and am happy, she cried hysterically. Speak! Do speak to me?

Tears were trembling in her deep, wonderful eyes like dewdrops in the calix of a blue flower, and without knowing what I did, I stroked her silky hair. Slowly she bent her head, and at last I softly kissed her eyelids.

Yes, I said huskily, I love you, Ella — for I can call you by no other name, and cannot think of you other than as the woman I believed you to be. I can see that although we are man and wife in the eyes of the law, that you were right to end the folly, even though you were unable to do it without some pangs of conscience. You are my wife, it is true, but our lives lie apart, for your position precludes you from acknowledging me to the world as your husband. You—

Yes, I will. I will, Geoffrey! Soon I shall be freed from this terrible yoke that crushes me beneath its burden, she exclaimed eagerly. Be patient, and ere long we may again live together and enjoy our happiness to the full. You still doubt that I really love you. You believe that my marriage was a mere freak, of which I afterwards repented, and then strove to hide my identity. What can I do? she cried, dismayed. What can I do to give you proof that I love no other man?

One very small action, I answered gravely, still holding her slight, trembling form in my arms.

What is it? she inquired quickly, glancing up into my face. I am ready to do it, whatever it is.

For a moment I paused in hesitation.

Answer me a single question, Ella, I said. Remember you are my wife, and should have no secrets from me. Tell me, truthfully and honestly, how there came into your possession the secret document that was stolen from me on the day of Dudleys death.

The colour left her face, her lips moved, and a slight shiver ran over her shoulders as she gazed at me. Never before had her eyes seemed so large, nor had there been such depths in them. Some subtle influence seemed in an instant to have transfigured her whole being.


Chapter Twenty Nine.

The Seal of Silence.
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NO, YOU MUST not ask me, for I cannot tell you, she faltered, after I had gravely repeated my earnest inquiry. She shrank from my embrace, and as she stood before me, her handsome head was bent in an attitude of utter dejection.

Ah, the same lame story? I cried impatiently. You refuse.

She raised her sad eyes. I saw in their clear depths a yearning for pity.

I dare not tell you yet, Geoffrey, she whispered, in a strained, terrified voice.

You know well how much keen anxiety the loss of that document caused me, I said. Why did you not tell me that it was in your keeping?

It was not in my keeping, she protested. I recovered it only a few days before we parted.

But you knew something of its whereabouts? I argued.

I was not certain, she vaguely replied, her slim fingers picking at the bands of pearl passementerie across the flimsy chiffon of her bodice.

With an expression of disbelief I turned from her.

Ah, Geoffrey, she cried wildly, I am fully conscious of what your thoughts must be. Now that you have discovered my true position, that I am a Russian, you believe I had a hand in the theft of the Anglo-German Convention; that by my machinations its text was transmitted to St Petersburg — eh?

No answer passed my lips, but I think I bowed my head in confirmation of her fevered words.

Well, it is untrue, as you will learn some day. It is untrue, I swear, she exclaimed with terrible earnestness. Instead of endeavouring to bring suspicion and opprobrium upon you, and disaster upon the nations of Europe, I have striven both night and day to clear away the ill effect produced by the dastard revelations made to our Ministry in St Petersburg. Remember that the single spark required to fire the mine and convulse the world from Calais to Pekin was not applied; the Tzar refrained from declaring war. Some day you, and through you, the British Government, will know the reason a recourse to arms was averted. When you are made aware of the truth, then no longer will you misjudge me.

She spoke with a fervency that was entirely unfeigned; her bright eyes met mine with unwavering glance, and with a quick movement she had placed one hand upon her breast as if to allay the palpitation there. Her heart was full; upon her fair face was an expression of mingled anxiety and dread, and her bejewelled hands trembled.

I am your husband, I said calmly. If I promise you not to divulge — surely I may know your secret whatever it may be.

No, she answered, speaking almost mechanically, I dare not tell you anything at present. It would be fatal to all my plans — fatal to me, and to you.

You speak so strangely, I observed, with some warmth. Mystery seems one of your idiosyncrasies.

Ah, she sighed, advancing a step towards me, her head sunk upon her breast, it is imperative. You cannot know how I have suffered, Geoffrey, ever since we met. Long ago at The Nook, fearing that I should bring you unhappiness, I strove to tear myself from you and return here to this life, but was unable. I loved you, and hated all the strict etiquette and theatrical display with which I am bound to surround myself, merely because I chance to be born of an Imperial family. I married you, and, content in the knowledge that you loved me devotedly, I was prepared to renounce my name and live quietly with you always. But, alas! we of the Romanoffs are ruled by the head of our House, and our actions are ofttimes in obedience to the will of the Emperor. I was compelled to depart without revealing to you the secret of my birth.

But why did you masquerade in that manner? I inquired.

At first I did so in order to avoid all the trammels of Court life in St Petersburg, the eternal gaiety of la Ville Lumière, and to be free to do what I liked and go where I chose, she answered. Soon, however, my life as Ella Laing became a stern reality, for I met and loved you.

Then you regretted?

I regretted only because I feared that I cared for you too much — that one day we should be compelled to part.

You knew that it was impossible for you to renounce both title and position, I hazarded, looking at her gravely.

I feared that my family would not allow me to do so, she answered frankly. Yet you proposed marriage; we became man and wife, and the first weeks of our new life were full of joy and happiness. Soon, however, the Nemesis that I dreaded fell upon me, crushing all desire for life from my heart. I was compelled to fly and leave you in ignorance.

And you forgot that in your escritoire there remained the stolen agreement? I said slowly, looking straight into her pale face.

Yes, I admit it, she replied, in a voice almost inaudible, her dry lips moving convulsively. So full was my mind of thoughts of you that I did not remember it until too late to return and secure it.

The woman who passed as Mrs Laing was not, of course, your mother?

She was no relation whatever. I paid her to pose as my maternal relative and keep house for me.

Where is she now?

I have no idea, my wife answered. She was a curious woman, and, strangely enough, she left London suddenly, on the very morning of the day of my departure.

And what of Beck? I asked. Did he know who you really were?

Scarcely, she exclaimed. Do you think he could have kept to himself the knowledge that I was a relative of the Tzar. Why, such a man would have related the fact that he knew me, and dined at our house, to every member of his club within twenty-four hours. You know, as well as I do, how he simply adores anybody with a title. It is the same with all the newly-wealthy crowd who are struggling to get into society.

It was upon my tongue to explain to her the truth regarding the man-servant who passed as Helmholtz; nevertheless, I hesitated to do so at present because of my promise to Paul Verblioudovitch. The silence between us was protracted. She had covered her tear-stained face with her hands, and was sobbing.

Nevertheless, I was not moved with pity. Her determination to preserve her secret filled me with annoyance. I had expected her to make confession, but I plainly saw she had no intention of revealing the truth.

Why did you associate with a woman of such doubtful reputation as Sonia Korolénko? I asked abruptly at last.

Because I wished to ascertain something, she replied, in a harsh voice.

She is scarcely your friend, I observed.

She is, she declared. I have known her for several years.

And you were actually aware of her true character while associating with her! I exclaimed, rather surprised.

Of course, she sighed. She is an adventuress, I know; nevertheless, she has proved my friend on many occasions.

Thats curious, I remarked.

Why?

Because she made certain allegations against you, I answered.

Yes, she said, without betraying either anger or surprise. I am fully aware of that. Strange though it may appear, her statements were made with a definite object.

Why did she utter such unfounded calumnies?

Because I wished to see whether you really loved me, she answered, drawing herself up and regarding me with sudden calmness. At that moment she assumed the air of the Grand Duchess.

I did love you, I declared, and I took no heed of her assertions. I notice, however, I added, turning and pointing towards the piano, I notice that you have placed in a position of conspicuousness the portrait of the man she declared was your lover. Side by side you have placed the pictures of betrayer and betrayed.

She held her breath, gazing across to the spot I had indicated. Then, in a voice full of emotion, she said, — 

You were foully betrayed, Geoffrey, it is true, but the evil that was done has now been eradicated.

In other words, Ogle has paid the death penalty, eh? I observed, with a grim expression of satisfaction.

No, no, not that, she protested seriously. I mean that the strained relations between your country and mine have now been readjusted, and that a feeling more amicable than before prevails. Even the Earl of Warnham must admit the plain truth that no Power joins another in war unless it sees its own interest in so doing. Russia now, as before the effusion of hearts here in Paris, will attend to her own business, and will not send her Black Sea and Baltic Fleets flying out unless her interests bring her into collision with your British Government — and then it may happen it will not be the interest of France to fight. In the latter days of Louis Philippe there was talk of a Franco-Russian alliance, and there were people who knew — they did not think they knew on the best authority — that the two would be one next spring. Yet Louis Philippe went over to your England an exile by the useful name of Smith, and before long France and England were allied in war against my country. No, good counsel has prevailed, and by the very revelation of the secret alliance contracted between England and Germany, European peace has been secured.

You talk like a diplomatist, I observed reflectively.

She shrugged her shoulders, and with a forced laugh said, — 

It is but natural that I should take an interest in the affairs of nations, I suppose.

Let us put them aside, I said. We are not rival diplomatists, but husband and wife; we—

Yes, yes, she cried, interrupting. I am happy because you are here with me; you, whose presence I have been fearing for so long. See! I smile and am happy; and she gave vent to a hollow, discordant laugh.

Happy because you have so successfully mystified me, I sighed.

No. Happy because I love you, Geoffrey, she exclaimed, again throwing her arms affectionately about my neck, and raising her full red lips to mine. Forgive me; do say you will forgive me, she implored.

How can I ever forget the ingenuity and deep cunning with which you deceived me, I said. I cannot but recollect how, on that night at Chesham House, Grodekoff congratulated you upon your marriage, yet how careful he was not to disclose to me your identity. Again, even my friend Verblioudovitch must have known who you really were. Why did he not tell me?

Because the staff of the Embassy had already received strict orders from St Petersburg not to acknowledge me, she exclaimed, with a smile. Lord Warnham fancied he recognised me, and spoke to the Ambassador; but the latter succeeded in assuring him that before marriage I was Ella Laing, and that the Grand Duchess Elizaveta Nicolayevna was at that moment with the Tzarina at Tzarskoïe-Selo. He believed it, and afterwards Msieur Grodekoff assured me that was the first occasion he had been enabled to successfully deceive your lynx-eyed Foreign Minister.

You feared that the Earl might recognise you, I exclaimed, surprised, for I now remembered the effect produced on my chief when his eyes had first fallen upon my wife. You knew him, then?

Ah, no, she faltered; well, we were not exactly acquainted, and she appeared rather confused, I thought, for her cheeks were suffused by the faintest suspicion of a blush.

Did you expect he would be there?

No; you told me distinctly that he was not going, otherwise I should never have accompanied you, she said frankly.

Why?

Because I did not desire to meet him, she replied, adding, with a laugh, As it was, however, he was satisfied, and went away marvelling, no doubt, at the striking resemblance.

Yet you told me nothing, I observed reproachfully.

No; I was afraid, she replied, in a serious voice. With you I lived on from day to day, fearing detection, dreading lest you should discover some facts regarding my past, and by their light believe me to be an adventuress. Yet, at the same time, I worked on to achieve my freedom from a yoke which had become so galling that, now I loved you, I could endure it no longer.

And did you not succeed in breaking asunder this mysterious bond? I inquired, half doubtfully.

No, she answered, shaking her head sorrowfully. By an untoward circumstance, against which I had not provided, I was prevented, and compelled to flee.

If you will divulge absolutely nothing regarding the manner in which you became possessed of the stolen convention, or the reason you have masqueraded as my wife, you can at least tell me why you received so many communications regarding clandestine meetings, and explain who was your mysterious correspondent who signed himself X.

Her heart beat quickly; she sighed, and lowered her gaze. She strove to preserve a demeanour of calm hauteur as befitted her station, but in vain.

You have also found those letters, she remarked, her voice trembling.

Yes. Tell me the truth and put my mind at ease.

I can put your mind entirely at ease by assuring you, as I did after you detected me walking in Kensington Gardens, that I have had no lover besides yourself, Geoffrey, she cried vehemently. I have told you already that I worked to secure freedom of action in the future. Those letters were from one who rendered me considerable assistance.

What was his name? I demanded quickly.

I may not tell you that, was her answer, uttered in a quiet, firm tone.

Then, speaking plainly, you refuse, even now, to give me any elucidation whatever of this irritating mystery, or to allow me to obtain any corroboration of your remarkable story, I said, with a sudden coldness.

She noticed my change of manner, and clung to me with uplifted face, pale and agitated. Her attempt to treat me as other than her husband had utterly failed.

Ah! do not speak so cruelly, she exclaimed, panting. I — I really cannot bear it, Geoffrey — indeed I cant. You must have seen that I loved you. I was, when I married, prepared to sacrifice all for your sake; nay, I did sacrifice everything until — until I was forced from you, and thrust back here to this place, that to me is little else than a gilded prison. Ah? she cried, sobbing bitterly, and gazing around her in despair, you cannot know how deeply I have sorrowed, how poignant has been the grief in the secret and inmost recesses of my heart; or how, through these months, while I have been travelling, I have longed to see you once again, and hear your voice telling me of your love. But, alas! without knowledge of the strange secret that seals my lips, you can know nothing — nothing!

I only know that I still adore you, I said, with heartfelt fervency.

Ah! I knew you did, she exclaimed, raising her eager lips to mine in ecstasy. I knew you would pity me when you came, yet I feared — I feared because I had lied to you, and deceived you so completely. Then she kissed my lips, but I did not return her hot, passionate caress, although I confess it made my head reel.

You have not forgiven, she exclaimed, in a voice quivering with emotion, as she drew back. You have not yet promised that you will still regard me as your wife.

I hesitated. The startling fact of her true station, and the revelation of how ingeniously I had been tricked, caused me a slight revulsion of feeling. Somehow, as Grand Duchess she seemed an entirely different being to the plain, unassuming woman I had known as Ella. From the crown of her well-dressed hair to the point of her tiny, white kid shoe with its pearl embroidery, she was a patrician; the magnificence of her dress and jewels dazzled me, yet in her declarations of devotion her voice seemed to be marred by some indefinable but spurious ring.

Even now she was deceiving me. She would allow no word of her mysterious secret to pass her lips. It had always been the same. She would tell me absolutely nothing, vaguely asserting that to utter the truth would be to invoke an avenging power that she dreaded. I remembered how she had seemed terrorised on more than one occasion when I had demanded the truth, yet what I had learned that night increased my suspicions.

If I forgive and seek no explanation of the past, I said at last, we must, I suppose, remain parted.

Ah, yes! she gasped. But only for a few short weeks. Then we will come together again never to part — never.

I can forgive on one condition only, I said— that you tell me the truth regarding the dastardly theft from me on the day of Dudleys death.

For an instant she was silent. Then, burying her face on my shoulder, sobbing, she answered in a tone so low as to be almost inaudible, — 

I cannot!

Gently but firmly I put her from me, although she clung about my neck, urging me to pity her.

I cannot pity you if you refuse to repose confidence in me, I answered.

I do not refuse, she cried. It is because my secret is of such a nature that, if divulged, it would wreck both your own happiness and mine.

Then to argue further is absolutely useless, I answered coldly. We must part.

You intend to leave me without forgiveness, she wailed. Ah, you will not be so cruel, Geoffrey. Surely you can see how passionately I love you.

You do not, however, love me sufficiently well to risk all consequences of divulging your mysterious secret, I retorted, with almost brutal indifference, turning slowly from her.

Then kiss me, Geoffrey, she cried wildly, springing towards me and again entwining her soft arms about my neck. Kiss me once again — if for the last time.

Our lips met for an instant, then slowly I disengaged myself and strode towards the door. In her refusal to throw light upon the incidents that had so long held me perplexed and bewildered, I fancied she was shielding someone. Although crushed and downcast, I had resolved to go forth into the world again with my terrible burden of sorrow concealed beneath a smiling countenance. I regretted deeply that I had sought her, now that I was aware of the gulf that lay between us.

Stay, Geoffrey! Stay. I cannot bear that you should go, she wailed.

Halting, I turned towards her, saying, — 

When I have learnt the truth, then only will I return. Till then, I can have no faith in you.

But you are my husband, Geoffrey. I love you.

She tottered forward unevenly, as if to follow me, but ere I could save her she staggered and fell forward upon the carpet in a dead faint.

I rang the bell violently, then, with a final glance at the blanched features of the woman I so dearly loved, I passed out, struggling through the brilliant, laughing throng of guests in the great hall, and was soon alone in utter dejection beneath the trees in the long, gas-lit avenue.


Chapter Thirty.

Honour among Thieves.
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IN BRILLIANT SUNSHINE, with the larks singing merrily in the cloudless vault of blue, and the air heavy with the scent of hay, I drove from Horsham station along the old turnpike road to Warnham Hall. A carriage had been sent for me, as usual, and as I sat back moodily, I fear I saw little of interest in the typical English landscape. The joys of the world were dead to me, consumed as I was by the one great sorrow of my life. My mind was full of the tristful past. I had reached London from Paris on the previous night, and in response to a telegram from the Earl, saying he had left Osborne and gone to the Hall, I had travelled down by the morning train.

As we entered the park and drove up the broad, well-kept drive, the startled deer bounded away, and the emus raised their small heads with resentful, inquiring glance, but dashing along, the pair of spanking bays quickly brought me up to the great grey portico. As soon as I alighted I handed over my traps to one of the servants and walked straight to the great oak-panelled dining-room.

As I paused at the door, it suddenly opened, and a man emerged so quickly that he almost stumbled over me. Our eyes met. I stood aghast, staring as if I had seen an apparition. In the semi-darkness of the corridor I doubt whether my face was quite distinguishable, but upon his there shone the slanting rays of light from an old diamond-paned window. In a instant I recognised the features, although I had only seen them once before.

It was the foppish young man who had been Ellas companion on that lonely walk in Kensington Gardens.

Why he had visited the Earl was an inscrutable mystery. He regarded me in surprise for a single instant, then, thrusting both hands negligently into his trousers pockets, strode leisurely away along the corridor, a straw hat with black and white band placed jauntily at the back of his head. I watched him until he had turned the corner and disappeared, then I entered the great old-fashioned apartment.

Well, Deedes! exclaimed the Earl, in a voice that was unusually cheerful. He was standing at the window gazing across the park, but my presence caused him to turn sharply. Back again, then?

Yes. I think I have fulfilled the mission, I managed to exclaim. Truth to tell, this extraordinary encounter had caused me considerable perplexity and annoyance.

You have done excellently, he said. A telegram this morning from Lord Worthorpe shows with what tact you put matters to him, and I am glad to tell you that his interview with the President proved entirely satisfactory. I wired the news to Her Majesty only half-an-hour ago.

I did my best, I observed, perhaps a trifle carelessly, for there was another matter upon which I was anxious to consult my eccentric benefactor.

The task was one of unusual difficulty, I admit, Deedes, and you have shown yourself fully qualified for a post abroad. You shall have one before long.

At other times I should have warmly welcomed the enthusiasm of this speech, and thanked him heartily for the promise of a more lucrative position, but now, crushed and hopeless, I felt that joy had left my soul for ever, and merely replied, — 

I am quite satisfied to be as I am. I do not care for the Continent.

Why? he inquired, surprised. If you remain in the Service here you will have but little chance of distinguishing yourself, whereas in Rome, Constantinople or Berlin, you might obtain chances of promotion.

I have been already in St Petersburg, you remember, I said.

Ah, of course. But you didnt get on very well there, he said. It is a difficult staff for younger men to work amongst. Youd be more comfortable in Vienna, perhaps. Viennese society would suit you, wouldnt it?

No, I replied, very gravely. I fear that henceforward I shall be, like yourself, a hater of society and all its ways.

Oh? he exclaimed, placing his hands beneath his coat-tails, a habit of his when about to enter any earnest consultation. Why?

Well, if you desire to know the truth, I said, it concerns my marriage.

Ah, of course! he observed, with deep sorrow. I had quite forgotten that unfortunate affair. Yet time will cause you to forget. You are young, remember, Deedes — very young, compared with an old stager like myself.

It is scarcely likely that I shall forget so easily, I said, after a slight pause. Since I have been in Paris I have made a discovery that has bewildered me. I confide in you because you are the only person who knows the secret of my wifes flight.

Quite right, he said, regarding me with those piercing eyes shaded by their grey shaggy, brows. If I can assist you or give you advice I am always pleased, for the romance of your marriage is the strangest I have ever known.

Yes, I acquiesced, and the truth I have accidentally learnt still stranger. I have discovered that my wife was never Ella Laing, as I had believed, but that she really is the Grand Duchess Elizaveta Nicolayevna of Russia.

The Grand Duchess! he cried, amazed, his eyes aflame in an instant. Are you certain of this; have you absolute proof?

Absolute. I have seen her, and she has admitted it, and told me that she masqueraded in England as Ella Laing because she desired to avoid Court etiquette for a time, I said.

Grodekoff lied, he growled in an ebullition of anger. I recognised her at the Embassy ball when you pointed her out, yet the Ambassador assured me that Her Highness was at that moment in Russia. We have both been tricked, Deedes. But he who laughs last laughs longest.

He had folded his arms and was standing resolutely before me, gazing upon the dead green carpet deep in thought.

The mystery becomes daily more puzzling, he said at length, seating himself. Tell me all that transpired between you.

I sank into a chair opposite the renowned chief of the Foreign Office and repeated the conversation that had taken place at our interview, while he listened attentively without hazarding a single remark.

Then again she would tell you nothing, exclaimed the Earl, when I had concluded. She refused absolutely to divulge her secret.

Yes, I said. I promised to forgive if she would only tell me the truth. She refused; so we have parted.

And what do you intend doing?

I intend to seek the truth for myself, I answered with fierce resolve.

How?

I have not yet decided, I said. The reason she took such infinite pains to conceal her identity is incomprehensible, but her firm resolution to preserve her secret at all hazards appears as though she is in deadly fear of exposure by some person or other who can only be conciliated by absolute silence.

Then we must discover who that person is.

I nodded, answering:— I intend to do so.

Presently, after he had crossed and recrossed the room several times with hands behind his back, murmuring to himself in apparent discontent, but in tones that were undistinguishable, I turned to him saying, — 

As I entered, a visitor left you. Who is he?

Cecil Bingham. He is staying with me for a few days.

A friend?

Well — yes, answered his Lordship, halting, and regarding me with no little surprise. What do you know of him?

At first I hesitated, but on reflection resolved to explain the circumstances in which we had met, and slowly related to him how I had encountered him with my wife in Kensington Gardens on that well-remembered wintry afternoon.

The Earl grew grave, and after observing that Bingham had arrived on the previous day to spend a week, he for some moments stood looking aimlessly out of the window upon the broad park and the great sheet of water glistening in the sunlight beyond. Then, muttering something I could not catch, he walked quickly back to the fireplace, and touched the electric bell.

Ask Mr Bingham to see me for a moment, he exclaimed, when the man answered the summons, and in a few minutes the Earls guest came in with that affected jaunty air that had caused me to class him as a cad.

When he had entered, the Earl himself walked to the door and softly closed it, then, turning, said in a hard, dry voice, — 

This, Cecil, is my secretary, Deedes, the husband of the woman known as Ella Laing, with whom you have, I understand, been in correspondence, and have met clandestinely on many occasions.

What do you mean? he cried, resentfully, glancing from the Earl to myself. I know no one of that name. You are mistaken.

There is no mistake, answered the great statesman, coldly, at the same time taking from an old oak bureau a large linen-lined envelope of the kind used in our Department. From a drawer he took one of his visitors letters, while from the envelope he drew forth a second letter. At a glance I saw that the latter was one of those mysterious missives signed X that had been received by my wife. Opening both, he placed them together and handed them to me without comment.

They were in the same handwriting.

Do you deny having written that letter? asked the Minister, sternly, at the same time showing him the note. He made a motion to take it, but suddenly drew away his hand. His lips contracted, his face grew pale, and with a gesture of feigned contempt he waved the Earls hand aside.

Do you deny it? repeated my chief.

He was still silent — his face a sufficient index to the agitation within him.

You have endeavoured to deceive me, continued the Earl, harshly. You have some fixed purpose in accepting my invitation, and coming here to visit me, but you were unaware that already I had knowledge of facts you have endeavoured so cunningly to conceal. It is useless to deny that you are acquainted with Deedess wife, for he recognises you as having walked with her in Kensington Gardens, while I have ascertained at last who she really is — that her name was never Ella Laing.

He started at this announcement. His lips moved, but no word escaped him.

That the Earl should have learned the true name and station of my wife apparently disconcerted him. His complexion was of ashen hue; all his arrogance had left him, for he saw himself cornered. I stood glaring at him fiercely, for was not I face to face with the man whom my wife had met times without number, concealing from me all motive or duration of her absences? Some secret had existed between them — he was the man whom she apparently feared, and whose will she had obeyed. I felt that now, at last, I should ascertain the truth, and obtain a key to the strange perplexing enigma that had held me in doubt and suspicion through so many weary months.

His shifty gaze met mine; I detected a fierce glint in his eyes.

Well? exclaimed his Lordship, as determined as myself upon seeking a solution of the problem. Now that you admit these mysterious meetings with Her Highness, perhaps you will explain their object.

I admit nothing, he answered in anger, knitting his brows. Neither have I anything to explain.

See! the Earl said, drawing Ellas photograph from the envelope. Perhaps you will recognise this picture? and his bony hand trembled with suppressed excitement as he placed it before him.

At sight of it my wifes strange friend drew a long breath. He was white to the lips. Never before had I witnessed such a complete change in any man in so short a period, and especially curious, it seemed, when I reflected that he had been charged with no very serious crime.

You may allege whatever it may please you, he said at last, with affected sarcasm. But a womans honour is safe in my hands.

My wifes honour! I cried, with fierce indignation, walking towards him threateningly. I could no longer stand by in silence when I recollected what Ella had said about being compelled to act according to the will of another. She had, no doubt, been under the thrall of this overdressed dandy. Now that we have met, I exclaimed, you shall explain to me, her husband.

With a quick movement he strode forward as if to escape us, but in an instant I had gripped him by the shoulder with fierce determination, whole the Earl himself, apprehending his intention, placed his back against the door.

Speak! I cried wildly, shaking him in my anger. You shall tell us the true nature of the secret between you and my wife, and prove your statement to our satisfaction, or, by heaven, Ill thrash you as a cunning, cowardly cur!


Chapter Thirty One.

Due East.
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BAH! RETORTED THE Earls visitor, contemptuously, shaking himself free with a sudden twist, and standing before me in defiance. I understand, he cried, glancing towards the elder man before the door. You believe, gentlemen, that from me you can ascertain a key to certain curious occurrences that have puzzled you. But I may as well undeceive you at once. I can tell you absolutely nothing.

But you shall tell us! I cried, angrily. I found you walking with my wife in Kensington Gardens, and followed you. It was apparent from her demeanour that she feared you.

He smiled sarcastically, and answered with a flippant air:

Perhaps she did. If so, she certainly had cause.

Why? What power do you hold over her, pray? I demanded.

In his eyes was a mysterious glance. He was scarcely the brainless young dandy that I had imagined.

It is hardly likely that I shall divulge to you a secret. Remember that your wife comes of one of the highest families in Europe, and the slightest breath of scandal must reflect upon them.

At what scandal do you hint? I asked, in fierce, breathless eagerness.

At what is best kept quiet, he answered, gravely.

His enigmatical words maddened me. I felt that I could spring upon him and strangle him, for I knew instinctively that he was my wifes enemy — the man of whom she lived in deadly fear. If only I could silence him, she might then relate to me those long-promised facts.

Then if you decline to prove that there is a concealed scandal, utter no more of your lying allegations, I blurted forth.

He bowed deeply with mock politeness, and smiled grimly.

Come, exclaimed the Earl at last, in a conciliatory tone, advancing towards him and laying his hand upon his shoulder. Let us get at once to the point. It is useless to quarrel. You decline to reveal to us the nature of your curious friendship with the Grand Duchess — eh?

I do, he answered, firmly.

Well, said the tactful old Minister. First carefully review the situation, and you will, I think, admit that I have been your friend. And how have you shown your gratitude?

By concealing from you a truth both hideous and terrible, he replied, with apparent unconcern.

But you can, if you will, give us some clue to this remarkable chain of circumstances. I appeal to you on behalf of Deedes, her husband, the old man said.

I am well aware of the reason you yourself desire to know the absolute truth, Lord Warnham, he answered, after a brief pause, but, unfortunately, I am unable to tell you, because of certain promises having been extracted from me.

At least you can tell us from whom I may ascertain the true facts, I cried.

He looked at me for an instant gravely, then answered in all seriousness:

The only person who knows the truth is Sonia Korolénko, the refugee.

Sonia! gasped the Earl. That woman is not in England, surely?

I think not, Bingham replied. But if you would ascertain the key to the enigma, seek her, and she may explain everything. That is as far as I can assist you. Remember, I myself have revealed nothing.

She has returned to Russia, I observed. Have you any knowledge where she is?

No, there are reasons why her whereabouts should remain unknown, he answered, hesitatingly. She is in fear of the police.

Do her friends know of her hiding-place?

No. A short time ago I desired to communicate with her, but was unable. The last I heard of her was that she was living at Skerstymone, a little town somewhere in Poland.

If she can successfully elude the vigilance of the Russian police, I can have but little hope of finding her, I said, doubtfully.

Make the attempt, Deedes, the Earl suggested. I will give you leave of absence.

I intend to do so, I replied; and remembering my wife, lonely amid all her splendour, I added, The elucidation of the mystery is, as it has long since been, the main object of my life.

In consultation we sat a long time. This caddish young man of whom I had been so madly jealous had now grown quite calm and communicative, apparently ready to render me all assistance; yet to my questions regarding my wife he was as dumb as others had been. Now, more than ever, the Earl seemed anxious to solve the strange problem. With that object he obtained from the library a section of the large ordnance map of the Russian Empire, and with it spread before us we discovered that Skerstymone was a little place remotely situated on the bank of the Niemen river, within a short distance of the German frontier. I had long ago learned from Paul Verblioudovitch that my friend, the well-known adventuress, had crossed the frontier at Wirballen, or Verjbolovo, as it is called in Russian; but after that I knew nothing of her movements. Bingham seemed anxious to lead me indirectly towards the truth, and after assuring me with a firm hand-grasp that the secret that existed between himself and my wife was of a purely platonic nature, and that he had throughout acted on her behalf, I ate a hasty luncheon and again left the Hall on the first stage of my long, tedious journey across Europe. As I entered the carriage the old Earl and his guest stood out upon the gravelled drive and heartily wished me Bon voyage, and, waving them farewell, I was whirled away through the great park that lay silent and breathless beneath the scorching sun.

At the bookstall at Horsham station I bought an early edition of the Globe, and on opening it in the train my eyes fell upon the following announcement in its Court and Personal column, — 

A marriage is arranged, and will shortly take place between Mr Andrew Beck, the Member for West Rutlandshire, who is well-known in connection with African mines, and Miss Gertrude Millard, only daughter of Sir Maynard Millard, Bart, of Spennythorpe Park, Montgomeryshire.

This was not exactly unexpected, for I had already heard vague rumours that news of Becks engagement would shortly be made public, therefore I tore out the paragraph and placed it in my pocket-book, with the reflection that my friends marriage might be more happy than mine.

That evening about six oclock I called at Chesham House, the Russian Embassy, and obtained the signature of the Ambassador, Monsieur Grodekoff, to my passport. I did not, however, see Verblioudovitch, he being absent at Brighton, therefore I left the same evening for Flushing, and after a long and wearisome ride across Germany duly arrived at Verjbolovo, one of the principal gates of the great Russian Empire. The formalities troubled me but little, for I had passed the frontier on several occasions when stationed in St Petersburg. After getting my passport stamped I strolled up and down the platform gazing about over the flat, uninteresting country, contemplatively smoking a cigarette, and watching the crowd of tired, worried travellers experiencing the ways of Russian officialdom for the first time. Among them was an elderly Russian lady who, travelling with her three daughters, good-looking girls, ranging from eighteen to twenty-three, had omitted to have her passport viséd by a Russian Consul outside the Empire. So stringent were the regulations that, although they were subjects of the Tzar returning to their own country, the officer would not allow them to proceed, and all four were detained while the passport was sent back to the nearest Russian consul in Germany to be treated.

At first it had occurred to me to travel on to St Petersburg, and there endeavour to learn from a police official of my acquaintance whether Sonia Korolénko had been heard of lately, but on reflection I saw that every precaution would no doubt be taken by her in order that the police should not be made aware of her presence in Russian territory. A strange vagary of Fate it seemed that through my own action in obtaining for her a false passport she had been enabled to escape, and that my own endeavours had actually thwarted my own ends. As I paced the railway platform, with the brilliant afterglow shedding a welcome light across that dead level country so zealously-guarded by the green-coated sentries in their black and white striped boxes, and Cossack pickets, each with his nagaika stuck in his boot, I remembered with failing heart how this woman, whose fame was notorious throughout Europe, had told me that once past this portal of the Tzars huge domain all traces of her would be obliterated completely. This fact in itself convinced me that she had never intended to travel direct to St Petersburg, and it became impressed upon me that in order to trace her it would be necessary to first visit the little out-of-the-world town of Skerstymone, that was situated a long way to the north along the frontier. With that object I allowed the St Petersburg express to proceed, and after an hours wait entered a local train, alighting at a small town euphoniously termed Pilwiszki, where I spent the night in an exceedingly uncomfortable inn.

Next day I learnt with satisfaction that this town was situated on the main post-road between Maryampol and Rossieny, and that about thirty miles due north along this road was Skerstymone. The innkeeper, at an exorbitant figure, provided me with a rickety old cart and a pair of shaggy horses, driven by an uncouth-looking lad, wearing an old peaked cap so large that his brow and eyes were hidden. An hour before noon I set out upon my expedition. Our way lay across the boundless Nawa steppe, a plain which stretched away as far as the eye could reach without a single tree to break its monotony, until at a wretched little village called Katyle we forded a shallow stream, the Penta, and presently passed through the town of Szaki. Soon afterwards the road became full of deep ruts that jolted us terribly, and for many miles we travelled through a pine forest until at last we found ourselves at the ferry before Skerstymone.

In the mystic light of evening the place, standing on the opposite bank of the Niemen, presented a novel and rather picturesque aspect, with its wooden houses, their green and brown roofs of painted sheet-iron, but when landing from the ferry I was soon undeceived. It was one of those towns best seen from a distance. The dirt and squalor were horrible. For a fortnight I remained at the wretched little inn making inquiries in all quarters, but could hear nothing of the pretty dark-eyed girl who had earned such unenviable notoriety, and who in Vienna spent such an enormous sum in a single year that her extravagance had become proverbial, even in that most reckless of cities. That she had been here was certain from what Bingham had told us, and somehow I had an instinctive feeling that here the dainty-handed refugee had assumed a fresh identity, it being dangerous for her to proceed further into Russia, so well-known was she. Therefore, with fixed determination, I still prosecuted my inquiries everywhere, until I found the police regarding me with considerable mistrust, for the officers of public order are everywhere ubiquitous in the giant empire of the Tzar.

The hot July sun shone on the dusty streets; through the open windows of the white-washed barrack-like Government office the scratching of pens could be heard; the factors, agents who offer their services to strangers, lolled in the shade, keeping a watchful eye upon any stranger who might happen to pass by, and looking out eagerly for a geschäft, or stroke of business. The townspeople eyed me distrustfully as I wandered aimlessly about the streets, where tumble-down hovels alternated with endless expanses of grey moss-grown wood fences and plots of waste ground heaped with rubbish and offal. The place was full of horrible smells, filth, rags, and dirty children, who enjoyed themselves by rolling in the soft white dust. At either end of the noisy, evil-smelling place, a post-road led out along the bank of the sluggish yellow stream, and at the entrance to the town on the German side was a schlagbaum, a pole painted with the national colours that served as toll-bar, in charge of a sleepy invalided soldier in a dingy old uniform with a tarnished eagle on his cap, who looked the very incarnation of undisturbed slumber.

Life in Kovno was by no means diverting. Truly Skerstymone was a wretched, half-starved, miserable little place of terribly depressing aspect, notwithstanding the brilliant sunshine and blue sky.

The long, gloomy days dragged by, but no tidings could I glean of Sonia Korolénko. It was evident that if she had ever been there she had passed under some other name, and that her identity had been lost before arrival there.

One warm morning, while seated outside a kabák moodily watching the old women in the market selling their twisted rolls of bread called kalách, an ill-dressed man approached me, and, touching his shabby cap respectfully, pronounced my name with strong Russian accent, at the same time slowly sinking upon the wooden bench beside me. He was tall and square-built, with coarse but expressive features. His long grey hair was matted and unkempt; his low brow, protruding jaws, and the constant twitching of his facial muscles reminded me of a monkey, but the stern eyes shining from beneath a pair of bushy, overhanging brows, spoke of indomitable energy, cleverness, and cunning. They never changed; and while the rest of his face was a perfect kaleidoscope whenever he spoke, the expression of his eyes remained ever the same.

His confidence surprised me, and I immediately asked him how he had ascertained my patronymic, to which he replied, not without hesitation, — 

I am fully aware of your high nobilitys object in visiting Skerstymone. You are seeking Sonia Korolénko.

Yes, I replied, in the best Russian I could remember. Do you know her whereabouts? If you take me to her you shall have a handsome reward.

He smiled mysteriously, and glanced so wistfully at my vodka that I at once ordered for him a second glass of the spirit so beloved of the Muscovite palate.

Is your high nobility well acquainted with Sonia!

I replied in the affirmative, offering him a cigarette from my case. At last I had found one who had met the dark-eyed girl of whom I was in search.

You know her, I said. Where is she?

In hiding.

Far from here?

Well, not very, he answered. I could take you to her this very night — if you made it worth my while.

Why not in daylight? I inquired.

Because the frontier-guards are here in swarms.

Then, in reply to my questions, he admitted that he was one of those who obtained his living by smuggling contraband goods and persons without passports across the frontier into and out of Germany. Along the whole of the Russo-German frontier there are bands of peasantry who live by smuggling emigrants, Jews, malefactors, and others who have no permit to leave the country, across into Germany by certain by-paths that remain unguarded, notwithstanding the constant vigilance of the military.

And what is Sonia doing at present? I inquired, after he had frankly related to me his position in a low tone so that we might not be overheard by any eavesdropper or police spy.

She has always been a leader, he answered, laughing gaily. She is so still.

A leader of smugglers! I exclaimed, surprised that the pretty girl who had been admired in every capital in Europe should adopt such a hazardous, reckless life.

Well, yes, if you choose to call it so, he said, rather resentfully, I thought. We merely assist our countrymen to escape the police, and they pay toll for our aid, he added. She heard you were inquiring for her, here in Skerstymone, and has sent me as messenger to take you to her. She fears to come herself.

I looked steadily at the man, and saw for the first time that, although a moujik, he was nevertheless a sturdy adventurer, whose brow was deeply furrowed by hardship.

And you wish me to pay toll like the others? I exclaimed with a smile.

If we act as guide we are surely entitled to something. There are many risks, he answered, puffing at his cigarette, afterwards examining it with the air of a connoisseur.

How much?

The high nobility is rich, he replied. He was once at the English Embassy in St Petersburg. Let us say two hundred roubles.

Two hundred, to be paid only in Sonias presence, I acquiesced eagerly. Truth to tell, I would have paid five hundred, or even a thousand for safe conduct to her.

Its a bargain, he answered, draining his glass. Meet me to-night at ten oclock at this place. I hope you are a good walker, for we must travel by the secret paths. The post-road would mean arrest for me; it might also go rather hard with you to be found in my company.

I can walk well, I answered. To-night at ten.

Then I ordered more vodka, and after drinking success to our midnight journey, he rose and left me, bending a good deal as he shuffled along the street in his old frieze overcoat many sizes too large for him.

In any other circumstances I should have looked upon this devil-may-care, shock-headed adventurer with gravest suspicion, for his face was of distinctly criminal physiognomy, and his speech was that of one utterly unscrupulous. Yet when I remembered the allegations that Sonia, the woman who lured the young Prince Alexis Gazarin to his death, was an associate of the most desperate thieves in Europe, the fact that she had sent him as messenger seemed by no means remarkable. From what he had told me it was apparent that this girl, whose beauty had brought her renown and held her victims fascinated, had returned to her own country and become leader of a desperate band of nomads who drove a thriving trade by guiding fugitives from justice out of the Tzars dominions, and importing from Germany dutiable articles of every description.

Sonias offences against the law did not, however, trouble me much. I only desired to ascertain from her the truth regarding my wife, the Grand Duchess, and in order to meet her was prepared for any risk.

Thus I placed myself in the hands of this villainous-looking rascal whose name I did not know, and who had come to me entirely without credentials. My natural caution warned me that from every point of view my midnight expedition was fraught with considerable danger, yet thoughts of my sad-eyed wife whom I so dearly loved aroused within me a determination to ascertain some key to the enigma, and I was therefore resolved to accompany the unkempt stranger in face of any peril.


Chapter Thirty Two.

On the Frontier.
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THE FIRST HOUR of our walk in the bright balmy night proved fresh and pleasant after the stifling malodorous town. My unknown guide was, I soon discovered, a typical gaol-bird, the fact being made plain by the scanty growth of hair on one side of his head revealed when he inadvertently removed his cap to wipe his brow with his dirty hand. His strong knee-boots were well-patched, but he was out at elbow, and his moustache and matted beard sadly wanted trimming. He kept his appointment to the moment, and declining my invitation to drink, we set off together, ascending the low hill behind the town, and taking a circuitous route back to the river bank. By no means devoid of a sense of humour, he strode along jauntily, laughing, joking, and making light of any risk of capture, until I began to regard him with less suspicion. That he was no ordinary moujik was certain, for he spoke of life and people in Moscow, in Nijni, and even in Petersburg, his conversation showing a more intimate acquaintance than could be acquired by mere hearsay. Our way at first was through narrow lanes of dirty wooden houses, where the foetid odours of decaying refuse greeted our nostrils; then, leaving the town, we ascended through some cornfields until, suddenly descending again, we came to where the Niemen flowed onward between its sedgy banks, its placid bosom a sheet of silver beneath the light of the full moon.

Fully three miles we trudged along the post-road beside the river, passing a solitary little hamlet. Not a soul stirred, not a dog barked. The place seemed uninhabited. Now and then we passed a country cart driven by some sleepy peasant who had imbibed too freely of vodka, until we came to where a striped verst-post stood at the junction of another narrower highway.

Thats the road to Jurburg, and to the frontier at Poswentg, my companion remarked, in reply to my enquiry. Its too dangerous for us.

Why?

It swarms with frontier-guards, he answered, with a low laugh. We have no desire to encounter any of these gentlemen this evening, therefore we must presently take to the paths. See! and he nodded upward to the sky, The tail of the Great Bear points downwards. We shall have luck to-night.

Is this the route you take with the fugitives? I asked, pausing to take breath, and gazing around upon the lovely scene, for here the moonlit river flowed among its osiers and rushes, across the great grass-covered steppe.

Yes, he answered. This is the only portion of our journey where there are serious risks of detection, so let us hurry. On a bright night like this, a man can be seen a long way off. The guards are too fond of hiding along the banks, fearing that any German boats from Endruszen may creep up the river.

I started forward again, and we both quickened our pace. I now saw from his demeanour that he feared an encounter, for at each unusual sound he paused, his hand uplifted in silence. At last, at a point where the stream made a sudden bend, we left the river road and plunged into a great marsh, where the reeds grew almost as high as ourselves, and where our feet ever and anon sank deep into chill, slimy mud. As soon as we had left the river, my strange guide became as jovial as before, and spoke entirely without restraint. Fear of detection no longer troubled him, for as we held on our way over the soft clay, the silence of the calm night was now and then broken by his coarse laughter. On that flat, marshy land, each step became hampered by huge cakes of yellow mud that clung to our boots, while often I sank with a splash ankle-deep in water, much to my companions amusement. Whistling softly to himself, he laughed at all misfortunes, assuring me that we should very soon find drier ground, and that before dawn I should meet Sonia Korolénko, who was awaiting me.

She is your leader — eh? I asked.

Well, of course, he answered, with a grim smile. In the moonlight he looked a shaggy, evil-faced ruffian, and more than once, when I remembered that I had upon me a good round sum in notes and gold, I regretted that I had trusted myself with him unarmed. The police drove her from Vienna, from Paris, from London; so she has come to us.

And is yours a paying profession? I asked interested.

Generally, he answered, with that frankness that characterised all his conversation. Youd be surprised how many people seek our assistance. Some of our party are in St Petersburg, Moscow, and Warsaw, and make the contracts with the fugitives; then they hand them over to us, and we do the rest.

You guarantee to put them on German soil, or bring foreigners into Russia for a fixed sum?

Yes. You would open your eyes if you knew some of the people Ive guided over this very path. Sometimes it is a Jew peasant who has no permit, and desires to emigrate to London, or to America; at others, an escaped prisoner, a murderer, or a revolutionist, who is being tracked down by the Security Section. We always know why they are leaving Russia, and make them pay accordingly. Not long ago I brought a young titled lady across here; accompanied her into Germany, and put her into the train for Berlin. We had a narrow shave of being captured, but she gave me a thousand roubles when we parted.

Why did she want to leave secretly? I asked.

She had poisoned her husband somewhere down in Minsk, and the police were in search of her, he laughed. Never a night passes, but one or other of us cross the frontier.

And you find it an adventurous game — eh?

Well, it is pleasant after ten years of Siberia, he answered grimly. I let loose the red rooster and burned down the barins house in a village in Tver. He well deserved it. I and two friends got away with his money and jewels to Moscow, but one night, a week later, I had an appointment to meet my companions opposite the fountain in the Lubyansky Square, and was arrested.

And you got ten years?

They made out that the barin got burned to death, so I was packed off for life to Kara. After ten years I managed to escape and become a cuckoo. Then after a years wandering I succeeded in returning to Moscow, where I found one or two old friends, and we started together in this business. We dont intend to fall into the drag-net of the police again, he added with a sardonic grin, at the same moment drawing from his trousers pocket a big army revolver.

Do the frontier-guards ever trouble you?

Sometimes, he laughed. When we meet we always show fight. Three were killed in a brush with some of our party not long ago. It will teach them not to interfere with us for a little time.

Long ago I had heard of a gang of desperate characters who made the strip of zealously-guarded territory between Germany and Russia a terror to travellers, and the utter loneliness of the dismal place, and the swaggering demeanour of my evil-faced companion increased my mistrust.

We left the swamp shortly afterwards, and strode out again across the boundless undulating steppe that stretched away as far as the eye could reach. The moon had sunk lower in the sky, and a whitish cloud appeared in the zenith which seemed to shine with a phosphorescent light. Our trackless path wound between low shrubs, and then, after another hours weary, lonely plodding across the grass-covered plain, we came to a clump of trees where the underwood was thick and tangled.

I paused for a moment to gaze behind at the great expanse of flat, uncultivated, uninhabited country we had traversed. A mystery seemed to plane over the boundless steppe. The night wind played among the dry grasses, and sad thoughts awakened in my soul.

Hist!... there was a slight rustling! A reddish fur gleamed in the moonlight so close to me that I could see the ears of a fox and its bushy tail sweeping the ground. It disappeared between the trees, and my heart beat faster as together we went forward, bursting through the underwood. The twigs struck me in the face; I stumbled, gasped for breath, and halted. The wail of a night bird broke the silence.

At that moment I saw my companion bending at the foot of a solitary tree that stood alone amid the tangled undergrowth. There was a hole in its trunk from which he drew forth something and placed it hastily in his pocket. Then, turning towards me, he took out a cigarette and calmly lit it, saying, — 

We have nothing now to fear.

He allowed the match to burn much longer than was absolutely necessary. Instantly the thought flashed upon me that this light might be a signal to some of his nefarious companions.

But together we went forward again; he jovial and amusing, I moody and thoughtful. His actions had aroused my suspicions. I glanced at my watch, and in the dim light distinguished that it was just past two oclock. We had already been walking four hours.

Presently, chattering and laughing as we proceeded, we left the wide rolling steppe and plunged into a great wood. The forest was still as death. The moss-grown fir trees stretched out their huge arms as they waved slowly to and fro like funeral plumes. Little light penetrated there, but now and then we could see the bright stars between the branches as we went along a narrow winding track, the intricacies of which were apparently well-known to my guide, for he went onward with the firm, confidential tread of one who know the path, while I followed him closely, the dead branches crackling beneath our feet.

Once or twice a noise fell upon his quick ear, and we halted, he standing revolver in hand in an attitude of defence. Each time, however, we ascertained that we had no occasion for alarm, the noise being made by some animal or bird startled by our sudden intrusion. Then we resumed our midnight journey in single file.

During half an hour we proceeded, he leading the way, directing his footsteps by marks upon the trunks of the trees, so near the ground that they would have escaped the notice of any but those who knew of their whereabouts.

Once I thought I detected a dark figure between the trees, and fearing that it might be one of the sentries, whispered a word of warning to my guide, but he reassured me by telling me that we were skirting the frontier outside guarded territory, therefore there could be no danger. Nevertheless, as he turned to me, I thought his furrowed face looked darker, and his teeth gleamed whiter than usual.

We walked on. The forest was silent, save for the soft whisper of the pines. Without uttering any word I was following closely the footsteps of my guide, when suddenly, how it occurred I know not, I was conscious of being stopped dead by my evil-faced companion, who, with a quick movement, brought up his ready revolver to a level with my head.

Fate had played me an ugly trick. One thought remained uppermost in the chaos of wild, feverish fancies that seized me — the thought of the woman who was my wife.


Chapter Thirty Three.

Bad Company.
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WELL, I MANAGED to ejaculate, standing quite still, without moving a muscle. I saw that his attitude was one of determination, and that he had been joined by a ruffianly-looking companion who had emerged from the undergrowth as if by magic.

My only thought was of my past life. How had I been able to bear the suspicion and suspense so long? I had borne it because the star of hope had glimmered in the darkness. And now the star had vanished, and the hope was dead. Darkness had fallen upon my soul, and a storm arose within it like the chill whirling wind that swept across the steppe at dead of night. I could not think; I forgot where I was, forgot everything except my anger. My heart was full of blind despair.

I was conscious that the gaol-bird spoke. He was demanding my money, and threatening to put a bullet through my head if I refused.

I promised you money on condition that you took me to Sonia Korolénko, I answered. I am ready to pay when you have fulfilled your part of the contract.

Both men laughed heartily.

We have no knowledge of her, declared the man who had been my guide. All we know is that you have money; if you dont hand it to us quietly your grave will be in yonder heap of dead leaves.

Hell be company for the others, observed the man with a fox-like countenance, who had joined us, and was leaning upon an old Berdan rifle.

Then I understand you have brought me here, to this spot, on a false pretence. You mean to rob me? I said. You assured me that you were Sonias messenger, and so implicitly did I trust you, that I left my revolver behind at the inn.

That is no affair of ours, answered the old scoundrel, shrugging his shoulders unconcernedly. Hand us over your money, and we are ready to guarantee you safe conduct, either on into Germany or back to Skerstymone.

Ill pay you nothing, not even a rouble, na vódkou, until you take me to your leader, I answered defiantly, for somehow I had from the first been convinced of the truth of the mans assertion that Sonia was in that neighbourhood.

As we are unable to conduct you to the lady, whoever she is, we shall therefore be compelled to use violence, observed my guide, glancing at his companion, who nodded approvingly. Then, still holding the muzzle of his weapon to my face, he added with brutal frankness: Youd better make the sign of the cross now, if you want to. It will be the last chance youll get. When a mans dead and buried he can tell the police nothing.

Well I knew the desperate character of these brigandish nomads, and fully recognised that they were not to be trifled with.

The people who come to us for aid never get across the frontier unless they part with their money first, he continued. If they dont — well, we put them to rest quietly and unceremoniously, and give them decent burial. A good many of all sorts, rich and poor, lie buried in these woods. You asked me whether it was a paying profession, he laughed. Judge for yourself.

He still spoke with that unaffected carelessness that had impressed me when we had first met outside the dingy little tractir in Skerstymone.

Come, cried the ragged, fox-faced man, impatiently, with an accent of South Russia. We have no time to waste; we have many versts before us ere dawn.

Then youd better be off, and leave me to find my way back as best I can, I said, endeavouring to preserve an outward show of calmness.

Some noise, so faint that I did not distinguish it, caused both outlaws to hold their breath and listen. They exchanged quick glances. They had wandered thousands of versts across the taiga and the steppe, and constantly on the alert to evade Cossack patrols and police, knew every sound of the forest. They had learnt to know the voice of the wood; the speech of every tree. The great firs rustle with their thick boughs, the dark, gloomy pines whisper to one another in mystery, the bright green leafy trees wave their dewy branches, and the mountain-ash trembles with a noise like a faintly rippling brook. They knew, to their disgust, too, how those spies of the frontier, the magpies, hover in crowds over the track of the man who tries in daylight to creep unseen across the bare open steppe.

It was evident that the noise had for an instant puzzled them; yet, after listening a moment, both became reassured, and re-demanded with many violent threats whatever money I had upon me.

I tell you I refuse, I answered. If you take me to Sonia you shall have two hundred roubles each, with twenty more na vódkou.

Then you do not wish to live? exclaimed the man who had so cunningly entrapped me.

I will give you nothing, I said resolutely.

Then take that! he cried, wildly, and at the same time his revolver flashed close to my face.

The shot echoed far away among the myriad tree trunks, but the bullet passed harmlessly by my ear.

Ere he could fire a second time I sprang upon him, and clutching him by the throat with one hand, with the other grasped the wrist of the sinewy hand that held the revolver. It was a struggle for life.

Again my antagonist drew the trigger, but the weapon was exploded in mid-air. Then his companion flung himself upon me in an endeavour to drag me off. This he was unable to do, and, apparently, fearing lest I should succeed in wresting the weapon from his accomplices grasp and use it against him, he sought to stun me by raining blows with his clenched fist upon my head.

A third time the ruffianly assassins revolver went off with loud report, but doing no harm. At that moment, however, I was conscious that my strength was failing me. I was muscular, but against this pair of hulking brutes I had no chance in a contest of mere physical power.

The repeated blows upon my skull dazed me, but hearing shouts resounding in the darkness, I held on with grim, dogged courage, with the faint hope that they might be Cossacks. In the dim light I could distinguish figures moving rapidly beneath the trees. The forest seemed suddenly alive with men, but at that instant the fox-faced ruffian, finding his efforts unavailing, stepped back a pace or two, and lowering his rifle, took deliberate aim at my breast.

I closed my eyes tightly and held my breath.

A shot rang out, followed by a burst of wild shouting, but finding myself unharmed, I opened my eyes again. In terror I glanced up, and saw my fox-faced assailant lying face downward. The cowardly villain had evidently been shot at the very instant he had covered me with his Berdan.

Half-a-dozen men sprang forward, and wrenching the revolver from the scoundrel who had attempted to take my life, seized him in their strong grasp, while I, breathless and exhausted, struggled up from my knees, amazed at my sudden and unexpected delivery.

Some twenty men, an ill-dressed, ruffianly crowd, in patched cloaks and dirty grey caps covering their long hair, surrounded me, talking excitedly, bestowing opprobrious epithets upon the man who lay wounded and groaning, and as I turned suddenly in wonder, I was confronted by a peasant woman in a short skirt of some dark stuff, an ill-fitting striped bodice, with a handkerchief tied about her head.

She uttered my name. In an instant I recognised her. It was Sonia.

I arrived only just in time to save you, she explained, half breathlessly, in English. The shots attracted us. That villain, Stepanovitch, whom I sent into Skerstymone to bring you here, no doubt intended to take your money and decamp, but, fortunately, we caught him redhanded. He has long been suspected of doing away with people entrusted to his care for conduct across the frontier, but I never believed him capable of treating any of our friends as victims.

He fired at me point-blank, I said, although I was unarmed.

What shall we do with him, little mother? cried the excited crowd of burly malefactors, dragging the man before the notorious woman, with pleasant countenance, sonorous voice, and lively manners, whom they acknowledged as leader.

Tie him up to yonder tree and let him be shot, answered Sonia, pointing out a lofty pine. Pick a marksman from among yourselves, and do not shout so loudly. Only one shot must be fired, for I believe the guards are lurking about to-night, and more may attract them.

With yells of execration the crowd hurried away the unfortunate wretch who had so treacherously treated the friend of their leader, and ere a couple of minutes had elapsed he had been secured to the tree. Then they commenced haggling among themselves as to who should fire the fatal shot. It was a weird scene, this summary justice directed by a woman. The choice fell at last upon a tall hulking fellow in ragged coat and a hat of dirty sheepskin, who, addressed by the nickname of The Goat, on account of the shape of his beard, lifted his gun with a jeering remark at the cowering wretch, and stepped back to take more deliberate aim.

No, I cried, dont let him be shot on my account, Sonia. Give him his life.

She shook her head, saying simply: He betrayed my trust.

I ask you to forgive him, I urged. At least grant me this favour.

She was undecided, and the outlaws hearing us speak in English, called to their tall champion to stay his hand.

Very well, she said, at last. I forgive him because you plead.

Without a word I pushed past the men surrounding us, and, taking out my pocket-knife, severed the cord holding the terrified wretch. The old scoundrel, dropping upon his knee, kissed my hand amid the loud jeers of his rough, brutal companions, then regaining his feet, took off his cap, and looking towards heaven, made the sign of the cross.

This, I hope, will be a lesson, Stepanovitch, exclaimed Sonia, sternly, in Russian, advancing towards him. I forgive you only because of the request of this Englishman. Remember in future that the person of any friend of mine, or any of our brothers, is sacred.

Yes, I will, matóushka, answered the old villain, penitently. That I will. I owe my life to his high nobilitys intercession. I will not again offend, little mother.

Very well, she answered, abruptly; then, briefly explaining how they had just returned from a hazardous trip across the frontier, during which they were detected and followed by a Cossack picket, she gave the order to return home, and we moved forward in single file along the narrow secret paths which wound with so many intricacies through the dark, gloomy forest. As I walked behind her we chatted in English, she telling me how she had been compelled to leave London unexpectedly, and relating how she had fared since we had last met. She, however, made no mention of the nefarious trade she had adopted, and I hesitated to refer to it.

When at length we emerged from the forest, the wounded man being assisted along by his companions, it was near morning. The darkness had gradually become less intense, the stars shone more faintly, and a streak of dawn showed on the far-off horizon. The pale light revealed grassy plains as far as the eye could reach, and the fresh morning breeze swept softly over the thick, green grass that promised an abundant hay crop, such as the dwellers on the broad Kovno plains had longed for for many years. Soon after leaving the forest, however, the party separated, arranging as meeting-place, when the moon rose on the morrow, the third verst-post out of Wezajce, a small village five miles distant. All her associates, Sonia explained, lived in villages in the vicinity, scattering themselves in order to avoid detection by the authorities. The villagers themselves, although well aware of their doings, said nothing. To all inquiries by Cossack frontier-guards or police spies they remained dumb, for the simple reason that while contraband trade could be transacted the village thrived, each of these small, wretched little places receiving indirectly a portion of the outlaws profit. In summer there were no empty barns or thistle-grown threshing floors, and in winter the stoves in the huts were always burning, and the borstch, or soup, was never without its proper proportion of buck-wheat gruel.

Many were the rumours of missing travellers and violent deaths in that neighbourhood, but the villagers feared nothing from this adventurous gang, who had grown more bold now that they were led by their little mother. From what I gathered from my fair companion as we pushed forward together towards the dim line of trees that bounded the steppe in the direction of the sunrise, it appeared that the band had been in existence for several years, but that a few months before, the leader, a well-known escaped convict, was shot dead by a picket while creeping by day across the Zury steppe, and that a proposal had been sent to her at Skerstymone, where she was hiding, that she should become their head. She admitted, with a smile, that the men who had just left us to return to their various occupations were all of bad character, and that, almost without exception, all had served long terms of imprisonment for robbery or murder.

But is not the assassination of those who have paid for guidance into Germany quite unjustifiable? I exclaimed, reproachfully, as we walked side by side across the long, dewy grass.

How can I prevent it! she asked. I do all I can to preserve the lives of our clients, but with men of their stamp it is impossible to stop it. Nearly every one of the brotherhood would slit a throat with as little compunction as lighting his cigarette: first, because it avoids the risk of crossing the boundary, and secondly, because of the money the victim has in his pockets. Again, persons who accept our escort are not those persons after whom any inquiry is made. When they are missed, their friends naturally conclude theyve fallen into the hands of the police, or have escaped abroad and fear to write. Stepanovitch, for instance, does not obtain the rolls of notes he sometimes has by importing contraband goods, neither could he afford to keep a snug house down in Ludwinow, where he spends the winter, and is regarded as a highly respectable member of the Mir.

He is an assassin, then?

Sonia smiled and shrugged her shoulders.

We were approaching a small village with a background of high pine trees, situated on the edge of the great treeless plain. Its name was Sokolini, she told me. Once, in the days of serfdom, it had been the property of a landowner, but now, enjoying liberty, its emancipation was attested by its half-ruined huts, whose bulging walls and smoke-blackened timbers were supported by wooden props. There were not more than thirty houses, all of a similarly squalid, miserable character, and as we entered the tiny place the cocks were crowing in the yards, for the sun had by this time fully risen.

Five miles through yonder forest as the crow flies brings us into German territory, she said, indicating the dense wood behind the houses, then pausing before the door of one of the tumble-down huts, pushed it open, and invited me to enter.

The interior was one square room, with huge brick stove, the flat top of which served as bed in winter, a low sloping ceiling and two small windows with uneven panes of greenish glass that imparted to the rays of light a melancholy greyish tint. The bare miserable place was poorly furnished with wooden chairs, a rickety table, and a very old moth-eaten sofa covered with velvet that was once red, but now of faded brown. Over the door was nailed a cheap, gaudy ikon, and on the opposite wall was pasted a crude woodcut of his Majesty the Tzar.

The room was, indeed, in strange contrast to the dainty little drawing-room in Pembroke Road.

While I threw myself into a chair worn-out by fatigue, she removed the ugly wrapper from her head, and disappearing into a little inner den, the only other room in the house, soon reappeared with a steaming samovar, afterwards handing me tea with lemon.

The pale yellow sun struggling in through the thick green panes, fell in slanting rays across the carpetless room, and as we sat opposite one another sipping our cups we exchanged curious glances. Ours had, indeed, been a strange meeting.

She burst out laughing at last.

Well, she said, I see you are surprised.

I am. I did not expect you had exchanged your life in London for this, I exclaimed.

Ah! I was horribly tired of inactivity there. I had spent all my money, and could do nothing in your country. It is a drawback to be too well-known, she laughed.

But surely this life is attended by very serious risks, I observed, noticing, as the sunlight fell across her hair, that she was still as handsome as ever, notwithstanding her ugly peasant costume and clumsy boots.

Yes, she answered reflectively. Perhaps, in a little while, when I have made more money I shall leave here and return to London. One cannot live without money.

True, I answered. Yet life here must be terribly dull and monotonous after Vienna and Paris.

Ah! she cried, with the slightest suspicion of a sigh. All that I have forgotten long, long ago.

Her eyes were downcast, and I thought I detected tears in them. I gazed at her, this woman who was known in nearly every capital in Europe as one of the most daring and enterprising adventuresses of the century, half-fearing that she might still refuse to disclose her secret.


Chapter Thirty Four.

Outcast.
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SHE MOVED SLIGHTLY, raised her cup to her lips with a coquettish air, and on setting it down her dark bright eyes again met mine with inquiring glance.

Well, she exclaimed. Is it not strange that you, of all men, should be in Skerstymone?

I came to seek you, I said, looking earnestly into her pretty face.

For what reason?

Because by your aid alone can I regain my lost happiness, I answered in deep earnestness. Once, before you left London, you made certain allegations against Ella; but you failed to substantiate them, or to fulfil your promise in exchange for your passport.

Yes, I remember.

She is now my wife, and I have come to hear the truth from your own lips, Sonia.

Your wife! she gasped, glaring at me. Has — has she actually dared to marry you?

Yes, I answered. She has dared, because she loves me.

She remained silent, with knit brows, for a long time engrossed in thought.

Then briefly I told her how, after her departure, we had married, and related how suspicion had been aroused within me by her clandestine meetings with Cecil Bingham, her flight, and my subsequent discovery of her true position.

Then you are aware who she really is, she observed slowly at last. That she has dared to enter into a matrimonial alliance with you is certainly astounding. Indeed, it is incredible.

Why? I inquired in surprise.

There are the strongest reasons why she should never have become your wife, she replied ambiguously.

She lives apart from me. She has returned to her house in Paris, I said.

Ah! it is best, she answered mechanically. It is best for both of you.

But we love one another, and although she fears to tell me the truth regarding all this mystery that has enveloped her for so long, you, nevertheless, are in a position to explain everything. Therefore I have come to you. You were my wifes friend, Sonia, I went on. Tell me why she has acted with all this secrecy.

Her friend, she echoed blankly. Yes, you are right, she sighed. It was a strange friendship, ours; she, a Grand Duchess against whom never a word of scandal had been uttered, and I — well I was notorious. The people in Vienna and Paris pointed at me in the streets, and fashionable women copied my manners and my dress. Yet there was, nay there still is, a strong tie between us, a tie that can never be severed.

Tell me of it, I urged, when, pausing, she turned her pale agitated face away from me towards the small grimy window that overlooked the great sunlit steppe.

Once I believed that she was your enemy, and told you so. I feared that because of her position she would never marry you. Yet it seems she was really in earnest, therefore I now withdraw that allegation. She evidently loves you.

Yes, but we are living apart because she fears the revelation of some terrible secret if she acknowledges me as her husband.

And that is why you have come here — to learn of her past! she cried in a hoarse hollow voice, as if the truth had suddenly dawned upon her.

I nodded gravely in the affirmative, then told her of our meeting in Paris, and her refusal to make any satisfactory explanation.

I envied Elizaveta once, she said reflectively at last. I envied her because she was so supremely happy in your love. Yet it now seems as if I, degraded outcast that I am, have even more happiness and freedom.

You were once her friend — she visited you every day. You can be her friend now; and by telling me the truth, bring joy and confidence to both of us. You can make our lives happy, if you only will.

No, she answered coldly, her face hard and set. There was a cruel look in her eyes. Why should I? Why should I strive for the happiness of one to whom I owe all my grief and despair?

Surely no misfortune of yours is due to her? I protested quickly.

Misfortune! she wailed, her eyes flashing. Would you not call the loss of the man you love, misfortune? Then, in quieter tones, she added with a sigh, Ah, you dont know, Geoffrey, how intensely bitter my strange, adventurous life has been. You believe, no doubt, that a woman of my character cannot love. Well, I thought so once. But I tell you that in London I loved one man; the only man I ever met that I could marry. I had renounced my past, and sought to lead a new life when I knew that he cared for me, and was preparing to make me his wife. But she, the Grand Duchess who tricked you so cleverly, came between us, and we were parted. Then I came here, to Russia, sought solace among my former companions, the scum of the gaols and ghettos, and have now descended in despair to what I am. By her, the woman you ask me to free from a terrible thraldom, I have been thrust back into hopelessness, and have lost for ever the one chance I had of joy and love.

Then, covering her handsome face with her hands, she burst into a torrent of tears.

Come, I said, rising, and stroking her soft, silky hair. Her arms were upon the table, and she had buried her head in them, sobbing as if her heart would break. Come, do not give way, I urged. Who was the man you loved?

That concerns no one but myself, she murmured. Even she has never had proof that we loved one another. Yet to her is due all this grief, that has fallen upon me.

Raising her head, she strove to suppress her emotion, and her brilliant tear-bedewed eyes fixed themselves steadily upon mine.

I may perhaps be able to assist you, I said. I did on a former occasion.

No, she answered, in a voice of intense sorrow. I have now grown careless of myself, careless of life, careless of everything since I left London. With the man I loved so truly I could have been happy always, yet she knew my past, and would allow me no chance to redeem myself. It is but what I deserve, I suppose, therefore I must suffer. But can you wonder that, hating the world as I do, I entertain a certain grim satisfaction in being leader of this ragged, ruffianly band of frontier free-lances?

No, I answered, echoing her sigh; I am scarcely surprised, yet I cannot think that my wife, who was your friend, would willingly serve you as you believe.

She did, Sonia answered, again raising her sad, dark eyes. She alone I have to thank for the sorrow that has wrecked my life.

What was the name of the man you loved? I asked. Do I know him?

Yes, you know him; but his name is of no consequence, she answered evasively, in a faint voice, lowering her eyes. My secret is best kept in my own heart.

If my wife did it unintentionally, without knowing you were lovers, there is some excuse, I said, half apologetically.

No, she answered, with sudden harshness. No excuse is possible. There were other circumstances which rendered her conduct unpardonable.

I really cant believe it, I said. I feel certain that she would never have exposed you willingly.

Alas! she said at last, the evil is now done, and the stigma cannot be removed. But you asked me to reveal certain facts that would place her mind at rest, restore her confidence, and give her freedom. I have told you. I have made a confession to you that no other person has had from my lips.

Ah, do not be pitiless, I cried imploringly, feeling assured that she alone knew the truth. Her assertion that she could restore my wife to freedom meant, I knew, the removal of that dark cloud of suspicion and dread that, overshadowing her, held her spellbound by fear. Think, I urged, standing close to her, my hand resting upon the bare, unpolished table. Once when you came to me, a stranger, and I rendered you a service, you promised to perform one for me in return when I desired it. I am now sorely in need of your friendship, and have come to you for aid.

We shall be friends always, I hope, Geoffrey, she answered quietly, pushing back her dark hair from her brow. Her head was untidy and her hair tangled, for so callous had she grown that she took no heed either of attire or personal appearance.

Then you will, at least, fulfil your promise, I said.

No, she replied, with dogged firmness. In this matter I absolutely refuse. I know how weary and wretched your life must be, with mystery surrounding you as it does, and being compelled to live apart from the woman you love; but, frankly, the fact that her cold, proud Highness fears to acknowledge you, or tell you the truth, is a source of satisfaction to me. She has sown dissension, and is now reaping her harvest of tears.

The cankerworm of care was eating out my heart, and I resolved to make one final appeal to her better nature, albeit I saw from her demeanour how embittered she was against Ella.

No effort have I left unattempted to seek some solution of the problem, I said. Yet all is unavailing. I have sought the truth from Cecil Bingham, but he refused to utter one word, and referred me to you. He said you knew all.

Cecil Bingham! she cried, suddenly starting. Do you know him? He was your wifes friend.

Yes, I answered. I know that, although I am unaware of the true character of their relationship.

Ah! she ejaculated, and I thought she winced beneath my words. He sent you here?

Yes, I said. But before seeing him I had endeavoured to obtain some facts from another of Ellas acquaintances, Andrew Beck.

Andrew Beck? she repeated in a low, hollow voice, her brows contracting as if mention of his name were unpleasant to her ears. You were jealous of him once, she added in a hard, dry tone.

Yea, I smiled. But I am so no longer.

Why? I thought from what Ella told me long ago that you had some cause. He certainly was one of her admirers.

Yes. But hes about to be married.

Married! she cried wildly, starting to her feet, her lips moving convulsively. Andrew Beck?

I nodded, for a moment surprised; but, suddenly remembering, I took from my pocket-book the newspaper cutting announcing the engagement.

Eagerly her strained eyes read the three formal lines of print, then hastily crushing the piece of paper in her hand she cast it from her with a gesture of anger. Her face was pale and determined, her thin hands, no longer loaded with rings as they once had been, twitched nervously, and I could plainly see the strange convulsion that the unexpected intelligence had caused within her.

Do you know the — the girl who is to be his wife? she stammered presently.

No, we have never met, I answered. His marriage does not, however, concern us for the moment. It is of Ella and her strange secret that I seek knowledge. Tell me the truth, Sonia, so that I may be able to place within her hand a weapon wherewith to combat this mysterious enemy she fears.

There was a long pause. Her breath came and went quickly in hot convulsive gasps. Her hands were so tightly clenched that their nails were driven into the palms; her mouth was firmly set, and in her eyes was a cold, stony stare. The knowledge of Becks intended marriage had aroused within her a veritable tumult of passion.

The truth! she cried hoarsely at last, her hand upon her throbbing breast. You ask me to clear suspicion from the woman whose whim it has been to marry you and I refuse, because I should bring her happiness, and remove from her the terror that now holds her enthralled. But I have reconsidered my decision. I—

Ah, tell me! I exclaimed, interrupting her in my eagerness.

I will speak because my disclosures, remarkable though they may be, will not only bring peace to you and your wife, but will also prove a trifle disconcerting to her companions. Once they hunted me from town to town as a criminal; they will now beg to me for mercy upon their knees.

Tell me. Do not conceal the truth longer, I cried anxiously.

No. Only in Elizavetas presence will I speak, she answered, in a strained voice quivering with violent emotion. Let us start for Paris to-night. When the moon rises I will guide you through the forest into Germany; we can cross the Jura by the bridge beyond Absteinen, and from Tilsit take train to Berlin. In two days we can be in Paris. Take me to her, she said with sudden eagerness, and you shall both learn facts that will astound you.

I am quite ready, I said; I knew you alone would prove my friend.

No, she answered, regarding me gravely. No, Geoffrey. It is a secret full of grim realities and ugly revelations, which, when disclosed, will, I fear, cause you to hate me, and count me among your enemies. But you seek the truth; you shall therefore be satisfied.


Chapter Thirty Five.

Confession.
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HER HIGHNESS HAS this moment returned from driving, msieur, answered the big Russian concierge, when, accompanied by Sonia, I entered the hall of the great house in the Avenue des Champs Elysées, and handed him a card.

Then a second servant, in the blue-and-gold livery of the Romanoffs, conducted us ceremoniously along the wide, soft-carpeted corridor to the well-remembered room wherein I had taken leave of the woman I loved. My companion, in her neat, tailor-made travelling gown of dark grey cloth, looked a very different person to the dirty, unkempt peasant woman who led that band of desperate gaol-birds on the frontier, and as she glanced around the fine apartment on entering, she observed, with a slight sigh, that this was not her first visit.

The afternoon was breathless. All Paris had left for the plages of Arcachon, Dieppe, or Trouville, or the baths of Royat, Vichy or Luchon, and the boulevards were given over to unhappy business men, café loungers, and soft-hatted, gaping tourists in check tweeds. The green jalousies of the room were closed, the senses were suffused with a tender and restful twilight, for the glare had been tempered to suit the dreamy languor of that great mansions world-weary mistress. The open windows admitted, with air, the faint sound of traffic from the Avenue. A lad passing somewhere outside whistled a few bars from the gay chansonette, Si quon leur-z-y, frait ça, which Judic was singing nightly with enormous success at the Summer Alcazar. I noticed that upon the piano there still stood my own photograph, while that of my betrayer had been replaced by a picture of my wife.

With my back to the great tiled hearth, filled with ferns and flowers, and surrounded by its wonderful mantel of Italian sculptured marble, I waited, while Sonia, fatigued after our long and dusty journey, sank into one of the silken armchairs, unloosened her coat, and sniffed at her little silver bottle of smelling-salts. Scarce a word had she uttered during our drive across the city from the Gare de Lyon, so full she seemed of unutterable sadness.

During several minutes we remained in silence, when, without warning, the long doors of white-and-gold were flung open by the flunkey who, advancing into the room, announced his mistress.

Next instant we were face to face.

Ah! Geoffrey. At last! she cried, with flushed cheeks, a smile of glad welcome lighting up her pale countenance as she rushed towards me with both hands outstretched. A second later, noticing Sonia, she suddenly halted. Instantly a change passed over her face. She was unlike the gay, light-hearted girl who loved to idle up the quiet Thames backwaters, or punt along the banks at sundown. She was different from the happy, trustful bride who had wandered with me during those autumn days in quaint old Chateauroux. She had none of the flush of joyous youth, and the harder lines of resolve and determination were softened by an expression for which there is no better word than consecration. There were signs of endurance in her face, but it was the endurance of the martyr, not of the champion.

Facing Sonia, she drew herself up haughtily, and demanded in French in a harsh, angry voice, — 

To what, pray, do I owe this intrusion? I should have thought that after what has passed you would not dare to come here. But I suppose cool audacity is a characteristic which must be cultivated by a woman of your character.

Sonia rose slowly from her chair, her features haggard and blanched, her head bent slightly, as if in penitence. No effort did she make to resent the bitter, angry words my wife had uttered, but in a low tone simply replied, — 

I have come here with Geoffrey, to tell you the truth.

The truth! echoed the Grand Duchess, with withering contempt. The truth from such as you! Who would believe it?

Wait! Hear me before you denounce me, Sonia urged, in a strange, hollow voice, that sounded like one speaking in the far distance. I do not deny that my presence may seem unwarrantable. I admit that between us there can no longer be friendship, yet strange it is that, although you are honest, upright and respected, while I am a social outcast, spurned and degraded by all, there nevertheless exists a common bond between us — the bond of love. You love Geoffrey, the man who by law is your husband; while I love another, a man you also know; and her voice faltered, the man to whom you denounced me as base and worthless.

Well? asked Ella, standing stern, upright, full of calm, unruffled dignity. She still wore the cool-looking summer gown in which she had been driving in the Bois, and had not removed her large black hat with its long ostrich plumes.

You are quite right, quite right, Sonia admitted in a voice trembling with emotion. You were justified to undeceive him as you did. I know, alas! how black is my heart — how blunted is all the womanly feeling I once possessed, like you. But you have been nurtured in the lap of luxury, while I, fed from infancy upon the offal of a slum, and taught to regard the world from a cynical point of view, have grown old in evil-doing, and am now a mere derelict in the stream of life. Long ago we met, and parted. I treated you, as I did others, as an enemy. We have now met again, and I, conscience-stricken and penitent, have come to atone for the past — to prove your friend, to beg forgiveness.

My wife shrugged her shoulders with a gesture of quick impatience.

Ah! You dont believe I am in earnest, cried the unhappy woman. Has it never occurred to you that I alone can free you from the bond that has held you aloof from your husband?

What do you mean? cried Ella, with a puzzled expression.

I mean, she answered, in a deep, earnest voice. I mean that if you will make full and open confession to Geoffrey I will furnish you with proof positive of the identity of the murderer of Dudley Ogle. By this means only can you obtain freedom from your bondage of guilt.

My freedom! echoed my wife. She was pale as death; her hot, dry lips moved convulsively, and she glanced at me in feverish apprehension. How can you give me my freedom?

By revealing the truth, Sonia answered. When you have told Geoffrey all, then will I disclose the terrible secret that I have selfishly kept from you because I envied you your happiness.

The silence remained unbroken for some moments. Ella stood with her gloved hands clasped before her. The haughty demeanour of the daughter of the Romanoffs had entirely forsaken her; with head bent she stood immovable as a statue. Terror and despair showed themselves in her clear, bright eyes. It seemed as though she mistrusted this woman of evil repute, whose assertions half induced her to confess to me.

Come, Sonia said, speak, and freedom, love and happiness are yours.

Her breast, beneath its lace and flimsy muslin, heaved and fell. Her fingers hitched themselves nervously in the trimming of her gown. Then, at last, with sudden resolve, she turned, and with terror-stricken eyes fixed upon me, said in English, in low, faltering tone, — 

To confess to you, Geoffrey, will cause you to hate, ah! even to curse me. After to-day I fear we shall part never again to meet.

No, no, I cried, advancing to take her soft hand in mine. Tell me your secret. Then let us hear what Sonia has to reveal.

Ah! mine is a wretched, horrible story of duplicity, my wife faltered, standing in an attitude of deep dejection. Although I am a Grand Duchess, the bearer of an Imperial name, I can hope for neither pity nor mercy from you, nor from the world outside.

Why?

Because I have foully deceived you. I am a spy!

A spy! I gasped, amazed. What do you mean?

Listen; I will tell you, she answered, in a hard, strained voice, swaying slowly forward and clutching at the table for support. Three years ago, when my mother, the Grand Duchess Nicholas, was still alive, we were spending some months as usual at our winter villa that faced the Mediterranean at St Eugene, close to Algiers, and my mother engaged as valet de chambre an Englishman. Soon this man grew, I suppose, to admire me. He pestered me with hateful attentions, and at last had the audacity to declare his love. As may be readily imagined, I scornfully rejected him, treated him with contempt, and finding that he still continued his protestations, meeting me when I went for walks along the sea-road to Algiers, or under the palms and orange groves in the Jardin Marengo, I one day in a fit of ill-temper, disclosed to my mother the whole of the circumstances. The fellow was at once discharged, but before he left for Europe he wrote me a letter full of bitter reproach, and expressed his determination to some day wreak vengeance upon me, as well as upon a young Englishman whom he suspected that I loved. His suspicions, however, were entirely unfounded. I, known at home and throughout all our family by the pet name of Tcherno-okaya, or Sparkling Eyes, a nickname taken from our Russian poet Lermontoff, had met this young Englishman quite casually, when one day, while passing through the Kasbah, I was insulted by two half-drunken Arabs, and he escorted me home. Then, when we parted, he told me that he was staying at the Hôtel de la Régence, opposite the great white mosque, and gave me his name. It was Dudley Ogle.


Chapter Thirty Six.

The Thrall.
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DUDLEY OGLE! I echoed in blank amazement. Are you certain that the servants suspicions were devoid of foundation?

Absolutely, she answered in quick breathlessness. In those days I was supercilious and disdainful, being taught to regard my dignity as Grand Duchess with too great a conceit to make a mésalliance. My mother used constantly to urge that in the marriages contracted by members of our family love was not absolutely necessary — position was everything. Well, the months went by. We left Algiers, returned to St Petersburg, and soon afterwards my mother died, leaving me alone. I found myself possessor of great wealth, and when, after a period of mourning, I reappeared in society, I was courted and flattered by all sorts and conditions of men. In a year I grew tired of it all and longed to return to England, the land wherein I had spent many years of my youth; therefore I engaged a woman to pose as my mother, and dropping my title, went to London and lived there as Ella Laing. Then I met you, and she paused, looking earnestly into my face with her deep blue eyes. To me she had embodied everything that was fair, honourable, and pure, yet I had dreaded some sinister peril from an unknown source.

And we loved each other, I said simply.

Yes, she went on fervently. But from the first I was fettered, being unable to act as my heart prompted. I loved you fondly, and knew you wished to make me your wife, yet I dared not to risk such a step without the permission of our House. I went to St Petersburg, explained who and what you were, and craved leave to marry you. A family council was held, but the suggestion was unanimously denounced as a piece of sentimental folly. Ah, shall I ever forget that night? I pleaded to them upon my knees to let me obtain happiness in your love, but they were inexorable and refused. At length, when in a moment of despair I threatened that if shut out from love by the barrier of birth I would end my life, a suggestion was made — a horrible, infamous one, prompted by Makaroff, Minister of the Household. Yet I was ready to commit any act, to do anything in order to secure happiness with you. Permission was given me to marry you on condition that I entered the Secret Service as spy. I appealed personally to the Tzar, but in vain. You were in the Earl of Warnhams confidence, and it was seen that from you I could obtain information which would be of greatest utility to our Foreign Department.

So you accepted, I said sternly.

Yes. I accepted their abominable conditions because I loved you so well, Geoffrey, she said gloomily, her trembling hand upon my shoulder. It was not my fault, indeed it wasnt. If I had known what was to follow I would have killed myself rather than bring about all the trouble and disaster for which I became responsible.

No, I said, dont speak like that.

I would, she declared despairingly. What followed was a dark, mysterious tragedy, while all the time I knew that you must suspect — that, after all, you might forsake me. Within a week after binding myself irrevocably to the Tzars army of spies I made a discovery that held me appalled. I found that my master, the man to whose will I was compelled to submit, was none other than our discharged valet de chambre — the man who two years before had declared his love. At the time my mother had engaged him he was already in the Secret Service, and had no doubt kept watch upon us. He came to me at The Nook, and, exulting in the fact that I had become his puppet, renewed his protestations of affection. When, frankly, I told him that I hated him and loved only you, he at once informed me, with a grin of satisfaction, that the department in St Petersburg found it compulsory to obtain possession of a copy of a secret convention at that moment being concluded between your country and Germany, and that I must get possession of it at any cost, through you. It was in order that I might betray you that the Imperial permission had been given to our marriage. In indignation I refused, whereupon he threatened to expose me to you as a Russian spy, and I saw only too clearly that any such revelation must end for ever our acquaintance. He cajoled, urged, threatened, and explained all the elaborate precautions that had been taken by two clerks in Russian pay at your Foreign Office in order that on a certain day you should carry the precious document in your pocket, and how he had prepared the dummy envelope sealed with your Ministers seal. At last — at last, after striving long and vainly against the performance of this ignominious action that I knew must reflect on your honesty, I was compelled to submit. Ah! you can never know what agony I suffered. I verily believe that in those few days the terrible vengeance of that scoundrel drove me insane. The hideous ghost of the past causes me to shudder whenever I think of it.

I echoed her sigh, but no word escaped me. Her revelations were astounding. I had never suspected her of being actually a spy, although the discovery of the stolen convention in her escritoire had lent colour to that view.

I deceived you, she went on in a hard, monotonous voice. But only because I loved you so fondly, and dreaded that this man, who had long ago vowed to wreck my life, would expose, and thus part us. Yet I could not bring myself to commit the theft. How could I place upon you — the man who was all in all to me — the stigma of having traitorously sold your countrys secrets? The man who held me enslaved, and whose attentions I had spurned, exulted in his malevolent revenge. Once he offered, if I would renounce all thought of you and treat him with more cordiality, to commit the theft himself; but I refused, determined at all hazards to remain with you as long as possible. Once it was thought that the secret convention would be sent to Warnham Hall, and I was compelled to go down there to devise some means of obtaining it. I found Dudley staying in the village, and we returned to London together. The end must soon come, I knew. Therefore I lived on in daily terror of what must follow. At last the day dawned on which I had to meet you at the Foreign Office, and filch from you the bond of nations. After breakfast I stood out on the lawn by the sunny rivers brink, contemplating suicide rather than your ruin, when there rowed up to the steps Dudley Ogle, who hailed me, inviting me to pull up to Windsor, and there lunch with him. At once I accepted, and after embarking, told him of my dilemma, and besought his assistance. As you know, he was a good amateur conjurer, and skilled in feats of sleight-of-hand. Without thought of the consequences, he resolved to commit the theft for my sake, and when I had fully explained all the facts and given him the dummy envelope that the cunning chief of the Okhrannoë Otdelenïe had prepared, he turned the boat and put me ashore at The Nook, afterwards rowing rapidly down to Shepperton to change and go at once to London.

He did this because he loved you? I exclaimed sternly.

No, she answered reassuringly. Poor Dudley was simply my friend. He called on you and extracted the document from your pocket while you lunched together, because he saw in what a dilemma I was. He knew I loved you dearly, and never once spoke a single word of affection to me. That I swear before Heaven. What followed his visit to Downing Street I have only a hazy idea, so full of awful anxieties was that breathless day. From Waterloo Station he telegraphed to me that he had successfully secured the agreement and handed it to the chief of spies. The latter, who had been waiting in Parliament Street expecting me, seeing him, took in the situation at a glance, and approaching him, asked for the document, which he gave up. An hour afterwards, fearing that you might suspect me, I telegraphed to you at Shepperton to dine with us, well knowing that already the text of the convention was at that moment being transmitted to Petersburg, and that war was imminent. You came; you kissed me. I loved you dearer than life, yet dreaded the frightful consequences of the dastardly act I had instigated. Suddenly, while we were at dinner, and you were laughing, happy and unconscious of the conspiracy against the peace of Europe, a thought flashed across my mind. I well knew that an awful conflict of armed forces must accrue from my deep, despicable cunning, and it occurred to me, as I sat by your side, that I would, using the secret cipher I had been provided with, telegraph to St Petersburg in the name of the chief of spies, assuring our Foreign Department that a mistake had been made. I slipped out, and running down to the telegraph office just before it closed, sent a message to an unsuspicious-looking address, stating that the text of the convention already sent had been discovered to be that of a rejected draft, and not that of the actual defensive alliance which had received the signature of the Emperor William.

Then it was actually this message of yours that prevented war? I gasped, in profound astonishment.

Yes, she answered. Before receipt of my telegram all preparations were being made for the commencement of hostilities, but on its arrival the Tzar at once countermanded the mobilisation order, and Europe was thereby spared a terrible and bloody conflict. Ah! that was indeed a memorable night, brought to a conclusion by a dark and terrible tragedy.

Her astounding disclosures held me dumbfounded. I remembered vividly how, during our lunch at the Ship, Dudley had risen and gone out to the bar to speak to an acquaintance. It was at that moment, having stolen the document from me, he glanced at its register number and imitated it upon the dummy with which Ella had provided him.

But how came you possessed of the original of the convention? I asked.

A week before I fled from you I received it by post anonymously, she replied. When compelled by my enemy to leave you and return here to my true position, I unfortunately left it behind, and knew that, sooner or later, you must discover it. The man who, with the Tzars authority, held me under the lash, still holds me, the plaything of his spite, and threatens that if I allow you to come here and occupy your rightful place as my husband, he will denounce me to the British Government as a spy. Hence I am still his puppet, still held by a bond of guilt that I dare not break asunder.

Be patient, urged Sonia, in a deep, calm voice. Be patient, and you shall yet be free.

Ah! Geoffrey, sobbed my wife, her blanched, tearful face buried in her hands, you can never, I fear, forgive. After all, notwithstanding the glamour that must surround me as Grand Duchess, I am but a mean, despicable woman who foully betrayed you, the man who loved me.

You atoned for your crime by your successful effort to preserve the peace of Europe, I answered.

Yes, yes, she cried, with a quiver in her voice there was no mistaking for any note save that of love; but, alas! I am in the power of an unscrupulous knave who parted us because he saw me happy with you. Can you ever forgive me? Can you, now you know of my unworthiness, ever say that you love me as truly as you did in those bygone days at The Nook? Speak! Tell me?

Yes, I answered, fervently pressing her closely in affectionate embrace. I forgive you everything, darling. You sinned; but, held as you have been by the hateful conditions imposed upon you by a base, unprincipled villain, I cannot blame, but only pity you.

Then you still love me, Geoffrey? she cried, panting, gazing up into my face.

For answer I bent until my lips met hers in a long fond caress. In those moments of ecstasy I was conscious of having regained the idyllic happiness long lost. Even though her story was full of bitter and terrible sorrow, and rendered gloomy by the tragic death of her self-sacrificing friend, the truth nevertheless brought back to me the joys and pleasures of life that not long ago I believed had departed from me for ever.

Again and again our lips met with murmured words of tender passion — she declaring that her crime had been flagitious and unpardonable, yet assuring me of what I now felt convinced, that her love had been unwavering. If it were not that she had resolved to renounce her title and become my wife she would never have fallen beneath the vassalage of the infamous scoundrel who sought her social ruin.

Thus we stood together locked in each others arms, exchanging once again vows of love eternal, while Sonia stood watching us, sad, silent and motionless, save for a deep sigh that once escaped her. She knew that supreme happiness had come to the woman she had once denounced as my bitterest foe.


Chapter Thirty Seven.

Conclusion.
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IT WAS FOUR oclock on the following afternoon. The black, iron-studded doors of the Bank of England were just closing. The beadle mopped his brow. The traffic around the Royal Exchange was becoming more congested, as it generally does at that hour, and perspiring clerks hurrying along Threadneedle Street sought the shady side, for the sun was still powerful. So hot indeed was the season that general permission had been granted everywhere in the City to wear the jacket suit and straw headgear reminiscent of Margate, in place of the conventional silk hat and frock coat. Although in the West the houses were mostly closed, and thousands were absent in the country and by the sea, the great, turbulent, bustling crowd that constitutes business London showed no sign of inactivity or decrease as, accompanied by my wife and Sonia, I walked up Old Broad Street to that pile of offices known as Winchester House, through the swing doors of which passed a constant stream of hurrying clerks.

By the lift we ascended to the second floor, and then passed down a long corridor to a door on which was inscribed the name Mr Andrew Beck. We entered a large office of business-like aspect, where some dozen clerks were busy writing, and were informed that their principal, although absent, would return in a few minutes, therefore we decided to wait, and were ushered into a comfortable private room, one door of which opened on to the corridor.

Scarcely had we been seated a few moments when the click of a latch-key was heard in the door, and my friend Beck entered. He was well-dressed as usual, with a green-tinted carnation in his button-hole, and a glossy hat with brim of the latest curl stuck a trifle rakishly upon his head. The instant he confronted us the light died out of his face.

He drew himself up with a quick look of suspicion, while from his lips there escaped a muttered imprecation. Without further ado he turned on his heel, as if preparing to make a hurried exit, but in a moment Sonia, detecting his intention, sprang towards the door and prevented him.

Well? he asked, with a sorry endeavour to remain cool, why are you all here? This is an unexpected pleasure, I assure you.

It was Sonia who, standing before him with dark, flashing eyes, answered in a tone of fierce hatred and contempt, — 

I have come, Andrew, to present my congratulations upon your forthcoming marriage, she said, with her pronounced foreign accent.

They could have been conveyed by a penny stamp, he retorted impatiently.

You taunt me, do you? she cried in a towering passion. You, the cunning, cowardly spy whom I shielded because you professed love for me. Had I spoken long ago you would have met with your deserts, either at the hands of the Nihilists, or at those of justice. Although myself a criminal I yearned for love, and foolishly believing that you cared for me, preserved the secret of your guilt, allowing you to wreck the happiness of Geoffrey Deedes, the man who twice proved my friend, and of Elizaveta, the only honest woman who ever spoke kindly to me or endeavoured to induce me to reform. Because you were chief of the Tzars spies and I was notorious, with plenty of money always at command, you imagined that you held me irrevocably. Well, for a time, you did. Your false protestations of affection caused me to refrain from exposing your base, cunning, heartless infamy. It was you, with your renegade underling Renouf, who contrived to get me introduced to Elizaveta in order to further your own ends; but it was you also, when fearing that I might make some ugly revelations, made unfounded allegations against me to General Sekerzhinski, and informed him of my whereabouts, so that I was compelled to fly from Pembroke Road and seek shelter where I could.

His eyes were fixed upon her with a look of fierce hatred, and he muttered some incoherent words between his teeth.

Yes, she went on defiantly, I know you are anxious to close my lips, because of the startling disclosures it is within my power to make. The Department in St Petersburg have in you a keen, cunning spy, but when it becomes known throughout England that Andrew Beck, the popular Member for West Rutlandshire, is in the pay of the Russian Government, do you anticipate that you will still occupy your seat in the House of Commons, or at the Committee you have so ingeniously obtained for the investigation of the strength of Englands defences?

He started. His face was ashen pale; his cigar dropped from his nerveless, trembling fingers.

Geoffrey, she went on, has already heard from Elizaveta how cleverly you tricked her, and with what dastard knavishness you compelled her to instigate the theft of the secret convention. She—

Then the world shall know that the Grand Duchess Elizaveta Nicolayevna is in the Secret Service! he cried fiercely. She has betrayed her country and her kinsman, the Emperor!

Sonia, smiling in contempt, said, — 

The denunciation will be your own condemnation.

Why? What have I to lose? he asked indignantly. Your life. The police have not yet forgotten the tragedy at The Nook.

He glared at her open-mouthed.

Perhaps it may be well at this moment to recall some facts that you may have found convenient to forget, she went on ruthlessly, while I, standing beside Ella, drank in eagerly every word. You will remember where you reduced the stolen document to cipher, imitating Dudleys handwriting on the telegraph forms. It was at my house. The envelope containing the agreement had been opened in the cabinet noir at the Embassy, the intention being to replace it at the Foreign Office. But it was I who broke the seal. In your hurry you left the document behind, and even when you returned two hours later, your mind was so full of other things that you did not remember it; so I gummed down the cut edges, and sent it afterwards to Elizaveta. When you came the second time you had with you a pair of mens gloves. Whose they were I knew not, but you got me to sew inside the index-finger of the left hand a tiny, jagged splinter of glass, and upon that glass, when you thought I did not observe you, you smeared some of that fluid that Ruyandez, the Haytian merchant, had given me long ago. That poison I kept locked away in a small cabinet, but many months before I had shown it to you and explained that it was some of that used by the Obeah men, and so rapid was it in effect that one single drop would cause paralysis of the heart within five minutes without leaving any trace of poison. You obtained a key to that cabinet, for when I had gone from the room on that afternoon I watched you unlock it, take out the reed containing the decoction, and prepare the glove.

Liar! gasped Beck. I didnt touch it.

The glove, she continued, belonged to Dudley Ogle. That day Elizaveta had told him that you, a member of the English Parliament, was the chief of Russian spies, and you feared lest he should expose you, as no doubt he would have done if you had not, with cowardly cunning, taken his life.

Murderer! cried Ella, amazed. You — you killed him! Ah! I suspected it. Tell us, Sonia, how it was accomplished.

The gloves this man brought to my house were a pair he had taken up by mistake when at Shepperton on the previous evening. For cool and desperate plotting, the manner in which he killed the man he feared was astounding, for, having introduced into the finger of the glove the tiny piece of glass, he, during that evening at The Nook, took out his victims gloves from his overcoat in the hall and replaced them by those prepared. When Dudley left to walk home he bade farewell to you, and at once proceeding to put on his gloves, received a scratch on the finger so slight as to be almost unnoticeable, yet within five minutes the effects of the poison had reached his heart, and he was beyond human aid.

Amazing! I cried, regarding my whilom friend with intense loathing as he stood before us, his face a ghastly hue.

Its untrue! Who will believe such a woman? he cried.

Everyone will, Sonia retorted quickly. See, here is the proof, and she drew from her pocket a well-worn suède glove of dark grey, which I recognised at once as being one of the kind always worn by Dudley. The splinter of glass is still inside.

The man who had led the double life of spy and legislator, and who had amassed a great fortune in his speculations in African gold, stood livid, with terror-stricken eyes riveted upon the evidence of his crime, like one transfixed.

The Tzar will have no further employment for a murderer, exclaimed Ella at last. Neither will the House of Commons permit a spy to sit in its midst. When I consented to enter the Secret Service of His Majesty, it was with one object — to obtain permission to marry. This I have attained, and because of Geoffreys generosity and free forgiveness I have now no further fear of the opinion of the world or of revelations by a man who is proved to be a murderer. At last I have secured freedom from your hateful tie.

Then you intend to denounce me? Beck cried, glancing round with a wild, hunted look.

Twenty-four hours from now I shall place Lord Warnham in possession of the whole of these curious facts. If you are still upon English soil, you will be arrested for the murder of my friend, I answered calmly. I see plainly how, while I left you alone with the dead man, you placed in his pocket the brass seal found upon him, and how cleverly you managed to introduce the bogus passport and evidences of forgery among his possessions. Yours was a devilish ingenuity, indeed.

If I fly you will not follow? he gasped eagerly.

Wherever you may hide you will be followed by your guilt, I answered. A murderer can hope for no forgiveness from his fellow-men.

With his chin sunk upon his breast, and his wild eyes downcast, he stood in silence, leaning heavily against the wall. Then, slowly, with a final look upon him, I passed out behind my wife and the pale-faced woman who had so clearly substantiated her terrible charge. The vengeance he had sought to bring upon Ella had fallen upon him and completely crushed him.

In the library at Berkeley Square on the following afternoon I explained the whole of the startling facts, to the wizened, ascetic old Earl, who sat speechless in amazement when he realised that Andrew Beck was actually a foreign spy. It was during the conversation that followed I learnt that the man who had been loved by Sonia was Cecil Bingham, the young country gentleman who, known to both, had sought to assist Ella in unearthing the identity of Dudleys murderer. Sonia had misjudged my wife entirely, for she had never denounced her to Cecil, and the latter, being at that moment a guest in the Earls house, was sent for, and before us all the pair became reconciled.

Elizaveta Nicolayevna, or Ella, as I still call her, has now renounced her country, and become thoroughly English. A year ago Lord Warnham, assured of my wifes probity — for greatly to Monsieur Grodekoffs dismay, she had given some valuable information regarding the activity of the Russian Secret Service at Downing Street — appointed me to a responsible post at our Embassy in Paris, so that we now live together at the big white house in the Avenue des Champs Elysées, while Sonia and Cecil are also married and live quietly in a quaint old manor-house near Winchester.

It was only the other day, however, that we heard mention of Andrew Beck, the popular legislator who so mysteriously accepted stewardship of the Chiltern Hundreds. There was a paragraph in the newspapers stating that he had been found drowned in the Scheldt, near Antwerp, and foul play was suspected. Then Ella explained to me that the woman who had passed as her mother, Mrs Laing, was, she afterwards discovered, a well-known Nihilist, and it was in order to keep observation upon her that the detective Renouf had entered her service. This woman, whose real name was Sophie Grunsberg, was greatly incensed against Beck on account of certain false accusations he had made against members of the revolutionary organisation, and there was little doubt that he had fallen beneath their far-reaching vengeance.

Here, as I pen these last few lines of my strange story of Englands peril, my own betrayal, and my wifes fond love, Ella, with sweet, glad smile, moves forward to stroke my hair with soft, caressing hand. The odour of sampaguita pervades her chiffons, stirring within me memories of the past. We are together in the room I know so well, with its great windows overlooking the leafy Avenue. It is warm, the sun-shutters are closed, and from somewhere outside the gay air, Si quon leur-z-y frait ça is borne in upon the summer wind.

At last our days are full of passionate love and idyllic happiness. Verily there is great truth in those words of Holy Writ, Whoso findeth a wife, findeth a good thing.

THE END
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Preface.

[image: img131.jpg]

PEACE, O READER! Constant, blessed and abundant salutations.

Of a verity the groves of my hopes have been refreshed by cooling showers from the clouds of Allahs blessing, my rose garden has been weeded of the thorns of despondency, and the tree of my prosperity has become fruit-bearing from the breeze of his bounty. He is the Giver of Gifts, the Source of Liberality, the Sovereign, the dust of whose sandals is deservedly the collyrium of the eyes of mortal men; and I, called by my fellows El-Motardjim, am the servant who, in compliance with the exalted command, have placed my finger of acquiescence on the vision of obedience. During many hopeless nights I waited for the radiation of the sun of the benefits of prosperity, and counted the stars till the rise of dawn, but, by my ill-luck and the machinations of enemies, was deprived of the felicity of penetrating the mystery of the Land Forbidden.

At length, however, on a happy day when the fire of my anguish burned so brightly that it was not easy to extinguish it with the water of patience, the Abolisher of the signs of darkness and aberration invested me with the robe of the favoured, guarded me through the calamities and vicissitudes of fortune during long journeys, directed my footsteps through the mazes of paths untrodden, and revealed unto my dazzled eyes weird and wondrous marvels stranger than men have dreamed.

Therefore, O Reader! wipe the dust of ennui and fatigue from the speculum of thy mind, withdraw the tongue of blame into thy palate, and lend a willing ear to this my Tarik; for, verily, I have elucidated the secret of the mystic Land of the No Return; I have torn the veil that hideth the Great Sin from the eyes of men, and have gazed into the Eye of Istar. Imsh Allah!


Prologue.
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THRICE HATH THE Fast of Ramadan come and gone since the Granter of Requests last allowed my eyes to behold the well-remembered landscape, scarcely visible in the pale light of dawn. Hills, covered with tall feathery palms, rose abruptly from the barren, sun-scorched plain, and, at their foot, stood the dazzlingly-white city of Omdurman, the impregnable and mysterious headquarters of Mahdiism, while beyond, like a silver ribbon winding through the marshes, the Nile glided, half veiled by its thin white cloud of morning vapours.

Within the walled and strongly-guarded city was a scene, strange and fantastic. The air, heavy with war rumours, was rent by the deafening strokes of enormous brazen tam-tams, mingling with the loud shouts of dark-faced Jalins, half-naked negro fanatics of the Kunjara and the Dinka, armed cap à pie, ready for battle at a moments notice. The excitement, which had increased daily for many months, had risen to fever heat.

Throughout the short, hot night, the great nahas — those huge brass war drums of the Khalifa Abdullah, Ruler of the Soudan — had been beaten by relays of perspiring negro slaves, glittering with beads and trinkets, the indescribable monotonous rhythm causing the wildly-excited populace to cry, Nakelkum! and Naklulkum! as, in the fresh, cool hour, when the Wolfs Tail — the first brushes of grey light which appear as forerunners of dawn — showed in the heavens, they seized guns, spears and shields, and rushing from their houses across the great square of Abu Anga they congregated in the wide, open space near the Tree of Hadra, where the Raya Zerga, or dreaded black standard of the Khalifa, hung ominous and motionless in the morning air.

Wild-haired men sped fleetly to and fro, brandishing their gleaming arms and apostrophising Eblis; women left their millet unbeaten and followed, while musicians chanted war songs softly in a sad falsetto, accompanying themselves upon their little ginkris — those queer, two stringed guitars, fashioned from a tortoise shell, which give forth a dismal sound like the chirping of a grasshopper of the oasis. The servants of the Merciful are those who walk meekly on the earth, and when the ignorant speak to them, answer, Peace; and who pass the night adoring Allah, and standing up to pray unto him, and who say, O Allah, avert from us the torment of hell, for the torment thereof is perpetual; verily, the same is a miserable abode; and who, when they bestow, are neither profuse nor niggardly, but observe a just medium between these, and who invoke not another god together with the One Allah, neither slay the soul which Allah hath forbidden to be slain, unless for a just cause. The Dervishes were going forth to battle.

On one side of the spacious review ground frowned the castellated walls of the imposing white fortress, held so long by Faragallah Pasha against the fierce hordes of the Mahdi; on the other, the ill-built quarters of the Genadien, or regular soldiers, while the single tree in the centre was historical by reason of the head of Gordon, the brave Pasha of the Infidels, having been exhibited thereon by order of our tyrannical lord, the Mahdi. It was at this spot that the wild multitude heaped curses upon the last grim relic of the gallant, deserted hero of Khartoum, the man whose matchless bravery and dogged perseverance were alike admired by my own co-religionists, as well as by the Infidels themselves.

But the Mahdi, Khalifat-er-Rasul — the great False Prophet, renowned throughout the world, who, by inducing us to believe that, by his supernatural influence, he could transform the bullets of the white men into water, caused us to flock to his standard and attempt to conquer the Soudan — was now dead, and the power of the Khalifa Abdullah supreme. Seven years ago had the hand of Allahs justice fallen heavily upon the hypocritical imitator of the Great Prophet, who asserted that he could part the waters of the Nile, that his body was invulnerable, and who was so successful in his ingenious impostures that the people threw themselves down frantically to kiss the spots his crimson slippers had touched, while the water in which he performed his ablutions was drunk as an unfailing remedy for every sort of malady. The very dust of his sandals was declared to be the collyrium of the eyes of men. But the struggle with the English, the fall of El Obeid, the capture of Galabat, and the defeat and death of the King of Abyssinia were events now long past and forgotten.

In this record of fact, adventure and strange marvels, I, Zafar-Ben-AZiz, called by some, El-Motardjim (the translator), on account of my knowledge of many tongues, am compelled to speak of myself. I am not a Soudanese, but an Arab, son of the Hadj Yakub Sarraf, Kaid of the Aures. I passed my childhood at my birthplace, El-Manäa, two days journey from Batna. Then my father, having trading relations with an Arab merchant living in London, the giant city of the English, I was sent there for two years to learn the tongue. But I cared not for the English, nor the ways of life in a city where the women go abroad unveiled and laugh in the faces of the men, where speech is carried along wires, where light is shed by two wires in contact and where carriages are propelled along the roads without horses. Of a verity, the London of the English is a city full of marvels, infidel customs, amazing sights, and the accursed inventions of Eblis himself. To the English the One Accursed has imparted the secret of his wiles and miracles, whereby they are the powerful people on the face of the earth. After two years rubbing shoulders with the white men who believed not in the Prophet, but worshipped a cross as emblem of their deity, I grew weary, for, during the whole time, mine eyes were never refreshed by seeing the interior of a mosque, although once or twice I entered their churches without removing my shoes, as is their custom.

During my absence in the land of the Infidels my mother died, and six moons after my return my father was taken into Certainty. Then life among my people, the Chawi — the beauty of whose women is world famous — had but little charm for me, born Bedouin that I am. I longed for the journeys afar by camel, the free life, the burning sun and the limitless horizon. I felt the need of the devouring heat. I sighed for the desert and the endless sands, and all my youthful dreams were radiant with rosy anticipations. Therefore, after a few months of idleness, I resolved to quit my studies and travel south across the Great Desert. At sunrise, one day, I left behind my native mountains, and, with a camel caravan, journeyed to Mourkouk. Thence I travelled with various caravans to El Fasher, Dem Zibehr, Lado, and other places in the Soudan, on many occasions finding myself in Khartoum, where several times I saw the grave-faced Gordon, the heroic White Pasha, who was afterwards so treacherously murdered. At the age of twenty-one I had succeeded in establishing a small caravan of my own to journey between Khartoum and Suakin, but suddenly the Mahdi rose against the Christians, and all trade was stopped. Unfortunately, being an Arab from Algeria, I was an alien, therefore my camels were at once seized, and, against my will, I was pressed into military service, forced to take the beaa, and bear my part in the holy war under the dreaded standard of the Mahdi. At Tamai and Abu Klea I fought the English invaders, afterwards carrying arms in Dongola, Berber, Galabat, Karkoj and Kordofan, where I fought Infidels, slave-raiders and rebellious tribes, witnessing many fierce combats and scenes of massacre too horrible to describe. Allah encompasseth the Infidels, says our Korân. The lightning wanteth but little of taking away their sight; so often as it enlighteneth them they walk therein, but when darkness cometh on them they stand still. I loved the brilliant nights and the ruddy splendour of the moonbeams reflected on the sands; even the sinister howls of the jackals on the plains of Kababich had become a familiar sound and no longer disturbed me.

Such, briefly, is the story how, from a student at the French Lycée at Algiers, and a clerk in a London merchants office, I developed into a Dervish.

Now, however, as one of the renowned Ansar-ed-Din of the False Prophets successor, I, with face seared by sun-scalds, sat my milk-white horse in the square of Abu Anga, ready to take part in the monster parade, prior to setting forth upon an expedition across the Great Desert, westward to Kano, the great capital of the powerful Sultan of Sokoto, which all knew would be fraught with many perils.

But it was the Khalifas will; none dare demur.

In the Korân, our perspicuous Book of Everlasting Will, it is written that Allah, the One Worthy of Praise, alone knoweth the heart of man, therefore he is aware that the profane chicanery of the Mahdi had impressed me not, neither did I admire the fanatical teaching of the Khalifas speeches and sermons. But to speak in Omdurman against Mahdiism, or the Khalifa, meant death, therefore silence and obedience were best. Indeed, life was at all times uncertain in the Dervish capital. The Khalifa was intensely vain and proud, professing the religion of Al-Islâm, but leading an idle, dissolute life, shut up in his great white Palace, surrounded by all the pomp and splendour of a Soudanese Sultan. Cruel, quick-tempered and distrustful, he was fearful and jealous of his authority, and the smallest infringement of it was looked upon as a heinous offence, to be punished accordingly. By an elaborate system, he was surrounded by villainous, despicable spies, who all pandered to his jealous and tyrannical nature. These spies were everywhere, and besides obtaining admission to private houses in order to ascertain if the inmates were loyal, their duty was also to seek out the most attractive girls to grace their masters extensive harem. Wherever a pretty woman was found throughout his dominions he at once received information about her, and in a very short time she was conveyed to the palace of Omdurman, where the hundred fountains were refreshing, the marble courts were cool, and the Garden of Enchantment was red with flowers and green with many leaves.


Chapter One.

The Blast of the Onbeia.
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WE WERE LEAVING Omdurman, on an expedition to the far west, beyond the high misty mountains of Marran and the great glaring Saharan plains. Our forces, consisting of over fifteen thousand armed warriors, were assembling to parade and receive our Rulers blessing ere we departed.

Red and fiery the sun rose, the houses shone milk-white against the intense blue of the sky, the monotonous thumping of the nahas continued, the yelling of the fanatical multitude increased, and the black silken standard, planted in the centre of the parade-ground, stirred by a breath of hot wind, suddenly spread itself out lazily, revealing its inscription in sprawly Arabic characters of bright yellow. The excited populace, the black-faced warriors of the Tumali, the Tegele and the Fajelu, regarding this as a good omen, shouted themselves hoarse in cursing our enemies, but a few seconds later the sound of loud trumpets echoed across the square, and a silence, sudden and complete, fell upon the multitude. Drawn up in long lines, we were facing in the direction of the Holy City, ranging ourselves in order, attending the commands of Allah and the Khalifa and celebrating the divine praise. From where I sat I had full view of the great arched gate of the Palace, which next second was thrown open as the Khalifa himself, stout, dark-bearded, and hawk-eyed, rode forth, accompanied by his officers and bodyguard. Mounted on a fine camel, and wearing a suit of golden mail armour and a helmet with spotless plume, he was surrounded by about two hundred horsemen also clad in mail, with thick, red turbans around their helmets, their horses all wearing brass head armour to protect them from sword cuts. Four onbeia blowers walked in front, and, in turns, sounded the great elephants tusk, while, headed by the dreaded sable standard and moving very slowly, came the Khalifa, stern, stately, statuesque, with drawn sword. Behind, followed the gaudily-attired mulazimin, or body-servants, riding, while his black guards, veritable giants in stature, formed a compact square around him.

The spectacle was brilliant and imposing. In the bright morning sunshine the spears and armour of the cavalcade flashed and glittered, and, as the Khalifa drew up his camel within a few yards of me, his keen black eyes wandered around us, as if in search of absentees. Thrice the deafening plaudits of the multitude rent the air; thrice he bowed an acknowledgment with regal gesture. With one voice the people cried, Alhamdolillah! — the pious expression which leaves the lips of True Believers on all occasions of concluding actions — the review began, and the wild enthusiasm and confusion knew no bounds. Remington rifles with ammunition were distributed to us, in addition to the customary three spears and sword, and, amid the endless shouting and recitation of suras from the Korân, with bows and protestations we dashed at a wild gallop hither and thither past the powerful Ruler of the Soudan, raising clouds of white dust. At length, in obedience to a long, loud blast from the onbeia, we halted, and the Khalifa — whose custom it was to attend the mosque five times a day and to enforce the presence of all his principal emirs — commenced the second portion of the parade. The review, or arda, as it was called, was a religious ceremony, and those who took part in it were supposed to obtain special advantages and blessings.

Gazing slowly around him, with an expression of restlessness and revenge clearly portrayed upon his gross, bloated features, he waved his fat hand, with imperious gesture, exclaiming in a loud, firm voice, — 

Harken unto me, O my people! The believer doth not escape from the chastisement of Allah — whose glory be glorified, — until he leaveth four things — lying, pride, niggardliness and evil-thinking. Paradise desireth four kinds of men: the first of them are they who feed the hungry; the second, they who lend succour unto the naked; the third, they who fast in Ramadan; and the fourth, they who read the Korân. Fear ye Allah in secret, O my people!

Every head bent low in obedient submission, every voice cried with one accord, May the peace of Allah cover thee like a cloak, O august Ruler! O Pearl of the conch of Prophecy!

Our kingdom is made flourishing through justice, is protected by courage, and ruled by good government, he continued. Good government is that the gate of the Chief be guarded in the proper time of being guarded, and opened in the proper time of being open, and the gate-keeper friendly. Verily, the One Merciful hath servants whom he distinguisheth with his favours, and whom he rewardeth for fighting for the Faith with great rewards. To go forth into battle against the Sultan of Sokoto is necessary for the well-being of our State, and of our people; therefore, O men-at-arms, gird your loins and sharpen your spears, so that ye may enter the great city of Kano, vanquish your enemies, trample their country underfoot, deliver it over to fire and sword, and return hither to your ease within yonder walls of this, your dwelling-place. In the darkness of night, as in the sunshine of noon, ye carry with ye upon thy wanderings the ever-anxious thoughts of your Khalifa, into whose keeping the welfare of our kingdom was entrusted by the holy Mahdi whom Allah, who liveth in Heaven, hath been pleased to remove from amongst us.

His name be exalted and praised! roared the excited, dark-faced multitude. May it endure as long as time lasts!

True, O my people, continued the autocrat, with well-feigned reverence. May our great Chief, El Mahdi, drink of the stream Al-Cawthar, whiter than milk or silver, and more odoriferous than musk, with as many cups set around it as there are stars in the firmament, of which water whosoever drinketh will thirst no more for ever. May he wander through the groves of Jannat-al-Ferdaws with the glorious Hur-al-oyun, whose dark eyes are a pleasure to beholders, and whose pavilions are as hollow pearls.

Then, after the people had given vent to loud acclamations, he repeated, in a loud voice, two long prayers from the Korân, followed by the khutba for days of the Jihad, Praise be to Allah, the One Merciful, who is the best of helpers; for we say, verily, help us against the Infidel people. He who is dissatisfied with the licentious, we ask Him, Do help us against the Infidel people. Glory to Him who scattereth the strength of the unbelievers; so we say, verily, Do help us. He who surroundeth with His aid His grateful worshippers, help us. He whom Allah sent to give vigour unto the lukewarm, help us. Know ye that Allah, whose name be exalted, has written upon you the Jihad against the wicked. Therefore, exert yourselves and say, Help us against the Infidels, and may their place be in Al-Hawiyat. And be ye patient in the fatigues of the expedition; for, verily, His help maketh bold those who watch. Then say ye, Help us against the Infidels. Thou art our Allah. Then help us against the people of the Infidels.

This concluded, he delivered a further invocation for the victory of the religion of Al-Islâm, long life for himself, and the continual success of his arms, following it up with a prayer, calling down the vengeance of Allah on all unbelievers and those who had erred from the paths of Mahdiism, especially the enemies we were about to attack, and asking that their wives and children might be given as booty unto us. At the end of the prayers he repeated the Fatiha, the whole gigantic assembly joining in the declaration of the Unity, loud, fervent, impressive.

Every head again bowed for a second, then wild yelling, shrill battle-cries and deafening war gongs sounded, mad, enthusiastic confusion becoming general everywhere as the Khalifa Abdullah and his black bodyguard slowly moved back along the Nile bank towards the great white Palace, the ponderous iron-studded gates of which opened wide to receive them. Men and women, giving vent to cries of Sidi! Khalifat el Mahdi! and Ya Sidi ana mazlum! threw themselves upon their faces, craving his blessing as he passed, and some of the more fanatical struggled and fought with his bodyguard of ebon-faced Taisha in a vain endeavour to touch the hem of the garment of the Great Ruler inspired by Allah.

Thus, while the shouting multitude followed our Master, we dismounted, ate the handful of dhurra allotted to each of us, and took leave of our women and relations prior to setting forth on the first stage of an expedition to Kano, the City of the Mirage, which most probably would occupy us many months, and from which many of us would certainly never return.


Chapter Two.

Sun and Silence.
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HEADED BY THE great Raya Zerga, held in awe throughout the Soudan from Assouan even unto Lado, we of the Jihadieh, two hours later, under the heat of the brilliant sun, rode forth from the city gate, amid the vociferous shouting of the women, the frantic beating of war drums, the ear-piercing blast of great onbeias and the encouraging yells of old men and children. Then, with a parting war-cry, our gleaming swords flourishing in air, we left the cupolas and minarets of Omdurman behind, and spurred forward in huge compact bodies towards the low, distant hills, half hidden in their mystic haze, but supposed to be the abode of the Jinns, or genii, which our dead lord, the Mahdi, declared always fought in thousands on our side. Some of my comrades-in-arms declared that they had had visions of these strange creatures, but I confess I have never seen one, and am inclined to agree with what one of the White Fathers once told us in El Obeid, that their existence is purely imaginary. But perhaps I am a sceptic. Indeed, my white skin betrayed my Arab parentage, and, because of it, I had long ago been nicknamed by my dark-visaged comrades, The Unbeliever. Not because I had ever expressed doubt as to the truth of the Mahdist teaching, but my pale face was alone responsible for the epithet which had, in fun, been bestowed upon me.

My personal appearance, as a horseman of the great Khalifa, was, perhaps, not such as would commend itself to the Roumis, the enemies of Allah and His Prophet. My Jibbeh, or Dervish uniform coat, was dirty and patched with multi-coloured strips of cotton; on my head was the white skullcap, called the takia, bound by a broad white turban; while I wore a pair of loose cotton unmentionables with a red girdle, and my bare feet were thrust into rough slippers of undressed cowhide. My weapons consisted of a circular shield which bore the deep dints of past combats, two small spears, one long one, a rifle, and a heavy sword with cross hilt strapped up under my left arm.

Light-hearted, laughing among ourselves, and eager for the fray, we crossed the hills, but saw nothing of the mysterious Jinns; then, continuing our ride into the stony, waterless desert of Bayuda, that immense country forgotten of Allah, we halted at sundown for the maghrib, and journeyed forward yet another three hours before encamping. The expedition was under the leadership of Ali Wad Helu, chief of the Baggara Arabs, upon whose crimson flag, borne before him, was inscribed in gold in the Arabic character, Nekhrib ed Dunia wa nammir el Akher. (We shall destroy this, and create the next world). This was his motto. A fierce and fanatical warrior, he had acted a conspicuous and unenviable part in that terrible storm of 1885 which deluged the Soudan with blood, and now thought not of sparing the lives of his men, but urged that, by dying by the sword, we should go direct to the Jannat-al-Ferdaws, where the great lote-tree throws a cool shade, and where the houris have lips of musk and eyes bright and sparkling as stars of night.

Resting during the day, on account of the furnace-heat of sunshine, and travelling during the clear, starlit nights over the sands with our black standard ever waving at our head, the hosts of the Khalifa swept onward through the land of sun and silence, like a great swarm of locusts, bent upon ruthless pillage and destruction. Day by day, week by week, we travelled over the immense plain, always in the crimson track of the dying day. Everywhere spread vast solitudes, an interminable country of desolation and sad monotony, without a plant or a vestige of life — only shifting, brown sand-hills, boundless horizons and a blinding glare of sun. Through Foja and El Fasher we passed, then over the great, bare mountains to Kol-Kol. Three journeys from that place, however, Ali Wad Helu, fearing attack by hostile tribes, sent forward fifty spearmen — of whom I was one — to act as scouts. The orders we received we obeyed promptly, and, heedless of heat and sand storms, we travelled rapidly onward to Abu Guerra, across infinite, mysterious solitudes, where the blazing heat and the loose sand retarded our advance, until, at last, we reached El-Asagga, on the shore of Lake Tsad, exactly one moon after our departure from Omdurman.

Inured as the cavalry of the Khalifa were to the burning breath and silent gloom of the desert, the privations of the march and the fatigue of long travel, we found in this journey that our horses were utterly unfit to negotiate the stony wilderness that lay between ourselves and Kano, known to the desert wanderers as the City of the Mirage by reason of the amazing mirages seen in the vicinity almost daily; therefore, on arrival at the Well of Sabo-n-Gari, four days journey south from the Lake, and two days beyond the boundary of the territory of the Sultan of Sokoto, we resolved to encamp under the palms and await our main body in order to utilise the spare camels which they had brought with them in case of need. To attempt to approach nearer to the city we intended to attack would, we knew, result in speedy death.

The last fires had faded from the west; moonless night had fallen. The poison-wind blew in sharp hot gusts, the heat from the sand was reflected into ones face, black clouds hung low and ominous, and the atmosphere, laden with particles of grit, was stifling. We prayed our isha, ate our dhurra, and leaving three of our comrades on the alert, in case of surprise, stretched ourselves in our tents and endeavoured to snatch a brief repose. The neighbourhood of the well was not a safe place after sundown, for wild beasts came there for water, and we had seen the marks of lions on the sands. Wearied, my eyes at length closed in sleep, and I was dreaming of cool, idle hours at my mountain home in the far-off Aures, and of bygone days amid the civilisation of London, when suddenly I was startled by the quick rattle of musketry, followed by fiendish yells, while, at the same moment, there was a flash of powder as a bullet tore its way through the canvas of my little tent, whistling unpleasantly near my head. Seizing my rifle, I sprang up, and, with my comrades who had been sleeping by my side, rushed forth.

Next second I knew the truth. The place was alive with horsemen, led by a minor sheikh mounted upon a splendid grey. We had fallen into the trap against which our spies had repeatedly warned us, and were evidently being attacked from every side by the Tuaregs. In the Great Desert there are two terrors ever present — the sand and the Tuaregs. The latter are the forbidding-looking pirates of the desert, held in awe from El Fasher to Timbuktu. It is said that ages ago they were compelled to migrate south from the fertile Atlas into the Great Desert, and owing to their eyes being unaccustomed to the terrible glare, nor their lungs to the sand storms, they adopted a head-dress with two veils. One, the nicab, is rolled round the temples, hanging down in front to protect the eyes; the other, the litham, reaches from the nostrils to the edge of the clothing, completely covering the lower part of the face. Hence they are known to-day, everywhere in the Soudan, as the Veiled Men of the Desert, while upon all those who do not adopt their mysterious-looking costume they bestow the sobriquet, mouths for flies. The veils are never removed, even at meal times, and the garb has become so much a part of them that any one, being deprived of it, is unrecognisable to his friends and relatives. If one of their number is killed in battle and divested of his veil, no one can identify him until it has been restored to its place. And this, in spite of the fact that the bridge of the nose and the eyes alone are visible. Their power is felt in nearly every part of the Great Desert, and to such an extent have they carried their depredations that until quite recently almost every town was compelled to pay them tribute. These nomads are thieves of the worst character, travellers and merchants being their principal victims. Their vague form of Islâmism they have reduced to a belief in talismans, and their chest and back are covered with bags of black and yellow, like a cuirass. Ruse is their principal weapon, even though they never show themselves without spear or gun, a sword at their side and a poniard attached to the left arm. We, of the Khalifas army, had bestowed upon them three epithets which epitomise their psychology— Thieves, Hyenas, and the Abandoned of Allah.

There had been a deadly feud of long standing between us, and they, learning that a small party of Dervishes was in the vicinity, had apparently come forth to check our advance. But the horsemen of the Khalifa Abdullah, Sultan of the Soudan, know not fear, as their valiant actions at Abu Klea, Berber, El Obeid and Toski had already proved, and now, even though we saw ourselves surrounded by hundreds of yelling Veiled Men, who poured into us a withering fire from their long-barrelled guns, not a man among us was dismayed although many bit the dust ere reaching cover.

That it must be a struggle to the death we knew, therefore, unable to mount, we obtained what protection we could among the few palm trunks, and replied to the hail of bullets with careful precision, picking off a white-robed figure whenever one showed itself. Behind every rock or tree large enough to shelter a human form a veiled man lurked, and, well-practised in the use of firearms, they proved themselves superior shots. As far as we could discern in the gloom they outnumbered us by about ten to one, and their weapons, aimed deliberately at us from the security of the ambuscade, had already taken deadly effect. On every side white robes fluttered as rifles shed their weird red light, and ere long many of our men, stumbling forward, sank upon the sand and died with fierce curses upon their lips. Unable to approach our opponents sufficiently near to effectively use our long spears we continued our erratic fire, determined to make a stubborn stand until the end. During a quarter-of-an-hour this continued, when suddenly wild piercing yells sounded above the incessant rattle of musketry as, with one accord, about two hundred Tuaregs, their villainous faces encircled by their black veils, and standing in their stirrups, swept down upon us with a ringing shout of triumph. In a moment a fierce hand-to-hand struggle ensued, for horses and riders plunged upon our spears, and dozens of the desert pirates fell impaled, their burnouses dyed with blood. One man, tall and sinewy, his breast loaded with talismans, riding a magnificently-caparisoned horse, and evidently a sheikh, I held in the grip of death, and he fell by my hand. Indeed, so strenuous was our defence that, on glancing round, I felt half inclined to believe that the fierce onslaught would not be repeated; yet, almost before this thought had crossed my mind, another shrill war-cry resounded as an additional force on foot emerged from the dark clump of trees with burnouses flying, eyes blazing, and firing as they ran they rushed together upon us in such numbers as to prove absolutely overwhelming. With rifles held high above their heads, and yelling fiercely, they sped onward, driving us from our cover, and shooting us down, although we slashed, stabbed and hacked like very demons. Prodigies of strength and valour were performed by my comrades, the Dervishes, in their last defence. The struggle inflamed them, as it ever does men courageous by nature and born brave. They sold their lives dearly, but to effectually repulse the attack or to crave for quarter were alike futile. Alas, the soldiers of the Black Standard, who for years had fought long and fearlessly for the holy Mahdi and his successor, were now falling helpless victims to the cunning and rapidity with which the Tuaregs had delivered their terrible onslaught.

Full of breathless anxiety were those fatal moments. Elated by their success and filled with a deadly hatred against us, our enemies were evidently determined to sweep us into eternity. The ground was encumbered with dead and dying. Several of my comrades, believing that the Jinns had deserted us, and therefore resistance was useless, threw down their arms, and falling on their knees, cried, in the name of the One for their lives to be spared, but the Veiled Men of the Desert only jeered, and shot them down as ruthlessly as they would slaughter dogs, crying, Kill the black-faced sons of offal! Let not one escape, or he will give warning unto the hosts of the accursed tyrant, the Khalifa. Kill the dogs! Kill them! My comrades death-wail uplifted, and, sharpened in soaring, hung in anguish at its height; then, like hopes expiring sigh, it faltered downward and fell mute.

Escape was hopeless; we had fallen into an ambush. Our enemies had surrounded us by hundreds. Amid the shrieks, the firing, the fiendish, exultant cries of the victors and the fierce, hoarse curses of the dying, I fought on with spear and shield, unhorsing more than one of our deadly foes. My comrades were apparently all being ruthlessly slaughtered, when suddenly a gigantic son of the desert, lithe as a deer, black-veiled, and sitting his white horse as if he were part of it, galloped straight towards me with a loud cry, his whirling blade flourishing in mid-air ready to match me, strength to strength. In a second my spear left my hand, and striking him full in the breast, felled him to earth a corpse, but ere I could draw breath, another piercing yell sounded behind me, and I felt a sharp twinge in the left shoulder. Then a horrible, choking sensation seized me, and I have a vague recollection of a mans dark face, hideously distorted by hatred, and with a black rawani, or shawl wrapped around it, within a few inches of mine, so near that I could feel his hot, foetid breath upon my cheek.

A sudden darkness next instant fell upon me, and all consciousness became blotted out.

Of events that immediately followed, or of how long I remained insensible I have no knowledge. Thoughts, strange and confused, grim and pleasant, incongruously mixed flitted through my unbalanced mind, but I had no idea of place, of time, of anything. A darkness, black and impenetrable, had obliterated my senses and held me powerless, until a sharp spasm of pain shot through my limbs, and then I recollected, in a half dreamy manner, that I had fallen in the desperate fight. I tried to repeat the first sura, but my lips, cold and clammy, refused to utter sound. The pain increased in intensity until my whole body became racked by a torture so acute and horrible that I believe I must have fainted. Many are the scars I had received in battle, but never had I experienced such suffering. Indeed, the pain was so intense that I felt myself writhing in terrible agony, while the perspiration stood in great beads upon my neck and brow, and the tightness in my chest held me, as in a vice, breathless, with all the horrible pangs of asphyxiation.

An interval of senselessness was followed by a brief period of calm; then gradually, with a feeling that I was struggling hand-to-hand with Azrael, the dreaded Angel of Terrors, I slowly struggled back to consciousness. Blindly enduring, I suffered alternately torments of fire and of ice. Memories haunted me, vivid, voluptuous; scenes of a passionate past recurred. I stood in a magical Hall of Echoes, where every echo seemed the voice it mocked, and through some flaw in each illusion drove the shattering spear of truth.

In the impenetrable darkness my fingers wandered involuntarily to seek the objects around. On either side I stretched forth my hands, but clutched at air. Faint sibilations, like the sound of hushed whispering fell upon my ear, and in that moment filled me with a strange fear. My resting-place seemed soft and comfortable, and as again my hands sought to discover something that would give me a clue to my whereabouts, my finger-tips suddenly came into contact with embroidered satin. I could feel the raised pattern upon the smooth, glossy surface at my side, and became aware that I was not stretched upon the sand, where I had fallen, but upon a divan. I felt the cushion upon which my aching head was pillowed. It was also of satin, soft as down. The air seemed heavy with the sensuous intoxicating odour of attar of rose rising from a perfuming-pan — a subtle scent that still vibrates my memory — and as I touched the pillow I made a further discovery. Raising my hand to wipe my clammy brow, I became aware of the reason of my obscurity of vision.

My forehead and eyes had been bandaged with a folded square of thick black silk.

By frantic movement I endeavoured to tear away the tightly-bound fabric, but failed. It had been dexterously knotted, and no effort of mine could remove it. Again, with words of haste upon my lips, I tried to tear it from my eyes, but did not succeed, for when I tried to lift my left hand to my head I again experienced a spasm of pain that was excruciating.

Suddenly I was conscious of the presence of someone near me, and a voice in low, soft, musical tones, scarcely above a whisper, exclaimed in the Hausa tongue, — 

Barka, sanu sanu.

My acquaintance with this language of the people beyond Lake Tsad was very imperfect, but I nevertheless knew that the words gave me peace, and, being translated, were, Allah, bless thee. Gently, gently.

Peace be upon thee, O unknown friend, I answered fervently, in Arabic. Thou who hast given succour unto the wounded, I beseech of thee allow mine eyes to behold the mirror of thy face.

Of a verity thine eyes shall ere long witness things that, peradventure, will amaze thee, answered the low voice of the unknown, in tones in which severity and gentleness were strangely mingled.

Soft hands deftly unloosed the double knots at the back of my head, the scarf was drawn away, and on eagerly opening my bewildered eyes they were dazzled by a strange flood of bright light that poured down upon them.

Next second, however, my vision grew accustomed to the extraordinary brilliance, and the scene which met my wondering gaze was so strange and bewildering, so inexplicable and stupendous, so awe-inspiring yet entrancing, that, in sheer amazement, I slowly raised myself upon my arm and gazed aghast in stupefaction, fascinated, open-mouthed, petrified.


Chapter Three.

Azala.
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MY TRANSITION HAD been remarkable; the sight that met my eyes was, indeed, sufficient to cause breathless wonderment.

What time had elapsed since, in the darkness of night, I had fallen senseless beneath the palms of the oasis of Sabo-n-Gari, or by what means I had been rescued from the tortures of a lingering death by fever and thirst, I knew not. I had lapsed into unconsciousness at a moment when the last of my brave comrades had been slain, only to awaken and find myself stretched on a divan in a spacious apartment, the walls of which were richly hung with rose-coloured silk. The marble floor was half hidden by the profusion of rugs of beautifully blended hues, while around, near the arched roof, verses and good counsels from the Korân were written in Arabic characters, in long lean letters of gold. There were many dainty coffee-stools of inlaid silver and pearl, and a number of soft divans of gold-coloured silk. The place was windowless, but the sunlight, apparently reflected and intensified by mirrors, was admitted from the roof, and so directed that it fell in a golden bar across my face, presumably for the purpose of bringing me back to consciousness.

At one end of this brilliant apartment was a door with horse-shoe arch, like all the others, leading to a little retreat, the gloom of which was, to me, impenetrable. In a corner, close to me, was a great gold perfuming-pan from which rose sweet odours in a column of thin blue smoke, while two gilded derboukas and a pair of slippers, cast aside upon one of the larger mats, showed that the occupants had indulged in those terpsichorean exercises in which Eastern women delight.

Almost before I could realise the luxury of my surroundings, a soft, cool hand was laid upon my fevered brow, and, turning my head with difficulty, I suddenly beheld a vision of wondrous beauty. Over me there bent a fair face, so perfect in feature that I became entranced. The eyes, dark and large, expressive of the soul that lay behind, held me in fascination, and I gazed, tongue-tied, in amazement.

She was young, not more than twenty, with a countenance white as those of the Englishwomen who come to Algiers at Ramadan; soft brown eyes denoting the mildest, tenderest nature, and a mouth sweetly pursed like the bud of a rose. Tendrils of soft, brown, wavy hair strayed across a fair forehead, hung heavily with strings of golden sequins, the centre of which was formed by a great oval pearl surrounded by diamonds, the finest my eyes had ever beheld, and in her ears were large, delicately-chased rings of gold. Her dress was the gorgeous costume of the harem: the tiny skullcap thickly embroidered with gold and seed pearls, set jauntily upon her head, the zouave of palest amaranth velvet, similarly embroidered, worn over a gauzy, low-necked vest, and the flimsy serroual or trousers of pale pink China silk. Her white, delicately-moulded arms were bare, adorned by heavy mesais of gold and jingling bangles set with gems, while her feet, likewise uncovered, were thrust into dainty little embroidered slippers of pale green velvet, her redeefs being composed of single bands of curiously worked gold set with beautiful jacinths. Her necklets, of which she wore fully a dozen, were of various patterns, several being composed of strings of golden coins, or discs of gold thickly encrusted with rubies and turquoises, her oval perfume bottle, suspended at her breast, being conspicuous on account of the top being formed of a single emerald, while the diamonds set in the ornament itself were of amazing lustre.

My mouth was parched, but she knelt beside me, and supporting me with her left arm, with her right held a goblet to my lips.

How it came about I never knew, but before the draught was finished a change passed over me. Whether it was her soft touch, her strange and fawnlike loveliness, or the tender pity in her eyes matters not, the issue was the same; she struck some chord in my turbulent nature, and in a moment it was filled full with passion for her. I did not for a moment mistake the significance of the flood of feeling that surged through my veins. I have never shirked facts.

I thank thee, I said; thine hand is kind.

As she smiled upon me, moving slightly, her sequins tinkled, and the ray of sunlight, streaming full upon her, caused her jewels to flash and gleam with a thousand iridescent fires, producing an effect that was dazzling.

Opening her lips she displayed an even set of beautiful pearly teeth, as she exclaimed, in the soft speech of my mother tongue, — 

Peace, O stranger. May the blessing of the One, whose name be exalted, rest eternally upon thee. Let not fear oppress thee; of a verity thou art with friends.

Mine eyes are bewildered, O One of Beauty, whose countenance is as the glorious light of day, and whose eyes are brilliant as stars in the desert. Upon thee be perfect peace and the fervent blessings of one who hath approached near unto Certainty, I answered with difficulty. Then, as I raised my hand and it came into contact with bandages about my shoulder, I added The darkness of unconsciousness hath long obscured my mind, and I know not under whose roof I rest. Allah hath been gracious unto me. Verily, He bestoweth abundant provision on such of His servants as He pleaseth.

Yea, O stranger, she answered, piously. Everything shall perish except Himself; unto Him belongeth judgment. Accursed be those who struck thee down, for Allah, Gracious Bestower of abundant benefits, knoweth both the secret malice which their breasts conceal and the open hatred which they discover.

In a fit of renewed weakness, brought about by the turmoil of my blood, I lay back upon the silken pillows watching her face. It almost seemed as though something of what was passing in my mind communicated itself to her.

Knowest thou mine enemies? I asked, raising myself, and, to my astonishment, discovering, for the first time, that the loose garments I wore were of finest silk, and that I was veiled and disguised as a woman.

I know that thou wouldst kill me, she answered briefly, with a curious smile, standing before me with hands behind her back, a veritable houri.

Kill thee! Why?

Because thou art a soldier of the great Khalifa of Omdurman, enemy of my people, and Ruler of the Soudan.

What name bearest thou? I asked.

I am called Azala Fathma.

Daughter of whom?

Daughter of Othman, Sultan of Sokoto.

Thou — Princess of Sokoto! I gasped, struggling slowly and with difficulty to my feet, scarcely believing my ears. Where, then, have I taken mine ease?

For three days past hast thou been concealed here, in the harem of thine enemy, she answered, in low, placid tones, looking seriously at me. Then, noticing the uneasy glance I cast in the direction of the dark alcove beyond, she added quickly, Let not apprehension fall upon thee. To this my apartment none dares enter unbidden, therefore thou art safe, even in the midst of those whom thou didst seek to destroy.

Chastise me not with a scourge of words, O Daughter of the Sultan, I said, apologetically. Thy servant Zafar-Ben-AZiz, Arab of the Chawi, horseman of the Khalifa, armeth not himself against those who give him succour, nor seeketh he the overthrow of the city of thy father.

Leaning gracefully, with her back against the twisted column of polished marble, inlaid with gold, supporting the arched roof, she clasped her hands behind her handsome head and gazed at me. Then, half reproachfully she said, — 

Whoso doth that which is right, doth it to the advantage of his own soul; and whoso doth evil, doth it against the same: hereafter shall we return unto Allah. Thou earnest with scouts to reconnoitre — perchance to enter this our city singly or in company — so that on the advance of the ruthless legions of thy Sultan thou mightest, by treachery, admit them within our walls. But Allah, who hath placed the twelve signs in the heavens, is merciful and knoweth the hearts of men. Thine encampment was discovered and destroyed.

How was my life spared? I asked.

I was present when thou wert forced to bite the dust, she explained. I had journeyed unto Katsena, where I had lingered one moon, and was returning hither to Kano when my Tuareg guards, warned of thine approach, watched thee by stealth, and in the darkness fell upon thee at a moment when thou wert unprepared. On the rising of the sun I searched the spot, and found that thou alone still lived. Secretly thou wert attired in the haick belonging to one of my handmaidens, and by my orders conveyed hither in a jakfi on one of mine own camels. Still dressed as a female slave thou wert able to pass the guards of the outer courts and of the harem, to rest and recover on mine own divan.

Then to thee, O Azala, Princess of Sokoto, whose beauty is peerless, I owe my life, I answered, fervently. Truly hast thou snatched me back from the grave, even though I sought to assist in the sacking of this, the palace of thy father, and in the holding of thy people in bondage. Tell me, why shouldst thou interest thyself in my well-being?

Hesitating, apparently confused at my question, Azala moved uneasily, toying with the silken fringe of her broad girdle.

Is it not written that we should bear no malice? she answered, after a pause. Al-Sijil registereth our deeds.

Wisdom falleth from thy lips, I said, smiling. But hadst thou no motive in bringing me into this thine apartment, even at the imminent risk of detection and disgrace?

I am not compelled to answer thy question, she replied, with a forced laugh. Reason underlyeth most of our actions.

And wilt thou not explain thy reason?

No. At present my lips must remain sealed, she answered calmly, her bejewelled breast heaving and falling in a long-drawn sigh. Peradventure thou mayest learn my motive some day; then will thine eyes open in astonishment, for thou wilt gain knowledge of things undreamed-of and behold marvels amazing.

Thou speakest in enigmas. When may these secrets be revealed unto me? Of what character are they?

Seek not to unloosen my tongues strings, O mine enemy—

Nay, not enemy, friend, grateful and ever devoted, I interrupted.

Then, if thou art my friend seek not to discover mine innermost thoughts, she said, earnestly. As the wicked are in Sajin, beneath the seventh heaven, where dwelleth Eblis and his host, so assuredly will those who seek to discover the hidden marvels without mine aid or sanction taste of the bitter fruit of Al-Zakkum.

But if thou givest unto me a pledge that thou wilt render explanation, I will be content, I said.

Not only will I, when the time is ripe, explain the strange secret unto thee, but, likewise, shall I seek thine assistance in elucidating a strange and incomprehensible mystery.

I am thine to command, I answered gallantly, taking her slim, white hand in mine. When thou desireth me to serve thee, O Azala, thou wilt find me ever ready, for to thee I owe my life; my future is in thine hands.

To seek the key of the hidden mystery, to vanquish the angel Malec who hath charge of the gates of hell, will require a stout heart and lions courage, she said slowly, fixing her clear, wonderful eyes upon mine, and allowing her soft bejewelled hand to linger for a second within my grasp.

When the day dawneth thou wilt not find me wanting in defiance of danger, for, of a verity, I fear nothing with the beauteous daughter of the Sultan Othman as my pole-star.

For a second a blush suffused her pale cheeks.

As thou trusteth me, so also will I trust thee, she said, in deep earnestness. Even though my position is exalted as Princess of Sokoto; even though I am surrounded by all that is beautiful, with many slaves to do my bidding, yet unhappiness eateth like a canker-worm into my heart.

Wherefore art thou unhappy? I asked, sympathetically.

Ah! the reason none may know, she sighed. Until I call upon thee to render thine aid in seeking to discover things that are forbidden, thou must necessarily remain in the outer darkness of ignorance. Here, in the palace of my father, thou must remain in hiding until the time for action cometh. Then will I show thee that which will fascinate and astound thee.

Thy words of mystery arouse curiosity within me, I said. Canst thou not reveal to me anything now?

Nothing. Save to tell thee that thou canst, if thou wilt, shield me from a fate worse than death. A disaster, horrible and complete, threateneth to overwhelm me, and thou alone canst prevent it.

How?

By patience, silence, and passive obedience to my commands.

I am thine, I said, as, entranced by her marvellous grace and beauty, my arm slowly encircled her slim waist, begirt with dull gold and flashing jewels. I strove to draw her to me, but without any violence of movement, and with the most perfect dignity, she disengaged herself from my embrace. Yet I held her to me and breathed into her ear words of devotion. Then, as her beautiful head at last turned slowly toward me, and her eyes, looking into mine, spoke mutely of reciprocated affection, our lips met in a hot, passionate caress.

I was trembling upon the pinnacle of Al-Araf, that partition that divides pleasure from misery, love from hatred, hell from paradise. She was the proud and handsome daughter of the Sultan Othman, the woman, the fame of whose exquisite beauty had long ago reached us even in far-off Omdurman; I, a mere Dervish, without home or property, one of a band paid by the all-powerful Khalifa to plunder, murder and destroy.

What words of tenderness I uttered I scarcely remember. The sensuous fragrance, rising from the perfuming-pan, seemed to induce a sweet, dreamy half-consciousness, but for the first time I experienced the passion of love. I loved her with all the strength of my being, and the only words that impressed themselves upon me in those moments of mad infatuation were those uttered by the woman I adored, — 

Yea, O Zafar, I will place my trust in thee. Resting in my embrace, her bright eyes betrayed her perfect happiness, and as I softly stroked her silky hair and implanted a kiss upon her white, sequin-covered brow she clung to me with her long bare arms clasped tightly around my neck in an ecstasy of joy.

Never will I forsake thee, I answered, fondly. With the faithfulness and obedience of a slave will I carry out thy commands, for thou art my queen and I thy devoted bondman.

Tears dimmed her bright, clear eyes; tears of joy she vainly strove to suppress.

Truly to-day is the dawn of my lifes happiness, she said, in a low tone, full of emotion. To-day Allah hath sent me a friend.

And, on my part, I pledge myself unto thee with unswerving devotion, I exclaimed, fervently. In veiled words hast thou spoken of certain solemn secrets. When thou explainest to me my task of elucidation, assuredly wilt thou find me ready and eager to undertake it. In thine hands thou holdest my future, for life or death.

Upon those who seek to come between us may the wrath of the One Granter of Requests fall like an avenging fire; may they find no patron nor defender, nor may they rest beneath the shadow of the lote-tree, she said. It is written in the Book of Everlasting Will that Allah, who knoweth all things, joineth man and woman with his bounteous blessing. Therefore may the rose-grove of thy prosperity and good fortune be increased daily in freshness and magnificence, and in what difficulty thou mayest be placed, or into what evil thou mayest peradventure, fall, bear in thy mind my declaration of love, and remember always that, even though deserts of great space and rapid waters may separate us, I am thine and thou art mine alone. I trust to thee to break asunder the invisible bonds that fetter me unto misery.

But surely we shall not be parted, I exclaimed, the mere suggestion being intolerable.

Neither sultans nor their kin are capable of ruling events, she said. Of what the future may have in store none knoweth but the sorceresses and the wise women, who, alas! holdeth their knowledge to themselves.

True, O Azala, my enchantress. In like manner wilt thou remember always, if we part, that I shall be striving to return unto thee; that the one object of my life henceforward is to break asunder the mysterious fetters of thine unhappiness.

Our hands clasped. She looked straight into my eyes. Hers was no dreamy nature. With her, to resolve was but a preliminary of to execute. No physiognomist would need to have been told that this beautiful woman, so quick in intelligence, so kind in manner, so buoyant and joyous in disposition, was at the same time, in force of character and determination, as firm as adamant.

And thou wilt not fail to render me assistance in the hour of my need? she exclaimed.

May Allah bear witness that I am prepared to strive towards the elucidation of thy mystery while I have breath.

Pressing my hand with lingering tenderness, she said, — 

Thy words give peace unto me, O Zafar. Henceforth shall I rest in the knowledge that the man who is my friend is prepared to risk his life on my behalf.

Yea, I answered; adding, of a verity this meeting between enemies hath been a strange one. Hast thou not warned thy father of the approach of the hosts of the Khalifa?

Even on the same night as thine encampment was destroyed warning was conveyed unto him, with the result that our troops have been sent forward into the desert with the object of checking the advance of thy tribesmen.

They are not my clansmen, I answered, quickly. I am an Arab, a native of the Aures, the mountains far north beyond the Great Desert.

Then thou art not a Dervish? she exclaimed, gladly.

No, I answered, and at the same moment remembering that the Khalifas troops numbered many thousands, and that it was scarcely likely that they would be turned aside in their onward march by a few squadrons of the Sultan of Sokoto, I asked, — 

Have the horsemen of the Black Standard been routed?

I know not. Yesterday I overheard the messengers delivering their report to the Sultan in the Hall of Audience, she replied.

But if they are still advancing! Think what terrible fate awaiteth thee if the soldiers of the Khalifa loot this thy beautiful palace, and spread death and desolation through thy city with fire and sword!

Arrangements have already been made for my secret escape. In case of danger I shall assume thy garments, arms and shield, which I have preserved, and pass as a Dervish.

Excellent, I said, laughing at her ingenuity. But let us hope that my comrades will never gain these walls. If they do, it will, alas! be an evil day for Kano.

The detection and slaughter of thy scouts placed our army upon its guard, she said. Already the defences of our city have been strengthened, and every man is under arms. If the Dervishes attack us, of a verity will they meet with an opposition long and strenuous, for by our fighting-men the walls of Kano are believed to be impregnable. See! she added, drawing aside a portion of the silken hangings close to her, and disclosing a small window covered with a quaintly-worked wooden lattice. Yonder our men are watching. Our principal city gate, the Kofa-n-Dakaina, is strongly guarded by night and day.


Chapter Four.

The Mark of the Asps.
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STEPPING TO THE window, I found that the apartment in which we stood was evidently situated in a tower of the palace — which I had heard was built high on Mount Dala — for the great city, with its white, flat-roofed houses and cupolas, and minarets of mosques, lay stretched beneath us. At the massive gate, in the high frowning walls which surrounded the extensive and wealthy capital of the Empire of Sokoto, the far-famed entrepôt of Central Africa, soldiers, attired in bright uniforms of blue and gold, swarmed like flies, while cannon bristled on the walls, and everywhere spears and arms glittered in the sun. She pointed out the Jakara, a wide, deep lake, the great Slave Market crowded with buyers, sellers and human merchandise, the Palace of Ghaladima and the Kofa Mazuger. The city was agog, for the hum of life rose from its crowded streets and busy market-places, mingling now and then with the ominous roll of the war drums, the twanging of ginkris, the clashing of cymbals, and the shouts of the eager, ever-watchful troops. By the cloudless, milk-white sky I knew it was about noon, and the sun directly overhead poured down mercilessly upon the immense sandy plain which stretched away eastward and northward until it was lost in the misty haze of the distant horizon. Date palms rose in small clusters near the ornamental lake in the centre of the city; in the square spreading alleluba-trees cast their welcome shade, and beautiful gotuias unfolded their large, featherlike leaves above slender and undivided stems, but beyond the city walls there was not a tree, not a blade of grass, not a living thing. Out there all was sun, sand and silence.

Dost thou reside here always? I asked, as together we gazed down upon the great white city.

Yes. Seldom are we in Sokoto itself, for of later years its prosperity hath declined, and the palace is of meagre proportions; indeed, it is now half-ruined and almost deserted. The wealth and industry of the empire is centred here in Kano, for our trade extendeth as far north as Mourkouk, Ghat, and even Tripoli; to the west, not only to Timbuktu, but even to the shores of the great sea; to the east, all over Bornu; and to the south, among the Igbira, the Igbo, and among the pagans and ivory hunters of the Congo.

True, I said, gazing round upon the prosperous capital of one of the most interesting empires in the world. It is scarcely surprising that my ambitious lord, the Khalifa, should desire to annex the land of the Sultan Othman. Even our own cities of Omdurman or Khartoum are not of such extent. How many persons inhabit this, thy palace?

In this, the Great Fada, nearly three thousand men and women reside. In the harem alone are four hundred women and six hundred slaves and eunuchs, while the Imperial bodyguard numbers nearly a thousand.

Glancing below, I saw the palace was enclosed by white walls as high and strong as the outer fortifications. It was built within the great Kasba or fortress, a veritable city within a city.

Turning, our eyes met, and pointing to the distant, sun-baked wilderness, I exclaimed, — 

Away there, the vultures would already have stripped my bones hadst thou not taken compassion upon me.

Speak not again of that, she answered. Thou wert the only man in whose body the spark of life still burned. It was my duty to rescue thee, she replied, rather evasively.

Now that we understand and trust each other, now indeed, that we are friends true and faithful, wilt thou not tell me why thou didst convey me hither unto thine apartment?

She hesitated, gazing away towards the misty line where sky and desert joined, until suddenly she turned, and looking boldly into my face with her clear, trusting eyes, answered, — 

It was in consequence of something that was revealed.

By whom?

By thee.

What revelation have I made? I asked, sorely puzzled.

She held her breath, her fingers twitched with nervous excitement, and the colour left her cheeks. She seemed striving to preserve some strange secret, yet, at the same time, half inclined to render me the explanation I sought.

The astounding truth became unveiled unconsciously, she said.

My mind faileth to follow the meanderings of thy words, I said. What truth?

Behold! she cried, and hitching the slim fingers of both her hands in the bodice of cream flimsy silk she wore beneath her zouave, she tore it asunder disclosing, not without a blush of modesty, her white chest.

Behold! she cried, hoarsely. What dost thou recognise?

With both her hands she held the torn garment apart, and, as she did so, my eyes became riveted in abject amazement. Bending, I examined it closely, assuring myself that I was not dreaming.

Hast thou never seen its counterpart? she asked, panting breathlessly.

Yea, I answered, with bated breath. Of a verity the coincidence astoundeth me.

The sight caused me to marvel greatly; I was bewildered, for it conjured up a thought that was horrible. In the exact centre of her delicate chest, immediately above her heaving bosom, was a strange, dark red mark of curious shape, deeply branded into the white flesh, as if at some time or other it had been seared by a red-hot iron. The paleness of the flesh and the firm contour of her bosom rendered the indelible mark the more hideous, but its position and its shape dumbfounded me. The strange blemish constituted an inexplicable mystery.

It was unaccountable, incredible. I stood agape, staring at it with wide-open, wondering eyes, convinced that its discovery was precursory of revelations startling and undreamed-of.

The mark, about the length of the little finger, and perfectly defined, was shaped to represent two serpents with heads facing each other, their writhing bodies intertwined in double curves.

In itself this mystic brand was hideous enough, but to me it had a significance deeper and more amazing, for in the centre of my own chest I bore a mark exactly identical in every detail!

For years; nay, ever since I had known myself, the red scar, not so noticeable upon my brown, sun-tanned skin as upon Azalas pale, delicate breast, had been one of the mysteries of my life. Vividly I remembered how, in my early youth, in far El-Manäa I had sought an explanation of my parents, but they would never vouchsafe any satisfactory reply. On what occasion, or for what purpose the mysterious brand had been placed upon me I knew not. Vaguely I believed that it had been impressed as a means of identification at my birth, and until this moment had been fully convinced that I alone bore the strangely-shaped device. Judge, then, my abject astonishment to find a similar mark, evidently impressed by the identical seal, upon the breast of the woman who had thus exerted her ingenuity to save my life — the woman whose grace and marvellous beauty had captivated me, the woman who had admitted that she reciprocated my affection.

In that brief moment I remembered well the strange, ambiguous reply that my mother had given me when, as a lad, my natural curiosity had been aroused, — 

Sufficient for thee to know that the Mark of the Asps is upon thee, O my son. Seek not to discover its significance until thou meetest with its exact counterpart. Then strive night and day to learn the truth, for if thou canst elucidate the mystery, thine ears will listen to strange things, and thine eyes will behold wondrous and undreamed-of marvels.

Since then, twenty long years had elapsed, and I had wandered far and near, in England, in France, in Algeria and across the Great Desert. Both my parents had died with the strange secret still locked in their hearts, for by no amount of ingenious questioning could I succeed in unloosing their tongues. Now, however, my mothers prophetic utterance and counsel, spoken in our white house on the green hillside, came back vividly to my memory, and I gazed in silence at Azala full of apprehensive thoughts.

My mother had more than once assured me that she knew not its meaning, and that, although she had sought explanation of my father, he had refused to reveal to her more than she had told me, and he, too, had died with the secret resolutely preserved. But the exact counterpart of the brand burnt into my own flesh was now before me. What could be the significance of the two asps? how, indeed, came the daughter of the great Sultan Othman, whom none dare approach, to be disfigured the same as myself, a free-booter of the Khalifa, a Dervish and an outcast?

How earnest thou to bear the brand of the serpents? I asked, when again I found speech. An identical mark is upon my own breast also.

But ere she could answer my inquiry a stealthy movement behind startled us, and as I turned, two gigantic black eunuchs sprang upon me, while two others appeared from behind the rose silk hangings.

Behold! cried a man, whom I knew by his gorgeous dress to be the Aga of the Eunuchs. It is a man, not a woman! The slave hath not lied. Seize him!

May Allah show thee mercy! gasped Azala, pale and trembling, with clasped hands. We are betrayed!

I struggled and fought with all the strength I possessed, but my brutal captors bore me down, and in their sinewy hands I was in a moment helpless as a babe. Then I knew that Azala was, alas! lost to me. Romance, hope, passion, one by one, dropped, emberlike, into the ashes.


Chapter Five.

The Black Eunuch.
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AZALA, WITH BLANCHED face and clasped hands uplifted in supplication, sank upon her knees before the gigantic Chief of the Black Eunuchs, whom she addressed as Khazneh, beseeching him with arguments, persuasive, forcible and passionate, to spare my life.

All blame be upon my head! she cried, in earnest appeal. He fell wounded at the fight of Sabo-n-Gari, and I tended him and brought him hither. Spare him! Let not the keen arrow of sorrow enter the soul of the daughter of thy Master, the Sultan.

Thy servant hath already received his orders, the high and potent official replied with imperturbable coolness, resting his hand on the bejewelled hilt of his great scimitar, looking down at her upturned and agitated countenance.

From whom?

From my Imperial Master, thine august father.

May the curse of Eblis rest upon our betrayer! she cried, with a quick setting of her mouth. The stranger hath done no harm, but by me, it seemeth, he hath been brought unto his doom.

He is thy lover. Thou wert suspected two days ago, the eunuch answered gruffly, standing statuesque and immovable while my captors held me, apparently reluctant to move, because they desired to overhear the argument between the beautiful Azala and their master.

I deny thine accusation, she replied, rising to her feet quite calmly. Thou, Khazneh, who art powerful here in the harem, shall learn a lesson in politeness thou wilt not easily forget. Lies and insults may fall from thy lips, but they neither injure nor distress the daughter of thy Master, Othman.

Silence, woman! he cried fiercely, shaking his fat fist in the face of the trembling, indignant girl, and showing his white teeth. Thinkest thou that thou canst save a man whom thou bringest unto thine apartment in secrecy, dressed in womans garments?

If thou darest remove him hence I will appeal in person unto my father.

Already his Majesty hath full knowledge of this affair, the great negro eunuch answered, treating her threat with calm indifference. By his order a watch hath been placed upon thee. We saw the accursed son of offal caress and kiss thee.

May Allah cut out thy heart! Am I a slave, that spies should be set to report upon my doings? she asked, her eyes flashing with indignation. Then, turning to the negroes who held me in iron grip, she said, I, Azala Fathma, Princess of Sokoto, order ye to release him.

And I, Khazneh, Aga of the Eunuchs, order ye to remove him hence. He is a Dervish from Omdurman, a traitor, and an enemy of thy Sultan. Away with him! cried the black-faced man with big, blood-shot eyes. His gaze was ever on Azala, unless it were fixed on me with a sullen gleam of hate.

But she rushed across to the heavy silken curtain that hid the secret door, and, standing boldly before it, uplifted her long, white arm, and pointing to the towering eunuch, cried, — 

Zafar-Ben-AZiz, whom I have long known by report, is not an enemy, but a firm friend of his Majesty, whose despicable slave thou art. Therefore I forbid thee to lay hands upon him. Even though thou findest him here in the place forbidden; nevertheless, I, as Princess of Sokoto, claim for him the protection of the Sultan.

In silence, unable to extricate myself, I stood while my fate was thus discussed. A spasm wrenched my soul — one of those agonies which leave their trace, mental or physical, forever.

Knowest thou not the punishment meted out to those who dare to pass the Janissaries and tread the sacred courts of the harem? asked the Aga, impatiently.

The punishment is death, she answered. Her thin nostrils palpitated. She crushed her finger-nails against the jewels on her bosom. But if Zafar, my friend, suffereth the penalty, I warn thee that thine head shall be struck off and thy body be given to the dogs as offal before the going down of the sun.

Be it so, laughed the hulking brute, insolently, his fingers playing with the long, keen jambiyah in his belt. Then, turning to my captors, he said, Come, away with him quickly.

Next second the hangings were raised, disclosing an open door, through which I was unceremoniously hurried, and as I was dragged out into the dark, inter-mural passage, I heard the Aga of the Eunuchs exclaim tauntingly, — 

Seek his Majesty if thou wilt, but I may tell thee that he set out for Katsena at sunrise, and ere his return thy lovers bones will lie bleaching in the sun.

Farewell, Azala, I shouted. Be thou of good cheer. Remember that in my heart the tree of affection hath struck root. I am thy friend always — always — even though our enemies may thus part us.

We will never part, she cried, rushing across to me; but the Aga, catching her roughly by the arm, dragged her away by sheer brute force.

Whither he goeth there also will I go, she gasped, struggling to elude his grasp, overturning one of the little mother-of-pearl coffee-stools in her frantic efforts to reach and embrace me.

Tarry no longer, cried Khazneh, in anger, addressing my captors. Let the Sultans will be obeyed.

Farewell, Azala! Farewell, I cried, paralysed with fury as I saw her bow her head upon her arms and weep.

But she answered not, for, as I was dragged fiercely from her sight, I saw her struggling with the chief eunuch, endeavouring to follow us. With brutal disregard of her sex, the big, gaudily-attired brute had seized her by the throat. Her dress was torn, her hair dishevelled, and her jewels lay scattered and trodden under foot. Suddenly a scream sounded, dull and muffled, and, just as I was dragged away into the dark passage, I witnessed the woman who had entranced me hurled backward. I saw her reel, stagger, and fall senseless upon her divan.

The grinning negroes who held me laughed aloud, and hurried me along the short, close passage, and down flight after flight of broken, time-worn steps, while Khazneh, closing the small, heavy door, barred and bolted it securely. Then he followed us, biting his finger-nails in deep thought. Whither they were conducting me I knew not, neither did I care. Azala and I had, by the treachery of some unknown slave, been torn asunder, perhaps never again to meet. Only death would, I knew, expiate the crime of being found in disguise in the Sultans harem, and towards the bourne whence none return was I being conveyed.

My anticipations of immediate death were not, however, realised. Deep down into the foundations of the ancient palace the eunuchs conducted me, along a labyrinth of gloomy passages that showed the great extent of the Fada, until we came to a long, subterranean corridor where, on entering, I saw, behind iron bars, the lean, emaciated figure of a man, haggard, unkempt, with the gleam of madness in his eyes. Shaking the bars wildly with the strength of a wild beast, he cried as we passed, — 

Strangers! Have compassion. Have pity. In the name of Allah, who both heareth and knoweth, remove these fetters which for fourteen long years have held me captive.

Naal abuk! (Curse thy father) growled Khazneh, lifting his trailing scimitar in its scabbard and striking the wretched prisoner a heavy blow as he passed. But the man tearing at the bars shrieked and howled in his madness, — 

May the venom of vipers consume thy vitals, and may the kisses of thy women poison thee, thou black-faced son of offal! I recognise thee, thou fiend. Thou art the Aga of the Eunuchs; the incarnation of Eblis himself. May thy body be cast upon a dungheap and thy soul be delivered unto the tortures of Al-Hawiyat!

Leaving the wretched man hurling his horrible imprecations, we passed onward along the dark corridor of filthy dens, each protected with strong bars of iron, several being occupied by men, lean, wild-haired and half-clad, who looked more like animals than human beings crouching on their heaps of dirty, mouldy straw. No sunlight ever penetrated there, and the only air or light admitted entered between the crevices of the massive paving stones of the court above. The walls of this Dantean dungeon were black with damp and age, the floor was encrusted with all kinds of filth, and the air was hot, foetid, and so overpowering that Khazneh himself was compelled to take the corner of his silken robe and hold it to his nostrils.

At length, however, on arrival at the further end of the passage, a small door with an iron grating swung open and I was thrust in and there left, the door being immediately closed and secured. In the almost impenetrable darkness I could distinguish nothing, but when I heard the footsteps of my captors receding, my heart sank within me. Noises sounded weirdly in the cavernous blackness; the groans, curses and prayers of my fellow-prisoners. Who were these emaciated, half-starved wretches? What, I wondered, had been their crimes?


Chapter Six.

Rage and Remorse.
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WITH MY FEET upon the heap of dirty, evil-smelling straw, I stood hesitating how to act. Of the size or character of my cell I knew nothing; therefore, after reviewing the situation as calmly as I could, I started to feel the walls and ascertain their exact proportions. The place, I found, was small, horribly small. Its height was only just sufficient to allow me to stand upright, while it was not long enough to allow me to lie down except in a crouching, uncomfortable position, its breadth being just two paces.

When, after making myself acquainted with these details, I stood reflecting upon my position, I heard a slight movement in the straw at my feet, and as I bent to ascertain the cause my hand came into contact with the chill, smooth body of a large snake which I had evidently disturbed.

Its contact thrilled me. I drew my hand away in horror, springing back towards the wall, expecting each moment to feel my leg bitten. Straining my eyes into the darkness I did my utmost to discover the whereabouts of the reptile, believing that if it had its bead-like eyes fixed upon me I could detect their brightness. But though I heard a slow rustling among the straw, my enemy seemed in no mood for attack, and I waited motionless, not daring to stir. To be doomed to live and sleep in company of a snake was certainly one of the most hideous tortures to which a man could be subjected, and was a refinement of cruelty equal to any of the revolting barbarities I had witnessed while serving under the standards of the Mahdi and the Khalifa. But the hours dragged on, and although my fellow occupant of the cell remained silent, apparently content, the dungeon itself was weirdly horrible. The cries of my fellow captives, some of whom were perfectly sane and others palpably mad from torture and long confinement, resounded through the place with startling suddenness, and I could hear those whose minds were unhinged gnashing their teeth and beating their bars in vain, frantic effort to obtain release.

With these horrors about me, the whole of my past seamed to flit through my mind — a panorama of wild free life and exciting adventure. My sudden unconsciousness after my fall at the well of Sabo-n-Gari, my strange awakening, and the vision of incomparable beauty that had risen before my wondering, fevered eyes, all recurred to me in hazy indistinctness, like some weird, half-remembered dream. But the pale, anxious face of Azala, who had fought so hard to save me falling into the merciless clutches of my pitiless captors, came before me — vivid, distinct, entrancing. Her every feature was engraven indelibly upon my memory, and her voice seemed to repeat in soft, musical Arabic those strange, mysterious words that had thrilled and entranced me.

She trusted me, she had said. Would she, I wondered, be successful in releasing me from this horribly maddening captivity? That she would use every endeavour of which she was capable I was confident; nevertheless, I knew well the enormity of my crime, and feared that even her earnest words would not soften the flint heart of the relentless Sultan Othman, whose every whim was law within his own extensive kingdom.

Well I knew the manner of living of this dreaded ruler of the Western Soudan. He formed the etiquette of his brilliant court upon that of the Khalifas, keeping himself strictly invisible to the vulgar gaze. He seldom exposed himself to perish of the evil eye. It was he who compelled the women throughout his empire to lead the life of the Eastern harem, and forbade that any (married or single) should show themselves unveiled, making his own family set the example. People approaching the Sultan in audience covered their heads with dust: he never spoke directly to assemblies nor to the people, but always dealt with them through the medium of a herald. Upon the occasions of his going out, his cortège was preceded by musicians, drums, and trumpets, and he rode in solitary state, with his suite at a respectable distance behind. Servants marched surrounding his horse, and holding by turns to his saddle; they were called foot companions, and their headman was the master of the road. Only one drum was allowed to precede them, and musicians kept silent when in sight of a town in which the Sultan was residing.

She had spoken of strange marvels, of hidden mysteries that require elucidation, of perils, and of her own misery. Why had unhappiness consumed her? Why, indeed, had she concealed so much from me? For hours I pondered over the veiled words she had uttered, seeking in them some explanation, but finding none.

Then I remembered the hideous blemish upon her fair breast — that mystic mark exactly identical with mine. What, I wondered, could these entwined asps denote? The words of my dead mother rang in my ears: Seek not to discover its significance until thou meetest with its exact counterpart. Then strive night and day to learn the truth, for, if thou canst elucidate the mystery, thine ears will listen unto strange things, and thine eyes behold wondrous marvels.

Upon the breast of Azala, the Princess, I had discovered that which I had sought throughout my eventful life, yet even in that moment evil fortune had befallen me, and now, instead of being free to strive towards solving the enigma, I was held captive in that dismal, evil-smelling dungeon, under sentence of death.

Days dragged by — dull, dismal, dispiriting. Suffering the anguish of separation and lost happiness, my whole life seemed wounded. In the dark, damp cell, surrounded by a thousand horrors, oppressed by a thousand vague regrets and bitter thoughts, I awaited the end. Indeed, as the long hours slowly passed, it surprised me that my captors did not drag me forth to die. Once a day three negro guards, heavily armed, appeared and cast to us a little dodowa, or kind of cake made of vegetables, with as little ceremony as if they were giving food to dogs, while a slave filled our earthen vessel with water; but we had no exercise, and were compelled to remain behind our bars like animals entrapped.

My cell had been occupied quite recently by some poor wretch, who, according to the story of a half-starved Arab in captivity near me, had died of fever only a few days before my arrival, and with whom the serpent who made his abode there had apparently been on friendly terms. At first both the reptile and myself were consumed by a mutual fear of one another, but on close acquaintanceship he grew to regard me as harmless, and really performed me a service by clearing the mice and other vermin from my narrow, suffocating den.

Once a loud, piercing shriek escaped one of my half-demented fellow captives, who declared he had been bitten by a scorpion, and, to my dismay, the same reptile found its way through the bars of my cell some hours later, but fortunately I detected it in time, driving it out before it could attack me. Hour by hour, day by day, I crouched, disconsolate and despairing, in the almost impenetrable gloom. Accustomed as I was to the wild life of the plains, confinement amid such loathsome surroundings was doubly irksome and nauseating.

In that Stygian darkness day was like night, and I could keep no count of time; but with the harsh gibberings of idiots always grating on my ears, I grew apprehensive that ere long I, too, must become demented. My respite from death I attributed to the intervention of the fair woman whose wondrous beauty had enmeshed me, and whose words of mystery had aroused in me an intense, unconquerable desire to solve the one great enigma of my life.

Yet as time went on and relief came not, I began to fear that the eunuch had spoken the truth when he informed Azala of the Sultans absence, and that, fearing to order me to execution, Khazneh had resolved that I should be driven to madness in that foul, foetid dungeon, where so many captives had pined and died. Many times I had heard how the great Sultan Othman was ruled almost entirely by harem influence; how the bright-eyed, imperious Sultana of to-day might be a mangled corpse torn to pieces by the yelping jackals at the city gate to-morrow; how a single word whispered by a dark-haired houri into the ear of her lord might either cause a courtiers head to fall, or secure for some menial an exalted office of power, with many slaves and fat emoluments. Indeed, it was notorious throughout the Soudan that in the great Fada of the Sultan of Sokoto none was safe. Wives, courtiers, guards, eunuchs, slaves, all trembled, fearing to arouse the anger of the brutal autocrat, for well were they aware that the keen doka of the black executioner was kept ever busy, and none knew whose head next might fall. Black plots and dastardly intrigues were constantly at work within the great Courts of the Harem. The favourite, one day loaded with costly jewels, basking in the smiles of her august master, radiant upon her divan and ruler of the gilded Courts of Enchantment, would assuredly sooner or later fall a victim to the jealousy of her less fortunate sisters, and be compelled to wash the feet of the bright-eyed slave her whilom handmaiden, become the wife of some common soldier, or drink the fatal draught from the golden Cup of Death.

Yet amid such surroundings, continually witnessing the complicated plots and counter-plots engendered by the fiercest feminine hatred, with unceremonious strangling, poisoning or decapitation as the inevitable result, lived Azala, pure as the jasmine-flower, bright as the sunrise on the Great Desert, graceful as the rose bending beneath the evening zephyr, a maiden of absolutely incomparable countenance and entrancing loveliness.

For nearly a whole moon had I remained in my foul, dank kennel, when one morning four gaudily-attired Janissaries released me, and, without deigning to reply to my eager questions, conducted me out of the dungeon and up the worn and broken flight of stairs to the blessed light of day. So long had I been in darkness that the suns glare blinded me, and keenly apprehensive that Azalas efforts had been unavailing, and that I was at last being led to execution, I walked on between my guards, inert, dejected and despairing.

A dozen Janissaries, each armed with gleaming scimitar and jambiyah, joined us, as across one great open courtyard after another was I conducted in procession solemn and funereal. The magnitude and magnificence of those squares, with great plashing fountains, tall palms and colonnades of dead-white horse-shoe arches, astounded me. Evidently they were the outer courts of the palace, for at each gate there stood Janissaries in uniforms of blue and gold, with drawn swords, erect, silent, statuesque. Leaving the Courts of Love, the innermost centre of the great Fada, we crossed the Court of the Grand Vizier, the Court of the Gado (Lord of the Treasury), the Court of the Eunuchs, the Court of the Janissaries, the Court of the Armourers and many others, each larger and more massive in construction, until at length we came to the great, arched outer gate, the only entrance to this sumptuous and gigantic dwelling-place of one of the most powerful potentates of Al-Islâm. Here my heart sank within me, for awaiting us was the executioner, a big, brutal negro, who carried over his shoulder his great doka, or keen, curved sword, that had smote off so many heads of men and women.

Instinctively I knew my fate. I was being conducted to the Kaboga, or place of execution, there to die.

As we approached, the ponderous gate opened and with a loud blast from a dozen blatant wind instruments of curious shape there entered a man attired in white, sitting erect on a richly-caparisoned, coal-black Arab horse, and followed by a crowd of mounted attendants and guards on foot.

May Allah, the One Granter of Requests, envelop our lord the Sultan with the Cloak of Peace, cried the guards, lifting their bass voices with one accord, salaaming before the sharp-eyed man, whose black beard was well trimmed, and in whose crimson turban gleamed a magnificent aigrette of diamonds.

Three loud blasts and the roll of a drum announced the return of the Sultan Othman. Each time slaves and guards bent low with reverent genuflexions, and each time they lifted aloud their voices in praise of his Imperial Majesty.

As, tongue-tied in amazement, I gazed upon the brilliant cavalcade of the powerful autocrat whose fame had been carried over the boundless deserts even to Omdurman, his keen glance fell upon me. Upon his dark, sensual face, in which cruelty was strongly marked, there rested for a second a shadow of displeasure, then reining his horse close to me his searching eyes wandered to the executioner and the Janissaries. Scarcely had I sufficient clothes to cover me, and what I wore were ragged and dirty, yet with the pride of my race I drew myself up, facing him boldly.

In deep, stern tones he demanded of his Grand Vizier beside him, whose name was Mahaza, son of Alhan, the nature of the crime for which I was to suffer.

During thine absence, O Mirror of Virtue, yonder spy, an accursed Dervish from Omdurman, hath been discovered by Khazneh, Aga of the women, attired in a womans haick, concealed within thy Courts of Enchantment.

In my harem? exclaimed the Sultan, whose angry eyes flashed in my direction. By what means did the dog obtain admission?

I know not, O Branch of Honour, answered the Grand Vizier, but at that moment Khazneh, in robes of bright yellow silk, pushed forward, and making a deep obeisance, exclaimed, — 

Give leave unto thy servant to speak, O lord, our Sultan. I found the Dervish spy concealed within the pavilion of thy daughter Azala.

The Sultan Othman glared at me with brows contracted, and uttered a fierce and terrible curse upon his enemy the Khalifa. His soul in an instant filled with bitterest rage and hate.

How camest thou, son of sebel to pass the guards of mine innermost court? he demanded, in wrathful tones that caused all to tremble.

I, an Arab of the North, was wounded in battle, and thy daughter, upon whom may the blessing of the One Bountiful rest, gave unto me succour. If thou sparest me—

Silence, dog! he roared; then, with a gesture of impatience, turned to his councillor, saying, — 

Let the spys head be struck off and placed upon the palace gate as a warning.

The eyes of my guards, on hearing this, brightened, and they cried: Thy will, O Mighty Ruler, is our command, and those holding me pushed me forward so roughly that my ragged jibbeh was torn from the neck to the waist, displaying my chest.

The Sultan, with a parting injunction to my captors to place my head upon the gate and to announce throughout the city that a spy of the Khalifa had been captured and executed, was about to ride away when suddenly I noticed that he again fixed his gaze full upon me and sat for a few seconds perplexed and thoughtful.

Bring hither thy prisoner. Let him approach me closely, he shouted to the Janissaries, who were at that moment hurrying me away.

Amazed at the Sultans sudden change of manner, the Aga of the Eunuchs and his menials dragged me back before their ruler, who, with his startled eyes fixed upon my uncovered breast, asked in a tone of awe, — 

Speak, slave! How earnest thou by that mystic mark of the serpents?

His anger had instantly cooled. He had detected the strange red scar, and for him it evidently had some serious significance, for he had grown pale under his manly bronze, and the bejewelled hand that held the reins trembled slightly.

Of its origin I have no knowledge, I answered, glancing quickly round and noticing the effect produced by the monarchs sudden change of manner.

Whence comest thou? he asked, with eagerness unusual to an autocrat.

From Omdurman. I am of the Ansar of the Khalifa.

And thy parentage?

I was born in the Mountains of Aures, two days journey from Batna. My father was the Hadj Yakub Sarraf.

Yukub Sarraf, the Kaid of El-Manaa? he inquired quickly, his sinister face betraying an expression of combined surprise and fear.

Even so, O Sultan.

The excess of his rage was only equalled by the promptness of his remorse.

Bending in his saddle for a moment, he examined closely the puzzling mark upon me, and then, after a few moments silence, he turned to Khazneh, who had been standing aghast and amazed, and said, — 

Let the spys life be spared, but let him be expelled from our midst. If thou findest him within the confines of our empire after three suns have set, then let him die. Mount him upon the swiftest meheri, and let twenty guards similarly mounted journey with him until he hath passed beyond the boundary of Sokoto. I have ordained it. Let it be done accordingly.

Turning to me he said: If thou ridest on the wings of haste thy life shall be spared; but enter not again into this my kingdom, or of a verity thine head shall fall. And as he turned to ride forward, he added, in a harsh, strained voice that became softened towards me: Go, leave my rose-garden of happiness quickly. Go, and may the peace of Allah, the Omniscient, rest upon thee in the hour of thine adversity.

The all-powerful Sultan, with face pale and agitated, moved slowly onward across the great court with bowed head, followed by his wondering councillors and cringing slaves. Next second I was free.


Chapter Seven.

The White City.
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ALL SOUNDS HAD gradually died away in the town. A marabout had climbed to the terrace of the great mosque and was crying Allah is great! Allah is great! The surrounding terraces were peopled with white forms which stood out against the summits of the palm trees and the green of the baobab. Their backs were turned to the purple splendours of the dying light, for their faces looked towards the already darkened east, lighted for them by that eternal light in which Mecca is to be found. The silence was harshly broken by a brazen sound. It was the tam-tams in the Kasbah sounding the call for prayer.

The plain was now a vast desert phantasmagorically illuminated. Above, the sky flamed into every imaginable colour, and the small water-channel, scarcely visible a moment before, blazed into a reflection of the ardour of the sky, while the rows of ospreys on its banks looked like necklaces of pink pearls. Then all the enchantment was overwhelmed by the sudden twilight that heralds the tropical night.

Well mounted on a swift camel, with water-skin and provision-bag filled, and escorted by my guards, I had ridden through the crowded markets, and passing out of the Kofa-n-Magaidi, or eastern gate, set forth across the wide, sandy plain in the direction of prayer. The brief glimpse I caught of the place as I passed hurriedly through its streets surprised me. The inhabitants seemed to some extent a cultured people, and the women apparently enjoyed considerable personal freedom, although the majority were veiled. The men, despite their bellicose spirit and the chronic state of warfare maintained, were not naturally cruel, and treated their slaves kindly.

The towers, cupolas and high white walls of the great, impregnable palace, wherein dwelt the woman who had enchanted me, stood dark and frowning against the crimson brilliance of the afterglow, and from my exalted position on the back of my meheri I turned once to glance at them, wondering if Azala knew of my expulsion. Perhaps from her lattice in the great square tower rising above the city she was watching my departure, but she had given no sign, and sorrowfully I at length turned my back upon the White City of the Sultan Othman, and urged my camel onward towards the horizon, which seemed a sea of mirage, with a feeling that Fate had, indeed, laid her hand upon me with undeserved harshness.

In the cooler hours that succeeded, when the light had entirely faded, and the wind, whirling up clouds of find sand into our faces, compelled us to cover them as we rode on, leaving only our eyes visible, Shuba, the chief of the black horsemen accompanying me, declared that if we were to reach Kukawa, in Bornu, within three days, we should be compelled to press forward constantly, resting but a few hours during the heat of noon. My guards were heavily armed, each carrying a very keen, straight sword, a dagger suspended from the left wrist, and a spear six feet long, while with several this arsenal was also supplemented by a rifle. Acting no doubt under the Sultans orders, they treated me with every consideration, and proved themselves light-hearted, genial fellows; yet the long ride through the great, silent wilderness, eternally warm, eternally gloomy, gave me many opportunities for dismal reflections upon the strange turn events had taken. Azala had fascinated, entranced me, and I loved her with all the strength of my being. Yet I had been thus forcibly torn from her, never to return on penalty of death. Each long stride of the animal beneath me took me further from her, yet she trusted in me to save her. From the words uttered by Khazneh in reply to the Sultan, it was evident that the latter had had no knowledge of my capture and imprisonment, and Azala had, on account of her fathers absence, been unable to secure my release.

The mysterious symbol that seemed to link me in some inexplicable manner to the woman I loved had apparently produced in the Sultan a feeling of dismay, for when he noticed it a sudden terror had enthralled him. Awe-stricken at its significance, he had instantly rescinded the order for my execution, sending me forth from his empire as if apprehensive that my presence was a harbinger of some dreaded evil.

For a brief space we halted in the date-grove of Maifoura at midnight, eating a little tiggra with curdled milk diluted with water, and some ngaji or paste of sorghum, and having thus recruited our strength the cry of Ala edhahar! ala e dhahar! (Mount! mount!) sounded, and we resumed our ride over the low hills of Kobiri, and through the great, gloomy forest of Gounel. South of the Lake Tsad the country is fertile, and only here and there are there wide, sandy deserts reminding one of the waterless, sterile regions of Azawagh and Taganet in the Great Sahara, that arid, monotonous, and almost impassable gulf that separates the regions of Sokoto, Bornu, Baguirmi and Gando from the European civilisation of Northern Algeria. Having passed through the forest, the wooded level became interrupted from time to time by bare-naked concavities, or shallow hollows, consisting of black, sedimentary soil, where, during the rainy season, the water collects, and drying up gradually leaves a most fertile sediment for the cultivation of the masakwa, a kind of holcus which is the most important article in the agriculture of Sokoto. We saw herds of ostriches, troops of gazelles and many moufflons as, on our forced march, we passed the great ruins of Thaba, grim, grey, time-worn monuments of the Roman occupation, forded the Yoobe river at Ngouroutoua — where my guards told me an English traveller named Richardson had died many years ago — skirted the lagoon of Mouggobi, and continuing for nearly eight hours along narrow, verdant valleys, where, side by side with the diminutive, stunted palms, grew the colossal baobabs, the mastodons of the vegetable kingdom, whose gigantic branches were inhabited by vultures, serpents, bats and lizards. Then at last we passed out upon the great granite plateau of Koyam, dotted over with hillocks and in part strewn with quartz sand, home of the nomad Uled-Delim, pirates of the desert, a sun-baked, stony wilderness devoid of any living thing. The third day was occupied wholly in crossing this vast solitude, where incessantly we were compelled to shout Hai! Hai! the ejaculation of caution to our camels, as the beasts, weary and jaded, plodded on until, about an hour after we had knelt to repeat our majhrib, while the shadows were lengthening as the sun declined, the tall, white watch-tower at the principal gate of Kukawa rose before us, and beyond lay the waters of Lake Tsad shimmering like liquid gold in the glorious evening light.

When the cry was raised that the town was in sight, my guards held consultation and halted. Then Shuba, drawing up his camel close to mine, exclaimed, — 

Thou hast performed the journey within the time stipulated by our lord the Sultan, therefore we now leave thee to continue thy way alone.

Wilt thou not rest yonder for a while before returning? I asked, surprised.

Nay, he answered, shrugging his shoulders significantly. The people of Bornu are our enemies. We would rather take our ease upon the plains than within the city of those who seek our overthrow — a speech that was greeted by low, guttural sounds of approbation by the others perched on their camels around. Then, continuing, he said, It is our Sultans will that the meheri thou ridest shall be given unto thee, together with this rifle, ammunition and jambiyah, and as he uttered these words he handed me the gun he carried, together with his pouch and a crooked knife in a silver scabbard he drew from his sash.

Alone in these regions thou mayest require them, observed a light-hearted young negro, with a broad grin.

Unto thy Sultan, whose dignity be increased, render thanks in my name. Tell him that Zafar-Ben-AZiz is his grateful servant, and that he beareth neither malice nor hatred, I answered.

Behold, I am also charged with a further duty, said Shuba, with a solemnity quite unusual to him. Before we left the Fada one of the eunuchs of the Courts of Enchantment gave this unto me to deliver into thine hands, and he drew from the breast of his gandoura a small box of delicately-chased gold, securely sealed.

Whence didst thou obtain it? I asked, in surprise, taking it in my hands.

From Hisham, the eunuch. He refused to tell who had given it unto him, but gave me strict command to place it in thine hands at the moment when we parted, with an injunction that it must not be opened until thou art actually within the walls of Kukawa.

May I not investigate its contents now? I asked, puzzled.

Nay, curb thine impatience. Behold, the sun is already declining, he answered, glancing around. Spur onward, or, of a verity, thou wilt not obtain entrance to yonder city ere its gate is closed.

His prompting influenced me to make hurried adieu, and, as with one accord they gave me Peace, I sped away in the direction of the town, turning once to wave back a farewell. As I rode forward, four armed horsemen, their white burnouses flying in the wind, sped across the plain to meet me. With rifles held high in air with threatening gesture, they in a few minutes pulled their horses to their haunches before me, loudly demanding whence I came.

I am Zafar-Ben-AZiz of the Ansar of thine ally, the Khalifa of Omdurman, I replied, laughing a moment later at the effect my words had produced.

From Omdurman? they gasped. How earnest thou hither in company with horsemen of the Sultan Othman, who fled at our approach?

Briefly, I told them how I had been held prisoner, and subsequently expelled by the Sultan.

Allah hath indeed covered thee with the cloak of protection, observed one of the men, None who descends to the terrible dungeons beneath the Fada of Kano ever comes forth alive.

Yea, thou hast assuredly narrowly escaped, agreed another, and, as they turned to ride back with me, they related news of how, on the advance of the Khalifas troops towards Sokoto, the iron cymbals of war had been silenced, for the Dervishes had been attacked and routed by the Kanouri and Tuaregs in the swamps outside Massenya, after which it was believed the survivors had returned in confusion to Omdurman. Thus I found myself in sorry plight, without resources, and with a thousand miles of gloomy forest and burning desert between myself and the Dervish headquarters beside the Nile. With my companions I entered the ponderous gate which was being kept open for our arrival, and, passing the little daily market (the dyrriya), which was crowded, we rode along the deudal, or promenade, past groups of Arabs and native courtiers in all the finery of their dress and of their brightly-caparisoned horses, until we came to the house of the sheikh, a spacious place with a single chedia or caoutchouc-tree in front. But the sand into which we had floundered as if it were a mire pursued us everywhere — in the streets, in the houses. The lounging slaves stared at my ragged attire, but the Sheikh Mohammed Ben Bu-Sad, to whom I was conducted, was very gracious, and after hearing the story of the defeat of my comrades-in-arms, my captivity, and my narrow escape, gave orders that for the present I should be lodged with one of the horsemen who had met me, and whom I discovered was named Lamino (properly El-Amin), his confidential officer. Thus, an hour later, I found myself installed in a small, clay-built house in the billa gedibe, or eastern town, and when alone I drew forth the small, golden box Shuba had given me. It was square, about the length of the middle finger, covered with quaintly-graven arabesques, and securely sealed with yellow wax.


Chapter Eight.

Veiled Men of the Desert.
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EAGERLY I BROKE the seals and tremblingly opened the lid of the tiny casket, taking out a folded piece of paper covered with lines of Arabic hastily-scrawled in yellow ink. These, in the dim twilight, I deciphered only with difficulty, and found they read as follows: — 

Know, O Stranger, now thou hast escaped from the wrath of our lord the Sultan, that thy presence within the walls of the Fada hath placed Azala, Princess of Sokoto, in deadly Peril. If thou wilt lend her thine aid, return, for thou alone canst solve the mysterious symbol of the asps, rescue her from death, and bring her unto the garden of happiness. Know, O Stranger, that even though she cannot communicate or have speech with thee, that she loveth thee; that each hour of thine enforced absence is as a year, and that the gilded pavilion wherein she dwelleth is but a house of sorrow because of thy departure. Keep the seal of silence ever upon thy lips and obey the command of Azala Fathma quickly, that thine endeavours may be approved. Return unto her speedily in such disguise that thou canst not be recognised; then will she tear aside the veil of secrecy and reveal unto thee strange marvels. Pause not in thine efforts to return, for each day bringeth her nearer unto cruel and ignominious Certainty. May the rose-grove of thy prosperity and good fortune be increased daily in freshness and magnificence, and the foundation of thy belief in the purity of thy One of Beauteous Countenance be more firmly established from hour to hour. — Thy Friend.

After the heat and burden of the long African day the respite at twilight always gives one a sensation of physical solace, yet nevertheless it brings with it a feeling of intense sadness and melancholy.

Again and again I read the curious missive. Evidently at Azalas instigation it had been penned in order to reassure me, and to induce me to return so that I could assist her in solving the mysterious problem to which she had hinted so pointedly when we had been alone. But foreseeing plainly the serious risk I should run if I attempted to re-enter Kano, and the absolute impossibility of obtaining access to the innermost courts of the Fada, I regarded the suggestion as utterly hopeless. Had not the Sultan warned me that if I again set foot within his empire my life would pay the penalty? Might not his dread of the mysterious evil that I might bring upon him cause him to take my life, notwithstanding his daughters fervent supplications?

Yet Azala was in sore need of help, and sought my aid. Her promise to tear aside the veil of secrecy I felt inclined to construe into a pledge to render me explanation of the curious marks that both of us bore. Was it not more than an extraordinary coincidence that with a thousand miles of arid, stony desert, and a similar distance of fertile land separating us at our birth, we should each bear the Brand of the Asps — the mystic symbol the sight of which terrified even the powerful Ruler of Sokoto.

From the demeanour of both the Sultan and his daughter I felt that the strange device was the key of some greater secret underlying it, and the thought of Azala in peril, and trusting in me alone for assistance, urged me to a resolution to obey the injunctions of my anonymous correspondent. I had both a stout heart and a strong arm. My true Bedouin parentage had imparted to me the reckless nonchalance of the vagabond adventurer, and my life during the past ten years had been a strange series of nomadic ups and downs, desert wandering, fighting, slave-raiding, trading; in fact, I had picked up a precarious livelihood in the same manner as the majority of Sons of the Desert whose camels are their only wealth, and whose ragged tents their only dwelling-place.

The Mystery of the Asps seemed inexplicable, but in that cool night beneath the stars in the little open court I made solemn determination to return to Kano and seek its solution, even though compelled to risk my life in the attempt.

Until the going down of the sun on the Nahr-el-arba following my arrival at Kukawa was I the guest of Lamino; then, refreshed by rest, I prayed my Fatiha in the Great Mosque, and assuming the loose robe of dark blue cotton, wrapping a white litham around my face and twisting some yards of camels hair around my head, set out upon my meheri to accompany a caravan of Buzawe conveying merchandise to El Fasher, whence I intended to travel alone back to Omdurman, there to report the annihilation of my comrades.

In the whole of that vast region from Lake Tsad to El Fasher, comprising thousands of square miles, there is not a single carriage road, not a mile of navigable waters, not a wheeled vehicle, canoe or boat of any kind. There are scarcely any beaten tracks, for most of the routes, though followed for ages without divergence to right or left, are temporarily effaced with every sandstorm, and recovered only by means of the permanent landmarks — wells, prominent dunes, a solitary knoll crowned with a solitary bush, or perchance a ghastly line of bleached bones of men and animals, the remains of slaves, camels, or travellers that may have perished of thirst or exhaustion between the oases. Few venture to travel alone, or even in small parties, which could offer but little resistance to the bands of marauders hovering about all the main lines of traffic. Hence the caravans usually comprise hundreds and even thousands of men and pack animals, all under a kebir, or guide, whose word is law. Under him are assistants, armed escorts and scouts to reconnoitre the land in dangerous neighbourhoods, besides notaries to record contracts and agreements, sometimes even public criers, and an imam to recite the prescribed prayers.

The caravan, belonging to Abu Talib, a wealthy merchant of Yô, was a small one, consisting of about one hundred camels heavily laden with ivory, kola nuts, spices, and other goods from the far south, destined for the great market at El Fasher, and was guarded by twenty fierce-looking Arabs and a number of negro and Arab drivers, all well-armed, for the country through which we were to pass was infested by the marauding Tuaregs, those black-veiled terrors of the plains, who know nothing of anything but the desert and the implacable sun.

Abu Talib, who accompanied us in person, was an aged, good-hearted man of the tribe of Aulad Hamed, who had spent the greater part of his life trading between In Salah and Timbuktu, or between Yô and Mourkouk, over the boundless Sahara, and in the darkness, as we rode together and our camels with silent tread loomed like phantoms in the midnight air, we told each other of our journeys and adventures. His companions were true sons of the sands, active, vigorous and enterprising, inured to hardships, and with the mental faculties sharpened almost to a preternatural degree by the hard struggle for existence in their arid, rocky homes. In making their way across those trackless solitudes they seemed endowed with that sense of direction, the existence of which has recently been discussed by students of psychology. In the whole of the Great Sahara no race is more shrewd or cunning than the Buzawe, and their tact and skill enable them to get the better both of Arabs and negroes in the markets of the oases. Greed and harshness were stamped upon their hard features, but nevertheless they treated me, a lonely wanderer, with considerable kindness.

On leaving Kukawa we passed across a great plain, then through a dense forest, afterwards entering a fine, undulating country, covered with a profusion of herbage, with here and there large gamshi-trees with broad, fleshy leaves of brightest green. The moon shone bright as day, and as our file of camels strode on with slow, rhythmic movement under their burdens, the drivers would now and then sing snatches of wild songs of daring in the Hausa tongue.

Thus, resting by day and journeying by night, we moved forward around the marshy shore of Lake Tsad to Missene, thence through the cool, shady forest of Dekena Kreda, enlivened by many birds, along the densely-populated valleys of Boulala to the strange little town of Amm Chererib situate in the hollow formed between four great mountains, at length, when the moon was again at the full, reaching Abecher, at the foot of the hills of Outoulo, without much exciting incident. Halting for one day under the fortified walls to fill our camels kewas with provisions, we again pushed forward unceasingly in order to accomplish the two hundred and fifty miles of barren, waterless land unmercifully scorched and burnt by a devouring sun, that stretches between the capital of Darmaba and El Fasher. This portion of the journey was the most difficult we had encountered, for the rough stones played terrible havoc with the spongy feet of our camels, and the heat was insufferable, even at night, on account of the poison-wind sweeping across us continuously. For five days we pushed forward by short stages only, until at sunrise one day we espied an oasis, and, encamping in the small shade it afforded, Abu Talib decided to give the animals rest. The packs were therefore removed, our tents erected, and having eaten our dakkwa, a dry paste made of pounded Guinea-corn with dates and pepper, washed it down with some giya made of sorghum, we reclined and slept during the warm, drowsy hours of the siesta.

Some noise had awakened me, and lighting my keef-pipe I was squatting in the shadow cast by one of the camels packs, deep in my own sad thoughts, when the crack of a rifle startled me. Next second, even before my companions could seize their arms, the whole neighbourhood was alive with yelling Tuaregs on horseback, armed to the teeth, with their draperies floating in the wind. I saw they all wore the black litham about their faces. One, as he advanced on foot, levelled his gun at me and fired, but missed. In a moment I threw myself full length upon the sand behind a camels pack, and opened fire upon our enemies. With deliberate aim I had picked off three with as many shots, when suddenly I heard old Abu Talib cry, — 

Lost are we! Our enemies are the Aoulemidens!

Almost before the words died upon his lips a bullet struck the old man full in the breast; he staggered back and fell, within a few yards of me, a corpse. To resist these fierce outlaws, the most relentless tribe of Tuaregs who lived in the depths of that arid, desolate country, with no knowledge of the outside world, was, we knew, hopeless, for there were fully three hundred of them, and as they found our little band disinclined to surrender, they began shooting us down ruthlessly. Already four of our party had been captured and bound, while three were lying dead, nevertheless our rapid fusillade kept at bay those preparing to dash in and seize our camels packs.
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Fiercely we fought for life. We knew that if we fell into the hands of this brigandish tribe who called themselves The Breath of the Wind, by which their victims were to understand that they might as well seek the wind as hope to recover their stolen property, we should either be sold at the nearest market, or placed under some horrible and fiendish torture to die a slow, agonising death. Suddenly a wild yell rent the air, and before we were aware of it a troop of some fifty horsemen dashed in among us, so quickly that resistance was impossible. Hand-to-hand we struggled, straining every muscle to evade our enemies, but ere long the obstinate, heroic courage of my companions could no longer blind them to the approach of the inevitable, and we were each secured and bound, captives in the hands of the merciless veiled men of the desert, whose fierce brutality was feared alike by slaves and Sultans throughout the sun-parched land.

Our arms were twisted from our grasp, our camels packs seized, and, linked together ignominiously by chains around our necks, we were secured to three palm trunks, under a strong guard with loaded rifles, to wait while our captors investigated their booty and reloaded our camels. Nearly two hours this occupied, when at length the grey-bearded, sinister-faced leader of the band of free-booters gave the order to mount, and before long the party, numbering nearly three hundred horsemen armed to the teeth, moved away into the sandy wilderness, compelling us to trudge over the hot, stony ground on foot under the fiery rays of the blazing sun. It was evident that we were to be sold as slaves. One unfortunate camel-driver, who had been wounded, fell from sheer exhaustion within the first hour, and was left to die, for slave-raiders like The Breath of the Wind regard the wounded only as an encumbrance, and as they will not sell they are either put out of their misery by a shot, or left to die of thirst and become food for the vultures. Fortunately, with the exception of a slight cut on the left hand received from a jambiyah with which one of my captors had slashed at me, I sustained no injury, and with my companions, a little band of silent, despairing men, I plodded wearily onward — onward to be sold into slavery.

Upon all the perpendicular rays of the sun beat down with a heat as burning and intense as that of a fiery furnace, and always — always for a horizon — the desert, the infinite breadth of glaring sands.


Chapter Nine.

An Audience of the Khalifa.
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THOSE DAYS OF burning heat were full of horrors. Treated with scant humanity, we were half-starved, allowed only sufficient water to slake our thirst once a day, and beaten mercilessly with thongs of rhinoceros hide whenever one, more faint and weary than the rest, lagged behind. Eastward we travelled for six days, until, at the well of Lassera Dar Abd-er-Rahman, we were sold for two small bags of gold to some nomad Dasas encamped there. The Tuaregs dare not enter a town in the Eastern Soudan, although, in the West, they are universally dreaded on account of their depredations; therefore they always sell their captives to other slavers, who dispose of their human wares at the nearest trade centre. Hence, by our new masters we were conveyed to Dara, a town one days journey south of El Fasher, placed in the slave market, and, after considerable haggling, disposed of.

My new master was a well-dressed, keen-eyed, wizen-faced old Arab of the tribe known as Jalin, who, after inspecting me and looking into my mouth as he would a horse, handed payment with ill grace to the black-faced scoundrel who sold me, and ordered me to follow him. Together we passed out of the busy, bustling crowd, when he addressed me, asking my name.

Art thou an Arab from the North? he exclaimed in surprise, when I had told him who I was, and the place of my birth. How earnest thou hither?

I fell into the hands of the Tuaregs, upon whom may the curse of Eblis rest! I answered, hesitating to inform him at present that I was a Dervish.

As we walked to the city gate, where he said his camels were tethered, he told me his name was Shazan, and, judge my extreme satisfaction when he added that he was about to return to Omdurman, where he lived opposite the Beit-el-Amana. Hence, my stroke of ill-fortune turned out advantageous, for within a week I found myself once again within the great walls of the Khalifas stronghold. Then my new master having treated me harshly, I resolved at last that he should suffer, therefore I applied to the Kaid for release from slavery, on the ground that I was a member of the Ansar of the Khalifa. Old Shazan, amazed that his latest purchase should turn out to be one of his great rulers bodyguard, rated me soundly for not informing him at first, but I laughed, telling him that I had desired to get to Omdurman, and kept my own counsel, until such time as it suited me. Knowing that he would lose the money he had paid for me, the close-fisted old merchant refused to comply with the order made by the Kaid for my release, but the rumour of my escape from Kano, coming to the ears of the great Abdullah, the latter one day sent six of his personal attendants with orders to release me, and to bring me before him.

The shadows were lengthening in the marble courts of the Bab, or great palace of the Mahdis tyrannical successor, when I was conducted across the outer square, where brightly-dressed guards were lounging on their rifles, or playing damma beneath the cool, vine-veiled arches. Never before had I been permitted to set foot inside the court, although many times had I passed under the shadow of the Iron Mosque near by, and gazed with curiosity at the high walls, smeared with red sand, which encircled the marble courts, gilded pavilions and cool gardens of the ruler of the Soudan — the ruler whose only idea was self-aggrandisement. The extent of the palace amazed me, for, even if it was scarcely as luxurious as the wonderful Fada at Kano, it was assuredly quite as large. Through one open, sunlit court after another we passed, until we were challenged by four of the royal bodyguard with drawn swords, but a word propitiated them, and a few seconds later I found myself in the great, marble-built Hall of Audience, in the presence of the stout, sinister-faced man of middle age and kingly bearing, with black, scraggy beard, whose name was a power throughout the Soudan. He wore a robe of bright purple, embroidered with gold, a turban of white silk, and his fat, brown hands were loaded with rings of enormous value.

Beneath a great baldachin of bright yellow silk, with tassels and fringes of gold, surmounted by the standard of the Mahdi, the powerful Abdullah, the ruler before whom all trembled, reclined upon his luxurious silken divan, fanned by black slaves on either side, while a negro lad sat at his feet, ready to hand him a pipe, the mouth-piece of which was studded with diamonds. Around him were grouped his body-servants, the mulazimin, and officers, while near him was Abdel Gayum, the chief eunuch, his hand resting upon his sword, and Ali Wad Helu, chief of the Baggara, who had led the ill-fated expedition of which I had been a member.

Conducted by my guides up to the scarlet mat spread before the potentate, who thought himself master of the whole world, I fell upon my knees in obeisance, expressing thanks for my rescue from bondage.

Let him be seated, the Khalifa ordered, turning to his slaves, and in an instant cushions were brought, and I sat myself, cross-legged, awaiting questions to fall from his lips. What, I wondered, had I done that I was allowed to sit in the royal presence?

So thou art the Arab Zafar-Ben-AZiz, the horseman who alone escaped death at the well of Sabo-n-Gari? exclaimed the vain, cruel, quick-tempered man who ruled the Soudan under the guise of Mahdiism.

I am, O King, I answered, bowing until my forehead touched the carpet.

Of a verity will I punish those enemies who attacked my Jehadieh, he cried suddenly, in fiercest rage. Where be those owls, those oxen of the oxen, those beggars, those cut-off ones, those aliens, those Sons of Flight? Withered be their hands! palsied be their fingers! the foul moustachioed fellows! basest of the Arabs who ever hammered tent-peg! sneaking cats! goats of Al-Akhfash! Truly will I torture them with the torture of oil, the mines of infamy, the cold of countenance! By Allah, and by Allah, and by Allah, we will crush those sons of Ach Chaitan like snakes, and throw their bodies to the dogs! Then, turning to me in calmer mood, the autocrat of the Soudan exclaimed, Some of thine adventures have already reached mine ear, and I would hear from thine own lips how thou didst escape and how farest thou in the Fada of Othman of Sokoto. Let not thy tongue hurry, but relate carefully in thine own words what things occurred to thee.

Thy servant is honoured, O Ruler of our Empire, I answered. Under thy Raya Zerga did I go forth, but returned hither as the slave of the merchant Shazan—

Already have we full knowledge of that, the tyrannical monarch interrupted, and turning to one of his officers he added, with an imperious wave of his fat hand, Let the merchant Shazan, the dog of a Jalin, receive fifty strokes with the bastinado and be fined two bags of gold for purchasing a slave belonging to his Sultan.

Then, as the official hastened out lo do his capricious masters bidding, the Khalifa turned towards me, his thick red lips parted in a smile, lolling back lazily on his divan as he exclaimed, — 

Continue thy story. Our ears are open for information regarding the city of Othman, therefore describe in detail all that thou knowest.

Briefly I related how we had been attacked at night by the Tuaregs, how my comrades had been slaughtered fighting till the last, and how I awoke to find myself within the palace of the Sultan Othman, when suddenly the injunction contained in the anonymous letter recurred to me: Keep the seal of silence ever upon thy lips. Therefore I deemed it expedient to omit from my narrative all reference to Azala, making it appear that I had been rescued by a kind-hearted soldier of the palace guard. I knew that Abdullah delighted in listening to calumnies and hearing evil spoken of other people, and for half-an-hour entertained him by describing the situation and aspect of Kano, the dimensions of the Fada, the horrors of my dungeon, and the personal appearance and character of the Sultan Othman, to which all listened with breathless attention.

When I had finished he remained silent a moment, as if reflecting, then raising his head he bestowed a few words of commendation upon me, concluding by the declaration, — 

Of a verity thou art a faithful and valiant servant. Henceforward thou shalt be chief of my mulazimin, and honoured among men.

I was expressing thanks in flowery speech to the autocrat for this appointment, which, as chief of his Majestys body-servants, was a position of great honour, with substantial emoluments, when suddenly the silk-robed heralds posted at the entrance to the Hall of Audience sounded three loud blasts upon their shining onbeias. Then, as every ones attention was directed towards the great horse-shoe arch from which the curtains of blue silk were ceremoniously drawn aside by black guards, there entered a tall, commanding figure in gorgeous robe, attended by a dozen followers less showily dressed, but all armed, making great show of ostentation. With swaggering gait the stranger strode up the spacious hall, and as the Khalifa motioned me to rise and step aside to allow the new-comer to make obeisance in the royal presence, I was amazed and alarmed to suddenly recognise in him the man I least desired to meet.

It was Khazneh, the brutal Aga of the Eunuchs at the court of Othman, Sultan of Sokoto.


Chapter Ten.

By Imperial Request.

[image: img133.jpg]

IN FEAR OF recognition I held my breath, and, withdrawing among the crowd of guards and courtiers assembled around the royal divan, watched the obsequious homage paid the Khalifa by Khazneh, who I discovered was accompanied by Mahaza, Grand Vizier of Sokoto.

Abdullah, reclining lazily upon his silken cushions, at first paid little heed to their salaams. On his brow was a dark, forbidding look; probably he was thinking of the ill-fated expedition he had dispatched, and the apparent hopelessness of ever conquering his enemy Othman. Long ago had he overstepped the dignity of a sovereign, and now coveted the honours of a god. The two ambassadors from the Fada at Kano prostrated themselves, pressing their foreheads to the ground, and assured the powerful head of the Mahdists that they were charged by their Sultan to convey to him most fervent salutations. Yet he affected not to notice their presence.

Surprised at the haughty coolness of his reception, Khazneh, still upon his knees, continued to address the mighty Khalifa.

Know, O One of Exalted Dignity, Ruler of the Soudan, who holdeth thy servants destinies in the hollow of thine hand, the object of our journey hither is to spread out the carpet of apologies, to become ennobled by meeting thine exalted person, to regenerate and to refresh the meadow of our expectations by the showers of the fountain-head of thy wisdom, and to see the rosebuds of our hopes opening and smiling from the breeze of thy regard. Our lord the Sultan has sent us to deliver this, therefore command and deal with us as thou listeth, and from the breast of his gorgeous robe he drew forth a sealed letter, which was ceremoniously handed to the reclining potentate by one of the black slaves.

The Khalifa Abdullah, suddenly interested, opened it, and, having read the missive, crushed it in his hand with impatient gesture.

Behold, added Khazneh, we are charged to deliver unto thee a few gems for thine acceptance as a peace-offering, and to assure thee of our lord Othmans good will and high esteem, and as he uttered the words, the gaudily-dressed members of the mission advanced, and, kneeling, deposited before the royal divan a golden salver heaped with costly jewels.

With a cursory glance at them, the occupant of the divan at length motioned the ambassadors to rise, saying in a deep, impressive voice, — 

The request of the Sultan is granted, and his presents accepted, O messengers. Assure thy lord that the knot of our amity is to-day strengthened by this invitation to travel unto Kano, and that ere many moons have risen we shall have the felicity of conversing with him. At present Allah hath not on the face of the earth a servant more excellent nor wise than he, and we are invested with the robe of being the elect and favoured. May the path of our association never become obstructed.

The dead silence that had fallen upon the Court was broken by rustling movement and low murmurings of approbation.

Truly thou art wise and generous, O Ruler, upon whom be the blessing of the pardoning Sovereign, exclaimed Mahaza. Thou, who art distinguished by great possessions, abundant revenues, innumerable quantities of cattle, and multitudes of servants and slaves, showerest upon thy servants copious favours. May the enemies of the threshold of thy dignity and station be overtaken by the deluge of affliction, and may they in the sea of exclusion be drowned by the waves of perdition.

Verily, if thou comest unto Kano, our lord will receive thee with befitting welcome, added Khazneh.

Thou, successor to the holy Mahdi who possessest the three greatest blessings, namely, meekness in the time of anger, liberality in the time of dearth, and pardon in a powerful position, wilt find a reception awaiteth thee such as none have hitherto received within the walls of our city. The relation of a king unto his subjects is like the relation of a soul to the body; in the same way as the soul doth not neglect the body for a single instant, so the king must not forget the care of his subjects even during the twinkling of an eye. Thou hast never swerved from the straight path, hence thou art honoured throughout the Soudan, even to the uttermost ends of Sokoto, and if thou wilt deign to visit our Sultan he will offer unto thee and thine officers, guards and slaves, generous entertainment within the Fada, for he desireth an understanding with thee that our countries may unite to defeat and discomfort our mutual enemies.

The reason of the unlooked-for invitation to visit the great White City he had plotted to besiege immediately commended itself to the Khalifa, who, with a benign smile, took from his finger two great emerald rings, and, handing one to each of the Sultans ambassadors, assured them that the sun of his personal favours shone upon them, adding, in prophetic tones, — 

Take your ease here, for ye must be spent with long travel. I know not the day when I can set forth, for I act according to hidden knowledge, the visible effects of which are ofttimes evil, but the consequences always beneficent and salutary.

Then, as the two men from Kano again pressed their brows to the carpet, renewed laudations and gratitude for blessings received emanated from their lips, and from those assembled there rose panegyrical murmurs that Abdullah had decided to visit the Sultan Othman as honoured guest instead of arrogant conqueror.

Thus was the meeting between the two powerful rulers of the Sahara and the Soudan arranged, a meeting destined to mark an epoch in the history of Central Africa. The Khalifas curiosity to investigate the extent of the wealthy country which acknowledged Othman as Sultan probably accounted for his sudden decision to undertake the long and tedious journey. Although the invitation had been sent with a view to effecting an offensive and defensive alliance between the two peoples, yet, in my new office as chief of the Khalifas body-servants, I had ample means of knowing that he still cherished hopes of eventually overthrowing his whilom ally, and annexing the Empire of Sokoto. Two days after the reception of the envoys, Mahaza left on his return to inform Othman of his friends intended visit, while Khazneh remained to accompany his masters guest. Being permitted as a favoured servant to approach Abdullah closely, I was fortunately enabled to express to him a hope that the Aga of the Sultans Eunuchs would not be made aware of my identity with the hapless victim of his wrath, and it was with satisfaction I found that in my silk robes of bright crimson and gold and picturesque head-dress my enemy failed to recognise me.

The day was an eventful one in Omdurman when, at first flush of dawn, my royal master seated himself under the thatched rukuba and addressed his Ansar, urging upon them the necessity of loyalty and discipline during his absence. Then, after a great review of seventy thousand troops in the square of Abu nga, the Mahdist chieftain, with a portion of his harem, one thousand male slaves and four thousand courtiers and picked horsemen with banners, moved down the Road of the Martyrs on the first stage of the long journey westward. Prayers for the safety of the Khalifa were at that moment being said by nearly one hundred thousand men and women in the Great Mosque — not a mosque in its usual sense, but a huge yard — and their murmurings sounded like a distant roar as, in the cool hour before sunrise, we rode at walking pace along the winding Nile bank towards the misty hills where dwelt the Jinns.

Eager as were my companions to feast their eyes on the glories of Kano, none was so eager as myself lo pass the grim, prison-like portals of the great lada and rest beside those cool, ever-plashing fountains within the wonderful labyrinth of wide courts and shady arcades. The wheel of fortune had indeed taken a strange turn and was spinning in my favour, for I was actually returning to Azala in disguise so effectual that even Khazneh could not detect me, and as each day brought me nearer to her I racked my brain in vain to devise some means by which I could, on arrival, inform her of my presence and obtain an interview.

To fathom the hidden secret of the Mark of the Asps I was determined, and on the hot, tedious journey across the dreary, sandy waste, infested by marauders, and known by the ominous name of Ur immandess— He (Allah) hears not; that is, is deaf to the cry of the waylaid traveller — I served my capricious master with patience and diligence, awaiting such time as I could seek the woman who had entranced me, and learn from her lips the strange things she had promised to reveal.

By day the journey was terribly fatiguing, but in the cool nights, when we encamped for our kayf, there was feasting, dancing and merry-making. The night hours were enlivened by Safk (clapping of hands) and the loud sounds of songs. There were many groups of dancing-girls, surrounded by crowds of onlookers. Though sometimes they performed Al-Nahl, the Bee dance, their performances were wild in the extreme, resembling rather the hopping of bears than the graceful dances of the harem, and the bystanders joined in the song — an interminable recitative, as usual in the minor key, and so well tuned that it sounded like one voice, with the refrain La Yayha! La Yayha! Through the brief, brilliant night always La Yayha!


Chapter Eleven.

Tiamo the Dwarf.
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A WHOLE MOON passed ere the sun-whitened walls and minarets of Kano became visible. The sandy approaches of the city were strewn with bones and carcasses that had been disinterred by wild beasts, the remains of camels, horses and asses that had fallen and died in the last stages of the journey. The cities of the desert are invariably encircled by their bones, and the roads across the glaring wilderness are lined by their bodies. The sun had risen about four hours when the advance guard of the Ansar spurred hurriedly back to announce that the town was in sight, and very shortly the details of the distant shape grew clearer, and we espied a body of troops, bearing the green-and-gold standard of the Sultan, riding forth to welcome us. They were gaudily-attired in bright blue, and, as they dashed forward, indulged in their Laab al-Barut (gunpowder play) while their bright shields and unsheathed swords flashed and gleamed in the sun, as now and then the wind parted the cloud of dust and smoke which enveloped them. The faint sound of trumpets and clash of cymbals came from the distant city, enthroned upon the horizon a dark silhouette, large and long, an image of grandeur in immensity, wherein all my hopes were centred, and as we approached we saw that Mahaza, the Grand Vizier, had been sent by the Sultan Othman to give us peace and conduct us into the Fada.

My masters retinue, consisting as it did of nearly five thousand persons, was indeed an imposing one, and when an hour later we entered the city gate and passed up the hill to where the well-remembered tower of the Fada stood white against the intensely blue sky, the brass cannon mounted on the walls belched forth thundering salutes, and a cloud of soft white smoke floated up in the still, warm air. Strange it was, I reflected, that the houses of Kano everywhere displayed that essential characteristic of early Egyptian art — the pyramidal form, which represented solidity to those ancient architects. The walls of the oldest constructions had a slight inward inclination, and possessed no windows, or only the roughest sketch of them. Light and air entered through openings cut in the roof. The summits of the dwellings were ornamented by those triangular battlements which may be seen on the palaces of Rameses Meiamoun. The pylon, which is another characteristic of Egyptian architecture, gave access to the dwellings. In short, the effect of the whole, their harmonious proportions, the symmetrical distribution of their ornamental mottoes, and their massiveness, proclaimed the art of Egypt, bearing out the legend that the people of Sokoto came originally from the far east. The multitude was wild with excitement. In their eagerness to catch a glimpse of the Khalifa, world-famous for his piety and his cruelty, they rendered the streets almost impassable, shouting themselves hoarse in welcome. Blatant tam-tams beat a monotonous accompaniment to the roar of artillery, and as the Sultans guest, mounted on a magnificent camel at the head of his black Jihadieh, passed onward, the shout of Alhahu Akhbar! rose from fifty thousand throats, echoing again and again. Progress was slow on account of the immense crowds, and even the Sultans spearmen, who preceded us, had considerable difficulty in clearing a path. Numbers were bruised, kicked by the horses or fatally injured by the long spears, but they were left unnoticed — a mere remark Umru Khalas, (It is the end of life) being all the sympathy ever offered. Yet the impetuous populace continued to yell enthusiastic words of welcome, the guns thundered, and the three stately men preceding the Khalifa blew long, piercing blasts on their immense onbeias fashioned from elephants tusks.

At length, on arrival at the great, gloomy portal of the Fada, the iron-studded gates suddenly opened, revealing the Sultan Othman clad in golden casque and royal robe of amaranth velvet, with a handsomely-caparisoned, milk-white horse curveting under him, and surrounded by his gaudily-attired bodyguards and mukuddums, who filled the air with their adulations, declaring that their Imperial master was Ma al-Sama (the splendour of Heaven).

Alone he came forward wishing his guest Peace in a loud voice, then adroitly dismounting, embraced the Khalifa. Abdullah, much pleased at this mark of respect and homage, greeted him warmly and ordered him to remount, but the Sultan remained on foot, uttering some rapid instructions to his emirs, who had also dismounted to stand beside him.

Passing through the archway into the great outer court, the Jihadieh and the Ansar remaining outside, we all dismounted with the exception of my royal master and the ladies of his harem, whose camels were led onward to the inner pavilion that had been set apart for them. As chief of the mulazimin I followed my royal master, and as we passed from court to court, Janissaries, eunuchs, slaves and courtiers made salaam and raised their voices in shouts of welcome. The reception was throughout marked by the most frantic enthusiasm, even the two gigantic negro mutes at the gate of the Imperial harem — who usually stood with drawn swords motionless as statues — raising their hands to give peace unto the great Ruler of the Soudan.

The extensive palace echoed with the sounds of feasting and merry-making. The Ansar fraternised with the Janissaries, the Jihadieh with the Sultans bodyguards, and the slaves of the Sultan Othman with those of the Ruler of the Soudan. The Khalifa, as religious head of the Dervishes and successor of the holy Mahdi, stood upon his farwa or white sheepskin, under the shadow of an ilex-tree in the Court of the Eunuchs, and conducted prayers in which all joined. Such was the wild fanaticism and enthusiasm that had prevailed during the firing of salutes that several men had dashed up to the very muzzles of the guns on the walls of the palace and were blown to pieces. The souls of these unfortunate people had, the Khalifa assured us, gone straight to Paradise, there to have their abode among lote-trees free from thorns, and fruitful trees of mauz, under an extended shade near a flowing water in gardens of delight, and every word that fell from his lips was regarded as the utterance of a prophet by the people as they murmured and told their beads.

After prayers, when the sura entitled The Inevitable had been recited, a great feast was held in the Sultans sumptuous pavilion. The Khalifa was seated on his Imperial hosts right hand, and over five hundred officials and courtiers were present. The dishes upon which the viands were served were of beaten gold, the goblets of chased gold studded with gems, while in the centre of the gilded pavilion a large fountain of crystal diffused a subtle perfume. Behind both the Sultan and his guest stood court tasters, who broke the seal of each dish and ate portions of the food before it was handed to their masters, lest poison should be introduced.

After the meal, jugglers entered and performed clever feats of magic, dancing-girls of every tribe under the Sultans rule performed in turn various terpsichorean feats upon the great mat spread in the centre of the pavilion, and to the loud thumping of derboukas and the plaintive twanging of curiously-shaped stringed instruments, they danced until they sank upon their cushions from sheer exhaustion. These were followed by snake-charmers, wrestlers of herculean strength and story-tellers — the entertainment, which was on the most lavish scale, being continued until, at the going down of the sun, the clear voice of the mueddin was heard droning the azan.

The leisure at my disposal when, after the shadows lengthened and declined into the glory and vivid charm of the tropical twilight the Khalifa had retired to his private pavilion, I occupied in exploring those parts of the palace to which I had free access. Its vast proportions and its sumptuous decorations and appointments surprised me. When, on the previous occasion, I had passed through its great arcaded courts I was on my way to execution, therefore little opportunity had been afforded to me of ascertaining the full extent of the buildings; but now, in the cool evening hour, as, alone and thoughtful, I strolled under the dark colonnades and across the great open squares with their tall palms, time-worn fountains and wealth of roses, I noted its magnificence.

Around me on every side were sounds of revelry — barefooted girls were trilling and quavering, accompanied by noisy tambourines and serannel pipes of abominable discordance and the constant beating of derboukas and the clapping of hands; but holding aloof from my companions, I wandered from court to court in order to obtain a view of the great square tower wherein Azalas chamber was situated. At last, on entering the court where dwelt the serving-men of the Grand Vizier Mahaza, the tower rose high in the gathering gloom. From which of its small, closely-barred lattices had the city been revealed to me? Halting in the garden and looking up at its white walls, I tried in vain to recognise the window of the apartment where Azala had nursed me back to consciousness. Had she, I wondered, lonely and sad, watched from behind the lattice the festivities in the courts below? If so, might she not discern me now, gazing up at her chamber, and by some means or other contrive a meeting! Yet to deceive the watchfulness of the Grand Eunuch and his satellites was impossible. The square wherein I stood was almost deserted, for in the court beyond there was feasting and marissa-drinking among the Janissaries and the Jehadieh, and all had been attracted thither. I must have been standing there, oblivious to my surroundings, a considerable time, for it had grown almost dark, when a voice behind me brought me back to a knowledge of things about me.

Why standest thou here aloof from thy comrades, O friend? the voice inquired, and on turning quickly I was confronted by a black dwarf, whose face was the most hideous my eyes had ever witnessed, and his crooked stature certainly the smallest. His head, which scarcely reached to my hip, seemed too large for his hump-backed body, while his hands and feet were abnormal. Indeed, his personal appearance was the reverse of prepossessing, even though he was well-dressed in an Arab fez and a robe of bright blue silk with yellow sash. His age was difficult to guess. He might have been any age between thirty and fifty, but his thin, squeaking voice suggested senile weakness. His smile increased his ugliness as, perpetually, his eyes, like flaming fire-lances, darted towards me.

The cool air of this thy garden is refreshing after the heat of the desert, I replied in Arabic, as he had addressed me in that language.

But I have been watching thee, the human monstrosity continued, looking up at me as his mouth elongated, showing an even set of white teeth. While thy fellows have been making merry thou hast been gazing up at yonder lattice? Hast thou seen her?

Whom dost thou mean? I inquired, startled that this ugly imp should be aware of my quest.

Affect not ignorance, he said, lowering his voice to almost a whisper. Thou hast knowledge as full as myself that high up yonder there dwelleth the Lalla Azala, the beauteous daughter of his Majesty.

Well, I said, anxiously, tell me of her. I know so little.

She hath rescued thee from death, and for many moons hath awaited thy return. She sendeth thee health and peace, he answered, slowly.

But how dost thou know my innermost secrets? I inquired, regarding the strange, unearthly-looking figure with some suspicion.

Fear not betrayal, O friend, he replied. I am called Tiamo, khaddan (servitor) of the Lalla Azala, and thy devoted servant. By day and night alike hath her bright eyes sought for sign of thee, for she ascertained, through one of our spies in Omdurman, of thy promotion unto the chieftainship of the Khalifas body-servants, and knew that thou wouldst accompany him hither.

Art thou bearer of a message from her? I asked, bending towards him in eagerness.

Yes. Hers is indeed a joyless life. Through the long day hath she stood at her lattice trying in vain to distinguish thee amid the crowds. Yet even now she is most probably standing there, and hath recognised thee. Yea. Behold! he cried, excitedly. See! There is the sign?

I strained my eyes upward, and could just distinguish in the darkness something white fluttering from a lattice high up near the summit of the tower. It showed for an instant, then disappeared; but it was sufficient to tell me that I was not forgotten.

Such means of communication are unsafe, the black dwarf growled, as if to himself.

What message bearest thou? I asked, turning to him and remarking the frown of displeasure that had overspread his hideous countenance.

The One of Beauty hath ordered me to tell thee to wait patiently. She is in sore peril, being so zealously watched by eunuchs and harem-guards that at present she cannot have speech with thee. Wait, and she will communicate with thee when it is safe.

What is the nature of her peril? I inquired.

But the dwarf frowned, glanced up at the little lattice to assure himself that there was no longer a signal there, sighed, and then replied, — 

I am forbidden to tell thee. Rest in the knowledge that Tiamo, her servant and thine, will render thee what assistance thou requirest.

Is the Lalla so carefully guarded that none can approach her? I asked, as together we moved on into the adjoining court, where the fighting-men were making merry.

Alas! he answered, she leadeth a lonely life. Forbidden to enter the great Courts of Enchantment wherein dwell the wives and houris of the Sultan amid every luxury, and where every diversion and gaiety is provided, she is compelled by the Sultan, whom she hath displeased, to live alone with her companions, slaves and waiting-women, in the rooms in yonder tower until such time as she shall be given in marriage.

And shall I see her?

She is striving toward that end, the dwarf answered briefly, adding, May thine Allah, who hath created seven heavens, and as many different stories of the earth, keep thee in peace and safety.

Gradually I overcame the distrust with which I at first regarded the hideous little pagan. From words he let drop in our subsequent conversation it was evident he was Azalas trusted servant, and was no doubt admitted to her apartments because of his personal deformity and ugliness of countenance. Until near midnight we squatted together in his little den in the Court of the Eunuchs, smoked, drank marissa and chatted; but he was discreet, silent as the Sphinx upon the affairs of his mistress, and to all my questions made the stereotyped reply, Wait; a message will be conveyed unto thee.

Day by day, amid the round of bountiful entertainment, I waited in patience, glancing ever and anon up at the dwelling-place of the woman who besought my aid. Still no message came. Sometimes after the isha had been prayed I met Tiamo, but to all inquiry he remained practically dumb. The Lalla is still unable to see thee, he always replied, if I expressed surprise that the promised message had not reached me. But he would invariably add a word of hope, expressing regret that circumstances had conspired against us.

One night, after superintending the duties of the mulazimin, I was crossing the Court of the Grand Vizier when Tiamo hurriedly approached me. By his face I could see that something had occurred, and as he brushed past me in full view of others about him he whispered, Come to me one hour after midnight. Then he walked on without waiting for me to reply.

Punctually at the hour appointed I entered his little den with beating heart. The shutter was closed, therefore we were unobserved.

Hasten. There is but brief space, he exclaimed quickly, and pulling from beneath his divan a blue silk robe and yellow turban similar to those worn by the eunuchs, he added, Attire thyself in these. The Lalla biddeth thee repair unto her chamber.

I obeyed him without doubt or hesitation.

Now, come with me, he said, when at last I had buckled on a scimitar and thrust my feet into slippers of crimson leather, and together we went out into the open court.

A deep silence rested on the great palace, broken only by the cool plashing of the fountains in their marble basins. The heavens, blue as a sapphire, were profound and mysterious. Myriads of stars twinkled in the clear depths of the skies, and all objects were defined with a wonderful accuracy in the silver moonlight. The Fada was hushed in sleep. On the marble steps of the Bab-Seadet, the gate of the Imperial harem, the black guards stood on either side, mute, erect, motionless, their naked swords gleaming in the moonbeams. How many scenes of gorgeous festivity had been witnessed beyond that great door of iron! how many terrible and bloody dramas had been enacted within those grim, grey walls — dramas of love and hatred, of ambition, disappointment and revenge, of all the fiercest passions of the human heart! By night and day the bewitching pearls of the harem intrigued, schemed and plotted — themselves, through their Imperial Master, ruling the world outside. Too often, alas! in the history of the Empire of Sokoto it had occurred that some dark eye, some bewitching face masking a beautiful slaves ignorance and cunning, had mastered her irresponsible and irresistible lord, and been the means of striking off the heads of not only her rivals within the harem, but those of even the wisest councillors and the bravest fighting-men outside.

As together we crossed the silent court our echoing footsteps broke the quiet. In the gateway of the harem a single light glimmered yellow in contrast with the white moonbeams; but turning our backs upon it we passed through one court after another, receiving salutes from the guards at each gateway. My disguise as eunuch was complete, and as we strolled onward without apparent haste my confidence grew until, on crossing the Court of the Armourers and entering the Court of the Pages, we discerned a white-robed figure enveloped in a haick and wearing the ugly baggy trousers which are the out-door garments of Moslem women.

Behold! I exclaimed, with bated breath. The Lalla Azala awaiteth us!

No, answered the strange, grotesque being. It is her mute slave, Ayesha. Place thyself in her hands. She will conduct thee unto her mistress.

As we advanced, the woman, whose face I could not distinguish, raised her hand with commanding gesture, and opening a small door beckoned me to follow. This I did, Tiamo remaining behind. Across many courts and through several doors, which the woman carefully bolted after us, we sped until, skirting a pretty garden where pomegranates, almonds, cypresses and myrtles alternated regularly, and roses in full bloom embowered the long alley, we came to a door in a wall near the tower. Having looked well around to see that nobody remarked us, she introduced me into a passage so small that I was compelled to bend to enter it. Taking up a lamp that had apparently been placed there in readiness, she went on before, and I followed through some intricate wanderings; then, instead of ascending, we began to go down a flight of broken stone steps.

The air became hot and stifling, and foul odours rose from the place into which we were descending. Suddenly a loud, piercing shriek of pain sounded weirdly, followed by another and yet another. Then I recognised the uneven steps as those leading to the foul dungeon with its maniac prisoners.

The rough, exultant laugh of my enemy, Khazneh, reached my ears from below, mingled with the imploring cry of some unfortunate wretch who was undergoing torture. Next second a suspicion flashed across my mind that I had been betrayed.


Chapter Twelve.

Mysteries of Eblis.
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MY MUTE CONDUCTRESS halted, listened intently, then placed her finger significantly on her lips. As she turned her half-veiled face towards me I saw in the flickering lamplight that her tattooed forehead was brown and wizened, that her dark, gleaming eyes were deeply sunken, and that her hand holding the lamp was thin, brown and bony.

The sounds that alarmed us ceased, and, after waiting a few moments, scarce daring to breathe, she descended several more stairs to a turn in the flight, and I found myself before a small, black door, which she quickly opened and closed again after we had passed through. Raising her finger to command silence, she moved along a narrow passage and then there commenced a toilsome ascent over great, roughly-hewn steps that I well remembered descending when, in the clutches of my captors, I had been roughly dragged from the apartment of my enchantress. With a nimbleness that showed a familiarity with their unevenness, she mounted, while I stumbled on behind, nearly coming to grief once or twice, and being compelled to save myself with my hands. In my eagerness to meet the woman who had entranced me, upward I toiled, until my breath came and went in short, quick gasps, and I was forced to rest a moment, while she also halted, smiling and turning the lamp towards me. The intricacies of these secret passages were puzzling and fatiguing, and I was anxious to pass into the well-remembered room wherein the Sultans daughter had, during so many weary moons, awaited me.

At last we stood before a door secured by a large iron bar, so heavy that old Ayesha could not draw it from its socket, but quickly I removed the barrier. The slave who had acted as my guide opened the door, drew aside the heavy curtain, and then stepping forward I found myself once again before the bright-eyed girl who desired my aid.

The place was dimly illumined by great hanging lamps of gold, which shed a soft and dubious light through cut crystals of green and crimson, and the air was sweetly scented by the odours of musk and cinnamon rising from the perfuming-pans. Azala, pale and beautiful, in her gorgeous harem dress, with arms, ankles and neck laden with jewels, was reclining with languorous grace upon her divan of light blue satin fringed with gold, that was placed in the alcove at the end of the apartment, her wealth of dark hair straying in profusion over the great, tasselled cushion of yellow silk. Her feet, tiny and well-formed, were bare, her pearl-embroidered slippers having been kicked aside, her pipe stood near, and upon a coffee-stool of ebony and gold stood a large silver dish of rare fruit, while kneeling beside her was a black female slave cooling her slowly with a fan of peacocks feathers. Unnoticed by her, I stood for a few seconds, bewitched by her loveliness as she lay there in graceful abandon, her body saturated with perfumes, her soul filled with prayers.

Welcome, O Zafar! Allah favoureth us! she cried excitedly, springing to her feet the instant she recognised me, and, rushing across, grasping both my hands. Thou hast brought happiness with thee.

At last, Azala, I said, clasping her soft hands tenderly, and gazing into those brilliant black eyes that seemed to delight in the anxious curiosity which they aroused in my features. Of a verity Allah is all-powerful and all-merciful. Our destinies are written in the Book, and therefore what is there left but to submit? For many moons have I striven to seek thee, to redeem the pledge I made unto thee, and now at last is our meeting accomplished.

Noticing that I looked askance at the presence of Ayesha and the young negress, she waved her hand to them to retire. Then, when the curtains had fallen behind them, she led me slowly to her divan, saying in serious tones, Come hither, O Zafar, I would have long and serious speech with thee.

She having ensconced herself comfortably among her rich, downy cushions, I seated myself beside her, and as one arm stole around her slim waist, encircled by its bejewelled girdle, I drew her tenderly towards me with the intention of imprinting on her white, sequin-covered brow a passionate caress. Gently but firmly she disengaged herself from my embrace. At first the marvellous beauty of my divinity held me spellbound, but fortified by her smile I found courage to pour out a rhapsody of love and admiration, to which she listened, blushing deeply.

Thus, in the bliss of whispering love, we forgot the heavy sorrows oppressing us, and put aside all apprehension for the present and all care for the future.

After a recital of my adventures on being torn from her presence, I told her how wearily the hours had passed and of my mad desire to be again at her side, to which she answered, — 

In thee, O Zafar, have I placed my trust. The sun of the favour of the One Merciful shineth upon us, therefore let us abandon all fear.

The firmament possesseth but one sun, and the Empire of Sokoto but one Princess. That life, light, joy and prosperity may attend thee is my most fervent desire.

May perfect peace attend thee in the rose-grove of thine happiness, she answered, turning towards me the most beautiful face that Allah had ever formed. For many moons have I waited at yonder lattice for thy coming, knowing full well that thou art ready to serve me.

Ay, ready to serve thee, O Pearl of Sokoto, I said fervently. I love only thee, and am thy slave.

She was toying in hesitation with her broad gold armlet that contained a talisman. Spells and charms are believed in as strongly by the ladies of Kano as those of Omdurman. The eye and knuckle-bone of a fox hung upon the neck of a boy gives him courage; its fat rubbed on a woman will convert her husbands love into indifference. The dried liver of a cat is believed to bring back the love of a desired object to the person who possesses it; the skin of its nose, if worn on the ankle, is a preventive against murder by poison; while its ashes, if taken internally, will give all the shrewd, cunning qualities of the cat. The one Azala wore was the kus kaftar — a portion of the dried skin of a female leopard one moon old, which always bears the greatest price in the seraglios, because, if worn on the arm, it is believed to conciliate the affections of all to its wearer; and as she fingered it she uttered some kind of incantation that I failed to understand.

Her head had fallen back upon the great gold-tasselled pillow, and with her white arm thrown out above she looked up smiling into my face, uttering words of courage, declaring that I was the only man she had ever asked to perform a service.

But, she added, suddenly raising herself into a sitting position and gazing straight into my eyes, how little — how very little we are thinking of the deadly peril which threateneth us! Both of us are confident in each others love; but, alas! no safety can there be until the Great Secret be solved.

What secret? I asked, endeavouring to read her story in her brilliant eyes.

The Secret of the Asps, she answered, in a calm, low tone. The secret of the strange, mysterious mark that is upon my breast and thine. When it is solved, then only may peace be ours.

Tell me all thou knowest regarding the curious imprint, I said eagerly, lifting her bejewelled hand and pressing it tenderly. Now that I am thy best beloved, ready to serve thee blindly and implicitly, surely I may know the secret of things concerning both of us, I argued.

But with a sigh she answered, No. Some knowledge hath been conveyed to me upon condition that I should preserve its secret until such time as the mystery shall be elucidated. Suffice it to thee to know that thou art the person to whom the truth may be revealed if thou hast forbearance and courage.

Will any act of mine place about thee the walls of security and the stillness of peace? I inquired, with eagerness.

Already have I told thee that, if thou wilt, thou canst save me.

From what destiny?

From one unknown, yet horrible — undecided, yet terrible, she answered, hoarsely.

Then I am thine to command, O Azala, I answered. In Zafar thou hast a servant who will serve thee with faith and fearlessness, unto even the uttermost ends of the earth.

When the dawn cometh we shall be compelled to part, for full well thou knowest what fate awaiteth thee if thou wert discovered by Khazneh or his brutal myrmidons, she said, slowly. But ere we bid each other farewell we have much to arrange, for upon the success of our plans dependeth whether our hands again clasp in welcome, or our lips meet in salutation. In receiving thee here I have run many risks in common with thee. If our enemies conveyed word unto the Sultan, assuredly would the vials of his wrath be poured out upon me, and he would execute his threat of giving me in marriage to some common soldier of the palace guard.

Has his Majesty given utterance to such a threat?

Yea. Because I fell into the displeasure of Khadidja, the scheming slave who now ruleth the harem as his chief wife, I became banished from the Courts of Enchantment. Indeed, only by the intercession of mine own mother, who hath long ago been deposed from her position of Sultana, and is now a mere slave, compelled to wash the feet of many who once served her, was I spared the indignity of being cast out from the palace and given as drudge to one of the horsemen who guard the Kofa-n-Kura. Indeed, the hand of misfortune hath fallen heavily upon me, and she drew a long sigh, as in deep thought her pointed chin rested in her dainty palm.

What was the nature of thine offence? I inquired, interested.

Involuntarily I acted as eavesdropper. One morning, lying in my hammock in a corner of the harem-garden where the rose-bushes grow thickly, I suddenly heard voices beyond. One I recognised as that of Khadidja, and the two others those of Shekerleb and Leilah, Arab slaves. Listening, I heard them discuss in detail an ingenious plot they had arranged to poison my mother, myself and three others, for Khadidja expressed herself determined to be supreme mistress of the seraglio. Appalled by this bold scheme of wholesale revenge, I lay silent, scarce daring to breathe, but when they had left I went straightway to the Sultan and in my mothers presence explained all to him. The woman Khadidja was brought before him, but denied the accusation, swore on the Korân that she had not walked into the garden that morning, and brought Shekerleb and Leilah to corroborate her false statement. My father was convinced of her innocence, and believed also her allegation that a plot hatched by my mother was on foot to encompass her death. He grew angry, degraded my unfortunate mother from her position of Sultana to the meanest slavery, and subsequently banished me to the loneliness of this high abode.

Of a verity thy lot, O beloved, hath been an unhappy one, but let us now look forward to the dawn of a joyous day, to a noonday of prosperity, and to a sunset of peace. Azala, I love thee, and as our lips met for the first time in a hot, passionate kiss, her bare, scented chest, with its profusion of jewels, rose and fell with an emotion she was unable to suppress.

In the dead, unbroken silence that followed, the distant roll of a drum, and the cry of the sentinels on the watch-towers at the city gates came up through the silk-curtained lattice, announcing that another hour had passed.

Harken, she cried quickly, springing to her feet, clutching me by the arm, and looking earnestly into my face. We have but brief space wherein to plan our emancipation. Fearest thou to investigate the mysteries of Eblis, or to serve his handmaiden?

Fear dwelleth not in mine heart when the Pearl of Sokoto is nigh, I answered gallantly, bending to kiss her hand.

Even though thy Pearl may be daughter of the Evil One, and able to accomplish things superhuman? she asked, in a strange, harsh voice.

He who believeth in the one Allah and in his Prophet, holdeth in his hand a two-edged sword against the Ghul (Devil) and all the evil spirits of Al-Hawiyat, I replied, surprised at this latter speech, and at the strange, haggard look that had suddenly overspread her beautiful countenance. At the moment before our enemy Khazneh laid hands upon me, thou didst promise to reveal unto me some hidden marvel, the nature of which thou wouldst not disclose. For that purpose have I come hither, and now await the fulfilment of thy promise.

Grasping my right wrist and looking into my face with eyes that seemed to emit fire, so strangely brilliant were they, she said, — 

Hast thou no fear of the future, or of the power of the Evil Eye?

The curse of Eblis himself shall not deter me from seeking to fathom the Mystery of the Asps. A voice that is dead hath commanded me, and I shall obey, even though I am compelled to engage Azrael in single combat. There is some strange secret in the mystic links that bind our existence — a secret I intend to discover at any hazard.

Bravely spoken, O Zafar, she answered, her cheeks flushing with excitement and her sequins tinkling musically as she moved. Thine heart is true as thy trusty Masser blade. May it be the will of Allah, who made the earth for a carpet, that thy courage never fail thee in thine attempt to rescue me from the plots that encompass me, and to penetrate the veil that hath so long hidden the truth of the entwined serpents. She raised her face with a fond, wistful look.

Our lips met, and with her arms about my neck she clung to me, trembling, as if in fear. Then, fortifying herself for an effort, she slowly withdrew from my embrace, and led me across to the heavily-curtained door of the inner chamber, saying, — 

Thou hast declared thyself fearless and undaunted in the coming fight to possess the secret which none may know, even though it is imperative that thou shouldst pass barriers hitherto considered by all insurmountable. Truly thou art worthy a womans love.

Thou knowest how the unquenchable fire of love burneth within me, O light of mine eyes, I answered, in fervent adoration. With thee as the sun of my firmament, and with a stout heart within me, I am not afraid.

For answer she turned, and with her hand upon the curtain, said, — 

Come hither. As a preliminary to thine encounter with the Invisible, I will reveal unto thee an undreamed-of marvel that will cause thine eyes to open wide in wonderment, and thine heart to cease its beating. Fear abideth not within thee. Enter therefore this portal whereat Malec, powerful yet invisible, mounteth guard, and learn the means by which the Mystery of the Asps may be unravelled.


Chapter Thirteen.

The Prism of Destiny.
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WITH SUDDEN MOVEMENT she drew aside the silken curtain, and we stepped into a small, dark, stone chamber, almost a cell. Then with a word of warning she guided my footsteps to a narrow flight of stairs, which she descended with caution, her golden anklets jingling as she went. As I followed, there clung about her soft draperies those sweet perfumes of the harem, the fragrance of which had intoxicated me.

Again she flung back a second heavy curtain that barred a horse-shoe arch at the foot of the stairs, when instantly my eyes were blinded by a flood of brilliant light. Under my feet I felt a carpet so thick that my slipper sank deep into it, and gradually as my dazzled vision grew accustomed to the unusual glare, I realised that I was in a chamber about the size of the one we had just quitted, but decorated entirely in bright green, the hue of which, reflected into Azalas anxious countenance, gave her a complexion pallid and ghastly. The walls and ceiling were painted green, with good counsels from the Korân in long, lean letters of darker shade, the divans and cushions were of green silk, the stools of malachite, the large alcoves at the end fashioned from dark green marble, beautifully carved, while a malachite table, shaped like a crescent, near the end of the apartment, was studded with huge green crystals that glittered in the light like emeralds. The effect was weird and startling, for the bright white light came from a thousand lamps cunningly arranged overhead, while screens of glass, the colour of the deep sea, shot from the walls slanting beams of brilliant green.

The place was luxurious, yet, as I gazed around it, I could not repress a shudder.

Go! Take thine ease upon yonder divan, Azala said in a strange voice, pointing to the great couch within the alcove, and as I obeyed her, she took from her arm the gold band with its talisman of leopards skin and handed it to me. Apparently she dare not wear it there.

Standing in the centre of the curious chamber, she clapped her hands loudly, and instantly a curtain opposite was drawn aside, and there appeared the ugly, hunchbacked form of the grinning dwarf, Tiamo, followed by two female Arab slaves handsomely dressed in tissue of white and gold, and wearing long strings of talismans, and embroidered bags containing mysterious powders, cabalistic figures, and prayers in the language of Maghrib.

The trio, advancing, knelt before their mistress, and with a murmured blessing kissed her feet, prostrating themselves before her.

Rise, she commanded, almost breathless with excitement. Know ye that in one brief hour the dawn will show in the direction of the holy city. Speed therefore on the wings of haste and execute my will.

We, thy slaves, obey thee, O Mistress, they answered with one accord, and, rising, disappeared for a few moments. The two girls presently came forth bearing between them a huge golden bowl full of some sweet yet pungent perfume, which they set on a tripod upon the table of green malachite while Tiamo produced a small golden brazier which he lit and placed beneath the bowl. Then the girls produced green-painted derboukas, and seating themselves upon the mats at the horns of the crescent-shaped table, commenced a monotonous thumping on their drums, while the hideous dwarf, grinning from ear to ear, beat a rapid tattoo upon a double tambourine or kalango, all three chanting a weirdly-intoned accompaniment.

The curious spectacle held me on the tiptoe of expectation, for while the music was continued with a regularity that quickly became monotonous, Azala stood with her bejewelled hands outstretched over the bowl, repeating some words in the Hausa tongue which I could not understand. Her face had now grown deathly pale; surrounding her eyes were large, dark rings that betrayed the terrible anxiety at her heart. As the golden bowl became heated, the colourless liquid perfume gave off a vapour so pungent that it caused water to well in my eyes and my head to swim as if I had drunk marissa too freely. I was afraid to rise to my feet lest I should stagger and fall, so upon the edge of the divan I sat entranced and fascinated. The brighter the brazier grew the more dimly burned the lamps above until the brilliant light vanished and we remained in a semi-darkness, made brighter now and then by the uncertain flicker of the fire. Emerald crystals everywhere in ceiling and walls flashed like jewels with a bright green brilliance each time the flames shot up, producing a weird and dazzling effect, while in the shadow Azala prostrated herself, uttering an appeal to some power unseen.

Eagerly I watched the next development of this remarkable experiment. Suddenly the woman I loved struggled to her feet and with her right forefinger touched the edge of the steaming bowl. As she did this, a bright flash, blinding as lightning, shot through the chamber, causing the music to cease and the slaves, awe-stricken, to bow their heads until their brows touched the carpet.
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Malec, iron-hearted Janitor of Hell, hath been overthrown! they exclaimed, in voices hushed in fear.

Again was the flash repeated as Azalas hand touched the edge of the bowl of repoussé gold, and the slaves gasped in Arabic, — 

Lo! the Guardian of Al-Hawiyat is vanquished by the sword of Eblis!

Then, a third time my eyes became dazzled by the sudden brilliance which apparently proceeded from the great basin of perfume, and the slaves lifted their voices, saying, — 

The Pillars of Hell have indeed fallen! — the sword of Eblis is sheathed, and Malec, trembling, hath hidden his dogs face before the incomparable beauty of her Highness, the Lalla Azala!

Tiamo, whom Azala addressed as El-Sadic (the Sincere), rose at the bidding of his mistress. With her hand pressed to her heart, as if to stay its wild beating, she stood close to me with her face upturned and her lips moving as if invoking the aid of some unseen power.

Behold! she cried, with a suddenness that caused me to start. Behold, the Prism of Destiny! And as the words fell from her white, trembling lips, there was a wild noise like the rushing of great waters, and a circular portion of the wall of the chamber directly opposite appeared to fall asunder, disclosing a huge gold ring, within which, placed perpendicularly, was a large crystal prism, the length of a mans body, which, as it revolved in its setting, showed all the gorgeous hues of the spectrum with a rapidity that was bewildering.

Azala, standing motionless, gazed at it, while the slaves remained kneeling with eyes riveted upon it in fear and expectation. Propelled by some unseen agency, it revolved noiselessly within its golden circle, emitting shafts of multi-coloured light that illumined parts of the strange chamber, leaving the remainder in deepest shadow. Gradually, however, the speed with which the great crystal turned slackened, and Azala, advancing towards me, placed her hand lightly upon my shoulder, exclaiming in a low, intense tone, — 

Lo! that which we sought is revealed! Behold! before us is the forbidden Prism of Destiny, into which none may gaze without incurring the displeasure of the One Merciful, and the curse of Eblis the Terrible.

The lights flashing full upon my face seemed to enthral my senses, for her words sounded distant, discordant and indistinct. But a sudden exclamation of hers aroused me.

See! she cried, pointing to the three-sided crystal. Its motion steadies! It mirrors life in its wondrous depths, but those who dare discern their future ofttimes pay the penalty of their folly by being struck with blindness, and ignominy attendeth them. Allah, though merciful, is just, and it is written in the Book of Everlasting Will that we may know nought of the hereafter, save what holy writ teacheth us.

But how is the extraordinary effect produced? I asked, marvelling greatly at the curious chimera, for though it appeared but a phantom, the prism actually revolved, and the illusion could not be caused by reflected light, as I at first had been inclined to believe.

By offering sacrifice to Eblis, she answered, looking into my eyes, an intoxicating gaze of promise, triumph, tenderness. On her lips dawned a smile which was pledge of the future — the future all light, all hope, all love. Then, pointing to the boiling bowl, she said, He giveth sight of it to those of his slaves and handmaidens who invoke his aid.

Art thou actually one of his handmaidens? I gasped in fear, amazed to observe that her beauty seemed to gradually fade, leaving her face yellow, care-lined and withered.

I am, she answered in a deep, discordant voice. Once before, after thou wert taken from me, the Prism of Destiny made its revelation. The temptation to gaze therein proved too great, and, alas! I fell.

What didst thou discern? I eagerly inquired, my eyes still fixed in fascination upon the mysterious, rotating crystal, my senses gradually becoming more than ever confused.

I pierced the impenetrable veil of futurity.

And what manner of things were revealed?

I beheld many marvels, she answered, in a slow, impressive voice. Marvels that thou, too, canst behold if thou darest brave the wrath.

She spoke so earnestly, fixing her searching eyes upon me, that I felt my courage failing. The constant flashing of brilliant colours in my eyes seemed to unnerve me, throwing me into a kind of helpless stupor, in which my senses became frozen by the ghastly mysteries practised before me. It was this feeling of helplessness that caused my heart to sink.

Didst thou not declare thou wouldst engage Malec in single combat in thine endeavour to fathom the Secret of the Asps? she observed, half reproachfully. Yet thine hand quivereth like the aspen, and thou carest not to seek the displeasure consequent upon such an action.

Erect, almost statuesque, she stood before me, pale and of incomparable beauty, holding my sun-browned hand in hers.

Hearken, O Azala, I cried, struggling with difficulty to my feet, and passing my hand across my aching brow to steady the balance of my brain. No man hath yet accused Zafar-Ben-AZiz of cowardice. If, in order to seek the key to the mystery of the strange marks we both bear, it is imperative that I should gaze into yonder crystal, then I fear nought.

It is imperative, she stammered. If it were not, I, of all persons, would not endeavour to induce thee to invoke the curse upon thyself.

Then let me gaze, I said, and with uneven steps went forward, my hand in hers, to where the great prism had so miraculously appeared. It was moving very slowly, the only light in the chamber being that emitted from its triangular surfaces, and as I halted before it my head reeled with a strange sensation of dizziness I had never before experienced.

Aloud the prostrate slaves cried, — 

O Malec, Angel of Terror, vanquished by a womans beauty, let the eyes of this friend of thy conqueror witness the sight which is forbidden, so that he may drink of the fountain of truth, and repose in the radiance of her countenance. Tiamo was thumping his kalango and grinning hideously.

Bewildered, and only half-conscious of my surroundings, I felt Azala dragging me forward. Though the objects swam around me and I had a curious sensation as if I were treading on air, I advanced to within an arms length of the slowly-moving prism. My eyes were cast down to the green carpet, for in the sudden terror that had seized me I feared to look.

Speak! cried Azala, in a voice that seemed afar off. What beholdest thou?

But no answer passed my lips.

Gaze long and earnestly, O Zafar, so that the image of things revealed may be graven upon the tablets of thy memory for use for our well-being hereafter, she urged in a voice sounding like the distant cry of a night-bird.

The thought of her peril flashed in an instant across my unbalanced mind. Her appeal, I remembered, was for our mutual benefit, in order that I should be enabled to elucidate the Mystery of the Asps and bring peace upon her. What, I wondered, was the nature of this strange revelation which she herself had already witnessed.

Ashamed at this terror that branded me as coward, and determined to strive towards the solution of the remarkable mystery that bound me in a bond of love to the beautiful daughter of the Sultan, I held my breath and slowly raised my head.

Next second my heart stood still as, fascinated in amazement and aghast in horror, I gazed deep into the prisms crystal depths, where an omination, wondrous and entrancing, met my eyes.

There was indeed revealed unto me a marvel of which I had not dreamed.


Chapter Fourteen.

A Sign Afar.
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THE MOVEMENT OF the huge crystal was so slow as to be almost imperceptible, but the kaleidoscope of life and movement it presented held me spellbound.

By this strange combination of dactyliomancy with christallomantia, an effect was produced so amazing and unaccountable that my wondering vision became riveted upon it, as gradually my mind cleared of the chaotic impression it had received.

The reflecting surfaces, turned at various angles to my line of sight, presented in their unsullied transparency a specular inversion of figures and scenes that, ere they took clearly-delineated shape, dissolved and faded, to be succeeded by others of a totally different character. Objects and persons with whom I seemed to have been familiar in my youth in the far-off Aures passed before my gaze in bewildering confusion. Ere I could recognise them, however, they disappeared, phantom-like, giving place to a series of pictures of the terrors of battle, so vividly portrayed that they held me overawed. The first showed a beautiful court, evidently the private pavilion of some potentate, with cool arcades, plashing fountains, tall palms and trailing vines. But the place had been assaulted and ignominiously fallen. The courts sacred to the women were full of armed, dark-skinned men, who, with brutal ruthlessness, were tearing from the pearls of the harem their jewels, and with wanton cruelty massacring them even as I gazed. Over the pavements of polished jasper, blood flowed, trickling into the great basin of the fountain, and as one after another the houris fell and died, a fierce red light shone in the sky, showing that the barbarous conquerors, intoxicated with blood and loot, had fired the palace. Then in the dense smoke that curled from out the arcades as they were enveloped and destroyed, the scene of merciless slaughter and ruthless destruction was lost, and there gradually evolved scenes of burning desert, of welcome oases, of great and wonderful cities, all of which grew slowly and were quickly lost. Just at that moment, however, a sound behind me caused me to start, and turning, I saw that the dwarf, who had risen noiselessly, had witnessed the magic pictures as well as ourselves.

On seeing that his inquisitiveness had been detected, he turned quickly, rejoined his fellow-slaves, and fell again upon his knees, raising his voice in the strange incantation the girls continued to repeat. Apparently Azala did not notice him; too engrossed was she in the revelations of the prism, for when I again gazed into the crystal, objects and persons were passing in rapid confusion, and she was vainly endeavouring to decipher their mysterious import.

For a second we saw the face of a beautiful woman with hair like golden sheen, and were both amazed to discover that in place of rows of sequins she wore a single ornament suspended upon her white, unfurrowed brow. Apparently it was carved from a single diamond of enormous size and exceeding lustre, but its shape puzzled us; it was fashioned to represent a curious device of arrowheads. Quickly the mysteriously-beautiful face dissolved, and from its remains there came in rapid succession pictures of a mighty city, of a great plain, of running water, of a seething populace, and of a cool garden rich in flowers and fruit. Then there appeared a vision so ghastly and gruesome that I drew back in horror.

It represented a pavement of polished marble, whereon a woman was stretched dead, mutilated by the keen scimitar of a black eunuch of giant stature, who with his foot upon the lifeless body gazed down, grinning with satisfaction at his own brutality.

The face of the man startled me. The hideous countenance, on which revenge was so strongly depicted, was that of our mutual enemy, Khazneh, Chief of the Black Eunuchs of his Imperial Majesty!

Enough! cried Azala, horrified at what seemed a revolting augury of her own end. See! the brute hath struck off her head! And shuddering, she gazed around the apartment with a look of abject terror, her haggard features in that moment becoming paler and more drawn.

Heed it not as ill-potent, I said, smoothing her hair tenderly, and endeavouring to remove from her mind the horrifying thought that she might fall under the doka of the Grand Eunuch. The mystic Prism of Destiny showeth much that is grim, distorted and fantastic. The eventuality is only resolved so that we may arm ourselves against the Destroyer.

But, apprehensive of her fate, she shook her head sorrowfully, saying in low, harsh tones, When on the previous occasion I gazed into the prism a similar scene was conjured up before me, only the woman was then at his knees imploring mercy, while he, with doka uplifted, laughed her to scorn. Now, see the end! Her head hath fallen!

Again I turned to ascertain what next might be shown in the revolving crystal, the mystery of which was ever-increasing, but it had ceased to move. Eagerly I bent, gazing into its green, transparent depths in order to discover whether the strange scenes were mere optical illusions. Only for a second was I permitted to gaze, but in that brief moment suspicion seized me that I had been imposed upon. Whether Azala actually believed that forecasts of the future could be witnessed in the crystal, or whether she was only striving to impress me by regaling me with an exhibition of the mystical, in which all women of her race delight, I know not; but I was sceptical and became convinced that the pictures had been conjured up by mechanical contrivance, and that the illusions — probably the stock-in-trade of some court necromancer — were performed by ingenious but hidden paintings or tableaux.

By this discovery I was much perturbed, for it was remarkable that, on witnessing the scenes, Azalas surprise and agitation were natural and unfeigned, and this act led me to the conclusion that, believing in spells and amulets, she was also ready to place faith in any extraordinary marvel that she might gaze upon.

It was common knowledge, I remembered, that the women of Sokoto were extremely superstitious, believing as implicitly in the sayings of their astrologers as we, of the North, believe in the efficacy of representations of the hand of Fathma of Algiers nailed over our doors to avert the Evil Eye. Was this chamber the sanctum of some seer whose duty it was to forecast the good or evil fortune of the doves of the harem?

I turned, and was about to address to her some question directed towards fathoming the secrets of this cunningly-contrived instrument of psychomancy, when suddenly she drew aside the curtain from a lattice near, uttering an exclamation of mingled surprise and dismay.

Rushing towards her, I looked out, and the sight riveted my gaze in abject amazement.

The dawn had already spread with delicate tints of pink and rose, but in the northern sky a strange, inverted picture was presented with such clearness and vividness of outline that every detail is still as fresh in my mind as it was at the moment I witnessed it.

The picture was produced not by the chicanery of any necromancer, but by Nature herself. It was that strange, puzzling illusion — the mirage. So weird and wonderful was it that, even though I had seen many similar pictures in the heavens during my journeys over the plains, I gave an involuntary exclamation of amazement.

As we gazed away beyond the city, across the sandy desert, the aerial tableaux mirrored above appeared to be the reflection of a flat, black rock of colossal dimensions, rising high and inaccessible like a wall, and descending sheer into dark, deep water, upon the surface of which its gloomy image was reflected as in a mirror. The spot, weird and lonely, was devoid of every vestige of herbage or any living thing, and as I looked upon it in wonderment, impressed by its weirdness, Azala suddenly grasped my arm, exclaiming excitedly, — 

Behold! that black pool! See, it is the Lake of the Accursed! Many times hath its image been revealed unto us in the sky. Remark it carefully, for of a verity am I convinced that in this vision we have a key to the Secret. At that spot must thou search if thou desirest to fathom the mystery.

My eyes took in every detail of the ineffably dismal picture, the great, inhospitable face of dark granite seemingly so smooth that an eagle could scarce obtain a foothold, its rugged summit with one pointed crag, like a mans forefinger, pointing higher than the rest towards the dark, lowering clouds that seemed to hang about it, and the Stygian blackness of the stagnant water at its gigantic base. But its sight told me nothing, for it was the reflected image of a scene I had never before gazed upon, a scene so unutterably dismal and dispiriting that I doubted whether any clue could there be found.

Cloud-pictures are of such frequent occurrence at Kano that it is known among the desert tribes as The City of the Mirage.

For a few moments the sky remained the mirror of this mystic picture; then gradually it faded into air. When it had entirely disappeared, Azala, uttering no word, drew the curtain again before the lattice as at the same instant Tiamo and the two slaves rose, bowing before their mistress. With quick, impatient gesture she motioned to them to leave, and I, marvelling greatly at the strange religio-magic and extraordinary mirage I had witnessed, followed her through the open curtain and up the stairs back to her own sweetly perfumed apartment.

But in that moment there occurred to me the solemn declaration I had so often heard in the mosque: Whoso taketh Eblis for his patron beside Allah, shall surely perish with a manifest destruction.


Chapter Fifteen.

Tales of the Story-Tellers.
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IN HER OWN chamber, Azala, tottering towards her divan, sank upon it exhausted, while I, grasping her hand, stood by in rigid silence, not daring to speak.

As upon her cushion she was lying, one arm beneath her head, I watched the flush of health mount to her countenance, and her beauty gradually return. She opened her eyes, and as she gazed into mine long and steadily, I told myself that she was nothing like any other daughter of man. Those glorious orbs under their great curved brows shone upon me like suns under triumphal arches. The idea of holding her in my arms brought me a fury of rapture; she held me bound by an unseen chain. It seemed as though she had become my very soul, and yet for all that there flowed between us the invisible waves of an ocean without bounds. She, the daughter of the Sultan, was remote and inaccessible. The splendour of her beauty diffused around her a nebula of light, and I found myself believing at moments that she was not before me — that she did not really exist — that it was all a dream.

She moved, the diamonds on her heaving bosom shining resplendently, and raising herself slowly to a sitting posture, asked in a low, intense tone, — 

Now that thou hast gazed into the Prism of Destiny and witnessed the sign in the heavens, fearest thou to penetrate further the veil of evil that surroundeth us?

Already have I spoken, O Pearl among Women. I fear not to speak the truth, I answered, yet half inclined to scoff at the pictures shown in the prism. Yet the distinctness of the gloomy mirage had impressed me, and I refrained from saying anything to give her pain.

Then thou must of necessity seek the spot, the image of which hath been revealed, she said, and motioning me to a cushion near her, added, Take thine ease for short space, and lend me thine ear.

Drawing the cushion closer to her, I seated myself, my hand still clasping hers; then, with a slight sigh, she gazed into my face with a look of earnest passion and continued, — 

The great rock and the black water in combination answereth with exactness to the description of the Lake of the Accursed which none has found, but which existeth in the legends of our people, and hath long been discussed by our wise men. It is said that the Rock of the Great Sin, rising sheer and inaccessible from the unfathomable waters, formeth the gate of the Land of the No Return, the unknown country which none can enter nor leave, and upon which human eyes have never gazed. Our story-tellers oft repeat the popular belief that the Lake of the Accursed hideth an unknown, but amazing wonder, although for centuries our armies and our caravans have travelled far and wide over the face of the earth, yet none has discovered it. By the fact of its image being thrice revealed in the sky, I am convinced that if its whereabouts could be discovered, we should find that which we seek.

But apparently it existeth only in the sayings of thy wise men, I observed, dubiously.

The descriptions of it all agree, even though the versions, which the story-tellers relate as to its origin, may differ, she answered, her eyes appearing to penetrate far away in the distance beyond terrestrial space. Those of the tribe of Zamfara assert that ages ago, in the face of the Rock of the Great Sin, there was a large and deep cavern whence issued a black and unwholesome vapour, and men feared to approach because it was the gate of the Land of the No Return. It was the continual resort of a huge serpent, whose bite was fatal, who zealously guarded the gloomy portals of the forbidden land, and who swallowed his victims; but once a man of lion courage dared to escape while the serpent slept, and successfully got away, while, in the heat of noon, the Great Devourer closed his eyes. The serpent, however, awoke in time to see the adventurer flying across the desert, but too late to kill him. Then, in a paroxysm of rage that mortal man should have eluded his vigilance, he smote the rock thrice with his tail, when, with a noise like thunder, the cavern closed, and about it was formed the deep, black pool known as the Lake of the Accursed, which has ever since rendered it unapproachable. Such is the story most popular among our people, although there are some others, notably that of the Kanouri, who declare that, far back in the dim ages, before the days of the Prophet, a great host of one of the Pagan conquerors of Ethiopia was on its way to penetrate into an unknown region where the presence of man had already been forbidden by the gods. When, having crossed the desert many days, they were at last about to enter the fruitful land to despoil it, the earth suddenly opened and devoured them, leaving in their place the Accursed Lake with the great rock as a terrible warning to future generations who might be seized with a desire to gain knowledge and riches withheld from them.

Do all the versions agree that the Rock of the Great Sin is the gate of a region unknown? I asked, intensely interested in these quaint beliefs of the storytellers.

Yes. In the harem ofttimes have I heard slaves of the tribes of Zara, Boulgouda and of Digguera each relate their version, and all coincide that the rock was at one period a gate which gave entrance to a forbidden land. Some say there lieth behind the rock Al-Hotama, (an apartment in hell, so called because it will break into pieces whatever is thrown into it), where the kindled fire of Allah mounteth above the hearts of those cast therein, the dreaded place which the Korân telleth us is as an arched vault on columns of vast extent wherein the dwellers have garments of fire fitted unto them. Others believe that beyond the Lake of the Accursed there lieth the gardens into which Allah introduceth those who believe and act righteously, the Land of Paradise through which rivers flow, where the great lote-tree flourisheth, and where the dwellers are adorned with bracelets of gold and pearls, and their vestures are of silk. All are in accord that the land beyond is the Land of the No Return.

And thou desireth me to set forth in search of this legendary spot which no man hath yet discovered? I said.

To elucidate the mystery of the marks we bear will be to thine own benefit, as well as to mine, she answered, gazing into my eyes with a look of affection. Thou, an Arab by birth but a Dervish by compulsion, art the enemy of my race, and peradventure had thy companions not been slaughtered by my guards thine hosts would have ere this occupied Kano and looted this our palace. Yet we love each other, though I am a disgraced outcast from the harem, in peril of my life—

Why art thou in such deadly peril? Thou has not explained to me, I interrupted.

My death or marriage would secure the position of Khadidja, my mothers rival, as Sultana. Therefore there are intrigues on foot to take my life by violent but secret means.

Or peradventure thy marriage? I suggested.

Alas! she said quickly, smiling with sadness. Didst thou not witness in the prism the decree of Fate? Sooner or later I shall fall beneath the sword of my secret enemy.

Nay, nay, I said, entwining my arm about her white neck and drawing her towards me. Anticipate not foul assassination, but seek Allahs aid, and bear courage while I strive.

I trust thee, Zafar, she murmured, in a soft voice, with tears in her eyes. I trust in thee to extricate me from the perils that surround me like a cloud on every side.

Lovest thou me fondly enough to marry? I asked in intense earnestness, holding both her hands and looking into her clear, bright orbs.

Of a verity I do, she answered, blushing.

Then how can we wed? I asked. I am, alas! but poor, and to ask of the Sultan for thee would only be the smiting off of mine own head, for already hath he forbidden me to set foot within his Empire on pain of instant death.

It is but little I know concerning the Mystery of the Asps, beyond the legend that the key to the secret lieth hidden at the Rock of the Great Sin, the whereabouts of which no man knoweth; nevertheless, I am convinced that if thou canst penetrate its true meaning thou wilt not find the Sultan implacable.

His Majesty feareth the sight of the mark upon me, I said, reflectively. Knowest thou the reason? She hesitated for a few moments, as if reluctant to explain, then replied, — 

I know not.

Dost thou promise to wed me if I am successful in my search after the truth? I asked, pressing her tiny hand in mine.

Zafar, she answered, in a low tone, full of tenderness, as she clung to me, I love no other man but thee. My fathers hatred standeth between us, therefore we must wait, and if in the meantime thine efforts to obtain knowledge of the meaning of the marks upon our breasts are successful, then most assuredly will the Sultan give me unto thee in marriage and rejoice thee with abundant favours.

Raising my right hand, I answered, It is written upon the stone that Allah is the living one. If a man prove obstinate, woe unto him. I swear upon our Book of Everlasting Will to strive while I have breath towards the elucidation of the mystery.

Tightening her grasp upon my hand with her bejewelled fingers, she said, I also take oath that during thine absence no man shall enter my presence. Whithersoever thou goest there shall also accompany thee my blessing, which shall be as a torch in the darkness of night, and thy guide in the brightness of day. Strive on with fearless determination; strive on, ever remembering that one womans life is at stake, and that that woman is Azala, thy Beloved. Peace be upon thee.

By mine eyes I am thy slave, I said. My ear is in thine hand; whatever thou ordainest I am bound to obey without doubt or hesitation. No other word need be said. I will go wherever thou commandest, were it even to fetch Malec himself from the innermost chambers of the world beneath.

Be it so, she exclaimed, smiling, fingering her necklet of charms. When thou hast discovered that which thou seekest, then, misfortune will take its leave, and a new chapter in the book of thy life will open. Of a verity thy thirst shall be slaked by cooling draughts of the waters of Zemzem, thou shalt become clothed in the burnouse of honour, armed with the hand of power, and mounted on the steed of splendour.

And become the husband of the Pearl of Sokoto, I added, caressing her with passionate fondness in the ecstasy of love.

She laughed, glancing at me with roguish raillery, her finger at her lips. Then she answered, That is the summit of earthly happiness towards which I am striving. But her scented bosom rose and fell in a long sigh as she added: Without thee the days are dull and dreary, and the nights interminable. From my lattice I gaze upon the palace courts and the great city full of life and movement, in which I am not permitted to participate, and think of thy freedom; for though daughter of the Sultan, I am as much a prisoner as any unfortunate wretch in the dungeons deep below. Thou art free, free to travel over the deserts and the mountains in search of a key to the strange enigma; free to strive towards my rescue and the fulfilment of my hearts desire; free to gain that knowledge which, peradventure, may make thee honoured and esteemed among men. Here will I await thy coming, and each day while thou art absent, at the going down of the sun will I pray unto Allah, who setteth his sign in the heavens, to shield thee with his cloak, and place in thine hands the two-edged sword of conquest.

Assuredly will I speed on the wings of haste to do thy bidding, I answered, looking deep into the depths of her wonderful eyes as I knelt beside her with one arm around her neck and her fair head pillowed upon my breast. At the maghrib each day will I think of thee, and whether in the desert or the forest, in the oasis or the city, I will send unto thee a message of love and peace upon the sunset zephyr.

My lattice shall be opened always at the call of the mueddin, she said, and thy words of comfort will be borne in unto me by the desert wind. I shall know that, wherever thou art, thou thinkest at that hour of me, and we will thus exchange mute, invisible confidences in each others love.

I looked at her a moment, dazed, then, rising slowly to my feet, seized her hands, asking, When shall I set forth?

Thy journey must be prosecuted with all dispatch. Tarry not, or misfortune may overtake us both, she answered, raising herself, and sitting upon her divan with her tiny feet and gold-bangled ankles stretched out against the lions skin spread upon the floor of polished porphyry. Ere the sun appeareth above the Hills of Guetzaoua thou must pass out of the Kofa-n-Kura on the first stage of thy journey. Outside the city gate thou wilt find a swift camel with its bags ready packed, awaiting thee in charge of one of my male slaves. Mount, and hasten from the city lest thy departure be detected.

As chief of the Khalifas mulazimin I am liable to be overtaken and brought back, I said. Therefore I must speed quickly away, avoiding the route of the caravans, for if I am missed I shall assuredly be tracked. In what direction shall I prosecute my quest!

Alas! I cannot tell, she answered, shaking her head with sorrow. The Zamfara declare that the Rock of the Great Sin lieth far beyond the land of the rising sun, while the Boulgouda contend that the gloomy spot is situate away in the deep regions of the afterglow. But Allah directeth not the unjust. Towards the pole-star it cannot be, for already our fighting-men have spread themselves over the land and have not discovered it, whereas on the other hand our wise men say it must be beyond the impenetrable forests of the far-distant south. Travel, therefore, not towards the north, but cross the great desert into the distant lands, and make diligent inquiry among the Pagan dwellers in the regions unknown, for by trusting unto Fortune thou mayest find that for which thou searchest. Necessity is as a strong rider with stirrups like razors, who maketh the sorry jade do that which the strong horse sometimes will not do, therefore be of good cheer, and by recourse to thine own ingenuity endeavour to gain swiftly the grim portals of the Land of the No Return.

Then thou canst give me absolutely no clue to its position? I said, puzzled, for I had expected that at least she would be able to tell me in which direction the finger of popular belief pointed.

No. The different versions held by the story-tellers are all conflicting, regarding its position. Its whereabouts is an absolute mystery. Then, placing her hand beneath the silken cushion whereon she had been reclining, she drew forth a bag of gold, adding, Take this, for assuredly thou wilt require to give backsheesh unto the people of the far-distant lands thou wilt visit.

But I motioned her to keep the money, saying, — 

Thanks to the liberality of my master, the Khalifa, I have at present enough for my wants, and some to spare, concealed within my belt. If, on my return, I am unsuccessful and penurious then will I borrow of thee.

To show me favour, wilt thou not accept it, in order to pay those who perform service for thee? she asked with a sweet, winning smile.

Nay, I replied, with pride. What payments I make, I shall willingly bear myself. Keep thy gold until we again meet, which, if Allah be merciful, will be ere many moons have faded. Let thy life be happy, thou, who art all in all to me! dawn of my day! star of my night! sweet one rose of my summer!

Assuredly thou art brave and true, O Zafar, she said, tossing the bag of gold aside, and looking up at me. Thou hast, in blind confidence of me, undertaken without fear a task which through ages men have continued to prosecute without success. Sages have long ago relinquished their efforts as futile, yet thou darest to face Malec himself, nay, even to fight Eblis, because thou lovest me and desirest that I should become thy wife. If thine heart retainest its lions courage, then I have presage that thine efforts will ultimately lead thee unto the rose-garden of happiness.

With thoughts of thee, O Azala, nought can daunt me. Those who offer me opposition will I crush even like vipers, I said gallantly, and as she rose with slow grace to her feet, I clasped her in fond embrace. If I falter, I continued, drown my soul in the vapour of thy breath; let my lips be crushed in kissing thine hands.

But she answered, I love thee, O Zafar; I will marry only thee, pressing her hot lips to mine fiercely. My arm was about her slim, gold-begirt waist, and the contact shook me to the depths of my soul. We murmured vague speeches, lighter than breezes, and savoury as kisses. In this parting I became impelled towards her, and with dilated nostrils inhaled the sweet perfumes exhaled from her breast, from which rose an indefinable emanation of musk, jasmine and roses, which filled my senses and held me entranced.

In silence we stood locked in each others arms. Upon her soft white cheek I rained kisses, as she cast her arms about my neck, sobbing her fill upon my breast. I tried to utter words of comfort, but they refused to pass my lips; my heart was too full for mere words. Thus we stood together, each bearing the strange imprint, the mystic meaning of which it had been the desire of all our lives to elucidate, each determined to fathom a mystery mentioned by wise men only with bated breath, and each fearing failure, knowing, alas! too well its inevitable result would be unhappiness and death.

Fear and hope have sent me mad, I said. Sweet, sweetest, dry those tears — let me kiss them away — smile again; thou art the sun that lights my world. Think! I have dreamed of thee as winter dreams of spring! Think, my love and thine idea have grown like leaf and flower.

At last, with supreme effort, she stifled her sobs and dried her eyes, remaining in silence and murmuring now and then fervent blessings upon me. For some moments the quiet had been unbroken, when, like a funeral wail, the sound of distant voices came up through the lattice, followed by the dismal howling of a hundred dogs.

Hearken! she gasped in sudden fear, disengaging herself from my embrace, as, dashing across to the window, she drew the hangings quickly aside, admitting the morning sun. The mueddin have announced the sunrise! Already hast thou tarried too long. It is imperative that thou shouldst fly, lest our plans be thwarted by thine arrest. Fly! Remember what the Korân saith. Whatever is in heaven and earth singeth praise unto Allah; and he is mighty and wise. He is the first and the last, the manifest and the hidden; and he knoweth all things. He is with thee wheresoever thou art; for Allah seeth that which thou doest.

I placed my arms about her and again clasped her to my breast in final embrace, uttering a passionate declaration of love, and drinking her whole soul through her lips as sunlight drinks the dew. Her great beauty intoxicated me; I stood in an invincible torpor as if I had partaken of some strange potion. How long we remained thus I know not, but at length an alarming sound caused us both to listen breathlessly.

Next second the voices of men, loud and deep, greeted our startled ears as the curtains concealing the door by which I had entered stirred, as if some persons were there concealed.

May Allah have mercy! gasped the woman I loved, her face blanched to the lips. The eunuchs are making their first round. Thou art lost — lost. And I am doomed to die!

Then I knew that a fatality encompassed me.


Chapter Sixteen.

A Secret of State.
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FROM BEHIND THE curtain the dumb slave Ayesha emerged a second later, and, with fear betrayed upon every feature of her dark countenance, motioned me to follow her.

Fly! Go in peace! Speed upon the wings of haste and save thyself! Azala urged, in a low whisper, clinging to me for an instant while I kissed her white brow, half covered by its golden sequins. Fly, and may the One Guide direct thy footsteps in the right path, and guard thee through all perils of thy quest.

May Allah envelop thee with the cloak of his protection, I said, fervently. Farewell, O Beloved! I go to seek to penetrate a mystery that none has solved. Having thy blessing, I fear nought. Slama. Allah iselemeck.

As I released her, her eyes became suffused, but with a gesture of fear she pushed me from her gently, and Ayesha, grasping my arm, led me through the alcove, and as I passed from the sight of the woman I loved she murmured a last fond farewell. Then we descended the stairs to the chamber wherein I had gazed into the Prism of Destiny, and passed through the door by which the Arab slaves had entered, just at the moment we heard mens deep voices in Azalas apartment above. Silently we crept out upon the staircase by which my mute guide had taken me to Azalas chamber, and then descending by many intricate ways we at last crossed the garden and entered the Court of the Pages, where Ayesha left me abruptly without word, gesture or sign. Crossing the paved court where figs and oranges grew in great abundance, I entered the Court of the Janissaries. Here some of the mulazimin quartered there, surprised at seeing me in the attire of an eunuch, rose to salute me. Impatiently I passed on, acknowledging their salaams with scant courtesy, until I came to the handsome Court of the Grand Vizier. As I passed the statuesque sentries at the gate I heard men conversing in low tones beyond the screen of thick papaya bushes placed before the entrance to afford shadow for the guards. In an instant it occurred to me that if seen by the slaves of Mahaza attired in eunuchs dress some awkward inquiries might be instituted, therefore I concealed myself in the bushes, scarce daring to breathe.

Peering through the foliage to ascertain who was astir so early, I was amazed to recognise that the two men in earnest conversation were none other than my master the Khalifa Abdullah, and Khazneh, the Aga of the Black Eunuchs of the Sultan.

Quite involuntarily I played the part of eavesdropper, for fearing detection and impatient to get out of the Fada to the spot where Azalas camel awaited me, I stood motionless. The words that fell upon my ears amazed me. At first I imagined that I must be dreaming, but quickly I found that the scene I was witnessing was a stern reality.

The Khalifa, plainly dressed in a robe similar to that worn by his body-servants, in order, no doubt, to avoid being recognised by the soldiers and slaves, stood leaning against one of the marble columns supporting the colonnade that ran around three sides of the great court; his brow was heavy and thoughtful, and his dark eyes fixed upon his companion. Khazneh, with arms folded and chin upon his breast, remained in an attitude of deep meditation.

Suddenly he asked in a low, hoarse tone, first glancing round to assure himself that he was not overheard, — 

And in such case, what sayest thou should be my reward?

Thou wilt gain wealth and power, the Khalifa answered. Think, what art thou now? A mere harem slave of thy Sultan. If thou renderest me the assistance I have suggested, thou canst rise to be first in the land.

Thou, O Khalifa, art above all, the Aga interrupted, as the complacent smile on Abdullahs gross face told him that he was amenable to flattery. But a second later the expression of satisfaction gave place to a keen, crafty look, a glance, the significance of which I knew well, as he said, — 

Behold! Already the sun hath risen, and we must not tarry. The slaves will see us together and suspect. A single word whispered into the ear of thy Lord Othman would ruin our plan. Thou must choose now. Art thou ready to adopt my suggestion?

In hesitation the Aga bit his finger-nails, hitched his silken robe about his shoulders, and gazed steadfastly down at the marble pavement. Thou hast, as yet, made no definite promise as to the profits I should gain, he muttered.

Then give ear unto me, said the Khalifa, in a low, earnest tone. Thou hast admitted that we have both much to gain by the downfall of thy Sultan, therefore we must act together carefully, with perfect trust in one another. My suggestion is that exactly four moons from to-day my fighting-men, to the number of sixteen thousand, shall encamp at various points two days distant, ready to converge upon this city. On thy part, thou wilt invent some grievance against the Sultan to stir up discontent among the guards, Janissaries and slaves, and let the dissatisfaction spread to the army itself. Then, when they are ripe for revolt, an announcement will be made that the Dervishes are already in force at the city gates, and that if they are prepared to live under better conditions, with thyself as ruler under the Khalifa, they must throw down their arms. This they will assuredly do, and my Ansar will enter the city and the Fada as conquerors. They will have orders to kill the Sultan at once, and to secure his daughter Azala, of whose wondrous beauty I have heard much, for my harem. In the meantime, Katsena and Sokoto will be immediately subdued by my horsemen, and before sundown I shall be proclaimed ruler throughout the Empire. Assuredly, I shall not forget thee, and thy gains will be large. This palace, with the whole of the harem and half the treasure it containeth, shall be given unto thee, and thou wilt continue to reside here and rule on my behalf. Under my suzerainty thy power will be absolute, and with the army of the Soudan at thy back thou wilt fear none.

Thou temptest me, O Khalifa, the Aga said, still undecided to turn traitor to the monarch who reposed in him the utmost confidence. But even if thou gavest unto me this palace I should not have the means to keep it up. Of a verity I am a poor man, and—

Do my bidding and thou shalt be wealthy, Abdullah exclaimed, impatiently. As Governor of Sokoto thine expenses will come from the Treasury, therefore trouble thyself not upon that score. Stir up the revolt, and take precaution that the life of the Princess Azala is preserved; leave the rest unto me.

The daughter of the Sultan hath already a lover, Khazneh said suddenly, his words causing my heart to beat so quickly that I could distinctly hear it.

A lover! cried the Khalifa. Who dareth to gaze upon her with thoughts of affection?

A spy from thy camp.

From my camp? he repeated, puzzled.

I had intended that he should lose his head, but the Sultan himself pardoned him because he feared the consequence of some strange symbol the spy bore upon his breast.

Was he the Arab horseman captured at the well of Sabo-n-Gari? asked the Khalifa, with knit brows, evidently recollecting the description I had given of the attack.

The same. The Lalla Azala saved his life, and declared to me that she loved him.

Then I, the Khalifa, have a rival in Zafar, the chief of my body-servants! my master cried angrily, between his teeth. I will give orders to-day for his removal.

Send his head to her as a present, suggested the Aga, with a brutal laugh. The sight of it will break her spirit.

Thy lips utter words of wisdom. I will send it to thee, that thou mayest convey it to her.

Thus I stood, hearing my fate being discussed, not daring to move a muscle, for so close was I to the pair, that I could have struck them dead with the keen jambiyah I carried in my sash.

Then it is thine intention to annex Sokoto unto thine already extensive domains, the Aga exclaimed, in a few moments.

The Khalifa nodded an affirmative, adding, Hesitate no longer, but give thy decision. If thou wilt open the gates of Kano for the admission of my Ansar, thou shalt, as reward, occupy the highest and most lucrative post in the Empire. If not— And he shrugged his shoulders significantly.

And if not? the Aga asked, slowly.

If not, then every man in Omdurman capable of bearing arms shall come forth unto this thy city, and take it by assault. Then assuredly will little mercy be shown those who have defied the Ruler of the Soudan, and his brow darkened. The Empire, as thou hast said, is badly governed. Men are appointed to all offices who are unfit, war languishes, thine enemies rejoice, the leaders of thy troops prefer their harems to their camps, and from the cadis the people obtain no justice. Therefore give me the promise of thine assistance, and let us together gather the reins of office in our hands. Thou hast no power now outside the Courts of Enchantment, and no wealth beyond thine emoluments, but it is within thy reach to acquire both wealth and greatness.

But if, while I sought to alienate the guards and soldiers against the Sultan, my seditious words should be whispered into his ear? Assuredly my head would fall beneath the doka of the executioner.

Fear not, answered the head of the Mahdists. If thou art willing to carry out my suggestion, I shall make an excuse for remaining as guest of thy Sultan, by continuing the negotiations for the defensive treaty against those dogs of English. At sundown to-night a trusty messenger will leave, bearing orders to my emirs to assemble the troops and speed hither with all haste, and while the Sultan is unsuspecting, his doom will fast approach. What craft cannot effect, gold may perchance accomplish. If thy treasonable practices are detected, then will I intercede for thee, and he cannot act in direct opposition to the entreaty of his guest. But hearken! Some one is astir!

The patter of bare feet upon the polished pavement broke the silence as intently we listened. A black slave was approaching.

Come, give me thine answer quickly, and before sundown our written undertakings under seal shall be secretly exchanged.

Khazneh hesitated. Apparently he was distrustful of the Khalifas true intentions, although the generous reward promised for his services in securing the entry of the Dervishes without opposition was a tempting bait. His fingers toyed nervously with the jewelled hilt of his sword — the keen, curved weapon that had struck off so many fair heads within the brilliant Courts of Enchantment — and again he bit his uneven finger-nails.

Think! Thou hast much to gain, with naught to lose, urged the Khalifa. Under me thou wilt occupy the same position as thine Imperial Master. Come, speak; and let us part ere we are remarked.

I — I will assist thee, the Aga stammered at last, in a low, half-frightened whisper. At sundown let our secret compact be concluded.

My astute master well knew that the temptation to secure wealth and power would induce the scheming Aga of the Women to become his catspaw. He had not approached his accomplice without thoroughly fathoming his character, and noting his weaknesses. I could detect from his face that from the first he had been confident of success.

Then upon thee be perfect peace, even until the day of Al-Jassasa, answered the Khalifa, with a sinister smile of satisfaction, and without further speech the two men parted, walking in different directions, and leaving me, excited and apprehensive, to my own reflections.


Chapter Seventeen.

Flight.
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ALLAH TOOK ME into his keeping. I made a solitude and called it peace. Half-an-hour later I succeeded in escaping unrecognised from the Fada, and passing out by the great gate, hurried breathlessly through the slave market, already alive with Arabs, negroes and herds of half-starved slaves, through the Yaalewa quarter, past the Palace of Ghaladima, and down many quaint and narrow streets of square, flat-roofed houses, their walls intensely white against the bright, unclouded blue, with passages from the Korân inscribed over the doors. The great market presented a most animated scene, for business is transacted in Kano before the sun becomes powerful. All the idioms of the Sahara, Soudan and Northern Africa, from the blue Mediterranean and grey Atlantic to Lake Tsad, were to be heard there, and beneath the white turban or red fez were all the different types of negro races — Berber, Songhoi, Bambara, Toucoulem, Malinka, among the blacks; and Foulbes, Moors, Tuaregs, and Tripolitans among the whites. Rows of shops bordered three sides of the market, and the fourth opened upon the Mosque, as if in reminder that honesty and good faith should preside over all its transactions. Sitting surrounded by calabashes and potteries, the women, with neatly-plaited black hair, sold vegetables, milk, manioc, incense, baobab flour, karita, spices, soap and fagots of wood. In the centre of the market were three shops in which were sold the choicer goods — native and European textiles principally, Manchester calicoes and Lyons silks, with salt, kola nuts, slippers, mirrors, pearls, knives, etc. The money-changer was also stationed there, with his black face showing out from between his little mountain of cowries. For native gold (in rings like the money of the Pharaohs) he gave and took hundreds and thousands of the little shells, grinning broadly the while. Further on, amid a perfect babel of tongues, magic roots, gold dust, emeralds, pearls and amber, provisions dried in the sun, hair torn from the heads of dead negresses, old Korâns, gongs, poniards, ancient jewellery, ginkris, flint guns, and amulets, were bought and sold, while everywhere beggars, ragged and dirty, and lepers, rendered hideous by their horrible white ulcers, held forth lean, talon-like hands, crying aloud in the name of the One Allah for alms.

The people who crowded the narrow thoroughfares beyond the market were of every variety of national form — the olive-coloured Arab, the dark Kanouri with his wide nostrils, the tall, stately, black-veiled Tuareg, the small-featured, light and slender ba-Fellenchi, the broad-faced ba-Wangara, the stout, masculine-looking Nupe female, and the comely ba-Haushe woman. But I sped onward, thinking only of the dastardly plot by which the Sultan was to be overthrown, and the woman I loved spirited away to the great harem in far-off Omdurman. Assuredly the register of the actions of the wicked is in Sejjin, the book distinctly written, which cannot be denied as a falsehood.

At first I had felt impelled to seek an audience of the Sultan, but on reflection I saw that such a course would achieve no purpose. Already he had forbidden me to set foot within his Empire, and it was not likely that he would believe my statement if flatly contradicted by both the Khalifa and the villainous Khazneh, as undoubtedly it would be.

I strove to invent some means of acquainting the Sultan Othman of his impending doom, but could devise none. As I crossed the Zat Nakhl (Place of Palm Trees), I reflected that my secret assassination would probably be the only result of my exposure of the plot. Four months must elapse ere the Dervishes could reach Kano, therefore I resolved to preserve silence, and go forth to fulfil my promise to Azala to try and elucidate the mystery.

At a little distance outside the Kofa-n-Kura, I found, as she had stated, two camels kneeling, with their bags ready packed, in charge of the dwarf Tiamo, who, when he saw me, ran forward, greeting me effusively, and urging me to hasten, so that we might leave the city ere our absence from the Fada was discovered. This advice I followed, and a few minutes later we were seated on the animals, speeding quickly away over the loose sand, leaving the gigantic white walls of Kano behind.

Once I turned to gaze upon the tower of the Fada that stood out clear and white, knowing that from behind one of those small lattices Azala was watching our departure with anxious, tearful eyes. Raising my hand I waved her a last farewell, then, with face set doggedly towards the west, I rode forward with my queer companion, in quest of the undiscovered spot that had so many times been reflected with such clearness of detail upon the sky.

On over the arid sands we journeyed, pausing not even during the blazing heat of noon, but pursuing our way with rapidity in order to put as great a distance as possible between ourselves and the city by sundown. Instead of taking the caravan route to Kaoura we had turned off in a south-westerly direction over a confused agglomeration of aghrud, or high sand-hills, almost impassable, in order to baffle our pursuers in case we were followed.

Just before sundown we paused at a spot where the light shadows of the palms, tamarisk, alfa and mimosa rested on the dry, parched thirst-land, and decided to halt for the night. Unloading and tethering our camels, I knelt to my two-bow prayer and repeated my dua, after which the dwarf became communicative. He was a pagan and believed not in Allah, or the Prophet. During the day he had apparently been too much concerned regarding my personal safety to speak much, but now we ate and took our Cayf in the blue and purple haze, sitting silent and still, listening to the monotonous melody of the oasis, the soft evening breeze wandering through the brilliant sky and tufted trees with a voice of melancholy meaning, lounging in pleasant languor and dreamy tranquillity. Briefly my impish companion told me how his mistress had entrusted him with the arrangements for our journey, and had given him instructions to accompany me as servant.

I smoked my shisha (travelling pipe), listening to the croaking voice of this strange being with his large, ugly head and small body, in whom Azala reposed such confidence; then I questioned him regarding his past. It always pleased him if I addressed him by the soubriquet El-Sadic that Azala had bestowed upon him. His eyes grew brighter, his grin more hideous, and he fingered his numberless heathen amulets as he related to me the exciting story of how he had been captured by Arab slave-raiders at his home in the forest of Kar, beside the Serbeouel river in Baguirmi, and taken to Kano, where he was purchased by the Grand Vizier, and afterwards given to the Lalla Azala. As he spoke the mouth of this human monstrosity widened, displaying a hideous row of teeth, and this, combined with his croaking voice, rendered him a weird and altogether extraordinary companion. Yet his strength seemed almost double mine, for he had unloaded the camels without an effort, carrying with perfect ease packages that would have made me pant.

Sitting together on the mat we had spread, watching the sun sinking on the misty horizon, and the bright crescent moon slowly rising, I asked him whether he was aware of the nature of my quest.

The Lalla Azala hath explained to me, O master, that thou seekest the Rock of the Great Sin, he answered.

What knowest thou of the rock? I inquired.

Only that which hath been related by the story-tellers, he answered. As in Kano, so we away on the Serbeouel river believe in its existence, though none has discovered its whereabouts. By my people, the negroes of Baguirmi, it is believed to be the entrance to the sacred land to which those who die valiantly in battle are transported, while those who betray cowardice are thrown into the Lake of the Accursed, wherein dwell crocodiles of great size, water-snakes who live on human flesh, and all kinds of venomous reptiles. The story-tellers of our tribe say that the reason none has found it is because there is emitted, from the Lake of the Accursed, vapours so deadly as to prevent any one from approaching the rock sufficiently near to distinguish its outline. It is the abode of the Death-god.

Art thou not afraid to accompany me in this search? I asked, knowing how superstitious are the negroes.

It is the Lallas will, he answered, simply. Thou, an Arab from the North and my ladys friend, art seeking to deliver her from bondage, therefore where thou goest, there also will I bear thee company.

Bravely spoken, I said, and after a pause told him of the conspiracy that had been formed against the Sultan. With breathless interest he listened while I related how I had discovered its existence; then, when I had finished, he half rose, saying, — 

But the Lalla shall never grace the harem of the cruel, brutal Khalifa. I myself will save her.

I cannot give her warning, for I dare not again approach her, I pointed out, with sorrow.

Shall I go back and tell her, while thou remainest here until my return? he suggested.

No, I answered, on reflection. Silence is best at present. For four months, at least, Kano is safe. If the Sultan is warned within that time, his enemies may be overthrown.

The dastardly plot of the abuser of the salt, the vile offspring of Shimr, shall be thwarted, he cried, fiercely. The heads of its originators shall rot upon the city gate, and none shall enter the presence of the Lalla, with whose beauty none can compare.

Act not rashly, I said. We know the secret of the conspirators, therefore we may be able to thwart them so neatly that they fall victims to their own plot. Let us act with care and discretion, that the Empire may be saved from falling into the hands of the wild-haired fanatics of Omdurman, who, although my comrades-in-arms, are not my tribesmen.

Be it even as thou commandest, he answered. My life is equally at thy service to secure the undoing of the traitor, as for the diligent search we are about to make for the Rock of the Great Sin, and the claw-like fingers of the dwarf slowly grasped his pipe-stem, as he smoked on thoughtfully.

In the deep silence of the desert, under the pale light of the moon, that rose from the direction of the city from which we were fleeing, I sat, plunged in reverie, wondering whether my search would prove successful. My head ached, my lips were parched, and I felt spent with long travel, therefore, scooping a hole in the sand, I threw myself down to snatch a few hours repose, as we had decided to be moving again before sunrise.

Sleep must have come to my eyes quickly, for I was suddenly awakened by the dwarf shaking me, and saying in a low whisper, as he placed his quick ear to the sand, — 

Hearken! Canst thou not hear the thud of horses hoofs? Thine absence hath been detected, and we are pursued!

And, as I strained my ears, I could distinctly detect the regular, monotonous thud of a horse urged across the desert at terrific pace; and, as I knelt upon the sand, I grasped the rifle that I had found packed on the camel, and held it loaded in readiness — prepared to defend myself, an example which Tiamo immediately followed. In the desert no law is recognised but that of the strong arm and the keen blade.


Chapter Eighteen.

The Alarm.

[image: img135.jpg]

RAPIDLY THE SOLITARY horseman drew near, galloping as if for life. Being alone, it seemed probable that he had been sent forward by our pursuers to endeavour to obtain traces of us, and as the fleet Arab steed approached, Tiamo, stretched upon the ground, took careful and deliberate aim, ready to fire as soon as he approached within range.

Our camels lazily raised their heads to survey the new-comer, stirred uneasily as if they had presage of danger, and as on the alert we awaited the approach of the mysterious rider, we discerned to our dismay that he wore a white burnouse.

Behold! whispered the dwarf, it is one of our Zamfara, who always act as scouts! He must die if we intend to escape.

It seemed that he had not discovered us, but was on his way to the well to water his horse, therefore I answered, — 

Take not his life unless the circumstances demand extreme measures. At least let him approach and have speech with us ere thou firest.

Conquest lieth with those who strike the first blow, he replied, a sinister grin upon his ugly visage as again he covered the approaching figure with his rifle and carefully took aim. At that moment, however, the galloping ngirma emerged into the moonlight, revealing a strange awkwardness in its white-robed riders manner that struck me as remarkable, and as it dashed forward and became more distinct, the truth flashed upon me.

By my beard! I cried aloud, knocking, with sudden impulse, the rifle from Tiamos hand. By my beard! Its a woman!

The rifle exploded, but the bullet went wide. The rider, startled at the shot, and thinking she had been fired at, pulled her horse instantly upon its haunches, and sat peering in our direction, motionless, in fear.

Advance, and fear not, O friend! I shouted to her, rising to my feet, but my peaceful declarations had to be thrice-repeated ere she summoned courage to move forward to us, the bridle trembling in her hands. On approaching, however, she slipped quickly from the saddle of the foam-flecked animal, and tearing her haick from her face, bounded over the sand towards us.

Her appearance struck us speechless with amazement.

The mysterious rider whom we had feared, and who had so very narrowly escaped death by our hand, was Ayesha, the dumb slave of Azala.

With one accord we both eagerly inquired the object of her wild ride in the lonely desert so far from Kano at that hour, but she merely shook her head indicative of her inability to reply, and pressed her brown hand to her side, being compelled to halt for a moment to recover breath. In the moonlight we could see the look of fear and excitement in her dark eyes, with their kohl-marked brows, but although she gesticulated wildly, we failed to catch her meaning.

Her mouth refuseth to utter sound, observed the dwarf. Yet she seemeth to have followed us with some important object. No halt hath she made since leaving Kano, judging by the dust about her and the spent condition of her horse, which, by the way, belongeth to the Aga of the Janissaries, and one of the fleetest that the Sultan possesseth.

He spoke rapidly in Arabic, and the slave, unacquainted with any but her native Hausa tongue, gazed in embarrassment from Tiamos face to mine.

Cannot she write? I asked.

Alas! no, answered my hideous little companion. So carefully hath she studied the Lalla that she anticipated her wishes by the looks in her eyes.

While thus in conversation, wondering how we could obtain the truth from her, she rushed towards her horse, and seizing its bridle, brought it towards us. Then, with a smile of triumph upon her brown, wrinkled face, she inserted her thin hand beneath the leather of the saddle, and produced therefrom a letter folded small, and addressed in Arabic to myself.

The sprawly characters I recognised instantly as Azalas, and on tearing it open I found it bore the seal of her ancient signet-ring, shaped like an Egyptian scarab. Tiamo El-Sadic, anticipating my requirements, quickly kindled a piece of paper, and by its uncertain light I was enabled to decipher the hasty message from the woman I loved, which read as follows: — 

Fly instantly to the city of Sokoto, O Zafar, my Beloved. Thine enemies seek thy life, and are already in search of thee. Three hours after I had watched thy departure from my lattice my father came unto me, and although I denied thy visit in order to shield thee, it was apparent that thou hast been betrayed, for he is aware of thy return. As thou hast truly said, he feareth thee because thou bearest the Mark of the Asps, for he compelled me to uncover the mark I bear, so that he might gaze upon it and compare it with thine. Before me upon the Korân he hath sworn that thou shalt die. Already two troops of one hundred horsemen each have left the Kofa-n-Kura and have scattered over the desert in search of thee. Fly! Halt not, for my sake, so that thou reachest the city of Sokoto ere news of the Sultans wrath can be conveyed thither. When thou reachest the city, seek at once the dyer Mohammed el-Arewa, who liveth in the Gazubi quarter, and deliver unto him the message Ayesha beareth thee. He will conduct thee into the Mountains of Kambari, where thou canst escape the vigilance of spies and continue thy journey unmolested. Halt not, but speed on, for thine enemies are closely following thy camels tracks. My haste causeth my hand to tremble, but Ayesha hath confidence in overtaking thee. Fly, and may Allah favour thee, and protect thee with the invulnerable shield of his blessing. Peace.

Looking into the face of the dark-eyed slave who had so devotedly served her mistress, and undertaken a journey that few women could have accomplished, I stretched forth my hand for the second letter, which she gave me. It bore Azalas seal, and was addressed to Mohammed el-Arewa.

Lift, O master, from thy servants heart, the anxiety oppressing it, by telling him what news the mute hath brought, Tiamo said.

We must travel at once to Sokoto, I answered, briefly. Let us replace the camels packs, for sleep must not come again to our eyes ere we enter the city.

Do our enemies pursue us? he inquired, eagerly.

Yes. To reach Sokoto, and gain the assistance of one Mohammed el-Arewa, is our only chance of escape.

Let us set forth, he said promptly, walking towards where the camels were kneeling. Then turning, he added, Hast thou forgotten thou still wearest the silk robe of a eunuch? Assuredly it will attract the eyes of all men. Remove it and attire thyself in these, and rummaging in one of the camels packs, he produced the white haick and burnouse of an Arab, together with the rope of brown twisted camels hair to wind around the head, so as to keep the haick in place.

While he loaded our camels I carried out his suggestion, quickly transforming myself from a eunuch of the Sultan of Sokoto to a plain wanderer of the desert. With Ayesha we could only converse by gesticulation, rendering her thanks for conveying the message unto us.

Having no writing materials, I cut from my camels trappings a piece of soft goatskin, and with the point of a knife traced roughly in Arabic the words, — 

Verily a plot is on foot to encompass the overthrow of thy dynasty. Warn thy father, the Sultan, of the conspiracy between the Khalifa Abdullah and his Grand Eunuch Khazneh. This message Ayesha beareth from thy friend, Zafar.

On giving it to the slave to convey to her mistress, she concealed it next her tattooed breast. From our little store we gave her some dates, and as she motioned her intention of remaining to rest, and returning to Kano at dawn, we tethered her horse for her. Then, mounting our camels, we gave her peace, and rode out again upon the silent, boundless plain.

The moon no longer shed her light; an intense darkness had fallen — that darkness which is invariably precursory of the sandstorm. Without even a star by which to guide ourselves we trusted that by good fortune we were travelling in the right direction. The dwarf, who had once before been over the ground, was searching for a landmark, and, to our mutual satisfaction, half-an-hour after dawn he discovered it.

Lo! he cried excitedly, shouting back to me and pointing to where, far away on the grey, misty horizon, a large hill appeared. We are not mistaken, for we have struck the caravan route. Yonder is the Rock of Mikia, and behind it, the village of Dsafe. Before noon we shall enter the valley through which windeth a river, and continuing along its bank, we shall be within the gate of Sokoto ere it closeth at sunset.


Chapter Nineteen.

Mohammed El-Arewa.
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AFTER HALTING TO refresh ourselves, during which time I snatched a few moments to perform my sujdah, we remounted, and through the whole day, regardless of the suns fiery rays, which struck down upon us like tongues of fire, we pushed forward over a rough, stony wilderness, devoid of herbage or any living thing except the great, grey vultures circling above with ominous persistency.

Throughout the day, my ugly little negro companion continually fingered his strange amulets, uttering curious pagan incantations in his own tongue, while to myself I repeated the Kul-ya-ayyuha l-Kafiruna, and the Kul-Huw Allah, more than once inclined to upbraid my friend as an infidel. But, on reflection, I saw that any words of reproach would pain him to no purpose, therefore I held my peace. His face, black as polished ebony, seemed to grow increasingly ugly as he became more wearied; when he smiled his mouth stretched from ear to ear, and the craning of his neck, as he swayed with the undulating motion of his camel, gave him a weird, grotesque appearance, even in the brilliant glare of noon. The beads, trinkets, pieces of lizard skin, and mysterious scraps of wood and stone strung around his neck, he constantly caressed, while twice he suddenly dismounted, and holding his hands aloft, frisked like an ape, yelling at the sun as if he had taken leave of his senses.

Notwithstanding his extreme ugliness and his strange actions, I nevertheless grew to like him, for he seemed genuinely devoted to me, as a slave should be to his master.

Two hours after high noon, when the sun was beginning to veer round and shine directly into our faces, we entered the Wady al-Ward (the Vale of Flowers) the dwarf had mentioned. Beside the small river — scarcely more than a brook — we journeyed over ground thickly covered with herbage and flowers. For a few minutes we allowed our camels to browse, then urged them on, remembering it was imperative that we should arrive at Sokoto before the gate closed for the night. The shadow cast by the rocks, the cool rippling of the water, and the fertility of the country we appreciated after the arid, sun-baked wilderness. But as we journeyed on we found grim relics of an attack which had evidently been made some months before upon a caravan, for fresh, green garlands of ropeweed and creepers had festooned decayed skulls, and entwined about the bleaching bones of arms and legs, now and then blossoming into brilliant clusters of scarlet or blue flowers.

Through the valleys we wound for many hours, while the sky changed from blue to gold, and from gold to crimson, until at last the sun slowly sank before us with that gorgeous flood of colour only to be witnessed in Central Africa, and the low hills, bristling with mimosa and doum palms, assumed singular forms and uncouth dimensions in the twilight mirage.

In the rapidly-falling gloom our eyes were at last gladdened by the sight of the tall minarets of Sokoto, but the tall, bronzed guards at the city gate are ever wary, and a strange scene was enacted. It appeared that with the people of Sokoto the measures formerly taken to guard against surprise are now observed as a matter of form and etiquette. Hence, as we approached the gate the guards crouched, and throwing their litham over the lower part of their faces in Tuareg fashion, grasped the inseparable spear in the right and the shangermangor in their left hand. This action caused us considerable anxiety, but after these preliminaries they began to inquire our names and places of abode, afterwards giving us peace, and allowing us to proceed. For a few minutes we halted to gossip, so as not to appear in undue haste, and just as the call for evening prayer was sounding and the guards were beating the great drum to announce the closing of the gate, we passed into the spacious market, wherein a caravan of many camels were taking their ease preparatory to starting for Timbuktu on the morrow.

Riding on through the city — the ancient and now discarded capital of the Sultan Othmans empire — we found it very extensive, and although the character of the houses was much more primitive than those of Moorish type in Kano, yet there was manifested everywhere the comfortable, pleasant life led by the inhabitants. Each courtyard was fenced with a derne of tall reeds, excluding, to a certain degree, the eyes of the passer-by without securing to the interior absolute secrecy; and each house had, near its entrance, the cool, shady runfa or place for the reception of strangers or the transaction of business, with a shibki roof, and the whole dwelling shaded by spreading trees.

The people, although of cheerful temperament, appeared more simple in their dress than in Kano. The men wore a wide shirt and trousers of dark colour, with a light cap of cotton cloth, while the female population affected a large cotton cloth of dark blue fastened under or above the breast, their only ornaments being strings of glass beads worn around the neck. Proud, ignorant, bigoted and insolent, the people of Sokoto are all owners of cattle, camels, horses and slaves. These latter, along with the women, generally cultivate some fields of dhurra, or corn, sufficient for their wants. The Arab, in Sokoto, would consider it a disgrace to practice any manual labour. He is essentially a hunter, a robber and a warrior, and, after caring for his cattle, devotes all his energies to slave-hunting and war. The lower classes are simply a rabble of filth, petty mendicancy, gaol-bird physiognomy and cringing hypocrisy.

Passing through several markets crowded by chattering throngs, and up a number of close streets where idle men and women were lounging, and where the heat from the stones reflected into ones face, we at last found the marina, or dyeing place, near the city wall. It consisted of a raised platform of clay with a number of holes or pits in which the mixture of indigo was prepared, and the cloths were placed for a certain length of time, according to the colour it was desired they should assume. It was beside one of these holes, working by the light of a rude torch, his arms immersed in the dark blue dye, that we found the Arab we sought.

As we gave him peace he rose to his feet with dignity, and dried his stained hands. He was about sixty, tall, with kindly, sharp-cut features, and a long, sweeping beard flecked with grey. Taking Azalas letter, he opened it, read it carefully twice, caressed his patriarchal beard, and placed the paper in a pocket beneath his burnouse. Then turning, he said, — 

Upon thee be perfect peace, O friends. Welcome to the poor hospitality of the roof of Mohammed el-Arewa. Take thine ease to-night, for ere the sun riseth over the blue hills of Salame, we must set forth if thou wouldst escape those who seek thy destruction. Then, after blowing out his torch, he addressed me, saying, Art thou the friend of the Lalla Azala?

She is my friend, I answered, with promptitude.

Discretion sealeth thy lips, he observed, laughing. Well, I, too, loved once at thine age. If thou art, as I suspect, the lover of the beauteous Azala, of a verity thou hast chosen well. Happy the man who basketh in the rose-garden of her smiles. To her I owe the freedom of my only child, my daughter, who, captured by the Tuaregs, was sold to the accursed Grand Vizier Mahaza — may Allah burn his vitals! — and only by the intercession of the Lalla was she released. I am Azala Fathmas devoted slave, to do as she commandeth, adding in a lower tone, as if to himself, Women swallow at one mouthful the lie that flattereth, and drink drop by drop the truth that is bitter. But the Lalla Azala careth not for flattery, and seeketh only to do good. She is a pearl among women.

Then accompanying him to his house close to the principal gate, we were treated as honoured visitors. A guest-dish, sweet as the dates of Al-jauf, was prepared for us, and we ate fara, or roasted locusts seasoned with cheese, tuwo-n-magaria, or bread made from the fruit of the magaria tree, roasted fowl and dates, washed down with copious draughts of giya made of sorghum. After our meal, eight negro girls came forth and gratified our ears with a performance on various instruments. There was the gauga, very much like our own Arab derbouka, only larger, the long wind instrument, or pampamnie, a shorter one like a flute, called the elgaita, the double tambourine called the kalango, the koso, the jojo, or small derbouka, and the kafo, or small horn, which in unison created an ear-splitting tumult impossible to adequately describe.

The negresses blew, thumped and grinned as if their lives depended upon the amount of sound they obtained from their various instruments, but, worn out by the forced march, I heeded not their well-meant efforts to entertain, and actually fell into a heavy slumber with the mouth-piece of the pipe my host had thoughtfully provided for me still between my lips.

In the night, awakened suddenly by the loud blowing of a horn and frantic shouting, I lay and listened. As it continued I got up and aroused Tiamo, who slept near. For some minutes we strained our ears to ascertain the cause of the hubbub, apparently at the city gate, when suddenly our host burst into the apartment panting.

Alas! he cried, in a hoarse whisper. The soldiers of the Sultan have arrived. Listen!

The noise continued. Armed men were battering on the great gate that closed at night-fall and never opened till dawn, except to admit an Imperial messenger. We could distinctly hear their voices demanding admittance in the name of the Sultan.

Already have I bribed the guards of the Kofa with twenty pieces of silver. When questioned, they will deny thine entrance here, the old dyer exclaimed in reassuring tones, as at the same moment there fell upon our ears the answering voices of the sleepy guards, urging them to be patient while the gate was unbarred.

Tiamo and I exchanged uneasy and significant glances in the dim light shed by a hanging lamp of brass.

Suppose they determine to search for us, the dwarf suggested, in alarm.

The assurance of the guards will throw them off our scent, and at dawn they will rest after their long journey. Then will the gate be opened, and we shall be enabled to escape. Take thine ease in peace, for of a verity, the way will be long ere thou canst again rest.

And hastily raising the curtain that hung before the arched door, he disappeared.

Feeling myself safe beneath the hospitable roof of one who owed to Azala a deep debt of gratitude, I threw myself again upon my divan, and soon dreamed of the beautiful woman whose countenance fascinated me, and whose glorious hair held me entangled in its silky web. How long I dreamed I cannot tell, for again I was awakened, this time by the ugly dwarf shaking me by the shoulder.

Rise, O master, cried El-Sadic, in alarm. We are discovered! Already the soldiers of the Sultan have entered the house!

As, half dazed, I stood rubbing my eyes in wonderment, Mohammed el-Arewa burst in upon us, gasping in a low tone, — 

Gather thy belongings quickly, and follow me. It is thine only chance.

In less time than it occupies to relate, we snatched up our articles of dress, and hurried after him through several doors, until he came to a double one, whereat was seated a black slave. As we passed quickly through this, the odour of fragrant perfumes greeted our nostrils, and, in the semi-darkness, there was the frou-frou of silk, and the sound of hasty, shuffling feet. A second later, we found ourselves in a small apartment, lit more brightly than the others, tastefully decorated in green and gold, and containing many priceless Arab rugs and soft divans.

Rest here undisturbed, he said, waving his hands in the direction of the inviting-looking lounges, around which were scattered traces of womens occupation. Within the apartments sacred to my women they will not search for thee. Though I commit an offence against our law, thou art safe in this, my harem. I will shield thee, even with mine own life, for the sake of the Lalla Azala, upon whom may Allah ever shower his blessings! Rest, then, while I go and complete the preparations for our flight.

We thank thee, O father! I answered, fervently. May thy face be ever brightened by the sun of Allahs favour!

But he was already out of hearing, so suddenly did he leave us.

Within a quarter of an hour, sounds of a loud and fierce altercation reaching us, caused us to stand rigid and silent. So rapidly were the words spoken in the Hausa tongue, that many of them were to me unintelligible, but, glancing at the dwarf, I noticed that his brow was contracted. His eyes glittered with a keen, murderous expression that I had never seen before, as, with unsheathed knife in hand, he stood near the doorway of the harem on the alert, determined not to be taken without a struggle, and to sell his life dearly.

The curtain on the opposite side of our place of concealment stirred, and a fair face peered forth inquisitively, listening as attentively as ourselves, to the heated argument outside. Her great, fathomless eyes were surmounted by two delicately-pencilled arches, and her black, glossy hair fell down her neck, covering her cheeks with its warm shadows.

With a suddenness that startled us, a deep voice, raised louder than the others, expressed a conviction that we were hidden there, and declared his intention of making a thorough search, whereupon approaching footsteps sounded on the paving; the young woman withdrew her head with a slight scream, realising that her privacy was to be intruded upon, and Tiamo and I stood together, dismayed at our base betrayal by the keepers of the city gate.

It was an exciting moment. In desperation, I drew my two-edged jambiyah — determined to fight desperately, rather than fall alive into the hands of the Sultans torturers.


Chapter Twenty.

The Father of the Blue Hand.
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AS WITH BATED breath we listened, Mohammed, upon whom Tiamo had bestowed the sobriquet of The Father of the Blue Hand, spoke in Arabic, denying in clear, indignant tones that any stranger had found succour beneath his roof, and expressing his readiness to assist his Majesty the Sultan in arresting the rascally Dervish spy.

Proceed no further, he cried, evidently barring their way resolutely. Lend me thine ears. Though a worker at the dye-pots I have, by diligence and integrity, amassed riches, and am honoured among the men of Sokoto. Desecrate not the quarters of my wives by intruding thy presence upon them. If thou thinkest that I lie when I tell thee that no stranger hath eaten salt with me, ask of the Governor, of the Cadi, of the Hadj Al-Wali, chief imam, whether untruths fall from my lips. By my beard! thou art mistaken. Even though thou art fighting-men of the Sultan Othman — whom may Allah enrich and guide to just actions! — his Majesty would never suffer thee to penetrate into his servants harem.

He lieth! He lieth! they all cried, loudly. The spy came hither, accompanied by a slave of small stature. Own it, or thy lying tongue shall be cut out.

And one of the men added, His Majesty hath given us orders to bring unto him the head of the Dervish from Omdurman — whom may Allah cast into the pit Al-Hawiyat! — but thine own hoary head will do as well, whereat the others, with one accord, jeered at our protector.

The declaration of my pursuers caused my heart to sink. To be decapitated as a spy was as deplorable an end as to starve to death in the desert. But there was no escape; I resigned myself to the will of Allah.

The altercation increased, Mohammed being assailed with a thousand maledictions, while my ugly companion and myself held our peace in fear and trembling. Although the soldiers alternately threatened and cajoled for a considerable time none entered the apartment wherein we stood, yet our discovery seemed imminent, and looking around for means of escape we could detect none.

Suddenly, however, there was a shuffling of feet upon the flags, and a voice, loud in authority, cried, — 

Back, O men-at-arms! What meanest this? Let not thy feet desecrate the mats of Mohammed el-Arewas harem, for of a verity he is honest and loyal, a trusty servant of our Imperial Master. By my beard! thy Korân giveth thee no right to intrude upon womans domestic privacy. Back, I command thee. Back!

Who art thou, son of sebel, who vouchest for this dyers loyalty, and darest to give orders unto the emissaries of his Majesty? asked one of the armed men, evidently their leader.

My name, cried the new-comer, my name is Shukri Aga. I am Governor of Sokoto.

Dead silence followed. The men mumbled together in an undertone, while our friend and protector briefly explained the position of affairs, laying stress on the fact that the soldiers had threatened to strike off his head. With one accord the men fell upon their knees before the representative of their Sultan, beseeching forgiveness, declaring that they had been misinformed, and that they had felt assured from the first that a devout man such as our host, would never harbour a dangerous spy.

But the Governor was inexorable. Irritated by the insolent manner in which his right to interfere had been questioned, he turned upon them angrily, saying — 

Get thee gone instantly. To-morrow the cadi shall curb thine excess of zeal, and peradventure a taste of the bastinado will cause thee to remember that a mans harem is sacred. Begone!

Receding footsteps sounded as the soldiers of the Sultan, trembling and crestfallen, having evoked the wrath of a Governor whose harshness was notorious, filed out without a murmur. Then I thanked Allah for my deliverance, while my pagan companion grinned with satisfaction from ear to ear. The Governor crossed the patio with our host, and remained with him drinking coffee and smoking for a full half-hour, when he departed, and Mohammed hastened to reassure us, exclaiming piously, Inshallah bukra (Please God, to-morrow), afterwards leaving us in order to conclude his arrangements for our journey.

By what means he succeeded in again silencing the tongues of the two watchmen at the city gate, I know not, nevertheless, when the moon was setting, and the dying moonlight and the first pallor of dawn were mingled in a ghastly half-light, the ponderous gate creaked upon its hinges, and I passed out, accompanied by the dwarf and the dyer. We fled straight on, leaving our path to fate.

As I rode my meheri rapidly over the grey, sandy plain, under a sky colourless and cheerless, Mohammed showered upon me a profusion of the finest compliments, pronounced in the most refined and sweet accent of which the Hausa tongue is capable, while I, finding myself again in the desert, after so narrowly escaping my enemies, thanked him sincerely for his strenuous and devoted efforts on our behalf.

I owe much to the Lalla Azala — whom may Allah refresh with the abundant showers of his blessings — and her friend is likewise mine, he said.

He was showily and picturesquely dressed in a green and white striped robe, wide trousers of a speckled pattern and colour, like the plumage of a Guinea-fowl, with an embroidery of green silk in the front of the legs. Over this he wore a crimson burnouse, while around his fez a red and white turban was wound crosswise in neat and careful manner. A gun was slung over his shoulder by means of thick hangers of red silk ornamented with enormous tassels, and his hands and arms were still stained a deep blue. His mount was a splendid camel, the head and neck of which was fancifully ornamented with a profusion of tassels, bells, and little leathern pockets containing charms.

The Lalla Azala desireth me to conduct thee south to the border of the land of Al-Islâm, so that thou canst escape thine enemies, he said, when we turned our backs upon the great, sun-whitened walls of the ancient capital of Sokoto. We must therefore cross the desert and gain the forest with all speed, for doubtless the plains are being scoured by hawk-eyed horsemen, who will not spare thee, now that a price hath been set upon thine head. Then, raising his hand before him, westward, towards the dark, low range of distant hills, he added, Yonder are the Goulbi-n-Kebbi, while to the left thou seest the caravan route that leadeth to Gando. To venture within towns or villages would be unsafe, therefore we must cross the hills and seek the forest of Tebkis beyond.

Knowest thou the routes in the forest? I asked.

Yes, I learned them years ago when, in my youth, I accompanied the ivory-traders from Agadez far south, even unto the banks of the mighty Congo.

And the route we are following. Whither will it lead us?

To the Niger, where dwell the pagans, he answered. At the river bank I shall leave thee to return to my home.

In thy wanderings in the south thou hast, I suppose, witnessed many strange things, I said, knowing the long, tedious journeys performed by ivory caravans.

For ten weary years I travelled through desert and forest, he answered, and many strange peoples and strange countries of the pagans have mine eyes beheld.

Yet, during thy travels, hast thou never discovered the Rock of the Great Sin of which the wise men tell? I asked. It was evident Azala had not disclosed to him the object of my quest, therefore I was determined to ascertain what he knew regarding the strange legend.

The old man laughed, shaking his head.

Mine eyes have never been gladdened by its sight, although many are assured that the rock actually existeth, and hideth some wondrous marvel. In twenty lands the conviction is current that the Rock of the Great Sin is more than imaginary. That it existeth, though none can tell where, I have with mine own ears heard from the negroes on the Dua river, as well as those who live in the forests of far Buraka. In Dahomey, in Yorouba, in Foumbina, in the country of Samory, in the desert of the Daza, and in the great swamps of Zoulou beyond Lake Tsad, the same popular conviction existeth as firmly as among our own people. The pagans, while believing as implicitly as we of Al-Islâm that the rock is unapproachable, are also imbued with an idea that the very air in its vicinity is poisonous, and to this attribute the fact that nobody has been able to approach sufficiently near to take observations. In Gourma the negroes declare that the rock is by night and day enveloped in a dense, black smoke which veileth it from all human eyes, for their fire-god resideth there and hideth himself in its wondrous fastnesses. The Bedouins of the Digguera entertain a firm-rooted conviction that the river Al-Cawthar and the paradise of those who fall valiantly in battle lieth beyond the mystic rock; the Bazou of the Marpa Mountains, on the other hand, maintain that the rock is the centre of the earth, that it is hollow, and that those who betray their friends, or who attack their blood-brothers, go therein to dwell in fearful torment, while the Kanouri and the Tuaregs declare it to be the abode of all the prophets, martyrs and saints of Al-Islâm, who, though believed to be dead have been transported thither unseen. They say the faces of the holy men are blooming, their eyes bright, and blood would issue from their bodies if wounded, and further, that the Angel Israfil watcheth over them, ready to sound the great trumpet on the last day. These, and hundreds of such quaint beliefs have been related to me by negroes, wise men and story-tellers in the course of my wanderings, but the Rock of the Great Sin itself no man hath ever set eyes upon, and I should regard as a maniac any person who went forth expecting to discover it.

Why? Are there not many regions still unknown to men? I asked.

Truly, but our perspicuous Book telleth us that what Allah hath hidden man should not seek, he answered, piously. For centuries many have, out of curiosity, sought the strange rock which pagans believe to the abode of their gods, and some sects of Al-Islâm assert is the dwelling-place of the mighty dead, but none has discovered it. It is Allahs will that mortal eyes shall never rest upon it, therefore bad fortune and violent death overtake those who defy the divine wrath and attempt to penetrate the mystery.

Always?

Always, the old man answered, with solemnity. Upon the inquisitive, Allah, to whom the knowledge belongeth, setteth the mark of his displeasure with the two-edged sword of Death.


Chapter Twenty One.

In the Wilderness.
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ON OVER THE stony hills called the Goulbi-n-Kebbi, where around us stretched, as far as our wearied eyes could penetrate, a trackless waste of yellow, sunlit sand; on across a desert peopled only with echoes, a wilderness where there was nothing but He, and where the hot, violent wind sent blinding clouds of dust into our faces at every step of our beasts; on over the rough rocks, where a little stunted herbage struggled for an existence, we pressed forward, scarcely halting throughout the blazing, breathless day.

Inured as I was to the baking heat and many hardships of desert life, I nevertheless found this journey terribly fatiguing. But Tiamo and I were flying for our lives. To escape south into the unknown Negro-land of Central Africa, beyond the territory of the Sultan Othman, was our object, therefore neither of us complained of the pace at which our solemn-faced guide conducted us.

At a small oasis, where we found an encampment of Salameat Arabs, we exchanged our camels for asses, and when the sun sank before us three days later we entered the forest of Tebkis by a track which led due south in serpentine wanderings, and compelled us to proceed in single file. Several times old Mohammed drew my attention to the traces of elephants. We had now passed beyond the boundary of the Sultans Empire, and had at last entered the little-known Land of the Pagans. As we pushed forward the forest became more dense, but the trees with golden shafts of light glinting through the foliage, cast cool shadows, for which we were thankful. Still we travelled on, until, just as it was time for prayers, we reached the site of what had apparently years ago been a large town.

There are sad recollections connected with this spot, Mohammed said, in answer to my inquiries. In my early youth the town of Kousara, which stood here, was an important place, and to it Ibrahim, Sultan of Sokoto, the predecessor of our present ruler, retired after his palace in Sokoto had been sacked by Magajin Haddedu, King of Katsena, which at that time was an independent state. From here he waged unrelenting but unsuccessful war against the bloody-minded enemies of Al-Islâm, and once, indeed, the troops of Haddedu were driven out of the city of Sokoto; but they soon returned with fresh zeal and with a fresh force of fighting-men, and the Sultan Ibrahim was expelled from his ancient capital for ever. Then commenced a campaign against him, in this, his forest retreat, and after several battles this town of Kousara was taken, ransacked and burnt.

A solitary colossal baobab, raising its huge, leafless, smoke-blackened frame from the prickly underwood which thickly overgrew the locality, pointed out the market-place, once teeming with life, a half-charred monument of a fierce and desperate struggle for religious and political independence. But in order to get away from this neighbourhood, so full of melancholy associations, Mohammed, cursing and execrating the memory of Haddedu, pushed forward until we came to a large granitic mass projecting from the ground, which my Arab companion called Korrematse, and stated was once a place of worship of the pagans. Here we dismounted and spread our mats for the maghrib, afterwards encamping at the wild, deserted spot until dawn, when we moved off still southward, three hours later obtaining our first glimpse of the broad Niger, glittering in the bright morning sunlight.

At the river bank it became a question for me to decide in which direction I should travel upon my strange quest — the nature of which I had been careful not to impart to Mohammed — and at length, knowing that in the north Gando, Borgu and even the fetish city of Nikki had been well explored by traders of my own race, I decided to continue southward, following the river as far as possible, and then striking in the direction of the sunrise across the unexplored regions in search of any information that would lead me to the spot where was promised an elucidation of the indelible mark I bore, and of a mystery which had puzzled the wise men of Al-Islâm for centuries.

After much parleying and considerable persuasion, Mohammed decided to accompany us through the country of the Nupes, therefore we moved along the river bank through swamps of giant mangroves, those weird trees with gaunt grotesque roots exposed in mid-air that seemed to spend their leisure in forming themselves into living conundrums. To the medley of unsightly tree-forms the contrast of the bank of forest which bordered the river-side when the mangrove swamps were past proved a welcome and pleasing contrast.

Proceeding with difficulty along a track made by the natives, we found the fringe of forest exquisite both in colouring and form. In colouring, because mingled with every tint of green were masses of scarlet, yellow and purple blossoms; in form, because interlaced with the giant mahogany and cotton trees were the waving, fern-like fronds of the oil palm, and the still more beautiful raphia, as well as colossal silk-cotton trees, veritable giants of the forest. Dum and deleb palms, the kigelia with its enormous branches, the shea, or butter-tree, mimosas, euphorbias, gummiferous acacias, and hundreds of varieties of thorny and scrubby plants.

Indeed, as day after day we slowly ascended the river by the narrow winding track, the scene on the opposite side was a panorama of beautiful colour. We met one or two traders of the Franks and many woolly-headed natives, half-clad and wearing strange amulets and curious head-dresses; we passed through many palm-shaded villages, but were unmolested, for being two Arabs travelling alone with a single negro slave we were regarded as traders and not as slave-raiders, or wicked people, who always appeared suddenly, with an armed band ready to burn, massacre and plunder.

Besides, Mohammed had taken a wise precaution before setting out upon the journey. While Shukri Aga, the Governor of Sokoto, had taken coffee with him on the memorable night prior to our departure, he had obtained from him a letter in Arabic, without which credential we might have been regarded with suspicion by the various chiefs through whose territory we travelled. It read: — 

Praise be unto Allah, Lord of all creatures, and to His Prophet, for the gift of the pen by which we can make known our salutations and our wishes to our friends at a distance. This letter cometh from Shukri Aga, son of Abdul Salami, who was called Kiama, Governor of Sokoto, in the name of the Great Sultan Othman, whose actions are directed by the one Allah, with salutations to his friend Mohammed el-Arewa, citizen of Sokoto. Thou art our friend in this affair. Thou art not among the warriors; thou art a traveller in many towns of different people. Look now, he is a traveller on account of buying and selling and of all trades. Thou shouldst hear this. Friendship and respect existeth between us. If he come to you, dismiss him with friendship until he cometh to the end of his journey. Assuredly he is high in favour with the Sultan of our land. Thou shouldst leave this Arab alone. It is trade he requireth of thee; he is not of the wicked people, but peace.

Armed with this letter of introduction we ascended the river, receiving the greatest civility from the industrious people, who, however, were living in daily dread of their lives from the incursions of the wild Borgu raiders.

Until we arrived at the town of Lokoja, at the confluence of the Benue river with the Niger, a journey occupying thirteen days, Mohammed remained with us. Then we parted, he to return home by the route of the ivory caravans which ran due north, through Zozo and Zamfara, we to ascend the Benue river in search of the Rock of the Great Sin. When on the morning he embraced me, sprang into his saddle, and raising his hand wished us farewell, I felt that I was parting from an old friend. To him my dwarfed companion and myself owed our lives; to him we owed our safe conduct beyond the clutches of the Sultans horsemen; to him we owed the letter from the Governor of Sokoto which now reposed in the pocket of my gandoura; to him we owed the directions that we were about to follow, in order to reach the great, unexplored land.

May Allah, peace and safety, attend thee. May the One Merciful guide thy footsteps, be generous to thee, and give thee prosperity, he cried, as he turned to leave. And may the sun of his grace shine upon thee and illuminate the path of thy return to the true-hearted woman thou lovest. At the isha each night will I remember thee. Farewell, and peace. Fi amaniillah.

And upon thee may the Omniscient One ever shower his blessings. May the Prophet be thy protector, I cried in response.

But he had cried, Yahh! Yahh! to his ass, and the beast, thus urged forward, was jogging rapidly away on the first stage of his long journey northwards.

My pledge to Azala, and her earnest words that recurred to me, alone prompted me to continue my journey. A wanderer in desert and forest, with the soul of the true-born Bedouin, ever restless, ever moving, I had seen much of that half-civilised life led by the people beyond the influence of the Roumis. In London, cooped up amid the so-called civilisation of the English, their streets and shops, their wonderful buildings, and their women with uncovered faces, I cared nought for study, longing always for the free life of the plains that knows not law. Even of Algiers I had tired, and chosen a wandering existence of my own free will, exiling myself even from my Arab clansmen, and becoming a soldier of the great Mahdi, who, with his contemptuous disregard for human life, had spread the terror of his name in letters of blood. Yet through it all the one mystery of my life, the indelible mark upon my breast, had remained unsolved. Nay, its mystic significance had increased, for having looked with love for the first time upon a woman, I had found that she also bore the mystic device.

It was to endeavour to penetrate this mystery, to discover the spot, the reflection of which had appeared often in Kano as a mystic cloud-picture, that I had set out, and I became filled with a determination to strive towards it as long as Allah gave me breath. Forward I would fight my way, and plunge without fear into the trackless, unknown regions of which Mohammed had spoken, and question the people of the various countries eastward, to ascertain if any could direct me to where stood the gloomy Rock of the Great Sin.

Accompanied by the ugly dwarf, whose conversation was always quaint, and who entertained me with tales of the prowess of his people, as numerous and varied as those stored within the brain of a Dervish storyteller, we travelled onward day by day, week by week, up the swiftly-flowing Benue, where manioc, pumpkins, yams, kola nuts, colocasia, rijel, sugar-canes, and the helmia, whose tuberous root resembles the potato in taste and appearance, grew in great abundance through the fertile Foulde country, beneath the high granite crags of Mount Yarita, and at last, leaving the river, a mere stream so small that one could stand with a foot on either bank, we made a long and toilsome ascent, at length finding ourselves upon a great, sandy plateau devoid of herbage. Guiding our course by the sun, we struck one day at dawn due eastward, over great dunes of treacherous shifting sand, into which the feet of our asses sank at every step, rendering progress very slow and extremely difficult.

For a long time we were both silent; it was as much as we could do to advance with our animals halting and turning obstinately at every step. Suddenly I was startled by Tiamo crying aloud in dismay, Balek! Elgueubeli! (Take care! the sandstorm).

Then, for the first time, I realised that a strange darkness had fallen, that the morning sun had become utterly obscured by a dense, black cloud, and gigantic sand columns were whirling over the plain at furious speed. Next moment, a howling, tearing wind swept upon us with the force of a tornado. As I twisted my ragged haick quickly about my face, to shield my eyes and mouth, my ass, apprehensive of our danger, veered round with his hindquarters to the tempest. I leaned towards the asss neck, and felt him tremble beneath me.

Then, in an instant, I received a terrific shock; it seemed to me that a camels pack of sand had fallen all at once upon my head.


Chapter Twenty Two.

Zu, the Bird-God.
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SO HEAVILY HAD I been struck that it was with difficulty I regained my breath and kept my seat. For some minutes the sand whirled about me so thickly that Tiamo, only a leopards leap away, became obscured in the sudden darkness. With mouth and eyes filled with fine sand I experienced a horrible sensation of being stifled, and clutched frantically at my throat for air, but in a few moments the storm grew less violent, and when I looked for the dwarf he had disappeared.

At first it seemed as though the strong wind had carried him completely away, but in a few seconds I discovered him half buried, and struggling in the great ridge of sand that had been formed behind us. Quickly I hastened to his assistance and extricated him, when with his habitual hideous grin, as if amused by his own words, he told me how, being of small weight, the great wind had lifted him from the back of his ass, and rolling him over, buried him in the loose sand.

His was indeed a narrow escape, but apparently he was little worse for his exciting experience than myself, and even as we spoke the wind abated, the sky cleared, the sandstorm swept northward on its course to Lake Tsad, and the glaring sun shone again in the dead milk-white sky. For half-an-hour we halted to rest, then recommenced with fresh vigour the painful, tedious march over the dreary waste where Nature made a pause.

Four long and wearying days we occupied in traversing that lonely plain, at length descending into a fertile valley, through which a large river ran towards the south-east. This, we learned from a group of dark-skinned natives, who at first threatened us but afterwards became friendly, was known to them as the Ba-bai. The men, savages of coppery hue, were apparently hunters of the Bangbai, a powerful tribe who were constantly carrying carnage and victory far and wide southward, in the direction of the mighty Congo, and who were held in awe by all the neighbouring tribes. Of these Tiamo, who found he could converse with them in his native dialect, inquired whether they had any knowledge of the rock we sought, but with one accord they shook their heads, and replied, raising their bows and spears towards the sky. Their answer, as rendered into Arabic by the dwarf, was, — 

Of the Rock of the Great Sin our fetish-men have told for long ages. It is said to be far away in the sky. It cannot be on the earth, our spearmen have travelled all over the earth, and none has seen it.

So, ever failing to find a clue, we continued our way through the lands of the Gaberi and the Sara, along the bank of the Ba-bai, which sometimes wound through wide, rocky wildernesses, at others through valleys where palms and bananas grew in wondrous profusion, and often through forests and mangrove swamps that occupied us many days in traversing, where there was an equatorial verdure of eternal blossom and the foliage was of brightest green.

All along the bank of the Ba-bai, as we ascended still further, pressing deeper into the country of the pagans, there were forests of uniform breadth, overshadowing warm, inert waters — forests full of poisonous odours and venomous reptiles. This country, as all of the great land of Central Africa, rested under a spell of sombre gloom and appalling silence; yet it was a great relief for the eye, fevered and weary after the glaring monotony of desert sands.

For a whole moon we continued our journey due south along the winding river, until one night we came to a point where the waters broke off in two directions to the north and to the south. Northward, I supposed it would take us away into the desert again, therefore I chose the smaller river running up from the south, and for many days we travelled onward, learning from the natives of a strange little village, who seemed generally well-disposed towards us, that the river was known to them as the Bahar-el-Ardh, and that it had its source in the dense forest where lived the fierce people called the Niam-niam, whose flights of poisoned arrows had killed many of their bravest warriors.

Up this river we journeyed many days, until at length, near its source, we came to a village of conical huts, the denizens of which viewed us with suspicion, and threatened us with their long, razor-edged spears.

When, however, I had assured the chief, who sat before his little hut, that I was not one of the Wara Sura, the soldiers of the dreaded slave-raider, Kabba Rega, who periodically visited their country, devastated their land and carried off their cattle, and we both became convinced that friendship was possible, the mystery of our presence was explained by Tiamo, that we were only travelling to discover a great rock which was reported to be in their country. Had he ever heard of such a rock?

He answered eagerly: Meanest thou the Great Rock where dwelleth the bird-god Zu, the wise one?

I know not thy gods, for I am a son of Al-Islâm, and follower of the Prophet, I replied, through the dwarf. Tell me of thy bird-god.

Zu dwelleth upon the summit of a high rock, he answered. It was he who stole the tablets of destiny and the secrets of the sun god of light, and brought them down to earth, but he himself was banished to the summit of the Rock of the Great Sin, where he dwelleth alone, and may not descend among us.

And the rock. Hast thou never seen it?

I have heard of it, but mine eyes have never gazed upon it. Our sacred spots are always hidden from us.

From whom hast thou heard mention of it? I inquired of this chieftain of the Niam-niam.

Some men of the Avisibba, who were taken prisoners by me in a fight long ago, made mention that one of their headmen had seen it. They knew not its direction, but thought it was beyond the Forest of Perpetual Night.

And the Avisibba. Who are they? Where is their country? I demanded, eagerly.

Continue up this river for twelve days, until thou comest to a point where three streams diverge. Take the centre one, which in nine days will lead thee through the country of Abarmo to Bangoya, thence, travelling due south for fourteen days, thou wilt reach the great river the Aruwimi, upon the banks of which dwell the man-eaters of the Avisibba.

Man-eaters! I gasped. Do they eat human flesh?

The chief smiled as Tiamo put my question to him. Yea, he answered. They eat their captives, therefore have a care of thine own skin. Mention no word that thou hast seen me, or, being our enemies, thou wilt assuredly die.

I thanked him for his directions, and prepared to resume my weary quest, but he bade me be seated, and his wives prepared a feast for myself and my dark companion. Heartily enough we ate, for the food we had brought with us had given out long ago. Ones living in that region, unexplored only by ivory and slave-raiders, was, to say the least, precarious; partaking of a savages hospitality one day, and the next thanking Allah for a single wood-bean. But through our many hardships Tiamo never grumbled. He fingered his amulets, and presumably prayed to his gods, but no word of dissatisfaction ever fell from his lips. Though gloomy and taciturn, he proved an excellent travelling companion, and his devotion towards his mistress Azala was unequalled. When his mind was made up, he was a man of great nerve, fertile resource, and illimitable daring. At the invitation of the chief of the Niam-niam, we smoked and remained that night within his village, circular and stockaded to keep out the wild animals, then at dawn gave him a piece of cloth and bade him farewell.


Chapter Twenty Three.

The Forest of Perpetual Night.
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ONWARD, ALONG THE track by the river bank, penetrating deeper and deeper into the great, limitless, virgin forest of the Congo — that region absolutely unknown to civilised man — we proceeded by paths very infrequently employed, under dark depths of bush, where our progress was interrupted every few minutes by the tangle. For food, we had tubers of manioc; for drink, the water of the river.

Approaching the native town of Bangoya, I climbed into a tree to view it; but not liking the savage look of the people, we avoided the place, and, acting on the advice we had received, left the river bank and turned towards the great Forest of Perpetual Night, striking due south in search of the Aruwimi river, and the cannibals of the Avisibba, who knew the whereabouts of the Rock of the Great Sin.

As we left the river we commenced to tramp over primeval swamps, almost impenetrable, and low-lying land that had been submerged by the winter flood. We were alone, in a trackless, unexplored land, far from cities and the ways of men. The moon glanced in through the leaf gaps, like a face grown white with fear; the bright-plumaged birds fluttered and chattered, disturbed, and a wind stole through the tree tops, with a sound like the roar of oceans wrath heard in the calm of oceans depths. Nor foot of man, nor foot of beast had trodden large areas of those pathless thickets — save, perhaps, some homeless elephant — since the days of an elder creation, and ones imagination could fancy the giant lizards and extinct amphibians without incongruity in such desolate wilds. In parts all Nature was still, in that wide, pestilential swamp that gave entrance to the virgin forest; neither bird nor monkey disturbed the silence, unless it be a crocodile moving slowly in the ooze, a long-legged wader, or a solemn crane. Soon, however, the ground became drier, the trees more thick, and at last we plunged into the wonderful forest of which I had long ago heard so much from negro slaves, even away in far-off Omdurman — the huge, towering forest and jungly undergrowth that covers an area of over three hundred thousand square miles of the centre of the African continent. Here, one can travel for six whole moons, through forest, bush and jungle, without seeing a piece of grassland the size of a praying-mat. Nothing but leagues and leagues — endless leagues of gigantic, gloomy forest, in various stages of growth, and various degrees of altitude, according to the ages of the trees, with varying thickness of undergrowth, according to the character of the foliage, which afforded thicker or slighter shade.

Throughout many days we strode on fast through the mighty trees, and forced our way onward, travelling always southward as near as we could guess, through this primeval forest, a journey fraught with more terrors than any we had previously experienced. The great trunks, gloomy, gaunt and sombre, grew so thickly as to shut out the blessed light of the sun, therefore, even at high noon, there was only twilight, and, for many hours each day, we were in darkness — impenetrable and appalling. Had it not been that I was convinced we should ere long reach the Aruwimi, I should have turned back, but, once having plunged into that trackless forest, there was no returning.

The attacks upon us by insects drove us almost to the verge of madness. By day tiny beetles bored underneath the skin and pricked one like needles; the mellipona bee troubled ones eyes; ticks, small and large, sucked ones blood; wasps in swarms came out to the attack as we passed their haunts; the tiger-slug dropped from the branches and left his poisonous hairs in the pores of the skin; and black ants fell from the trumpet-trees as we passed underneath, and gave us a foretaste of Al-Hawiyat. At night there were frequent storms; trees were struck by the lightning, and the sound of the tempest-torn foliage was like the roar of the breakers on a rocky shore. Snakes, chimpanzees and elephants were among our companions, while the crick of the cricket, the shrill, monotonous piping of the cicada, the perpetual chorus of frogs, the doleful cry of the lemur were among the sounds that rendered night in that lone land hideous and repulsive.

Suffering severely from hunger, without light or sunshine, and compelled to be ever on the alert lest we should be attacked, it was a journey full of terrors. The tribes of the forest were, I knew, the most vicious on the face of the earth, and every noise of breaking twigs, or of the falling of decayed branches, caused us to halt with our rifles in readiness. The legs of our asses had been rendered bare by the myriads of insects, and the centipedes, mammoth beetles and mosquitoes caused us considerable pain, yet that unexplored forest was full of fascinating wonders. Many of the trees, weird and grotesque, were centuries old, and some giants — the teak, the camwood, the mahogany, the green-heart, the stinkwood, the ebony, the copal-wood with its glossy foliage, the arborescent mango, the wild orange with delicate foliage, stately acacias, and silver-boled wild fig towered to enormous heights, and over them, from tree to tree, ran millions of beautiful vines, streaming with countless tendrils, with the bright green of orchid leaves. Great lengths of whip-like calamus lianes twisted like dark serpents, masses of enormous flowering convolvuli and red knots of amoma and crimson dots of phrynia berries were confusedly intertwined and matted until all light from heaven was obscured, except a stray beam here and there which told that the sun was shining and it was day above. The midnight silence of the forest dropped about us like a pall.

As we struggled onward, existing as best we could upon roots and fruit, and with our clothes torn to shreds by the brambles, thoughts of Azala constantly occurred to me. Of time I had kept no count, but already four moons must have passed since I had left Kano. Perhaps the conspiracy between the Khalifa and Khazneh, Aga of the Women, had been carried out, but having sent warning of it by Ayesha to Azala, I felt assured that the woman I loved would place his Majesty on his guard, and the base machinations of the pair of scoundrels would be frustrated, and the Empire saved from those who were seeking its overthrow.

Azala trusted in me to elucidate the mystery. Her deep, earnest request uttered before we parted, rang ever in my ears in that trackless, lonely region, her words stimulated me to strive onward to ascertain from the fierce savages of the Avisibba the whereabouts of the Rock of the Great Sin.

What time has elapsed since we set forth? I asked of Tiamo, one day as we plodded doggedly forward.

Nearly four moons, O master, he answered, promptly. See! I have notched the days upon my guns stock, and he held out his gun, showing how he had preserved a record of time. I told him to continue to keep count of each day, then asked him if anxiety or fear possessed him.

I am the slave of the beauteous Lalla, sent on a quest to bring her peace. Thou art her devoted friend. While thou leadest me I fear not to follow, and mumbling, he fingered his amulets.

Be it as Allah willeth, I said. Peradventure he will reward us, and gladden our eyes with a sight of the mystic rock. If it is anywhere on earth it is in these regions, unknown to all but the ivory-raiders who come up from the Congo and return thither.

Let us search, O master, the dwarf, said encouragingly. Though our stomachs are empty and our feet sore from long tramping, yet if we continue we shall find the river.

Bravely spoken, Tiamo, I answered. Thou art well named El-Sadic. Yea, we will continue our search, for with a light heart and perseverance much can be accomplished. Though of small stature, thou hast indeed a stout heart.

He grinned with satisfaction, and we trudged onward in silence through the falling gloom, resolved to bear our weariness bravely for the sake of the beautiful woman who, imprisoned in the great, far-off palace, was watching and waiting anxiously for our return to release her by solving the secret.

The strange device that seemed to link our lives puzzled me even in that dark forest, and many hours I remained silent, wondering whether I should ever ascertain how we both came to bear marks exactly similar in every detail.


Chapter Twenty Four.

A Pagan Land.
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IN THAT DULL, dispiriting gloom I knew not the time of the maghrib or the isha, nor the direction of the Kaabah of the Holy City, nevertheless I spread my mat and prayed fervently to Allah, the Compassionate, the Merciful, to allow the light of his blessing to shine upon me and guide my footsteps to where I might obtain the clue I sought. Tiamo stood regarding me with a look which plainly told that he considered my prayers as mere empty forms and ceremonies. One of his peculiarities was that he believed not in Allah nor in his apostle Mohammed, and holding the pious in contempt, he placed faith in spirits, magic and sacrifices to the pagan deities.

Having toiled on in the forest for twenty days and discovering no sign of the Aruwimi, we began seriously to doubt whether we were not penetrating those sunless glades in the wrong direction, and travelling parallel with the river instead of towards its bank. Without sun or star to guide us, we were wandering beneath the giant trees, the foliage and creepers of which had become so dense that now and then further progress in that depressing darkness seemed impossible. Yet ever and anon we found tracks of elephants and hippopotami, which we took, our eyes ever strained before us to behold some welcome gleam of light which would show us where ran the river.

All was dark, gloomy, rayless. Though neither of us admitted it, we both were aware that we were lost amid that primeval mass of tropical vegetation, into the depths of which even the savages themselves dare not venture. We had one day crossed a number of small swamps, and thick, scum-faced quagmires, green with rank weeds, emitting a stench most sickening, and on emerging from the foetid slough into which our feet sank at every step, a dozen black heads suddenly appeared above the undergrowth.

Next second, ere we could recover from our surprise, the weird echoes of the forest were awakened by fiendish yells, as twenty black warriors, veritable companions of the left hand, wearing strange head-dresses with black tufts of feathers, and unclothed save for a piece of bark-cloth around their loins, and a thick pad of goatskin on the left arm to protect it from the bow string, bounded towards us, running long and low, with heads stretched forward and spears trailing, shouting, brandishing their long, broad-headed weapons, and drawing their bows ready to send their poisoned arrows through our bodies.

They had evidently lain in ambush, believing us to be scouts of Kabba Rega, or of Ugarrowwa, Abed bin Salem, or some other ivory-raider from the Congo, and so suddenly did they appear, screaming, threatening and gesticulating, that I deemed it best to throw down my rifle and raised my hands to show I had no hostile intent. Seized quickly by these tall, slim, thick-lipped, monkey-eyed men, who bore quivers full of arrows smeared freshly with a dark, copal-coloured substance, we were dragged onward in triumph for nearly two hours, preceded by a band of leaping, exultant warriors who, from the interest they took in our asses and the close manner in which they all scrutinised them, I judged had never seen such animals before.

One of our captors, snatching my rifle from my grasp, held it aloft in glee, crying, — 

Tippu-tib! Tippu-tib! whereat his companions laughed and yelled triumphantly.

This incident brought to my memory that the renown of the relentless slave-raider Tippu-Tib had reached Omdurman, and that this name had been bestowed upon him by the natives because the noise made by the rifles of his dreaded band sounded like tippu-tib. This savages joy when, a few moments later, on touching the trigger the rifle discharged, was unbounded. The others crowded around him, chattering and gesticulating like apes, then finding they could not cause another explosion they handed it to me, compelling me to reload it. Again it was fired, one of the dusky denizens of the forest narrowly escaping, for the bullet struck his head-dress and carried it away, much to the amusement of his companions.

While this was proceeding our position was exceedingly critical. As prisoners in the hands of these vicious warriors our lives were in greatest danger, and whither they were hurrying us we knew not.

As in sorry plight we were dragged forward, Tiamo addressed a question to one of the sinewy savages who held him. At first it was apparent that their tongue was different to any he knew, but after some questions and replies, the dwarf, in a wail of dismay, cried to me in Arabic, — 

We are lost, O master! We are lost!

Keep a stout heart, I answered. We may yet escape.

Alas! never, he answered, in despair. We have fallen into the hands of the ghoulish Avisibba!

It is these men of whom we have been in search, I observed.

Yea, O master! But have we not been told that they kill and eat their captives? Have we not been warned that they are among the fiercest cannibals of the Forest of the Congo?

The truth of his assertion I could not deny. I glanced at the two half-nude warriors who held me, and saw their white teeth had been filed to points. The distinguishing mark upon their bodies appeared to be double rows of tiny cicatrices across the chest and abdomen; they wore wristlets of polished metal, several small rings in their ears, and around their necks I distinguished in the twilight objects which caused me to shudder in horror. Each wore around his neck a string of human teeth!

Roughly they dragged us onward, until presently we struck a native path tramped by travel to exceeding smoothness and hardness, but so narrow that we were compelled to walk in single file through the dense jungle. The path diverged suddenly at a point where a tree trunk had fallen across it, and this point was avoided by my captors, who, instead of stepping over the obstruction, plunged into the jungle and rejoined the path further on. The reason of this I was not slow in ascertaining. I found that in that fallen tree was one of the defences of the village we were approaching. Just beyond the trunk, where the stranger would place his foot in stepping over it, these crafty forest satyrs had placed a number of sharp skewers smeared with arrow-poison, concealed by dead leaves that had apparently floated down from the trees. Therefore, an enemy approaching would receive a puncture, which in a few minutes would result in death.

Suddenly, through the gnarled boles of the trees before us, we saw a gleam of blue sky, and shortly afterwards found ourselves at a small clearing on the bank of a broad river, which our captors told us was the Nouellie, or, as some termed it, the Aruwimi. At the bank two war-canoes were moored near a small village, and our asses having been carefully tethered we were placed in one of the boats, and, escorted by the remainder of the yelling, exultant cannibals, rowed up the winding river a considerable distance, keeping along the opposite bank.

It was evident we were to be taken to the principal village, being regarded as valuable prizes.

Accustomed as my companion and myself had grown to the perpetual twilight, the sudden sunlight and brilliance of day dazzled us. The waters seemed stagnant and motionless; the sun was at its zenith, and the heat so terrible that even the black rowers, in spite of their exultation at having captured two strangers, ceased rowing for a few moments, keeping in the deep shadows of the mangroves and allowing the canoe to drift. Again they rowed, and the boat, dividing the waters, continued its sinuous course up the river, threading its way quickly between the sombre forests. Upon the banks we could see great blue alligators, stretched lazily in the mud, their slimy mouths agape, as on their backs perched tiny, white birds, resting to plume themselves. On the entwining, interlacing roots of the mangroves, brilliant martin-fishers and curious lizards took their afternoon siesta, while butterflies, with gorgeous wings, flitted here and there, sparkling like jewels in the sunshine.

The scene was brilliant and beautiful after the darkness of the Great Forest, but we had no time to admire the rivers charms, for in a few moments our canoe was turned suddenly into a creek, our captors sprang ashore, dragging us out, and while several men ran on in front to announce in the village the arrival of prisoners, the others pushed us forward with scant politeness.

As soon as we came within sight of the village — a large collection of low huts surrounded by a tall palisade, which we learned was called Avisibba — hundreds of yelling savages of both sexes came forth to meet us, and as we were triumphantly dragged along the wide space between the two rows of huts, the crowd pressed around us, heaping curses upon us, and causing a continual and ear-splitting din. Between the village and the Aruwimi was a belt of forest about two gunshots wide. Each house was surrounded by strong, tall palisades of split logs, higher than a man, which rendered the place defensible even against rifles, and as we were marched into the centre of the place with our captors holding up our rifles, exhibiting them to the people, I noticed their threatening expressions.

The populace were urging their warriors to kill us, and I feared the worst. Pondering on the difficulties of the situation, I could discern no ray of hope for the success of my mission.

When, however, our belongings had been thoroughly examined by the people in the centre of the village, the excitement slowly abated, and after every man, woman and child had come to gaze upon us with open-mouthed curiosity, we were lashed securely to two trees opposite one another and left to our own sad thoughts while our savage captors leaped, beat their tam-tams and held great rejoicings within our sight, pointing in our direction and capering gleefully before us.

In the centre of the village we could see men and women busily constructing some kind of platform of roughly-hewn logs. Transfixed with horror, our breath came and went quickly. We knew that these people were fierce cannibals of bad repute, and, bound and helpless, dreaded the worst.

They were erecting a kind of rude altar whereon our life-blood was to be shed, and our hearts torn out and held up to the execration of the dusky, screaming mob.


Chapter Twenty Five.

Avisibba.
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SLOWLY THE SHADOWS lengthened as the fierce, chattering horde ran hither and thither, scattering the goats and fowls in their haste to prepare the platform. Upon a large and malodorous refuse-heap, close to the spot where we were secured, many human skulls and bones had been flung, showing only too plainly that the Avisibba were eaters of human flesh. The sun-blanched skulls, of which there were scores, thrilled us with horror, for their presence spoke mutely of the horrible fate awaiting us. Presently, something white attracted my attention at a little distance beyond the pile of village refuse, and almost at the same moment we both discovered that we were not the only prisoners in the hands of the Avisibba, but that two other men were secured to large stakes at a little distance from us. The white garment that had attracted my attention was a burnouse, and, to my amazement, I saw that its wearer was an Arab, and that his companion in misfortune was a half-clothed savage of a dusky copper hue.

Hail! Son of Al-Islâm! Whence comest thou? I shouted in Arabic, endeavouring to attract his attention. But my greeting was lost amid the shrill yells and unceasing chatter of our merciless captors. A group of the black warriors, each wearing a strip of bark-cloth and a necklet of human teeth, noticing my effort to arouse my fellow-prisoner, leaped before me, gesticulating, shouting gleefully, grinning from ear to ear and rubbing their paunches with their hands with lively anticipation.

Again I shouted to my luckless fellow-prisoner, but Tiamo remarked, See! his chin hath fallen upon his breast. The sun hath stricken him, and he hath lost consciousness. Only his cords save him from falling prone to earth.

The dwarf spoke the truth. No doubt my co-religionist had remained bound to the stake during the whole day, and there being no shade, thirst and heat had consumed him. Whence he came was a complete mystery. I was unaware that any Arab had penetrated the terrible Forest of Perpetual Night, and it suddenly occurred to me that possibly there might be some approach to the Aruwimi from the sunlit land of Al-Islâm other than that we had traversed.

From these fierce, pugnacious savages, who set no value upon human life, I could obtain knowledge of the whereabouts of the Rock of the Great Sin! They were indeed of those who have erred and denied Allah as a falsehood, and who shall eat of the fruit of the tree of Al-Zakkum, and fill their bellies therewith, and shall drink boiling water. I looked upon the strange, weird group dancing around us, ready to take our lives and cast our bones upon the refuse-heap, wondering how I could propitiate them and obtain the knowledge I sought.

Speak unto them, Tiamo, I cried. Explain that we are not enemies; that we are only belated wayfarers in search of the Great Rock.

The dwarf addressed them, but apparently they did not catch the meaning of his words, for they only laughed the more.

A hundred times, O my master, have I told them of our quest, Tiamo answered, dolefully. But, alas! they will not listen. They declare that we are spies of Kaba Rega; that we shall die.

Are the others spies? I inquired.

I know not. They will not loosen their tongues strings.

It was evident we were in a very critical position, and I cried unto Allah to place before me the shield of his protection. Years ago I had heard, during my studies at the French Lycée at Algiers, that almost all the races in the Great Forest of the Congo practise cannibalism, although in some parts it is prevented by the presence of white civilisation. An extensive traffic in human flesh prevails in many districts, slaves being kept and sold as articles of food. Contrary to an ignorant yet very generally accepted theory, the negro man-eater never eats flesh raw, and certainly takes human flesh as food purely and simply, and not from religious or superstitious reasons. Among the Avisibba we saw neither grey-haired persons, halt, maimed nor blind, for even parents were eaten by their children on the approach of the least sign of old age.

We saw skulls used as drinking-vessels, and even as we waited, breathlessly apprehensive of our fate, we witnessed our captors piling up a great fire near the platform with dried sticks and leaves. So full of horror was each moment that it seemed an hour. The excitement in the village increased. Men brandishing their spears, and women wearing bunches of freshly-plucked leaves at the back of their loin-cloths in honour of the coming feast, leaped, danced and roared with bull voices. Little black children came and looked at me curiously, no doubt remarking upon the whiteness of my skin in comparison with theirs; then ran away, dancing and clapping their hands, infected with the wild, savage glee of their elders.

The sun sank, the dusk deepened, and as there gathered the shadows of a starless night, the blazing fire in the centre of the village threw a red, lurid glare upon the fantastic-looking huts, the crowds of savages, and the thick foliage of the primeval forest by which we were surrounded. Presently there was a great stir among the warriors, mats were hurriedly spread beneath a sickly dwarf tree near to where we were, the great ivory horns gave forth mellow blares, reminding me of the Khalifas Court at Omdurman, and from among the excited crowd the chief of the Avisibba, a tall, thin-featured savage, wearing a fine leopard-skin, advanced and seated himself upon the low stool placed for him. The flickering light from the fire showed that beneath the strange square helmet of burnished copper, surmounted by a large bunch of parrots feathers, was a face full of humour, pleasure and contentment.

When the whole village had assembled before him, pointing towards us, shouting and gesticulating violently, he suddenly turned and spoke briefly and low to his sub-chiefs and satellites. There was an instants silence until the sub-chiefs spoke. Then wild, piercing yells, truly the war-cry of cannibals, awakened the echoes of the forest as the whole dusky horde rushed off to where our fellow captives were secured.

It was evident they were to be sacrificed first.

A few moments later the bonds that had held the copper-hued negro to the stake were loosened, and he was hurried by a dozen warriors into the presence of their chief, amid a storm of triumphant cries. The courage displayed by the unfortunate captive was indomitable. Folding his arms, he stood before the chief of his enemies, gazing upon him with withering contempt. The onlookers were silent. The chief, squatting upon his low, six-legged stool, uttered some fierce words, apparently interrogating him, to which the doomed man replied with scornful gesture.

Again the tall warrior in the copper helmet gave the victim a quick glance, his eyes gleaming with unearthly glitter in his almost featureless face, and repeated his question; but the proud forest-dweller reared his tall body up, raising his voice until his words reached me. Tiamo was equally startled with myself, for the half-naked savage was speaking in Arabic, apparently ignorant of the tongue of the cannibals.

Standing calmly before the chief, he delivered some terrible curses upon him, while the crowd of savages were silent, striving to understand his meaning.

Thou art a dog, and a son of a dog, he shouted. Cursed is he who breaketh his plighted vow; cursed is he who nourisheth secret hate; cursed is he who turneth his back upon his friend; cursed is he who in the day of war turneth his back against his brother; cursed is he who eateth the flesh of his enemies; cursed is he who defileth his mouth with human blood; cursed is he who deviseth evil to his friend whose blood has become one with his own. May sickness waste his strength and his days be narrowed by disease; may his limbs fail him in the day of battle, and may his arms stiffen with cramps; may the adder wait for him by the path, and may the lion meet him on his way; may the itch make him loathsome and the hair of his head be lost by the mange; may the arrow of his enemies pin his entrails, and may the spear of his brother be dyed in his vitals. May a blight fall upon thine accursed land, O Sheikh! May thy wives be seized as slaves by the pigmies of the Wambutti, and may the vengeance of Allah, the One Mighty and Just, descend upon thee. May thy face be rolled in hell-fire, and thy torment be perpetual; may the flame and smoke surround thee like a pavilion, and if thou cravest relief may thy thirst by slacked by the water that shall scald thy countenance like molten brass. I am in thy hands; verily, Allah will punish him who taketh the life of a Believer. Whoever shall have wrought evil shall be thrown on his face into the fire unquenchable. The fierce rabble gazed at each other, puzzled and unable to understand a single syllable.

Well spoken! I cried excitedly, in Arabic. If it is Allahs will that we die, we fear not. It is written that the One Omniscient favoureth the Faithful, and lighteneth his burden.

The captive started at hearing words in the tongue he understood, and turned in my direction; but we were in the shadow, therefore it was evident he could not distinguish us.

The silence was unbroken for a few seconds, save by the ominous crackling of the fire, while the chief consulted with his satellites; then the latter, waving their hands, uttered some words. A big warrior placed the ivory horn to his lips and blew thrice lustily, and in a moment the scene was one of intense excitement. Fifty impatient pairs of hands seized the luckless man, and allowing him no further utterance, hurried him away to the small platform ten yards distant, within full view of us.

Scarce daring to look, I held my breath. The howls of wild beasts were heard in the forest. Yet curiosity prompted me to ascertain in what mode my own life was shortly to be taken, and I gazed, fascinated, at the black figures moving and dancing in the red light thrown by the burning branches, like demons let loose from Al-Hawiyat. Suddenly a shrill scream of agony rent the night air, and sent a thrill of horror through me. Then I could see that our captors had stretched the unfortunate wretch upon his stomach on the planks of the platform, and while twenty pairs of hands held him firmly down, incantations were being uttered by a man shaking pebbles in a magic gourd, while at the same time a black giant was wielding a huge club of black wood, relentlessly breaking the bones of the victims arms and legs.

I closed my eyes to shut out the sight. With the wild Ansar of the Khalifa I had witnessed many fearful tortures to which prisoners had been subjected, but never before had I seen a mans limbs crushed in so methodical and heartless a manner. The victims screams and groans grew fainter until they ceased entirely, for he had lost consciousness under the excruciating pain. When again I summoned courage to glance in his direction, I observed that four men had seized him, and were carrying his inanimate form towards the narrow stream that flowed swiftly by on its way to join the Aruwimi. The fire, at that moment stirred by an enthusiast, illumined the village brilliantly, enabling me to watch the subsequent movements of these ghoulish fiends. At first it appeared that they were about to wash or drown their captive, but such proved not to be the case, for three of the men jumped into the stream, and, pulling in the helpless victim, still alive, they tied him to a stake in the water, with his head firmly fixed in a forked stick above the surface, in order to prevent him from committing suicide by drowning on regaining consciousness. Then I remembered that long ago I had heard a rumour that this tribe were in the habit of placing the body, thus mutilated and still living, in water for periods varying from two hours to two or three days, on the supposition that this pre-mortem treatment rendered the flesh more palatable. I shuddered.


Chapter Twenty Six.

The Ivory-Raiders.
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THOSE MOMENTS WERE full of torments, fears and anxieties. Neither Tiamo nor myself uttered a word. We knew our fate, and awaited it, overwhelmed by misfortune. Assuredly a grievous punishment is prepared for the unjust. For many moons we had toiled onward together, surmounting every obstacle, penetrating the Forest of Perpetual Night, wherein none from the north had ever dared to venture, until our features had become famine-sharpened, and our feet blistered and torn. Yet we had endured the privations, faced the terrors of the dark, dismal forest, and the poisoned arrows of hidden enemies; had fed for weeks upon the flat wood-beans, acid wild fruit and strange fungi, encouraged to strive for existence by the knowledge that here, amid these primitive denizens of the woods, we could obtain a clue to the whereabouts of the mystic rock we sought — the spot where was promised a solution of the one extraordinary mystery of my life. Never once had Tiamo hesitated or failed. He was as true to me as to his mistress, Azala, and ofttimes in the depths of the great, gloomy region he had urged me to look forward with hope to a triumphant return to Kano and to the graceful, true-hearted woman who loved me so dearly.

But having fallen into the hands of the Avisibba all further progress towards the mystic Land of the No Return was arrested. Vainly I had looked about for some mode of escape, but, alas! could discover none. With these fierce warriors all argument and declarations of friendship had proved futile. They were man-eaters, who looked upon all captives as lawful food; and we knew that our fate could not be much longer delayed.

The Arab, who had not yet regained consciousness, was the next victim dragged into the chiefs presence. Quickly he was divested of his burnouse, and the chief, rising with imperious gesture, bade his attendants array him in the cloak of his prisoner. As he wrapped it about him with a self-satisfied air, the people raised their voices in admiration, and at a sign dragged the unconscious wretch towards his doom.

Already the pebbles rattled in the magic gourd, and above the chatter of the dusky rabble, incantations were sounding loudly, when my eyes, turned purposely from the horrible sight, suddenly caught a glimpse of an object slowly-moving over the roof of plantain-leaves that covered one of the huts. Again I looked, with eyes strained into the dark night, and distinguished the figure of a man, lying full length upon the roof, creep cautiously along and peer over at the weird scene. Suddenly another dark head appeared against the night sky, and as I glanced around at other huts, I saw a man lying flat upon the roof of each.

Almost before I could fully realise that the operations of the cannibals were being watched so narrowly, a red flash of fire showed where the first mysterious figure was kneeling, followed by the report of a gun, and next second the chief fell forward from his stool, dead — shot through the heart.

Startled by the report, the whole village was instantly in confusion, but ere they could discover whence the shot was fired, a withering volley was poured into them from the roofs of the huts, by which many fell dead and wounded. Then we became aware that the village was the object of attack, and, by the flashing of the guns on every side, knew it was surrounded. The ivory horn was sounded, and the Avisibba responded with alacrity to the call to arms, but volley after volley was poured into the centre of the place, and bullets were whistling about us and tearing their way through the foliage overhead.

The first shot had been well aimed, but although their chief was dead, the warriors, shouting defiance in loud, strident tones, seized their spears, shields and bows, and commenced to shoot their poisoned arrows wherever a flash betrayed the position of an enemy. Who, we wondered, were the assailants? Their possession of guns told us nothing, as many of the cannibal tribes near the Congo possess firearms. Nevertheless, the attack would probably result in our lives being spared, therefore we pressed ourselves as closely as we could to the trees to which we were bound and awaited the result.

For fully five minutes our mysterious assailants kept up a rapid rifle fire. The air was filled with the uproar of the shouts, as the mass of noisy, lusty-voiced cannibals defended their homes with arrow and spear, but, finding that each volley maimed or killed some of their number, they at length swarmed out of the roughly-made wooden gate of the village to repel the attack in the open, leaving their women and children behind.

The great fire burned low, but upon the platform I could distinguish the inanimate form of the Arab, stretched as it had been left, and the body of the cannibal chief was still lying where it had fallen, his plumed helmet having been assumed by his son. Beyond the stockade enclosing the rows of huts, the din of heavy firing increased, and the yells of the savages rose louder as the fight continued, until, at length, one or two wounded natives staggered back to their homes and fell to earth, each being quickly surrounded by a chattering crowd of excited women. At length the savage shrieks outside sounded fainter, the firing seemed to recede, as if the natives had taken to the forest, and their assailants were following them, when suddenly, from the roofs there dropped a dozen men, wearing white gandouras, firing their guns indiscriminately at the women, in order to frighten them into submission as prisoners, and, as they did this, about two hundred others swarmed in from the opposite direction, having entered by the gate.

I stood staring at them — amazed. They were shouting in my own tongue! — they were Arabs! To two of the men who rushed past us, I cried in Arabic to release me; and, finding I was one of their race, and that Tiamo was my slave, they quickly drew their jambiyahs and severed our bonds.

Delighted, we both dashed forward, and regained freedom. A dozen of our rescuers were trying to resuscitate their unfortunate tribesman lying on the planks, and were so far successful that he was soon able to stand. The attack had been delivered just at the right moment; had it been delayed another instant his limbs would have been shattered by the heavy mace. Meanwhile, into the village there continued to pour large numbers of Arabs, with their negro allies, and, while some secured and bound the women and children as slaves, the remainder entered and looted the huts of everything that was considered of value. Once or twice, men near me received wounds from the arrows of a few cannibals lurking around corners, therefore, I deemed it prudent to seize the gun and ammunition bag of a dead Arab, an example imitated by Tiamo.

Up to this moment we knew not the identity of our half-caste rescuers, for all were so excited that we could learn nothing. Presently, however, when the women and children had been marched outside to join the warriors who had been taken as prisoners, I gave one of the Arabs peace, and expressed thanks for my timely rescue.

It is Allahs work, O friend. Thank him, he answered, piously.

Of what tribe art thou? Whence comest thou? I inquired, eagerly.

We come from the Kivira (forest). We are the men of Tippu-Tib, he answered.

Tippu-Tib! I echoed, dismayed, well-knowing that these ferocious bandits were the ivory-raiders whose sanguinary and destructive marches were common talk, even in Omdurman. Tippu-Tib was, according to rumour in the Soudan, the uncrowned king of the region between Stanley Falls and Tanganyika Lake, for thousands of Arabs had flocked to his standard, and his well-armed caravans were dreaded everywhere throughout the Great Upper Congo Forest. In their search for stores of ivory they had, I afterwards learnt, levelled into black ashes every settlement they entered, enslaved the women and children, destroyed their plantain groves, split their canoes, searched every spot where ivory might be concealed, killed as many natives as craft and cruelty would enable them, and tortured others into disclosing where the treasure was hidden.

These bandits were now marching through the Great Forest for the sole purpose of pillage and murder, to kill the adult aborigines, capture the women and children for the Arab, Manuyema and Swahili harems, and seize all the ivory they could discover. In the wholesale slaughter that preceded the burning of the Avisibba village not a man was spared. The fight ended in a ghastly massacre. Some escaped into the depths of the forest, but the others were shot down to the last man. Then the fighting-men and slave-carriers searched every nook in the village until at length the chiefs store of ivory, consisting of over eighty fine tusks, was discovered secreted in a pit beneath one of the huts, and being unearthed, amid much excitement was distributed among the carriers. Afterwards the village was burned to the ground. Truly report had not lied when it attributed to the men of Tippu-Tib the most revolting, heartless cruelty and wanton destruction.

We had been rescued from a horrible death, but swiftly indeed had the curses of the man whose limbs had been so brutally crushed fallen upon the savage chief; swiftly indeed had Allahs wrath fallen upon the village. Both our fellow captives had, I learned, been scouting at dawn on that day, and been seized by the Avisibba. Tippu-Tib was not present in person, preferring to remain away in the far south, near Ujiji, while his men gathered wealth for him; his head men, it was said, being rewarded with all ivories weighing from twenty to thirty pounds, all over that weight belonging to him, and those under being kept by the finders. By this arrangement every man in the caravan was incited to do his best, and it is little wonder that they should descend upon villages without mercy, each fighting-man and slave seeking to obtain the largest share of slaves, ivory and other loot. It is not surprising either that the very names of Tippu-Tib, Kilonga-Longa, Ugarrowwa, Mumi Muhala, Bwana Mohamed and other ivory-raiders, should be held in awe by the natives of the great tracts of primeval forest and grassland, covering thousands of square miles, between the country of the Niam-Niam and Lake Kassali and between Lake Leopold II and the unexplored Lake of Ozo.

There was delay in distributing the burdens among the carriers, delay in securing the sorrowing band of Avisibba women and children, delay in packing up the loot for transportation, and in cooking and eating the fowls, plantain flour, manioc and bananas which had been found in the huts. Therefore it was not until the shadows of the trees, creeping on as the sun passed overhead, reminded the raiders that the day was wearing on, that they left the smouldering ashes of the village to resume the march.

During the great feast that followed the fight, I had explained to Ngalyema, the half-breed headman, that I was an Arab from the north, and related how I and my slave had been seized in the forest and brought to the village as captives. When he had listened intently to my story, he said, laughing, — 

Allah hath willed thy release. Join our expedition and share the ivory with us, for assuredly we have been favoured on our journey, and have secured many tusks and hundreds of slaves, and he lolled upon his arm and pulled apart a piece of fowl with his fingers. Finding I was a true-bred Arab, he had placed me on a social level with himself, and spoke openly.

Whither goest thou? I inquired.

Eastward, up the river to Ipoto, where our headquarters are at present established. Thence we shall continue to ascend the Ituri to Kavallis, and afterwards to the grasslands that border the Albert Nyanza. But what mission bringest thou hither from the far north, without fighting-men? he asked, looking at me sharply.

I am in search of a spot, the direction of which none knoweth save Allah, I answered, it having suddenly occurred to me, that perhaps, in the course of his wanderings, he might have obtained the knowledge of which I was in search.

What is its name?

It is a wondrous black crag, and is known to those who live in the deserts as the Rock of the Great Sin.

The Rock of the Great Sin! he slowly repeated, gazing at me in astonishment. Thou, O friend, art not alone in seeking to discover it?

Not alone? I cried. Who seeketh it beside myself?

A white man who came to Uganda by smoke-boat across the Victoria Nyanza.

What was his name? I asked, eagerly.

I know not. He was a Roumi of the English, and one of Allahs accursed.

Didst thou have speech with him?

Yea, he sought me at Masaka eight moons ago, and knowing that I had led my masters caravan across the forest may times, asked me whether I could direct him to the Rock of the Great Sin, and—

And didst thou guide him thither? I demanded, breathlessly.

Nay. He offered two bags of gold and ten guns to any who would guide him thither, but unfortunately neither myself nor any of my followers knew its whereabouts.

Why did this tou bab (European) desire to discover it? I asked.

He did not reveal. I told him that within the rock was the place of torment prepared for unbelievers, but my words only increased his curiosity and anxiety to find it, and the thick-lipped headman grinned.

Then thou canst give me absolutely no information, I observed, disappointedly. Hast thou, in the course of thy many journeys afar, learned nothing of its existence beyond what the wise men and story-tellers relate?

Since I left Masaka I have, in truth, learned one thing, he answered, his capacious mouth still full of food.

What is it? Tell me, I cried.

Ngalyema hesitated for a moment, then answered, — 

Three moons ago, during a raid upon one of the villages of the Wambutti pigmies, three days march into the forest from Ipoto, one of the dwarfs of the woods who fell into our hands told me he knew the whereabouts of the rock, and that it was far away, many, many days journey in the forest, and quite inaccessible.

In which direction?

I know not, the headman answered. The dwarf had been wounded by a gunshot, and pleaded for the release of his wife. I kept him while I settled a dispute which had arisen about some ivory we had discovered in the settlement, intending to question him further, but when I returned to where I had left him he was dead.

And his wife? Did she know anything?

No; she had heard of the rock as the dwelling-place of some pagan spirit that they feared, but knew not where it was situated.

Then, whither dost thou advise me to search for information? Among the pigmies of the Wambutti?

Yea. It is evident they are aware of its existence, though apparently they regard it as a sacred spot, and guard the secret of its existence jealously. The manner in which the dwarf appealed to me, declaring that he would disclose the secret if I released his wife, showed that he believed he was imparting to me information of the highest importance. What is hidden there I cannot tell; but it is strange that both the white man and thyself should desire to rest thine eyes upon it.

I have taken an oath to a woman to endeavour to discover it, I answered, simply. I will accompany thee in thy return towards the country of the pigmies and continue my search among them.

If thou goest among them, may the One Merciful grant thee mercy, Ngalyema said.

He alone can guide the footsteps and reveal that which is hidden, I added. Onward to Ipoto will I journey with thee, and strive to learn the secret of the forest-dwarfs. Of a verity will I follow the clue thou hast given unto me. Allah maketh abundant provision for such of his servants as he pleaseth. He knoweth whatever is in heaven and earth.


Chapter Twenty Seven.

Ngalyema.
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THERE IS MUCH truth in our Arab saying, that a day of pain appears everlasting if one does not dream of the bright to-morrow. A lifes unrest, indeed, seems but a days if one looks to the calm that Allah has promised shall be the reward of Believers. Beyond the pain and weariness is a white dawn, reunion and peace. Life with the fierce brigands of Tippu-Tib, the ivory king, was full of vicissitudes and horrors, as along the narrow native track, through the gloomy forest, we pushed forward.

Owing to the large number of rapids, it was impossible for the raiders to use the native canoes to ascend the Aruwimi on their return to Ipoto, where they had temporarily established themselves; therefore, in order to secure more ivory and slaves, Ngalyema had decided to take a route which ran into the forest, six days journey from the river, and which the guides assured us would follow the course of the Ituri and pass through a district where many settlements might be raided.

Compelled to travel in single file, our journey through the dark, endless Forest of Perpetual Night was slow, tedious and hazardous. At almost every step we were retarded by stumps, roots, climbers, convolvuli and green-scummed pools, while, by the absence of light, we were chilled and depressed, and the poisonous odours arising from the decaying mass of vegetation sickened us. Here and there, where the interlaced foliage overhead allowed the sunshine to struggle through, flocks of parrots screamed and whistled gleefully, and the tall tree-trunks looked grey and ghostly in the pale light; but our progress, creeping among the dense undergrowth, and climbing over fallen patriarchs of the forest, was full of anxiety. Plantains grew everywhere, therefore there was no lack of food; but the brutality with which the raiders treated their slaves caused a number of deaths ere we had been a dozen days on the march.

At length, one morning, the scouts, consisting of the two native guides, and about twenty Arabs, who were some distance ahead, rushed back with the news that they had come upon a large clearing, and that we were evidently approaching a village. The order to halt was immediately given, and Ngalyema himself, with a small force, went rapidly forward with the scouts to reconnoitre. In an hour they returned, stating that there were several villages in close proximity, and, with my gun ready, I accompanied the fighting-men in their dash forward. Passing across the clearing, where every plantain-stalk bore an enormous bunch of the fruit which filled the air with its odour, and where corn and sugar-canes were profusely cultivated, our pioneers suddenly came across a number of poisoned skewers, artfully concealed in the path, and these having been carefully picked out, we crept along, past a heap of bones of slaughtered game, to surround the settlement.

It was exciting work. We knew not whether the alarm had already been raised and the natives were lying in ambush. Each moment we expected to be greeted with a flight of poisoned arrows from the concealed defenders; but as we got within sight of the huts it seemed that our approach had been unnoticed.

Suddenly, however, the white garments of the raiders attracted attention, and in a few moments the village was in a tumult of apprehension. Without hesitation, our thick-lipped headman ordered the raiders to disperse into the jungle and surround the village, and as they dashed away and I took up a position behind a tree at a little distance from Tiamo, we could hear loud blasts being blown upon a horn.

In an instant the raiders opened a galling fire. A number of my fellow-marksmen had clambered up the adjacent trees, others were concealed in the dense undergrowth, while a small body still remained in the rear, prepared to charge when commanded. A few seconds after the alarm had been raised, the black warriors, armed with bows, arrows, shields and long spears, poured out of the stockade, yelling and brandishing their weapons, but so well had the attack been planned, that each volley of the Arabs felled dozens of the blacks.

Finding that we had got into ambush so cleverly, they retired immediately within their stockade, and from their cover launched flights of poisoned arrows in every direction. The missiles, the merest scratch from which would produce tetanus and death, swept through the foliage above us and stuck in the trunks of the trees in our vicinity, nevertheless wherever a black head or savage head-dress showed above the high stockade, it was picked off with unerring precision by our sharpshooters.

The rattle of musketry, however, had alarmed the neighbouring villages, and almost before we were aware of it we were attacked in the rear by a crowd of yelling savages armed with clubs and bows. For a few minutes our position appeared exceedingly critical; but this contingency had not been overlooked, for suddenly I noticed a number of our men, who had been left to guard the slaves, were drawing off the defenders reinforcement, and shooting them down with a cool recklessness that was surprising.

For half-an-hour the fierce fusillade continued, until at length Ngalyema gave the signal to charge. To this the Arabs quickly responded, and in a few moments had stormed the stockade and were inside, swarming over the huts, and fighting the savages hand-to-hand. The mêlée was exciting, but against guns savage weapons proved to be of little avail, and ere long a ruthless massacre of the unfortunate blacks became general. The very air was halituous of freshly-shed blood. As at Avisibba, the women and children were secured, the place looted, and every nook and corner searched, to discover the secreted tusks. None, however, could be found.

Ngalyema had evidently good cause for belief that a considerable amount of ivory had been collected, and after his men had proceeded to the three other small villages in the immediate vicinity, thoroughly searched them, and captured the defenceless portion of the inhabitants, the chief of the Avejeli, whose life had been spared, was brought before him. His name was Yakul, a stalwart savage, of proud bearing, wearing a loin-cloth of goatskin and a conical shaped head-dress ornamented with a swaling crimson plume, while upon his arms, wrists and ankles were four bangles fashioned from matako, the brass rods imported by white traders on the Congo.

Through one of the guides, who spoke the Monvu tongue, the headman of the raiders put a question, asking where his ivory was concealed. On hearing the inquiry, even before it was fully translated, he drew himself up, looked keenly into Ngalyemas face, and answered, — 

Thou hast killed and enslaved my people, and thou mayest kill me. Thou art the friends of Tippu-Tib, against whom our wise men have long warned us. Finish thy dastardly shedding of blood. Kill me, and go.

We have no desire to kill thee, the headman answered, with a smile. Indeed, thou shalt regain thy liberty, and thy wives shall be returned unto thee if thou wilt disclose the hiding-place of thine ivory.

Thou hast destroyed my people. See now! Thou hast already applied the fire-brand unto my village! he cried in fierce anger, shaking both his black fists. Go. May the curse of the Evil Spirit who dwelleth in the darkness of the Great Forest, follow thee until death.

Pick out thy wives, the other said, pointing to the large group of trembling women and children. They are free, and likewise thyself, but the men of Tippu-Tib depart not hither until thou hast led them unto the place where thou hast concealed thy treasure.

The chiefs fierce black eyes flashed with angry fire, as, waving his hand with a gesture of impatience, he replied, — 

Already have I answered.

His four wives, however, watching the progress of the negotiations, and overhearing the offer of Ngalyema, dashed forward and flung themselves before their master, beseeching him to save his own life and theirs by disclosing the secret.

But he waved them aside with regal gesture, and folded his arms resolutely.

Then, one of the women rose, and turning to the Arab headman, said, — 

To save our lives I will reveal the spot unto thee. Come, it is but an arrows flight distant!

The chief heard the words and sprang straight at her throat, but ere he could reach her the Arabs pulled him down. She stood erect and queenly, a splendid specimen of savage womanhood.

Follow me, she cried, wildly, and twenty of the raiders, myself included, sprang forward and accompanied her a little distance into the jungle until we came to a great ironwood-tree. For a moment she halted, with her back towards it, apparently taking bearings by a cottonwood-tree with silvery bark, and then, counting thirty paces in its direction, told us to search.

In a few minutes the dead leaves and fallen boughs were cleared, revealing a floor of hewn wood, and this being torn up the coveted treasure, consisting of more than a hundred magnificent tusks, was discovered beneath.

Shouting with glee, the raiders rushed back to their leader, announcing the news, and triumphantly dragging the chiefs wife back with them. Her three female companions cried loudly to the headman to release them, but he only laughed brutally, and ordered the Arabs around him to put them back with the other slaves. Then, finding to their dismay that the headmans promise would not be fulfilled, the whole of the captured women made the forest ring with howls of execration, and heaped upon the raiders the most terrible curses their tongues could utter.

Meanwhile, the ivory was being pulled out of its hiding-place, and allotted in burdens to the slave-carriers. The flames, now spreading from hut to hut, leaped, roared and crackled, and a thick black smoke ascended, drifting slowly over the tops of the giant trees.

Turning to the proud chief of the Avejeli, the headman, through the negro interpreter, exclaimed, — 

I gave unto thee a chance to escape, but thou wouldst not accept it, even though the liberty of thy wives depended upon thy word.

The word of a follower of Tippu-Tib, like water fallen upon sand, is never to be found again, Yakul answered.

Ngalyema bit his lip in anger, and waving his hand to those around him, exclaimed in Arabic, — 

Bind him. Let the son of offal die!

In a trice cords were slipped around the ankles, wrists and neck of the unfortunate wretch in such a manner as to render him utterly powerless. Then the Arabs asked, — 

Speak, O leader, in what manner shall the pagans life be taken?

Take him yonder into the forest, and find a nest of red ants at the foot of a tree. There bind him, smear upon him some plantain juice, and let the insects devour him.

Thou hast spoken well, O leader! the brigands cried, exultingly, and before he could realise the horrible fate that awaited him, the unfortunate chief, whose only offence was the strenuous and gallant defence of his home and his people, was hurried away into the jungle by the joyful rabble.

The shouting of the men executing the brutal Ngalyemas orders could be heard away in the forest, while the remainder of the bandits proceeded with their work of relentless destruction. Not content with levelling the villages to ashes, they cut down the plantain grove, trampled down the corn, and destroyed the manioc, afterwards refreshing themselves with draughts from a trough of banana wine found in the village.

When the party returned from securing the chief in a position where he would be quickly eaten alive by the pests of the forest, the whole of the fighting-men reassembled, apparently beside themselves with delight at the complete mastery they had obtained over the savages. Piteous appeal availed the unfortunate slaves nothing. They were beaten, cuffed and tied together — two who attempted to escape, including the chiefs wife who had divulged the whereabouts of the ivory, being shot dead, and their bodies kicked ruthlessly aside.

At length the raiders, headed by one of the captured women, who was promised her liberty if she would act as their guide, moved forward along a narrow track leading into the depths of the forest, enriched by one hundred and thirty tusks, and nearly two hundred slaves.

As the men marched, onward, goading on the slaves with revolting brutality, I lingered behind for a moment to pick up a curiously-shaped axe that had apparently been forgotten. As I did so a loud, despairing shriek fell upon my ear.

I glanced around. The last of the rear guard of Tippu-Tibs brigands had disappeared along the dark track. I remembered that the register of the actions of the righteous is in Illiyyûn, the book distinctly written: those who approach near unto Allah being witnesses thereto.

Again the piercing shriek was repeated, and I knew that the unfortunate wretch, bound to a tree, was being tortured to death, and literally devoured by a myriad insects. The injustice of his sentence caused me to hesitate, and a second later I resolved to release him.

I had but a few moments in which to accomplish it, for I well knew that, if discovered, my own life might be taken by the wild, bloodthirsty horde, who were indeed companions of the left hand, whom Allah had cut off, and over whom was the arched fire. Nevertheless, I dashed into the jungle, axe in hand, and guided by the condemned mans cries, found him lashed tightly to a tree, and already covered from head to foot by the pests.

In an instant my axe severed his bonds and he sprang forward, and falling upon his knees, gratefully kissed my feet, uttering many words of thanks which I could not understand.

But I had not a moment to linger, therefore I gave him peace, and speeding back again to the smouldering ashes of the village, plunged into the forest depths down the dark, narrow path my merciless companions, the ivory-raiders, had taken.


Chapter Twenty Eight.

Pigmies of the Forest.
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ON EVERY HAND on their march eastward my companions spread destruction and death. The raiders track was marked by blood and ashes, for almost daily they shot down natives, burned villages, and added to the number of their slaves.

The horrors of that journey through the eternal gloom were endless, and the many cruelties and butcheries perpetrated in cold blood sufficient to send a thrill of horror through the most callous heart. Through all my varied experience with the hordes of the Mahdi and the Khalifa, I had never witnessed such scenes of fiendish brutality. Tiamo, whose savage nature had at first rejoiced in being one of this lawless band, was soon sickened, and often shuddered and expressed disgust.

Yet through all I had one goal in view, one object to attain — the discovery of the mystic spot where the Secret of the Asps might be revealed. The dreams that waved before my half-shut eyes were ever of Azala. Ever uppermost in my mind was the thought of her imprisoned in that great palace, surrounded by every gorgeous luxury, yet not allowed to participate, and patiently awaiting my return. Each day, when darkness set in, I thought of her opening her lattice, praying for Allahs favour and breathing words of love to be borne afar to me upon the sunset wind. When should we again meet, I wondered. Perhaps never.

But the story of my strange journey, stranger than man had ever before undertaken, slips away from me as I think of her.

The notches on Tiamos gun, which he fortunately recovered before leaving Avisibba, showed that the day arranged for the attack upon Kano by the Dervishes had long passed, for already we had been absent five moons. If Ayesha had not delivered my warning, or if the Sultan had disregarded it, then the Empire of Sokoto was doomed. Of what dire consequences would result from the non-delivery of my hastily-scrawled message I feared to contemplate, for I knew that if the Ansar entered Kano, the woman I loved would most certainly be seized and carried away to grace the harem of the brutal Ruler of the Soudan.

But, trusting to the guidance of the One Guide, I strove to assure myself of her safety, and with a stout heart pushed forward, determined to overcome every obstacle that beset my path. Bitten and stung by numberless tribes of insects, including a beetle so small that it could not be detected with the naked eye, but which burrowed deeply into the flesh, producing most painful sores; continually on the alert against the many green, gold and black snakes, puff-adders, pythons and other deadly reptiles, we went forward, week by week, until the wretched slaves, half-starved and brutally ill-used, became mere shrunken skeletons of their former selves, disfigured by terrible ulcers caused by the insects, while the fighting-men themselves became lean, pale and weakened. Through a suffocating wilderness of arums, amoma and bush, over damp ground that exuded foetid, poisonous vapours, we struggled onward, until one day we were startled to hear on before us the sound of muskets, loud, wild shouting, and the violent beating of tam-tams.

Ngalyema and his men halted quickly to listen. The sounds approached.

Thank Allah! the headman cried in delight when, in a few moments, a strange, half-bred Arab pushed his way toward us, giving us loud and profuse greetings. Our guides have not deceived us. We are at last at Kalunga!

Pushing forward, our scouts had apprised the raiders settlement of our approach, and the wildest excitement at once prevailed. My companions, with one accord dashed onward, and on accompanying them I found myself in a great, open clearing around a strong stockade, within which stood a number of well-constructed huts. Here, once again, after a perpetual gloom lasting nine weeks, we saw the blessed light of day, the cloudless sky and the brilliant sun, and breathed the pure air laden with the sweet perfume of many flowers.

We were, I discovered, actually in the country of the Wambutti pigmies, some of whom, sleek little people, about the height of a sword, and of the colour of yellow ivory, I saw among the Arabs. Kalunga was an out-lying station established by Tippu-Tibs brigands in order to extend their raids deeper into the Forest of Perpetual Night; and it was Ngalyema himself, who, a few hours later, suggested that from the curious race of forest-dwellers in the vicinity I might possibly obtain knowledge of the whereabouts of the Rock of the Great Sin. He even suggested that one or two of his own fighting-men should accompany me on my lonely journey south in search of the pigmies, but knowing that he desired to obtain for himself knowledge of the spot, I firmly declined his offer, declaring that I felt less open to attack accompanied only by Tiamo than if his slave-raiders bore me company.

During two days I remained at the Arab settlement, watching the manner in which the slaves were secured previous to deportation to the headquarters at Ipoto, on the Ituri river, forty days distant; then, with my trusty companion, El-Sadic, I left the place at dead of night, in order to escape Ngalyemas vigilance, and again we plunged into the forest depths along the narrow, winding, half-effaced track which had been pointed out to me as running south to the distant villages of the mysterious race of dwarfs. In that impenetrable darkness our progress was slow, but when day dawned above, just sufficient light struggled through the dense foliage to enable us to pursue our way. It was a lonely journey, full of terrors and anxieties, for were we not approaching the tribe, of all the people in the Forest of Night the most hostile?

Ever on the alert lest we should receive the poisoned shaft of some hidden dwarf of the woods, or tread upon a poisoned skewer, we struggled still onward. Day succeeded day until we kept no count of them. Tiamo, who had borne the fatigues of our long journey without a murmur, and bravely faced the perils to which we had continuously been exposed, now appeared to have grown despairing and gloomy. The eternal twilight was certainly not conducive to high spirits, but my dwarf companion seemed overwhelmed by some strange precursor of evil.

As deeper into the forest we penetrated, food became scarcer, and hunger consumed us daily. We were subsisting on wood-beans, occasional plantains, bananas and some wild fruit, but as not a gleam of sunshine gladdened our eyes, or breath of pure air refreshed us, it was scarcely surprising that my slave should give vent to his innermost thoughts. One morning, in the dim, grey hour when things were just creeping out of darkness and everything was colourless and unreal, he appeared unusually gloomy, and when I inquired the cause, answered, — 

In the night, O master, I had a dream. The future was revealed unto me, and he shuddered perceptibly. Verily, I believe that our quest is futile; that death is nigh unto us. I have a presentiment that the eyes of the beauteous Lalla Azala will never again be gladdened by sight of thee, and that mine own bones also will be stripped by the scavengers of the forest.

Let not such gloomy apprehensions find a dwelling-place within thee, Tiamo, I answered, forcing a smile. Relinquish not thy brave bearing. For aught we know we are, even at this moment, on the point of a discovery.

The men of Tippu-Tib assured me that the dwarfs of the Wambutti resent the intrusion of strangers, and murder those who dare approach them except in force, he exclaimed, gloomily.

Did we not set forth to seek the Rock of the Great Sin, and didst thou not express thy readiness to accompany me whithersoever I went? I asked.

I did, O master, he answered. But I knew not that we should seek to penetrate the country of the man-eaters.

Allah, — may he be glorified! — counteth them as flies, but extendeth unto us his guidance and protection, I said. Put thy faith in the One Guide, and he will comfort and preserve thee.

Mumbling some mystic words in his own tongue, the meaning of which I knew not, he fumbled with his amulets and raised his open hand above his head, as if imploring the protection of his pagan gods. Then, rising to his feet, and with a look of renewed energy, he exclaimed, — 

Of a verity thy lips utter the truth. We may be even now near unto the shore of the Lake of the Accursed, and upon the verge of discovering that which is weirdly mysterious and unknown. I will abandon fear and continue to seek with diligence for that of which we are in quest.

We have both promised, I said, solemnly. We have travelled afar, and are but fulfilling our duty towards the Lalla Azala, thy mistress.

True, O master, he said. Pearls of wisdom fall ever from thy lips as rain upon a thirsty land. I am ready. Let us move forward.

At the bidding of my apelike companion I rose, and again we started along the disused track, rendered almost impassable by trailing creepers, vines, and thick undergrowth. During that day we struggled forward, passing through a village that had apparently been burned by the Arabs some months before, and, continuing our way still southward, we entered a path that had been so widened by elephants that we could walk side by side and converse, when suddenly, without warning, the earth beneath us gave way and we were both precipitated headlong into a deep pit that had been artfully concealed by leaves, twigs, and a thin layer of earth. My knee was bruised severely, but in a moment I struggled to my feet to gaze around. I raved to and fro, screaming and crying upon Allah and Eblis, for I was dismayed to discover that the pit had been dug so deeply, with sides slanting inwards, that to escape was utterly impossible.

We had been caught by one of the elephant-traps, in the arrangement of which the pigmies display so much ingenuity and cunning. We had fallen into an abyss of doom.

Alas, O master! this misfortune hath shackled our footsteps! the dwarf exclaimed, rubbing his abnormally large woolly head where he had struck it. I dreamed that we were dying.

No word passed my lips. In vain I searched frantically for some mode of escape, but could discover none. My companions words, were, alas! too true! We had nothing left, but misery! The heart of night, and the forests heart were tranquil in primordial silence. The mishap was worse than a misfortune, for it meant either capture by the malicious little denizens of that weird realm of perpetual darkness, or a lingering death from starvation.

To endeavour to reach the surface, I mounted the dwarf upon my shoulders, but my heart sank when I saw that the point to which he could stretch his hands was still fully a spears length below the ground. Had he been a full-grown man and not of dwarfed stature, it was possible that we might have escaped by this means, but all schemes that we devised proved impracticable, and we were compelled to walk backwards and forwards within the dark, deep hole, awaiting the arrival of our exulting captors, who would, no doubt, believe that in me, an Arab, they had caught one of their arch enemies — the raiders of Tippu-Tib.

The gloom grew deeper, the birds far above ceased their chattering, a fact which told us that it was the hour of the maghrib, when, suddenly in the silence, we heard leaves rustling, and twigs broken as by footsteps.

Next second, a black head appeared, cautiously leaning over the pit looking down upon us, and a voice uttered a loud cry in a language neither of us knew.

My heart leaped, and beat quickly.

The savages face seemed to smile in mockery of my dismay; his scream of delight was the death knell of all my hopes, and, as the sinister head was withdrawn, I stood breathless, unarmed, wondering in what form death would come to us, and praying to Allah that we might die swiftly and painlessly, for I dreaded the horrible, revolting tortures I had so frequently witnessed.

I remembered it was the hour when Azala, in the far-off city of the Sultan, was wafting to me, from her high lattice, a fervent message of comfort, of peace and of love. There came before me the pale image of those hours of enchantment. Upon the successful accomplishment of my strange mission depended all our future, all our happiness. I struggled to look the circumstances fairly in the face, to see the folly of my wild frenzy, and to reason with myself.

But a profound sense of loneliness, helplessness and despair had settled upon me. I became seized by an excessive dread.


Chapter Twenty Nine.

Facing Malec.
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ABOVE, IN THE dimness, there moved again a grotesque, spectral shadow. The savage was peering into the pit, but it occurred to me that he was unable to distinguish us in that rayless obscurity.

He shouted in a hoarse voice, and I saw that in his hand he carried a long spear. Neither of us replied or moved a muscle. We watched in silence, waiting with drawn breath. Everything, except the hole above where the unkempt head showed as a round, black projection, was profoundly dark, and when I looked up again it had disappeared. A deep stillness fell, broken only by the distant trumpeting of an elephant; then suddenly we heard a noise like the breaking of sticks and the tearing of foliage. With our eyes riveted upon the hole through which we had fallen, we were, a few minutes later, startled by the appearance of a curious glare, as if a fire had been lighted, and suddenly the black denizen of the forest appeared at the hole, holding above his head a roughly-made torch. Its fickle light shone down upon us, but at the same time illumined the black, savage face of the man who held it.

Involuntarily I gave vent to a loud ejaculation of surprise. In an instant I recognised the sable features. The man who had discovered us was none other than Yakul, the fearless chief of the Avejeli, whom I had rescued from death!

Peace, O friend! I cried excitedly in Arabic, remembering that although he had been questioned by Ngalyema in the Monvu tongue, yet he nevertheless understood the language of the Desert.

See! shouted the dwarf, in despair, unaware that I had released him from his tortures. See! It is the chieftain that the raiders condemned to die. He will assuredly seek revenge upon us!

I saw him, and even through the mask of my madness I knew him again, and terror took hold of me. But our anxious apprehensions were in an instant dispelled, for Yakul, recognising me, waved his torch, shouting in very indifferent Arabic, — 

Nay, do not be surprised, O my rescuer! Truly am I thy friend. Be patient, and ere long thou shalt both escape.

And as the weird, black figure uttered these reassuring words in a shrill tone, he placed the torch upon the ground and left. Reappearing in a few moments, he shouted, and commenced to lower a long wreath of climbing plant that he had cut from a tree, and when he had secured the end to a neighbouring trunk he bade us ascend with care.

Thankful for this sudden and unexpected deliverance, Tiamo clambered up first, and I followed, finding myself a few minutes later standing beside my pagan ally, expressing fervent thanks for our timely rescue.

If thou hadst not severed my bonds, the scavengers of the forest would long ago have cleaned my bones, the tall, keen-eyed savage answered, leaning upon his spear. The fine goatskin he had worn as a mark of chieftainship had been replaced by a strip of common bark-cloth, and he no longer wore his curiously-shaped helmet, with its swaling plume. His village had been burned by the fiendish brigands of Tippu-Tib, nearly all his people had been murdered or enslaved, his treasure-stolen, and he was now a homeless wanderer. Briefly I explained to him the accident that had befallen us, at the same time expressing a fear that the pigmies might discover us.

Fear not that, he answered. I have ever been an ally of the dwarfed people of the Wambutti, and in my company not a hair of thine head shall be injured.

Art thou on thy way to them? I inquired.

Yea, and nay, he answered. Since thou didst release me, I have followed closely thy footprints.

Followed me! I echoed, remembering how many days he must have journeyed.

Since the raid of the destroyers I have been ever behind thee, and have ofttimes watched thee and thy companion unnoticed.

For what reason hast thou sought to thus keep observation upon me? I asked, puzzled. The small fire he had lit still threw a faint glow, sufficient to reveal his dark and not unhandsome face, and Tiamo stood by, speechless and wondering.

I desired to ascertain that thou wert journeying along the right path, the chief replied, mysteriously.

The right path? What meanest thou?

An Arab dareth not to journey with one slave through the Kivira, unless he hath some definite object in view, he said, with a low, rather harsh laugh. At risk of thy life thou didst release me from a certain and horrible death, and in return I have secretly watched thy progress towards thy goal.

My goal! I cried. What knowest thou of my goal?

Already have I told thee that, since my rescue, I have been as thy shadow. I followed thee to Kalunga, and there overheard thy conversation with the brutal headman Ngalyema, in which thou didst tell him of thy search, and he, with consummate craftiness, offered to send his armed men with thee. As I lay hidden, I heard thee tell him of thine anxiety to reach the Rock of the Great Sin, because upon the success of thy mission depended the happiness of the woman thou lovest. My life was in thine hand; therefore I determined at once to assist thee.

To assist me! I exclaimed, breathlessly. Knowest thou where the Rock of the Great Sin is situated?

I do, O my friend, he answered solemnly, still leaning upon his spear, with the other hand resting upon his hip.

And canst thou direct us thither?

In order to accompany thee unto the rock, I dogged thy footsteps, determined not to make my presence known if thou couldst obtain from others the information thou seekest. Until sunrise to-day thou didst travel in the direction of the abode of evil, but after last nights sleep thou didst turn off from the right track, and hence I found it imperative to make my presence known and give thee warning, so that thou mayest turn back and again strike the right path. In consequence, I sped forward, expecting to find thee settling down for the night, but instead I discovered thou hadst fallen headlong into a trap set for elephants. Thou hast been, however, extricated—

Thanks to thee, I interrupted, laughing. But he continued, — 

Extricated by one whose life thou hast saved for no other reason than because the condemnation was unjust, and he paused. Then, looking round, he added, Come, let us be seated at yon fire; let us eat and sleep that we may be refreshed for to-morrows journey.

All three of us walked to the fire, and seating ourselves, the pagan chief produced some ripe bananas and some wild fruit, which we ate ravenously while he chattered on unceasingly.

Have thine eyes ever gazed upon the Rock of the Great Sin? I asked presently, when he had described how he had followed the men of Tippu-Tib for many days at imminent risk of detection.

Yes. Once, years ago, I gazed upon it from afar, but dared not to approach it.

Why? I inquired.

Of a verity the spot is sacred. He who endeavoureth to ascertain its secret, will assuredly be smitten by a terrible pestilence — the hand of the Evil One who dwelleth therein, will strike swiftly, and the adventurous investigator will wither like a rootless flower beneath the sun.

Tiamo, silent, with eyes opened wide, hugged his knees and drank in every word Yakul uttered. My curiosity was also thoroughly aroused, and I urged the chief to relate to me all he knew regarding the strange, unexplored spot. Its mystery had been deepened by each superstition or legend I had heard regarding it, yet it was curious that nearly every popular belief asserted that some strange deity of good or evil dwelt therein, or in its vicinity. But at length I had now discovered one who had actually gazed upon it with his own eyes, and knew the way thither. There was no longer doubt of its reality; it actually existed, rising lonely and solitary from the dark waters of the Lake of the Accursed, just as it had been mirrored in the heavens.

For the first time during our long and fatiguing search, sometimes across great tracts of virgin forest wherein man had never before set foot, we now at last heard it described minutely from the lips of an eyewitness. Eager and elated, we both felt that we were on the point of a discovery, and were prepared to risk the strange pestilence so dreaded by the pagans and the touch of the unseen evil hand, in order to explore the dark and gloomy crag, where it had been asserted by Azala the Mystery of the Asps remained hidden.

Yakul, as he munched his bananas, told us how, eight years before, when assisting the Iyuku and Indebeya peoples against the Manuyema, there had been severe fighting, and with his warriors he had followed a host of the invaders south through an unknown part of the Great Forest, until at length he had driven the enemy into a natural trap, for, on account of the Lake of the Accursed and the range of inaccessible mountains beyond, they were unable to retreat further, and being compelled to again fight, they were completely wiped out by the Avejeli.

During the battle in that little-known region he discovered they were within actual sight of the Rock of the Great Sin, but of the whole of his brave warriors not a man dared to venture nearer on account of the declarations of their wise men, that if any attempted to approach the forbidden spot a terrible pestilence and total destruction would inevitably fall upon the tribe. In consequence of this he had stood afar off and viewed the rock and the unknown and unapproachable land beyond, fearing lest, by going nearer, he should invoke the wrath of his pagan gods, or cause revolt among his warriors, who had become cowed and terrified at discovering themselves in the shadow of the dark rock, which was the seat of the dreaded Evil Spirit of the Kivira.

While within sight of the Rock of the Great Sin, they declared the air was deadly. They began to suffer from joint aches, he told us; their knees were stiff, and pains travelled through their bodies, causing them to shiver and their teeth to chatter, after which their heads would burn and the hot sweat would pour from them, so that they knew no rest. During the two days they remained there life was but one continuous ague, and they left the country declaring it to be bewitched.


Chapter Thirty.

A Prophecy.
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FEAREST THOU TO return? I asked the chief of the Avejeli, when he had concluded his interesting description of the overthrow of the Manuyema.

If thou desirest me to bear thee company, I will guide thee until thine eyes can discern the black rock, and the poisonous waters surrounding it, he answered. Then, if thou art fully determined to approach it, I will remain until thou returnest.

I cannot sufficiently thank thee for thy promise, O friend, I answered. For many moons have I wandered with my slave, over the desert and through the endless and terrible Kivira, in search of some one who could direct me unto the spot I seek. Now that thou hast given me thy promise to conduct me thither, thou hast of a verity revived my hopes with the refreshing shower of thy good favour.

Are we not friends? Yakul asked. Already thou hast shown, in manner plain, a boundless generosity towards me; therefore gladly will I conduct thee to the sacred place thou seekest.

Indeed thou art my friend. May the most perfect peace ever rest upon thee, and may wisdom always distinguish thee above thy fellows, I answered, adding, Thou hast spoken of the rock as the seat of the Evil Spirit of the Forest. Tell me, why do thy people of the Avejeli regard it as sacred?

Because, beyond the rock is an inaccessible and mysterious tableland which none have ever gained. Some believe it to be a country filled to overflowing with bananas, yams, manioc, corn, honey and fruit, and peopled by a strange race of monkeys, who live in huts like ourselves, and are armed with bows and spears. Others declare that the plateau, though covered with grass at the edge, where visible, is nevertheless a glaring, barren, and uninhabited wilderness of endless extent.

And what is the name of this unknown country? I asked, curious to know whether the pagan tribes entertained a belief similar to ours.

It is called the Land of the Myriad Mysteries, because, to the dwellers on the edge of the forest, the first flush of dawn appeareth always like a mysterious blood-red streak from behind the rock. By our wise men it is said that away there dwelleth the great Evil Spirit, whose invisible myrmidons lurk in the silent depths of the forest, ever ready to bring destruction and death upon those they may seize.

Believest thou that the Evil Spirit hath power supreme? I inquired.

Yea, most assuredly. Once, many years ago, the Good Spirit, who dwelleth in the sun, reigned supreme in the Kivira, until a rivalry arose between the god of Life, and the god of Destruction, and they struggled fiercely for the mastery. At first, the Good Spirit was the most powerful, for into the bright light which he shed the Evil One dared not venture. But at length the god of Darkness, with considerable ingenuity, invoked the aid of the trees of the forest, and they, obedient to him always, raised high their spreading heads, interlaced their giant branches, and shut out the suns light, thus allowing their master, the Evil Spirit, to obtain complete control of the earth. It was then that he took up his abode in the Land of the Myriad Mysteries, placing between his seat and the dwelling-place of mortals a lake, the water of which will, it is said, poison arrows dipped into it, and a chain of mountains, unapproachable by reason of the death-dealing odours exhaled from the swamp in the deep valley at their base.

The chief paused, hugged his knees, and gazed gravely into the dying embers.

Hath no man ever been able to penetrate into the mysterious abode? I asked.

Many lives have, it is said, been lost in foolhardy attempts by the curious, he answered, slowly. None has, however, successfully braved the wrath of the One of Evil, who dealeth death with aim unerring. Our wise men have said that when, generations ago, the Evil Spirit conquered his rival, entrance was gained to his kingdom by a remarkable cave in the rock, and that in the cave there lived a hideous wild beast with eight legs, whose tusks were each the length of a spear, whose claws were each an arrows length, whose eyes were like flaming brands, and whose breath was as the smoke of a camp fire. The gods attendant spirits were forbidden to pass beyond the zealously-guarded portal, but one day a spirit, more adventurous than the rest, managed to escape into the abode of men. His spiritual form enabled him to cross the poisoned waters without a canoe, but as he was passing rapidly over the plain his absence was detected by the god of Darkness, who, in his wrath, suddenly turned him into a human being, and doomed him to wander the earth as an outcast forever. He is wandering now, for aught we know. Truly, the wrath of the King of the Land of the Myriad Mysteries is to be feared, and death cometh swiftly to those who offer him not offerings of flesh, and arouse his anger by expressing disbelief that he ruleth the earth.

Then, according to thy belief, the Good Spirit is powerless? I said.

Yea, he hath, alas! been vanquished, and the god of Darkness holdeth supreme sway over men, he answered. Among mine own people I have witnessed more than one case where a man expressed disbelief in the One of Evil at dawn, and ere darkness hath fallen he has come to a violent and unexpected end. The punishment of the sceptical is always death.

And the dwelling-place of the Ruler of the World is that high land, towards which, at sunrise, we shall be pushing forward to discover? I said.

Yea. But have a care of thy life, O friend, he urged, in a tone of consternation. Thou mayest gaze upon it from afar, but to approach it will be to encompass thine own end.

When we reach within sight of it I shall decide how to act, I laughed, amused at the pagans apprehensions. Strangely enough we have, in our land, a legend very similar to thine, which telleth how one adventurous man escaped from the mysterious region, after which the cave became closed and all entrance and egress barred. The mystery fascinateth me, and I am determined at all hazards to seek its solution.

Dost thou think thou wilt succeed where valiant men for ages past have failed? he asked, in a tone of reproach.

I may fail also, I said. If thou wilt lead me thither, I will make at least an effort.

The black chief did not reply, but sat silent and motionless, still hugging his knees, and gazing with thoughtful, heavy expression into the fire. Perhaps he was trying to devise some scheme whereby I might be deterred from committing an act which he considered sheer folly. But I was determined to keep the promise I had made to Azala, and seek some explanation of the mystic marks upon our breasts. It was strange that every tribe — followers of the Prophet and pagans alike — possessed some curious legend regarding the unapproachable country; strange, also, that so many of the quaint beliefs coincided in two facts; namely, the escape of an adventurous spirit and the subsequent disappearance of the cavern. These legends had apparently been handed down through so many ages that they had now become bound up in the quaint and simple religious belief of the pagans, proving the great antiquity of the original incident or story upon which they were founded.

That some extraordinary mystery was therein hidden, I felt instinctively, and longed for the days to pass in order to stand before the gigantic rock and examine it closely. Tiamo, much impressed by what Yakul had said, was likewise eager to view the spot; but the chiefs declaration that it was the dwelling-place of the Evil Spirit caused him considerable perturbation, for, as a pagan himself, he believed implicitly in the existence of Jinns, and in the One of Evil, which he constantly declared lurked in the most gloomy depths of the Forest of Perpetual Night. Once or twice on our lonely journey he had been terrified at seeing in the darkness some mysterious object moving, but it generally turned out to be a monkey, a leopard, or some other animal startled by our sudden invasion of his domain.

At such times I laughed at his dread of darkness, but I confess that more than once in that weird and terrible wilderness of trees I, myself, had become infected by his abject fear, and stood in readiness to witness some uncanny being advance towards us. Now, however, my little apelike companion expressed a profound belief that the seat of the Evil Spirit was actually beyond the Rock of the Great Sin, and that the story, as related by Yakul, was the most sensible solution of the mystery he had yet heard. I could not reprimand him, because I did not wish to cast doubt upon the belief of the grateful savage who had proved our sincere friend. Therefore I held my peace, declaring that I would express no opinion before I saw the spot.

Yakul laughed when I thus made reply to my slave, and turning to him, said, — 

Thy master acteth with discretion. Ofttimes, we trip in the hurry of the tongue. They are wise who speak not before examining a matter themselves.

For many moons have we journeyed in search of the Rock of the Great Sin, the dwarf answered, and, even though I may fear him who dwelleth therein, yet I, like my master, will not be deterred from approaching it closely.

Then, thy life will pay the penalty of thy rashness, the chief observed, slowly nodding his head to emphasise his words.

The result of any folly will be upon us alone, Tiamo said, in a resentful tone. Lead us thither, and leave us to our own devices.

Such is my intention, answered the chief of the Avejeli. If thou hadst searched through the Forest of Perpetual Night, thou wouldst not have obtained a guide, even though thou hadst offered him a sack of cowries, or an asss load of brass rods.

Why? I inquired.

Because the secret of the existence of the seat of the Evil Spirit in our midst is carefully guarded by the forest tribes, and to lead a stranger thither is an offence punishable by death. Our prophets have for centuries urged upon us the necessity for keeping the whereabouts of the rock secret, declaring that some day a stranger will come from the north, and seek to penetrate the mystery. If the stranger is successful, then the vengeance of the Evil One will descend upon all forest-dwellers in whose keeping the secret remaineth, and sweep them out of existence by means of a terrible scourge of leprosy. Therefore, the tribe of pigmies holding the country near the rock are deadly hostile towards those who approach them, and none, save the Manuyema, have ever been permitted to go near, and even they were all quickly massacred by us, not one being spared to spread the news among his compatriots.

Then, in acting as our guide, thou art running a risk of death? I exclaimed, in surprise.

The chief nodded assent, adding: It is the only means by which I can repay thee for giving me my life.

If our efforts are satisfactory, thou wilt assuredly receive ample reward, I said.

I want none, he replied. But bring not upon our people the doom that hath so long been prophesied, he added, with earnest fervency.

I may be the stranger whose coming hath been foretold, I observed, laughing.

El-Sadic, the dwarf, grinned from ear to ear, and rubbed his thighs, while Yakul moved uneasily, and, taking up a stick, slowly stirred the fire.

I trust not, he said, in a harsh tone. It would be better that I had died where the murderers of Tippu-Tib bound me, than I should be instrumental in leading the destroyer of our race unto victory.

Destroyer of thy race! I echoed. I have no desire to destroy either the pigmies of the forest, or the stalwart dwellers of the river banks. My campaign is not one of conquest, but of curiosity. In searching for the rock I am but redeeming a pledge to the woman I love. Therefore, have no fear as to my intentions; and laughing again, I added, Whatever may occur, thou wilt assuredly be remembered.

But the prophecy, it is—

Heed it not, be it what it may, I urged, interrupting him. Be thou our guide, and give us thy protection through the country of the pigmies. Assuredly wilt thou be fitly rewarded.

I take no reward from one to whom I owe so much, he answered, proudly. For a few moments he hesitated, then added: I have promised to direct thy footsteps unto the mysterious region of the Evil One, and will do so, notwithstanding the prophecy. The pledge of Yakul is never broken. Therefore, trust in me, and within twelve days thine eyes shall be gladdened by the sight of the gloomy rock for which thou hast so long searched.

I thanked him, assuring him that by such an action he would repay my small service a thousandfold, and he accepted my expressions of pleasure with that calm dignity which had held him exalted above all others of his tribe.

Then let us rest, he said. To-morrow we must retrace our steps one march, and then strike in the direction of the sunrise. Yakul shall lead thee, but if thine adventurous expedition shouldst cost thee thy life, let it not be upon my head, for already have I given thee full warning of the dangers that must beset thee.

Thou art exonerated from every blame, O my friend, I answered. Of our own free desire we go forward unto the Land of the Myriad Mysteries, and we are ready that the consequences rest with us.

Well hast thou spoken, O master, my slave exclaimed. Wheresoever thou seekest for truth, there also will I bear thee company.

Then let us refresh ourselves by sleep, and let us proceed at sunrise, said the chief of the Avejeli; and soon afterwards, having made couches of leaves, we stretched ourselves around the embers of our fire, the flickering of which cast weird, grotesque shadows upon the boles of the giants of the forest.

How long I slept I have no knowledge, but the crackling of wood awakened me. Opening my eyes quickly, without moving, I saw the flames had sunk and sleep had stolen over my two companions. Tiamo lay on his side, his hand on his jambiyah at his waist, while Yakul snored and rolled as if he did not like the ground to lie upon. The single ember that blazed threw its light upon some dark bushes within my line of sight.

Suddenly I thought I detected a small object moving in the deep shadow, and strained my eyes into the gloom. Yes! I was not deceived! Another dark form moved, then another and another, and as one crept out on tiptoe from the thick undergrowth, I saw it was a tiny, half-naked dwarf, wearing a curious square head-dress, advancing noiselessly, a small poisoned arrow held in his bow ready to fly at the first sign of our awakening.

The one creeping towards us did so with evil intent, for there was a keen, murderous look in his tiny, bead-like eyes. During the first few moments of this discovery I remained spellbound, allowing our adversaries to creep forward until within two spears length of us.

Then I sent up a loud shout of alarm that rang through the great forest and came back again with strange, almost sepulchral echo.


Chapter Thirty One.

On the Horizon.
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INSTANTLY THE TINY people of the Wambutti, none of whom reached higher than my waist, scampered back into the undergrowth, startled by my unearthly yells, but at the same moment Yakul jumped to his feet in alarm, an arrow in his bow.

Why hast thou given warning? he cried, glancing at me. What hideous shape hath frightened thee?

See! in yonder bushes, the pigmies are lurking, I gasped in alarm, pointing to the spot where they had concealed themselves.

How didst thou detect their presence? he inquired.

I watched them.

Turning towards the thick bushes, the savage chieftain shouted some words in a tongue unknown to me, and next second the impish little denizens of the forest depths sprang from their hiding-places, and recognising their friend, came crowding around, dancing and greeting us effusively.

Briefly Yakul explained our position. His eyes were fire; his passion for his slaughtered and enslaved race, and his passion for revenge, were as the lode-star of his life. After consultation, the hunters of the Wambutti relit our fire by rubbing two sticks together, and squatted around it, laughing and chattering in their strange language until the grey light, glimmering through the tall trees, told us that dawn had come. Times innumerable had the Avejeli assisted the dwarfs against the raiding dwellers on the grasslands and on the river banks. The yellow-complexioned pigmies, dwelling as they do deep in the impenetrable depths of the boundless Forest of Perpetual Night, are formidable enemies, for they conceal themselves so cleverly that their arrows and spears pierce the intruder before he is aware of their presence. As hunters, these little-known men stand first among the pagan tribes of Central Africa, and in return for food and bark-cloth supply the neighbouring tribes with quantities of ivory, and the deadliest of arrow-poisons. Their complexions are much lighter than the dwellers by the river or on the plains, and their villages are mere collections of tiny huts that appear like little straw-covered mounds placed in the centre of a forest clearing.

At first our weird little friends seemed inclined to regard me with considerable distrust, but on Yakuls assurance that I was no ally of Tippu-Tibs, their distrust gave place to curiosity as to my purpose in travelling through the forest. Yakul reminded them of the promise of assistance they had many times given him, and told them of my mission; whereupon, after consultation with their headman, they consented — not, however, without some reluctance — to guide us towards the Land of the Myriad Mysteries; and after re-arranging their elephant-trap into which we had fallen, our fire was extinguished and we struck camp, turning our faces in a north-easterly direction. Through a great, gloomy tract of primeval forest, where the foliage was so dense that scarcely a ray of light could struggle through to illuminate our weary footsteps, we passed over marshy ground, where poisonous vapours hung undisturbed by the faintest breath of air, and where neither animals nor birds could live; on over the decaying vegetation of centuries; on, day after day, now scrambling over fallen giants of the forest, and ever and anon sinking knee-deep in quagmires of foetid slime. Often we struck an elephant track which assisted us, but were always compelled to leave it very soon in order to continue our course. Thus through many dreary hours we pressed forward in the dull, dispiriting gloom.

Confident in the knowledge that each bivouac brought us nearer the spot for which I searched, I heeded neither fatigue nor peril, and judge my satisfaction, joy and eagerness, when at last we suddenly emerged from the forest gloom into the blessed light of day. Halting, I inhaled the first invigorating breath of pure air I had breathed for many weeks.

The dwarfs raising their hands above their heads, gave vent to some cabalistic utterances; then, trembling with fear, stood, not daring to proceed further into the country forbidden. Yakul called us to witness that our friends had guided us in the right path, and Tiamo, turning to me, cried excitedly in Arabic, — 

Of a verity, O master, soon will our eyes be delighted at the sight of the great rock. The chief Yakul is assuredly as sincere a friend as if he had made blood brotherhood with thee.

Facing towards the holy Kaaba, I thanked Allah for his deliverance, and recited the Testification with some verses from the book of Everlasting Will.

Under a brilliant noonday sun the open country spread wide before us, a beautiful plain, covered with grass of freshest green, and stretching away into the far-off horizon, where a range of mountains rose blue, misty and indistinct.

Behold! shouted Yakul, pointing with his spear to the distant serrated line a moment later. Behold, yonder peak that standeth higher than the rest, and is shaped like the prow of a canoe, is the spot which thou seekest. Lo! it is the Rock of the Great Sin!

My eyes, strained in the direction indicated, could just distinguish the point where one mountain rose higher than its neighbours, its summit apparently obscured by the vapours that hung about it.

Art thou certain that yonder crest is actually the rock we seek? I asked, shading my eyes with my hands, and eagerly gazing away to the blue haze that enshrouded a mystery upon the elucidation of which my whole future depended.

Of a verity the grassland beneath thy feet is the same field whereon my people gained the signal victory over their enemies. Behold! their whitening bones remain as relics of that fight; and yonder, afar, lieth the forbidden Land of the Myriad Mysteries.

Let us hasten thither, O master, urged Tiamo, who had been standing agape in amazement, eagerly drinking in every word uttered by the sable chieftain.

In short space shall we reach the shore of the wondrous Lake of the Accursed, Yakul exclaimed. By to-morrows noon our faces shall be mirrored in its waters.

Let us speed on the wings of haste, I said; and then, remembering Yakuls confidence in the non-success of my strange mission, I added, Each hour is of serious moment. Already have I tarried too great a space on my way hither, and must return more quickly than I came. How I shall journey back to Kano I know not.

Thou needest not retrace thy footsteps along the route thou hast traversed, answered the chief. Due north of yonder rock there runneth a track which leadeth through the Great Forest to Ipoto. Thence, crossing the Ihourou river, the way leadeth on through the desolate country of the Mbelia unto the mountain called Nai, whence thou canst journey in six marches to Niam-Niam, and onward unto thine own desert land.

Our friends, the dwarfs, had grouped themselves under the shadow of the trees on the edge of the forest, conversing seriously. None summoned sufficient courage to wander forth upon the verdant land, where flowers grew in wild abundance, and where herds of buffalo grazed undisturbed. This strange land, unknown to all except themselves, they held in utmost awe. They dared not approach it more closely, lest the dreaded pestilence that had been prophesied should fall and sweep them from the face of the earth.

Yakul approached their headman, urging him to accompany us and explore the mysterious rock, but the tiny man only shook his head, and drawing himself up, answered, — 

Verily, we are thy friends, O friend, but seek not to cause us to invoke the wrath of the Destroyer, lest the pestilence should fall upon us. He who resteth his eyes on yonder rock will assuredly be smitten, and his entrails withered by the breath of the Evil Spirit of the Forest that scorcheth like the flame of a burning brand. To pass over yonder grassland is forbidden.

We go forward in search of the Land of the Myriad Mysteries, the chief of the Avejeli explained.

Then assuredly thou goest unto certain death, the dwarfs replied, almost with one accord, shaking their heads and shrugging their narrow shoulders.

Be warned, their headman added. The Destroyer is mighty; he ruleth the Great Forest and its people. Assuredly he is swift to punish!

He who will bear us company unto the Lake of the Accursed, let him stand forth, or if he dare not venture, then let him hold his peace, said Yakul, standing erect, spear in hand.

But not a dwarf advanced. All feared to pass across the fertile plain, and investigate the mysterious country beyond.

Then, after much parleying and many solemnly-uttered warnings on the part of the pigmies, my two companions and myself left them, setting our faces resolutely towards the sacred lake, the approach to which was prohibited to all.

The grass was soft beneath our feet after the difficult march through the untrodden forest; the sight of flowers, of animals and of birds refreshed our eyes after the eternal silence and appalling gloom in which we had existed through so many weary days; and as the sun sank in a sea of crimson behind us, and our shadows lengthened across the grass, I halted for a few moments to repeat the sunset prayer, remembering that there was one afar off who had opened her lattice and breathed upon the hot, stifling desert wind a fervent message of love.

Within sight of the entrance to the mysterious Land of the No Return I wondered, as I strode forward, what the result of my mission would be; whether, by good fortune, I should be enabled to reach the Rock of the Great Sin in safety; whether the explanation of the mysterious Mark of the Asps upon my breast would ever be revealed; whether the true-hearted woman I loved so dearly still stood in peril of the vile intrigues around her; whether the Khalifas plot had been frustrated, and whether, by Allahs grace, my feet would ever again tread the well-remembered courts of the luxurious Fada at Kano.

The traditions of the sons of Al-Islâm and those of the pagans were alike so ominous that, as the dark mountains gradually became misty and indistinct when the night clouds enveloped them, I became filled with gloomy apprehensions, fearing failure, and the fulfilment of the strange, terrifying prophecies of the dwarfs.


Chapter Thirty Two.

The Great Sin.
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HASTILY WE SPED forward early next morning, our eyes eagerly riveted upon our goal.

The saffron streak of dawn showed behind the great, gloomy range of blue and grey, and as the fleecy clouds lifted, we saw that the higher peaks beyond were tipped with snow. The lofty crests were tinted with an unusual blood-red light. Truly the country beyond had been justly named by the pagans the Land of the Myriad Mysteries.

Soon we ascended a knoll, and at its summit were enabled to distinguish, straight in front of us, a pool of dark water which, at that distance, seemed only a leopards leap in width, lying immediately beneath the Rock of the Great Sin.

Behold! cried Tiamo, who had sped forward a few paces and gazed around. See! O master! Yonder must be the Lake of the Accursed, the poisonous waters that all men fear!

Even as I gazed, the sun shone forth from behind the mountains which Yakul called the Jebel el-Mantar (Mountains of the Look-out), and the shadow cast by the dark, towering rock fell across the black, silent pool. We quickened our pace, each of us breathlessly eager to investigate the mysterious spot. A great golden eagle came from his nest on the summit of the rock, soaring high above us, while a crowd of grey vultures hovered around with a persistency which seemed precursory of death.

Alas! The birds of evil follow us, exclaimed Yakul, observing them; but neither Tiamo nor myself answered, for we were both too full of our own thoughts, fearing lest our mission should prove abortive. My slave fingered his amulets, uttering many strange exhortations, while my companion, the chief of the Avejeli, raised his long, sinewy arms towards the rock and cried aloud to the Evil Spirit, humbly acknowledging that he had broken the commandment, and earnestly craving forgiveness.

Nevertheless, we still hurried forward, and, half-an-hour before the sun reached the noon, were standing at the shore of the black pool, upon the unruffled surface of which the high, inaccessible face of the rock descending sheer into the water was faithfully reflected, with every detail of colour and form.

The scene was exactly similar in every particular to that which, from the lattice in the palace of Kano, I had seen reflected upon the sky. The mirage, though inverted, had been an exact reproduction of the wild, gloomy landscape.

With wondering eyes I gazed around, seeking to discover some clue to the mystery, but was at a loss how to commence.

The width of the Lake of the Accursed, from the spot where we stood to the base of the rock, was about a gunshot, and it extended on either side along the bases of the mountains as far as the eye could reach. The Rock of the Great Sin rose, a wall of dark grey stone devoid of any vestige of herbage, towering rough and rugged to enormous height, and overhanging in such a manner that it could not be scaled. Like the giant mountains and rocky pinnacles around and beyond, it was utterly inaccessible. Even if the water had not formed a natural barrier no man could ascend its precipitous face or climb its rugged, overhanging crags; while all around a chain of impassable rocks and mountains reared their mighty crests between us and the mysterious Land of the No Return. Suddenly I felt in my throat a strange sensation as of asphyxiation. Violent fits of coughing seized both my companions, while my own throat seemed to contract strangely, until I could only breathe in short, painful gasps.

Just at that moment my eyes fell upon the long, narrow pool, and I saw, wafted slowly along its glassy surface, a thin blue vapour. Bending, I placed my hand in the water; it was just tepid, and strongly impregnated with sulphur. Then I noticed that, within an arrows flight of the shore, not even a blade of grass grew. The Lake of the Accursed was evidently fed by a large number of hot springs, and the strong sulphurous fumes given off exterminated life in every form. The assertions of the pigmies were correct. Those who approached the waters were in imminent peril of death.

Finding ourselves in this critical position, we all three sped away to the zone where the grass grew abundantly, and there found that we could again breathe freely. Without approaching nearer to the Lake of the Accursed, we proceeded to investigate the rocks to right and left. Apparently these high, grey crags flanked the bases of the giant, snow-capped mountains that beyond, in the unknown Land of the No Return, reared their heads to the cloudless heavens; but though we searched throughout the long and brilliant day, we were unable to discover any means of approach to the unknown and unexplored plateau that lay behind. As far as we travelled east or west the poisonous waters and soft, slimy swamps formed a natural gulf that precluded any attempt to scale the dizzy heights forming the outer, impregnable limits to the strange, rock-girt realm.

Times without number I stood gazing up at the dark mysterious rock, the spot held in awe alike by pagans of the Forest of Perpetual Night and true Believers. It had remained for me to discover that which for generations my kinsmen had sought and failed. So far, indeed, Allah had allowed me to be successful, but the promised elucidation of the mystery seemed as far off as ever, and as evening fell and the gigantic mountains, magnificent in their wild ruggedness, became crimsoned by the fiery afterglow, I began to realise the utter impossibility of obtaining from that grey, frowning wall any explanation of the Mark of the Asps, or of gaining the Land of the No Return, whereon the foot of man had never fallen.

When the plain was flooded with roseate radiance, we held earnest consultation together, and agreed that to remain nearer the lake for any length of time would prove fatal. Even Tiamo, who had been so sanguine of success, now expressed a fear that, with the exception of discovering the rock, our journey could have no further result. Yakul endorsed the dwarfs opinion, as, sitting upon his haunches, hugging his knees, he repeated a prayer to the Evil Spirit whose vengeance he feared.

Night came soon, and the mountains were silver with moonlight. The waters of the lake glittered in the white beams; the silver moon queened heaven amid her court of silver stars. What was there beyond that impassable barrier? A world all purity, all peace; a blanched world, bleached of blood and shame; a world of mystery, so fair it seemed to wait for some ethereal being, tall and radiant, winged with light, to path its unknown valleys. Sleep came not to my eyes. By some strange intuition I felt that at that spot some weird mystery remained hidden, and having travelled thus far, and actually discovered the Rock of the Great Sin, the spot that had remained a mystery through ages, I was determined that nothing should deter me from exploring further.

Yakul and the dwarf were eating their morning meal as I strolled alone at the edge of the zone, beyond reach of the poisonous, insidious vapours. Once again I gazed up at the weird, precipitous crag in abject wonderment. With its towering summit standing out boldly against the vault of cloudless blue, and its delicate tints of brown and grey faithfully reflected upon the still waters, it rose, a barrier between the Known and the Unknown — mysterious, marvellous, magnificent.

With arms folded and chin upon my breast, I surveyed its inaccessible base, seeking for the hundredth time to discover some means of gaining the land beyond, when suddenly my eyes were attracted by a portion of the rock close to where the waveless waters lapped its enormous base. In its aspect there was nothing very remarkable, yet my eyes, on the alert for the slightest clue, detected that for a short distance the black strata of the rock ran at an entirely different angle to the remainder, as if at some time or other the base had been disturbed by some violent upheaval. Covering my mouth with my hand to exclude the suffocating vapours, I rushed down to the edge of the lake, straining my gaze in its direction. At about a spears length above the surface, this strange inequality extended, but apparently the rock above had remained undisturbed by the volcanic action.

The legend alleging that the savage serpent, which ages ago guarded the entrance to the Land of the No Return, had smote the rock in his wrath, and that its rocky portals had instantly closed, recurred to me. Could that spot have been the actual entrance to the Unknown Land? Might not the zealously-guarded gate have closed and sunk beneath the surface of the unfathomable waters?

I held my breath, feeling myself on the verge of a discovery. Yet to investigate seemed impossible, for we had no wood from which to construct a raft, and the very air was poisoned by noxious vapours that wafted in serpentine gusts across the surface with the faintest zephyr.

Yakul shouted, but I heeded him not. I was gazing fixedly at the Rock of the Great Sin, striving to devise some means by which to reach and examine the disturbed portion of its base. It occurred to me that, by diving into the water, I could perhaps swim across and return without becoming asphyxiated, therefore I walked back to where my two companions were squatting, and amazed them by announcing my intention to cross the Lake of the Accursed.

But are not its waters fatal? Thou wilt, of a verity, be poisoned! cried Tiamo, springing to his feet and clutching my arm in alarm.

Unto the Lalla Azala I gave my pledge that I would strive to elucidate this mystery, I answered, calmly. I shall plunge in yonder, and strike towards the rock. If I fail, return quickly unto her and tell her in what manner I died. Tell her that for many moons have I journeyed until at last I discovered the Rock of the Great Sin, and that, in seeking what was hidden, I was brought unto Certainty. But, by the grace of the One Merciful, who hath guided me by the sun of his favour, I hope to find strength sufficient to make my investigation, and return hither in safety. In case I should not, I added, removing one of my amulets from the little string of talismans, sewn carefully in soft leather, that I had worn always next my skin ever since I could remember, and handing it to him, in case I should fail, take this to the Lalla Azala, and tell her that my last thoughts were of her.

Truly I will, O master, answered the dwarf, grasping the small golden circle, and feeling it with nervous, trembling fingers.

Is it not folly, O friend, to trust thyself in yon sacred lake? There is death in its breath, Yakul urged, regarding me with a strange look of pitying suspicion, as if fearing that I had taken leave of my senses. To him the very suggestion seemed preposterous. He had feared to approach the waters, and my resolution to desecrate them by plunging in filled him with awe.

It cannot be avoided, I answered. I seek that which I desire to find, and am determined to make the attempt if Allah — whose name be exalted! — willeth it.

And if thou failest? he asked.

Allah alone knoweth the hearts of men. He leadeth me, and I am not afraid, I answered.

Alas! I fear thou wilt find naught, the savage chieftain exclaimed. Yon mystery is hidden from man, and vengeance falleth upon him who seeketh to tear aside the veil.

I know, I said. A hundred times hath the same words been spoken unto me. Each man to whom I mentioned the object of my journey prophesied failure, yet their prognostications have, up to the present, proved untrue. I stand here, before the rock which followers of the Prophet have sought for ages, but could not find, and I tell thee I am resolved to investigate further.

Have a care of thy life, O master, cried my slave. Think, the Lalla Azala, who loveth thee, could live no longer if thou wert dead.

It is to aid her, El-Sadic, to fulfil my pledge, to gain that which she hath said will bring us together never to part, that I essay this attempt. I go. If I fail, act as I have spoken. May Allah accord thee his favours.

Convinced of the fruitlessness of any effort to deter me from diving into the poisonous pool, the pagan dwarf bowed his head, while Yakul drove his spear viciously into the ground and turned from me with a gesture of impatience. Addressing Tiamo, I asked him to accompany me, and we walked along the edge of the grass to a point opposite where the strata of the rock had apparently been disturbed. Then, halting a few moments, I gave him a further message of affection to deliver to my enchantress in case my strength should fail. Overcome with emotion, the faithful slave again and again pointed out the perils of such a rash attempt, urging me to abandon it, but I was determined, and quickly divested myself of a portion of my clothing.

Aloud I besought the Omniscient One to bear me on the strong arm of his aid, and shouting a word of encouragement to my alarmed companions, I dashed across the strip of parched, barren ground, holding my breath, throwing myself upon the mercy of the One Merciful — then, a moment later, I plunged headlong into the reeking, malodorous waters.

The strange sensation of asphyxiation seized me as I rose to the surface, but, determined not to turn back, I struck out boldly for the opposite side, where the rock descended sheer into the lake. Keeping my mouth well closed I took long, bold strokes, each of which brought me nearer to the precipitous face of the giant rock. The shouts of my excited companions broke upon my ears, but I swam on, striving with all my might.

Exerting every muscle, I clave the waters, propelling myself towards the point that had been disturbed by the singular upheaval. Very soon, however, my breathing became shorter and more difficult. The surface of the water seemed gloomy and ominous in the shadow cast by the sacred rock, and although I had long considered myself a strong swimmer, yet the difficulty of gaining breath paralysed my muscles, and a strange cramp that I had never before experienced seemed to seize me in iron grip.

In the centre of the dreaded Lake of the Accursed I felt my strength fast ebbing.

With set teeth I struggled against the fate that threatened each moment to overwhelm me, and, after resting a few seconds, struck out again straight towards my goal. As I neared it I was astonished to find that swimming was much easier, and my pace increased. Then suddenly I became aware that a current was carrying me swiftly towards the very spot I desired to reach. The dark rock rose before me, bare and imposing, and the black strata, that from the shore had appeared like lines thin as bow strings, now showed wide, rugged and distinct. My satisfaction at being thus assisted by a current, the existence of which I was ignorant, was quickly succeeded by a fear that froze my blood, as suddenly I noticed, right under the disturbed portion of the rock, a great eddying whirlpool, towards which I was being swiftly carried.

To enter those circling waters meant certain death. With all my might I fought and struggled, endeavouring to turn back, but, alas! found myself utterly powerless, being carried helplessly forward towards the funnel-shaped depression in the centre of the whirlpool, where all objects that entered were sucked down into its deep, unfathomable depths. When in England, I read of fatal circling currents in the sea, but the discovery of one in a still lake dismayed me.

Onward I was swept, the current gaining greater rapidity every moment. Knowing that no hand could be outstretched to rescue me, I cried farewell words to my companions. But my voice, thin and weak as a childs, could not reach them. For life I fought desperately, but all effort was futile. Like a mere chip of wood floating upon the surface I was drawn into the fatal circle, and carried round the outer edge of the strange whirlpool with such terrible velocity that my head reeled, and a sickening dizziness overcrept me.

So near I passed to the mysterious rock, that in order to steady and save myself, I clutched at its smooth, gigantic base with both hands. But only for a second. Over the pale yellow slime with which the stone was covered my frantic fingers slipped, and falling back powerless into the eddying waters, I was again swept into the fatal, ever-narrowing circle.

The eddying current whirled me round and round with amazing swiftness for a few moments, until suddenly I reached its centre, and felt myself being sucked down by an irresistible force. An instant later I knew that the black waters had closed over me. Confused sounds roared in my ears like the thunder in Ramadan, but ere my sensibility became utterly obliterated I knew I was being carried deep down into a darkness that, even in my critical state of breathless half-consciousness, filled me with an all-consuming terror and chilled my heart.


Chapter Thirty Three.

Where Dwelt the Devourer.
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IN THE APPALLING darkness that overwhelmed me, I fought, blindly beating the water with frantic hands. As I struggled to extricate myself from the power of the whirling current my arms suddenly struck against stones on either side. With desperate effort I put out my hands, and to my amazement found myself being carried onward, by a rushing flood, through what appeared to be a narrow tunnel in the face of the rock, deep below the lakes surface. Though but half-conscious, I remember distinctly reflecting that the whirlpool had no doubt been caused by this violent outrush of water descending to feed some subterranean river, and that the chasm had probably been caused by the volcanic disturbance that had first attracted my attention. Half suffocated, and powerless against the roaring torrent, I was sucked downward, deep into the fathomless chasm.

Suddenly my fingers came in contact with a projecting ledge of rock, which I gripped with all my might, just managing to steady myself, and so arrest my further progress. Drawing breath, I was amazed to find that my head was above water, although the wild roar of the flood was deafening, and in the total darkness I could distinguish nothing. With set teeth I strained every muscle, and after several futile attempts, at length succeeded in scrambling over black, slime-covered stones beyond reach of the roaring torrent rushing down to mysterious subterranean depths. Strangely enough, the air seemed fresher than outside in the lake, for here, in the heart of the rock, there appeared to be ventilation. This discovery renewed my hopes. The aperture that admitted air would prove a means of egress from that dark, loathsome place, if only I could discover it. Though still giddy from the effects of the whirling waters, I rose slowly to my feet, and found that I could stand upright. With eager fingers outstretched before me I felt my way carefully onward over the rocks, rendered slippery by the sulphurous deposits of ages. In fear and trepidation lest I should slip and fall into some yawning fissure, I nevertheless groped on up a steady incline until suddenly my eyes caught a faint but welcome glimmer of grey light.

Towards this I stumbled on, falling once upon my hands and severely grazing them, but taking no heed of the accident in my breathless eagerness to discover some means of escape. I stood facing the mute darkness, all mystery, and gloom.

Clambering on over some rough boulders, and passing between the great rocks that had fallen so near to one another that it was with difficulty I squeezed between them, I at length found myself in an enormous cavern, from the vaulted roof of which depended gigantic stalactites, while high up, and inaccessible, was an aperture that admitted light and air, but, in front of me, all was a black, impenetrable darkness. The great place had, undoubtedly, been formed by the action of the water, but the process had involved an enormous length of time, and now the course of the subterranean stream had been diverted by some upheaval.

With the evil-smelling waters dripping from my ragged gandoura, I stood gazing around the great, natural chamber in wonderment. Was this the cavern described in the legends as the entrance to the Land of the No Return? the dwelling-place of the savage reptile that acted as janitor? My eyes were fixed upon the Cimmerian gloom beyond, for I feared to come face to face with some unknown and uncanny tenant of that chamber, where my timid footsteps echoed away into the impenetrable blackness, in which every sound became exaggerated, and every object weirdly distorted.

The sides of the cavern were apparently of rough, black granite, but in the grey light that fell across the place, the long crystals of fantastic shape glistened and shone with the brilliance of diamonds, and the floor, rough and uneven, was formed of huge boulders, that had evidently been tossed hither and thither by the violent volcanic eruption that had altered the angle of the strata outside. Little rivulets flowed over the floor, cutting deep channels in the stones, where blind and colourless crayfish of enormous size, and of unknown type, slowly crept, while, disporting themselves in the water, were strange, finny denizens of the subterranean river. On examination, I found they had no eyes, and had lost the colouration characteristic of their outer-world relatives, by reason of passing their whole time in total darkness. There were also great, grey toads, and fat, slowly-moving lizards, alike sightless and uncanny. From where I stood, the distant, roaring waters sounded like the continual, monotonous moaning of the storm-wind, and it was with failing heart that I proceeded with my explorations, for I well knew that to reach the exit high above was utterly impossible.

Without food or fresh water, I had been drawn into that great cavern by the whirlpool and entombed. Tiamo and Yakul, watching for me to rise to the surface, and finding that I had utterly disappeared, would, I knew, conclude that I had been drowned; and the dwarf, acting upon my instructions, would return to Kano, bearing the sad tidings to Azala. Alas! I could not communicate with them. In my helplessness I cried aloud unto Allah, the Most High, to show me the right path, but my wild wail only echoed through the hollow cavern, like the mocking voice of Azrael.

Under the great opening, that was overshadowed by a huge boulder, but into which blew fresh air in stormy gusts, showing that near the spot the rocks were open to the sky. I stood in full consciousness that could I but climb to that altitude I should be enabled to enter the forbidden land. Yet all thought of gaining that exit had to be abandoned. Even if I could scale the steep wall of the cavern, to reach the opening in its roof was impossible.

Here was yet another barrier between myself and the unknown.

Having carefully surveyed the cavern to right and left, I went forward at last, clambering over great, sharp stones that hurt my feet and grazed my elbows, and splashing into deep black pools, until, passing beyond the circle of light towards the portion of the strange place that remained in total darkness, my eager eyes suddenly caught sight of a portion of the black wall of the cave that had evidently been rendered flat and smooth by the hand of man, and upon it, deeply graven in the stone, but now half-obliterated by Times effacing finger, was a wall-picture, the extraordinary character of which held me amazed, petrified.
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Over the strange, fantastic outlines my eyes travelled, deciphering the ancient scene it was intended to represent. An exclamation of amazement involuntarily escaped my parched lips, for it furnished me with the first clue to the mystery I was striving to elucidate. It told me of things of which I had never before dreamed.

Truly, I had struggled through the natural, and hitherto impassable barrier between the known world and that unknown, and was now actually on the threshold of a land of a thousand wonders.

The earnest, appealing words Azala had uttered, when requesting me to seek the truth, recurred to me, and, as I gazed upon these outlines, limned upon the rock-tablet by hands that ages ago had fallen to dust, I felt myself on the verge of a discovery even more extraordinary than any my wildest thoughts had ever framed.

The detail of the mysterious picture was amazing. Its art was unique — the art of a cultured, luxurious civilisation which had long been forgotten, even in the age when our lord Mahomet lived — but in it was one feature so curious and remarkable that its sight held me breathless, agape, transfixed.

The tablet, fashioned from the solid rock, was of great extent, with life-sized figures in bas-relief, sculptured with consummate skill, and as soon as my eyes caught sight of it I recognised its great antiquarian value. The study of forgotten nations had always attracted me from boyhood. Indeed, I had followed the example set by my father, who was perhaps the best-known antiquarian among the Arabs of Algeria, and was frequently sought out by travellers interested in the relics of bygone ages. While I was still a lad, he, at that time living in Constantine, met an Englishman named Layard, who came to examine the inscriptions at the Bab-el-Djabia and the ruins at Sidi Mecid, and subsequently embraced the opportunity of accompanying him through Kurdistan and Mesopotamia as interpreter. Afterwards, he assisted in the excavations on the sites of ancient Babylon and Nineveh, where many wonderful archaeological treasures were brought to light. He was present when the great winged bull was discovered beneath the mound of Nimroud, and on account of the keen interest he took in the various sculptures unearthed, and his ability to sketch them, he was promoted to be one of the Englishmans chief assistants. Thus, from the first great discovery of Assyrian remains, my father had been enabled to study them, and when he returned home four years later, he brought with him many copies of strange cuneiform inscriptions, and drawings of curious sculptures, all of which interested me intensely. From him I thus derived my knowledge of the inscriptions of Babylonia, imperfect though it might be, but yet of sufficient extent to enable me to discern the Arabic equivalents of the strange lines of arrowheads graven upon this rock, and forming part of the picture I had so unexpectedly discovered. While at college in Algiers, I had eagerly devoured the few books in French, explaining the monuments of Babylonia, and in London had continued the study, by that means adding to the knowledge I had already gained under the tuition of my father. Few sons of Al-Islâm are archaeologists, but, as with my father, so also with me, the study had been a hobby, and on many occasions the French professors had expressed surprise at the extent of my knowledge of that strange language known as cuneiform.

By the dress and physiognomy of the figures portrayed upon the rock-tablet, I at once discerned they were not ancient Egyptian, as I at first believed, but Assyrian. The general arrangement of the picture showed it to be a record of similar character to those found in the wonderful buried palaces of Nineveh and Babylon.

In the faint glimmer of light I stood straining my eyes upon this silent record of a forgotten age. The first object I distinguished was a winged circle at the right-hand corner; the emblem of the Babylonian supreme deity. Below, in a chariot drawn by three handsomely-caparisoned horses, were three warriors in coats of mail, one being in the act of discharging an arrow at the enemy, one driving, and the third shielding his companions. The trappings of the horses, and the decorations of the chariot itself consisted of stars and other sacred devices, while at the side was suspended a quiver full of arrows, and the helmets of the warriors showed them to belong to the early Babylonian period. Following the chariot was a eunuch on foot, with a bow over his shoulder, a quiver slung behind, and bearing in his hand a kind of mace.

He was represented attired in a dress ornamented richly with gold and heavy fringe, while his upper garment was apparently a golden breastplate, across which showed the band by which the quiver was suspended. He wore no head-dress, and his feet were bare, but his position and bearing denoted that he was the servant of a monarch. Behind him there was depicted a chariot, not so gorgeously decorated as the first, drawn by two horses and led by two men, probably eunuchs. Over the horses heads rose high plumes, three in number, tassels fell over their foreheads and hung around their necks, together with rosettes, engraved beads and the sacred star; their tails were bound in the centre by ribbons, and suspended from the axle of the chariot was a large tassel. Standing behind, as if already passed by the expedition, the sacred tree was elaborately and tastefully portrayed, the tree bearing a large number of those mystic flowers that are so prominent a feature in early Babylonian decoration, showing that the dwellers within that wonderful city were possessed of highly-refined taste. Below was a picture of two scribes, writing down the number of heads and the amount of spoil, while the tablet behind them was occupied by many lines of graven arrowheads.

Underneath was pictured, in graphic detail, a peaceful, religious procession of gods, borne on the shoulders of warriors. Each figure was carried by four men: the first was that of a female seated on a throne, holding in one hand a ring, in the other a kind of fan, and on the top of her square, horned cap was a star. The next figure was also that of a female, wearing a similar cap, seated in a chair, and holding in her left hand a ring; she was also carrying something in her right hand, but its form I could not distinguish. The third figure puzzled me considerably; it was much smaller in its proportions than those preceding it, was half-concealed in a case or box, and had a ring in the left hand; while the fourth was that of a man in the act of walking, holding in one hand a thunderbolt, and the other an axe, evidently the Babylonian deity, Belus or Baal. Upon the identity of the other gods I was undecided, but in the right-hand corner of the tablet was sculptured a figure of the goddess Istar, the Assyrian Venus, draped and standing erect on a lion, crowned with a mural coronet, upon which was a star, denoting her divinity. In one hand she was represented as bearing the moon, and the other grasped two objects which had first attracted my attention and riveted my gaze. She was holding out two serpents, entwined in such a manner as to form the puzzling device with which my breast was branded — the Mark of the Asps!

Taking a small, flat stone, I stood on tiptoe and carefully scraped away the dirt of ages from that portion of the sculpture, finding underneath the two serpents engraven in minute detail. Then I scraped the dress of the eunuch and found the same symbol there depicted. Save in one or two instances, the ages that had passed since the great rock-tablet had been hewn had left it untouched. The deeper portions of the picture were, however, filled with dark grey moss and the accumulated dirt of centuries, but with the aid of the stone I commenced to scrape the inscriptions and very soon succeeded in so far cleaning them that the lines were decipherable.

It was apparent that the intention of the sculptor had been to portray, at the base of the picture, the procession of gods being carried into the Temple of Istar, or Astarte, but the reason she bore in her hand the entwined serpents was a mystery inscrutable. Upon the walls of the palaces at Nimroud, many representations of the goddess, bearing in her hand a single serpent, had been discovered, but never before had she been found pictured with the mystic symbol that had been the problem of my life.

I stood before the dark face of rock, speechless in wonderment, for here, as Azala had predicted, I had actually made a discovery, amazing and bewildering. The mark that we both bore upon our breasts had for ages remained engraven there, a symbol of forgotten deity, a device, no doubt, held in reverence and awe by a civilisation now vanished.

That vast, weird cavern, filled with the monotonous roar of tumbling waters, inhabited by blind, unknown animals and reptiles, yet rendered almost fairylike by its wonderful stalactites, which glittered whenever a shaft of pale light caught them, was indeed peopled by ghosts of the past. By whose hand had those marvellous pictures been chiselled? By whose order had that tablet been prepared? The dark, gloomy place was, indeed, well named the Gate of the Land of the No Return. Was I not actually within the Rock of the Great Sin? What, I wondered, was the nature of the great sin to which the rock had remained a mute witness?

With arms folded, I stood gazing upon the sculptured stone, long and earnestly, thinking, with affection, of the graceful, trustful woman who loved me, and for whose sake I had struggled to set foot upon ground that for ages had remained untrodden by man. Even at that moment I knew, alas! that her slave, Tiamo, would be on his way back to Kano to impart the news of my death, and I myself was powerless. To return was impossible. I was compelled to proceed.

But if I failed to discover any exit? The dread thought chilled my heart. Perhaps, after all, I had been entombed, and my fate would be death from starvation.

With only an impenetrable darkness beyond, the outlook was by no means reassuring; nevertheless, I struggled desperately to stifle my apprehensions, determined to decipher, as far as my knowledge served me, the cuneiform inscription, which I anticipated might explain the mystery of the symbol borne by the goddess Istar, whose worship formed such a historical feature in the religion of Babylon.

As I gazed around the dull, dispiriting, natural chamber, there crept over my heart a terrible sense of loneliness, such as I have never before experienced. Seized by an appalling, indescribable dread, I shuddered.

Next second, however, I set my teeth firmly, arguing within myself that upon my coolness my escape might depend, and then commenced a careful study of the parallel lines of chiselled characters. For fully an hour I was engaged in scraping and deciphering each word, finding their study so fascinating, that I actually forgot that I was alone in that wonderful natural prison. A considerable time elapsed before I could discover the commencement of the inscription, but having done so, I found that, with the exception of one or two small places, where the action of time upon the stone had caused it to fall in scales and thus efface the words, I could decipher it sufficiently well to ascertain its purport.

The words I read caused me to stand aghast. The statement, quaintly expressed and sometimes vague, staggered belief. Commencing about the centre of the tablet, it read as follows: — 

Ruler of the World and Builder of Babylon, the City of Cities, I, Semiramis, daughter of the Moon-god, Sin, who conquered the hosts of my enemies, who is never triumphed over by my foes, who put my captives to the sword and offered sacrifices, caused this record to be written by Nebu-sum-Iskum, my scribe, in the month Elul, day 18th, year 25th. Semiramis, Queen of Babylon.

The record of my warriors, the battle-shout of my fighting, the submission of enemies hostile, whom Anu and Rimmon to destruction have given, on this my tablet and my foundation-stone have I written. The tablets of my father duly I cleaned; victims I sacrificed; to their places I restored for future days, for a day long hereafter, for whatsoever queen hereafter reigneth. When the temple of Anu and Rimmon, the gods great, my lords, its walls grow old and palaces decay, their ruins may she renew, my tablets and my foundation-stones duly may she cleanse, victims may she slay, to their places may she restore, and her name with mine may she write. Like myself, may Anu and Rimmon, the great gods, in soundness of heart and conquest in battle bountifully keep her. He who my inscriptions and my foundation-stones shall conceal, shall hide, to the water shall lay, to the fire shall burn, in dust shall cower in a home underground, a place, not seen for interpretation shall set, the name written shall erase and his own name shall write, and an attack evil shall devise; he also, from the world I have left, who seeketh to enter this my kingdom called Ea, the Land of the Lord of Wisdom, may Anu and Assur, the gods great, my lords, strongly injure him, and with a curse grievous may they curse him. May he wither beneath the touch of Niffer, lord of the Ghost Land, his kingdom may the gods dissipate, and may he be rooted up and destroyed from out of his country; the armies of his lordship may they devour, his weapons may they break, the destruction of his army may they cause; in the presence of his enemies wholly may they cause him to dwell; may the Air-god with pestilence and destruction his land cut off; want of crops famine and corpses against his land may he lay; against the sovereignty of his full power may he speak; his name, his seed in the land may he destroy.

To extend my empire I left Ninyas, my son, to govern Babylon, and went forth with my legions into the land of the Ethiopians, and there overthrew mine enemies, of captives taken forty thousand, and of oxen twenty thousand, and much spoils of gold and silver and precious stones. And the number of the slaughtered men amounted to thirty thousand. Even while my warriors were counting their great spoils came there unto them news astounding, that over Babylon my son, Ninyas, had proclaimed himself king, whereupon my army that I had led rose up against me, their quern, and marched northward, through the land of the Egyptians, to the banks of the river where I built Babylon and constructed my gardens that overhang and are unsurpassed. May they enter the regions of corruption, the dwelling of the deity Irkalla: may dust be their food, their victuals mud; may the light they not see, and in a terrible darkness dwell. Of my legions and my slaves as many as have remained loyal unto me, numbering twenty thousand, renounced their citizenship, and after wandering and fighting for twenty moons, accompanied me unto this place, the road whose way is without return, to the house whose entrance is without exit, there to found a country that I have named Ea, and raised up my throne in a city which standeth from this Rock of Sin, the Moon-god, fifteen marches towards the sunrise... Here have I offered sacrifices to the Sun-god and to Anu, and set up this my record. To this, my land, none may enter and none may leave on pain of a death terrible and swift. Upon him who breaketh this my commandment may the wrath of the Air-god most avenging fall, may he be smitten with pestilence, may his limbs rot and drop asunder, and may he fall captive in the hands of the great Devourer of the Living... Lo! I am Astarte, worshipped by men in the temples of Babylon, and the star is set upon my head. This my commandment have I written here, at the Gate of the Land of the No Return, which is the only entrance to the country without exit; the country in which I have raised the city called Ea, the gates of which are of brass, and the magnificence of which surpasseth even Babylon which I built, and upon which my curse hath now fallen. These are the words of Semiramis, the queen whom men call Istar, daughter of the Moon-god, the conqueror of all enemies, who founded the Kingdom of Ea, to which men from the world we have left may not enter, neither may a single man, woman or child among my subjects leave. Verily, this my kingdom is the Land of the No Return, and I, Semiramis, who ruled over Babylon, and who, as Istar, ruleth all men throughout the world, have here built my palace and established my foundation-stones and set up my monuments. This throne have I, the goddess-queen of the world and of the heavens, erected. He who seeketh to enter my forbidden kingdom, to tear it out or overthrow it, so shall he and his family be torn out and be overthrown, and from his place shall he be uprooted. And I have set up this throne in the strength of the Sun-god Shamas, lord of light, and driver away of evil, to whom I have offered sacrifices and burnt-offerings abundant. These words I speak.

Thrice I deciphered this strange record from beginning to end, to reassure myself that my eyes did not deceive me, until at length I became convinced that I had elucidated its meaning correctly; that I was actually on the threshold of the Land of the No Return; that could I only escape from my subterranean prison, I might actually discover the hidden, unknown and mysterious Kingdom of Ea, founded by the great queen, who, ages ago, built the most wonderful city of cities.

I stretched forth my hands above my head, and with a loud voice implored the aid, protection and guidance of the One. But my words only came back to me from the dark, damp recesses of the cavern, deep, distinct and dismal. There was no exit.


Chapter Thirty Four.

The Land of the No Return.
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WITH STRAINED EYES and failing heart, I gazed around the gloomy, sepulchral cavern. High above, a faint grey light glimmered far beyond my reach, while before me was only an impenetrable darkness, wherein I feared to venture, lest I should fall into some abyss. The curious wall-picture looked weird in the faint rays, and the long row of warriors, bearing the figures of their strange gods, presented a fantastic, but dismal, appearance. Once again I stood gazing at the strange sculpture, fascinated by the device of the asps, the strange symbol that had linked Azalas destiny with mine, and the meaning of which it was my sole object to discover.

Beyond, in the undiscovered Land of the No Return, an explanation might await me, if only I could reach that mysterious region; but, as again I gazed about me, I could not rid myself of a horrible presage that the rushing, poisonous waters had drawn me to my doom. I had taken in every detail of that scene sculptured in the black rock with such minuteness that, if called upon, I could have made a drawing of it with accuracy, for therein lay the first clue to the mystery. This remarkable record of Semiramis, besides putting an end to the doubts which for ages had existed regarding her deposition as Queen of Babylon, also announced the establishment of a new colony, of which the world, up to that moment, had gained no knowledge. Historians, antiquarians, professors, imams and wise men of Al-Islâm had for centuries been puzzled by the strange legends, but had never penetrated the veil of mystery. It had remained for me to unearth a record of the highest interest, which for ages had lain hidden within its natural tomb. Deciphering those chipped lines of curious arrowheads, I felt myself on the threshold of a world unknown, and trembled lest I should encounter any uncanny or undreamed-of object in that wonderful chamber below the earth.

As I stepped across the sulphur-stained rocks, in order to examine the opposite wall of the cavern, my foot caught some object, and stooping, I picked it up. It was a short, straight sword of very ancient pattern, still in its scabbard, with a wonderfully wrought crosshilt of gold thickly encrusted with dirt. I endeavoured to draw the weapon, but failed, for the blade was firmly rusted in its sheath, therefore, finding it useless and only an encumbrance, I was compelled to cast it aside.

From where I stood I gazed upon the curious monument of a momentous but forgotten period, and the sight of the strange symbol brought vividly to my mind my faithful promise to Azala, and my dead mothers injunction to prosecute the search after truth. I remembered that upon the result of my mission Azalas happiness, perhaps even her life, depended; therefore, with sudden resolve, I saw that to escape by the way I had entered was impossible; to penetrate the rayless darkness beyond was the only chance remaining to me.

At first I shuddered at the suggestion, not because I entertained any foolish superstition, but the place was altogether so weird and extraordinary that I deemed it more than probable I should witness some terrible sight, or encounter some strange being unknown to our world. Unarmed, clothed only in a wet and ragged gandoura, but with my little string of charms I had worn since childhood still around my neck, I stood breathless in hesitation.

For Azalas sake I had plunged into the Unknown, and I decided that to secure our mutual happiness I must face the consequences, which meant the exploration of that dark, sepulchral pit. Already Tiamo was on his way to her to impart news which I knew would cause her despair. Dire consequences might follow. Therefore I knew it was imperative that I should, in order that her grief might not be unduly prolonged, lose no time in seeking the truth and returning to her. Thus, at last, after considerable trepidation and hesitation, I strove to overcome my fears, and decided to proceed with my investigations, and search in the darkness for some exit.

Many were the perils I had faced fearlessly during my adventurous career as one of the Ansar of the Khalifa, and through the tedious journey in search of the Land of the No Return, but never in the darkest hours had I experienced such abject, indescribable fear as now froze my heart and held me inanimate and powerless. I clenched my hand, and, turning my eager ear towards the invisible portion of the great natural chamber, listened. But I could detect no sound beyond the roaring of the torrent; then, with a sudden determination to penetrate and explore the place, I strode forward into the very bowels of the earth, entering a darkness that could almost be felt, as impenetrable, indeed, as that to which our holy Korân tells us the tormented dwellers in Al-Hotama are doomed.

On, with both hands outstretched, I groped, now tripping in the fissures cut deeply in the rock by the tiny rivulets which seemed to traverse the floor of the cavern in every direction, now floundering through a quagmire of slush which emitted an unpleasant, sulphurous odour, often cutting my feet upon the sharp, jagged rocks, and frequently grazing my knees and elbows. But I was too excited to notice pain. Of the size or extent of the place I had no idea, but, having ventured therein, I was compelled to proceed, and continued my explorations, penetrating deeper and deeper into the tunnel-like cave. At first I had proceeded very slowly and with great caution, but soon, anxious to ascertain whether exit were possible, my feet hurried, and I stumbled quickly onward, eager to discover the extent and nature of the honeycombed labyrinth, fearing lest, after all, it might be merely a cul-de-sac.

I was actually in the very heart of the giant base of the Rock of the Great Sin, the wonderful black, towering crag which had only existed in the morning mirage of the desert and in the legends of the story-tellers throughout the Soudan. Over ground that foot of man had not trodden for ages I stumbled, seeking the unknown alone, unarmed, and in darkness appalling and complete. Reflection brought with it a sense of impending danger, an evil presage that, strive how I would, I could not get rid of its depressing influence. Yet the calm face of Azala, with her dark, serious, trusting eyes rose before me, and the thought continued to recur to me that for her sake I had striven, and, so far, been successful. Once again the knowledge of her passionate love held me to my purpose; once again I pressed forward blindly to seek the knowledge that for all time had been withheld from man.

On I went through the everlasting gloom, clambering over the rough, uneven rocks, then sinking knee-deep in the slimy deposits left by the rivulets. In the impenetrable darkness of the noisome place, strange noises startled me as blind, unseen reptiles escaped from my path, plunging into the water with a splash, and great lizards scuttled to their holes beneath the stones.

Between giant boulders, which had apparently fallen from the roof, I squeezed myself, climbing over high barriers of stone and creeping on all-fours through crevices that were all but impassable, I had proceeded for more than one hour. I shouted, but the distant echoes above and around showed that the extent of the gloomy place was bewildering, and so complete was the darkness that the terrible dread oppressing me became intensified. Nevertheless, one important fact gave me heart, causing me to persevere, namely, the atmosphere was not poisonous, showing that somewhere in that wonderful grotto air was admitted. Where there was air there must be light, I argued, and where light, then means of exit. Therefore I proceeded, with eyes strained in the blackness before me, hoping each moment to discern some welcome glimmer of the blessed light of day. But, alas! although my wandering footsteps took me deeper and deeper, no welcome ray was I enabled to detect. Had I but a torch, my progress would have been more rapid, for I could have avoided sinking into those sloughs of icy-cold slush, and could have stepped across the water-courses instead of stumbling clumsily into them. Half the horrors surrounding me would have been dispelled if my path had been lighted; but when I had stood before the graven picture I had sought carefully, but in vain, for wood that I might ignite by rubbing, and so construct a flambeau. Compelled to plunge into the impenetrable gloom, without light or means to defend myself, I was truly in unenviable predicament.

With dogged pertinacity of purpose, engendered, perhaps, by the knowledge that to escape from that subterranean chamber was imperative if I did not seek starvation and death, I kept on until my legs grew weary and almost gave way beneath me. My feet were so pained by the sharp stones that I at last tore strips from my gandoura and tied them up, obtaining considerable relief thereby. Then, starting forward again, faint and hungry, I plodded still onward towards the dreaded unknown. Some knowledge of the enormous extent of the place may be gathered from the fact that for fully three hours I had proceeded, when suddenly an incident occurred which caused me to pull up quickly and stand motionless, not daring to move.

Beads of perspiration broke upon my forehead as I realised an imminent peril. In walking I had accidentally sent some pebbles flying before me, and my quick ears had discerned that they had struck and bounded down into some abyss in the immediate vicinity. Instantly I halted, and it proved a stroke of good fortune that I did so, for on going upon my knees and carefully stretching forth my hands, I was horrified to discover myself on the very edge of a yawning chasm, the depth or extent of which it was impossible to determine.

Here, then, was an impassable barrier to my further progress! For three long hours I had struggled to penetrate the horrible place, but now, in despair, I told myself that all had been in vain.

My eager fingers felt the jagged edge of the abyss before me. Then, lying full length upon the damp, slimy rock, with head over the great pit, I shouted in order to ascertain its depth. My voice, though echoing above, sounded hollow and became lost in the depths below. Groping about, I discovered a stone the size of my fist, and hurling it over, listened, with bated breath. The minutes passed, but no sound rose. Again I threw down another piece of rock, but, as before, I could detect no noise of it striking the bottom. The chasm was unfathomable.

Again, taking some small pebbles worn smooth by the action of the water, I flung them a considerable distance into the darkness. Apparently they struck the rocks on the opposite side of the terrible pit, for I could hear them bounding down from crag to crag until the noise became so faint that they were lost entirely. Once more I shouted, but my voice echoed not in that vast, immeasurable abyss that had evidently been caused by the same great upheaval which had, ages before, closed the entrance to the cavern, and formed the dreaded Lake of the Accursed. Might not the exit have been sealed in the same manner as the entrance? The suggestion crossed my mind and held me appalled.

Finding myself unable to proceed further, I crept, still upon my hands and knees, along near the edge of the chasm for a considerable distance, until at last I found, to my delight, that it extended no further, and by the exercise of constant caution I crawled onward, length by length, until I discovered, by casting pebbles about, that I had passed it. Then gladly, with a feeling of apprehension lifted from my heart, I rose again, and with renewed energy continued my way.

After this incident I took every precaution, consequently my progress was slow and painful. The thought of how narrowly I had escaped a horrible death caused me to shudder, nevertheless my eyes were eager to discover some welcome gleam of light and hope. During yet another hour I struggled forward over ground that rose gradually, then descended again so steeply, until I began to fear that another chasm lay before. My fears, however, in this direction proved groundless. Yet, as I proceeded, the little stream seemed to increase in volume, and there was a damp, noxious smell about the noisome place which gave rise to a belief that, after all, there was no exit, and that the cavern, like the forbidden land, was a place whence, if once entered, there was no return. Just as that conviction was forced strongly upon me, I also discovered another more startling fact, which rendered my despair complete, and told me plainly that in that dwelling of the Great Devourer I should find my grave.

My progress had been arrested; my hands had come into contact with a wall of rock which stretched before me on either side. I shouted, and the unseen rock gave back my voice, proving that I had gained the extreme end of the cavern.

Determined to thoroughly investigate this abrupt termination of the place before seeking an exit in another direction, I crept forward, feeling the rough, rocky wall with eager, trembling hands. Having proceeded for some distance, my heart suddenly bounded with excitement as I discovered another outlet beyond, and eagerly stumbled forward, still in impenetrable gloom. All the strange legends and tales of the story-tellers I had heard related regarding this weird place surged through my mind, and, as I pressed forward, I admit that I was in constant fear and trepidation lest I should meet, face to face, the legendary tenant of this limitless subterranean labyrinth, the terrible being referred to on the tablet of Semiramis as the Great Devourer, or Guardian of the Gate of the Land of the No Return.

But the entrance to the forbidden land, if thus it proved to be, was difficult enough, and guarded by horrors and pitfalls sufficient without the necessity of a janitor such as that described so luridly by tellers of strange romances in the desert-camps. Stumbling on up a steep incline I was at length compelled to halt to regain breath. Weakened by the desperate fight I had had for life amid the roaring torrent which had sucked me down, fatigued by the struggle to penetrate the deep recesses of the cavern, I rested for a few moments, my head reeling and my legs trembling as if unable to support my body. Suddenly a loud, shrill cry caused me to start, and next second a gust of air was swept into my face by the flapping of enormous wings. For an instant I felt the presence of some uncanny object near me, but in a moment it had gone, and when I recovered from my sudden alarm, I knew that it was some great bird which probably had its nest in some deep and secret crevice. Its shrill, plaintive cry echoed among the vast recesses, but grew fainter as it flew on before me. My sudden terror was quickly succeeded by feelings of satisfaction, for the presence of the bird was sufficient proof that there was an exit in the vicinity.

With heart quickened by excitement I once again moved forward, gained the summit of the incline, clambered quickly over some gigantic masses of fallen rock, and at last, when I had mounted to the top of what at first seemed an impassable barrier, my eyes were gladdened by a sight which caused me to cry aloud with joy.

Far below me, so distant as to appear like a mere speck of grey, the light of day was shining.

Its approach was by a rough and exceedingly steep descent, but I hurried on with foolish disregard of the perils which beset my path, on account of the slippery deposits on the stones. Once or twice I nearly came to grief. In places the descent was so abrupt that I had to turn and crawl down, steadying myself with my hands and knees; but I heeded nothing in my frantic eagerness to escape and gain the dreaded Land of the Myriad Mysteries.

As I neared the opening, I discovered it was not large, and half choked by masses of rock that had either fallen or been placed there to bar the entrance, while about them were tangled masses of profuse vegetation, which no doubt hid the existence of the cavern to any who should chance to pass it outside. In the high roof near the exit, hundreds of birds of brilliant plumage had their nests, and were flying in and out, singing and uttering shrill cries, while in the light and air, moss, plants and giant ferns grew in wild profusion. Great green snakes, too, lay curled beneath the stones, and I was compelled to be wary, lest I should be bitten. Even on arrival here my escape was barred by a huge mass of stone three times higher than myself, and so wide that it entirely filled up the exit. Nevertheless, I managed, after considerable difficulty, to scale the rocky obstacle, and pausing on its summit for a moment, I ascertained that a dense forest lay beyond. Then I descended through the tangled bushes and creepers to the ground outside, and once more stood free in the fresh air, with a brilliant, cloudless sky above.

I had actually set foot in the forbidden Land of the No Return!

But it was already the hour of the maghrib, and the fast dying day showed that the time I had spent in the wonderful dwelling of the Great Devourer, was longer than I had imagined. Remembering that at that hour Azala had opened her lattice and breathed to me her silent message of love, I sank upon my knees, and turning in the direction of prayer, went through my sunset devotions with an earnest fervency which I fear was unusual, thanking Allah in a loud and thrice-repeated Fatiha. Rising, and lifting my hands to heaven, I uttered the words that pilgrims repeat before the Black Stone in the Holy Caaba: There is no God but Allah alone, Whose Covenant is Truth, and Whose Servant is Victorious. There is no God but Allah without Sharer; His is the Kingdom, to him be Praise, and He over all Things is potent.

Then, having kissed my fingers, I made a meal from bananas I plucked from a neighbouring tree, and having slacked my thirst at a tiny stream, the water of which was as cool as that of the well Zem Zem, I skirted the forest for a considerable distance, but finding my further progress barred by a wide river, that, emerging from the wood, ran in serpentine wanderings around the base of the high, inaccessible mountains, I was compelled to plunge into the forest. Upon the tablets of Semiramis, it was stated that the unknown city of Ea had been built at a spot fifteen marches towards the sunrise, therefore in that direction I proceeded.

At first, the forest was rendered dark and gloomy by the entangled bushes, but the trees soon grew thinner, yet more luxurious. Many of them were in blossom; many bore strange fruits that I had never before beheld; while the ground was carpeted with moss and an abundance of bright-hued flowers. Everywhere was an air of peaceful repose. Birds were chattering before roosting in the branches above, the rays of the sinking sun gilded the leaves and fell in golden shafts across my path, a bubbling brook ran with rippling music over the pebbles, and the air was heavily laden with the subtle scent of a myriad perfumes. Presently, when I had penetrated the belt of forest and emerged into the open grassland, I stood in amazement, gazing upon one of the fairest and most picturesque landscapes that my wondering eyes had ever beheld.

The country I had entered was the dreaded kingdom of the Myriad Mysteries; yet, judging from its fertility and natural beauties, it appeared to me more like the paradise our Korân promises for our enjoyment than a land of dread. Indeed, as I stood there in the cool sunset hour, amid the fruitful trees, sweet flowers and smiling plains, bounded far away by ranges of purple mountains, I doubt whether it would have surprised me to have met in that veritable garden of delights the black-eyed houris which the Book of Everlasting Will describes as dwelling in pavilions, among trees of mauz and lote-trees free from thorns. Such, indeed, I thought, must be the dwelling-place prepared for the Companions of the Right Hand, for are they not promised couches adorned with gold and precious stones, under an extended shade, near a flowing water, and amidst fruits of abundance which shall not fail nor shall be forbidden to be gathered?

Slowly turning, I gazed back upon the Rock of Sin, the Moon-god, the name of which in the centuries that had passed had been so strangely corrupted by Arabs and pagans alike, and noticed that although from where I stood its summit looked similar in form to its aspect from the other side of the Lake of the Accursed, yet it was not so lofty here, and evidently this hitherto undiscovered region was considerably higher than the countries surrounding it, although even here the mountains forming its boundary were of great altitude, many of their summits being tipped with snow. Dark, frowning and mysterious, the rock rose high among the many peaks of the unknown range, while behind the giant crests to the left the western sky was literally ablaze, and the sun, having already disappeared, caused them to loom darkly in the shadows.

Out upon the plain I passed, keeping still to eastward, but soon the light blue veil of the mountains before me became tinted with violet and indigo, and finally settled into leaden death. Then night crept on, and the stars shone bright as diamonds in a sultans aigrette. During several silent hours I could discover no sign of man, but at length, when I had crossed the plain, with the moon lighting my footsteps like a lamp, I approached, at the foot of a hill, a wonderful colonnade of colossal stone columns, some of which had broken off half-way up and fallen, while across the quaintly-sculptured capitals of others there still remained great square blocks that had once supported a roof. Here and there in the vicinity were other columns, singly, and in twos and threes, while the intervening ground was covered with débris, over which crept a growth of tangled vegetation, as if striving to hide the ravages of time.

The great ruin, apparently of an ancient palace or temple, stood in desolate grandeur, ghostly in the white moonlight, while behind rose verdant hills, steep and difficult of ascent. Approaching close to the columns, through a mass of fallen masonry and wildly-luxuriant verdure, I examined them, and was struck by the enormous size of the blocks of stone from which they had been fashioned, and the curious and grotesque manner in which they had been sculptured with figures. The art was of the same character on these monoliths as upon the tablet of Semiramis, the beautiful and brilliant queen who was worshipped as a goddess. There were many representations of the Assyrian deity, and in places lines of cuneiform writing, but the suns and rains of ages had almost obliterated them, and had also caused much damage to the sculptured figures.

In the silence of the brilliant night I stood beneath those amazing relics of a forgotten civilisation and pictured the departed magnificence of the wonderful structure. There remained portions of an enormous gateway, with giant winged human figures carved out of huge blocks of stone; and on examining one of these I found a portion of an inscription, in long, thin lines of arrowheads, easily decipherable in the full light of the moon. After a little difficulty I succeeded in reading it as follows: — 

In the beginning of my everlasting reign there was revealed to me a dream. Merodach, the Great Lord, and Sin, the Illuminator of Heaven and Earth, stood round about me. Merodach spake to me, O Semiramis, Queen of Babylon, with the horses of thy chariot come, the bricks of the House of Light make, and the Moon, the Great Lord within it caused to be raised his dwelling. Reverently I spake to the lord of the gods, Merodach, This house, of which thou speakest, I will build, and the temple shall be the dwelling of the Moon-god in Ea.

What a magnificent pile it must have been in those long-forgotten days when the legions of Semiramis marched, in glittering array, through the long colonnade to worship the Moon-god, Sin, beneath the statues of illustrious Babylonians! or when their luxurious ruler, enthroned a queen in the hearts of her people, and dowered with charms that inspired to heroism, flashed through those great corridors in her gilded chariot, surrounded by her crowd of martial courtiers and fair slaves! or when, with bare arms and golden helmet on her head, with all the pomp of war, she sallied forth on her fleet steed, caparisoned in crimson and gold, to review and harangue her warriors on the plain.

Allah had destroyed it because it was ungodly.

No trace of the presence of living man had I discovered, and I began to wonder whether, after all, this Land of the No Return was uninhabited; for was it not likely that in the ages that had passed since its discovery by Babylons queen, the colony, like the once-powerful race beside the Euphrates, had dwindled away and become entirely extinct! There were no signs of these ruins having been visited, no trace of any recent encampment, or the dead ashes of the fires of recent travellers. Upon the stretch of bare, stony ground, before the half-ruined gateway which would have served as a good camping-ground, I searched diligently, but discovered nothing that proved the existence of inhabitants; therefore, wearied and footsore, I at length threw myself down at the base of one of the giant monoliths, and with part of my gandoura over my face to shield it from the evil influence of the moonbeams, sank into heavy, dreamless slumber.


Chapter Thirty Five.

A Visitant from the Mists.
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DAY HAD DAWNED fully three hours ere I arose. The great ruins, revealed by the brilliant morning sun, were much more extensive than I had at first believed. For fully half a mile mighty columns rose, here and there, like gigantic, moveless giants; many had fallen, and their walls of enormous blocks and their prostrate pillars looked up piteously to the day. Time alone had worn down their rigid strength, and swept the capstones from the towers. Time, too, had clad some of them in a disintegrating mantle of green.

There was not one of the hundred columns and monoliths in which did not lurk some tale, or many tales, of loyalty, or treason, or despair. There was not one of the five great gates I could distinguish whose portal had not swung open wide for processions of triumphal pageantry, of exalted grief, of pagan pomp, or military expedition. Thick as the leaves of the climbing plants, festooning crevice, niche and broken parapet, must be the legends, traditions and true tales that enwrapped those walls if man still inhabited that land. Upon the stones, chipped with surprising neatness and regularity, were many uneffaced inscriptions; the pompous eulogies therein contained being the only epitaphs the long-dead founders of the Kingdom of Ea possessed. This prodigious pile, useless centuries ago, torn by earthquakes and half levelled by time, was indeed a fitting monument to the great Semiramis, the self-indulgent Queen, the conqueror of all lands from the Indus to the Mediterranean, and builder of Babylon, the most extensive and wonderful capital in the world.

At last, turning my back upon the desolate scene, I went forward and commenced to ascend the steep hillside. It was a stiff ascent, but, on gaining the summit, I looked down upon a panorama of beauty impossible to adequately describe. Streams, forests and verdant valleys stretched out below, bounded far away by a range of fantastic mountains rising in finger points in all directions. Proceeding in search of the mysterious, unknown city, which, according to the inscription, lay in the direction of prayer, I descended the steep hill, passed through vast entanglements of jungle in the valleys, suddenly coming across a delightful stream watering a narrow valley with precipitous walls of rock on either side, and densely filled with all kinds of tropical vegetation. I ate some bananas, revelled in the luxury of a bath, and then continued my journey towards the sunrise by plunging into a forest of quol-quol trees, some of which reached to the height of sixty feet, stretching out their weird arms in every direction. The quol-quol is an uncanny-looking tree, exuding a poisonous, milky gum, which is exceedingly dangerous. The Dervishes, in making their roads around Khartoum and Omdurman, had much difficulty with this tree, for the milk from it, if it squirts into the eyes when the tree is cut, produces blindness. Beneath the trees were flowering, rich-coloured gladioli, long, hanging orchids, sugar plants, and many thorny trees of a species I had never before seen.

Lonely, and half convinced that I had entered a land uninhabited and forgotten, I threaded the mazes of this veritable poison forest, at length emerging into a clump of gigantic baobabs, and thence into a slightly undulating district, sparsely clothed with thorns and euphorbia, and teeming with game. At last I found myself crossing a beautiful, park-like track where herds of buffalo grazed undisturbed, and at sundown came to a rich, fertile country, dotted with clumps of pine-trees and large patches of forest, abounding in pretty glades and glens of mimosa brush full of beautiful blue birds and monkeys.

That night I sought sleep under a huge sycamore, and next day continued my tramp towards the distant range of mountains, over the crests of which showed the first rosy tint of dawn. Compelled sometimes to wade streams, and often climbing and descending precipitous rocks, passing through narrow, romantic gorges, and coming now and then upon beautiful and unexpected cascades, I toiled onward through that day, and although I passed some ruins, apparently of a house, half hidden by wild vegetation, yet I discovered no trace of the existence of living man. Never before had I experienced such a sense of utter loneliness. I had the bright sun and cloudless sky above. I was free to wander hither and thither, and around me grew fruits that were the necessaries of life; but I was alive in a region which, as far as I could observe, had remained untrodden for many centuries. Again I spent the night beneath a tree, my head pillowed on a fallen branch; and again I set forth to reach my goal, as recorded on the rock-tablet of Semiramis. Forward, ever in the direction of the Holy Caaba across grass plains, through rocky ravines and shady woods bright with flowers, and as sweetly scented as the harem of a sultan, I trudged onward, in my hand a long, stout staff which I had broken from a tree, in my heart a feeling that I alone was monarch of this smiling, unknown Land of the No Return that I had discovered.

Yet I remembered that, after all, I had not yet elucidated the mystery of which I was in search — the reason of the Mark of the Asps; and although I had discovered it in the hand of the Assyrian goddess, yet such discovery only increased its mystery. So I kept on my toilsome path, stage by stage, still pious, still hopeful, still believing that the secret of the linked reptiles would eventually be explained.

Never swerving from the direction of the sunrise, and each day at the maghrib making a mark upon my staff with the sharp stone I carried, I continued in search of the city of Semiramis. Up the almost inaccessible face of one of the great mountains of the range I had seen afar I toiled many hours, until, stepping from sunshine into mist and drizzle, my feet were upon the snow that covered their summits, and the intense cold chilled me to the bone. Higher yet was I compelled to climb, until, as if by magic, I passed through the belt of mist into brilliant sunshine again. The effect was one of the most curious I had ever witnessed. Below was a sea of crumpled clouds, extending as far as the eye could reach, out of which peered high mountain peaks like islands in a sea of fleecy wool. During two whole days I clambered, half-starved and chilled, across this vast, towering range. The air was health-giving and invigorating. In the early morning everything was clear and bright; as the day advanced the clouds would gather from the plains and gradually roll up the mountain side, enveloping the lowlands and valleys in a dense mist; occasionally, towards sundown, this mist would roll over the edge and envelop a little of the high plateau in its clammy folds, but it quickly dispersed as the sun went down, and the morning would again break bright, with hoar frost sparkling everywhere.

At the foot of the mountains the ground was swampy and enveloped perpetually in a white mist, so dense that, for a further period of two days, I wandered over the marshes, not knowing the direction in which I was travelling, but trusting to the keen natural instinct with which men of my race are endowed. So dense was this mist hanging over the trackless, pestilential bog that I could distinguish nothing a leopards leap distant, and my gandoura was as soaked with moisture as if I had waded a river. Judge my surprise, however, when suddenly I found that the vapours had veiled from my eager eyes another more inaccessible and still higher belt of mountain than the first.

Darkness was already creeping on when I made this discovery, therefore I resolved to rest and sleep before attempting to climb the rugged heights before me. It was necessary, in order to discover the direction of the mysterious city, that I should climb above the belt of impenetrable mist and take bearings in the clear atmosphere. Fortunately I had found a banana-tree a few hours previously and carried some of its fruit with me, therefore I ate my fill, and afterwards threw myself down to snatch a few hours slumber.

How long I lay I know not, but I was startled by feeling a soft, clammy object steal slowly across my breast. It was as icy cold as the hand of a corpse. Opening my eyes quickly, I was dazzled by a brilliant light shining into them, but in an instant the bright flash disappeared and an unearthly and demoniac yell sounded about me. In the impenetrable darkness, caused by night and the dense mist combined, I could distinguish nothing, but, starting up, held my breath in alarm, listening to the echoing yells receding in the distance. They sounded like three loud shouts in the same strain, followed by a long, plaintive wail.

At first I endeavoured to reassure myself that my breast had not been touched by the clammy snout of some wandering animal which had been startled by my sudden movement, but try how I would I could not convince myself that those yells proceeded from any but a human being. Again, as I felt my gandoura, I discovered that it had been unloosened with care, evidently for the purpose of closely examining the mark I bore upon my breast! The bright light, too, was an undeniable fact which pointed conclusively to the presence of human inhabitants of this mist-enveloped ravine.

Sleep came no more to my eyes, for through the long, dreary night I kept a watchful vigil. Strange noises, as if of some one moving cautiously in my vicinity, sounded about me, but in which direction I could never detect with certainty, for both shadows and sounds became distorted by the thick vapours by which I was surrounded. Several times I heard the same mysterious, mournful cry, now close to me, and again sounding afar, as if in answer to the plaintive call. Scarcely daring to move, I patiently awaited the light of day, which came at last, spreading gradually at first, but soon causing the darkness around me to fall, and the white, choking vapours to become more dense and bewildering. There was the same strange, sulphurous odour that I had experienced when swimming the Lake of the Accursed, and I began to fear that the poisonous gases exuded from the swamps would cause asphyxiation. As soon, therefore, as the light grew strong enough to enable me to see where I placed my feet, I started forward to face the huge mountain. I had not taken three paces before my eyes, keeping careful watch upon the ground, detected something which caused me to involuntarily utter a cry of surprise.

At my feet was lying a short, straight sword, in a scabbard of beautifully-chased gold, with a magnificently jewelled cross hilt. It was attached to a leather girdle, the buckle of which was thickly set with fine emeralds, and the bright condition of the scabbard, and the keen, unrusted appearance of the blued-steel blade told me that it had not remained there many hours. Then it occurred to me that the weapon was similar in design to the ancient one I had found in the Cavern of the Devourer, and that it must have been dropped by my mysterious visitant. It was plain that, after all, I was not the only human being in that mysterious Land of the No Return; equally certain, also, that my intrusion had been discovered.

Was this the Land of the Myriad Mysteries, that region dreaded by my clansmen of the deserts from the Atlas to the Niger? Was this weird, misty gorge, devoid of herbage, and exuding a death-dealing breath, the actual entrance of the territory of all-consuming terror?

I paused, examining the weapon curiously, wondering who might be its owner. Fearing, however, to remain there longer, I buckled the girdle about my waist, and aided by my staff, commenced the steep and toilsome ascent.

An hours hard climbing took me above the heavy vapours into the brilliant light of day, and I then discovered that the mountain I was negotiating was of greater altitude than any of the peaks of my native Atlas. At first the slopes were grass-covered, and mimosa bushes grew plentifully, but as I went higher there were only patches of stunted herbage, and higher still no herbage grew. As hour by hour I toiled upward, in places so steep that I had to use both hands and knees, I gradually neared the region of eternal snow. Soon after noon I halted, seating myself upon a rock to rest. Gloomy thoughts oppressed me. Below was nothing but a sea of vapour; above a sky brilliant, without a cloud.

Being compelled to pass through that curious gorge of grey, eternal mist, I had lost my bearings entirely, and knew not in what direction I was now journeying. For the past two days I had been travelling through a shadowy and inhospitable region, wherein I had seen not a beast of the field nor fowl of the air. The action of the mysterious visitant puzzled me. If it were a man, as I supposed, why should the mark upon my breast have such attraction for him? In his hurried flight he had lost his sword, and apparently feared to return to seek it. The enigma puzzled me, occupying my thoughts during the whole of that fatiguing and perilous climb.

Having rested for nearly an hour, my eye suddenly caught the notches upon my staff. I picked it up and carefully counted them.

They were already fourteen. On this, the fifteenth day, I ought, if credence were to be placed in the rock-tablet of Semiramis, to reach the mystic city of Ea.

Eager to gain the summit and gaze upon the land beyond, I rose and once more plodded onward with dogged pertinacity. Upwards I strode, until the perspiration rolled in great beads from my brow, and my matted, unkempt hair became wet from the same cause. As I gained a kind of small plateau, covered deeply by untrodden snow, an icy blast chilled me to the marrow, causing me to wrap my rags closer about me; but heeding not fatigue, I sped rapidly over the small plain and commenced the final ascent to the lowest crest over which I could pass. This occupied me fully two hours, for the ascent was the most difficult I had yet encountered; but presently I found myself upon a stretch of comparatively level ground, with snow lying thickly everywhere, and the surface frozen so hard that my feet left no imprints. Beyond this plain was only the sky, therefore I knew that I had at last reached the highest point.

In order to regain breath I was compelled to halt for a few seconds, but those moments were full of intense eagerness. What lay beyond I feared to ascertain. Whether I had travelled in the right direction I was unaware; but if I had, then it was time that I should reach the goal for which I had so long and so arduously striven.

The iron of despair was entering my soul, but next second, shaking if off, I dashed forward at full speed to the edge of the lofty plateau, and gazed with wondering, wide-open eyes into the land beyond.

The panorama below held me speechless in wonderment. Dumbfounded, I stood open-mouthed, rigid, rooted to the spot.


Chapter Thirty Six.

The Torture-Wheel.
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THE SCENE WHICH burst upon me was so unexpected and startling, that at first I found myself doubting my own senses, and was inclined to believe that it was merely a mirage, or some fantastic chimera of my own imagination. As I continued to gaze upon it, taking in all the details discernible from that distance, I was compelled to admit that the objects I saw existed in reality, and to congratulate myself that I was actually within sight of my longed-for goal.

Behind me the sun was fast declining, but deep below, there stretched on either hand a broad river, winding far away into the distant, purple haze. At the foot of the giant mountain whereon I stood was a great stretch of grassland, across which ran a road paved like those the Franks construct in Algeria, and straight as a spear shaft, leading to a most wonderful and amazing city.

Surrounded by stone walls of colossal size and enormous height, houses extended as far as the eye could reach, and even from where I stood I could detect that the thoroughfares, running at right angles to each other, were all broad and handsome. The architecture, as far as I could distinguish, was such as I had never before seen, and the houses, built upon a great hill rising abruptly from the plain, rose tier upon tier to the summit, which was crowned by an enormous palace with a roof of burnished gold, which glistened with blinding brightness in the brilliant rays of the declining sun. Close by, from the extreme summit of the hill, rose a square tower of such colossal proportions that it seemed to reach to such a height that the building, at its summit, was in the gathering clouds of evening. The highest portion of the tower was of silver, then, counting downwards, it was blue, then pale yellow, then bright gold, red, orange and black. Each of these stages, I knew, represented one of the chief heavenly bodies — the silver being that of the Moon, the blue Mercury, the yellow Astarte, the gold the Sun, the red Mars, the orange Jupiter, and the black Saturn. I had read long ago, in the records of Babylonia, of the similar temple tower that Nebuchadnezzar built at Birs-i-Nimrud, and, glancing in other directions, saw similar edifices dotted everywhere.

The great palace on the hilltop was so extensive that its buildings and gardens stretched away into the blue distance, and its walls and colonnades were, like everything within that wonderful place, so enormous in their proportions as to be amazing. Through the centre of the palace gardens ran a beautiful river, spanned by many bridges, and as it wound away, it branched out into another stream that meandered through the city. Upon the very summit of the hill, in close proximity to the temple tower, and within the impregnable walls of the palace, rose a pavilion, the walls of which appeared to be constructed entirely of gold.

But it was not only there where the eye was dazzled. The hundred enormous gates in the strong walls that girt the city were of gold, and even as I looked I saw a cavalcade of horsemen crossing the plain, the suns rays slanting upon the breastplates of polished gold, giving the well-drilled band the appearance of a broad, glittering thread.

At each entrance to the city were high watch-towers whereon soldiers stood ever-watchful night and day, and the wonderful walls, that even Time could not throw down, were evidently used for promenading, for I could distinguish many objects, like tiny, black specks, moving over the broad thoroughfare formed thereon. On either side, as far as my keen vision could penetrate, nothing presented itself but a colossal and magnificent city of villas, palaces and temples, of pavilions of red and silver, of beautiful, shady gardens, and wonderful structures in tiers of various colour, of temple and tomb towers, of square, solidly-built, flat-roofed residences, of bridges of polished marble and alabaster, and wonderful brazen gates. The proportions of its buildings, even though I could only obtain but a birds-eye view, were marvellous, the wideness of its thoroughfares astounding; its thousand towers and pinnacles beggared description; its extent so great as to cause me to stand aghast.

This, then, must be the majestic city of Ea, the wonderful capital, founded by the beautiful but frail woman who had constructed it in imitation of Babylon. While the latter city had ages ago fallen to decay, and sunk forgotten beneath the earths surface, this magnificent place, with its ostentatious display of wealth, even in its very gates, had remained through a hundred generations; the same amazing, impregnable citadel of the great queens faithful followers; the same collection of palaces of bewildering luxury; the same time-defying stronghold of a warlike race, the same stupendous centre of incredible extent; the same unapproachable capital of an unapproachable land, as when Semiramis herself, surrounded by her lovers and courtiers, entered its brazen gates with pomp and splendour, amid the clash of cymbals, the beating of drums, and the flourish of trumpets.

Her great temple, with its unequalled colonnade, which I had passed some days ago, had, for some reason unaccountable, been allowed to crumble and fall away, but here, in this marvellous city of a thousand wonders of imposing forms and harmonious outlines, the memory of one of the most notable of queens was perpetuated. And I was the first man from the outer world to gaze upon this one glorious and unique monument of a long-forgotten past!

I stood leaning upon my staff, lost in astonishment, watching agape the incredible scene. Fascinated and stupefied by its magnificence, I contemplated it in bewilderment, while the afterglow, shedding a ruddy light upon its wonderful towers, caused the burnished gates and roofs to shine red as blood. Soon it died away, and when the sun sank in the mists behind me, a sudden gloom fell, and chill night crept rapidly on. As the stars appeared in the heavens, a million lights shone everywhere in the city, the broad streets of which seemed bright as day. Great sacrificial fires threw an uncertain light from the summits of some of the taller towers, and from the wonderful fabric on the summit of the hill one single light of intense whiteness shone brilliant as a star.

An hour sped by, yet still I remained lost in astonishment. The myriad lights gave the strange city a curiously weird aspect, and I feared to meet any of its denizens. Were they, I wondered, of the same form as my fellows of the outer world, or were they veritable giants in stature, that they should build structures of such incredible proportions?

Though I dreaded to meet them, yet I longed to be able to pass those ponderous brazen gates, to tread those wondrous streets, to enter those curiously graduated temple towers, and wander in those shady gardens beside the running waters.

With my bejewelled sword and girdle strapped over my dirty, ragged gandoura, should I be enabled to pass those gates and enter the city forbidden to those outside the rock-girt boundary of this unknown kingdom? This question I asked myself a hundred times, compelled to doubt whether such attempt would not result in my arrest and perhaps execution as a spy. I had faced without fear the thousand perils of my journey from the City of the Mirage; but to encounter the guards of mighty, mystic Ea would, I knew, require all the courage of which I, as an adventurer, was possessed.

When, however, the moon shone out, I began slowly to descend towards my goal. With exceeding difficulty I let myself down over those slippery, snow-covered rocks, treading ofttimes on perilous ledges, where a false step meant instant death on the crags beneath. Naught cared I of the risks I ran in descending so rashly, but, eager to set foot upon the plain, I stumbled on, now jumping, now crawling, until I gained a grass-grown slope where progress was not fraught by so many dangers.

Suddenly I came to a rocky gorge, down which roared a broad, swift torrent, and, as it came into view, a scream of pain and despair broke upon my ear. The sound seemed suddenly smothered, then, a few moments later, echoed again. I listened, and found that it sounded with regularity above the roaring of the waters. Whence it proceeded was a mystery, but, as I followed the stream in my descent, I suddenly encountered a great chasm in the earth, before which was an enormous wooden wheel, revolved by the current which flowed beneath, and then disappeared to feed some subterranean river.

As I watched it in the full moonlight, puzzled as to its use, the scream startled me again, and, at the same moment, I perceived something white upon the moss-grown wheel flash above for a moment, and then plunge beneath the water. Again it rose, and was again plunged in. A third time it rose, and my eyes, now on the alert, caught the form of a man, who, tightly-bound to the wheel, was being every moment plunged into the icy stream.

Then I knew that the wheel was used for one of the most horrible forms of torture and death. Alone, the wretched victim was slowly dying, dreading every moment to meet the water, and each time, as he rose in the air, awakening the echoes by his despairing cries for rescue. He passed me so closely that I could touch him with outstretched hand where I stood, but so swiftly that, although a dozen times I strove to cut his cords with my sword, I failed. The manner in which the wheel could be stopped I knew not, and was thus compelled to stand and see the poor wretch die before my eyes. Apparently he recognised that my efforts to release him had been unavailing, and swooned, his unconsciousness being quickly followed by suffocation.

Even as I stood watching, I heard footsteps, and, slinking back in the shadow behind a great rock, saw approaching four tall men of fine physique, wearing shining breastplates, bearing between them the frail, inanimate form of a woman. They were followed by two other men, who, by screwing down a block of wood on the axle of the wheel, raised it above the raging torrent. With a few swift strokes of their swords, the men severed the bonds that held the body of the victim, and, as it fell with a splash into the whirling stream, it was speedily engulfed, and swept down the chasm into the bowels of the earth.

The men, who spoke a tongue unknown to me, laughed roughly among themselves as it disappeared, and then, tearing from the woman her golden ornaments, they bound her upon the wheel. While doing so she recovered consciousness, and, recognising her impending fate, gave vent to a shrill, heart-rending scream. But her cruel captors merely jeered, and, having ascertained that she was secure, again lowered the wheel, which immediately began to revolve.

For a few moments the soldiers watched the monotonous punishment, then, in response to a word from the one apparently in authority, descended the path and were lost to view.

As soon as they were out of hearing I emerged from my hiding-place, and, acting as I had seen the men act, succeeded at length in raising the wheel, and, grasping the trembling form of the woman, severed her bonds and dragged her from her perilous position, afterwards lowering the terrible wheel and allowing it to again revolve.

Taking her in my arms I bore her some little distance, and, after some effort, restored her to consciousness. Her hair, which fell to her knees, was like golden sheen, and her complexion as pale as those of the women of the Infidels who come to see the Desert at Biskra, or seek renewed health from the waters of Hamman Rhira. Indeed, the people of Ea all seemed white-skinned, for the brutal soldiers had in their faces no trace of negro origin.

When the woman I had rescued opened her eyes there was a terrified look in them, but on finding that I was supporting her head and endeavouring to bring her round, she uttered some words. Not being able to understand her, I shook my head. Again she addressed me with like result. Then, sitting up, she suddenly asked me yet another question, but again I shook my head.

Springing to her feet as if electrified, she gave me one look of abject fear and fled away among the bushes, screaming, leaving me standing in mute astonishment. Was it my ragged, unkempt appearance that had caused her such terror? She had apparently been seized with a sudden insanity; but whether the horrible torture of the wheel had unhinged her mind I knew not.

Retracing my steps to the torture-wheel, I followed the path which the soldiers had taken, and in half-an-hour reached the plain.

Then I hesitated, undecided whether to walk forward and inspect the walls and closed gates of the gigantic city, or wait until its brazen portals were opened at dawn. It occurred to me that, if detected by the watchmen, I should be seized as a spy, therefore I decided to snatch a brief rest and wait for morning.

Finding a great tree at the foot of the mountain, I made a pillow of leaves and was soon dreaming of weird adventures and tortures applied by fiendish captors. I had evidently been more fatigued than I had imagined, for suddenly I found myself roughly handled by two soldiers of colossal stature, wearing curiously-fashioned robes, reaching nearly to the ground, and was surprised to discover the sun shining brilliantly.

They addressed to me a question which I could not understand; then, next second I found myself surrounded by men with drawn swords as my arms were quickly pinioned by a dozen eager hands, then amid loud shouts of triumph I was dragged across the plain towards the brazen gate, to enter which had been my sole desire.

My courage failed me. Had I not read on the tablet of Semiramis that no stranger was permitted to enter the Kingdom of Ea on penalty of death? It was plain that my fierce-bearded captors had discovered I was not of their world, and as they hurried me towards their mysterious stronghold I felt that, by my own recklessness in sleeping within an enemys camp, I had sought my doom.


Chapter Thirty Seven.

Ea.
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AS ACROSS THE plain my captors hurried me, I was amazed at the strength of the colossal walls of the mysterious city. Approaching one of the great brazen gates, flanked on either side by gigantic, sculptured figures of human-headed monsters, I saw that the walls were fully two hundred feet in height, their base being constructed of huge blocks of a polished stone full of shells, and their upper portions of sun-dried brick, cased with great slabs of granite cemented with bitumen. They exceeded in thickness any I had previously seen; the ramparts, used as a promenade and drive, being fully eighty feet in breadth, and surmounted by hundreds of high watch-towers, each bearing a huge sculpture of an eagle-headed monster, apparently the national emblem.

Even from beneath the shadow of these enormous, unbreakable walls the crowd standing thereon, watching our advance, looked small as a swarm of bees, and as we neared the open gate an excited, strangely-attired mob came forth to meet us, leaping, yelling and pressing round my captors, as if eager to obtain sight of me. All were of pale complexion. The men, tall and muscular, were dressed in flowing linen robes reaching to the feet, over which were garments of wool and short white, or crimson, cloaks with embroidered edges, while those who who were not soldiers each wore a cylindrical seal suspended from the neck, and in their hands bore staves, the head of each being carved with an apple, a rose, a lily, or an eagle. The women, mostly handsome but all dark-haired, were invariably attired in white, their bare, finely-moulded arms loaded with ornaments, and their waists girt by broad double girdles of leather or gold set with gems. Rich and poor alike had apparently turned out to view me. The men, many of them gilt-helmeted warriors, drew their swords and flourished them, yelling imprecations in their unknown tongue, while the women, some of whom were evidently the wives and daughters of wealthy citizens, hurled execrations upon me, and took up stones as if to fling at me.

Mine was indeed a hostile reception. The people of this race I had so strangely discovered seemed notable for their extraordinary tallness and grace, their handsome, clear-cut features, and their artistic mode of dress. The wealth of the city must, I thought, be immense, for the women of the lowest class were plentifully adorned with gold ornaments and jewels, and the raven locks of the men of the upper classes were curled and perfumed, as if aping a fashionable effeminacy.

Arrived at the gate, I was struck by its stupendous proportions. The great human-headed lions standing on either side of the entrance were fully a hundred feet in height, while the road itself between the two sculptured colossi consisted of a single slab of black stone, whereon was an inscription in the cuneiform character, the signs of which had been filled in with copper kept bright by the hurrying sandals of the inhabitants.

As I passed through and entered the city, teeming with a civilisation forgotten by the world outside, I was enabled to judge better the great thickness of the impregnable fortifications which had, ages ago, been raised by blows of the lash. Of such gigantic proportions were they that I marvelled how they had ever been constructed. The moment we entered the city fifty trumpets blared forth in all directions, soldiers in helmets of gold and bronze, alarmed by the warning note, seized their arms and dashed to their posts, while behind us the great gate quickly closed, and guards scrambled to the walls and watch-towers in such numbers that they appeared like swarms of ants.

Held secure by a dozen sinewy hands of armed warriors, and surrounded by a yelling populace, I was hurried forward along great thoroughfares of enormous houses, any of which would, in my own world, be termed a palace. All were great, square, solid structures of stone, constructed in three tiers, with broad terraces adorned with fine sculpture, and mostly painted in bright blues, reds and greens. One feature, however, struck me as curious; there were neither windows nor lattices. There were a few apertures, these being mostly closed by silken hangings or squares of talc. The great paved thoroughfares, through which handsome chariots, drawn by three horses abreast, passed and re-passed, were entirely different from any I had previously seen.

A clamour had been raised. The people understood; consternation ensued; then an immense rage possessed them. Each residence was surrounded by a high wall, enclosing shady gardens full of great, ancient trees and cool, open-air baths, while from the terrace of nearly every house women, white-robed and anxious, gazed down upon me with evident curiosity, while their slaves beside them fanned or shielded them from the sun.

The magnificence of the city was unequalled. There was an air of strength in every stone, and wealth in every residence. Armed warriors were everywhere; and as we proceeded, the crowd increased and the excitement rose to fever heat. Patricians left their palaces, tradesmen their shops, women abandoned their children. The report of my discovery and capture had apparently passed rapidly from mouth to mouth, and those responsible for the defence of the great city had alarmed the guard, and closed its hundred gates, fearing lest spies should enter or leave.

As we passed through one handsome street after another, the multitude following, straining their necks to catch a glimpse of me, acted in a manner that aroused my curiosity. The girls and women, after gazing into my face, turned westward to where, high upon the hilltop, the huge, handsome tower, painted in many colours, loomed against the bright sky, and raising their right hands towards it, they placed their left upon their heads, crying aloud some strange, cabalistic words. Their actions puzzled me, but subsequently I ascertained that the tower towards which they turned was the temple of Astarte, and that they invoked upon me the curse of the goddess, to whom they were by law each compelled to make sacrifice once in their lives. The men also lifted their hands to the temple of Rimmon, the Air-god and Destroyer, the tower of which rose on the opposite side of the great city, and from their thousand brazen throats cried maledictions upon me, and called forth the most terrible vengeance of their gods.

Many rushed towards me with uplifted staves, and even the soldiers themselves shook their naked blades at me threateningly, but any such hostile demonstration was promptly suppressed by my escort pressing closely around me, guarding me from the irate mob, yet, at the same time, looking upon me with suspicious dread.

With closed gates the city was agog, the guards watchful, the excited populace on their housetops and terraces, wringing their hands in sheer desperation, straining their eyes to catch sight of my ragged, unkempt form; while the surging, turbulent crowd about me went mad with rage. What treatment I was about to receive at the hands of my captors I dreaded to contemplate, but remembering the ominous words engraven on the tablet of Semiramis I felt that the penalty for being found in the precincts of that forbidden region was death; for was I not in the Land of the No Return? Yet, ignorant of this strange tongue, I could neither appeal for clemency nor make explanation; therefore, forced to keep the seal of silence upon my lips, I took in every detail of the extraordinary scene, the magnificence and architectural wonders of the city, and the dress and habits of this newly-discovered race.

At a distance of about half a league from the gate whereat we had entered we passed through a second brazen portal of equal dimensions to the first, guarded, as before, by a colossal winged monster in black stone on either side. The single slab placed between the two figures was, in the same manner as that at the outer gate, inscribed with many lines of half-obliterated arrowheads, but above, suspended from a great chain stretched between the stone monsters, was a large figure of the human-headed lion in burnished copper. Here again the walls, fully a hundred feet in height, were of enormous thickness, and as we entered the great paved court the ponderous gates were closed in face of the howling, execrating mob.

Warriors of Ea in their bright helmets and shining breastplates, bearing glittering spears, swarmed everywhere, and as I was hurried across the open court they pressed around, as eager to view me as if I were, of some unknown species. A magnificent war-chariot, the sides of which were of beaten gold, with quivers full of arrows hanging in readiness in the front, was standing. The four splendid white horses harnessed to it champed their bits and pawed the ground ready to start, and the driver, with shield and spear in hand, held the reins, prepared to step in and drive on through the opposite gate at any instant.

The man craned his neck as I passed, but my face was more eagerly scanned by a richly-dressed woman in gold-embroidered robes who stood beside him. The look of abject terror in her eyes caused me to give her a second glance, and next instant I recollected her features.

It was the woman who had been placed upon the torture-wheel, and whose bonds I had severed. Who was she? What was she? I wondered. Our eyes met, and she started. The colour left her face when she saw I had recognised her. Then turning from me in the direction of the temple of Astarte, she raised her long, white arm, and with her hair falling to her waist, gave utterance to that unknown invocation that fell from each womans lips.

A moment later I lost sight of her, being conducted up a gradual incline and through many gates, strongly guarded by soldiers, whose arms flashed and gleamed in the brilliant sunlight. The blare of brazen horns and the clash of cymbals echoed everywhere among the great windowless buildings ranged around the courtyard, until suddenly we came to yet another gate, which was closed. Thrice a trumpeter blew long, deep blasts, and when at length it opened there was revealed, standing alone, an aged priest, whose snow-white beard swept to his waist. Attired in white robes of gold-embroidered silk, with a strange head-dress of gold, fashioned to represent the sun, he uttered some unintelligible words in a deep voice, slowly raising his arms as if in supplication to heaven.

As he did so a dead silence fell upon my captors, who, impressed by his presence, halted and bent their heads, mumbling strangely. For a few minutes the old priest remained calm and statuesque, then, with a few final words, he walked slowly aside and was lost to view, while we continued our way across a court where the exteriors of the buildings were beautifully sculptured, and where there were many shady trees and sweet-smelling flowers. These people were a nation of Infidels, who knew nothing of Allah, or his Prophet, and who bowed before images of wood and stone. They had faith in the sun, moon and stars, and consulted them. When good or evil befell them, they ascribed it to their celestial gods being favourable or unfavourable. The worship of these gods was directed by the priests, who were guided in their turn by soothsayers and magicians.

Half-way across this open space, however, my captors pulled up before a wide door, guarded by two recumbent figures of winged monsters similar to those at the outer gates, and entering a long, dark, stone corridor, the walls of which were formed of strange bas-reliefs, they led me at last down a flight of steps to a spacious, dimly-lit apartment with walls, roof and floor of stone.

When they had left me, and their receding footsteps and strangely-hushed voices had died away, I started to examine the cell. It was a large place, air being admitted by a door of strong iron bars that led into a kind of paved and covered patio. Towards the door I strode, and with my face against the bars was peering out into the gloomy place beyond, when suddenly a deep roar, that made the very walls shake, startled me, causing me to draw back.

I did so only just in time, for at the same moment a great, shaggy body hurled itself against the bars, bending them, causing them to rattle, and for an instant shutting out the faint glimmer of grey light. Then, as it fell back, gnashing its teeth, lashing its tail and roaring with rage at having lost its prey, I saw, to my horror, that it was a great lion, a veritable king of the forest.

With its snout against the bars it stood, rolling its eyes, lashing its tail from side to side and glaring at me, while I shrank back trembling, for I now knew the intention of my captors was to cast me to the lions to be torn limb from limb.

What I had at first imagined to be a courtyard or patio was, in reality, part of the lion-pit, above which were ranged many tiers of seats for spectators who came on holidays to witness the helpless victims being devoured by the beasts. The cell in which I was confined was where captives were kept in readiness for the entertainments, for on examination I found that the iron door could be raised from above, the beasts being thus admitted to my cell without the gaoler running the risk of entering to admit the animals.

Many inscriptions were rudely scratched upon the walls; but although I endeavoured to decipher some of them, the only signs I could, in that dim light, distinguish were, Li-ru-ru-su lu-bal-lu. These oft-repeated Assyrian words, scratched and engraven by many hands, meant, May the gods curse her, may they devour her!

Slowly the hours crept on, but the fierce animal, crouching at the door of my cell, held himself in readiness to pounce upon me if I should emerge. He never took his fiery eyes from me. My every movement he watched, silent and cat-like, scarcely moving for an hour together. I knew that sooner or later I should be torn asunder by those cruel teeth the beast displayed as he yawned widely in contemplation of appeasing his hunger, and upon me there fell a settled despair. Alone and helpless I paced the stones, worn smooth and bright by the nervous tramp of thousands of previous victims, longing for the end. Death was preferable to that terrible, breathless suspense.

Presently, when I had been there fully three hours, I heard the sounds of reed instruments, clashing cymbals and rolling drums outside, followed by the hum of human voices, at first low and distant, but, as another hour wore on, increasing in volume. Shouts and light laughter reached me, and, by the excited manner the dozen lions paced and repaced before my cell, I felt instinctively that the great amphitheatre was now filled with eager spectators.

Each moment seemed an hour. Awaiting my doom, I stood with my back against the heavy-bolted door by which I had entered, with bated breath, striving to meet my end with fortitude. Hoping against hope, my strained eyes were watching the iron bars that separated me from the hungry beasts, dreading each moment that they would be lifted.

Suddenly, as I stood thinking of Azala, wondering how she had fared, and whether Tiamo had yet reached Kano with news of my death, one of the shaggy beasts sprang past my bars, and next second a dull roar of applause and the loud clapping of hands broke upon my ear.

A dead silence was again followed by the wild plaudits of the multitude.

Again and again this was repeated; then there seemed a long wait. Apparently I was considered a valuable prize, and it was probable that my turn was next.

At that moment one of the lions slunk past my cell to his lair, his tail trailing on the ground and bearing between his teeth some object.

There crept over me a strange faintness such as I had never before experienced. Yet I strove against it, supporting myself against the wall, and knowing that my fate could not be much longer delayed.

Those moments were full of breathless horror. From where I stood I could hear the animals crunching bones between their teeth. They were preparing themselves for another victim. My blood froze in my veins.

The fatal moment at last came. A loud, grating noise sounded in the roof of the cell, and slowly the iron bars were lifted bodily, removing the barrier between myself and death.

I stood paralysed by fear. Another moment and I should cease to live! Yet in that brief instant a flood of memories surged though my turbulent brain, and the thought of my terrible doom was rendered the more acute because I had actually succeeded in gaining the Land of the No Return when all others had failed.

But before me was only a death most terrible, and I had no means by which to defend myself.

One of the beasts, slinking slowly across the pavement some distance away, espied me. Turning, he sniffed quickly, crouched, and with an exultant bound sprang towards me.

In that instant, however, by what means I know not, the iron gate fell with a metallic clang into its place, and the animal, thus frustrated, crashed against the bars and tumbled back with a terrible roar of rage.

It was a hairbreadth escape. For a moment I was saved.

Seconds, full of breathless suspense, passed. Horror-stricken, my eyes were fixed upon those iron bars, fearing lest they should rise again, but it seemed that by design, and not by accident, the gate had fallen. Time after time the shouts of the assembled multitude rent the hot air as the prowling beasts pounced upon the captives. Still the iron bars of my cell rose not again, and at last, when the animals had slunk into their lairs to sleep, and the spectators had departed, I cast myself into a corner of my cell to rest and think.

Darkness crept on apace; the quiet was broken only by the low, uneasy roar of the lions, and at length a single streak of bright moonlight fell across the paved court outside. In order to occupy my thoughts, I tried to decipher some of the engraven inscriptions by feeling them with my finger-tips. This, however, was not successful, because the unfortunate wretches confined there had possessed no proper tools with which to chip the stone. At length, however, footsteps resounded outside, the bolts of the heavy door grated in their sockets, and as I started up, four soldiers, two of whom bore lighted flambeaux, entered, ordering me, by signs, to accompany them.

Eager to escape from the lion-pit! Waited not for a second invitation, but hurried with them away up the steps, along the echoing corridor and out into the moonlit court. All four grinned sardonically at the eagerness with which I left the dreaded cell, but directing my footsteps across two magnificent courts, we came to a great open space, in the centre of which rose the enormous temple tower of Astarte, before the entrance of which a fire-altar burned. The high tower, which I had seen from afar, was, I found, erected in seven square stages, each smaller than the other and coloured differently, rising to such an enormous height that its summit seemed almost beyond human gaze. The base was of stupendous dimensions, and as we skirted it two clean-shaven eunuchs, in flowing robes of bright crimson, guarded its alabaster portals, while others stood beside the fire-altar, silent and motionless. Over the great entrance to this temple of the Seven Lights, approached by a broad flight of marble steps, was an enormous representation of the circle, in which was the winged figure of a man in the act of discharging an arrow, but having the tail of a bird. This symbol, denoting time without bounds, or eternity, the image with its wings and tail of a dove showing the association of Astarte, was the sacred emblem of Baal, and I therefore knew that this magnificent and wonderful temple was devoted to the supreme deity Belus, the altar of which stood ever ready for the sacrifice. Women, in soft, clinging robes of white and gold, flitted in and out like shadows, while others wandered in pairs under the great trees, chatting, laughing and enjoying the cool, bright night.

Presently we came to yet another huge gateway, consisting of two colossal female figures carved from the solid rock, rising to a terrific height, and bearing upon their heads the enormous block of stone forming the top of the imposing entrance. The stupendous proportions of the gate amazed me, but facing us, as we passed through, was a wonderful structure, more extensive and more imposing than I had ever seen, rising high above us and approached by a flight of a thousand stone steps of great width. Upon each step stood two spearmen, one on either side, so that the approach to the magnificent entrance to the royal palace was guarded day and night by no fewer than two thousand armed men, standing there, veritable giants, mute, silent, and ever-watchful.

The scene was weird and imposing. As we stood at the foot of the steps we gazed up between the files of warriors armed with shining steel. Above, on either side of the giant portal, great fires leaped from enormous braziers, the red flames illuminating, with a lurid brilliancy, the wonderful, massive sculptured façade, and shedding a fitful glow upon the lines of statuesque warriors.

Having passed through the gateway, we started to ascend the steps, but ere we set foot on the first, our passage was barred by two thousand glittering spears meeting one another with a ringing clash, and presenting an impassable barrier of steel. Our progress thus arrested, we halted, and at the same time one of my conductors shouted some strange words, producing from the leathern pouch suspended at his side a small hollow cylinder of grey baked clay, which he held above his head. In a moment two stalwart men, evidently officers, wearing breastplates of beaten gold, advanced and eagerly scrutinised the cylinder. Having carefully read some words thereon inscribed, they examined the impression of the seal. Both men having satisfied themselves that our credential was genuine, regarded me with mixed curiosity and awe, then shouted an order which caused the long lines of guards to withdraw their spears with a clash at the same moment, almost as if they were one man.

The great steps were high and steep, and the ascent long and tedious. Once or twice we halted to regain breath, then panting on again, climbed higher and yet higher towards the most gigantic and wonderful palace in the world. Half-way up I turned, and saw the immense city of Ea, full of bright lights and gaiety, lying deep below, while beyond was a background of towering, snow-capped mountains, looking almost fairylike under the brilliant moon.

So extraordinary was the scene, and of such colossal proportions was the palace, that I felt inclined to doubt my own eyes; yet it was no dream. I was actually in Ea, approaching a structure, the mere, fantastically-sculptured façade of which was of such height and magnitude that, even though my eyes were dazzled, I marvelled at the many slaves who had doubtless been engaged in its construction.

At last, gaping and bewildered, I stood upon the great paved area before the gigantic entrance, on either side of which were colossal winged bulls sculptured from white alabaster. Ere we were allowed to proceed we were compelled to again exhibit the strange clay cylinder, and then were permitted to pass between the enormous bulls, finding ourselves in a vast hall lit by flaming braziers. Upon the alabaster walls were the sculptured records of the empire. Battles, sieges, triumphs, the exploits of the chase, the ceremonies of religion were there portrayed, delicately sculptured and painted in bright colours. Beneath each picture was engraved, in characters filled up with bright copper, inscriptions describing the scene represented. Above these sculptures were painted other events — monarchs, attended by eunuchs and warriors, receiving their prisoners, entering into alliances with other monarchs, or performing some sacred duty. The emblematic tree, similar to the one I had discovered upon the tablet of Semiramis, winged bulls and monstrous, eagle-headed animals were conspicuous among the ornaments of the coloured borders enclosing these strange wall-pictures. At the upper end of the hall was a colossal statue of a queen, evidently Semiramis herself, in adoration before the supreme deity, her robes being adorned by lines of arrowheads, groups of figures, animals and flowers, all painted in brilliant hues, a group of white-robed women praying before her. Several doorways, formed by gigantic winged horses and lions, or human-headed monsters, led into other apartments, in each of which were more sculptures, while the alabaster slabs upon which we trod each bore an inscription recording the titles, genealogy and achievements of some monarch of past ages.

It was indeed an entrance of amazing magnificence, with ceiling of massive beams of dull gold, but mere stupendous still were the many vast apartments through which I was ushered. Elegant women of the court, unveiled, reclining on couches, and attended by slaves who slowly fanned them, gazed at us languidly as we passed, and from some of the great chambers there came sounds of stringed instruments and cymbals where women were revelling and dancing. At each door were stationed four warriors, wearing breastplates of gold, and standing motionless, with drawn blades, while above the entrances the brazen sign of the deity was invariably suspended by a chain.

The palace was bewildering in magnificence, amazing in extent.

At last, turning suddenly to the right, we entered a small chamber crowded by courtiers, soldiers and slaves, who, however, spoke only in hushed tones. Here our appearance caused the utmost consternation, and the men drew back, as if fearing that my touch might contaminate them. Two courtiers, however, emerged from the crowd, and, having held a conversation with my guides in an undertone, they produced under-robes of linen, a rich outer garment of green silk, and sandals such as they themselves wore. By signs they commanded me to assume them, and when I had discarded my old, dirty and tattered gandoura, and attired myself in their strange dress, I paused, wondering what strange adventure would next befall me.

Great curtains of yellow silk, upon which hideous monsters had been embroidered, hid the opposite entrance, which was guarded by a body of twelve armed men, whom I knew to be eunuchs by their clean-shaven faces and curious, golden head-dresses.

Suddenly four trumpeters — two stationed on either side — raised their enormous horns of gold, and with one accord blew three ear-piercing blasts, at sound of which all present bowed low in the direction of the curtains, an example which my guides motioned me to follow.

As we did so the great silken hangings slowly parted, revealing a scene so unexpected and dazzling that I stood agape in stupefaction. It was marvellous, incredible, astounding; its brilliancy caused my bewildered eyes to blind; its striking splendour filled me with amazement. I stood lost in wonder; held in fascination.


Chapter Thirty Eight.

Istar.
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THE GREAT APARTMENT was very lofty. Innumerable openings pierced its vaulted ceiling, through which the bright stars were visible. Upon the walls of alabaster, half hidden by rich hangings of purple silk, were portrayed winged priests or presiding deities standing before the sacred trees, armed men and eunuchs following their queen, warriors laden with spoil, leading prisoners, or bearing presents and offerings to their gods. The pavement, highly polished, was encrusted with gold, mother-of-pearl and glass; the ceiling was of ivory, and in the knots of the gilded beams were set great turquoises and shining amethysts.

At every step in this wonderful temple and palace combined, an increasing immensity had surrounded me, and now, as the veil was withdrawn, revealing this most gorgeous and luxurious apartment, I knew not how to act. An incertitude intimidated me.

With body still bent, like those of the crowd of courtiers and eunuchs among whom I stood, I nevertheless raised my eyes. Beyond the pearl and golden pavement before me rose twelve semi-circular steps of silver, leading up to a great throne of glittering crystal, which, in the bright white light shining upon it from four apertures in the ceiling, gleamed with an iridescent fire. Upon this couch, the supports of which were four winged bulls, fashioned from solid blocks of flawless crystal, the back consisting of an enormous crystal representation of the winged figure in the circle, the supreme deity, and adorned with the heads and feet of the lion and the ram, a lions skin was spread. Reclining upon it in graceful abandon, the rings of her wavy hair tumbled about her in such abundance that she appeared actually to lie on a mass of golden sheen, was a woman of exquisite beauty. Attired in a loose, white robe, sparkling with diamonds from neck to foot, her waist girt by a wide girdle of wonderful emeralds, her bare neck, arms and ankles loaded with magnificent jewels, the effect under the bright rays was absolutely dazzling. The crystal throne shed all colours of the spectrum, but its bejewelled occupant at every movement seemed to flash and gleam with a thousand fires.

She was of amazing beauty, with white, delicately-moulded limbs, tiny hands and feet, eyes half-closed, and as her dimpled chin rested upon her bejewelled arm her clinging robe indistinctly defined the graceful outlines of her form, and her breasts rose and fell slowly as she breathed.

Two gorgeously-attired priests, on either side of the great crystal throne, stood with crossed hands, silent as statues. In strange, high head-dresses, surmounted by silver stars, and attired in robes of silver, they gazed down upon us without moving a muscle. Near the throne, three gigantic negro slaves in leopard-skins, cooled the reclining beauty with great fans of flamingoes wings, while, grouped around, ready at any moment to execute their mistresss slightest wish, stood a hundred waiting-women, eunuchs and slaves. The vapours of exquisite perfumes floated everywhere.

As we halted, with bent heads, before the wonderful throne, its occupant slowly stretched her white arm beyond her head, and, opening her eyes, her gaze fell upon us. Two female attendants immediately advanced and encased her tiny, bare feet in slippers of serpent skin.

When they had returned to their places she slowly raised herself upon her elbow, and, with her chin upon her palm, raised her right hand, pointing upward. Instantly there appeared, high upon the wall above the crystal throne, where the signs of the deity were sculptured, in letters of fire the height of a man, an inscription in the cuneiform character. As it appeared, priests, eunuchs, slaves and attendants surrounding her sank upon their knees, and, in awed silence, pressed their brows to the pavement.

Lifting my bewildered eyes to the fiery lines, I gazed beyond the wondrous medley of inshot colours and precious stones, and read, — 

I am Istar, Supreme on Earth and in Heaven, Ruler of the Present and the Hereafter, who holdeth the lives of all men in the hollow of my hand. Every man is my slave: every woman shall sacrifice unto me in the House of Lustre. Those who break my commandments Anu and Rimmon, the gods great, shall destroy and devour. Thus I speak.

Thrice the Queen of Ea raised her slim hand, and thrice the lines of enormous arrowheads glowed red and fiery like living coals, each time disappearing and leaving no trace upon the wall. The silence was complete, broken only by the crackling of the herbs as they burned in the great, golden perfuming-pans, but, as the letters of fire died away for the last time, the beautiful woman, with tranquil eyes, slowly placed her foot upon the bare backs of the two women who were lying upon their faces, forming a footstool before the throne, and, with languorous grace, rose and stood upon their prostrate bodies. Then, outstretching her arms, she stood gazing upon us, as if giving us her blessing, and next second my companions, raising themselves, shouted with one voice, Istar sa-la-dhu yusapri. I la-tu nahdu nemicu banat sini makhri naku ci nasu-sa-eni!

These words, in the ancient language of Babylon, I was able to understand. Outside the palace a corrupted tongue was spoken, but here, before the Queen, worshipped as goddess, only the original tongue was heard. The words uttered by my companions were, — 

Lo! Istar, the Ruler, is revealed! Thou art the glorious Lady of Wisdom, beauteous daughter of the Moon-god, Sin. Before thee our wives and our daughters make sacrifice, and to thee we, thy suppliant slaves, raise our eyes. Thou art our deity!

As their echoing voices died away, the Queen, fanned by her sphinx-like attendants, slowly re-seated herself upon the crystal throne. A languid expression settled upon her features, and, with her foot upon the neck of one of the women before her, she lounged, one hand thrown carelessly over the crystal, human-headed monster that formed the arm of the gorgeous seat of royalty, and the other toying with the emeralds in her girdle.

From the crowd surrounding me, there stepped forward upon the pavement of pearl and gold, a tall, white-bearded man in a breastplate of green serpent skin, denoting that he was a high-priest, on either side of him standing a trumpeter. Thrice their loud blasts awakened the echoes of the chambers around, then Istar, casting an inquiring glance towards the man, commanded him to speak.

He hesitated, his trembling hand resting upon the bejewelled hilt of his sword, and the little gold bells, sewn at the hem of his robe, tinkling musically.

Speak! O Rabbani, son of Nabu-ahe-iddina. Why demandest thou an audience in this my dwelling-place? Why goest thou not unto the temple to make sacrifice before the golden image?

Let not anger consume thee, O Queen of All the Gods, cried Rabbani, lifting his hand in supplication, and falling upon his knees. We have ventured into this Everlasting House, passed the Gate of Glory, and entered into the House of the Raising of the Head, because there is one evil-doer among us, with whom thou alone in thy majesty and power canst deal.

A smile crossed the face of the living goddess, and at the same moment a tame lioness, walking past the silent priests of Istar, halted before its royal mistress, who, with her soft hand, patted its sleek back, as a woman caresses a spaniel.

I am in no mood to decide what punishment shall be meted out to evil-doers. I leave that to my judges, she answered, with a quick gesture of impatience.

Lend us thine ear, O Queen, whose name we dare not utter beyond these walls, whose tongue is unknown, save to thy priests, eunuchs and courtiers, and to whom every woman maketh sacrifice. Cast us not forth from thy presence, for assuredly thy slaves are faithful and bear the information which, though it be of amazing character, yet, nevertheless, the truth must be told, and that quickly.
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Then utter it, and be gone, Istar said, glancing at him sharply.

Know then, O Queen of Earth and Heaven, O Peerless among Women, the dreaded day hath dawned! The Great Destroyer is in our midst!

Istar, pale and startled, sprang to her feet, clutching her jewel-laden breasts frantically, as if to stay the beating of her heart.

The Devourer! she gasped, white to the lips. Speak! I command thee! Speak quickly, son of Nabu-ahe-iddina, or thou shalt be cast for ever into the realm of Niffer, lord of the Ghost Land.

I speak, O Mighty One, he answered. Would that my tongue had been torn from its roots, and my lips sealed by the seal of the Death-god, ere it should have been my duty to make this my announcement. The Devourer from the outer world hath been discovered wandering upon the mountains. How he gained this land, which is without entrance and without exit, no man knoweth. The wise men believe that he came hither like a fowl of the air.

Istar, trembling, clutched the glittering arm of her crystal throne for support, while a dark, sinister expression settled upon her flawless countenance. The crowd about me, awe-stricken and hushed in expectation, awaited her words breathlessly.

Lo! cried the high-priest of the Temple of the Seven Lights, suddenly stepping back and dragging me roughly forward, Lo! O Beauteous Queen of all the Gods, he is here, in thine holy presence!

I lifted my face. Our eager eyes met.

Her tiny hands were so tightly clenched that the nails were driven into her palms, her breasts heaved and fell quickly, her brows knit in a fierce anger, but in her eyes was a look of unutterable dread.

For a moment she covered her face with her hands, as if to shut me out of her gaze, but next instant she raised her narrow eyebrows, her blanched lips parted, and she turned upon the high-priest in a sudden outburst of fury. Extending her bare arm towards him she cursed him.

Knowest thou not the writing upon my foundation-stones, offspring of Anu, defiler of the holy Ziggurratu? she screamed in rage.

The aged high-priest uttered a cry, as if he had been struck a blow. But he answered not.

Knowest thou the words graven upon the great image? Speak, accursed one. Speak!

I do, O Queen, he faltered.

Then, malediction upon thee. Vengeance and hate, sorrow and torture of the flesh. May the Air-god rend thee; may Shamas, the lord of Light, hide his face from thee for ever; and may Niffer, lord of the Ghost Land, take thee for his slave! May Ninkigat, the lady of the great Land of Terrors, strangle thee, and may the other — whom I dare not name — fill thy vitals with molten metal and consume thee!

Mercy! cried the wretched man, falling upon his knees, and grovelling upon the polished pavement. Mercy, O Istar, Queen of Ea, and ruler of all creatures! Have mercy upon thy servant!

Nay, unto me thou hast shown no mercy, accursed spawn of a scorpion; thou shalt receive none, she answered. Then, lifting her hand towards the file of soldiers that lined the walls, she commanded, — 

Abla, Nabu-nur-ili, Akabi-ilu, forward quickly, ye guards of our majesty. Take this son of Nergal forth to the top of the steps and cast him down with force like a dog, so that his bones be broken and his body mutilated. Then, with his blood, let the words graven upon the image be re-written on the lintel of the Temple of the Seven Lights, so that all may remember. Away with him. Let his body be cast into the lion-pit, she added, with a majestic sweep of her white arm. I have spoken.

Have compassion, O Istar! At least, let me live! cried the aged priest; but ere he could utter the last sentence the soldiers had dragged him forth, with the dreaded Queens imprecation resounding in his ears in multiplied echoes.

In the full fury of her ungovernable rage this beautiful goddess of the Mysterious Land, at first so graceful and languorous, looked magnificent. With her unbound hair falling about her shoulders and reaching below her girdle, she raised her arms in mad rage, pouring forth a string of curses so terrible that those surrounding her visibly shuddered.

And thou! she cried, suddenly turning and gazing intently upon me with eyes sharp as arrows. So thou art the stranger!

The people around me were full of passionate anger and abject terror. Behind, before me, everywhere, I saw only glaring eyes, strained wide-open as if to devour me, defiant faces, eager hands fingering sword-hilts, and heard the gnashing of teeth between threatening lips.

So thou hast dared to accompany that viper Rabbani, and enter my presence! she cried, in a second outburst of indignation. Her strange terror had been succeeded by rage and defiance terrible to behold. The veins in her brow stood out like blue cords as she spoke, and her soft, perfumed cheeks were suffused by anger.

I was brought before thee by thy people, O Queen, I answered, endeavouring to appease her. I knew not thine high-priest, ere I entered thine House of Lustre.

I have spoken; and he shall die, she snapped, apparently thinking I was making an appeal on the aged mans behalf. Ascend to me, so that I may see thee more closely.

Thus commanded, I crossed the inlaid pavement and ascended the broad, silver steps leading to the great throne of crystal, before which she now stood upon her prostrate women, erect and queenly. Gaining the pavement of gold whereon the throne was set, I was drawing nearer, when two great eunuchs sprang forward, motioning me not to approach her further.

Arrest thy steps, they cried, frantically. The person of Istar, our ruler, is sacred. None but dwellers within this, her temple, may look upon her.

Retire, she cried to the eunuchs. I commanded him to approach me.

The men slunk back to their places in chagrin, and as they did so I advanced yet another couple of paces, and dropped upon one knee before her. Her beauty was amazing. The sweet perfumes that exuded from her ample draperies filled my nostrils.

Whence comest thou? she asked me in calm, serious voice, gazing upon me with her huge, wonderful eyes.

From the world that lieth beyond the impregnable limits of thy kingdom, O Queen, I answered.

Who art thou, that thou shouldst speak our sacred tongue? she inquired quickly, in surprise.

I am but a wanderer, I replied. The language of ancient Assyria hath been recovered by our wise men from the monuments of Nimroud and of Babylon. Her surprise found echo in the murmurings of the eager, excited crowd; but a moment later she asked, — 

How camest thou hither?

By an entrance which I followed. It led me through the Valley of Mists, until I came hither unto this thy city.

An entrance! she cried, in alarm. Then thou earnest not as a bird of the air!

I replied in the negative, and was about to explain the extraordinary manner by which I had gained access to the mysterious Land of the No Return, when she turned upon me with clenched hands, in a paroxysm of rage so sudden that I was startled.

Then thou art actually a pagan from the unknown land beyond, she cried, trembling with anger. Be thou accursed! accursed! accursed! May the celestial triad cut thee off, and may Rimmon tear and devour thee!

A murmur of approbation went round those assembled, and at the mention of the dreaded god all bowed, while the priests in their horned caps raised their arms and lifted their deep voices in adulation.

Speechless, I stood before her while she poured out upon me the vials of her uncurbed wrath. I trembled, fearing lest she should condemn me to a similar doom to which the aged high-priest had been hurried for what appeared to be a petty offence. In her anger she stamped her tiny foot upon the neck of one of the prostrate women, causing her to writhe. But the half-nude pair acting as her footstool uttered no cry. They were worshipping the goddess and sacrificing themselves to her.

Thou accursed son of the Unknown! she cried, addressing me. Thou hast dared to enter this my forbidden land, therefore thou art my captive, my slave, my servant! She had folded her arms with an air so terrible that I was immediately as one rooted to the golden pavement.

Kill him, O Istar! the people cried. Suffer not his baneful presence to contaminate us! Suffer not his unclean hand to touch the hem of thy sacred robe! Kill him! Let us witness the lions tearing him!

At the raising of her white, bejewelled hand there was complete silence. She looked at me, crushing me with her haughty beauty.

He came hither, she said, addressing her courtiers and slaves, in order to feast his eyes upon what is forbidden, to discover that which for a hundred generations hath been hidden from the pagans of the other world. He therefore shall, ere his soul is given unto Rimmon, witness that which he desireth. He is my captive. My name shall gnaw him like remorse. I will be to him more execrable than the pest, and he shall feel every moment, until the day he is cast into the lion-pit, the chastisement of a goddess.

Ghastly, and with hands clenched, I quivered like a stringed instrument when the over-tense strings are about to snap. Words choked me, and I bowed my head before her.

My slave thou art, she cried, turning suddenly upon me. Thou shalt ever grovel in the dust before me; thou shalt take the place of those women who have prostrated themselves before me, and are from this time forth absolved. In future thou shalt be as my footstool. Neither by night nor day shalt thou leave my presence. In my waking hours my heel shall be upon thy neck; in my hours of slumber thou shalt still be wakeful. Whithersoever I go there also shalt thou go, placing thyself as rest for my feet, and thus be ever in my sight. If thou attemptest to fly, I will draw the bears from the mountains, and the lions shall hunt thee, even unto the ends of the earth.

Stepping from the women, upon whose quivering bodies she had been standing, she commanded them to rise, and at signal from her the eunuchs tore from my shoulders the robe in which I had been attired. Then, although struggling vainly in their iron grip, I was cast, face downwards, upon the pavement before the throne, and a moment later the mysterious Queen of Ea stood with her feet upon my back. Her weight crushed my breast, causing my breathing to become difficult; but, applauded by her subjects, she remained in that position addressing them, cursing me for daring to enter her kingdom, and assuring them that ere long they should be entertained by my death beneath the claws of the lions.

I heed not the graven lines upon the foundation-stone, she exclaimed, in conclusion. Three hundred thousand soldiers are ready day and night to do my bidding, and if men fail me, I will call down the wrath of the gods most terrible. I will overthrow this my city and burn its temples. Not a single tower, nor tree, nor wall shall remain, and the galleys shall float on streams of blood. I fear not this slave beneath my heel. I would kill him now, with this my poniard; but ere he dies he shall feel the chastisement of Istar. I am thy ruler, and his punishment is in my hands.

Wisely hast thou spoken, O Goddess, whom we worship with one accord, and to whom we sacrifice those of thy sex. Thou art indeed our just ruler, at whose word mountains tremble and rivers stand still. Thine armed men shall ever be faithful unto thee, and beneath thine heel we leave the wanderer from the Unknown.

Then go; let the veil fall, she answered. In my temple, before the graven lines upon my foundation-stone, let full thanksgiving be offered at moonset for our discovery of this wanderer, who is safe in our hands, and thus prevented from escaping back unto his own execrable, accursed race.

We obey thee, O mighty Istar! rose from the throats of the assembled multitude as, with one accord, they moved back towards the ante-chamber, still keeping their faces towards the beautiful woman they worshipped. Confusion spread for a few minutes, but at last all retired, save those grouped around the throne, and the great yellow curtain fell, leaving the brilliant Queen in ease and semi-privacy.

Wearied, she threw herself upon her great crystal lounge, lying gracefully back, with the toes of one bare foot just touching me, while her women crowded about and attended her at her elaborate toilet.


Chapter Thirty Nine.

Foretokens.
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ISTARS WHITE-ROBED WOMEN brushed out her hair, which fell about her like a cascade of rippling gold, bathed her face in a golden bowl filled with perfume, and gently washed her white hands. Then, when her toilet was complete, they retired at a sign, leaving me alone with her.

When all was silent she lifted her tiny foot from my neck and commanded me to rise.

Tell me, whence comest thou? she inquired, in a hard rasping voice, when I stood before her.

Our eyes met. Hers were of that unusual tint — almost violet. They held me in fascination.

I came from the desert land two moons march beyond thine, I answered, noticing, at the same moment, that her shapely hands trembled. I entered thy dominion by the gate known to us as the Rock of the Great Sin, the secret way that no man hath before penetrated.

Thou hast discovered it! she gasped excitedly, half rising from her crystal seat of royalty, gleaming with its thousand iridescent fires. Tell me, in which direction doth it lie?

Far north, beyond the Mountains of the Mist, beyond the ruins of the wondrous temple thine ancestor raised to Sin, the Moon-god.

But tell me the exact position of the rock of the great god Sin, she demanded, eagerly. It is a spot which existeth in the sayings of the priests, but it hath been lost to all men in the mazes of legendary lore.

Its exact position I cannot accurately describe, I answered. Since passing through it and deciphering the rock-tablet of Semiramis, I have travelled many days in forest and over plain and mountain.

Couldst thou not guide me thither? she asked, eagerly.

I fear I could not, O Queen, I answered.

Thou art, indeed, the Destroyer; the man who is my bitterest enemy, she observed, in a deeply reflective tone.

How? I inquired. Surely I have done thee no wrong!

Since the day of Semiramis, the founder of Babylon and of Ea, it hath been told to each generation by our sages that a dark-faced stranger from the north shall one day enter our impregnable kingdom and approach its ruler, she said, hoarsely. His entry shall be the curse that Anu, god of Destruction, hath placed upon our land, and this our city, with walls unbreakable, shall be overthrown and crumble into dust. When Semiramis founded this our land of Ea, she made not sufficient sacrifice unto Anu, therefore the dread god overthrew her colossal Temple of the Sun, and laid a curse upon the city, saying that he would one day direct hereto the steps of a man from the world beyond, and that this man should be the Destroyer. Thou art the one sent by Anu.

She had fixed her brilliant eyes upon me, holding me transfixed. There was in her face a strange look of combined terror and hatred.

Well, I said, after a pause, believest thou that I am the prophesied doer of evil?

Assuredly thou art, she answered. All is evil in thine accursed world beyond.

And thou, the goddess Istar, believest that I am capable of working evil against this thy giant city! I observed, smiling. Thou fearest that I am possessed of the evil eye.

Thy coming fulfilleth the prophecies of our priests through ages, she answered, in a low, harsh tone. Thou art mine enemy. I, my people and my land are doomed.

This, then, was the reason that I was cast into the lion-pit, I observed.

She nodded in acquiescence, adding, It was proposed that thou shouldst be devoured by the wild beasts as recompense for thine intrepidity; but I rescued thee because — because, I wished to hear thy story from thine own lips.

Already have I told thee all, I answered. This thy land is known to the world beyond only by vague legends and the unwritten romances of story-tellers. When I return, I will tell my fellows of the wonders I have witnessed within thy brilliant kingdom.

No, she answered, rising with true regal dignity, yet trembling with anger. Thou shalt never go back, for to thee, as to all men, this is the Land of the No Return. To kill thee will only hasten disaster upon myself, therefore, thou shalt remain my slave, and lest thou shouldst attempt to escape, thou shalt never leave my side, either by day or by night. I hold thee in servitude irrevocably. When the Day of Destruction, foretold by the prophets, cometh, then shall thine heart be torn out whilst thou art still alive, and given to Ninep, my tame lioness, to devour at a mouthful.

I bowed, smiling bitterly; but no retort escaped my lips. Her strange, weird manner held me spellbound.

At least it shall be known, she cried, angrily, that I hold in bondage, as my personal slave, the man who hath entered our land to bring evil upon us. Attempt not to escape, or assuredly will I slay thee with mine own hand, and she drew from her girdle of emeralds a short, keen knife, with hilt fashioned like a winged bull, which she kept therein concealed.

Thou appearest to consider me as harbinger of ill, I answered, with knit brows. I have no design upon thee or thine. Love of adventure and a secret quest have led me hither.

A secret quest! she cried. What was it?

I had heard stories of wonders within thy land, and sought its whereabouts, I said, ambiguously.

Then, thou didst discover the secret entrance; the mystery that hath remained hidden through an hundred ages?

I did, O Istar, I replied. Long I toiled in the darkness beneath the foundations of the rock of thy Moon-god, and emerged into thy wondrous country, with its city more amazing than any mine eyes have ever beheld.

Art thou dazzled? she asked, smiling for the first time.

Indeed I am, O Queen, I replied. The magnificence of thy city, the splendour of this thy palace, and the beauty of thy face entranceth me. Of a verity thine is a world apart, and thou art goddess and queen in one.

She fixed her clear, wonderful eyes upon me, and her breast, covered with jewels, slowly heaved and fell. In her gaze I noticed, for the first time, a curious expression, and her manner was undisguisedly coquettish.

Then, why dost thou desire to leave our land of Ea? Why not remain here in happiness and contentment? she asked, raising her pencilled brows, and toying with the long, gold pendant hanging from her ear.

Because, I answered, frankly, because I am pledged to a woman who loveth me.

Who loveth thee! she cried, fiercely. Who is the woman?

Azala, daughter of the Sultan Othman, of Sokoto, I answered.

She was silent for a long time. Her white, well-formed hands twitched nervously.

Azala, she repeated slowly, in a hollow voice. And thou desirest to return because thou lovest her?

I nodded.

The penalty for thine intrepidity is death, she continued, gravely. For the present I spare thee, but thou shalt die when it pleaseth me. I am Istar, the ruler who holdeth her enemies in the hollow of her hand.

I am not thine enemy, I protested.

Thou art! she cried, with flashing eyes. Thou, son of Anu, art the Destroyer whose coming hath been foretold.

I am prepared to serve thee, and to prove to thee that I have entered thy land without evil intent, I said.

Be it so, she answered, drawing herself up suddenly. Thou shalt serve me as slave, and attend me everywhere; but while I have breath thou shalt never return unto thy master Anu, the god of Destruction, who dwelleth in the land afar.

Her agitation was intense. In her excitement she stood beside her great crystal throne, grasping with both hands one of the human-headed monstrosities which served as arms, while her pale face had assumed a haggard look, and around her eyes were large, dark rings. This woman who, as Queen of the ancient realm, was also worshipped by every man and woman as Istar, the Goddess of Love, possessed an extraordinary personality. In features, in manner, in her luxurious mode of life, she was remarkable; while, as I had already had illustration, she was cruel, quick-tempered and relentless, overlooking no fault, and holding her unique position as some supernatural ruler of earth. The legend current throughout Ea, prophesying the appearance of a visitant and the downfall of the city, was extremely unfavourable to me, I knew; nevertheless, I recollected my pledge to Azala, my long and adventurous journey thither, and now that I was actually at last in Ea I was more than ever determined to fathom the mystery that my well-beloved had alleged would be revealed unto me. The strange life about me held me entranced with wonder. Everything was upon a scale so colossal and extravagantly luxurious that I gazed about lost in wonder. The dwelling-place of the beautiful woman who held me captive, a palace and temple combined, was, indeed, a magnificent pile of amazing proportions and was well named the House of the Raising of the Head, for it was full of marvels at every turn. Istars firm determination that I should not leave her side was certainly disconcerting; nevertheless the Korân telleth us that by patience much can be accomplished; therefore, I decided to stifle the voice of protest, endure my lot, and bow to the woman who had held me humiliated as slave in sight of her brilliant court.

Again, with eyes flashing, she heaped fierce curses upon me, declaring that my life should be made a burden; that ere a moon had passed I should long for death; and that my face should never again be brightened by the eyes of the woman I loved. In the midst of a string of epithets bestowed upon me with a terrible volubility, two heralds, in golden breastplates and white-plumed helmets, entered the chamber, and raising their great brazen horns blew three loud blasts, whereat Istar, the words of reproach dying on her lips, sank among the cushions of her throne, while, almost at the same instant, the great silken curtains again parted, revealing the assembled multitude of soldiers, courtiers, eunuchs and priests, who had apparently remained awaiting their Queens pleasure. Erect, I stood beside the gleaming throne gazing upon the brilliant court of this curious monarch, while Ninep, the tame lioness, walked slowly past, sniffing inquiringly at her mistress, then stood licking her soft, bejewelled hand, the hand that she declared would strike me dead if I attempted to return to the world outside. Impetuosity was one of her many peculiarities. One moment so fierce was she that she would herself assassinate any who hesitated to obey her wish; the next she would smile good-humouredly, as though she knew not a moment of anger, and malice found no resting-place within her heart.

Suddenly she raised her hand, and a silence, deep and complete, fell upon the gorgeous, perfumed multitude. Ninep yawned, stretched herself at her mistresss feet, and placing her head upon her paws, blinked lazily at those below the steps of polished silver.

Know, she said a moment later, in a clear, not unmusical voice, this son of Anu beside me is indeed the Destroyer whom our fathers have expected for ages, and whom the prophets have told us will bring evil upon Ea.

Let him be given as food to the lions! they shouted. Kill him, O Istar, that he may not betray us into the hands of those who seek our destruction! Anu hath set his seal upon Ea, and our city must be overthrown, but let the spy be killed so that he may not furnish report unto those who sent him hither.

He shall die, Istar replied, briefly.

A roar of approbation instantly broke forth; but next instant, again raising her hand to command quiet, the queen-goddess continued, — 

He shall die when, as my slave, he hath served me.

Let him die now, O Istar! they shouted. Gladden our hearts by letting us see the lions tear him limb from limb. He is the Destroyer, the visitant against whom the sages have warned us. Through him will the vengeance of Anu, the dread god, descend upon us. Let him die!

No, she answered, both hands resting upon the crystal arms of her glittering throne. I have spoken. He is my personal slave, bound to my side by night and by day.

Dost thou not fear to have a son of Anu as thy body-servant? asked an aged priest, with flowing white beard and high head-dress of shining gold, surmounted by a star, the emblem of Istar. He may wreak vengeance upon thee.

I am Istar, and know not fear, she answered, haughtily. Men bow to me, and women make sacrifice in my temple. For those who incur my displeasure, Merodach, the protector of mankind, will not mediate.

Then the queen-goddess nodded towards a man of tall stature, attired in a robe of dead black. Again the trumpets sounded thrice, as signal for her captains to come forward and present their reports. They came, one by one, advancing to the foot of the steps, bowing upon one knee, and obtaining the sanction of their sovereign upon various matters.

At last, when about twenty had been received and dismissed, a man older than the rest, and wearing a breastplate in which rubies were set in the form of a great star within a circle, advanced, knelt before the bewitching Queen, and mumbled some words that I could not catch.

Istar inclined her head slightly in approbation. Then, bidding the white-headed warrior to rise, said aloud, — 

Know, Larsa, this stranger that is within our gates hath discovered the Rock of the Moon-god, and entered into our presence thereby. The curse of Anu, the Progenitor, who changeth not the decree coming forth from his mouth, hath fallen. Go with thine hosts far beyond the Mountains of the Mist even unto the confines of Ea, and there search long and diligently, so that thou mayest discover and defend the secret way. Let not the feet of those of evil defile our land, for assuredly the sign is set upon us, and destruction threateneth. Thy valiant hosts must avert it.

Thy will shall be done, O divine patroness, the old man answered, bowing low till his beard almost swept the pavement. I will haste to do thy bidding.

May Merodach encompass thee with his shield that none can penetrate, she exclaimed, as, turning, he went forth to lead his soldiers in search of the strange, natural gate by which I had entered.

For an hour the queen-goddess continued to receive those who craved audience, giving advice, hearing petitions, and dispensing justice. Then her brows knit, she grew tired, and at her command the great apartment was cleared of all except the twelve slaves whose duty it was to cool her with their huge fans of flamingoes wings.

Thou hast not told me thy name, she exclaimed, suddenly turning upon me.

Thy servant is called Zafar, I answered.

So be it, she said, glancing at me quickly, with sinister look. She paused a moment, then, rising languidly from her seat, slowly descended the steps, followed by all her retinue, including myself.

Depart not from my sight, she commanded, turning towards me. Where I go, there shalt thou go also.

Through the great hall she led the way into a smaller apartment, hung with gorgeous stuffs, where, in an alcove beyond, was a great couch supported by four lions in silver, with curtains of purple worked with silver. In the centre of the chamber was an upright conical stone, black, with many lines of arrowheads engraved thereon. It was, I afterwards learned, the symbol of Baal, the ruler and vivifier of nature.

Her women, priestesses of Istar, attired in loose robes of pure white, with their unbound hair secured by a golden fillet, unloosed her heavy girdle of emeralds which confined her waist, removed her little slippers of snake skin, and again bathed her face with some delicate perfume. Then they tenderly laid her to rest upon the couch, and while four men-at-arms, with drawn swords, took up their positions as guards, two at head and two at foot, they threw themselves down upon the lion-skins spread about. Before the alcove, wherein reclined the queen, a veil of silver sheen descended, for already her wondrous eyes had closed, and, tired out, she had fallen into a light slumber.

I, her slave, sat upon the floor, hugging my knees, deep in thought, and waiting, with the silent guards, until the dawn. Truly my position was a remarkable one. I had found that which all men before had failed to discover. I was actually living in a world unknown.


Chapter Forty.

The Festival of Tammuz.
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BUT ONE DESIRE possessed me — to return to Azala.

In the many days which followed the first night of my captivity I witnessed innumerable marvels. The pageantry in the palace, known to all as E Sagilla, The House of the Raising of the Head, was of amazing brilliance; and in the great city, sixty English miles in circumference, and built with extreme regularity, with broad, straight streets crossing one another at right angles, the sights which met my gaze filled me with astonishment. Though the dwellers in that long-forgotten kingdom possessed many inventions similar to those I had witnessed in London, yet their religion, manners and customs were the same as those which existed four thousand years ago, when the all-powerful Semiramis caused her record to be engraved in the foundations of the rock she consecrated to her supposed father, the Moon-god, Sin, the lord of the waxing and the waning. The buildings were on colossal scale, with towers reaching to a far greater height than any I had seen in European cities, and the display of gold, silver and gems, mostly brought there ages ago by the notable woman who founded Babylon and conquered Ethiopia, held me in constant wonderment. In the great courts of the temple-palace I watched the sacrifice of rams upon the triangular fire-altars, attended by long-bearded priests of Gibil, the Fire-god, in robes whereon were embroidered fir cones, apt emblems of fire; and everywhere I noticed symbols of the celestial deities, while power was typified indiscriminately on every hand by colossal figures of winged, human-headed, and sometimes eagle-headed, lions and bulls.

Through one whole moon I had been slave of Istar, and scarcely left her side for a single instant by night or day, hourly witnessing sights that were amazing, and occupying my leisure in deciphering the profuse cuneiform inscriptions graven on almost every wall or door-lintel by hands that ages ago had crumbled to dust. From them I learned much regarding the history of that wondrous kingdom; how, before the death of Semiramis, she was worshipped as Istar, Goddess of Love. In some inscriptions I found her referred to as Queen of the Crescent Moon, Queen of the Stars, and Queen of Heaven; in others as Queen of War and Battle, Archeress of the Gods, and Queen of all the Gods; but it was distinctly stated in several of the colossal wall-pictures that, before she died, she decreed that her daughter should be ruler of Ea, and that all should worship her as Istar. Each Queen should remain unmarried until the age of forty, and should be worshipped as Goddess of Love, and each King should be known as Hea, and should place his daughter upon the throne in preference to his son. Through four thousand years this wonderful kingdom had existed in all its magnificence, in defiance to Anu, the god of Destruction, and during that period the dignity of queen-goddess had been handed down from generation to generation, its bearer dwelling within that great temple raised by the autocratic Empress who founded Babylon. Those giant walls, with their sculptured feasts and victories, had remained intact, black and polished like iron, colossal monuments of Assyrias greatness, and as in the silence of night, when I watched while Istar slept, I gazed upon them and reflected, wondering whether Allah would ever allow me to escape to tell the world of my amazing discovery of this mysterious, unknown realm.

Many were the feasts held within that colossal palace, but chief among them was the Festival of Tammuz, The only-begotten son of Dav-Kina, the lady of the earth. This, held about one moon after my captivity, was upon a scale of unsurpassed magnificence, the feasting, drinking and merry-making continuing throughout seven days and nights. The court of the garden of the palace wherein Istar feasted the people of Ea was fitted up with white, green and blue hangings, fastened with cords of fine linen and purple to silver rings and pillars of marble; the couches of the female guests were of gold and silver upon the pavement of red, blue, white and black marble. Men sat in high chairs of ivory, and drank wine from golden vessels, slaves served them with various fruits and viands, and each hour the guests were entertained with music and dancing. Of musical instruments there were but two kinds — a drum, and a sort of triangular lyre with ten strings, held in the left hand, and struck with a plectrum held in the right. Exalted upon her dais, in the centre of the beautiful garden, sat Istar, with queenly hauteur gazing down upon the animated scene. Every house throughout the city was illuminated, for the Festival of Tammuz was celebrated by all, and many were the magnificent banquets given by high officers and notabilities. Twice Istar drove through the streets in her gilded chariot, drawn by eight milk-white stallions, I, her slave, sitting at her side. She did this, no doubt, to publicly demonstrate to the populace the fact that she held me captive, for as we passed along the straight, broad thoroughfares she was greeted by the wild plaudits of the multitude, while upon my head curses most terrible were showered.

When on the last night of the great festival the music had been silenced, the guests had left their couches, the dancing-girls had retired, and we were alone together in the silent, moonlit garden, she sighed deeply, glanced at me for an instant, and rose. Her heavy anklets of gold clinked as she descended the silver steps of her throne, and, as mutely I followed, I saw that high above us still shone the single shaft of intense white light from the summit of the towering Temple of the Seven Lights. It was, I had learned from one of the priests, known as The Eye of Istar, a light that had shone forth, night and day without ceasing, ever since Semiramis herself made the first sacrifice in that high temple tower of seven coloured stories, consecrated to the Goddess of Love. On the summit of that tower every woman was bound by the law of Babylons founder to make sacrifice to Istar, and it was the duty of the white-robed vestal virgins to keep the light burning incessantly, to remind the people that Istar watched over them and was their ruler. Ofttimes I had been seized with curiosity to ascend that tower where all women, rich and poor alike, were compelled to prostrate themselves at least once in their lives, and it was with satisfaction that I now saw my royal mistress slowly approach the entrance to the temple tower. As we crossed the great court the huge crowd that had assembled bowed in silence. At the portals twelve fair-haired girls, in robes of pure white, greeted her with great ceremony; then, headed by a wizened old priest, with snowy beard and horned cap of gold, surmounted by a star, we commenced to climb the wide flight of winding marble stairs. The ascent was long and toilsome. At each stage we halted, and a prayer was recited to the god to whom it was dedicated, until at length we reached the great domed pavilion that formed its summit.

From above, the unquenchable light shone down upon the gigantic city, while the roof of pale blue, decorated with golden stars, was supported by twisted columns of gilded marble. Ibises, the sacred birds of love, flitted in and out at will, and in the centre, raised upon a silver pedestal from the pearl and ebony mosaic pavement, stood an undraped statue of Istar herself. Its sight entranced me, for in her right hand she was represented as holding two asps entwined, the same symbol as that branded upon my breast!

Around the image of the Goddess of Love, a crowd of young women and girls from the city were kneeling. Some had their lips pressed to its feet; others were lounging upon skins gazing away out upon the brightly-lit city. The scene was indeed a striking one. The bright moon shed her light full upon the statue, causing it to stand out in bold relief, while the golden braziers, here and there, burned perfumes which filled the air with a delicious, intoxicating fragrance. When we entered all was silence, but the instant it became known that Istar herself was present, with one accord the worshippers rose, struggling with one another to kiss the hem of her gold-embroidered robe.
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Once each year, at the conclusion of the Festival of Tammuz, Istar herself ascended to pass the night within the temple, and pose in the flesh as the Goddess of Love. Hence, on that night, great crowds assembled to see her enter the tower, and the unmarried women of Ea, who had not before made sacrifice, congregated at the summit. The scene was strangely impressive. Surrounded by her white-robed priestesses, she stood before the image in the ekal, or main nave, and raised her bare white arms to heaven.

When all her votaries had kissed her robe, and ranged themselves around her, a dead silence fell. Suddenly, in clear, musical tones, her hands still raised above her head, whereon was fixed the golden star, she commenced to chant the beautiful hymn to the Moon-god, Sin, — 

Merciful one, begotten of the universe, who foundeth his illustrious seat among living creatures. Long-suffering father, full of forgiveness, whose hand upholdeth the lives of mankind. Lord, thy divinity is as the wide heavens, and filleth the unknown seas with its fear. On the surface of the peopled world he biddeth the sanctuary be placed — he proclaimeth their name. The father, the begotten of gods and men, who causeth the shrine to be founded, who established the offering, who proclaimeth dominion, who giveth the sceptre, who shall fix destiny unto a far-distant day, look down upon this our House of Lustre, and let it never be cast down.

Then the women, casting aside their outer garments of silk and purple, knelt and prayed long, invoking the indwelling spirit of life, called Zi, following it by a supplication to Mul-lil lord of the night sky, and concluding with an appeal to Istar herself, crying, — 

In heaven, who is supreme? Thou alone art supreme! On earth, who is supreme? Thou alone art supreme!

It was a curious and weird form of adoration and worship. The Goddess of Love stood erect and statuesque, without moving a muscle, as each worshipper, advancing, paid her homage. Some kissed her finger-tips, others her bare feet, each making declaration that they were henceforward her slaves. Meanwhile, the priestesses, all young women of extreme beauty, chanted softly strange hymns to the great Baal, head-father and creator of the universe, and with the moonlight streaming full upon her, Istar looked, indeed, one of entrancing beauty, yet cold as an icicle. Above her head the statue, its stone arm outstretched, held the strange symbol that Azala and I bore upon our breasts, and as I stood watching I saw with what intense devotion the women worshipped her. Unseemly rites were undoubtedly connected with the worship of Istar, the Babylonian Venus, in the time-effaced city of Sardanapalus, but here there were no degrading symbols; indeed, the surroundings in this elevated temple showed considerable purity of taste and feeling, and the sacrifices were in the form of gold, jewels, food and wine.

At length, after many prayers and supplications to each of the gods of the celestial triad, Istar turned, and, accompanied by her priestesses, slowly moved away, her votaries still remaining prostrate upon their faces.

Behind the ekal in which she had been standing was a veil of golden thread, which, being drawn aside, disclosed the sacred seat or couch called the papakha, the holy of holies of the Goddess of Love.

When we had passed beyond the veil, it fell behind us, and the priestesses, having attended Istar at her elaborate toilet, she reclined with languor upon the purple velvet cushions of her soft couch. Meanwhile, the votaries were leaving, and, when the veil was again raised, the ekal was deserted. But only for a moment. An aged man, in long, black gown, came forth from the darkness, and, standing on the spot where the goddess had stood, raised both hands towards her. His appearance was evidently part of the annual custom, for it was apparent that the priestesses and slaves, cooling their mistress with their great fans, had expected him.

Scarcely, however, had he opened his mouth, when Istar, springing from her couch, stood glaring at him with threatening gesture. Her hands trembled as words escaped her, Ah! I had forgotten! Forgotten! she wailed. Unsteadily she swayed forward for a moment, then sank back again upon her couch with blanched countenance.

Lo! cried the aged prophet, in a croaking voice, through three-score years have I uttered warning! — the same warning, that since the day of the founder of Ea, hath been spoken at the conclusion of each Festival of Tammuz, son of the Lady of the Earth.

Yea, I know! I know! gasped Istar. Loose not thy tongues strings. Each year thou hast repeated thy prophecy; spare me its recital to-night!

Semiramis, our great queen, commanded that it should be uttered, therefore seek not to stay my words, he answered reproachfully, in a grave voice. Thus saith Anu, god of Destruction, Semiramis, when she built Ea, made no sacrifice, because she feared me not. Behold, I will direct unto Ea a stranger, who shall enter within its gates, and the day of whose coming none shall know. He shall be as a sign unto you that I will bring upon Ea a king of kings from the north, with horses and with chariots, and with horsemen, and with companies, and with much people. He—

No! cried Istar, covering her haggard face with her hands, while the tame lioness stood watching, her tail sweeping the ground. I know thou art the skeleton of the Feast of Tammuz, but spare me thy disconcerting words.

The prophet, however, continued, heedless of her earnest supplications.

He shall kill the daughters of Ea in the field; and he shall make a fort against thee, and cast a mount against thee, and lift up the buckler against thee. And he shall set engines of war against thy walls, and with his axes shall he break down these towers. By reason of the abundance of his horses, their dust shall cover thee; the walls of Ea shall shake at the noise of the horsemen, and of the wheels and of the chariots, when he shall enter into thy gates, as men enter into a city wherein is made a breach. With the hoofs of his horses shall he tread down all thy streets; he shall put thy people to the sword, and thy strong garrisons shall be against them as a weak reed. And they shall kill thee and send thee to the city of Ninkigat, ruler of the great land of evil, whose palace walls are clothed in dust, the inhabitants thereof wearing robes of feathers like birds. And they shall make a spoil of thy riches and a prey of thy merchandise; and they shall break down thy walls and destroy thine houses; and they shall root up thy foundation-stones, and lay thy timber and thy dust in the midst of the water.

Istar set her teeth. For an instant she glanced at me, the stranger foretold by the prophet; then her eyes were turned upon the man who had prophesied her downfall. I saw in their violet depths a steely glitter, as with one hand she fondled her pet Ninep. Almost as the last word left the old mans lips she rose to her feet, and, with a word to the lioness, she pointed to the aged man who had dared to incur her displeasure. Ninep crouched at the feet of her mistress for a single instant, then, flying through the air, fixed her deadly fangs in the sages throat.

One loud scream of agony sounded as man and beast rolled over in deadly embrace. Next second I saw the polished pavement was defiled by blood.

Obedient to the call of her mistress, Ninep trotted back and licked her hand, leaving the prophet mangled and dead. Slaves quickly removed all evidences of the tragedy, and while they did so Istar sank back, her fair face buried among the cushions, a single sob escaping her.


Chapter Forty One.

The Temple of Love.

[image: img141.jpg]

THAT NIGHT, IN gloomy mood, Istar reclined dreamily upon her soft papakha, dismissing all her priestesses and slaves, so that I remained alone with her. With my back to one of the golden pillars supporting the roof, I sat silent in thought, scarce daring to move, for fear of the dozing lioness. Istar had fallen into a troubled sleep, and lay tossing upon her couch with tumbled tresses.

A sudden murmur from her caused me to glance in her direction, when I saw her lying, still asleep, ghastly pale beneath the light of the moon. Her robe was disarranged; her delicate chest, that slowly heaved and fell, had become revealed. As I looked, I discerned, to my amazement, that it bore the device of the entwined asps, identically the same as had been branded upon me; the same as appeared on the rock-tablet of Semiramis!

Azala had spoken the truth. So far had the Mystery of the Asps been revealed. The strange link that joined me with the daughter of the Sultan Othman joined us both, in some unaccountable manner, to the goddess-queen of this ancient land of marvels. I rose, and, creeping nearer, minutely examined the mystic mark upon her chest. It was seared as deeply, and presented a blemish as hideous, as my own. Lying, as she was, in graceful abandon, with one arm flung over her head, her chest rose and fell each time she breathed, but suddenly she drew a long, deep-drawn sigh, and her eyes opened.

I started back, but already she had detected me. Well? she exclaimed, regarding me with dreamy glance through her half-opened lashes, slowly readjusting the white silken robe that had come apart at the neck. Why hast thou approached me?

Thou hast slept uneasily, I answered, and a hideous mark upon thy breast became revealed.

Languidly she raised her head upon her arm, and with eyes still half-closed, like Ninep, her dozing lioness, she said, — 

Come hither, Zafar. Come to my side.

Obediently I approached her couch. Her breast rose, causing her diamonds to sparkle. During the past few days I had not failed to notice in her manner an entire change. She accorded me more liberty; she no longer placed her spiteful heel upon my neck as sign of triumph, and seldom she spoke to me with wilful gesture. Once, the amazing thought had flashed across my mind that she actually loved me, but at such absurd notion I had laughed and placed it aside.

What seest thou in the Mark of the Asps to amaze thee? she asked, when I had drawn nigh to her, and Ninep sniffed my legs inquisitively.

It is as a strange mark, I answered. I was wondering what its meaning might be.

Ah! she sighed. Its meaning none can tell, save that those who bear it are the doomed.

The doomed! I gasped. Why?

Upon his accursed Anu setteth his mark. Hence it is that I bear it, she answered, gravely. Thou art mine enemy, Zafar, she added, after a slight, painful pause. To-night have I sent away my women, so that I may speak with thee, the stranger whose coming hath been prophesied for ages. By all men in Ea I am supposed to hate thee, yet — yet—

Again she paused, looking at me intently with eyes in which burned the unmistakable light of love.

Yet thou canst not bring thyself to cast me into the lions pit, I observed, smiling bitterly. Better that thou shouldst give me my liberty, and allow me to depart.

Never, she cried, starting up. Thou shalt never leave me. If I am doomed to die, thou shalt die also.

Why? I asked. I have wrought thee no ill.

Thou hast struck the chord of affection within my heart, Zafar, she said, passionately.

Already have I told thee that Azala, daughter of the Sultan Othman, is betrothed to me, I answered, not in the least surprised at this passionate declaration.

Heed her not, she cried. Already I know that Anu, though he sendeth thee hither as sign of the overthrow of Ea, hath, nevertheless, placed upon thee also the Mark of the Asps.

I started. I had no idea that she had ascertained the secret hidden beneath my robe of crimson silk. Some slave must, at her bidding, have examined my chest as I slept.

And if so?

Then thou wilt assuredly meet with a violent end. I smiled, and she regarded me with knit brows.

If thou art my friend, I said, then thou wilt release me.

No. None departs from or enters the Land of the No Return, she answered. Since the foundation of Ea one man only escaped into the outer world. It happened ages ago. He never returned hither, for on the day the calamity befel us Anu was wroth, a great earthquake occurred, and the gate by which he made his exit became closed for ever.

Already had I heard a similar legend during my long and eager search for the Rock of Sin, the Moon-god, the illuminator of the earth and lord of laws.

Who was the man who escaped? I inquired.

Legend saith his name was Nebo, she answered. Knowest thou any of that name?

In the negative I replied, reflecting upon the strange story of the escape of this man beyond the confines of Ea, and wondering what adventures befel him.

Then she went on to relate how, on many occasions, there had appeared in cloud-pictures, or mirages, inverted pictures of the unapproachable world beyond; and I, in turn, explained how the Rock of the Moon-god and the Mountains of the Mist appeared frequently in the desert mirage in far-off Kano.

Hast thou ever seen Ea mirrored on the clouds? she inquired.

Never, I answered. Thy city is unknown, hence my speechless amazement at its discovery.

Why desirest thou to return to thy land of evil? she asked, stretching forth her hand and softly stroking Nineps sleek back.

Because of the woman I love.

She bit her lip to the blood, and glanced at me with an evil glint in her bright eyes.

Thou carest naught for me, she observed, reproachfully, regarding me sharply with narrowing brows.

I am but thy captive, I responded. As Queen of Ea thou mayest not allow love to enter thine heart until thou growest old. Why dost thou taunt me?

Mention of the rigid law of her great ancestress, Semiramis, caused her to frown.

So be it, she answered, hoarsely. If thou wilt not renounce thy love for this woman who dwelleth in thine accursed land, then thou art still my slave.

I am content, I said.

Thou hast chosen? she inquired, slowly rising to her feet and standing erect before me.

I have chosen.

Then to-morrow the lions shall rend thee in full gaze of the assembled people of Ea, who shall make sport of thy supplications, and thy cries shall be as music unto their ears, she burst forth, in a sudden fury of passion. Anu shall rend thee, Nergal, lord of death, shall seize thee, and thou shalt be accursed by the Fever-god, and cast into the dread kingdom of Niffer. Baal shall show thee no mercy; Adarmalik, lord of the noonday sun, shall hide his light from thee; Shamas shall blind thee, and thou shalt exist for ever in the torments prepared by Ninkigat in the burning land where all is dust. Thou hast disdained the favours that I would have bestowed upon thee, despised me, and flung back the love that I would have given thee. Therefore shalt thou die. I, Istar, ruler of Ea, have spoken.

Her beautiful face was distorted by fierce, uncontrolled passion, vituperation fell from her lips with a rapidity which almost choked her, her mass of dead gold hair had escaped from its fillet and fell in profusion about her shoulders, while her white, filmy robe, open again at the neck, disclosed the hideous, mysterious blemish scarred dark red upon the white flesh — the mark that was branded upon the woman I loved as well as the queen-goddess who had condemned me to death.

My dogged silence enraged her. It seemed as though during the weeks of my captivity she had unconsciously grown to regard me with affection, and held me as slave of her caprice. Yet my thoughts, ever of Azala, were so full that I had never before actually realised the position in which I now suddenly found myself.

Thou utterest no word! she cried. Thou art still defiant. To-morrow wilt thou crave mercy at my feet, but I will show thee none. Thou hast sneered at my power, set at naught my good-will, and refused to abandon all thought of return to thy land of evil, and the woman who holdeth thee entranced. Thou shalt never look upon her face again!

I turned away from the irate beauty, whose hands were clenched within their palms until the nails drew blood, and without replying, slowly crossed the polished pavement of the temple, passing over the spot whereon the hapless prophet had fallen beneath Nineps deadly claws, and advancing to the sculptured parapet of alabaster, whereon I leaned in thought, gazing down upon the gay, brightly-lit city, and the great buildings and courts which comprised the wonderful House of the Raising of the Head. Ninep uttered a low growl. The moon shone brightly, lighting up the extensive view on every hand. Below lay the well-remembered flight of steps, brilliantly illuminated, with their double row of guards in shining breastplates. Beyond the palace walls the lights of the streets showed in long, straight lines. Above, the shaft of intense white brilliance, the inextinguishable Eye of Istar, still streamed forth upon the wondrous city of Ea, lighting up its terraces, its obelisks and colossal temples like day, while, far away in the distance, the snowy, serrated crests of the Mountains of the Mist showed high, ghost-like, mysterious.

Beyond lay freedom and Azala. Already had I witnessed that Istar, quick-tempered and passionate, was capable of any cruelty or treachery, even towards her most trusted friends. This woman, worshipped as Goddess of Love, was, indeed, full of grace, beautiful in form, with a face almost flawless; but the cruelties she practised almost daily were revolting. To incur her anger meant death, either upon the torture-wheel or in the lion-pit, and ofttimes, while standing beside her, I had noticed the exultant pleasure with which she condemned men and women to torture or to the grave. The people of Ea called her goddess; I thought her a fiend.

As over the parapet I gazed aimlessly away across the gigantic capital of this world-forgotten race, it became impressed upon me that, to save my life, I must at once seek means of escape. But how? As Istars personal slave, it seemed impossible to elude her vigilance; even if I escaped outside the city my way back to the Rock of the Moon-god was uncertain. I recollected also that within the gloomy cavern there existed an utterly impassable barrier between myself and the world I had left — that roaring inrush of water descending to feed the subterranean river. Times without number thoughts of freedom had possessed me, but on each occasion I had been forced to abandon hope, resign myself to the galling captivity in which I existed, and possess my soul in patience.

Now, however, I had become desperate. The moon, while I stood watching long and earnestly, became obscured by a dense black cloud shaped like a falcons wing, which left only a patch of green sky half round its disc. On either side of the city the great plain stretched dark and wide. The shapes of the mountains could not be discerned, but showed like a heavy cloud bank against the horizon. My strained eyes could discern a speck of light afar off, which, as it was too low for a star, could only mark the existence of some house on the distant mountain side. The silence could be felt.

The day of feasting and mad gaiety had, it seemed, exhausted all the voices of nature as well as those of men.

At length I turned towards the papakha. Istar had sunk back upon her purple couch, wearied by the continuous gaiety of the festival, and forgetful of her wrath, had again fallen asleep, her head thrown back upon a great, tasselled cushion of rose silk. One of her slippers had fallen off, disclosing her bare foot, with its heavy, bejewelled anklets, while near her Ninep had stretched her long body, with her snout between her paws. Between us stood the life-sized statue upon its pedestal, the image of Love, before which all women of Ea bowed and made sacrifice. Ghostly it looked in the pale half-light with the symbol of the entwined asps held within its right hand, and as I advanced towards it I touched its base. The stone had been worn smooth as glass by the lips of priestesses and votaries who had worshipped at that shrine through all the ages since Semiramis; the feet and legs were worn hollow and out of symmetry by the osculations of the millions of women who had ascended that tower to the gorgeous Temple of Istar to prostrate themselves. The image stretched forth its arm over me ominously, and the perfumed smoke from the braziers, whirled up by a breath of the night wind, wrapped around me a subtle, almost suffocating, fragrance.
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Istar slept on with heaving breasts. One chance alone remained to me — a dash for liberty.

Advancing cautiously a few paces I craned my neck to satisfy myself that her slumber was not feigned; then, with a last look upon her, I turned and crept silently away into the shadow where the stairs descended.

I had just reached them, when a faint rustling behind me caused me to glance quickly round. In an instant I recognised the truth. Istar had followed me. With a cry of rage she sprang upon me, her poniard gleaming in her hand. Long ago she had vowed to kill me if I attempted to leave her side, and it was now her intention to carry out her threat. One fierce blow she aimed at my heart, and in warding it off the blade gashed my arm. At the same moment, however, I wrested the weapon from her hand, and held her tightly by the wrists.

To free herself she struggled violently, but I held her powerless, when suddenly there was a low, ominous growl, and Ninep, in defence of her mistress, pounced upon me, her great claws fixing themselves in my left shoulder. Instantly I recognised the ferocity of my second adversary, and releasing Istar, I plunged the long, keen knife full into the eye of the lioness.

Fortunately my aim proved true, for in a few seconds the great brute, her brain penetrated, fell back helpless and dying.

Again Istar, with the fury of a virago, rushed upon me, declaring that I should not escape. My first impulse was to kill her. Indeed, I confess I raised my knife to plunge it into her breast, but next second gripped her by the throat, and hurled her back upon the pavement where she lay huddled in a heap, stunned, motionless, and unconscious.

With a final glance at her inanimate form, I secreted the knife within my silken girdle, then dashed down the stairs — down, down, through the six deserted temples, tier on tier, until I reached the silent courtyard, which I hastily crossed and went to Istars private apartment, whence I took a small tablet of sun-dried clay whereon a message had been impressed. This I placed in my pouch, and, taking a staff, set forth to gain my freedom.

In fear each moment lest Istar should regain consciousness, and raise the alarm, I hurried on through the great apartments with their colossal sculptures, where scribes and courtiers, officials and soldiers, were slumbering after the weeks festivities, and at length gained the head of the brilliantly-lit flight of steps, the one way by which the royal palace could be approached.

As soon as I drew near to the head of the broad stairs the lances of the guards were interlaced from top to bottom. My passage was barred until I had explained to the two officers that I was bearer of an urgent message from Istar, and exhibited to them the tablet bearing her seal. Then only was I allowed to proceed. At each of the seven gates between the actual entrance to the palace and the brazen gate of the city, I presented my credential and was afforded free passage. In trepidation I approached one of the great doors of polished brass that closed the entrance to the city, and again drew forth the tablet. The officer of the watch scrutinised it long and carefully by the aid of his lantern, then, finding everything satisfactory, gave orders that the gate should be opened to pass out a messenger of Istar.

One of the ponderous doors creaked at last, and groaning, slowly fell back just sufficiently to allow me to pass.

May Merodach guard thee, messenger, shouted the officer as I went forth.

And thee also, I answered, as out upon the plain I sped quickly in the direction of freedom. Behind me the shaft of white light still streamed from the summit of the Temple of the Seven Lights; before me were the half-obscured Mountains of the Mist.

Once I glanced back upon the wonderful centre of a civilisation unknown to the world, then resolutely I set my face towards the pole-star, determined to put as great a distance as possible between myself and those who would undoubtedly pursue me ere the first saffron streak of dawn showed the direction of Mecca.


Chapter Forty Two.

Crooked Paths.
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FULL OF INCREASING anxiety were the days following my escape from Ea. At dawn, while high in the shadowy Mountains of the Mist, I heard the alarm beaten in the distant city below, and could just distinguish, through the cloud of vapour, troops of horsemen leaving the brazen gates to scour the country in search of me. Istar had, no doubt, recovered, and, perhaps, had declared that I had made an attempt upon her life. A determined effort would, I knew, be made to secure me; therefore, having found the path I recognised as having before traversed, I pushed onward, day by day, until I reached the ruins of the great temple which had held me in wonderment when first I had entered that mysterious realm; then, striking due north, through forest and fertile, park-like country, I came to a river which I remembered was not far-distant from the small, half-concealed hole whence I had emerged. Proceeding along its sedgy bank at early morning, I came round a sharp bend, espying, to my amazement, a cluster of tents before me, and held back only just in time to escape detection. Already my pursuers were ahead of me! Nevertheless, taking a circuitous route, and sleeping in a tree that night, my eyes, after long and diligent search, were gladdened by the sight of the spot I sought.

As I stood before it, I reflected that, although I had defeated the evil design of Istar, I was still in a position equally as perilous as before, because of the raging, foaming torrent, which, descending from the Lake of the Accursed through its funnel-like aperture, formed a natural and insurmountable barrier to my freedom. Ea was indeed the Land of the No Return.

I had eaten my frugal morning meal, and was about to leisurely enter the long, natural chamber beneath the rock, and there decide upon some plan of action, when suddenly the bright gleam of arms through the greenery attracted my attention, and a moment later I found myself confronted by two of Istars soldiers, who had evidently been watching me.

They called upon me to surrender, at the same time shouting to their comrades; but, without an instants hesitation, I evaded their grasp and scrambling up into the hole, plunged into the dark fissure and sped quickly along over rocks and stones, heedless of where I went. Hurrying footsteps sounded behind me, the voices of my eager pursuers echoing loudly through the place, causing the flock of bats and birds nesting there to fly out into the sunlight in a dense, screaming crowd, while I, dashing onward, fled like a rat before a ferret.

The chase in the pitch darkness was long, wearying and desperate. It was a race for life. By their voices I could distinguish that the soldiers were gradually gaining upon me; yet, struggling on, now and then falling and cutting my knees as I scrambled over the sharp rocks, being always compelled to keep my hands stretched forth lest I should stun myself against the rough sides of the natural passage. Still, I was determined to hold out until the last, although not a single ray of hope glimmered through the dispiriting gloom. Istar had told me that, as bearer of the Mark of the Asps, I was doomed. Although I struggled forward I had been compelled to abandon all hope of returning again to Azala.

Close behind me were my pursuers, yelling like fiends. The place sent back weird, unearthly echoes from its uneven, vaulted roof, yet, in the utter darkness, they could not see me, but only pressed forward, eager to run me to earth and ascertain the extent of the strange, unknown grotto.

Suddenly I held my breath, feeling myself treading for an instant upon air, and uttering a loud shriek when I realised the truth. I had forgotten the great chasm into which I had so nearly fallen when last I had passed there, and had now plunged headlong into it! Down, down, I felt myself falling, until the fearful velocity with which I descended rendered me giddy. Those moments in mid-air seemed an hour, until, after dropping a long distance, I felt a sudden blow on the back that drove the breath from my body and held me paralysed. I knew then that I was lost.

When, a few minutes later, I again became conscious, I heard excited voices far above uttering words of caution. My shriek had evidently been noticed by my pursuers, who, surmising that some evil had befallen me, halted, and feeling their way carefully forward, had discovered the wide chasm which I had believed unfathomable. I was lying in soft dust which, preventing any of my bones being broken, had also deadened the sound when, long ago, I had cast stones into the pit to ascertain its depth. Slowly I struggled to my feet, and finding myself uninjured, began groping about in the darkness to ascertain the accurate dimensions of the abyss. Half choked by the fine dust, I stumbled about, with outstretched hands, but could discover neither sides nor roof, when suddenly a soldiers robe, which had been saturated in some oil from a lantern and was flaming, tumbled down upon the spot where I had fallen. My pursuers had done this to ascertain the depth of the chasm.

The welcome light revealed to me that, instead of being in an abyss, I had been precipitated into a lower and larger cavern, the roof of which was hung with huge stalactites, glittering with prismatic fire, and of dimensions so enormous that the fitful glare did not reveal its opposite extremity.

Fortunately, in my efforts to discover the extent of the weird place, I had advanced some little distance from the bottom of the pit, therefore my pursuers saw me not.

He hath vanished! I heard one man cry. Of a verity he is the Destroyer, the son of Anu, whom to attempt to capture is as futile as the endeavour to make water run up hill.

He sprang into the gulf, and disappeared like a spirit, cried another, as he peered over into the yawning chasm. It was his intention that we should follow and be dashed to pieces on the rocks. His cry alone saved us.

Come, I heard another voice exclaim, let us leave this noisome abode of Anu, or his hand may wither and destroy us as it destroyed the Temple of Sin.

Soon the light died down to glowing tinder, and the voices, growing fainter, were quickly lost in distant echoes.

I knew I was entombed. To search for any exit seemed hopeless. Nevertheless, with a supplication to Allah to lighten his servants burdens, I tore a strip from my robe, unravelled it, and by blowing upon the glowing tinder, obtained a light for my torch. Then, having improvised several more torches in case of necessity, I started forward. On every side was a cavernous blackness, so large was the natural chamber into which I had fallen. Still I strove on, determined at least to ascertain its true dimensions.

Presently I raised a loud shout, and listened. In a thousand distant echoes my voice came back, showing that the cavern was of wondrous extent. The ground was not uneven, though here and there were large masses of rock, thrown up, as if by the same earthquake as had formed the Lake of the Accursed, and, hurrying forward, I gazed about me to discover something in the impenetrable blackness on every hand.

One fact alone gave me courage. The air was good, showing that somewhere was an outlet to the world above.

Thus, with frantic effort, I struggled on, lighting a second torch, and keeping straight ahead, until at last, to my dismay, I was confronted by the damp wall of rock that formed the end of the cavern. Turning at right angles, I walked beside this wall to ascertain the width of the chamber, when, having proceeded about thirty paces, I discovered a fissure, or tunnel-like passage of considerable width, which led away into the deep gloom beyond.

Determined, at least, to explore its length, I plunged into it, holding my torch high above my head. At first it descended slowly, then rose with gradual ascent, sometimes narrowing, at others widening, until I again came to a blank wall of rock.

I had been deceived. It was a mere fantastic cul-de-sac.

A moments pause, then, turning with sinking heart, I retraced my steps a considerable distance until, just before I emerged into the great cavern again, I became aware of a second grotto leading out of the natural tunnel wherein I stood. This I had not before noticed, therefore, with eager steps, started forward to explore it. Here again the ground rose, but the cavern was spacious, and leading out of it was another grotto rising gradually and leading to a third, slightly narrower, through which I toiled for fully half-an-hour, burning the whole of my outer robe as torches, until by accident my light became entirely extinguished. Unable to rekindle it, I was plunged in darkness that could be felt. Striving on undaunted, however, my eager hands came at last in contact with a wall of rock before me; but, scarce had I made this dismaying discovery, ere I found that the subterranean burrow took a sudden turn at right angles, and again ascended sharply.

To my surprise the rocky roof above me became just distinguishable. A grey light showed ghostly and indistinct. Then, a moment later, as I mounted the steep ascent, I saw, straight before me, the blessed light of day, and uttered a loud cry of relief and joy.

In eagerness I sped forward, rushing out of the cave, the mouth of which was half choked by brushwood and brambles, to find that I had actually passed beneath the Lake of the Accursed, and was beyond the confines of the Land of the No Return.

Only by a miracle had I escaped death. Of a verity Allah maketh abundant provision for such of his servants as he pleaseth, therefore I knelt to return thanks for my deliverance.

My exit had been made at the edge of the forest, within actual sight of the towering Rock of the Moon-god, and having riveted its exact position upon my memory, I plucked some bananas and ate them, afterwards setting my face to the north on my long journey back to Kano.

Following the directions given me by my lost friend Yakul, I searched for the track which he had told me ran through the great forest to Ipoto, and after some little difficulty discovered it; then, traversing it for many days amid the forest gloom, I at length reached the town he had named. To detail my journey northward is unnecessary. Ever pressing forward, and without meeting with much adventure, I swam the Ihourou river, and joining a party of traders, crossed the rocky country of the Mbelia, passing beneath the snow-capped summit of the mountain called Nai, eventually arriving at Niam-Niam. Here I was fortunate enough to fall in with a caravan bound for Katsena, within the Empire of the Sultan Othman; and three moons after my escape from Ea I experienced the delight of seeing the minarets and cupolas of Kano rise dark against the blood-red sunset.

News I gained in Katsena, however, had caused me most intense anxiety. Although, as far as I could learn, no conspiracy against the Sultan had been attempted, yet I heard from Arab traders in the market-place that Azala, my beloved, was to be given as bride to the Khalifa, in order to further cement the friendship between Sokoto and the Eastern Soudan. It had been arranged months ago, before the Khalifas return to Omdurman, and the date of Azalas departure for the east was already past. Therefore, in fear lest the woman I loved should have already left, under escort, to become bride of the brutal autocrat, I spurred forward over the desert to Kano.

My first breathless question of the guards at the gate was of Azala. She had not left, they answered, but preparations were complete, and she would go forth, with a large armed escort, at noon on the morrow. Then I made sudden resolve, and entered the great Fada to boldly seek audience of the Sultan Othman, the ruler who had forbidden me to re-enter his Empire on pain of death.

While passing beneath the high, sun-blanched wall of the harem, on my way to the Hall of Audience, I came face to face with the dwarf Tiamo, who, on beholding me whom he thought dead, stood petrified. When I had reassured him, he briefly explained how he had returned to Azala with news of my tragic end; how, overwhelmed by bitter grief, she had become careless of everything, even of her betrothal to the Khalifa. Hastily I scribbled a message of reassurance in Arabic to my well-beloved, and the impish little man hobbled away with it secreted in his gaudy sash, while I continued my way to crave speech with the autocrat. After many formalities, I was allowed to approach the divan, where he sat in his green silk robe, calmly smoking; but as I advanced his keen eyes recognised my face, and his brow darkened grimly.

Well? he exclaimed in anger, as I bowed the knee before him. What seekest thou? Have I not already expelled thee from this my kingdom?

Yea, O Sultan, I answered. But I would have a word with thee in private. I desire to impart unto thee a secret.

Of what? he inquired, with a quick look of suspicion.

I have witnessed that which the eyes of men have never before beheld, I answered, I have discovered the Land of the No Return!

The Sultan started up at my words, and the greatest sensation was created among his assembled court. For a moment Azalas father regarded me keenly; then, uttering a word, waved his hand, signifying his desire to speak with me in private. Instantly the crowd of courtiers, slaves, eunuchs and soldiers retired, and a few minutes later we were alone.

Well? he exclaimed, pulling at his bejewelled pipe thoughtfully. Explain unto me thy discovery.

Seated on the mat before the royal divan, I told him the whole story; how Azala had rescued me; how I had reached his daughter a second time, and my strange quest at her instigation.

When I mentioned the latter his brows knit severely, and displeasure was betrayed upon his dark face. Then I related the conversation between the two conspirators who were plotting to bring about the overthrow of Sokoto, explained how I had discovered the Rock of the Great Sin, and described the magnificence and enormous wealth of the kingdom of Ea. I told him of my adventures within the mysterious realm, of my captivity in the hands of Istar, and of the strange wall-picture of Semiramis.

During an hour we conversed together; then, at last, I referred to Azalas forthcoming journey to Omdurman, and hazarded an opinion that she should not be united to one who was an enemy of his Empire. Upon my words he pondered deeply, slowly stroked his full, dark beard, but made no response. Then, not without trepidation, I offered a suggestion. It was that, in return for Azalas hand, I would lead his hosts by the secret way into Ea, and conquer that wealthy country, which could then be annexed to Sokoto.

He reflected, apparently doubting my ability to lead an expedition of such magnitude; but after I had explained my previous experiences as a Dervish soldier, he at last accepted the terms of my offer, and very soon we had arranged the details. He would give me, he promised, twenty thousand men, armed with European rifles, together with all the cannon which had been captured in a recent campaign against the French, and the four Maxim guns and ammunition sent to him as a present a few months before by the Royal Niger Company. One condition I laid down was, that I might hold converse with Azala ere I set forth upon the hazardous undertaking. To this he raised no voice of dissent, therefore, later that evening, I spent a joyous hour with my well-beloved in the room I knew so well.

To describe our meeting is unnecessary. Suffice it to say that, when she set eyes upon me, she burst into a torrent of tears. Long ago had she mourned for me as one who had lost his life in attempting to fulfil her wish, and could scarce believe her eyes when Tiamo had given her the scrap of paper with my message. I explained my discoveries, my ambitions, and the generous promise of the Sultan. Then, after a protracted interview, I bade her farewell until such time as I could claim her, and departed with her fond kiss warm upon my lips.

That she watched the preparations hourly from her lattice I knew, but at sunrise, three days later, all being ready, I set forth at the head of the Sultans army. Tiamo again came with me as body-servant, our journey over the deserts being of a far different character to when we had fled like thieves from Kano. With our green standards flying, and our bright arms and accoutrements glittering in the sun, ours was a brilliant cavalcade, every man intensely eager to view the mystic, unknown land of which story-tellers had told through countless ages.

By forced marches we reached, within six weeks, the Rock of the Moon-god, our army augmented by thousands of black followers from Niam-Niam, and, on making careful reconnoissance, I soon discovered the natural, tunnel-like passage whence I had emerged on escaping from Ea. Taking with me a strong pioneer party, we thoroughly explored the huge caverns below, fixed lights in various parts, placed ladders against the wall of rock over which I had tumbled, and above, at the edge of the chasm, suspended strong ropes and pulleys for raising cannon, horses, and heavy material. This work occupied us four days, but when at length everything was complete, we found the entrance to the gallery too small to admit horses and guns. We therefore blew away the rock with some dynamite, procured long ago from the Niger traders, and without many mishaps passed through, and at last gained the fertile Land of the No Return.

The eagerness of the soldiers of Sokoto and our pagan followers, who had joined us out of curiosity, to penetrate this strange, legendary land, knew no bounds, and the excitement on the first night we encamped upon the grass plain rose to fever heat.

I had sent forward trusty scouts, attired in the garments of citizens of Ea, copied from my own, lest we should fall into an ambush, and already had watchers secreted on the Mountains of the Mist, in full view of the city we were preparing to surprise.

Well I knew the colossal strength of Ea, the place with walls unbreakable, and when addressing the army after we had recited the sunset prayer that evening, I disguised not the fact that the struggle must be desperate.

All were, however, undaunted. Each man announced his readiness to go forward, bent on conquest.


Chapter Forty Three.

Doom.
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OUR ASSAULT UPON Ea was sudden and unexpected. Under cover of night we cautiously advanced on our last march, and having placed our guns in position, halted in readiness. From the high summit of the Temple of the Seven Lights the unquenchable Eye of Istar still streamed, white and brilliant. The giant city was ablaze with lights, as if for another festival, and at first sight of this colossal centre of a forgotten civilisation the soldiers, awe-stricken, feared that our expedition against such a gigantic fortress was foredoomed to failure.

Before commencing the attack, however, I urged them to valiant deeds, repeating those words from our Korân which have given heart to Moslem armies ever since the days of the Prophet— If there be a hundred of you that persevere with constancy, they shall overcome two hundred; and if there be a thousand of you they shall overcome two thousand, by the permission of Allah; for Allah is with those who persevere. It hath not been granted unto any prophet that he should possess captives until he had made a great slaughter of the infidels in the earth. Allah is mighty and wise.

After many bows and genuflections, my companions rose, and, mounting, spurred forth, in readiness to their posts. In silence half-an-hour went by, when, by prearranged signal, six of the French guns loaded with explosive shell suddenly crashed forth, at the same instant, sending their deadly missiles right into the centre of the city, almost as far as Istars palace. We listened. The sound of the explosions echoed weirdly among the misty heights above.

With such infinite care had we approached that this signal was the first notification received by the people of Ea of the presence of enemies. The instant the cannons had roared forth, our great storming parties spurred across the plain to certain of the city gates, armed with engines for battering them in, and charges of dynamite for blowing them into air. So well guarded, however, were those gigantic walls that, ere our squadrons could reach the gates, they were assailed by withering showers of arrows and spears. Indeed, a moment after we had sent our first shells into the city, the high, frowning battlements seemed alive with defenders. Volleys of stones from ancient catapults were showered on every hand, while bowmen, from the slits in the flanking towers, discharged upon us a deadly arrow storm.

Our black contingent, with their long bows and poisoned arrows, quickly turned their attention upon the archers of Ea. Expert marksmen these pagans were, and at this moment proved themselves of the utmost value. Each soldier who showed himself upon the high walls was picked off with an aim unerring by our archers, behind whom were the well-drilled soldiers of the Sultan making careful shots with their rifles, and away upon the high ground at the rear the cannons kept up their thunder, each shell bursting and spreading terrible devastation within the city. The constant explosion of shells and firearms appalled the defenders beyond measure, for this was their first knowledge of the art of modern warfare, and, as I afterwards learned, it was believed that because gunpowder was used by us that Anu himself, the dread god of Destruction, was directing us, and against him they were powerless. Nevertheless, the pugilistic spirit was still fierce within the hearts of those descendants of the valiant hosts of Semiramis, and they fought desperately for the defence of their capital and their goddess-queen. In the lurid glare, shed by the fires caused by our shells, we could discern huge, cranelike machines mounted on the walls, discharging at us arrows and volleys of stones, while other ancient mechanical contrivances emptied upon our scaling parties great caldrons of boiling pitch or water.

Throughout that well-remembered night we kept up a continuous and galling hail of lead upon the city, but with little effect save that, time after time, we swept away hundreds of soldiers from the walls and caused conflagrations in every quarter, the majority of our force remaining safely beyond the narrow zone of the defenders fire. As dawn crept on, times without number our scaling parties attempted to fix their ladders of rope and cane, but on each occasion were hurled back, leaving many of their number dead or dying. The sun rose. Arrows and javelins fell thick and fast, while, from plain and hill, we poured a continuous and deadly shower of death-dealing missiles over those ponderous, time-worn walls. The hundred enormous brazen gates resisted every attempt of those of our men who dashed forward to batter them in. Their thickness and strength were colossal. Whole parties of the young and dauntless, who rushed across the plain up to the very walls, dark-faced and determined, were sometimes swept into eternity even to the last man, by the frightful showers of jagged arrows and sharp flint stones discharged from catapults.

Noon came. The breathless hours passed but slowly. Hundreds of our soldiers and pagan followers were stretched dead, yet, with the exception of causing a few alarming conflagrations within the city, we seemed to achieve but little progress towards victory. Our ability to project our missiles to far greater distance than the defenders was of greatest advantage, and our losses in these earlier hours of the siege were never serious.

Towards sundown, after a long and toilsome day, we decided to make a sudden and vigorous assault, with our advance covered by artillery in our rear. The military tactics of the soldiers of Sokoto were perhaps primitive as compared with European standards; nevertheless, our men, at the roll of the war drums, dashed forward in force to make a strenuous and frantic endeavour to enter the ancient, mysterious capital. Yet we met again an opposition so terrific that some of our squadrons fell back appalled, while others were literally riddled by arrows from the battlements. Long and valiantly we fought to batter down the gates or scale the walls, but without avail. Stones, bullets, spears and boiling liquids fell in showers upon us from every point. Many fell dead or mortally wounded upon the sand, and it appeared as though the remainder would be wiped out, until, with one accord, they beat a hasty retreat, followed by the cheers and yells of the defenders.

This reverse almost disheartened us.

Each moment the conflict increased in vigour. Although the soldiers of Ea possessed no firearms, the defence they made was of a character desperate and remarkable. From every point our guns blazed away with monotonous regularity, and our rifles flashed everywhere, yet we seemed not to effect the slightest impression upon that city of colossal strength. Every turret, every battlement, shed showers of arrows and sharp stones which inflicted terribly painful wounds, while, in reply, our pagan allies let loose their flights of poisoned darts with unerring and deliberate aim.

Once an arrow struck me in the forearm, but, fortunately, inflicted only a slight wound; yet almost at the same moment Tiamo, who was standing beside me, unfortunately received another dart, which caught him full in the throat and stuck quivering there. Instantly I recognised the terrible nature of the wound, and knew it must prove fatal, as, alas! it did ere our savage assault terminated. Now that we had advanced within the range of the defenders fire, our loss of life was becoming serious. By the tragic end of the dwarf I had lost a sincere and genuine friend, and Azala a devoted slave. I had, however, but short space to keep beside him, as my presence was urgently required elsewhere. Therefore, with a few words of comfort, I was compelled to leave him and ascend to where the guns were thundering.

The afterglow was burning in the sky, when, looking forward, I discerned, standing upon the wall, Istar herself, white-robed, with streaming, unbound hair. Her arms were upraised as if in the act of encouraging her men, and directing the defence.

I chanced to be standing beside one of those deadly, rapid-firing guns captured from the French, and, as I looked, our gunners sighted their weapon.

See! cried one. That woman there! A little lower. Now!

Instantly the gun crashed forth. Next second there was a flash of fire upon the battlement where Istar had stood, and when the dust and smoke cleared a few moments later a breach in the wall showed that the shell had blown to atoms everything within its reach.

It seemed absolutely certain that the woman who had held me captive must have been killed instantaneously. If she had escaped, it was little short of marvellous.

Daylight faded, evening crept on, still our bombardment continued with unceasing vigour. None of us had appeased our hunger since long before dawn, and few had been able to snatch a draught from their waterskins. Darkness fell, and the stars appeared through the choking smoke clouds, clear cut as gems, when suddenly, to the astonishment of all, the long shaft of white light, kept burning night and day at the summit of the Temple of Love, increased in brilliancy, streaming over the city and plain. Our enemies now used it as a search-light, such as I had seen on the battleships in the bay of Algiers, and thus were they enabled to narrowly watch our movements.

Nevertheless, we were able after considerable effort to outwit them, for, the fire from the walls having slackened as darkness prevailed, we sent a large body again forward, our reinforcements standing formed up in a huge square in readiness. The squadron sent as pioneers were all picked men, who, like myself, had seen battle in many parts of Africa, and were determined to bring matters to a crisis. Quickly and noiselessly they sped forth, and were lost in the darkness. While our main body harassed the defenders and kept them fully engaged, these men worked their way silently towards the great gate through which my captors had led me when I had been taken prisoner. Fully half-an-hour elapsed without a sign. Standing, with eyes strained in the direction they had taken, I began to fear they had met with disaster. Indeed, I had already given orders to two scouts to ride forward and bring back report, when suddenly there was a bright, blinding flash. The very earth was shaken by a terrific, deafening explosion, followed instantly by a second report which awakened the echoes of the mountains far and wide.

Almost the next moment a great tongue of flame shot up behind the city wall, revealing the reassuring fact that the gate, with its huge flanking towers manned by hundreds of the defenders, had been entirely demolished, and that a great fire had been started. Loud, exultant shouts rose from every throat when this truth became realised. Our war drums rolled loudly, our heavy guns were silenced, and instantly, ten thousand well-armed and valiant men dashed forward to spring through the breach and enter the gigantic city. I headed them, but at the ruins of the gate we found that half the number of the brave ones who had so effectively used the dynamite had been slaughtered, and that a huge, compact body of troops had massed within, determined to resist our advance. Hence we were compelled to fight hand-to-hand, while engines of war, like the ancient mangonels and ballistae, worked over our heads, laying us low by dozens. A hundred stratagems we had already practised, but to no avail, therefore, we determined upon taking the city by sheer force. In numbers, we were vastly inferior to the defenders, but sight of our firearms held them terrified.

The mêlée among the heaped ruins of that ponderous gate was frightful. Bigotry, revenge, love of loot, and all the voices that unite to hurry men to evil, pressed us forward at this crisis time. Veterans, who had fought in all the desperate battles with the French towards the Niger bank, and away beyond Lake Tsad, were not to be disheartened. They were desperate and furious.

Still the defenders held out. Their ranks presented the appearance of a wall of lowered spears.

While we strove on, fearing that this last bold venture might fail, a loud rattling like musketry sounded in front of us. Instantly I knew the truth. One of our Maxim guns had at last been brought into play.

The effect of that most deadly of modern weapons was appalling. Thrice it spat out its leaden hail, sweeping along the lines of spearmen from end to end. Then, with loud, fierce yells of triumph, we poured into the city over the heaps of bullet-riddled bodies, fighting amid a chaos of writhing limbs, gashed faces and bleeding, trampled humanity.

Thus, we at last passed the high masses of Babylonian masonry, which had once seemed so dark, sheer and impregnable, and dashed forward into the mystic capital of Ea, engaging the defenders hand-to-hand in every hole and corner, while our comrades, having witnessed our success, sped on after us great bodies of reinforcements, against whom it was impossible for either citizens or soldiers to struggle. The darkness of night was dispelled by the red glare of the fires, as the incendiarys brand was applied to wooden structures, while the curses of the vanquished mingled with wails of the dying and shouts of the victors.

The carnage was frightful.

After an hours desperate street fighting, during which time my garments were torn from off my back in shreds, the defenders began to cry for quarter, but, although we granted it, our black allies, drunk with the frenzy of battle, refused to show mercy, and hundreds of those who had defended their homes so bravely were impaled by spears, or laid low by poisoned darts. Many were the ghastly scenes I witnessed, as, amid that terrible massacre of the vanquished, we pressed on in force towards the dazzling House of the Raising of the Head. Again we met with a determined opposition, which cost us considerable loss ere we could break it down and ascend the long flight of steps to the palace itself. On gaining the top, I rushed forward, at the head of the storming party, into the great pavilion, with its sculptured walls, and was amazed to find it deserted.

Alone, I dashed away across court after court, until I reached the entrance of the great hall, wherein stood the crystal throne. Without ceremony I tore aside the heavy curtain and entered.

Istar, who had, by some almost miraculous circumstance, escaped destruction on the city wall, was lounging upon her seat of royalty, her beautiful face pale as death, her teeth firm set, and in her eyes a look of unutterable dread. All her brilliant court had deserted her and fled, leaving her alone to face her enemies.

As I entered, her gaze met mine, and she rose to her feet with slow hauteur. I advanced to seize her, but, raising her shapely, trembling hand, she screamed, Stand back, thou son of Anu! Stand back!

Thou art now my captive! I shouted, halting an instant before ascending the steps of polished silver.

She clenched her teeth, held her breath, and trembled. With a quick movement, she raised her left hand and placed it against her velvet cheek. Next instant, I saw a tiny streak of blood trickle down upon the strings of jewels which adorned her neck.

Then, horrified, I noticed that in her hand there writhed a small black asp of the most venomous species. She had placed its flat head against her cheek and deliberately allowed it to bite her.

What hast thou done? I cried, aghast.

I, Istar, will never be taken captive! she answered, with imperious gesture. Thou hast brought thine accursed hosts within my kingdom, broken down my walls, burnt the Temple of Baal, and entered this my palace to sack it and break down the foundation-stones of my fathers. Therefore thou shalt, at least, have no satisfaction in securing me.

She swayed slightly, and from her grasp the small reptile wriggled and fell upon the polished pavement, hissing viciously.

I knew she was doomed, and made a movement to ascend the steps.

Ah! dont touch me! she shrieked wildly, her wealth of unbound hair falling in profusion about her shoulders. Canst thou not see that the asps poison is fatal? she gasped hoarsely, her face, with its ugly streak of blood, a ghastly hue. Anu hath seized my kingdom. Merodach hath forsaken me. See! she cried with difficulty, reeling and clutching for support at the arm of her glittering throne. See! I leave thee! The word of the prophet — is fulfilled!

Her thin, blanched lips moved, but no further sound escaped them. Her face was drawn and haggard, her limbs were convulsed by icy shiverings, and her bejewelled fingers, hitching themselves in her filmy garments, tore them in a paroxysm of pain as the deadly venom throbbed through her blue veins.

She glared at me with a ferocity that showed how desperate she was.

But only for a moment. Her nerveless hand refused to support her, and, staggering forward unevenly, she suddenly threw up her shapely arms, with a wild, shrill shriek, and fell heavily forward upon the pavement before the ancient throne of Babylons queen.

I dashed up to where she had fallen, and, bending, raised her fair head and placed my hand upon her white scarred breast.

Her heart had ceased its beating. Istar, the direct descendant of Semiramis, the beautiful woman worshipped as goddess and queen, was dead.

I rose and stood gazing upon her lifeless, prostrate form. Horror held me dumb. Yet I was conqueror of the most ancient and remarkable city in the world.


Chapter Forty Four.

The Talisman.
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WITH LIGHTNING SPEED the news of Istars death spread from mouth to mouth throughout Ea, and all opposition to our occupation quickly ceased. Priests, eunuchs, populace and soldiery regarded our entry, and the death of their goddess-queen, as the fulfilment of the dreaded curse of Anu, and openly declared that to fight against the decree of the great Destroyer, supreme on earth, was utterly futile. Hence the Moslem hosts, acknowledging me as leader, poured into every part of the once-impregnable city, and proceeded to seek suitable quarters in the best residences and in the House of the Raising of the Head, the wonders of which held them entranced.

During the first few hours the soldiers of the Sultan, with that inborn love of loot which has characterised every Arab man-at-arms since the days of the Prophet, sacked the houses of the wealthy, and would have wrecked the palace of Istar had I not taken precautions, threatening that any discovered pilfering would be cast into the lion-pit without ado. By dint of most strenuous exertion I thus managed to preserve the palace intact, but our negro allies, on entering the city, intoxicated by success, had at once become entirely beyond control, and I fear that many citizens and their property fared badly at their pagan hands.

As soon as I had arranged for an efficient guard in every hall throughout the great palace, and had taken precautions to confine the soldiers of Ea in one quarter of the city, lest they should return to resume the defensive, I ascended to the Temple of Love, and there, in presence of three of my chief officers, extinguished that great light called the Eye of Istar, as sign of my complete conquest of Queen and people.

The seething populace of Ea, when they saw that the light which had burned uninterruptedly for ages no longer shone, regarded its failure as sign that Shamas and Merodach had for ever forsaken them, and that city and people had, by Istars death, been given over to the designs of Anu, the dreaded, and his evil hosts. They remained inert, cowed, trembling. The luxurious Temple of Love, with its worn statue of the goddess, presented the same appearance as it had done on that memorable night after the Feast of Tammuz, when the Queen slept while I had watched in silence. Her couch, with its purple cushions, was tumbled, as if she had recently lain there, and the fresh offerings of food and wine at the foot of the statue showed that votaries had recently ascended to prostrate themselves in conformity with the rigid law of Semiramis.

Leaning over the balustrade, I stood gazing down in wonder at the magnificence of the city I had conquered, and watching the breaking of the dawn. Paper being brought at my command, I sat down and wrote a report to the Sultan, urging him to come and witness his mysterious, newly-acquired possession, and at the same time claiming Azalas hand. To my well-beloved also I wrote a message of affection, and these I dispatched in charge of six trusty messengers, who had acted as scouts, with orders to speed on the wings of haste back to Kano.

As I again looked down upon the terraces and courts an imam from the Fada at Kano came forward, and placing himself at my side, raised his arms and uttered, in a firm, loud voice, our call to prayer.

Thus, for the first time in the history of Ea, was the Temple of the Seven Lights used as mosque, and the name of Allah uttered from its high minaret. Thrice he shouted, with all his might, those well-known words which cause the Faithful to bend the knee towards the Holy City wherever they may be, and the soldiers lounging about the courts below, hearing it, prostrated themselves and recited their thanks to the One Merciful with heartfelt fervency. Verily Allah is endued with indulgence towards mankind; but the greater part of them are not thankful.

At first, as representative of the Sultan, there was much to occupy me; but the people, finding our rule unoppressive, quickly became well-disposed towards us, and soon, the defenders being disarmed, my task was rendered easy. Then day followed day — bright, sunny, indolent, never-to-be-forgotten days of waiting in patience for the coming of the Sultan.

The high-priests of the Temple of the Seven Lights undertook the obsequies of their dead Queen, which they carried out with great pomp and ceremony, the body being carried by twelve vestal virgins to the summit of the tower and there cremated, the ashes being afterwards cast to the winds amid the singing of hymns to the Moon-god and much weeping and wailing. Still, the fact that upon my breast was a mark exactly identical with the one she had borne puzzled me, and during the long period of waiting for the arrival of the Sultan Othman I used every endeavour to discover some elucidation of the mystery. Soon I grew impatient, and ofttimes wandered alone through the magnificent courts, plunged deep in oppressive thoughts. The non-arrival of the Sultan caused me serious apprehension that, during our absence, the Khalifa had attacked Kano. If so, I feared for the safety of Azala. To distract my attention from the one subject which occupied me both by night and by day I applied myself diligently to the study of the gigantic wall-sculptures and inscriptions, and succeeded in deciphering some exceedingly interesting records of the luxury in which lived Semiramis and her successors.

The treasures we discovered within the palace were enormous. Jewels of great price, which had belonged to the founder of Babylon herself, golden ornaments of every kind, many of that antique design shown in the wall-pictures, dishes and drinking-vessels of gold, golden armour, bejewelled breastplates, and swords with hilts set with magnificent gems were stored in great profusion in the spacious vaults below the palace, while the ornaments worn by priests, priestesses and high functionaries in the daily exercise of their religious duties, were all of amazing worth. Besides these treasures of gems and gold, we discovered a vault filled to overflowing with the records of the dead monarchs of Ea, cylinders and square cakes of sun-dried clay, with cuneiform inscriptions impressed upon them by the hands of scribes who had lived three thousand years ago. In later centuries it appeared that a kind of papyrus had been used by the inhabitants of this world-forgotten kingdom, nevertheless, all the earlier records had been impressed upon clay or chipped on stones in like manner to those discovered beneath the mounds where once stood the giant cities of Nineveh and Babylon. Through many weeks I occupied myself with them, the result of my investigations having been recently given to the world in the form of two substantial volumes published in Paris.

One day, while engaged in translating a record of the historic victory of Semiramis over the Ethiopians, neatly impressed upon a hollow cylinder of white clay, the commander of the guard entered hastily with the glad tidings that the cavalcade of the Sultan was actually within sight, and half-an-hour later I received the great Othman and his daughter in the glittering throne-room where first I had encountered the Queen whose beauty had been amazing.

The Sultans reception was wildly enthusiastic. War drums rolled, the conquering green banners of Al-Islâm waved in the brilliant sunshine, and the soldiers of Sokoto, who had fought so valiantly, were cheered again and again by the great escort of their autocratic ruler. Even the vanquished citizens of Ea lost their sullenness, and having found our rule beneficent and devoid of the harsh oppression they had anticipated, united in applauding the conqueror.

Amid ringing cheers he entered the magnificent hall wherein the luxurious Istar had held sway, and, greeting him at the steps of the throne, I motioned to him to ascend to the royal seat of prismatic crystal. This he did, and in obedience to his desire, Azala and myself followed, standing by him at either hand.

Then, when quiet had, with difficulty, been restored, he addressed those present in congratulatory terms, thanking Allah for the success of our arms, and turning to myself, publicly declared me worthy the hand of his daughter Azala.

This announcement was followed by thunders of applause. Outside, firearms were discharged, cannons roared, and news of our betrothal spread away into every corner of the city.

When again the Sultan could obtain a hearing, he added that, having discovered this mysterious kingdom hitherto unknown, it was but just that its rule should be given into my hands. Henceforward, he said, I was Governor of Ea, and as soon as arrangements could be made for fitting marriage festivity I should be wedded to Azala. Advancing to the woman I loved, we clasped hands joyously, and her eyes met mine with an expression full of tender passion. Then, turning to the Sultan, I acknowledged his gracious bounty, and declared that now I had Azala at my side I would spend the remainder of my life in his service as Governor of this new, far-removed portion of his Empire.

Azala, too, in musical voice, trembling slightly with emotion, declared that I had successfully fought a fight that few would have attempted, and others united to heap praise upon me of so laudatory a character that I confess to entertaining a desire for its cessation.

After a protracted audience, the Sultan made sign that he wished to be alone, and when all had withdrawn, except my betrothed and myself, he turned to me, saying — 

Of a verity, Zafar, thou hast fought a valiant fight. Strange it is that thou returnest to that which is thine own.

How? I inquired, puzzled at his words.

Thou bearest the Mark of the Asps, he answered.

The same symbol was borne by Istar, I said. I discovered it while she slept.

Upon my breast also is the mark, Azala observed.

The mysterious emblem hath, of course, puzzled thee, the Sultan said, smiling as he addressed me. Azala hath ofttimes asked its meaning, but I have rendered no explanation until now. Because thou art betrothed unto my daughter, it is but fitting that I should make explanation. Thou hast witnessed the symbol upon the foundation-stone of Semiramis, and I have to-day learned that Istar, as represented in image at the summit of the Seven Lights, beareth in her hand the asps entwined. The Mark of the Asps is the Babylonian sign of royal sonship, the symbol with which the first-born of every ruler since Semiramis hath been branded.

But how came I to bear the mark? I inquired, eagerly.

Thou hast heard the oft-repeated story of the man who, long ages ago, before the great earthquake, succeeded in eluding the vigilance of the guards at the Rock of the Great Sin, and escaped into our world.

Yea. I have often pondered deeply over that legendary tale, I replied.

It was no legend, he asserted. One man did actually escape from Ea. He was son of the reigning queen, and bore upon his breast a mark identical with thine. Far and wide he travelled over the Great Desert, and obeying the injunction of his ancestor, seared with a white-hot iron the mystic symbol upon his eldest son. Thus through many generations was the Mark of the Asps placed upon the breast of the eldest child of either sex, until a legend became rife that ill would befall the family if that mark were not impressed. For ages the practice, descended from father to child, until it came to thy father, who branded thee.

My father! I cried. Surely he was not a lineal descendant of the Queens of Ea!

He was. Thy father and myself were brothers, but early in life we parted in Constantine, I to the south, where I met with many adventures, becoming commander-in-chief of the army of Sokoto, and subsequently being placed upon the royal divan as Sultan. Some years after parting with thy father I heard that he was dead, and, unaware that he had a son, I, desiring to perpetuate the family legend, impressed upon the breast of Azala the mark that thou hast witnessed.

Then it is now easy to account for thine amazement at finding the mark upon the breast of myself, thy captive in Kano, I observed, smiling.

I had never dreamed of thine existence, and as it was alleged that evil would accrue if the mark of royalty were placed on any but the person entitled to it, I banished thee, in fear, from my kingdom, he replied. After I had sent thee out of Sokoto I became seized with regret, and used every endeavour to rediscover thee, but without avail. Meanwhile, it seemeth that thou wert beloved of thy cousin Azala, and wert striving to elucidate the mystery. Thine efforts have at last been crowned by success, and assuredly the expressions of good-will I have uttered towards thee are genuine.

I accept them, I answered, amazed at this unexpected revelation. Thou art brother of my father, and I thy nephew.

It is but just that thou shouldst rule over Ea, Azala said, laughing joyously, after she had explained that the marvels she had revealed in Kano in order to impress me were produced, as I had suspected, by mechanical means. The mark was branded upon me under the misapprehension that thou didst not exist. But in thee, the Unknown, I have found a husband; and Ea, thine estate by right, a conqueror and ruler.

Hast thou still an amulet thy father gavest unto thee before his death? the Sultan asked, presently.

I have, I answered, placing my hand beneath my silken robe, and drawing therefrom the small bag of soft kid-skin I had worn for years suspended, with other talismans, about my neck.

Open it, and let us gaze upon it.

I obeyed, and drew from the well-worn charm-case a small, cylindrical seal of chalcedony. It was of ancient design, like those discovered by Layard, the Englishman, in the mounds at Nimroud, about the length of the little finger, semi-transparent and blue almost as the morning sky, drilled from end to end with a hole, to allow its suspension from the neck.

Yea, said the Sultan, taking it from my hand, and examining it with greatest care. Thou hast truly preserved intact the relic which hath been in our family through countless generations. Now will I reveal unto thee its strange secret.

What secret doth it contain? I asked, glancing at it eagerly.

Upon it are words, he answered, but so minute is the inscription that only by placing it in the suns rays, and watching the shadows, can the inequalities of its surface be detected. Come hither.

He rose, and we followed him across the great, empty hall to where the sunlight streamed full through an aperture in the high, gilded roof. Then, placing the cylinder upon a small, golden stool, inlaid with amethysts, that Istar had used as a table, he told me to examine it and say what words were thereon inscribed. At first I could detect nothing, but presently, by placing it at a certain angle, I could detect that its surface was entirely covered by an inscription in cuneiform character, so minute that none would dream of its existence. Only by allowing the suns rays to fall at a certain angle across the blue stone could the tiny rows of arrowheads be deciphered, but after a long examination, with the Sultan and Azala eagerly gazing over my shoulder, I was at length enabled to gain the knowledge it imparted.

The first portion of the ancient inscription was a brief supplication, in the picturesque language of Assyria, to Istar, Goddess of Love, followed by a statement that the stone itself was the talisman of Semiramis, founder of Babylon, who had decreed that her son should bear the royal mark upon his breast in such a form as should be indelible, and that the first-born of the royal line should be branded in the same manner by an iron heated until it glowed white. There was a tiny sketch of the symbol, together with full directions as to the manner in which the flesh must be seared, and the whole concluded with an exhortation to Merodach to preserve the bearer of the talisman, and a fervent prayer to Baal, head-father and creator of the universe. At the end was the signature of some scribe, and appended the seal of Semiramis herself.

This strange historic talisman had, I recollected, been carried by my father in all his travels, and on his deathbed he had bequeathed it to me, with strict injunctions never to part with it, as it secured its wearer immunity from disease or violent death. Around my neck I had carried it through all the fights against the English in the Soudan, and during all the long and toilsome journeys which I have related. Now it had explained to me a secret so strange that, without its unimpeachable evidence, I could never have credited the truth.

Again and again I re-read the curious inscription, graven by a hand that must have crumbled into dust more than four thousand years ago; then, witnessing Azalas great interest in it, I tenderly placed my hand around her jewel-begirt waist and kissed her.

The Sultan smiled benignly, and telling me to mount the steps, and seat myself upon the crystal throne that was my birthright, he gave orders for the curtains to be drawn aside so that those assembled might witness the high position to which I had been exalted.

The Sultan, again mounting the steps of polished silver, addressed the brilliantly attired crowd, explaining briefly that I was the direct descendant of the founder of that kingdom; that upon my breast I bore the mystic Mark of the Asps; and that, in my hand, I held the long-lost talisman of Semiramis, which ages ago had been carried away to the outer world by the adventurous son of Istar who made his escape and never returned. It was, he declared, but meet that I should occupy the crystal throne whereon had lounged the languid, luxurious queens through so many centuries, a statement which won the loud and long-continued plaudits of the multitude.


Chapter Forty Five.

Conclusion.
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THAT NIGHT I wandered through the ancient, gigantic palace, hand-in-hand with my well-beloved, pointing out its many marvels, explaining the curious inscriptions upon its colossal foundation-stones, and, taking her to the summit of the Temple of the Seven Lights, showed her the giant city by night. Happy were we in each others love; yet happier still when, seven days later, amid feasting and merry-making, that was continued throughout a whole moon, we were made man and wife. Our rule has, I believe, found favour with the people. We fear not invasion nor rebellion, because our impregnable country is still the Land of the No Return, at any moment when we choose to block the one single gate by which it may be entered.

As Prince of Ea I have complete control of its ancient treasures, and at Azalas instigation have sent many wall-sculptures, and other relics of interest, to various national museums in the European capitals. To Paris I sent a colossal block of black stone, strangely sculptured, representing the great feast held by Semiramis after she had built the walls of Ea, which she declared unbreakable. To Vienna we dispatched the stone, triangular altar of the Fire-god, Gibil, which stood at the entrance of the House of Lustre. To Berlin went a conical stone, bearing a beautiful hymn to Baal in well-preserved cuneiform character; and to the British Museum, in London, an institution to which my father had sent many relics he had collected, I presented a collection of ancient gems, among them being the little chalcedony cylinder, in order that all should be enabled to inspect the strange heirloom, the possession of which led to the discovery of a long-forgotten civilisation.

The visitor to Englands national collection of antiquities may discover it in the Assyrian Room, reposing upon its tiny cushion of purple velvet, fashioned from the papakha of the Goddess of Love, the couch of Istar, a mute relic of one of the greatest monarchs the world has ever known. Before it a neat black tablet, with gold lettering, gives a translation of the injunction regarding the placing on the breast of the first-born the device known as the Mark of the Asps, together with a statement as to its date. Many, perhaps, have seen it during the past twelve months, but none know its real history, which I have here written for the first time. After reading this record they may possibly linger before the case containing it a trifle longer, and reflect upon the curious chain of incidents which caused the ragged, wandering Dervish, who carried it forgotten in his charm-case, to become ruler of a land the existence of which was hitherto unknown, and to secure as wife the sweetest woman his eyes had ever beheld.

With Azala as my wife, mine is a life of happiness unalloyed. Of a verity ours is a rose-garden of peace. The only murmur of discontent ever heard within our kingdom is because the shaft of white brilliance no longer shines to remind the vanquished of the cruel but beautiful queen they idolised as Goddess of Love, and to give them promise of freedom from the Moslem yoke. But the light that had shone on uninterruptedly through forty centuries has never burned since that memorable night when I quenched it, and never will again.

Its extinguishment was emblematic of my complete conquest of the Land of the No Return. I have closed for all time the ever-vigilant Eye of Istar.

THE END


Scribes and Pharisees (1898)
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Amants, guerriers, 
Durs justiciers, 
Gros financiers: 
Paillasses! 

Amour, fierté, 
Gloire, équité 
Et loyauté:

Grimaces!


TO MY BROTHER VAGABONDS

THOSE MERRY BOHEMIANS WHO WRITE AND PAINT 

I INSCRIBE THIS STORY OF LITERARY AND JOURNALISTIC LONDON 

IN THE HOPE THAT THEY WILL FORGIVE ANY CRITICISM 

AND NOT SEEK TO DISCOVER THE ORIGINALS 

OF CERTAIN CHARACTERS 

I HAVE HEREIN ATTEMPTED TO DRAW

VIALE REGINA MARGHERITA, LIVORNO February, 1898


CHAPTER I

THE SIGN OF THE DEAD RAT
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SHES A MYSTERY.

Well, at any rate, Teddy is infatuated — terribly infatuated.

And he knows absolutely nothing of her — of her right name, of where she lives, or of who she really is. He says he does; but I know better, my dear fellow. Ive got my suspicions.

Suspicions of what?

Bertram Rosmead, the indolent student, who had thus expressed doubt, smiled mysteriously. He had flung himself upon the frayed and faded couch at the open window of the airy, high-up old room on the Quai Montebello, and was lying with his hands lazily clasped behind his head and a caporal in his mouth, in an attitude of idle contentment. The rose and orange of the afterglow had faded. The roar of Paris came up from the streets below, and as he gazed dreamily across the placid river where beyond showed against the clear evening sky the twin time-worn towers of Notre Dame, the thin gilt spire of the Hotel de Ville, and the ancient gothic tower of St. Jacques, he pondered deeply. The day was over; the Paris of Pleasure was lighting up, beginning its night of wild delight.

Youd better not express any such doubts in Teddys hearing. Hed be furious, observed Jean Potin, his fellow-student, who, together with the man they were discussing, shared equally that shabby room, half study, half studio, in which they sat. The place was silent and gloomy in the dusk, its three easels standing in line together, the lay-figure looking ghostly in the half-light, while the human skull perched on the top of the smoke-begrimed cupboard grinned grimly down upon them.

Rosmead laughed. He was about twenty-two, slim, darkhaired, dark-eyed, with features somewhat aquiline, square jaws denoting considerable determination, a refined, sensitive mouth, and brows well arched a decidedly clever face, regular, expressive, and beaming with good humour.

Teddys an Irishman — all Irishmen are apt to be impetuous, he said, without removing his cigarette.

His impetuousness nearly brought him into trouble when he knocked down the gendarme outside the Chat Noir the other night, the young Frenchman laughed.

That hirondelle de greve owed Teddy a grudge ever since the night during the July fêtes when he kissed a girl on the Boulevard, and she complained of his conduct. There was a row, I believe, and the ODonovan squared up to the elegant official, and would have chawed him up if the Marquis, Antoine, and some of the boys had not been present and succeeded in carrying him off by sheer force of numbers. Rosmead spoke French and used Parisian slang — the slang of the Quartier Latin — in a manner few Englishmen could.

Ive noticed hes been a little triste these last few days, the young Frenchman said, speaking with a strong Breton accent. Teddy is not his usual self.

The girl, my dear Jean — the girl, answered the carelessly-dressed Bohemian, with the air of a philosopher.

Poor old Teddy is in love. He hasnt shouted Hurrah for County Cork, these ten days, and he never goes down to Mother Gérys now. Wheres he gone this evening in such a devil of a hurry, I wonder?

To meet her, his fellow-student said. He meets her at eight every night in the little garden in the Rue du Cloître. At eight, Rosmead repeated reflectively. Then, after all, she may be out of one of the magasins.

From the Louvre, or Bon Marché, Ive thought.

No, I cant believe that, said the young Englishman. From her manner shes evidently a lady.

Jean raised his shoulders to his ears with expressive gesture, but uttered no word. He was thin-faced, rather tall and slim, of sallow complexion, and a trifle sad-looking, with a pair of deep-set, penetrating black eyes. His clothes were shabby, and paint-besmirched, and, like Rosmead, his fingers were stained yellow by the caporals he eternally consumed, while the black silk cravat knotted around his neck did dual duty as collar and tie. But in that gay, careless set to which they belonged a man was never judged by the cut of his coat, the glossiness of his hat, or the manner in which his cravat was tied. Theirs was a merry life, spells of spasmodic work at home or at Juliens being invariably followed by wild outbursts of pleasure.

Bertram Rosmead, Jean Potin, and Teddy ODonovan formed a trio of students as merry, as reckless, and as impecunious as any in the quaint old Quartier Latin. Through three whole years they had lived a life of feast one day and fast the next in that bare, ill-furnished sky-attic, sharing each others joys and sorrows, alternately idling and working, smoking their long rank cigars purchased in the Boul. Mich. at five centimes apiece, and quenching their insatiable thirst with an exceedingly inexpensive wine possessed of a better colour than taste. Little they knew and less they cared for the worries of life, existing as they did in Bohemia, their world apart.

In those days the old Quartier still existed, dirty, bizarre, and filled with men many of whose names have since become household words throughout Europe; men now distinguished in the worlds of art, literature, medicine, and diplomacy; men who, fifteen years ago, were glad enough to dine at Mother Gérys for half-a-franc, and even to eat a handful of roasted marrons on a winters night to keep out the cold and stave off the pangs of hunger. Those were days of empty stomachs and full brains; of cheerful yesterdays and confident to-morrows, of wild practical joking, of shifts and debts, of good humour, of rollicking merriment and genuine good-fellowship.

The man who knew the beloved old Quartier in those well-remembered days, and now revisits it, will sigh to note everywhere a change. If he forsakes the present, leaves the busy Rue de Rivoli, crosses the Pont Neuf, and plunges for a brief hour into the past, he will soon discern that Bohemia no longer exists there. Its old-world charm has passed away, because it has become modernised, and has assumed a sorry air of mock gentility. Let him glance up at the four well-remembered top windows of that dingy-looking house on the Quai Montebello, the grey front of which faces the Seine, and he will actually discover lace curtains there! Alas! that the grisette died with Murger and Musset.

But in the days when that high-up room was tenanted by these three happy, indolent revellers the Quartier was still Bohemia, and of all those who used to dine so frugally at the little crémerie with the red blinds in the Rue Galande there was not one more popular among his fellows than Bertram Rosmead. As an artist he was sadly wanting in talent. Everybody knew it; he himself was too painfully aware of it. But he was a born vagabond, a thoroughgoing Bohemian, who would lounge into the Grand Café in his threadbare clothes, collarless, with his rusty black cravat secured in a big bow, and order his refreshment with the air of a prince, and even go to the opera and rub shoulders with the daintiest Parisiennes in the same paint-bespattered jacket and with several days growth of beard upon his chin. He spoke with all the argot of the seamy side of Paris life, and held in esteem and respect by his fellow-students, he was perfectly content, caring absolutely nothing for the opinion of the world. To the true Bohemian the Seine separated his own world from that outside, forming a distinct division between the quartier he loved and the quartier he held in contempt.

These three led a reckless life. In those idle days the quips of Droz convulsed them, the romances of Sue held them breathless, and the pathos of Murger caused lumps to rise in their throats. In those days time was counted by the dates of remittances from home, and at that period, in their youthful enthusiasm, they all of them believed their works would one day be hung in the Luxembourg for the admiration of the crowds of gaping tourists who daily flock there. They were indeed as light-hearted, cosmopolitan, and open-hearted a trio as ever trod the Pont Neuf or handled a stick in a students scrimmage.

If shes really a lady, Jean observed, after a long pause, during which, perched on the high painting-stool, he pensively sketched in crayon an imaginary caricature of Teddy kissing his mysterious divinity, if she really is a lady, he repeated with emphasis, holding his head on one side as he contemplated his sketch, its certainly strange that she should have taken up with the ODonovan. All along hes said he hated women.

Yes, it is strange, acquiesced Rosmead. I always thought that he was proof against love-looks. Then, reflecting upon one or two of his own minor affairs of the heart, he added, with a sigh, All of us have our spells of foolishness now and then, I suppose.

Ah! you speak from experience. Have you seen Fosca lately?

Fosca? What do you mean? the young Englishman asked, raising his eyebrows with well-feigned astonishment.

Fosca has fascinated you, my dear Bertie, his friend said, with a tantalising laugh. You cant deny it — come. Rosmead smiled.

I suppose its useless, he laughed. I didnt think youd notice it. Do any of the other fellows know?

Everybody knows, was Jeans prompt reply. When a man as popular at Juliens as Bertram Rosmead falls in love, the Quartier very soon knows all about it.

But Im not avec un jaune dœuf, Rosmead protested, involuntarily dropping into slang. I think its devilish hard on a fellow to spread such unfounded reports. When I bought a new hat — two years ago now — everybody knew about it within half an hour, and the word went forth that Id joined the gommeaux. And with what result? That hat was not on my head an hour before two fellows came along, snatched it off, and pitched it into the Seine; while a dozen other of the boys stood laughing at me as I watched it bobbing merrily away beneath the bridge. I havent bought a silk hat since, and I shall never have another. Its too respectable.

But what about La Fosca? Jean demanded. Did you see her when you were out this morning?

No; but I met the Marquis.

And he wanted to borrow, I suppose?

I lent him the usual thirty centimes, responded the man on the couch, stretching himself and yawning. Poor Marquis! hes always absolutely stony — brouille avec le directeur de la Monnaie, and he laughed.

Yes, but with him borrowing has become an involuntary act, Jean exclaimed quickly. A fortnight ago, when my last remittance came, he took me into a corner and confided to me that he hadnt a sou in his pocket, and wanted five francs to buy some nourishment for his ailing wife. I lent him it — five single francs. Ten minutes later, when we were parting, he took me to have a drink in at Chauvels, and he actually had the impudent audacity to pay for it with a ten-franc piece!

Rough on you, old fellow, Rosmead laughed. Hes reduced borrowing to a fine art. I believe hes had loans from the fellows sufficient by this time to pay off the mortgage on his chateau.

His chateau in Spain? observed Jean, smiling.

Rosmead made no reply. Giuseppe Farini, the grey-bearded old Italian who sat as model for the head of St. Peter, was a well-known figure in Bohemia. Where he lived nobody knew. He was of that type which the lower class Parisian would term a galapiat. He existed chiefly on charity and by loans extracted from artists to whom he had sat, and was inclined to frequent the lowest wine-shops whenever the generosity of his friends allowed him to dissipate. For many years he had lived in the Quartier, and his handsome furrowed face had been perpetuated many and many a time by men who had since made their mark, and whose portraits of him now hung in various galleries in Europe. Like those who employed him, or gave him alms, Giuseppe was a Bohemian, although given to boasting when in his cups. Legend had it that once, long ago, he had staggered into Mother Gérys, and having created a disturbance, was ordered by a man, now a member of the Academy, to leave the place. Whereupon the model with the apostolic face struck an attitude, and announced that in his own country he was a marquis, the holder of a title as ancient as Notre Dame itself. From that moment the students bestowed upon him the title of the Marquis, and as such he was ever afterwards known. His daughter Fosca, too, was a familiar figure, universally admired by the students, for she was a handsome girl with black eyes and features of the true Tuscan type, who was engaged as assistant in the lace department of the Grand Magasins de Louvre, the great building in the Rue de Rivoli, the tricolour on the roof of which Rosmead could plainly see from where he had lazily stretched himself.

Jean had spoken the truth — he loved Fosca. In the Quartier, where there were dozens of other men who had endeavoured in vain to win smiles from her, he alone had been able to induce her to take walks with him, to extract from her an acknowledgment of love. They did not meet often, for the hours at the Louvre were long, and the female assistants were not allowed to roam the Paris streets at night, as those of similar establishments in London. Sometimes he would cross the Pont dArcole and enter the gigantic magasin where all Paris shopped, and, making his way among mazes of counters presided over by neatly-dressed girls in black, would pause at that devoted to the sale of Valenciennes, Maltese, Spanish, and Torchon, and under the pretence of making a purchase would make an appointment. But the keen eye of the head saleswoman was always upon them, therefore on such occasions their conversation was always brief and to the point, and only on Sunday evenings under the trees in the Tuileries Gardens or in the Avenue des Champs-Elysées, could he press her hand and pour forth his declarations of fervent devotion. The Marquis had, however, quickly discovered the attachment, and with an instinct of thrift had at once made it a source of income. Many were the thirty-centime loans he obtained from the easy-going, improvident student, because the latter could not refuse a favour to Foscas father.

Bertram Rosmead was as light in pocket as in heart. The son of a struggling London barrister who had died ten years before, the cost of his education had been defrayed by a wealthy and somewhat eccentric uncle, who had subsequently allowed him to choose a profession, and he had chosen that of artist. The allowance the old man made him in order that he might study at Juliens was not large; indeed, it only just sufficed to keep body and soul together; but on completion of his studies he knew that this must cease, therefore, although convinced that he had but little artistic talent, he hesitated to confess the appalling fact to his uncle. When he had first come to Paris he was eager, enthusiastic, and fired with ambition; but soon, like every other student, the easy, lazy life sapped his energies until he found himself caring nothing whatever about art, preferring to spend the summer days in idleness, reading the cheap romances purchased from the stalls along the quays. He was no longer ambitious, born Bohemian that he was. So long as he had a franc or two to jingle in his pocket, the society of Jean and Teddy, and Foscas eyes with their genuine love-light shining upon him, he wanted nothing else, and was careless of all the world beside.

He glanced from the open window back into the gloomy room. On the three easels were canvases nearly finished, two of them being very mediocre productions, while the third, a head of Bacchus, showed talent of no mean order. The fact was that neither Rosmead nor his companion were brilliant; the absent Irishman alone possessed genius.

Jean, having finished his cigarette and tossed the end out of the window, descended from his perch to obtain another, and as he did so, remarked:

Teddy is going to bring Mademoiselle up here to-night. Teddy going to bring her here? echoed Rosmead, incredulously, raising himself upon his elbow and looking towards his fellow-student. He said nothing to me about it.

He told me in confidence, the young Frenchman explained. He said he shouldnt tell you, because he believed you didnt like her.

He guessed aright. I dont like her, the other answered promptly.

You seem to entertain some rather absurd prejudice, Jean observed, standing in the half-light with both hands thrust deep in his trousers pockets. Why?

Im afraid Teddy will make a fool of himself over her. Hes never loved before, and hes capable of any mad folly. But shes charming, and she speaks English, observed the young Breton. When we met them in the Rue Castiglione the other day I thought her extremely pretty.

Yes, pretty, and thats all, growled Rosmead, with unusual asperity. Hes becoming a dandy. He brushes his clothes every day now, and rubs his hands with pumice-stone to get the colours out of them. And all through her.

Youve taken a violent dislike to her.

Yes, I have, Bertram Rosmead admitted. Teddys one of us, and Im hanged if Ill stand by and see him imposed upon by a worthless, good-for-nothing hussy who wont even give her name or address — an adventuress, or a woman who frequents the Rat Mort, for aught we know. But youve just expressed the opinion that shes a lady, Potin protested.

And dont ladies go there? Dont some of the most wealthy and notable women in Paris put on their maids dresses and go there to dine at those two long tables off plates ornamented by dead rats? Have not you and I witnessed it with our own eyes?

The Breton nodded.

And you believe that of her? he asked, after a moments pause.

Yes, Rosmead answered, I do.

Potin looked at him for a few seconds mysteriously. A modern Sappho — a belle-petite? he observed inquiringly. Exactly.

Then if such is really the case, Potin said, I can well understand your indignation that your compatriot should have fallen in love with her. Such women are worse than the lowest daughter of the pavement.

And both smoked on in silence, while the great bell of Notre Dame slowly boomed forth the hour. Then, as Potin went out to get his dinner at Mother Gérys, Rosmead, gay and light-hearted as always, sighed, raised himself into a sitting posture, and beating time with his cigarette-stained finger, commenced to sing in a fair tenor voice the waltz refrain of that old song so popular in the Quartier:



Mimi, Musette, 

Ninon, Suzette, 

Las! qui nimplore 

Votre retour 

Comme une aurore 

Damour!



Car vous aviez la fantaisie 

Qui manque à la stupide fin 

De ce siècle de bourgeoisie; 

Car vous étiez la poésie 

Des pays bohème et latin.


CHAPTER II

BEHIND NOTRE DAME
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WHILE ROSMEAD AND the young Breton were thus discussing Teddy ODonovans love affair, the man whose infatuation had awakened such severe criticism was lounging in Father Gross little wine-shop in the Rue St. Séverin, a low-ceilinged, smoke-begrimed place much frequented by students, its specialty being the wine at four sous. At one of the little tables sat the big, round-faced, fair-haired, merry Irishman known to all in the Quartier as The Bouchon, the French equivalent for Cork. The nicknames in Bohemia were frequently derived from the native town of the student, and in this instance, as Teddy was eternally referring to the city in the south of Ireland whence he hailed, some wit or other at once translated it into French, and ever afterwards he bore the appellation.

As he sat with his worn-out, baggy-kneed trousers turned up over cracked boots, a coat which had once been dark blue, but was now rapidly assuming a shade of stone grey, a soft, round felt hat stuck on the back of his head, a handkerchief knotted around his throat, and a long, thin, and terribly rank cigar between his teeth, he looked the very picture of laziness and carelessness. At Juliens he had already been singled out as a coming man. That he could paint well, and was an adept at foreshortening the figure, was acknowledged everywhere, and even Glénat, the great critic of the Figaro, who had seen some of his work, had bestowed upon it a word of commendation. Praise from Glénat was praise indeed, as every artist in Paris knows. — 

Many men after this would have given themselves airs; but not so with Teddy. He was essentially an idler, essentially a merry, good-hearted, open-handed Bohemian. His friends were wealthy; he belonged to one of the county families in Ireland, and his father had represented Galway in the House for ten years. He, however, preferred life in the Quartier to that in an English cavalry regiment, for which he had originally been intended, and having taken up art as a profession, no one was more surprised than himself at his own success. Wild and reckless, he was regarded as a leader in any pranks which the students played upon the representatives of law and order, for his burly form and great physical strength placed him far above his puny fellow-students, and in a street scrimmage his Hurrah for County Cork! was as a well-known war-cry.

Many times he had been within an ace of arrest. Of the many droll stories told of his resourcefulness, one was how one night, after climbing a street lamp and lighting his long Virginia, first breaking the glass, he slipped down to the pavement, and there found a policeman awaiting him. In an instant he rushed away, and was hotly pursued. His long legs, however, soon outdistanced his pursuer, when suddenly he dashed into a doorway, entered the concierges little den, flung aside his hat, and assuming the peaked and greasy headgear of the absent porter, sank into a chair. When the policeman entered he was poring over the Soir in the dimly-lit little room. Did you see a student enter a moment ago? demanded the breathless policeman. Yes, answered the ODonovan gruffly, Pierre Manuel, fourth floor, just gone up. The officer dashed upstairs two steps at a time, while Teddy, picking up his hat, resumed it, and calmly walked home.

Opposite him, at the little table that evening in Father Gross, sat the old grey-bearded, furrow-faced Italian known as the Marquis. The latter had extracted the usual loan of thirty centimes, and was now consuming a mominette at the lenders expense. His thin, bony hands, every line of which all students at Juliens knew, so often had they sketched them, shook nervously as he deftly manufactured a fresh cigarette from the screw of tobacco he had taken from his pocket, and his face had relaxed into a smile owing to some observation of the witty Irishman. His hair and beard remained untrimmed, for professional purposes; his deep-sunken eyes had a wonderful pious expression, even when he was too intoxicated to stagger to his unknown home; he smelt eternally of garlic, and his clothes were so antique and greasy as to be almost too unwholesome even for Bohemia.

And this was the father of the pretty Fosca, the slim-waisted little shop assistant over in the Rue de Rivoli, whose dainty figure and smiling face were so familiar to every student in the Quartier.

His applications for loans of thirty centimes had apparently been successful that day, for as he sat there he was in a maudlin, half-intoxicated condition.

I tell you theres no art in Paris nowadays, he was saying emphatically to Teddy, bending forward unevenly after lighting his cigarette. Look at all the duffers in this years Salon — Lapaine, Ondet, Trombert, Lepelletier, Laurens, and all that crowd. Not one of them can paint a good picture. All this impressionist craze is ruining art; yet the critics are fostering it, well knowing that in five years the vogue will have gone by.

There was a good deal of truth in the old Italians words, and Teddy inclined his head in acquiescence.

Look at Ondets Queen of the Night, about which theres such a confounded fuss! The things perfectly absurd, both in colouring and treatment. The heads out of drawing, the old man continued.

No, no, protested Teddy, a bad picture certainly, but not quite so bad as all that, Marquis. Theyve bought it for the Luxembourg, at any rate, and Ondet has arrived. I know he has, growled the Italian. And only a year ago Glénat, when he saw a head he did from my model, told him to go back to Blois and grow roses — his fathers a florist who supplies the Madeleine.

Hell paint them now, instead, and find it more profitable than raking manure, Teddy laughed.

Yes, yes, said the Marquis, impatiently, but alas! how art is degenerating nowadays! Dieu! half the men in this years Salon wouldnt have been allowed to enter any of the schools fifteen or twenty years ago. These modern men can design advertisement posters, or draw in black and white for the so-called comic journals, but its a sheer waste of good material to allow them to spoil canvases. Three-quarters of the men at present at Juliens would earn more at selling tape than in attempting to produce the miserable sketches they call pictures. For example, theres your friend and countryman Rosmead. Hell never become an artist; he—

Hes well aware of that, Teddy snapped, quickly interrupting. The Marquis was on dangerous ground, for to utter a word detrimental to either of his two friends was to the ODonovan like the holding up of a red rag to a bull. His quick Irish blood rose in a moment.

Then why the devil doesnt he leave Paris?

Because he has an attraction here in the person of your daughter Fosca, answered Teddy, mischievously, well knowing that any mention of the attachment displeased him. The Marquis had set his mind upon his daughter marrying a man of means, and not a wild, penniless student.

Pere la Tuile! Farini exclaimed, with an angry gesture, using students argot. The girls an idiot. Ive told her so over and over again. With her face she can marry a man who can afford to keep her properly. Shes not the kind of wife for Rosmead.

What have you to say against him? inquired Teddy, eyeing the Marquis with severity. Hes in a chronic state of hard-up; but isnt that the state of all of us? Surely things have not so degenerated that here, in the Quartier, poverty is to be flung into a mans face? If so, then the first man to suffer is yourself, my dear Marquis. The Italian, thus snubbed, mumbled some vague, indistinct explanation, but his shifty eyes told the young Irishman that his companion was scarcely aware of what he was saying, therefore, pleading an urgent appointment, he rose, and having paid the rough-headed, unkempt waiter, strolled airily out, shouting a merry farewell to his noisy fellow-students seated in little groups around.

The poor old threepenny Marquis is becoming an impossible person, Teddy exclaimed aloud in his rich Irish brogue, as he crossed the Place St. Michel towards the bridge. The idea of criticising Berties work! Its too bad. Nobody does that, because its defects are so painfully plain. Theres one blessing, the merry Rosmead is fully aware that hed earn more at painting shop-fronts than at painting pictures, and he certainly hasnt turned amateur critic, like most other failures. Ill be hanged, however, before Bertie shall be poked fun at, even by the Apostle. On the bridge he paused to light a fresh cigar, and as he did so the cathedral clock struck eight.

Still a quarter of a hour before meeting Violette, he said, and leaning upon the iron balustrade, he gazed into the dark, swirling waters of the Seine. The dusk was fast deepening into night, and from where he stood the Ile de la Cité and the quays were already ablaze with lights. Strange, he murmured aloud. Very strange that Violette is so mysterious, and will tell me absolutely nothing. Whence she comes, or whither she goes, I know not. We meet over in the little garden there, behind Notre Dame, for one brief hour each evening; yet I know nothing of her — absolutely nothing.

Teddys acquaintance with his divinity was certainly a romantic one. Two months before, while taking a walk one evening along the exterior boulevards, he saw her being molested by a ruffianly-looking beggar, and he, having warned the fellow off, walked beside her and commenced to chat. She thanked him with sweet dignity, and apparently not averse to his company, he succeeded in extracting from her a promise to meet him again. She kept the appointment, and from that evening they had become close friends. Who or what she was had remained a mystery. She was very handsome, fair, and aquiline of feature, with haughty, almond-shaped eyes of a curious light blue, very arching dark brows, and a mouth like a full crimson rose. Not quite Teddys ideal, to be sure; but then he had only seen his ideal in his dreams.

So fascinated had he been on the first night he had met her that he was not absolutely certain what she was really like, except that there was a vestal lily-whiteness about her, and that she had pure, shy eyes and a face framed by a mystical halo of red-brown hair. But when they met the next evening in the quiet little garden between the grey old cathedral and the Morgue, he was not disappointed. There, in the fading sunlight, he saw she was undeniably beautiful.

As they sat together on the seat beneath the crumbling wall of Notre Dame, he told her of himself, that he was an art student, one of a luckless, careless crowd, and pointed across the river to the dingy old house which was his abode. On her part, however, she vouchsafed no confidences. She was affable, pleasant, light-hearted, and laughed merrily at his witticisms; but beyond telling him that her name was Violette she would reveal nothing as to her identity. She was evidently a girl of strong character, and by her independence was no doubt used to going about alone. Sometimes he inclined to the belief that she was a music-teacher or governess, because of her knowledge of subjects of which most women are ignorant; but one evening he had noticed on her wrist a bracelet of fine diamonds, and reflected that such a costly ornament could scarcely be possessed by one who earned her living by tuition. In manner and in speech she was refined; she was always dressed quietly, but her gowns betrayed the cut and fit of the fashionable dressmaker, and she had all the dignity and bearing of a lady.

Yet the mystery surrounding her was certainly curious. It puzzled, perplexed, and tantalised him.

As his eyes fixed themselves upon the whirling flood rushing away beneath the bridge, he pondered, as he had pondered many times during those past two months. He, gay, happy, irresponsible, and irrepressible, loved her. That she was a lady he felt confident, although her determination to conceal her identity was remarkable, even suspicious.

Many times when he had walked at her side along the quays he had tried by ingenious devices to ascertain something of her past, but she studiously avoided all reference to it. She spoke with a polished Parisian accent, and was dainty and chic from her pretty hat, which suited her so admirably, to the point of her high-heeled many-buttoned boots. There was nothing loud or coquettish in her dress, no inharmonious colours; in everything she exhibited that taste and refinement which is the very essence of good breeding.

A few evenings before, when he had been speaking of his own life, of his struggles and ambitions, she had turned to him, and said quietly:

I know. I had been told all about you before we met.

Who told you? he inquired in quick surprise. Who is our mutual friend?

No, she answered, smiling. The identity of my informant is a secret. I heard of your success at the painting-school, of your happy menage, and of the love affair of your English compatriot.

You mean Bertram Rosmead, he answered. He admires Fosca Farini, a pretty, black-eyed Italian girl, whos employed at the Louvre. Hes a good fellow, Rosmead — the very best of good fellows.

She did not reply, but had he been watching her face narrowly, he would have noticed that a strangely supercilious expression played about her lips.

You will remember we met him with Jean Potin in the Rue Castiglione the other day? Teddy went on.

Ah, yes, she said mechanically, I recollect, and she allowed the subject to drop without further comment. She was not enthusiastic over his fellow-students, and he attributed it to her natural dignity. She, the daughter of a wealthy house, had no doubt been taught from childhood to look down upon those who were careless in dress, and whose habits were loose. She was a patrician, while he was a Bohemian. Yet he loved her with all the full force of his passion. Towards him she was sweet and tender, allowing her tiny, well-gloved hand to rest in his, even though their lips had never once met.

On one occasion, when sitting together beneath the trees on the Quai dOrsay, he had seriously imperilled his position in her good graces by placing his arm around her slim waist and bending towards her, but with a dexterous movement she had slipped from his embrace and held up her hand in expressive silence, with a look of annoyance upon her fair face. Thus it was that, although he adored her, no declaration of love had yet passed his lips.

To-night, as he stood watching the dark current shimmering in the lamplight, he made a firm resolve to tell her the truth. No longer could he bear the suspense which for the past two months had been daily torturing him; no longer could he endure this tantalising mystery which surrounded his well-beloved. His every thought in his waking hours was of her, of who and what she was, of her beauty, of her present life, and of her past. What was it, he wondered, that she hid so carefully from his knowledge? If they became lovers, then no doubt she would be induced to confess to him. It was the only way. Yes, he would tell her plainly and honestly that night that he loved her, and would afterwards take her over to the Quai Montebello and show her his abode.

At that instant somebody clapped him heartily on the back, and a cheery voice cried in French:

Contemplating making a splash, Bouchon, eh? Well all come and have a look at you when youre in the Morgue. Hurrah for County Cork!

The Bouchon turned quickly, and realised that the grim humour proceeded from one of his reckless companions, who, walking arm-in-arm with half-a-dozen others, was evidently going forth into the Grand Boulevards for an evenings diversion.

Teddy laughed, and with his quick Irish wit shouted after them:

See that they ticket me sixty-nine; its my lucky number.

Thus aroused from his meditations, he strolled on across the bridge light and airily, laughing gaily to himself, his hands stuck in the pockets of his shabby jacket, his long cigar still in his mouth, his hat set a trifle rakishly on his head, for was he not going to keep the appointment with Violette? Was he not about to tell her plainly how well he loved her?

He still had plenty of time, for she was usually ten minutes or so late in keeping her appointments, and nearly always came in an open cab, springing out in breathless haste, laughing merrily, and apologising for keeping him waiting. When she left him she always took a conveyance, giving the driver the same address each time, namely, the Place de lOpéra, in order that he should not follow and see whither she went. Once or twice he had been sorely tempted to take another cab and drive after her, but she had once asked him not to endeavour to follow her, and he had given his promise. His dress, he thought, was not such as might commend itself to her friends, and, loving her as devoutly as he did, he had perfect confidence in her. She had a reason, no doubt, in all this caprice — a reason which would be made plain some day.

As he turned from the Boulevard du Palais, sauntering slowly along the quay, he encountered his friend Dechaume, a long-haired, pallid young man, whose mission in life was to write lyrics for the lower music halls of the exterior boulevards, and who was a notable personage at the now-defunct Chat Noir. They stood for some ten minutes gossiping, then he strode on again. The quarter boomed forth before he reached the foot of the Petit Pont, and he had still a good five minutes walk before him. Therefore, knowing that he must be late, he hurried forward at a good pace, crossing the wide Place before the dark, gloomy façade of Notre Dame, and proceeding up the narrow, dingy Rue du Cloître which skirts the cathedral, he at length entered the little railed-in garden lying immediately behind the historic old pile. In the daytime this leafy enclosure is alive with children, the children of morbid-minded persons who delight in the inspection of the bodies behind those dingy glass cases in the Morgue, and who leave their progeny to play while they feast their eyes upon the ghastly dead in the long low building opposite. In the evening, however, the garden is quiet, peaceful, and deserted.

Night had fallen now, a hot and breathless night after the stifling August day, and as he entered the enclosure, walking with swinging gait along the asphalt path beneath the trees, the statuary looked ghostly and mysterious in the deep shadow. But airily he strode along, humming to himself a popular march, and eager to meet her, until turning at last to a path at right angles, he came suddenly within sight of the low stone seat against the cathedral wall which was their nightly trysting-place.

Yes, she was already awaiting him. He could discern her well-known figure in the dim light cast by the lamps of the cabs on the rank beyond the railings, and he hastened towards her with a glad greeting on his lips.

She was sitting at the further end of the seat, her head sunk as if in deep meditation, so deep, indeed, that even his voice did not arouse her.

Violette! he cried, forgive me for keeping you waiting so long. It shall not occur again. Forgive me.

But she answered not.

Surely he could not be mistaken. He took her gloved hand in frantic eagerness, and bent towards her, glancing into her countenance. Her eyes, wide open, were fixed and staring, her face was blanched to the lips, her white glove was wet and sticky.

He raised her hand close to his gaze, then stood speechless in terror. There was a dark, ugly stain upon it — the stain of blood.

Good God! he shrieked in wild alarm. Violette! Speak to me, Violette!

Her head fell back inert and helpless upon his arm, and as he peered into her wild, glaring eyes, they slowly assumed a look of inexpressible agony. In that instant a strange glance of eager recognition overspread her haggard countenance, and quickly he clasped his strong arms tenderly about her. The muscles of her face slowly relaxed, and she shuddered in his embrace.

Next instant he detected the terrible truth. Her cool lace-trimmed blouse of pale heliotrope silk was soaked with blood issuing from her breast. There was a wound there, just above the heart.

Her white lips moved in a frantic, desperate effort to speak, but her tongue refused to articulate. Her slight frame was again shaken by the convulsive shivering, a sudden paralysis seized her, then, with a long, deep-drawn sigh, the light faded from her blanched face, her heart ceased its feeble beating, and next second her body lay in his arms chilly, rigid, still.

He cried aloud to her in his agonised despair, but she was silent, her great blue eyes, those wondrous eyes that had held him beneath their spell, gazing into space, fixed and fast glazing.

Violette, his dainty, mysterious, unknown love, was dead.


CHAPTER III

THE TRAIL OF THE UNKNOWN

[image: img145.jpg]

ODONOVANS SHOUTS ATTRACTED the cabman beyond the iron railings, and very quickly a couple of policemen appeared upon the scene. For a few minutes there was a scene of wild excitement within the quiet little garden; then, after a cursory examination, a stretcher was brought from the Morgue over the way, the body of the unknown girl placed upon it and conveyed away to the House of the Dead, while Teddy was arrested and escorted to the police office attached to the mortuary, where, after some little delay, he was searched and closely questioned.

The blood upon his hands was regarded with considerable suspicion by the police commissary, or the quart dœil as he is known to the students, but owing to the fortunate circumstances of a workman having seen him enter the garden, and a cabman swearing that he had heard the report like that of a revolver fully a quarter of an hour before, he experienced little difficulty in establishing his innocence of the crime.

News rapidly spreading that the body of a murdered woman had been brought there, and that the assassin had been caught, quickly caused a great crowd to assemble around the Morgue, awaiting the exposure of the corpse, and eager to catch a glimpse of the murderer when he came forth in custody. Meanwhile, however, the body of poor Violette had been searched, and absolutely nothing was discovered upon her which would lead to her identity. She wore no jewellery, and in her purse, which contained about ten francs in silver and copper, there was no card or scrap of anything of value as a clue.

The heartbroken students story of how carefully she had concealed her identity was listened to rather incredulously by the police, who carefully made notes as to dates and places. Then there was a long pause. The affair was certainly veiled in mystery, but it was apparent from the conversation of the three astute detectives present that they believed her to be a lady moving in good society.

You say she generally took a cab when she left you, one of the officers exclaimed at length, addressing ODonovan. Do you think you could identify any of the cabmen?

Yes, one, he answered, after a few seconds reflection. At that moment it suddenly flashed across his mind that from these men who drove her so often he could long ago have found out where she went. Theres one man, stout and white-haired, who drove her several times, he added.

Where was he stationed? the detective inquired eagerly.

Just opposite here. The rank outside the garden.

Describe him.

Fat, red-faced, short white hair, ODonovan replied.

Lepine, observed the detective, decisively, and turning to a subordinate, he told him to go out and find the man immediately.

Ten minutes later the stout, ruddy-faced cab-driver, a typical Parisian cocher, was ushered into the bare, businesslike police-office. He had just returned from taking a fare to Passy when the police hailed him, and knowing nothing of the tragic affair which had happened during his absence from the rank, wondered what offence he had committed.

Pierre Lepine, number 2,734 — eh? sharply inquired the official who, seated at the table, was engaged in the investigation. Oui, msieur

I want you to view the body of a lady, and say if you recognise her. Pinson, go with him.

The cab-driver, relieved to find that he had not contravened any of the thousand and one rules by which the police bind the public conveyances of Paris, followed his guide into the adjoining room.

A few moments later he returned, and stated to his interrogator that the dead lady was well-known to him by sight.

Where did you see her? the official asked. She used to meet this gentleman nightly, indicating Teddy, in the little garden over the way.

Anything else?

I drove her once or twice.

Where to?

The man hesitated, as if reflecting.

To several places, msieur.

Name one.

To the Place de lOpéra.

What number?

She descended opposite the Café de lOpéra and walked away.

She met nobody?

Nobody.

Describe another instance of her riding in your cab, the official said, in the same dry, business-like tones he had used throughout. To him the investigation of murder was of almost everyday occurrence.

One night, about a week ago, she left the gentleman at the gate of the Rue du Cloître and told me to drive to the Place de lOpéra. When, however, we got as far as the Palais Royal she altered her mind, and ordered me to take her to the Place Pigalle.

Well?

She alighted at the corner of the Place, and I watched her enter the Rat Mort.

The Rat Mort! exclaimed the official, raising his eyebrows and looking sharply at the cabman. Are you quite certain of this?

Absolutely, msieur. You drove away, I suppose?

Yes, the man replied. Then, after reflection, he added, The only other time I recollect driving her was one night, after telling me in the gentlemans hearing to take her to the Place de lOpéra, she drove to an address in the Boulevard Magenta, but I forget the number. She called there for a young man, a foreigner, English or German, and I drove them both to a large house in the Avenue du Trocadéro. They did not speak French, so I could not overhear what they said. The man was about twenty-five, tall, thin, well-dressed, evidently a gentleman. I believe they had quarrelled, but couldnt say for certain.

What led you to believe they had quarrelled? Well, I thought so by their manner, the man answered. The lady seemed highly indignant and displeased.

Would you be able to recognise her companion again? inquired the official, suddenly interested.

Yes, but not the house I drove them to. I forget the number.

Dont you think you would recognise either house — if you tried very hard? insinuated his interrogator.

No, msieur, replied the man, twisting his hat in his hand. Im ready to go with the police, however, and try and identify the man. I believe he was English.

The police official, turning to the ODonovan, said:

You mentioned, I think, that this lady you knew as Violette spoke English.

Yes, Teddy replied. She spoke it so well that, save for one or two accentuated words, she might easily have been taken for an Englishwoman.

You are English, and could of course detect whether or not she was a compatriot.

She was not English, Teddy replied promptly. No doubt she was a Parisienne. Her French had not the slightest provincial accent.

The fact that she would not reveal her real name, or explain where she lived, or who she was, handicaps us severely, the official observed, blotting the large sheet of yellow official foolscap whereon he had been writing the depositions of the cabman. That some deep, inscrutable mystery lies behind all this seems evident. We must try if we cannot discover some clue to her identity. When the body is exhibited somebody may come forward and tell us something. At present the facts are indeed very puzzling.

But her death, the young student exclaimed huskily. It is terrible — terrible.

Yes, the official said, in a more sympathetic tone. A great blow to you, no doubt. From the appearance of the wound she was evidently shot at close quarters, probably while sitting on the seat awaiting you. It is certainly strange that only one man, a cabman, should have heard the shot, and to him it apparently never occurred that it had been fired in the garden. The assassin must have approached her, held her in conversation, and before she became aware of her danger whipped out a revolver and emptied one barrel full into her breast. Her blouse is singed, showing how near the weapon must have been held.

If I had not been late for the appointment, her life would have been saved, the young man observed despondently.

No doubt, answered the official. But in such cases regrets are useless. Our duty is first to obtain her identification, and then to try and find the assassin. It appears, however, that your information cannot assist us in the least, therefore I think there is no further need for you to remain. We have your address.

But the man she met in the Boulevard Magenta after leaving me. Cannot he be found? ODonovan asked.

If he is in Paris, he will no doubt be discovered. If, however, he is a foreigner, English or German, as seems most likely, he may have left France by this time, the official replied. We shall do our best to find him. Then I am no longer wanted? Teddy blurted forth.

No. Pinson, show this gentleman out, and a few moments later ODonovan found himself among the eager, struggling crowd who were fighting with one another to obtain a glance at the face of his murdered love. The scene was one of wild excitement, the surging multitude, which nearly blocked the roadway, jostling each other in their efforts to file past the great dingy window looking like an empty shop-front, beyond which the body was exposed to the public gaze for identification. The young student struggled to get free of the crowd and breathe fresh air, but overwhelmed by the press about him, he was forced on close to the window. He saw that they had wrapped the body in a coarse brown blanket, leaving only the face exposed, that white, sweet face that he loved so well. At her feet, close to the glass, were spread her dress, her corsets, and her underlinen, while upon a black board at her feet had been scrawled in chalk the number corresponding with the number in the police-register of unknowns. For three days she must remain there, in full view of that vulgar jeering crowd, then, if unidentified, would be buried in a nameless grave beside suicides, paupers, and the social wreckage of Paris.

As he was pressed forward to this window, which was the centre of attraction, coarse, brutal comments on every side fell upon his ear. The report had spread that he was the murderer, that he, her lover, had been taken redhanded, and that she was well-known at the El Dorado. He tried to turn back, but the crowd, not recognising him, pushed him forward, and, glancing over his shoulder, he saw, mingling with that morbid mob, three of the detectives who had been present at his interrogation. With that promptness characteristic of the Paris police, they had already commenced their investigations, and were now jostling with the crowd with eyes and ears open ready for any chance remark that might fall from the lips of those who came to inspect the body. For the assassin the body of his victim exercises a curious magnetic influence. He is drawn towards it by an irresistible desire to gloat over his crime, and times without number the murderer has been arrested while standing before that great window, fascinated by the dead face before him. For that reason, whenever the body of a murdered person is exposed in the Morgue, the place swarms with detectives.

ODonovan, his brain awhirl by the swift and crushing blow which had fallen upon him, fought his way out into the road, and stood for a moment breathing the fresh night air. The jeering multitude, the sickly gas lights, the cold, still face of his dead beloved, held him like some terrible nightmare, and he gazed back at the House of the Dead shuddering. Before him, in that dark little garden opposite, Violette, his mysterious unknown, had been foully done to death even while he had stood idly gossiping with the poet Dechaume. A great shudder swept through him. The thought held him stupefied, paralysed. He now felt such bitterness of heart that he could no longer remain in Paris, and staggering forward, started off to walk straight before him, without knowing why or whither.

In the Boulevard de la Madeleine he raised his eyes. His surroundings surprised him. Never before had he paid attention to the magnificent shops open to the full light, the motley tints upon the house-fronts, the glaring posters, the lighted kiosks, and the mighty traffic in the roadway and on the asphalted pavement. Cafés, wine-shops, and restaurants flared; the façade of Olympia was aglow with a thousand tiny lamps; running newsmen were crying the latest editions of the scurrilous gutter-journals; while painted women, with skirts held in mock-modesty, glanced interrogatively at every man who passed. It was a strange, bustling, pleasureseeking world, this world of Paris. How stupefying and torturing it all was!

From every café the tables overflowed upon the pavement, and the customers sat with bock or mazagran enjoying the cool air after the blazing, breathless day. From Olympia, as he passed, came the strains of music and the strident voice of some female artist singing Cqui gna noilien?; around him on every side a universal longing for gaiety, ease, and gratification of every desire seemed to spread, and away before him shone like moons the great globes of the electric lights in the Place de lOpéra.

The spot he was approaching brought back to him recollections of Violette. He paused on the kerb and asked himself, irritated and wondering, why he was there. He, gay romanichel that he was, had been carried on by his gloomy reverie, and had no knowledge of having traversed the many streets between the Ile de la Cité and the boulevards; he had been utterly unconscious of everything but the one deep, poignant grief that had overwhelmed him.

He was heart-sick, tired of that world of want and crime, of wealth and vice, of joy and bitterness. In that moment his emotion came to a crisis, and he distressfully pondered as to whither he should go, now that all his hopes had been shattered.

Home, yes, he murmured at last. Ill go home and tell them both. At least I shall have their sympathy, and with heavy feet and tumultuous brain he turned back towards the Madeleine, jostling with the foot-passengers, and retracing his steps towards the Seine.

Bertram and Jean had eaten their frugal repast at Mother Gérys and had returned, when he entered slowly, his face white and scared.

Dieu! cried the young Breton, the first to notice him. What has happened?

The Bouchon, the gay, reckless painter whose burly form was so familiar to everybody in the Boul. Mich., staggered to the old wooden armchair, sank into it, and remained for a long time in silence, with bent head, despairing, heartbroken. He had an unbearable sense of being crushed, overwhelmed in the confusion of his distress, and the life throbbing in him was wrought to an intolerable fever. His body racked him with the over-consciousness of itself, and for awhile thought forbore him in the physical relief of pain. Both men stood before him, alarmed and surprised, demanding to know what had occurred; but not until they had repeated their inquiries many times did he speak.

She is dead, he said simply, in trembling voice.

She — who? — your Violette? asked Rosmead, amazed.

Yes, he answered hoarsely; shes been murdered?

Murdered! both men gasped.

I found her — two hours ago — dying, shot through the heart, the young Irishman explained brokenly, his gaze still fixed upon the ragged carpet from which the pattern had years ago disappeared.

At first his companions were incredulous, but presently, in broken tones and disjointed sentences, he told them how he had discovered her, how he had been arrested as the murderer, and the investigation that had followed. He related the cabmans story, and when he described how his well-beloved had gone that night to the Rat Mort, Jean and Bertram exchanged meaning glances. The young Breton remembered their conversation earlier in the evening, and fell to wondering whether, after all, Rosmead knew more of her than he admitted. It was curious, to say the least, that he should have suggested such an imputation, and still stranger that his suspicion should be so quickly borne out by such indisputable evidence.

ODonovan concluded at last, setting his teeth firmly to prevent tears escaping him, his chin upon his breast, in an attitude of blank despair. The hearts of his two firm friends had gone out in sympathy, even though neither had approved of their friends acquaintance with the fair unknown. There certainly had been an element of romance in it; but alas! the romance had ended in a dire, dismal tragedy.

Extraordinary! Rosmead remarked, bewildered, when his friend had concluded. What object, I wonder, could she have had in concealing all her movements so carefully? Her motive was a strong one, without doubt.

She may have been married, hazarded Jean; and, like many another woman, did not wish her lover to know.

This certainly seemed a natural solution of the problem, and all three discussed it, Rosmead inclining to the matter-of-fact theory that the man she had met in the Boulevard Magenta was actually her husband, and he, watching her keeping her tryst with Teddy, had been seized with jealousy, approached, and shot her.

ODonovan let them talk, but said nothing. He looked at them gravely, but saw them not; he only saw the whiteness, the wanness of a face set in red-brown hair, with stony eyes that stared out blindly.


CHAPTER IV

FOSCA
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WEEKS PASSED, AND what is called all Paris — women of society, politicians, financiers, and writers — were returning from Trouville, Arcachon, Royat, or Etretat, where the season had ended. There had been a lull in political scandals, therefore the papers, especially those sensational boulevard journals which are hawked at the cafés, had been full of the Mystery of Notre Dame. The body of poor Violette, however, remaining unidentified, had, after being photographed, been buried in a nameless grave at the expense of the municipality, and so the strange affair had become numbered with the many mysteries of the City of Pleasure.

The police, of which no more astute detectors of crime exist than those at that time controlled by Monsieur Goron, had exerted every effort to obtain knowledge of who or what she was, but without avail. So careful had she been to conceal her identity that not even the cleverest detectives in Paris could discover a single clue.

At first poor Teddy remained crushed, inert, and melancholy. The ashes of the past lay thick upon his honest heart. He was altogether a creature of habit. He could not break out of old ways as other men did with that superb dash that conquered the prizes of life; he sat prisoned within himself, brooding ever over his grief, even though he strove to laugh as airily as in those happy days gone by.

Violette, whose sweet face had charmed him so, had gone out of his life, and he was left lonely and sad to nurse his sorrow, and to ponder on what might have been. Deliberately, weakly, he drifted before the scudding hours, regretting with an agony of regret, ever enveloped in a growing bitterness and desolation. Thus, in that room high up above the Seine, the few weeks passed in a quietness that wore the air of tranquillity. Rosmead and Jean worked steadily on at their easels, looking at each other from behind a screen of sorrow, and poor Teddy was complacent, calm, serious, smileless, spending hours smoking and pondering in that old armchair, the wood of which was black and polished by the generations of students who had used it. It was only now that he perceived the loneliness in which every soul must sit.

At last, however, his two friends, after many futile attempts, succeeded in arousing him. There was work to do — yes, work; it was a narcotic; it would make him sleep, it would make him forget. So one morning he rose, took a fresh canvas, and started a fresh picture. Into his work he threw his whole energies, and though he never forgot that strangely romantic and tragic incident in the little garden behind Notre Dame, he gradually went forth again of an evening among his old friends, to Mother Gérys, Father Gross, or that little café known as The Monkeys halfway up the Boul. Mich., where the students, mostly from the medical schools, were in the habit of nightly assembling. Teddys sorrow was an open secret in Bohemia, and in that curious, unique little world all sympathised with him, though never once was the strange affair referred to in his hearing.

Meanwhile his idleness had given place to a sudden outburst of unwonted industry. He worked hard, and worked well. His picture was a quaint piece of fancy, full of invention and varied detail, representing a nude figure reading. When finished, it showed a high level of technical achievement and vigour of handling which at once placed him far above his fellows. It possessed, too, the qualities of glowing and transparent colour, and fell short of real mastery only because it lacked something of that sensitiveness in the explanation of form and texture which alone can give to flesh-painting the right type of beauty.

On Sunday afternoon towards the end of September, Fosca Farini left the magasin, crossed the Petit Pont, and ascending the four long flights of worn and dirty stairs which led to the abode of the Bohemian trio, burst into their room like a ray of sunshine on a winters day.

Here I am, as usual, she cried, laughing gaily. Kisses for all of you.

And a big one, the biggest of bécots, for Bertram — eh? Jean said, retreating from his easel a few paces, and holding his head on one side to contemplate the effect.

Yes, she answered, with a careless air, as she tossed her sunshade and gloves upon the old frayed couch by the window. The very biggest. And Rosmead, his face beaming with happiness, sprang from the armchair where he had been lazily reading, and grasped her tiny hand in glad welcome.

She was neat and dainty, with a well-formed figure, a slim waist, and, although of Italian parentage, possessed that easy, swinging gait so characteristic of the Parisienne, a curious freedom of limb that was all her own. Darkhaired, dark-eyed, with a complexion which plainly betrayed her Southern blood, she was of an odd, particular beauty that was as indescribable and as fugitive as the scent of a flower. Her face was handsome in its splendid correction of line and colour, and her eyes were of that brilliant lustre, which caused her to be admired, even when habited in her plain black gown, with its severe little collar and cuffs tied with black ribbon. Her youth having been spent with the Marquis and his ailing spouse in Bohemia, she cared little for the ordinary conventions, and continually shocked her fellow-assistants with her outspoken speech, her high spirits, and her inconvenient enthusiasm; yet, with it all, she was essentially shrewd and clear-eyed, and not to be led into excess.

Hulloa! Teddy cried, airily looking across from his easel. What, another new dress, Fosca? You look charming.

My first duty is to be charming, my dear Teddy, she answered gaily. I might also try to be original, you know. But it isnt good form for any of us girls to do anything that we cant do becomingly. A thing is only indecent when its ugly; but everything that is ugly is indecent. And excessive goody-goody is indecent, because — well, because it unbecomes your neighbours.

The three men laughed. Her glow and sparkle made her strangely radiant, and as she stood before the easels, contemplating the progress made with the pictures since her last visit, a week before, she observed that the Bouchon had been commendably diligent, but that her lover had indulged in his usual laziness.

Ive been reading, Rosmead said, standing beside her.

Yes, always reading horribles and things, the pretty Italian pouted. Why dont you paint, like Teddy?

There was an awkward pause.

Because I cant, her lover answered at last. Im one of the failures.

Failures! echoed his vivacious love. A man should never admit that hes vanquished.

I dont, Rosmead answered airily. I merely frankly declare that I made a mistake in taking up a profession for which I had absolutely no aptitude. Then, after a moments hesitation, he added, Now that youve cornered me, Ill tell you all a secret. Of late Ive been trying to write poetry.

Poetry! they cried in surprise, while Teddy, turning on his stool, his palette still upon his thumb, and a caporal between his lips, said severely, By what right have you secreted from us this most important and entertaining piece of intelligence? So its the Poet Rosmead now, is it? Youll have to grow your back hair a bit longer, old chap, before anybody will take you seriously.

Well, would you like to hear one? the young Englishman asked. Its in French, of course, and then, in response to their enthusiastic demands, he took from between the leaves of a book a sheet of note-paper, and in a rather uncertain voice, read from it the pencilled lines of a madrigal as follows: — 



Belle, vous croyez que jignore 

Pourquoi chaque matin laurore, 

A son réveil, 

Couvre le sol dune rosée 

Aux perles dopale irisée, 

O vient se mirer le soleil.



Belle, si la rosée monde 

La vieille terre de son onde — 

Aux sept couleurs, 

Cest quen vous voyant si jolie 

Laube tombe en mélancolie 

Et de dépit verse des pleurs.



Excellent! Bravo! they cried, but Jean, who had read widely before coming to Paris, and whose opinion on literary matters was generally sought, said:

You must alter your style a little. It smacks too much of Xavier Privas.

And you must be a trifle more immoral if you want to succeed as a fin-de-siecle poet, Teddy chimed in, laughing. If a poet isnt naughty nowadays, nobody reads him.

I think its beautiful, declared Fosca. I never dreamt that Bertram was a poet. And fancy writing French like that, when hes an Englishman.

You forget, said her lover, that my mother was French, and that I learnt the Parisian accent at her knee.

Then youve absolutely given up art? inquired the dark-eyed girl, sitting upon the edge of the plain deal table, littered with his books and newspapers.

Yes, he replied. Look at my work, and he pointed to the canvas upon his easel, now quite dry and dusty, for it had not been touched for a fortnight. Are its defects not sufficient to show that Im merely wasting time? Ive idled long enough. I must work now — or starve, he added bitterly.

But will poetry pay? Fosca queried. She was a light-hearted, brainless butterfly, but in her graver moments could be terribly serious.

No, answered Teddy, decisively. Poetry dont pay. If youve got a private income, then write verse; if you havent, then, by attempting poetry, you are taking your first step on the shortest cut to the workhouse.

Rosmead, thoughtful and silent, was convinced that his friend spoke the truth. All the poets he had known, with the exception, perhaps, of Dechaume, the gross obscenity of whose verses had brought him into notoriety, were terribly poor. This truth had been forced upon him many times of late, yet he could not resist writing down the words which jingled for ever in his brain. In those hours when his two companions had been painting, he had covered sheet after sheet with verses, good, bad, and indifferent, but, fearing derision, he had always concealed the fact from his companions, who had believed he was writing letters.

If poetry doesnt pay, observed Fosca at last, why not write romance?

Ah! sighed the young Englishman, wistfully. If I only could.

You havent tried, she said encouragingly.

Novelists make easy fortunes, observed the ODonovan. In that direction true fame lies. Ive heard of men in England getting a couple of thousand pounds for two months work. I believe that when a novelist once makes a name, he literally rakes in the needful like a croupier at Monte Carlo.

But I couldnt construct a plot or write a story to save my life, protested Bertram. When I reflect upon the wonderful plots of Sue, Dumas, and Du Boisgobey, the realism of Zola, and the minute pictures of life penned by Dickens, Im bewildered. How can anyone hope to writ? with success, or ever gain a public who have already such marvellous works before them? No, I could never write novels — never.

Try, Bertram, try, Fosca urged. Endeavour to write a feuilleton for the Petit Journal or the Figaro.

But Rosmead, his dark, serious eyes fixed tenderly upon her, shook his head in sorrow.

No, he answered, I have no talent in that direction. Its utterly impossible.

Nothing should be pronounced impossible before youve made the attempt, said the girl, with a philosophical air, exchanging a quick glance with Jean. You must try. And Ill make you.

Whereat they all laughed merrily in unison.

An hour later, after Fosca, seated in the armchair, had smoked one of her lovers caporals with that natural abandon which caused her to be so popular throughout the Quartier, the pair, laughing merrily, went out together, mounting to the top of the green omnibus at the corner of the Place des Pyramides, and riding to the Porte de la Muette. It was their usual Sunday excursion, for it only cost twenty centimes, and was a long ride through the airiest and best part of Paris. On Sunday afternoons there was then, as now, always a scramble for seats on the top of those great, long, three-horse buses, for on a warm evening it was delightful to drive along those leafy avenues, past the residences of the wealthy, and enter the great broad allées of the Bois. When they alighted, the day was already waning, and in the sunset they wandered on along the quiet by-paths, hand in hand, past the Autcuil racecourse, and around the edge of the lake, where the willows drooped until their foliage trailed in the water, and the children were feeding the swans with biscuits and bread.

Life was, indeed, dull and monotonous, for ever importuning women to purchase reticella, Venetian point, or point dArgentan, and these Sunday outings were to Fosca a source of innocent delight. In those long summer hours when she stood at her counter whereon her wares were displayed, she sighed often for those green fields and purple mountains she remembered when a child, those far-off Apennines beneath which she had lived several years with her aunt in the little Tuscan village. But in that Quartier beyond the Seine where she had spent her later youth with her wild, dissipated father and invalid mother, there was little fresh air, for, truth to tell, the secret abode of the Marquis was in a narrow, dirty street which bore, perhaps, the most evil reputation of any in the Fifth Arrondissement, which is saying a good deal. Those Sunday evening rambles were particularly enjoyable, because they took her out of herself as she watched the carriages with the grand folk driving home to dine, and felt that she, too, for that brief hour, was free, happy, and careless as these women who lolled among their cushions, and surveyed the world through their lorgnettes. Like most other girls employed in shops, she was dissatisfied; the restraint galled her; for she inherited a restless spirit from the Marquis, and was ever longing for the day when she could leave the magasin, and escape for ever the severe eye of that hook-nosed head saleswoman.

As they strolled on arm in arm, with the liquid gold of the sunset full in their faces, she related to him, as lovers will, all the little incidents of the past few days, sighing when she spoke of the terrible monotony and weariness of her life, while he, pressing her hand, repeated for the hundredth time his declaration of love and devotion. They were a well-matched pair, these two; he, broad-shouldered, happy-faced, with refined, regular features, notwithstanding his shabby clothes, and she so beautiful that often those women in carriages whom she envied turned back to look at her.

Student and shop-girl adored each other.

To-day Bertrams frank acknowledgment that he was tired of art had troubled her. In other words, it meant to her that he was weary of life in that dull, dingy sky-parlour, just as she was weary of the eternal turmoil of the gigantic magasin, where the army of assistants was a mere machine, and where, with tired feet and aching head, she worked on mechanically with but one thought — the freedom of the approaching Sunday.

You speak despondingly, she said presently, when they had been discussing Teddys latest picture. If you feel you cannot make a name in art, try something else. You must really write a romance. It would be such fun to see your name in print.

Impossible, he declared. It would be years before I could earn sufficient to keep me, and I have no private income, like Teddy or Jean will some day have. The people of both are rich, and if they turn out failures, it doesnt so much matter. But as for me— and he sighed, without concluding his sentence.

Well, suppose you fail, what then? she asked, glancing at him with a strange look in her eyes.

If I fail, he said, in a low, troubled voice, if I fail, Fosca, I starve.

Are your people in England poor, then? she asked, in a quiet, sympathetic voice.

I have no people, he answered huskily. They both died long ago, and I exist merely on charity — the charity of an uncle who in a few months will cut off my allowance, and I shall be thrown on the world penniless.

She sighed. Her lovers future was not a brilliant outlook. Tears rose in her fine eyes as she tightened the pressure on his hand, and looked up into his dark, pensive face. It was the first time she had seen him so melancholy, the first time, too, that he had spoken of his relatives or position. Previously he had been as gay, happy, and reckless as any of his fellow-students, regarding the comedy of life with an airiness with which only the true bred child of Bohemia can treat it, laughing in the face of the demon Poverty, and setting at naught all the convenances. To-day, however, he seemed nervous and uneasy; he was flushed darkly about his temples, and his eyes glittered feverishly. He felt sick, as we all do when things happen athwart our everyday peacefulness. One does not recognise the peace, except in the flash of its destruction.

Bertram, what is it? You are somehow not yourself, she cried tremulously, noticing his grief.

Nothing, only that I love you.

His voice was a little thick and strained; it seemed to break into a feeble shrillness, as if he were excited and shaken.

Is that any reason why you should be so sad? she asked, with wide-open, reproachful eyes.

I am sad, and also jealous, because others have talents that I have not, he answered slowly, and with emphasis. The men who have money and rich friends have genius; those who are poor have none. Im one of the latter. Am I not poor, too? she said. We love each other, therefore we may surely face the world together. Strive, strive on, and some day, sooner or later, we shall marry and be happy. You know that I am yours.

Ah, yes, darling, he answered, pausing, and drawing her closer to him. They were among the trees, far from the frequented paths, therefore he placed his arm about her neck, and imprinted a long, passionate kiss upon her full red lips. You are a brave little woman, indeed, to speak like this. You know full well, darling, I adore you fondly and truly. For your sake Im ready to do anything.

And as she looked up into his eyes, she saw by their clear, honest depths that he spoke the truth. But she did not reply. Her heart was too full for words, and they walked on in silence.

Rosmead loved her with his whole soul. Her face alone was ever before him in that high-up, dingy old studio, the remembrance of her sweet, musical voice ever rang in his ears above the reckless laughter at Mother Gérys, and the recollection of her toiling so long and wearily in the great magasin beyond the Seine had kept him from indulging in many of those excesses inseparable from life in the Quartier.

As the sunset glow, now deepened to crimson, fell upon her, tinging her beautiful face and raven hair, he thought she had never before looked so handsome. She was a trifle pale, perhaps unusually dark beneath the eyes, but that wan look was because her vivaciousness, her very life, was slowly being sapped by the monotonous drudgery of her daily labours, extending through thirteen hours, and interrupted only by two scrambles for meals.

He wanted to take her from that terrible soul-killing monotony, which he knew was slowly undermining her health; but he could not. He was poor, almost penniless, and had yet to make his mark ere he would be able to marry her. Before he had known her, he had been without ambition, without a thought of the morrow, a Bohemian to the very core. But the knowledge that by dint of hard work he might gain her, had fired him with ambition, and for months he had fondly and secretly cherished the idea of abandoning art for literature. Surreptitiously he had written those poems to try his hand. Today, for the first time, he had invited criticism, yet he had been crushed by the bitter truth forced upon him that there was little fame and no money in the production of verse. To become a minor poet without means was, he was compelled to admit, sheer imbecility; in literature there were but two courses open — fiction or journalism.

Not until the brilliant afterglow had faded and the shadows deepened, they passed out of the Bois along the avenue which leads to Passy, and having taken a mazagran at that little restaurant close to the station which the students so often patronised, they walked on as far as the Place du Trocadéro, whence they took an omnibus back to the Hotel de Ville. As they passed the front of Notre Dame, the men were already lighting the gas lamps in the Place, and the sight of the dark, gloomy, shabby Rue du Cloître brought back to her remembrance the mysterious death of Violette.

I wonder, she exclaimed, after a pause, I wonder if the police will ever discover who killed her?

Who? he inquired quickly.

The woman your friend ODonovan loved so well, she answered, with a strange hardness in her voice, and an emphasis upon the word woman.

Perhaps they may some day, he answered mechanically, his thoughts afar off. We have an old saying in English, that murder will out.

She held her breath for a single instant, and the evening gloom concealed the sudden pallor which overspread her features.

But they havent yet discovered who she really was, she gasped. They never will — Im sure they cant.

Why? he inquired, rather surprised at her assertion and the tone of voice in which it was uttered.

Well, and she laughed a strange, harsh, almost hysterical laugh. Because it is impossible.

Together they crossed the tiny Pont aux Doubles, and he, bewitched by the tenderness of her smiles, and confident of her affection, allowed the subject to drop, thinking no more of her words.

Yet, within a week from that memorable night, the pleasant, careless life of the Bohemian trio, who had spent three well-remembered years together, was suddenly interrupted, for early one morning Jean, the silent, thoughtful Jean, received a telegram from Morlaix, recalling him home to Brittany immediately, on account of a sudden illness of his father. It was a blow to his two companions, but, assuring them that he would soon be back, he left the Gare St. Lazare with their heartiest good wishes.

Rosmead and ODonovan, having seen him off, returned to their rooms a little melancholy, but nevertheless confident that in a week or so their friend would return to resume the old, easy, careless life. Knowledge of the hideous truth, however, was not long delayed, for the evening post brought an explanatory letter from Fosca.

The short, brief note, evidently hurriedly penned, was addressed to Bertram. She declared that she had grown tired of life at the Louvre, and finding him so poor as to be unable to take her from it, she had accepted an offer made her by Jean, and had left Paris with him.

Rosmead, in his amazement, read aloud this cruel, heartless letter to the bitter end, then, with it still in his trembling hand, he sank, crushed and grief-stricken, into the old armchair, and covering his face, burst into a flood of tears.

ODonovan, with a deep sigh of sympathy, placed his hand tenderly upon his friends shoulder. He tried to speak, to utter some words of regret and encouragement, but his voice quivered so that he could say no word.

The dead silence of that old room was unbroken, save for the dull roar of the wild, turbulent City of Pleasure, which came up across the Seine, and mingled with the convulsive sobs of the man, the light of whose life had so suddenly been extinguished.


CHAPTER V

IN A LONDON SUBURB
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IT WAS SUMMER in one of the dullest, dreariest, and most dismal of London suburbs. A year had passed since that well-remembered night when Bertram Rosmead had received the letter which had crushed his soul, and since then his life had been a strange series of ups and downs. He had left Paris the day after, and with scarce a franc in his pocket, had tramped the long dusty highroads into Germany, existing as best he could by performing various kinds of menial labour, but often trudging far on an empty stomach, his heart heavy with its burden of sorrow.

After Foscas perfidy, his one thought was to leave Paris, to place as great a distance as possible between himself and the scenes he so well remembered, to rid himself of all that would remind him of her, and of his futile student life. Three whole years, the best years of his life, had been utterly wasted; therefore, was there any wonder that his uncle, who had begrudged every penny spent upon him, was now furious? His allowance had been cut off, and for a time matters assumed the gravest of aspects. But this life of wandering suited him, Bohemian that he was. If only he could rid himself of all remembrance of the past — of Jeans perfidy, and Foscas fickleness — he would have been quite content. But her false declarations of love and affection were ever within his brain, and he remembered, with bitter vividness, those love-looks that she had exchanged with the young Breton on that Sunday afternoon when he had read his first poor attempt at verse. He ground his teeth and increased his pace whenever he thought of it. Thus, shabby, dusty, weary and travelworn, he slowly made his way across the frontier into the German Rhineland.

In those well-remembered autumn days, when he wandered up the white highway that wound through the smiling Moselle valley past Alf, the pretty village embowered in its vineyards, Berncastel, with its historic schloss, and quaint mediaeval Cochem, his heart overflowed with poignant sorrow. Hitherto he had been merry, easy-going, and reckless; but now all had changed. In his long, lonely journeys he nursed his sorrow in silence, tramping forward, ever forward, towards the Rhine. The old post diligence, lumbering along the valley from Trêves to Coblenz, overtook him daily, smothering him with dust, and the one little steamer upon the river snorted past him, leaving him behind; but he heeded not the things about him so long as he had a drink of milk and a crust.

Those were strange, eventful days, with morning mists and mid-day sunshine, with glorious evenings, and dark, chilly nights, when, sleeping in out-houses, the cold had penetrated to his bones. From the Quai Montebello to the far-off Dom Platz, in Cologne, he tramped every foot of the way; then, his uncle, relenting, sent him money, and he returned to England. For several weeks he remained at Frilsham Towers, his uncles country house, near Deal; but finding that his presence was regarded with annoyance by his two cousins, superior young men, who looked upon the neer-do-well student as an interloper, he resolved to make a bold attempt to join the profession which was now his highest ambition, that of literature.

Of all the professions, that of letters is most difficult to enter. The young man who makes the rash resolve to become an author has about as much chance of attainments popularity as a lawyers clerk has of obtaining a seat on the woolsack. A course of diligent study and careful training will fit the average young man for any of the other professions; but to literature there is no royal road, no school beyond that great school, the world, no examination to cram for, no diploma to obtain. The man who writes and obtains popularity is the man who, by his own personal experience, his own ups and downs in life, his sorrows, his joys, his own affairs of the heart, has acquired a wide and varied knowledge of the world beyond his own circle, and who can thus present vivid pictures of those phases of life which, although strange to his readers, are familiar to himself. The world itself is the only school of the writer of romance. By no books can he acquire that insight into life necessary before attempting to describe it; no professors can teach him how to write, or even indicate to him the lines on which he must travel to gain success.

A man first takes to writing fiction because he possesses the instinct of telling a story clearly and well; but he does not become a novelist until, after many years of diligent study, of heart-breaking disappointments and disheartening failure, he at length discovers for himself the technique of plot-construction, the careful adjustment of his scenes, the judicious use of his humour and pathos, and the subtle touches which will make or mar his denouement. None of this can be taught. If the writer does not himself make the discovery, he fails, like thousands of others have failed before him; but if he acquires the art of writing fiction, he works on with his own peculiar technique, in his own peculiar manner, and perhaps with success, fame, and fortune. The circle of successful romance-writers is a very small one; but there is not a single man among them who has not previously followed some other avocation, not one who has not been the sport of fortune, not one who has not experienced failure after failure, and whose fond hopes of success have not been wrecked time after time, till all work seemed in vain, all thought of popularity but an empty dream. But with dogged persistency, with that airy light-heartedness with which the true Bohemian faces evil fortune, he has plodded on, still hoping, still achieving, still studying the everyday life about him, determined to obtain a hearing from the public. In not one instance alone does this happen, but in all. The successful author, an edition of whose new work is exhausted on the day of publication, whose portrait appears in the illustrated papers, with the appended interview, whose uneven scribble is sought by autograph collectors in all parts of the world, and whose last romance is criticised by every journal of note throughout England and America, seldom tells the public the bitter story of his earlier desperate struggles. The interviewer is always content with the present — the authors house, his study, his bric-à-brac, his great writing-table, with its litter of manuscript, books, and press-cuttings; his mode of work, and his recreation. Of the past the novelist says nothing. He has merely been through the mill, as others have done. With that careless good humour which every successful writer possesses in more or less degree, he shrugs his shoulders and closes his mouth, a little hard, perhaps, when he reflects. But it is finished. Does not his agent possess, secure in that great iron safe in his fine suite of offices off the Strand, contracts with eager publishers which will keep him in work and in luxury for years to come; has he not mortgaged himself to the greedy readers of newspapers to produce serial after serial, which will be syndicated and published simultaneously in every part of the world? Yes. He has striven and conquered. He laughs at the past as too trivial to relate to the interviewer. He is now popular.

Many young men believe that journalism forms an easy channel by which to drift into the higher branches of literature. Bertram Rosmead held this opinion, and, knowing nothing of the ways of journalistic life, and never having been inside a newspaper office, he, as is usual with the tyro, wrote to the editors of several of the London morning papers offering his services. The futile result of such applications may readily be imagined.

At length, however, by a lucky chance, he answered an advertisement which appeared in that journalistic medium, the Daily News, headed Reporter Wanted, and a week later found himself in a very curious and embarrassing position. He had not been unwise enough to admit himself utterly unacquainted with journalism, and therefore the position which had been given him was the sole charge of a small, obscure, but old-established journal called the Hounslow Standard. The staff of this influential weekly organ, whose destinies he was to control, was not a large one. It consisted of himself alone. He was editor, subeditor, reporter, and reader, and was expected to keep up a good personal appearance upon the sum of thirty shillings weekly. The office of that journal was, like himself, a little bizarre. It consisted of a small, mouldy-smelling shop in a bad state of repair, half-way up the long, dreary, straggling High Street of the dull, uninteresting suburban town, and behind in the garden was a shed in which half-a-dozen youths set type, while further on was a small outhouse, originally built for a stable, but now euphemistically termed the machine-room, containing, as it did, an old-fashioned press worked by a grunting gas-engine, which very often failed and had to be turned by hand. This interesting piece of machinery was broken in places, and had been repaired with string.

Rosmead, during his three years on the Quai Montebello, had heard much grand talk of the influence of the Press, but after an inspection of the dingy office of that suburban organ, he admitted within himself that he was not impressed.

At first he dreaded lest he should display ignorance of his duties, but finding that the proprietor of the journal was an easy-going, pleasant man, who seldom, if ever, put his foot inside the office door, and left him to manage everything, he boldly commenced work.

He took up his quarters with a thin-faced widow, of the genus who had seen better days, in one of a terrace of rather ramshackle houses which smelt of soap-suds, occupying the front sitting-room, a gloomy apartment, upholstered in faded red rep, as his living-room and study. Through the week he worked with that ardour begotten of enthusiasm, attending the police-court daily at the old market-town of Brentford — that uncleanly town, famous in story for its two kings — travelling as far afield as Staines or Hampton-on-Thames, to collect items of local interest, and at night attending concerts, lectures, tea-meetings, or penny-readings, in those galvanised-iron structures irreverently known as tin tabernacles. He wrote that week two leaders and a column of those brief commenting paragraphs termed Local Notes, and at last, late on Friday night, he stood beside the rumbling, antiquated press, and took therefrom a limp, damp copy of the first newspaper he had produced.

With it in his pocket, he strode airily home to his lodgings, and for an hour sat with it spread before him, contemplating it with the most profound satisfaction. The leaders had an imposing look. They were modelled upon some he had that week read in the Morning Post, and were high-flown, one commencing with the straightforward assertion, We do not agree with Lord Salisbury. The proprietor had given him instructions to write upon a pending election in the county from a purely impartial standpoint. Unfortunately, however, Rosmead, although he could talk by the hour of the shortcomings of the Floquet Ministry, the machinations of Gambetta, and the Royalist movement, knew nothing whatever of English politics. He was actually unaware whether the Government in power was Radical or Conservative, until he looked it up in that journalistic vade-mecum, Whitaker. The idea of writing from an impartial standpoint had sorely puzzled him, therefore he had taken the two candidates for the seat, criticised their election addresses with equal asperity, and concluded by advising the electors to vote for both!

The amount of ridicule heaped upon the Hounslow Standard that week by its Radical contemporaries may easily be conjectured. The proprietor was furious, and poor Rosmead, extremely penitent, for the next three weeks existed in deadly fear of being discharged at the end of his month of approbation.

At the conclusion of the fourth week, when he received from the proprietors wife his usual thirty shillings in silver, screwed up in a piece of newspaper, nothing was said about his dismissal; he therefore continued the duties of editorship, gradually obtaining knowledge of the technicalities of reporting, proof-reading, and printing, not without making a good many friends.

From the first his keen-eyed colleagues on the opposition journals in the district, whom he met daily at the various meetings he attended, saw that he could not write shorthand, and was evidently a beginner, on account of the huge note-book and half-a-dozen carefully-sharpened pencils which he carried. There is, however, always a commendable esprit de corps among pressmen, and many a time one or other of the reporters of the journals which were his bitterest political opponents would send him a proof of the verbatim speech of some local notable on a subject of unusual interest, or exchange with him a carbon copy of the report of some meeting which he could not attend.

Very soon, among the little coterie of a dozen reporters who daily scoured West Middlesex picking up paragraphs, Bertram Rosmead was acknowledged to be a good fellow, and there was not one who would not lend him a helping hand. But at night, when he returned home from the soul-killing dreariness of those Dissenting tea-meetings, juvenile dissolving-view entertainments, or amateur concerts, which were nightly held in one or other of the small towns or villages which constituted his district, he sat beneath his lamp, trying to write his leading article for the coming issue. With an amateurs lack of discretion, he chose hackneyed subjects, and struggled desperately to be original. They were lame, sorry attempts, these first steps in literature, even though he was profuse in his use of adjectives, and had his second-hand copy of the Thesaurus ever at his elbow. They were a species of essay savoured with one or two incongruous expressions quoted, but not acknowledged, from the Morning Post, with a varied and wonderful punctuation, more remarkable for commas than for semicolons. He acknowledged long afterwards that for a year or two he did not know where to place a semicolon.

Still, he strove desperately for hours and hours, often until the paraffin gave out, and the grey morning showed through the chinks of the closed shutters. Then he would go out into the little front garden, and smell the roses, fresh and delicious with the dew upon them, and allow the cool air of sunrise to fan his heated temples. He worked for that little, obscure journal night and day, for journalism was the profession he had chosen, and with dogged determination he was intent upon success.

Even there, in that little town, the most dismal perhaps of any within the twelve-mile radius, where whole rows of new houses were gaunt, windowless, and decaying, because no one had ever been found to live in them, the offer of a free season-ticket to the City being insufficient to induce persons to take up residence there, he found life full of variety. Hounslow is a mean and meagre town, notable for three things, — its barracks, its great gunpowder factory, and the number and variety of its lower-class public-houses; but to Bertram Rosmead, who had often to attend a local wedding or an inquest in the same morning, or in the same evening report a sermon at the parish church and criticise a nigger entertainment at the Town Hall, life in those early, enthusiastic days was never dull.

Local feeling was always at fever-heat in Hounslow, and the representatives of the Press were always courteously entertained. At certain sittings of the Board of Guardians over at Isleworth, that quaint, old-world riverside village, untouched as yet by the hand of the vandal, there was provided a fine cold collation, washed down with a good brand of champagne, with cigars and Benedictine to follow; while again, at the meeting of the Hounslow Burial Board, held at night in a tiny room on the first floor of an uncleanly pot-house, both the members of that body and the Press smoked long clays and partook of a hearty supper of boiled leg of mutton and onions. This last-mentioned enlightened body were conspicuous for the inordinate length and asperity of their discussions, and were always a source of amusement to the editor-reporter of the local Standard. It consisted of eight small tradesmen, who controlled the bare, miserable cemetery, and met once a month to look after the mortal remains of their departed fellow-townsmen. On such occasions they assembled around a beer-stained table in the upstairs room, the chair being taken by a retired carpenter, whose hs were faulty, one of the representatives of the Press being chosen as clerk, the minutes being kept in a penny account-book. Then gin and hot water would be brought in by the beaming, red-faced host, and after the sugar had been judiciously added, and the long clays filled with shag and lighted, the business of the evening invariably commenced by the sexton, who had stood trembling on the mat outside, being called in and roundly abused for his inattention to duty. When this remarkable body did not quarrel with their one single employé, who dug graves and grew mushrooms, they quarrelled among themselves about the disposition of the corpses, or the form and manner of the tombstones, the discussion growing so heated that, on one occasion, the chairman, with an oath, collared one of his fellow-members, who had dared to dispute his ruling, and pitched him headlong downstairs into the bar below.

At command of the irate chairman, the sexton, who acted as the Boards factotum and beadle, followed the expelled member into the street, and offered to fight him on the spot. The unfortunate tailor, who had been badly shaken by his sudden descent, declined this invitation, and limped off, consigning the whole of the enlightened body to the regions of eternal warmth, and threatening that on the morrow he would go and wreck the whole bally cemetery.

Local politics in Hounslow at that period were fiercely contested. Indeed, a few days later, one of the members of the Local Board — the body that controlled the drains, now happily superseded by the District Council — a retired collector of rabbit-skins, who posed as the peoples champion, differed so seriously with the chairman, a birthday knight, upon the appointment of a new inspector of nuisances — whom, by the way, he irreverently termed a stink inspector — that in order to prevent him doing mischief he had to be removed by the police, his books, papers, and rusty tall hat being flung out after him into the road.

Meanwhile, the ill-printed Hounslow Standard became locally popular by reason of the brilliance of its descriptions of these exciting events, and thus gradually, by dint of slaving day after day, week after week, only retiring to rest when his aching brain refused longer to bear the strain, and his head fell in sleep upon his blotting-pad, Bertram Rosmead, lonely, pensive, and self-absorbed, began to acquire a knowledge of the first elements of journalism.


CHAPTER VI

ONE FACE
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TO THE JOURNALIST, in his youthful enthusiasm, armed with ponderous note-book, generally ready to take an absolutely verbatim note of the merest trivial discussion, and fully believing that any original matter he writes will influence the worlds opinion, life is full of variety and pleasure. If his colleagues are good fellows, as Rosmeads were at Hounslow, there is considerable amusement, and work is often reduced to a minimum by one reporter attending a small meeting and furnishing duplicate reports to all his confreres. The one idea of the local reporter is to make the greatest amount of copy with the least possible amount of exertion; and after Bertram had occupied the editorial chair of his journal for a year, he found that these carbon duplicates, on oiled tissue paper, known in journalism as flimsies, circulated so freely, that he had plenty of time on his hands. Reporting without labour had been brought to a fine art in that district. Usually, the whole of his afternoons were free; therefore, with a resolve to endeavour to contribute to other periodicals, he one day sat down and wrote some verses which had been running in his head all day. They were in French, for he found he could write French with better rhythm, and he headed them Mirette: — 



Mirette a des yeux couleur de printemps 

Qui font sentrouvrir les boutons de rose, 

Et Ion dit quil naît des lis éclatants 

A la place émue où son pied se pose.

Le front de Mirette est si gracieux, 

Que lorsquils y voient un sourire éclore 

Les oiseaux distraits chantent dans les deux 

Comme sils voyaient resplendir laurore.



In this strain he wrote eight verses, all decidedly above the average, as those quoted plainly show, the final one being: — 



Puis, quand elle part, sous les bois joyeux 

Qui couvrent de fleurs sa nuque dorée, 

Le prince va boire, en fermant les yeux, 

Leau pure où brilla limage adorée.



When he had finished them, with many final touches, he took some ruled paper, made a good copy, and enclosed them in an envelope to the editor of Temple Bar. Three days later, he received from the office of that magazine an intimation that his contribution was accepted, and would appear in an early number, while the editor added that he was ready to consider any other similar verses in French. At this, Rosmeads joy knew no bounds.

He had taken his first step on the thorny path of literature, and was now determined to press forward to his goal. Neglecting his journalistic work somewhat — for from the first he looked upon it as a mere stepping-stone to literary life — he sat day after day, night after night, writing poem after poem, but all to no purpose. None that he wrote were of sufficient merit to send in response to the editors invitation. Therefore, in sheer desperation, he had to fall back upon the madrigal, Belle, vous croyez que jignore, he had read to his fellow-students and to Fosca on that well-remembered Sunday afternoon long ago.

This was accepted, as were others in the months that succeeded, and although published anonymously, the cultured readers of Temple Bar did not fail to recognise in them a high standard of attainment.

But Bertram Rosmead was ambitious. The paragraphs he read in every paper about the sayings and doings of prominent novelists — who, in these days, obtain almost as much advertisement as a prince of the royal blood — had aroused within him a determination to take the advice of his old and lost friend Teddy, and try romance.

So, through those dreary winter months, when the evenings were long, he managed to snatch time from his journalistic duties, and toiling ever at his table, strove to write short stories. As is usual with the tyro, he sent them in various directions, always to the editors of the higher-class magazines, the illustrations of which commended themselves to him; but, without exception, they all came back, with a printed form enclosed, expressing the editors regret. The various forms of refusal are too well known to every author, and there is not one successful writer to-day who does not vividly recollect those disappointing leaflets of the past, or perhaps has some of them still preserved in the locked drawer of his writing-table. But Rosmeads attempts at fiction were very crude, and, although never devoid of literary merit, they lacked that dramatic treatment and delicate touch necessary to render the feuilleton attractive. His plots were generally good, but his utter ignorance of technique rendered his productions quite useless from an editorial point of view.

Months passed in that manner. Every week he sent out one or more short stories; but the postman brought them back with a regularity that was disheartening. Of his meagre thirty shillings a week, he had not much to spare for postages after he had paid the ascetic widow for his board and lodging; therefore, many times he sat in his quiet, lonely room, crushed and despairing, the bitter truth forced upon him that he had no talent, and that the money spent in sending his wretched attempts about was money thrown away.

He admitted to none of his colleagues that he was trying to become a novelist, fearing their derision; but one day, when one of them, an elderly man, who had spent his life as a pressman, and had risen no higher than local journalism, called at his lodgings to exchange a report, and sat beside his fire smoking a cigarette, he approached the subject of fiction.

Its slow, deadly slow, in this place, Rosmead said with a sigh. Life here seems absolutely petrified. Tired of it — eh? asked the dark-bearded, grave-eyed man, who habitually wore a soft black felt hat and a grey woollen muffler. The local reporter is fond of a literary appearance.

No, not tired, Rosmead answered. Only I should like to contribute stories to other papers. I believe they pay well for them — dont they?

Yes, but its few men who can write them, his companion answered. I tried myself years ago, and failed. Not a single one was taken, so I gave it up.

Dont you think that the average man, if he perseveres, can get his stuff taken? Rosmead asked, standing with his back to the fire, his hands in the pockets of his old house-jacket, easy and reminiscent of the Quai Montebello.

No, answered the journalistic failure, with some bitterness, not unless you know the editors. Its all by favour nowadays.

Rosmead was silent, wondering whether this man, who had spent thirty years in and about newspaper offices, spoke the truth. He knew no editor, and, in common with amateur writers, regarded them with awe, as a sort of superior and distinct species. These emphatic words were terribly disappointing.

But his friend was one of those flabby-hearted, steady plodders with no soul above local journalism, whose ideas are as antiquated as the type from which their journals are printed, and the height of whose ambition is to do a bit of lineage, namely, to supply to the great London morning papers short paragraphs of events of general interest occurring in their locality, the reward for which varies from half-a-crown to five shillings. Every local journalist, from junior reporter to editor, is ready to expound his views on literature in general, and novel-writing in particular, but few know anything at all about it, and their criticisms are mainly adverse, because, though hopelessly devoid of literary talent, they consider themselves quite equal to the men whose names they see appended to the various classes of current fiction.

Then you think theres no chance for the unknown man? Rosmead observed, gravely contemplating his cigarette.

None, my dear fellow, none, the elder man answered. The fiction market is overcrowded. Amateurs write, and write well sometimes, without thought of payment; others are ready to pay for the satisfaction of seeing themselves in print, and in this cascade of fiction pouring into the office of every magazine or paper which publishes stories, editors can fill their columns for nothing if they choose. But why do you ask? Are you thinking of trying the experiment? he inquired, smiling.

Rosmead hesitated.

Well, yes, he admitted. But of course you neednt tell anyone. The fellows will only poke fun at me. Ive already written one or two things for Temple Bar

For Temple Bar? cried the other, in surprise, for the fact that the reporter of the rag, as the Hounslow Standard was usually known among the representatives of the Press, had actually contributed to that magazine at once raised him in the estimation of this disappointed scribe. I see the magazine every month, but have never noticed your name. What sort of stuff do you write for it?

French verses, he answered. There are some in the current number, and taking the magazine from the table, he opened it, and handed it to his friend.

Do you mean to say that you wrote those? exclaimed the other. He was used to the boasts of younger journalists, and eyed Rosmead with suspicion.

I did, the latter answered. Then, noticing the shadow of doubt upon his face, he took from the table a letter he had received from the editor that morning, asking for another contribution. Sight of this was, of course, convincing.

Well, the journalist said at last, you may write French verses with success, because its very few Englishmen who can do it; but fiction is entirely out of the question. Take my advice, and dont waste your time in endeavouring to accomplish the impossible. Better become a good pressman than a bad novelist. While youve got a berth on a paper, youve always your weekly screw; not much, perhaps, but its sure. As a writer of fiction you might slave for six months and not earn sixpence. No, study the journalistic art more closely; try and put a bit more guts into your leaders, and sling in a bit of Latin sometimes. It always impresses your readers, even if you dont know the translation yourself. Then in a few years you may be able to leave here and get on a decent paper in the provinces, possibly even a daily.

Id like to be on a London daily, observed Rosmead, in all seriousness.

His friend laughed heartily at this artless remark.

So would all of us, my dear fellow, he said. Eight pounds a week and all expenses. Only fancy! But such a berth isnt to be dreamed of. No local man, in all my long experience, has ever gone straight to a London daily, and every local man who has tried to write novels has ignominiously failed.

That night, when he returned from attending a stupid amateur entertainment at Twickenham, two miles away, Bertram Rosmead sat alone beside his fire, reflecting deeplv. — He recollected every word his friend had uttered, and saw how utterly hopeless it was to obtain fame in fiction. As a journalistic plodder, a mere scribbler of reports and commentator on local intelligence, he might, after a few years, join the staff of a better journal with slightly increased salary, and that was the highest level to which he could rise. Like his friend, he must remain and grow old in his groove, for ever scribbling paragraphs anent parish teas and mothers meetings, describing sales of work and juvenile junketings, or commenting in highfalutin terms upon the latest scheme of sewerage, or the engaging qualities of a departed fellow-townsman.

He thought all this over, long and seriously. Once all his hopes had been wrecked, all life crushed from him, by the fickleness of the one woman he adored. His friends here in England knew nothing of it. It was a secret locked within his heart. Often in moments such as these he wandered how Fosca fared, whether Jean, the traitorous, oily-mouthed Frenchman, had already deserted her; whether, as was most probable, she was back again, praying forgiveness of the inebriate Marquis. Then he sighed, and strove to cast her memory from him.

Even Teddy, the faithful, ever-happy Teddy, had gone out of his life, for, after he had left the Quartier to wander, the Bouchon, unable to live there alone with the recollection of Violette upon him, had left to study in Florence. He had heard this from a mutual friend to whom he had written, but none, it appeared, knew Teddys address. He was no longer a Bohemian, he supposed; no longer one of themselves.

Thoughts of the past possessed him that night as the little clock ticked on in the dead silence, and his lamp spluttered as the oil became exhausted. He pondered sadly upon the discouraging words of the journalist. To write romance was the one absorbing ambition in life, for he had always been essentially a dreamer, and long ago had woven strange, weird plots in his mind after reading the romances of Dumas, Ohnet, Bourget, or Poe.

No, he cried aloud at last, starting to his feet with sudden decision, and clenching his hands, I wont be beaten. Ill try again, and if I fail, Ill still try, and try, in face of all they say. Their discouragement shall never deter me. I know I had no talent for art, but believe that some day I may be able to write fiction, to intelligibly relate the stories which so often rise involuntarily in my mind. To-morrow Ill make another start on a short story.

Four manuscripts were lying upon the table, each having been around to several papers, and each declined with thanks. His eves fell upon them.

No good, he murmured. Ill write fresh ones, and taking them up, he cast them bodily into the fire. With sadness he watched the flames consume them, for they were the result of many weeks toil, of many long nights of brain-racking. It was a sacrifice to burn them, but he was prepared for it, prepared for anything in order to attain his end.

Then, when the flames had died down, he sighed, blew out his lamp, and went to bed.

An incident occurred on the following night, as his paper was going to press, which opened his eyes regarding the treatment of fiction. For many months an exciting novel had been running serially in the paper, supplied from London in leaden stereotyped columns, but great was the foreman printers dismay, on making up the paper, to find that although he had two columns of the story, yet there was no instalment for the following week, and it was not concluded. Inquiries were made, and it was discovered that a lad had placed the two final chapters in the melting-pot, in order to manufacture paper-weights.

Rosmead was sitting at midnight at the back of the shop in his mouldy den, which, never having been swept for years, did duty as editorial office, when the foreman burst in, saying, in those sharp, brief tones which every foreman printer uses — 

No more of that darned yarn. The ends been melted up.

Rosmead looked up from reading his proof, inquiringly, and in response to a question, the appalling facts were explained.

Well, what are we to do? the editor asked, dismayed.

Dry it up, was the prompt rejoinder.

How can you, when nobody in the office has read it? Ill have a look at it presently.

No, its the bosss orders that the bally sheet goes to press at twelve. There isnt time for fussing after it, the man answered, wiping his hands on his apron.

Then what are you going to do?

Its already done, mister. Ive comped three lines, married a couple of em, and put The End. The formes locked up, so make your mind easy. We make no difficulties in this office. If the public dont like it, they must do the other thing.

And with that he disappeared.

Next morning the readers of the exciting serial in the Hounslow Standard were mystified and amazed to find that Lady Geraldine, already a wife, had been abruptly married to a burglar!

In the months that followed, every moment he could snatch from the trudging hither and thither consequent on reporting for his obscure sheet, he spent crouched at his table struggling to write short stories, gradually acquiring a slight stoop, so long and diligently he sat. To the thinfaced relict who administered to his daily wants his studious habits were remarkable. My young man never goes out and about o nights, like other men, she told her gossiping neighbours of the lodging-letting genus. Hes poring for ever over is writing night after night, till I fully expect hell have a touch of brain fever. He goes nowhere; scarcely anybody comes to see him except the boy from the orfice, who brings him printed bits of the newspaper, what he calls proofs. Hes well educated, a perfect gentleman, my dear — and of course I knows a gentleman when I sees one; but hes a bit moody like. He used to be merry enough when he first came to me. But now I firmly believe hes got some trouble or other on his mind, poor fellow.

The poor fellow alluded to certainly had a very serious trouble on his mind. He had written over a dozen stories of various lengths, and had sent them to a wide variety of papers, but fate seemed against him, for not a single one had been found of sufficient merit to be worth publication. In order to pay the postage on these children of his brain, he had been forced to exercise an economy which at first was terrible — namely, he had given up his cigarettes, for the money he spent in them weekly gave him three or even four chances with editors. Therefore, after the first day or so, he gladly faced the difficulty, although it must be added that even then this was in vain, and the stamps he so hopefully purchased were in every case wasted. There were plain signs, too, that in most instances his manuscripts were never read, and these discouraged him more, perhaps, than any other circumstance. He feared that editors had become tired of the short, polite notes accompanying his screeds, and that being so, he believed his chance of success had vanished for ever.

There is a low tide in the affairs of every struggling literary man when, crushed beneath his ever-recurring disappointments, and disheartened by the futility of his attempts to secure a footing in the profession that it is his aim to join, he is ready to retire from the fray. Bertram Rosmead was no exception. He had, as is usual with the inexperienced writer, tried all the highest class publications without bestowing any thought upon those which cater for the lower classes. No writer is content with beginning with the lowest rung of the ladder. Ill fortune had dogged him so persistently, that at last he was on the point of relinquishing all hope, when one evening, while travelling by train between Twickenham and Hounslow, he picked up part of a paper which had been left in the compartment by some previous traveller. It was a family journal he had never seen before, green-covered, of the shape and style of Tit-Bits, published in Glasgow, and entitled Scottish Nights. He saw that it contained stories — short stories by persons whose names were unknown — and it occurred to him that, while London editors had conspired against him, country editors might regard his contributions a little more favourably. So he carried home this incomplete journal, and that night selected two of his short stories, which were the most dramatic in his own estimation, and dispatched them to the North.

An anxious week followed, but, sure enough, the postman came one morning and handed in a bulky packet which he knew too well contained his rejected manuscripts. In despair he tore open the packet, but next second uttered a loud exclamation of amazement, when he discovered that with the manuscript were the proofs, and with the proofs a cheque for two guineas, the first money he had earned by writing fiction.

At last he had taken the first step. He was no longer an amateur, but was paid for his contributions. He had entered the ranks of professional romancers. And he went forth happily, with elastic tread, singing to himself the merry song in the chorus of which he had so often joined at Mother Gérys — 



Mimi, Mimi est une blonde, 

Une blonde que lon connaît; 

Elle na quune robe au monde, 

Landerirette!

Et quun bonnet.



That day he read the proofs carefully, and returned them with a note to the editor, offering further work. To this came a polite reply, and in a short time the readers of that Scotch weekly periodical knew the name of Bertram Rosmead as a regular contributor of short sensational stories. Those feuilletons which had failed to attract the editors of the World, Truth, or Vanity Fair, delighted the readers over the Border, and after some months the editor found his newly-discovered contributors work so popular, that he expressed his readiness to consider a serial story to run eight or ten weeks, if Mr. Rosmead cared to submit one.

Thus, full of enthusiasm, the editor of the Hounslow Standard sat down, and after weeks, nay months, of hard work, completed his first novel. It was, however, a painfully amateurish attempt. The art of writing serial fiction is acquired only by long and diligent practice, therefore there was little wonder that the editor should return it with a letter of profound regret that the story was not of a character to interest his readers. Truth to tell, it was the crudest sensation possible, with a blundering and impossible love interest, and a denouement which was exposed in the first chapter. Such a piece of work was fit only for one thing — to light the fire with; but the editor had seen that his unknown contributor had a distinct talent for writing storiettes, and therefore hesitated to wound his feelings. On the contrary, he wrote a few days later asking for further short stories. Eighteen and sixpence or a guinea was not a very high rate of remuneration for four or five thousand words of fiction, but Rosmead, in the first flush of his success, considered it a very handsome reward, and was more than contented. The refusal of his novel disappointed him bitterly, but having grown callous, regarding failure as the natural outcome of enthusiasm, he cast the manuscript aside, and continued to write the briefer and more crystallised fiction.

Throughout three whole years, long weary years of toil and disappointment, with scarcely a single days holiday, he worked on, by day scouring his district to pick up local news, and at night slaving beneath his lamp, striving to improve his style, taking as his models the shorter stories of Maupassant, of Montépin, of Pierre Loti, and Zolas inimitable Stories for Ninon. In those idle days beside the Seine, he had read diligently many second-hand French novels purchased from the stalls, and therefore endeavoured to follow the lines of the successful feuilletonists. Of English fiction, however, he knew little or nothing.

Gradually he extended his connection. One or two manuscripts, with which he experimented, were accepted by those penny pseudo-Society journals in London which make a point of publishing a short story, and he could not disguise the fact that he was surely, if slowly, developing into a writer of fiction.

It was at this juncture, when one night, having treated himself to a little mild dissipation in the form of a visit to London, he was passing along Fleet Street, gazing up wistfully at the brilliantly-lighted newspaper offices, and wondering whether some day he, too, might not spend his nights in one of those great establishments, where the work was light and the pay handsome, when suddenly, at the corner of Chancery Lane, a face, passing beneath the electric light, attracted him — a face more pure, more regular in outline than he had ever before witnessed.

The face was the face of a heroine of romance; a trifle pale and wistful, perhaps, but eminently beautiful. Was he not seeking local colour for the romance he intended, ere long, to write; was he not wandering, aimlessly, that night, in the great world of London, seeking material for the book which, some day, would make his name world-famous?

For an instant he hesitated. Then he turned and followed her.


CHAPTER VII

THE STUDENT AND THE SUBJECT
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ALONE, SHE WAS walking quickly in the direction of Charing Cross, a neat, erect figure in black, a trifle petite, but essentially dainty. Already she had gained the Law Courts before he drew up behind her, and then he saw how slim-waisted and neat-attired she was, how gracefully she walked, how well her little black, jet-trimmed bonnet, with its tiny white bird, suited her dark beauty.

Since Fosca had gone out of his life, he had gazed upon no other woman with admiration until that moment. He was not a man to wear his heart on his sleeve. Literature was his mistress, and he cared for little else beside his books and the old littered table whereat he spent the silent watches of the night. He was not one to be easily fascinated by a woman, more especially now that Fosca had shattered all his belief in womans honesty and affection. Even though studiously polite, and essentially chivalrous, he was inclined to treat the fair sex with calm indifference, and never sought their society. During the past three years, he had lived only with his books, and with that Bohemian instinct, in him inborn, cared for nothing outside the range of his own studies.

He passed her, pretending to hurry on without noticing her, but, nevertheless, casting a covert glance at her face. At that instant, however, she raised her eyes and peered into his, with a glance, half of inquiry, half of annoyance.

She was about twenty-one, as far as he could judge, with a pair of dimpled cheeks, eyes dark and luminous, a small, delicate nose that denoted considerable self-will, and a high brow shaded by a mass of fluffy nut-brown hair. Her black cloth jacket, short and smartly made, fitted her without a crease; her skirt hung straight in graceful folds without dragging at the back, as London skirts will; and pinned to her coquettish little muff of quilted black satin was a bunch of violets.

Her face, among all others, had attracted him, because it was such a face as he had imagined his heroine should possess. He decided to study her character, her virtues, and her weaknesses, and reproduce her in his pages with the fidelity of a photograph from the life.

He raised his hat and spoke to her. It never occurred to him, accustomed as he was to the free manners of the Quai Montebello, that he was doing anything extraordinary in thus accosting her, or seeking to force himself upon her without an introduction. She glanced at him for an instant, in haughty contempt, then lowered her eyes modestly, and slightly quickened her pace. Again he spoke, but without heeding him, she turned almost at right angles and crossed the road. Undaunted by this rebuff, he followed her, and a few minutes later, advancing again to her side, expressed a hope that he had caused her no annoyance.

Your persistence does annoy me, she answered briefly, glancing severely at him.

Then I trust that you will forgive me, he said, with politeness.

Forgiveness is quite unnecessary, she replied, once again looking into his face.

I recognise that I am speaking with a lady, he observed. I trust you will allow me to treat you as such.

Well? What do you want? she asked, the shadow of annoyance fading from her face, a fact which showed him that, like every other woman, she was a trifle vain of her appearance and amenable to flattery.

I am alone, he responded, with a boldness which surprised her. I want your companionship, if you will grant me that favour. You, too, are alone. Is there any reason why we should not spend an hour or so in each others society? She regarded him calmly, and saw that he was tall, dark, and good-looking, beyond the average run of the men who endeavoured to force themselves upon her, and although not very well dressed, perhaps, — for he wore a thin silver watch-guard, the essence of bad taste in mans attire, — yet there was about his rather long hair and carelessly-tied cravat a dash of the easy-going, good-for-nothing which commended itself to her.

Their eyes met. He laughed, and next instant had won her consent.

Along the Strand, across Trafalgar Square, and up Pall Mall he strolled at her side, chatting affably, and discussing commonplaces, noting with minuteness her manner and her speech, and gauging her character from her expressed pleasures and dislikes.

Although so well and neatly dressed, it was apparent, ere she had spoken half-a-dozen words, that she was not a lady. Her grammar was very faulty; she spoke with a drawl that showed her to be an unmistakable Cockney, using such words as chimbley for chimney, skillington for skeleton, and referring to gentlemen of her acquaintance as fellows. Her name, she told him, was Lena Loder.

And may I write and see you again? he asked, when, after reaching Piccadilly, they had again retraced their steps to Charing Cross station, where she said she must leave him. Ive enjoyed this little chat immensely, and I hope I havent bored you too much.

No, not at all, she declared; nevertheless it was evident she was in a hurry to escape from him.

Then to where may I address the letter? he asked.

She hesitated. As yet she was undecided whether she really liked him.

Well, she said at last, if you really would like to see me again, write to me at the Adelphi Theatre.

The Adelphi! he cried, surprised. Then you are an actress?

Yes, she laughed, Im on the stage.

He regarded her curiously. For the past hour he had been inwardly congratulating himself upon his ability to read her character as easily as though it were an open book. He had imagined her to be the daughter of some small tradesman, or perhaps a show-room hand at one of the Oxford Street drapery establishments, for she had spoken with all the slang used by young ladies of that class, who are fond of talking of their fellows, of their Sunday trips to Richmond or Hampton Court, or of their visits to the Oxford, the Royal, or the Alhambra on winter nights. The craze for the Cinderella, too, — for every large drapery house now has its Cinderella dances, — is one of the outward and visible signs of the modern shop-girl; though it must be said that hearts as brave and tender beat beneath the cotton corsets of the counter-slave as beneath the long-waisted, Paris-made satin ones of the lady of Mayfair. Lena had expressed her fondness for cinderellas, and the student of character had been misled by this and other statements into a belief that her calling was the same as Foscas had been.

Im really surprised to know youre an actress, he said. I know several actresses, — French ones, — but theyre not at ail like you.

But Im English, she laughed. I suppose thats the difference. Ive been in the Arbour Lights ever since the first night — a year and a half ago now.

But the theatre is open to-night, and youre not there! he exclaimed, puzzled.

Im due now, she answered hurriedly. So I must go. Good-bye. Then youll write — eh?

Yes, he answered, lifting his hat, as he grasped her small hand. Ill write in a day or two, and we will have another walk. Good-bye.

She laughed gaily, and next moment was lost in the hurrying crowd.

As he walked across Hungerford foot-bridge to Waterloo Station to take his train back to dreary, suburban Hounslow, he laughed aloud at his little adventure. He was not enamoured of her in the slightest degree. True, her face was beautiful, but her beauty was more that of a brown-haired, waxen doll than of a woman, and her painful ignorance of one or two subjects he had broached jarred upon his highly sensitive nature. A dry, supercilious laugh escaped him when he reflected upon the sole reason which had prompted him to approach her, and the result of his observations. She was wild, unsympathetic, uneducated, with no soul above the Cinderella or the theatre; she loved London, revelled in its ceaseless turmoil, and hated the country, because, as she declared, its dulness bored her to death. He had, on first sight of her, imagined her as a heroine. How mistaken sometimes are our first impressions!

That night he went home with a feeling that his evening had been distinctly wasted. He had studied a womans character, and only found what had irritated and disgusted him. He compared her with Fosca, the vivacious, neat-ankled, hoydenish, but, nevertheless, educated and refined Fosca, that child of Bohemia he had loved so tenderly. The comparison was hideous. This little Lena, who acted in the Arbour Lights was, from every point of view, odious. He resolved not to see her again.

His first experiment in the study of character had certainly not been a success.

Lying on his table, he found a letter from a magazine editor, asking for another of his French poems, and that night, before retiring to rest, he sat with his feet on the fender, and wrote the following in pencil, in imitation of Musset: — 



Beau chevalier qui partez pour la guerre, 

Quallez-vous faire Si loin dici?

Voyez-vous pas que la nuit est profonde 

Et que le monde Nest que souci?



Vous qui croyez quune amour délaissée 

De la pensée Senfuit ainsi, 

Hélas! hélas! chercheurs de renommée, 

Votre fumée Senvole aussi.



Beau chevalier qui partez pour la guerre, 

Quallez-vous faire Si loin de nous?

Jen vais pleurer, moi qui me laissais dire 

Que mon sourire Était si doux.



In the days that followed, he found himself thinking a good deal of Lena, not because he had been attracted by her pretty face, nor by any good quality she possessed, but simply because he believed that, as a character in his book, she might be useful after all. There was something about her that was uncommon, although he was unable to accurately define it. Thus he became, interested in her Therefore, after some deliberation, he wrote, met her one Sunday afternoon, strolled with her across Kensington Gardens, and again placed her on the dissecting table, with the same disappointing results as before.

On every subject but one she spoke freely. She avoided all reference to the theatre.

He found her merry and amusing enough, even though the ignorance she betrayed caused him numberless twinges, and later, when he took her to supper at the Café Monico, that garish restaurant, so popular among shop-assistants and foreign clerks on Sunday evenings, he found she was evidently no stranger there.

On several other occasions they met and went for long walks together. Sometimes he would afterwards reproach himself for thus wasting his time; for he had been one evening secretly to the Adelphi, and had there seen his little friend. She had, he discovered, but a thinking part, forming one of a crowd of fisher-girls, her chief work being to carry a basket, and shade her eyes with her hands, as if watching for the return of the fishing-smack supposed to be having a rough time of it somewhere on the painted backcloth. Such duties were certainly not arduous. She was on the stage, and that was about all.

Unaware that he had seen her across the footlights, she one evening, in response to his questions, told him about herself. It was a sad story, and as she related it, he saw how her gaiety faded. She was, it appeared, the daughter of an artist, once well known and prosperous; but who, through drink, had been ruined, and had died fifteen years before from injuries received in a street accident while intoxicated. Her mother had been left alone, without resources, with four children, all girls, dependent upon her, and in order to support them had been compelled to clean chambers and act as laundress to gentlemen in the Temple. Of her sisters, one had married a worthless, drunken scamp, who now starved his wife and existed in the direst poverty, while the other, who had always been weak and ailing, had now been bedridden for the past three years, suffering from consumption in complication with other diseases. Lena alone worked, and her salary of eighteen shillings a week, together with what her mother, aged seventy, earned by doing for a barrister in the Temple, just sufficed to keep a home over their heads.

She told her wretched story simply, sighing when she mentioned her mother, and speaking in confidence to Rosmead, as if she had known him all her life. If the truth were told, she liked him for his easy-going disposition, and her estimate of him was considerably increased by the sympathy he now expressed with her.

Then you live close by the theatre, I suppose? he remarked.

Not very far off. Our neighbourhood isnt a very salubrious one, she laughed sadly. We live in Gough Square, at the back of Fleet Street. Mother has lived there for twenty years.

Gough Square! he exclaimed, surprised. He knew the spot, a small paved square, approached by one of the dark, narrow courts off Fleet Street, and surrounded by great printing establishments, book-binders, paper warehouses, type-founders, and kindred trades. The trees under which Dr. Johnson loved to walk have disappeared long ago. In that vicinity there were no residents, the old, red, dirt-grimed houses, of notable proportions a century ago, being now let out as offices to engravers, agents, and unimportant journals, for it was the very heart of newspaper London, hemmed in on every side by great, high buildings, excluding light and air. Truly it was not by any means a salubrious spot, the atmosphere thick with the soot of a myriad chimneys, and the odour of printing ink, and crowded at mid-day with comps. and apprentices, who smoked, swore, and idled away their dinner hour. In these meagre, sordid, unhealthy surroundings, Lena had been bred and born. Was it, then, any wonder that her growth should be stunted, her limbs thin and fragile, or her speech should savour of the dialect of Farringdon Market; that she forgot to aspirate her hs, or that her education had progressed no further than what had been imparted to her at the Board School round in Fetter Lane?

Rosmead felt deeply touched. It was evident, however, that she liked the stage, for she presently related with pride how, for five years running, she had been engaged by Augustus Harris as one of the chorus in the Drury Lane pantomime, of the amusing incidents which so often occurred behind, of the beauty of the dresses, and the revels on Twelfth Night, when the Baddeley cake was cut. Nevertheless, underlying this superficial gaiety was a heart overburdened with sorrow, a brave little heart, which struggled on to assist her mother, and to provide necessities for her invalid sister.

Soon the pair became fast friends, and once or twice, at Rosmeads invitation, she travelled down to Hounslow, arriving at mid-day, eating a homely chop with him, and then walking along the picturesque winding road past Kneller Hall to Twickenham, or across the bare brown fields to old-world Isleworth, that quiet, peaceful village by the river side. They would return to his lodgings for tea, and then she would catch her train back to town in time for the theatre, having, as she would afterwards relate to the other girls in the dressing-room, spent a day in the country.

Two, or even three times each week they met, either in London or at Hounslow, and he found himself neglecting his work sadly. He did not love her, did not even admire her, except for her honest, valiant efforts to support her mothers dingy home; yet he found her very amusing, with her bright chatter of the theatrical world, a world unknown to him.

At last, one day in January, when they had been acquainted nearly two months, and she was sitting beside his fire drinking her tea prior to returning to Waterloo, she looked at him gravely for a few moments, and then suddenly burst into tears.

He jumped up, and taking both her hands in his, asked what ailed her.

At first she would not answer; but at length, after many repeated inquiries, she faltered, raising her tear-stained eves to his — 

Im very, very unhappy. Forgive me for making a fool of myself.

Unhappy! Why?

Im going to leave home, she answered briefly.

Why? What has occurred? he asked. He knew nothing of her home, having only seen its exterior, one of the grimiest of all in that decayed little square.

Its impossible to live there any longer, she said. I do my best, yet nobody is satisfied. My step-sister is always creating discord and making my life unbearable.

Your step-sister? Who is she? Youve never told me of her before, he said.

My mother married twice, Lena explained, and my step-sister lives with us. Shes thirty-five, and earns a little over at Spottiswoodes at the bookbinding. But her tempers unbearable. Shes everlastingly nagging at poor mother and me, and then Mary has the fits come on her.

I cant stand it any longer. Ive done my best, Heaven knows.

Yes, he replied sympathetically, I believe you have, little one. Its a shame, a great shame, that they should treat you so. But if I were you, Id bear up. Dont show that these words of your step-sister annoy you.

No, she said decisively. Ive threatened to go lots of times, and I now mean it. Theyve driven me from home. But where will you go? I dont know.

Have you no friends with whom you can live? No, none, she replied, shaking her head sorrowfully. Girls like me dont have many friends. Everybody looks upon the stage with suspicion.

He sighed. What she said was quite correct. The standard of morality among female supernumeraries at theatres is not calculated to inspire confidence in respectable females of that genus known as motherly. No, it was not surprising that Lena was friendless.

That night, after she had left him, he sat with his chin resting upon his hand. Her sorrow had secured his sympathy, for impressionable, tender-hearted, and ever ready to render assistance to those in need, although he was often in sore straits himself, he could not bear to see her treated in this fashion. Perhaps her work was not really hard at the theatre, but it was work surrounded by pitfalls; work amid a crowd of women whose standard was little better than those painted daughters of the pavement who trailed their skirts up and down the ever-busy Strand; work that dulled all sense of refinement, and that took her home at midnight, alone, unprotected, and exposed to all kinds of insults.

Yes, his first estimate of her had been premature and ill-judged. He had seen her through spectacles of cynicism, and the vista had been a distorted one. Now he looked upon her as her true self — an honest, hard-working, self-denying girl of the people, fitted in every way to become his heroine.

But she intended to leave home and go and live among strangers. Eighteen shillings a week would not keep her respectably and pay for her lodgings. If she left home, then the inevitable would result — it must result. He shuddered to think of it.

Again the dark, handsome face and sparkling eyes of Fosca arose before him, but with a cry of anger he cast aside the remembrance, and thought of Lena, the brave little woman who had sat there in his chair, and unbosomed to him the cause of her unhappiness.

He was silent and thoughtful a long time, reviewing his own position and hers. Then at last he rose, with sudden, chivalrous resolve. He did not love her; he could never love her. It was sheer madness, he knew. The old adage said that pity was akin to love. Well, he pitied her. She was in peril, and he would save her from ruin.

He seated himself at his table and wrote her a long letter, explaining his position plainly and honestly, and asking her to meet him in London next afternoon.

They met, and before they parted Lena Loder, the walking lady in the Arbour Lights, had promised to become the wife of Bertram Rosmead, journalist.


CHAPTER VIII

GREY DAYS
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LENAS MARRIAGE WAS not longed delayed. She packed a trunk a week later and left home, telling her mother she could not remain there any longer on account of Annies continual ill-temper. An hour later she met Bertram at Ludgate Hill station, and drove with him to the registry office in the Blackfriars Road, where they were made man and wife, two cabmen acting as witnesses, and receiving five shillings as their reward.

Three days were spent at Brighton, the longest absence he could take from his journalistic duties; then they returned to Hounslow, taking up their quarters in two furnished rooms in a tiny cottage, one of a row inhabited mostly by railway porters and employés at the neighbouring gunpowder-mills. Bertrams salary as editor was still, as it had been from the first, thirty shillings weekly, an application for a rise having met with a distinct and firm refusal, and this combined with his average earnings from his Scotch paper amounted to about two pounds weekly, a sum which certainly did not admit of many luxuries. In order, however, to further increase their slender income, Lena decided to retain her engagement at the theatre, pointing out that, even if she spent seven shillings a week in railway fares to and from Waterloo, and expended threepence a night on her supper of that highsmelling, oleaginous delicacy dear to the palate of every chorus girl, fried fish, she would still earn nine and sixpence a week, which would be a great help to them.

She was a thrifty little woman, so, stifling the feelings of misgiving that arose within him at thought of her being compelled to return alone long past midnight, he allowed her to have her own way and retain her thinking part in Mr. Simss popular drama. She was filled with gratitude towards him for having taken her from her uncongenial home, and, by reason of that, exhibited towards him some show of affection, but before many weeks had passed, the ghastly truth was forced upon him that he did not and could not love her.

His marriage had been a foolish, romantic affair, brought about entirely by her affectation of unhappiness. Her conversation, vulgar and uneducated, jarred always upon him; she was fond of the slang of the dressing-room, and almost before the novelty of marriage wore off, began to tire of her quiet daily life at Hounslow and look forward nightly to her journey to London. In the daytime his duties took him out a great deal, and she was thrown upon the society of the landlady, the wife of a man who was absent all the week, being an omnibus-conductor in London, while in the evening, as soon as Bertram came home, it was time for her to catch her train to Waterloo.

Rosmead, sensitive, good-hearted, easy-going fellow that he was, could not close his eyes to the one glaring fact that he had made a terrible mistake — an error that he feared might cost him his future. He had, out of sheer kindness of heart, allied himself with this vain, featherbrained little figurante, and gradually found himself detesting the sight of her. At night, when she was absent, he strove hard at his table, as he had done in his bachelor days, writing short stories, a rondeau or two, a few sonnets, and a chanson in imitation of Lorsque la Coquette Espérance of his master, Musset. Success, however, came very slowly. Not one quarter he wrote could he dispose of, and often, when alone, he felt inclined to abandon all thought of ever earning a living wage at anything else but journalism.

As summer came and went, he saw plainly that Lena was dissatisfied. She had told him how more than one of the girls at the theatre lived in snug little flats, and how one came every night in her brougham, and it occurred to him that she was thinking that such a life was preferable to being the wife of a slave of the lamp. Yet with calm philosophy he smothered his feelings, and outwardly exhibited no sign of disappointment, annoyance, or bitterness of heart. Towards her he was just as affectionate, just as tender, as he had ever been, for he had taken a step blindly and foolishly, and the consequences were upon his own head, to bear them lightly or heavily, just as he chose. He struggled hard to bear them lightly, but it cost him many hours of serious thought as he trudged over those flat, dusty roads to Feltham, to Twickenham, or to Isle-worth in search of news, and it was not long before his brother journalists, all of whom had been introduced to Lena, shrewdly guessed the truth. In desperation he worked at night, never resting, even on Sundays, ever struggling to gain a foothold in the profession that would take him out of that dull, dreary round, yet always failing, until his forehead became lined, and his brave, honest heart callous and world-weary.

One day in late autumn, however, Lena openly declared her disgust with her life and surroundings. She was sitting in their tiny living-room, with its cheap suite covered with red velvet, that bore so unmistakably the stamp of the shop where weekly payments were taken, and having finished her tea, prior to leaving for the theatre, was gazing thoughtfully into the fire.

Im sick of this confounded hole, she said, pouting.

Its simply disgusting. Nothing to see, and nowhere to go. In London you can take a ride on a bus; but here, when you go out, you only have lonely country roads. Its horrible.

Ah! he said, sighing, I am sorry, dear, deeply sorry, that it is impossible for me to live in London. My work lies here, you know.

But youre always stuck over your table, slaving away, puzzling your brain, and earning nothing, she observed.

Her words stung him to the quick. It was true he had striven hard, denying himself any hours of recreation, denying her the hours he might have devoted to her entertainment, with one object in view, — namely, to earn sufficient to avoid the necessity of her having to go to London each night in all weathers to gain the modest sum of nine and sixpence weekly. He had tried, yet failure still dogged his footsteps. He was still unknown, still among the Great Unpublished.

I have done my best, he answered, simply and quietly.

Its a poor look out for us, Im thinking, she said bluntly. If writing dont pay, then why dont you take to something else? Of late you seem to be getting quite the old man.

I know it, he answered, striving to stifle the sigh which escaped him. He was working against fearful odds, and these cruel words of hers disheartened him. If I could only get one book taken, I might then be able to move out of this place; but at present I have no real success — none. One or two of my stories and a few verses have appeared in the magazines, but all anonymously. Therefore Im still unknown.

Name is everything nowadays, I suppose, she said reflectively. It must be, judging from the dreadful rot one reads by well-known people in the Sunday papers.

He reflected that what she vulgarly denounced as rot was often the finest and most finished fiction. She appreciated a Family Herald supplement; but one day when she had taken up Zolas Stories for Ninon, she had quickly flung it aside as stupid and uninteresting.

Im trying to make a name, he said, swallowing the resentment that arose within him, and speaking tenderly, but with a voice that trembled. Everyone at first must have their share of disappointments.

And youre having the pretty full share of yours, she smiled rather cynically. I really cant see the use of making your life a burden and slaving away like this for nothing. Surely a couple of years of trying to get on has shown you that its hopeless. To my mind, youre only wasting time.

Then you think that I shall never be successful? he asked gravely.

It isnt possible, buried as you are down in this hole, she declared. To get your things taken you must be on the spot, and know the people. Youll never be known while you stick down here on this rag of a paper.

He bit his lip.

I shall make a change as soon as I can, he said. At present I know of no opening elsewhere.

Well, I hope well get away from here very soon, for Im utterly sick of this dreary life, she said, and a moment later she left him to put on her jacket and hat.

When she had hurried out to catch her train, he stood for a long time in the same attitude in which she had left him. He had hampered himself with her, a vain, coquettish, brainless girl of the people, the very last woman fitted to become the wife of a man of his culture and refinement. Yet he had not complained, even though the ghastly truth had been forced daily upon him. His marriage had been a wretched, dismal failure, but, with the instinct of the Bohemian, he merely shrugged his shoulders and let it pass. To be a true Bohemian one must have no sorrows, no regrets; one must live in the present, and allow the past and the future to take care of themselves. Her discontent, and her doubt in his abilities, discouraged him more than any other adverse circumstance. He was downcast, unmanned, soul-sick.

Lena had taken an earlier train to town than usual, on pretence that she wanted to purchase something before going to the theatre, but really because she was anxious to get into that movement and bustle which was to her her very life. On arrival at Waterloo, she found she had yet two hours to spare before being due at the theatre, therefore she took an omnibus to Fleet Street to visit her mother.

Her home was indeed a comfortless, meagre one. When she entered the single back room in which she had spent nearly the whole of her life, she found her mother, a small, stunted old lady in shabby black, her hair still dark, notwithstanding her age, seated on a rickety chair by the fire, while at the further end stood the bed on which lay her invalid sister, moaning and coughing, with another smaller couch close by it. The carpet had long ago lost all traces of pattern, the old mahogany chest of drawers was of a style in vogue a century ago, chipped and broken, and upon that antiquated article of furniture stood a couple of shell-covered boxes, a stand of wool abominations supposed to represent flowers, and a large family Bible, while the square table in the centre, rickety as was the other furniture, was covered with a piece of brown American cloth. A piece of string, stretched across the apartment from end to end, showed that sometimes clothes were hung there to dry, and the room smelt strongly of the pair of kippers which mother and daughter had eaten for their tea. The poor girl upon the bed, wan, white-faced, and haggard from years of suffering, tossed restlessly, murmuring some words, while her mother sat motionless, staring into the small, cheerless fire.

Suddenly Lena burst into the room, greeting them both with scant courtesy, and, without inquiring after her sisters health, threw down her umbrella, drew a chair to the fire and grumbled that it gave forth no warmth. Long ago she had returned to her mother and confessed that she had married; but she seldom visited them now, because, as she had declared to her husband, they continually wanted money out of her. Her invalid sister was always in need of something, and she, now that she had left home, begrudged every penny she gave her. It was a sad home, that of Mrs. Loder. She was a God-fearing, patient woman, who had been well brought up, and who for years had striven and sacrificed herself for her children, until age had compelled her to relinquish all her work, save one set of chambers in Fig Tree Court. She had never seen Bertram Rosmead, because Lena had felt no inclination to bring her husband to that wretched, single, close-smelling room, but she had formed an opinion that he must be an upright man, and always expressed a hope that her daughter was happy.

No, Im not happy, Lena declared, in answer to her mothers usual question.

What? Mrs. Loder asked, surprised. Have you quarrelled, then?

No, not exactly quarrelled, her daughter answered. But Ive expressed my opinion pretty straight upon that wretched hole, Hounslow, and if he doesnt like it, well, he must lump it. Thats all.

Its the country, and much healthier there than here, observed her sister, in a weak voice.

Shut up, cried Lena. You know nothing about it, and theres no necessity for you to interfere with my affairs. Look after your own.

Lena! Lena! her mother remonstrated, why do you come here and create discord when you know poor Mary is so ill?

Then she shouldnt interfere, Lena answered indignantly.

But I wont allow you to speak like that, Mrs. Loder said, sharply. If youve had a quarrel with your husband, its no reason why you should come here, give vent to your feelings, and upset us. Husband and wife should settle their differences themselves.

Ah! cried Lena, angrily, I see I get no sympathy here. Its because I give you no money now, I suppose. If I had married a rich man, youd have been all smiles, and I should have been the best girl in the world; but because Im poor, you dont want to see me.

Lena! Lena! cried her mother, reproachfully.

But Rosmeads wife snatched up her umbrella, and, without further word, flounced from the room.

When she had gone, Mary turned restlessly upon her couch, and, sighing, said — 

Lena always had a temper; but since her marriage, she seems to have become unbearable.

Yes, dear, her mother answered quietly, resuming her seat by the meagre fire. Shes cruel to speak like that after the years I have toiled for you all since your poor fathers death. When he died I had no friend to give me a helping hand, and ever since that day I have been face to face with poverty.

Well, never mind, mother, Mary said cheerfully. Dont think of it. Its useless for you to worry yourself for nothing.

But Mrs. Loder only sighed.

Meanwhile Lena made her way through Fetter Lane into Holborn, and thence to Staple Inn, that small, old-world square of quaint, ancient houses, approached by a narrow court off the busy main thoroughfare. It has not the high repute of the Temple, Lincoln or Grays Inn, its residents being a motley assortment of journalists, bookmakers, outside stockbrokers and bankers clerks, but it is nevertheless a quiet and convenient spot, preferable to the gloom of Bloomsbury — or Gloomsbury, as that faded quarter might justly be termed.

Up the unlighted wooden stairway of one of the oldest of these houses Lena made her way, with a certainty of tread which betrayed that she was no stranger to the place, and stopping before a door on the top floor, which bore in white letters the name Sir Douglas Vizard, rang the bell.

There was the sound of a door banged to, a shuffling of feet, and then she was suddenly confronted by a short, stout man of about sixty, florid-faced, with grey side-whiskers, who held a cheap paraffin lamp in his hand.

Well, who are you staring at, silly? Lena asked, laughing at his look of inquiry.

Lena! he cried gaily next instant. Come in, come in. I really didnt recognise you in the dark.

And shuffling in his slippers, he led her into the small, old-fashioned, musty sitting-room, where she threw herself into an easy chair with the air of one perfectly at home, and leaning back, laughed merrily.

Wherever have you been? he asked, sinking into a seat opposite her. Youve not called for months.

Ive been away in the country, she answered vaguely, with a faint smile.

Alone? he inquired, with a meaning leer. He was a gross, showy, over-dressed man, who wore large rings on his fat hands, a heavy gold albert, and a great single paste diamond in his shirt-front. This external exhibition of wealth impressed people in the City, for if the truth be told, the baronet was not very wealthy, and allowed his name to appear as director of certain companies and pocketed fees ranging from the nimble half-sovereign to the crisp and respectable five-pound note. His life had been full of ups and downs ever since he had inherited the empty title, but out of the latter he had managed to make a very comfortable income by imposing on the credulity of others, allowing no corner to his conscience, and acting with a boldness that was incredible. On his own account he had started one company which existed wholly in his imagination, but it brought him in sufficient to keep him in comparative luxury, to pay his subscription at the Constitutional Club, and otherwise to keep him on his legs.

Among the class to which Lena belonged Sir Douglas was well known, for he had been for years a patron of the theatres and music-halls, and had a fatherly habit of addressing all the girls as my dear. To Lena he was evidently no stranger, for after she had been chatting with him for some time, she rose, and, without invitation, took a bottle of port and two glasses from the cupboard, carried them to the table, and observing that he was not so courteous towards her as he used to be, exclaimed — 

Eres luck, and tossed off her wine at a single gulp.

Then youre not at the theatre now — eh? Vizard said, in a wheezy voice, with his stereotyped smile, glancing at her wrist, and noticing that she still wore the cheap gold bangle he had given her two years ago.

Oh, yes, I am, she answered. Ive been living in the country and coming to town every night.

Quite the leading lady, he observed, smiling. I havent been to the Adelphi for an age. I cant stand melodrama at any price.

Thats the reason why Ive come to look you up. We all thought you were dead, and Ive got the fair hump of things in general.

Then youll find Im very much alive, he answered, jumping up nimbly and crossing to her. Come give me a kiss, like a good little girl, and he put his arm around her waist, and bent his gross, red face to hers.

His touch brought back to her in an instant the recollection of Rosmead, of her husbands calm patience, and of how deeply she had wronged him.

No, she cried with sudden resolve, springing to her feet. No. Dont touch me.

Why? he demanded in amused surprise.

Because — because I am married.

He regarded her in silence for a moment, then burst out laughing.


CHAPTER IX

THE MILLSTONE
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A FEW WEEKS after Lenas open expressions of disgust at her surroundings, Bertram one morning received a letter which caused him boundless delight. It was from the ODonovan, the lazy, laughing Teddy, whom everybody at Juliens had known as The Bouchon, upon whose mouth had always been the ready question in the slang of the Quartier Latin, En sechez-vous un? and whose love had met with such a sudden, tragic, and mysterious end. He had, it appeared, seen some anonymous French verses in Temple Bar, and recognising them as having been written by his friend when they were living together, had communicated with the editor, and the latter had forwarded his note.

It was an urgent request that Bertram should come and see him, therefore that afternoon he took train to Kensington, where he found his old friend installed in a handsome studio in Hornton Street, close to the High Street railway station. The Grey House, as it was called, was a strangely-built Gothic residence of grey stone, presenting a rather severe, even ecclesiastical appearance, but inside it was furnished richly with artistic taste, a dining-room in old oak, a pretty drawing-room with fine Turkey carpet and rosewood furniture and white enamelled cosy-corners, while upstairs, occupying the whole of the area of the house, was a great, high-roofed studio, with huge windows, grand piano, Eastern rugs, stands of armour, and a Moorish alcove draped with silken embroideries, forming a canopy supported by Arab spears.

As the neat maid-servant ushered him in, he looked around the place in amazement. Truly, it was a luxurious place, and Teddy must have made enormous strides to be possessor of such an art collection.

What, ho, old chap! shouted the ODonovan, gaily, emerging from behind the easel, and giving his old friend a hearty hand-grip. So at last Ive found you. Manton, bring some whiskey and soda, and Im out if anybody calls, he added, addressing the maid in the same breath.

The girl withdrew, and the two men walked together across to the fire.

Well, and hows the world been using you? the artist inquired, tossing his pallet and brushes aside. The model, a girl, whose neck and shoulders he had been painting, had slipped away into the tiny dressing-room at the end, and the two men were alone.

Oh! I suppose I mustnt complain, Rosmead answered, smiling rather bitterly.

Not too well — eh? his keen-eyed friend observed. So youve taken to literature after your walking tour to the devil. Why did you leave Paris like that?

You neednt ask. You know the reason.

Yes, ODonovan sighed. She was a heartless little cat to treat you so. And I never thought it of Jean — never.

No, no, cried Rosmead, quickly. Dont talk of it now. Its all passed, and I have ceased to remember.

Ceased to remember! the artist repeated slowly. I wish I, too, could forget, old fellow, and he sighed.

Marry, and then youll forget, the journalist suggested.

What, are you married? Teddy asked, surprised. Yes, he answered. Why not? Is it such an extraordinary occurrence for a man to marry?

Married, and taken to literature, observed the artist. No, his friend said, correcting him. Ive taken to journalism, and hold a rather low-down position — with my usual ill-luck. Im editor of the Hounslow Standard.

A local rag — I beg its pardon — one of those which report mothers meetings and big gooseberries — eh?

Yes, laughed the friend of his student days. When I returned to London I tried to get into literature by becoming a journalist. I took my first step, and have stuck there ever since.

And you are married. Whos your wife?

Shes at the Adelphi Theatre — got a little part there.

Whats her name? Is it on the bills?

No, he answered hesitatingly. Her name is Lena Loder.

Lena Loder, he gasped, glaring in amazement for a moment at his friend; then, as if recovering himself, he turned to the little Turkish coffee-stool upon which the maid had placed the tray, saying: Have a whiskey, old chap, and busied himself in mixing it. Rosmead had not noticed the artists sudden change of manner when he had mentioned his marriage, and when they had drunk to each other, the ODonovan again returned to the subject of literature.

I remember in the old days, he said, it used to be your ambition to write fiction. Have you done any?

Lots, but I havent yet succeeded, the other answered. What has been published has appeared in unknown papers, and Im still without name; therefore, without fortune. But you — how long have you been in London?

Nearly two years now, Teddy replied. I worked pretty hard in Florence and Rome, then came here, and found that my Academy pictures had already made me known. I do a good many portraits of well-known people, so Im compelled to work in this museum. The fashionable women who come here have an absurd idea that an artists studio should be a sort of combined curiosity-shop and furniture show-room, so I screwed the guvnor up to shelling out for the place, and here it is. What do you think of it?

Beautiful, the journalist declared, in admiration, comparing the meagre sitting-room in which he worked with this fine apartment, where nothing was inharmonious, nothing wanting. Its an ideal studio; the sort of room one reads about in the pages of Ouida.

Yes, its owner sighed. For me its far too elegant; I much prefer a plain room, where I can wear slippers and an old coat; a studio like ours on the Quai. By Jove! those were happy days, Rosmead, old chap — ah! happy before that wretched tragedy which wrecked my life. Youve discovered nothing, I suppose? inquired the journalist, in a tone of sympathy.

Absolutely nothing, he answered bitterly. The police could find no clue whatever to her identity. Who she was will now ever remain a mystery.

Cut off from artistic life as Rosmead had been by burial in that dreary suburban town, he knew nothing of his friends recent successes, of the notable picture of a well-known society woman in last years Academy, which had given him such fame as a portrait-painter, or that he was now one of the lions of the season. He glanced at the mantelshelf and saw, stuck in the frame of the mirror, cards for all sorts of society junketings; but it was not until he had made a tour of the studio and inspected some of his friends recent works that he realised how great was the stride he had made.

Upon one easel was a life-sized portrait, three-quarter length, of a thin-featured, rather ugly, but nevertheless striking woman, in black. All the character in the face had been brought out in lifelike detail, and although the dress was unrelieved by colour, the portrait showed genius that was unmistakable. In reply to Bertrams question, his friend mentioned the ladys name, a name which he knew by repute as that of the foremost among women novelists. And this, continued ODonovan, turning an unfinished canvas which had its face to the wall. This is Lady Elvaston, wife of Sir Charles Elvaston, the proprietor of the Evening Telegraph. Thats the kind of paper you ought to be on, he added.

L Ah! I only wish I could get on it; I should then be able to make progress. As it is, however, Im handicapped by being hidden away, with a millstone around my neck.

Your wife? inquired Teddy, looking sharply at him.

My wife! Why do you ask? Rosmead exclaimed quickly, with affected indifference.

Because — well, because you seem to regret your marriage, my dear old fellow, thats all, his friend answered straightforwardly. Now, in the old days we never had any secrets, you and I; therefore theres no reason why we should have any now. Tell me plainly what troubles you.

Rosmead hesitated. He had not come there to whine over his own personal troubles. He had never done so in Paris, and he had not intended to do so in London. But he could trust Teddy, for was he not his very best friend? had he not had hundreds of opportunities for testing the firmness of his friendship and loyalty, and never once had he found him wanting?

So again he cast himself into his chair, and related briefly how he had struggled and striven, how he had laboured night and day in his desperate endeavour to gain a foothold in literature, and how all his efforts had been unavailing. He had merely been sowing the wind. Without hiding a single fact from the merry-eyed Irishman who sat before him, grave-faced in attentive attitude, he explained how he had first met Lena, and how, in order to save her from ruin, he had married her.

I did not love her, he cried emphatically. I cannot — I shall never love her. Already shes tired of me, tired of the life, which she declares is dull and joyless. She casts into my face all my failures, reproaching me for being such a fool as to try to win fame. For that I hate her — yet she is my wife, and, as such, it is my duty to do my best for her.

Teddy sighed. He saw that his friend was terribly in earnest. It was this wife of his who was hampering him. He was certainly not the same happy, light-hearted Bertram that he had known in the dear old Quartier, but, gravefaced, heavy-eyed, and somewhat pale, he had now the countenance of a desperate man.

Your marriage seems, my dear old chap, to have been a mistake — a terrible mistake, he said decisively. Anyone can see from what you say that she doesnt love you. She merely married you out of caprice — merely in order to gain her own ends. At the moment when she accepted your offer she was in need of a protector, and has just used you as her tool. But why worry yourself over such a woman? he asked. She has not your interests at heart as the wife of a professional man should have, and shes utterly worthless.

Do you think so? the unhappy journalist asked.

I know it, the artist assured him emphatically, qualifying his assertion next second by adding: At least, what youve told me proves that she must be.

Then what do you advise? the other asked, his eyes fixed upon the carpet.

The reply is obvious. If you allow her to constantly worry you, to upset your work by continually grumbling, then your chance of success will slip from you for ever. Youre not the first man by hundreds whos been ruined by a vain, unsympathetic wife. You can never make a name while you have a woman of her character ever at your elbow.

Rosmead pondered.

You suggest that I ought to leave her — eh? he asked at last.

ODonovan raised his eyebrows with expressive gesture, and answered — 

Its the only course, if you really mean to get on. You are quite right in saying that you have a millstone around your neck. If youre not careful, the dead weight will sink you. She cant love you, or it would be impossible for her to act as she does — utterly impossible. Her freedom would no doubt please her, and youd then be able to turn out better work, for your mind would be clear.

But my conscience wouldnt, answered Rosmead. That means that I must abandon her. No, he added huskily, Ive made a fool of myself by marrying, but it shall never, never be flung into my face that I cast off my wife in order to gain my freedom and to achieve fame.

Then you love her? the artist observed, with knit brows.

Love her! he echoed. I hate and detest the sight of her.

Then why not part?

No, old chap, for two reasons thats impossible, he replied. First, my slender salary is insufficient to keep us both apart, and secondly I could never bring myself to cast her off merely because she stands in the way of my personal advancement. Shes my wife, and, as such, I must bear the burden.

The artist looked full into his friends face, sighed deeply, but no word escaped him. Of all his friends Bertram Rosmead, the man without talent and without money, had been the closest. He could not bear to see him crushed and disheartened in this manner.

Ill tell you what Ill do, he cried, suddenly jumping up, as a happy thought occurred to him. You must get on a better paper than that suburban sheet of yours, thats agreed. Now, Lady Elvaston is coming to give me another sitting to-morrow. I know her very well — dine there, and that sort of thing — so Ill ask her whether her husband couldnt put you on his staff

On the Evening Telegraph! cried Rosmead, joyously, his eyes bright with enthusiasm. Ah! if he only would. Its one of the oldest of the evening papers, and certainly holds highest rank. But I fear they take only the most experienced men.

Never admit ignorance of anything, my dear boy. I never do, declared Teddy, airily, as was his wont. Ill have a talk with her to-morrow. We are very good friends, and well see if we cant work the oracle for you. Then some day when you write art criticisms, you may perhaps be able to give me a leg up — see? Hurrah for County Cork!

And Rosmead joined in his friends merry laughter, even though he had but little hope that such a course as was proposed would be of any avail.

His misgivings in that direction, however, had no foundation. True to his promise, the fashionable young painter put the matter before Lady Elvaston, who was well-known in London as an enthusiastic lion-hunter, with the result that Bertram Rosmead, whose sole experience of the Press had been obtained upon that obscure, ill-printed little sheet, found himself one morning attached to the reporting staff of one of Londons most respectable, most prominent, and most Conservative newspapers.

Unlike the local reporter, whose ambition it is to turn out as much i copy as possible, the reporter on a London daily strives to condense his information into the very smallest possible compass. The Evening Telegraph was not a large sheet, therefore the news had to be given in paragraphs, and so small was the amount of work done by the reporting staff, and so great was the grumbling among its members when any little extra duty had to be performed, that the sub-editors, of whom there were three, declared that their colleagues were paid to look miserable.

Bertram Rosmead quickly discovered that, while his salary was doubled, his duties were mere childs play in comparison with those at Hounslow. He had taken a set of chambers in Danes Inn, that chilling, dismal little paved court off the Strand, at the back of St. Clements Danes church, a change which caused Lena the most profound satisfaction. The rooms, being situated at the back, were gloomy and prison-like, with ground-glass windows to hide the squalid outlook, and constituted as frowsy an abode as even the most dry-as-dust barrister could have wished for. It consisted solely of a small entrance-hall, a living-room, and one bedroom, and there being no room for a servant, Lena declared her intention to manage by herself rather than live in any part less central or further removed from that thoroughfare by her beloved, the Strand. Therefore they were compelled to cook, eat, and live in that one close back room, the faded carpet of which was worn into holes, with shabby, dirt-grimed furniture whence the stuffing; escaped, the two book-cases at either end being filled with musty leather-covered tomes of the law which had been fingered and pored over by generations of students who had previously tenanted the place.

Lena, of course, quickly made the dulness of her home an excuse for going out, a fact which her husband did not fail to notice. She was very often absent when he returned home — visiting her mother, or married sister, she said. And he believed her.


CHAPTER X

A WORLD OF TAPE AND FLIMSY

[image: img145.jpg]

WORK ON THE Evening Telegraph did not at first admit of much time for literary pursuits. From the day on which he entered upon his duties he became much attached to the chief sub-editor, Mr. Fownes, a dark-bearded, easygoing, good-tempered man of about forty-five, who had himself gained his experience on the provincial press, and had, after twenty years of toil, gained that plum of journalism, the control of the news department of Londons best evening paper. Upon Mr. Fownes rested the responsibility of everything. The editor was a mere figure-head, a man of very meagre literary attainment, who, however, bearing the hall-mark of Balliol, was accepted as a genius; while the leader-writers were so many pawns, who considered themselves too superior even to parley with the news department. Seated in his chair, with his two assistants on either side and his row of speaking tubes at his elbow, Mr. Fownes selected what news should appear in the paper, gave his orders to the various departments in something of the manner of the captain of a ship, for at a word from him the contents-bill changed as if by magic, or the ponderous, roaring machines below poured forth their tons of copies of the journal per hour, automatically gummed, folded, and counted into quires.

In that sub-editors room there was eternal bustle and turmoil. Half-a-dozen telegraph instruments clicked on monotonously night and day, Sundays and weekdays, registering on the tape the news of the world; the private wire to the office in the City ticked out each hour, transmitting the latest from the Stock Exchange; hosts of men of all kinds, the hangers-on of journalism, entered every moment with some unimportant item of news which they dropped into a large basket; streams of telegraph messengers were constantly coming and going; men would open the door, shout some cabalistic word, and close it again without waiting for response; and reporters would enter, fling their single sheet of manuscript into the basket, curse the weather, and remark that it was time to return home. It was here where the real work of the paper was performed, in that dingy room, with its high-up windows, its paper-strewn floor, its panelled walls, wherein lurked many insects of a variety not unknown to the body of mankind, and where hung a coat so encrusted with dust that its original colour was indistinguishable. Has anyone ever seen a sub-editors room without a frayed and dusty coat hanging upon a nail? Legend had it that this particular coat belonged to an assistant sub-editor who one day mysteriously disappeared, leaving no trace behind except the weeks salary due to him and his office coat. He was believed to have been associated with the Nihilists, because he had on one occasion spent three days in St. Petersburg.

Throughout the day this sub-editorial trinity worked on, examining the reports as they came in, preparing some for the printers and rejecting others, eating their meals without moving from their chairs, and smoking briar-pipes until in the afternoon the air became so thick with smoke and the combined odours of the three meals that only those with strong stomachs could venture into the den. The chief sub-editors chair was irreverently termed the perch by all the staff, because he sat on a sort of raised dais, the whim of some previous sub-editor, who had had it placed there because the machinery beneath should not jar him. The duties in that office had probably upset his nerves.

In all that busy hive of journalism however, the reporting department was the most interesting galaxy of talent. It was perhaps unique. The chief reporter, whose duty it was to lounge about in a tall hat during the morning and attend the House of Commons in the afternoon, was a thin, rather sallow-faced Scotchman, who would have taken a note of the appearance of the Archangel as calmly as he sat in his box in the Gallery and scribbled his hieroglyphics at question-time. He was a clever journalist, who had cultivated the art of being grimly sarcastic at the sub-editors expense, whereupon the latter would, in revenge, cast his next contribution to the days news into the huge waste-paper basket, or give it to the junior reporter to re-write without so much gas.

The second reporter was a person of much distinction. He was an elegant young gentleman, of distinguished appearance and superior manners, whose chief labour seemed to consist in training his long, fair moustache, and who occasionally attended a meeting with the air of conferring a favour upon the sub-editors by doing so. He had earned the appellation of The Worm — how no one knew; perhaps because he was once rebellious, and had turned. Sometimes, in excess of zeal, he would write a bit of description of some civic function, but this was generally noteworthy by reason of atrocious spelling, big words wrongly applied, and flowery aphorisms which the subeditors promptly struck out, the long-suffering trinity being afterwards roundly abused for their well-meaning efforts to prevent the journal being held up to derision.

Next in rank was a tall, thin, fair-bearded young man, with hollow cheeks, who wore a rusty hat of the stove-pipe shape, and an overcoat in the warmest weather. He went through the world with a wounded, grief-stricken expression, which seldom, if ever, relaxed. He had some secret sorrow, it was believed, and was never known to smile, unless it was on one celebrated occasion when the chief reporter, in leaving a meeting hurriedly in unwonted enthusiasm to catch an edition, trod upon the new silk hat of the junior reporter. This glossy headgear was the first of its kind the youth had ever had, and he brought it back to the office under his arm.

It was a strangely-conducted organ, this — the gravest and greatest of Londons evening journals. No one had ever been known to be discharged from its staff. The junior reporter already referred to, a youth who had served his apprenticeship to that profession, was an interesting specimen of its product, besides being a common object of the Strand. During his apprenticeship he had mainly distinguished himself by his sharp passages of arms with the head-printer, a very stout, grey-haired man, who had once been a sea-going skipper, whose motto was Time and this blanked Circular wait for no man, and who sent the paper to press six times a day with the regularity of the synchronised clock over his head. This youth smoked cigarettes furiously, and, during the winter, used to be deputed by the reporting staff to stay in the office and keep up a good fire in their room. He was, in fact, stoker to the establishment. So enthusiastically eager had he been to learn his profession that, on the day he completed his six-years term, the manager screwed up courage to tell him that he must consider his engagement at an end. Knowing, however, that such a course was entirely an innovation, this imperturbable youth still remained, and for the past three years had continued to draw his salary regularly, and even successfully demand an increase.

His opinion of the staff was amusing. He declared that they were a scratch lot, and that between them they were not equal to the task of composing an advertisement of quack medicine. It was true that the training on the Evening Telegraph was decidedly unique. Taught to write almost next to nothing, the reporters, if the weather did not happen to be pleasant, quickly fell into the commendable habit of strolling along the Strand as far as Shorts, or Romanos, spending half-an-hour there, and returning to the office, stating that the meeting they had attended was not worth reporting. On the other hand, had the last trump sounded, the industrious trio of sub-editors would have brought out an Extra Special, containing Feeling in the City, and calmly awaited the arrival of Latest Details on one or other of the tapes.

Among such surroundings Bertram Rosmead quickly became miserable. The whole reporting staff at once sneered at his inability to write shorthand swiftly, and poked fun at his reports when they appeared in the paper. The elegant young man with the moustache, who considered himself a critic of literature, music, the drama, and everything else beside, having once written an appreciative notice of some Christmas cards, was particularly sarcastic at Rosmeads expense, for it being whispered about the office that he wrote verse and fiction, he was at once dubbed our special novelist. But this young fair-moustached critic was essentially a fin-de-siecle journalist, faultlessly dressed, who studied whole phrases from Ruskin and Carlyle, and slung them bodily into his conversation or his notices of the Lord Mayors Show, the Dog Show at the Palace, the Military Tournament, or any of those other hardy annuals. In his own abilities he was perfectly confident. Whenever he worked, it was for the purpose of exhibiting his great talent and profound superior knowledge. And if the argus-eyed Fownes dared to alter a single word, this superior journalist would enter the room and roundly abuse him. Mr. Fownes, worthy man, had controlled the destinies of an influential paper when his youthful critic was sucking a coral consoler in his cradle, and usually treated such caustic remarks by walking from the room and having an interview with the foreman-printer.

So well regulated was that office that if a reporter interviewed anybody, or endeavoured to obtain an item of fresh news by unwonted enterprise, the others, consumed by jealousy, immediately howled him down. There were weeks when the rebellious reporting staff refused to speak with the sub-editors, or when the burly foreman-printer, after consigning the whole staff to asphyxiation by sulphur, worked on just as he liked, and sent the paper to press without any fresh news. Once when this occurred and he was remonstrated with, he gruffly replied — 

Whats the good of giving the readers too much news? It spoils em for the future. If they cant find sufficient in our sheet, let em spend an extra hapenny and buy an Echo. They pay their money and take their choice. What more do they want?

Before a fortnight had elapsed, Rosmeads position had become almost untenable among all these conflicting interests and petty jealousies. From the junior reporter, who sat by a fire huge enough to roast a sheep, with his legs resting on a broken chair, pipe in mouth, and reading a stray volume of Dickens, to the thin-faced Scot, who took a morning snooze in the chair with one arm, the only easy one the reporters room possessed, they all conspired to bring himself and his work into derision. Alone among them all, the patient, clear-headed, keen-witted Fownes, who had read and admired his verses in the magazines, remained his friend.

Almost Rosmeads first engagement of importance was the investigation of a threatened serious strike of gas-workers out at Beckton, in the far east of London, a labour movement which would leave half the metropolis in darkness, and so well did he perform the task that his article was quoted by the Times and several other papers. For this he received commendation from Sir Charles Elvaston, a fact which at once aroused the bitterest hatred and jealousy of all his colleagues. Of such is the world of journalism. But treating their sneers and sarcasm with contempt, and gravely plodding on, content in the knowledge that his chief, Mr. Fownes, held him in respect, he continued to perform his duties. Many times portions of his reports or interviews had the distinction of being quoted by the morning papers, much, of course, to the chagrin of those interesting and talented gentlemen who were paid to look miserable.

With his evenings free, Bertram continued his literary struggles at home. Before leaving Hounslow he had commenced a novel, a strange, weird story of mans betrayal and womans love, which he had named Silent Fetters, and some three months after joining the Evening Telegraph, there appeared a paragraph in the papers, saying that this novel was shortly to be issued by a publishing firm, one of the best-known in London. Even then Lena was not enthusiastic. She called him a fool for his pains, for sticking for ever at his desk, and laughed derisively at the sum he had received for the entire rights of the book. It was twenty pounds. She called it paltry, and was annoyed because it went to liquidate debts he had contracted at Hounslow. She wanted new dresses with it, but he was obdurate, and paid the bills.

The book duly appeared, a two-shilling novel of that class popular a few years ago as the yellow-back, with a striking picture cover, bearing his name in large red letters. With what pride he placed a copy before him and surveyed it; with what pride he saw it displayed on the bookstalls at Charing Cross and the other termini; with what pride he was importuned by the bookstall clerk at St. Pancras to buy his own book! The feeling of satisfaction at seeing ones first book on sale can only be fully appreciated by the man to whom it is the crowning result of years and years of toil and tribulation, of disappointment and despair.

But the Athenœum dismissed it in half-a-dozen lines of hostile criticism, and the reporters of the Evening Telegraph were jubilant. So carried away were they by enthusiastic satisfaction, that they cut out the notice and gummed it to the wall.

The crisis of their antagonism was, however, reached when, one day, on account of one of the sub-editors leaving to direct the news department of the Pall Mall Gazette, Rosmead was appointed to his vacant chair. They then refused to allow their copy to be cut about and improved upon by their late colleague, whom they declared was an arrant outsider, and very soon matters came to such a crisis, that Mr. Fownes was reluctantly compelled to take counsel with Sir Charles, with the result that the reporting staff received a snub which lingered long in the memory of its dissatisfied members.

During all this time, however, Rosmead continued to work at home, slaving ever beneath his lamp. His first book had been a qualified success. With the exception of the Athenœum, and perhaps one or two papers which review superficially and make it a rule to publish a smart and abusive paragraph at a new authors expense, the notices of the book had, on the whole, been appreciative. It was by no means a great work. The plot, they said, was good, but the story lacked characterisation, and its denouement was not sufficiently striking. A pirate publisher had reprinted it in America, and in several New York journals he found fairly good reviews of it.

At last he had become a novelist.

Twenty pounds for eight months work is not a high rate of remuneration, and he plainly saw that, before he could become a professional author, he must earn considerably more than that. Therefore he set to work, disregarding Lenas incessant grumbling, and in his gloomy sitting-room wrote every night, and through the whole day on Sundays. He had commenced another book, in which he hoped to remedy the defects pointed out by the reviewers, a book which he intended should place him on a footing with popular writers, and towards that end he strove, buoyed by a new-born enthusiasm which his sulking, pouting wife did not share.

The Harbour Lights had come to an end, and Bertram had caused her to relinquish her engagement. There was no real reason why she should be absent every evening, now that he was earning sufficient to keep them in the necessaries of life, therefore, much against her wish, he forced her to leave the Adelphi. No sooner had he done this than he regretted it.

Now that you wont allow me to go on the stage any more, she said one evening, youll be able to take me sometimes to the music-halls. You know how fond I am of them. Theres lots of tickets at your office — Mr. Fownes told me so.

He hesitated. Evenings at music-halls, those insane entertainments which he so abominated, meant loss of valuable time, loss, perhaps, of his chance of making a name. — 

But I cant work at my book and go out too, he said.

Oh! of course, she cried, her eyes flashing with anger You always place your writing before my enjoyment. You begrudge me any little pleasure, and would like to see me as staid as an old woman of fifty.

No, he answered quietly, I begrudge you nothing, Lena.

But are you such an idiot as to suppose that I can stick for ever in these gloomy old chambers, and never go out? Youve got your work — such as it is — to interest you. Ive got nothing.

You can surely read a little, he said, reflecting that for months he had never seen her with any book or newspaper in her hand, except the Referee.

Read be hanged, she answered petulantly. Im not a bookworm, and never shall be. Youve chosen to make me give up the only bit of pleasure in life I had, therefore you must take me about of an evening.

But cant you see, dear, that my advancement is to your own interest? he pointed out. Surely you would like to be able to have a nice house in the country and live happily?

Ive had enough of the country, she answered promptly. Youll never get me to live in it again. The Strands good enough for me.

He sighed. She had not a grain of sympathy for him, even though she had seen him toiling night after night, seeking that will-o-the-wisp, success. She had expressed no satisfaction when his first book had been published; she had never read it, and laughed when she confessed to her friends her utter ignorance of its contents. Selfish and narrow-minded, she had not profited by it, therefore it did not interest her in the least degree.

Surely a comfortable little house in the country, where we could live happily without my absence daily at the office, would be preferable to these two rooms, he said.

I am only doing my best to get on, Lena, as every other man should do who has a wife.

And you earn twenty pounds after eight months work, she laughed contemptuously. My pay was small enough, but I earned more than that.

The fact was, alas! too true. A supernumerary at a theatre was paid at a higher rate than fiction. How could he ever hope to make a living as a novelist?

I am but beginning, he observed, rather sadly, stifling the sigh which rose within him. Think of some men earning thousands a year at fiction.

Youll never be one of them, she replied coldly, with a sneer. All of them have influential friends, and have greater talent than you have. Whats the use of trying to accomplish things that are impossible.

Read the reviews of my book, he answered, taking from his table a number of sheets of paper pinned together, whereon he had gummed the cuttings, and handing them to her.

I dont want to bother my head over your wretched old reviews, she cried, casting them from her. Such twaddle only makes you vain, and causes you to fancy you can write. But youll never make a mark, for you aint got it in you. If you had, your stories would have been taken long ago.

Your words are certainly extremely inspiring, he observed, with some asperity.

I only tell you the truth, she answered. Im your wife, and you ought to take my advice.

And give up all thought of writing fiction — eh? Relinquish all hope of being able to earn a living without daily toil at a newspaper office? Never!

No, she cried fiercely. You care nothing for me — absolutely nothing. You sit here scribbling away night after night, while I — I can mope or amuse myself as best I can. Youve even taken my profession from me.

Profession! he exclaimed, with a bitter smile. Is the mere walking on to a stage and striking an attitude to be elevated to a profession?

Its as honourable as yours, she protested. If you had not taken me away from it, I should have had a speaking part in the new piece — Im sure I should.

The theatre is no place for an honest, respectable wife, he answered.

Dont you think I can take care of myself? she retorted. Trust me; I wasnt born yesterday.

I have always trusted you, Lena, he replied calmly.

Then why do you doubt me now? she inquired, standing before him defiantly, with knit brows and a hardness about her mouth.

I have expressed no doubt. You have left the theatre because I wished it — thats all.

And youll take me to the music-hall of an evening because I wish it, she said decisively. Youve wasted time enough over your miserable scribbling.

If I spend my time at those inane variety entertainments, my chance will slip by, he said. Cannot you remain in patience a little longer, until I have finished this book.

Another six months, she observed, grumbling. No, I dont mean to bury myself, if you do; so thats straight. — 

It isnt necessary for you to bury yourself, as you choose to term it, he responded. You go out in the daytime to see your friends, and I dont complain. I do not expect you to remain indoors alone always. I merely ask you to allow me to do my work at night.

Im content enough to stay at home in the daytime, if I go out of an evening, she said. I must go out at night. Ive always been used to it, and I mean to go.

Then you are determined to ruin all my prospects?

Prospects! she echoed. Pretty prospects they are. He was silent. The prophetic words Teddy had uttered on that afternoon in his studio recurred to him. His friend had declared that this selfish, unsympathetic woman would ruin him, and it seemed as if his misgivings were likely to be fulfilled. He had manfully borne up against her ill-temper, her eternal grumbling, her bitter opposition to all his well-meaning projects, her discouraging apathy towards all his exertions, because he considered it dishonourable to leave her after having contracted marriage. He had borne his sorrows as only a calm, philosophical man can bear them; he had fought a valiant fight with his conscience, and still held mastery over himself.

Teddy ODonovan was a frequent visitor at his chambers, but Lena hated him. On several occasions lately he had invited her husband to dine at the Saturday house-dinner at the Savage Club, but Lena had always shown such unwillingness to allow him any little recreation in which she herself could not participate, that he had been compelled to decline. Teddy pointed out that at the Savage were men who could be of use to him; but Lena cared nothing, absolutely nothing, for her husbands future so long as she had sufficient money for her cheap finery. In everything where Bertram was concerned his wifes inordinate selfishness asserted itself, until she lived for herself alone, caring for no one, heedless of all except her own pleasure and personal appearance, the latter consisting of powdering her face until the mixture of glycerine and chalk might almost have been scraped from her nose and cheeks.

Whenever Teddy visited at Danes Inn he could not fail to recognise the dismal state of affairs, and often sighed to witness how cruelly unsympathetic was Rosmeads wife. In the old days, his fellow-student had been a merry, rollicking fellow, with buoyant heart and laughing face. And now Bertram had become strangely silent, morose, and heavy-eyed. It was this ignorant, worthless, doll-faced walking lady whom he had so foolishly made his wife, who was wrecking his future, sapping his life. Teddy hated and detested her.

Bertram looked up at her after a long silence.

Well, she asked. Arent you going to take me out to-night?

No, he answered, not to-night. To-morrow. Ive got some verses to write to-night.

Oh, confound your wretched French poetry. Nobody reads it, she said, with an angry sneer. Then I shall go out by myself.

Very well, he answered. But you know it is against my wish that you should go out at night alone.

Well, if you wont come with me, I must go alone. I mean to go out at night and see a bit of life — and even you shant stop me.

Then, without another word, she went into the adjoining room, put on her things, and left without wishing him good-bye. When the door had banged, he sighed, passing his hand wearily across his darkened brow, then sank into the chair at his table, and, after much painful effort, wrote a short but beautiful poem, of which the following was the first verse: — 



Rien nest doux que lamour, aucun bien nest si cher; 

Près de lui le miel même à la bouche est amer.

Celle qui naime point Vénus sur toutes choses, 

Elle ne connaît pas quelles fleurs sont les roses.



He sat writing until the clock of St. Clement Danes, having chimed Home, Sweet Home, slowly and solemnly struck the midnight hour. This aroused him. The roar of traffic in the Strand, the beating of Londons heart, had died away. He flung down his pen in surprise that his wife had not returned. A thought occurred to him that she was probably waiting at her mothers for him to fetch her, so after a few minutes, he read through what he had written, blew out his lamp, and went out.

He rang the bell at the grimy old house in Gough Square, and after a long time the summons was answered by Mrs. Loder, aghast at seeing her son-in-law. Lena had not been there that evening, she said, and he turned heavily away, retracing his steps to his gloomy chambers. He inquired of the old commissionaire who acted as night-watchman, and was informed that she had not entered the Inn.

Then he climbed the dirty stairs to his rooms, and waited in sorrow and patience.

Soon after one oclock he heard a latchkey thrust into the door, and his wife entered.

Her hat was slightly awry, her hair dishevelled, her face flushed, her veil torn. She stood for a few moments in the doorway of the dingy old room, looking at him, laughing stupidly, and swaying slightly.

Instantly the horrible truth dawned upon him, paralysing his senses. He stood in silence, regarding her with ineffable disgust. She was drunk.

From her glove there slipped a piece of green paper, which fluttered to the ground.

Her husband picked it up, and found it was the counterfoil of an admission ticket to that gilded and carpeted promenade of Aspasia, the grand circle at the Empire.


CHAPTER XI

TO LOVE AND TO CHERISH

[image: img145.jpg]

SO YOU HAVE returned? Rosmead exclaimed severely, regarding her with ineffable loathing. Youve been to the Empire alone, and come back to me in this disgraceful condition?

What condition? she asked defiantly, advancing into the room with uneven steps, and sinking into a chair.

The condition you are now in — one of absolute intoxication, he retorted bitterly.

You — you say Im drunk, his wife cried, her eyes aflame. Youre a cruel beast! You take away all pleasure in life, and then abuse me. Im not drunk. Its a lie.

He turned from her.

Faugh! he ejaculated. Dont seek to hide your vile, insufferable habits like that. I surely know when a person is drunk or not.

I tell you Im not drunk, she shouted, stamping her foot.

He shrugged his shoulders, nauseated, answering: A man intoxicated is bad enough, but a drunken woman is the most wretched, debasing spectacle on Gods earth.

Im a debasing spectacle — am I? and she laughed stupidly.

Im disgusted, he declared furiously. For this theres no extenuating circumstance. I told you Id take you out to-morrow night; yet you put on your smart clothes, and go alone to a place where even I myself wouldnt take you.

Youre far too prudish, she observed huskily. Youre getting an old man before youre a young one.

Your action to-night, he said, standing before her, shows me plainly that you have neither self-respect nor respect for me, your husband. Such a spectacle as you present is absolutely disgraceful. You have no soul above comic operas and music-halls.

Go on, she said, laughing. Im all attention. You dont care for entertainments yourself, and youre jealous that I should enjoy myself.

Enjoy yourself! he echoed. Is going to a music-hall, mixing with a crowd of the fastest women in London, and getting intoxicated, your idea of enjoyment? If so, your tastes must be very debased ones.

My tastes are as cultivated as yours, she protested, with faulty articulation, leaning back in the armchair and blinking at him. Because I happened to meet one of the girls at the theatre, and she stood me drink, you say Im drunk. Why, you drink more in a day than I do in a month.

This was a barefaced untruth, for he drank nothing beyond his glass of bitter at his meals. But when his wife was excited, all reason left her, and knowing this, he did not attempt to differ.

Im surprised, Lena, he exclaimed— utterly disgusted at your conduct. Surely this is not the manner in which a respectable woman should conduct herself! Ive done my best, and have tried to elevate you; but you seem only to sink lower and lower, until now youve lost every atom of self-respect.

Elevate me, she cried. You! Youre a pretty one to talk of elevating anybody, a stony-faced cur like you!

You are complimentary, indeed, he observed, his face growing paler in anger.

And so are you, when you tell me Im drunk.

I wish to make no further comment upon that point to-night, he replied harshly. I merely say that it is disrespectful towards me, your husband, to go drinking in low bars at midnight with this girl, whoever she is.

Do you want me to go the whole evening without a drink when Im thirsty, merely because you dont like me to have one? Youll want me to go to chapel next.

A woman who had love or respect for her husband would neither act nor talk in this manner, he retorted bitterly, his grave, serious face darkening as he strode up and down the shabby room. If your mother knew, she would sympathise with me.

No, his wife sneered, youre gravely mistaken there. She regrets that I should have married such a miserable hound as you — a man who loves his books and his wretched scribbling better than his wife.

She spoke the truth. Yes; he loved his work better than he loved her, because she had never shown the slightest interest in his projects, nor an atom of sympathy towards him. This discovery that she drank filled him with the most intense loathing. He hated all persons who had no control over themselves in the matter of drinking, and the publican was his pet abomination, whom he was never tired of denouncing. He was by no means narrow-minded, but in journalism he saw about him so many men and women ruined by drink, that spirituous liquors caused him loathing. In Paris his set drank heavily enough, but their thin red wine at four sous never intoxicated like the sulphurous, poisonous liquids which London publicans are allowed to sell under the names of whiskey, brandy, and gin. Half the whiskey sold in London public-houses is a spirit which has a potency to send men and women temporarily insane. To its agency half the crimes of the metropolis are due, and to its agency more than half the poverty and wretchedness. In many a London bar a man or woman can get mad drunk for fourpence.

Even as Rosmead passed, he could smell the nauseating odour of his wifes breath.

I loved you, he burst forth bitterly, I loved you until, by your ill-temper, selfishness, and utter disregard for my welfare, you crushed every spark of affection or respect from my soul. And now you have taken to drink and music-halls.

Its entirely your fault, she said, in a reproachful, languid voice, her eyes half closed. If you had stirred yourself about a bit and taken me out, I should never have wanted to have gone about by myself. I told you so long ago. I have nothing of which to reproach myself, he answered gravely. I have laboured in vain in my endeavours to make you view life in a proper manner, but you are daily sinking lower and lower, and would drag me down with you if you could. But understand me, he cried, his eyes flashing as he stood before her. I hate and detest a woman who drinks, and if you continue, youll no longer find a home with me.

She looked at him unsteadily for a few seconds, her shifty eyes wide open in surprise. Then, with the same stupid, hideous grin of intoxication, she answered— Surely you dont think that such a threat troubles me in the slightest? I shall please myself whatever I do. Youve married me, and youll have to keep me. If I want a drink, I shant ask you whether I may have it. Its your pals around you — that foppish idiot of an artist, ODonovan, and the rest — who are trying to separate us. I know it. Im not blind.

No one is trying to separate us, he said sternly, his disgust inexpressible. You are doing your best to create a breach between us, while I am slaving night and day in order to earn money to keep you in comfort and respectability. Surely ODonovan is my friend. If it were not for him, I should still have been at Hounslow.

Friend! she laughed, hiccoughing. Your friends are my enemies. The mean skunk shall never enter this place again. If he does, then I go out. None of these men you call your friends are any good to you. They laugh at your futile literary attempts behind your back — and well they may.

It may be left to my own judgment to choose my friends, he replied, annoyed. Its useless to argue with you further.

Of course it is, she retorted. Because you know that I speak the truth. A woman has always a keener instinct than a man.

And if you used yours for my advancement, instead of my disgrace, it would be much more to your credit, he retorted. A woman who once gives way to drink is damned for ever.

So Im damned, she laughed tantalisingly. Abuse me a little more. It is so interesting — all this.

To-night at the Empire there were several new turns, and the Press were invited. Many men who know you as my wife were there. What, I wonder, is their opinion of you rubbing shoulders with that crowd of wretched, painted women, drinking in their company, for aught I know.

I saw one of your pals there — I forget his name. He talked to me for a long time, she said, speaking with difficulty, and repeating her words. I told him that you preferred to stay at home, and he seemed amused.

Who was he? Rosmead cried angrily. Describe him.

Youre jealous — eh? she exclaimed, smiling. No, not jealous, he declared. Im only grieved that you should thus so far forget yourself as to disgrace me in this manner. What will the men I know think when it is known that I allow you to go to a music-hall alone, Lena? he added, in a hoarse voice, with a sorrowful note in it. You are driving me to desperation.

Youve already driven me there, she answered, with artificial gaiety. Well, Im drunk — at least, you say I am — so Ill go to bed, and she sighed.

Not before you tell me with whom youve been tonight, he cried, grasping her wrist. His face was blanched, his brows knit, his teeth set in firm determination. Im not to be trifled with, and if you tell me a lie — by Heaven! Ill — Ill cast you out like a dog.

Thats easier said than done, she answered, setting her shoulders in an attitude of firm defiance. Remember, Im your wife.

I wish I could regard you with respect as such, he replied, with a touch of sorrow. But after to-night, after this disgraceful exhibition of your passion for low performances and drink, I can only look upon you and loathe you as an encumbrance. Tell me, his grip, trembling with anger, tightening on her wrists. With whom did you go to the Empire to-night?

I decline to satisfy you, she responded. I told you I should go, and I went. Thats sufficient.

I demand to know who was with you, he said, bending down closer to her, a fierce look in his angry eyes. The thought that she had thus disgraced him before his fellow journalists had made his blood rise within him. They would sneer at him as a fool for allowing her to go there alone, exposed to the insults of that crowd of afterdinner loungers. To-morrow half Fleet Street would know about it, for in no circle does gossip travel more quickly than among pressmen.

I decline to tell you.

You shall, he cried, with set teeth. You hear me! You shall.

I shant, and with a sudden twist of her hand, she wrenched herself free, and rose unsteadily to her feet.

Again he grasped her determinedly.

You hurt me, she gasped. Youre a cowardly brute! Ill tell everybody to-morrow how badly you treat me — see if I dont, and she burst into drunken tears.

And to-morrow Ill see your mother, and ask her to talk to you.

You dont think I care any more for my mother than for you — do you? she retorted. Go to her, and see what sort of reception youll get.

I shall go to her. She certainly will not encourage you in such disgraceful conduct.

Oh, go to her, and be hanged, Lena answered, her face flushed, her eyebrows working convulsively, and her gaze unsteady. Im tired. I dont care about being up all night, if you do.

Who was with you at the Empire?

Nobody you know. A girl at the theatre.

Thats a lie, he cried, looking straight into her eyes.

If she was one of your theatre friends, she would be at work all the evening.

Shes left the theatre, Lena answered briefly, in a voice which plainly betrayed her hopeless state of intoxication.

And you met her at the Empire?

Of course I did.

A paroxysm of anger seized him, as the truth crossed his mind.

Then you are so debased that you actually cannot recognise the disgrace of being seen in company of such a woman. No respectable woman would go there alone. Every admission you make adds to my disgust. Youve been drinking in company of such a low woman as that! He released her hand, and flung it from him, saying— Go to bed. A woman who has lost her self-respect so entirely as you have is no longer worthy the position, or even name, of wife.

Your abuse dont hurt me. I abominate and detest your mean, miserable ways, and your ugly face, always as grave as a monks. You dont know how to treat a woman as a gentleman should. You think yourself a gentleman, but youre an egotistical cad. I hate you! she screamed in her drunken passion — I hate you!

Go to bed, he said firmly, pointing to the door. Sleep off your beastly drunkenness, and then, when you are sober, well resume this discussion.

You cant answer. You know what I say is the truth, miserable, melancholy hound that you are.

Go. Do you hear me? he shouted, springing towards her, his hands clenched.

She saw how desperate he was, and in that moment fear of him seized her. Next instant, however, she gave vent to a hollow laugh, meant to be derisive, but hideous in its artificiality, took her cape from the chair, and tossing her head with an expression of utter contempt, staggered from the room.


CHAPTER XII

THE BOOM
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SUB-EDITORIAL DUTIES ON the Evening Telegraph were distracting, but the hours were short. — Rosmead commenced work at half-past seven in the morning, and left at two, the bulk of the days work being over by that hour. It must not be supposed, however, that the office was a sinecure, for the piles of telegrams and flimsy which he waded through with a keen eye for errors in grammar, exaggerations of the truth, or uninteresting padding were such as would astonish anyone save the sub-editor, whose mind in that direction has been reduced to something of a machine. But Rosmeads work terminating early, he had the afternoon and evening in which to continue his literary work.

The discovery of his wifes fondness for drink had increased his anxiety tenfold, but, with his generous nature, he had forgiven her, on condition that such an event should not again occur. A few weeks later he received his first commission in fiction. The editor of Clippings, a popular weekly paper, having read his novel, wrote, asking him to call. He did so, and when he left, he carried in his pocket an agreement whereby he was to write a sensational serial story of sixty thousand words, and for it receive the sum of thirty pounds, to be paid in weekly instalments as the story appeared.

In the seventh heaven of delight, he returned to Danes Inn, climbing the stairs two steps at a time, and bursting into the room, waved the paper above his head joyfully, crying — 

At last! Lena. They are beginning to see that I can write. Look at this!

She took the agreement from his hand, and read it unmoved.

Only thirty pounds! she observed, with a sneer. Its paltry enough. Why, other men would get three hundred for a long story like that.

I am but a beginner, and at present have to be content with what is offered me, he answered. Im not sufficiently known to employ an agent to conduct my affairs and bargain for me.

So youre going to slave for three months or so for thirty pounds? she cried petulantly.

Yes, he answered, in a calm voice. I have begun low down, and am content to climb slowly.

That night he commenced his story, a curious mystery of London life, with a strong love interest. It opened with a tragedy, abounded in dramatic scenes, and into it he put his very heart and soul. Constant practice had taught him some technique, and now he found himself unconsciously balancing the grave with the gay, and working slowly towards his climax.

One morning he awoke to find himself being boomed. On his way along the Strand to his office, he chanced to glance up at a hoarding, and what he saw caused him to stand amazed. Upon an enormous picture-poster, representing a beautiful girl standing behind a half-open door with a revolver in her hand, was the title of his story, and below By Bertram Rosmead, in letters two feet long. He continued along the Strand to investigate other hoardings. Yes, upon every one was this same striking poster, with his own name looking so strangely grotesque, glaring in his eyes. Not only in London was this advertisement posted, but in all the great provincial towns; therefore, within a week or two, a very large section of the public, especially readers of Clippings, which boasted a circulation of nearly a million copies weekly, knew the name of Londons newest author.

The first instalment so pleased the enterprising editor that he wrote him a polite letter of thanks, and as soon as the first chapters appeared, the circulation of the paper went up by leaps and bounds, attributable, of course, to the publication of the highly-interesting serial.

To him this was gratifying; but progress in fiction meant increased jealousy on the part of the staff of the Evening Telegraph. They endeavoured to deride his plot, to poke fun at the poster, as though he had designed it, and to cast slurs upon Clippings, as a paper circulating mainly among errand-boys. Mr. Fownes was still confident in his assistants ability; but his other colleague of the trinity, a stout man of quick temper, who had endeavoured to enter literary life and failed, became, for some unaccountable reason, Rosmeads bitterest enemy. Jealousy of his success was, of course, at the root of it; but he rather enjoyed his colleagues sneers than otherwise. In no profession, not even in the drama, are jealousies so fierce as in literature. The mere journalist is, in most cases, fiercely antagonistic towards his literary brother, because the latter is his own master, and can work where and when he chooses. To the pressman, as to many others, the life of the writer of fiction is believed to be an ideal existence. In a few cases, perhaps it is, but in the majority, even the popular novelist, whose name is on everyones lips, and whose doings and sayings are chronicled in every newspaper up and down the kingdom, has his skeleton in his cupboard.

Of the staff, the reporters were, of course, the most sarcastic; but the fever-heat of their jealousy was reached when, a few months later, the object of their sarcasm was chosen to go abroad as special correspondent to witness the unveiling of the Holy Coat at Treves, in Germany, a ceremonial performed once every fifty years. The sacred relic is kept walled up in the church, and only exposed for adoration during five days twice every century. For months the coming event had been commented upon by the Continental Press, great pilgrimages had been arranged, and many of the most distinguished dignitaries of the Roman Catholic Church had promised to attend.

It was, therefore, decided that the Evening Telegraph should have a special account, and Rosmead, by reason of his able descriptive powers, was commissioned to proceed there, an honour which only the working journalist can appreciate. The expenses allowed on the Evening Telegraph were always liberal, and never questioned. Indeed, on one occasion a reporter bet one of his colleagues a new hat that, in his weekly account of expenses, he would put down the item, Cab up office-stairs, one shilling, and get it. He did so, and it was actually paid without question. Reporters on the Evening Telegraph, presumed to be superior persons, were not expected to walk anywhere; therefore if they only strolled as far as Trafalgar Square, they charged bus fare there and back, while cabs to and fro between the office and the House of Commons were so numerous that the office-boy had been known on several occasions to take a hansom and drive around Hyde Park for an airing — at the expense of the journal. Truly it was a remarkable journal, this steady-going, lethargic, and highly-respectable evening paper.

The allowance being so liberal, Rosmead decided to take Lena, and one night they left Liverpool Street, travelling via Harwich and Antwerp to Brussels, arriving there next morning. Lena was, of course, delighted. It was the first time she had been on the Continent, and all was novel to her. As they were changing to the Bâle express at Brussels they were startled to hear a shout behind them, and a voice crying — 

What, ho, Bertram! Where are you off to in such a deuce of a hurry?

Both turned instantly, and were confronted by Teddy ODonovan, struggling beneath the weight of his heavy kit-bag.

You! his friend cried Im off to Treves to see this Holy Coat theres been such a talk about.

And I, too, old chap, cried Teddy, gleefully. Im going for the Graphic.

Lena glanced at the artist with a shadow of annoyance on her face, and greeted him very coldly.

The train, with its restaurant car, was ready to start, so they scrambled up into an empty compartment, and a few moments later were on their way to the German frontier by way of Namur.

Teddy explained that he had been in Brussels a week, visiting an artist whom he had met in Florence, and while Rosmead related to him the plot and development of another new serial for Clippings, Lena, whose antipathy towards ODonovan amounted almost to a mania, ensconced herself in a corner, and tried to read some of the English papers she had bought before leaving London.

This unexpected meeting gave the utmost satisfaction to both men, but when in the evening they alighted at Treves, they found themselves in a dilemma. Every bed in the town had been taken weeks before, and even long sheds had been erected at the roadside for the accommodation of the thousands of pilgrims who had flocked there from all parts of France and Germany. For a couple of hours they drove from hotel to hotel, endeavouring to find a resting-place, but without success, and at length, about nine oclock, were compelled to leave by train and stay the night in that curious, old-world town, Luxemburg.

Early next morning they again took train to Treves, and found the town crowded to excess with the unwashed, the halt, and the maimed, all of whom believed that sight of the sacred relic would heal them. So great, indeed, was the multitude around the cathedral that they were unable to approach anywhere near to the entrance, and as the bishop had issued an order that no tourist or sightseer was to enter the cathedral while the holy garment was on show, the two correspondents found themselves severely handicapped. Through the whole morning, in the broiling sun, they struggled and fought with the crowd to advance towards the entrance, but without avail. So great was the press that Lena declared that she would faint, and at length, tired and exhausted, they were compelled to relinquish their efforts and obtain lunch. This they took in a little restaurant in the Grande Place, a few doors from that old fifteenth-century hotel known as the Rathshaus, and it was while they were eating their meal, and Rosmead was cursing their ill-luck, that the suave proprietor, a portly, good-humoured German, over-hearing, advanced and began to chat with them.

To him they related their woes, when, laughing at them heartily, he said:— As it happens, Im one of the honorary guardians of the Coat. The guardianship descends from father to son, and has been in my family for nearly three hundred years.

Then you might get us a private view of it after the closing of the public exhibition, Rosmead suggested, with journalist instinct.

I only want a single glance at it, added the irresponsible Teddy, smiling. If not, then Im afraid I shall have to make some fancy sketches.

What! publish views of it from imagination? Lena asked in surprise.

Why not? Ive come out here to sketch, and Im going to sketch something or other, if its only an empty barn.

Meanwhile the genial, fair-haired restaurant-keeper was hesitating. The easy-going manner of these two Bohemians had commended itself to him, and a few minutes later he explained that at four the cathedral closed for the day. If they would meet him half-an-hour later at a side-door which he indicated, the cathedral being in sight from where they were sitting, he would take them in just for an instants peep at it.

Its against the bishops orders, you know, he added; but Ill see what I can do.

Both men thanked him heartily, and the two spent the afternoon inspecting the Roman remains, the great, gloomy old Porta Nigra and other lions of the place, until half-past four, when they kept the appointment. Unfortunately, however, almost at the same instant that the good-hearted restaurant-keeper arrived with his key, the bishop himself emerged from that very door. The great man, seeing the honorary guardian in company with strangers in tweed suits, regarded him with suspicion, and on account of that their friend dared not allow them to enter. So again they were thwarted and disappointed; again they went back to Luxemburg to sleep, wearied, after a long and futile day.

The life of the special correspondent is fraught with many adventures, and though frequently enjoyable, the difficulties which beset his path are often almost insurmountable. Travelling and sight-seeing are not his only duties. He has always to bear in mind that the news agencies are everywhere at work and may forestall him, supplying his paper with a longer and better account of the event than he himself is able to obtain, and that, in such case, his journal has expended a good round sum in expenses and telegraphy for absolutely nothing, his copy on arrival being pitched into the waste-paper basket as old stuff, which Reuters have already done better. Again, as Reuters correspondent is generally a well-known inhabitant of the town, he always secures priority at the telegraph office, which, to the special correspondent, is a matter of the very highest importance. It is, indeed, on record that the correspondent of a well-known morning paper, in order to secure the monopoly of a wire to London, gave the telegraphist a copy of the Bible, and told him to telegraph it. This was done, and when the operator had got to the fourth chapter of Genesis, the enterprising correspondent handed in his telegram, afterwards causing two more chapters to be telegraphed, so as to close the wire for a time against any other message to London. Dodges such as these are in the everyday life of the successful correspondent, the man who travels from one end of the world to the other as diligent servant of the British public.

In this case it looked very much as if the correspondents of the Evening Telegraph and the Graphic would have to depart empty away. That night, however, they held solemn counsel, and next day, returning to the pilgrimage-town, they purchased blue linen blouses of that form so popular in Belgium and Luxemburg, and buying straw hats, copies of the canticles, a rosary each, and a cross of red and blue silk, which they pinned to their breasts, lounged about the Place before the cathedral, watching their opportunity.

At last it came. A great pilgrimage from Metz arrived in procession, headed by priests, banners, censers, and other accessories, and slowly entered the ancient pile. Unobserved in the crush, the pair joined it, while Lena went across to a café to await them, and chanting the canticles vociferously, artist and journalist wended their way through the zealously-guarded portals into the great, dimly-lit cathedral, where upon the high altar, surrounded by a thousand candles, the sacred and much revered relic was exposed to view. On either side stood two priests in gorgeous vestments, and as the pilgrims passed in single file before it, they handed up their rosaries, rings, or handkerchiefs to be placed for an instant in contact with the piece of brown stuff, which looked something like sack-cloth, departing in belief that the articles possessed a supernatural power to heal all diseases.

The sight was a strangely impressive one, a marvellous illustration of the peasants firm belief in the teaching of the priests. The hundreds of thousands of pilgrims swarming in that town, eating up every particle of food like locusts, sleeping by the wayside, and travelling to and fro in railway cattle-trucks, were fully confident that this was the veritable coat which our Lord wore at His crucifixion, even though microscopical analysis had long ago proved that the material from which it was originally woven was unknown until four centuries later. The French, German, or Italian peasant will believe anything which the priest tells him, and even here, in Treves, the restaurant-keeper, who was one of the guardians of the revered tunic, had remarked to Rosmead:

Ah! all this is a fine harvest for the priests.

Such being the case, was it any wonder that the Paris Figaro should one day have treated its readers to a learned and diverting discourse upon the discovery in Austria of a holy pair of trousers? Was it any wonder, either, that this pair of irresponsible merry-makers should have treated the exhibition as a huge joke, and poked fun at it? By three oclock they had escaped from the crowd and rejoined Lena, then, having held consultation, decided to leave Treves at once and spend a day or so in one of the quiet villages on the Moselle, where they might finish their work without interruption. Rosmead looked at his map, and found a village in which he had spent a few days when on tramp after leaving Paris. It was Alf, a sleepy little place, situated at the bend of the river amid most picturesque surroundings, a spot unknown to the tourist, quaint, lethargic, and world-forgotten.

So that night they found themselves at the old inn, the only one Alf possesses, famous for its trout, its Brauneberger, and its Berncastel Doctor, a low-built, old-fashioned hostelry, which only awakens from its slumbers thrice daily, when the dusty old post-diligence on its way from Treves to Coblenz, or the one from Cochem, away over the Eifel, arrives and changes horses. The approach of the lumbering old vehicle is heralded by the winding of a horn, which echoes for miles along the valley, warning the postmaster to have his bag in readiness and the ostler to harness the horses. The charm of the old place had lingered in Rosmeads memory. He well remembered how he had worked for a day or two gathering grapes on that hill-side, and had slept in a dry outhouse not far from the inn. Indeed, from the window of his room next morning he saw the shed which had given him shelter, and sighed when the bitter truth occurred to him that he was even happier in those wild, free days than now.

The August day was bright and warm, and while Lena amused herself in the garden beside the river among the bowers of Maréchal Niel roses, her husband sat near her in the open air, writing a description of the Holy Coat of Treves, and Teddy, having found an easy wicker chair in the inn, brought it out, stuck his legs on another, and proceeded to finish the rough sketches he had made. Rosmead had received instructions to treat the subject just as he found it. He had found it ridiculous, therefore he wrote the most amusing yet the most bitter criticism of any that had appeared in the Press. He headed his article The Holy Coat of Treves: By an Amateur Pilgrim, described his efforts to view the sacred relic, and how subsequently he went in decked out in his double cross of red and blue, a pious expression on his face, and a rosary in his hand. From time to time as he wrote he smiled, and then, in reply to Teddys demands, read aloud the most amusing extracts, causing roars of laughter. This article, which he transmitted to London later in the day, was without doubt an exceedingly clever piece of work, and justly won for him a reputation as correspondent. It was strikingly brilliant. Unlike the production of the majority of correspondents, who, in their painful endeavours to be funny, project a few wisps of wit into their wilderness of words, it was genuinely and excruciatingly humorous. Indeed, such was its biting sarcasm and caustic criticism, that within a week of its appearance in the Evening Telegraph it received the distinction of being translated into German, and appearing, with illustrations, in the best-known of the comic journals in Berlin, the result being that the editor of that paper was afterwards prosecuted for ridiculing a holy relic, and sentenced to enforced retirement for six months!

That night, when Rosmead had dispatched his article, they dined out in the garden beneath the trailing roses, and afterwards, when it grew dark and the dew fell, smoked in the long old dining-room, with its antique carved oak and its row of old drinking-mugs upon the buffet. They were the only visitors at the inn, the only strangers in Alf; for as yet the Moselle is unknown to the tourist, although the day is not far distant when the Rhine-weary holiday-maker will turn his step towards the Eifel and the Moselle, and grand hotels and pensions will raise their hideous white façades upon the vine-covered, ruin-crested slopes between the Marienberg and the Schloss Eltz, that structure so bewildering that one wonders how it could have been built by human hands.

Lena retired to bed early, with an excuse that she was tired, and the two men sat for an hour or so, smoking, and sipping a bottle of Brauneberger of that delicious bouquet which one can obtain only in the country where it is made. They were alone in the great, half-lighted old room. The window was still open, and beyond glistened the river rippling in the light of the full moon. The post-diligence, with its jingling bells, had arrived, changed its horses, and departed on its long night journey to Coblenz, just as it had done any time during the past century or so, and all was still and peaceful in the little old-world village. Within sight of the window, in the full moonlight, stood the plain stone cross with a list of names inscribed thereon, the names of those gallant sons of Alf who fell at Sedan in the war with the French in 70.

Then we return to-morrow, the artist was saying. Cant you stay another couple of days? Its pleasant enough here. You want a change, old chap. It will do you good.

Yes, his friend said. I feel as if a months rest would set me up; but it is impossible. We are shorthanded at the office, and a fortnights holiday a year is all anybody at our place is entitled to.

I should try and spin out a few more days, if I were you, he said persuasively.

No, he answered.Impossible. Ive got other work on hand that I must do. An artist, like yourself, is his own master; but a journalist is always at the beck and call of the journal which employs him. I only wish it were possible to spend a week or two here. I know the country. Its the most peaceful and most beautiful in all Germany, the ideal holiday resort for an over-worked man.

Then you absolutely must go to-morrow?

Yes, he answered. My story in Clippings is not finished, and as its being published week by week, I cant be behind with it. Besides, Ive two fresh commissions which will keep me busy for the next month or so.

Soon youll be able to dispense with newspaper work, my dear fellow. Youve certainly made a hit in Clippings. Theyve boomed you magnificently.

Yes, Rosmead answered. Nowadays everything is boom. Without advertisement, even Scott or Dickens wouldnt stand a chance to-day. This is proved by the splendid books by cultured writers which are dead failures because they are not sufficiently advertised. Publishers are fond of saying that advertisement will never make a bad book go. But look at any library list, and youll find that the best advertised book is the book in the greatest demand.

I dont read novels very much, Teddy observed, smiling, but when I do, I somehow manage to get hold of a choice sample of rubbish. My luck, I suppose. When people — women who sit to me, for example — rave about a book, I read it, but it generally turns out to be some insane rot — sex problem, the emancipation of women, or such like theme, which is discussed in smart society, and thereby obtains a dinner-table notoriety.

Thats just what makes a book go, his friend said, dinner-table chatter. I maintain that anything, be it a quack medicine, somebodys soap, or a new novel, providing it is judiciously advertised, will sell like hot cakes.

The boom is of the man nowadays, not his works. Look at some men in the Savage, for example.

Of course, the journalist answered. I know one man in your club whose sole claim to distinction is that he once wrote a blood-curdler in the Boys Own Terrifier. He has the audacity to invite serious editors to lunch, holds forth on the higher criticism, and having gone through the paragraph boom, is now accepted as a genius. He means to write a book some day.

Ah! I know that man, Teddy said, laughing.

Theres lots of his sort about. Nowadays men get boomed before theyve done anything. Its puff first and work after with you literary men. With us, we have to make a bit of a show in the Academy before anybody will believe in us.

Yes, every paper has its literary column, and will publish paragraphs about the doings of the most unknown tyro in fiction, because theyre only too glad to get hold of stuff to fill it up. Hence the twaddle you read about novelists. A mans true worth is never known by the public, because the greater art a novelist displays in booming himself, the greater is the publics appreciation. Why, theres one man actually known in literary circles as The Boomster, because he has elevated the art of self advertisement to a science.

Youll never do that, old chap, Teddy said. Youre too much of a Bohemian ever to become a literary bounder.

I hope I never shall, Rosmead answered. They say success spoils a man. It might spoil me.

No, never, his friend answered. Then, lowering his voice, he added, The only thing that I fear may spoil you, may even ruin you, Bertram, is your domestic infelicity. Lena seems more petulant, more nervous, more hysterical than ever.

The journalist sighed.

Yes, he replied. You know my difficulties, old chap. Ive confided in no one but yourself. My life is absolutely colourless and blank. I work on, its true. Im gradually beginning to reap the benefit of my years of hard struggle, but I fear its all in vain — it all leads to nothing.

Yours is hard luck — devilish hard luck, observed Teddy, sighing. I only wish I could help you, but while you are still with her you are hopeless. I dont say that to disparage her, but merely because Im your friend, you understand.

You told me so long ago, Rosmead observed mechanically. Im seriously hampered by her.

Not only hampered, Teddy said seriously, his eyes fixed upon the friend of his student days. Not only hampered, but disgraced.

Disgraced? cried the journalist, starting forward, for he had told not a soul of Lenas penchant for drink. Disgraced? What do you mean?


CHAPTER XIII

BOHEMIA AND BELGRAVIA 
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IN AN INSTANT Teddy ODonovan saw that his anxiety for his old friends welfare had once more nearly led him to betray himself. With consummate tact, however, he laughed at his friends eager inquiry, and turned the conversation into a different channel.

For an hour they continued to chat, then parted for the night.

When Rosmead entered his bedroom, however, he found his wife seated in an easv-chair in a state of semi-intoxication. Before leaving London he had placed a bottle of brandy in his bag, in case of emergencies, and the remains of this she had emptied.

Youve been a long time, she said huskily, inert and helpless. I thought youd never leave your pal. Was his conversation so very interesting?

He glanced at the empty bottle standing upon the dressing-table, and took in the situation at a glance.

You had better go to bed, he said calmly. Its late, and you are tired — very tired.

Yes, she said, Im very tired, and she sighed wearily, and began to prepare herself for bed. He knew it was useless to talk to her in that condition, therefore did not attempt it. She had promised him on the night she had gone to the Empire that she would not drink again, but she had broken her promise, and was now stupidly drunk. True it was, as Teddy had long ago predicted, this woman, with her powdered dolls face and coquettish manner, would ruin him. Slowly, but surely, he was achieving fame, yet the fruit of all his labour was thrown to the winds. Now that this terrible truth was forced upon him, he found himself becoming more and more callous, more heedless of reputation and of fame. Hundreds of times he had heard it said that in woman drunkenness was a vice which could never be eradicated. This penchant for drink created a breach between Lena and himself which widened daily — which some day must put them asunder.

Yet, when he reflected, he remembered that each man and woman had some besetting sin, and he debated within himself whether, after all, it was fair to abandon her on account of a failing over which she had no control. She was a woman, he remembered, and a woman had not the strength of will which a man possessed. On the other hand, he sighed when he remembered how for months she had sought to deride his work and to heap ridicule upon it, in order that, instead of striving to gain a livelihood by fiction, he might take her to those lower music-halls in the direction of which her vulgar tastes always led her. She hated theatres, but loved variety entertainments and ballets. It was not for the art displayed there, for she had not the slightest artistic instinct either in her dress, in her home, or in her amusements, but merely because the songs had a double entendre, and the dances were a trifle risky. Things are said, and suggestions are made, on the stage of the modern music-hall which would not have been tolerated in public even in those degenerate days when the Hole in the Wall still existed. Girls in their teens are now taken by their elders to witness performances which are fraught with thinly-disguised indecencies, and learn to laugh at them without a blush. Even with such useless officials as County Council inspectors and the mock supervision of Bumbledom, the state of the modern music-hall has never been so bad as it is at present, for in no capital in Europe is prostitution so openly tolerated and encouraged as it is by the management of the West-end hall. Even the state of the Moulin Rouge, that pasteboard and gilt hall of Terpsichore which Paris supports for the delectation of the foreigner, is less pernicious than the gilt and plush lounge of the first-class London music-hall.

The recent puritanical movement which aimed at sweeping clean our music-halls may have been ill-timed, but its object was commendable, for while the County Council investigate very closely the application of an East-end public-house for a dancing licence, they license the West-end halls for vice with scarcely an inquiry. Possibly many of those estimable seekers after notoriety who are so fond of writing C.C, after their names hold shares in the various halls, and are well aware that such investments are extremely profitable. It would be interesting to know how many members of the London County Council hold shares in London music-halls. Sad as it is, it is, nevertheless, a fact that vice pays always.

Rosmead said nothing to his wife next morning. He merely placed the empty bottle aside when packing, deeming it best to treat the matter with indifference, and two days later they were back again in their gloomy chambers in that dreariest and dingiest of London Inns.

Marcus Aurelius has left directions by means of which every worry-line may be removed from the hand, and every anxious wrinkle from the face. If that tranquil philosopher, skilled in the science of the imperturbables, could visit the interior of a London newspaper office, he would be shocked at the unnatural disfigurements of those who scribble for their daily bread. As the journalists worries increase, the hairs decrease, until the bald truth shines out unmistakably. Such being the case, it is the first duty of the sub-editor to school himself not to worry. The secret, of course, lies in the concentration of the forces upon the thing in hand without suspense as to the issue. He may, of course, have the issue of the paper at heart. That is his duty. Only the act of God, the Queens enemies, and other modes of the inevitable, release him from responsibility, and therefore he sits in his chair, calm and unmoved by any of those extraordinary events which hourly flow before his notice. Every moment, indeed, demonstrates the incongruity of a world where a man may fall fifty feet over a precipice without hurting himself to-day, and to-morrow die of eating a faded oyster. But he is a pressman, without conscience and without nerves, and the stranger the story, the more interesting it will be to his readers.

On Bertram resuming his chair, he found that his article on the Holy Coat, while giving the most complete satisfaction to Sir Charles and to the Oxford young gentleman whose lack of journalistic knowledge fitted him for the post of editor, had aroused the bitterest indignation of The Worm and his colleagues. The young gentleman with the fair moustache, the height of whose attainment had been the writing of a description of the Lord Mayors Show — mainly from the dusty files of the past — had believed himself qualified for the office of special correspondent, and his criticism of Rosmeads article was extremely amusing by reason of its painful hostility and its Carlylean flow of big words. This talented young gentleman that very day wrote two reports, one in which he referred to an assemblage of local magnets, and in the other, reporting a speech regarding affairs in Matabeleland, he wrote that the natives were returning to their crawls.

The life of a sub-editor on a daily paper, though one of terrible monotony, is fraught with some diversions, and that of Bertram Rosmead was no exception. His home life was wretched enough, and his harassing work sufficient to turn his hair grey before its time. Indeed, since he had occupied his chair in that office, he felt himself prematurely ageing, and had dropped into a groove, working mechanically, half inclined to abandon all hope of becoming a successful novelist.

One day, when one of the trinity was away suffering from a bilious attack — a frequently-recurring malady in the office of the Evening Telegraph — and Mr. Fownes had gone out after his lunch to obtain ten minutes of fresh air on Waterloo Bridge, Rosmead chanced to be called out of his room to consult the head-printer. When he returned, a few minutes later, all the tapes were still working away industriously, with that dull, metallic, monotonous click, the long strips of white and green paper twisting like snakes into the baskets below.

Before re-seating himself he glanced along at them to discover what was the latest news, when his eyes caught the following startling words:— Her Majesty died at Windsor at a few minutes past noon to-day.

He stood dumbfounded. In every newspaper office throughout the kingdom the death of the Queen is an event spoken of with bated breath. Indeed, in every office of a daily journal there are a special set of emergency arrangements to be put in force in case of such national bereavement.

Rosmead glanced at the tape, and saw it was the one supplied by the Exchange Telegraph Company. Rushing across to one of the speaking-tubes, he shouted down to the machine-room, Stand by there! Queens dead!

In an instant the appalling news spread through every department of the great establishment, and news-runners, those sturdy itinerant, strident-voiced fellows who dash along with bundles of paper beneath their arms, hearing it, ran out into the Strand, proclaiming the terrible intelligence to passers-by. Within a few minutes a crowd of clerks, printers, reporters, and others assembled in the sub-editors room to view the telegram, and Rosmead was in the meantime at the telephone asking the head office of the Exchange Company, in the Haymarket, whether they had any confirmation of the startling report.

It dont want any confirmation. Were not in the habit of sending out fictitious news, answered a deep, sepulchral voice.

But it is not confirmed by any other agency, Rosmead observed.

Theyll get it later on, said the voice. Our rivals are always a day behind the fair. 

But where did you get the report from? inquired the sub-editor. 

Our correspondent at Windsor. Hes reliable — very reliable.

Mr. Fownes had just entered, hot and breathless. He had overheard the report in the Strand, and rushed upstairs three at a time. Better wire to our Windsor correspondent, and send a reporter to the Lord Chamberlains office, he suggested.

Meanwhile, in the composing room the burly head-printer, hearing the news, continued eating his lunch undisturbed, merely ejaculating Queens dead. Turn the column-rules. The column-rules set upside down, it may be explained, causes the paper to appear striped in deep mourning. If the heavens had fallen, the head-printer would not have abandoned his lunch.

All was ready. Mr. Fownes, as chief sub-editor, had assumed the painful duty of writing the introduction to the melancholy report, and had finished a dozen lines or so, commencing: It is with heartfelt regret that we are compelled to report, etc. Rosmead had found, in a dusty cupboard, a column of stereotyped obituary, which had been kept there in readiness for the past decade, and the machines were being prepared to pour out their tons of copies of the paper, when into the sub-editors room entered a short, dark man, carrying a black leather bag, the telegraph-inspector of the Exchange Telegraph Company.

All pounced upon him. His duty was to go the round of the London newspaper offices and see that the tapes were working properly.

Look at this! they cried, placing the telegram before him. Have you seen it on any other tape?

The man looked at it, then glancing at them, burst out laughing.

Well, what are you laughing at? Rosmead cried indignantly 

Come, were wasting time. Other papers will be out before us. 

Look here, exclaimed the inspector, diving down into the basket where rejected telegraphic tapes were thrown, and taking out a small piece, which he held before them. Upon it were but four words, John Harker, coachman to —— — — 

Youve only got half the message, the inspector laughed 

This is the first part, which has evidently been torn off and flung down before the second half came up. Surely the death of the Queens coachman isnt such an extraordinary event?

Everybody laughed immoderately. The inspector had saved the Evening Telegraph from being the laughingstock of the world, for in a few more moments thousands of copies would have been selling in the London streets. The speaking-tubes were next instant at work, the orders countermanded, and the head-printer, still eating his lunch, ejaculated, his mouth full of bread and cheese: Turn the rules back. Subs, have had a glass o bitter, and its made em drunk.

Five minutes later, the office of that dignified and highly-respectable journal resumed its normal aspect.

As the months passed, Rosmead kept diligently at work, and had, by dint of toiling on, in face of Lenas ill-will and obstinacy, concluded a new novel dealing with life in the old town of Blois, where some of his childhood days had been spent. With success he had tried another firm of publishers, and as soon as it was issued, it was hailed on every hand as a masterly piece of fiction. Nearly all the morning papers reviewed it as a serious piece of work, and within a week there began to appear paragraphs about his birthplace, his education in the Quartier Latin, and his present occupation. In the literary columns of the other evening papers there were laudatory paragraphs, declaring that this book was one of the books of the season; that its first edition had been exhausted on the day of publication, and that, no doubt, his marvellously true picture of French middle-class life was due to his cosmopolitan parentage.

He had undoubtedly made a hit at last. This was proved by the fact that one or two At home cards began to dribble in upon him, cards from hostesses who make a point of inviting notable novelists, artists, and musicians to their exclusive gatherings, for the delectation of their guests. It is a cheap way of providing entertainment of an afternoon, for most people like to meet the writer of a book they have read and admired, even though the author may be a very disappointing, matter-of-fact person in the flesh.

Thus was Bertram bidden to the drawing-rooms of Kensington and Belgravia. He received letters expressing admiration of his work, and asking for his autograph, applications for his photograph from editors of illustrated journals, while commissions for short stories began to come in unsolicited.

Even this did not cause Lena the slightest gratification. She saw that he alone was invited to the houses of the rich, that his success meant her elevation beyond her present sphere, and she declared that she hated the ways of what she termed grand society. Her tastes lay in the direction of a low Strand bar, where she could sip that infusion of logwood and alcohol sold under the name of port, nibble a biscuit, and listen to the broad remarks of the unfortunate women about her. To her, an evening at a respectable house was a trial, unendurable if there was not sufficient to drink. But whenever whiskey made its appearance on any table, she never failed to disgrace him by helping herself to half a tumblerful.

In these invitations Rosmead saw a means of advancement. The author who avoids society hides his light beneath a bushel, and remains unknown. To the popular author, as to the actor, advertisement is everything in these degenerate days of boom and bunkum. If he looks in at Mrs. So and Sos At home, the fact is duly chronicled in next weeks Ladys Pictorial, as well as in the Morning Post of the following day; if he attends a public dinner, his name is placed among the guests; and if he has the gift of public speaking, he will have a heading all to himself in the morning papers, such as Mr. Scrivener on Modern Fiction. Self-advertisement is the secret of all success in modern literature. It is by this necessity of posing in society that the modern novelist, in so many instances, becomes vain, egotistical, and even insufferable among his own set. Any writer of fiction can count a score of men, mostly second-rate, who were once good fellows, but who are now consumed by their own conceit, and fancy that the mantle of Scott or Dickens has fallen upon them. To such men the cheap puff is their very life. They would black the boots of the editor of the chief literary journal in return for a review (with extracts) of their last book, and will take a thousand-mile railway journey in order that their names may appear in the list of guests at some notable function. At the opening of free libraries and institutes they speak with a dramatic modulation of the voice, and descant, with many grand phrases and a Greek quotation or two, upon the future of literature, not forgetting to have type-written copies of their speech ready to hand down to the reporters at the close.

But these are not the Bohemians of literary London. A man who is a Bohemian at heart remains ever so, no matter what success may come to him. He chafes beneath the trammels of society, he abhors the silk hat and frock coat, and soon longs for the old free life of long ago, when his jacket was threadbare, his stomach empty, and his heart was light. Rosmead was one of the latter. He only accepted these invitations because Teddy advised him; because he saw that, without a little self-advertisement, he must remain unknown.

Trot about a bit, old chap, the artist had said when he consulted him. Youll get known, and people will buy your books and order them from the libraries. It shows that youre a coming man, and that your real boom has at last begun. Buy a dress-suit and a diamond shirt-stud, and go into society now and then. It will do you good, and youll pick up lots of local colour that you may use later on. Keep your eye to the main chance, my dear fellow, as I do. Never mind what Lena says.

So he took his old friends advice, and, while slaving away by day in that close, stuffy sub-editors den in his ragged office coat, often unshaven and unkempt, he at night appeared, smart and spruce, in faultless attire, in West-end drawing-rooms, where he was lionised as the latest novelist, and where gushing women took him into cosy-corners, and treated him to their inane discourses upon the books they liked best, and the plays which had created an impression upon them.


CHAPTER XIV

IN THE SWIM
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ROSMEAD HAD ALREADY written four books, three of which had been distinct successes, when one day he received a terrible and staggering blow.

His publisher had failed.

Such intelligence was sufficient to crush hope from the heart of any man. For years he had toiled, struggled, and striven, and now, just when he expected substantial cheques for the profits on his books, the company was unable to discharge its liabilities. He consulted the editor of a literary journal, a kind-hearted and firm friend, who was a barrister and authority on all matters of copyright, and from him learned that his position was even graver than he expected. His agreements with these publishers had been for half profits, and giving them the exclusive right to print and publish the books in England, therefore the company had half share in the books, and the latter could neither be reprinted nor withdrawn from the company.

The plain truth was that he was compelled to abandon all his previous work as valueless.

True, he had established a reputation, one that increased daily, for he was now contributing to the best magazines in England and America, and scarcely a day passed without some mention being made of him or his work in one or other of the thousand provincial journals. His books were sought after at the libraries, gossiped about at dinner-tables, and criticised by that gang of superior critics which appears to centre around the office of the Board of Trade. For the past year he had anonymously reviewed his fellow authors works in an important literary journal, and was now asked to sign his criticisms, a fact which showed that he had at length obtained a foothold in literature. He had been elected a member of the Savage upon Teddys proposal, and had joined a fashionable West-end club, where smart society gathered in the private theatre on Sunday evenings to listen to concerts by music-hall artists.

Yet he had striven in vain. All was to no purpose, and with Lenas grumbling and words of derision ever in his ears, he was compelled still to edit the days news at the Evening Telegraph.

Only the working journalist, the man shut up in a close, stuffy room through the hot summer days, with the whirr-click-click-click of half-a-dozen tapes eternally in his ears, the thousand and one items of the days news passing through his mechanical brain, the odour of printers ink and damp paper ever in his nostrils, to-morrows work commencing ere to-days is done; only the man whose lot in life is to dole out the worlds news to the expectant public six times daily knows the rush, monotony, and terrible brain-tear of life within the office of a London evening newspaper.

To Rosmead, the weariness of life in London through those long, breathless August days grew unendurable. He longed, irresponsible wanderer that he was, to get away to peace and to green fields, and would often leave his chambers half-an-hour earlier in the morning in order to stroll about Covent Garden market and sniff that breath of the country borne in by the flowers. Even the smell of the vegetables was to him refreshing in that weary, jaded, depressed frame of mind, with the dust of London over his heart.



With the failure of his publishers he felt much inclined to throw up the sponge. He had written fiction and obtained a fair reputation, but his monetary gains had been paltry indeed, averaging some fifty pounds a year. He had heard of a literary agent, a man whose respectability and probity stood so high that all the most popular novelists entrusted to him the whole management of their affairs. He sold their work, drew up their agreements, collected their royalties, arranged for the securing of American copyrights, and acted as adviser to his clients. In desperation Rosmead sought his aid.

He found a set of handsome, business-like offices, with clerks and typewriters, and was ushered into a small, rather bare waiting-room, the walls of which were embellished with one or two choice engravings, — a room in which many an expectant author has waited to have audience with Mr. Howden, the King of Fiction; an apartment which the majority of latter-day novelists — and of publishers, for the matter of that — are well acquainted with. A few minutes later he was shown into a private room, and found himself in presence of a tall, grey-bearded elderly man, of refined, courteous manner, who spoke low, and listened attentively to Rosmeads story. Around this room were large portraits of popular authors, signed and framed, souvenirs from his clients, for, as is well-known in literary London, Mr. Howden, by acting as an impartial go-between between author and publisher, had succeeded in doubling, trebling, and even quadrupling an authors earnings. In pursuing his just and upright course, much hostile criticism had, of course, been directed against him by minor publishers, who were jealous that the author should obtain his fair share of profits; but respectable and responsible publishers were his friends, while the small set grew furious at the simple mention of his name. Not-withstanding that, through the past decade he, with his son as partner, had lived down criticism, and now held control of the whole fiction market. Through that office passed nearly the whole of the manuscripts of well-known writers; therefore publishers, when they wanted a book by a certain author, applied to Mr. Howden for it. Such is the mode of modern literary business.

In his quiet, pleasant manner the confidential agent gave Rosmead some frank and sound advice as to future enterprises. He had, he said, watched his visitors work, had noticed his steady progress, and concluded by expressing his readiness to act on his behalf.

You have already established the groundwork of a reputation, Mr. Rosmead, the courtly agent said. And it shall be my very best endeavour to further your interests, and to place your next book with some responsible firm at a fair royalty. Of course, you must advance by degrees, but you are not an amateur; the excellency of your work is known, therefore, the difficulties of disposing of future work are small.

I am still engaged in journalism, and Im anxious to leave it, Rosmead declared.

Then my advice to you is remain where you are, answered Mr. Howden, promptly. Continue for the present the course you are pursuing. Then, when I succeed in making contracts ahead for you, you can leave London, live in the country, and do some really good work. Remain patient, and you will succeed.

With these words, uttered in a low, refined voice, still ringing in his ears, Bertram Rosmead went out into the bustling Strand, again hopeful, lighthearted, and eager. He had entered in despair, fearing that he was not of sufficient importance to become one of Mr. Howdens clients, but had left full of renewed courage for the fierce strife of literary life. The agent of the greatest novelists of the day was now his agent. To have Mr. Howden to conduct ones affairs was hall-mark of ones standing among writers of contemporary fiction.

He went home and related to Lena his interview with the agent, and its gratifying result, but his wife only expressed disbelief in all agents, and smiled contemptuously.

Youre anxious to leave London, and to live in the country, she said. Well, when you do so, I shall remain here. I had quite enough of Hounslow. Ill never be buried alive again.

Very well, he sighed.

Besides, she added, if you leave London, you wont be able to go to those At homes you love so much. You go there only to flirt with a lot of women who fancy youre a great genius. Youre getting to be a swell with twopence in your pocket.

Surely theres no occasion to insult me, Lena, he answered, with some asperity. I know well that you care nothing for my interests, but even in face of that I shall continue to strive. In the past youve discouraged me with all your cruel, unsympathetic words, but I am, nevertheless, determined to take Howdens advice. The failure of my publishers is a blow indeed, but Ill not yet despair. Ill commence once again, with hope for better fortune.

And Lena laughed, a dry, contemptuous laugh, as she always did when unable to reply to his sound arguments.

From that day he re-commenced the struggle as eagerly as he had begun it, caring nothing for the sneers in the office of the Evening Telegraph, or for his wifes constant ill-will and penchant for spirits.

In most other men, all sense of refinement would have been dulled by Lenas eternal ill-temper, her ignorance, and her fondness for everything low and vulgar; but he fought against it, schooling himself to regard her with apathy, and to take no heed of her reproaches, her scorn, or her insults. His life was very unhappy and lonely, for with such a wife he could make no friends, and could invite no one to his home. Yet he found now, as he had done even in the early days of his marriage, solace in his work and comfort in his own deep thoughts.

Many have said that the wild rush of journalistic life unfits the man who desires to become a novelist, as it destroys all powers of originality. On the contrary, however, Rosmead, sitting in his close, noisy room, found about him much that was stimulating and worth studying, much that would be of use to him in the future. Some characters in London journalism of to-day are distinctly unique, and if Dickens were still alive, would certainly be handed down to posterity. For example, there is not a pressman in Fleet Street who is not acquainted with that round, merry-faced, fair-bearded, comfortably-built man known as Bishop Crook. The reason for this ecclesiastical appellation is because Mr. Crooks speciality is the supply of church news to all and sundry of the London papers, and be it a consecration, a diocesan squabble, or a Church Congress, Mr. Crook contracts with every subeditor in London to supply a condensed or full report, as ordered. Although he writes learnedly upon ecclesiastical matters, hob-nobs with bishops, and spends many hours in the cosy libraries of deans, canons, and other notabilities of the Church, he is the reverse of sanctimonious. In Fleet Street he freely expresses his opinions in rather forcible language on the Church in general, and on bishops in particular.

Indeed, on one occasion, when he called to interview the late Archbishop of Canterbury upon some important subject, the good-humoured primate, having heard of Mr. Crooks contempt for all bishops, said: How is it, Mr. Crook, that, although you are so sympathetic in your writings, you nevertheless hold such a bad opinion of us? Well, mlord, answered the ever-ready Crook, the fact is, that if I call upon a dean, a canon, or any of the smaller fry, I generally get a very appreciable glass of old port. But when I call upon a bishop or an archbishop, refreshment never makes an appearance. Men from Fleet Street have thirsty souls.

The archbishop laughed. Fleet Street and the Church are like oil and water — eh? he observed, at the same moment touching the bell, a summons which was instantly answered by the butler. In future, said his lordship, addressing the man, whenever Mr. Crook calls, see that he has a glass of the best port — the very best, remember.

Yes, mlord, answered the servant, and withdrew.

Hm, grunted Crook, in his beard, as was his habit, when anything gave him satisfaction.

You see, Crook, observed his lordship, even archbishops arent such bad fellows, after all, are they?

And ever after that, even to this day, it is a joke against the merry purveyor of ecclesiastical intelligence, whenever he has called at the Cheshire Cheese, the Rainbow, Shorts, the Ludgate-station bar, the Romanos, the Marble Halls, or any of those houses of refreshment where journalists most do congregate, that he has called to see the Archbishop.

Another man with whom Rosmead became intimately acquainted was old Mr. Wyatt, the reporter at the Central Criminal Court, a man who, although now dead, with his son reigning in his stead, was known to every London journalist on account of his extraordinary eccentricities. He was nearly seventy, rather deaf, and much addicted to the snuff habit. Since the year of grace 1830 he had sat in his small box, reporting criminal cases for all the London papers, and was the special representative of the Press admitted to all executions in Newgate. Having known the judges in the days when they practised as young barristers in that court, and having watched the career of every member of the bar who frequented the Old Bailey, he was allowed considerable licence.

His worst habits, however, were those of taking snuff, causing frequent explosions in court, and of speaking in very loud tones whatever he had to say. For instance, if the judge was solemnly pronouncing sentence upon a murderer, a loud voice would arise in court with the words— Now then, look sharp, boy, or you wont catch this edition of the Pall Mall. Take a bus. Itll only cost a penny, and this murders worth it.

His lordship, however, would only glance at him severely, and even the usher had orders not to cry him down. For years they had all tried to make him speak lower, but to no avail, so the court was very often convulsed by old Wyatts quaint and pointed remarks to himself. Sometimes, when the court was breathless in expectancy, he would observe aloud: I wonder when were going to have lunch? Or he would bend over to a colleague, and say, I could do with a cold gin, couldnt you? Whereat bar and public would be convulsed with laughter, and his lordship had considerable difficulty in preserving his own gravity.

He was very fond, too, of advising the judge what sentence he should pass, impatiently ejaculating such words as, Oh! give him five years, 

Six monthsll be a lesson, or First Offenders Act. Indeed so well versed was he in criminal law, and such a long experience had he of the ways of the Recorder, that many times he wrote down the sentence, and finished his report, long before sentence had been pronounced. He was one of the most notable characters in journalism, but, like others, he has now passed away, although his memory will linger long in every newspaper office, both for his execrable handwriting, and for his personal eccentricities.

Again, among the wreckage of journalism, that shambling, shabby brigade whom drink, illness, or ill-fortune have placed beyond the pale, and who earn a precarious livelihood as liners, Rosmead found much to study. Drink was the cause of the degradation and poverty of the majority. Many who had occupied good positions on first-class papers were now only too glad to supply a paragraph of a street accident for a shilling, while others scoured London hourly to seek something worth writing about. One man, a good-hearted fellow, who, although he dressed shabbily, and was down at heel, yet expended all his money upon his wife and children, made a speciality of supplying a paragraph daily to all the evening papers descriptive of the weather, and actually made a living out of it, while the speciality of another was the reporting of aristocratic marriages, at the rate of half-a-crown a wedding. He was known as Orange Blossoms, on account of his nose, which, ruddy and pimply, bore outward and visible signs of frequent libations of hot rum.

Amid these surroundings, in a strange little world utterly unknown to the London public, Bertram Rosmead lived and worked, ever observant, ever gauging the character of these men around him, mechanically performing his duties, but always with the hope that ere long he might leave that wild whirl of life and bustle, and be free to devote his time to the profession he loved.

As autumn again gave place to winter, he found invitations still increasing, one which pleased him most being a plain correspondence-card with address embossed in crimson, whereon was written— Mrs. St. Barbe at home. Thursday, November 8, 9.30 P.M.

Of all the cards he had received, even though some of his hostesses bore titles, none gave him such complete satisfaction as this. Literary London knows well the monthly At homes given in winter by that genial traveller, novelist, and critic, Francis St. Barbe, and how in his flat at Kensington one meets everybody in literature who is anybody. Indeed, every person bidden to St. Barbes has done something, is a great writer, a great traveller, a great scientist, a great actress, or a great critic. Therefore, to receive a card was in itself a distinction. For over a year he had been a fellow-contributor with St. Barbe to the literary journal for which he reviewed, and although they had met several times, he had received no invitation until that day.

Rosmead went, and as he closed the door of his chambers, a half-drunken curse from Lenas lips was hurled after him. She had acquired the habit of drinking whiskey at all hours of the day, and often by seven or eight in the evening was in a maudlin condition. In reply to her demand that he should take her to a music-hall, he had refused, pointing out how essential it was that he should go to the St. Barbes, whereupon she had flown into a rage, cursed him and his work, using all the foul expressions picked up in the theatre dressing-room. Night after night, in order to keep her quiet and obtain rest himself, he had taken her to music-hall after music-hall, sitting out the performances, though bored to death; but even that had not satisfied her. Anything which might advance him she hated. Madly jealous of any attention shown him by his hostesses, she grew furious whenever he accepted an invitation, and poured forth upon him torrents of abuse, interspersed with the vilest of curses upon his work and all that concerned him.

With a sigh, he walked quickly to the Temple Station, and took train to Addison Road, half-an-hour later entering the St. Barbes flat. So crowded was it, even to the very door, by a well-dressed, distinguished throng, that it was with considerable difficulty he discovered his host. None of the rooms were large, but in all were books, mostly review-copies, in rows upon rows, signed portraits of celebrities, and curios of all sorts; while the gay, chattering crowd included nearly every writer of note at that moment in London. As he gazed around, he recognised the men and women about him by their portraits in illustrated papers and shop windows, for here once every month the literary set assembled to talk shop and scandal, to sip claret-cup, eat sandwiches, and depart at two or three in the morning. It was always a happy evening, for St. Barbe was a particularly good host, introduced everybody, and was never tired of lending a helping hand to young authors who had distinguished themselves. Indeed, to know St. Barbe was to have a friend, for he was on good terms with everybody.

Among those who crowded the flat, so that there was scarcely breathing space, were men and women whose names were household words wherever the English tongue was spoken: the latest traveller, a sallow man, who had just returned from Thibet, the latest artist, and the latest scientist; while after midnight there came the latest actor and the most renowned actresses, who brought with them the latest and most admired of the younger debutantes. The crowd was a very mixed one, but there was not a person there who was not interesting. St. Barbe made it a rule to exclude outsiders, even though they might be wives of millionaires. No London hostess could gather such a distinguished crowd as he gathered about him.

Rosmead was cordially greeted by his host, but so great was the chatter and loud the laughter, that he could scarcely make himself heard, and a moment later found himself introduced to a dark-haired, full-bearded man, of almost gigantic stature, a renowned Scotch novelist, whose name was at that moment on everybodys lips. The pair commenced to chat, the good-humoured Scotchman observing that he had read and admired Rosmeads last book, a fact which to Bertram was exceedingly gratifying; then together they sought a place against the wall where they could lean and talk.

This is the first time Ive been here, the great writer remarked presently, with a strong Scotch accent, as he gazed around at the throng of well-dressed women and rather spruce-looking men, for those who are on St. Barbes visiting list affect smartness of attire rather than cultivate its artistic negligence. In the mode of wearing their hair alone were they outwardly distinguishable from any other crowd in any other London drawing-room.

Its also my first visit, Bertram answered Then until to-night, observed the leader of the so-called kailyard school, we were among the great unknown.

I was, and still am, said Bertram. You, however, have a reputation wider, perhaps, than anyone in this room.

Well, said the novelist, laughing merrily, I may be known here and there, but Im not much the better for it, Im afraid. Reputation is but a bitter fruit of labour, for it only makes a man vain, discontented, and egotistical.

At that instant a woman, leaning on the arm of an elderly, rather distinguished-looking, thin-faced, grey-haired man, brushed past Bertram, her perfumed chiffons almost touching his face, and in doing so, she gazed for an instant into his face.

For one brief moment their eyes met, and Bertram Rosmead started in amazement. Next second he stood rigid, speechless, petrified.


CHAPTER XV

THE SECRET OF A DAY
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FOR A SINGLE instant only she paused, gazing at Rosmead with a startled, half-fearful look in her luminous eyes, then passed on, leaning upon the arm of her companion. From the crown of her well-dressed hair, with its diamond-edged comb, to the tip of her pointed grey suède shoe she was graceful and chic, her perfect figure well set off by her gown of black silk trimmed with silver, her rounded arms and neck showing white as alabaster.

Pretty woman, that — very pretty, remarked the Scotch novelist, observing the look of recognition she had given his companion Do you know who she is?

Rosmead held his breath, but in a moment recovered his self-possession. No, he answered, somewhat harshly. But I know who she was.

Who she was! he exclaimed. That sounds interesting. Who was she?

I knew her in Paris, Rosmead answered. Her name is Fosca Farini, and as he uttered those words, his eyes followed her graceful figure, and he saw her pass into the small inner room, which, leading from the drawing-room, was decorated as a Moorish lounge.

How smart she is! repeated the novelist. Devilish pretty woman. French, I suppose?

No, Italian.

Then at that moment Teddy ODonovan, a well-known attendant at these gatherings, approached, and commenced to chat. He had painted a portrait of the Scotch novelist, which had been hung, therefore they were not strangers, and the conversation very soon turned upon pictures. Some day, the novelist said I hope my publishers will give you one of my editions de luxe to illustrate. I shall be delighted, the artist answered Let them give me plenty of time, for Im always full up six months in advance, as you know. But Ill try and do some good pictures for you.

Then, turning to Rosmead, he exclaimed— Who do you think is here? Youll never guess I know already, Bertram replied, in a strange, hard tone She is here.

And the Marquis, added the artist The Marquis! his friend exclaimed, in surprise Yes. Theyre both here. How they came to be invited, or where theyve sprung from, Heaven alone knows; but its a solemn fact. And after all this time, too! Have you seen her?

Shes in there, answered Bertram, indicating the Moorish room, and during this discourse they became separated from the Scotch novelist by the chattering throng.

Well, I never thought either of us would meet her again, Teddy said. Its most extraordinary. She looks in pretty easy circumstances, too. Married, perhaps, old chap, and settled down after her little escapade. Girls often do. 

Perhaps, his old friend acquiesced, his eyes still upon the door, where the crowd passed and re-passed. Go in and speak to her. Itll do no harm. She treated you beastly shabbily; but let bygones be bygones. Theres Jimmy Slade, the dramatic critic, over there, and I want to get a couple of stalls for the Savoy from him. So tra-la-la, and a moment later the irrepressible painter had vanished among the gay, laughing crowd.

Bertram stood for a moment in hesitation, still pressed against the wall by the throng, which seemed each moment to increase, till the rooms were crowded to suffocation, and starched collars sank as damp rags. He still wondered which was the best course to pursue. Quickly, however, he decided to seek her, and demand an explanation of that day, long past, when she left him, and sent that cruel letter which had wrecked his life. With that object he went on, pressed forward by those behind.

As he passed the door and entered the Moorish room, he saw, straight before him, a lounge against the wall, with a canopy of yellow silk above it, a covering which shut out the light of the shaded arabesque hanging lamps, rendering it almost dark within. Alone in the deep shadow sat Fosca, a striking figure in black and silver.

She was awaiting him. Her face was white in eagerness and expectancy; her dark eyes seemed to him to burn with all the fire of her old love of long ago.

He approached, simply uttering her name in a hoarse, low voice — 

Fosca!

He tried to utter some word of welcome, but was tongue-tied. In that half-darkness she sat there, an almost weirdly handsome figure, the typical heroine of his last romance, beautiful of feature, graceful in every line. In her black hair the diamond comb alone caught the light, and glowed with a thousand iridescent fires.

Bertram! At last! she exclaimed in French, in a low voice, her white breast heaving and falling quickly beneath its lace. I — I feared lest you would not come to me — that you still hated me.

And why should I come? he inquired, finding tongue at last, as he sank on the soft divan beside her. The love that once existed between us is long ago dead. Is it not best that it should be buried once and for ever?

She glanced at him for a single instant, and even in that half light he saw tears glistening in her eyes.

Yours is not an enthusiastic welcome, she said sadly, in a harsh voice, half choked by emotion.

I do not welcome you, he answered coldly. We have met only by accident, and this encounter is painful.

If to you, she said, then the more so to me. You no doubt believe that in the years that have passed since those old days at the Louvre I have forgotten. But I tell you, Bertram, I have ever remembered you. I have heard long ago of your success as a novelist, but I feared to write to you or see you, because—

Because, he repeated, remembering the pure and affectionate intercourse once existing between them, because you treated me so cruelly. Well, what of your lover? he asked, growing excited.

My lover? she echoed, with a puzzled look.

The man in whose company you left Paris, he said, in a tone of intense bitterness. The man who posed as my friend, yet was my enemy.

Ah! you mean Jean, she cried. Of course. I see it now. You believe that I actually left Paris with him; that I had fallen so low as to deceive you like that. Yes, yes, I made a fatal mistake in writing that heartless, foolish letter. You will never believe me if I tell you that I did not leave Paris with Jean; that, being forced to fly from Paris, I made that excuse to you in order that you, who loved me so well, should believe me worthless and forget. No. You cannot believe me, Bertram, I know.

He looked at her incredulously. The hum and laughter of many voices filled his ears, but half hidden there as he was, no one could see him distinctly.

You wish me to believe this? he asked To believe that you actually wrote that letter without loving Jean, and without any intention of leaving Paris with him?

I ask you to still trust me, Bertram, she said in deep earnestness, her eyes fixed upon his with unwavering glance. I have spoken the truth.

Impossible, he exclaimed impatiently. It is useless to seek to excuse yourself in this manner.

You accompanied Jean to the station, she observed. I was not there.

You might have been in another carriage, or have left by another train, he retorted quickly, for he was angry that she should even now seek to deceive him in this lame manner.

She sighed deeply. I had dreaded this always, she exclaimed, shuddering slightly I felt certain that you could never accept my explanation.

But you do not explain, he declared. You do not tell me why you were compelled to leave Paris.

No, she replied, after a seconds hesitation Thats impossible.

Why? he inquired, surprised at her sudden change of manner, for in that moment she had grown strangely pallid and haggard, as if striving to hide from him some terrible, ever-oppressing secret within her heart. The reason why I left Paris is known only to myself, she faltered.

And you decline to tell me? he remarked.

It is impossible to explain, she answered quickly, her face blanched, her eyes shining upon him with that strange inner love-light he so well remembered. Years had not dimmed his memory of the pink glow of those calm summer evenings when they strolled together in the Tuileries Gardens, or of those sunny afternoons in the Bois, when they sat together in peaceful solitude and indulged in the pleasant day-dreams of youth. She was more beautiful now than then, more chic, more refined, more graceful. In that instant, as their eyes met, the truth was forced upon him that he still loved her. But reflecting upon the lameness of her excuse, and of the strangeness of her secret, he was filled with doubt. If you will not tell me the truth, he said gravely, it is impossible for me to believe you. I have still your letter in which you renounce your love for me, and tell me that you have left Paris with Jean. The truth was, he added, with intense bitterness, that you were aware I had no money, while Jean was rich and able to provide you with luxuries. Life at the Louvre was irksome — you told me so hundreds of times — and seeing in him a mode of quitting it, you did so. It is the same always. Women love for money.

No, she protested fiercely I do not love for money. I should still have loved you, Bertram, had you been in rags. I own that my actions were mysterious, that the letter I wrote you was sufficient in itself to cause you to hate me; but could you know the whole of the true facts, you would never utter those words — words which rend my heart.

Why are you not frank? he inquired reproachfully Surely there is no secret of your past that I must not know?

Yes, she answered, in a low, strained voice, there is a secret — one which I must still keep from everyone, even from you. I left Paris — I was forced to leave by a strange combination of circumstances; but I swear that I went alone, that from the moment when you and I were together in the studio the last time, I have never, until this instant, met Jean Potin. I swear that, and she paused, looking him full in the face. I swear on the tomb of my dead mother that I have ever loved you, Bertram, and have thought of no other man.

And you ask me to believe all this? he exclaimed, with a smile of undisguised cynicism Even with your letter still preserved?

Yes, she answered simply. I ask you to believe me, because I tell you the truth.

Yet you conceal from me your motive?

I must, she answered It is imperative. Will you never believe me?

He hesitated. His mind was overshadowed by doubt.

I cannot believe you, Fosca, he replied at last, drawing a deep breath.

Again she sighed. The tears standing in her eyes showed how deeply in earnest she was, how great was the tumult of emotion within her. In that brief hour all his old passion for her had returned. He compared his peevish, drunken, ignorant wife with her, and the comparison was odious. Yet her explanation was insufficient to satisfy him. She was hiding from him some secret which, in order to place credence in her story, it was necessary for him to know. Thoughts such as these surged through his brain, and he felt himself wavering. Suddenly, from the depths of his being, he felt a delicious freshness arise, like the vague advent of some new faith, and his hand sought hers.

At that instant, however, their host came along, and poking his head beneath the canopy, cried cheerily— Ah, mademoiselle! Ive been hunting everywhere for you — and for you, too, Rosmead. I want to introduce you to Monckton, who is one of our fellow-reviewers — a man you ought to know, and a great admirer of your books. Wait a moment, and that indefatigable centre of this London literary circle carried off Fosca, ere he could utter a word.

But a few moments later his host returned and took him to where Monckton, the well-known reviewer, was standing.

Everybody in that room knew Monckton, the thin-faced young man with fair hair which, although it bore painful traces of having been waved artificially, was the special admiration of ladies. He was clean-shaven, narrow-jawed, with a pair of fine eyes that any woman might have envied, and a face so peculiarly effeminate that one of his witty enemies, whose book he had criticised adversely, had once referred to him as the young man whom the Creator had intended as a ladys maid. He was not a brilliant man by any means, but that little circle of boomers, the dozen or so friends who push each other into notoriety by means of advertisement, had admitted him to their set a year ago, and now his name was known throughout the length and the breadth of the land. Indeed, with his striking personality, his affected manners, and his drawling speech, he was a fair specimen of the literary product of the present age; a man who, by writing a little indifferent poetry and criticising other peoples work with a profound scholarly air, had forced people to believe in his capabilities. True, he had published a book or two of lyrics in the manner of most spring poets, but they had only been remarkable for the extraordinary merit which his friends alone discovered in them. Whenever he published a book, the reviews were more laudatory than those of a collection by the Laureate, and whenever he spoke at public dinners, which was pretty frequently, the morning papers would invariably appear with the head-line Mr. Monckton on Poetry, as if he were a recognised authority. He was a shining light, too, of a club which his friends had started for mutual admiration, and for the purposes of advertisement, a club called after an Oriental poet of the past, whose name, being almost unpronounceable, impressed the ignorant public. This select coterie of log-rollers, who dined once or twice a year, and heralded their dinners by many preliminary puff paragraphs, always made a point of inviting important editors, because the latter would boom them in return for their invitation to the seven-and-sixpenny dinner.

A strange little world is Literary London. How little the public know of it, notwithstanding the Literary gossip of every newspaper.

The Sette of Odd Volumes, the Cemented Bricks, the Argonauts, and the New Vagabonds are all similar clubs, but are more catholic in membership, and do not so openly advertise themselves, nor are their members so painfully wanting in genuine Bohemianism as this charmed circle of poets, minor critics, and indifferent novelists who dribble out little books and puny poems on subjects theological. If a minor writer chances to be particularly friendly with a couple of members it is sometimes decided to boom him, or in other words cram him down the public throat. With that object he is invited to the next dinner, and then around go the ingeniously-worded paragraphs that Mr. So-and-So, whose last book Pants attracted so much attention both here and in America, and whose new study of slum life is just ready, has been invited as guest, &c. The papers, from literary reviews to gutter-journals, print them eagerly; the public, who have never heard of Pants, ask for it at the libraries, and very quickly Mr. So-and-So booms, his advertisement being continued by the report of the dinner, wherein the happy guest is referred to as the new Scott, or the writer whose romances have been declared by more than one critic to be worthy to rank with those of Dickens.

Mushroom reputations such as these last for a year or so, and then die down until, in publishers parlance, they are dead uns. Once, indeed, this little company of log-rollers had actually boomed a man who had never written anything more noteworthy than a few short stories in a boys paper, and whose novel had been refused by every publisher in London. Dozens of artificial reputations are manufactured in this way annually. Men who have struggled on for years and years doing good, honest work, work that would rank far in advance of these Jack-in-the-Box geniuses, are left behind in this race for fame, because they will not condescend to play their own clarion. But to such the proclamations of the newly-arrived sound like tin whistles in an opera orchestra, for the sturdy plodder in literature knows well that the public, although it may be gulled at first by laudatory reviews, will soon allow the dull man who is thus thrust upon them to find his own level, a level from which he will never again ascend. In literature, as in business, a reputation once lost can never be regained.

Again, it is a striking fact in literary London that the more incompetent the writer the more vain he generally becomes. With one or two exceptions, perhaps, the popular writer is never a vain man. In most instances he is surprised at his own success, and, being so, cannot be egotistical. He leaves egotism to those clever young men with whose works his publisher fills up his list; men who earn about one twentieth part his income and to whose wives At homes he is invited in order that he may be lionised.

The difference between Rosmead and Monckton was great. By dint of sheer toil the former had forced his way forward into notoriety, while the reputation of the latter had been gained at the expense of a few midday chops at the Savage Club, one or two seven-and-sixpenny dinners at popular restaurants, with a few notices of books remarkable for adulatory phrases and lines for quotation. The one was a romancer whose work showed talent of the highest order; the other an artificial poet whose lines were far from faultless, and whose moral teaching was somewhat dislocated.

Yet Monckton spoke to the man introduced to him with a languid, patronising air as if the effort of speaking to such a person was a bore. He raised his white, tapering hand, glanced at it, then resting his elbow in his palm, struck an attitude, intended to be imposing.

He began to praise Rosmeads last book, but with his words of approbation were mingled disparaging remarks regarding diction and grammar, in a manner which showed that he intended to impress him with a sense of his superiority. Monckton was nothing if not a superior person.

I dont know that one need be so very particular in writing romance, Rosmead answered, a trifle abruptly, his eyes fixed upon Fosca, who was at that moment chatting with much sprightly gesticulation to an elderly and distinguished R. A. What people want from a writer of romance is a good story, with an absorbing plot, and plenty of go in it. Thats what I always try to produce.

But, my dear Rosmead, drawled the sandy-haired poet, with a look of consternation, think of your style.

Im not a grammarian, answered Bertram, impatiently, for the mans affected superiority disgusted him. Not nine-tenths of my readers care a semi-colon for grammar; they want a story. If they want grammar they can buy Lindley Murray.

Both men laughed. Monckton saw that Rosmead was too straightforward and plain. So confidently did people believe in him that it had become his habit to pronounce his own opinions on everything concerning literature, from the Baconian theory down to his own latest effort in puny verse. For a man to speak of grammar in that flippant manner horrified him. The masters of fiction always paid great attention to style, he observed. Im not a master, and never shall be, Rosmead answered As long as I write an interesting story and the public buy me, I seek no further distinction, and as he spoke, a tall, thin, grey-moustached man brushed past him.

It was the Marquis.

The recognition was mutual. The man, who had been a shabby, penurious artists model in Paris, was now quite spruce and well-dressed, although by the manner in which his evening clothes hung upon him, it was evident he was not at home in them. His face was a trifle greyer than it had been in the days when Rosmead had lived on the Quai Montebello; his hair was thinner, and he had now shaved his beard, that hirsute appendage which had been the despair of so many artists. Ah! Signor Rosmead! the old man gasped in surprise, as his eyes met Bertrams. Yes, the other answered in French, glad of an opportunity to escape from the superior person with whom he had been conversing So you are in London, Marquis?

No, no, he laughed Marquis no longer. Ive dropped my title.

Why?

Because suspicion always attaches to an Italian Marquis, except in his own country, he answered But how have you been all these years?

Rosmead regarded the old man with a smile. Almost involuntarily he placed his hand in his pocket, for he expected the aged model to crave the usual loan of thirty centimes. Farinis eyes were red and shifty, and his breath bore traces of the atmosphere of the refreshment-room.

Oh, Im all right, Rosmead answered cheerfully. But how is it that we meet here? I thought you were always in Paris, and he glanced inquiringly at the old Bohemians sorry attempt at genteel garb.

Ive come with Fosca. Shes here, he explained.

Yes, the novelist replied briefly. Ive been speaking with her. The Bouchon is here, too. Have you seen him?

The Bouchon? cried the old Italian, enthusiastically. No, I havent seen him. Ive been all the evening in the other room, he said, indicating the refreshment-room, in conversation with a gentleman. How is the Signore?

As merry as ever, Bertram laughed.

Hes a great painter now, I hear, the model said. My prophecy has come true. He was the only man at Juliens who could paint my forehead with any degree of accuracy. You know what a difficult forehead Ive got. Ive heard in Paris of his success in your Academy. And you?

Bertram was explaining that he had given up painting and taken to writing fiction when, seeing Fosca left for a moment alone, he, crossing quickly to her, whispered — 

Ive been waiting to get another word with you. First, why are you in London?

To seek you, she answered, raising her fine eyes to his.

How did you know I was here?

I read a paragraph about you in the Petit Journal a month ago. It said that you, Bertram Rosmead, now a successful writer of romance, had once studied art in the Quartier Latin, but, failing, had taken to literature, and now lived in London. Then I knew it was my Bertram, and I came here, she said simply.

He looked straight into her eyes for a single instant. Yes, he saw she was far more beautiful than in the old days. He had noticed how her elegant figure was being everywhere admired. But the crowd had now thinned, for it was past two oclock, and everyone was saying good-night. As he stood talking with her, their host, hot after his exertions to make everyone acquainted with everybody else, approached them, exclaiming in good French— Well, mademoiselle, I hope you havent been bored?

Not at all, she replied, with a glance at the man beside her Ive found here an old friend — a very old friend.

Oh, you were acquainted, were you? he asked, addressing the novelist and laughing. Yes, in Paris, long ago, he replied; and then, as his host moved away, he asked her for her address, in order that he might call upon her. Were staying at the Waterloo Hotel, in Jermyn Street, she answered When will you come?

To-morrow, at three, he replied, after a seconds hesitation. Very well, she said, as the Marquis came up to take charge of her Till then, good-bye; and in a low, earnest half-whisper she added, Remember, what I have said is the truth. I swear it is. Reflect before you prejudge me. For a moment her tiny hand, in its long cream glove, rested in his. Then she turned and left him.

A quarter of an hour later he was driving along Kensington Gore towards his dingy Inn, her words still ringing in his ears. The night was chill and silent, the long rows of gas-lamps bright and brilliant. London was asleep beneath a very peaceful sky, which was studded with stars.


CHAPTER XVI

FRIENDS! 
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MISSED YOU LAST night, old fellow. Where did you get to? inquired Bertram, as he burst into Teddys studio early next morning. He had sent a note to the office excusing himself from duty that day, and had come down to Kensington on purpose to consult his friend. I left early, the painter answered, casting himself into a chair, and throwing back his head upon the cushion behind I was at the Savage late on the night before, and felt a bit chippy. I saw you chatting with Fosca under the canopy — well, and the result?

The result — eh? Well, the result is nothing.

Youve charged her with being unfaithful, and all that, I suppose?

Yes, and she denies it, answered the novelist, sinking into a chair She declares that she never accompanied Jean, and that she wrote the letter merely because she wished me to believe her worthless.

Then she loved somebody else, and wanted to get rid of you, observed Teddy, philosophically. She swears shes never loved anybody else.

A lame excuse — a devilish lame excuse, Teddy grunted dubiously.

Bertram hesitated whether he should tell his friend everything. He could trust ODonovan, who knew well the secret sorrow which oppressed his heart. Therefore he resolved to narrate the facts as Fosca had related them. She has told me a strange story, he said, his eyes fixed upon those of his friend She says that she was forced to leave Paris and to part from me. She loved me, yet it was imperative that we should separate; therefore she wrote that cruel letter, in order that I might cast her aside as unfaithful and worthless.

Forced to leave Paris? echoed the ODonovan. Why?

Ah! thats just the point, Bertram answered, with a sigh She wont explain.

Suspicious, observed the other. Its impossible to place credence in a story such as that without a knowledge of the whole facts. If she really loved you, why didnt she take you into her confidence? No, my dear fellow, if I were you I wouldnt let the matter rest here. Id make her tell me the truth. If she loves you shell tell you at last. Women are fond of affecting secrecy in such matters.

It was such an extraordinary meeting, Bertram said, stretching himself in his chair She says that she read a paragraph about me in the Petit Journal and came to London expressly to seek me.

Im afraid thats not quite true, Teddy answered. Before leaving last night I made a remarkable discovery, one which fully accounts for the Marquis and Fosca being in London.

What was it? inquired the other, eagerly.

Well, when I came across the Marquis in the crowd I fully expected him to pin me in a corner and extract the usual loan. But he didnt; and a quarter of an hour later I learnt a most astounding fact. The Marquis is a rich man.

A rich man! Has he at last inherited the family castle in Spain?

No; it seems hes dropped on his legs in a very remarkable way, even though a little late in life. You know he was always a pretty good musician. Well, it seems that in his younger days he was a violinist at La Scala Theatre, in Milan, and rose to be conductor of the orchestra there. A drinking bout was the cause of his services being dispensed with, and he went to Paris, but from that time sank lower and lower, until he became a model for the head, and as such we knew him. But in his sober moments, during the past few years, the old boy has composed an opera, a work which a year ago was produced in Vienna, and afterwards in Paris, where it met with such success that it has already been heard in all the European capitals.

The Marquis has written an opera! cried Bertram, his eyes opening incredulously Never. Whats its title?

 The Loaned Threepenny-Bit would have been an apt one, laughed Teddy, but its real title is II Parpaglione.

II Parpaglione! gasped the other Why I saw it a week ago at Covent Garden. Its magnificent. Half London raves over it, and seats are booked months in advance. Surely the Marquis didnt compose that splendid music?

He did, without doubt, Teddy replied, taking up the morning paper, and, pointing to the advertisement, handed it across to him Theres his name.

Bertram looked and saw there true enough the announcement:— To-night at eight. Farinis famous opera, II Parpaglione.

Why the profits from such a work must be enormous, he exclaimed, glancing again towards his friend.

I should rather think they were, Teddy replied. Look what a run its had. Im told that in Italy its played in two or three towns every night. The Italians have gone stark mad over it. Who would ever have dreamed that the Threepenny Marquis could do anything except drink a bilboquet, borrow thirty centimes and predict the future success or failure of the man to whom he sat for St. Peter. Its truly astounding.

But of course he was always a good musician, Bertram exclaimed I remember once when Bresson, of the orchestra at the Français, was in our rooms, and we induced the old chap to give us a tune on his mandolin, he declared that the Italians music was faultless. Dont you remember you asked what song it was he had played, and he replied that it was one of his own, and we all laughed him to derision. The idea of that drunken old scamp composing a song was too absurd. Yet now we know the truth. Poor old Marquis! In those shabby down-at-heel days nobody believed in him any more than they did in us, Teddy observed. He was too good a Bohemian ever to boast, or even refer to his own talents.

Yet Il Parpaglione is the work of a master. Go and see it, urged Bertram.

I will. Already Ive heard lots of the music, the artist answered. For the past six months or so, every orchestra has had selections from it on their programme. It is splendid, and although Im not a critic of music, seems to me to equal the best work of Verdi or Puccini.

Yes, I entirely agree with you there. The Marquis is undoubtedly a genius. To think that his head should hang in the galleries as that of St. Peter! Its too funny.

I doubt whether the much-painted saint himself had a finer head, laughed Teddy. He certainly didnt possess such a capacious throat or so charming a daughter.

Ah, Fosca! exclaimed his friend, his mind ever reverting to the woman he loved. Im going to call on her this afternoon.

Then compel her to tell you everything. Clear up the mystery, or it will worry you to death. You were hard hit in those days, and you havent yet got over it.

I shall never get over it, I fear, old fellow.

The artist sighed. He knew that his friend, ever modest and sincere, spoke the truth. Fosca, the sprightly neat-ankled girl who had come like a ray of sunshine to brighten their shabby old studio, and had captivated them all in the old days on the Quai Montebello, was now, as the daughter of the distinguished composer, more graceful, more strikingly beautiful with her Parisian chic, her bright eyes and her musical laughter, than she had been when her face was rendered pale and haggard by long hours in the Magasins du Louvre. Teddy saw that in Rosmead all the old fire of love had been rekindled, that she was still his idol, even though she had once cast him aside in favour of a more wealthy lover, even though in his own bizarre home his peevish wife was fast drinking herself to death.

Dont act rashly, old chap. Thats all my advice, the artist said.

Im not likely to, his friend sighed. You, Teddy, are the only man who knows my secret. To the world Im a happy, successful man, whose reputation grows daily, and who has every prospect in life, but alas! at heart Im one of the most wretched fellows on earth. Without comfort at home, without a single friend except yourself, I live on from year to year, growing every day more careless of the future, because it can only bring me vexation and sorrow. I have striven and fought for my standing in my profession until I have gained the mastery, but the result is only an empty name. There is no brightness in my home, or in my heart, because mine has been a vain effort, its result a fruitless blank. Fame has come to me, but alas! at what bitter cost! he added in the voice of a man over-burdened with poignant sorrow. Teddy was struck by his weary, dismal countenance, whence all life appeared to have been effaced by the long years of toil and disappointment.

No, dont give up, my dear old fellow, he cried, rising and placing his hand upon his friends shoulder. One woman alone loves you and has your interests at heart. It is, however, not just that you should love her. Long ago I told you that Lena would be your ruin. She is worthless — absolutely worthless, and unfitted to be the wife of an honest straightforward man of your stamp.

Why do you say she is worthless? asked Rosmead Whenever you speak of her I always have a strange fancy you are in possession of some secret that you would like me to know. What is it?

The artist hesitated, his eyes, with an unusually serious expression, fixed upon those of his friend. I say that shes unfit to be your wife, Bertram. I can say no more than that, he answered very gravely.

You advise me to abandon her? he asked in a low voice. Yes. Come back to life — love, be a man.

To love Fosca instead? he inquired with knit brows.

I did not suggest that, the artist replied, waving his hand in a vague way. No, I will not advise you to forsake your wife for a woman who has already played you false.

But Foscas secret? the novelist observed uneasily. Intense emotion was stirring him.

Ascertain its nature. Then consider how you should act, Teddy suggested. The ways of women are very strange. Even now she may be lying to you.

No, he murmured bitterly, I believe she speaks the truth. But I must not love her — I dare not.

He was shaken by so frightful a sob that Teddy could not restrain his own tears. Their hands were clasped, their hearts full of the softest emotion. Could Bertram Rosmead have known the ghastly truth, he would have been struck by the nobility of soul which had lain for so long behind his friends anxiety.

But the death born of doubt had swept through him, shattering everything, and rendering his body but the sepulchre of all his hopes and aspirations, of all his energies, of all his love.


CHAPTER XVII

THE CUP OF PLEASURE
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THE AFTERNOON WAS chilly, and as Fosca sat over the fire in her cosy little sitting-room in the Waterloo Hotel, that essentially foreign hostelry in Jermyn Street, she shivered and drew her low chair nearer.

Suddenly the Marquis entered from the adjoining room, red in the face and fuming. He was coatless, and his hair was awry on account of a strenuous, but futile effort to button a very stiff collar. Confound these laundry-womens triumphs, cried the old man, in anger, speaking in Italian, as he always did when vexed. I cant button the thing.

Oh, let me do it! exclaimed Fosca, jumping up and taking the refractory collar in her hand Poor babbo, youre always in trouble over your clothes nowadays.

Madre di Dio! Yours give you enough trouble, too, he snapped Youre always at the dressmakers, and I have to pay some very interesting bills.

You know you always like to see me look very nice, she laughed Come, let me button your collar! and with a deft movement she fixed the stud in its place Shall I tie your cravat for you?

No, no, he answered Only a man can tie a mans bow properly. Holy Virgin! one has to pay dearly for a bit of success. In the old days I never wanted a collar, and I was far more comfortable without one.

But we both often wanted a meal, Fosca observed a trifle gravely. And if your success had come earlier poor mother might have been saved a lot of suffering.

Ah, yes! sighed the great composer, growing grave in an instant at mention of his dead wifes name Poor dear! If I had only had this success two or three years ago her life perhaps might have been saved by the great doctors. There is, alas, no help for the invalid poor. Monsieur Rosmead asked last night after her, and I was compelled to tell him the truth — that she was dead. Then suddenly breaking off, he added, By the way, hes going to call on you to-day, isnt he?

Yes, babbo; hes due here now, she answered, hesitating slightly, her cheeks flushing. Well, you must entertain him yourself, he replied. I suppose in polite society, such as we are compelled nowadays to affect, it isnt considered quite the thing for an unmarried woman to receive a gentleman. Yet you often went walks with him in Paris, young puss, and I suppose you still love him now, if the truth were told — eh?

Why? she asked, with affected indifference The look on your face when you met him was quite sufficient to tell me the truth, answered the Marquis. Im old now, my dear, but I, too, was young once. And he sighed. Poor babbo, she answered, looking at him gravely But youre not very old! youll live years longer yet, and write lots more operas.

No, he replied, with a touch of sadness I have no further ambition to write. One success, such as the Parpaglione, is sufficient. I shall never do anything better — never.

Oh, yes, you will, cried his daughter, cheerily. Im sure you will. After this, well go to Tuscany, to Lucca, that grey, quaint old city where we stayed six months ago. There you can settle down to work again, and in easy circumstances. Well have a nice villa with a terrace and a garden, with trailing vines and an arbour where we can dine together. It will be quite an ideal existence. I love the old place.

But you forget, her father said, interrupting her, you forget that Im a born Bohemian, and cant settle anywhere; you forget, too, that you may marry, and then I shall not want a villa. A couple of rooms off the Boul. Mich. are good enough for me.

No, no, Fosca answered quickly. Ill never allow you to go back there again. Remember who you are now — the most distinguished composer of the day, the man of the hour. Look upon your writing-table there, and see the invitations which have come to you from well-known people who want to lionise you, the applications for interviews, and for autographs. Do not they convince you that you ought not to drift back to the old life of the Quartier? No, babbo; you shall never go there. The influence of your companions there would be fatal.

In other words, he laughed, you mean that I should just drink myself to death?

When you dont drink you know youre much better in both health and temper, she said, with a convincing air.

But he laughed lightly, stroking her dark hair as she lifted her handsome anxious face to his.

I must be going, he said. I have an appointment at Covent Garden Theatre at three, so Ive only just time. Youll wait and see your lover, of course. Rosmeads a good fellow, a very good fellow. I always liked him. Hes become quite a famous romance-writer, I hear.

Yes, Fosca replied. Even the Paris papers speak of him as one of the most prominent among English novelists.

But why do you refer to him as my lover, babbo? she inquired, laughing a trifle nervously. Because he was so long ago, and, judging from your lover-like attitude at St. Barbes last night, I assume that the old love has been revived, answered the Marquis, a mischievous twinkle in his dark, deep-set eyes.

Fosca blushed, but did not answer. The old Bohemian knew by her demeanour that he spoke the truth. Well, dont marry too quickly, thats all, her father urged You know how lonely I shall be without you, especially nowadays, when I have to put on a clean starched shirt every night, and dress like a café-waiter.

His daughter laughed. One of his pet aversions was evening dress. He always declared that he bore a striking resemblance to Monsieur de Paris, the official French headsman, and she often declared to her friends that her father would be entirely satisfied with his success were it not for the fact that he had now to conform to the conventional rules of society. He could no longer drink that cheap wine of the Quartier he loved so well, nor could he consume those long rank cigars. For good Havanas he had no appreciation. Like many another Bohemian, whom Dame Success has dragged out of the Latin Quartier, he retained a secret affection for those thin and particularly choking cigars which one purchases for ten centimes at the corner of the Rue Madame. He was at home beyond the Pont Neuf, where he could lounge in the little cafés or eat at Mother Gérys, and chat with the men he knew; but here, in London society, the admired composer of one of the most notable operas of the past ten years, he felt uncomfortable, and even hated his success because of the social duties it imposed upon him.

To Fosca, however, the gaiety was pleasant. Long ago, when serving; those grand ladies at the Louvre, she had often wished that she, too, might be rich, receive invitations to balls and dinners, and wear dresses which other women would admire and envy. In her day-dreams she had sometimes imagined herself in the place of one of those women whose accepted invitations were so numerous that they had to keep a diary of them, and now she was actually one of them. For more than a year her life with her father had been one perpetual round of gaiety in Vienna, in Petersburg, in Milan, in Berlin, in Rome, and now in London. Courted and flattered because of her extreme beauty, she had drained the cup of pleasure to the dregs, but inwardly she told herself that not one man she had met had ever stirred within her heart the chord of love. In her memory there had ever remained the image of the one man for whom she entertained affection — the dark-haired, grave-faced, unsuccessful artist, the man whom she had so deeply wronged. But at such times there would arise within her a remembrance, a strange, terrible ghost of the past which held her transfixed, dumb, horror-stricken.

It was in this mood that she sat when a few moments later the Marquis had left, having struggled into his coat, and lit one of his favourite ten-centime cigars, which he found he could purchase at a shop in Coventry Street, Haymarket. She presented a somewhat nervous appearance as she crouched again beside the fire, her tiny red morocco shoes upon the fender. Her dress of pearl-grey, which any woman would have recognised as bearing the unmistakable stamp of the Rue de la Paix, rendered her figure more slim and fragile than her black costume of the previous night, but it suited her complexion well, even though her face was a trifle pale and anxious. She had glanced at the little travelling-clock on the mantelshelf, and had seen that it was already past three, when almost the next second the man she was expecting was ushered in.

She rose slowly to meet him, and he took her hand without a word. Then, when they had both seated themselves and the door had closed, she exclaimed, in French: So you have come! I began to think you did not intend to see me again.

For both our sakes, Fosca, it would have been best, perhaps, if I had not come, he answered in a low intense tone, his voice shaken by an emotion he tried in vain to subdue.

Why? she inquired quickly, in some surprise. You made an appointment. If you had not kept it, your conduct would not have been gentlemanly.

I know it, he said. But there are times when even rudeness is judicious.

She sighed, guessing at what he hinted.

I have learnt, he went on, I have learnt of your fathers wonderful success, and of your recent travels all over Europe. The Marquis is certainly to be congratulated, and you, too, on possessing such a talented father. I saw the Parpaglione the other night, but never dreamed that he, my old friend, the father of the woman I loved, composed that delightful music.

The woman you loved, she repeated in a low voice, sad and mournful, staring into the fire. You use the past tense. Then you no longer love me?

He hesitated, gazing at her white, haggard face, and seeing there how soul-weary she was.

I did not say that, he hastened to assure her. Any declaration of affection is, however, futile under the circumstances.

Why?

Because you refuse to be frank with me, he answered.

Ah! she gasped, holding her breath for a single instant. Ah, yes! I, of course, told you last night.

You told me nothing, he observed. It is to ask you to confide in me the truth that I have come to you now.

I have told you the truth, she answered, composing herself in determination.

You say that the cause of your leaving Paris was not love for Jean. Well, what was it? he demanded. Surely, Fosca, I, of all men, have a right to an explanation?

Yes, she slowly answered You have a right, the greatest right, but unfortunately my motive for leaving Paris on that day was a secret, and must still ever remain a secret.

One that inculpates you?

Inculpates me! she gasped, blanching to the lips in an instant. What do you mean?

Was it possible, she wondered, that he could have any suspicion of the terrible truth concealed within her heart?

I mean that you wrote to me, saying that you preferred Jean. What guarantee have I that such was not actually the case?

She breathed again more freely. Evidently he knew nothing.

You have only my word, Bertram, she answered quietly, looking him straight in the face, with her bright, dark eyes brimming with tears. The word of an honest woman.

At that instant Rosmead felt himself wavering. Was it true, after all, that his doubts were without foundation; that she really loved him with that true womanly love for which his heart had yearned so long. He remembered Lena, the degenerated product of the theatre dressing-room, the idle, intemperate woman who had done her best to bring him down to her own level, who had forced him to drink with her in those low bars he abominated; the woman who would journey half London over if she thought whiskey would be offered her; the woman who would pawn the rings he had given her, buy gin with the proceeds, and drink it neat until their rooms stank with its stale, nauseating odour.

Often and often had a lump arisen in his throat, and bitter tears welled in his deep, serious eyes when, after trying to argue with her, and show her the folly of her actions, she had raved at him, abusing and cursing him. Many and many a night had he gone out, crushed and hopeless, wandering down one or other of the quieter streets off the Strand to the Embankment, plunged in his own sad thoughts, with his future dismal and hopeless. Everywhere, in the eyes of all his friends, Lena had disgraced him. He never now took her anywhere, because of her terrible craving for drink. He had grown callous, and ceased to regard her with affection. She had by her constant ill-temper, her utter disregard for his well-being, her disgraceful behaviour, and her ever-ready abuse, dulled his senses and stifled all the love that ever existed within his heart.

Now, at this moment, with Fosca at his side, he could only regard the woman who bore his name as an encumbrance.

He remembered ODonovans advice, and resolved to stand firm and seek an explanation. I should never have doubted your honesty, Fosca, he said, after a long pause, were it not for that letter.

It was a mistake which Ive ever since regretted, she answered quickly, adding, Then you dont think Im honest?

I cannot judge until I know the true facts, he responded diplomatically At present you are only seeking to mystify me.

No, no, she protested vehemently Believe me, Bertram, I would tell you all — explain everything — if I only dared. But I dare not. It would be fatal.

Because you think that the truth would reflect upon you too strongly?

Ah! she sighed deeply, in a trembling voice If I could tell you, even then you would never believe the strange facts without proof — and proof I could not give you. Silence is best, even though it be enforced.

A silence that will drive me to desperation.

No, no, she answered Believe that I am still an honest woman, that I do not lie to you, that — that I love you.

He looked at her long and earnestly. In exercising his profession as novelist, he had learned to observe closely, to analyse character, and to divine thoughts. He saw in her eyes that bright, eager, wistful look which cannot be feigned — the glance of genuine love. He was inclined to believe her, yet, sitting there in her chair, her head thrown back, her red lips parted, displaying her even rows of pearly teeth, her dark hair straying in tiny tendrils across her white brow, she seemed to him so typical of Circe that he hesitated.

Was her declaration of love mere caprice, he wondered. Was it not likely that in the years that had passed she had had a troop of lovers? The great beauty she had developed was sufficient guarantee that many men had admired her, and what more natural than she should have reciprocated their love? She had come to England to participate in her fathers success, and now, finding in her old student-lover a man of mark, she had resolved to again bring him to her side, and to toy with his affections as she had done in those days of long ago. Such thoughts flashed through his brain as he sat before her, and his heart hardened.

Witnessing the heavy look upon his face, she slowly stretched forth her white, bejewelled hand, but he did not offer to take it.

Do you believe no word I utter? she asked in a low, intense tone.

I cannot feel convinced that you still love me, he answered. If you did, you would at least confide in me.

I do confide in you, she protested My inability to explain the reason why I left Paris on that morning, long ago, is not my own fault. I act under compulsion.

You fear an exposure of the truth, he observed in a half whisper.

Yes, she sighed. At present the truth must remain hidden from everyone, even from you, the man I love. If I told you it would be fatal to your interests — as well as to mine.

I really dont understand you, Fosca, he said, growing for a moment impatient You seem determined to mystify me without any just reason.

No, she answered. You mystify yourself by continuing to repeat the one question to which I am unable to give a satisfactory reply.

Why?

Because I do not myself know the actual truth of the circumstances which forced me to leave Paris, therefore I cannot explain to you that which is still a mystery, she replied with an affected calmness. Her face had grown hard-set and very pale, as if she were struggling desperately to preserve the great secret of her life, one which ever oppressed her, holding her crushed and powerless.

On his part, he was hesitating whether he should tell her of his marriage, or whether it would be best to leave her without referring to the unfortunate bond which held him galled, and aloof from her. Her determination to preserve her secret — which he felt confident was a guilty one — made it impossible to believe in her declaration of constant affection. Once he thought he had detected an artificial ring in her voice, and by this his suspicions became deep-rooted. His nature was by no means impetuous. His careful studies of character and human nature had rendered him a little cold and cynical, a trifle world-weary before his time, as it ever does with men who practise the profession of letters. The novelists success depends mainly upon his keen insight into character and his quick perception of all the emotions and passions that stir the human heart, powers which he only achieves after long and constant studies, studies which in the majority of cases render him coldly philosophical, with a disbelief in any unselfishness in human nature, morose perhaps, and generally wearied, and apathetic of the worlds pleasures. Bertram Rosmead was, however, not naturally a morose man. Constantly depressed by Lenas ill-temper and intemperance, he had, nevertheless, become dull, and careless of all beyond the manuscript which at the moment lay upon his writing-table.

Should he confide in Fosca? Should he tell her of his unfortunate union with a woman he had never, and could never, love?

He paused.

She had not been frank with him; therefore, he would not be frank with her. No. He determined to part from her, and allow her to remain in ignorance. When she discovered the truth, she would be filled with chagrin. That should be her punishment.

I think, he said at last, regarding her with a calm, open look, I think it was rather unfortunate for us both that we should have met again like this, Fosca. It has only opened up old wounds, which I thought were healed long ago.

Are you sorry? she asked, in a low, reproachful whisper Do you actually regret, Bertram? Yet you used to declare that you would love me my whole life through, you used to assure me, when we walked together in the Bois — do you remember those days? — how well you loved me, how that I was your heart, body, and soul? And now all is of the past. You regret because we have met, she added, sighing, with poignant bitterness. We were both young and foolish then, he stammered Age and experience changes everyone.

Then if it has changed you, she said, in a voice half choked with emotion, if you no longer love me, there is little use for us to meet again. When you reflect, are you not convinced that I, too, loved you truly then; are you not convinced that I cared for no one except yourself?

Yes, he responded promptly You loved me once, Fosca — until you knew that I was penniless.

Ah, no! she cried, bursting into tears, as, rising suddenly, and standing at his side, she grasped his hand I swear it was not so. Money had nothing whatever to do with it.

But love had, he interrupted ruthlessly You loved Jean Potin.

Never, she declared I swear I never did, any more than you loved the — that woman whom your friend ODonovan adored.

He noticed with what strange hesitancy she spoke of the mysterious Violette, and wondered. It seemed as though, for some unknown reason, she hated the dead womans memory. But from motives which you are, even now, resolved to hide, you led me to believe so, he observed, without attempting to disguise the doubt consuming him.

She sighed, then held her breath, regarding him with a troubled, wistful expression.

I know, I know, she murmured. But you will forgive my one foolish action? I desired to leave behind me all of the past, even you, because — because I was unworthy your love, she cried, in tears.

Your words are sufficient proof of your unfaithfulness, he answered, in a chilling tone.

My unfaithfulness! she echoed blankly. Ah! If I could tell you — if I dared to tell you — all! But you will never believe me — never.

No, he said, rising slowly, and putting her outstretched hand from him. You speak the truth, Fosca. I cannot believe vou.

You believe that I lie to you, she gasped, drawing back, and regarding him through her tears.

I express no opinion, he answered coldly; none beyond the suggestion that we should not meet again.

You will forsake me because — because of this, she wailed, in a trembling voice.

When you care to give me a clear explanation, I am ready to hear it, he replied. Until then, we shall not meet.

He stretched forth his hand, and hers lingered in it for a moment. Then he released her, and, turning, left the room without further word; while she, when the door had closed, flung herself upon the couch, and, heedless of everything, gave way to a torrent of bitter tears. The man she loved better than life, the man who had been ever in her thoughts since that well-remembered day when she had fled secretly from Paris, had forsaken her, because he believed her worthless, soulless.

Yet her secret held her dumb.


CHAPTER XVIII

THAT WOMANS LOVER

[image: img145.jpg]

TWO HOURS LATER, while the yellow London twilight was fast darkening, Fosca sat in the low chair, her red, tear-stained eyes fixed blankly upon the flickering fire, reflecting bitterly upon the interview with Bertram, and its result. The Marquis had not yet returned, and she had not rung for the lights, preferring to remain in the glimmer of the fading day, as it harmonised better with her own sad thoughts.

Bertram had discarded her. He had forsaken her because of her inability to speak the truth, and she was now trying to devise some excuse by which she might bring him again to her side. She had staked all — her heart, her soul, her honour — and she had lost. He doubted her. He had implied that she lied to him, and had coldly told her that further belief in her honesty was impossible. She had, therefore, no hope of regaining his love, because she knew too well, alas! that any explanation was out of the question. Her lips were sealed in a fatal silence.

She murmured some strange, incoherent words, sighed deeply, and then remained with her pointed chin resting in her palm, her eyes fixed again upon the fire.

In this reflective attitude she sat for some time without stirring, when suddenly she was awakened from her painful reverie by the door opening, and the waiter exclaiming in French — 

There is a gentleman to see mademoiselle.

Who? asked Fosca, turning quickly. Monsieur has given no name, the man answered. Will mademoiselle see him?

Fosca, now thoroughly aroused, reflected for a moment. It was strange that a man who wished to see her should refuse his name. It savoured of mystery. Her first impulse was to decline to see the stranger, but on second thought that it might be someone who desired to see her father on business, she, after a moments further hesitation, told the waiter to admit him.

The door closed, but opened again quickly as the mysterious caller was ushered into the sitting-room, where the only light was from the flickering flames, and where Fosca was still sitting in a calm, unruffled attitude. He was stout of figure, florid of complexion, and breathed heavily, as if the ascent of the stairs had been too much for him. Unable to see him distinctly, she leaned forward, regarding him with some surprise.

The light of a leaping flame suddenly fell full upon his face, revealing his features, and as she next instant recognised them, she uttered a startled cry of dismay, then sat glaring at him. The waiter had left, and they were alone together. Ah! he exclaimed, in French, in a low, meaning tone, as, uninvited, he walked across and took a vacant chair near her — the one in which Bertram had sat. I see you have not forgotten.

How could I ever forget? she gasped, pale and trembling.

No, he answered, in a coarse, hoarse voice. I suppose the recollection isnt very pleasant. He spoke French almost perfectly, yet his slight accent pronounced him an Englishman.

Again the furtive flame shot up and illuminated the coarse, florid face with its grey side-whiskers. The features revealed were those of the shambling recluse of Staple Inn, Sir Douglas Vizard, the man whose name was on the list of patrons of many benevolent societies and religious institutions, and who so often spoke at young mens meetings at Exeter Hall.

And you have sought me out to taunt me again, to drive me to desperation — perhaps to suicide! she cried bitterly, glaring at him, her tiny hands clenched, her rings sparkling in the firelight.

I have no desire that you should make such a fool of yourself, my dear, he answered with imperturbable coolness, sitting back, with his crossed legs stretched towards the fire. Of course Im well aware that my presence isnt very welcome, he added with mock politeness. I really couldnt allow you to come to London without paying you a visit. I wrote asking you to call on me, but as you refused, I have come to you.

She lifted her eves to his with a look of ineffable hatred.

Are you so brutal, so devoid of all human sympathy, that you take a delight in thus torturing me? she cried fiercely. Have you forgotten the last occasion when we met?

No; I have cause to remember it, he answered, with a sarcastic laugh. Just at the moment you thought yourself safest I turned up at your hotel in Vienna, like a skeleton at the feast — eh? And he smiled inwardly as he saw the impression his ruthless words produced upon her. Surely you have by this time learnt that it is impossible to rid yourself of me, he added; therefore why make attempts which must always result in your chagrin?

Hear me! she cried in a hard, stern voice, rising, and standing erect in defiance before him. I will rid myself of you who haunt me thus like some gaunt shadow. There is a limit to human suffering, and you have driven me very near to it. In these years that have passed you alone have held me fettered within your thrall; you alone have rendered me nervous and wretched; you alone have tortured me until I have a hundred times been upon the verge of suicide. In Paris, when I had no money, I was unworthy your attention; but these last two years, ever since we met by chance in the Montagne de la Cour in Brussels, you have haunted me — in Berlin, in Rome, in Vienna, in Paris, and now in London. I hate you!

And yet I am mademoiselles best friend! he observed in a half-reproachful tone. No, she answered; my worst enemy. At intervals you seek me, recall all the horrible past, and profit by my misfortune.

Have I not saved you from exposure, disgrace, and even something more terrible? Is it not to me alone that you owe everything?

But will you never forget? she cried despairingly Will you never allow me a respite of peace and happiness, or must I hope only to escape you by self-destruction? Believe me, I do not fear death, tortured as I ever am by these haunting remembrances, these hideous ghosts of the past.

She was standing before him, an erect, elegant figure, her face pale and determined, an air of tragedy in her attitude.

My dear girl, he replied, with a brutal laugh, your life is entirely in your own hands, and it really matters nothing to me. If you prefer to kill yourself you only acknowledge your own cowardice by so doing.

No, she retorted, you, yourself, are the coward to treat a woman with such cold cruelty. Once you thought the knowledge you hold gave you power over me, but you were mistaken. I defied you, she said, vehemently I still defy you!

Yes, yes, he laughed. Ive heard all that fine talk from your pretty lips before. Defiance, however, is a word you shall expunge from your vocabulary. Only those who are pure and honest can afford to use that expression.

And I am not? she cried, her bright eyes flashing in anger You deliberately seek me out to insult me!

I have said nothing, my dear, to reflect upon your good name, he answered, a trifle more politely, fearing lest, losing control over herself, she might create a scene. He was not prepared for that, because his name and reputation were too well known in London. Then why have you come here? she demanded Why did I seek you last time, in Vienna?

To blackmail me, she answered boldly.

He bowed, as though she had paid him the most delicate of compliments. The great brassy rings on his coarse hands shone brightly in the fitful light, and from the heavy albert across his broad waistcoat Foscas eyes caught the glint of gold.

You are determined to grow fat upon my misfortune, she observed hoarsely. When I was a mere shopgirl in the Louvre, you only troubled me with your attentions, bringing me flowers and sweetmeats during business hours, and getting me into trouble with the head saleswoman. But now, when you know that I can obtain money from my father, you are determined to have the full price of my secret.

I gave you the choice of an alternative, he observed abruptly. One that was an insult to my honour, she cried, in a voice of withering contempt. One that no honest woman could accept!

Honest woman! he echoed, for the first time betraying signs of impatience Go to the mirror, light the gas, and see whether your face is that of an honest woman, he said, in a tone of mingled anger and disgust.

And you! she retorted, with a gesture of antipathy That you, the bearer of one of the oldest and most honoured names in England, should descend to gain a womans love by the despicable means to which you have resorted, can only fill one with utter scorn and loathing.

Are such recriminations of any use? he asked Why exhaust the dictionary in this manner? Surely your own actions have been far worse than mine. Rather let us transact our — shall we call it business? — and end this interview.

She paused, motionless, statuesque. Unable to stir a muscle, she knew that she was powerless in this mans hands — that a word from him and an exposure would be brought about, an exposure before facing which she would rather kill herself. Her life was irrevocably in the hands of this coarse, brutal man who delighted in torturing her with hideous remembrances, as a mode of holding her cowed and terrified.

If I thought we would never meet again, I would willingly pay you any price you ask, she said, in a monotonous voice, as if speaking to herself.

No, he replied, with that feigned politeness which aggravated her I would not wish to put mademoiselle to inconvenience for any large amount. In fact, I prefer small sums. They are much more acceptable just at this period, when things in the City are not over-bright.

She made a gesture of impatience.

Then you are resolved to taunt me, always? she cried Shall I never escape your abominable attentions?

I do not intend that you should, my dear, he answered coolly Once you defied me. I do not think you will do so again.

You believed me a woman without love, without honour, she answered. You believed that, to safeguard my secret, I would throw in my lot with you — you thought that for you I would discard the man I loved.

Loved! Bah! he cried. And that man to whom you were so devoted — how has he treated you? He has cast you aside and married.

Married! she gasped, starting back, the light dying from her face. Bertram Rosmead married! Its a lie!

No, he replied, its the truth. His wife is a rather gay little woman, who used to be at the Adelphi. She comes to visit me sometimes, for were quite old friends. I knew her years before she became his wife.

And are they happy? Fosca inquired hoarsely, in a voice which showed that his announcement had crushed from her all hope, all desire for life.

Happy? No, he laughed. Why, she hates and detests the very sight of him. Whenever they have a row she comes round to me and tells me all about it. Im sorry for her, poor little woman.

Fosca was silent for a moment, then, fixing her dark eyes upon his red, bloated face, she drew a long breath, and said:

Sorrow, or sympathy, from your lips is unnecessary. If, as you tell me, Bertram has married, then you are his wifes lover!

He laughed again — a light, self-satisfied laugh.

Well, and then?

In England you have a court for divorce, she answered, very calmly, her eyes fixed upon him.

In an instant, Vizard recognised that his boast had placed in her hands a weapon wherewith to combat his attacks. His thick, red lips compressed tightly. His ready tongue had wrecked his chances once more, as they had done times without number. Inwardly he declared himself a fool, but outwardly he betrayed no sign of uneasiness. For twenty years this impecunious, but philanthropic, baronet had led an adventurers life, and his wits had been sharpened by the constant exercise of caution and stratagem, necessary for the derivation of a sourceless income. I think Rosmead made a bad bargain when he married her. She was just the skittiest little girl that ever trod the stage, while hes, from what she says, a dull, heavy-browed boor, who thinks of nothing but his books and his writing.

The woman before him took no heed of his words. She was only reflecting upon the fact which he had just divulged, the fact that the man she loved, the man to whom, that very afternoon, she had declared her passion, was already bound to a woman who was worthless. She remembered Bertrams hesitation; she recollected how pained he had appeared when she spoke of love, and that he had not once attempted to kiss her, or display any affection.

No doubt existed in her mind that he was true to this woman he had married; this woman who was the mistress of the mean, despicable hypocrite now before her. Her loathing of Vizard was increased by this knowledge. She hated him with increased hatred, because he had so cruelly deceived the man she loved.

Is this the actual truth? she asked, regarding him with earnest, unwavering glance. Certainly, he answered Your lover, the man you preferred to me, is the husband of Lena Loder, once walking-lady at the Adelphi.

And you are that womans lover, she cried. You, with this wretched womans aid, have deceived Bertram, as you have deceived me! It is sufficient, now that I know the truth. Go, leave me! she added, with imperious gesture and heaving breast Leave me, and recollect that we do not meet again.

Mademoiselle overlooks the object of my visit, he said, bowing. I overlook nothing. Not a single sou shall you have from me henceforth, she answered determinedly. You prefer exposure and ruin, he said, his manner changing in an instant. My future is my own affair, she retorted, and, with a quick frou-frou of her flounces, abruptly left the room.

For a few moments he sat alone in the semi-darkness, for the fire had died down, and no longer shed its fitful light. His face was blanched by anger. Then, suddenly, with a fierce imprecation on his lips, he rose, and strode out and down the stairs, into the street. By heaven! woman, youve tricked me, he muttered, but the price of your defiance is greater than you imagine, more terrible than youve ever dreamed. You have chosen to do this. Well, so let it be.


CHAPTER XIX

AMONG THE VAGABONDS
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SPRING CAME, AND with it the London season and the May meetings. On the Evening Telegraph the fair-bearded gentleman, whose grievance amounted to a chronic disease, was told off to report those Dissenting assemblies, and during the weeks they lasted the number of free breakfasts and free luncheons he consumed resulted in the usual bilious attack, which incapacitated him for a week afterwards. But the office did not begrudge him the weeks holiday after three weeks of constant prayer-meetings, and the rather doleful deliberations of those ecclesiastics who come with the Merry May, and sun themselves in the busy Strand.

Bertram Rosmead worked on in his dismal den, with the constant click of the telegraph ever in his ear, a life full of surprises, as far as news was concerned, for only those who live at the end of a telegraph wire know how every moment brings some fresh sensation for which the British public are ready to pay their nimble pennies; how every fresh whir-r of the tape is indicative of some event of importance, from the premium on gold at Buenos Ayres, and the usual weekly revolution in Guatemala, to the latest complication of European politics created by Lord Salisburys last sneeze. In this little world of whirl and bustle, of noise and turmoil, Rosmead shrunk within himself, worn and weary, hopeless and despairing. He sat in his chair performing his duties mechanically, only giving vent, perhaps, to some remark tempered by a biting sarcasm. He had grown cold, inert, austere, and quite unlike his usual buoyant self, for he dreamed always of Fosca, yet with a knowledge that he was debarred from loving her. She had left London with the Marquis, and he knew not whither they had gone. With the sun of his life blotted out, he held the world in contempt, and had now no pleasure beyond that derived from the writing of his novels in his own dreary room in that dismal court, called by courtesy an Inn. For recreation and fresh air he would sometimes spend an idle hour in that narrow thoroughfare of second-hand booksellers, Holywell Street, a thoroughfare which maintains throughout the year an odour of orange-peel, and where literary rubbish, the sweepings of publishers warehouses and dead mens libraries, is shot. After his toilsome duties at the newspaper office, he went home daily, eager to get once more to the work he loved, the writing of fiction, a work which was to him a pleasure. Yet, even with the reputation he had obtained and the several books which were selling well, the profits were absurdly small, a fact at which Lena was always grumbling.

One bright day in June, however, he received a note from his agent, Mr. Howden, and in response, called and saw his son. The latter, whose courtesy to all literary men is well known, and to whose keen far-sightedness many a novelist is considerably indebted, received him, and made a very pleasing announcement, namely, that he had been approached by a great syndicate, the best known in literary circles, and one which supplied fiction to half the newspapers in the world, with a view to obtaining some serial stories by him.

Do they really want me to write novels regularly for their syndicate? Rosmead asked, surprised.

Certainly. — From their letter it appears that they would want two full novels a year for three years, and three or four short stories each year, answered young Mr. Howden, glancing at the letter before him Do you feel inclined to do them? Of course, we should ask reasonable terms. They have many clients, and are therefore able to pay well for serial rights. Besides, we must also bear in mind that such publication of your stories in America and the Colonies gives you world-wide advertisement, which will help to dispose of your American and Colonial editions.

Im quite ready to sign contracts, Rosmead said eagerly As I told you the other day, I am exceedingly anxious to give up journalism.

Well, here is, I think, an excellent opportunity, Mr. Howden said. The terms I shall ask would certainly secure you a moderate income for the next three years.

Then I leave it entirely in your hands, Bertram said, overjoyed at thought of leaving London and settling somewhere in the quiet country, where he could write undisturbed in the rural peace he loved so well. The pleasures of town life had long ago ceased to attract him. He had yearned for a quiet existence in a pretty cottage in the country, away from the sick hurry of the Press, where he could think and write. He was essentially a dreamer, yet practical withal, a man who took infinite pains with everything, although to his fellows he was regarded as careless and slap-dash on account of his innate Bohemianism.

You wish me to write and suggest terms? asked Mr. Howden, junior.

Please do, he replied. Then when I have signed the contracts I shall leave London and be able to do some really good work.

We have every hope that you will progress rapidly, said his agent. You may rely that my father and myself will do our utmost in your interests. In the course of a few days I will let you know how the negotiations have progressed, and put their proposals before you for consideration.

For a quarter of an hour longer they chatted, young Mr. Howden suggesting that his client should write a few magazine stories, and giving him some very good advice, then they parted, then Bertram went back to Danes Inn highly gratified, first because the great syndicate should have singled him out as a coming man, and, secondly, because by writing these novels to run week by week in the newspapers he would be free to leave journalism, and realise the dream of his life; he would be able to live independently in the country, and devote his whole time to fiction.

Lena, in a soiled pink wrapper, her hair undressed, although it was one oclock, and her slippers down at heel, was cooking a chop when he entered. A tumbler of whiskey and water stood on the table, and the room retained a stale odour of spirits emitted from a dirty glass on the mantelshelf. Her eyes were bright, her face slightly flushed, and the twitching of her mouth and eyebrows were sufficient signs that she had been drinking already that morning. When he related to her what young Mr. Howden had said, she turned quickly, asking — 

Then you intend to give up the Evening Telegraph? — 

Certainly. I shall leave as soon as possible after signing the contracts.

Why not keep on both? she suggested. The paper is a certainty, and you know how very uncertain novels are.

No, Lena, he answered. I cannot do both well. Im content to live economically in the country and work, and Im sure you wont deny me this chance of success. You wont get me to live in the country. I had enough of it at Hounslow. You like dead-alive holes; I dont, she answered in sudden anger If you like to leave London, do; but I shall stay here.

I intend to live in the country, he replied quite calmly; adding, Reflect, Lena, and you will see that it is to our mutual advantage that I should do so. We could come to town sometimes, you know. Surely summer in the bright, open country, with fresh air and flowers, is better than this dark, grimy old Inn, dismal even on the brightest day. The country is healthier, too, for both of us.

I hate it. Im London born, and am always better in London than anywhere else, she replied petulantly. And you wish to keep me here, he said impatiently You would even wreck my life more than it has already been wrecked?

Oh, give up your work, if you like, and go and bury yourself in the country, she answered I suppose youve grown lazy, if the real truth were known. All this flattery has made you unbearably vain.

I dont think Im vain, he answered Praise in the Press and personal paragraphs are the food on which a reputation is fed.

Well, go and live in the country, and youll soon find that everybody will forget you. But if you go, youll go by yourself. I shant.

He did not reply. Strange, he thought, that she should prefer London to a pretty country cottage. Strange that she should prefer to clean her own rooms and cook her own meals to employing a servant. But of late, since she had developed the alcoholic habit, she had ceased to care for her home, for her personal appearance, for anything. During the whole of the past year she had never, on one occasion, sewn on a button or mended anything. His own buttons he sewed himself, as he had done in his bachelor days. When she was not cooking and washing up dishes, she slept. She never read a book, and hated needlework. He knew it was useless to argue with her; for in her highly nervous state she would only fly into a passion, and pour forth upon him a torrent of abuse.

That night he went to the usual monthly dinner of the Vagabond Club, a society formed among literary men and artists for the purpose of dining together once a month at the Holborn Restaurant. The dinners were always enjoyable, attended as they are by the most prominent notabilités littéraires, the guest of the evening being one of the men of the hour, a great painter, a great explorer, a great soldier, and a great writer. In the early days of the formation of the Club by Marston, Hall Caine, and a few others, it was an honour to be elected, and Rosmead, as one of the original members, was always constant in his attendance, usually sitting with his friend, the editor of the literary journal to which he contributed reviews; Teddy ODonovan, the painter; and George Grainger, the well-known writer whose line of romance was very similar to his own. Sometimes his publisher, a happy, jovial man, would join them, and after much gossip and shop, the discussion of new books and pictures, wherein criticism was often more pointed than polite, the little party would adjourn with Rosmead down to the Lyric Club, where a further pleasant hour would be spent over whiskey and cigars.

These evenings were pleasant breaks to Bertrams otherwise monotonous existence, for they had a smack of the Bohemianism of the past in them, and all the men he met were on equal footing, as men should ever be in Bohemia. There were, of course, one or two of those egotistical ones dubbed bounders, men whose self-esteem was greater than the excellence of their work; but they were classed as outsiders, and only regarded as peculiar specimens of the literary genus. Not only was the function one of pleasure, but often a considerable amount of business was transacted between editors and authors across that board, and more than once Rosmead had found that introductions at this informal feast were of the greatest use afterwards. Usually about three hundred Vagabonds and their friends sat down, a gathering which was unique, comprising as it did half the literary talent of England. Over dinner the gossip was always merry, and the criticisms caustic; but afterwards a popular entertainer would entertain his brother Vagabonds, a prima-donna would sing a song or two, or that talented black-and-white artist of Punch, Mr. March, would depict upon huge sheets of paper caricatures of some London types.

This evening was a particularly good one. The room was crowded, the guest was one of the most brilliant of our younger humorists, whose speech was uproariously funny, and the men about Rosmead were all men he knew intimately, a happy, laughing crowd of writers, painters, and critics.

He had already confided in his friend and editor his domestic infelicity, and now told him of his intention of leaving London. The editor was a calm, philosophical, but extremely sympathetic man. He numbered Rosmead among his small circle of most intimate friends, and had for a long while been pained by the knowledge of Lenas intemperance. Its the best thing you can do, my dear boy, his friend said. If you go away from London, down to some quiet country village, she wont be able to get drink, and may perhaps be weaned from it.

Then you advise me to give up journalism?

By all means, under the circumstances, his editor replied. Your contracts will keep you going, and its really impossible to combine fiction with daily journalism. How youve done it for so long I cant think.

Sometimes Im surprised myself, Rosmead replied.

By a bit of perseverance, I suppose.

A bit! the editor cried. Youve got more than your fair share, I think. I only wish I had the patience and steady plodding methods that you have.

But Bertram laughed lightly, and declared that he had had but one object in view, namely to obtain a name as a novelist, and to that end had boldly faced misfortune, and gradually managed to surmount every difficulty.

You deserve every success, my dear Rosmead, exclaimed the elder man, gravely; youll reap the reward of all your trials and troubles some day.

I hope so, observed the younger man, with a sigh, and lowering his voice he added, God knows Ive had enough this last year or so.

The editor nodded. He knew well the wretched story, and was grieved that his friend should be situated thus.

Meanwhile, Lena, having assured her husband that she was going to spend the evening with her mother in Gough Square, and asked him to call for her at eleven to take her home, dressed and went round to Staple Inn instead.

Well, how are you to-night, old boy? she asked the wheezy, shuffling baronet as he opened the door and admitted her to his stuffy, shabby chambers. I thought Id look round and see that youre still alive. My beautys gone out to the Vagabonds.

And to-night youre a Vagabondess — eh? laughed Vizard, setting down the lamp and drawing forward one of his rickety armchairs. Yes, Im thirsty, she said, disregarding his invitation to be seated; but drawing off her gloves she went to the sideboard and took out a bottle of gin. Shall I get some water? asked the baronet.

Water? No, fool! she answered. You know I never spoil good spirits. Waters apt to get on your brain, you know, and she laughed an idiotic laugh, for she had been drinking all day, and was muddled.

She poured out some in a wine-glass, and drank it off at one gulp, then taking off her hat and tossing it upon the couch, flung herself into the armchair and commenced to chaff him.

I shant be able to come and look you up much longer, she said at last, leaning her arm on the table, whereon there lay some Gospel tracts and leaflets of the Church of England Temperance Society. He sat back heavily in his chair, looking at her.

Why, my dear? he asked in surprise.

Because were going to move into the country. Hes decided at last, and wont hear a word to the contrary.

Well, you neednt go far from town, and you can make excuses to come up often. Surely thats easy enough. He lets you have your own way entirely.

He has to. If he dont, he dont have much peace, I can tell you, she laughed.

He smiled broadly, displaying a very bad set of teeth discoloured by smoking.

I know youre a capricious little person, he said. Its a good job youve got such an easy-going husband, or you wouldnt be able to enjoy yourself as you do. Nine men out of ten would have suspected you long ago.

Suspect! she cried, her eyes shifty on account of her inebriety. I dont care what he suspects. If he likes to be a hermit, I dont intend to live like a nun.

Theres certainly nothing nun-like about you, my dear, he answered, laughing But if I were you Id humour him a bit. Remember, if he left you, youd be pretty hard up.

Left me! she echoed. If he did Id want half the money he gets from his books. Id be happy enough to see the back of him, I can tell you. But what do you advise me to do? she asked, looking at him seriously Shall I go into the country for a bit just to please him; or shall I resolve to stay in London?

Take my tip, my dear, and please him just for once. Excuses to come to London are easily made. He cant refuse to let you come to see your poor mother, for instance. Then for a moment he wondered what the tea-drinkers of Exeter Hall would think of him if they could have heard that pharisaical speech.

She was silent for a few moments; she had thrown herself back in her chair, revealing her tawdry untidiness in dress, her boots only half laced, her hair uncurled, her hands dirty, and her unwashed face so carelessly daubed with glycerine and chalk that she looked almost ghastly. I hate the miserable cur! she said between her teeth He knows I like London, and just because Im able to have a bit of pleasure, going to the halls and seeing friends, he means to take me out of it.

Poor little girl! the bloated old man exclaimed. You dont seem to have a very pleasant time of it.

Pleasant! I only wish I hadnt left the theatre, she answered.

But you are married, you know, he said; and your husbands a rising man. You ought to be proud of him.

Oh! of course I am, she replied sarcastically. What the papers say of his rubbishy books is all bunkum. He fancies he can write, like lots of other people, and hes become as vain as a peacock. Im not good enough for him to take to those swell receptions and At homes. He told me once that I disgraced him, just because we went to see a friend over at Notting Hill, and I drank two glasses of whiskey there. The room was very hot and — well it upset me.

I tell you what I think, my dear, her companion said. You take a little too much, sometimes.

Ah, she sighed, Im not well. My nerves are all unstrung, and the slightest drop upsets me. It never used to.

He saw that her hands trembled, and that she bore outward traces of unusually heavy drinking.

I think if you were a little more moderate your life at home would be much more happy, he observed, puffing at his foul pipe, and leering across at her.

Oh! she cried, with instant resentment; so youre going to deliver a lecture on temperance, are you? Well, you can just dry up once for all, and keep your arguments for the good young men. I please myself, whether it pleases you or not.

My dear girl, I assure you I didnt intend my remarks in that sense, he hastened to assure her.

Youll lecture me next on my duty towards my husband, I suppose? she went on angrily. Youre a pretty one to give anybody advice on the drink question. Reserve that for your next speech to young men at Exeter Hall. You pose beautifully as a moralist, but its your name, of course, that does it.

I merely give you advice, he protested, with a grim smile. Im sorry youre so unhappy, but I cant assist you, can I?

I dont want your precious assistance, she answered with ill-temper. Indeed, its I who have assisted you, I think youll admit, when you recollect the money Ive scraped out of my housekeeping allowance and given to you when youve been hard up.

Yes, yes, he admitted, moving uneasily in his chair, for he did not wish to quarrel with her Youve been a good little girl. Its a pity Rosmead dont appreciate you, but I suppose the detestation is mutual.

Of course it is, she replied Sometimes of late Ive almost believed that hes mashed on somebody else, but somehow hes so cold and morose, so utterly weary of everything, that I dont believe theres a woman in this world who could stir up a single spark of love in his heart. Its as hard as stone.

The baronet crossed his slippered feet, looked at her earnestly, and wheezed heavily.

Has he never spoken of any woman he knew before he met you? he asked. Of any little romance of his past?

I dont remember, she answered. I dont think he has. Has he never mentioned a woman named Fosca?

In an instant her face blanched to the lips. Her mouth remained open in dismay, and her eyes betrayed a strange terror.

Fosca? No, she faltered in a trembling voice. Who is Fosca?

Fosca Farini, the woman he loves, the old man replied. Who is she? Where does she live? Lena cried, starting from her chair in an instant, consumed by fierce, uncontrollable jealousy. Tell me.

No, the baronet replied calmly, watching her. I am not aware of any of the facts. I only know her name. Nothing else. Yet I thought it a fact which you might care to know. Of course the source of your information must remain a secret. Recollect that.

But you know more than youll tell me, she cried. Come, we are old enough friends that you need have no secrets from me. Does he meet her at those grand receptions?

I am aware of nothing further, he answered, inwardly delighted at having thus aroused her jealousy. Now that you know the womans name, find out for yourself. Only act with discretion. You understand.

I Shes a foreigner, isnt she?

I suppose so, from her name. Then, after a moments pause, he added, I know nothing of her — nothing.


CHAPTER XX

A PAR IN THE PAPERS
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BERTRAM ROSMEAD PUT down his pen, leaned back in his writing-chair, and, clasping both hands behind his head, read through the little French poem he had just written at the request of a magazine-editor. He had called it La Chanson de Bulburie, and the opening read as follows: — 



Au clair de lune, en Tartarie, 

Au clair de lune, lentement; 

Chante la svelte Bulburie, 

La Fée aux yeux de diamant.

Au clair de lune, sur la grève, 

Elle chante, chante sans trêve, 

Des airs damour, des airs de rêve 

Et de langueur, 

Sur un luth dor à voix si pure 

Que la mer danse à son murmure, 

Et chaque astre bat en mesure, 

Comme un grand coeur.



The September afternoon was hot, but the windows of his pleasant little study opened out upon a pretty lawn flanked by a high privet hedge, with a large apple orchard beyond. From outside was wafted in the sweet scent of roses and heliotrope, and the distant sound of childrens voices told him that it was already four oclock, and the village school was over. The room was not large, but was well filled with books, while on the walls were many framed originals of illustrations of his stories in the magazines, together with a copy of a large picture-poster which at that moment was on half the hoardings in London and the provincial towns, advertising one of his serial stories in a Sunday paper. His writing-table was placed in the embrasure of the window, and from where he sat his eyes rested upon a level expanse of lawn, fresh and green after the rain of the previous night.

The house was a good-sized, old-fashioned one, standing at the end of the pretty village of Malstead, in Sussex, a remote little place, scarcely more than a hamlet, three miles from the rail, and about forty from London. Its surroundings were most picturesque, the views of the Downs from his windows were fine and extensive, and the air was fresh and delightful after those dingy chambers wherein he had been cramped and stifled for so long.

His last book had been a success, and, with the money his publisher had advanced him on account of prospective royalties, he had furnished the place well, and had established a home replete with every comfort. The house was an ideal one for a literary man, standing far back in its own grounds, quiet and secluded, with a fine garden filled with a wealth of old-world flowers. Bertrams study was comfortable; the contracts Mr. Howden had arranged for him were at prices which far exceeded his most sanguine expectations, and he was now well on his way to make a mark in the literary world. The only cloud upon his happiness arose from Lenas constant worry and her growing intemperance. She hated the country, she declared; she termed Malstead a dull hole, and took no interest whatever either in her house, the village, or her husbands work. From the first moment she set foot in the peaceful old place, she detested it; she never once expressed a wish to explore the neighbourhood, and it seemed as though she intended to make her husbands life an increased burden to him. So many, indeed, were their quarrels that he now adopted the expedient of retiring to his study, locking the door, and working on without interruption. Had he not done this, writing would have been absolutely impossible in such circumstances.

In the diary before him were copies of his contracts for serial stories, short stories, and novels, sufficient to keep him busily employed for the next three years, and he found he could work twice as well in the country as he had done in London, for his head was clearer, and when he entered his study at seven oclock in the morning, he often wrote as much before breakfasting as he did during a whole day in Danes Inn. He had striven valiantly to place all thought of Fosca from his mind, and had nearly succeeded. In one of the drawers of his writing-table there reposed a portrait of her, which she had sent him a couple of months ago without word or letter. It had been posted in New York, and from that he knew she was in the States, where Il Parpaglione was creating a great furore. Sometimes, in his melancholy hours, he would take it out, and gaze upon it long and earnestly, then, sighing, he would lock it away again as the one secret of his heart.

The French verses satisfied him, after one or two alterations. Then, placing them in an envelope, he put the letter aside, ready for the post. Again he drew his manuscript paper before him, ran his fingers slowly through his hair, and, taking up his pen, recommenced writing the conclusion of a London mystery which was to appear in the great syndicate of newspapers in England, America, Australia, India, and China, for which he had contracted to write it.

For fully half-an-hour he wrote on, until a voice at his elbow said — 

Your tea, sir.

He turned and found Lucy, the dark-eyed housemaid, neat in her frilled cap and apron, with his cup of tea upon a tray. Like most men who write, he could not live without tea, and at half-past four it was his habit to swallow a cupful as a stimulant.

He took it from her, and, drinking it without putting down his pen, replaced the cup on the tray. Then he bent to resume the dialogue in which he had been interrupted. The girl, however, did not leave the room, and he turned and glanced at her inquiringly. Please, sir, she exclaimed in a faltering tone, I hope I dont disturb you, but Id like to speak to you a moment.

Well, what is it, Lucy? he asked, placing his pen upon the blotting pad, and regarding her with some surprise.

Im very sorry, sir, but I shall have to leave!

Why?

Because of mistress. Life with her is simply wretched. Half the day she doesnt know what she does or says. And you, sir, what a life you lead! Excuse me for saying so.

He looked at the maid, and stifled a sigh.

So even you sympathise with me, Lucy? he murmured. Yes; my life is not over-pleasant, but, of course, there are little domestic troubles in every family. Have you given notice to your mistress?

Yes, sir. I did so after luncheon, and she said that I could go at once, if I liked.

But you wont go? he urged. Since you have been with us, Im sure youve been an excellent maid. Ill talk to my wife, and see whether we cant settle things amicably.

Mistress has gone to London, the girl said.

Gone to London! he exclaimed, surprised.

Yes; she went by the two oclock train from East Grinstead, and told me to tell you, that as you refused to Jet her go up to see her mother, she had gone without your sanction, and that she should stay two or three days. He was silent. At luncheon he had found her in a half-intoxicated state, and she had demanded him to write to London for a fresh supply of whiskey, but he had refused; whereupon she had instantly flown into an angry passion, and began to abuse him in such a manner, while Lucy was waiting at table, that he had risen when half through his meal, as he was often compelled to do, and seek peace in his study. Since then he had not seen her, but she had apparently made this an excuse to go to London. He attributed her craving for London to the fact that she could obtain drink there, while at Malstead there was only one village inn, of so low a character that she could not with any sense of propriety enter there. He never once suspected her of having any further attraction in town. Honest, upright, and just, he always judged others from his own standpoint. Cook says that shes going, too, continued Lucy From morning till night mistress is nagging at her, and never seems pleased with anything.

It is my misfortune, her master answered. I regret this very much, and if it lay in my power I would remedy it. You, however, are well aware of my position.

Yes, sir, answered the girl; i cook and me are always saying how sorry we are for you. She never lets you have a moments rest.

He smiled bitterly. There was a grimness in this sympathy, on the part of maidservants, for a man whose name was known to half the reading public of the English speaking race, a man who had been hailed by critics as one of the most popular writers of the day. Even his two servants pitied him.

I want you to grant me a favour, he said, speaking politely, as he ever did to those about him. I know this is a very uncomfortable household, but I trust that neither cook nor yourself will gossip to other servants in the neighbourhood about my wifes little weakness. Im sure you will both carry out my wishes in this respect.

I dont intend to breathe a word to a soul, Lucy answered; and Im sure when I tell cook she wont utter a syllable. Youve always been so kind and considerate towards us.

Did my wife leave no further message?

No, sir.

But she had no money, he observed. He would not allow her to have money, for she only spent it in drink. Of late he had taken to paying the household expenses himself.

She said that you refused to give her a farthing, and she borrowed six shillings from cook.

Six shillings! Why, thats only just the fare, he observed.

She said that she could pawn her rings and bracelet when she got to town, the girl replied, with some hesitation.

His lips compressed. In his dark, serious eyes there was a suspicion of tears.

Very well, he said hoarsely. Now that shes gone off in this manner, I suppose theres no stopping her. But I — Im busy now, Lucy, and with a lump rising in his throat, he turned towards his table again, while the neat maidservant went out, not without noticing the effect her words had had upon him.

When she had gone he rose, and, standing at the window, gazed sadly across the lawn. Here, in this rural peace, he had all that made life enjoyable, — health, fame, comfort, — all except the one thing he yearned most for, the love of a true-hearted, kind, and sympathetic woman. Even the words of this dark-eyed, rather smart maid had gratified him, because, lonely man that he was, a word of sympathy always touched his heart deeply, piercing the armour of callousness with which he shielded himself from his wifes cruel words.

Lena had taken her jewels, those little trinkets he had bought as a pleasant surprise for her after so much scraping and screwing, often denying himself cigarettes in order to save money to purchase them. He stood motionless, pondering deeply.

All was useless. He had taken that house and furnished it well in order to keep her from her besetting sin, but she had evaded him. She had gone to London to plunge into that debauchery which so sickened him. As he had sat opposite her at luncheon she had jeered at him, saying— You believe yourself a fine gentleman, setting up this country house. But it wont last for long. Youll soon have to go back to work again in London. Recollect my words.

He wondered whether such fate would ever befall him. He shuddered when he recollected the dark, dismal den wherein he had toiled for so long, that stuffy room where not a ray of sunlight penetrated, and where the only light was that reflected by mirrors hung outside the windows. No; while he had breath he would strive to keep away from London. Slowly, but surely, he had grown famous, and in London many houses were open to him, but with Lena ever hampering him, he had resolved to cut himself off from it all. The Vagabond dinners were the only festivities he now attended. All invitations he firmly declined, pleading press of work or some other equally good excuse.

He left the study and slowly crossed into the drawingroom, a good-sized apartment, furnished with great taste and considerable elegance. The Chippendale furniture was upholstered in blue silk, the cosy-corner, in white and terra-cotta, was wide and comfortable, with curtains to keep off draughts; a piano stood cross-wise, and upon the side-table were some signed portraits of notable authors. About the room were many curios and nick-nacks. The niches above the cosy-corner were filled with old oriental china, and here and there in shelves and odd corners were scattered books of all sorts. The carpet was soft, the air which came in from the garden was warm and heavy with the perfume of flowers, and altogether the room was an apartment which any woman might have envied.

He glanced around it, and sighed as his eye caught an object upon the little pearl-inlaid coffee-stool standing near the cosy-corner. It was an empty glass, and it told its own story.

He stood in the centre of the room and surveyed it.

Only two months here, he murmured dejectedly, yet it must all go — all. Ive tried every expedient except one, that of travelling. Ill sell all this, and take her abroad, and he sighed Once, he went on speaking to himself, once I thought I might live and be happy in a home like this, but it is impossible. She craves for life and movement. Well, she shall have it. Ill store my writing-table and my books, and after to-morrow our belongings will be carried in a couple of trunks. I was a wanderer long ago, and it seems my lot to go forth wandering again.

Then he was silent for a long while, staring aimlessly at the carpet. It shall never be said that I did not try every expedient, he exclaimed, rising suddenly Ill take her from her old associations and surroundings, and see whether or not I can create within her some interest in life beyond that of drink.

Its hard, very hard, after all this expense, that I should be compelled to cast aside my work, travel and do odd bits of writing at intervals. I had looked forward to a life of peace, a life in which I could reflect and produce a great book, but alas! all is in vain. In all these years Ive only sown the wind.

And rising slowly he made his way back to the study where, for the next hour, he sat writing letters to his agent, and to other persons with whom he had business relations, announcing the fact that he was going abroad immediately, and would acquaint them with his new address in due course. I suppose I shall get a mere nothing for all these household gods, he said aloud, with a bitter laugh, yet, in the circumstances, I suppose Im better without them. In future I shall only work to live, without thought of happiness or contentment, for that is debarred me for ever.

In that instant he had recollected Fosca, and the strange secret by which her lips were sealed. That recollection brought with it a tide of wild emotions which he tried in vain to stem.

At last he finished his letters, and passed out into the garden, where he sat beneath the great shady walnut tree. It was his last day in the home wherein he worked so well. On the morrow he would leave it and become a wanderer. He regretted deeply, but he saw it was the only course to pursue. He had made a mistake in endeavouring to bring Lena into quietude, and it was best to rectify it forthwith.

Therefore, true to his resolve, the morning Continental mail which left Charing Cross three days later bore away Mr and Mrs. Rosmead to an undecided destination, while all the papers a few days afterwards duly chronicled the fact that the popular writer had left to spend the autumn and winter in the south, his health being impaired by overwork. — 

The public believed the latter story, while their popular romancer, of whose health the papers spoke with such concern, nursed the poignant sorrow locked within his own heart.


CHAPTER XXI

THE PHARISEE
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BERTRAM STOOD AT his window on the Promenade des Anglais, at Nice, and gazed reflectively across the wide expanse of blue, sunlit sea. It was late in January, the period when Nice is literally a town of violets and mimosa, putting on its best appearance, in preparation for the arrival of King Carnival. The season was at its height; the mad gaiety of the Riviera would soon culminate in the battles of confetti, and of flowers, in the races, yachting, and masked balls at the Opera, and, in a few short weeks, everyone would fly from the Azure Coast northward, to escape the intolerable heat.

Of all resorts on the Riviera, Nice has the most varied attractions. Mentone is essentially the quiet retreat of invalids; Monte Carlo is too reckless to suit the majority who go south for the whole season; Beaulieu is too small and select; and Cannes is too full of perennial cliques. But Nice is a merry, cosmopolitan place, where the ladies can show off their Paris-made gowns to advantage, along the Promenade des Anglais, the sunniest place in Europe, with beautiful environs, and roads which are a perfect paradise to the cyclist. The young can ride, cycle, promenade, flirt, and otherwise enjoy themselves, while the aged can lounge upon the seats, in the warm sunshine, content in the knowledge that, if there is warmth anywhere in Europe, they obtain it, and that, while rain and fogs make London unbearable, they have a blue, cloudless sky, bright, balmy air, and flowers everywhere.

Since leaving England, they had been to Biarritz, to Pau, to Bagnères de Luchon, that lovely little town, nestling among the giant, snow-capped Pyrenees, and, travelling along to Marseilles, had arrived in Nice early in December, taking up their quarters in a pension, at the further end of the Promenade des Anglais — the one with the great garden in front, which is so much frequented by the English. From the windows of both their rooms they had beautiful views of the Mediterranean, and, at first, Lena was charmed with the place, delighted with its brightness and warmth, in contrast with an English winter, interested in the fine shops, in the Casino, in the concerts on the Jetée Promenade, and in her neighbours at table dhote.

Each morning they went out together, walking in the sunshine, along the sea-front, to the Place Masséna, and taking the tram back, along the narrow Rue de France, in time for luncheon. In the afternoon, while she dozed, her husband wrote, and in the evening, after dinner, they would go forth to one or other of the cafes to take their coffee.

To Lena, this life was a pleasant change, after that in England, and Bertram began to congratulate himself that he had acted wisely in taking her away. She still drank whiskey, but not to quite such an extent, for she was now compelled to pay seven francs a bottle for it, while gin was unobtainable, or, at least, she could not discover where to buy it. For almost the first time since their marriage, she acknowledged herself contented, and so happy Bertram became, that, on those quiet afternoons, among those bright, invigorating surroundings, he wrote with greater ease, and more force, than he had done, even at Malstead. Indeed, a serial story which he had just finished, and delivered to the syndicate who had contracted for his work, was declared by them to be the best romance he had hitherto produced, and he felt confident that, at last, peace had come to him.

The morning was bright and cloudless, the sea a deep blue, the sun warm, and, as he stood looking out, there came up from below the voices of a couple of Italian mandolinists, of that tribe of itinerant musicians who visit all the hotels and pensions regularly, each morning, and serenade the visitors, who, in return, throw ten-centime pieces from their windows. To the accompaniment of their instruments, they were singing that charming old Tuscan song — 



Su mare luccica 

L astro d argento, 

Placida è l onda, 

Prospero il vento; 

Venite all agile 

Barchetta mia; 

Santa Lucia, 

Santa Lucia!...



Lena, standing beside him in her dressing-gown, for she had just come from her room, exclaimed— How beautiful Italian is, and what a sweet tune! I must give them a penny, and she tossed one out, receiving a courteous bow and a smile in return.

Then, with the long windows still open, although it was January, they sat down to their coffee. What a lovely day! she observed The sun is really hot, and she drew her chair away into the shadow This is just the day for Monte Carlo. You promised youd take me over again soon. Lets go to-day.

Certainly, he answered, if you wish. Well get lunch over quickly, and catch the one oclock train.

They had been to the gaming-rooms several times, for he had in view a series of stories dealing with Monte Carlo and its fascinations, and was obtaining the local colour, and knowledge of roulette and trenste-et-quarante necessary for writing them. Once or twice he had played roulette, with the minimum stakes, with varying success, but never risking more than fifty or sixty francs at a time. Lena, however, was very unlucky. Whenever she placed a five-franc piece on the red, the ball was certain to drop into one of the little black spaces, and if she played on the impair, the pair was certain to turn up.

You wont play, of course, her husband added. Up to the present, youve lost quite a hundred francs.

Ill just try another twenty, and, if I lose, Ill never play again, she declared. I cant be in those rooms, where everybody seems to be winning money, without having a try myself.

One hundred francs are sufficient for us to lose, he observed.

But youve won two or three hundred, so weve lost nothing, after all, she argued, pouting, as she stirred her coffee.

Very well, he said, good-humouredly. Ill give you twenty francs, on the understanding that, if you lose, you wont play again.

All right, she answered, and they finished their coffee and rolls, after which she dressed her hair, while he remained in their little sitting-room, writing.

It was two oclock when they ascended the carpeted steps of the Casino at Monte Carlo, and, after obtaining their carte dadmission from the pair of austere-looking gentlemen in the bureau of the Administration, they deposited their coats, and, walking across the atrium, entered the great gaming-rooms. As the door opened to admit them, the hot, fevered atmosphere — that peculiar, foetid odour of combined perspiration and perfume, which ever pervades those rooms — greeted their nostrils. Already the place was crowded. All the roulette tables were in full swing, and around them were, sitting and standing, excited crowds, awaiting, in breathless anxiety, the click of the ivory ball as it dropped into one of the little spaces on the great wheel of red and black, bringing them fortune or loss.

Although the sun was bright and beautiful outside, the windows were all carefully curtained, rendering the heavy gilt of the place a trifle dingy, while ventilation seemed to be entirely overlooked by the otherwise diligent attendants. The loud jingle of coin, the rustle of bank-notes, the monotonous cry of the croupiers, and the subdued murmur of many voices, filled the rooms, as together they strolled across the polished floor to one of the side tables, and stood for some minutes watching the game.

A narrow-faced, clean-shaven man had been playing with the maximum upon the simple chance of the black, and had been winning heavily. This had attracted a crowd of those idlers, mostly of the tweed-dressed, English tourist class, who go to Monte Carlo once and throw away a few five-franc pieces for the fun of the thing, and in order to say, on their return to their suburban or provincial homes, that they have been playing at Monte Carlo. Three times in succession this man placed the maximum on the black, together with a thousand francs on the first dozen numbers, and each time he won on both chances, an illustration of a marvellous run of luck.

Suddenly, a man who had lost his last piece rose from his chair next the croupier, at the end of the table, and, in an instant, Bertram took the seat.

Then, turning at once to his wife, he asked her whether she would sit there. No, she answered. I dont think I will play, for Ive no luck. Ill stand behind here.

Very well, he said, and taking from his pocket a hundred-franc note, he handed it to the croupier, and received twenty five-franc pieces in exchange. Four of them he handed to Lena, and with the rest commenced to play.

Messieurs, faites vos jeux! cried the croupier, in a nerveless tone, and Bertram placed his first silver piece upon the little space before him, marked 12 P, or, in other words, staked upon the first dozen of the thirty-six numbers upon the wheel.

Silver, gold, and notes were flung into the squares, upon the red, the black, the pair, the passé, the impair, and the manque, the ball was sent on its way around the revolving disc, while, an instant later, the same monotonous voice cried— Rien ne va plus!

There was a few seconds silence, then the ivory ball gave a jump, and fell with a loud click.

Dix-sept! Noir! Impair et manque! cried the wearied voice, and, at the same moment, the rakes drew away the money that was lost, Bertrams stake included. He had bet upon the first dozen, but the number seventeen was in the second dozen.

Experience had taught him to play carefully, therefore he did not double his stake, but merely placed another piece upon the second dozen, and a second piece upon the first column.

Trois! Rouge! Impair et manque! cried the croupier, as the ball fell.

He had lost on the dozen, but won upon the column double his stake, therefore he had won back all he had lost.

Again he played, this time ten francs on the last dozen, and a gold piece was flung to him when the number twenty-seven turned up.

From that moment he began to win, not heavily, for he never staked more than a twenty-franc piece at a time, yet, by degrees, his little pile of gold increased, and Lena, standing near him, was amazed at the marvellous luck which had so suddenly come to him. He played always on the dozens, and it seemed as though he could not lose. Now and then a twenty-franc piece would be swept away to swell the bank, but, in the majority of cases, he received back double his stake. Five times in rapid succession he left two twenty-franc pieces upon the middle dozen, and five times the middle dozen won, thus winning four hundred francs in a few minutes.

He looked up and saw, around the table, a crowd of pale, excited faces, but he himself was too excited to notice anything but the progress of the ball along the inside of the bowl-shaped roulette table. His cheeks were slightly flushed, and, in the greed for gain that had taken possession of his senses, he forgot his wife — forgot everything, except the fact that he was now winning, gaining money more easily than he had ever gained it in his whole life before.

During a lull in the play, he counted his gold into little piles of ten pieces, and found that he had nearly four thousand francs.

A pretty, elegantly-dressed woman, — one of the Paris demi-monde, judging from her dress and jewels, — sitting opposite him, raised her head, and laughed across to him. She, too, had won heavily, while all the other persons at the table had been continuously losing. Messieurs, faites vos jeux! the croupier cried at last, and, with knit brows, Bertram placed a louis on the first dozen.

The cocotte placed a louis beside his, believing that to follow his play would bring her further fortune.

The wheel was spun, the ball fell upon the number twenty-nine. Both had lost.

The cocotte laughed at him. She was young, fair-haired, not more than twenty-three, in a blouse of pale blue silk and lace, a striking black hat, and long white gloves, with magnificent bracelets upon her wrists. But, in an instant, with all a gamblers superstition, he believed that the smiles of Aspasia brought evil fortune.

Again he played, this time on the middle dozen, and followed by the gay, laughing woman opposite him.

They lost. The woman laughed again, as if gleeful that his luck should have deserted him.

He tried the last dozen, doubling his stake in an effort to recoup himself. The laughing girl in blue did the same. Onze! Noir! Impair et manque! cried the croupier, and in a second the rake came out, and swept the four pieces of gold away.

She raised her eyes to his in a strange, Sphinx-like smile. Each time she played with him she had only brought him evil fortune. Zero! he cried, flinging a gold piece to the further end of the table.

The cocotte did not fancy such a remote chance, and placed her louis on the first dozen.

Once more the ball dropped into one of the little compartments of the wheel. Cinq! Rouge! Impair et manque! cried the wearied voice.

The woman had won, while he had lost. All luck seemed to have deserted him. He glanced furtively at her.

Her eyes were fixed upon him, and she laughed again.

He moved uneasily in his chair, and inwardly cursed her. Messieurs, faites vos jeux! cried a sharp voice, in unfamiliar tones, and Bertram saw that the croupiers had changed. The man who now held the ball in his hand was elderly and dissipated-looking, with a stoop, plainly acquired by his avocation of croupier through many years. Rosmead disliked his look. His face was hard and cold, and he had an instinctive feeling that all good fortune had gone from him.

The woman, although her face was young and handsome, irritated him. She seemed to be directing the ridicule of others upon him. In desperation he put down four louis on the middle dozen.

Ere his hand left the cloth, her white-gloved fingers had staked a single louis beside his. Before the ball fell he knew he had lost, and, sure enough, the croupier a moment later cried— Trente-cinq! Noir! Impair et passe!

Again the woman laughed lightly at him, as though jeering at his ill-fortune.

There was once more a lull in the game. A blustering man had handed in a number of notes to change for gold, and was distributing a thousand francs over the various numbers. Hulloa, Lena, my dear girl! exclaimed a mans coarse voice, distinctly, behind him Whod have thought of finding you here — at Monte Carlo, too! I hope your husband isnt about.

Hush! cried Lenas voice. Hush! Go away! For Gods sake, go away!

The words brought Bertram instantly back to a consciousness of things about him. He turned quickly in his chair, and saw standing beside Lena a man whom he had never before met, a stout, jaunty, florid-faced stranger, in a suit of light grey, with a grey felt hat in his hand.

His lips compressed, and his brow darkened.

He pushed the gold before him towards the croupier, and asked for notes. The latter came along, folded in half, and balanced at the end of the long black rake. He counted them swiftly. There were fourteen hundred francs.

The stranger had apparently not understood that Lenas husband was present, and therefore had not moved away.

He rose, and as he did so his eyes met those of the cocotte.

The woman laughed again.

With a smothered imprecation, he turned from her, and walked to his wifes side. The curious, familiar manner in which this man had addressed her, had aroused his suspicions, and he stood by in silence, glancing at the stranger with a look of inquiry.

Not until that instant did Lena realise that her husband had joined them, and her cheeks went a deep red as she glanced from one man to the other. Do you know this gentleman? inquired Bertram quickly, as the man was turning away.

Certainly, she answered, striving to still her wildly-beating heart. Let me introduce you. Sir Douglas Vizard — my husband.

Bertram bowed coldly, without a word, while the elder man, with that merry laugh he could assume at will, expressed his delight at meeting him.

Ive known your wife for a long, long time, he explained. We are quite old friends, but we havent met for a year or two now. When she was at the Adelphi, long ago, I often used to see her. Im president of the Mission to Theatrical Workers, dont you know? Then, turning to Lena, he inquired in a sympathetic tone, And hows your poor sister? Better, I hope?

The last letter from home says that the fogs have made her ill again, young Mrs. Rosmead answered Have you been on the Riviera long?

Since a month ago. I come here every year, he replied laughing. Theres no place half so good in winter in the whole of Europe.

With this opinion Bertram agreed. When his wife had introduced this man, he had been taken by surprise, for he knew Sir Douglas Vizard, by repute, as a prominent Baptist, a constant speaker at revival meetings, and a most energetic worker in all Dissenting religious movements. A man of his character would certainly not approve of the play carried on in those gilded salons. Yet, as he glanced at him, his quick eyes detected, sticking out of his vest pocket, one of those little cards, ruled in columns and marked R and N, whereon gamblers register the winning numbers, to guide them in their play.

This puzzled him, as did also the familiar manner in which he had addressed his wife. She had never spoken of him as a friend, therefore his suspicion became deep-rooted, and he grew resentful that this man should have thus addressed her. Her theatre life was of the past, and he did not desire the fact that she had been a supernumerary at a theatre to be raked up again, especially by this loudly-dressed, blustering old man. Have you been winning? Sir Douglas asked him, with a merry twinkle in his grey eyes. No, snapped Rosmead, losing, and I wish you good-day.

Then, taking his wifes arm, he walked off, and straight out of the rooms.

Who is that man, Lena? he demanded fiercely, when they gained the atrium, wherein men who had lost were pacing feverishly up and down, smoking cigarettes, before returning to endeavour to retrieve their losses.

Sir Douglas Vizard, the president of our Mission, she answered promptly. The baronet had ingeniously given her a cue which she now followed. When I was at the Adelphi, he used to come a lot to the theatre, and get the girls to go to tea-fights, in a hall somewhere off Drury Lane. I never went. As you know, prayer and tea dont mix well with me, and she laughed at her own sorry attempt at wit.

Then you know him quite intimately, I suppose? he said.

I only know him by meeting him at the theatre. He was good friends with old Sidney, the manager, and used to be behind a lot. There was a league of ladies who used to hold afternoons for the girls, and try and convert them by giving them tea, lemonade, milk, and buns; but a glass of bitter and a bit of fried fish would have been much more acceptable. At the theatre, he used to be called Old Shuffle-slippers, for he came there once with a boot split up, because he had the gout.

But I heard him speak to you, he cried angrily. He addressed you with most impertinent familiarity.

I didnt notice it, she declared. What did he say?

He called you dear girl, and expressed a hope that I was not present, Bertram said.

Well, that aint much, is it? she protested. Surely you know enough of theatres to know that girls on the stage are always addressed by the manager and others as my dear. That means nothing in the dramatic world. He looked at her with a swift, hard glance as they descended the steps from the Casino, and crossed to the Café de Paris, where the band was playing.

I believe you are deceiving me, Lena, he exclaimed in a strained voice.

Im not, she declared, looking him boldly in the face; Ive told you the truth. You can disbelieve me if you like; it makes no difference to me.

You are not lying to me — eh? he inquired, looking her straight in the face with those dark, penetrating eyes that could read character at a glance.

But she met his gaze with unwavering eyes, and, smiling at his suspicions, answered:

No, Bertram, Ive told you the truth. I may have one failing — that of drink. Surely, however, you do not suspect me of infidelity!

But he walked on without replying, and in silence they took their seats at one of the little tables outside the gay café, where the strains of waltz music defeated any attempt at conversation.


CHAPTER XXII

THE LILY CITY
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THROUGH THE MAD reign of King Carnival Lena and her husband remained in Nice. They watched the entry of his Tinsel Majesty into the town on that February night, his progress down the illuminated Avenue de la Gare amid the fanfare of trumpets, the thumping of drums, the light of torches, and the glare of green and red fires, and were present at his arrival in the Place Masséna amid the plaudits of the thousands assembled on the specially-erected stands. They witnessed the giant King of Follys enthronement beneath the great triumphal arch beyond the Casino, where for a few days he would sit to preside over the various festivities before being finally immolated amid the dancing of clown, columbine, and all sorts and conditions of revels.

They went forth on the Sunday afternoon following the opening of Carnival, and watched the grand procession of cars and humorous groups which paraded the town, with many brass bands, mostly playing different tunes, for music at Carnival is the reverse of choice, the chief object of the musicians being to create the greatest possible noise with their brass instruments, regardless of either time or tune. The groups on horseback and the groups on foot were notable for their variety and the taste displayed in costume, for nowhere in the world is so much money spent over Carnival finery as in this centre of Riviera gaiety. The colours that year were that pale shade of green known as vert deau, combined with mauve, and every shop displayed dominoes of those artistic tints, from the rich satin ones in the Quai St. Jean-Baptiste to the glazed cambric ones hung outside the shops in the old Italian quarter, and assumed by the Niçois themselves.

Lena was delighted. The excitement of the battle of confetti, when she, like everyone else who went forth, wore a wire mask to protect her face from the hard white pellets, proved such that she bought bagsful of confetti, and pelted people in return, while in the two battles of flowers — both favoured with superb weather — they stood with the crowd on the Promenade des Anglais, and bombarded the people in carriages with those little bunches of violets, stocks, and carnations sold for the purpose. It was a fortnight of wild revelry, in which Nice ran mad with harmless frolic, and remained in a state of good-humoured lawlessness; but very soon after His Majesty had been consigned to the flames, people began to leave for the north again.

The dying embers of the Tinsel King are emblematic of the seasons end.

Bertram wanted to remain till April, and finish the book he was writing, but Lena soon grew tired of Nice, and began to crave for London. Daily she grumbled at all which a few weeks ago gave her pleasure. She termed Nice a wretched hole, and declared that the sea at Margate was better than along the Littoral, that there was no music-hall in Nice, and that to charge two francs each to enter the municipal Casino was nothing short of an imposition. One paid a shilling to go to the Crystal Palace, she said, and she liked that far better. Possibly the latter was because she had one evening lost twenty francs at the game of billiards played at the Casino.

Day by day her discontent increased, until her husband was compelled to acknowledge that he had been mistaken in believing that she was happy amid these new surroundings. As he sat writing, she would stand at the window, look out upon the half-deserted Promenade across the garden, filled with oranges and palms, and abuse the place to the full extent of her not altogether choice vocabulary.

One morning, towards the end of March, when he found her with whiskey she had surreptitiously ordered from the wine merchant in the Rue de la Poste, he in desperation suggested that they should go and stay in Paris through the spring. I hate Paris, she answered No, lets go back to London — good old London is the best place on earth.

Why do you hate Paris? he asked in some surprise You dont know it.

She glanced at him sharply. Oh! of course I dont; but from what youve told me about the life there, I know I shouldnt like it, she answered with a laugh I want to go back to London.

Why?

Because its cruel of you to keep me away from my mother and all my friends. Look at mothers last letter. Shes very queer, and says she has a presentiment that shell never see me again. And poor Nell. Shes very ill too. I must go.

No, he answered firmly You will not return to London. If you dont fancy Paris — a place which youve never tried — well go to Florence. Its beautiful there in spring.

Thats in Italy. I hate Italians, she answered quickly, her eyes fixed upon him as if to watch the effect of her words. Its the most beautiful place in April and May in all Europe, he said. Thousands of English go on there from Cannes and Nice. We will go — in a couple of days, if you like.

No, she cried peevishly. Lets go back to London. Ive had enough of being abroad for a time.

No, he repeated. You will come with me to Florence.

Oh! of course, she burst forth. You think of nobody but yourself. You, who havent any relatives except your old aunt, whos too proud to look at me, dont understand how it is I want to get back and see my own people.

They write to you every week, and the money I allow them has never once fallen into arrear since our marriage, he observed.

Yes, you always throw that in my face, she cried petulantly. If youd have let me stay at the theatre, you might have kept your miserable few shillings a week in your pocket. I could have earned it, and given it to them.

Dont talk nonsense, Lena, he answered quite calmly. When you talk like that you only regret it afterwards. We will go to Florence, and see whether we cannot have an interesting time there.

I dont want to go, she whined.

I have decided, he answered. We shall leave here in two days time.

So a week later they had installed themselves in a quiet and eminently respectable pension a few doors from the Piazza Santa Maria Novella in old Firenze, that ancient Lily City which possesses an eternal charm, that city of ponderous monuments of the past, the centre of all the arts and of all the beauty of fair Italy.

The pension was small, kept by a round-faced, merry Florentine who had once been proprietor of the Greyhound, that well-known hostelry at Hampton Court, and who after five years had returned to his beloved Florence comfortably off, and now kept on the pension for the benefit of his two youthful sons, whom he intended should become hotel-keepers. Only a dozen persons sat down daily to table dhote, and these included two regular boarders, a captain of infantry, and a bank manager. The others were Americans, Norwegians, French, and Germans, a truly cosmopolitan and rather pleasant party. But from the first Lena hated it. She commenced by taking a violent dislike to all her fellow-guests, and refusing to enter the salon for music after dinner. She held herself aloof from all, moped in her room, and declared that Florence was hateful.

With difficulty he persuaded her to accompany him one afternoon to the Ufizzi Gallery, but after the first room she declared that pictures bored her, and that half of them were Madonnas, in which she could take no concern. She therefore sat in one of the corridors, and with a bored expression waited while he hurried through the various rooms with a superficial glance at their priceless treasures.

I cant understand how it is that you have no interest in those wonderful pictures, he said, as he rejoined her and they descended the stairs.

Im tired and thirsty, she answered. Lets go across to the Gambrinus and get a drink. They sell gin there. Gin! he echoed with a slight sigh. Always gin, Lena?

Well, I cant stand your washy vermouth or thin German beer. Surely I can please myself?

Its four oclock, he said, glancing up at the clock on the Palazzo Vecchio. Why not have a cup of tea?

Oh, tea be hanged! she answered. I tried it yesterday, and it was like dish-water. These Italians cant make tea. Youve said so yourself.

So his visit to the Ufizzi was a failure. He had promised himself a treat among those masterpieces that afternoon, for as an ex-student of art he took the most intense interest in those old masters which Teddy, Jean, and himself discussed so frequently long ago in their sky-parlour beside the Seine. But, as usual, Lena marred his pleasure, and prevented him inspecting those pictures which he had longed for years to see. Art did not appeal to her. She looked upon the pictures merely as so many faded, grimy paintings, and wondered what beauty people could find in them. Over the dinner-table the women raved about the Madonnas of Raphael, Filippo Lippi, Fra Bartolommeo, Giovanni Bellini, Mantegna, the Venus of Titian, the Adoration of the Magi by Ghirlandajo, Michael Angelos Holy Family, and other pictures of world-wide fame. But Lena declared that these women discussed them, first, in order to show superior knowledge, and, secondly, because it was considered good form to do so.

She was ignorant of everything pertaining to art. One of the women, a pleasant, middle-aged American, had on one occasion asked her across the table what she thought of Michael Angelos David, whereupon, in order to show herself equal to all this technical gossip on art, she had replied— I dont think so very much of it. The colouring seems to me a little faulty here and there.

The American woman stared at her, surprised that she should allow herself to betray such crass ignorance, and the other women at the table smiled in sarcasm. Her husband, in conversation with a man at his other hand, overheard the question and its answer, and bit his lip in mortification. But he took no notice of it until after dinner, when they were in their own room. Then he explained to her that David was not a picture at all, but a statue, the sculptors masterpiece!

He tried to interest her by taking her by the electric tram, that wonderful piece of road-making, up to the heights of Fiesole, whence can be obtained that superb view of Arnos valley, with the time-mellowed red roofs of Florence, with Giottos magnificent campanile and Brunelleschis wondrous dome lying far below, and beyond the purple Apennines and the rich wine-lands of Chianti. She wandered through the little place, entered the cathedral, where some children were being christened, and afterwards visited the Etruscan amphitheatre, but she declared herself tired, and that the view was not worth the excursion. To the Certosa, the crumbling old monastery away in the smiling Val dEma, they made an excursion, and were taken around by a fat, humorous old monk; in the Cascine they drove at the fashionable hour, and took pleasant jaunts to inspect the old church of San Miniato, and to explore the beauties of Signa and the wine-lands beyond Prato.

By every means in his power he sought to entertain her, taking her out walking or driving each day, and writing at night after dinner, although wearied by the excursions. Still, she was not satisfied. Day by day she grumbled, and declared herself sick and tired of Italy, while at night, before going to bed, she would drink herself into a state of semi-helplessness. Gradually the bitter truth became impressed upon him that, by selling his home and incurring all the heavy expenses he had done, he had achieved nothing. All his well-meant efforts had been in vain. He had tried to reform her; he had struggled valiantly to create within her some object in life beyond her fatal penchant for spirits; he had denied himself everything, all the peace and comfort which he had hoped to obtain in his country home, yet without result. Her ill-temper, her constant worry, and her intemperance became more pronounced than ever. Each night she drank sufficient whiskey to upset the strongest man; each night she swore at him and abused him until the servants gossiped about it, and quite a scandal was created in the pension.

Bertram was not slow to notice that the other women now scarcely ever spoke to his wife at table, and even the men regarded him with pity. She had disgraced him here, as she always did; therefore, with a heavy heart, he one day allowed her to have her way, and left Florence. Such, indeed, was her mad haste to get back to London that she would not allow him to break the journey, and they actually travelled right through by way of Milan, Bâle, and Calais, arriving at Charing Cross half dead with fatigue. But she cared nothing. That very evening, two hours after their arrival, she compelled him to accompany her to a bar in the Strand for a glass of port. She was delighted, and laughed with eager glee, for she had won, and was back again in her own murky atmosphere of London.

They stayed at the First Avenue Hotel, and that night she ordered a bottle of whiskey, and consumed greater part of it before retiring to rest. In her drunken condition, her pleasure at finding herself in London was succeeded by a wild outburst of fury, because he attempted to take the bottle from her. She stamped her foot in rage, cursed him, and fought for possession of it, scratching his face in her mad passion.

He allowed her to have her way, and, leaving the room without a word, dabbed his cheek with his handkerchief and descended to the smoke-room until she should fall asleep. All his efforts had been without avail, he sadly reflected, as he smoked his cigarette in a corner of the great room where men were chatting and drinking.

In the morning, however, he said nothing, but after breakfast went down to the Strand and consulted young Mr. Howden upon his business affairs, afterwards calling for an hours pleasant chat with his publisher. The latter was an exceedingly jovial, middle-aged man, who possessed the true spirit of the Bohemian, was careful in business, and a personal friend and confidant of most of the popular novelists whose books he issued. Rosmead always enjoyed these chats on shop, for the head of the well-known firm was one of his best friends. Sometimes, in the days before he left London, he would go up to his house in the West End to dine and play billiards, or at others they would lunch together, and transact their business in a manner most amicable and friendly.

Of his domestic affairs Rosmead never spoke. He masked his heavy heart beneath a cloak of easy-going good-humour. Once or twice Lena had accompanied him to dine with the merry publisher and his wife; but she hated all his friends, and only went because he compelled her. The publisher had noticed her careless indolence, her bored attitude, and her penchant for spirits, and shrewdly guessed that his friend was not over happy in his home life. This he regretted. Of all his authors he liked Bertram Rosmead best, for his utter lack of egotism, his irresponsible humour, his cosmopolitan air, and his easy-going disposition.

On this occasion he invited him to lunch at the Florence, that well-known Italian restaurant off Wardour Street; but Bertram, fearing that his wife would drink again heavily, was compelled to decline and return to the First Avenue.

Lena was awaiting him. She was sitting in her faded dressing-gown, with a glass of whiskey on the table at her elbow, her face flushed, her eyes red and shifty, her lips full and swollen. A single glance was sufficient to show him that she was drunk.

Youre not ready to go and lunch at the Gaiety, as we arranged, he observed. Oh, yes, I am, she answered, rising In ten minutes Ill be dressed. Where have you been? To see all your pals, I suppose. Its those men you call your friends who are my enemies. It was those men who urged you to take me abroad. And a lot of good its done me, hasnt it? she laughed cynically.

He did not reply, but casting himself into her chair, took up a paper and read, while she dressed, with marvellous quickness, considering her state of semi-inebriety.

They took the omnibus from Holborn to the Gaiety, lunched there, but when they descended into the Strand again she suddenly stopped short, saying: I shall go down and see the Parkers this afternoon.

No, he answered, for he did not wish her to go to call on this family in the state in which she was. They were people he did not like, for Mrs. Parker was a confirmed inebriate. Lets go back to the hotel. You are tired, so have a rest while I go out and finish my business.

I shant, she answered angrily You always try and keep me from my friends. I shall go.

But I cant go with you to-day. I have a business appointment. Ill go to-morrow.

Then Ill go alone, she answered decisively.

You wont, he cried firmly. Heres a cab. Lets go back to the hotel.

I shant go back. You want to keep me in that place all day like a prisoner — you miserable hound! I shall go to the Parkers.

If she went he knew that she would be helplessly intoxicated that night, as she had been on previous occasions when she had visited that undesirable acquaintance But you shant go, he cried, in anger.

I shall. And you can go to the devil! she said, in a tone of hatred, and, hailing a passing omnibus, she entered it, and the vehicle moved away, leaving him standing alone upon the pavement.

His face was white with anger; he bit his lip, then sadly turned away, with heavy, despondent heart, and tears in his serious eyes.

He walked on for nearly two hours, consumed by grief, and utterly heedless of where he went. It was an unusually bright afternoon for London, and the sun shone quite warmly, as, about four oclock, he passed along Holborn, and found himself again before his hotel. He entered, went to the smoke-room, and sat for a long time in reflection. He had tried every expedient, and had failed. They were homeless, and Lena was now preventing him earning the money necessary for them to live. All his efforts had been futile, and nothing now remained. Calmly he reviewed his position. From every standpoint he saw that, if he remained with her, he must necessarily abandon all thought of a brilliant future. To leave her was the only course. He was sick at heart, and world-weary. Every newspaper gave him laudatory notices, and chronicled his movements as regularly as though he were a royal personage; applications were pouring in for his autograph, and for his support to charitable institutions, and magazine-editors were eager for his short stories and his serials, although Mr. Howden had now trebled his prices. Yet he was a lonely, melancholy man, without interest in the world around him, without care of what the public thought, or of what praise the Press bestowed upon his work. He was heedless of all his triumphs, for at best they were but empty ones; he was careless of everything, crushed, broken-hearted.

With a sigh he roused himself at length, crossed to one of the writing-tables, and, in desperation, wrote Lena a sad and bitter letter, telling her of his resolve.

To live together longer is impossible, he wrote I regret deeply this step, which I feel, for my οwn sake, compelled to take, but there is no help for it. I have striven, but all to no purpose. When you receive this I shall have left London, and it will be useless for you to endeavour to find me. All I pray is that you may lead a better life, and that you may break yourself of the terrible habit. You have driven me from you, but I do not upbraid you. I am only filled with heart-felt regret.

Then he went on to tell her of the monthly allowance he intended to make her, to suggest that she should take comfortable rooms, and, when he had finished, he enclosed her a cheque for twenty pounds for her current expenses.

He closed the letter, sealed it, and addressed it to her.

Then, ascending to his room, he packed one small trunk with his own clothes, and, taking her portrait, which was locked in one of her trunks, placed it in his own, after gazing upon it long and earnestly. When he had finished, he paused.

He sighed, and the hot tears welled in his dark eyes. His lips moved, but no sound came from them.

With sudden resolve, he rang the bell, paid the hotel bill, and, leaving the letter for Lena upon the dressing-table, left the hotel.

At half-past eight that night, the Continental express from Liverpool Street for Antwerp, via Harwich, bore Bertram Rosmead, the popular romance-writer, the sad and sorrowing man whose fame was world-wide, away into self-imposed exile, and when, two hours later, the steamer cast off from Parkeston Quay, he stood at the stern of the vessel, watching the great electric lights slowly fading in the distance as the ship sped forth into the dark and dismal sea.

The last of England, he murmured Henceforth I am an outcast, because I have abandoned her, because I have taken this step in order to save myself. God knows how I have suffered, and He alone can help me.

And he stood in silence, his eyes fixed on the far-off lights which shone like stars, while the long waves rose with a swish at the vessels side, and hissed past as the steamer, with increasing speed, headed her way towards the fishing-grounds.

He gazed about him. All was dark, silent, and lonely, typical, indeed, of his own sad and wearied heart.


CHAPTER XXIII 

LIFES FLOTSAM
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ONCE MORE BERTRAM Rosmead became a wanderer. His old Bohemian instinct was aroused within him. Alone, friendless, careless of himself, heedless of everything, he drifted on from town to town, writing spasmodically, but conscientiously fulfilling the contracts Mr. Howden had made for him long ago. From Brussels he went to Namur, and up the winding Meuse, the banks of which were fresh in their spring green, then, when tired of quaint old Dinant, with its high rocks and church with bulgy spire, he went on to Rochefort, Han., and subsequently to that little mediaeval out-of-the-world Ardennes village, of late so much patronised by the English, Laroche. For several months he lived there, striving to forget by working hard. The unpretending hotel in which he lived, although on somewhat primitive lines, was nevertheless a cheerful place, filled as it was by English and Belgians, who came there in search of health and pleasure. At last, however, he grew tired of it, and journeyed up the Rhine to Wiesbaden, putting up at the Rose, writing in the morning, and taking his afternoon coffee in the Kursaal garden, smoking and listening to the magnificent band.

He remained until the season waned, then went up to Davos, and subsequently found himself, at Christmas, on the Riviera again, in a pension on the Promenade de Garavan at Mentone, where he remained until March. Thus nearly a year went by. He seldom received a letter from Lena, yet each month she received regularly the allowance he made her, and on her birthday he thoughtfully sent her a present, which, however, she did not deign to acknowledge.

Although he lived at the pleasantest and most frequented health resorts, his exile grew monotonous, and day by day he longed to be back again in England, to live in the country, and enjoy a restful quiet. But this was impossible. If he returned and took a house or apartment in England, Lena would, he knew, come back to him and cast a shadow over his life. Therefore he remained abroad, notwithstanding the earnest solicitations of his friends to return.

At the table dhote one day, the conversation turned, as it so often does in hotels and pensions, upon the most desirable places for summer residence, when one old gentleman declared that one of the most pleasant of Italian towns was Lucca. The novelist turned to him and made some further inquiries. He intended to move ere long, and had no idea where to go, but his fellow-guests description of that quiet old-world Tuscan town commended it to him as a likely place where he could obtain fresh scenery for a new book. Go and try it, the old gentleman said If you dont like it, go up to the Bagni di Lucca, fifteen miles away, up in the Apennines, a charming place, and almost unknown to the English. You can stay there all the summer with- out feeling the heat too great. I was there all last summer, and it did my gout a lot of good. And he grunted in satisfaction, as old men will.

Rosmead, during the succeeding days, thought well over those words of his fellow-guest, and at length, in the early days of April, set forth, travelling through Genoa to Pisa, and thence up to Lucca, that quaint old town of Dante and Gentucca, which looked strangely tranquil in the evening light as he drove through its quiet mediaeval streets to the Universo. Next day, when he strolled through the narrow, winding streets, with their great old prison-like houses with barred windows, visiting the ancient cathedral of San Martino, with Guidettos beautiful façade, the Baptistery of San Giovanni, lounged and smoked beneath the plane trees in the sun-whitened Piazza Grande, and took a delightful walk along the ramparts, he became enamoured of the place. It was certainly a quiet, old-world spot, just the place he had long sought, a place with shady piazzas and ancient streets, the very restfulness of which seemed conducive to his work.

Therefore, after a little difficulty, he found apartments, high up in an old palace, overlooking the broad, leafy Piazza del Giglio, where the light-hearted, easy-going people lounge at sunset, listening to the military band, and the gorgeously-attired beadle stands upon the steps of the communal theatre opposite, a wonderfully pompous, but entirely useless personage, as he leans upon his silver-headed staff of office.

Very quickly the novelist settled down to work upon a new romance of Italian life. His sitting-room, a once handsome apartment with beautifully painted ceiling, now sadly faded and crumbling, spoke mutely of the grandeur of that fine old palace in the bygone days when Lucca was the proud capital of the duchy. Through centuries it had been the residence of the powerful Dinucci family, but now, alas! had fallen from its high estate, being divided into tenements, while the last remaining descendant of the Princes Dinucci was believed to be a waiter in a London restaurant. It is ever thus in those Tuscan cities of the past, and sad it is to gaze upon the massive, but mouldering homes of these great families, whose descendants are now seeking their fortunes outside Italy, or who are living obscurely in semi-poverty in Milan, in Florence, in Rome, or other great cities. Tuscany, the garden of Italy, is full of broken monuments of its glorious past — full of mediaeval associations, and rich in antiquities which mutely tell their own sad story.

From the garish hotels and pensions of the German Bads, the Rhine, and the Riviera, this quaint, restful old place was a pleasant change, and Bertram found that he could write rapidly and well, although at midday the hot, glaring, Italian sunshine compelled him to close his sun-shutters, and work in semi-darkness. But when the shadows lengthened in the quiet hour before dinner, and the infantry band assembled to play selections from the favourite operas, then he would open his long windows and sit watching the merry-faced, sun-tanned Lucchesi as they strolled beneath the chestnuts, enjoying the bel fresco, gossiping, laughing, and flirting, after the blazing heat of the day. It was, indeed, a pleasant town, and he was perfectly content there, working by day and idling in one or other of the cafés of an evening; now and then visiting the Giglio Theatre, where he could obtain a good seat and hear the best operas for the not altogether ruinous sum of tenpence. The cost of a box on the best tier was only six lire, or under five shillings, and the performances were always by the most popular companies in Italy. In the home of opera the guinea stall is unknown. One does not assume a claw-hammer coat in the poltrone, and one is permitted there to skin and eat semi, those salted melon pips so dear to the Tuscan palate. The Italians find it possible to enjoy opera without a starched shirt, and they are keener critics of music than the well-dressed crowd who witness a similar performance at Drury Lane or Covent Garden.

One breathless August day, when the roads lay blanched beneath the burning sun, and the cicale, that harbinger of heat, chirped musically in the trees in the Piazza, he set forth by the little steam tram for an excursion into the Apennines, to obtain fresh air. He carried with him a good-sized kit-bag, which contained pens, ink, and the manuscript upon which he was at work, for he intended to remain up at the Bagni di Lucca for a fortnight or so. The journey there was delightful, first by the little tramway for about five miles — to the Ponte a Moriano, a few straggling houses opposite the high-up village of Moriano — and thence by carriage for ten miles along the shallow, rippling Serchio, traversing a delightful hill country, picturesque, and rich in olives, vines, and maize, passing the strange mediæval Ponte del Diavolo — that pointed bridge which legend declares was built by the Devil seven centuries ago — and through the little village of Fornoli, to the three villages, connecting, which form the once-famed baths. A queer, sleepy place it is, situate in one of the most out-of-the-way corners of Europe, far away from the rail, and in the centre of a wild and beautiful country. There are one or two good hotels, and the plane trees planted in the quiet streets form shady avenues. On every side the mountains are rugged and picturesque, and in every direction are beautiful walks and drives. A century ago, before the advent of railways, this now-forgotten little place was the favourite resort of crowned heads and the aristocracy of Europe; but it has sadly fallen out of fashion nowadays, and like Monte Catini and Vallombrosa, is essentially frequented by better-class Italians, who come up from Florence, Bologna, Pisa, or Leghorn, to escape the intolerable heat of July and August on the plains. The English traveller in Italy never goes to the baths of Lucca, because they are no longer in fashion, and perhaps because they are so inaccessible. Nevertheless, a sojourn there is a restful holiday, amid invigorating mountain air and scenery, which reminds one of Central Norway, quiet and peaceful, the rural silence only broken by the murmuring of the Lima river as it rushes along its narrow, rocky bed, and the sighing of the wind in the chestnuts. In a room in the Hotel Victoria, overlooking the spacious garden and the valley, Rosmead installed himself, placed a table in the window, and continued his novel, finding the fresh, cool air refreshing after the blazing heat of the ancient Tuscan town wherein he had settled. At the table dhote was a crowd of happy Italians, he being the only Englishman in the hotel. In those hours when ideas did not flow freely, he took his stout stick and went forth to explore the neighbourhood, walking great distances and climbing to all sorts of remote mountain villages, those queer little places perched so high up and in such inaccessible spots in the mountains that it seemed almost incredible that anyone should live there. But at night, after dinner, he would settle down with his lamp and write for hours, sometimes, indeed, until a streak of grey light shone over the mountain top and crept in through the crevices of the blind to warn him that another day was dawning.

Although self-exiled, he saw from his letters, and from the Press cuttings sent him by the agency to which he subscribed, how gradually his reputation was increasing. One letter forwarded from Lucca was, indeed, perhaps the most gratifying any professional man could receive. It was from a well-known firm of London photographers, and read as follows: — — We should esteem it a favour if you could make it convenient to give us a sitting, as we are anxious to include your portrait in our Gallery of Celebrities. If you will give us an appointment we shall be very happy to keep it; and of course no portrait will be issued before the proof is approved of by yourself.

He placed the letter upon the table and sighed. He had reached the height of his ambition, and had become a celebrity, yet he was prevented from enjoying the fame, to achieve which he had toiled until he had become prematurely old and world-weary before his time. His was indeed an empty harvest.

That same day at sunset he walked down the little village to the tiny Piazza del Ponte, and took a seat outside the small café to rest and think. From where he sat he had a good view of the old stone bridge and the white, dusty high road winding away down the valley back to Lucca, the road over which the battered old diligence with its four horses and jingling bells rumbled once every day, and where all the health-seekers drove in high-wheeled carriages from the Ponte a Moriano. Absorbed in his own thoughts, he smoked, sipped his glass of menta, and watched the people passing and repassing, the brightly-dressed contadinelli bringing fruit, vegetables, and eggs into the little place, and the visitors whose toilettes were not remarkable for either novelty or style, for no lady takes her gayest dresses to the Baths. It is essentially a place where one can lounge in old clothes, and can forget to dress for dinner without impropriety. Thus it entirely suited Bertrams careless tastes.

Suddenly, as he sat with his elbows resting upon the table, his Tribuna cast aside, and his cigarette still in his mouth, his eyes caught sight of a solitary figure, that of a woman with a pearl-grey sunshade crossing the bridge towards him. In an instant the grace of carriage seemed familiar, and, rising to his feet, open-mouthed, he stood gazing intently at the unconscious foot-passenger.

A moment later he had convinced himself.

It was Fosca!

He rushed across to her with a cry of welcome, his hand outstretched, while she on her part drew back in surprise, then took his proffered hand, murmuring some incoherent words, so overjoyed was she.

How strange! he observed as they walked on side by side. How extraordinary that we should meet here when I thought you far away in America!

We returned three months ago, she answered brightly, her dark eyes resting on his with a look of supreme happiness. But why are you here in this unknown place?

Ive left London.

For a holiday r

No, he answered in a low tone. For ever.

She was silent; her eyes, with the love-light in them, turned upon him as they crossed the tiny Piazza and continued up the avenue towards the Bagni Caldi.

And your wife, Bertram? she asked in a tremulous, serious tone. I know that you are married, although you did not tell me so. What of her?

We have parted, he answered, in a voice of melancholy, wondering who had told her of his marriage.

She remains in London, I suppose.

He nodded.

And how long is it since you left her? she asked with a touch of sympathy.

Over a year. Ive not been in England since, and I have no desire to go.

Then you do not love her? she asked.

He sighed deeply without replying.

She did not follow the painful subject further, but commenced chatting of their tour in America, and of the phenomenal success of Il Parpaglione in New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, Boston, and the other great cities. I saw lots of your books in America, she added There were portraits of you in the papers, and all sorts of laudatory notices of your last novel. You really ought to go over there, for youd be feted, and have a thoroughly good time of it.

Perhaps I shall go some day, he answered At present I have no desire to leave Tuscany. All is so beautiful here.

He was telling her, in reply to her questions, how he had been living down in Lucca, and of his travels since leaving London, when suddenly she turned into a gateway, with a lodge, through a great, well-kept garden, bright with oleanders, leading to a handsome villa, a house he had often passed and admired.

Are you going to make a call? he inquired, hesitating.

No. Im going home. We live here. You must come in, and dine with us. Father will be delighted.

And this is your house? he exclaimed in surprise.

Yes, father bought it before we went to America out of the profits of the Parpaglione in London. He finds it a quiet place where he can work undisturbed, and we are very happy here. And as they walked together along the winding approach to the great white house, with its fine marble terrace, and green sun-shutters, he saw that it was without doubt the best residence in the vicinity. Curious it was that times without number he had looked at that place without any suspicion that the love of his youth lived there, the woman whose mysterious action had once, long ago, entirely changed his life.

He found her little altered. She was the same well-dressed, chic, yet unaffected woman as she had been when in London, and as they sat together in the cool, elegant salon, the windows of which opened upon the terrace, commanding a wide view of the valley, there came upon him a renewed desire for life. The Marquis was out, therefore they sat alone. She had her hat still on, her gloves cast aside, and leaning back in the little low lounge-chair, she talked to him with all that vivacity which had so long ago charmed him.

She quickly, however, recognised from his carelessness of manner, how dull and aimless was his life, and wondered why he had left the woman he had married, and had exchanged life in London for that lonely exile in which he now existed. She knew but little of the bitterness by which his past had been fraught, or of the emptiness of the fame which had tardily come to him. He had told her nothing.

As he sat with her talking, while the great Apennines grew purple in the haze of the dying day, and the distant bells were tolling for the Ave Maria, one thought alone possessed him, that he must leave there. To remain would jeopardise them both. They loved each other too well.

When they had been chatting for half-an-hour the novelist rose, declaring that he must go back to the hotel for dinner. But why not stay and dine with us? she asked quickly. I have a manuscript to dispatch by to-nights post, he answered with quick excuse A short story for one of the magazines.

Let it wait until to-morrow, she urged Father will be in before half-past six. Do stay!

No, he answered gravely, putting forth his hand to wish her good-bye. But you will come to-morrow, Bertram? she asked, surprised at his apparent coldness.

I cannot promise, he answered in a hoarse voice, full of agitation I may leave the Baths to-morrow.

Why? she inquired, in disappointment.

He hesitated for a few seconds, his dark eyes fixed upon her.

Because I have a wife, he answered. It is therefore best that we should not meet.

Your wife! she said, white-faced, as she rose determinedly, and stood before him. Yes, it is true, Bertram; your wife stands between us. True, alas! that happiness cannot be ours.

He bowed his head. He put forth his hand in farewell, and tried to speak, but could not. For a few moments their hands clasped, and in silence more eloquent than words they looked into each others eyes. Then he forced himself from her and went blindly out, while she sank back into her chair and wept bitterly.

She saw that even now, lonely and exiled as he was, overburdened by a weight of sorrow, crushed and disappointed, he was nevertheless full of manly courage and a fierce determination not to deviate from what was right and just towards the woman who was his wife. And her love for him grew more intense, until it became a mad, ungovernable passion.


CHAPTER XXIV

A REVELATION
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NEXT MORNING BERTRAM Rosmead drove back over the long, dusty, but picturesque road, which wound through the valleys to the Ponte a Moriano, and thence took the little steam tram through the vineyards and plantations of olives to grey old Lucca.

That evening he again sat in his great, gloomy room overlooking the Piazza, plunged deep in thought. From beneath his window there came up the murmur of the crowd who had assembled to listen to the band, which at intervals played selections from the Parpaglione and other popular operas. But in his state of mind the music jarred upon him, and rising, he closed his windows to shut out the sound. Then again he cast himself into his chair and thought. He had put on his old velveteen writing coat, and sat down at his table to write her a letter, but he could not decide what to say; therefore he flung down his pen and abandoned the idea.

Upon him there crowded recollections of the previous afternoon, of how beautiful Fosca was, of her tender sympathy for him. He had noticed, too, on a table near where he sat, one of his photographs in a silver frame, and wondered how she had obtained it. Its presence in her room showed that she did not desire to forget. He remembered those old bygone days in Paris, those days when they walked together in the Bois, or wandered out into the country to breathe the fresh air and pluck the flowers with glee as great as though they were children. In those days they lived only for one another, supremely content in each others love. Even now, their love had not diminished by one iota, yet there was a barrier between them which shut them out from that rapturous happiness which might otherwise be theirs. He loved her with a passion he had striven in vain to stifle, and it had cost him every effort of which he was capable to tear himself from her. It was only thoughts of Lena that had given him this strength. None should say that he had ever forgotten his duty towards her.

Until the twilight faded he sat plunged in these bitter memories of the dead past. He had been careless and content in that quiet old place, until he had met the woman he loved. Now he was contemplating leaving Lucca to go forth wandering again. In that hour all his wretchedness came back to him, his desperate struggle for fame; his foolish, romantic marriage, and its bitterness; his efforts to reform Lena; and his subsequent weary travels, alone and outcast, unable to enjoy the fruit of his labours, and with all happiness debarred him. Truly, he had been the sport of Fate!

How hard it was, how stubborn were his thoughts. What had happened to all those old and quixotic dreams; those impossible castles in the air; those great ideals? He shut his eyes, and closed his ears to all sounds. He groped vaguely into the past, his brain fumbled among the forgotten things of forgotten days. Suddenly the lost chord of his memory was stirred, and he recollected his struggles in journalism and his many vague, crude ideas and theories and thirty shillings a week. Well, he was happy then, before Lena fastened herself upon him. Those pet theories and vague, beautiful ideas and thirty shillings a week made life bearable, even in dreary Hounslow. But things had changed. The face of the world had entirely changed — for him.

When the servant came to tell him that dinner was ready, he roused himself and passed into the small diningroom adjoining, where a single cover was laid. It was a lonely meal, and he ate but little, merely a cutlet, washed down with a couple of glasses of good Chianti from the great rush-covered flask in its silver stand. Then he passed back into his sitting-room, gloomy with its candles in their ancient sconces, the great old apartment dark and unlit save in the vicinity of his littered writing-table.

With a sigh he sank there, turned up his cuffs, — a habit he had acquired when on the Evening Telegraph, — and, taking up his pen, commenced writing. In his work he forgot everything. To drown his sorrows he wrote hard, as some drink when they would obliterate the past. His characters lived within him as real persons, and their lives and actions absorbed him when his pen was flying across sheet after sheet of that ruled paper with its wide margin, recording the lives of those creations of his brain. It was a short story he was writing for the Christmas number of an American magazine, a strange, weird romance of love, hatred, and lust of the flesh, and he wrote on and on until the theatre closed and the Piazza became silent, deserted. Then he took a cigarette from the little Japanese box at his elbow and read through the pages of cramped, uneven writing which would go next morning to his typewriter in London, and thence to Mr. Howden, who would dispatch it to New York.

Day followed day without much diversion in his calm and melancholy life. He wrote hard through the sunny hours, and at evening would spend an idle hour beneath the plane trees on the ancient ramparts, where everyone went to get a breath of air after the heat and burden of the day. He had sent Lena a cheque regularly to an address she had given in Kensington, but for three consecutive months he had received no acknowledgment, and had had no news of her. He often wondered why she had not written, yet he sent her allowance each dav it was due, registering the letter to make certain she received it.

He was sitting late one afternoon, writing as usual with his well-worn Thesaurus open at his elbow, and his chin resting on his hand, when the door opened softly and the servant ushered in a lady.

He turned with annoyance upon the intruder, but rose quickly from his chair and bowed when he saw that it was Fosca. You are at work, Bertram, she said in a low voice, taking his hand; I hope I havent disturbed you. Will you forgive me?

Forgive you! he laughed Of course I will, and he drew forward the easiest of the chairs for her I have few visitors nowadays, so you must forgive the negligent appearance, he added half-apologetically, remembering that he had removed his collar, and that his hair was ruffled, as it always was when he wrote. I am not classed among your visitors, I hope, she protested smiling We are too old friends for any apologies to be needed. Remember that we never apologised to each other in the dear old Quartier long ago. She spoke in French, with a slight Italian roll of the rs.

He laughed, as he tossed his pen back upon the table and took a seat near her. But we are no longer lovers, he observed with a sigh, growing grave an instant later.

She was silent. Her lips quivered. She had come to him after much hesitation, yet now she feared to speak lest he should hate her.

We cannot be lovers since you have married, she said. Yet we may still — nay, we do — love one another.

She spoke the truth, and he bowed his head in acknowledgment.

Yes, he answered, slowly, I love you, Fosca. I have never in my life loved any other woman—

Not even your wife? she asked, interrupting.

No, he assured her, speaking in a sad, mournful tone, not even her.

Then why did you marry? Was it for money?

No. She was penniless, he answered.

Then you must have loved her?

I tell you frankly that I never loved her. I married her because — well, strange as it may seem, I married her because she was unhappy at home and I pitied her.

You have an English proverb which says that pity is akin to love.

In my case there is no truth in such an assertion. Since I have married I have been even filled with disappointment and regret.

Poor Bertram! she sighed in sympathy How many times I have thought of you since those old days in Paris; how many times I have wondered how you fared; how many times have I told myself that of all men I have loved only you?

And you left me, he observed bitterly. There was a day, Fosca, when you cast aside my love.

Ah, yes, she cried, with a bitter look and an intense expression in her eyes. Would that I could recall that wrong; would that I could explain to you the reason of my strange action in writing that letter which wrecked both my life as well as yours.

All is past now, he observed in a calm voice We are only friends, not lovers. Surely you can tell me the truth?

I dare not.

Whom do you fear?

No, no, she cried, dont cross-question me. Do you not think that, if explanation were possible, I, loving you as well as I do, Bertram, would tell you everything? But the story is too strange for you to believe without convincing proof, and the secret too dangerous to disclose, even to you.

His lips compressed, and a shadow of disappointment crossed his wide, open forehead. He loved her passionately; but this mysterious secret of hers seemed as a barrier between them. While she declined to tell him the reason she had left Paris on that day so long ago he felt dubious as to her true, honest love. On his part, he adored her. At that very moment it was with difficulty that he restrained himself from taking her in his arms and covering her lips with hot, passionate kisses. Yet, in the years that had passed, he had schooled himself to an outward calmness and indifference; he was no longer impetuous, as he had been in the old days of joys without sorrow and of loves without a morrow, but had become a man whose grief had soured him against the worlds pleasures, and whose hermit-like habits had caused him to become morose, cold, impassible.

If you still decline to tell me anything, is it not better that we should remain apart? he suggested, with a touch of impatience in his voice, throwing back his head, and looking at her neat figure as she sat there before him.

I have come to you to-day to ask you a question, she said, striving to remain calm notwithstanding the tumult of emotions within her. It is a strange one for a woman to ask a man. Then she hesitated. I have come to ask you, Bertram, if you really entertain the same affection for me as you did in those bygone days; to ask you if I still have a place within your heart? Her voice trembled, and her eyes dropped half in shame at the strangeness of her question. Why do you doubt? he inquired quickly Surely you see how dull and colourless is my life, how useless to me is all this empty notoriety they call fame; and yet you come here to taunt me! It is cruel of you, Fosca; cruel, because you know that in these wretched circumstances I have no freedom to love. Through these years of my fight for fame, my life has been one of interminable unhappiness. I foolishly thought, as so many other men have thought, that the praise of the public, and universal popularity, would bring me felicity, but I have only found the fruit of my work bitter, and that having obtained that for which I strove so long and earnestly, I have now no heart to enjoy it. See there! and he pointed to a great pile of Press cuttings, gummed on their well-known green slips, which had arrived from London an hour ago Among those you will find laudatory paragraphs about me, about the excellency of my work, my insight into character, and the beautiful surroundings of this my home. Men less fortunate, those good-hearted fellows, the journalists, among whom I worked through the years of my struggles, reading these paragraphs, envy me because I have escaped the dreary toil of London life. They think I live in sunshine, work only when the humour seizes me, and idle away my hours in the country, your beautiful Tuscany. But if they knew the truth, if they were told that the man they envy was world-weary, broken-hearted, and sick of all these compliments, that his life is dismal and utterly aimless, they would perhaps hesitate to believe it. Few know of my domestic infelicity, and those who do are not the ones to give it undue publicity. When we parted at the Bagni, I had resolved that it should be our last meeting, Fosca, he added, in a broken voice, his brow furrowed with sorrow It is best that we should remain apart, because such meetings as these only serve to bring back memories of the past, and to cause us to reflect upon the happy might-have-beens.

Her breast slowly rose and fell beneath its lace and jet, and he saw a tear glistening upon her veil. So you only think of me as an old friend, and not as one who loves you? she sighed I feared it was so.

No, no, he hastened to assure her, leaning forward quickly, and taking her hand Surely you have never doubted that I love you, Fosca? — God knows what it has cost me to remain apart from you.

His face was pale and hard set; his eyes were fixed upon hers with a look of fierce ardour it was impossible to mistake.

Once you left me — you cast me aside, and, because of it, I became a wanderer, heedless of everything, he continued Since that day many things have happened, yet I am now again a wanderer, again alone, again an outcast, again heart-broken.

Because you love your wife! she exclaimed bitterly You love this heartless woman who has done her best to ruin you?

I tell you I do not love her, he cried fiercely I only pity her.

Foscas brow darkened behind her veil. She raised her hand to pull the flimsy net tighter beneath her chin, and as she did so the last gleam of sunshine caught her diamond bangle, and caused it to flash with all the colours of the spectrum. Why do you pity her? she asked with some aspersion, which showed him that her jealousy had been aroused.

She has no thought of you. She hates you, and she is worthless!

It is for the latter reason that Ive left her, he answered in a mechanical voice.

And yet you still think always of her — you nurse your sorrow, and appear to derive a bitter satisfaction from doing so! she exclaimed. You, who are popular, who are feted in society, and whose books are read by everybody in England and in America, need not be so dismal and lonely as you are. Try and forget.

I have tried, he answered. I have tried to forget you, Fosca, but am unable; I can never forget.

Then you still love me? she cried, starting up, falling upon her knees before him, suddenly, and, raising her veil, took both his hands in hers, and covered them with hot, fervent kisses.

No, no, Fosca, he cried, placing her determinedly from him, and gazing upon her sadly. It is true that I love you with all my soul; that never since those days in Paris has any woman stirred within me the chord of affection. Yes; I answer your question frankly; I adore you. But, alas! that fact does not lighten our burdens, nor does it render our lives the brighter. For me the future is but a sea of grey despair; but for you, young, beautiful, the daughter of a man distinguished and popular, there is life and love and happiness. From to-day let us both forget. No good can result in these meetings, for they only create within us a wistfulness that cannot be satisfied; vague longings for that which we can never attain. Let us bury our love, and forget, Fosca. Leave me to my sorrow, and marry some man worthy of you. Obtain happiness yourself without further regard for me; for there is no need that both our lives should thus be wrecked, or that this heritage of woe should sap your life as well as mine.

But I love you, Bertram, she cried, in a passionate, tremulous voice I cannot forget — I shall never forget, I — I cannot live without your love.

He sighed heavily, still holding her hands. Her pale face was upturned to his, and the temptation grew upon him to bend and press his lips to hers. But he drew back, lest he should lose control over himself, and said simply:

Try to forget.

I cannot. It is impossible, she declared wildly. We love each other. It is destiny.

He bowed his head in acquiescence. The stray ray of the sunset glow, slanting in through the half-open sun-shutters, caught her hair, and seemed to surround her head with a golden halo. Never before had she seemed such a perfect incarnation of grace and beauty as there, upon her knees, she bent before him.

Yes, he said, in a low, sad voice, it is destiny, Fosca, a bitter destiny, that we should thus be held asunder. But what must be, must be.

For a moment they were hand in hand, heart to heart, soul with soul.

If you were free — if, in years to come, events occur so that you obtain your freedom, would you then many me? she asked at last, in an intense but faltering tone, her nervous hands trembling in his.

Yes, of course I would, he responded quickly. But why do you ask that? What strange fancy possesses you?

She rose to her feet slowly, and stood before him, her face grave, her eyes downcast.

You force me to tell you, Bertram, she said, in a strained tone, quite unusual to her — the voice of one in desperation. If I did not love you as passionately as I do, I would, I assure you, never utter to you the words I am about to utter. You may attribute what I am about to tell you to a fierce, mad jealousy. Well, I admit I am jealous. But it is the truth, a terrible truth, which I will reveal to you if you promise to forgive me for uttering it.

He looked at her in quick surprise.

Of course I forgive you. Tell me what it is he asked.

For a moment she hesitated, pale and breathless. Do you know a man named Vizard — Sir Douglas Vizard?

Vizard? he repeated Yes, he answered, suddenly recollecting My wife introduced him to me at Monte Carlo. An old man, with grey whiskers.

She nodded. Then a silence fell between them Well? he asked at last What of him?

Bertram, she answered gravely, her voice trembling, that man is your wifes lover!

The effect of her words was almost electrical. He started from his chair with clenched fists, his brow furrowed, his mouth agape, his eyes staring at her fixedly; his attitude that of a man who had made a discovery so unexpected and amazing that it held him petrified. My wifes lover? he echoed, when at length he found tongue.

Yes, she answered calmly He was that womans lover before her marriage with you, and he is so still. If you doubt my words it will not be difficult for you to obtain proof. I told you a short time ago that this woman, to whom you are so loyal and true, is worthless. Now I have revealed to you the truth.

Lena was worthless. Had not Teddy ODonovan often used that very same expression? He had evidently been aware of the hideous truth, but had hesitated to reveal it. If it were actually true, then he had been a blind, confiding fool through these years of toil and sorrow, believing always in his wifes fidelity. — 

With such tumultuous thoughts surging through his troubled brain, he stood before the woman he so dearly loved, bowed, dumbfounded, spell-bound.


CHAPTER XXV

AT THE GREY HOUSE
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ON SUNDAY MORNING, a week after Fosca had visited Bertram in Lucca, Teddy ODonovan entered his studio, tired and rather lazy after a late Saturday night at the Savage. The chairman at the house-dinner had been a popular favourite, and had wielded the savage club to the satisfaction and amusement of everybody; the speeches had sparkled with wit, ODell, that merry old Bohemian whose striking figure is so well-known in the vicinity of Adelphi Terrace, had recited one of his oft-repeated pieces by his dear departed brother — Savage Edgar Lee, William Nicol had sung one of his sweetest ballads, Phil May had sketched some of his inimitable caricatures, George Grossmith had dropped in late and convulsed them with his drolleries, while the tobacco smoke had been exactly of that density so dear to the heart of every Savage. The house-dinner is never voted a success unless the smoke assumes a certain density, and ODell is not present to pass his verdict upon the quality of the food.

Teddys mouth was parched, and his clothes smelt strongly of overnight cigars.

Late last night, he muttered to himself as he stood contemplating his unfinished canvas. Must have been nearly five before I tumbled in. Then he laughed merrily to himself as he recollected how, on leaving the club, he, with several other kindred spirits, well-known writers and painters, had gone at four in the morning to the coffee-stall at the corner of St. Martins Lane and Charing Cross, and there ate up all the hard-boiled eggs previous to driving home in a procession of hansoms. Like many workers in other spheres of life, Bohemian London toils hard all the week and gives itself a holiday on Saturday night. Teddy cared little for the many society functions to which he was bidden, but he never missed the house-dinner at the Savage.

He contemplated his unfinished canvas for some minutes, then crossed to an old carved-oak cabinet and mixed himself a remedy for his debility in the shape of a brandy and soda. Scarcely, however, had he put down the glass when the door opened.

He turned quickly, and found himself face to face with his old friend Rosmead. By Jove, Bertram, old fellow! he cried gaily, rushing across to meet his visitor. Youre about the very last man I should have expected. Come in. Come in, my dear old boy. Some fellows at the Savage were only last night asking about you. We all thought you were still in Italy.

I only left two days ago, and have travelled straight through. I arrived last night, the novelist answered, tossing aside his soft felt hat, and flinging himself into the nearest arm-chair, with a sigh of weariness.

Youre tired, the artist said. Have a drink, and crossing to the cabinet, he returned a moment later with a long brandy and soda.

The novelist swallowed it slowly without a word, then placed the empty glass from him. His face was pale, his brow deep furrowed, and his friend did not fail to notice the great change effected in him during the eighteen months of his absence.

Have you come back to stay? he asked, as he seated himself with his hands clasped at the back of his head, a habit of his when in conversation, or do you intend leaving us again? Tell me, old fellow, how are things going?

As usual, the novelist responded, in a weaned voice.

Ive not come home to stay. Only to see you.

Why? his friend asked, in some surprise.

Ive come to — to speak to you about Lena. Have you seen her lately?

Not very lately, the other replied, in a low, serious tone. I met her in the Strand a month ago. She spoke to me, and asked if I had heard of you.

How was she?

She seemed much the same as usual, although evidence was not wanting that she had been drinking.

Bertram sighed, and was silent. He glanced around his friends comfortable, artistic home, and envied him.

Teddy saw how deeply his friends sorrow weighed upon him, and changed the subject. They talked of mutual friends, men well known in literature and art, brother Vagabonds and brother Savages. The artist related the latest droll story told across the table on the previous night, but the novelists laughter had not that same genuine ring as of old. His gaiety was artificial, his amusement feigned. Truth to tell, he was in no mood to hear the to witty repartee of the men who had once been his boon companions. When one is absent from London one is soon forgotten, and it was gratifying to think that he was still remembered in the set wherein he had once been a well-known figure. Bertram Rosmead had but few enemies outside the reporting staff of the Evening Telegraph, that brilliant little band who were so consumed by jealousy, and the reason of his decision to live on the Continent had long been the subject of much speculation. Not half-a-dozen people were aware of the truth, or knew that Mr and Mrs. Rosmead had parted.

The novelist answered his friends questions mechanically, heeding the conversation little, his mind centred upon the one object of his visit.

Teddy, he exclaimed at last, in a deep, earnest voice, looking at the artist with dark, thoughtful eyes I have travelled from Italy here to see you, in order to ask you a question.

Well, asked his friend, surprised. Long ago you often said that Lena was worthless, and you urged me to leave her. Why?

Because — well, because she was ruining all your prospects, my dear fellow, the other replied My prophecy was fulfilled. You were compelled at last to part from her. No man on earth could have borne the burden longer.

Yes, he said, gravely. But why did you allege that she was worthless? You would never tell me. Surely you can tell me now?

Teddy hesitated for a moment, his brows knit, for his old friend held him in a tight corner.

No, my dear old chap, he answered at last. Its best that I should not tell you the reason.

You decline?

Yes, I decline. Youve left her, and thats enough. Why think any more of her when shes forgotten you?

My wife has forgotten her duty towards me, and you hesitate to tell me, he said, his eyes fixed upon those of his friend.

The artist sat immovable, and did not answer.

I have discovered the truth, he went on, in a harsh, bitter tone. My wifes lover is Sir Douglas Vizard, the man who speaks at religious meetings and gives addresses to young men. Tell me, is that true? he asked, in a voice that would brook no denial.

Yes, since you ask, Bertram, that is the truth, the artist replied, in a pained voice. And yet you would not tell me? Bertram observed, in a tone of reproach. I hinted it to you often, but I feared to tell you the truth, he said. Your life was full enough of sorrow.

How did you become aware of it? he asked. Tell me all.

I knew Vizard, he said, after a few moments hesitation. A friend introduced us, and one night, some months before your marriage, I accepted his invitation to smoke with him at his chambers in Staple Inn. Before I left a girl came there, took off her hat, drank with us, and, from the manner in which she made herself at home, it was evident that she was no stranger to the place. I took in the situation at a glance, but judge my horror when, some months later, you introduced her to me as your wife.

Bertram remained in silence a few moments.

She must have recognised you, he said. That would account for her inexpressible hatred of you. She feared lest you might betray her.

A hundred times I have been on the point of telling you the truth, the artist exclaimed, sympathetically. Yet I always hesitated, feeling that your grief was sufficient for you to bear, that you must sooner or later part from her, and that it would be as well for you to remain in ignorance, as knowledge of it could only make your life more full of bitterness.

Yes, yes. I see it all now, the novelist answered. I see what a fool I was to disregard your repeated advice. But I hoped that she would reform. I strove my hardest to break her of her intemperate habits, nearly ruining myself in the futile effort. Now, at last, the truth has been revealed in all its hideousness. Her craving for life in London is explained by her desire to be near the man she loved, and to visit him secretly. She never entertained any affection for me, and only married me in order to obtain a superficial honesty.

I told you she was worthless, ODonovan exclaimed. She deceived you with a cool, deliberate cunning that was amazing. But why trouble over her now? It is all of the past. A woman of her character is not worthy a single moments serious thought.

A tap at the door prevented the novelist from replying, and Manton, the maid, entered with a card.

Her master took it, glanced at the name, and then gazed across at his friend open-mouthed.

Show the lady up, he replied, then passed the card across to Bertram.

The name upon it was Fosca Farini.

Scarcely had Rosmead expressed his amazement when Fosca, looking fresh and dainty in a neat costume of blue-grey trimmed with cream, girdled narrow but distinctive, entered the room with a frou-frou of skirts and laces, and, as both men rose to greet her, she drew back in surprise at confronting the man she loved.

I thought you were still in Lucca, she said, as her hand lingered in his for an instant. How strange that we should meet again here! How long have you been in London?

I arrived last night, he answered.

And I also, she said. travelled home via Milan and Bâle to Calais. Surely you did not come by the same route?

No, he replied. I travelled by Turin, Paris, and 

Dieppe. We must both have arrived in London at the same time

Yes, she said And our errands both have the same object.

The same? I dont understand, answered the man she loved, looking at her with a puzzled expression.

We have both come to discover the truth; you to obtain proof of your wifes perfidy, I to obtain freedom from a yoke which for years has galled me, and for years has prevented me from telling you the truth.

Your secret! he cried, quickly. Do you anticipate freedom from the bond of silence?

I do, she said I have striven, and have still to strive towards that end.

The revelation you made of my wifes infidelity has been fully borne out. Teddy has confirmed your words, the novelist said, in a despondent tone So confident was I of her chastity that I felt inclined to regard your statement as the outcome of a natural jealousy, but from what I have learnt to-day there can be no doubt. That she drank to excess was true, but I have all along looked upon her failing with leniency, because I believed her to be an honest, upright woman. But she is guilty — and I hate her.

You love me, Bertram? Fosca cried in earnestness, grasping his hands and looking into his face. You love me?

Yes, he answered, in a hoarse voice. It is true, Fosca, I love you.

Then, hear me! she said, her face pale, her slim figure a trifle tragic. If you believe in my honesty and in my love for you, come with me.

Where?

To her.

To my wife! he cried. No. To-night I shall leave England again. I have neither desire to see her, nor to drag my name through the mire of the Divorce Court. I know the truth. That is sufficient.

Her brows contracted for an instant. His words were not reassuring.

But for my sake — Bertram — for my sake, she implored.

You are the woman I love, he cried. How can I accompany you?

She has no love for you, Fosca declared. You have already told me that she has ceased to write to you long ago. Come with me. I cannot speak unless you are face to face.

What do you mean? asked the novelist, surprised. What do you intend doing?

Wait and see, she answered. You have long demanded an explanation, and I am now ready to make it, providing that for one brief hour you will conform to my wishes. Teddy will also come.

Why? inquired the artist. Such a breach between husband and wife can only be settled in the Divorce Court.

But your presence is also necessary, she urged. You must come — you hear, you must.

Is it not best to let the wretched woman alone, now that Bertram has learnt the truth? If he is determined not to divorce her, to visit her will only cause unnecessary pain to everybody concerned.

I tell you that you must both come with me. I have travelled here from Italy with that purpose. In Lucca I learnt that Bertram had left for London, and I followed only a couple of hours after he had left. Bertram must come with me. No matter how it pains him, he must have one last interview with this woman; and you, his best friend, may certainly be present. Do not hesitate, but come. Let us go at once.

Where?

To Sir Douglass chambers, in Staple Inn. She lives there.

Lives there! echoed the novelist, in a hard voice And I have been supporting her all this time! The money I have been sending her has been spent by this man, who has, no doubt, laughed at my blissful ignorance.

Dont let us lose time, Fosca cried anxiously See, she added, pointing to the clock, it is already midday. Let us go.

There was a dead silence. Both men were impressed by her strange earnestness of manner, and neither offered further excuse. Teddy changed his coat, and, during his absence, Bertram pressed the hand of his well-beloved. When I have convinced you of the truth, she said, in a low voice of determination, looking up into his face, you will see how terribly I have suffered, how my secret has held me in a grip of terror, and why we were so suddenly placed asunder. You still believe that once, long ago, I ruthlessly cast aside all thought of you, and abandoned you, because you were poor. Well, when you have heard me, you shall be my judge.

Have you at last resolved to disclose that secret you have for so long carefully guarded? he asked, with a quick, renewed interest. Be patient, and see, she answered, in a tone of confidence. If I do, my words will astound you. The truth is incredible. The facts almost stagger belief.


CHAPTER XXVI

THE TRUTH
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HALF-AN-HOUR LATER ALL three alighted from a closed cab in Holborn, opposite that narrow court which gives entrance to Staple Inn, and together they ascended the dark, well-worn stairway to the door which bore Sir Douglas Vizards name.

Fosca and Bertram drew back, and, in answer to the knock, there was a shuffling of feet, the clanking of a chain, and, a moment later, the stout old baronet himself opened the door, and, recognising Teddy, asked him in.

He was in his shirt-sleeves, dirty, unshaven, and wore list slippers. His scanty hair was ruffled, and it was evident that he had only just risen. As the artist stepped inside his two companions followed him quickly into the tiny hall, much to the amazement of the baronet, who saw instantly how neatly he had been tricked. Whats the meaning of this? he inquired, turning quickly to them. My wife is here, cried the novelist I have come to search for her.

The old man laughed a coarse, forced laugh as Bertram brushed past him, and, entering the sitting-room, confronted Lena, standing near the window, erect, and pale to the lips.

Her hair was towsled; she wore an old flannel dressing-gown, which had once been pale blue, but had now assumed a shade of dirty grey; her face was unwashed, her feet thrust into shoes several sizes too large for her. She stood confused and speechless before her husband, her eyes were fixed upon the threadbare carpet. The place smelt close, stuffy, and nauseating.

As Fosca entered with the artist she glanced furtively at them; then her teeth set themselves in fierce desperation, and a shudder ran through her. Her clenched hands trembled as though palsied; her face assumed an ashen hue. She was quite sober, and, perhaps for the first time in her life, was conscious of her shame. Well, sir, cried Bertram, furiously turning to the shambling old Pharisee, and what explanation, pray, have you to offer?

Ask your wife, he answered, with a sarcastic grin Shell no doubt tell you the truth, as she always has done. The novelist turned to the wretched, trembling woman, but, in an instant, in a sudden outburst of hysterical penitence, she flung herself upon her knees before him, crying: Ah, no! Bertram. Forgive me! Forgive!

She tried to clutch his hands, but he drew back from her contact in loathing. Say that you will forgive me, Bertram, she implored in a wild voice I have been a weak, wretched woman, I know. To you Ive been a burden always. But forgive. See! here, on my knees before them all, I crave one word of pardon; I ask you to—

Hear me before you reply, cried Fosca, advancing with outstretched hand, and with a look of scorn upon the penitent woman bowed upon her knees at her husbands feet. Then, turning to the artist, she said: First, lock that door. What is said in this room must not go beyond it.

The artist put his hand upon the key, turned it, and quickly placed it in his pocket, in accordance with instructions she had given him on their way thither. Seeing this, the baronets attitude underwent a change. The supercilious smile upon his gross, bloated face gave place to a look of mingled surprise and alarm. So sudden had been this intrusion that he had had no time to prepare a defence.

I object to be thus locked in my own room, he cried resentfully Kindly open that door again.

Not yet, Teddy answered firmly. When we have finished, you and your companion shall be released. Until then, compose yourself.

Listen, said Fosca, addressing the man she loved. Before pardoning this woman, who has sinned before man and God, reflect upon the statement I am now about to make — a statement which is true, and every fact of which I will afterwards verify.

Lena, struggling unevenly to her feet, staggered to her chair, and gripped it for support, her face blanched and haggard, her wild eyes with dark rings around them, and a strange expression of abject terror in their depths.

Lies! she gasped. This woman is known as a vile adventuress. Do not believe her, Bertram! She loves you, and is prompted by jealousy.

You fear the truth, Fosca cried, with flashing eyes.

But you have done your best to deceive and ruin a man of whom you were unworthy, and I will not spare you.

I do not fear you, Lena answered defiantly. Speak. Utter what foul libels you like. They cannot hurt me.

First, Fosca said, turning to the grey-faced old baronet, who stood near his companion, fidgeting with ill-disguised alarm. That man there is an evil blackmailer, beneath whose thrall I have remained all these years, and under whose influence I would have fallen had I not fought against him.

Youre a liar! he cried fiercely.

Then listen, while I explain, she said, turning to the artist. In order to view the facts aright, carry your recollection back to those days in Paris when you, Teddy, loved Violette, and when Bertram and I were lovers. In those summer days when, stifled at my lace-counter at the Louvre, I was glad of any pretext to escape, a man came one day and asked for some lace to be sent on approval to a lady who was ill at the Hotel Continental, requesting that I might be sent with it. I went that afternoon, taking with me some expensive pieces of old Venetian, but found that the mans story of a lady being ill was a fabricated one, and that he had done this because he wished for an opportunity to talk with me. He admired me, he said, ordered some tea for me, chatted, bought a length of lace, and I went away, after promising to meet him again on the following Sunday. Perhaps it was because he flattered me that I flirted with him. I told him of my student-lover, and he laughed, amused that I should thus deceive him. Turning to the novelist, she said, You will remember that for two or three Sundays in succession we did not meet. I made excuses that my mother was ill, and it was my duty to visit her.

Yes, he said, in a deep voice, I well remember. Who was this man that came between us?

The man before you — Sir Douglas Vizard, Fosca answered, without hesitation He said he loved me, but I nevertheless still loved you. We met often, and he gave me some pretty presents, which I, of course, concealed from you; I was deceiving you, yet never for a moment did my affection waver — that I swear. Why I did this I cannot tell. I was young then, and by the mans title I thought him rich and distinguished. I did not then know that he was a penniless adventurer, who picked up a precarious livelihood by selling his name to the directors of shady companies. In those days I knew nothing of such things, believing an English baronet to be a man of honour. Well, we met several times in the Tuileries Gardens, and beneath the trees on the Quai dOrsay, and each time he tried to induce me to relinquish all thought of you. One day in summer, however, he came into the Louvre on pretence of buying lace, and made an appointment to meet me that evening in the little garden in the Rue du Cloître, behind Notre Dame.

The place where Violette was murdered! exclaimed Teddy, all the vivid details of that mysterious crime surging across his brain. And you met him there?

Yes, she answered. He had told me where to meet him, at a seat beneath the wall of the cathedral, and when I entered the garden and approached it, I saw a woman sitting there. It was the woman you knew as Violette.

Violette! the artist gasped. You saw her?

Yes. I was about to pass by, but something in her attitude struck me as curious. She was in pain, holding both hands to her breast, and I saw the stain of blood. Upon the ground, at my feet, lay a revolver. I picked it up, then rushed towards her to lend her aid. No one was present, and at that moment the thought flashed upon me that she had attempted suicide. Ere I had approached her, however, this man now before you appeared, glanced quickly from her to me, and seeing me with the revolver in my hand, grasped me and denounced me as a murderess. So taken aback was I by this astounding accusation that at first I made no attempt to deny it. Such a charge seemed too absurd; but a few moments later he urged me to escape, half-dragging me towards the gate, and leaving Violette in her dying agony. I still had the revolver in my hand, and in obedience to his command, scarce knowing what I did, I concealed it in my dress pocket, and we both crossed the Port dArcole and gained the Rue de Rivoli Go back to the Louvre, he said; say nothing to anybody, and your guilt can never be proved. This I did, and read in the next mornings papers of the mysterious assassination. Some three days later he again called, and in the evening I met him. My first words were in explanation of the circumstances in which he found me, but his attitude had changed. Instead of being solicitous after my welfare, he declared his intention of giving information against me, allowing me one alternative — to leave for England with him. If I would consent to that, he would preserve silence. If not, the revolver concealed in my bedroom at the Louvre was, in itself, sufficient evidence to send me to the guillotine.

The scoundrel! cried ODonovan, with his strong Irish accent And it was he himself who committed the murder!

CI hated him, Fosca went on, turning to the manche loved, but I had fallen into the trap he had so cunningly prepared for me. A word from him would give me into the hands of the police, therefore, after reflection, I resolved to act with discretion. That he held me in his power, irrevocably, was only too plain. If I had told you the truth, Bertram, you would not have believed me; therefore, after several weeks of indecision, I wrote to you that letter — making it appear that I preferred Jean Potin — and left Paris secretly on that memorable day, going to a distant relation at Avignon, where I obtained a post as cashier in a magasin.

Is this actually the truth? cried the novelist, openmouthed, at her strange story. No, its a lie, answered the gross-faced man. Its the truth, every word of it, Fosca declared in a firm voice. For years I lived in daily dread of this man, from whose vile influence I had only managed to escape by the exercise of the greatest cunning; but at last he found me when, on my fathers success, I rejoined him in Paris. He had then altered his tactics, compelled me to buy his silence, and from time to time he has extracted from me sums of money under threats of exposure.

A low blackmailer! exclaimed Bertram.

Yes. For nearly two years he continued to seek me, in Rome, in Vienna, in London, and I continued to pay him, dreading lest the circumstantial evidence might be sufficient to convict me of the crime. But, at last, one day in London he told me of your marriage, and made it his proud boast that he was your wifes lover. The knowledge that you were lost to me made me utterly careless of my future, and I then refused to further comply with his demands, defying him. In response, he made all sorts of terrible threats, but from that day until this we have not met.

Then this man is the actual murderer of Violette? ODonovan cried, with a glance of hatred towards the shuffling old man, who stood humiliated, with face livid.

Listen, she continued; listen, and I will give you further explanation. Until a week ago, I believed that such was the case, and that the only person who could solve the mystery, which had so puzzled all Paris, was myself. The truth, however, has just been revealed, and therefore I do not fear this mans threats, nor am I compelled to preserve my secret longer.

The truth! both men cried What is it? Is not this man the assassin?

You will recollect that in my letter to you, she said, addressing Bertram, I declared that Jean Potin was my lover. Jean heard of that from some of his friends in the Quartier after he had left, therefore kept a silence that has prevented the truth becoming known. Strangely enough, however, Jean, who, as you know, is now a member of the Chamber of Deputies, was in Italy, and called on me at Lucca, where he explained to me the whole truth, and, after I had told him how this man had blackmailed me, declared that he is now ready to give evidence in support of his statement. He crossed the garden on that evening, as a near cut, having entered by the gate opposite the Morgue, and emerged by the one in the Rue du Cloître. He saw the murder committed!

Saw it committed! Then he was an actual witness? cried Teddy. Why did he not give information at the time?

Because he also saw me in the vicinity, and believed that the murder was the result of a quarrel in which I was implicated. He says that he suspected me of being an accessory, and therefore feared to speak.

But who killed Violette? demanded the artist, excitedly.

Fosca hesitated a moment, then in a clear, distinct voice, answered — 

The culprit is that woman before you, Lena Rosmead!

Bertrams wife uttered a low scream, staggered unevenly, reeled, and would have fallen had not her companion seized her arm. Her face was ghastly white; her eyes glared with unutterable terror at the woman who had thus denounced her, and her cold, nervous hands trembled as she clutched the edge of the table, and stood swaying against it.

These words caused both men to utter exclamations of blank surprise and dismay.

Lena! cried the novelist, in a dubious tone. But she has never been in Paris.

Oh! yes, she has! replied Fosca. Since the tragedy, Jean, the single witness, has succeeded in unearthing the identity of Violette.

Who was she? inquired Teddy, quickly This mans step-daughter!

His step-daughter! they cried incredibly. It appears that this scoundrel married a widow, Violettes mother; a Frenchwoman of large fortune. The lady soon afterwards died, leaving all her money to her daughter, who at once left her step-father in London, and went back to live in Paris, taking as her maid this wretched woman, Lena. Vizard apparently conceived the idea of encompassing his step-daughters death, and so obtaining her fortune. He must have conspired with the maid, for it is a fact now beyond dispute that on that night Lena and her mistress went to the little garden behind Notre Dame, and Lena, almost in the presence of Vizard, shot Violette dead. The cunning manner in which I was entrapped there shows plainly that this man anticipated some tragic occurrence; but whether the crime was the result of a quarrel between the two women, or whether it had been carefully planned by Vizard, whose accomplice this woman became, can only be explained by her herself.

Yes, gasped Lena, in a strange, hollow voice, her eyes glaring round wildly. It is useless to disguise the truth, now that you know everything. I killed her! I — I shot her, because I was jealous of her. A man whom I thought loved me had paid her attention, and I took her there that night and deliberately shot her, as we sat side by side, holding the pistol close to her breast. Sir Douglas must have followed us there, or it seems that he came to keep the appointment he had made with this woman who has now denounced me. At any rate, he saw me commit the crime, and in order to save me, on the spur of the moment, fastened the guilt upon her. He had no hand in the affair, I swear. It was I who killed her, because I hated her. I left Paris next day, and returned to London. I had only been absent from home three weeks, and, as my mother thought I had been been visiting friends in the country, I did not undeceive her. She never knew that I had gone into service as a ladys-maid. I believed myself safe, and returned to the theatre; for only the murdered girls step-father knew the secret, and he had a strong motive in preserving silence. I never dreamed that a second person was witness of my crime. Ah! it is all terrible, terrible! Here, just when I believed it all forgotten, my crime is revived in every vivid detail, and I am branded as a murderess. That moment of mad, impetuous passion lives in my memory now; how, deliberately I directed her attention away from me, and, placing the revolver at her heart, fired ere she could rise or divine my intention. Ah! she screamed in a shrill voice; ah! the truth is out! I killed her, because she had taken from me the man I loved, and now you will take me from the man I love. You will send me to prison — to the scaffold! No; I — I cant bear it. Its horrible. Let me go. Open the door, and let me go forth from here. Have pity — have mercy — Bertram! she screamed, holding forth her hands to her husband imploringly. Have mercy, Bertram!

But he turned from her with repugnance, drawing back lest she should touch him, while Vizard stood, white and breathless, utterly unable to articulate a single word in defence.

These revelations had shattered all his self-possession at a single blow. You have confessed, Fosca said, addressing the guilty woman trembling before her For to-day, it is sufficient. The mystery which caused so much sensation in Paris is solved, and I have made explanation of the secret which bound me to silence. Your own conscience will punish you sufficiently for the evil you have wrought — and after that the French police will demand your extradition.

Then, turning to the two men standing together, she added, Come, let us leave them. To remain here longer is useless, now that the mystery is elucidated and this woman has confessed her crime.

Bertram, wailed his wife, in a hoarse, trembling voice. Will you not forgive? and once again she threw herself before him. Never! her husband answered firmly, and, as the artist unlocked the door, they all three passed out without further word, leaving the wretched, hysterical woman still upon her knees, blanched and ghastly, in an attitude of supplication.

When they had gone, she gave one piercing shriek, which sounded through the house, and with outstretched hands, fell forward upon her face, where she lay, white and motionless, as one dead.


CONCLUSION
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LATE THAT SAME night, as Bertram Rosmead sat pondering deeply in the smoking-room at Morleys Hotel, a note was brought him by a waiter. He opened it, and found a single hurried line from Vizard, in response to which, after a few moments hesitation, he took a cab and drove to Staple Inn. He ascended the creaking wooden stairs, and, on gaining the top, was surprised to find the door of the chambers ajar. He pushed it open and entered the untidy sitting-room, but there was no one there. All was silent. He called out, but there was no response. Amazed at finding the place deserted, he pushed open the door of the bedroom and entered. The gas was turned very low, and at first he could distinguish nothing; but an instant later, when his eyes were accustomed to the dim light, he discovered Lena lying half-dressed upon the bed.

He turned up the gas, and approached her. Her eyes were wide open, staring at him with a wild, terrified look, but they were fixed and glazed. He touched her cheek. It was icy cold. She had been dead several hours.

The small, stuffy room reeked of spirits. Upon the floor beside her lay a brandy bottle, where it had fallen from the thin, nervous hand that death had relaxed.

It told its own tale.

Bertram Rosmead removed his hat, and, with head bent, murmured a fervent prayer. He had thought himself utterly lost and fallen to the depths, and lo! he was in the hollow of the hand of God. A few moments later he slowly stooped until his lips kissed the cold, dead face.

Then he turned and went forth a changed man.

Far up in the purple Apennines at that handsome white villa, with its green sun-shutters, which stands back from the dusty high road, winding through the Baths of Lucca, Bertram and Fosca, now man and wife, live happily through the sunny days of the Tuscan summer. The beautiful home was given to Fosca by the Marquis on her marriage, and Bertram has found it an ideal spot for a literary man. Each May they come to London, for the novelist is compelled to see Mr. Howden sometimes, and likes to spend a few happy evenings dining and chatting business with his publisher. When winter comes, however, and snow and rain render life no longer pleasant in that tiny, remote mountain resort, they move down to Florence, where they are well-known in that rather exclusive, if impecunious, set which calls itself society. But Bertram always declares that nowadays he can only work at home, and is always eager to get back to his cosy, book-lined den, overlooking one of the most picturesque valleys in Italy.

Of Vizard nothing has since been heard, except that a warrant was granted at Bow Street a few days after Lenas death for his arrest in connection with some fraudulent company-promoting. Teddy ODonovan, in the everness of bachelorhood, still enjoys his Saturday house-dinners at the Savage. Once every year he visits the novelist and his wife in their mountain home, and on such occasions the Marquis, whose fame is still world-wide, comes over from his villa near Bologna, to join the merry circle, where the talk so often runs upon the old days in Paris when Fosca sold lace at the Louvre, Bertram was often compelled to eat a handful of hot chestnuts in lieu of dinner, and the seedy, indigent composer of Il Parpaglione had a mania for borrowing thirty centimes. The reason of Jeans suspicion of Foscas complicity in the crime of the Rue du Cloître is often discussed, and according to Jeans own statement, it seems that it was owing to some disparaging remarks which she had made a few days before regarding ODonovans mysterious love. This, combined with the fact that he overheard high words between two women at the moment of the crime, and one of the voices he recognised as that of Lena, while a few seconds later he saw her with a revolver in her hand, filled him with suspicion so deep-rooted that he deemed it best to preserve silence.

It was only when he accidentally met Fosca, and she herself recalled the memory of that fateful evening, that her fearlessness of speech and openness of manner convinced him of her innocence. Then he told all he knew, and revealed the identity of the assassin. Thus was solved one of the most curious mysteries which ever puzzled M. Goron and his lieutenants.

In their peaceful lives Bertram and Fosca are nowadays careless of everything, so supremely happy are they in each others love. To the English-speaking world the name of Bertram Rosmead, novelist, is well-known, for he has now risen to the very first rank of writers of fiction, and his books consequently sell by thousands. Many are the inducements to a man so popular to go back and live in England, but he is entirely without egotism, and, loving the quietness of his home, he always declares that only as a visitor will he ever return to literary London, that curious little circle where Bohemian good-fellowship is so strangely intermingled with paltry jealousy, affectation, and conceit; that life which for him possesses so many bitter memories, the world of Scribes and Pharisees.


If Sinners Entice Thee (1898)
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Chapter One.

Zertho.
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NO, ZERTHO. YOU forget that Liane is my daughter, the daughter of Brooker of the Guards, once an officer, and still, I hope, a gentleman.

Gentleman! sneered the other with a curl of his lip.

Erle Brooker shrugged his shoulders, but did not reply.

Yet many women would be eager enough to become Princess dAuzac if they had the chance, observed the tall, dark-bearded, handsome man, speaking English with a slight accent as he leaned easily against the edge of the table, and glanced around the shabby, cheaply-furnished little dining-room. Sallow-faced, dark-eyed, broad-shouldered, he was aged about forty — with full lips and long tapering hands, white as a womans.

Both of us know the world, my dear fellow, answered Captain Erle Brooker at last, standing astride before the fireplace in which a gaudy Japanese umbrella had been placed to hide its ugliness. Surely the five years we spent together were sufficient to show us that there are women — and women?

Of course, as I expected, the other cried cynically. Now that youre back again in England, buried in this sleepy country village, you are becoming sentimental. I suppose it is respectable to be so; but its hardly like you.

Youve prospered. Ive fallen upon evil days.

And you could have had similar luck if only you would have continued to run with me that snug little place in Nice, instead of showing the white feather, he said.

It was entirely against my grain to fleece those beardless boys. Ill play fair, or not at all.

Sentiment again! Its your curse, Brooker.

The speculation no doubt proved a veritable gold mine, as of course it must. But I had a second reason in dissolving our partnership.

Liane urged you?

Yes.

And you took her advice, the advice of a mere girl! he laughed contemptuously.

Luck is always with her, the Captain answered. She sat beside me and prompted me on the occasion of my last big coup at roulette.

A sort of sorceress, eh?

Brooker smiled coldly, but again made no reply. Well, continued his companion. Do you intend to accept my proposal?

Certainly not, replied the luckless gamester. Ill never sacrifice my daughters happiness.

Rubbish!

I have already decided.

Zertho was silent; his features became fierce and authoritative. His was an arrestive face, indicating rare, possibly prodigious, mental and also bodily activity, an activity that, unless curbed and restrained by carefully cultivated habits, might become distorted, and thus become injurious to himself as well as to others. Two rows of strong white teeth redeemed a large mouth from the commonplace, but those teeth were seldom seen — never, indeed, unless their owner laughed, and if smiles were rare, laughter still more rarely disturbed the steady composure of that saturnine countenance. Yet there was an individuality about the man which produced interest, though not always an agreeable interest, much less liking. He made an impression; he produced an effect upon the imagination that was not easily forgotten. Again, regarding the Captain keenly, he asked:

Dont you think Im straight?

As straight as you ever were, Zertho, the other answered ambiguously, with a light laugh. But if you want a wife, surely you can fancy some other girl besides Liane. Im afraid we know a little too much of each other to trust one another very far.

There was another long silence. The golden sunset streamed in at the open window, which revealed an old-fashioned garden filled with fragrant roses, and a tiny lawn bounded by a hedgerow beyond. Through the garden ran a paved path to the white dusty road. The afternoon had been hot and drowsy. Upon the warm wind was borne in the sound of children at play in the village street of Stratfield Mortimer, while somewhere in the vicinity the shoe-smiths hammer fell upon his anvil with musical clang. The house stood at the east end of the long straggling village, towards Reading, a small, old-fashioned cottage, picturesque in its ivy mantle, with deep mullions, diamond panes, and oaken doors. A year ago an old maiden lady, who had resided there for a quarter of a century, had died, and the village had been thrown into a state of commotion, as villages are wont to be, by the arrival of new comers — Captain Erle Brooker, his daughter Liane, and Nellie Bridson, her companion. The latter was daughter of Jack Bridson, a brother officer of Brookers. Left an orphan at nine years of age she had been brought up by the Captain, and throughout her whole life had been Lianes inseparable friend. Soon, however, the village gossips found food for talk. The furniture they brought with them bore the distinct impress of having been purchased secondhand, the maid-of-all-work was a buxom Frenchwoman who bought stuff, for soups and salads, and the two girls habitually spoke French when together, in preference to English. Hence they were at once dubbed fine, finnikin foreigners, and regarded with suspicion by all the country folk from Beech Hill away to Silchester.

The thin-faced vicar made a formal call, as vicars will, but, as might be expected, received but a cold welcome from the ex-cavalry officer, and this fact spreading rapidly throughout the district, no one else ever crossed their threshold. This social ostracism annoyed Brooker, not for his own sake, but for that of the girls. The reason he had decided to live in the country in preference to London, was, first because it was cheaper, and secondly, because he had a vague idea that both girls would enter a pleasant and inexpensive circle where the dissipations would be mainly in the form of tea and tennis. In this, however, he and they had been sorely disappointed.

Zertho had spoken the truth. Stratfield Mortimer was indeed deadly dull after Ostend or the Riviera. He was getting already tired of posing as a half-pay officer, and speaking to nobody except the postmistress or the garrulous father of the local inn-keeper. Yet the one thing needful was money, and since he had renounced gambling, he had had scarcely sufficient to live from hand to mouth. Yet, although he had hardly a sou in his pocket, his imperturbable good humour never deserted him. His career had, indeed, been full of strange vicissitudes; of feast and fast, of long nights and heavy play, of huge stakes won and lost with smile or curse, of fair game and sharping, of fleecing youngsters and bluffing his elders in nearly every health-resort in Europe. Easy-going to a fault, he bore his fifty years merrily, with scarcely a grey hair in his head, and although his ruddy, well-shaven face bore no sign of anxiety it was a trifle blotchy, caused by high living and long nights of play, while twenty years of an existence on his wits, had so sharpened his intelligence that in his steel-grey eyes was a keen penetrating look that had long become habitual. As careless and indolent now as he had ever been, he nevertheless dressed just as carefully, walked as lightly, and held his head just as high as in the days of his prosperity when a smart cavalry officer, younger son of a well-known peer, he could draw a cheque for thirty thousand. When he reflected upon his present position, hampered by the two girls dependent upon him, he merely laughed a strange cynical laugh, the same that he had laughed across the roulette-table when he had flung down and lost his last louis.

Whats your game, burying yourself in this abominable hole? inquired his whilom partner, presently. I called at the National Sporting Club as soon as I got to London, expecting to see something of you, but the hall-porter told me that you lived down in this Sleepy-Hollow, and never came to town. So I resolved to run down and look you up.

Cant afford to live in London, the Captain answered, rolling a cigarette carefully between his fingers, before lighting it.

Hard up! yet you refuse my offer! observed Zertho, laughing. Youre an enigma, Brooker. Money would put you on your legs again, my dear fellow.

I dont doubt it, the other replied. But I have reasons.

Zertho dAuzac knit his dark brows, glancing at the Captain with a look of quick suspicion.

You have expectations for Liane — eh?

No reply escaped Brookers lips. He was thinking deeply.

Any other man wouldnt make you such an offer, the other continued, in a tone of contempt.

Instantly there was an angry glint in the Captains eyes.

I tell you, Zertho, Ill never let my daughter marry you. You, of all men, shall not have her — no, by Heaven! not for a hundred thousand pounds.

The others face darkened in anger. But he turned away, giving vent to a short, harsh laugh, and with feigned good humour advanced towards the window, and whistling softly, took out his cigarette-case, a plain silver one, whereon his coronet and monogram were engraved.

At that moment two graceful, bright-faced girls entered the gate from the road, sauntering leisurely up the path towards the house. Dressed alike in dark well-made skirts, cool-looking blouses of cream crêpon and straw sailor hats with black bands, they walked together, the sound of their laughter ringing through the room. The taller of the pair was Liane Brooker, slim, with infinite grace, a face undeniably beautiful, a pair of clear grey eyes the depths of which seemed unfathomable, nose and mouth that denoted buoyancy of spirits and sincerity of heart, hair dressed neatly in the latest mode, and that easy swing about her carriage peculiar alone to Frenchwomen. Her warmth of Southern blood and large expressive eyes she inherited from her mother, who came from St Tropez in the Var, and her strange cosmopolitan education had already made her a thorough woman of the world. Her character was altogether a curiously complex one. Though fresh, bright and happy, she, the daughter of an adventurer, had seen a good deal of the seamy side of life, where the women were déclassé, and the men rogues and outsiders; yet, in fairness to her father, it must be admitted that, even in his most reckless moments, he had always exerted towards both girls keen solicitude. Her beauty was peerless. Hundreds of men had said so among themselves. Such a face as hers would have made a fortune on the stage; therefore it was little wonder that she should be desired as wife by Prince Zertho dAuzac, the man who under the plain cognomen of Zertho dAuzac was once a fellow blackleg with her father, and now a wealthy personage by reason of his inheritance of the great family estates in Luxembourg. Well he knew what a sensation her beauty would create in Berlin or St Petersburg, and with the object of obtaining her he had travelled to England. Pure and good, full of high thoughts and refined feeling, Liane Brooker existed amid strangely incongruous surroundings. She had been reared in the worst atmosphere of vice and temptation to be found in the whole of Europe, yet had passed through unscathed and uncorrupted.

Her companion was fair, with bright pink-and-white complexion, rosy, delicate cheeks, and merry blue eyes. Nelly was scarcely as handsome perhaps as Liane, yet hers was an almost perfect type of English beauty. Her hands were not quite so small or refined as her friends, and in contrast with the latters carriage hers was not quite so graceful, nor was her figure so supple; yet the mass of fluffy blond curls that peeped beneath her hat, straying across her brow, gave softness to her features, and her delicate pointed chin added a decided piquancy to a face that was uncommonly pretty and winning.

Both girls, catching sight at the same moment of Zerthos heavy watch-chain at the window, muttered together in an undertone. That day the Prince had arrived unexpectedly to lunch, sat down to their meagre dish of cold mutton, as he had often done in the old days when funds had been low, and having indicated his desire to talk business alone with the Captain, they had gone out together to post a letter at the little grocery store at the opposite end of the village.

When they discovered him still there, both pulled wry faces. He had never been a favourite of either. Liane had always instinctively disliked this man, who was the scapegrace of a noble family. His cynical look and sly manner had caused her to distrust him, and it had been mainly on this account that her father had dissolved his partnership in the private gaming-house they had carried on during the previous winter in Nice, an institution remembered with regret by many a young man who had gone to the Riviera for health and pleasure, only to return ruined. Zertho was not entirely unconscious of Lianes antipathy towards him; he well knew that without her fathers aid his cause must be foredoomed to failure. But he never on any single occasion acted in undue haste. It was his proud boast that if ever he set his heart upon doing a thing he could quietly possess his soul in patience, for years if necessary, till the right moment arrived when he could execute his plans with success. Judging from the light, pleasant greeting he gave both girls as they entered, it was the tactics of craft and cunning he now intended to follow.

He chaffed Liane upon becoming a village belle, whereupon she, quick at repartee, tossed her handsome head, her heart beating fast, almost tumultuously, as she answered:

Better that than the old life, Msieur.

Oh, so you, too, have settled and become puritanical! he laughed. You English, you are always utterly incomprehensible. Have you yet joined the Anti-Gambling League?

We are very happy here, she replied, heedless of his taunt. I have no desire to return to the Continent, to that old life of feast one day and fast the next.

Nor I, chimed in Nellie, full of fun and vivacity. This place is sometimes horribly dull, its true; but we always get our dinner, which we didnt on many occasions when we were abroad. Look at our house! Surely this place, with its little English garden, is better than those dingy rooms on the third floor in the Rue Dalpozzo in Nice. Besides, the Captain never swears now.

Very soon hell become a teacher in the local Sunday School, I suppose, sneered Zertho.

I cannot understand your reason for coming here to jeer at our poverty, Liane exclaimed angrily, drawing herself up quickly. At least my father lives honestly.

I sincerely beg your pardon, and your fathers also, mademoiselle, answered the Prince, bowing stiffly in foreign manner. If my remarks have annoyed you Im sure I will at once withdraw them with a thousand apologies. I had no intention, I assure you, of causing one instants pain. I was merely joking. It all seems so droll.

I know you well enough, Zertho, not to be annoyed at anything you may say, the Captain interrupted, good-humouredly as always. However, speak what you have to say to me alone, not before the girls.

The ladies will, I know, forgive me if I promise not to again offend, the Prince said. His eager eyes scanned Liane with such intense anxiety that they seemed to burn in their sockets, yet mingled with this fiery admiration, there was a strange covered menace in their expression. Taking out his watch a second later he added, But Im late, I see. Ten minutes only to catch my train back to London, and I dont know the way. Wholl guide me to the station? You, Liane?

No, answered her father. Nelly shall go. I want Liane to deliver a message for me.

Prince dAuzac bit his lip. But next instant he laughed gaily and saying: Then come along Nelly, shook hands with Liane and her father, bade them Au revoir with a well-feigned bonhomie, and lounged out of the room.

Meanwhile, Nelly wheeled out her cycle, and announcing her intention of piloting their visitor to the station, and afterwards riding over to Burghfield village to make some purchase, mounted her machine and rode slowly on besides the Prince, chatting merrily.

As soon as they had left, Liane inquired of her father what she should do; but he told her briefly that it had been merely an excuse to prevent her going to the station, as he knew she disliked Zerthos society.

Yes, father, she answered with a slight sigh, I think him simply hateful. Im convinced that hes neither your friend, nor mine.

Then glancing at the clock, she passed out of the house humming to herself as she walked slowly down the garden path, into the white dusty high road.

For a long time Brooker stood twirling his moustache, gazing aimlessly out into the crimson blaze of the dying day.

I cant think why Zertho should have taken this trouble to look me up again, he murmured to himself. I had hoped that he had cut me entirely, and believed that terrible incident was forgotten. The excuse about Liane is all very well. But I know him. He means mischief — he means mischief.

And his face grew ashen pale as his eyes were lost in deep and serious contemplation.

A sudden thought had flashed across his mind. It held him petrified, for he half-feared that he had guessed the bitter, ghastly truth.


Chapter Two.

A Beggar on Horseback.
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SIR JOHN STRATFIELD, of Stratfield Court, lay dying on that afternoon. For years he had been a confirmed invalid, and in the morning the two renowned doctors who had been telegraphed for from London had declared his recovery impossible. The Court, a fine old pile with grey time-worn walls half-hidden by ivy, stood in its spacious park about a mile from Stratfield Mortimer, on the hill between that village and Burghfield.

As the rays of crimson sunset slanted in through the one unshaded window there was a profound stillness in the sick-room. At the bedside stood four solemn-faced men, patiently watching for the end. The spark of life flickered on, and now and then the dying man uttered words low and indistinct. Two of the men were doctors, the third Richard Harrison, of the firm of Harrison and James, solicitors, of Bedford Row, and the fourth George Stratfield, the Baronets younger son.

The haggard man had spoken once or twice, giving certain instructions to his solicitor, but at last there was a long silence, unbroken save by the rustling of the stiff grey gown of the nurse, who entered for an instant, then left again in silence.

The eccentric old man, whose reputation throughout Berkshire was that of a tyrannical landlord, a bigoted magistrate and a miserly father, at last opened his dull filmy eyes. The white bony fingers lying on the coverlet twitched uneasily, as, glancing at his son, he beckoned him forward.

Obediently the young man approached.

Promise me one thing, George, the dying man exclaimed with an effort, in a voice so low as to be almost indistinguishable. Promise me that you will never marry that woman.

Why, father? Why are you so bitterly prejudiced against Liane?

I have my reasons, was the answer.

But I love her, the young man urged. I can marry no one else.

Then go abroad, forget her, and remain a bachelor. Erle Brookers daughter shall never become a Stratfield, was the harsh reply, uttered with considerable difficulty.

George, a tall well-built young fellow, with fair hair, a fair moustache and blue eyes, was a typical specimen of the English gentleman, still in his well-worn riding breeches and tweed coat, for that morning before the arrival of the doctors he had, in order to get a prescription made up, ridden hard into Reading. He made no reply to his fathers words, he did not wish to offend the Baronet, yet he could not give a pledge which he intended to break.

Will you not promise? Sir John again demanded, a strange look overspreading his haggard ashen features.

Again a deep silence fell.

No, answered his son at last. I cannot promise to give up Liane, for I love her.

Love! Bah. I tell you that woman shall never be your wife. If John were here, instead of with his regiment in India, he would fully endorse every word I say. Brookers girl shall never enter our family.

What do you know against her? the son asked dismayed. Why, you have never set your eyes upon either father or daughter! Some confounded eavesdropper must have been telling you of our clandestine meetings, and this has annoyed you.

I am aware of more than you imagine, the dying man answered. Will you, or will you not, promise to obey my wish?

There was a look of firm determination in the old mans countenance; a look which the son did not fail to notice.

No, father, he answered. Once for all, I decline.

Then if such be your decision you must take the consequences. You are an unworthy son.

In the matter of my marriage I shall follow my own inclinations entirely, the young man said calmly.

Very well, the Baronet answered, and making a sign to his solicitor, Harrison, commanded his son to leave the room.

At first George demurred; but in accordance with the suggestion of the doctors that the wishes of their patient should be respected at that crisis-time, he went out, and passing downstairs to the library threw himself back in one of the roomy leather chairs.

Yes, he loved Liane. With her vivacious half-English, half-French mannerisms, her sweet musical accent, her dark beauty and grey trusting eyes, she was unlike any other woman he had ever beheld. They had met by chance on Mortimer Common a few months before. One morning, while riding towards Ufton, he had found her at the roadside endeavouring to re-adjust her cycle, which had met with a slight accident. His proffered services were gratefully accepted, and from that moment their friendship had ripened into passionate and devoted love. Almost daily they took long walks and rides together, but so secret had been their meetings that until half-an-hour ago he had no idea that his father was aware of the truth. He had purposely kept the matter from Sir John because of his severe illness, yet someone, whom he knew not, must have watched him and gone to the Baronet with some foul libellous story.

As he lay back in the chair, his gaitered legs crossed, his sun-browned hands clasped behind his head, gazing up to the old panelled ceiling, he reflected that in a few hours the Court would no longer be his home. His elder brother, Major Stratfield, who for the past five years had been in India with his regiment, the East Surrey, had been telegraphed for, and in a few weeks would arrive and become Sir John Stratfield, while he, dogged by the misfortune attendant on being a younger son, would go forth from the old place with an income the extent of which he could not know until after the will had been read.

Georges life had certainly not been a happy one. Since his mothers death a few months after his birth, his father had become a hard man, irritable and misanthropic. He kept no company, begrudged every penny his son cost him at college, and appeared to take a delight in obtaining the ill-will of all his neighbours. He knew that scarcely a person in the parish would regret his decease, and used frequently to comment with self-satisfaction upon the unenviable reputation he had gained. This was merely eccentricity, people said; but for George it was decidedly unpleasant, for while he was welcomed in every house, his father was never invited. Sometimes this fact impressed itself forcibly on the old mans mind, but on such occasions he would only laugh contemptuously, saying:

Ah, the Stratfields of Stratfield can afford to treat with contempt these mushroom merchants without breeding, and without pedigree.

At whatever George had achieved the baronet had never shown the slightest sign of satisfaction. His career at Balliol had been brilliant, he had eaten his dinners at Lincolns Inn and been duly called to the Bar, but all to no purpose, for almost as soon as he had been called, his father, strangely enough, refused to grant him any further allowance unless he gave up his chambers and returned to live at Stratfield. This he had been forced to do, although much against his inclination, for he preferred his friends of the Common Room to the society of his eccentric parent. However, it had after all turned out for the best, he reflected, because a month after he had come back he had met the grey-eyed girl whose beauty held him entranced, and whom he intended to ask to become his wife. From the very first it had been arranged between them that they should keep their acquaintance secret, only Nelly Bridson being aware of it, and it was she who met George with notes from Liane when, on rare occasions, the latter was unable to keep her appointments. He had found both girls extremely pleasant companions, and through the sunny months the bright, halcyon days had passed happily.

In obedience to Lianes wish he had refrained from calling upon Captain Brooker. Truth to tell, the refined, ingenuous girl, with her French chic and charming manner, was ashamed of their shabby home, of her fathers frayed but well-cut clothes, of the distinct evidences of their poverty, and feared lest her lover should discover the secret of her fathers rather ignominious past. She had told him that the Captain was a half-pay officer, and that her mother had been French; but she had been careful never to refer to the polyglot society in which they had moved on the Continent, nor to the fact that she was daughter of a man well-known in all the gaming establishments in Europe. All that was of the past, she had assured herself. If George knew the truth, then certainly he would forsake her. And she loved him no less than he adored her. Hence her lover had been puzzled not a little by her steadfast refusal to tell him anything definite regarding her earlier life, and the equal reticence of her foster sister. Of course, he could not fail to recognise behind this veil of mystery some family secret, yet in his buoyant frame of mind, happy in his new-found love, it troubled him but little. Liane, his enchantress, loved him; that was sufficient.

For more than half-an-hour he sat in the old brown library in the same position, plunged deep in gloomy reflection. The sunset streamed in through the big windows of stained glass whereon were the arms of the Stratfields with the motto, Non vi, sed voluntate, which his ancestors had borne through six centuries. The ancient room, lined from floor to ceiling with the books of past generations, seemed in that calm silent hour aglow with many colours.

The suddenness with which the storm-cloud had broken away, and the suns last rays again shone forth, aroused him. He glanced at his watch. It was already seven oclock, and Liane was awaiting him beneath the railway bridge in Cross Lane, fully a mile away.

He made a movement to rise, but next moment, reflecting that he could not leave the house while his father lay dying, sank back into his chair again. Liane knew of his fathers illness, and would undoubtedly wait, as she had often waited before.

Yet why was he sitting there inactive and patient? The bitter truth recurred to him. He had refused to give his pledge, and had therefore been banished from his fathers presence. And this because he loved her!

He rose, and gazed out down the long shady avenue of chestnuts, that led across the broad Park towards the village. Yes, he loved Liane, and come what might he would marry her. Soon his father would pass away; then he would be free to act as he chose. After all, he was pleased that he had not given a false pledge to a dying man. At least he had been frank.

His brother John had never been his friend, therefore he knew that soon he must leave Stratfield. One thing he regretted to part from was the library, that fine old room in which he now stood, where he had spent so many long and studious days, and where he had sought refuge almost daily from his fathers ill-temper. With hands deep in his pockets, he gazed slowly around the old place with its cosy armchairs and big writing-table, then sighed heavily.

He was thinking of his fathers angry declaration, Erle Brookers daughter shall never become a Stratfield. What did he mean? Were those words uttered because of some absurd prejudice, or was he actually aware of something which both Liane and Nelly had carefully striven to conceal? Again he glanced at his watch. The hour was fleeting. Soon his well-beloved would weary of waiting and return home.

He pressed the electric button, and at once his summons was answered by a neat maid.

Tell Morton to saddle the bay mare and hold her ready. I may want to ride, he said.

Yes, sir, the girl answered, surprised at his unusual brusqueness.

The door closed, and again he was alone.

At least Ill try and overtake her, he murmured. I must see her to-night at all hazards, and as the sunlight faded he paced the room from door to window, his chin resting upon his breast.

Soon the door again slowly opened, and the old solicitor entering, closed it after him.

It is my painful duty to tell you, Mr George, that your father has passed quietly away, he said, with that professionally solemn air that lawyers can assume when occasion demands.

The young man standing with his back turned, gazing out upon the Park, made no response.

Before he drew his last breath I asked him three times whether he would see you again, but he firmly declined. You caused him the most intense displeasure by your refusal to grant his request, the solicitor continued.

Am I not my own master, Harrison? the young man snapped, turning to him sharply.

Certainly, the other answered, raising his grey eyebrows. I admit that I have no right whatever to interfere with your private affairs, but I certainly cannot regard your attitude and your fathers subsequent action without considerable regret.

What do you mean?

Apart from my professional connection with the Stratfield estate I have been, you will remember, a friend of your fathers through many years, therefore it pains me to think that in Sir Johns dying moments you should have done this.

George Stratfield glanced quickly at the white-haired lawyer. Then he said, — 

I suppose my father has treated me badly at his death, as he did throughout his life.

Yes.

Well, let me know the worst, the young man exclaimed, sighing; Heaven knows, I dont expect very much.

When the will is formally read you will know everything, the other answered drily.

A moment ago you said you were a friend of my fathers. Surely if you are you will not keep me in suspense regarding my future.

Suspense is entirely unnecessary, answered the lawyer, his sphinx-like face relaxing into a cold smile.

Why?

Well, unfortunately, you need not expect anything.

Not anything? gasped the young man, blankly. Then am I penniless?

The solicitor nodded, and opening a paper he had held behind him on entering, said, — 

When you had left the room half-an-hour ago Sir John expressed a desire to make an addition to his will, and entirely against my inclination made me write what you see here. He signed it while still in his right mind, the two doctors witnessing it. It is scarcely a professional proceeding to show it to you at this early stage, nevertheless, perhaps, as you are the son of my old friend, and it so closely concerns your future welfare, you may as well know the truth at once. Read for yourself.

George took the paper in his trembling fingers and read the six long lines of writing, the ink of which was scarcely yet dry. Three times he read them ere he could understand their exact purport. The cold formal words crushed all joy from his heart, for he knew, alas! that the woman he loved could never be his.

It was the death-warrant to all his hopes and aspirations. He could not now ask Liane to be his wife.

With set teeth he sighed, flung down the will upon the table with an angry gesture, and casting himself again into his armchair, sat staring straight before him without uttering a word.

In addition to being cruel and unjust the codicil was certainly of a most extraordinary character. By it there was bequeathed to my son George Basil Stratfield the sum of one hundred thousand pounds on one condition only, namely, that within two years he married Mariette, daughter of a certain Madame Lepage, whose address was given as 89, Rue Toullier, Paris. If, however, it was discovered that Mariette was already married, or if she refused to accept the twenty thousand pounds that were to be offered her on condition that she consented to marry his son, then one-half the amount, namely, 50,000 pounds, was to be paid by the executors to George, and the remaining 50,000 pounds, together with the 20,000 pounds, was to revert to his elder brother.

It certainly is a most extraordinary disposition, old Mr Harrison reflected aloud, taking up the will again, and re-reading the words he had written at his dead clients dictation.

How does my father think I can marry a woman Ive never seen? cried the son. Why, the things absolutely absurd. He must have been insane when he ordered you to write such a preposterous proposal.

No, he was entirely in his right mind, answered the elder man, calmly. I must confess myself quite as surprised as you are; nevertheless, it is certain that unless you offer marriage to this mysterious young person you will obtain nothing.

It is my fathers vengeance, the son cried, in a tone full of bitterness and disappointment. I desire to marry Liane, the woman I adore, and in order to prevent me he seeks to bind me to some unknown Frenchwoman.

Well, in any case, effort must be made to find her, Harrison observed. You surely will not let fifty thousand pounds slip through your fingers. There is a chance that she is already married, or that she will refuse the twenty thousand pounds which I shall be compelled to offer her.

But I will only marry Liane, George cried, impetuously.

My dear young man, yours is a mere foolish fancy. You cannot, nay you must not, render yourself a pauper merely because of this girl, who happens to have attracted you just for the moment. In a years time you will regard the matter from a common-sense point of view. Your proper course is to give up all thought of the young lady, and unite with me in the search for this mysterious Mariette Lepage.

I decline to abandon Liane, George answered with promptness. If I am a pauper, well, I must bear it. My ruin is, I suppose, the last of my fathers eccentricities. Im the scapegoat of the family.

It is, nevertheless, my duty to advise you, the elder man went on, standing before the empty fireplace with his arms folded. In any case I shall be compelled to find this woman. Have you never heard your late father speak of any family of the name of Lepage?

Never. He has not been out of England for twenty years, therefore I suppose its someone he knew long ago. What could have been his object?

As far as I could glean it was twofold. First, he believed that the fact of having left this sum just beyond your reach would cause you intense chagrin; and, secondly, that if you did not marry this unknown woman, you will still be unable to marry the girl against whom he held such a strange deep-rooted objection.

Why did he object to her, Harrison? Tell me confidentially what you know, urged the young man earnestly.

I only know what he told me a few days ago, the solicitor replied. He said he had ascertained that you had taken many clandestine walks and rides with Liane Brooker, and he declared that such a woman was no fitting wife for you.

Did he give any further reason? the other demanded.

None. He merely said that if you declined to abandon all thought of her you should not have a penny.

And he has kept his word, observed George, gloomily.

Unfortunately it appears so.

He was unjust — cruelly unjust! George protested. I strove hard at the Bar, and had already obtained a few briefs when he recalled me here to be his companion. He would not allow me to follow my profession, yet he has now cast me adrift without resources.

You certainly have my entire sympathy, the old lawyer declared, kindly. But dont take the matter too much to heart. The woman may be already married. In this case you will receive fifty thousand.

Georges face relaxed into a faint smile.

I have no desire to hear of or see the woman at all, he answered. Act as you think fit, but remember that I shall never offer her marriage — never.

She may be a pretty girl, suggested the elder man.

And she may be some blear-eyed old hag, snapped the dead mans son. It is evident from the wording of the clause that my father has heard nothing of either mother or daughter for some years.

Thats all the more in your favour; because if she is thirty or so, the chances are that she is married. At all costs we must discover her.

The whole thing is a confounded mystery, George observed. Who these people are is an enigma.

Entirely so, the solicitor acquiesced. There is something exceedingly mysterious about the affair. The combined circumstances are bewildering in the extreme. First, the lady you admire bears a French name, next your father hates her because of some fact of which he is aware regarding her family, and thirdly, in order to prevent you marrying her, he endeavours by an ingenious and apparently carefully-planned device, to induce you to wed a woman whose existence is unknown to us all. He was not a man who acted without strong motives, therefore I cannot help suspecting that behind all this lies some deep mystery.

Mystery! Of what character?

I have no idea. We must first find Mariette Lepage.

My future wife, laughed George bitterly, rising wearily from his chair.

Yes, the woman who is to receive twenty thousand pounds for marrying you, repeated the solicitor smiling.

No, Harrison, declined the young man as he moved slowly across the room with head slightly bent. Ill never marry her, however fascinating she may be. Liane is pure and good; I shall marry only her.

And opening the door impatiently he snatched up his cap, strode along the hall, and out to where his man held the bay mare in readiness.

Ah, well! Harrison muttered aloud when he was alone. We shall see, young man. We shall see. I thought myself as shrewd as most men, but if Im not mistaken theres a mystery, strange and inexplicable, somewhere; a mystery which seems likely to lead to some amazing developments. Its hard upon poor George, very hard; but if my client was so foolish as to desire the family skeleton to be dragged from its chest his kith and kin must of necessity bear the consequences.

With a word to Morton, most exemplary of servants, George sprang into the saddle, and a moment later was galloping down the long straight avenue. The brilliant afterglow had now faded, dusk had fallen, and he feared that Liane, having kept the appointment, would have left disappointed and returned home. Therefore he spurred the mare onward, and was soon riding hard towards the unfrequented by-road known as Cross Lane.

With a heavy heart he told himself that he must say good-bye to love, good-bye to hope, good-bye to ambition, good-bye to all of life except the dull monotonous routine of empty days, and a restless empty heart.

I cant tell her Im a pauper, he murmured aloud, after galloping a long way in dogged silence. Shell know, alas! soon enough. Then, when the truth is out, shell perhaps discard me; while I suppose I shall go to the bad as so many fellows have done before me. Of what use am I without the means to marry? To love her now is only to befool her. Henceforth Im sailing under false colours. Yet I love her better than life; better than anything on earth. Im indeed a beggar on horseback!

And he laughed a hollow bitter laugh as he rode along beneath the oaks where the leafy unfrequented lane dipped suddenly to pass below the railway, the quiet lonely spot where, unobserved, he so often met his well-beloved. So engrossed had he been in his own sad thoughts that the stumbling of the mare alone brought him back to a consciousness of things around. The light had paled suddenly out of the evening atmosphere; the gloom was complete. Eagerly he looked ahead, half expecting to catch a glimpse of her well-known neat figure, but in disappointment he saw her not. It was too late he knew. She had evidently waited in vain, and afterwards returned to the village when the dusk had deepened.

Still he rode forward, the mares hoofs sounding loudly as they clattered beneath the archway, until suddenly, as he emerged on the other side, a sight met his gaze which caused him to pull up quickly with a loud cry of dismay.

In the centre of the road, hidden from view until that instant, by reason of the sudden bend, a girl was lying flat with arms outstretched, her face in the thick white dust, while beside her was her cycle, left where it had fallen.

Instantly he swung himself from the saddle, dashed towards her, and lifted her up. Her straw hat had fallen off, her fair hair was dishevelled, and her dark skirt covered with dust. But there was yet another thing which held him transfixed with horror. In the dim fast-fading light he noticed that her blouse bore at the neck a small stain of bright crimson.

It was Nelly Bridson. She was rigid in death. The pallor of her refined, delicate face was rendered the more ghastly by the blood that had oozed from the corners of her arched mouth. Her small gloved hands were tightly clenched, her features haggard, convulsed and drawn by a last paroxysm of excruciating agony.

In her soft white neck was an ugly bullet wound. She had been shot by an unknown hand.


Chapter Three.

We must not Marry!
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GEORGE STRATFIELD STOOD aghast and horrified. It was nearly dark, but there still remained sufficient light to reveal the terrible truth that Nelly Bridson, his gay, vivacious friend, had been foully murdered. Tenderly he lifted her, and placed his hand upon her heart. But there was no movement. It had ceased its beating.

Her face, with its hard drawn features so unlike hers, was absolutely hideous in death. Her hair was whitened by the dust, while her blue eyes were wide open, staring fixedly into space with a look of inexpressible horror.

For some moments, still kneeling beside her inanimate form, George hesitated. Suddenly his eager eyes caught sight of some round flat object lying in the dust within his reach. He stretched forth his hand and picked it up, finding to his surprise that it was an exquisitely-painted old miniature of a beautiful woman, set round with fine brilliants. He held it close to his eyes, examining it minutely until convinced of a fact most amazing. This miniature was the very valuable portrait by Cosway of Lady Anne Stratfield, a noted beauty of her time, which for many years had been missing from the collection at Stratfield Court. It corresponded exactly in every particular with the description his father had so often given him of the missing portrait, the disappearance of which had always been a mystery.

He remained speechless, dumbfounded at the discovery. At length a thought flashed across his mind, that by prompt action the assassin might perhaps be discovered. He could not bear the appalled agonised gaze of those glazed, stony eyes which seemed fixed despairingly upon him, therefore he closed them and prepared to move the body to the roadside. Suddenly he recollected that such action would be unwise. The police should view the victim where she had fallen. Therefore in breathless haste he sprang again into the saddle, and tore down into Stratfield Mortimer, a distance of a mile and a half, as hard as the mare could gallop.

Quickly he summoned the village constable and the doctor. The former, before leaving for the scene scribbled a telegram to Reading requesting the assistance of detectives; then both returned with him to the spot. When they reached it they found the body still undisturbed, and a cursory examination made by the doctor by aid of the constables lantern quickly corroborated Georges belief that the unfortunate girl had been shot through the throat.

Nearly an hour the three men waited impatiently for the arrival of the detectives, speaking in hushed tones, examining the recovered miniature and discussing the tragedy, until at last the lights of a trap were seen in the distance, and very soon two plain-clothes officers joined them, inspected the body and the tiny portrait, and made a close examination of the road in every direction. In the dust they found the mark of her tyre, and followed it back beneath the railway arch and up upon the road towards Burghfield. With the rays of their lanterns upon the dust they all followed the track, winding sometimes but distinct, for about three hundred yards, when suddenly, instead of proceeding along the lane, it turned into a gateway leading into a field.

This fact puzzled them; but soon, on examining the rank grass growing between the gate and the road, they found it had been recently trodden down. There were other marks too, in the thick dust close by, but, strangely enough, these were not footprints. It seemed as if some object about a foot wide had been dragged along from the gate into the lane. Long and earnestly the detectives searched over the spot while the others stood aside, but they found nothing to serve as a clue. It was, however, evident that the unfortunate girl had approached, on her return from Burghfield, and dismounting, had wheeled her cycle up to the gate and placed it there while she rested. Here she had undoubtedly been joined by someone — as the grass and weeds bore distinct traces of having been trodden upon by two different persons — and then, having remounted, she rode down beneath the railway bridge, and while ascending towards Stratfield Mortimer, had been foully shot.

The position in which both the body and the cycle were found pointed to the conclusion that she was riding her machine when fired at, but dismounting instantly she had staggered a few uneven steps, and then sank dying.

From the gateway the mark of the cycle could be traced with ease away towards Burghfield; indeed, a few yards from where the unknown person had apparently met her there were marks of her quick footsteps where she had dismounted. For fully a quarter of an hour the detectives searched both inside and outside the gate trying to distinguish accurately the footprints of the stranger whom she had met, and in this they were actively assisted by the village constable and George, all being careful not to tread upon the weeds and dust themselves. But to distinguish traces of footprints at night is exceedingly difficult; therefore they searched long and earnestly without any success, until at last something half-hidden in some long rank weeds caught Georges eye.

Why, whats this? he cried, excitedly, as putting out his hand he drew forth a purely feminine object — an ordinary black hairpin.

The detectives, eager for anything which might lead to the discovery of the identity of the assassin, took it, examining it closely beneath the light of one of their bulls-eyes. It was a pin of a common kind, and what at first seemed like a clue was quickly discarded, for on taking it back to where the body was lying and taking one of the pins that held the unfortunate girls wealth of fair hair, it was at once seen in comparison to be of the same thickness and make, although of a slightly different length.

Half a dozen pins were taken one by one from her hair and compared, but strangely enough all were about half an inch shorter than the one discovered by George.

Anything in this, do you think? one of the detectives asked the other, evidently his superior.

No, the man answered promptly. Women often use hairpins of different lengths. If you buy a box they are often of assorted sizes. No, that pin evidently fell from her hair when she put up her hands to tidy it, after dismounting.

So the vague theory that the person who joined her was a woman was dismissed. George had said nothing of his appointment with Liane at that spot, deeming it wiser to keep his secret, yet he was sorely puzzled by the fact that Nelly should have been there at the same hour that Liane had arranged to meet him. Perhaps his well-beloved had sent her with a message, as she had on previous occasions. If not, why had she returned from Burghfield by that lonely lane instead of riding direct along the high road, which was in so much better condition for cycling? He had only known her to ride along Cross Lane once before. Indeed, both she and Liane had always denounced that road with its flints and ruts as extremely injurious to cycles.

The assassin had got clean away without leaving the slightest trace. Even his footsteps were indistinguishable where all others were plainly marked, for during the day the dust had been blowing in clouds, carpeting the unfrequented lane to the depth of nearly half an inch, so that every imprint had been faithfully retained.

The detectives, after spending nearly two hours in futile search, were compelled at length to acknowledge themselves baffled, and preparations were made to acquaint Captain Brooker with the sad news, and to remove the body of Nelly Bridson to his house. At first it was suggested that George should go and break the sad tidings to the Captain, but he at once declined. He had never yet met Captain Brooker, and shrank from the unpleasantness of such a first interview with the man whose daughter he intended marrying. The duty therefore devolved upon the police, and the village constable was despatched with strict injunctions from George not to tell Miss Liane, but request to see the Captain himself alone. He knew what a blow it must prove to his well-beloved to thus lose under such terrible circumstances the fair-faced girl who had been her most intimate companion and confidante through so many years; therefore he endeavoured to spare her any unnecessary pain. Her father would, no doubt, break to her the sad truth best of all.

George thought it useless to seek her that night, therefore when the constable had left he took a long farewell glance at the white upturned face, and mounting, turned the mares head towards the Court. Onward he rode in the darkness across the open country to Broomfield Hatch, then turning to the right into the Grazely Road, cantered down the hill towards the lodge gates of Stratfield Court.

Its a strange affair, he muttered aloud. Strange indeed, that Nelly should have ridden along that bad road if not with the intention of meeting someone by appointment. Yet she would scarcely make an appointment at that spot, knowing that I had arranged to meet Liane there. No, poor girl, I cant help feeling convinced that she was awaiting me to tell me of Lianes inability to be there. Again, how came she possessed of the missing miniature? What motive could anyone possibly have in murdering her? Ah! what motive, I wonder?

Deep in thought, he allowed his mare to jog onward beneath the beeches which at that point nearly met overhead, rendering the road almost pitch dark. Once he thought he detected a slight movement in the impenetrable gloom, and pulling up, strained his eyes into the high bushes at the roadside. For a few moments he sat perfectly still in the saddle listening intently. Then, hearing nothing, he started forth again muttering:

I could have sworn I saw something white fluttering over there; but bah! Im unnerved, I suppose, to-night, and after all it was mere fancy.

Once he turned to glance back; then resolutely set his face along the dark avenue of chestnuts, homeward.

Little sleep came to his eyes that night. He was thinking of his own future, of Lianes love, and of her sad bereavement. Times without number he tried to formulate some theory to account for the miniature being in Nellys possession, and the foul assassination of the bright, happy girl, whose merry laughter had so often charmed him. Yet it was a mystery, absolute and complete.

The great house was quiet, for its irascible master was dead, and its son, held in esteem by all the servants from butler to stable lad, was ruined. The very clocks seemed to tick with unaccustomed solemnity, and the bell in the turret over the stables chimed slowly and ominously as each long hour passed towards the dawn. At last, however, still in his clothes, George slept, and it was not until the morning sun was streaming full into his room that he awoke. Then, finding that the two doctors had returned to London, he went to the library and wrote a brief note to Liane, asking her to meet him at the lodge gates at eleven oclock. Sir John was now no more, therefore in the Park they might walk together unobserved. At first he hesitated to invite her there so quickly, but on reflection he saw that he must see her at once and endeavour to console her, and that the leafy glades of his dead fathers domain were preferable to the highways, where they would probably be noticed by the village gossips.

At nine he sent the note down to the village by one of the stable lads, who brought back two hastily scribbled lines, and at the hour appointed she came slowly along the dusty road, looking cool and fresh beneath her white sunshade.

Their greeting was formal while within sight of the windows of the lodge, but presently, when they had entered the Park by the winding path which led through a thick copse, he halted, took her in his arms and imprinted upon her soft cheek a long passionate kiss. Her own full lips met his in a fierce affectionate caress, but their hearts were too full for words. They stood together in silence, locked in each others arms.

Then he noticed for the first time that her eyes were swollen, and that she wore a white tulle veil to conceal their redness. She had no doubt spent the night in tears. The tiny gloved hand trembled in his grasp, and her lips quivered.

At last he spoke softly, first lifting her hand reverently to his lips.

Both of us have experienced bereavement since last we met, two days ago, Liane. You have my sincerest sympathy, my darling.

Is Sir John dead? she inquired in a low husky voice.

He nodded.

Then our losses are both hard to bear, she said, sighing. Poor Nelly! I — I cannot bear to think of it. I cannot yet realise the terrible truth.

Nor I, dearest, he answered, echoing her sigh. But we must nevertheless face the facts if we desire to discover the assassin.

They told me that it was you who first discovered her, she said falteringly, her eyes overflowing with tears. Tell me how it all happened.

There is very little to tell, he responded. I found her lying on the road dead, and went at once for the doctor and the police.

But what were you doing in Cross Lane? she inquired.

I went out to meet you as we had arranged.

But surely you knew that I could not meet you, she exclaimed, looking at him quickly.

How could I?

I sent you a letter telling you that my father had an unexpected visitor, and that we must therefore postpone our meeting until this evening.

A letter! he cried, puzzled. I have only this moment left the Court, and no letter has yet arrived.

But I gave it to Nelly to post before half-past twelve yesterday morning, therefore you should have received it at five. She must have forgotten to post it.

Evidently, he said. But have you yet ascertained why she went down Cross Lane? To the police the fact of her having ridden down there in preference to the high road is an enigma.

No. According to the inquiries already made it has been ascertained that she went to Talmeys at Burghfield, purchased some silk, and had returned nearly to Stratfield Mortimer when she suddenly turned, went back about half a mile, and then entered Cross Lane. She was seen to turn by two labourers coming home from their work on Sims Farm.

She was alone, I suppose?

Entirely, Liane answered. Like myself, she had no horror of tramps. Ive ridden along these roads at all hours of the day and night, and have never been once molested.

The tragedy was no doubt enacted in broad daylight, for the sun had not quite set when, according to the doctor, she must have been shot while riding. Have you any idea that she had incurred the animosity of anybody?

No; as you well know, she was of a most amicable disposition. As far as I am aware, she had not a single enemy in the world.

A secret lover perhaps, George suggested.

No, not that I am aware of. She had no secrets from me. Since we came to England she has never spoken of any man with admiration.

Then abroad she had an admirer? Where?

In Nice. Charles Holroyde, a rich young Englishman, who was staying last winter at the Grand Hotel, admired her very much.

And you were also living in Nice at the time?

Yes.

Do you know his address in England? he inquired.

No. Nelly may have done, but I did not. I met him with her on the Promenade several times, and he seemed very pleasant and amusing. The diamond brooch she wore he gave her as a present last carnival.

Now that I recollect, George exclaimed, she was not wearing that brooch when I discovered her.

No, answered his well-beloved. Strangely enough, that has been stolen, although no attempt was made to take the watch and bunch of charms she wore in her blouse.

Are the police aware of that?

Yes, Liane answered. I told one of the detectives this morning, and gave him a minute description of the brooch. At the back are engraved Nellys initials, together with his, therefore it is likely it may be traced.

If so, it will be easy to find the murderer, George observed, as they strolled slowly along together beneath the welcome shade, for the morning was perfect, with bright warm sun and a cloudless sky into which the larks were everywhere soaring, filling the air with their shrill, joyous songs. Have you any idea whether poor Nelly has corresponded with this man Holroyde since leaving Nice? he inquired, after a pause.

I think not.

Why?

Well, they had a slight quarrel — I have never exactly known the cause — they parted, and although he wrote several times, she did not answer.

George scented suspicion in this circumstance. The fact that this brooch, one of considerable value, should alone have been stolen was, to say the least, curious; but discarded lovers sometimes avenge themselves, and this might perchance be a case of murder through jealousy. As he strolled on beside the handsome girl, with her pale, veiled face, he reflected deeply, trying in vain to form some theory as to the motive of the crime.

Did the police tell you that beside her I discovered an old miniature of Lady Anne which has been missing from the Court for twenty years or more? he asked.

Yes, they showed it to my father and myself. We have, however, never seen it before. How it came into her possession we are utterly at a loss to imagine, she answered. It is a heavy blow to lose her, she continued, in a low, intense voice. We have always been as sisters, and now the fate that has overtaken her is enshrouded in a mystery which seems inexplicable. Father is dreadfully upset. I fear he will never be as happy as before.

But you have me, Liane, her lover said, suddenly halting and drawing her towards him. I love you, my darling. I told you nearly two months ago that I loved you. I dont know that I can add anything to what I said then.

She was silent, looking straight before her.

His breath came more quickly. The colour rose to his cheeks. At this decisive moment the words died in his throat, as they must for every honest lover who would fain ask the momentous question of her whom he loves. He remembered that he now had no right to ask her to be his wife.

Do you know, he said at last, again grasping her hand impetuously, that I think you the sweetest, most charming woman in the world? I want you to be my wife, and help me to make my life all it should be, only — only I dare not ask you.

Liane did not withdraw her fingers. She remained perfectly still without meeting his glance. Yet, strangely enough, she shuddered.

I have not the power to say all I feel. My words sound so harsh and cold; but, Liane, Liane, I love you! God made not the heart of man to be silent, but has promised him eternity with the intention that he should not be alone. There is for me but one woman upon earth. It is you.

He looked imploringly into her face.

Yes, George, I feel that you love me, she said, with a sweet smile behind her veil. It is very nice to be loved.

He covered her hand with eager kisses; but she withdrew it softly, her lips compressed.

My darling! His arm was about her waist, and he kissed her lips. He spoke in strong suppressed agitation; his voice trembled. He recollected he was penniless.

She freed herself from his embrace. No, no, she murmured. We may love, but we must not marry. There are so many other girls who would make you far happier than I should.

He went on to tell her how much he reverenced her character, how good and pure and lovely she was, and how completely she fulfilled his ideal of what a woman ought to be.

Slowly she shook her head. That shows you know so little of me, George.

I know only what you have told me, dearest, he answered.

Then a moment later he regretted that he had not adhered to his resolve and exercised more self-control. Was he not without means? Yet he had asked her to marry him! Could he tell her in the same breath that he was penniless? No, he dared not, lest she might cast him aside.

Liane stood like one in a dream, her beautiful face suffused by blushes, her eyes downcast, her breast slowly heaving.

He could resist his own passion — he could keep back what he felt — no longer.

I love you! cried he.

She stretched out her hands in a sort of mute appeal, and seemed as if she would fall; but in that instant she was again clasped to his heart, and held there with a tender force that she had neither the power nor the will to withstand.

He wished to marry her! Was it possible? And she loved him. With that thought her face was hidden on his shoulder, and she yielded herself to those protecting arms. He felt the shy loving movement as she nestled close to him, and her frame was shaken by a sob.

My darling — my darling — my own darling! he cried, triumph in his voice, and passionate joy in his eyes. You love me — you love me!

But again she drew herself away from him, then turned aside, held her breath, and shuddered. The lace ruffles on her bosom slowly rose and fell. The movement was as though she were shrinking from him with repulsion. But it was only momentary, and he did not notice it. Next instant she again turned, lifting her clear grey eyes to his with their frank innocent gaze.

Yes, she said, almost in a whisper, I love you.


Chapter Four.

Hairpins.
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THE TRAGEDY CAUSED the greatest excitement in the neighbourhood. Journalistic artists, those industrious gentlemen who produce such terribly distorted portraits, came from London and sketched the spot in Cross Lane and the exterior of Captain Brookers house. One had the audacity to call and request him to lend them a photograph of the murdered girl. This he declined, with a few remarks more forcible than polite, for he had been greatly annoyed by the continual stream of interviewers, who continually rang his bell. Hundreds of persons walked or drove over from Reading to view the spot where Nelly had been found, and in addition to the local detectives, Inspector Swayne, a well-known officer from Scotland Yard, had been sent down to direct the inquiries.

At the inquest, held at the Kings Head, two days later, it was expected by everybody that some interesting facts would be brought to light. Erle Brooker had never troubled to earn the good will of his neighbours, therefore they were now spitefully eager for any scandal that might be elicited, and long before the hour for which the jury had been summoned, congregated around the village inn. It was known that on the day following the tragedy the Captain had paid a mysterious visit to London, and the object of this trip had been a subject of much discussion everywhere. The murder of his adopted daughter had been a terrible blow to him, and when seen on his way to the station it was noticed that his face, usually smiling and good-humoured, wore a heavy, preoccupied look.

As he walked with Liane from his cottage to the inn, the crowd, gaping and hushed, opened a way for them to pass in; then, when they had entered, there was an outburst of sympathy and sneers, many of the latter reaching the ears of George Stratfield when, a few moments later, he followed them.

After a long wait, the Coroner at length took his seat, the jury were duly sworn, and the witnesses, ordered out of the crowded room, were ushered into a small ante-room, the table of which had recently been polished with stale beer. Here Liane introduced her lover to her father, and the men exchanged greetings. George, however, did not fail to notice the rustiness of the Captains shabby frock-coat, nor the fact that his black trousers were shiny at the knees; yet as they grasped hands, the ring of genuine bonhomie about his voice favourably impressed him. By his tone and manner George instinctively knew that Erle Brooker, the man against whom his dead father entertained such an intense dislike, was a gentleman.

Our meeting is in very tragic circumstances, Mr Stratfield, the Captain observed huskily, his grave face unusually pale. They told me that you had discovered poor Nelly, but I had not the pleasure of your acquaintance, although I had, of course, heard of you often from the villagers.

Liane and George looked at one another significantly.

I must regret your sad bereavement, and both you and Liane have my sincerest sympathy, the young man answered.

The Captain glanced quickly at the Baronets son with a strange, puzzled expression. He had spoken of his daughter familiarly by her Christian name, and evidently knew her well. He had not before suspected this.

At that moment, however, the door opened, and a constable putting his head inside called his name. In obedience to the policemans request he rose and followed him into the room wherein the court of inquiry had assembled. Having advanced to the table and been sworn, the Coroner addressing him, said, — 

Your name is Captain Erle Brooker, late of the Guards, I believe?

Yes.

And you identify the body of the deceased. Who was she?

Helen Mary Bridson, daughter of a brother officer, Captain Bridson. She was left an orphan eleven years ago, and I brought her up.

Did her father die in London?

No, on the Continent.

Had she no relatives on her mothers side?

The Captain slowly stroked his moustache, then answered.

I knew of none.

Were you acquainted with her mother?

No, I was not, he replied after a moments reflection.

And you have no suggestion to make, I suppose, regarding any person who might have entertained ill-will towards the unfortunate girl? inquired the grey-haired Coroner.

None whatever.

When did you last see her alive?

On Monday evening, when she accompanied a visitor to the station to see him off on his return to London. She rode her cycle, and announced her intention of going on to Burghfield to make a purchase. She was found later on, he added, hoarsely.

Who was this visitor? What was his name?

He was a friend, but I decline to give his name publicly, the Captain replied firmly. I will, however, write it for your information, if you desire, and taking a pencil from his pocket he wrote the name of Prince Zertho dAuzac and handed it to the Coroner.

The eager onlookers were disappointed. They had expected some sensational developments, but it seemed as though the crime was too enshrouded in mystery to prove of any very real interest. They did not, however, fail to notice that when the Coroner read what the Captain had written, an expression of astonishment crossed his face.

Are you certain that the — this gentleman — left by the train he went to catch? he asked.

Quite, answered Brooker. Not only have the police made inquiry at my instigation, but I have also accompanied a detective to London, where we found my visitor. Inspector Swayne, as a result of his investigations, was entirely satisfied.

Had the unfortunate young lady any admirer?

I think not.

Then you can tell us absolutely nothing further? observed the Coroner, toying with his quill.

Unfortunately I cannot.

The Captain, after signing his depositions, was directed to one of a row of empty chairs near the Coroners table, and his daughter was called.

Liane, pale and nervous, neatly dressed in black, entered quietly, removed her right glove, and took the oath. Having given her name, the Coroner asked, — 

When did you last see the deceased, Miss Brooker?

When she set out to go to the railway station, she answered, in a low faltering voice.

Have you any idea why she should have gone to Cross Lane? It was entirely out of her way home from Burghfield to Stratfield Mortimer, was it not?

I cannot tell, Liane replied. We went along that road on our cycles only on one occasion, and found it so rough that we agreed never to attempt it again.

I presume, Miss Brooker, that the deceased was your most intimate friend? observed the Coroner. She would therefore be likely to tell you if she had a lover. Were you aware of the existence of any such person?

No, she replied, flushing slightly and glancing slowly around the hot, crowded room.

You had a visitor whose name your father has just given me upon this paper, observed the Coroner. Was that visitor known to the deceased?

The eyes of the father and daughter met for a single instant as she glanced around upon the long lines of expectant countenances.

Oh, yes, she replied. The gentleman who came unexpectedly to see us has been known to us all for fully five or six years.

And has always been very friendly towards the unfortunate girl?

Always.

The only thing taken from the young lady appears to have been a diamond brooch. Do you know anything of it?

Of what? gasped Liane nervously, her face paling almost imperceptibly behind her black veil.

Of the brooch, of course.

I only know that she prized it very much, as it was a present from a gentleman she had met while on the Riviera eighteen months ago.

He was not her lover? inquired the grave-faced man, without looking up from the sheet of blue foolscap whereon he was writing her statement.

Not exactly. I have no knowledge of her possessing any admirer.

The Coroner at last paused and put down his quill. And this miniature, which was discovered beside the body, have you ever before seen it in the possession of the deceased? he asked, holding it up to her gaze.

No, she answered. Never.

The jury not desiring to ask any questions, Liane was then allowed to retire to a chair next her father, and the doctor was called.

Will you kindly tell us the result of the post mortem, Dr Lewis? the Coroner requested, when the medical man had been sworn.

At once the doctor explained in technical language the injuries he had discovered, and described the exact position in which he had found the body when he reached the spot.

And what, in your opinion, was the cause of death? asked the Coroner in dry, business-like tones.

She was shot at close quarters while ascending the incline leading from the railway arch towards Stratfield Mortimer. The weapon used was an Army revolver. I produce the bullet I have extracted, he answered, taking it from his vest-pocket and handing it across the table. The deceaseds assailant stood on her left-hand side, and must have shot her as she rode along. She evidently mounted her cycle at the commencement of the incline, and having run down swiftly and passed beneath the arch, was again descending when the shot was fired.

Was death instantaneous? inquired the foreman of the jury.

Scarcely, answered the doctor. Such a wound must, however, cause death. Immediate attention could not have saved her.

A thrill of horror ran through the crowded court. Nearly everyone present had seen Nelly Bridson, with her smiling happy face, riding about the village and roads in the vicinity, and the knowledge that she had met with an end so terrible yet mysterious, appalled them.

Some further questions were put to the doctor, after which George Stratfield entered. As he raised the greasy copy of Holy Writ to his lips, his eyes fell upon Liane. She was sitting, pale and rigid, with a strange haggard expression upon her beautiful countenance such as he had never before beheld. He gazed upon her in alarm and surprise.

The Coroners questions, however, compelled him to turn towards the jury, and in reply he explained how, on that fateful evening after his fathers death, he was riding along Cross Lane, and was horrified by discovering the body of Nelly Bridson. In detail he described every incident, how he had lifted her up, and finding her quite dead, had ridden on into the village to obtain assistance.

Liane listened to his story open-mouthed. Her hands were closed tightly, and once or twice, when questions were put to him by Coroner or jury, she held her breath until he had answered. She was as one paralysed by some unknown fear. Their gaze met more than once, and on each occasion he fancied he detected, even through her veil, that her eyes were dark and haggard, like one consumed by some terrible dread.

You have, I believe, some knowledge of this miniature, the Coroner observed, again taking the small oval bejewelled portrait in his hand.

Yes, he answered. It is undoubtedly the one which has been missing from my late fathers collection for more than twenty years. It was supposed to have been stolen, but by whom could never be ascertained. My father had several times offered handsome rewards for its recovery, as it is a family portrait.

You have no idea, I suppose, by what means it could have come into the unfortunate girls possession?

None whatever. The unexpected discovery amazed me.

You have not told us what caused you to ride along Cross Lane on that evening, the foreman of the jury observed presently.

Again Liane held her breath.

I had an appointment, he answered, not without considerable hesitation, and was proceeding to keep it.

Did you know Miss Bridson?

We had met on several occasions.

The detective from Scotland Yard bent across the table and uttered some words, after which the Coroner, addressing George, said, — 

Inspector Swayne desires to ascertain whether it was with the deceased you had an appointment?

No, he replied promptly.

Again the Coroner and the inspector exchanged some hurried words.

Who was the person you intended to meet? the Coroner asked, looking inquiringly at the witness.

A lady.

Am I right in presuming that it was Miss Brooker?

George paused for an instant, bit his lip in displeasure at being thus compelled to publicly acknowledge his clandestine meetings with Liane, and then nodded in the affirmative.

Then you were about to meet Miss Brooker, but instead, found Miss Bridson lying in the roadway dead? the Coroner observed.

I did.

Are you aware that Miss Brooker wrote to you expressing her inability to keep the appointment? the Coroner asked.

She has told me so, he answered. The letter was given, I believe, to the unfortunate young lady to post, but I have not received it.

There appears to be some mystery about that letter, the Coroner said, turning to the jury. I have it here. It was discovered in fragments yesterday by the police, thrown into a ditch at the roadside not far from where the body was found; and taking from among his papers a sheet of foolscap whereon the pieces of Lianes letter had been pasted together, he handed it to the jury for their inspection.

At that instant a sudden thought occurred to George. This last fact pointed alone to one conclusion, namely, that Nelly being given the letter by Liane, and knowing its contents, kept the appointment herself, desiring to speak to him alone upon some subject the nature of which he could not, of course, guess. This would not only account for her presence at the spot where he found her, but also for her dismounting and resting at the gateway where they had discovered the curious marks in the dust, and for the fragments of the letter being recovered near.

A similar theory appeared to suggest itself to the minds of the jury, for a moment later the foreman asked — 

Would the deceased have any definite object in seeking an interview with you?

None whatever, he promptly replied, puzzled nevertheless that the remains of Lianes note should have been recovered in Cross Lane.

You assisted the police to search the road for any traces of the assassin, I believe, Mr Stratfield, continued the Coroner. Did you discover anything?

George raised his eyes and met the curious gaze of the woman he loved. At that moment her veil failed to hide the strange look of dread and apprehension in her face, so intense it was. Her lips, slightly parted, quivered, the pallor of her cheeks was deathlike, and her whole attitude was that of one who feared the revelation of some terrible truth.

During my search I discovered a ladys hairpin lying in the grass at the roadside, George replied, after a silence, brief but complete. He was not thinking of the question, but was sorely puzzled at the extraordinary change in the woman who had promised to become his wife. The transformation was amazing.

That pin is here, the Coroner explained to the jury, passing it across for their inspection. I will call Henry Fawcett, hairdresser, of Reading, who will give evidence regarding it.

The man referred to was called in, and in reply to a formal question, took the hairpin in his hand, saying, — 

I have, at the instigation of the police, minutely compared this pin with those worn by the young lady at the time of her death, and also those found upon her dressing-table. I find that although apparently the same make it is nevertheless entirely different. Some of them found upon her dressing-table were of similar length and size, but while the pins she used were of the ordinary kind, such as may be purchased at any drapers, this one is of very superior quality. By the shape of its points, together with its curve, I can distinguish that this is the pin manufactured solely by Clark and Lister, of Birmingham, and sold by first-class hairdressers.

Your theory is that this pin was never worn by the deceased? the Coroner said, thoughtfully stroking his grey beard.

I feel confident it never was, for the pin is quite new, and they are sold in large boxes, was the reply.

In that case it seems probable that another woman was with her immediately before her death, observed the foreman to his brother jurors.

George looked again at Liane. Her eyes were still staring into space, her lips were trembling, her face was ashen pale. She started at the ominous words which fell upon her ear, then feigned to busy herself in re-buttoning the black glove she had removed before taking the oath.

It, of course, remains for the police to prosecute further inquiries and to discover the owner of that hairpin, the Coroner said. Most of us are aware that ladies frequently use various kinds of pins in dressing their hair, but in this case not a single one of the peculiar sort found on the spot was discovered in the deceaseds possession; and this fact in itself certainly lends colour to a suggestion that immediately prior to the tragedy Miss Bridson was not alone.

George having concluded his evidence, had taken a seat beside his well-beloved. Only once she glanced at him, then evaded his gaze, for in her grey eyes was an expression as though she were still haunted by some unknown yet terrible dread. His statement regarding the hairpin had unnerved her. Did she, he wondered, wear similar pins in her own dark, deftly-coiled tresses?

Instantly, however, he laughed the wild, absurd idea to scorn. That she feared lest some startling truth should be elucidated was apparent; but the suspicion that a pin from her own hair had fallen unheeded upon the grass he dismissed as utterly preposterous. Was she not his enchantress? Surely he had no right to suspect her of all women, for he loved her with all his soul. Yet neither police, jury, nor he himself had inquired where she had been at the hour the tragedy was enacted. The thought held him appalled.

While these and similar reflections passed through his mind some words of the Coroner suddenly arrested his attention. The court was at once hushed in expectation, every word being listened to with eager attention.

In the dress-pocket of the deceased has been found this letter, of a somewhat extraordinary character. As it is written in French it may be best if I read an English translation, he said, spreading out the missive before him. It is on superior note-paper of English make, bears traces of having been written by an educated person, and was sent to the post office, Stratfield Mortimer, where the police have ascertained that the deceased called for it about ten days ago. No address is given, and the envelope is missing, but the communication is to the following effect:— Dear Nelly, — The cord is now drawn so tight that it must snap ere long. England is safer than the south, no doubt, but it will not be so much longer. Therefore I remain here, but fortunately not en convalescence. Do not tell Liane anything, but remember that the matter must be kept a profound secret, or one or other of us must pay the penalty. That would mean the end. For myself, I do not care, but for you it is, of course, entirely different. We are widely separated, yet our interests are entirely identical. Remember me, and be always on your guard against any surprise. Au revoir. It will be noticed, gentlemen, by those of you who know French, the Coroner added, that the words en convalescence occur here in a rather curious sense. It is, in fact, nothing less than thieves argot, meaning under police surveillance; and it is strange that it should be written by one who otherwise writes well and grammatically. The name of the dead girls mysterious correspondent is a rather uncommon one — Mariette Lepage.

Mariette Lepage! George cried aloud in a tone of dismay, causing not a little consternation among those assembled.

The strange-sounding foreign name was only too deeply impressed upon his memory. The writer of that curious letter, with its well-guarded expression in the argot of the Paris slums, was the unknown woman to whom, under his fathers will, he was compelled to offer marriage.


Chapter Five.

Captain Brookers Objection.
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AS EVERYONE EXPECTED, the Coroners jury, after hearing Zerthos evidence at the adjourned inquest, returned the usual verdict of Wilful murder against some person or persons unknown. It was the only conclusion possible in such a case, the mystery being left for the police to solve. Later that afternoon Inspector Swayne was closeted with George and Mr Harrison at Stratfield Court, and after an hours consultation regarding the curious letter found in Nellys pocket, the detective left for London.

While that conversation was taking place Liane and her father, having returned from the inquest, were sitting together in the little dining-room. Brooker had cast off his shiny frock-coat with a sigh of genuine relief, assumed his old well-cut tweed jacket, easy and reminiscent of the past, while his daughter, having removed her gloves and veil, sat in the armchair by the fireplace still in her large black hat that gave a picturesque setting to her face. The windows were open, the blinds down, and the room, cool in the half-light, was filled with the sweet perfume of the wealth of old-world flowers outside.

Our ill-luck seems to follow us, even now, my dear, he observed, thrusting his hands deep into his empty pockets and lazily stretching out his legs. That inquisitive old chap, the Coroner, was within an ace of raking up all the past. I was afraid they intended to adjourn again.

Why afraid? asked Liane in surprise. You surely do not fear anything?

Well, no, not exactly, her father answered, with a quick glance at her. But some facts might have been then elicited which are best kept secret.

Liane looked at the Captain, long and steadily, with eyes full of sadness, then said, earnestly, — 

What caused you to suspect Zertho, father?

Suspect him. I never suspected him!

Do not deny the truth, she answered, in a tone of mild reproach. I know that before you went to London you sent him a message which, had he been guilty, would have allowed him time to escape.

But he was entirely unaware of the tragedy, her father answered, rolling a cigarette with infinite care. Zertho could have had no object in murdering Nelly. Besides, it had already been proved by the station-master that he had left by the train he saw him enter.

Then why did you take the trouble to go to London? she inquired.

My motive was a secret one, he replied.

One that even I must not know? she inquired, in genuine surprise.

Yes, even you must not know, Liane, he answered. Women are apt to grow confidential towards their lovers, and if the secret were once out, then my plans would be thwarted.

You suspect someone? she asked, in a low, harsh voice.

Well, he answered, regarding his unlit cigarette intently, I will not say that I actually suspect someone, but I have a theory, strange though it may be, which I believe will turn out to be the correct one.

Liane started. Father and daughter again exchanged quick glances. She fancied she saw suspicion in his eyes.

May I not assist you? she asked. You know that in the past Ive many times brought you luck at the tables.

No, he said, shaking his head. In this I must act entirely alone. George Stratfield no doubt occupies all your thoughts. She thought she detected a touch of sarcasm in his tone.

The girl blushed deeply, but did not answer. Her father, inveterate smoker that he was, lit his cigarette and sat silent and self-absorbed for a long time. He was thinking of the bright happy girl who, cold and dead in her tiny room upstairs, was the victim of a foul, terrible, and mysterious crime.

How long have you known this man? the Captain inquired at last.

Three months.

And has he proposed to you?

He has, she faltered, blushing more deeply.

He drew a long breath, rose slowly, and pulling aside the white blind, looked out as if in search of something. In truth, he was hesitating whether he should speak to her at once, or wait for some other opportunity. Turning to her at last, however, he said briefly, in a low, pained tone, — 

You must break off the engagement, Liane. You cannot marry him.

Cannot! she gasped, her face turning pale. Why?

Listen, he continued huskily, coming closer to her, laying his big hand upon her shoulder, and looking down upon her tenderly. Through all these years of prosperity and adversity you alone have been the one bright joy of my life. Your existence has kept me from going to the bad altogether; your influence has prevented me from sinking lower in degradation than I have already sunk. For me the facile pleasures of a stray man have ceased, because, for your sake, Liane, I gave up the old life and returned here to settle and become respectable. I admit that our life in England is a trifle tame after what weve been used to, but it will not, perhaps, be always so. At present my lucks against me and we must wait in patience; therefore do not accept the first mans offer of marriage. Lifes merely a game of rouge-et-noir. Sometimes you may win by waiting. Reflect well upon all the chances before you stake the maximum.

But George loves me, dad, and his family are wealthy, she protested, meeting her fathers earnest gaze with her large grey eyes, in which stood unshed tears.

I dont doubt it, my girl, he answered huskily. I was young once. I, too, thought I loved a woman — your mother. I foolishly believed that she loved me better than anyone on earth. Ah! You wring from me my confession, because — because it should serve you as a lesson. And he paused with bent head, while Liane held his strong but trembling hand. It is a wretched story, he went on in a low, harsh voice, yet you should know it, you who would bind yourself to this man irrevocably. At the time this woman came into my life I was on leave down in the South of France, with wealth, happiness and bright prospects. I loved her and made her my wife. Then I went with my regiment to India, but already my future was blasted, for within a year of my marriage the glamour fell from my eyes and I knew that I had been duped. A fault committed by her threw such opprobrium upon me that I was compelled to throw up my commission, leave her and go back to England. I could not return to my friends in London, because she would discover and annoy me; therefore I have drifted hither and thither, falling lower and lower in the social scale, until, ruined and without means, I became a common blackleg and swindler. But it belongs to the past. It is dead, gone — gone for ever. Those years have gone and my youth has gone. Ive lived like other men since then. Heaven knows it has not been a life to boast of, Liane. There have been days and years in it when I dared not trust myself to remember what had been — days of madness and folly, and months of useless apathy. Ah! he sighed, I was straight enough before my marriage, but my life was wrecked solely by that woman.

His daughter listened intently, and when he had finished she echoed his deep sigh. Her father had never before told her the tragic story. She had always believed that her mother died of fever in India a year after marriage.

Then my mother is not dead? she observed reflectively.

I do not know. To me she has been dead these eighteen years, he answered, with a stern look upon his hard-set features. A lump rose in his throat, and in his eye there was a suspicion of a tear.

Was she like me? Liane asked softly, still holding her fathers hand and looking up at him.

Yes, darling, he replied. Sometimes when you look at me I shrink from you because your eyes are so like hers. She was just your age when I married her.

There was a long and painful silence. The hearts of father and daughter were too full for words. They were indeed an incongruous pair. He was a reckless gamester, a cunning adventurer, whose career had more than once brought him within an ace of arrest, while she, although prematurely versed in the evil ways of a polyglot world, where the laws of rectitude and morality were lax, was nevertheless pure, honest and good.

But, dear old dad, why may I not marry George? she asked when, after thinking deeply over the truth regarding her parentage, her mind reverted to thoughts of the man she loved.

I cannot sufficiently explain the reason now, he answered vaguely. Some day, when I am aware of all the facts, you shall know.

But I can love no other man, she exclaimed decisively, with eyes downcast.

You know my wish, Liane, her father answered rather coldly. I feel sure you will endeavour to respect it.

I cannot, father! I really cannot! she cried starting up. Besides, you give me no reason why I should not marry.

I am unable to explain facts of which I am as yet unaware, he said, withdrawing his hand.

We love each other, therefore I cannot see why you should object.

I do not doubt that there is affection between you, but my objection is well based, I assure you, as some day you will be convinced.

Have you any antipathy against George personally?

None whatever; I rather like him, he said. I only tell you in plain, straightforward terms that your marriage with him is impossible, therefore the sooner you part the better; and opening the door, he slowly left the room.

Deep in thought, Liane stood leaning against the table, in the same position as Zertho had stood when he had asked the captain for her hand. Evidently her father entertained some deep-rooted prejudice against the Stratfields; nevertheless, after calm reflection, she felt confident that sooner or later she could over-rule his objection, and persuade him to adopt her view, as she had done on previous occasions without number.

On the following afternoon a double funeral attracted hundreds of persons to the churchyard of Stratfield Mortimer, where Nelly Bridson was laid to rest in a plain grave, beneath a drooping willow, and the body of Sir John Stratfield, fourteenth baronet, was placed in the family vault, among his ancestors. When the interments were over, George met Liane and managed to whisper a few words to her. It was an appointment, and in accordance with his request, she went at sundown along the chestnut avenue to the Court, and was at once shown to the library, where her lover awaited her.

Her mourning became her well. His quick eyes detected that her black dress, though not new, bore the unmistakable cut of the fashionable dressmaker. Her figure, perfect in symmetry, was shown to advantage by her short, French corset, and the narrow band of black satin that begirt her slim waist.

I have to offer my apologies to you, dearest, he said, when the servant had closed the door. At the inquest I was bound to openly confess that we had met clandestinely.

What apology is needed? she asked, smiling. We love each other, and care nothing for what the world may think.

That is true, he answered, deep in thought. But I — I have an announcement to make to you, which I fear must cause you pain.

An announcement! What?

I must leave you.

She stood before him, looked quickly into his face, and turned pale.

Leave me! she gasped.

Yes. I find, alas, I am compelled to go.

And only the day before yesterday you asked me to become your wife! she cried, reproachfully. What have I done that you should treat me thus?

Nothing. You have done nothing, Liane, only to fascinate me and hold me irrevocably to you, he answered, looking earnestly into her clear, beautiful eyes. He paused. His soul was too full for utterance. Then at length he said, I have asked you here this evening to tell you everything, for when I leave here, I fear it will be never to return.

Why? she asked, looking him full in the face, with a puzzled expression.

Because I am not wealthy, as is generally believed, he replied, colouring deeply as he met her searching gaze. It is useless to deceive you, therefore I must tell you the hideous truth. My father has thought fit to leave his whole fortune to my brother, and allow me to go penniless. I am therefore unable to marry.

Lianes lips had grown white with fear and astonishment. And that is the reason you now intend to forsake me! she gasped.

He bowed his head.

She passed her hand over her eyes. Her soul was in a tumult. She, too, fondly wished to believe that he actually loved her, to trust the evidence of what she saw. His words were a trifle ambiguous, and that was sufficient to fill her with uncertainty. Jealous of that delicacy which is the parent of love, and its best preserver, she checked the overflowings of her heart, and while her face streamed with tears, placed her hand protestingly upon his arm.

Forgive me! he cried with increased earnestness. I know I have wronged you. Forgive me, in justice to your own virtues, Liane. In what has passed between us I feel I ought to have only expressed thanks for your goodness to me; but if my words or manner have obeyed the more fervid impulse of my soul, and declared aloud what should have been kept secret, blame my nature, not my presumption. I am ruined, and I dare not look steadily on any aim higher than your esteem.

Ah! do not speak to me so coldly, the girl burst forth passionately. I cannot bear it. You said you loved me, and she sobbed bitterly.

I have loved you, dear one, ever since we first met, he answered quickly. I love you now, even better than my life. But alas! a mysterious fate seems to govern both of us, and we are compelled to part.

To part! she wailed. Why?

Ere long my brother will come to take possession of this place, for it is no longer my home, he answered, in a low, pained tone. I shall go away to London and try to eke out a living at the Bar. For a young man without means the legal profession is but a poor one at best, he sighed; therefore marriage being out of the question, I am compelled to tell you the plain honest truth, and release you.

Release me! she echoed wildly. I do not desire release. I love you, George.

But you do not love me sufficiently to wait through the long, dark days that are at hand? he cried, surprised at her passionate declaration! Remember, I am penniless, without hope, without prospects, without anything save my great affection for you!

The slanting rays of the sunset streaming through the stained glass fell upon her, gilded her hair, and illumined her anxious face with a halo of light. She looked lovely, with her dark eyelashes trembling, her soft eyes full of love, and the colour of clear sunrise mounting on her cheeks and brow.

Wealthy or poor, she answered, in a low, sweet tone, it matters not, because I love you, George.

And although we must part; although I must go to London and exchange this free, open, happy life with you daily beside me for the dusty dinginess of chambers wherein the sun never penetrates, yet you will still remain mine? he cried half doubtingly. Do you really mean it, Liane?

I do, she answered, in a voice trembling with emotion, and with a look all tenderness and benignity. It is no fault of yours that you are poor, therefore be of stout heart, and when you return to London remember that one woman alone thinks ever of you, because — because she loves you.

With the large tears in her beautiful eyes — tears which seemed to him to rise partly from her desire to love him with the power of his love — she put her pure, bright lips, half-smiling, half-prone to reply to tears, against his brow, lined with doubt and eager longing.

Dearest darling, love of my life, he whispered through her clouds of soft, silky hair. I know I, an Englishman, with my blunt manners, must grate upon you sometimes, with your delicate, high-strung feelings. We are as different as the day is from the night. But, Liane, if truth and honesty, and a will so to use my life as to become one of the real workers and helpers in the world — a wish to be manly and upright, strong of heart, and clean of conscience before God and man — if these can atone for lack of culture and refinement, then I hope you will not find me wanting. When I am absent there will be plenty besides me to love you, but I will not believe that any can love you better than I do, or few as truly.

She hesitated for a single instant as he spoke. She lifted her face from her hands and looked up at him. He was not much taller than she; it was not far. But as she looked another face came between them — a pale, refined face: a face with more poetry, more romance, more passion.

Its sight was to her as a spectre of the past. It held her dumb in terror and dismay.

George saw her hesitation, and the strange horrified look in her eyes. Puzzled, he uttered not a word, but watched her breathlessly.

Liane opened her pale lips, but they closed and tightened upon each other; from beneath her narrowed brows her eyes sent short flashes out upon his, and her breath came and went long and deep, without sound.

Why are you silent? he whispered at last.

Her lips relaxed, her form drooped, she lifted her face to reply, but her mouth twitched; she could not speak.

If you truly love me and are prepared to wait, I will do my best, he declared passionately, surprised at her change of manner, but little dreaming of its cause.

Suddenly, however, as quickly as the heavy, preoccupied expression had settled upon her countenance it was succeeded by a smile. She was a strange, unique, incomparable girl, for the next second she laughed at him in sweetest manner with a come and go of glances, saying in a tone of low, deep tenderness, — 

Yes, George, you are the only man I love. If it is necessary that you should go to follow your profession, then go, and take with you the blessing of the woman who has promised to become your wife.

An instant later George held her slight graceful form in fond embrace, while she hid her forehead and wet eyelashes on his shoulder, murmuring, — 

I shall be yours always.

His burning kisses fell upon her hair, but neither of them spoke for a while. The sunlight faded, and the old brown room with its shelves of dusty tomes became dark and gloomy. Each felt the others heart beat; and the unlucky son of the Stratfields drank that ecstasy of silent, delicious bliss which comes to great hearts only once in a life.

Later that night, after he had walked with her to her fathers door, she went to her room and sat alone for a long time in silence. A noise aroused her. It was her father retiring to rest. She listened intently, until, hearing his door closed, she paced her room with fevered steps. Her face was ashen pale, and from time to time low, strange words escaped her, as, lifting her hands, she pushed back her hair, which seemed to press too heavily upon her hot brow.

I love him! she gasped in a low, strained whisper. Yet, if he only knew — if he only knew!

And she shuddered.

Thrice she moved slowly backwards and forwards across her room. Suddenly pulling aside the dimity curtains, she gazed out into the brilliant night. The moon was shining full upon her windows, revealing the trees and stretch of undulating meadows beyond.

For an instant she hesitated. Her clenched hands trembled; she held her breath, listening. Reassured, she crossed noiselessly to her little dressing-table, opened one of the drawers, and took therefrom a small jewel-case. Only a few cheap trinkets were revealed when she unlocked it, but from it she drew forth a small oblong box of white cardboard. Then cautiously she crept from her room downstairs, and out into the small orchard behind the house. Crossing it, still in the deep shadow of the apple trees, she searched for some moments until she found a spade, and making her way to a bed that had been newly dug, she deftly removed several shovelfuls of earth, panting the while.

Taking the small box hastily from her pocket, she glanced round to assure herself she was unobserved, then bent, and placing it carefully in the hole she had made, an instant later proceeded to fill it in and rearrange the surface, so that no trace should remain of it having been removed.

Then replacing the spade where she had found it, she crept noiselessly back to her room, locked the door and stood rigid, her hand pressed upon her wildly-beating heart.


Chapter Six.

Outsiders.
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MANY WEEKS WENT by. To Liane the days were long, weary and monotonous, for George had left, and the Court had passed into the possession of Major Stratfield, a proud, pompous, red-faced man, who often rode through the village, but spoke to nobody. Since her lover had gone she had remained dull and apathetic, taking scarcely any interest in anything, and never riding her cycle because of the tragic memories its sight always aroused within her. Her life was, indeed, grey and colourless, for she noticed that of late even her fathers manner had changed strangely towards her, and instead of being uniformly courteous and solicitous regarding her welfare, he now seemed to treat her with studied indifference, and she even thought she detected within him a kind of repulsion, as if her presence annoyed and distressed him.

He had never been the same towards her since that memorable evening when he had forbidden her to accept Georges offer. Yet her mind was full of thoughts of her absent lover, and she sent him by post boxes of flowers from the garden, that their sweet perfume should remind him of her.

Another fact also caused her most intense anxiety and apprehension. The secret which she believed locked securely within her own bosom was undoubtedly in possession of some unknown person, for having gone into the garden one morning, a week after that night when she had buried the small box from her jewel-case, she fancied that the ground had been freshly disturbed, and that someone had searched the spot.

If so, her actions had been watched.

Thus she lived from day to day, filled by a constant dread that gripped her heart and paralysed her senses. She knew that the most expert officers from Scotland Yard were actively endeavouring to discover the identity of Nellys assassin, and was convinced that sooner or later the terrible truth must be elicited.

Twice each week George wrote to her, and she read and re-read his letters many times, sending him in return all the gossip of the old-world village that he loved so well. Thanks to the generosity of the Major, who had decided to give him a small property bringing in some two hundred a year, he was not so badly off as he had anticipated; nevertheless, were it not for that he must have been in serious straits, for, according to his letters, work at the Bar was absolutely unobtainable, and for a whole month he had been without a single brief. Old Mr Harrison sometimes gave him one, but beyond that he could pick up scarcely anything.

One evening in late autumn, when the air was damp and chilly, the orchard covered with leaves and the walnuts were rattling down upon the out-house roof with every gust of wind that blew across the hills, the Captain received a telegram, and briefly observed that it was necessary he should go to London on the morrow. He threw the piece of pink paper into the fire without saying who was the sender, and next morning rose an hour earlier and caught the train to Paddington, whence he drove in a hansom to an address in Cork Street, Piccadilly.

A man-servant admitted him, and he was at once ushered upstairs to a small, well-furnished drawing-room, which, however, still retained the odour of overnight cigars. He had scarcely time to fling himself into a chair when a door on the opposite side of the room opened, and Zertho entered, well-dressed, gay and smiling, with a carnation in the lappel of his coat.

Well, Brooker, old chap, he cried, extending his white hand heartily, Im back again, you see.

Yes, answered the other, smiling and grasping the proffered hand. The dignity of Prince appears to suit you, judging from your healthful look.

It does, Brooker; it does, he answered laughing. One takes more interest in life when one has a plentiful supply of the needful than when one has to depend upon Fortune for a dinner.

I wonder that no one has yet spotted you, Brooker observed, leaning back in the silken armchair, stretching out his feet upon the hearthrug, regarding the Prince with a critical look from head to toe, and lighting the cigar the other had offered him.

If they did, it might certainly be a bit awkward, Zertho acquiesced. But many people are ready to forgive the little peccadilloes of anybody with a title.

Ah! thats so. Its money, money always, the luckless gamester observed with a sigh.

Well, hang it, you cant grumble. Youve won and lost a bit in your time, his friend said, casting himself upon a couch near, stroking his dark beard, and blowing a cloud of smoke from his full lips. If youre such an idiot as not to play any more, well you, of course, have to suffer.

Play, be hanged! cried Brooker, impetuously. My lucks gone. The last time I played trente-et-quarante, I lost a couple of ponies.

But the system is—

Oh, the system is all rot. The Johnnie who invented it ought to have gone and played it himself. Hed have been a candidate for the nearest workhouse within three days.

Well, we brought it off all right more than once, Zertho observed, with a slight accent.

Mere flukes, all of them.

You won at one coup thirty-six thousand francs, I remember. Surely that wasnt bad?

Ah! that was because Liane was sitting beside me. Its wonderful what luck that girl has.

Then why not take her back again this season? his companion suggested.

She wouldnt go, he answered, after a slight pause.

Wouldnt go! cried the Prince, raising his dark, well-defined brows. You are her father. Surely she obeys you?

Of late shes very wilful; different entirely from the child as you knew her. Since poor Nellys death she seems to have been seized with a sudden desire to go to church on Sunday, and is getting altogether a bluestocking, the Captain said.

Poor Nelly! sighed the Prince. I have never ceased to think of that sad evening when she grasped my hand through the carriage-window as the train was moving, and with a merry mischievous laugh waved me farewell. She was bright and happy then, as she always was; yet an hour later she was shot dead by some villainous hand. I wonder whether the mystery will ever be explained, he added, reflectively.

The Captain made no reply, but smoked on steadily, his head thrown back, gazing fixedly at the opposite wall.

The police have done their best, he answered at length. At present, however, they have no clue.

And I dont believe they ever will have, answered Zertho, slowly.

What makes you think that? Brooker inquired, turning and looking at him.

Well, Ive read all that the papers say about the affair, he answered, and to me the mystery seems at present one that may never be solved.

Unless the crime is brought home to the assassin by some unexpected means.

Of course, of course, he answered. Youre a confounded fool to remain down in that wretched, dismal hole, Brooker. How you can stand it after what youve been used to I really cant think.

My dear fellow, Ive grown quite bucolic, he assured his companion, laughing a trifle bitterly. The few pounds Ive still got suffice to keep up the half-pay wheeze, and although Im in a chronic state of hard-up, yet I manage to rub along somehow and just pay the butcher and baker. Hang it! Why, Im so infernally respectable that a chap came round last week with a yellow paper on which he wanted me to declare my income. Fancy me paying an income-tax!

The Prince laughed at his friends grim humour. In the old days at Monte Carlo, Erle Brooker had been full of fun. He was the life and soul of the Hôtel de Paris. No reverse ever struck him seriously, for he would laugh when broke just as heartily as when, with pockets bulky with greasy banknotes, he would descend the steps from the Casino, and crack a bottle of fizz at the café opposite.

If I were you Id declare my income at eight hundred a year, pay up, and look big, Zertho laughed. It would inspire confidence, and you could get a bit of credit here and there. Then when thats exhausted, clear out.

The old game, eh? No, Im straight now, the other answered, his face suddenly growing grave.

Honesty is starvation. That used to be our motto, didnt it? Yet here you are with only just enough to keep a roof over your head, living in a dreary out-of-the-way hole, and posing as the model father. The things too absurd.

I dont see it. Surely I can please myself?

Of course. But is it just to Liane?

What do you mean?

It is essential for a young girl of her temperament to have life and gaiety, he said, exhibiting his palms with a quick, expressive movement. By vegetating in Stratfield Mortimer, amid surroundings which must necessarily possess exceedingly painful memories, she will soon become prematurely old. Its nothing short of an infernal shame that she should be allowed to remain there.

Brooker did not reply. He had on more than one occasion lately reflected that a change of surroundings would do her good, for he had noticed with no little alarm how highly strung had been her nerves of late, and how pale and wan were her cheeks. Zertho spoke the truth.

I dont deny that what you say is correct, he replied thoughtfully. But whats the use of talking of gaiety? How can any one have life without either money or friends?

Easily enough. Both you and Liane know the Riviera well enough to find plenty of amusement there.

No, she wouldnt go. She hates it.

Bah! cried the prince, impatiently. If, as you say, shes turned a bit religious, she of course regards the old life as altogether dreadful. But you can easily overcome those prejudices — or I will.

How?

In December Im going to Nice for the season, Zertho explained. We shall have plenty of fun there, so at my expense youll come.

I think not, was the brief reply.

My dear fellow, why not, he cried. Surely you can have no qualms about accepting my hospitality. You will remember that when I was laid up with typhoid in Ostend I lived for months on your generosity. And heaven knows, you had then but little to spare! It is my intention now to recompense you.

And to endeavour to win Lianes love, added the Captain, curtly.

Zerthos brows narrowed slightly. He paused, gazing at the fine diamond glittering upon his white finger.

Well, yes, he answered at last. I dont see why there should be anything underhand between us.

I gave you my answer when you came down to Stratfield Mortimer, the other responded in a harsh, dry tone, rising slowly. I still adhere to my decision.

Why? protested his whilom partner, looking up at him intently, and sticking his hands into his pockets in lazy, indolent attitude.

Because Im confident she will never marry you.

Has she a lover?

His companion gave an affirmative nod. Zertho frowned and bit his lip.

Who is he? he asked. Some uncouth countryman or other, Ill be bound.

The son of Sir John Stratfield.

The prince sprang to his feet, and faced his visitor with a look of amazement.

Sir Johns son! Never! he gasped.

Yes. Strange how such unexpected events occur, isnt it? Brooker observed, slowly, with emphasis.

But, my dear fellow, you cant allow it. You must not! he cried wildly.

Ive already told her that marriage is entirely out of the question. Yet she will not heed me, her father observed, twirling the moustaches which he kept as well trained now as in the days when he rode at the head of his troop on Hounslow Heath, and was the pet of certain London drawing-rooms.

Then take her abroad, so that they cannot meet. Come to Nice in December.

I am to bring her, so that you may endeavour to take George Stratfields place in her heart — eh? observed the Captain shrewdly.

Marriage with George Stratfield is agreed between us both to be impossible, whereas marriage with me is not improbable, was the reply.

Erle Brooker shrugged his shoulders as he again puffed vigorously at his cigar. He now saw plainly Zerthos object in asking him to call.

Well, continued his friend, even I, with all my faults, am preferable to any Stratfield as Lianes husband, am I not?

I dont see why we need discuss it further, said Brooker quietly. Liane will never become Princess dAuzac.

Will you allow me to pay my attentions to her?

If you are together I cannot prevent it, Zertho. But, candidly speaking, you are not the man I would choose as husband for my daughter.

I know Im not, old fellow, the other said, shrugging his shoulders slightly. And youre not exactly the man that, in ordinary circumstances, Id choose as my father-in-law. But I have money, and if the mans a bit decent-looking, and sound of wind and limb, its about all a woman wants nowadays.

Ah! I dont think you yet understand Liane. Shes not eager for money and position, like most girls.

Well, let me have a fair innings, Brooker, and shell consent to become Princess dAuzac, I feel convinced. You fancy I only admire her; but I swear its a bit more than mere admiration. For Heavens sake take her out of that dismal hole where you are living, and make her break it all off with Stratfields son. She must do that at once. Take her to the seaside — to Paris — anywhere, for a month or two until we can all meet in the South.

Brooker, leaning against the mantelshelf, slowly flicked the ash from his cigar, meditated deeply for a few moments, then asked — 

Why do you wish to take me back to the old spot?

Because only there can you pick up a living. The police have nothing against either of us, so what have we to fear?

Recognition by one or other of our dupes. Play wasnt all straight, youll remember.

Bah! cried Zertho with impatience. Whats the use of meeting trouble half-way? You never used to have a thought for the morrow in the old days. But, there, youre respectable now, he added, with a slight sneer.

If I go South I shall not play, Brooker said, decisively. Ive given it up.

Because youve had a long run of ill-luck — eh? the other laughed. Surely this is the first time youve adopted such a course. I might have been in the same unenviable plight as yourself by now if my respected parent had not taken it into his head to drop out of this sick hurry of life just at a moment when my funds were exhausted. One day I was an adventurer with a light heart and much lighter pocket, and on the next wealthy beyond my wildest expectations. Such is ones fortune. Even your bad luck may have changed during these months.

I think not, Brooker answered gravely.

Well, you shall have a thousand on loan to venture again, his old partner said good-naturedly.

I appreciate your kindness, Zertho, he answered, in a low tone, smiling sadly, but my days are over. Ive lost, and gone under.

The prince glanced at him for an instant. There was a strange glint in his dark eyes.

As you wish, he answered, then walking to a small rosewood escritoire which stood in the window, he sat down and scribbled a cheque, payable to his friend for five hundred pounds. Brooker, still smoking, watched him in silence, unaware of his intention. Slowly the prince blotted it, folded it, and placing it in an envelope, returned to where his visitor was standing.

I asked you to take Liane from all the painful memories of Stratfield Mortimer. Do so for her sake, and accept this as some slight contribution towards the expense. Only dont let her know that it comes from me.

Brooker took the envelope mechanically, regarding his friend steadily, with fixed gaze. At first there was indecision in his countenance, but next instant his face went white with fierce anger and resentment. His hand closed convulsively upon the envelope, crushing it into a shapeless mass, and with a fierce imprecation he cast it from him upon the floor.

No, Ill never touch your money! he cried, with a gesture, as if shrinking from its contact. You fear lest Liane should know that you are attempting to buy her just as you would some chattel or other which, for the moment, takes your fancy. But she shall know; and she shall never be your wife.

Very well, answered Zertho, with a contemptuous smile, facing the Captain quickly. Act as you please, but I tell you plainly, once and for all, that Liane will many me.

She shall not.

She shall! declared the other, determinedly, looking into his face intently, his black eyes flashing. And you will use that cheque for her benefit, and in the manner I direct, without telling her anything. You will also bring her to Nice, and stand aside that I may win her, and—

Ill do nothing of the sort. Id rather see her dead.

Zerthos fingers twitched, as was his habit when excited. Upon his dark sallow face was an expression of cruel, relentless revenge; an evil look which his companion had only seen once before.

Listen, Brooker, he exclaimed in a low, harsh tone, as advancing close to him he bent and uttered some rapid words in his ear, so low that none might hear them save himself.

Good God! Zertho! cried the unhappy man, turning white to the lips, and glaring at him. Surely you dont intend to give me away? he gasped, in a hoarse, terrified whisper.

I do, was the firm reply. My silence is only in exchange for your assistance. Now you thoroughly understand.

Then you want Liane, my child, as the price of my secret! My God! he groaned, in a husky, broken voice, sinking back into his chair in an attitude of abject dejection, covering his blanched, haggard face with trembling hands.


Chapter Seven.

The Missing Mariette.
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IN LONDON THE January afternoon was wet and cheerless. Alone in his dingy chambers on the third floor of an ancient smoke-begrimed house in Cliffords Inn, one of the old bits of New Babylon now sadly fallen from its once distinguished estate, George Stratfield sat gazing moodily into the fire. In his hand was a letter he had just received from Liane; a strange letter which caused him to ponder deeply, and vaguely wonder, whether after all he had not acted unwisely in sacrificing his fortune for her sake.

She had been nearly three months abroad, and although she had written weekly there was an increasing coldness about her letters which sorely puzzled him. Twice only had they met since he left the Court — on the two evenings she and her father had spent in London on their way to the Continent. He often looked back upon those hours, remembering every tender word she had uttered, and recalling the unmistakable light of love that lit up her face when he was nigh. Yet since she had been en séjour on the Riviera her letters were no longer long and gossipy, but brief, hurriedly-written scribbles which bore evidence that she wrote more for the fulfilment of her promise than from a desire to tell of her daily doings, as lovers will.

A dozen times he had read and re-read the letter, then lifting his eyes from it his gaze wandered around the shabby room with its ragged leather chairs, its carpet so faded that the original pattern had been lost, its two well-filled bookcases which had stood there and been used by various tenants for close upon a century, its panelled walls painted a dull drab, and its deep-set windows grimy with the soot of London. The two rooms which comprised this bachelor abode were decidedly depressing even on the brightest day, for the view from the windows was upon a small paved court, beyond which stood the small ancient Hall, the same in which Sir Matthew Hale and the seventeen judges sat after the Great Fire in 1666, to adjudicate on the claims of landlords and tenants of burned houses, so as to prevent lawsuits. An ocean of chimneys belched around, while inside the furniture had seen its best days fully twenty years before, and the tablecloth of faded green was full of brown holes burnt by some previous resident who had evidently been a careless cigarette smoker.

George drew his hand wearily across his brow, sighed, replaced the letter slowly in its envelope, examined the post-mark, then placed it in his pocket.

No, he said aloud, I wont believe it. She said she loved me, and she loves me still.

And he poked the fire vigorously until it blazed and threw a welcome light over the gloomy, dismal room.

Suddenly a loud rapping sounded on the outer door, and rising unwillingly, expecting it to be one of his many friends of the briefless brigade, he went and opened it, confronting to his surprise his fathers solicitor, Harrison.

Well, George, exclaimed his visitor, thrusting his wet umbrella into the stand in the tiny cupboard-like space which served as hall, and walking on uninvited into the apartment which served as office and sitting-room. Alone I see. Im glad, for I want ten minutes chat with you.

At your service, Harrison, Stratfield answered, in expectation of a five-guinea brief. What is it? Something for opinion?

Yes, answered the elder man, taking a chair. It is for opinion, but it concerns yourself.

George flung himself into the armchair from which he had just risen, placed his feet upon the fender and his hands at the back of his head, as was his habit when desiring to listen attentively.

Well, he said, sighing, about that absurd provision of the old mans will, I suppose? Im comfortable enough, so whats the use of worrying over it?

But it is necessary. You see, Im bound to try and find this woman, the other answered, taking from his pocket some blue foolscap whereon were some memoranda. Besides, the first stage of the inquiry is complete.

And what have you discovered? he asked eagerly. I placed the matter in the hands of Rutter, the private inquiry agent, whose report I have here, answered the solicitor. It states that no such person as Madame Lepage is living at 89 Rue Toullier, Paris, but the concierge remembers that an elderly lady, believed to be a widow, once occupied with her daughter a flat on the fourth floor. The man, however forgets their name, as they only resided there a few months. During that time the daughter, whom he describes as young and of prepossessing appearance, mysteriously disappeared, and although a search was instituted, she was never found. There was no suspicion of suicide or foul play, but the police at the time inclined to the belief that, possessing a voice above the average, she had, like so many other girls who tire of the monotony of home life, forsaken it and obtained an engagement at some obscure café-concert under an assumed name. Rutter, following up this theory, then visited all the impressarios he could find in an endeavour to discover an artist whose real name was Lepage. But from the first this search was foredoomed to failure, for girls who desire to exchange home life for the stage seldom give their impressarios their correct names, hence no such person as Mariette Lepage could be traced.

Then, after all, we are as far off discovering who this mysterious woman is as we ever were, George observed, glancing at his visitor with a half-amused smile.

Well, not exactly, the solicitor answered. Undoubtedly the girl who disappeared from the house in the Rue Toullier was the woman for whom we are searching.

The letter found on Nelly Bridson is sufficient proof that shes still alive, said the younger man.

Exactly; and from its tone it would appear that she is in the lower strata of society, Harrison remarked.

Whoever she is I shall, I suppose, be required to offer her marriage, even if shes a hideous old hag! My father was certainly determined that I should be sufficiently punished for my refusal to comply with his desire, George observed, smiling bitterly.

Why regret the past? Harrison asked slowly, referring again to the blue foolscap by the fitful light of the fire. The inquiry has, up to the present, resulted in the elucidation of only one definite fact; nevertheless, Rutter is certainly on the right scent, and as he is now extensively advertising in the principal papers throughout France, I hope to be able ere long to report something more satisfactory.

It will be no satisfaction whatever to me if she is found, observed the young man, grimly.

But it is imperative that the matter should be cleared up, the solicitor protested. When we have discovered her you will, of course, be at liberty to offer her marriage, or not, just as you please.

It is a most remarkable phase of the affair that the only person acquainted with this mysterious woman was poor Nelly, the young barrister exclaimed at last. You will remember that in the letter, with its slang of the slums, Lianes name was mentioned. Well, I have written asking her whether she is acquainted with any woman of the same name with which the curious letter is signed, but she has replied saying that neither herself nor her father ever knew any such person, and they had been quite at a loss to know how Nelly should have become acquainted with her. Here is her reply; read for yourself, and from his pocket he took several letters, and selecting one, handed it to the keen-faced, grey-haired man, at the same time striking a vesta and lighting the lamp standing upon the table.

You dont seem to mind other people reading your love-letters, the old solicitor said, laughing and turning towards the light. When I was young I kept them tied up with pink tape in a box carefully locked.

George smiled. The pink tape was owing to the legal instinct, I suppose, he said. Then he added, with a slight touch of sorrow, There are not many secrets in Lianes letters.

The shrewd old man detected disappointment in his voice, and after glancing at the letter, looked up at him again, saying, The course of true love is not running smooth, eh? This lady is in Nice, I see.

Yes, Harrison, he answered gravely, leaning against the table with head slightly bent. We are parted, and I fear that, after all, I have acted foolishly.

You will, no doubt, remember my advice on the day of your fathers death.

I do, George answered, huskily. At that time I fondly believed she loved me, and was prepared to sacrifice everything in order that she should be mine. But now—

Well?

Her letters have grown colder, and I have a distinct and painful belief that she loves me no longer, that she has, amid the mad whirl of gaiety on the Riviera, met some man who has the means to provide her with the pleasures to which she has been accustomed, and upon whom she looks with favour. Her letters now are little more than the formal correspondence of a friend. She has grown tired of waiting.

And are you surprised? Harrison asked.

I ought not to be, I suppose, he said gloomily. I can never hope to marry her.

Why despair? the old solicitor exclaimed kindly. You have youth, talent, and many influential friends, therefore there is no reason why your success at the Bar should not be as great as other mens.

Or as small as most mens, he laughed bitterly. No, Harrison, without good spirits it is impossible for one to do ones best. Those I dont possess just now.

Well, if, because you are parted a few months, the lady pleases to forsake you, as you suspect, then all I can say is that you are very fortunate in becoming aware of the truth ere it is too late, the elder man argued.

But I love her, he blurted forth. I cant help it.

Then, under the circumstances, I would, if I were you, stick to my profession and try and forget all thats past. Bitter memories shorten life and do nobody any good.

Ah! I only wish I could get rid of all thought of the past, he sighed, gazing fixedly into the fire. You are my friend and adviser, Harrison, or I should not have spoken thus to you.

The old man, with his blue foolscap still in his thin, bony hand, paused, regarded his clients son with a look of sympathy for a few moments, and sighed.

Your case, he said at last, is only one of many thousands. All of us, in whatever station, have our little romances in life. We have at some time or another adored a woman who, after the first few months, has cast us aside for a newer and perhaps richer lover. There are few among us who cannot remember a sweet face of long ago, a voice that thrilled us, a soft, caressing hand that was smooth as satin to our lips. We sigh when we recollect those long-past days, and wonder where she is, who she married, and whether, in her little debauches of melancholy, she ever recollects the man who once vowed he would love her his whole life through. Years have gone since then, yet her memory clings to us as vividly as if she were still a reality in our lives. We still love her and revere her, even though she cast us aside, even though we are not certain whether she still exists. The reason of all this is because when we are young we are more impressionable than when we are older, with wider and more mature experience of the world. The woman we at twenty thought adorable we should pass by unnoticed if we were forty. Thus it is that almost all men cherish in their hearts a secret affection for some woman who has long ago gone out of their lives, passed on, and forgotten them.

George smiled bitterly at the old mans philosophy. Are you, then, one of those with a romance within you? he asked, his face suddenly becoming grave again.

Yes, the old lawyer answered, his features hard and cold. I, dry-as-dust, matter-of-fact man that I am, I also have my romance. Years ago, how many I do not care to count, I loved a woman just as madly as you love Liane Brooker. She was of good family, wealthy, and so handsome that a well-known artist painted her portrait, which was hung at one of the Galleries as one of a collection of types of English beauty. That she loved me I could not doubt, and the first six months of our acquaintance in the quaint old cathedral town where we lived was a dream of sunny, never-ending days. At evening, when the office at which I was articled was closed, she met me, and we walked together in the sunset by the river. I see her now, as if it were but yesterday, in her simple white dress and large hat trimmed with roses. The years that have passed have not dimmed my memory.

And the old man, pausing, sat with his steely eyes gazing into the fire, a hardness in the corners of his mouth as if the recollection of the past was painful.

Months went by, he continued in a harsh voice, quite unlike the tone habitual to him. She knew that I was poor, yet against the wishes of her parents, purse-proud county people, she had announced her intention of waiting a year or two, and then marrying me. At length there came a day when I found it necessary to exchange the quiet respectability of Durham for the bustle of a London office, and left. Ours was a sad farewell, one night beneath the moon. She took my ring from my finger, kissed it and replaced it, while I kissed her hair, and we exchanged vows of undying love. Then we parted. Well, you may guess the rest. Within three months she was a wife, but I was not her husband. From the moment when we said farewell on that memorable night I never saw her nor heard from her again. Times without number I wrote, but my letters remained unanswered, until I saw in the papers the announcement of her marriage with some man who I ascertained later had amassed a fortune at the Cape and had taken her out there with him. Though I have grown old, I have never ceased to remember her, because she was the one woman I adored, the woman who comes once into the life of every man to lighten it, but who, alas! too often forsakes him for reasons incomprehensible and leaves him solitary and forgotten, with only a deep-cherished memory as consolation. So it is with you, George, he added. It may be, as you fear, that Liane Brooker has grown weary, yet remember the old adage that a womans mind and winter wind change oft, and reflect that if after her solemn vow to you she breaks her pledge, she is unworthy.

I know, he answered. Nevertheless she is my well-beloved.

So to me was the woman of whom I have just spoken, he answered. Nevertheless, that did not prevent me marrying ten years later and living in perfect happiness with my wife till her death six years ago. No, the thought of the past is the privilege of all men. I admit that it is doubly hard in your case that, having sacrificed your fortune for sake of her, you should now find yourself being slowly replaced in her heart by some other man. Nevertheless, I repeat I am not surprised.

But you sympathise with me, although I speak so foolishly, he said, half apologetically.

It is no foolish talk, Harrison replied. There is surely no foolishness in discussing a matter that so closely concerns a mans future, he said. Of course you have my most sincere sympathy, and if at any time I can offer advice or render assistance, then command me.

You are extremely good, the young man replied. The mystery surrounding Liane, the tragic death of Nelly Bridson, the discovery of the missing miniature, and the unfortunate girls acquaintance with this unknown woman whom my father designated as my wife, form an enigma of which, try how I will, I am unable to obtain any elucidation. Through all these months not a single important fact has come to light.

True. Its an extraordinary affair altogether, Harrison acquiesced, replacing the inquiry agents report in his breast-pocket. But I still hope we may discover Mariette Lepage, and through her we shall certainly be able to learn something. Until then, we must remain patient.

The pained, thoughtful expression that had rested upon his face, while he had been telling George the romance of his life, had been succeeded by that keen business-like air he always wore. He was again the plain, matter-of-fact lawyer, with his clean-shaven aquiline face, his cold steel-blue eyes and thin lips that gave those who did not know him an impression of almost ascetic austerity.

George Stratfield made no answer, but when a few minutes later his visitor had gone, after placing his hand sympathetically upon his shoulder and bidding him bear up against misfortune, he cast himself again into his chair and sat immovable, heedless of everything save the one woman who was his idol.


Chapter Eight.

The Promenade des Anglais.
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NICE, THE TOWN of violets and mimosa, of confetti, of gay dominoes and pretty women, is at its best in February, white, clean, and ready for the reception of its most welcome guest, King Carnival. While England is still gloomy with rain and fogs, and wintry winds still moan through the bare branches, the weather is already summer-like, with bright sunshine, soft warm breezes, and a sea of that intense sapphire blue which only the Mediterranean can assume. Little wonder it is that the gay world of every European capital should flock to Nice, so mild is its climate, and so many and unique are its attractions.

Superbly situated on the broad beautiful Bay of Anges, with the promontories of Ferrat and Antibes jutting out in the far distance on either side, and sheltered by the lower terraces of the Maritime Alps, it presents a handsome appearance, with the heights of Cimiez and other fertile olive-clad hills forming a fitting background. Close to the sea, in the centre of the town, is the pretty Jardin Public, with its cascade and cavern of hanging stalactites, and behind is the fine Place Massena, wherein stands the handsome white Casino Municipal, while along the coast to the right stretches the world-famed Promenade des Anglais, a magnificent esplanade bordered by palatial hotels and villas, all uniformly white, the roadway planted with palms, oranges, cypresses and aloes, and laid out with beds of sweet-smelling flowers.

Although February, the oranges are ripe, and roses and carnations are already in full blossom; the Jardin Public is a blaze of brilliant colour, and as one turns from the Promenade into the clean white streets the fragrance of violets hawked in huge bunches at four sous by the flower-girls greets the nostrils at every corner. Nice is indeed a town of flowers. The garden of each villa is full of them — almost every person in the street wears a buttonhole or carries violets, the florists shops diffuse the odour of mimosa and roses far and near, and even the confectioners sell dainty little round boxes of violets and roses crystallised in sugar. In those spring days Nice is verily in Carnival mood. Her hotels are full, her shops display the daintiest fabrics possible, and as to hats and sunshades — for both of which the town is famous — it is doubtful whether such daring feats of millinery, as fetching as they are audacious, can be found in any city or any clime the world over. Certainly nowhere else is there a brighter or more animated scene than that witnessed on the cemented footway of the Promenade des Anglais on a February morning. Furs have long ago been discarded, and silk blouses and sunshades testify to the warmth of the brilliant sun, while the male portion of the visitors are attired in straw hats and suits of summer tweed. Truly cosmopolitan and polyglot is that chattering throng. One rubs shoulders with barons, counts and highnesses of every nationality, and hears every European language uttered by gay laughing lips; the sibilant French of the dainty Parisienne, the musical Italian, the guttural German, the rapid English and the slow Russian, all combine to make a veritable Babel of tongues, while by the costumes alone, many of them marvellous creations of the famous men-dressmakers, the race of their wearers may usually be determined. Fashionable Europe is making happy holiday amid premature summer.

Amid this chattering crowd of pleasure-seekers Liane was strolling beside Prince Zertho one morning a fortnight after old Mr Harrison had visited George in his dingy London chambers. Gowned in pearl grey, the fitting of which bore the impress of the Parisian costumier, and with a large hat to match, she walked on, chatting, laughing, and ever and anon bowing to those she knew; while the Prince, in black jacket suit and soft felt hat of silver-grey, lounged leisurely along beside her, smoking a cigarette, and listening amusedly to her light, vivacious gossip. Her appearance was entirely different to the trim, neatly-dressed girl who, in cotton blouse and shabby skirt, had cycled over the level Berkshire roads. With her pure and perfect French, her slim waist girdled narrow, her chevelure as carefully arranged as if by a maid of the first order, one might have easily mistaken her for a true Parisienne. Her beautiful face, combined with her delightful chic, caused many to turn and glance after her as she passed, a fact not unnoticed by her companion.

Her cheeks, no longer wan as they had been at Stratfield Mortimer, were again flushed with health; her eyes sparkled with pleasure as she became conscious of the profound admiration she everywhere evoked, and in her footstep was the lightness of one in whose heart there lurked no shadow.

The day was perfect. Both sea and sky were of a deep, intense blue, the long line of sun-blanched villas and hotels were gay with visitors, the trees wore their freshest green, and the sweet scent of violets pervaded everything. As they walked, Zertho was reflecting how striking was her beauty, even among that crowd of Europes prettiest and wealthiest women.

Through November and December she and her father had remained in Paris, and early in the new year had travelled down to Nice, taking up their quarters at a small select pension in one of the large white villas which, standing in its own pretty garden planted with oranges, palms and roses, faced the Mediterranean at the end of the Promenade towards the Magnan, while close by them Zertho occupied the handsome Villa Chevrier, a great white house with palms in front, which also faced the sea at the corner of the Rue Croix de Magnan.

In Nice a wealthy man can, if he desires, easily obtain a large cosmopolitan circle of friends, therefore, the villa of Prince Zertho dAuzac quickly became a social centre, for his entertainments being upon a scale almost unequalled, he found no lack of acceptances to his invitations. Everyone in Nice soon knew him by sight; the well-informed Petit Niçois mentioned him almost daily in its Echoes de Partout, the Swiss and Nice Times devoted whole columns to descriptions of his fêtes and lists of his guests, among which figured many well-known names, and the Phare du Littoral was loud in its praises of his dinners, his driving parties, and the dances at his house. Well-groomed and usually attired in a dark suit, he walked in the Avenue de la Gare, drove tandem with Liane at his side along the Promenade, rode his unmatched bay on the Corniche Road, or strolled about the Casino, and was everywhere recognised, for he was indeed the man of the hour.

He smiled, however, when he recollected how, two years before, he had occupied an apartment au troisième in the narrow noisy Rue de France, while Liane, Nellie and the Captain had lived equally precariously in the Rue Dalpozzo, close by. Often dependent on his wits for a meal he had more than once, he remembered, strolled out upon that same Promenade where he now walked with Liane, in search of some inexperienced youth from whom he might obtain a few louis at cards, and thus stave off starvation for the next few days. Their run of ill-luck had almost knocked them both under until one night after the Captain had won a considerable sum at Monte Carlo, a sudden suggestion occurred to them, and together they started a private gaming-house in the Boulevard Gambetta, in Nice, a place which, although remaining open only a few months, gained a decidedly unenviable repute. Nevertheless, both men found their venture a most profitable one, and it is more than likely that their avarice would have led them into the arms of the police had not Brooker, at Lianes instigation, suddenly dissolved the partnership, taken his money, and returned to England.

Liane knew Nice well. Some of the most weary anxious and monotonous days of her life had been spent in a well-remembered frowsy room high up in that narrow back street which smelt eternally of garlic, where they had lived for nine months almost penniless. In those days when the Fates were unkind neither she nor Nelly ever ventured upon the Promenade in the day-time, because their dresses were too dowdy, and they feared lest they should encounter some of the people with whom they had become acquainted when living at the big hotels at Monte Carlo, Mentone, or Cannes, as they did when their father prospered. Yet she had now come back to the town she once abhorred. Her father had sufficient to keep them both respectably and in comfort, and Zertho was almost, if not quite, a millionaire. Fortune they had so often courted had smiled at last upon them all.

They were almost constantly at the Villa Chevrier. Each morning the Prince would call with his tandem and take her for a drive, returning in time for half an hours walk on the Promenade before déjeûner, then a lazy afternoon, a dinner with guests, a visit to the Opera, to the Casino, or perhaps to a ball. So passed the warm, brilliant days delightfully.

People soon began to inquire who was the handsome, sweet-faced English girl with whom the Prince was seen so often, but Liane, entirely ignorant of Zerthos mysterious influence over her father, or of his motive, merely regarded him with the cordiality of an old friend. Zertho, even in the old days, had always treated her with studied courtesy, had often bought her sweetmeats and flowers, and was fond of teasing her good-humouredly and promising to find her a wealthy husband. It was he who had made both girls unexpected presents of bicycles after their return to England, and never once, even when almost penniless, had he forgotten to send them some trifle on their birthdays. Although he had been her friend she nevertheless had regarded him with some slight, ill-defined mistrust. Why, she had never been able to determine.

Though moving in the gay world of fashion and frivolity, of gambling and kindred vices, she was not of it. Her knowledge of mans sins and womans frailty was wider than that of most girls of her age, yet she had remained sweet, simple, and ingenuous. Often, when at home in her room overlooking the sea, she would stand out upon the balcony and gaze away at the horizon distant in the broad expanse of blue, thinking deeply of George and wondering how he fared. Still she reflected that, after all, life was far more pleasant there than in the lethargic Berkshire village. Yet amid that constant whirl of gaiety she never forgot those days that were past. Even on that bright morning as at Zerthos side she passed along, her sweet face fresh beneath her cream sunshade, she remembered the time when neither Nelly nor herself dare walk there — those days of dire misfortune when only twenty sous lay between them and starvation.

Strolling on through the well-dressed throng they presently met the Captain, spruce in a suit of dark grey with soft hat and brown boots, walking slowly, in conversation with a portly Frenchman who had been the Princes guest on the previous evening. Saluting, Zertho and his fair companion passed on and continuing their walk strolled leisurely back to the Villa Chevrier.

Why are you so thoughtful? her companion asked presently in French, having noticed her wonderful grey eyes fixed upon the calm sunlit sea.

It is womans privilege to think, she replied, laughing as she turned to him with her clear eyes expressive of the soul that lay behind. I was reflecting upon the difference between our life two years ago and what it is to-day.

Yes, slightly better, isnt it? Well, it is luck — always luck, he answered. Your father is going over to Monte Carlo to-morrow, and I hope that Fortune may be kind also to him. He has waited long enough for a change of luck.

Liane regarded him steadily for an instant, then said reproachfully, — 

It is you who have persuaded him. Why have you done this, when you know full well that half an hour at roulette will bring back upon him the mania for play, the fatal recklessness that must be his ruin and mine? This is surely not the action of a friend.

Ah! forgive me, he exclaimed, quickly. I had no idea that my suggestion to drive you both over there to-morrow would displease you.

Ill make an excuse to him, and we will not go, he added, deferentially.

She was not a little surprised that he should thus alter his plans in conformity to her wish, nevertheless his decision satisfied her. She knew that her father had but little money, and certainly he had none to risk. Little did she dream that the cost of her rich, perfectly-fitting dresses, which had been so admired of late upon the Promenade and in the Casino, had been defrayed by her whilom friend, and that every sou her father was spending came also from his pocket. She was in ignorance of the strange, inviolable secret which existed between the two men; that secret, the price of which was her own self.

Too much of life had she seen to be dazzled by the gay, brilliant set of which she had found herself a centre, nevertheless, time after time she reflected, when alone, that she was neglecting George sadly; she had an instinctive fear that her letters to him were devoid of any warmth of affection, yet somehow she could not prevent it. Being thrown so much into Zerthos society he frequently asked her advice, and she thus unconsciously became interested in the success of his fêtes.

She and her father spent the day at the Villa, as usual, and after dinner drove down to the Place Massena to witness one of the great annual events of Nice, the arrival of King Carnival Long before they drove down, the town was already agog, for Carnival is in the blood of the Southerners. The illuminations were unanimously voted worthy of Nice. From their stands on the balcony of the Casino they could see that from end to end the broad Avenue de la Gare was ablaze with red and white lights, festoons of small lamps being connected at intervals with large red stars of hanging lamps. The Place Massena was lighted up with gas-jets in white, blue, and green globes, forming arabesques; the Casino was encircled with lines of gas-jets, and the façade of the immense tribune opposite a brilliant blaze of colour.

Liane stood up and surveyed the scene. The immense square was thronged, the crowd being kept back by infantry. After some waiting the sounds of noisy music, the blasts of many horns, and the dancing lights of hundreds of torches at last heralded the approach of the Monarch of Mirth. Mounted gendarmes opened the way; then came the trumpeters of the 6th Chasseurs, followed by the heralds of Nice in costumes embroidered with the arms of the town. The colours of the Carnival were red and rose, and the shops around were gay with dominoes of those hues.

Madame Carnival was the first gigantic figure to appear amid the glare of the great braziers of crimson fire. Seated on what might be termed a gilt throne, and wearing a white frilled cap, a silk shawl, and clean apron, she looked altogether very smart, gracefully wielding a fan, and occasionally winking her enormous eyes. In front of the car was her six-months-old baby, held by two giant hands, while in the rear, in a big basket, was the remainder of her family, a turbulent crowd of youngsters in fancy garb. Following another regiment of musicians and torch-bearers came the lord and master, King Carnival, represented as a peasant in his best white hat with tricolour rosette, astride a turkey-cock, which ever and anon moved its head and spread its tail.

Among the other cars which followed was one representing a café-concert; a chimpanzee which moved its head and swallowed smaller monkeys; a car of animated fans; and a charmer and her fools represented by a beauty who sat upon a throne, and by pulling a string set dancing her crowd of foppish admirers. The groupes à pied, too, were amusing and numerous, one entitled Dragging the Devil by the Tail, representing Satan with a tail of enormous length, at which all who were hard up were pulling vigorously. There were polkas of Hammers, Bakers, Felt hats, and walking alarum clocks, as well as a varying and amusing panorama of single maskers. Among these latter were represented a wine-dealer, who had closed his shop in order to baptise his wines; Cupid bandaging a lovers eyes; Love stopping a fair cyclist and asking whether he had been forgotten; Hurrah! who had shouted so much that his mouth had become an enormous size, and a drunkard stopping at a fountain believing the drinking-cup to be a telephone transmitter!

Fully two hours the procession occupied in passing and re-passing, and of the gay party who had met the Prince at his invitation, Liane was perhaps the most vivacious. With a sable cape about her shoulders she sat next him, with her father on her left, laughing and criticising the groups, the spirit of Carnival having already entered her Southern blood, as it had that of the merry, light-hearted Niçois themselves.

At last she drove home with her father and the Prince, while the monarch of cap and bells was placed in the handsome pavilion erected for him, there to preside over the corsos, vegliones, and the battles of flowers and confetti which for twelve days, until his immolation on Mardi-Gras, would render Nice a town gone mad with frolic.

The Promenade was bright as day beneath the full moon, the feathery palms waved lazily in the breeze, and the dark waves broke with musical monotony upon the pebbly beach. They had alighted at the gate of the pension where the Captain had taken up his quarters, when the Prince suggested to Liane that they should go for a stroll, as it was still early. To this she assented, and the Captain went indoors and sat alone, silent and wondering, while they crossed the deserted esplanade together and walked in the moonlight by the shore.

So you have enjoyed yourself to-night, ma petite? Zertho said, after they had been chatting some time.

Immensely, she answered. Carnival is not fresh to me, but it is always amusing. Every Niçois enjoys it so thoroughly. I love these gay, happy, contented people who are still Italian although French. They are so different from the English.

You hated them once, I remember, he observed, with a smile, pausing to light a cigarette.

Ah! that was in the evil days. Ones enjoyment is always gauged by ones pocket.

Then according to that theory I ought to have a larger measure of this worlds pleasures than the majority of people — eh?

You have.

Ah, no, Liane, he sighed, becoming suddenly grave. True, I have wealth, a house in Brussels, an estate in Luxembourg, a yacht in yonder port, and a villa here upon this promenade, yet there is one thing I lack to render my happiness complete.

Whats that? she asked, rather surprised at the unusual tone of sadness in his voice. Her smiling lips suddenly quivered with a momentary dread — a dread of something she could not quite define.

He had paused at one of the seats at the end of the plage, and with a alight courteous wave of the hand invited her to sit. Slowly she did as she was bid, and awaited his reply.

I have not yet found any woman to sufficiently care for me, he answered at last, in a quiet impressive tone.

You will surely have no difficulty, she said with a strange ring in her voice. She had not suspected that he possessed a grain of sentiment, for long ago she had noticed that he was entirely unimpressionable where the charms of women were concerned.

His manner suddenly changed. He sank into the seat beside her, saying, — 

There is something, Liane, I want to say to you Ive said it so often to myself that I feel as if you must know it. She sat quite still. He had grasped her small hand in his, and she let him keep it, questioning his face with a bewildered gaze. You must know — you must have guessed—

She turned pale, but outwardly quelled the panic that sent the blood to her heart. I must tell you the truth now — I love you.

With a sudden movement she freed her hand and drew away from him.

Me! she gasped. Whatever potential complicity had lurked in her heart, his words brought her only immeasurable dismay.

He bent towards her again. Yes, you!

She felt his hot breath upon her cheek, and put up her hand with imploring gesture. He looked at her with almost frenzied admiration, as if it were only with fierce resolve that he restrained himself from seizing her in his arms and closing her mouth with burning kisses. His whole frame quivered in the fury of repressed excitement, insomuch that she shrank from him with involuntary terror.

Cant you tell me what it is that makes me repugnant to you? he asked quickly.

You are not repugnant at all, she faltered hoarsely. You are not repugnant, only — I am indifferent.

You mean that you dont care about me one way or the other.

She shut her lips tight. Hers was not a nature so passionate as that of most Southerns, but a loving one; feeling with her was not a single simple emotion, but a complicated one of many impulses — of self-diffidences, of deep, strange aspirations that she herself could scarcely understand — a womans pride, the delight of companionship and sympathy and of the guidance of a stronger will; a longing for better things. All these things were there. But beside them were thoughts of the man she had vowed she loved, the man who was ruined and who could not for years hope to make her his wife. She looked at the glittering moonlit sea, with the light steadily burning in the far distance at Antibes, but no answer escaped her lips. The silence of night was complete save for the rhythmic swish of the waves at their feet.

At last, after a long pause, her words came again, shudderingly, Oh, what have you done?

By Heaven! he said, with a vague smile, I dont know. I hope no harm.

Oh, dont laugh! she cried, laughing hysterically herself. Unless you want me to think you the greatest wretch in the world.

I? he responded. What do you mean?

You know you are fooling me, she answered reproachfully. You cannot put your hand on your heart and swear that you actually love me.

A quick look of displeasure crossed his face, but his back was towards the moon and she did not notice it.

Yes — yes, I can — I will, he answered. You must have known it, Liane. Ive been abrupt, I know, and Ive startled you, but if you love me you must attribute that to my loving you so long before I have spoken.

Her troubled breast heaved and fell beneath her rich fur. She gazed at him with parted lips.

It is a question from me to you, he went on, the question of my life.

No, dont think so, she protested, please, dont ask it.

Then dont answer it, Liane. Wait — let me wait. Ask yourself—

I know my own mind already, she said slowly, with earnestness; then perceiving, as suddenly as she had all the rest, how considered her assertion might appear, she went on, still with the quietness of clear-seeing and truth-telling: things come clear in an instant. This does, that I could not have thought of. I am already betrothed to another; that is why I cannot accept.

You cant expect me to be satisfied with that, he answered. I, who know myself, and who see you as you do not see yourself. It is I who ask: who want to take a great gift. I am not offering myself, he went on rapidly. I am beseeching yourself — of you.

I have not myself to give, she said calmly.

You mean you love someone else, he said, with a hardness about the corners of his mouth.

Yes, and the long eyelashes swept downward as she answered.

But Zertho paid no attention to her reply. During the years I have known you, Liane, he went on, the thought of you has been as a safeguard against my total disbelief in the possibility of womans fidelity. I knew then that I revered you with my better self all the while — that, young as you were, I believed in you. I believe in you now. Be my wife, and from this instant I will devote all the love in me — and I have more than you think — to you alone.

Prince Zertho, she said, in honest distress, I beg you wont go on! I respect your devotion and your kindness, and I dont want to inflict any hurt upon you; but oh! indeed, you must not ask this.

Very well, he said sadly, rising to his feet. Let it all be. I will not despair. You know now that I love you, and ere long I shall ask you again as I have asked. Defer your answer until then.

Let us go back, she urged, shivering as she rose. The wind has grown cold; and in silence they together retraced their steps along the deserted Promenade.

An hour later, when Liane had gone to her room, the Captain, at Zerthos request, walked along to the Villa Chevrier, and found his friend awaiting him in the handsome salon.

When the servant closed the door the Prince was the first to speak.

To-night I have asked Liane to become my wife, he said harshly, standing with his hands in his pockets.

Well?

She refuses.

As I expected, answered her father coldly.

As you wish, you mean, retorted Zertho.

I have already explained my views, the other answered, in a deep strained voice.

From her attitude it is evident that you have not spoken to her, as we arranged, said the other angrily.

I have said nothing.

Well, you know me sufficiently well, Brooker, to be aware that when I set my heart upon doing a thing I will accomplish it at all cost, the Prince, exclaimed. Im no longer an outsider, remember, I cannot really understand your disinclination to allow Liane to become Princess dAuzac. Surely you must see that it would be distinctly to your own advantage. She would take care that youd never be hard up for a few hundreds, you know.

She does not love you, Zertho.

Love be hanged! cried the other, fiercely impatient. In a week I shall repeat my proposal to her: if she does not accept, well—

Well? echoed Brooker, paler than before, the hand holding the cigar trembling, for he was feigning a coolness which he was unable to preserve.

For a moment the Prince paused then crossing to the escritoire, which stood in the window, took therefrom a folded newspaper, old and tattered, together with several other papers folded together lengthwise. Recrossing to where Brooker stood, he held them up to his gaze, with a sinister smile upon his lips, and a look full of menace.

No! no! cried the Captain, glaring at the innocent-looking papers, and drawing back with a gesture of repulsion.

Very well, Zertho answered, with nonchalance. Strange though it may appear, your only chance of safety is in becoming my father-in-law. It will be easy enough for you to persuade Liane to become my wife, and I am ready and eager to remain your friend. But if your prejudices are so very intense and indiscreet, well — you know the rest.

The two men who had been fellow-adventurers faced each other. In the countenance of one was confidence, in the other abject fear.

I never expected this of you, Zertho, the Captain said reproachfully, regarding him with eyes in which flashed the fire of anger. You apparently heed nothing of my feelings as her father. You know my past; you know that Liane brings into my life its only ray of brightness.

We are no longer partners, the other answered harshly, with a strangely determined expression upon his dark countenance. You are playing against me now, therefore I am your opponent. Youve thought fit to deal the cards, its true, he added, with a short derisive laugh; but I think youll have to admit that I hold all the trumps.


Chapter Nine.

The Way of Transgressors.
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ONE THOUGHT ALONE possessed Liane. Zertho loved her.

Next morning when the maid brought her coffee, she rose, and opening the sun-shutters, stood at the window gazing upon the broad expanse of bright blue sea. The words the Prince had uttered all came back to her. She recollected how he had pressed her hand, and declared that she was his ideal of what a woman should be; how, not satisfied with her refusal, he had promised to repeat his question. Should she accept? No, she distrusted him as much as she had ever done.

While thus plunged in deep reflection, her clear eyes fixed upon the distant horizon where ships were passing, endeavouring to convince herself that marriage with Zertho was impossible because she could never love him, a light tap was heard upon the door, and the girl re-entered, bearing a letter.

By its blue English stamp, she knew instinctively it was from George.

Slowly she tore open the envelope and read its contents. Then, with a sudden movement, she cast herself upon her bed, burying her face in the lace-edged pillow, and bursting into a torrent of passionate tears. She hated Zertho, and still loved George.

Meanwhile, her father had risen, and gone out for an early turn along the Promenade. He let himself out at the rear into the Rue de France, in order not to pass the Villa Chevrier, and after strolling for some time about the town, he reached the sea again walking alone, his face set towards the high castle hill, which he presently ascended by the winding flight of stone steps, and standing at last on the summit, in the beautiful garden laid out on the side of the long-ruined château, paused to rest. The sun was strong, the sky cloudless, and in every direction the view was superb. As he stood leaning over the stone parapet, the Cape of Antibes, the Iles de Lerins, the mouth of the broad stony Var, and the town of Nice were at his feet, while behind stretched the green valley of the Paillon, with the white monasteries of Cimiez and St Pons, the distant château of St Andre, the peaks of Mont Chauve, and the Aspremont, with the blue distant Alps forming a picturesque background. He removed his hat, and allowed the fresh breeze that came up from the sea to fan his heated temples.

He was alone, save for a solitary sentinel standing with fixed bayonet some distance away, at the entrance to a large platform, where several guns were mounted behind baskets filled with stones, and as he leaned, his eyes fixed blankly upon the sea, some low words escaped him.

Yes, he murmured in desperation, this is indeed the last drop that has filled my cup of affliction. Poor Liane! How can I tell her? How can I go to her and confess the ghastly truth? If I do; if I tell her of the terrible secret which I had believed was mine alone, she — the child whom I have loved and cherished all these years, will turn from me with loathing.

His hands were clenched, his brow furrowed, and upon his usually merry countenance was a settled look of unutterable despair.

No, it is impossible — absolutely impossible, he went on, sighing deeply, after a few moments. To tell her the truth would only be to increase her unhappiness and cause her to hate me, therefore I cannot — I dare not! No; Zertho is inexorable. I must sacrifice Liane in order to save myself.

Again he was silent, pondering deeply, and striving to form some plan by which to save his daughter from being forced into this undesirable union. But he could conceive none. Even if he defied this man who was endeavouring to secure Liane, and boldly met the terrible consequences of the exposure of his secret, he saw that such a course must reflect upon her, for she would then be alone in the world — friendless, forsaken and penniless; while if he fled, he must be found sooner or later, for within twenty-four hours the police of Europe would be actively searching for him. Then, calmly and without fear, he thought of suicide, his one desire being to save Liane from disgrace. Leaning over the parapet, he gazed far down upon the brown, rocky crags, beaten time after time by the great rolling waves as they broke and threw up columns of white spray. He was contemplating how best to end his life. He could leave her a letter confessing all the truth, and thus save her from becoming the wife of this titled adventurer. Yet again a difficulty presented itself. To act thus would be cowardly; besides which Liane would also be left without money, and without a protector. For a long time he carefully reviewed all the facts, at length arriving at the same conclusion as before, that his suicide would only bring increased disaster upon the child he idolised.

No, he exclaimed aloud, between his set teeth. There is but one way — one way alone. She must become Princess. I must obey Zertho, and compel her to marry him. All these long weeks have I striven against it, knowing that once united to such an unprincipled brute, her days must be full of wretchedness and despair. Nay, I am prepared to sacrifice everything for her sake; nevertheless, if I boldly face my enemies, or take my life to escape them, the result would be the same. Liane would be left friendless. To me through all these dark days she has been the one joy of my aimless, weary life; hers has been the one bright face that has cheered me times without number when I should have otherwise knocked under. I have striven my best to keep her uncontaminated by the reckless world in which Ive been compelled to move, and none can ever charge me with neglect of her. Yet this is the end. She must be torn from me, and be given to this unscrupulous blackmailer whom the possession of wealth has converted from my friend into my enemy.

Erle Brooker, by profession an adventurer, but at heart generous and tender as a woman, had come to Nice solely on Lianes account, because he had been convinced by Zerthos argument that she was moping sadly at Stratfield Mortimer. Although he had accepted the invitation he had never for one moment intended that Liane should become Princess dAuzac until his whilom partner had pronounced it imperative. Then, hour by hour, day by day, he had sought means whereby Zertho might be dissuaded from pressing his claim, until now he was compelled to acknowledge his hope an utterly forlorn one.

Alas! he sighed, leaning his fevered weary head on both his hands. All happiness and gaiety must be crushed from her heart; her young life must be wrecked because of my sin. I, her father, must persuade, nay insist upon her taking a step that she must regret her whole life through, and use towards that end arguments which I would rather my tongue were torn out than I should utter. Ah, Liane, he cried, brokenly, in a voice of despair, if you could but realise all that I have suffered these past weeks. But you must not; you, at least, shall never know the cause of this deadly fear which holds me paralysed beneath the relentless thrall of the one man who knows the truth. No, you must marry him, and thereby secure his silence. Your consent to become Princess dAuzac can alone save me.

Again he was silent, deep in contemplation of the terrible truth, when suddenly behind him sounded a peal of merry laughter, and turning quickly, he saw he had been joined upon the platform by Liane and two bright English girls who were living at the same pension with them. They had ascended the long flights of steps, and were entirely out of breath.

Why, dear old dad! cried Liane, in surprise, whoever would have thought of finding you up here at this hour?

The Captain laughed uneasily, and made some evasive reply regarding the clearness of the morning and the extent of the view.

Oh, isnt it magnificent! cried the other girls in chorus, as they gazed around. Liane, who had been there on many previous occasions, had brought them up, promising them a fine panorama, and they certainly were not disappointed.

Together they wandered about the pretty gardens, watched the artillery at drill working the guns, peered down the old castle well and clambered about the ancient walls which had been torn down nearly two hundred years ago by the Duke of Brunswick; then, after one of the girls had narrowly escaped losing her hat in the high wind, they descended again to the Rue des Ponchettes, where the Captain, excusing himself that he wanted to make a purchase in the town, left them.

The three girls, chatting and laughing, walked round the base of the hill, by the road called the Rauba Capeu, to the port, where the Prince dAuzacs trim steam yacht was lying, afterwards retracing their steps along the Boulevard du Midi. They had passed the Jardin Public, where the band was playing Strausss Fesche Geister, and had just entered the Promenade des Anglais, when Zertho on his fine bay rode past them raising his hat. The trio smiled and bowed, and while he galloped along, his smart groom at some little distance behind, one of Lianes companions remarked — 

Isnt the Prince a handsome fellow? I wonder he does not marry.

Liane felt her cheeks colouring.

Oh! I suppose he will very soon, observed her sister. They were both tall, dark, good-looking girls, daughters of a wealthy widow from London. This was their first season on the Riviera, and all was fresh to them.

You know the Prince well, dont you? inquired the first girl who had spoken, turning to Liane.

Yes, she answered. We knew him long before he became rich.

And his wealth has spoilt him, I expect? It does most men.

No, I can scarcely say that, answered Liane. At heart he is so thoroughly cosmopolitan and so merry that I dont think he will ever become purse-proud.

Ive heard hes a millionaire, observed the other girl. Is that true?

I believe so. His father was the wealthiest man in Luxembourg; richer even than the reigning Grand Duke Adolphe.

And whoever marries him will be Princess dAuzac, the girl remarked, contemplatively. Rather jolly, I should imagine, to be a Princess with an ancient title like that One could then cut a decent figure in society, I envy the fortunate girl who takes his fancy.

Liane winced. She feared that her cheeks told their own tale, and was thankful when a moment later the girls met their mother amid the crowd of promenaders, and all four commenced to chat upon a different subject.

That evening they did not dine as usual at the Villa Chevrier, but took their meal at the Pension, and afterwards, when Liane was reclining lazily on the couch in their private salon, her handsome head thrown back upon a great cushion of yellow silk, and the Captain was seated in a capacious easy chair, with a cigarette and an English paper, he at last braced himself up for an effort that was to him exceedingly repugnant. He feared that his words must choke him, and for half-an-hour glanced surreptitiously at her, hesitating to approach the subject. The recollection of all that he had to stake, however, goaded him on, and presently, slowly putting down his paper, and striving to remain firm, he uttered her name.

She looked up from her French novel in surprise. The tone in which he spoke was entirely unusual. It was harsh and strained.

Liane, he said, bending and looking straight into her large, clear eyes, I have wanted to speak seriously to you during these past few weeks, but have always hesitated.

Why, father?

Because — well, I knew you were happy, and did not wish to cause you pain, he answered.

Pain? What do you mean? she inquired quickly.

You have been very happy here in Nice, havent you? I mean that Zertho has made life very pleasant for us both, he stammered.

Certainly. Thanks to him, weve been extremely gay the whole time. So different to our last experience of the Riviera, and she laughed lightly at the recollection of those well-remembered evil days.

You appear to find Zertho a very congenial companion, he observed.

She started. Surely her father could not know what had taken place between them during that walk by the moonlit sea on the previous night?

Of course, she answered hesitatingly. He was always a good friend to poor Nelly and myself, and he is very amusing.

But I have noticed of late that your face betrays your happiness when you walk with him. A woman always shows in her cheeks a distinct consciousness of her success.

Her face flushed slightly as she answered, — 

I was not aware that I appeared any happier when in his society than on any other occasion.

It is upon that very point that I desire to speak to you, he went on in a low serious tone. You will remember that before we left Stratfield Mortimer, I gave you a few words of kindly advice regarding an impossible lover with whom you had foolishly become infatuated.

Yes, she said, I well remember.

Then it is upon the subject of your marriage that I want again to say a few words to you.

Marriage! she laughed. Why, I shall not marry for years yet, dear old dad. Besides, if I left you, whatever would you do?

Ah, yes, my girl, he answered hoarsely, as a shadow of pain flitted for an instant across his darkened brow. You must not lose the chance of youth.

She closed her book, placed it aside slowly, and regarded him with surprise.

Havent you always urged me to wait? she asked half-reproachfully, toying with the two little gipsy rings upon her slim finger. I understood that you were entirely against my marriage.

So I was when you did not possess the chance of making a wealthy and satisfactory alliance, he replied.

His daughter looked at him inquiringly, but hazarded no remark. She saw by the expression of his face how terribly in earnest he was.

You, of course, know to whom I refer, he added, speaking in a low, intense tone, as he bent towards her, gazing still seriously into the sweet, open countenance.

To Zertho, she observed mechanically.

Yes. If you reflect, as I have already reflected times without number during these past few weeks, Liane, you must recognise that your position as the daughter of an almost penniless adventurer, is by no means an enviable one. If anything happened to me you would be left without a friend, and without a penny. Such thoughts are, I admit, not exactly pleasant ones, nevertheless the truth must be faced, at this, the most important crisis of your life. Again, I have nothing to give you, and can hope for nothing. In the days bygone I managed to pick up sufficient to provide us with the comforts and luxuries of life, but now, alas! luck and friends have alike deserted me, and I am left ruined. I—

But you are not friendless, dear old dad, Liane cried suddenly, the light of affection glowing in her beautiful eyes as, with a sudden movement, she sprang across to him, and kneeling beside his chair as she often did, put both her soft, clinging arms about his neck. I am your friend, as I have always been. I do not want to marry and leave you, and she burst into tears.

His voice became choked by a sob he vainly strove to keep back. He felt his resolution giving way, and bit his lip.

If — if you would remain my friend, Liane, you will marry, he managed to ejaculate at last, although the words seemed to stifle him, and he hated himself for having uttered them.

No, dad — I will never allow you to live alone.

But you must, dearest, he answered with emphasis, fondly pushing back her dark hair from her brow. Think what a chance you now have of securing position, wealth and everything which contributes to lifes happiness. Zertho loves you.

I know, she answered, with a touch of ineffable sadness in her voice and raising her tear-stained face to his. But I am happy as I am, with you.

True. Yet in a few months the money we have will become exhausted, and whence we shall obtain more I know not, he said with a look of despair. You have a chance to become a princess — the wife of a man even wealthier than his sovereign — therefore you should seriously reflect, Liane, ere you refuse.

How did you know that Zertho loves me? she suddenly inquired, turning her frank face upward to his.

Because he has told me, he answered, in a voice low almost as a whisper. He asked my permission to speak to you and offer you marriage.

As he looked at her the thought flashed across his mind that he, her father, who loved her so dearly, was deceiving her. What would she say if she knew the truth?

Yes, she exclaimed with a sigh, he says that he loves me, and has asked me to become his wife. But I have refused.

Why?

Because I do not, I cannot love him, dad. Surely you would never wish me to marry a man for whom I have no affection, and in whom I have no trust. Her father held his breath and evaded her gaze. Her argument was unassailable. The words stabbed his tortured conscience.

But would not the fact of your becoming Princess dAuzac place you in a position of independence such as thousands of women would envy? he hazarded, again stroking her silky hair with tenderness. You know Zertho well. Hes a good fellow and would make you an excellent husband, no doubt.

I can never marry him, she answered, decisively.

You will refuse his offer? he observed, hoarsely. Her firmness was causing him some anxiety.

I have already refused, she replied.

Slowly he grasped her hand, and after a brief pause looked her steadily in the face, saying — 

Liane, you must become his wife.

I love but one man, dad, and cannot love another, she sobbed passionately, her arms still about his neck.

Forget him.

She remained silent a few moments; then, at last looking up with calm, inquiring gaze, asked — 

Why are you so earnestly persuading me to marry this man who is neither your true friend nor mine, dad? What object can you have in urging me to do what can only bring me grief and dire unhappiness?

He made no reply. His face, she noticed, had grown hard and cold; he was entirely unlike himself.

I love George, she went on. I will only marry him.

Surely you will not ruin all your future, and mine, for his sake, he blurted forth at last.

Your future! she gasped, drawing away from him and regarding him with sudden surprise as the truth dawned upon her. I see it all now! With me as Princess dAuzac, the wife of a wealthy man, you would never want.

His teeth were set. He held her small, soft hand so tightly that it hurt her. He tried to speak, but his lips refused to utter sound. He was persuading his daughter to wreck her young life in order to secure his own safety. The thought was revolting, yet he was forced to act thus: to stand calmly by and witness her self-sacrifice, or bear the consequences of exposure.

He bowed his head in agony of mind. A lump rose in his throat, so that his words were again stifled.

My marriage would, I know, relieve you of a serious responsibility, she went on, calmly, without any trace of reproach. I am not unmindful of the fact that if I married Zertho I should gain wealth and position; yet I do not love him. I — I hate him.

He has been kind to us, and I believe he is extremely fond of you, he said, wincing beneath the lie that fear alone forced to his lips. Is it not but natural that I should seek for you an improved social position and such wealth as will place you beyond all anxiety in future? Heaven knows that the past has been full enough of care and poverty.

Ah! I know that, poor dad, Liane answered caressingly, in a tone of sympathy, her arms again about his neck. In the days gone by, because you played fairly, and was never an unscrupulous sharper like Zertho, luck forsook you. They laughed at you because you cared so much for me: because you held Nelly and I aloof from the dregs of society into which you had fallen. You were courageous always, and never when the days were darkest did you relinquish hope, or did your love for me wane. Yet, and she paused, yet if you still cared for me as once you did, I cannot but feel that you would hesitate ere you urged me to a hateful alliance with a man I can never love.

I am but endeavouring to secure your future happiness, Liane, he answered, his voice sounding deep and hollow.

A silence fell, deep and impressive, broken only by the low, monotonous roar of the waves beating upon the shore outside, and the musical jingle of the bells on a pair of carriage-horses that were passing. Liane started as she recognised the sound. They were Zerthos. Erle Brooker would have rather died by his own hand ere he had persuaded her to marry this man; yet for the hundredth time he proved to himself that by suicide he would merely leave her unprotected, while she would most probably afterwards learn from Zertho the terrible secret which he was determined should, at all hazards, remain locked within his own troubled heart.

To persuade me to marry the Prince is but to urge me to a doom worse than death, she exclaimed passionately at last. No, dad, I am sure you would never wish me to do this when I am so contented to live as I am with you. If we are penniless — well, I shall never complain. It will not be the first time that I have wanted a meal, and gone early to bed because Ive been hungry. I promise Ill not complain, only do not endeavour to force me to marry Zertho. Let me remain with you.

Alas! you cannot, my child! he answered in a hard, dry, agonised tone, his hand trembling nervously.

Why?

You must forget young Stratfield, and become Princess dAuzac, he said firmly, intense anxiety betrayed upon his haggard countenance.

Never!

But you must, he cried brokenly, with emphasis. It is imperative — for my sake, Liane — you must marry him, for my sake.


Chapter Ten.

Mask and Domino.
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THE WORLD-FAMOUS BATTLE of Flowers had been fought in brilliant, cloudless weather along the Promenade des Anglais, and Liane riding alone in a victoria covered with violets and stocks set off with rose bows and ribbons, had been awarded a prize-banner, while Zertho, his coach adorned by Maréchal Niel roses and white lilac, entertained a party, and was a conspicuous figure in the picturesque procession. The crowd was enormous, the number of decorated carriages greater than ever before known, and as the contending parties, made up of people in carriages decorated with flowers and coloured ribbons, passed slowly along on either side of the broad drive, they kept up a brisk fire of small bouquets. As they went by, the occupants of the tribunes poured broadsides into the carriages, and the battle raged everywhere hot and furious. Liane, sitting alone embowered in violets, flushed with the excitement of throwing handfuls of flowers at all and sundry, found herself more than once in the very thick of the fray and was pelted until her hair escaped from its pins and she felt herself horribly untidy.

Brooker had excused himself from forming one of Zerthos party and had gone for a long walk into the country; but that night he reluctantly accompanied them to the great Veglione at the Opera, where all were in grotesque costume, both Zertho and himself wearing hideous masks with enormous red noses, while Liane was attired in the beautiful costume of an odalisque, which, at Zerthos desire, had been specially made for her in Paris. Folly reigned supreme in that whirlwind of light and colour, and although dancing was almost impossible in consequence of the crowded state of the beautifully decorated theatre, yet the fun was always fast and furious, and the first saffron streak had already showed over the grey misty sea before they entered their carriage to drive homeward.

Variety had now become Lianes very life, excitement the source and sustenance of her existence. Within the few days which had elapsed since the evening when her father had urged her to marry Zertho a complete change had come upon her. No longer was she dull, dreamy, and apathetic, but eager to embrace any opportunity whereby her thoughts might be turned from the one subject which preyed upon her mind. She entered thoroughly into the Carnival fun and frolic, and Zertho, believing that her gaiety arose from contentment, felt flattered, congratulating himself that after all she was not so averse to his companionship as he had once believed. Knowing nothing of love or sentiment he had no suspicion that her bright amused smile masked a weary bitterness, or that, after dancing half the night radiant and happy, and charming the hearts of men with her light coquetry, she would return to the silence of her own room before the wave-beaten shore, and there lie weeping for hours, murmuring the name of the man she loved. So skilfully did she conceal the poignant sorrow wearing out her heart that none but her father detected it, and he, sighing within himself, made no remark.

Through the warm sunny reign of King Carnival Zertho and his handsome companion were prominent figures everywhere, although the Captain, who had grown as dull and dispirited as his daughter had become gay and reckless, seldom accompanied them. Since that night when beside the sea Zertho had told her of his love, he had not again mentioned the subject, although they were often alone together. Sometimes he would accuse her of furious flirtation, but always with a good-humoured amused air, without any sign of jealousy in his manner. Truth to tell, he felt satisfaction that she should be the most universally admired girl in Nice. He remembered that her success was due to him, for had he not paid for the costly costumes and milliners marvels which suited her beauty so well?

The bright cloudless days passed, full of frivolity. The King of Follys reign was short, therefore the excitement while it lasted was kept up at fever-heat, the grand climax of the many festivities being reached by the Corso Carnavalesque and Battle of Confetti which took place on Sunday, ten days after the gigantic effigy of the Monarch of Mirth had been enthroned on the Place Massena in his Moorish pavilion of rose and gold.

All the paper confetti conflicts, pretty and vigorous as they had been, were but preliminary scrimmages to the genuine battle fought with pellets of grey chalk, veritable bullets. So hard are these that it is unsafe to venture out without a wire mask, therefore Zertho and Liane, in assuming their costumes that afternoon, did not neglect the precaution. Zertho wore the white dress of a pierrot; with large velvet buttons of pale rose; while Liane, in a domino of pale rose satin trimmed with red — the colours of that season — wore a clowns hat of rose. Both carried, strapped across their shoulders, capacious bags containing confetti, and a small tin scoop with which to throw their missiles. The mask of fine wire, like those used in fencing schools, having been assumed, they both entered the victoria and were driven down to the Jardin Public through which the Carnival procession, headed by the King himself, pipe in mouth, astride the turkey-cock, was at that moment wending its way.

The gun from the old Château had a few minutes before boomed forth the signal for the opening of hostilities, and the thousands of revellers on foot and in carriages, all wearing masks and dominoes, were carrying on a fierce and relentless combat. Alighting, Liane and her companion plunged into the rollicking riot, pelting the onlookers who were unmasked or who wore no dominoes, covering dark coats and dresses with great white dust-spots, and compelling the unfortunate ones to cry for quarter. On this, the maddest day of Follys reign, Nice, from two oclock until five, presented the appearance of a town run mad with fun. Every balcony, decorated with red and rose, was filled with spectators laughing at the antics of the armoured, quaintly-dressed throng; the timorous, taking refuge behind closed windows, peered curiously out upon the wild conflict, while some, more brave than others, ventured out into the thick of the fray with no further protection than the black velvet half-mask. Woe betide these, however, when detected. Wire masks were the only safeguard from the showers of bullets which everywhere were projected from the small tin scoops.

Joining in the Corso were many carriages decked out to correspond with their occupants costumes, many in the carnival colours, one in pure white, another in a mauve, and a third, belonging presumably to a political enthusiast, in the Russian colours, orange and black. Everywhere were scenes of wild and reckless gaiety. In the side streets, in the open squares, in the cafés, on every side confetti was thrown. The garçons de café, compelled to stand amid the continuous cross-fire that swept across the streets, had all assumed masks, and the roads and pavements soon became an inch deep in confetti trodden to dust.

All along the line of the procession and in the thick of the fight bags of ammunition were offered by men, women or boys, who stood beside stalls or, mingling with the crowd, cried Bonbon; Bonbon! As Zertho and Liane walked together, pelting vigorously at a carriage containing three of their friends, an urchin came up to them crying, Bonbon! whereupon Liane, with a mischievous laugh, threw a handful of confetti straight at the crier, much to the urchins discouragement.

Come, let us follow the procession, Zertho suggested, and across the Place Massena they accompanied the corso, and down the gay streets until they entered the Place de la Préfecture, where the fun was at its height. The scene here presented was exceedingly picturesque. The band, which was really a band, and not merely a medley of ear-splitting, discordant noise which too frequently mars the Carnival, was the centre of attraction around which the maskers danced with wild abandon, joining hands and screaming with laughter. Liane, infected by the mad gaiety and as reckless as the rest, her domino whitened by the showers of confetti rained every moment upon it, plunged into the crowd of dancers and, hand-in-hand with Zertho, whirled round, laughing gleefully. The dancers made a human kaleidoscope of colour, framed by the amphitheatre-like tribunes, which were likewise filled with maskers, and made a setting as bright, and but one degree less animated, than the rollicking, ever-moving foreground.

From minute to minute the animation increased. Every street was aglow with colour, and the mêlée was general. Those seated in the tribunes made furious attacks upon those on foot, the latter retaliating with shower upon shower of pellets, until the battle became fierce in every quarter. Four occupants of a victoria, attired alike in pale blue dominoes, opened a vigorous fire upon Liane and Zertho as they passed, and received in return many scoopfuls of well-aimed confetti. But the pair were decidedly getting the worst of it, when suddenly a lithe little man in clowns dress of cheap lustrine joined Liane in the defence, and next instant received a handful of confetti full in his face. For an instant he felt in his pouch, but found his ammunition had given out. Then espying a stall a few yards away he rushed across with sudden impulse, flung down a couple of francs, caught up four large paper bags each containing several pounds of confetti, and flung them one after another at Lianes assailants. They were aimed with a sure hand, and as each struck the head or shoulders of one or other of the unfortunate occupants, the thin paper broke, completely smothering them with its contents. Yells of uproarious laughter arose at their discomfiture, and the coachman hastened his horses speed.

Then turning to Liane, the man, evidently an honest, happy-hearted Niçois from his Italian accent, bowed gracefully, and with a smile said,— Mademoiselle, I believe we have taught them a lesson. Before she could thank him he was lost in the turbulent, laughing crowd.

And as Zertho passed gaily along at Lianes side, he sang softly to himself the refrain of LAmoureuse, — the slightly risky parody, popular at that moment, — 

Voilà lamoureuse,
À la démarch voluptueuse,
Qui se pavan soir et matin,
Avec des airs de ptit trottin;
Voilà lamoureuse,
À la demarch voluptueuse,
Elle est joli sacré matin!
Joli comme un petit trottin!

Gradually they fought their way back to the Place Massena, and found it a scene of brilliant colour, but the fight had now become so general that the very heavens seemed obscured by the confetti, which, on striking, crumbled into dense clouds of fine, white dust. The fanfares of the Chasseurs Alpins were sounding, the great effigy of the King was slowly moving across towards the leafy public garden, and the colossal figure of an ingenue was sailing along with the crowd with folded arms, perfectly pleased with herself and the Carnival world in general. Everyone here wore the wire mask and domino, even the vendors of confetti being compelled to assume grilles to protect their sun-tanned faces from their own wares.

The Carnival contagion had now spread to even the puppets and musicians themselves; for these left their lofty perches on the cars where they had been observed by all during the processions, and descending to earth, whirled among that motley crowd of dancers and of forms gigantic, gay and grotesque.

Although conflict and retaliation were the order of the day, and disorder the spirit supreme, to the credit of Nice and her crowds be it said that on such a day, when so many liberties were possible, were so few taken. The Mayor had caused a precautionary notice to be posted up, prohibiting any confetti being thrown at the police, gendarmes, or musicians, but even the gendarmes, usually an awe-inspiring, spick and span body, when threatened in fun, would reply, Fire away, your bullets dont hurt, and laughing defiance, would receive volley upon volley of the dusty pellets upon their dark uniforms without flinching, and laugh back defiantly.

Clowns, punchinelli, pierrots, furies, devils and ladies in dominoes fought with one another till every street in the neighbourhood of the Avenue de la Gare was swept from end to end by a hail of confetti, and Zertho and Liane trudged on through the thick dust into which it was every moment being trodden. Long serpentines of coloured paper, flung now and then, wrapped themselves about the lamp-posts and hung from windows and from the tall eucalypti, while from some of the houses the more enterprising showered upon the crowd thousands of small, advertising hand-bills. Those who, growing weary of the fight as the sun declined, sought shelter in the cafés, were quickly disillusioned, for from time to time disconcerting showers of pellets would sweep in at the open door, often falling into the bocks, mazagrans, and sirops, so that those who had had previous experience of Carnival ways sat with their wire vizors still down and their hands carefully covering their glasses.

On Confetti Day Carnival penetrates everywhere. In the streets, in the shops, in the churches, in the houses, the small pellets seem to enter by unknown means. They find their way down ones neck into ones boots, while ladies get their hats and hair filled with them and drop them wherever they tread. Confetti Day, apart from its interest and amusement as a brilliant spectacle, is the more remarkable because so many hundreds of human beings, prone to envy, hatred, malice and all uncharitableness, begin, continue and end the fun, in such glorious good humour. Everywhere the battle raged fiercely, yet it was all in boisterous mirth, and laughter loud and sincere rang out alike from victor and from vanquished. Mirth ran riot, and disorder was everywhere, but spite was never shown.

Time after time, a storm of confetti swept about Liane and her escort, as together they passed along the colonnade, pelting and being pelted by every masker they met, until the dust came into her face through the grille, and the hood and trimming of her domino was full of grey pellets.

You are tired and hot, Zertho exclaimed at last. This dust makes one thirsty. Let us try and get to the Café de la Victoire.

To accomplish this, they were compelled to cross the broad place through the very thickest of the fray. Nevertheless, undaunted, with scoops ever in the sacks slung at their sides, they pressed forward, half-choked by the cross-fire of confetti through which they were passing. Lianes conical felt hat was dinted and almost white, and her domino sadly soiled and tumbled, still with cheeks aglow by the exciting conflict, she went on, taking her own part valiantly. The wire masks did not completely disguise their wearers. Numbers of men and women she met she recognised, and where the recognition was mutual, the battle raged long and furiously, accompanied by screams of uproarious laughter.

At last they managed to reach the opposite side of the Place. The tables in the colonnade before the popular café were crowded with maskers who were endeavouring to get rid of the dust from their throats, notwithstanding the showers of pellets which continually swept upon them. The sun was sinking in a blaze of gold behind Antibes, the clock over the Casino marked a quarter to five; in fifteen minutes the cannon of the château would boom forth the signal for hostilities to cease, the musicians and puppets would mount upon the cars and move away, the maskers would remove their wire protectors, and order would reign once more.

Zertho and Liane had secured a table upon the pavement near the door, the interior of the café being suffocatingly crowded, and sipping their wine, were laughing over the desperate tussle of the afternoon, now and then retaliating when any passer-by directly assailed them. Suddenly a woman, looking tall in a domino of dark rose and wearing a half-mask of black velvet which completely disguised her features, flung, in passing, a large handful of confetti which struck Liane full upon the mask.

In an instant she raised her scoop, and with a gleeful laugh, sent a heavy shower into her unknown opponents face. Like many other women, her assailant had apparently become separated from her escort in the fierce fighting, and the fact that she preferred a velvet mask to one of wire showed her to be not a little courageous. But Lianes well-directed confetti must have struck her sharply upon the chin, which remained uncovered, for it caused her to wince.

She halted, and standing in full view of the pair as if surveying them deliberately, next second directed another scoopful at them. Both Zertho and Liane, divining her intention, raised their hands to cover their masks, and as they did so the hail of pellets descended, many of them falling into their glasses.

There, cried Liane, laughing gaily. Its really too bad, shes spoilt our wine.

In a moment, however, Zertho, who had been preparing for this second onslaught, flung scoopful after scoopful at the intrepid woman, and several of those sitting at the tables around at once joined in repelling the fair maskers attack. Yet, nothing daunted, although smothered in confetti from a dozen different hands, she continued the conflict with the pair she had at first attacked, until Liane, in her eagerness to annihilate this woman who had so suddenly opened such a persistent and vigorous fire upon them, turned suddenly with her tin scoop filled to overflowing. With a loud laugh she flung it, but by accident the scoop itself slipped from her fingers, and struck the masker sharply upon the shoulder.

In an instant Liane, with a cry of regret, rose from her seat and rushed out into the roadway to apologise, but the unknown woman with a stiff bow, her dark eyes flashing angrily through the holes in her mask, turned away and walked quickly along the Rue Massena. Liane stooped, snatched up her scoop, and returned to where Zertho sat heartily laughing, those sitting around joining in a chorus of hilarity at the incident.

She got a bigger dose than she bargained for, he exclaimed.

I am sorry, she said. It was quite an accident. But did you see her eyes? She glared as if she could kill me.

Yes, he replied. She looked half mad. However, shell never be able to recognise you again.

Liane was silent. The light of joy and happiness had suddenly died out of her fair countenance. She seemed to possess some vague recollection of a similar pair of dark, flashing eyes. A face — a strange ghost of the past — came for an instant before her eyes; a thought flashed through her mind and held her appalled. She shuddered, pale as death behind her mask of gauze. Next instant, however, she laughed aloud at her fear. No, she assured herself, it could not be. It was only some faint resemblance, rendered the more vivid because it had come before her amid that reckless gaiety.

Then she smiled at Zertho again happily as before, and they ordered fresh wine, and waited until the cannon thundered from the heights above and the streets grew orderly, ere they started to walk home along the Promenade.

They had, however, been too far off the woman to overhear the strange ominous words she uttered when, with an evil glint in her eyes, she turned from them abruptly with a fierce imprecation upon her lips, her cheeks beneath the velvet mask blanched with suppressed anger.

No, I am not mistaken, she had muttered in French, with a dry laugh between her set teeth. When I met you dancing in the Place de la Préfecture I thought I recognised you, Liane Brooker. I followed, and threw at you in order to obtain a good view of your pretty face in which innocence is so well portrayed. Strange that we should meet again purely by accident; strange, too, that you should cover me with dust and fling your scoop into my face as though in defiance. Little do you dream how near I am to you, or of the ghastly nature of the revelation which I shall ere long disclose. Then the smiles which enchant your admirers will turn to tears, your merry laughter to blank despair, and your well-feigned innocence and purity to ignominy and shame.


Chapter Eleven.

Monte Carlo.
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CARNIVALS REIGN WAS ended. Pierrot, clown and columbine, hand in hand, had watched the flames consume him, and had danced around the dying embers. His palace had been torn down, the decorations in his honour had disappeared, the colours red and rose were no longer exhibited in the shop windows, for Nice had assumed her normal aspect of aristocratic dignity.

One afternoon a week afterwards, Liane reluctantly accompanied her father and Zertho to Monte Carlo.

When at luncheon the visit had been suggested by the Prince, she at once announced her intention of staying at home. Truth to tell, those great gaming-rooms with their wildly excited throngs possessed for her too many painful memories. At length, however, after much persuasion, she was induced to dress and accompany them.

She chose a white costume, with a large white hat relieved by violets, and a narrow belt of violet satin to match — a plain, fresh-looking gown which suited her beauty admirably, and within an hour they had ascended the steps of the great white Casino with its handsome façade, and entered the long bureau to exchange their visiting-cards for one of the pink cards of admission. The clerk at the counter, whose duty it is to examine the dress of the visitors and their cards, at once recognising the party, shook hands heartily with Brooker and the Prince, expressing pleasure at seeing them again.

Yes, weve returned, you see, the Captain answered jocularly. Always back to Monte Carlo, you know.

Well, I wish messieurs all good fortune, laughed the stout, round-faced man, and also mademoiselle, of course, he added, bowing, his face beaming with good humour, as instead of writing out formal admission cards he handed them three of the special white tickets issued by the Administration of the Cercle to its well-known habitués.

A gay cosmopolitan crowd in Paris-made gowns and well-cut suits, with bulky purses in their hands, struggled behind, eager to obtain tickets, therefore they at once deposited their sticks and sunshade, and passing across the great atrium, thronged with well-dressed people, approached the long polished doors guarded by attendants in bright livery of blue and gold. Here again one of the men wished the Captain Good day, the door opened, and they found themselves once more, after many months, inside the lofty well-remembered rooms where so many fortunes had been lost and won.

Down the vista from the entrance could be seen room after room, resplendent in gilt decorations, polished floors, ceiling of ornamental glass, and many beautiful paintings by Feyen, Perrin, and Jundt; each room filled with eager, anxious gamblers crowding around the oblong roulette-tables. The continual hum of voices, the jingle of coin, the rustle of notes, the click of the roulette-ball, and the monotonous cries of the croupiers combined to produce a veritable Babel of noise, while the heat on that bright sunny March afternoon seemed overpowering.

But those sitting around the tables, or standing behind, cared nothing for the world outside, too absorbed were they in the chance of the red or the black. The sun was excluded by blinds closely drawn, and the long windows were all curtained in black or blue muslin, with handsome patterns worked thereon, so that those walking upon the terrace by the blue sunlit sea could obtain no glimpse of what was going on within. The place was close, and there was about it that faint odour which it ever retains, the combined smell of perspiration and perfume.

From the moment Liane placed foot upon the polished floor she regretted that she had come. With that well-remembered scene before her a thousand bitter memories instantly surged through her brain. She hated herself. Around her as they approached the first table in the Moorish room were the same types of people that she knew, alas! too well; the flora of the Riviera, the world in which she had for years been compelled to live. Among those sitting around were men, weary and haggard-eyed, with those three deep lines across the brow which habitual gamblers so quickly develop, and heavy-eyed women who had concealed their paleness beneath their rouge. Of this class of frenzied humanity, she reflected, she herself was. There had been a time not long ago when she, too, had sat at the table prompting her father, sometimes flinging on coin or notes for him, dragging in his winnings with the little ebony rake, or keeping an account in her tiny memorandum book of the various numbers as they turned up, so as to assist him in his speculations.

Unlike these déclassé women, she hated play. The life was to her detestable. She had, it was true, moved in their world, but, thanks to her fathers care, she had retained her goodness and purity, and had never been of it. Well she knew the terrible tension each spin of that little ivory roulette-ball caused among that eager crowd, an anxiety which furrowed the brows, which caused the hands to tremble, and sapped all youth and gaiety and life. She, although young and fair, had witnessed life there in its every aspect. She had herself experienced the terrible frenzy of excitement; she had felt the desperation of abject despair. She had seen dozens, nay hundreds, come there rich and respected, to depart broken and ruined; she had witnessed more than one woman grow so desperate over her losses that she had fainted at the table, and once beside her at that very table there had sat a man, young, good-looking, and well-dressed, who lost and lost, and continued to lose throughout the long, hot day, until with a low imprecation he at length threw down his last hundred-franc note on the impair. He lost, then rose unsteadily from the table, while half-a-dozen others struggled to obtain his place. An hour later she had risen and gone into the garden to obtain air, but scarcely had she walked a dozen yards when two attendants passed her by, carrying her fellow-gamblers lifeless form. He had shot himself.

This tragic incident, by no means uncommon, though so frequently hushed up, had so unnerved her that for many weeks her father could not induce her to enter the Casino, but gradually, because with a gamblers belief in talismans, he declared that when she accompanied him Fortune was always on his side, she again went with him, to spend long, anxious, breathless hours in the crowded place, where bright, happy girls staked their five-franc pieces, just for the purpose of saying they had done so, and rubbed shoulders with the most notorious of the demi-monde; and where honest men, professional gamesters, blackmailers and souteneurs all placed themselves on equal footing before the green-covered shrine of their fickle goddess.

Monte Carlo resembles nothing. It is at the same time a paradise and a hell, of hope and despair, of golden dreams and of hideous nightmares; a place without laws, either physical or moral. Its surroundings are delightful, nestling below the high bare Tête de Chien and the Mont de la Justice, with the picturesque little town of Monaco perched upon its bold prominent rock to the right, the green slopes of Cap Martin jutting out into the sea on the left, and away far in the distance, yet clearly defined, the purple Alps of Italy, while beyond the white-balustraded terrace is a broad open expanse of clear blue sea. The centre of elegance and corruption, of beauty and deformity, of wealth and vice, of refinement and sin, it is in itself unique.

On every hand, within and without the little place, the view is superb. In the fine square before the Casino the gardens are brilliant with flowers and shady with palms; the cafés overflow with visitors, waltz music sounds by night and day, and from noon till the early hours there is life and movement everywhere. The game fascinates, and the climate acts upon the organism of all who go there. The exquisitely beautiful surroundings of the Casino exert a deleterious influence. They are alluringly pleasant. Life seems so gay, happy and free amid that whirl of voluptuousness, where vice is disguised in a form tout à fait charmante, its banal influence so imperceptible, that the man who ventures into the Principality determined not to risk a single louis upon the tapis-vert in almost every case finds himself overwhelmed by that involuntary indolence which creeps upon all like an infernal intoxication, drawn irresistibly to the tables, and too often to his ruin. The daily life in Monaco presents a surprising picture of morals; a truly extraordinary Paradise of the marvellous and the diabolical, of the sublime and the terrible, of fair dreams and of hideous realities. Et le fruit défendu dont se nourrit la masse a dautant plus de saveur que le joli petit serpent auquel on doit sa découverte a toutes les allures mignonnes dun démon tentateur extrèmement séduisant.

To Erle Brooker, whose sole vice was that of gambling, the monotonous invitation of the croupiers, and the jingle of louis as they were tossed carelessly over to the winners, were as the sound of the hounds to the old hunter, or the bugle to the retired soldier. All the old longing for excitement and the hope for a run of luck came again upon him, and although he had vowed he would never again play he soon felt his pulse quicken and his good resolutions fading away. As, accompanied by Zertho and Liane, he moved on from table to table, watching the play and criticising it with the air of one with wide experience, the desire for risking a few louis came irresistibly upon him. He remembered that before leaving Nice he had placed ten one-hundred-franc notes in his pocket. It was a sum small enough, in all conscience, to risk. He recollected the time when, with Zertho standing behind him taking charge of his winnings, he had won a hundred times that amount between mid-day and midnight.

Of all that gay crowd Liane looked the prettiest and smartest. As she cast a rapid glance around the various tables, many of the men and women she recognised as professional fellow-gamblers, each with their little piles of silver, gold and notes. One or two, well-dressed and more prosperous, had, she knew, at one time been down to their very last franc. The two men also singled out old acquaintances, men who passed their days in these crowded rooms, nodded to them and remarked upon the sudden prosperity of some and the unusual seediness of others.

They were standing together closely watching the roulette at one of the centre tables. People were crowding four deep around it, but mostly the stakes were five-franc pieces, the minimum allowed.

By Jove! Zertho exclaimed at last, turning to the Captain. See what a run the red is having!

Fourteen times in succession, msieur, observed a man at their elbow, consulting his card.

It wont again. Watch, Brooker answered briefly, closely interested in the game.

Next moment the ball was sent spinning around outside the revolving disc of black and red; the croupier with sphinx-like countenance uttered his monotonous cry, Rien ne va plus! and after breathless silence the rattle told that the ivory had fallen. Brookers prophecy proved correct. The black had gained.

Going to risk anything? inquired Zertho, with a smile.

No, interrupted Liane earnestly. Dad will not. He has already promised me.

The Captain, his hand trembling in his pocket, turned to his daughter with a smile.

Surely you wont deprive him of winning a few louis? Zertho exclaimed. Be generous, just this once, dearest.

Smiling, she turned to her father with a glance of inquiry.

I have promised, he observed quietly. I do not break my pledge to you, unless with your permission.

Already the people, eager to tempt Fortune, were placing their money on the yellow lines upon the table, and while they spoke Zertho tossed a couple of louis upon the simple chance of the black. The game was made, black won, and he received back his stake with two louis in addition.

The sight of Zertho winning stirred Erle Brookers blood. He had watched the run of the table sufficiently to know from experience that the chances were again in favour of the red, and with quick resolve he threw upon the scarlet diamond two notes for one hundred francs apiece.

Liane made a sudden movement to stay his hand, but too late. Then, with lips compressed she looked at him with bitter reproach, but uttered no word. The little ivory ball had already been launched on it way.

Rien ne va plus! cried the croupier an instant later, and the ball next second clicked into its socket.

Red won. The croupier tossed over to him two notes of the same value as those he had staked, and he took them up with an amused smile at his companions.

Really, dad, cried Liane, pouting prettily, it is too bad of you to break your promise. I only came with you on one condition, namely, that you wouldnt play.

Well, Ive won ten louis, so no great harm has been done, he answered.

But there is harm, she protested firmly. When once you come to the tables you cannot, you know, leave until youve won, or lost everything. I thought you had, for my sake, given it up.

They had drawn aside from the table, and were standing in the middle of the handsome room.

This is only in fun, Liane, Zertho assured her. We are neither of us any longer professionals. Our day is over.

It is certainly not kind of you to invite my father to play like this, she exclaimed, turning upon him resentfully. I have already told you that I do not wish him to play.

I have not invited him, Zertho declared with a laugh. If he chooses to follow the run I cannot well prevent it.

At that moment Brooker, who still kept his keen eyes riveted upon the table, heard the croupiers voice, hesitated a moment, and taking two rapid steps forward tossed upon the red diamond the four notes he had just picked up.

Whirr-r! click! went the ball again, and the croupiers announcement a few seconds later told him that he had won four hundred francs.

Liane, annoyed, flushed slightly, compressed her lips and turning from them with a gesture of anger walked straight out from the great gilded salons so hateful to her. As she passed, many turned and remarked how beautiful she was. She knew that the mania which had caused her fathers downfall had returned, that this double success would cause him to plunge still more deeply. Zertho smiled contemptuously at her fears, and neither men went after her to induce her to return.

The Prince, on the contrary, shrugged his shoulders, and laughing said, — 

Shes annoyed. Shell return in a minute or two, when she knows youve won. Now that shes gone Im going to risk a little myself.

At that moment two players rose from their chairs, and the pair so well-known to the croupiers and attendants marked their places. The man sitting before the red and black disc which slowly revolved while the players laid down their coin, gave both men a little nod of recognition.

Messieurs, faites vos jeux, cried the croupier.

Whats your fancy? The impair? Zertho inquired of his companion in the same tone as was his wont long ago.

Of course, the other replied, selecting at the same moment three notes from those in his hand, and tossing them over upon the marked square indicated.

Once more sounded the monotonous cry, Rien ne va plus! The croupier sat immovable as one joyless, hopeless, and impassionate, a veritable machine raking in and paying out gold and silver and notes without caring one jot whether the bank gained or lost. The ball was an instant later sent on its way, and Brooker watching, saw it suddenly spring about and fall.

Again he won.

With one elbow resting upon the table he gathered up his winnings with that impassive manner which marks the professional gamester as one apart. Whether he gained or lost Erle Brooker never made sign, except sometimes when he lost more heavily than usual he would perhaps smile a trifle bitterly. Already the furrows were showing in his brow, and his deep-set eyes watched keenly the run of the game as time after time he would hesitate, apparently reflecting, until the ball was already in motion, and then toss his notes into the manque or passe, the first being the numbers 1 to 18, and the latter 19 to 36, or place them upon the lines of the various numbered squares, whichever he deemed wisest for the composite chances of a sixain, a carré, a douzaine, or a colonne. Heedless of all around him, heedless of his old partner at his side, the man who had once shared his losses and his winnings, heedless of the pale delicate girl who was wandering about alone somewhere outside, fearing lest he should lose the whole of the little money they now had, he won and won, and still won.

Sometimes he lost. Twice in succession the bank gained six hundred francs of his winnings; still nothing daunted, he continued, and found that the knowledge he had gained of the game proved true, for he won again and again, although sometimes doubling and even trebling his stake.

The crowd of eager ones around the table now began to wait until he selected the place whereon he should put down his stake, and commenced to follow his play narrowly, playing when he played, and refraining when he held back.

Zertho noticed this and whispered: Your lucks changed, old chap. Why not try bigger stakes?

I know what Im about, the other snapped viciously, pulling towards him a dozen notes from the passe opposite. If you wont play yourself keep count for me, and see that I get fully paid.

Zertho well knew that his old partner had now become oblivious to everything. His mouth was hard-set, his eyes gleamed with a fierce excitement he strove to suppress, and great beads of perspiration stood upon his heavily-lined brow. A lady standing behind him, a tourist evidently, reached over his head to stake her modest five-franc piece on the red, whereupon he turned, and muttering something uncomplimentary regarding those women who ought to play for sous, withered her with a look.

Somebody had handed Zertho one of the cards printed with parallel columns under the letters N and R, with a pencil wherewith to keep count. He glanced up, and noticing all eyes directed upon them, suddenly reflected that if any person came up who knew him as Prince Zertho dAuzac it would scarcely be dignified to be discovered counting the gains and acting as clerk to a professional gamester.

But Brooker wanted money badly, and was winning; therefore he could not disturb him. Both men were gamblers at heart, and the one feared to move just as much as the other, lest the spell should be broken and the luck change.

The good fortune attending the Captains play seemed to the onlookers little short of marvellous. With apparent unconcern he flung down his notes, sometimes six or ten twisted carelessly together, and each time there came back towards him upon the point of the croupiers rake his own notes with a similar number of others.

Suddenly, having thrown four notes upon the manque, he rested his hot whirling brow upon his hand. The ball clicked into its little numbered partition, the croupier announced that the number 20 had gained, and he knew he had lost. The excited crowd sitting and standing around the table exchanged smiles and glances, and at that moment the croupiers changed.

Again the game was made, and the man upon whom everyones eyes were turned threw five hundred francs upon the simple chance of the red. Black again won.

Once more he threw a similar sum upon the red. A third time black won. He had lost fourteen hundred francs in three spins of the wheel!

It seemed that his luck had suddenly departed. It is often remarked by professional gamesters that luck departs from the fortunate when the croupiers are changed.

But the passion was now full upon him. His face was rigid; his mouth tightly closed. He had spoken no word to Zertho, and had seemed hardly to notice how much his companion had been gathering into his hands, or to take the trouble to glance at the revolving roulette. The croupiers voice was, for him, sufficient.

Now, each time that the tiny ball dropped into its socket he knew that its click cost him four hundred francs. Time after time he lost, and those who, half-an-hour before, had been carefully following his play and winning heavily thereby, began to forsake him and trust in their own discretion. In eighteen games only twice the red turned up, still with the dogged pertinacity of the gamester he pinned his faith to the colour upon which he had had his run of luck, and continued to stake his notes in the expectation that the black must lose.

Youre getting reckless, Zertho whispered. This isnt like you, old fellow.

But his companion turned from him with angry gesture, and flung on his money as before.

At that moment red won. The colour had changed. From Zerthos hand he took the bundle of notes, still formidable, although his losses had been so heavy, and counted them as quickly and accurately as a bank-teller. There were eighty-three, each for one hundred francs.

For an instant he paused. Already the ball was on its way. His keen eyes, gleaming with an unnatural fire, took in the table at a glance; then withdrawing twenty-three of the notes, he screwed up the remainder into a bundle and tossed it upon the scarlet diamond.

Good heavens! Zertho gasped. Are you mad, Brooker?

But the Captain paid no heed. His blotchy countenance, a trifle paler, was as impassive as before, although he had staked six thousand francs, the maximum allowed upon the simple chance.

Rien ne va plus! cried the croupier once more, and those crowding around the table, witnessing the heavy stake, glanced quickly at the reckless gamester, then craned their necks to watch the tiny ball.

Slowly, very slowly, it lost its impetus. The breathless seconds seemed hours. All were on tiptoe of expectation, the least moved being the man sitting with his chin resting upon his hand, his eyes fixed thoughtfully upon the table before him; the man who had spent whole years of his life amid that terrible whirl of frenzied greed and forlorn hope. Even the croupiers, whose dark, impassive faces and white shirt-fronts had haunted so many of the ruined ones, bent to watch the progress of the ball.

Zertho, in his eagerness, rose from his chair to obtain a better view.

Whirr-r. Click! It fell at last, and scarcely had it touched the number when the croupiers voice clearly and distinctly announced that the red had gained. Then the crowd breathed once more.

Brooker raised his head in the direction of the croupier, and a slight smile played about the corners of his hard-set mouth. A moment later six notes for a thousand francs each were handed to him at the end of the rake, while Zertho drew in the big bundle of small notes his companion had staked. Brooker had re-won all the winnings he had lost.

He toyed with the bundle of sixty notes which Zertho handed to him until the ball was again set spinning, when, as if with sudden resolution, he tossed them once more upon the same spot.

A silent breathlessness followed, while he remained still motionless, his chin sunk upon his breast. It was a reckless game he was playing, and none knew it better than himself. Yet somehow that afternoon a desperate frenzy had seized him, and having won, he played boldly, with the certain knowledge that the bad luck which had hitherto followed him had at last changed.

Again the disc, revolving in the opposite direction, sent the ball hopping about as it struck it. Once more it fell.

The red again won, and he added six additional notes to the six already in his hand.

Messieurs, faites vos jeux!

A third time was the game made, a third time he held in his hand in indecision that bundle of notes, and a third time he tossed them upon the scarlet diamond.

In an instant gold and notes were showered upon them from every hand until they formed a formidable pile. The other players crowding around, seeing his returning run of luck, once more followed his game.

A third time was the ball projected around the edge of the disc, followed eagerly in its course by two hundred eyes; a third time the croupiers voice was raised in warning that no more money was to be placed upon the table, and a third time the ivory dropped with a sudden click upon the red.

A third time came the six thousand francs handed upon the end of the croupiers rake.

Brooker, taking the bundle of small notes and thrusting them all together in his pocket, rose at once from the table with a smile at those opposite him, the richer by a thousand pounds.

Marvellous! cried Zertho, as they moved away together across the polished floor. What a run youve had! Surely Liane cant be angry now. Lets go into the gardens; shes certain to be awaiting us there.

And together they went to the cloakroom for their hats; then passed out down the broad carpeted steps into the pretty place, where the shadows were lengthening. The Monégasques and visitors were promenading in the gardens; the orchestra before the crowded Café de Paris, with its striped sun-blinds, was playing an overture of Mascagnis; and the cool, bright, flower-scented air was refreshing after the heat and excitement of the crowded rooms.

At last! Brooker exclaimed, as they descended the steps to seek Liane. At last my luck has changed!


Chapter Twelve.

Lianes Secret.
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WHEN LIANE HAD left the two men she first obtained her sunshade, then, descending the steps, walked slowly beneath the shadows round to the front of the Casino and out upon the beautiful broad terrace, flanked by palms, aloes and flowers, which faced the sea. There were but few promenaders, for the sun was still warm, and most of the people were inside tempting Fortune.

With her white sunshade above her head she leaned upon the stone balustrade, her clear eyes fixed in deep thought upon the wide expanse of blue sky and bluer sea. On the terrace below, where a pigeon-shooting match was in progress, the crack of a gun was heard at intervals, while pacing the gravelled walk near her was one of the Casino attendants with the curious closely-fitting coat and conspicuous broad striped belt of red and blue. The duty of these men is somewhat unique. They watch the loungers narrowly, and if they appear plunged in despair they eject them from the gardens lest they should commit suicide.

The soft breeze from the sea fanned her face refreshingly after the closeness of those crowded rooms, where the suns brightness was excluded, and the light of the glorious day subdued. She was annoyed at Zerthos action in inciting her father by winning the paltry couple of louis, more than at the Captain for his want of self-control. She stood there thinking, a tall lithe figure in white girdled with violet, refined, exquisite, dainty from the gilt ferrule of her sunshade to the tip of her tiny white kid shoe. She reflected what terrible fascination the tables possessed for her father, and was half inclined to forgive him, knowing how irresistible was the temptation to play amid that accumulation of all the caprices, of all the fantasies, of all the eccentricities, of all the idleness, of all the ambitious and all the indiscretions. But Zerthos contemptuous smile had added to her vexation and displeasure.

Her father had commenced playing, and she dreaded the consequences, knowing with what dogged persistency he would stake his last louis on the chance of regaining his losses, heedless of the fact that for each coin lost they would be deprived of the comforts of life to that amount. She reproached herself for consenting to accompany them, but as she pondered her anger soon turned to poignant sorrow. She had believed that her father, hard hit as he had been, had relinquished all thought of play. Time after time he had assured her that he had renounced roulette for ever, yet now on the first occasion he had revisited the scene of his old triumphs and defeats, all his good resolutions had crumbled away, and he had tossed his money into the insatiable maw of the bank as recklessly as he had ever done. She sighed as she thought of it, and bitter tears dimmed her vision. By her own influence she could have taken him away; it was, she knew, the fear of Zerthos derision that caused him to fling those notes so defiantly upon the table.

With that picturesque, well-remembered landscape of rugged mountain heights, olive-clad slopes, and calm sea, memories sad and bitter continued to crowd upon her. This place, among the fairest on earth, was to her the most hateful and loathsome. With it were associated all the evil days which had passed so drearily; all the poverty which had kept her and her dead companion shabby and heavy-hearted; all the months of anxiety and weariness in days when their rooms were poorly furnished and the next meal had been an event of uncertainty. A few months of life at a good hotel, amid congenial society, would always be followed by many months of residence high up in some back street, where the noise was eternal, where the screaming of loud-voiced Frenchwomen sounded above and below, where clothes were hung upon the drab jalousies to air in the sun, and where the smell of garlic came in at the windows. In such a life the quiet English homeliness of Stratfield Mortimer had come as a welcome rest. She had loved their quaint old ivied cottage, and had fondly believed they would remain there always, happy and contented. But, alas! Nellys tragic end had changed it all.

Zertho, her reckless but animated companion of the old days, was back again with them, and once more they were upon the very spot that she had vowed so often she would never again revisit.

These reflections brought with them thoughts of Nelly. She recollected how, often and often, they would stroll together along that terrace while Zertho and her father sat hour after hour at the tables, regardless of meal-times, and how sometimes, hungry and having no money, they would go in and obtain from one or other of the men a ten-franc piece with which to get their dinner at the cheap little restaurant they knew of down in La Condamine. It was upon that very gravelled walk, with its inviting seats, high palms, and banks of flowers, that they had one afternoon passed a tall, good-looking young Englishman not much older than themselves. He had smiled at them, and they, always delighted at the chance of an innocent flirtation, had laughed in return. He had then raised his hat, spoken to them, and strolled along at Nellies side. His name was Charles Holroyde, and it was he who, a few weeks later, had given Nelly the costly brooch which had been stolen from her throat by her assassin.

She glanced at the seat beside which she was standing. It was the one on which they had sat that sunny afternoon when they chatted merrily, and he had first given the two girls his card. She sighed. Those days were passed, and even Nelly, her companion and confidante, was no more. She was, she reflected gloomily, without a single real friend.

At that moment, however, she felt a light hand upon her shoulder behind her, and a voice exclaimed, — 

Liane! At last!

She turned quickly with a start, and next instant found herself face to face with George Stratfield.

You, George! she gasped, her face blanching.

Yes, darling, he answered. I called at your address at Nice, but they told me you had come over here, so I followed. But whats the matter? he asked, in consternation. You are not well. How white you look! Tell me what is worrying you?

Nothing, she answered, with a forced laugh. Nothing whatever, I assure you. I — I wasnt aware that I looked at all pale. Your sudden appearance startled me.

But George regarded her with suspicion. He knew from the look of intense anxiety upon her fair countenance that she was concealing the truth.

Is the Captain with you? he inquired after an awkward pause.

Yes, he is inside, she answered. But why have you come here?

To see you, Liane, he said, earnestly. I could no longer bear to be parted from you, so one night I resolved to run out and spend a week or so in Nice, and here I am.

Her face had assumed a strange, perplexed look. He knew nothing of Zerthos existence, for loving him so well she had hesitated day by day to write and tell him the hideous truth. She saw that he must now know all.

She raised her clear, wonderful eyes to his as she stammered a question, asking if that was his first visit to the Riviera.

Yes, he answered, gazing around at the Casino, the mountains, and the sea. How charming it is here. I dont wonder that you are so fond of it.

Im not fond of it? she protested, with a sigh. I would rather be in England — much rather.

Yet you are half-French yourself! Surely this is gayer and much more pleasant than Stratfield Mortimer, he exclaimed, leaning with his back to the balustrade, glancing at her elegant dress, and noticing how well it suited her.

The surroundings are perhaps more picturesque, she replied, turning her gaze sea-ward. But I was far happier there than here, She sighed and the little gloved hand holding her sunshade trembled.

Why? he inquired surprised.

For an instant she raised her eyes to his, then lowering her gaze, answered, — 

Why do you ask? Did I not then have you?

But I am here now, he said quickly. I must, however, admit that your welcome was scarcely as cordial as I expected.

Her lips tightened, and she swallowed the lump rising in her throat.

I — I cannot kiss you here, in a public place, she said, with a little gesture of regret.

The strange coldness about her voice caused him dismay. It proved that the apparent apathy of her letters actually arose from indifference. His suspicions were correct. Her love had grown cold.

A heavy look of disappointment crossed his face, as pausing a moment, he glanced at her, and saw that she shivered.

Come, he exclaimed. You have, I believe, stood here too long. The breeze is perhaps chilly. Let us walk.

Im not cold at all, she assured him, without moving.

Except towards me, he observed, gloomily.

I wasnt aware that my attitude was one of indifference, she said, endeavouring to smile.

There is a change in you, Liane, the young man declared, gazing seriously into her eyes. Tell me, darling, what has occurred.

She held her breath for a moment. She loved him dearer than life, yet she feared to speak the truth lest he should turn from her and renounce her as an enchantress false and unworthy. Her countenance was almost pale as the dress she wore, and her breast rose and fell convulsively.

Nothing, she answered at last. Nothing has occurred.

But you are not bright and happy as you used to be, he declared sympathetically. Something troubles you. Confide in me, darling.

She turned her face from him and tears slowly coursed down her cheeks. But she made no response. Together they walked several times the whole length of the terrace, and their conversation drifted to other topics. He told her of his bachelor life in London, his lonely, dreary chambers, of his desperate struggle to secure a foothold in his already overcrowded profession, and of his good fortune in obtaining a little book-reviewing for a weekly paper.

Now, what distresses you, Liane? he asked at last, when again they were standing against the parapet gazing over the sea. Surely I may know?

No, she murmured. No, George, you cannot.

Do you fear to trust me — the man who loves you? he asked in a reproachful tone, grasping her hand.

Ah! she cried with sudden emotion, do not make my burden heavier to bear, George. Why have you come here to me — now?

Why now? Are you not pleased that I should be beside you when you are unhappy?

Yes — I mean no, she sobbed. Your presence here only adds to my torture.

Torture? he echoed. What do you mean, Liane?

I must tell you now, she gasped, clutching his arm convulsively, and raising her tearful face to his with an imploring look. You will not think me false, cruel and heartless — will you? But I cannot marry you.

What! he ejaculated, starting and regarding her in abject dismay. Why, what is there to prevent it? Surely you cannot say that you no longer love me?

Ah! no, she answered, panting, her gloved hand still clutching his arm. I do love you, George. I swear I love you at this moment as no other woman ever can.

Yet you cannot marry me?

It is impossible.

Ah! dont say that, darling, he protested. We love each other too well ever to be parted.

But we must part, she answered, in a blank, despairing voice. You must no longer think of me, except as one who has loved you, as one who will still think often, very often, of you.

Impossible! he cried quickly. You told me once that you loved me, that you would wait a year or so if necessary, and that you would marry me.

I know! I know! she wailed, covering her face with her hands. And I told you the truth.

Then you have met someone else whom you love better, he observed, in a tone of poignant sorrow.

She did not reply. Her heart was too full for words. Her breath came in short, quick gasps, and she laid one hand upon the stone balustrade to steady herself.

Ah, George, she murmured brokenly, you do not know the fatality that of late has encompassed me, or you would not reproach me. You would pity me.

He saw she was trembling. Her eyes were downcast, her chin had fallen upon her breast.

I cannot sympathise with you, or advise you, if you will not tell me the cause of your distress, he said in a kindly tone, grasping her hand.

They were in the eastern end of the garden, at a spot but little frequented.

I know you must hate me for having deceived you like this, but truly I could not avoid it. Many, many times have I striven to write to you and tell you the truth, but my words looked so cold, formal and cruel on paper that I always tore up the letter. While you were in ignorance I knew that you still loved me, but now—

Well, I am still in ignorance, he interrupted.

And I have lost you! she cried despairingly.

Why? I still love you.

But I must not — I dare not think of love again! she whispered hoarsely. From to-day we must part. You must go away and let us both try and forget all that has passed between us. If I have acted cruelly, forgive me. It was because I have been so weak — because I loved you so well.

No, he answered firmly, I shall not leave you, dearest. I love you still as fondly as in the old days when we strolled together around Stratfield; therefore you shall not send me away like this.

But you must go, she cried. You must go; I am betrothed.

Betrothed?

The colour died from his face. She hung her head, and her breast rose and fell quickly.

Ah! she cried, do not hate me, George. Do not think that I have been false to you. It is not my fault; I swear it is not. A fate, cruel and terrible has overwhelmed me.

For a moment he stood rigid as one transfixed.

What is the mans name? he inquired at last, in a hard, strained tone.

She stood silent for several moments, then slowly, without raising her head, answered, — 

Zertho.

His surname, I mean, he demanded.

Prince Zertho dAuzac, she replied, in a low, faltering voice.

He knit his brows. The title was to him sufficient proof that the woman he loved so dearly had forsaken him in order to obtain wealth and position. She would be Princess dAuzac. It was the way of the world.

And why have you kept the truth from me? he demanded, in a harsh tone full of reproach.

Because I feared you — because — because I loved you, George, she sobbed.

Love! he echoed. Surely you cannot love me if you can prefer another?

Ah! no, she cried in protestation. I knew you would misjudge me; you whom I loved so dearly and still love.

Then why marry this man, whoever he is? he interrupted fiercely. He saw her words were uttered with an intense earnestness. There still burned in her eyes the unmistakable light of fond passion. Because I must.

You must? I dont understand.

Her cold lips moved, but no sound came from them. In vain she tried to suppress the fierce tumult of feelings that raged within her breast. He was endeavouring to wring her secret from her! the secret of Zerthos influence. No, he should never know. It was terrible, horrible; its very thought appalled her. To save her father from exposure, disgrace, and something worse she was compelled to renounce her love, sacrifice herself, and marry the man she despised and hated.

I have promised to marry the Prince dAuzac because I am compelled, she said briefly, in a low, firm voice.

What renders it imperative? he demanded, his face dark and serious.

My own decision, she answered, struggling to remain calm.

You have decided, then, to discard my love, he said fiercely. You prefer being the wife of a Prince rather than of a struggling barrister. Well, perhaps, after all your choice is but natural.

I do not prefer, she declared, passionately. Cannot you see, George, that there are circumstances which compel me to act as I am acting? Heaven knows, I have suffered enough, because you are the only man I can love.

Then why not remain mine, darling? he said, more tenderly, with a slight pressure of her hand as he gazed with intense earnestness into her tear-dimmed eyes. We love one another, therefore why should both our lives be wrecked?

Because it is imperative, she answered, gloomily.

But what motive can you have in thus ruining your future, and casting aside all chance of happiness? he inquired, puzzled.

It is to secure my future, not to ruin it, that I have promised to marry the Prince, she answered.

And for no ulterior motive?

Yes, she faltered. There is still another reason.

What is it? Tell me.

No, George, she answered in a low, hoarse voice. Do not ask me, for I can never tell you — never.

You have a hidden motive which you refuse to explain, he observed resentfully. I have placed faith in you; surely you can trust me, Liane!

With everything, save that.

Why?

It is a secret which I cannot disclose.

Not even to me?

No, not even to you, she answered, pale to the lips. I dare not!

He remained silent in perplexity. A bevy of bright-faced, laughing girls passed them in high spirits, counting as they went by the coin they had won at the tables. Liane turned her face from them to hide her emotion, and stood motionless, leaning still upon the balustrade. The sun was sinking behind the great dark rock whereon was perched Monaco, and the mountains were already purple in the mystic light of evening.

Why are you so determined that we should separate, darling? he asked, in a low, pained voice, bending down towards her averted face. Surely your Prince can never love you as devotedly as I have done!

Ah! George, she cried, with a tender passion in her glance as she again turned to him, do not tempt me. It is my duty, and I have given a pledge. I have never loved Prince Zertho, and I never shall. Mine will be a marriage of compulsion. In a few short weeks I shall bid farewell to hope and happiness, to life and love, for I shall become Princess dAuzac and lose you for ever.

As Princess you may obtain many of the pleasures of life. Far more than if you were my wife, he observed, in a hollow tone, as if speaking to himself.

No, no, she protested. The very name is to me synonymous of all that is hateful. Ah! you do not know, George, the terrible thoughts that seem to goad me to madness. Often I find myself reflecting whether death would not be preferable to the life to which I am now condemned. Yet I am held to it immutably, forced against my will to become this mans wife, in order that the terrible secret, which must never be disclosed, may still remain where it is, locked in the breast of the one man who, by its knowledge, holds me irrevocably in his power.

Then you fear this Prince Zertho? he said slowly, with deep emphasis. She seemed quite unlike the laughing, happy girl he had known at home in their quiet rural village. Her strange attitude of abject dejection and despair held him stupefied.

Yes, she answered hoarsely, after a long pause, I dare not disobey him.

From your words it would seem that your crime is of such a terrible nature that you dare not risk exposure. Is that so? he hazarded in a hard voice, scarcely raised above a whisper.

My crime! she cried, all colour instantly dying out of her handsome face, while in her clear, grey eyes was a strange expression as if she were haunted by some fearsome spectre of the past. Her white lips quivered, her hands trembled, What do you mean? she gasped. What do you know of my crime?

Next instant she started, her lips held tight together as she drew herself up unsteadily with a sudden movement.

She knew that she had involuntarily betrayed herself to the man she loved.


Chapter Thirteen.

Lip-Salve.
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IN A ROOM on the second floor of an old, high, dingy-looking house in one of the dingiest back streets near the flower-market in Nice sat a man and a woman. The room was lofty, with a ceiling which had once been painted but had now faded and fallen away in great flakes, while the furniture was frayed and shabby. The shutters of the two long windows were closed, and the place was lit by a cheap shaded lamp suspended in the centre, its light being too dim to sufficiently illuminate the whole apartment. Beneath the circle of light stood a table marked in squares, and in its centre a roulette-wheel.

The man, lying lazily back in an armchair, smoking a long cigar, was about thirty-five, dark, with well-cut aquiline features, in which craft and intelligence were combined, a small pointed moustache, and a pair of keen black eyes full of suspicion and cunning. His companion was old, perhaps sixty, lean, ill-attired and wizened, her face being almost brown as a toads back, her body bent, and her voice weak and croaking.

They sat opposite to one another, talking. Around the walls there were tacked copies of a leaflet headed, in huge black capitals, The Agony of Monte Carlo, which declared that the advertiser, an Englishman who offered his services to the public, had vanquished the hazard, and was the only person who could gain indefinitely at either roulette or trente-et-quarante. He had solved the puzzling problem of How to Win.

The French in which the circular was printed was not remarkable for its grammar or diction, but it was certainly a brilliant specimen of advertisement, and well calculated to entrap the unwary. Copies of it had for several weeks been widely distributed in the streets of Nice, flung into passing cabs, or handed to those who took their daily airing on the Promenade, and it had given rise to a good deal of comment. Among many other remarkable statements, it was alleged that the discoverer of this infallible method had gained five hundred francs an hour upon an ordinary capital of five francs, and so successful had been his play that the Administration of the Casino, in order to avert their own ruin, had denied him any further card of admission. The remarkable person declared further that so certain was he of success that he was prepared to place any stake against that of any person who doubted, and to allow the player to turn the roulette himself. To those who arranged to play under his direction the circular promised the modest gain of one million two hundred thousand francs a month! Truly the remarkable circular was aptly headed The Agony of Monte Carlo.

The inventor was the dark-eyed man with the cigar, and it was upon the table before him that he gave illustrations of his marvellous discovery to his clients. All the systems of Jacquard, Yaucanson, Fulton, Descartes and Copernic were declared to be mere jumbles of false principles, and held up to derision. This was actually infallible. Nice had heard of a good many methods of winning before, but never one put forward by an inventor sufficiently confident to offer to bear the losses; hence, from the hours of ten to twelve, and two to six, the foppishly-attired man who declared in his circular, Je mis la force, parceque je suis la vérité, was kept busy instructing amateur gamesters how to act when at Monte Carlo, and receiving substantial fees for so doing.

The clocks had chimed ten, and the street was quiet. The old woman, who with difficulty had been reading the feuilleton in the Petit Niçois yawned, flung down her paper, and glanced over at the cosmopolitan adventurer who, with his head thrown back, was staring at the ceiling, humming in a not unmusical voice the catchy refrain of Varneys popular Sérénade du Pave—

Sois bonne, O ma chère inconnue,
Pour qui jai si souvent chanté!
Ton offrande est la bienvenue,
Fais-moi la charité!
Sois bonne, O ma chère inconnue,
Pour qui jai souvent chanté!
Devant moi, devant moi
Sois la bienvenue?

So light-hearted he seemed that possibly he had succeeded in inventing some other system whereby the pockets of the long-suffering public might be touched. Suddenly a footstep on the landing outside caused them both to start and exchange quick glances. Then the bell rang, and the conqueror of the hazard rose and opened the door.

Their visitor was Zertho. He was in evening clothes, having left the theatre early to stroll round there.

Well, Mother Valentin, he exclaimed in French, tossing his hat carelessly upon the table, and sinking into a chair. Rheumatism still bad — eh?

Ah, yes, msieur, croaked the old woman in the Provençal patois, still very bad, and grunting, she rose, and hobbled out of the room.

And hows business? Zertho inquired of the other.

Pretty fair. Lots of mugs in the town just now, he smiled, speaking in Cockney English.

That handbill of yours is about the cheekiest bit of literature Ive ever come across, he said, nodding towards one of the remarkable documents tacked upon the wall.

It has drawn em like honey draws flies, said the other, smiling and regarding it with pride. The offer to pay the losses does it. You can always make a lie truth by lying large enough.

He had resumed his seat, and was puffing contentedly at his cigar.

Its a really marvellous specimen of bluff, Zertho observed, in a tone of admiration. When I first saw it I feared that you had been a bit too extravagant in your promises.

The bigger your promise the greater your success. Ive always found it the same with all the wheezes Ive worked, he replied. I saw you driving with Brookers daughter a few days ago. You seem to be having an uncommonly good time of it, he added.

Cant complain, Zertho said, leaning back with a self-complacent air. Patrician life suits me after being so many years an outsider.

No doubt it is pleasant, his companion answered with a meaning look, if one can completely bury the past.

I have buried it, Zertho answered quickly.

Max Richards, the inventor of The Agony of Monte Carlo, regarded the man before him with a supercilious smile. And you pay me to prevent its exhumation — eh?

I thought we had agreed not to mention the matter again, Zertho exclaimed, darting at his crafty-looking fellow-adventurer a look of annoyance and suspicion.

My dear fellow, answered the other quite calmly, I have no desire to refer to it. If you are completely without regret, and your mind is perfectly at ease, well, Im only too happy to hear it. I have sincere admiration, I assure you, for a man who can forget at will. I wish I could.

I do not forget, Zertho snapped. Your confounded demands will never allow me to forget.

The thin-faced man smiled, lazily watching the smoke ascend from an unusually good weed.

It is merely payment for services rendered, he observed. Im not the lucky heir to an estate, therefore I cant afford to give people assistance gratis.

No, cried Zertho in a tumult of anger at the remembrance of recent occurrences. No, youre an infernal blackmailer!

Richards smiled, quite undisturbed by his visitors sudden ebullition of wrath, and, turning to him said, — 

My dear fellow, whatever can you gain by blackguarding me? Why, every word you utter is in self-condemnation.

Zertho was silent. Yes, it was the truth what this man said. He was a fool to allow his anger to get the better of him. Was it not Napoleon who boasted that the success of all his great schemes was due to the fact that he never permitted his anger to rise above his throat?

His face relaxed into a sickly smile.

Im weary of your constant begging and threatening, he said at last. I was a fool in the first instance. If I had allowed you to speak no one would have believed you. Instead of that, I generously gave you the money you wanted.

Im glad you say generously, his companion observed, smiling. Generosity isnt one of your most engaging characteristics.

Well, Ive been generous to you — too generous, for you have now increased your demands exorbitantly.

Im poor — while you can afford to pay.

I cant — I wont afford, retorted Zertho, determinedly. When men grow wealthy they are always imposed upon by men such as you, he added. I admit that the service you rendered deserved payment. Well, I liquidated the debt honourably. Then you immediately levied blackmail, and have ever since continued to send me constant applications for money.

A man who can afford to forget his past can afford to be reminded of the debt he owes, answered the man, still smoking with imperturbable coolness.

But I tell you I wont stand it any longer. Youve strained the cord until it must now snap.

Very well, my dear fellow, answered the other, with an air of impudent nonchalance. You know your own business best. Act as you think fit.

I shall. This is my last visit here.

No doubt. My present wheeze is getting about played out. A good thing like this cant run for any length of time. In a week, for obvious reasons, I shall lock up the doors and depart with Mother Valentin, leaving the landlord looking for his rent and my clients thirsting for my vitals. Yes, you are right, my dear Zertho, when you say this will be your last visit here. But if the mountain will not come to Mahomet, the latter must go to the mountain. I may, perhaps, call upon you, my dear Zertho.

No, you shant. I shall give orders that you are not to be admitted.

You will scarcely do that, I think, he answered, still smiling. The whole bearing of the man betrayed confidence in his position.

But I tell you I will. I have come here to-night in fulfilment of your demand. It is, however, the last time that we shall meet.

I hope so.

Why?

I hope that youll pay me a sum sufficient to obviate the necessity of us meeting again. I assure you that the pleasure of your company is not unmixed with dislike.

It is mutual, Zertho snapped, annoyed at the mans unmitigated insolence. Ill pay you nothing more than what you demanded in your letter yesterday, and taking from his pocket a wallet of dark-green leather with silver mountings, he counted out four five-hundred-franc notes, and tossed them angrily upon the table, saying, Make the best of them, for you wont get another sou from me.

The man addressed stretched out his hand, took the notes, smoothed them out carefully, and slowly placed them in his pocket.

Then we are enemies? he observed at last, after a long pause. He looked straight into Zerthos face.

Enemies or friends, it makes no difference to me. It does not alter my decision.

His companion slowly knocked the ash from his cigar, then continued smoking in silence.

Well, you dont speak, exclaimed Zertho, impatiently, at last, twirling his dark moustache. What is your intention?

I never show my hand to my opponent, my dear fellow, was the quick retort. And I know you are never unwise enough to do so.

Zertho had his match in this chevalier dindustrie, and was aware of it.

You think Im still in fear? he said.

I dont know; neither do I care, the other answered. If you dont pay me there are others who no doubt will.

Zertho sprang quickly from his chair with a look of murderous hatred in his dark face and flashing eyes. You would still threaten me! he said between his teeth. You taunt me because you believe I am entirely in your hands.

I do not believe, the other replied with cool indifference. I know.

You are an infernal scoundrel!

I might pass a similar compliment, he said. But I see no reason why the pot should comment unfavourably upon the blackness of the kettle. Im merely assisting you to obtain a pretty wife — a wife, by Heaven, too pure and good and beautiful for any such as you, and—

What do you mean? Zertho interrupted with a start. This man evidently knew more than he had suspected. You are not assisting me in the least.

But Richards laughed aloud, and with a deprecatory wave of the hand, replied, — 

Its no good to bluff me. I know it is your intention to marry Liane Brooker, whose beauty is so admired everywhere, and who is as good as shes pretty. I happen to know something of her — more, perhaps, than you think. Well, only by my assistance can you obtain her. Therefore, you wont be such an idiot as to quarrel with me.

I do not quarrel, Zertho answered in a much more conciliatory tone. I only protest against your infernal taunts and insolence.

Then the matter resolves itself into a simple one — a mere question of price.

I refuse to treat with you.

Then you will not marry Liane. She will be spared the misery of becoming Princess dAuzac.

Misery! he echoed. I can give her wealth, position — everything which makes a woman happy.

I doubt whether any woman can be happy with a man whose conscience is overshadowed, like yours, his companion observed. Why, her face would remind you hourly of that which you must be ever striving to forget.

What does it matter to you? he snarled. I shall marry her.

Then before doing so you will pay me for my services. Your stroke is a bold one, Zertho, but remember that you can marry her only through me. It is worth a good sum to obtain such a beautiful wife.

Whatever it may be worth, youll never get it, dAuzac declared determinedly.

The two men faced each other.

In which case she will be enabled to release herself, observed the inventor of the infallible system.

Who will suffer, then? Why you, yourself. Zertho stood leaning upon the back of the armchair in which he had been sitting. He well knew by this mans attitude that he meant to squeeze him. Nevertheless, he treated his remarks with derision, laughing disdainfully.

You appear to fancy that because you are now wealthy no words of mine can injure you, the thin-faced man said. Well, you are welcome to that opinion. The ostrich buries its head in the sand when pursued. You bury yours in the millions which have unexpectedly come to you.

It is sufficient for you to know that Ill never part with another sou, Zertho answered with impatience.

Very well, my dear friend, we shall see. Of all men you in the past have been among the most discreet, and none have ever accused you of the folly of impatience; but I tell you plainly that you shall never marry Liane Brooker, he said distinctly, without the slightest undue warmth.

I intend to marry her, Zertho answered. In a month she will be my wife.

You dare not act like that.

But I shall.

Then you defy me? Very good. We now understand one another.

No, I do not defy you, Zertho exclaimed quickly. But in this matter I shall follow my own inclination entirely. I intend to marry Brookers daughter.

Without my sanction?

Dont you intend to give it? It surely is no affair of yours?

No, I shall not give it, he answered carelessly tossing his dead cigar-end into the ash-tray. Liane shall never become your wife.

What! you would tell her? Zertho gasped, his face suddenly pale and anxious.

I have already told you that Im not in the habit of showing my opponent my hand.

I love Liane. I must marry her, he blurted forth.

Love! Fancy you, Zertho dAuzac, declaring that you love a woman! the man exclaimed, laughing heartily in derision. The things too absurd. I know you too well.

Zertho bit his lip. If any other man had spoken thus he would have knocked him down; but, truth to tell, he was afraid of this dark-faced, crafty-eyed Englishman. Since first he had known him, in the days when he was down on his luck, he had always felt an antipathy towards him, because he treated everything and everybody with such amazingly cool indifference. He saw that money only would appease him. He calculated roughly how much he had already paid him, and the reflection caused him to knit his brows.

A few minutes ago you said it was a question of price, he said at length. Well, what are your views?

Since then they have changed.

Changed! How?

You say that I have received from you all that you intend I shall receive. Well, let it remain so. You will not marry her.

Zertho regarded him with a puzzled expression.

I asked you to name your price, he said. What is it?

Max Richards, lying back in his chair, his hands clasped behind his head, turned towards his visitor and answered, — 

I have offered to treat with you, but you refused. My offer is therefore withdrawn. I have enough money at present. When I want more I shall come to you.

But, my dear fellow, exclaimed Zertho, dismayed, you cannot mean that you refuse to accept anything further for the slight service you have, up to the present, rendered me?

Our compact is at an end, the man answered coldly. No word will pass my lips on one condition, namely, that you release Liane, and—

I will never do that! he cried in fierce determination. She shall be my wife. Come, name your own terms.

Ah! I thought you would not be so unwise as to utterly defy me! exclaimed the man, smiling in triumph. The prize is too great to relinquish, eh?

Zertho nodded.

Come, dont name a figure too exorbitant. Let it be within reason, he said.

It will be entirely within reason, the other answered, fixing his dark eyes intently upon Zerthos.

Well?

Nothing! he laughed.

Nothing? I dont understand.

I want nothing, he repeated, rousing himself, and bending forward in the lamplight, his eyes still fixed upon the man he was addressing.

You refuse?

Yes, I refuse, he said in a deep intense voice. I have, it is true, bought and sold many things in my brief and not unblameworthy career, but I have never yet sold a pure womans life, and by Heaven! I never will!

Zertho stood in abject dismay. He had been utterly unprepared for this. Anger consumed him when he recognised how completely he had been misled, and how suddenly all his plans were checkmated by this mans unexpected caprice.

Youve suddenly withdrawn into the paths of rectitude, he observed with a sickly smile when at last he found voice. It will be a new and interesting experience, no doubt.

Possibly.

Come, Richards, Zertho exclaimed, after a brief pause, its useless to prevaricate any longer. Let us settle the business. I intend marrying Liane, but I am ready to admit that this is possible only with your assistance. For the latter I am prepared to continue to pay as I have already done. Name the amount, and the thing can be settled at once.

I will name no amount. I decline to barter away Lianes happiness.

You wish me to name a sum — eh? Well, what do you say to five hundred pounds down? Recollect how much youve already had off me.

The others lip curled contemptuously, as he shook his head.

Well, Ill double it. A thousand.

Their gaze met. Max Richards again shook his head.

Zertho, with a sudden movement, pulled his wallet from his pocket, withdrew his cheque-book, and taking up a pen from the table, scribbled out a draft upon the Credit Lyonnais, and filled it in for fifty thousand francs.

Tearing it out roughly he tossed it across to his companion, exclaiming with a bitter smile, — 

There you are. Ive doubled it a third time. Surely thats sufficient as lip-salve?

The other stretched forth his hand unsteadily, hesitated for a single instant, then slowly his thin eager fingers closed upon it.


Chapter Fourteen.

A Womans Story.
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WHEN GEORGE STRATFIELDS coffee was brought to his room at the Grand Hotel on the following morning there lay upon the tray a note which had been brought by hand. The superscription was in educated unfamiliar writing, evidently a womans.

Filled with natural curiosity he tore open the envelope and read the following in French: — 

The writer would esteem it a personal favour if Monsieur Stratfield would accord her an interview this evening at any time or place he may appoint. As the matter is urgent she will be obliged if Monsieur would have the goodness to telegraph a reply addressed to Marie Blanc, Poste Restante, Nice, before noon.

This mysterious communication he re-read several times. Who, he wondered, was Marie Blanc, and what on earth did she want with him? How, indeed, did she know his name? There was a distinct air of suspicion about it.

He tossed the strange letter aside, and thoughtfully drank his coffee and ate his roll.

Then, dressing, he went out, and strolling along the Promenade past the house where Liane lived, he thought it over. His first inclination was not to heed it. He was sufficiently worried by his own affairs, and had no desire to be bothered about other peoples. Marie Blanc was no doubt some woman who had seen his name in the visitors list and wanted the loan of a pound or two. He had heard of such things happening at Continental resorts. No, he would take no notice of it; so he tore the note into fragments and cast them to the wind.

He had not called upon Liane, or seen her, since their meeting at Monte Carlo. She had forbidden him; and although he had lounged about up and down the broad walk nearly the whole of the previous day, he had seen no sign of her. Evidently she had not been out, and was purposely avoiding him.

Her attitude towards him had filled him with grief and dismay. From her involuntary utterances it was plain that she still loved him, yet her strange declaration that it was imperative she should marry Prince dAuzac perplexed him to the verge of madness. He had made inquiry about this man, and on every hand heard with chagrin reports of his vast wealth, of the brilliance of his fêtes, and the charm of his personality. He was, without doubt, a prominent figure in Nice society.

To one cause alone was George able to attribute this change in the manner of his well-beloved, the fascination wealth exercises over women. When he compared his own lowly position with that of the man who had taken his place in Lianes heart, he sighed, and was plunged into deep despair. Indeed, that very morning as he lay awake prior to his coffee being brought, he reflected whether it would not be wiser to return at once to London.

But he loved Liane. He would not yet leave her side. She loved him, too, and although this marriage might be forced upon her, yet she was nevertheless his own well-beloved.

Throughout that morning, in the hope of catching sight of Liane, he sauntered about the Promenade, sat for half-an-hour in the Posada-sur-Mer drinking vermouth, where from the open window he could watch each person who passed. But his vigilance remained unrewarded. Time after time he recollected the mysterious request of his unknown correspondent, and found himself half inclined to send a telegram and meet her. It would be an amusing adventure, if nothing else, he thought; and at length, while strolling back to the town, he resolved to do so, and, entering the nearest telegraph office, sent her a reply, asking her to call at his hotel at nine oclock.

The afternoon he spent lonely and dull. There was, it was true, plenty of amusement going on, but in his frame of mind he was in no mood for concerts, or the mild form of gambling offered by the Casino Municipal. He sat in the public garden listening to the band until sundown, then went for a stroll through the town, dined leisurely, and went to one of the small salons in the hotel there to await his visitor.

A few minutes after nine the door was thrown open by one of the servants, behind whom stood a tall, well-dressed lady.

Msieur Stra-atfeeld? she exclaimed interrogatively, with a very pronounced French accent.

That is my name, he answered, bowing and inviting her into the room.

The spring nights are chilly in Nice, and she was warmly clad in furs, and wore a neat toque with black veil, but even the spotted net was insufficient to conceal that an eminently handsome face was beneath.

Your room is warm and cosy, she exclaimed, when he had placed an armchair for her. It is quite cold outside. May I be permitted to remove my cape?

Certainly, madame, he answered, still standing near her, a puzzled expression upon his countenance as she unloosened her sealskin and allowed it to fall over the back of her chair, revealing a trim figure with narrow waist, neatly attired in black silk, the bodice trimmed with cream.

You were smoking, she said, with a smile. Pray do not desist on my account. I love tobacco. Indeed, if you offered I would take one of your cigarettes — or would you think me very, very shocking?

By all means, he laughed. I shall be delighted if youll join me, and he offered her his cigarette-case, and took one himself. Then he struck a vesta while she raised her veil, disclosing a pretty face and an adorable mouth, and lit up with the air of an inveterate smoker. Her fair hair was, he noticed, well-dressed, and her eyes were dark, but there was just the faintest suspicion of artificial colouring in the former, and her cheeks betrayed the use of the hares foot and carmine. He reflected however, that in a Frenchwoman these little aids to beauty might be forgiven. Her handsome head was well poised, her throat soft and well-rounded, her white gloves new, and her dress a model of combined neatness and elegance. Her exact age was difficult to determine, nevertheless she was still young-looking, and possessed the chic of the true Parisienne, which to Englishmen seldom fails to prove attractive.

He made a movement to close the window, but with a pretty pout she detained him, declaring that the room was a little warm, and at least for the present she felt no draught.

He sank back into his chair, and regarded her with an expression half of curiosity, half of surprise. Their eyes met. The silence was awkward, and he broke it by apologising for receiving her somewhat abruptly.

Ah, you bachelors are generally abrupt to unwelcome visitors? she answered in her pleasant broken English, with a low rippling laugh. It is only my much abused sex who prevent you from reverting to utter barbarity. You are not married. Ah, you should have a wife to look after you.

Perhaps I may have one — some day, he answered, smiling at her frankness.

Slowly she removed the cigarette from her lips, and her gaze wandered round the brightly-furnished room.

But you declare yourself to be an unwelcome visitor, he continued. Why?

For a moment she regarded the end of her cigarette contemplatively, then turning her dark eyes upon his, answered in a half-apologetic tone — 

Well, you must think my visit here curious, msieur. It is. Nevertheless, I trust I may be forgiven for encroaching upon your time, and coming here without introduction. The object of my call is of some concern to you, inasmuch as it is in the interests of one who loves you.

One who loves me! he echoed in surprise. Who?

Liane Brooker, answered his fair visitor. In her interests, and in yours.

Are you, then, a friend of Lianes? he inquired, suddenly interested.

Well, not exactly, she replied, a little evasively he thought.

Then she replaced her cigarette daintily between her lips, and continued smoking with that ease and grace acquired by ladies who are in the habit of soothing their nerves with tobacco.

Are you acquainted with Captain Brooker? he asked.

Yes, we have met, she answered. You know him, of course? He is such a kind-hearted man, such a thorough Bohemian, yet such a perfect gentleman.

Unfortunately, I have only met him on one or two occasions, George said. In an instant it had occurred to him that from his mysterious visitor he might learn what Liane and poor Nelly had always refused to tell him. He has lived here, in France, for some years. What has been his profession?

Profession! she exclaimed, raising her dark well shaped eyebrows. What! are you unaware?

I am entirely ignorant.

Well, although a military officer, of late years his chief field of operations has been the trente-et-quarante table at Monte Carlo, where he is as well-known as — well, as the fat old gentleman who sits in the bureau to examine ones visiting card.

A gambler! he cried, in a tone of disbelief.

Yes, a gambler, she went on. Few men of late years have lost such large sums so recklessly as he has. Once everybody followed his play, believing him to be a sort of wizard who could divine the cards undealt; but at last his ill-luck became proverbial, and after ruining himself he left with Liane and Nelly Bridson and went to England.

And Liane? What of her? he inquired, dismayed that the man he had held in high esteem as a good-hearted, easy-going fellow should actually turn out to be an adventurer.

Ah! she has led a strange life, sighed the handsome Frenchwoman. I have seen her many times, but have seldom spoken much with her. I often met her father in the days of his success, but he for some reason avoided introducing me. Although the circle in which Erle Brooker moved was usually composed of thieves, adventuresses, and the scum of the gambling-hells, he held his daughter aloof from it all. He would never permit her to mix with any of his companions, appearing to entertain a curious suspicion towards even respectable folk, fearing lest she should become contaminated by the worlds wickedness. Thus, she added, Liane and her companion Nelly grew to be sweet and altogether ingenuous girls, who were everywhere respected and admired.

There was a short pause, during which he pondered deeply over the facts his strange visitor had explained. The truth was out at last. Liane was the daughter of an adventurer. He recollected how well she had been dressed when he had met her on the terrace at Monte Carlo, and reflected that her father must be again winning. The reason why she had compelled him to leave her that afternoon, why she had always preserved such a reticence regarding her past life, was now entirely plain. She did not wish that he should know the truth.

You said that you called in Lianes interests, he observed, presently, glancing at her with earnestness. How?

What are her interests are yours; are they not? she asked.

Certainly.

You love her?

He smiled at the abruptness of her question. She was leaning back, regarding him with her keen, dark eyes, and holding her cigarette daintily between her bejewelled fingers.

She has promised to become my wife, he answered.

A strange look crossed her features. There was something of surprise mingled with anger; but in an instant she hid it beneath a calm, sphinx-like expression.

I fear she will never marry you, she said, with a sigh.

Why?

Because of her engagement to the Prince dAuzac.

I care nothing for that, he cried, in anger at mention of his rivals name. We love each other, and will marry.

Such a course is impossible, she answered, in a deep impressive voice. It would be far better if you returned to London — better for you both — for she cannot marry you.

Why? he demanded. He suddenly recollected that from this mysterious woman who knew so much of their personal affairs he might obtain knowledge of the secret his well-beloved had refused to disclose. Why cannot she abandon him, and marry the man she loves?

There is a secret reason, his visitor replied. She dare not.

Are you aware of the reason? he demanded, quickly.

I can guess. If it is as I suspect, then marriage with you is entirely out of the question. She must marry Zertho.

Because she is in fear of him? he hazarded.

She shrugged her shoulders with that vivacity which only Frenchwomen possess, but no reply left her lips.

From what does her strange fear arise? he asked, bending towards her in his eagerness to learn the truth.

An overwhelming terror holds her to Zertho. It is a bond which, although he may be hateful to her, as undoubtedly he is, she cannot break. She must become Princess dAuzac.

She fears lest he should expose some hidden secret of her past? he suggested.

I dont say that, she answered. Remember I have only suspicions. Nevertheless, from whatever cause arises her terrible dread its result is the same — it prevents her from becoming your wife.

Yes, he admitted, plunged in gloomy reflections. It does. I have come out here from London to see her, but she will tell me nothing beyond the fact that she is betrothed to this man, Zertho dAuzac. At first I believed that the attractions of wealth had proved too strong for her to resist; but your words, in combination with hers, are proof positive that there is some strange, dark secret underlying her engagement to him.

He has forced her to it, his fair visitor said in a harsh voice. Hes absolutely unscrupulous.

You know him?

Yes, she answered, with a slight hesitancy. His career has been a curious one. Not long ago he was a fellow-adventurer with Captain Brooker, and well-known in all the gaming-houses in Europe — at Monte Carlo, Spa, Ostend, Namur, and Dinant — as one who lived by exercising his superior intelligence over his fellow-men. He was an escroc — one who lived by his wits, won money at the tables, and when luck was against him did not hesitate to descend to card-sharping in order to secure funds. He was the black sheep of a noble family, an outcast, a cheat and a swindler, she went on with a volubility that surprised him. He possessed all Erle Brookers shrewdness without any of his good qualities; for, although the Captain may be an adventurer he has never stooped to meanness. He has always lost and won honourably, regarding his luck, good or ill, with the same imperturbable grim humour and reckless indifference. In the days of his prosperity his hand was ever in his pocket to assist his fellow-gamesters upon whom Misfortune had laid a heavy hand, and more than one young man, drawn to the tables by the hope of winning, has been held back from ruin by his kindly and timely advice. The one was, and is still, a dishonest, despicable knave; while the other was a man of honour, truth and singleness of heart. Suddenly, not long ago, the fortunes of Zertho dAuzac changed, for his father died and he found himself possessor of a truly princely income and estates. He left the gaming-tables, burned the packs of cards with which he had fleeced so many unsuspecting ones, and returned to Luxembourg to claim his possessions. Since then he has led a life of ease and idleness; yet he is still now, as he ever was, vicious, recreant, and utterly unprincipled.

And to this man Liane is bound?

Yes, she sighed. Irrevocably, I fear; unless she can discover some means whereby to hold him at defiance.

But she must. I would rather see her dead than the wife of such a man, he cried.

She remained silent for some minutes. Her cigarette had gone out and she tossed it away. At last she turned to him, exclaiming, — 

Towards her release I am striving. I want your assistance.

I will render you every help in my power, he answered eagerly. What can I do?

First, she said, glancing at him curiously through her half-raised veil, first describe to me in detail the whole of the circumstances in which poor Nelly Bridson was killed.

What! he exclaimed quickly. Has her fear any connection with that tragic incident?

In an instant he remembered the finding of a hairpin near the spot, a pin which had been proved conclusively not to belong to the murdered girl.

I know it was you who discovered the body, she went on, disregarding his inquiry. Tell me the whole of the sad affair as far as your knowledge extends. I have, of course, read the accounts of the inquest which appeared in the papers at the time, but I am anxious to ascertain some further details.

Of what nature?

I want you to tell me, if you will, she replied with an interested look, the exact position of the body when you discovered it.

Her question brought to his memory his ghastly discovery in all its hideousness. There arose before his vision the blanched upturned face of the girl prostrate in the dust, the fallen cycle, and the white, deserted English lane, silent and gloomy in the evening mist.

Why do you desire me to recall an event so painful? he asked in a calm tone.

Because it is necessary that you should tell me exactly how you discovered her, she replied. You had an appointment with Liane at that very spot on that same evening, had you not?

Yes, he answered. I was, unfortunately, late in keeping it, and rode to the railway bridge at full gallop, expecting to find her still waiting, but instead, found Nelly dead.

She was lying in the centre of the road?

Almost. But a little to the right, he answered. The road passing beneath the railway takes an abrupt but short incline just where I found her. She was evidently mounting the hill on her cycle when she was shot down.

Tell me exactly how you discovered her, and how you acted immediately afterwards, she urged. Begin at the beginning, and tell me all. It may be that you can assist me in releasing Liane from her bondage.

Her words puzzled him, nevertheless, in obedience to her wish, he related in their proper sequence each of the events of that memorable evening; how he had made the appalling discovery, how he had found the long-lost miniature of Lady Anne, had ridden with all speed down to the village for assistance, and how he had subsequently discovered the mysterious hairpin among the long grass by the gateway.

Have you been able to determine how the missing miniature came into Nellys possession? she asked.

No, he said. It is entirely a mystery. It almost seems as if she had carried it in her hand, and it fell from her fingers when she was struck.

The papers also mentioned a brooch which was missing from Nellys dress, she observed.

Yes, he replied. It was no doubt stolen by the murderer.

Why are you so certain the assassin was also the thief? she inquired.

Well, everything points to such being the case, he said.

When you first discovered the crime are you certain that the brooch was not still at her throat? his mysterious visitor asked, eyeing him seriously.

He paused, reflecting deeply for a moment.

I took no notice, he answered. I was too much upset by the startling discovery to take heed what jewellery the victim wore.

Cannot you sufficiently recall the appearance of the unfortunate girl when first you saw her to say positively whether or not she was still wearing the ornament? Try; it is most important that this fact should be cleared up, she urged. Her gay carelessness had left her, and she was full of serious earnestness.

Again he reflected. Once more before his vision rose the tragic scene just as he had witnessed it, and somehow, he felt a growing consciousness that this womans suggestion was correct. Yes, he felt certain that Nelly, although her eyes were sightless and her heart had ceased to beat, still wore the brooch which her admirer had given her. Again and again he strove to decide, and each time he found himself convinced of the one fact alone — that at that moment the brooch was still there.

Well, she exclaimed at last, after intently watching every expression of his face, what is your reply?

Now that I come to reflect, I am almost positive that the brooch had not been stolen, he answered, slowly.

You are quite confident of that? she cried, quickly.

I will not swear, he answered, but if my memory does not deceive me it was still at her throat. I recollect noticing a strange mark beneath her chin, and wondering how it had been caused. Without doubt when her head sunk heavily upon her breast in death her chin had pressed upon the brooch.

In that case you certainly have sufficient justification to take an oath if the question were put to you in a court of justice, she observed, her brows knit reflectively.

George was puzzled how this fact could affect Lianes future welfare, or rescue her from marriage with the Prince. This woman, too, was a mystery, and he found himself wondering who and what she was.

You are already aware of my name, he observed, after a brief pause. Now that we have exchanged confidences in this manner, may I not know yours?

It is no secret, msieur, she replied, looking into his face and smiling. My name is Mariette Lepage.

Mariette Lepage! he gasped, starting from his chair, and glaring at her in bewilderment.

That, msieur, is my name, she answered, opening her dark eyes widely in surprise at his strange and sudden attitude. Surely it is not so very extraordinary that, in giving you, a stranger, an address at the Post Restante I should have used a name that was not my own?


Chapter Fifteen.

Held in Bondage.
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GEORGE STRATFIELD WALKED out of his hotel next morning his mind full of Mariette Lepages strange statements. Long and deeply he pondered over the curious situation, but could discern no solution of the intricate problem. That there was some deep mystery underlying the actions of this woman he could not fail to recognise, yet, try how he would, he nevertheless found himself regarding her with misgiving. Her coquettishness caused him grave suspicion. Although she had endeavoured to convince him of her friendliness towards Liane it was apparent from certain of her remarks that she had some ulterior motive in endeavouring to obtain from him the exact details of the tragedy. He felt confident that she was Lianes enemy.

Was it not a cruel vagary of Fate that he should discover this unknown woman whom his father had designated as his wife, only to find her the bitterest foe of the woman he loved? This was the woman who, under his fathers eccentric will, was to be offered twenty thousand pounds to accept him as husband!

He had said nothing of the offer which sooner or later must be formally made to her, but before they had parted she had given him as her address the Villa Fortunée, at Monaco. He remembered the strange fact of one of her letters being found in Nelly Bridsons pocket, but when he mentioned it she had merely remarked that she had been acquainted with the unfortunate girl. Nevertheless, he also recollected that the letter had contained an expression never used in polite society, and that it had been considered by the police as an altogether extraordinary and rather incriminating document.

Confused and bewildered, he was walking beneath the awnings on the shops of the Quai Massena on his way to the Promenade, when suddenly he heard his name uttered, and on looking up found Liane standing before him smiling. In her tailor-made gown of pale fawn with a neat toque, she presented an extremely smart and fresh-looking appearance.

You were so engrossed, George, she said half-reproachfully, with a pretty pout, that you were actually passing me unnoticed. Whats the matter? Something on your mind?

Yes, he answered, endeavouring to laugh, so pleased was he that they had met. I have something always on my mind — you.

Then I regret if thoughts of me induce such sadness, she answered, as turning in the direction she was walking he strolled by her side. The March sun was so warm that its fiery rays burnt his face.

Dont speak like that, Liane, he protested. You surely must know how heavily those cruel words you spoke at Monte Carlo have fallen upon me. How can I have happiness when I know that ere long we must part? They had crossed the road, and were entering the public garden in order that passers-by should not overhear their conversation, for in Nice half the people in the streets speak or understand English.

Yes, she sighed gloomily. I know I ought not to have spoken like that, George. Forgive me, I know that happiness is not for me, yet I am trying not to wear my heart upon my sleeve.

But what compels you to marry this man, who was once an adventurer and swindler, and is still unscrupulous? Surely such a man is no fitting husband for you?

Liane glanced at him quickly in surprise. If her lover knew of Zerthos past he would no doubt have learnt that her father had also earned a precarious livelihood by his wits.

Already I have told you that a secret tie binds me irrevocably to him, she answered huskily, as slowly, side by side, they strolled beneath the trees.

It must be broken, whatever its nature, he said quickly.

Ah! I only wish it could be, she answered wistfully, again sighing. I am compelled to wear a smiling face, but, alas! it only hides a heart worn out with weariness. Im the most wretched girl in all the world. You think me cruel and heartless — you believe I no longer love you as I did — you must think so. Yet I assure you that day by day I am remembering with, regret those happy sunny days in Berkshire, those warm brilliant evenings when, wandering through the quiet leafy lanes, we made for ourselves a paradise which we foolishly believed would last always. And yet it is all past — all past, never to return.

He saw that she was affected, and that tears stood in her eyes.

Life with me has not the charm it used then to possess, dearest, he said, in a low, intense tone, as together they sat upon one of the seats. True, those days at Stratfield were the happiest of all I have ever known. I remember well how, each time we parted, I counted the long hours of sunshine until we met again; how, when I was away from your side, each road, house and tree reminded me of your own dear self; how in my day-dreams I imagined myself living with you always beside me. The blow came — my father died. You were my idol. I cared for nothing else in the world, and before he died I refused to obey his command to part from you.

Why, she asked quickly, did your father object to me?

Yes, darling, he did, he answered. This was the first time he had told her the truth, and it had come out almost involuntarily.

Then that is why he acted so unjustly towards you? she observed, thoughtfully. You displeased him because you loved me.

He nodded in the affirmative.

But I do not regret it, he exclaimed hastily. I do not regret, because I still love you as fervently as I did on that memorable evening when my father called me to his bedside and urged me to give up all thought of you. It is because — because of your decision to marry this man, Zertho, that I grieve.

It is not my decision, she protested. I am forced to act as I am acting.

But you shall never marry him!

Unfortunately it is beyond your power to assist me, George, she answered, in a tone of despair. We love each other, it is true, but we must end it all. We must not meet again, she added, in a voice broken by emotion. I — I cannot bear it. Indeed, I cant.

Why should you say this? he asked, reproachfully. Loving each other as fondly as we do, we must meet. No power on earth can prevent it.

They looked fondly into each others eyes. Liane saw in his intense passion and earnestness, and knew how well he loved her. Plunged in thought, she traced a semicircle in the dust with the ferrule of her sunshade.

No, she said at length, quite calmly. You must forget, George. I shall leave here to marry and live away in the old château in Luxembourg as one buried. When I am wedded, my only prayer will be that we may never again meet.

Why? he cried, dismayed.

Because when I see you I always live the past over again. All those bright, happy, joyous days come back to me, together with the tragic circumstances of poor Nellys death — the dark shadow which fell between us, the shadow which has lengthened and deepened until it has now formed a barrier insurmountable.

What does Nellys death concern us? he asked. It was tragic and mysterious, certainly; nevertheless, it surely does not prevent our marriage.

For an instant she glanced sharply at him, then lowering her gaze, answered drily, — 

Of course not.

Then why refer to it?

Because the mystery has never been solved, she said, in a tone which surprised him.

Where the police have failed we can scarcely hope to be successful, he observed. Yet the harsh, strained voice in which she had spoken puzzled him. More than once it had occurred to him that Liane had never satisfactorily explained where she had been on that well-remembered evening, yet, loving her so well, he had always dismissed any suspicion as wild and utterly unfounded. Nevertheless, her statements to several persons regarding her actions on that evening had varied considerably, and he could not conceal the truth from himself that for a reason unaccountable she had successfully hidden some matter which might be of greatest importance.

Do you think the truth will ever come out? she inquired, her eyes still downcast.

It may, he answered, watching her narrowly. The unexpected often happens.

Of course, she agreed, with a faint smile. But the police have obtained no further clue, have they? she asked in eagerness.

Not that Im aware of, he answered briefly, and a silence fell between them. Liane, he said at last, turning towards her with a calm, serious look, I somehow cannot help doubting that you are acting altogether straightforward towards me.

Straightforward? she echoed, glancing at him with a look half of suspicion, half of surprise. I dont understand you.

I mean that you refuse to tell me the reason you are bound to marry this man you hate, he blurted forth. You are concealing the truth.

Only because I am forced to do so, she answered mechanically. Ah, you do not know all, George, or you would not upbraid me, she added brokenly.

Why not tell me? Then I might assist you.

No, alas! you cannot assist me, she answered, in a forlorn, hopeless voice, with head bent and her gaze fixed blankly upon the ground. If you wish to be merciful towards me, leave here. Return to London and forget everything. While you remain, my terrible secret oppresses me with greater weight, because I know that I have lost for ever all love and hope — that the judgment of Heaven has fallen upon me.

Why, dearest? he cried. How is it you speak so strangely? Then in an instant remembering her curious words when they had met at Monte Carlo, he added, Anyone would believe that you had committed some fearful crime.

She started, staring at him with lips compressed, but uttering no response. Her face was that of one upon whose conscience was some guilty secret.

Come, he said presently, in a kind, persuasive tone. Tell me why poor Nellys death is a barrier to our happiness.

No, she answered, I cannot. Have I not already told you that my secret is inviolable?

You refuse?

She nodded, her breast heaving and falling.

Every detail of that terrible affair is still as vivid in my recollection as if it occurred but yesterday, he said. Until quite recently I have always believed that the assassin stole the brooch she was wearing; but I am now confident that it was stolen between the time I discovered the body and returned with assistance from the village.

She held her breath, but only for a single instant.

What causes you to think this? she inquired. Because I distinctly remember that the brooch was still at her throat when I found her lying in the road. Yet when I returned it was missing. The assassin was not the thief.

That has been my theory all along, she said.

He noticed the effect his words produced upon her, and was puzzled.

You have never explained to me, Liane, the reason you did not keep your appointment with me on that evening, he said gravely. If you had been at the spot we had arranged, Nellys life would most probably have been saved.

I was prevented from meeting you, she answered vaguely, after a seconds hesitation.

You have already told me that. What prevented you?

A curious combination of circumstances.

What were they?

I started out to meet you, but was prevented from so doing.

By whom?

By a friend.

Or was it an enemy? he suggested. Her statement did not coincide with the fact that she had written to him postponing their meeting.

I do not know, she replied. When we parted it was long past the hour we had arranged, so I returned home.

Nelly must at that moment have been lying dead, he observed. Have you any idea what took her to that spot of all others?

None whatever, Liane replied. Except that, unaware of our appointment, she met someone there.

You think she met there the person who afterwards shot her?

That is my belief.

Then if you know nothing further regarding the mysterious affair why should it prevent our marriage? he asked, regarding her intently.

It is not only that, she replied quickly, but there is a further reason.

What is it? Surely I may know, he urged. You will not send me away in doubt and ignorance, when you know I love you so well.

I cannot tell you, she answered, panting.

Then I shall not leave you, and allow you to become this mans wife — nay, his victim, he exclaimed passionately. You do not love him, Liane. You can never love him. Although once a cheat and adventurer he may now have wealth and position, nevertheless he is no fitting husband for you, even though he may give you a fine château, a town house in Brussels, and a villa here, on the Riviera. Wealth will never bring you happiness.

Why do you not leave me, George? she cried, with a sudden movement as if to rise. Why do you taunt me like this? It is cruel of you.

I do not taunt you, dearest, he protested in a tone of sympathy. I merely point out the bitter truth. You are betrothed to a man who is in every respect unworthy of you.

Ah, no! she exclaimed hysterically. It is myself who is unworthy. I — I cannot break the bond between us because — because I fear him.

If he holds you secretly in his power why not confide in me? her lover suggested earnestly. I may devise some means by which you may escape.

If I did you would only hate me, she answered, her lips trembling in blank despair. No, do not persuade me. There is but one course I can pursue.

You intend marrying him? he observed huskily.

Unfortunately it is imperative.

Have you ever reflected how utterly wretched your life must necessarily be under such circumstances? he asked, gazing seriously into her eyes.

Yes, she answered, endeavouring vainly to restrain the sob which escaped her. I know full well the life which must now be mine. Without you I shall not care to live.

Then why not allow me to assist you? he urged. Whatever may be the nature of your secret, tell me, and let me advise you. Together we will frustrate Zerthos plans, whatever they may be.

Any such attempt would only place me in greater peril, she pointed out.

But surely you can rely on my secrecy? he said. Do I not love you?

Yes, but you would hate me if you knew the truth, she whispered hoarsely. Therefore I cannot tell you.

Your secret cannot be of such a nature as to cause that, Liane, he said quietly.

It is. Even if I told you everything your help would not avail me. Indeed, it would only bring to me greater pain and unhappiness, she answered quickly.

Our days of bliss have passed and gone, and with them all hope has vanished. They were full of a perfect, peaceful happiness, because you loved me with the whole strength of your soul, and I idolised you in return. Hour by hour the remembrance of those never-to-be-forgotten hours spent by your side comes back to me. I remember how quiet and peaceful the English village seemed after the noise, rattle and incessant chatter of a gay Continental town, how from the first moment we met, I, already world-weary, commenced a new life. But it is all past — all gone, and I have now only before me a world of bitterness and despair. And she turned her pale face from his to hide the tears which welled in her eyes.

You say you were world-weary, he observed in a low tone. I do not wonder at it now that I know of your past.

My past! she gasped quickly. What do you know of my past?

I know that your father was a gambler, he answered. Ah! what a life of worry and privation yours must have been, dearest. Yet you told me nothing of it!

She looked at him, but her gaze wavered beneath his.

I told you nothing because I feared that you would not choose the daughter of an adventurer for a wife, she faltered.

It would have made no difference, he assured her. I loved you.

Yes, she sighed; but there is a natural prejudice against women who have lived in the undesirable set that I have.

Quite so, he admitted. Nevertheless, knowing how pure and noble you are, dearest, this fact does not trouble me in the least. I am still ready, nay, anxious, to make you my wife.

She shook her head gravely. Her hand holding her sunshade trembled as she retraced the semicircle in the dust.

No, she exclaimed at last. If you would be generous, George, leave me and return to London. In future I must bear my burden myself; therefore, it is best that I should begin now. To remain here is useless, for each time I see you only increases my sadness; each time we meet brings back to me all the memories I am striving so hard to forget.

But I cannot leave you, Liane, he declared decisively. You shall not throw yourself helplessly into the hands of this unscrupulous man without my making some effort to save you.

It is beyond your power — entirely beyond your power, she cried, dejectedly. I would rather kill myself than marry him; yet I am compelled to obey his will, for if I took my life in order to escape, others must bear the penalty which I feared to face. No, if you love me you will depart, and leave me to bear my sorrow alone.

I refuse to obey you, he answered, firmly. Already you know that because I loved you so well I have borne without regret my fathers action in leaving me almost penniless. Since that day I have worked and striven with you always as my pole-star because you had promised to be mine. Your photograph looked down at me always from the mantelshelf of my dull, smoke-begrimed room. It smiled when I smiled, and was melancholy when I was sad. And the roses and violets you have sent from here made my room look so gay, and their perfume was so fresh that they seemed to breathe the same sweet odour that your chiffons always exhale. Your letters were a little cold, it is true; but I attributed that to the fact that in Nice the distractions are so many that correspondence is always sadly neglected. Picture to yourself what a blow it was to me when, on the terrace at Monte Carlo, you told me that you had another lover, and that you intended to marry him. I felt—

Ah! she cried, putting up her little hand to arrest the flow of his words, I know, I know. But I cannot help it. I love you still — I shall love you always. But our marriage is not to be.

He paused in deep reflection. There was one matter upon which he had never spoken to her, and he was wondering whether he should mention it, or let it remain a secret within him. In a few moments, however, he decided.

I have already told you the cause which led my father to treat me so unjustly, Liane, he said, looking at her seriously, but there is one other fact of which I have never spoken. My father left me a considerable sum of money on condition that I married a woman whom I had never seen.

A woman you had never seen! she exclaimed, at first surprised, then laughing at the absurdity of such an idea.

Yes. It was his revenge. I would not promise to renounce all thought of you, therefore, in addition to leaving me practically a pauper, he made a tantalising provision that if I chose to marry this mysterious woman, of whom none of my family knew anything, I was to receive a certain sum. This woman must, according to the will, be offered a large sum as bribe to accept me as husband, therefore ever since my fathers death his solicitors have been endeavouring to discover her.

How extraordinary! she said, deeply interested in his statement. Has the woman been found?

Yes. I discovered her yesterday, he replied. You discovered her! Then she is here, in Nice?

Yes, strangely enough, she is here.

Whats her name?

Mariette Lepage.

Instantly her face went pale as death.

Mariette Lepage! she gasped hoarsely.

Yes. The woman whose strange letter was found upon Nelly after her death, he answered. What my father could have known of her I am utterly at a loss to imagine.

And she is actually here, in Nice, she whispered in a strange, terrified voice, for in an instant there had arisen before her vision the dark angry eyes of the woman in mask and domino who had pelted her so unmercifully on that Sunday afternoon during Carnival.

Yes, she is here, he said, glancing at her sharply. She was evidently well acquainted with poor Nelly. What do you know of her?

I — I know nothing, she answered in an intense, anxious tone, as one consumed by some terrible dread. Mariette Lepage is not my friend.

And she sat panting, her chin sunk upon her breast as if she had been dealt a blow.


Chapter Sixteen.

The Golden Hand.
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WHEN A FEW minutes later they rose Liane declared that she must return to lunch; therefore they walked together in the sun-glare along the Promenade, at that hour all but deserted, for the cosmopolitan crowd of persons who basked in the brilliant sunshine during the morning had now sought their hotels for déjeûner. Few words they uttered, so full of gloom and sadness were both their hearts. Liane had insisted that this must be their last meeting, but time after time he had declared that he would never allow her to marry Zertho, although he could make no suggestion whereby she could escape the cruel fate which sooner or later must overwhelm her.

They had strolled about half-way towards the villa in which she and the Captain were staying, when suddenly he halted opposite a short narrow lane, which opened from the Promenade into the thoroughfare running parallel — the old and narrow Rue de France. On either side were high garden walls, and half-way along, these walls, taking a sudden turn at right angles, opened wider; therefore the way was much narrower towards where they stood than at the opposite end.

Let us go down here, George suggested. There is more shade in the street, and you can then reach your villa by the back entrance.

No, she answered, glancing with repugnance at the narrow lane, and turning away quickly. He fancied she shuddered; but, on glancing at the clean little thoroughfare only about a hundred paces in length, he could detect nothing which could cause her repulsion, and at once reassured himself that he had been mistaken.

But it is so terribly hot and dazzling along here, he urged.

You should carry a sun-umbrella, she smiled. But there, I suppose men dont care to be seen with green ginghams.

But surely this glare upon the footway hurts your eyes, he continued. It is so much cooler in the Rue de France.

No, she replied. And again he thought he detected a gesture of uneasiness as, turning from him, she walked on, her sunshade lowered to hide her face. Puzzled, he stepped forward and quickly caught her up. There was, he felt certain, some hidden reason why she declined to pass along that small unnamed lane. But he did not refer to the subject again, although after he had left her he pondered long and deeply upon her curious attitude, and in walking back to the town he turned into the narrow passage and passed through it to the Rue de France, whence he took the tram down to the Place Massena.

A dozen times had she urged him to leave her and return to London, but so full of mystery seemed all her actions that he was more than ever determined to remain and strive to elucidate the reason of her dogged silence, and solve the curious problem of her strange inexplicable terror.

It was plain that she feared Mariette Lepage, and equally certain also that this mysterious woman who feigned to be her friend was nevertheless her bitterest foe. The reason of her visit to him was not at all plain. Her inquiries regarding the tragic circumstances of Nelly Bridsons death were, he felt confident, mere excuses. As he sat in the tram-car while it jogged slowly along the narrow noisy street, it suddenly occurred to him that from her he might possibly obtain some information which would lead him to an explanation of Lianes secret.

He thought out the matter calmly over a pipe at his hotel, and at last decided upon a bold course. She had given him her address, he would, therefore, seek her that afternoon.

In pursuance of his plan he alighted about four oclock from the train at Monaco Station and inquired his way to the Villa Fortunée. Following the directions of a waiter at the Hôtel des Négociants, he walked down the wide read to the foot of the great rock whereon the town is situated, then ascended by the broad footway, so steep that no vehicles can get up, and passing through the narrow arches of the fort, found himself at last upon the ramparts, in front of the square Moorish-looking palace of the Prince. Around the small square were mounted several antiquated cannon, while near them were formidable-looking piles of heavy shot which are carefully dusted each day, and about the tiny review ground there lounged several gaudily-attired soldiers in light blue uniforms, lolling upon the walls smoking cigarettes. The Principality is a small one, but it makes a brave show, even though its defences remind one of comic opera, and its valiant soldiers have never smelt any other powder save that of the noon-day gun. The silence of the siesta was still upon the little place, for the afternoon was blazing hot. On one side of the square the sentry at the Palace-gate leaned upon his rifle half-asleep, while on the other the fireman sat upon the form outside the engine-house, and with his hands thrust deep in his trousers-pockets moodily watched the slowly-moving hands of the clock in its square, white castellated tower.

George stood for a few moments in the centre of the clean, carefully-swept square, the centre of one of the tiniest governments in the world, then making further inquiry of the sleepy fireman, was directed along the ramparts until he found himself before a fine, square, flat-roofed house, with handsome dead white front, which, facing due south and situated high up on the summit of that bold rock, commanded a magnificent view of Cap Martin, the Italian coast beyond, and the open Mediterranean. Shut off from the ramparts by a handsome iron railing, the garden in front was filled with high palms, fruitful oranges, variegated aloes and a wealth of beautiful flowers, while upon a marble plate the words Villa Fortunée were inscribed in gilt letters. The closed sun-shutters were painted white, like the house, and about the exterior of the place was an air of prosperity which the young Englishman did not fail to notice.

Its situation was certainly unique. Deep below, on the great brown rocks descending sheer into the sea, the long waves lashed themselves into white foam, while away sea-ward the water was a brilliant blue which, however, was losing its colour each moment as the shadows lengthened. Within sight of gay, dazzling Monte Carlo, with all her pleasures and flaunting vices, all her fascinating beauty and hideous tragedy, the house was nevertheless quiet and eminently respectable. For an instant he paused to glance at the beautiful view of sea-coast and mountain, then entering the gate, rang the bell.

An Italian man-servant opened the door and took his card, and a few moments later he was ushered into the handsome salon, resplendent with gilt and statuary, where Mariette Lepage had evidently been dozing. The jalousies of the three long windows were closed; the room, perfumed by great bowls of violets, was delightfully cool; and the softly-tempered light pleasant and restful after the white glare outside.

This is an unexpected pleasure, Mariette exclaimed in English, rising to allow her hand to linger for an instant in his, then sinking back with a slight yawn upon her silken couch. In the half-light, as she reclined in graceful abandon upon the divan, her head thrown back upon a great cushion of rose silk, she looked much younger than she really was. George had guessed her age at thirty-five when she had called at his hotel, but in that dimly-lit room, with her veil removed and attired in a thin light-coloured gown she looked quite ten years younger, and certainly her face was eminently handsome.

She stretched out her tiny foot, neat in its silk stocking and patent leather shoe, with an air of coquetry, and in doing so displayed either by accident or design that soupçon of lingerie which is no indiscretion in a Frenchwoman.

He had taken a seat near her, and was apologising for calling during her siesta.

No, no, she exclaimed, with a light laugh. I am extremely glad youve come. I retire so late at night that I generally find an afternoon doze beneficial. We women suffer from nerves and other such things of which you men know nothing.

Fortunately for us, he observed. But then we are liable to a malady of the heart of far greater severity than that to which your sex is subject. Womens hearts are seldom broken; mens often are. A woman can forget as easily as a child forgets; but the remembrance of a face, of a voice, of a pair of eyes, to him brighter and clearer than all others, is impressed indelibly upon a mans memory. Every woman from the moment she enters her teens is, I regret to say, a coquette at heart. In the game of love the chances are all against the man.

Why are you so pessimistic? she asked, raising herself upon her elbow and looking at him amused. All women are not heartless. Some there are who remember, and although evil and vicious themselves, are self-denying towards others.

Yes, he answered. A few — a very few.

Of course you must be forgiven for speaking thus, she said, in a soft, pleasant tone. Your choice of a woman has been an exceedingly unhappy one.

Why? he exclaimed, with quick suspicion. What allegation do you make against Liane?

I make no allegation, whatever, msieur, she answered, with a smile. It was not in that sense my words were intended. I meant to convey that your love has only brought unhappiness to you both.

Unfortunately it has, he sighed. In vain have I striven to seek some means in which to assist Liane to break asunder the tie which binds her to Prince Zertho, but she will not explain its nature, because she says she fears to do so.

I am scarcely surprised, she answered. Her terror lest the true facts should be disclosed is but natural.

Why? he inquired, hastily.

But she shook her head, saying: Am I not striving my utmost to assist her? Is it therefore to be supposed that I shall explain facts which she desires should remain secret? The object of your present visit is surely not to endeavour to entrap me into telling you facts which, for the present, will not bear the light? Rather let us come to some understanding whereby our interests may be mutual.

It was for that reason I have called, he said, in a dry, serious tone. Her gaze met his, and he thought in that half-light he detected in her dark, brilliant eyes a keen look of suspicion.

I am all attention, she answered, pleasantly, moving slightly, so that she faced him.

Well, mine is a curious errand, he began, earnestly, bending towards her, his elbows on his knees. There is no reason, as far as Im aware, why, if you are really Lianes friend, we should not be perfectly frank with one another. First, I must ask you one question — a strange one you will no doubt regard it. But it is necessary that I should receive an answer before I proceed. Did you ever live in Paris — and where?

She knit her brows for an instant, as if questions regarding her past were entirely distasteful.

Well, yes, she answered, after some hesitation. I once lived in Paris with my mother. We had rooms in the Rue Toullier.

Then there can be no mistake, he exclaimed, quickly. You are Mariette Lepage.

Of course I am, she said, puzzled at the strangeness of his manner. Why?

Because there is a curious circumstance which causes our interests to be mutual, he answered, watching the flush of excitement upon her face as he spoke. Briefly, my father, Sir John Stratfield, was somewhat eccentric, and because he knew I loved Liane, he left me penniless. He, however, added an extraordinary clause to his will, in which you are mentioned. Then drawing from his breast-pocket a copy of the document, he glanced at it.

I am mentioned? she echoed, raising herself and regarding him open-mouthed.

Yes, he said. By this will he has left me one hundred thousand pounds on condition that I become your husband within two years of his death.

You — my husband? she cried. Are you mad?

Not so mad as my father when he made this absurd will, he answered, calmly. You are, under its provisions, to be offered twenty thousand pounds in cash if you will consent to become my wife. This offer will be made to you formally by his solicitors in London as soon as I inform them that you are at last found. Read for yourself, and he passed to her the copy of the will.

She took it mechanically, but for several moments sat agape and motionless. The extraordinary announcement held her bewildered. Quickly she glanced through the long lines of formal words, reassuring herself that he had spoken the truth. She was to receive twenty thousand pounds if she would marry the man before her, while he, on his part, would become possessed of a substantial sum sufficient to keep them comfortably for the remainder of their lives. At first she was inclined to doubt the genuineness of the document; but it bore the signature of the firm of solicitors, and was attested by them to be a true copy of the original will. It held her dumb in astonishment.

Then we are to marry? she observed amazedly, when at last she again found voice.

The offer is to be made to you, he answered, evasively. As you have seen, if you refuse, or if you are already married, I am to receive half the amount.

I am not married, she answered with a slightly coquettish smile, her chin resting upon her palm in a reflective attitude as she gazed at him. Marriage with you will mean that we have together the substantial sum of one hundred and twenty thousand pounds.

That is so, he said gravely. If we married we certainly should have money.

But you love Liane, she answered in a low tone. You can never love me, and she sighed.

He did not answer. The look upon his face told her the truth. He feared lest she should accept this curious offer, knowing that he would then be drawn into a marriage with her. She regarded him critically, and saw that he was tall, good-looking, muscular, and in every way a thorough type of the good-natured Englishman. Twenty thousand pounds was, she reflected, a sum that would prove very acceptable, for she lived extravagantly, and the Villa Fortunée itself was an expensive luxury.

It is very dull living alone, she exclaimed, with a little touch of melancholy in her voice. Then, with a laugh, she added, To be perfectly frank, I should not object to you as my husband.

But is there not a barrier between us? he exclaimed, quickly.

Only Liane. And she can never marry you.

I love her. I cannot love you, he answered. Her effort at coquetry sickened him.

It is not a question of love, she answered, coldly, toying with the fine marquise ring upon her white finger. It is a question of one hundred and twenty thousand pounds.

Would either of us be one whit the better for it, even if we married? he queried. I think not. At present we are friends. If we married I should hate you.

Nevertheless I should obtain twenty thousand pounds, she argued.

Is it worth while to risk ones future happiness for that? he said.

I have not yet sufficiently considered the matter, she replied, with her eyes still fixed on him. At present Im inclined to think that it is. But I must have time to reflect. One cannot refuse such an offer without due consideration.

Then you are inclined to accept, he observed, blankly.

She hesitated. Slowly she rose from the settee, crossed to the window and pushed open the sun-shutters, allowing the golden sunset to stream into the room from over the clear blue-green sea.

Yes, she answered, standing gazing out upon the far-off horizon where the white-sailed racing yachts, Ailsa and Britannia, were passing, I am inclined to accept.

Very well, he stammered, sitting rigid and immovable. My future is entirely in your hands.

She passed her hand wearily across her brow. With the sunset falling full upon her, he saw how heavy-eyed she was, and how artificial was the complexion that had looked so well in the dreamy half-light when the jalousies had been closed. Yes. She no doubt bore traces of a faded beauty, but she was old; there were lines in her brow, and crows feet showed at the corners of her eyes. She was passée, and all the vivacity and coquettishness she had shown had been carefully feigned to assume an appearance of youth. The thought of it nauseated him.

Again she turned towards him. Her momentary gravity had vanished, and she commenced a commonplace conversation. At last, however, he rose to go, but she would not hear of it.

No; remain here and dine, she said, in a low, persuasive tone. Afterwards we can go over to Monte Carlo for an hour or so, and you can catch the yellow rapide back to Nice at eleven.

But you must really excuse me. I—

I will take no excuse, she said, laughing. You must remain, and she rang for the servant and told him that msieur would dine.

Together they stood at the open window watching the succession of lights and shadows upon the purple mountains, how the rose of the afterglow grew deeper over the sea until it faded, and the streak of gold and orange died out behind the distant rocks of Cap dAggio. Then the mists rose, creeping slowly up the mountain sides, the dusk deepened, a chill wind blew in from the sea, and just as they closed the windows the door opened and the man announced dinner.

The table, set for two in a cosy little salle-à-manger, glittered with its cut-glass and shining plate, and was rendered bright by its shaded candles and small silver repoussé stands filled with choice flowers. Throughout the meal she was gay and vivacious, speaking but little of herself and carefully avoiding all references to Liane. He found her a pleasant hostess, unusually well-informed for a woman. They discussed art and literature, and in all her criticisms she exhibited a wide and intimate knowledge of men and things. Then, when they rose, she opened a door at the further end of the room and he found himself in a spacious conservatory, where she invited him to smoke while she dressed to go to the Casino.

Half an hour later she reappeared in a handsome gown of pale blue silk, the corsage trimmed with narrow braiding of silver; a costume which suited her admirably, yet so daring was it that he could not disguise from himself the suggestion that it was the dress of a demi-mondaine. Her hair had been redressed by her maid, and as he placed about her shoulders her small black cape of lace and feathers, he mumbled an apology that he was not able to dress.

What does it matter? I invited you, she said, with a gay laugh. Come.

Together they entered the open carriage awaiting them, and descending the long winding road to the shore, drove rapidly through La Condamine, and ascended the steep incline which brought them round to the main entrance to the Casino.

The night was brilliant, and the broad Place, with its palms and flowers, its gay, laughing crowd of promenaders, and its showy Café de Paris, where the band was playing Matteis Non è ver, lay bright as day beneath the moonbeams and electric rays. As they entered, Mariette handed him her cape, which he deposited for her in the cloakroom, then both passed through a crowd of habitués of the rooms. Several men around bowed to her, and she greeted them with a smile.

You appear to be well-known here, he laughed, as the well-guarded doors opened to them.

I suppose I am, she answered vaguely. When I am lonely I come here and play. It is the only recreation I have.

The rooms were hot and crowded. The monotonous cry of the croupiers, the incessant clicking of the roulette-ball, the jingle of coin, and the faint odour of perfume were in striking contrast to the quiet of the road along which they had just driven, but walking side by side they passed through one room after another until they reached that fine square salon, with its huge canvas representing a peaceful pastoral scene occupying the whole of the opposite wall, the trente-et-quarante room.

There was not quite so large a crowd here, but the stakes were higher, a louis being the minimum. Mariette saw a player rise from his chair at the end of the table and instantly secured the vacant seat, then turning to her companion with a gay laugh, said, — 

I am going to tempt Fortune for half an hour.

She took from the large purse she carried a card on which to record the game, impaled it to the green cloth with a pin, in the manner of the professional gambler, and drew forth a small roll of notes.

The first time she played the tailleur dealt the cards quickly, one by one, then cried, Six, quatre, rouge gagne et couleur perd.

She had lost. But next time she tossed two notes upon the scarlet diamond before her and won. She doubled her stake, won again, and then allowed the cards to be dealt several times without risking anything. Presently, she hesitated, but suddenly counted out five one hundred-franc notes, folded them in half and carelessly tossed them upon the red. Again the cards were dealt one by one upon the leather-covered square; again the monotonous voice sounded, and again came her winnings towards her, five notes folded together on the end of the croupiers rake.

So engrossed had George become in the game, that he noticed nothing of what was transpiring around him. Had he not been so deeply interested in the play of this woman whom his father had designated as his wife, his attention would probably have been attracted by a curious incident.

At the moment when the cards had been dealt, a man seated at the end of the opposite table, who, with his companion had won a considerable sum, raised his head, and, for the first time, noticed amid the excited expectant crowd, that it was a woman who had been successful at the other table.

The man was Zertho. Next instant, however, his face went white. In his eyes there was a look of abject terror when he identified the lucky player. With a sudden movement he put his hand to his head to avoid recognition, and bending quickly to his companion, gasped, — 

Look, Brooker! Cant you see whos in front? Good God! why theres The Golden Hand. Quick! We must fly!


Chapter Seventeen.

The House of the Wicked.
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NEXT AFTERNOON LIANE and Zertho strolled up to Cimiez together to pay a call upon a Parisian family named Bertholet, who lived in one of those fine white houses high up on the Boulevard de Cimiez, and who had recently accepted the Princes hospitality.

As they turned from the dusty Boulevard Carabacel, and commenced the long ascent where the tree-lined road runs straight up to the glaring white façade of the Excelsior Regina Hotel, Zertho expressed a fear that she would be fatigued ere they reached their destination, and urged her to take a cab.

Im not at all tired, she assured him, nevertheless halting a second, flushed and warm, to regain breath. The day is so beautiful that a walk will do me no end of good.

Its a dreadful bore to have to toil up and call on these people, but I suppose I must be polite to them. They are worth knowing. Bertholet is, I hear, a well-known banker in Paris.

Liane smiled. The patronising air with which her companion spoke of his newly-found friends always amused her.

Besides, he added, we must now make the best of the time we have in Nice. We leave to-morrow, or the day after.

So sudden! she exclaimed, surprised. I thought we should remain for another fortnight or three weeks. The weather is so delightful.

I have arranged it with the Captain, he said briefly. Do you regret leaving?

How can I regret? she asked, glancing at him and raising her brows slightly. How can I regret when the place, so fair in itself, is to me so hateful? No, Im glad for several reasons that we are leaving.

She recollected at that moment what George had told her. Mariette Lepage was near them. She remembered, too, the fierce expression of hatred in that pair of angry eyes shining through the mask.

Yes, he said at length, one can have too much of a good thing, and sometimes it is even possible to have too much of the Riviera. I have the satisfaction at least of having succeeded in obtaining a footing in society. And he laughed as he added, A year ago I was a down-at-heel adventurer, almost too shabby to obtain admittance at Monte Carlo, while to-day Im welcomed everywhere, even among the most exclusive set. And why? Merely because I have money and impudence.

Yes, Liane admitted, with a touch of sorrow. This is indeed a curious world. There is a good deal of truth in the saying that a man is too often judged by his coat.

And a woman by her dress, he added quickly. When you are Princess dAuzac, you will find that other women will crowd around you and pet you, and declare you are the most beautiful girl of the year — as, of course, you are — all because you have wealth and a title. They like to speak to their friends of My friend the Princess So-and-So.

You are very complimentary, she answered, coldly. I have no desire to excite either the admiration or envy of other women.

Because you have never yet fully realised how beautiful you are, he answered.

Oh yes, I have. Every woman knows the exact worth of her good looks.

Some over-estimate them, no doubt, he said, with a laugh. But you have always under-estimated yours. If the Captain had chosen he could have already married you to a dozen different men, all wealthy and distinguished.

Dear old dad loved me too well to sacrifice my happiness for money, she said, climbing slowly the steep hill.

Yet you declare that you are doing so by marrying me, he observed, his eyes fixed upon the ground.

I am only marrying you because you compel me, she answered, huskily. You know that.

Why do you hate me? he cried, dismayed. I have surely done my best to render your life here happy? In the past I admired your grace and your beauty, but because of my poverty I dared not ask the Captain for you. Now that I have the means to give you the luxury which a woman like yourself must need, you spurn my love, and—

Your love! she cried, with a gesture of disgust, her eyes flashing angrily. Do not speak to me of love. You may tell other women that you love them, but do not lie to me!

It is no lie, he answered. She had never spoken so frankly before, and her manner showed a fierce determination which surprised him.

You have a manner so plausible that you can utter falsehoods so that they appear as gospel truth, she said. Remember, however, that you and my father were once fellow-adventurers, and that years ago I thoroughly gauged your character and found it exactly as superficial and unprincipled as it is now.

The past is forgotten, he snapped. It is useless to throw into my face facts and prejudices which I am striving to live down.

No, she cried. The past is not forgotten, otherwise you would not compel me to become your wife. How can you say that the past is buried, when at this moment you hold me beneath your hateful thrall, merely because my face and my figure please you, merely because you desire that I should become your wife?

With you at my side I shall, I trust, lead a better life, he said, calmed by her rebuff.

It is useless to cant in that manner, she exclaimed, turning upon him fiercely. In you, the man I have always mistrusted as knavish and unscrupulous, I can never place confidence. The mean, shabby, tricks you have served men who have been your friends are in themselves sufficient proof of your utter lack of good-will, and show me that you are dead to all honour. Without confidence there can be no love.

I have promised before Heaven to make you happy, he answered.

Ah, no, she said, in a choking voice of bitter reproach. Speak not of holy things, you, whose heart is so black. If you would make your peace with God give me back my liberty, my life, before it is too late.

Her face was pale, her lips were dry, and she panted as she spoke.

But they had gained the gate of the villa where they were to call, and pushing it open he held it back with a low bow for her to pass. Her grey eyes, so full of grief and despair, met his for an instant, and she saw he was inexorable. Then she passed in up to the door, and a few minutes later found herself in the salon chatting with her voluble hostess, while Zertho sat with Madames two smart daughters, both true Parisiennes in manner, dress, and speech.

We only heard to-day of your engagement to the Prince, Madame Bertholet was saying in French. We must congratulate you. Im sure I wish you every happiness.

Thank you, she said, with a forced smile. It is extremely good of you.

And when and where do you marry?

In Brussels, in about three weeks, Liane answered, striving to preserve an outward appearance of happiness. It was, however, but a sorry attempt. From the windows of their salon Madame Bertholet and her daughters had noticed the strange imploring look upon Lianes face as they had approached the gate, and had wondered.

Yet when she had entered she had sparkled with fun and vivacity, and it was only the mention of marriage which had disarmed her.

After Brussels you will, of course, go to your new home in Luxembourg, said Madame. Have you seen it?

Liane replied in the negative.

I happen to know Luxembourg very well. My brother, strangely enough, is one of the Princes tenants.

Oh, then, you of course know my future home, exclaimed Liane, suddenly interested.

Yes, very well. The château is a fine old place perched high up, overlooking a beautiful fertile valley, her hostess replied. I once went there a few years ago, when the old Prince was alive, and I well remember being charmed by the romantic quaintness of its interior. Inside, one is back three centuries; with oak panelling, old oak furniture, great old-fashioned fireplaces with cosy corners, and narrow windows, through which long ago archers shed their flights of arrows. There is a dungeon, too; and a dark gloomy prison-chamber in one of the round turrets. It is altogether a most delightful old place.

Gloomy, I suppose? observed Liane thoughtfully.

Well, life amid such old-world surroundings as those could scarcely be quite as bright or enjoyable as Nice or Paris, but it is nevertheless a magnificent and well-preserved relic of a bygone age. Without doubt it is one of the finest of feudal châteaux in Europe.

Are any of the rooms modern?

None, Madame replied. It seems to have been the hobby of the Princes dAuzac to preserve intact its ancient character. You will be envied as the possessor of such a fine old place. I shall be delighted to come and see you when you are settled — if I may.

Certainly. I, too, shall be delighted, Liane answered mechanically. In a place like that one will require a constant supply of visitors to make life at all endurable. It is, I fear, one of those grey, forbidding-looking old places as full of rats as it is of traditions.

I dont know about the rats, her hostess answered, laughing heartily. But there are, I know, many quaint and curious legends connected with the place. My brother told me some.

What were they about?

Oh, about the tyranny of the dAuzacs who, in the middle ages, ravaged the Eiffel and the Moselle valley, and more than once attacked the town of Trêves itself. In those days the name of dAuzac was synonymous of all that was cruel and brutal; but the family have become civilised since then, and, she added, looking towards Zertho, who was laughing with her two daughters, the Prince scarcely looks a person to be feared.

No, observed Liane, with a forced smile. To her also the name of dAuzac was synonymous of cunning, brutality, and unscrupulousness. She pictured to herself the great mountain stronghold, a grim, grey relic of an age of barbarism, the lonely dreary place peopled by ghosts of an historic past, that was to be her home, in which she was to live with this man who held her enthralled. Then she shuddered.

Her hostess noticed it, wondered, but attributed it to the draught from the open window. To her it was inconceivable that any girl could refuse Prince Zerthos offer of marriage. He was one of the most eligible of men, his polished manner had made him a favourite everywhere, and one heard his wealth discussed wherever one visited. Either of her own daughters would, she knew, be only too pleased to become Princess.

Liane, although nothing of a coquette, was nevertheless well enough versed in the ways of the world to be tactful when occasion required, and at this moment strenuously strove not to betray her world-weariness. Although consumed by grief and despair she nevertheless smiled with feigned contentment, and a moment later with an air so gay and flippant that none would guess the terrible dread which was wearing out her young life, joined in the light amusing chatter with Madames daughters.

We saw you at Monte Carlo last night, one of the girls exclaimed, suddenly, addressing Zertho.

Did you? he answered, with a start. I really saw nothing of you.

We were quite close to you, observed her sister, You were sitting with Captain Brooker, and were having quite a run of good fortune when, suddenly, you both jumped up and disappeared like magic. We tried to attract your attention, but you would not glance in our direction. Before we could get round to you you had gone. Why did you leave so quickly?

We wanted to catch our train, Zertho answered, a lie ever ready upon his lips. We had only three minutes, and just managed to scramble in.

Did you notice a fine, handsome-looking woman at the table, a woman in blue dress trimmed with silver? asked Madame Bertholet.

Zertho again started. In a second, however, he recovered his self-possession.

I am afraid I did not, he replied with a smile.

I was too intent upon the game. Besides, and he paused, glancing at Liane, female beauty ought not to attract me now.

They all laughed in chorus.

Of course not, Madame agreed. But the woman wore such a gay costume, and was altogether so reckless that I thought you might have noticed her. Everybody was looking at her. I was told that she is a well-known gambler who has won huge sums at various times, and is invariably so lucky that she is known to habitués of the table as The Golden Hand.

Everything her hand touches turns to gold — eh? Zertho hazarded. I only wish my fingers possessed the same potency. It must be delightful.

But shes not at all a desirable acquaintance, if all I hear is true, Madame observed. Do you know nothing of her by repute?

I fancy Ive heard the sobriquet before, he replied. Im sorry I didnt notice her. Did she win?

Liane and the Prince exchanged significant glances. Yes, while we watched she won, at a rough estimate, nearly twenty thousand francs, one of the girls said.

A friend who accompanied us told us all about her, Madame observed. Hers has been a most remarkable career. It appears that at one time she was well-known in Paris as a singer at La Scala, and the music halls in the Champs Elysées, but some mysterious circumstance caused her to leave Paris hurriedly. She was next heard of in New York, where she was singing at the music halls, and it was said that she returned to France at the countrys expense, but that, on being brought before the tribunal, the charge against her could not be substantiated, and she was therefore released. Subsequently, after a strange and chequered life, she turned up about four years ago at Monte Carlo, and became so successful that very soon she had amassed a considerable sum of money. To the attendants and those who frequent the Casino she is a mystery. For sheer recklessness no woman who comes to the tables has her equal; yet she is invariably alone, plays at her own discretion without consulting anyone, and with a thoroughly business-like air, speaks to scarcely anybody, and always rises from the table at eleven, whether winning or losing. Indeed, The Golden Hand is altogether a most remarkable person.

Curious, observed Zertho, reflectively. I wish I had noticed her. You say she was sitting at our table?

Yes, answered one of the girls. She sat straight before you, and because you were winning she watched you closely several times.

Watched me! he exclaimed, dismayed.

Yes, answered the girl, with a laugh. Why, you speak as if she possessed the evil eye, or something! Shes smart and good-looking certainly, but I dont think Liane need fear in her a rival.

Scarcely, he answered, with a forced smile. But the alarming truth possessed him that Mariette had surreptitiously watched Brooker and himself before they had discovered her presence. He reproached himself bitterly for having gone to Monte Carlo that night, yet gambler that he was he had been unable to resist the temptation of the tables once again ere they left the Riviera.

But the woman known as The Golden Hand had watched them both, and by this time most probably knew where they were living. Neither he nor the Captain had any idea that Mariette Lepage still hovered about the tables, or they would certainly never have set foot inside the Principality.

Liane in her cool summer-like gown sat in a low wicker lounge-chair and listened to this description of the notorious woman without uttering a word. She dared not trust herself to speak lest she should divulge the secret within her breast. She had grown uncomfortable, and only breathed more freely when, ten minutes later, they made their adieux and began to descend the Boulevard back to Nice.

So your old friend Mariette has seen you! she exclaimed, as soon as they had walked twenty paces from the house.

Yes, he snapped. Another illustration of my accursed luck. The sooner we leave Nice the better.

Very well, she answered, with a weary sigh. She did not tell him that she had already ascertained from George Stratfield that The Golden Hand had been to Nice.

We must leave for Paris, he said briefly. It will not be wise to run too great a risk. If she chooses she can make things extremely unpleasant.

For you?

No, he answered, turning quickly towards her. For you.

She held her breath; the colour fled from her cheeks. He lost no opportunity of reminding her of the terrible past, and as he glanced at her and watched the effect of his words he saw with satisfaction that he still held her in a thraldom of fear.

I thought she had left France, he continued, as if to himself. I had no idea that she was still here. Fortune must have been kind to her of late.

Liane said nothing. She had not failed to notice his anxiety when Mademoiselle Bertholet had explained how Mariette had watched him, and she wondered whether, after all, he feared this remarkable woman who had played such a prominent part in their past lives; this notorious gambler who was her bitterest foe.

She was already tired of Nice, and recognised that to remain longer was only to endanger herself. The Nemesis she had so long dreaded seemed to be closing upon her.

In the Boulevard Carabacel they took an open cab to drive home, but while crossing the Place opposite the Post Office they encountered George Stratfield walking. As he passed he raised his hat to Liane, and she greeted him with a smile of sadness.

Zertho noticed the young Englishman, and his bearded face grew dark.

What! So your lover is also here! he exclaimed in surprise, turning to catch another glance of the well set-up figure in light grey tweed. She had carefully concealed from him and from her father the fact that George had come to Nice.

Yes, she answered simply, looking straight before her.

Why did you hide the truth from me? he demanded angrily.

Because the knowledge that he was here could not have benefited you, she answered.

You have met him, of course, clandestinely, he said, regarding her with knit brows.

I do not deny it.

And you have told him, I hope, that you are to be my wife?

I have, she sighed.

Then you must not meet again. You understand, he exclaimed fiercely. Send the fellow back to London.

She bit her lip, but made no answer. Her eyes were filled with tears. Without any further words they drove rapidly along the Promenade, at that hour chill after the fading of the sun, until the cab with its jingling bells pulled up before the Pension, and Liane alighted. For an instant she turned to him, bowing, then entered the villa.

Her father was out, and on going into her own room she locked the door, cast down her sunshade, tossed her hat carelessly aside, and pushing her hair from her fevered brow with both hands, stood at the open window gazing aimlessly out upon the sea. A sense of utter loneliness crept over her forlorn heart. She was, she told herself, entirely friendless, now that her father desired her to marry Zertho. Hers had been at best a cheerless, melancholy life, yet it was now without either hope, happiness, or love. The sea stretching before her was like her own future, impenetrable, a great grey expanse, dismal and limitless, without a single gleam of brightness, growing every instant darker, more obscure, more mysterious.

Thoughts of the man she loved so fondly surged through her troubled mind. She remembered how sad and melancholy he had looked when she had passed him by; how bitterly he had smiled when she bowed to him. The memory of his dear face brought back to her all the terrible past, all the hopelessness of the future, all the hideousness of the truth.

She sank beside her bed, and burying her face in the white coverlet gave way to her emotion, shedding a torrent of tears.

The dusk deepened, the twilight faded and darkness fell, still she sobbed on, murmuring constantly the name of the one man on earth she loved.

A low tapping at the door aroused her, and thinking it was her father she hastily dried her eyes and stumbled blindly across the dark room to admit him. It was, however, the Provençal femme de chambre, who handed her a note, saying in her quaint patois — 

A letter for Mademoiselle. It was brought a minute or two ago by a man who gave it to me, with strict injunctions to give it only into Mademoiselles own hands.

Thank you, Justine, she answered, in a low hoarse voice, then, closing the door again, she lit a candle, and mechanically tearing open the note found that it was dated from the Villa Fortunée, Monaco, and signed by Mariette. In it the woman who was her enemy made a strange request. She first asked that she should say no word to her father or to Zertho regarding the receipt of the note or inform them of her address, and then, continuing, she wrote: To-morrow, at two oclock, call upon George Stratfield, who is, as you know, staying at the Grand Hotel, and he will bring you over here to my house. It is imperative that I should see you. Fear nothing, but come. George is my friend, and he will be awaiting you.


Chapter Eighteen.

Sinned Against.

[image: img145.jpg]

LIANES FIRST INCLINATION was not to comply with the request, for knowing the crafty nature of this woman, she feared that the words had been written merely to place her off her guard. Yet immediately after luncheon at the Villa Chevrier on the following day she declared her intention of going down to the English library to get some books, and leaving her father and the Prince smoking over their liqueurs, went out upon the Promenade. As soon, however, as she was out of sight of the windows of the villa, she hailed a passing cab and drove to the Grand Hotel, where she found George sitting in a wicker-chair in the doorway, consoling himself by smoking a cigarette and awaiting her.

You have come at last, he cried, approaching the carriage. Dont get out. We will drive straight to the station, and stepping in, he gave the man directions.

What does this mean? inquired Liane, eagerly.

I cannot tell its meaning, dearest, he answered. I merely received a note, saying that you would call for me on your way to Monaco.

Have you no idea why she desires to see both of us?

None whatever, he replied.

You have found her, she observed in a deep, earnest tone. In my letter she says that you are her friend. You dont know her true character, I suppose, his well-beloved added, looking earnestly into his eyes. If you did you would not visit her.

She lives in an air of the most severe respectability, he said. I dined at the Villa Fortunée the night before last, and found her an extremely pleasant hostess.

She smiled. Then, while driving along the Avenue de la Gare to the station she told him of Mariettes past in similar words to those used by Madame Bertholet. He sat listening eagerly, but a dark shadow crossed his features when, in conclusion, she added, Such, unfortunately, is the woman who is to be bribed to marry you.

They alighted, obtained their tickets, crossed the platform, and entered the rapide. It was crowded with people going to Monte Carlo, and the tunnels rendered the journey hot, dusty and unpleasant. Nevertheless the distance was not far, and when half-an-hour later they were ascending the steep winding way which led up to the rock of Monaco, Lianes heart sank within her, for she feared that she was acting unwisely.

It is very remarkable that Mariette should have written to us both in this manner, George was saying as he strolled on beside the pale-faced graceful girl. Evidently she desires to consult us upon some matter of urgency. Perhaps it concerns us both. Who knows?

It may, she answered mechanically. She is not, however, a person to trust. Women of her character have, alas! neither feeling nor honour.

Is she, then, so notoriously bad? he asked in surprise.

You know who and what I am, she answered, turning to him, her grave grey eyes fixed upon his. I have been forced against my inclination to frequent the gambling-rooms through months, nay years, and I knew Mariette Lepage long ago as the most vicious of all the women who hovered about the tables in search of dupes.

By her manner he saw that she was annoyed, and jealous that he should have visited and dined with this woman so strangely referred to in his fathers will, and he hastened to re-assure her that there was but one woman in the world for him.

Then you will not marry her? she cried eagerly. Do not, for my sake. If you knew all you would rather cast the money into yonder sea than become her husband.

Well, he said, it is imperative that she should be offered the bribe to become my wife. If she refuses I shall gain fifty thousand pounds. I have thought of buying her refusal by offering to divide equally with her the sum I shall obtain.

Excellent! she cried, enthusiastically. I never thought of that. If she will do so the cruel punishment your father intended will be turned to pleasure, and you will be twenty-five thousand pounds the richer.

I will approach her, he said, after brief hesitation. You know, darling, that I love you far too well to contemplate marriage with any other woman.

But remember, I can never become your wife, she observed huskily, her eyes behind her veil filled to overflowing with tears. I am debarred from that.

Ah! no, he cried, dont say that. Let us hope on.

All hope within me is dead, she answered gloomily. I care nothing now for the future. In a few brief days we are leaving here, and I shall say farewell, George, never again to meet you.

You always speak so strangely and so dismally, he said. You will never tell me anything of the reason you are so irrevocably bound to Zertho. In the old days at Stratfield you always took me into your confidence.

Yes, yes, she answered, quickly. I would tell you everything if I could — but I dare not. You would hate me.

Hate you. Why?

You could no longer grasp my hand or kiss my lips, she faltered. No, you must not, you shall not know, for I could not bear that you of all men should spurn me, leave me, and remember me only with loathing. I could not bear it. I would rather kill myself.

She was trembling, her breast rose and fell with the exertion of the steep ascent, and her face was blanched and haggard. Her attitude, whenever he referred to Zertho, always mystified and puzzled him. Had she not spoken vaguely of some strange crime?

Yet he loved her with all the strength of his being, and the sight of her terrible anxiety and dread pained him beyond measure. He was ready and willing to do anything to assist and liberate her from the mysterious thraldom, nevertheless she preserved a silence dogged and complete. He strove to discern a way out of the complicated situation, but could discover none.

Have you ever been to the Villa Fortunée before? he asked presently, after a long and painful silence, when they had crossed the sunny square before the Princes palace, and were strolling along the road which skirted the rock with the small blue bay to their left and the white houses of Monte Carlo gleaming beyond.

No, she answered. I had no idea Mariette, The Golden Hand, lived here. She used always to live at the little bijou villa in the Rue Cotta at Nice.

The Golden Hand! he exclaimed, laughing. Why do you call her that?

It is the name she has earned at the tables because of her extraordinary good fortune, Liane answered. Her winnings at trente-et-quarante are said to have been greater perhaps than any other player during the past few years.

At that moment the road turned sharply, almost at right angles, and Liane found herself before the great white house where lived the notorious gambler, the woman whose powdered, painted face every habitué of Monte Carlo knew so well, and whose luck was the envy of them all.

She read the name of the villa upon the marble tablet, and for a moment hesitated and held back, fearing to meet face to face the woman she held in fear. But George had already entered the gateway and ascended the steps, and she felt impelled to follow, a few moments later taking a seat in the cool handsome salon where the flowers diffused a sweet subtle perfume, and the light was softly tempered by the closed sun-shutters.

Liane and her lover sat facing each other, the silence being complete save for the swish of the sea as it broke ever and anon upon the brown rocks deep below. A moment later, however, there was a sound of the opening and shutting of doors, and with a frou-frou of silk there entered The Golden Hand.

She wore an elegant dress of pale mauve trimmed with velvet, and as she came forward into the room a smile of welcome played upon her lips, but George thought she looked older and more haggard than when he had visited her only two days before.

Closing the door quietly behind her, she crossed almost noiselessly to where they were seated, and sinking upon a settee expressed pleasure at receiving their visit.

I was not exactly certain whether you would come, you know, she exclaimed, with a coquettish laugh. I was afraid Liane would refuse.

You told me that you were her friend, he said.

And that was the entire truth, she answered.

Liane faced her, her countenance pale, her lips parted. She had held back in fear when this woman had entered, but the calm expression and pleasant smile had now entirely disarmed her suspicions. Yet she feared lest this woman whom she had known in the old days, should divulge the secret she had kept from her lover. George, the man she adored, was, she knew, fast slipping away from her. On the one hand she was forced to marry Zertho, while on the other this very woman, whom she feared, was to be bribed to accept her lover as husband. Liane looked into her face and tried to read her thoughts. But her countenance had grown cold and mysterious.

You were not always my friend, she said at last, in a low, strained tone.

No, not always, the woman admitted, in English. I have seldom been generous towards my own sex. I was, it is true, Liane, until recently, your enemy, she added, in a sympathetic tone. I should be now if it were not for recent events.

You intend, then, to prove my friend, Liane gasped excitedly, half-rising from her chair. You — you will say nothing.

On the contrary, I shall speak the truth.

Ah, no, she wailed. No, spare me that. Think! Think! surely my lot is hard enough to bear! Already I have lost George, the man I love.

Your loss is my gain, Mariette Lepage said slowly. You have lost a lover, while I have found a husband.

And you will marry him — you? she cried, dismayed.

I know what are your thoughts, the other said. My reputation is unenviable — eh?

Liane did not answer; her lover sat rigid and silent.

Well, went on the woman known at the tables as The Golden Hand, I cannot deny it. All that you see here, my house, my furniture, my pictures, the very clothes I wear, I have won fairly at the tables, because — well, because I am, I suppose, one of the fortunate ones. Others sit and ruin themselves by unwise play, while I sit beside them and prosper. Because of that, I am pointed out by men and women as a kind of extraordinary species, and shunned by all save the professional players to whom you and I belong. But, she added, gazing meaningly at Liane, you know my past as well as I know yours.

The words caused her to turn pale as death, while her breath came and went quickly. She was in momentary dread lest a single word of the terrible truth she was striving to hide should involuntarily escape her.

Yes, Liane said, I knew you well when I went daily to the Casino, and have often envied you, for while my father lost and lost you invariably won and crammed handsful of notes into your capacious purse. At first I envied you, but soon I grew to hate you.

You hated me, because even into my hardened heart love had found its way, she said reproachfully.

I hated you because I knew that you loved only gold. I had seen sufficient of you to know that you had no higher thought than of the chances of the red or the black. You had been aptly nicknamed The Golden Hand.

And I, too, envied you, the other said. I envied you your grace and your beauty; yet often I felt sorry for you. You seemed so jaded and world-weary, although so young, that it was a matter of surprise that they gave you your carte at the Bureau.

Now, strangely enough, we are rivals, Liane observed.

Only because you are beneath the thrall of one who holds you in his power, Mariette answered. You love each other so fervently that I could never be your rival, even if you were free.

But, alas! I am not free, she said, in deep despondency, her eyes downcast, her head resting upon her hand.

True, said the other, shrugging her shoulders. Circumstances have combined to weave about you a web in which you have become enmeshed. You are held by bonds which, alone and unassisted, you cannot break asunder.

Liane, overcome with emotion she could no longer restrain, covered her face with her hands and burst into a torrent of tears. In an instant her lover was beside her, stroking her hair fondly, uttering words of sympathy and tenderness, and endeavouring to console her.

Mariette Lepage sat erect, motionless, silent, watching them.

Ah! she said slowly at length, I know how fondly you love each other. I have myself experienced the same grief, the same bitterness as that which is rending your hearts at this moment, even though I am believed to be devoid of every passion, of every sentiment, and of every womanly feeling.

Let me go! Liane exclaimed, in a voice broken by sobs, rising unsteadily from her chair. I — I cannot bear it.

No, remain, the woman said in a firm tone, a trifle harsher than before. I asked you here to-day because I wished to speak to you. I invited the man you love, because it is but just that he should hear what I have to say.

Ah! she sobbed bitterly. You will expose me — you who have only just declared that you are my friend!

Be patient, the other answered. I know your fear. You dread that I shall tell a truth which you dare not face.

She hung her head, sinking back rigidly into her chair with lips compressed. George stood watching her, like a man in a dream. He saw her crushed and hopeless beneath the terrible load upon her conscience, held speechless by some all-consuming terror, trembling like an aspen because she knew this woman intended to divulge her secret.

With all his soul he loved her, yet in those painful moments the gulf seemed to widen between them. Her white haggard face told him of the torture that racked her mind.

Speak, Liane, he cried in a low intense tone. What is it you fear? Surely the truth may be uttered?

No, no! she cried wildly, struggling to her feet. No, let me leave before she tells you. I knew instinctively that, after all, she was not my friend.

Hear me before you judge, Mariette exclaimed firmly.

Cannot you place faith in one who declares herself ready to assist you? he added.

She shook her head, holding her breath the while, and glaring at him with eyes full of abject fear.

Why?

Ah! dont ask me, George, she murmured, with her chin sunk upon the lace on her breast. I am the most wretched woman on earth, because I have wilfully deceived you. I had no right to love you; no right to let you believe that I was pure and good; no right to allow you to place faith in me. You will hate me when you know all.

For what reason? he cried, dismayed.

My life is overshadowed by evil, she answered vaguely, in a despairing voice. I have sinned before God, and must bear the punishment.

There is forgiveness for those who repent, the woman observed slowly, a hard, cold expression upon her face, as she watched the desperate girl trembling before her.

There is none for me, she cried in utter despondency, haunted by fear, and bursting again into tears. None! I can hope for no forgiveness.

At that instant the door of the room was opened, and two persons entered unannounced. George and Liane were standing together in the centre of the saloon, while Mariette was still seated with her back to the door, so that the new comers did not at first notice her presence.

The men were Brooker and Zertho.

We have followed you here with your lover, exclaimed the Prince angrily, addressing Liane. We saw you driving to the station together, and watched you. We—

The Golden Hand hearing the voice, turned, and springing to her feet faced them.

Mariette! Zertho gasped, blanched and aghast, the words dying from his pale lips. In their eagerness to follow Liane and George they had entered the villa, not knowing that therein dwelt the woman from whom they intended on the morrow to fly.


Chapter Nineteen.

The Miniature.
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ZERTHO GAVE HER a single glance full of hatred, then, with a gesture of impatience after a few quick words, turned to make his exit. As he did so, however, he found himself face to face with a man who, standing in the doorway, resolutely barred his passage.

He stood glaring at him as one stupefied. The man was Max Richards.

No, the latter said. Now that you have chosen to call here uninvited it is at least polite to remain at the invitation of your hostess.

Let me pass! he cried threateningly.

I shall not! Richards answered with firmness, his back to the half-closed door, while Brooker stood watching the scene, himself full of fear and dismay.

This is a conspiracy! Zertho exclaimed, his trembling hands clenched, his face livid.

Listen! Mariette cried, her cheeks flushed with excitement as she stepped boldly forward and faced him. This is a counterplot only to combat your dastardly intrigue. The innocent shall no longer suffer for the sins of the guilty.

The guilty! he echoed, with an insolent laugh. You mean yourself!

I am not without blame, I admit, she answered quickly, her flashing eyes darting him an angry look. Nevertheless, I have to-day determined to make atonement; to end for ever this conspiracy of silence. Then, turning to Liane, who was standing whitefaced and aghast, she said, First, before I speak, it will be necessary for you to make confession. Explain to George of what nature is this bond which holds you to yonder man.

No, I — I cannot, she protested, covering her face with her hands.

But it is necessary, she urged. Speak! Fear nothing. Then the truth shall be made known.

The slim, fair-faced girl stood with bent head, panting and irresolute, while all waited for the words to fall from her dry, white lips. At last, with eyes downcast, she summoned courage, and in a low, hoarse voice said, — 

Zertho compelled me to accept him because — because he can prove that my father murdered Charles Holroyde.

Your father a murderer! her lover echoed. Impossible.

Let me speak, Mariette interrupted, hastily. Two winters ago I met in Nice a wealthy young Englishman named Holroyde. We saw one another often at Monte Carlo, and our acquaintance ripened into love. He offered me marriage, and I accepted; but one night, after winning a considerable sum, he returned to Nice about eleven oclock, was waylaid in a narrow lane running from the Promenade des Anglais into the Rue de France, robbed and murdered. Thus was the man I loved cruelly snatched from me just at the moment when happiness was in my reach; just within a few weeks of making me his wife. This villa, which I have since bought, he designated as our home, and this ring upon my finger is the one he gave me. The crime, enshrouded in mystery, has not yet been forgotten either by the police or the people of Nice. It seemed amazing that such a dastardly assassination could take place so swiftly without a single person hearing any cry, yet the police had no clue. The murderer, who had no doubt accompanied or followed his victim from Monte Carlo, must have struck him down with unerring blow and escaped, leaving no trace behind. Yet there was nevertheless a witness of the deed — a witness who is present.

A witness! gasped Liane.

Yes, Mariette said. Max Richards will tell you what he saw.

The man indicated, still standing with his back to the door, smiled triumphantly at Zertho, then said, — 

Yes, it is true. I witnessed the murder of Charles Holroyde. On that night I had left the Café de la Régence, and crossing the road overtook, in the Avenue de la Gare, Nelly Bridson, Captain Brookers adopted daughter. We had met before on several occasions, and after she had told me that she had been to a chemists to obtain something for Liane, who was not well, I offered, as it was late, to accompany her as far as her house in the Rue Dalpozzo. To this she made no objection, and we walked together along the Rue de France as far as the corner of the street wherein she lived. The moon, however, was bright upon the sea, and at my suggestion she consented to accompany me for a stroll along the Promenade. To reach the latter we had to pass through a narrow lane, which we had just entered, when we saw straight before us figures of men struggling together. Instantly I dragged Nelly back into the deep shadow where we could see without being observed. Suddenly I heard one of the men cry in English My God! Im stabbed! and he staggered back and fell. Then, discerning for the first time that the man had been attacked by two assailants, I rushed forward, but already they had bent and secured the contents of their victims pocket, and as I approached one of them threw the knife away. That man I recognised in the moonlight as Captain Brooker!

A low groan escaped the lips of the pale-faced, agitated man who had been thus denounced, and he stood paralysed by fear, clutching the back of a chair for support.

The man, however, who threw away the knife he had snatched up, was not the murderer, Richards continued, in a clear, calm voice. Both Nelly and myself were afterwards in complete accord that it was his companion who had, in the mêlée, struck the fatal blow. The murderer was the man there — Zertho dAuzac.

Its a lie! cried the man indicated, a foul, abominable falsehood! Brooker crept up behind him and tried to gag him with a scarf, when, finding that he was too powerful for him, he struck him full in the breast. In an instant he was dead.

Your story is an entire fabrication, Richards answered, in a deprecatory tone. We were both quite close to you, and saw your murderous face in the moonlight at the moment when you killed your victim. To us it seemed as though you alone had acted with premeditation, and that instead of assisting you, Brooker was endeavouring to release Holroyde, for I heard him cry in dismay, Good God! Zertho, what are you doing? It was you who bent and secured the notes, while Brooker snatched up the knife, held it for an instant in hesitation, then seeing me approach in the darkness, flung it away and fled after you. I sped along the Promenade for some distance, leaving Nellie beside the prostrate man, but you both escaped, and when I returned she had gone. She had, I suppose, rushed home, fearing to be discovered there. But the young Englishman was already lifeless, therefore I left the spot hurriedly. Next morning, when the town was in a state of great excitement over the murdered Englishman, Nelly called at my rooms and begged me to say nothing to the police, because she felt certain the Captain would be arrested and convicted as an accessory. Therefore, in obedience to her wish, I have kept my knowledge secret until such time as I should choose to make the truth known.

Is that the actual truth? Brooker asked, agape in wonderment.

It is the entire truth of what I saw with my own eyes — of what I am prepared to swear in any court of justice.

So confused were the memories of that terrible incident that I have all along believed that I myself was the actual murderer, said the Captain. That night I had drunk more wine than usual, and remember very little of the occurrence save that I held the knife in my hand, and that on the following morning when I awoke I found my hands stained with blood, while in my pocket were some of the stolen notes. Zertho told me, when we met next day, that, in a frenzy of madness at having lost almost every sou I possessed, I had attacked Holroyde suddenly, murdered him, and filched his winnings from his pocket. He said, however, he would preserve my secret, and did so until a few weeks ago, when Liane refused to become his wife. Then he declared that if I did not compel her to marry him he would denounce me. I begged him to at least spare Liane, but he was inexorable. Therefore I was compelled to make confession to her, and she, rather than I should pay the terrible penalty, sacrificed all her love and happiness for my sake.

His voice was broken with emotion, and although his lips moved, he could utter no further words.

George, standing beside his well-beloved, grasped her tiny hand and pressed it tenderly. At last he knew the secret of her acceptance of Zerthos offer, and recognised all the tortures she must have suffered in order to save her father from degradation and shame.

He lies! Zertho cried, his sallow face bloodless. He saw how ingeniously he had been entrapped. It was he himself who killed Holroyde.

If so, exclaimed Max Richards, why have you paid me so well for my silence?

He did not reply.

You are silent, he went on. Then I will tell you. You were shrewd enough to see that while I held my tongue you would still hold Captain Brooker in your power, and through the pressure you could place upon him, secure Liane as your wife. I knew this all along, although you believed me to be entirely ignorant of it. Still I allowed you to pay me, and I can assure you that the money you gave me with such bad grace often came in very useful, he laughed. I am not a Prince, and although I may be an adventurer, I thank Heaven Im not an assassin.

I paid you all you demanded, every penny, yet now you turn upon me. It is the way of all blackmailers, Zertho cried, still livid with anger.

I speak the truth in order to save from your merciless clutches one woman whose fair name has never been besmirched. I speak for Lianes sake.

Zertho turned from him with a fierce imprecation on his lips, declaring that the whole story was a tissue of falsehoods, and denouncing his companion Brooker as the actual assassin.

You forget, said Richards, that in addition to myself there was a second witness, Nelly Bridson, the girl with whom your victim had carried on a mild and harmless flirtation prior to meeting Mariette. You forget that she was with me, and actually saw you commit the deed.

This truth rendered him voiceless.

May I, in future, enjoy an absolutely clear conscience that I had no hand in the actual crime? the Captain asked earnestly, turning to Richards.

Certainly, he answered, quickly. Both Nelly and myself saw every movement clearly, for the moon was shining bright as day. We heard you shout in horror and dismay to the assassin; we saw the blow struck; we saw the theft committed, and watched you pick up the knife, which you threw down again instantly at the moment when I rushed forward.

I was, alas, only half-conscious of my actions, he answered. But the enormity of the crime must have sobered me instantly, for I remember a man approaching — who it was I was not aware until this moment — and knowing that we had been discovered and were in peril, flew for my life back to the Promenade, reaching home by a circuitous route about midnight.

You need have no further fear of this man, Richards assured him. His plan was ingenious, to shift the crime from his own shoulders to yours, and at the same time to marry Liane, but fortunately his own actions convict him. Liane has shown bravery and self-denial, which should further endear her to the heart of the man who loves her, and if the truth I have told brings back her happiness and peace of mind I shall not have spoken in vain.

I have much to thank you for, Liane faltered, her face bright with a new-born happiness. You have indeed revived within me hope, life and love. I knew this man was crafty and cruel, but I never dreamed that he himself had committed the crime with which he charged my father. I saw that he was inexorable and relentless, and was compelled to wrench myself from George, whom I loved, and promise to become the wife of — of this assassin.

Assassin! cried Zertho. No, the prospect of becoming Princess dAuzac proved too attractive for you! It was because both you and your father wanted money and position, that you were ready to become my wife.

We desired nothing from you, she answered proudly. Both of us detested you when you found us in England, and thrust yourself upon us. Upon the gold of the guilty there always lies a curse.

But shrugging his shoulders contemptuously, he said nothing. He fidgetted, anxious to escape, for although he preserved a calm, insolent, almost indifferent manner, he nevertheless knew that concealment of the truth was now no longer possible. At the very instant when he had felt his position the most secure, his perfidy, his cunning, and his crime had been laid bare before them all.

He clenched his hands, muttering an oath behind his set teeth, while his dark eyes, with a glance of hatred in them, flashed with an unnatural brilliance.

For a few moments no one spoke. The silence was complete save for the roar of the waves on the rocks outside and the sobs that now and then escaped Liane. She clung to George, burying her beautiful head upon his shoulder.

At last Mariette spoke, saying, — 

There is yet another fact which is, in itself, sufficient proof of this mans unscrupulousness. One witness of his crime still lives; the other, Nelly Bridson, is dead. Nelly was once my friend. Unknown to Captain Brooker I knew her intimately as a bright girl months before Charles Holroyde met and admired her. Indeed, it was by her that I was introduced to the man who afterwards loved me, and was so brutally done to death. When at last she became aware that her lover had forsaken her some ill-feeling arose between us. I knew that she must hate me, but I treated her jealousy with unconcern, and remained towards her the same as before. In my heart, however, I envied her her youth and good looks, and feared that Charles Holroyde might return to his first love. But, alas! he was murdered mysteriously — by whom I knew not, until three days ago, when Max Richards divulged to me the truth. Then I resolved that punishment should fall upon the guilty. Well, I hated Nelly because I knew that Holroyde had admired her, and I likewise hated Liane, entertaining a suspicion that because she always avoided me she had spoken of me detrimentally to the man whom I loved. After Holroydes death I left the Riviera and went to Paris, to Wiesbaden, to Vienna, caring little whither I went, until at last, about a year afterwards, I returned to Monte Carlo, and heard from one of Captain Brookers friends that he and the girls had left long ago for England, where they had resolved to live in the future. Immediately after my lovers death luck had forsaken me entirely, and I passed a spurious bank-note for a large amount at Marseilles. The police were endeavouring to find me, and it was to avoid arrest that I was travelling. I wrote several times to Nelly and received replies, stating how happy they were in their country home in England, and how much more peaceful and enjoyable it was than at Nice. Still there was one matter upon which I desired to see her, a matter connected with the family of the man who was dead. He had, I believed, told her of his relations in England, but he had spoken no word of them to me. I had in my possession a Cosway miniature he had one day left at my house, an antique portrait of an elderly lady, beautifully painted on ivory and set round with brilliants. He had mentioned to me that it was an heirloom, and I desired to return it to the family if I could find them. With that object I went to England, and one summers evening met Nelly by appointment in a country lane a short distance from Stratfield Mortimer.

You met her? Captain Brooker exclaimed. She never told me so.

She had, alas, no opportunity, Mariette answered. For it was on that evening she met with her death. She had ridden her cycle, and I found her resting in the gateway she had indicated in her letter. She seemed unusually nervous, I noticed, nevertheless I attributed it to the fact that she regarded me as her rival, even though the man we both loved was dead. For nearly an hour we remained together chatting, until the sunset faded and dusk crept on. I asked her what the man had told her regarding his family, and showed her the antique miniature. Then she told me a fact which held me speechless in amazement. Charles Holroyde was no other than the son of a man living close by that spot, Sir John Stratfield.

My brother! cried George. Impossible!

It was the truth. He had told her everything. The father of Charles Holroyde was actually living within a mile of that spot, and the portrait was one of Lady Anne Stratfield, a noted beauty, which was painted by the fashionable miniaturist, Cosway, shortly before his death. At first I could not credit that he was actually Sir Johns son, but she brought proof positive to show that what she said was correct, and at her request I gave her the miniature to return to Sir John. She promised to call next day and give it into his hands, saying that it came from a person who desired to remain anonymous.

Why did you not come to the Court yourself? George asked quickly.

I had no desire to meet the father of my dead lover, she replied.

But he must have been acquainted with you, because he mentioned you in his will.

Yes, she answered reflectively, he must, I suppose, have known of me.

Then what occurred afterwards? Brooker eagerly inquired. Tell us the events of that night in their proper sequence.

After we had talked for some time, she telling me how happy both she and Liane were, and how the latter had become engaged clandestinely to the Baronets son, George, she rode beside me as far as the lodge gates of the Court, where we parted. Then she remounted and rode back in the direction of the spot where she was afterwards discovered, while I strolled slowly on to the station, whence I returned to London. It was dusk before I left Stratfield Mortimer, but as I changed at Reading to enter the train for Paddington, I caught a glimpse of a face I thought I knew. It was only for a single instant, but the face was one that once seen is never forgotten. It was the face of Zertho.

You saw me! he gasped.

Yes. You were in a crowd on Reading platform, and were about to enter the same train as myself, but changing your mind, suddenly left the station hurriedly, she said. At that time, remember, I had no idea that you were in England, for Nelly had not mentioned your visit. Two days later, however, I was appalled by reading in the papers that poor Nelly had been murdered almost immediately after I had left her, and quite close to the spot where we had at first stood. Afterwards in the report of the inquest, I saw that you were present and had given evidence. Then there was silence. The affair was an enigma, and the police possessed no clue. The papers mentioned a broad mark a foot wide upon the dust, which they regarded as mysterious. It was made by my skirt which swept the road. I alone held the key to the enigma. In order to assure myself that my suspicions were not unfounded, I returned to Reading, made careful inquiries there, and when I had satisfied myself, left England with the knowledge I had obtained still in my possession.

What did you discover? inquired George, quickly, while Liane still clung to him tremblingly.

I discovered absolute proof of the identity of Nollys assassin. It was Zertho dAuzac!


Chapter Twenty.

At Cross Lane.
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YOU LIE! THE Prince cried indignantly. There is no proof.

Listen! Mariette retorted in a firm, harsh tone, gazing at him steadily. Listen while I recall to your memory the events of that fateful night. In my inquiries I traced your progress step by step, and every movement is entirely plain to me. You went to England with solely one object in view, namely, to get rid of Nelly Bridson, the woman who could convict you of murder.

I deny that I had any hand whatever in the affair, he protested. Why, she went with me to the station and saw me off to Reading! It was given in evidence that the police inquired of the station officials at Stratfield Mortimer, and also at Reading, and were entirely satisfied that there was no suspicion upon me. Therefore, whatever you say is utterly worthless, he added, turning from her contemptuously.

We shall see, she replied. If you have so conveniently forgotten what your movements were, I will describe them. It is quite true that Nelly saw you off to Reading. But prior to this, while alone in the dining-room of Captain Brookers cottage, you found lying about the letter I had written her making the appointment. Curiosity prompted you to read its contents, and you therefore knew that at seven oclock she would be in Cross Lane. You bade her farewell at eight minutes past six, and your train arrived at Reading at twenty minutes past. You immediately took a fly back towards Stratfield, but dismissed the man at Threemile Cross, and after watching the conveyance out of sight, took a cut across the fields for about a mile and a half to Cross Lane, thus completely doubling. It was growing dark when you reached the railway bridge, but you saw your victim coming from the opposite direction, and drew back half-way up the steep ascent, where you knew she must pass slowly. Suspecting no danger, the light-hearted girl allowed her machine to run swiftly down the incline, then pedalled hard for the ascent, when suddenly you raised your weapon, took deliberate aim and fired. With a cry she dropped sideways on her feet, the machine falling with her. Then she blindly staggered forward two or three paces, and sank to earth, dying. For an instant you waited, but even while you looked the poor girl sighed heavily and passed away. Then, fearing detection, you turned and fled back across the fields to Reading station, where I saw you an hour later.

Its an absolute falsehood! he cried. I went direct to London after leaving the girl.

You did not, for I found the man who drove you to Threemile Cross, and who will give evidence against you on your trial.

You have! he gasped. You will hand me over to the police? he added hoarsely.

Certainly, she answered, firmly. The police of Reading and the police of Nice will alike be anxious to give you free lodgings in a chamber scarcely as comfortable as any in the Villa Chevrier. For a good many months the mystery of Charles Holroydes death has puzzled them, but it will remain an enigma no longer.

Then Brooker will suffer also, he cried.

No, he will not, replied the inventor of The Agony of Monte Carlo, quickly. My evidence will prevent that. I saw you commit the murder, and likewise witnessed how Brooker endeavoured to prevent you.

Again, cried Mariette, there is yet another fact. From inquiries I have made it is plain that some months prior to Nellys death she, by word or action, had betrayed her knowledge of your crime committed in Nice.

I recollect now, cried Liane, suddenly. She always loathed Zertho, a fact which often caused me some surprise, he having made her several handsome presents after his sudden change of fortune. Once, too, I chanced to remark in jest that I might possibly become Princess dAuzac, whereupon she answered, No, never. I could prevent that.

This exactly proves my contention, exclaimed Mariette, excitedly turning to the others. Nelly had betrayed her knowledge of his secret, and he was in deadly fear of her. He committed the second crime so that the first should remain concealed. It was not until months afterwards, when Richards disclosed his identity, and, having had a run of ill-luck at the tables, offered to preserve silence for a momentary consideration, that he knew there was a second witness. Nelly had never told him that she had a companion on that fateful night, and he felt assured that the man who had so suddenly sprung upon them could not again identify him. Only when Richards came forward did he realise the truth that in taking Nelly Bridsons life he had failed to efface his first crime, and had placed himself in deadlier peril.

A deep silence fell. The man accused stood motionless, his dark, sallow face livid, his eyes, with a haunting look of abject terror in them, fixed upon the carpet. His hands were clenched, his head bent, his body rigid. This sudden and unexpected exposure held him dumb.

At last Liane spoke in a low musical voice, a little strained perhaps, but her tone showed that at last the crushing weight of Zerthos accusation of her father had been lifted from her mind, and she already felt her freedom to love George Stratfield.

There is yet one thing unexplained, she said. I have a confession to make.

A confession! gasped her lover. What?

On that fatal evening when poor Nelly was so brutally killed I had an appointment to meet you at the spot, she answered. And I kept it.

You did? Why, I thought you were prevented.

I was, but I arrived there late. Unconscious of the fearful tragedy, I walked there, and in the twilight waited in the gateway leading to the meadow, the very spot where Mariette and Nelly had been standing an hour before. While there the high wind blew my hair about and several of the pins fell out. I picked them up, all save one — the one you discovered.

It was yours! he cried dismayed.

Yes, mine, she replied. I waited there alone about ten minutes, then passed beneath the railway bridge and there saw straight before me, a little way beyond, Nelly lying beside her machine. We had quarrelled earlier in the day over a trifling matter and she had uttered some rather insulting words: therefore, believing that she had merely had a fall and would recover in a few minutes, I left her lying where she was. I saw no blood, and never dreamt that she was dead. At her throat was the brooch Charles Holroyde had given her, an ornament upon which she set great store. Suddenly the temptation to annoy her came over me, and I bent and snatched it off. At that moment you had already discovered the crime, and gone for assistance. It was my intention to keep the brooch, so that she might believe it had been stolen. Judge my horror when a few hours later I knew the ghastly truth, while in my possession there remained the missing brooch about which the papers afterwards made so many comments. Again, the hairpin you discovered being one of mine was still another fact which caused me the greatest terror, lest the police should ascertain from whose hair the pin had fallen. In order to make it appear that I had not been to Cross Lane I that night wrote a letter to you regretting that I was prevented from meeting you, and early next morning tore it into fragments and cast it at the roadside, where it was subsequently discovered by the detectives. Yet the fear that the brooch might be discovered in my possession was ever upon me, so one night I took all my remaining pins, together with the brooch, and buried them in the garden, where, I suppose, they still remain. Ever since that day until now I have feared lest my theft should be discovered and my presence at the scene of the tragedy proved, for I saw how suspicious were the circumstances, especially as we had had a slight difference earlier that day and someone might have overheard our high words. For months my life has been overshadowed by a terrible dread, but now that I know the truth I hesitate no longer to speak.

And the miniature we discovered by Nellys side was the one you gave her to return to my family? George exclaimed, turning quickly to Mariette, astounded at the remarkable explanation.

Yes. She said she knew you, and that you loved Liane. Therefore she would return it to your father without stating whence it had come.

But you say that Charles Holroyde was my brother, he exclaimed, puzzled. I do not understand.

Think for a moment, and you will see that all I have spoken is the truth, she answered. Before his death he told me the whole of the circumstances; how your mother, Lady Stratfield, died a few months after your birth, and how your father, a year afterwards, married another lady, whom he subsequently divorced. The latter, a lady of means, came and lived in France, where Charles was educated, but when he knew how unjustly your father had treated his mother he declined to take the name of Stratfield, and preferred his mothers maiden name. He—

Ah, yes, I remember? cried George, amazed. It was my fathers unhappy second marriage that had caused him to become gloomy, misanthropic, and a hater of womankind. The subject was scarcely ever mentioned between us, but now I distinctly remember that the ladys name was Holroyde. I knew that she had a son, but have always been led to suppose that he died when only a few months old.

No, Mariette replied. He was foully murdered for the money he had won at roulette by that man standing there, and she pointed towards Zertho, who stood trembling, crushed by her terrible denunciation.

Fancy poor Charlie Holroyde actually being your brother! Liane exclaimed, looking up tenderly into the face of the man she so fondly loved. Yet it is not surprising, for, strangely enough, I have many times thought that your face strongly resembled his. But my father is cleared of the terrible stigma, and no suspicion can now be cast upon me, therefore we have nothing to fear.

True, darling, he answered. We have nothing to fear, save one thing.

What is that? she inquired eagerly.

He hesitated. His words were overheard by all in the room, and every eye was upon him. The man accused moved across to the table and stood leaning against it, swaying unsteadily. His passage was still barred resolutely.

You forget the offer of marriage which, under my fathers will, I am compelled to make to Mariette, if I am not to remain a pauper all my days.

As he spoke there was a quick movement behind him, a flood of golden sunlight suddenly lit up the room as the jalousies of one of the windows were dashed open, and as he turned he saw the figure of Zertho disappearing through the window.

With a cry, the fugitive leaped down upon the flower-bed outside, hat in hand, and an instant later had gained the road and was flying down through the fortifications towards La Condamine.

For scarcely a second Max Richards hesitated, then rushed after him to give him into the hands of the police. Zertho had long been watching his opportunity, and, being strong and athletic, had reached the window at a single bound, and had escaped almost before they could realise what had occurred.

For a few moments all were dismayed, but were quickly reassured by Mariette, who declared that the police must sooner or later arrest him.

Then, turning to George, she added, — 

You have spoken of your fathers will. Well, your solicitors may make the offer, but I shall refuse.

You will refuse! cried Liane, joyously.

Yes, she answered, smiling in contentment. I shall refuse because I am already engaged to marry Max, the man whose words have cleared your father, and whose evidence will convict the man who has held you so long beneath the thrall of terror.

You are to marry Max! Liane exclaimed, surprised.

Yes. We have known each other some years now, and as I have recently won sufficient money which, invested, will bring us in a modest income, we have agreed to marry and relinquish gambling. One of our promises to each other is that after marriage neither of us shall enter the Casino on any pretext whatsoever. I shall certainly keep it, and I feel assured that Max will.

Im sure you have our heartiest congratulations, Captain Brooker said, smiling. Ive known Max a long time, and although once he has been one of us and an outsider, he is, nevertheless, at heart a gentleman.

Mariette, known as The Golden Hand, and believed by habitués of Monte Carlo to be thoroughly unscrupulous, and an adventuress of the very worst type, was now an entirely different person to the woman who flung down her gold so recklessly upon the tables. Her life had not been altogether blameless, nevertheless there was still sufficient generosity, tenderness, and love within her heart to render her a devoted wife with a man who would love and cherish her.

Make your offer to marry me as soon as you wish, she laughed. You know what my reply will be.

A reply, he said, that will bring me fifty thousand pounds.

You are indeed my friend, Mariette, Liane said, stretching forth her hand. Forgive me for believing that you were my enemy.

The other grasped it warmly, answering, — 

I have forgiven all — everything save the terrible offences of the man who has fled, offences before God and man that are beyond atonement.


Chapter Twenty One.

Red and Black.
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THE FUGITIVE WAS already out of sight when his pursuer gained the road. In the crooked streets of Monaco, with their dark arches, narrow passages and steep inclines, it is easy to evade pursuit, and Zertho, to whom the place was well-known, was fully aware that if he could gain the foot of the rock he could get clean away. He crushed his hat on his head and ran swiftly as a deer.

Max knew the road the accused man must take, and dashed after him, hatless, as fast as his legs would carry him. Suddenly, however, he entered a crooked lane, only to find himself in a cul-de-sac. He quickly retraced his steps and gained the square in front of the Palace, but by this time the man he was pursuing was already at the foot of the rock. Rushing up to the wall of the fortifications he peered over, and saw far below the fugitive spring into a open cab and drive rapidly towards La Condamine. To overtake him now was impossible. The police must take up the chase.

He ran back to the Villa Fortunée to tell Mariette and the others of his failure and obtain her sanction to invoke the aid of police, while the other sat bolt upright in the cab, staring straight before him, not daring to glance behind. Yet all seemed peaceful in that calm sunset hour. Along the boulevard around the bay he drove at a spanking pace, but in front the road to Monte Carlo rose steeply, and soon they were only travelling at walking pace.

Quicker! he cried, impatiently to the driver; and with an oath added: Whip your horses! Quicker!

Impossible, msieur, the man answered without turning towards him.

The moments that went by during that slow ascent seemed hours. Each instant he expected to hear loud cries and demands as the police bore down upon him. He knew that his face must betray the deadly terror that held him paralysed. Like a fox going to cover he had headed instinctively for Monte Carlo, but knew not how he was about to act, or whither he was going. He knew that he must fly to save his liberty and life, and had a vague idea that if he crossed into Italy the pursuit would thereby be delayed.

Where to, msieur? inquired the driver, when at last they gained the brow of the hill.

The Casino! Quick! he answered, after an instants reflection. Then to himself, he muttered behind his set teeth: One throw. My last chance. Life or death!

He sprang from the cab, tossed the man a ten-franc piece, and ran up the red-carpeted steps to the atrium, showed his white ticket to the two doorkeepers, and entered the hot, garish gaming-rooms.

The atmosphere was troubled, faint with the thousand perfumes exhaled from the tightly-laced corsets of the women. Charming and pretty as many of the latter are, they are, nevertheless, designedly or unconsciously, the most active and dangerous companions at the tables. Their influence upon their fellow-players is always on the side of the bank.

Queen Roulette is the most absorbing and most imperious of all mistresses. The most determined, young or old, audacious or timid, find themselves powerless to resist her, for when the fatal fascination creeps upon them she engages their brain, saps their spirit, holds captive their senses, breaks asunder their resolutions, and lures them to their ruin. She is indeed an enchantress infernal.

The jingle and chatter jarred upon his unstrung nerves. For a moment he stood nauseated, half-dazed by the thousand memories, hideous spectres of a guilty past, that crowded upon him.

But again he walked forward blindly, on past several of the tables encircled by their hot, eager crowds, until he came to the Moorish room. As he was passing a man rose wearily from the roulette-table with a roll of notes in his hand, and instantly he took his chair. He cast a furtive glance around the circle of faces, pale beneath the green-shaded oil lamps suspended from the long brass chains. The emotions of hope, disgust, anxiety, or greed were displayed on each of the perspiring countenances ranged around that table. Next him was a beautiful woman well-known in Riviera society, winning, and therefore a little excited, her cheeks burning with two bright spots, her eyes shining like lamps; and she looked like a girl as she now and then heaved a deep sigh. Next her a blotchy-faced man, smelling strongly of rank cigars, was playing and losing heavily, his countenance betraying nothing more than a half-hearted smile, while opposite a staid matron made room for her daughter, and handed her money to put on, believing, as so many believe, that innocence is a kind of mascot.

He lowered his gaze. The deathly pallor of his own cheeks had attracted notice. It seemed as though these people, many of them personally known to him, held him in suspicion.

He paused in hesitation, holding his breath the while, trying to calm the wild tumultuous throbbing of his heart.

Messieurs, faites vos jeux!

The red and black disc in the centre of the table was revolving, the money was already placed within the squares, and the little ivory ball had already been launched when, with sudden resolve, he drew from his pocket a louis and tossed it carelessly upon the scarlet diamond.

Gain, I fly! he murmured to himself. Lose, I remain.

In flinging the coin his hand had lost its deftness, for instead of falling flat, it fell upon its edge and rolled from the red over the line into the impair.

At that instant sounded the monotonous wearying cry, — 

Rien ne va plus!

Then there was a moments hush, the ball fell with a click into its socket, and the croupiers rake came swiftly before his fevered eyes and swept away the coin he had staked.

He had lost, and would remain.
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Glancing round, his lips curled in a bitter smile; at the same moment, however, he placed his trembling hand to his mouth, as if to stifle an imprecation.

Glaring, rigid and desperate he sat, his dark eyes, the eyes that had been so admired by the women, fixed upon the ever-revolving disc of black and red now holding him in fascination. Suddenly, as another game was being played, a spasm of excruciating pain caused him to clap both hands to his brow and utter a low groan. It was the gasp of a dying man, but amid the terrible excitement of play it passed unnoticed, and none dreamed the truth until a moment or two later when, with a wild, despairing shriek which rang through the hot gilded rooms and caused an instants hush, he half-rose from his chair and fell forward upon the table lifeless, scattering the gold, silver and notes staked by the players, and causing a terrible scene of alarm and confusion.

His heart had always been weak, and the sudden excitement of play had caused a rupture which had proved fatal.

Such was the official account of the affair given in the papers, for the administration of the Casino were careful not to let the public know that in the dead mans pocket was found a tiny bottle labelled Quinine, containing several white tabloids which, on analysis, were found to be of strychnine.

Nevertheless, it is not surprising that the public remained in ignorance of this last-mentioned fact, when it is remembered that the Administration of the Cercle des Etrangers spends some hundreds of thousands of francs annually among the journals and journalists in order to conceal the many suicides which take place in their world-famous combination of paradise and hell.


Chapter Twenty Two.

Conclusion.
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GEORGE AND LIANE, fervent in their newly-found happiness, were married shortly afterwards in the village church of Stratfield Mortimer, the old time-worn place where for generations his family had been christened, married, and placed to rest, each latter event being recorded upon the tarnished monumental brasses. By Mariettes refusal he received the sum stipulated by his fathers will, and for a year they lived high up on Sydenham Hill, in a house which set its face towards the deep valley wherein murky London lies ever beneath its smoke-pall, George journeying each day to his gloomy chambers into which no ray of sunlight had ever been known to penetrate.

By the death of his elder brother, the result of an accident while hunting last winter, he, however, suddenly found himself the possessor of Stratfield with its handsome income, and to-day both he and Liane live at the Court, and are prominent figures in the county. Lianes sweet, beautiful face, graceful bearing and vivacious chic, cause her to be admired everywhere, and among the many charming young hostesses of Berkshire no one is so popular.

Mariette, no longer known as The Golden Hand, has married Max Richards, and still lives in her pretty villa where the salon windows open upon the blue Mediterranean. Each spring Liane and George spend a few weeks with them, while they, in return, come to England in summer, and are welcome guests at Stratfield.

Through many months it was a profound mystery how old Sir John became aware of Mariettes existence, but this was cleared up quite unexpectedly one day by George, who, in turning over some of his fathers papers, discovered a letter written by his unknown brother Charles, who informed the old Baronet that he had lost a considerable sum at cards to a certain Captain Brooker, and also stated that he was about to marry, and gave Mariettes name and some facts concerning her. From this letter the old gentleman would no doubt suspect her to be an adventuress, and therefore, in his paroxysm of anger at Georges refusal to renounce Liane, he made a provision in his will that this unknown woman should marry him, instead of the son he had discarded, and of whose death he was unaware.

In the great oak-panelled drawing-room at Stratfield, with its quaint diamond panes, deep-set mullioned windows and polished floor, there now hangs Cosways beautiful miniature of Lady Anne, and each time husband and wife glance at it they remember how very near they once were to eternal separation and blank despair. But devoted to one another, their life is now one of unalloyed happiness. The clouds have lifted, and their days are as bright and joyous as they once long ago imagined in their day-dreams. The Captain is back in his old-fashioned ivied cottage in the village, but dines each evening at the Court, where the cigars are choice and the wines well-matured. Only once have George and Liane walked together to that fateful spot beyond the railway bridge in Cross Lane. But for both of them its sight brought back memories so bitter that by mutual agreement they now always avoid passing that unfrequented way.

To that estimable body of men, the Berkshire Constabulary, the motive of the assassination of Nelly Bridson and the identity of her assassin remain still a mystery, as they will for ever.

THE END


The Bond of Black (1899)
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Preface.

Authors Note.
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IN THIS STORY I have dealt with an extraordinary phase of modern life in London, which to the majority will come as a startling revelation.

Some will, perhaps, declare that no such amazing state of things exists in this, the most enlightened age the world has known. To such, I can only assert that in this decadent civilisation of ours the things which I have described actually take place in secret, as certain facts in my possession indisputably show.

It is no unhealthy problem of sex, or of the ethics of divorce; no story of womans faithlessness or mans misplaced confidence, but a subject upon which I believe no English author has yet touched, and one which I anticipate will prove interesting, and point a wholesome moral. It may not be out of place to add that I have been compelled to touch the subject with as light a hand as the purpose of the story will allow, in respect for the susceptibilities of the reader, and because it is furthest from my intention to sow evil broadcast.


Chapter One.

Londons Delight.
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IT IS A remarkable sequence of events, a story which in these days of high civilisation is so extraordinary as to almost stagger belief. Yet the higher the civilisation the more refined are its evil-doers, the more ingenious is the innate devilry of man, the more skilful are those who act with malice aforethought.

In replacing this strange drama of present-day life before the reader — a drama of love, of self-sacrifice, of evil passions, and of all uncharitableness — I, Clifton Cleeve, am compelled to speak of myself; to recount the strange adventures which befell me, and to expose to the public gaze the undercurrents of a curious phase of society, of the existence of which few dream. If, therefore, I am forced to the constant use of the first person singular, it is in no egotistical sense, but merely in order that my strange story should be properly understood, and that the blame which rightly attaches to me should not be borne by others. In this narrative of curious circumstances are facts that will astound, perhaps even terrify; nevertheless be it recollected that I myself was an unwilling actor in this drama, and that I only relate that which. I saw with my own eyes and heard with my own ears.

Even now, as I recall the past, there are scenes before me as vivid in every detail as though the events occurred but an hour ago; scenes which could not fail to leave a life-long impression upon the mind of any man, so unusual, so striking, so utterly extraordinary were they.

A little more than two years have now elapsed since that well-remembered night when the prologue was enacted. Yet the months that have gone by have seemed a veritable century of time, for have I not trodden the path of life overburdened by a weight of weariness, my youth sapped by vain longings and heart-sickening disappointment, my natural desire for existence blunted by an ever-recurring sorrow, and a constant, irritating, soul-maddening mystery, which lay unsolved, a barrier between myself and happiness. I am no faint-heart, yet as I live again those breathless months of anxiety, of fascination and of terror, I am again seized by that same fear which two years ago consumed me, and held me dumbfounded.

I was not feeling well. Having risen late after a dance, I had spent the afternoon over a book, dined at home in my chambers in Charing Cross Mansions, and had afterwards gone out for an idle stroll across Leicester Square and up Piccadilly. The night was moonless, but brilliant for October, yet the atmosphere was of that artificial clearness which in London renders the street-lamps unusually bright, and is always precursory of rain. At the corner of Park Lane I turned back, hesitating whether to turn into the Naval and Military for a gossip, or spend an hour at a theatre.

London had finished its long and toilsome day. Tired Hammersmith and jaded Notting Hill crowded into the omnibuses, eager to get to their homes without a moments delay, while gay Belgravia and Kensington were starting forth upon their night of delight, to be spent within that little area of half a mile around Charing Cross, wherein centres all the life and diversion of the giant metropolis. Gay London is very concentrated.

A brazen-lunged man pushed the special Standard under my nose, saying — 

Ere yare, sir. All the winners!

But I uttered one word, expressive though not polite, and strode on; for, truth to tell, I had read the paper an hour before, and by it discovered to my chagrin that I had been rather hard hit over a race. Therefore, a list of the winners being pushed into my face by this man was an unintentional insult. Yes, I was decidedly out of sorts.

Self-absorbed, a trifle melancholy, and undecided where to spend the evening, I was passing the corner of Bond Street, when I felt a hand upon my arm, as a voice exclaimed — 

Hullo, Clifton, old fellow! You in town? How long have you been back from Tixover?

I looked up quickly and saw one of my oldest and closest friends, Roddy Morgan, or, to be more exact, the Honourable Roderick Morgan, a tall, smart, good-looking man about my own age, thirty, or perhaps a couple of years my senior, with dark eyes and hair, well-cut features and a merry, amused expression which did not belie his natural temperament. Roddy was a younger son who had gone the pace as rapidly as most men, until he had suddenly found himself with a sufficient quantity of writs and judgment summonses to paper his room with, and in a very fair way to becoming a bankrupt. But of judgment summonses the ever-merry Roddy had once laughingly declared that no home was complete without them; and at the critical juncture a generous maternal uncle, who was likewise a Duke, had very considerately placed the easy-going Roddy on his legs again. And not only this, but he had induced Roddy, who was an excellent speaker, to stand for a county constituency, and paid his election expenses, with the result that he now found himself representing the important division of South-West Sussex in the House.

We clasped hands heartily, and as I explained how three days ago I had come up from Tixover, my fathers place in the country, he strode on at my side, gossiping about our mutual friends, and telling me the latest amusing story from the House.

Ah! my dear fellow, he said, a chap in Parliament has a pretty hard time of it in these days when the Opposition papers in his constituency keep their eye upon him, ready at any moment to fling mud, to charge him with negligence if he refuses to ask some ridiculous question of the Government, or to comment sarcastically if he chances to miss a division.

But you like it, I said. At Oxford you were always to the forefront at the Union. Everybody, from the Honourable George Nathaniel downwards, prophesied that youd some day place your silk hat on a bench in the House.

I know, I know, he answered, rather impatiently, but the truth is I only allowed myself to be put up because my old uncle pressed me. He made me a present of a neat ten thou, so what could I do? I was simply led as a lamb to the slaughter, and nowadays I get deputations waiting upon me, headed by the butcher of Little Twaddlington, and consisting of the inn-keeper and the tinker of that rural centre of civilisation. Im civil to them, of course, but hang it, old man, I cant promise to ask all their foolish questions. Im not built that way. When I make a promise, I keep it. Members nowadays, however, will promise anything on earth, from obtaining an autograph for the butchers wifes collection to the bringing down of manna from above.

I saw that Roddy was discontented, and was considerably surprised. His Parliamentary honours weighed heavily upon him. He had joined the St. Stephens Club in the manner of all staunch Conservative members, and I attributed some of his dissatisfaction to the fact that he was nightly compelled to dine with the old fogies there, so as to be within reach for divisions. The Club is only across the road from the House, standing at the corner of the Embankment, and connected with Palace Yard by a subterranean passage. When the division-bell rings in the House it also rings in the club dining-room, and anxious members leave their soup, dash through the tunnel and vote, and come back to finish it. Indeed, it is no uncommon thing for this to be repeated several times in the course of dinner, causing much puffing and grumbling on the part of the stout and gouty members who, overtaken in this helter-skelter to vote, are very often shut out and find they have had their scramble for nothing. Then on returning to table they have to withstand the chaff of the younger and more active legislators, of whom Roddy was a very fair specimen.

Going down to the House to-night? I inquired.

No. Its Wednesday, thank Heaven! Ive been down there this afternoon, but we rose at six. Where are you toddling?

Anywhere, I answered. I want to look in at the Naval and Military for a letter first.

From a charmer, eh? he asked, with a merry twinkle.

No, I answered briefly.

Youre a rum chap, Clifton, he said. You never seem to take girls up the river, to the theatre, or to the races, as other men do. Im beginning to think that you dont like womankind.

Well, I dont know. I fancy Ive had as many little affairs of the heart as most men, I answered.

Somebody was saying the other day that you were likely to be engaged to May Symonds. Is it true?

Whoever said so is certainly premature, I laughed. Then you dont deny it, old chap?

I shrugged my shoulders, smiled, and together we ascended the club steps.

After a drink we lit cigars and went forth again, strolling along to the Empire, where in the lounge we idled about, chatting with many men we knew, watching the acrobats, the conjurors, the eccentric singers, the ballet, and the other variety items which went to make up the attractive programme.

Leaning upon the plush-covered backs of the circle seats, we smoked and chatted as we watched the ballet, and subsequently entered the bar, where there had congregated about a dozen men all more or less known to me. We joined them, my friend the irrepressible young Tory Member being hailed by a youthful sprig of the Stock Exchange as The Prime Minister, whereat there was a round of hearty laughter.

We had chatted for some moments when suddenly Roddy started as if he had encountered some one whose presence was disagreeable in the extreme, and turning to me, said in a hurried half-whisper — 

Im off, old chap. Forgot I have another engagement. Good night.

And ere I could reply he had slipped away, and was lost in the chattering crowd.

At the time it struck me that this action was strange, for I felt sure he had seen somebody he did not wish to meet, and reflected that perhaps it was some unwelcome creditor or other. I continued chatting with the other men, until some twenty minutes later I left them and crossed to the little bar where cigars are sold, in order to get something to smoke. The lounge was then so crowded that locomotion was difficult. I was forced to elbow my way to the end of the promenade.

The curtain had fallen upon the ballet, the orchestra was playing the National Anthem, and the place was congested by people coming from their seats in the grand circle, and making their way to the exit. The air was heavy with tobacco-smoke mingled with the odour of a thousand perfumes, for the chiffons of each woman who passed seemed to exhale a different scent, from the nauseous patchouli to the latest patent of the ingenious Parisian perfumer.

Having bought my cigar and lit it, I stood chatting with another man I knew while the theatre emptied, then parting from him, I returned to the bar, only to find my group of friends had dispersed.

I wandered out to the vestibule, and as I stood glancing round, thinking it unusual that Roddy should have left in so mysterious a manner, my gaze encountered that of an extraordinarily pretty girl.

A pair of wistful blue eyes with a half-frightened expression gazed out of a face which was beautiful in its every line, a face saintly in its expression of innocence and youth. As far as I could judge she was about twenty, the paleness of her cheeks showing that no artificial colouring had been added to tinge them, like those of the women about her, while from beneath her hat a mass of fair hair strayed upon her brow, imparting an almost childlike softness to her face; her blue eyes were clear and wide-open, as if in wonder, and her mouth half-parted showed an even row of perfect teeth, while her dimpled chin was pointed and altogether charming.

About her figure was a grace of outline too seldom seen in London women, a suppleness of the hips that seemed almost foreign; yet the face was pure, sweet and winning, an altogether typical English face, refined, with a complexion perfect. In her dress was nothing startling, nothing calculated to arrest the attention of the sterner sex, nothing vulgar nor loud, for it was of dead black grenadine, relieved by a little white lace at the throat and cuffs — an almost funereal robe in contrast with the gay-coloured silks and daring ornamentation of the loud-tongued women who swept past her with inquiring glance and chattering gaily as they made their way out.

I looked at her a second time, for I confess to being attracted by her quietness of dress, her natural dignity, and the agitation within her which she was trying in vain to conceal. Demure and unaffected, she was so utterly out of place in that centre of, London gaiety that I could not help pausing to watch her. Those of her sex who passed looked somewhat askance at her and smiled among themselves, while more than one man ogled her through his monocle. But not a single glance did she bestow upon any in return save myself.

In dismay she looked slowly around the well-lit vestibule and out into the street, where cabs and carriages were driving off. Then she gazed about her, evidently hesitating how to act. There was a hard curl at the corners of her mouth, and a contraction of the eyelids which showed me that tears were ready to start. Yes, there was no doubt whatever that she was in distress, and needed assistance.

She was speaking earnestly with one of the uniformed doorkeepers, an elderly attendant whom I knew quite well, a highly-respectable pensioner in whom the management reposed the greatest confidence.

Noticing me standing there, he came forward with a military salute, saying — 

Excuse me, sir. But I have a lady here whos in a rather curious difficulty. You know London well, sir?

I think so, I answered, smiling.

Well, will you speak with her a moment, sir?

Whats her trouble? I inquired, somewhat surprised, nevertheless crossing with him to where she stood, and raising my hat. I confess that she was so eminently beautiful, her face so absolutely flawless in its contour and innocent in its expression, that she had fascinated me. I was beneath the spell of her marvellous beauty.

Many women had smiled upon me, women who were more than passing fair; but never had my eyes fallen upon one whose purity of soul was so mirrored in her eyes, or whose face was so childlike and so perfect. Those tendrils, soft as floss silk, were of that delicate gold which the majority of women lose with their teens; those eyes possessed the true clearness which innocence alone can impart.

If I can render you any assistance I will do so with pleasure, I said, addressing her, adding, I noticed a moment ago that you appeared to be in distress.

You are extremely kind, she answered, raising her eyes to mine for an instant. Her glance was steady and searching, and I saw that she was undecided whether to trust me. You were quite correct in thinking I am in distress, and if you really could help me I should be so much obliged.

Then what troubles you? I inquired, well satisfied with her answer, and anxious that she should make me her confidant.

I have been separated from my friends, and am a stranger to London, she replied. You will laugh, she added, but I am really lost, for I dont know my way back to my friends house.

You know the address, I suppose? I laughed, for to me the idea of one being thus lost in London was amusing.

Yes: Ellerdale Street.

Where?

I dont know, she answered, except that its a long way from here; somewhere on the other side of London. We came by train.

Ellerdale Street, I repeated reflectively. Ive never heard of it. There are, of course, thousands of streets in the suburbs of which nobody ever hears, save when somebody commits a crime of more than ordinary violence, and papers give the unknown thoroughfare undue prominence.

But the strange thing is that my friends, two ladies, should have disappeared so quickly, she went on, pausing on the pavement before the theatre as we went out and gazing blankly about her. They must surely have missed me, and if so, one would think they would remain till everybody had gone, and then search for me.

Yes, I said, it is certainly rather remarkable, and together we walked to the corner of Leicester Street, where there is another exit of the theatre, but my pretty companion could discover neither of the ladies who had accompanied her.

Her voice was low and refined, her well-gloved hands small; yet her severe style of dress seemed to speak of poverty which she would fain conceal. She wore no jewellery, not even a brooch; and I fell to wondering whether she might be a governess, or perhaps a shop-assistant who had come from a provincial town to better herself in London.

For fully a quarter of an hour we strolled together, backwards and forwards before the railings of the Empire, which soon became dark and deserted, until we were practically the only loiterers. It certainly struck me as more than strange that her companions, knowing her to be a stranger to London, should thus leave her to her own devices in Leicester Square at midnight. Again, it was curious that she herself should only know the name of the road, and not the district.

You said your friends live in Ellerdale Street, I exclaimed at last, after we had been chatting about the performance, and she had criticised the singers with an artlessness which betrayed that she was entirely unaccustomed to the music-hall. The best course will be to ask a cabman.

A hansom was standing at the kerb.

Do you know of any street named Ellerdale Street? I asked the driver.

No, sir, I dont, he answered, after a pause, during which time he thought deeply. Theres Ellerslie Road up in Sheperds Bush, and Ellesmere Road out at Bow, but I dont know of any others. Then, turning to another man on a cab behind him, he asked:

I say, Sandy, do you know Ellerdale Street?

No, dont know it at all. Ask a policeman, was the others gruff response.

Im giving you a lot of trouble, my companion said apologetically. It is really too bad, and you must think me very foolish to get separated from my friends like this. How it occurred I really dont know. They went out in front of me, and the crowd kept me from coming out of my seat. Then, when I got into the promenade I found they had vanished, as if by magic.

Its evident that the street is not well-known, I said, for hansom-cab drivers are really encyclopaedias of London geography, having to pass an examination in it before being granted a drivers licence by the police. It must be somewhere far out in the suburbs.

Then a thought suddenly occurred to me.

The only thing I can suggest, I continued, is that you should walk round to my chambers in Charing Cross Road, for I have there a Directory which will no doubt give us some clue to the whereabouts of your friends.

She paused, and looked at me rather strangely I thought. I had expected her to be eager to act as I suggested, but found her somewhat loth to accompany me. Yet, was this not natural? I was an utter stranger. Perhaps, too, she had seen some drama in the provinces where the villain invariably wears a starched shirt-front and smokes cigarettes, for it seemed as though she held me in fear.

You are very kind, she answered, but I really think—

No, I said, divining her thoughts. It is impossible for you to wander the streets until morning. You must allow me to help you. Come.

Ive been thinking it would be best, perhaps, for me to go to an hotel, she said.

As you wish, I replied. But you must find out this unknown street either now or to-morrow morning, and if you take my advice you will lose no time in ascertaining where your friends really live, for they will be anxious about you.

For a few moments she reflected, then exclaimed — 

Yes, youre right after all. Im sure you are extremely kind.

And together we crossed the Square and continued along Cranbourne Street to the colossal block of redbrick flats wherein my chambers were situated.


Chapter Two.

This Crucifix.
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ON ASCENDING TO the third floor, Simes, my man, opened the door and she advanced timidly down the tiny passage to my sitting-room. It was not a very large apartment, but I had furnished it comfortably a couple of years before, and it presented a rather cosy appearance with the table-cover and velvet portières of sage green to match, a couple of big roomy saddlebag chairs of club dimensions, a high, carved-oak buffet, with its strip of white cloth spread as daintily as in the dining-room of any well-appointed house, for Simes was an excellent man, as natty as a chamber-maid. He took a pride in keeping my rooms spick and span. An ex-trooper of Hussars, he had seen service with me in Egypt before I left the Service, and was a model servant, obeying with military precision, and was eminently trustworthy, save where whiskey was concerned. He could not be expected to resist the temptation of taking a drop from my tantalus on odd occasions.

Upon the walls of my room were a few choice pictures which I had purchased from time to time, together with a pencil caricature of myself drawn by one of the Punch artists who was an old friend, and a couple of plaques which had been given me by the lady who painted them. In the middle of the room stood the square table with a bowl of flowers in the centre, on one side of the fireplace a revolving bookstand, and on the other nearest the window, which looked down upon Charing Cross Road, a small triangular table of rosewood, whereon stood some curios which I had picked up during my pleasure trip round the world.

I give this detailed description of my own quarters because it will be found necessary in order to properly understand the story.

What a pretty room! was my fair unknowns first exclamation.

Do you think so? Im glad you like it, I laughed, for most of my visitors were in the habit of making similar observations. Do sit down, and I drew forward one of the big armchairs.

With a word of thanks she seated herself, and when I placed a hassock at her feet she stretched out one tiny foot upon it coquettishly, although with such natural grace that there was nothing fast about her.

I stood upon the hearthrug looking at her, and when our eyes met she laughed a bright, merry laugh, all the misgivings she had previously entertained having now vanished.

First, you must be faint, for it is so late, and touching the bell Simes instantly answered, and I ordered port wine and glasses.

She protested instantly, but on being pressed sipped half a glass and left the remainder.

We chatted on as Simes, who had been waiting on us, with a glance of wonder, left and closed the door.

Then, rising, I took down the Directory from the bookcase and opened it at the Streets. She rose from her chair, and gazed eagerly upon the great puzzling volume until I came to Ellerdale Street.

Ellerdale Street, Lewisham, I read aloud. From Porson Street to Ermine Road. Do those names bring back to you any recollection of the whereabouts of your friends house?

No, she reflected, with a perplexed expression. Ive never heard of them.

The street is apparently near Loampit Vale, I said. That would be the principal thoroughfare. You no doubt came from Lewisham Road Station by the Chatham and Dover Railway to Victoria — or perhaps to Ludgate Hill?

She shook her head. Apparently she had not the slightest idea of the geography of London. Upon this point her mind was an utter blank.

How long have you been in London? I inquired.

Nearly a week; but Ive not been out before. My aunt has been ill, she explained.

Then you live in the country, I suppose?

Yes, I have lived in Warwickshire, but my home lately has been in France.

In France! I exclaimed, surprised. Where?

At Montgeron, not far from Paris.

And you have come to London on a visit?

No. I have come to live here, she replied; adding, It is absurd that the first evening I go out I am so utterly lost. I know my way about Paris quite well.

But Paris is not London, I said. The suburbs of our metropolis are veritable Saharas, with their miles and miles of streets where the houses are exactly similar, as if the jerry-builders had not two ideas of architecture.

It certainly was extraordinary that none of the thoroughfares which I had named gave her any clue to this remote street in which was situated her temporary home. She read down the names of the occupiers of the houses, but could not find her aunts name. True, there were some omissions, as there always are, and I began to fear that the Directory would not help us.

On turning over the page, however, I saw in italics: Ellerdale Road. See Hampstead.

Ah! I cried, there is another; but its Ellerdale Road, and after a few moments eager search I discovered it. This road runs from Fitzjohns Avenue to Arkwright Road in Frognal. Have you ever heard of them before?

It was really remarkable that a young girl should thus be so utterly lost in London. I, a man-about-town, knew the West End as I knew the way around my own chambers; and I thought I knew London; but now, on reflection, saw how utterly ignorant I was of the great world which lies beyond those few thoroughfares wherein are situated the theatres, the clubs, and the houses of the wealthy. For the bachelor who lives the life of London the world revolves around Piccadilly Circus.

My pretty companion stood puzzled. It was apparent that she had never heard of any of the thoroughfares I had mentioned, yet it was equally extraordinary that any persons living in London should be entirely ignorant of the district in which they resided.

The thoroughfare in Hampstead is Ellerdale Road, while that in Lewisham is Ellerdale Street. It must be either one or the other, for they are the only two in London? I said.

How far are they apart? she inquired, looking up from the book, dismayed.

I dont know the distance, I was compelled to admit. But the one is on one side of London, and the other is in the opposite direction — perhaps nearly eight miles away.

I believe its Ellerdale Street. Ive always called it that, and neither of my aunts has corrected me. Then suddenly, as she glanced round the room, she started as if in terror, and pointing to the little side-table, cried — 

Oh, look!

I turned quickly, but saw nothing.

Why, what is it? I inquired in quick concern. But in an instant her face, a moment before suddenly blanched by some mysterious fear, relaxed into a smile, as she answered — 

Nothing! It was really nothing. I thought — I thought I saw something in that corner.

Saw something! I exclaimed, advancing to the table. What do you mean?

Nothing, and she laughed a strange, forced laugh. It was really nothing, I assure you.

But surely your imagination did not cause you to start like that, I said dubiously. She was, I felt convinced, trying to conceal something from me. Could she, I wondered, be subject to hallucinations?

Then, as if to change the subject, she crossed to my side, and pointing to an antique ivory cross upon an ebony stand, much battered and yellow with age, which I had picked up in a shop on the Ponte Vecchio, in Florence, long ago, she exclaimed — 

What a quaint old crucifix!

And she took it up and examined it closely, as a connoisseur might look at it.

The figure, I see, is in silver, she observed. And it is very old. Italian, I should say.

Yes, I replied, rather surprised at her knowledge. How did you know that?

But she smiled, and declared that she only guessed it to be so, as I had half an hour ago spoken of a recent winter spent in Italy. Then, after admiring it, she placed it down, and again turned, sighed heavily, and bent over the Directory, which was still open upon the table.

As she did so, she suddenly burst forth — 

At last! Ive found it. Look! there can be no mistake. It isnt Ellerdale Street, but Ellerdale Road!

And bending beside her I read where she pointed with her slim finger the words, 16, Popejoy, Mrs

Is that your aunts name? I asked.

Yes, she replied.

And yours? I asked.

But she pursed up her lips and did not seem inclined to impart this knowledge to me.

My name is really of no account, she said. We shall not meet again.

Not meet again? I cried, for the thought of losing a friend so beautiful and so charming was an exceedingly unhappy one. Why shall we not meet? You are going to live in London now, you say, and taking a card from my cigarette-case I handed it to her.

With her clear, brilliant eyes fixed upon mine, she took the card almost mechanically, then glanced at it.

Im greatly indebted to you, Mr Cleeve, she said. But I dont see there is any necessity for you to know my name. It is sufficient, surely, for you to reflect that you one night befriended one who was in distress.

But I must know your name, I protested. Come, do tell me.

She hesitated, then lifted her eyes again to mine and answered — 

My name is Aline.

Aline, I repeated. A name as charming as its owner.

You want to pay me compliments, she laughed, blushing deeply.

And your surname? I went on.

Cloud, she replied. Aline Cloud.

Then your aunts name is Popejoy, and you are living at 16, Ellerdale Road, Hampstead, I said, laughing. Well, we have discovered it all at last.

Yes, thanks to you, she replied, with a sigh of relief. Then looking anxiously at the clock, she added, Its late, therefore I must be going. I can get there in a cab, I suppose?

Certainly, I answered; and if youll wait a moment while I get a thick coat Ill see you safely there — if I may be allowed.

No, she said, putting up her little hand as if to arrest me, I couldnt think of taking you out all that way at this hour.

I laughed, for I was used to late hours at the club, and had on many a morning crossed Leicester Square on my way home when the sun was shining.

So disregarding her, I went into my room, exchanged my light overcoat for a heavier one, placed a silk muffler around my neck, and having fortified myself with a whiskey and soda, we both went out, and entering a cab started forth on our long drive up to Hampstead.

The cabman was ignorant of Ellerdale Road, but when I directed him to Fitzjohns Avenue he at once asserted that he would quickly find it.

I hope we may meet again. We must! I exclaimed, when at last we grew near our journeys end. This is certainly a very strange meeting, but if at any time I can render you another service, command me.

You are extremely good, she answered, turning to me after looking out fixedly upon the dark, deserted street, for rain was falling, and it was muddy and cheerless. We had, however, better not meet again.

Why? I inquired. Her beauty had cast a spell about me, and I was capable of any foolishness.

Because it is unnecessary, she replied, with a strange vagueness, yet without hesitation.

We were passing at that moment the end of a winding thoroughfare, and at a word the cabman turned his horse and proceeded slowly in search of Number 16.

Without much difficulty we found it, a good-sized detached house, built in modern style, with gable ends and long windows; a house of a character far better than I had expected. I had believed the street to be a mean one, of those poor-looking houses which bear the stamp of weekly rents, but was surprised to find a quiet, eminently respectable suburban road at the very edge of London. At the back of the houses were open fields, and one or two of the residences had carriage-drives before them.

There was still a light over the door, which showed that the lost one was expected, and as she descended she allowed her little, well-gloved hand to linger for a moment in mine.

Good night, she said, merrily, and thank you ever so much. I shall never forget your kindness — never.

Then you will repay me by meeting me again? I urged.

No, she answered, in an instant serious. It is best not.

Why? I trust I have not offended you?

Of course not. It is because you have been my friend to-night that I wish to keep apart from you.

Is that the way you treat your friends? I inquired.

Yes, she replied, meaningly. Then, after a pause, added, I have no desire to bring evil upon you.

Evil! I exclaimed, gazing in wonderment at her beauty. What evil can you possibly bring upon me?

You will, perhaps, discover some day, she answered, with a hollow, artificial laugh. But Im so very late. Good night, and thank you again so much.

Then turning quickly, with a graceful bow she entered the gate leading to the house, and rang the bell.

I saw her admitted by a smart maid, and having lit a fresh cigarette settled myself in a corner, and told the cabman to drive back to Charing Cross Mansions.

The man opened the trap-door in the roof of the conveyance, and began to chat, as night-cabmen will do to while away the time, yet the outlook was very dismal — that broad, long, never-ending road glistening with wet, and lit by two straight rows of street-lamps as far as the eye could reach right down to Oxford Street.

I was thinking regretfully of Aline; of her grace, her beauty, and of the strange circumstances in which we had become acquainted. Her curious declaration that she might cause me some mysterious evil sorely puzzled me, and I felt impelled to seek some further explanation.

I entered my chambers with my latch-key, and the ever-watchful Simes came forward, took my hat and coat, drew forward my particular armchair, and placed the whiskey and syphon at my elbow.

I had mixed a final drink, and was raising my glass, when suddenly my eyes fell upon the little triangular side-table where the curios were displayed.

What I saw caused me to start and open my eyes in amazement. Then I walked across to inspect it more closely.

The ivory crucifix, the most treasured in my collection, had been entirely consumed by fire. Nothing remained of it but its ashes, a small white heap, the silver effigy fused to a mass.

Simes! I cried. Whats the meaning of this?

I dont know, sir, he answered, pale in alarm. I noticed it almost the instant you had left the house. The ashes were quite warm then.

Are you sure you havent had an accident with it? I queried, looking him straight in the face.

No, sir; I swear I havent, he replied. Your cab had hardly driven away when I found it just as it is now. I havent touched it.

I looked, and noted its position. It was in the exact spot where Aline had placed it after taking it in her hand.

I recollected, too, that it was there where she had seen the object which had so disturbed her.

That some deep and extraordinary mystery was connected with this sudden spontaneous destruction of the crucifix was plain. It was certainly an uncanny circumstance.

I stood before that little table, my eyes fixed upon the ashes, amazed, open-mouthed, petrified.

A vague, indefinite shadow of evil had fallen upon me.


Chapter Three.

Womans World.
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THE MORE I reflected, the greater mystery appeared to surround my pretty acquaintance of that well-remembered evening.

Three days went by, and, truth to tell, I remained in an uncertain, undecided mood. For a year past I had been the closest friend and confidant of Muriel Moore, but not her lover. The words of love I had spoken had been merely in jest, although I could not disguise from myself that she regarded me as something more than a mere acquaintance. Yet the strange, half-tragic beauty of Aline Cloud was undeniable. Sometimes I felt half-inclined to write to her and endeavour to again see her, but each time I thought of her, visions of Muriel rose before me, and I recollected that I admired her with an admiration that was really akin to love.

On the third evening I looked in at the St. Stephens Club, finding Roddy stretched in one of the morocco-covered chairs in the smoking-room, with a long whisky and soda on the table by his side.

Hullo! he cried gaily, as I advanced, where did you get to the other night?

No, old fellow, I answered, sinking into a chair near him; ask yourself that question. You slipped away so very quickly that I thought youd met some creditor or other.

Well, he answered, after a pause, I did see somebody I didnt want to meet.

A man? I asked, for my old chum had but few secrets from me.

No; a woman.

I nodded.

At that instant a thought occurred to me, and I wondered whether Roddy had encountered Aline, and whether she was the woman he did not wish to meet. Was she young? I asked, laughing.

Not very, he replied vaguely, adding, There are some persons who, being associated with the melancholy incidents in ones life, bring back bitter memories that one would fain forget.

Yes, yes; I understand, I said.

Then presently, when I had got my cigar under way, I related to him what had afterwards occurred, omitting, however, to tell him of the remarkable fusion of my crucifix. The latter fact was so extraordinary that it appeared incredible.

He listened in silence until I had finished, and then I asked him — 

Now, youve had a good long experience of all kinds of adventure. What do you think of it?

Well, when you commenced to tell me of her loneliness I felt inclined to think that she was deceiving you. The alone-in-London dodge has too often been worked. But you say that she was evidently a lady — modest, timid, and apparently unused to London life. What name did she give you?

Cloud — Aline Cloud.

Aline Cloud! — he gasped, starting forward with a look of inexpressible fear.

Yes. Do you know her?

No! he answered promptly, instantly recovering himself.

But his manner was unconvincing. The hand holding his cigar trembled slightly, and it was apparent that the news I had imparted had created an impression upon him the reverse of favourable.

I did not continue the subject, yet as we chatted on, discussing other things, I pondered deeply.

Things in the House are droning away as usual, Roddy said, in answer to a question. I get sick of this never-ending talk. The debates seem to grow longer and longer. Im heartily weary of it all. And he sighed heavily.

Yet the papers report your speeches, and write leaders about them, I remarked. That speech of yours regarding Korea the other night was splendid.

Because I know the country, he replied. Im the only man in the House who has set foot in the place, I suppose. Therefore, I spoke from personal observation.

But with the reputation youve gained you ought to be well satisfied, I urged. You are among the youngest men in the House, yet you are hailed as a coming man.

Thats all very well, he answered. Nevertheless I wish Id never gone in for it, and he yawned and stretched himself.

Then, after a pause, he said reflectively — 

That was really a remarkable adventure of yours — very remarkable! Where did you say the girl lived?

In Ellerdale Road, Hampstead. She lives with an aunt named Popejoy.

Ah! he exclaimed, then lapsed into a sullen silence, his brow clouded by a heavy, thoughtful look, as though he were reflecting upon some strange circumstance of the past.

I remained about an hour, when suddenly the division-bell rang and we parted: he entering the House to record his vote, I to stroll along to my own club to write letters.

Whether Roddy was acquainted with my pretty companion I was unable to determine. It seemed very much as if he were, for I could not fail to notice his paleness and agitation when I had pronounced her name. Still I resolved to act with discretion, for I felt myself on the verge of some interesting discovery, the nature of which, however, I knew not.

Next evening, in response to a telegram, Muriel Moore met me, and we dined together on the balcony of Frascatis Restaurant, in Oxford Street.

First let me confess that our attachment was something of a secret, for there was considerable difference in our social positions; I had known her for years, indeed ever since her hoydenish days when she had worn short frocks. Her father, a respectable tradesman in Stamford, a few miles from Tixover, had failed, and within a year had died, with the result that at nineteen she had drifted into that channel wherein so many girls drift who are compelled to seek their own living, and had become an assistant at a well-known milliners in Oxford Street. In the shop world milliners assistants and show-room hands rank higher than the ordinary girl who serves her wealthier sisters with tapes, ribbons, or underclothing, therefore Muriel had been decidedly fortunate in obtaining, this berth. It was, no doubt, on account of her beauty that the shrewd manageress of the establishment had engaged her, for her chief duty seemed to be to try on hats and bonnets for customers to witness the effect, and as nearly everything suited her she was enabled to effect many advantageous sales. Dozens of women, ugly and a trifle passé, were cajoled into believing that a certain hat suited them when they saw it upon her handsome, well-poised head.

She was dark, with refined, well-cut, intelligent features; not the doll-like, dimpled face of the average shop-girl, but a countenance open and handsome, even though her hair was arranged a trifle coquettishly, a fact which she explained was due to the wishes of the manageress. Her mouth was small, and had the true arch of Cupid, her teeth even and well-matched, her chin pointed and showing considerable determination, and her eyes black as those of any woman of the South. Many men who went with their wives and sisters to choose hats glanced at her in admiration, for she was tall, with a figure well-rounded, a small waist and an easy, graceful carriage, enhanced perhaps by the well-fitting costume of black satin supplied her by the management.

My family had bought their smaller drapery goods of her father for years, and it was in my college days that I had first seen and admired her in the little old-fashioned shop in St. Martins, in Stamford. Old Mr Moore, a steady-going man of antiquated ideas, had been overtaken and left behind in the race of life, for cheap cash drapers had of recent years sprung up all around him, his trade had dwindled down, until it left him unable to meet the invoices from Cooks, Pawsons, and other firms of whom he purchased goods, and he was compelled to file his petition.

I knew nothing of this, for I was abroad at the time. It must, however, have been a terrible blow to poor Muriel when she and her father were compelled to leave the old shop and take furnished rooms in a back street at the further end of the town, and a still more serious misfortune fell upon her when a few months later her father died, leaving her practically alone in the world. Through the influence of one of the commercial travellers from London, who had been in the habit of calling upon her father, she had obtained the berth at Madame Gabrielles, and for the past year had proved herself invaluable at that establishment, one of the most noted in London as selling copies of the latest models.

We did not very often meet, for she well understood that a union was entirely out of the question. We were excellent friends, purely Platonic, and it gave her pleasure and variety to dine sometimes with me at a restaurant. There was nothing loud about her; no taint of the London shop-girl, whose tastes invariably lie in the direction of the lower music-halls, Cinderella dances, and Sunday up-river excursions. She was a thoroughly honest, upright, and modest girl, who, compelled to earn her own living, had set out bravely to do so.

From where we sat dining we could listen to the music and look down upon the restaurant below. The tables were filled with diners and the light laughter and merry chatter general.

We had not met for nearly a month, as I had been down to Tixover, where we had had a house-party with its usual round of gaiety, shooting and cycling. Indeed, since June I had been very little in London, having spent the whole summer at Zermatt.

It seems so long since we were last here, she exclaimed suddenly, casting her eyes around the well-lit restaurant. I suppose you had quite a merry time at home?

Yes, I answered, and then began to tell her of all our doings, and relating little bits of gossip from her home — that quiet, old-fashioned market town with its many churches, its broad, brimming Welland winding through the meadows, and picturesque, old-world streets where the grass springs from between the pebbles, and where each Friday the farmers congregate at market. I told her of the new shops which had sprung up in the High Street, of the death of poor old Goltmann who kept the fancy shop where in my youth I had purchased mechanical toys, and of the latest alterations at Burleigh consequent upon the old Marquiss death. All this interested her, for like many a girl compelled to seek her living in London, the little town where she was born was always dearly cherished in her memory.

And you? I said at last. How have you been going along?

She placed both her elbows on the table and looked straight into my eyes.

Fairly well, she answered, with a half-suppressed sigh. When you are away I miss our meetings so much, and am often dull and miserable.

Without me, eh? I laughed.

Life in London is terribly monotonous, she said as I pushed the dessert-plate aside, and lit a cigarette. I often wish I were back in Stamford again. Here one can never make any friends.

Thats quite true, I replied, for only those who have come from the country to earn their bread know the utter loneliness of the great metropolis with its busy, hurrying millions. In London one may be a householder for ten years without knowing the name of ones next-door neighbour, and may live and work all ones life without making scarce a single friend. Thus the average shop-girl is usually friendless outside her own establishment unless she cares to mix with that crowd of clerks and others who are fond of taking out good-looking shop-assistants.

I often felt sorry for Muriel, knowing how dull and monotonous was her life, but while I sat chatting to her that evening a vision of another face rose before me — the pale face with the strange blue eyes, the beautiful countenance of the mysterious Aline.

It seemed very much as if Roddy knew my mysterious friend. If so, it also seemed more than likely that I had been deceived in her; because was not Roddy a well-known man about town, and what more likely than that he had met her in London? To me, however, she had declared that she had only arrived in London a week before, and had never been out. Whatever was the explanation, Roddys concern at hearing her name was certainly extraordinary.

I therefore resolved to seek her again, and obtain some explanation.

Why, I wondered, had she made that vague prophecy of evil which would befall me if we continued our acquaintanceship? It was all very extraordinary. The more I thought of it, the more puzzling became the facts.


Chapter Four.

Not Counting the Cost.
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THE AFTERNOON WAS damp, chilly, and cheerless as I stood at my window awaiting Aline. I had written to her, and after some days received a reply addressed from somewhere in South London declining to accept my invitation, but in response to a second and more pressing letter I had received a telegram, and now stood impatient for her coming.

Outside, it was growing gloomy. The matinée at the Garrick Theatre was over, and the afternoon playgoers had all gone their various ways, while the long string of light carts belonging to the Pall Mall Gazette stood opposite, ready to distribute the special edition of that journal in every part of London. The wind blew gustily, and the people passing were compelled to clutch their hats. Inside, however, a bright fire burned, and I had set my easiest chair ready for the reception of the dainty girl who held me beneath her spell.

Even at that moment I recollected Muriel, but cast her out of my thoughts when I reflected upon Alines bewitching beauty.

Moments passed as hours. In the darkening day I stood watching for her, but saw no sign, until I began to fear she would disappoint me. Indeed, the clock on the mantel-shelf, the little timepiece which I had carried on all my travels, had already struck five, whereas the hour she had appointed was half-past four.

Suddenly, however, the door opening caused me to turn, and my pretty companion of that night was ushered in by Simes.

Im late, she said apologetically. I trust you will forgive me.

It is a ladys privilege to be late, I responded, taking her hand, and welcoming her gladly.

She took the chair at my invitation, and I saw that she was dressed extremely plainly, wearing no ornaments. The dress was not the same she had worn when we had met, but another of more funereal aspect. Yet she was dainty and chic from her large black hat, which well suited her pale, innocent type of beauty, down to her tiny, patent-leather shoe. As she placed her foot out upon the footstool I did not fail to notice how neat was the ankle encased in its black silk stocking, or how small was the little pointed shoe.

Why did you ask me to come here? she asked, with a slightly nervous laugh when, at my suggestion, she had drawn off her gloves.

Because I did not intend that we should drift apart altogether, I answered. If you had refused, I should have come to you.

At Ellerdale Road? she exclaimed in alarm.

Yes; why not? Is your aunt such a terrible person?

No, she exclaimed in all seriousness. Promise me you will not seek me — never.

I can scarcely promise that, I laughed. But why were you so reluctant to come here again? I inquired.

Because I had no desire to cause you any unnecessary worry, she replied.

Unnecessary worry? What do you mean? I asked, puzzled.

But she only laughed, without giving me any satisfactory answer.

Im extremely pleased to see you, I said, and in response to my summons Simes entered with the tea, which she poured out, gracefully handing me my cup.

Im of course very pleased to come and see you like this, she said when my man had gone; but if my aunt knew, she wouldnt like it.

I suppose she was concerned about you the other night, wasnt she?

Oh yes, she replied with a smile. Weve often laughed over my absurd ignorance of London.

Do you intend to live always with your aunt?

Ah, I do not know. Unfortunately there are some in whose footsteps evil always follows; some upon whom the shadow of sin for ever falls, and she sighed as she added, I am one of those.

I glanced across at her in surprise. She was holding her cup in her hand, and her face was pale and agitated, as though the confession had involuntarily escaped her.

I dont understand? I said, puzzled. Are you a fatalist?

Im not quite certain, she answered, in an undecided tone. As I have already told you, I hesitated to visit you because of the evil which I bring upon those who are my friends.

But explain to me, I exclaimed, interested. Of what nature is this evil? It is surely not inevitable?

Yes, she responded, in a calm, low voice, it is inevitable. You have been very kind to me, therefore I have no desire to cause you any unhappiness.

I really cant help thinking that you view things rather gloomily, I said, in as irresponsible a tone as I could.

I only tell you that which is the truth. Some persons have a faculty for working evil, even when they intend to do good. They are the accursed among their fellows.

Her observation was an extraordinary one, inasmuch as more than one great scientist has put forward a similar theory, although the cause of the evil influence which such persons are able to exercise has never been discovered.

About her face was nothing evil, nothing crafty, nothing to lead one to suspect that she was not what she seemed — pure, innocent, and womanly. Indeed, as she sat before me, I felt inclined to laugh at her assertion as some absurd fantasy of the imagination. Surely no evil could lurk behind such a face as hers?

You are not one of the accursed, I protested, smiling.

But I am! she answered, looking me straight in the face. Then, starting forward, she exclaimed, Oh! why did you press me to come here, to you?

Because I count you among my friends, I responded. To see me and drink a cup of tea can surely do no harm, either to you or to me.

But it will! she cried in agitation. Have I not told you that evil follows in my footsteps — that those who are my friends always suffer the penalty of my friendship?

You speak like a prophetess, I laughed.

Ah! you dont believe me! she exclaimed. I see you dont. You will never believe until the hideous truth is forced upon you.

No, I said, I dont believe. Let us talk of something else, Aline — if I may be permitted to call you by your Christian name?

You have called me by that name already without permission, she laughed gaily, her manner instantly changing. It would be ungenerous of me to object, would it not?

You are extremely philosophical, I observed, handing her my cup to be refilled.

Im afraid you must have formed a very curious opinion of me, she replied.

You seem to have no inclination to tell me anything of yourself, I said. I fancy I have told you all about myself worth knowing, but you will tell me nothing in exchange.

Why should you desire to know? I cannot interest you more than a mere passing acquaintance, to be entertained to-day and forgotten to-morrow.

No, not forgotten, I said reproachfully. You may forget me, but I shall never forget our meeting the other night.

It will be best if you do forget me, she declared.

But I cannot! I declared passionately, bending and looking straight into her beautiful countenance.

I shall never forget.

Because my face interests you, you are fascinated! Come, admit the truth, she said, with a plain straightforwardness that somewhat took me aback.

Yes, I said. Thats the truth. I freely admit it.

She laughed a light, merry, tantalising laugh, as if ridiculing such an idea. Her face at that instant seemed more attractive than ever it appeared before; her smiling lips, half-parted, seemed pouted, inviting me to kiss them.

Why should a man be attracted by a womans face? she argued, growing suddenly serious again. He should judge her by her manner, her thoughts, her womanly feeling, and her absence of that masculine affectation which in these days so deforms the feminine character.

But beauty is one of womans most charming attributes, I ventured to remark.

Are not things that are most beautiful the most deadly?

Certainly, some are, I admitted.

Then for aught you know the influence I can exert upon you may be of the most evil kind, she suggested.

No, no! I hastened to protest. Ill never believe that — never! I wish for no greater pleasure than that you should remain my friend.

She was silent for some time, gazing slowly around the room. Her breast heaved and fell, as if overcome by some flood of emotion which she strove to suppress. Then, turning again to me, she said — 

I have forewarned you.

Of what?

That if we remain friends it can result in nothing but evil.

I was puzzled. She spoke so strangely, and I, sitting there fascinated by her marvellous beauty, gazed full at her in silence.

You speak in enigmas, I exclaimed.

You have only to choose for yourself.

Your words are those of one who fears some terrible catastrophe, I said. I dont really understand.

Ah! you cannot. Its impossible! she answered in a low, hollow voice, all life having left her face. She was sitting in the armchair, leaning forward slightly, with her face still beautiful, but white and haggard. If I could explain, then you might find some means to escape, but I dare not tell you. Chance has thrown us together — an evil chance — and you admire me; you think perhaps that you could love me, you—

I do love you, Aline! I burst forth with an impetuosity which was beyond my control, and springing to my feet I caught her hand and pressed it to my lips.

Ah! she sighed, allowing the hand to remain limp and inert in mine. Yes, I dreaded this. I was convinced from your manner that my fascination had fallen upon you. No! she cried, rising slowly and determinedly to her feet. No! I tell you that you must not love me. Rather hate me — curse me for the evil I have already wrought — detest my name as that of one whose sin is unpardonable, whose contact is deadly, and at whose touch all that is good and honest and just withers and passes away. You do not know me, you cannot know me, or you would not kiss my hand, she cried, with a strange glint in her eyes as she held forth her small, white palm. You love me! she added, panting, with a hoarse, harsh laugh. Say rather that you hold me in eternal loathing.

All this puzzles me, I cried, standing stone still. You revile yourself, but if you have sinned surely there is atonement? Your past cannot have been so ugly as you would make me believe.

My past concerns none but myself, she said quickly, as if indignant that I should have mentioned an unwelcome subject. It is the future that I anticipate with dread, a future in which you appear determined to sacrifice yourself as victim.

I cannot be a victim if you love me in return, Aline, I said calmly.

I — love you? She laughed in a strange, half-amused way. What would you have? Would you have me caress you and yet wreck your future; kiss you, and yet at the same moment exert upon you that baneful power which must inevitably sap your life and render you as capable as myself of doing evil to your fellow-men? Ah! you do not know what you say, or you would never suggest that I, of all women, should love you.

I gazed at her open-mouthed in amazement. Such a speech from the lips of one so young, so beautiful, so altogether ingenuous, was absolutely without parallel.

I cannot help myself. I love you all the same, Aline, I faltered.

Yes, I know, she replied quickly, with that same strange light in her eyes which I had only noticed once before. At that instant they seemed to flash with a vengeful fire, but in a second the strange glance she gave me had been succeeded by that calm, wistful look which when we had first met had so impressed me.

The idea that she was not quite responsible for her strange speeches I scouted. She was as sane as myself, thoughtful, quick of perception, yet possessing a mysteriousness of manner which was intensely puzzling. This extraordinary declaration of hers seemed as though she anticipated that some terrible catastrophe would befall me, and that now the influence of her beauty was upon me, and I loved her, the spell would drag me to the depths of despair.

A woman knows in an instant by her natural intuition when she is loved, she continued, speaking slowly and with emphasis. Well, if you choose to throw all your happiness to the winds, then you are, of course, at liberty to do so. Yet, if you think that I can ever reciprocate your love you have formed an entirely wrong estimate of my character. One whose mission it is to work evil cannot love. I can hate — and hate well — but affection knows no place in my heart.

Thats a terrible self-denunciation, I said. Have you never loved, then?

Love comes always once to a woman, as it does to a man, she replied. Yes, I loved once.

And it was an unfortunate attachment?

She nodded.

As unfortunate as yours is, she said, hoarsely.

But cannot I take your lovers place? I bent and whispered passionately. Will you not let me love you? I will do so with all my heart, with all my soul.

She raised her fine eyes to mine, and after a moments pause, added — 

I am entirely in your hands. You say you love me now — you love me because you consider my beauty greater than that of other women; because I have fascinated you. And sighing she slowly sank into her chair again. Then she added, You wish me to be yours, but that I can never be. I can be your friend, but recollect I can never love you — never! Then, putting forth her white hand she took mine, and looking into my face with a sweet, imploring expression, she went on — 

Think well of what I have said. Reflect upon my words. Surely it is best to end our friendship when you know how impossible it is for me to love you in return.

Then you will not allow me to take the place in your heart that your lost lover once occupied? I said, with deep disappointment.

It is impossible! she answered, shaking her head gravely. The love which comes to each of us once in a lifetime is like no other. If doomed to misfortune, it can never be replaced. None can fill the breach in a wounded heart.

That is only too true, I was compelled to admit. Yet I cannot relinquish you, Aline, because I love you.

You are infatuated — like other men have been, she said, with a faint, pitying smile. Holding you in esteem as I do, I regret it.

Why?

This is but the second time we have met, and you know nothing of my character, she pointed out. Your love is, therefore, mere admiration.

I shook my head. Her argument was unconvincing.

Well, she went on, I only desire that you should release me from this bond of friendship formed by your kindness to me the other night. It would be better for you, better for me, if we parted this evening never to again meet.

Thats impossible. I must see you from time to time, even though you may endeavour to put me from you. I do not fear this mysterious evil which you prophesy, because loving you as firmly as I do, no harm can befall me.

Ah, no! she cried. Do not say that. Think that the evil in the world is far stronger than the good; that sin is in the ascendency, and that the honest and upright are in the minority. Remember that no man is infallible, and that ill-fortune always strikes those who are least prepared to withstand the shock.

I remained silent. She spoke so earnestly, and with such heartfelt concern for my welfare, that I was half-convinced of her sincerity of purpose. The calmness of her words and her dignity of bearing was utterly mystifying. Outwardly she was a mere girl, timid, unused to the world and its ways, honest-eyed and open-faced; yet her words were those of a woman who had had a long and bitter experience of loves and hatreds, and to whom a lover was no new experience. Beneath these strange declarations there was, I felt certain, some hidden meaning, but its nature I utterly failed to grasp.

I was young, impetuous, madly in love with this mysterious, beautiful woman who had come so suddenly into my otherwise happy, irresponsible life, and I had made my declaration of affection without counting the cost.

I care not what evil may fall upon me, I said boldly, holding her hand in tightening grip. I have heard you, and have decided that I will love you, Aline.

Again I raised her hand, and in silence she allowed me to kiss her fingers, without seeking to withdraw them.

She only sighed. I thought there was a passing look of pity in her eyes for a single moment, but could not decide whether it had really been there or whether it was merely imaginary.

Then, if that is your decision, so let it be! she murmured hoarsely.

And we were silent for a long time.

I looked into her beautiful eyes in admiration, for was I not now her lover? Was not Aline Cloud my beloved?

The dying day darkened into night, and Simes entering to draw down the blinds compelled us to converse on topics far from our inmost thoughts.

She allowed me to smoke, but when I invited her to dine, she firmly declined.

No, she answered. For to-day this is sufficient. I regret that I called to visit you — I shall regret it all my life through.

Why? I demanded, dismayed. Ah, dont say that, Aline! Remember that youve permitted me to love you.

I have only permitted what I cannot obviate, she answered, in a hard, strained voice. I saw that tears were in her eyes, and that she was now filled with regret.

Yet I loved her, and felt that my true, honest affection must sooner or later be reciprocated.

Without further word she rose, drew on her gloves, placed her warm cape around her shoulders and pulled down her veil. Then she stretched forth her hand.

You will not remain and dine? Do! I urged.

Not to-night, she answered, in a voice quite different from her usual tone. I will accept your invitation on another occasion.

When shall I see you? I asked. May I hope to-morrow?

I will call when it is possible, she replied. You say you love me. Then promise me one thing.

Anything you wish I am ready to grant, I answered.

Then do not write to me, or seek me. I will call and see you whenever my time admits.

But may I not write? I asked.

No, she answered firmly. No letters must pass between us.

I saw that she meant to enforce this condition, therefore did not argue, but reluctantly took leave of her after her refusal to allow me to accompany her back to Hampstead.

Again she allowed me to kiss her hand, then turning slowly she sighed and passed out, preceded by Simes, who opened the door for her.

I sank back into my chair when the door closed upon her, puzzled yet ecstatic. This woman, the most beautiful I had ever seen, had allowed me to love her.

I had at last an object in life. Aline Cloud was my well-beloved, and I would live only for her. In those moments, as I sat alone gazing into the fire, I became filled with a great content, for infatuation had overwhelmed me.

The clock striking seven at last aroused me to a sense of hunger, and I rose to dross before going along to the club to dine. As I did so, however, my eyes suddenly fell upon the mantel-shelf, and I stood amazed, dumbfounded, rooted to the spot.

Upon the shelf there had been a small wooden medallion, a specimen of the Russian peasants carving, representing the head of a Madonna — I had bought it in Moscow a year before — but an utterly astounding thing had occurred.

I could scarce believe my own eyes.

It had been consumed by an unseen fire, just as the crucifix had been, and nothing but a little white ash now remained!

Good heavens! I gasped; and with my finger touched the ashes.

They were still warm!

I stood wondering, my gaze fixed upon the consumed Madonna, reflecting that upon the occasion of Alines last visit my crucifix was destroyed in the same manner by some unseen agency, and now, strangely enough, this second sacred emblem in my possession had with her presence disappeared, falling into ashes beneath my very eyes.

The mysterious influence of evil she confessed to possessing was here illustrated in a manner that was unmistakable.

In an instant all the strange words she had uttered swept through my bewildered brain as I stood there terrified, aghast.

The mystery surrounding her was as inexplicable as it was startling.


Chapter Five.

The Bony-Faced Man.
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DAILY THE PROBLEM grew more puzzling.

The fusing of the crucifix and the carved medallion of the Madonna were clearly due to the presence of the mysterious Aline, the beautiful woman who had warned me against the strange evil she exerted over those with whom she came in contact. Such occurrences seemed supernatural; yet so curious were her words and actions, and so peculiar and impressive her beauty, that I could not help doubting whether she actually existed in flesh and blood, or only in some bright vision that had come to hold me in fascination. Yet Simes had seen her, and had spoken with her. There was therefore no doubt that she was a living person, even though she might be a sorceress.

Nevertheless, they were something more than mere conjuring feats which caused the sacred objects in my room to spontaneously consume in her presence. Had she not told me plainly that evil followed in her footsteps? Did not these two inexplicable events fully bear out her words?

I called Simes, and when I showed him the Madonna he stood glaring at it as one terrified.

I dont like that lady, sir, he exclaimed, glancing at me.

Why not?

Well, sir, pardon me for saying so, but I believe she can work the evil of the very Devil himself.

That was exactly my own opinion; therefore I preserved silence.

As lover of a woman possessed of a mysterious influence, the like of which I had never before heard, my position was certainly an unique one. In the days which followed I tried to argue with myself that I did not love her; to convince myself that what she had alleged was true, namely, that I admired but did not love her. Yet all was in vain. I was fascinated by her large blue eyes, which looked out upon me with that calm, childlike innocence, and remaining beneath their spell, believed that I loved her.

The mystery with which she had surrounded herself was remarkable. Her refusal to allow me to call upon her, or even to write, was strange, yet her excuse that her aunt would be annoyed was plausible enough.

Compelled, therefore, to await her visit, I remained from day to day anxious to meet her because I loved her.

On entering the club one afternoon I found Roddy alone in the smoking-room, writing a letter.

Well! he cried, merrily, gripping my hand. How goes it — and hows your little mystery going on?

I sank into a chair close to him and told him of Alines visit.

And youre clean gone on her — eh? he queried.

I shrugged my shoulders and gave him a vague reply.

Well, take care, he said in a serious tone. If I were you Id find out who and what she is. She might be some adventuress or other.

Do you suspect her to be an adventuress? I inquired quickly.

My dear fellow, how can I tell? There seems to me something rather shady about her, thats all.

I pondered. Yes, he spoke the truth. There was something shady about her. She would tell me absolutely nothing of herself.

We smoked together for half an hour, then parted, for he was compelled to go down to the House, as a dutiful legislator should.

A week passed yet I saw not Aline, nor had any word from her. From day to day I existed in all anxiety to once again look upon that face so angelic in its beauty and so pure in expression. Indeed, more than once I felt inclined to break the promise I had made her and call at Ellerdale Road, but I refrained, fearing lest such a course might annoy her.

One evening, a fortnight after she had visited me, I was walking along the Bayswater Road towards Oxford Street, skirting the railings of Hyde Park, when suddenly I noticed before me two figures, a man and a woman. They were walking slowly, deep in conversation.

In an instant I recognised the slim, perfect figure in the black jacket and black hat as that of Aline, and drew back to escape observation.

Her companion was tall, thin, and rather ill-dressed. As they passed beneath a street-lamp I discerned that he was about forty, with lank black hair, a long black moustache, and a sallow, bony face — a countenance the reverse of prepossessing. His silk hat had seen better days, his frock-coat was tightly buttoned for warmth, as he had no overcoat, and his boots were sadly run down at heel. As this seedy individual walked beside her she was speaking rapidly, while he, bonding to her, was listening intently.

The meeting was such an unexpected one that at first I was at a loss what to do. Next moment, however, with the fire of jealousy aroused within me, I resolved to follow them and watch. They strolled slowly along until they came to Victoria Gate, and then turned into the Park, at that hour dark and deserted. I noticed that as they entered she took his arm, and it appeared as if they were going in the direction of Grosvenor Gate, which leads out into Park Lane; for they crossed the Ring, and continued straight ahead along the tree-lined avenue. But few lights were there, so following at a respectable distance, I managed to keep them in sight.

Soon, however, they rested upon a seat at foot of a great old beech, and continued their conversation. I had, of course, a keen desire to learn the nature of this exchange of confidences, but the problem was how to approach sufficiently near and yet escape observation. At first I was inclined to relinquish my endeavours, but suddenly it occurred to me that I might get over the railing on to the grass, and in the darkness approach noiselessly behind the tree where they were seated.

Therefore, turning back some distance to a bend in the path, where they could not detect me, I sprang over the iron fencing, and treading softly, cautiously made my way up behind them, until I actually stood behind the tree within three yards of them, but with the railing between us.

Then, scarce daring to breathe, I waited to catch their words. Of this shabby-genteel fellow, evidently her lover, I was madly jealous; but my anger was instantly changed to surprise when I heard the nature of their conversation.

But you must! he was saying earnestly.

I tell you, I wont! she answered decisively. The risk is too great — far too great.

But as Ive already told you, its absolutely imperative.

He spoke roughly, but with a refinement which showed him to be educated. He bore outward evidence of having come down in the world.

I wouldnt act like that if I were offered a thousand pounds, she declared.

But it must be done, he urged.

Not by me.

Do you intend to back out, then? he inquired roughly.

I merely tell you plainly that you and your ruffianly associates have gone quite far enough. Thats all, she answered calmly. Her words were not those which a woman usually uses towards her lover.

He gave vent to a short, brutal laugh, as if enjoying her indignation.

Its all very well to talk like this, Aline, he said; but you know quite well that argument is useless. You must do it.

I will not, I tell you! she cried fiercely.

Well, we shall see, he answered. Recollect that you are one of us, and as such, to break away is impossible.

I know that, only too well, she answered bitterly. But it is terrible — horrible! As each day passes I am more and more convinced that the truth must soon be discovered.

And if it is?

I will never live to bear the exposure, she said, in the hoarse, low voice of one desperate.

My dear girl, he exclaimed, you who have beauty and a plausible tongue have the world before you; yet you always refuse to seize your opportunity. You who possess the power of the King of Evil, whose touch is deadly and whose caress is venomous, could rule an empire if you wished; yet you are inert, lethargic, and refuse to assist us, even in this.

I will not sin deeper than I have already sinned, she answered. I will have no hand in it.

Why not?

It is horrible! she protested. And I tell you, once and for all, that I will have nothing to do with the affair.

Youre a fool! he cried roughly.

True! I am, or I would never have fallen thus into the trap you and your friends baited so cunningly.

You are beautiful! he answered, with a harsh laugh. A beautiful woman is always a safe trap for fools.

If men admire me I cannot help it; if they love me then it is against my wish, for since that day long ago, when the Spirit of Evil entered into me, love has known no place in my heart.

Well spoken! he exclaimed. If you have no love for him the rest is quite easy.

Though all love within me is dead, I yet have a womans heart, and womanly feeling, she said. I know that my beauty is only a curse; I am well aware that men who have admired me have been drawn irresistibly to their doom. Ah! and she shuddered in shame, it is terrible — terrible!

Yet why should you regret? he queried. You are not of their world; you have nothing in common with them. You have been given beauty, the most marvellous, perhaps, in all the world; diabolic beauty, which causes you to be remarked wherever you go; which has caused the downfall of the upright, and has wrecked the lives of those who trust in the guardian Spirit of Good.

Yes, I know, she answered quickly. Yet I am tired of it all. I am aware that my power for the working of evil among my fellow-creatures is greater than that of any other person of flesh and blood; that at my touch objects held sacred are defiled and consumed, that sight of my face may cause a veritable saint to turn from his asceticism and become an evil-doer. All this I know, alas! All this is due to the influence of evil, which once I might have striven against, had I wished.

You possess the beauté du Diable, he said. Are you not the daughter of Satan?

If I am I decline to commit any further crime at your bidding, she answered, with indignation. You have held me enthralled until now, but I tell you that you have strained the bond until it will ere long break. Then I shall be free.

Im pleased that you have such pleasant anticipations, he replied. A woman who once gives herself over to the Evil One can never regain her freedom.

But she can refuse to increase the enormity of her sin by committing crime at the bidding of the man who holds her beneath his thrall, she answered.

You know what such refusal means? he said in a threatening tone.

Yes — death. Well, I do not fear it. Within me a new love has been awakened. I now love for the first time in all my life.

Yet you have already said that in your heart love knows no place.

I tell you I love him! she cried. He shall not suffer!

She was evidently referring to me. I held my breath, eager to catch every syllable. Perhaps this man was urging her to kill me!

The power you possess to work evil is irresistible, he said briefly.

Alas! I know it, she answered. Those with whom I am in daily contact little dream of who or what I really am, or they would shun me as they would shun a leper.

Why should they? her bony-faced companion asked. Evil has been dominant in the world for all ages, and the Prince of Darkness has still the ascendency!

But is not mine the blackest — the foulest of all crimes? she shuddered.

Only one touch, he urged. Your hand is fatal.

Ah! why do you taunt me thus? she cried. Is it not enough that I should be degraded and outcast, overburdened by sin for which I cannot hope for forgiveness, and that my position should be irretrievably lost? Is it not enough that in me all the evils of the world are concentrated, and that I am shut out from happiness for ever?

You had your choice, the man answered. It is true that you are one unique among the millions of your fellow-creatures. The blackness of your heart is concealed by the purity of your face, and your real being so disguised that none suspect. If your real identity were discovered some prophets would declare that the end of the world was near. And he laughed coarsely.

Yes, yes, she cried quickly. But do not taunt me. I know too well the far-reaching influence which emanates from me, and the fatal effect of my touch upon all that is held sacred by those who believe in the Supreme. I have striven to do good, and have only wrought evil; I have been charitable, and my efforts have only resulted in bringing disaster upon the needy. Those whom I thought to benefit have rewarded me by curses, because all that I do is the work of the wicked. I have struggled to lead a double life, and have failed. I have tried to counterbalance the evil I am compelled to achieve by doing good works such as might endear me in the eyes of those who believe in the Supreme; but all, alas, has been in vain — all futile. I am now convinced that in my heart there can remain no good feeling, no womanly love, no charitableness towards my fellows.

It is only what might be expected, he said in a dry tone. Your great beauty is given you to cover your heart. You are soulless.

Yes, she cried. That is true — only too true. I have no soul, no conscience, no regret!

She spoke in a hard tone, as though utterly wearied of life. Her voice had lost its music, and her speech was of one in blank despair.

If you are without regret, then what I have suggested is the more easy of accomplishment, he said, in a low intense voice. Remember that no power on earth can withstand your influence.

I will not! she cried, starting up in fierce determination. Through your evil counsel I have already wrought that which I shall ever regret, she went on. I have placed myself beneath the thraldom irrevocably, and have brought upon those who admired me a doom which has destroyed their happiness and wrecked their lives. I have now a lover — a man who, because of my good looks, is infatuated, as others have been.

It has been decided! her companion said, with a calmness that was appalling.

But I love him! she declared. I myself will be his protector!

You intend to defy the resolution which has been arrived at?

I have no intention of committing further sin, she said. I may be an evil-doer and one of the accursed, but none shall say that I deliberately acted in such manner towards one who became fascinated by my beauty. Rather would I disfigure my face by burns or acid in order to render myself ugly and unattractive.

No woman would do that of her own free will, he laughed.

No ordinary woman could, she said. But recollect who I am. Reflect upon my far-reaching influence for evil — an influence which is felt throughout this kingdom. I tell you that rather than continue I would kill myself.

The man laughed aloud.

I admit all that, he said. If the people of London knew the truth they would, I believe, tear you limb from limb. But they are ignorant; therefore you are but an ordinary girl of more than extraordinary beauty.

Which means that my beauty will always ruin those upon whom I may bestow a glance. As my touch is fatal to certain objects of adoration, so is my love-look fatal to those who admire me. No, she added, after a brief pause, I have determined to act as this mans protector, instead of his destroyer.

You are relenting, he observed with sarcasm. Soon you will proclaim your repentance.

No! she cried fiercely. I shall never repent, because of you. To you I owe the major part of this evil of which I am possessed, and to you—

It was your choice, he interrupted, with a brutal laugh. You accepted the challenge, and gave your soul to the Evil One. Why blame me?

At your instigation, she went on in fierce anger. To the world I am a pure, ingenuous girl; yet beneath this veil of virtue and purity I work these veritable miracles of evil, possessing a power which ofttimes appals me, an irresistible influence that nothing can withstand. I am unique in the world as possessing this superhuman faculty of being able to impart evil to those with whom I come into contact, be they pure as angels. You taunt me, she added. But some day you will crave mercy of me, and then I will show you none — none! I will be hard-hearted as flint — as relentless as you are to-night!

You wish to break away from the compact, but you shall not, the man said firmly, between his teeth. If you prefer defiance, well and good. But I merely point out that obedience is best.

She paused. She was, I surmised, deep in reflection.

Very well, at last she answered, in a hoarse, unnatural voice. Now that I have sunk so low I suppose it is impossible to sink further. But recollect that this same influence that I will exert over this, my latest victim, I will one day exert over you. I warn you. One day ere long you will crave pity at my feet.

Never from you, the man said, with a short defiant laugh.

I have only prophesied once before, she answered meaningly. Whether or no that came true you are well aware. In this world of London I am, as yet, unknown, but when the true facts are known this great metropolis will stand aghast in terror. Our positions will then be reversed. You will be the victim, and I triumphant.

Proceed, he laughed. All this is intensely interesting.

There was a pause, longer than before.

Then you declare that I must do this thing? she asked, in a strange, hollow voice, the voice of one dismayed.

Yes, her companion answered; you must — swiftly and secretly. It is imperative.

Without further word she rose slowly to her feet, and staggered away down the gravelled path, while her companion, hesitating for a few seconds, rose with a muttered imprecation and strode along after her. A moment later they were out of hearing.

The remainder of their extraordinary conversation was lost to me.

One suspicion alone possessed me. That thin, shabby man had sentenced me to death.


Chapter Six.

Two Mysteries.
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THE DISCOVERY I had accidentally made was the reverse of reassuring.

Aline had admitted herself possessed of some mysterious power which caused sacred objects to consume, the power of evil which she feared would also fall upon me. I recollected how when she had visited me she had urged me to hate her rather than love her, and I now discerned the reason. She had feared lest her subtle influence upon me should be fatal.

Through the days which passed her strange words rang ever through my ears. She was a woman unique in all the world; a woman who, living in teeming London, was endowed with faculties of abnormal proportions, and possessed an unearthly power utterly unknown to modern science. I thought of the fusing of my crucifix and my Madonna, and shuddered. Her beauty was amazing, but she was a veritable temptress, a deistical daughter of Apollyon.

My first feeling after leaving the Park was one of repugnance; yet on reflection I found myself overcome by fascination, still bewitched by her beautiful face, and eager to meet her once again. Surely nothing maleficent could remain hidden beneath such outward innocence?

Thus I waited long and wearily for her coming, remaining in from day to day, or whenever I went out leaving word with Simes as to where I could be found if she called. In my turbulent state of mind I imagined many strange things.

The more I reflected, the more complicated became the enigma.

At length one morning Simes opened my door suddenly and ushered her in. I flung down my newspaper and rose to meet her, but next instant drew back in surprise and alarm.

She was dressed in an elegant costume of pale grey trimmed with white lace and heavy embroidery of pearls, a dress which could only have been turned out by a first-class house, for it bore a Parisian chic, being modelled in latest style. Her tiny shoes and gloves were of grey suede to match the dress, and beneath her big black hat with ostrich feathers her face looked sweet and winning as a childs.

But the flush of health had faded. Her cheeks were just as beautiful as they had ever been, but the bloom of youth had died from them, and her complexion was a yellowish brown, like that of a woman of sixty. The light in her blue eyes had faded; they were now dull and leaden.

At last! I cried happily. I am so glad youve come, for Ive waited so long, Aline.

She allowed her hand to rest in mine, then sank wearily into my armchair without a word.

You are not well, I cried, in concern. What ails you?

Nothing! she gasped. It is nothing. In a few minutes it will pass. Then she added, as if on second thought, Perhaps it was your stairs. The lift is out of order. And she rested her head upon the back of the chair and looked up at me with pitying eyes.

All life had apparently gone out of her beautiful face. That vivacity that had attracted me had given place to a deep, thoughtful look, as though she were in momentary fear. Her face seemed blanched to the lips.

May I get you something? I asked. Let me give you some brandy, and taking the bottle from the tantalus I gave her a liqueur-glass full of cognac, which she swallowed at one gulp.

Why have you not called before? I inquired, when, at length, she grew less agitated. I have expected you daily for so long.

Ive been away in the country, she answered. But do not think that I have not remembered you.

Nearly three weeks have gone by since you were last here, I said. It is too cruel of you not to allow me to write to you.

No, she said decisively, you must not write. You have already promised me, and I know you will not break any compact you make.

But I love you, Aline, I whispered, bending forward to her.

Yes, alas! I know that, she responded, rousing herself. Yet, why carry this folly further?

Folly you call it? I exclaimed regretfully. Because you cannot love me in return you tell me I am foolish. Since you have been absent I have examined my own heart, and I swear that my love is more than mere admiration. I think of no one in the world besides yourself.

No, no, she said uneasily. There is some other woman whom you could love far better, a woman who would make you a true and faithful wife.

But I can love no one else.

Try, she answered, looking me straight in the face. Before we met you loved one who reciprocated your affection.

Who?

You wish me to tell you? she replied in a hard, bitter tone. Surely you cannot affect ignorance that you are loved by Muriel Moore?

Muriel! I gasped in amazement. How did you know?

She smiled.

There is but little that escapes me, she answered. You loved each other before our romantic meeting, and I, the woman who must necessarily bring evil upon you, have come to separate you. Yet you calmly stand by and invite me to wreck your life! Ah! you cannot know who I am, or you would cast me from your thoughts for over.

Then who are you? I blurted forth, in blank amazement.

I have already told you. You have, of your own free will, united yourself with me by a declaration of love, and the consequences are therefore upon your own head.

Cannot you love like other women? I demanded. Have you no heart, no feeling, no soul?

No, she sighed. Love is forbidden me. Hatred takes its place; a fierce, deadly hatred, in which vengeance is untempered by justice, and fatality is always inevitable. Now that I confess, will you not cast me aside? I have come here to you to urge you to do this ere it is too late.

You speak so strangely that Im bewildered, I declared. I have told you of my love, and will not relinquish you.

But for the sake of the woman who loves you. She will break her heart.

Muriel does not love me, I answered. I have spoken no word of affection to her. We were friends — that is all.

Reflect! Is it possible for a girl in such a position as Muriel Moore to be your friend without loving you! You are wealthy, she is poor. You give her dinners with champagne at the gayest restaurants; you take her to stalls at theatres, or to a box at the Alhambra; you invite her to these rooms, where she drinks tea, and plays your piano; and it is all so different from her humdrum life at Madame Gabrielles. Place yourself for one moment in her position, with a salary of ten shillings a-week and dresses provided by the establishment, leading a life of wearying monotony from nine in the morning till seven at night, trying on bonnets, and persuading ignorant, inartistic women to buy your wares. Would you not be flattered, nay, dazzled, by all these attentions which you show her? Would you not become convinced that your admirer loved you if he troubled himself so much about you?

Her argument was plain and forcible. I had never regarded the matter in that light.

Really, Aline, I said, Im beginning to think that you are possessed of some power that is supernatural.

She laughed — a laugh that sounded strangely hollow.

I tell you this — I argue with you for your own sake, to save you from the danger which now encompasses you. I would be your protector because you trust me so implicitly, only that is impossible.

In an instant I recollected her declaration to her bony-faced companion in the Park. Had she actually resolved to kill me?

Why should I relinquish you in favour of one for whom I have no affection? I argued.

Why should you kiss the hand that must smite you? she asked.

Her lips were bloodless; her face of ashen pallor.

You are not yourself to-day, I said. It is not usual for a woman who is loved to speak as you speak. The love of a man is usually flattering to a woman.

I have come to save you, and have spoken plainly.

What, then, have I done that I deserve punishment? I inquired in breathless eagerness.

You love me.

Surely the simple offence of being your lover is not punishable by death?

Alas! it is, she answered hoarsely. Compelled as I am to preserve my secret, I cannot explain to you. Yet, if I could, the facts would prove so astounding that you would refuse to believe them. Only the graves of those who have loved me — some of them nameless — are sufficient proof of the fatality I bring upon those whom my beauty entrances.

She raised her head, and her eyes encountered a photograph standing on a table in the window. It was Roddys.

See there! she said, starting, raising her hand and pointing to it. Like yourself, that man loved me, and has paid the penalty. He died abroad.

No, I replied quickly. You are mistaken. That picture is the portrait of a friend; and hes certainly not dead, for he was here smoking with me last night.

Not dead! she cried, starting up and crossing to it. Why, he died at Monte Carlo. He committed suicide after losing all he had.

No, I replied, rather amused. That is the Honourable Roderick Morgan, member of Parliament.

Yes, that was the name, she said aloud to herself. Roddy Morgan they called him. He lost seven thousand pounds in one day at roulette.

He has never to my knowledge been to Monte Carlo, I observed, standing beside her.

Youve not always accompanied him everywhere he has been, I presume? she said.

No, but had he been to Monte Carlo he would certainly have told me.

Men do not care to speak of losses when they are as absurdly reckless as he was.

The idea that Roddy had committed suicide at Monte Carlo seemed utterly absurd, nevertheless in order to convince her that he was still very much alive I picked up the paper and pointed to his name in the Parliamentary debate of the previous night.

It is strange, very strange! she said, reflecting. I was in the Rooms when he shot himself. While sitting at one of the tables I saw them carry him away dead.

You must have made some mistake, I suggested.

I was playing at the same table, and he continued to love me, although I had warned him of the consequences, as I have now warned you. He lost and lost. Each time he played he lost, till every farthing he possessed had gone. Then I turned away, but ere I had left the room there was the sound of a pistol-shot, and he fell across the table dead.

She had the photograph in her hand, and bent to the light, examining it closely.

It cannot be the same man, I said.

Yes, it is, she responded. There can be no mistake, for the ring which secures his cravat is mine. I gave it to him.

I looked, and there sure enough was an antique ring of curious pattern, through which his soft scarf was threaded.

It is Etruscan, she said. I picked it up in a shop in Bologna.

I glanced quickly at her. Her face was that of a girl of twenty; yet her speech was that of a woman of the world who had travelled and become utterly weary. The more I saw of her the more puzzled I became.

Then if the man you knew was the original of that photograph he certainly is not dead. If you wish, I will send my man for him.

Ah, no! she cried, putting up her hand in quick alarm. He has suffered enough — I have suffered enough. No, no; we must not meet — we cannot. I tell you he is dead — and his body lies unmarked in the suicides cemetery at Monte Carlo.

I shrugged my shoulders, declaring that my statement should be sufficient to convince her.

Quickly, however, she turned to me, and with her gloved hand upon my arm, besought me to release her.

Hate me! she implored. Go to your friend, if he really is alive as you declare, and ask of him my character — who and what I am.

I shall never hate you — I cannot! I declared, bending again towards her and seeking her hand, but she instantly withdrew it, looking into my face with an expression of annoyance.

You disbelieve me! she said.

All that you say is so bewildering that I know not what to believe, I answered.

In this room you have, I suppose, discovered certain objects reduced to ashes? she asked in a hoarse tone.

Yes, I have, I answered breathlessly.

Then let them be sufficient to illustrate the influence of evil which lies within me, she answered, and after a pause suddenly added: I came here to fulfil that which the irresistible power has decreed; but I will leave you to reflect. If you have regard for me, then hate me. Transfer your affections to Muriel Moore, the woman who really loves you; the woman who weeps because you refrain from caressing her; the woman who is wearing out her life because of you.

She held her breath, her lips trembled and her hands quivered, as though the effort of speaking had been too great.

I love you! I cried. I cannot forget you, Aline. I adore you!

No, no! she said, holding up both her hands. Enough! I only pray that the evil I dread may not befall you. Farewell! and bowing low she turned, and swept out of the room, leaving me alone, bewildered, dumbfounded.

The words she had uttered were completely confounding. She was apparently possessed of attainments which were supernatural; indeed, she seemed to me as a visitant from the Unknown, so strangely had she spoken; so mysterious had been her allegations regarding Roddy.

For nearly an hour I remained deep in thought, plunged in abject despair. Aline the beautiful had left me, urging me to transfer my affections. The situation was extraordinary. She had, it seemed, gone out of my life for ever.

Suddenly I roused myself. Her extraordinary statement that Roddy had committed suicide at Monte Carlo oppressed me. If she really knew Muriels innermost thoughts, then it was quite feasible that she knew more of my friend than I had imagined. Besides, had he not left the theatre hurriedly on catching sight of her? There was a mystery which should be elucidated. Therefore I assumed my hat and coat and went round to Roddys chambers in Dover Street, Piccadilly, to endeavour to obtain some explanation of her amazing statement.

He lived in one of those smoke-blackened, old-fashioned houses with deep areas, residences which were occupied by families fifty years ago, but now mostly let out as suites of chambers. The front door with its inner swing-door was, as usual, open, and I passed through and up the stairs to the second floor, where upon the door was a small brass plate bearing my friends name.

The door was ajar, and pushing it open I walked in, exclaiming cheerily as was my habit — 

Anybody at home?

There was no response. Roddy was out, and his man had evidently gone downstairs to obtain something. I walked straight on into the sitting-room, a good-sized, comfortable apartment, which smelt eternally of cigars, for its owner was an inveterate smoker; but as I entered I was surprised to discover Roddy in his old velvet lounge-coat, sitting alone in his chair beside the fire.

Morning, old chap! I cried. But he was asleep and did not move.

I crossed the room and shook him by the shoulder to awaken him, at the same moment looking into his face.

It was unusually pale.

In an instant a terrible thought flashed across my mind, and I bent eagerly towards him. He was not asleep, for his eyes were still wide-open, although his chin had sunk upon his breast.

I placed my hand quickly upon his heart, but could detect no movement. I touched his cheek. It was still warm. But his eyes told the appalling truth. They were bloodshot, stony, discoloured, and already glazing. The hideous, astounding fact could not be disguised.

Roddy Morgan was dead!


Chapter Seven.

What Ash Knew.
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THE SHOCK CAUSED me by this discovery was indescribable.

My first action on recovering was to alarm those in the house, but it was found that Ash, Roddys man, was absent.

The three occupants of the other chambers, men I knew, entered, and endeavoured to restore their friend to consciousness. But all efforts were in vain. A doctor from Burlington Street was quickly fetched, and after a brief examination pronounced that life had been extinct about half an hour, but there being no sign of violence he could make no surmise as to the cause of death without a post-mortem.

Roddy had evidently been sitting beside the fire reading the newspaper and smoking when he expired, for at his side his cigar had dropped and burned a hole in the carpet, while the newspaper was still between his stiffening fingers.

A detective and a constable were very soon on the scene, but as the doctor expressed an opinion that it was a case of sudden death, most probably from syncope, the appearance of the body leading to that conclusion, the plain-clothes officer merely made a few notes, and awaited with me the return of the man Ash, in order to question him.

In the meantime the others left the presence of the dead, and I had an opportunity of glancing round the place. I was well acquainted with Roddys chambers, for I often smoked with him of an evening, therefore I knew their arrangement almost as well as I knew that of my own. But this discovery was to me a staggering blow. Over the mantel-shelf was a mirror, and stuck in its frame were a truly miscellaneous collection of cards of invitation for all sorts and descriptions of festivities. One card, however, attracted my attention as being unusual, and I took it down to examine it. It was not a card of invitation, but a small, oblong piece of pasteboard ruled in parallel squares, each column being headed by the letter N, alternate with the letter R. In the squares were hurriedly scribbled a curious collection of numbers.

At first I could not recollect where I had seen a similar card before, but it suddenly dawned upon me that it was one of those used by professional gamblers at Monte Carlo, to record the numbers which come up at the roulette-table, the R standing for Rouge, and the N for Noir. The discovery was interesting. I carefully examined the pencilled figures, and saw they were in Roddys own hand.

Did not this bear out Alines allegation that he had been to Monte Carlo?

I said nothing to the detective, but replaced the card in the frame of the mirror.

The detective strolled around the other rooms in an aimless sort of way, and when he returned I asked — 

What is your opinion of this affair?

I really dont know, sir, he answered in a puzzled tone. It may be suicide.

Suicide! I gasped, recollecting Alines declaration. What causes you to surmise that?

From the fact that the valet is absent, he answered. The gentleman, if he desired to take his own life, would naturally send his servant out on an errand.

But the cigar on the carpet? How do you account for that? I inquired. If he meant to deliberately take his life he would instinctively cast his lighted cigar into the fire.

The officer was silent. He was a keen, shrewd, clean-shaven man of about forty, whose name I afterwards learnt was Priestly.

Your argument is a sound one, he answered after a long pause. But when a man is suffering from temporary insanity, there is no accounting for his actions. Of course, its by no means evident that your friend has committed suicide, because there is absolutely no trace of such a thing. Nevertheless, I merely tell you my suspicion. We shall know the truth to-morrow, when the doctor has made his post-mortem. At the station, when I go back, Ill give orders for the removal of the body to the mortuary. I presume that you will communicate the news to his friends. You said, I think, that his uncle was the Duke of Chester, and that he was a Member of Parliament. Are his parents alive?

No. Both are dead, I answered, glancing again around the room, bewildered because of Alines strange statements only an hour before.

Could she, I wondered, have known of this? Yet when I remembered the doctors assertion that poor Roddy had not been dead half an hour, it seemed plain that at the time she had alleged he had committed suicide at Monte Carlo he was still alive and well.

The room was undisturbed. Nothing appeared out of place. In the window looking down into Duke Street, that quiet thoroughfare so near the noisy bustle of Piccadilly, and yet so secluded and eminently respectable, stood the writing-table, which he set up after his election, in order to attend to his correspondence. I must send some letters to my constituents and to the local papers now and then, he laughingly explained when I chaffed him about it. Scarcely a day goes past but what I have to write, excusing myself from being present at some local tea-fight or distribution of school-prizes. To every sixpenny muffin-tussle Im expected to give my patronage, so that they can stick my name in red letters on the bill announcing the event. Politics are a hollow farce.

His words all came back to me now as I glanced at that table. I recollected how merry and light-hearted he had been then, careless of everybody, without a single thought of the morrow. Yet of late a change had certainly come upon him. In my ignorance I had attributed it to the weight of his Parliamentary honours, knowing that he cared nothing about politics, and had been forced into them by his uncle. Yet there might have been an ulterior cause, I reflected. Aline herself might have been the cause of his recent melancholy and despair.

She had evidently known him better than I had imagined.

Upon the table I noticed lying a large blue envelope, somewhat soiled, as if it had been carried in his pocket for a long time. It was linen-lined, and had therefore resisted friction, and instead of wearing out had become almost black.

I took it up and drew out the contents, a cabinet photograph and a sheet of blank paper.

I turned the picture over and glanced at it. It was a portrait of Aline!

She had been taken in a décolleté dress, a handsome evening costume, which gave her an entirely different character from the plain dress she had worn when we had first met. It was a handsome bodice, beautifully trimmed; and her face, still childlike in its innocence, peered out upon me with a tantalising smile. Around her slim throat was a necklet consisting of half a dozen rows of seed-pearls, from which some thirty amethysts of graduated sizes were suspended, a delicate necklet probably of Indian workmanship. The photograph was beautifully taken by the first of the Paris photographers.

There was no address on the envelope; the sheet of note-paper was quite plain. Without doubt this picture had been in his possession some considerable time.

The detective, who had covered the dead mans face with a handkerchief, had passed into the bedroom and was searching the chest of drawers, merely out of curiosity, I suppose, when my eyes caught sight of a scrap of paper in the fireplace, and I picked it up. It was half-charred, but I smoothed it out, and then found it to be a portion of a torn letter. Three words only remained; but they were words which were exceedingly curious. They were expose her true... The letter had been torn in fragments and carefully burned even to this fragment, but it had only half consumed, and probably fallen from the bars.

At first I was prompted to hand it to the detective; but on reflection resolved to retain it. I alone held a key to the mystery, and was resolved to act independently with care and caution in an endeavour to elucidate the extraordinary affair.

In a few moments the officer made his re-appearance, saying — 

Its strange, very strange, that the valet doesnt come back. If hes not here very soon, I shall commence to suspect him of having some hand in the affair. Then, after a pause, during which his eyes were fixed upon the man whose face was hidden, he added, I wonder whether, after all, a crime has been committed?

That remains for you to discover, I replied. There seems no outward sign of such a thing. The doctor has found no mark of violence.

True, he said shrewdly. Then, with his eyes fixed upon the carpet, he suddenly exclaimed, Ah! whats this? and bending, picked up something which he placed in the hollow of his hand, exposing it to my view.

It was a purely feminine object. A tiny pearl button from a womans glove.

A ladys been here recently, thats very evident. We must find out who she was.

A lady! I gasped, wondering in an instant whether Aline had called upon him.

The outer door is open all day, I think you said, he went on.

Yes.

In that case it is probable that if she came during this man Ashs absence, nobody would see her.

Very probably, I said. We can only wait until Ash returns.

But its already half an hour since you made the discovery, and nearly an hour since the gentleman died; yet the man has not returned, the detective observed dubiously.

At that moment we heard a footstep on the stair, but instead of the dead mans valet, an inspector in uniform entered. The detective briefly explained the circumstances in a dry, business-like tone, the inspector walked through the rooms with his hands behind his back, and after a survey of the place, and a promise to send some men to remove the body to the mortuary, left again.

So startling had been the discovery, and so curious the whole of the events of that morning, that I had scarcely felt any grief at the loss of my friend. It did not seem really true that Roddy Morgan, my very best chum, was actually dead; cut off in a moment in the prime of his manhood by some mysterious, but fatal, cause, which even the doctor had not yet decided.

As the minutes passed, slowly ticked out by the clock upon the mantel-shelf, I could not help sharing with the detective some doubts regarding Ash. Had he absconded?

If murder had actually been committed, then robbery was not the object of the crime, for on the writing-table were lying a couple of five-pound notes open, without any attempt at concealment. Roddy was always a careless fellow over money matters.

At last, at nearly half-past two, we heard the click of a key in the latch, and there entered the man whom we had been awaiting so long.

He walked straight into the sitting-room, but when he saw us, drew back quickly in surprise, muttering — 

I beg pardon, gentlemen.

No, come in, the detective said, and as he obeyed his eyes fell upon his master, reclining there with his face covered with the silk handkerchief.

Good heavens, sir, whats happened? he gasped, pale in alarm.

A very serious catastrophe, the officer answered. Your master is dead!

Dead! he gasped, his clean-shaven face pallid in fright. Dead! He cant be!

Look for yourself, the detective said. He expired about noon.

Ash moved forward, and raising the handkerchief with trembling fingers, gazed upon the cold, set face of the man whom he had for years served so faithfully and well.

What can you tell us regarding the affair? asked the detective, with his dark eyes set full upon the agitated man.

Nothing, sir. I know nothing, he answered.

Explain what your master was doing when you left, and why you went out.

About eleven oclock, when I was polishing his boots in the kitchen, he called me, answered the man, without hesitation. He gave me a note, and told me to go to the departure platform of Kings Cross Station, and wait under the clock there for a youngish lady, who would wear a bunch of white flowers in her breast. I was to ask her if she expected him, and if so, to give her the letter. I took a cab there, waited at the spot he indicated for two whole hours, but saw no one answering the description; therefore I returned.

And the note? asked the officer.

Here it is, answered Ash, placing his hand in his coat-pocket, and producing a letter.

The detective took it eagerly.

It is not addressed, he remarked in surprise. Then, tearing it open, he took out the single sheet of note-paper.

There was no writing upon it. The paper was perfectly blank.

This complicates matters, he said, turning to me. The unknown lady who had made the appointment at Kings Cross evidently wished for an answer in the affirmative or negative. This was the latter. A blank sheet of paper, denoting that there was nothing to add.

Extraordinary! I ejaculated. Then addressing Ash, I asked: When you left your master what was he doing?

Sitting at the table, sir. He had his cheque-book open, for just before I went out he gave me a cheque for my months wages. They were overdue a week, and I was hard up; so I asked for them.

Did he hesitate to give you them, or did he make any remarks to lead you to think he was financially embarrassed? I inquired.

Not at all, sir. He had forgotten, and added an extra sovereign because he had kept me waiting. My master always had plenty of money, sir.

Do you remember him going to Monte Carlo? I asked.

No, sir. Once I heard him tell Captain Hamilton that hed been there, but it isnt since Ive been employed by him.

How long is that?

Nine years next May, sir.

And have you had no holiday?

Of course I have, sir. Sometimes a week, sometimes a fortnight; and last year he gave me a month.

What time of the year was it?

In February. He went up to Aberdeen, and told me there was no need for me to go, and that I could shut up the chambers and have a holiday. I did, and went down to Norfolk to visit the friends of the girl Im engaged to.

And he was gone a month?

Yes. A few days over a month.

You had letters from him, I suppose? I suggested.

Only one, about four or five days after he had left.

Then for aught you know he may have left Aberdeen and gone to Monte Carlo? I said.

Of course he may have done, sir. But he told me nothing about it.

Did you notice anything unusual about his manner when he came back to town?

He seemed nervous; especially when Ive gone in to him to announce a lady visitor. He seemed to fear that some lady would call whom he didnt want to see.

But he often took ladies to the Gallery down at the House, I remarked, for Roddy was never so happy as when escorting two or three ladies over the House, or giving them tea on the long terrace beside the Thames. He was essentially a ladys man.

Yes, sir. But there was one he used to describe to me, and he told me often that if she ever came I was to tell her that he had left London.

What was she like? asked the officer, pricking up his ears.

Well, replied Ash, after some reflection, as far as I could make out, she was about twenty or so; very good-looking, and generally dressed in black. Of course, I never saw her, for she never called.

The description he had given answered exactly to that of Aline. The mystery had become more complicated than I had anticipated. The next fact to ascertain was the cause of death.

Why have you made these inquiries regarding Monte Carlo? the detective asked me. Did he go there?

I believe so, I replied. Of course, it is not proved, but I suspect that when he went to Aberdeen he afterwards went secretly to the Riviera.

Why secretly?

Ah! that Im unable to tell, I answered, resolved to keep the knowledge I possessed to myself. But pointing to the card in the frame of the mirror I explained that that was a gambling-card used only at Monte Carlo, and that the figures were in my friends handwriting.

The officer took it down interestedly, carefully scrutinised it, asked several questions regarding it, and then replaced it in the position it had occupied.

All three of us went to the writing-table, and the officer quickly discovered the cheque-book. Opening it he found by the counterfoil that what Ash had said about his cheque for wages was correct, but, further, that another cheque had been torn out after his, and that the counterfoil remained blank.

This is suspicious, the detective observed quickly. It looks very much as if theres been a robbery. We must stop the cheque at the bank, and he scribbled down the number of the counterfoil.

If a robbery has been committed, then my friend has been murdered, I said.

Thats more than likely, replied the officer. The story Ash tells us is certainly remarkable, and increases the mystery. If we can find this lady who made the appointment at Kings Cross, we should no doubt learn something which might throw some light on the affair. Personally, I am inclined to disbelieve the theory that death has been due to natural causes. In view of the facts before us, either suicide or murder seem much more feasible theories. Yet we must remember that a man who would deliberately send his man out before committing suicide would also fasten the door. You found it open.

This circumstance had not before occurred to me. Yes, a man who intended to take his own life would not have left the door open.

Ash, hearing our argument, at once declared that he had closed the door when he had gone out. Therefore, it seemed proved that Roddy had received a visitor during the absence of his valet.


Chapter Eight.

Within Grasp.
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SCARCELY HAD WE concluded our conversation when the police arrived, and removed the body to the mortuary, in order that the doctor might make his examination; then, there being nothing to detain me further in the dead mans chambers, I left in company with the detective, the latter having given Ash orders not to disturb a single thing in the rooms. If it were proved that the member for South-West Sussex had actually been murdered, then another examination of the place would have to be made.

The more I reflected upon the puzzling circumstances, the more bewildering they became.

I called upon two men, close friends of Roddys, and told them of the sad circumstances of his death; how he had died quite suddenly during his mans absence on a commission.

But I had no need to carry the distressing news, for as I passed the corner of the Haymarket the men selling the evening papers were holding the contents bills, whereon were displayed the words in big type, Mysterious Death of an M.P. Newspapers are ingenious enough not to give away their information by putting the name of the deceased, thereby compelling the public to pay their pennies in order to learn where the vacancy has been caused by the Avenger. Nowadays the breath is scarcely out of the body of a Parliamentary representative than the papers publish the figures of the previous elections and comment on the political prospects of the division.

I bought a paper, and there saw beneath the brief announcement of Roddys death quite a long account of the political position in his constituency, the name of the opposition candidate, and the majority by which my friend had been elected. Poor Roddys death did not appear so important to that journal as the necessity of wresting the seat from the Government.

Next afternoon the inquest was held at the St. Jamess Vestry Hall, and was attended by more newspaper reporters than members of the public. I arrived early and had a chat with the detective Priestly, who had questioned Ash, but he told me that nothing further had been discovered.

The usual evidence of identification having been taken, I was called and described the finding of the body. Then the valet Ash was called in and related the story which he had already told the detective.

You have no idea who this lady was whom your master desired to avoid? the Coroner asked him.

No, answered the man.

And as far as you are aware there was no reason for Mr Morgan taking his life?

None. He was exceedingly merry all the morning, whistling to himself, and once or twice joking with me when I waited on him at breakfast.

The doctor was then called, and having given his name and stated his professional qualifications, said — 

When I saw the deceased he was dead. I should think about half an hour had elapsed since respiration ceased. The room appeared in perfect order, and there was no sign whatever of foul play. On making a cursory examination I found one of the hands contracted, the fingers bent in towards the palm. This morning I made a post-mortem at the mortuary, and on opening the hand I discovered this within it, and from his vest pocket he took a piece of white tissue paper, which he opened.

Every neck was craned in Court to catch sight of what had been discovered, and I standing near him saw as he handed it to the Coroner that it was a tiny piece of soft black chiffon about half an inch square, evidently torn from a womans dress.

The Coroner took it, and then remarked — 

This would appear to prove that the deceased had a visitor immediately before his death, and that his visitor was a lady.

That is what I surmise, observed the doctor. My examination has proved one or two things. There was a stir in Court, followed by a dead and eager silence.

I found no external mark of violence whatsoever, the doctor continued in a clear tone, and the clenched hand with the piece of muslin within did not point to death from any unnatural cause. The only external marks were two very curious ones which are entirely unaccountable. On each elbow I found a strange white scar, the remains of some injury inflicted perhaps a year ago. The eyes, too, were discoloured in a manner altogether unaccountable. On further examination, I found no trace whatever of any organic disease. The deceased was a strong athletic man, and was suffering from no known malady which could have resulted fatally.

Did you make an examination of the stomach? inquired the Coroner.

I did. Suspecting suicide by poison, I made a most careful analysis, assisted by Dr Leverton, of Kings College Hospital, but we failed to discover any trace of poison whatsoever.

Then you cannot assign any cause for death in this instance? observed the Coroner, looking up sharply in surprise.

No, answered the doctor. I cannot.

Have you a theory that deceased died from the effects of poison?

Certain appearances pointed to such a conclusion, the doctor responded. Personally, before making the post-mortem, I suspected prussic acid; but all tests failed to detect any trace of such deleterious matter.

Of course, said the Coroner, who was also a medical man of wide experience, clearing his throat, as he turned to the jury, the presence of poison can be very easily discovered, and the fact that the analyses have failed must necessarily add mystery to this case.

Having failed to find poison, continued the doctor, we naturally turned our attention to other causes which might result fatally.

And what did you find? inquired the Coroner eagerly, his pen poised in his hand.

Nothing! the witness answered. Absolutely nothing.

Then you are quite unable to account for death?

Utterly. Several of the circumstances are suspicious of foul play, but we have found not the slightest trace of it. The marks upon the elbows are very curious indeed — circular white scars — but they have, of course, nothing to do with Mr Morgans sudden death, I recollected the portion of charred paper which I had picked up, the discovery of the glove-button, and its connection with the tiny scrap of black chiffon. Yes, there was no doubt that he had had a visitor between the time that Ash went out to meet the mysterious woman at Kings Cross and the moment of his death.

The affair seems enveloped in a certain amount of mystery, observed the Coroner to the jury after the doctor had signed his depositions. You have the whole of the evidence before you — that of the valet, the friend of deceased who discovered him, the police who have searched the chambers, and the doctor who made the post-mortem. In summing up the whole we find that the unfortunate gentleman died mysteriously — very mysteriously — but to nothing the medical men have discovered could they assign the cause of death. It would certainly appear, from the fact that a portion of a womans dress-trimming was discovered in the dead mans clenched hand, that he had a secret visitor, and that she desired to escape while he wished her to remain. Yet there was no sign of a struggle in the rooms, and no one saw any person enter or leave. Again, we have it in evidence that deceased, at the hour of his death, sent a message to some unknown lady whom his valet had instructions to meet on the railway platform at Kings Cross. This meeting had undoubtedly been pre-arranged, and the lady expected the unfortunate gentleman to keep it. Perhaps watching from a distance, and not seeing Mr Morgan, she did not approach the clock, and hence the valet did not give her the mysterious blank and unaddressed letter. After this, the suggestion naturally occurs whether or not this same lady visited Mr Morgan in the absence of his valet. She may have done, or may not. But in this Court we have nothing to do with theories. It is your duty, gentlemen of the jury, to say whether this gentleman actually died from natural causes, or whether by suicide or foul means. We must recollect that the police have discovered what may eventually throw some light on the affair, namely, the fact that a cheque is missing from deceaseds cheque-book, leaving the counterfoil blank. By means of that cheque it is just possible that the identity of the unknown person who visited Mr Morgan may be established. I think, gentlemen, continued the Coroner, after a pause, I think you will agree with me that in these strange circumstances it would be unwise to go further into the matter. By exposing all the evidence the police have in their possession we might possibly defeat our inquiry; therefore I ask you whether you will return a verdict that the death of this gentleman has resulted from natural causes, or whether you think it wiser to return an open verdict of Found dead, and leave all further inquiries in the hands of the police.

Those in Court stirred again uneasily. There had been breathless silence while the Coroner had been speaking save for the rustling of the paper and flimsies used by the reporters, and the departure of one or two uniformed messenger-lads carrying copy to the evening journals for use in their special editions.

The foreman of the jury turned to his fellow-jurymen and inquired whether they desired to consult in private. But all were of one opinion, and without leaving the room returned a verdict of Found dead. At the club that night everybody read the evening papers, and in the smoking-room everybody propounded his own view of the mystery. Some were of opinion that their friend had fallen a victim of foul play, while others who, like myself, had noticed his recent depressed spirits and inert attitude, were inclined to think that he had taken his own life in a fit of despondency. They declared that he had sent Ash out on a fools errand in order to be alone, and that the blank note was really nothing at all. The only argument against that theory was the fact that I had found the door leading to his chambers open. This was incompatible with the idea that he had deliberately taken his own life.

As the person who had made the startling discovery, I was, of course, questioned on every hand regarding all the minor details of the terrible scene. The men who held the opinion that he had been murdered desired to make out that the furniture had been disturbed, but having very carefully noted everything, I was able to flatly contradict them. Thus the evening passed with that one single subject under discussion — the murder of the man who had been so popular amongst us, and whom we had all held in such high esteem.

Next morning, near noon, while reading the paper beside my own fire, Simes entered, saying — 

Theres Ash, sir, would like to see you.

Show him in, I exclaimed at once, casting the paper aside, and an instant later the dead mans valet made his appearance, pale and agitated.

Well, Ash, I said, whats the matter?

Im a bit upset, sir; thats all. And he panted from the effort of ascending the stairs. Therefore, I motioned him to a seat.

Well, have the police visited your masters rooms again?

No, sir. They havent been again, he replied. But I made a thorough examination last night, and I wish youd come round with me, if youd be so kind, sir. I know you were my masters best friend, and Im sure you wont let this affair rest, will you?

Certainly not, I answered in surprise. But why do you wish me to go with you?

I want to ask your opinion on something.

What have you discovered?

Well, sir, I dont know whether it is a discovery, or not. But Id like you to see it, he said, full of nervous impatience.

Therefore, I called Simes to bring my hat and coat, and we went out together, taking a cab along to poor Roddys chambers. They seemed strangely silent and deserted now, as we let ourselves in with the latch-key. No cheery voice welcomed me from the sitting-room within, and there was no odour of Egyptian cigarettes or overnight cigars; no fire in the grate, for all was cheerless and rendered the more funereal because of the darkness of the rainy day.

This morning, explained Ash, when I thought I had made a thorough examination of the whole place last night, I chanced to be taking a turn around this room and made a discovery which seems to me very remarkable. Then, pointing, he went on: You see in that cabinet theres some old china.

Yes, I answered, for some of the pieces were very choice, and I had often envied them.

From where we stand here we can see a small casket of chased brass — Indian work, I think he called it.

Certainly.

Well, now, I chanced to pass this, and a thought occurred to me that Id look what was in that box. I did so, and when I saw, I closed it up again and came to you to get your opinion.

With that he opened the glass doors of the cabinet, took forth the little casket and opened it.

Inside there was nothing but ashes. They were white ashes, similar to those I had found in my own rooms after Aline had departed!

Good God! I gasped, scarcely believing my own eyes. What was in this box before?

When I opened it last week, sir, there was a rosary, such as the Roman Catholics use. It belonged to my masters grandmother, he once told me. She was a Catholic.

I turned the ashes over in my hand. Yes, there was no doubt whatever that it had been a rosary, for although the beads were consumed yet the tiny lengths of wire which had run through them remained unmelted, but had been blackened and twisted by the heat. There was one small lump of metal about the size of a bean, apparently silver, and that I judged to have been the little crucifix appended.

Its extraordinary! I said, bewildered, when I reflected that this fact lent additional colour to my vague theory that Aline might have visited Roddy before his death. Its most extraordinary!

Yes, sir, it is, Ash replied. But what makes it the more peculiar is the fact that about a year ago I found a little pile of ashes very similar to these when I went one morning to dust the masters dressing-table. He always kept a little pocket Testament there, but it had gone, and only the ashes remained in its place. I called him, and when he saw them he seemed very upset, and said— Take them out of my sight, Ash! Take them away! Its the Devils work!

Yes, I observed. This is indeed the Devils work.

The mystery surrounding the tragic affair increased hourly.

I examined the brass box, and upon the lid saw a strange discolouration. It was the mark of a finger — perhaps the mark of that mysterious hand, the touch of which had the potency to consume the object with which it came in contact. I placed the box back upon the table, and could not resist the strange chill which crept over me. The mystery was a more uncanny one than I had ever heard of.

Now tell me, Ash, I said at last. Did your master ever entertain any lady visitors here?

Very seldom, sir, the man answered. His married sister, Lady Hilgay, used to come sometimes, and once or twice his aunt, the Duchess, called, but beyond those I dont recollect any lady here for certainly twelve months past.

Some might have called when you were absent, of course, I remarked.

They might, he said; but I dont think they did.

Have you ever seen any letters that youve posted addressed to a lady named Cloud?

He reflected, then answered — 

No, sir. The name is an unusual one, and if Id ever seen it before I certainly should have remembered it.

Well, I said, after some minutes of silence, I want you to come with me and try and find a lady. If we do meet her youll see whether you can identify her as a person youve seen before. You understand?

Yes, he replied, with a puzzled look. But are we going to see the woman whom the police suspect visited my master while I was absent?

Be patient, I said, and together we went out, and re-entering the cab drove up to Hampstead.

The mystery of my friends death was becoming more inexplicable. Therefore I had resolved to seek Aline, and at all costs demand some explanation of the extraordinary phenomena which had taken place in Roddys rooms as well as in my own.


Chapter Nine.

Mrs Popejoys Statement.
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IS MISS CLOUD at home? I inquired of the maid, as Ash stood behind in wonder.

She doesnt live here, sir, replied the girl.

Doesnt live here? I echoed dubiously. Why, only a short time ago I saw her enter here!

Well, sir, I dont know her. Ive never heard the name.

Is Mrs Popejoy in? I inquired.

Yes, sir. If you wish to see her, please step inside.

We both entered the hall, the usual broad passage of a suburban house, with its cheap hall-stand, couple of straight-backed wooden chairs, and a long chest in imitation carved oak. The girl disappeared for a few moments, and on returning ushered us into the dining-room, where we found a rather sour-looking old lady standing ready to greet us. She was about sixty, grey-haired, thin-faced, and wore a cap with faded cherry-coloured ribbons.

Mrs Popejoy, I believe? I exclaimed politely, receiving in return a bow, the stiffness of which was intended to show breeding. Then continuing, I said: I have called on a rather urgent matter concerning your niece, Miss Aline Cloud; but the servant tells me she is not at home, and I thought you would perhaps tell me where I can find her without delay.

My niece! she exclaimed in surprise. My poor niece died ten years ago.

Ten years ago! I gasped. And is not Miss Cloud your niece?

I have no niece of that name, sir, she answered. The name indeed is quite strange to me. There must be some mistake.

But your name is Popejoy, I exclaimed, and this is Number sixteen, Ellerdale Road?

Certainly.

Truth to tell, madam, I said, I have called on you in order to assure myself of a certain very extraordinary fact.

What is it?

Well, late on a certain night some weeks ago I accompanied Miss Cloud, the lady I am now in search of, to this house. I sat in the cab while she got out, and with my own eyes saw her admitted by your maid. This strikes me as most extraordinary, in lace of your statement that you know nothing of her. The old lady reflected.

What cock-and-bull story did she tell you? she inquired quickly. Explain it all to me, then perhaps I can help you.

There was something about Mrs Popejoys manner that I did not like. I could have sworn that she was concealing the truth.

Well, I said, I met Miss Cloud at a theatre, and she told me that you and another lady had accompanied her; that you had got separated, and being a stranger in London she did not know her way home. Therefore I brought her back, and saw her enter here.

The old lady smiled cynically.

My dear sir, she said, youve been very neatly imposed upon. In the first place, I have no niece; secondly, Ive never entered a theatre for years; thirdly, Ive never heard of any girl named Cloud; and fourthly, she certainly does not live here.

But with my own eyes I saw her enter your door, I said. I surely can believe what I have seen!

It must have been another house, she answered. There are several in this road similar in appearance to mine.

No. Number sixteen, I said. I looked it up previously in the Directory and saw your name. There can be no mistake.

Well, sir, snapped the old lady, I am mistress of this house, and surely I ought to know whether I have a niece or not! What kind of lady was she?

She was young, fair-haired, blue-eyed, and very good-looking. She had lived in France previously, at Montgeron, near Paris.

Ah! the old lady cried suddenly. Why, of course, the hussy! Now I remember. It is quite plain that she duped you.

Tell me, I exclaimed eagerly. Where is she now?

How should I know? She wasnt my niece at all. A few weeks ago I advertised in the Christian World for a companion, and engaged her. She came one afternoon, and said that coming from France she had left all her luggage at Victoria. She was exceedingly pleasant, took tea with me, and afterwards at her request I allowed her to go down to Victoria to see about her boxes. That was about six oclock, but she did not return until nearly two oclock in the morning, and when I questioned her she said that she had been unable to find the office where her luggage had been placed, and had been wandering about, having lost her way. I didnt believe such a lame story, and the consequence was that she left after a week, and I havent seen her since.

I stood dumbfounded.

Thats a strange story, sir, observed Ash, who was standing near.

Its amazing! I said. And it complicates matters very considerably.

Turning to Mrs Popejoy, I inquired — 

When you corresponded with her, to what address did you write?

To a village post-office somewhere in the Midlands. It was a funny name, which I cant remember.

Do you recollect the county?

No. I didnt put the county. The first letter I wrote was to initials at the office of the newspaper; and in reply I received a letter from Paris, with a request that further letters might be addressed to Miss — what was her name? — Cloud, at this post-office.

Then to you she gave her name as Cloud? I said quickly.

Yes. At first when you mentioned it I did not recollect. Now I remember.

Then you have no idea where she is now! I said.

Not the slightest, the old lady snapped. I was very glad to see the back of the hussy, for I believe she was no better than she should be, staying out till that hour of the morning. I told Ann to turn out the gas and go to bed, but it seems that she didnt, and waited up till that unearthly hour. And do you know what, continued old Mrs Popejoy in a confidential tone, I believe that there was something very mysterious about her. I have a very shrewd suspicion that she meant to rob me, or do me some evil or other.

Why? I asked eagerly. What mystery was there surrounding her?

Well, she responded after some little hesitation, I was very glad indeed when she went off in a flounce, and I hope shell never darken my door again. You may think me very timid, but if you had seen what I discovered after she had gone youd have been of my way of thinking.

What did you discover? I asked, surprised.

Well, in her bedroom there was, in a small silver box, an old ring that my late husband had prized very much. It had belonged to one of the Popes, and had been blessed by him. The relic was no doubt an extremely valuable one.

And when she went? I asked.

When she went I had a look round her room to see that nothing had been taken, but to my surprise I found the ring and the box actually burnt up. Only the ashes remained! There was a picture of the Virgin also in the room, an old panel-painting which my husband had picked up in Holland, and what was most extraordinary was that although this picture had also been wholly consumed, the little easel had been left quite intact. Some Devils work was effected there, but how, I cant imagine.

This was certainly a most startling statement, and the old lady was evidently still nervous regarding it. Did it not fully bear out what had already occurred in my own rooms and in those of the man whose life had so suddenly gone out?

Do you think, then, that the picture was deliberately burned? I inquired.

I examined the ashes very closely, she replied, and found that by whatever means the picture was destroyed, the table-cloth had not even been singed. Now, if the picture had been deliberately lighted, a hole must have been burned in the cloth; but as it was, it seemed as though the picture, which the Roman Catholics hold in such reverence, had been destroyed by something little short of a miracle.

Have you preserved the ashes?

No, responded the old lady; Ann threw them into the dustbin at once. I didnt like to keep them about.

And what is your private opinion? I asked, now that we had grown confidential.

I believe, she answered decisively, I believe that the hussy must have been in league with the very Evil One himself.

Such was exactly my own opinion, but I had no desire to expose all my feelings, or confess the fascination which she had held over me by reason of her wondrous beauty. It was strange, I thought, how, evil though her heart, she had uttered those ominous warnings. True, I had loved her; I had adored her with all the strength of my being; but she in return had only urged me to love my Platonic little friend Muriel. She who held me powerless beneath her thrall had, with self-denial, released me in order that I might transfer my affections to the bright-eyed woman who was wearing out her heart at Madame Gabrielles; she had implored me to cast her aside, and thus escape the mysterious unknown fate which she predicted must inevitably fall upon me.

The reason why she had forbidden me to call at Mrs Popejoys, or to address a letter there, was now quite plain. She had deceived me, and I could trust her no further.

Yet had she actually deceived me? Had she not plainly told me that she was an evil-doer, a malefactor, one whose mission was to bring ill-fortune to her fellow-creatures. Yes, Aline Cloud was a mystery. More than ever I now felt that she was the possessor of some unknown subtle influence, some unseen supernatural power by which she could effect evil at will.

I suppose, I said, in an endeavour to allay the nervous old ladys fears, I suppose there is some quite ordinary explanation for the strange occurrence. Many things which at first appear inexplicable are, when the truth is made plain, quite ordinary events. So it was, I suppose, with the picture and the ring which were consumed by what appears like spontaneous combustion.

I dont know, she replied. Ive thought over it a great deal, but the more I think of it, the more extraordinary it seems.

I regret to have troubled you, I said. I must try and find her at whatever cost, for the matter is a most important one. If you should by any chance come across her again, or if she visits you, I should be obliged if you would at once communicate with me, and I handed her a card.

Certainly, sir, she replied. The hussy entirely misled you, and I should like to be able to fathom the mystery how my picture and ring were reduced to ashes. If I ever do see her again, depend upon it that Ill let you know. Then, with womans curiosity, pardonable in the circumstances, she asked, Is the matter on which you wish to speak to her a personal one?

It is, and yet it is not, I responded vaguely. It concerns another person — a friend.

With that I shook her hand, and accompanied by Ash, walked out and left the house.

As we drove back down the Hampstead Road I turned to the valet and said — 

Do you remember whether a tall, dark, shabby-genteel man in a frock-coat and tall hat — a man with a thin, consumptive-looking face — ever called upon your master?

I was thinking of Alines companion, and of their remarkable conversation. At that moment it occurred to me that it might be of Roddy they had spoken, and not of myself. Did he urge her to kill my friend? Ash reflected deeply.

I dont remember any man answering that description, he responded. After he became a Member of Parliament one or two strange people from his constituency called to see him, but I dont recollect anybody like the man you describe. How old was he?

About forty; or perhaps a trifle over.

The man shook his head. No, he declared, I dont think he ever called.

When your master sent you out with the note that morning had you any suspicion that he meant to receive a secret visitor? Now, dont conceal anything from me. Together we must fathom this mystery. He hesitated, then turning to me, answered — 

Well, to tell the truth, sir, I did.

What caused you to suspect?

First, the letter being unaddressed was a rather curious fact, he responded slowly. Then, I was to meet a lady whom he did not describe further than that she was youngish, and would wear a bunch of flowers. All this appeared strange, but my curiosity was further aroused because he had dressed more carefully than he usually did in a morning, as though visitors were coming.

Was he down at the House on the previous night?

Yes, sir; I took a telegram down there, and delivered it to him in the Lobby. He opened it, read it, and uttered a bad word, as if its contents annoyed him very much. Then I returned, and he arrived home about half an hour after midnight. I gave him some whiskey and soda, and left him smoking and studying a big blue-book he had brought home with him.

Have you any suspicion that the telegram had any connection with the mysterious lady whom you were sent to meet?

Ive several times thought that it had. Of course I cant tell.

A silence fell between us. At last I spoke again, saying — 

Remember that all you have heard to-day must be kept secret. Nobody must know that we have been to Mrs Popejoys. There is a mystery surrounding this lady named Cloud, and when we get to the bottom of it we shall, I feel certain, obtain a clue to the cause of your poor masters death. You, his faithful servant, were, I feel assured, devoted to him, therefore it behoves us both to work in unison with a view to discovering the truth.

Certainly, sir; I shall not utter a single word of what I have heard to-day. But, he added, do you believe that my poor master was murdered?

Its an open question, I replied. There are one or two facts which, puzzling the doctors, may be taken as suspicious, yet there are others which seem quite plain, and point to death from natural causes.

Then, having given him certain instructions how to act if he discovered anything further regarding the mysterious Aline, he alighted at the corner of Cranbourne Street, while I drove on to my own rooms, full of saddest memories of the man who had for years been one of my closest friends.


Chapter Ten.

In Duddington.
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WHEN THE WINTER rains made London dreary, rendering the Strand a veritable quagmire, and when the shops began to display Christmas cards and Christmas numbers, I went South, as I did each year, accompanied by my married sister and her husband, in search of sunshine. I knew the Riviera well. I had enjoyed the rather dull exclusiveness of Cannes; I had stayed one season at the Grand at Nice and capered through Carnival in a clowns dress of mauve and green; I had spent a fortnight once in Mentone, that paradise of the consumptive; and I had paid some lengthy bills at the Hotel de Paris at Monte Carlo. My brother-in-law, however, had taken a little white villa on the olive-clad hillside at Beaulieu, which we found was on the verge of everything.

But to me life on the Riviera soon becomes tiresome. A couple or three visits to the Rooms; a five oclock or two at La Reserve; tea in a wicker chair in the entrance-hall of that colossal hotel, the Excelsior, at Cimiez, which is patronised by Her Majesty; a dinner at the London House at Nice, and one at the Hermitage at Monty, and I become tired of the ever-azure sea, of the Noahs Ark gardens, of the artificiality and of the constant brightness of the Riviera season. I long for my old English home in the country where, in the springtime, all the beauties of the outdoor world come to one with a sense of novelty after the winters cold and frost.

Therefore at the end of March I returned, passing through London, and travelling down to my fathers place at Tixover, which was, as always, my pleasant home.

What though the trees were still leafless, and the flowers few; every day, almost every hour, fresh green buds were swelling and opening in the balmy air; the delicate pink of the almond blossom was flushing the bare twigs in the kitchen-garden, primroses were coyly showing themselves in the coppices and hedgerows, as I drove along from Stamford, while in the sheltered places in the woods as I passed I saw sheets of wild hyacinths, like strips of the sky fallen, delicate snowdrops, and a wealth of daffodils.

As I drove along that morning through Worthorpe and Colly Weston to Duddington, the quaint little old Northamptonshire village within a mile of which lies Tixover Hall, it was, though a trifle chilly after the Riviera, one of those bright days which make even the elderly feel young and sprightly again; days on which even the saddest among us are influenced by the infectious brightness of the atmosphere. At no other season of the year is there that delicious sensation of life, of resurrection in the very air, as the grey old earth awakens from her winter sleep and renews her youth again.

As the old bay mare trotted down the short, steep hill from the cross-roads, and Banks was telling me all the gossip of the countryside — how my old friend Doctor Lewis, of Cliffe, had taken to cycling, how an entertainment had been held at the schools, and how somebody in the Parish Council had been making himself obnoxious — we suddenly entered Duddington, the queer old village with its rows of comfortable, old-fashioned cottages, with their attics peeping from beneath the thatch. In the air was that sweet smell of burnt wood peculiar to those peaceful Midland villages, and as we passed the inn, and turning, crossed the bridge which led out to the right to Tixover, a couple of villagers pulled their forelocks as a token of respect, I felt tired after two days of incessant travelling, nevertheless there was about that old-world place a home-like feeling, for I had known it ever since I had known myself. Those elderly people who peered out of their cottage doors as we passed, and who gave me a merry, laughing greeting, had known me ever since the days when my nurse used to take me for drives in the donkey-cart, while those broad, green meadows on either side of the wandering river had belonged to my family for generations.

A mile away, along a straight road with gradual ascent, a belt of firs came into view, and away through the trees I could distinguish the old, red chimneys of the Hall, the house which for three centuries past had been the residence of my ancestors. Then a few moments later, as we turned into the drive, our approach was heralded by the loud barking of Bruce and Nero, whose ferocity was instantly calmed when I alighted at the door and met my mother at the foot of the great oak staircase.

The old place, with its wide, panelled hall, its long, big rooms, its antiquated furniture — rather the worse for wear perhaps — and its wide hearths where wood fires were still burning, had an air of solidity and comfort after the stuccoed and painted villa at Beaulieu, where the salon with its gilt furniture was only large enough to hold four people comfortably, and the so-called terrace was not much wider than the overhanging eaves.

Yes, Tixover was a fine old place, perhaps not architecturally so handsome as many residences in the vicinity, yet my father, like his father and grandfather before him, did not believe in modernising its interior, hence it was entirely antique with genuine old oak of the time of the first Charles, — queer old high-backed chairs, covered with time-dimmed tapestry that had been worked by hands that had fallen to dust in the days before the Plague devastated London. The old diamond-panes set in lead were the same as in the turbulent days when the Roundheads assembled about Stamford and Cromwell camped outside Cliffe. There was everything one could desire at Tixover — fishing in the river which ran through the grounds, shooting in those extensive woods on the Stamford Road, hunting with the Fitzwilliam pack, who several times in the season met at the cross-roads, a mile and a half away, while the roads, although a trifle hilly, were nevertheless almost perfect for cycling.

But when a man has broken his home ties and lives in London, to return to the home of his youth is only pleasant for a limited period. Tixover was a quiet, restful place, but after a month it generally became dreary and dull, and I usually left it with a sigh of relief, and returned to London eager to get back to my own chambers, my club, and the men I knew. Why it was I could never tell. I suppose it is the same with all other men. To those who like town life the country is only tolerable for a time, just as those who set out with a determination to live abroad generally return after a year or so, wearied and homesick.

I found life at home just as even and undisturbed as it had been since my sister Mary had married and I had left to live in London. My parents aged but slowly, and were both still active, therefore I was warmly welcomed, and as that evening I sat in the old familiar drawing-room, with its dingy paintings, its crackling wood fire, and its rather uncomfortable chairs in comparison with my own soft saddlebag ones, I related how we had spent the season on the Riviera; of our excursions to Grasse and Aspremont, of my brother-in-laws luck in winning two zeros in succession, and of my own good fortune in being invited on a weeks yachting trip around Corsica and back to Cannes. My parents were interested in all this, for they once used to go to Nice regularly to escape the winter, in the days before the Paillon was covered in or the public gardens were made. Now, however, they no longer went South, preferring, as they put it, the warmth of their own fireside.

It was not surprising. To elderly people who are not in robust health the long journey is fatiguing, while to the invalid ordered abroad by irresponsible doctors, the shaking up on the P.L.M. proves often the cause of sudden and fatal collapse.

Of Muriel I had heard but little. I had written to her twice from Beaulieu, and sent her an occasional box of flowers from one of the well-known florists in Nice, yet her letters in return were merely brief notes of thanks, and I feared that perhaps I had annoyed her by too long neglect. There seemed in her letters a tone of complaint which was unusual; therefore, I began to reflect whether it would not be as well to take a trip to town shortly, to see how Simes was keeping my rooms, and entertain her to the usual little dinner at Frascatis.

In the days immediately succeeding my return to Tixover, I drove about a good deal, visiting various friends in the vicinity and making dutiful calls upon my mothers friends. It was always my custom, too, to call upon some of my fathers older tenants; the people who had been kind to me when I was a mischievous lad. I found that such informal visits, where I could drink a glass of fresh milk or homemade wine, were always appreciated, and, truth to tell, I found in them some very pleasant reminiscences of my youth.

One afternoon, when I came in from driving to Oundle, I found my mother taking tea with a stranger, in the pleasant, old-fashioned drawing-room, the mullioned windows of which looked out upon a broad sweep of well-kept lawn, bounded by the river and the meadows beyond.

Ah! Heres Clifton! my mother exclaimed as I entered, and at that moment the man who was sitting with her taking tea turned and faced me.

Let me introduce you. Mr Yelverton, our new curate — my son Clifton.

Why, Jack! I cried, wringing his hand, and its actually you — a clergyman! And I gazed at his clerical garb in blank amazement.

Yes, its me, he answered cheerily. I certainly didnt think that I should ever get an appointment in your country.

But how is it? I cried, after I had explained to my mother how we had been chums at Wadham.

I never thought youd go in for the Church.

Nor did I, he admitted, laughing. But Im curate of Duddington, and this is my first visit to your mother. I had no idea that this was your home. There are many Cleeves, you know.

He was a merry, easy-going fellow, this old college companion of mine, a veritable giant in stature, fair, with a long, drooping moustache that a cavalry officer might have envied, broad shouldered, burly, a magnificent type of an Englishman. As he stood there towering above me, he looked strangely out of place in his long, black coat and clerical collar. An officers uniform would have suited him better.

I had left Oxford a couple of terms before he had, and on going abroad lost sight of him. He had been accredited by all as a coming man on account of his depth of learning. When I had last seen him, some six years before, he was living in Lincolns Inn, and reading for the Bar.

I referred to that occasion when we had met in the Strand, and he replied — 

Yes, but I preferred the Church. My uncle, you know, is Bishop of Galway.

Then I recollected that such was the case. He had no doubt been induced to go in for a clerical life by this relative. Maternal uncles are responsible for a good deal in shaping a mans career.

Well, youre always welcome to Tixover, my dear old fellow, I said, and Im sure my mother will always be very pleased to see you.

Of course, she said, smiling sweetly. Any friend of Cliftons is always welcome here. I hope you wont treat us formally, Mr Yelverton, but look in and see us whenever you can spare time.

Yelverton thanked her warmly, and as I took my tea I began to chat about the parish, about the shortcomings of his predecessor, an abominable young prig who lisped, flirted outrageously, thought of nothing but tennis, and whose sermons were distinct specimens of oratorical rubbish. To all the countryside he was known as Mothers darling, an appellation earned by the fact that his mother, a fussy old person, used to live with him and refer to him as her dear boy.

But Jack Yelverton was of an entirely different stamp — a manly, good-humoured, even-tempered fellow who had no side, and whose face and figure showed him to be designed as a leader among men. At college he had been noted for his careful judgment, his close and diligent studies of abstruse subjects, and his remarkable grasp of things which even the Dons found difficult. Yet he was an inveterate practical joker, and more than once got into an ugly scrape, from which, however, he always managed to ingeniously wriggle out.

I was extremely glad to find my old friend installed in Duddington, for during the years that had passed I had often wondered what had become of him. More than once poor Roddy, who had been one of us at Wadham, had expressed a wish that we could find him, for we had all three been closest friends in the old days. And yet he had actually been appointed our curate and spiritual adviser, and had come to visit Tixover without knowing it was my home.

We laughed heartily over the situation.

He told me how he had taken lodgings with Mrs Walker, a cheerful old soul who lived at a pleasant cottage halfway up the village street, an old-fashioned place with a flower-garden in front and a little paved walk leading up to the rustic porch. Assisted by her daughter, old Mrs Walker had lodged curates in Duddington for many years, knew all their wants, and was well versed in the diplomatic treatment of callers, and the means by which her lodger could be prevented from being disturbed when working at his sermon.

We chatted on for half an hour, and when he rose to leave he invited me to walk up to the village after dinner, and have a smoke with him.

My rooms are not palatial, you know, my dear fellow, he said, but I can give you a good cigar, if youll come.

Certainly; I shall be delighted, I answered, and we parted.

Soon after eight that evening I knocked at Mrs Walkers door, and was ushered by her daughter into the small, clean, but rather shabbily-furnished best room. It smelt strongly of the geraniums, which grew high in a row before the window, and as I entered Jack Yelverton rose and greeted me cheerily, giving me his easy chair, taking down a box of cigars from the shelf, and producing a surreptitious bottle of whiskey, a syphon, and a couple of glasses from a little cupboard in the wall.

Im jolly glad youve come, he said, when he had reseated himself, and I had got my weed under way. The surprise to-day has indeed been a pleasant one. Lots of times I have thought of you, and wondered where and how you were. But in the world men drift apart, and even the best resolutions of correspondence made at college are mostly broken. However, it is a very pleasant meeting this, for I feel already that Im among friends.

Of course you are, old chap, I answered. My people will always be pleased to see you. Like yourself, Im awfully glad weve met. But youre the very last man I should have imagined would have gone in for the Church. It isnt your first appointment, I suppose?

No, he answered reflectively, gazing at the end of his cigar. It came about in this way. I studied for a couple of years at Lincolns Inn, but somehow I didnt care much for the law, and one day it occurred to me that with my knowledge of theology I might have a chance of doing good among my fellow-men. I dont know what put it into my head, Im sure, but straight away I saw my uncle the Bishop, and the result was that very soon afterwards I was appointed curate at Framlingham, in Suffolk. This disappointed me. I felt that I ought to work in one of the overcrowded cities; that I might, with the income my father had left me, alleviate the sufferings of some of the deserving poor; that I might be the means of effecting some good in the world. At last I was successful in obtaining an appointment under the Vicar of Christ Church, Commercial Street, Spitalfields, where I can tell you I had plenty of opportunity for doing that which I had set my mind upon. A curates life in the East End isnt very pleasant if he does his duty, and mine was not a very salubrious locality. The air of the slums is poisonous. For three years I worked there, he went on after a slight pause. Then I exchanged to St. Peters, Walworth, and then, owing to ill-health, I was compelled to come here, into the country again. Thats briefly been my life since we parted.

Well, I said, convinced of his earnestness of purpose in the life he had adopted, for a man does not seek an appointment in a London slum unless he feels a strong incentive to work in the interests of his fellow-men, youll get all right very soon here, I hope. The air is fresh, your parish isnt very large, and old Layton, the rector, is an easy-going old chap — one of the old school.

Yes, I know, he said; Ive been here already ten days, and Ive seen that the work is mere childs play. The rector has got into a groove, like all rural rectors. But, to tell the truth, I only accepted the appointment because the doctor ordered me a change. When Im quite strong again I shall go back, I hope, to London. When I entered the Church it wasnt with any thought of gain. Ive enough to keep me comfortably. I had, and have still, in view work which I must achieve.

Jack Yelverton was an enthusiast. I was rather surprised, I confess, at finding him so energetic in religious work, for when at Wadham he had been quite the reverse. Still, there was an air of deep sincerity in his words. His face, too, was pale and lined, as if he had worked until his constitution had become jaded and worn. On his mantel-shelf was a marble clock, with the neat inscription on a silver plate stating that it had been subscribed for by the parishioners of the poor East End parish as a token of their esteem.

He rose to turn down the lamp, which was smoking, and as he did so sighed. Then casting himself in his chair again, he remarked — 

I dont know how long I shall be able to stand this rusticating. You know, Clifton, I wasnt born to rusticate.

No, I know that, I said. Like myself, you prefer town.

Ah, you have your clubs, your friends, theatres, concerts, river-parties, merry little dinners, all that makes life worth living, he said. But if you worked with me for a week your heart would bleed to see the appalling poverty and distress; how the poor strive and struggle to live; how their landlords, with hearts like stone, sell them up and drive them to the last extremity; how the keepers of the low-class public-houses sell them intoxicants which drive them mad, and how at last the police lay hands upon them as drunkards and thieves. You dont know, my dear fellow — you cant know — how lower London lives. When I reflect upon some of the painful scenes of poverty and distress to which I have been witness, and remember the heartfelt gratitude with which any slight assistance I have given has been accepted, I feel somehow angry with the wealthy — those who spend their money recklessly within that small area around Charing Cross, and will contribute to any Mansion House fund to aid foreigners because their names will be printed as donors in the daily papers, but, alas! who begrudge a single sixpence to the starving poor in the giant city which brings them their wealth. They are fond of talking of missions to the East End and all that, but it isnt religion half these people want, its bread for their starving wives and children, or some little necessities for the sick.

Yes, I observed, I suppose all sorts of absurd bunkum is talked about religious work among the London poor. Poor Roddy Morgan used to hold a similar opinion to yourself. He was an ardent supporter of a philanthropic movement which had its headquarters somewhere in the Mile End Road.

Ah! poor Roddy! he sighed. His was, indeed, a sad end. That such a good, honest, upright fellow should have been murdered like that was truly a most melancholy circumstance.

Murdered! I exclaimed. How do you know he was murdered?

There had been no suggestion in the papers of foul play, therefore my friends declaration was extremely remarkable.

I know the truth! he answered, very gravely.

What do you mean? I exclaimed, starting forward quickly. Are you actually aware of the cause of poor Roddys death? Tell me.

No, Clifton, he responded, shaking his head, as rising he stood determinedly before me, his brows knit in a thoughtful attitude. A confession made to me by one who seeks the forgiveness of God I may not divulge. Remember, he added in a firm voice, remember that I am a clergyman; and confidences reposed in me I must not abuse. Therefore do not seek the truth from me. My lips are sealed.


Chapter Eleven.

Purely Confidential.
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JACK YELVERTONS DECLARATION held me dumb. He knew the truth, yet could not divulge, because any confession made to him by one who sought spiritual guidance was sacred.

I pressed him to tell me something which might give me a clue to the truth, but he only grew additionally grave, and answered — 

Roddy was my friend, as well as yours, Clifton. If it were possible, dont you think that I would bring the guilty to punishment? Ah! dont speak of it, he sighed. In this affair Ive suffered enough. If you knew how the possession of this secret oppresses me, you would be silent on that sad topic always.

I said nothing. His face had grown haggard and drawn, and I could see that his conscience was torn by a tumult of emotions.

It was certainly extraordinary, I reflected, as I smoked on in silence, while he stood leaning against the mantel-shelf with his eyes fixed upon the opposite wall. That day I had again met after years of separation this man who had once been among my best friends, and he was actually in possession of the secret which I had been longing through those winter months to learn — the secret of the tragic death of poor Roddy Morgan.

But he was a clergyman. Had he been a member of any other profession he might, in the interests of justice, betray the murderer — for there was no doubt now that Roddy had been murdered — but he was a servant of his Master, and words spoken in confidence into his ear by the penitent were as the secrets of the Roman Catholic confessional. From him I could hope for no word of the truth.

At last he spoke again, telling me that the real reason he had accepted a country curacy was because of this terrible secret ever oppressing him.

But, he added quite resignedly, it is, I suppose, a burden placed upon me as a test. Now I know the truth I feel as an accessory to the crime; but to divulge would be to break faith with both God and man.

His words admitted of no argument. I sat silent, oppressed, smoking and thinking. Then at length I rose to go.

We are friends still, Clifton, he said, as he gripped my hand warmly. But you understand my position, dont you?

Yes, I answered. That you cannot speak is plain. Good night, and I went forth into the quiet village street where the only light came from the cottage windows here and there. The good people of Duddington go to bed early and rise with the dawn, therefore there was little light to guide my steps down the hill and up the road to the Hall. Nothing stirred, and the only sound was the dismal howl of a distant sheep-dog.

During the fortnight that followed I saw plenty of the new curate. His manner had, however, changed, and he had grown the same merry, buoyant companion as he had been in our college days.

Into Duddington Jack Yelverton had come as a perfect revelation of the ways and manners of the Church. For the past twenty years the estimable rector had preached regularly once each Sunday, and been usually assisted by a puny, consumptive-looking youth, fresh from college; but the smart, clever, witty sermon from this ecclesiastical giant was electrifying. People talked of it for days afterwards, discussed the arguments he had put forward so boldly, and were compelled to admit that he was an earnest, righteous, and upright man.

He dined with us once or twice, afterwards taking a hand at whist; we cycled together over to Oundle by way of Newton and Fotheringhay; on another occasion we rode to Uppingham to visit a man who had been with us at Wadham and was now one of the masters at Uppingham School; and several times I drove him to Peterborough and to Stamford. Thus we were together a good deal, and the more I saw of him the more convinced I became that he was thoroughly earnest in his purpose, and that he had not adopted the Church from motives of gain, like so many men whose relatives are ecclesiastical dignitaries.

A letter I received one morning from Muriel caused me to decide upon a visit to town, and I left the same evening, returning once more to my chambers in Charing Cross Mansions. Next day being Sunday, I sent Simes, on my arrival, round to Madame Gabrielles with a note inviting Muriel to call at eleven and go with me to spend the day at Hampton Court. I knew that she always liked a ramble in Bushey Park, for town-stifled as she was, it reminded her of Burleigh, the great demesne of the Cecils outside Stamford.

She accepted, and at eleven next morning Simes ushered her in. She was quietly dressed in black, the dash of bright cerise in her hat well suiting her complexion.

Well, she said, putting forth her hand as she entered. I really thought you had quite forgotten me. Your note last night gave me a great surprise.

I suppose if the truth were known you were engaged for to-day, eh? I asked mischievously, for I took a keen delight in chaffing her about her admirers.

Well, youve pretty well guessed the truth, she laughed, blushing slightly as she took the chair I offered her.

What is he this time — dark or fair? I asked.

Dark. A rather nice fellow-cashier in a bank in the City.

And he takes you out often, I suppose?

Two or three times a week, she answered, quite frankly. We go to a music-hall sometimes, or, if not, down to the Monico.

The Monico! I laughed, remembering how popular that restaurant was with shop-assistants and clerks. Why always the Monico?

Ah! she smiled. We cant afford Frascatis, the Café Royal, or Yerreys. We get a little life at the Monico at small cost, and it doesnt matter to us whether our neighbours wear tweeds or not. A man not in evening dress in the Café Royal, Verreys, or Jimmys is looked upon as an outsider; so we avoid those places.

And you like him, eh? I inquired, amused.

As much as I like all the others, she responded with a light, irresponsible air, toying with the handle of her umbrella. Life in London is frightfully dull if a girl has nobody to take her out. She cant go about alone as she can in the country, and girls in business are not very friendly towards each other. Youve no idea how many jealousies exist among girls in shops.

I suppose if a man goes to Madame Gabrielles to buy a bonnet for a present, or something, you all think he ought to take notice of you? I laughed.

Of course, she replied. But its the travellers from the wholesale houses who are most sought after by the girls; first, because they are generally pretty well to do, and secondly, they often know of good cribs of which they tell the girls who are their favourites, and give them a recommendation into the bargain.

I always used to think that the shop-walker in the drapery places had a pretty lively time of it. Is that so?

Theyre always jealous of the travellers, she said. The shop-walker fancies himself a lady-killer because hes trained to do the amiable to the customers, and he can get the girls in his department into awful hot water if he likes; therefore he doesnt care much for the good-looking town traveller, who comes in his brougham and has such a very gay and easy life of it. Girls in drapers shops are compelled to keep in with the shop-walker, but they hate him because hes usually such a tyrant.

Then you may thank your stars that you havent a shop-walker, I laughed.

But weve got old Mrs Rayne and the manager, who are both quite as nasty to us as any shop-walker could be, she protested quickly. Rayne is constantly nagging at one or other of us if we dont effect a sale. And thats too bad, for, as you know, many ladies come in merely to look round and price the hats. They have no intention whatever of buying, and make lame excuses that the shape doesnt suit them, or that the colour is too gaudy. It isnt fair to us.

Of course not, I said. But forget all your business worries for to-day, and lets have a pleasant hour or two out in the country. Theres a train from Waterloo at twelve; so well go to Teddington and walk across Bushey Park. Do you care for that?

Of course, she cried, delighted. Why, its fully ten or even eleven months since we were there last time. Do you remember, we went down last Chestnut Sunday? Werent the trees in the avenue beautiful then?

Yes, I said, remembering the pleasant afternoon we had afterwards spent on the river. But it was now too early in the season for boating in comfort, therefore to wander about would, I knew, be far more enjoyable.

Therefore, we took a cab over to Waterloo, and travelling down to Teddington, lunched at the Clarence, and afterwards, in the bright spring sunshine, strolled up the avenue, where already the trees were bursting into leaf. There were but few people, for as yet the season was considered too early. On summer Sundays, when London is dusty and the streets of closed shops palpitate with heat, then crowds of workers come there by all sorts of conveyances to get fresh air and obtain sight of the cooling scenery. But in early spring it is too far afield. Yet there is no more beautiful spot within easy reach of London, and in the quietness of a bright spring day, when the grass is green, when everything is bursting into bud, and the birds are singing merrily as if thankful that winter has passed, I had always found it far more pleasant than in the hot days, when omnibuses tear wildly along the avenue, raising clouds of dust, when carts full of coarse-voiced gentlemen from the East shout loudly, and chaff those who are seated on the tops of the four-horsed buses, and when the public-houses are filled to overflowing by crowds of ever-thirsty bona-fide travellers.

In the warm sunshine, which reminded me of those perfect March days we had had on the Riviera, we wandered together across the Park, chatting merrily, she relating to me all the principal events of her toilsome life during the past six months, which comprised that period when the metropolis is at its worst, and when wet Sundays render the life of Londons workers additionally dismal. In winter the life of the shop-assistant is truly a dreary, monotonous existence, working nearly half the day by artificial light in an atmosphere unhealthily warmed by one of those suffocating abominations called gas-stoves; and if Sunday happens to be inclement there is absolutely nothing to do save to wait for the opening of the big restaurants at six oclock in the evening. To sit idle in a café and be choked with tobacco-smoke is all the recreation which shop-assistants in London can obtain if the Day of Rest be wet.

Truly the shop-assistants life is an intensely dismal one. Knowing all this, I felt sorry for Muriel.

Then the winter has been very dull, I observed, after she had been telling me of the miserable weather and her consequent inability to get out on Sundays.

Yes, she answered. I used to be envious when you wrote telling me of the sunshine and flowers you had on the Riviera. It must be a perfect Paradise. I should so like to go there and spend a winter.

As far as natural beauties are concerned, the coast is almost as near Paradise as you can get on this earth, I said, laughing. But Monte Carlo, although delightful, is far nearer an approach to the other place — the place which isnt often mentioned in polite society — in fact, somebody once said, and with a good deal of truth, that the door of the Casino was the entrance-gate to hell.

Id like to see the gambling-rooms just once, she said.

You are best away from them, I answered. The moral influence of the tables cannot fail to prove baneful.

I was disappointed, she said, when I heard you had left London without wishing me good-bye. You had never done so before. I called at your chambers, and Simes told me you had gone abroad. Surely you could have spared ten minutes to wish me farewell, she added reproachfully.

I glanced at her and saw a look of regret and disappointment upon her face. Yes, she was undeniably beautiful.

I told myself that I had always loved Muriel, that I loved her still.

Her eyes met mine, and I saw in their dark depths a deep and trusting love. Yet I was socially her superior, and had foolishly imagined that we could always remain friends without becoming lovers. When I reflected how years ago I used to chat with her in her fathers shop, in the days when she was a hoydenish schoolgirl, and compared her then with what she was now, I saw her as a graceful, modest, and extremely beautiful woman, who possessed the refinement of speech and grace of carriage which many women in higher standings in life would have envied, and whom I knew was honest and upright, although practically alone and unprotected in that great world of London.

You must forgive me, I said. I ought to have seen you before I went away, but I left hurriedly with my sister and her husband. You know what a restless pair they are.

Of course, she answered. But youve been back in England several weeks. Mary Daffern wrote to me and said she had seen you driving in Stamford nearly three weeks ago.

Yes, I replied. I was sick of the eternal rounds of Nice and Monte Carlo, so travelled straight to Tixover without breaking my journey in town. But surely, I added, it doesnt matter much if I dont see you for a month or two. It never has mattered.

Her eyes were fixed upon the ground, and I thought her lips trembled.

Of course it does, she responded. I like to know how and where you are. We are friends — indeed, you are the oldest friend I have in London.

But you have your other admirers, I said. Men who take you about, entertain you, flatter you, and all that sort of thing.

Yes, yes, she answered hurriedly. But you know I hate them all. I merely accept their invitations because it takes me out of the dreary groove in which my work lies. Its impossible for a woman to go about alone, and the attentions of men amuse me rather than gratify my natural womans vanity.

She spoke sensibly, as few of her age would speak. Her parents had been honest, upright, God-fearing folk, and she had been taught to view life philosophically.

But you have loved, I suggested. You cant really tell me with truth that of all these men who have escorted you about of an evening and on Sundays there is not one for whom you have developed some feeling of affection.

She blushed and glanced up at me shyly.

It really isnt fair to ask me that, she protested, flicking at the last years leaves with the point of her umbrella. A woman must have a heart like stone if she never experiences any feeling of love. If I replied in the negative I should only lie to you. That you know quite well.

Then you have a lover, eh? I exclaimed quickly, perhaps in a tone of ill-concealed regret.

No, she responded, in a low, firm voice, I have no lover. Then after a few moments pause she inquired, Why do you ask me that?

Because, Muriel, I said seriously, taking her hand, because I desire to know the truth.

Why? she asked, looking at me in mingled amazement and alarm. We are friends, it is true; but your friendship gives you no right to endeavour to learn the secret of my heart, and she gently withdrew her hand from my grasp.

I was silent, unable to reply to such an argument.

And you love this man? I said, in a rather hard voice.

But she merely shrugged her shoulders, and with a forced laugh answered — 

Oh, lets talk of something else. We are out to enjoy ourselves to-day, not to discuss each others love affairs.

We had approached the Diana fountain, and she stood pensively beside it for a moment watching the shoal of lazy carp, some of which have lived in that pond for over a century.

I do not wish to discuss my own affairs of the heart, Muriel, I burst forth passionately, as I stood beside her. Yet, as one who holds you in esteem, who has ever striven for your welfare, I feel somehow that I ought to be still your confidant.

You only wish to wring my secret from me because it amuses you, she protested, her eyes flashing resentfully. You know thats the truth. When you have nothing better to do you bring me out, just because Im company. If you had held me in esteem, as you declare you do, you would have at least wished me farewell before you went abroad for the winter.

This neglect had annoyed her, and in sudden pique she was reproaching me in a manner quite unusual to her. I had never before seen her assume so resentful an air.

No, I responded, pained that she should thus charge me with amusing myself at leisure with her society, although when I reflected I was compelled to admit within myself that her words were the absolute truth. For several years I had merely treated her as a friend to be sought when I had no other person to dine with or accompany me out. Yes, of late, I had neglected Muriel sadly.

I dont think you are quite fair, I said. That I hold you in esteem you must have seen long, long ago, and the reason why I did not wish you farewell was because — well, because I was just then very much upset.

You had met a woman whom you believed you loved, she said harshly. It is useless to try and conceal the truth from me.

I have not attempted to conceal anything, I responded, nevertheless starting at her mention of that woman who had been enveloped in such mystery, and who, after a few days madness, had now so completely gone out of my life. How could she have known?

In answer she looked me straight in the face with her dark, fathomless eyes.

You have told me nothing of your love, she exclaimed in a hoarse tone. If you cannot trust me with your confidences as once you used to do, then we can no longer remain the fast friends we have been. We must drift apart. You have already shown that you fear to tell me of your fascination — a fascination that was so near to becoming fatal. You know nothing of Aline Cloud — of who or what she is — yet you love her blindly! Her well-arched brows knit themselves, her face became at that instant pale and hard set, and she held her breath, as if a sudden determination had swept upon her.

She knew my secret, and I stood confused, unable to reply to those quick, impetuous words which had involuntarily escaped her.

Did she love me? I wondered. Had jealousy alone prompted that speech? Or was she really aware of the truth concerning the blue-eyed woman whom I had adored for those few fleeting days, and whom I was now seeking to hunt down as a criminal?


Chapter Twelve.

You! Of All Men!
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NO, I ADMITTED, I was not aware who Aline Cloud was, nor did I know that you were acquainted with her.

She started. She had unwittingly betrayed herself.

I — acquainted with her! she cried in a voice of indignation. You are mistaken.

But you know her by repute, I said. Tell me the truth about her.

She laughed, a light, nervous laugh, her eyes still fixed upon the water.

You love her! she exclaimed. It is useless for me to say anything.

No, no, Muriel, I cried. I do not love her. How could I love her when I know nothing whatsoever of her? Why, I only saw her twice.

But you were with her a sufficient length of time to declare your love.

How could she know? I wondered. Aline herself must have told her. She uttered a falsehood when she declared that she did not know the mysterious fair-faced woman whose power was so mysterious and unnatural.

I was puzzled.

Well, I said at length, I admit it. I admit that in a moment of mad ecstasy I made a foolish declaration of affection — an avowal which I have ever since regretted.

She gave me a pitying, scornful look, a glance which proved to me how fierce was her hatred of Aline.

If you had told me of your fascination I might have been able to have explained the truth concerning her. But as you have thought fit to preserve your secret, no end can now be gained by the exposure of anything I know, she said, quite calmly.

What do you know about her, Muriel? I inquired, laying my hand upon her arm in all seriousness. Tell me.

But she shook her head, rather sadly perhaps. The bright expression of happiness which had illuminated her countenance until that moment had died away and been replaced by a look of dull despair. The sun shone down upon her brightly, the birds were singing in the trees and all around was gladness, but she seemed troubled and oppressed as one heartbroken.

No! she answered in a low tone, her breast slowly heaving and falling. If you have really escaped the enthralment it is enough. You may congratulate yourself.

Why?

Merely because you have avoided the pitfall set in your path, she answered. She was beautiful. It was because of her loveliness that you became entranced, was it not?

There is no necessity to conceal anything, I said.

You speak the truth.

And you had some illustrations of the evil influence which lay within her? Muriel asked.

I recollected how my crucifix had been mysteriously reduced to ashes, and nodded in the affirmative, wondering whether I should ever succeed in obtaining knowledge of the truth which she evidently possessed.

Yet you had the audacity to love her! she laughed. You thought that she — this woman whom all the world would hound down if they knew the true facts — could love you in return! It is amazing how a pretty face can lead the strongest-willed man to ruin.

I rather resented her attitude in thus interfering in my private affairs. That I admired her was true; yet I was not her lover, and she had no right to object to any of my actions.

I cannot see that I have been so near ruin as you would make out, I exclaimed, philosophically. An unrequited love is an incident in most mens lives.

Ah! she spared you! she cried. If she had smitten you, you would have perished as swiftly as objects dissolve into ashes when she is present. At least she pitied you. And you were doubly fortunate.

Yes, I said, reflecting upon her words, at the same time recollecting her mysterious connection with poor Roddy Morgan. She was without doubt endowed with a power that was inexplicable.

Inexplicable! she echoed. It was supernatural. Things withered at her touch.

If I, your friend, am fortunate in my escape, would it not be but an act of friendship to explain to me all you know concerning her?

Her dark, luminous eyes met mine in a long, earnest glance.

No! she answered, after a moments reflection. I have already explained. You have escaped; the incident is ended. And she added with a laugh, Your neglect of me was, of course, fully justified in such circumstances.

Now, thats unfair, Muriel, I exclaimed. I had no intention of neglecting you, neither had I the slightest suspicion that you desired me to say farewell to you. Have you not told me that you have an admirer whom you could love? Surely that is sufficient. Love him, and we may always remain friends, as we now are.

No! she responded, with a dark look of foreboding. We cannot remain friends longer. Our mutual confidence is shattered. We may be acquaintances, but nothing more.

I had not mentioned poor Roddys death, for it was a subject so painful that I discussed it as little as possible. Was it not, however, likely that if I explained all the circumstances and told her my suspicions, her hatred might lead her to disclose some clue whereby I might trace Aline Cloud?

Her words had caused me considerable misgiving, for it was now entirely plain that, contrary to what I had confidently believed, namely, that she loved me, she in reality held me in contempt as weak and fickle, influenced by every pretty face or wayward glance.

I looked at her again. Yes, my eyes were not love-blinded now. She was absolutely bewitching in her beauty. For the first time I became aware that there was but one woman I really loved, and that it was Muriel.

I regret that you should not consider me to be still worthy your confidence, I said, bending towards her seriously. I have admitted everything, and have expressed regret. What more can I do?

Forget her! she answered, with a quick petulance. It is best to forget.

Ah! I sighed. That is unfortunately impossible.

Then you love her still! she cried, turning upon me. You love her!

No, I answered. I do not love her, because—

Because she treated you shabbily, and left without giving you her address, eh? You see, I know all the circumstances.

You are mistaken, I protested. I do not love her because I entertain a well-founded if perhaps absurd suspicion.

Suspicion! What do you suspect? she asked quickly.

Then, linking my arm in hers, I walked on, and commencing at the beginning told her of that fateful day when I discovered the tragic death of poor Roddy, and the circumstances which, combined with Alines own confession, seemed to point to her being his visitor, immediately prior to his death.

As she listened her face grew ashen, and she perceptibly trembled. A violent emotion shook her slight frame, and as I continued to relate my dismal story and piece together the evidence which I felt certain must some day connect Aline with the tragedy, I was dumbfounded to discern that which, in a single instant, changed the whole aspect of the situation.

Muriel was speechless. She was trembling with fear.

And you really suspect that your friend was murdered? she exclaimed at last in the voice of one preoccupied. If that had been really so, wouldnt the doctors have known?

Medical evidence is not always reliable, I answered. From what I have already explained it is proved conclusively that some one visited him in his valets absence.

Who called there, do you think?

Ah! I dont know, I answered. That is what I am endeavouring to discover.

She gave a slight, almost imperceptible sigh. It was a sigh of relief!

Could it be true that my little friend held locked within her breast the secret of Roddys tragic end? I glanced again at her face as she strolled by my side. Yes, her countenance was now pale and agitated, its aspect entirely changed from what it had been half an hour before.

Why cannot you tell me something of Aline? I asked quietly, after a long silence.

Because I am as entirely ignorant of her as you are, she answered without hesitation. All I know is that she is a strange person — a woman possessed of powers so marvellous as to appear almost supernatural. Indeed, she seems the very incarnation of the Evil One himself. It was because of that I was angry when I knew that her beauty had entranced you.

But you are acquainted with her, I declared. Your words prove that.

No, I have had no dealings with her, she answered. I should fear to have, lest I should fall beneath her evil influence.

Then how did you know of my acquaintance with her? I asked, noting how charming she was, and wondering within myself why during all the years that I had known her I had not discovered the true estimate of her beauty until that afternoon.

The information was conveyed to me, she responded vaguely.

And you believed that I had forgotten you, Muriel? I said tenderly, in a voice of reproach.

It is certain that you were held powerless under that spell which she can cast over men at will. You reposed in contentment beneath her fascination, and called it love.

But it was not love, I hastened to assure her. I admired her, it is true, but surely you do not think that I could love a woman who is thus under suspicion?

Had your friend ever spoken of her? she inquired after a brief silence.

No, I said. Aline, however, admitted that she knew him, but strangely enough declared that he had committed suicide at Monte Carlo months before.

Then what she said could not be correct, Muriel observed thoughtfully.

I really dont know what to believe, I answered, bewildered. Her words were so strange and her influence so subtle and extraordinary that sometimes I feel inclined to think that she was some supernatural and eminently beautiful being who, having wrought in the world the evil which was allotted as her work, has vanished, leaving no more trace than a ray of light in space.

Others who have known her have held similar opinions, my pretty companion said. Yet she was apparently of flesh and blood like all of us. At any rate, she ate and drank and slept and spoke like every other human being, and certainly her loves and her hatreds were just as intense as those of any one of us.

But her touch was deadly, I said. As a magician is able to change things, so at her will certain objects dissolved in air, leaving only a handful of ashes behind. In her soft, white hand was a power for the working of evil which was irresistible, an influence which was nothing short of demoniacal.

Muriel held her breath, her eyes cast upon the ground. There was a mysteriousness in her manner, such as I had never before noticed.

You are right — quite right, she answered. She was a woman of mystery.

Cannot you, now that I have made explanation and told you the reason of my apparent neglect, tell me what you know of her? I asked earnestly.

I have no further knowledge, she assured me. I know nothing of her personally.

But her words did not convince me when I remembered how, on explaining my suspicions regarding Alines complicity in the crime, she had betrayed an abject fear.

No, I said dubiously. You are concealing something from me, Muriel.

Concealing something! she echoed, with a strange, hollow laugh. Im certain Im not.

Well, I exclaimed, rather impatiently, to-day you have treated me, your oldest friend, very unfairly. You tell me that I merely consider you a convenient companion to be patronised when I have no other more congenial acquaintance at hand. That I deny. I may have neglected you, I went on in deep earnestness, as we halted for a moment beneath the great old trees, but this neglect of late has been owing to the tragedy which has so filled my mind. I have set myself to trace out its author, and nothing shall deter me in my investigations.

She was blanched to the lips. I noticed how the returning colour died from her face again at my words, but continuing, said — 

We have been friends. Those who know of our friendship would refuse to believe the truth if it were told to them, so eager is the world to ridicule the idea of a purely platonic friendship between man and woman. Yet ours has, until now, been a firm friendship, without a thought of love, without a single affectionate word.

That is the reason why I regret that it must now end, she answered, faltering, her voice half-choked with emotion.

End! What do you mean? I cried, dismayed.

Ah, no! she exclaimed, putting up both her hands, as if to shut me out from her gaze. Dont let us discuss it further. It is sufficient that we can exchange no further confidences. It is best now that this friendship of ours should cease.

You are annoyed that I should have preferred the society of that strange, mysterious woman to yours, I said. Well, I regret — I shall always regret that we met — for she has only brought me grief, anxiety, and despair. Cannot you forgive me?

I have nothing to forgive, she answered blankly. To have admired this woman was surely no offence against me?

But it was, I declared, grasping her hand against her will.

Why?

I held my breath and looked straight into her dark, luminous eyes. Then, in as firm a voice as I could summon, I said — 

Because — because, Muriel, I love you?

Love me! she gasped, with a look of bewilderment. No! No!

Yes, I went on, in mad impetuousness, for years I have loved you, but feared to tell you, because you might regard my declaration as a mere foolish fancy on account of our positions, and impossible of realisation because of the probable opposition of my family. But I have now told you the truth, Muriel. I love you!

And with my hands holding hers, I bent for the first time to kiss her lips. But in an instant she avoided me, and twisted her gloved fingers from my grasp.

You must be mad! she cried, with a glint of indignation in her eyes. You must be mad to think that I could love you — of all men!


Chapter Thirteen.

The Old Love and the New.
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I DREW BACK crushed and humiliated.

Her tone of withering scorn showed that she no longer looked upon me with favour.

For years I have loved you, Muriel, I said in as calm a tone as I could, but I have feared to speak until to-day. Now that I have declared the truth cannot you trust me?

No, she replied, shaking her head determinedly. It is useless. I cannot love you.

Then you have tried and failed? I gasped in dismay, looking into her white, agitated face.

Yes, I have tried, she answered after a pause.

And do you doubt me? I demanded quickly.

Without mutual confidence there can be no love between us, she responded in a dismal tone.

But why can you not trust me? Surely I have given you no great offence? I said, bewildered at her strange attitude.

I regret that you should have declared love to me, thats all, she answered, quite philosophically.

Why? Is it such a very extraordinary proceeding?

Yes, she replied petulantly. You know well that marriage is entirely out of the question. What would your friends say if you hinted at such a thing?

The opinion of my friends is nothing to me, I replied. I am fortunately not dependent upon them. No. I feel sure that is not the reason of your answer. You have some secret reason. What is it, Muriel?

Have I not already told you that I am loved?

And you reciprocate this mans love? I said harshly.

She made no response, but I saw in this silence an affirmative.

Who is he? I inquired quickly.

A stranger.

And you have confidence in him?

Her eyes filled with tears, and her breast heaved and fell quickly.

No, no, she cried at last. Say no more. This subject is painful to both of us. Do not let us discuss it.

But I love you, I again repeated. I love you, Muriel!

Then forget me, she answered, in a low, hoarse voice. Forget me; for we can in future be only acquaintances — not even friends.

Then you have promised your lover to end your friendship with me. He is jealous of me! I cried. Come, speak the truth, I added harshly.

I have spoken the truth, she responded, in a voice rather calmer than before.

And you discard my love? I said, in tones of bitter reproach.

Yes, she said, it is true. I discard your love. You have spoken, and I give you my answer straightforwardly, much as it pains me.

But will you not reconsider? I urged. When you reflect that I love you, Muriel, better than all the world besides, that I will do all in my power to secure your happiness, that you shall be my sole thought night and day, will your heart not soften towards me? Will you never reflect that you treated me, your oldest friend, a little unfairly?

If in the future I reproach myself, I alone shall bear the pricks of conscience, she answered, with surprising calmness.

And this, then, is your decision?

Yes, she replied, in a blank, monotonous voice. I am honoured by your offer, but am compelled to decline it.

Her words fell as a blow upon me. I had been confident, from the many little services she had rendered me, the interest she had taken in the arrangement of my bachelors quarters, and her eagerness always to please me, that she loved me. Yet her sudden, inexplicable desire to end our friendship shattered all my hopes. She loved another. It was my own fault, I told myself. I had neglected her too long, and it was but what I might have expected.

In silence we walked on, emerging at length into the high road, and turning into that well-known hostelry the Greyhound, where we had tea in that great room so well patronised by excursionists on Sundays. We talked but little, both our hearts being too full for words. Our utterances were mere trivialities, spoken in order that those around us should not remark upon our silence. It was a dismal meal, and I was glad when we emerged again and entered the well-kept gardens of Hampton Court, bright with their beds of old-world flowers.

I was never tired of wandering through that historic, time-mellowed, old pile, where the sparrows twitter in the quiet court-yards, the peacocks strut across the ancient gardens, and the crumbling sundials mark the time, as they have done daily through three centuries.

In my gloomy mood, however, I fear I answered her chatter abruptly in monosyllables. It struck me as strange that she could so quickly forget and become suddenly light-hearted. Indeed, it seemed as though she were glad that the ordeal she had feared had passed, and was delighted with her freedom.

The bright air of the riverside was fresh and exhilarating, but the sun soon went down, and when it grew chill we took train back to Waterloo, and drove to Frascatis, where we dined.

And is this actually to be our last dinner together? I asked, as the soup was brought, for I recollected the many snug little meals we had eaten together in times gone by, and how she had enjoyed them as a change after the eternal joints of beef or mutton as supplied to the assistants at Madame Gabrielles.

It must be, she sighed.

And you do not regret?

Her lips quivered, and she glanced at me without replying.

There is some mystery in all this, Muriel, I said, bending across to her earnestly. Why do you refuse to explain to me?

Because I cannot. If I could, I would.

Then if after to-night we are to part, I went on bitterly, mine will be a dismal future.

You have your own world, she said. You will quickly forget me among your gay friends, as you have already forgotten me times without number.

I could not bear her reproaches; her words cut me to the quick.

No. I have never forgotten you, I protested quickly. I shall never forget.

Did you not utter those same words to that woman who fascinated you a few months ago? she suggested with a slight curl of the lip.

If I did, it was because I was beneath the spell of her beauty — a beauty so mysterious as to be almost supernatural, I answered. I love you nevertheless, I added in a low tone, so that none should overhear. I swear I do.

It is useless, she exclaimed, with a frown of displeasure. Further discussion of the subject will lead to no alteration of my decision. You know me well enough to be aware that if I am determined no argument will turn me from my purpose.

But my future depends upon you, Muriel, I cried in despair. Through years — ever since the old days in Stamford — I have admired you, and as time has progressed, and you have become more beautiful and more refined, my admiration has developed into a true and honest love. Will you never believe me?

No, she answered. I can never believe you. Besides, we could never be happy, for our paths in life will lie in very different directions.

Thats all foolish sentiment, I exclaimed. I have to ask permission of no one as to whom I may marry. Why will you not reconsider this decision of yours? You know well — you must have seen long, long ago — that I love you.

I have already told you my intention, she responded with a frigidity of manner that again crushed all hope from my heart. To-night must be our last night together. Afterwards we must remember one another only as acquaintances.

No, no! I protested. Dont say that.

It must be, she responded decisively. All argument appeared useless, so I remained silent.

It was nine oclock before we left the restaurant, too early for her to return to Madame Gabrielles, therefore at my invitation she accompanied me to my chambers, and sat with me in my sitting-room for a long time. So long had we been platonic friends that I could not bring myself to believe that that was really her farewell visit. She sat in the same chair in which Aline had sat on the first night when she had so strangely come into my life, and now again she chatted on merrily, as in the old days, inquiring after mutual friends in Stamford, and what changes had been effected in sleepy, lethargic Duddington. I had told her all the latest gossip of the place, when suddenly I observed — 

Just now everybody in the village is taken up with the new curate.

No curate gets on well for very long with old Layton, she remarked. Mr Farrar was a splendid preacher, and they said it was because the rector was jealous of his talents that he got rid of him.

Yes, Farrar was a clever fellow, but Yelverton, the new man, is an awfully good chap. He was at college with me, and you may judge my astonishment when I met him, after years of separation, in my mothers drawing-room.

What did you say his name was? she inquired, with knit brows.

Yelverton — Jack Yelverton, I answered.

Yelverton! She uttered the name in a strange voice, and seemed to shrink at its pronouncement.

Yes. Hes a thoroughly good fellow. He was in London — believes in social reform among the poor, and all that sort of thing. Do you know him?

I — well, yes. If it is the same man, Ive heard of him. He did a lot of good down in the East End somewhere, she answered evasively.

I suppose all the girls will be running after him, I laughed. Its really extraordinary what effect a clerical collar has upon some girls; and mothers, too, for the matter of that.

They think the Church a respectable profession, perhaps, she said, joining in my laughter.

Well, if youre a clergyman you are not compelled to swindle people; a proceeding which nowadays is the essence of good business, I said. The successful commercial man is the fellow who is able to screw the largest amount of profits out of his customers; the rich stockbroker is merely a lucky gambler; and the company promoter is but a liar whose ingenuity is such that by exaggeration he obtains money out of the publics pockets to float his bubble concerns. It is difficult indeed nowadays to find an honest man in trade, and the professions are not much better off. Medicine is but too often quackery; the law has long been synonymous with swindling; parliamentary Honours are too often the satisfying of unbounded egotism; and the profession of the Church is more often than not followed by men to whom a genteel profession is a necessity, whose capabilities are not sufficient to enable them to enter journalism or literature, and who profess in the pulpit what they dont practise in private life.

She laughed again.

Thats a sweeping condemnation, she declared. But theres a great deal of truth in it. Trade is mostly dishonest, and the more clever the rogue the larger the fortune he amasses.

Yes, I argued; the man who has for years gained huge profits from the public — succeeded in hoodwinking them with some patent medicine, scented soap, or other commodity out of which he has made eighty per cent, profit — is put forward as the type of the successful business man. There is really no morality in trade in these days.

And this Mr Yelverton is actually curate of Duddington, she said pensively. Strange that he should go and bury himself down there, isnt it?

He hasnt been well, I said. Work in the slums has upset his health. Hes a good fellow. Not one of those who go in for the Church as an easy means of obtaining five or six hundred a year and a snug parsonage, but an earnest, devout man whose sole object is to do good among his fellow-creatures. Would that there were more of his sort about.

Thus we chatted on. It seemed as though she knew more of Yelverton than she would admit, and that she had learned with surprise of his whereabouts.

Only once again, when she rose to go, I spoke to her of the great sorrow at my heart, and then alone with her in the silence of my room I implored her to reciprocate my love.

She stood motionless, allowing her hand to rest in mine, while I reiterated my declaration of affection. But when I had finished she withdrew her hand firmly, and with a negative gesture burst into tears.

I saw how agitated she was, how she trembled when her white hands came into contact with mine.

She tried to escape me, but I would not release her. Loving her as I did, I was determined that she should not slip away from me. Surely, I urged, I, her oldest friend, had a right to her rather than a stranger whom she had only known a few brief weeks. She was unjust to me.

Suddenly, while I was imploring earnestly that she would hesitate before thus casting my love aside, the clock of St. Martins struck the half-hour.

She glanced at the clock upon the mantelpiece, exclaiming — 

See! It is half-past eleven! I must go at once. I shall be locked out now, as it is. Ive been late so often recently. You know how strict our rules are.

But tell me that I may hope, Muriel. Only tell me that I may hope.

It is useless, she answered hastily, twisting free her hand, and re-arranging her veil at the mirror. I have told you. Let me go.

No, no! You shall not, unless you promise me. I love you, Muriel. You shall not pass out of my life like this.

It will be midnight before I get back, she cried distressed. I had no idea it was so late as this!

Your business matters not. To me your love is all — everything.

She stood erect before me, statuesque, queenly, looking upon me with her dark-brown eyes, in which I thought I detected a glance of pity. But it was only for an instant. Her face suddenly grew hard and set. There was a look of firm determination, which told me that my hope could never be realised; that she had spoken the truth; that she loved another.

Good-bye, she said, in a voice half-choked with emotion, and as she put forth her hand I grasped it and pressed it to my lips.

Good-bye, Muriel, I murmured, with a bitterness felt in the depths of my soul. But may I not go with you to your door?

No, she responded, I shall take a cab. Good-bye.

And as the tears again rose in her eyes she turned and went out.

I heard Simes saluting her a moment later, then the outer door closed, and I sat motionless, staring before me fixedly. I had, during that afternoon, awakened to the fact that I loved her; but it was, alas! too late. Another had supplanted me in her affections.

She had left me hopeless, crushed, grief-stricken, and desolate.

Next day passed drearily, but on the next I sent Simes along to Madame Gabrielles with a note in which I asked Muriel to see me again, making an appointment to meet her at Frascatis that evening. Let me see you once more, I wrote, if for the last time. Do not refuse me, for I think always of you.

In half an hour my man returned, and by his face I knew that something unusual had occurred.

He had my note still in his hand.

Well, I said inquiringly, have you brought an answer?

Miss Moore is no longer there, sir, he answered, handing me back the note.

Not there? I exclaimed, surprised.

No, sir. I saw the head saleswoman, and she told me that the young lady was not now in their employ.

Not in their employ? I echoed, starting up. Has she left?

It appears, sir, that on Sunday night she broke one of the rules, which says that no assistant may be out after eleven oclock. She arrived at midnight, and was yesterday morning instantly dismissed. They told me that she took her belongings and went away without scarcely uttering a word except to complain of the extremely harsh treatment she had received. The manager of the firm was, however, inexorable, for it appears that other assistants had constantly been breaking the rule, and only a week ago a serious warning was posted up in the dining-room. Miss Moore was therefore dismissed as an example to the others.

Its infamous! I cried. Then no one knows where she now is?

No, sir. I made inquiries, but no one could tell me where I might probably find her. She was, they say, heartbroken at this treatment.

I said nothing, but taking the note, slowly tore it into tiny fragments.

The woman I loved so well was now cast upon the pitiless world of London, without employment, without friends, and probably without money. Yet where to look for her I knew not.

By her manner when we had parted, I felt confident that her natural pride would not allow her to seek my assistance. She would, I knew, suffer in silence alone rather than allow me to help her.

When I thought of the harshness of this firm she had served so diligently and well, I grew furious. It was unjust to discharge a girl instantly and cast her on the world in that manner. It was infamous.


Chapter Fourteen.

Jack Yelvertons Confession.
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I WENT MYSELF next morning and saw the manager of Madame Gabrielle, Limited, to demand an explanation. He was one of those frock-coated diviners of the depths of womans mind — a person of polite deportment and address, who, although expressing extreme regret at having to part with the young lady, nevertheless declared that it was impossible to carry on business if the rules were daily broken. The rules, he said, were framed in order that the establishment should be well conducted, and it was considered that eleven oclock was quite late enough for any young female to be out in that neighbourhood.

I explained that it was entirely my fault, and that if I had known I would have called and apologised for her; but he merely raised his eyebrows and observed that the young lady had left, and the others had taken her summary dismissal as a salutary lesson. Inwardly I denounced him as a tyrannical taskmaster of the superior shop-walker class, and left with, I confess, very little good-feeling towards him. Muriel had long ago told me how on one occasion this man had attempted to kiss her, and she had smacked his face. He had now driven her out into the world at an instants notice, merely because of the vengeful dislike which still rankled within him.

Several weeks passed. The June sun shone brightly in the London streets, giving promise of near holidays to those toiling millions who twice each day hurry across the Thames bridges to and from their labours, and whose only relaxation is a week at Margate or at Southend. But from me all desire for life and gaiety had departed.

Though evening after evening I sought Muriel, and also wrote to her relatives at Stamford in an endeavour to discover her whereabouts, yet all was in vain. She had disappeared entirely.

The thought struck me that on leaving Madame Gabrielles she had perhaps immediately found another situation; but as the frock-coated manager had received no letter of inquiry about her that theory seemed scarcely feasible. More and more the circumstances puzzled me. When I reflected upon our conversation that Sunday afternoon in Bushey Park I was inclined to doubt her declaration that she knew nothing of the mysterious Aline. Again, her apparent fear and anxiety when I chanced to mention the death of poor Roddy was more than passing strange. That she had a minute knowledge of Alines visits to me was quite plain, therefore what more natural than that she should be aware of the extraordinary acquaintance between Roddy and that woman whose touch consumed. Sometimes I was inclined to believe that she was in possession of the true circumstances of my friends death; and at such moments the thought occurred to me that she, Muriel Moore, had been Roddys female visitor, who had called in his valets absence.

The thought was truly a startling one. Had she thus cast me aside because she feared me — because there was a terrible guilt upon her?

There was some inexplicable association between the fair-faced worker of evil, whom I knew as Aline Cloud, and this pure and honest woman whom I was ready to make my wife. Its nature was an enigma which drove me to despair in my constant efforts to solve it.

One morning, when in the depths of despair, I was sitting after breakfast idling over the newspaper, and wondering whether I could find Muriel by means of advertisement, Simes brought in a telegram, which summoned me at once to Tixover.

An hour later I left, and that afternoon arrived home to find that my father had been thrown from his horse, while riding towards Deene by a bridlepath, and was lying in a dangerous condition, with my old friend Dr Lewis, of Cliffe, and Dr Richardson, of Stamford, in attendance upon him. As may be imagined, my mother was in a state of terrible anxiety, and I at once telegraphed to my sister, who had left Beaulieu long before, and was now at Bournemouth. Next morning she arrived, but by that time my father had taken a turn for the better, and Dr Lewis, who was untiring in his attention, declared that the turning point was past and that he would recover. A good fellow was Lewis; a hardworking, careful, good-natured bachelor, who was known and respected throughout the whole countryside, because of his merry demeanour, the great pains he took with even the poorest, and the skill with which he treated one and all of his patients, from Countess to farm-labourer. Besides which, he was a remarkable whist player.

On the day of my arrival I feared the worst, but when I had been at Tixover for a day or two it was apparent that my father would recover, therefore all our spirits rose again, and one evening after dinner I went up to Mrs Walkers to have a smoke with Yelverton.

He greeted me with the cordiality of the old days at Wadham as I was ushered in, produced the inevitable whiskey from the cupboard, and we settled down to chat.

He related to me the principal local events of the past month, but with the air of one who was already tired of rusticating.

I remarked upon his apparent apathy, and in reply he said — 

I regret that I left London. All my interests were centred there. It was only my health which compelled me to give it up. But I suppose I shall go back some day, and he sighed and resumed the briar pipe he had been smoking when I entered.

On the table was a blotting-pad and some manuscript. He had tried that day to write his sermon, but was unable. He had been smoking and meditating instead.

And as soon as you have got strong again you mean to leave us and go back to a London parish! I exclaimed. Thats too bad. I hear you are getting on famously here.

Getting on! he repeated wearily. Yes, and thats about all. My work lies in London. Im not fitted for a country parson, because I cant be idle. I feel as if I must be always energetic; and too much energy on the part of a country curate generally causes his vicar annoyance. Many vicars think energy undignified.

But, my dear fellow, I exclaimed, if youre not well — and I see youre not well by your face and manner — why dont you take things easily? You need not kill yourself, surely! London seems to have a remarkable attraction for you. Surely life is much healthier here.

Yes, youre right, he answered in a clear voice. There is an attraction for me in London, and he looked into my face with a curious expression.

An attraction outside your work? I suggested. He hesitated. Then, suddenly, he answered — 

Yes. Why need I conceal it from you, Clifton? It is a woman.

And you are in love? I exclaimed.

Yes, he responded, in a low tone. But, hush! Not so loud. No one must know it here.

Of course not. If you wish, it shall remain a secret with me, I said. Are you engaged?

Oh no! he exclaimed. I love her, but have not yet spoken. I will tell you the truth; then you can advise me, and he paused. At last, continuing, he said: When I joined the Church I made a solemn vow to God of celibacy; not because I hated women, but because I considered that my work, if done conscientiously, as I intended to do it, should be my sole thought. Mine is perhaps a rather extreme view, but I cannot think that a man can work for his Master with that thoroughness if he has a woman to love and cherish as when he is a bachelor and alone. Some may say that womans influence upon man is softening and humanising; but I hold that the man who is single can apply himself more devoutly to his fellow-creatures than he who has home ties and family affairs. Well, I took Holy Orders and set myself to work. I know I am not a brilliant preacher, nor have I that gift of self-advertisement which some men cultivate by lecturing with limelight views; but I do know that I strove to act as servant to the Master I had elected to serve, and the thanks of the grateful poor and the knowledge that more than one person had been brought to repentance by my words, were more than sufficient repayment for my efforts. Time went on, and I became deeply absorbed in my work in those foetid slums, until one day I chanced to meet a woman who in an instant entranced me by her beauty. She gave me but a passing glance, but her eyes kindled in my soul the fire of love. We men are, indeed, frail creatures, for in a moment all my good resolutions fell to the ground, and I felt myself devoted to her. We met again, and again. I admired her. I saw how beautiful she was, and then found myself thinking more of her than of the Master whom I was serving. True it is, as it is written, No man can serve two masters, and he sighed heavily, and sat dejected, his chin upon his breast.

And then? I inquired.

Some months went by, he said. She was aware how deeply I had the welfare of the poor in my parish at heart, and in order, I suppose, to please me, she enrolled herself as a helper. Instead of pleasing me, however, this action of hers caused me loathing. I saw that she had only done this in order to be nearer me; that her pretence of religious fervour was feigned, in order that her actions might not appear irregular to the outside world. Ours was a mutual love, yet no word of affection had ever passed our lips. But I could not bear to be a party to this masquerade. A woman who took up arduous duties like she did, merely because slumming, as it was called, happened to be the fashionable craze of the moment, was in no way fitted to become the wife of one whose duty lay ever in the homes of the suffering and needy. I tried to shake off her acquaintance, to discourage her, to frighten her by exaggerated stories of infectious disease, but she would not listen. She was determined, she declared, to work for the Church, and encouraged by the vicar, continued to do so. I strove to live down my increasing admiration for her, but could not. Time after time I treated her with unpardonable rudeness, but she merely smiled, and was more tenacious than ever, until at last, in sheer desperation, I resigned, and came here. Now you know all the truth, Clifton, he added, in a lower tone. I came down here to escape her!

And yet you are ready to again return to London — you want to get back again, I observed.

Ah! yes! he sighed, the dark look still upon his face. It is my test. I have to choose between love and duty.

And you choose the latter?

I am trying to do so. With Gods help I hope to succeed, he answered, in a hoarse voice. If love proves too strong, then I fall back to the level from which I have striven to rise — the level of the ordinary man.

But are you certain you were not mistaken in the object of the lady in joining the work in which you were engaged? May not she have been determined to become self-sacrificing in the holy cause, just as you were?

No, he answered very decisively, I cannot believe it. There were facts which were suspicious.

What kind of facts?

In various ways she betrayed her insincerity of purpose, he answered. Her friends were wealthy, and the vicar was acute enough to see that if she were encouraged she would bring additional funds to the church. But the poor themselves, always quick to recognise true sincerity, very soon discerned that she visited them without having their welfare at heart, and consequently imposed upon her.

There was nothing sanctimonious or puritanical about Jack Yelverton. The words he uttered came direct from his faithful, honest heart.

And yet you love her! I remarked, amazed. Thats just it. My admiration of her grace and beauty ripened into love before I was aware of it. I struggled against it, but became overwhelmed. Had she not feigned sincerity and taken up the work that I was doing, I should, I believe, have proposed marriage to her. But her action in trying to appear solicitous after the welfare of the sick, when I knew that her thoughts were all of the world, caused me a revulsion of feeling which ended in my resignation and escape.

Escape! I echoed. One would think that you had fled from some feared catastrophe.

I did fear a catastrophe, he declared. I feared that I should marry and become devoted to my wife, instead of to my Master. Ah! Clifton, mine is a strange, a very strange position. You may think my words extremely foolish, but you cannot understand the circumstances aright. If you did, you would see why I acted as I have done.

You acted quite wisely, I think, said I. None could blame you for seeking a country curacy in such circumstances. To be thus run after by a woman is positively sickening.

Ah, there you are mistaken! he exclaimed quickly. She didnt run after me. It was I who, attracted by her beauty, showed her by my actions that I loved her. From the first it was my own fault entirely. I have only myself to reproach.

But you cannot actually reproach yourself, if you are still fond of her.

Fond of her? I adore her! he cried. I only wish I did not. Have I not told you how Ive fought against this feeling? Yet whats the use of striving against the deepest and most overwhelming passion in the world?

Could you not be happy with her, and yet live as upright, honest, and holy a life as you now do? I suggested. Does not the holy proverb say that a man who takes a wife obtains favour with the Lord?

Yes, he answered. But as I have explained, it is easier for the man to devote himself to religious work when he is single than when he has a wife to occupy his thoughts. He must neglect the one or the other. Of that I am convinced. Besides, I have vowed to God to serve Him alone, and with His assistance I will do so. I will! and his hands clenched themselves in the fierceness of his words.

Next day I drove my sister into Stamford, and having put up at that well-known old hostelry, the George, she went to do some shopping while I sauntered forth determined to make what inquiries I could of Muriels whereabouts. All her relatives were in ignorance. One of them, an aunt, had received a brief note saying that she had left Madame Gabrielles, and would send her new address. But she had not done so. From place to place I went, ever with the same question upon my lips, but ever receiving a similar reply. Muriel was utterly lost to all, as to me.

About six oclock we set out to drive home, but the dull day had culminated in wet, and our journey was in the teeth of a tempestuous wind which drove the rain full into our faces, and made us both very uncomfortable. We had passed Worthorpe, and were halfway towards Colly Weston, on the high road to Duddington, when we approached a female figure in a black mackintosh cape, with difficulty holding her umbrella in the boisterous wind. She was walking towards Stamford, and my sister catching sight of her as we rapidly approached, said — 

I hope that woman is enjoying it.

It was already half dark, and the road was ankle-deep in mud, yet she strode on determinedly, heedless of the rough weather, and bent upon reaching the town before night fell entirely. At that part of the road it is flat and open — straight across a highway cut years ago through the Rockingham forest, which covered that part of the country, but the land is now divested of trees and cultivated.

Her face was set straight in the direction of Stamford, and with her umbrella held down firmly she did not notice our approach until just as we passed and our high wheels spattered her with mud. She drew her umbrella aside in surprise and looked up.

In an instant we had left her behind, but in that brief space of time I recognised her.

There could be no mistaking that face. It was a countenance which, once seen, rivetted itself upon the memory for ever because of its wondrous loveliness.

It was Aline Cloud.

Quickly I glanced back, but it was evident that with my hat drawn down over my eyes, and my collar turned up I was sufficiently disguised to escape recognition. She did not turn, but trudged on through the mud towards the town far across the valley, where the distant lights were already beginning to glimmer.

I was utterly mystified; and the more so when, a quarter of an hour later, just as we turned the sharp corner to descend the hill into Duddington, we overtook and wished good evening to Jack Yelverton, who was striding along in our direction.

He started suddenly, laughed nervously when I hailed him, and then kept on his way.

Had he walked from Stamford, I wondered.

But next second the suspicion grew upon me that he had kept a secret appointment somewhere on that bleak open road, and that the person he had met was Aline, the Woman of Evil.


Chapter Fifteen.

A Strange Assertion.
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THE LOOK OF combined alarm and surprise which Jacks face betrayed was sufficient to convince me of the truth. Aline was the woman from whom he had fled; and she had visited him secretly. She had, it was apparent, discovered his whereabouts, and rather than excite gossip by coming to call upon him in the village, had met him clandestinely at some point on the high road halfway between Stamford and Duddington.

Then I reflected upon all that he had told me on the previous night; of how fondly he loved her, and of the curious dread in which he held her. Were not my own experiences more extraordinary than those of mortal man? Were not the changes wrought in my rooms by her influence little short of miraculous?

Aline Cloud, although the most beautiful woman I had ever seen, possessed a potency for the working of evil that was appalling. When I thought of it I shuddered.

Perhaps Jack Yelverton had discovered this. Perhaps he, a clergyman, a worker in the holy cause, had found out what evil influences emanated from her, and on that account had held aloof. He had told me plainly that he had come there to escape her. Did not that prove that he had discovered, what I, too, had found out, that her influence was alluring, that in her hand she held the golden apple?

He had been entranced by her beauty, but fortunately her witchery had not been sufficient to allure him to his ruin. I remembered when, in a moment of madness, I had declared my love to her, how she had told me she could not reciprocate it. What more likely then, that she loved Jack Yelverton?

That night I sat alone thinking it all over in the small, old-fashioned sitting-room which had been my own den before I had left to live in London. What, perhaps, puzzled me most of all was the fact that Muriel possessed such intimate knowledge of Alines actions and of my brief period of madness; and somehow I could not get rid of a vague feeling that she was aware of the truth concerning poor Roddys sad end.

Oppressed by the knowledge of a terrible truth which he had sworn not to divulge, and hiding from a woman whom he feared, Jack Yelverton was in as strange a position as myself; therefore next day I called upon him to give him an opportunity of telling me how this woman had at last discovered him.

He, however, said nothing; and when I incidentally expressed my intention of returning to London, and a hope that his whereabouts would still remain a secret from the person whom he did not wish to meet, he merely smiled sadly, saying — 

Yes. I hope she wont discover me. If she does — well, I must move again. Should I disappear suddenly you will know the cause, old fellow.

These words caused me to doubt the truth of my surmise. His manner was as though he had not kept the appointment, as I had suspected, and indeed I had no absolute knowledge that Aline and this woman whom he held in fear were one and the same person. Thus I left him with my mind in a state of indecision and bewilderment.

I knew not what to think.

Through the close, stifling days of July and August I remained in London with but one object, namely, that of finding Muriel. She had disappeared completely, and with some object; for she had not only hidden herself from me, but also from her nearest relatives.

Through those hot, dusty days, which, in former years, I had spent at Tixover, I pursued my inquiries in the various drapery establishments at Holloway, Peckham, Brixton, Kensington, and other shopping centres, but with no result. She had not written to any of the young ladies at Madame Gabrielles, and none knew her whereabouts.

Yet the unexpected always happens. Just as I was about to give up my search and return to Tixover to get fresh air, for August and September are pleasant months in the Midlands, I chanced one afternoon to be crossing Ludgate Circus, from Ludgate Hill to Fleet Street, when I suddenly overtook a figure that seemed familiar.

I started, drew back in hesitation for a moment, and then approached and raised my hat.

It was Aline Cloud.

You! she gasped, paling slightly as she recognised me.

Yes, I replied. But Im not so very formidable, am I?

No, she laughed, in an instant recovering her self-possession as she took my hand. Only you startled me.

I remarked upon the lapse of time since we had met, and in response she answered — 

Yes. Ive been away.

I recollected her visit to Stamford, but said nothing, resolving to mention it later. It was about four oclock, and in order to chat to her I invited her to take tea. At first she was unwilling, making a couple of vague excuses and contradicting herself in her confusion; but as I hailed a cab and it drew up to the kerb she saw that all further effort to avoid me was unavailing, and accompanied me.

During the first few moments of our meeting she had apparently been inclined to treat me with some disdain, but by the time we arrived at my chambers she was laughing lightly, as though the encounter gave her gratification.

She was dressed with more style and taste than before. Her costume, of some thin, bluish-grey stuff, was made in a style which few London dressmakers could achieve, and its ornamentation, although daring, was nevertheless extremely tasteful, and suited her great beauty admirably.

As she stood in my sitting-room pulling off her gloves I thought that she seemed even more strikingly beautiful than on the first night we had met, for her perfectly-fitting dress showed off her well-rounded figure, and her cream gauzy veil, drawn tight beneath her pointed chin, added a softness to her face which rendered it bewitching.

As her bright eyes fell upon me and her full red lips parted in a smile, I could scarcely bring myself to believe that this was actually the woman whose evil influence was nothing short of supernatural, the woman whose mission in the world was to supplant evil for good, and whose every action was enveloped in mystery impenetrable.

She lifted her veil and placed her delicate nose to the large bowl of red roses on the table. In summer our gardener sent me a box twice weekly, and as she sniffed their odour, I remarked — 

They are from Tixover — my fathers place. Its near Duddington, on the Northamptonshire border. Do you know that country?

No, she responded quickly. But the flowers are delicious.

I saw that she had no intention of admitting her visit to Stamford. There was a strange, indescribable fascination about her. She raised her veil, and turning to the mirror re-arranged her hair coquettishly with both her hands. Then, as her deep blue eyes again fell upon me calmly I felt that they penetrated to my very soul. The sunlight struggling through the smoke-dimmed windows fell upon her, enveloping her head in a halo of golden light, while the flashing of gems caught my eyes, and I saw upon her fingers two magnificent rings, one of rubies and the other of diamonds.

On the first occasion we had met she had been dressed shabbily, without any display of artistic taste, while to-day she presented a graceful, lady-like appearance, her richness of costume being devoid of that loudness which too often detracts from a womans natural chic.

Simes brought in the tea, and seated in my armchair she took her cup and laughed gaily to me as she sipped it, declaring that at the moment we had met she had been contemplating entering a tea-shop, for she could not exist without a cup at four oclock. The majority of men in London can usually go from luncheon to dinner on a whiskey and soda, but I must confess myself fond of tea. Therefore we took it in company, laughing and chatting the while. She appeared perfectly at ease, and our conversation was that of old acquaintance, until, when Simes had gone, I looked straight into her face, and boldly said — 

Aline, tell me truthfully. Why did you deceive me so?

She met my gaze with a strange, determined look, answering — 

Deceived you! I am not aware that I have done so!

You told me that you lived with Mrs Popejoy in Hampstead, I said.

And it was the truth. When I told you that, I did live there.

That was so. She had spoken the truth, and my accusation was so unjust that I was compelled to mutter an apology.

But many things have occurred since we last met, I went on. One event especially has happened which has oppressed and utterly bewildered me.

What was that?

My friend, Roddy Morgan, is dead.

I am aware of that, she responded, her face in an instant deathly pale. Although she possessed powers which no other human being possessed, she nevertheless was now and then unable to control herself sufficiently to preserve a perfect calm. In this alone did she betray that she was, like myself, of the flesh. Yet when I reflected how things withered at her touch, and how objects dissolved as beneath a magicians wand, I had often been inclined to believe that she was the incarnation of the Evil One in the form of a beautiful woman.

It was this feeling which again crept upon me as I sat there in her presence, noting her extreme loveliness. I did not love her now. No; I held her rather in fear and hatred. Yet she was still the most strikingly beautiful woman in all the world.

Then you know how my friend died? I said, in a rather meaning voice.

It was in the newspapers, she responded. I saw by them that you gave evidence.

I nodded in the affirmative, then said — 

You were here on that fatal morning, and you then told me a fact which has puzzled me ever since, namely, that my poor friend committed suicide at Monte Carlo months before. Do you not think you were mistaken, when you recollect that he died only half an hour after you left me?

What I told you was the truth, she replied. I was present when he took his own life.

At Monte Carlo?

At Monte Carlo!

Well, how do you account for the fact that for six or seven months afterwards he was here, in London, occupying his seat in the House of Commons, and mixing with his friends, when, if what you say is truth, he was then lying in a grave in the suicides cemetery at La Turbie?

I do not attempt to reason, she responded, in a voice which sounded so strange that it appeared far distant, while the cup she still held was shaken by a slight tremor. I only tell you the true facts. It was myself who identified your friend, and gave his name to the Administration of the Casino.

And you say he killed himself because he lost everything?

That is what I surmise. Those who have good fortune at the tables do not generally seek the last extremity.

But I knew nothing of his visit there. Even his man was in ignorance, I said. I cannot help thinking that there must be some mistake. It must have been a man who resembled him.

I know that he went to the Riviera secretly.

Why?

Because he had devised some system which, like many others before him, he felt certain must result in large winnings, and he did not tell his friends his intentions lest they might jeer at him. He went; he lost; and he killed himself!

But he lived in London afterwards! I protested. I saw him dozens of times — dined with him, played billiards with him, and was visited here by him. He could not possibly have been dead at the time!

But he was dead! she declared. Strange though it may seem, I am ready to swear in any court of law that I was present when Roderick Morgan, the member for South-West Sussex, committed suicide in the Salle Mauresque at Monte Carlo. That fact can no doubt be established in two ways: first, by the register of deaths, and secondly, by exhumation of the body.

But when Roddy was here in London, dining, smoking, and talking with me, how can I believe that he was already dead?

It was for a brief space that he came back to his own home, she responded, in that same far-away voice, turning her eyes full upon me. And did not life leave him suddenly, in a manner which has since remained a mystery?

No, I answered determinedly, my mind fully made up. Not altogether a mystery. The police have discovered many things.

The police! she gasped. What have they discovered?

They do not generally tell the public the result of their investigations, I answered. But they have found out that he received a visitor clandestinely half an hour before his death, and further, that he was murdered.

Murdered! she exclaimed, with an uneasy glance and stirring in her chair. Do they suspect any one?

Yes, I replied. They suspect his visitor; and they have discovered that this mysterious person who came to see him immediately before his death was a woman!

Her lips compressed until they became white and bloodless, and the light died from her countenance. She tried to speak, but her tongue refused to utter sound, and she covered her confusion by placing her teacup upon the table.

Have they found out who it was who called upon him? she inquired at last, in a low, faltering voice.

They have a strong suspicion, I said firmly. And they are resolved that the one responsible for his death shall be brought to justice.

There is no proof that he was murdered, she declared quickly.

Neither is there any proof that he died from natural causes, I argued. Then I added, Was it not strange, Aline, that you should actually have told me of my friends death on the very morning that he died?

It was certainly a very remarkable coincidence, she faltered; after a pause adding: If he has been murdered, as you suspect, I hope the police will not fail to discover the author of the crime.

But you declared that Roddy was already dead! I cried, dumbfounded.

Certainly! she answered. I still maintain the truth of my statement.

Then you do not believe he was murdered?

She shrugged her shoulders without replying.

For an instant I gazed into those eyes which had once held me spell-bound, and said — 

The truth is already known to the police. Roddy Morgan was murdered by a woman, swiftly, silently, and in a manner which showed firm determination and devilish cunning. You may rest assured that she will not escape.

She started. Her face was blanched to the lips, and she sat before me rigid, open-mouthed, speechless.


Chapter Sixteen.

Rocks among Pebbles.
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HER ATTITUDE CONVINCED me of her guilt, yet what conclusive proof had I? None — absolutely none.

Your photograph was found in his rooms. I found it myself, I said.

Does that prove that I am untruthful? she inquired, raising her eyebrows quickly.

I recollected the glove-button. But the gloves she wore were new ones, and all the buttons were intact.

There was a ring of truth in her denials, yet I was unconvinced. I saw in her answers careful evasion of my questions. First, I myself had found poor Roddy dead, and that he had committed suicide six months before seemed to me but a silly tale. Secondly, her strange actions were suspicious. Thirdly, her curious association with Muriel seemed coupled with the latters disappearance, and her clandestine visit to Jack Yelverton intensified the mystery in its every detail.

Of course, the mere finding of a photograph is no proof that you had met Roddy for six months, I admitted, recollecting Ashs statement that he had never seen her visit his master.

Then why suspect me? she asked, in a tone of reproach.

I have expressed no suspicion, I said, as calmly as I could. My surprise and doubt are surely pardonable under these curious circumstances — are they not?

Certainly! she responded. Nevertheless during our acquaintance I have, you must admit, been as open with you as I have dared. You professed your love for me, she went on ruthlessly, but I urged you to hesitate. Was I not frank with you when I told you plainly that we could never be lovers?

I nodded in the affirmative, and sighed when I recollected my lost Muriel.

Then why do you charge me with deception? she asked, stretching out her tiny foot neat in its suède shoe, and contemplating it. She seemed nervous and hasty, yet determined to get to the bottom of my suspicions and so ascertain the depth of my knowledge of the truth.

Detecting this, I resolved to act with discretion and diplomacy. Only by the exercise of consummate tact could I solve this enigma.

Deception! I said. You must admit that you are deceiving me by concealing the truth of who and what you are!

That is scarcely a polite speech, she observed, toying with the lorgnette suspended from her neck by a long chain of gold with turquoises set at intervals. What do you suspect me to be? and she laughed lightly.

According to your own confession, I responded, you are possessed of an influence which is baneful; you are a worker of mysterious evil; a woman whose contact is as venom, whose touch is blasting as fire!

No! no! she cried, starting up wildly and putting out her hands in imploring attitude. I have done you no wrong — I swear I have not! Spare me your reproaches. A guilt is upon me — a terrible guilt, I admit — but I have at least spared you. I warned you in time, and you escaped!

Then you are guilty! I cried quickly, half-surprised at her sudden confession. But, turning her eyes upon me as she stood, she answered — 

Yes, I am guilty of a deadly sin — a sin that is terrible, awful, and unforgivable before God — yet, it is not what you suspect. I swear I had no hand in the death of your friend.

But you can reveal the truth to me! I cried. You shall tell me! I added fiercely, as I approached her.

No, she panted, drawing back, it is impossible. I — I cannot.

She was confused, pale and flushed by turns, and terribly agitated. I saw by her attitude she was not speaking the truth. I was convinced that, even then, she lied to me. Because of that I grew furious.

If you were innocent you would not fear to explain all you know, I cried in anger. In every detail you attempt to baffle me, but you shall do so no longer.

She smiled a strange, tantalising smile, and leaning against the edge of the table assumed an easy attitude.

Is it not the truth that you are a mystery to every one? I went on heedlessly, at that instant recollecting the conversation between herself and the stranger in Hyde Park. Is it not the truth that your character is such that, if the people of London knew its true estimate, you would be mobbed and torn limb from limb?

She started, glaring at me quickly in fear.

This denunciation is very amusing, she said, with a forced laugh.

Amusing! I cried. I have not forgotten how your presence here had the effect of reducing sacred objects to ashes; I have not forgotten your own confession to me that you were a worker of iniquity, a woman endowed with an irresistible devastating force — the force of hell itself!

And even though I confessed to you, you now charge me with deception, she answered in a strained tone. You offered me your love, but I was self-denying, and urged you to forget me and love Muriel Moore, who was as pure and upright as I am wanton and sinful. Did you take my advice?

Yes, I answered, a trifle more calmly. But she is now lost to me.

I am aware of that, she responded. You tarried too long ere you declared your affection.

Then you know her whereabouts? I cried eagerly. Tell me.

But she shook her head, answering — 

No, we are no longer friends after this denunciation you have to-day uttered. You suspect me of being a murderess; therefore I leave you to assist yourself.

Do you actually know where she is and refuse to tell me? I cried.

Certainly, she responded. There is no reason why her happiness should be again disturbed.

In an instant a fierce vengeance swept through my brain. This woman was of the flesh, for she stood there before me, her beauty heightened by the flush that had risen to her cheeks, her pale lips quivering with an uncontrollable anxiety which had taken possession of her, yet she was more cruel, more relentless, more ingenious in the working of evil, more resistless and invincible in her diabolical power, than any other person on the earth. All the strength, all the influence, all the ruling power possessed by Satan himself was centred within her.

I looked at the evil light in her eyes. She was, indeed, the incarnation of the Evil One.

You hold the secret of Muriels hiding-place and refuse to tell me; you openly defy me; therefore I am at liberty to act in whatever manner pleases me — am I not?

Certainly, she answered, slowly twisting her rings around her finger.

Then listen, I said. You told me once that you could not love me because you loved another. You spoke the truth, for since then that fact has been proved. Some time ago a man, honest and upright, who on account of his religious convictions had resolved to give himself up to labour in the interests of the poor, accepted a curacy in a poor London parish. He worked there, striving night and day, denying himself rest and the comforts he could well afford in order that the sufferings of a few might be alleviated. Into foul dens where people slept on mouldy mattresses upon the floor, where ofttimes a paraffin lamp was placed in the empty grate in place of a fire, and where hunger and dirt bred disease, this man penetrated and distributed food and money, endearing himself to those dregs of humanity, often the scum of the gaols, by his untiring efforts, his justice, and his kindness of heart. Men who were known to the police as desperate characters welcomed him and were tractable enough beneath his influence. He never sought to cram religion down their throats, for he knew that at first they would have none of it. So he went to work to first gain their hearts, and succeeded so completely that many a confession of crime was in the silence of those bare rooms whispered into his ear by one who was repentant.

I paused and glanced at her. Her arms had fallen to her sides; she was standing motionless as a statue.

While pursuing this good work — work undertaken without any thought of the laudation of his fellow-men — there came into that mans life a woman. She came to tempt him from the path of righteousness, to dazzle his eyes with her beauty, and to absorb his love. He saw himself on the verge of a fatal fascination, an entrancement which would inevitably cause him to break his vow to God; and relinquishing his work for a time, he fled from her secretly. He wished to avoid her; for although he loved her, he knew that she had been sent into his life by the Tempter to rend and destroy him, for he, alas! knew too well that the evil influences in the world are far more potent than the good, and that the godly are as rocks among the pebbles of the sea.

I paused. Again our eyes met.

And the rest? she asked hoarsely, in a low voice.

You know the rest, Aline, I said. You know that the name of that man was John Yelverton, and that the woman of evil was yourself, Aline Cloud. You have no need to inquire of me.

How did you know? she gasped, trembling.

That matters not, I replied, in as calm a tone as I could. Suffice it to know that I have knowledge of the truth.

And you know my lover?

He is one of my oldest friends, I answered. He fled from you, but by your devilish ingenuity you discovered him and sought him out in the remote village where he had hidden himself. You travelled from London, and he was compelled to meet you clandestinely out upon the high road. By the evil spell you have cast upon him you are now hoping that he will return to London.

And if I am? she inquired, with a sudden boldness.

If you are, then you may at once give up all hope that he will still remain your lover, I answered firmly. When I have told him of the truth he will hate you with the same hatred in which he holds the Evil One.

What, then, do you intend telling him? she inquired.

He is my friend, as Roddy Morgan was, I answered. The latter died mysteriously under circumstances which were undoubtedly known to you, and I have resolved that John Yelverton shall not suffer at your hands.

I do not intend that he should suffer! she cried quickly. I love him. I will be his helpmate, his adviser, his protector. I confess to you that I love him with as great an affection as I can love anything on earth.

Did you not tell me once that even though you might love, your influence must nevertheless necessarily be that of evil?

Yes, yes, I know, she said. The baneful power I possess is not of my own seeking. I suppress it so that it may not injure him.

This mysterious power of yours injured poor Roddy. You cannot deny that, I cried.

She sighed, but made no answer. Her thin hands were clenched; she was desperate.

Yelverton knows nothing of your inexplicable potency for the working of evil. But he must — he shall know.

He will not believe you! she cried defiantly. You may tell him what you choose, but it cannot alter the love between us.

Not if I prove that you were responsible for Roddy Morgans death — that it was you who visited him during his valets absence?

In an instant she grew pale as death, and stood there quivering in fear. Her defiance had given place to abject terror, and she dared not utter a word lest she should betray herself. Holding her in suspicion, as I did, I was quick to note the slightest wavering, to detect the least fear as expressed in her flawlessly beautiful countenance.

You may make whatever allegation you think fit, she responded, in a harsh tone. It makes no difference. The man who loves me will not heed you.

But he shall! I cried, in anger. I will not allow him to be victimised as poor Roddy was. Your very words betray you! I burst forth again. When you allege that he committed suicide six months before he died in London you lie!

I have spoken the truth, she answered, meeting my gaze with a calmness which seemed incredible. Some day, perhaps, you will have proof.

Why may not proof be given me now? I demanded. Why cannot you explain all, and end this mystery?

It is impossible.

Impossible! I cried. Nonsense! You seek to conceal your evil deeds beneath a cloak of improbabilities, and fancy I am sufficiently credulous to believe them!

Surely heated argument is useless, she observed. I love a man who is your friend, and you love a woman who is mine. Plainly speaking, our interests are identical, are they not? Your love is in hiding. She had a reason for fleeing from you, just as my lovers religious views caused him to endeavour to escape me. He knew me not, or he would not have endeavoured to hide himself from me. You, who know me better, are aware that from me there is no escape; that I spare not my enemies nor those who hate me. Before my touch men and things wither as grass cast into an oven.

True, I love Muriel, I said. She is in hiding, and you, if you will, can direct me to where she is. Aline, the mysterious handmaiden of evil, paused. Her full breast rose beneath her thin summer bodice and fell slowly, and for an instant her well-arched brows were knit as she thought deeply.

Yes, she answered at length. Your surmise is correct. I am aware where your love has concealed herself.

Little escapes you, I observed, a strange feeling of terror creeping over me. Sin is always more powerful than righteousness, and cunning more invincible than honesty of purpose. Why will you not impart to me the knowledge that I seek, and tell me where I may find Muriel? As you have very truly said, our interests are identical. I am ready to make any compact with you, in return for your assistance.

Very well, she answered quickly, with a little undue eagerness, I thought. Then, fixing me again with her eyes, she said: Once you gave yourself to me body and soul and implored me to love you. But I spurned you — not because I entertained any affection for you, but for the sake of the one woman who loved you — Muriel Moore.

Then you knew Muriel? I interrupted quickly, in an endeavour to at least clear up that single fact.

No, she answered, I did not know her. A reader of the heart, I was, however, aware that she was madly enamoured of you, therefore I was frank enough to urge you to reciprocate her love, and thus obtain felicity. Well, she has hidden herself from you, but you shall find her on one condition — namely, that you render yourself passive in my hands — that you give yourself entirely to me.

What do you mean? I gasped, holding back instinctively and glaring at her. Are you the Devil himself that you should make this proposal which in the mediaeval legend Mephistopheles made to Faust?

My intentions are of no concern, she responded, in a strange voice like one speaking afar off. Will you, or will you not accept my conditions?

But to give myself to you when I love another is impossible! I protested.

I make this demand not in any spirit of coquetry, she replied. That you should be mine, body and soul, is necessary, in order that you should preserve the silence which is imperative.

To put it plainly you desire, in return for the service you will render me, that I should utter no word to your lover of my suspicions? I said, gradually grasping her meaning.

Again the glint of evil seemed to shine from those blue eyes, which changed their hue with every humour.

Exactly, she answered, her slim fingers nervously twisting the golden chain of her lorgnette. But you must become mine, to do as I bid and act entirely as I direct, she declared. Unless you give me your word of honour to do this there can be no agreement between us. Remember that your silence will be for our mutual benefit, for I shall remain happy while you will gain the woman you love.

For a single moment only I hesitated. But one thought was in my mind, that of Muriel. At all costs I felt that I must discover her, for her disappearance had driven me to distraction. Never before had I known what it really was to love, or the blankness that falls upon a man when the woman he adores has suddenly gone out of his life. I may have been foolish, nay, I knew I was; nevertheless, in the sudden helplessness that was upon me, I turned and answered — 

I am ready to do as you wish.

Next instant I held my breath, and the perspiration broke forth upon my brow when I realised that my great love for Muriel had led me into an abyss of evil. Heedless of the dire consequences which must follow, I had flung myself into the toils of this mysterious woman whom I held in fear; a woman whose very touch was sacrilegious, and who was more fiendish than human in her delights and hates.

Then it is agreed, she said in that strange voice which had several times impressed me so. Henceforth you are mine, to do my bidding. Recollect that passive obedience is absolutely essential. If I command you will obey passively, without seeking to inquire the reason, without heed of the difference between good and evil. Do you agree to such conditions? she inquired in deep earnestness.

Yes, I responded, my mouth dry and parched. This speech of hers convinced me that she was possessed of some superhuman power which was as subtle as it was mysterious.

Then having entered into the compact with me, first seek not to discover who or what I am. Secondly, say no word to my lover of the things you have seen or of your suspicions regarding me; and thirdly, rest confident that what I have told you regarding your friend Morgans suicide is the absolute truth. Seek not to argue, she went on, noticing my intention to interrupt; remain in patience.

But where shall I discover Muriel?

She hesitated in thought.

You wish to see her to-night — eh? she inquired. Then, after a pause, she added: Well, to-night if you go to Aldersgate Street Station, and remain in the booking-office, you will meet her there at nine oclock.

How do you know her movements so intimately?

I asked in wonderment.

But she only smiled mysteriously. If it were the truth, as I now felt convinced, that she was possessor of a power supernatural, there was surely nothing strange in her knowledge of the actions of those beyond her range of vision. Had she not already told me that she was a reader of hearts?

Suddenly she glanced at the clock, declaring that it was time she went, drew on her gloves and re-arranged her veil.

As she stood ready to go I asked her for her address. But she only said that such knowledge was unnecessary, and if she wished to see me she would call.

Thus she left, and I stood again unmanned and undecided, just as I had been when she had left me on the last occasion, only I had now rendered myself helpless and passive in her hands.

I tried to shake off the gruesome thoughts which crept over me, but found myself unable. Already I seemed pervaded by a spirit of evil. The miasma of Hell was upon me.

That night I went eagerly forth to the Aldersgate Street Station of the Underground Railway. Time after time I passed through the booking-office, and out upon the long balcony whence the stairs lead down to the platform, until, almost on the stroke of nine, I caught sight of the woman I loved, neatly dressed, but a trifle worn and pale.

I dashed up to greet her, but next second drew back.

She was not alone. A man was with her, and in an instant I recognised him.

It was the thin, shabby-genteel man whom I had seen with Aline in the Park — the man who had urged her to commit some crime the reason of which was a mystery.

She was laughing at some words her companion had uttered, and brushing past me unnoticed took his arm as she descended the stairs, worn slippery by the tramp of the million wearied feet.

I hesitated in amazement. This shabby scoundrel was her lover. She had preferred him to me. A great jealousy arose within me, and next moment I rushed after them down the stairs.


Chapter Seventeen.

After Business Hours.
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ALMOST AT THE same instant a train emerged from the tunnel and stopped at the platform. Following close behind Muriel and her companion, unnoticed among the crowd of foot-passengers, I saw them enter a third-class compartment; therefore in order to discover my loves hiding-place, I sprang into another compartment a little farther off.

At Kings Cross they alighted, and it suddenly occurred me that the woman whom Ash had been sent by his master to meet at the Great Northern terminus might have been Muriel herself.

The pair ascended to the street, and after standing on the kerb for a few moments entered a tram car, while I climbed on top. I had been careful that Muriel should not detect me, and now felt a certain amount of satisfaction in tracking her to her abode, although I confess to a fierce jealousy of this shabby, miserable specimen of manhood who accompanied her. Up the Caledonian Road to the junction of Camden Road with Holloway Road they travelled, alighting in the latter road, and walking slowly along, still deep in earnest conversation, until they came to the row of shops owned by Spicer Brothers, a firm of drapers of that character known in the trade as a cutting house, or one who sold goods at the lowest possible price. It was, of course, closed at that hour, but its exterior was imposing, one of those huge establishments which of late years have sprung up in the various residential centres of London.

Before the private door a couple of over-dressed young men lounged, smoking cheap cigars, and within a watchman sat in a small box, like the stage-door keeper of a theatre.

Muriel and her lean cavalier paused for a moment, then they shook hands, and with a final word parted; he turned back City-wards, and she entered the door, receiving a rough, familiar greeting from the two caddish young assistants, who were not sufficiently polite to raise their hats to her.

I stood watching the mans disappearing figure, and hesitated. But even as I waited there I saw him emerge into the road and enter a passing tram. The reason I did not follow him was because I was too confounded in my feelings. Muriel was my chief thought. I hated this man, and entertained no desire to seek further who or what he was. I knew him to be an associate of Aline. That was sufficient.

I noted the shop well, and the door at which my love had entered, then seeing that it was already ten oclock, the hour when female shop-assistants are expected to be in, I turned reluctantly and took a cab back to my chambers.

At six oclock next evening, I entered the establishment on a small pretext, and ascertained from one of the employés that they closed at seven. Therefore I smoked a cigar in the crowded saloon of the Nags Head until that hour, when, together with a number of other loungers, I waited at the door from which the slaves of the counters and the workrooms, male and female, soon began to emerge, eager to breathe the fresh air after the weary hours in the stifling atmosphere, heavy with that peculiar odour of humanity and goods that ever pervades the cheap drapers.

After waiting nearly half an hour Muriel at last came forth, dressed neatly in cotton blouse and dark skirt, with a large black hat. She went to the kerb, glanced up and down the broad thoroughfare, as if looking for an omnibus or tram, then, there being none in sight, she commenced to walk along the Holloway Road in the direction of the City.

For some distance I followed, then with beating heart I overtook her, and, raiding my hat, addressed her.

You! she gasped, halting suddenly, and looking into my face with terror.

Yes, Muriel! I answered gravely. At last I have found you, though I have striven in vain all these months.

An expression of annoyance crossed her features, but next second a forced laugh escaped her.

Why did you leave Madames in the manner you did, without saying anything to me? I inquired, as I walked on at her side.

I did not leave of my own accord, she replied. I was discharged because you kept me late, and I broke the rules.

But you did not send me your address, I exclaimed reproachfully.

I had no object in doing so, she responded, in a wearied voice, as if the effort of speaking were too much for her.

You acted cruelly — very cruelly, I said.

No, I scarcely think that, she protested. I told you quite plainly that we could be but mere acquaintances in future.

But I cannot understand you, I cried, dismayed. What have I done to deserve your contempt, Muriel?

Nothing, she responded coldly. I do not hold you in contempt.

But you love another! I cried quickly, recollecting her companion of the previous night.

And if I do, she answered, it is only my own concern, I suppose.

No! I cried fiercely. It is mine, for I alone love you truly and honestly. This man you love is a knave — a scoundrel — a—

How do you know him? she interrupted, regarding me in wonder. Have you seen us together?

Yes, I replied, bitterly. Last night I saw you with him. How long will you scorn my affection and trample my love beneath your feet? Think, Muriel! I implored; think how dearly I love you. Tell me that this shall not continue always.

I am perfectly happy, she answered, in a mechanical tone, not, however, without noticing my hesitation. I have no desire to change.

Happy! I repeated blankly. Are you then happy in that low-class drapery place, where you are compelled to dance attendance on the wives of city clerks, and are treated with contempt by them because they think it a sign of good breeding to show capriciousness, and give you all the unnecessary trouble possible? In their eyes — in the eyes of those around you — you are only a shop-girl, but in mine, Muriel, I added, bending nearer her in deep earnestness, you are a queen — a woman fitted to be my wife. Can you never love me? Will you never love me?

It is impossible! she answered in faltering tones, walking slower as though she would return to escape me.

Why impossible?

I am entirely happy as I am, she responded.

Because this man with whom I saw you last night has declared his love for you, I cried fiercely. You believe him, and thus cast me aside.

She drew a long breath, and her dark eyes were downcast.

What has caused you to turn from me like this? I demanded. Through the years we have been acquainted, Muriel, I have admired you; I have watched your growth from an awkward schoolgirl into a graceful and beautiful woman; I alone know how you have suffered, and how bravely you have borne the buffets of adversity. I have therefore a right to love you, Muriel — a right to regard you as my own.

No, she answered hoarsely, you have no right. I am alone mistress of my own actions.

Then you dont love me? I exclaimed despairingly.

She shook her head, and her breast slowly heaved and fell. The foot-passengers hurrying past little dreamed that in that busy road I was making a declaration of my love.

You have cast me aside merely because of this man! I went on, a fierce anger of jealousy rising within me. To love and to cherish you, to make you my wife and give you what comfort in life I can, is my sole object. I think of nothing else, dream of nothing else. You are my very life, Muriel, I said, bending again until my words fell in a whisper in her ear.

But she started back quickly as if my utterances had stung her, and panting said — 

Why do you still persist in speaking like this when I have already given you my answer? I cannot love you.

Cannot! I echoed blankly, all my hopes in an instant crushed. Then, determinedly, I added: No, you shall not thrust me aside in this manner. The man who declares his love for you shall not snatch you thus from me!

But cannot you see that it is because of our long friendship I am determined not to deceive you. You have asked me a question, and I have given you a plain, straightforward answer.

You are enamoured of this cunning, lank-haired individual around whom centres a mystery as great as that which envelops Aline Cloud, I said.

Her lips compressed, and I saw that mention of Alines name caused her uneasiness, as it had before done. There were many people passing and repassing, therefore in that broad artery of Londons ceaseless traffic our conversation was as private as though it had taken place in the silence of my own room.

Does the mystery surrounding that woman still puzzle you? she inquired, with a calmness which I knew was feigned. Her fond eyes, which once had shone upon me with their love-light, were cold and contemptuous.

Puzzle me? I repeated. It has almost driven me to distraction. I verily believe she possesses the power of Satan himself.

Yes, she agreed. If the truth is ever known regarding her I anticipate a strange and startling revelation.

Ah! I exclaimed instantly. You know more than you will tell. Why do you seek always to conceal the truth?

I know nothing, she protested. Aline is your friend. Surely you may ascertain the truth from her?

But this lover of yours — this man who now occupies the place in your heart which I once hoped to occupy — who is he?

She hesitated, and I saw that she intended still to fence with me. Of late all her womans wit seemed to concentrate in the ingenious evasions of my questions in order to render my cross-examination fruitless.

He is my lover, that is all.

But what is he? I asked.

I have never inquired, she responded with affected carelessness.

And you have actually accepted a strange man as your lover without first ascertaining who or what he is? I said in amazement. This is not like you, Muriel. You used to be so prudent when at Madames that some of the girls laughed at you and called you prudish. Yet now you simply fling yourself helplessly in the arms of this rather odd-looking man without seeking to inquire anything about him.

I know sufficient to be confident in him, she responded, with a girlish enthusiasm which at the moment struck me as silly.

If you are confident in him it is quite plain that he reposes no confidence in you, I argued.

Why?

Because he has told you nothing of himself.

It matters not, she responded in enraptured voice. Our love is itself a mutual confidence.

And you are perfectly happy in this new situation of yours?

No, she answered, vainly endeavouring to restrain a sigh. Not perfectly. Im in the ribbon department, and the work is much harder and the hours longer than at Madames. Besides, the rules are terribly strict; there are fines for everything, and scarcely any premiums. The shop-walkers are perfect tyrants over the girls, and the food is always the same — never a change.

Yet you told me a short time ago that you were quite contented? I said reproachfully.

Well, so I am. There are many worse places in London, where the hours are even longer, and the girls have no place but their bedrooms in which to sit after business hours. The firm provides us with a comfortable room, I must admit, even if they only half feed us.

Long ago, in the early days of our friendship, when she used to sit and chat with me over tea in my chambers, she had explained how unvaried food was one of the chief causes of complaint among shop-assistants.

But I cant bear to think that you are in such a place as that, I said. Madames was so much more genteel.

Oh, dont think of me! she responded with a brightness which I knew she did not really feel at heart.

But I do, I said earnestly. I do, Muriel; because I love you. Tell me now, I added, taking her arm. Tell me why you have turned from me.

She was silent a moment, then in a faltering voice, replied — 

Because — because it was imperative. Because I knew that I did not love you.

But will you never do so? I asked in desperation. Will you never give me hope? I am content to wait, only tell me that you will still remember me, and try to think of me with thoughts of love.

To entertain vain hope is altogether useless, she answered philosophically.

Then you actually love this man? I inquired bitterly. You have allowed him to worm himself into your heart by soft glances and softer speeches; to absorb your thoughts and to kiss your lips, without troubling to inquire if he is worthy of you, or if he is honest, manly, and upright? Why have you thus abandoned prudence?

I have not abandoned prudence, she answered, a trifle indignantly, at the same time extricating her arm from mine. I should certainly do so were I to consent to become yours.

I started at the firmness of this response, looking at her in dismay.

She spoke as though she feared me!

Then you have no trust in me? I exclaimed despairingly. For one simple little piece of negligence you have utterly abandoned me!

No! she replied, in a voice low but firm. You have spoken the truth. I cannot trust you, neither can I love you. Therefore let us part, and let us in future remain asunder.

Ah, no! I cried, imploringly. Dont utter those cruel words, Muriel. You cannot really mean them. You know how fondly I love you.

We had arrived outside Highbury Station; and as I uttered these words she halted, and without response, held out her hand, saying in a cold tone — 

You must leave me now. I ask this favour of you.

I cannot leave you, I panted in the wild desire which possessed me. You must be mine, Muriel. Do not let this man draw you beneath his influence by his smooth words and studied politeness, for recollect who he is. You are aware — therefore I need not tell you.

Who he is? What do you mean?

I mean that he is in no way fit to be your lover, I responded, my lovers flame of passion unallayed. When you meet him, test him and watch if he really loves you. Recollect that your beauty, Muriel, is striking; and that personal beauty is often womans deadliest enemy. I have, as you know, always sought to protect you from men who have flattered you merely because you possessed a pretty face. I loved you then, darling — I love you now!

A sigh escaped her, but without a word she turned and left me ere I could prevent her, and even as I stood I saw her walk straight across to the station entrance, where she joined the lean, shabby man who had been awaiting her to keep an appointment.

Her eyes, quickened by love, had detected him ere he had noticed her, for he gave no glance in my direction, but lifting his shabby silk hat he grasped her hand, then walked on by her side, while I stood lonely and desolate, watching him disappear in the darkness with the woman I so fondly loved.

I, faint soul, had given myself helplessly into the evil hands of Aline for no purpose. All was in vain. I had been brought near to hopes fruition, but Muriel had forsaken me. She had told me plainly that in her heart no spark of affection remained.

I stood crushed — hopeless — the past an inexplicable mystery, the future a grey, barren sea of despair.


Chapter Eighteen.

The Chalice.
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EARLY IN SEPTEMBER my chambers were insufferably hot and dusty. In the road below the eternal turmoil was increased every hour, as the presses of the Pall Mall Gazette turned out their various editions, which were loaded into the carts by an army of shouting men and boys. The club was deserted; most men I knew were out of town, and I felt utterly lonely and miserable.

A fortnight before I had received a letter from Jack Yelverton, saying that he had resigned the curacy of Duddington, and was about to return at once to St. Peters, Walworth, he having been appointed vicar of the parish. I replied congratulating him, and expressing a hope that he would call as soon as he returned to town. But I had seen nothing of him. Had the offer of a good living proved too tempting to him, I wondered; or had he resolved to abandon the curious theory he held regarding marriage? I was intensely anxious to ascertain the truth.

Since that afternoon when I had met Aline at Ludgate Circus and been induced to relinquish myself into her hands, I had seen nothing of her. She had refused me her address, and had not called. Yet, strange to relate, I had experienced some delusions unaccountable, for once or twice there seemed conjured in my vision vague scenes of terror and hideousness which held me in a kind of indefinite fear which was utterly indescribable. To attribute these experiences to Alines influence was, of course, impossible. Yet the strangest fact was that in such moments there invariably arose, side by side with the woman I loved, the countenance of the woman of mystery distorted by hate until its hideousness appalled me.

I attributed these experiences to the disordered state of my mind and the constant tension consequent upon Muriels waywardness; nevertheless, so remarkable were the powers possessed by Aline that I admit wondering whether the distressing visions which arose before me so vividly as to become almost hallucinations were actually due to the influence she possessed over me.

I am no believer in the so-called mesmeric power, in hypnotism, or any of the quack influences by which charlatans seek to impose upon the public, therefore I philosophically attributed the visions to severe mental strain; for I had read somewhere that such hallucinations were very often precursory of madness.

Fully a month passed, from the night when I had vainly implored Muriel to give me hope, until late one afternoon Simes ushered in Aline.

So changed was she that I rose and regarded her with speechless astonishment. Her face was thin and drawn, her cheeks hollow, her eyebrows twitching and nervous, while her clear, blue eyes themselves seemed to have lost all the brightness and cheerful light which had given such animation to her face. She was dressed in deep black, and wore no jewellery except a golden bracelet shaped as a snake, the sombreness of her costume heightening the deathlike refinement and pallor of her countenance.

As she stepped across to me quickly, and held out her gloved hand, I exclaimed concernedly — 

Why, what has occurred?

I have been ill, she answered vaguely, and she sank into a chair and placed her hand to her heart, panting for the exertion of walking had been too great for her.

Im exceedingly sorry, I replied. Ive been expecting you for several weeks. Why did you not leave your address with me last time?

A letter would not have found me, she answered. When I pass from sight of my friends I pass beyond reach of their messages.

I drew forth a footstool for her, and noting how wild and strange was her manner, seated myself near her. The thought that she was insane came upon me, but I set aside such an idea as ridiculous. She was as sane as myself. There was nevertheless in her appearance an indescribable mysteriousness. She bore no resemblance to any other woman, so frail were her limbs, so thin and fine her features, so graceful all her movements. No illness could have imparted to her face that curious Sphinx-like look which it assumed when her countenance was not relaxed in conversing with me.

And her eyes. They were not the eyes of a person suffering from insanity. They possessed a bewitching fascination which was not human. Nay, it was Satanic.

I shuddered, as I always did when she were present. The touch of that slim hand covered by its neat, black glove was fatal. This visitor of mine was the Daughter of Evil; the woman of whom Muriels lover had said, that the people of London would, if they knew the mysterious truth, rend her limb from limb!

She put up her flimsy veil and raised a tiny lace handkerchief to her face. From it was diffused a perfume of lilies — those flowers the odour of which is so essentially the scent of the death-chamber.

Well? she asked at last, in that curious, far-distant voice, which sounded so musical, yet so unusual. And your love? Did you discover her, as I had said?

I did, I answered in sorrow. But it is useless. Another has snatched her from me.

She knit her brows, regarding me with quick, genuine astonishment.

Has she forgotten you?

Yes, I answered in despair. My dream of felicity is over. She has cast me aside in favour of one who cannot love her as I have done.

But she loves you! my monitress exclaimed.

All that is of the past, I replied. She is now infatuated with this man who has recently come into her life. In this world of London she, calm, patient, trusting in the religious truth taught at her mothers knee, was as my beacon, guiding me upon the upward path which, alas! is so very hard to keep aright. But all is over, and, I added with a sigh, the sun of my happiness has gone down ere I have reached the meridian of life.

But what have you done to cause her to doubt you? she asked in a voice more kindly than ever before.

Nothing! Absolutely nothing! I declared. We have been friends through years, and knowing how pure, how honest, how upright she is, I am ready at this moment to make her my wife.

Remember, she said, warningly, you have position, while she is a mere shop-assistant, to whom your friends would probably take exception.

It matters not, I exclaimed vehemently. I love her. Is not that quite sufficient?

Quite! she said. Then a silence fell between us.

Suddenly she looked up and inquired whether I knew this man who was now her lover.

Only by sight, I answered. I have no faith in him.

Why? she inquired eagerly.

Because his face shows him to be cold and crafty, designing and relentless, I answered, recollecting how this woman now before me had once walked with him in the Park, and the curious influence he had apparently held over her.

She smiled bitterly, and her eyes for a moment flashed. I saw in them a glance of hatred.

And you still love Muriel? she inquired quite calmly, repressing in an instant the secret thoughts which were within her, whatever they might have been.

I still love her, I admitted. She is my life, my soul.

She hesitated, undecided whether to proceed. She was wavering. At length, with sudden resolve, she asked — 

And you still have confidence in me?

In what way? I inquired, rather surprised.

That I possess a power unknown to others, she answered, bending to me and speaking in a hoarse half-whisper. That the power of evil is irresistible!

Certainly! I answered, glaring at her, so strangely transformed her face appeared. That glitter of hate was again in her eyes, which had fixed themselves upon me, causing me to quiver beneath their deadly gaze.

You believe what I have already confessed to you, here, in this room? she went on. You believe that I can work evil at will — an evil which is overwhelming?

Already I have had optical illustration of your extraordinary powers, I answered, dumbfounded, drawing back with a feeling something akin to terror. No doubt whatever remains now in my mind. I believe, Aline, that within your human shape there dwells the Spirit of Evil, its hideousness hidden from the world beneath the beauty of your form and face.

Then if you thus believe in me, she murmured, in a soft, crooning voice, as one speaking to a wayward child; if you thus place your trust implicitly in me, I will give you further proof of my power, I will fulfil the compact made between us. Muriel shall love you?

And you will use your influence to secure my happiness? I cried, jumping up enthusiastically.

I will cause her to return to you, the strange woman answered. The affection she entertains for this man shall wane and fade ere another day has passed. At my will she will hate him, and again love you.

Truly, I believe your power to be irresistible, I observed with bowed head.

It was on my tongue to confess how I had watched her walking on that night in Hyde Park with the man whom Muriel loved, but fearing she might be wrathful that I had acted as eavesdropper, I held my secret.

She smiled with an air of gratification at my words.

Keep faith with me, she answered, and you shall ere long be afforded illustration of a volition which will amaze you. The Empire of Evil is great, and its ruler is absolute.

If she could direct the destinies of Muriel at will, compel her to abandon this man with whom she was infatuated, and cause her to return to me repentant, then that, indeed, would be proof conclusive that she were something more than human. I had implored of Muriel to give me hope, and had used upon her all the persuasive power at my command to induce her to think more kindly of me, yet without avail. An influence which would cause her to return to my side must be irresistible, and therefore an exercise of the all-ruling power of evil.

And when may I expect her to relinquish this man? I inquired eagerly.

She rose slowly, a strange, rather tragic-looking figure, so slim, pale-faced and fragile that she seemed almost as one from whom the flush of life had faded. Her brows contracted, her thin lips twitched, and the magnificent marquise ring of turquoises and diamonds upon her ungloved hand seemed to glitter with an iridescence that was dazzling.

She raised her hand with an imperious gesture, describing a semicircle, while I stood aghast watching her.

I have commanded! she said a moment later, in that curious far-off tone. At this instant the change is effected. She no longer loves that man who came between you!

And she loves me? I cried, incredible that she could at will effect such changes in the affections of any person. Truly her power was demoniacal.

Yes, she answered. She will be penitent.

And she will come to me?

Wait in patience, the mysterious woman answered. You must allow time for the thoughts of regret now arising within her to mature. When they have done so, then will she seek your forgiveness.

Why have you done me this service, Aline? I asked, utterly mystified. It is a service which I can never repay.

We are friends, she responded simply. Not enemies.

Then for the first time the terrible thought flashed upon me that by making the agreement I had made with her I might be aiding the murderer of poor Roddy to escape. She had set a seal upon my lips.

Next day was Sunday, and as Jack Yelverton had not called upon me, and I did not know his address, I suddenly, early in the evening, resolved to go down to Walworth and see whether I could find him.

Having no idea where the church of St. Peter was situated, I took a cab through Newington to a point halfway along the Walworth Road, that great artery of Transpontine London, and there alighted. Some of those who read these lines may know that road, one of the busiest in the whole metropolis. Even on a Sunday evening, when the shops are closed, the traffic in that broad thoroughfare never ceases. From the overcrowded districts of Peckham and Camberwell, districts which within my own memory were semi-rural, this road is the main highway to the City, and while on week-days it is crowded with those hurrying thousands of daily workers who earn their bread beyond the river, on Sunday evenings those same workers take out their wives and families for a breath of air on Camberwell Green, Peckham Eye, or some other of those open spaces which have aptly been termed the lungs of London. Only the worker knows the felicity of the Sunday rest. People of means and leisure may talk of the pleasure and brightness of the Continental Sunday, but for the worker in the great city it would be a sad day indeed if the present custom were altered. It is now a day of rest; and assuredly rest and relaxation are required in the ceaseless, frantic hurry of the life of Londons toilers. The opening of places of amusement would be but the thin end of the wedge. It would be followed, as in France and Italy, by the opening of shops until noon, and later, most probably, by the half-day working of factories.

The leisure of the English Sunday was well illustrated in the Walworth Road, that centre of lower and middle-class life, on that evening, as I walked alone until, by direction, I entered a narrow, rather uninviting-looking turning, and proceeding some distance came to a large, old-fashioned church with pointed spire, surrounded by a spacious, disused burying-ground, where the gravestones were blackening. The bell, of peculiarly doleful tone, was quite in keeping with the character of the neighbourhood, for the houses in the vicinity were mostly one-storied, dingy abodes, little more than cottages, let out in floors, many of their inhabitants being costermongers and factory hands. The old church, cracked and smoke-blackened, was a substantial and imposing relic of bygone times. Once, as was shown by the blackened, rain-stained tombstones in Gods-acre, the residents in that parish were well-to-do citizens, who had their rural residences in that quarter; but during the past half-century or so a poor, squalid parish had sprung up in the market gardens which surrounded it, one of those gloomy, miserable, mean, and dreary districts wherein life seems so full of sadness, and disease stalks hand-in-hand with direst poverty.

I was shown by the verger to a pew well in front, and found that the congregation was by no means a small one, comprising many who appeared to be tradespeople from the Walworth Road. Yet there was about the place a damp, mouldy smell, which rendered it a very depressing place of worship.

As I had hoped, my friend, Yelverton, conducted the service, and afterwards preached a striking sermon upon Brotherliness, a discourse so brilliant that he held his not too educated congregation breathless in attention.

At length, when the Benediction had been pronounced, and the congregation rose to leave, I made my way into the vestry, where I found him taking off his surplice.

Hulloa, Clifton! he cried, welcoming me warmly, so youve found me out, eh?

Yes, I answered. Why havent you called, as you promised?

I simply uttered the first words that arose to my lips, for truth to tell, I had a moment before made a surprising and unexpected discovery. As I had risen from my seat I saw behind me a tall, thin lady in deep mourning, wearing a veil.

I could not see the face, but by her figure and her gait as she turned to make her way out I recognised her.

It was Aline Cloud. She had come there to listen to the preaching of the man she loved. Once again, then, had she come into the life of this man who had fled from her as from a temptress.

The verger went back into the church, and my friend pushed to the door in order that whoever remained should not witness us, then answered — 

Ive been busy — terribly busy, my dear fellow. Forgive me.

Of course, I answered. But it was a surprise to me to hear that you had left Duddington, although, of course, we couldnt expect you to bury yourself down there altogether.

Well, I had this offer, he answered, hanging up his surplice in the cupboard, and being so much interested in the work here, I couldnt refuse.

It seems a dismal place, I observed, a terribly dismal place.

Yes, he sighed. Theres more misery and poverty here than even in the East End. Here we have the deserving poor — the people who are too proud to throw themselves on the parish, yet they havent a few coppers to get the bare necessaries of life with. If you came one round with me, Clifton, youd witness scenes which would cause your heart to bleed. And this in London — the richest city in the world! While at the Café Royal or Jimmys you will cheerfully give a couple or three pounds for a dinner with a friend, here, within fifty yards of this place, are people actually starving because they cant get a herring and a pennyworth of bread. Ah! you who have had no experience in the homes of these people cant know how despairing, how cheerless, is the life of the deserving poor.

And you live here? I asked. You prefer this cramped, gloomy place to the fresh air and free life of the country? You would rather visit these overcrowded slums than the homely cottages of the agricultural labourer?

Certainly, he responded simply. I entered the Church with the object of serving the Master, and I intend to do so.

And the lady who was once a parish-worker here, I said, with some hesitancy. Have you seen her?

Ah! he sighed, as a dark shadow crossed his thoughtful brow, and his lips compressed. You alone know my secret, old fellow, you alone are aware of the torment I am suffering.

What torment? I inquired, surprised.

At that instant, however, the old verger, a man who spoke with a pronounced South London drawl, interrupted by dashing in alarmed and pale-faced, saying — 

Theres been a robbery, sir — an awful sacrilege!

Sacrilege! echoed Yelverton, starting up.

Yes, sir. The chalice you used this morning at Communion I put in the niche beside the organ, meaning to clean it to-night. Ive always put it there these twelve years. But its gone.

My friend went forth into the church, and I followed until we came to the niche which the old verger indicated.

There was no chalice there, but in its place only white ashes and a few pieces of metal melted out of all recognition.

All three of us stood gazing at the fused fragments of the sacramental cup, astonished and amazed.


Chapter Nineteen.

The Result of the Compact.

[image: img147.jpg]

THERES SOME DEVILS work been performed here! gasped the newly-appointed vicar, turning over the ashes with trembling hands, while at the same time I, too, bent and examined the fused fragments of the Communion cup.

The recollection of the miraculous changes effected in my own room was fresh within my memory, and I stood amazed. The agency to which was due the melting of the chalice was still a mystery, but had I not seen Aline, the Woman of Evil, leave the church?

It was apparent that Yelverton had not detected her presence, or he would most probably have referred to it. He loved her with an all-absorbing love, yet, like myself, he seemed to hold her in some mysterious dread, the reason of which I always failed to discover. His theory that the clergy should not marry was, I believe, a mere cloak to hide his terror of her. This incident showed me that now he had come back to his old parish she haunted him as she had done in the past, sometimes unseen, and at others boldly greeting him. That night she had sat a few pews behind me listening to his brilliant discourse, veiled and unrecognised in the half-lighted church, and had escaped quickly, in order that none should be aware of her presence.

But I had caught a glimpse of her, and knowledge of her visit had been immediately followed by this astounding discovery. Her evil influence had once more asserted itself upon a sacred object and destroyed it.

Truly her power was Satanic. Yet she was so calm, so sweet, so eminently beautiful, that I did not wonder that he loved her. Indeed, I recollected how enthusiastically I once had fallen down and worshipped her.

And now had I not a compact with her? Had I not given myself over to her, body and soul, to become her puppet and her slave?

I shuddered when I recollected that hour of my foolishness. This Woman of Evil held me irrevocably in her power.

How strange! I exclaimed at last, when I had thoroughly examined the ashes. I would have told him of Alines presence, but, with my lips sealed by my promise, I feared to utter a word, lest I might be stricken by her deadly hate, for she certainly was something more than human.

Strange! he cried. Its marvellous. Feel! The ashes are quite warm! The heat required to melt and fuse a heavy vessel like that would be enormous. It couldnt have been done by any natural means.

How, then, do you account for it? I inquired quickly.

I cant account for it, he answered in a hoarse voice, gazing about the darkened church, for the lights had been nearly all extinguished, and the place was weird and eerie. Then, with his lips compressed for a moment, he looked straight at me, saying in a strange, hard voice: Clifton, such a change as this could not be effected by any human means. If this had happened in a Roman Catholic church, it would have been declared to be a miracle.

A miracle wrought by the Evil One! I said.

And he bowed his head, his face ashen, his hands still trembling.

I cannot help thinking, he said after a pause, that this is a bad augury for my ministry here. It is the first time I have, as vicar, administered the Sacrament, and the after result is in plain evidence before us — a result which absolutely staggers belief.

Yes, I said pensively. It is more than extraordinary. It is an enigma beyond solution; an actual problem of the supernatural.

That the chalice should be thus profaned and desecrated by an invisible agency is a startling revelation indeed, he said. A hellish influence must be at work somewhere, unless, and he paused, unless we have been tricked by a mere magicians feat.

But are not the ashes still hot? I suggested. See here! and I took up some of the fused metal. Is not this silver? There seems no doubt that the cup was actually consumed here in the spot where the verger placed it, and that it was consumed by an uncommonly fierce fire.

Without responding, he stood gazing blankly upon the ashes. I saw that his heart was torn by a thousand doubts and fears, and fell to wondering whether he had ever had any cause to suspect the woman he feared of possessing the power of destruction.

Again he glanced round the cavernous darkness of the silent church, and a shudder went through him.

Lets go, my dear fellow, he said, endeavouring to steady himself. Im utterly unnerved to-night. Perhaps the efforts of my sermon have been a little too much for me. The doctor told me to avoid all undue excitement.

Keep yourself quiet, I urged. No doubt some explanation will be forthcoming very soon, I added, endeavouring to reassure him.

But he shook his head gloomily, answering — 

The Prince of this World is all-powerful. The maleficent spirit is with us always, and evil has fallen upon me, and upon my work.

No, no! I cried quickly. You talk too hopelessly, my dear old chap. Youre upset to-night. To-morrow, after a rest, youll be quite fit again. Youve excited yourself in your sermon, and this is the reaction.

He shrugged his shoulders, and together we left the church. I walked with him across to his lodgings in a poorish-looking house in Liverpool Street, facing the disused burial-ground. He had not entered upon residence at the vicarage, for, as he explained to me, his wants were few, and he preferred furnished apartments to the worries of an establishment of his own. As I entered the small, rather close-smelling house, I could not help contrasting it with Mrs Walkers clean, homely cottage in Duddington, where the ivy covered the porch, and the hollyhocks grew so tall in the little front garden. He took me into his shabby little sitting-room, the window of which overlooked the churchyard, and I saw how terribly dreary was his abode.

I remarked that the place was scarcely so open and healthy as at Duddington, but as he sank into his chair exhausted, he answered simply — 

My work lies here among the poor, and it is my duty to live among them. Many men in London live away from their parishes because the locality happens to be a working-class one, but such men can never carry on their work well. To know the people, to obtain their confidence, and to be able to assist them, one must live among them, however dismal is the life, however dreary the constant outlook of bricks and mortar.

With this theory I was compelled to agree. Surely this man must be devout and God-fearing if he could give up the world, as he had done, to devote himself to the poor in such a locality, and live the dismal life of the people among whom his work lay.

Yet in his acquaintanceship with Aline there was some strange mystery. His hiding from her, and her clandestine visit to Duddington, were sufficient in themselves to show that their friendship had been strained, and his words, whenever he had spoken of her, were as though he held her in fear. Mystery surrounded her on every side.

I sat with my friend for a long time smoking with him in that dingy, cheerless room. Once only he referred to the curious phenomenon which had occurred in the church, and noticing that I had no desire to discuss it, he dropped the subject. He was enthusiastic over his work, telling me sad stories of the poverty existing there on every side, and lamenting that while London gave liberally to Mansion House Funds for the relief of foreigners, it gave so little to the deserving poor at home.

Suddenly, glancing at the clock, he rose, saying that he had a visit to make.

Its late, I exclaimed, seeing that it was after ten oclock.

Not too late to do my duty, he answered.

Then we passed out, and in silence threaded our way back through the narrow alleys until we gained the Walworth Road, where we parted, after I had promised to call soon and see him again.

When he had left me, I turned once to look after him. His tall, athletic figure was disappearing in the darkness of the slums. Truly this man, who had been my old college chum, was a devoted servant of the Master.

Several days went by, during which I reflected a good deal upon the strange occurrence at St. Peters, and the promise made me by Aline. Would Muriel return to me? Was the influence possessed by the Woman of Evil sufficient to cause her to abandon her newly-found lover and crave my forgiveness?

She had told me to possess myself in patience, and I, in obedience to her command, neither sought Muriel or wrote to her.

A week passed. It was Saturday evening. I had been dining early over at the club, and on entering my chambers with my latch-key about eight oclock, having returned there before dropping in at the Alhambra, I perceived through the crack of the half-open door that some one was in my sitting-room.

I held my breath, scarcely believing my eyes. It was Muriel.

Slowly she rose to meet me with a majestic but rather tragic air, and without a word stretched forth her hand.

Why, Muriel! I cried gladly. Youre the very last person I expected!

I suppose so, she said, adding in a low, strained voice, Close the door. I have come to speak with you.

I obeyed her; then, returning to her side, stood eager for her words. The enigmatical influence of Aline was upon her, for I saw that to her dark, brilliant eyes there had already returned that love-light which once had shone upon me, and noticed how her sweet, well-remembered voice trembled with an excitement which she strove vainly to conceal. Her dress was of grey stuff, plainly made as always, but her black hat with a touch of blue in it suited her well, and as she sat before me in the chair wherein the mysterious Temptress had sat, she seemed extremely graceful and more handsome than ever.

You have, I suppose, almost forgotten me during this long separation, havent you? she faltered with abruptness, after some hesitation. Apparently she had carefully prepared some little diplomatic speech, but in the excitement of the moment all recollection of it had passed from her mind.

Forgotten you, Muriel! I echoed, gazing earnestly into her soft, beautiful eyes. When we last met, did I not tell you that I should never forget?

Her breast heaved and fell; her countenance grew troubled.

Surely it is you who have forgotten me? I said, with a touch of bitter reproach. You have cast me aside in preference for another. Tell me what I have done that you should treat me thus?

Nothing! she responded nervously, her grave eyes downcast.

Then, why cannot you love me, Muriel? I demanded, bending towards her in desperation.

I — Im foolish to have come here, she said, in sudden desperation, rising from her chair.

Why foolish? I asked. Even though you may love another you are always welcome to my rooms as of old. I bear you no ill-will, Muriel, I said, not, however, without bitterness.

A silence fell. Again she sighed deeply, and then at last raising her fair face to mine, she exclaimed in an eager, trembling tone — 

Forgive me, Clifton! Forgive me! I have come here to-night to ask you to have pity upon me. I know how I have wronged you, but I have come to tell you that I still love you — to ask whether you consider me still worthy of your love?

Of course, darling! I cried, springing forward, instantly placing my arm about her neck and imprinting a fond kiss upon her white brow. Of course I love you, I repeated, enthusiastic in my newly-found contentment. Since you have gone out of my life I have been sad and lonely indeed; and when I knew that you loved another all desire for life left me. I—

But I love you, Clifton, she cried, interrupting. It was but a foolish passing fancy on my part to prefer that man to you who have always been my friend, who have always been so kind and so thoughtful on my behalf. I wronged you deeply, and have since repented it.

The knowledge that you still love me, dearest, is sufficient. It gives me the completest satisfaction; it renders me the most happy man in all the world, and still retaining her hand I pressed it warmly to my lips.

Then you forgive me? she asked, with a seriousness that at such a moment struck me as curious.

Forgive you? Certainly! I answered. This estrangement has tested the affection of both of us. We now know that it is impossible for us to live apart.

Ah, yes! she answered. You are quite right. I cannot live without you. It is impossible. I have tried and have failed.

Then in future you are mine, darling, I cried, in joyous ecstasy. Let the past remain as a warning to us both. Not only were you inconstant, but I was also; therefore on my part there is nothing to forgive. Let happiness now be ours because we have both discovered that only in each other can we find that perfect love which to the pure and upright is as life itself.

For me the face of the world had changed in those moments. A new and brighter life had come to me.

Yes, she answered in a low tone, which showed plainly how affected she was. And raising her full, ready lips to mine, she kissed me passionately, adding: You are generous, indeed, Clifton. I feared and dreaded always that you had cast me aside as fickle and unworthy a thought.

No, no! I said, my arm around her protectingly. Think no more of that. Dont let us remember the past, dearest, but look to a brighter future — a future when you will always be with me, my companion, my helpmate, my wife!

There were tears in her dark eyes, tears of boundless joy and abundant happiness. She had come there half expecting a rebuff, yet had found me ready and eager to forgive; therefore, in a few moments her emotion overcame her, and she hid her tear-stained face in her hands.

The prophecy of the Woman of Evil had been fulfilled. Yet at what cost had I gained this felicity? At the cost of a guilty silence — a silence that shielded her from the exposure of some mysterious, unknown guilt.

Such thoughts I endeavoured to cast from me in the dreamy happiness of those felicitous moments. Yet as I held Muriel in my arms and kissed her pale, tear-stained cheeks, I could not help reflecting upon the veil of mystery which surrounded the woman whose inexplicable influence had caused my love to return to me. In my sudden happiness there still remained the dregs of bitterness — the strange death of the man who had been my most intimate friend, and the demoniacal power possessed by the woman to whom I had unconditionally bound myself in return for Muriels love.

The words I uttered caused her to hesitate, to hold her breath, and look up at me with those dark, brilliant eyes which had so long ago held me beneath their spell. Again her hand trembled, again tears rose in her eyes, but at last, when I had repeated my sentence, she faltered a response.

It was but a single word, but it caused my heart to bound for joy, and in an instant raised me to the seventh heaven of delight. Her response from that moment bound us in closer relationship than before.

She had given me her promise to become my wife.


Chapter Twenty.

One Mans Hand.
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IN THE HOUR that followed many were our mutual declarations, many were the kisses I imprinted upon those lips, with their true Cupids bow, without which no womans beauty is entirely perfect.

From her conversation I gathered that the assistants at the great shop in the Holloway Road were treated, as they often are, as mere machines, the employers having no more regard for their health or mental recreation than for the cash balls which roll along the inclined planes to the cash-desk. Life within that great series of shops was mere drudgery and slavery, the galling bonds of which only those who have had experience of it can fully appreciate.

From the time we open till closing time we havent a single moments rest, she said, in reply to my question, and with nearly eighty fines for breaking various rules, and a staff of tyrannical shop-walkers who are always either fining us or abusing us before the customers, things are utterly unbearable.

Yes, I said, indignantly, the tyrannies of shop life ought to be exposed.

Indeed they ought, she agreed. One of our rules fines us a shilling if after serving a customer we dont introduce at least two articles to her.

People dont like things they dont want pushed under their noses, I said. It always annoys me.

Of course they dont, she agreed. Again, if were late, only five minutes, in the morning when we go in to dust, were fined sixpence; if one of the shop-walkers owes any girl a grudge he will fine her a shilling for talking during business, and if she allows a customer to go out without buying anything and without calling his attention to it, she has to pay half-a-crown. People dont think when they enter a shop and are met by a suave man in frock-coat who hands them a chair and calls an assistant, that this very man is watching whether the unfortunate counter-slave will break any of the code of rules, so that the instant the customer has gone she may be fined, with an added warning that if a similar thing again occurs she will be dismissed.

In no other trade would men and women conform to such rules, I exclaimed, for she had often told me of these things before. Who takes the fines?

The firm, of course, she answered. Theyre supposed to go towards the library; but the latter consists of only about fifty worn-out, tattered books which havent been added to for the past three years.

I dont wonder that such an existence should crush all life from you. Its enough to render any one old before their time, slaving away in that place from morning till night, without even sufficient time for your meals. But why are you a favourite? I asked.

She looked at me for an instant, then dropped her eyes and remained silent.

I scarcely know, she faltered at last, and I scented in her indecision an element of mystery.

But you must be aware of the reason that you are not treated quite as harshly as the others.

Well, she laughed, a slight flush mounting to her cheek, it may be because of my friendliness towards the shop-walker.

The shop-walker! I exclaimed in surprise, not without some jealous resentment rising within me. Why are you friendly towards him?

Because it is judicious not to offend him, she said. One girl did, and within a week she was discharged.

But such truckling to a greasy, oily-mouthed tailors dummy is simply nauseating, I cried fiercely. Do you mean to say that you actually have to smile and be amiable to this man — perhaps even to flirt with him — in order to save yourself from being driven to death?

Certainly! she answered, quite frankly.

And who is this man? I inquired, perhaps a trifle harshly.

The man with whom you saw me on that night when you followed me from Aldersgate Street, she responded.

That tall, thin man! I cried, amazed. The man who was your lover!

She nodded, and her eyes were again downcast.

I sat staring at her in amazement. I had never thought of that.

Whats his name? I asked quickly.

Henry Hibbert.

And he is shop-walker at your place?

Certainly.

Why didnt you tell me this before, when I asked you? I inquired.

Because I had no desire that you should sneer at me for walking out with a man of that kind, she responded. But now that it is all past, I can fearlessly tell you the truth.

But what made you take up with him? I asked, eager now to at least penetrate some portion of the mystery, for I recollected that night in the Park, when I had overheard this man Hibberts strange conversation with Aline.

I really dont know what caused me to entertain any regard for him, she answered.

How did it come about?

We were introduced one night in the Monico. I somehow thought him pleasant and well-mannered, and, I dont know how it was, but I found myself thinking always of him. We met several times, but then I did not know what he was. I had no idea that he was a shop-walker. It was because of my foolish infatuation, I suppose, that I cast aside your love. But from that moment my regret increased, until I could bear the separation no longer, and I came to-night to seek your forgiveness.

But what knowledge of this man had you before that night in the café? I inquired. Who introduced you?

A girl friend. I knew nothing of him before, and have since come to the conclusion that she knew him but slightly.

Then was he, at this time, engaged in the shop in the Holloway Road? I asked, feeling that this fact should be at once cleared up.

I think so.

Are you absolutely certain?

No, Im not. Why do you ask?

Because, I answered reflectively, because it is strange that you should have taken an engagement at the very shop where he was employed.

It was he who gave me the introduction there, she said. Only when I got there and commenced work did I find to my surprise that the man who had interested himself on my behalf was actually the shop-walker. He saw the look of surprise upon my face, and laughed heartily over it.

Did you never seek to inquire how long previously he had been employed there?

No. It never occurred to me to do so, she answered.

But you can discover now easily enough, I suppose?

Of course I can, she replied. But why are you so anxious to know?

I have a reason for desiring to know the exact date on which he entered the firms employ, I said. You will find it out for me at once, wont you?

If you wish.

Then let me know by letter as soon as you possibly can, I urged quickly.

But you need not be jealous of him, Clifton, she said, seeking to reassure me. With her womans quick instinct she saw that my anger had been raised against him.

How can I help being annoyed? I said. The facts seem quite plain that he first took service with this firm, and then most probably obtained the dismissal of one of the girls in order to make a vacancy for you. He was in love with you, I suppose, I added, rather harshly.

Love was never mentioned between us, she declared. We merely went out and about together, and in business he used to chat and joke with me. But as for love—

And she laughed scornfully, without concluding her sentence.

And the other girls were jealous of you — eh?

She laughed.

I suppose they were, she answered.

Was this man — Hibbert was his name? — an experienced shop-walker?

I think so, she replied. But he was disliked on account of his harshness and his constant fining of everybody.

Except you.

Yes, she laughed. I generally managed to escape.

She noticed the hard look in my face, as I pondered over the strange fact. That this man who was such an intimate acquaintance of Alines was actually shop-walker where Muriel was employed added to the mystery considerably, rather than decreasing it.

Why need we discuss him now? she asked. It is all over.

But your acquaintance with this man who has evidently striven to win your love must still continue if you remain where you are, I said in a tone of annoyance.

No, she replied. It is already at an end.

But hes your shop-walker. If you have refused to go out with him, in future hell undoubtedly vent his spiteful wrath upon you.

Oh no, he wont, she laughed.

Why?

Because he has left.

Left! I echoed. Of course you know where he is?

No, I dont, she replied. He annoyed me in business by speaking harshly to me before a customer, and I told him plainly that I would never again go out in his company. He apologised, but I was obdurate, and I have never seen him since. He went away that night, and has not returned. His place was filled up to-day. At first it was thought that he might have stolen something; but nothing has been missed, and now his sudden departure is believed to be due to his natural impetuousness and eccentricity.

Then it would seem that owing to a disagreement with you he left his employment. Thats really very remarkable! I said.

Yes. Everybody thinks it strange, but, of course, they dont know that we quarrelled.

And you swear to me that you have never loved him, Muriel? I asked, looking straight into her upturned face.

I swear to you, Clifton, she answered. I swear that he has never once kissed me, nor has he uttered a word of affection. We were merely friends.

Then that makes the aspect of affairs even more puzzling, I observed. That he had some motive for leaving secretly there is no doubt. What, I wonder, could it have been?

I dont know, and it really doesnt trouble me, she replied. I was exceedingly glad when he went, and now am doubly glad that I came and sought your forgiveness.

And I too, dearest, I said, holding her hand tenderly in mine. But, truth to tell, I have no confidence in that man. There was something about him that I didnt like, and this latest move has increased my suspicion.

What suspicion?

That his intentions were not honest ones! I answered.

Why, Clifton, she cried, what an absurd fancy! Do you think that because I broke off his acquaintance, he intends to murder me?

I have no definite views on the subject, I answered, except that he intended to do you some evil, and has up to the present been thwarted.

Youll make me quite nervous if you talk like that, she responded, laughing. Let us forget him. You once admired that woman, Aline Cloud, but that circumstance has passed out of my mind.

You must leave that place and go down to Stamford, I said decisively. A rest in the country will do you good, and in a few months we will marry.

Ill have to give a months notice before I leave, she answered.

No. Leave to-morrow, I said. For I cannot bear to think, dearest, that now you are to be my wife you should still bear that terrible drudgery.

She sighed, and her countenance grew troubled, as if something oppressed her. This caused me some apprehension, for it seemed as though, even now, she was not perfectly happy.

I gave tongue to this thought, but with a light laugh she assured me of her perfect contentment, and that her regret was only of the past.

Then we sat together, chatting in ecstatic enthusiasm, as I suppose all lovers do, planning a future, wherein our bliss was to be unalloyed and our love undying. And as we talked I saw how at last she became composed in that haven of contentment which is so perfect after the troubled sea of regret and despair, while I, too, felt that at last I wanted nothing, for the great desire of my life had been fulfilled.

Suddenly, however, thoughts of Aline, the mysterious woman who had come between us so strangely, the friend of this man Hibbert and the secret acquaintance of poor Roddy, crossed my mind, and I resolved to gain from her what knowledge she possessed. Therefore, with care and skill I led our conversation up to her, and then point-blank asked her what she knew regarding this woman whose face was that of an angel, and whose heart was that of Satan.

I saw how she started at mention of Alines name; how the colour fled from her cheeks, and how sudden was her resolve to fence with me; for at once she asserted her ignorance, and suggested that we might mutually agree to bury the past.

But she is a mystery, Muriel, I said; a mystery which I have been trying in vain to solve through all these months. Tell me all you know of her, dearest.

I know nothing, she declared, in a nervous tone. Absolutely nothing.

But are you aware that this man, Hibbert, the man with whom you associated, was her friend — her lover?

What! she cried, her face in an instant undergoing a strange transformation. He — her lover?

Yes, I answered. Did you not know they were friends?

I cant believe it, she answered, pale-faced and bewildered. Whatever was the revelation I had made to her it had evidently caused within her a strong revulsion of feeling. I had, indeed, strong suspicion that these words of mine had supplied some missing link in a chain of facts which had long perplexed and puzzled her.

What causes you to allege this? she asked quickly, looking sharply into my eyes.

Because I have seen them together, I answered. I have overheard their conversation.

It cant be true that they are close acquaintances, she said in a low, mechanical voice, as though speaking to herself. Its impossible.

Why impossible? I inquired.

Because there are facts which have conclusively shown that there could have been no love between them.

Are those facts so remarkable, Muriel, that you are compelled to conceal them from me? I asked seriously in earnest.

At present they are, she faltered. What you have told me has increased the mystery tenfold. I had never expected that they were friends.

And if they were, what then? I inquired in eagerness.

Then the truth must be stranger than I had ever dreamed, she answered in a voice which betrayed her blank bewilderment.

The striking of the clock warned her that it was time she was going, and caused me to recollect that a man would call in a few minutes to repay a loan I had given him. He was an officer — a very decent fellow whom I had known for years, and who for a few weeks had been in rather low water. But he was again in funds, and having met me at the club that afternoon he promised to run over at ten oclock, smoke a cigar, and repay me.

I regretted this engagement, because it prevented me seeing Muriel home; but when I referred to it she declared that she would take a cab from the rank outside, as she had done so many times in the old days of our friendship, and she would get back quite comfortably.

She buttoned her gloves, and after kissing me fondly re-adjusted her veil. Then, when we had repeated our vows of undying affection and she had promised me to return and lunch with me next morning, as it was Sunday, she went out and down the stairs.

I was a trifle annoyed that, at the club earlier in the day, I had made the appointment with Bryant, but the sum I had lent was sixty pounds, and, knowing what a careless fellow he was, I felt that it was best to obtain repayment now, when he offered it; hence I was prevented from accompanying Muriel. But as it could not be avoided, and as she had expressed herself perfectly content to return alone, I cast myself again in my chair, mixed a whiskey and soda, lit a cigarette, and gave myself up to reflection.

Muriel loved me. I cared for nought else in all the world. She would be my wife, and after travelling on the Continent for a while we would live somewhere in the country quietly, where we could enjoy ourselves amid that rural peace which to the London-worn is so restful, so refreshing, and so soothing.

After perhaps a quarter of an hour I heard Simes go to the door, and Bryants voice exclaim hurriedly— Is your master in?

Come in, my dear fellow! Come in! I shouted, without rising from my chair.

Next instant he dashed into the room, his face white and scared, exclaiming — 

Theres something wrong down at the bottom of your stairs! Come with me and see, old chap. Theres a girl lying there — a pretty girl dressed in grey — and I believe shes dead.

Dead! I gasped, petrified, for the description he had given was that of Muriel.

Yes, he cried, excitedly. I believe shes been murdered!


Chapter Twenty One.

Silence.
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MURDERED! I GASPED, springing to my feet. Impossible!

Ive just discovered her lying on the stairs, and rushed up to you. I didnt stop to make an examination.

Without further word we dashed down the three flights of stone steps which led to the great entrance-hall of the mansions, but I noticed to my dismay that although the electric lamps on all the landings were alight those on the ground floor had been extinguished, and there, in the semi-darkness lay Muriel, huddled up in a heap on a small landing approached from the entrance-hall by half a dozen steps. The hall of Charing Cross Mansions is a kind of long arcade, having an entrance at one end in Charing Cross Road, and at the other in St. Martins Lane; while to it descend the flights of steps leading to the various wings of the colossal building. At the further end from the stairs by which my chambers could be reached was the porters box, but placed in such a position that it was impossible for him to see any person upon the stairs.

I sprang down to the side of my helpless love, and tried to lift her, but her weight was so great that I failed. Next instant, however, a cry of horror escaped me, for on my hand I felt something warm and sticky. It was blood. We shouted for the hall-porter, but he was not in his box, and there was no response. He was, as was his habit each evening, across the way gossiping with the fireman who lounged outside the stage-door of the Alhambra.

Blood! I cried, when the terrible truth became plain, and I saw that it had issued from a wound beneath her arm, and that her injury had not been caused by a fall.

Yes, exclaimed Bryant, shes evidently been stabbed. Do you know her?

Know her! I cried. Shes my intended wife!

Your betrothed! he gasped. My dear fellow, this is terrible. What a frightful shock for you! And he dropped upon his knees, and tenderly raised her head. Both of us felt her heart, but could discern no movement. In the mean time, however, Simes, more practical than either of us, had sped away to call a doctor who had a dispensary for the poor at the top of St. Martins Lane.

Both of us agreed that her heart had ceased its beating, yet, a moment later, we rejoiced to see, as she lay with her head resting upon Bryants arm, a slight rising and falling of the breast.

Respiration had returned.

I bent, fondly kissing her chilly lips, and striving vainly to staunch the ugly wound, until suddenly it struck me that the best course to pursue would be to at once remove her to my room; therefore we carefully raised her, and with difficulty succeeded in carrying her upstairs, and laying her upon my bed.

My feeling in these moments I cannot analyse. For months, weary months, during which all desire for life had passed from me, I had sought her to gain her love, and now, just as I had done so, she was to be snatched from me by the foul, dastardly deed of some unknown assassin. The fact that while the electric lights were shedding their glow in every part of the building they were extinguished upon that small landing was in itself suspicious. Bryant referred to it, and I expressed a belief that the glass of the two little Swan lamps had been purposely broken by the assassin.

At last after a long time the doctor came, a grey-haired old gentleman who bent across the bed, first looking into her face and then pushing back her hair, placed his hand upon her brow, and then upon her breast.

Without replying to our eager questions, he calmly took out his pocket knife, and turning her upon her side, cut the cord of her corsets, and slit her bodice so that the tightness at the throat was relieved.

Then, calling for a lamp and some water, he made a long and very careful examination of the wound.

Ah! he exclaimed, apparently satisfied at last. The attempt was a desperate one. The knife was aimed for her heart.

But will she die, doctor? I cried. Is the wound likely to be fatal?

I really cant tell, he answered gravely. It is a very serious injury — very. No ordinary knife could inflict such a wound. From the appearance of it I should be inclined to think that a long surgeons knife was used.

But is there no hope? I demanded. Tell me the truth.

It is impossible at present to tell what complications may ensue, he responded. The best course is to inform the police of the affair, and let them make inquiries. No doubt there has been a most deliberate attempt at murder. Your servant tells me, he added, that the lady is a friend of yours.

Yes, I said; I intend making her my wife; therefore you may imagine my intense anxiety in these terrible circumstances.

Of course, he replied, sympathetically. But have you any suspicion of who perpetrated this villainous crime?

I thought of that thin, crafty, bony-faced scoundrel Hibbert, and then responded in the affirmative.

Well, youd better inform the police of your suspicions, and let them act as they think proper. Ive seen the spot where your friend discovered her, and certainly it is just the spot where an assassin might lie in wait, commit a crime, and then escape into the street unseen. My advice is that you should inform the police, and let them make inquiries. I only make one stipulation, and that is that no question must be asked of her at present — either by you, or by any one else. If youll allow me Ill send down a qualified nurse, whom I can trust to carry out my instructions — for I presume you intend that she should remain here in your chambers until she is fit to be removed?

Certainly, I answered eagerly. I leave all to you, doctor; only bring her back to me.

I will do my utmost, he assured me. It is a grave case, a very grave one indeed, he added, with his eyes fixed upon the inanimate form; but I have every hope that we shall save her by care and attention. Ill go back to the surgery, get some dressing for the wound, and send at once for the nurse. No time must be lost.

And you think I ought to inform the police? I asked.

As you think fit, the doctor responded. You say you have a suspicion of the identity of the would-be assassin. Surely you will not let him go unpunished?

No! I cried in fierce resolution. He shall not go unpunished. But on reflection an instant later it occurred to me that Muriel herself could tell us who had attacked her, therefore it would be best to await in patience her return to health.

The doctor left to obtain his instruments and bandages, while Bryant, Simes, and myself watched almost in silence at her bedside. The kind-hearted old doctor before he went, however, asked us to leave the room for a few minutes, and when we returned we found he had taken off her outer clothing, improvised a temporary bandage, and placed her comfortably in bed, where she now lay quite still, and to all appearances asleep. From time to time in my anxiety I bent with my hand glass placed close to her mouth to reassure myself that she was still breathing. It became slightly clouded each time, and that gave me the utmost satisfaction and confidence.

After a quarter of an hour the old man returned, while a little later the nurse, in her neat grey uniform, was in the room, attending to her patient, quickly and silently, and assisting the doctor to cleanse and bandage the wound with a dexterity which had been acquired by long acquaintance with surgical cases.

With Bryant I retired into the sitting-room while these operations were in progress, and when I again entered my bedroom I found the lights lowered and the nurse calmly sitting by Muriels side. Then the doctor assured me that she would be quite right for three hours, and that during the night he would look in again; and with this parting re-assurance he left, accompanied out by Bryant.

Through that night I had but little repose, as may be imagined. The long hours I spent in trying to read or otherwise occupy myself, but such was the intensity of my anxiety that times without number I went and peeped in at the half-open door of my bedroom, wherein lay my beloved, motionless, still as one dead.

A whole week went by. Two or three times daily the doctor called, but by his orders I was not allowed in the room, and it was not until nearly a fortnight had gone by that I entered and stood by her bedside. Even then I was forbidden to mention the circumstances of that night when such a desperate attempt had been made upon her life. Therefore I stood by her with words of love only upon my lips.

Ours was a joyful meeting. For days my love had hovered between life and death. The doctor had gone into that room and come out again grave and silent several times each day, until at last he had told me that she had taken a turn for the better, and would recover. The delirium had left her, and she had recovered consciousness. Then there came to me a boundless joy when at last I was told that I might again see her.

Not until ten more long and anxious days had passed was I allowed to speak to her regarding the mystery which was driving me to desperation, and then one afternoon, as the sunset, yellow as it always is in London, struggled into the room, I found myself alone with her. She was sitting up in my armchair, enveloped in a pretty blue dressing-gown which the nurse had bought for her, and her hair tied coquettishly with a blue ribbon.

She could not rise, but as I entered her bright eyes sparkled with sudden unbounded delight, and speechless in emotion she beckoned me forward to a seat beside her.

And you are much better, dearest? I asked, when we had exchanged kisses full of a profound and passionate love.

Yes, she answered, in a voice which showed how weak she still was. The doctor says I shall get on quite well now. In a week or so I hope to be about again. Do they know of my illness at the shop?

Dont trouble about the shop, darling, I answered. You will never go back there again, to slave and wear out your life. Remain here content, and when you are well enough you can go down to Stamford and stay there in the country air until we can marry.

Then you still love me, Clifton? she faltered.

Love you! I cried. Of course I do, dearest. What causes you to doubt me?

She hesitated. Her eyes met mine, and I saw they were wavering.

Because — because I am unworthy, she faltered.

Why unworthy? I asked, quickly.

I have deceived you, she replied. You are so good to me, Clifton, yet I have concealed from you the truth.

The truth of what?

Of the strange events which have led up to this desperate attempt to take my life.

But who attacked you? I demanded. Tell me, and assuredly he shall not escape punishment.

She paused. Her eyes met mine firmly.

No, she answered. It is impossible to tell you. To attempt a retaliation would only prove fatal.

Fatal! I echoed. Why?

All that has been attempted is of the past, she responded. It is best that it should remain as it is. If you seek out that man, there will be brought upon us a vengeance more terrible than it is possible to contemplate. Do not ask me to divulge the identity of this man, for I cannot.

You will not, you mean, I said in a hard voice.

No, she answered hoarsely. No, I dare not.

Then you fear this man who has attempted to kill you — this man who sought to take you from me! I cried fiercely. Surely I, the man you are to marry, have a right to demand this assassins name.

You have a right, Clifton, the greatest of all rights, but I beg of you to remain patient, she answered calmly. There are reasons why I must still preserve a silence on this matter — reasons which some day you will know.

Does this man love you?

She shrugged her shoulders and extended her thin, white hands vaguely.

And he is jealous of me! I cried. He attempted to kill you because you came here to me.

Remain in patience, I beg of you, she said imploringly. Make no surmises, for you cannot guess the truth. It is an enigma to which I myself have no key.

The name of the man who has attempted to murder you is Hibbert, I observed, annoyed at her persistent concealment of the truth. He is the man who was your lover. You cant deny it.

She raised her beautiful eyes for a moment to mine, then said simply — 

Surely you trust me, Clifton?

Her question drove home to me the fact that my suspicion was ill-founded, and that jealousy in this affair was untimely and unnecessary. I, however, could not rid myself of the thought that Hibbert, this lover she had discarded, had attempted to wreak a deadly revenge. All the circumstances pointed to it, for he would know the whereabouts of my chambers, if not from Muriel previously, then from Aline, that woman whom once in my hearing he had urged to the commission of a crime.

I trust you implicitly, Muriel, I answered. But in this matter I am determined that the man whose hand struck you down shall answer for his crime to me.

No, no! she cried in alarm. Dont act rashly, for your own sake, and for mine. Wait, and I will ere long give you an explanation which I know will astound you. To-day I cannot move in the matter because I am not allowed out. When I can go out I will find a means of giving you some explanation. Then, lifting her dark, trustful eyes to mine she asked again, Clifton, cannot you trust me? Will you not obey me in this?

Certainly, I answered at last, with considerable reluctance I admit. If you promise me to explain, then I will wait.

I promise, she answered, and her thin, white hand again clasped mine, and our lips met to seal our compact.


Chapter Twenty Two.

To Seek the Truth.
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THE DAYS OF my loves convalescence were happy indeed. Most of the time we spent together, planning the future and gossiping about the past. Those were halcyon hours when we reckoned time only by the meals served to us by Simes, and we both looked forward to a visit to the old Lincolnshire town that was so very lethargic, so redolent of the good old days of our grandfathers.

Once she received a letter left by a man, and marked private. In this I scented mystery; for she never referred to it, and when I inquired who was the sender she merely replied that a friend had written to her. This was strange, for none knew that she remained with me. We had thought it best not to tell any one until all could be explained, for a lady who lives in a bachelors chambers is looked upon with some suspicion if no very valid excuse can be given for such a flagrant breach of the convenances.

The letter without doubt caused her much thought and considerable anxiety. By her face I detected that she was dreading some dire result, the nature of which she dared not tell me; and it was on that very afternoon that Jack Yelverton called to inquire after me, for I had neither written nor seen him since that night when the chalice at St. Peters had disappeared into ashes.

He was stretched out in a chair smoking furiously, laughing more merrily than usual, and talking with that genuine bonhomie which was one of his most engaging characteristics, when suddenly Muriel entered.

They met face to face, and in an instant she drew back, pale as death.

I — I didnt know you had a visitor, she exclaimed half-apologetically, her cheeks crimsoning in her confusion.

Come in, I exclaimed, rising. Allow me to introduce you, and I went through the conventional formality.

Upon Yelvertons face I detected an expression of absolute wonder and bewilderment; but seeing that she treated him with calm indifference, he at once reseated himself, and the pair recovered their self-possession almost instantly.

Puzzled at this strange complication, I spoke mechanically, explaining that Muriel was engaged to marry me, and that she had been ill, although I did not tell him the cause.

Yet all Jack Yelvertons levity had in that brief moment of unexpected meeting departed. He had become brooding and thoughtful.

I confess that I entertained doubts. So many things had recently occurred which she refused to explain, that day by day I was haunted by a horrible consuming suspicion that, after all, she did not love me — that for some purpose of her own she was merely making shallow pretence. I fear that the remainder of Yelvertons visit was a dismal affair. Certainly our conversation was irresponsible and disjointed, for neither of us thought of what we said. Our reflections were far from the subject under discussion.

At last the Vicar of St. Peters made his adieux, and when he had gone I awaited in vain her explanation.

She said nothing, yet her efforts at concealment were so apparent that they nauseated me. I was annoyed that she should thus believe me to be one so blinded by love as to be unable to observe signs so palpable as those in her countenance. The more I thought it over, the more apparent it became that as Yelverton and Aline were lovers, Muriel, knowing Aline, would certainly be acquainted with him. If so, and all their dealings had been straightforward, why had not she at once welcomed him as a friend, and not as a stranger?

I saw that he was plainly annoyed at meeting her, and detected astonishment in his face when I announced my intention of marrying her.

I wondered why he looked at me so strangely. His expression was as though he pitied my ignorance. Thoughts such as these held me in doubt and suspicion.

With a self-control amazing in such circumstances, she reseated herself and took up some needlework, which she had that morning commenced — a cushion-cover intended for our home — and when at last I grew calm again and sat with her she commenced to chat as though our happiness had in no way been disturbed.

As the days went on and she rapidly grew stronger her attitude became more and more puzzling. That she loved me passionately with a fierce, all-consuming affection, I could not doubt. Not that she uttered many words of re-assurance. On the contrary, she heard most of my declarations in silence. Yet the heaving of her breast, and that bright, truthful look in her eyes, were signs of love which I could not fail to recognise.

During those nine weeks of Muriels illness I heard nothing of Aline, and was wondering if she knew of my beloveds presence, or if she would again visit me. To her I had bound myself by an oath of secrecy, in return for a gift to me more precious than any on earth, yet the many strange occurrences which had happened since that first night at the theatre formed a puzzle so intricate that the more I tried to discover the solution the more bewildering it became.

Soon the dark-haired fragile girl who was to be my wife had so improved in health that the doctor allowed her to go for a drive, and in the days following we went out together each afternoon perfectly happy and content in each others love. Those who have loved truly know well the ecstasy of the first hours in public with ones betrothed, therefore it is unnecessary for me to describe my feeling of perfect bliss and thankfulness that she was well at last, and that ere long we should become man and wife.

It had been arranged that Muriel should leave for Stamford in two or three days, when one morning, she having gone out with the nurse, and I remaining alone in my room, Jack Yelverton was admitted. In an instant I saw from his countenance that something unusual had occurred. His pale, unshaven face was haggard and worn, his clerical collar was soiled, his coat unbrushed, his hair unkempt, and as he seated himself and put out his hand I felt it quiver in my grasp.

Why, whats the matter, old chap? I inquired in surprise. Whats happened?

Im upset, Clifton, he answered hoarsely.

Whats upset you? This isnt like your usual self, I said.

No, he responded, rising and pacing the room with his hand to his white brow, it isnt like me. Then, turning quickly to me, he added with gravity which startled me, Clifton, I think Im mad!

Mad! Nonsense! my dear fellow! I protested, placing my hand upon his shoulder. Tell me what all this is about.

Ive failed! he cried in a voice of utter despair. Ive striven, and striven in my work, but all to no purpose. Ive sown the wind, and the Devil has placed a bar between myself and the Master.

How? I asked, failing to grasp his meaning.

I have made a discovery, he answered in a dry, harsh tone.

A discovery! I echoed.

Yes, one so appalling, so terrible, so absolutely horrible, that I am crushed, hopeless, paralysed.

What is it? I demanded quickly, excited by his strange wildness of manner.

No, he answered. It is useless to explain. You could never believe that what I told you was the truth.

I know that you would not willingly tell a lie to your oldest friend, Jack, I answered, with grave earnestness.

But you could never fully realise the truth, he declared. A sorrow has fallen upon me greater and more terrible than ever man has encountered; for at the instant of my recovery I knew that I was shut out from the grace of God, that all my work had been a mere mockery of the Master.

Why do you speak like this? I argued, knowing him to be a devout man, and having seen with my own eyes how self-denying he was, and how untiring he had worked among the poor.

I speak the truth, Clifton, he said, a strange look in his eyes. I shall never enter my church again.

Never enter your church! I cried. Are you really mad?

The wiles of Satan have encompassed me, he responded hoarsely, in the tone of a man utterly broken.

How? Explain! I said.

A womans eyes fascinated me. I fell beneath her spell, only to find that her heart was the blackest in all the world.

Well?

My love for her is an absorbing one. She is my idol, and I have cast aside my God for her.

Why do you talk like this? I asked reproachfully. Has it not been proved to you already that you can marry and yet live a godly life?

Yes, yes! I know, he responded with impatience. But to love Aline Cloud is to abandon the Master.

Why? I inquired, all eagerness to learn what he knew of her strange power of evil.

I cannot explain, because there is a mystery which is impenetrable, he answered. I shall resign the living and go abroad. I can no longer remain here.

You will again fly from her, as you did when you went and hid yourself in Duddington? I asked. I cant understand the reason of your actions. Why not give me a little more explanation?

But I cant explain, because I have not yet fathomed the truth.

Then you only entertain certain suspicions, and will act upon them without obtaining clear grounds. Thats illogical, Jack — very illogical.

He pondered for a few moments, tugging at his moustache.

Well, I hadnt looked at it in that light before, I must confess, he answered at last. You think I ought to be entirely satisfied before I act.

Yes, rashness should not be one of the characteristics of a man who ministers Gods Word, I said.

But the deadly trail of the Serpent is upon everything, he declared. I can hope for nothing more. I cannot be hypocritical, neither can I serve two masters. Is it not better for me to resign from the Church at once than to offend before God?

For whatever sin you have committed there is the Great Forgiveness, I said calmly. You are a believer, or you could not preach those enthralling sermons, which have already made you noted in ecclesiastical London. You are known as a brilliant, powerful preacher who can make the tears well in the eyes of strong men by your fervent appeal to them to turn from their wickedness and live. Think! I said. Recollect the men steeped in sin whom you have induced to come forth and bow before their God in penitence. Think of those men who have been saved by your ministrations, and then ask yourself whether there is no salvation for you?

Yes! he sighed. What you say is quite true, Clifton — quite true.

Then if you abandon the Church you abandon faith in the generous forgiveness which you have preached, and exhibit to those who have believed in you a doubt in the grace of God. Surely you, Jack, will not do this?

He was silent, with bent head, as he stood before me reflecting.

Your argument is a strong one, certainly, he said at last. But can I actually stand in my pulpit and preach the Gospel after the knowledge that has come to me?

Knowledge! I repeated. We found that knowledge to be a mere suspicion only a moment ago!

Yes, he admitted; suspicion if you like. Well, that amounts to the same thing.

Why dont you tell me all about it? I urged. What are these suspicions regarding Aline?

I recollected my bond of secrecy, and it drove me to madness. If I could tell him all I knew, I felt that together we might combine to probe the mystery. As it was, my silence was imperative.

Its my misfortune that I have not sufficient grounds for making any direct allegation. I love her still; I adore her; I worship her; but—

At that instant, without warning, the door opened, and Muriel, bright and happy, burst into the room, bearing an armful of flowers. Next second, on recognising my visitor, her countenance changed, and she bowed stiffly to him, without offering her hand. Quick to notice this, I at once demanded an explanation, for the mystery had now driven me to desperation.

There is some secret in your previous acquaintance with Muriel, I said, addressing Yelverton boldly. Tell me what it is.

Our acquaintance! he faltered, while she drew back open-mouthed in alarm. The pair exchanged glances, and I saw that between them was some understanding. What makes you suggest that? he asked, with a forced laugh.

You were acquainted before I introduced you the other day! I cried, fiercely. You cant deny that!

I have not denied it, he responded calmly. It is quite true that I knew Miss Moore before our formal introduction.

Then why did you not admit it? I demanded, a feeling of jealousy rising within me.

Simply because I had no desire to excite any suspicion in your mind, Clifton. Thats all.

Rubbish! I ejaculated. Theres some mystery behind all this. Why may I not know?

The Vicar of St. Peters glanced inquiringly at Muriel, but finding no look of permission in her countenance, preserved a silence, which in a moment grew irksome.

Suddenly, however, Muriel, who stood near me, pale and excited, turned, and facing me, said — 

There appears to be a misunderstanding between you. It is quite true that I am acquainted with Mr Yelverton, and there is absolutely no necessity to deny the fact. We have known each other for a long time — ever since I was at Madame Gabrielles. He was curate at St. Michaels, Rathbone Place, where I attended, and we were very good friends until — until— and she did not finish the sentence.

Until what?

Well, until an event occurred which transformed our friendship.

What event?

Again the pair exchanged glances. She was apparently trying to obtain permission from him to expose to me the whole truth. At that moment I felt assured that this woman I had so fondly loved was playing me false, and, after all, this popular preacher was her real lover. Certain circumstances appeared to point to it, for her confusion was apparent; she knew not what to admit, nor what to deny.

He shrugged his shoulders in dumb motion, as though he were careless, but this action apparently gave her confidence, and she turned to me again, saying — 

Any explanation you demand, Mr Yelverton will no doubt give to you.

No, no, Jack cried, addressing her. Its quite impossible. You know full well that Im utterly in ignorance of the truth, and that you alone can explain, if you will.

She bit her lips, and endeavoured to recover her self-possession. Her illness had weakened her, and rendered her curiously nervous, so that the least emotion visibly affected her.

Yes, I added, you are concealing a secret from me, Muriel, and I, who am to be your husband, demand to know what it is. Tell me!

If you had asked me this a few days ago, she answered, after a pause, I could only have given you a negative answer. But I have overheard Mr Yelvertons confession to you, and now that I am strong again, I am determined that neither he nor you shall longer remain in doubt regarding the mystery surrounding Aline Cloud.

What is it? I cried excitedly. Tell us quickly.

No, she answered, with a wave of the hand. In this affair we must exercise patience, or those who are guilty will assuredly escape us. Besides, we have to ensure our own safety also.

Our own safety! Jack echoed. What do you mean?

Have I not narrowly escaped death? she asked. If we are not wary, another attempt, perhaps more successful, may be made.

You anticipate assassination because those who are guilty are aware that you are now in possession of their secret? I cried. Then let us act in union with care and discretion. What has caused you to preserve your silence until now?

Circumstances which rendered my secrecy imperative, she answered. Until now I only entertained suspicions; but these have been confirmed, therefore to me the truth is apparent. In order, however, for us to solve the mystery, it is necessary that you should both obey me implicitly, without asking any questions, for to some of your demands I should be compelled to give false answers. Trust in me, both of you, and I will reveal to you something stranger than you have ever dreamed.

We do trust you, we both answered with one accord.

Im ready to act in any manner you direct, I added.

And you will not fear, even though a plot may be laid against your life? she inquired with concern.

I fear nothing while I have my revolver in my pocket, I answered, as coolly as I could. Both of us are ready and anxious to carry out any plan you may form.

But of what character is the plan? asked the vicar, with natural caution.

Its Friday to-day, she observed, disregarding his question. Tell me when Aline will next visit you.

On Sunday. She has written to-day saying that she will attend the service on Sunday evening.

You will preach? she asked.

I dont know, he answered evasively. I may be away.

You mean that by that time you may have resigned and left the Church, I said quickly. No, Jack. Dont think of such a thing. Muriel know? more than she has told us, and if she will assist us, I have no doubt that the mystery will be cleared up, and the guilty brought to punishment.

Do you wish me to preach on Sunday? Yelverton asked of my beloved.

Certainly, was her response. But, tell me — she never remains after the evening service, does she?

No, never, he replied. By the time Im out of the vestry she has always departed. It seems as though her quick, impetuous nature will not allow her to await me.

Then preach on Sunday night, and leave the remainder to me, she said.

You appear to know all her movements, Yelverton observed. Where does she go usually after church?

Her destination is always the same — a secret one. But remain patient, she added, a strange look in her dark eyes, as though she were intent upon a fierce and terrible revenge. You are her lover, and have discovered, as others have done, that she is possessed of a spirit of evil that holds you appalled in wonder. Her actions are truly astounding, yet the truth, when revealed, will be more startling and more bewildering than any of the strange things which have already happened.

And you promise to explain everything? I asked in breathless eagerness.

No. I cannot promise that. I will furnish you with the necessary clue to the solution of the mystery, but even I myself know not all the facts.

Both of us tried to obtain from her some further information regarding Aline, but without avail. She remained absolutely mute, likewise refusing to reveal the identity of her would-be assassin. That she had met him face to face upon the stairs she admitted, but in response to my inquiries declared that the time was not yet ripe for the denunciation, and urged us to remain in patience.

This we did until at last Sunday night came. At about half-past six I accompanied my beloved in a cab to a small and very dismal little street in the immediate vicinity of St. Peters, one of those mean, drab thoroughfares which abound in South London; and when at length the service concluded, we stood together in the gloom waiting for Alines striking figure to emerge among the congregation.

At last she came, dressed neatly in black, her fair hair well coiled beneath a neat black toque, and in her hand her tiny prayer-book, with the ivory cross upon the cover. She walked straight in our direction without, of course, dreaming of our presence, but outside the smoke-blackened railings of the churchyard she paused for a moment beneath the street-lamp to glance at the little jewelled watch pinned upon her breast. Her lovers sermon had been a trifle longer than usual, therefore, on noting the time, she at once hurried away along the narrow little street towards the Walworth Road, in order, apparently, to keep some mysterious appointment.

Come! Muriel said. Let us follow her! And together we walked on, eagerly keeping her well in sight in the crowd of dispersing worshippers.

My heart beat wildly in those moments, for I knew we were upon the verge of some extraordinary discovery, the nature of which my beloved had predicted would be stranger than we had dreamed.


Chapter Twenty Three.

In the Shadow.
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ERE WE HAD gained the Walworth Road, Yelverton, so breathless in his haste that he could scarce gasp Good night to the small crowd who saluted him as he passed, overtook us.

Where is she? he inquired.

There — in front of us, standing on the kerb, I answered, halting in order to escape observation. Shes evidently waiting for an omnibus.

My surmise proved true, for a few moments later she entered one of those green omnibuses which ply to Camberwell Green, and the moment the conveyance moved off again Muriel, turning to me quickly, said — 

We must now lose no time, but take a cab at once to Herne Hill.

We therefore hailed the first four-wheeler, and in one of those most terrible of all conveyances which ply for hire in London — vehicles known in the vernacular as fever-traps — we made our way with much rattle and jolting along the Camberwell Road, past Camberwell Green, and up Denmark Hill.

The cab deposited us on the brow of the hill at the corner of that steep road, Red Post Hill, one of the few thoroughfares untouched by the modern builder, and together we descended Herne Hill until we came to a great old house standing back in its own grounds, with large trees around it, and approached by a broad carriage drive. It had undoubtedly been an important residence a century ago, but in the darkness I could discern that weeds had been allowed to grow upon the drive, that shutters closed the windows of the ground floor, that pieces of paper, straw, and other rubbish, the flotsam and jetsam of the street, lay upon the moss-grown steps leading to the front door, and the large board which announced that the desirable site was for sale for building purposes told conclusively how the neighbourhood had decayed until it was being gradually swallowed up by overgrown, overcrowded Camberwell.

The double gates rusting on their hinges were secured together by a chain and formidable padlock, but following Muriel we went to a small side door in the high wall, which she opened with a key, admitting us, closing it, and locking it after her.

Within the old tangled garden, where the shrubs, weeds, and flowers had grown wild and unpruned for years, all was silent as the grave. The old place, partly overgrown with ivy, which had almost hidden several of the windows, looked grim and ghostly in the gloom, for the moon was hidden behind a bank of fleecy cloud, and only shed a mystic half-light, which added to rather than decreased the sense of forlorn dreariness which oppressed one. By the aspect of the place it appeared as though it had remained untenanted for fully ten years.

As I stood with my two companions, in the deep shadow, preserving the strict silence which Muriel had now imposed upon us, I confess to entertaining some misgivings. There was a weirdness about the whole affair which I did not like, and I felt a foreboding of some vague evil which I could not define.

With a whispered word of caution Muriel crept forward, treading noiselessly on the carpet of weeds which had hidden the gravel, and skirting the house, swiftly approached a door at the side, evidently once the tradesmens entrance.

Hush! she whispered, make no noise. If we were discovered here it would be fatal to all our plans — fatal, indeed, to us!

Noiselessly she opened the door with her key, while we stood behind her, scarce daring to breathe, and then we all three passed silently into a small, dark passage, down which we groped our way, after Muriel had again locked the door behind her.

I thought I heard a movement at my back like the swish of silk, but next instant reassured myself that it must be a rat disturbed by our intrusion. The place was silent as the tomb, for upon the passage were the remains of some old cocoa-nut matting, which deadened the sound of our footsteps as we crept forward to our unknown goal.

Jack whispered an inquiry to her, but gripping his arm, she answered — 

Not a word! While you are here speak not a word, nor utter any exclamation. Prepare yourselves for amazing surprises, but control yourselves so as to remain silent on witnessing them.

Suddenly she halted, passed her hands quietly over some panelling in the long, narrow passage which seemed to run the whole length of the house, and searched in the darkness for something she could not at first discover. At length she found what she sought, a small door, apparently concealed in the panelling, and through this we passed, down some winding stone steps where the air was foul and damp, and the walls seemed overgrown with fungi.

We were descending into a cellar. Was Muriel about to reveal to us the hidden evidence of some terrible crime? I shuddered, for the darkness was appalling. We could only feel our way lightly with our hands, taking care not to stumble nor to create any noise.

Of a sudden, I saw straight before me five circular rays of light which together formed themselves into a star, and as we approached we found that before us was a partition of wood, and that these round rays were of the light from a chamber beyond shining through what were apparently air-holes.

Now! whispered Muriel, hoarsely. Utter not a sound, but look within!

I placed my eye at one of the holes and gazed through. What I witnessed there held me dumb with terror. I stood rigid, open-mouthed, not daring to breathe. The scene was, as Muriel had predicted, stranger than any in my wildest dreams.


Chapter Twenty Four.

The Evil-Doers.
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TRULY OUR GAZE encountered a scene of the most bewildering and terrible description. Within, was a spacious cellar-like chamber, the walls of which were hung with black whereon were curious devices in white, and around in sconces were burning candles of black wax. At the end, opposite where we stood, was a church Communion-table whereon burnt long, black candles, and before it stood a kind of low stool with a large cushion of black velvet upon it. All was black save the strange designs upon the walls, while the candles shed a curious mystic light upon the whole apartment, illuminating the central object so weirdly that our startled eyes were riveted upon it. This object, placed immediately over the altar, was nothing less than a great effigy of Satan, with a leering grin upon his ghastly features, holding in one hand an apple, and in the other a wine-bottle. In the eyes there burned a blood-red light, and the protruding tongue, as he laughed, seemed pointed as that of a serpent. It was hideous; and I heartily wished myself out of that noisome place.

Suddenly I saw something which paralysed me with terror. The effigy moved. What I had believed to be but a statue, bent down and uttered some words to a thin, pale-faced man who had at that instant entered by the door on the opposite side of the chamber.

Look! gasped Yelverton. Look! It is living!

But Muriel placed her hand upon his mouth, demanding that he should preserve silence and not risk our lives.

The newcomer spat into a marble bowl of water like that placed at the door of the Roman Catholic churches, whereupon Satan gave vent to a laugh so hideous that it sent a chill through me. Next second, some eight or ten others, men and women, entered, each expectorating into the holy water as sign of contempt for all things sacred.

With bated breath we watched. For several years there had been hints in the press of the establishment in London of a cult of Satan, but very few believed it. Yet here we were actual witnesses that Diabolism did exist among us. This age is indeed a decadent one, for according to the facts which had already leaked out the terribly profane doctrine of Satan consisted of a kind of reversed Christianity, it being inferred, from the condition of the world at the present time, that the mastery of the moment rests with the evil principle, and that the beneficent Deity is at a disadvantage. The Diabolists, therefore, while believing that the Deity reigns, declare that he is the author of human misery, and they therefore take sides with Satan in the cause of humanity. According to those who have come out of this cultus, the worshippers co-operate with Satan to insure his triumph, and they believe that he communicates with them to encourage and strengthen them.

Such, briefly, is the belief of the modern Diabolists, and such is the latest acmé of profanity established among the greatest and most civilised nation on the earth.

As we watched, our eyes strained to witness everything, we saw infamous rites performed, rites which caused us both to shudder in horror; yet curiously enough Muriel looked upon them calmly, without betraying the slightest fear. Those who assembled were, for the most part, well dressed, and presently the Evil One upon the pedestal reached forth his hand and rang a small bell. Next instant there entered two acolytes bearing a ciborium, which they placed upon the altar. Then, after repeating a prayer to Satan in Latin, in imitation of a Christian prayer, the worshippers with one accord fell upon their knees in adoration of the Evil One.

The scene was strangely weird, but utterly horrible, for on regaining their feet all formed a row and filed past the altar, each taking up a dagger, and as they passed stabbed the consecrated host within the casket. Then, at sign from the hideous man upon the pedestal, a Satanic liturgy was chanted, and a brazier was lit by the acolyte in the centre of the chamber, when each worshipper producing a crucifix spat three times upon it and cast it into the fire, while Satan laughed in triumph and they cried aloud to him in adoration. To witness such Pagan rites as these, where every element of Christianity was held up to ridicule, was sickening. A feeling of nausea crept over me when I heard these men and women anathematise the Deity, and the infamous and degrading ceremonies caused me to shudder.

Suddenly there was a stir among the members of this evil cult at that moment kneeling, for a woman slowly entered, veiled, followed by a masked man in a long, black vestment, bearing on the breast an effigy of Satan. A silence fell, deep and complete, for the woman in her flowing robes of black stood before the stool in front of the altar and raised her bare white arms above her head.

She was evidently the priestess of the cult, for I watched her stand before the stool, while the priest with the assistance of an acolyte brought out a huge crucifix of black and silver and placed it before her. Then he also produced a bag of black silk containing something which moved within, and deposited it at her feet.

When he had done this, and all was in readiness, she knelt upon the cushion, and placed her back as a reading-desk for him, while he went through the ceremony of the Black Mass, an appalling profanity impossible to here describe.

When at length this had been concluded, the woman rose and, bending, took from the bag the object that had been writhing within it. Eagerly we strained our eyes, and were amazed to see that it was a black cat. With a loud cry to Satan as ruler of the world, she took a long, thin dagger from her belt and plunged it into the animal, which expired almost without a struggle. Then, with a swift, dexterous movement she cut out the heart, and with its blood defiled the crucifix, an action which was applauded by the onlookers, now increased in number, and greeted with a loud laugh by the hideous representative of Evil at the end of that foul, terrible place.

Next second, however, a circumstance occurred which rendered our concealment impossible. The priestess with a swift movement tore her veil from her face, while the priest took off his mask.

The two faces revealed caused us to utter exclamations of surprise which at once rendered concealment no longer possible.

The priestess was none other than Aline Cloud, and the priest the bony-faced scoundrel Hibbert, whom Muriel had loved!

We are discovered! my love gasped. Be careful, or your lives may be taken. These people are desperate.

Both Jack and myself drew our revolvers in an instant, and ere we knew how it occurred, a door opened, and we found ourselves within the Temple of Evil, struggling in the confusion which had been caused. The man who had posed as Satan, director of the cult, had sprung down to earth in a moment, shouting to some hidden person to close all egress and bearing in his hand the gleaming dagger with which the worshippers had stabbed the sacred elements within the ciborium.

Aline, when she had recognised us, gave a shriek and stood glaring at her lover, pale as death. Jack, tall, and strong as a lion, stood in the garb of the Christian Church within that foul den of the Diabolists and with a loud voice called upon them to remain quiet and listen.

But at that instant I saw in the eyes of Satan a dangerous expression, and with a curse he sprang at Muriel with his knife, and would have struck her dead had I not been quick enough to arrest the blow and point my revolver at his head.

Would you, she cried, attempt my life a second time? See! and she pointed to me. This man is my lover; and for your cowardly attempt to kill me you shall answer to him.

And this was the man who attacked you? I cried, as he flinched beneath my aim. It is only what might be expected of a man who masquerades as the Evil One.

You! I heard Yelverton cry in a voice which showed how bitter was his regret, as he faced Aline, who in her long, black robe stood trembling and unsteady before him. Then this is the truth, he cried hoarsely. You are the priestess of Satan!

Ah, yes! she cried. But first hear me before you condemn me! And you, Clifton, she added, turning to me. Hear me, and when you have listened try and regard me with sympathy and pity. I know I am unworthy of regard, wretched outcast that I am; but I have acted under compulsion. I swear I have!

Enough! roughly cried the director of those profane rites, who had posed above the altar regarding all with satisfaction. There has been treachery; and you, our brothers and sisters, must decide the fate of those who have dared to enter with the spy.

Silence! I cried, handling my revolver determinedly. First let us hear the statement of this priestess of yours. The first person who lays hands on either of us pays for it with his life.

I was a pretty dead shot, and at that moment was desperate.

Listen! Aline cried, addressing Jack, and I will tell you. Three years ago I was living with my father in Montgeron when I became acquainted with a man who one night persuaded me to go with him to a house in Paris, and there by his trickery I was initiated as a Diabolist. It was partly because of a passing fancy for him, and partly because of the mysteries surrounding it, that I became a member of the infamous cult; yet soon I hated the awful rites, and the revulsion of feeling within me caused me to embrace Christianity, so that when at length my father died, and I escaped from this man and came to England, I was received into the English Church. Then you know how we met, and I loved you. My father had left me fairly well off, and as atonement for my sin in worshipping Satan I devoted the greater part of my money to charity in the poorer districts of London. Suddenly, however, this man, who was one of the elders of the cult of Satan in Paris, found me in London, and a branch having been established here, he compelled me under threats of exposure to you of my association with this abominable sect, to return to them and become their priestess. Thus, powerless beneath his influence, I loved you and worshipped at your church, yet on each Sunday night compelled to come here and assist at the Black Mass of the Evil One. Can you imagine what my feelings have been? Can you fully realise the awful pangs of conscience when, fearing God as I do, I have knelt upon yonder cushion compelled to profane His name, because of my love for you and the fear that if you knew the truth you would cast me aside? Yes, she cried wildly, her face blanched and haggard, I loved you, Jack! and staggering forward she fell upon her knees before him in penitence.

It is astounding! he exclaimed. Satan himself has sent you into my life, for you are his priestess.

But tell me, I cried, addressing the kneeling woman. Explain your object in so mystifying me, and how it was that at your touch any holy emblems were reduced to ashes?

It is part of our creed, she answered. Each Diabolist on placing upon himself the Bond of Black takes an oath to steal crucifixes, Bibles, prayer-books, communion-cups, sacramental wine, or anything sacred to the worship of God, in order that they may be defiled or destroyed in the Temple of Satan. You have already seen the holy water, and the consecrated host, defiled, and each of the crucifixes burned in this brazier have been stolen by those who had destroyed them as offerings to the King of Evil.

But mine was destroyed by fire — as was also the chalice at St. Peters, I observed.

No; in order to mystify those who follow Christianity the Diabolists have established a system by which the ashes of various objects burned in the brazier are afterwards supplied to the votaries of Satan, and when any sacred objects are stolen the ashes are substituted. Being carried in a bag of chamois-leather, they are warmed by the heat of the body, and hence, increased mystery is added by the ashes, when discovered, being warm.

Then you stole my crucifix in order that it should be burnt here! I exclaimed, amazed.

Yes. The chalice, too, was melted in that brazier, as well as objects from the rooms of your poor friend Morgan.

Morgan! I cried, interrupting. He was murdered! Tell us the truth.

Yes, answered the unhappy woman, hoarsely. He was murdered.

Who was the assassin? I inquired quickly.

I do not know, she answered, looking boldly at me. I myself have tried to discover, but cannot.

But how do you reconcile your assertion that he died at Monte Carlo with the fact that he was assassinated in London? I demanded.

I felt assured that he committed suicide there, for I saw him carried out of the rooms dying. But, from further information which I have since obtained from the Administration there, I have found that he lay ill for some weeks in a hospital at Nice, and afterwards recovered sufficiently to be able to return to London. The Administration are always reticent upon the subject of suicides, and it was their refusal to give me any information when I applied on the day following the tragic affair that led me to believe that your friend had died and been buried in a nameless grave in the suicides cemetery at La Turbie.

Why did you so deceive me regarding your address at Hampstead? I inquired. Surely there could have been no necessity for doing that?

Yes, there was, she replied. I was compelled to act as I did. In the house of Mrs Popejoy was a valuable ring belonging to the Pope which he had given to the Ambassador of France together with his blessing. This ring had been traced by the cult of Satan to this ladys possession, and it was arranged that I should enter the house as her companion and secure it. I did so on the night when you escorted me to that house, and the ring is now upon the hand of the chief of the order — the man yonder who personifies the King of Evil.

Extraordinary! I exclaimed when I had heard her explanation. Your ingenuity at deception was truly marvellous.

Yes, she answered, but my actions were not my own voluntary ones. They were directed by the leader of the sect in whose power I have been held, unable to extricate myself for fear of exposure and a terrible denunciation. But it is all at an end now, she added in despair. You have all of you witnessed my awful degradation, and how I have committed the deadly sins. For me what forgiveness can there be; for what may I hope?

Hope for the forgiveness of the man who loves you, I answered, glancing at Yelverton, who remained rigid and silent, his face white as death.

But she only burst into tears, and grasping her lovers hand pressed it to her lips, murmuring some broken words imploring pity.

And you, Muriel? I asked, turning to my beloved who was standing at my side shielded from the wrath of these angry people by my revolver. How is it that you have been enabled to expose this most extraordinary state of affairs?

But for one thing I should never have dared to bring you here, she answered, looking at me openly. I was jealous of Aline, because I thought you loved her, and was therefore content that she should suffer all the tortures of the mind which she has suffered, being compelled to bow before Satan and ridicule the Faith. I refused your offer of marriage because I believed you loved her, and in pique I allowed this man Hibbert to admire me. I—

Then you are a Diabolist yourself? I gasped, dismayed.

Yes. It was Hibbert who induced me to allow myself to become initiated. Truth to tell, I was curious to witness the strange rites of which he told me, but as soon as I found myself fettered by the Bond of Black I repented, and wished to come out of the terrible cult whose faith is in profanity and whose deeds are wickedness. Like Aline, I have been compelled to steal prayer-books, Bibles, and sacred objects, all of which have been defiled and consumed. I dared not tell you of my association with these Satanists, hence my constant silence regarding matters upon which you have desired explanation.

But what caused you to so suddenly abandon Hibbert and return to me? I asked, recollecting my curious compact with Aline.

A discovery which I made — a revelation which, by Alines instigation, was made to me, she answered. I know full well how she bought your silence by promising that I should return to you. I came, and you believed, because of that, she was possessed of power supernatural. It is the object of every worshipper of Satan to cause the outside world to believe that he or she is endowed with a miraculous power by the Evil One, hence the manner in which ashes are substituted for the holy objects stolen. Aline, like myself, was compelled by the oath she had taken to impose upon you, upon Roddy Morgan, upon her lover, nay, upon every one about her, until they believed her endowed with power not possessed by any other living being.

Yes, Aline interrupted, what Muriel tells you is the truth. At my will this man Hibbert forsook her, and she returned to you because she was no longer jealous of me. And you believed that I committed the crime! she said reproachfully. You suspected that I killed the man who had been so kind to me.

I certainly did believe so. All the evidence seemed to point to the fact that Roddy was killed by some secret means, and that the person who visited him was yourself. I found the button of one of your gloves there.

Slowly she rose to her feet, and seeing how grave was her lovers face she turned again to me, saying, in a tremulous voice — 

Yes, I know, it is useless for me to now conceal the truth. On leaving you that morning I went there and saw him. He opened the door himself, and I remained about a quarter of an hour. We had not met since I had seen him carried out of the rooms at Monte Carlo, and the reason of my visit was to ascertain whether what you alleged, namely, that he was still alive, was true. I fully expected to find that this man who was passing as Roddy Morgan was an impostor, but discovered that he was no doubt the same person with whom I had been acquainted at Monte Carlo. My aunt, with whom I was on the Riviera, liked him very much, and I confess that only by his attempted suicide was a match between us prevented. In that brief space, while I remained there, he again told me that he loved me, but I explained that I had now formed another attachment, a statement which threw him into a fit of deep despondency. His man was out, therefore he went himself into an adjoining room to get me a glass of wine, and while he was absent I stole a rosary from a casket, depositing ashes in its place. Then I drank the wine, and left him, promising to call soon, but giving him plainly to understand that although we might be friends, we could never again be lovers.

And then? I asked gravely.

Ah! I have no knowledge of what occurred after that, she said. I have endeavoured to fathom the mystery, but have failed. That poor Roddy was murdered is absolutely certain.

You refused his love because of your affection for me, Aline! Jack exclaimed, in a low, broken voice, for this discovery that she worshipped the power which he held in greatest hatred had utterly crushed and appalled him. Truly he had spoken the truth on that night in Duddington when he had told me that the Devil had sent her into his life to arrest the good deeds he was endeavouring to perform.

Yes, she answered, looking up into his dark, grave face with eyes fall of tears. You know, Jack, that I have ever been true to you. I have been forced to act like this; compelled to commit a profanity which has horrified me, and made to exercise the ingenious trickery which was born of the fertile resources of this man beneath whose thrall I have been held.

Its a lie! cried the hideous fellow who personified the Evil One. His very appearance caused us to shudder. You are one of us — our priestess. Was it not you, yourself, who suggested to our brothers the Sacrifice of the Cat?

Yes, cried half a dozen voices, it was Aline who suggested it.

At your instigation, she answered boldly. You first broached the subject and then induced me to suggest it. Ive been your catspaw from the very moment we first met at Montgeron, and you took me to the Temple of Satan at Passy. From that day I have known not a moments peace; the spirit of Satan has entered my soul, and Ive existed in an awful torment of mind, like that prepared for the wicked.


Chapter Twenty Five.

Conclusion.
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THE FACES OF that excited group seemed as demoniacal as the power they had worshipped, and about me I heard ominous words — words which caused me to grip my weapon resolutely. My arm was still around Muriels waist, for I saw that another attempt would probably be made upon her, so incensed were they that she should have betrayed them. The cult of Satan worships in secret, hiding their infamous rites in underground temples — as well they may — and the votaries of the Evil One are under oath not to divulge the whereabouts of the Devils dwelling-place or the character of their blasphemies and outrages, on penalty of death. Truly this religion of darkness, springing as it has done from the drawing-rooms of debased Paris, is a terrible and awful spectacle in our present enlightened age.

I glanced around. The doors were closed, and there were only two of us armed, while the daggers used for the piercing of the sacred element were gleaming in several hands. They now numbered nearly a dozen to each of us, and I knew that if we had to defend the two women we loved we should be compelled to fight desperately.

Forgive me! implored Aline, looking into her lovers face. I swear that I have always loved you, and that I have been what you believed me to be, an honest woman. Tell me, she cried, falling again upon her knees before him. Tell me, Jack, that you will forgive me, now that you know all.

I do not know all, he answered, in a hard voice. You confess to having visited Morgan immediately before his death.

But I did not commit the crime! she said wildly. I am innocent — innocent!

Some jeering laughter greeted this terribly earnest protest. Those around, mostly better-class people, judging from their dress and speech, now took a keen delight in her disgrace and grief.

He was her lover, and she killed him when she knew that he had not died at Monte Carlo! somebody exclaimed. She wanted to marry the parson.

Its untrue. I swear it is! she cried. We had flirted at Monte Carlo, but I had no thought beyond his friendship. When I left him on that fatal morning we parted the best of friends. Not until next day did I know of his strange death, then reported in the papers.

At the moment Muriel, who had remained silent and motionless, as if listening intently, suddenly disengaged herself from my embrace, and walking boldly forward, exclaimed in a loud, firm voice — 

Enough! The mystery of poor Roddys death shall no longer cause your estrangement from your lover, Aline. Listen! Then turning to me, she added: You will remember that once, about eighteen months ago, when I was having tea one Sunday at your rooms, Roddy called, and you introduced us.

Yes, I cried, suddenly remembering. I had always believed that you were unacquainted, but I remember quite well now.

A few days later I met him in Oxford Street, and from that time we were friends, although I saw but very little of him. One day, however, by a word I let drop, he suspected that I was connected with this terrible cult of Evil, and at once asked me to reveal some of its secrets, because he was about to ask a question in Parliament upon the subject, and wished to obtain reliable information. The asking of a question upon such a subject would, he knew, cause a great sensation, and if not armed with facts he must bring himself into ridicule. Well, I confess that I told him something of the rites, and afterwards, at his urgent request, brought him here by the secret way through which I brought you to-night. Unfortunately, however, his presence was detected, and his identity established; although at the time I had no idea that such was the case.

I noticed how the white-faced band of Satanists exchanged glances of fear as they listened to her words spoken clearly and fearlessly. She, too, glanced round at them with a look of hatred and defiance.

The day on which he accompanied me here was, she continued, three days prior to his death. I was in the habit of meeting him at railway stations of an evening and imparting to him various information until he knew almost as much of the ways and doings of the Diabolists as I did myself. We had an arrangement by which, if he was unable to keep an appointment, his man should come and bring me a letter with a blank sheet of paper, by which I should know that to keep the appointment was impossible. We met at railway stations for two reasons: first, because the Satanists should not discover my dealings with this Member of Parliament who would, in a few days, startle England with his statements; and, secondly, because you, Clifton, should not call and find me with your friend.

Extraordinary! I ejaculated. Then the note taken by Ash to the Kings Cross terminus was meant for you?

Certainly, she responded. I, however, mistook the hour of our appointment, and having that day obtained information that the Satanists had discovered that he had been present, I hastened to warn him of his danger. Too eager to wait and keep the appointment, and fearing lest harm should befall him, I went straight to his chambers, arriving, I suppose, immediately after Aline had left. The door was ajar, so pushing it open I entered. There were strange sounds in the sitting-room, and in order to discover the reason of them I slipped behind one of the bedroom doors to listen. Scarce, however, had I done this when there were hurrying footsteps in the passage as a man went out. I believed the footsteps to be yours, Clifton. Then when he had descended the stairs I crept on into Roddys room, but drew back horrified a second later. I was too late. He was dying. I tried to rouse him, but he clutched my dress so frantically that he tore it and held a piece of black chiffon in his clenched hand. He had, I knew, been poisoned, and in the paroxysm his agony was frightful. Powerless, I stood beside him for a few moments until the last spark of life had left, then reproaching myself bitterly for my tardiness, I flew from the house, fearing lest suspicion should fall upon me. I was witness of that crime, and to ease my conscience I confessed to Mr Yelverton, then curate at St. Michaels, all that I knew, although being a member of the Church, I made no mention of my association with the cult. He knew the truth.

Then tell me who was the murderer? I cried.

I believed the murderer to be my lover, Clifton Cleeve, she answered. But here, in this place, I overheard a confession, and discovered that the man who committed the cowardly crime in order to conceal the existence of this cult of Evil is the same who, having ascertained that I was witness of his crime and might denounce him, afterwards sought to silence me also, she answered; and pointing to the man who personified Satan, added, It is that man — Francis Vidit — the man under whose iron thraldom both Aline and myself have been compelled to commit the profanity that has terrified us; the man whose heart is as black with wickedness as that of the Evil One he now represents. He is the murderer of Roddy Morgan!

The villainous-looking fellow made a dash forward with a second knife in his hand, but in an instant both Jacks revolver and my own were at his head and he fell behind, flinching.

Hold back! I cried. Drop that knife this instant, or by Heaven! Ill put a bullet through you!

At that moment, while he stood glaring at me, Muriel placed something to her mouth and blew shrilly. It was a police whistle.

In a second the door was burst open, and an inspector in uniform, a detective and several constables, sprang into the room, creating a confusion utterly indescribable. Their entry was so sudden that everybody stood dumbfounded.

In the detective I recognised Priestly, the man who had had in hand the inquiries regarding Roddys death, and in a moment saw how cleverly Muriel had arranged the details of her revenge.

Arrest that man! she cried, pointing to the cringing ruffian before us. That man, Francis Vidit, I declare to be the murderer of Mr Morgan!

Two constables stepped forward quickly, but the man whose Satanic garb was so hideous, uttered a terrible curse, and with his face livid, turned quickly and attacked the men with the knife in his hand. In his desperation he was powerful as a lion, but in a few moments the inspector and the others had overpowered him, and he stood before us held helpless within their grasp.

It was no doubt a smart capture, and the police owed it to Muriels calmness and careful arrangements.

Let my hand go! the wretched man cried. I want to get my handkerchief to wipe my face. Dont hold me so tight; I shant hurt you, he laughed with a hoarse, hideous laugh, which sounded through the place.

Then, with a sudden twist, he freed his hand, and ere they could stop him he had placed something in his mouth and swallowed it.

You can do what you like with me now, you fools! he shrieked wildly. I have no fear of you!

Look! cried Muriel. See his face! He has poisoned himself!

All gazed at him, and we saw by the spasmodic working of the muscles of his features that what she said was quite true. The agonies of poisoning had already seized him, and his haggard face, fast swelling, was horrible to behold. For a few moments he writhed in the grasp of the officers, while we all looked on in silence, appalled at the frightful picture he presented; until suddenly, with a piercing shriek, he seemed to stretch out his limbs rigid and straight. Then all the light of a sudden died from his hideously distorted features, and the men in whose grip he was knew by the dead weight upon them that they held only a corpse.

No further need is there to dwell upon the ghastly events of that fateful night, a night that will live within my memory for ever; nor need I describe how we all four left that den of Satan in company with the police. Suffice it to say that the self-destruction of Francis Vidit caused the disbandment of that disgraceful Pagan sect which fortunately found so little support in Christian England. Although the police were, by these revelations of Muriels, made aware of the existence of Satanism in London, the suicide of their head made it unnecessary for any details of the cultus diabolicus to be given to the public through the medium of the sensational Press.

At first the revulsion of feeling within me caused me, I confess, to hesitate whether to take as wife a woman who had actually been a votary of Satan, but on calmer reflection, as I drove back to Charing Cross Mansions with my loved one at my side, I saw plainly how she had been victimised and held powerless beneath the terrible thraldom of this murderer Vidit and his accomplice Hibbert, who had without doubt both carried on these practices with a view to gain the subscriptions of those who joined the cult. That she was pure, honest, and upright I had never doubted, and moved to sympathy when I remembered how bitterly she had suffered, I yielded to her entreaty to be forgiven, feeling convinced of her assertion that her suspicion that I was guilty of the murder of my friend was the cause of her casting me aside and acting as she did.

Just a year has now gone by, and it has been full of changes, for my father dying suddenly, Tixover Hall has come to me, and with Muriel as my wife we live in the old place in perfect contentment and happiness. Jack Yelverton, too, has modified his views regarding the marriage of the clergy, for Aline is now his wife, and in the good work among the poor of the dismal, overcrowded parish of St. Peters, which he pursues with such untiring energy, she, once the priestess of Satan, is now his greatest helpmate. She is trying to make atonement for the flagrant sins she committed before God, and certainly if the ministration of His Word and righteousness of heart will atone for the profanity to which she once was forced because of her love for the man who is now her husband, then a great and blessed forgiveness will be hers.

The means by which poor Roddys life was taken have remained an entire mystery until the other day, when Muriel explained how the man Vidit, being an expert toxicologist, once made certain experiments in that old house on Herne Hill, and from these it seemed clear that the poison — apparently one of those extremely deadly ones known to the mediaeval alchemists, a single drop of which is fatal — was flung suddenly into the eye of his victim while he spoke with him, causing instant blindness, general paralysis, and a swift, agonising death. It was the consequent discoloration of the eyes which had so puzzled the doctors.

We, however, in our blissful new-found joy seldom refer to those dark days when the shadow of evil was upon us. Happily they have passed, and are over, for Muriel has broken for ever that most terrible tie which held her aloof from God and man — the Bond of Black.

THE END
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Chapter One.

Aliens.
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ONE FACT IS plain. Vittorina must not come to England.

Why? She, a mere inexperienced girl, knows nothing.

Her presence here will place us in serious jeopardy. If she really intends to visit London, then I shall leave this country at once. I scent danger.

As far as I can see, we have nothing whatever to fear. She doesnt know half a dozen words of English, and London will be entirely strange to her after Tuscany.

The face of the man who, while speaking, had raised his wine-glass was within the zone of light cast by the pink-shaded lamp. He was about twenty-eight, with dark eyes, complexion a trifle sallow, well-arched brows, and a dark moustache carefully waxed, the points being trained in an upward direction. In his well-cut evening clothes, Arnoldo Romanelli was a handsome man, a trifle foppish perhaps; yet his features, with their high cheek-bones, bore the unmistakable stamp of Southern blood, while in his eyes was that dark brilliance which belongs alone to the sons of Italy.

He selected some grapes from the silver fruit-dish, filled a glass with water and dipped them in — true-bred Tuscan that he was — shook them out upon his plate, and then calmly contemplated the old blue Etruscan scarabaeus on the little finger of his left hand. He was waiting for his companion to continue the argument.

The other, twenty years his senior, was ruddy-faced and clean-shaven, with a pair of eyes that twinkled merrily, square jaws denoting considerable determination, altogether a typical Englishman of the buxom, burly, sport-loving kind. Strangely enough, although no one would have dubbed Doctor Filippo Malvano a foreigner, so thoroughly British was his appearance, yet he was an alien. Apparently he was in no mood for conversation, for the habitual twinkle in his eyes had given place to a calm, serious look, and he slowly selected a cigar, while the silence which had fallen between them still remained unbroken.

The man who had expressed confidence again raised his glass to his lips slowly, regarded his companion curiously across its edge, and smiled grimly.

The pair were dining together in a large, comfortable but secluded house lying back from the road at the further end of the quaint, old-world village of Lyddington, in Rutland. The long windows of the dining-room opened out upon the spacious lawn, the extent of which was just visible in the faint mystic light of the August evening, showing beyond a great belt of elms, the foliage of which rustled softly in the fresh night wind, and still further lay the open, undulating country. Ever and anon the wind, in soft gusts, stirred the long lace curtains within the room, and in the vicinity the sweet mellow note of the nightingale broke the deep stillness of rural peace.

Romanelli ate his grapes deliberately, while the Doctor, lighting his long Italian cigar at the candle the servant handed him, rested both elbows on the table and puffed away slowly, still deep in contemplation.

Surely this girl can be stopped, if you really think there is danger, the younger man observed at last.

At that instant a second maid entered, and in order that neither domestics should understand the drift of their conversation, the Doctor at once dropped into Italian, answering — 

I dont merely think theres danger; I absolutely know there is.

What? Youve been warned? inquired Arnoldo quickly.

The elder man raised his brows and slowly inclined his head.

Romanelli sprang to his feet in genuine alarm. His face had grown pale in an instant.

Good heavens! he gasped in his own tongue. Surely the game has not been given away?

The Doctor extended his palms and raised his shoulders to his ears. When he spoke Italian, he relapsed into all his native gesticulations, but in speaking English he had no accent, and few foreign mannerisms.

The two maid-servants regarded the sudden alarm of their masters guest from London with no little astonishment; but the Doctor, quick-eyed, noticed it, and, turning to them, exclaimed in his perfect English — 

You may both leave. Ill ring, if I require anything more.

As soon as the door had closed, Arnoldo, leaning on the back of his chair, demanded further details from his host. He had only arrived from London an hour before, and, half famished, had at once sat down to dinner.

Be patient, his host said in a calm, strained tone quite unusual to him. Sit down, and Ill tell you. Arnoldo obeyed, sinking again into his chair, his dark brows knit, his arms folded on the table, his eyes fixed upon those of the Doctor.

Outwardly there was nothing very striking about either, beyond the fact that they were foreigners of a well-to-do class. The English of the elder man was perfect, but that of Romanelli was very ungrammatical, and in both faces a keen observer might have noticed expressions of cunning and craftiness. Any Italian would have at once detected, from the manner Romanelli abbreviated his words when speaking Italian, that he came from the Romagna, that wild hot-bed of lawlessness and anarchy lying between Florence and Forli, while his host spoke pure Tuscan, the language of Italy. The words they exchanged were deep and earnest. Sometimes they spoke softly, when the Doctor would smile and stroke his smooth-shaven chin, at others they conversed with a volubility that sounded to English ears as though they were quarrelling.

The matter under discussion was certainly a strangely secret one.

The room was well-furnished in genuine old oak, which bore no trace of the Tottenham Court Road; the table was adorned with exotics, and well laid with cut-glass and silver; while the air which entered by the open windows was refreshing after the heat and burden of the August day.

The simple fact remains, that on the day Vittorina sets foot in London the whole affair must become public property, said Malvano seriously.

And then?

Well, safety lies in flight, the elder man answered, slowly gazing round the room. Im extremely comfortable here, and have no desire to go wandering again; but if this girl really comes, England cannot shelter both of us.

Romanelli looked grave, knit his brows, and slowly twirled the ends of his small waxed moustache.

But how can we prevent her?

Ive been endeavouring to solve that problem for a fortnight past, his host answered. While Vittorina is still in Italy, and has no knowledge of my address, we are safe enough. Shes the only person who can expose us. As for myself, leading the life of a country practitioner, Im respected by the whole neighbourhood, dined by the squire and the parson, and no suspicion of mystery attaches to me. Im buried here as completely as though I were in my grave.

The trees rustled outside, and the welcome breeze stirred the curtains within, causing the lamp to flicker.

Yet you fear Vittorina! observed the younger man, puzzled.

It seems that you have no memory of the past, the other exclaimed, a trifle impatiently. Is it imperative to remind you of the events on a certain night in a house overlooking the sea of Livorno; of the mystery—

Basta! cried the younger man, frowning, his eyes shining with unnatural fire. Can I ever forget them? Enough! All is past. It does neither of us good to rake up that wretched affair. It is over and forgotten.

No, scarcely forgotten, the Doctor said in a low, impressive tone. Having regard to what occurred, dont you think that Vittorina has sufficient incentive to expose us?

Perhaps, Romanelli answered in a dry, dubious tone. I, however, confess myself sanguine of our success. Certainly you, as an English country doctor, who is half Italian, and who has practised for years among the English colony in Florence, have but very little to fear. You are eminently respectable.

The men exchanged smiles. Romanelli glanced at his ring, and thought the ancient blue scarabaeus had grown darker — a precursory sign of evil.

Yes, answered Malvano, with deliberation, I know Ive surrounded myself with an air of the most severe respectability, and I flatter myself that the people here little dream of my true position; but that doesnt effect the serious turn events appear to be taking. We have enemies, my dear fellow — bitter enemies — in Florence, and as far as I can discern, theres absolutely no way of propitiating them. We are, as you know, actually within an ace of success, yet this girl can upset all our plans, and make English soil too sultry for us ever to tread it again. A second time he glanced around his comfortable dining-room, and sighed at the thought of having to fly from that quiet rural spot where he had so ingeniously hidden himself.

It was to tell me this, I suppose, that you wired this morning? his guest said.

The other nodded, adding, I had a letter last night from Paolo. He has seen Vittorina at Livorno. Shes there for the sea-bathing.

What did she say?

That she intended to travel straight to London.

She gave him no reason, I suppose? Arnoldo asked anxiously.

Can we not easily guess the reason? the Doctor replied. If you reflect upon the events of that memorable night, you will at once recognise that she should be prevented from coming to this country.

Yes. You are right, Romanelli observed in a tone of conviction. I see it all. We are in peril. Vittorina must not come.

Then the next point to consider is how we can prevent her, the Doctor said.

A silence, deep and complete, fell between them. The trees rustled, the clock ticked slowly and solemnly, and the nightingale filled the air with its sweet note.

The only way out of the difficulty that I can see is for me to hazard everything, return to Livorno, and endeavour by some means to compel her to remain in Italy.

But can you?

Romanelli shrugged his shoulders. There is a risk, of course, but Ill do my best, he answered. If I fail — well, then the games up, and you must fly.

I would accompany you to Italy, exclaimed the other, but, as you are aware, beyond Modane the ground is too dangerous.

Do you think they suspect anything at the Embassy?

I cannot tell. I called the other day when in London, and found the Ambassador quite as cordial as usual.

But if he only knew the truth?

He can only know through Vittorina, answered the Doctor quickly. If she remains in Italy, he will still be in ignorance. The Ministry at Rome knows nothing, but her very presence here will arouse suspicion.

Then Ill risk all, and go to Italy, said the younger man decisively. I dont relish that long journey from Paris to Pisa this weather. Thirty-five hours is too long to be cramped up in that horribly stuffy sleeping-car.

If you go, you must start to-morrow, and travel straight through, urged the Doctor earnestly. Dont break your journey, or she may have started before you reach Livorno.

Very well, his young companion answered. Ill go right through, as you think it best. If I start from here at six to-morrow morning, I shall be in Livorno on Monday morning. Shall I wire to Paolo?

No. Take him by surprise. Youll have a far better chance of success, urged the other; and, pushing the decanter towards him, added, Help yourself, and lets drink luck to your expedition.

Romanelli obeyed, and both men, raising their glasses, saluted each other in Italian. The younger man no longer wore the air of gay recklessness habitual to him, but took a gulp of the drink with a forced harsh laugh. In the eyes of the usually merry village doctor there was also an expression of doubt and fear. Romanelli was too absorbed in contemplating the risk of returning to Italy to notice the strange sinister expression which for a single instant settled upon his companions face, otherwise he might not have been so ready to adopt all his suggestions. Upon the countenance of Doctor Malvano was portrayed at that moment an evil passion, and the strange glint in his eyes would in itself have been sufficient proof to the close observer that he intended playing his companion false.

Then youll leave Seaton by the six-thirty, eh? he inquired at last.

Romanelli nodded.

The Doctor touched the gong, and the maid entered. Fletcher, he said, the Signore must be called at half-past five to-morrow. Tell Goodwin to have the trap ready to go to Seaton Station to catch the six-thirty.

The maid withdrew, and when the door had closed, Malvano, his elbows on the table, his cold gaze fixed upon his guest, suddenly asked in a low, intense voice, Arnoldo, in this affair we must have no secrets from each other. Tell me the truth. Do you love Vittorina? The foppish young man started slightly, but quickly recovering himself, answered — 

Of course not. What absurd fancy causes you to suggest that?

Well — she is very pretty, you know, the Doctor observed ambiguously.

The young man looked sharply at his host. You mean, he said, that I might make love to her, and thus prevent her from troubling us, eh?

The other nodded in the affirmative, adding, You might even marry her.

At that instant the maid entered, bearing a telegram which a lad on a cycle had brought from Uppingham for the Doctors guest. The latter opened it, glanced at its few faintly-written words, then frowned and placed it in his pocket without comment.

Bad news? inquired Malvano. You look a bit scared.

Not at all; not at all, he laughed. Merely a little affair of the heart, thats all; and he laughed in a happy, self-satisfied way. Arnoldo was fond of the society of the fair sex, therefore the Doctor, shrewd and quick of observation, was fully satisfied that the message was from one or other of his many feminine acquaintances.

Well, induce Vittorina to believe that you love her, and all will be plain sailing, he said. You are just the sort of fellow who can fascinate a woman and compel her to act precisely as you wish. Exert on her all the powers you possess.

Im afraid it will be useless, his companion answered in a dry, hopeless tone.

Bah! Your previous love adventures have already shown you to be a past-master in the arts of flattery and flirtation. Make a bold bid for fortune, my dear fellow, and youre bound to succeed. Come, lets take a turn across the lawn; its too warm indoors to-night. Romanelli uttered no word, but rose at his hosts bidding, and followed him out. He felt himself staggering, but, holding his breath, braced himself up, and, struggling, managed to preserve an appearance of outward calm. How, he wondered, would Doctor Malvano act if he knew the amazing information which had just been conveyed to him? He drew a deep breath, set his lips tight, and shuddered.


Chapter Two.

The Silver Greyhound.
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ON THE SAME night as the Doctor and his guest were dining in the remote rural village, the express which had left Paris at midday was long overdue at Charing Cross. Presently a troop of porters assembled and folded their arms to gossip, Customs officers appeared, and at last the glaring headlights of the express were seen slowly crossing the bridge which spans the Thames. Within a couple of minutes all became bustle and confusion. The pale faces and disordered appearance of alighting passengers told plainly how rough had been the passage from Calais. Many were tweed-coated tourists returning from Switzerland or the Rhine, but there were others who, by their calm, unruffled demeanour, were unmistakably experienced travellers.

Among the latter was a smart, military-looking man of not more than thirty-three, tall, dark, and slim, with a merry face a trifle bronzed, and a pair of dark eyes beaming with good humour. As he alighted from a first-class carriage he held up his hand and secured a hansom standing by, then handed out his companion, a well-dressed girl of about twenty-two, whose black eyes and hair, rather aquiline features and sun-browned skin, were sufficient evidence that she was a native of the South. Her dress, of some dark blue material, bore the stamp of the first-class costumier; attached to her belt was the small satchel affected by foreign ladies when travelling; her neat toque became her well; and her black hair, although a trifle awry after the tedious, uncomfortable journey, still presented an appearance far neater than that of other bedraggled women around her.

Welcome to London! he exclaimed in good Italian.

For a moment she paused, gazing wonderingly about her at the great vaulted station, dazed by its noise, bustle, and turmoil.

And this is actually London! she exclaimed. Ah! what a journey! How thankful I am that its all over, and I am here, in England at last!

So am I, he said, with a sigh of relief as he removed his grey felt hat to ease his head. They had only hand-baggage, and this having been quickly transferred to the cab, he handed her in. As he placed his foot upon the step to enter the vehicle after her, a voice behind him suddenly exclaimed — 

Hullo, Tristram! Back in London again?

He turned quickly, and recognised in the elderly, grey-haired, well-groomed man in frock-coat and silk hat his old friend Major Gordon Maitland, and shook him heartily by the hand.

Yes, he answered. London once again. But you know how I spend my life — on steamboats or in sleeping-cars. To-morrow I may start again for Constantinople. Im the modern Wandering Jew.

Except, that youre not a Jew — eh? the other laughed. Well, travelling is your profession; and not a bad one either.

Try it in winter, my dear fellow, when the thermometer is below zero, answered Captain Frank Tristram, smiling. Youd prefer the fireside corner at the club.

Urgent business? inquired the Major, in a lower tone, and with a meaning look.

The other nodded.

Whos your pretty companion? Maitland asked in a low voice, with a quick glance at the girl in the cab.

She was placed under my care at Leghorn, and weve travelled through together. Shes charming. Let me introduce you.

Then, approaching the conveyance, he exclaimed in Italian: Allow me, signorina, to present my friend Major Gordon Maitland, — the Signorina Vittorina Rinaldo.

Your first visit to our country, I presume? exclaimed the Major, in rather shaky Italian, noticing how eminently handsome she was.

Yes, she answered, smiling. I have heard so much of your great city, and am all anxiety to see it.

I hope your sojourn among us will be pleasant. You have lots to see. How long shall you remain?

Ah! I do not know, she answered. A week — a month — a year — if need be.

The two men exchanged glances. The last words she uttered were spoken hoarsely, with strange intonation. They had not failed to notice a curious look in her eyes, a look of fierce determination.

Terribly hot in Leghorn, observed Tristram, turning the conversation after an awkward pause of a few moments. Vittorina held her breath. She saw how nearly she had betrayed herself.

It has been infernally hot here in London these past few days. I think I shall go abroad to-morrow. I feel like the last man in town.

Go to Wiesbaden, Tristram said. I was at the Rose ten days ago, and the season is in full swing. Not too hot, good casino, excellent cooking, and plenty of amusement. Try it.

No, I think Ill take a run through the Dolomites, he said. But why have you been down to Leghorn? Surely its off your usual track.

Yes, a little. The Ambassador is staying a few weeks for the sea-bathing at Ardenza, close to Leghorn, and I had important despatches.

Shes exceedingly good-looking, the Major said in English, with a smiling glance at the cab. I envy you your travelling companion. You must have had quite an enjoyable time.

Forty hours in a sleeping-car is scarcely to be envied this weather, he answered, as a porter, recognising him in passing, wished him a polite Good journey, I hope, sir?

Continuing, Tristram said, But we must be off. Im going to see her safe through to her friends before going to the office, and Im already nearly three hours late in London. So good-bye.

Good-bye, the other said. Shall I see you at the club to-night?

Perhaps. Im a bit done up by the heat, but I want my letters, so probably Ill look in.

Buona sera, signorina, Maitland exclaimed, bending towards the cab, shaking her hand and raising his hat politely.

She smiled, returning his salute in her own sweet, musical Tuscan, and then her companion, shouting an address in Hammersmith, sprang in beside her, and they drove off.

You must be very tired, he said, turning to her as they emerged from the station-yard into the busy Strand.

No, not so fatigued as I was when we arrived in Paris this morning, she answered, gazing wonderingly at the long line of omnibuses and cabs slowly filing down the brightly lit thoroughfare. But what confusion! I thought the Via Calzaiuoli in Florence noisy, but this — ! and she waved her small hand with a gesture far more expressive than any words.

Frank Tristram, remarking that she would find London very different to Florence, raised his hand to his throat to loosen his collar, and in doing so displayed something which had until that moment remained concealed. A narrow ribbon was hidden beneath his large French cravat of black silk tied in a bow. The colour was royal blue, and from it was suspended the British royal arms, surmounted by the crown, with a silver greyhound pendant, the badge known on every railway from Calais to Ekaterinbourg, and from Stockholm to Reggio, as that of a Kings Foreign Service Messenger. Captain Frank Tristram was one of the dozen wanderers on the face of the earth whose swift journeys and promptness in delivering despatches have earned for them the title of The Greyhounds of Europe.

So engrossed was the dark-haired girl in contemplating her strange surroundings that she scarcely uttered a word as the cab sped on swiftly through the deepening twilight across Trafalgar Square, along Pall Mall, and up the Haymarket. Suddenly, however, the blaze of electricity outside the Criterion brought to Frank Tristrams mind cherished recollections of whisky and soda, and, being thirsty after the journey, he shouted to the man to pull up there.

You, too, must be thirsty, he said, turning to her. At this café, I think, they keep some of your Italian drinks — vermouth, menthe, or muscato.

Thank you — no, she replied, smiling sweetly. The cup of English tea I had at Dover did me good, and Im really not thirsty. You go and get something. Ill remain here.

Very well, he said. I wont be more than a minute; and as the cab drew up close to the door of the bar, he sprang out and entered the long saloon.

His subsequent movements were, however, somewhat curious.

After walking to the further end of the bar, he ordered a drink, idled over it for some minutes, his eyes glancing furtively at the lights of the cab outside. Suddenly, when he had uttered a few words to a passing acquaintance, he saw the vehicle move slowly on, probably under orders from the police; and the instant he had satisfied himself that neither Vittorina nor the cabman could observe him, he drained his glass, threw down a shilling, and without waiting for the change turned and continued through the bar, making a rapid exit by the rear door leading into Jermyn Street.

As he emerged, a hansom was passing, and, hailing it, he sprang in, shouted an address, and drove rapidly away.

Meanwhile the cabman who had driven him from Charing Cross sat upon his box patiently awaiting his return, now and then hailing the plethoric drivers of passing vehicles with sarcasm, as cab and bus drivers are wont to do, until fully twenty minutes had elapsed. Then, there being no sign of the reappearance of his fare, he opened the trap-door in the roof, exclaiming — 

Nice evenin miss.

There was no response. The man peered down eagerly for a moment in surprise then cried aloud — 

By Jove! Shes fainted!

Unloosing the strap which held him to his seat, he sprang down and entered the vehicle.

The young girl was lying back in the corner inert and helpless, her hat awry, her pointed chin upon her chest. He pressed his hand to her breast, but there was no movement of the heart. He touched her ungloved hand. It was chilly, and the fingers were already stiffening. Her large black eyes were still open, glaring wildly into space, but her face was blanched to the lips.

Good heavens! the cabman cried, stupefied, as in turning he saw a policeman standing on the kerb. Quick, constable! he shouted, beckoning the officer. Quick! Look here!

Well, whats the matter now? the other inquired, approaching leisurely, his thumbs hitched in his belt.

The matter! cried the cabman. Why, this lady I drove from Charin Cross is dead?


Chapter Three.

One of a Crowd.
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WITHIN HALF A minute a crowd had gathered around the cab.

The instant the cabman raised the alarm the constable was joined by the burly door-opener of the Criterion in gaoler-like uniform and the round-faced fireman, who, lounging together outside, were ever on the look-out for some diversion. But when the constable agreed with the cab-driver that the lady was dead, their ready chaff died from their lips.

What do you know of her? asked the officer of the cab-driver.

Nothing, beyond the fact that I drove er from Charin Cross with a gentleman. Shes a foreigner, but he was English.

Where is he? demanded the constable anxiously, at that moment being joined by two colleagues, to whom the fireman in a few breathless words explained the affair.

He went into the bar there arf an hour ago, but he aint come out.

Quick. Come with me, and lets find him, the officer said.

Leaving the other policemen in charge of the cab, they entered, and walked down, the long, garish bar, scrutinising each of the hundred or so men lounging there. The cabman, however, saw nothing of his fare.

He must have escaped by the back way, observed the officer disappointedly. Its a strange business, this.

Extremely, said the cab-driver. The fellow must have murdered her, and then entered the place in order to get away. Hes a pretty cute un.

It seems a clear case of murder, exclaimed the other in a sharp, precise, business-like tone. Well take her to the hospital first; then you must come with me to Vine Street at once.

When they emerged, they found that the crowd had already assumed enormous proportions. The news that a woman had been murdered spread instantly throughout the whole neighbourhood, and the surging crowd of idlers, all curiosity, pressed around the vehicle to obtain a glimpse of the dead womans face. Amid the crowd, elbowing his way fiercely and determinedly, was a man whose presence there was a somewhat curious coincidence, having regard to what had previously transpired that evening. He wore a silk hat, his frock-coat was tightly buttoned and he carried in his gloved hand a silver-mounted cane. After considerable difficulty, he obtained a footing in front of the crowd immediately behind the cordon the police had formed around the vehicle, and in a few moments, by craning his neck forward, obtained nil uninterrupted view of the ladys face.

His teeth were firmly set, but his calm countenance betrayed no sign of astonishment. For an instant he regarded the woman with a cold, impassive look, then quickly he turned away, glancing furtively right and left, and an instant later was lost in the surging, struggling multitude which a body of police were striving in vain to move on.

The man who had thus gazed into the dead womans face was the man to whom she had been introduced at the station. Major Gordon Maitland.

Almost at the same moment when the Major turned away, the constable sprang into the cab beside the woman, and the driver, at once mounting the box, drove rapidly to Charing Cross Hospital.

To the small, bare, whitewashed room to the left of the entrance hall, where casualties are received, the dark-haired girl was carried, and laid tenderly upon the father-covered divan.

The dresser, who attended to minor accidents, gave a quick glance at the face of the new patient, and at once sent for the house-surgeon. He saw it was a grave case.

Very soon the doctor, a thin, elderly man, entered briskly, asked a couple of questions of the constable outside in the corridor, unloosened her dress, cut the cord of her corsets, laid his hands upon her heart, felt her pulse, slowly moved her eyelids, and then shook his head.

Dead! he exclaimed. She must have died nearly an hour ago.

Then he forced open her mouth, and turning the hissing gas-jet to obtain a full light, gazed into it.

His grey, shaggy eyebrows contracted, and the dresser standing by knew that his chief had detected something which puzzled him. He felt the glands in her neck carefully, and pushing back the hair that had fallen over her brow, reopened her fast-glazing eyes, and peered into them long and earnestly.

He carefully examined the palm of her right hand, which was ungloved, then tried to remove the glove from the left, but in vain. He was obliged to rip it up with a pair of scissors. Afterwards he examined the hand minutely, giving vent to a grunt of dissatisfaction.

Is it murder, do you think, sir? the constable inquired as the doctor emerged again.

There are no outward signs of violence, answered the house-surgeon. You had better take the body to the mortuary, and tell your inspector that Ill make the post-mortem to-morrow morning.

Very well, sir.

But you said that the lady was accompanied from Charing Cross Station by a gentleman, who rode in the cab with her, the doctor continued. Where is he?

He alighted, entered the Criterion, and didnt come back, explained the cabman.

Suspicious of foul play — very suspicious, the doctor observed. To-morrow we shall know the truth. Shes evidently a lady, and, by her dress, a foreigner.

She arrived by the Paris mail to-night, the cabman observed.

Well, it must be left to the police to unravel whatever mystery surrounds her. It is only for us to ascertain the cause of her death — whether natural, or by foul means; and he went back to where the dead woman was lying still and cold, her dress disarranged, her dark hair fallen dishevelled, her sightless eyes closed in the sleep that knows no awakening until the Great Day.

The cabman stood with his hat in his hand; the constable had hung his helmet on his forearm by its strap.

Then, outwardly, there are no signs of murder? the latter asked, disappointed perhaps that the case was not likely to prove so sensational as it had at first appeared.

Tell your inspector that at present I can give no opinion, the surgeon replied. Certain appearances are mysterious. To-night I can say nothing more. At the inquest I shall be able to speak more confidently.

As he spoke, his cold, grey eyes were still fixed upon the lifeless form, as if held by some strange fascination. Approaching the cupboard, he took from a case a small lancet, and raising the dead womans arm, made a slight incision in the wrist. For a few moments he watched it intently, bending and holding her wrist full in the glaring gaslight within two inches of his eyes.

Suddenly he let the limp, inert arm drop, and with a sigh turned again to the two men who stood motionless, watching, and said: Go. Take the body to the mortuary. Ill examine her to-morrow; and he rang for the attendants, who came, lifted the body from the couch, and conveyed it out, to admit a man who lay outside groaning, with his leg crushed.

Half an hour later the cab-driver and the constable stood in the small upper room at Vine Street Police Station, the office of the Inspector of the Criminal Investigation Department attached to that station. Inspector Elmes, a dark-bearded, stalwart man of forty-five, sat at a table, while behind him, arranged over the mantelshelf, were many photographs of criminals, missing persons, and people who had been found dead in various parts of the metropolis, and whose friends had not been traced. Pinned against the grey-painted walls were several printed notices offering rewards, some with portraits of absconding persons, others with crude woodcuts of stolen jewels. It was a bare, carpetless loom, but eminently business-like.

Well, the inspector was saying to the constable as he leant back in his chair, theres some mystery about the affair, you think — eh? Are there any signs of murder?

No, sir, the man answered. At present the doctor has discovered nothing.

Then, until he has, our Department cant deal with it, replied the detective. Why has your Inspector sent you up here?

Because its so mysterious, I suppose, sir.

She may have had a fit — most probable, I should think. Until the doctor has certified, I dont see any necessity to stir. Its more than possible that when the man who left her at the Criterion reads of her death in the papers, hell come forward, identify her, and clear himself. Then, turning to the cabman, he asked, What sort of a man was he — an Englishman?

Well, I really dont know, sir. He spoke to the dead girl in her own language, yet I thought, when he spoke to his friend at the station, that his English was that of a foreigner. Besides, he looked like a Frenchman, for he wore a large bow for a tie, which no Englishman wears.

You think him a foreigner because of his tie — eh? the detective observed, smiling. Now, if you had noticed his boots with a critical eye, you might perhaps have accurately determined his nationality. Look at a mans boots next time.

Then, taking up his pen, he drew a piece of pale yellow official paper before him, noted the number of the cabmans badge, inquired his name and address, and asked several questions, afterwards dismissing both men with the observation that until a verdict had been given in the Coroners Court, he saw no reason to institute further inquiries.

Two days later the inquest was held in a small room at St. Martins Town Hall, the handsome building overlooking Trafalgar Square, and, as may be imagined, was largely attended by representatives of the Press. All the sensationalism of London evening journalism had, during the two days intervening, been let loose upon the mysterious affair, and the remarkable latest details had been worked up into an amazing, but utterly fictitious story. One paper, in its excess of zeal to outdistance all its rivals in sensationalism, had hinted that the dead woman was actually the daughter of an Imperial House, and this had aroused public curiosity to fever-heat.

When the usual formalities of constituting the Court had been completed, the jury had viewed the body, and the cabman had related his strange story, the Coroner, himself a medical man, dark-bearded and middle-aged, commenced a close cross-examination.

Was it French or Italian the lady spoke? he asked.

I dont know the difference, sir, the cabman admitted. The man with her spoke just as quickly as she did.

Was there anything curious in the demeanour of either of them?

I noticed nothing strange. The gentleman told me to drive along Pall Mall and the Haymarket, or of course Id ave taken the proper route, up Charin Cross Road and Leicester Square.

You would recognise this gentleman again, I suppose? the Coroner asked.

Id know him among a thousand, the man promptly replied.

Inspector Elmes, who was present on behalf of the Criminal Investigation Department, asked several questions through the Coroner, when the latter afterwards resumed his cross-examination.

You have told us, he said, that just before entering the cab the gentleman was accosted by a friend. Did you overhear any of their conversation?

I heard the missing man address the other as Major, the cabman replied. He introduced the Major to the lady, but I was unable to catch either of their names. The two men seemed very glad to meet, but, on the other hand, my gentleman seemed in a great hurry to get away.

You are certain that this man you know as the Major did not arrive by the same train, eh? asked the Coroner, glancing sharply up from the paper whereon he was writing the depositions of this important witness.

I am certain; for I noticed him lounging up and down the platform fully arf an hour before the train came in.

Then you think he must have been awaiting his friend?

No doubt he was, sir, for as soon as I drove the lady and gentleman away, he, too, started to walk out of the station.

Then the Coroner, having written a few more words upon the foolscap before him, turned to the jury, exclaiming— This last statement of the witness, gentlemen, seems, to say the least, curious.

In an instant all present were on tip-toe with excitement, wondering what startling facts were likely to be revealed.


Chapter Four.

The Major.
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NO FURTHER QUESTIONS were put to the cab-driver at this juncture, but medical evidence was at once taken. Breathless stillness pervaded the court, for the statement about to be made would put an end to all rumour, and the truth would be known.

When the dapper elderly man had stepped up to the table and been sworn, the Coroner, in the quick, business-like tone which he always assumed toward his fellow medical men, said — 

You are Doctor Charles Wyllie, house-surgeon, Charing Cross Hospital?

I am, the other answered in a correspondingly dry tone.

The woman was brought to the hospital, I suppose?

Yes, the police brought her, but she had already been dead about three-quarters of an hour. There were no external marks of violence, and her appearance was as though she had died suddenly from natural causes. In conjunction with Doctor Henderson, I yesterday made a careful post-mortem. The body is that of a healthy woman of about twenty-three, evidently an Italian. There was no trace whatever of organic disease. From what I noticed when the body was brought to the hospital, however, I asked the police to let it remain untouched until I was ready to make a post-mortem.

Did you discover anything which might lead to suspicion of foul play? inquired the Coroner.

I made several rather curious discoveries, the doctor answered, whereat those in court shifted uneasily, prepared for some thrilling story of how the woman was murdered. First, she undoubtedly died from paralysis of the heart. Secondly, I found around the left ankle a curious tattoo-mark in the form of a serpent with its tail in its mouth. It is beautifully executed, evidently by an expert tattooist. Thirdly, there was a white mark upon the left breast, no doubt the scar of a knife-wound, which I judged to have been inflicted about two years ago. The knife was probably a long narrow-bladed one, and the bone had prevented the blow proving fatal.

Then a previous attempt had been made upon her life, you think? asked the Coroner, astonished.

There is no doubt about it, the doctor answered. Such a wound could never have been caused by accident. It had no doubt received careful surgical attention, judging from the cicatrice.

But this had nothing to do with her death? the Coroner suggested.

Nothing whatever, replied the doctor. The appearance of the body gives no indication of foul play.

Then you assign death to natural causes — eh?

No, I do not, responded Dr Wyllie deliberately, after a slight pause. The woman was murdered.

These words produced a great sensation in the breathlessly silent court.

By what means?

That I have utterly failed to discover. All appearances point to the fact that the deceased lost consciousness almost instantly, for she had no time even to take out her handkerchief or smelling-salts, the first thing a woman does when she feels faint. Death came very swiftly, but the ingenious means by which the murder was accomplished are at present entirely a mystery. At first my suspicions were aroused by a curious discoloration of the mouth, which I noticed when I first saw the body; but, strangely enough, this had disappeared yesterday when I made the post-mortem. Again, in the centre of the left palm, extending to the middle finger, was a dark and very extraordinary spot. This I have examined microscopically, and submitted the skin to various tests, but have entirely failed to determine the cause of the mark. It is dark grey in colour, and altogether mysterious.

There was no puncture in the hand? inquired the Coroner.

None whatever. I examined the body thoroughly, and found not a scratch, the doctor answered quickly. At first I suspected a subcutaneous injection of poison; but this theory is negatived by the absence of any puncture.

But you adhere to your first statement that she was murdered?

Certainly. I am confident that the paralysis is not attributable to natural causes.

Have you found any trace of poison?

The contents of the stomach were handed over by the police to the analyst. I cannot say what he has reported, the doctor answered sharply.

At once the Coroners officer interposed with the remark that the analyst was present, and would give evidence.

The foreman of the jury then put several questions to the doctor.

Do you think, doctor, he asked, that it would be possible to murder a woman while she was sitting in a cab in so crowded a place as Piccadilly Circus?

The greater the crowd, the less the chance of detection, I believe.

Have you formed no opinion how this assassination was accomplished? Is there absolutely nothing which can serve as clue to the manner in which this mysterious crime was perpetrated?

Absolutely nothing beyond what I have already explained, the witness answered. The grey mark is on the palm of the left hand, which at the time of the mysterious occurrence was gloved. On the hand which was ungloved there is no mark. I therefore am of opinion that this curious discoloration is evidence in some way or other of murder.

Was she a lady?

She had every evidence of being so. All her clothing was of first-class quality, and the four rings she wore were of considerable value. When I came to make the post-mortem, I found both hands and feet slightly swollen, therefore it was impossible to remove her rings without cutting.

The evidence of Dr Slade, Analyst to the Home Office, being brief, was quickly disposed of. He stated that he had submitted the contents of the stomach to analysis for poison, but had failed to find trace of anything baneful. It was apparent that the woman had not eaten anything for many hours, but that was, of course, accounted for by the fact that she had been travelling. His evidence entirely dismissed the theory of poison, although Dr Wyllie had asserted most positively that death had resulted from the administration of some substance which had proved so deadly as to cause her to lose consciousness almost instantly, and produce paralysis of the heart.

Certainly the report of the analyst did not support the doctors theory. Dr Wyllie was one of the last persons to indulge unduly in any sensationalism, and the Coroner, knowing him well through many years, was aware that there must be some very strong basis for his theory before he would publicly express his conviction that the woman had actually been murdered. Such a statement, when published in the Press in two or three hours time, would, he knew, give the doctor wide notoriety as a sensation-monger — the very thing he detested above everything. But the fact remained that on oath Dr Wyllie had declared that the fair, unknown foreigner had been foully and most ingeniously murdered. If this were really so, then the culprit must be a past-master in the art of assassination. Of all the inquiries the Coroner had held during many years of office, this certainly was one of the most sensational and mysterious.

When the analyst had concluded, a smartly-dressed young woman, named Arundale, was called. She stated that she was a barmaid at the Criterion, and related how the unknown man, whose appearance she described, had entered the bar, called for a whisky and soda, chatted with her for a few minutes, and then made his exit by the other door.

Did he speak to any one else while in the bar? asked the Coroner.

Yes, while he was talking to me, an older, well-dressed man entered rather hurriedly. The gentleman speaking to me appeared very surprised — indeed, almost alarmed. Then, drawing aside so that I should not overhear, they exchanged a few hurried words, and the elder left by the back exit, refusing the others invitation to drink. The younger man glanced at his watch, then turned, finished his whisky leisurely, and chatted to me again. I noticed that he was watching the front door all the time, but believing him to be expecting a friend when, suddenly wishing me a hasty Good-night, he threw down a shilling and left.

What sort of man was it who spoke to him? inquired the Coroner quickly.

He was a military man, for I heard him addressed as Major.

Curious! the Coroner observed, turning to the jury. The cab-driver in his evidence says that a certain Major met the pair at Charing Cross Station. It may have been the same person. This coincidence is certainly striking, and one which must be left to the police to investigate. We have it in evidence that the woman and her companion drove away in the cab, leaving the Major — whoever he may be — standing on the platform. The pair drove straight to the Criterion; yet five minutes later the womans companion was joined by another Major, who is apparently one and the same.

The constable who took the body to the hospital then related how, while on duty in Piccadilly Circus, he had been called to the cab, and found the woman dead. Afterwards he had searched the pockets of the deceased, and taken possession of the ladys dressing-case and the mans hand-bag — all the luggage they had with them in addition to their wraps. He produced the two bags, with their contents, objects which excited considerable interest throughout the room. In the mans bag was a suit of dress-clothes, a small dressing-case, and one or two miscellaneous articles, but nothing by which the owner could be traced.

Well, what did you find in the ladys pockets? Anything to lead to her identity? the Coroner asked at last.

No, sir. In addition to a purse containing some English money, I found a key, a gentlemans card bearing the name Arnoldo Romanelli, and a small crucifix of ivory and silver. In the dressing-case, which you will see is fitted with silver and ivory fittings, he continued, opening it to the gaze of the jury, there are a few valuable trinkets, one or two articles of attire, and a letter written in Italian—

I have the letter here, interrupted the Coroner, addressing the jury. Its translation reads as follows: — 

Dear Vittorina,

Be extremely cautious if you really mean to go to England. It is impossible for me to accompany you, or I would; but you know my presence in Italy is imperative. You will easily find Boncianis Café, in Regent Street. Remember, at the last table on the left every Monday at five.

With every good wish for a pleasant journey,

Egisto.

The letter, which has no envelope, added the Coroner, is dated from Lucca, a town in Tuscany, a week ago. It may possibly assist the police in tracing friends of the deceased. Then, turning to the constable, he asked, Well, what else was in the ladys bag?

This photograph, answered the officer, holding up a cabinet photograph.

Why! cried the cab-driver, who had taken a seat close to where the policeman was standing. Why, thats a photograph of the Major!

Yes, added the barmaid excitedly, thats the same man who came up to the gentleman while he was speaking to me. Without doubt thats the Major, and an excellent portrait, too.

Strange that this, of all things, should be in the dead womans possession, when we have it in evidence that she was introduced to him only half an hour before her death, observed the Coroner. Very strange indeed. Every moment the mystery surrounding this unknown woman seems to grow more impenetrable.


Chapter Five.

Tristram at Home.
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THE JURY, AFTER a long deliberation, returned an open verdict of Found dead. In the opinion of the twelve Strand tradesmen, there was insufficient evidence to justify a verdict of murder, therefore they had contented themselves in leaving the matter in the hands of the police. They had, in reality, accepted the evidence of the analyst in preference to the theory of the doctor, and had publicly expressed a hope that the authorities at Scotland Yard would spare no pains in their endeavours to discover the deceaseds fellow traveller, if he did not come forward voluntarily and establish her identity.

This verdict practically put an end to the mystery created by the sensational section of the evening Press, for although it was not one of natural causes, actual murder was not alleged. Therefore, amid the diversity of the next days news, the whirling world of London forgot, as it ever forgets, the sensation of the previous day. All interest had been lost in the curious circumstances surrounding the death of the unknown Italian girl in the most crowded of London thoroughfares by reason of this verdict of the jury.

The police had taken up the matter actively, but all that had been discovered regarding the identity of the dead woman was that her name was probably Vittorina — beyond that, absolutely nothing. Among the millions who had followed the mystery with avidity in the papers, one man alone recognised the woman by her description, and with satisfaction learnt how ingeniously her death had been encompassed.

That man was the eminently respectable doctor in the remote rural village of Lyddington. With his breakfast untouched before him, he sat in his cosy room eagerly devouring the account of the inquest; then, when he had finished, he cast the paper aside, exclaiming aloud in Italian — 

Dio! What good fortune! I wonder how it was accomplished? Somebody else, besides ourselves, apparently, feared her presence in England. Arnold is in Livorno by this time, and has had his journey for nothing.

Then, with his head thrown back in his chair, he gazed up at the panelled ceiling deep in thought.

Who, I wonder, could that confounded Englishman have been who escorted her to London and who left her so suddenly? Some Jackanapes or other, I suppose. And whos the Major? Hes evidently English too, whoever he is. Only fancy, on the very night we discussed the desirability of the girls death, some unknown person obligingly did the work for us! Then he paused, set his teeth, and, frowning, added, But that injudicious letter of Egistos may give us some trouble. What an idiot to write like that! I hope the police wont trace him. If they do, it will be awkward — devilish awkward.

A few minutes later the door opened, and a younger man, slim and pale-faced, entered and wished him good-morning.

No breakfast? the man, his assistant, inquired, glancing at the table. Whats the matter?

Liver, my boy, liver, Malvano answered with his usual good-humoured smile. I shall go to town to-day. I may be absent the whole week; but theres nothing really urgent. That case of typhoid up at Craigs Lodge is going on well. Youve seen it once, havent you?

Yes. Youre treating it in the usual way, I suppose?

Of course; and the doctor, advancing to the table, poured out a cup of coffee and drank it, at the same time calling to his man Goodwin to pack his bag, and be ready to drive him to the London train at ten-twenty.

His assistant being called to the surgery a few minutes later, Malvano sat down at his writing-table, hastily scribbled a couple of telegrams, which he folded and carefully placed in his pocket-book, and half an hour later drove out of the quiet old-world village, with its ancient church spire and long, straggling street of thatched cottages, on his way to catch the train.

Beside the faithful Goodwin he sat in silence the whole way, for many things he had read that morning sorely puzzled him. It was true that the lips of Vittorina were sealed in death, but the letter signed Egisto, discovered by the police in her dressing-bag, still caused him the most intense anxiety.

At the same hour that Malvano had been reading the account of the previous days inquest, Frank Tristram was sitting in his handsome, well-furnished chambers in St. Jamess Street. He had breakfasted early, as was his wont, and had afterwards started his habitual cigarette. The room in which he sat was a typical bachelors quarter, filled with all sorts of curios and bric-à-brac which its owner had picked up in the various corners of the earth he had visited bearing despatches from the Foreign Office. Upon the floor lay a couple of fine tiger-skins, presents from an Indian rajah, while around were inlaid coffee-stools and trays of beaten brass from Constantinople, a beautiful screen from Cairo, a rare statuette from Rome, quaint pictures and time-yellowed ivories from the curiosity shops of Florence and Vienna, savage weapons from Africa and South America, and a bright, shining samovar from St. Petersburg. In a corner stood the much-worn travelling-bag which he kept always ready packed, and hanging upon a nail above the mantelshelf was the blue ribbon with its silver greyhound, the badge which carried its owner everywhere with the greatest amount of swiftness, and the least amount of personal discomfort. Over the fireplace, too, were many autographed portraits of British ambassadors and distinguished foreign statesmen, together with those of one or two ladies of this constant travellers acquaintance.

As he lay back in a wicker deck-chair — the same in which he had taken his after-luncheon nap on board many an ocean steamer — well-shaven, smart, and spruce, his legs stretched out lazily, his hands thrust deep into his pockets, he sighed deeply.

Italy again! he grumbled to himself as he took up a scribbled note on official paper. Just my infernal luck. Italy is the very last place I want to visit just now, yet, by Jove! the Chief sends me a message to start this morning. And rousing himself, he stretched his arms and glanced wearily at the little carriage clock. The discarded newspaper on the floor recalled all that he had read half an hour before.

I wonder, he went on— I wonder if any one on Charing Cross platform except the porter spotted the girl? Then he remained silent for a moment. No. I oughtnt to go to Italy; its far too risky. Theres plenty of time yet for Marvin to be called. I must feign illness, and await my chance to go on a long trip to Pekin, Teheran, or Washington. Yes, a touch of fever will be a good excuse. But, after a moments further consideration, he added, Yet, after all, to be ill will be to arouse suspicion. No, Ill go; and he pressed the electric bell.

In answer to the summons his man-servant, a smart, tall ex-private of Dragoons, entered.

A foreign telegraph form, Smayle, he said.

The man obeyed with military promptitude, and his master a minute later scribbled a few hasty words on the yellow form, securing a berth in the through sleeping-car leaving Paris that night for Rome.

Take this to the telegraph office in Regent Street, he said. Im leaving this morning, and if anybody calls, tell them Ive gone to Washington, to Timbuctoo, or to the devil, if you like — anyhow, I shant be back for a month. You understand?

Yes, sir, answered the man with a smile. Shall I forward any letters?

Yes, Poste Restante, Leghorn.

At that moment the bell of the outer door rang out sharply, and Smayle went in response, returning a moment later, saying — 

Major Maitland, sir.

Show him in, answered his master in a tone of suppressed excitement.

The man disappeared, and a second later the Major entered jauntily, his silk hat slightly askew, extended his well-gloved hand, greeted his friend profusely with the easy air of a man about town, and sank into one of the comfortable saddle-bag chairs.

Well, my dear fellow, he exclaimed as soon as they were alone. Why do you risk London after the events of the other night? I never dreamed that I should find you at home.

Im leaving for Italy again by the eleven train, the other answered. Have you read this mornings paper?

Of course I have, answered the Major. Its an infernally awkward bit of business for both of us, Im afraid. That introduction at the station was the greatest mistake possible, for the cabman will no doubt identify us. Besides, he overheard you address me by rank.

But the police have no suspicion, Tristram observed. At present we are safe enough.

If I were you I wouldnt arrive or depart from Charing Cross for a few months at least, the Major suggested. The business is far too ugly for us to run any unnecessary risks, you know.

No; I shall make a habit of departing from London Bridge and arriving at Cannon Street. I never have more than hand-baggage with me.

Where are you going to-day?

To Leghorn again. Right into the very midst of the enemys camp, he laughed.

Suppose any facts regarding the mystery have been published in the local papers, dont you think youd stand a good chance of being arrested? The police in Italy are very arbitrary.

They dare not arrest me with despatches in my possession. I have immunity from arrest while on official business, His Majestys messenger answered.

That may be so, replied the Major. But youd have a considerable difficulty in persuading the police of either London or Leghorn that you were not the amiable young man who arrived at Charing Cross with Vittorina.

And you would have similar difficulty, my dear old chap, in convincing the detectives that you were not the person who waited for us on the platform, the other replied. Youre so well known about town that, if I were you, I should leave London at once, and not take a return ticket.

I leave to-night.

By what route?

By a rather round-about one, the Major answered, slowly striking a vesta. The ordinary Channel passage might disagree with me, you know, so I shall travel this evening to Hull, and sail to-morrow morning for Christiania. Thence I shall get down into Germany via Hamburg.

A very neat way of evading observation, observed the Captain in a tone of admiration.

I booked my passage a fortnight ago, in case I might require it, the elder man observed carelessly. When one desires to cover ones tracks, the ordinary Channel services are worse than useless. I call the Norwegian the circular route. Ive used it more than once before. They know me on the Wilson liners.

Tristram glanced at his watch. I must be off in five minutes. What will be your address?

Portland before long, if Im not wary, the other replied, with a grim smile.

This is no time for joking, Maitland, Tristram said severely. Reserve your witticisms for the warders, if you really anticipate chokee. Theyll no doubt appreciate them.

Then address me Poste Restante, Brussels. Im certain to drift to the Europe there sooner or later within the next three months, the Major said.

Very well, I must go; and the Kings messenger quickly obtained his soft grey felt hat and heavy travelling coat from the hall, filled a silver flask from a decanter, took down the blue ribbon, deftly fastened it around his neck out of sight beneath his cravat, and snatched up his travelling-bag.

Im going along to the Foreign Office for despatches. Can I drop you anywhere from my cab? he asked as they made their way down the stairs together.

No, my dear fellow, the Major replied. Im going up Bond Street.

Then, on gaining St. Jamess Street, the Captain sprang into a cab, and shouting a cheery adieu to his friend, drove off on the first stage of his tedious thousand-mile journey to the Mediterranean shore.


Chapter Six.

In Tuscany.
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LEGHORN, THE GAY, sun-blanched Tuscan watering-place known to Italians as Livorno, is at its brightest and best throughout the month of August. To the English, save those who reside permanently in Florence, Pisa, or Rome, its beauties are unknown. But those who know Italy — and to know Italy is to love it — are well aware that at cara Livorno, as the Tuscans call it, one can obtain perhaps the best sea-bathing in Europe, and enjoy a perfectly delightful summer beside the Mediterranean.

It is never obtrusive by its garishness, never gaudy or inartistic; for it makes no pretension to being a first-class holiday resort like Nice or Cannes. Still, it has its long, beautiful Passeggio extending the whole of the seafront, planted with tamarisks, ilexes, and flowing oleanders; it has its wide, airy piazzas, its cathedral, its Grand Hotel, its pensions, and, lastly, its little open cabs in which one can drive two miles for the not altogether ruinous fare of sixpence halfpenny. Its baths, ingeniously built out upon the bare brown rocks into the clear, bright sea, take the place of piers at English seaside resorts, and here during the afternoon everybody, clad in ducks and muslins, lounge in chairs to gossip beneath the widespread awnings, while the waves beat with musical cadence up to their very feet. At evening there are gay, well-lit open-air cafés and several theatres, while the musical can sit in a stall at the opera and hear the best works performed by the best Italian artists for the sum of one and threepence.

But life at Livorno is purely Tuscan. As yet it is unspoilt by English-speaking tourists; indeed, it is safe to say that not three Cookites set foot within the city in twelve months. In its every aspect the town is beautiful. From the sea it presents a handsome appearance, with its lines of high white houses with their red roofs and closed sun-shutters, backed by the distant blue peaks of the Lucca Mountains, and the serrated spurs of the purple Apennines, while in its sun-whitened streets the dress of the Livornesi, with their well-made skirts of the palest and most delicate tints of blue, grey, and rose, and with their black silk scarves or lace mantillas twisted about their handsome heads, is the most artistic and tasteful in all fair Italy. The men are happy, careless, laughing fellows, muscular, and bronzed by the sun; the women dark-eyed, black-haired, and notable throughout the length and breadth of Europe for their extreme beauty and their grace of carriage.

Little wonder is it that stifled Florentines, from shopkeepers to princes, unable to bear the heat and mosquitoes beside the muddy Arno, betake themselves to this bright little watering-place during August and September, where, even if the heat is blazing at midday, the wind is delightfully cool at evening, and the sea-baths render life really worth living. Unless one has spent a summer in Tuscany, it is impossible to realise its stifling breathlessness and its sickening sun-glare. Unless one has lived among the sly, secretive, proud but carelessly happy Livornesi, has shared their joys, sympathised with their sorrows, fraternised with them and noted their little peculiarities, one can never enjoy Livorno.

At first the newly arrived foreigner is pointed at by all as one apart, and considered an imbecile for preferring Livorno to Florence, or Milano; every shopkeeper endeavours to charge him double prices, and for every trifling service performed he is expected to disburse princely tips. But the Tuscan heart is instantly softened towards him as soon as he seems likely to become a resident; all sorts and conditions of men do him little kindnesses without monetary reward; grave-faced monks will call at his house and leave him presents of luscious fruits and fresh-cut salads; and even his cabman, the last to relent, will one day, with profuse apology for previous extortions, charge only his just fare.

The Italians are indeed an engaging people. It is because they are so ingenuous, so contented, so self-denying, so polite yet so sarcastic, that one learns to love them so well.

Along the Viale Regina Margherita, or esplanade — better known perhaps by its ancient name, the Passeggio — are a number of baths, all frequented by different grades of society, the one most in vogue among the better-class residents and visitors being a handsome establishment with café and skating-rink attached, known as Pancaldis.

It was here, one evening soon after the mysterious death of Vittorina in London, that two persons, a man and a woman, were sitting, watching the ever-changing hues of one of those glorious blazing sunsets seen nowhere else in the world but in the Mediterranean. The broad, asphalted promenade, covered by its wide canvas awnings, was almost blocked by the hundreds of gaily dressed persons sitting on chairs chattering and laughing, and it seemed as though all the notable people of Florence and Bologna had assembled there to enjoy the cool breeze after the terrific heat of the August day. Along the Viale the road was sun-bleached, the wind-swept tamarisks were whitened by the dust, and the town that day had throbbed and gasped beneath the terrible, fiery August glare. But here, at Pancaldis, was light, happy chatter — in Italian of various dialects, of course — a cool, refreshing breeze, and that indefinable air of delicious laziness which Italy alone claims as her birthright.

The pair sitting together at the end of the asphalted walk, at some distance from the crowd, were young and, to a casual observer, well matched. Unlike all others round about her, the woman was of fair complexion, about twenty-five, with that gold-brown hair that Titian loved to paint, eyes of a deep and wondrous blue, a small, adorable mouth, the upper lip of which possessed that rare attribute, the true Cupids bow, a face sweet, almost childlike in expression, prefect in its purity. Her great beauty was well set off by her black dress and tiny black bonnet, but from the crown of her head to the toe of her pointed patent-leather shoe there was a chic and daintiness about her which, to an English eye, stamped her as foreign, even though her face bore no trace of Italian blood.

Half that gay, gossiping crowd, attracted by her beauty, had already set her down as English, perhaps because her fairness was uncommon in Tuscany, perhaps because they detected by the cut of her companions clothes that he was English. But Gemma Fanetti was really a native of Florence, a true-bred Tuscan, who knew not half a dozen words of English. She could chatter French a little, and could gabble the nasal Milanese dialect, but it always amused her to be taken for an Englishwoman.

Her dress, although black, and only relieved by a little white lace at the throat and wrists, was made in the latest mode, and fitted her perfectly. On her slim wrist was a single bangle of diamonds, which flashed in the dying sunlight with all the colours of the spectrum as, in chatting idly with her companion, she slowly traced semicircles on the ground with the point of her black sunshade. Undoubtedly she was strikingly beautiful, for men in twos and threes were passing and repassing solely for the purpose of obtaining a glance at her.

Utterly unconscious of their admiration, of the whisperings of those about her, or of the glorious wealth of colour spread before them as the sun sank deep into the grey, glittering sea, they both chatted on, glancing now and then into each others eyes.

Her companion was about twenty-eight, good-looking, dark-eyed, with a merry face and an air of carelessness as, in a suit of cool, white ducks, and his straw hat tilted slightly over his brow to shade his eyes, he sat back in his chair, joining in her low, well-bred laughter. Truth to tell, Charles Armytage was desperately in love.

For seven years — ever since he came of age and succeeded to his fathers property in Wales — he had led a wild, rather dissipated life on the Continent, and had found himself world-weary before his time. His college career had terminated somewhat ignominiously, for he had been sent down on account of a rather serious practical joke; he had studied for the Bar, and failed; he had done the whole round of the public gaming establishments, Monte Carlo, Ostend, Spa, Dinant, Namur, and Trouville, losing heavily at each; he had idled on the sands of Scheveningen, flirted on the Promenade des Anglais at Nice, tasted the far-famed oysters at Arcachon, the bouillabaisse at Marseilles, and bathed on San Sebastians golden sands. Once he had taken a fit into his head to visit all the spas, and, beginning with Royat, he made a tour of all the principal ones as far as Carlsbad. Thus had he developed into a thorough cosmopolitan, travelling hither and thither just as his fancy led him, his only hobby being in occasionally writing a short story or travel article for one or other of the English magazines.

It was in his restless, dejected mood that, six months before, he had arrived in Florence, and by mere chance had first met the woman who was now beside him. He had one morning been walking along the Via Tornabuoni when he first saw her, accompanied by her servant. Suddenly something fell to the pavement, and an urchin instantly snatched it up. Armytage ran after him, recovered the little golden charm, and handed it to its owner, being rewarded by a few words of thanks. Her grace, her beauty, her soft, musical voice rekindled within him a desire for life. Instantly he became fascinated by her wondrous beauty, and she, too, seemed content to chat with him, and to listen to his very faulty Italian, which must have been exceedingly difficult for her to understand.

They did not meet often, but always casually. Once or twice he encountered her cycling in the Cascine, and had joined her in a spin along the shady avenues. They had exchanged cards, but she had never invited him to call, and he, living at a hotel, could scarcely invite her. Italian manners strictly preserve the convenances. No unmarried lady in any Tuscan city, not even a woman of the people, ever dreams of going out alone. Even the poorest girl is chaperoned whenever she takes an airing.

Suddenly, just when Armytage found himself hopelessly infatuated, he one morning received an urgent telegram calling him to London, and he had been compelled to leave without a word of farewell, or any knowledge of her address.

As soon as he could, he returned to Florence, but the weather had then grown hot, and all who were able had left the sun-baked city. Then, disappointed at not finding her after an active search, he drifted down to the sea at Livorno, and within three days was delighted to see her strolling in the Passeggio with her ugly, cross-eyed serving woman. The recognition was mutual, and after one or two meetings she explained that she had a flat for the season in one of the great white houses opposite, and expressed a hope that he would call.

He lost no time in renewing the acquaintance, and now they were inseparable. He loved her.

Do you know, Gemma, he was saying seriously, when I left Florence in March, I left my heart behind — with you.

She blushed slightly beneath her veil, and raising her clear blue eyes to his, answered with a slight sigh in her soft Italian — 

You say you love me, caro; but can I really believe you?

Of course you can, dearest, he answered earnestly, speaking her tongue with difficulty. I love no other woman in the whole world but you.

Ah! she exclaimed sadly, gazing blankly away across the sea, now glittering crimson in the blaze of the dying day. I sometimes fear to love you, because you may tire of me one day, and go back to some woman of your own people.

Never, he answered fervently. As I told you yesterday, Gemma, I love you; and you, in return, have already given me your pledge.

And you can actually love me like this, blindly, without inquiring too deeply into my past? she whispered, regarding him gravely with those calm, clear eyes, which seemed to penetrate his very soul.

Your past matters not to me, he answered in a deep, intense voice under his breath, so that passers-by should not overhear. I have asked you nothing; you have told me nothing. I love you, Gemma, and trust to your honour to tell me what I ought to know.

Ah! you are generous! she exclaimed; and he saw beneath her veil a single tear upon her cheek. The past life of a man can always be effaced; that of a woman never. A false step, alas! lives as evidence against her until the grave.

Why are you so melancholy this evening? he asked, after a pause.

I really dont know, she answered. Perhaps it is because I am so happy and contented. My peace seems too complete to be lasting.

While you love me, Gemma, I shall love you always, he exclaimed decisively. You need never have any doubt about my earnestness. I adore you.

Her breast heaved and fell beneath its black lace and jet, and she turned her fine eyes upon him with an expression more eloquent than any words of assurance and affection.

Then, after a brief silence, he glanced around at the crowd about them, saying — 

It is impossible to speak further of our private affairs here. You will dine with me to-night. Where shall it be?

Lets dine at the Eden. Theres plenty of air there. We can get a table facing the sea, and stay to the performance afterwards. Shall we? she asked, her face brightening.

Certainly, he replied. Ill go across to the hotel and dress, while you go along home and put on another frock. I know you wont go in black to a café chantant, he added, laughing.

Youll call for me? she asked.

Yes, at eight.

As these words fell from his lips a mans voice in English exclaimed — 

Hulloa, Charlie! Whod have thought of finding you here?

Armytage looked up quickly, and, to his surprise, found standing before him his old college chum and fellow clubman, Frank Tristram.

Why, Frank, old fellow! he cried, jumping up and grasping the others hand warmly. We havent met for how long? The last time was one night in the Wintergarden at Berlin, fully two years ago — eh?

Yes. Neither of us are much in London nowadays, therefore we seldom meet. But what are you doing here? asked the Kings messenger, looking cool and smart in his suit of grey flannel.

Killing time, as usual, his friend replied, with a smile.

Lucky devil! Tristram exclaimed. While Im compelled to race from end to end of Europe for a paltry eight hundred a year, you laze away your days in an out-of-the-world place like this. And he glanced significantly at the sweet, fair-faced woman who, having given him a swift look, was now sitting motionless, her hands idly crossed upon her lap, her eyes fixed blankly upon the sunlit sea.

Let me introduce you, Armytage exclaimed in Italian, noticing his friends look of admiration. The Signorina Gemma Fanetti — my friend, Captain Frank Tristram.

The latter bowed, made a little complimentary speech in excellent Italian, and seated himself with Armytage beside her.

Well, Tristram said, still speaking in Italian, this is quite an unexpected pleasure. I thought that in addition to the Ambassador out at Ardenza, and the jovial Jack Hutchinson, the Consul, I was the only Englishman in this purely Tuscan place. Then turning to his friends companion, he asked, Are you Livornese?

Oh, no, she replied, with a gay, rippling laugh, I live in Florence; only just now the place is stifling, so Im down here for fresh air.

Ah, Florence! he said. The old city is justly termed La Bella. I sometimes find myself there in winter, and it is always interesting, always delightful.

At that moment an English lady, the wife of an Italian officer, bowed in passing, and Armytage sprang to his feet and began to chat to her. He had known her well during his stay in Florence earlier in the year.

As soon as Gemma noticed that her lover was no longer listening, her manner at once changed, and bending quickly towards the Captain, she exclaimed in rapid Italian, which she knew Armytage could not understand — 

Well, did you see Vittorina safely to London?

Tristram started at the unexpected mention of that name.

Yes, he answered, with slight hesitation. I saw her safely as far as Charing Cross, but was compelled to leave her there, and put her in a cab for Hammersmith.

How far is that?

About five kilometres, he replied.

I have had no telegram from her, she observed. She promised to wire to me as soon as she arrived, and I am beginning to feel anxious about her.

Worry is useless, he said calmly. She is no doubt quite safe with her friends. I gave the cabman the right address. My official business was pressing, or I would have gone out to Hammersmith with her.

You remember what I told you on the night we parted in Florence? she said mysteriously.

He nodded, and his dark face grew a shade paler.

Well, I have discovered that what I suspected was correct, she said, her eyes flashing for an instant with a strange glint. Some one has betrayed the secret.

Betrayed you! he gasped.

She shrugged her shoulders. Her clear eyes fixed themselves fiercely upon him.

You alone knew the truth, she said. And you have broken your promise of silence.

He flinched.

Well? he said. You are, of course, at liberty to make any charge you like against me, but I can only declare that I have not divulged one single word. Then he added quickly, But what of Armytage? Does he know anything?

Absolutely nothing, she answered quickly. I love him. Remember that you and I have never met before our introduction this afternoon.

Of course, the Captain answered.

Curious that Vittorina has disappeared! If I hear nothing of her, I shall go to London and find her, Gemma observed, after a few moments silence.

Better not, if you really have been betrayed, he answered quickly.

I have been betrayed, Captain Tristram, she said rapidly, with withering scorn, her face flushing instantly, her large, luminous eyes flashing. You are well aware that I have; and, further, you know that you yourself are my bitterest enemy. I spare you now, mean, despicable coward that you are, but utter one word to the man I love, and I will settle accounts with you swiftly and relentlessly.

She held her breath, panting for an instant, then turning from him, greeted her lover with a sweet, winning smile, as at that moment he returned to her side.


Chapter Seven.

Doctor Malvano.
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AMONG THE THOUSAND notable dining-places in London, Boncianis Restaurant, in Regent Street, is notable for its recherché repasts. It is by no means a pretentious place, for its one window displays a few long-necked, rush-covered flasks of Tuscan wine, together with some rather sickly looking plants, a couple of framed menus, and two or three large baskets of well-selected fruit.

Yet to many, mostly clubmen and idlers about town, the Bonciani is a feature of London life. In the daytime the passer-by sees no sign of activity within, and even at night the place presents an ill-lit, paltry, and uninviting appearance. But among the few in London who know where to dine well, the little unpretentious place halfway up Regent Street, on the left going toward Oxford Street, is well known for its unrivalled cuisine, its general cosiness, and its well-matured wines. The interior is not striking. There are no gilt-edged mirrors, as is usual in Anglo-Italian restaurants, but the walls are frescoed, as in Italy, with lounges upholstered in red velvet, a trifle shabby, extending down the long, rather low room. Upon the dozen little marble-topped tables, with their snow-white cloths, are objects seen nowhere else in London, namely, silver-plated holders for the wine-flasks; for with the dinner here wine is inclusive, genuine Pompino imported direct from old Galuzzo in the Val dEma beyond Firenze, a red wine of delicate bouquet which connoisseurs know cannot be equalled anywhere in London.

One evening, about a week after the meeting between Gemma and Tristram at Livorno, nearly all the tables were occupied, as they usually are at the dining hour, but at the extreme end sat two men, eating leisurely, and taking long draughts from the great rush-covered flask before them. They were Tristram and Romanelli.

Four days ago the pair had met late at night at the railway station at Leghorn, and the one hearing the other demand a ticket for London, they got into conversation, and travelled through together, arriving at Victoria on the previous evening. During the three days of travelling they had become very friendly, and now, at the Italians invitation, Tristram was dining previous to his return on the morrow to Livorno, for at that period Italy was approaching England on the subject of a treaty, and the correspondence between our Ambassador and the Foreign Office was considerable, necessitating despatches being sent to Italy almost daily.

So you return to-morrow? Romanelli exclaimed, twirling his tiny black moustache affectedly. To men his foppishness was nauseating; but women liked him because of his amusing gossip.

Yes, the other answered, sighing. I expected to get a few days rest in London, but this afternoon I received orders to leave again to-morrow.

Your life must be full of change and entertainment, the young Italian said.

Rather too full, the other laughed. Already this year Ive been to Italy more than twenty times, besides three times to Constantinople, once to Stockholm, twice to Petersburg, and innumerable trips to Brussels and Paris. But, by the way, he added, putting down his glass as if a sudden thought had occurred to him, you know Leghorn well, I think you said?

Im not Livornese, but I lived there for ten years, the other answered. I came to London a year ago to learn English, for they said it was impossible to get any sort of good pronunciation in Italy.

Ive passed through Pisa hundreds of times, but have only been in Leghorn once or twice, observed the Kings messenger. Charming place. Full of pretty girls.

Ah! yes, cried Romanelli. The English always admire our Livornesi girls.

Tristram paused for a few seconds, then, raising his eyes until they met those of his new acquaintance, asked — 

Do you happen to know a girl there named Fanetti — Gemma Fanetti?

Romanelli started perceptibly, and for an instant held his breath. He was utterly unprepared for this question, and strove vainly not to betray his surprise.

Fanetti, he repeated aloud, as if reflecting. I think not. It is not a Livornese name.

She lives in Florence, I believe, but always spends the bathing season at Leghorn, Tristram added. His quick eyes had detected the Italians surprise and anxiety when he had made the unexpected inquiry, and he felt confident that his foppish young friend was concealing the truth.

Ive never, to my recollection, met any one of that name, Romanelli answered with well-feigned carelessness. Is she a lady or merely a girl of the people?

A lady.

Young?

Quite. Shes engaged to be married to a friend of mine.

Engaged to be married? the young man repeated with a smile. Is the man an Englishman?

Yes, a college chum of mine. Hes well off, and they seem a most devoted pair.

There was a brief silence.

I have no recollection of the name in Florentine society, and I certainly have never met her in Livorno, Romanelli said. So shes found a husband? Is she pretty?

Extremely. The prettiest woman Ive ever seen in Italy.

And there are a good many in my country, the Italian said. The poor girl who died so mysteriously — or who, some say, was murdered — outside the Criterion was very beautiful. I knew her well — poor girl!

You knew her? gasped the Captain, in turn surprised. You were acquainted with Vittorina Rinaldo?

Yes, replied his companion slowly, glancing at him with some curiosity. But, tell me, he added after a pause, how did you know her surname? The London police have failed to discover it?

Frank Tristrams brow contracted. He knew that he had foolishly betrayed himself. In an instant a ready lie was upon his lips.

I was told so in Livorno, he said glibly. She was Livornese.

Yes, Romanelli observed, only half convinced. According to the papers, it appears as if she were accompanied by some man from Italy. But her death and her companions disappearance are alike unfathomable mysteries.

Extraordinary! the Captain acquiesced. Ive been away so much that I havent had a chance to read the whole of the details. But the scraps I have read seem remarkably mysterious.

There appears to have been absolutely no motive whatever in murdering her, Arnoldo said, glancing sharply across the table at his companion.

If it were really murder, there must have been some hidden motive, Tristram declared. Personally, however, in the light of the Coroners verdict, Im inclined to the opinion that the girl died suddenly in the cab, and the man sitting beside her, fearing that an accusation of murder might bring about some further revelation, made good his escape.

He must have known London pretty well, observed Romanelli.

Of course. The evidence proves that he was an Englishman; and that he knew London was quite evident from the fact that he gave instructions to the cabman to drive up the Haymarket, instead of crossing Leicester Square.

Again a silence fell between them, as a calm-faced elderly waiter, in the most correct garb of the Italian cameriere — a short jacket and long white apron reaching almost to his feet — quickly removed their empty plates. He glanced swiftly from one man to the other, polished Tristrams plate with his cloth as he stood behind him, and exchanged a meaning look with Romanelli. Then he turned suddenly, and went off to another table, to which he was summoned by the tapping of a knife upon a plate. The glance he had exchanged with the young Italian was one of recognition and mysterious significance.

This man, the urbane head-waiter, known well to frequenters of the Bonciani as Filippo, was known equally well in the remote Rutlandshire village as Doctor Malvano, the man who had expressed fear at the arrival of Vittorina in England, and who, truth to tell, led the strangest dual existence of doctor and waiter.

None in rural Lyddington suspected that their jovial doctor, with his merry chaff and imperturbable good humour, became grave-faced and suddenly transformed each time he visited London; none dreamed that his many absences from his practice were due to anything beyond his natural liking for theatres and the gaiety of town life; and none would have credited, even had it ever been alleged, that this man who could afford that large, comfortable house, rent shooting, and keep hunters in his stables, on each of his visits to London, assumed a badly starched shirt, black tie, short jacket, and long white apron, in order to collect stray pence from diners in a restaurant. Yet such was the fact. Doctor Malvano, who had been so well known among the English colony in Florence, was none other than Filippo, head-waiter at the obscure little café in Regent Street.

It is still a mystery who the dead girl was, Tristram observed at last. The man who told me her name only knew very little about her.

What did he know? Romanelli inquired quickly. I had often met her at various houses in Livorno, but knew nothing of her parentage.

Nobody seems to know who she really was, Tristram remarked pensively; and her reason for coming to England seems to have been entirely a secret one.

A lover, perhaps, Arnoldo said.

Perhaps, acquiesced his friend.

But who told you about her?

There have been official inquiries through the British Consulate, the other answered mysteriously.

Inquiries from the London police?

The Kings messenger nodded in the affirmative, adding — 

I believe they have already discovered a good many curious facts.

Have they? asked Romanelli quickly, exchanging a hasty glance with Filippo, who at that moment had paused behind his companions chair.

Whats the nature of their discoveries?

Ah! Tristram answered, with a provoking smile. I really dont know, except that I believe they have discovered something of her motive for coming to England.

Her motive! the other gasped, a trifle pale. Then there is just a chance that the mystery will be elucidated, after all.

More than a chance, I think, the Captain replied. The police, no doubt, hold a clue by that strange letter written from Lucca which was discovered in her dressing-case. And, now that I recollect, he added in surprise, this very table at which we are sitting is the one expressly mentioned by her mysterious correspondent. I wonder what was meant by it?

Ah, I wonder! the Italian exclaimed mechanically, his brow darkened by deep thought. It was evident that the mysterious Egisto feared that some catastrophe might occur if she arrived in England, and he therefore warned her in a vague, veiled manner.

Filippo came and went almost noiselessly, his quick ears constantly on the alert to catch their conversation, his clean-shaven face grave, smileless, sphinx-like.

Well, the Captain observed in a decisive manner, you may rest assured that Scotland Yard will do its utmost to clear up the mystery surrounding the death of your friend, for I happen to know that the Italian Ambassador in London has made special representation to our Home Office upon the subject, and instructions have gone forth that no effort is to be spared to solve the enigma.

Then our Government at Rome have actually taken up the matter? the Italian said in a tone which betrayed alarm.

Tristram smiled, but no word passed his lips. He saw that his new acquaintance had not the slightest suspicion that it was he who had accompanied Vittorina from Italy to London; that it was he who had escaped so ingeniously through the bar of the Criterion; that it was for him the police were everywhere searching.

At last, when they had concluded their meal, Romanelli paid Filippo, giving him a tip, and the pair left the restaurant to pass an hour at the Empire before parting.

Once or twice the young Italian referred to the mystery, but found his companion disinclined to discuss it further.

In my official capacity, I dare not say what I know, Tristram said at last in an attitude of confidence, as they were sitting together in the crowded lounge of the theatre. My profession entails absolute secrecy. Often I am entrusted with the exchange of confidences between nations, knowledge of which would cause Europe to be convulsed by war from end to end, but secrets entrusted to me remain locked within my own heart.

Then you are really aware of true facts? inquired the other.

Of some, he replied vaguely, with a mysterious smile.

The hand of his foppish companion trembled as he raised his liqueur-glass to his pale lips. But he laughed a hollow, artificial laugh, and then was silent.


Chapter Eight.

Her Ladyships Secret.
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FILIPPO, GREY-FACED, BUT smart nevertheless, continued to attend to the wants of customers at the Bonciani until nearly ten oclock. He took their orders in English, transmitted them in Italian through the speaking tube to the kitchen, and deftly handed the piles of plates and dishes with the confident air of the professional waiter.

Evidence was not wanting that to several elderly Italians he was well known, for he greeted them cheerily, advised them as to the best dishes, and treated them with fatherly solicitude from the moment they entered until their departure.

At ten oclock only two or three stray customers remained, smoking their long rank cigars and sipping their coffee, therefore Filippo handed over his cash, assumed his shabby black overcoat, and wishing buona notte to his fellow-waiters, and good-night to the English check-taker at the small counter, made his way out and eastward along Regent Street. It was a bright, brilliant night, cool and refreshing after the heat of the day. As he crossed Piccadilly Circus, the glare of the Criterion brought back to him the strange occurrence that had recently taken place before that great open portal, and, with a glance in that direction, he muttered to himself — 

I wonder if the truth will ever be discovered? Strange that Arnoldos friend knows so much, yet will tell so little! That the girl was killed seems certain. But how, and by whom? Strange, he added, after a pause as he strode on, deep in thought— very strange.

Engrossed in his own reflections, he passed along Wardour Street into Shaftesbury Avenue, and presently entered the heart of the foreign quarter of London, a narrow, dismal street of high, dingy, uninviting-looking houses known as Church Street, a squalid, sunless thoroughfare behind the glaring Palace of Varieties, inhabited mostly by French and Italians.

He paused before a dark, dirty house, a residence of some importance a century ago, judging from its deep area, its wide portals, and its iron extinguishers, once used by the now-forgotten linkman, and, taking out a latchkey, opened the door, ascending to a small bed-sitting-room on the third floor, not over clean, but nevertheless comfortable. Upon the small side-table, with its cracked and clouded miror, stood the removable centre of his dressing-bag with its silver fittings, and hanging behind the door were the clothes he wore when living his other life.

He lit the cheap paraffin lamp, pulled down the faded crimson blind, threw his hat and coat carelessly upon the bed, and, after glancing at his watch, sank into the shabby armchair.

Still time, he muttered. I wonder whether shell come? If she dont — if she refuses—

And sighing, he took out a cigarette, lit it, and throwing back his head, meditatively watched the smoke rings as they curled upwards.

Id give something to know how much the police have actually discovered, he continued, speaking to himself. If theyve really discovered Vittorinas object in visiting London, then I must be wary not to betray my existence. Already the Ambassador must have had his suspicions aroused, but, fortunately, her mouth is closed for ever. She cannot now betray the secret which she held, nor can she utter any wild denunciations. Our only fear is that the police may possibly discover Egisto in Lucca, make inquiries of him, and thus obtain a key to the whole matter. Our only hope, however, is that Egisto, hearing of the fatal termination of Vittorinas journey, and not desiring to court inquiry, has wisely fled. If he has remained in Lucca after writing that most idiotic letter, he deserves all the punishment hell get for being such a confounded imbecile.

Then, with an expression of disgust, he smoked on in a lazy, indolent attitude, regardless of the shabbiness and squalor of his surroundings.

It is fortunate, he continued at last, speaking slowly to himself— very fortunate, indeed, that Anioldo should have met this cosmopolitan friend of his. He evidently knows something, but does not intend to tell us. One thing is evident — he cant have the slightest suspicion of the real facts as we know them; but, on the other hand, there seems no doubt that the police have ascertained something — how much, it is impossible to tell. That the Italian Ambassador has made representations to the Home Office is quite correct. I knew it days ago. Therefore his other statements are likely to be equally true. By Jove! he added, starting suddenly to his feet. By jove! If Egisto should be surprised by the police, the fool is certain to make a clean breast of the whole thing in order to save his own neck. Then will come the inevitable crisis! Dio! Such a catastrophe is too terrible to contemplate.

He drew a deep breath, murmured some inaudible words, and for a long time sat consuming cigarette after cigarette. Then, glancing at his watch again, and finding it past eleven, he rose and stretched himself, saying — 

Shes not coming. Well, I suppose I must go to her. Quickly he took from his bag a clean shirt, and assuming a light covert-coat and a crush hat, he was once again transformed into a gentleman. By the aid of a vesta he found his way down the dark carpetless stairs, and, hurrying along, soon gained Shaftesbury Avenue, where he sprang into a hansom and gave the man instructions to drive to Sussex Square, Hyde Park.

In twenty minutes the conveyance pulled up before the wide portico of a handsome but rather gloomy-looking house. His summons was answered by a footman who, recognising him at once, exclaimed, Her ladyship is at home, sir; and ushered him into a well-furnished morning-room.

A few moments elapsed, when the man returned, and Malvano, with the air of one perfectly acquainted with the arrangements of the house, followed him up the wide, well-lit staircase to the drawing-room, a great apartment on the first floor resplendent with huge mirrors, gilt furniture, and costly bric-à-bric.

Seated in an armchair at the farther end of the room beside a table whereon was a shaded lamp, sat a small, ugly woman, whose aquiline face was wizened by age, whose hair was an unnatural flaxen tint, and whose cheeks were not altogether devoid of artificial colouring.

So you are determined to see me? she exclaimed petulantly.

I am, he answered simply, seating himself without hesitation in a chair near her.

Her greeting was the reverse of cordial. As she spoke her lips parted, displaying her even rows of false teeth; as she moved, her dress of rich black silk rustled loudly; and as she placed her book upon the table with a slight sigh, the fine diamonds in her bony, claw-like hand sparkled with a thousand fires.

Well, why have you come — at this hour, too? she inquired with a haughtiness which she always assumed towards her servants and inferiors. She sat rigid, immovable; and Malvano, student of character that he was, saw plainly that she had braced herself for an effort.

I asked you to come to me, and you have refused, he said, folding his arms calmly and looking straight into her rouged and powdered face; therefore I have come to you.

For what purpose? Surely we could have met at the Bonciani?

True, but it was imperative that I should see you to-night.

More complications — eh?

Yes, he replied, more complications — serious ones.

Serious! her ladyship gasped, turning instantly pale. Is the truth known? she demanded quickly. Tell me at once; dont keep me in suspense.

Be patient for a moment, and Ill explain my object in calling, the Doctor said gravely. Compose yourself, and listen.

The Countess of Marshfield drew her skirts around her and moved uneasily in her chair. She was well known in London society, a woman whose eccentricities had for years afforded plenty of food for the gossips, and whose very name was synonymous with senile coquetry. Her age was fully sixty-five, yet like many other women of position, she delighted in the delusion that she was still young, attractive, and fascinating. Her attitude towards young marriageable men would have been nauseating were it not so absolutely ludicrous; and the way in which she manipulated her fan at night caused her to be ridiculed by all the exclusive set in which she moved.

The dead earl, many years her senior, had achieved brilliant success in the Army, and his name was inscribed upon the roll of Englands heroes. Ever since his death, twenty years ago, however, she had been notable on account of her foolish actions, her spasmodic generosity to various worthless institutions, her wild speculations in rotten companies, and her extraordinary eccentricities. As she sat waiting for her visitor to commence, her thin blue lips twitched nervously, and between her eyes was the deep furrow that appeared there whenever she was unduly agitated. But even then she could not resist the opportunity for coquetry, for, taking up her small ivory fan, she opened it, and, slowly waving it to and fro, glanced at him across it, her lips parted in a smile.

But of all men Malvano was one of the least susceptible to feminine blandishments, especially those of such a painfully ugly, artificial person as Lady Marshfield; therefore, heedless of her sudden change of manner towards him, he said bluntly — 

The police have already discovered some facts regarding Vittorina.

Of her past? she cried, starting forward.

No, of her death, he answered.

Have they discovered whether or not it was murder? she inquired, her bejewelled hand trembling perceptibly.

They have no doubt that it was murder, he replied. They accept the doctors theory, and, moreover, as you already know, the Italian Embassy in London are pressing the matter.

They suspect at the Embassy — eh?

Without doubt. It can scarcely come as a surprise that they are endeavouring to get at the truth. One thing, however, is in our favour; and that is, she cannot tell what she knew. If she were still alive, Im confident the whole affair would have been exposed before this.

And you would have been under arrest.

He raised his shoulders to his ears, exhibited his palms, grinned, but did not reply.

How have you ascertained this about the police? her ladyship continued.

Arnoldo is acquainted with the Kings Messenger who carries dispatches between the Foreign Office and the British Ambassador in Italy. The messenger knows everything, but refuses to say much.

Knows everything! she cried in alarm. What do you mean? Has our secret really been divulged?

No, answered he. He is not aware of the true facts, but he knows how far the knowledge of Scotland Yard extends.

Whats his name?

Tristram. Captain Tristram.

Do you know him?

No.

Then dont make his acquaintance, the eccentric woman urged with darkening countenance. Hes no doubt a dangerous friend.

But we may obtain from him some useful knowledge. You know the old saying about being forewarned.

Our warnings must come from Livorno, she answered briefly.

That will be impossible.

Why?

Gemma has unfortunately fallen in love.

Love! Bah! With whom?

With an Englishman, he answered. Arnoldo saw them together several times when in Livorno last week.

Who is he?

His name is Armytage — Charles Armytage. He—

Charles Armytage! her ladyship echoed, starting from her chair. And he is in love with Gemma?

No doubt he is. He intends to marry her.

But they must never marry — never! she cried quickly. They must be parted immediately, or our secret will at once be out.

How? I dont understand, he said, with a puzzled expression. Surely Gemma, of all persons, is still friendly disposed? She owes much to us.

Certainly, Lady Marshfield answered. But was she not present with Vittorina on that memorable night in Livorno? Did she not witness with her own eyes that which we witnessed?

Well, what of that? We have nothing to fear from her.

Alas! we have. A word from her would expose the whole affair, the wizen-faced woman declared. By some means or other we must part her from Armytage.

And by doing so you will at once make her your enemy.

No, your own enemy, Doctor Malvano, she exclaimed, correcting him haughtily. I am blameless in this matter.

He looked straight into her dark, sunken eyes, and smiled grimly.

It is surely best to preserve her friendship, he urged. We have enemies enough, in all conscience.

Reflect, she answered quickly. Reflect for a moment what exposure means to us. If Gemma marries Armytage, then our secret is no longer safe.

But surely she has no object to attain in denouncing us, especially as in doing so she must inevitably implicate herself, he observed.

No, she said gravely, after a brief pause. In this matter I have my own views. They must be parted, Filippo. Armytage has the strongest motive — the motive of a fierce and terrible vengeance — for revealing everything.

But why has Armytage any motive in denouncing us? You speak in enigmas.

The secret of his motive is mine alone, the haggard-eyed woman answered. Seek no explanation, for you can never gain knowledge of the truth until too late, when the whole affair is exposed. It is sufficient for me to tell you that he must be parted from Gemma.

Her wizened face was bloodless and brown beneath its paint and powder, her blue lips were closed tight, and a hard expression showed itself at the corners of her cruel mouth.

Then Gemma is actually as dangerous to us as Vittorina was? Malvano said, deeply reflecting.

More dangerous, she declared in a low, harsh voice. She must be parted from Armytage at once. Every moments delay increases our danger. Exposure and disgrace are imminent. In this matter we must risk everything to prevent betrayal.


Chapter Nine.

Beneath the Red, White, and Blue.
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AUGUST PASSED SLOWLY but gaily in lazy Leghorn. The town lay white beneath the fiery sun-glare through those blazing, breathless hours; the cloudless sky was of that intense blue which one usually associates with Italy, and by day the deserted Passeggio of tamarisks and ilexes, beside the most waveless sea, was for ever enlivened by the chirp of that unseen harbinger of heat, the cicale. Soon, however, the season waned, the stormy libeccio blew frequently, rendering outdoor exercise impossible; but Charles Armytage still lingered on at Gemmas side, driving with her in the morning along the sea-road to Ardenza and Antignano, or beyond as far as the high-up villa in which lived and died Smollet, the English historian, or ascending to the venerated shrine of the Madonna of Montenero, where the little village peeps forth white and scattered on the green hill-side overlooking the wide expanse of glassy sea. Their afternoons were usually spent amid the crowd of chatterers at Pancaldis baths, and each evening they dined together at one or other of the restaurants beside the sea.

One morning late in September, when Armytages coffee was brought to his room at the Grand Hotel, the waiter directed his attention to an official-looking note lying upon the tray. He had just risen, and was standing at the window gazing out upon the distant islands indistinct in the morning haze, and thinking of the words of assurance and affection his well-beloved had uttered before he had parted from her at the door, after the theatre on the previous night. Impatiently he tore open the note, and carelessly glanced at its contents. Then, with an expression of surprise, he carefully re-read the letter, saying aloud — 

Strange! I wonder what he wants?

The note was a formal one, bearing on a blue cameo official stamp the superscription, British Consulate, Leghorn, and ran as follows: — 

Dear Sir, — 

I shall be glad if you can make it convenient to call at the Consulate this morning between eleven and one, as I desire to speak to you upon an important and most pressing matter.

Yours faithfully, — 

John Hutchinson, His Majestys Consul.

Hutchinson, he repeated to himself. Is the Consul here called Hutchinson? It must be the Jack Hutchinson of whom Tristram spoke. He called him jovial Jack Hutchinson. I wonder whats the pressing matter? Some infernal worry, I suppose. Perhaps some dun or other in town has written to him for my address.

He paused, his eyes fixed seriously upon the distant sea.

No! he exclaimed aloud at last. His Majestys Consul must wait. Ive promised to take Gemma driving this morning.

Presently, when he had shaved, and assumed his suit of cool white ducks, the official letter again caught his eye, and he took it up.

I suppose, after all, its only decent behaviour to go round and see whats the matter, he muttered aloud. Yes, Ill go, and drive with Gemma afterwards.

Then he leisurely finished his toilet, strolled out into the Viale, and entering one of the little open cabs, was driven rapidly to the wide, handsome Piazza Vittorio Emanuele, where on the front of a great old galazzo at the further end were displayed a flagstaff surmounted by the English crown and an escutcheon of the British Royal arms. A tall, well-built, fierce moustached Italian concierge, who looked as if he might once have been an elegant gendarme of the Prince of Monaco, inquired his business, and took his card into an inner room on the right, the private office of the Consul.

After the lapse of a few minutes the concierge returned, and with ceremony ushered him into the presence of the representative of the British Foreign Office.

The room was large, lofty, and airy, with windows overlooking the great Piazza, the centre of Livornese life. The furniture was antique and comfortable, and testified to the taste of its owner; the writing-table littered with documents clearly proved that the office of Consul at Leghorn was no sinecure, and the book-cases were stocked with well-selected and imposing works of reference. Over the fireplace hung a large steel engraving of His Majesty, and on the mantelshelf some signed portraits of celebrities.

Youve enjoyed your stay in Leghorn, I hope, the Consul observed rather stiffly, after inviting his visitor to a seat on the opposite side of the table.

Very much, Armytage answered, sinking into the chair.

Youll excuse me for one moment, the Consul said; and scribbling something he touched the bell, and the concierge summoned the Vice-Consul, a slim, tall young Englishman, to whom he gave some directions.

Contrary to Charles Armytages expectations, Mr Consul Hutchinson had, notwithstanding his professional frigidity and gravity of manner, the easy-going, good-natured bearing of the genial man of the world. He was a fair, somewhat portly man, comfortably built, shaven save for a small, well-trimmed moustache, the very picture of good health, whose face beamed with good humour, and in every line of whose countenance was good-fellowship portrayed.

There were few skippers up or down the Mediterranean — or seamen, for the matter of that — who did not know Consul Hutchinson at Leghorn, and who had not at some time or another received little kindnesses at his hands. From Gib. to Constant. Jack Hutchinson had the reputation of being the best, most good-natured, and happiest of all His Majestys Consuls, devoted to duty, not to be trifled with certainly, but ever ready to render immediate assistance to the Englishman in difficulties.

Well, he exclaimed, looking across at Armytage at last, when they were alone again, I am glad you have called, because I have something to communicate in confidence to you.

In confidence? Armytage repeated, puzzled.

Mr Consul Hutchinson, still preserving his professional air of dignity as befitted his office, leaned one elbow upon the table, and looking straight into his visitors face, said — 

The matter is a purely private, and somewhat painful one. You will, I hope, excuse what I am about to say, for I assure you it is in no spirit of presumption that I venture to speak to you. Remember, you are a British subject, and I am here in order to assist, sometimes even to advise, any subject of His Majesty.

I quite understand, Armytage said, mystified at the Consuls rather strange manner.

Well, Hutchinson went on slowly and deliberately, I am informed that you are acquainted with a lady here in Leghorn named Fanetti — Gemma Fanetti. Is that so?

Certainly. Why?

How long have you known her? It is not out of idle curiosity that I ask.

Nearly seven months.

She is Florentine. I presume you met her in Florence?

Yes.

Were you formally introduced by any friend who knew her?

No, he answered, after slight hesitation. We met quite casually.

And you followed her here?

No. We met here again accidentally. I had no idea she was in Leghorn. Since our first meeting I have been in London several months, and had no knowledge of her address, he replied.

And you are, I take it, in ignorance of her past? Hutchinson said.

Armytage sat silent for a few moments, then quickly recovering himself said a trifle haughtily — 

I really dont think Im called upon to answer such a question. I cannot see any reason whatever for this cross-examination regarding my private affairs.

Well, the Consul exclaimed seriously, the reason is briefly this. It is an extremely painful matter, but I may as well explain at once. You are known by the authorities here to be an associate with this lady — Gemma Fanetti.

What of that? he cried in surprise.

From what I can understand, this lady has a past — a past which the police have investigated.

The police? What do you mean? he cried, starting up.

Simply this, answered the Consul gravely. Yesterday I received a call from the Questore, and he told me in confidence that you, a British subject, were the close associate of a lady whose past, if revealed, would be a startling and unpleasant revelation to you, her friend. The authorities had, he further said, resolved to order her to leave Leghorn, or remain on penalty of arrest; and in order that you, an English gentleman, might have time to end your acquaintance, he suggested that it might be as well for me to warn you of what the police intended doing. It is to do this that I have asked you here to-day.

Armytage sat pale, silent, open-mouthed.

Then the police intend to hound the Signorina Fanetti from Leghorn? he observed blankly.

The Italian police possess power to expel summarily from a town any person of whom they have suspicion, the Consul replied calmly.

But what do they suspect? he cried, bewildered. You speak as if she were some common criminal or adventuress.

I have, unfortunately, no further knowledge of the discovery they have made regarding her. It must, however, be some serious allegation, or they would not go the length of expelling her from the city.

But why should she be expelled? he protested angrily. She has committed no offence. Surely there is some protection for a defenceless woman!

Hutchinson raised his eyebrows and shrugged his shoulders, an expressive gesture one soon acquires after residence in Italy.

The Questore has supreme power in such a matter, he said. He is a very just and honourable official, and Im sure he would never have taken these steps to avoid you disgrace if there were not some very strong reasons. Charles Armytage, leaning upon the edge of the Consuls table, held down his head in deep contemplation.

Then to-morrow they will order her to quit this place? he observed thoughtfully. Its unjust and brutal! Such treatment of a peaceful woman is scandalous!

But remember youve admitted that you have no knowledge of her past, Hutchinson said. Is it not possible that the police have discovered some fact she has concealed from you?

Its an infernal piece of tyranny! Armytage cried fiercely. I suppose the police have fabricated some extraordinary allegations against her, and want money to hush it up. They want to levy blackmail.

No, no, Jack Hutchinson said, his manner at once relaxing as he rose and crossed to the window, his hands behind his back. The position is a simple one, he continued, looking him straight in the face. The police have evidently discovered that this lady is either not what she represents herself to be, or that some extraordinary mystery is attached to her; therefore cut her acquaintance, my dear sir. Take my advice. It will save you heaps of bother.

I cant, the other answered hoarsely. Ill never forsake her!

Not if shes hounded from town to town by the police, like this?

No. I love her, he replied brokenly.

Hutchinson sighed. A silence fell between them deep and complete.

At last the Consul spoke in a grave tone. His professional air had relaxed, as it always did when he desired to assist an Englishman in distress.

Before you love her, he suggested, would it not be as well to ask her what chapter of her life she has concealed? If she really loves you, she will no doubt tell you everything. Is it not an excellent test?

But that will not alter the decision of the Questore. Armytage observed woefully.

No, thats true. The lady must leave Leghorn this evening. Take my advice and part from her, he added sympathetically. In a few weeks you will forget. And if you would spare her the disgrace of being sent out of Leghorn, urge her to leave of her own accord. If you will pledge your word that she shall leave to-day, I will at once see the Questore, and beg him to suspend the orders he is about to give.

I love Gemma, and intend to marry her.

Surely not without a very clear knowledge of her past?

Already I have decided to make her my wife, Armytage said, his face set and pale. What the police may allege will not influence me in any way.

Ah! I fear you are hopelessly infatuated, Hutchinson observed.

Yes, hopelessly.

Then I suppose you will leave Leghorn with her? That she must go is absolutely imperative. In that case if I may advise you, I should certainly not only leave Leghorn, but leave Italy altogether.

What! he cried indignantly. Will the police of Milan or Venice act in the same cowardly way that they have done here?

Most probably. When she leaves, the police will without doubt take good care to know her destination, and inform the authorities of the next town she enters. Your only plan is to leave Italy.

Thanks for your advice, the other replied in a despondent tone. Loving her as I do, what you have just told me, and what you have hinted, have upset me and destroyed my peace of mind. I fear Im not quite myself, and must apologise for any impatient words I have used. I shall act upon your suggestion, and leave Italy. Then he paused, but after a few moments raised his head, saying — 

You have been good enough to give me friendly advice upon many points; may I encroach upon your good nature still further? Tell me, do you think it wise to acquaint her with the facts you have told me? Hutchinson looked at the man before him, and saw how hopelessly he was in love. He had seen them driving together, and had long ago noticed how beautiful his companion was.

No, he answered at last. If you intend to marry her, there is really no necessity for demanding an immediate explanation. But as soon as you are out of Italy, and you have an opportunity, I should certainly invite her to tell you the whole truth.

Then, after some further conversation, the two men shook hands, and Charles Armytage slowly made his way downstairs and out across the wide, sunlit Piazza.

From the window Consul Hutchinson watched his retreating figure, and noticed how self-absorbed he was as he strode along. His heart had gone out to sympathise in this brief interview, and a strong desire came upon him to help and protect the lonely Englishman. Poor devil! he muttered, hes badly hit, and I fear he has a troublous time before him. I wish to God I could help him.


Chapter Ten.

The Mystery of Gemma.
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WHEN ARMYTAGE ENTERED Gemmas pretty salon, the window of which commanded a wide view of the blue Mediterranean, she rose quickly from the silken divan with a glad cry of welcome. She was veiled and gloved ready to go out, wearing a smart costume of pearl grey, with a large black hat which suited her fair face admirably.

How late you are! she exclaimed a trifle impetuously, pouting prettily as their lips met. You said eleven oclock, and its now nearly one.

Ive had a good deal to see after, he stammered. Business worries from London.

Poor Nino! she exclaimed sympathetically in her soft Italian, putting up her tiny hand and stroking his hair tenderly. Nino was the pet name she had long ago bestowed upon him. Poor Nino! I didnt know you were worried, or I would not have complained. Excuse, wont you?

Of course, dearest, he answered, sinking a trifle wearily into a chair; whilst she, regarding him with some surprise, reseated herself upon the divan, her little russet-brown shoe stretched forth coquettishly from beneath the hem of her well-made skirt.

The room was small, but artistic. Its cosiness and general arrangement everywhere betrayed the daily presence of an artistic woman; and as he sat there with his eyes fixed upon her, he became intoxicated by her marvellous beauty. There was a softness about her face, an ingenuous sweetness which always entranced him, holding him spell-bound when in her presence.

You are tired, she said in a low, caressing tone. Will you have some vermouth or marsala? Let me tell Margherita to bring you some.

No, he answered quickly; I had a vermouth at Camparis as I passed. Im a trifle upset to-day.

Why? she inquired quickly, regarding him with some astonishment.

He hesitated. His eyes were riveted upon her. The sun-shutters were closed, the glare of day subdued, and he was debating whether or not he should relate to her in that dim half-light all that had been told him an hour ago. In those brief moments of silence he remembered how, on the afternoon he had encountered Tristram at Pancaldis, she had expressed surprise that he should love her so blindly, without seeking to inquire into her past. He remembered his foolish reply. He had told her he wished to know nothing. If he demanded any explanation now, it would convince her that he doubted. Yes, Hutchinsons advice was best. At present he must act diplomatically, and remain silent.

The reason why I am not myself to-day is because I must leave you, Gemma, he said slowly at last, in a low, earnest voice.

Leave me! she gasped, starting and turning pale beneath her veil.

Yes, he replied quickly. It is imperative that I should start for Paris to-night.

Has my Nino had bad news this morning? she asked in a sympathetic tone, bending and extending her hand until it touched his.

Its contact thrilled him. In her clear blue eyes he could distinguish the light of unshed tears.

Yes, he answered— news which makes it necessary that I should be in Paris at the earliest possible moment.

And how long shall you remain? she inquired.

I shall not return to Italy, he replied decisively, his eyes still upon hers.

You will not come back to me? she cried blankly. What have I done, Nino? Tell me, what have I done that you should thus forsake me?

I do not intend to forsake you, he answered, grasping her hand. I will never forsake you; I love you far too well.

You love me! she echoed, tears coursing down her cheeks. Then why go away and leave me alone? You must have seen how fondly I love you in return.

I shall not go alone, he answered her, rising and placing his arms tenderly about her neck. That is, if you will go with me.

With you? she exclaimed, her face suddenly brightening. With you, Nino?

There was a deep silence. She gazed into his dark, serious eyes with an expression of love and devotion more eloquent than words; and he, still holding her hand, bent until their lips met in a fierce, passionate caress.

Surely you do not fear to travel with me without regard for the convenances? he said.

Have we not already set them at naught? she answered, looking earnestly into his face. Unfortunately, I have no chaperone, no friends; therefore, according to Italian manners, your presence here in my house is against all the laws of etiquette; and she laughed a strange, hollow laugh through her tears.

We can, I think, Gemma, set aside etiquette, loving each other as we do! he exclaimed, pressing her hand. Let us go together to London, and there marry.

Why not marry in Italy? she suggested, after a pause. Marriage at your British Consulate is binding.

The mention of the Consulate brought back to his memory all that Hutchinson had said. Her words seemed to imply that she did not wish to leave Tuscany.

Why in Italy? he inquired. You have no tie here!

She hesitated for a moment.

No, none whatever, she assured him in a voice which sounded strangely harsh and unconvincing. He attributed her agitation to the excitement of the moment and the fervency of her love.

Then why do you wish to remain? he inquired bluntly.

I have reasons, she replied mechanically, her eyes slowly wandering around the room. Suddenly she rose, and hastily snatching up an open letter that was lying upon the mantelshelf, crushed it within the palm of her gloved hand. He was sitting with his back to the mantel, therefore he saw nothing of this strange action, and believed, when she went out of the room a moment later, that she went to speak with her servant.

True, she spoke some words with Margherita in the kitchen, but placing the letter upon the burning charcoal, she watched the flame slowly consume it. Then, with a parting order to Margherita uttered in a tone distinctly audible to her lover, she returned smilingly to his side.

For what reason do you want to remain here? he inquired when she had reseated herself with a word of apology for her absence.

It is only natural that I should be loth to leave my own country, she answered evasively, laughing.

No further motive? he asked, a trifle incredulously. Well, I have many acquaintances in Florence, in Milan, and Rome.

And you desire to remain in Italy on their account? he exclaimed. Only the other day you expressed satisfaction at the suggestion of leaving Italy.

I have since changed my mind.

And you intend to remain?

Not if you are compelled to leave Livorno, Nino, she answered with that sweet smile which always entranced him.

In her attitude he detected mystery. She appeared striving to hide from him some important fact, and he suddenly determined to discover what was its nature. Why, he wondered, should she desire to remain in Tuscany after the satisfaction she had already expressed at the prospect of life in England?

I am compelled to go to-night, he said. The train leaves at half-past nine, and we shall take the through wagon-lit from Pisa to Paris at midnight. If youll be ready, Ill wire to Rome to secure our berths in the car.

Then you really mean to leave? she asked in a tone of despair.

Certainly, he replied, puzzled at her strange manner.

It will perhaps be better for me to remain, she observed with a deep sigh.

Why?

If we marry, you would tire of me very, very soon. Besides, you really know so little of me; and she regarded him gravely with her great, clear, wide-open eyes.

Ah, thats just it! he cried. You have told me nothing.

She shrugged her shoulders with a careless air, and smiled.

You have never inquired, she answered.

Then I ask you now, he said.

And I am unable to answer you — unable to tell the truth, Nino, she replied brokenly, her trembling hand seeking his.

Why unable? he demanded, sitting erect and staring at her in blank surprise.

Because — because I love you too well to deceive you, she sobbed. Then she added, No, after all, it will be best for us to part — best for you. If you knew all, as you must some day — if we married, you would only hate me; and she burst into a torrent of blinding tears.

Hate you — why? he asked, slipping his arm around her slim waist.

With a sudden movement she raised her veil and wiped away the tears with her little lace handkerchief.

Ah! forgive me, she exclaimed apologetically. I did not believe I was so weak. But I love you, Nino. I cannot bear the thought of being parted from you.

There is surely no necessity to part, he said, purposely disregarding the strange self-accusation she had just uttered.

You must go to Paris. Therefore we must part, she said, sighing deeply.

Then you will not accompany me?

Her blue eyes, childlike in their innocence, were fixed upon his. They were again filled with tears.

For your sake it is best we should part, she answered hoarsely.

Why? I cannot understand your meaning, he cried. We love one another. What do you fear?

I fear myself.

Yourself? he echoed. Then, drawing her closer to him, he exclaimed in a low intense voice, Come, Gemma, confide in me. Tell we why you desire to remain here; why you are acting so strangely to-day.

She rose slowly from the divan, a slim, woeful figure, and swayed unevenly as she answered — 

No, Nino. Do not ask me.

But you still love me? he demanded earnestly. Have you not just expressed readiness to marry me?

True, she replied, pale and trembling. I will marry you if you remain here in Livorno. But if you leave — if you leave, then we must part.

My journey is absolutely necessary, he declared. If it were not, I should certainly remain with you.

In a week, or a fortnight at most, you can return, I suppose? Till then, I shall remain awaiting you.

No, he replied firmly. When I leave Italy, I shall not return. Then, after a slight pause, he added in a low, sympathetic tone, Some secret oppresses you. Gemma. Why not take me into your confidence?

Because — well, because it is utterly impossible.

Impossible! Yet, we love one another. Is your past such a profound secret, then?

All of us, I suppose, have our secrets, Nino, she replied earnestly. I, like others, have mine.

Is it of such a character that I, your affianced husband, must not know? he asked in a voice of bitter reproach.

Yes, she answered nervously. Even to you, the man I love, I am unable to divulge the strange story which must remain locked for ever within my heart.

Then you have no further confidence in me?

Ah! Yes, I have, Nino. It is my inability to tell everything, to explain myself, and to present my actions to you in a true light, that worries me so.

But why cant you tell me everything? he demanded.

Because I fear to.

I love you, Gemma, he assured her tenderly. Surely you do not doubt the strength of my affection?

No, she whispered, agitated, her trembling fingers closing upon his. I know you love me. What I fear is the dire consequences of the exposure of my secret.

Then, to speak plainly, you are in dread of the actions of some person who holds power over you? he hazarded.

She was silent. Her heart beat wildly, her breast heaved and fell quickly; her chin sank upon her chest in an attitude of utter dejection.

Have I guessed the truth? he asked in a calm, serious voice.

She nodded in the affirmative with a deep-drawn sigh. Who is this person whom you fear?

Ah! no, Nino, she burst forth, trembling with agitation she had vainly striven to suppress. Do not ask me that. I can never tell you — never!

But you must — you shall! he cried fiercely. I love you, and will protect you from all your enemies, whoever they may be.

Impossible, she answered despairingly. No, let us part. You can have no faith in me after my wretched admissions of to-day.

I still have every faith in you, darling, he hastened to reassure her. Only tell me everything, and set my mind at rest.

No, she protested. I can tell you nothing — absolutely nothing.

You prefer, then, that we should be put asunder rather than answer my questions?

I cannot leave Italy with you, she answered simply but harshly.

Not if we were to marry in England as soon as the legal formalities can be accomplished?

I am ready to marry you here — to-day if you desire, she said. But I shall not go to London.

Why?

I have reasons — strong ones, she answered vehemently.

Then your enemies are in London? he said quickly. Are they English?

At that instant the door-bell rang loudly, and both listened intently as Margherita answered the somewhat impetuous summons. There were sounds of low talking, and a few moments later the servant, pale-faced and scared, entered the room, saying — 

Signorina! There are two officers of police in the house, and they wish to speak with you immediately.

The police! Gemma gasped, trembling. Then theyve discovered me!

There was a look of unutterable terror in her great blue eyes; the light died instantly out of her sweet face; she reeled, and would have fallen had not her lover started up and clasped her tenderly. Her beautiful head, with its mass of fair hair, fell inert upon his shoulder. This blow, added to the mental strain she had already undergone, had proved too much.

Nino, she whispered hoarsely, you still love me — you love me, dont you? And you will not believe what they allege against me — not one single word?


Chapter Eleven.

Silence is Best.
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LET THE POLICE enter, Armytage said, still pressing her slim figure in his arms. You know, Gemma, that I love you.

No, no, she cried trembling; I will see them alone. I must see them alone.

Why?

I cannot bear that you should stand by and hear the terrible charge against me, she answered hoarsely. No, let me go alone to them; and she struggled to free herself.

But he grasped her slim wrist firmly, saying, I love you, and will be your protector. If they make allegations against you, they must prove them. I, the man who is to be your husband, may surely know the truth?

But promise me that you will not heed what they say — you will not believe their foul, unfounded charges, she implored, lifting her pale face to his.

I believe implicitly in you, Gemma, he answered calmly. Let them come in.

Gemma, her hand in that of her lover, stood blanched and trembling in the centre of the room as the two police officers in plain clothes entered.

One was a tall, broad-shouldered, middle-aged man with a pleasant face, a pair of dark, piercing eyes, and tiny coal-black moustache; while the other was younger, and, from the bronze of his countenance, evidently a Silician.

We are police officers, the elder man exclaimed. We would prefer to speak to the signorina alone.

I am the closest friend of the signorina, Armytage said calmly. I am about to make her my wife.

The officer shrugged his shoulders, exhibited his palms, and a sarcastic smile played about his lips.

If I may presume to advise the Signor Conte, he said, I certainly think that it would be best if I spoke to her alone.

And Gemma, clinging to her lover, gazed imploringly into his face, adding— Yes, caro. Let them speak to me alone.

No, the young Englishman answered firmly.

But the matter is a delicate one — extremely delicate, urged the delegato. I certainly think that the signorina should be allowed to decide whether or not you should be present.

In a week or so we shall marry, declared Armytage. What concerns signorina also concerns myself.

To please me, caro, will you not go out of the room for a moment? Gemma cried in a low voice of earnest supplication.

Her attitude was that of one who feared the revelation of some terrible secret, and in those moments her lover had become filled with a keen desire to penetrate the cloak of mystery which enveloped her.

No, he answered her, after a brief silence; I have decided to remain and hear what the signor delegato has to say.

The police official and the trembling woman exchanged quick glances. In the officers gaze was a look of sympathy, for perhaps her beauty had softened his impressionable Italian nature; in her blue eyes was an expression of humiliation and abject fear.

My mission is very quickly accomplished, the delegato exclaimed slowly.

You intend to arrest! Gemma cried hoarsely. I — I have dreaded this for a long time past. I knew that, one day or other, you would come for me, and my reputation would be ruined for ever.

Listen, signorina, the official said gravely. Certain information has been obtained by the Questore, and upon that information I have been sent here to you. Much as I regret to disturb you, signorina, the Questore, after carefully considering certain statements before him, has decided that your presence is undesirable in Livorno, and, further, he wishes me to inform you that to-day you must leave this city.

Gemma, her face white and drawn, humiliated and abased, sighed deeply, then breathed again more freely. She had expected arrest, but instead was ordered out of Livorno. To say the least, the police had been merciful towards her.

Then I must leave to-day? she repeated mechanically.

Yes, signorina. The penalty for remaining here after this order of the Questore is immediate arrest, he said.

But why is this course pursued? Armytage asked. For what reason is the presence of the signorina deleterious in the city? It all seems very remarkable to me.

The information before the Questore is of a very confidential character, signore.

Are you not aware of the allegations against her?

No, he replied; I have only been deputed to warn her to leave Livorno.

Is such a measure frequently resorted to?

Usually we arrest the suspected individual, question him, and afterwards deport him to the railway station, if there is not sufficient ground to justify a prosecution. In this case there is just a simple warning. Only in very exceptional cases is the course followed which the Questore is now pursuing.

Then you have no knowledge of the actual charge in this case?

No, signore, I have not. But, he added, the signorina must herself know the reason.

Armytage turned quickly to her. Their eyes met for a single instant. Then she slowly nodded, saying in an indistinct voice: Yes, yes, I know only too well the reason of this. I must leave Livorno — leave Italy, my own country that I love, never to return.

That would be the very best course to pursue, the delegato urged. If you leave Italy, signorina, you will, I think, hear no more of the unfortunate affair. Indeed, I have strong reasons for believing that the Questore has acted in the manner he has done purposely, in order that you should be afforded an opportunity to leave Italy.

He thinks that exile is preferable to imprisonment, she said aloud, as if reflecting. Well, perhaps he is right; and she laughed a short, hollow laugh.

Yes, urged Armytage, you must leave to-night. She was silent. The police official exchanged glances with the tall, good-looking young Englishman, then said, bowing politely — 

I will wish you adieu, signore. A thousand pardons for disturbing you; but it was my duty, therefore pray forgive me.

Certainly, certainly, he replied; and both men went out bowing, leaving Armytage alone with the woman he loved.

All this is strange — very strange, he observed when they had gone. He was puzzled; for, after all, he now knew no more than what Consul Hutchinson had already told him.

Yes, she said slowly, to you it must appear extraordinary, but to me, who expected it and who dreaded it, it was only what might be anticipated. They have warned me out of Italy, its true; but if they knew everything, she added— if they knew everything, I should to-night be placed in a criminals cell.

Why?

Already I have told you it is impossible for me to explain, she answered vehemently, in her voluble Italian. If you really love me, it is surely sufficient to know that the police are in ignorance of facts which I feared were revealed; and that they have not obtained the one item of information necessary to effect my ruin and disgrace.

Why do you speak like this? he demanded quickly. Has your past life in Florence been so full of mystery that you fear its exposure?

There are certain matters which I desire to keep secret — which I will keep secret, even if it costs me the loss of you, the man I adore, she answered fiercely.

Then they are matters which surely concern me — if I am to be your husband, he said gravely.

No, she answered calmly, still pale to the lips; they only concern myself. I admit freely that there is a secret connected with my past — a secret which I shall strive to preserve, because its revelation would, I know, cause you, my beloved, much worry and unnecessary pain. I therefore prefer to hide this truth and fight my enemies alone.

Is not this secret one that, before marrying you, I ought to know? he demanded earnestly.

It cannot concern you in any way, she declared. True, it has reference to my past life, but surely you dont believe me to be an adventuress — do you?

Of course not, piccina, he answered, laughing, as he again placed his arm tenderly around her waist. You an adventuress! What made you suggest such a thing?

I must be an enigma to you, she said. But believe me, I would tell you everything if I could see that you could be benefited in the least. The story is a long and wretched one; and when I reflect upon the closed chapter of my lifes history, I am always dolorous and unhappy. The more so because Im unable to confide in you, the man I love.

Will you explain all to me some day?

Yes, everything. At present, if I were to tell you, the result would only be disastrous to myself, and in all probability wreck your happiness. Silence is best now — far the best.

His face wore a heavy expression of disappointment and dissatisfaction. Truth to tell, the whole matter was so utterly inexplicable that he entertained serious misgivings. She noticed this, and raising her sweet face, now no longer haggard, but pale and sweet-looking, she added — 

Cannot you trust me further, Nino?

Trust you, darling! he cried. Why, of course I can. Only all this secrecy worries me.

Ah no! Dont think of it any more, she urged. To-night I will leave with you for Paris. I have a friend there to whom I can go. Afterwards, in London, we will marry — if you still desire that we should.

The last words were uttered in a low, tremulous, hesitating tone.

Still desire! he echoed. I still love you as fondly — ah! even more fervently than before. If you would only confide in me, I should be entirely happy.

At present that is impossible, she declared. Some day, before long, I hope to be in a position to tell you everything.

And you are ready to go to London? he observed. Half an hour ago you said you did not wish to go to England!

True, because I feared to go. Now I no longer fear. I am ready, even eager to accompany you if you still wish.

Then we will go straight to Paris; and when I have concluded my business, which will occupy perhaps a couple of days, well go on to London.

Benissimo! she answered, raising her full, red lips to his. I so want to see your great and wonderful London, caro. Ive read so much about it. It must be gigantic. I shall be so happy and content with you as my guide. To see London has ever been the dream of my life.

Ah! Im afraid youll be sadly disappointed, piccina, he said, again smiling. After your bright, beautiful Italy, our busy, bustling, smoke-blackened city will seem terribly dull, monotonous, and dreary. The sky is seldom blue, and the atmosphere never clear and bright like this. In your Tuscany everything is artistic — the country, the towns, the people; but in England — well, you will see for yourself.

But there are lots of amusements in London, she said, and life there is always gay.

For the rich, London offers the greatest and most diverse attractions of any place in the world; but for the poor, herded together in millions as they are, it is absolutely the worst. In Italy you have much poverty and distress, but the lot of the poor man is far easier here than in toiling, turbulent, over-crowded London.

One never appreciates the town in which one lives, be it ever so beautiful, she laughed.

Well, be patient, and you shall see what London is like, he said. But it is already two oclock. You must lunch, and afterwards pack your trunks. Our train leaves at half-past nine to-night, and at Pisa we shall join the night-mail to the frontier. Ill wire to the sleeping-car office in Rome, and secure our berths in the through car for Paris.

Ah! Nino, she exclaimed happily, I am content, very content to leave Italy with you. An hour ago I had reasons for remaining; but now it is, of course, impossible; and, strangely enough, I have no further object in staying here.

And you will not regret leaving?

Of course not, she said, flinging herself into his ready arms and shedding tears of joy. I fear nothing now, because I know that you love me, Nino, she sobbed. I know you will not believe anything that is alleged against me. You have asked me to marry you, and I am content — ah! absolutely content to do so. But even now I do not hold you to your promise, because of my inability to divulge to you my secret. If you think me untrue or scheming, then let us part. If you believe I love you, then let us marry in England and be happy.

I love you, Gemma, he answered low and earnestly. Let us go together to London, and let this be the last hour of our doubt and unhappiness.


Chapter Twelve.

A Word with His Excellency.
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ONE MORNING, ABOUT ten days after Armytage had left Leghorn with Gemma, a rather curious consultation took place at the Italian Embassy in Grosvenor Square between Count Castellani, the Ambassador to the Court of St. James, and Inspector Elmes, of the Criminal Investigation Department.

The Ambassador, a handsome, grey-haired man of sixty with courtly manner as became the envoy of the most polite nation in the world, stroked his beard thoughtfully while he listened to the detective. He was sitting at his big writing-table in the small, well-furnished room where he was in the habit of holding private conference with those with whom the Chief Secretary of Embassy had no power to deal. Elmes, smart, well-shaven, and ruddy, sat in a large easy chair close by, and slowly explained the reason of his visit.

I remember the case quite well, His Excellency exclaimed when the detective paused. Some papers regarding it were placed before me, but I left my Secretary to deal with them. The girl, if I remember aright, arrived in London from Livorno accompanied by an unknown Englishman, and was found dead in a cab at Piccadilly Circus — mysteriously murdered, according to the medical evidence.

The jury returned an open verdict, but without doubt she was the victim of foul play, Elmes said decisively.
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One moment, the Ambassador interrupted, placing his hand upon an electric button upon the table.

In answer to his summons the thin, dark-faced Neapolitan man-servant appeared, and by him the Ambassador sent a message to the Secretary, who in a few moments entered.

He was younger by ten years than the Ambassador, foppishly dressed, but nevertheless pleasant-faced, with manners which were the essence of good breeding.

You remember the case of the girl — Vittorina, I think her name was — who was found dead in a cab outside the Criterion?

Yes.

Did we make any inquiries of the police in Livorno regarding her identity?

Yes. Do you wish to see the reply?

You might send it in to me at once, the Ambassador said; and the Secretary withdrew.

What you have told me is certainly extraordinary — most extraordinary, exclaimed His Excellency, addressing Elmes.

All the inquiries I have made point to the one fact I have already suggested, the detective said. At Scotland Yard we received a request from your Excellency that we should carefully investigate the matter, and we are doing so to the very best of our ability.

Im sure you are. I well recollect now signing a formal request to your Department to make searching investigation.

At that moment a clerk entered, bearing a file of papers, which he placed before His Excellency.

Now, exclaimed the latter, let us see what reply we received from the police of Livorno; and he slowly turned over letter after letter. The correspondence had evidently been considerable. Its magnitude surprised the detective.

Suddenly the Count paused, and his brows contracted as he read one of the official letters. He glanced at the signature, and saw it was that of the Marquis Montelupo, Minister of Foreign Affairs at Rome. Twice he read it through. It was a long despatch, closely written, and as the Ambassador re-read it his brow darkened.

Again he touched the electric bell, and a second time summoned the Secretary of Embassy.

When the latter appeared His Excellency beckoned him into an inner room, and, taking the file of papers with him, left the Inspector alone with The Times.

After the lapse of some ten minutes both men returned.

But what I desire to know, and that clearly, is, why this despatch was never handed to me, His Excellency was saying angrily as they emerged.

You were away at Scarborough, therefore I attended to it myself, the Secretary answered.

Did you not appreciate its extreme importance? His Excellency cried impetuously. Surely, in the interests of our diplomacy, this matter should have been placed immediately before me! This despatch, a private one from the Minister, has apparently been lying about the Embassy for the servants or any chance caller to read. The things disgraceful! Suppose for one moment the contents of this despatch have leaked out! What would be the result?

The Secretary made no reply, but shrugged his shoulders.

Such gross carelessness on the part of any one connected with this Embassy amounts almost to treason, the Ambassador continued, livid with rage and indignation. We are here to do our utmost to preserve the honour and prestige of our nation. Is not our national motto, For the country and the king? Yet, because I was absent a week, a matter of the most vital importance is calmly shelved in this manner! Moreover, it was sent by special messenger from Rome; yet it has been allowed to lie about for anybody to copy!

Pardon me, your Excellency, exclaimed the Secretary. The file has been kept in the private safe until this moment, and the key has never left my pocket.

Then why did you send it in here by a clerk, and not bring it yourself? was His Excellencys withering retort.

It was impossible for me to return at that moment, the Secretary explained. I was dictating an important letter to catch the post.

I see from these papers that we wrote direct to the Questore at Livorno, and his reply came by special messenger, under cover from the Foreign Minister. Surely that in itself was sufficient to convince you of its extreme importance! Your previous experiences in Vienna and Berlin ought to have shown you that the Minister does not send despatches by special messenger unless he fears the cabinet noir.

I wrote formally to the Questore at Livorno, according to your instructions, and certainly received from the Ministry at Rome the reply attached. I must confess, however, that it did not strike me as extraordinary until this moment. Now that I read it in the light of recent occurrences, I see how secret is its nature. It is impossible, however, that any one besides myself has read it.

Let us hope not, His Excellency snapped as he reseated himself. It was most injudicious, to say the least; and then with politeness he bowed to the Secretary as a sign that he had concluded his expressions of displeasure.

It is most fortunate that you called, the Ambassador observed, turning to Elmes when the Secretary had left. If you had not, a most important matter would have escaped my attention. As it is, I fear I shall be too late in intervening, owing to the gross negligence which has been displayed. After the inquest had been held upon the body of the unfortunate girl, we wrote, it appears, to the police at Livorno to endeavour to discover who she was; and he slowly turned over the papers one by one until he came to a formidable document headed, Questura di Livorno, which he glanced through.

The police, it seems, have no knowledge of any person missing, he continued slowly and deliberately, when he had read through the report. The name Vittorina is, of course, as common in Tuscany as Mary is in England. The photograph taken by your Department after death had been seen by the whole of the detectives in Livorno, but no one has identified it. If we had had the surname, we might possibly have traced her by means of the register, which is carefully kept in every Italian town; but as it is, the Questore expresses regret that he is unable to furnish us with more than one item of information.

What is that? asked Elmes eagerly.

It is stated that by the last train from Livorno, one night in August, two persons, a man and a woman, inquired for tickets for London. They were informed that tickets could only be issued as far as Milan or Modane. The man was English, and the woman Italian. The detective on duty at the station took careful observation of them, as persons who ask for through tickets for London are rare. The description of the woman tallies exactly with that of the unknown Vittorina, and that of the man with the fellow who so cleverly escaped through the Criterion bar.

We already knew that they came from Leghorn, the Inspector observed disappointedly; but the Ambassador took no notice of his words. He was re-reading for the third time the secret instructions contained in the despatch from the Minister at Rome, and stroking his pointed greybeard, a habit when unusually puzzled.

You, of course, still have the original of that curiously worded letter found in the dead girls dressing-bag, and signed Egisto? Count Castellani exclaimed presently, without taking his keen eyes off the despatch before him.

Yes, your Excellency, Elmes answered. I have it in my pocket.

I should like to see it, if youll allow me, he said in a cold, dignified voice.

The detective took out a well-worn leather wallet containing many notes of cases on which he was or had been engaged, and handed to the Ambassador the strange note which had so puzzled the police and the readers of newspapers.

His Excellency carefully scrutinised the note.

It is strangely worded — very strangely, he said. Have you formed any opinion regarding the mention of Boncianis Restaurant in Regent Street? What kind of place is it? Ive never heard of it.

The Bonciani is a small restaurant halfway up Regent Street, frequented by better-class Italians; but what the veiled references to appointments on Mondays can mean, Ive at present utterly failed to discover.

This Egisto, whoever he is, writes from Lucca, I see, His Excellency remarked. Now, Lucca is only half an hour from Pisa, and if the man wished to say adieu to her, he might have taken half an hours journey and seen her off in the train for the frontier. Have you made any inquiries regarding this strange communication?

A letter has been written to the British Consul at Leghorn, in whose district Lucca is, sending him a copy of the letter, together with the evidence, and asking him to communicate with the authorities.

Has that letter been sent? the Ambassador inquired quickly.

No. I only made application for it to be sent when I was round at the Chief Office this morning.

Then stop it, His Excellency said. In this matter Consular inquiries are not required, and may have the effect of thwarting the success of the police. If you will leave this letter in my hands I shall be pleased to make inquiries through the Ministry, and at once acquaint you with the result.

That will be extremely kind of you, your Excellency, the Inspector said; for he at once saw that the Ambassador had far greater chance of discovering some clue than he had. A request from the Italian representative in London would, he knew, set the police office in a flutter, and all their wits would be directed towards discovering the identity of the writer of the extraordinary missive.

This piece of evidence will be quite safe in my hands, of course, added the Count. If I am compelled to send it to Italy, in order that the handwriting should be identified, I shall make it a condition that it shall be returned immediately. Do you speak Italian?

A little, your Excellency, he answered. Ive been in Italy once or twice on extradition cases.

Then you can read this letter, I suppose? the courtly diplomat asked, eyeing him keenly.

Yes. I made the translation for the Coroner, answered Elmes, with a smile.

Well, it does you credit. Very few of our police, unfortunately, know English. In your inquiries in this case, what have you discovered? the Ambassador asked. You may be perfectly frank with me, because the woman was an Italian subject, and I am prepared to assist you in every way possible.

Thanks, the detective said. Already Ive made — and am still making — very careful investigations. The one fact, however, which I have really established is the identity of the mysterious Major — who was waiting on the platform of Charing Cross Station, who was introduced to the girl, who afterwards spoke to her English companion in the Criterion, and whose photograph, fortunately enough, was found in the dead girls dressing-bag.

The Major? repeated His Excellency, as if reflecting. Ah! yes, of course; I recollect. Well, who is that interesting person? he asked.

The photograph has been identified by at least a dozen persons as that of a Major Gordon Maitland, who lives in the Albany, and who is a member of the Junior United Service Club.

Maitland! echoed the Ambassador, starting at the mention of the name. Hes rather well known, isnt he? I fancy Ive met him somewhere or other.

Hes very well known, answered Elmes. It is strange, however, that he left London a few days after the occurrence, and has not left his address either at his chambers or his club.

That is certainly curious, the Ambassador agreed. It may, however, be only accidental that he left after the tragic affair.

I have made judicious inquiries in quarters where he is best known, but absolutely nothing is discoverable regarding his whereabouts, although I have three officers engaged on the case.

You have found out nothing regarding his friend, the mysterious Englishman, I suppose?

Absolutely nothing. All trace of him has vanished as completely as if the earth had swallowed him up.

He may have been an American, and by this time is in New York, or even San Francisco, the Count hazarded.

True, he might have been. Only Major Maitland can tell us that. We are certain to find him sooner or later.

I sincerely hope you will, the Ambassador said. I am here to guard the interests of all Italian subjects, and if the life of one is taken, it is my duty to press upon your Department the urgent necessity of discovering and punishing the assassin. If, however, I can be of any service to you in this matter, or can advise you, do not hesitate to call on me. You can always see me privately if you send in your card; and rising, as a sign the interview was at an end, His Excellency bowed, and wished the detective good-morning.

The instant Inspector Elmes had closed the door the Ambassador took up the letter found in the dead girls bag, together with the file of papers lying before him. Carrying them swiftly to the window, he readjusted his gold-rimmed pince-nez, and hurriedly turned over folio after folio, until he came to the secret despatch with the sprawly signature of the Italian Minister of Foreign Affairs. Then, placing the letter beside the despatch, he closely compared the signature with the handwriting of the letter.

His face grew pale, his grey brows contracted, and he bit his lip.

The ls, ps and ts in the strange missive were exactly identical with those in the signature to the closely written despatch which had been penned by the private secretary.

With trembling hand he held the soiled scrap of paper to the light.

The watermark shows this to be official paper, he muttered aloud. There is certainly some deep, extraordinary mystery here — a mystery which must be fathomed.

Again he glanced at the long formal despatch. Then the Ambassador added, in a low, subdued, almost frightened tone: What if it proved that the Marquis Montelupo and Egisto are one and the same?


Chapter Thirteen.

A Discovery in Ebury Street.
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THE SOFT, MUSICAL Tuscan tongue, the language which Gemma spoke always with her lover, is full of quaint sayings and wise proverbs. The assertion that Lamore della donna è come il vino di Champagni; se non si beve subito, ricade in fondo al calice is a daily maxim of those light-hearted, happy, indolent dwellers north and south of Arnos Valley, from grey old Lucca, with her crumbling city gates and ponderous walls, across the mountains, and plains to where the high towers of Siena stand out clear-cut like porcelain against the fiery blaze of sunset. Nearly every language has an almost similar proverb — a proverb which is true indeed, but, like many another equally wise, is little heeded.

When Armytage and Gemma had arrived in London, he had not been a little surprised at the address where she stated some friends of hers resided. While still in the train, before she reached London, she took from her purse a soiled and carefully treasured piece of paper, whereon was written, 76, Bridge Avenue, Hammersmith; and to this house they drove, after depositing their heavy baggage in the cloakroom. They found it a poor, wretched thoroughfare off King Street, and in the wet evening it looked grey, depressing, and unutterably miserable after the brightness of Italy. Suddenly the cab pulled up before the house indicated — a small two-storied one — but it was evident that the person they sought no longer lived there, for a board was up announcing that the house was to let. Armytage, after knocking at the door and obtaining no response, rapped at the neighbouring house, and inquired whether they were aware of the address of Mr Nenci, who had left. From the good woman who answered his inquiries he obtained the interesting fact that, owing to non-payment of the weekly rent, the landlord had a month ago seized the goods, and the foreigner, who had resided there some six months, had disappeared, and, being deeply in debt among the neighbouring small shops, had conveniently forgotten to leave his address.

Was Mr Nenci married? asked Charlie Armytage, determined to obtain all the information he could.

Yes, sir, the woman answered. His wife was a black-faced, scowling Italian, who each time she passed me looked as though shed like to stick a knife into me. And all because I one day complained of em throwing a lot of rubbish over into my garden. My husban, e says ed go in and talk to em, but I persuaded him not to. Them foreigners dont have any manners. And you should just have seen the state they left the ouse in! Somethin awful, the lanlord says.

Then you havent the slightest idea where theyve gone?

No, sir. Back to their own country, I hope, for Londons better off without such rubbish.

Returning to the cab, he told Gemma of the departure of her friends, and suggested that for the present she should stay at the Hotel Victoria, in Northumberland Avenue, while he took up his bachelor quarters in Ebury Street. Therefore they drove back again to Charing Cross; and having seen her comfortably installed in the hotel, he drove to his own rooms.

He had written to his housekeeper from Paris, and on entering his cosy little flat, with its curiously decorated rooms with their Moorish lounges and hangings, found a bright fire, a comfortable chair ready placed for him, his spirit-stand and a syphon of soda ready to hand, and Mrs Wright, his housekeeper, welcoming him back cordially, and expressing the hope that his journey had been a pleasant one.

Having deposited his bag, he washed, dressed, swallowed a whisky-and-soda, and drove back to the Victoria, where he dined with his well-beloved.

At eleven oclock next morning, according to his promise, he came to the hotel, and they drove out in a taxi to see some of the principal streets of London. She had chosen a dress of dark grey, which fitted her perfectly, and beneath her large black hat her fair face and blue eyes looked the perfect incarnation of innocence and ingenuousness. As he had anticipated, all was strange to her, and in everything she became deeply interested. To her, London was a revelation after the quiet idleness of Tuscany. They drove along the busy Strand, past the Law Courts, down Fleet Street with its crowd of lounging printers, and up Ludgate Hill. At St. Pauls they alighted and entered the Cathedral. Its exterior was admired, but at its bare interior she was disappointed. She had expected the Duomo of London to be resplendent in gilt and silver altars, with holy pictures, but instead found a great, gaunt building, grey, silent, and depressing.

Armytage noticed the blank look upon her beautiful countenance, and asked her her opinion.

It is fine, very fine, she answered in her pure Tuscan. But how bare it is!

This is not a Catholic country, like yours, he explained. Here we dont believe in gaudy altars, or pictures of the Vergine Annunziata.

Are all your churches the same, Nino? she inquired. Are there no altars?

Only the central one, and that is never golden, as in Italy.

He pointed out to her tombs of great men about whom she had read long ago in her school days at the Convent of San Paolo della Croce, in Florence, and in them she was much interested. But afterwards, when they drove round St. Pauls churchyard, into Cheapside, where the traffic was congested and progress was slow, she looked upon the mighty, crowded city with eyes wide-open in wonder as a childs. At every point she indicated something which she had never before seen, and Bennetts clock striking midday caused her as much delight as if she had been a girl of twelve. Hers was an extraordinary temperament. As he sat beside her, listening to her original remarks anent things which to his world-weary eyes were so familiar as to be unnoticeable, he saw how genuinely ingenuous she was, how utterly unlike the callous adventuress which once, in Livorno, he feared her to be.

To show and explain to her all the objects of interest they passed was to him an intense pleasure.

They returned by way of Cannon Street, where he pointed out the great warehouses whence emanated those objects so dear to the feminine heart — hats and dresses; past the Post Office, with its lines of red mail-carts ready to start for the various termini; along Newgate Street with its grim prison, across the Holborn Viaduct, and thence along Oxford and Regent Street to the hotel.

How busy and self-absorbed every one seems! she again remarked. How gigantic this city seems! Its streets bewilder me.

Ah, piccina mia, he answered, youve only seen a very tiny portion of London. There are more people in a single parish here than in the whole of Florence.

And they all talk English, while I dont understand a word! she said, pouting prettily. I do so wish I could speak English.

You will learn very soon, he answered her. In a couple of months or so youll be able to go out alone and make yourself understood.

Ah no! she declared with a slight sigh. Your English is so difficult — oh, so very difficult! — that I shall never, never be able to speak it.

Wait and see, he urged. When we are married, I shall speak English to you always, and then youll be compelled to learn, he laughed.

But, Nino, she said, her eyes still fixed upon the crowd of persons passing and repassing, why are all these people in such a dreadful hurry? Surely theres no reason for it?

It is business, dearest, he answered. Here, in London, men are bent on money-making. Nine-tenths of these men you see are struggling fiercely to live, notwithstanding the creases in their trousers, and the glossiness of their silk hats; the other tenth are still discontented, although good fortune has placed them beyond the necessity of earning their living. In London, no man is contented with his lot, even if hes a millionaire; whereas in your country, if a man has a paltry ten thousand lire a year, he considers himself very lucky, takes life easily, and enjoys himself.

Ah, she said, just as the cab pulled up before the hotel entrance, where half a dozen Americans, men and women, lounging in wicker chairs, began to comment upon her extreme beauty, in London every one is so rich.

No, not every one, he answered, laughing. Very soon your views of London will become modified; and he sprang out, while the grey-haired porter, resplendent in gilt livery, assisted her to alight.

An incident had, however, occurred during the drive which had passed unnoticed by both Gemma and her companion. While they were crossing Trafalgar Square, a man standing upon the kerb glanced up at her in quick surprise, and, by the expression on his face, it was evident that he recognised her.

For a few moments his eyes followed the vehicle, and seeing it enter Northumberland Avenue, he hurried swiftly across the Square, and halted at a respectable distance, watching her ascend the hotel steps with Armytage.

Then, with a muttered imprecation, the man turned on his heel and strode quickly away towards St. Martins Lane.

When, a quarter of an hour later, Armytage was seated with her at luncheon in the great table dhôte room, with its heavy gilding, its flowers and orchestral music, she, unconscious of the sensation her beauty was causing among those in her vicinity expressed fear of London. It was too enormous, too feverish, too excited for her ever to venture out alone, she declared. But he laughed merrily at her misgivings, and assured her that very soon she would be quite at home among her new surroundings.

Would you think very ill of me, piccina, if I left you alone all day to-morrow? he asked presently, not without considerable hesitation.

Why? she inquired, with a quick look of suspicion.

No, no, he smiled, not failing to notice the expression on her face. Im not going to call on any ladies, piccina. The fact is, Ive had a pressing invitation for a days shooting from an uncle in the country, and it is rather necessary, from a financial point of view, that I should keep in with the old boy. You understand?

Ill go down by the early train, he said, and Ill be back again here by nine to dine with you. Then, turning to the waiter standing behind his chair, he inquired whether he spoke Italian.

I am Italian, signore, the man answered.

Then, if the signorina is in any difficulty to-morrow, you will assist her?

Certainly, signore; my number is 42, the man said, whisking off the empty plates and rearranging the knives.

I wouldnt go, only it is imperative for one or two reasons, he explained to her. In the morning you can take a cab, and the waiter will tell the driver that you want to go for an hour or so in the West — remember, the West End — not the East End. Then you will return to lunch, and have a rest in the afternoon. You know well that Ill hasten back to you, dearest, at the earliest possible moment.

Yes, she said, go, by all means. Youve often told me you like a days shooting, and I certainly do not begrudge my poor Nino any little pleasure.

Then you are sure you dont object to being left alone?

Not in the least, she laughed, as with that chic which was so charming she raised her wine-glass to her pretty lips.

When they had finished luncheon she went to her room, while he smoked a cigarette; then, when she re-appeared, he drove her to his own chambers in Ebury Street.

My place is a bit gloomy, Im afraid, he explained on the way. But we can chat there without interruption. In the hotel it is impossible.

No place is gloomy with my Nino, she answered.

His arm stole around her slim waist, and he pressed her to him more closely.

And you must not mind my servant, he exclaimed. Shes been in our family for twenty years, and will naturally regard you with considerable suspicion, especially as you are a foreigner, and she cant speak to you.

Very well, she laughed. I quite understand. Woman-servants never like the advent of a wife.

Presently they alighted, and he opened the door of the flat with his latchkey.

Welcome to my quarters, piccina, he exclaimed as she entered the tiny, dimly lit hall, and glanced round admiringly.

How pretty! she exclaimed. Why, it is all Moorish! looking up at the silk-embroidered texts from the Korân with which the walls were draped.

Im glad you like it, he said happily; and together they passed on into his sitting-room, a spacious apartment, the windows of which were filled with wooden lattices, the walls draped with embroidered fabrics, the carpet the thickest and richest from an Eastern loom, the stools, lounges, and cosy-corners low and comfortable, and the ceiling hidden by a kind of dome-shaped canopy of yellow silk.

Slowly she gazed around in rapt admiration.

I delight in a Moorish room, and this is the prettiest and most complete I have ever seen, she declared. My Nino has excellent taste in everything.

Even in the choice of a wife — eh? he exclaimed, laughing, as he bent swiftly and kissed her ere she could draw away.

She raised her laughing eyes to his, and shrugged her shoulders.

Dont you find the place gloomy? he asked.

My friends generally go in for old oak furniture, or imitation Chippendale. I hate both.

So do I, she assured him. When we are married, Nino, I should like to have a room just like this for myself — only Id want a piano, she added, with a smile.

A piano in a Moorish room! he exclaimed. Wouldnt that be somewhat out of place? Long pipes and a darbouka or two, like these, would be more in keeping with Moorish ideas; and he indicated a couple of drums of earthenware covered with skin, to the monotonous music of which the Arab and Moorish women are in the habit of dancing.

But you have an English table here, she exclaimed, crossing to it, and there are photographs on it. Arab never tolerate portraits. Its entirely against their creed.

Yes, he admitted; thats true. Ive never thought of it before.

At that instant she bent quickly over one of the half-dozen photographs in fancy frames.

Then, taking it in her hand, she advanced swiftly to the window, and examined it more closely in the light. Who is this? she demanded in a fierce, harsh voice.

A friend of mine, he replied, stepping up to her and glancing over her shoulder at the portrait. Hes an army officer — Major Gordon Maitland.

Maitland! she cried, her face in an instant pale to the lips. And he is a friend of yours, Nino — you know him?

Yes, he is a friend of mine, Armytage replied, sorely puzzled at her sudden change of manner. But why? Do you also know him?

She held her breath; her face had in that instant become drawn and haggard, her pointed chin sank upon her breast in an attitude of hopeless despair, her clear blue eyes were downcast; but no answer passed her trembling lips.

This sudden, unexpected discovery that the Major was acquainted with the man she loved held her dumb in shame, terror, and dismay. It had crushed from her heart all hope of love, of life, of happiness.


Chapter Fourteen.

The Doctors Story.
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DOCTOR MALVANO, IN a stout shooting-suit of dark tweed, his gun over his shoulder, his golf-cap pulled over his eyes to shade them, was tramping jauntily along, across the rich meadow-land, cigar in mouth, chatting merrily with his host, a company promoter of the most pronounced Broad Street type named Mabie, who had taken Aldworth Court, in Berkshire, on a long lease, and who, like many of his class, considered it the best of form to shoot. The ideal of most men who make money and spend it in London city is to have a place in the country; and in this case the place was a great, old, time-mellowed, red-brick mansion, inartistic as was architecture in the early Georgian days, but nevertheless roomy, comfortable, and picturesque in its ivy mantle, and surrounded by its spacious park.

The party with whom he was shooting was a decidedly mixed one. At a country house, Malvano was always a welcome guest on account of his good humour, his easy temperament, and his happy knack of being able to entertain all and sundry. Ladies liked him because of his exquisite Italian courtesy, and perhaps also because he was a merry, careless bachelor; while among the men of a house-party, he was voted good company, and the excellence of his billiard-playing and shooting always excited envy and admiration. In the hours between breakfast and luncheon, few birds had that day escaped his gun. To his credit he had placed a good many brace of partridges and pheasants, half a dozen snipe, a hare or two, and held the honours of the morning by bringing down the single woodcock which the beaters had sent up.

They had lunched well at an old farmhouse on his hosts estate, a table being well spread in the great oak-beamed living-room, with its tiny windows and a fire on the wide hearth, and, in the enjoyment of an unusually good cigar, the Doctor felt disinclined to continue his feats of marksmanship. Indeed, he would have much preferred the single hours rest in an easy chair, to which he had always been accustomed in Italy, than to be compelled to tramp along those high hedgerows. Yet he was a guest, and could make no complaint.

Malvano possessed a very curious personality. Keen-eyed and far-sighted, nothing escaped him. He had a deep, profound knowledge of human nature, and could gauge a man accurately at a glance. His merry, careless manner, thoughtless, humorous, and given to laughing immoderately, caused those about him to consider him rather too frivolous for one of his profession, and too much given to pleasure and enjoyment. The popular mind demands the doctor to be a person who, grave-faced and care-lined, should study the Lancet weekly, and carefully note every new-fangled idea therein propounded; should be able to diagnose any disease by looking into a patients mouth; and who should take no pleasure outside that morbid one derived from watching the growth or decline of the maladies in persons he attended. Malvano, however, was not of that type. Without doubt he was an exceedingly clever doctor, well acquainted with all the most recent Continental treatments, and whose experience had been a long and varied one. He could chatter upon abstruse pathological subjects as easily as he could relate a story in the smoking-room, and could dance attendance upon the ladies, and amuse them by his light brilliant chatter with that graceful manner which is born in every Italian, be he peasant or prince. Within twenty miles or so of Lyddington, no house-party was complete without the jovial doctor, who delighted the younger men with his marvellous collection of humorous tales, and whom even the elder and grumpy admired on account of his perfect play at Bridge.

But Filippo Malvano was not in the best spirits this autumn afternoon, tramping across the meadows from Manstone Farm, at the Pangbourne and Hampstead Norris cross-roads, towards Clacks Copse, where good sport had been promised by the keeper. He was careful enough not to betray to his host the fact that he was bored, but as he strode along, his heavy boots clogged with mud, he was thinking deeply of a curious incident that had occurred half an hour before, while they had been lunching up at the farm.

The remainder of the party, half a dozen guns, were on ahead, piloted by the keeper, the beaters were before them on either side of the tall hazel hedge, but beyond one or two rabbits, the spot seemed utterly destitute of game.

What kind of sport have you this season up in Rutland? the City merchant was asking with the air of wide experience which the Cockney sportsman is so fond of assuming.

Fair — very fair, Malvano replied mechanically. Just now Im shooting somewhere or other two or three days each week, and everywhere pheasants seem plentiful.

His dark eyes were fixed upon the moving figures before him, and especially upon one — that of a lithe athletic man in a suit of grey homespun, who walked upright notwithstanding the uneven nature of the ground, and who carried his gun with that apparent carelessness which showed him to be a practised sportsman.

It was this man who was occupying all the Doctors attention. To his host he chatted on merrily, joking and laughing from time to time, but, truth to tell, he was sorely puzzled. While sitting around the farmers table, Mabie, turning to him, had made some observation regarding the autumn climate in Tuscany, whereupon, the young man now striding on before him, had looked up quickly, asking — 

Do you know Tuscany?

Quite well, the Doctor had answered, explaining how for some years he had practised in Florence.

I know Florence well, his fellow-guest had said. While there I made many friends. Then, after a seconds hesitation, he gazed full into the Doctors face, and asked, Do you happen to know any people named Fanetti there?

This unexpected inquiry had caused the Doctor to start; but he had been sufficiently self-possessed to repeat the name and calmly reply that he had never heard of it. He made some blind inquiry as to who and what the family were, and in which quarter they resided; and then, with that tactful ingenuity which was one of his most remarkable characteristics, he turned the conversation into an entirely different channel.

This incident, however, caused the jovial, careless Malvano considerable anxiety; for here, in the heart of rural England, across the homely board of the simple, broad-faced farmer, a direct question of the most extraordinary kind had been put to him. He did not fail to recollect the keen, earnest look upon the mans face as he uttered the name of Fanetti — a name he had cause to well remember — and when he recalled it, he became seized with fear that this man, his fellow-guest, knew the truth. Having for the past half-hour debated within himself what course was the best to pursue, he had at last decided upon acting with discretion, and endeavouring to ascertain how far this strangers knowledge extended.

Turning to his host as they walked on side by side, he removed his cigar, and said, in his habitual tone of carelessness — 

I, unfortunately, didnt catch the name of the young man to whom you introduced me this morning — the one in the light suit yonder.

Oh, my nephew, you mean, Mabie answered. A good fellow — very good fellow. His names Armytage — Charles Armytage.

Armytage! gasped the Doctor. In an instant he remembered his conversation with Lady Marshfield. She had said that she knew a certain Charles Armytage. But Malvano betrayed no sign, and remained quite calm. Yes, he continued; he seems a very decent fellow. Hes a good shot, too. Several times this morning Ive—

At that instant a partridge rose before them, and Malvano raised his gun swift as lightning, and brought it down almost before the others had noticed it.

Several times to-day Ive admired his shooting, continued the Doctor, at the same time reloading.

Hes only just back from the Continent, his host explained, and I asked him to run down from town to-day, thinking a little English sport would be pleasant after the idleness of a summer in Italy.

A summer in Italy! Malvano exclaimed in surprise. He was rather ill-advised to go there during the hot weather. Every one strives to get away during summer. Where has he been?

In Florence, and afterwards at Leghorn, I believe. Hes been away all this year.

He has no profession?

None, Mabie answered. His father died and left him comfortably off. For a couple of years he led a rather wild life in Brussels and Paris, sowed the usual wild oats, and afterwards took to travelling. On the average, hes in England about a couple of months in the year. He says he only comes home to buy his clothes, as he cant find a decent tailor on the Continent.

I well understand that, Malvano laughed. Is he making a long stay at home this time?

I believe so. He told me this morning that he was tired of travelling, and had come back to remain.

Malvano smiled a trifle sarcastically. It was evident that his host did not know the true story of his nephews fascination, or he would have mentioned it, and perhaps sought the Doctors opinion. Therefore, after tome further ingenious questions regarding his nephews past and his present address dropped the subject.

An hour later he found himself alone with Armytage. They had passed through Clacks Copse, and, after some splendid sport, had gained the road which cuts through the wood from Stanford Dingley to Ashampstead, where they were waiting for the remainder of the party, who, from the repeated shots, were in the vicinity finding plenty of birds.

Your uncle tells me you know Italy well, Malvano observed.

I dont know it well, Armytage replied, looking the picture of good health and good humour as he stood astride in his well-worn breeches and gaiters, and his gun across his arm. Ive been in Tuscany once or twice at Florence, Pisa, Viareggio, Lucca, Leghorn, and Monte Catini. Im very fond of it. The country is lovely, the garden of Italy, and the people are extremely interesting, and of such diverse types. Nowhere in the world, perhaps, is there such pride among the lower classes as in Tuscany.

And nowhere in the world are the people more ready to charge the travelling Englishman excessively — if they can, added Malvano, laughing. Im Italian born, you know, but I never hesitate to condemn the shortcomings of my fellow-countrymen. The honest Italian is the most devoted friend in the world; the dishonest one is the brother of the very devil himself. You asked me at lunch whether I knew any one named Fanetti — was Fanetti the name? — in Florence, said the Doctor, after a pause, watching the younger mans face narrowly. At the time I didnt recollect. Since lunch, I have remembered being called professionally to a family of that name on one occasion.

You were? cried Armytage, immediately interested. He felt that, perhaps, from this careless, easy-going doctor, he might obtain some clue which would lead him to the truth regarding Gemmas past.

Malvano recalled Lady Marshfields words, and with his keen dark eyes looked gravely into the face of the tall, broad-shouldered young Englishman.

Yes, he said. There was a mother and two daughters, if I remember aright, and they lived in a small flat in the Via Ricasoli, a few doors from the Gerini Palace. I was summoned there in the night under somewhat mysterious circumstances, for I found, on arrival, that one of the daughters had a deep-incised wound in the neck, evidently inflicted with a knife. I made inquiry how it occurred, but received no satisfactory reply. One thing was evident, namely that the wound could not have been self-inflicted. There had been an attempt to murder the girl.

To murder her! Armytage cried.

No doubt, the Doctor answered. The wound had narrowly proved fatal, therefore the girl was in too collapsed a condition to speak herself. I dressed the wound, and advising them to call their own doctor, went away.

Didnt you see the girl again? asked Armytage. No. There was something exceedingly suspicious about the whole affair, and I had no desire to imperil my professional reputation by being party at hushing up an attempted murder. Besides, from what I heard later, I believe they were decidedly a family to avoid.

To avoid! What do you mean? the young man cried, dismayed.

Malvano saw that the words were producing the effect he desired, namely, to increase suspicion and mistrust in his companions heart, and therefore resolved to go even further.

The family of whom I speak held a very unenviable reputation in Florence. Some mystery was connected with the father, who was said to be undergoing a long term of imprisonment. They were altogether beyond the pale of society. But, of course, he added carelessly, they cannot be the same family as those of whom you speak. Where did you say your friends live?

They no longer live in Florence, he answered hoarsely, his brow darkened, and his eyes downcast in deep thought. All that he learnt regarding Gemma seemed to be to her detriment. None had ever spoken generously of her. It was, alas! true, as she had told him, she had many enemies who sought her disgrace and ruin. Then, after a pause, he asked, Do you know the names of the girls?

Only that of the one I attended, Malvano answered, his searching eyes on the face of young Armytage. Her name was Gemma.

Gemma! he gasped. His trembling lips moved, but the words he uttered were lost in the two rapid barrels which the Doctor discharged at a couple of pheasants at that instant passing over their heads.


Chapter Fifteen.

The Shadow.
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IN AN OLD and easy dressing-gown, Gemma was idling over her tea and toast in her room on the morning after her lover had been shooting down in Berkshire, when one of the precocious messenger-lads delivered a note to her.

At first she believed it to be from Armytage, but, on opening it, found scribbled in pencil on a piece of paper, the address, 73, St. Jamess Street, second floor; while enclosed were a few words in Italian inviting her to call at that address on the first opportunity she could do so secretly, without the knowledge of her lover. The note was from Tristram.

With a cry of anger that he should have already discovered her presence in London, she cast the letter from her and stamped her tiny foot, crying, in her own tongue — 

Diavolo! Then ill luck has followed me — even here! For a long time she sat, stirring her tea thoughtfully, and gazing blankly at her rings.

No, she murmured aloud in a harsh, broken voice; I wont see this man. Let him act as he thinks fit. He cannot wreck my happiness more completely than it is already. Major Maitland is a friend of the man I love. Is not that fact in itself sufficient to show me that happiness can never be mine; that it is sheer madness to anticipate a calm, peaceful life with Charles Armytage, as my husband? But Dio! Was it not always so? she sighed, as hot tears rose in her clear blue eyes, and slowly coursed down her cheeks. I have sinned; and this, alas! is my punishment. Again she was silent. Her breast heaved and fell convulsively, and with hair disordered and unbound she presented an utterly forlorn appearance. Her small white hands were clenched, her lips tightly compressed and in her eyes was an intense expression as if before her had arisen some scene so terrible that it froze her senses.

At last the striking of the clock aroused her, and she slowly commenced to dress. She looked at herself long and earnestly in the mirror, and saw how deathly pale she had become, and how red were her eyes.

Presently, as she crossed the room, she noticed the letter, and, snatching it up, slipped the paper with the address into her purse, tearing up the note into tiny fragments.

It was past eleven when she descended to the great hall, and there found her lover seated on one of the lounges, smoking and patiently awaiting her.

They sat together in the hall for a few minutes, then took a taxi and drove about the West End. Armytage did not fail to observe how Gemmas beauty and foreign chic were everywhere remarked. In the streets men stared at her admiringly, and women scanned her handsome dresses with envious eyes; while in the hotel there were many low whisperings of admiration. Yet he could not conceal from himself the fact that she was as mysterious as she was beautiful.

While passing across Grosvenor Square, she had been suddenly seized with excitement, for her quick eyes caught sight of a red, white, and green flag, hanging limp and motionless from a flagstaff upon one of the largest houses.

Look! Theres our Italian flag! Why is it there? she cried, thrilled at sight of her own national colours.

Thats the Embassy, he replied. I suppose to-day is some anniversary or other in Italy.

The Embassy! she repeated, turning again to look at it. Is that where Count Castellani lives?

Yes. Hes your Ambassador. Do you know him?

I met him once in Florence. He was at a ball at the Strossi Palace.

Then you know Prince Strossi? he exclaimed.

Quite well, she answered. The Strossis and my family have long been acquainted.

Her prompt reply made it apparent to him that she had moved in the most exclusive set in Florence. She had never before mentioned that she was acquainted with people of note. But next instant he recollected the strange story which the Florentine Doctor had told him on the previous afternoon. Had not Malvano declared that her family was an undesirable one to know? What, he wondered, was the reason of this curious denunciation?

Again she fixed her eyes upon the Embassy, and seemed as though she were taking careful observation of its appearance and position.

Did you go much into society in Florence? he inquired presently.

Only when I was forced to, she answered ambiguously. I do not care for it.

Then you will not fret even if, after our marriage, you know only a few people?

The word marriage caused her to start. It brought back to her the hideous truth that even now, after he had brought her to England, their union was impossible.

No, she answered, glancing at him with eyes full of love and tenderness. I should always be happy with you alone, Nino. I should want no other companion.

You would soon grow dull, I fear, he said, taking her hand in his.

No, never — never, she declared. You know well how I love you, Nino.

And I adore you, darling, he answered. Then, after looking at her in hesitation for a moment, he added. But you speak as though you still fear that we shall not marry. Why is that? He had not failed to notice her sudden change of manner when he had spoken of marriage.

I really dont know, she answered, with a forced laugh. I suppose it is but a foolish fancy, yet sometimes I think that this happiness is too complete to be lasting.

What causes you to fear this? he asked earnestly.

When I reflect upon the unhappiness of the past, she said with a sigh— when I remember how bitter was my life, how utterly blank and hopeless was the world prior to our meeting, I cannot rid myself of the apprehension that my plans, like all my others, will be thwarted by the one great secret of my past; that all my castles are merely air-built; that your love for me, Nino, will soon wane, and we shall part.

No, no, piccina, he cried, placing his arm tenderly around her waist, beneath the warm cape she wore. It is foolish — very foolish to speak like that. You surely have no reason to doubt me?

I do not doubt your love, Nino. I doubt, however, whether you have sufficient confidence in me to await the elucidation of the strange mystery which envelops me — a mystery which even I myself cannot penetrate.

Have I not already shown myself patient? he asked with a reproachful look.

Yes, yes, mio adorato, she hastened to reassure him. You are good and kind and generous, and I love you. Only — only I fear the future. I fear you — I fear myself.

Why do you fear me, little one? he asked. Surely Im not so monstrous — eh?

The hand he held trembled.

I distrust the future — because I know the fate cruel and terrible — which, sooner or later, must befall me, she exclaimed, with heart-sinking.

You steadily decline to tell me anything, he said. If you would only confide in me, we might together find some means to combat this mysterious catastrophe.

I cannot! I dare not!

But you must! he cried. You shall!

I refuse? she answered fiercely.

You shall not suffer this constant terror merely because of a foolish determination to preserve your secret. After all, I suppose it is only some curious and unfounded dread which holds you awe-stricken, when you could afford to laugh it all to scorn.

You will never wring confession from me, Nino — never!

Her eyes met his fixedly, determinedly. On her countenance was an expression as if she were haunted by a shadow of evil, as if even then she saw before her the dire disaster which she had declared must ere long wreck her life, and extinguish all hope of happiness. No further word passed her lips, and a silence fell between them until the cab drew up at the hotel.

The afternoon being bright and sunny, they went down to the Crystal Palace.

To Gemma, all was fresh and full of interest; she even found in the plaster imitations of well-known statues something to criticise and admire, although she admitted that, living within a stones throw of the world-famed Uffizi Gallery, she had never entered the Tribuna there, nor seen the Satyr, the Wrestlers, or the Medici Venus.

After spending an hour in the Palace, they emerged into the grounds, and, descending the many flights of steps, passed the great fountains, and strolled down the long, broad walk towards Penge, it being their intention to return to town from that station. The sun was going down, a grey mist was rising, and the chill wind of evening whisked the dead leaves in their path. The spacious grounds were silent, deserted, cheerless.

She had taken his arm, and they were walking in silence beneath the fast-baring branches through the half-light of the fading day, when suddenly he turned to her, saying— Ive been thinking, Gemma — thinking very deeply upon all you told me this morning. I must tell you the truth — the truth that it is impossible for me to have complete confidence in you if you have none in me. The more I reflect upon this strange secret, the more am I filled with suspicion. I cannot help it. I have struggled against all my doubts and fears — but—

You do not trust me? she cried hoarsely. Did I not express fear only this morning that you would be impatient, and grow tired of the steady refusals I am compelled to give you when you demand the truth?

Having carefully considered all the facts, I can see no reason — absolutely none — why you should not explain the whole truth, he said rather brusquely.

The facts you have considered are those only within your own knowledge, she observed. There are others which you can never know. If you could only understand the situation aright, you would at once see plainly the reason that I am prepared for any sacrifice — even to lose your love, the most precious gift that Heaven has accorded me — in order to preserve my secret.

Then you are ready to wish me farewell if I still press for the truth? he cried, dismayed; for the earnestness of her words impressed him forcibly.

I am, she answered in a low, intense voice.

They had halted in the broad, gravelled walk, and were alone.

Listen! he cried fiercely, as a sudden resolve seized him. This cannot go on longer, Gemma. I have brought you here to London because I love you, because I hoped to make you my you wife. But you seem determined to keep all the story of your past from me. Then, recollecting Malvanos words when they had been shooting together, he added, If you still refuse to tell me anything, then, much as it grieves me, we must part.

Part! she echoed wildly. Ah yes, Nino! I knew you would say that. Did I not tell you long, long ago, that it would be impossible for us to marry in the present circumstances? You doubt me? Well, I am scarcely surprised! and she shuddered pale as death.

I doubt you because you are never frank with me.

I love you, Nino, she protested with all the ardour of her hot Italian blood as she caught his hand suddenly and raised it to her fevered lips. You are my very life, for I have no other friend in the world. Surely you have been convinced that my affection is genuine, but I have not deceived you in this!

I believe you love me, he answered coldly, in a half-dubious tone nevertheless.

Ah no, caro! she lisped softly, reproachfully, in her soft Tuscan. Do not speak like that. I cannot bear it. If you can trust me no longer, then let us part. I — I will go back to Italy again. And she burst into a torrent of hot tears.

Youll go back and face the mysterious charge against you? he asked, with a twinge of sarcasm in his voice, as he drew his hand firmly from hers.

His words caused her to start. She looked him fiercely in the face for an instant, a strange light in her beautiful, tearful eyes, then cried huskily — 

Yes, if you cast me from you, Nino, I care no longer to live. I cannot live without your love.


Chapter Sixteen.

Traitors Die Slowly.
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THEY HAD RETURNED to the hotel, and Armytage had dined with her, but the meal had been a very dismal one. Gemma, with womans instinct, knew that she looked horribly untidy, and that her eyes betrayed unmistakable signs of recent tears, therefore she was glad when the meal concluded, and she could escape from the staring crowd of diners.

From her lovers manner, it was also plain that, notwithstanding his protestations of blind affection in Leghorn, he had suddenly awakened to the fact that some deep mystery lay behind her, and that he was disinclined to carry their acquaintance much further without some explanation. Time after time, as she sat opposite him at the table, she had watched him narrowly, looking into his dark, serious eyes in silence, and trying to divine his thoughts. She wondered whether, if he left her, his love for her would be sufficient to cause him to return to her side. Or had he met, as she once feared he would, some other woman — a woman of his own people; a woman, perhaps, that he had loved long ago? This thought sank deeply into her mind. As she watched him and listened to his low, jerky speech, it seemed plain to her that she had guessed the truth. He had grown tired of her, and was making her enforced silence an excuse for parting. When this thought crossed her mind, her bright, clear eyes grew luminous with unshed tears.

He told her that to meet next morning was impossible, as he had business to transact. This she knew to be a shallow excuse, as only that morning he had told her that his time was completely at her disposal. Yes, there was no disguising the truth that he had grown weary of her, and now meant to discard her. Yet she loved him.

When an Italian woman loves, it is with a fierce, uncontrollable passion, not with that too often sickly admiration for a mans good looks which is so characteristic of love among the more northern nations. In no country is love so ardent, so passionate, so enduring, as in the sunny garden of Europe. The Italian woman is slow to develop affection, or even to flirt with the sterner sex; but when she loves, it is with all the strength of her being; she is the devoted slave of her lover, and is his for life, for death. Neither the strength of Italian affection nor the bitterness of Italian jealousy can be understood in England, unless by those who have lived among the hot-blooded Tuscans in that country where the sparkle of dark eyes electrify, and where the knives are cheap, and do their work swiftly and well.

They passed out of the table dhôte room into the hall. Then he stretched forth his hand.

You are not coming to see me to-morrow, Nino? she asked in a low, despondent voice.

No, he replied. I have an appointment.

But you can surely dine here?

I am not quite certain, he answered. If I can, I will send you a telegram.

You are impatient — you who promised me to wait until I could give you some satisfactory explanation. It is cruel of you — very cruel, Nino, she said in a voice scarcely above a whisper.

You are never straightforward, he replied quickly. If you confessed to me, all this anxiety would at once cease.

I cannot.

No, he said meaningly; you will not. You dare not, because your past has not been what it should have been! Buona sera! and with this parting allegation he lifted his hat and bowed stiffly.

Felicissima notte, Nino, she answered so low as to be almost inaudible.

Then he turned and passed out of the great glass doors which the porters held open for him.

Gemma went to her room, and, bursting into tears, sat for a long time alone, despairing, plunged in grief. She knew by her lovers manner that he had forsaken her, and she felt herself alone in gigantic London, where the language, the people, the streets, all were strange to her. As she sat in her low easy chair, a slim, graceful figure in her pale-blue dinner-dress, she clenched her tiny hands till the nails embedded themselves in the palms, as she uttered with wild abandon the name of the man she so fondly loved.

Ah! she cried aloud. You, Nino, who have treated me with this suspicion and contempt — you who have brought me here among your people and deserted me — can never know how much I have sacrificed for your sake. Nor can you ever know how fondly I love you. Why have I acted with all this secrecy must for ever remain a mystery. You have left me, she added in a hoarse, strained voice, half inaudible on account of her sobs— you have left me now; but some day when I am free — when I can show you things in their true light — you will regret that to-night you have broken a womans heart. And she bent forward and gave way to a flood of hot, passionate tears.

Fully half an hour she sat plunged in a deep melancholy, but at last she rose and crossed the room unsteadily. Her fair brow bore a look of determination, her face was hard set, and in her tear-stained eyes was an expression of strength of will.

Yes, she murmured, Ill risk all. My life cannot be rendered more hopeless, more wretched, than it now is in this atmosphere of doubt and suspicion. Then she bathed her face in eau-de-Cologne, sniffed her smelling-salts, rubbed her cheeks with a towel to take away their ghastly pallor, and assuming her travelling coat, with its wide fur collar and cuffs, which, being long, hid her dress, she put on her hat and went out.

She went up to one of the porters in the hall hastily, and said — 

Prendetimi una vettura.

The man looked at her in surprise, unable to understand her. She pointed outside to where several hansoms were passing.

Oh! a cab you want, miss! he cried, the fact suddenly dawning upon him; and as he touched the electric bell which calls cabs from the rank, she handed him the slip of paper she had that morning received.

The porter read it, descended the steps with her, handed her into the cab, and, having shouted the address to the man, she was driven rapidly away to St. Jamess Street, where she ascended to the second floor, and found upon a door a brass plate bearing Captain Tristrams name.

She rang the bell, and in response the smart, soldier-servant Smayle appeared, and looked at her in surprise.

The Signor Capitano Tristram? she inquired.

Yes, miss, the man answered; and she entered the hall, and glanced around her while he closed the door.

At that moment Tristrams voice, from one of the rooms beyond, cried — 

Show the lady in, Smayle.

She followed the servant into the cosy sitting-room redolent of cigars. She was gazing round the apartment, noting how comfortable it was, when suddenly the door reopened and Tristram entered. He had evidently been dining out, or to a theatre, and had now discarded his dress-coat for an easy velvet lounge-jacket. When he had closed the door, he stood for a moment regarding her in silence.

Well, he said at length in Italian. So you have come, eh? His welcome was certainly the reverse of cordial.

Yes, she faltered; I have come. How did you know I was in London?

Certain furrows on Tristrams brow revealed profound thought.

A woman who is wanted by the police always has some difficulty in concealing her whereabouts, he answered meaningly. His countenance was hard and vengeful; his features expressed so much disdain and cruelty at that moment that one would scarcely believe they could ever be susceptible of any gentle emotion.

Why do you throw that in my face? she asked angrily.

My dear signorina, he answered, crossing the room, come here to this chair and sit down. I want to talk to you very seriously, if youll allow me.

She moved slowly across, and, sinking into the armchair near the fire, unbuttoned her long coat.

No, he said; its hot in this room: take it off, or you wont find the benefit of it when you leave. See how solicitous I am after your health; and he laughed.

In silence she rose and allowed him to help her divest herself of the heavy garment.

How charming you look! he said. I really dont wonder that you captivate the hearts of men — those who dont know you.

It seems that youve invited me here for the purpose of raking up all my past, she cried, darting at him a fierce look. I have accepted your invitation because you and I are old friends, because our interests are identical.

How? he asked, puzzled.

There is a certain episode in my career that must for ever remain a profound secret, she said in a low but distinct tone. And there is one in yours which, if revealed, would bring you to disgrace, to ruin — nay, to death.

He started, and his dark face paled beneath its bronze of travel.

What do you mean? he cried, standing astride before her, his back to the fire, his arms folded resolutely.

What I have said!

And you are foolish enough to think that I fear you? he cried with biting sarcasm.

I think nothing, caro, she answered in a voice of the same intense disdain. The truth is quite obvious. We fear each other.

I fear you? And he laughed, as if the absurdity of the idea were humorous.

Yes, she said fiercely. I am no longer powerless in your hands. You know well my character, signore — you know what kind of woman I am.

Yes, I do, unfortunately, he answered. And what, pray, does all this extraordinary exhibition of bitterness imply? he asked.

You force me to speak plainly, she said, her eyes flashing angrily. Well, then, reflect upon the strange death of Vittorina, and bear in mind by whom was her death so ingeniously compassed.

He sprang towards her suddenly in a fierce ebullition of indignation, his hand uplifted as if he intended to strike her.

Enough! Curse you! he muttered.

Take care, she said calmly, without stirring from her seat. If you touch me, it is at your own peril.

Threats?

Threats! And to prove to you that they are not in vain, she said, learn in the first place, that the police have discovered the identity of the Major, and that a warrant is already issued for his arrest.

I dont believe it, he cried. You have no proof.

Inquire of your friends at the Embassy, she replied ambiguously. You will there learn the truth.

Listen! he cried wildly, grasping her roughly by the wrist. What allegation do you make against me? Come, speak!

You have shown yourself at enmity with me, therefore it will remain for you to discover that afterwards, she answered, shaking him off. One does not show ones hand to ones adversaries.

You mentioned the death of your friend Vittorina — well?

Well? she repeated, still coldly and calmly. It is of no use to further refer to that tragic circumstance, except to say that I am aware of the truth.

The truth! he cried blankly. Then who killed her?

You know well enough with what devilish ingenuity her young life was taken; how at the moment when she least expected danger she was cut off by a means so curious and with such swiftness as to baffle even the cleverest doctors in London. You know the truth, Signor Capitano — so do I.

You would explain how her life was taken; you would tell the world the strange secret by which she was held in bondage. But you shant, he cried, standing before her with clenched fists. By Heaven, you shant!

Traitors die slowly in London, but they do die, she said slowly, with deep meaning.

Curse you! he cried. What do you intend to do?

Listen! she answered, rising slowly from her chair and standing before him resolute, desperate, and defiant. I came here to-night for one purpose — to make a proposal to you.

A proposal! To marry me, eh? he laughed.

This is no time for weak jokes, signore, she answered angrily. Silence is best in the interests of us both, is it not?

He paused, his eyes fixed on the hearthrug.

I suppose it is, he admitted at last.

Think, she urged, what would be the result were the whole of those strange facts exposed. Who would suffer?

He nodded, but no word passed his hard lips. She noticed that what she uttered now impressed him.

Our acquaintance, she went on in a more sympathetic tone, was formed in curious circumstances, and it has only been fraught with unhappiness, sorrow, and despair. I come to you to-night, Frank, she added in a low despondent voice, to ask you to help me to regain my freedom.

He laughed aloud a harsh, cruel laugh, saying— You have already your freedom. I hope you are enjoying it. No doubt Armytage loves you, and London is a change after Tuscany.

His laugh aroused within her a veritable tumult of hatred.

You speak as if I were not an honest woman, she cried, her eyes glistening. Even you shall not brand me as an adventuress.

Well, I think your adventures in Florence and in Milan were curious enough, he said, even if we do not mention that night in Livorno when Vittorina—

Ah no! she exclaimed, interrupting him. Why should you cast that into my face? Now that we are friends no longer, you seek to heap disgrace upon me by recalling all that has gone by. In this conversation I have not sought to bring back to your memory any of the many recollections which must be painful. My object in coming to you is plain enough. I am perfectly straightforward—

For the first time in your life.

She took no heed of his interruption, but went on saying — 

Charles Armytage has promised me marriage.

Hes a fool! was the abrupt rejoinder. When he knows the truth, hell hate you just as much as I do.

You certainly pay me delicate compliments, she said, drawing herself up haughtily. Your hatred is reciprocated, I assure you. But surely this is not a matter of either love or hatred between us. It is a mere arrangement for our mutual protection and benefit.

What do you want me to do? he asked, leaning back upon the mantelshelf in affected laziness— you want my silence?

Yes, she answered eagerly, looking straight into his dark countenance.

Youre afraid that if you marry Charlie Armytage I may expose you — eh?

She nodded, with downcast eyes.

He was silent for a few moments.

Then, he answered at last in a deep, determined voice, understand once and for all that Armytage is a friend of mine. He shall never marry you.

She knit her brows, and her pale lips twitched nervously. Then you are still bent upon wrecking my life? she said slowly and distinctly as she faced him. I offer you silence in exchange for my freedom, for it is you alone who can give me that. Yet you refuse.

Yes, he said. I refuse absolutely.

Then you would debar me from happiness with the man I love? she said in a low, deep whisper. You, the man to whose machinations I owe my present wretchedness, refuse to free me from the trammels you yourself have cast about me — you refuse to tell the truth in exchange for my silence.

He looked at her calmly with withering contempt.

I have no desire for the silence of such as you, he answered quickly. I fear nothing that you may say. Threats from you are mere empty words, cara.

Then listen! she cried, her brilliant eyes again flashing in desperation. To-morrow I shall call upon Castellani at the Embassy, and tell him the truth.

You dare not! he gasped fiercely. His face had blanched instantly as, advancing a couple of steps towards her with clenched hands, he gazed threateningly into her eyes.

I have given you an alternative which you have rejected, Signor Capitano, she said, taking up her fur-trimmed coat. You defy me; and I wish you good-night.

You intend to expose the whole of the facts? he cried in dismay. You will incriminate yourself!

I care nothing for that. My happiness is now at an end. For the future I have no thought, no care, now that you and I are enemies. As I have already said, traitors die slowly in London, but they do die.

You shall not go to Castellani, the Captain muttered between his set teeth; and with a cry of uncurbed, uncontrollable rage he sprang upon her before she could defend herself or raise an alarm, and seizing her, he compressed his strong, sinewy fingers upon her slim white throat. You shant go! he cried. No further word shall pass your pretty lips — curse you! Ill — Ill kill you!


Chapter Seventeen.

Smayles Dilemma.
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TRISTRAMS SINEWY FINGERS tightened upon the slender white throat of the helpless woman until her breath was crushed from her, her face became crimson, and in her wild, starting eyes was a ghastly expression of suffering and despair.

Mercy! she managed to gasp with difficulty. Ah, no! Let me go! let me go!

Your evil tongue can ruin me. But you shall not! he cried in a frenzy of anger, his face suffused by a fierce, murderous passion. By Heaven, you shall die!

If — if you kill me, she shrieked, you will suffer; for even though Im outcast, there is a law here, in your England, to deal with murderers.

Outcast! he echoed wildly, with an imprecation. Yes; curse you! Is there any wonder that you are hounded out of Italy, after all that has occurred? Is there any wonder, after what took place in Tuscany, that I now hold you within my hands, eager to extinguish the last remaining spark of your life?

Youre a brute! she cried in a hoarse, gurgling voice. Release me! I — I cant breathe!

No, by Heaven, you shall die! he declared, his strong, muscular hands trembling with uncurbed passion. Your infernal tongue shall utter no more foul slanders, for to-night, now — this moment — Ill silence you! She uttered a low, agonised cry, then, fainting, panting, breathless, sank upon her knees, unable any longer to resist the frightful pressure upon her throat. At that instant, however, Smayle, hearing an unusual noise, dashed in, and, taking in the situation at a glance, seized his master firmly.

Good heavens, sir! whats the matter? he cried. Why, youre killing the lady!

Get out? cried the Captain with an oath, shaking himself free, and still holding the fainting woman at his feet. Get out quickly! Leave the house, and — and dont come back!

But youre killing her! he cried. See, theres blood in her mouth!

Obey me this instant! he roared. Leave me!

No, Smayle answered, I wont! And, springing upon his master, he managed, after a desperate struggle, to drag his hands free of the kneeling womans throat and fling him back with a smothered oath. I wont see a woman murdered in that cowardly way, he declared vehemently, even if you are my master?

What the devil do my affairs concern you, Smayle? Tristram demanded fiercely, glaring at his servant, and glancing at Gemma, now fallen back prostrate on the floor, her hat crushed beneath her, her fair hair escaping from its pins.

They concern me as far as this, sir — that you shall leave this room at once. If the lady is dead, then youve committed murder, and I am witness of it!

Youd denounce me, would you? the Captain shrieked with rage, his hands still clenched in a fierce paroxysm of anger. Then, next instant he sprang at him.

But Smayle was a slim, athletic fellow, and, like most of the genus Tommy Atkins, knew how to use his fists when occasion required. He jumped aside, nimbly evaded the blow his master aimed at him, and cleverly tripped up his adversary, so that he fell headlong to the ground, bringing down from its pedestal a pretty Neapolitan statuette, which was smashed to atoms.

Tristram quickly rose with an imprecation, but Smayle, again grappling with him, succeeded at length, after an encounter long and fierce, in flinging him out of the room, and locking the door.

Then instantly he turned towards the white-faced woman, and, kneeling beside her, endeavoured to restore her to consciousness. With his handkerchief he staunched the blood slowly trickling from the corners of her pale lips, placed a cushion beneath her head, and snatching some flowers from a bowl, sprinkled her face with the water. Her white, delicate throat was dark and discoloured where his masters rough hands had pressed it in his violent attempt to strangle her, her dress was torn open at the neck, and her gold necklet she had worn, with its tiny enamelled medallion, lay upon the ground, broken by the sudden, frantic attack. Tenderly the soldier-servant stroked her hair, chafed her hands, and endeavoured to restore her to consciousness, but all in vain. Inert and helpless she remained while he held her head, gazing upon her admiringly, but unable to determine the best course to pursue.

The outer door banged suddenly, and he knew his master had fled.

With every appearance of one dead, Gemma lay upon the carpet where she had sunk from the cruel, murderous hands of the man who had attempted to kill her, while Smayle again rose, and obtaining some brandy from the liquor-stand, succeeded in forcing a small quantity of it down her throat.

This revived her slightly, for she opened her great clear eyes, gazing into Smayles with an expression of fear and wonder.

Drink a little more of this, miss, the man said eagerly, holding the glass to her lips, delighted to find that she was not, after all, dead as he had at first feared.

Unable to understand what he said, she nevertheless allowed him to pour a few more drops of the spirit down her dry, parched throat, but it caused her to cough violently, and she made a gesture that to take more was impossible.

For fully ten minutes she remained silent, motionless, her head lying heavily upon Smayles arm, breathing slowly, but each moment more regularly. The deathly pallor gradually disappeared as the blood came back to her cheeks, but the dark rings about her eyes, and the marks upon her throat, still remained as evidence how near she had been to an agonising and most terrible death.

At last Gemma again opened her eyes and uttered some words faintly, making a frantic gesture with her hands. The man who had rescued her understood that she wished to rise, and, grasping her beneath the arms, gradually lifted her into the Captains great leather-covered armchair, in which she reclined, a frail, beautiful figure, with eyes half closed and breast panting violently after the exertion.

Then again she closed her eyes, her tiny hands, cold and feeble, trembled, and in a few minutes her regular breathing made it apparent to the Captains man that, exhausted, she had sunk into a deep and peaceful sleep.

He left her side, and creeping from the room noiselessly, searched all the other apartments. His master had gone. He had taken with him his two travelling-bags — a sign that he had set out upon a long journey. As far as Constantinople, one bag always sufficed; to Teheran he always took both. The fact that the two bags were taken made it plain that his absence would be a long one — probably some weeks, if not more.

Smayle stole back to the sitting-room, and saw that the blue official ribbon with its silver greyhound hung no longer upon its nail, and that his revolver was gone. He returned to the Captains bedroom, and upon the dressing-table found a ten-pound note lying open. Across its face had been scribbled hastily, in pencil, the words, For Smayle. Upon the floor were some scraps of paper, letters that had been hurriedly destroyed, while in the empty grate lay a piece of tinder and a half-consumed wax vesta, showing that some letters of more importance than the others had been burnt.

The man, mystified, gathered the scraps together, examined them closely and placed them in a small drawer in the dressing-table. Then putting the banknote in his pocket, exclaimed to himself — 

This is curious, and no kid. The Captain aint often so generous as to give me a tenner, especially when he only paid me yesterday. I wonder who the lady is? I wish I could speak to her. Shes somebody hes met, I suppose, when abroad.

He went to the hall, and noted what coats his master had taken, when suddenly it occurred to him that without assistance it was impossible that he could have carried them all downstairs; somebody must have helped him.

Into the small bachelors kitchen he passed, pondering deeply over the strange occurrence. Only an hour before, his master had arrived home from dining at the club, and putting on his well-worn velvet lounge-coat, had announced his intention of remaining at home and smoking. Smayle had asked him whether he was under orders to leave with despatches, when he had answered that it was not yet his turn, and that he expected to have a fortnight in London. Three days ago he had returned from St. Petersburg, tired, hungry, irritable, as he always was after that tedious journey. A run home from Brussels, Paris, or even Berlin, never made him short-tempered, but always when he arrived from Petersburg, Madrid, or Constant, he grumbled at everything; always declared that Smayle had been drinking his whisky; that the place was dirty; that the weather in London was brutal; and ten thousand a year wouldnt repay him for the loss of nerve-power on those infernal gridirons they call railways.

Yet he had made a serious attempt upon the life of a strange lady who had called, and had left hurriedly with sufficient kit to last him six months.

He was reflecting deeply, wondering what he should do with the lady, when suddenly he was startled by the door-bell ringing. With military promptness he answered it, and found his masters new acquaintance, Arnoldo Romanelli. The latter had spent several evenings at Tristrams chambers since the night they had dined together at Boncianis, therefore Smayle knew him well.

The Captains not at home, sir, he answered, in reply to the visitors inquiry.

Is he away?

He left this evening suddenly.

On important business, I suppose?

Yes, sir, Smayle answered. Then he added, Excuse me, sir, but you are Italian, arent you?

Yes; why? Arnoldo asked in surprise.

Smayle hesitated, fidgeted a moment, and then answered — 

Well, sir, theres a lady there, in the Captains sitting-room, and shes not well, and she cant speak English.

A lady? cried Romanelli, suddenly interested. Young or old?

Young, sir. Shes Italian, I believe. And I thought, sir, that perhaps you wouldnt mind assisting a friend of my masters.

Of course not. Take me to her at once, he said. Is she very ill?

She had a bad fainting fit, answered the servant as he led the way to the sitting-room. She was still lying back in the chair, now quite conscious, but still pale, dishevelled, and so exhausted as to be scarcely able to move her limbs. They seemed paralysed by the excruciating torture she had undergone.

The opening of the door aroused her, and looking up, her eyes met those of the young Italian.

You — Gemma! he cried in profound surprise, rushing forward. Why are you here — in London? And in Tristrams rooms?

She held her breath in amazement at this unexpected meeting.

I — I called here, she explained in a low, weak voice, and became seized with a sudden faintness. I — I think I fell.

I trust youre not hurt, he said quickly. You are pale and trembling. Shall I call a doctor?

No, no, she answered. In a few minutes I shall be quite right again.

Romanelli noticed her necklet at his feet, and picked it up. Then he glanced across the room and saw the broken statuette, and his quick, dark eyes detected signs of a struggle in the disarranged hearthrug and the chairs pushed out of place.

Merely fainting did not break this, he said gravely, holding up the chain and picking up the tiny medallion enamelled with the picture of a dogs head with the words beneath, Toujours Fidèle. The chain and its pendant were simple and old-fashioned, the one remaining link of her girlhood days at the Convent of San Paolo della Croce.

She held out her hand in silence, and the young man placed both chain and medallion in her palm. Then, with her great, pain-darkened eyes fixed upon him, she kissed the chain reverently, afterwards slipping both into her glove, and sighing.

Gemma, continued Romanelli, bending beside her chair, what does this mean? Tell me. Why have you come to London?

She shook her head.

This man cant speak Italian, he explained, glancing at Smayle, who stood beside wondering. We can talk quite freely. Come, tell me what has happened.

Nothing, she assured him.

But why are you in London? Were you not afraid?

Afraid? she echoed. Why should I be? I am just as safe here in England, as I was in Florence or Livorno.

Vittorina died within the first hour she set foot in London, he observed with a grave, meaning look.

You loved her, she said. You have all my sympathy, Arnoldo. Some day we shall know the truth; then those responsible for her death shall receive no mercy at our hands.

That chapter of my life has closed, the young Italian said, with a touch of sorrow in his voice. She has been murdered, but by whom we cannot yet tell. He paused, then added, What object had you, Gemma, in leaving Italy? And why have you come here? Surely you know that you have enemies in London — enemies as cruel, as unrelenting, as cunning as those who killed poor Vittorina.

I am well aware of that, she answered, stirring uneasily in her chair, and putting up her hand to her bruised throat. I know I have enemies. To one person, at least, my death would be welcome, she added, remembering the fierce struggle in that room an hour before.

Then why have you risked everything and come here? You were safer in Italy, he said.

I was not safer there. I am safe nowhere, she replied. The police have discovered some of the facts, and—

The police! he gasped in alarm. Our secret is out, then?

Not entirely. I was warned to leave Livorno within twenty-four hours, and advised to leave Italy altogether. Then — well, I came here.

With your lover, eh?

She nodded.

And you will marry him? the young Italian observed slowly. You do not fear the exposure which afterwards must come? These English are fond of looking closely into the womans past, you know.

She shrugged her shoulders, answering: My past is secret. Fortunately the one person who knows the truth dares not speak.

Then what I know is of no account? he said, somewhat surprised.

She laughed.

If you and I have ever flirted, or even exchanged foolish letters, it was long ago, when we had not the experience of the world we now have. I do not dread exposure of your knowledge of my past.

But this lover of yours, this Englishman — why does he believe in you so blindly? Romanelli inquired. Is he so utterly infatuated that he thinks you absolutely innocent of the world and its ways?

My affairs of the heart are of no concern to you now, Arnoldo, she answered a trifle coquettishly.

But if I come here to a mans rooms, and find you in his sitting-room in a half-conscious state, trembling and afraid, with every sign of a desperate struggle in your dress and in the room, and therefore I, once your boy-lover, seek an explanation, he said. True, the affection between us is dead long, long ago, but remember that you and I both have interests in common, and that by uniting we may effect the overthrow of our enemies. If we do not — well, you know the fate that awaits us.

Yes, she answered in a voice that sounded low and distant. I know, alas! too well — too well!


Chapter Eighteen.

What Lady Marshfield Knew.
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SOME DAYS PASSED. Charles Armytage had not called again at the hotel, having resolved to end the acquaintance. He regretted deeply that he had brought Gemma to London; yet when he pondered over it in the silence of his own rooms in Ebury Street, he told himself that he still loved her, that she was chic, beautiful, and even this mystery surrounding her might one day be elucidated.

The action of the authorities in Leghorn puzzled him. Gemmas secret was, without doubt, of a character which would not bear the light of day. Still, as days went on and he heard nothing of her, he began to wonder whether she was at the hotel, or whether she had carried out her intention of returning to Italy.

He loved her. This brief parting had increased his affection to such an extent that he thought of her hourly, remembering her sweet, musical voice, her pretty broken English, her happy smiles whenever he was at her side. Her face, as it rose before him in his day-dreams, was not that of an adventuress, but of a sweet, loving woman who existed in mortal terror of some terrible catastrophe; its childlike innocence was not assumed; her blue eyes had the genuine clearness of those of an honest woman.

Thoughts such as these filled his mind daily. He passed the hours at the rooms of friends, at the club, at the theatres, anywhere where he could obtain distraction, but in all he saw the same face, with the same calm look of reproach, those same eyes glistening with tears as had been before him in the hall of the Victoria on that well-remembered evening when they parted.

At last, one morning, he could bear the suspense no longer. Bitterly reproaching himself for having acted so harshly as to leave her alone in a country where she was strange and did not know the language, he took a cab and drove down to Northumberland Avenue.

He inquired at the bureau of the hotel, and was informed that the Signorina Fanetti had left three days ago, and that she had given no address to which letters might be forwarded. He thanked the clerk, turned, and went blindly down the steps into the street, crushed, grief-stricken, the sun of his existence blotted out.

He remembered his protestations in Livorno; he remembered all that had passed between them, and saw that he had acted as a coward and a cad. That she loved him he had no doubt, and it was also plain to him that she had left London heart-broken.

Armytage was very well known in London, and as soon as his friends knew he was back again, the usual flow of invitations poured in upon him. In his endeavour to divert his thoughts, he accepted all and sundry, and one evening went to Lady Marshfields, whose receptions were always a feature of London life.

The eccentric old lady had long been his friend. Like so many other young and good-looking men, he had been taken up by her ladyship, flattered, petted, and fêted, utterly unconscious that by allowing this to be done he was making himself the laughingstock of the whole set in which he moved. But the ugly old womans attentions had at last nauseated him, as they had done every other young man, and his absence abroad had for a time prevented him calling at Sussex Square.

But to the card for this particular evening was added, in her ladyships own antiquated handwriting, a few words expressing pleasure at his return to London, and a hope that he would call and see her.

Lady Marshfields junketings were distinctly brilliant on account of the large number of the diplomatic corps which she always gathered about her and this evening there was a particularly noteworthy crowd. There were many young attachés, many pretty girls, a few elderly diplomats, a fair sprinkling of members of Parliament, and a large gathering of the exclusive set in which her ladyship moved. The rooms were well-lit, the electricity bringing joy to every feminine heart, as it always does, because it shows their jewels to perfection; the flowers were choice and abundant, and the music was by one of the most popular orchestras in London. But it was always so.

When Charles Armytage shook the old ladys hand at the head of the stairs, her thin blue lips parted in what she considered her sweetest smile, and she said: You have quite deserted me, Charles. I hear youve been in London a whole fortnight, and yet this is your first visit!

Ive been busy, he answered. I was away so long that I found such lots of things wanting my attention when I came back.

Ah! no excuses, no excuses, the old lady croaked. You young men are always full of excellent reasons for not calling. Well, go in; youre sure to find some people you know. When I can, I want to have a serious chat with you, so dont leave before Ive seen you again. Promise me?

Certainly, he said, as he passed on into the apartment filled to overflowing with its distinguished crowd.

Careless of all about him, he wandered on through the great salons until he met several people he knew, and then the evening passed quite gaily.

At last, an hour past midnight, he found himself again at Lady Marshfields side.

Well, she said as they passed into one of the small rooms then unoccupied, for the guests were already departing— well, why have you been so long away?

I had no incentive to stay in England, he said. I find life much more amusing on the Continent, and Im a bit of a Bohemian, you know.

When you are in love — eh? she laughed.

Her words stabbed him, and he frowned.

If I want a wife, I suppose I can find one in London, he snapped, rather annoyed.

But it was love which kept you in Tuscany so long, she observed with sarcasm. Because you love Gemma Fanetti.

He started in surprise.

How did you know? he inquired.

News of that sort travels quickly, the old lady answered, glancing at him craftily. It is to be regretted.

Why?

Because a woman of her character could never become your wife, Charles, she replied after a moments hesitation. Take my advice; think no more of her. Strange, he pondered, how every one agreed that her past would not bear investigation, yet all seemed to conspire against him to preserve the secret.

We have already parted, he said in a low voice. On many previous occasions they had spoken together confidentially.

At that moment a man-servant entered, glanced quickly across the room, and noticing with whom his mistress was conversing, turned and rapidly made his exit. Armytage was seated with his back to the door, therefore did not notice that the eminently respectable servant was none other than the man in whose company he had shot down in Berkshire — the jovial Malvano. That evening the movements of the village doctor of Lyddington had been somewhat mysterious. He had arrived about dinner-time as an extra hand, and had served refreshments in the shape of champagne-cup, coffee, sandwiches and biscuits to the hungry ones — and it is astonishing how hungry and thirsty people always are at other peoples houses, even if they have only finished dinner half an hour before. His face was imperturbable, his manner stiff, and the style in which he handled plates and glasses perfect.

One incident, at least, would have struck the onlooker as curious. While standing behind the improvised buffet serving champagne, Count Castellani, the Italian Ambassador, a tall, striking figure with his dozen or so orders strung upon a tiny golden chain in his lapel, approached and demanded some wine. Malvano opened a fresh bottle, and while pouring it out His Excellency exclaimed in a low half-whisper in Italian — 

To-morrow at twelve, at the Embassy.

Si, signore, the other answered without raising his head, apparently still engrossed in pouring out the wine.

Youre still on the alert? asked the Ambassador in an undertone.

Si, signore.

Good! To-morrow I must have a consultation with you, answered His Excellency, tossing off the wine.

By the secret confidences thus exchanged, it was evident that Count Castellani and Doctor Malvano thoroughly understood each other; and, further, it was plain that upon some person in that assembly Filippo, head-waiter at the Bonciani, was keeping careful observation. Yet he apparently attended to his work as a well-trained servant should; and even when he discovered Armytage with her ladyship, he was in no way confused, but retreated quietly without attracting the young mans attention.

Why have you parted from Gemma? her ladyship asked.

Well, answered Armytage, hesitating, have you not said that shes an impossible person?

Of course. But when a mans in love—

He alters his mind sometimes, he interrupted, determined not to tell this woman the truth.

So youve altered your mind? she said. You ought really to congratulate yourself that youve been able to do so.

Why?

Lady Marshfield regarded her visitor gravely, fanned herself slowly in silence for some moments, then answered — 

Because it is not wise for a man to take as wife a woman of such an evil reputation.

Evil reputation? he echoed. What do you mean by evil?

Her reputation is wide enough in Italy. I wonder you did not hear of her long ago, her ladyship answered. You speak as if she were notorious.

Ask any one in Turin, in Milan, or Florence. They will tell you the truth, she replied. Your idol is, without doubt, the most notorious person in the whole of Italy.

The most notorious? he cried. You speak in enigmas. I wont have Gemma maligned in this way, he added fiercely.

She smiled. It was a smile of triumph. She was happy that they were already parted, and she sought now to embitter him against her, in order that he should not return to her.

Have you never heard of the Countess Funaro? she asked in a calm voice.

The Countess Funaro! he cried. Of course I have. Her escapades have lately been the talk of society in Rome and Florence. Only a couple of months ago a duel took place at Empoli, the outcome of a quarrel which she is said to have instigated, and the young advocate Cassuto was shot dead.

He was her friend, her ladyship observed.

Well?

Well, said Lady Marshfield, dont you think you were rather foolish to fall in love with a woman of her reputation?

Good Heavens! he cried, starting up. No, that cant be the truth! Gemma cannot be the notorious Contessa Funaro!

If you doubt me, go out to Italy again and make inquiries, the eccentric old lady answered calmly.

But the Countess Funaro has the most unenviable reputation of any person in Italy. Ive heard hundreds of extraordinary stories regarding her.

And the latest is your own interesting experience — eh!

I — I really cant believe it, Armytage said, dumbfounded.

No; I dont expect you do. Shes so amazingly clever that she can cause her dupes to believe in her absolutely. Her face is so innocent that one would never believe her capable of such heartless actions as are attributed to her.

But what experience have you personally had of her? he inquired, still dubious. He knew that this elderly woman of the world was utterly unscrupulous.

I met her in Venice last year, her ladyship said. All Venice was acquainted with her deliciously original countenance. Her notoriety was due to her pretty air of astonishment, the purity of her blue eyes, and the expression of chaste innocence which she can assume when it so pleases her — an expression which contrasts powerfully with her true nature, shameless creature that she is.

And are you absolutely positive that the woman I love as Gemma Fanetti is none other than the Contessa Funaro, the owner of the great historic Funaro palace in Florence, and the Villa Funaro at Ardenza?

I have already told you all I know.

But you have given me no proof.

I merely express satisfaction that you have been wise enough to relinquish all thought of marrying her.

I really cant believe that this is the truth. How did you know she was in London?

I was told so by one who knows her. She has been staying at the Victoria, her ladyship answered.

I dont believe what you say, he cried wildly. No, I wont believe it. There is some mistake.

She has left the hotel, Lady Marshfield said, fixing her cold eyes on him. Follow her, and charge her with the deception.

It is useless. I am confident that Gemma is not this notorious Contessa.

Her ladyship made a gesture of impatience, saying— I have no object in deceiving you, Charles. I merely think it right that you should be made aware of the truth, hideous as it is.

But is it the truth? he demanded fiercely. There is absolutely no proof. I certainly never knew her address in Florence, but at Livorno she lived in a little flat on the Passeggio. If she were the Contessa, she would certainly have lived in her own beautiful villa at Ardenza, only a mile away.

She may have let it for the season, his hostess quickly observed.

The Countess Funaro is certainly wealthy enough, if reports be true, without seeking to obtain a paltry two or three thousand lire for her villa, he said.

She no doubt had some object in living quietly as she did, especially as she was hiding her identity from you.

I dont believe it. I cant believe it, he declared, as the remembrance of her passionate declarations of love flooded his mind. If what her ladyship alleged were actually the truth, then all her ingenuousness had been artificial; all her words of devotion feigned and meaningless; all her kisses false; all mere hollow shams for the purpose of deceiving and ensnaring him for some ulterior object. Until I have proof of Gemmas perfidy and deceit, I will believe no word against her, he declared decisively.

You desire proof? the old woman said, her wizened face growing more cruel as her eyes again met his. Well, you shall have it at once; and, rising, she crossed to a small escritoire, and took from it a large panel portrait, which she placed before him. Read the words upon this, she said, with an evil gleam in her vengeful gaze.

He took the picture with trembling hands, and read the following, written boldly across the base: — 

Tinvio la mia fotografia, cosi ti sarà sempre presente la mia efige, che ti obbligherà a ricordarmi. Tua aff. — Gemma Luisa Funaro.

The photograph was by Alvino, of Florence, from the same negative as the one at that moment upon the table in his chambers. The handwriting was undoubtedly that of a woman he loved dearer than life.

Charles Armytage stood pale and speechless. Indeed, it was a hideous truth.


Chapter Nineteen.

A Secret Despatch.

[image: img149.jpg]

AT NOON NEXT day Count Castellani, the Italian Ambassador to the Court of St. James, stood at the window of his private room gazing out upon cabs and carriages passing and repassing around Grosvenor Square.

In his hand was a secret and highly important despatch which had only ten minutes before arrived from Rome by special messenger. His brows were knit, and he was pondering deeply over it. He stroked his grey beard and sighed, murmuring to himself — 

Extraordinary! Most extraordinary! If I had suspected such a complication as this, I should have never accepted this Embassy. True, this is the highest office in our diplomatic service — an office which I have coveted ever since I was a young attaché at Brussels. And now that I have fame in my own country, and honour among these English, I am unable to enjoy it. Ah! the fruits of life are always bitter — always!

Then he drew another heavy sigh, and remained silent, gazing moodily out, his dark eyes fixed blankly upon the handsome square. No sound reached that well-furnished room with its double windows and hangings of dark-red velvet, the chamber in which the greatest of English statesmen had often sat discussing the future of the European situation and the probabilities of war; the room in which on one memorable day a defensive alliance had been arranged between Italy and England, the culminating master-stroke of diplomacy which had obviated a great and disastrous European war. And it was the tall, handsome, grey-bearded man, at that moment standing at his window plunged in melancholy, who had thus successfully saved his own country, Italy, by concluding the treaty whereby the fine Italian Navy would, in the event of war, unite with the British fleet against all enemies — the alliance whereby England would be strengthened against all the machinations of the Powers, and bankrupt Italy would still preserve her dignity among nations. It had been a truly clever piece of diplomacy. By careful observation and cunning ingenuity, Count Castellani had obtained knowledge of the projected action of France, of Germany, and of Russia, while the British Foreign Office had remained in utter ignorance. Then one day he had invited Lord Felixtowe, His Majestys principal Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, and in that room he had plainly told the story of the conspiracy in progress against England. The Foreign Minister was so surprised that at first he could not credit that the Powers implicated could have the audacity to contemplate the invasion of our island; but when His Excellency brought forward certain undeniable proofs, he was compelled to admit the truth of his assertion.

Then, without a moments hesitation, the subject of a defensive alliance was mooted. United with the magnificent vessels of the Italian Navy, the battleships of Britain could hold the seas against all comers. There was no time to be lost, for Russian diplomacy was shrewdly at work in Rome with the object of contracting an alliance between the Government of the Czar and that of King Humbert. Therefore, without consulting the Cabinet, Lord Felixtowe had accepted the Ambassadors proposals, and within twenty-four hours a treaty was signed, which has ever since been Europes safeguard against war. It was a short document, its draft only covering half a sheet of foolscap; but it was a bond between two friendly nations, which, it is to be hoped, will never be severed.

Yet the life of an Ambassador is by no means enviable. Even when promoted to the first rank, he obtains but little thanks from his chief, and less from his own compatriots at home. In this instance, Count Castellani, through whose ingenuity and far-sightedness England, and perhaps the whole of Europe, had been saved from an encounter of so fierce, sanguinary, and frightful a nature as the world has never yet witnessed, obtained not a word of thanks from the Italian people. Indeed, beyond a private autograph note from his sovereign and a long and formal despatch from the Marquis Montelupo, his master-stroke had passed by unnoticed and unknown save to those who had for years been plotting the down fall of the British Empire. The result was that in this, as in nearly every case where clever diplomacy is needed, the result of the negotiations remained hidden from the public. In this case, as in so many others, the alliance was entirely secret, and only after some months was its existence allowed to leak out, and only then in order that the enemies of England should hesitate before embarking upon any desperate step.

Sometimes, in his fits of melancholy, Count Castellani, like all other men, could not help feeling discontented. He was but human. When he reflected upon the glory which the German and French Ambassadors were accorded in their own countries each time they carried through some paltry, unimportant little piece of diplomacy, his heart grew weary within him. It was in this mood, unhappy and discontented, that he stood at the window with the secret despatch in his white, nervous hand. What he had read there brought back to him a recollection of days bygone — a recollection that was painful and bitter now that he had risen to be chief of the service in which he had spent the greater part of his life.

Yet it held him stupefied.

Again he sighed. His daughter Carmenilla, a slim, dark-haired girl of twenty, entered softly and, seeing her father silent and pensive, moved noiselessly across the room. He was wifeless, and all his love was bestowed upon his daughter, who held her father in absolute reverence. Carmenilla was not beautiful, but she was her fathers companion, helpmate, and friend. She stood behind him, and heard him exclaim, in a low voice only just audible — 

If what I suspect is true, then the secret is out. I must obtain leave of absence and go to Rome. Perhaps even now my letters of recall are on their way! Nevertheless, it is too strange to believe. No; at present I must wait. I cant — I wont believe it!

At that moment there was a tap at the door, and as Carmenilla slipped out noiselessly, the liveried Italian servant announced that Dr Malvano had called.

Show him in here, His Excellency answered, crossing instantly to his writing-table, unlocking one of the drawers, and placing the secret despatch therein.

When Malvano entered, rosy, buxom, and smiling, well dressed in frock-coat, and carrying his silk hat and stick with that air adopted by members of the medical profession, the Count shook him by the hand and greeted him cordially. Without invitation, His Excellencys visitor tossed his hat and stick upon the sofa, sank into the nearest chair, and stretched out his legs, apparently quite at home.

The Ambassador, first raising the heavy velvet portière, and slipping the small brass bolt of the door into its socket, took a seat at his table, and fixing his eyes upon the man who had served him with wine the night before, said, with a sigh — 

Well, Filippo. A crisis appears imminent.

You have heard from Rome? Malvano exclaimed quickly. I met Varesi, the messenger, in the hall.

Yes, His Excellency said. Ive received certain instructions from the Minister, but it is impossible to act upon them.

Why?

For the prestige of Italy, for our own reputations, for the personal safety of the one to whom we owe our knowledge, it is impossible to act, the Count answered gravely. My hands are tied absolutely.

And you will stand by and see murder committed without seeking to bring pressure to bear against those who seek our ruin? This is not like you, Castellani.

No, Filippo, the other said, in a tone of confidence quite unusual to him, for he was a stern, rather harsh, diplomat, who never allowed any personal interest to interfere with his duties as Ambassador. Not a word of reproach from you, of all men. You alone know that I have secretly done my best in this affair; that I have more than once risked my appointment in order to successfully accomplish the work which you and I have in hand.

And I, too, have done my utmost, Malvano observed. Up to the present, however, our enemies have been far too wary to be caught napping.

Yes, the Ambassador said. In this matter I have relied absolutely upon your patriotism. Like myself, you have run great risks; but I fear that all is to no purpose.

Why?

Because we have not yet fathomed the mystery of the death of the girl Vittorina Rinaldo. If we could do that it would give us a clue to the whole affair.

Exactly, Malvano answered. In that matter we are no nearer the truth than we were on the first day we commenced our investigation. And why? Because of one thing — we fear La Gemma.

Where is she now?

Ah! Unfortunately she quarrelled with young Armytage, left the Hotel Victoria suddenly, and—

And her whereabouts are unknown, His Excellency gasped. Dio mio! he cried. Then she may actually have gone back to Italy and betrayed everything!

I think that very probable, Malvano said gravely. For the past fortnight Ive been daily at the Bonciani, and have kept my ears open. There is something secret in progress.

Whats its nature?

I dont know.

Then you ought to know, His Excellency cried petulantly. You must find out. Remember, you are the secret agent of this Embassy, and it is your duty to keep me well informed.

Malvano smiled. The expression upon his round ruddy face at that moment was the same as when, on the night Romanelli dined with him at Lyddington, he had urged his young friend to travel to Livorno, and make a declaration of love to the unfortunate Vittorina. It was a covert glance of cunning and double dealing. I always report to you all I know, he answered. Yes, yes, His Excellency said hastily, in a more conciliatory tone. I withdraw those words, Filippo. Forgive me, because to-day Im much worried over a matter of delicate diplomacy. In this affair our interests are entirely mutual. You and I love our country, our beloved Italia, and have taken an oath to our Sovereign to act always in his interests. It therefore now becomes our duty to elucidate this mystery. In you Italy has a fearless man of marvellous resource and activity — a man who has, in the past, obtained knowledge of secrets in a manner which has almost passed credence. Surely you will not desert us now and relinquish all hope of obtaining the key to this extraordinary enigma. What have you heard at Lady Marshfields?

I sent in my daily report this morning, the Doctor answered rather coldly. You have, I suppose, read it?

I have, His Excellency said, leaning both his arms upon the table. I cannot, however, believe that your surmise has any foundation. Its really too extraordinary.

Why?

Such a thing seems not only improbable, but absolutely impossible, the Count replied.

There was a pause, brief and painful. The men looked at one another deeply in earnest. At last Malvano spoke.

I know well the conflicting interests in this matter. If we do our best for Italy, we do the worst for ourselves — eh?

The Ambassador nodded. My political enemies in Rome have, I fear, ingeniously plotted my downfall, the Count replied in a low tone, as he pressed the others hand. A single spark is only required to fire the mine. Then the Ministry will be overthrown, and the country must inevitably fall into the hand of the Socialists. Look what they have already done in Venice and in Milan. At the latter city theyve closed La Scala, one of the finest theatres in the world; theyve dissolved the dancing-school, and have done their worst in every direction. Venice has been revolutionised and now at every local election one reads, written with black paint upon the walls, Down with the King and the robbers! Long live the Revolution! Im a staunch supporter of law and order, a firm upholder of country and of King, therefore my days of office are numbered.

Not if we successfully solve this enigma.

Why? By doing so I shall defeat the plots of my enemies, and thus embitter them against me far more than before.

You fear La Gemma?

His Excellency nodded.

Why?

She knows too much.

So did Vittorina. She was silenced.

What do you mean, Malvano? the Ambassador cried, pale and agitated. That she should share the same fate?

No, the other answered gravely. As far as I can see no life need be taken if we act with cunning and discretion. Can you trust me?

I do so implicitly, His Excellency answered, seeing that the secret agent was now entirely in earnest. More than once you have obtained knowledge by means little short of miraculous.

Briefly, Im an excellent spy — eh? the Doctor laughed. Well, I didnt spend ten years at the Questura in Firenze, and practise as a doctor at the same time, without obtaining a little wholesome experience. If youll give this affair entirely into my hands, Ill promise to do my level best, and to assist you out of your dilemma. Your position at this moment is, I know, one of the most extreme peril; but by playing a desperate game we may succeed in discovering what is necessary, thereby placing ourselves and our country in a position of absolute security.

You are an extremely good friend, Filippo, the Count answered quickly. In this country, surrounded as I am by traitors and spies, you are the only one in whom I can absolutely trust — except Carmenilla.

Your daughter must know nothing, the Doctor exclaimed quickly. This is no womans affair. If life must be sacrificed, then she might inadvertently expose us — women are such strange creatures, you know.

Whose life, then, do you fear may be taken? His Excellency eagerly asked.

The Doctor raised his shoulders with a gesture expressive of profound ignorance.

Not Gemmas?

Why not Gemmas? Malvano inquired, in an intense voice. In this affair we must speak plainly. Is she not your enemy?

Certainly.

Then, if a life must be taken, why not hers?

There was a silence, broken only by the low rumble of carriages and cabs outside.

No, His Excellency answered. Before I give you perfect freedom in this matter you shall promise me that she shall be spared. I have reasons — strong ones.

Certainly, if you desire it, the secret agent replied. The thought at that moment flashed across his mind that, if for the preservation of their secret her lips must necessarily be closed, there were others beside himself who would compass her death. The life of a man or woman can always be taken for a sovereign in London, if one knows where to look for men ready to accomplish such work.

Then you give me your promise? the Count asked eagerly.

On one condition only, Malvano replied in a firm voice, while his eyes fixed themselves upon those of the Ambassador.

What is your condition? His Excellency inquired.

There must be no secret between you and me, for in order to successfully accomplish this stroke of diplomacy we must act deliberately, with forethought, and yet boldly face the facts, risking everything — even our lives, he answered. Then, gazing straight into the others face, he added, I shall not act unless you allow me to read the despatch you received to-day from Rome. The Ambassadors brows instantly contracted, and he held his breath. For the first time, he became seized with a suspicion that this man, whose deep cunning as a secret agent was almost miraculous, was now playing him false.

No, he answered, that is impossible. My oath to the King prevents me showing any one a despatch marked as confidential.

Then your oath to the King prevents you from acting in the interests of Italy and the Crown; it prevents me from forging a weapon wherewith to fight the enemies of our beloved country.

The despatch is entirely of a private character, and concerns myself alone, His Excellency protested.

In other words, you cant trust me — eh? the Doctor said, with a hard look of dissatisfaction. I therefore refuse to act further in this affair, and shall leave you to do as you think fit. I must be in possession of all the known facts before I embark upon the perilous course before us; and as you decline absolutely, I am not prepared to take any steps in the dark. The risks are far too great.

The Ambassador was silent for a few moments, his eyes riveted upon those of the secret agent. Then, in a deep, intense voice, he said — 

Malvano, I dare not show you that despatch.


Chapter Twenty.

The Gobbo.
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SATURDAY NIGHT IN South London is a particularly busy time for the wives of the working classes. The chief thoroughfares in that great district lying between Waterloo Bridge and Camberwell Green are rendered bright by the flare of the naphtha-lamps of hoarse-voiced costermongers, whose strident cries call attention to their rather unwholesome-looking wares, and the crowds of honest housewives with ponderous baskets on their arms are marketing in couples and threes, taking their weekly outing, which is never to be missed. In the Walworth Road on a Saturday evening one can perhaps obtain a better glimpse of London lower-class life than in any other thoroughfare. The great broad road extending from that junction of thoroughfares, the Elephant and Castle, straight away to the site of old Camberwell Gate, and thence to the once rural but now sadly deteriorated Camberwell Green, is ablaze with gas and petroleum, and agog with movement. The honest, hard-working costermongers, with their barrows drawn into the gutters, vie with the shops in prices and quality; hawkers of all sorts importune passers-by on the congested pavements; the hatless and oleaginous butchers implore the crowd to Buy, buy, buy, and the whole thoroughfare presents a scene of animation unequalled in the whole metropolis — a striking panorama of poverty, pinched faces, shabby clothes, and enforced economy. The district between the Elephant and Camberwell Green has fallen upon evil days. Those who knew the Walworth Road twenty years ago, and know it now, will have marked its decadence with regret; how the lower life of East Street, known locally as Eas Lane, has overflowed; how fine old houses, once tenanted by merchants and people of independent means, are now let out in tenements; how model flats have reared their ugly heads; how the jerry-builder has swallowed up Walworth Common, across which Dickens once loved to wander; how all has changed, and Walworth has become the Whitechapel of the south.

Life in Walworth is the lower life of modern Cockneydom. There are streets in the district which, highly respectable thoroughfares twenty years ago, now harbour some of the worst characters in London; streets which, although a stones throw from the noisy, squalid bustle of the Walworth Road, a policeman hardly cares to venture down without a companion; sunless streets where poverty and crime are hand in hand, where filth has bred disease, and where stunted, pale-faced children wallow in the gutter mire. The wreckage of London life now no longer drifts towards the east, as it used to do, but crosses the Thames, and, after struggling in Lambeth, is swallowed in the debasing vortex of wretched, wonderful Walworth.

Those who pass up the great broad thoroughfare from Camberwell citywards see little of Walworth life. Only when one turns into one or other of its hundred side-streets, which spread out like arms towards the Kennington or Kent Road, can one observe how the poor exist. Among these many streets, one which has perhaps not deteriorated to such an extent as its neighbours, is the Boyson Road. The long thoroughfare of smoke-begrimed, jerry-built houses of monotonous exactness in architecture, two stories, and deep areas, is indeed a very depressing place of residence; but there is not a shop in the whole of it, and it is therefore quiet and secluded from the eternal turmoil of Camberwell Gate.

Halfway down this street, in one of the drab, mournful-looking houses, lived a man and his wife who held themselves aloof from all their neighbours. The man was an Italian, whose vocation was that of waiter in a restaurant in Moorgate Street, and he had taken up his residence in Boyson Road only a few months before. His name was Lionello Nenci, the man who had earned such unenviable reputation among the hucksters shops in Hammersmith, and whom Gemma, on her arrival in London, had tried vainly to find.

An air of poverty pervaded the interior of the house. The hall floor was devoid of any covering save for a sack flung down in place of a mat; the sitting-room was furnished in the cheapest manner possible; and, by the hollow sound which rang through the place, it was apparent that few of the other ten or twelve rooms contained any furniture at all.

Before the fire in the rusted grate of the sitting-room, on this cold, damp Saturday night early in December, Nenci himself, a dark-faced, surly-looking man with scrubby black beard, aged about thirty-five, was seated smoking a cheap cigar, while near him was a younger man, ugly, hump-backed, pale-faced, also an Italian. They were speaking in Tuscan.

Yes, Nenci said. I had to clear out of Hammersmith suddenly and come down here, because I thought the Embassy knew too much. She only discovered me a fortnight ago.

And she is actually living here?

Certainly. This house is the safest place. She lies quite low, and never goes out. Here she comes.

And at that moment the door opened, and Gemma entered. She was dressed in shabby black; her fair hair was twisted carelessly, and her small white hands bore no rings, yet, even slatternly and unkempt, she looked strikingly beautiful.

So you are hiding with us? the hump-backed man exclaimed, after he had greeted her.

Yes, she laughed.

Where is your lover, Armytage?

She shrugged her shoulders. He may be abroad again, for all I know. Ive neither seen nor heard from him since we parted nearly a month ago, she said, drawing a chair close to the fire and seating herself, her feet placed coquettishly on the rusted fender.

He knows nothing, I suppose? Nenci growled, still smoking.

Not a word. Im not a fool, even though I may be in love.

Both men laughed. They knew well the character of this beautiful woman before them, and placed the most implicit confidence in her.

You really love him — eh? Nenci inquired.

Ive already told you so a dozen times, she answered impatiently.

But you wont desert us? the younger man — whom they addressed as The Gobbo, Italian for hunchback — said earnestly.

I am still with you, she answered. It is impossible for me to serve two masters. What time is the consultation to-night?

At ten, answered Nenci, glancing up at the cheap metal timepiece on the mantel. Arnoldo should be here in five minutes.

The door again opened, and Nencis wife, a dark-haired Tuscan woman of about thirty, entered. The nasal twang of her speech stamped her at once as Livornese. She was good-looking, and, although ill-dressed, her drab skirt hung well, and her carriage had all the grace and suppleness of the South. For a moment she stood chatting to her husband, her visitor, and their companion, then turning down the smoking lamp, placed several chairs around the plain deal-topped table.

Gemma hasnt yet got used to London, she laughed, as she busied herself preparing for the mysterious consultation which had been arranged. She pines for her lover, and thinks this place a trifle poor after the big hotel at Charing Cross.

No, no, Gemma protested. I dont complain. Im quite safe here. And I can wait.

For your lover? the Gobbo laughed, in a dry, supercilious tone. It is a new sensation for you to love. Lamore è la gioia, il reposo la félicita — eh?

Her clear eyes flashed upon him for an instant, but she did not reply. His words cut her to the quick. In that instant she thought of the man she adored, the man who was held aloof from her by reason of her secret.

Presently, after some further conversation, the door-bell rang, and Nencis wife, who promptly answered the summons, admitted two well-dressed men, Romanelli and Malvano.

The appearance of the latter was the signal for congratulations, Gemma alone holding aloof from them. She exchanged a glance with the Doctor, but he in an instant noticed its swift maliciousness, and remained silent.

After some conventional chatter, in which the Gobbo cracked many grim jokes, all six took seats around the table. Nenci had previously assured himself that the shutters were closed, and that the doors both back and front were securely barred, when Malvano was the first to speak.

There are two of us absent, he observed. I received a telegram from one an hour ago. He is in Berlin, and could not be back in time. He apologises.

It is accepted, they all exclaimed.

And the other cannot come for reasons you all know.

Then Nenci, a stern, striking figure, rather wild-looking, with his black, bushy hair slightly curled, bent forward earnestly, and said — 

Since last we held a consultation in Livorno some months ago, much has occurred, and it is necessary for us once again to review the situation. Most of us have had severe trials; more than one has fallen beneath the vengeance of our enemies; and more than one is now in penal servitude on Gorgona, that rocky island which lies within sight of the land we all of us love. Well, our ranks are thinner, indeed. Of our twenty-one brothers and sisters who met for the first time in Livorno three years ago only eight now remain. Yet we may accomplish much, for not one of us knows fear; all have been already tried and found staunch and true.

Are you sure there is no traitor among us? Gemma asked, in a clear intense voice, her pointed chin resting upon her white palm as she listened to his speech.

Whom do you suspect? Nenci demanded, darting a quick look at her.

I suspect no one, she answered. But in this desperate crisis we must, if we would successfully accomplish our object, have perfect faith in one another.

So we have, Malvano said. Here in London we are in absolute security. We have sacrificed enough, Heaven knows! Thirteen of us are already either in prison, or dead.

Gemma sighed. She herself had been compelled to sacrifice a mans passionate love, her own happiness and all that made life worth living, because of her connexion with this mysterious band which had its headquarters among the working class in London, and whose ramifications were felt in every part of Italy. She lifted her beautiful face once again. She was pale and desperate.

Thirteen is an unlucky number, remarked the Gobbo grimly.

For the dead, yes. But eight of us are still living, Malvano said.

By the holy Virgin! its a desperate game we are playing, Nencis wife exclaimed.

Shut your mouth, growled her husband roughly. When your opinion is required, well ask for it. She was a slim, fragile woman, with a pale face full of romance, black eyes that flashed like gems, and a profusion of dark, frizzy hair, worn with those three thin spiral curls falling over the brow, in the manner of all the Livornesi. Even though she existed in squalid Walworth, she still preserved in the mode of dressing her hair the fashion she had been used to since a child. In that drab, mournful street, she sighed often for her own home in gay, happy, far-off Livorno, with its great Piazza, where she loved to gossip; its fine old cathedral, where she had so often knelt to the Madonna; its leafy Passeggio where, with her friends, she would stroll and watch the summer sun sinking into the Mediterranean behind the grey distant islands. When her husband spoke thus roughly she exchanged glances across the table with Gemma, and her dark, sad eyes became filled with tears.

No, protested Malvano quickly, thats scarcely the language to use towards one who has risked all that your wife has risked. I entirely agree with her that the games desperate enough. We must allow no discord.

Exactly, Nenci admitted. The reason why I have summoned you here is because the time is past for mere words. We must now act swiftly and with precision. There is only one person we have to fear.

What is his name? they all cried, almost with one accord.

The man whom Gemma loves — Charles Armytage, the black-haired man answered, his eyes still fixed maliciously upon the woman before him.

In an instant Gemma sprang up, her tiny hands clenched, an unnatural fire in her eyes.

You would denounce him? she cried wildly. You who have held me bound and silent for so long, now seek to destroy the one single hope to which I cling; to snatch from me for ever all chance of peace and happiness! The eyes of the five persons at the table were upon her as she, strikingly beautiful, stood erect and statuesque before them. They all saw how deeply in earnest and how desperate she was.

But Nenci laughed. The sound of his harsh voice stung her. She turned upon him fiercely, with a dangerous glint in her clear blue eyes, a look that none of that assembly had ever before witnessed.

In the past, she said, I have served you. I have been your catspaw. I have risked love, life, everything, for the one object so near my heart: the desire for a vengeance complete and terrible. Because of my association with you — and she gazed around at them as she spoke— I have been debarred marriage with the man I love. In order that he should leave me, that his daily presence should no longer fill me with regret and vain longing for happiness, I was compelled to resort to self-accusation, and to denounce myself as an adventuress.

Then you actually spoke the truth for once in your life! Nenci observed superciliously, a fierce expression in his black eyes.

Enough! Malvano protested. We didnt come here to discuss Gemmas love affairs.

But this man, who for the last three years has sought my ruin, has made a false denunciation against the young Englishman. I know only too well what passes in his mind. He declares to you that the only person we need fear is Charles Armytage, and the natural conclusion occurs that he must be silenced. I know full well that at this moment our position is one of desperation. Well, you know my past full well, each one of you, and have, I think, recognised that Im not a woman to be trifled with. You may stir up the past and cast its mud into my face. Good! But, however wrongly Ive acted, it is because this man has held me within his merciless grip, and I have been compelled to do his bidding blindly, without daring to protest. You may tell me that I am an adventuress, she cried vehemently; that my reputation is evil and unenviable; that my friends in Italian society have cast me adrift because of the libellous stories you have so ingeniously circulated about me; but I tell you that I love Charles Armytage, and I swear on the tomb of my dead mother he shall never suffer because of his true, honest love for me.

She had used the oath which the Italian always holds most sacred, and then a dead silence followed. Except the dark wild-looking visage of Nenci, every face betrayed surprise at this fierce and unexpected outburst.

But Nenci again laughed, stroking his scrubby beard with his thin sallow hand.

I suppose you wish to desert us, eh? he asked meaningly.

While you keep faith with me I am, against my will, still your tool. Break faith with me, and the bond which has held me to you will at once be severed.

How? inquired Malvano seriously; for he saw that at this crisis-time Gemma held their future in her hands. Nencis wild words had, alas! been ill-timed, and could not now be retracted.

Simply this, she answered. I love; for the first time in my life, honestly and passionately. Through my association with you, my life is wrecked, and my lover lost to me. Yet I still have hope; and if you destroy that hope, then all desire for life will leave me. I care absolutely nothing for the future.

Well? the Doctor observed mechanically.

Cannot you understand? she cried, turning upon him fiercely. This man Lionello, has suggested that my lovers life should be taken; that he should be silenced merely because he fears that my love may lead me to desert you, or turn traitor. I know well how easily such suggestions can be carried out; but remember, if a hand is lifted against him it is to me, the woman who loves him, that you shall answer; to me you shall beg for mercy, and, by the Virgin, I will give you none! And her panting breast heaved and fell violently as she clutched the back of her chair for support.

For a few minutes there was again silence, deep and complete. Then Nenci laughed the same harsh supercilious laugh as before.

Bah? he cried, with curling lip. Your foolish infatuation is of no account to us. Your lover holds knowledge which can ruin us. He must therefore be silenced! Then glancing swiftly around the table with his black eyes, he asked, Is that agreed?

With one accord there was a bold, clear response. All gave an answer in the affirmative.


Chapter Twenty One.

At Lyddington.
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OUTSIDE IT WAS a dry, crisp, frosty night, but in Doctor Malvanos drawing-room at Lyddington a great wood fire threw forth a welcome glow, the skins spread upon the floor were soft and warm, and the fine, old-fashioned room, furnished with that taste and elegance which a doctor of independent means could afford, was extremely comfortable and cosy. Ben, the Doctors faithful old black dog, lay stretched out lazily before the fire, a pet cat had curled itself in the easiest of easy chairs, and with her white fingers rambling over the keys of the grand piano sat a slim, graceful woman. It was Gemma.

With Mrs Nenci as companion, she had been visiting at Lyddington for about a fortnight, and, truth to tell, found life in that rural village much more pleasant than in the unwholesome side street off the Walworth Road. They had both left Boyson Road suddenly late one night, after receiving a note from Nenci, who had been absent a couple of days. This note was one of warning, telling them to fly, and giving them directions to go straight to Lyddington. This they had done, receiving a cordial welcome from the Doctor, who had apparently received word by telegraph, and understood the situation perfectly. So they had installed themselves in the Doctors house, and led a quiet, tranquil life of severe respectability. Gemma dressed well, as befitted the Doctors visitor, for she had received one of her trunks which, after leaving the Hotel Victoria, she had deposited in the cloakroom at Charing Cross Station, and her costumes were always tasteful and elegant. She had obtained a cycle from Uppingham, and the weather being dry and frosty, she rode daily alone over the hilly Rutlandshire roads, to old-world Gretton, to long, straggling Rockingham, with its castle high up among the leafless trees, to Seaton Station, or even as far afield as the tiny hamlet of Blatherwycke. The honest country folk looked askance at her, be it said, for her natural chic she could not suppress, and her cycling skirt was just a trifle too short, when judged from an English standpoint. Her dress was dark blue serge, confined at the waist by a narrow, white silk ribbon, its smartness having been much admired when she had spun along the level roads of the Cascine. But English and Italian ideas differ very considerably, and she was often surprised when the country people stood and gaped at her. Yet it was only natural. When she dismounted she could only speak half a dozen words of English, and Rutland folk are always suspicious of the foreigner — especially a woman.

As she sat at the piano on this chilly night, she looked eminently beautiful in a loose, rich tea-gown of sage-green plush, with front of pale pink silk, a gown of striking magnificence, with its heavy silver belt glittering beneath the shaded lamplight. It was made in a style which no English dressmaker could accomplish, and fastened at the throat by a quaint brooch consisting of three tiny golden playing-cards, set with diamonds and rubies, and fastened together by a pearl-headed pin, a charming little phantasy. The pink silk, in combination with the sombre green, set off her fair beauty admirably, yet her face was a trifle wan as she mechanically fingered the keys with all the suppleness and rapidity of a good player. But she was Tuscan, and the love of music was in her inborn. In her own far-off country one could hear the finest opera for sixpence, and there was scarcely any household that did not possess its mandoline, and whose members did not chant those old canzonette amorose. Music is part of the Italians life.

She stopped at last, slowly glancing around the handsome room, and drawing a heavy sigh. At that moment a sense of utter loneliness oppressed her. Her companion, Mrs Nenci, had retired to bed half an hour before, and the Doctor was still in his study, where he usually spent the greater part of his time. He was often locked in alone for hours together, and was careful never to allow any one to enter on any pretext. She had, indeed, never seen the interior of Malvanos den, and was often seized with curiosity to know how he spent his time there through so many hours. As she sat silent, she pondered, as she ever did, over her lost lover, and wondered if he were still in England, or if, weary and despairing, he had left for the Continent again.

He has misjudged me, she murmured— cruelly misjudged me.

Her fathomless blue eyes glistened with tears, as, turning again to the instrument, she commenced to play and sing, in a soft, sweet contralto, the old Tuscan love-song, Ah! non mi amava; the song sung by the contadinelle in the vineyards and the maize-fields, where the green lizards dart across the sun-baked stones — where life is without a care, so long as one has a handful of baked chestnuts, or a plate of polenta di castagne — where the air is sweet and balmy and the very atmosphere breathes of love.

E mi diceva che avria sfidato,
Per ottenermi tutto il creato;
Che nel mio sguardo, nel mio sorriso
Stavan le gioie del Paradiso.
E mentre al core cosi parlava.
Ah! non mi amava! no, non mi amava!

Tu sei, diceva, langelo mio:
Tu sei la stella dogni desio:
Il sol mio bene sei che mavanza;
Tu de miei giorni se la speranza.
Fin le sue pene mi raccontava,
Ah! non mi amava! no, non mi amava!

Slowly, in a voice full of emotion, she sang the old song she had heard so many times when a child, until its sad, serious air trembled through the room.

Behind her were two long windows, which, opening upon the lawn, were now heavily curtained to keep out the icy draughts. Blasts of cold air seemed to penetrate to every corner of that high-up house, exposed as it was to the chill winds sweeping across the hills. As she was singing, one of the maids entered with her candle, and placing it upon the table, wished her good-night.

Good-night! she answered in her pretty broken English; and, when the girl had gone, went on playing, but very softly, so as not to disturb the household. Her voice, full of emotion, had repeated the final words of that passionate verse — 

Non aveva core che per amarmi
Con i suoi detti ei mingannava,
Ah! non mi amava! no, non mi amava!

when the curtains before one of the windows behind her suddenly stirred, and an eager face peered through between them. The slight sound attracted her, and she turned quickly with a low exclamation of fear. Next, instant, however, she sprang up from the piano with a glad cry, for the man who had thus secretly entered was none other than Charles Armytage.

You, Nino! she gasped, pale and trembling, holding aloof from him in the first moments of her surprise.

Yes, he replied in a low, intense tone, standing before her in hat and overcoat. I came here to see the Doctor, but hearing your well-remembered voice outside, and finding the window unfastened, came in. You — you do not welcome me, he added with disappointment. Why are you here?

Welcome you! she echoed. You, who are in my thoughts every day, every hour, every moment; you who, by leaving me, have crushed all hope, all life from me, Nino! Ah! no; I — I welcome you. But forgive me; I never expected that we should meet in this house, of all places.

Why?

She hesitated. Her fingers twitched nervously.

Because — well, because you ought not to come here, she answered ambiguously. She remembered Nencis covert threat, and knew well what risks her lover ran. He was in deadly peril, and only she herself could shield him.

I dont understand you, he exclaimed. I have for the past month searched everywhere for you. You left the hotel and disappeared; I have made inquiries in Livorno and in Florence, believing you had returned to Italy, and here to-night, as I passed across the lawn, I heard your voice, and have now found you.

Why? she inquired, her trembling hand still upon the piano. Is not all our love now of the past? I am unworthy of you, Nino, and I told you so honestly. I could not deceive you further.

Heaven knows! he cried, you deceived me enough. You have never even told me your real name.

She looked at him with an expression of fear in her eyes. Ah! she cried. You know the truth, Nino. I see by your face!

I know that you, whom I have known as Gemma Fanetti, are none other than the Contessa Funaro!

Her breast heaved and fell quickly, and she hung her head.

Well?

He moved towards her, his hands still in the pockets of his heavy tweed overcoat.

Well, he repeated, and what excuse have you for so deceiving me?

None, she answered in her soft Tuscan, her eyes still downcast. I loved you, Nino, and I feared—

She hesitated, without finishing the sentence.

You feared to tell me the truth, even though you well knew that I was foolishly infatuated; that I was a love-blind idiot? No; I dont believe you, he cried fiercely. You had some further, some deeper motive. She was silent. Her nervous fingers hitched themselves in the lace of her gown, and she grew pallid and haggard.

I now know who you are; how grossly you have deceived me, and how ingeniously I have been tricked, he cried bitterly, speaking Italian with difficulty. You whom I believed honest and loving, I have found to be only an adventuress, a woman whose notoriety has spread from Como to Messina.

Yes, she cried hoarsely, yes, Nino, I am an adventuress. Now that my enemies have exposed me, concealment is no longer possible. I deceived you, but with an honest purpose in view. My name, I well know, is synonymous with all that is vicious. I am known as The Funaro — the extravagant woman whose lovers are legion, and of whom stories of reckless waste and ingenious fraud are told by the jeunesse dorée in every city in Italy. Ask of any of the smart young men who drink at the Gambrinus at Milan, at Genoa, at Rome, or at Florence, and they will relate stories by the hour of my wild, adventurous life, of my loves and my hatreds, of my gaiety and my sorrow. Yes, I, alas I know it all. I have the reputation of being the gayest woman in all gay Italy; and yet — and yet, she added in a soft voice, I love you, Nino.

No! he cried, drawing from her with repugnance, as if in fear that her hands should touch him; it is not possible that we can exchange words of affection after this vile deceit. All is now plain why the police of Livorno ordered you to leave the city; why Hutchinson, the Consul, urged me to part from you; why, when we drove together in those sun-baked streets, every one turned to look at you. They knew you! he cried. They knew you — and they pitied me!

She shrank at these cruel, bitter words as if he had dealt her a blow. From head to foot she trembled as, with an effort, she took a few uneven steps towards him.

You denounce me! she cried in a low tone. You, the man I love, declare that I am base, vile, and heartless. Well, if you wish, I will admit all the charges you thus level against me. Only one will I refute. You say that I am an adventuress; you imply that I have never loved you.

Certainly, he cried. I have been your dupe. You led me to believe in your innocence, while all the time the papers are commenting upon your adventures, and printing scandals anent your past. Because I did not know your language well, and because I seldom read an Italian newspaper, you were bold enough to believe that I should remain in utter ignorance. But I have discovered the extent of your perfidy. I know now, that in dealing with you, Im dealing with one whose shrewdness and cunning are notorious throughout the whole of Italy.

Then you have no further love for me, Nino? she asked blankly, after a brief space.

Love! No, I hate you! he cried. You led me to believe in your uprightness and honesty, yet I find that you, of all women in Italy, are the least desirable, as an acquaintance — the least possible as a wife!

You hate me? she gasped hoarsely. You — Nino! — hate me?

Yes, he cried, his hands clenched in excitement, I hate you!

Then why have you come here? she asked. Even if you had heard my voice, you need not have entered this room to taunt me.

I have come to call upon the Doctor, he answered.

Eleven oclock at night is a curious hour at which to call upon a friend, she observed. Your business with him must be very pressing.

It is — it is, he answered quickly, striding to and fro. I must see him to-night.

Why?

Because I leave England to-morrow.

You leave England? she said hoarsely. You intend to leave me here?

Surely you are comfortable enough? Malvano is Italian, and, although I was not aware that you were acquainted with him, he is nevertheless a very good fellow, and no doubt you are happy.

Happy! she cried. Happy without you, Nino! Ah! you are too cruel! If you could but know the truth; if you could but know what I have suffered, what I am at this moment suffering for your sake, you would never treat me thus — never.

Ah! your story is always the same — always, he laughed superciliously. I know now why you would never invite me to your house in Florence. You could not well take me to your great palazzo without me knowing its name. Again, you lived in that small flat in the Viale at Livorno instead of at your villa at Ardenza, that beautiful house overlooking the sea, coveted by all the Livornesi.

I have a reason for not living there, she exclaimed quickly. I have not entered it now for two years. Perhaps I shall never again cross its threshold.

And it is untenanted?

Certainly. I do not wish to let it.

Why?

It is a caprice of mine, she answered. To a woman of my character caprices are allowed, I suppose? Then, after a slight hesitation, she raised her fine eyes to his, saying, Now tell me candidly, Nino, why have you come here to-night?

To see the Doctor. I want to consult him.

Are you ill? she asked with some alarm, noticing that he was unusually pale.

No, I want his advice regarding another matter, a matter which concerns myself. As he spoke he kept his eyes fixed upon her, and saw how handsome she was. In that loose gown of silk and plush, with its heavy girdle, she looked, indeed, the notorious Countess Funaro about whom he had heard so much scandalous gossip.

Slowly she advanced towards him, her small white hands outstretched, her arms half bare, her beautiful face upturned to his. Those eyes were so blue and clear, and that face so perfect an incarnation of purity, that it was hard to believe that she was actually the notorious woman who had so scandalised Florentine society. He stood before her again, fascinated as he always had been in her presence in those bygone sunny days in Tuscany, when he had basked daily in her smiles and idled lazily beside the Mediterranean.

Nino, she said, in a soft crooning voice scarcely above a whisper — a voice which showed him she was deeply in earnest— Nino, if it pleases you to break my heart then I will not complain. I know I deserve all the terrible punishment I am now enduring, for Ive sinned before Heaven and have sinned against you, the man who loved me. You cast me aside as a worthless woman because of my evil reputation; you credit all the base libellous stories circulated by my enemies; you believe that I have toyed with your affection and have no real genuine love for you. Well, Nino, she sighed, let it be so. I know that now you are aware of my identity you can never believe in my truth and honesty; but I tell you that I still love you, even though you may denounce and desert me.

He turned from her with a gesture of impatience.

Tell me, Nino, she went on eagerly, following him and grasping his arm convulsively, tell me the truth. Why are you here to-night?

He turned quickly upon her, and made a movement to free himself from her grasp.

Malvano is Italian, he answered. I have come to consult him upon a matter in which only an Italian can assist me.

I am Italian, she said quickly. Will you not let me render you at least one service, even if it be the last? She looked earnestly into his face, and her soft arms wound themselves around his neck.

I have no faith in you, he answered. I was a fool to enter here, but your voice brought back to me so many memories of those days that are dead, and I couldnt resist.

Then you still think of me sometimes, caro, she said, clinging to him. Your love is not yet dead?

It is dead, he declared, fiercely disengaging himself. Gemma, whom I knew and loved in Livorno, will ever remain a sad sweet memory throughout my life; but the wealthy, wanton Contessa Funaro, the woman against whom every finger is pointed in Italy, I can never trust, I can never love.

She fell back, crushed, humiliated, ashamed. A deathlike pallor overspread her face, and her eyes grew large, dark, and mournful. There are some griefs that are too deep, even for tears.

You cannot trust me, Nino, she cried a moment later. But you can nevertheless heed one word which I speak in deepest earnest.

Well?

Leave this house. Do not seek this man, Malvano.

Why? he inquired, surprised. Hes my friend. We have met once or twice since we shot together in Berkshire.

Again she advanced close to him, so close that he felt her breath upon his cheek, and the sweet odour of lilac from her chiffons filled his nostrils.

If you absolutely refuse to tell me the reason you have come here to-night, then I will tell you, she whispered. You are in fear.

In fear? I dont understand.

You have enemies, and you wish to consult the Doctor with regard to them, she went on boldly. Then, in a voice scarcely audible, she added, whispering into his ear: You have received warning.

He started suddenly, looking at her dismayed.

Who told you? How did you know? he gasped.

I cannot now explain, she answered breathlessly, still holding his arm in convulsive grasp, panting as she spoke. It is sufficient for you to know the intention of your enemies, so that you may be forewarned against them.

Then it is actually true that Im in personal danger! he cried. To my knowledge Ive never done an evil turn to anybody, and this is all a puzzling enigma. The letter here — and he drew from his overcoat a note which had been delivered by a boy-messenger at his chambers in Ebury Street— this letter is evidently written by an Italian, because of the flourish of the capitals: and I came here to-night to ask Malvano the best course to pursue. Im staying in the neighbourhood, over at Apethorpe.

Then leave at once, she urged earnestly. To-morrow, get away by the first train to London, and thence to the Continent again. Take precautions that you are not followed. Go to France, to Germany, to Spain, anywhere out of reach. Then write to me at the Poste Restante, at Charing Cross, and I will come to you.

But why? How do you know all this?

Look at that letter, Nino, she said in a low, deep tone. Look once again at the handwriting.

He opened it beneath the silk-shaded lamp and scanned it eagerly.

Its yours, he gasped, the truth suddenly dawning upon him. You yourself have given me this warning! She nodded.

Tell me why, quickly, he cried, placing his hand upon her shoulder. Tell me why.

I warned you, Nino, she answered, in a soft, hoarse voice; I warned you because I love you.

But what have I to fear? he demanded. If Im threatened I can seek protection of the police. To my knowledge I havent a single enemy.

We all of us blind ourselves with that consolation, she replied. But listen. Of all men, avoid Malvano. Leave this house at once, and get out of England at the earliest moment. Your enemies are no ordinary ones; they are desperate, and hold life cheap.

But you! he cried, puzzled. You are here, in the house of this very man against whom you warn me!

Ah! do not heed me, she answered. Your love for me is dead. Yet I am still yours, and in this matter you must, if you value your safety, trust me.

But Malvano is an excellent fellow, he protested. I must just wish him good-night. What would he think if he knew I had been here and had this private interview with you?

No, Nino, she cried, her countenance pale and earnest. You must not! You hear me? You must not. If it were known that I had given you warning then my position would be one of greater peril than it now is.

But surely I need not fear the Doctor? Every one about here knows him. Hes the most popular man for miles around.

And the most dangerous, she whispered. No, for my sake, fly, Nino. He may enter this room at any moment. I love you, and no harm shall befall you if you will obey me. Leave this place at once, and promise me not to make any attempt to see Malvano. His eyes met hers, and he saw in them a love-light that was unmistakable. By her clear open glance he became almost convinced that she was speaking the truth. Yet he still hesitated.

Ah! she cried, suddenly flinging her arms again about his neck. Go, Nino; you are unsafe here. Leave England to-morrow for my sake — for my sake, caro. But kiss me once, she implored in her sweet, lisping Italian. Give me one single kiss before you part from me.

His brow darkened. He held his breath.

No, no, she cried wildly, divining his disinclination, I am not the Contessa Funaro, now. I am Gemma — the woman who loves you, the woman who is at this moment risking her life for you. Kiss me. Then go. Fly, caro, abroad, and may no harm befall you, Nino, my beloved! Then she raised her beautiful face to his.

His countenance relaxed, he bent swiftly, and their lips met in one long, tender, passionate caress. Then, urged by her, he wished her a whispered farewell, and disappeared through the heavy curtains before the window as silently as he had come, while she stood panting, breathless, but in an ecstasy of contentment. Once again he had pressed her lips and breathed one single word of love.


Chapter Twenty Two.

The Unknown.
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IN WINTER THE roads in Rutlandshire are none too good for cycling. When wet they are too heavy; when frosty they are apt to be rutty and dangerous. Once or twice Gemma had been out with the two daughters of the rector of a neighbouring parish, but as she could not understand half a dozen words they said, and discovered them to be of that frigid genus peculiar to the daughters-of-the-cloth, she preferred riding alone. In January the country around Uppingham is bleak, brown, and bare, different indeed from winter in her own sunny land, but it was the exhilarating sensation of cycling that delighted her, and she did not ride for the purpose of seeing the district. The hills around Lyddington were poor indeed after the wild grandeur of the Lucca Mountains, or the Apennines, but on bright mornings she found her ride very delightful, and always returned fresh, rosy, and hungry.

A fortnight had gone by since the night Charles Armytage had visited her, but she had received no word from him, because the address she gave was at the Poste Restante at Charing Cross and she had not been to London. The kiss he had given her before parting reassured her, and now, instead of being pensive, pale-faced, and wan, she had resumed something of her old reckless gaiety, and would go about the house humming to herself the chorus of that gay song, popular to every café-concert in Italy, Mabbruscia, mabbruscia, t capa, signurè, or jingle upon the piano for the amusement of the Doctor and Mrs Nenci, Pennariale, La Bicicletta, Signo, dicite si, and a host of other equally well-known ditties. Both Malvano, who always treated her with studied courtesy, and her female companion were surprised at her sudden change of manner. Neither, however, knew the truth. Armytage had evidently succeeded in leaving the house and gaining the road without having been seen by the servants.

The frosty wind was sweeping keen as a knife across the uplands one morning as she mounted her cycle, and with a laughing farewell to the Doctor, who was just ascending into his high trap to visit a patient some five miles away in an opposite direction, she allowed her machine to run rapidly down the hill for nearly a mile without pedalling. The roads were hard and rutty, but she eared nothing for that, and rode straight as an arrow, taking both hands from the handles in order to readjust the pin which held her neat little toque. Few women rode better than she, and few looked more graceful or pedalled more evenly. In the leafy Cascine at Florence, in the Public Gardens at Milan, in the Bois at Paris, and along the Viale at Livorno, her riding had been many times admired. But here, on these Rutlandshire highways there was no crowd of gossiping idlers, none to remark her beauty, none to whisper strange stories of the pretty Contessa, and for the first time for months she now felt free from the trammels of her past.

About a mile and a half from Lyddington, she turned off suddenly on to a byroad, rutty and ill-kept, and, still downhill, rode towards Seaton Station. The Doctor expected a small parcel of drugs from London, and, as it could be tied to her handle-bar, she had that morning made it the object of her ride. Malvano, however, had been compelled to scribble a line to the station-master for, as she could not speak English, and the local railway official could not be expected to have any knowledge of Tuscan, the note would obviate any complications.

Shortly before reaching the station, the road crossed the railway by a level-crossing kept by a lame man, one of the companys servants, who had been injured years before, and who now led a life of comparative ease in his snug little cottage beside the line. As she approached, she saw that the great gates were closed, and, riding up to them, she dismounted and called to the cottager for the way to be opened.

The grey-headed old man appeared at the door in his shabby overcoat, shook his head, and cast a glance down the line. Then, almost next instant, the Continental express from Harwich to Birmingham flew past. The gatekeeper drew back one of the levers beside his door, entered the house for a moment, then came forth with something in his hand.

This letter has been left for you, miss, he said, politely touching his cap and handing a note to her. Its been here these four days, and I was told not to send it up to the Doctors, but to give it to you personally next time you passed alone.

Who gave it to you? she asked quickly, in Italian, as she took the letter in one hand, holding her cycle with the other.

But the man, unacquainted with strange languages, regarded her rather suspiciously, and answered — 

I dont understand French, miss.

They both laughed, and from her purse she gave the man some coppers. Not until she got to a lonely part of the road, on her return journey, did she dismount to read the secret missive. It consisted of five words only, in Italian, scribbled in pencil upon a piece of that common foreign notepaper ruled in tiny squares. The words were— Bonciani, Monday, at five. Urgent.

It bore no signature, no date, nothing to give a clue whence the mysterious appointment emanated. She examined its superscription, but utterly failed to recognise the handwriting.

For a long time she stood beneath the leafless oaks with the scrap of paper in her hand, meditating deeply. It was plain that whoever had summoned her to London feared to sign the note lest it should fall into other hands; furthermore, the writer evidently knew that it was unsafe to send a message through the post direct to the Doctors house. Being unable to speak English, she could not ask the railway watchman to describe the person who had placed it in his hands. She could only act as the unknown writer demanded, or, on the other hand, take no notice of the strange communication.

It was not from Charles, for she well knew his bold, sprawly hand. This was decidedly the writing of one of her compatriots; but as she reflected, she could not think of any one who could desire her urgent attendance at the obscure little restaurant in Regent Street. She had often heard of the Bonciani, even while in Italy, but had never visited it. Then suddenly the sweet, distant sound of church bells, borne to her on the frosty wind, sounded so different to that from the old sun-blanched campanili of the Tuscan churches, and brought to her recollection that the day was Sunday, a festal day in her own land, and that the appointment with the unknown was on the morrow.

Irresolute and puzzled, she tore up both envelope and paper, and cast them to the wind; then, seating herself in her saddle, she rode onward up the long incline which led to Lyddington.

That afternoon there were two or three callers — the wife and daughter of a retired manufacturer living at Laxton, and a couple of young men, sons of old Squire Gregory, of Apethorpe, who had seen Gemma cycling and driving with the Doctor, and who had been struck by her extraordinary chic. One of them, the elder, spoke Italian a little, and they chatted together in the drawing-room, after which tea was served. She did not care for that beverage, and only drank it because it seemed to her the proper thing to do in England. She would have much preferred a glass of menta, or one or other of those brilliantly coloured syrups so dear to the palate of the Italian.

With that ineffable politeness of his race, Malvano entertained his visitors in a manner polished and refined, while Mrs Nenci, a rather striking figure in black, spoke broken English with them, and did the honours of the house. People often called at the Doctors in the afternoon, for he was a merry bachelor with the reputation of being the most good-hearted, generous, easy-going man in the county; and on this Sunday the assembly was quite a pleasant one, the more so to Gemma when she found a good-looking young man to whom she could chat.

They were standing together in the deep bay of the old-fashioned window, half hidden by the heavy curtains. The room was filled with the gay chatter of the visitors, and he now saw his opportunity to speak to her.

Signorina, he said in a low whisper, a friend of mine is our mutual friend.

I dont understand you? she inquired, starting in surprise, and glancing quickly at him.

Charles Armytage, young Gregory answered. He was staying with me until about a fortnight ago. Then he left suddenly.

Well?

He doesnt dare to write to you here, but has written to me.

Where is he? she inquired eagerly.

Abroad, the young man replied hurriedly. In his letter to me yesterday, he asked me to call here at once, see you, and tell you that he is in Brussels; and that if you write, address him at the Poste Restante.

He is still there? she asked. Then a telegram to-day — now — would reach him?

Certainly, her young companion replied. He says he will send me word the moment he changes his address, and asks me to request you to write. He says it is unsafe, however, under the circumstances, for him to respond to your letter.

Thank you, she answered, breathing more freely. The knowledge that he had escaped to Brussels, and that she could give him further warning, if needed, was to her reassuring. It is extremely kind of you to bring me this welcome message. I had no idea that you knew Mr Armytage.

We were at Eton together, Gregory answered. Ive known him ever since I can remember. But I see my brother is going to drive the Blatherwycke parson home, so I must say good-bye; and I hope to call again, as soon as I have any further news — if I may.

She answered him with a glance. Then together they returned into the centre of the room, chatting as if no confidences had been exchanged, and a moment later he took leave of her.

Next morning, in a dark stuff walking dress, she mounted her cycle, having announced her intention to ride over to Kings Cliffe and lunch with some friends of Malvanos who had invited her. Instead, however, she went to Gretton Station, placed her cycle in the cloakroom, and took a first-class ticket to London, determined to keep the mysterious appointment. It was nearly three oclock when she arrived, and she at once lunched at the railway buffet, idled there for half an hour, and then took a cab to Regent Street, where she whiled away the time gazing into the windows of the milliners and dressmakers, unaware that a shabby, middle-aged, unimportant-looking man was narrowly watching her movements, or that this man was Inspector Elmes of Vine Street.

At last she glanced at her little watch, with its two hearts set in diamonds on the back — a beautiful souvenir which her absent lover had given her in the early days of their acquaintance — and found it wanted ten minutes to five. She had passed the obscure rendezvous, and glanced at its window with the sickly looking palms and india-rubber plants, the long-necked wine-flasks she knew so well, and the two framed menus; therefore, considering it time to enter the place, she retraced her steps from Piccadilly Circus, and a few minutes later opened the door and walked into the long, narrow salon, with its marble-topped tables and plush lounges.

Two or three men, whom she at once recognised as compatriots, were sipping coffee and smoking. As she passed, they eyed her admiringly; but without a glance at them she walked to the further end, and seating herself at a table on the left, ordered coffee.

Scarcely had it been brought, when the door again opened, and there lounged in leisurely a tall, well-built, handsome man in long dark overcoat and brown soft felt hat. Without hesitation he walked straight to her table, bowed politely, and with a word of greeting seated himself. Her face went white as the marble before her; she held her breath. In that instant she recollected it was the day, the hour, and the place mentioned in that remarkable letter found upon her unfortunate friend Vittorina — that letter which had so puzzled and mystified the Ambassador, the police, the newspaper reporters, and the British public.

She had been entrapped.


Chapter Twenty Three.

A Ruler of Europe.
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WELL? GEMMA EXCLAIMED, quickly recovering herself, and looking keenly into the dark face of the newcomer.

Well? he said, imitating with a touch of sarcasm the tone in which she had spoken, at the same time taking a cigarette from his case and lighting it with a vesta from the china stand upon the table.

What does this mean? she inquired in Italian, regarding him with a look which clearly showed his presence was unwelcome.

Finish your coffee and come out with me. I must speak with you. Here its too risky. We might be overheard. St. Jamess Park is near, and we can talk there without interruption, he said. Evidently a gentleman, aged about fifty-five, with long iron-grey side-whiskers and hair slightly blanched. His eyes were intelligent and penetrating, his forehead broad and open, his chin heavy and decisive, and he was undoubtedly a man of stern will and wide achievements. He spoke polished Italian, and his manner was perfect.

Gemma kept her eyes fixed upon him, fascinated by fear. Her gloved hand trembled perceptibly as she raised her cup to her lips.

You had no idea that you would meet me — eh? he laughed, speaking in an undertone. Well, drink your coffee, and let us take a cab to the Park. He flung down sixpence to the waiter, and they went out together. She walked mechanically into the street, dumbfounded, stupefied.

By his side she staggered for a few paces, then halting said, in a sudden tone of anger — 

Leave me! I refuse to accompany you.

Her companion smiled. It was already dark, the shop windows were lit, and the hurrying crowd of passers-by did not notice them.

Youll come with me, the man said sternly. I want to talk to you seriously, and in privacy. It was useless in that place with half a dozen people around, all with ears open. Besides, he added, in a café of that sort I may be recognised. Then he hailed a passing cab.

No, no! she cried, as it drew up to the kerb. I wont go — I wont!

But you shall! he declared firmly, taking her arm. You know me well enough to be aware that Im not to be trifled with. Come, youll obey me.

She hesitated for a moment, gazed blankly around her as if seeking some one to protect her, sighed, and then slowly ascended into the vehicle.

Athenaeum Club, he shouted to the driver, and sprang in beside the trembling woman. It was evident from her manner that she held him in repugnance, while he, cool and triumphant, regarded her with satisfaction.

During the drive they exchanged few words. She was pensive and sullen, while he addressed her in a strangely rough manner for one of such outward refinement. They alighted, and descending the steps into the Mall at the point where a relic of old-time London still remains in the cow-sheds where fresh milk can be obtained, crossed the roadway and entered the Park by one of the deserted paths which ran down to the ornamental water.

You thought to escape me — eh? her companion exclaimed when at last they halted at one of the seats near the water. He was well acquainted with that quarter of London, for he had served as attaché at the Court of St. James twenty years ago.

I had no object in so doing, she answered boldly. In their drive she had decided upon a definite plan, and now spoke fearlessly.

Why, then, have you not answered my letters?

I never answer letters that are either reproachful or abusive, she replied, even though they may be from the Marquis Montelupo, His Majestys Minister for Foreign Affairs.

If you had deigned to do so, it would have obviated the necessity of me coming from Rome to see you at all this personal risk.

Its well that you risk something, as well as myself. Ive risked enough, Heaven knows! she answered.

And youve found at last a confounded idiot of a lover who will prove our ruin.

My love is no concern of yours, she cried quickly. He may be left entirely out of the question. He knows nothing; and further, Ive parted from him.

Because he has ascertained who you really are, the great statesman said.

For that I have to thank you, she retorted quickly. If you had been a trifle more considerate and had not allowed the police of Livorno to act as they did, he would still have been in ignorance.

I acted as I thought fit, her companion said in an authoritative tone, lighting another cigarette from the still burning end of the one he had just consumed.

Youve brought me here to abuse me! she cried, her eyes flashing fiercely upon him.

Because you played me false, he answered bitterly. You thought it possible to conceal your identity, marry this young fool of an Englishman, and get away somewhere where you would not be discovered. For that reason youve played this double game. Then he added meaningly, Its only what I ought to have expected of a woman with such a reputation as yours.

Charles Armytage is no fool, she protested. If he found you here, speaking like this to me, hed strangle you.

The Marquis, whose dark eyes seemed to flash with a fierce light, laughed sarcastically.

No doubt by this time hes heard lots of stories concerning you, he said. A man of his stamp never marries an adventuress.

Adventuress! she echoed, starting up with clenched hands. You call me an adventuress — you, whose past is blacker than my own — you who owe to me your present position as Minister!

He glanced at her surprised; he had not been prepared for this fierce, defiant retort.

Again he laughed, a laugh low and strangely hollow.

You forget, he said, that a word from me would result in your arrest, imprisonment, and disgrace.

She held her breath and her brows contracted. That fact, she knew, was only too true. In an instant she perceived that for the present she must conciliate this man, who was one of the rulers of Europe. The game she was now playing was, indeed, the most desperate in all her career, but the stake was the highest, the most valuable to her in all the world, her own love, peace, and happiness.

And suppose you took this step, she suggested, finding tongue with difficulty at last. Dont you think you would imperil yourself? A Foreign Minister, especially in our country, surrounded as he is by a myriad political foes, can scarcely afford to court scandal. I should have thought the examples of Crispi, Rudini, and Brin were sufficient to cause a wary man like yourself to hesitate.

I never act without due consideration, the Marquis replied. The voice in which he spoke was the dry, business-like tone he used towards Ambassadors of the Powers when discussing the political situation, as he was almost daily compelled to do. In Rome, no man was better dressed than the Marquis Montelupo; no man had greater tact in directing matters of State; and in no man did his Sovereign place greater faith. As he sat beside her in slovenly attire, his grey moustaches uncurled, his chin bearing two or three days growth of grey beard, it was hard to realise that this was the same man who, glittering with orders, so often ascended the great marble and gold staircase of the Quirinal, to seek audience with King Humbert; whose reputation as a statesman was world-wide, and whose winter receptions at his great old palazzo in the Via Nazionale were among the most brilliant diplomatic gatherings in Europe.

I have carefully considered the whole matter, he said, after a moments pause. I arrived in London yesterday, and from what I have learnt I have decided to take certain steps without delay.

Then you have been to the Embassy! she exclaimed breathless. Youve denounced me to Castellani!

There was no necessity for that, he answered coldly. He already knows that you are his enemy.

I his enemy! she echoed. I have never done him an evil turn. He has heard some libellous story, I suppose, and, like all the world, believes me to be without conscience and without remorse.

Thats a pretty good estimate of yourself, the Marquis observed. If you had any conscience whatever you would have replied to my letters, and not maintained a dogged silence through all these months.

I had an object in view, she answered in a chilling tone. She, quiet and stubborn, was resolved, insolent, like a creature to whom men had never been able to refuse anything.

What was it?

She shrugged her shoulders, and, laughing again, replied — 

You have threatened me with arrest, therefore I will maintain silence until it pleases you to endeavour to ruin me. Then together we will provide a little sensationalism for the Farfalla, the Tribuna, the Secolo, and one or two other journals who will only be too ready to see a change of Ministry.

He hesitated, seeming to digest her words laboriously. She glanced quickly at his dark face, which the distant rays of a lamp illumined, and in that instant knew she had triumphed.

You would try and ruin me, eh? he cried in a hoarse menace.

To upset the whole political situation in Rome is quite easy of accomplishment, I assure you, my dear Marquis, she declared, smiling. The Opposition will be ready to hound out of office you and all your rabble of bank-thieves, blackmailers, adventurers, and others who are so ingeniously feathering their nests at the expense of Italy. Ah, what a herd!

Montelupo frowned. He knew quite well that she spoke the truth, yet with diplomatic instinct he still maintained a bold front.

Bah! he cried defiantly. You cannot injure me. When you are in prison youll have little opportunity for uttering any of your wild denunciations. The people, too, are getting a little tired of the various mares-nest scandals started almost daily by the irresponsible journals. Theyve ceased to believe in them.

Yes, without proofs, she observed.

You have no proof. You and I are not strangers, Montelupo said.

First, recollect we are in England, and you cannot order my immediate arrest. Days must elapse before your application reaches London from Rome. In the meantime I am free to act. Then, with a tinge of bitter sarcasm in her voice, she added, No, Excellency, your plan does not do you credit. I always thought you far more shrewd.

Whatever so-called proofs you possess, no one will for an instant believe you, he laughed with fine composure. Recollect I am Minister for Foreign Affairs; then recollect who you are.

I am your dupe, your victim, she cried in a fierce paroxysm of anger. My name stinks in the nostrils of every one in Italy — and why? Because you, the man who now denounces me, wove about me a network of pitfalls which it was impossible for me to avoid. You saw that, because I moved in smart society, because I had good looks and hosts of friends, I was the person to become your catspaw — your stepping-stone into office. You—

Silence, curse you! Montelupo cried fiercely, his hands clenched. Im too busy with the present to have any time for recollecting the past. It was a fair and business-like arrangement. Youve been paid.

Yes, with coin stolen from the Treasury by your rogues and swindlers who pose before Italy as patriots and politicians.

It matters not to such a woman as you whence comes the money you require to keep up your fine appearance, he said angrily, for this reference to his political party had raised his blood to fever-heat.

Even though I have this unenviable reputation which you have been pleased to give me throughout Italy, I am at least honest, she cried.

Towards your lovers — eh?

Standing before him, in a violent outburst of anger, she shook both her gloved hands in his face, saying — 

Enough — enough of your insults! For the sake of the land I love, for the sake of Italys power and prestige, and for your reputation I have suffered. But remember that the bond which fetters me to you will snap if stretched too far; that instead of assisting you, I can ruin you.

You speak plainly certainly, he said, after a moments hesitation.

I do. Through your evil machinations I have no reputation to lose. With artful ingenuity you compromised me, you spread scandals about me in Florence, in Venice, in Rome, scandals that were the vilest libels man ever uttered. In your club you told men that there was something more between us than mere friendship, that I was extravagant, and that I cost you as much in diamonds at Fasolis in the Corso, on a single afternoon, as the Government paid you in a whole year. Such were the lies you spread in order to ruin me, she cried bitterly. Never have I had a soldo from your private purse, never a single ornament, and never have your foul lips touched mine. You, who boldly announced yourself my lover, I have ever held in scorn and hatred as I do now. The money I received was from the Treasury — part of that sum yearly filched from the Government funds to keep up your rickety old castle outside Empoli; but bound as I was by my oath of secrecy I could utter no word in self-defence, nor prosecute the journals which spread their highly-spiced libels. You held me beneath your thrall, and I, although an honest woman, have remained crushed and powerless. Then she paused.

Proceed, he observed with sarcasm. I am all attention.

No more need be said, she answered. I will now leave you, and wish you a pleasant journey back to Rome, and she bowed and turned away.

Come, he cried, dragging her by force back to the seat. Dont be an idiot, Gemma, but listen. I brought you here, he commenced, not to fence with you, as we have been doing, but to make a proposal; one that I think you will seriously consider.

Some further shady trick, I suppose. Well, explain your latest scheme. It is sure to be interesting!

As you rightly suggest, it is a trick, Contessa, he said, in a tone rather more conciliatory, and for the first time speaking without any show of politeness. Within the past ten days the situation in Rome has undergone an entire change, although the journals know nothing; and in consequence I find Castellani, who has for years been my friend and supporter, is now one of my bitterest opponents. If there is a change of government he would no doubt be appointed Foreign Minister in my place.

Well, you dont fear him, surely? she said. You are Minister, and can recall him at any moment.

No. Castellani holds a certain document which, if produced, must cause the overthrow of the Government, and perhaps the ruin of our country, he answered in deep earnestness. Before long, in order to clear himself and place himself in favour, he must produce this paper, and if so the revelations will startle Europe.

Well, that is nothing to me, she said coldly. It is entirely your affair.

Listen! he exclaimed eagerly. He was now confiding to her one of the deepest secrets of the political undercurrent. This document is in a sealed blue envelope, across the face of which a large cross has been drawn in blue pencil. Remember that. It is in the top left-hand drawer in the Ambassadors writing-table in his private room. You know the room; the small one looking out into Grosvenor Square. You no doubt recollect it when you were visiting there two years ago.

Certainly, she contented herself with replying, still puzzled at the strangeness of his manner. The wind moaned mournfully through the bare branches above them.

You are friendly with Castellanis daughter, he went on earnestly. Call to-morrow with the object of visiting her, and then you must make some excuse to enter that room alone.

You mean that I must steal that incriminating paper? she said.

He nodded.

Impossible! she replied decisively. First, I dont intend to run any risk, and, secondly, I know quite well that nobody is allowed in that room alone. The door is always kept locked.

There are two keys, he interrupted. Here is one of them. I secured it yesterday.

And in return for this service, what am I to receive? she inquired coldly, sitting erect, without stirring a muscle.

In return for this service — he answered gravely, his dark eyes riveted upon hers— in return for this service you shall name your own price.


Chapter Twenty Four.

By Stealth.
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BEFORE SHE HAD parted from the Marquis she had made a demand boldly and fearlessly, to which, not without the most vehement protest, he had been compelled to accede. She knew him well, and was aware that, in order to gain his own ends, he would betray and denounce his nearest relative; that, although a shrewd, clever statesman, he had won universal popularity and esteem in Italy by reason of certain shady transactions by which he had posed as the saviour of his country. The revelations she could make regarding the undercurrent of affairs in Rome would astound Europe. For that reason he had been forced to grant her what she asked in return for the incriminating paper from the archives of the Embassy.

For over an hour they sat together in the darkness engaged in a strange discussion, when at last they rose and together walked on, still deep in conversation. The Marquis had an appointment, and was about to take leave of her when, as they crossed the wide deserted space between the Admiralty and the Horse Guards, a man in a heavy fur-trimmed overcoat and felt hat, in hurrying past, gazed full into the faces of both. At that moment they were beneath one of the lamps flickering in the gusty wind, and he had full view of them.

Gemmas eyes met his, and instantly the recognition was mutual.

It was the man who had attempted to take her life — Frank Tristram. He had evidently arrived from the Continent by the day express from Paris, left his despatches at the Foreign Office, and was walking to his chambers in St. Jamess Street by the nearest way across the Park. He usually preferred to walk home in order to stretch his legs, cramped as they were by many tedious hours in railway carriages.

When he had passed he turned quickly as if to reassure himself, then, with some muttered words, he strode forward with his hands deep in his pockets and his head bent towards the cold boisterous wind.

Did you notice that man who has just passed? Gemma gasped, in a low voice betraying alarm.

No; who was he? asked the Marquis, turning back to glance at the retreating figure.

A man you know; Tristram, the English Foreign Office messenger.

Tristram! ejaculated Montelupo quickly. Hes never recognised me?

I think so, she replied. He looked straight into your face.

The Minister ejaculated a fierce Italian oath. Then the fact that Im in London will be at once made known, he said.

That is not of much importance, is it? Castellani already knows, for youve been to the Embassy.

But he will be silent. Im here incognito, the Marquis cried quickly, in a changed voice. I have several matters with regard to Abyssinia and our foreign policy to settle with the British Government, but am procrastinating with an object. If they know yonder at the Foreign Office that I am in London, and have not called upon their Minister, it will be considered an insult, and may strain our relations with England. This we cant afford to do. These English are useful to us. Italy has nothing to fear from the alliance of France and Russia, but nevertheless her only safe policy consists in a firm union with England. The Anglo-Italian naval alliance preserves the peace of Europe by throwing its weight into the scale against any disturber of tranquillity. We shall want English ships to fight and protect us in the Mediterranean when France invades us on the Tuscan shore. Then, after a moments reflection, he glanced at the illuminated clock-face of Big Ben, and added, No, I must leave London at once, for in this direction I see a pressing danger. Its now nearly seven. Ill dine and get away by the night-mail for Paris. I must be back in Rome again at the earliest possible moment.

Am I still to go to the Embassy? she asked.

Of course, he answered quickly. Dont delay an instant. It is imperative that we should obtain that document, and you are the only person who can successfully accomplish the task. When you have done so bring it to me in Rome. Our safety lies in the expeditious way in which you effect this coup.

In Rome? she echoed. Thats impossible.

Why? With us everything is possible.

You forget that, owing to your absurd and foolish action a few months ago, I shall find myself arrested the moment I cross the frontier, she answered.

Ah, yes, I quite forgot, he replied. But thats easily remedied.

They were passing through the square of the Horse Guards at that moment, and halting beneath a lamp where stood a cavalry sentry motionless and statuesque, he took from his bulky wallet a visiting-card and scribbled a few words upon its back. Then, handing it to her, said— This is your passport. If there is any difficulty in reaching me, present this.

She took it, glanced at the scribbled words, and thrust it into her glove. Then, upon the wide pavement in Parliament Street, a few moments later, he lifted his hat politely, and they parted.

At noon next day Gemma called at the Embassy, and was shown into the waiting-room. She had not remained there five minutes when suddenly the Ambassadors daughter burst into the room with a loud cry of welcome, and kissed her visitor enthusiastically on both cheeks in Italian fashion. Slight, and strange rather than pretty, she had a delicate face, dark eyes, a small quivering nose, a rather large, ever-ruddy mouth, and curling, straggling black locks, which ever waved as in a perpetual breeze.

Im so glad, so very glad youve called, dear, Carmenilla said enthusiastically. Father mentioned the other day that you were in England, and Ive wondered so often why youve never been to see us.

Ive been staying with friends in the country, Gemma explained. I suppose you speak English quite well now.

A little. But oh! it is so difficult, she laughed. And it is so different here to Firenze or Rome. The people are so strange.

Yes, Gemma sighed. I have also found it so.

In their girlhood days they had been close friends through five years at the grey old convent of San Paolo della Croce in the Via della Chiesa at Firenze, and afterwards at Rome, where Carmenilla had lived with a rather eccentric old aunt, the Marchesa Tassino, while her father had been absent fulfilling the post of Ambassador at Vienna.

Im so very glad youve called, Castellanis daughter repeated. Come to my room; take off your things and stay to luncheon. Father is out, and Im quite alone.

The Count is out, repeated her visitor in a feigned tone of regret. Truth to tell, however, it was intelligence most welcome to her. Im sorry hes not at home. We havent met for so long.

Oh, hes dreadfully worried just now! his daughter answered. The work at this Embassy is terrible. He seems writing and interviewing people from morning until night. He works much harder now than any of the staff; while at Brussels it was all so different. He had absolutely nothing to do.

But this England is such a great and wonderful country, while Belgium is such a tiny one, Gemma observed. The whole diplomatic world revolves around London.

Yes, of course, she resumed. But to sustain Italys prestige we are compelled to do such lots of entertaining. Im terribly sick of it all. The situation in Rome began to change almost as soon as father was appointed here, and now it has become extremely grave and critical. The men who were once his friends are now his bitterest foes. He has adjusted several most difficult matters recently, but no single word of commendation has he received from the Marquis Montelupo.

Perhaps the Marquis is not his friend, Gemma hazarded, for the purpose of ascertaining the extent of her knowledge.

No. He is his enemy; of that Im absolutely confident, the girl replied. I hate him. Hes never straightforward. Once, in Rome, he tried to worm from me a secret of my fathers, and because I would not speak he has never forgiven me.

Was it some very deep secret? Gemma inquired. Yes. It concerned the prestige of Italy and my fathers reputation for probity, she replied. Why the King trusts him so implicitly, I can never understand.

If there are serious political complications in Rome, as you seem to think, then the days of his power are numbered, observed her visitor, now master of herself again. The Ministry will be thrown out.

Ah! that would be the best thing that could happen to Italy, she declared with a look of wisdom. Montelupo is my fathers enemy; he seeks to fetter him in every action, in order that his reputation as a diplomat may be ruined, so that the King may be forced to send him his letters of recall. Truly the post of Ambassador in London is no sinecure.

Gemma was silent. She hesitated and shuddered, Carmenilla noticed it, and asked her if she were cold.

No, no, she answered quickly. It is quite warm and cosy here. The light played on her smooth skin to admiration, and the colour changed in her excited face.

At luncheon, served with that stateliness which characterised the whole of the Ambassadors household, they chatted on, as women will chat, of dress, of books, of plays, and of the latest gossip from Florence and Rome, the two centres of Italian society. They were eating their dessert, when the hall-porter entered bearing a card upon the salver. Carmenilla glanced at it, smiled, and rose to excuse herself.

A visitor! Gemma exclaimed. Who is it?

Her friend hesitated, blushing ever so faintly.

An Englishman, she answered. I wont be more than ten minutes. Try and amuse yourself, wont you, dear? Go back to the boudoir and play. I know you love music. And she left the room hurriedly.

The card was still lying beside her plate, and Gemma, in curiosity reached forward and took it up. In an instant, however, she cast it from her.

The man who had called was Frank Tristram.

In order not to attract the undue attention of the grave-faced man who stood silent and immovable before the great carved oak buffet, she finished her apple leisurely, sipped the tiny cup of coffee, dipped the tips of her fingers in the silver-rimmed bowl of rose-scented water, and rising, passed out along the corridor back to the warm, cosy little room where they had passed such a pleasant hour.

She had detected Carmenillas flushed cheeks, and had suspicion that this caller was no ordinary friend. This man, whose murderous fingers had not long ago clutched themselves around her own throat, was a friend of this smart, slim girl who was so admired in London society. She stood silent in the centre of the little room, her heart beating wildly, wondering whether she might, without arousing suspicion, retrace her steps along that long, thickly carpeted corridor and secure the document which Montelupo required. The voices of servants sounded outside, and she knew that at present to approach and unlock the door unobserved was impossible.

Therefore she advanced to the grate, and spreading out her chilly, nervous hands to the fire, waited, determined to possess herself in patience. Even now she felt inclined to draw back because of the enormous risk she ran. Castellani was not her friend. If he knew, he might give her over to the English police as a common thief. Her face was of deathlike pallor at that moment of indecision. Again she shuddered.

With her hand upon her heaving breast, as if to allay an acute pain that centred there, her white lips moved, but no sound escaped them. She listened. The servants had gone.

Carmenilla was downstairs chatting with Tristram; the house at last seemed silent and deserted, therefore Gemma, losing no time in further indecision, and holding her silken skirts tight around her so that they should not rustle, crept out on tiptoe, holding in her hand the key which Montelupo had given her. At first she proceeded slowly and noiselessly, but, fearing detection, hurried forward as she approached the door of the Ambassadors room.

At last she gained it, breathless. With scarce a sound she placed the key in the lock, and a moment later was inside, closing the door after her.

Unhesitatingly she went straight to the table, and placed her hand upon the drawer containing the document. It was locked. Next instant her heart beat wildly as her quick eye espied the key still remaining in another drawer, and, taking it, she opened the locked drawer and stood examining the great blue official envelope in her hand.

Yes, the blue pencil mark was upon it in the form of a cross, as the Marquis had described. She had gained what she sought. Triumph was hers.

Quickly she turned to make her exit, but next second fell back with a loud wild cry of alarm.

Count Castellani had entered noiselessly, and was standing erect and motionless between her and the door.


Chapter Twenty Five.

A Womans Diplomacy.
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GEMMA STOOD IMMOVABLE; a deathly pallor overspread her cheeks, her eyes fixed themselves in terror upon this tall, well-dressed man, who was her bitterest enemy. With one trembling hand she had clutched the revolving book-stand for support; the other held the envelope containing the secret document. She dared not to breathe; amazement and alarm held her dumb.

And by what right, pray, do you enter my room? the Ambassador inquired, after a few seconds of silence, complete and painful. His face was blanched in anger; in his dark eye was a keen glance of suspicion and hatred.

She laughed — that strange hollow laugh which her lover knew so well.

I came to call on you, she answered. The door was closed, and they were alone together.

And you entered my room to pry into my private papers? he said, his blood rising. Whats that you have in your hand?

She set her lips firmly. She was no longer the sweet, almost childlike girl, but a hard-faced, desperate woman.

A paper I want, she boldly answered, at the same moment doubling the envelope in half, and crushing it in her palm.

Then you have at last become so bold that you actually have the audacity to enter ones house and steal whatever you think proper? he cried, in a towering passion. Fortunately, Ive returned in time to frustrate your latest bit of infernal ingenuity.

My action is but fair, now that we are enemies, she answered with feigned indignation. If you could, youd ruin me; therefore Im entirely at liberty to return the same compliment.

I thought you were already ruined, the Count exclaimed. Your reputation, at any rate, cannot be rendered blacker than it is.

Thats the truth, no doubt. She laughed with an air of gaiety. But one who makes secret diplomacy a profession, must care nothing for the good will of the world outside the diplomatic circle.

Those who make love their profession, should be constant, if they would achieve success, he retorted bitterly.

At that moment a recollection flashed across her mind. It had slipped her memory until that instant. This man had on one occasion, in Rome, two years ago, spoken tenderly to her, and she had scorned his attentions. With a womans quick perception, she now saw that the fact that she had rejected him still rankled within his mind. Yet she was still young enough to be his daughter, and had always held him in dislike. He was a cold, scheming diplomatist, who would stake his very soul in order to get the better of his adversaries.

Once you spoke of love to me, she said, drawing herself up proudly. Now you ruthlessly cast my past into my face. Even if I have acted as a diplomatic agent, you know well enough that all these scandalous stories about me are foul libels set about by Montelupo and yourself for political purposes.

Enough! he cried, incensed at her words. We need not discuss that now. I demand to know why I find you prying here, in my room?

She smiled. I came to see Carmenilla, she answered.

And she invited you to lunch? — you whom I have forbidden her to know! he exclaimed, exasperated. A woman of your stamp is no companion for my daughter.

Yet you once told me that you loved me, and I might, if I had felt so inclined, have now been the Countess Castellani, and done the honours of this Embassy. Ah, my dear Conte, she went on, you are a noted diplomatist, and no doubt as wary and cunning as most of your confrères. But you forget that every woman is by birth a diplomatist, and that in politics I have had a wide and, perhaps, unique experience.

You possess the ingenuity and daring of the very devil himself, he blurted forth. Show me that paper.

No, she answered firmly. It is in my possession — and I keep it.

Youve stolen it! he cried, advancing towards her determinedly. Give it to me this instant.

I shall not.

From where he stood his eyes wandered to the table, and he noticed that one of the drawers stood open. Within her hand, he saw the envelope was a blue one, secured by seals. In an instant he dashed towards the drawer, rummaged its contents, and finding the document missing, cried — 

Your infernal impertinence is really astounding. You enter my house, commit a theft, and when charged with it refuse to give up the stolen property. If you dont return it to me at once, Ill call in the police, and have you arrested.

Really? she exclaimed with a sarcastic laugh which caused his cheeks to become flushed by anger. I think after so many years of diplomacy, you ought to be aware that such a course is impossible. If you were a young attaché just fresh from Rome, my dear Count, you might be pardoned for not knowing that here, in this Embassy, I am on Italian soil, and, being an Italian subject, the London police are unable to arrest me.

But they could outside — in the Square.

Certainly. But if I choose to remain here — what then?

Remain here! You speak like an imbecile. Come, give me back that envelope.

Never! she replied, still holding it firmly in her small hand, and regarding him in defiance.

Castellani knew well the contents of that envelope, and was aware that Gemma must have been employed by those implicated by the proofs it contained. For months he had held this in his possession as a weapon to use as a last resource, and the manner in which she had entered his room and filched it from the drawer made it plain to him that those to whom he was now opposed were prepared to go any length to gain their own ends. But he likewise knew Gemma well, and was aware that as a secret agent of the Ministry she was without equal — fearless, resourceful, and versed in every art of deception. He had met her often in society in Rome and Florence two years ago, been struck by her marvellous beauty as others had been, and had offered her marriage. In a word, he had made a fool of himself.

The revelations contained in that envelope she held were sufficient to cause the present Government to be hounded from its office and fat emoluments, and possibly force a criminal prosecution against certain ministers for misappropriating the public funds, therefore he was determined to regain it at all hazards and use it for his own advancement. He had, only a month ago, been promised by his party the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in the next Government, and this single document would place him in high office in Rome.

If you defy me, he said after a pause, his menacing gaze fixed upon that of the pretty, fragile woman, I must be ungallant enough to wrench it from you.

I scarcely think youll do that, she answered. If you did, we could never come to terms.

Come to terms? he echoed resentfully. I dont understand. Ive no intention of coming to any arrangement with you.

He was standing before her in the centre of the room, but she watched his every movement narrowly. She saw that he was desperate, and intended to regain possession of the envelope.

Once again I ask you to give me that paper you have stolen, he said in a voice that quivered with rage.

I have already replied, Count Castellani, she responded, and I wish you good-afternoon. Then with her skirts rustling, she bowed and swept past him towards the door.

No! he cried, springing forward and arresting her progress in a moment of fury. You shall not escape like that. Give me the paper, or — or by Heaven, Ill—

Well? she cried, turning upon him with flashing eyes. What will you do?

He drew back abashed.

I apologise, Contessa, he said quickly. But give me back that paper. Remember that youve committed a barefaced, unpardonable theft.

And you, as Ambassador of Italy, utter barefaced lies every day, she retorted.

Diplomacy is the art of lying artistically, he answered. It is impossible to achieve success in diplomacy without resorting to realistic perversions of the truth. Every diplomatist must be a born liar — but he need not be a thief.

Some are, she retorted. You are one.

His face went purple in anger.

I — a thief? he blurted forth. Have you taken leave of your senses, woman?

Not entirely. I believe I have some remaining, she replied. I again repeat that you, the Count Castellani, His Majestys Ambassador, are a mean, despicable thief, whom the Tribunal at Rome would sentence to seven years imprisonment if they became acquainted with the facts.

Enough! Not another word, woman! he cried in a towering passion. Then, grasping her arms, he, after a short desperate struggle, succeeded in wrenching from her the envelope for which she had risked so much. Now you may go, he said, as she stood flushed, panting, and breathless before him, her hair a trifle disarranged, the lace upon one of her cuffs torn and hanging. If you dont leave at once, Ill ring and have you turned out.

I shall go when you give me back that paper, she answered, facing him.

Youll never have it.

Then, listen, she went on calmly, taking a few hasty steps towards where he was standing astride before the fire. The worth of that document is to you considerable, I know, but there are others to whom its value is even greater. Just now I charged you with theft, and you feigned to have forgotten. Well, I will recall a fact or two to your memory. A year ago, at Como, there was an inquiry into certain scandals connected with the Bank of Naples. Then she paused. The Ambassadors face had instantly blanched. Ah! she went on, I see that event has not quite slipped your memory. Well, as the result of that inquiry, in which certain statesmen were implicated, two well-known public men received sentences of ten years imprisonment, and others ranging from two to five years. But, at that inquiry, it was shown that a certain cheque was missing, and it was further proved that this cheque had been drawn for half a million francs. To whom that sum passed remained a mystery.

Well? His Excellency gasped, still pale, glaring at her as if she were some object supernatural. All his self-possession had left him.

The fact is a mystery no longer.

Why?

Because the identical cheque has been recovered and bears your endorsement, she answered, in a slow, distinct voice.

Who has recovered it? he demanded quickly. Who has it?

She smiled triumphantly. This elegant man who but a moment ago had talked boldly, as became the Ambassador of Italy, was now cringing before her seeking information. His cool demeanour had altogether forsaken him.

I have that cheque, she said, her clear, unwavering eyes fixed upon his.

In an instant Castellani perceived that he was in the power of this pretty woman he had denounced and condemned. He knew well, too, that she was not the gay, abandoned woman that La Funaro was popularly supposed to be.

Reflect for a single moment, she continued ruthlessly. What would be the result of the production of that missing draft about which so much has been written in the newspapers?

The Ambassador bit his lip. Never in the whole course of his long and varied diplomatic career had he been so ingeniously checkmated by a woman. The estimate he had formed of her long ago was entirely correct. She possessed really remarkable talents.

The result would certainly be rather annoying, he observed, making a sorry attempt to smile.

It would throw a very fierce light upon the ways and means of the party of thieves and adventurers who are endeavouring to grab Italy and grow fat upon its Treasury, she exclaimed. The situation at Rome has, I understand, changed considerably within the past week or so. The public mind is feeling the influence of unfavourable winds. Well, it is possible before long that this missing cheque will have to be produced.

Which will mean my ruin! he blurted forth. You know that well. If that cheque ever gets into the hands of the present Government, I shall be recalled and tried in a criminal court as a common thief.

Thats exactly what I said not long ago. You then declared that you had never touched a soldo of other persons money, she observed, standing with her hand resting upon the writing-table, a slim, graceful figure in her dark stuff dress.

No, Gemma, no! he exclaimed earnestly. You cant mean to expose this. I — I dont believe you have the cheque, after all. How did you learn my secret?

It is my duty to become acquainted with the secrets of those in opposition to the Government, she answered simply. Remember what you have said of me since we have been together in this room. Of a woman of my evil reputation, what can you expect but exposure?

You have resolved upon a vendetta? he cried in a tone of genuine alarm.

I have resolved to treat you fairly, she replied, so calm that not a muscle of her face moved. In return for that envelope and its contents which youve snatched from me, I will give you back your cheque.

When? he cried eagerly.

Now — at this moment.

You have it here?

Yes, she replied. Give me that envelope at once, and let us end this conversation. It is painful tome to speak like this to one who once offered to make me his wife.

His Excellency frowned, meditating deeply. He saw that La Funaro had entrapped him so cleverly that there was no loophole for escape. She was remorseless and unrelenting as far as political affairs went, and he knew that if he had decided to hand the draft to the authorities, the result must prove utterly disastrous. Not only would he be ruined, but his party who sought office would be held up to public opprobrium and hopelessly wrecked.

That paper is a purely private one, he said. I cannot allow you to take it, Gemma.

You prefer exposure, then? she inquired, slightly inclining her head. The Ministry of Justice are exceedingly anxious to recover that cheque, I assure you. Probably they will compel you to disgorge the substantial sum you received from the national funds when you endorsed the draft.

He paused again, his eyes fixed upon the carpet.

Im not anxious for any revelations, he answered in a sudden tone of confidence. But your price is too high. The document which you so nearly secured is to me worth double that which you offer.

Very well, she said, shrugging her shoulders impatiently. If thats your decision, I am content. He was silent. His head was bent upon his breast, hs arms were folded.

Let me see this cheque of yours, he exclaimed at last in a dry, dubious tone.

She unbuttoned the breast of her dress, tore away the switches of the lining, and took out a small envelope, from which she drew a large, green-coloured draft. Then, turning it over, she exhibited his own angular signature upon its back. Afterwards, she replaced it in its envelope, and then said — 

Shall we make the exchange? Or are you still prepared to face exposure? It will not be pleasant for poor Carmenilla if her father is sent to prison for embezzlement.

Yes, for Carmenilla? the Ambassador gasped next instant. For Carmenillas sake I will deal with you, and make the exchange. You are a truly wonderful woman, Gemma; the most shrewd, the most cunning, and — he paused— and the most beautiful in all the world.

Your compliments are best unuttered, my dear Count, she replied, the muscles of her face unrelaxed. Remember, like yourself, Im a diplomatist, and it is scarcely necessary for us to bestow praises upon each other — is it? Give me the envelope.

Slowly he walked over to the table and took the document from the drawer wherein he had placed it. For a moment he hesitated with it still in his hand. By giving it to her he was throwing down his arms; he was relinquishing the only weapon he held against his enemies in Rome.

But in her white hand he saw the piece of green incriminating paper which was such incontestable proof of his roguery and dishonesty in the past. The sight of it caused him serious misgivings. Once that were destroyed he need not fear any other proof that could be brought against him. He had a reputation for probity, and at all hazards must retain it. This last reflection decided him.

He crossed to where Gemma stood, and handing her the sealed envelope with the blue cross upon it, received the cancelled cheque in exchange.

His brow was heavy, and he sighed as, at the window, he examined it to reassure himself there was no mistake. Then, returning to the fire, he lit it at one corner, and in silence held it between his fingers until the flames had consumed it, leaving only a small piece of curling crackling tinder.


Chapter Twenty Six.

The Palazza Funaro.
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DAYS HAD LENGTHENED into weeks, and it was already the end of February. In Florence, as in London, February is not the most enjoyable time of the year, and those who travel south to the Winter City expecting the sunshine and warmth of the Riviera are usually sadly disappointed. At the end of March Florence becomes pleasant, and remains so till the end of May; while in autumn, when the mosquitoes cease to trouble, the sun has lost its power, and the Lungarno is cool, it is also a delightful place of residence. But February afternoons beside the Arno are very often as dark, as dreary, and as yellow as beside the Thames; and as Gemma sat after luncheon in her cosy room, the smallest in the great old palazzo in the Borgo dAlbizzi which bore her name, she shuddered and drew a silken shawl about her shoulders. It was one of the show-places of Florence; one of those ponderous, prison-like buildings built of huge blocks of brown stone, time-worn, having weathered the storms of five centuries, and notable as containing a magnificent collection of works of art. Its mediaeval exterior, a relic of ancient Florence, was gloomy and forbidding enough, with its barred windows, over-hanging roof, strange lanterns of wonderfully worked iron, and great iron rings to which men tied their horses in days bygone. Once beyond the great courtyard, however, it was indeed a gorgeous palace. The Funaros had always been wealthy and powerful in the Lily City, and had through ages collected within their palace quantities of antiquities and costly objects. Every room was beautifully decorated, some with wonderful frescoes by Andrea del Sarto, whose work in the outer court of the Annunziata is ever admired by sight-seers of every nationality, while the paintings were by Ciro Ferri, Giovanni da Bologna, Filippo Lippi, Botticelli, and Fra Bartolommeo, together with some frescoes in grisaille with rich ornamentation by Del Sartos pupil Franciabigio, and hosts of other priceless works.

It was a magnificent residence. There were half a dozen other palaces in the same thoroughfare, including the Altoviti, the Albizzi, and the Pazzi, but this was the finest of them all. When Gemma had inherited it she had at once furnished half a dozen rooms in modern style. The place was so enormous that she always felt lost in it, and seldom strayed beyond these rooms which overlooked the great paved courtyard with its ancient wall and curious sculptures chipped and weather-worn. The great gloomy silent rooms, with their bare oaken floors, mouldering tapestries, and time-blackened pictures, were to her grim and ghostly, as, indeed, they were to any but an art enthusiast or a lover of the antique. But the Contessa Funaro lived essentially in the present, and always declared herself more in love with cleanliness than antiquarian dirt. She had no taste for the relics of the past, and affected none. If English or American tourists found anything in the collections to admire, they were at liberty to do so on presenting their card to the liveried hall-porter. At the door the man had a box, and the money placed therein was sent regularly each quarter to the Maternity Hospital.

She spent little time in her grim, silent home; for truth to tell, its magnificence irritated her, and its extent always filled her with a sense of loneliness. The housekeeper, an elderly gentlewoman who had been a friend of her dead mothers, was very deaf, and never amusing; therefore, after a fortnight or so, she was generally ready to exchange the Funaro Palace for the Hotel Cavour at Milan, the Minerva at Rome, or the hospitality of some country villa. Hotels, or even small houses, were not so grim and prison-like as her own great palazzo, the very walls of which seemed to breathe mutely of the past — of those troublous times when the clank of armour echoed in the long stone corridors, and the clink of spurs sounded in the courtyard below where now the only invaders were the pigeons.

The furniture of the small elegant room in which she sat was entirely modern, upholstered in pale-blue silk, with her monogram in gold thread; the carpets were thick, the great high Florentine stove threw forth a welcome warmth, and the grey light which filtered through the curtains was just sufficient to allow her to read. She was lying back in her long chair in a lazy, negligent attitude, her fair hair a trifle disordered by contact with the cushion behind her head; and one of her little slippers having fallen off, her small foot in its neat black silk stocking peeped out beneath her skirt. On the table at her elbow were two or three unopened letters, while in a vase stood a fine bouquet of flowers, a tribute from her deaf housekeeper.

Since the day she had parted from Count Castellani in the hall of the Embassy in Grosvenor Square she had travelled a good deal. She had been down to Rome, had had an interview with the Marquis Montelupo, and a week ago had unexpectedly arrived at the palazzo. As she had anticipated, when she broke her journey at Turin, on her way from London to Rome, and signed her name in the visitors book at the hotel, a police official called early on the following morning to inform her that she must consider herself under arrest. But the words scribbled by Montelupo upon his visiting-card had acted like magic, and, having taken the card to the Questura, the detective returned all bows and apologies, and she was allowed to proceed on her journey.

Nearly nine months had elapsed since she last set foot within her great old palazzo, and as she sat that afternoon she allowed her book to fall upon her lap and her eyes to slowly wander around the pretty room. She glanced at the window where the rain was being driven upon the tiny panes by the boisterous wind, and again she shuddered.

With an air of weariness she raised her hand and pushed the mass of fair hair off her brow, as if its weight oppressed her, sighing heavily. The events of the past month had been many and strange. In Rome she had found herself beset by a hundred pitfalls, but she had kept faith with the Marquis, and the terms she had made with him were such as to give her complete satisfaction. A crisis, however, was, she knew, imminent; a crisis in which she would be compelled to play a leading part. But to do so would require all her ingenuity, all her womans wit, all her courage, all her skill at deception.

Suddenly, as she was thus reflecting, Margherita, her faithful but ugly woman, who had been with her at Livorno, opened the door, and, drawing aside the heavy portière, said — 

The signore!

At last I at last! she cried, excitedly jumping up instantly. Show him up at once. Then, facing the great mirror, she placed both hands to her hair, rearranging it deftly, recovered her lost slipper, cast aside the wrap, and stood ready to receive her visitor.

Again the door opened. The man who entered was Charles Armytage.

For a few moments he held her in fond embrace, kissing her lips tenderly again and again; while she, in that soft, crooning voice that had rung in his ears through all those months of separation, welcomed him, reiterating her declarations of love.

I received your telegram in Brussels two days ago, and have come to you direct, he said at last. I did not go to the Post Office every day, hence the delay.

Ah! my poor Nino must be tired, she cried, suddenly recollecting. Here, this couch. Sit here; it will rest you. Povero Nino! What a terrible journey — from Brussels to Florence!

He sank upon the divan she indicated, pale, weary, and travel-worn, while she, taking a seat beside him, narrated how she had left Lyddington for London, and afterwards travelled to Rome. Feeling that the glance of the woman he worshipped was fixed upon him, he raised his head; and then their eyes met for a moment with an expression of infinite gentleness, the mournful gentleness of their heroic love.

Why did you go to Rome? he asked. You always said you hated it.

I had business, she answered. Urgent business; business which has again aroused hope within me.

Still of a secret nature? the young Englishman hazarded, with a quick glance of suspicion.

For the present, yes, she replied in a low, intense voice. But you still love me, Nino? You can trust me now, cant you? and she looked earnestly into his face.

I have already trusted you, he replied. Since that night I left you at Lyddington my life has indeed been a dull, aimless one. You have been ever in my mind, and I have wondered daily, hourly, what was the nature of the grave mysterious peril which you say threatens both of us.

That peril still exists, she answered. It increases daily, nay hourly.

You are still threatened? You, the wealthy owner of this magnificent palazzo! he exclaimed, gazing around the pretty room bewildered. Often when I was in Florence, in those days when we first met, I passed this great building. Little, however, did I dream that my Gemma, who used to cycle with me in the Cascine, was its owner.

She laughed. I had reasons for not letting you know my real name, she replied. It is true that I have money; but wealth has brought me no happiness — only sorrow, alas! — until I met you.

And now you are happy? he asked earnestly.

Ah! yes, I am happy when you are beside me, Nino, she responded, grasping his hand in hers. I never thought that I could learn to love you so. I am still nervous, still in dread, it is true. The reason of my fear is a strange one; I fear the future, and I fear myself.

Yourself? he echoed. You told me that once before — long ago. You are not very formidable.

Ah, no! You dont understand, she cried hastily. I fear that I may not have the strength and courage to carry through a plan I have formed to secure your safety and my own liberty.

But I can assist you, he suggested. Your interests are mine, now, remember, he added, kissing her.

Yes, she said, looking up into his eyes. But to render me assistance is not possible. Any action on my part must necessarily imperil both of us. No, I must act alone.

When?

Very soon. In a few days, or a few weeks. When, I know not. Very soon I must return to England.

To England! he cried. I thought you preferred your own Italy!

I have an object in going back, she answered ambiguously.

Youll let me accompany you?

She reflected for a moment; then, without responding, rose, rang the bell, and told the man-servant, who entered resplendent in the blue Funaro livery, to bring her visitor some wine.

You must be half famished after your journey, she exclaimed. She was standing before him in a white gown, white from head to foot. I must really apologise for not being more hospitable, Nino.

Im really not hungry, he replied. Then he added, You didnt answer my question.

I was reflecting, she responded slowly. I dont know whether it is wise at this juncture for you to return to England, into the very midst of your enemies.

You havent yet explained who my enemies are, beyond urging me to be wary of Malvano. True, that man has lied to me about you. He told me a silly, romantic, and wholly fictitious story regarding your parentage; but, after all, he may have been mistaken, especially as it was in answer to my inquiry whether he knew any one named Fanetti in Florence.

Malvano was well aware that I had used that name more than once, his well-beloved replied. He wilfully deceived you for his own purpose. He wished to part us.

Why? He is surely not in love with you?

Certainly not, she answered, laughing at such an idea. His object was not jealousy.

Then he is actually my enemy?

Yes, she replied. Avoid him. If you desire to return to England with me, I will allow you to do so with one stipulation. The moment we set foot in London we must part. If it were known that we were together, all my plans would be frustrated.

And I am to leave you to the mercy of these mysterious enemies of yours? he observed dubiously.

It is imperative. You must leave London instantly and go away into the country. Malvano must not know that you are in England. Go to your uncles in Berkshire, and wait there until I can with safety communicate with you.

But all this is extraordinary, he said mystified, taking from her hand the glass of wine she had poured out for him. I must confess myself still puzzled at finding you mistress of his magnificent palace, and yet existing in deadly fear of mysterious enemies. He knew nothing of her connexion with the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and only regarded her as a wealthy woman whose caprice it had been to masquerade, and who had earned a wide reputation for gaiety and recklessness.

Some day, before long, you shall know the whole truth, Nino, she assured him in deep earnestness.

When you do, you will be amazed — astounded, as others will be. I know I act strangely, without any apparent motive. I know you have heard evil of me on every hand, yet you still trust me, and again she looked into his eyes; yet you still love me.

Yes, piccina, he answered, calling her once again by that endearing term she had taught him in those summer days beside the sea when he knew so little Italian and experienced such difficulty in speaking to her. Yes, he said, placing his arm tenderly round her waist, I trust you, although evil tongues everywhere try to wound you.

Only when beside this man she loved was she her real-self, true, honest, loving, and tender-hearted. To the world outside she was compelled to wear the mask as a cold, sneering, crafty, and coquettish woman, the cunning and remorseless adventuress who had won such unenviable notoriety in the political circle at Rome and in Florentine society.

La Funaro is known by repute in every town throughout Italy, she said brokenly. My reputation is that of a vain, coquettish woman without heart, without remorse. But you, Nino, when you know the truth, shall be my judge. Then you will know how I have suffered. The foul lies uttered on every side have cut me to the quick, but under compulsion I have remained silent. Soon, however — and her brilliant eyes seemed to flash with eagerness at the thought which crossed her mind— soon I shall release myself, and then you shall know everything — everything.

On that day perfect happiness will come to me, he said fervently. I love you, Gemma, more deeply than ever man loved woman.

And I, too, Nino, love you with all my heart, with all my soul.

Their lips met again in a fierce caress, their hands clasped tightly. He looked into her clear eyes, bright with unshed tears, and saw fear and determination, truth and honesty mirrored therein. Her tiny hand trembled in his, and then for very joy she suddenly burst into a flood of emotion.

When shall we leave for England? he asked at last, his strong arm still about her waist.

In a couple of days. I have only waited here for you to join me, she said, drying her eyes. Life without you, Nino, is impossible.

So within a week we shall be in London?

Yes, she replied. Soon, very soon, I hope, I may be free. But I have a task before me — one that is difficult and desperate. In order to secure your safety, and my own freedom from the hateful bonds which have fettered me these last two years, I am compelled to resort to strategy, to deception deep and cunning, the smallest revelation of which would wreck all our hopes.

How?

Exposure of my plans would cost me my life, she answered, her face white and set, a shudder running through her slight frame.

Your life? he echoed, still mystified. One would think you feared assassination!

She made no answer, but, pale to her lips, she held her breath. The flunkey in blue re-entered the room, bearing a telegram upon a salver. His mistress took it and, tearing open the folded pale drab paper, read its contents.

No reply, she said; and the man, bowing, withdrew. Nino, she exclaimed in a voice of deep earnestness when the servant had gone, you may think it extraordinary, but for your sake, because I love no other man but yourself, I have resolved to risk my life and free myself. This telegram makes it imperative that we should leave again for England to-night. You have shown trust in me; you do not believe all the idle tales gossips have littered. I love you, Nino. If I prove victor, I gain your affection, and happiness always with you. If I lose, then I die, unwillingly, but nevertheless in the confidence that to the end you trusted me.

No, no! he cried fiercely. You shall not die! You shall never be taken from me! I adore you, Gemma! God knows I love you, darling!

Then you will never doubt me — never! she cried, clinging closely to him, and raising her beautiful face to his. You will not doubt me even if, to gain my end, I feign love for another. To him, my kisses shall be Judas-kisses, my smiles mockery, my lips venom, my embrace the chilling embrace of death. Hear me? she cried wildly. I go to England with a purpose — a vendetta complete and terrible which I will accomplish by hatred — or, failing that, by love. Both will be equally fatal.


Chapter Twenty Seven.

On the Night Wind.
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YOU STILL WEAR your ring, I see, Malvano exclaimed with a merry twinkle in his eyes one morning a fortnight later, while Gemma was sitting at breakfast at Lyddington with Nenci and his wife. The thin-faced, black-haired man had rejoined his wife suddenly a few days before, and since Gemma had returned they had formed quite a merry quartette. She had satisfactorily explained her sudden disappearance, and had concocted a clever story of complications regarding her estate to account for her journey to Italy. Both men, knowing she was wanted by the Italian police, marvelled at her audacity in going back and her adroitness in evading arrest.

I dont always wear the ring, she answered, raising her hand and contemplating it.

Let me see, exclaimed Nenci, who was seated beside her.

In response she handed it to him. It was unusually large for a lady, but of antique design. In the centre was a large oval turquoise, around which were set two rows of diamonds, all of beautiful colour and lustre, while the gold which encircled the finger was much thicker than usual, the whole forming a rather massive but extremely handsome ornament.

Nenci held it for a moment, admiring it with the eye of a connoisseur, for by trade he was a jeweller, although he had performed, among other duties, those of waiter in a City restaurant. He declared at once that the diamonds were dirty beneath their settings, and, rising from the table, scrutinised it closely at the window.

Ill clean it for you to-day, if you like, he said, when he returned to his seat. It is very dull and dusty. She thanked him, and he placed it beside his plate. Ah! exclaimed the Doctor suddenly, with a glance full of meaning.

That was the marriage ring, wasnt it?

Nenci glanced across at him quickly and frowned — a gesture of displeasure which Gemma failed to notice.

Yes, she answered rather harshly; it was the marriage ring — if you like to so term it. I scarcely ever wear it, because it brings back too many painful memories. The bond has been galling enough — Heaven knows!

I thought you had no remorse. You always declared you had none, Nenci remarked. But since youve known that confounded lover of yours youve been a changed woman.

Changed for the better, I hope, she retorted. Do you think it possible that I can wear that ring without remembering a certain night in Livorno — the night when all my evil fortune fell upon me?

Nenci laughed superciliously.

Come, he said. Youre growing sentimental. Thats the worst of being love-sick. When a woman of genius loves, she always throws common sense to the winds.

Her brows contracted for an instant, but, too discreet to exhibit annoyance, she merely joined his laughter, and, with skilful tact so characteristic of her, answered— Ah, my dear Lionello, you seem to have forgotten our old Tuscan saying, Lamore avvicina gli uomini agli angeli ed al Cielo; poichè il paradiso scende con lamore in noi.

Shes had you there, exclaimed the Doctor merrily. Gemma isnt the person upon whom to work off witticisms. As he sat at table, Malvano looked the very picture of good health and spirits, ruddy, well-shaven, and spruce in his rough tweed riding-coat and gaiters, for, the roads being heavy and wet, he had resolved to ride his round that morning instead of driving. Only the day previous he had been attending upon the customers at the Bonciani, his ears ever open, and, arriving back at Lyddington by the last train from London, he had been a long time closeted with Nenci, prior to going to bed. The two men had held a long consultation, the nature of which Gemma was unable to determine, but it was evident from her close observation of their demeanour that morning that they had resolved upon some line of immediate action.

La Funaro was now playing a dangerous game.

Calm, silent, watchful, ever ready to listen to their nefarious plans, and even making suggestions of deeper cunning and a vengeance more terrible, she had remained there acting a double part with a skill that few other women could accomplish. But her previous training in the wiles of diplomacy and espionage under the crafty, far-seeing Montelupo now held her in good stead. She could conceal all her womans pity and forbearance, all her repugnance at the terrible plans which were so calmly discussed, and with them grow enthusiastic at the thought of what was to follow. Hers was a strange personality, a curious blending of the grave with the gay. The mask she wore as a heartless, abandoned woman was absolutely without a flaw.

That day Nenci spent most of his hours in the Doctors study, the room wherein no one was allowed to enter. Sallow-faced, unshaven, wild-haired, he was so striking a figure that the Doctor had advised him not to go into the village, as his presence would at once be remarked. Therefore, when Malvano was absent, he amused himself in chatting to the assistant at work making up mixtures in the dark little room beyond the surgery, in reading in the room, half-study half-laboratory, which Malvano reserved to himself, or in strolling about the extensive grounds walled in against the vulgar gaze.

Gemma that day idled over magazines and newspapers in the morning-room until luncheon, when the Doctor came in, cold and half famished, with an appetite which did justice to his truly British appearance. Afterwards she passed the afternoon in desultory gossip with Mrs Nenci, while the two men went to smoke; and in the evening, when coffee was served in the drawing-room, she played and sang to them Duorme, Carmé, Surriento bello! the humorous Don Saverio, and other pieces, while Malvano, in his usually buoyant spirits, fetched his mandolino and accompanied her, until the sweet music and the passionate words brought back to each of them memories of their own fair, far-off land.

About ten, Mrs Nenci and Gemma retired, and that night the woman, whom, all Italy knew as La Funaro, knelt in the silence of her chamber long and earnestly before her ivory crucifix, praying for courage and for release. Meanwhile, the two men proceeded to the Doctors study, turning the key in the door after them. The small place, with its shutters closed and barred, smelt overpoweringly of pungent chemicals, the centre table being laden with bottles, test-tubes, retorts, a crucible beneath which a small spirit-lamp was burning, and a host of sundries, which plainly showed that experiments were in progress. At the wall opposite was a side-table upon which a small vice had been fixed, while beside it lay several files and other tools.

Both men threw off their coats and turned up their shirt-cuffs. Malvano taking his seat in the centre of his chemical appliances, while his companion commenced work at the small side-table.

Nenci was smoking a cigarette when they entered, but at sign of the Doctor at once extinguished it.

Have you given Gemma back her ring? Malvano inquired as they sat down to work. The reason the Doctor always locked himself within that room was evident. He was making experiments in secret.

Yes; I gave it her just before dinner, the other answered.

You cleaned it — eh? the Doctor said, with a grim smile.

Yes, the other replied briefly.

It seems a pity — a great pity! Malvano exclaimed in a tone of regret. Is there no other way?

None, Nenci answered firmly. She knows too much. Besides, I have suspicions.

Of what?

That she may play us false, the sallow-faced man replied. Remember, she still loves that man Armytage — the devil take him!

Well, Malvano sighed, its the only way, I suppose; but its hard — very hard on a woman whose life has been wrecked as hers has.

Misericordia! My dear fellow, cried Nenci impatiently. Surely you wont turn chicken-hearted after all this time? Youve never shown the white feather yet.

The doctor remained silent, and turning in his chair, bent over the small crucible beneath which the blue flame was burning; while his companion, casting a keen half-suspicious glance in his direction, also turned to the small vice fixed to his table and commenced work.

A long time elapsed in almost complete silence, so intent were both on what they were doing. Once — only once — did Malvano refer again to the subject of Gemmas ring.

Is she actually wearing it now? he inquired.

She did at dinner, I noticed, Nenci answered. But whether she wears her rings at night, I dont know, he laughed.

Isnt it — well — dangerous?

Dangerous! Not at all, his companion replied impatiently. She suspects nothing, absolutely nothing.

Again they lapsed into unbroken silence.

Fully an hour went by, when Nenci rising, still in his shirt-sleeves, folded his arms, and exclaimed in a tone of satisfaction and confidence — 

At last, my dear fellow! Ive worked it out completely. Failure has become absolutely impossible. Malvano, still seated in his chair, leaned back and contemplated with admiration the object which his companion had placed before him — an exquisite little marble bust of King Humbert of Italy. It was only about eighteen inches high, but a faithful and beautifully executed copy of that celebrated head by the renowned Pisan sculptor, Fontacchiotti, which is so prominent a figure in the centre of the great reception hall of the Quirinal at Rome. Plaster replicas of this bust can be bought everywhere throughout Italy for half a franc, and are to be found in most houses of the loyal, while larger ones stand in every court of justice. But this miniature reproduction before the Doctor was really an admirable work of art, one such as connoisseur would admire.

Nenci had not chiselled it, but had apparently been doing something to its small base of polished malachite. The hand that had succeeded in reproducing the features so exactly was without doubt a master-hand. On the table where the sallow-faced man had been working stood two other busts exactly similar in every detail, both in little cases of polished wood, lined with crimson velvet, and each bearing the royal monogram in gilt upon its base, exactly similar to the one in the Quirinal.

Its excellent. The Gobbo has certainly turned them out marvellously well, the Doctor observed.

Hes a genius, the other said enthusiastically. The reproduction is so exact that detection is absolutely impossible. Look! And taking up a photograph of a miniature bust standing upon a carved shelf against a frescoed wall, they both compared it with the one before them. Do you see that small chip in the base? Nenci said, pointing to the picture. The Gobbo has even reproduced that.

A wonderful piece of work, Malvano acquiesced. Very neat, and very pretty.

After it leaves our hands it wont want many servants to keep it dusted, his companion observed grimly. You see, the base being circular is made to move, he added, taking the little ornament in his hand. You twist it slightly — so, and the thing is done. You see those two scratches across the stone. The base must be so turned as to join them. And then to the very instant — well— And he broke off without concluding his sentence.

It will strike the half-hour, eh? the Doctor suggested with a laugh.

The other raised his shoulders and outspread his palms. Then, regarding his handiwork with the keenest satisfaction, he thrust his hands deep into his pockets, and, leaning against the mantelshelf, gaily hummed the popular Neapolitan chorus — 

Pecchè. Ndringhete-ndringhete-ndrà
Mmiez o mare nu scoglio nce sta!
Tutte venene a bevere ccà,
Pecchè. Ndringhete-ndringhete-ndrà.

The Doctor, with fingers stained yellow by the acids he had been mixing, the fumes of which filled the small den almost to suffocation, took up the beautiful little bust and examined its green polished base with critical eye, turning it over and over, and weighing it carefully in his hand.

Devilish cunningly contrived, he said. Its a pity it must be sacrificed. But I suppose it must.

Of course, Nenci said quickly. We must complete our experiments and ascertain that it actually strikes true. Is it quiet enough yet to try, do you think? Malvano rose. The trousers he wore were old and burned brown where corrosive liquids had fallen upon them, his hair was ruffled, and his face dirty, as if smoke-blackened.

I hope the thing wont create too much fuss, he said in an apprehensive tone.

Leave all that to me, his companion answered confidently; and taking the bust, he carefully unscrewed its malachite base, revealing a cavity wherein rested a small square receptacle, oblong and deep, something of the shape of a large-sized snuff-box. It was secured in its place by two springs, which, when released, allowed the box to fall out. Taking it up and opening it, he said to his companion — 

Here you are. Fill it up, while I arrange the tube.

Then, while the Doctor carefully filled the box with some greyish-white powder from a tiny green glass bottle on the table, Nenci took up a tube of thin glass about an inch long, one of the two or three which Malvano had just filled with acid and hermetically sealed by the aid of his spirit-lamp and blow-pipe. This he carefully inserted in the opening, afterwards replacing the closed box of grey compound, securing it deeply in its place by the two little steel springs.

Again he placed it upon the table, and, retreating a few steps, stood admiring it.

The reproductions are all absolutely perfect, he observed. Weve only now to prove that our calculations are correct. Come, lets go. If anybody meets us, theyll think youve been called out to some urgent case. Therefore were safe enough.

Very well, the Doctor agreed; and both put on their coats and went out, Nenci with the bust covered carefully beneath the long ulster he assumed in the hall.

Noiselessly they let themselves out by the servants entrance, crossed the large paved yard to the stables, and, finding a spade, the Doctor hid it beneath his overcoat. Then, crossing the lawn, they passed through a gap in the boundary fence, and was soon skirting a high hedge-row, proceeding towards the open country, crossing field after field until about twenty minutes later they paused at a lonely spot. The place where they halted was so dark that they could scarcely see one another, but the mossy, marshy ground was soft beneath their feet; therefore the Doctor, knowing the country well, suggested that this was the spot where the experiment should take place. His companion at once acquiesced, and the Doctor, speaking in a low undertone, drove his spade deep into the earth, and worked away digging a hole, although he could scarce see anything in that pitch darkness.

Presently Nenci, placing the bust upon the ground, boldly struck a match, and by its fickle light ascertained the depth of the hole. Malvano was still working away, fearful lest they should be discovered, the perspiration dropping from his brow in great beads.

I think thats deep enough, he said after some minutes had elapsed. Then, striking another vesta, he glanced intently at his watch to ascertain the exact time. He handed the Doctor the matches, asking him to strike another, and by its aid held the bust upside down and moved the base very carefully round. When at last he had placed it at the exact point, he knelt and slowly lowered it into the hole which had been dug. Both men, working like moles in the dark, quickly replaced the earth, Nenci stamping it down with his feet. At risk of detection — for a lighted match can be seen a long way on a dark night — they struck two more vestas in order that they might the more completely hide the beautiful little work of art upon which Nenci had been engaged so many hours that day.

When it had been entirely covered, and the ploughed land rearranged, both men retreated rather hurriedly across a couple of fields, and at an old weather-worn stile stood and waited, peering back into the darkness.

The chimes of a distant church sounded over the hills; then the dead silence of the night fell again unbroken, save for the mournful sighing of the wind. For fully five minutes they waited, uttering no word.

Its failed, Malvano at last exclaimed disappointedly, in an excited half-whisper.

I tell you it cant fail, the other answered quickly. I ought to know something of such contrivances. Malvano muttered some words expressive of doubt, but scarce had they left his lips when all of a sudden there was a blood-red flash, a loud report, and tons of earth and stones shot skyward in the darkness, some falling unpleasantly close to them.

Holy Virgin! ejaculated the Doctor. Its terrible! By Heaven it is!

Nothing could withstand that, Nenci observed enthusiastically, with an air of complete satisfaction. I told you it was absolutely deadly.

The report had caused the earth to tremble where they stood, and, borne upon the night wind, had no doubt been heard for miles around. Losing no time, they sped quickly forward towards the spot, and there in the gloom discerned that a great oak in the vicinity had been shattered, its branches hanging torn and broken, while at the spot where the little bust had been buried, was a wide, deep, funnel-shaped hole. Some great hazel bushes in the vicinity had been torn up by the roots and hurled aside, while on every hand was ample evidence of the terrific and irresistible force of the explosion.

The strength of the compound is far greater than I ever imagined! Its frightful? exclaimed the Doctor, gazing around half fearfully. But lets get back, or some one, attracted by the report, may be astir. What will people think when its discovered in the morning?

Theyll only believe that lightning has done it, Nenci said airily, as, thrusting their hands into their overcoat pockets they retraced their steps, bending against the icy wind sweeping across the open land.

In passing back across the lawn both were too preoccupied with their own thoughts to detect that behind the privet hedge was a crouching figure, and that the person so concealed had probably watched all their mysterious movements and taken the keenest interest in their extraordinary midnight experiment.


Chapter Twenty Eight.

The Trick of a Trickster.
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ONE AFTERNOON, A week later, Gemma was idling in her cosy private sitting-room at the Hotel Victoria. She had returned there in an involuntary manner, because it was the only hotel she knew in London. It had been a wet, dismal day, and by three oclock it had become so dark that she had been compelled to switch on the electric light in order to see to write. During two hours she had not risen, but had continued covering sheet after sheet of foolscap with her fine angular writing. She wrote with the air of one accustomed to write, folding down the left-hand edge of her paper so as to create a margin and writing on one side of the sheet only. Before commencing, she had several times read through a long and apparently deeply interesting letter, making careful notes upon it before commencing. Then, drawing her chair closer to the table, she took up her pen and wrote away at express speed, now and then halting to reflect, but quickly resuming until she had filled a dozen folios. At last she concluded abruptly, and without signature, afterwards leaning back in her little Chippendale armchair, turning over the numbered pages, and reading through what she had written. When she had finished, she paused and looked straight before her blankly. Her lips moved, but no sound escaped them. Presently she took from the dressing-bag open beside her a large linen-lined blue envelope, whereon was printed in Italian Private. — To His Excellency the Marquis Montelupo, Minister of Foreign Affairs, Rome. Into this she placed what she had written, afterwards sealing it at each corner and in the centre, in the manner the Italian Administration of Posts requires insured letters to be secured.

This done, she paused, resting her head wearily on her hands, as if tired out. Suddenly there was a loud rap at the door, and one of the hotel message-boys entered with a card.

Show him up at once, Gemma answered in her broken English, after she had glanced at the name; and a few minutes later a sour-faced, middle-aged Italian entered, bowing.

Good-evening, Califano, she said. It is quite ready; and she handed him the secret despatch. You leave for Rome to-night — eh?

Si — Signora Contessa, the man answered. I arrived in London only an hour ago, and I leave again subito. The Marquis has sent me expressly for this.

Then see that he gets it at the earliest possible moment, she said quickly. It is of the utmost secrecy and importance.

I quite understand, Signora Contessa, the man courteously replied, carefully placing the envelope in the breast-pocket of his heavy frieze overcoat. His Excellency has already given me instructions.

Va bene. Then go. Make all haste, for every hour lost may place Italy in greater jeopardy. Remember that your early arrival is absolutely imperative. She spoke authoritatively, and it was evident that they were not strangers.

I shall not lose an instant, answered the Ministers private messenger. The Contessa has no further commands? he added inquiringly.

None, she answered briefly. Arivederci!

Arivederci, Signora Contessa, he replied; and a moment later Gemma found herself again alone.

God forgive me! she murmured as she paced the room wildly agitated. Its the only way — the only way! I have transgressed before man and before Heaven in order to free myself from this hateful tie of heinous sin; I have risked all in order to gain happiness with the man I love. And if I fail — she paused, pale-faced, haggard-eyed, shuddering— if I fail, she went on in a changed voice, then I must take my life.

She threw herself into a chair before the fire, and was silent for a long time. The dressing-bell sounded, but she took no heed; she had no appetite. The crowded table dhôte, with its glare and colour and clatter, jarred upon her highly-strung nerves. She had dined in the great gilded saloon the night before, and had resolved not to do so again. She would have a little soup and a cutlet brought to her room.

At that moment she was calmly, deliberately contemplating suicide.

She sat in the low chair, her elbows on her knees, gazing gloomily into the fire. The loose gown of pale lilac silk, with deep lace at the collar and cuffs, suited her fair complexion admirably, although it imparted to her a wan appearance, and made her look older than she really was, while the tendrils of her gold-brown hair, straying across her brow, gave her a wild, wanton look. Even as she sat, her eyes fixed upon the leaping flames, hers was still a countenance frail, childlike in its softness, purity, and innocence of expression — a face perfect in its symmetry, and one in which it was difficult to conceive that any evil could lurk.

The diamonds upon her fingers sparkling in the fitful firelight caught her gaze. She looked long and earnestly at the strange ring of turquoise and diamonds upon her right hand, and the sad memories it recalled caused her to sigh deeply, as they ever did. Again she remained plunged in a deep debauch of melancholy, until suddenly the was aroused from her reverie by a loud knocking at her door and her hotel number being shouted by the lad in buttons.

Gentleman wishes to see you, maam, the youngster said, handing her another card.

She glanced quickly at the name, then rising slowly, answered — 

Show him up.

Her breath seemed to catch in her throat, but to her cheeks there came a slight flush, whether of excitement or of anger it was difficult to determine. Her brows were knit, and, as she glanced at herself in the mirror, she felt dissatisfied with herself, because she knew she looked haggard and ugly.

As she turned away from the glass with a gesture of determination, Frank Tristram entered.

Well, she inquired, turning quickly upon him the moment they were alone. Why have you the audacity to seek me?

Hear me out, Gemma, before you grow angry! he exclaimed, advancing towards her. I have come to crave your forgiveness; and he stood with bent head before her, motionless, penitent.

My forgiveness? You ask that after your attempt to take my life? she retorted.

I was mad, then, he declared quickly. Forgive me. I ask your forgiveness in order that one you know may be made happy.

I dont understand you.

Carmenilla. Im going to marry her, he explained briefly.

To marry Carmenilla! she exclaimed, surprised.

He nodded. Tell me that you forgive my madness that night, he urged. Remember that both you and I are hemmed in by enemies on every side; that our interests are exactly identical. In return for your forgiveness, I am ready to assist you in any way possible.

Her clear eyes rested upon him with unwavering gaze.

And you ask my forgiveness, she said in atone of contempt at length. You — who murdered Vittorina — a helpless, friendless girl.

I — murdered her! he cried uneasily, with a look of abject terror. This denunciation was utterly unexpected. What made you suspect that?

To any one who had knowledge of the facts, its quite plain, she answered boldly. Ah! do not try to deceive me. The police were in ignorance, therefore they could have no clue, and could make no arrest. I, however, am aware of the reason poor Vittorinas life was taken; I know that her presence was detrimental to all our plans, and that she was enticed here, to London, in order that she might die. It is useless for you to protest your innocence to me. Her face was hard, her eyes fixed immovably upon his.

He shrank beneath her searching glance, and stood before her with bent head in silence.

You cannot deny that you had a hand in the crime? she went on relentlessly. You, a murderer, ask my forgiveness!

Ah! Gemma, he cried hoarsely, forgive me. Then, without heeding the terrible denunciation she had levelled against him, continued, We have both suffered much, you and I; you perhaps more than myself because you have earned ill repute, and been compelled to pose as an adventuress. But those who know you are well aware that you have always been an honest woman, that your so-called adventures have only been taken in order to act the ignoble part which you were compelled to act, and in every way that you are worthy the love of an upright man like Armytage. Forgive me, he urged in a low, intense voice, stretching forth his hand. Forgive me!

Her troubled breast heaved and fell. In that instant she remembered what the black-robed nuns had told her long ago at San Paolo della Croce — that the first step towards penitence was forgiveness. She looked straight into the face of the man before her for several moments in hesitation, then at last, in a low, faltering tone, said— The evil you tried to do me I forgive freely; but — but I cannot take the hand of a murderer; and she turned away suddenly, her silken gown sweeping past him where he stood.

Then you will allow me to marry Carmenilla? You will not denounce me as one who tried to take your life? he cried eagerly, following her a few paces.

Your secret will be mine, she answered coldly. I have forgotten, and bear you no malice.

She was standing beside the fire, once again idly contemplating her rings. The diamonds of the quaint one, with its turquoise centre, seemed to glitter with extreme brilliance and with an evil glint that night.

Presently Tristram advanced swiftly, almost noiselessly, until he reached her side. Then again he proffered his hand, asking — 

May we not be friends?

We are no longer enemies, she answered, disregarding his invitation to exchange the hand-clasp of friendship. This interview is painful, she added. I have forgiven you. Surely that is sufficient?

I believed you to be my enemy — I thought that you had denounced me to the police on that night when my mad passion got the mastery, he said apologetically. I assure you that I have deeply regretted ever since.

It is past, she said in a chilly voice. To recall it is needless.

After reflecting for some moments, he commenced to protest his innocence of the crime she attributed to him; but with a gesture of impatience she held up both her hands as if to shut out his presence from her gaze, and then slowly he left the room without further word.

Afterwards she stood, a slim, graceful figure, leaning upon the mantelshelf, gazing down into the fire. Now and then sighs escaped her; once a shudder ran over her, for her thoughts were still weird and morbid. She was debating whether death by her own hand was not preferable to the strange life she had been for the past two years compelled to lead, still dubious as to whether at last she could secure happiness beside the young Englishman whom she loved with all her soul, and for whom she had risked her life.

Through ten days she remained alone in the great hotel and found London horrible. She went out but little, as the weather was gloomy and wet, and spent her time in her warm private sitting-room in reading, or doing fancy needlework. She had written to Armytage, and received an immediate response, which set her mind at ease. He had urged that he might be allowed to see her, but she had replied firmly in the negative. If she desired him to come to her, she would telegraph. In a couple of hours he could be at her side. Fettered as she was hand and foot, knowing that her lovers enemies sought his life, yet without power to save him, she existed in those days in constant dread lest they should discover his presence in England, and carry out their design. The life of a man is just as easily taken in England as it is in Italy, and she knew well her associates to be desperate, and that they would now hesitate at nothing in order to guarantee success of their plans.

One night, after she had been at the hotel about a fortnight, she dressed her hair as carefully as she could, possessing no maid, and putting on a pretty evening gown of pale-blue, cut low and filled with fine old lace drawn round the throat in the manner of evening dresses in vogue in Italy, she wound around her head a pale-blue silken scarf she had purchased in Livorno, one of those worn by the Livornese girls on festive days, and, assuming a rich cape trimmed with otter, drove in a hansom to Lady Marshfields in Sussex Square.

The man-servant, without taking her name, showed her at once to the drawing-room. He had no doubt received instructions. Upon the threshold she stood for an instant holding her breath, as if in fear; then, bracing herself for an effort, entered the room, a striking figure, proud, erect, handsome, the diamond crescent sparkling in her hair, her silken skirts sweeping behind her with loud frou-frou. At that moment she was La Funaro, the notorious woman whose striking costumes had so often been the envy and admiration of fashionable Italy.

In the great apartment there had assembled, in a group near the fire, the Doctor, the Gobbo, Romanelli, and Nenci. All four were in well-cut evening clothes, and were chatting affably, her ladyship, ugly, yet affecting youth, holding a little court about her. On Gemmas entrance there was an instants silence. Then with almost one voice they welcomed her, crying, Viva, La Funaro!

Smiling, she shook hands with each in turn, and sank on the silken settee beside her hostess.

We are still waiting for one other, her ladyship said, glancing at the clock. He is late. Afterwards, turning to Gemma, the eccentric old woman began to pay her all sorts of compliments in very fair Italian, while the men stood together smoking and chatting, sometimes in mysterious undertones.

At last the person for whom they had apparently been waiting entered, hot and flushed. It was Tristram. He shook hands with all, except with Gemma. To her he merely bowed.

Lady Marshfield, a few minutes later, rose and passed into the small inner room — a signal for her guests to follow. Then, when they had entered, the door was locked, Romanelli alone remaining outside in the drawing-room to guard against the possibility of any of the servants acting as eavesdropper. A table had been placed in the centre of the apartment, and around this they at once assembled, while Nenci, opening the ladys dressing-bag which he carried, took therefrom a small oblong box of polished oak, which he set upon the table, afterwards displaying the exquisite replica of the bust of the reigning sovereign of Italy.

Beautiful! they all cried with one accord. Nothing could be better!

Its action is marvellous, Malvano explained. We have already tried it. The effect is frightful. When set, it contains explosives enough to reduce every house in this street to ruins.

They looked at one another and shuddered.

Its really very inoffensive-looking, her ladyship remarked, raising her glasses, deeply interested. I hope it isnt charged!

Oh dear, no, Nenci laughed, taking it in his hand. Ive brought it here to show how the mechanism is contrived; and bending towards her, he opened its malachite base, showing the empty receptacle for the explosive compound, the hole for the tiny tube of acid, and the small clockwork mechanism no larger than a watch imbedded deeply in cotton-wool, so as to be noiseless. Standing at the table, he glanced keenly from one to the other as he explained its working. As he handled the bust tenderly, his keen black eyes seemed to shine with an evil light.

When he had concluded, he replaced the mechanical portions he had removed, and put the bust back into the dressing-bag beside him.

No, no, Malvano said, smiling grimly, some minutes later. Dont hide it away, Lionello. Its well worth our admiration, and does you credit. This is the last time we shall have an opportunity of seeing it, so let it remain on the table.

All joined in a chorus of laughter and approbation, and Nenci, fumbling in the bag at his side, reproduced it and placed it upon the table in full view of their gaze. At that moment Gemma, deep in conversation with her ladyship, did not notice that the bust was before them, and not until Nenci and Malvano had left the room together in order to consult with the foppishly dressed young man outside in the drawing-room, did she detect its presence.

Then, with a sudden scream of wild alarm, she dashed forward, her bare arms raised in despair, crying — 

Look! Look! This is not the bust he showed us at first, but another! This one is charged! Fly quickly — all of you! In another instant this house will be in a mass of ruins, and we shall all be blown to atoms! This is Nencis diabolical vengeance!

With one accord they sprang from their chairs and rushed towards the door. Tristram was the first to gain it, turned the handle.

God! Its locked! he shrieked.

Nenci, the sinister-faced man who, with his two infamous companions, had secured them in that room with the frightful engine of destruction in their midst, had ingeniously escaped. Speechless, with faces blanched, they exchanged quick apprehensive glances of terror. Those moments were full of terrible suspense. All knew they they were doomed, and appalled, rooted to the spot by unspeakable terror, none dared to move a muscle or touch that exquisite bust upon the table. Each second ticked out clearly by the Sèvres clock upon the mantelshelf brought them nearer to an untimely and frightful end; nearer to that fatal moment when the tiny glass tube must be shattered by the internal mechanism, and thus cause an explosion which would in an instant launch them into eternity.


Chapter Twenty Nine.

Entrapped.
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AS ALL DREW back aghast and terrified from the little face of carved stone, Gemma, who had tried the door only to discover the truth of Tristrams appalling assertion, dashed instantly back to the table, and, regardless of the imminent risk she ran, took the small image in her hands.

No, no! they cried with one voice, haunted by the fear that at any second it might explode and blow them out of all recognition. Dont touch it! dont touch it!

On the night when the two men completed their hellish invention, I watched through the shutters unseen, she cried. I saw Nenci explain how this deadly thing was charged, and the mode in which it was set. See! In an instant all had grouped round her, as, turning the bust upside down, she eagerly examined it beneath the shaded lamp. The scratch running across the malachite base and up the outer edge of the removable portion was, she saw, contiguous to a mark higher up. Nenci had turned the circular base until the ends of the almost imperceptible line had joined.

Another instant and nothing could save them.

With trembling hands Gemma grasped it, as Nenci had done on the night when she had watched, and with a quick wrench tried to turn it back.

It would not move!

Next second, however, she twisted it in the opposite direction. As she did so there was a harsh grating sound, as of steel cutting into stone, a crack, as though some strong spring had snapped; and then all knew that the mechanism of the devilish invention had been disordered, and the frightful catastrophe thereby averted.

She bent down, opening Nencis bag, and took therefrom a second bust, exclaiming — 

He tricked us cleverly. Fortunately, however, I detected the difference in the markings of that green stone, or ere this we might each one of us have been dead. Then, placing the two busts side by side, she pointed out the difference in the vein of the malachite which had attracted her attention, and thus caused her to make the astounding declaration which had held them petrified.

Youve saved us! the Gobbo cried, addressing her.

These men must not escape, Gemma cried determinedly. They shall not! Our lives have been endangered by their villainous treachery, and they shall not evade punishment.


Chapter Thirty.

I Bear Witness!
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NEXT MORNING GEMMA stood at the window of her bedroom, looking down upon Northumberland Avenue. She had breakfasted unusually early, and had chosen a dark-green dress trimmed with narrow astrachan — one of her Paris-made gowns which she knew fitted her perfectly and suited her complexion. She had stood before the long mirror in the wardrobe for some minutes, and, with a pride that may always be forgiven in a woman, regarded herself with satisfaction. They knew how to make a woman look her best in the Rue de la Paix.

The recollection of the previous night was, in the light of morning, horrifying. After leaving Sussex Square, she had stopped her cab at the telegraph office opposite Charing Cross Station, the office being open day and night, and had sent a long and urgent message to Rome explaining the situation. Already a reply reposed in the pocket of her gown, but it was unsatisfactory. The private secretary had wired back that the Marquis was away at his high-up, antique castle of Montelupo, the Mountain of the Wolf, between Empoli and Signa, in Tuscany. She therefore knew that many hours must elapse ere her cipher message was delivered to him. Even his reply could not reach her for four hours or so after it had been despatched from Empoli. But after sending the message to Rome, she had also sent one to Armytage at Aldworth Court, and was now awaiting his arrival.

Her hands were cold and nervous, her eyes heavy and weary, and her face deathly pale and haggard, for she had slept but little that night. She saw plainly that all her desperate efforts to free herself had been in vain. There had been a hitch somewhere, or that night the whole of that assembly at Lady Marshfields would have been arrested by detectives from Scotland Yard, at the instigation of Count Castellani, acting under telegraphic orders from Rome. Italy would thus have been able to rid herself of as desperate a gang of malefactors as ever stood in the dock of a criminal court. She had kept faith with the Marquis Montelupo, her master, and, in order to gain her freedom, had furnished the Ministry with full details of the plot. Her freedom of action had been promised her in exchange for this information, but with the stipulation that the conspirators must be arrested. The Marquis, cunning and far-seeing, was well aware that this would ensure greater secrecy, and hold her as his agent until the very end.

No arrest had, however, taken place. All her plans had failed utterly, and, in a paroxysm of despair, she told herself that she was still, even at that moment, as far off gaining her freedom as ever she had been. Her tiny white hands clenched themselves in despair.

I love him! she murmured hoarsely. I love him; but Fate always intervenes — always. Shall I never be released from this terrible thraldom? I pray day and night, and yet—

She paused. Her eyes fell upon the small ivory crucifix standing upon a pile of books beside her bed. She sank upon her knees, clasped her hands, and her thin white lips moved in fervent prayer.

Suddenly, while her head was still bent upon her breast in penitence, as she craved forgiveness for violating the oath she had taken to these men who sought her death, a master-key was placed in the door and the chambermaid entered.

Pardon, Madame, the girl exclaimed in French, drawing back as soon as she saw her, I thought you had gone out. A gentleman has just been shown to your sitting-room, and is waiting.

A gentleman! Gemma repeated blankly, rising to her feet. Then she recollected. It was her lover who had come in response to her telegram. What could she tell him?

Very well, she answered. Ill see him at once; and as the girl withdrew, she stood looking at herself despairingly in the mirror. Again she dare not tell him anything. She was still beneath a double thraldom of guilt.

With both her hands she pushed back the mass of gold-brown hair from the pale fevered brows, sighing; then, rigid and erect, walked down the corridor to her own sitting-room. Her heart beating wildly, but with a glad smile upon her face, she entered.

Instantly she halted. Her look of pleasure gave place to one of hatred. Her visitor was not Charles Armytage, but the man who, only twelve hours before, had secured her and her companions within that room with the terrible engine of death in their midst. It was Lionello Nenci, who stood with his back to the window, his hands idly in his pockets. His sallow face was that of a man haunted by terror, and driven to desperation. His cheeks were pale beneath their southern bronze, and his black eyes glittered with unnatural fire as he advanced towards her.

You! she gasped in withering contempt. You! The mean despicable cur who sought to kill us!

Yes! he answered unabashed. Shut the door. I want to speak to you.

In involuntary obedience she closed the door, and the portière fell behind her.

I should have thought, after your infamous conduct last night, you would not ever dare to face me again, she cried in scorn. Such treachery is only worthy of gaol-birds and traitors.

You deserved it, he laughed roughly. You are one of the latter. It was you, he went on mercilessly— you, with your innocent-looking face, who gave the whole plot away, who exposed us to the Ministry, and put the English police upon us; you who sought our arrest and punishment. It is but what was to be expected of such a woman as yourself, the spy and mistress of Montelupo.

Mistress! she echoed, in an instant frenzy of passion. Im not his mistress. I swear Ive never been. You know thats a foul lie!

Every one in Italy believes it, he said, with a brutal laugh. When they know that you were implicated in the plot, and gave it away to him, it will confirm their suspicions.

She looked at him, intense hatred in her glance.

And you have come here to tell me this! she cried. Having failed in your dastardly attempt last night, you come here to-day to taunt me with the past!

No. The reason Ive called is to calmly explain the position. The police are already upon us, but the Doctor and Romanelli have left London. I unfortunately, am unable, for Ive no money, he added, in a whining tone. Ive come to throw myself upon your generosity; to ask you for some.

You wish me, the woman whom you denounce as a spy and traitor — whom you and your infamous companions endeavoured to kill — you ask me to furnish you with funds so that you may escape the punishment you deserve? she cried in scorn, amazed at his boldness. I shall not stir a finger to save you, she answered promptly.

Come, he said. Theres no time to lose if Im to escape. Remember, Im the man for whom the police of Europe have been searching in vain these last two years, ever since I escaped from Elba; and if Im again to evade them, it will be expensive. If youre not prepared to sacrifice yourself, then give me money and let us part. You are rich, and can well afford it, he added. Come. Take my advice, and let the whole thing end here. Assist me this, the last time, and I swear to you that Ill say nothing implicating you, even if afterwards Im arrested.

If I give you money, it is on the understanding that you will not in future levy blackmail, she said, eyeing the cringing man before her with contempt. Recollect that any communication from you will result in your immediate arrest. You know, one word from me at the Ministry and the police will follow you, wherever you may be.

I agree, he cried eagerly.

She drew from her purse three English notes, each for five pounds, and handing them to him said — 

This is all the money I have at the moment, without drawing a cheque.

Its not enough — not half enough, he declared in a tone of dissatisfaction, glancing at the clock. Theres little time to lose. A North German Lloyd boat sails from Southampton for New York this afternoon, and the train leaves Waterloo at noon. This money wont even buy my passage and necessaries.

She reflected for an instant, and glanced down at her fragile hands. An instant later, in sheer desperation, she cried — 

Then take my rings! And twisting them one by one from her fingers, including the antique one of turquoise and diamonds, she laid them, together with her brooch, on the little writing-table where they were standing. Theyre worth at least five thousand francs, she said. Take them, sell them, do what you like with them, but never let us meet again.

Eagerly he took up one — a beautiful diamond half-hoop ring, and glancing at it in admiration, was about to place it in his vest-pocket, when there came a loud rap at the door, and the message-boy, shouting her hotel number, ushered in two men.

Nenci turned quickly towards the door, and shrank back in terror and dismay.

The men who entered were Tristram and Armytage. The face of the latter was dark with determination. He had not expected to find Gemma with a stranger; moreover, the fact that her rings and brooch lay upon the table between her and her visitor puzzled him.

Ah, dearest! she cried, rushing towards him, her nervous hands outstretched. You have come back to me at last — at last!

Without taking her proffered hands, he looked straight into the sallow, evil face of the Italian. Nenci boldly met his gaze.

This is the scoundrel who, as Ive just told you, endeavoured last night to destroy Gemma, myself, and several other persons at Lady Marshfields? Tristram cried, glaring at the black-haired inventor of the terrible engine of death.

And this, retorted Nenci, pointing at the Captain— this man is a murderer! It was he who killed Vittorina Rinaldo!

Youre a liar? Tristram answered, his face livid and set. The evidence against me is circumstantial enough, perhaps, to convict me of the crime, but I am innocent — absolutely innocent. I myself was the victim of a dastardly plot. Little dreaming of what was intended, I escorted her from Leghorn to London, and thus unwittingly myself created circumstances which were so suspicious as to fasten the terrible guilt upon me. But I declare before Heaven that Im in ignorance of both the motive and the secret means by which the crime was accomplished!

The outlaw laughed a harsh, dry laugh. His demeanour at the first moment of their entry into the room had been one of fear. Now he was fiercely defiant, and affected amusement at their demeanour.

If you can prove your innocence, then do so, he said grimly. According to the papers, you left the cab, entered the bar, spoke to your accomplice, the Major, whoever he was, and then escaped by the back entrance.

True, replied the Kings Messenger. But my hurried flight had nothing whatever to do with the murder of Vittorina, nor did my conversation with the Major bear upon it in any way whatever. I merely expressed surprise at meeting him there after leaving him at the station; and he, too, was surprised to see me. Then, while in the bar, I suddenly recollected that, in the hurry of alighting from the train, I had left in the carriage a despatch-bag given me by one of the messengers of the Embassy in Paris to convey to London; and knowing that the train would be shunted out, perhaps down to the depot at Nine Elms, I made all speed back to Charing Cross, where I found that a porter had already discovered it, and taken it to the lost-property office. I had no fear of Vittorinas safety, for I had already given the cabman the address in Hammersmith, and every second was of consequence in recovering my lost despatches.

But the Majors photograph was discovered in Vittorinas bag, Nenci cried in a tone of disbelief. How do you account for that?

I dont know. To me, that fact is a mystery, although I have since entertained a suspicion that the Major, when he met me, must have been aware that the girls life was to be taken. He called upon me afterwards, and we were both afraid of arrest upon circumstantial evidence. I was aware that he was implicated in some shady transactions in the City, for he confessed to me his intention of leaving England secretly.

Your story is ingenious enough, Nenci replied, but it will never convince a jury of your innocence. You cant clear yourself. Its absolutely impossible.

One moment, interrupted Armytage, who, standing beside his well-beloved, had been intently watching the face of this desperate malefactor during this argument— one moment, he said coolly. This visit is a very fortuitous circumstance. A face such as yours, one never forgets — never. We have met before.

I think not, signore, the other answered, smiling with that ineffable politeness which so often nauseates. I havent the pleasure of knowing you, save that I presume you are the affianced husband to the Signora Contessa.

But I know you, although it isnt much of a pleasure, Armytage answered quickly, in a voice that showed that he was not to be trifled with. You declare that weve never met before. Well, Ill just refresh your memory, he went on, slowly and deliberately. One night, the night previous to leaving for Italy, while passing the Criterion on my way from the Junior United Service to the Alhambra, I saw a cab stop and my friend Captain Tristram alight and enter the bar, when almost next moment a man brushed past me. Beneath the electric light I saw his face distinctly. I saw him raise his hat, mount the step of the cab, shake hands cordially with the girl sitting inside the vehicle, and at once dart away. I didnt enter the Criterion, as I had an appointment with a man at the Alhambra, and was late. Next morning, however, when in the train between London and Dover, on my way to Italy, I read in the paper that the girl I had seen had been murdered. He paused for an instant to watch the effect of his words; then declared, in a voice which betrayed no hesitation.

The man who brushed past me and mounted on the steps of the cab was you! It was you who killed her!

The colour died from Nencis face. He tried to speak. His lips moved, but no sound escaped them. This unexpected denunciation fell upon him as a blow; it crushed him and held him speechless, spell-bound.

Is it really true? cried the Captain, open-mouthed, as astonished as the murderer himself.

This man before you was the murderer. To that I bear witness! Armytage replied.

She was going to his house at Hammersmith, Tristram said, perplexed. There must have been some motive in killing her before she arrived there.

Of course. Its easy to discern that such a crime allayed all suspicions. No one would dream that the man calmly waiting at home expecting her arrival was actually the man who murdered her.

The dark-faced outlaw, watching the two men with covert glance, made a swift movement towards the door. But Tristram was too quick for him, and springing forward, placed his back against it, saying — 

No, when you leave this room you will be accompanied by a constable. It isnt safe to trust you out alone. Then, turning to his old college friend, he added, What youve just said, Armytage, has renewed life within me, old fellow. I knew I was the victim of some foul plot or other, but I never suspected this man of being the actual assassin. His characters desperate enough, as witness his mean, dastardly attempt upon us last night; but I never dreamed it possible for a man to commit murder so neatly as he did.

You are determined to keep me here? Nenci cried, his eyes glaring savagely like an animal brought to bay.

I am determined to give you up to the police, Tristram answered. Remember, I am suspected, and I now intend to clear myself.

And risk arrest for the conspiracy.

Theres no proof that I was ever associated with you, the Captain answered. The word of a murderer isnt worth much.

You are prepared for the revelations that I can make?

Im prepared for anything so long as you meet with your deserts, the Captain responded.

For an instant the wretched man, his sallow face haunted by a look of unutterable dread, glanced from one to the other. Then, convinced that all were determined, and realising that escape was now utterly impossible, he stepped forward, and, snatching up from the table the antique ring set with the turquoise and diamonds, with a quick movement slipped it upon the little finger of his left hand. They watched him in wonder.

You think to have a magnificent revenge, he cried, glaring wildly at them. But I will cheat you yet. Watch! And with the thumb and finger of his right hand he pressed the large turquoise.

From beneath the ring there escaped a dark-red bead of blood.

Go! he shrieked hoarsely, his face haggard, deathlike. Go, call the police! Denounce me, do your worst, but you will only take my lifeless body. May it be of service to you. This you intended should be a fine coup of vengeance. But Ill cheat you yet! Ill cheat you — I—

Ring, and call in the police, Armytage suggested.

Useless! useless! the wretched man gasped, his face drawn and distorted as, clutching the back of the chair, he stood swaying forward slightly. Cant you see that all your carefully planned revenge is unavailing?

They regarded him in blank astonishment. Even as they looked his face changed, and he was seized by convulsions which shook him from head to foot.

Cant you see? he cried wildly. Ive cheated you, and Im dying. On my finger is the death-ring — the pretty finger ornament which, when pressed, punctures the skin beneath and injects a poison which is swift, and to which there is no known antidote.

Heavens! cried the Captain, glancing at the ring the assassin had assumed. Now that I remember, Vittorina wore a ring exactly similar to that! Upon her hand after death was a strange discoloration which puzzled the doctors. Then she was murdered by a simple pressure of the hand, which inflicted a puncture beneath the ring, and the latter, being irremovable on account of the post-mortem swelling, the cause of death remained concealed. Truly the means by which she was killed were as cunning and swift as the manner in which the crime was accomplished.

The haggard, white-faced culprit stood swaying forward, holding the chair, his black eyes starting from his head, his parched tongue protruding, his lips drawn, his whole appearance horrible. In those moments of intense agony a jumble of half-incoherent words, like the gibbering of an idiot, escaped him; yet from them it seemed as though he were living his whole evil life again, and that scenes long since past flashed before him, only to be succeeded by this final one — more tragic, more terrible, more agonising than them all.

I told you that the police should never take me! he gasped with extreme difficulty. Montelupos bloodhounds have already scented me to-day, but Ive tricked them as Ive tricked you. Im not afraid of death. Im no coward. See!

And again he grasped the ring, and, grinding his teeth, pressed the tiny steel point therein concealed deep into the flesh.

Then he gave vent to a loud, harsh laugh, meant to be derisive, but sounding horrible in combination with the death-rattle in his throat. His life was fast ebbing. Great beads of perspiration rolled off his white brow. Again he tried to speak, but the single word Vittorina, hoarse and low, was the only one that passed his twitching lips. His bright, glassy eyes, still flashing a murderous hatred in the agony of death, were fixed immovably upon his accuser, when suddenly, almost without warning, he was seized with frightful convulsions, his jaws set, the light died from his face, his legs seemed to give way beneath him, and, reeling, he fell headlong to the floor, carrying the chair with him.

Both men in an instant knelt eagerly beside him.

Tristram quickly loosened his vest, and placed his hand upon his heart. It had already ceased its action.

The subtle Eastern poison — for such it afterwards proved to be — had done its work swiftly, completely. Lionello Nenci — conspirator, murderer, and outlaw, one of the most desperate and dangerous characters that Italy has produced during the past decade, and the miscreant whose arrest had been stipulated by the Marquis Montelupo in his compact with Gemma — was dead.

Le Funaro was free. The terrible thraldom which had compelled her to act as secret agent of the State was for ever ended.


Chapter Thirty One.

Fiori dArancio.
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NEARLY A YEAR had gone by.

The strange suicide of an Italian at the Hotel Victoria had been regarded merely as a tragic incident by readers of newspapers, for no word of the motive which led Nenci to take his life had been allowed to leak out.

To the public, the death of Vittorina still remains one of Londons many mysteries.

In the few brief months that had elapsed, peace, calm and complete, had come to Gemma and to Charles Armytage; for one morning, in the dimly lit old Church of Santa Maria Novella, in Florence, and afterwards at the Office of the British Consul-General in the Via Tornabuoni, they had been made man and wife. Then, for nearly six months, they had travelled in Austria, Switzerland, and Germany, subsequently spending the winter in a furnished villa high up on the olive-clad hill behind Cimiez, where they were visited by Captain Tristram and Carmenilla, who, too, had married, and were spending their honeymoon on the Riviera. At last, when Carnival had come and gone, the season waned, and Nice and Cannes were emptying, they, too, left and returned to the great old Palazza Funaro in Florence.

They had dined tête-à-tête one evening, had strolled arm in arm through these great silent chambers which seemed to speak mutely of the gorgeous pageantry in the days when the Medici had ruled Florence, and entered the room furnished in modern style — the same in which he had a year ago pledged his belief in her.

After the man resplendent in the Funaro livery had brought their coffee, Gemma seated herself upon the settee beside her husband, and, taking up her mandolino, commenced to sing that sweet old Tuscan song he loved so well, which has for its chorus — 

O bello mio adorabile
Svenire in se mi par
Vorrei fuggirti rapida,
Non so come mi far!

When she had finished, she was silent, as if in hesitation; then, with her clear eyes fixed upon his, exclaimed, in very good English — 

You have trusted me blindly, completely, Nino. You married me in face of all the vile libels which spread from mouth to mouth; yet only to-night am I free to tell you the truth. My story is a strange — a very strange one. Would you like to hear it?

Of course, dearest, he cried eagerly. You know for months I have longed to know the truth.

Then you shall know. I will tell you everything, she answered. When I returned here fresh from the convent-school, with unformed girlish ideas, I fancied that the King had slighted my family, one of the oldest in Tuscany, and, finding myself possessor of this place and my fathers fortune, became imbued with a deep, implacable hatred of the monarchy. I lived here with a maiden aunt, took sides with the Republicans, and was induced to secretly join a league of desperate malefactors who had in view the establishment of the long-dreamed-of republic in Italy. In my youthful ignorance, I knew nothing of the means by which they intended to accomplish their object, for their action seemed confined in daubing in black paint upon the walls and pavements of the principal cities such as Down with the royal robbers! Long live the Republic! In every town where elections took place the ominous writing on the wall appeared, but the authorities were never able to detect its mysterious authors. With old Lady Marshfield, whose eccentric support of all sorts of wild schemes is well known, and who lived in Florence at that time, I joined this secret league at a meeting held in a house on the Passeggio in Livorno, only a few doors from where I lived when we spent so many sunny hours together. A month later, however, at a reception one night at the British Embassy at Rome, I found myself chatting with the Marquis Montelupo, His Majestys Minister for Foreign Affairs. Having obtained my sanction, he next day called upon me; but his attitude had changed, for he accused me of being one of the ringleaders of this mysterious gang, and declared that he would order my arrest if I did not consent to become a spy in the service of the Ministry. He saw, I suppose, that I was young, attractive, and could possibly obtain knowledge of certain secrets which would be of use to him. In vain I pleaded, even upon my knees, but he was obdurate. He intended, he said, to stamp anarchism out of Italy, and told me that to avoid imprisonment and disgrace I must furnish complete reports of the intentions and doings of my associates. At last — well, at last I was forced to consent.

You became a spy?

Yes, she answered hoarsely. I became a mean, despicable traitor, a wretched, soul-tortured woman, whose denunciations caused the arrest and imprisonment of the more dangerous members of the gang, while at the same time, moving in the diplomatic circle in Rome, I furnished constant reports to Montelupo of the feeling existing towards Italy. Friendless and helpless, I became that mans catspaw. He held me for life or death. He spread reports about me, vile scandals which caused respectable people to shun me, but increased my popularity among the faster set in Rome and Florence, to whom I became known as the Contessa Funaro although I was unmarried. When I protested, he merely laughed in my face, saying that he had done so for political reasons, because it had got abroad that I was in the pay of the Ministry, and if I showed myself to be a gay, heartless woman, instead of a patrician diplomatist, this rumour might be refuted.

So, compelled to suffer this indignity in silence, and maintain the ignominious part he had allotted to me, I went to Livorno under the assumed name of Fanetti, and attended the constant meetings of the league which were taking place there. Was it any wonder that I should, under such circumstances, actually become an Anarchist? Among the members of this band of secret assassins — an offshoot of the dreaded Mafia — was a girl named Vittorina Rinaldo, who, having ascertained by some means that Nenci and Malvano, then in England, had misappropriated the greater part of the funds of the league, resolved to travel to London and denounce them. This she did, being accompanied thither by Captain Tristram, who had been induced to join us by Lady Marshfield, and, I suppose, with some vague hope that the knowledge thus acquired might be of service to the British Foreign Office. Vittorina and myself had taken the oath at the same meeting of the league, and had on that night received from Nenci, the leader, rings of exactly similar pattern— marriage rings, he laughingly termed them. Well, you are aware of that scoundrels devilish ingenuity. It was he who had made those rings so that by a mere pressure of his hand upon the ring the poison was injected, and the girls life taken. You know how cleverly circumstantial evidence was fastened upon her friend. From recent inquiries, I have discovered that Vittorinas relations on her mothers side were English, and had a villa up at Como, and that Major Maitland, having a couple of years before appropriated a large sum of money belonging to her, was no doubt an accessory to her death, for he has never been heard of since the night of the crime. Remember that his photograph was found among her possessions, and that he was no doubt with Nenci awaiting her arrival that night at Charing Cross.

There seems to be little doubt, from the fact that Nenci gave you a similar ring, that he intended you should share the same fate as Vittorina, her husband observed, marvelling at her story.

Certainly he did, she answered. Time after time I strove to free myself, from the fetters ever galling me and driving me to desperation, but Montelupo was always inexorable. He loved Vittorina, I afterwards discovered, for it was he who had written that mysterious letter signed Egisto, and he was determined to avenge her murderer. Like ourselves he was utterly unaware of the identity of the assassin. Now, however, that you have supplied the information wanting, and the culprit has paid the penalty; now that Malvano, the man who so cleverly acted as secret agent of the Embassy in London, while the same moment he was plotting against the State, and his cunning companion, Romanelli, have been arrested, tried at Rome, and will spend the remainder of their lives in imprisonment on Elba, my master has given me my freedom. I am free to love you, Nino.

But the little marble image? he said. Why was that deadly thing so ingeniously contrived?

In order to strike a blow which was intended should paralyse the monarchy and cause a revolution in Italy, she answered quickly. In the blue boudoir in the Quirinal, on a sideboard behind the Queens private writing-table, there stands a tiny but exactly similar bust. In collusion with one of the royal servants, it was proposed to exchange this image for one invented by Nenci and Malvano, so that when His Majesty joined the Queen one night after dinner, both would be blown into eternity.

Then, by your efforts, and by the imminent risks you ran among that desperate gang, you averted the terrible catastrophe — you, indeed, saved Italy.

I suppose I did, she said. At that time political feeling ran high, and such a blow at the monarchy would have undoubtedly given the Republicans and Anarchists the upper hand. But I do not now regret, she added, a look of supreme happiness lighting up her beautiful countenance— I do not regret, Nino, because I have secured your true honest love.

I believe in your honesty, darling, for I know how terribly you have suffered, he exclaimed, drawing her closer to him, until her head fell upon his shoulder. Those who now seek to besmirch your good name shall answer to me.

Their hands clasped, their eyes exchanged a love-look long, deep, and intense. Then her eager lips met his in one fierce passionate kiss.

The years of my bondage are like some half-remembered hideous nightmare, Nino, she murmured, still gazing full into his eyes. But it is all finished, for you, my husband, true, patient, and forbearing placed in my hand a weapon against my enemies; you brought back to me a renewed desire for life and its pleasures; and you gave me deliverance from the evil that encompassed me. Truly a perfect peace is ours, for the dark Day of Temptation has waned, and has given place to a bright and blissful dawn.

THE END


The Veiled Man (1899)
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BEING AN ACCOUNT OF THE RISKS AND ADVENTURES OF SIDI AHAMADOU, SHEIKH OF THE AZJAR MARAUDERS OF THE GREAT SAHARA.
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Preface.

Authors Note.
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THE REMARKABLE ADVENTURES of the notorious robber-sheikh Ahamadou, the Abandoned of Allah, once the terror of the Areg Desert, but now friendly to the French, were collected during a journey across the Great Sahara. In the belief that some description of the wild life of the Desert, with its romance and mystery, told by one upon whose head a price was set for twelve years, and who a dozen times narrowly escaped capture, may interest those fond of adventure, I have translated, edited, and presented these reminiscences in their present form.


Chapter One.

The City of the Seven Shadows.

[image: img149.jpg]

DURING HALF A century of constant wandering over the silent sunlit sands, of tribal feuds, of revolts, battle and pillage, of bitter persistent hatreds, of exploit, foray, and fierce resistance against the lounging Spahis, cigarette-smoking Zouaves, black-faced Turcos, and swaggering Chasseurs of the French, I have met with some curious adventures, and have witnessed wonders more remarkable, perhaps, than many of the romances related by the Arab story-tellers. They mostly occurred before I was chosen sheikh of the Azjar; when I was simply one of a band of desert-pirates, whose only possessions were a long steel lance, a keen, finely-tempered poignard, and a white stallion, the speed of which was unequalled by those of my companions. A thief I was by birth; a scholar I had become by studying the Tarik, the Miraz, the Ibtihadj, and the Korân, under the Marabut Essoyouti in Algiers; a philosopher I fain would be. When riding over the great limitless red-brown sands, I was apt to forget the race whence I sprang, the learning that had made me wise, the logical reasonings of a well-schooled brain, and give myself up with all the rapture of an intense enthusiasm to the emotion of the hour. It was the same always. Essoyouti, a scholar renowned throughout Tripoli and Tunis, had versed me in legendary lore, until I had become full of glowing fancies and unutterable longing to penetrate the entrancing mysteries to which he had so often referred as problems that could never be solved.

I am a Veiled Man. Openly, I confess myself a vagabond and a brigand. Living here, in the heart of the Great Desert, six moons march from Algiers, and a thousand miles beyond the French outposts, theft is, with my nomadic tribe, their natural industry — a branch of education, in fact. We augment the meagreness of our herds by extorting ransoms from some of our neighbours, and completely despoiling others. Mention of the name of Ahamadou causes the face of the traveller on any of the caravan routes between the Atlas mountains and Lake Tsâd to pale beneath its bronze, for as sheikh of the most powerful piratical tribe in the Sahara, I have earned an unenviable notoriety as leader of The Breath of the Wind, while the Arabs themselves have bestowed upon my people three epithets which epitomise their psychology: Thieves, Hyenas, and Abandoned of Allah.

The only law recognised by my race, the Touaregs, is the right of the strongest. We wear the black litham wrapped about our faces, leaving only our noses and eyes visible, and never removing it, even at meal-times. It becomes so much a part of us that any one being deprived of his veil is unrecognisable to friends or relatives. If one of our number is killed, and divested of his veil, no one can identify him until it has been restored to its place. We are therefore known and dreaded as The Veiled Men.

My first journey by paths untrodden resulted strangely.

For two whole moons a party of us, numbering nearly three hundred, all well-armed and desperate, had been lurking in a narrow ravine in the far South, known as the Gueden, close to the point where it is crossed by the route taken by the caravans from Lake Tsâd to El Aghouat in Algeria. News travels fast in the desert. We had received word that a caravan laden with ivory and gold-dust was on its way from Kuka to Timissao, and were awaiting it, with the intention either of levying toll, or attacking it with a view to plunder. In our sombre robes of dark blue kano cloth and black veils, we were a mysterious, forbidding-looking rabble. As day succeeded day, and we remained inactive, with scouts ever vigilant for the approach of our prey, I recollected that in the vicinity were some curious rocks, with inscriptions recording the Mussulman conquest, and one morning, mounting my meheri, or swift camel, rode out to inspect them.

The sun rose, and beneath its furnace heat I pushed on into the great waterless wilderness of Tasili, the true extent of which is unknown even to us Children of the Desert, for the utter dearth of water there renders a journey of many days impossible. Until the maghrib hour I remained in the saddle, then dismounting, faced towards the Holy Caaba, recited my fâtihat, ate a handful of dates, and squatted to smoke and watch the fading of the blood-red afterglow. On the next day, and the next, I journeyed forward over the wide monotonous plain, where the poison-wind fanned my brow like a breath from an oven, and nothing met the aching eye but glaring sand and far-off horizon, until, when my shadow lengthened on the sixth day after parting with my companions, I found myself within sight of a range of high hills, looming darkly against the brilliant sunset.

Well acquainted as I was with the geography of my native sands, I had never heard mention of these hills, and was therefore convinced that I had mistaken the route to the great black rock whereon the inscriptions were engraved, and was now approaching a region unexplored. On many occasions I had traversed the caravan route to Timissao, and crossed the rocky ravine where my companions were now in ambush; but none of us had ever before left that track, clearly defined by its bleaching bones, for to the solitary traveller in that inhospitable region a pricked water-skin or a lame camel means death. With irrepressible awe I gazed upon the hills, clothed in the deep purple light of the descending sun, because of one strange thing my eyes had detected. I saw, above the serrated line, two cone-like peaks, rising close to one another, in majesty solemn and sublime, and recognised in them a scene exactly as described by my master Essoyouti, in one of the curious romances he was fond of relating. I stood recalling every detail of the scene, just as I had imagined it when, seated under the vine, in the cool patio of his house, in the ancient Kasbah at Algiers, he had told me a story that held me breathless and entranced.

Worn with fatigue, exhausted and feverish from long exposure to the fiery sun, half stifled by the sand-laden wind, and riding a camel scarcely less jaded than myself, I confess that, despite my love of adventure, and by reason of the strangeness of the story I had heard, I contemplated with no little dread the prospect of passing that night alone within sight of those twin mountain-crests. Twilight is brief in the desert, and soon the moon, having risen from behind a bank of cloud, afforded an uncertain light, which partly illuminated the prospect, and I sat hugging my knees and thinking deeply until sleep closed my eyes.

Before the appearance of the first saffron streak that heralds the suns coming, I had recited a sûra and mounted, with my face set resolutely towards the unknown range. In the skin across my saddle I had only just sufficient water to enable me to return to our ambush, therefore I broke not my fast, determined to hoard up my frugal store. The sand was soft and treacherous. At every step my camels spongy feet sank deeper and deeper, until, after a toilsome ride of three hours, we arrived near the foot of the two dark, ominous-looking mountains. Then I pulled up, fearing to proceed further lest we should be overwhelmed by the quicksands.

Near me was a narrow pass between the two mountains, and shading my eyes with my hand, I was startled at beholding two gigantic figures standing on either side of the entrance. The sight of them confirmed my suspicion that I had approached the Unknown, and with curiosity aroused, I urged my meheri still forward, coming at last close up to the colossal figures. They were fashioned from enormous blocks of dark grey stone, ten times the height of a human being. One, carved to represent a beautiful woman, had her right hand lifted towards the sky, while the other, a forbidding-looking hag, with chipped, time-worn face still wearing a repulsive expression, pointed downward. Between these colossal figures was a space of about thirty paces. According to the legend related by the sage Essoyouti, and told by our story-tellers through ages, there existed beyond a land forbidden.

I held my breath. I was about to view a country that had not been viewed; the ravine known in story as the Valley of the Ants. In eagerness I pressed onward, leading my camel, and passing up the stony valley until at length I came to a second and more fertile space of vast extent, covered entirely by the colossal ruins of a forgotten city.

Aghast, I stood gazing upon the remarkable and unexpected scene.

Ruined temples, with long rows of broken columns, and great houses cracked and fallen into decay, stood silent and deserted, grim, grey relics of a glorious past. Here and there obelisks and colossi still stood, and the broad streets of the giant city were everywhere well-defined by the ruins, half-buried by drifting sand on either side. Above, a single eagle soared high in the heavens, the only sign of life in that once populous and magnificent centre of a lost civilisation.

Having tethered my camel, I started forward through the ocean of soft sand that through centuries had drifted over the place, and as I did so the story of old Essoyouti recurred to me. The appearance of the place agreed with the strange legend in almost every detail. The ruler of this gigantic capital had been Balkîs, the wealthy and luxurious queen mentioned in our Book of Everlasting Will. This was actually the city of Saba, once the wealthiest and most magnificent capital in the world. According to the legend of the sages, this place existed somewhere in the Great Desert, but whereabouts no man had been able to determine, although it was believed that its entrance was between two cone-like mountains, but surrounded by quicksands of so treacherous a nature that none dare approach it.

With hurried footsteps I scrambled on over fallen columns and great blocks of hewn stone, with inscriptions in characters unknown to me, until suddenly my eyes were bewildered at beholding on the mountain-side an enormous palace, with beautiful terraces and pavilions, apparently in an excellent state of preservation. From the city it was approached by a long flight of wide stone steps, flanked on either side by a pair of colossal figures of similar design to those at the entrance of the Valley of the Ants.

At first, I doubted that the scene before me was one of actual reality, but having reassured myself that I was not dreaming, and was entirely in possession of my senses, I gripped my long lance firmly, and started to ascend the thousand steps that gave access to the historic palace of Balkîs. Hardly, however, had I placed my foot upon the first step, when my eyes were blinded by a lightning-flash, and my ears deafened by a crash of thunder, that, shaking the earth, resounded among the hills, until it became lost in innumerable echoes.

I halted in suspicion, puzzled to account for the strange phenomenon, which seemed like some ominous warning.

Nothing daunted, however, I sprang up the steps, two by two, halting but once to regain breath, and in a few minutes entered the great, marvellously-sculptured portals of the magnificent dwelling-place of one of the most powerful and beautiful women the world ever knew. About to enter, my footsteps were suddenly arrested by the discovery that the floor of the palace was of running water, wherein fish disported themselves, and in the centre, raised upon a daïs of ivory and gold, was the great empty throne of Balkîs, constructed entirely of chalcedony, amethysts, and rubies.

The extent of my discoveries entranced me. I twisted up my robe, and prepared to wade through the water, when, on setting foot into it, I discovered to my amazement that the floor was of transparent glass, laid over the running water, thus keeping the palace uniformly cool during the hottest hours. On approaching the throne I at once became aware of its enormous value, and with my poignard prised from its setting one of the largest rubies my eyes had ever beheld. It was the size of a pigeons egg, and of matchless colour.

Through the wonderful courts of the deserted palace I wandered, amazed at every turn. Of gigantic proportions, with strange grotesque embellishments that clearly showed its ancient origin, it had stood here in the zenith of its magnificence ages before the days of the Prophet, and for many centuries had remained hidden from the sight of man within that unknown valley. From the flat roof of one of its pavilions I stood gazing down upon the once mighty city, trying to reconstruct it in my imagination, and endeavouring to form an idea of its aspect in the long-past days, when the hosts of Balkîs went forth to battle, and when the beautiful queen herself flashed forth in her golden chariot, amid the wild plaudits of the multitude.

Many hours I spent in exploring this wonderful relic of a decayed civilisation, visiting pavilion after pavilion and finding most of them knee-deep in the accumulated dust of ages, until at last I came to a small chamber built right against the side of the mountain. This I entered, finding traces of the most extravagant luxury within. The decorations were richly ornamented with gold even now untarnished, the beams supporting the roof being set with gems which sparkled where a ray of sunlight fell upon them. Beyond was a door which, on examination, proved to be of solid iron. On dragging it open there was disclosed a small, dark, and cavernous burrow into the mountain-side. Minutely I examined this door, and finding thereon great bolts with sockets sunk deeply into the solid rock, it occurred to me that in this place might be hidden some of the treasure that the Korân tells us was possessed by the great Queen Balkîs. Cupidity prompted me to search, and having constructed a large improvised torch, I propped open the door with a huge stone sculptured to represent a lions paw, and started forward up the narrow gloomy tunnel. The natural sides of the cavern were rough, gleaming with long pendant stalactites; but soon it grew larger, and the air became so warm that the perspiration fell from my brow in big drops. One or two articles, old cross-hilted swords, a rusty, dinted helmet and a battered breastplate, showed that this place had long ago been frequented, therefore I pressed forward eagerly, hoping to discover that which would render me wealthy. The increasing heat within the cavern surprised me; nevertheless I went forward, my torch held high above my head, my eyes eagerly strained into the impenetrable gloom, and my feet stumbling ever and anon over the uneven ground, until suddenly a harsh grinding noise fell upon my ears, and next second a crushing blow fell full upon my skull, felling me like a log and rendering me unconscious.

How long I remained in that dark stifling tunnel I have no idea.

When, slowly and painfully, I opened my eyes I found that my veil had been removed, my brow deftly bandaged, and my fevered head was resting upon a womans cool hand. A soft feminine voice gave me Peace, and turning I saw by the light of a burning brazier that my companion was a girl of wondrous beauty. Her face was of the pure Arab type, her complexion white as those of the Englishwomen who come to Biskra at Ramadan; her little skull-cap was thickly embroidered with seed-pearls, and her bracelets and anklets, set with beautiful diamonds, gleamed with a thousand iridescent fires at each movement. At first I fancied myself dreaming, but when at length I entirely recovered consciousness, I recognised that we were together in a small apartment hung with heavy hangings of thick dark crimson stuffs. The golden perfuming-pan diffused an intoxicating odour of attar of roses, and the silken couch whereon I reclined was soft, restful, and spacious.

Turning to my companion who, instantly divining my longing, handed me water in a crystal goblet, I enquired where I was.

Thou art with a friend, she answered. Thou hast dared to enter the City of the Seven Shadows bent on plunder, and the wrath hath fallen upon thee.

Didst thou discover me? I asked, raising myself upon my elbow, and looking at her.

She nodded, and with bent head sat with her luminous dark eyes fixed upon the ground.

Thou hast entered this, the city upon which the seven lights of the heavens have cast the shadows of their wrath, and where all who enter are accursed, she exclaimed at last, speaking slowly and impressively. Thou earnest hither with evil intent, to secure the treasure of Balkîs. Yet out of evil cometh good, for in thee I have found a companion in adversity.

In adversity! I echoed. What art thou?

I am Balkîs, sole lineal descendant of the great queen who ruled over Saba, and guardian of her treasure, she answered. I am a queen without court; a ruler without people. The palace that thou hast inspected is mine; the throne from the arm of which thou hast filched the great ruby is my lonely seat of royalty; for I am queen of a dead city. Although I am bearer of the historic name of Balkîs, and possess treasure of greater worth than men have ever dreamed, my subjects number only fourteen persons, all of whom are my relatives and live here with me in this my palace. As thou hast already seen, our once-powerful city with its fifty brazen gates hath fallen into decay because of the curse placed upon it by Allah. The teeming populace that once crowded its thoroughfares and market-places have dwindled down until mine own family only are left, the last of a long illustrious, world-famed line. Soon, alas! I, too, shall pass into the grave, and the royal house of Balkîs will become extinct, and her jewel-laden breast rose and fell slowly in a long deep-drawn sigh.

Why speakest thou in tone so melancholy? I asked. Thou hast youth, health, long life, everything before thee!

No, she answered gravely, with her white pointed chin still resting thoughtfully upon her palm. Already I am threatened; nay, I am doomed.

How? I enquired, incredulously.

Listen, and I will explain, she said, slowly, raising her beautiful eyes to mine. About two moons ago, attired in the haick of an Arab woman, I journeyed with my aged uncle to In Salah, in order to make purchases in the market, as is our custom twice each year. On our return hither we came across an encampment of those red-legged dogs of French, and having accepted the hospitality of their tents through several days on account of the sand-storms, I was surprised and annoyed by receiving a declaration of love from the young lieutenant in charge, whose name was Victor Gaillard, and whose home, he told me, was in Paris. Believing me to be daughter of an Arab merchant, he announced his readiness to take me to Algiers and make me his wife; but hating these youthful irresponsible masters of our land, I declined that honour. He then declared that at all costs I should be his, for at the end of the year he was going north to the seashore, where he would be quartered until the spring, and that if I escaped him he and his host who ruled the Desert would treat me and my people as rebellious, and shoot us down like dogs. I laughed his declaration to scorn, for he little dreamed of my real name, birth, and dwelling-place. Next day I remained in the encampment, but on the following night, by bribing one of the Spahi sentries with a ring from my finger, I and my uncle managed to escape, and, beneath the crescent moon, pushed our way forward in the direction of Saba. Through four days we travelled almost incessantly, until at midnight on the fifth our camels feet sank deep into the quicksands that render the entrance to Saba unapproachable. Laughing as I congratulated myself on my cleverness at outwitting him, I had gone some hundred paces when, chancing to glance back, I saw not far away, hesitating at the edge of the treacherous belt of ground, a single horseman. The glint of moonlight on his bright scabbard showed him to be an officer of the Roumis, and instantly I recognised the slim silhouette of Victor Gaillard. He sat motionless in his saddle, and with his field-glass raised calmly watched our difficult progress towards the two colossal statues which have guarded the entrance to our city from the day of King Solomon. My uncle, noticing my alarm, also turned and detected our pursuer. That night, before my family assembled in the palace, I explained the whole of the facts, and they, knowing how relentless are these harsh infidel rulers of ours, unanimously decided upon flight. But I declined to leave. Was I not Balkîs, Queen of Saba? Was not the great store of gold and jewels given into my keeping that I should remain and watch them until I drew my last breath? They urged me to accompany them into the mountains, but finding me obdurate all fled, leaving me alone to face the unscrupulous man who had declared that at all costs I should become his wife. Ten weary anxious days have since gone by. Yesterday thou earnest hither, thy face wrapped in thy black litham, and naturally I supposed thou wert the accursed infidel in disguise. I watched thee explore my palace and enter to the cave wherein my treasure lieth concealed. When thou hadst entered I breathed more freely, full well knowing that thou hadst gone forward into thy grave.

How? Is the tunnel azotic?

No. Within is an ingenious mechanical contrivance which was constructed by Balkîs herself, whereby the unsuspecting intruder releases a spring, and is struck down by a great iron mace.

I was struck, I observed.

She nodded, smiling sadly.

When I went forward to ascertain whether mine enemy still lived I found thy veil unloosened, and that thy features were not those of the hateful Frank. Then I tended thee throughout the night, and at dawn thou didst rally and art now rapidly recovering.

Of a verity I had a narrow escape.

Assuredly thou didst. Many others, as adventurous and stout-hearted as thyself, have met their fate at that spot.

So thou hast remained here alone and single-handed to guard the treasure of thine ancestor against the pilfering of the Franks? I said, regarding the beautiful, frail-looking girl with admiration. Assuredly thou art as courageous as the great Balkîs who defied the combined powers of the ancient world.

She sighed. It hath been the duty of the Queens of Saba to remain within their kingdom even if evil threatened and all forsake them. I will never be wife of a Frank, neither will I exhibit fear to these new rulers of the Desert who are led by amorous youths from Paris boulevards, she answered, drawing herself up with queenly hauteur.

Peradventure he only useth idle threats, I observed.

No. The Franks who conquered Algeria and hold it beneath the thraldom of the religion they call Christianity, are our rulers also. He ordered me to remain in the encampment on pain of being outlawed. I disobeyed; therefore I and my people are rebels. That he will return and seek me out I am convinced.

Then why not fly? I suggested. I will take thee to where my tribe, are encamped. Although we are thieves and brigands, thou, a woman, wilt nevertheless meet with chivalrous treatment at our hands.

She shook her head, and with dogged persistence announced her intention of remaining, while, on my part, I promised to render her whatever assistance lay in my power.

Then first help me to remove the throne into the treasure-house, she said, and opening a door that had been concealed behind the heavy hangings she led me into the great hall where water flowed beneath its pavement of glass.

Together we dragged the bejewelled seat of royalty through several courts, until we came to the small pavilion which gave entrance to the cavern. Then, while she carried a flaming flambeau, I toiled on with it after her. When we had gone some distance into the heart of the mountain she stooped to secure the ancient mechanism so that the iron mace could not again descend, and advancing some further distance we found ourselves in a kind of cul-de-sac, with only a black wall of rock before us. To the right, however, was a cunningly-concealed door which gave entrance to a spacious natural chamber, wherein I saw, heaped indiscriminately, the most wondrous collection of golden ornaments and brilliant jewels my eyes had ever gazed upon. Some of them I took up, holding them in my hand in wonderment. The gems were of the first water, the spoils taken in battle by the notorious queen once feared by all the world, while heaped everywhere were bejewelled breast-plates, gem-encrusted goblets, golden dishes, and swords with hilts and scabbards thickly set with precious stones. Wheresoever I trod there were scattered in the fine white dust strings of pearls, uncut gems, rings, and ear-ornaments, while all around were piled great immovable boxes of hewn stone, like coffins, securely clamped with rusting iron. These had never been opened, and contained, according to the story of my companion, the tribute of enormous worth sent by King Solomon to Balkîs. These I examined carefully, one after another, at length discovering one, the stone of which had split so that a small aperture was formed. I placed my hand inside and withdrew it, holding between my thumb and finger three cut diamonds, the like of which I had never before beheld. The stone box was filled to the brim with gems of every kind.

In wonderment I was standing, contemplating this vast wealth of a vanished nation, when my fair conductress exclaimed — 

There is still one other marvel about this place. Listen! Canst thou hear a sound?

Distinctly I heard a dull, monotonous boom, which had continued uninterruptedly ever since we had been there.

Yea. What is its cause? I asked.

The interior of this mountain is as a fiery furnace. That roaring is the unquenchable flame that has burned therein through ages. During mine own remembrance as a child smoke hath issued from the cone above, and so near are we to the fiery interior here in this treasure-house that its very walls are warm.

Upon the rock I placed my hand, and so hot was it that I was compelled to withdraw it instantly. Only a thin partition of stone apparently divided us from the mysterious fathomless crater.

One of the beliefs that have come down unto me through ages, Balkîs said, is that within this place is Al-Hâwiyat, the dwelling prepared for infidels and pagans, where their food shall be offal, and they shall slake their thirst with boiling pitch.

Allah is mighty and wise, I answered. Alone he knoweth the hearts of his servants. May perfect peace remain ever upon thee.

And upon thee, O Ahamadou, she responded, raising her bright eyes earnestly to mine. Now that I have shown thee this, the wealth of my ancestors, thou wilt promise never to conspire to gain possession of it while any of my family remain here in Saba.

Although of a tribe of thieves, I swear by Allahs might that never will I expose thy secret, nor will I seek to possess myself of what is thine, I answered. Thy family shall ever be as mine, for I am no abuser of the salt.

In thee do I place my trust, she answered, allowing her soft hand, the hand that had so deftly bandaged my injured brow and bathed my face — to linger for an instant within my grasp.

Then, drawing from my pouch the great lustrous ruby I had stolen, I handed it back to her. But she made me retain it as souvenir of my visit to Saba, the city forgotten.

The atmosphere in the treasure-house was stifling. Having, therefore, deposited the throne of Balkîs in fitting place, we left, returning through the concealed door to the narrow burrow which had exit in the small pavilion. Side by side we slowly crossed court after court of the great palace which had witnessed pageants of such magnificence that their splendour has been proverbial till this day, she pointing out the principal objects of interest, halting to explain curious sculptured wall-pictures and inscriptions commemorating the triumphs of the great queen, or pausing to recall some long-forgotten story of love, hatred, or malice connected with the spot whereon we stood. In that mellow sunset-hour, as we lingered together beneath the cool shadows, I learnt more of the historic, time-effaced empire of Balkîs than savants have ever known. As scholar, it delighted me to hear it from the lips of one who had descended in the direct royal line from that famous woman, who, according to our Sura, entitled The Ant, became convinced during her visit to Solomon that, by worshipping the sun she had dealt unjustly with her own soul, and resigned herself unto Allah, the lord of all creatures.

She had given me some wine and dates, and we had passed through the great hall with its transparent pavement and out upon the terrace before the palace when, of a sudden, a loud cry escaped her.

See! she gasped, dismayed. See! The Franks are here!

Next second a hulking Zouave who had secreted himself behind one of the great sculptured columns sprang upon her. She uttered a loud scream; but, ere he could secure her hands, I had drawn my poignard and dealt him an unerring blow, causing him to reel and fall back heavily upon the stones.

A dozen soldiers, headed by Victor Gaillard, their evil-faced, narrow-browed, moustached officer in his gold-laced uniform and cherry-coloured trousers, had nearly gained the top of the steps. But the ugly sight of blood had already unnerved my fair companion, who, turning quickly to me, cried — 

Let us fly! Follow me. There is but one way to escape.

She rushed away, and I followed, our pursuers close at our heels. I no longer wore my black litham, therefore the elegant youth from Paris, sent by the French to rule the Dwellers of the Desert, could not have been aware that I was a Touareg, one of the bandits of the Azjar, whom he amused himself by hunting when inclined for sport. Onward we sped, crossing court after court, until we again entered the subterranean burrow, and groping along it in the darkness, my companion found at last another secret door, which she opened, pushed me into it, and entering herself, closed it. Then we listened. There was no sound. Apparently our pursuers had not dared to follow us there.

This, she explained beneath her breath, leadeth by a secret way out upon the mountain-side. We may yet escape.

Upward we toiled in a tunnel so narrow that ofttimes we were compelled to crawl upon hands and knees, yet ever ascending, and feeling our way, we at last, after half an hours frantic effort, saw a faint glimmer of light above, and succeeded in emerging upon the bare rocky side of the giant mountain.

Let us mount still higher and pass along to the other side, she urged. I know the path.

Together we started off in the fast falling gloom, when suddenly I heard an exclamation in French, and, looking down, saw Gaillard, with three of his Zouaves below us, scrambling up as quickly as they were able.

Instantly I saw that their further progress was barred by a sheer cliff of rock quite fifty feet in height, and that we were in a position impregnable. Balkîs, noticing our situation, also turned towards him with a low scornful laugh.

Next instant the fierce uncurbed anger of this young boulevardier found vent, for, with a loud imprecation in French he declared that she should never escape him, and ere I could divine his intention he had snatched a rifle from the man standing at his side and covered the woman he had desired to marry.

I sprang quickly towards my fellow-fugitive; but ere I could drag her down to earth, our only cover, there was a flash, a loud report, and Balkîs, with a shrill shriek, stumbled forward mortally wounded, and rolling helplessly down the mountain-side, fell dead almost at the very feet of her brutal murderer.

The gold-braided officer laughed.

It was one of the most heartless assassinations I had ever witnessed, but knowing that efforts would undoubtedly be made to shoot me also, I threw myself upon my stomach and crawled upward quickly with hands and toes.

See, men; I have brought down the dainty little bird! I heard Gaillard exclaim, as he walked to where the body was lying crumpled in a heap. Give me her necklaces and bracelets. The rest of her jewels you may divide. She was merely a rebel. It is our duty to repress revolt, even though we may sometimes be compelled to shoot women.

The Zouaves ruthlessly tore the jewels from the body of the last remaining daughter of the Queen of Saba, while their lieutenant amused himself by firing at me. A dozen shots he sent after me, but all the bullets sang over my head, until at last, when the darkness became complete, I halted, breathless, behind a projection of rock, and there waited, watching from my elevated position the camp fires lighted, and the soldiers exploring the deserted ruins by the aid of flambeaux.

Once during the night I thought I heard a noise like thunder, and distinctly felt the mountain tremble. But soon after dawn I had the satisfaction of seeing our enemies strike their camp and march slowly out towards the plain. The few jewels they found about the palace they had divided among themselves, and were apparently in high glee.

Having remained in hiding three hours after their departure I descended, passing the body of the hapless Balkîs, already surrounded by a screaming crowd of grey vultures, and, re-entering the palace to ascertain the extent of the depredations of the Franks, I was amazed to discover a dense black smoke issuing from the pavilion before the mouth of the cave. I tried to advance, but sulphurous fumes almost overcame me. Instantly I discerned the truth. The thin partition of rock which divided the treasure-house from the burning crater within had been broken through, and the suppressed fire of the volcano was issuing in great volume from the burrow, together with quantities of molten lava and ashes which have since entirely overwhelmed the ruins.

Three years afterwards I had occasion to travel to Algiers to see Gaillard, then raised to a responsible position in the Bureau Arabe, regarding a Zouave whom we had captured and afterwards set free. I casually mentioned the buried ruins of the forgotten City of the Seven Shadows at the spot he knew so well, but he merely replied — 

Ah! yes, I know. I once explored them and found a curious cave there in the side of the mountain. I blew it up with dynamite in order that it should not be used as a hiding-place by any of your veiled tribe. The explosion, however, much to our dismay, opened a suppressed volcano, with the result that fire issued forth, killing all six of our men who performed the work.

Victor Gaillard, although now a Colonel, and back in his beloved Paris, where he sits in the Chamber of Deputies as representative of a constituency in the Alpes Maritimes, does not know that by the irresponsible use of his explosive he lost for ever the greatest collection of gold and jewels that has ever been brought together.

The only single gem of the vast treasure of Balkîs that has been preserved is the magnificent blood-red ruby which at this moment adorns my sword-hilt. In both colour and size it is matchless. Never can I handle that weapon without reflecting upon its tragic story, or without visions rising to my eyes of the beautiful queen who reigned so briefly over her vanished and forgotten kingdom.


Chapter Two.

A Sappho of the Sand.
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THROUGHOUT OUR BREATHLESS land of sun and silence there is a well-known adage that the word of a Veiled Man is like water poured upon sand which, when once dropped, is never to be recovered. I am, alas, compelled to admit that there is much truth in this; nevertheless, to every rule there is an exception, and in every tribe of the Touaregs, from those of the Tidikelt to those of the Adrar, are to be found men who are not thieves or evil-doers, even though they may be marauders.

Those acquainted with the progress of recent events in Algeria will remember that when our brothers, the Kabyles, rose against our now masters, the French, and committed the terrible massacres at Al-Setit, news was promptly circulated over every one of the vast Saharan plains that the forces of Al-Islâm had, at last, risen against the infidels. Eager for the fray, most of the desert tribes, among them the Touaregs of the Benin Sissin, Haratin, and Kel-Owi, or People of the Light, united against the Roumis. Hence, we of the Azjar pressed northward in force in order to unite with the warlike Beni-Mzab in a formidable attack upon the French posts at Gardaia and Wargla, south of the great Atlas range. Assembling at the El Gettara oasis we left our women, old men, and children encamped, crossed the high sunbaked lands of the Tademayt, then, passing up the rocky waterless valley of the Miya, traversed the region of bare red sand-hills known as the Erg, and leaving Wargla fifty miles to the east, set our camels heads towards Metlili, halting one days march off that town.

In ordinary circumstances we should never have dared to approach so near the sphere of French influence, especially as this was the region of the Beni-Mzabs, who zealously guarded any encroachment upon their territory. But war had been declared against the infidel, and the Shorfa (Faithful) were uniting beneath the green banner of Al-Islâm. At high noon we halted, and soon afterwards there appeared a French Colonel with a large escort of his scarlet-burnoused Spahis. The officer, who had ridden from Metlili to intercept us, was received courteously by Tamahu, our Sheikh. He demanded the payment of taxes, but the proud old man whom I have since succeeded answered, Tell that lord of yours, that if he wants our taxes he can come for them himself, and we will make sure he gets them, in silver coins too, for we will roll each franc into a bullet, and deliver it to him ourselves. The Colonel declared that the taxes must be paid, but our Sheikh courteously requested the infidel and his horsemen to return to the town.

Then you intend fighting? the Colonel asked, at last.

We do, answered Tamahu. Tell thy lord that The Breath of the Wind decline to make submission to the French.

You intend attacking Metlili? the officer enquired, thoughtfully, twirling his pointed moustache.

Our Sheikh nodded, his keen eyes watching the face of the infidel. The latters countenance grew grave, whereat we, standing around leaning on our spears, laughed in derision.

Thou art of the great army of the infidels, Tamahu said. Yet thy face palest when we speak of conflict!

The officer started, and knit his grey brows.

I fear not thine host of Veiled Men, fierce and relentless though ye be. True, I am a soldier, but one thing alone I dread.

Thou fearest to lose thy life, observed our Sheikh, knowing that the garrison at that little desert town was but small and weak.

For myself I care nothing, the Colonel answered. It is the fate of my daughter that I fear.

Thy daughter! Why is she here, in the desert, so far from Algiers?

Not having seen me for four years she travelled from Paris a moon ago to visit me. Both my captain and my lieutenant have died of fever, and we two are now the only Europeans in Metlili. The rising of thy tribesmen hath occurred so unexpectedly, or I would have sent her under escort back to the coast.

Is thy daughter a child? asked Tamahu.

She is nineteen, answered the officer, whose name he informed us was Colonel Bonnemain. We at once knew him by repute as a distinguished traveller and soldier.

Thou knowest what is said of the word of a Touareg, the Sheikh said, regarding him keenly.

The Colonel nodded.

Canst thou trust these my tribesmen with the escort of thy daughter? Tamahu asked. If thou wilt, no harm shall befall her. We have agreed with the Mzabs to attack and pillage thy town, because thou, with thine horsemen, hast established a post therein; therefore it must be done. But the Azjars wage not war upon women, and ere we commence the attack thy daughter shall find safe asylum within our camp.

For a moment the Colonel hesitated, looking intently into the dark, bright eyes of our aged headman. But seeing honesty and truth mirrored in his face the infidel held out his hand, and in silence more eloquent than words gripped that of his enemy. At last his tongues strings became loosened.

Henceforth, although I am an officer of the French, and compelled to fight against thee, I am nevertheless thy friend, and some day will prove my friendship. Gabrielle shall be within thy camp at dawn.

The Azjars will give her the welcome of friends, answered our Sheikh.

With a brief expression of heartfelt thanks Colonel Bonnemain vaulted lightly into his saddle, and wishing us Peace, spurred away to where his troop of expectant Spahis awaited him.

May Allah guard thee and thine! answered Tamahu in response to the infidels salutation, and a moment later our enemies were riding hard away towards the far-off horizon.

The long breathless afternoon went slowly by. We had not encamped, because we knew not when our allies, the Beni-Mzabs, might approach, and rapidity of movement was of urgent necessity, inasmuch as a formidable French column was on the march. Spent by long travel, the majority of us stretched ourselves on the hot sands and slept, leaving half-a-dozen to act as sentinels and prevent surprise; but at the maghrib hour all were awakened by the clear voice of our aged marabout reciting the fâtihat. Every man, without exception, knelt upon the sand, his back turned upon the blaze of crimson in the west, and recited the suras, praying to Allah to prosper our expedition.

When we arose, Tamahu, his right hand raised to heaven, and his left grasping his gleaming spear, exhorted us to remain faithful, and to bear arms bravely against the infidels.

Ye are called forth against a mighty and a warlike nation, he exclaimed. Ye shall fight against them, or they shall profess Islam. If ye obey, Allah will, of a verity, give you a glorious reward; but if ye turn back he will chastise you with a grievous chastisement. Allah has promised you many spoils, which ye should take; and he giveth these by way of earnest; and he restraineth the hand of man from you; and the same may be a sign unto the true believers; and he guideth you in the right way. Allah knoweth that which ye know not; and he hath appointed you, besides this, a speedy victory.

Long and earnestly the old Sheikh addressed us, quoting from our Book of Everlasting Will to emphasise his declarations. Then he referred to the compact he had that day made with the leader of our enemies.

A woman of the Franks we shall receive into this our camp. Remember, O my people, that she will partake of our salt, and that while this war continueth she is our friend. Let not a single hair of her head be injured. The word of thy Sheikh Tamahu hath already been given.

That evening we spent in sharpening our spears and shangermangors, preparatory to the fight, singing snatches of war-songs and discussing the prospects of the attack. Perhaps of all the tribes in the trackless solitudes which constitute our home, we of the Azjar are among the most active, vigorous, and enterprising, inured as we are to hardships, and with our mental faculties sharpened almost to a preternatural degree by the hard struggle for existence in our arid rocky fastnesses. The rearing of oxen, horses, and goats is our chief occupation, but the scarcity of water and our speedy exhaustion of the scanty pasturage of the oases keep us perpetually on the march. Agriculture is scarcely possible under a sky from which rain does not fall for six or eight consecutive years; therefore it is, perhaps, not surprising that we have developed into desert-pirates.

Those who have never set foot upon the Saharan plains can possess but a vague idea of their appearance. In the whole of the Great Desert, a track comprising over two million square miles, there is not a single carriage-road, not a mile of navigable waters, not a wheeled vehicle, canoe, or boat of any kind. There are scarcely even any beaten tracks, for most of the routes, though followed for ages without divergence of any kind, are temporarily effaced by every sandstorm, and recovered only by means of the permanent landmarks — wells, prominent dunes, a solitary eminence crowned with a solitary bush, the remains of travellers, slaves, or camels that may have perished of thirst or exhaustion between the stations.

Long and patiently we waited for the arrival of the woman to whom we had promised protection; but although the night passed, the dawn rose, and the hours crept on towards the noon, our vigilance remained unrewarded. A second day passed in inactivity, then, wearied of waiting, we struck camp and moved forward.

The afterglow had deepened into evening dusk when at length we came within sight of Metlili. Looming high up on a pinnacle of rock, white against the clear sky, its appearance astonished us, for it looked impregnable. Its flat-roofed houses rose tier upon tier around an exceedingly steep eminence crowned by a great mosque with high square minaret, while at the foot of the hill were some scattered date-groves.

We had passed over the summit of a sand ridge, and were making a dash straight upon the French stronghold, when we noticed that our presence had already been detected. Upon the walls a few Spahis in scarlet and some white-burnoused Arabs were moving hurriedly. Suddenly there was a flash from the Kasbah, followed by a report, loud, sharp, echoless. Our enemies had opened fire upon us.

Tamahu instantly gave the word to spur forward on the wings of haste. With one accord we rode in a huge compact body so swiftly as to justify our popular appellation The Breath of the Wind, and, regardless of a rapid rifle-fire that was poured out from the white walls, pressed forward to the foot of the rock. Here we dismounted, and with loud yells of savage rage dashed up the rough narrow way that gave entrance to the town. Many of my companions fell dead or wounded ere they reached the hastily-barred gate, but by dint of fierce and dogged determination, we pushed forward in force so great that we managed to at last batter down the huge wooden doors. Next second we poured into the place in overwhelming numbers. Up its steep streets, so narrow that two asses could not pass abreast, we engaged Spahis and Zouaves hand-to-hand. So strong was our force that soon we overwhelmed them, and commenced loud cries of triumph as we dashed up towards the Kasbah. Suddenly, however, as we approached it we saw that its walls literally swarmed with French soldiers who, at word of command, fired a withering volley from their rifles which caused us to hold back dismayed.

Colonel Bonnemain had evidently received reinforcements. With their firearms they were more than a match for us.

Courage, brothers! I heard Tamahu cry as he brandished his spear. Let us show these dogs of infidels that the Touaregs are no cowards. Of a verity the Roumis shall never be our masters.

With set teeth we sprang forward towards the high sun-blanched walls of the citadel, determined to take it by assault, but alas! its battlements were full of well-armed Spahis and Turcos, and from every point showers of lead swept down upon us. Still we kept on undaunted. Once I caught a momentary glimpse of Colonel Bonnemain. He was standing upon the wall bareheaded, shouting and waving his sword. But only for an instant. He disappeared, and was seen no more.

Almost at the same instant a loud incessant spitting of guns deafened us; bullets swept through our ranks in deadly hail, killing us by dozens and maiming hundreds. Then, dismayed, I saw mounted on the wall a strange-looking weapon, which once charged shed rifle-balls in hundreds. Death seemed inevitable. My companions, appalled by the sight of that terrible engine of destruction, wavered for an instant, then, with a cry that Eblis was assisting the infidels, turned and fled.

Above the din of battle Tamahu shouted himself hoarse. But darkness having now fallen, none could discern him amid the dense smoke and constant flashing of the guns. Thus the defenders drove us back, sweeping us away with their deadly machine-gun, and, making a sortie from the fortress, bayonetted the more valiant ones.

Our cause seemed lost. As soon, however, as we had drawn the Spahis outside their fort, we turned, and re-engaging them hand-to-hand, quickly hacked our way back to the very gates of the Kasbah, the streets in the vicinity being heaped with dead and dying. Suddenly, however, at the moment when we were relinquishing our hope as a forlorn one, loud shouts, followed by the beating of tam-tams, gave us renewed courage. From mouth to mouth the glad tidings were repeated. The Beni-Mzabs, one of the most powerful tribes on the desert border, had come up, and being our allies, were rendering us assistance.

Of the exciting moments which immediately succeeded, I have but vague remembrance. Suffice it to say that the warlike race of the Atlas to the number of two thousand poured into Metlili, and with our forces combined we succeeded in dislodging and totally annihilating the French garrison. Everywhere throughout the town fighting quickly became general, but in such numbers had we now assembled that those holding the Kasbah were compelled to sue for peace. The Beni-Mzabs declined, however, to give quarter, consequently the scenes of bloodshed were terrible to behold. Before dawn the sack of the town had commenced, and everywhere the firebrand was applied. The loot obtainable was, we found, of very little value, nevertheless both the Beni-Mzabs and our own tribesmen were in high glee at their first success against the infidel forces. It was regarded as precursory of a great victory.

Just as the sun was rising I was inside the ancient citadel so recently the infidel stronghold, and was exploring its many courts with their old blue-tiled fountains and cool, handsome colonnades, when suddenly as I passed beneath an archway in the thickness of the wall a noise startled me. My companions in arms were regaling themselves in an open square before the great white mosque, therefore I was alone. Around me lay many bodies of Touaregs, Spahis, and Beni-Mzabs, while some of the wounded were still groaning, dying slowly, for there had been no attempt to succour the disabled. To fall in a holy war is not a misfortune, but the reverse. The noise, a loud knock, again sounded, and turning I saw a bolted door, which I at once opened, and was confronted by a pretty dark-haired French girl, who, glancing at me in terror for an instant, screamed and fled down a flight of stone stairs into an impenetrable darkness.

In a moment I dashed after her. Already the Kasbah had been set on fire, and to save her life instant escape was necessary. Below, in the small foul stone chamber, used long ago as a prison, I discovered her crouching. She screamed loudly at my approach, fearing me, perhaps, because of the mysterious black veil across my face, and knowing that the Veiled Men were of evil repute.

Thou art Mademoiselle Gabrielle, daughter of our friend Colonel Bonnemain, I exclaimed in the best French I could articulate. Fear not, but fly at once with me, or we may both lose our lives.

How knowest thou my name? she gasped in amazement. By the glimmer of light that came from the open court above I saw that her face was beautiful but deathly pale. True, I am daughter of Colonel Bonnemain, but thou art a Touareg. Assuredly thou art our enemy, not our friend. Why, it was thine hosts who attacked us!

Briefly I explained the promise of our Sheikh, assuring her of our friendship. At first she was inclined to doubt my sincerity, but at length I prevailed upon her to accompany me in our race for life from the burning ruins. Quickly we sought Tamahu, and as there were no women with us she was at once placed under my protection. I was to be her guardian and her champion during the remainder of hostilities. Long and earnestly we both searched and enquired for her father, the Colonel, but could discover no trace of him. Some of his Spahis who survived declared that he had been struck down in the earlier hours of the conflict, while others maintained that they had seen him fighting uninjured up to the very last. From our enquiries it appeared evident that, on receiving unexpected reinforcements from the north, he had determined upon holding out against us, and overlooking our agreement with the Beni-Mzabs, was ill-advised enough to decline our good offices. Then, when he found an attack in force being made, he locked Gabrielle in a place of safety until the fight should end.

Full of excitement were those days that followed. I must, however, here confess that within twenty-four hours I found myself deeply attached to this bright-eyed fragile girl whoso gallant father had disappeared so mysteriously. We, of the Azjars, leaving the prosperous town of Metlili a mere pile of smoking ruins, encamped for a few days in the vicinity where there was an excellent well, then together with the fierce horsemen of the Beni-Mzab set our heads towards Wargla, another French outpost. At first Gabrielle felt the fatigue of travel terribly. Fortunately she could ride well, and as her inseparable companion, I endeavoured to render her journey as comfortable as possible. At my suggestion she had exchanged her European clothes for the serroual and haick of the Arab women, finding that mode of dress more comfortable and less conspicuous than her own; and so light-hearted she grew that not unfrequently she would join me in a cigarette. Her grace and manner charmed us all. The fierce horsemen of the Azjar and the Beni-Mzab are scarcely chivalrous where women are concerned, but ere we had been on the march three days there was not a single tribesman who would not execute her slightest wish.

Riding day by day over the breathless solitudes of sand, no single word of complaint ever escaped her. Whenever we halted, before she ate she would busy herself in attending to our wounded; sometimes bandaging an arm or a leg, at others pouring out water and handing it to a thirsty man with a pleasing smile that quickened his pulse. Then, after we had eaten and turned our faces to the Holy Caaba, she would take an old Spanish mandoline which one of my companions had picked up cheap long ago in Oran, and play and sing to us in a sweet contralto songs from her own far-off Paris. They were mostly gay chansons, such as one hears in the cafés in Algiers, and those with refrains were sung lustily in chorus by the whole of the great assembly.

One night after she had given us several songs I persuaded her to dance. To those unaccustomed to life in the desert the scene would have appeared a strange one. The bright moonlight shining full upon her, tipped also with silver the keen heads of a couple of thousand spears upon which her audience leaned. She had fascinated them. Unanimously it had been declared that she was an enchantress. Only one fact remained to mar her happiness: her uncertainty regarding her fathers fate.

I will dance on one condition, Ahamadou, she answered in French, throwing back her pretty head and showing her white teeth as she laughed.

What is that?

I will dance if thou wilt take off that hideous black veil. Thou hast been my friend all this time, yet, strangely enough, I have never beheld thy face.

I hesitated. Such a demand was unusual, for a Touareg never removes his veil.

My companions overhearing, and noticing my disinclination to acquiesce, with one accord urged me to accede, and at last, amid much good humour, I unwound my black litham.

Long and earnestly she looked into my eyes. Her gaze lingered upon me strangely, I thought; then suddenly clapping her hands, she raised her long white arms above her head, and to the thumping of four derboukas, one of which I held, she commenced a slow graceful dance. Never tired of exerting herself to comfort the wounded or amuse those who were her fathers bitterest foes, she danced on until she sank completely out of breath. Then she reclined upon the soft rugs spread for her, and, with Tamahu and myself, smoked a cigarette in silence. From her full red lips she blew clouds of smoke, and watched it curl upward in the still night air. I glanced at her furtively, and saw that she had grown unusually thoughtful. Her brilliant eyes were fixed upon the stars.

At last, pillowing her handsome head upon a leopards skin I rolled and placed for her, she wished me Peace, and presently closed her eyes in sleep.

Silence, dead and complete, had fallen upon the camp. The stillness was only broken by the uneasy groaning of a camel or the soft footfall of a sentry whose spear gleamed afar in the white moonbeams. Gabrielles heart slowly heaved and fell as she slept. Through that calm night I sat, hugging my knees and thinking deeply. Try how I would, I could not get rid of the one thought that for days had possessed me, the thought of her. That she had entranced me; that she held me in her toils irrevocably, I could not deny. Never before had I looked upon any woman with affection until now. But I loved with all my heart and soul this delicate Roumi, whose fair face the sun had never kissed.

Was it not in order to behold my countenance she had that evening requested me to remove my litham? Her every word, her every action, now that I recalled them, showed plainly that she did not regard me with disfavour. The moon waned, the stars paled, and dawn was nigh ere I cast myself upon the warm sand near her, and snatched a brief hours repose, not, however, before I had carefully placed a rug about her, fearing lest the morning dew, so deadly to Europeans, should chill her.

One bright balmy night we reached El Okaz, and halted. It was a large oasis with running water, luxuriant vegetation, and many palms. When the maghrib had been said, the evening meal eaten, and the sun was slowly sinking, I went forth among the trees to search for camel-grass, and invited Gabrielle to accompany me. She walked by my side, and when we were out of hearing I took her tiny hand in mine, and, raising it reverently to my lips, declared my love.

Slowly, but resolutely, she drew her hand away. The last ray of sunlight tipped her hair with molten gold as we stood together beneath a great high palm. Her brilliant eyes glistened with unshed tears.

Alas! no, Ahamadou, she answered huskily. We must not love each other, it would wreck both our lives.

Why not? I cried passionately, my arm around her waist, her slim white hand raised again to my lips. I adore you. To me thou art my life, my love, my everything.

Ah! yes, she sighed sadly. To you I owe my life. You have all been so good to me, although I am a woman of the Franks, that I can scarce believe that you are actually the Azjars, the dreaded Breath of the Wind, reports of whose exploits have times without number caused me to shudder.

An Azjar never forgets a favour nor forgives a false friend, I answered. To our enemies we are brutal and relentless; yet those who eat our salt need never fear. Already hast thou had experience of the treatment the stranger receiveth within our tents.

True, she answered, her hand closing tightly over mine. I have had experience of thine own tender care of me, Ahamadou, yet—

Yet thou hast already grown tired of our life? I hazarded reproachfully.

Ah! no, she said quickly, fixing her brilliant eyes upon mine. Thou hast asked if I could ever love thee. I tell thee that I do love thee, yet there is between us a barrier of blood, and such love can only bring unhappiness unto us both.

Thou lovest me! I cried, delighted, and taking her soft cheeks between my hard, sun-browned hands, our lips met for the first time in a long passionate caress. Again, she put me from her, saying— No, it can never be. We are of different races, different creeds. What is right in thine eyes is sin in mine; what is worship to thee is, to me, idolatry. No, Ahamadou. It must not be. We must not love, for we can never marry.

I was silent. Her argument seemed utterly unassailable. Never before had I faced the situation until now. She had, indeed, spoken the truth.

But we love each other! I cried, dolefully.

Yes, she sighed, shaking her head. I confess that I love thee, and her fingers again gripped my hand. But it is the very fact that we love one another that should cause us to part and forget.

Why? Until the war is ended thou must, of necessity, remain in our camp, I observed.

And after?

Then we could return to Algiers, or to Oran, and marry.

She remained silent for a few moments, nervously toying with the single ring of emeralds upon her finger.

No, she answered at length. This love between us is but a passing fancy. When the war is at an end, thou wilt have become convinced of the truth of my words.

Never, I answered. I love thee now; I shall love thee always.

Alas! she said, laying her hand softly upon my shoulder, and looking earnestly into my face. Now that we have both made confession we must endeavour to forget. We love each other, but the wide difference in our races renders happiness impossible. Thou wilt find for wife some good woman of thine own people, and I — perhaps I shall find some man of mine own nationality to become my husband. From to-night, Ahamadou, if thou lovest me, thou wilt make no further sign.

I bit my lip to the blood. Although she had uttered these words, I saw that she nevertheless loved me with a mad, passionate love, for soon down her pink cheeks tears were coursing.

Thou art all to me — everything, Gabrielle, I cried. Allah knoweth how deeply and honestly I adore thee, I—

The sound of a rifle-shot startled us. With bated breath we both strained our ears. The evening gloom had crept on unperceived, and it was almost dark. In rapid succession other shots sounded, followed by the fierce fiendish war-cry of the Beni-Mzabs. Instantly the truth flashed upon me. We had been surprised by the French!

By the route we had come we sped back to the encampment, where we found all confusion. A large body of Spahis had made a sudden and determined attack, but it had been repulsed. My first thought was of Gabrielles safety. I found cover for her behind a huge boulder, and telling her to seat herself, and not attempt to watch the progress of the fight, returned, spear in hand, to bear my part against our enemies.

The cessation of the fighting was only for a few minutes. We heard the sudden sound of a bugle, and from among the trees there dashed a formidable troop of red-burnoused horsemen, led by a young European officer, who sat his horse as if he were part of it. Even in that moment of excitement I admired the way he rode. The charge was, however, an ill-fated one. Not half those who dashed forward lived to retreat. The Arabs of the Mechefer, who had recently joined us, possessed guns, and the flashing of these, in combination with those of our enemies, illumined the darkness, while the still air was full of dense, stifling smoke. More desperate each moment the conflict grew. Undismayed by loss or misfortune, we thrice returned their attack, each time with increasing force, until our bullets and keen spears commenced to work havoc among the infidel ranks. East and furious became the fight, but gradually the attack upon us grew weaker, and at last, determined upon reprisals, Tamahu ordered a dash forward. With one accord we charged, and then before us the remnant of the ill-fated troop fell back and fled to save their lives.

When I returned I found Gabrielle kneeling beside the officer whose riding had been so conspicuous, tenderly bandaging an ugly spear-wound he had received in the left shoulder. She had improvised a torch, and beneath its fitful light was pursuing her task unconscious of my approach. Upon the clammy brow of the unconscious man she placed her cool, soft hand; then, having felt his pulse, she seemed satisfied, and taking her flambeau went forward to one of my own tribesmen who had been injured in the breast. From the deep shadow wherein I stood I watched her, white-robed and fair like one of the good genii of whom the Korân tells us, passing from one to another, alleviating their sufferings as best she could, uttering cheering words, or giving water to the dying. I did not approach her, for my heart seemed too full. It was best, I thought, to leave her alone to her merciful work.

Before the sun rose many of those whom she had so carefully tended and watched had drawn their last breath, but the young officer, whose name I afterwards learned was André de Freyville, lieutenant of Spahis, had recovered consciousness sufficiently to thank his nurse, and learn from her lips the curious circumstances which had led her to accept the hospitality of our tents. He proved a pleasant fellow, and during his convalescence we all three had frequent chats together. Although he was our prisoner-of-war, he soon became on excellent terms with Tamahu, and his time passed happily enough. Colonel Bonnemain had, he told us, escaped when Metlili fell, and had reached Algiers unharmed.

Soon, in order to join forces with another large body of horsemen moving from the great Hammada, or stony tableland, in Tripoli, we advanced to the oasis of Medagin, two days march from El Aghouat, then held in such force by the French that we dared not attack it.

Reaching Medagin at noon, we encamped. When the stars shone both Gabrielle and De Freyville sang us some French chansons, the one accompanying the other upon the mandoline. Before we scooped out our hollows in the sand to form our couches I borrowed a gun from one of the Arabs, intending to go out at dawn to shoot some desert-partridges in which the oasis abounds. Ere day broke I rose, and leaving the whole camp in slumber, strolled away to a rocky spot I had on the previous day noted as a likely place to find the birds. It was on the edge of the oasis, at some distance from the well where we had encamped. When I arrived there the sun had not risen, and the birds were still roosting. Therefore, with my rifle loaded with a bullet (for I had no small shot), I sat down to wait.

For perhaps half-an-hour I had remained when my quick ear detected the sounds of horses hoofs. Believing the newcomer to be a French vedette I drew back behind a large boulder, with the barrel of my rifle placed upon the top of the rock in readiness to pick him off as he passed. On came the horseman, until suddenly he emerged from among the mimosas and euphorbias. An ejaculation of dismay involuntarily left my lips. There was not one horse, but two. The riders were fugitives. They were our prisoner-of-war, Lieutenant de Freyville, and Gabrielle Bonnemain, the woman I loved.

Mounted upon horses they had secured, they spurred forward together at headlong speed. Their way on to the desert lay down a narrow stony ravine, to traverse which they would be compelled to pass close by the spot where I was lying in ambush. On they came swiftly, without a word. Inwardly I gloated over my revenge.

This man was stealing from me the woman I loved dearer than life. And she — she had declared that she loved me! Yet her words were foul lies. She should die!

I fingered the trigger, and held my gun to my shoulder in readiness as the pair pressed forward, unconscious of their approaching doom. If ever the spirit of murder entered my soul, it was at that moment.

When within a leopards leap of the muzzle of my rifle she turned back towards her companion, uttered some gay words to him, threw back her head and laughed lightly, displaying her white teeth.

I raised my rifle and took deliberate aim at her panting breast. My hands trembled. Next second a flood of bitter recollections surged through my brain. I remembered those solemn words she had uttered: We are of different races; different creeds. What is right in thine eyes is sin in mine; what is worship to thee is, to me, idolatry. It is the very fact that we love one another that should cause us to part and forget.

Yes, my enchantress had spoken the truth.

My hands were nerveless. I dropped my gun, the weapon with which I had so nearly taken her young life, and through a mist of gathering tears watched her ride rapidly away beside her newly-discovered lover, and disappear over the dune towards El Aghouat.

When she had gone, my head sank upon my breast and my teeth were set, for full well I knew that never again could I love any woman as truly as I had loved her. My pole-star, the light of my life, had for ever been extinguished.


Chapter Three.

The Secret of Sâ.
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THROUGH THE VERY heart of the barren, naked Saharan country, that boundless sea of red-brown arid sands, which, like the ocean itself, is subject to fitful moods of calm and storm, there runs a deep rocky ravine which has ever been a mystery to geographers. It commences near the shore of Lake Tsâd, and extending for nearly eight hundred miles due north to Lake Melghir, is known as the Igharghar, and is the dried-up bed of a river, which, with its tributaries, once rendered this bare wilderness one of the most fertile spots on earth, but which, for upwards of two thousand years, has ceased to flow. Strangely enough, the country traversed by this great stony ravine is to-day the most arid and inhospitable in the world. The river, which, according to the legendary stories told in the market-places of the desert towns, must have been as mighty as the Nile, dried-up suddenly from some cause which has always puzzled geographers. A portion of its course, about two hundred miles, half filled with sand, has for ages been used as the caravan route between the city of Agades, the capital of the Aïr country, and Temasinin, at the foot of the Tinghert Plateau; but the remainder is of such a rocky character as to be impassable, and has on many occasions served us as ambush when fighting the Ouled Slimân marauders, our hereditary foes.
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On one of these expeditions we were encamped in the shadow of some great rocks, which had once been covered by the giant flood. Around us on every hand was the sandy, waterless waste, known by the ominous name of Ur-immandess, He (Allah) heareth not, that is, is deaf to the cry of the way-laid traveller. It is a dismal tract, one of the most hot and arid in the whole of Northern Africa. The poison-wind blows almost continually, and the general appearance of the sand dunes is altered almost hour by hour. We were six days march off an interesting little walled town I had once visited, called Azaka n Ahkar, where stands the curious tomb of a chieftain who fell during the Arab invasion over a thousand years ago, and to the west, within sight, was the low dark hill known to us as Mount Hikena, a spot feared universally throughout the desert as the abode of the jinns.

Already had we engaged the fierce host of the Ouled Slimân in deadly conflict at the well of Agnar, but finding our opponents armed with rifles procured from European traders, we had drawn off in an endeavour to entice them into the Wady Igharghar, where our superior knowledge of the ground would give us distinct advantage. Our losses three days before had been very serious, and our Sheikh Tamahu had despatched messengers in all haste to the oasis of Noum-en-Nas, six marches distant, to urge forward reinforcements. That night, when the moon had risen, I accompanied Hamoud, one of my companions, as scout, to travel northward along the dried-up watercourse, to make a reconnaissance, and to ascertain if the enemy were in the vicinity. To ride up that valley, choked by its myriad boulders, was impossible, therefore we were compelled to journey on foot.

Had we ascended to the desert we should have imperilled our camp, for our enemies in search of us would undoubtedly detect our presence. We had pitched our tents at a secluded inaccessible spot, where the dried-up river had taken a sudden bend, in the heart of a country scarcely ever traversed. Through the long brilliant night with my companion I pressed forward, sometimes clambering over rough rocks, split by the heat of noon and chills of night, and at others sinking knee-deep in soft sand-drifts. When dawn spread we now and then clambered up the steep sides of the valley and cautiously took observations. In that region, the surface of the desert being perfectly flat, any object can be seen at great distances, therefore we at all times were careful not to stand upright, but remained crouched upon our faces. So dry also is the atmosphere that any sudden movement, such as the flapping of a burnouse or the swish of a horses tail, will cause sparks to be emitted.

Beneath the milk-white sky of noon, when the fiery sun shone like a disc of burnished copper, we threw ourselves down beneath the shadow of a huge boulder to eat and rest. Hamoud, older than myself, was a typical nomad, bearded, bronzed, and a veritable giant in stature. His physical strength and power of endurance was greater than that of any other of our tribesmen, and he was always amiable and light-hearted. While he lit his keef-pipe and chatted, I gazed about me, noticing how, by the action of the eddying waters of this dried-up river, the very name of which is lost to us, the hard, grey rock above had been worn smooth and hollow. The mystery of the Igharghar had always attracted me since my earliest boyhood. Why this mighty stream, in some places nearly six miles wide, should have suddenly ceased to flow, fertilise, and give life to the great tract it traversed was a problem which the wise men of all ages had failed to solve. True, the One Merciful heard not in that wild, unfrequented region. It was the country accursed and forgotten of Allah.

When, in the cooler hours, we resumed our journey, ever-watchful for the presence of the Ouled Slimân, on every side we noticed unmistakable traces of the enormous width and depth of the giant waterway. About noon on the second day I had ascended to the desert to scan the horizon, when I discovered some ruined masonry, half-buried beneath its winding-sheet of sand. On the keystone of an arch I found an inscription in Roman characters, and here and there stood broken columns and portions of grey time-worn walls.

It was the site of an effaced and forgotten city; a centre of culture and civilisation which had owed its very existence to this great river, and had declined and fallen when the stream had so mysteriously ceased to flow. The once fertile land had withered, and become a dreary, sunburnt, uninhabitable wilderness.

Ask any marabout from Morocco to far-off Tripoli, and he will declare that for some reason unknown, Allah, before the days of his Prophet, set the mark of his displeasure upon the country known to us as the Ahaggar. It is not, therefore, surprising that the Ouled Slimân, our enemies, should be known throughout the desert as the Children of Eblis.

As, spear in hand, I walked at Hamouds side along that vanished fluvial basin, I discussed the probable causes of the sudden failure of that mighty flow. He suggested that its source might by some means have become exhausted; but geographers having ages ago disposed of that point, I explained to him how every theory possible had already been put forward and dismissed. The mysterious forgotten river was still a geographical problem as great as the existence of open water at the poles.

Through two more days we journeyed forward, ever-watchful, yet discerning no sign of our enemies; but at length, coming to a steep bare cliff, once undoubtedly a roaring cataract, we found its granite bed had been worn into ridges two thousand years ago by the action of the torrent. At this point the plateau over which we had journeyed descended sheer and steep on to the plain, of which we commanded an extensive view for many miles. An hour before sundown the sky had suddenly darkened, indicative of an approaching sandstorm, therefore we resolved to remain there the night and retrace our steps next day. Our fears were realised. Shortly before midnight, as we sat together smoking, the unclouded starry sky assumed an extraordinary clearness. The atmosphere was perfectly still, when suddenly in the east a black cloud began to rise with frightful rapidity, and soon covered half the heavens. Presently a strong gust of wind enveloped us with sand, and threw little pebbles as large as peas into our faces. Soon, while we crouched beneath a rock, we were surrounded by a dense cloud of sand, and stood still in impenetrable gloom. The storm was of unusual severity. Our eyes were filled with grit every time we ventured to open them. We did not dare to lie down for fear of being buried. The tempest at last passed, the night quickly grew clear again, and, extricating ourselves from the sand that had drifted high about us, we lay down exhausted to sleep.

Before dawn I rose, and, without disturbing the heavy slumber of my companion, strode forth along the brink of the dried-up cataract to examine more closely the hitherto unexplored spot. The sun-whitened boulders were all worn smooth where the gigantic rush of the waters had whirled past them ere they dashed below into that once fertile plain. And as I went along I presently discovered a place where I could descend the face of the cliff. Without difficulty I at last reached its base, and stepping forward, placed my foot upon soft drifted sand that gave way beneath my tread.

With startling suddenness a strange sound fell upon my ears, deafening me. I felt myself falling, and in clutching frantically at the objects around, struck my head a violent blow. Then all consciousness became blotted out.

How long I remained insensible I do not know. I have an idea that many hours must have elapsed, for when painfully I struggled back to a knowledge of things about me, I found myself enveloped in a darkness blacker than night, my ears being filled by a continuous unceasing roar like thunder. I was chilled to the bone, and on stretching forth my hand, found myself lying upon a mass of soft slime, that splashing over my face had half-suffocated me. With both hands outstretched, I tried to discover into what noisome place I had so suddenly been precipitated. Intently I listened. The roaring was that of some mighty unseen torrent.

Creeping cautiously forward upon my hands and knees, fearing lest I should stumble into any further chasm, I soon came to water flowing swiftly past. Then the truth dawned upon me that I was beside the bank of some unknown subterranean river. Of the extent of that dark cavernous place I could obtain no idea. Thrice I shouted with all my strength, but in that deafening roar my voice was echoless.

With a supplication to Allah to envelop me with the cloak of his protection, I cautiously pursued my way over the stones and slime in the direction the unseen stream was rushing. The incline was steep, and as the air seemed cool and fresh, I felt assured there must be some outlet to the blessed light of day. Yet onward I crept slowly, chilled by the icy mud, until my limbs trembled, and I was compelled to pause and rub them to prevent them becoming benumbed.

Truly mine was an unenvious position. Throughout my life it has been my endeavour to tread those crooked and laborious paths whereby knowledge of hidden mysteries may be gained, therefore I worked on like a mole in the dark, and by diligent industry gained ground considerably. During several hours I pushed my way forward, until at length my hands came into contact with a wall of rock which barred all further passage, although the water lapping it swirled past on its downward course. Eagerly I felt about the rock, searching for some mode of egress, but could find none. The wall of the enormous cavern extended sheer and unbroken for five hundred paces, then turned back in the direction I had already traversed. Thus was a terrible truth forced upon me. I was entombed!

My injured head pained me frightfully, and I must have become weakened by loss of blood. The terrors of that foul, fearsome place, where the deafening roar was unceasing, and the blackness could be felt, overwhelmed me. I groped back to the edge of the roaring torrent exhausted, and sinking, slept.

When I awoke I was amazed to find the cavern illumined by a faint greenish light, just sufficient to enable me to see that the rushing, foaming waters were of great width and volume, and that the cavern whence they came was low, but of vast extent. Then, turning towards the light, I found that it shone up through the water beyond the wall of rock which formed that side of the cave. At first the strange light puzzled me, but I soon ascertained that the subterranean river emptied itself into the open air at that spot, and that the sun shining upon the water as it rushed out of its underground course, reflected the welcome light up to where I stood. The discovery held me breathless. I saw that in such enormous volume did those icy waters sweep down, that the opening in the rock whence they were let free was completely filled. There was, after all, no exit.

At the edge of the boiling torrent I stood calmly contemplating the advisability of plunging in and allowing myself to be swept out into the air. The only thing which deterred me from so doing was the fear that outside the cataract fell down from some dizzy height into a foaming flood below, in which case I must be either battered to death upon the rocks or drowned beneath the descending tons of water. The thought of this terrible fate thrilled me with horror.

Of a sudden I heard above the roar a mans voice; and startled, turned round, and saw a long boat, shaped something like a canoe, containing two dark figures, being propelled swiftly towards me.

Agape in wonder I stood watching them.

Ere I could realise the truth, they had run their craft up high and dry where I stood, and were beside me, questioning me in some strange, unknown tongue. In that faint green light they looked weird, impish figures. Small of stature, their skins were a lightish yellow; they wore curious necklets and armlets of chased bones, and their loincloths were scaly, like the skin of some fish or serpent. In their hands they both carried long barbed spears. They had been fishing, for their boat was nearly full.

To their rapid questions I could only shake my head, when in an instant the roar of the waters increased, until speech became impossible. Terrified they both, next second, leaped into their boat and dragged me in after them. Their promptitude saved my life, for ere an instant had elapsed our boat became lifted by an enormous inrush, which flooded the whole cavern to a depth of many feet. Our boat rose so near the roof that we were compelled to crouch down to prevent our heads being jammed, and soon I found myself being rowed rapidly along in triumph into the impenetrable darkness. I had escaped death by a hairs breadth, but what grim adventure was yet in store for me I dreaded to anticipate.

My impish captors bent hard at their paddles, exchanging muttered words, until soon the roaring of the torrent sounded indistinct, and we found ourselves out upon a great subterranean lake of limitless extent. The eyes of my companions, accustomed to that appalling darkness, could discern objects where I could distinguish nothing. As we went forward the current became weaker, and now and then I felt a splashing as a large fish was lifted from the water impaled upon a spear. Yet ever forward we kept on and on, for fully two hours, until suddenly I saw a faint glimmer of grey light upon the wide expanse of black water, and when we neared it I discerned that there was a huge crack in the roof of rock and it was open to the sky, but so great was the distance to the world above, that only a faint glimmer penetrated there.

By its light I distinguished how clear and deep were the waters, and noticed that the fish my companions had caught were of a uniform grey colour, without eyes. In the impenetrable darkness of those subterranean depths the organs of vision, I afterwards ascertained, never developed. The eyes of the two men with me were also strange-looking, set closely together, dark and bead-like.

But we paused not, holding straight upon our way, plunging again into the cavernous blackness, until presently there showed before us a golden shaft of sunlight striking full into the waters, and in a few moments we emerged into an open space green and fertile, surrounded on every side by high rocks, honeycombed with small caves, while the great unknown river itself disappeared beyond into a wide dark tunnel.

Scarcely had we disembarked than the place literally swarmed with the uncanny-looking denizens of this underground realm, who, issuing from their cave-dwellings, eyed me curiously with greatest caution. I had not removed my litham, and they undoubtedly were suspicious of a stranger who veiled his face.

My captors, with much wild gesticulation, explained the circumstances in which they had discovered me, and presently, when I had been thoroughly inspected by all, and my appearance commented upon, my veil was surreptitiously snatched from my pallid face, and I was hurried into one of the small cell-like caverns, and there secured to the rock by a rudely constructed chain. Soon food was brought me, and the inhabitants of the curious unknown country formed a ring near the river bank, and commenced to execute a kind of wild dance, accompanied by fiendish yells, working themselves into a frenzy, like the dancers of the Ouled Naïls. For a long time I watched their weird pantomimic gyrations, when at length my eyes were startled at beholding, in the centre of the circle, a tall man of much paler complexion than my own, dressed in a few dilapidated rags. Once or twice only I caught a glimpse of him, and then I recognised that his face was that of an European, and his dress the tattered remains of a French military uniform. His beard and moustache seemed ashen grey, and upon his haggard countenance, as he stood motionless and statuesque amid the dancers, was a weary look of blank despair. He also was a captive.

The strange-looking, yellow-skinned people of this riparian region at length ceased dancing, and with one accord knelt around him in adoration, worshipping him as though he were an idol. The scene, as they gabbled words in an unknown tongue, was weird and impressive. My fellow-captive did not apparently notice me, therefore, fearing to rouse the ire of this hitherto undiscovered people by shouting, I possessed myself in patience. The curious form of pagan worship at last ended; the unfortunate European was released and allowed to seek his abode, a small hole in the rock close to mine, and the impish-looking men dispersed, leaving me to my own dismal thoughts. Ere long the shadows lengthened as the sun sank behind the high rocks, and dusk crept on. About the open space which served as street, men and women of the curious tribe squatted, smoked, and chattered, while others, entering their boats armed with fishing-spears, paddled off down the subterranean stream in the direction I had come. Night fell, and at last the cave-dwellers slept.

Slumber, however, came not to my wearied eyes, and for many hours I sat thinking over my strange position, my thoughts being suddenly disturbed by a noise as of some one moaning near me. It was the mysterious European.

With slow steps and bent head he passed by, when, in a low clear voice, I accosted him in French.

Startled, he halted, peering towards me; and when I had uttered a few reassuring words, telling him that I was his fellow-captive, he came towards me, looking half-suspiciously into my face, and enquired my name.

I told him who I was, then made a similar enquiry.

My name is Flatters, he answered in Arabic. Thou mayest, perhaps, have heard of me in thy wanderings through the Desert?

Flatters! I cried. Art thou Colonel Flatters, the lost explorer whom the French have sought these three whole years?

The same, he answered, sighing deeply, his arms crossed over his breast. For three years I have been held captive in this noisome Land of Sâ.

His tall dark figure stood out against the starlight, his head bowed in dejection. By this brave explorers exploits the whole world had more than once been thrilled. By his intrepidity and ability to withstand the sudden extremes of heat and cold in our Great Desert, the French War Department had been enabled to complete their map of the Saharan plains. It was he who explored all the hitherto unknown region around El Biodh; who discovered and published explanations of the wonderful ruins of Tikbaben; who found the Afeli source; who climbed the mountain of Iraouen, and penetrated the country of the Ennitra, into which even we of the Azjar feared to venture. Twice he traversed the stony Tinghert tableland; but on the third occasion, while in the far south near Lake Tsâd, he suddenly disappeared, and although the French authorities had offered a reward of ten thousand francs to any one who could solve the mystery of his death or capture, and had sent two formidable expeditions across the desert, with a view of obtaining some tidings of him, all efforts had been futile.

Yet he had been here, a prisoner in the hands of these uncanny dwellers beneath the earths surface!

Hast thou made no attempt to escape? I enquired, as he seated himself wearily upon a ledge of rock near me.

Yes, he answered despondently; but my diaries and geological collections have been lost. All egress from this place is closed. Yon rocks are too sheer and high to be scaled, and the black flood hath risen so that there is neither entrance nor exit.

Briefly, I told him the manner in which I found myself in that dark cavern with its noisy torrent, and when I had finished he explained the manner in which he had disappeared.

I set forth from Algiers with five European companions, and after travelling for nine months along unfrequented paths in the inhospitable Ahaggar, found myself at Mount El Aghil alone, all my fellow-travellers having died. Unable to return by the route I had come on account of the fierce hostility of the Kel-Rhela, whose vengeance I had narrowly escaped, I was compelled to push on still southward through the Aïr country, reaching at last, close to the dried-up course of the Igharghar, a large and curious oasis, the earth of which was perfectly black and quite soft, contrasting strangely with the dull red sand of the surrounding desert. The vegetation was luxuriant, water-melons grew in rich profusion, and in exploring it I discovered, to my astonishment, a small but beautiful lake. About the oasis were large rocks, and in one of these I found an opening with curious signs rudely curved at the entrance. They appeared to be the hieroglyphics of some ancient race, and their strange character aroused my curiosity. Unlike any hitherto discovered, they were of huge design, representing men, monstrosities, and animals of unknown species, yet only superficially outlined, apparently with the most inadequate tools. Not only were they at the entrance, but on lighting a torch I found the interior of the cavern completely covered by these grotesque drawings; and it was while engaged in these interesting investigations that I suddenly stumbled into a narrow chasm that had evidently been hidden by dried branches to form a pitfall for the unwary. When I recovered consciousness I, like thyself, found myself captive in the hands of these fierce primitive barbarians of the nether world.

But who are they? I enquired. I have never heard mention of them before.

Nor I, he answered. To our world they are as absolutely unknown as this mighty subterranean flood. During my captivity I have managed to learn some words of their tongue. Their gloomy, mysterious region is known to them as Sâ.

But the river itself amazes me, I observed.

True. Our accidental discoveries have proved an important geographical fact hitherto undreamed-of, namely, that the reason the mighty Igharghar no longer flows to irrigate the desert is because it has found a subterranean channel, and for ages has been still roaring on beneath its ancient bed towards the sea.

Whence, in your opinion, cometh this mysterious river? I enquired.

From Lake Tsâd, undoubtedly. The fish in its waters, although grey and sightless, because of the perpetual darkness in which they live, are of the same species as those I found in the lake. The strangest part of my adventure is that these people, never having before seen a white man, believe me to be some supernatural visitant, and worship me as Sâ, their principal god.

Then, while he listened attentively, I told him of the cavern where the river apparently rushed out into the open air, and suggested that, as a desperate and last resource, we might endeavour to escape by plunging into the chilly stream and allowing ourselves to be carried forth into the unknown. On due consideration, however, we agreed that this project was not feasible, on account of the swollen state of the dark flood, and as an alternative resolved to steal one of the canoes and explore the upper reaches of the mysterious underground stream. This decision we followed by immediate action. The explorer, obtaining a roughly fashioned hammer of stone from his own little cave, quickly severed my fetters, and together we crept out across the small deserted grass-plain to where the boats were moored. In one of them we found paddles, torches and spears, and, stepping in, pushed off and shot silently out into the darkness. Ere we had done so, however, we heard a loud ringing shout close to the bank. Our flight had been discovered.

We each seized a paddle and pulled away with all our might against the stream. Quickly we entered the cavern opposite that through which I had been conveyed. The blackness was complete, but we strained every muscle in our efforts to propel forward our frail craft. Soon behind us we heard the wild, fierce yells of our pursuers, and knowing that their eyes, accustomed to that appalling gloom, could discern objects where we of the outer world could detect nothing, we feared lest we might be overtaken. Their angry voices echoed weirdly along the rocky roof, and we could hear the violent splashing of their paddles as they sped along in our wake.

In this mad dash into the unknown realm of perpetual night we shot forward with utter disregard of what dangers lay before. We knew not, from one moment to another, whether we were heading up the great broad river, or whether rowing straight towards the rocky sides of the cavern. So light and flimsy was our craft that the least collision with a piece of jutting rock would have sent us down to depths unfathomable. At that moment we were enveloped by an hundred perils.

To our surprise and profound satisfaction, we at length realised that the voices of our irate pursuers were growing fainter. They had evidently mistaken the direction we had taken, therefore we slowed up, and presently rested, spent and panting.

I could hear the French officers hard breathing, but the darkness was so intense that we could not see each other.

We have unconsciously entered a tributary of the main stream, he observed, gasping for breath. Listen, the sounds are receding. At least for the present we are safe. Let us rest.

Nothing loth, I bent slowly across my paddle, now and then pulling a few strokes to prevent us drifting, and discussing our position in a low voice so that no echo should betray our presence. Thus we remained fully half-an-hour, until both of us had refreshed ourselves, then together we paddled on swiftly, yet full of caution. No glimmer of light penetrated that dispiriting gloom, and we feared to ignite one of our torches. Toiling forward, the perspiration rolling off us in great beads, we still continued pulling against the strong current for several hours, until suddenly we saw before us two large shafts of brilliant light striking down from above into the water. Slowly we approached lest any of the denizens of Sâ should be lurking there; but ere long, as we came nearer, our eyes were dazzled by a sight so amazing that expressions of wonder involuntarily escaped our parched lips.

In the light before us we saw clearly outlined a colossal face with hideous grin, carved from the black rock. It was truly gigantic, marvellously fashioned, with huge ears and an expression absolutely demoniacal, the two shafts of bright light issuing forth from the eyes giving it an expression of intense ferocity. We rested on our paddles beneath it, and looked up aghast.

This, cried Colonel Flatters, must be the god Sâ, of whom I have heard so much during my sojourn with these people. He is their principal deity, and supposed to be the inexorable guardian of this remarkable kingdom.

See! I exclaimed, regarding the extraordinary stone countenance in amazement. The light from those eyes is sunlight! They are merely holes upon which the sun is shining full!

And such it proved to be. Through the round apertures far up above, light and air were admitted from the desert.

When at last our vision became accustomed to the welcome rays of light we made another bewildering discovery. The rock descended sheer into the black flood, but in little niches which had been rudely fashioned lay small heaps of gold ornaments and glittering gems, the sacrifices of this stone gods votaries. Together we pulled our canoe close to the rock, taking care that the rapid swirl of the current did not hurl our craft against the jagged stones, and with my hand I clutched a heap of fine ornaments set with emeralds, pearls, and diamonds. In the sunlight we both examined them, finding they were evidently of very ancient manufacture, possibly the spoils of war against some long-forgotten but cultured nation. In workmanship they were similar to the ornaments found in the tombs of ancient Egypt; they had evidently never been manufactured by the barbarous people into whose possession they had passed.

Before us was blackness impenetrable, and upon our ears there broke a distant roar, as of a cataract. The sound appalled us. If a cataract actually lay before, then escape was absolutely hopeless.

But the fact that far above gleamed the sun gave us renewed courage, and after some discussion we became convinced that, this colossal face being regarded as the guardian of the unexplored country, an exit existed there. After some difficulty we ignited one of our torches, and with it stuck in the bows of the canoe, rode backwards and forwards, minutely examining the base of the rock. Once we passed so near that my companion was able to secure a handful of gems for himself, and both of us secreted these stolen votive offerings about our garments. The two parallel shafts of light from the eyes of the graven monstrosity, striking deep into the river, revealed curious fish and water-snakes disporting themselves around the boat, while great black bats which had come in through the two openings, startled by our presence, circled about us ominously with wide-spread flapping wings.

The water glittering beneath the torchs uncertain rays, flowed past so swiftly, that we were compelled to continue pulling in order to remain abreast of the idol. Long and earnestly we both searched to find some means by which we could reach the two holes that formed the idols eyes; yet they seemed so small that it was questionable whether, even if we successfully clambered up the sculptured face, we could squeeze our bodies through. A dozen times we allowed the canoe to drift past, while I endeavoured to discover some means by which to reach those glaring eyes. But the bright sunlight dazzled us, and beyond the tiny niches filled with jewels there was no other inequality to serve as foothold to gain the narrow ledge which formed the lips. Again, if I made a false step I should be instantly swept away by the swirling current, and lost for ever in the dark whirling flood.

At length however my companion, muscular and agile, succeeded in springing clear of the canoe and gripping one of the small niches, tossing the jewels into the water by his frantic efforts. For an instant he struggled, his legs dangling in mid-air; then presently his toes found foothold, and he commenced slowly to clamber up the chin of the gigantic visage towards a kind of long ledge. I watched his progress breathlessly, not daring to utter a word, but keeping the canoe in readiness to row after him if he fell. With difficulty he ascended, clinging on to the face of the rock until he reached the great grinning mouth and stood up facing me.

What do you find? I shouted, my voice echoing weirdly. I had noticed that as he glanced along the spot where he stood his face became transfixed by horror.

Follow me! he replied hoarsely. Have a care, a single false step means death.

At that instant the boat was passing the spot where he had gripped the rocks face, and without hesitation I followed his example and sprang, clutching the narrow slippery ledge with both hands. My feet found a resting-place, yet next second a thought which crossed my mind held me appalled. I had omitted to moor the boat.

Over my shoulder I throw a hasty glance. It had already drifted out of sight.

I heard my white companion shouting, but taking no heed toiled on up the great face until a strong helping hand gripped mine, and I found myself standing beside him upon the narrow ledge forming the lips of the hideous countenance.

Next instant, glancing round, my eyes encountered a sight which hold me petrified.

A long dark aperture, about the height of myself, formed the mouth, and set therein were broad sharp teeth of rusted sword-blades, which overlapping, prevented entrance to the cavernous throat. Twenty blades were set in the jaw above and twenty below, forming an impassable barrier of razor-edged spikes. Our only means of escape being cut off by the drifting of the canoe, one fact alone remained to give us courage. From where we stood we recognised the utter impossibility of passing through, the eyes of the colossus, yet, as together we looked at the formidable teeth, we saw a human skeleton lying beneath them. The skull was beyond the row of blades, the legs towards us, proving that some means existed by which those jaws could be opened. The unfortunate man had, apparently, been impaled by the descending blades while in the act of escaping.

After brief consultation we began an active search to discover the means by which the mouth could be opened. What lay beyond in that dark cavernous throat we knew not, though we strained our eyes into the blackness, and shook the sharp steel spikes in a vain endeavour to loosen them. For a full hour we searched, discovering nothing to lead us to any solution of the problem. That freedom lay beyond we felt convinced, by reason of the light and air from above; but whatever were the means employed to raise the deadly jaw they were a secret. Time after time we examined every nook and crevice minutely, until at last, when just about to give up our search as futile, I suddenly espied, projecting from the rivers surface, a short bar of iron, with the appearance of a lever.

To reach it was imperative, therefore at imminent risk I let myself carefully over the edge of the rock, slowly lowering my body until I could grip it. Beneath my weight it slowly gave way, and next instant there was a loud gurgling as of water drawn in by a vacuum, followed immediately by a harsh metallic grating sound.

At last! I heard the Colonel cry in French. It rises! Be careful how you ascend.

Slowly, and with infinite care, I crept upward, but as I did so I heard my companions echoing footsteps receding into the gloomy throat of Sâ, yet just as I had gained the ledge forming the lips I heard a piercing shriek, followed by a loud splash.

I shouted, but there was no answer. My companion had stumbled into some chasm, and I was alone. The light of the hideous eyes had died out, and the spot was in almost total darkness. A dozen times I called his name, but there was no reassuring reply. Then, cautiously creeping forward upon my hands and knees, fearing the worst, I soon came to the edge of an abyss. Some stones I gathered and flung in. By the sound of the splash I knew the water must be of enormous depth. There, in that dark uncanny spot, had Colonel Flatters, the great explorer, whose intrepidity has been for years admired by the world, met his death.

A long time I spent alternately shouting and listening. He might, I reflected, have been saved by falling stunned upon some rocky ledge. But I remembered hearing the splash. No, he had undoubtedly been precipitated into the water: the inky flood had closed over him.

After diligent search I found a spot where the abyss ended, and again crept forward, still in darkness most intense. Yet the air seemed fresh, and I felt convinced that some outlet must lay beyond. How long, however, I toiled on in that narrow tunnel I know not, save that its dampness chilled me; and when at last it widened in ascending, I found myself a few minutes afterwards amid brushwood and brambles in the outer world.

That night I wandered across the large fertile tract, but could not at first recognise it. When dawn spread, however, I saw around me a ridge of dunes that were familiar landmarks, and recognised, to my amazement, that I was at the oasis of Am Ohannan, on the direct caravan route that runs across the barren Afelèle to Touat.

I had travelled nearly seventy miles in a subterranean region unknown to man, but in so doing had solved the problem that had so long puzzled geographers, the reason why the Igharghar no longer flowed. Besides, I had ascertained the fate of the hapless explorer, whose loss is lamented by both Arabs and Roumis to this day. Within one moon of my escape I was enabled to rejoin my people, and when news of my adventure reached the Bureau Arabe, in Algiers, I was summoned thither to give a detailed account of it before a small assembly of geographers and military officers.

This I did, a report of it appearing in English in The Geographical Journal a month later. Of late, several attempts have been made by French expeditions to reach that uncanny realm of eternal darkness, but without success. Its entrance beneath the dry cataract of the Igharghar is now merely an overflowing well, around which a little herbage has grown, while its exit on the Am Ohannan I have unfortunately failed to re-discover. But since this strange adventure I have been known among my fellow tribesmen throughout the desert as El Waci, or The Teacher, because I have been enabled to prove to the French the existence of an undreamed-of region, and to elucidate the Secret of Sâ.


Chapter Four.

The Three Dwarfs of Lebo.
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WHEN MY BEARD, now long, scraggy, and grey, was yet soft as silk upon my youthful chin, I was sent as spy into Agadez, the mysterious City of the Black Sultan. At that time it was the richest, most zealously guarded, and most strongly fortified town in the whole Sahara, and surrounded, as it constantly was, by marauding tribes and enemies of all sorts, a vigilant watch was kept day and night, and woe betide any stranger found within its colossal walls, for the most fiendish of tortures that the mind of man could devise was certain to be practised upon him, and his body eventually given to the hungry dogs at the city gate.

In order, however, to ascertain its true strength and the number of its garrison, I, as one of the younger and more adventurous of our clansmen, was chosen by Tamahu, our Sheikh, to enter and bring back report to our encampment in the rocky fastness of the Tignoutin. Therefore I removed my big black veil, assumed the white haik and burnouse of the Beni-Mansour, a peaceful tribe further north, and contrived to be captured as slave by a party of raiding Ennitra who were encamped by the well of Tafidet, five miles from the capital of Ahir. As I had anticipated, I was soon taken to the City of the Black Sultan, and there sold in the slave-market, first becoming the property of a Jew merchant, then of Hanaza, the Grand Vizier of the Sultan. As personal slave of this high official I was lodged within the palace, or Fada, that veritable city within a city, containing as it did nearly three thousand inhabitants, over one thousand of whom were inmates of his Majestys harem.

In the whole of Africa, no monarch, not even the Moorish Lord of the Land of the Maghrib, was housed so luxuriously as this half-negro conqueror of the Asben. When first I entered the Fada as slave, I was struck by the magnificence of the wonderful domain. As I crossed court after court, each more beautiful than the one before, and each devoted to a separate department of the royal household, the guards, the janissaries, the treasurer, the armourers, and the eunuchs, I was amazed at every turn by their magnificence and beauty. At last we came to the court of the Grand Vizier, a smaller but prettier place, with a cool, plashing fountain tiled in blue and white, and shaded by figs, myrtles, and trailing vines. Beyond, I could see an arched gateway in the black wall, before which stood two giant negro guards in bright blue, their drawn swords flashing in the sun. Of my conductor I enquired whither that gate led, and was told it was impassable to all save the Sultan himself, for it was the gate of the Courts of Love, the entrance to the royal harem.

Through the many months during which I served my capricious master, that closed, iron-studded door, zealously guarded night and day by its mute janissaries with their curved scimitars, was a constant source of mystery to me. Often I sat in the courtyard and dreamed of the thousand terrible dramas which that ponderous door hid from those outside that world of love, hatred, and all the fiercest passions of the human heart. The Sultan was fickle and capricious. The favourite of to-day was the discarded of to-morrow. The bright-eyed houri who, loaded with jewels, could twist her master round her finger one day, was the next the merest harem slave, compelled to wash the feet of the woman who had succeeded her in her royal masters favour. Truly the harem of the Sultan of the Ahir was a veritable hotbed of intrigue, where ofttimes the innocent victims of jealousy were cast alive to the wild beasts, or compelled to partake of the Cup of Death — coffee wherein chopped hair had been placed — a draught that was inevitably fatal.

One brilliant night, when the silver moonbeams whitened the court wherein I lived, I sat in the deep shadow of the oleanders, sad and lonely. Through six long dreary months had I been held slave by the Grand Vizier, yet it was Allahs will that I should have no opportunity to return to my people. So I possessed myself in patience. Through those months mine eyes and ears had been ever on the alert, and long ago I had completed my investigations. Suddenly my reflections were interrupted, for I saw standing before me a veritable vision of beauty, a pale-faced girl in the gorgeous costume of the harem, covered with glittering jewels, and wearing the tiny fez, pearl-embroidered zouave, and filmy serroual of the Sultans favourites. Not more than eighteen, her unveiled countenance was white as any Englishwomans; her startled eyes were bright as the moonbeams above, and as she stood mute and trembling before me, her bare, panting bosom, half-covered by her long, dark tresses, rose and fell quickly. I raised my eyes, and saw that the negro guards were sleeping. She had escaped from the Courts of Love.

Quick! she gasped, terrified. Hide me, while there is yet time.

At her bidding I rose instantly, for her wondrous beauty held me as beneath some witchs spell. And at the same time I led the way to my tiny den, a mere hole in the gigantic wall that separated the royal harem from the outer courts of the palace.

My name is Zohra, she explained, when she had entered; and thine? — she paused for an instant, looking me straight in the face. Of a verity, she added at length, thine is Ahamadou, the spy of the dreaded Azjar, the Veiled Men.

I started, for I had believed my secret safe.

What knowest thou of me? I gasped eagerly.

That thou hast risked all in order to report to thy people upon the Black Sultans strength, she answered, sinking upon my narrow divan, throwing back her handsome head and gazing into my eyes. But our interests are mutual. I have these ten months been held captive, and desire to escape. By bribing one of the slaves with the Sultans ring I contrived to have poison placed in the kouss-kouss of the guards—

You have killed them! I cried, peering forth, and noticing the ghastly look upon their faces as they slept at their posts.

It was the only way, she answered, shrugging her shoulders. To obtain me the Sultans men murdered my kinsmen, and put our village to the sword. Mine is but a mild revenge.

Of what tribe art thou? I enquired eagerly, detecting in her soft sibillations an accent entirely unfamiliar.

I am of the Kel-Oui, and was born at Lebo.

At Lebo! I cried eagerly. Then thou knowest of the Three Dwarfs of Lebo?

Yea. And furthermore I have learnt their secret, a secret which shall be thine alone in return for safe conduct to my people.

But my clansmen are in deadly feud with thine, I observed reflectively.

Does that affect thy decision? she enquired in a tone of reproach.

I reflected, and saw how utterly impossible it seemed that I myself could escape the vigilance of these ever-watchful guards of the many gates which lay between myself and freedom. I glanced at the frail girl lying upon my poor ragged divan, her girdle and throat blazing with jewels, and felt my heart sink within me.

Thou thinkest that because I am a woman I have no courage, she observed, her keen eyes reading my secret thoughts. But hist! listen!

I held my breath, and as I did so the footsteps of men fell upon the flags of the courtyard. We peered forth through the chink in the wooden shutter, which at night closed my window, and saw two men carrying a bier, followed by two gigantic negro eunuchs. Upon the bier was a body covered by a cloth; and as it passed we both caught sight of gay-coloured silks and lace. Below the black pall a slim white hand, sparkling with diamonds, moved convulsively, and as the cortège passed, a low stifling cry reached us — the despairing cry of a woman.

All! gasped my companion, dismayed. It is Zulaimena! Yesterday she ruled the harem, but this morning it was whispered into our lords ear that she had tried to poison him, and he condemned her and myself to be given alive to the alligators, and she shuddered at thought of the fate which awaited her if detected.

Conversing only in whispers, we waited till the palace was hushed in sleep. Then, when she had attired herself in one of my old serving-dresses and bound her hair tightly, we crept cautiously out into the moonlit court. Over the horse-shoe arch of the harem-gate the single light burned yellow and faint, while on either side the guards crouched, their dead fingers still grasping their ponderous scimitars. All was still, therefore quietly and swiftly we passed into the Court of the Treasury, and thence into that of the Eunuchs. Here we were instantly challenged by two guards with drawn swords, clansmen of those who lay dead at the harem-gate.

Whence goest thou? they both enquired with one voice, suddenly awakened from gazing mutely at the stars, their blades flashing in the moonbeams.

Our master, the Grand Vizier, has had an apoplexy, and is dying! I cried, uttering the first excuse that rose to my lips. Let not his life be upon thine heads, for we go forth to seek the court physician Ibrahim.

Speed on the wings of haste! they cried. May the One Merciful have compassion upon him!

Thus we passed onward, relating the same story at each gate, and being accorded the same free passage, until at last we came to an enormous steel-bound door which gave exit into the city; the gate which was closed and barred by its ponderous bolts at the maghrib hour, and opened not until dawn save for the dark faced Sultan himself.

Here I gave exactly the same account of our intentions to the captain of the guard. He chanced to be a friend of my masters, and was greatly concerned when I vividly described his critical condition.

Let the slaves pass! I heard him cry a moment later, and, with a loud creaking, the iron-studded door which had resisted centuries of siege and battle, slowly swung back upon its creaking hinges. At that instant, however, a prying guard raised his lantern and held it close to my companions face.

By the Prophets beard, a woman! he cried aloud, starting back, an instant later. We are tricked!

Seize them! commanded the captain, and in a moment three guards threw themselves upon us. Swift as thought I drew my keen jambiyah, my trusty knife which I had ever carried in my sash throughout my captivity, and plunged it into the heart of the first man who laid hands upon me, while a second later the man who gripped Zohra, received a cut full across his broad negro features which for ever spoilt his beauty. Then, with a wild shout to my companion to follow, I dashed forward and ran for my life.

Lithe and agile as a gazelle in the desert she sped on beside me along the dark crooked silent streets. In a few minutes the tragedy of the harem-gate would be discovered, and every effort would be then made to recapture the eloping favourite of the brutal Black Sultan. We knew well that if captured both of us would be given alive to the alligators, a punishment too terrible to contemplate. But together we sped on, our pace quickened by the fiendish yells of our pursuers, until doubling in a maze of narrow crooked streets, we succeeded at last, with Allah directing our footsteps, in evading the howling guards and gaining one of the four gates of the city, where the same story as we had told in the Fada resulted in the barrier being opened for us, and a moment later we found ourselves in the wild, barren plain, at that hour lying white beneath the brilliant moon. We paused not, however, to admire picturesque effects, but strode boldly forward, eager to put as great a distance as possible between ourselves and the stronghold of the Ahir, ere the dawn.

Fortunately my bright-eyed fellow-fugitive was well acquainted with the country around Agadez, therefore we were enabled to journey by untravelled paths; but the three days we spent in that burning inhospitable wilderness, ere we reached the well where we obtained our first handful of dates and slaked our thirst, were among the most terrible of any I have experienced during my many wanderings over the sandy Saharan waste.

On that evening when the mysterious horizon was ablaze with the fiery sunset, and I had turned my face to the Holy Caaba, I was dismayed to discover that, instead of travelling towards the country of her people, the Kel-Oui, we had struck out in an entirely different direction, but when I mentioned it she merely replied — 

I promised, in return for thine assistance, to lead thee unto the Three Dwarfs of Lebo, the secret of which none know save myself. Ere three suns have set thine eyes shall witness that which will amaze thee.

Next day we trudged still forward into a stony, almost impenetrable country, utterly unknown to me, and two days later, having ascended a rocky ridge, my conductress suddenly halted almost breathless, her tiny feet sadly cut by the sharp stones notwithstanding the wrappings I had placed about them, and pointing before her, cried — 

Behold! The Three Dwarfs!

Eagerly I strained mine eyes in the direction indicated, and there discerned in the small oasis below, about an hours march distant, three colossal pyramids of rock of similar shape to those beside the Nile.

Yon fertile spot was Lebo until ten years ago, when the men of the Black Sultan came and destroyed it, and took its inhabitants as slaves, she explained. See! From here thou canst distinguish the white walls of the ruins gleaming amongst the palms. We of the Kel-Oui had lived here since the days of the Prophet, until our enemies of the Ahir conquered us. But let us haste forward, and I will impart unto thee the secret I have promised.

Together we clambered down over the rocks and gained the sandy plain, at last reaching the ruined and desolate town where the cracked smoke-stained walls were half overgrown by tangled masses of greenery, welcome in that sunbaked wilderness, and presently came to the base of the first of the colossal monuments of a past and long-forgotten age. They were built of blocks of dark grey granite, sadly chipped and worn at the base, but higher up still well preserved, having regard to the generations that must have arisen and passed since the hands that built them crumbled to dust.

By pure accident, explained the bright-faced girl when together we halted to gaze upward, I discovered the secret of these wonders of Lebo. Thou hast, by thy lions courage, saved my life, therefore unto thee is due the greatest reward that I can offer thee. Two years ago I fell captive in the hands of thy people, the Azjar, over in the Tinghert, and it was by thine own good favour I was released. That is why I recognised thee in the palace of Agadez. Now once again I owe my freedom unto thee; therefore, in order that the months thou hast spent in Agadez shall not be wholly wasted, I will reveal unto thee the secret which I have always withheld from mine own people.

Then, taking my hand, she quickly walked along the base of the giant structure until she came to the corner facing the direction of the sunrise; then, counting her footsteps, she proceeded with care, stopping at last beneath the sloping wall, and examining the ground. At her feet was a small slab, hidden by the red sand of the desert, which she removed, drawing from beneath it a roll of untanned leopard-hide. This she unwrapped carefully, displaying to my gaze a worn and tattered parchment, once emblazoned in blue and gold, but now sadly faded and half illegible.

I examined it eagerly, and found it written in puzzling hieroglyphics, such as I had never before seen.

Our marabout Ahman, who was well versed in the language of the ancients, deciphered this for me only a few hours before his death. It is the testimony of the great Lebo, king of all the lands from the southern shore of Lake Tsâd to the Congo, and founder of the Kel-Oui nation, now, alas! so sadly fallen from their high estate. The parchment states plainly that Lebo, having conquered and despoiled the Ethiopians in the last year of his reign, gathered together all the treasure and brought it hither to this spot, which bore his name, in that day a gigantic walled city larger by far than Agadez.

I glanced around upon the few miserable ruins of mud-built houses, and saw beyond them large mounds which, in themselves, indicated that the foundations of an important centre of a forgotten civilisation lay buried beneath where we stood.

Lebo had one son, continued Zohra, and he had revolted against his father; therefore the latter, feeling that his strength was failing, and having been told by the sorcerers that on his death his great kingdom would dwindle until his name became forgotten, resolved to build these three pyramids, that they should remain throughout all ages as monuments of his greatness.

And the treasure? I asked. Is it stated what became of it?

Most precisely. It is recorded here, she answered, pointing to a half-defaced line in the mysterious screed. The king feared lest his refractory son, who had endeavoured to usurp his power in the country many marches farther south, would obtain possession of the spoils of war, therefore he concealed them in one of yonder monuments.

In there! I cried eagerly. Is the treasure actually still there?

It cannot have been removed. The secret lies in the apex of the third and lastly constructed monument, she explained.

But the summit cannot be reached, I observed, glancing up at the high point. It would require a ladder as long as that of Jacobs dream.

There is a secret way, she answered quite calmly. If thou art prepared for the risk, I am quite ready to accompany thee. Let us at once explore.

Together we approached the base of the third pyramid, and Zohra, after careful calculation and examination, led me to a spot where there was a hole in the stone just of sufficient size to admit a human foot. One might have passed it by unnoticed, for so cunningly was it devised that it looked like a natural defect in the block of granite.

Behold! she cried. Climb, and I will follow.

The day was hot, and the sun had only just passed the noon, nevertheless I placed my foot in the burning stone, and scrambling forward found that she had made no mistake. At intervals there were similar footholds, winding, intricate, and in many instances filled with the nests of vultures, but always ascending. For fully half an hour we toiled upward to the apex, until we at length reached it, perspiring and panting, and minutely examined the single enormous block of stone that capped the summit. By its size I saw that no human hands could move it. If the treasure lay beneath, then it must remain for ever concealed.

That parchment giveth no instructions how the spoils of war may be reached. We must discover that for ourselves, she observed, clambering on, still in her ragged male attire with which I had furnished her before leaving the stronghold of the Black Sultan.

I was clinging with one arm around the apex itself, and with the other grasping her soft white hand. She had looked down from the dizzy height and shuddered, therefore I feared lest she might be seized with a sudden giddiness. But quickly she released herself, and proceeded to scramble along on hands and knees, making a minute investigation of the wall.

Her sudden cry brought me quickly to her side, and my heart leapt wildly when I discerned before me, in the wall of the pyramid, immediately at the base of the gigantic block forming the apex, an aperture closed by a sheet of heavy iron, coloured exactly the same as the stone and quite indistinguishable from it. Some minutes we spent in its examination, beating upon it with our fists. But the secret how to open it was an enigma as great as that of the closed cavern in our book of the Thousand Nights and a Night, until suddenly, by merest chance, we both placed our hands upon it, and it moved slightly beneath our touch. Next moment, with a cry, we both pushed our hardest, and slowly, ever so slowly, it slid along, grating in the groove, which was doubtless filled by the dust of centuries, disclosing a small, dark, low chamber roofed by the apex-stone.

Stepping inside, our gaze eagerly wandered around the mysterious place, and we at once saw that we had indeed discovered the treasure-house of Lebo the Great, for around us were piled a wondrous store of gold and gems, personal ornaments and great golden goblets and salvers. The aggregate value of the treasure was enormous.

Of a verity, I cried, this is amazing!

Yea, she answered, turning her fine eyes upon me. I give this secret entirely and unreservedly unto thee, as reward for thine aid. At the going down of the sun I shall part from thee, and leave this home of my race for ever. In six hours march, by the secret gorges, I can reach our encampment, therefore trouble no further after me. Close this treasure-house, return to thine own people, and let them profit by thy discovery.

But thou, Zohra, boldest me in fascination, I cried passionately. Thou hast entranced me. I love thee!

Love can never enter mine heart, she answered with a calm smile, but sighing nevertheless. I am already the wife of thine enemy, Melaki, ruler of the Kel-Oui.

Wife of Melaki! I exclaimed amazed. And thou hast done this?

Yes, she answered in a lower voice. I have given thee thy promised reward, so that thou and thy people may become rich, and some day make brotherhood with us, and unite against the Black Sultan.

If such is in my power it shall be done, I said, stooping and imprinting a passionate kiss upon her soft white hand. Then soon afterwards we closed the mouth of the chamber and descended, finding the task no easy one. At the base of the Dwarf we parted, and never since have mine eyes beheld her beautiful countenance.

Ere a moon had passed away, I had conducted a party of my clansmen unto the Three Dwarfs, and we had removed the treasure of the great founder of the Kel-Oui. Of such quantity was it that seven camels were required to convey it to Mourzouk, where it was sold to the Jews in the market, and fetched a sum which greatly swelled our finances.

True to my promise, when I assumed the chieftainship of the Azjar, I effected a friendly alliance with the Kel-Oui, and endeavoured to seek out Zohra.

But with poignant grief I learnt that soon after her return to her people she had been seized by a mysterious illness which proved fatal. Undoubtedly she was poisoned, for it was her evil-faced husband, Melaki, who told me how he had found in her possession a mysterious screed relating to the treasure of Lebo, and how, when questioned, she had admitted revealing its secret to the man who had rescued her from the harem of the Black Sultan.

Melaki never knew that the man with whom she fled from Agadez, and who loved her more devotedly than any other man had ever done, was myself.


Chapter Five.

The Coming of Allah.

[image: img151.jpg]

ONE BREATHLESS EVENING, when the golden sun had deepened to crimson, and the shadows of the rocks were lengthening upon the white furnace of the sands, an alarm spread through our camp that strange horsemen were riding hard down the valley in our direction. Marauders that we were, fierce reprisals were of no infrequent occurrence, therefore the women and children were quickly hurried out of the way, the camels tethered, and each man gripped his spear, prepared to resist whatever onslaught might be made.

Along the Wady Ereren, six days march south of the town of Ghat, where we were at that time encamped, we had taken the precaution to post three men in order to give us warning in case of any projected attack by the Kel-Alkoum, the powerful people with whom we were at feud on account of the murder of six of our clansmen up in the north of Fezzan. Our outposts, however, had sent us no word, therefore the only conclusion was that they had been surprised and killed ere they could reach us.

Hearing the news, I clambered up the bank of the ancient dried-up watercourse, in the bed of which we had pitched our tents, and, looking across the bend, we saw four dark specks approaching. The eye of the Touareg is as keen as that of the eagle, for, living as we do upon plunder, our intelligence becomes so sharpened that we somehow instinctively scent the approach of the stranger long before we see or hear him. In a few moments the men crowded about me for my opinion. Tamahu was dead, and this occurred in the first year of my chieftainship of the Azjar.

Let all four be captured and brought to me, I said, my eyes still fixed upon the approaching figures. If they resist, kill them.

In an instant twenty men, dark and forbidding in their black veils, sprang into their high-backed brass-mounted saddles, and with their gleaming spears held high, ready to strike, swept away down the valley to meet the new-comers.

Half an hour passed anxiously. The women in the rear chattered excitedly, and the children, held back by them, rent the air by their cries. From where I stood I was unable to witness the meeting of our men with the strangers, but suddenly the sound of firearms reached our ears. Then I felt assured that the mysterious horsemen must either be the advance-guard of some valuable caravan from Algeria, or of an army from the north. Yet again and again the guns spoke forth, and so rapidly that I feared for the safety of our men; but at last there was silence deep and complete, and when I descended to the camp I found a tumultuous excitement prevailing. The four men, escorted by those who had gone to arrest them, were still carrying their guns, and as they slipped from their saddles before me, smiles broadened their unveiled faces.

I looked at them puzzled. It seemed as though the firing had been but powder-play.

Behold! O Ahamadou, our Sheikh! We are thy kinsmen, yet thou hast sent to attack us! they exclaimed.

Our kinsmen! I cried, noticing that they wore the white burnouse of the north, with their haicks held around their heads by ropes of twisted camels hair. They wore no veils, and a Touareg is unrecognisable, even to his relatives, if his black litham be removed.

Yea, cried one, the elder of the four. Lend us a veil, and we will show thee.

A strip of black cotton cloth was thrust into his hand by one of the crowd, and he assumed it, twisting it deftly as only a Touareg can. Then he turned and faced the onlookers, who with one accord laughed immoderately, hailing him as Taghma, son of Ifafan. Then the other three assumed the veil, and were, one by one, recognised and received back by their relatives.

At the conclusion of this strange ceremony, Taghma turned to me explaining how long ago before Ramadan they had wandered afar with their flocks to the oasis of Ezirer, and were there taken captives by the Kel-Alkoum.

But, he added, we have seen with our eyes the greatest wonder on earth. Allah himself hath come down from heaven!

What? I cried, starting to my feet. Thou liest! The sensation caused by the mans calm announcement was intense.

If my tongue uttereth falsehood, O Sheikh! then let it be cut out, he said. I have seen Allah, the One. He guideth the Kel-Alkoum our enemies, and we are of a verity forsaken.

Ah! wailed the old marabout Ajrab. Did I not warn ye that because of your inattention to your devotions and your neglect to say the five prayers, the One Merciful would leave you to perish and be eaten by the vultures like the lame camel in the wilderness?

Loose not thy tongues strings, I commanded quickly. Let us hearken unto Taghma, who hath seen the One from above.

Of a verity, O Ahamadou! answered the escaped captive, we are lost, for Allah hath promised to render assistance unto the people he favoured in their expeditions. He declareth that we, of the Touaregs, are the parasites of the earth, and that we shall be exterminated, not one being left. Truly he can render our spears as broken reeds, and our blades as useless as rusted tin. Each day at the maghrib he standeth beneath a baldachin of purple and giveth the people an assurance of his favour, while all fall down and kiss the hem of his crimson garment so that they may be blessed. In Salemma, El Had, El Guerat, and the villages around Gatron, he hath healed the sick and performed wondrous miracles, while before our own eyes hath he caused a great tree to rise from the bare sand — a marvel which no earthly being could accomplish.

The latter thou hast thyself seen? I enquired, much interested in this most remarkable statement.

We have, O Sheikh! he answered. The face of Allah is in the darkness as a shining light. Verily the promise in the sura is fulfilled. He hath come in person to lead the Faithful unto conquest.

Alone I sat in my tent that night, smoking and pondering deeply over the strange report. In the camp the excitement had already risen to fever-heat. The aged Ajrab was addressing the crowd of men and women, urging them to earnest supplication. Allah had come, and would vent his wrath upon those who had discarded His Book of Everlasting Will. From my divan I could hear the grey-bearded marabouts declaratory argument, and began to wonder whether the statement that Allah had descended upon earth had any foundation in fact. I confess to being sceptical. From the wailing of the women, and the low growls of the men, I knew plainly that the belief in the report must have a seriously disheartening effect upon our fighting men, who, if convinced that Allah assisted their enemies, would no doubt throw down their arms and flee.

I therefore saw that the statement of Taghma and his companions must be investigated, and after deep thought at length resolved to assume a disguise, and go myself to the camp of the Kel-Alkoum and see the miracles of which the men had spoken. To leave the Azjar without its Sheikh at such a time would, I knew, result disastrously; therefore, calling together the marabout and three of the most trusted headmen, I secretly explained to them my intention, and told them to account for my non-appearance during the next few days by spreading the report that I was seized by a slight fever and confined to my tent.

Then just before the waning of the moon, the dress that Taghma had worn was brought to me, and, assuming it, I mounted a fleet horse and set forth alone down the winding wady.

With the facts I had elicited from the four fugitives vivid within my mind, I journeyed forward, arriving ten days later in the little stone-built town of Zemnou, a cluster of white houses surrounding its small mosque capped by three thin whitewashed minarets. Wearing as I did the correct garb of a tribesman of the Kel-Alkoum, my presence was unnoticed, and I was therefore enabled to stroll about the market-places and make my observations while pretending to bargain for goods I had no intention of purchasing.

At sunset each day, when the voice of the mueddin sounded from the minaret, Allah is great! I crossed to the mosque, washed my feet in the marble basin and entered, in the expectation of seeing the Ruler of Earth, but was each day disappointed. At that hour the surrounding terraces were peopled with white forms, which stood out against the summits of the palm-trees and the green of the baobab. Their backs were turned to the purple splendours of the dying light, for their faces looked towards the already darkened east, lighted for us by that eternal light in which Mecca is to be found. At length, after a week had elapsed, a great and excited crowd gathered in the market, and, when I enquired its reason, I learned that Allah was coming.

For an hour we waited in the full glare of the noon-day sun, until suddenly a shout of joy arose, and all fell upon their knees in adoration. Then, lifting my eyes, I witnessed for the first time the One Merciful in the flesh. Truly Taghma had not lied. He was of middle-age, a trifle pale, but his dark eyes had a kindly, sympathetic look, and his countenance was open and bright, a face such as is never seen on earth. In his robe of blood-red he stood with his head uncovered, and while the people about him kissed his feet and the hem of his robe, he stretched forth both hands over them, pronouncing upon them his blessing and an assurance of his favour.

One fact, however, struck me as curious. Abreha, the Sheikh, stood aloof, with arms folded, watching the scene from beneath his shaggy brows. The glare in his keen eye told me that within his heart he concealed a fierce jealousy that his power had thus been eclipsed.

The people, frantic with joy at the words of the Giver of all Good Gifts, cried aloud their praises, repeating their fâtihat, and making open declaration of their belief. The scene was the strangest and most exciting that ever I had witnessed, for, carried away by their enthusiasm, many fell fainting, and were trampled upon by the crowd eagerly struggling to press Allahs garment to their lips, and obtain the remission of all past sins.

Suddenly the tall, erect, imposing figure in blood-red, truly kingly, raised both arms above his head, and, in a clear voice that echoed across the market above the clamours of the wild perspiring crowd, commanded silence. In an instant one could have heard a cricket chirp. Every mouth was open in breathless eagerness, for Allah was about to speak to them, his chosen, with his own lips.

Give ear, O my well-beloved! he cried, with an accent unfamiliar. Among ye have I come because ye have repeated your sûras faithfully, and have believed in my Prophet. Of a verity will I bless you with abundant blessings, and the sun of my favour shall shine upon you so that your enemies may wither before the dazzling light shed by your faces. You, the Kel-Alkoum, my beloved, shall sweep from the face of the earth the wicked who have oppressed you, and their entrails will be burned by the all-consuming fire of my vengeance. The Touaregs, those who hide their faces in veils because of the hideousness of their iniquities, shalt thou put to the sword, and they shall be consigned to the place Al-Hâwiyat, where their food shall be offal, and melting pitch shall slake their thirst. I am thy leader, henceforward fear not, for thou hast a stronger hand than all nations of the earth, and at my will all who oppose thee shall be routed and die. The Kel-Alkoum, my chosen, shall rule the world.

He paused, and glanced round with an eye keen as a falcons, while loud praises arose from every hoarse throat around.

We will rout the Azjar from their mountain fastnesses! they cried. We are ready at any moment to do thy bidding, and sweep away the wicked. Thou wilt give strength to our arms that none can resist. Be praised, O King of earth and heaven! Be praised, O One!

A smile of satisfaction played about the lips of the red-robed visitant from the unknown; but, without further word, he turned and stalked slowly to the mosque, the excited crowd closing in behind him, rending the air with their adulatory cries.

Throughout many days I remained in Zemnou. Once I saw the mysterious visitant pass in the darkness, and truly his luminous face shone like a lamp. One morning, however, while wandering among the palms outside the town, I met the Ruler of Earth walking alone, his head sunk upon his breast in pensive attitude. With his red cloak trailing heedlessly in the dust, he presented a decidedly dejected appearance. My footsteps startled him, and, raising his head quickly, he walked erect with his usual gait, apparently being desirous of concealing his melancholy.

Praise! I exclaimed, stopping, and bowing low before him. If thou art, indeed, Allah, thou alone knowest the innermost thoughts of thy servant.

He paused, and stretched both his white tapering hands above my bowed head.

Thy thoughts are of me, he answered. Thou desirest speech with me alone. Speak.

So calmly he looked upon me that I was convinced that such a kindly, sympathetic face, with its expression of a sweet sadness, could not be human. Besides, had he not healed the sick, and caused trees to grow from out the desert sand? Yet a spirit of scepticism possessed me, and, scarcely knowing what words I uttered, I said — 

If thou art the mighty and wise One thou canst tell me my name, and whence I have come.

In an instant his brows knit, and his eyes flashed angrily.

Thou art an unbeliever, and one of my accursed. Thou, who darest to question my immutability and omnipotence, go dwell with Eblis, Ruler of Darkness, where maleficient spirits shall haunt thee, and the tortures of the flesh shall rend thee for ever. Begone!

And drawing his robe about his shoulders, he moved forward with truly imperial gait.

At that moment I saw through the trees a pious fanatical crowd approaching. The news had evidently spread that the All-merciful was walking in the outskirts of the town, and they had come forth to touch his garments and receive his blessing. But when he saw them he halted, and, pointing towards me, cried — 

Lo! Yonder is one of the sons of Eblis, a scoffer and unbeliever. Let his body be given to the dogs.

Ere I could realise that the kind-faced man had condemned me to death, the mob, with loud yells of execration, rushed forward to seize me, and hurry me to an ignominious end. But in an instant I dashed in among the trees, and fled for life so quickly that I at length managed to out-distance my irate pursuers, and till evening I slept beneath the shadow of a rock. Then, determined to speak again with the Almighty One, I returned into the town, taking the precaution to purchase new garments to prevent recognition.

The All-powerful had aroused further suspicion within me by his embarrassment when I had questioned him, and by his anxiety that I should be killed ere I could utter denunciation. Without doubt, he possessed a mixture of firmness and independence which raised him above all prejudices, for he expressed his opinions to Abreha, the Sheikh, with the same frankness he employed towards the humblest tribesman; nevertheless, when we had spoken, I had detected a dramatic pose and an artificiality of manner which puzzled me. Again, at the moment when I had addressed him, I had noticed, walking at some little distance behind him, a young girl of extreme beauty. She was unveiled, in the manner of the Kel-Alkoum, but somehow her face struck me as familiar, and I desired to again behold her. With that object I resumed my former quarters in the market-place, and kept watchful vigil. Next morning she came. Her face was paler than before, and it wore an anxious, terrified expression. I inquired who she was, and was told that to all she was a mystery. Whence she came no man knew, but Allah had declared her to be one of his chosen, hence none molested her, or made enquiry.

I smiled, for I had recognised her. She was Mezouda, daughter of one of our fighting men, who had been long ago captured by the Kel-Oui, and whose whereabouts had remained unknown.

An hour later I contrived to have secret speech with her. At first she did not recognise me, but when I told her who I was, then she at once expressed her eagerness to return to her own people.

Thou shalt return to our camp only on one condition, namely, that thou wilt induce that man known as Allah to accompany thee, I answered. He is thy friend.

But the Kel-Alkoum are his well-beloved, she said, using the same expression he so often used.

He must forsake them, I observed, explaining to her the baneful effect the report had exercised upon our men of the Azjar.

But she shook her head. No, he will not leave the Kel-Alkoum. He is already their ruler, she said. The power of Abreha is now fast waning.

Take me to him, I commanded.

But his house is a holy place. None dare enter on penalty of being cast out for ever.

I will risk it, I answered. Guide thither my footsteps.

Reluctantly she led me through a number of narrow crooked streets, until she paused before a small mud-built hut, and pointed to it.

Without ceremony I pushed open its closed door, and, entering, discerned the great King, half-dressed, standing before a scrap of broken mirror combing his beard. His face and neck were brown, so were his hands, but his breast and arms were white! The sympathetic countenance and tapering fingers were ingeniously stained to match the colour of the men of the desert, but the remainder of his body showed him to be a European.

How darest thou thus disturb my privacy, accursed son of Eblis? he cried in anger, evidently recognising me as the one whom he had condemned to death on the previous day.

I have entered in order to denounce thy profane chicanery, I answered boldly. Thou, the self-styled Allah, art an infidel, an impostor, and a fraud!

He started at my fierce declaration, for the first time recollecting that parts of his chest, arms, and legs were exposed to my gaze. His face blanched beneath its artificial colouring, and his white lips trembled.

Well! he gasped, and if thou hast discovered my secret — what then?

The people of the Kel-Alkoum shall be made aware of how completely they have been tricked, I answered, taking up a small pot, which I smelt, and found contained a preparation of phosphorous. This he had evidently used to cause his face to be luminous in the darkness.

No! he cried, anything but that. I would rather kill myself outright than face the ferocity of these people.

Then truthfully answer my questions, I said firmly, when I had explained to him who I was, and the sensation caused in our camp by the report of his assistance to our enemies. Whence comest thou?

I come from the land of the Roumis over the great black water, he answered, suddenly casting off all cant and concealment. My name is Mostyn Day, and I am an English mining prospector. Long ago, while in my own country, I read of the ease with which the fanatical Arabs may be imposed upon by fearless and unscrupulous men who desire to obtain power over them; and, truth to tell, hearing that great mineral wealth existed in the country of the Kel-Alkoum, and knowing Arabic well, I conceived a plan to come here, announce myself as Allah, and obtain over the tribe such complete authority and control that I should either become their Sheikh or obtain a concession to exploit all the mines in this rich region. My object was very nearly accomplished. To-morrow there is arranged a great rising of the people against Abreha, with the object of declaring me their ruler, but, — and he paused sighing— your discovery has put an end to it all.

But what of the miracles you have worked in various villages?

Mere conjuring tricks and sleight-of-hand, he laughed. Once, long ago, I was connected with an English travelling show, therefore I am familiar with most stage tricks. But now I have confessed to you, you will not expose me. Remember, unless you allow me to fly, these people will assuredly take my life.

I will preserve silence on one condition only, I replied. That to-night, an hour after sundown, you leave with me, journey to my encampment, and there exhibit to my people your painted face and arms, explaining to them the reason of your imposture, and showing them how you contrived to render your countenance luminous at night.

At first he demurred, but finding me inexorable he at length submitted, and asked to be allowed to take Mezouda with him.

She is my wife, he explained. I married her in Algiers two years ago, and by her aid alone have I been enabled to approach so nearly the realisation of the plot I had conceived.

It was truly an ingenious one, I laughed. Yes, Mezouda shall go with thee. Remain in silence of thine intentions, and meet me among the palms outside the town an hour after sundown.

At first I feared that the intrepid Englishman, who had so nearly been the cause of a great Jehad through the whole Sahara, would endeavour to escape, but both he and his pretty and adventurous wife kept the appointment, and after some days we eventually arrived at our encampment.

The excitement caused by our appearance was unbounded. Taghma and his companions at once recognised the Englishman in his blood-red robe as the Allah of the Kel-Alkoum, and all fell on their knees, crying aloud in adoration.

But their supplications were quickly cut short by the few loud words of authority I uttered, and when half an hour later the reckless adventurer exhibited his stained face and hands, and then entertained them by showing the simple means by which he accomplished his tricks of magic, the air was rent by roars of laughter. The veiled warriors of the Azjar danced for joy, and held their sides when convinced how completely their enemies had been tricked, and how dejected they, no doubt, were when they knew that the Allah, in whom they trusted, had forsaken them without a single word of farewell.

For a month the ingenious impostor remained a guest within our tents; then he departed for the north, taking his wife Mezouda with him. But since that day the Kel-Alkoum, believing themselves the forgotten of Allah, have ever been a cowed and peaceful nation.


Chapter Six.

The Evil of the Thousand Eyes.

[image: img151.jpg]

THE CAMP FIRE was dying in the gloomy hour before the dawn. In the Great Desert the light comes early from the far-off Holy City, golden as the Prophets glory, to light our footsteps in those trackless waterless wastes which are shunned by man and forgotten by Allah. My tribesmen of the Azjar, still wrapped in their black veils, were sleeping soundly prior to the long march of the coming day, and all was quiet save the howling of a desert fox, and the shuffling tread of the sentries as they traversed the camp from end to end, silent and weird in their long black burnouses and veils. Alone, I was sitting gazing into the dying embers, deep in thought. I had been unable to sleep, for a strange premonition of danger oppressed me. We were in the country of the Taïtok, a tribe of pure Arabs, fierce in battle, who when united with the Kel-Rhela, their neighbours, were among our most formidable opponents. The Sheikhs of both tribes had made treaty with the French, and placed their country beneath the protection of the tricolour of the Infidels, therefore in our expedition, against their town of Azal, we knew that we must meet with considerable opposition.

We had exercised every caution in our advance, travelling by various ancient dried-up watercourses known only to us, The Breath of the Wind, approaching in secret the town we intended to loot and burn as a reprisal for an attack made upon us a month before. But the report of a spy, who had gone forward to Azal, was exceedingly discouraging. The French had occupied the Kasbah, the red-burnoused Spahis were swaggering about the streets and market-places, while the tricolour floated over the city gate, and the fierce fighting men of the Taïtok were now fearless of any invader. It was this report which caused me considerable uneasiness, and I was calmly reflecting whether to turn off to the east into the barren Ahaggar, or to push forward and measure our strength with our enemies, the Infidels, when suddenly my eyes, sharpened by a lifetime of desert wandering, detected a dark crouching figure moving in the gloom at a little distance from me. In an instant I snatched up my rifle and covered it. Unconscious of how near death was, the mysterious stranger still moved slowly across, lying upon his stomach and dragging himself along the sand in the direction of my tent. As I looked, a slight flash caught my eye. It was the gleam of the flickering flame upon burnished steel. The man held a knife, and at the door of my tent raised himself before entering, then disappeared within.

Quick as thought I jumped up, drew my keen double-edged jambiyah from my girdle, and noiselessly sped towards my tent, drawing aside the flap, and dashing in to capture the intruder.

The dark figure was bending over a portfolio wherein I keep certain writings belonging to the tribe, the compacts of friends and the threats of foes.

Thou art my prisoner! I cried fiercely, halting inside, casting aside my knife and raising my rifle.

The figure turned quickly with a slight scream, and by the feeble light of my hanging-lamp I was amazed to detect the features of a woman, young, beautiful, with a face almost as white as those of the Roumi women who sit at cafés in Algiers.

Mercy, O Ahamadou! she implored, next second casting herself upon her knees before me. True, I have fallen prisoner into thine hands, but the Book of Everlasting Will declares that thou shalt neither hold in slavery nor kill those who art thy friends. I crave thy mercy, for indeed I am thy friend.

Yet thou seekest my life with that knife in thine hand! I cried in anger. Whence comest thou? I demanded, for her Arabic was a dialect entirely strange to me.

From a country afar — a region which no man knoweth, she answered.

The country of the Azjar is the whole of the Great Desert, I answered, with pride. Every rock and every wady is known unto them.

Not every wady, she replied, smiling mysteriously. They know not the Land of Akkar, nor the City of the Golden Tombs.

The Land of Akkar! I gasped, for Akkar was a region which only existed in the legendary lore of the Bedouins, and was supposed to be a fabulous country, wherein lived a mysterious race of white people, and where was concealed the enormous treasure captured during the Mussulman Conquest. Knowest thou actually the position of the wondrous Land of Akkar?

It is my home, she answered in soft sibillation, as stretching forth my hand I motioned her to rise. I saw that her beauty and grace were perfect. She wore no veil, but her dark robe was dusty and stained by long travel, while her striking beauty was enhanced by a string of cut emeralds of great size and lustre across her brow, in place of the sequins with which our women decorate themselves. She wore no other jewels, save a single diamond upon the index-finger of the right hand, a stone of wondrous size and brilliancy. It seemed to gleam like some monster eye as she sank upon the divan near, a slight sigh of fatigue escaping her.

And thy name? I enquired.

Nara, daughter of Kiagor, she answered. And thou art the great Ahamadou, whom all men fear from Lake Tsâd, even unto the confines of Algeria, the leader of the dreaded Breath of the Wind. In our secret land reports of thy prowess and ferocity in the fight, of thy leniency towards the women and children of thine enemies, have already reached us, therefore I travelled alone to seek thee.

And she looked up into my face, her full red lips parted in a smile.

Why? I enquired, puzzled.

Because I crave the protection of thine host of black-veiled warriors, she answered. Our land of Akkar is threatened by an invasion of the Infidel English, who have sent two spies northward from the Niger. May Allah burn their vitals! They succeeded in penetrating into our mountain fastness, and were captured by our scouts. One was killed, but the other escaped. He has, undoubtedly, gone back to his own people; and they will advance upon us, for they are a nation the most powerful and most fearless in all the world.

Of a verity thy lips utter truth, I observed, for we once fought in the Dervish ranks against the English on the Nile bank, and were cut down like sun-dried grass before the scythe. But who hath sent thee as messenger to me?

I come on my own behalf, she responded. I am ruler of the Akkar.

It was strange, sitting there in conversation with the ruler of a mysterious region, the existence of which every Arab in the Soudan and the Sahara firmly believed, yet no man had ever set foot in the legendary country, the fabulous wealth and strange sights of which were related by every story-teller from Khartoum even unto Timbuktu. And yet Nara, the Queen of Akkar, was a guest within my camp, and had fallen upon her knees before me in supplication. Ambition was fired within me to visit her wondrous land of the silent dead, and I announced my readiness to effect a treaty with her, first accompanying her alone to see the wonders of her mystic realm. As I spoke, however, a curious change appeared to come over her. Her face flushed slightly, her eyes gleamed with a fiery glance, and there was a hardness about her mouth, which, for one brief moment, caused me suspicion.

Thou art welcome, O Ahamadou! she answered, smiling bewitchingly, next instant. We will start even now, if thou wilt, for no time must be lost ere thine armed men unite with the guards of my kingdom to resist the accursed English, that white-faced tribe whom Eblis hath marked as his own. Let us speed on the wings of haste, and within a week thou mayest be back here within thine own camp.

And she rose in readiness to go forth.

My meheri is tethered behind yon rock, she continued, pointing out beyond the camp where a great dark rock loomed forth against the fast-clearing sky. Join me there, and I will guide thy footsteps unto my City of the Golden Tombs.

Whilst she went forth secretly I called Malela, son of Tamahu, and imparted to him the circumstances, telling him of my intention to go secretly to Akkar, and giving him instructions how to preserve from the tribe the fact that I was absent. Malela was one of the fiercest of desert-pirates, as valiant a man as ever drew a jambiyah against an enemy; but when I mentioned my intended visit to the silent legendary land, the wealth and terrors of which he had heard hundreds of times from the lips of the story-tellers and marabouts, his face paled beneath its bronze.

May the One of Praise envelope thee with the cloak of His protection, he ejaculated with heartfelt fervency. Have we not heard of the awful tortures of those in the mute land — the mysterious region which the Moors have declared to be the veritable dwelling-place of Eblis, the region inhabited by those who have served the Devil and refused both the blessings of Allah and the intercessions of his Prophet?

Are not the Azjar without fear, and is not Ahamadou their leader? I asked proudly, reflecting upon Naras marvellous beauty, and feeling an intense curiosity to visit the country wherein no man had hitherto set foot. Again, had not the Queen of Akkar singled out the Veiled Men of the Azjar as her allies against the eaters of unclean meat, the Infidels whose bodies Allah will burn with his all-consuming fire.

Again Malela uttered a prayer to the One, as he stood facing the Holy Caaba, and I, too, murmured a sûra as I thrust some cartridges into my pouch, drew tighter my belt with its amulets sewn within, and buckled on my sword with the wondrous jewel in the hilt — the mark of chieftainship — for I was to be guest of the Queen of an unknown land.

Then, with a whispered farewell to Tamahus son, I stole forth, treading softly among my sleeping tribesmen, and carefully avoiding the sentries until I came to my own swift camel, I mounted it, and a few minutes later joined my handsome guide. She had already mounted, and had twisted a white haick about her face until only her eyes and the row of emeralds across her brow remained visible.

It is needless to recount the long breathless days we spent together in journeying westward, resting by day and travelling ever in the track of the blood-red afterglow, until we came upon a range of giant snow-crested mountains, as great as the monster Atlas that loom as a barrier between ourselves and the so-called civilisation of the Franks.

Yonder, she said, pointing to them, when first their grandeur burst upon our view in the pale rose of dawn. Yonder is our land which none can enter, save those who know the secret way. There are but two entrances — one here and the other far south, the way through which the English have unfortunately discovered.

Then on all sides but one thy kingdom is impregnable, I observed, gazing with amazement at the serrated barrier, which seemed to rise until it reached the misty cloud-land.

On all but one, she answered. Those who know not the secret must meet with death, because of the dangers by which Akkar is surrounded as safeguards against her enemies.

Throughout two days we travelled, slowly approaching the snowy range, and one night we halted beside a narrow lake, beyond which was practically an impassable barrier of rugged cliffs and towering mountains. The night was moonless, and as I laid down to sleep, only the rippling of the water lapping the pebbles broke the appalling stillness. At last, however, I dropped off into a heavy slumber, and was only awakened by a strange roar in my ears like the thunder of a cataract.

I put forth my hand and tried to open my eyes, but both efforts were alike useless. To my amazement I found my hands secured behind me, and my eyes blindfolded.

Then, in an instant, it occurred to me that I had been entrapped. I struggled and fought to free myself, for the air was hot and stifling, and I felt myself being asphyxiated with a deadening roar in my ears, and a close indescribable odour in my nostrils. In my attempt to tear the irritating bandage from my eyes, my head came suddenly into contact with something soft. I placed my cheek against it, and found to my amazement that I was lying on some kind of silken divan, my head supported by an embroidered cushion of the kind usual in our harems. But the odour about me was not the intoxicating fragrance of burning pastilles, but a damp mouldy smell, as of a chamber long closed.

How long my mental torture and sense of utter helplessness continued I know not. All I recollect is that, of a sudden, the air seemed fresher and cooler, the thunder of the waters died away instantly, and the smell of the charnel-house gave place to a delicate perfume of fresh flowers. There was a genial warmth upon my cheeks, and I awakened to the fact that the sun was shining upon me, when I felt a hand unloosen the bandage tied behind my head, and heard the voice of Nara say — 

Lo, the danger is past. Thou art in Akkar, and she drew away the piece of black folded silk that had held me without vision.

In abject amazement I looked around stupefied. We were together in a kind of boat shaped like an inverted funnel, which opened only at the top and could be closed at will by a complicated arrangement of levers and wire ropes, a subaquatic vessel fitted with comfortable lounges, having a lighted lamp hanging in the centre. Everything — seats, tables, and all the fittings — swung in rings, therefore, whichever way the boat rolled, even though it might turn complete somersaults, those riding in it could remain seated without inconvenience. On looking back I saw that the narrow stream we were navigating was fed by a mighty torrent that rushed from the mountain-side, a roaring, boiling flood which sent up a great column of spray, reflecting in the sunlight all the colours of the spectrum; and I also observed that we had entered the Land of Akkar by means of that strangely-shaped boat of bolted iron plates as strong as the war-ships of the Infidels, and were now in a deep and fertile valley, having descended from the lake by an unknown subterranean watercourse through the very heart of the giant mountain.

I gazed about me in blank amazement, for even as my conductress spoke, she deftly stretched forth a pole and arrested the progress of the boat at a flight of well-worn steps, while above, my wondering eyes fell upon the great white façade of a palace with an enormous gilded dome.

Yonder is my dwelling-place, she explained with a wave of the hand, and as we stepped upon the bank a crowd of fierce-looking armed warriors appeared, raising their spears high in salutation.

This is Ahamadou, she explained, the dreaded Sheikh of the Azjar, who hath come to make brotherhood with us. He is guest of Nara, thy Ruler.

Welcome, O Ahamadou! they cried, with one voice. Of a verity thou art the lion of the desert, for the leader of the Breath of the Wind knoweth not fear.

I am thy friend, O friends, I answered, as by Naras side I strode onward to the wondrous palace, so magnificent, yet of such delicate architecture that one marvelled how human hands could have fashioned it. The country I had entered was red with flowers and green with many leaves; a fruitful, peaceful region, the spires and domes of the great City of the Golden Tombs rising in the distance far down the valley, white and clear-cut as cameos against the liquid gold of the sunset.

Together we ascended the long flight of marble steps which led to the great colonnade, and gave entrance to a palace of similar design to those of the ancient palaces of Egypt in those forgotten days long before the Prophet. As our feet touched the last step, the air was rent by a fanfare of a hundred trumpets, causing the valley to re-echo. Then a file of armed men, headed by the blood-red banner of Akkar, lined our route, bowing low as we passed on into a hall, high vaulted and of enormous proportions, in the centre of which stood a wonderful throne of gold, covered with hundreds upon hundreds of eyes of every variety and size, wrought in gems to imitate those of human beings and of animals. As I gazed upon it I suddenly recollected what I had heard from the story-tellers about this wondrous seat of Akkars Queen. It was the ancient throne whereon, for nearly two thousand years, the rulers of the City of the Golden Tombs had sat, and was known in legendary lore as the Throne of the Thousand Eyes, each eye recording a battle, and being formed of the greatest gem taken in the loot on that occasion. As I approached I saw that some were of diamonds, others of rubies, of emeralds, of jade, of jacinth, of jasper, of pearl, and of sapphires, each perfectly formed, but some kindly-looking, while on others the expression was that of terror, of hatred, or of agony, truly the strangest and weirdest seat of royalty in all the world.

Around me the excitement rose to fever-heat as the people assembled, and Nara seated herself upon the throne after casting aside the travel-stained haick she had worn on the journey. I saw everywhere evidences of unbounded riches. The silken robes of the courtiers were sewn with jewels, and as their queen sank among her soft cushions, and her women put upon her necklaces and anklets of enormous worth, the great chamber became filled with the clank of arms and the murmur of many voices, while I was closely scrutinised and my appearance commented upon. Suddenly, the great Queen rose, lifting her arms, and with an expression of uncontrollable anger upon her white face, said — 

Lo, my people, hear this my word! I have travelled afar into the country of our enemies, and have brought hither the person of Ahamadou, their chief.

I am not thine enemy, O Queen! I hastened to assure her. Thine ally, if thou wilt.

I have brought hither this man, she cried, I have brought him hither in fulfilment of my oath in order that punishment shall be meted out to him.

Punishment! I gasped, wondering if I had taken leave of my senses.

Remember, that this man is Ahamadou, chief of the pirates, who have captured so many of our caravans, and who slew my son Kourra, heir to this my throne, six moons ago! she cried, in a paroxysm of rage, lifting her thin bare arms, her face growing hideous in her fearful ebullition of anger. I saw that I had fallen helplessly into the hands of my enemies, and bit my lip without uttering a single word. To escape from that unexplored rock-bound kingdom was hopeless. I could only show them that fear dwelleth not in the heart of an Azjar, even though thousands lifted their hands against him.

I have, she cried, sought out this man, alone and unaided, according to the oath I took before the sacred scarabaeus upon this the Throne of the Thousand Eyes, and conducted him hither in order that ye may pass judgment upon him. Speak, say what torture shall he undergo?

In an instant the air was rent by loud cries of — 

Let the scarabaeus devour him! Let him witness the torture of the spies, and afterwards let the same be applied to him! Let him die the most terrible of all deaths; let the sacred beetle crush him beneath its fangs!

A dozen men, aged, white-robed, with beards so long that some almost swept the ground, whom I judged were priests, held brief consultation: then, amid the uproar, they seized me, wrenched from me my arms, and led me away ere I could raise my voice to charge their dreaded ruler with treachery. Followed by the jeering, excited multitude, they conducted me along the wide level road to the mysterious city, upon the high gates of which were mounted strong guards, with breast-plates whereon the image of the sacred beetle was worked in crimson, and through great streets and squares until we came to a huge mosquelike structure, the three golden domes of which I had noticed glittering afar as the dying rays of the sunset slanted upon them.

The dimly-lit interior was magnificent, but as they dragged me forward, I saw placed beneath the central dome a colossal figure of the sacred Scarabaeus a hundred feet in height, and two hundred feet square, plated over with gold. From the two hideous eyes shone lines of white light like the rays of the searchlights of the Infidels, while, by some mechanical contrivance, the wide mouth now and then opened and closed, as though the monstrous emblem of the eternal were eager to devour those who worshipped before it.

The bearded priests who held me threw themselves upon their knees before it in adoration, uttering a low kind of chant, while almost at the same instant a quivering terrified man, haggard, thin, and bearing signs of long imprisonment, was dragged forth from a kind of cell in the colossal walls, and made to bend upon his knees upon a grey circular stone immediately before the monster Throat of Death.

No! no! he shrieked in horror. Kill me by the sword! Let my body be given to the alligators — anything — but spare me the torture of the Beetle! I am innocent! It is but Naras love of bloodshed and torture of the flesh that hath caused her to condemn me. May the curse of the Beetle be ever upon her!

Ere he could utter another word six black slaves, veritable giants in stature, seized the unfortunate wretch, and as the mouth of the monster again opened, they flung him headlong into it.

Next second the cruel terrible mouth closed, and the shrieks and crushing of bones told how terrible was the torture of the human victim within its insatiable maw.

The sight caused me to shudder. To this frightful ignominious death had this fair-faced, soft-spoken woman condemned me.

Again the enormous golden jaws opened, and again, as they closed, the victims piercing shrieks told that his agony was renewed, and that death did not come quickly within that weird colossal figure of the insect, once held sacred from the shores of the Red Sea unto the great black ocean. In this, the last place in all the world where its worship still remained, the people were the most cruel and relentless of any in our great dark continent, Africa. A dozen times the mouth opened and closed, and each occasion the cries of the agonised man were frightful to hear, until at last they died away, and as they did so the light also died from the monsters eyes.

Soon, however, another thin, cringing man, starved almost to a skeleton, was brought forth, and with similar scant ceremony was cast into the colossal jaws, whereupon the light in the giant eyes grew brilliant again, and the shrieks for release, as the mouth reopened, were only answered by the loud jeers of the assembled multitude, by this time increased until every part of the magnificent building was crowded to suffocation, while at that instant Nara, still upon the Throne of the Thousand Eyes, was dragged in by a crowd of nearly a thousand persons. Twelve black slaves slowly fanned her as she sat, her chin resting upon her hand, watching in silence.

One after another were victims brought forth and hurled to the horrible monster, to be slowly cut to pieces by the myriad gleaming knives and fine-edged saws set within those terrible jaws, until at last some one in the crowd cried out with a loud voice — 

Let the pirate Ahamadou die! His men killed our Prince, the valiant Kourra, therefore no mercy shall be shown the Veiled Man. Let him be given to the Sacred Beetle!

In an instant the cry was taken up on every hand. Let him die! they shouted wildly. Let us witness his body being cut to ribbons!

The priests hesitated, while in that perilous moment I repeated a sûra, and heeded not these Infidel worshippers of insects and idolators of golden effigies.

But at a sign from Nara, the relentless figure in white seated upon her wondrous Throne of the Thousand Eyes, they seized me, forced me to kneel upon the circular stone, and then, as those hideous jaws opened with a swift movement, they lifted me and cast me in.

For an instant my head reeled, and all breath left me, for I knew that a fearful agonising death was nigh; but as Allah willed it, I alighted upon my feet, and finding in the darkness that the floor sloped down, I started running with all my might, gashing myself upon the knives, set upright like teeth, but nevertheless speedily forward, heedless of the pain. Slowly and surely the walls of that strange torture-chamber closed about me with a creaking and groaning horrible to hear, until I found myself squeezed tightly with irresistible force on every side. I held my breath, for upon my chest was a great weight, and I knew that next instant my frame must be crushed to pulp.

Slowly, however, almost imperceptibly, the frightful pressure upon my body began to relax, and ere I realised the welcome truth, I found myself able to breathe again. By dashing forward I had advanced far down the dreaded Throat of Death to a point where the passage began to widen, and by the freshness of the air I now felt that some outlet lay beyond. Therefore, without hesitation, I sped again onward, stumbling over some soft objects on the ground, which I instinctively knew to be the remains of my fellow victims, until a faint grey glimmer of light showed in the distance. The floor still sloped steeply, and by feeling about me, I discovered that the Throat was now simply a natural burrow in the rock.

Without loss of a second I soon gained the outlet, and peered forth, aghast to discover that the tunnel ended abruptly in the face of a bare precipice; and that in the valley some two hundred feet below lay a great heap of sun-bleached bones, the remains of those who had passed through the Throat of Death. Undoubtedly, when the channel became choked with the rotting remains of the victims they were cast forth to the vultures and the wolves.

Eager to escape from the noisome place, I climbed with difficulty down the face of the mountain, and on gaining the valley, quickly recognised, with satisfaction, that I was actually beyond the confines of the accursed Land of Akkar. Truly I had encountered death as a very near neighbour. The high range with their snowy crests were the same as my treacherous guide had pointed out to me, and next day I skirted the lake which, emptying itself by the subterranean river, gave entrance to the mystic land of Nara. Through many weary weeks I travelled hither and thither, ill and half-starved, until at length I fell in with a camel caravan, and travelling with them to Idelès, subsequently rejoined my own tribesmen, who had, by that time, begun to despair of my safety.

Within six moons I made a report of the mysterious land, and all that I had witnessed therein, to the Bureau Arabe, in Algiers, and ere six more moons had waned, the Franks sent an armed expedition to enter and explore the country. Of this expedition I was appointed guide, all past offences of my tribesmen being forgiven; but the soldiers of Nara offering a determined resistance, their country was at once subdued and occupied by the white conquerors. The sacred Scarabaeus was destroyed by dynamite, and the Throat of Death widened until it now forms one of the entrances to the land so long unknown. The dreaded Nara was sent as prisoner down to Senegal, where she still lives in exile; but her wondrous throne still remains in her great white palace — now a barrack of the Spahis and Chasseurs — and the Arab story-tellers in every desert town, from the Atlas to Lake Tsâd, continue to relate weird and wonderful tales of the City of the Golden Tombs and the Evil of the Thousand Eyes.


Chapter Seven.

The Gate of Hell.

[image: img151.jpg]

LOUNGING ON A bench under the tall date-palms in the market-place of Hamman-el-Enf, I smoked a rank cherbli in dreamy laziness. The day was dying; the blazing African sun sank, flooding the broad Bay of Tunis with its blood-red afterglow, and the giant palms cast their long, straight shadows over the hot, sun-blanched stones. There are no half lights in Northern Africa; all is either glaring brilliance or sombre shadow. Little twilight is there in that land of mosques and marabouts; night follows the death of day with astonishing rapidity. Even while I sat, darkness crept on; the squatting, chattering crowd of white-burnoused Moors and Arabs and red-fezzed negroes had dispersed, and the sunbaked little village seemed almost deserted. Suddenly the white figure of an Arab woman glided slowly and ghost-like from the deep shadow of the ilexes. Like all others of her sex, she was enshrouded in a haick, and the lower portion of her face was hidden by her thick white veil, only a magnificent pair of black sparkling eyes, and a forehead upon which rows of gold sequins tinkled, being visible.

Halting for a few seconds, she stared at me as if in surprise, then, in soft musical Arabic, gave me peace, exclaiming — 

Sadness dwelleth in the heart of the Touareg. Of a verity thou art not more sad than I, and, sighing, she drew her adjar closer across her face, and was about to pass on.

Sad, art thou? I answered, surprised that she should address me, a veiled man of the desert. In the dim light I could distinguish that her hose were of the finest white silk, that her tiny shoes were Paris made and of patent leather, and that the hand which held the haick around her was loaded with valuable rings. Loosen thy tongues strings, O one of beauty, I said, gallantly. Tell me why speakest thou unto me; why unhappiness hath fallen upon thee.

Ah, no! she replied, in a hoarse half-whisper, glancing round in apparent fear. My people must not observe me having speech with thee. Ah, Allah may bring one of us to Certainty before to-morrow, and — if thou wouldst only help me!

What service can I render? I asked, quickly, well aware that the fact of her speaking to a Touareg in a public place was of itself a very grave offence in the eyes of the fanatical Aïssáwà. The barrier between the Berber and the Touareg in Tunis is still insurmountable.

First, thou must trust me, she said frankly. I am called Fathma Khadidja; and thy name — already I know it. It is dangerous for me to hold converse here with thee. Let thy footsteps follow mine. Come, and may Allah, who knoweth the innermost parts of the breasts of men, shower upon thee bounteous blessings, and she turned and started off with that waddling gait peculiar to all Arab women.

I hesitated. If really in distress, it was strange that she had not called upon her own people to help her, instead of requesting a Touareg and a stranger to render assistance.

No. I decided not to go, and sat watching her receding figure cross the market-place where slaves were sold even within recent years, and disappear in the shadow of the mosque.

In an hour I had forgotten the mysterious Fathma and her troubles, and returned to Tunis.

Next afternoon, as I entered my temporary abode in the Kasbah-Kasneh, my slave handed me a note. As I tore it open it emitted an odour of geranium, the favourite perfume of the harem. Having read the three long lines of sprawly Arabic characters it contained, I placed the missive in my pocket and turned away. If I valued my life, I was to meet Khadidja that evening. Was that a threat, or a warning? During the remainder of that day I lounged outside the cafés and pondered deeply. For hours I ruminated over absinthe and mazagran, cassis and bock; and, after much consideration, I at length resolved to keep the appointment, and ascertain the extent of the mysterious danger of which she wrote.

At the appointed hour I awaited her at a secluded spot outside the Bab Alewa. The clock of the Mosque of Sidi Mahrez, close by, struck solemnly, and as the last sound died away I heard the frou-frou of feminine garments, as a shrouded figure advanced to meet me.

Ah, so thou hast kept thine appointment, O Touareg! she exclaimed, stretching forth to me a soft white hand. Thou thinkest, because I believe in the One, and in Mahomet his Prophet, that I am unworthy thy regard; that I am not to be trusted, eh? Then she laughed lightly, adding, Come, let us hasten. I want to have serious speech with thee upon a matter that affecteth us both.

Without replying, I walked on beside her, wondering whether she were ugly or beautiful. Crossing a deserted garden, we passed out to where two asses were tethered, and, mounting them, rode away into the darkness. I remember that we went through several villages, and at length came to a larger place built upon the low cliffs, where a number of spacious flat-roofed houses overlooked the sea.

Suddenly she dismounted before a low arched door in one of the great square, inartistic, whitewashed residences, and placed her fingers upon her lips indicative of silence. Taking a key that was suspended around her neck, she unlocked the door and led me into a dark passage so thickly carpeted that my feet fell noiselessly as she guided me onward. Once I caught a glimpse of a spacious patio, rendered cool by a plashing fountain and green with many leaves; then through two small chambers we passed, until we came to a closed door, which she opened, and I found myself in a spacious, dimly illumined apartment, decorated in quaint Arabesques of dark crimson and dull gold. Everything was rich and luxurious. The air was heavy with sensuous odours rising in a thin blue column from the gold perfuming-pan. On the floor lay costly Arab rugs, and a couple of lion skins were thrown down on each side of the centre mat. A derbouka, and a ginkri, fashioned from a tortoise-shell, lay thrown aside, while from a magnificent hanging-lamp of gold a soft, mellow light was diffused, though scarcely sufficient to show the heavy draperies that concealed the walls.

Best thee a moment, and I will return, my mysterious veiled guide said; and then, drawing aside some of the silken hangings, she disappeared through a door that had been hidden.

With hands behind me, I slowly wandered round, wondering what apartment of the house this was, when some half-finished embroidery that had apparently been tossed hurriedly aside upon a coffee stool of inlaid pearl and silver caught my eye. That told me the truth. My heart gave a sudden bound. I was in the harem!

A French novel lay open on one of the little tables. I took it up, and, as I stood in wonderment, a movement behind me caused me to turn, and then I beheld the most beautiful woman I had ever gazed upon. She was not more than twenty-two, with a complexion fresh as a Frenchwomans, features that were perfect, pretty lips parted in a glad smile, and a dress that was the most gorgeous I had ever seen. The ugly haick had been replaced by a rlila of palest leaf-green brocaded silk, beneath which showed a rose-pink velvet vest; and, in the place of the baggy trousers, she wore the serroual, of silken gauze. Her tiny bare feet were thrust into slippers of rose velvet; on her head was set jauntily a little crimson skull-cap embroidered with seed-pearls; and her fouta, or sash, was of tricolour-striped silk, richly ornamented with gold. Upon her bare arms and ankles diamonds flashed and sparkled with a thousand fires, and her bangles jingled as she moved. She dazzled and fascinated me.

With an apology for having left me, she sank slowly among her cushions with graceful abandon, at the same time losing one of her slippers, and motioning me to a seat near her.

Thou thinkest it strange, she said; perhaps even thou art angry, that I have brought thee hither alone unto this gilded cage. But I must speak with thee, O Man of the Desert — to warn thee; and her dimpled chin rested upon her dainty palm as she, with seriousness, looked straight into my eyes.

To warn me! Of what?

Thou art threatened, she answered slowly. Thou wilt, perhaps, remember that a month ago thou wert in Kabylia, and left Fort National for Tizi Ouzou. Thou hadst the careless indifference that thy free life giveth, and, no doubt, thou wert prepared to meet Eblis himself if he promised an adventure. On that occasion with whom didst thou travel?

I journeyed in company of a wealthy man of thy people, who was returning from the wine market.

True, O friend, she replied. A week ago thou didst describe that journey to a Frank of the Moniteur de lAlgérie, and ridiculed thy companion. See here! and stretching forth her hand, she took up a paper containing an interview in which I had treated the journey in a comic vein, and had denounced in no measured terms the bigotry of my fellow-traveller.

Thou art a Veiled Man; and that man, she continued, hath sworn upon the book of Everlasting Will to kill thee!

How dost thou know this, O thou whose face is rivalled only by the sun? I asked quickly.

Because — because the man thou hast ridiculed is my husband! she replied, rising, and adding wildly, Because I overheard the villainous scheme that he hath planned with his brother to take thy life, and at the risk of mine own honour I determined to save thee. Allah alone knoweth how terrible is my life alone in this place with my servants, bound to a fierce, brutal man who loveth me not, and upon whose brow the Câfer hath set seal.

Is thy husband neglectful, then? I asked, noticing the poignant sorrow that in that moment seemed to have crushed her.

Alas! yes. Whithersoever I go the curse of Sajin seemeth upon me, she sighed, passing her slim, bejewelled hand slowly across her white forehead. Tears welled in her brilliant eyes, as she added in a broken voice, I am lost — lost to all; soulless, uncared for, unloved.

She hesitated a moment thoughtfully, glancing first at her own bejewelled hands find then at mine. With a quick movement she drew from one of her fingers a curious ring of silver, around which were Arabic characters in gold.

See! she cried, as if a sudden thought had occurred to her. Take this, and wear it. It is my talisman, and as long as it is upon thy finger no harm can befall thee. It beareth the stamp of La Belle, and will preserve thee in health and guard thee in the hour of tribulation.

She took my hand in hers, and drawing my own ring from my finger, replaced it by her strange-looking talisman, afterwards slipping my own ring upon her hand. A sob escaped her. We have exchanged rings! she exclaimed brokenly, looking up into my face with tear-stained, world-weary eyes. Then, clutching her bare breast as if to still the throbbing of her heart, she cried, When — when thou art far away, thou wilt, peradventure, sometimes gaze upon mine, and remember that a service was once rendered thee by a poor, unhappy woman — thou wilt recollect that her name is Fathma Khadidja — that — that — ah! forgive me, for I am mad! mad!

Raising my hand to her warm lips, she kissed it passionately with all the fire and ardour of the Child of the Sun. Then, releasing me, she tottered back, panting, and sank upon her silken divan, with her face buried in her hands, sobbing as if her heart would break.

Cama tafâkal kathalika tolâ ki, I said, quoting at random from the Korân. Come, come, I added sympathetically, sinking down beside her, tenderly stroking her long, silky tresses. Despair not. The One Worthy of Praise knoweth how thou sufferest, and will give unto thee strength in the hour of thy need, and bring thee into the shadow of the great lote tree.

Ah! Thy mouth uttereth pearls of wisdom, she cried wildly. But I have touched thee, a Touareg, and am accursed by Allah. I care nought for the future, for already am I forsaken, already have I tasted of the bitter fruit of Al-Zakkum, and am doomed to the torture of Al-Hâwiyat, the place prepared for the evil-doers. Then, raising her face to mine, with an intense look of passionate love, she said in a soft, sibilant whisper, Once only! Kiss me once! Then thou mayest go, and never shall we meet — never!

Her beautiful head fell upon my shoulder, and her hair — soft as spun silk — strayed across my face. For a moment her lips met mine in a hot, passionate kiss, a caress enough to make any mans head reel.

I love thee, she whispered, in low, half-frightened tones, as she clung to me, and would not allow me to release myself. Unseen by thee, I have watched thee many moons, and to-night have I brought thee hither to tell thee — to confess to thee my secret.

I tried to draw my lingering lips from hers, but with the fire of passion gleaming in her brilliant eyes she gripped me with a force I should not have supposed her capable of.

Stay, she whispered. Without thee the canker-worm of love eateth away my heart.

But I tore myself from her and left.



Next day my business of selling sheep took me to the Haras Fortress, away behind the hills of Ahmar, and the voices of the muddenin were already calling the faithful for the maghrib when I re-entered the Kasbah. Kasneh, my slave, was playing damma in the courtyard, but rose quietly, saluted, and told me that he had taken to my room a small package which had been left by the negro servant that had brought the letter on the previous day.

Could it, I wondered, be a present from Khadidja? Rushing in, I found on my table a small box, packed in white paper and secured with black seals. Eagerly I tore away the wrappings and opened it.

As I did so a shriek of horror escaped me. I fell back awe-stricken at the sight presented. Inside a satin-lined bracelet-case, bearing the name of a Paris jeweller, on a piece of pale-blue velvet, there was stretched a human finger that had been roughly hacked off at the joint! It lay stiff, white, and cold, with the blood coagulated where the blunt knife had jagged the flesh. The finger was a womans — slim, well-formed, with the nail stained by henna. It was loaded with costly rings, which scintillated in the golden ray of sunset that strayed into the room, and fell across them. As I looked, breathless in amazement, I saw among the ornaments my own ring!

A scrap of paper that fluttered to the ground bore the words, scrawled in Arabic character, From the husband of Fathma Khadidja!

That same night I strode furiously along the seashore, watching the glimmering lights in the distance. In fear and trepidation, I took the hideous souvenir of love, and, when far from the city, cast it away from me into the dark rolling waters.

Perhaps there, deep in its lonely hiding-place, it met the white, dead thing of which it had once formed part — the body of the matchless daughter of the sun whose wondrous hair enmeshed me, whose full, red lips held me like a magnet, shackling me to the inevitable. Who can tell?

Truly, in that brief hour when I lounged at her side, I was at the dreaded Bab-el-Hâwiyat.


Chapter Eight.

The Queen of the Silent Kingdom.
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I ENTERED THE Silent Kingdom six years ago.

Praise be to Allah, whom the weight of a pearl upon the earth does not escape. May prayer and salvation be with the master of the first and last, our Lord Mahommed. Of a verity have I been blessed with blessings abundant, and enveloped by the cloak of his protection.

We had left the shore of Lake Tsâd after pillaging a great caravan from the north, and were moving westward across the stern, sterile desert in the direction of Gao, or Kou-kou, as it is popularly known among us, where we could dispose of our stolen merchandise. For months we had travelled across that immensity of sands where the very birds lose themselves, our camels often stumbling upon some skull, tibia, or even an entire skeleton, the remains of bygone generations of travellers who had perished on those lonely wastes. The sun blazed fiercely in the flaming sky, the skin cracked, the lips were parched. All the water we had was warm and impure, and even that was insufficient to quench our thirst. A scaly viper occasionally crossed our route, and at long intervals the swift flight of an antelope was seen. For days, months, nothing had rejoiced our eyes save the deceitful vision of the mirage, and one evening I decided upon a three days halt for rest.

On the previous day our eyes had been gladdened by the sight of a small well, where we filled our water-skins, therefore we were enabled to take our case; although being in an entirely unfamiliar country, the watchfulness of our sentries was never for a single instant relinquished. We were travelling with the sun only as our guide, therefore knew not into what territory we had entered, save that it was as barren and inhospitable a region as it had ever been our lot to encounter, — a shadowless land of solitude, abandonment, and misery.

In our raid upon the caravan near Lake Tsâd a bundle of papers had come into our possession, and these had been handed to me; but travelling constantly, I had not had time or inclination to examine them. That night, however, alone in my tent, I untied them and spread them out. Most of them, including a kind of diary, were written in the language of the Roumis, and as some bore the image of the Liberty of the Franks, I concluded that they must have belonged to some French officer in the northern region of the Desert, who had probably perished in an attempt to penetrate south.

One paper, however, the last I took up, was written in my own tongue, and I read it eagerly. It was an official letter, dated from Paris, urging its recipient to secure, if possible, during his explorations, the Fatassi of Koti, as the French Government were extremely anxious to obtain possession of it, and by that letter offered to pay any sheikh or tribesman almost any sum in exchange for it.

I put the letter down, smiled, and resumed my pipe. The hapless explorer, whoever he was, had probably died, and certainly his hopes would never be realised, for the Fatassi of the learned Koti was the phantom book of the Soudan. There was not a clansman in the whole of the Great Desert who did not know all about that priceless volume, yet no one had ever seen it. It had been lost to the world for ages.

Mohaman Koti, or Koutou, the great marabout, lived in Timbuktu in the year 850 of the Hegira, and was the most esteemed and even tyrannical councillor of our ancestor, its powerful king. His authority is said to have originated in the following manner. The king one day distributed some dried dates to his court, and Koti, who had recently arrived, was overlooked. Shortly afterwards the learned councillor assembled a number of people and dispensed fresh dates among them. This miracle — for we have no dates in that region of the far south — having reached the kings ears, he discerned that upon Koti was set the divine seal, and from that moment gave him all his confidence. A few years later, according to Tarik è Sudan, Koti edited a history of the Kingdoms of Ganata, Songhoi, and Timbuktu, the only history written of those once all-powerful centres of civilisation, and in addition he dealt with the concerns of many peoples and many men. Families, since grown rich and powerful, and the chiefs of various countries, were shown to be with very humble origins, sometimes being the offspring of slaves. But while the book was being written, news was conveyed to the King of Timbuktu that the Songhois had revolted, and had combined with the great nation of Mossi to attack and capture his capital; therefore, in order to save his great store of treasure, he at once had it made up into single camel-loads, taken out of the city, and secreted in various distant spots on the confines of his empire. It was necessary, of course, to keep a strict and minute description of each spot where the wealth of the capital was concealed, in order that it might be recovered after the war; therefore Koti was ordered to inscribe in his book instructions how to unearth the great store of gold and gems, the spoils of war during four centuries. This, according to a legend completely borne out by our Tarik, he did, and the precious manuscript was given into the kings own keeping. Ere one moon, however, the learned historian died suddenly at Tindirma, where a little white mosquelike house marks his grave till this day. The war was fought, proving, alas! disastrous to the king, who was compelled to fly, but, strangely enough the Tarik maintains silence regarding his subsequent adventures, or of what became of the precious Fatassi. Legend has it that the king was treacherously poisoned by a slave, as rulers were apt to be in those turbulent days; but by whatever means the once-powerful monarch met with his death, the fact remains that the priceless volume and guide to the enormous treasure of ancient Timbuktu was lost to all. For more than four centuries the recovery of the Fatassi has been the dream of poor and rich alike. The scholar coveted it because it would shed so much light upon the obscure past of these vast regions; the camel-driver, the merchant, and the prince alike desired to possess it for the information it was known to contain regarding the long-lost wealth.
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It was because of the latter that the government of the Franks desired to obtain it. But theirs, like my own, was but a vain desire.

A whole moon passed, and still we pressed forward towards Gao, ever in the crimson track of the setting sun. One night, however, when the camp was asleep, the guards raised the alarm, but so suddenly were we attacked that we scarce had time to defend ourselves from a column of French Spahis who had swept down upon us. It was a mad, terrible rush. Although our tribesmen fought valiantly and well, it was impossible to withstand the frightful hail of bullets poured forth upon us by a gun they carried which spat forth lead in deadly hail. Our men, seeing the havoc wrought by this new weapon, turned and fled. Fortunately the poison-wind had sprung up, and its clouds of sand cannot be faced by the men of the north; therefore we were enabled to escape, although unfortunately compelled to leave the greater part of the stolen camels and merchandise in their possession.

As, in the confusion, I sprang upon a horse and rode through the blinding sandstorm for my life, I heard the thud of the horses hoofs of my pursuers. From the noise there must have been a score of men, anxious, no doubt, to secure the marauding chief feared by all the caravans. But swift as the wind itself, I rode on alone the greater part of that hot, stifling night, until, pulling up, dismounting, and placing my ear to the ground, I could, detect no sound of pursuit. In the glimmering twilight, as night gave place to day, I saw before me a huge, dark rock, shaped like a camels hump, rising from the sand, and, riding onward, I there tethered my horse beneath it, and flung myself down to snatch an hours sleep ere the sun rose, intending then to go forth again and rejoin my scattered people.

How long mine eyes were closed Allah alone knoweth; but when I opened them I found myself lying on a panthers skin in a darkened chamber, filled with the music of running water. The place was cooled by the stream, and in the dim recesses of the room I could distinguish rich divans. Suspended from the roof was a fine Moorish lamp of chased gold, which shed a soft, yellow light, and from a perfuming-pan was diffused the sweet odour of attar of rose. The light was soft and restful, and in wonder I rubbed my eyes and gazed about me.

Allah give thee peace, O stranger! a thin squeaking voice exclaimed. And glancing quickly behind me, I beheld a wizen-faced man, small of stature, dressed in a robe of bright blue silk, and so bent by age that his white beard almost swept the ground. Notwithstanding his venerable appearance, however, his face was dark and forbidding, and his small, black piercing eyes, that time had not dimmed, had a glint of evil in them. Instinctively, ere we had spoken a dozen words, I mistrusted him.

To whose hospitality do I owe the rest and repose I have enjoyed? I inquired, slowly rising to my feet and stretching my cramped limbs.

My name, the old man croaked, is Ibn Batouba. I discovered thee sleeping in the sun outside this my dwelling-place, and brought thee in, for the rays had smitten thee with a grievous sickness, and thou wert on the point of death. Thou hast remained here twelve days.

Twelve days! I cried, with incredulity, at the same moment feeling my head reeling. Then to thee I owe my life?

The hideous old man in blue grinned with satisfaction, regarding me with a strange, covert glance.

By this time my eyes had grown accustomed to the semi-darkness, and I saw that the chamber was a natural one — a kind of arched cavern, the floor of which had been levelled, and a channel formed for the cool spring that bubbled forth and rippled away into gloomy depths.

This thy dwelling is beneath the surface of the earth, I observed, glancing around me. Why dwellest thou here in secret?

The true Arab answereth not the question of Ahamadou, Sheikh of the Azjar Touaregs, he replied, with a sneering accentuation on the final word. Allah hath sent thee as my guest; partake of all that I have, but seek no explanation of who or of what I am.

He evidently recognised me, and his strange words puzzled me. First, I had no idea that such a luxurious abode could exist in the centre of that inhospitable region; secondly, the very fact pointed to the conclusion that in my flight I had approached near to a town; but thirdly, I had already proof positive that my strange host, the man who declared he had saved my life, lied to me. At the well where we had halted on the day before the fight, I had plucked a sprig of jasmine, and placed a tiny piece behind my ear, beneath the black nicab around my head. This I recollected, and, taking it in my hand, found it still limp and undried. By that alone I knew I had not been there many hours, and that his story was untrue.

I suggested that I should be reluctantly compelled to leave; but he at once became profuse in his hospitality.

No, not yet, he urged. I am alone, save for my slaves, and thy companionship is pleasant. Remain, and I will show thee over this my hidden dwelling-place. It may interest thee. And taking down a torch, he lit it and led the way across a tiny bridge that spanned the running water, and opening a door in the rock, conducted me through several intricate passages, narrow and dark, until we came to a series of caverns of various sizes, each hung with rich silken hangings, and the floors covered by the most beautiful carpets from the East. Over each a great golden lamp of filigree shed a soft light, showing how rich and costly were the antique tables of inlaid pearl and silver, and how wide and soft were the divans. In each the thin blue smoke, curling upward from the golden perfuming-pan, gave forth an intoxicating fragrance, and in one I noticed lying discarded a pair of tiny green slippers, embroidered with seed-pearls, and a ginkra, one of those little two-stringed guitars fashioned from a tortoise-shell, both betraying the presence of a woman.

When we had passed through half a dozen similar chambers in the solid rock, the old man, croaking as he went, stopped suddenly at the further end of the last and most gorgeous of all his subterranean domain, and with a grim expression on his evil countenance, said — 

And this is the Bab-el-Hâwiyat — the dreaded Gate of Evil, whence none return. I started, and drew back. Throughout the Desert there has been for all ages a legend that somewhere there exists the entrance to the dreaded kingdom of darkness where Eblis reigneth. He opened wide the small door; but there was only darkness impenetrable, and an odour of damp earth. Holding his torch aloft, he crossed the threshold, and bade me peer in. Then I distinguished, a few spans from where he stood, a great yawning chasm opening to the very bowels of the earth.

Hearken! he cried in his squeaking, uncanny voice, at the same time returning into the room and snatching up from one of the coffee-stools a large metal dish, which an instant later he hurled into the dark abyss.

I listened to ascertain its depth. But no sound came back. I shuddered, for I knew it was unfathomable.

As he faced me in closing the door I detected in his keen eyes a strange exultant look, and was seized by a sudden desire to ascend once again to the light of day. True, I could have crushed the life out of him as easily as I could crush a spider in my fingers, while in my belt was my jambiyah that had a score of times tasted the life-blood of mine enemies, yet he had not harmed me, and to kill ones host is forbidden by Al-Korân. Therefore I stayed my hand.

As we retraced our steps he poured upon me nauseating adulations, declaring me to be the most valiant sheikh in the Great Desert, and using the most extravagant simile of which the Arabic tongue is capable, a fact which in itself filled me with increasing suspicion. Suddenly, however, as we reached the chamber where flowed the cooling spring, the truth was made plain. As he opened the door two officers of the French, in linen garments and white helmets, who had apparently been lying in wait, pounced upon me, uttering loud cries of triumph.

The old white-bearded recluse — may Allah burn his vitals — had betrayed me. He had held me, and sent word to the Franks to come and capture their prize — Ahamadou, the chieftain of the Azjar. But in an instant I, upon whose head a price was set, drew my blade and defended myself, slashing vigorously right and left, succeeding at last in escaping down the dark winding passage through which we had just passed. Forward I dashed through room after room, upsetting some of the tables in my mad rush, while behind me were the white-faced officers with drawn swords, determined to take me alive or dead. Well I knew how desperate they were, and in that instant believed myself lost. Yet, determined to sell my life dearly, it flashed across my mind that rather than suffer the ignominy of being taken in chains to Algiers, the infidel city, and there tried by the tribunal as others had been, I would cast myself into the fathomless pit.

I sprang towards the small, low door, but at first could not open it. In a few moments the crafty Ibn Batouba, with the Franks, gained the spot; but I had already unlocked the door and flung it open. Then, just as they put out their hands to seize me, I swung aside, lifted my knife, and struck my evil-faced betrayer full to the heart.

With a piercing shriek he fell forward over the door lintel, and his lifeless body rolled into the awful chasm, while at the same instant I gave a bound, and with a cry of defiance, leaped down into the darkness after him.

I felt myself rushing through air, the wind whistling in my ears as deep down I went like a stone in the impenetrable gloom. Those moments seemed hours, until of a sudden a blow on the back knocked me half-insensible, and I found myself a second later wallowing in a bed of thick, soft dust. Instantly it occurred to me that because this carpet of dust deadened the sound of things pitched into the chasm, the belief had naturally arisen that it was unfathomable. I rose, but sank up to the knees in the soft sand, which, stirred by my fall, half-choked me. Far above, looking distant like a star, I saw the light of a torch. My infidel pursuers were peering into the fearsome place in chagrin that I had evaded them. The air, however, was hot and foul, and I knew that to save my life I must be moving; therefore, with both hands outstretched, I groped about, amazed to discover the great extent of this natural cleft in the earth, formed undoubtedly by some earthquake in a remote age.

Once I stumbled, and bending, felt at my feet the still warm body of my betrayer — may Eblis rend him. I drew my jambiyah from his breast, and replaced it in its sheath. Then, tearing from his body the silken gauze which formed his girdle, I fashioned a torch, igniting it after some difficulty with my steel. Around me was only an appalling darkness, and I feared to test the extent of the place by shouting, lest my pursuers above should hear. So forward I toiled in a straight line, floundering at every step in the dust of ages, until the cleft narrowed and became tunnel-like with a hard floor. I stooped to feel it, and was astounded to discover that the rock had been worn smooth and hollow by the tramp of many feet.

Besides, the air had become distinctly fresher, and this fact renewed courage within me. At first I felt myself doomed to die like a fox in a trap; but with hope reawakened there might, after all, I thought, be some outlet.

Of a sudden, however, there arose before me a colossal female figure seated on a kind of stool, with features so hideous and repulsive that I drew back with an involuntary cry. It was a score times as high as myself, and as I hold my torch above my head to examine it, I saw it was of some white, semi-transparent stone of a kind I had never before beheld. The robes were coloured scarlet and bright blue, and the face and hands were tinted to resemble life. One hand was outstretched. On the brow was a chaplet of wonderful pearls, and on the colossal fingers, each as thick as my own wrist, were massive golden rings which sparkled with gems. But the sinister grinning countenance was indeed that of a high-priestess of Eblis.

In amazement I held my breath and gazed about me. Around the sides of the cavern were ranged many other smaller female figures, seated like the central one, and the face of each bore a hideous, repulsive grin, as if in mockery of my misfortunes. Before the great central colossus was a small triangular stone altar, upon which was some object. I crossed, and glancing at it found to my dismay that it was a beautiful and very ancient illuminated manuscript of our holy Korân. But through it had been thrust a poignard, now red with rust, and it had been torn, slashed, and otherwise defiled.

The truth then dawned upon me that this noisome place into which I had plunged was actually the abode of the ancient and accursed sect who worshipped Eblis as their god.

As I gazed wonderingly about me, I saw everywhere evidence that for ages no foot of man had entered that dark silent chamber. The dust of centuries lay smooth and untrodden.

Again I passed beneath the ponderous feet of the gigantic statue, when suddenly my eyes were attracted by an inscription in Kufic, the ancient language of the marabouts, traced in geometrical design upon the hem of the idols garment. My torch had burned dim, so I lit another, and by its flickering rays succeeded in deciphering the following words: — 

Lo! I am Azour, wife of Eblis, and Queen of all Things Beneath the Earth. To me, all bow, for I hold its riches in the hollow of my hand.

I glanced up quickly, and there, far above, I distinguished that in the idols open palm there lay some object which the fickle flame of my torch could not reveal. But consumed by curiosity, I at once resolved to clamber up and ascertain what riches lay there. With extreme difficulty, and holding my flambeau in my left hand, I managed at length to reach the platform formed by the knees of the figure, and then scrambled up the breast and along the outstretched arm. But on mounting the latter, I was dismayed to discover that the object for which I had toiled was neither gold, silver, nor gems, but merely a brown and mouldy parchment scroll. Standing at last upon the open hand, I bent and picked it up; but in an instant I recognised that my find was of priceless value. Ere I had read three lines of the beautifully formed but sadly faded Arabic characters, I knew that it was none other than the long-sought manuscript of the Fatassi, the mysterious phantom book of the Soudan.

I placed my treasure beneath my dissa, and at once proceeded to descend, eager to discover some means of escape from that gloomy cavern, peopled by its hideous ghosts of a pagan past. In frantic haste I sought means of exit; but not until several hours had elapsed did I succeed in entering a burrow which, leading out into a barren ravine in the desert, had once, no doubt, been used as entrance to the secret temple of those who believed not in the One Merciful, but in Eblis and Azour.

After travelling many days, I succeeded in rejoining my people at a spot four marches from Gao, bearing concealed in my dissa the priceless history of my ancestors, with the minute plans for the recovery of their hidden treasure. At this moment the Fatassi, traced by the hand of Koti, so long coveted by the Franks, is in my possession; though only to two of my headmen have I imparted the secret that I have recovered it.

To seek to unearth the ancient treasure at present would be worse than useless, for our conquerors would at once despoil us. But when the great Jehad is at last fought, and more peaceful days dawn in the Soudan, then will the secret treasure-houses be opened and the Azjar become a power in the land, because of the inexhaustible riches left to them by their valiant ancestors for the re-establishment of their lost kingdom. Until then, they possess themselves in patience, and trust in the One.

To thee, O Reader of this my Tarik of toil and tumult, peace.


Chapter Nine.

The Father of the Hundred slaves.
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AHAMADOU, SQUATTING UPON his haunches before our camp fire, calmly smoking his long pipe, related to me the following story, declaring it to be a true incident. All wanderers in the Great Desert, be they Arabs or Touaregs, are born story-tellers, therefore I reproduce the narrative as he told it. It must be remembered that the Azjars were, at one period — not so very long ago — slavers who made many raids in the primeval forests south of Lake Tsâd, and that Ahamadou himself profited very considerably by that illegitimate trade. It was rumoured down at the coast that the leaders of these Touareg raiders were not Africans, and this story appears to substantiate a statement which was, at the time, ridiculed at the Colonial Office in London.



Get up, you lazy devil. Stir yourself. Were in a complete hole!

Hole? hole? Ah, your English tongue is indeed extraordinaire! A hole is a place in the ground, nest ce pas?

Yes, and youll have a hole in the ground all to yourself, my dear Pierre, if you dont bustle up a bit.

Pierre Dubois, the man addressed, a bronzed, grey-bearded, stout, small-eyed Belgian of fifty, was lying tranquilly on his back on a pile of soft rugs, like an Oriental potentate, smoking his shisha, or travelling pipe, and being fanned by an extremely ugly negress. Dubois was the name he had adopted after leaving the Congo hurriedly, carrying with him a goodly sum belonging to the Belgian Government, in whose employ he had been for ten years. A native of Liège, he was one of the pioneers of that so-called Central African civilisation of trade, gin, and the whip; but after lining his pockets well, and making good his escape through the boundless virgin forests of darkest Africa, he had started as a trader in that most marketable of all commodities — black ivory.

Pierre Dubois and Henry Snape, his partner, were slave-raiders. They dressed as Arabs, and lived as Arabs.

Outside in the blazing noon, beneath the scanty shade of a few palms and mimosa scrub which surrounded that desert watering-place known as Akdul, a number of their heavily-armed followers were lying stretched upon the sand, sleeping soundly after their two-bow prayer to Allah, while here and there alone sat one of their number on his haunches, wrapped in his white burnouse, hugging his knees, his rifle at his side, keeping watch. They were a forbidding, evil-looking lot these Songhoi Touaregs, pirates of the forests and the desert, each with his black litham wrapped around his face concealing his features, a complete arsenal of weapons in his girdle, a string of charms sewn in little bags of yellow leather around his neck, and, strapped beneath his left arm, a short cross-kilted sword, keen-edged as a razor.

Beyond, lying in the full sun glare, were sixty or seventy wretched, woolly-haired negroes, men and women, chained together and guarded by a dozen of the veiled men. Throughout Northern and Central Africa the very name of the Songhoi was synonymous with all that was fierce, cruel, and relentless, for they lived by robbing the desert caravans or capturing slaves in the boundless virgin forests between the Niger and the Congo, being essentially a nomadic race, and having no other home than their tents in the Sahara, that limitless wilderness of rock and sand. Of all the slavers of Central Africa these veiled men were the worst, for they attacked and burned villages, placed the unfortunate blacks to torture to compel them to reveal the hiding-places of their store of ivory, and afterwards took them prisoners, and sold them in the great central slave-market at El Obeïd, away in Kordofan.

Among the natives of the Upper Congo and the Aruwimi, even the hordes of that notorious king of slavers, Tippu-Tib, — so called by the negroes because the guns of his men created a noise, from which they have named him phonetically, — were more tolerated than the fierce Songhoi bands, with their black veils, which none ever removed, sleeping or waking; for the track of the latter through the forest or grass-land was always marked by murder, devastation, and wanton cruelty.

Dubois, when in the service of King Leopold, had been active in endeavouring to put down the trade, but seeing how lucrative it was, and finding Snape, an English adventurer, ready to join him, he had collected a following of the fiercest Touaregs he could gather, and as he paid all well for their services, while on their part they were proud to be led by a white man in whom they had once lived in fear, their trade had, for a long time, been a most lucrative one. They were the terror of the whole region from Stanley Falls to Tanganyika. A dozen times they had been north to El Obeïd with ivory of both varieties, white and black, and on each occasion the profits had been far beyond their expectations. The trade is still easy enough in the Congo State, and slaves are captured without very much difficulty. The great risk, however, is to transport them by the route they had been following for the past two months, as, in order to reach the central market, they had to pass through that portion of British territory where a very watchful eye is kept, and where the notorious Arab raider Kilonga-Longa met his fate only a few months before.

But Dubois and Snape had run the gauntlet many times, and were absolutely fearless. On the present raid through the country of Emin and Junker, they had made their captures in the Moubouttou, within the Belgian sphere of influence, with the complicity of the Belgian agent at Sanga, whom they, of course, bribed with a goodly present of ivory; then, marching through the great Forest of Eternal Night, due northward to Zayadin, they had passed through the Dinka country to Fatik, which, being only two days march from the Bahr-el-Guebel upon which the British have posts, is a dangerous point. Nevertheless, they had pushed forward night and day, and were now in the centre of that great, sunburnt desert, the Wilderness of Nouer, which stretches northward for three hundred miles to El Obeïd.

Dubois grumbled loudly at the Englishman for interrupting his meditations, saying — 

Go and sleep, mon cher. Youll be getting fever if you worry too much.

Worry! echoed Snape. Theres danger, I tell you. Surely youre not a confounded fool, man?

Ah, answered his partner, quite calmly, is there not always danger here, in Africa? You have a wonderful imagination, my dear Henri, I quite admit; but do allow me to finish my sleep. Then let us talk of this extraordinary hole, whatever it may be.

Idiot! ejaculated the Englishman, hitching up his flowing white burnouse. He was a tall, good-looking fellow of forty, whose career, however, had been a singularly eventful one. Since he left Balliol he had met with a good many adventures in various lands, most of them being to his discredit. He had been a born gambler, and had drifted from the London clubs to the tables at Monte Carlo, and thence, by a very crooked channel, to that sink of the world, Africa, where chance had brought him in contact with the scoundrel and arch-slaver Dubois. They were a well-matched pair. At college Snape had taken honours for Arabic, therefore his knowledge of that language now served him in good stead. He was one of those men who could never run straight, even though he had often tried. He was a born outsider.

Why idiot? inquired his partner lazily. The old negress waved the fan backwards and forwards, understanding not a word of the conversation between the headman and the great white Sheikh, who, on account of his raiding, the Touaregs had named The Father of the Hundred Slaves.

Well, Im not the sort of fellow to let the grass grow under my feet when theres any danger, snapped Snape. You remember what Zafar said yesterday.

Hes like yourself, mon cher, — always apprehensive of some horrible calamity, muttered the Belgian, blowing a cloud of smoke from his lips.

This time, I tell you, its no mere imagination, the Englishman went on. Last night, after the dua, I left secretly, so as not to arouse any misgivings, and rode due east until the dawn, when I discovered, encamped among the aghrad, a whole troop of Soudanese soldiers. I got near enough to ascertain that the officers were Englishmen.

Well?

Theyve got word somehow that we are passing through, he said. And now, if you dont stir yourself, youll never see Brussels again — you understand?

I have no wish to see Bruxelles, mon cher, the elder man replied, quite undisturbed. If I did, it would only be to see the inside of a prison. No; I prefer Africa to the pleasures of the miniature Paris. Here, if one has a little ivory, one is a king. Life is very pleasant.

I admit that, his companion said. But do, for Heavens sake, get up and let us decide what to do. Theres danger, and we cant afford to be trapped, especially with all those niggers tied in a string. The evidence is a bit too strong against us, and the officers are English. Theres no bribing them, you know.

The Belgian stirred himself lazily at last, and asked — 

Are they at a well?

No. They are without water.

Then as this is the only well for about a hundred miles, theyll arrive here to-day — eh?

Of course. Thats why I came straight to warn you. Theres no time to be lost. Lets strike camp and get away. Its skip or fight.

If we skeep — I suppose you mean march — ah! your English language! — then they will skeep in pretty quick time after us. Theyve got wind of our presence in the vicinity, therefore why not remain and fight?

Fight my own people? cried Snape. No, Im damned if I do!

Why not? asked the Belgian, with gesticulation. Our Touaregs will slice them into mincemeat. Besides, at long range theyre as good shots, and better, than those Soudanese, all fez and swagger.

No, the Englishman argued. Lets fly now, while theres time. In two days we shall be in the Nioukour, and theyll never find us in the mountains. We hid there quite snugly once before, you recollect.

Muhala, said the Belgian, turning to the old negress, go. Call Yakub, and remain outside.

The hideous old woman went forth into the sun glare, and in a few moments an old thin-faced Touareg entered, making a low salaam.

Now, Yakub, exclaimed the Belgian in Arabic, answer me. Of what did our caravan consist when we left the Aruwimi?

Three hundred and thirty-three slaves, and twenty-nine tusks, answered the villainous-looking old fellow.

And now?

Seventy-three blacks and twenty-nine tusks.

Then two hundred and sixty have died?

Yea, O master, he responded. The new lash of elephant hide has killed many, and the black death has been responsible for the remainder. Five are suffering from it now, and never a day passes ere one or more is not attacked. I have feared that none will live to sight the mosques of El Obeïd.

In short, Yakub, they are a diseased lot — eh? You think theyre worthless?

Only two women are left, O master, and both were seized by the black death yesterday.

In that case, observed the Belgian, turning to his partner, the whole batch are not worth transporting. The game is not, as you English say, worth the lamp.

Then whats your suggestion? asked Snape.

Well, as you are so much in fear of these confounded English, we must, I suppose, act.

How?

It is quite simple. We just abandon the whole lot, and save ourselves and the ivory.

Very well, his companion agreed. Im open to any move except fighting against the English.

Bah! You are full of scruples, mon cher Henri, he laughed. I have none — none. And I am happy — perfectly happy. He was silent a moment, as though reflecting deeply.

But, he added, I do wish we could teach these interfering English a lesson. It would do them good. They try to rule Africa nowadays. Ah! if we could — if we could! And there was a strange glint of evil in his eyes.

An hour later Dubois and Snape, at the head of their formidable troop of brigandish horsemen, were riding at full speed across the desert due west, towards the far distant forest of Dyonkor, it having been decided to skirt this, and then travel south for a fresh raid in Congo territory.

As for the poor wretches bound together, and dying of thirst and disease, they were still secured to the palm trunks and abandoned to their fate, tortured by being within sight of the well, yet unable to slake the frightful thirst consuming them. Dwellers in the damp, gloomy forest, where the sunlight never penetrates, the intense heat of the desert struck them down one after another, sending them insane or killing them outright.

Time after time Snape turned in his high Arab saddle, glancing back apprehensively to see if they were followed. But his partner only laughed sarcastically, saying— You still fear your friends the English? Ah! you have the heart of the chicken. All is quite unnecessary. We have made them a present of the whole lot, and I hope they will appreciate our kindness. Now we shall take it easy, and hope for better fortune with the next batch. I fancy that the new lash must be too hard. The women cant stand it, so it seems.

A little less whipping and a little more water would keep em in better condition, Snape observed. Yakub is eternally lashing them for some imaginary laziness or offence.

Yes, its all due to that new lash, the Belgian admitted. It must be used with less frequency on the next lot.

Its a revolting punishment. Twenty blows kill a strong nigger, his companion declared. The thing ought to be thrown away.

Ah, yes, sneered his companion. You would, if you had your own way, keep women to brash the flies off them, and carry feather-beds for them to sleep on. You always forget that you are not dealing with civilised beings. Theyre mere niggers.

Well, were not of the most civilised type, you and I, if the unwelcome truth be told, the Englishman responded. If we are trapped therell be a howl in Europe.

But I, for one, dont mean to be caught, laughed the Belgian gaily, with perfect confidence of his security. And they both rode side by side, the troop of white-burnoused Pirates of the Desert thundering on behind, raising a cloud of dust which, in that clear atmosphere, could be seen many miles away.

On, on they sped over the burning sand, riding easily at a hand gallop, without a halt, the black-veiled raiders laughing and chaffing, chattering, pushing forward, even in the blood-red track of the dying day.

Night fell quickly, as it does in that region. The slavers encamped in a sandy hollow beneath the rocks, and Dubois, ordering the tent to be pitched, sat smoking with his partner after the dish of dakkwa (pounded Guinea-corn with dates) which old Muhala had prepared. They were alone.

To camp like this before we reach the forest is, to my mind, simply inviting capture, Snape grumbled. The military detachment is evidently out in search of us, and the little lot weve abandoned will point out to them the direction weve taken. Then theyll follow and overtake us.

Oh no, they wont, answered the Belgian, with a serene smile.

What makes you so sure?

Remember that, coming up from the river, they must have been at least six days without water; therefore theyll halt at Akdul to drink and fill their water-skins before pushing forward.

Well? inquired Snape.

The crafty Belgian looked curiously into the face of his companion, and smiled grimly.

Well, if they halt there, he said, they wont trouble us any more.

I dont understand.

I doctored the water before we left. Thats why I didnt leave the blacks loose to drink it.

What! gasped the Englishman wildly, starting to his feet. Youve actually poisoned the well?

The Belgian nodded and laughed, without removing his shisha from his lips.

You scoundrel! You fiend! the Englishman shouted, his face white with passion. Ive done some shabby tricks in my time, but, by Heaven! Id rather have given myself up than have assented to the wholesale murder of my own people like that!

A sarcastic smile crossed the Belgians sinister features.

Excitement is entirely unnecessary, mon cher Henri, he said, calmly. It may, you know, bring on a touch of fever. Besides, by this time there isnt many of them, white or black, left to tell the tale. Yakub, whom I left behind to watch, has just come in to report that they arrived an hour after we had left, released the slaves, and watered freely, enjoying themselves immensely. Before he started to return, fully fifty were dead or dying, including all the white officers. But why trouble further? Weve saved ourselves.

Trouble! roared Snape, his eyes flashing with a fierce fire of indignation, Get up, you infernal scoundrel, or Ill shoot you as you lie! Youre an outlaw; so am I. Trouble! Why, one of those white officers was Jack Myddleton, my brother, and, he added in a harsh tone— and Im going to avenge his death! Instantly Dubois saw his partners intention, and sprang to his feet, revolver in hand.

Two reports sounded almost simultaneously, but only one man fell. It was the Belgian, who, with an imprecation on his lips, dropped back with a bullet through his temple, and in a few seconds expired.

At dawn Muhala discovered her master dead, and his companion missing. Search was at once made for the Englishman, who was found lying dead upon the sand half a mile from the camp.

He had committed suicide.



Around the well of Akdul the caravans that water there in crossing the arid wilderness still see quantities of bones of horses and of men. Long ago the vultures have stripped them, and they now lie bleaching in the sun, a mute record of a cowards treachery, of the revolting vengeance of The Father of the Hundred Slaves.


Chapter Ten.

The Mystery of Afo.
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IN THE MYSTIC haze of the slowly dying day, mounted on a méheri, or swift camel, I carried my long rifle high above my head, and rode speedily over the great silent wilderness of treacherous, ever-shifting sand. Once I drew rein to listen, turning my eyes to the left, where the distant serrated crests of the mountains of Nanagamma loomed forth like giant shadows; but as nothing broke the appalling stillness, I, a mere tribesman then, sped forward again, reaching a small oasis, where I made my camel kneel, and then dismounted.

As I strode towards the lonely shrine of Sidi Okbar — a small doomed building constructed of sun-dried mud, under which reposed the remains of one of our most venerated marabouts — I fear my burnouse was brown, ragged, and travel-stained; the haick that surrounded my face was torn and soiled, and upon my feet were rough, heavy slippers, sadly the worse for wear. The latter, however, I kicked off on approaching the shrine; then, kneeling close to the sun-blanched wall, cast sand upon myself, kissed the earth, and, drawing my palms down my face, repeated the Testification. In fervent supplication I bowed repeatedly, and, raising my voice until it sounded distinct on the still air, invoked the blessing of Allah.

O Merciful! O beneficent Grantor of Requests! I cried; O King of the day of Faith, guide us, ere to-morrows sun hath run its course, into the path that is straight, and leadeth unto the kasbah of our enemies of Abea. Strengthen our arms, lead us in times of darkness and in the hours of day, destroy our enemies, and let them writhe in Al-Hâwiyat, the place prepared for infidels, where their meat shall be venomous serpents, and they shall slake their thirst with boiling pitch.

Startled suddenly by a strange sound, I listened with bated breath. The thought occurred to me that my words might have been overheard by some spy, and instinctively my hand drew from my belt my jambiyah, the long, crooked dagger that I always carried. Again a noise like a deep-drawn sigh broke the silence, and I sprang to my feet and rushed round to the opposite side of the building, just in time to see a fluttering white robe disappearing in the gloom. Quick as lightning I sprang towards it, and in twenty paces had overtaken the eavesdropper, who, with a slight scream, fell to earth beneath my heavy hand.

Rise! I cried, roughly dragging the figure to its feet. Thou son of Eblis! Next second, however, I discovered that the fugitive was a woman, veiled, enshrouded in her haick, and wearing those baggy white trousers that render the Arab females hideous when out of doors.

Thou hast overheard my orison, I cried, raising my knife. Speak! speak! or of a verity will I strike!

But the mysterious woman uttered no word, and in a frenzy of desperation I tore the veil from her face.

Aghast I stood; the knife fell from my lingers. The countenance revealed was amazingly beautiful, so charming, indeed, that instantly I became entranced by its loveliness, and stood speechless and abashed.

She was not more than eighteen, and her features were regular, with a fair complexion, a pair of brilliant dark eyes set well apart under browns blackened by kohl, and a forehead half-hidden by strings of golden sequins that tinkled musically each time she moved. Upon her head was set jauntily a little scarlet chachia, trimmed heavily with seed-pearls, while her neck was encircled by strings of roughly-cut jacinths and turquoises, and in the folds of her silken haick there clung the subtle perfumes of the harem.

Slowly she lifted her fine eyes, still wet with tears, to mine, and, with her breast rising and falling quickly, trembled before me, fearing my wrath.

Loosen thy tongues strings! I cried at last, grasping her slim white wrist with my rough, hard hand. Thou art from Afo, the City in the Sky, and thou hast gained knowledge of our intended attack?

Thy lips, O stranger, speak the truth, she faltered.

Why art thou here, and alone, so far from thine home on the crest of yonder peak? I inquired, gazing at her in wonderment.

I came hither for the same purpose as thyself, she answered seriously, looking straight into my face,— to crave Allahs blessing.

Art thou a dweller in the house of grief? I asked. Tell me why thou didst venture here alone.

She hesitated, toying nervously with the jewelled perfume-bottle suspended at her breast; then she answered, I — I am betrothed to a man I hate. The Merciful Giver of Blessings alone can rescue me from a fate that is worse than death — a marriage without love.

And who is forcing thee into this hateful union? If it is thy father, tell me his name?

Yes, it is my father. His name is Abd el Jelíl ben Séf e Nasr, Sultan of Abea.

The Sultan! I cried in amazement. Then thou art Kheira! I added, for the extraordinary beauty of the only daughter of the Sultan of Abea was proverbial throughout the Great Desert, from Lake Tsâd, even to the Atlas.

Yes, she replied. And from thy speech and dress I know thou art of the Azjar, our deadliest enemies.

True, I answered. To-morrow my tribe, to the number of ten thousand, now lying concealed in the valley called Deforou, will swarm upon thine impregnable city and—

Ten thousand? she gasped, pale and agitated. And thou wilt kill my father, and reduce our people to slavery. Ah, no! she added imploringly. Save us, O stranger! Our fighting men went south one moon ago to collect the taxes at Dehagada, therefore we are unprotected. What can I do — how can I act to save my father?

Dost thou desire to save him, even though he would force upon thee this odious marriage?

I do, she cried. I — I will save the City in the Sky at the cost of mine own life.

To whom art thou betrothed, I asked, tenderly taking her hand.

To the Agha Hassan è Rawi, who dwelleth at Zongra, beyond the Nanagamma. He is threescore years and ten, and tis said he treateth his wives with inhuman cruelty. One of his slaves told me so.

I stood silent and thoughtful. Though I was a member of a tribe who existed wholly upon loot obtained from the caravans and towns we attacked, yet so earnestly did the Sultans daughter appeal, that all thought of preserving the secret of our intended attack by murdering her disappeared, and I found myself deeply in love. Mine was a poor chance, however, I told myself. The proud Sultan of Abea would never consent to a brigand as a son-in-law, even if she looked upon me with favour.

To-night, O Daughter of the Sun, we meet as friends; to-morrow as enemies, I said. Our spies have reported that thy city remaineth undefended, and, alas! there is a blood-feud between my people and thine; therefore, when the hosts of the Azjar enter with fire and sword, few, I fear, will be spared. Wilt thou not remain here with my tribesmen, and escape?

No, she answered proudly. I am a woman of Afo, and I will return unto my people, even though I fall before to-morrows sundown under thy merciless swords.

As she spoke, one hand rested upon her supple hip, and with the other she pointed to the high, shadowy peak whereon stood the great white stronghold known to the Kanouri people as The City in the Sky.

But thou, who art like a sun among the stars, knowest our plans, and it is my duty to kill thee, I said, hitching my burnouse about my shoulders.

I am in thine hands. If thou stainest them with my blood, thou wilt ever have upon thy conscience the remembrance that thou hast taken the life of one who was innocent of intrigue. If thou givest me freedom, I shall have at least one brief hour of felicity with my people before — before—

And she sighed, without concluding the sentence.

Thou, a fresh rose from the fountain-head of life, art in fear of a double fate, — the downfall of to-morrow, and the marriage feast next moon. Let not thy mind be troubled, for I stretch not forth the tongue to blame, I said at last, endeavouring to smile. In Ahamadou, of the tribe Azjar, thou hast a devoted friend, and one who may peradventure assist thee in a manner thou hast not dreamed. Therefore mount thine horse and return with all speed to Afo — not, however, before thou hast given me some little souvenir of this strange meeting.

Thou slakest my thirst with the beverage of kindness! she cried in joy. I knew when first I saw thee that thou wert my friend.

Friend? — nay, lover, I answered gallantly, as, taking her tiny hand again, I pressed her henna-stained nails softly to my lips. She blushed and tried to draw away, but I held her firmly until she withdrew one of her gold bangles from her wrist, and, with a smile, placed it upon mine.

Behold! she exclaimed with a merry, rippling laugh, it is thy badge of servitude to me!

I am a slave of the most handsome mistress in the world, I said happily. Then, urging her to warn the Sultan of the intentions of the Azjar, I kissed her once tenderly upon the lips, lifted her into the saddle of her gaily caparisoned horse, and then she twisted her torn veil about her face, and, giving me Peace, sped away swift as an arrow into the darkness, bearing intelligence that would cause the utmost sensation in the mountain fastness.

I love her, I murmured, when the sound of her horses hoofs had died away. But how can I save her? To-morrow, when we enter Afo and loot the Palace, she will be secured as slave. No! I cried, she shall never fall into Nikáles brutal hands — never while I have breath!

The sound of whispering caused me to fix my gaze upon a dark shadow thrown by some ethel-bushes, and next second, half a dozen of my fellow tribesmen advanced.

So, dog of a spy! thou hast betrayed us! cried a voice, which in a moment I was startled to recognise as that of my enemy Mohammed El Sfaski.

Yes, the others shouted with one accord; we watched the son of offal speaking with the woman, and we overheard him telling her to warn the Sultan!

Follow her on the wings of haste! cried El Sfaski. Kill her, for death alone will place the seal of muteness upon the lips of such a jade. And in a few seconds two black-veiled figures vaulted into their saddles and tore past in the direction Kheira had disappeared.

Speak! thundered El Sfaski, who, with the others, had now surrounded me. Knowest thou the punishment of traitors?

Yes, I answered, hoarsely.

Who is the woman whose blackness and deceit hath captivated thee?

Three rapid shots sounded in the distance. The men had evidently overtaken and murdered the daughter of the Sultan!

I held my breath.

I — I refuse to give thee answer, I said, resolutely.

By Allah! thou art a traitor to our lord and to our tribe, and of a verity thou hast also the eye of perfection. Therefore shalt thou die! Then, turning to the others, he added — 

We have no time to bandy words with this accursed son of the Evil One. Tie him to yon tree, and let the vultures feast upon their carrion.

With loud imprecations the men seized me, tore off my haick and burnouse, and bound me securely to a palm trunk in such a position that I could only see the great expanse of barren sand. Then, with that refinement of cruelty of which the nomadic Azjar are past-masters, they smeared my face, hands, and feet with date-juice, to attract the ants and other insects; and, after jeering at me and condemning me to everlasting perdition and sempiternal culpability, they remounted their horses, and, laughing heartily, left me alone to wait the end.

Through the long, silent night, with arms and legs bound so tightly that I could not move them, I remained, wondering what terrible fate had befallen the beautiful girl who had overheard my orison. My two clansmen had not returned. I knew the men were splendid riders, therefore it was more than probable that they had very quickly overtaken her. Utterly hopeless, well knowing that to the blazing sun and the agonies of being half-devoured by insects I must very soon succumb, I waited, my ears on the alert to catch every sound.

In the sky a saffron streak showed on the edge of the sandy plain, heralding the suns coming. I watched it gradually spread, knowing that each moment brought me nearer to an end of agony. I lifted my voice in supplication to Allah, and showered voluble curses upon the expedition about to be attempted by my tribe. The pale, handsome face of Kheira was ever before me, haunting me like a half-remembered dream, its beauty fascinating me, and even causing me to forget the horror of those hours of dawn.

Saffron changed to rose, and rose to gold, until the sun shone out, lighting up the trackless waste. The flies, awakened, began to torment me, and I knew that the merciless rays beating down upon my uncovered head would quickly produce the dreaded delirium of madness. The furnace heat of sunshine grew intense as noon approached, and I was compelled to keep my eyes closed to avoid the blinding glare.

Suddenly a noise fell upon my ear. At first it sounded like a low, distant rumbling; but soon my practised ears detected that it was the rattle of musketry and the din of tom-toms.

The City in the Sky was being attacked! My tribesmen had arranged to deliver the assault at noon, but what puzzled me was a sullen booming at frequent intervals. It was the sound of cannon, and showed plainly that Afo was being defended!

From where I was I could see nothing of it. Indeed, the base of the mountain was eight miles distant, and the city, perched upon its summit, could only be approached from the opposite side by a path that was almost inaccessible. Yet hour after hour the rapid firing continued, and it was evident a most desperate battle was being fought. This puzzled me, for had not Kheira said that the city was totally undefended? Still, the tumult of battle served to prevent me from lapsing into unconsciousness; and not until the sun sank in a brilliant, blood-red blaze did the firing cease. Then all grew silent again. The hot poison-wind from the desert caused the feathery heads of the palms to wave like funeral plumes, and night crept on. The horrible torture of the insects, the action of the sun upon my brain, the hunger, the thirst, and the constant strain of the nerves, proved too much; and I slept, haunted by spectral horrors, and a constant dread of the inevitable — that half-consciousness precursory of death.

So passed the second night, until the sun reappeared; but mine eyes opened not. The heat of the blazing noon caused me no concern, neither did the two great grey vultures that were hovering over me; for it was not until I heard voices in the vicinity that I gazed around.

One voice, louder than the others, was uttering thanks to Allah. I listened; then, summoning all my strength that remained, I cried aloud, in the name of the One Merciful, for assistance.

There were sounds of hurrying footsteps, voices raised in surprise, a womans scream, and then objects, grotesquely distorted, whirled around me, and I knew no more.



When I again opened my weary, fevered eyes, I was amazed to find myself lying upon a soft, silken divan in a magnificent apartment, with slaves watching, ready to minister to my wants. I took a cooling draught from a crystal goblet handed to me, then raised myself, and inquired where I was. The slaves made no reply, but, bowing low, left. Then in a few moments the frou-frou of silk startled me, and next second I leaped to my feet, and, with a cry of joy, clasped Kheira in my arms.

In her gorgeous harem dress of pale rose silk, with golden bejewelled girdle, she looked bewitching, though around her eyes were dark rings that betrayed the anxiety of the past few days. As our lips met in hot, passionate kisses, she was followed by a tall, stately, dark-bearded man of matchless bearing, whose robe was of amaranth silk, and who wore in his head-dress a magnificent diamond aigrette. Kheira saw him, and withdrawing herself from my embrace, introduced me to her father, the Sultan of Abea.

To thee I owe my life and my kingdom, said the potentate, giving me Peace, and wringing my hand warmly. Kheira hath related unto me the mercy thou didst show towards her; and it was thy word of warning that enabled us to repel and defeat the Azjar.

Then thou, didst escape, O signet of the sphere of elegance! I cried, turning to the Sultans daughter.

Yes; though I was hard pressed by two of thine horsemen, I took the secret path, and thus were they baffled.

The Director of Fate apprised our fighting men of our danger, said the Sultan; and they returned on the same night. The breeze of grace blew; the sun of the favour of Allah shone. The news brought by Kheira was quickly acted upon, and the defences of the city so strengthened, that when at noon the assault was delivered, our cannon swept thy tribesmen from the pass like grains of sand before the sirocco. For six hours they fought; but their attempts to storm the city gate were futile, and the handful of survivors were compelled to retire, leaving nearly five hundred prisoners, including your Sheikh himself, in our hands.

And how was I rescued? I inquired, after briefly explaining how my conversation with Kheira had been overheard.

On the day following the fight, we went unto the shrine of Sidi Okbar to render thanks to Allah, and there found thee dying of heat and thirst. Thou didst sacrifice thy life to save our ruler and his city, therefore we brought thee hither, she said.

Then, taking my hands, the Sultan added, Thou hast the verdure of the meadows of life. May Allah preserve thee, and grant unto thee long years of perfect peace, and an eternal rose-garden of happiness. Wipe off the rust of ennui and fatigue from the speculum of thy mind, and follow me; for a feast is already prepared for the celebration of this victory.

And we passed onward through the private pavilions — bewildering in their magnificence of marble and gold, and green with many leaves — to the Great Hall of the Divan, where, standing under the royal baldachin of yellow silk brocade, the Sultan of Abea rejoiced me with his favours, proclaiming me, Ahamadou, tribes man of the Azjar, the Saviour of the City in the Sky.

No Touareg has ever contracted marriage with an Arab; therefore, after tarrying in Afo for many moons, I made peace with my people and returned unto them, for the wild life of the limitless sands was more congenial to me than the ease and perfumes of palaces and the favours of kings.


Chapter Eleven.

The Throne of the Great Torture.
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FAR SOUTH, BEYOND the Atlas Mountains, beyond that great, limitless plain of the Talidat where nothing meets the aching eye but a dreary waste of red-brown, drifting sand, one experiences some curious phases of a life comparatively unknown, and little understood in European civilisation. There, life to-day is the same as it was ten centuries ago — the same as it will ever be: free and charming in its simplicity, yet with many terrors ever present, and sun-bleached bones ever reminding the lonely traveller that a pricked water-skin means the end of all things.
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The Veiled Man — by William Le Queux

On a journey alone from Biskra to Mourzouk, in Fezzan, I foolishly disregarded the injunctions of my fellow tribesmen, and was rendered extremely uncomfortable by the astounding discovery that the camel caravan I had joined in Zaouia Timassanin, and with which I had been travelling for twenty days, belonged to the Kel-Izhaban, a tribe of marauders and outlaws with whom we had had for years a fierce blood-feud, and whose depredations and relentless butchery of their weaker neighbours caused them to be held in awe from Morocco across to Tripoli, and from Biskra to Lake Tsâd. In addition, I ascertained that the Sheikh, known to me as Sidi El-Adil, or The Just, was really none other than Abdul-Melik, like myself, a pirate of the desert, against whom the French Government had sent three expeditions, and upon whose head a price had been set.

With bronzed, aquiline features, long grey beard, and keen, deep-set eyes; tall, erect, agile, and of commanding presence, he was a splendid specimen of the true-bred Arab of the plains. Though he expressed intense hatred for the Infidel, and invoked curses most terrible upon the horsemen of the Roumis in general, and those of the Azjar in particular, he, nevertheless, treated me with haughty courtesy, and extended to me the hand of friendship. As, at the head of our cavalcade of two hundred armed horsemen and a long string of camels, he rode day by day across the parched wilderness, interspersed by small sand-hills and naked ledges of rock, speckled with ethel-bushes half overwhelmed by sand, he was truly an imposing figure. His burnouse was of finest white wool, embroidered heavily with silk; the haick surrounding his face was of spotless china-silk, and around his head was wound many yards of brown camels hair. The saddle upon which he sat was of crimson velvet, embroidered with gold and set with precious stones, and stirrups and spurs of massive silver completed the trappings of his splendid coal-black horse, which he managed with rare perfection and skill. On my white Ku-hai-lan stallion, I usually rode at his side, chatting to him in his own tongue, while two hundred of his people, erect in their saddles, and with their long-barrelled rifles slung behind, were ready to instantly execute his slightest wish.

The days were breathless and blazing. Scorched by the sun, and half-suffocated by the sand-laden wind, our way lay through a wilderness that Nature had forsaken. At night, however, when the outlaws of the desert had cast sand upon their feet and prayed their maghrib, and we had encamped under the palms of the oasis, eaten our dates and kouss-kouss, and slaked our thirst from our water-skins, then commenced the real luxury of the day — the luxury of idleness — as, reclining on a mat in front of the Sheikhs tent, with coffee and a cigarette, the great Abdul-Melik would relate with slow distinctness stories of past encounters between his people and the hated Christians.

While sentries with loaded rifles kept a vigilant look-out lest we should be surprised by the ever-watchful Spahis or Chasseurs, half — a — dozen Arabs would squat in a semicircle before the great Sheikh, and, twanging upon their queer little banjos fashioned from tortoise-shells over which skin is stretched, would chant weirdly, in a strange staccato, Arab songs of love and war. At that hour a coolness falls over everything, intense silence reigns, the sky above grows a deeper and deeper blue, and the palms and talha trees look mysterious in the half-light. Soon the stars shine out like diamond points, and it grows darker and darker, until the chill night-breeze of the desert stirs the feathery heads of the date-palms. Then the lawless nomads, my companions, would wrap their burnouses closely about them, scoop out a hole in the warm sand, and there repose until the first flush of dawn.

About five weeks after I had inadvertently thrown in my lot with the Kel-Izhaban, and after penetrating a region that, as far as I am aware, has never been explored by Europeans — for it remains a blank upon the most recent map issued by the French Dépôt de la Guerre — we were one evening, at a spot evidently pre-arranged, joined by a body of three hundred horsemen, who armed themselves with the rifles they obtained from our camels packs, and then, leaving the camels in charge of half-a-dozen men in a rocky valley called the Anzoua, we all continued our way in high spirits, jesting, laughing, and singing snatches of songs. Throughout that night, and during the following day, we rode at the same steady pace, with only brief halts that were absolutely necessary. On the second night darkness fell swiftly, but the moon rose, and under its bright mystic light we sped forward, until suddenly the gaunt man, in a dirty, ragged burnouse, who acted as our guide, shouted, and we pulled up quickly. Then, in the moonlight, I could just distinguish among the trees of the little oasis a few low, white houses, of what I subsequently learned was the little desert village of Tilouat, inhabited by the Kel-Emoghri, and distant ten leagues from the town of Idelès.

Abdul-Melik shouted an order, clear and distinct, whereupon the horsemen spread themselves out in two long lines, and with their guns carried across their saddles, the first line crept slowly and silently forward. By this movement I knew that we were about to attack the village, and held my own rifle ready for purposes of self-defence. Sitting in the second line, I advanced with the others, and the breathless moments that followed were full of excitement.

Suddenly a shot startled us, and at the same moment a muttered curse fell from the Sheikhs lips as he saw that our presence had been detected, for the shot had been fired in the village as a sound of warning. Almost instantly it was apparent that we had been betrayed, for a great body of horsemen galloped out to meet us, and in a few moments I found myself lying behind my horse pouring forth volley after volley from my rifle.

The fusillade was deafening, and for fully half an hour it was kept up. About twenty of our men had been killed or wounded, when suddenly the first line rose with loud shouts as if they were one man, and, mounting, rode straight at their opponents, while we followed at headlong speed upon our enemies almost ere they had time to realise our intention. The mêlée was awful. Swords, rifles, and keen, crooked jambiyahs were used with terrible effect, but very soon all resistance was at an end, and the work of looting the village commenced.

Half demented by excitement and success, my companions entered the houses, shot down the women with relentless cruelty, tore from them what little jewellery they possessed, and plundered, wrecked, and burned their homes out of sheer delight in destruction. I stood watching the terrible scene, but unable to avert the great calamity that had fallen so swiftly upon the peaceful little place. The fiendishness of our enemies had, alas! not been exaggerated. Abdul-Melik laughed gleefully, uttering some words as he rode past me swift as the wind. But I heeded him not; I loathed, despised, and hated him.

While dawn spread in rosy streaks, the work of plunder still proceeded, but when the sun shone forth, only the smoke-blackened walls of Tilouat remained standing. The plunder was quickly packed upon our horses, and soon afterwards we rode off, carrying with us twenty men and women who had been captured, all of whom would eventually find their way into the great slave-market, far away at Mourzouk.

At sundown, five days afterwards, we descended into a rocky valley, and suddenly came upon a wonderful mass of scattered ruins, of amazing magnitude and extent, which Abdul-Melik told me were the remains of a forgotten city called Tihodayen, and as we approached, I saw by the massive walls of hewn stone, the fallen columns half embedded in the sand, and by an inscription over an arched door, that they were relics of the Roman occupation. When we dismounted, I found that the ruined city gave shelter to the outlaws, and was their habitual hiding-place.

An hour later, reclining on mats under the wall of what had once been a great palace, the outlaw Sheikh and myself ate our evening meal of saubusaj, beryseh, and luzinyeh, and drank copiously of dushab, that luscious date-syrup which is so acceptable after the heat and burden of the Saharan day, while my companions feasted and made merry, for it appeared that they kept stores of food concealed there.

On commencing to smoke, Abdul-Melik ordered that the captives should be brought before him, and when, a few minutes later, they were ushered into his presence, they, with one exception, fell upon their knees, grovelled, and cried aloud for mercy. The single captive who begged no favour was a young, dark-haired girl of exquisite beauty, with black, piercing eyes, pretty, dimpled cheeks, and a complexion of almost European fairness. She wore a zouave of crimson velvet heavily embroidered with gold, a heavy golden girdle confined her waist, and her wide trousers were of palest rose-pink silk, while her tiny feet were thrust into velvet slippers of green embroidered with gold thread. But her dress had been torn in the fierce struggle with her pitiless captors, and as she stood, erect and defiant, with her hands secured behind her with a leathern thong, she cast at us a glance full of withering scorn.

The Sheikh raised his hand to command silence, but as her fellow-captives continued wailing, he ordered the removal of all but this girl, who apparently set him at defiance. Turning his keen eyes upon her, he noted how extremely handsome she was, and while she returned his gaze unflinchingly, her beauty held me in fascination. In all my journeys in the Land of the Sun I had never before seen such an absolutely perfect face.

Who art thou? demanded the dreaded chief, roughly. What is thy name?

I am called Khadidja Fathma, daughter of Ali Ben Ushshâmi, cadi of Idelès, she answered, in a firm, defiant tone.

Ali Ben Ushshâmi! echoed Abdul-Melik, knitting his brows fiercely. Thou art his daughter; the daughter of the accursed son of offal who endeavoured to betray me into the hands of the Roumis, he cried, exultantly. I have kindled the lights of knowledge at the flambeau of prophecy, and I vowed that I would ere many moons seek vengeance.

I have anticipated this thy wrath ever since thine horde of cowardly ruffians laid hands upon me, she answered, with a contemptuous toss of her pretty head. But the daughter of the cadi of Idelès craveth not mercy from a servant of Eblis.

Darest thou insult me, wench? he cried, pale with passion, and starting up as if to strike her. Thou art the child of the man who would have given me into the hands of the Spahis for the sake of the two bags of gold offered for my head. I will return his good offices by sending him to-morrow a present he will perhaps appreciate, the present of thine own hands. He will then be convinced that Abdul-Melik knoweth how to repay those who seek to injure him.

Dost thou intend to strike off my hands? she gasped, pale as death, nevertheless making a strenuous effort to remain calm.

At sunrise the vultures will feast upon thee, and thine hands will be on their way to Idelès, he answered, with a sinister smile playing about his hard mouth.

Malec hath already set his curse upon thee, she said, and by each murder thou committest so thou createst for thyself a fresh torture in Al-Hâwiyat, where thy food will be offal and thou wilt slake thy thirst with boiling pitch. True, I have fallen captive into thine hands, having journeyed to Tilouat to see my fathers mother who was dying; but thinkest thou that I fear thee? No! she added with flashing eyes. Though the people dread thee as the great and powerful Chief, I despise thee and all thy miserable parasites. If thou smitest off mine hands, it is but the same punishment as thou hast meted out to others of my sex. Thou art, after all, a mere coward who maketh war upon women.

Silence, jade! he cried, in a tumult of passion, and, turning to the men beside him, commanded: Take her away, secure her alone till dawn, and then let her hands be struck off and brought to me.

Roughly the men dragged her away, but ere she went she cast at us a look of haughty scornfulness, and, shrugging her shoulders, treated this terrible mandate with ineffable disdain.

The jades hands shall be sent to her father, the Cadi, as a souvenir of the interest he taketh in my welfare, the Sheikh muttered aloud. Her tongue will never again utter rebuke or insult. Verily, Allah hath delivered her into my hands a weapon to use against mine enemies.

I uttered eager words of intercession, pointing out the cruelty of taking her young life, but he only laughed derisively, and I was compelled to sit beside him while the other captives were questioned and inspected.

That night I sought repose in a shed that had been erected in a portion of the ruins, but found sleep impossible. The defiantly beautiful face of the young girl who was to die at dawn kept recurring to me with tantalising vividness, and at length I rose, determined if possible to save her. Noiselessly I crept out, my footsteps muffled by the sand, saddled one of Abdul-Meliks own horses, and without attracting the notice of either sentry on duty at each end of the encampment, I entered the ruin where, confined to an iron ring in the masonry by a leathern band, she crouched silent and thoughtful.

Fi amâni-illah! I whispered, as I approached. I come to have speech with thee, and assist thee to escape.

Art thou a friend? she inquired, struggling to her feet and peering at me in the gloom.

Yes, one who is determined that the outlaws command shall never be executed, and taking the jambiyah from my girdle, I severed the thongs that confined her hands and ankles, and next second she was free.

Briefly I explained how I had saddled a fleet horse and placed a saddle-bag with food upon it.

If I get safely away I shall owe my life to you, she said, with intense gratitude, pressing my hand for an instant to her quivering lips. I know this place, and ere two moons can have risen I can travel through the rocky defile and be at my fathers house in Idelès. Tell me thy name, so that my father may know who was his daughters liberator.

I told her, and in the same hasty breath asked for some souvenir.

Alas! I have nothing, she answered; nothing but a strange ornament which my fathers mother gave to me immediately before she died, an hour previous to the attack being made upon the village, and placing her hand deep into the breast of her dress she drew forth a rough disc of copper, about the size of a crown piece, with a hole in it, as if it had been strung upon a thread.

When she gave it to me she told me it had been in her possession for years, that it was a talisman against terror, and that some curious legend was attached to it, the nature of which I do not now recollect. There is strange writing upon it in some foreign tongue of the Roumis that no one has been able to decipher.

I looked, but unable to detect anything in the darkness, I assured her that its possession would always remind me of her, and slipped it into the pocket of my gandoura.
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Then together we crept along under the shadow of the wall, and, gaining the spot where the horse stood in readiness, I held her for a second while she kissed my hand, uttering a fervent word of thanks, and afterwards assisted her into the saddle. Then a moment later, with a whispered Allah iselemeck! she sped away, with her unbound hair flying behind her, and was instantly lost in the darkness.

On realising that she had gone I was seized with regret, but feeling that at least I had saved her from a horrible doom, I returned to my little shed and, wrapping myself in my burnouse, slept soundly until the sun had risen high in the heavens.

Opening my eyes, I at once remembered Khadidjas quaint souvenir, and on examining it, was astonished to find both obverse and reverse of the roughly fashioned disc covered with an inscription in English crudely engraved, or rather scratched, apparently with the point of a knife. Investigating it closely I was enabled, after some difficulty, for I have only an elementary knowledge of the tongue of the Roumis, to read the following surprising words: — 

This record I leave for the person into whose hands it may fall, for I am starving. Whosoever reads this let him hasten to Zemnou, in the Zelaf Desert, two days from the well of El Ameïma, and from the Bab-el-Oued pace twenty steps westward outside the city wall, and under the second bastion let him dig. There will he be rewarded. John Edward Chatteris, held captive in the Kasbah of Borku by order of the Sultan Othmân, Sunday, June 13, 1843.

Chatteris! Instantly it occurred to me that a celebrated English explorer, archaeologist, and member of the Royal Geographical Society of that name, had years ago been lost, and his fate had remained a complete mystery. Inquiries for news of him had been circulated throughout the great Desert among the wandering tribes, with an offer of a reward. This, then, was a message inscribed, with apparent difficulty within the impregnable citadel of the warrior Sultan of Borku, whose little mountain kingdom was situate five hundred miles south of Mourzouk, between the Tibesti Mountains and Lake Tsâd; a secret that for half a century had been in the keeping of those who could not decipher it.

What might not be buried at the spot indicated by this curious relic of the great traveller? My curiosity was excited to the utmost. Impatient to investigate the truth, but compelled, nevertheless, to remain patient until such time as I could escape from my undesirable companions, I concealed the disc and rose to join Abdul-Melik at his morning meal.

Khadidjas escape caused the old outlaw intense chagrin, and his anger knew no bounds, but luckily no suspicion fell upon me, and having remained with them during two whole moons I succeeded one day, when we were near the town of Rhat, in evading them and getting away. As quickly as possible I returned to In Salah, where I exhibited the metal disc with its strange inscription to our three headmen, who became at once interested in it, announcing their intention to accompany me next day to investigate the truth of the engraved record.

With an escort of twenty of our men, all well mounted and armed, we rode out of In Salah at dawn, and for nine days continued our journey across the desert due eastward, first taking the caravan route to Tarz Oulli, beyond the French boundary, and continuing through the rocky region of the Ihéhaonen and across the Djedid Oasis, until one evening, at the maghrib hour, the high white walls and three tall minarets of the desert city of Zemnou came within view. It was unsafe to take our men nearer, therefore we returned and bivouacked until darkness set in. Then, dressed in the haick and burnouse of the Arab of the plain, the three headmen with myself, carrying spades concealed beneath our flowing drapery, approached the town and crept under the shadow of the walls, until we reached the Bab-el-Oued, or principal gate. Guarded by strong watch-towers on either side, the gate was closed, and silently we crept, anxious and breathless, on over the sand westward until we had counted twenty paces and reached the second bastion.

Then, after glancing eagerly around to reassure ourselves that we were not observed, we all five commenced to dig beneath the wall. Discovery, we knew, would mean death. The sand was loose, but full of stones, and for some time we worked without result. Indeed, I began to fear that someone had already been able to decipher the record and obeyed its injunctions, when suddenly the spade of one of my companions struck something hard, and he uttered an ejaculation. With one accord we worked with a will, and within ten minutes were unearthing an object of extraordinary shape.

At first it puzzled us considerably, but at length, when we had cleared the earth sufficiently to remove it, we made a cursory examination by the aid of wax tapers, and discovered that it was a kind of stool with a semi-circular seat, supported by six short columns of twisted gold in imitation of serpents, the seat itself being of gold inlaid with many precious stones, while the feet consisted of six great yellow topazes, beautifully cut and highly polished, held in the serpents mouths. The gold had become dimmed by long contact with the earth, but the gems, as we rubbed off the dirt that clung to them, gleamed and sparkled in the tapers fitful rays.

The stool, or throne, was so heavy that it was with difficulty two men dragged it out of the trench, and breathless with anxiety we all lent a willing hand to carry it over the five miles of open desert to where the men were awaiting us. Our arrival was greeted with cheers, but quickly the strange relic was wrapped in saddlebags and secured upon the back of a spare horse. At once we set out on the first stage of our return journey, reaching In Salah in safety ten days later, and learning with satisfaction on our arrival that Abdul-Melik had, during our absence, been killed in a skirmish with the French Spahis in the Ahaggar.

Not until I had sent the jewelled seat to England, through an Arab merchant whom I knew in Algiers, and it was exhibited before a meeting of the Royal Geographical Society, was I aware of its real antiquarian value. From the letters sent home by the intrepid Dr Chatteris, and still preserved in the archives of the Society, it appeared that during 1839 Salman, the great Sheikh of Aujila, assembled a formidable following, and proclaiming himself Sultan of Tunis, led an expedition through the country, extorting money from the people by reason of horrible tortures and fearful barbarities. While sentencing his unfortunate victims, he always used a curiously-shaped judgment-seat, which, for ages, had been the property of the Sultans of Sokoto, and it thus became known and dreaded as the Throne of the Great Torture, it only being used on occasions when he sentenced the unfortunate wretches to torture for the purpose of extracting from them knowledge of where their wealth was concealed.

Against this fierce rebel the Bey of Tunis was compelled to send a great expedition, and after several sanguinary encounters at Sinaun, and in the Um-el-Cheil, he was utterly routed and killed in his own stronghold at Aujila. Dr Chatteris, in the last letter received from him, mentioned that he had secured the jewelled throne, but that on account of the superstitions of the Arabs it was an extremely difficult matter to convey it to the coast.

Fearing lest he should lose it, he had apparently buried it, and soon afterwards unfortunately fell into the hands of the Sultan of Borku, who held him captive until his death.

Khadidja is still living in Idelès, where she is happily married to the younger son of the Governor, but in the seclusion of her harem she is still in ignorance that, by the curious little souvenir with which she rewarded me, she added to Englands national collection of antiquities a valuable and highly interesting relic.

Visitors to the British Museum will experience but little difficulty in finding it, for in the Oriental section at the present moment one of the most frequently inspected and greatly admired treasures is the quaint, historic, and bejewelled Throne of the Great Torture.

THE END


The Wiles of the Wicked (1900)
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Chapter One.

Why This is Written.
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WILFORD HEATON IS not my real name, for why should I publish it to the world?

The reason I do not give it is, first, because I have no desire to be made the object of idle curiosity or speculation, and secondly, although the explanation herein given will clear the honour of one of the most powerful of the Imperial Houses in Europe, I have no wish that my true name should be associated with it.

I have, however, a reason for writing this narrative — a very strong reason.

The story is an enthralling one; the adventures stranger, perhaps, than ever happened to any other living person. I have resolved to relate the plain unvarnished facts in their sequence, just as they occurred, without seeking to suppress or embellish, but to recount the strange adventures just as they are registered in the small leather portfolio, or secret dossier, which still, at this moment, reposes in the archives of a certain Ministry in one of the European capitals.

There have recently been stories afloat — strange stories. At first I laughed at all the absurd rumours, but very quickly I saw how seriously distorted the real facts had become, for ingenious paragraphs of certain so-called Society papers, grasping the story eagerly, worked it up into a narrative which reflected very seriously upon the honour of one who is dearest in all the world to me.

Well, my tale — or exposure — is written here.

In order that those who read may clearly follow the curious chain of circumstances, it is necessary for me to go back some eight years or so — not a long period as far as time goes, but to me a veritable century. I was young, just turned twenty five. I was decently well-off, having come into an income of nearly a couple of thousand a year left me by my father, a sum which put me beyond the necessity of entering business, pursuing the daily grind, or troubling about the morrow. My career at Oxford had, I fear, been marked by a good many shortcomings and many youthful escapades, but I ended it by taking my degree of Bachelor of Medicine, shortly afterwards pursuing the fashionable habit of going abroad. Within two years, however, I returned to London world-weary — like so many other young men who, being left comfortably off, commence to taste the enjoyment of life too early — and settled down in a suite of smoke-begrimed rooms in Essex Street, Strand.

The place was horribly dingy, situated in that cul-de-sac which is quiet and almost deserted, even though only a stones throw from the busiest, noisiest, and muddiest thoroughfare in the world. The ground and first floors of the house were occupied by several firms of solicitors, whose doors were covered with ragged and sadly faded green baize, while the second floor I rented as my abode. The quaint, shabby, bizarre old place had been built at the end of the last century for family residence, in the days when Bloomsbury was an aristocratic quarter and great men lived in Leicester Square; but now, alas! smoke-stained and time-dimmed, it was given over to the dust which the law accumulates. From its exterior, like those of its neighbours, there protruded those great iron extinguishers used by the linkmen of days bygone, while the broad, thin-worn stairs, easy of ascent, the solid mahogany doors, the great carved handrail, and the fine Adams ceilings, like those in the older houses of the Adelphi, told mutely of the prosperity of its long-departed owners.

I had taken over the furniture, a frowsy lot of faded horsehair, which had perhaps done duty there for half a century, together with the rooms, and even though they were so dismal and out-of-date, I must confess that they had one attraction for me, namely, that above, in the low-pitched rooms on the top floor, there lived and worked my old college chum, Dick Doyle, who had, after a good deal of wild-oat sowing, developed into a rising journalist and littérateur.

Curious though it may appear, I had returned from the Sunny South and taken up my abode in that dingy, dispiriting place with one sole idea, namely, to be near the man who was practically my only friend in the whole world. I was in sore need of him, for I was utterly heedless of everything past, present, or future.

With the exception of old Mrs Parker, who had served my family for twenty years, I was absolutely alone and helpless as a child. At the age of twenty-five I had ceased to interest myself in anything, and plunged in eternal gloom, all desire for life having left me, for knowing that its joys could no longer be mine I was, even though in the full possession of all my youthful vigour, mental faculties, and bodily strength, actually looking forward to the grave.

The terrible truth must here be told. The reader will, I feel confident, sympathise. While living abroad, travelling hither and thither through the old Italian towns, where I delighted to roam in the big white piazzas and through the crumbling palaces, every stone of which spoke of a brilliant and historic past, I had been suddenly seized by disease, and for three months lay tossing upon my bed in an English pension in Florence, tended by two calm, sweet-faced sisters of charity, with their grey-blue habits and great white linen head-dresses, which in my hours of fever and delirium seemed always so clean and cool. The two great Italian professors who were called to me shook their heads, believing that, even if they managed to save my life, it would be at a loss of one of my senses. In this, alas! they were not mistaken. My eyes became affected by sclerotitis, a severe inflammation of the sclerotic. Gradually my eyes, those most beautiful structures of the human body which manifest in such small compass the great, the unspeakable, the incomprehensible power of our Creator, grew dim. My sight was slowly but surely failing me. I was recovering from my bodily ailment to be attacked by the ophthalmic disease which the doctors had all along feared.

I implored of them to do something to preserve my sight, but they only dropped into my eye certain liquids from their little brown glass phials, and regarded the effect gravely. A great oculist from Rome came to give his opinion. I saw him but mistily, as though I were looking through a dense fog; and he, too, told me that all that could be done had already been done.

I arose from my bed a fortnight later stone blind.

With this terrible affliction upon me I returned to London with Dick Doyle, who came out to Florence to fetch me home. For me, life had no further charm. The beauties of the world which had given me so much pleasure and happiness were blotted out for me for ever. I lived now only in an eternal darkness which by day, when the sun shone upon my eyes, seemed to assume a dull dark red. At first it struck me that because my sight had been destroyed my personal appearance must have altered, but Dick assured me that it had not. No one, he declared, could tell by looking at my eyes that they were actually sightless.

And so I, Wilford Heaton, lived in those dull old chambers in Essex Street, in rooms that I had never seen.

You, who have sight to read these lines, can you imagine what it is to be suddenly struck blind? Close your eyes for a brief five minutes and see how utterly helpless you become, how entirely dependent you are upon others, how blank would be your life if you were always thus.

Dick gave to me all the time he could spare from his work, and would come and sit with me to chat, for conversation with him was all that was now left to me. He described my rooms and my surroundings with the same minuteness with which he wrote, and tried to interest me by relating scraps of the days news. Yet when he was absent, away or at work in his rooms above, I sat alone thinking for hours and hours, counting time by the chiming of the clock of St. Clement Danes.

So heavily did time hang upon my hands that at last I engaged a teacher from the Blind School over in Lambeth, and with his books of raised letters he used to visit me each day and teach me to read. I was an apt pupil, I suppose, yet there was something strangely grotesque about a man who had already graduated recommencing to learn his alphabet like a child. Still, it saved me from being driven mad by melancholy, and it was not long before I found that, by the exercise of pains, I could read slowly the various embossed books, standard works manufactured for the recreation of those unfortunates like myself, who would otherwise sit eternally idle with their hands before them. And not only did I learn to read, but also to make small fancy baskets, work very intricate at first, but which, on account of the highly developed sense of touch that I had acquired in reading, soon became quite easy.

The long months of winter darkness went by; but to me, who could not see the sun, what mattered whether the days were brilliant August or black December? Sometimes I went out, but not often. I had not become proficient in finding my way by aid of a stick. I had practised a good deal in my rooms; but for a blind man to go forth into the busy Strand he must have perfect confidence, and be able to guide himself among the bustling throng. Therefore, on my airings I usually went forth upon Dicks arm, and the extent of our wanderings was the end of the Embankment at Westminster Bridge, or around those small ornamental gardens which extend from the Charing Cross station of the Underground Railway up to Waterloo Bridge. Sometimes, on rare occasions, he would take me to dine with him at the Savage Club, in Adelphi Terrace; and men, easy-going Bohemians, whom I could not see, would warmly shake my hand. I heard their voices — voices of artists and littérateurs whose names were as household words — sat charmed by their merry gossip of artistic shop, laughed at their droll stories, or listened to one or other of the members who would recite or sing for the benefit of his brother Savages. Those evenings, spent amid the tobacco-smoke and glass-jingling of the only Bohemia still existing in London, were the happiest in all that dull, colourless, dismal life of sound and touch.

They were the only recreations left to me. Truly mine was a tristful life.

In April, after I had lived in that dingy den six months or more, Dick came into my room one morning and made an announcement. It was that he had been commissioned by his paper to go as its correspondent with a British punitive expedition on the North-West Frontier of India.

Youll go, of course, I said, reflecting that such an offer meant both advancement and profit. He had long ago told me that a commission as war correspondent was his greatest ambition.

No, my dear old fellow, his deep voice answered in a tone more grave than usual. I cant leave you alone.

Nonsense! I ejaculated. Im not going to allow you to fling away such a good offer to remain with me. No, you must go, Dick. Youll be back in three months at most, wont you?

Perhaps before, and his voice sounded low and strange. But really, old fellow, I cant go and leave you helpless, like this.

Youll go, I said decisively. Mrs Parker will look after me, and three months will soon pass.

No, he said. Its all very well, but you cant sit here month after month, helpless as you are. Its impossible.

I shall amuse myself with my books and my basket-making, I answered. Truth to tell, this announcement of his had utterly crushed me. His society was the only bright spot in my life. If he left me I should be entirely alone, cheerless and melancholy. Nevertheless, when the sight is destroyed the mind is quickened, and I reflected all that this offer meant to him, and admired his self-denial and readiness to refuse it on my account.

Therefore I insisted that he should go. In the end he was persuaded, and three days later left Charing Cross for India.

When he had gone I became hopelessly depressed. In vain did I try to interest myself in the embossed books, but they were mostly works which I had read long ago, and in vain I toiled at basket-making until my finger-tips were sore and aching. Sometimes at evening Mrs Parker, herself a sad scholar, would try and read a few of what she considered the choicest morsels of the extra special. She read very slowly and inaccurately, poor old soul, and many were the words she was compelled to spell and leave me to solve their meaning. Indeed, in those long hours I spent by myself I sank lower and lower in dejection. No longer I heard Dicks merry voice saying — 

Come, cheer up, old chap. Let me tell you all I heard to-day over at the club.

No longer could I lean upon his arm as we descended that steep flight of steps leading from the end of Essex Street to the Embankment; no longer did I hear those playful words of his on such occasions — 

Take care, darling, or youll fall.

Dear old Dick! Now, when I reflected upon it all, I saw how in my great affliction he treated me as tenderly as he could a woman. Forlorn, hypped, and heart-sick, I lived on from day to day, taking interest in nothing, moping doleful and unmanned.

A single letter came from him, posted at some outlandish place in the North-West. It was read to me by old Mrs Parker, but as Dick was a sad scribbler, its translation was not a very brilliant success. Nevertheless, from it I gathered how deep were his thoughts of me, and how eager he was to complete his work and return. Truly no man had a more devoted friend, and certainly no man was more in need of one.

As the days grew warmer, and I sat ever with the taedium vitae upon me, joyless and dispirited in that narrow world of darkness, I felt stifled, and longed for air. Essex Street is terribly close in July, therefore, finding the heat intolerable, I went forth at evening upon the Embankment with Mrs Parker, and, with my stick, practised walking alone upon that long, rather unfrequented stretch of pavement between the railings of the Temple Gardens and the corner of Savoy Street.

Try to walk a dozen paces as one blind. Close your eyes, and tap lightly with your stick before you as you walk, and see how utterly helpless you feel, and how erratic are your footsteps. Then you will know how extremely difficult I found my first essays alone. I walked full of fear, as a child walks, stumbling, colliding, halting, and afterwards waiting for my pitying old woman-servant to take my arm and guide me in safety.

Yet evening after evening I went forth and steadily persevered. I had, in the days before the world became shut out from my gaze, seen men who were blind guiding themselves fearlessly hither and thither among the London crowds, and I was determined, in Dicks absence, to master the means of visionless locomotion, so that I might walk alone for healths sake, if for nothing else. And so I continued, striving and striving. When Mrs Parker had served my dinner, cutting it up for me just as one places meat before a helpless infant, we went forth together, and for an hour each evening I went out upon that wide expanse of the Embankment pavement which formed my practice-ground.

Gradually, by slow degrees, I became proficient in guiding myself with that constant tapping that marks a blind mans progress through the black void which constitutes his own narrow joyless world. At last, after several weeks of constant practice, I found to my great delight that I could actually walk alone the whole length of the pavement, guiding myself by intuition when encountering passers-by, and continuing straight on without stumbling or colliding with any object, a fact which gave me the utmost satisfaction, for it seemed to place me beyond, the need of a constant guide. With this progress I intended to astound Dick upon his return, and so gradually persevered towards proficiency.


Chapter Two.

The Bracelet and the Palm.
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AUGUST WAS DUSTY and blazing in London, and I felt it sorely in Essex Street. The frontier war dragged on its weary length, as frontier wars always drag, and Dick was still unable to return. His brilliant descriptions of the fighting had become a feature in the journal he represented. On one of my short walks from end to end of that long even strip of pavement a hand was suddenly placed upon my shoulder, and the voice told me that it was Shadrack Fennell, a charming old fellow, who had been a popular actor of a day long since past, and was now a prominent Savage, well known in that little circle of London Bohemia. He walked with me a little way, and next evening called and spent an hour over cigars and whisky. He was the only visitor I had had in all those months of Dicks absence.

A blind man has, alas! very few friends.

Once or twice, when the heat became insufferable in my close stuffy rooms, I contemplated going to the country or to the sea. Yet, on reflection, I told myself bitterly that, being unable to see the beauties of Gods earth, I was just as well there moping in that gloomy street, and taking my evening airing beside the Thames.

Therefore with all desire for life or enjoyment crushed from my soul, I remained in London, going out each fine evening, sometimes with Mrs Parker, and at others, with a fearlessness acquired by practice, I carefully guided myself down the steep granite steps leading from Essex Street to the Embankment, and then paced my strip of pavement alone. But how tristful, dispiriting, and soul-sickening was that monotonous world of darkness in which I eternally existed, none can know, only those unfortunate ones who are blind themselves.

About half-past eight oclock one breathless evening in mid-August, Mrs Parker being unwell, I went forth alone for my usual stroll. The atmosphere was close and oppressive, the pavement seemed to reflect the heat, and even along the Embankment there was not a breath of air. Alone, plunged in my own thoughts — for the blind think far more deeply than those whose minds are distracted by the sights around them — I went on with those short steps that I had acquired, ever tapping with my stick to discover the crossings. I was afraid of no street traffic; only of cycles, which, by reason of their silence, are veritable ogres to the blind.

Almost unconsciously I passed beyond the limit of my regular track, beneath a railway-bridge which I knew led from Charing Cross station, and then straight on, with only a single crossing, until I came to what seemed the junction of several roads, where I hesitated. It was an adventure to go so far, and I wondered where I was. The chiming of Big Ben, however, gave me a clue. I was at the corner of Bridge Street, for I felt the wall of the St. Stephens Club. The turning to the left would, I knew, take me over Westminster Bridge; to the right I could cross Palace Yard and Broad Sanctuary, and so gain Victoria Street. Before my affliction I knew well that portion of London around the Houses of Parliament. I decided, therefore, on keeping to the right, and some one whom I know not kindly piloted me over the dangerous crossing from the corner of Parliament Street, for such I judged it to be from the cries of men selling the evening papers. Again, three times in succession, did sympathetic persons, noticing my helplessness as I stood upon the kerb, take my arm and lead me across, but in these constant crossings I somehow entirely lost my bearings. I was, I knew, in a long straight thoroughfare and by the iron railings before the houses guessed it to be that road of flat-dom, Victoria Street.

Amused at my intrepidity, and congratulating myself upon having gone so far alone, I kept on, knowing that even if I lost myself I had only to call a passing hansom and be driven back to Essex Street. Thus for perhaps three-quarters of an hour I wandered on. From a lad who helped me over one of the crossings I learnt that I had passed Victoria Station, and now appeared to be traversing several large squares — at least, such was the impression conveyed upon my mind. It was useless to stop passers-by every moment to inquire where I was, therefore, laughing inwardly at my situation, lost in London, the great city I had known so well, I went on and on, down long straight thoroughfares that seemed endless, in enjoyment of the first real walk I had taken since my crushing affliction had fallen upon me.

Suddenly, in what seemed to be a quiet deserted street, I left the kerb to cross the road alone, but ere I became aware of impending danger a mans voice shouted roughly, and I found myself thrown by violent concussion upon the roadway, struggling frantically beneath a horses hoofs. I clutched wildly at air to save myself, but next second received a violent kick on the left side of the head, which caused sparks to appear before my sightless eyes, stunned me, and rendered me almost instantly insensible.

How long I remained ignorant of things about me it is impossible to tell. I fancy it must have been a good many hours. On my first return to consciousness I heard strange confused sounds about me, low whispering, the words of which were utterly unintelligible to my unbalanced brain, and the quick rustling of silk. I remember wondering vaguely where I was. The blind quickly develop a habit of extreme caution, and with my senses dulled by the excruciating pain in my skull I lay reflecting without speaking. The throbbing in my head was frightful. When the recollections of my long walk which had ended so disastrously surged through my brain, it struck me that I must have been taken to a hospital after the accident, and that I had most probably remained there some days. Yet in hospitals there is no perfume of peau dEspagne, nor do the nurses wear silken flounces.

I tried to catch the words uttered by those about me, but in vain. It may have been that they were spoken in some foreign tongue, or, what is much more likely, the terrible blow I had received from the horses hoof had utterly disarranged my sense of hearing. This single thought appalled me. If my hearing had really been injured, then I was rendered absolutely helpless. To the blind the acoustic organs become so sharpened that they can detect sounds where those in full possession of sight and hearing can distinguish nothing. It is the ear that acts for the sightless eye. Therefore the fear that even this had failed me held me appalled.

I stretched forth my hand, and to my surprise felt that I was not in a hospital bed, as I had at first believed, but upon a silken couch, with my head resting upon a soft satin pillow. The covering of the couch was of rich brocade in wide stripes, while the woodwork had a smoothness which caused me to believe that it was gilt. I raised my hand to my head, and found it bandaged with a handkerchief and some apparently improvised compresses.

Although I opened my eyes, all was, of course, an utter blank before me. Yet I felt instinctively, as every blind person does, the presence of some one in my immediate vicinity, and presently, after long reflection, I suddenly asked — 

Where am I? What has happened?

You have been run over, and your head is injured, answered a strange harsh voice, hoarse and altogether curious. But tell me. Your eyes have a curious look in them. Cant you see?

No, I responded. Unfortunately I am totally blind.

Blind! gasped the voice, in apparent amazement. Then that accounts for your accident!

But where am I? I inquired eagerly.

You need not trouble, I assure you, answered the voice, pleasantly. You are with friends.

Then I am not in a hospital?

Certainly not. Having witnessed your accident, I am trying to do what little I can for you.

The voice was low-pitched; and, further, it struck me as being disguised.

May I not know the name of my good Samaritan? I inquired.

The name is entirely unnecessary, the voice responded. From your card-case I see that your name is Heaton, and that you live in Essex Street, Strand.

Yes, I answered.

How long have you been blind? the voice inquired, hoarse and deep. I knew that it was disguised by certain of the syllables being pronounced differently in various words.

For a year or more, I answered.

And does your head still pain you very much? inquired the voice, while at the same moment I felt a cool hand placed upon my throbbing brow.

In an instant I seized it by the wrist. The hand tried to wrench itself free, but not before I had felt the slimness of the fingers, the rings upon them, and the softness of the palm.

It was a womans. She had cleverly disguised her voice to cause me to believe that it was a mans. I placed my right hand upon her arm and felt it bare. Upon her wrist was a curious bracelet, thin but strangely pliable, evidently made of some ingeniously worked and twisted wire.

The arm was bare; her skirts were of silk. My nurse was evidently in an evening toilette.

Although I cannot see you, madam, I thank you for your kind attention, I said, a trifle piqued that she should have endeavoured to mislead me by her voice.

She drew her hand away quickly, with a slight cry, as though annoyed at my discovery.

I witnessed your accident, she explained simply, in a sweet, well-modulated voice, evidently her own. By her tone, she was no doubt young, and I wondered whether she were pretty.

How did it happen? Tell me, I urged.

You were crossing the road, and were knocked down by a cab. My doctor has already examined you, and says that you are not seriously hurt. It is a mere scalp-wound, therefore you may rest content, and congratulate yourself upon a very narrow escape.

I congratulate myself upon failing into the hands of a friend, I said.

Oh, it is really nothing! exclaimed my unknown hostess. In a few hours you will, no doubt, be all right. Rest, and in the morning the carriage shall take you home.

Then it is not yet morning? I inquired, vaguely wondering what hour it might be.

No, not yet.

The response sounded afar off, and I felt somehow that my strength was suddenly failing me. A heavy, drowsy feeling crept over me, and my mind seemed filled with conflicting thoughts, until I fell asleep, the cool, soft, sympathetic hand still upon my brow.

When I awoke it was with a refreshed feeling. No one was, however, in my immediate vicinity. My kind protectress had left me, yet I heard voices in conversation in the adjoining room. The door communicating was closed, but there was the unmistakable pop of a champagne-cork and a jingling of thin glasses that told of festivity. In whose house, I wondered, was I a guest? Already I had inquired, but had been refused information.

Suddenly the voices were hushed, and I could distinguish a woman saying — 

I tell, you hes blind — stone blind. If you doubt me, hold that before his face and see if he flinches. A mans voice sounded in a low growl in response, then all was silent again. Only the ticking of a clock somewhere near me broke the stillness.

Whispers, like low, suspicious exchanges of confidence, soon afterwards reached my ears. The door had opened silently, and a few seconds later I felt the soft hand of my protectress again upon my forehead. My sightless eyes were wide open, and by that she, of course, knew that I was awake.

Are you better after your sleep? the well-cultivated voice inquired concernedly.

Very much, I answered, raising myself upon my elbows. But I have troubled you far too long, and will go, if you will kindly instruct your servant to call me a cab.

Oh dear no, the voice answered pleasantly. I couldnt think of allowing you to go home at this hour, and in your weak state, too. It would be madness. Continue your rest, and you will be quite right again in the morning.

You are extremely kind, I protested, but I really couldnt think of remaining longer.

Would you like to repay me for what you so very generously term my kindness? she asked. If so, I would only ask one little favour.

Certainly. I will grant it if it lies within my power, I responded.

Well, it is that you would scribble your name here, in this birthday book of mine. It will be a little souvenir of this evening.

But I cannot write well nowadays. I cant see, you know, I protested.

But you can write your signature. If the handwriting is uneven I will forgive you, in the circumstances, the voice said merrily; and a moment later she placed a pen with a handle of ivory or pearl within my hand.

What day of the month? inquired the sweet voice.

The second of July, I answered, laughing; and my unknown friend, having opened the book at that page, guided my hand to the paper, whereon I scrawled my name.

She took both pen and book, and by the departing swish of her skirts I knew that she had left me and had passed into the adjoining room.

A strange picture arose in my mind. Was she beautiful? At any rate her surroundings were elegant, and her low musical voice was that of a young and refined girl of twenty or so.

I listened, lying there helpless and sorely puzzled. Again curious whisperings in subdued tones sounded from beyond, but almost at that same moment some one commenced to play upon the piano Chopins Andante-Spinato, which prevented me from distinguishing either the words uttered or the trend of the discussion.

For several minutes the sound of the piano filled the room, the touch, light and delicate, seeming to be that of a woman, when, of a sudden, there was a loud smashing of glass, and a womans shrill, piercing scream rang out, accompanied by the sound of some heavy object falling to the floor.

In an instant the music ceased, and at the same moment I heard a mans voice cry wildly — 

Good God! Youve — why, youve killed her!

Next second there sounded a rapid scuffling of feet, a chair was overturned and broken, and from the quick panting and muttered ejaculations it seemed as though two persons had closed in deadly embrace. In their frantic, desperate struggle they advanced into the room where I was, and I, still utterly helpless, with only a dark void about me, raised myself in horror and alarm. The mans words held me appalled.

Some terrible tragedy had occurred. My kind protectress had been murdered.

The other two persons, whoever they were, fought fiercely quite close to me, and I could distinctly detect from the vain efforts to shout made by the weaker, that the stronger held him by the throat, and was endeavouring to strangle him.

Of a sudden there was a quick, dull thud, the unmistakable sound of a heavy blow, followed by a short agonised cry.

Ah-h! shrieked the voice of the person struck; and at the same instant a great weight fell back inertly upon me as I was lying, nearly crushing the breath from me.

I passed my sensitive hands over it quickly. It was the body of a man. Blood ran warm over my fingers.

He had been stabbed to the heart.


Chapter Three.

The House with the Portico.
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THE WEIGHT OF the inert body oppressed me, and in striving to extricate myself it slipped from the couch and slid to the ground; but such a feeling of dread overcame me that I reached down and pushed the warm body under the couch.

The faint sound of some one moving stealthily across the thick pile carpet caused me to lie rigid, holding my breath. I heard the movement distinctly, and curiously enough it sounded as though it were a woman, for there was just a faint rustling as though her skirts trailed upon the ground. My quick ear told me that the person was approaching. By the panting breath I knew that it was the assassin. Was I, too, to fall a victim?

I tried to call out, but in that moment of agony and horror my tongue refused to articulate. It seemed to cleave to the roof of my mouth.

The sound of movement ceased, and I knew that the person was quite close to me. My eyes were wide open, held fixed in expectant horror.

I felt a warm breath upon my cheeks, and knew that the unknown assassin was peering into my eyes. In a few moments I had an instinctive feeling of something being held a few inches from my face.

Then the words that had been spoken by my protectress recurred to me. She had declared to her companions that I was blind, and urged them to test me by holding something to my head.

This was now being done. The truth of my statement was being proved, possibly by a revolver being held to my brow. If so, my only chance of safety rested in unflinching coolness. My position was certainly a most unenviable one.

For a few moments the panting heart of the assassin thumped close to me; then, apparently satisfied, the unknown person moved off in silence without uttering a single word.

My first impulse was to jump up and arrest the progress of the assassin, but on reflection I saw that to do so would only be to invite death. What could I do, blind as I was?

Only could I sit and listen, trying to distinguish every detail of the mystery.

Yes, I became convinced more than ever that the person leaving the room was not a man — but a woman.

Could it be the same individual whose cool, sympathetic hand had only a quarter of an hour before soothed my brow? The thought held me dumbfounded.

I had all along believed that the assassin had been a man, but it was certain by that swish of silken flounces that it was a woman.

As I listened I heard the click of an electric-light switch at the door of the room, and a couple of minutes later a heavy door closed. From the bang of the knocker I knew that the street door had been shut by some person who had left the house.

I still sat listening. All was silent. Only the low ticking of the clock broke the dead stillness of the night. The mysterious woman who had thus made her exit had evidently switched off the light, leaving me in total darkness with the hideous evidences of her crime.

For some short time longer I listened, my ears open to catch every sound, but, hearing nothing, I now knew that I was alone. Therefore, rising to my feet, I groped about until my hands touched the prostrate body of the man, and as I did so he heaved a long sigh, and a quick shudder ran through his frame. The wound had evidently not caused instant death, but, placing my hand quickly over the heart, I found that it had now ceased its beating with the final spasm.

Slowly, and with utmost care, I passed both my hands over the dead mans face, in order to obtain some mental picture of his appearance. His hair seemed thick and well parted at the side, his features those of a young man shaven save for the moustache, which was long and well trained. He was in evening clothes, and wore in his shirt a single stud, which, to my touch, seemed of very peculiar shape. I tried to make out its design, but in vain, when suddenly I remembered that if I took it, it might afterwards give me some clue to its dead owners identity. So I took it from the stiff shirt-front and placed it in the pocket of my vest.

His watch-chain was an ordinary curb, I found, with a watch which had the greasy feel of silver. In his pockets were a couple of sovereigns and some loose silver, but no letters nor card-case, nothing indeed to lead me to a knowledge of who he really was. In one pocket I found a small pencil-case, and this I also took for my own purposes.

Half a dozen times I placed my hand upon his heart, whence the blood was slowly oozing, but there was no movement.

My investigations showed that he was about twenty-eight years of age; probably fair, by the softness of the hair and moustache, with even teeth, rather sharp jawbones and cheeks a trifle thin. Having ascertained this much, I groped forward with both hands in the direction of the room wherein the woman had been so swiftly done to death. It was in darkness, I have no doubt, but to me darkness was of no account, for I was ever in eternal gloom. The furniture over which I stumbled here and there was covered with silk brocade, the woodwork being of that smoothness which had led me to believe that it must be gilded. It was without doubt a fine spacious drawing-room where I had been lying, for the dimensions of the place were quite unusual, and the objects with which my hands came into contact were always of a character magnificent, and in keeping with the grandeur of the place. The house was evidently one of those fine mansions with which the West End of London abounds, and certainly this apartment, even though I could not see it, was the acme of comfort and luxury.

I at last found the entrance to the adjoining room, but the door was locked.

This sudden check to my investigations caused me to pause. That a woman had been first struck down by a cowardly blow appeared evident. The loud agonised shriek which had emanated from that inner room was, I felt convinced, that of the tender, sweet-voiced woman who had administered to my wants. It seemed, now that I recollected, as though she had been seated at the piano when the fatal blow was dealt. The scream and the cessation of the music had occurred simultaneously.

The theory impressed itself upon me that a woman was responsible for both crimes. It was a woman who had stood panting near me, who had noiselessly tested me to ascertain whether I could distinguish objects about me, and who had afterwards left the house. My blindness had, no doubt, saved my life.

Before leaving she had, for some unknown reason, locked the communicating door and taken the key. But upon the air, after she had gone, there lingered the subtle fragrance of peau dEspagne, the same perfume used by the woman whose cool palm had soothed my brow. Nevertheless, it seemed impossible that a woman could thus commit a double crime so swiftly and with such force as to drive a knife to the heart of a man and fling him back upon me — all in silence, without the utterance of one single word.

With my eyes only a void of blackness, this mystery was bewildering, and rendered the more tantalising by my inability to gaze about me. I had been present at the enactment of a terrible drama, but had not witnessed it, and could not, therefore, recognise either culprit or victims.

Again I searched the great handsome room, in order to rivet all its details upon my memory. It had three long windows opening down to the floor, which showed that it was situated in the back of the house, otherwise they must have opened upon the street. In one corner was a pedestal, whereon stood a marble bust of a dancing-woman, like those I had seen in the sculptors at Pisa before the days of my darkness. There were tables, too, with glass tops wherein, I supposed, were curios and bric-à-brac, and before the great fireplace was stretched a tiger-skin, with the paws preserved.

While groping there, however, my hand came into contact with something which I found was a narrow, three-edged knife, so sharp that I cut my finger while feeling it. It had a cross-hilt, and the blade was thin and triangular, tapering to a point. The shape I knew to be Italian, one of those Florentine stilettos used long ago in the Middle Ages, a wound from which was almost certain to be fatal. The Italians have long ago brought the use of the knife to a fine art, and even to-day, murders by stabbing are the most usual occurrences reported in their newspapers. The blade of this antique weapon was about nine inches long, and the handle velvet-covered and bound with wire, probably either gold or silver. The point was sharp as a needle.

My first impulse was to take possession of it; but, on reflection, I saw that if I did so grave suspicion might possibly fall upon me. I might even be charged with the murder, especially as I had already in my pocket the deads man stud and pencil-case. This thought caused me to throw down the stiletto, and, continuing my search, I at length found the door which gave egress to the place.

I opened it and stood in the hall to listen. There was no sound. The stillness of the night remained quite unbroken, and I believed myself alone with the dead. By coughing, the echo of my voice showed that the hall and staircase were wide and spacious. Then it struck me that I had no stick, without which I feared to walk; but, groping about, I found an umbrella stand, and took therefrom a stout thorn, the handle of which seemed smooth-worn by long usage.

What was my best course? Should I go forth secretly, return home and await the discovery of the terrible affair, which would no doubt be fully reported in those evening newspapers which revel in crime? Or should I go out and inform the first constable I met? The latter, I saw, was my duty, and even though I had no desire to mix myself up in such a mysterious and sensational affair, I resolved to go at once and state all that I heard.

Whether the street door was situated to right or left I knew not, but trying the right first, I found that the door was at the end of the hall. Opening it, I passed out, and having closed it again noiselessly went down the five wide steps into the deserted street.

There were iron railings in front of the house, and before the door was a big stone portico. My hands told me both these details.

I turned to the left, and after walking some little distance crossed a road and kept on down a long road which, although it did not appear to be a main thoroughfare, seemed to run straight as an arrow. For fully a quarter of an hour I walked on without meeting a soul. The only noise that broke the quiet was the dismal howl of a dog, and now and then the distant shriek and low roar of trains. Suddenly I found myself in quite a labyrinth of crooked streets, and after several turns emerged into what I presumed to be one of the great arteries of London.

I stood listening. The air was fresh, and it seemed to me that dawn was spreading. Afar I could hear the measured, heavy tread of a police-constable, and hurried in his direction. As I did so I put out my stick and it struck some iron railings. A few minutes later, in hot haste, I overtook the man of heavy tread, and addressing him, said — 

Tell me, please, are you a constable?

Well, I believe I am, answered a rough voice, pleasantly withal. But cant you see?

No, unfortunately I cant, I replied. Where am I?

Outside the South Kensington Museum. Where do you want to go?

I want you to come with me, I said.

With you. Whats up?

Ive been present at a terrible tragedy, I blurted forth. Two people have been murdered.

Two people? exclaimed the voice, quickly interested. Where?

In — in a house, I faltered, for not until that instant did the appalling truth occur to me. I had wandered away from the place, and had no idea of its outward appearance, or in what road it was situated!

Well, double murders dont often take place in the street, sonny. But— and the voice hesitated.

Why, theres blood on your clothes, I see! Tell me all about it. Wheres the house?

I confess that Ive been foolishly stupid, for Ive left it, and I could never find my way back again. Im blind, you see, and Ive no idea of its exterior appearance.

At any rate youve been near enough to the affair to get yourself in a pretty mess, the rough voice said, somewhat suspiciously. Surely you have some idea of where the affair took place?

The situation was certainly the most curious in which any man could be placed, for with only one thought in my mind, namely, to raise the alarm, I had gone forth from the house of mystery and failed to mark it. This negligence of mine might, I reflected, result in the affair being hushed up for ever. London is a big place in which to search for the scene of a murder upon which my eyes had never gazed, and the details of which I only knew by my sense of touch. How many thousands of houses there were in the West End each with its smoke-blackened portico and little piece of area railing.

No, I responded to the officers inquiry. I was so bent upon giving information that I forgot to place any mark upon the house by which to know it again.

Well, Ive eard a good many funny stories while Ive been on night-duty in these eighteen years, but your yarn is about the rummest of the lot, he said bluntly.

I only know that the house is a large one, very well furnished, and has a portico and railings in front — a double house, with hall in the centre, and rooms on either side.

That dont elp us very much, sonny, the voice observed. Whats the good o running after me with a yarn like this if you cant take me to the spot? To judge from the state of your clothes, though, youve been in some scrap or another. If your coat was not covered with blood as it is, Id be inclined to put you down as a chap with a screw loose.

Im not demented, I tell you, I cried warmly. Theres a terrible crime been committed, and I have sought your assistance.

And Id go and have a look at the premises with you, if you could only tell me where they are. But as you cant — well, what are we to do, sonny?


Chapter Four.

The Woman.
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TAKE ME AT once to the police-station, I said firmly. I must make a statement to your inspector on duty.

Not much good, is it, if you cant tell us where the affair took place? queried the man, impertinently.

It is my duty to make the report, and the duty of the police to investigate it, I answered, annoyed, for it seemed as though he doubted me.

Thats a nasty cut on your hand, he remarked. How did you get it?

I cut it myself by accident with the knife.

What knife?

The knife with which the murders were committed.

And what were you doing with it? inquired the constable, utterly regardless of the strict police regulation which forbids an officer to put any such questions.

I found it, I replied.

Where?

On the floor of the room, while I was searching about.

The man grunted dubiously.

I was well aware of the suspicion which must fall upon me, for I knew there was blood upon my clothes, and that my story possessed a distinct air of improbability.

Who injured your head like that? he asked.

In response, I told him how, in crossing a road, I had been knocked down and rendered insensible by a cab, and how, on regaining consciousness, I had found myself under the care of some woman unknown.

He gave vent to a short harsh laugh, as though discrediting my statements.

You dont believe me, I blurted forth hastily. Take me to your inspector. We must lose no time.

Well, you know, observed the man, your story, youll admit, is a very extraordinary one. You say that a terrible affair has happened in a house somewhere about here, yet you cant direct us to it. The whole story is so curious that Im afraid youll have a difficulty in persuading anybody to believe you.

If you dont, somebody else will, I snapped. Come, take me to the police-station.

Thus ordered, the man rather reluctantly took my arm, and crossing the wide main road, we traversed a number of short crooked thoroughfares.

You dont seem a very good walker, mister, the constable observed presently. I see a cab in the distance. Would you like to take it?

Yes. Call it, I said, for I felt very weak and ill after my terrible nights adventure.

A few minutes later we were sitting together in the hansom, driving towards the address he had given, namely, College Place Police-Station.

On the way I explained to him the whole of the facts as far as I could recollect them. He listened attentively to my curious narrative until I had concluded, then said — 

Well, sir, its certainly a most mysterious affair, and the only fear I have is that everybody will look upon it with disbelief. I know what I should do if I were a gentleman in your place.

What would you do?

Well, I should keep my knowledge to myself, say nothing about it, and leave the revelation of the crime to chance.

I am compelled to make a report of it, because I was present at the tragedy, I said. It is my duty, in the interests of justice.

Of course, thats all very well, I quite agree that your duty as a citizen is to make a statement to my inspector, but if I may be permitted to say so, my private opinion is, that to preserve a discreet silence is better than making a fool of ones self.

Youre certainly plain-spoken, I said smiling.

Oh, well, youll excuse me, sir, the man said, half-apologetically. I mean no offence, you know. I only tell you how I myself would act. Now, if you could give any real information of value to the detectives, there would be some reason for making the statement, but as you cant, well youll only give yourself no end of bother for nothing.

But surely, man, you dont think that with the knowledge of this terrible affair in my mind Im going to preserve silence and allow the assassin to escape, do you?

Well, it seems that the assassin has escaped already, in any case, the man laughed. You take it from me that they were a cute lot in that house, whoever they were. The wonder is that they didnt kill you.

An exactly similar thought had crossed my mind. The drive seemed a long one, but at length the cab stopped, and we alighted.

I heard the conveyance turn and go off, as together we ascended the steps of the station. One thing struck me as curious, namely, that the air was filled with a strong odour like turpentine.

The station is a long way from your beat, I remarked.

Yes. A fairish way, but were used to it, and dont notice the distance.

And this is College Place — is it?

Yes, he responded, conducting me down a long passage. The length of the corridor surprised me, and I humorously remarked — 

Youre not going to put me in the cells, I hope?

Scarcely, he laughed. But if we did the darkness wouldnt trouble you very much, I fear. Blindness must be an awful affliction.

He had scarcely uttered these words ere we ascended a couple of steps and entered what seemed to be a spacious place, the charge-room of the police-station.

There was the sound of heavy tramping over bare boards, and suddenly a rather gruff voice inquired — 

Well, four-six-eight? What is it?

Gentleman, sir — wants to report a tragedy. Hes blind, sir.

Bring him a chair, said the inspectors voice authoritatively.

My guide drew forward a chair, and I seated myself, saying — 

I believe you are the inspector on duty here?

Yes, I am. Will you kindly tell me your name and address?

I did so, and the scratching of a quill told me that he was about to take down my statement.

Well? he inquired at length. Please go on, for my time is limited. Whats the nature of the affair?

Ive been present to-night in a house where a double murder has been committed, I said.

Where?

Ah! Thats unfortunately just the mystery which I cannot solve. Being blind, I could obtain no idea of the exterior of the place, and in my excitement I left it without properly marking the house.

Tell me the whole of the facts, observed the officer. Who are the victims?

A woman and a man.

Young or old?

Both young, as far as I can judge. At any rate, I examined the body of the man and found him to be about twenty-eight.

The gentleman has no idea of the street where the tragedy has occurred, chimed in the constable. He met me outside the Museum, and the blood on his clothes was still wet.

Hes got an injury to the head, remarked the inspector.

I was knocked down and rendered insensible by a cab, I explained. When I again became conscious I found myself in a strange house.

They didnt rob you?

I felt in my pockets, but I could not discover that I had lost anything. I remembered that I had only a couple of half-sovereigns and some loose silver upon me, and this remained still in my pocket. My fingers touched the stud and pencil-case, and I hesitated whether to give these up to the police. But next second the thought flashed through my mind that if I did, suspicion might be aroused against me, and further that while I kept them in my possession I should possess a secret clue to the victims of the terrible tragedy.

After I had fully explained the whole circumstances, and the inspector had written down with infinite care each word of my remarkable statement, he said — 

It seems as though both the man and woman fell victims to some plot or other. You say that there were no high words, and that all you heard was a womans shriek, and a mans voice say, Why, youve killed her! Now, have you any idea of the identity of that man?

None whatsoever, I answered. My mind is a perfect blank on everything, save the personal appearance of the man who was afterwards struck to the heart.

Exactly. But dont you think that the man who expressed horror at the first crime fell the victim of the second?

Ah! I never thought of that! I said. Of course, it seems most likely.

Certainly. The second crime was committed undoubtedly in order to conceal the first.

Then how extraordinary it is that I was spared.

There was a motive, I believe, for that. We shall no doubt find that later.

You will communicate with Scotland Yard, I suppose, I remarked.

Perhaps we shall; perhaps not, answered the inspector, vaguely. The affair must, of course, be fully investigated. Have you anything to add? You say that some woman treated you kindly. Have you any idea of her personal appearance?

None, I answered. The only fact I know was that she was in evening dress, and that upon her wrist was a curious smooth-worn bangle of a kind of fine plaited wire, very pliable, like those worn by African native women.

Eh! What — impossible! gasped the inspector, in a voice which surprised me. But next moment he recovered his self-possession and made a calm remark that this fact did not lead to anything definite. Yet the sudden exclamation of startled surprise which escaped him aroused within me a belief that my words had given him some mysterious clue.

You have no further statement to make?

None, I responded.

There was a few moments silence during which time the quill continued its rapid scratching.

You will kindly sign your information, the officer said, whereupon the constable brought me the sheet of foolscap and a pen wherewith I scrawled my name.

Good, observed the inspector, with a grunt of satisfaction. And now I must ask you to excuse me further, Mr — Mr Heaton, and wish you good morning.

I made my adieu, after obtaining from him a promise to communicate with me if anything transpired, and, accompanied by the constable, made my way out into the long passage again.

I had not walked a dozen paces ere I knew instinctively that some persons were near me, and next instant felt myself seized roughly by both arms and legs.

What are you doing? I shouted in alarm; let me go!

But only for an instant I struggled. The force used was utterly irresistible, and not a single word was uttered. My arms were in a moment pinioned, rendering me helpless as a child. With my terrible affliction upon me, I could neither defend myself nor could I see my assailants. Whoever the latter were, it was evident that they were determined, and, further, that I had been cleverly entrapped.

My first thought was that I had been arrested, but ere the lapse of a few moments the hideous truth became impressed forcibly upon me.

I tried to fight for life, but my wrists had been seized in grips of steel, and after a few desperate wrenches I stood, bound, and utterly unconscious of where I was.

My real position was, to a certain degree, plain. The man whom I had believed to be a constable was no police-officer at all, but some thief or London ruffian; I, far too confiding, had neglected to take the precaution of feeling his uniform.

A shrewd suspicion overcame me that this trap had been purposely laid for me. The man who had posed as a police inspector had obtained from me a signed declaration of the remarkable occurrence, for what reason I knew not. Did they now intend to silence me for ever? The thought struck a deep and terrible dread within my heart.

To my demands to know where I was, no response was given.

Indistinct whisperings sounded about me, and by the liquid ss of one person I felt convinced that a woman was present.

Little time, however, was I given in which to distinguish my surroundings, for two persons gripped my bound arms and drew me roughly through a narrow door, across an uneven floor, and thence down a long, crooked flight of stone steps.

From below came up a dank, mouldy smell, as of some chamber long unopened, and suddenly there broke upon my quick ears the wash of water.

In that moment of mental agony the truth was rendered plain. I was not in a police-station, as I believed, but in some house beside the Thames, and, moreover, I was descending to the water — going to my death.

Once again, as a last effort, I struggled and fought with the fierce desperation begotten of terror, but in a moment the strong hands that held me pushed me violently forward, and I then felt myself falling helplessly from some dizzy height. My head reeled, and weakened as I already was, all knowledge of things became blotted out.

The touch of a cool, sympathetic hand upon my brow was the first thing I subsequently remembered. My arms had apparently been freed, and with a quick movement I grasped the hand. It was a womans.

Was I dreaming?

I stretched forth my left hand to obtain some idea of my surroundings, and found myself lying upon an uneven stone flooring that seemed covered with the evil-smelling slime of the river.

With my right hand I touched a womans firm, well-moulded arm, and to my amazement my eager fingers came into contact with a bangle. I felt it.

The hand, the arm, the bangle, the perfume of peau dEspagne, all were the same as those of the woman who had pitied me in my helplessness, and had so tenderly cared for me in that mysterious, unknown house, wherein the tragedy had afterwards occurred.

At first I lay speechless in wonderment, but when I found tongue I spoke, imploring her to make explanation. I heard her sigh deeply, but to all my inquiries she remained dumb.


Chapter Five.

The Unseen.
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TELL ME, I demanded in my helplessness, of the mysterious woman at my side, what has happened?

Rise, and try whether you can walk, said the voice at last, sweet and low-pitched, the same well-remembered voice that had spoken to me in that unknown house of shadows.

I struggled and rose stiffly, assisted tenderly by her. To my joy I found that I could walk quite well.

Thank God! she gasped, as though a great weight had been lifted from her mind. Thank God that I have found you. The tide is rising, and in half an hour you would have been beyond human aid.

The tide! I repeated. What do you mean?

At high tide the river floods this place to the roof, therefore nothing could have saved you.

What place is this?

The voice was silent, as though hesitating to reveal to me the truth.

A place wherein, alas! more than one person has found his grave, she explained at last.

But I dont understand, I said eagerly. All is so puzzling. I believed that I was inside a police-station, whereas I had actually walked into this mysterious and cleverly-prepared trap. Who are these people who are my enemies? — tell me.

Unfortunately, I cannot.

But you, yourself, are not one of them, I declared.

I may be, answered the voice in a strange, vague tone.

Why?

Ah! no, that is not a fair question to ask.

But surely, you, who were so kind to me after my accident in the street, will you desert me now? I argued. Her failure to give me any assurance that she was my friend struck me as peculiar. There was something extremely uncanny about the whole affair. I did not like it.

I have not said that I intend to leave you. Indeed, from motives of my own I have sought and found you; but before we go further I must obtain from you a distinct and faithful promise.

A promise — of what?

There was a brief silence, and I heard that she drew a deep breath as those do who are driven to desperation.

The situation is briefly this, the voice said, in a tone a trifle harsher than before. I searched for you, and by a stroke of good fortune discovered where your unknown enemies had placed you, intending that at high tide you should be drowned, and your body carried out to sea, as others have been. From this place there is only one means of egress, and that being concealed, only death can come to you unless I assist you. You understand?

Perfectly. This is a trap where a man may be drowned like a rat in a hole. The place is foetid with the black mud of the Thames.

Exactly, she answered. Then she added, Now tell me, are you prepared to make a compact with me?

A compact? Of what nature? I inquired, much surprised.

It will, I fear, strike you as rather strange, nevertheless it is, I assure you, imperative. If I rescue you and give you back your life, it must be conditional that you accept my terms absolutely.

And what are those terms? I inquired, amazed at this extraordinary speech of hers.

There are two conditions, she answered, after a slight pause. The first is that you must undertake to make no statement whatever to the police regarding the events of last night.

She intended to secure my silence regarding the tragedy. Was it because that she herself was the actual assassin? I remembered that while I had reclined upon the silken couch in that house of mystery this startling suspicion had crossed my mind. Was that same cool, sympathetic palm that had twice soothed my brow the hand of a murderess?

But there has been a terrible crime — a double crime committed, I protested. Surely, the police should know!

No; all knowledge must be kept from them, she answered decisively. I wish you to understand me perfectly from the outset. I have sought you here in order to rescue you from this place, because you have unwittingly fallen the victim of a most dastardly plot. You are blind, defenceless, helpless, therefore all who have not hearts of stone must have compassion upon you. Yet if I rescue you, and allow you to go forth again into the world, you may, if you make a statement to the police, be the means of bringing upon me a catastrophe, dire and complete.

Every word of hers showed that guilt was upon her. Had I not heard the swish of her skirts as she crept from the room after striking down that unknown man so swiftly and silently that he died without a word?

And if I promise to remain mute?

If you promise, she said, I will accept it only on one further condition.

And whats that?

One which I know you will have some hesitation in accepting; yet, like the first, it is absolutely imperative.

Her voice showed traces of extreme anxiety, and the slim hand upon my arm trembled.

She was young, I knew, but was she beautiful? I felt instinctively that she was, and conjured up within myself a vision of a refined face, perfect in its tragic beauty, like that of Van Dycks Madonna that I had seen in the Pitti Palace at Florence in those well-remembered days when I looked upon the world, and it had given me such pleasure.

Your words are very puzzling, I said gravely. Tell me what it is that you would have me do.

It is not difficult, she answered, yet the curious character of my request will, I feel, cause you to hold back with a natural caution. It will sound strange; nevertheless, here, before I put the suggestion before you, I give you my word of honour, as a woman who fears her God, that no undue advantage shall be taken of your promise.

Well, explain what you mean.

The condition I impose upon you in return for my assistance, she said, in deepest earnestness, is that you shall promise to render assistance to a person who will ever remain unknown to you. Any requests made to you will be by letter bearing the signature A-V-E-L, and these instructions you must promise to obey without seeking to discover either motive or reason. The latter can never be made plain to you, therefore do not puzzle yourself unnecessarily over them, for it will be all to no purpose. The secret — for secret there is, of course — will be so well guarded that it can never be exposed, therefore if you consent to thus rendering me a personal assistance in return for your life, it will be necessary to act blindly and carry out to the letter whatever instructions you receive, no matter how remarkable or how illogical they may seem. Do you agree?

Well, I said hesitatingly, your request is indeed a most extraordinary one. If I promise, what safeguard have I for my own interests?

Sometimes you may, of course, be compelled to act against your own inclinations, she admitted. I, however, can only assure you that if you make this promise I will constitute myself your protectress, and at the same time give you solemn assurance that no request contained in the letters of which I have spoken will be of such a character as to cause you to commit any offence against the law.

Then it is you yourself who will be my anonymous correspondent? I observed quickly.

Ah, no! she answered. That is, of course, the natural conclusion; but I may as well at once assure you that such will not be the case. Then she added, I merely ask you to accept or decline. If the former, I will ever be at your service, although we must never meet again after to-day; if the latter, then I will wish you adieu, and the terrible fate your unknown enemies have prepared for you must be allowed to take effect.

But I should be drowned! I exclaimed in alarm. Surely you will not abandon me!

Not if you will consent to ally yourself with me.

For evil? I suggested very dubiously.

No, for good, she answered. I require your silence, and I desire that you should render assistance to one who is sorely in need of a friend.

Financial aid?

No, finance has nothing to do with it. The unknown person has money and to spare. It is a devoted personal assistance and obedience that is required.

But how can one be devoted to a person one has neither seen nor known? I queried, for her words had increased the mystery.

The shrewd suspicion grew upon me that this curious effort to secure my silence was because of her own guilt; that she intended to bind me to a compact in her own nefarious interests.

I am quite well aware of the strangeness of the conditions I am imposing upon you, but they are necessary.

And if I accept them will the mystery of to-night ever be explained? I inquired, eager to learn the truth.

Of that I know not, she answered vaguely. Your silence is required to preserve the secret.

But tell me, I said quickly, how many persons were there present in that house beside yourself?

No, no! she ejaculated in a tone of horror. Make no further inquiry. Try and forget all — everything — as I shall try and forget. You cannot know — you will never know — therefore it is utterly useless to seek to learn the truth.

And may I not even know your identity? I inquired, putting forth my hand until it rested upon her well-formed shoulder. May I not touch your face, so as to give me an impression of your personal appearance?

She laughed at what, of course, must have seemed to her a rather amusing request.

Give me permission to do this, I urged. If there is to be mutual trust between us it is only fair that I should know whether you are young or old.

She hesitated. I felt her hand trembling.

Remember, I cannot see you, I went on. By touch I can convey to my mind an impression of the contour of your features, and thus know with whom I am dealing.

Very well, she said at last. You have my permission.

Then eagerly, with both my hands, I touched her face, while she stood rigid and motionless as a statue. I could feel by the contraction of the muscles that this action of mine amused her, and that she was laughing.

Her skin was soft as velvet, her lashes long, her features regular and finely cut like those of some old cameo. Her hair was dressed plainly, and she had about her shoulders a large cape of rich fur — sable I believed it to be. There was no doubt she was young, perhaps not more than twenty-one or so, and certainly she was very handsome of countenance, and dressed with an elegance quite unusual.

Her mouth was small, her chin pointed, and her cheeks with a firm contour which spoke of health and happiness. As I carefully passed my hands backwards and forwards, obtaining a fresh mental impression with each movement, she laughed outright.

Of a sudden, however, she sprang aside quickly, and left me grasping at air.

Ah! she cried, wildly horrified at a sudden discovery. There is blood upon your hands — his blood!

I had forgotten, I apologised quickly. Forgive me; I cannot see, and was not aware that my hands were unclean.

Its too terrible, she gasped hoarsely. You have placed those stained hands upon my face, as though to taunt me.

With what? I inquired, breathlessly interested.

But she did not reply. She only held her breath, while her heart beat quickly, and by her silence I felt convinced that by her involuntary ejaculation she had nearly betrayed herself.

The sole question which occupied my thoughts at that moment was whether she was not the actual assassin. I forgot my own critical position. I recollected not the remarkable adventures that had befallen me that night. I thought not of the ghastly fate prepared for me by my unknown enemies. All my thoughts were concentrated upon the one problem — the innocence or guilt of that unseen, soft-spoken woman before me.

And now, she said at last— now that you have satisfied yourself of my personal appearance, are you prepared to accept the conditions?

I confess to having some hesitation in doing so, I answered, quite frankly.

That is not at all surprising. But the very fact of your own defencelessness should cause you to ally yourself with one who has shown herself to be your protectress, and seeks to remain your friend.

What motive can you possibly have for thus endeavouring to ally yourself with me? I inquired, without attempting to disguise my suspicion.

A secret one.

For your own ends, of course?

Not exactly. For our mutual interests. By my own action in taking you in when you were knocked down by the cab I have placed your life in serious jeopardy; therefore, it is only just that I should now seek to rescue you. Yet if I do so without first obtaining your promise of silence and of assistance, I may, for aught I know, bring an overwhelming catastrophe upon myself.

You assure me, upon your honour as a woman, that no harm shall befall me if I carry out the instructions in those mysterious letters?

If you obey without seeking to elucidate their mystery, or the identity of their sender, no harm shall come to you, she answered solemnly.

And regarding the silence which you seek to impose upon me? May I not explain my adventures to my friend, in order to account for the blood upon my clothes and the injury to my head?

Only if you find it actually necessary. Recollect, however, that no statement whatever must be made to the police. You must give an undertaking never to divulge to them one single word of what occurred last night.

There was a dead silence, broken only by the lapping of water, which had already risen and had flooded the chamber to the depth of about two inches. The place was a veritable death-trap, for, being a kind of cellar and below high-water mark, the Thames flood entered by a hole near the floor too small to permit the escape of a man, and would rise until it reached the roof.

Come, she urged at last. Give me your undertaking, and let us at once get away from this horrible place.

I remained silent. Anxious to escape and save my life, I nevertheless entertained deep suspicions of her, because of her anxiety that I should give no information to the police. She had drawn back in horror at the sight of the blood of the murdered man! Had she not, by her hesitation, admitted her own guilt?

You dont trust me, she observed, with an air of bitter reproach.

No, I answered, very bluntly; I do not.

You are at least plain and outspoken, she responded. But as our interests are mutual, I surely may presume to advise you to accept the conditions. Life is better than death, even though one may be blind.

And you hold back from me the chance to escape from this slow but inevitable fate unless I conform to your wishes?

I do.

Such action as yours cannot inspire confidence.

I am impelled by circumstances beyond my own control, she answered, with a momentary touch of sadness. If you knew the truth you certainly would not hesitate.

Will you not tell me your name?

No. It is useless.

At least, you can so far confide in me as to tell me your Christian name, I said.

Edna.

And you refuse your surname?

I do so under compulsion.

The water had by this time risen rapidly. My legs had become benumbed, for it now reached nearly to my knees.

Why do you longer hesitate? she went on. Give me your word that you will render the assistance I require, and we will at once escape. Let us lose no time. All this seems strange to you, I know; but some day, when you learn the real reason, you will thank me rather than think ill of my present actions.

Her determination was, I saw plainly, the outcome of some terror which held her fettered, and I knew that, in order to save myself, I must give her the promise she had so persistently desired to extract from me.

Therefore, with sudden determination, prompted by the natural, instinct of self-preservation than by any desire to assist her, I gave her my bond of secrecy.

Again she sighed deeply, as though released of some oppressive weight by my words. Then our hands clasped in mutual trust, and without further word she led me to the opposite side of the noisome cellar into which my enemies had cast me.

You shall never regret this decision, she assured me in a strained voice, trembling with emotion— never, never!

And with a sudden movement she raised my hand and touched it lightly with her dry, fevered lips.


Chapter Six.

Hand and Heart.
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THIS IMPULSIVE ACTION of hers was as though she were deeply indebted to me. I stood motionless in wonderment.

But only for an instant. She left my side for a moment, and from the sound that escaped her lips appeared to be struggling to open some means of egress from the place.

Remain where you are, she said, and I will return to you in a moment. The way out is rather difficult, and I shall be compelled to assist you. Her voice sounded above me, as though she had somehow climbed to the roof of the place.

I heard the drawing of a bolt and the clang of iron; then she climbed down again to where I anxiously awaited her. The river flood had risen alarmingly, and was still entering rapidly.

Come, let me guide you, she said, taking my arm and leading me to the wall. Lift your foot, so! and taking my foot, she placed it in a kind of narrow step in the rough stone wall, at the same time placing my hand upon a piece of iron that seemed to be a large nail driven into the masonry. Now climb very carefully, she went on.

Without hesitation, I raised myself from the ground slowly, and with infinite care commenced to scale the wall, while she remained below, wading almost up to her waist in water.

Take care that you dont strike your head, she cried warningly. Above you is a small hole just large enough for you to get through. Be very careful, and take your time.

The one hand at liberty I stretched above my head, and found, as she described, a square hole in the roof of the place, and, grasping the stone, I eventually managed to escape through it, finding myself at last standing upon a boarded floor.

A few moments later she was again at my side, and by the clang of iron I knew that the aperture of that fatal place was closed again.

I inquired of her where we were, but she only replied — 

Ive already explained to you that to seek to elucidate the mystery of these adventures of yours is entirely useless. We have promised to each other mutual faith. That is, in itself, sufficient.

Then, taking my arm, she hurriedly led me across the room, up some steps, and along two long passages that ran at right angles to each other, until at length we emerged into the street.

Where we were I had not the slightest idea. I only knew that we were beside the river bank, for upon my ears there fell the shrill whistle of a steam-tug.

With her arm linked in mine, and heedless of the water dripping from her skirts, she led me forward through a number of narrow turnings, until by the bustle about me I knew that we must have reached a main road.

I heard the approaching hoot of a taxi, and the vehicle, at her demand, pulled up at the kerb.

We must now part, she said, in a low, earnest voice. Remember that in this remarkable affair our interests are absolutely identical. Any order that you receive you will obey without seeking to discover the why or wherefore, and above all, silence to the police.

I have promised, I answered.

And whatever may occur in the future, recollect that I am still your protectress, as I have been to-day. I have forced you to your promise, but for that I ask your forgiveness, because it is essential, if the mystery is ever to be solved.

Are you, too, seeking the truth?

Yes, she responded. But we must not talk here. The condition of our clothes is attracting attention.

I shall think always of the mysterious Edna who refuses all information, I laughed.

And I, too, shall not easily forget you — and all I owe to you. Farewell.

Her soft hand grasped mine for an instant, that same cool hand that had soothed my brow. Afterwards she assisted me into the cab.

Good-bye, she cried. Then she became lost to me.

I told the driver where to go, and sat back in the vehicle, plunged in my own thoughts. I was like a man in a dream. The mystery was most tantalising. Feeling weak, I stopped at a public-house and had some brandy. Indeed, I felt so unwell that I sat in the bar-parlour fully half an hour before resuming my drive.

Suddenly I recollected that I might gather something from the driver, and I inquired where he had taken me up.

In Albert Road, Battersea, sir.

This surprised me, for I had no idea that I had been on the Surrey side of the river.

I explained to the man my blindness, and asked him to describe the lady who had put me into this cab.

Well, sir, he said, she was very pretty indeed, with grey eyes and darkish hair.

She was good-looking — eh?

Yes, sir. I dont think Ive ever seen a much prettier young lady.

I sighed. How tantalising it was that my poor sightless eyes had been unable to gaze upon her.

Describe her more closely, I urged. Im anxious to know exactly what shes like.

She had lovely eyes, sir. Her hair seemed a bit untidy, but it was a pretty shade of dark-brown. Her face seemed innocent-looking, like a childs. I was surprised to see her like that.

Like what?

Half-drowned like. She had on a black skirt that seemed soaking wet through, and covered with mud. She looked in an awful plight, and yet her face was merry and smiling. She took another cab as soon as she parted from you, and drove after us across the Albert Bridge, and then down Oakley Street. There she stopped the cab to speak to some one.

Who was it? I asked eagerly.

A woman. But I couldnt see distinctly. They were too far away, and turned down Cheyne Walk, so I didnt see em any more.

You say that her clothes were very dirty?

Yes, worse than yours, and, great Scott! sir, theyre bad enough. Youll want to send em to the cleaners when you get ome.

What the man said was perfectly true. The slime of the river emitted a sickening stench, but it fortunately served to conceal one thing, namely, the blood-stains upon my coat.

I laughed at this remark of his, but I had no intention to enter upon explanations.

From her appearance did my companion lead you to believe that she was a lady?

Oh yes, sir. By her manner youd tell her as a lady among ten thousand.

There was nothing noticeable about whereby I might recognise her again? Try and recollect.

No, sir, answered the man. She was a very beautiful young lady, and thats all I noticed.

Youd know her again if you saw her?

I should just say I would, laughed the man. When a chap sees a woman as lovely as she is it aint likely hell forget her, even though he may have a wife and arf a dozen kids at ome.

Youre smitten by her beauty, it seems, I laughed. Whats your name?

West, sir — Tom West. Number L.C.432. I stand on the rank at Hyde Park Corner.

Well, West, I said, taking a card out of my case, and handing it to him, if you ever see that lady again, and can find out who and what she is, and where she lives, Ill give you a present — say twenty pounds.

Twenty quid! the man echoed with a whistle. Id like to touch the oof, sir, and you bet Ill keep my weather eye open.

As soon as youve found her, let me know, and the money is yours. You understand thats a bargain.

Right you are, sir. Ill do my very best.

If you only knew the driver of the cab she took after we parted you might, perhaps, learn something.

Thats just what Im thinking, he said. The man who drove her was, I believe, an old fellow that we know as Doughy but Im not at all sure. However, as soon as I set you down Ill go and find him. A driver is difficult to recognise if he wears another overcoat, you see. Thats why Im not certain that it really was Doughy.

By the sharp descent of the roadway I knew that we were already in Essex Street, and a few moments later I had paid the man West and was ascending the stair to my own chambers.

The enlistment into my service of this man, the only person who had seen the mysterious Edna, was, I congratulated myself, a very shrewd and clever commencement of the investigation which I intended, at all hazards, to carry out.

Indeed, my only means of tracing her was through the intermediary of this one man, who had seen her and remarked upon her marvellous beauty. He seemed a sharp, witty fellow, and I therefore entertained every confidence in his efforts to earn the promised reward. He was now on his way to find his colleague, the old driver Doughy, and if Edna had actually taken his cab I should, without doubt, soon be in possession of some information.

Thus, with a light step and reassured feeling, I ascended the stairs, wondering what old Mrs Parker would say to my protracted absence, and how I should explain it to her. I took out my latch-key and opened the door.

As I entered the tiny lobby that served the dual purpose of hall and a place in which to hang coats, a startling sound broke upon my ears — the sound of a womans cry.

In an instant I drew back. Fresh mystery greeted me. I stood there rigid, speechless, aghast.


Chapter Seven.

The Mystery is Increased.
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THE VOICE WHICH greeted me was that of a woman surprised by my sudden entrance; and walking swiftly forward to investigate, I passed into my own dingy sitting-room.

I have a visitor, it seems, I exclaimed, stopping short. May I not know your name?

There was no response. Instinctively I knew that the woman I had thus disturbed was still present in that room wherein I spent so many lonely hours. Her startled cry was sufficient to convince me that she was there for some secret purpose. What, I wondered, could it be?

Speak, I urged. Kindly explain your business with me, and the reason of your presence here.

Yet she uttered no word of response, and apparently did not move.

I advanced, crossing towards the window, where I believed she must be standing, but with a quick movement my mysterious visitor eluded me, passing me by so near that her warm breath fanned my cheek, and next instant she had escaped and slammed the outer door of my chambers.

I stood wondering. Her presence there was most extraordinary. The faithful Parker, too, was absent, a circumstance which aroused misgivings within me. Could this strange female visitor have entered the place with a false key; or was she a mere pilferer whom I had disturbed in her search for plunder? Numbers of female thieves haunt the London streets, and it seemed more than likely that she was one who had ascended the stairs on pretence of selling something or other.

At any rate, I had returned at an unexpected moment, or she would not have given vent to that involuntary cry of dismay. I groped about the familiar room in order to ascertain whether it were disordered, but could find nothing whatsoever out of place. I called Parker loudly by name, but all was silence save the quick ticking of the timepiece upon the mantelshelf.

The clock of St. Clement Danes chimed merrily, then slowly struck the hour. I counted, and found that it was eleven oclock in the morning. How much had happened during the past fifteen hours! I had twice nearly lost my life.

Having cast aside my hat, I sank into my armchair, muddy and dirty, just as I was. My head, where it had been struck in the accident, pained me considerably, and I felt that I had a touch of fever coming on. Yet all my thoughts were concentrated upon the future and what the curious alliance with my strange protectress might bring upon me. Surely no man had ever found himself in a more remarkable situation than I was at that moment; certainly no man could be more mystified and puzzled. Deeply I pondered again and again, but could make nothing of that tangled web of startling facts.

By no desire or inclination of my own I had fallen among what appeared to be very undesirable company, and had involuntarily promised to become the assistant of some person whom I could not see. The strange oppression that fell upon me seemed precursory of evil.

My wet clothes sticking to me chilled me to the bone, and, with a sudden resolve to shake off the gloomy apprehensions that seemed to have gripped my heart, I rose and passed into my own room to wash and get a change of clothing.

The prolonged absence of Parker caused me much wonder. She never went out unless to go into the Strand to purchase the diurnal steak or tri-weekly chop which constituted my chief sustenance; or, perhaps, on Sunday afternoon she would, on rare occasions, go to take a cup o tea with her daughter, who was a music-hall artiste, and lived somewhere off the Kensington Road.

Having cleaned myself, I proceeded to dress the wound on my head, my own medical knowledge standing me in good stead, and when I had satisfactorily bandaged it and put on a dry suit of clothes, I groped about through the several small rooms which were my home. Nothing seemed disarranged, nothing missing — only the woman who had ever been so faithful to me and had treated me as tenderly in my helplessness as though I had been her own son.

In impatience I took a cigar, lit it, and sat down to wait. No doubt, when she returned I should find that she had been absent upon some errand connected with her not-over-extensive cuisine. The thought grew upon me that my promise to the mysterious Edna, whoever she might be, was a rashly foolish one, and must result in some very serious contretemps for me. I had willingly given up my liberty of action and become the instrument of a person who had, without doubt, imposed upon me. It seemed most probable, now that I reflected, that she was acting in concert with the man who had so cleverly practised deception upon me and led me to believe that he was a police-constable. That man, it now seemed plain, had followed me from the house of mystery, allowed me to wander sufficiently far to lose my bearings, and then got on in front of me so that I might approach and accost him. The whole affair had been carried out with amazing ingenuity, and every precaution had apparently been taken to conceal the remarkable tragedy. Yet the chief feature of the affair which puzzled me was the motive in endeavouring to take my life in that cellar beside the Thames. I had surely harmed no one, and, being utterly ignorant of the house wherein the affair had taken place, and also knowing me to be blind, they certainly could not fear any revelations that I might make. It was an enigma which I strove in vain to solve.

My gloomy thoughts were suddenly interrupted by the sound of a latch-key in the outer door, and as I rose old Mrs Parker entered with an expression of profound surprise.

Why, sir? she cried. I understood that youd gone away into the country!

Into the country? I echoed. Who told you so?

The lady you sent to tell me.

Lady? What lady? I inquired, amazed. Surely, Parker, youve taken leave of your senses?

The lady came about an hour ago, sir, and said that you had sent her to tell me that you would be absent for perhaps a week or so — that you had gone down to your uncles in Hampshire.

Ive sent no one, I responded, astounded at this fresh phase of the affair. What kind of lady was she — old or young?

Middle-aged.

Well-dressed?

Yes, sir. She spoke with a funny kind of lisp, which made me think she might be a foreigner. She said she knew you quite well, being a friend of your aunts, and that you were travelling down to Hampshire this morning, your uncle having been taken ill. I remarked that it was strange that you shouldnt come home for your bag and things, but she gave me a message from you to send a bag packed with your clothes by train from Waterloo to Christchurch Station marked To be called for.

But didnt you think her story a very lame one, Parker? I asked, angry that my old serving-woman should have thus been misled and deceived.

Of course I did, sir, especially as you were absent all night. I told her that, and she said that you had called upon her, and finding your aunt, Lady Durrant, there on a visit, remained to supper. While at supper a telegram had arrived summoning your aunt home, as your uncle had been taken dangerously ill, and at once you had resolved to accompany her. But youve hurt your head, sir, havent you? she added, noticing my bandages.

Yes, I answered. I fell down. It is nothing — my own carelessness.

The story was, to say the least, a most ingenious one. Whoever the mysterious woman was she apparently knew that my uncle, Sir Charles Durrant, lived in the neighbourhood of Christchurch; that he was at that moment in a very critical state of health, suffering from paralysis, and further, that I had considerable expectations from him, and would not hesitate to travel down to see him if I knew him to be worse. One thing, therefore, was quite plain, namely, that my family affairs were perfectly well known to these persons whose movements were so mystifying.

It was foolish of you, Parker, very foolish indeed, to have given credence to such an absurd tale as that, I said, annoyed. You are usually a shrewd woman, but you have displayed no discretion in this affair — none whatever.

Im very sorry, sir, the woman answered. But I knew that if Sir Charles were worse youd go down to the Manor at once. Did you really send nobody, sir?

No; nobody at all. Theres some underhand business in all this, Parker, so keep your wits about you.

And havent you seen her ladyship at all, sir? she inquired, in her turn astonished.

No, and, moreover, I know nothing of this mysterious woman who came to you with this cock-and-bull story. Did she say where she lived, or give any card?

No, she didnt, sir.

I suppose youd know her again if you saw her?

Well, she answered with considerable hesitancy, I dont know as I should, sir. You see, she wore one of them white lace veils which makes it difficult to distinguish the features.

But what object could any one have in coming to you and telling a falsehood in that manner? I cried, my anger increased by the knowledge of Parkers inability to again recognise the bearer of the false message.

I dont know, Im sure, sir, was the womans reply, in a voice which showed how deeply she regretted the occurrence.

How long was she here? I inquired.

About five minutes. She asked me to let her see your sitting-room and the reading-books with the embossed letters, as she was much interested in you, and had heard so much of you from Lady Durrant.

And you showed them to her?

Yes, sir.

Then you had no right to do so without my permission, Parker, I said angrily. You are an old and trusted servant, and should have known better.

Im very sorry, sir. The truth was that she seemed such a well-spoken lady, and her manner was so perfect that I thought you would not like to offend her.

Recollect that if any other persons call they are not to enter my rooms on any pretext, I said decisively.

Very well, sir. I acknowledge that I was entirely in the wrong in allowing her to pry about the place.

And when she had gone?

Then I went over to the butchers in the Strand to get a bit of steak.

And saw nothing more of her?

Yes, sir. I did see her again. As I was coming back I met her in the Strand, at the corner of Arundel Street, walking with a gentleman who looked like a City man. She said something to him, and he turned and had a good look at me.

Then it must have been this same woman who was in my chambers here when I returned, I said.

A woman here? she ejaculated.

Yes; when I entered there was a woman here, and she escaped as though she were a thief. She must have gone out and rejoined the man, who was awaiting her somewhere in the vicinity. That would bear out the fact that you encountered her again.

But how could she get in? Im always careful to see that the door is properly closed.

Probably she stole the extra latch-key while prying about the place. See whether it is still on the nail. She crossed the room, and next moment gasped— Its gone, sir!

Ah! I said. Just as I thought! The story she told you was a mere excuse to obtain admittance to the place, and, if possible, to get possession of the key. This she obtained, and, having watched you out, returned and continued her search for something she desired to secure. We must at once examine the whole place, and seek to discover whats been stolen.

Do you think she was a common thief, sir? inquired Parker, dumbfounded by the ingenuity with which the latch-key had been secured.

I dont know what to believe at present, I answered. We must investigate first, and form our conclusions afterwards. Now, make a thorough search and see what has been disturbed and what is missing.

I had no intention of entering into a long explanation with Parker regarding the events of that fateful night, or to disturb her peace of mind by relating any of the tragic circumstances. Therefore, I went to my room and locked away my muddy, blood-stained clothing, and afterwards returned, and with my hands felt the various objects in my sitting-room, to assure myself that none was displaced or missing.


Chapter Eight.

The Stranger.

[image: img157.jpg]

THE VISIT OF this mysterious woman in the white lace veil — at that time a fashionable feminine adornment — was, I felt assured, more than a coincidence. That it had some connexion with the strange events of the past night seemed certain, yet, try how I would, I could form no definite idea of either the motive of the visit or the object of her search. As far as Parker could discover, nothing whatever had been taken. A writing-table, the drawers of which contained some family papers, had apparently been hastily examined, but no object of value, nor any paper, had been extracted. Therefore I concluded that I had returned before the intruder had had time to make the complete examination of my effects which she had intended.

A curious thought occurred to me. Was the intruder in the white veil none other than the mysterious Edna herself?

As the day wore on I became more and more impressed by the belief that my surmise was the actual truth. Yet the cabman West had declared that she was young and pretty, while Parker expressed herself positive that she was middle-aged. But of the two statements I accepted that of the cabman as the more reliable. He had seen her in the broad daylight without the veil.

The fact of her concealing her features in a species of fine window-curtain proved an attempt at disguise, therefore what more likely than that she should contrive to render her features older, and thus impose upon Parker, whose sight was not over good? In any case, however, if it were really Edna, she had certainly lost no time in carrying out her design, and further, she must have been fully aware of my intended return.

Days passed, hot blazing days and stifling nights, when the dust of throbbing, ever-roaring London seemed over my heart. Each morning, with Parkers assistance, I searched the newspapers, but nothing appeared to show that that strange midnight crime had been discovered. Were there two victims, or only one? How strange it was that although I had been present I could not tell I only knew that the male victim was young and well-dressed, probably a gentleman, and that he had been stabbed by a cowardly blow which had proved almost instantly fatal. That womans scream that had sounded so shrill and agonised in the dead stillness of the night I remembered plainly as though it were but an hour ago — indeed, I remember it now as distinctly as ever. Was it the cry of Edna herself?

In my helplessness I could do nothing but remain silent, and keep my terrible secret to myself. Unable either to communicate with the police or seek the assistance of my friend, I found that any endeavour to seek a solution of the problem was mere sowing of the wind. My thoughts hour by hour, as I sat alone in my dingy room, my poor blind eyes a black void, were of the ghastly affair, and in all its phases I considered it, trying to find some motive in the subsequent actions of the unscrupulous persons into whose hands I had had the misfortune to fall.

I heard of Dick through the office of his journal. He was down with fever at some outlandish place on the Afghan frontier, and would certainly not be home for a couple of months or so.

At first I was puzzled how to get rid of my soiled and blood-stained clothes so that Parker should not discover them, and at last hit upon the expedient of making them into a bundle and going forth one night when she was over at Kennington with her daughter Lily, the dancing-girl, and casting them into the Thames from the Embankment. It was a risky operation, for that part of London is well guarded by police after dark; nevertheless I accomplished it in safety, and was much amused a few days later by reading in an evening paper that they had been found near London Bridge and handed over to the river police, who, of course, scented a mystery. The blood-stains puzzled them, and the journal hinted that Scotland Yard had instituted inquiries into the ownership of the discarded suit of clothes. The paragraph concluded with that sentence, indispensable in reporting a mystery, The police are very reticent about the matter.

Fortunately, having cut out the makers name, and taken everything from the pockets which might serve as a clue to ownership, I felt perfectly safe, and eagerly read the issue of the same journal on the following evening, which told how the stains had been analysed, and found to be those of human blood.

A little more than a week had passed since my remarkable midnight adventure, when one morning I received a brief note by post, which Parker read to me. It consisted of only two typewritten lines stating that at mid-day I would receive a visitor, and was signed with the strange word AVEL.

It was, I knew, a message from Edna, and I dressed myself with greater care in expectation that she herself would visit me. In this, however, I was disappointed, for after existing some three hours on tiptoe with anxiety I found my visitor to be a well-spoken, middle-aged man, whose slight accent when introducing himself betrayed that he was an American.

When we were alone, with the door closed, he made the following explanation — 

I have called upon you, Mr Heaton, at the request of a lady who is our mutual friend. You have, I presume, received a letter signed Avel?

Yes, I said, remembering how that I had promised to blindly and obediently render my protectress whatever assistance she desired. I presume you desire some service of me. What is it?

No, he said. You are mistaken. It is with regard to the terrible affliction from which I see you are suffering that I have been sent.

Are you a medical man? I inquired, with some astonishment.

I am an oculist, was his reply.

And your name?

Slade — James Slade.

And you have been sent here by whom?

By a lady whose real name I do not know.

But you will kindly explain, before we go further, the circumstance in which she sought your aid on my behalf, I said firmly.

You are mutual friends, he answered, somewhat vaguely. It is no unusual thing for a patient to seek my aid on behalf of a friend. She sent me here to see you, and to examine your eyes, if you will kindly permit me.

The mans bearing irritated me, and I was inclined to resent this enforced subjection to an examination by one of whose reputation I knew absolutely nothing. Some of the greatest oculists in the world had looked into my sightless eyes and pronounced my case utterly hopeless. Therefore I had no desire to be tinkered with by this man, who, for aught I knew, might be a quack whose sole desire was to run up a long bill.

I have no necessity for your aid, I answered, somewhat bluntly. Therefore any examination is entirely waste of time.

But surely the sight is one of Gods most precious gifts to man, he answered, in a smooth, pleasant voice; and if a cure is possible, you yourself would, I think, welcome it.

I dont deny that, I answered. I would give half that I possess — nay, more — to have my sight restored, but Sir Leopold Fry, Dr Measom, and Harker Halliday have all three seen me, and agree in their opinion that my sight is totally lost for ever. You probably know them as specialists?

Exactly. They are the first men in my profession, he answered. Yet sometimes one treatment succeeds where another fails. Mine is entirely and totally different to theirs, and has, I may remark, been successful in quite a number of cases which were pronounced hopeless.

Mere quackery, I thought. I am no believer in new treatments and new medicines. The fellows style of talk prejudiced me against him. He actually placed himself in direct opposition to the practice of the three greatest oculists in the world.

Then you believe that you can actually cure me? I remarked, with an incredulous smile.

All I ask is to be permitted to try, he answered blandly, in no way annoyed by my undisguised sneer.

Plainly speaking, I answered, I have neither inclination nor intention to place myself at your disposal for experiments. My case has been pronounced hopeless by the three greatest of living specialists, and I am content to abide by their decision.

Oculists are liable to draw wrong conclusions, just as other persons may do, he remarked. In a matter of this magnitude you should — permit me to say so — endeavour to regain your sight and embrace any treatment likely to be successful. Blindness is one of mans most terrible afflictions, and assuredly no living person who is blind would wish to remain so.

I have every desire to regain my sight, but I repeat that I have no faith whatever in new treatment.

Your view is not at all unnatural, bearing in mind the fact that you have been pronounced incurable by the first men of the profession, he answered. But may I not make an examination of your eyes? It is, of course, impossible to speak with any degree of authority without a diagnosis. You appear to think me a charlatan. Well, for the present I am content that you should regard me as such; and he laughed as though amused.

He seemed so perfectly confident in his own powers that I confess my hastily formed opinion became moderated and my prejudice weakened. He spoke as though he had detected the disease which had deprived me of vision, and knew how to successfully combat it.

Will you kindly come forward to the window? he requested, without giving me time to reply to his previous observations. I obeyed his wish.

Then I felt his fingers open my eyelids wide, and knew that he was gazing into my eyes through one of those glasses like other oculists had used. He took a long time over the right eye, which he examined first, then having apparently satisfied himself, he opened the left, felt it carefully, and touched the surface, of the eyeball, causing me a twinge of pain.

As I thought! he ejaculated when he had finished. As I thought! A slight operation only is necessary. The specialists whom you consulted were wrong in their conclusions. They have all three made an error which is very easy to make, yet it might have deprived you of sight for your whole life.

What! I cried, in sudden enthusiasm. Do you mean to tell me solemnly that you can perform a miracle? — that you can restore my sight to me?

I tell you, sir, he answered quite calmly, that if you will undergo a small operation, and afterwards subject yourself to a course of treatment, in a fortnight — or, say three weeks — you will again open your eyes and look upon the world.

His words were certainly startling to me, shut out so long from all the pleasures of life. This stranger promised me a new existence, a world of light and movement, of colour, and of all the interests which combine to make life worth living. At first I was inclined to scorn this statement of his, yet so solemnly had he uttered it, and with such an air of confidence, that I became half convinced that he was more than a mere quack.

Your words arouse within me a new interest, I said. When do you propose this operation?

To-morrow, if you will.

Will it be painful?

Not very — a slight twinge, thats all.

I remained again in doubt. He noticed my hesitation, and urged me to submit.

But my natural caution asserted itself, and I felt disinclined to place myself in the hands of one of whose bona fides I knew absolutely nothing.

As politely as I could I told him this, but he merely replied — 

I have been sent by the lady whom we both know as Edna. Have you no confidence in her desire to assist you?

Certainly I have.

She has already explained to me that you have promised to carry out her wishes. It is at her urgent request that I have come to you with the object of giving you back your sight.

She wishes me to submit to the experiment?

Pardon me. It is no experiment, he said. She desires you to submit yourself to my treatment. If you do, I have entire confidence that in a week or so you will see almost as well as I do.

I hesitated. This stranger offered me the one great desire of my life — the desire of every person who is afflicted with blindness — in return for a few moments pain. Edna had sent him, prefaced by the mysterious letter signed Avel. It was her desire that I should regain my sight; it was my desire to discover her and look upon her face.

If I find your name in the Medical Register I will undergo the operation, I said at last.

To search will be in vain, he responded, in the same even tone.

Then your name is assumed?

My practice is not a large one, and I have no need to be registered, he said evasively.

His words again convinced me that he was a mere quack. I had cornered him, for he was palpably confused.

As I have already told you, I said, with some warmth, your attempts at persuasion are utterly useless. I refuse to allow my eyes to be tampered with by one who is not a medical man.

He laughed, rather superciliously I thought.

You prefer your present affliction?

Yes, I snapped.

Then, now that you force me to the last extremity, he said firmly, I have this to present to you.

And next moment I felt within my hand a paper neither the nature of which, nor the writing thereon, could I distinguish; yet from his voice I knew instinctively that this stranger, whoever he was, held triumph over me.


Chapter Nine.

From the Unknown.
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I HAVE NO knowledge of what this is, I said, puzzled, holding the paper he had given me.

Then I will read it to you, he responded; and taking it from my hand, he repeated the words written there. Even then I doubted him, therefore I took the paper into the kitchen and bade Parker read it. Then I knew that he had not deceived me, for Parker repeated the very same words that he had read, namely — 

The first request made to you, Wilford Heaton, is that you shall repose every confidence in Doctor Slade, and allow him to restore your sight. Obey.

Avel.

The note was very brief and pointed, written, I learnt, like the first note, with a typewriter, so that no clue might be afforded by the calligraphy. It was an order from the unknown person whom I had promised to blindly and faithfully obey. At the time I had given the mysterious Edna that promise I was in deadly peril of my life. Indeed, the promise had been extracted from me under threat of death, and now, in the security of my own home, I felt very disinclined to conform with the wishes of some person or persons whom I knew not. I saw in what a very serious position I had placed myself by this rash promise, for I might even be ordered to commit a crime, or, perhaps, for aught I knew, have unwittingly allied myself with some secret society.

The one desire which ever possessed me, that of being able to look upon the unseen woman with the musical voice, who had at one time been my protectress and my captor, urged me, however, in this instance, to accede. There was evidently some object in making this attempt to give me back my sight, and if it really succeeded I alone would be the gainer.

Understand that I had no faith whatever in the stranger who had thus come to me with a promise of a miraculous cure; on the other hand, I felt that he was a mere charlatan and impostor. Nevertheless, I could not be rendered more blind than I was, and having nothing to lose in the experiment, any gain would be to my distinct advantage.

Therefore, after further argument, I very reluctantly promised to allow him to operate upon me on the morrow.

Good, he answered. I felt sure that your natural desire for the restoration of your sight would not allow your minor prejudices to stand in the way. Shall we say at noon to-morrow.

Any hour will suit me, I answered briefly, with a rather bad grace.

Then let it be at noon. I and my assistant will be here by eleven-thirty.

I should prefer to come to your surgery, I said, with the idea of obtaining some knowledge of the strangers address. If I knew where he lived I could easily find out his real name.

That is, unfortunately, impossible, he answered blandly. I am staying at an hotel. I do not practise in London.

He seemed to have an ingenious answer always upon the tip of his tongue.

So, after some further conversation, in which he continually foiled any attempt I made to gain further knowledge of Edna or of himself, he rose and bade me adieu, promising to return on the morrow with the necessary instruments.

With a rather unnecessary show of punctuality he arrived next day, accompanied by a younger, sad-voiced man, and after some elaborate preparations, the nature of which I guessed from my own medical knowledge, I sat in my big armchair, and placed myself entirely at his disposal. From the first moment that he approached me and examined me prior to producing anaesthesia of the part to be operated upon I knew that my prejudice had been hastily formed. He was no quack, but careful, confident, and skilled, with a firm hand evidently used to such cases.

To fully describe what followed can be of no interest to any save medical men, therefore suffice it to relate that the operation lasted about an hour, after which my eyes were carefully bandaged, and my attendant and his assistant left. Slade called each day at noon, and carefully dressed my eyes, on each occasion expressing satisfaction at my progress, but always impressing upon me the absolute necessity for remaining with the blinds closely drawn, so that no ray of light should reach me. Darkness did not trouble me, yet Parker found it rather difficult to serve my meals in the gloom, and was very incredulous regarding the mysterious doctors talents. She viewed the whole affair just as I had once done, and, without mincing words, denounced him as a quack, who was merely running up a long bill for nothing.
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For nearly three weeks I lived with the Venetian blinds of my sitting-room always down, and with a thick curtain drawn across them, shutting out all light, as well as a good deal of air, until the summer heat became stifling. Hour after hour I sat alone, my hands idly in my lap, ever wondering what the success of this experiment would be. Should I ever again see, after those grave and distinct pronouncements of Fry and the rest, who had plainly told me that my sight was for ever destroyed? I dared not to hope, and only remained inert and thoughtful, congratulating myself that I had at least obeyed the dictum of my mysterious and unknown correspondent, under whose influence I had so foolishly placed myself.

At last, however — it was on a Sunday — Slade came, and as usual raised the bandages and bathed my eyes in a solution of atropine. Then, having made a careful examination, he went to the window, drew aside the curtains, and slightly opened the Venetian blinds.

In an instant I cried aloud for joy.

My sight had been restored. The desire of my life was an accomplished fact. I could actually see!

Dimly I could distinguish his short, burly form between myself and the faint light of the half-opened blinds, but even though all was as yet misty and indistinct, I knew that what had been averred was the actual truth — the specialists had been mistaken. With care and continued treatment my sight would strengthen until I became like other men.

I can see! I cried excitedly. I can see you, doctor — and the light — and the blinds!

Then you acknowledge that what I told you was the truth — that I did not lie to you when I told you that your case was not beyond recovery?

Certainly. You told me the truth, I said hastily. At the time it seemed too improbable, but now that you have shown me proof, I must ask your pardon if any words of mine have given you offence.

Youve not offended me in the slightest, my dear sir, he answered pleasantly. Persevere with the treatment, and continue for another few days in darkness, and then I feel confident that a perfectly satisfactory cure will have been effected. Of course, we must not expect a clear vision at once, but by degrees your sight will slowly become stronger.

And with those words he closed the blinds and drew the curtain close, so that the room was again darkened.

Imagine the thankfulness that filled my heart! It was no illusion. I had actually seen the narrow rays of sunlight between the half-opened blind and the dark silhouette of the short, stout, full-bearded man who was effecting such a marvellous cure.

I gripped his hand in the darkness, and thanked him.

How can I sufficiently repay you? I said. This service you have rendered me has opened up to me an absolutely new life.

I desire no repayment, Mr Heaton, he answered in his deep, hearty voice. That my treatment of malignant sclerotitis is successful, and that I have been the means of restoring sight to one of my fellow-men, is sufficient in itself.

But I have one question I wish to ask you, I said. The mode in which you were introduced to me is extremely puzzling. Do you know nothing of the lady named Edna?

I know her — that is all.

Where does she live?

I regret that I am not able to answer your question.

You are bound to secrecy regarding her?

I may as well admit the truth — I am.

Its extraordinary, I ejaculated. Very extraordinary!

Not so extraordinary as the recovery of your vision, he observed. Remain perfectly quiet, and dont take upon yourself any mental problems. A great deal now depends upon your own calmness.

The fact that my sight was gradually returning to me seemed too astonishing to believe. This man Slade, whoever he was, had performed a feat in surgery which seemed to me miraculous.

Again and again I thanked him, but when he had gone and I told Parker she only gave vent to a grunt of incredulity. Yet had I not actually seen the silhouette of Slade, and the streaks of sunlight beyond? Had I not already had ocular proof that a cure was being effected?

What would Dick, dear old Dick, say on his return when he found me cured? I laughed as I pictured to myself his amazement at finding me at the railway-station on his arrival — looking for him.

Through a whole month Slade came regularly each day at noon, and surely, by slow degrees, my vision became strengthened, until at length I found that, even though I wore smoke-darkened glasses, I could see almost as well as I had done in the days of my youth. The glasses destroyed all colour, it was true, yet I could now go forth into the busy Strand, mingle with the bustling crowds, and revel in their life and movement. Indeed, in those first days of the recovery of my vision I went about London in taxis and omnibuses, hither and thither, with all the enthusiasm of a country cousin or a child on his first visit to the Metropolis. All was novel and interesting on my return to a knowledge of life.

Slade, I found, was a gentlemanly fellow with the air of a clever physician, but all my efforts to discover his abode proved unavailing, and, moreover, just as the cure was complete he one day failed to call as usual. Without word he relinquished me just as suddenly as he had come; but he had restored to me that precious sense which is one of Gods chief gifts.

In those September days, when all the world seemed gay and bright, I went forth into the world with a new zest for life. I took short trips to Richmond and Hampton Court, so that I might again gaze upon the green trees, the winding river, and the fields that I loved so well; and I spent a day at Brighton, and stood for a full couple of hours watching the rolling sea beating upon the beach. Six weeks before I was a hopeless misanthrope, whose life had been utterly sapped by the blighting affliction upon me. Now I was strong and healthy in mind and in body; prepared to do anything or to go anywhere.

It was a fancy of mine to go down to the home of my youth, Heaton Manor, a place well known to those acquainted with the district around Tewkesbury. The great old mansion, standing in the centre of a wide, well-wooded park that slopes down to the Severn close to the Haw Bridge, had long been closed, and in the hands of the old servant Baxter and his wife. Indeed, I had never lived there since, on my fathers death, it had passed into my possession. The rooms were opened for my inspection, and as I wandered through them and down the long oak-panelled gallery, from the walls of which rows of my time-dimmed ancestors, in their ruffles, velvets, and laces looked down solemnly, a flood of recollections of my sunny days of childhood crowded upon me.

Seven years had passed since my last visit there. The old ivy covered manor was, indeed, dilapidated, and sadly out of repair. The furniture and hangings in many of the rooms seemed rotting with damp and neglect, and as I entered the nursery, and was shown my own toys, it seemed as though, like Rip Van Winkle, I had returned again to life after a long absence.

Alone, I wandered in the park down the avenue of grand old elms. The wide view across the brimming river, with Hasfield Church, and the old Tithe Barn at Chaceley standing prominent in the landscape, had, I saw, in no way changed. I looked back upon the house — a grand old home it was, one that any man might have been proud of, yet of what use was it to me? Should I sell it? Or should I allow it to still rot and decay until my will became proved, and it passed into the hands of my heirs and assigns?

I felt loth to part with it, for the old place had been built soon after the fierce and historic battle had been fought at Tewkesbury, and ever since Richard Heaton had commanded one of the frigates which went forth to meet the Armada, it had been the ancestral home of the Heatons.

How strange it all was! At every turn I peered upon the world through my grey glass spectacles, and took as keen an interest in it as does a child. All seemed new to me; my brain, like a childs, became filled with new impressions and fresh ideas. After my dull, colourless existence of sound and touch, this bright life of movement filled me with a delight that pen cannot describe. Imagine, however, what joy it is to one who has been pronounced incurably blind to look upon the world again and taste of its pleasures. It was that joy which gave lightness to my heart.

Yet over all was one grim shadow — the remembrance of that fateful night with its grim tragedy. Who was Edna? Where was she? What was she?

Through her instrumentality I had regained my sight, but her identity and her whereabouts still remained hidden, as she had plainly told me they would be before we had parted.

Hither and thither I went, fêted and feasted by my friends at the Savage, the Devonshire, and other clubs, yet my mind was ever troubled by the mystery of the woman who had, from motives that were entirely hidden, exerted herself on my behalf, first in saving my life from unscrupulous assassins, and, secondly, in restoring my vision.

I entertained a strong desire to meet her, to grasp her small hand, to thank her. I longed to see her.


Chapter Ten.

The Girl in Blue.
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THE MAN WHO abandons all hope is constantly haunted by fears. This is as strange as it is unjust, like much else in our everyday life. Even though there had returned to me all the joys of existence, yet I was still haunted by an ever-present dread — a terror lest some terrible mandate should suddenly be launched upon me by the unknown director of my actions.

My situation was, to say the least, a most extraordinary one. Valiantly I strove to rid myself of the obsession which constantly crept upon me whenever my attention was not actually distracted by the new existence that had so mysteriously been opened up to me. For a little while I would let my mind dwell upon the terrifying thought that I was entirely helpless in the hands of one who was, without doubt, unscrupulous. I had pledged my honour to keep secret that appalling midnight crime, and to act always as directed. Edna herself, the woman whose voice sounded so tender, whose hands were so small and soft to the touch, had forced me to this. To her alone was due this state of constant anxiety as to what might next be demanded of me. The thought would creep upon me, now pausing, now advancing, until at length it wrapped me round and round, and stifled out my breath, like a death-mask of cold clay. Then my heart would sink, my sight seemed to die, even sound would die until there seemed an awful void — the void of death for ever and for ever dumb, a dreadful, conquering silence.

A thousand times I regretted that I had in that moment of my utter helplessness given my promise to conceal the mysterious crime. Yet, when I recollected with what extraordinary ingenuity I had been deceived by the man whom I had believed to be a police-constable, the deep cunning which had been displayed in obtaining from my lips a statement of all the facts I knew, and the subsequent actions of the cool-headed Edna, my mind became confused. I could see no solution of the extraordinary problem, save that I believed her to be deeply implicated in some plot which had culminated in the murder of the young man, and that she herself had some strong personal motive in concealing the terrible truth.

With the return of my vision my sense of hearing had, curiously enough, become both weakened and distorted. Sounds I had heard when blind presented quite a different impression now that I could see. The blind hear where those with eyesight can detect nothing. The ears of the former train themselves to act as eyes also, yet the moment the vision is recovered the sharpened sense of hearing again assumes its normal capacity. Hence I found that I could not distinguish voices and sounds so quickly as before; indeed, the voices of those about me sounded some how different now I had recovered my sight.

My friends, into whose circle they declared I had returned like one from the grave, welcomed me everywhere, and I confess that, notwithstanding the oppression constantly upon me, I enjoyed myself to the top of my bent. I still remained in my dingy, smoke-grimed rooms in Essex Street, really more for Parkers sake than for my own, and also, of course, in order to be near Dick when he returned, but nearly every evening I was out somewhere or other, going here and there about town.

In the middle of October, when most men I knew were away on the moors, I had a dinner engagement one evening with the Channings, in Cornwall Gardens. Colonel Channing, a retired officer of the Guards, was a man I had known during greater part of my lifetime. His service had been mainly of a diplomatic character, for he had served as British military attaché at Berlin and Vienna, and now lived with his wife and daughter in London, and seemed to divide his time mainly between the St. Jamess and the United Service Clubs. He was a merry old fellow, with white hair and moustache and a florid complexion, the dandified air of attaché still clinging to him.

As he sat at the head of his table, his habitual monocle in his eye, and the tiny green ribbon of the order of the Crown of Italy in the lapel of his dining-jacket, he looked a perfect type of the ex-attaché. His wife, a rather spare woman of fifty, who seemed to exist externally in a toilette of black satin and lace, was pleasant, though just a trifle stiff, probably because of her long association with other diplomatists wives; while Nellie Channing was a happy, fair-haired girl, who wore pretty blouses, motored, golfed, flirted and shopped in the High Street in the most approved manner of the average girl of South Kensington.

Nellie and I had always been good friends. She had been at school in England while her parents had been abroad, but on completing her education she had lived some five years or so in Vienna, and had thus acquired something of the cosmopolitan habit of her father. She looked charming in her pink blouse, a trifle decolleté, as she sat on my left at dinner, and congratulated me upon my recovery.

If, however, Nellie Channing was pretty, her beauty was far eclipsed by that of my neighbour on my right, a tall, dark-haired girl in blue, a Miss Anson, who with her mother, a quiet, white-haired elderly lady, were the only other guests in addition to myself. From the moment we were introduced I saw that Mrs Ansons daughter possessed a face that was absolutely perfect, rather oval in shape, with large, beautiful eyes, that seemed to shine as they looked upon me, and to search me through and through. Her complexion was good, her cheeks well-moulded, her mouth small and perfectly formed; her teeth gleamed white ever and anon as she smiled at the Colonels humorous remarks, and her nose was just sufficiently tip-tilted to give her countenance a piquant air of coquetry.

Her costume, rich and without any undue exaggeration of trimming or style, spoke mutely of the handiwork of a first-class couturière. The shade of turquoise suited her dark beauty admirably, and the bodice, cut discreetly low, revealed a neck white and firmly moulded as that of the Venus of Milo. Around her throat, suspended by a golden chain so fine as to be almost imperceptible, was a single diamond set in a thin ring of gold, a large stone of magnificent lustre. It was her only ornament, but, flashing and glittering with a thousand fires, it was quite sufficient. She wore no rings. Her hands, white and well-formed, were devoid of any jewels. The single diamond gleamed and glittered as it rose and fell upon her breast, an ornament assuredly fit to adorn a princess.

Mrs Anson sat opposite me, chatting pleasantly during the meal, and now and then her daughter would turn, raise her fine eyes to mine for an instant, and join in our conversation. That she was exceedingly clever and well-informed I at once detected by her terse and smart criticism of the latest play, which we discussed. She compared it, with a display of knowledge that surprised me, to a French play but little known save to students of the French drama, and once or twice her remarks upon stage technicalities caused me to suspect that she was an actress.

Mrs Anson, however, dispelled this notion by expressing her disapproval of the stage as a profession for women, an opinion with which her daughter at once agreed. No, she could not be an actress, I felt assured. Both mother and daughter bore the unmistakable hallmark of gentlewomen.

I sat beside Mabel Anson in rapt admiration. Never before in all my life had my eyes fallen upon so perfect an incarnation of feminine grace and marvellous beauty; never before until that moment had a womans face held me in such enchantment.

Presently the conversation turned, as it so often does at dinner-tables, upon certain engagements recently announced, whereupon the Colonel, in the merry, careless manner habitual to him, advanced the theory that most girls married with a view to improve their social position.

As to a husbands fortune, remarked his wife, with that stiff formality which was her peculiar characteristic, it really isnt so important to a woman as the qualities which lead to fortune — ambition, determination, industry, thrift — and position such a man may attain for himself.

And in education? inquired Miss Anson, softly, apparently interested in the argument.

In education a man certainly should be his wifes equal, answered Mrs Channing.

And is not good temper essential with a husband? — come, now. Lets hear your ideas on that point, said the Colonel, chaffingly, from behind the big épergne.

Mabel Anson hesitated. For an instant her lustrous eyes met mine, and she at once lowered them with a downward sweep of her long dark lashes.

I dont argue that a girl thinking seriously of her future husband should lay any great stress on good temper, she answered, in a sweet musical voice. A soldierly form, a pair of good eyes, a noble profile — any of these might easily outweigh good temper.

Ah! there, I fear, I disagree with you, I remarked smilingly. It has always appeared to me that after the first year or so married people rarely think of each others features, because they are always in each others presence. They become heedless of whether each others features are classical or ugly; but they never fail to be cognisant of one anothers temper or shortcomings.

You speak as though from experience, she laughed, without, however, attempting to combat my argument.

Another outburst of laughter greeted this bantering remark of hers.

No, observed Nellie, on my other hand. Mr Heaton is the most confirmed bachelor I know. I believe hes a woman-hater — if the truth were told.

Oh, really, Miss Channing! I protested. Thats certainly too bad of you. I assure you Im no hater of the sex, but an admirer.

Heatons about to make a pretty speech, observed the jovial, red-faced Colonel. Go on, Wilford, my dear fellow, were all attention.

No, I said, laughing. Ive been drawn quite unfairly into this controversy. Therefore Ill preserve a masterly silence.

Mr Heaton is, I think, diplomatic, laughed the dark, handsome girl next to me. He has cleared his character of the aspersion cast upon it, and preserves a dignified attitude. And she turned and smiled gaily upon me in triumph.

She was exquisitely charming. I sat at her side gossiping merrily, while to my dazzled gaze she presented a beautiful picture of youthful airy delicacy — feminine sweetness combined with patrician grace. For the first time in all my life that petticoated paradox, woman, conveyed to me the impression of perfect beauty, of timidity and grace, combined with a natural, inborn dignity. There was nothing forced or unnatural in her manner as with other women I had met; none of that affected mannishness of deportment and slangy embellishments of conversation which are so characteristic of girls of to-day, be they daughters of tradesmen or of peers.

She gave me the impression — why, I cannot tell — of one who had passed under the ennobling discipline of suffering and self-denial. A melancholy charm tempered the natural vigour of her mind; her spirit seemed to stand upon an eminence and look down upon me as one inferior to her in intellect, in moral principle — in fact, in everything. From the very first moment when I had bowed to her on our introduction she held me spell-bound in fascination.

When the ladies had left, and I sat alone with the Colonel, smoking over a liqueur, I inquired about her.

Mrs Anson is the widow of old General Anson, he said. He died about twelve years ago, and theyve since lived a great deal abroad.

Well off? I inquired, with affected carelessness.

Very comfortably, I should say. Mrs Anson has a fortune of her own, I believe. They have a house at present in The Boltons.

Mabel is extremely good-looking, I remarked.

Of course, my dear boy, laughed the Colonel, with his liqueur-glass poised in his hand, a twinkle in his eye. Between us, shes the prettiest girl in London. She creates a sensation wherever she goes, for beauty like hers isnt met with twice in a lifetime. Lucky chap, whoever marries her.

Yes, I said reflectively, and then diligently pursued the topic in an endeavour to learn further details regarding her. My host either knew very little, or purposely affected ignorance — which, I was unable to determine. He had known her father intimately, having been in his regiment long ago. That was about all I learnt further.

So we tossed away our cigars, drained our glasses, and rejoined the four ladies who were awaiting us in the drawing-room, where later, at Mrs Channings urgent persuasion, my divinity in blue seated herself at the piano, and in a sweet, clear contralto sang in Italian a charming solo from Puccinis Bohême, the notable opera of that season.

Then, with the single diamond glittering at her throat, she came back to where I stood, and sinking into the cosy-corner with its pretty hangings of yellow silk, she accepted my congratulations with a delicate grace, a charming dignity, and a grateful smile.

At last, however, the hour of parting came, and reluctantly — very reluctantly — I took her small hand, bent over it, and handed her into her carriage beside her mother.

Good-night, she cried merrily, and next instant the fine pair of bays plunged away into the rainy night.

I returned into the hall, and my host helped me into my overcoat.

We were alone, for I had made my adieux to his wife and daughters.

Wilford, he said very gravely, as he gripped my hand prior to my departure, we are old friends. Will you permit me to say one word without taking offence at it?

Certainly, I answered, surprised. What is it?

Ive noticed to-night that, like many another man, you are entranced by the beauty of Mabel Anson. Be careful not to make a fool of yourself.

I dont understand, I said quickly.

Well, all I would say is, that if you desire happiness and peace of mind, steel your heart against her, he answered with a distinct air of mystery.

You speak in enigmas.

I merely give you a timely warning, thats all, my dear fellow. Now, dont be offended, but go home and think it over, and resolve never again to see her — never, you understand — never.


Chapter Eleven.

The Fourteenth of October.
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LONG AND DEEPLY I pondered over the Colonels words. That he had some underlying motive in thus warning me against the woman by whom I had become so fascinated was vividly apparent, yet to all my demands he remained dumb. On the afternoon following I found him in the St. Jamess Club — that club of diplomatists — and reverted to the subject. But all the response he vouchsafed was — 

Ive merely warned you, my dear fellow. I shall say no more. I, of course, dont blame you for admiring her, I only tell you to pull yourself up short.

But why?

Because if you go further than admiration youll be treading dangerous ground — devilish dangerous, I can assure you.

You mean that she has a jealous lover? I suggested.

She has no lover, as far as Im aware, he answered.

Then, speaking candidly, Channing, I said, I dont see why you should turn prophet like this without giving me any reason.

My reason is briefly told, he said with unusual gravity. I dont wish to see you upset and unhappy, now that youve recovered your sight.

His words seemed very lame ones.

Why should I be unhappy?

Because Mabel Anson can never be more to you than an acquaintance; she can never reciprocate your love. I tell you plainly that if you allow yourself to become entranced and all that sort of thing, youll only make a confounded ass of yourself.

You certainly speak very plainly, I observed, annoyed that he should interfere so prematurely in a matter which was assuredly my affair alone.

I speak because I have your welfare at heart, Wilford, he answered in a kindly tone. I only regret now that I asked you to my table to meet her. It is my fault — entirely my fault.

You talk as though she were some genius of evil, I laughed. Let me act as I think fit, my dear Channing.

Let you go headlong to the devil, eh? he snapped.

But to love her is not to go on the downward path, surely? I cried incredulously.

I warn you, once and for all, to have nothing whatever to do with her, he said. I know her — you do not.

But I laughed him to scorn. His words seemed utterly absurd, as though his mind were filled by some strong prejudice which he dared not to utter for fear of laying himself open to an action for slander. If her acquaintance were so extremely undesirable, why did he invite her and her mother to his table? His words were not borne out by his own actions.

So I bade him farewell rather coolly, and left the club abruptly, in anger with myself at having sought him, or bestowed a single thought upon his extraordinary warning.

In the days that followed my mind was fully engrossed by recollections of her charm and beauty. Like every other man, I had had, before my blindness, one or two minor affairs of the heart, but never before had I experienced the grand passion. I had, indeed, admired several other women of various ages and various stations, but none had ever approached in grace, beauty, or refinement the woman who had so suddenly come into my life, and so quickly gone out of it.

Yes, I openly confess that I, who had of later years determined to remain a bachelor, was deeply in love with her. Indeed, for the time, I actually forgot the grim shadow of evil which had in my blindness fallen upon me.

Hither and thither in the great world of London I went with my eyes ever open in eagerness to catch a glimpse of her. I lounged in the Row at the fashionable hour; went to the opera, and swept boxes and stalls with my glasses; and strolled about Regent Street, Oxford Street, and High Street, Kensington, in the vicinity of those great drapery emporiums so dear alike to the feminine heart and to the male pocket. For ten days or so I spent greater part of my time in searching for her slim, erect figure among the bustling London crowds. I knew her address, it was true, but my acquaintance was not sufficient to warrant a call, therefore I was compelled to seek a chance encounter.

All, however, was in vain. I had firmly resolved to take no heed of the Colonels extraordinary premonition, and laughed at his dehortatory suggestions; for I meant at all costs to meet her again. One day I suddenly recollected that in conversation Mrs Anson had mentioned that her daughter was a student at the Royal Academy of Music. If so, then she would undoubtedly go there alone on certain days to take her lessons. By carefully watching I might, I thought, meet her as if by accident. So I at once set to work to make inquiries, and discovered through tipping one of the hall-porters of the institution that Miss Anson came there every Tuesday and Friday at two oclock in the afternoon. The next day chanced to be Tuesday, therefore I went to Hanover Square and waited for her at the corner of Tenterden Street. As I watched I saw quite a number of smart-looking lady students pass into the institution, but, although I remained on the alert for nearly two hours, she did not come, and at length I was compelled to return home wearied, unsuccessful, and dispirited.

That night, however, a blow fell upon me. An incident which I had constantly dreaded occurred, for by the last post was delivered one of those strange typewritten mandates from the unknown. The envelope was a blue-grey one, such as lawyers use, and the postmark showed that it had been dispatched from the Lombard Street office, in the City. I tore it open in fear and trepidation, and glanced at the few even lines it contained. The lines I read were signed by the word Avel, traced with a heavy hand in rough Roman capitals, and were as follows: — 

To-morrow, the fourteenth of October, enter the Park at Grosvenor Gate at four oclock, and wait at the third seat on the path which leads to the band-stand.

I stood silent, with the mysterious missive in my hand. Some secret service was evidently required of me. The shadow of that fateful night had again fallen, crushing me beneath its weight of mystery and crime. I thought of the unknown Edna, and pictured her in comparison with Mabel. In my helplessness I had become an unwilling tool in the hands of the former, and now I hated and despised her. This galling servitude which she had imposed upon me under penalty of death was doubly irksome now that I loved; yet so mysterious and tragic were all the circumstances that I feared to break the bond that I had given.

In ordinary circumstances I think I should have been eager to obey this sudden demand to go to the Park on the following day. There was a distinct air of adventure in the appointment, and, eager to fathom the mystery surrounding Edna, I saw that this meeting might furnish me with some clue. But I recollected Mabel, all sweetness and purity, and hated it all. Edna had declared that she herself was not the mysterious Avel, yet I had no reason to disbelieve her statement. To me it seemed as though she were acting under instructions which had for their object the preservation of the secret of the midnight crime.

Who was the young man who had fallen victim? His identity puzzled me always, until the problem had become so perplexing as to drive me to despair. Although time after time I had searched the newspapers, I had found no one answering to his description mentioned as missing. He had evidently been done to death and his body disposed of without a single inquiry, while the crime had been concealed with an ingenuity which appalled me. Might I, myself, not fall victim in a similar manner if I refused to obey these strange mandates of an unknown hand?

These thoughts were the reverse of reassuring, for even if I went to the police they would be unable to assist me. A detective might keep the appointment in the Park, but it was certain on seeing a stranger in the vicinity the person who intended to meet me would give him a very wide berth.

That hot night I lay awake through many hours calmly reviewing the whole situation. On the last occasion when I had obeyed the order of my mysterious correspondent — sent undoubtedly at Ednas instigation — I had profited considerably. Was the present order for good or for evil?

Naturally, I had always been fond of adventure, for I came of a family of sailors. But the gruesome incidents of that single night when I had wandered alone in London had utterly unnerved me. I had become so surrounded by mystery that each effort of mine to elucidate it caused me to sink deeper and deeper into the complex quagmire of uncertainty.

Perhaps Edna herself desired to speak with me, now that I could see. This suggestion took possession of me, and next morning I was anxious and interested in the appointment. Soon after three I took an omnibus from the Strand to the corner of Park Lane, and on the stroke of four entered the Park at Grosvenor Gate and glanced eagerly around. No one was in the vicinity save one or two loungers of the unemployed type and two or three nursemaids with children. Without difficulty I soon found the seat indicated, and sat down to wait. It was a pleasant spot beneath a large chestnut tree, quiet and more secluded than any of the others. Evidently my correspondent knew the Park well.

I lit a cigarette and possessed myself in patience. After some five minutes or so a female figure entered the gate and approached in my direction. It was that of an elderly woman of rather common type, and as she came straight towards me I waited her with some curiosity, but she passed me by without a look, and continued on her way. Then I knew that she was not the person who intended to meet me, and laughed within myself.

My position was one of curiosity, sitting there prepared to meet some person unknown. We have all of us, at one time or another, sat awaiting persons we have never before seen, and we have invariably found mental pictures of their appearance utterly different from their real aspect. It was so with me at that moment. I sat waiting and wondering for half an hour or so, watching narrowly all who chanced to approach, until I began to suspect that for some reason or other the appointment would not be kept.

A glance at my watch showed it to be already twenty minutes to five. My patience was exhausted, and I felt annoyed that I should be thus brought here on a purposeless errand. Of one man who had passed, a dark-faced, ill-dressed lounger, I had had my suspicions. He had idled past, feigning to take no notice of my presence, yet I saw that he was covertly watching me. Perhaps he had been sent to see whether I had come there alone. I waited and waited, but in vain.

The shadows had lengthened, the sun was sinking behind the trees in Kensington Gardens, and at length I cast away the end of my last remaining cigarette and rose to depart. Perhaps some untoward incident had occurred, and I should receive a further communication from my unknown correspondent. I had, at least, carried out my part of the compact, and was therefore free. So I took my stick and set forth towards Grosvenor Gate at a brisk pace, for I was tired of waiting, and my limbs were cramped by my long and fruitless vigil.

I had almost reached the gate leading out to Park Lane when of a sudden, at a sharp bend of the path, a dark figure loomed up before me.

In an instant I drew up speechless, aghast, amazed. The mystery was absolutely dumbfounding.


Chapter Twelve.

It is his!
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THE FIGURE BEFORE me was that of a woman, calm, sweet-faced, her countenance rendered piquant by its expression of surprise.

It was none other than Mabel Anson.

Dressed in a tight-fitting tailor-made gown of some dark cloth, and a neat toque, she looked dignified and altogether charming. The slight severity of attire became her well, for it showed her marvellous figure to perfection, while the dash of red in her hat gave the necessary touch of colour to complete a tasteful effect. Her countenance was concealed by the thinnest of gauze veils, and as she held forth her well-gloved hand with an expression of pleasure at the unexpected meeting, her bangles jingled musically.

This is indeed a most pleasant surprise, Miss Anson, I said, when I recovered speech, for so sudden had been our encounter that in the moment of my astonishment my tongue refused to utter a sound.

And to me also, she laughed.

Ive been wondering and wondering when we should meet again, I blurted forth. Im so very glad to see you.

For the first few moments after she had allowed her tiny hand to rest for an instant in mine we exchanged conventionalities, and then suddenly, noting a roll of music in her hand, I asked — 

Are you going home?

Yes, across the Park, she laughed. Mother forbids it, but I much prefer the Park to those stuffy omnibuses.

And youve been to your music, I suppose? I inquired.

Yes. Ive not been well for the past few days, and have missed several lessons. Now, like a good pupil, Im endeavouring to make them up, you know. And she laughed merrily.

How many times a week do you go to the Academy? I asked, surprised that she should have gone there that day, after what the hall-porter had told me.

Twice, as a general rule, she remarked; but just now Im rather irregular.

And so you prefer to cross the Park rather than ride by omnibus?

Certainly. Mother doesnt approve of girls riding on the tops of buses, and says its fast. Therefore Id much rather walk, for at this hour half London seems to be going from Piccadilly Circus to Hammersmith. I go right across, past the Serpentine, through Kensington Gardens to the Broad Walk, and out by the small gate next the Palace Hotel, she added, with a sweep of her gloved hand.

Her eyes were lovely. As she stood there in the fading sunlight she seemed the fairest vision I had ever seen. I stood spell-bound by her marvellous beauty.

And may I not act as your escort on your walk to-day? I asked.

Certainly. I have no objection, she answered with graceful dignity, therefore I turned and walked beside her, carrying her music.

We took the road, which leads straight away to the Magazine, and crosses the Serpentine beyond. There in the yellow glow of the October sunset I lounged at her side and drank my fill of her loveliness. Surely, I thought, there could be no more beautiful woman in all the world. The Colonels strange warning recurred to me, but I laughed it to scorn.

As we passed beneath the rustling trees the suns last rays lit up her beautiful face with a light that seemed ethereal and tipped her hair until there seemed a golden halo about her. I was no lovesick youth, be it remembered, but a man who had had a bitter experience of the world and its suffering. Yet at that hour I was fascinated by the grace of her superb carriage, the suppleness of her figure, the charm of her sweet smile, and the soft music of her voice as she chatted to me.

She told me of her love for music; and from the character of the pieces which formed her studies I knew that she must be a musician of a no mean order. The operatic melody which she had sung at the Colonels was, she declared, a mere trifle. We discussed the works of Rossini and Massent, of Wagner and Mendelssohn, and of Verdi, Puccini, Mascagni, Perosi, and such latter-day composers. I had always prided myself that I knew something of music, but her knowledge was far deeper than mine.

And so we gossiped on, crossing the Park and entering Kensington Gardens — those beautiful pleasure grounds that always seem so neglected by the majority of Londoners — while the sun sank and disappeared in its blood-red afterglow. She spoke of her life abroad, declaring that she loved London and was always pleased to return to its wild, turbulent life. She had spent some time in Paris, in Vienna, in Berlin, but no one was half as interesting, she declared, as London.

But you are not a Londoner, are you? I asked.

No, not exactly, she responded, although Ive lived here such a long time that Ive become almost a Cockney. Are you a Londoner?

No, I answered; Im a countryman, born and bred.

I heard the Colonel remark that other night that you had been afflicted by blindness for some time. Is that so?

I responded in the affirmative.

Terrible! she ejaculated, glancing at me with those wonderful dark eyes of hers that seemed to hold me in fascination and look me through and through. We who possess our eyesight cannot imagine the great disadvantages under which the blind are placed. How fortunate that you are cured!

Yes, I explained. The cure is little short of a miracle. The three greatest oculists in London all agreed that I was incurable, yet there one day came to me a man who said he could give me back my sight. I allowed him to experiment, and he was successful. From the day that I could see plainly he, curiously enough, disappeared.

How strange! Did he never come and see you afterwards?

No. He took no reward, but simply discontinued his visits. I do not even know his real name.

How extraordinary! she observed, greatly interested. I really believe that there is often more romance and mystery in real life than in books. Such a circumstance appears absolutely bewildering.

If to you, Miss Anson, then how much more to me! I, who had relinquished all hope of again looking upon the world and enjoying life, now find myself actually in possession of my vision and able to mix with my fellow-men. Place yourself for a moment in my position, and try to imagine my constant thankfulness.

You must feel that a new life is opened to you — that you have begun a fresh existence, she observed with a true touch of sympathy in her sweet voice. Then she added, as if by afterthought. How many of us would be glad to commence life afresh!

The tone in which she uttered that sentence seemed incongruous. A few moments before she had been all brightness and gaiety, but in those words there vibrated a distinctly gloomy note.

Surely you do not desire to commence your life again? I said.

She sighed slightly.

All of us have our burden of regrets, she answered vaguely, raising her eyes for an instant to mine, and then lowering them.

We appeared in those moments to grow confidential. The crimson and orange was fast fading from the sky. It was growing dark beneath the shadow of the great elms, and already the line of street lamps out in Kensington Gore were twinkling through the foliage on our left. No one was in the vicinity, and we were walking very slowly, for, truth to tell, I desired to delay our parting until the very last moment. Of all the leafy spots in giant London, there is none so rural, so romantic, or so picturesque in summer as that portion of Kensington Gardens lying between Queens Gate and the Broad Walk. Save for the dull roar of distant traffic, one might easily fancy ones self far in the country, a hundred miles from the sound of Bow Bells.

But you are young, Miss Anson, I observed philosophically, after a brief pause. And if I may be permitted to say so, you have scarcely begun to live your life. Yet you actually wish to commence afresh!

Yes, she responded briefly, I do. Strange, is it not?

Is the past, then, so full of bitterness? I asked, the Colonels strange warning recurring to me at the same moment.

Its bitterness is combined with regrets, she answered huskily, in a low voice.

But you, young, bright, happy, and talented, who need not think of the trials of everyday life, should surely have no regrets so deep as to cause you this anxiety and despair, I said, with a feeling of tenderness. I am ten years older than you, therefore I may be permitted to speak like this, even though my words may sound presumptuous.

Continue, she exclaimed. I assure you that in my present position I appreciate any words of sympathy.

You have my deepest sympathy, Miss Anson; of that I assure you, I declared, detecting in her words a desire to confide in me. If at your age you already desire to recommence life, your past cannot have been a happy one.

It has been far from happy, she answered in a strange, mechanical voice. Sometimes I think that I am the unhappiest woman in all the world.

No, no, I hastened to reassure her. We all, when in trouble, imagine that our burden is greater than that of any of our fellows, and that while others escape, upon us alone fall the graver misfortunes.

I know, I know, she said. But a pleasant face and an air of carelessness ofttimes conceal the most sorrowful heart. It is so in my case.

And your sorrow causes you regret, and makes you wish to end your present life and commence afresh, I said gravely. To myself, ignorant of the circuit stances, it would seem as though you repented of some act or other.

What do you mean? she gasped quickly, looking at me with a strange expression in her dark eyes. I do not repent — I repent nothing!

I saw that I had made a grave mistake. In my fond and short-sighted enthusiasm I had allowed myself to speak a little too confidentially, whereupon her natural dignity had instantly rebelled. At once I apologised, and in an instant she became appeased.

I regret extremely that you should have such a weight of anxiety upon your heart, I said. If I can do anything to assist you, rely upon me.

You are extremely kind, she answered in a gloomy tone; but there is nothing — absolutely nothing.

I really cant understand the reason why, with every happiness around you, you should find yourself thus plunged in this despair, I remarked, puzzled. Your home life is, I presume, happy enough?

Perfectly. I am entirely my own mistress, save in those things which might break through the ordinary conventionalities of life. I must admit to you that I am rather unconventional sometimes.

I had wondered whether, like so many other girls, she had some imaginary grievance in her home; but now, finding that this was not so, it naturally occurred to me that the cause of her strange desire to live her life over again arose through the action of some faithless lover. How many hundreds of girls with wealth and beauty, perfectly happy in all else, are daily wearing out their lives because of the fickleness of the men to whom they have foolishly given their hearts! The tightly-laced corsets of every eight girls in ten conceals a heart filled by the regrets of a love long past; the men smile airily through the wreaths of their tobacco-smoke, while the women, in those little fits of melancholy which they love to indulge in, sit and reflect in silence upon the might-have-beens. Is there, I wonder, a single one of us, man or woman, who does not remember our first love, the deep immensity of that pair of eyes; the kindly sympathy of that face, which in our immature years we thought our ideal, and thereupon bowed the knee in worship? If such there be, then they are mere unrefined boors without a spark of romance in their nature, or poetry within their soul. Indeed, the regrets arising from a long-forgotten love ofttimes mingle pleasure with sadness, and through ones whole life form cherished memories of those flushed days of a buoyant youth. To how many of those who read these lines will be recalled vivid recollections of a summer idyll of long ago; a day when, with the dainty or manly object of their affections, they wandered beside the blue sea, or on the banks of the tranquil, willow-lined river, or perhaps hand-in-hand strolled beneath the great old forest trees, where the sunlight glinted and touched the gnarled trunks with grey and gold! To each will come back the sweet recollection of a sunset hour now long, long ago, when they pressed the lips of the one they loved, and thought the rough world as rosy as that summer afterglow. The regret of those days always remains — often only a pleasant memory, but, alas! sometimes a lamentation bordering upon despair, until the end of our days.

And may I not know something, however little, of the cause of this oppression upon you? I asked of her, after we had walked some distance in silence. You tell me that you desire to wipe out the past and commence afresh. The reason of this interests me, I added.

I dont know why you should interest yourself in me, she murmured. It is really unnecessary.

No, no, I exclaimed hastily. Although our acquaintance has been of but brief duration, I am bold enough to believe that you count me among your friends. Is it not so?

Certainly, or I would not have given you permission to walk with me here, she answered with a sweetness which showed her unostentatious delicacy of character.

Then, as your friend, I beg of you to repose whatever confidence in me you may think fit, and to be assured that I will never abuse it.

Confidences are unnecessary between us, she responded. I have to bear my grief alone.

Your words sound strange, coming from one whom I had thought so merry and light-hearted, I said.

Are you, then, ignorant of the faculty a woman has of concealing her sorrows behind an outward show of gaiety — that a woman always possesses two countenances, the face and the mask?

You are scarcely complimentary to your own sex, I answered with a smile. Yet that is surely no reason why you should be thus wretched and downhearted. Her manner puzzled me, for since the commencement of our conversation she had grown strangely melancholy — entirely unlike her own bright self. I tried to obtain from her some clue to the cause of her sadness, but in vain. My short acquaintance with her did not warrant me pressing upon her a subject which was palpably distasteful; nevertheless, it seemed to me more than strange that she should thus acknowledge to me her sorrow at a moment when any other woman would have practised coquetry.

I can only suffer in silence, she responded when I asked her to tell me something of the cause of her unhappiness.

Excuse my depression this evening. I know that to you I must seem a hypochondriac, but I will promise you to wear the mask — if ever we meet again.

Why do you speak so vaguely? I inquired in quick apprehension. I certainly hope that we shall meet again, many, many times. Your words would make it appear as though such meeting is improbable.

I think it is, she answered simply. You are very kind to have borne with me like this, she added, her manner quickly changing; and if we do meet, Ill try not to have another fit of melancholy.

Yes, Miss Anson, I said, halting in the path, let us meet again. Remember that we have to-day commenced a friendship — a friendship which I trust will last always.

But she slowly shook her head, as though the heavy sadness of her heart still possessed her.

Friendship may exist between us, but frequent meetings are, I fear, impossible.

Why? You told me only a moment ago that you were your own mistress, I observed.

And so I am in most things, she answered. But as far as meeting you, we can only leave that to chance.

Why?

Please do not endeavour to force me to explanations, she answered with firmness. I merely tell you that frequent meetings with you are unlikely — that is all.

We had walked on, and were nearing the gate leading out into the High Street, Kensington.

In other words, then, you are not altogether pleased with my companionship?

No, really, she laughed sweetly. I didnt say that. You have no reason to jump at such a conclusion. I thank you very much indeed for your words of sympathy.

And you have no desire to see me again? I interrupted, in a tone of bitter disappointment.

If such were the case, ours would be a very extraordinary friendship, wouldnt it? and she lifted her eyes to mine with a kindly look.

Then I am to take it that my companionship on this walk has not been distasteful to you? I asked anxiously.

She inclined her head with dignified air, saying. Certainly. I feel that this evening I have at least found a friend — a pleasant thought when one is comparatively friendless.

And as your friend — your devoted friend — I ask to be permitted to see you sometimes, I said earnestly, for, lingering at her side, I was very loth to part from her. If I can ever be of any assistance, command me.

You are very kind, she answered, with a slight tremor in her voice. I shall remember your words always. Then, putting forth her well-gloved hand, as we stood upon the kerb of the High Street, she added, It is getting late. Weve taken such a long time across the Park that I must drive home; and she made a gesture to a passing hansom.

Before we part, I said, I will give you a card, so that should you require any service of me you will know where to write; and, as we stood beneath the street lamp, I drew out a card and, with a pencil I took from my vest-pocket, scribbled my address.

In silence she watched, but just as I had finished she suddenly gripped my hand, uttering a loud cry of amazement.

Whats that you have there? she demanded. Let me see it!

Next instant — before, indeed, I could be aware of her intention — she had snatched the pencil from my grasp, and was examining it closely beneath the gaslight.

Ah! she gasped, glaring at me in alarm. It is — yes, it is his!

The small gold pencil which I had inadvertently used was the one I had taken from the pocket of the dead unknown on that fateful August night.


Chapter Thirteen.

The Enchantment of a Face.
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THE FACE OF Mabel Anson, my new-found friend and idyll, had in that instant changed. Her countenance was pale as death, while the hand holding the small pencil trembled.

Whence did you obtain this? she demanded in an awe-stricken tone, which showed plainly that she recognised it. She held her breath in expectancy.

What could I reply? To explain the truth was impossible, for I had pledged my honour to Edna to preserve the secret. Besides, I had no wish to horrify her by the strange story of my midnight adventure. Hence a lie arose involuntarily to my lips.

I found it, I stammered.

Found it? Where?

I found it when groping about during the time I was blind, and Ive carried it ever since, wondering whether one day I should discover its owner.

It is extraordinary? she gasped— most extraordinary.

You appear to recognise it, I observed, much puzzled at her attitude. If you can tell me to whom it belongs I will return it.

She hesitated, and with a quick effort regained her self-control.

I mean it possesses an extraordinary resemblance to one I have seen many times before — but I suppose there are lots of pencil-cases of the same shape, she added with affected carelessness.

But there is a curious, unintelligible cypher engraved upon it, I said. Did you notice it?

Yes. It is the engraving which makes me doubt that I know its owner. His initials were not those.

You speak in the past tense, I observed. Why!

Because — well, because we are no longer friends — if you desire to know the truth; and she handed me back the object, which, with the dress-stud, formed the only clue I had to the identity of the unfortunate victim of the assassin.

There was something in her manner which was to me the reverse of convincing. I felt absolutely certain that this unimportant object had, in reality, been identified by her, and that with some hidden motive she was now intentionally misleading me.

Then you do not believe that this really belonged to your friend? I asked, holding it up to her gaze.

No, she answered quickly, averting her face as though the sight of it were obnoxious. I feel certain that it did not. Its resemblance is striking — thats all.

It would have been a remarkable coincidence if it really were the property of your friend, I said.

Very remarkable, she admitted, still regarding me strangely. Yet the trite saying that The world is small is nevertheless very true. When I first saw it I felt certain it belonged to a gentleman I knew, but on closer examination I find it is older, more battered, and bears initials which have evidently been engraved several years.

Where did your friend lose his? I inquired, reflecting upon the lameness of her story. The mere recognition of a lost pencil-case would never have affected her in the manner that sight of this one had if there were not some deeper meaning attached to it.

I have no idea. Indeed, I am not at all sure that it is not still in his possession.

And how came you to be so well acquainted with its aspect? I asked, in eagerness to ascertain the truth.

She hesitated for a few moments. Because, she faltered— because it was a present from me.

To an admirer?

She did not answer, but even in that dim lamplight I detected the tell-tale flush mounting to her cheeks.

Then, in order, apparently, to cover her confusion, she added — 

I must really go. I shall be late for dinner, and my mother hates to wait for me. Good-bye.

Our hands clasped, our eyes met, and I saw in hers a look of deep mystery, as though she held me in suspicion. Her manner and her identification of that object extracted from the pocket of the dead man were very puzzling.

Good-bye, I said. I hope soon to have the pleasure of meeting you again. I have enjoyed this walk of ours immensely.

When we meet — if ever we do, she answered with a mischievous smile, remember that I have promised to wear the mask. Good-bye. And she twisted her skirts gracefully, entered the cab, and a moment later was driven off, leaving me alone on the kerb.

I hesitated whether to return home by bus or Underground Railway, but, deciding on the latter, continued along the High Street to the station, and journeyed to the Temple by that sulphurous region of dirt and darkness known as the Inner Circle.

The reader may readily imagine how filled with conflicting thoughts was my mind on that homeward journey. Although I adored Mabel Anson with a love beyond all bounds, and would on that evening have declared my passion for her had I dared, yet I could not disguise from myself that sight of the pencil-case I had taken from the dead unknown had wrought an instant and extraordinary change in her.

She had identified it. Of that fact there was no doubt. Her lame explanation that it bore a resemblance to the one she had given to her friend was too palpably an afterthought. I was vexed that she should have thus attempted a deception. It was certainly true that one gold pencil-case is very like another, and that a Birmingham maker may turn out a thousand of similar pattern, yet the intricate cypher engraved on the one in question was sufficient by which to identify it. It was these very initials which had caused her to deny that it was really the one she had purchased and presented; yet I felt convinced that what she had told me was untrue, and that those very initials had been placed upon it by her order.

Again, had she not spoken of its owner in the past tense? This, in itself, was a very suspicious circumstance, and led me to the belief that she was aware of his death. If he were dead, then certainly he would no longer be her friend.

Her sudden and abject amazement at seeing the pencil in my hand; her exclamation of surprise; her eagerness to examine it; all were facts which showed plainly that she knew that it remained no longer in his possession, and was yet dumbfounded to find it in my hand. Had she not also regarded me with evident suspicion? Perhaps, having identified her present, she suspected me of foul play?

The thought held me petrified. For aught I knew she might be well aware of that mans tragic end, and the discovery of part of his property in my possession was to her evidence that I had committed murder.

My position was certainly growing serious. I detected in the rather formal manner in which she took leave of me a disinclination to shake my hand. Perhaps she believed it to be the hand of the murderer. Indeed, my declaration that I had found that incriminating object was in itself sufficient to strengthen her suspicion if, as seemed quite probable, she was aware of her friends tragic end. Yet I had really found it. It was no lie. I had found it in his pocket, and taken it as a clue by which afterwards to identify him.

Now, if it were true that the man who had been struck dead at my side was actually Mabels friend, then I was within measurable distance of elucidating the mystery of that fateful night and ascertaining the identity of the mysterious Edna, and also of that ruler of my destiny, who corresponded with me under the pseudonym of Avel.

This thought caused me to revert to that hour when I had sat upon the seat in the Park, keeping a tryst with some person unknown. Seated in the corner of the railway-carriage I calmly reflected. More than a coincidence it seemed that at the moment my patience became exhausted, and I rose to leave the spot my mysterious correspondent had appointed for the meeting, I should have come face to face with the woman whose grace and beauty held me beneath their spell. For some purpose — what I knew not — I had been sent to that particular seat to wait. I had remained there in vain, smoking a dozen cigarettes, reading through my paper even to the advertisements, or impatiently watching every person who approached, yet the moment I rose I encountered the very person for whom I had for days past been in active search.

Had Mabels presence there any connexion with the mysterious order which I had obeyed? Upon this point I was filled with indecision. First, what possible connecting link could there be between her natural movements and the letter from that unknown hand? As far as I could discern there was absolutely none, I tried to form theories, but failed. I knew that Mabel attended at the Royal Academy of Music, and what was more natural than that she should cross the Park on her way home? Her way did not lie along the path where I had kept such a watchful vigil, and had I not risen and passed towards Grosvenor Gate at that moment we should not have met. There, indeed, seemed no possible combination between the request I had received from my unknown correspondent and her presence there. In my wild imaginings I wondered whether she were actually the woman whom in my blindness I had known as Edna, but next instant flouted the idea.

The voice, the touch, the hand, all were different. Again, her personal appearance was not at all that of the woman described by West, the cabman who had driven me home after my strange adventures.

No; she could not be Edna.

As the train roared through the stifling tunnels City-wards, I strove to arrive at some decision. Puzzled and perplexed at the various phases presented by the enigma which ever grew more and more complicated, I found any decision an extremely difficult matter. I am not a man given to forming theories upon insufficient evidence, nor jumping to immature conclusions, therefore I calmly and carefully considered each fact in its sequence as related in this narrative. The absence of motives in several instances prevented any logical deduction. Nevertheless, I could not somehow prevent a suspicion arising within me that the appointment made by my anonymous correspondent had some remote connexion with my meeting with the woman who had so suddenly come into my life — a mere suspicion, it is true, but the fact that no one had appeared to keep the appointment strengthened it considerably.

Whenever I thought of Mabel, recollections of Channings strange admonition arose within me. Why had he uttered that warning ere I had been acquainted with her a few hours? To say the least, it was extraordinary. And more especially so as he refused to give any explanation of his reasons.

The one dark spot in my life, now that I had recovered my sight, was the ever-present recollection of that midnight tragedy. Its remembrance held me appalled when I thought of it. And when I reflected upon my own culpability in not giving information to the police, and that in all probability this neglect of mine had allowed the assassin to escape scot free, I was beside myself with vexation and regret. My thoughts for ever tortured me, being rendered the more bitter by the reflection that I had placed myself in the power of one who had remained concealed, and whose identity was inviolable.

As I declared in the opening of the narrative, it seems almost incredible that in these end-of-the-century-days a man could find himself in such a plight, surrounded by mysterious enemies, and held in bondage by one unknown and unrevealed. Laboriously I tried to unravel the tangled skein of events and so extricate myself, but, tired with the overtask, I found that the mystery grew only more inscrutable.

The woman I loved — the woman to whom I had fondly hoped some day ere long to make the declaration of the secret of my heart — had discovered in my possession an object which might well be viewed as evidence of a foul and cowardly crime. I feared — indeed, I felt assured — that her sweet sympathy had, in an instant, been turned to hatred.

I loved her. I adored her with all the strength of my being, and I knew that without her my life, in the future must only be an aimless blank. In the sweetest natures there can be no completeness and consistency without moral energy, and that Mabel possessed it was plainly shown. In her confidences with me as we traversed the Park and Kensington Gardens she had shown, with the most perfect artfulness, that she had that instinctive unconscious address of her sex which always renders a woman doubly charming. Persons who unite great sensibility and lively fancy possess unconsciously the power of placing themselves in the position of another and imagining rather than perceiving what is in their hearts. A few women possess this faculty, but men never. It is not inconsistent with extreme simplicity of character, and quite distinct from that kind of art which is the result of natural acuteness and habits of observation — quick to perceive the foibles of others, and as quick to turn them to its own purpose; which is always conscious of itself, and if united with strong intellect, seldom perceptible to others.

In her chat with me she had no design formed or conclusion previously drawn, but her intuitive quickness of feeling, added to her imagination, caused her to half-confide in me her deep sorrow. Her compassionate disposition, her exceeding gentleness, which gave the prevailing tone to her character, her modesty, her tenderness, her grace, her almost ethereal refinement and delicacy, all showed a true poetic nature within, while her dark, fathomless eyes betrayed that energy of passion which gave her character its concentrated power.

Was it any wonder, even though she might have been betrayed into a momentary tergiversation, that I bowed down and worshipped her? She was my ideal; her personal beauty and the tender sweetness of her character were alike perfect. Therefore my love for her was a passion — that headlong vehemence, that fluttering and hope, fear and transport, that giddy intoxication of heart and sense which belongs to the novelty of true love which we feel once, and but once, in our lives.

Yet I was held perplexed and powerless by her unexpected and unacknowledged identification of that clue to the unknown dead.


Chapter Fourteen.

A Revelation.
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ALTHOUGH MANY DAYS passed, no word of apology came from my mysterious correspondent for not having kept the appointment. I watched every post for nearly a fortnight, and as I received no explanation, my suspicion regarding Mabels connexion with the strange affair became, of course, strengthened.

With heart-sinking I had taken leave of her on the kerb in Kensington High Street on that well-remembered evening, feeling that the likelihood of our frequent meeting was very remote, especially now that she apparently held me in suspicion. In this case, however, I was mistaken, for within a week we met again quite accidentally in Bond Street, and, finding her disposed to accept my companionship, I accompanied her shopping, and spent an extremely pleasant afternoon. Her mother was rather unwell, she explained, and that accounted for her being alone.

She was dressed entirely in black, but with a quiet elegance that was surprising. I had never known before that day how smart and chic a woman could appear in a gown of almost funereal aspect. Her manner towards me retained nothing of its previous suspicion; she was bright and merry, without that cloud of unhappiness that had so strangely overshadowed her on the last occasion we had been together. She possessed a clever wit, and gossiped and joked amusingly as we went from shop to shop, ordering fruit for dessert, and flowers for table-decoration. That her mother was wealthy appeared certain from the extravagant prices which she gave for fruits out of season and choice hothouse flowers. She bought the best she could procure, and seemed utterly regardless of expense.

I remarked how dear were some grapes which she had ordered, but she only smiled and gave her shoulders a little shrug.

This recklessness was not done to impress me, for I was quick to detect that the shopkeepers knew her as a good customer, and brought forward their most expensive wares as a matter of course.

Although at first she declined my invitation, as though she considered it a breach of the convenances, I at length persuaded her to take some tea with me at Blanchards, and we continued our gossip as we sat together at one of the little tables surrounded by other ladies out shopping with their male encumbrances.

I had, rather unwisely, perhaps, passed a critical remark regarding a lady who had entered in an unusually striking toilette, in which she looked very hot and extremely uncomfortable, and laughing at what I had said, she replied — 

You are certainly right. We women always overweigh ourselves in our garments, to say nothing of other and more fatiguing things. Half of lifes little worries accrue from our clothes. From tight collar to tight shoe, and not forgetting a needlessly befeathered hat, we take unto ourselves burdens that we should be much happier without.

I agree entirely, I said, smiling at her philosophy. Some blatant crank bent on self-advertisement might do worse than found an Anti-ornamental Dress League. Just think how much of lifes trials would at once slip off a man if he wore neither collar nor tie — especially the dress-tie!

And off a woman, if she wore neither belt, gloves, nor neck arrangement!

Exactly. It would be actually making us a present for life of nearly an hour a day. That would be seven hours a week, or nearly a fortnight a year, I said. Its worth consideration.

Do you remember the derision heaped upon that time-saving arrangement of our ancestors, the elastic-side boot? she observed, with a merry smile. But just fancy the trouble they must have saved in lacing and buttoning! Sewing on shoe-buttons ought always to be done by criminals condemned to hard labour. Button-sewing tries the conscientiousness and thoroughness of the work more than anything else, and Im certain oakum-picking cant be worse. It also tries the quality of the thread more than anything else; and as to cottons, well, it treats them as Samson did the withs.

The carriage met her outside the Stores in the Haymarket at five oclock, and before she took leave of me she mischievously asked — 

Well, and how do you find me when I wear my mask?

Charming, I responded with enthusiasm. Mask or no mask, you are always the same to me, the most charming friend I have ever had.

No, no, she laughed. It isnt good form to flatter. Good-bye.

And she stretched forth her small hand, which I pressed warmly, with deep regret at parting. A moment later the footman in his brown livery assisted her into the carriage. Then she smiled merrily, and bowed as I raised my hat, and she was borne away westward in the stream of fine equipages, hers the smartest of them all.

A week later, having seen nothing further of her, I wrote and received a prompt response. Then in the happy autumn days that followed we contrived to meet often, and on each occasion I grew deeper and deeper in love with her. Since that evening when we had stood together beneath the street lamp in Kensington, she had made no mention of the pencil-case or of its owner. Indeed, it seemed that her sudden identification of it had betrayed her into acknowledging that its owner had been her lover, and that now she was trying to do all she could to remove any suspicion from my mind.

Nevertheless, the remembrance of that crime and of all the events of that midnight adventure was ever within my mind, and I had long ago determined to make its elucidation the chief object of my life. I had placed myself beneath the thrall of some person unknown, and meant to extricate myself and become again a free agent at all costs.

On several occasions I had seen the cabman West on the rank at Hyde Park Corner, but although he had constantly kept his eyes open in search of Edna, his efforts had all been in vain. I had seen also the old cab-driver who bore the nickname Doughy, but it turned out that it had not been his cab which my mysterious protectress had taken after parting from me. One point, however, I settled satisfactorily. On one of our walks together I contrived that, the man West should see Mabel, but he afterwards declared that the woman of whom he was in search did not in the least resemble her. Therefore, it was certain that Mabel and Edna were not, as I had once vaguely suspected, one and the same person.

Sometimes I would meet my idol after her studies at the Royal Academy of Music, and accompany her across the park; at others we would stroll together in the unfrequented part of Kensington Gardens, or I would walk with her shopping and carry her parcels, all our meetings being, of course, clandestine ones.

One morning in the middle of November I was overfed at receiving an invitation from Mrs Anson to dine at The Boltons, and a couple of days later the sum of my happiness was rendered complete by finding myself seated beside Mabel in her own home.

The house possessed an air of magnificence and luxury which I scarcely expected. It was furnished with great elegance and taste, while the servants were of an even more superior character than the house itself. Among the homes of my many friends in the West End this was certainly the most luxurious, for money seemed to have been literally squandered upon its appointments, and yet withal there was nothing whatever garish nor any trace of a plebeian taste. There was a combined richness and quietness about the whole place which impressed one with an air of severity, while the footman who ushered me in was tall, almost a giant in stature, and solemn as a funeral mute.

Mrs Anson rose and greeted me pleasantly, while Mabel, in a pretty gown of coral-pink, also shook my hand and raised her fine dark eyes to mine with a glance of pleasure and triumph. It was, no doubt, due to her that I had been bidden there as guest. A red-headed, ugly-faced man named Hickman, and a thin, angular, irritating woman, introduced to me as Miss Wells, were my only fellow-guests. The man regarded me with some suspicion as I entered, and from the first I took a violent dislike to him. It may have been his forbidding personal appearance which caused my distrust. Now that I reflect, I think it was. His face was bloated and deeply furrowed, his eyes large, his lips thick and flabby, his reddish beard was ill-trimmed and scanty. He was thick-necked; his face was further disfigured by a curious dark-blue scar upon the left jaw, and I could not help remarking within myself, that if some faces resembled those of animals, his was closely allied to that of a savage bulldog. Indeed, I had never before seen such an eminently ugly face as his.

Yet he spoke with the air and perfect manner of a gentleman. He bowed with refined dignity as I was introduced, although I thought his smile seemed supercilious, while I was almost certain that he exchanged a curious, contemptuous look with Mabel, who stood behind me.

Was he aware of our little exchanges of confidences? Had he secretly watched us in our walks along the leafy byways of Kensington Gardens, and detected that I loved her? It seemed very much as though he had, and that he had endeavoured to disparage me in her eyes.

At Mrs Ansons invitation, I took Mabel in to dinner, and sat next her, while opposite us sat the dog-faced man with the irritating spinster. The latter was a fitting companion for him, bony of countenance, her back straight as a board, her age uncertain, and her voice loud, high-pitched, and rasping. She wore a number of bangles on her left wrist; one of them had pigs and elephants hanging on it, with hearts, crosses, bells, and framed and glazed shamrock leaves mixed in. That would not have mattered much had she not been eating, but as dinner progressed the room grew a trifle warm, and she unfortunately had a fan as well as those distressing bangles, which fan she rhythmically waved to and fro, playing the orchestra softly when fanning herself, or loudly as she plied her knife and fork click-clack, jingle-jingle, tinkle-tinkle, click-clack! until the eternal music of those pigs, elephants, crosses, hearts and bells prevented anything beyond a jerky conversation. She turned and twisted and toyed with her menu, tinkling and jingling the whole time like a coral consoler or an infants rattle. Little wonder, I thought, that she remained a spinster. With such an irritating person to head his household, the unfortunate husband would be a candidate for Colney Hatch within a month. Yet she was evidently a very welcome guest at Mrs Ansons table, for my hostess addressed her as dear, and seemed to consider whatever positive opinion she expressed as entirely beyond dispute.

I liked Mrs Anson. Although of that extremely frigid type of mother, very formal and unbending, observing all the rules of society to the letter, and practically making her life a burden by the conventionalities, she possessed, nevertheless, a warm-hearted affection for her child, and seemed constantly solicitous of her welfare. She spoke with the very faintest accent with her rs, and I had, on the first evening we had met at the colonels, wondered whether she were of Scotch, or perhaps foreign, extraction. The general conversation in the interval of the Irritating Womans orchestra turned upon foreign travel, and incidentally, in answer to an ingenious question I put to her, she told me that her father had been German, but that she had nearly all her life lived in England.

The Irritating Woman spoke of going to the Riviera in December, whereupon Mabel remarked — 

I hope mother will go too. Im trying to persuade her. London is so dull and miserable in winter compared with Cannes or Nice.

You know the Riviera well, I suppose? I inquired of her.

Oh, very well, she responded. Mother and I have spent four winters in the south. Theres no place in Europe in winter like the Côte dAzur — as the French call it.

I much prefer the Italian Riviera, chimed Miss Wellss high-pitched voice. She made it a point of honour to differ with everybody. At Bordighera, Ospedaletti, San Remo, and Alassio you have much better air, the same warmth, and at about half the price. The hotels in Nice and Cannes are simply ruinous. Then, turning to Mrs Anson, she added, You know, dear, what you said last year.

We go to the Grand, at Nice, always, answered Mrs Anson. It is dear, certainly, but not exaggeratedly so in comparison with the other large hotels.

There seems of late to have been a gradual rise in prices all along the Riviera, remarked Hickman. Ive experienced it personally. Ten or twelve years ago lived in Nice for the season for about half what it costs me now.

That exactly bears out my argument, exclaimed the Irritating Woman, in triumph. The fact is that the French Riviera has become far too dear, and English people are, fortunately for themselves, beginning to see that by continuing their journey an extra twenty miles beyond Nice they can obtain just as good accommodation, live better, breathe purer air, and not be eternally worried by those gaudy tinsel-shows called Carnivals, or insane attempts at hilarity miscalled Battles of Flowers.

Oh, come, Miss Wells, protested Mabel, surely you wont condemn the Battles of Flowers at Nice! Why, theyre acknowledged to be amongst the most picturesque spectacles in the world!

I consider, my dear, that they are mere rubbishy ruses on the part of the Niçois to cause people to buy their flowers and throw them into the roadway. Its only a trick to improve their trade.

We all laughed.

And the Carnival? inquired Hickman, much amused.

Carnival! she snorted. A disgraceful exhibition of a towns lawlessness. A miserable pageant got up merely to attract the unsuspecting foreigner into the web spread for him by extortionate hotel-keepers. All the so-called fun is performed by paid mountebanks; the cars are not only inartistic, but there is always something extremely offensive in their character, while the orgies which take place at the masked balls at the Casino are absolutely disgraceful. The whole thing is artificial, and deserves no support at all from winter visitors.

Mrs Anson, for once, did not agree with this sweeping condemnation, while Mabel declared that she always enjoyed the fun of the battles of flowers and paper confetti, although she admitted that she had never had the courage to go out on those days when the pellets of lime, or harp confetti, are permitted. Both Hickman and myself supported Mabel in defence of the annual fêtes at Nice as being unique in all the world.

But the Irritating Woman was not to be convinced that her opinions were either ill-formed or in the least distorted. She had never been present at a Carnival ball, she admitted, but it had been described to her by two estimable ladies who had, and that was, for her, sufficient. They were a pair of pious souls, and would, of course, never exaggerate to the length of a lie.

Dinner over, the ladies retired, and Hickman and myself were left to smoke and gossip. He was certainly a very ugly man, and at times asserted an overbearing superiority in conversation; but having watched him very closely, I at length arrived at the conclusion that this was his natural manner, and was not intended to be offensive. Indeed, ever since that first moment when I had entered and been introduced, he had shown himself to be very pleasant and affable towards me.

Poor Miss Wells! he laughed, after the door had closed. Shes so infernally positive about everything. It would be as good as an entertainment to induce her to expound her views upon religious matters.

Any argument seems utterly useless, I remarked.

Do you know Nice well? he inquired, after reflecting a moment.

Ive spent three winters there, I answered.

And at Monte Carlo, I suppose?

Yes, of course, I responded, laughing. I suppose scarcely any man goes to Nice without going over to Monty and risking a few louis.

Were you lucky?

So, so. One season I won five thousand francs. In fact, Ive never lost on the whole season. Ive always left the Riviera with some of the banks money.

Then you can heartily congratulate yourself, he said, Im the reverse. I generally lose. Do you believe in any system at roulette?

No; they are all frauds, I answered promptly. Except one, he interposed. Theres one based on the law of averages, which must turn up in your favour if youre only patient enough. The reason why it is so difficult is because its such a long and tedious affair.

Explain it, I urged, for a new system that was infallible was, to me, of greatest interest. I had, in the days before my blindness, made a study of the chances at roulette, and had played carefully upon principles which had, to me, appeared most natural. The result had been that with care I had won — not much, it was true — but it was better than leaving ones money to swell the companys dividends.

The system, he said, tossing off his glass of curaçoa at one gulp, is not at all a complicated one. If you study the permanences of any table — you can get them from the Gazette Rose — youll find that each day the largest number of times either colour comes up in succession is nine. Now, all you have to do is to go to a table at the opening of the play, and taking one colour, red or black it makes no difference, stake upon it, and allow your money to accumulate until it is swept away. If the colour you stake upon comes up eight times in succession, and you have originally staked twenty francs, your gains lying on the table will amount to two thousand five hundred and sixty francs. Even then, dont touch it. The colour must, in the law of averages, come up nine times in succession each day, taking the week through. If it comes up, youll win five thousand and twenty francs for the louis you staked, and then at once leave the table, for it will not come up nine times again that day. Of course, this may occur almost at the opening of the play, or not until the table is near closing, therefore it requires great patience and constant attendance. To-day it may not come up nine times, but it will probably come up nine times on two occasions to-morrow, and so the average always rights itself.

His theory was certainly a novel one, and impressed me. There might, I thought, be something in it. He had never had patience to try it, he admitted, but he had gone through a whole years permanences, and found that only on three or four occasions had it failed.

For half an hour or so he sat lucidly explaining the results of his studies of the game with the air of a practised gambler. In these I became at once interested — as every man is who believes he has found the secret of how to get the right side of the bank; but we were at length compelled to put down our cigars, and he led the way into the drawing-room, where the ladies awaited us.

The room was a large, handsome one, elegantly furnished, and lit by two great lamps, which shed a soft, subdued light from beneath their huge shades of silk and lace. Mabel was sitting at the open grand piano, the shaded candlelight causing the beautiful diamond star in the coils of her dark-brown hair to flash with a dazzling iridescence, and as I entered she turned and gave me a sweet smile of welcome.

A second time I glanced around that spacious apartment, then next instant stood breathless — transfixed.

I could not believe my own eyes. It seemed absolutely incredible. Yet the truth was beyond all doubt.

In the disposition of the furniture, and in the general appointments of that handsome salon, the home of the woman I so dearly loved, I recognised the very room which I had once explored with my keen sense of touch — the room in which had been committed that ghastly, mysterious, midnight crime!


Chapter Fifteen.

What I Saw.
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HOW YOU MEN gossip! Mabel exclaimed, tingling upon the piano-stool, and laughing merrily.

I wasnt aware that we had been very long, I answered, sinking into a low armchair near her. If so, Im sure I apologise. The fact is, that Mr Hickman was explaining a new system of how to break the bank at Monte Carlo.

Oh, Mr Hickman! she cried, turning at once to him. Do explain it, and Ill try it when we go to the Riviera.

Mabel, my dear, exclaimed her mother, scandalised, youll do nothing of the kind. You know I dont approve of gambling.

Oh, I think its awfully good fun, her daughter declared.

If you win, I added.

Of course, she added; then, turning again to Hickman, she induced him to explain his new and infallible system just as he had explained it to me.

The trend of the conversation was, however, lost to me. My ears were closed to all sound, and now that I reflect I am surprised that I succeeded in retaining my self-possession. I know I sat there rigid, as one held motionless in terror; I only replied in monosyllables to any remark addressed to me, and I knew instinctively that the colour had left my countenance. The discovery was as bewildering as it was unexpected.

Every detail of that handsome room was exactly as I had pictured it. The blind, with their keen sense of touch, are quick to form mental impressions of places and things, and the general character of this apartment I had riveted upon my mind with the fidelity of a photograph.

The furniture was of gilt, just as I had detected from its smoothness, and covered with a rich brocade in wide stripes of art green and dull red-brown — an extremely handsome pattern; the carpet was dark, with a pile so thick that ones feet fell noiselessly; the three long windows, covered by heavy curtains of brocade to match the furniture, reached from the high-painted ceiling to the ground, exactly as I had found them in my blind gropings. About the room were two or three tables with glass tops, in trays beneath which were collections of choice bric-à-brac, including some wonderful Chinese carvings in ivory, while before the fireplace was spread the great tiger-skin, with paws and head preserved, which I so well remembered.

I sat there speechless, breathless. Not a single detail was there wanting. Never before, in all my life, had amazement held me so absolutely dumbfounded.

Close to where I saw was a spacious couch, over the centre of which was thrown an antimacassar of silken crochet-work. It was covered with the same brocade as the rest of the furniture, and I stretched forth my hand, with feigned carelessness and touched it. Its contact was the same, its shape exact; its position in the room identical.

Upon that very couch I had reclined while the foul tragedy had been enacted in that room. My head swam; I closed my eyes. The great gilt clock, with its pendulum representing the figure of a girl swinging beneath the trees, standing on the mantelshelf, ticked out low and musically, just as it had done on that fateful night. In an instant, as I sat with head turned from my companions and my eyes shut, the whole of that tragic scene was re-enacted. I heard the crash, the womans scream, the awe-stricken exclamation that followed in the inner room. I heard, too, the low swish of a womans skirts, the heavy blow struck by an assassins hand, and in horror felt the warm life-blood of the unknown victim as it trickled upon my hand.

Mabel suddenly ran her white fingers over the keys, and the music brought me back to a realisation of my true position. I had at length discovered the actual house in which the mysterious tragedy had been enacted, and it became impressed upon me that by the exercise of greatest care I might further be enabled to prosecute secret investigations to a successful issue, and at length solve the enigma.

My eyes fixed themselves upon the couch. It was the very spot where I had rested, sightless, helpless, while those strange events had taken place about me. Was it any wonder that I became filled with apprehensions, or that I sat there petrified as one turned to stone?

The square, dark-green antimacassar had been placed in the exact centre of the couch, and sewed down in order to keep it in its place. Where I was sitting was fortunately in the shadow, and when Mabel commenced playing I rose — unsteadily I think — and reseated myself upon the couch, as being more comfortable. Then, while the woman who held me entranced played a selection from the Trovatore, I, unnoticed by the others, succeeded in breaking the stitches which tacked the antimacassar to the brocade. The feat was a difficult one, for one does not care to be detected tearing the furniture of ones hostess. Nevertheless, after ten minutes or so I succeeded in loosening it, and then, as if by the natural movement of my body, commenced to work aside.

The music ceased, and even though all my attention was now centred upon my investigations, I congratulated Mabel upon her accurate execution. Hickman was standing beside her, and together they began to search for some piece he had requested her to play, while Miss Wells, with her hearts and elephants jingling, turned to me and commenced to talk. By this I was, of course, interrupted; nevertheless, some ten minutes later, I rose, and naturally turned back to straighten the rumpled antimacassar. In doing so I managed to lift it and glance beneath.

In an instant the truth was plain. Concealed beneath that square of green crochet-work was a large dark-brown stain upon the brocade. It was the mark of the life-blood of that thin, well-dressed, unknown victim, who had, in an instant, been struck to the heart!

The shock at its discovery caused me to start, but next instant I smoothed out the antimacassar into its former place without attracting any attention, and passed across the room with the motive of inspecting an object which I well remembered discovering when I had made my blind search. Upon a pedestal of black marble stood an exquisite little statuette of a Neapolitan dancing-woman, undoubtedly the work of some Italian master. Without pausing to examine it, I took in its every detail as I passed. It was exactly as I had felt it, and in the self-same spot as on that fatal night.

Beside the couch, as I turned again to look, I saw that a large skin rug had been thrown down. Without doubt it had been placed there to conceal the ugly stain of blood upon the carpet.

And yet there, on the scene of one of the foulest and most cowardly assassinations, we were actually spending the evening quietly, as became a respectable household. The thing seemed absolutely incredible. A dozen times I endeavoured to persuade myself that the whole discovery was but a chimera, arising from my disordered imagination. Nevertheless, it was impossible to disguise from myself the fact that in every detail the truth was borne out. In that very room the unknown man had been struck dead. The marks of his blood still remained as evidence of the truth.

I saw that beside the high lamps at that moment in use, there was a magnificent candelabra suspended from the ceiling, and in this were electric lamps. Then, at the door, I noticed the switch, and knew that it was the same which I had heard turned off by the assassin before leaving the house.

At the end of the room, too, were the folding doors, now concealed by curtains. It was through those very doors that Edna, my mysterious protectress, had passed and repassed to that inner room whence had come the sound of champagne being uncorked and the womans piercing scream.

Mabel leaned over and spoke to me, whereupon I sank again into the chair I had previously occupied. She began to chat, but although her beautiful eyes held me fixed, and her face seemed more handsome than any I had ever seen, the diamonds in her hair dazzled my eyes, and I fear that my responses were scarcely intelligible.

You are not quite yourself to-night, I think, she remarked at last, rising from the piano, and taking the low chair that I drew up for her. Are you unwell?

Why? I asked, laughing.

Because you look rather pale. Whats the matter?

Nothing, I answered, as carelessly as I could. A slight headache. But it has passed now.

My eyes wandered to those curtains of green plush. How I longed to enter that room beyond!

At that moment she took out her handkerchief. Even that action added to the completion of the mental picture I had formed. Her tiny square of lawn and lace exhaled a sweet odour. It was that of peau dEspagne, the same subtle perfume used by the mysterious Edna! It filled my nostrils until I seemed intoxicated by its fragrance combined with her beauty.

Her dress was discreetly decolleté, and as she sat chatting to me with that bright vivaciousness which was so charming, her white neck slowly heaved and fell. She had, it seemed, been striving all the evening to get a tête-à-tête chat with me, but the chatter of that dreadful Irritating Woman and the requests made by Hickman had prevented her.

As she gossiped with me, now and then waving her big feather fan, she conveyed to my mind an impression of extreme simplicity in the midst of the most wonderful complexity. She seemed to take the peculiar traits from many characters, and so mingle them that, like the combination of hues in a sunbeam, the effect was as one to the eye. I had studied her carefully each time we had met, and had found that she had something of the romantic enthusiasm of a Juliet, of the truth and constancy of a Helen, of the dignified purity of an Isabel, of the tender sweetness of a Viola, of the self-possession and intellect of a Portia — combined together so equally and so harmoniously that I could scarcely say that one quality predominated over the other. Her dignity was imposing, and stood rather upon the defensive; her submission, though unbounded, was not passive, and thus she stood wholly distinct in her sweetness from any woman I had ever met.

The following day was one on which she was due to take her music-lesson, and I inquired whether I might, as usual, meet her and escort her across the Park.

You are really very kind, she responded; but I fear I take up far too much of your time.

Not at all, I hastened to assure her. I always enjoy our walks together.

She smiled, but a moment later said — 

I fear that I shall be prevented from going to Hanover Square to-morrow, as I shall be making calls with mother. Weve been neglecting to call of late, and have such a host to make.

Then I shant see you at all to-morrow? I said in deep disappointment.

No, I fear not, she answered. As a matter of fact, my movements for the next few days are rather uncertain.

But youll write and tell me when you are free? I urged earnestly.

If you wish, she responded, smiling sweetly. Apparently she was in no wise averse to my companionship, a fact which had become to me more apparent now that she had induced her mother to invite me to their table.

I endeavoured to extract from her some appointment, but she only whispered — 

Remember that our meetings are clandestine. Dont let them overhear us. Lets change the subject. And then she began to discuss several of the latest novels.

She had apparently a wide knowledge of French fiction, for she explained how a friend of hers, an old schoolfellow, who had married a French baron and lived in Paris, sent her regularly all the notable novels. Of English fiction, too, she was evidently a constant reader, for she told me much about recent novels that I was unaware of, and criticised style in a manner which betrayed a deep knowledge of her subject.

One would almost think you were a lady novelist, or a book-reviewer, I remarked, in response to a sweeping condemnation which she made regarding the style of a much-belauded writer.

Well, personally, I like books with some grit in them, she declared. I cant stand either the so-called problem novel, or a story interlarded with dialect. If any one wants nasty problems, let them spend a few shillings in the works of certain French writers, who turn out books on the most unwholesome themes they can imagine, and fondly believe themselves realists. We dont want these queue-de-siècle works in England. Let us stick to the old-fashioned story of love, adventure, or romance. English writers are now beginning to see the mistake they once made in trying to follow the French style, and are turning to the real legitimate novel of action — the one that interests and grips from the first page to the last.

She spoke sensibly, and I expressed my entire accord with her opinion. But this discussion was only in order to hide our exchange of confidences uttered in an undertone while Hickman and the two ladies were chatting at the further end of the room.

All the time I was longing to get a sight of the interior of the adjoining apartment, the room whence had burst forth that womans agonised cry in the stillness of the night. I racked my brain to find some means of entering there, but could devise none. A guest can hardly wander over his hostesss house on the first occasion he receives an invitation. Besides, to betray any interest in the house might, I reflected, arouse some suspicion. To be successful in these inquiries would necessitate the most extreme caution.

The fragrant odour of peau dEspagne exhaled by her chiffons seemed to hold me powerless.

The gilt clock with its swinging girl had already struck eleven on its silver bell, and been re-echoed by another clock in the hall playing the Westminster chimes, when suddenly Mrs Anson, with a book in her hand, looked across to her daughter, saying — 

Mabel, dear, Ive left my glasses on the table in the library. Will you kindly fetch them for me?

In an instant I saw my chance, and, jumping to my feet, offered to obtain them. At first she objected, but finding me determined, said — 

The library is the next room, there. Youll find them on the writing-table. Mother always leaves them there. Its really too bad to thus make a servant of you. Ill ring for Arnold.

No, no, I protested, and at once went eagerly in search of them.


Chapter Sixteen.

The Inner Room.
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THE ADJOINING ROOM was, I found, in the front part of the house — a rather small one, lined on one side with books, but furnished more as a boudoir than a library, for there were several easy-chairs, a work-table, and a piano in a corner. At this instrument the mysterious player had on that night sat executing Chopins Andante-Spinato the moment before it became interrupted by some tragic and unexpected spectacle. I glanced around and noted that the furniture and carpet were worn and faded, that the books were dusty and evidently unused, and that the whole place presented an air of neglect, and had nothing whatever in keeping with the gorgeousness of the other handsome apartments.

The glasses were, as Mrs Anson had said, lying beside the blotting-pad upon a small rosewood writing-table. I took them up, and, having made a tour of inspection, was about to leave the place, when suddenly, on the top of some books upon a shelf close to the door, I espied a small volume.

The curious incident of the birthday book occurred to me; therefore I took down the little volume and found that it really was a birthday book. No name was inscribed on the title-page as owner, but there were many names scribbled therein. In swift eagerness I turned to the page of my own birthday — the 2nd of July. It was blank.

I stood pondering with the book still in my hand. The absence of my name there proved one or two things, either I had not signed a birthday book at all, or, if I had, it was not the one I had discovered. Now, there are frequently two birthday-books in one house, therefore I resolved, ere I gave the matter reflection, to prosecute my investigations further and ascertain whether there was not a second book.

With this object I made a second tour around the room, noting the position of every article of furniture. Some music lay scattered beside the piano, and, on turning it over, I found the actual copy of Chopins Andante which had been played on the night of the tragedy. The cover had been half torn away, but, on examining it closely beneath the light, I detected plainly a small smear of blood upon it.

Truly the house was one of mystery. In that room several persons had drunk champagne on that memorable night when blind Fate led me thither; in that room a woman had, according to the mans shout of alarm, been foully done to death, although of this latter fact I was not altogether sure. At any rate, however, it was plain that some tragic event had previously taken place there, as well as in that room beyond where I had reclined blind and helpless. It was strange also that the apartment should remain neglected and undusted, as though the occupants entertained some dislike to it. But I had been absent long enough, and, returning to the drawing-room with the missing glasses, handed them to Mrs Anson.

Hickman had, in my absence, crossed to Mabel, and was sitting beside her in earnest conversation, therefore I was compelled to seat myself with my hostess and the Irritating Woman and chat with them. But ere long I contrived again to reach the side of the woman whom I adored, and to again press her for an appointment.

It is far better forme to write to you, she answered, beneath her breath. As Ive told you, we have so many calls to make and cards to leave.

Your mother tells me that you have a box for the Prince of Waless on Saturday night, and has asked me to join you, I said. Her eyes brightened, and I saw that she was delighted at the prospect. But she expressed a hope that I wouldnt be bored.

Bored! I echoed. Why, Im never bored when in your company. I fear that its the other way about — that I bore you.

Certainly not, she responded decisively. I very soon contrive to give persons who are bores their congé. Mother accuses me of rudeness to them sometimes, but I assure you I really cant help being positively insulting. Has mother asked you to dine on Saturday?

Yes, I answered. But shant I see you before then?

No; I think it is very unlikely. Well have a jolly evening on Saturday.

But I enjoy immensely those walks across the Park, I blurted forth in desperation.

And I also, she admitted with a sweet frankness. But this week it is utterly impossible to make any arrangements.

Mention of the theatre afforded me an opportunity of putting to her a question upon which, during the past couple of hours, I had reflected deeply.

Youve, of course, been to the Exhibition at Earls Court, living here in the immediate vicinity, I said.

Ive only been once, she answered. Although weve had this house nearly two years, exhibitions dont appeal to me very much. I was there at night, and the gardens were prettily illuminated, I thought.

Yes, I said. With the exception of the gardens, there is far too much pasteboard scenic effect. I suppose you noticed that serrated line of mountains over which the eternal switchback runs? Those self-same mountains, repainted blue, grey, or purple, with tips of snow, have, within my personal knowledge, done duty as the Alps, the Pyrenees, the Rockies, and the Atlas, not counting half a dozen other notable ranges.

She laughed, slowly fanning herself the while.

By her reply I had obtained from her own lips a most important fact in the inquiry I intended now to prosecute, namely, that this house had been her home for nearly two years. Therefore it had been in Mrs Ansons possession at the time of the tragedy.

Since the moment when I had first recognised that; room as the one in which I had been present on the night of the mysterious assassination, the possibility had more than once occurred to me that Mrs Anson might have; unwittingly taken it ready furnished after the committal of the crime. Such, however, was not the fact. Mabel had asserted that for nearly two years she had lived, there.

Again, even as I sat there at her side, deep in admiration of her magnificent figure in that striking toilette of coral-pink, with its soft garniture of lace and chiffons, I could not help reflecting upon the curious fact that she should have recognised the dead mans pencil-case. And she had, by her silence, assented to my suggestion that he had been her lover. That little gold pencil-case that I had found in his pocket when he lay dead at that very spot where we were now sitting had been one of her love-gifts to him.

The mystery hourly grew more puzzling and bewildering. Yet so also each hour that I was at her side I fell deeper and deeper in love with her, longing always for opportunity to declare to her the secret of my heart, yet ever fearing to do so lest she should turn from me.

Our unexpected meeting at Grosvenor Gate, after I had received that letter from my anonymous correspondent, combined with the startling discovery that it was actually in her house that the mysterious tragedy had been enacted; that in that very room the smart, refined young man who had been her lover had fought so fiercely for life, and had yet been struck down so unerringly, formed an enigma inscrutable and perplexing.

The mystery, however, did not for one moment cause me to waver in my affection for her. I had grown to love her fondly and devotedly; to adore her as my idol, as the one who held my whole future in her hands, therefore whatever suspicion arose within my mind — and I admit that grave suspicion did arise on many occasions — I cast it aside and fell down to worship at the shrine of her incomparable beauty.

Miss Wellss carriage was announced at last, and the Irritating Woman, tinkling and jingling, rose with a wearied sigh and took her leave, expressing her thanks for a most delightful evening, my dear.

Mabel, mischievous as a school-girl, pulled a grimace when the music of the bangles had faded in the hall outside, at which we laughed in merry chorus.

With Hickman I remained ten minutes or so longer, then rose, also declaring that it was time we left. The grave man-servant Arnold served us with whiskies and sodas in the dining-room, and, Mabel having helped me on with my covert-coat, we shook hands with our hostess and her daughter, and left in company.

The night was bright and starlit, and the air refreshing. Turning to the left after leaving the house, we came immediately to a road which gave entrance to that secluded oval called The Boltons. I looked at the name-plate, and saw it was named Gilston Road. It must have been at this corner that I had been knocked down by a passing cab when, on my first adventurous journey alone, I had wandered so far westward.

I turned to look back, and noticed that from the dining-room window of the house we had just left any occurrence at the corner in question could be distinctly seen. Edna had explained that she had witnessed my accident from that window, and in this particular had apparently told me the truth.

The remarkable and unexpected discoveries of that evening had produced a veritable tumult of thoughts within my brain, and as I walked with Hickman I took no note of his merry, irresponsible gossip, until he remarked — 

Youre a bit preoccupied, I think. Youre pondering over Mabels good looks, I suppose?

No, I answered, starting at this remark. Then, to excuse myself, I added, I was thinking of other things. I really beg your pardon.

I was asking your opinion of Mabel. Dont you consider her extremely handsome?

Of course, I answered, trying to suppress my enthusiasm. Shes charming.

A splendid pianist, too.

Excellent.

It has always been a wonder to me that she has never become engaged, he remarked. A girl with her personal charms ought to make an excellent match.

Has she never been engaged? I inquired quickly, eager to learn the truth about her from this man, who was evidently an old friend of the family.

Never actually engaged. There have been one or two little love-affairs, Ive heard, but none of them was really serious.

Hed be a lucky fellow who married her, I remarked, still striving to conceal the intense interest I felt.

Lucky! he echoed. I should rather think so, in many ways. It is impossible for a girl of her beauty and nobility of character to go about without lots of fellows falling in love with her. Yet I happen to know that she holds them all aloof, without even a flirtation.

I smiled at this assertion of his, and congratulated myself that I was the only exception; for had she not expressed pleasure at my companionship on her walks? But recollecting her admission that the victim of the assassins knife had been her lover, I returned to the subject, in order to learn further facts.

Who were the men with whom she had the minor love-affairs — any one I know? I inquired.

I think not, because it all occurred before they returned to live in England, he answered.

Then you knew them abroad?

Slightly. We met in a casual sort of way at Pau, on the Riviera, and elsewhere.

Both mother and daughter are alike extremely pleasant, I said. In high spirits Mrs Anson is sometimes almost as juvenile as Mabel.

Quite so, he laughed. One would never believe that shes nearly sixty. Shes as vivacious and merry as a woman half her age. Ive myself been surprised at her sprightliness often and often.

Again and again I endeavoured to turn the conversation back to the identity of Mabels former lover, but he either did not know or purposely refused to tell me. He spoke now and then with an intentional vagueness, as though his loyalty to the Ansons prevented him from betraying any confidences reposed in him as a friend of the family. Indeed, this cautiousness showed him to be a trustworthy man, and his character became thereby strengthened in my estimation. On first acquaintance I had instantly experienced a violent aversion to him, but now, on this walk together along the Fulham Road, I felt that we should probably end by becoming friends.

He walked with long strides and a swinging, easy gait that seemed almost military, while his air of careless merriment as he laughed and joked, smoking the choice cigar which the man had handed to him in the hall just before our departure, gave him the aspect of an easy-going man-about-town.

I fully expect, my dear fellow, he laughed— I fully expect that youll be falling in love with the pretty Mabel if youre in her company very much.

Youre chaffing, I protested, echoing his laugh.

Not at all, he asserted. Only take care. Love-making with her is a dangerous pastime — devilish dangerous, I assure you.

Dangerous to the mans heart — eh?

Yes, he responded in a vague tone, glancing at me curiously; if you like to put it in that way.

We had passed from the Fulham Road into the Kings Road, Chelsea, and at that moment he halted suddenly at the corner of a street of high, regularly built houses, most of which were in darkness, saying— I live down here. Come in and have a final whisky and soda with me; then you can take a cab back to the Strand. There are cabs all night on the rank in Sloane Square.

I fear its too late, I protested, glancing at my watch, and finding it past one oclock.

No, no, my dear fellow, come along, he urged. Youll want a drink before you get home; and, thus persuaded, I accompanied him up the street to one of the high houses, each exactly similar to its neighbour, with a flight of hearthstoned steps leading up to its front door, and a deep, grimy basement protected by a few yards of iron railings.

In the hall, although the gas had been extinguished, there remained a small hand-lamp alight, evidently placed there for his use. This he took, and conducted me to a front room, upon what the landlady of such a residence would term her drawing-room floor. The house smelled close and stuffy; the furniture of the sitting-room was covered with plush which had once been crimson, but which was now sadly worn and badly moth-eaten; the threadbare carpet had been perforated in many places by hot cigarette-ends carelessly thrown down, and there was a general air of disorder about the place which seemed incongruous with my friends smart air and general demeanour. I believed him to be a gentleman, yet found that he lived in a not over-clean lodging. To the practical Londoner, whose fate it is to live in diggings, apartments in the neighbourhood of the Kings Road are notable as being both dear and dirty.

He threw off his overcoat, tossed his hat aside, and pulled up a long, comfortable wicker-chair for me. Then he opened the buffet, and took therefrom a bottle of whisky and a couple of sodas, with which he proceeded to mix the drinks, his cigar-stump still in his mouth, even though he talked all the time, recounting some amusing stories which caused me to laugh.

I could not quite make him out. The remarks he let fall while, over our coffee, we had discussed the chances at roulette, led me to the suspicion that he was a practised gambler, and here in his rooms I detected evidence that he was fond of sport, of betting, and of other games of hazard.

We had lit fresh cigars from his own box, and as he sat in his big armchair he lifted his glass to me merrily, expressing pleasure at our meeting.

I hope, he added, that we shall meet very often. But take my tip, my dear fellow, and dont fall in love with Mabel Anson.

Why he should emphasise this warning just as Channing had done struck me as very curious. It might be, of course, that he was in love with her himself, and regarded me as a possible rival. This, indeed, was the impression conveyed to me by his words, and it aroused within me a vague feeling of distrust. That quick sinister glance when I had been introduced still lingered in my memory.

I cant think why you should so repeatedly warn me, I remarked, laughing with affected amusement. It really isnt likely that I shall fall in love with her.

He made no response. He only puffed slowly at his cigar, and smiled cynically through the veil of smoke he created.

I replaced my cigar in my mouth — for my friend was evidently a connoisseur of Havanas, and this was an excellent one — but at that instant my tongue, as I twisted it in my mouth, came in contact with the cut end of the weed, and I felt pricked as if by some sharp point. Quickly I removed it and examined it closely, exclaiming — 

Do they wrap up needles in your cigars? Look! And I passed it across to him, indicating where, protruding from the end, which I had chopped off with the cutter on my watchguard, was the tiny point of either a needle or a pin.

Extraordinary! he ejaculated, taking it from my hand and examining it carefully.

But ere a few moments had elapsed I felt a strange sensation creeping upon me; a curious chilliness ran down my spine, my tongue seemed swelling until it filled my mouth, and my brain felt aflame.

God? I cried, springing to my feet in alarm. Why, I believe Im poisoned!

Nonsense! he laughed. His voice seemed to sound afar off, and I saw his dogs face slowly assume an expression of evil as he sat opposite, intently watching me.

A sudden dizziness seized me; a spasm of sharp pain shot through all my limbs from head to toe; my senses reeled, I could see nothing distinctly. The man Hickmans ugly visage seemed slowly to fade in a blurred, blood-red mist.

At that same instant my blood was frozen by terror, for I felt convinced that this abrasion of my tongue had been planned by my companions devilish ingenuity, and that upon that needle-point had been placed some baneful substance, the action of which was rapid and certain. I saw it all, now that it was, alas! too late.

With a wild cry I stretched forth both hands to steady myself, but, staggering, only clutched the air.

Then a strange and utterly unaccountable thing happened to me — stranger than has ever happened to any other living man.


Chapter Seventeen.

The Marble Hand.
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I APPROACH THIS and the following chapters of my secret personal history with feelings of amazement and of thankfulness that I should still be alive and able to write down the truth freely and without fear, for the events were certainly most remarkable and utterly mystifying.

In no mans history has there ever been such a strange, bewildering page as the one I am about to reveal to you.

Reader, as I have taken you into my confidence, so also I tell you confidentially that I myself, an ordinary man, would never have believed that in this life of ours such things were possible, had I not myself experienced them, and personally endured the frightful agony of mind which they entailed. But I am writing down in black and white upon these pages the solid unvarnished facts, fearless of contradiction, so that the whole of the strange truth shall be known, and hat she who is dearest to me on earth may be adjudged by the world with fairness and with justice. For that sole reason I have resolved to relate this romance of real life, otherwise it would ever remain in that crabbed writing in that small portfolio, or secret dossier as it is called, numbered, docketed, and reposing in the archives of the Ministry of the Interior of a certain European Power.

Well, I have written the truth here, so that all who read may judge.

Immediately after the slight abrasion of my tongue, caused by the scratch of the needle so cunningly concealed in the cigar, I must have lost all consciousness. Of that I have no doubt. The recollections I have are only the faintest ones, blurred and indistinct, like shadows in a dream. I remember shouting in alarm and fighting fiercely against the drowsiness and general debility which seemed to overcome me, but all was with little or no effect. The last I remember was the ugly face of Hickman glaring evilly into mine. His hideous grin seemed to render his dogs face the more repulsive, and his laugh of triumph sounded in my ears harsh and discordant, showing plainly that the spirit of murder was in his heart.

At the same instant that I had made a movement towards him, I seemed to have received a stunning blow upon the top of the skull, which so dulled my senses that I was powerless to combat the curious giddiness that seized me, and sank senseless upon the floor of that shabby room, helpless as a log.

The last thought that surged through my brain was the reflection that I was powerless in the hands of an enemy. My first estimate of this man Hickman had been correct, and I regretted that I did not allow my instinctive caution to overrule my desire to become on friendly terms with him. He had enticed me to that place with an evil purpose — possibly that I might share the same fate as did that young man on the fateful night at The Boltons.

The prick of an ordinary needle upon the tongue would never have created such an electrical effect upon me, therefore it was certain that the point had been smeared with some powerful drug or poison. The ingenuity with which the cigar had been prepared was shown by the fact that a needle placed within would, as the tobacco became moistened by the saliva, gradually work downward towards the tongue, while the heat at the further end of the needle would, of course, render liquid any coating placed upon it. Without doubt I had been the victim of a deeply-laid plot, prepared with a cunning that seemed almost beyond comprehension.

The blank in my mind, caused by my sudden unconsciousness, did not appear to me to be of very long duration. All I know is that I was utterly ignorant of every event that transpired about me, and knew nothing whatever of any of the incidents which afterwards took place in that dark, obscure house, or elsewhere. And yet they must have been of a character absolutely unheard of.

I have said that the period of my benighted senses did not appear to be prolonged. Indeed, now on reflection in the calmness of the present, I am inclined to put down the lapse of time during which, in my estimation, I was lost to all knowledge of things about me at two, or perhaps three, hours. Of course, it is difficult to fix time when we awaken after sleeping, except by the degree of light in the heavens. If it is still dark, it is always difficult to gauge the hour. So it was with me when, with a heavy, bruised feeling about the top of my skull, I slowly struggled back to a knowledge of the world.

My first thought as I opened my eyes was of Hickman. My second was a feeling of surprise that I had been unconscious so long, for while it was about two oclock in the morning when my tongue had, been pricked by the concealed needle, and my adversary had dealt me a crushing blow upon my skull as I had rushed upon him, yet straight before my eyes the sun was shining full upon the carpet, and the particles of dust were dancing in its golden rays.

Surely, I thought, I could not have remained unconscious for nearly twelve hours.

The pain in my skull was excruciating. I put my hand to the wound, and when I withdrew it found blood upon it. I felt a huge bump, but the abrasion of the skin was, I discovered, only slight.

At first my brain was confused and puzzled, as though my dulled senses were wrapped in cotton wool. At a loss to account for the time that had elapsed, I lay upon the carpet just as I was, in vague, ignorant wonderment. My eyes, dazzled by the bright sunlight, pained me, and I closed them. Perhaps I dozed. Of that I am not quite sure. All I know is that when I opened my eyes again the pain in my head seemed better, and my senses seemed gradually to recognise, appreciate, and perceive.

I was lying on my side upon the carpet, and slowly, with a careful effort involuntarily made by the march of intellect, I gazed around me.

The place was unfamiliar — utterly unfamiliar. I wondered if I were actually dreaming. I felt my head, and again glanced at my hand. No. There was sufficient proof that my skull had been injured, and that I was lying alone in that room with the bar of sunlight slanting straight before my eyes.

Gradually, and not without considerable difficulty — for I was still half-dazed — I made out the objects about me, and became aware of my surroundings.

My eyes were amazed at every turn. Whereas Hickmans apartment was a dirty, shabby lodging-house sitting-room of that stereotyped kind so well known to Londoners, the place wherein I found myself was a rather large, handsomely furnished drawing-room, the two long windows of which opened out upon a wide lawn, with a park and a belt of high trees far beyond. From where I was I could see a wealth of roses, and across the lawn I saw the figure of a woman in a white summer blouse.

The carpet whereon I was stretched was soft and rich, the furniture was of ebony, with gilt ornamentations — I think French, of the Empire period — while close to me was a grand piano, and upon a chair beside it a womans garden hat.

I looked at that hat critically. It belonged to a young woman, no doubt, for it was big and floppy, of soft yellow straw, with cherries, and had strings to tie beneath the chin. I pictured its owner as pretty and attractive.

About that room there were screens from Cairo, little inlaid coffee-tables from Algiers, quaint wood-carvings of the Madonna beneath glass shades, fashioned by the peasants of Central Russia, Italian statuary, and modern French paintings. The room seemed almost a museum of souvenirs of cosmopolitan travel. Whoever was its owner, he evidently knew the value of bric-à-brac, and had picked up his collection in cities far afield.

The door was closed, and over it hung a rich portière of dark-blue plush edged with gold. The sculptured over-mantel, in white marble, was, I quickly detected, a replica of one I had seen and admired in the Bargello, in Florence. One object, however, aroused my wonder. It was lying on the floor straight before me, an object in white marble, the sculptured arm of a woman with the index-finger outstretched. The limb was of life-size proportions, and had apparently been broken off at the elbow.

I staggered unevenly to my feet, in order to further pursue my investigations, and then I saw, upon a pedestal close to me, the marble figure of a Phryne with its arm broken.

In the centre of that handsome apartment I stood and gazed wonderingly around. My transition from that bizarre sitting-room in Chelsea to this house, evidently in the country, had been effected in a manner beyond comprehension. My surprising surroundings caused my weakened brain to reel again. I was without hat or overcoat, and as I glanced down at my trousers they somehow did not seem to be the same that I had been wearing on the previous night.

Instinctively I felt that only by some extraordinary and mysterious means could I have been conveyed from that close-smelling lodging in Chelsea to this country mansion. The problem uppermost in my mind was the identity of the place where I had thus found myself on recovering my senses, and how I got there.

My eyes fell upon the push of an electric-bell. My position, lying there injured upon the carpet, demanded explanation, and without further hesitation I walked across and pressed the ivory button.

I heard no sound. The bell must have rung far away, and this gave me the idea that the house was a large one.

Intently I listened, and a few minutes later heard a footstep. The door opened, and an elderly man-servant, with grey whiskers, appeared in the entry asking— Did you ring, sir?

Yes, I answered. Will you kindly inform me where I am?

He regarded me with a strange, puzzled expression, and then, in alarm, he rushed forward to me, crying— Why, sir! Youve hurt your head! Look! Youre covered with blood!

His grey face was pale, and for an instant he stood regarding me open-mouthed.

Cant you answer my question? I demanded hastily. I know that Ive injured my head. I didnt call you in order to learn that. I want to know where I am.

The mans countenance slowly assumed a terrified expression as he regarded me, and then, without further word, he flew from the room as fast as his legs could carry him. I heard him shouting like a lunatic, in some other part of the house, and stood utterly dumbfounded at his extraordinary behaviour. He had escaped from my presence as though he had seen an apparition.

A few minutes later, however, he returned, accompanied by a dark-haired, well-dressed man of about thirty, tall, rather good-looking, and apparently a gentleman. The instant the latter saw me he rushed forward, crying, in a voice of distress — 

Oh, my dear sir, whatever has happened?

My head, I explained. It was that ugly-faced scoundrel Hickman. Where is he?

Hickman? echoed the new-comer. Hickman? Whos he?

Oh, its all very well for you to pretend to know nothing about it, I cried angrily. But I tell you that as soon as Im able Ill apply for a warrant for his arrest on a charge of attempted murder. Last night he tried to kill me.

I dont understand you, the stranger responded. I dont, of course, expect you to admit any complicity in the affair, I snapped. Youd be a fool if you did. All I tell you is that an attempt has been made upon my life by a man to whom I was introduced as Hickman.

Not in this room?

I hesitated.

No, not in this room, I admitted. It was in a house at Chelsea.

The young man exchanged meaning glances with the man-servant.

At Chelsea! repeated the stranger. In London?

In London.

Well, thats very curious, he remarked. Then, turning to the servant, said — 

Gill, go and fetch Doctor Britten at once. Say nothing of this to any one in the house.

Yes, sir, answered the servant, who instantly withdrew.

I suppose youve sent for the doctor to bandage my head? I remarked cynically. Im perfectly competent to do that if youll kindly oblige me with a little warm water, a sponge, and some clean old linen.

No, no, he urged. Wait in patience until Britten comes. Hell be here in a moment. I saw him returning home only ten minutes ago.

But how came I here? I demanded.

He hesitated, regarding me with evident distrust, mingled with considerable alarm.

I — I really dont know, he responded lamely.

Thats all nonsense, I cried, with more force than politeness. I find myself here, in this room, wounded and weak through loss of blood, after having been half murdered, and then you have the cool impudence to deny all knowledge of how I came here. Youre a liar — thats plain.

I had grown angry at this lame attempt of his to feign ignorance.

You are extremely complimentary, he answered, colouring slightly.

Well, perhaps you wont mind telling me the time. I find that that cunning scoundrel Hickman, not content with trying to poison me with a prepared cigar and striking me on the head in that cowardly way, has also robbed me of my watch and chain.

He glanced at his watch.

Its half-past two, he answered abruptly.

Half-past two! Then it happened more than twelve hours ago, I observed.

I wish Britten would hurry, the young man remarked. I dont like the look of that wound. Its such a very nasty place.

Only a scalp-wound, I said lightly. Properly bandaged, it will be all right in a few days. Theres fortunately no fracture.

Well, youre in a pretty mess, at any rate.

And so would you be, I said, if you had been entrapped as Ive been.

His face seemed bloodless, as though the discovery of my presence there had caused him the utmost alarm. He fidgeted and glanced eagerly now and then towards the door.

At last I distinguished advancing footsteps, and there entered an elderly, dapper, white-bearded little man, whose general demeanour and buttoned frock-coat gave him the air of the medical practitioner. He held his silk hat in his hand, and as he placed it down I noticed that his stethoscope reposed cross-wise in the lining.

My dear sir! My dear sir! Whats this? he began fussily. Come, sit down; and he drew me towards a chair, and seated himself upon the edge of another close to me.

My head has been injured. Examine for yourself.

Ah! he exclaimed, first regarding me fixedly, and then rising and examining my head. A nasty scalp-wound, I see. He felt it carefully with his fingers, causing me a sharp twinge of pain. No fracture, no fracture. Thats fortunate — very fortunate. Its not serious at all, Im glad to tell you — nothing serious. How did it occur?

I was struck, thats all I remember, I answered, turning to him and looking into his face.

With something sharp-pointed, evidently; and he looked extremely puzzled.

I dont know what it was.

From what I can feel, I think you must have had a previous blow upon the same spot at some time or another. Do you remember it?

Not at all, I answered. I once received a blow on the head by the kick of a horse, but it was at the side.

Ah, perhaps this was a blow in infancy, and you dont recollect it.

Then, as he exchanged a strange look with the young man who stood eager and anxious at his side, his quick eyes suddenly fell upon the broken arm of the statue.

Why, whats this? he cried, a sudden light apparently dawning upon him. Look here, theres blood and hair upon this marble finger. Youve evidently struck your head against it in passing, and so violently as to break the marble. See!

I looked, and there, sure enough upon the outstretched index-finger of the marble hand was a trace of blood, to which two or three hairs still clung.

Weve solved the mystery! he cried. I must dress your wound, and then, my dear sir, you must rest — rest. It will do your head good, you know.

But I was struck down last night by a man named Hickman in his rooms at Chelsea. He attempted to murder me.

Yes, yes, he said, as though intentionally humouring me. Weve heard all about that. But come with me upstairs and let me dress your wound at once. Gill, he added, turning to the servant, get me some lukewarm water at once.

Then he took my arm and led me upstairs to a well-fitted dressing-room, where he fussily washed and bandaged my head, while I sat silent, dazed, and wondering.


Chapter Eighteen.

Mystery Inexplicable.
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BRITTEN WAS, I immediately detected, one of those men whose well-feigned air of fussy sympathy, whose unruffled good humour, and whose quick perception enabled him to gauge to a nicety his patients character, and to thus ingratiate himself. By the younger people he was, no doubt, pronounced clever on account of his age and known experience, while old ladies — those whose very life depended upon regularly seeing the doctor — declared him to be such a dear, kind man. Upon the family doctors manner alone depends the extent of his popularity and the size of his practice. The most ignorant charlatan who ever held a diploma can acquire a wide practice if he is only shrewd enough to humour his patients, to take pains to feign the deepest interest in every case, and assume an outward show of superior knowledge. In medicine be the man ever so clever, if he has no tact with his patients his surgery bell will remain for ever silent.

Dr Britten was a shrewd old fellow; a bit of a bungler, who made up for all defects by that constant good humour which people like in a medical man. Dont worry, my dear sir; dont worry, he urged, when he had finished. Rest well, and youll be right again very soon.

But the events of last night? I said. A man made a dastardly attempt upon my life, and I intend to secure his arrest.

Yes, yes, I know, he answered, patting me on the shoulder with a familiarity curious when I reflected that I had never set eyes upon him till half an hour before. But take my advice, and dont reflect upon it.

If you know, then perhaps youll kindly give me some explanation? I said, resenting his manner. He was treating me as he would a child.

I only know what youve told me, he responded. Its a strange story, certainly. But dont you think that it is, greater part of it, imagination?

Imagination! I cried, starting up angrily. I tell you, Doctor Britten — or whatever your name is — that it is no imagination. The wound on my head is sufficient proof of that.

The wound was inflicted by yourself, he answered calmly. You accidentally ran against the statue.

I dont believe it, I said, bluntly. Its all a confounded conspiracy, and, moreover, you are staking your professional reputation by assisting in it.

He shrugged his shoulders and raised his grey eyebrows with an expression of regret.

I have been called to you, my dear sir, because you have met with an accident, he said. I have merely given you the best of my advice — namely, to remain quiet, and not trouble about anything that has passed. Your brain requires rest after the severe shock it has received.

Doctor Britten, I said determinedly, I quite understand the meaning of your vague words. You believe that Im not quite right in my mind.

No, no, he assured me quickly. I did not say that. Pray do not misunderstand me. I merely advise rest and perfect quiet. Indeed, you would be far better in bed for a few days — far better.

I know my own feelings best, thanks, I replied, for his manner, although it might impress nervous old ladies, aroused within me a strong resentment.

Exactly. But surely you should, for your own sake, attend to the suggestions of your medical adviser?

You have formed wrong conclusions — entirely wrong conclusions, I laughed. Is it likely that I shall take notice of anything you say when you believe that Im not responsible for my actions?

I had watched his face carefully, and I knew that, like the dark-faced young man and Gill, the servant, he believed my brain unbalanced.

I assure you, my dear sir, you entirely misunderstand me, he protested. I merely say—

Oh, enough! I cried angrily, turning upon my heel and leaving the room abruptly. I was sick of the chattering old idiot, who evidently believed that I was not responsible for my actions.

Down the wide oak stairs I passed, and in the great hall, which seemed to run the whole length of the house, and was filled with stands of armour, tattered banners, and trophies of the chase, I encountered the pale-faced man who had sent for old Britten.

I was passing him by, intent upon exploring this strange house in which I found myself, when, approaching me, he said — 

Would you please come into the library for one moment?

The library? I asked, looking at him, puzzled. Where is it?

He opened a door close by, and I followed him into a comfortable study, lined with books from floor to ceiling. In the centre was a large writing-table littered with papers, while close beside was another smaller table, very severe and business-like.

Well? I inquired. What do you want?

This telegram has just arrived, he answered excitedly, unlocking a drawer in the smaller writing-table, and taking out a telegram, which he handed to me.

Puzzled, I took the flimsy paper and read the words written thereon, as follows: — 

We are to-day in receipt of following telegram from our Vancouver branch— Inform Wilford Heaton that Charles Mawson, Dawson City, has struck it seven dollars to pan. Bank of British North America, London.

Such a message was utterly unintelligible to me.

Well? I inquired, raising my eyes and looking at him, surprised. I dont see why this Charles Mawson, whoever he is, need hasten to tell me that. What does it matter to me?

Matter? My dear sir? Matter? he cried, staring at me, as though in wonder. There must, I think, be something the matter with you.

Well, perhaps youll kindly explain what it means? I said, I have, I assure you, no idea.

Why, it means, he said, his face betraying his intense excitement— it means that Woodfords report is correct, that there is, after all, rich gold on the concession; in short, that, being owner of one of the most valuable placer concessions, you are a millionaire!

Thats all very interesting, I remarked with a smile, while he stood staring at me in abject wonder.

I fear, he said, that youre not quite yourself to-day. The injury to your head has possibly affected you.

No, it hasnt, I snapped quickly. Im quite as clear-headed as you are.

Then I should have thought that to any man in his sane senses such a telegram as that would have been extremely gratifying, he observed.

Now, tell me, I said; do you know who I am?

I think I do. You are Mr Wilford Heaton.

And you tell me that Im a millionaire?

I do, most certainly.

Then, much as I regret to be compelled to say it, young man, I answered, I am of opinion that youre a confounded liar.

But Mawson has struck the gold seven dollars to the pan, he pointed out in protest.

Well, what in the name of Fortune has it to do with me if hes struck it a thousand dollars to the handful? I cried.

I should be inclined to say it had a great deal to do with you as holder of the concession, he answered quite coolly.

Oh, bother the concession, I said hastily. I dont understand anything whatever about it, and, whats more, I dont want to be worried over any mining swindles. Then I added, sinking into the padded chair before the writing-table. You seem to know all about me. Tell me, now — whats your name?

My name? he echoed, staring at me blankly, as though utterly puzzled. Well, I thought you knew it long ago. Im Gedge — Reginald Gedge.

And what are you, pray?

Im your secretary.

My secretary! I echoed, gasping in amazement. Then I added, Look here, youre trying to mislead me, all of you. I have no secretary — Ive never had one. All this chatter about mines and concessions and such things is pure and simple rubbish.

Very well, he answered with a slight sigh. If you would have it so it must be. Britten has already said that you are somewhat confused after your accident.

Britten be hanged! I roared. Im no more confused than you are. All I want is a straightforward explanation of how I came here, in this house.

He smiled, pityingly I thought. That old medical idiot had apparently hinted to both the servant and this young prig, who declared himself my secretary, that I was not responsible for my actions; therefore, what could I expect?

The explanation is one which I regret I cannot give you, he answered. All I want is your instructions what to wire to Mawson.

Oh, bother Mawson! I cried angrily. Wire him whatever you like, only dont mention his name again to me. I dont know him, and dont desire to make any acquaintance either with him or his confounded pans.

I shall send him congratulations, and tell him to remain in Dawson City pending further instructions.

He can remain there until the Day of Judgment, for all I care, I said, a remark which brought a smile to his pale features.

A brief silence fell between us. All this was absolutely bewildering. I had been struck down on the previous night in a street at Chelsea, to find myself next day in a country house, and to be coolly informed by a man who called himself my secretary that I was owner of a great gold concession and a millionaire. The whole thing seemed too utterly incredible.

I felt my head, and found it bandaged. There was no mistake about the reality of it all. It was no curious chimera of the imagination.

Before me upon the blotting-pad were some sheets of blank notepaper. I turned them over in idle curiosity, and found embossed upon them the address in bold, black characters: Denbury Court, near Budleigh-Salterton.

Is this place Denbury Court? I inquired.

Yes.

And whose guest am I, pray?

You are no ones guest. This is your own house, was his amazing response.

I turned towards him determinedly, and in a hard voice said — 

I think, Mr Gedge, that youve taken leave of your senses. Ive never heard of this place before, and am certainly not its owner. Are you certain you are not confounding me with some one else — some one resembling me in personal appearance?

Absolutely certain, he replied. Your name is Wilford Heaton, and I repeat that I am your confidential private secretary.

I shook my head.

Well, he said quickly, here is some further proof, and bending beside me he opened one of the drawers of the big writing-table, and took therefrom a number of blank memorandum forms, which he placed before me. In eagerness I read their printed heading. It was From Wilford Heaton, 103A, Winchester House, Old Broad Street, London, E.C.

Well, what are those used for? I asked in wonder. They are used at the City office, he answered, tossing them back into the drawer.

And you tell me I am wealthy? I said, with a cynical laugh.

Your bankers pass-book should be sufficient proof of that, he answered; and taking the book from an iron safe let into the opposite wall, he opened it and placed it before me.

I glanced at the cover. Yes, there was no mistake. It was my own pass-book.

My eyes fell upon the balance, standing to my credit, and the largeness of the figures held me open-eyed in astonishment.

It was wealth beyond all my wildest dreams.

And that is mine — absolutely mine? I inquired, when at last I found tongue.

Certainly, he replied, a moment later adding: It is really very strange that I have to instruct you in your own private affairs.

Why have I an office in the City? I asked, for that point was puzzling.

In order to carry on your business.

What business?

That of financial agent.

I smiled at the absurdity of the idea. I had never been a thrifty man; in fact, I had never had occasion to trouble my head about finance, and, truth to tell, had always been, from a lad, a most arrant dunce at figures.

I fear Im a sorry financier, I remarked for want of something better to say.

You are acknowledged to be one of the shrewdest and the soundest in the City of London, Gedge answered.

Well, I remarked, closing the pass-book, securing the flap, and handing it back to him, all I have to say is that this last hour that has passed has been absolutely replete with mystery. I can make nothing of all these things you tell me — absolutely nothing. I shall begin to doubt whether Im actually myself very soon.

It would be better to rest a little, if I might advise, he said, in a more deferential tone than before. Britten suggested repose. That blow has upset you a little. To-morrow youll be quite right again, I feel sure.

I dont intend to rest until Ive cleared up this mystery, I said determinedly, rising from the table.

At that moment, however, the door opened, and turning quickly, I was confronted by an angular, bony-faced, lantern-jawed woman, whose rouged and powdered face and juvenility of dress struck me as utterly ludicrous. She was fifty, if a day, and although her face was wrinkled and brown where the artificial complexion had worn off, she was nevertheless attired in a manner becoming a girl of twenty.

Oh, my dear Wilford! Whatever has happened? she cried in alarm, in a thin, unmusical voice, when she beheld the bandages around my head.

I looked at her in mingled surprise and amusement; she was so doll-like and ridiculous in her painted juvenility.

Mr Heaton accidentally struck his head against the statue in the drawing-room, madam, explained Gedge. Doctor Britten has assured me that the injury is not at all serious. A little rest is all that is necessary.

My dear Wilford! Oh, my dear Wilford! Why didnt you call me at once?

Well, madam, I answered, that was scarcely possible, considering that I had not the honour of your acquaintance.

What! she wailed. You — you cant really stand there and coolly tell me that you dont know me?

I certainly assert, madam, that I have absolutely no knowledge whatever of whom you may be, I said with some dignity.

Is your brain so affected, then, that you actually fail to recognise me — Mary, your wife!

You! I gasped, glaring at her, dumbfounded. You, my wife! Impossible!


Chapter Nineteen.

My Unknown Wifes Story.
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MY DEAR WILFORD! exclaimed the thin-faced, angular woman. I really think you must have taken leave of your senses.

My dear madam, I cried excitedly, I havent the slightest notion of your name. To the best of my knowledge, Ive never had the pleasure of meeting you before this moment. Yet you have the boldness to assert that you are my wife! The thing is absolutely preposterous! I laughed cynically.

You must be mad to talk like this! the woman answered with some asperity.

I tell you that Im not mad, madam, I protested, and further, I declare that I have never married.

What rubbish you talk! she said. This accident to your head has evidently affected your intellect. You must rest, as Doctor Britten has ordered.

The doddering old idiot thinks, like yourself, that Im not quite responsible for my actions, I laughed. Well, we shall see.

If you were in your right senses you would never deny that I am your wife, answered the overdressed woman. The things too absurd.

My dear madam, I cried, growing angry, your allegations are utterly ridiculous, to say the least. All this is either some confounded conspiracy, or else you mistake me for somebody else. I tell you that I am Wilford Heaton, of Essex Street, Strand, a bachelor who has neither thought nor inclination of marrying.

And I tell you that you are Wilford Heaton, my husband, and owner of this house, she answered, her face growing redder with excitement.

The situation was certainly stranger than any other in which a man could possibly be placed. That it was no dream, but a stern reality, was entirely plain. I glanced around the comfortable library, and saw there evidences of wealth and refinement, while through the window beyond my gaze fell upon the wide park sloping away to a large lake glistening in the sunshine, and through the trees beyond could be seen a distant glimpse of the blue waters of the English Channel.

I stood utterly nonplussed by the startling declaration of this artificial-looking person, who aped youth so ridiculously, and yet spoke with such an air of confidence and determination.

And you actually expect me to believe this absurd story of yours, that I am your husband, when only last night I dined at The Boltons, and was then a bachelor? Besides, madam, I added with a touch of sarcasm, for I confess that my anger was now thoroughly aroused, I think the — well, the difference in our ages is sufficient to convince any one that—

No, no, she hastened to interrupt me, as though that point were very distasteful to her. Age is entirely out of the question. Am I to understand that you distinctly deny having made me your wife?

I do, most decidedly, I laughed, for the very idea was really too ridiculous to entertain.

She exchanged a pitying look with Gedge, who stood at a little distance, watching in silence.

Poor Wilford! poor Wilford? she ejaculated in a tone of sympathy, and, addressing the man who called himself my secretary, said, It seems quite true what the doctor has declared; the blow has upset the balance of his mind.

Madam, I cried very determinedly, you will oblige me by not adding further insult to your attempted imposture — for such sympathy is insulting to me.

She clasped her hands, turned her eyes upwards, and sighed in the manner of the elderly.

You believe that Im mad. Therefore you are trying to impose upon me! I went on furiously. But I tell you, my dear madam, that I am just as sane as yourself, and am fully prepared to prove that I am not your husband.

Ask Mr Gedge whether I speak the truth or not, she said, turning to the secretary.

Certainly, answered the man addressed, looking straight into my face. I have no hesitation whatever in bearing out Mrs Heatons statement.

Its all humbug! I cried, turning savagely upon him. I dont know this woman from Adam!

Well, he laughed cynically, you ought to know her pretty well, at any rate.

It was apparent from his tone that he had no very high opinion of her.

Im pleased to say that until this present moment we have been strangers, I said, for I was not in a humour to mince words.

You are extremely complimentary, Wilford, she observed resentfully.

It appears to me that compliments are entirely unnecessary in this affair, I said. You are endeavouring to thrust yourself upon me as my wife, in order, I suppose, to achieve some object you have in view. But I tell you once and for all, madam, that any such attempt will be futile. To speak plainly, I dont know you, neither have I any desire to add you to my list of acquaintances.

Well, she cried; of all the stories Ive ever heard, this is the most extraordinary!

I think, madam, I may say the same, I remarked coldly. Your story is the wildest and most incredible that Ive ever heard. Last night, as a bachelor, I dined with friends in Kensington, and left at a late hour, calling at a house in Chelsea on my way home to Essex Street. To-day I awake to be told that I am the owner of wealth beyond the dreams of avarice; master of this house — in Devonshire, I believe, isnt it; and your lawful husband. Now, if you think me capable of swallowing such a pack of palpable fictions as these, you must certainly consider me absolutely insane, for none but a madman would give credence to such a tissue of lies.

Doctor Britten considers that your brain is unbalanced, because you do not know the truth, she said calmly. I quite agree with him.

Hes a fool — a drivelling idiot, I cried, forgetting myself in the heat of the moment, and using an unwriteable word. Mention of that pottering old fossils name was to me as a red rag to a bull. I surely know who and what I am! I cried.

No, my dear Wilford, thats just it. You dont know who you are, the woman answered with a smile.

Oh! I exclaimed. Then perhaps youll kindly inform me. All this may be very amusing to you, but I assure you that to me its the very reverse.

I can only tell you who you are as I know you to be, answered the powdered-faced, doll-like old lady, whose attempts at juvenile coquetry sickened me.

Go on, I said, preparing myself for more attempts to befool me.

I ask you first whether you are not Wilford Heaton, of Heaton Manor, near Tewkesbury?

Certainly.

And you were once stricken by blindness?

That is so, unfortunately.

And you are now carrying on business as a financier in the City of London?

I know nothing of finance, I answered. This Mr Gedge — or whatever his name is — has told me some absurd fairy tale about my position in London, but knowing myself, as I do, to be an arrant duffer at figures, Im quite positive that the story is all bunkum.

Then how do you account for these memorandum forms? inquired Gedge, taking some from the table, and for these letters? Are they not in your handwriting?

I glanced at the letters he held. They referred to some huge financial transaction, and were certainly in a hand that appeared wonderfully like my own.

Some one has been imposing upon you, I tell you. This is a case of mistaken identity — it must be, my dear sir.

But I tell you it isnt, protested Gedge. All that your wife has said is the absolute truth.

My wife! I cried angrily. I have no wife — thank Heaven!

No, no, whined the painted old woman, dabbing her eyes with her handkerchief, very lightly, however, so as not to disturb their artificiality. No, dont say that, my dear Wilfred, dont say that! You know that you are my husband — you know you are!

I know, my dear madam, quite well that I do not occupy that distinguished position, I responded very firmly.

But I can prove it — I can prove it! she cried, with a futile effort at tears.

Then I shall be most interested to see this extraordinary fiction proved, I said. Perhaps we shall then get down to facts.

The facts are as already stated, Gedge remarked.

Then let me see proof. There must be a certificate or official entry somewhere if what this lady says is really correct. Where is it?

My certificate was stolen when my jewel-case was rifled in the train between Waterloo and Exeter, she answered. But, of course, a copy can easily be obtained. Your solicitor in London can get a copy at once from Somerset House.

Certificate stolen! I cried. A most ingenious excuse. I quite anticipated it, although it, unfortunately, exhibits no originality. Thieves dont usually steal marriage certificates. They cant pawn them, you know.

The woman before me glanced around the room with an air of bewilderment, and I then knew that I had cornered her.

And where did this extraordinary marriage between us take place, pray? I inquired, not without some bitter irony.

At St. Andrews, Wells Street.

Wells Street, in London?

Yes. You surely remember it, dont you? The church is close by Oxford Circus.

I know the church quite well, I answered. But I most firmly and distinctly deny ever having been inside it in my life.

If you examine the marriage register there youll find your signature, together with that of your wife, Gedge observed, with a confidence that rather surprised me.

I shall certainly take no trouble in such a matter, I declared. It is alleged that I am the husband of this lady, therefore it is for her to bring proof — not for me to seek it.

Very well, then, cried the woman who called herself Mrs Heaton. Within three days a copy of the certificate shall be placed in your hands.

Im not very partial to copies of documents, I observed very dubiously. I always prefer originals.

The original is, unfortunately, lost.

Stolen, or strayed away of its own accord — eh? I added with a doubtful laugh.

Are you content to wait until the certificate can be obtained from Somerset House? she inquired.

No, I responded. If you are actually my wife as you allege, madam, perhaps you will kindly explain the mystery of my presence here, in a house that until an hour ago I had never seen in all my life.

The woman and the secretary again exchanged glances. I saw they considered me an utterly irresponsible agent. They believed me to be demented.

None of us can explain it, Gedge answered. There is some mystery, but what it is we cant yet fathom.

Mystery! I echoed. I should think there was some mystery — and devilishly complicated it must be too, when I find myself in this amazing position. Why, its sufficient to turn the brain of any man to be told of ones marriage to a — to a woman one has never set eyes upon before, and — well, old enough to be his own mother!

Hush, hush! said the secretary, who apparently wished to avoid a scene. He evidently knew that this angular woman, notwithstanding her affected juvenility, possessed a fiendish temper. I had detected it by the keen look in her eyes and the twitchings of her thin, hard lips.

If Im in my own house, I cried wrathfully, I am surely permitted to say what I like. Am I master here, or not?

Certainly you are, sir, he responded, instantly humbled.

Then listen, I said. Until the arrival of the certificate from London I have no wish to meet this lady who alleges that she is my wife.

Then, turning to her, I made her a mock bow, adding, ironically — 

I think, madam, that it will avoid any further words of a disagreeable nature if we remain apart for the present.

Certainly, Wilford, she cried, putting her hands out to me with an imploring gesture. Go and rest, theres a dear, and carry out Doctor Brittens orders. You will soon be right again if you do. Youve been puzzling your head too much over your figures, and the blow has affected you. Go and rest. But before you go I would ask you one favour.

Well? I inquired in a hard voice.

She drew nearer to me, and with that detestable artificial coquetry lifted her face to mine that I might kiss her.

No! I cried roughly, for I was beside myself with anger. Let me remain in peace. I dont want to meet you again, my dear madam, until — until I know the worst.

What have I done, Wilford, that you should treat me thus? she wailed bitterly, bursting into a torrent of tears. Oh, what have I done? Tell me.

I dont know what youve done, and Im sure Im not interested in it, I responded. All I know is that when you declare that you are my wife you tell a deliberate and downright lie.

For a moment she stood in hesitation, then, with tears flowing fast, she covered her face with her hands and staggered from the room.

Was she only acting the broken-hearted wife, or was that emotion real? Which, I could not decide.

If all this were part of some conspiracy, it was certainly one of no ordinary character. But what a confounded old hag the woman was! I shuddered. Surely she could not be my wife! The suggestion was too utterly preposterous to be entertained for a single moment, and within myself I laughed her allegation to scorn.


Chapter Twenty.

How Many Yesterdays?
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NOW, I SAID, turning to Gedge, perhaps you will show me over this new domain of mine. They seem to be pretty comfortable quarters, at any rate.

He looked at me strangely.

You surely dont mean, sir, that you wish me to show you over your own house? he said with incredulity.

Of course I do, I answered. Ive never been over it yet, and I think I may as well embrace the opportunity now.

But hadnt you better go to your room and rest? It will surely do you good. Ill ring for Rayner, the valet. He spoke as though solicitous of my welfare.

I want no valets, neither do I require rest, I answered impatiently. I mean to fathom this mystery.

But pardon me, he said deferentially, there is no mystery, as far as I can see. You accidentally struck your head against the statue while passing through the drawing-room, and were rendered unconscious. The blow has, according to the doctor, impaired your mental capacity a little. In a few days youll be all right again. Poor Mrs Heaton! — shes awfully upset.

I will not have her called Mrs Heaton! I cried in indignation. Understand that! I have no wife — and a hag like that I certainly would never marry. He raised his eyebrows with a gesture of regret, sighed, but hazarded no remark.

Come, I said, show me over the place. It will be a most interesting visit, Im sure. And I laughed, reflecting upon my extraordinary position, one absolutely unparalleled in mans history.

But before doing so will you not sign one or two cheques? he urged, glancing at his watch. The postman will call for the letters in half an hour, and they must be dispatched to-day.

What cheques?

There are six, he answered, taking out a large cheque-book and opening it. Ive already made them out, if you will kindly sign them.

I glanced at them. All six were for large amounts, each considerably over a thousand pounds.

They relate to business transactions, all of which are exceedingly good bargains, he explained.

Well, I said, laughing again. Ive never before signed cheques for such big amounts as these. But here goes, if you wish. Whether theyll be honoured is quite another thing.

And I took up a pen and appended my signature to each, while he placed one by one in envelopes ready directed to receive them.

Now, he said at last, if you really wish me to take you round Ill do so, but the whole thing seems so droll and absurd that I hope, sir, youll excuse my doubts as to your sanity.

Well, why do you think Im insane? I asked, looking straight at him. Do I look like a madman?

Not at all. With your head swathed in those bandages, you look like a man whos received a serious injury.

Of course, that confounded old charlatan Britten put forward the suggestion that Im not in my right mind! I said. But I tell you quite calmly, and without fear of contradiction — indeed, I could swear upon oath — that never in my life have I entered this place or set eyes upon you or upon that painted old girl before to-day. Now, if you were in my place, surely you would resent, being called husband by a woman whom you dont know from Adam; you wouldnt relish being condemned as a lunatic by an idiotic old country quack, and being imposed upon all round by persons in whom you have not the slightest interest.

His face relaxed into a smile.

If I may be permitted to advise, he said, I think it best not to discuss the matter further at present. A solution must present itself before long. Meanwhile your intellect will be rendered the clearer by repose.

Ive already told you that I dont intend to rest until Ive extricated myself from this absurdly false position, I said determinedly. I feel absolutely certain that Ive been mistaken for some one of the same name.

He shrugged his shoulders. He was evidently a shrewd fellow, this man who said he was my secretary, and was apparently a very confidential servant.

Id like to know what to reply to Mawsons cable, he said. You really ought to take some notice of such a marvellous stroke of good fortune. His discovery means fabulous wealth for you as holder of the concession.

My dear sir, I said, for mercys sake dont bother me about this fellow and his confounded pans. Reply just as you like. You seem to know all about it. I dont — nor do I want to know.

But in a case like this I do not care to act on my own discretion alone, he protested. They are evidently awaiting a reply in Dawson City.

Let them wait, I said. I dont want to bother my head over matters in which I can have no possible concern. This alleged matrimonial alliance of mine is of far more importance to me than all the gold in the Klondyke.

Well, the lady is your wife, so why worry further about it? he said.

And how do you know, pray?

Because I was present at the ceremony.

I looked at him for a moment, unable to utter further words.

I suppose youll tell me next that you were my secretary in my bachelor days? I said at last.

Certainly I was.

And you say that you were actually present at the church, and saw me married? I cried, absolutely incredulous.

I was. You were married at St. Andrews, Wells Street. It was a smart wedding, too, for Mrs Fordyce was very well known in society, and had a large circle of friends.

Fordyce? I echoed, puzzled.

Yes, that was Mrs Heatons name before her marriage with you.

Then she was a widow? I gasped.

He nodded in the affirmative.

I groaned. The affair grew more puzzling now that he declared himself an actual witness of my matrimonial misfortune.

But how could such a thing have taken place without my knowledge? It was impossible. The mystery, like the strange incidents which had preceded this remarkable situation in which I found myself, grew more and more inexplicable each hour.

We went forth, together, passing from room to room through the great country mansion. The place was handsome, of rather modern type, furnished glaringly in the manner which bespoke the parvenu. It possessed no mellow, time-worn appearance, as did the dear old Manor House beside the Severn. The furniture and hangings were too apparently of the Tottenham Court Road type, and the art displayed was that of the art furnisher given carte blanche to furnish with the newest and most fashionable fancies in the matter of wallpapers, dadoes, cornices, and art-pottery. There were art-carpets and art-curtains, art-cupboards and art-chairs, art-china and art-chintzes. Art was everywhere in painful enamel and impossible greens. There were pictures, too, but different, indeed, to the long row of noble faces with their ruffles and doublets and their arms painted on shields in the corners that looked down so solemnly in the great hall at Heaton. The pictures in that modern mansion were of the queue-de-siècle French school, daubs by the miscalled impressionists, some being rather too chic to be decent.

That a large amount of money had been expended upon the place I could not doubt, but the effect was that of dazzling the gaze by colour, and nowhere seemed there a good, comfortable old-fashioned sitting-room. All the apartments were arranged to please the eye, and not for personal comfort. The house was just the kind that a man suddenly successful in the city might set up in the vain endeavour to develop into a country gentleman; for to become such is the ideal of every silk-hatted business man, whether he trades in stocks or stockings.

That I should be compelled to show you over your own house is, to say the least, very amusing, said Gedge, as we were passing up the grand staircase. If people were told of this they wouldnt believe it possible.

I myself dont believe what you tell me is possible, I remarked. But who gave orders for this furniture?

You did.

And who chose it — approved of the designs, and all that sort of thing?

You certainly did, he answered. Some of the ideas were, of course, Mrs Heatons.

I thought so. I dont believe myself capable of such barbaric taste as those awful blues and greens in the little sitting-room.

The morning-room you mean.

I suppose so. The whole place is like a furniture show-room — this style complete, thirty-five guineas, and so on. You know the sort of thing I mean.

He smiled in amusement at my words.

Your friends all admire the place, he remarked.

What friends?

Sir Charles Stimmel, Mr Larcombe, Lady Fraser, and people of that class.

I never heard of them in all my life. Who are they? I inquired, interested.

Friends of yours. They visit here often enough. You surely ought to know them. Lady Fraser is your wifes dearest friend.

Fraser? I said reflectively. The only Fraser I know is a baker in Clare Market, who supplies my old servant, Mrs Parker, with bread. Then, after a pause, I added, And you say that these people are friends of mine? Have I many friends?

Lots. A rich man has always plenty of good-humoured acquaintances.

They like to come down here for a breath of country air, I suppose, eh? I laughed.

Thats about it, he answered. A good many of them are not very sincere in their friendship, I fear. The man who has money, lives well, keeps a good table, and has choice wines in his cellar need never be at a loss for genial companions.

You seem to be a bit of a philosopher, my friend. I remarked.

He smiled knowingly.

I havent acted as your secretary without learning a few of the crooked ways of the world.

What? I exclaimed. Dont I always act honestly, then? This was something entirely new.

Nobody can be honest in finance.

Well, I said, resenting his imputation, I wasnt aware that I had ever swindled a person of sixpence in my life.

Sixpences in such sums as they deal in at Winchester House dont count. Its the thousands.

We passed a couple of gaping maid-servants in long-stringed caps, who stood aside, looking at me in wonder. No doubt the news that a demented man was in the house had reached the servants hall. I was, in fact, on show to the domestics.

Then you mean to imply that these financial dealings of mine — of which, by the way, I have no knowledge whatsoever — are not always quite straight? I said, as we walked together down a long carpeted corridor. He looked at me in hesitation.

Its, of course, business, he answered— sharp business. I dont mean to imply that the dealings at Winchester House are any more unfair than those of any other financier in the City; but sometimes, you know, theres just a flavour of smartness about them that might be misconstrued by a clever counsel in a criminal court.

What? I cried, halting and glaring at him. Now, be frank with me, Gedge. Tell me plainly, have I ever swindled anybody?

Certainly not, he said, laughing. Why, its this very smartness that has made you what you are to-day — a millionaire. If you had not been very wide awake and shrewd youd have been ruined long ago.

Then, I suppose, Im well known in the city, eh?

Your names as well known as Bennetts clock, and your credit stands as high as any ones between Ludgate Hill and Fenchurch Street.

Extraordinary! I said. What you tell me sounds like some remarkable fairy tale.

The balance at your bankers is sufficient proof that what I say is truth, he remarked. There may be a good many fairy tales in certain prospectuses, but there certainly is none in your financial soundness.

We wandered on from room to room. There must, I think, have been quite thirty sleeping apartments, guests rooms, etc, all furnished in that same glaring style, that greenery-yellow abomination miscalled art.

The next room, explained my secretary, as we approached the end of the corridor, is Mrs Heatons boudoir. I expect shes in there. I saw Dalton, her maid, enter a moment ago.

Oh, for Heavens sake, leave her alone! I said, turning at once on my heel. I had no wish to meet that awful rejuvenated hag again.

I fancy Gedge smiled, but if he did he was very careful to hide his amusement from me. He was, without doubt, a very well-trained secretary.

The thought of Mabel Anson crossed my mind. All the recollections of the dinner on the previous night, and the startling discoveries I subsequently made recurred to me at that moment, and I felt dazed and bewildered. This painted and powdered person could surely not be my wife, when I loved Mabel Anson with all my soul! Only yesterday I had sat at her side at dinner, and had felt the pressure of her soft, delicate hand upon mine. No; it could not be that I was actually married. Such a thing was utterly impossible, for surely no man could go through the marriage ceremony without knowing something about it.

Hickmans treachery angered me. Why, I wondered, had he enticed me to his rooms in order to make that extraordinary attempt upon my life? The wound upon my head was undoubtedly due to the blow he had dealt me. The theory that I had accidentally knocked my head against the marble statue and broken it was, I felt assured, only one of that fool Brittens brilliant ideas with which he misled his too-confiding patients. If this were so, then all the incidents subsequent to my recovery of consciousness were part of the conspiracy which had commenced on the previous night with Hickmans attempt.

We descended the stairs, passing the footman Gill, who with a bow, said — 

I hope, sir, you feel better.

A little, I answered. Bring me a whisky and soda to the library.

And the man at once disappeared to do my bidding. I suppose he thinks Im mad, I remarked. This is a very remarkable ménage, to say the least.

In the great hall, as I walked towards the library, was a long mirror, and in passing I caught sight of my own figure in it. I stopped, and with a loud cry of wonder and dismay stood before it, glaring at my own reflection.

The bandages about my head gave me a terribly invalid appearance, but reflected by that glass I saw a sight which struck me dumb with amazement. I could not believe my eyes; the thing staggered belief.

On the morning before I had shaved as usual, but the glass showed that I now wore a well cut, nicely reddish-brown beard!

My face seemed to have changed curiously. I presented an older appearance than on the day before. My hair seemed to have lost its youthful lustre, and upon my brow were three distinct lines — the lines of care.

I felt my beard with eager hands. Yes, there was no mistake. It was there, but how it had grown was inconceivable.

Beyond, through the open door, I saw the brilliant sunlight, the green lawn, the bright flowers and cool foliage of the rustling trees.

It was summer. Yet only yesterday was chill, dark winter, with threatening snow.

Had I been asleep like Rip Van Winkle in the legend? Tell me, I cried excitedly, turning to the man standing behind me, whats the day of the month to-day?

The seventeenth of July.

July? I echoed. And what year is this?

Why, eighteen hundred and ninety-six, of course.

Ninety-six! I gasped, standing glaring at him in blank amazement. Ninety-six?

Certainly. Why?

Am I really losing my senses? I cried, dismayed. Yesterday was six years ago!


Chapter Twenty One.

Gedge Tells the Truth.
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YESTERDAY SIX YEARS ago! he echoed, looking at me in blank bewilderment. What do you mean?

I mean that if what youve told me is really the truth, I cried, agape in wonder, then it is the most astounding thing Ive ever heard of. Are you absolutely certain of the date?

Certain? Why, of course.

Of the year, I mean?

Positive. Its eighteen ninety-six.

For how long, then, have you been my secretary? I inquired.

Nearly five years.

And how long have I lived in this place?

For nearly four.

And that woman, I demanded, breathlessly— is she actually my wife?

Most certainly, he answered.

I stood stupefied, stunned by this amazing statement.

But, I protested, lost in wonder, yesterday was years ago. How do you account for that? Are you certain that youre not deceiving me?

Ive told you the absolute truth, he responded. On that I stake my honour.

I stood aghast, glaring at my reflection in the mirror, open-mouthed, as though I gazed upon some object supernatural. My personal appearance had certainly changed, and that in itself convinced me that there must be some truth in this man Gedges statement. I was older, a trifle stouter than before, I think, and my red-brown beard seemed to give my face a remarkably grotesque appearance. I had always hated beards, and considered them a relic of prehistoric barbarity. It was surprising that I should now have grown one.

Then according to your account I must have spent yesterday here — actually in this house?

Why, of course you did, he responded. We were engaged the greater part of the day over Laffans affair. Walter Halliburton, the mining engineer, came down to see you, and we were together all the afternoon. He left for London at five.

And where did I dine?

Here. With Mrs Heaton.

Dont speak of her as Mrs Heaton! I cried in anger. Shes not my wife, and I will not have her regarded as such.

He gave his shoulders a slight shrug.

Now, look here, Mr Gedge, I said, speaking for the first time with confidence. If you were in my place, awakening suddenly to find that six years of your life had vanished in a single night, and that you were an entirely different person to that of twelve hours ago, what would you believe?

He looked at me with a somewhat sympathetic expression upon his thin features.

Well, I dont know what I should think. Then he added, But surely such a thing cant be possible.

It is possible, I cried. It has happened to me. I tell you that last night was six years ago.

He turned from me, as though he considered further argument unavailing.

My head reeled. What he had told me was utterly incredible. It seemed absolutely impossible that six whole years should have passed without my knowledge; that I should have entered upon a business of which I had previously known nothing; that I should have rapidly amassed a fortune; and, most of all, that I should have married that powdered and painted woman who had presented herself as my wife. Yet such were the unaccountable facts which this man Gedge asked me to believe.

He saw that I was extremely dubious about the date, therefore he led me back to the library, where there hung upon the wall a large calendar, which quickly convinced me.

Six; years had really elapsed since yesterday.

In that vexing and perplexing present I reflected upon the puzzling past. That happy dinner with Mabel at the Boltons, the subsequent discoveries in that drawing-room where she had sat at the piano calmly playing; her soft words of tenderness, and the subsequent treachery of that dog-faced man Hickman, all passed before me with extraordinary vividness. Yet, in truth, all had happened long ago.

Alas! I was not like other men. To the practical, level-headed man of affairs To-day may be sufficient, all-engrossing; but to the very large majority — a majority which, I believe, includes also many of the practical, the business of to-day admits of constant pleasant excursions into the golden mists of long ago, and many happy flights to the rosy heights of some day. Most of those who read this strange story of my life will remember with a melancholy affection, with a pain that is more soothing than many pleasures, the house wherein they were born, or at any rate the abode in which they passed the earlier years of their lives. The agonising griefs of childhood, the disappointments, the soul-racking terrors, mellowed by the gentle touch of passing years, have no sting for our mature sensibilities, but come back to us now with a pathos that is largely tinctured with amusement.

I stood there reviewing the past, puzzled, utterly unable to account for it. Age, the iconoclast, had shattered most of the airy idols which my youth had set up in honour of itself. I had lost six of the most precious years of my life — years that I had not lived.

Yet this man before me declared most distinctly that I had lived them; that I had enjoyed a second existence quite apart and distinct from my own self. Incredible though it seemed, yet it became gradually impressed upon me that what this man Gedge had told me was the actual, hideous truth, and that I had really lived and moved and prospered throughout those six unknown years, while my senses had at the same time remained dormant, and I had thus been utterly unconscious of existence.

But could such a thing be? As a prosaic man of the world I argued, as any one in his right mind would argue, that such a thing was beyond the bounds of possibility. Nevertheless, be it how it might, the undisputed fact remained that I had lapsed into unconsciousness on that winters night six years before, and had known absolutely nothing of my surroundings until I found myself lying upon the floor of the drawing-room of what was alleged to be my country house.

Six years out of a mans life is a large slice. The face of the world changes considerably in that space of time. I found myself living a life which was so artificial and incongruous to my own tastes as to appear utterly unreal. Yet, as I made further inquiry of this man Gedge, every moment that passed showed me plainly that what he had said was the truth.

He related to me the routine of my daily life, and I stood listening agape in wonder. He told me things of which I had no knowledge; of my own private affairs, and of my business profits; he took big leather-bound ledgers from the great green-painted safe, and showed me formidable sums entered therein, relating, he explained, to the transactions at the office up in London. Some documents he showed me, large official-looking sheets with stamps and seals and signatures, which he said were concessions obtained from a certain foreign Government, and opened my private letter-book, exhibiting letters I had actually written with my own hand, but without having any knowledge of having done so.

These revelations took away my breath.

It could not be mere loss of memory from which I was suffering. I had actually lived a second and entirely different life to that I had once led in Essex Street. Apparently I had become a changed man, had entered business, had amassed a fortune — and had married.

Assuredly, I reflected, I could never have been in my right senses to have married that angular person with the powdered cheeks. That action, in itself, was sufficient to convince me that my brain had been unbalanced during those six lost years.

Alone, I stood, without a single sympathiser — without a friend.

How this astounding gap in my life had been produced was absolutely beyond explanation. I tried to account for it, but the reader will readily understand that the problem was, to me, utterly inexplicable. I, the victim of the treachery of that man Hickman, had fallen unconscious one night, and had awakened to discover that six whole years had elapsed, and that I had developed into an entirely different person. It was unaccountable, nay, incredible.

I think I should have grown confidential towards Gedge were it not that he apparently treated me as one whose mind was wandering. He believed, and perhaps justly so, that my brain had been injured by the accidental blow. To him, of course, it seemed impossible that I, his master, should know nothing of my own affairs. The ludicrousness of the situation was to me entirely apparent, yet what could I do to avert it?

By careful questions I endeavoured to obtain from him some facts regarding my past.

You told me, I said, that I have many friends. Among them are there any persons named Anson?

Anson? he repeated reflectively. No, Ive never heard the name.

Or Hickman?

He shook his head.

I lived once in Essex Street, Strand, I said. Have I been to those chambers during the time — the five years you have been in my service?

Never, to my knowledge.

Have I ever visited a house in The Boltons, at Kensington?

I think not, he responded.

Curious! Very curious! I observed, thinking deeply of the graceful, dark-eyed Mabel whom I had loved six years before, and who was now lost to me for ever.

Among my friends is there a man named Doyle? I inquired, after a pause.

Doyle? Do you mean Mr Richard Doyle, the war correspondent?

Certainly, I cried excitedly. Is he back?

He is one of your friends, and has often visited here, Gedge replied.

What is his address? Ill wire to him at once.

Hes in Egypt. He left London last March, and has not yet returned.

I drew a long breath. Dick had evidently recovered from fever in India, and was still my best friend, although I had had no knowledge of it.

What, I wondered, had been my actions in those six years of unconsciousness? Mine were indeed strange thoughts at that moment. Of all that had been told me I was unable to account for anything. I stood stunned, confounded, petrified.

For knowledge of what had transpired during those intervening years, or of my own career and actions during that period, I had to rely upon the statements of others. My mind during all that time had, it appeared, been a perfect blank, incapable of receiving any impression whatsoever.

Nevertheless, when I came to consider how I had in so marvellous a manner established a reputation in the City, and had amassed the sum now lying at my bankers, I reflected that I could not have accomplished that without the exercise of considerable tact and mental capacity. I must, after all, have retained shrewd senses, but they had evidently been those of my other self — the self who had lived and moved as husband of that woman who called herself Mrs Heaton.

Tell me, I said, addressing Gedge again, has my married life been a happy one?

He looked at me inquiringly.

Tell me the truth, I urged. Dont conceal anything from me, for I intend to get at the bottom of this mystery.

Well, he said, with considerable hesitation, scarcely what one might call happy, I think.

Ah, I understand, I said. I know from your tone that you sympathise with me, Gedge.

He nodded without replying. Strange that I had never known this man until an hour ago, and yet I had grown so confidential with him. He seemed to be the only person who could present to me the plain truth.

Those six lost years were utterly puzzling. I was as one returned from the grave to find his world vanished, and all things changed.

I tried to reflect, to see some ray of light through the darkness of that lost period, but to me it seemed utterly non-existent. Those years, if I had really lived them, had melted away and left not a trace behind. The events of my life prior to that eventful night when I had dined at The Boltons had no affinity to those of the present. I had ceased to be my old self, and by some inexplicable transition, mysterious and unheard of, I had, while retaining my name, become an entirely different man.

Six precious years of golden youth had vanished in a single night. All my ideals, all my love, all my hope, nay, my very personality, had been swept away and effaced for ever.

Have I often visited Heaton — my own place? I inquired, turning suddenly to Gedge.

Not since your marriage, I believe, he answered. You have always entertained some curious dislike towards the place. I went up there once to transact some business with your agent, and thought it a nice, charming old house.

Ay, and so it is, I sighed, remembering the youthful days I had spent there long ago. All the year round was sunshine then, with the most ravishing snow-drifts in winter, and ice that sparkled in the sun so brilliantly that it seemed almost as jolly and frolicsome as the sunniest of sunlit streams, dancing and shimmering over the pebbles all through the cloudless summer. Did it ever rain in those old days long ago? Why, yes; and what splendid times I used to have on those occasions — toffee-making in the schoolroom, or watching old Dixon, the gamekeeper, cutting gun-wads in the harness-room.

And I had entertained a marked dislike to the place! All my tastes and ideas during those blank years had apparently become inverted. I had lived and enjoyed a world exactly opposite to my own — the world of sordid money-making and the glaring display of riches. I had, in a word, aped the gentleman.

There was a small circular mirror in the library, and before it I stood, marking every line upon my face, the incredible impress of forgotten years.

It is amazing, incredible! I cried, heart-sick with desire to penetrate the veil of mystery that enshrouded that long period of unconsciousness. All that you have told me, Gedge, is absolutely beyond belief. There must be some mistake. It is impossible that six years can have passed without my knowledge.

I think, he said, that, after all, Brittens advice should be followed. You are evidently not yourself to-day, and rest will probably restore your mental power to its proper calibre.

Bah! I shouted angrily. You still believe Im mad. I tell you Im not. Ill prove to you that Im not.

Well, he remarked, quite calmly, no sane man could be utterly ignorant of his own life. It doesnt stand to reason that he could.

I tell you Im quite as sane as you are, I cried. Yet Ive been utterly unconscious these six whole years.

Nobody will believe you.

But I swear it to be true, I protested. Since the moment when consciousness left me in that house in Chelsea I have been as one dead.

He laughed incredulously. The slightly confidential tone in which I had spoken had apparently induced him to treat me with indifference. This aroused my wrath. I was in no mood to argue whether or not I was responsible for my actions.

A man surely cant be unconscious, while at the same time he transacts business and lives as gaily as you live, he laughed.

Then you impute that all Ive said is untrue, and is due merely to the fact that Im a trifle demented, eh?

Britten has said that you are suffering from a fit of temporary derangement, and that you will recover after perfect rest.

Then, by taking me around this house, showing me those books, and explaining all to me, youve merely been humouring me as you would a harmless lunatic! I cried furiously. You dont believe what I say, that Im perfectly in my right mind, therefore leave me. I have no further use for your presence, and prefer to be alone, I added harshly.

Very well, he answered, rather piqued; if you wish Ill, of course, go.

Yes, go; and dont return till I send for you. Understand that! Im in no humour to be fooled, or told that Im a lunatic.

He shrugged his shoulders, and muttering some words I did not catch, turned and left the library.


Chapter Twenty Two.

Broken Threads.
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HE IS A faint-hearted creature indeed who, while struggling along some dark lane of life, cannot, at least intermittently, extract some comfort to himself from the thought that the turn must come at last — the turn which, presumably, will bring him out upon the well-metalled high-road of happy contentment.

I do not know that I was exactly faint-hearted. The mystery of it all had so stunned me that I felt myself utterly incapable of believing anything. The whole thing seemed shadowy and unreal.

And yet the facts remained that I was alive, standing there in that comfortable room, in possession of all my faculties, both mental and physical, an entirely different person to my old self, with six years of my past lost and unaccountable.

Beyond the lawn the shadow of the great trees looked cool and inviting, therefore I went forth, wandering heedlessly across the spacious park, my mind full of thoughts of that fateful night when I had fallen among that strange company, and of Mabel, the woman I had loved so fondly and devotedly.

Sweet were the recollections that came back to me. How charming she had seemed to me as we had lingered hand-in-hand on our walks across the Park and Kensington Gardens, how soft and musical her voice! how full of tenderness her bright dark eyes! How idyllic was our love! She had surely read my undeclared passion. She had known the great secret in my heart.

Nevertheless, all had changed. In a womans life half a dozen years is a long time, for she may develop from girl to matron in that space. The worst aspect of the affair presented itself to me. I had, in all probability, left her without uttering a word of farewell, and she — on her part — had, no doubt, accepted some other suitor. What more natural, indeed, than she should have married?

That thought held me rigid.

Again, as I strolled on beneath the rustling elms which led straight away in a wide old avenue towards where a distant village church stood, a prominent figure in the landscape, there recurred to me vivid recollections of that last night of my old self — of the astounding discovery I had made in the drawing-room at The Boltons.

How was I to account for that?

I paused and glanced around upon the view. All was quiet and peaceful there in the mid-day sunlight. Behind me stood the great white façade of Denbury; before, a little to the right, lay a small village with its white cottages — the villages of Littleham, I afterwards discovered — and to the left white cliffs and the blue stretch of the English Channel gleaming through the greenery.

From the avenue I turned and wandered down a by-path to a stile, and there I rested, in full uninterrupted view of the open sea. Deep below was a cove — Littleham Cove, it proved to be — and there, under shelter of the cliffs, a couple of yachts were riding gaily at anchor, while far away upon the clear horizon a dark smoke-trail showed the track of a steamer outward bound.

The day was brilliant. It was July in Devonshire, that fairest of all counties — and July there is always a superb month. The air, warm and balmy, was laden with the scent of roses and honeysuckle, the only sounds that broke the quiet were the songs of the birds and the soft rustling of the trees.

I sat there trying to decide how to act.

For the first time it occurred to me that my position was one of a certain peril, for if I did not act with tact and caution, that woman who called herself my wife, aided by that idiot Britten, might declare that I was mad, and cause me to be placed beneath restraint. Therefore, to gain my freedom, it was evidently necessary that I should act with discretion and keep my own counsel.

I looked around upon the fair panorama of nature spread before me. The world was six years older than when I had known it. What national events had, I wondered, happened in that time? Place yourself in my position, and picture to yourself the feeling of bewilderment that overcame me when I reflected upon what might or might not have transpired.

There crept over me a longing to escape from that place, the habitation of that awful woman with the powdered cheeks, and to return to London. All my life and pleasure had been centred in the giant capital, and to it I intended now to go back and seek, if possible, the broken thread of my history, which might lead me to an elucidation of the marvellous mystery.

The world around me, the calm blue sea, the cloudless sky, the green grass-lands, the soft whispering of the foliage seemed so peaceful that I could scarce believe that so much evil, so much of human malice, could exist. The tranquillity of my surroundings induced within me a quieter frame of mind, and I set to planning carefully how I might escape and return to London.

To endeavour to do so openly would, I saw, be to draw upon me the spies of my hideous wife. Was I not believed by all to be insane? Then certainly I should not be allowed to go at large without some one at my side.

I wanted to be alone. The presence of a second person entertaining suspicions as to my sanity would seriously hamper me, and prevent me prosecuting the inquiries I intended to institute regarding my past. No. To escape successfully I should be compelled to fly to London, and once there alter my appearance and assume another name. Search would undoubtedly be made for me, but once in London I felt confident in being able to foil any efforts of my wifes agents.

Therefore I sat upon the stile and calmly matured my plans.

The chiming of a clock, apparently in the turret upon my own stables at Denbury, fell upon my ears. It struck one. Then the sharp ringing of a bell — the luncheon-bell — followed.

Gedge had told me that the place was near Budleigh-Salterton. Was it near enough, I wondered, for me to walk there, and was there a station? There might, I reflected, be a map in the library. I would be compelled to trace it out and seek my route, for I was absolutely ignorant of that corner of Devonshire.

Yes, my best policy, I decided, was to return to the house, act as indifferently as possible, and meanwhile complete my plans for escape.

I retraced my steps to the house by the path I had traversed, and upon the lawn was met by the man Gill, who announced — 

The luncheon-bell has rung, sir. I hope you feel a little better, sir.

Oh, much better, I answered airily, and with an effort at self-possession followed him into the imitation old-oak dining-room, which Gedge had shown me during our tour of the place.

The woman with the powdered cheeks was already seated at the head of the table, erect and stately, with an expression of hauteur which ill became her.

I hope you feel better after your walk, she said, as I seated myself.

Oh, much better, I responded in a tone of irony. The pain has practically passed.

You should really rest, she said, in that squeaky, artificial tone which so jarred upon my nerves. Do take the doctors advice.

It was on the tip of my tongue to make a further unwriteable remark regarding the doctor, but I managed to control myself and reply — 

Yes, I think after luncheon I shall lie down for a little time. I have, however, some pressing letters to write first.

Let Gedge attend to your correspondence for to-day, she urged, with that mock juvenility which rendered her so hideously ridiculous.

No, I responded. I have, unfortunately, to attend to several pressing matters personally. Afterwards I will rest.

Do, theres a dear, she said.

I bit my lip. She nauseated me when she used that affectionate term. The only woman I loved was Mabel Anson, but whether she were still alive, or whether married, I knew not. The very thought that I was bound in matrimony to this woman sitting in the high-backed chair of carved oak was disgusting. I loathed her.

How I continued to eat the dishes Gill handed me I know not, nor do I remember what conversation passed between my pseudo-wife and myself as we sat there. Many were the abrupt and painful silences which fell between us.

She struck me as an ascetic, strong-minded woman, who, before others, fawned upon me with an affected devotion which in one of her age was ludicrous; yet when we were alone she was rigid and overbearing, with the positive air of one who believed me far beneath her alike in social station and in intellect. When Gill was absent she spoke in a hard, patronising tone, which so angered me that with great difficulty I retained my temper.

Yet it was my policy, I knew, to conceal my thoughts, and to lead her to believe that the words I had uttered, and my failure to recognise her, were owing to the blow I accidentally received, and that I was now, just as I had been before, her husband.

What a hollow sham that meal was! Now that I think of it I cannot refrain from smiling at my extraordinary position, and how I showed her delicate attention in order to the more impress her of my solicitude for her welfare.

When at last she rose it was with a hope that I would go to my room and rest.

I seized that opportunity.

I shall, I answered. But dont let them call me for dinner. I will have something when I awake. Britten has ordered perfect quiet.

Very well, she answered. Then, turning to Gill, she said, You hear. Mr Heaton is not to be aroused at dinner.

Yes, madam, answered the man, bowing as we both passed out.

At once I walked along to the library, shut the door, and locked it.

I had much to do to prepare for my flight.

Yes, as I had expected, there was an ordnance map of the Teignmouth district tacked to the wall; and searching, I quickly found Denbury marked upon it, standing on the Exmouth road over the High Land of Orcombe, halfway between that place and Budleigh-Salterton. The South-Western Railway ran; I saw, from Exmouth to London, by way of Exeter, and my first impulse was to walk into Exmouth, and take train thence. The fact that I was probably known at that station occurred to me, therefore I made up my mind to avoid the terminus and join the train at Lympston, a small station further towards Exeter.

Taking up my pen I made a rough sketch-plan of my route, which passed Littleham church, then by the left-hand road struck across country, crossing the high-road to Exmouth at right angles, continuing through the village of Withycombe Raleigh, and keeping straight on until it joined the main road to Exeter. At the commencement of the village of Lympston it was necessary, I saw, to turn sharp to the left, and at the end of the road I should find the station, close to the river Exe.

In order to avoid mistaking the road and entering the town of Exmouth, I made a full and careful plan, which when completed I placed in my pocket. The distance, I calculated roughly, was between five and six miles over a road rather difficult to find without a map.

Among the books on the table I found a Bradshaw, with the page of local trains turned down, and from it learned that a train with connexion from London stopped at Lympston at 7:55 p.m., while the train in connexion with the up-mail from Exeter stopped there at 8:20. The latter I decided upon taking.

The fact that I had expressed my desire to sleep would prevent Gill coming to call me at the dinner hour, and by the time I was missed I should be well on my way to London.

The question of money occurred to me. I had noticed some loose gold and a couple of five-pound notes in one of the drawers which Gedge had opened, and having a duplicate set of keys in my pocket, I transferred the whole — a little under fourteen pounds — to my pocket.

Then I took out my cheque-book. It was too large to be carried in my pocket, therefore I tore out a couple of dozen or so, folded them, and placed them in an envelope.

I recognised that I could draw money with them, yet the bank need not know my whereabouts. If these people, who would, I suppose, call themselves my friends, made active search to find the fugitive madman, they would certainly obtain no clue from my bankers.

In the same drawer as the cheque-book I found a black leather portfolio, securely locked.

The latter fact impressed me. Everything else was open to my secretary, who possessed keys, both to writing-table and safe. But this was locked, apparently because therein were contained certain private papers that I had wished to keep from his eyes.

No man, whoever he may be, reposes absolute confidence in his secretary. Every one has some personal matter, the existence of which he desires to preserve secret to himself alone.

I drew forth the locked portfolio, and placed it upon the blotting-pad before me. It was an expansive wallet, of a kind such as I remembered having seen carried by bankers clerks in the City from bank to bank, attached by chains to the belts around their waists.

Surely upon my ring I must possess a key to it. I looked, and found a small brass key.

It fitted, and a moment later I had unlocked the wallet and spread my own private papers before me.

What secrets of my lost life, I wondered, might not those carefully preserved letters and documents contain?

In eager, anxious wonder I turned them over.

Next instant a cry of dismay broke involuntarily from my lips, as within trembling fingers I held one of those papers — a letter addressed to me.

I could scarce believe my own eyes as I read it. Yet the truth was plain — hideously plain.


Chapter Twenty Three.

I Make a Discovery.
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READER, I MUST take you still further into my confidence. What you have already read is strange, but certain things which subsequently happened to me were even still stranger.

I held that astounding letter in my hand. My eyes were riveted upon it.

The words written there were puzzling indeed. A dozen times I read them through, agape with wonder.

The communication, upon the notepaper of the Bath Hotel at Bournemouth, was dated June 4, 1891 — five years before — and ran as follows: — 

Dear Mr Heaton, — 

I very much regret that you should have thus misunderstood me. I thought when we met at Windermere you were quite of my opinion. You, however, appear to have grown tired after the five months of our engagement, and your love for me has suddenly cooled; therefore our paths in life must in future lie apart. You have at least told me the truth honestly and straightforwardly. I, of course, believed that your declarations were true, and that you really loved me truly, but alas! it is evidently not so. I can only suffer in silence. Good-bye for ever. We shall never, never meet again. But I tell you, Wilford, that I bear you no malice, and that my prayers will ever be for your welfare and your happiness. Perhaps sometimes you will give a passing thought to the sorrowful, heart-broken woman who still loves you.

Mabel Anson.

What could this mean? It spoke of our engagement for five months! I had no knowledge whatever of ever having declared the secret of my love, much less becoming her affianced husband. Was it possible that in the first few months of my unconscious life I had met her and told her of my affection, of how I worshipped her with all the strength of my being?

As I sat there with the carefully preserved letter in my hand there arose before my eyes a vision of her calm, fair face, bending over the piano, her handsome profile illumined by the candles on either side, the single diamond suspended by its invisible chain, gleaming at her throat like a giants eye. The impression I had obtained of her on that night at The Boltons still remained indelibly with me. Yes, her beauty was superb, her sweetness unsurpassed by that of any other woman I had ever met.

Among the other private papers preserved within the wallet were four scraps of notepaper with typewriting upon them. All bore the same signature — that of the strange name Avel. All of them made appointments. One asked me to meet the writer in the writing-room of the Hotel Victoria in London, another made an appointment to meet me on the Promenade at Eastbourne opposite the Wish Tower; a third suggested my office at Winchester House as a meeting-place, and the fourth gave a rendezvous on the departure platform at Kings Cross Station.

I fell to wondering whether I had kept any of these engagements. The most recent of the letters was dated nearly two years ago.

But the afternoon was wearing on, therefore I placed the puzzling communications in my pocket and ascended to my room in order to rest, and thus carry out the feint of attending to old Brittens directions.

The dressing-bell awakened me, but, confident in the knowledge that I should remain undisturbed, I removed the bandages from my head, bathed the wound, and applied some plaster in the place of the handkerchief. Then, with my hat on, my injury was concealed.

The sun was declining when I managed to slip out of the house unobserved, and set forth down the avenue to Littleham village. The quaint old place was delightful in the evening calm, but, heedless of everything, I hurried forward down the hill to Withycombe Raleigh, and thence straight across the open country to Lympston station, where I took a third-class ticket for Exeter. At a wayside station a passenger for London is always remarked, therefore I only booked as far as the junction with the main-line.

At Exeter I found that the up-mail was not due for ten minutes, therefore I telegraphed to London for a room at the Grand Hotel, and afterwards bought some newspapers with which to while away the journey.

Sight of newspapers dated six years later than those I had last seen aroused within me a lively curiosity. How incredible it all seemed as in that dimly lit railway-carriage I sat gathering from those printed pages the history of the lost six years of my life!

The only other occupant of the compartment besides myself was a woman. I had sought an empty carriage, but failing to find one, was compelled to accept her as travelling companion. She was youngish, perhaps thirty-five, and neatly dressed, but her face, as far as I could distinguish it through her spotted veil, was that of a woman melancholy and bowed down by trouble. In her dark hair were premature threads of silver, and her deep-sunken eyes, peering forth strangely at me, were the eyes of a woman rendered desperate.

I did not like the look of her. In travelling one is quick to entertain an instinctive dislike to ones companion, and it was so in my case. I found myself regretting that I had not entered a smoking-carriage. But I soon became absorbed in my papers, and forgot her presence.

It was only her voice, a curiously high-pitched one, that made me start.

She inquired if I minded her closing the window because of the draught, and I at once closed it, responding rather frigidly, I believe.

But she was in no humour to allow the conversation to drop and commenced to chat with a familiarity that surprised me.

She noticed how puzzled I became, and at length remarked with a laugh — 

You apparently dont recognise me, Mr Heaton.

No, madam, I answered, taken aback. You have certainly the advantage of me.

This recognition was startling, for was I not flying to London to escape my friends? This woman, whoever she was, would without doubt recount her meeting with me.

It is really very droll, she laughed. I felt sure from the first, when you entered the compartment, that you didnt know me.

I certainly dont know you, I responded coldly — 

She smiled. Ah! I expect its my veil, she said.

But its really remarkable that you should not recognise Joliot, your wifes maid.

You! My wifes maid! I gasped, recognising in an instant how cleverly I had been run to earth.

Yes, she replied. Surely you recognise me? and she raised her veil, displaying a rather unprepossessing face, dark and tragic, as though full of some hidden, sorrow.

I had never seen the woman before in my life, but instantly I resolved to display no surprise and act with caution.

Ah, of course! I said lamely. The light here is so bad, you know, that I didnt recognise you. And where are you going?

To London — to the dressmakers.

Mrs Heaton has sent you on some commission, I suppose?

Yes, sir.

You joined this train at Exeter, then?

I came from Exmouth to Exeter, and changed, she explained. I saw you get in at Lympston. My heart sank within me. It was evident that this woman had been sent by my self-styled wife to keep watch upon my movements. If I intended to escape I should be compelled to make terms with her.

Those sharp dark eyes, with a curious light in them — eyes that seemed strangely staring and vacant at times — were fixed upon me, while the smile about her thin lips was clearly one of triumph, as though she had caught me in the act of flying from my home.

I reflected, but next moment resolved to take her into my confidence. I disliked her, for her manner was somewhat eccentric, and, furthermore, I had only her own word that she was really maid to that angular woman who called herself my wife. Nevertheless, I could do naught else than make a bargain with her.

Now, I said at last, after some desultory conversation, I want to make a suggestion to you. Do you think that if I gave you a ten-pound note you could forget having met me to-night? Do you think that you could forget having seen me at all?

Forget? I dont understand.

Well, to put it plainly, Im going to London, and I have no desire that anybody should know that Im there, I explained. When I am found to be missing from Denbury, Mrs Heaton will do all in her power to discover me. You are the only person who knows that Ive gone to London, and I want you to hold your tongue.

She smiled again, showing an even row of white teeth.

I was sent by my mistress to travel by this train and to see where you went, she said bluntly.

Exactly as I thought, I answered. Now, you will accept this as a little present, and return to Denbury to-morrow after a fruitless errand — utterly fruitless, you understand?

She took the ten sovereigns I handed her, and transferred them to her purse, promising to say nothing of having met me.

I gathered from her subsequent conversation that she had been maid to Mrs Heaton ever since her marriage, and that she had acted as confidential servant. Many things she mentioned incidentally were of the greatest interest to me, yet they only served to show how utterly ignorant I was of all the past.

But why did you disclose your identity? I inquired, when the lights showed that we were entering the London suburbs.

Because I felt certain that you didnt recognise me, she laughed; and I had no wish to spy upon you, knowing as I do that your life is the reverse of happy.

Then you pity me, eh?

I scarcely think that is the word that one of my position ought to use, she answered, with some hesitation. Your life has, since your marriage, not been of the happiest, thats certain.

And so you have no intention of telling any one where Ive gone? I asked eagerly.

None in the least, sir. Rest assured that I shall say nothing — not a single word.

I thank you, I said, and sat back pondering in silence until the train ran into Waterloo, where we parted, she again reassuring me of her intention to keep my secret.

I congratulated myself upon a very narrow escape, and, taking a cab, drove straight to Trafalgar Square. As I crossed Waterloo Bridge the long line of lights on the Embankment presented the same picture as they had ever done. Though six years had passed since I had last had knowledge of London, nothing had apparently changed. The red night-glare in the leaden sky was still the same; the same unceasing traffic; the same flashing of bright dresses and glittering jewels as hansoms passed and repassed in the Strand — just as I had known London by night during all my life.

The gold-braided porter at the Grand handed me out of the cab, and I ascended by the lift to the room allotted to me like a man in a dream. It hardly seemed possible that I could have been absent in mind from that whirling, fevered world of London for six whole years. I had given a false name in the reception bureau, fearing that those people who called themselves my friends — Heaven save the mark! — might make inquiries and cause my arrest as a wandering lunatic. I had no baggage, and I saw that the hotel-clerk looked upon me with some suspicion. Indeed, I threw down a couple of sovereigns, well knowing the rules that no person without luggage was taken unless he paid a deposit beforehand.

I laughed bitterly within myself. How strange it was!

Next morning I went forth and wandered down the Strand — the dear old Strand that I had once loved so well. No; it had in no wise changed, except, perhaps, that two or three monster buildings had sprung up, and that the theatres announced pieces quite unknown to me. A sudden desire seized me to see what kind of place was my own office. If, however, I went near there, I might, I reflected, be recognised by some one who knew me. Therefore I turned into a barbers and had my beard cut off, then, further on, bought a new dust coat and another hat. In that disguise I took a hansom to Old Broad Street.

I was not long in finding the business headquarters of my own self. How curious it all was! My name was marked upon a huge brass plate in the entrance-hall of that colossal block of offices, and I ascended to the first floor to find my name inscribed upon the door of one of the largest of the suites. I stood in the corridor carelessly reading a paper, and while doing so witnessed many persons, several of them smart-looking City men, leave, as though much business was being conducted within.

Fortunately, no one recognised me, and descending, I regained the street.

When outside I glanced up, and there saw my name, in big gilt letters, upon the wire blinds of six big windows.

If I were actually as well known in the City as Gedge had alleged, then it was dangerous for me to remain in that vicinity. Therefore I entered another cab and drove to my old chambers in Essex Street.

Up the thin-worn creaking stairs of the dismal, smoke-begrimed old place I climbed, but on arrival at my door a plate confronting me showed that Percival and Smale, solicitors, were now the occupants. From inquiries I made of Mr Smale, it appeared that they had occupied the floor as offices for the past three years, and that the tenants previous to them had been a firm of accountants. He knew nothing of my tenancy, and could tell me no word of either old Mrs Parker or of Dick Doyle, who had, it appeared, also vacated his quarters long ago. That afternoon I wandered in the Park, over that same road where I had lingered with Mabel in those cherished days bygone. Every tree and every object brought back to me sweet memories of her. But I remembered her letters reposing in my pocket, and bit my lip. Truly, in the unconscious life when I had been my other self, my real tastes had been inverted. My love for her had cooled. I had actually, when engaged to her, cast her aside.

It was incredible. Surely my experience was unique in all the world.

Unable to decide how to act in those puzzling circumstances, I spent fully a couple of hours in the Park. The Row was hot, dusty, and almost deserted, but at last I turned into the shady walks in Kensington Gardens, and wandered until I came out into the High Street by that same gate where she had once discovered the dead mans pencil-case in my possession.

As I stood there in the full light of that glaring afternoon, the whole scene came back vividly to me. She had known that man who had been so foully murdered in her mothers home. I must, at all costs, find her, clear myself, and elucidate the truth.

Hence, with that object, I hailed another cab, and, giving the man directions to drive to The Boltons, sat back, eager and wondering.

As the conveyance drew up my heart gave a leap for joy, for I saw by the blinds that the house was still occupied.

I sprang out and rang the visitors bell.


Chapter Twenty Four.

The Master Hand.
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A MAN-SERVANT ANSWERED my summons.

Mrs Anson? I inquired.

Mrs Anson is out of town, sir, answered the man. The house is let.

Furnished?

Yes, sir.

Is your mistress at home? I inquired.

I dont know, sir, answered the man, diplomatically.

Oh, of course! I exclaimed, taking out a card. It was the first I found within my cigarette-case, and was intentionally not my own. Will you take this to your mistress, and ask her if she will kindly spare me a few moments. I am a friend of Mrs Ansons.

Ill see if shes at home, sir, said the man, dubiously; and then, asking me into the entrance-hall, he left me standing while he went in search of his mistress.

That hall was the same down which I had groped my way when blind. I saw the closed door of the drawing-room, and knew that within that room the young man whose name I knew not had been foully done to death. There was the very umbrella stand from which I had taken the walking-stick, and the door of the little-used library, which I had examined on that night when I had dined there at Mrs Ansons invitation — the last night of my existence as my real self.

The man returned in a few moments and invited me into a room on the left — the morning-room, I supposed it to be — saying:

My mistress is at home, sir, and will see you.

I had not remained there more than a couple of minutes before a youngish woman of perhaps thirty or so entered, with a rather distant bow. She was severely dressed in black; dark-haired, and not very prepossessing. Her lips were too thick to be beautiful, and her top row of teeth seemed too much in evidence. Her face was not exactly ugly, but she was by no means good-looking.

I have to apologise, I said, rising and bowing. I understand that Mrs Anson has let her house, and I thought you would kindly give me her address. I wish to see her on a most pressing personal matter.

She regarded me with some suspicion, I thought.

If you are a friend of Mrs Ansons, would it not be better if you wrote to her and addressed the letter here? Her letters are always forwarded, she answered.

She was evidently a rather shrewd and superior person.

Well, to tell the truth, I said, I have reasons for not writing.

Then I must regret, sir, that I am unable to furnish you with her address, she responded, somewhat stiffly.

I have been absent from London for six years, I exclaimed. It is because of that long absence that I prefer not to write.

I fear that I cannot assist you, she replied briefly.

There was a strange, determined look in her dark-grey eyes. She did not seem a person amenable to argument.

But it is regarding an urgent and purely private affair that I wish to see Mrs Anson, I said.

I have nothing whatever to do with the private affairs of Mrs Anson, she replied. I merely rent this house from her, and, in justice to her, it is not likely that I give the address to every chance caller.

I am no chance caller, I responded. During her residence here six years ago I was a welcome guest at her table.

Six years ago is a long time. You may, for aught I know, not be so welcome now.

Did she, I wondered, speak the truth?

You certainly speak very plainly, madam, I answered, rising stiffly. If I have put you to any inconvenience I regret it. I can, no doubt, obtain from some other person the information I require.

Most probably you can, sir, she answered, in a manner quite unruffled. I tell you that if you write I shall at once forward your letter to her. More than that I cannot do.

I presume you are acquainted with Miss Mabel Anson? I inquired.

She smiled with some sarcasm.

The Anson family do not concern me in the least, sir, she replied, also rising as sign that my unfruitful interview was at an end. Mention of Mabel seemed to have irritated her, and although I plied her with further questions, she would tell me absolutely nothing.

When I bowed and took my leave I fear that I did not show her very much politeness.

In my eagerness for information, her hesitation to give me Mrs Ansons address never struck me as perfectly natural. She, of course, did not know me, and her offer to forward a letter was all that she could do in such circumstances. Yet at the time I did not view it in that light, but regarded the tenant of that house of mystery as an ill-mannered and extremely disagreeable person.

In despair I returned to St. Jamess Street and entered my club, the Devonshire. Several men whom I did not know greeted me warmly in the smoking-room, and, from their manner, I saw that in my lost years I had evidently not abandoned that institution. They chatted to me about politics and stocks, two subjects upon which I was perfectly ignorant, and I was compelled to exercise considerable tact and ingenuity in order to avoid betraying the astounding blank in my mind.

After a restless hour I drove back westward and called at old Channings in Cornwall Gardens in an endeavour to learn Mabels address. The colonel was out, but I saw Mrs Channing, and she could, alas! tell me nothing beyond the fact that Mrs Anson and her daughter had been abroad for three years past — where, she knew not. They had drifted apart, she said, and never now exchanged letters.

Is Mabel married? I inquired as carelessly as I could, although in breathless eagerness.

I really dont know, she responded. I have heard some talk of the likelihood of her marrying, but whether she has done so I am unaware.

And the man whom rumour designated as her husband? Who was he? I inquired quickly.

A young nobleman, I believe.

You dont know his name?

No. It was mentioned at the time, but it has slipped my memory. One takes no particular notice of teacup gossip.

Well, Mrs Channing, I said confidently, I am extremely desirous of discovering the whereabouts of Mabel Anson. I want to see her upon a rather curious matter which closely concerns herself. Can you tell me of any one who is intimate with them?

Unfortunately, I know of no one, she answered. The truth is, that they left London quite suddenly; and, indeed, it was a matter for surprise that they neither paid farewell visits nor told any of their friends where they were going.

Curious, I remarked— very curious!

Then there was, I reflected, apparently some reason for the present tenant at The Boltons refusing the address.

Yes, Mrs Channing went on, it was all very mysterious. Nobody knows the real truth why they went abroad so suddenly and secretly. It was between three and four years ago now, and nothing, to my knowledge, has since been heard of them.

Very mysterious, I responded. It would seem almost as though they had some reason for concealing their whereabouts.

Thats just what lots of people have said. You may depend upon it that there is something very mysterious in it all. We were such very close friends for years, and it is certainly strange that Mrs Anson has never confided in me the secret of her whereabouts.

I remembered the old colonels strange warning on that evening long ago, when I had first met Mabel at his table. What, I wondered, could he know of them to their detriment?

I remained for a quarter of an hour longer. The colonels wife was full of the latest tittle-tattle, as the wife of an ex-attaché always is. It is part of the diplomatic training to be always well-informed in the sayings and doings of our neighbours; and as I allowed her to gossip on she revealed to me many things of which I was in ignorance. Nellie, her daughter, had, it appeared, married the son of a Newcastle shipowner a couple of years before, and now lived near Berwick-on-Tweed.

Suddenly a thought occurred to me, and I asked whether she knew Miss Wells or the man Hickman, who had been my fellow-guests on that night when I had dined at The Boltons.

I knew a Miss Wells — a very pronounced old maid, who was a friend of hers, answered Mrs Channing. But she caught influenza about a year ago, and died of it. She lived in Edith Villas, Kensington.

And Hickman, a fair man, of middle age, with a very ugly face?

She reflected.

I have no recollection of ever having met him, or of hearing of him, she answered. Was he an intimate friend?

I believe so, I said. Then, finding that she could explain nothing more, I took my leave.

Next day and the next I wandered about London aimlessly and without hope. Mabel and her mother had, for some unaccountable reason, gone abroad and carefully concealed their whereabouts. Had this fact any connexion with the mysterious tragedy that had been enacted at The Boltons? That one thought was ever uppermost in my mind.

A week passed, and I still remained at the Grand, going forth each day, wandering hither and thither, but never entering the club or going to places where I thought it likely that I might be recognised. I could not return to the life at Denbury with that angular woman at the head of my table — the woman who called herself my wife. If I returned I felt that the mystery of it all must drive me to despair, and I should, in a fit of desperation, commit suicide.

I ask any of those who read this strange history of my life, whether they consider themselves capable of remaining calm and tranquil in such circumstances, or of carefully going over all the events in their sequence and considering them with logical reasoning. I tried to do so, but in vain. For hours I sat within the hotel smoking and thinking. I was living an entirely false life, existing in the fear of recognition by unknown friends, and the constant dread that sooner or later I must return to that hated life in Devonshire.

That a hue-and-cry had been raised regarding my disappearance was plain from a paragraph which I read in one of the morning papers about ten days after my departure from Denbury. In the paragraph I was designated as a financier well known in the City, and it was there stated that I had left my home suddenly after betraying signs of insanity, and had not since been heard of.

Insanity! I laughed bitterly as I read those lines supplied by the Exeter correspondent of the Central News. The police had, no doubt, received my description, and were actively on the watch to trace me and restore me to my friends.

For nearly a fortnight I had been in hiding, and was now on the verge of desperation. By means of one of the cheques I had taken from Denbury I succeeded in drawing a good round sum without my bankers being aware of my address, and was contemplating going abroad in order to avoid the possibility of being put under restraint as a lunatic, when one evening, in the dusky, sunset, I went forth and wandered down Northumberland Avenue to the Victoria Embankment. In comparison with the life and bustle of the Strand and Trafalgar Square, the wide roadway beside the Thames is always quiet and reposeful. Upon that same pavement over which I now strolled in the direction of the Temple I had, in the days of my blindness, taken my lessons in walking alone. That pavement had been my practice-ground on summer evenings under the tender guidance of poor old Parker, the faithful servant now lost to me. My eyesight had now grown as strong as that of other men. The great blank in my mind was all that distinguished me from my fellows. During those past fourteen days I had been probing a period which I had not lived, and ascertaining by slow degrees the events of my unknown past.

And as I strolled along beneath the plane trees over that broad pavement I recollected that the last occasion I had been there was on that memorable evening when I had lost myself, and was subsequently present at the midnight tragedy in that house of mystery. I gazed around.

In the ornamental gardens, bright with geraniums, some tired Londoners were taking their ease upon the seats provided by that most paternal of all metropolitan institutions, the London County Council; children were shouting as they played at ball and hopscotch, that narrow strip of green being, alas! all they knew of Natures beauty outside their world of bricks and mortar. The slight wind stirred the dusty foliage of the trees beneath which I walked, while to the left river-steamers belched forth volumes of black smoke, and barges slowly floated down with the tide. On either side were great buildings, and straight before the dome of St. Pauls. Over all was that golden, uncertain haze which in central London is called sunset, the light which so quickly turns to cold grey, without any of those glories of crimson and gold which those in the country associate with the summer suns decline.

That walk induced within me melancholy thoughts of a wasted life. I loved Mabel Anson — I loved her with all my soul. Now that marriage with her was no longer within the range of possibility I was inert and despairing, utterly heedless of everything. I had, if truth be told, no further desire for life. All joy within me was now blotted out.

At length, at Blackfriars Bridge, I retraced my steps, and some twenty minutes later, as I took my key from the hotel bureau, the clerk handed me a note, addressed to Burton Lawrence, Esquire, the fictitious name I had given. It had been delivered by boy-messenger.

Then I was discovered! My heart leapt into my mouth.

I tore open the envelope, and read its contents. They were brief and to the point.

The undersigned will be obliged, it ran, if Mr Burton Lawrence will be present this evening at eight oclock, in the main-line booking-office of the Brighton Railway, at Victoria Station. An interview is of very pressing importance.

The note was signed, by that single word which had always possessed such mysterious signification, the word Avel.

Hitherto, in my old life long ago, receipt of communications from that mysterious correspondent had caused me much anxiety of mind. I had always feared their advent; now, however, I actually welcomed it, even though it were strange and unaccountable that the unknown writer should know my whereabouts and the name beneath which I had sought to conceal my identity.

I made a hasty dinner in the coffee-room, and went forthwith to Victoria, wondering whom I should meet. The last time I had kept one of those strange appointments on that summer evening long ago in Hyde Park, I had come face to face with the woman I loved. Would that I could meet her now!

I entered the booking-office, searching it with eager eyes. Two lines of persons were taking tickets at the pigeon-holes, while a number of loungers were, like myself, awaiting friends. Beyond, upon the platform, all was bustle as is usual at that hour, when the belated portion of business London is bound for the southern suburbs. From that busy terminus of the West End trains were arriving and departing each minute.

The big illumined clock showed that it was yet five minutes to the hour. Therefore I strolled out upon the platform, lounged around the bookstalls, and presently returned to the spot indicated in the letter.

As I re-entered the booking-office my eager eyes fell upon a figure standing before me — a well-dressed figure, with a face that smiled upon me.

An involuntary cry of surprise escaped my lips. The encounter was sudden and astounding; but in that instant, as I rushed forward to greet the new-comer, I knew myself to be on the verge of a startling and remarkable discovery.


Chapter Twenty Five.

The Person who Knew.
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THE ENCOUNTER WAS a startling one.

At the moment when my eyes first fell upon the figure standing patiently in the booking-office awaiting me, I halted for a second in uncertainty. The silhouette before me was that of a youngish, brown-haired, and rather good-looking woman, neatly dressed in dead black, wearing a large hat and a feather boa round her neck.

By the expression of her face I saw that she had recognised me. I had, of course, never seen her before, yet her personal appearance — the grey eyes and brown hair — were exactly similar to those described so minutely on several occasions by West, the cab-driver. I regarded her for a moment in silent wonder, then advanced to meet her.

She was none other than the unknown woman who had saved my life on that fateful night at The Boltons — the mysterious Edna!

As I raised my hat she bowed gracefully, and with a merry smile, said: I fear that, to you, I am a stranger. I recognise you, however, as Mr Heaton.

That is certainly my name, I responded, still puzzled. And you — well, our recognition is, I believe, mutual — you are Edna.

She glanced at me quickly, as though suspicious. How did you know that? she inquired. You have never seen me before. You were totally blind on the last occasion we met.

I recognised you from your description, I answered with a light laugh.

My description! she echoed in a tone of distinct alarm.

Yes, the description given of you by the cabman who drove me home on that memorable morning.

Ah! Of course, she ejaculated in sudden remembrance. Then, for a few seconds, she remained in silence. It seemed as though the fact that I had recognised her had somewhat confused her.

But I am extremely glad that we have met at last, I assured her. I have, times without number, hoped to have an opportunity of thanking you for the great services you once rendered me.

I find with satisfaction that although six years have gone by you have not forgotten your promise made to me, she said, her large serious eyes fixed upon mine.

I gave you that promise in exchange for my life, I remarked, as, at her suggestion, we turned and walked out of the station.

And as acknowledgement of the service you rendered by preserving secret your knowledge of the events of that terrible night I was enabled to render you a small service in return, she said. Your sight was restored to you.

For that, how can I sufficiently thank you? I exclaimed. I owe it all to you, and rest assured that, although we have not met until this evening, I have never forgotten — nor shall I ever forget.

She smiled pleasantly, while I strolled slowly at her side across the station-yard.

To me those moments were like a dream. Edna, the woman who had hitherto been but a strange ghost of the past, was now actually beside me in the flesh.

I have received other notes making appointments — the last, I think, a couple of years ago, I observed after a pause. Did you not meet me then?

She glanced at me with a puzzled expression. Of course she knew nothing of those lost years of my life.

Meet you? she repeated. Certainly not.

Who met me, then?

I really dont know, she answered. This is the first time I have approached you, and I only come to you now in order to ask you to grant me a favour — a very great favour.

A favour! What is it?

I cannot explain here, in the street, she said quickly. If you will come to my hotel I will place the facts before you.

Where are you staying?

At the Bath Hotel, in Arlington Street.

I knew the place well. It stood at the corner of Arlington Street and Piccadilly, and was an eminently respectable, old-fashioned place, patronised by a high-class clientèle.

And you are alone? I inquired, thinking it strange that she should thus ask me to her hotel.

Of course. I have come to London expressly to see you, she responded. I went down to Budleigh-Salterton two days ago, but I ascertained at Denbury that you had left suddenly.

Whom did you see there? I inquired, much interested.

Your butler. He told me some absurd story, how that you had become temporarily irresponsible for your actions, and had disappeared, leaving no address.

And you came to London?

Of course.

And how did you find out where I was hidden, and my assumed name?

She smiled mysteriously.

It was easy enough, I assure you. A man of your influence in the City, and as well known as you are, has considerable difficulty in effectively concealing his identity.

But who told you where I was staying? I demanded.

Nobody. I discovered it for myself.

And yet the police have been searching for me everywhere, and have not yet discovered me! I remarked, surprised.

The police have one method, she said. I have an entirely different one.

Tell me one thing, I said, halting in our walk, for we were already at the commencement of Victoria Street — that street down which I had wandered blindly on that night long ago when I had lost myself— tell me for what reason those previous appointments were made with me at Grosvenor Gate, at Kings Cross, at Eastbourne, and elsewhere?

You kept them, she replied. You surely know.

No, thats just it, I said. Of course, I dont expect you to give credence to what I say — it sounds too absurd — but I have absolutely no knowledge of keeping those appointments except the one at Grosvenor Gate, and I am totally ignorant of having met anybody. She paused, looking me full in the face with those grey eyes so full of mystery.

I begin to think that what the butler told me contains some truth, she observed bluntly.

No, I protested. My mind is in no way unhinged. I am fully aware of all that transpired at The Boltons, of—

At The Boltons? she interrupted, turning a trifle pale. What do you mean?

Of the crime enacted at that house — in The Boltons. She held her breath. Plainly she was not before aware that I had discovered the spot where the tragedy had taken place. My words had taken her by surprise, and it was evident that she was utterly confounded. My discovery I had kept a profound secret unto myself, and now, for the first time, had revealed it.

Her face showed how utterly taken aback she was. There is some mistake, I think, she said lamely, apparently for want of something other to say.

Surely your memory carries you back to that midnight tragedy! I exclaimed rather hastily, for I saw she would even now mislead me, if she could. I have discovered where it took place — I have since re-entered that room?

You have! she gasped in the low, hoarse voice of one fearful lest her secret should be discovered. You have actually re-discovered the house — even though you were stone blind?

Yes, I answered.

How did you accomplish it?

I shrugged my shoulders, answering: There is an old saying — a very true one — that murder will out.

But tell me more. Explain more fully, she urged in an earnest tone.

I hesitated. Next instant, however, I decided to keep my own counsel in the matter. Her readiness to deny that the events occurred in that house had re-aroused within me a distinct suspicion.

It is a long story, and cannot be told here, I answered evasively.

Then come along to the hotel, she suggested. I, too, have much to say to you.

I do not know that I should have obeyed her were it not for the mystery which had hitherto, veiled her identity. She had saved my life, it is true, and I supposed that I ought to consider her as a friend, yet in those few minutes during which I had gazed upon her a curious dislike of her had arisen within me. She was, I felt certain, not the straightforward person I had once believed her to be.

Not that there was anything in her appearance against her. On the contrary, she was a pleasant, smiling, rather pretty woman of perhaps thirty-five, who spoke with the air and manner of a lady, and who carried herself well, with the grace of one in a higher social circle.

After a few moments hesitation my curiosity got the better of my natural caution, and I determined to hear what she had to say. Therefore we drove together to the Bath Hotel.

In her own private sitting-room, a cosy little apartment overlooking Piccadilly, opposite Dover Street, she removed her big black hat, drew off her gloves, and having invited me to a chair, took one herself on the opposite side of the fireplace. Her maid was there when we entered, but retired at word from her mistress.

You, of course, regard it as very curious, Mr Heaton, that after these six years I should again seek you, she commenced, leaning her arm lightly upon the little table, and gazing straight into my face without flinching. It is true that once I was enabled to render you a service, and now in return I ask you also to render me one. Of course, it is useless to deny that a secret exists between us — a secret which, if revealed, would be disastrous.

To whom?

To certain persons whose names need not be mentioned.

Why not?

Think, she said, very gravely. Did you not promise that, in return for your life when you were blind and helpless, you would make no effort to learn the true facts? It seems that you have already learnt at least one — the spot where the crime was committed.

I consider it my duty to learn what I can of this affair, I answered determinedly.

She raised her eyebrows with an expression of surprise, for she saw that I was in earnest.

After your vow to me? she asked. Remember that, to acknowledge my indebtedness for that vow, I searched for the one specialist who could restore your sight. To my efforts, Mr Heaton, you are now in possession of that sense that was lost to you.

I acknowledge that freely, I answered. Yet, even in that you have sought to deceive me.

How?

You told me you were not the writer of those letters signed with a pseudonym.

And that is true. I was not the actual writer, even though I may have caused them to be written.

Having thus deceived me, how can you hope that I can be free with you?

I regret, she answered, that slight deception has been necessary to preserve the secret?

The secret of the crime?

She nodded.

Well, and what do you wish to tell me this evening? She was silent for a moment, toying with her rings.

I want to appeal to your generosity. I want you to assist me.

In what manner?

As before.

As before! I repeated, greatly surprised. I have no knowledge of having assisted you before.

What? she cried. Is your memory so defective that you do not recollect your transactions with those who waited upon you — those who kept the previous appointments of which you have spoken?

I assure you, madam, I said, quite calmly, I have not the least idea of what you mean.

Mr Heaton! she cried. Have you really taken leave of your senses? Is it actually true what your butler has said of you — that on the day you left Denbury you behaved like a madman?

I am no madman! I cried with considerable warmth. The truth is that I remember nothing since one evening, nearly six years ago, when I was smoking with — with a friend — in Chelsea, until that day to which my servant has referred.

You remember nothing? That is most extraordinary.

If strange to you, madam, how much more strange to me? I have told you the truth, therefore kindly proceed to explain the object of these previous visits of persons you have apparently sent to me.

I really think that you must be joking, she said. It seems impossible that you should actually be unaware.

I tell you that I have no knowledge whatsoever of their business with me.

Then if such is really the case, let me explain, she said. First, I think you will admit that your financial transactions with our Government have brought you very handsome profits.

I am not aware of having had any transactions with the British Government, I answered.

I refer to that of Bulgaria, she explained. Surely you are aware that through my intermediary you have obtained great concessions — the docks at Varna, the electric trams at Sofia, the railway from Timova to the Servian frontier, not to mention other great undertakings which have been floated as companies, all of which are now earning handsome profits. You cannot be ignorant of that!

I remembered that Gedge had shown me some official parchment which he had explained were concessions obtained from Prince Ferdinand of Bulgaria. That this woman had been the means of securing to me the greater part of the enormous profits which I had apparently made within the past five years was certainly surprising.

On the day I recovered consciousness — the day of my departure from Denbury — I was shown some documents, but took but little heed of them, I said.

You admit, however, that the employment of British capital in Bulgaria has realised a very handsome profit, and that the greater part of it has gone into your own pockets?

I suppose that is so, I responded. Is it to you that I am indebted for those concessions?

Certainly.

Are you, then, an ambassadress of the Principality of Bulgaria?

Well, yes — if you choose to put it so.

Then, as I understand, it is with some further financial object that you have sought me this evening?

Exactly.

This latest development of the affair was certainly most remarkable. I had never dreamed that to this hitherto unknown woman I had been indebted for the unparalleled success which had attended my career during those past six years. Yet, from the facts she subsequently placed before me, it would seem that it was at her instigation that I first dabbled in finance. She, or rather her agents, had obtained for me the negotiation of a substantial loan to Prince Ferdinand, and this had been followed by all sorts of concessions, not one of which had tuned out badly.

The mysterious Edna, whom I had always believed to be a typical blouse-and-bicycle girl of the true Kensington type, was actually a political agent of that most turbulent of all the European States.

I sat looking at her in wonderment. She possessed a superb carriage, a smart, well-dressed figure, a smiling, intelligent face, white, even teeth, a complexion just a trifle dark, but betraying no trace of foreign birth. Her English was perfect, her manner purely that of the patrician, while her surprising tact possessed all the finesse of an accomplished diplomatist.

I confess that I have all along been in entire ignorance of my indebtedness to you, I said, after listening to her while she explained how obediently I had followed the instructions contained in the letters signed Avel, and how I had so materially advanced the interests of the Principality that the thanks of the Bulgarian Parliament, or Sobranje had been tendered to me, and the Prince himself had a couple of years ago conferred upon me the highest distinction within his power.

Yet it was more than strange that while this shrewd grey-eyed woman, the possessor of the secret of that puzzling crime, held aloof from me, she had ingeniously contrived that I should become the unwitting catspaw of an unstable State.

I was thinking of Mabel — my thoughts were always of my lost love — and I was wondering how I might obtain from this woman the secret of her whereabouts.


Chapter Twenty Six.

Edna Makes a Proposal.
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WELL, I INQUIRED at last; and your reason for seeing me this evening?

She hesitated, as though uncertain in what manner to place her project before me. She moved uneasily, and, rising, drew forth a large dispatch-box from its leathern case and placed it upon the table. I noticed that the outer case bore a counts coronet with a cipher beneath.

Having opened the box with a tiny gold master-key which hung upon her bracelet, she drew forth some official-looking papers, and with them returned to her chair.

You have already been entrusted with a secret, which you have not betrayed — the secret of that unfortunate occurrence on the evening when accident first brought us together, she commenced gravely. Therefore I feel convinced that any further confidence placed in you will not be abused.

I am honoured to think, madam, that you should entertain such an opinion of me, I said, not, however, without the slightest touch of sarcasm.

I did not forget that she had only rescued me from my enemies in return for my silence. She was not a woman to act without strong motives. Moreover, she had admitted knowledge of that strange midnight crime at The Boltons, and was, therefore, an accessory after the fact.

You are the Princes confidential agent here, in London, and I come to you on a mission direct from His Serene Highness.

From Bulgaria? I inquired.

Yes. I left Sofia a week ago, she answered. It was at first proposed to place the matter in the hands of Guéchoff, our diplomatic representative at the Court of St. Jamess, but, on consideration, His Serene Highness, knowing that with the present state of high feeling in the Sobranje a single hint leaking out might prove disastrous, to the dynasty, and perhaps to the nation, resolved to place the matter unreservedly in my hands. The Prince did me the honour of referring in terms of praise to my previous dealings with you, and instructed me to lose no time in seeing you and invoking your aid.

In what direction? Was it not amazing that I should awake from my years of unconsciousness to find myself so powerful in the world of finance that reigning princes sought my assistance?

I have here a letter from His Serene Highness; and she handed me a note which bore the Bulgarian royal arms, and had apparently been written by the Princes own hand. It was merely a formal note asking me to consider the secret proposals which would be placed before me by the bearer.

Well? I inquired, when I had read it. Explain.

Briefly, she said, the facts are as follows: The throne of Bulgaria, never very safe owing to the eternal bickering between St. Petersburg and the Porte, is at this moment in imminent danger. The Peoples Party in the Sobranje have been defeated, and the police have learnt of a projected popular uprising against His Highness in favour of a republic, the agitation being, of course, caused by paid agents of Russia. It is an open secret that Russia, at the first sign of an outbreak, would endeavour to annex the country, hence the position of the throne grows each moment more perilous. Fear of giving offence to Russia prevents orders being issued for the arrest of the secret agitators, and it seems therefore as though a revolution cannot long be delayed. It is your aid His Serene Highness seeks — your aid to negotiate a loan of half a million sterling.

Half a million! I ejaculated. A large sum! It seems incredible that I should be a dealer in millions.

A large sum, certainly, but you can easily obtain it, she quickly assured me. I have all the necessary preliminaries of the securities here; and she pointed to the pile of papers at her side.

I take it that the money is required for the Princes private purse?

No; solely for defence — to purchase arms and ammunition; to pay the army the arrears due, so as to secure their support in case of an outbreak, and to pay certain heavy sums as secret-service money. All this is imperative in order to save the country from falling into the hands of Russia. But it must be done, of course, in strictest secrecy, His Highness, as I have already explained, hesitated to entrust the matter to his recognised minister here because the spies of Russia are everywhere, and if any knowledge of his intentions leaked out it would be fatal to his plans.

And so he trusts me! I said, smiling.

He does, absolutely.

And where does His Highness think that I am going to get half a million of money from at a moments notice, pray? I asked with a smile.

With these in your possession there will be no difficulty, she responded coolly, indicating the papers. There is not a financial agent in the City of London who would not be only too delighted to, without its intentions being known.

But you say it is all a secret, I observed. How do you think it possible that I can raise such a loan without its intentions being known?

She laughed outright.

The money, you will find from the documents here, is ostensibly for the construction of a new railway from Philippopolis, by the Shipka to Rustchuk. The plans are here, properly prepared, so that you need have no hesitation in showing them to any railway engineer.

I saw that she had been trained in a school of clever diplomacy.

And you say that security will be given?

Certainly. The proposal is to give the customs receipts. They would be ample. Failing that, it is probable that the Princesss jewels, which, as you know, include some of the finest pearls in Europe, might be available. Of the latter, however, I am not sure.

I remained silent, turning over the papers she had passed across to me. They were mostly in French, and, therefore, easily understood. The documents related to the long projected scheme of constructing a railway from Philippopolis to Eski Saghra, thence across the Shipka to Rasgrad, joining the line already in operation between Varna and Rustchuk. Appended were official declarations from the Bulgarian Minister of Finance, countersigned by the Prince himself.

The documents were certainly very ingeniously contrived so as to conceal the real purpose of the loan. I remarked this, and my companion, laughing lightly, said — 

Deception, to some extent, is always necessary in delicate diplomacy.

The discovery that the mysterious woman — whose name she had withheld from me — was actually a secret agent of the autonomous Principality created by the Berlin Treaty — that turbulent State mostly notable for the assassination of its Ministers — was entirely unlooked for. On the night when accident had thrown us together, and she had smoothed my brow with her cool hand, I had believed her to be a young girl who had taken pity upon me in my helplessness; but the revelations she had made during that half-hour showed that there had been some firm purpose underlying it all.

She alone knew the truth of that tragic occurrence at The Boltons, and I saw that in this matter I had to deal with a very clever and ingenious woman.

I had now a double purpose in life — to discover Mabel, and to elucidate the mystery of the crime. Towards that end I intended to strive, and as I sat with my glance fixed upon those mysterious grey eyes, I endeavoured to form some plan of action.

Madam, I said gravely, at last, as you appear not to place sufficient confidence in me to tell me your name, I regret that I can place no confidence in these documents.

My name! she laughed. Ah, of course; I had quite forgotten. There is no secret about it; and from her purse she drew forth a folded, much-worn blue paper, which she handed to me.

It was an English passport, bearing the name of Lucy Edna Grainger.

Grainger? I repeated. Then you are English?

Yes, I am legally a British subject, because my father was English. I was, however, born abroad.

A silence fell between us. The roar of the traffic in Piccadilly came up from below; the summer night was warm, and the window stood open. At last I determined upon a bold course.

Now that we have met, I said, I wish to ask you one or two questions. First, I am desirous of knowing the whereabouts of Mrs Anson and her daughter.

I was watching her narrowly, and saw her give a distinct start at my mention of the same. Next instant, however, she recovered herself, and with marvellous tact repeated — 

Anson? Anson? I have no acquaintance with any person of that name.

I smiled.

I think it unnecessary that you should deny this, when the truth is so very plain, I observed sarcastically. You will, perhaps, next deny that a young man was foully murdered within that house in The Boltons; that you were present, and that you are aware of the identity of those who committed the crime?

The pallor of her cheeks showed plainly that I had recalled unwelcome memories.

The unfortunate affair is all of the past, she said hoarsely. Why need we discuss it?

In the interests of justice, I answered, with firm determination.

Have you not agreed to remain silent? Have you not, as recompense, received back your sight, and become enriched beyond your wildest dreams? Surely you, at least, should not complain.

I complain of the manner in which the secret of the crime has been preserved, I said. I have determined, however, that it shall remain secret no longer.

You would inform the police! she gasped, for the moment unable to conceal her alarm.

If you have no knowledge of Mrs Anson, then I intend to invoke the aid of Scotland Yard in order to discover her.

My words perplexed her. That she was acquainted with the Ansons I had no doubt, and I was likewise certain that she would never risk information being given to the police. More than once in the days long past I had entertained a shrewd suspicion that she herself was the actual murderer of that young unknown man. I looked at her pale face, and vaguely wondered again whether such were the truth.

The fact that she had secured my silence in return for my life as an outcome of that most ingenious conspiracy had seemed to me proof conclusive of her guilt, and now that we had met in those strange circumstances the idea became impressed upon me more forcibly than ever.

What might be her real position in the secret diplomacy of Bulgaria I knew not. It was evident that considerable confidence was reposed in her. She had come to me with a cool demand to raise a loan of half a million sterling, and it was plain from what she had explained that the money was urgently needed for the protection of the State against enemies both internal and external. My own position was unique. Had not Gedge shown me those official documents, which gave me concessions in the Principality of Bulgaria, I should have laughed this womans curious story to scorn as a piece of impossible fiction. But I had glanced over some of those papers at Denbury, and was satisfied that I had actually had many dealings with that State during the six years of my unconscious but prosperous existence. There seemed every truth in her statement that to her had been due my success in the City in the first instance.

And supposing you broke your promise and went to Scotland Yard? she suggested at length, her eyes still fixed upon me. What would you expect to find?

To find? I echoed. I should find traces of the crime within that room.

She nodded. I had expected my words to have some confusing effect upon her, nevertheless, on the contrary, she remained perfectly calm. Her self-control was extraordinary.

And what would it profit you, pray? she asked.

I should at least know that I had endeavoured to bring to justice those responsible for the poor fellows death.

It would only be an endeavour — a vain one, I assure you.

You mean that the secret is too well concealed ever to be revealed, I observed quickly.

Yes, she said; you have guessed aright.

And, in other words, you defy me to discover the truth?

I have not said so. The word defy is scarcely one which should be used between us, I think, considering that our interests are to-day mutual — just as they were on the night of the crime.

I fail to see that, I answered. I have no interest whatever in keeping this terrible secret hidden, for while I do so I am acting the part of accessory.

But surely you have an interest in preserving your own life? she urged.

Then you imply that if I were to lay information at Scotland Yard I should be in peril of my life? I asked, looking straight into those calm eyes that ever and anon seemed full of mystery.

Of that I cannot speak with any degree of certainty, she responded. I would only warn you that in this matter continued silence is by far the best.

But you have uttered a veiled threat! I cried. You are aware of the whole facts, and yet refuse to impart to me the simple information of the whereabouts of Mrs Anson. Do you think it possible in such a case that I can entertain any confidence in you, or in your extraordinary story regarding the affairs of Bulgaria and its Prince?

I am unable to give you any information regarding the lady you mention, she replied, with a slight frown of annoyance.

But you are acquainted with her?

I may be — what then?

I demand to know where she is.

And in reply I tell you that I am in ignorance.

In that case, I said angrily, I refuse to have any further dealings whatsoever with you. From the first I became drawn into a trap by you, bound down and for six years held silent by your threats. But, madam, I now tell you plainly of my intentions. I mean to-morrow to lay the whole facts before the Director of Criminal Investigations, including this story of yours regarding the Prince and his people.

She rose slowly from her chair, perfectly calm, her dignity unruffled. Her manner was absolutely perfect. Had she been a princess herself she could not have treated my sudden ebullition of anger with greater disdain.

She gathered up the papers she had put before me, and, replacing them in the dispatch-box, locked it with the golden master-key upon her bangle.

Afterwards, she turned to me and said, in a hard distinct voice — 

Then I understand that I have to inform His Serene Highness that you refuse to assist him further?

Tell him whatever you choose, madam, I answered, rising and taking up my hat and cane. I shall, in future, act according to my own inclinations.

And at your own risk! she added, in a harsh voice, as, bowing stiffly before her, I turned towards the door.

Yes, madam, I answered; I accept your challenge — at my own risk.


Chapter Twenty Seven.

More Scheming.
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THE MELLOW SUMMER twilight was fast deepening into night as I strode along Piccadilly towards the Circus, after leaving the grey-eyed woman who held the secret.

What she had revealed to me was startling, yet the one fact which caused me more apprehension than all others was the curious means by which she had discovered my whereabouts. If she had been enabled to do this, then the police would, no doubt, very soon find me and return me to my so-called friends.

In despair I thought of Mabel. Long ago I had surrendered my whole heart to her. She had at first placed a strong and high-minded confidence in me, judging me by her own lofty spirit, but that unaccountable rupture had occurred, and she had gone from me crushed and heart-broken. In my pocket I carried her letter, and the more I thought over it the more puzzled I became. Daily, hourly, I lamented over the broken and shattered fragments of all that was fairest on earth; I had been borne at once from calm, lofty, and delighted speculations into the very heart of fear and tribulations. My love for her was now ranked by myself as a fond record which I must erase for ever from my heart and brain. Once I had thought to link my destiny with hers; but, alas! I could not now marry her, nor could I reveal to her, knowing them not, the mysterious influences which had changed the whole current of my life and purposes. My secret burden was that of a heart bursting with its own unuttered grief.

The whole of the events swept past me like a torrent which hurried along in its dark and restless course all those about me towards some overwhelming catastrophe. Tormented by remorseful doubts and pursued by distraction, I felt assured that Mabel, in her unresisting tenderness, her mournful sweetness, her virgin innocence, was doomed to perish by that relentless power which had linked her destiny with crime and contest in which she had no part but as a sufferer. It is, alas! the property of crime to extend its mischiefs over innocence, as it is of virtue to extend its blessing over many that deserve them not.

Plunged in that sea of troubles, of perplexities, of agonies, and of terrors, I reflected upon all that the woman Edna had told me. It seemed inconceivable that Bulgarias ruler should demand assistance of me — and yet it was undoubtedly true.

Presently I turned down the Haymarket, still walking slowly, deep in reflection.

Should I inform the police? Very calmly I thought it over. My first impulse was to go to Scotland Yard and make a plain statement of the whole facts, laying stress upon the suspicion against the woman Grainger as an accessory. Yet when I came to consider the result of such action I saw with dismay that my lips were sealed. Such statement could only reflect upon myself. First, I should, by going to Scotland Yard, be compelled to reveal my own identity, which would mean my return to Denbury; secondly, I could give no account of those six lost years of my life; and, thirdly, the statement of one believed not to be exactly responsible for his actions must be regarded with but little credence.

No, circumstances themselves had conspired to hold me to silence.

I went on in blind despair towards my hotel.

Determined upon tracing Mabel and ascertaining from her own lips the reason that our engagement had been terminated, I travelled on the following day down to Bournemouth, and made inquiries at the hotel from which her letter had been dated.

After searching the books the hotel-clerk showed me certain entries from which it appeared that Mrs Anson and her daughter had arrived there on May 12, 1891, and had occupied one of the best suites of rooms until June 5, when they paid their bill and left suddenly.

I glanced at Mabels letter. It was dated June 4. She had left on the following day. I could learn nothing further.

In an excited, unsettled state of mind, unable to decide how to act, I returned to London, and then, out of sheer want of something to do, I travelled down to Heaton. The old place was the same: neglected and deserted, but full of memories of days bygone. Old Baxter and his wife were both dead, and the caretakers were fresh servants whom my agent had apparently engaged. I also learnt that Parker, the faithful old woman who had tended to my wants in Essex Street, had also passed away more than two years before.

I spent a dismal day wandering through the house and park, then drove back to Tewkesbury, and on the following morning returned to London. In the six years that had elapsed since my last visit to the Manor nothing had changed save, perhaps, that the grass had grown more luxuriantly over the gravelled drive, and the stone exterior was being gradually rendered grey by the lichen which in those parts overgrows everything.

The mystery of the crime, and of the singular events which had followed, formed an enigma which seemed utterly beyond solution.

My nerves were shattered. As the days went by an increasing desire possessed me to ascertain more of that woman who called herself Grainger and was the confidential emissary of a reigning prince. She alone knew the truth, therefore why should I not carefully watch her movements, and endeavour to discover her intentions? From the veiled threat she had muttered, it was evident that although she did not fear any revelations that I might make, yet she regarded me as a person detrimental to her interests. As long as I had acted as her agent in negotiating loans for the Principality, she had secured for me high favour in the eyes of Prince Ferdinand. But the fact that I had gained consciousness and refused to assist her further had taken her completely by surprise.

That same evening I called at the Bath Hotel, and ascertained that Mrs Grainger had left some days before. She had not, it appeared, given any address where letters might be forwarded, but a judicious tip administered to a hall-porter caused him suddenly to recollect that a couple of days before her departure she had sent a dressing-bag to a trunk-makers a little further down Piccadilly, to be repaired. This bag had not been returned to the hotel, therefore it was quite probable, thought the hall-porter, that the trunk-maker had forwarded it to her.

You know the people at the trunk-makers, of course? I said.

Yes, sir. Many visitors here want repairs done to their boxes and bags.

The Bath Hotel is therefore a good customer? I remarked. They would certainly give you her address if you asked for it.

He seemed a trifle dubious, but at my request went along to the shop, and a quarter of an hour later returned with an address.

She had not moved far, it appeared. Only to the Midland Hotel at St. Pancras.

Late that night I myself left the Grand, and, assuming a name that was not my own, took a room at the Midland, in order to commence my observations upon her movements. It was certainly a risky business, for I knew not when I might encounter her in the vestibule, in the lift, or in the public rooms. As soon as my room was assigned to me, I glanced through the list eagerly, but it was evident that if she were there she, too, had changed her name. In the long list of visitors was one, that of Mrs Slade. Slade? The name was familiar. It was that of the doctor who had given me back my sight. That name struck me as being the most probable. She occupied a room on the same floor as mine, numbered 406. The door of that room I intended to watch.

My vigilance on the morrow was rewarded, for about eleven oclock in the morning I saw Edna emerge from the room dressed to go out. She passed my door and descended by the stairs, while I took my hat and swiftly followed her at a safe distance from observation.

The porter called her a hansom, and I saw her neat, black-robed figure mount into the conveyance. She had a letter in her hand, and read the address to the porter, who in turn repeated it to the driver.

Meanwhile, I had entered another cab, and telling the man to keep Ednas cab in sight, we drove along Kings Cross Road and Farringdon Street to the City, passing along Gresham Street and Lothbury. Suddenly the cab I was following turned into Austin Friars, while my driver, an intelligent young fellow, pulled up at the corner of Throgmorton Street and said — 

Wed better wait here, sir, if you dont want the lady to notice us. Shes going into an office at number 14, opposite the Dutch Church.

Get down, I said, and try and find out whose office shes gone into, and I added a promise to give him an extra gratuity for so doing.

Very well, sir, he answered. I sat back, hiding my face in a newspaper for fear of being recognised in that great highway of business, while he went along Austin Friars to endeavour to discover whose offices she had entered.

Some ten minutes later he returned with the information that the lady had entered the office of a moneylender named Morrison.

The thought occurred to me that she was perhaps still endeavouring to raise the loan for Prince Ferdinand. If so, however, why had she left the Bath Hotel and endeavoured to conceal her identity under another name?

After twenty minutes or so she came out rather flushed and excited, stood for a moment in hesitation upon the kerb, and then giving her cabman an address was driven off. I, of course, followed, but judge my astonishment when the cab pulled up in Old Broad Street and she alighted at Winchester House. After a few moments she found the brass plate bearing my name, and ascending to my office, for what purpose I knew not, and, fearing to reveal my presence in London, I could not ascertain.

I sat there in the cab in full view of that row of windows, with their wire blinds bearing my name, an exile and a fugitive, wondering what might be the object of her visit. It was not, however, of long duration, but when she descended again she was accompanied by my secretary Gedge, who handed her into her cab and afterwards took his seat beside her. By his manner it was evident they were not strangers, and it became impressed upon me that, in those lost days of mine, I must have had considerable dealings with her and her princely employer.

They drove to the Liverpool Street Railway-Station, where she dispatched a telegram; then they lunched at Crosby Hall.

I feared, of courser to approach them sufficiently near to overhear their conversation, but I peered into the restaurant and saw them sitting at a table in earnest conversation, the subject of which was evidently myself.

It was a wearisome task waiting for her in Bishopsgate Street, but I lunched in a neighbouring public-house off a glass of sherry and a biscuit, while my cabman partook gladly of the homely half-pint at my expense, until at length they both came forth.

Gedge called her a cab, and then took leave of her, while I followed her back to the Midland, having successfully accomplished my first essay at watching her movements.


Chapter Twenty Eight.

Two Words.
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FOR TWO DAYS the woman I was watching did not go out. I learnt from the chambermaid who, like all her class, was amenable to half a sovereign in her palm, that she was unwell, suffering from a slight cold. Then I took the servant into my confidence, and told her that I was in the hotel in order to watch Mrs Slades movements, giving her to understand that any assistance she rendered me would be well paid for.

I had an object in view, namely, to enter her room in her absence, and ascertain the nature of any letters or papers which might be in her possession. This I managed to effect, with the connivance of the chambermaid, on the following afternoon. Indeed, the chambermaid assisted me in my eager search, but beyond a few tradesmens bills and one or two unimportant private letters from friends addressed to her at the Royal Hotel at Ryde, I found nothing. The dispatch-box with the coronet was locked, and she carried the key upon her bangle. I made careful search through all her belongings, the chambermaid standing guard at the door the while, and in the pocket of one of her dresses hanging in the wardrobe I discovered a crumpled telegram.

I smoothed it out, and saw that it had been dispatched from Philippopolis, in Bulgaria, about three weeks before, and was addressed to Mrs Grainger, Royal Hotel, Ryde. Its purport, however, I was unable to learn, for it was either in cipher, or in the Slav language, of which I had no knowledge whatever.

Again baffled, I was about to relinquish my search, when, in the pocket of a long driving-coat of a light drab cloth, I found a letter addressed to her at Ryde, and evidently forwarded by the hotel-clerk.

I caught sight of my own name, and read it through with interest.

I suppose you have already heard from your friend Gedge, who keeps you in touch with everything, all the most recent news of Heaton, the letter ran. It appears that he was found on the floor of one of the rooms at Denbury, with a wound in his head. He had suddenly gone out of his mind. The doctor said that the case was a serious one, but before arrangements could be made for placing him under restraint he had escaped, and nothing since has been heard of him. The common idea is that he has committed suicide owing to business complications. They are, to tell the truth, beginning to smell a rat in the City. The Princes concessions have not turned out all that they were supposed to be, and by a side wind I hear that your friends financial status, considerably weakened during the past few weeks, has, owing to his sudden and unaccountable disappearance, dropped down to zero. If you can find him, lose no time in doing so. Remember that he must not be allowed to open his mouth. He may, however, be still of use, for his credit has not altogether gone, and I hear he has a very satisfactory balance at his bankers. But find out all from Gedge, and then write to me.

There was neither signature nor address.

The words, he must not be allowed to open his mouth, were, in themselves, ominous. Who, I wondered, was the writer of that letter? The postmark was that of London, E.C., showing that it had been posted in the City.

I read it through a second time, then replaced it, and after some further search returned to my own room.

When the maid brought my hot water next morning she told me that Mrs Slade had announced her intention to leave at eleven oclock; therefore I packed, and leaving slightly earlier, was enabled to follow her cab to Victoria Station, whence she travelled to Brighton, putting up at the Métropole. I pursued similar tactics to those I had adopted in London, staying in the same hotel and yet contriving never to be seen by her. She went out but seldom. Sometimes in the morning she would stroll beneath her pale mauve sunshade along the Kings Road, or at evening take an airing on the pier, but she apparently lived an aimless life, spending her time in reading novels in her own apartment. As far as I could learn, she met no one there, and only appeared to be killing time and waiting. After a fortnight she moved along to Hastings, thence to Ilfracombe, and afterwards to Hull.

We arrived at the North-Eastern Hotel at Hull one evening towards the end of August, having travelled by the express from London. Through nearly a month I had kept close watch upon her, yet none of her movements had been in the least suspicious. She lived well, always having her own sitting-room, although she had no maid. Those days of watchfulness were full of anxiety, and I had to resort to all sorts of ingenious devices to prevent observation and recognition.

The station hotel at Hull is comfortable, but by no means a gay place of residence, and for several days I wondered what might be her object in visiting that Yorkshire port. The room adjoining her sitting-room on the second floor became vacant on the third day after our arrival, and I fortunately succeeded in obtaining it. She entertained no suspicion that I was following her, although I dogged her movements everywhere.

In Hull she only went out twice, once to a stationers in Whitefriar-gate, and on the other occasion to the telegraph office. As at Brighton and Ilfracombe, she still appeared to be waiting in patience for the arrival of some one whom she expected.

About nine oclock one evening, after she had remained nearly a week in Hull, always taking her meals in her own room and passing her time in reading, I had returned from the coffee-room, and was about to go forth for a stroll, when suddenly I heard a waiter rap at her door and announce a visitor.

A locked door separated her sitting-room from mine, and standing by it, listening eagerly, I heard the sound of rustling paper, the hurried closing of a box, and her permission to show the visitor up.

A few minutes passed in silence. Then I heard some one enter, and a mans voice exclaimed with a distinctly foreign accent — 

Ah, my dear Edna! At last! I feared that you would have left before my arrival.

I expected you days ago, she answered, and I knew from the mans sigh that he had sunk wearily into a chair.

I was delayed, he explained. I had a narrow escape. Oustromoff has guessed the truth.

What? she gasped in alarm, The secret is out?

Yes, he answered gruffly.

Impossible!

I tell you its the truth, he answered. I escaped over the frontier by the merest chance. Oustromoffs bloodhounds were at my heels. They followed me to Vienna, but there I managed to escape them and travel to Berlin. I knew that there was a warrant out for me — Roesch sent me word that orders had been issued by the Minister of Police — therefore I feared to cross to England by any of the mail routes. I knew the police would be on the look-out at Calais, Antwerp, Ostend, Folkestone, and Dieppe. Therefore I travelled to Copenhagen, thence by steamer to Gothenburg, and rail to Christiania. I arrived by the weekly mail steamer from there only an hour ago.

What a journey! exclaimed the woman I had been watching so long and patiently. Do you actually mean that you are unsafe — here, in England?

Unsafe? Of course. The Ministry have telegraphed my description to all police centres, with a request for my extradition.

It is inconceivable, she cried, just at the moment when all seemed safest, that this catastrophe should fall! What of Roesch, Blumhardt, and Schaefer?

Schaefer was arrested in Sofia on the day I left. Blumhardt escaped to Varna, but was taken while embarking on board a cargo-boat for England. I tell you I had a narrow escape — a very narrow escape.

Then dont speak so loud, she urged. Some one might be in the next room, you know.

He rose and tried the door at which I stood. It was locked, and that apparently reassured him.

Whom do you think informed the Ministry of Police?

Ah! at present no one knows, he responded. What do you think they say?

What?

That some of your precious friends in London have exposed the whole thing.

My friends? Whom do you mean?

You know best who are your friends, he replied, with sarcasm.

But no one is aware of the whole facts.

Are you absolutely certain?

Absolutely.

And the loan for the Prince? he said. Have you raised it?

No; the thing is too dangerous in these circumstances. I have made a full report. You received it, I suppose?

No; I must have left Sofia before it arrived. Tell me.

That very useful fool named Heaton has suddenly gone out of his mind.

Insane?

Yes, she responded. At least, he seems so to me. I placed the matter before him, but he refused to have anything whatever to do with it. His standing in the City has been utterly shattered by all sorts of rumours regarding the worthlessness of certain of the concessions, and as far as we are concerned our hopes of successfully raising the loan have now disappeared into thin air.

What! he cried. Have you utterly failed?

Yes, she answered. Heaton assisted us while all was square, but now, just when we want a snug little sum for ourselves, he has suddenly become obstinate and refuses to raise a finger.

Curse him! He shall assist us — by Heaven! Ill — Ill compel him! cried her mysterious companion furiously.

To talk like that is useless, she responded. Remember that he knows something.

Something, yes. But what?

He knows more than we think.

Where is he now?

Nobody can discover. I saw him once, but he has disappeared. They say hes a wandering lunatic. He left Denbury suddenly after showing signs of madness, and although that terror of a woman, his wife, strove to trace him, she was unsuccessful. His insanity, coupled with the fact that financial ruin overtook him suddenly, apparently preyed upon her mind. She fell ill, and according to a letter I received from Gedge a few days ago, she died suddenly of an aneurism, and was buried last Thursday at Budleigh-Salterton. The announcement of her death was in yesterdays papers.

I listened to those words open-mouthed. My wife was dead! Then I was free!

With my strained ear close to the thin wood of the door I stood breathless, fearing that they might distinguish the rapid beating of my heart.

Your ingenuity has always been extraordinary, madame, he said reflectively, but in this last affair you have not shown your usual tact.

In what manner?

His Highness places confidence in you, yet you sit idly here, and profess yourself unable to assist him.

A warrant is out against you; nevertheless, you still consider the Prince your friend. That is curious! she remarked, with a touch of sarcasm.

Most certainly. It was Oustromoffs doings. His Highness is powerless to control the Ministry of Police.

And you believe that you will be safe in England? she inquired dubiously.

I believe so, providing that I exercise care, he responded. After to-night it is best that we should remain strangers — you understand?

Of course.

And Mrs Anson and her charge? Are they at a safe distance?

Yes. When I met Heaton he inquired after them. He particularly wished to discover them, and of course I assisted him.

They both laughed in chorus. But her words in themselves were sufficient proof that she feared the result of our re-union. They impressed upon me the truth of my suspicion, namely, that Mabel held the key to the enigma.

What does he know? asked the man, evidently referring to me.

He is aware of the spot where the affair took place, she answered.

What? gasped her companion in alarm. That cant be. He was stone blind, you said!

Certainly he was. But by some means — how I cant say — he has ascertained at least one fact.

Did he make any remark to you?

Of course he did. He gave me to understand that he was acquainted with the details of the whole affair. A long silence fell between them.

The mention of Mrs Anson and her charge held me breathless. The charge referred to was evidently Mabel. I only hoped that from this conversation I might obtain some clue to the whereabouts of my darling.

I wonder how much Heaton really does know? observed her visitor reflectively at last.

Too much, I fear, she answered. No doubt she recollected how I had expressed my determination to go to Scotland Yard.

Again there was a prolonged pause.

Roesch has arrived in London. I must see him, exclaimed the man.

In London? I thought he was still at his post in the Ministry at Sofia, she said in a tone of surprise.

He was fortunate enough to obtain early intimation of Oustromoffs intentions, and after warning me, escaped the same evening. He took steamer, I heard, from Trieste to London.

Why associate yourself further with that man? she urged. Surely it will only add to the danger.

What concerns myself likewise concerns him, he answered rather ambiguously.

You have apparently of late become closer friends. For what reason?

You will see later.

With some distinctly evil purpose, I have no doubt, she observed, but remember that I have no further interest in any of your future schemes.

He grunted dubiously.

Now that you think our fortunes have changed you contemplate deserting us, eh? he snapped. A single word to the Prince and you would conclude your career rather abruptly, Im thinking.

Is that intended as a threat? she inquired in a calm voice.

Take it as such, if you wish, the man responded angrily. Through your confounded bungling youve brought exposure upon us. We have only you to thank for it. You know me quite well enough to be aware that when I make threats they are never idle ones.

And you are sufficiently well acquainted with me to know that I never run unnecessary risks.

I know you to be a devilishly clever woman, he said. But in your dealings with that man Heaton you showed weakness — a cowards weakness. All that he knows is through your own folly. You attempted to mislead him by your actions and letters, but he has, it seems, been a little too shrewd for you.

And if he does know the truth — even, indeed, if he dared to inform the police — what direct evidence can he give, pray? she queried. He was blind, and therefore saw nothing. He is now mad, and nobody will believe him.

Even though he may be an idiot his mouth is better closed, her companion growled.

His words startled me. This unseen mans intention was apparently to make a further attempt upon my life. But I chuckled within myself. Forewarned is forearmed.

Just at that moment I heard the waiter tap at the door, and opening it, announce the arrival of another visitor — a Mr Roesch.

Why, I wonder, has he sought you here? exclaimed the man when the waiter had gone. He must have some important news!

Next moment the door was again thrown open, and the new arrival entered.

All three spoke quickly together in a foreign tongue. The man Roesch then made a brief statement, which apparently held his two companions for some moments speechless in alarm. Then again they all commenced talking in low confidential tones in that strange language — Slav I believe it was.

Whatever it might have been, and although I understood no word of it, it brought back vividly to my memory the indelible recollection of the night of the tragedy at The Boltons.

I listened attentively. Yes, there was no mistake — those tones were familiar. That trio of voices were the same that with my sharpened ears I had overheard conversing in the inner room immediately before the commission of the crime.

I have said that my nerves were shattered. All the past was a torturing memory to me, but the quintessence of that torture was my failure to discover my love. I believed that she alone could supply the solution of the enigma, and what truth there was in that suspicion you shall duly see.

The three voices continued to speak in that foreign tongue for perhaps half an hour, during which period I was unable to form any idea of the trend of the new-comers announcement.

Then I heard the visitors taking their leave, apparently with many of those gesticulated reassurances of respect which mark the shallow foreigner. I extinguished my light and opened my door cautiously. As they passed on their way down the corridor I succeeded in obtaining a very good view of the interesting pair. They were talking together, and I distinguished the man who had first called upon Edna by his deep voice. He was a short, thick-set, black-bearded man of forty, well-dressed in black, with a heavy gold albert across his ample vest. His companion, whose name was apparently Roesch, was considerably older, about fifty-five or so, of spare build, erect, thin-faced, with long grey whiskers descending from either cheek, and shaven chin. He wore a frock-coat and silk hat, and was of a type altogether superior to his companion.

The woman Graingers coffee was brought to her as usual in the morning, but about ten oclock she rang again, and when the chambermaid responded, said — 

Here are two letters. Post them for me in the box in the bureau, and tell them to send my bill at once. I leave at ten forty-five.

Yesm. And the girl departed to post the letters.

To whom, I wondered, were those letters addressed? Within my mind I strove to devise some plan whereby I could obtain a glance at the addresses. The box, however, was only at the foot of the stairs, therefore ere I could resolve upon any plan the girl had dropped them into it, and I heard her linen flounces beating along the corridor again. Those letters were in the post, and beyond my reach.

She had written those two missives during the night, and after the departure of her visitors. They had, no doubt, some connexion with the matter which the trio had so earnestly discussed in that tantalising foreign tongue.

In hesitancy I remained some little time, then a sudden thought occurred to me. I addressed an envelope to the hall-porter of my club, enclosing a blank sheet of paper, and then descending, posted it. The box was placed outside the bureau, and the instant I had dropped the letter in I turned, as though in anger with myself, and, entering the bureau, said to the clerk — 

Ive unfortunately posted a letter without a stamp. Have you the key of the box?

The box belongs to the Post Office, sir, he answered. But we have a key to it.

Then I should esteem it a favour if you would recover my letter for me. It is most important that the addressee should not be charged for its postage. I regret that my absent-mindedness should give you this trouble.

The clerk took the key from a drawer at the end of the bureau, and opening the box, took out the half-dozen or so letters which it contained, and spread them upon the desk. Among them were two square, pale-faced envelopes. As I took my own letter and affixed a stamp I glanced eagerly at the address of both.

One bore the superscription: Mr P. Gechkuloff, 98, King Henrys Road, Hampstead, N.W.

Upon the other were words which caused my heart to leap joyfully within me. They were — 

Miss Mabel Anson, Langham Hotel, London.

I posted my letter, hurried upstairs and paid my bill. Edna had already packed her trunk, but had changed her mind, and did not intend leaving Hull that day. I heard her inform the chambermaid of her intention of remaining, then I left the hotel, and caught the ten-forty-five express for London.


Chapter Twenty Nine.

The Enigma.
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AT FIVE OCLOCK that same afternoon I alighted from a taxi before the Langham Hotel, and presenting my card at the bureau, inquired for Miss Anson. The clerk looked at me rather curiously, I thought, glanced at the card, and entering the telephone-box, spoke some words into the instrument.

I was shown into a small room on the first floor, where I waited until a gentlemanly, middle-aged, fair-headed man entered, with my card in his hand.

Good afternoon, he said, greeting me rather stiffly. Her Highness is at present out driving. Is there anything I can do? I am her secretary.

Her Highness? I echoed, with a smile. There must be some mistake. I have called to see Miss Mabel Anson.

He regarded me with some surprise.

Are you, then, unaware that Anson is the name adopted by Her Highness to preserve her incognita? he asked, glancing at me in quick suspicion. Are you not aware of her real rank and station?

No! I cried, in blank amazement. This is indeed a revelation to me! I have known Miss Anson intimately during the past six years. What is her true rank?

The lady whom you know as Miss Anson is Her Imperial Highness the Archduchess Marie Elizabeth Mabel, third daughter of His Majesty the Emperor Francis Joseph of Austria.

Mabel! The daughter of an Emperor? I gasped involuntarily. Impossible!

He shrugged his shoulders. He was a foreigner, although he spoke English well — an Austrian most probably.

You are surprised, he laughed. Many people have also been surprised, as the Archduchess, living in England nearly her whole life, has frequently been taken for an Englishwoman.

I cant believe it! I cried. Surely there must be some mistake!

I remembered those days of long ago when we had wandered together in Kensington Gardens. How charming and ingenuous she was: how sweet and unaffected by worldly vanities, how trustful was that look when she gazed into my eyes! Her air was never that of the daughter of the reigning House of Hapsbourg-Lorraine. She had possessed all the enchantment of ideal grace without the dignity of rank, and it seemed incredible that she was actually a princess whose home was the most brilliant Court of Europe.

I can quite understand your surprise, observed the secretary. But what is the nature of your business with Her Highness?

It is of a purely private nature.

He glanced at the card. The Archduchess does not receive callers, he answered coldly.

But at least you will give her my name, and tell her that I have something of urgent importance to communicate to her, I cried eagerly.

He hesitated. If you are, as you allege, an old friend, I will place your card before her, he said at last, with some hesitation. You may leave your address, and if Her Highness consents to receive you I will communicate with you.

No, I answered in desperation; I will remain and await her return.

That is impossible, he responded. She has many engagements, and certainly cannot receive you to-day.

I recollected that the letter I had found at Denbury made it plain that we had parted abruptly. If this man gave her my card without any word, it was more than likely that she would refuse to see me.

Therefore I entered into argument with him, but while I was speaking the door opened suddenly, and my love stood before me.

She halted there, elegantly dressed, having just returned from her drive, and for a moment we faced each other speechless.

Mr Heaton! she cried, and then, in breathless hurry arising from the sudden and joyful surprise, she rushed forward.

Our hands grasped. For the moment I could utter no word. The secretary, noticing our mutual embarrassment, discreetly withdrew, closing the door after him.

Once again I found myself, after those six lost years, alone with my love.

At last! I cried. At last I have found you, after all these months! I was earnestly gazing into her great dark eyes. She had altered but little since that night long ago at The Boltons, when I had discovered the traces of that hideous tragedy.

And why have you come back to me now? she inquired in a low, strained voice.

I have striven long and diligently to find you, I answered frankly, because — because I wished to tell you how I love you — that I have loved you always — from the first moment that we met.

A grave expression crossed her countenance.

And yet you forsook me! You calmly broke off the secret engagement that we had mutually made, and left me without a single word. You have married, she added resentfully, therefore it is scarcely fitting that you should come here with a false declaration upon your lips.

It is no false declaration, I swear, I cried. As for my wife, I knew her not, and she is now dead.

Dead! she gasped. You knew her not! I dont understand.

I have loved you always — always, Princess — for I have only ten minutes ago ascertained your true rank—

Mabel to you — as always, she said, softly interrupting me.

Ah, thank you for those words! I cried, taking her small gloved hand. I have loved you from the first moment that we met at the colonels, long ago — you remember that night?

I shall never forget it, she faltered in that low tone as of old, which was as sweetest music to my ears.

And you remember that evening when I dined with you at The Boltons? I said. Incomprehensible though it may seem, I began a new life from that night, and for six whole years have existed in a state of utter unconsciousness of all the past. Will you consider me insane if I tell you that I have no knowledge whatever of meeting you after that night, and only knew of our engagement by discovering this letter among my private papers a couple of months ago? and I drew her letter from my pocket.

Your words sound most remarkable, she said, deeply interested. Relate the whole of the facts to me. But first come along to my own sitting-room. We may be interrupted here.

And she led the way to the end of the corridor, where we entered an elegant little salon, one of the handsome suite of rooms she occupied.

She drew forth a chair for me, and allowing a middle-aged gentlewoman — her lady-in-waiting, I presume — to take her hat and gloves, we once more found ourselves alone.

How exquisitely beautiful she was! Yet her royal birth, alas! placed her beyond my reach. All my hopes and aspirations had been in an instant crushed by the knowledge of her rank. I could only now relate to her the truth, and seek her forgiveness for what had seemed a cruel injustice.

I took her unresisting hand, and told her how long ago I had loved her, not daring to expose to her the great secret of my heart. If we had mutually decided upon marriage, and I had deliberately deserted her, it was, I declared, because of that remarkable unconsciousness which had blotted out all knowledge of my life previous to that last night when we had dined together, and I had accompanied the man Hickman to his lodgings.

But tell me all, she urged, so that I can understand and judge accordingly.

And then, beginning at the beginning, I recounted the whole of the amazing facts, just as I have narrated them to the reader in these foregoing chapters.

I think the telling occupied most part of an hour; but she sat there, her lovely eyes fixed upon me, her mouth half open, held dumb and motionless by the strange story I unfolded. Once or twice she gave vent to ejaculations of surprise, and I saw that only by dint of supreme effort did she succeed in preserving her self-control. I told her everything. I did not seek to conceal one single fact.

And he was actually murdered in my house? she cried, starting up at last. You were present?

I explained to her in detail the events of that fateful night.

Then at last the truth is plain! she exclaimed. You have supplied the key to the enigma for which I have been so long in search!

Tell me, I said, in breathless earnestness. All these years I have been striving in vain to solve the problem.

She paused, her dark, fathomless eyes fixed upon me, as though lacking courage to tell me the truth.

I deceived you, Wilford, from the first, she faltered, I hid from you the secret of my birth, and it was at my request Colonel Channing — who, of course, knew me well when he was British Attaché at Vienna — refused to tell you the truth. You wonder, of course, that I should live in England incognita. Probably, however, you know that my poor mother, the late Empress, loved England and the English. She gave me an English name at my baptism, and when only five years of age I was sent here to be educated. At seventeen I returned to Vienna, but soon became tired of the eternal glitter of palace life, and a year or two later, as soon as I was of age and my own mistress, I returned to London, took into my service Mrs Anson, the widow of an English officer well known to my mother, and in order to preserve my incognita caused her to pass as my mother. I took the house at The Boltons, and only Colonel and Mrs Channing knew my real station. I was passionately fond of music, and desired to complete my studies, besides which I am intensely fond of London and of life unfettered by the trammels which must hamper the daughter of an Emperor.

You preferred a quiet, free life in London to that at your fathers Court?

Exactly, she answered. At twenty-one I had had my fill of life at Court, and found existence in London, where I was unknown, far more pleasant. Besides Mrs Anson, I had as companion a young Englishwoman who had been governess in a well-known family in Vienna. Her name was Grainger.

Grainger? I cried. Edna Grainger?

The same. She was my companion. Well, after I had been established at The Boltons nearly a year I met, while on a visit to a country house, a young man with whom I became on very friendly terms — Prince Alexander, heir to the throne of Bulgaria. We met often, and although I still passed as Mabel Anson, our acquaintanceship ripened into a mutual affection. With a disregard for the convenances, I induced Mrs Anson to invite him on several occasions to The Boltons. One morning, however, I received a private message from Count de Walkenstein-Trosburg, our ambassador here, saying that he had received a cipher telegraphic dispatch that my father, the Emperor, was very unwell, and his Excellency suggested that I should return to Vienna. This I did, accompanied by Mrs Anson, and, leaving the woman Grainger in charge of the household as usual, I wrote to the young Prince from Vienna, but received no reply, and when I returned a fortnight later searched for him in vain. He had mysteriously disappeared. A few days before, in my dreams, I had seen the fatal raven, the evil omen of my House, and feared the worst.

Then the man who was murdered at The Boltons on that night was none other than Prince Alexander, the heir to the throne of Bulgaria! I cried.

Without a doubt, she answered. What you have just told me makes it all plain. You took from the dead mans pocket a small gold pencil-case, and you will remember that I recognised it as one that I had given him. It was that fact which caused me to suspect you.

Suspect me? Did you believe me guilty of murder?

I did not then know that murder had been committed. All that was known was that the heir to the throne had mysteriously disappeared. The terrible truth I have just learnt from your lips. The discovery that the little gift I had made to him was in your possession filled me with suspicion, and in order to solve the mystery I invoked the aid of the police-agent attached to our Embassy, and invited both of you to dine, in order that he might meet you. You will remember the man you met on that night?

Hickman! I cried. Was he really a police-agent?

Yes. He induced you, it appears, to go to a lodging he had taken for the purpose, and without my knowledge gave you a drugged cigar. You fell unconscious, and this enabled him to thoroughly overhaul your pockets, and also to go to your chambers during the night, either with your latch-key, and make a complete search, the result of which convinced us both that you had no hand in the missing mans disappearance, in spite of the fact that his dress-stud and pencil-case were in your possession. On the following morning, however, when you were but half conscious — Hickman having then returned from making his search at Essex Street — you accidentally struck your head a violent blow on the corner of the stone mantelshelf. This blow, so severe that they were compelled to remove you to the hospital, apparently affected your brain, for when I met you again a month later you seamed curiously vacant in mind, and had no recollection whatever of the events that had passed.

I had none, I assure you, I said.

It seems marvellous that you should be utterly in ignorance of what followed, she went on, her sweet eyes still gazing deeply into mine. You told me how you loved me, and I, loving you in return, we entered upon a clandestine engagement that was to be secret from all. A few summer months went by, happy, joyous months, the most blissful in all my life, and then your love suddenly cooled. You had embarked in financial schemes in the City — you were becoming enriched by some concessions in Bulgaria, it was whispered — but your love for me slowly died, and you married a woman twice your age. Can you imagine my feelings? I was heart-broken, Wilford — utterly heart-broken.

But I knew not what I was doing, I hastened to declare. I loved you always — always. My brain had been injured by that blow, and all my tastes and feelings thereby became inverted.

I remained in England a few weeks longer, wandering aimlessly hither and thither, and then at last returned to Vienna and plunged into the vortex of gaiety at Court, in order to forget my sorrow.

And that woman Grainger? What of her?

She left my service about a month after that night when you met with your accident at The Boltons. I have not seen her since.

I then related how for the past month I had been closely watching her, and repeated the conversation I had overheard at Hull between her and her visitors on the previous night.

The woman, after leaving my service, has, it seems, somehow become an agent of the Bulgarian Government. She knows the truth, she said decisively. We must obtain it from her.

It was a woman who struck the young Prince down! I exclaimed quickly. Of that I am certain.

My wife reflected for a brief instant.

Perhaps, she said. That woman was jealous of the attention he paid me.


Chapter Thirty.

Conclusion.

[image: img159.jpg]

MRS SLADE IS still in her room, sir, but shes not alone; her maid arrived from London last night, answered the chambermaid at the North-Eastern Hotel at Hull, when on the following morning, I made inquiry.

I had been accompanied from Kings Cross by Mabel and the police-agent, Hickman, and we stood together in the hotel corridor prior to entering the womans room. Hickman, whom I had all along believed to be deeply implicated in the plot, if not the actual murderer, was, I found, a clever detective of English birth, who had for some years been an officer of the Prefecture of Police in Vienna, but who had latterly been attached to the Austro-Hungarian Embassy in Belgrave Square, and entrusted with the personal safety of the Emperors daughter. The revelations I had made utterly amazed him. By the last post on the previous night Mabel had received the letter written from Hull which merely asked for an interview, and we had all three set forth, determined to secure the arrest of the writer.

With that object we entered her sitting-room without a word of warning.

She was sitting at the table writing, but in an instant sprang to her feet, with a cry of profound alarm. When her eyes wandered from Mabel to Hickman and myself, her cheeks blanched. She apparently guessed our purpose.

You have expressed a desire to meet me, Mabel said determinedly. So I have come to you.

And — and these gentlemen? Edna inquired, glancing at us, puzzled.

They are present to hear what you have to say to me.

She was taken aback.

I — I have nothing to say to your Highness, the woman faltered. I merely wished to know whether, when in London, I might call.

Then listen, exclaimed Mabel. The truth is known, and it is useless for you to further conceal it. If you have nothing to say, Mr Hickman will at once call in the police, and I shall charge you with the murder of the Prince.

The murder of the Prince! she gasped, white to the lips. I — did not commit the crime. I can prove that I didnt!

Her hands were trembling, and she stood beside the table, steadying herself by it. There was a haunted look in those cold grey eyes. Our sudden descent upon her had taken her utterly by surprise.

Then let us hear your statement, my love said in a hard voice quite unusual to her. Let it be the truth, or I shall charge you now, at once, with the capital offence. The Prince was murdered in my house, and with your knowledge. Do you deny that?

No, she cried hoarsely, I do not deny it.

A long silence ensued. The woman Grainger — or Slade, as she was known there — hung her head.

Hickman spoke authoritatively, demanding full explanation, but she maintained a dogged silence. A sudden fire flashed in her eyes — the fire of defiance and hatred.

Then, as you refuse to speak, said Mabel at length, you will have no further opportunity until you stand in the criminal dock.

No, no! cried the wretched woman quickly. Hear me! I will tell you all — everything. Listen, she implored. Do not call the police ere I have explained my exact position, and how the tragedy occurred.

Proceed, Mabel said harshly. We are all attention.

You will remember that three days before the tragedy your Highness left London suddenly because of the illness of the Emperor, and I remained in charge of the household. It was on a Sunday you left, and you had invited the young Prince to dine on the following Wednesday evening. On the afternoon following your departure a visitor was announced. His name was Petrovitch Gechkuloff, a Bulgarian gentleman whom I knew slightly, he having been a visitor at the house in Vienna where I had previously been in service as English governess. He asked me whether I wished to earn a thousand pounds, and then, under promise of strictest secrecy, unfolded to me an ingenious and extraordinary scheme. He was acting, he said, together with Danilo Roesch, the Bulgarian Minister of Finance, whom he would later introduce to me, in the interests of the Peoples Party in the Sobranje, and they desired the young Prince Alexander to sign a certain deed. He told me nothing of the contents of the document, but asked me to assist them. I was to send no notice of your Highnesss departure to the Prince, but, on the contrary, when he arrived on the Wednesday evening I was to entertain him, make some excuse for your Highnesss absence, and afterwards introduce the Minister Roesch and his friend. There was nothing risky about the proceedings, he declared most emphatically. The pair merely wished to obtain the young Princes signature.

But did not this request strike you as extraordinary? asked Mabel. You knew the Prince quite well.

It was the money which tempted me, the wretched woman cried. I hesitated for some time, and at last yielded. The Prince arrived, and although greatly surprised and disappointed to find your Highness absent, remained and dined with myself and the man Gechkuloff, of whom he, of course, knew nothing save that he was one of his fathers subjects. Near the conclusion of dinner we witnessed a cab accident opposite the window, a blind gentleman — Mr Heaton — being run over, and I ordered the people to carry him into the drawing-room. Dr Slater was fetched, and having bandaged his head, told us to let him remain quiet for an hour or so, then left. In the meantime the Bulgarian Minister, Roesch, arrived, apparently in a great hurry, was introduced, and had a long interview with the Prince in private. Afterwards we adjourned into the library. Some champagne was drunk, and the three men smoked, speaking often in their own language, so that I might not understand all that was said. Subsequently the deed was produced, and after a considerable amount of hesitation and many promises on the part of the Minister of Finance, his Highness signed it. Then a witness was required. Gechkuloff whispered to me the suggestion that the signature of Mr Heaton, who was lying in the adjoining room half conscious, should be obtained, and having made him believe that he was signing a birthday book I got from him the desired signature. Shortly afterwards, while sitting at the piano playing I felt a heavy blow, which for a few moments stunned me. Then gazing through into the adjoining room I saw two figures struggling — the Prince and a woman. For a few seconds he held her tightly, but with a furious twist she freed herself and struck him full in the chest with the small dagger in her hand. He staggered and fell backward upon the couch dying. The scene struck terror into the hearts of all of us, the two men standing near me rigid in amazement. The woman closed and locked the door communicating between the two rooms, and left the house, while a few minutes later we also followed.

You saw the womans face? inquired Hickman.

Most certainly, she answered. Then, continuing, said, The tragic dénouement was so unexpected and startling that at first neither man appeared to know how to act. Quickly, however, they saw that suspicion of the murder must fall upon them, owing, I suppose, to the part they had played in Bulgarian politics, and they at once made it imperative that I should join in and carry out their scheme. As together we hurried along Gilston Road, they confessed to me how they had contemplated the assassination of the young Prince after he had signed the document, in order to remove the heir to the throne, and thus strengthen the hands of the Peoples Party. They explained how they had discovered a cellar beside the Thames, close to the Turpentine Factory at Battersea Bridge, and had intended that on the Prince emerging from the house at The Boltons he should be accosted by a man in police uniform, and asked to walk to the police-station, only to find himself entrapped. Now they pointed out that the witness to the crime was the blind gentleman who had met with the accident, and as his signature was upon the document executed, it was necessary that he should be silenced.

They intended to kill me! I cried.

Most assuredly, she responded, turning towards me. When you emerged from the house you were met by the man who acted the part of police-constable, a London ruffian, and being blind, at once fell into the trap. I saved you, for I saw that by securing your silence in exchange for your life I should also secure you as an agent who might be useful to the two men into whose clutches I had so suddenly and hopelessly fallen. This proved correct, for ere long your assistance became of greatest use. On the morning when we parted, accompanied by Gechkuloff, I visited your chambers, and made a search there to ascertain who and what you were. Having once embarked on the conspiracy with these two men, whom I found were powerful factors in Bulgarian politics, I was compelled to assist them in disposing of the body — which was placed in the cellar beside the Thames, and allowed to float out with the tide. Then, having sent the servants on holiday, I removed the blood-stains, and worked the crochet cover for the couch.

You told me that those stains were of coffee that you had spilled there, Mabel said.

True, she answered. But I was compelled to deceive you. I left you soon afterwards, for by Roeschs influence I became appointed English governess to the two youngest children of Prince Ferdinand, and it was while at Sofia that I suggested to the Minister of Finance the scheme for placing the concessions in the hands of Mr Heaton, whom I had heard was now suffering from an unaccountable loss of memory, and recollected nothing of the past. The subject was mooted to Prince Ferdinand, who in all good faith empowered me to treat with Mr Heaton, and before long several formidable concessions were floated in the City. The most remarkable thing was Mr Heatons absolute ignorance of all the past. He was as wax in the hands of the two men who had become my masters. Only at the last coup, when they desired to raise a loan of half a million sterling, intending to appropriate it to their own uses, did he refuse to render us further assistance. It was as though his memory had suddenly returned to him, and he suspected.

My memory had then returned, I said briefly, marvelling at her remarkable narrative. But what reason had the men in making those elaborate preparations for the assassination of the Prince?

There were two reasons. One was that by the execution of the deed they were empowered to raise upon post-obits large sums, repayable when the young Prince came to the accession, and, secondly, they had found out that he had, by some means, discovered the huge defalcations which had been made in the Ministry of Finance at Sofia, and feared that he might expose them.

But you say that, although they had intention of assassinating him, they did not actually do so? Hickman observed.

No. They were not the actual assassins.

Then who was? demanded Mabel.

The woman stood in silence, her lips hard-set, her face drawn.

The truth must be told, she said at last. It is, I suppose, useless to try and conceal it now.

And with a sudden movement she flung open the door leading to a small ante-chamber, crying in a hoarse, desperate voice — 

Enter! The guilty one is there?

We pressed forward, and there saw a thin grey-haired woman who had guilt written plainly upon her drawn white face. She had overheard all our conversation, and had been compelled to remain in that chamber, there being no outlet.

Joliot! gasped Mabel, amazed. My maid! Then, addressing the cowering, trembling woman, she demanded the truth.

We stood there astonished. There was a silence, long and painful. The contortions of the guilty womans features were horrible; in her black eyes burned a fierce light, and she trembled in every limb.

Yes, she cried hoarsely, after the question had been repeated, I killed him! I killed him because I was jealous! I thought that instead of coming to visit your Highness he, in reality, came to visit Miss Grainger. Therefore without knowing why I did it, I dashed into the room where Miss Grainger was at the piano and attacked her. The Prince rose quickly and stretched out his arm to save her. Then rushing upon him I stabbed him to the heart! Since that day, she added, in her low voice, scarcely audible, since that day I have lived upon the meagre charity of Roesch, and yesterday came here to take up a position as Miss Graingers maid.

Your interests were mutual in the preservation of your secret, therefore you resolved to adjust your differences and live together, eh? remarked Hickman.

She gave vent to a shrill peal of hideous laughter, as though there were something humorous in that grim and terrible tragedy. It jarred upon our nerves, but it also explained to us the ghastly truth.

The woman Natalie Joliot was hopelessly insane.

Your Highness recognises the state of the wretched womans mind, observed Edna Grainger, with a pitying look. She has been so ever since the homicidal frenzy which seized her on that fatal night, and I have now taken her beneath my charge, for with me she is as docile as a child.

The truth was a startling one. We all three stood by in wondering silence. The crime had been committed in a sudden access of madness by that miserable creature who could not be held responsible for her actions.

Roesch and Gechkuloff, with their elaborate preparations for the assassination of the heir to the Bulgarian throne, were murderers at heart, but, by that strange combination of circumstances which so often render truth stranger than fiction, their work was accomplished by another hand, I remarked.

There seems no doubt, said Edna, that large sums were raised in London and in Paris upon the deed executed by the young Prince, who evidently had no knowledge of its true nature, and during the first six months before the hue-and-cry as to his disappearance all was plain sailing. When, however, suspicion arose that the heir had met with foul play they feared to continue using the deed, and hit upon the expedient of the concessions which I induced you to negotiate.

And these two men, Roesch and Gechkuloff, where are they? inquired Hickman.

They were in England yesterday. The mystery surrounding the whereabouts of Prince Alexander has been used for political purposes in Bulgaria, with the result that the Ministry has been forced to resign. The defalcations of the head of the Treasury and his assistant being discovered, they were both forced to fly. They are, I believe, on their way to Australia.

We must arrest them, said Hickman briefly. Such a pair of villains must, not be allowed to go scot free.

And to you, exclaimed Mabel, turning to me with the bright light of unshed tears in her fine eyes, to your patience and careful watchfulness is due the unravelling of this extraordinary mystery, which might otherwise have remained an enigma always.

She took my hand. I saw in her beautiful countenance that love-look as of old. But I bent over her bejewelled fingers as a courtier would over those of a princess of an Imperial House, my heart too full for words.

The madwoman railed at us, shrieking and hurling imprecations interspersed with all sorts of rambling sentences, while Edna held her tightly by the wrist and strove to calm her.

The scene was a hideous one. Neither of us could bear it longer, therefore we withdrew, leaving Hickman with Edna and her charge.

The chronicle of this strange chapter of my lifes history is finished.

There is no more to tell, save perhaps to explain — as Sir Henry Blundell, the specialist on mental diseases, explained to me in his consulting-room in Harley Street — the cause of my six lost years. Such an experience, it seemed, was not unknown in medical science, and he made it clear to me that the blow I had accidentally dealt myself in Hickmans rooms had so altered the balance of my brain — already affected by the cab accident during my blindness — that my intellect stopped like a watch. I lost all knowledge of the past, and from the moment of recovering consciousness commenced an entirely new life. This extended through the long period, nearly six years, until I had struck my head against the marble statue in the drawing-room at Denbury, when my brain, restored again to its normal capacity, lost all impression of events which had occurred during its abnormal state. This, of course, accounted for my extraordinary unconscious life, my inverted tastes, and my parting with the woman I loved so fondly.

And what of her, you ask?

She had, during that period of my unconsciousness, become satiated by the gaiety of the brilliant Court at Vienna, and the tragic death of her devoted mother, the Empress, at the hand of Luccheni, the anarchist, caused her to prefer a life quiet, free, and untrammelled. Knowing her royal birth, however, I dared not ask her hand in marriage, and it was not until many weeks later, after the woman Natalie Joliot had been confined as a homicidal patient in Woking Asylum, Edna Grainger had, owing to Mabels clemency, escaped to the continent, the ex-Minister Roesch and his companion Gechkuloff had been extradited from Bow Street to Sofia to take their trial for their gigantic defalcations upon the State Treasury, and I had sold Denbury and made an end of the financial business which stood in my name, that she complained to me of her loneliness.

With eager, trembling heart I took her white hand in mine and put to her the question. I knew it was presumptuous, almost unheard of. But, reader, you may readily imagine what overwhelming joy arose within me when she threw her arms passionately about my neck, and as answer raised her face and gave me a warm fond kiss.

Our life to-day is very even, very uneventful, idyllically happy. Under her second title of Countess of Klagenfurt we were soon afterwards married. We spent part of our time at Heaton, with which she is charmed now that it is swept and garnished, and the remainder at her own mediaeval Castle of Mohaes, one of the great ancestral estates of the Hapsbourg-Lorraines in the Tyrol, not far from Innsbruck, which was presented to her as a marriage gift by the Emperor.

Her Imperial Highness the Archduchess Marie-Elizabeth-Mabel no longer exists. At the outset I made it quite plain that I had not written here my true name. I did so at my wifes suggestion, for although my real name is probably known to most of those who read this record of my strange adventures, yet the world is still in ignorance of Mabels actual social position. She said that she had no desire to be pointed at as a Princess who married a commoner, and I have, of course, respected her wish.

She sacrificed all for my sake, and peace and joy are ours at last. With a fond and devoted love she gave up everything in order to become my wife, and as such has renounced for ever that world in which she was born — the world of Purple and Fine Linen.

THE END


An Eye for an Eye (1900)
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Chapter One.

The Mystery Man.
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HUSH! THINK, IF you were overheard!

Well, my dear fellow, I only assert whats true, I said.

I really cant believe it, observed my companion, shaking his head doubtfully.

But Im absolutely satisfied, I answered. The two affairs, mysterious as they are, are more closely connected than we imagine. I thought I had convinced you by my arguments. A revelation will be made some day, and it will be a startling one — depend upon it.

Youll never convince me without absolute proof — never. The idea is far too hazy to be possible. Only a madman could dream such a thing.

Then I suppose Im a madman? I laughed.

No, old chap. I dont mean any insult, of course, my friend the journalist, a youngish, dark-haired man, hastened to assure me. But the whole thing is really too extraordinary to believe.

We were seated together one June morning some years ago, in a train on the Underground Railway, and had been discussing a very remarkable occurrence which had been discovered a few days before — a discovery that was a secret between us. Scarcely, however, had he uttered his final denunciation of my theory when the train ran into the sulphurous ever-murky station of Blackfriars, for the electrification of the line was not then completed: and promising to continue our argument later, he bade me good-bye, sprang out, and hastened away in the crowd of silk-hatted City men on their way to their offices.

He was rather tall, aged about thirty, with a well-cut, clever face, a complexion unusually dark, a well-trimmed black moustache, and a smart gait which gave him something of a military bearing. Yet his cravat was habitually tied with carelessness, and he usually wore a light overcoat except through the month of August. His name was Richard Cleugh, one of the sharpest men in Fleet Street, being special reporter of Londons most up-to-date evening paper, the Comet.

When alone, I sat back in the ill-lit railway carriage and, during my short journey to Cannon Street, reflected deeply.

The affair was, as he had said, absolutely bewildering.

Indeed, this chain of curious facts, this romance of love and devotion, of guile, intrigue, and of the cardinal sins which it is my intention to here record, proved one of the strangest that has ever occurred in our giant London. It was an absolute mystery. Readers of newspapers know well the many strange stories told in courts of justice, or unearthed by the untiring liner and the reporter who is a specialist in the discovery of crime. Yet when we walk the streets of our Metropolis, where the fevered crowd jostles in the mad race of life, there is more romance around us, and of a character far more extraordinary than any that has ever appeared in the public prints.

The secrets of Londons ever-throbbing heart, and her hidden and inexplicable mysteries which never get into the papers, are legion.

This is one of them.

In order to understand the facts aright, it is necessary to here explain that I, Frank Urwin, am myself a member of that ubiquitous and much maligned profession, journalism, being engaged at the time of the opening of this narrative as special reporter of a highly respectable London daily newspaper — a journal which was so superior that it never allowed itself to make any sensational statement. Its conductors as studiously avoided sensationalism as they did libel, and although we were very often in possession of startling facts, and sensational statements which would have sold the paper, and caused it to be quoted next morning up and down the country, yet we of the staff, forbidden to write anything so undignified, kept our information to ourselves, or, as was once rumoured, the office boy, a thrifty youth, went forth and calmly sold it to one of our more enterprising rivals. Hence, owing to the heaviness of its articles, which usually contained chunks of foreign quotations, and the paucity of its news, the paper was dubbed by its staff the Magazine.

Before being appointed to this pseudo-newspaper, where, by the way, work was light and remuneration good, I had been for several years engaged upon one of those enterprising evening journals who print their specials on tinted paper, and by reason of my constant investigations I had become well-known to the police, and perhaps something of a specialist in the revealing of hidden facts and the unravelling of mysteries.

Dick Cleugh was my most intimate friend, for we shared chambers in Grays Inn, a rather dingy and typical bachelors abode, be it said; but it had the advantage of being in close proximity to Fleet Street, and situated as we were, flying all over London day after day, we could not afford to live out in the peculiarly journalistic suburb of Brixton. Our little flat contained a very sad and shabby sitting-room — in which stood a couple of writing-tables whereat we often worked, joining in, and re-echoing, each others imprecations — a couple of bedrooms and a small box-room which, containing a gas-stove over which the diurnal chops were fried, was termed by the Inn authorities a kitchen. We, however, irreverently termed it the sink. Old Mrs Joad, a worthy old soul who lived across in Fetter Lane, did for us, and was known as the Hag, on account of her passé and extremely bizarre appearance. Her duties were not very onerous, consisting of preparing our morning tea, doing up the rooms, cooking the eternal chops or the everlasting steaks at six, when, our respective special editions having gone to press, we both returned hungry to our dens, and lastly in drinking our whisky. She preferred gin, but took whisky in order to put us to no inconvenience.

Cleugh was one of the queer figures in journalistic London. Essentially of the Bohemian type, easy-going and possessed of a quaint, dry humour, many were the stories told in Fleet Street of his utter disregard for the convenances. Shrewd, witty, clever, well-educated, he was no respecter of persons. If he went forth to make an inquiry for his journal, he hesitated at nothing. With the constant companionship of an extremely foul briar pipe, it was his habit to interview people and obtain latest details of the days sensation without removing it from his lips, and it was well-known down at the Press Club, that dingy but interesting institution in Wine Office Court, that on one field-day at Aldershot he had actually chatted with the Commander-in-Chief, pipe in mouth, and afterwards put the conversation on the wire in the form of an interview. When having nothing to do he would clean that pipe for recreation, and such operation usually caused a rapid exit from the vicinity. Known to all in Fleet Street as the Mystery Man, he was clever-looking and dignified, and could snuff out an uncommunicative secretary, or a pompous policeman, with his marvellous control of expressions, sarcastic without being abusive. He was undoubtedly a smart man — and to be smart in journalism nowadays requires a good deal more than ordinary intelligence. An ex-Jesus man, he had been a True Blue, been ploughed for the Army, studied medicine, and travelled pretty widely, until having been a brilliant failure he had drifted into journalism, like so many other men have drifted, commencing as an outside contributor, or liner, and eventually, by dint of the swiftness and marvellous tact and ability with which he got at the bottom of the inquiries he made, he joined the regular staff of a popular evening sheet — which, by reason of having once tried the experiment of printing on scented paper, was known in press circles as The Stinker — and subsequently became chief of the reporting staff of the Comet — as smart a staff as could be found in London.

In common with many other men in Fleet Street, that never-sleeping world of tape and flimsy, Dick had one failing — he had a penchant for a particular brand of whisky sold at the Cheese, the ancient house of steak-pudding fame, but he was always moderate, for his great pride was that his sub-editors could place the greatest reliance in him, as indeed they could. Dick Cleugh was certainly smart, even though his hair was often unkempt and a bundle of copy-paper usually poked out of the side-pocket of his well-worn overcoat. Over and over again had he proved himself a very brilliant pressman and had startled London by the latest details he had elicited where the police had failed.

I had arrived at our chambers about six, after a heavy day. I had visited Barking and Wandsworth, and had made an inquiry at Hammersmith, three districts far afield from one another, therefore I felt fagged and hungry. The Hag was engaged in fizzling the usual daily steak in the gas fumes, filling the place with a decidedly appetising odour; nevertheless, between Dick and I there was an arrangement that neither should eat without the other, unless a telegram arrived announcing a protracted absence. Therefore I lit a cigarette, cast myself into the trifle rickety but very comfortable armchair, and waited by the open window. I was just a trifle melancholy that evening, for there had come back to me recollections of a love-bond long since severed, of a face which was once very dear to me. But I was a lonely bachelor now. All was of the past. Soon, however, as I sat thinking, I saw Cleugh hurrying across the square, his silk hat, a trifle rusty, tilted at the back of his head, and a few moments later he burst merrily into the room, saying — 

Sorry to keep you so long, old chap, but we brought out an extra to-night. Theres a bit of a row down in Parliament. Then, calling to Mrs Joad, who was pottering in the sink beyond, he said, Come along, mother. Look sharp with the horseflesh!

We sat down and commenced our meal, while he, overflowing with spirits, told me how he had been out on an inquiry near to the Welsh Harp, spending a very pleasant afternoon there, and how he meant to write it up for the mornings. The old instinct of the liner was still upon him, and on his littered table he always kept his agate stylus and oiled tissue, known as flimsy, his blacks and his square of tin whereon to write. The sub-editors of the morning papers, the judges of next days intelligence, could always rely on Dick Cleughs stuff, therefore they used it, and he profited at the rate of a penny farthing per line. He was, in brief, purveyor of sensations to the newspaper-reading public.

Im going to take Lil out to-night, my companion said between mouthfuls of steak, for he was ravenously hungry. Smart girl, Lil.

Yes, I answered. Shes really awfully nice. By Jove! old chap, I envy you.

The Mystery Man smiled contentedly with a piece of meat poised gracefully on his fork, then he began humming the latest love-song which the barrel-organs had made popular, beating time with his fork, at the same time placing his hand upon his heart in true operatic style.

This proceeding was, however, interrupted by the entrance of the Hag bearing a telegram for me. On opening it I found it contained only the one word Come, signed by the initial P.

I tossed it across to my companion without comment, and as I did so was surprised to notice a strange, puzzled look upon his dark face.

He glanced at it, then handing it back to me, exclaimed— Wonder whats up at Kensington?

Something unusual, or Patterson wouldnt have wired, I said.

Youll go, of course?

Yes. Ill just see what it looks like, and if theres anything in it Ill let you know.

Well, old dawdler, he laughed, if its a good thing, leave a bit of the latest intelligence for me to pick up for my early edition to-morrow. To-night I cant disappoint Lily, you know. Shes a good girl, and never worries.

Ill tell you all about it when I come back; then you can write up something in readiness for to-morrow. If its a mystery my people wont touch it, you know.

Of course, he said. Your staff is only paid to look pleasant.

The mysterious telegram had come from the police headquarters at Kensington, an early intimation that something unusual had occurred. In years of reporting in London I had become friendly with many police inspectors and detectives, and had long ago made arrangements with some of them whereby they would send me a wire by day, or a line by boy-messenger at night with information of the latest sensation. The reason why all were signed with initials was because such intimation was contrary to the order of the Chief Commissioner.

I therefore left Dick sucking his foul briar, and, taking a motor-bus to Kensington, entered the police-station, which stands back hidden in a courtyard opposite St. Mary Abbots Church. In the charge-room, with its bare, grey-painted walls, its steel-railed dock for prisoners, its loud-ticking clock, and its desk, whereon the oblong charge-book lay open, I found my old friend Inspector Patterson in earnest conversation with two men of the working class, who spoke with a strong Cockney accent and addressed him familiarly as guvnor. They were evidently policemens noses, or, in criminal parlance, narks.

Good evening, Mr Urwin, the inspector exclaimed, putting forth his big hand. He was a tall, fair-moustached, easy-going fellow, an excellent officer, tender-hearted where the deserving poor was concerned, but harsh and unbending towards the habitual offender. From constable, as I had first known him in the T or Hammersmith Division, he had been moved to St. Lukes, to Paddington, to Leman Street and to Bow Street, until, owing to the marks which various magistrates had made upon his charge sheets, he had now at last risen to the rank of first-class inspector.

He was discreet in his every action, therefore he did not refer to the telegram he had sent me lest any of the men should overhear, but when we had chatted for a few moments he whispered — 

Go over to the bar at High Street Railway Station and wait there for me. I want to see you very particularly.

I nodded. Then, after some further conversation, I left him and wandered across to the refreshment room he had indicated.


Chapter Two.

The Penny in Paper.
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ABOUT TWENTY MINUTES elapsed before Patterson rejoined me, but expressing a fear that we might be overheard there, we went forth together and strolled along High Street, until, coming to a quiet turning which, I think, led past the workhouse, we strolled along it, and there he commenced his explanation.

The fact is, he said in a nervous, hushed voice, theres been a most extraordinary occurrence here to-night. The mystery is the strangest in all my experience, and Ive made inquiries into one or two in my time, as you know.

Tell me all about it, I said, my curiosity whetted.

I wish I could, my dear fellow, he answered.

I mean, tell me all the known facts.

Nothing is known — save the discovery, he replied. As soon as it became known I wired to you. When the papers get hold of it, it will make the greatest sensation ever known in London.

Well, thats saying a good deal, I remarked. Who made the discovery?

I did, he answered, adding quickly, but dont mention me, or the superintendent may suspect me of giving you information. He already has a suspicion that Im a bit too friendly with you gentlemen of the press. A contravention of the Commissioners orders against giving information to the papers might get me carpeted up at the Yard, you know.

And the discovery? I asked impatiently. Whats its nature?

Most astounding, he replied, with a bewildered look. Im a police officer, Urwin, he added hoarsely, and Im not often unnerved. But to-night, by Jove! Im upset — altogether upset. The whole affair is so devilish uncanny and unnatural.

Tell me the story, I urged. If it is so strange the evening papers will have a good time to-morrow.

No, no, he cried in quick alarm. You must publish nothing yet — nothing. You understand that I give you these facts only on condition that you promise not to publish any thing until I give you permission. You alone will know of it. We must preserve the utmost secrecy. Not a word must leak out yet. You understand in what an awkward position you would place me were you to publish anything of this affair.

Of course. I promise you to keep the matter a strict secret, I answered. There are many cases in which the publication of the details of a crime might defeat the efforts of the police, and this I supposed to be one of them.

Well, he said, I made the discovery in a most curious manner. Just before seven oclock this evening, just as it was growing dark, I was returning to the station after visiting the fixed-point at the corner of Earls Court Road. You know the spot — just opposite Holland Park.

I nodded. I knew that particular street-corner where Earls Court Road joined Kensington Road quite well.

I had previously been my usual round through Campden Hill Road and Holland Walk, and was strolling back along the main Kensington Road, past that terrace of houses Upper Phillimore Place, when my attention was suddenly arrested by seeing on the steps leading from the pavement up to the front garden of one of the houses a small object moving. It was inside the gate, and in the dim half-light I bent to examine it. What do you think it was?

Dont know, I replied. Dont ask riddles — describe facts.

Well, it was the very last thing one would dream of finding on a London doorstep — a small, strangely-marked snake.

A snake! I echoed. You didnt arrest it for being found without visible means of subsistence, I suppose?

No, he answered, controlling the smile which played about his lips. But the things too serious for joking, as youll recognise when Ive told you all. Well, the squirming reptile, as soon as it saw me, coiled itself round, and with head erect and swelled, commenced hissing viciously. I saw that there was considerable danger in a thing like that being at large, and surmising that it had escaped from the house, having been kept in captivity by somebody fond of such pets, I opened the gate, passed it, not, however, without it making a dart at me, and walking up to the door, rang the bell. The house was in total darkness, but daylight had only just faded, and in many of the houses in the same terrace the gas in the hall had not yet been lit. I rang and rang, but there was no response. In a large house of that character it seemed strange that no servant was about. Indeed, most of the houses there, large, roomy and old-fashioned, let furnished apartments, but this one seemed to be superior to its neighbours, inasmuch as it has a balcony on the first floor, and the small front garden is well-kept in comparison to the patches of bald, weedy grass with which the others are content. As I stood on the doorstep, trying to arouse the inmates, I watched the reptile squirming about the paved path, apparently enjoying its liberty immensely. I placed my ear attentively at the door, trying to detect some sound of movement, but failed, until suddenly I heard within the ringing of an electric bell, subdued by reason of the closed door. It was certain that, after all, some one was within.

Was your summons answered? I asked eagerly.

No. I rang fully a dozen times, but nobody came. It occurred to me that within might be an invalid, and that, hearing my ring, he or she had rung the bell to the kitchen, but the servants were absent. There was an area door, so I descended, and tried that. The handle yielded. It was unlocked. Therefore I pushed it open and went in, though I was certainly not prepared for the discovery I afterwards made. As I entered, the electric bell commenced ringing again, but it was apparently above me, on the ground floor, and not in the kitchen where I stood. In the cooking-stove the fire was dying out, and there were other signs that servants had been about recently. Finding no one in the basement I ascended to the first floor, when there greeted my nostrils a most delicious fragrance, very similar to the incense which the Roman Catholics burn. The place smelt like the Brompton Oratory.

Well, what did you do next? I asked, excited at his extraordinary narrative.

I searched the two big rooms — a dining-room and a back sitting-room — on the ground floor, but finding no one, I stood at the bottom of the stairs and shouted, thinking to discover the whereabouts of the invalid who had rung the bell. There was no answer. The place was dark, so I struck a match, ascended to the first floor and entered the front room, which proved to be a good-sized, well-furnished drawing-room, dimly lit by the street-lamp opposite shining through the windows. At the further end, suspended from the ceiling, a curious lamp was burning in red glass, just like those one sees in Roman Catholic churches, and on examining it I found it to be a little float in oil, so arranged that it would burn continuously for many days and nights without attention. It looked strange and weird, a red spot in the darkness at the end of the room; but what was stranger and more amazing was a discovery I made a moment later when, my eyes having grown used to the semi-obscurity of the room, I discerned two human forms, one that of a woman lying back in an armchair as if asleep, and the other a man, who had fallen close by and was lying outstretched upon the carpet. Even the faint light of the match I struck told me that both were dead, and so startled was I by this unexpected revelation that with scarcely a second glance round the weird place I hastened downstairs and left by the front door.

You went on to the station at once, I suppose?

Yes, he answered; then after a pause he looked straight into my face, adding, but to tell the truth, Urwin, you and I are the only persons who know of this affair. I havent reported it.

Havent reported it? I echoed. Why not? Delay may prevent the mystery being unravelled.

I know its absurd and foolish, he faltered in an unsteady voice, but the fact is, I entertain a deep-rooted superstition about snakes. My poor wife was always dreaming of snakes before she died, and strangely enough, whenever I have seen those reptiles in my dreams some bad luck, catastrophe or bereavement has always fallen upon me immediately afterwards.

It isnt like you to speak thus, Patterson, I said, knowing him to be a fearless man who more than once had boldly faced a burglars revolver.

I really dont know what to do, he said. Its nearly two hours ago since I entered the place. I was so upset when I came out that I went to the telegraph office and wired to you, in the hope that you might be able to suggest some plan of action.

Report at once and lets thoroughly investigate it, I said promptly.

No. I cant report it on account of that snake. If I did, I feel assured that some fatality would fall upon me.

Youre unnerved by what youve seen, I said. It certainly was not a nice position to unexpectedly find oneself alone with the dead in a dark deserted house like that. In any case, however, the matter is a queer one and must be sifted.

Yes, he said, it appears to be a most remarkable affair.

Well, I exclaimed, if you are determined not to report it just at present Im ready to go with you and search the place. The area door is still unlocked, you say?

He hesitated, pale and agitated. The effect of this discovery upon him had been really remarkable.

Yes, the door is still unlocked, of course, he said reflectively, but personally I dont care about returning.

Rubbish, my dear chap, I exclaimed. I dont believe in superstitions. The finding of the snake was curious, no doubt, but this isnt the first time snakes have been found in the streets of London. Lots have been discovered about Covent Garden Market, having come over in baskets of fruit.

He was silent. Evidently his discovery had been a very unusual one. I know well the row of houses he had indicated, the most old-fashioned, perhaps, in the district, for they had formed a part of old Kensington over a century ago, and even now the great iron extinguishers ornamented some of the doorways, mute remembrancers of the days of sedan chairs and linkmen.

Lets go and explore the place, and report afterwards, I urged, my appetite for adventure whetted by his strong disinclination to return. Ill report it as a discovery of my own if you are disinclined to do so.

Very well, he answered at last, lets go. But before we enter I tell you that it is a very mysterious house. Recollect that strange ringing I heard.

Well look into all that later on, I said, surprised at his unusual agitation. There, facing one of the busiest thoroughfares of the West End, little harm surely could come to us. Come along, I said, and thus persuaded, he quickened his footsteps. We passed along Abingdon Villas into Earls Court Road, where, meeting a constable on duty, he borrowed his lamp; then turning into the Kensington Road we at length reached the house of mystery, which, as he had said, was a gloomy-looking place in total darkness.

We peered eagerly inside the gate, but could distinguish no sign of the reptile which had so strangely attracted my friends attention in the first instance. It had no doubt withdrawn among the plants and shrubs in the little smoke-dried garden, and was watching us unseen. Without hesitation, in order not to attract the curiosity of any passer-by whose attention might be arrested by Pattersons uniform, we walked straight to the area door, and gaining the kitchen, at once lit the gas. As he had said, there was every sign that the place had been recently occupied, but with only a cursory examination of the basement we passed upstairs to the dining-room. Here we also lit the gas and saw that the table had been laid for three persons in a manner quite luxurious, with real silver, cut glass and tiny vases of fresh flowers arranged artistically. Beside each plate were blue glass finger-bowls filled with water which gave out a strong perfume of roses. The chairs had been placed, and the hors doeuvres, olives, anchovies and caviare were already on the table, showing that all preparations for dinner had been made. Yet strangely enough, in the kitchen the greater part of the meat and vegetables remained uncooked.

From this room we passed into the smaller one adjoining, lighting the gas as we went, but this seemed to have been used as a smoking-room, and contained nothing of note.

It was, however, in the drawing-room above where we made the most astounding discoveries. The apartment was spacious for the size of the house, upholstered in pale-blue with furniture of expensive character, and large growing palms placed on stands. In the centre was a great circular settee, and in the corners wide soft divans of pale-blue velvet with golden fringe. Comfort and luxury had been studied by whoever had furnished the place, for as we lit one of the side gas-brackets we saw that it was really a very artistic room, the floor covered with a real Turkey carpet of softest hues, while the few paintings on the walls were choice examples of well-known artists. At the end opposite the grate was suspended from the ceiling by three gilt chains the mysterious little red lamp, burning steadily without a flicker, and beneath it, fallen back in a large armchair, was a woman, whose face, although waxen white, was eminently beautiful. The paleness of death was upon her, yet her handsome head with its wealth of gold brown hair was pillowed upon the cushion of yellow silk, and upon the cold, slightly-parted lips there played a strange, bitter smile. She was young, twenty or so, dressed in an artistically-made gown of pale mauve, trimmed with lace. Her teeth were even and perfect; her cheeks round and well-moulded; her chin slightly protruding, and a piquant little nose; but that smile in death seemed revolting in its hideousness. Her eyes large, of a deep blue, once luminous as stars no doubt, but now dull and filmy, were wide open, as though gazing out upon us in an endeavour to speak and tell us the truth of the strange and tragic occurrence. I looked upon her bewildered, dumbfounded.

Not three yards away, stretched at her feet, was a man of about thirty-five, well-dressed in frock coat and light-coloured trousers, with collar and cravat of the latest mode, and wearing on his cold, stiff hand a ring set with a single diamond of unusual lustre. His face was towards the carpet, and while I held the lamp, Patterson bent and turned him over. We then saw that he was dark and good-looking, a gentleman evidently, although from the upward curl of his moustache and his smartness of attire he appeared to be something of a fop.

It looks a good deal like murder and suicide, Patterson exclaimed, still bending over him. I wonder who he is?

Theres initials on his sleeve-links, I said, for I had detected an engraved cipher upon the plain gold buttons at his wrists.

Theyre two Ks intertwined, surmounted by a crest, my companion said in a strange voice. I wonder whats on him? and he proceeded to search the breast-pocket of the dead mans coat. The contents, which we afterwards examined together, consisted only of two prospectuses of new companies, an amber cigar-tube mounted in gold, and the envelope of a letter addressed in a womans hand to George Grove, Poste Restante, Charing Cross, and bearing the Manchester post-mark of three days before. The letter had unfortunately been destroyed; only the envelope remained. But we both recollected that persons who have letters addressed to the Poste Restante do not usually give their correct names.

In one of the vest pockets were three ten-pound notes folded carelessly together, while in the trousers pockets was a quantity of loose silver. Beyond that there was nothing else upon him. Contrary to the effect of death upon his unfortunate companion, his face was slightly distorted, the tip of the tongue protruding, and both hands clenched, showing that he had endured a momentary spasm of agony as the last spark of life died out, while from the fact that a small tripod table with painted plate-glass top had been overturned and broken it seemed apparent that he had staggered and clutched wildly at the first object within his reach.

But on neither could we detect any wound, nor was there anything to show the cause of death. I examined the hand of the woman, a tiny, slim, cold hand, the contact of which thrilled me by its chilliness, and saw that her rings, set with emeralds, rubies and diamonds, were of the finest quality.

Shes beautiful, Patterson observed, gazing down upon her. Perhaps she was his wife.

Perhaps, I said. Curious that they should have both died together in this manner.

They were evidently sitting here chatting before dinner, when both were either murdered, or died suddenly before assistance could reach them. She died before he did.

What makes you think that? I asked quickly, my eyes wandering around the large, comfortable room, the atmosphere of which was heavy with fragrant odours.

Because he placed that cushion beneath her head, answered the shrewd, observant police-officer. He had kissed her, and she was in the act of smiling at his last act of love when her heart suddenly failed, and soul and body parted.

And he died immediately afterwards, you think?

Yes, thats what I surmise. Whats your opinion?

I can form no theory at present, I answered, bewildered. In the course of years spent in the investigation of crime for journalistic purposes I had had my wits sharpened, and rather prided myself upon the soundness of the theories I propounded in the articles I wrote. Patterson knew this, and probably for that reason had invoked my companionship in this curious affair.

Together we made a searching examination of the whole room, but there was absolutely nothing to show the motive, or even the mode, of the tragedy. The absence of servants was of course extremely suspicious, but neither of us attached much importance to that. A close examination of the scene was our present object, experience having taught that upon the scene of most crimes there remains some trace of the assassin. The old saying that Murder will out is truer than the majority of people believe, for even that night we had had a striking illustration in Pattersons attention being attracted by the snake in the gateway.

Beside the dead womans chair was lying a handkerchief, a tiny square of lawn and lace, which I picked up. It emitted an odour very sweet and subtle, such as I had never before smelt.

Patterson sniffed it, but placed it down.

Some new scent, he said. Women are always going in for the latest inventions in perfumes.

But this is an extraordinary one, I said, again smelling it. Terribly strong, too, I added, for the odour had a strange, half-intoxicating effect upon me. The small red light steadily burning, the fragrance of the incense, the two dead forms lying there, still and cold, and the single gas-burner, hissing as it flared, combined to present a weird, lurid picture, each detail of which has ever since been indelibly photographed upon my memory.

The smile of death upon that womans lips was horrible. That look of hers has ever since haunted me, for now that I know the truth and have realised all that had taken place in that room prior to the tragedy, that laugh of derision has a significance which renders its recollection bitter, gruesome, hideous.

I know not what prompted me at that moment, but bending again beside the prostrate man I placed my hand inside his vest, recollecting that sometimes tailors, adopting the French mode, made pockets there, and that therein many men carried articles of value in secrecy and safety.

As I did so, I felt that there was a pocket in the lining, that it was buttoned, and that there was something within. Quickly I unbuttoned it and drew forth a small packet wrapped in glazed writing-paper, dirty and worn through being carried for a long time. With care I opened it, and inside found an object which caused us both to give vent to an ejaculation of wonder.

It was simply a penny.

His mascot, I suppose, remarked the inspector. A lucky coin.

But it has no hole through it, I observed.

The hole is of no importance. The coin may have been given him for luck, replied my companion. Lots of people believe in such things, especially betting men.

He was evidently very careful of it, I said, at the same time searching and finding another pocket on the other side of the vest, and from this I took a neat little cloth-covered case, not much larger than those containing cigarette tubes, and found on opening it that it contained a small hypodermic syringe, complete with its needles and accessories.

This shows that he was addicted to the morphia habit, I remarked. An overdose, perhaps.

My friend, who had now recovered something of his coolness and self-possession, took the tiny instrument and examined it carefully beneath the gas-light.

Theres been no morphia in this lately, he said. Its quite dry, and certainly hasnt been used to-day.

Lets search the whole house, I suggested. We may find something which will give us a clue as to who and what these people were. Funny that the servants dont come back, isnt it?

I dont expect they will, answered Patterson.

Depend upon it that theres more mystery in this affair than we at present suspect.

Why?

Look at these, he said, passing over to me the three banknotes found upon the dead man. They are spurious!

No second glance was needed to convince me that he spoke the truth. They were clever imitations of ten-pound notes, but the paper, the despair of the forger, was thick and entirely different to that of the genuine bank-note.

Again I glanced at that beautiful womans face with its smile of mingled ecstatic pleasure and bitterness. Her sightless eyes seemed fixed upon me, following me as I moved.

I drew back horrified, shuddering. Her gaze was ghastly.

It certainly is a most mysterious affair, I ejaculated again, glancing around the place. You ought at once to report it.

No, cried my companion quickly. The discovery must be yours. You must report it, Mr Urwin.

Why?

Because, as Ive already told you, I fear to do so on account of the snake.

I smiled at his curious objection, but an instant later grew serious because of the sharp and sudden ringing of an electric bell somewhere on the ground floor. It was the bell my companion had heard when first knocking at the door.

We both listened for a few moments while the ringing continued, until with sudden resolve I dashed downstairs to ascertain where the bell was. Without difficulty I found it, for there in the hall, revealed by the gas-lamp we had lit, was a telephone instrument with its bell agitated violently.

Without a seconds delay I placed the receiver to my ear and gave the usual signal — 

Hulloa! Hulloa?

The whirr and clicking stopped, and a voice, squeaky as that of an elderly person, said petulantly — 

Ive been ringing up for an hour or more. Whats wrong that you havent replied? Youre at fifty-eight, arent you?

Yes, I answered, recollecting that fifty-eight was the number of that house. Nothing is wrong. Why? Cant you be patient?

I felt uneasy, answered the mysterious voice apologetically. I thought there might possibly have been some hitch as you havent rung up.

No, I responded. None.

Then of course its all over? inquired the voice. I started at this strange query. This unknown inquirer was evidently in possession of the truth, and believed himself to be talking to an accomplice. He knew of the commission of the crime, therefore it occurred to me that by the exercise of due caution I might be able to discover his identity.

Yes, I answered, breathless in excitement.

Both? asked the voice.

Both, I responded.

Good. Then I shall see you at the place we arranged — eh?

Of course, I answered. But when? Ive forgotten.

Forgotten! echoed the squeaky voice in a tone of undisguised disgust. Take care, or youll blunder yet. Youre a confounded idiot. Why, to-morrow at midday.

I know Im a fool, I replied. But in the excitement its quite slipped my memory where you said I was to meet you.

Then, holding the receiver tremblingly to my ear, I listened with quick heart-beating for the response of that mysterious, far distant voice which squeaked so strangely, sounding thin and high-pitched, more like that of a woman than of a man.

Youre a confounded fool to waste time like this if youre still at fifty-eight, said the voice.

Youve said so before, I responded. But where shall I meet you?


Chapter Three.

An Appointment.
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THE VOICE ANSWERED at last — 

Ill meet you beside the lake in St. Jamess Park, Buckingham Palace end, at twelve to-morrow. Remember that.

Very well, I responded eagerly. Anything more?

No, was the reply. Be careful how you get out, and where you go. So long!

Then, next instant, I knew by the sound that the connexion had been switched off.

Whats the matter? asked Patterson, now beside me.

Wait, and Ill tell you afterwards, I said, at the same time ringing up again.

In response I was answered by a feminine voice at the Exchange, who inquired what number I desired.

Tell me, miss, who has just been speaking to me. Kindly oblige me, as its most important.

There was silence for a few moments, then the female voice inquired— Are you there? to which I responded.

You were on a moment ago with 14,982, the public call-office at Putney.

How long was I on?

About ten minutes.

Have I been on to the same place before this evening? I asked.

No. Several numbers have been ringing you up, but you havent replied.

Who were they?

Oh, I really cant tell you now. Its quite impossible. I remember that the call-office at Piccadilly Circus was one, and I think the one in the Minories.

They were all call-offices — no private persons?

Im unable to say. Ive been on duty for the past four hours, and have connected up thousands of numbers.

Then you cant tell me anything else? I asked disappointedly.

No. Im sorry I cant, replied the girl.

I was about to place the receiver on its hook when a sudden thought occurred to me, and again I addressed her.

This matter is a most urgent one, I said. Cant you ask at the call-office for a description of the man who has just been speaking?

Theres no one there. It is merely an instrument placed in a passage leading to some offices, was the reply.

I hung up the receiver, and turning to Patterson repeated the conversation.

Extraordinary, he ejaculated, when I had concluded. We must keep that appointment. The inquiry is plain proof that murder has been committed, and further, that more than one person is in the secret.

But is it not strange that this person, whoever he is, should dare to telephone in that manner?

It certainly is a bold move, my companion answered, but from his conversation it is evident that the assassin promised to telephone to him, and was either disturbed in his work and compelled to escape hurriedly, or else forgot it altogether. Again, its plain that to avoid detection the unknown man went from one call-office to another, always ringing up to this house, and never obtaining a response until you answered.

His inquiry was certainly a guarded one.

And your answers were smart, too, he laughed. You were careful not to commit yourself.

Do you think hell keep the appointment? I asked eagerly.

That remains to be seen, answered my friend, glancing at the bulls-eye to see if it were burning well. If hes not a blunderer he wont.

Well, lets hope he does, I said. You would arrest him, of course?

I dont know, he answered doubtfully. We might learn more by keeping observation upon him for a day or two.

Well, I said, we havent yet searched the place thoroughly. Lets see what is above.

My companion followed me upstairs rather reluctantly, I thought, passing the room where the mysterious tragedy had occurred and ascending to the floor above. There were four bedrooms, each well-furnished, but finding that they contained nothing of a suspicious character we continued to the top floor, where there were several smaller low-ceilinged rooms opening from a narrow passage. Two of them were evidently the sleeping apartments of the servants, the third was filled with lumber, but the fourth, which overlooked the back premises, long and narrow, was fitted as a kind of workshop or laboratory. A curious smell greeted our nostrils as we opened the door — a smell very much like the perfume on the dead womans handkerchief.

We found a gas-jet and lit it, afterwards gazing round the place with some surprise. Upon shelves around the walls were various bottles containing liquids; on the table stood two curious-looking globes of bright steel, riveted like those of a steam-boiler, and connected by a long tubular coil rolled into three consecutive spirals which ended with a kind of nozzle. From the fact that an electric battery and a lathe also stood in the room we at once came to the conclusion that the master of that house had been engaged in some scientific investigations.

From place to place we went, searching every corner for any written document or letter, until at last I found, crumpled and cast into the empty grate, an old envelope on which I read the address: Professor Douglas Dawson.

At any rate weve got the name of the occupant of this place, I said, handing my find to the police-officer.

Dawson? he repeated, Dawson? I fancy Ive heard that name in connexion with scientific discovery.

I dont know, I said. If hes a well-known man we shall soon find out all about him at the Royal Institution.

I was standing near the fireplace with the envelope still in my hand when, of a sudden, I was startled by a strange scuttling noise near my feet.

Good heavens! gasped Patterson, his eyes riveted on the spot. Look there! Look at that glass case! There are snakes in it!

I sprang away, and looking in the direction he indicated saw that a glass case, standing on the ground, contained two great snakes with beautiful markings of yellow and black. Even as I looked they were coiled, with their flat heads erect and their bead-like eyes shining like tiny stars in the shadow, their bodies half-hidden in a blanket.

Nice kind of pets, to keep in a house, observed Patterson. Thats one of them thats escaped into the garden, I expect.

I quite agree, I said, this place is decidedly the reverse of cheerful. Hadnt we better report at once? Theres been a mysterious tragedy here, and immediate efforts should be made to trace the assassin.

But, my dear fellow, how do you know theyve been murdered? he argued. Theres no marks of violence whatever.

Not as far as weve been able to discover. A doctor can tell us more after the post-mortem, I responded.

There were many very strange features connected with this remarkable discovery. My friends reluctance to commence an investigation, his firm resolve not to report the discovery, the mysterious voice at the telephone, the fact that some experimental scientist had his laboratory in that house, and the revelation of the unaccountable tragedy itself, were all so extraordinary that I stood utterly bewildered.

Absolutely nothing remained to show who were the pair lying dead, and no explanation seemed possible of that strange red light burning there so steadily, and unflickering. By the appearance of the glass, and the dust in the oil, the tiny lamp must have burned on incessantly for a very long time.

Strange it was that there, within a few yards of one of Londons great arteries of traffic, that charming woman and her companion should have been cut off swiftly and suddenly, without a hand being stretched forth to save them.

In company we went downstairs, leaving the light in the laboratory still burning, and re-entered the drawing-room to take a final glance around. As I approached the prostrate body of the man I felt something beneath my foot, and glancing down saw that some coppers had evidently fallen from his pocket and were lying strewn about the carpet. Then, having remained a few minutes longer, we both went out by the door we had entered, locking it and taking the key.

We must report it, Patterson, I said. It certainly has some queer and very extraordinary features.

Yes, he responded; adding slowly, did you notice anything strange up in that top room where the chemicals and things were?

Yes, a good deal, I answered. It isnt every one who keeps snakes as pets.

I dont mean that, he answered. But did you notice on the table a glassful of liquid, like water?

Yes.

Well, that stuff was bubbling and boiling without any heat beneath.

Perhaps the man who experiments there is a conjurer, I suggested, smiling at his surprise at seeing liquid boil when exposed to air. Police-officers know little of any other science save that of self-defence.

Now, he said seriously, as we strode forward together in the direction of Kensington Church, you must go to the station and report the discovery as if made by you — you understand. Remember, the snake attracted your attention, you entered, found the man and woman lying dead, lit the gas, searched the house, then left to get assistance, and met me.

Thats all very well, I answered. But you forget that you borrowed that lamp from one of your own men, and that I called on you first.

Ah! he gasped; turning slightly pale. I never thought of that!

Why dont you report it yourself? I urged.

For superstitious reasons, he laughed nervously.

Hang superstition! I cried. Adding: Of course, Ill report it if you like, but it would be far better for you to do so and risk this mysterious bad luck that you fear.

He was silent for a moment, thinking deeply, then answered in a strange, hard voice, — 

Perhaps youre right, Urwin. I — Im a confounded fool to be afraid, and with an effort quite apparent he braced himself up and we entered the police-station. Ascending the stairs we were soon closeted with Octavius Boyd, inspector of the Criminal Investigation Department attached to that Division, a middle-aged, dark-bearded, pleasant-faced man in plain-clothes, who, as soon as he heard our story, was immediately ready to accompany us, while five minutes later the clicking of the telegraph told that news of our discovery was being transmitted to headquarters at New Scotland Yard.

Patterson took down the London Directory, and turning it up at Upper Phillimore Place, found that the occupier of the house in question was Andrew Callender. He made inquiries in the section-house of the men off duty as to what was known of that house, but only one constable made a statement, and it was to the effect that he had, when on duty in Kensington Road, seen a youngish lady with fair hair, whose description tallied with that of the dead woman, come out and go across to the shops on the opposite side of the road.

Do you know anything of the servants? inquired Patterson.

Well, sir, the man answered, one was a man, and the other a woman.

How do you know?

Because the servant of the house next door told me so. The woman was the cook, and the man did the housework. She said that the house was a most mysterious one.

Is she there now? my friend asked.

No, sir. She was discharged a fortnight ago. Dishonest, I think.

And you dont know where she is?

Boyd had by this time called one of his plain-clothes men, who had obtained lamps, turning the dark slides over the flame, the station-sergeant had carefully ruled a line and written something in that remarkable register kept in every London police-station, wherein is recorded every event which transpires in the district, from a tragedy to the return of the sub-divisional inspector from his rounds, or the grooming of the horses. Then, after a short conversation with one of the second-class inspectors, we all four, accompanied by a sergeant, started for Upper Phillimore Place.

In order not to attract attention we separated. Patterson walking with me to the opposite side of the road, while the detectives walked together, and the sergeant alone. Little did the passers-by suspect when they saw Patterson and me strolling leisurely along that we were on our way to investigate what afterwards proved to be one of the strangest and most remarkable mysteries that had ever puzzled the Metropolitan Police.


Chapter Four.

The Three Cards.
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ON REACHING THE house, Boyd, an expert officer who had spent years in the investigation of crime, ascended with his subordinate to the drawing-room, while we remained on the ground floor to complete our search, the sergeant being stationed inside the hall.

Our further investigations were not very fruitful. The fact that dinner was laid for three indicated that a third person had been present, or was expected. The room did not differ from any other, except that it was perhaps better furnished than one would have expected in such a house, for although in a first-class and rather expensive neighbourhood the row of houses had declined in popularity of late years, and was now inhabited mostly by the lodging-house fraternity.

In moving about the room, however, my coat caught the plate laid for the person who was to occupy the head of the table, and it was nearly swept off. I saved it, however, but beneath was revealed a plain white card which, until that moment, had been concealed. Patterson caught sight of it at the same moment, and taking it in my hand I examined it, finding that it was a plain visiting card of ladys size, one side being blank, and other bearing a roughly-drawn circle in ink.

There was nothing else.

Thats certainly curious, my companion remarked, looking over my shoulder.

Yes, I said, lifting a second plate to see what was there concealed, and finding another card, in all appearances similar, plain, but bearing across its reverse a single straight line drawn with a pen.

By Jove! observed Patterson, lifting the other plate, and finding a third card, this is certainly very strange.

He turned the card over, but it was blank on both sides.

I wonder what game is this, or whether these have any connexion with the crime? I exclaimed, holding all three of the cards in my hand, turning them over and examining them carefully beneath the light. By the ink they have the appearance of having been prepared long ago. See! I added, holding one of them towards him, the corners of this one are slightly turned up and soiled. It has been carried in some ones pocket, and is not a fresh card.

Again Patterson took it and examined it. It was the one with the line drawn across it. The others were quite clean, as if just taken fresh from a packet.

Theres some mystery about these, he said reflectively, as though speaking to himself. If we could but solve it we should likewise solve the problem of the crime, depend upon it.

No doubt, I assented. Each of them have some meaning, occult but extraordinary. They were turned face downwards so that the accidental removal of the plate would not reveal the device upon them.

The devices are simple enough, but undoubtedly they have some hidden meaning, my friend said.

They were evidently concealed there, and the three persons, unsuspecting, were to discover them when the first plates were removed, I suggested.

He placed them together on the table, saying — 

Better let Boyd see them when he comes down. The affair grows more queer and complicated as we proceed.

Dont you recollect, I said suddenly, in the dead mans pocket was a card exactly similar, but quite blank. You threw it into the fireplace.

Ah! of course, he answered quickly. That fact shows that he had something to do with these mysterious symbols. I wonder what is their real meaning.

I wonder, I said. As you say, the mystery grows each moment more and more inexplicable. Curious, too, that the snake in the garden path should have directed your attention to it.

No, he said quickly, his face in an instant pale and serious, dont mention that, theres a good fellow. Im trying not to think of it; for when I recollect all that it means to me Im unnerved.

Bah! I laughed. Surely theres nothing to fear. It only shows that however careful the assassin is to cover his crime it must be unearthed sooner or later. The finger of Fate always points to the crime of murder, however well it may be concealed.

True, he sighed, his brows knit in serious thought. But the finger of Fate has in this case shown me an omen of evil.

Youre a fool, Patterson, I said bluntly. You have here every chance to distinguish yourself as a shrewd officer, yet you calmly stand by talking of omens and all that rot.

Yes, he answered. I know Im an idiot, Mr Urwin, but I cant help it. Thats the worst of it.

Well, I suggested, while Boyd is upstairs, why not make inquiries of the next-door neighbours regarding those who occupied this place?

He at once acted on my suggestion, and together we went out and rang the bell of the house adjoining on the right. My friends curious apathy in this matter surprised me, for usually he was a quick, active fellow, who prosecuted his inquiries methodically, and worked up evidence in a manner that had more than once called forth the commendation of the judge at the Old Bailey. That night, however, he was plainly upset — nervous, trembling and agitated, in a manner quite unusual to him.

Boyd, the keen-eyed, quick-witted detective inspector, had noticed this when at the police-station, but Patterson had only replied — 

Im a bit unwell, thats all.

Our summons at the house next door was answered by the occupiers wife, a rather stout, white-haired, gaily-capped old lady named Luff.

The appearance of Patterson in uniform surprised her, but when she had asked us in, and we were seated, he said — 

There is no occasion to be alarmed, madam. I have merely called to make an inquiry of you. It is in your power to render us assistance in a rather confidential matter regarding the occupiers of the house next door — your neighbours on the left. What do you know of them?

Nothing, she answered. They came about six months ago, a young lady and a very old gentleman, with a single maid-servant. They speak to no one, and, as far as I have observed, have very few friends. I have often remarked to my son, who is a civil engineer, and now away making the railway in China, that they are a mysterious couple. What is wrong with them?

Oh, its simply a private matter, my companion answered carelessly, not wishing to alarm the neighbourhood by news of our discovery.

What is the old gentleman like? Can you describe him? I inquired. No doubt she took me for a detective, but at that moment this thought did not occur to me.

He is sixty, I should think, old and decrepit, with white hair, and always walks with a stick.

And the lady was his daughter? suggested the inspector.

I suppose her to be his daughter, she answered. The old mans name is Dawson, I believe — at least one day a messenger-boy brought a note here by mistake, addressed to Professor Dawson. The daughter is a very good pianist, and plays every morning regularly.

They are well off, as far as you can judge? Patterson inquired with his assumed careless air.

No, I dont think they are, because my maid heard at Bouchers — the grocers across the way — that they owed a large bill which they couldnt settle. Again, people who have a house of that sort do not have coal by the hundredweight taken down into the kitchen as they do.

Patterson nodded. No more sure sign of a light purse is there than the purchase of coal by the half-sack. Yet the interior of that house, with its well-laid dinner-table, certainly did not betray any sign of poverty. Indeed, I had noticed in the cellar a dusty stock of choice wines, hocks, ports, and champagnes of expensive brands.

You dont know the young ladys name, then? asked my friend, after a slight pause.

If shes really his daughter it would, I suppose, be Dawson, she replied with a smile. But Im not certain, remember, as to either of their names.

Perhaps your servants may know something about them. Servants generally gossip and pick up information about ones neighbours, you know.

You are right, answered the affable old lady, they gossip far too much. Unfortunately, however, both my servants are out at this moment.

We chatted on, but it was evident from her conversation that her servants knew little beyond what she did. One statement she made was somewhat curious. She alleged that a few nights before she was awakened about two oclock in the morning by hearing the loud shrill screams of a woman who seemed to be in the room next hers in the adjoining house. She could hear a mans voice talking low and gruffly, and three or four times were the screams repeated, as if the woman were in excruciating pain.

What visitors came to the house? Patterson asked at length.

Very few. A youngish gentleman came sometimes. He called the other morning just as I was going out.

Who admitted him?

The young lady herself.

Many more questions Patterson put to the old lady, but elicited no noteworthy fact, except that two large, heavy trunks had been sent away by Parcels Delivery a couple of days before. Therefore, thanking Mrs Luff, who, of course, was extremely curious to know why the police were taking such an active interest in her neighbour, we left and made inquiries of the people in the adjoining house on the opposite hand.

It was a lodging-house and the owner, a rather surly old widow, was not at all communicative. What she told us amounted practically to what we had already learnt. She, too, had long ago set the old man and his daughter down as mysterious persons, and her two servants had never been able to find out anything regarding them.

So after nearly half an hours absence we returned to the house of mystery, watched, of course, by the persons in the houses on either side. None suspected a tragedy, but all remained at their windows expecting to see somebody arrested.

In the dining-room we found Doctor Knowles, the police divisional surgeon, who had been sent for by the police. He had already examined the bodies and was on the point of returning home.

Well, doctor, whats your opinion? asked Patterson.

I can form none until after the post-mortem, answered the prim, youngish, dark-moustached man in silk hat and frock coat, a typical Kensington practitioner, who was known to be a great favourite with his lady patients.

Are there no marks of violence?

None, he responded. Although there seems no doubt that there has been foul play, yet the means used to encompass their death remains an entire mystery. That laboratory, too, is a very remarkable feature.

Why? I asked.

Because the occupant of that place has made a discovery for which scientists have for years striven in vain, the doctor replied.

What is it?

You noticed those strange globes with the coil of tubing, he said. Well, from what Ive found, it seems that the experimenter has invented a means for the liquefaction of hydrogen in large quantities.

Is that anything very remarkable? I asked, in my ignorance of recent science.

Remarkable! he echoed. I should rather say it was. The discovery will create the greatest interest in the scientific world. Other gases have all been handled as true liquids in measurable quantities, while until now hydrogen has only been seen in clouds or droplets, and never collected into a liquid mass. Upstairs, however, there is actually a glass bowl of liquid hydrogen. The experimenter, whoever he is, has determined at last the exact temperature at which it will liquefy, and thus a field for quite new researches, as also for new generalisations, has been thrown wide open.

But why is the discovery so very important? I asked, still puzzled at the doctors unusual enthusiasm.

Briefly, because by it physicists and chemists can henceforward obtain temperatures lying within thirty-five degrees from the so-called absolute zero of temperature — minus 459 degrees Fahrenheit. A possibility is thus given to study physical bodies in the vicinity of that point, which represents, so to say, the death of matter — that is, absence of the molecular vibrations which we describe as heat.

This explanation, technical though it was, interested me. I knew Doctor Lees Knowles to be a rising man, and when reporting lectures at the Royal Institution had often noticed him among the audiences. There was no doubt that he was highly excited over the discovery, for, like myself, he had seen the liquid hydrogen boiling without any visible heat. In the papers there had been lots about Professor Dewars experiments in the liquefaction of oxygen, fluorine and the newly-discovered helium, and I remembered how all his efforts to bring hydrogen to a liquid state had failed. Now, however, the mysterious occupier of that house had succeeded, and every known gas could now be liquefied.

But the murder, observed Patterson, his thoughts reverting to the crime, for to him the most wonderful scientific discovery was as naught. Can you form absolutely no opinion as to how it was accomplished?

The doctor shook his head.

There is nothing whatever to account for their sudden death, as far as I can observe, he answered. To the woman, however, death must have come instantly, while the man must have fallen and expired a few seconds later. There seem many mysterious features in the affair.

The discoverer of this latest scientific fact is undoubtedly the old man who is absent, the father of the dead girl. From him we may learn something to lead us to form conclusions, I suggested.

An old man! echoed Dr Knowles. Tell me about him.

Briefly Patterson related all that had been told us by the neighbours, and when he had finished the doctor exclaimed — 

Then I can tell you one thing which is proved undoubtedly. The old man seen to go in and out was in reality a young one, for while looking over the laboratory I came across a white wig and a make-up box, such as is used by actors. Go upstairs and youll find a complete disguise there — broadcloth coat, pepper-and-salt trousers baggy at the knees, old-fashioned white vest, and collars of antique pattern.

Surely that cant be true! Patterson exclaimed in amazement.

It certainly is, the doctor asserted. Depend upon it that the man lying upstairs dead was the man who has been making these successful experiments, and who for some unknown reason desired to conceal his identity. Recollect that they had few friends, if any, and that their man-servant was a most discreet foreigner, who never gossiped.

Then you think that to the world they assumed the position of father and daughter, while in reality they were husband and wife? I said.

Most likely, responded the doctor. A man to make experiments on an elaborate scale as he has must necessarily have been absorbed in them. Indeed, that apparatus must have taken a year to prepare, and no doubt he has been making constant trials for months. He probably intended to give forth his discovery to the world as a great surprise, but has been prevented from doing so by some extraordinary combination of circumstances which has resulted in his death.

At that instant we heard a voice in the hall — a quick, sharp voice extremely familiar to me, but nevertheless it caused me to start. Next instant, however, there entered the room the well-known figure of Dick Cleugh.

Hulloa, old fellow! he exclaimed, greeting me and taking me aside. I thought Id run down and see whats in this. Funny affair it seems, doesnt it?

Yes, I answered. A most remarkable mystery. But why have you come out here?

Soon after you left I went to find Lily, but shes gone into the country. So having nothing else to do I came down to see what had occurred. I knew, of course, from Pattersons telegram, that it was something unusual.

Have you been upstairs?

Yes, Ive been worrying around this last half-hour, while you and Patterson have been making inquiries next door. Ive been having a look about with the Doctor. It seems that theres some wonderful apparatus in the laboratory — a discovery for liquefying hydrogen. Has he told you about it?

Yes, I responded. Whats your theory?

By Jove! old fellow, he said smiling, the whole affair is so devilish uncanny, with those snakes upstairs, water boiling without any heat beneath it, and one thing and another, that Im utterly at a loss how to account for it all.

You think theyve been murdered?

Of course, answered the astute Cleugh. But the doctor cant discover how. There is not a scratch upon them. The discovery of those flash notes on the man looks as though he were a bit of a swell swindler, doesnt it?

Yes, I said. Then taking him across to the dining-table I explained how we had discovered the three cards concealed beneath the plates.

He took the cards in his hand, turning them over, and examining them carefully.

Strange, he ejaculated. This adds still another phase to the affair. It is really a most sensational discovery, and will work up well for to-morrow.

No, Mr Cleugh, put in Patterson quickly, overhearing his remark, I beg of you to publish nothing whatever about it until I give you permission. In this we are bound to preserve secrecy for the present in order that our inquiries may not be thwarted. Even the neighbours will remain in ignorance of the real nature of things, so carefully do I intend to guard against any public sensation. Whatever information I can give you I will do so willingly, in order that you can prepare your account of it, but remember that not a word must be published until I give you permission.

Quite right, observed the doctor. In such a matter as this any sensation in the Press might frustrate all your efforts to arrive at the truth.

Very well, answered Dick, a trifle disappointedly. Of course youll give nothing to anybody else. I want to be first in the field with it.

Of that I give you my word. Not a soul will know of this discovery outside the persons in this house at the present moment. Come, lets go upstairs and speak to Boyd, and while the doctor wished us good evening and left, my two friends accompanied me upstairs, where in the drawing-room the detectives were continuing their searching investigation.

The woman is decidedly good-looking, isnt she? observed Cleugh as we entered.

Instinctively I turned towards the chair in which the body was still reclining, but next instant, with a loud cry of dismay, which at the same moment was echoed by Patterson, I stood aghast, rigid, immovable.

The sight which met our eyes was utterly bewildering.

The woman we had discovered there, so lovely in form and feature, had a wealth of auburn hair, and eyes of a deep intense blue, while, amazing though it was, this woman before us was quite ten years older, dark-complexioned, with hair which in that light seemed blue-black, and half-closed eyes as dark as jet.

Good Heavens! I gasped. Look! Why, that is not the woman we found when we first entered this place — but another. Where is the fair girl?

Theres no fair girl, answered the detective Boyd, as all started back in surprise at my astounding assertion. This is the woman we found, you must be mistaken.

No, Patterson declared in the low, hoarse voice of one filled with fear. There is no mistake. When we first entered there was another woman here, younger, prettier, with light hair and blue eyes. This is the most unaccountable, most amazing and most inexplicable of all our discoveries.


Chapter Five.

The Second Woman.
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THE STATEMENT THAT the woman found by Patterson on his first entry there, and seen by me afterwards, had disappeared, was at first discredited by our companions. It seemed too astounding to be the truth, nevertheless there was now reclining in the same armchair a woman who certainly bore no resemblance whatever to the beautiful, fair-haired girl with eyes of such deep, pure blue — those eyes that had stared at me so horribly in the ghastly rigidity of death. I recollected that smile upon her lips, half of sarcasm, half of pleasure; that strange expression which had held me entranced yet horrified.

She had disappeared, and here in her place was a dark-complexioned woman, older, nevertheless handsome — a woman in whose refined face was an air of romance and tragedy, and upon whose hand was the marriage bond. She, too, was dead. The doctor had examined her and pronounced life extinct.

How could this have occurred? I exclaimed, turning to Patterson as soon as I had recovered from the shock of the astounding discovery.

Its simply amazing! he declared. Im utterly at a loss to account for it. The woman we found here was most distinctly another person.

Then there has been a triple tragedy, observed Boyd. The body of the first woman must have been conveyed away during the time you were absent at the police-station.

But why? I asked. What on earth could be the motive?

Impossible to tell, Patterson answered. Perhaps the body is hidden somewhere in the house.

No, Boyd replied. Weve made a complete search everywhere. It has undoubtedly been taken away. This fact, in itself, shows first, that there is more than one person implicated in the crime, and secondly, that they were absolutely fearless; while further, the incident of the telephone is in itself sufficient proof that they had taken the utmost precautions against detection.

Are you quite certain that every cupboard and wardrobe has been looked into? I asked doubtfully.

Quite. From garret to cellar weve thoroughly overhauled the place. There are a couple of large trunks in one of the bedrooms, but we examined the contents of both. They contain books.

But loose boards, or places of that sort? I suggested.

When we search a place, responded the Scotland Yard inspector with a smile, were always on the look-out for places of concealment. Ive superintended the investigation myself, and I vouch that nothing is concealed within this house.

Do you think that the assassin was actually in the house when we first entered?

Thats more than likely, he answered with a pensive air. Evidently the instant youd gone the body of the fair-haired girl was somehow spirited away.

Where?

Ah, thats what we must find out. Perhaps a taxi-driver will be able to throw a light upon the matter.

This is certainly a first-class mystery, observed Dick, with journalistic instinct and a keen eye to those special interviews and latest revelations in which readers of his journal always revelled. It will make no end of a stir. What a godsend, now that the gooseberry season is coming on.

A good murder mystery is always welcome to a certain class of London daily journals, but more especially in the season when Parliament is up, the Courts are closed for the Vacation, and the well of sensations runs low. This season is termed, in journalistic parlance, the gooseberry season, on account of the annual appearance of the big gooseberry, that mythical monster of our youth, the sea-serpent, and the starting of the usual silly correspondence upon Why should we live? or some equally interesting controversial subject.

We were all held in blank astonishment at this latest development of the extraordinary affair. It had so many remarkable phases that, even to Boyd, one of the shrewdest officers of the Criminal Investigation Department, it was bewildering.

To me, however, the disappearance of that dead woman with the fair, pure face was the strangest of all that tangle of astounding facts. That face had impressed me. Its every feature had been riveted indelibly upon my memory, for it was a face which, in life, I should have fallen down and worshipped as an idol, for there was about it a purity and charm which must have been highly attractive, a vivacity in those eyes which, even in death, had held me spell-bound.

I dont see that we can do any more just now, Boyd remarked in a business-like tone to his subordinate.

Youve seen the three cards which were beneath the plates on the dining-table? I asked.

Yes, he responded. Theres some hidden meaning connected with them, but what its impossible at present to guess. In order to prosecute our inquiries we must preserve secrecy. Nothing must be published yet. Indeed, Patterson, youll apply to the Coroner at once to take steps to withhold the real state of affairs from the public. If the assassins find that no hue and cry is aroused we may have a far better chance of tracing them, for they may betray themselves.

Its a pity, observed Dick, deeply disappointed. A first-class sensation of this sort dont occur every day. Why, its worth four columns if a line.

Be patient, Patterson urged. You shall have an opportunity of publishing it before long, and Ill see that you are a long way ahead of your contemporaries.

Dont let the news agencies have a word. They always try and get in front of us, said Cleugh, whose particular antagonists were the Central News and the Press Association, which possess facilities for the collection of news and its transmission by wire to the various newspapers that form one of the most marvellous organisations in unknown London.

Leave it to me, said the inspector. As soon as its wise to let the public know anything Ill give you permission to publish. The Comet shall be first in the field with it.

Very well, answered Dick, satisfied with Pattersons answer. That officer had been prominent a few years before in the investigations relative to those mysterious assassinations of women in Whitechapel, and was very friendly with the Comet man, as Cleugh was termed in the journal which he represented.

Many were the suggestions we put forth as to how the bodies of the victims could have thus been changed, but no theory we could advance seemed likely to have any foundation in fact.

The mystery was certainly one of the strangest that had ever puzzled the crime investigators of London. The cause of its discovery was a most remarkable incident, and at every turn as the investigation proceeded mystery seemed to follow upon mystery, until the whole affair presented so many curious features that a solution of the problem seemed utterly impossible.

I bent beside the body of the woman who, reclining in the armchair with one arm fallen by her side, presented the appearance of one asleep. Her presence there was a profound enigma. A thought, however, occurred to me at that moment. The dining-table below had been laid for three. Perhaps she was the third person.

For the greater part of an hour we remained in that house of grim shadows discussing the various phases of the astounding affair, until at last, about eleven, we all left, two constables in uniform being stationed within. So secretly had this search been carried out that the neighbours, though, perhaps, puzzled by Pattersons inquiries, entertained no suspicion of any tragic occurrence. In Kensington Road all the shops facing Upper Phillimore Place were closed save the tobacconists and the frequent public-houses, the foot passengers were few, and at that hour the stream of taxis with homeward-bound theatre-goers had not yet commenced. Market garden carts from Hounslow or Feltham, piled high with vegetables, rumbled slowly past on their journey to Covent Garden, and a few empty motor-buses rattled along towards Hyde Park, but beyond all was quiet, for that great artery of Western London goes early to rest.

At the police-station we took leave of Patterson and Boyd, and entering a motor-bus at Kensington Church, arrived at our chambers shortly before midnight.

Theres something infernally uncanny in the whole business, said the Mystery-monger as we sat smoking, prior to turning in. It was our habit to smoke and gossip for half an hour before going to bed, no matter what the time. Our talk was generally of shop events in our world of journalism, the chatter of Fleet Street intermingled with reminiscences of the days doings. Dick was sitting in the armchair reflectively sucking his eternal briar, while I sat at my table pondering over a letter I had found there on my return. It was from Mary Blain, for whom I had once long ago entertained a very strong affection, but who had since gone out of my life, leaving only a shadowy recollection of a midsummer madness, of clandestine meetings, of idle, careless days spent in company with a smart, eminently pretty, girl in blue serge skirt, cotton blouse and sailor hat. All was of the past. She had played me false. I was poor, and she had thrown me over for a man richer than myself. For nearly three years I had heard little of her; indeed, I confess that she had almost passed from my memory until that evening when I had sat awaiting Dick, and now on my return I opened that letter to discover it in her well-known, bold hand — the hand of an educated woman.

The letter, which had had some wanderings, as its envelope showed, and was dated from her fathers house up the river, merely expressed a hope that I was in good health, and satisfaction at hearing news of me through a mutual friend. Such a letter struck me as rather strange. I could only account for it by the fact that she desired to resume our acquaintanceship, and that this was a womans diplomatic way of opening negotiations. All women are born diplomatists, and womans wit and powers of perception are far more acute than mans.

The letter brought back to me vividly the memory of that sweet, merry face beneath the sailor hat, the wealth of dark hair, the laughing eyes so dark and brilliant, the small white hands, and their wrists confined by their golden bangles. Yes, Mary Blain was uncommonly good-looking. Her face was one in ten thousand. But she was utterly heartless. I recollected how, when with her mother she had spent a summer at Eastbourne, what a sensation her remarkable beauty caused at Sunday parade on the Esplanade. She was lovely without consciousness of it, utterly ingenuous, and as ignorant of the worlds wickedness as a child. The daughter of a wealthy City man who combined company-promoting with wine-importing, she had from childhood been nursed in the lap of luxury, and being the only child, was the idol of her parents. Their country house at Harwell, near Didcot, was in my fathers parish, and from the time when her nurse used to bring her to the Rectory until that well-remembered evening when in the leafy by-lane I had for the last time turned my back upon her with a hasty word of denunciation, we had been closest friends. She had played me false. My hopes had been wrecked on Lifes strange and trackless sea, and now whenever I thought of her it was only in bitterness. I have more than a suspicion that old Mr Blain did not approve of our close acquaintanceship, knowing that I was a mere journalist with an almost untaxable income; nevertheless, she had continued to meet me, and many were the happy hours we spent together wandering through that charming country that skirts the upper reaches of the Thames.

In order to see her I used frequently to run down from London to my home on Saturdays and remain till Mondays. With her mother she sat in her seat in front of the Rectory pew, and as she walked down the aisle her face would be illumined by a glad light of welcome. How restful were those Sundays after the wear and tear of London life! How peaceful the days in that sleepy little village hidden away in a leafy hollow three miles from the Great Western line! After we had parted, however, I did not go home for six months. Then, on inquiry, I found that the Blains had sold their place, presumably because they were in want of money, for it was said that they had taken a smaller house facing the Thames, near Laleham, that village a little beyond Shepperton, where in the churchyard lies Matthew Arnold. From all accounts old Blain had lost heavily in speculation and had been compelled to sell his carriages and horses, dispose of many of his pictures, and even part with some of the Louis Seize furniture at Shenley Court, where they had lived. This was, of course, indicative of a very severe reverse of fortune.

Since those hours of Marys love and her subsequent falseness, my life had been a queer series of ups and downs, as it must ever be in journalistic London. Many dreary days of changeful care had come and gone since then.

I sat silent, thinking, with her letter still open in my hand.

Why are you so confoundedly glum, old man? Dick asked. Whats your screed about? Duns in the offing?

No. Its nothing, I answered evasively, smiling.

Then dont look so down in the mouth, he urged. Have a peg, and pull yourself together. He had been in India, and consequently termed a whisky-and-soda a peg. The origin of that expression is a little abstruse, but is supposed to refer pointedly to the pegs in ones coffin.

I thrust the letter into my pocket, helped myself to a drink, and lit a cigarette.

Its a really first-class sensation, Dick said, again referring to the curious affair. Pity I cant publish something of it to-morrow. Its a good thing chucked away.

Yes, I replied. But Patterson has some object in imposing secrecy on us.

Of course, he answered thoughtfully.

There was a pause. We both smoked on. Not a sound penetrated there save the solemn ticking of the clock and the distant strains of a piano in some mans rooms across the square.

Do you know, Frank, my companion said after some reflection, and looking at me with a rather curious expression— do you know that I have some strange misgivings?

Misgivings! I echoed. Of what?

Well, he said, did anything strike you as strange in Pattersons manner?

To tell the truth, I answered, something did. His attitude was unusual — quite unusual, to-night.

Hes a funny Johnnie. That story of the snake on the pavement — isnt it rather too strange to be believed?

At first sight it appears extraordinary, but remember that in the laboratory upstairs we found other snakes. The occupier of the house evidently went in for the reptiles as pets.

I quite agree with you there, he said. But there are certain circumstances in the case which have aroused my suspicion, old chap. Of all the curious cases Ive ever investigated while Ive been on the Comet, this is the most astounding from every point of view, and I, for one, shant rest until weve fully solved the problem.

In that youll have my heartiest assistance, I said. All the time I can spare away from the office Ill devote to helping you.

Good, Dick exclaimed heartily, refilling his pipe. Between us we ought to find out something, for you and I can get at the bottom of things as soon as most people.

The two strangest features of this case, I pointed out, are first the telephonic message, and secondly, the disappearance of the first woman we found.

And those cards!

And that penny wrapped so carefully in paper! I added. Yes, there are fully a dozen extraordinary features connected with the affair. The whole business is an absolute puzzle.

Tell me, old chap, Dick said, after a pause, what causes you to suspect Patterson?

I dont suspect him, I answered quickly. No. I merely think that he has not told the exact truth of the first discovery of the crime, thats all.

Exactly my own opinion, responded Dick. Hes concealing some very important fact from us — for what purpose we cant yet tell. Theres more in this than we surmise. Of that I feel absolutely confident.

The snake story is a little too good, I said, rather surprised that his suspicions should have been aroused, for I had not related to him my conversation with Patterson and his very lame excuse for not making a report of the discovery at the police-station. What had aroused Dicks suspicions I was extremely puzzled to know. But he was a shrewd, clever fellow, whose greatest delight was the investigation of crime and the obtaining of those revelations which middle-class London so eagerly devours.

A very happy invention of an ingenious mind, my dear fellow, exclaimed the Mystery-monger. Depend upon it, Patterson, being already aware that there were snakes in that house, invented the story, knowing that when the place was searched it would appear quite circumstantial.

Then you think that hes not in absolute ignorance of who lived there? I exclaimed, surprised at my friends startling theory.

Dick nodded.

I shouldnt be surprised if it be proved that he knew all along who the dead man is.

Why?

Well, I noticed that he never once looked at that mans face. It was he who covered it with a handkerchief, as though the sight of the white countenance appalled him.

Come come, I said, proceed. Youll say that hes the guilty one next.

Ah! no, my dear fellow, he hastened to reassure me. You quite misunderstand my meaning. I hold the theory that in life these people were friends of Pattersons, thats all.

What makes you suspect such a thing?

Well, I watched our friend very closely this evening, and thats the conclusion Ive arrived at.

You really think that he is concealing facts which might throw light on the affair? I exclaimed, much surprised.

Yes, he answered, I feel certain of it — absolutely certain.


Chapter Six.

What I Saw in the Park.
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FOR A LONG time, sitting by the open window and looking out upon the starry night, we discussed the grim affair in all its details. The piano had stopped its tinkling, a dead silence had fallen upon the old-world square, one of the relics of bygone London, and the clock upon the hall had struck one oclock with that solemnity which does not fail to impress even the most dissipated resident of Grays. As a bachelor abode Grays Inn is as comfortable and convenient a spot as there is in London, for there is always a quiet, restful air within; the grey, smoke-stained houses open on airy squares, and until a couple of years ago, quite a large colony of rooks made their home in the great old trees. It is an oasis of peace and repose in the very centre of that gigantic fevered city, where the whirl of daily life is unceasing, where in the east and south toiling millions struggle fiercely for their bread, while in the west is greater wealth and extravagance than in all the world besides.

I think, said Dick at last, after he had put forth one or two theories, that if we manage to get to the bottom of this affair we shall discover some very startling facts.

Thats absolutely certain, I answered. The disappearance of the fair girl, and the substitution of the other, is in itself a fact absolutely unique in the annals of crime. Whoever effected that change must have been indeed a bold person.

Didnt the people next door see any taxi drive up, or notice anything being brought up to the house?

No. Thats the strangest part of it, I responded. Nothing was seen of any cab or conveyance, although, of course, there must have been one.

And that inquiry by telephone was a remarkable incident, Dick went on. You say that the inquirer was popping about to various call-rooms ringing up his confederates. That shows that there were two or three in the secret. It hardly seems feasible that the man who rang up from the Minories was the same as the one with whom you spoke at Putney.

No; but the arrangement to meet in St. Jamess Park to-morrow is extraordinary, to say the least.

Ah, my dear fellow, observed my friend, with a smile, I very much fear that that appointment wont be kept. Men such as they evidently are will hardly risk a meeting. On reflection, the individual, whoever he is, will see that he has given himself away, and his natural caution will prevent him from going near St. Jamess Park.

Well, I only hope he does meet me, I observed.

So do I. But to my mind such a circumstance is entirely out of the question. You see he went to call-boxes in order to avoid detection.

The curious thing is, that if it were the same man who rang up each time he must have travelled from one place to another in an amazingly rapid manner.

There might be two persons, he suggested.

Of course there might, I answered. But I think not. The girl at the exchange evidently recognised the voice of the persistent inquirer.

Im glad I came down — very glad, he said. I went over to see Lily, but shes gone to Ipswich with her aunt, an old lady who feared to travel alone. It appears she wrote to me this morning, but the letter has missed the post, I suppose. It will come to-morrow morning.

You had your journey to Peckham for nothing, then?

Yes, he answered. She ought to have sent me a wire. Just like a woman.

I knew Lily Lowry, the pretty friend of Dick Cleugh, very well indeed. I did not know that he actually loved her. There was undoubtedly a mutual friendship between them, but nevertheless he often would go for a month and see nothing of her. The daughter of a struggling shopkeeper near the Elephant and Castle, she had been compelled to seek her own living, and was at present assistant at a large cheap drapers in Rye Lane, Peckham. Setting the convenances at naught, as became a London girl of the present decade, she had many times visited our dingy abode. I had always suspected that the love was on her side, for she was always giving him various little things — embroidered pouches, handkerchiefs and those semi-useful articles with which girls delight the men they love.

But Dick did not seem in the least concerned at not having seen her. He was annoyed that he had had a journey on the Chatham and Dover for nothing, and thought a great deed more of the mystery of Phillimore Place than of Lilys well-being. He was a pessimist in every sense of the word. Once he had told me the story of his first love, a strange tragedy of his life that had occurred in his days at Jesus. It was this, I always suspected, that had evoked from him the real ardent affection which a man should have for a woman who is to be his companion through life. Man loves but once, it is true, but the love of youth is in the generality of cases a mere heart-beating caused by a fantasy begotten of inexperience. The woman we love at sixteen — too often some kind-hearted housewife, whose soft speech we mistake for affection — we flout when we are twenty. The woman who was angelic in our eyes when in our teens, is old, fat and ugly when, four years later, the glamour has fallen from our eyes and we begin to find a foothold in the world. Wisdom comes with the moustache.

So it was with Dick. He had lost the woman he had loved in his college days, yet, as far as I could judge, none other had ever taken her place in his heart.

Two oclock had struck ere we turned in, and both of us were up at seven, our usual hour, for evening papers, issued as they are at noon, are prepared early in the morning. We were always at our respective offices at half-past seven.

My first thought was of the meeting I had arranged in St. Jamess Park, and of my friends misgivings regarding it. Full of anxiety, I worked on till eleven oclock, when Boyd was shown into my room, greeting me merrily. His appearance was in no way that of a police-officer, for he wore a shabby suit of tweed, a soiled collar, and an old silk hat much frayed at the brim, presenting the appearance of the typical beery Fleet Street lounger.

Ive come to see you, Mr Urwin, regarding this meeting in the park, he said. Do you intend going?

Of course, I answered, surprised that he should ask such a question. Why?

Well, because I think it would be best to leave it entirely to us. You might be indiscreet and queer the whole thing.

I dont think youll find me guilty of any indiscretion, I said, somewhat piqued.

I dont apprehend that, he said. But on seeing you at the spot appointed, the mysterious person who made the inquiry last night will at once get away, for he will know that the secret is out. We must, as you know, act with greatest caution in this affair, so as not to arouse the slightest suspicion that the keeping of this appointment is in the hands of the police.

Then what, in your opinion, is the best course to pursue? I inquired.

First, your friend Mr Cleugh must not go near the park. Ive already written him a note to that effect. Secondly, you must act exactly as I direct. A single slip will mean that the individual will escape, and in this we must not court failure by any indiscreet move.

And how do you intend that I should act? I asked, sitting back in my writing-chair and looking at the shrewd detective who was known throughout London as one of the cleverest unravellers of crime, and who had been successful in so many cases wherein human life had been involved.

Well, he said, hesitating, truth to tell, I would rather that you didnt go to the park at all.

Why?

Because you could not wait about in the vicinity of the spot indicated without betraying a sign that you were in expectation of some one, he answered. Remember, you are not a detective.

No, I answered, Im not a detective, but Ive had a few years training in investigations. I think I could disguise my anxiety sufficiently.

I was extremely anxious to keep the appointment, and his suggestion that I should not go caused me disappointment and annoyance.

But if you were seen waiting about, the man we want would certainly not make his appearance. Hed scent danger at once. Weve evidently got to deal with a very cunning scoundrel.

I could conceal myself, I declared. I promise you I will act with greatest discretion.

Well, he said at length, after some further demur, I suppose, then, you must have your own way. Personally, I dont think the man will be such a fool as to run his neck into a noose. Theres been some clever work in connexion with this matter, and men capable of such ingenuity must be veritable artists in crime and not given to the committal of any indiscretion. The voice in the telephone was a squeaky one, I think you said?

Yes, weak and thin, like an old mans.

Boyd glanced at his watch — a gold hunter with an inscription. It had been given him by public subscription in Hampstead in recognition of his bravery in capturing two armed burglars in Fitzjohns Avenue.

Its time we went, he exclaimed; but as we rose Dick entered in hot haste. He had just received Boyds note and had run round to my office.

Ive been out making an inquiry, he said, having greeted us and expressed disappointment at Boyds decision. I thought, in order to satisfy myself, and so that I could use the information later on, I would go round to Professor Braithwaite at the Royal Institution and ask his opinion of the scientific apparatus found in the laboratory. I went down to Patterson, got permission to remove it from the house, and took the whole affair in a cab to the Royal Institution.

Well, whats the result? I inquired breathlessly.

The result? he answered. Why, the old Johnnie, when he saw the paraphernalia, stood dumbfounded, and when he put it together and commenced experimenting seemed speechless in amazement. The discovery, he declared, was among the greatest and most important of those made within the last twenty years. He sent messengers for a dozen other scientific men, who, when they saw the arrangement, examined it with great care and were equally amazed with old Braithwaite. All were extremely anxious as to the identity of the discoverer of this mode of liquefying almost the last of the refractory gases, but I, of course, held my tongue for a most excellent reason — I did not myself know. I merely explained that the apparatus had fallen into my hands accidentally and I wished to ascertain its use.

Then quite a flutter has been caused among these dry-as-dust old fossils, I observed, laughing.

A flutter! Dick echoed. Why, the whole of the scientific world will be in a state of highest excitement to-morrow when the truth becomes known. Old Braithwaite declared that the discoverer deserves an immediate knighthood.

Lets be off, Boyd said. He took no interest in the discovery. Like myself, his only object was to solve the mystery.

Then Im not to go? Dick said inquiringly.

No, the detective replied. Im sorry, but a crowd of us will queer the thing. You shall have all the details later. Patterson has promised that you shall publish first news of the affair.

Dick was sorely disappointed, I saw it in his face; nevertheless, with a light laugh he wished us goodbye when we emerged into Fleet Street, and hurried away back to the offices of the Comet, while Boyd and myself jumped into a hansom outside St. Dunstans Church, and drove along Pall Mall as far as St. Jamess Palace, where we alighted and entered the park. The detective explained his tactics during the drive. They were that we should separate immediately on entering the park, and that he should go alone to the spot indicated by the mysterious voice, while I idled in the vicinity. I was to act just as I pleased, but we were not to recognise one another either by look or sign.

I own, therefore, that it was with considerable trepidation that I left the detective on entering the Mall and wandered slowly along beneath the trees, while he crossed and entered the park himself. In that thoroughfare, which forms a short and pleasant cut for taxis going eastward from Victoria station, there was considerable traffic at that hour. The sky was blue, and the June sun shone warmly through the trees, giving the Londoner a foretaste of summer, and causing him to think of straw hats, flannels and holiday diversions. A bright day in a London park at once arouses thoughts of the country or the sea. With my face set towards the long, regular façade of Buckingham Palace — a grey picture with little artistic touches of red, the scarlet coats of the Guards — I wondered what would be the outcome of this attempt to obtain a clue. That thin squeaky voice sounded in my ear as distinctly at that moment as it had done on the previous night, a weird summons from one unknown.

At last, just as Big Ben, showing high across the trees, chimed and boomed forth the hour of noon, I entered one of the small gates of the park and strolled along the gravelled walk down to the edge of the ornamental water, where, for some minutes, I stood watching a group of children feeding the water-fowl.

Though trying to look unconcerned, my eyes were ever on the alert. I had expected to see Boyd, but there was no sign of him, therefore I strolled along, passing the end of the water, the exact spot indicated. There was no one there beyond half a dozen school children feeding the birds with portions of dinners brought with them from distant homes.

Undecided whether to halt there, I kept my attention fixed upon the children, then, fearing to annoy Boyd by remaining at that point, I strolled slowly along the shore in the direction of Birdcage Walk. The detective had certainly concealed himself successfully, for although I kept my eyes on the watch I could discover no sign of him.

The hour of the appointment had passed, but, not daring to turn back to look, I kept straight on, until, at some distance beyond, I came to a seat beside the path and there I rested, drawing a newspaper from my pocket and pretending to read. Unfortunately, from where I sat, at a point opposite the Wellington Barracks, I could obtain no view of the meeting-place, and although Big Ben struck the quarter I was compelled to remain there inactive, watching furtively the few passers-by.

With a diligence perhaps unworthy of a journalist I read and re-read my newspaper for nearly half an hour, and in the course of that time the people who went along did not number a dozen. Of none of these did I entertain any suspicion. They included a couple of soldiers, two or three old women, a lady with a small child, a couple of nurses with children, a park-keeper, and a bank clerk with his wallet chained to his belt.

Secreted somewhere in the vicinity, Boyd was watching, but where I knew not. His surmise had unfortunately proved correct, I reflected, as the half-hour chimed. The man, whoever he was, was no fool.

For five minutes longer I remained, when a sudden impatience seized me, and I folded my paper and rose.

As I did so there came round the bend of the path, from the direction of the spot the mysterious voice had indicated, a slim figure in deep mourning, evidently a lady. She walked with an even swinging gait, not as one who was idling there, but as though with some fixed purpose. On her approach I saw that she was attired entirely in black, wearing a dress of the latest mode, the wide skirt of which rustled as she walked; a large hat with swaying feathers which at that moment struck me as somewhat funereal, and a thick spotted veil. Her black silk sunshade she carried on her arm, and as she came nearer I could not help being struck by her neatness of figure, her small waist, wide hips and well-moulded bust.

I lingered at the seat to brush the dust from my coat, so that she might pass and allow me a glance of her face.

She went by with a loud frou-frou of silken underskirt, and at that same instant I turned my gaze upon her and looked into her face.

Next second I drew back, startled and aghast.

Her hair was fair, her eyes large and blue, her features familiar. Even that thick veil could not conceal her marvellous beauty.

I looked again, believing it to be some chimera of my disordered imagination.

No. There was no mistake. It was an astounding, inexplicable truth.

She was the woman I had discovered cold and dead in that house in Kensington on the previous night — the woman whose body had so strangely disappeared.

For a few moments I stood rooted to the spot. The discovery held me petrified.

Then, with sudden resolve, I moved forward and followed her.


Chapter Seven.

Eva Glaslyn.
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I GLANCED BEHIND me, but saw no sign of Boyd. Of a sudden it crossed my mind that he had not been present at our first discovery; therefore, expecting a man to keep the appointment, he had allowed her to pass the spot unnoticed.

The appearance of that neat figure before me, the figure of the woman over whose beauty I had mourned as dead, was in itself a most startling fact, adding still another feature to the already dark and inscrutable mystery. I wanted to have a word with Boyd and ask his advice, for I knew not how to act in such unexpected circumstances. One of the victims was actually keeping an appointment with an accomplice of the assassin, for there seemed no doubt that murder had been committed by some secret means.

When she passed me I noticed the queer, half-suspicious glance she cast at me with those large blue eyes of hers, a glance in which anxiety was mingled with terror and despair. Evidently she had sought some one whom she had not been able to find, and was disappointed in consequence. With the silhouette of her figure before me like some phantom which I was endeavouring to chase in vain, I strolled on at a respectable distance, endeavouring to look unconcerned. I saw what a strikingly smart figure hers was; how slim the waist, how wide and well-rounded the hips, and how through the bodice of her dress was shown the outline of those narrow French corsets, mere bands for the waist which only women with superb figures ever dare to wear. Her skirt of fine black cloth hung in folds unusually graceful, for London skirts are always more or less bunchy, dragging behind and rising in front, unless made by the first-class houses in Regent Street or Bond Street. London dressmakers cannot cut a skirt well. But her gown was a model of simplicity and good fit, evidently the creation of some expensive ladies tailor.

Her hair, in the full light of day, was not golden brown as I had believed it to be, but really auburn, and her black hat suited her admirably. From moment to moment I feared lest she should glance back and discover me following her, but fortunately she kept straight on at the same even pace, passing out of the park by Storeys Gate, and continuing along Great George Street until she entered the bustle of Parliament Street. Here, fearing she might escape me, I was compelled to approach nearer, at risk of being discovered, and even then was still utterly undecided how to act. My first impulse was, to walk up to her, introduce myself and tell her of the circumstances in which I had discovered her in that house, apparently lifeless. On reflection, however, I judged that by her presence in the park she was acquainted with the assassin or his associate, and that by keeping close watch upon her I might discover more than by at once exposing my hand. There seemed in her very appearance, in that deep mourning, something grim, weird, mysterious.

At the corner of Parliament Street, outside the steamy tea-rooms, she stood for a few moments gazing anxiously up and down, as if in search of an omnibus. A man approached her, crying the second edition of the Comet, a copy of which she purchased eagerly, folding it small and placing it within the folds of her sunshade.

Why had she done that? I wondered. Did she expect to find in that paper an exposure of the secret tragedy of the previous night?

I stood reading some excursion time-tables outside the railway booking-office on the opposite corner, watching her furtively. From her manner I could plainly see how nervous and excited she was.

After some hesitation she turned and walked along to King Street, where she entered the telegraph office and dispatched a telegram. She evidently knew that part of London, or she would not have known the whereabouts of that office hidden down the short side street. I waited in Parliament Street until her return, and unnoticed strode back behind her to the corner of Bridge Street, where she at length entered a taxi and drove off.

From the telegram I might, I thought, obtain some clue, but, alas! telegrams are secret, and I should be unable to get a glance at it. To apply at the office would be useless. The police might perhaps obtain permission to read it, but so many dispatches are daily handed in there that to trace any particular one is always a difficult matter.

I was divided in my impulses. Should I go back to King Street and make instant application regarding the telegram, so that it might be marked and easily traced afterwards, or should I follow the taxi which at that moment was crossing Westminster Bridge?

I decided upon the latter course, and jumping into another motor, pointed out the taxi I desired to follow.

Our drive was not a long one — only to Waterloo Station, the busy platform of the loop line. Here I could easily conceal myself in the crowd of persons every moment arriving and departing, and as I stood near the booking-office, I heard her ask for a first-class ticket to Fulwell, a rather pleasant and comparatively new suburban district between Twickenham and Hampton.

The Shepperton train was already in the station, therefore she at once took her seat, while I entered another compartment in the front of the train. I did this in order to be able to alight quickly, leave the station before her, and thus avoid recognition. The journey occupied about three-quarters of a hour, but at length we drew into the little rural station situated in a deep cutting, and ere the train stopped I sprang out, passed the barrier and leaped up the steps, escaping ere the gate was closed by the ticket inspector. By this quick movement I gained several minutes upon her, for the barrier was closed, and alighting passengers were not allowed to leave before the train had again moved off.

The high road from London opened right and left, one way leading back to Strawberry Hill, the other out to New Hampton. I felt certain that she would walk in the direction of the latter place, therefore I started off briskly until I came to a small wayside inn, which I entered, and going to the window of the bar-parlour called for refreshment, at the same time keeping a keen look-out for her passing.

Several persons who had come by train hurried by, and at first I believed she had taken the opposite direction. But at last she came, holding her skirts daintily and picking her way, for it had been raining and the path was muddy. She, however, was not alone.

By her side walked a young rather handsome man about twenty-five, who wore tennis flannels, and who had apparently met her at the station. She was laughing merrily as she passed, while he strode on with a light, airy footstep indicative of happiness.

Theres a lady just gone past, I exclaimed quickly, turning to the innkeepers wife, who had just brought in my glass of beer. I often see her about. Do you know who she is?

With womans curiosity she went to the door and looked out after her.

Oh, thats Lady Glaslyns daughter, she said.

Lady Glaslyns daughter! I echoed in surprise.

Yes, its Miss Eva, and the young gent with her is Fred Langdale, the son of the great sugar-refiner up in London. They both live here, close by. Lady Glaslyn, a widow, is not at all well off, and lives along at The Hollies, the big white house with a garden in front on this side of the way, while the Langdales have a house further on the road to Hampton, overlooking Bushey Park.

Oh, thats who they are! I said quite unconcernedly, but secretly delighted with this information. And who is this Lady Glaslyn? Has she lived here long?

Nearly a year now, the good woman answered. Then, confidentially, she added, They are come-down swells, I fancy. That theyve got no money is very evident, for the tradespeople cant get their bills paid at all. Why, only last week, Jim Horton, the gas companys man, was in here, and I heard him tell his labourers that hed got orders to cut the gas off at The Hollies because the bill wasnt paid.

Then they must be pretty hard up, I observed. Many aristocratic families come down in the world.

The name of Glaslyn puzzled me. It sounded familiar.

Who was her ladyships husband? Do you know?

No, sir. Ive heard several stories. One was how that he was a baronet who led an exploring party somewhere in South America, and died of fever, and another that he was a shady individual who was connected with companies in the City. But nobody here knows the truth, I think.

A glance at Debrett or Burke when I returned to my office would quickly settle that point, I reflected; therefore, having obtained all the information I could from her I wished her good-day, and left.

Along the Hampton Road I strolled in the direction the pair had taken, and in the distance saw the mysterious Eva take leave of her companion and enter a house, while he lifted his hat and walked on. I proceeded slowly, passing The Hollies on the opposite side of the way. It was a rather large place, decidedly old-fashioned, standing back in its own grounds and approached by a carriage drive, a three-storied redbrick house with those plain windows surrounded by white wooden beams of the early Georgian era. In the old-world garden, hidden by a high wall, grew a profusion of roses and wallflowers which diffused a sweet scent as I passed, and half the house seemed hidden by ivy and creepers. The small lawn in front, with its laurels and monkey-trees, were well kept, and the place seemed spick and span, and altogether comfortable.

As I passed I fancied I saw a black-robed figure standing at one of the ground-floor windows. What if she recognised me? I dared not to look around again, but kept on my way, walking through New Hampton, past the long wall of Bushey Park, until I came to Old Hampton town, whence, half an hour later, I took train back to Waterloo.

I had, at any rate, made one discovery, which was in itself absolutely bewildering. At first I had doubted that this sweet-faced, clear-eyed woman was actually identical with the dead form that lay back in her chair on the previous night. I believe that she only bore some striking resemblance, heightened, perhaps, by the agitated state of my mind. But all doubts on this point had been set at rest by one fact. The woman whose cold hand I had grasped had worn in her bodice a brooch of unusual pattern — a tiny enamelled playing-card, a five of diamonds quaintly set in gold — and this same ornament, striking on account of its originality of design, was at the throat of Eva Glaslyn, showing plainly against the dead black of her dress.

The mystery was certainly most remarkable. In wonder how Boyd had fared, or whether Patterson had been prosecuting inquiries in other directions, I went straight to Kensington from Waterloo, and found the inspector in his room over the police-station. It was a small apartment with drab-painted walls, plainly furnished as police-stations are. The table whereat he sat was littered with papers, mostly pale straw-colour, and on the mantelshelf stood an interesting collection of photographs of people wanted, each bearing a number in red ink corresponding to the index book, wherein a short account of their crime was recorded.

Why, he cried, as I entered, wherever have you been? Ive been hunting high and low for you.

Ive been down to Hampton, I laughed.

To Hampton! he echoed. What on earth have you been doing down there?

Making inquiries, I answered, affecting an air of unconcern. Ive made a rather queer discovery.

What is it? he asked, as I took a seat before him.

Ive found the woman whom Patterson and I discovered dead last night, and the strangest part about it is that shes alive and quite well.

My dear fellow, are you mad? he asked, looking at me strangely. People arent in the habit of coming to life again, you know.

Im well aware of that, I responded. Nevertheless, the fact remains that the woman seen by Patterson and by myself is actually alive. I met her in the park, and followed her home to New Hampton.

Met her in the park! he cried. There was one woman I noticed, fair-haired, and dressed in black.

The same, I answered. Fortunately I recognised her and kept her under observation.

Then, in response to his demand, I related to him the whole circumstance in detail.

And her name? he inquired, when I had concluded.

Eva Glaslyn, daughter of Lady Glaslyn.

Glaslyn! he ejaculated. Good heavens! Surely it cant be the same!

Why the same? I inquired.

Oh, nothing! he answered evasively, quickly seeking to allay my suspicions. There was some mystery, or scandal, or something connected with that family once, if I recollect aright. I may, however, be mistaken in the name. At any rate, Mr Urwin, youve acted with tact and discretion, and discovered a most important fact.

What have you been doing? I asked.

Well, he answered in hesitation, the fact is, Ive had a somewhat exciting experience.

Did you, then, discover the man? I inquired anxiously.

I met a man, but whether he was the one who made the appointment by telephone I dont yet know, he said. I waited until a quarter to one, concealed behind some bushes, and presently saw a grey-haired old gentleman, well-dressed in frock coat, and silk hat, strolling in my direction. He was quite a dandy with well-pressed trousers, varnished boots, gold-headed cane and single eyeglass. His air was that of a lawyer or doctor. As if in search of some one he lingered in the vicinity, subsequently sitting upon a seat at the very end of the lake, the exact spot which had been indicated.

And what did you do?

I waited and watched. There was no one near, yet from his sharp glances in all directions I saw that he was in fear lest some one might approach whom he didnt wish to see. He appeared violently agitated, and at last, when he was entirely alone, he placed his hand into his inner pocket, took out something, and rising from the seat with a swift movement cast the object far away into the water.

Something he wanted to get rid of. Suspicious, wasnt it?

Of course, said the detective. After that you may rest assured that I didnt lose sight of him. When the object he had thrown away had fallen into the lake he turned, and after glancing up and down in fear that his action might have been observed, he returned to his seat, and waited until Big Ben struck again. Then he rose and left the park, strolling airily along the Buckingham Palace Road, peering a good deal under the bonnets of the pretty women who were looking in the windows of the shops. He entered the bar of Victoria Station, drank a whisky-and-soda, and then continuing along to Ebury Street passed twice or three times up and down in front of a house on the left-hand side. There were a number of people in that street at the time, but the instant he thought himself unobserved, he dived down the area of the house he kept passing and repassing. In a moment I noted that the number was twenty-two, and having done so placed a watch upon the house, well satisfied that I had taken the first step towards unravelling the mystery.

Remarkable, I said, I wonder what it was he threw away?

Thats impossible to tell without dragging the lake, and to do that at present would excite suspicion. He evidently went there in order to meet the assassin, but as the latter did not keep the appointment, this unknown object, which might prove convicting if found upon him, he resolved to get rid of, and no better place could there be than at the bottom of the lake. Theres lots of pieces of evidence there, you bet.

Then there must be some mysterious connexion between the appearance of Eva Glaslyn at that spot and this man who got rid of some evidence of the crime, I observed.

Most certainly, the detective said. It almost seems as though she came there for the purpose of meeting him, but he being late she grew impatient and left before his arrival. At every step we take the enigma becomes more complicated, more extraordinary, more bewildering.


Chapter Eight.

Some Remarkable Evidence.
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THREE DAYS WENT by, days full of wonder and anxiety.

Many were the discussions between Patterson, Dick and myself regarding the extraordinary development of the mystery which had now resolved itself into as complete a puzzle as ever occupied the attention of Scotland Yard. In Ebury Street and at Hampton most careful observation was being carried on night and day, but according to Boyd absolutely nothing suspicious could be discovered. Lady Glaslyn was, according to Debrett, widow of a Sir Henry Glaslyn, a Scotch baronet who had died several years before, leaving no heir to continue the title, and only one daughter, Eva.

In the meantime the bodies of the man and the woman had been removed to the mortuary secretly in the early hours of the morning in order not to arouse the suspicion of the neighbours, and a post-mortem had been held by two local doctors, with the result that it was found possible to hold the inquest on the afternoon of the third day. The Coroner held his inquiry in a small back room in the Kensington Town Hall, not far from the scene of the tragedy, and, in opening, made a short address to the jury, pointing out the necessity for preserving the utmost secrecy in the matter, and expressing a hope that no one present would defeat the ends of justice by giving any facts to the newspapers.

Pardon me, sir, exclaimed the tradesman who had been elected foreman, but I see two gentlemen of the Press present.

Both have assisted us in our inquiries, Patterson briefly explained to the Coroner.

Of course, the Coroner answered, this is a public court, and therefore we cannot exclude any one. Yet I am confident the reporters will respect my wishes.

This we both promised to do, Cleugh, well-known to the Coroner, speaking first.

The Coroner, when the jury had returned from viewing the bodies, made a few further observations, pointing out to the jury that although the affair was one of the most mysterious and inexplicable that had ever come beneath his notice in the course of his twenty years experience as a London coroner, yet they were there to try and decide the cause of death alone. They had no concern with any other facts except the cause of death, and he trusted they would give the matter their undivided attention.

Patterson was the first witness. In terse language he gave an account of his discovery and of his second visit to the house in my company. Then, when he had concluded, I was called and bore out his statement, relating how we had entered the laboratory and found the marvellous scientific apparatus, and how in the pocket of the dead man I had found a penny wrapped in paper. The cards with the strange devices which had been beneath the plates on the dining-table were handed round to the jury for their inspection, and then a statement which I made startled even the Coroner. It was how the body of the woman at present in the mortuary was not the same as the one we had at first discovered.

Impossible! exclaimed the Coroner, while the twelve jurymen stood aghast at my statement.

That is quite true, sir, exclaimed Patterson, rising from his seat. The lady we first discovered was younger, with fair hair.

Then there must have been a triple tragedy, observed the Coroner, astounded. This is most extraordinary.

I was about to explain how I had recognised in the girl I met in St. Jamess Park the identical woman whom we had discovered lifeless, but a sharp look from the inspector silenced me.

We are making diligent inquiries, the officer went on, and we have reason to believe that we shall be able to make a further statement later — at the adjourned inquiry.

The Coroner nodded, and turning to the jury, said — 

Of course, gentlemen, it would not be wise at this stage for the police to disclose any of the information in their possession. Their success in such matters as this mainly depends upon secrecy. I think we may now, perhaps, hear the medical evidence.

The jury stirred uneasily and settled themselves to listen intently as Dr Lees Knowles, the police divisional surgeon, stepped forward and was sworn.

I was called by the police to the house, he said, and found there two deceased persons, a man and a woman, in the drawing-room on the first floor. The attire of the man was rather disarranged, as the police had already searched him, but there were no signs whatever of a struggle.

You made a cursory examination, of course, suggested the Coroner.

Yes. Life had been extinct sometime, and rigor mortis had commenced. There was, however, no external sign of foul play.

And the post-rnortem?

The Court was silent in anxious anticipation of the doctors response.

Assisted by Doctor Lynes I made a post-mortem, but found absolutely nothing to account for death. There was no mark of violence on either of the bodies, and no physical defect or slightest trace of disease. Nevertheless, the position of the bodies when found makes it evident that both persons died with great suddenness, and without being able to obtain assistance.

Was there nothing whatever to give any clue to the cause of death? asked the Coroner, himself a medical man.

Nothing, responded the surgeon. One thing, however, struck us as peculiar. On the inside of the right forearm of both the man and the woman were identical tattoo marks. The device, nearly an inch in diameter, represented a serpent with its tail in its mouth, the ancient emblem of eternity. The mark on the man had evidently been traced several years ago, but that on the woman is comparatively fresh, and could not have completely healed over more than a month ago. It is as though the mark on the man has been copied upon the woman.

And what do you think is the signification of this mark? inquired the Coroner, looking up from the blue foolscap whereon he had been writing down the depositions.

Im utterly at a loss to know, the doctor answered. Yet it is very curious that upon one of these cards we found beneath the plates there is a circle drawn, while it also seemed that snakes were kept in the house as pets. To my mind all three circumstances have some connecting significance.

The jury bent together and conversed in whispers. This theory of the doctors seemed to possess a good deal of truth, even though the mystery was increased rather than diminished.

Many more questions were put to the doctor, after which his colleague, Dr Lynes, was called, and corroborated the police surgeons evidence. He, too, was utterly unable to ascribe any fatal cause. The tattoo marks had puzzled him, but he suggested that the man and woman might be husband and wife, and that in a freak of caprice, to which women of some temperaments are subject, she had caused the device on her husbands arm to be copied upon her own. Opinions were, however, divided as to whether the pair were husband and wife. For my own part I did not regard his theory as a sound one.

You did not overlook the contents of the stomach, of course? the Coroner exclaimed.

No, we sent them in sealed bottles to Dr Marston, the analyst of the Home Office.

And have we his report? inquired the Coroner.

Dr Marston is here himself, sir. He has come to give evidence, Patterson answered from the back of the room, while at the same time an old grey-haired gentleman in gold-rimmed spectacles rose, and walking forward took the oath.

You received from the previous witnesses two bottles? suggested the Coroner. Will you please tell us the result of your analysis?

I tested carefully with group reagents for every known poison, and also for ptomaine, he said, but all the solvents — alcohol, benzol, naphtha, ammonia and so forth — failed. I tested for the alkaloids, such as strychnine, digitalin, and cantharidin, and used hydrochloric acid to find either silver, mercury or lead, and also ammonia in an endeavour to trace tin, cadmium or arsenic. To none of the known groups does the poison — if poison there be — belong. Therefore I have been utterly unable to arrive at any definite conclusion.

Is there no direct trace of any poison?

None, was the answer. Yet from the result of certain group reagents it would appear that death was due to the virulence of some azotic substance.

You cannot, we take it, decide what that substance was?

Unfortunately, no, the renowned analyst answered, apparently annoyed at having to thus publicly acknowledge his failure. The state of the stomach of either person was not such as might cause death. Indeed, there was only a secondary and most faint trace of the unknown substance to which I have referred.

Then, to put it quite plainly, said the Coroner, it is your opinion that they were poisoned?

I can scarcely go so far as that, the witness responded. All I can say in evidence is that I found a slight trace of some deleterious substance which all tests refused to clearly reveal. Whether it were an actual poison which resulted in death I hesitate to say, as the result of my analysis is not sufficiently clear to warrant any direct allegation.

Do you suggest that this substance, whatever it was, must have been baneful and injurious to the human system?

I think so. Even that, however, is not absolutely certain. As you know, certain poisons in infinitesimal quantities are exceedingly beneficial.

Then we must take it that, presuming these two persons actually died of poison, it must have been by a poison unknown in toxicology? observed the Coroner.

Exactly, the analyst responded, standing with his hands behind his back and peering through his spectacles at the expectant jury.

The Coroner invited the jury to ask any questions of the analyst, but the twelve Kensington tradesmen feared to put any query to the man who had the science of poisoning thus at his fingers ends, and whose analyses were always thorough and absolutely beyond dispute. He was the greatest authority on poisons, and they could think of nothing further to ask him. Therefore the Coroner politely invited him to sign his depositions.

After he had withdrawn, the Coroner, placing down his pen, sighed, leaned back in his chair with a puzzled expression, and once more addressed the twelve men who had been summoned and warned before him. They had heard the evidence, he said, and it was now for them to decide whether the two persons had died from natural causes, or whether they had met with foul play. In the circumstances he acknowledged that a decision was extremely difficult on account of the many mysterious side issues connected with the affair, yet he pointed out that if they were in real doubt whether to return a verdict of natural death or of wilful murder, there was still a third course, namely, to return an open verdict of Found dead, and thus leave the matter in the hands of the police. He was ready, of course, to adjourn the inquiry, but from what he knew of the matter, together with the evidence which had just been given, it was his honest opinion that no object could be obtained in an adjournment, and further by closing the inquest at once they would prevent any inexpedient facts leaking out to the newspapers.

The jury retired to consult in an adjoining room, and in ten minutes returned, giving an open verdict of Found dead. Thus ended the inquiry, and while the law had been complied with, public curiosity remained unaroused, and the police were enabled to work on in secret.

With Cleugh I lingered behind, chatting with Patterson and Boyd.

Were keeping observation at Upper Phillimore Place, Boyd explained, in response to my inquiry. Funny thing that nobody else calls there, and that the servants have never come back.

Have you found the snake that was in the garden? Cleugh asked of Patterson, with a significant glance at me.

No, he responded, rather confused. You see any search there might arouse suspicion. Therefore we are compelled to be content with watching for the return of any one to the house.

But you havent yet succeeded in establishing the identity of the pair, Dick observed.

No. Thats the queerest part of it, Boyd exclaimed. The owner of the house, a builder who has an office in Church Street, close by, says that the place was taken furnished by a Mrs Blain, who gave her address at Harwell, near Didcot. She paid six months rent in advance.

Harwell! echoed Cleugh, turning to me. Isnt that your home, Urwin?

Yes, I gasped. The name of Blain caused me to stand immovable.

Why, Dick exclaimed, noticing my agitation, whats the matter, old fellow? Do you know the Blains?

Yes, I managed to reply. They must be the Blains of Shenley Court. If so, they are friends of my family.

I had never told my companion of my bygone love affair, because it had been a thing of the past before we had gone into diggings together.

Who are they? inquired Boyd quickly. Tell me all you know concerning them, as we are about to prosecute inquiries in their direction.

First, tell me the statement of the house owner, I said.

Well, he describes Mrs Blain as a middle-aged, rather pleasant lady, who came to his office about a year ago in response to an advertisement in the Morning Post. She appeared most anxious to have the house, and one fact which appears to strike the old fellow as peculiar is that she took it and paid a ten-pound note as deposit without ever seeing the interior of the premises. She told him that it was for some friends of hers from abroad, and that they not having arrived she would sign the agreement and accept all responsibility.

Anything else?

Yes, the detective replied. She was accompanied by a young lady, whom old Tritton, the landlord, took to be her daughter. Now, tell me what you know.

I paused, looking at him fixedly. The disclosure that Mrs Blain was the actual holder of that house of mystery was certainly startling. It was remarkable, too, that on the very night of the crime I should receive a letter from Mary, the woman who had so long lingered in my memory. Was that, I wondered, anything more than a mere coincidence?

I dont know that I can tell you very much about the family, I answered, determined to put him off the scent and make inquiries myself. They were much respected when at Shenley, where they kept up a fine country house, and entertained a great deal. They were parishioners of my father, therefore I went there very often.

Do you know Mrs Blain well?

Quite well.

And her daughter? suggested Dick, much interested. Whats she like? Pretty?

Passable, I answered, with affected indifference.

Then they are not a shady family at all? suggested the detective.

Not in the least. That is why the fact of Mrs Blain having taken the house is so surprising.

It may have been sub-let, Cleugh observed. Her friends from abroad may not have arrived after all, and she might have re-let it, a circumstance which seems most likely, as no one appears to have seen her enter the place.

At any rate its most extraordinary, I said. Then, turning to Boyd, I asked, Why not leave the inquiry in that quarter to me? Knowing her, I can obtain information far more easily than you can.

Yes, Cleugh urged. It would be a better course — much better.

Very well, answered the detective, not, however, without some hesitation. But be careful not to disclose too much. Try and find out one fact only — the reason she took the house. Leave all the rest to us.

I promised, and after drinking together over in the refreshment bar at High Street Station we parted, and Cleugh and I took a bus back to our chambers.

He stopped in Holborn to buy some last editions of the papers, while I hurried on, for, being terribly hungry, I wished to give old Mrs Joad early intimation of our readiness for the diurnal steak.

With my latch-key I entered our chambers. The succulent scent of grilled meat greeted my nostrils, and I strode eagerly forward shouting for the Hag.

As I entered the sitting-room I started and drew back. A quick word of apology died from my lips, for out of our single armchair there arose a tall female dark, well-fitting dress, bowing with a grace that was charming.

I saw before me, half concealed beneath a thin black veil, a smiling face eminently pretty, a tiny mouth parted to show an even row of pearly teeth, a countenance that was handsome in every feature.

That pair of eyes peering forth at me held me motionless, dumb. I stood before my visitor, confused and speechless.


Chapter Nine.

The Love of Long Ago.
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THERE ARE HOURS in our lives which are apparently without importance, but which, nevertheless, exercise an influence on our destiny.

Little wonder was it that at this instant I stood before my visitor voiceless in amazement, for in her erect, neat figure I recognised the broken idol of those long-past summer days — Mary Blain.

Of all persons she was the one I most desired at that moment to meet. Her letter to me, and her presence in my chambers that evening, were two facts that appeared pre-arranged with some ulterior motive rather than mere coincidence. Not an hour before Boyd had made a most puzzling statement regarding her mother, and here she was, confronting me with that smile I knew so well, as if anxious to make explanation.

I believe Ive startled you, Frank, she exclaimed, laughing, as she held out her gloved hand in greeting. Is it so long since we met? Perhaps it is indiscreet of me to come here to your chambers, but I wanted to see you. Mother would be furious if she knew. Why didnt you answer my letter?

Forgive me, I said in excuse. Ive been busy. The life of a daily journalist leaves so very little time for correspondence, and I invited her to be re-seated in our only armchair.

She shrugged her shoulders, smiling dubiously.

You men are always adepts at the art of excuse, she remarked.

She was pretty — yes, decidedly pretty. As I sat looking at her, there came back to me vivid recollections of a day that was dead, a day when we had exchanged vows of undying affection and had wandered in secret arm-in-arm along those quiet leafy lanes. She was a girl then, and I not much more than a stripling youth. But we had both grown older now, and other ideas had sprung up in our minds, other jealousies and other loves. Almost four whole years had passed since I had last seen her. She had grown a little more plump and matronly, and in her dark, luminous eyes was a look more serious than in her old hoydenish days at Harwell. How time flies! It did not seem four years since that autumn evening when we parted in the golden sunset. Yet how great had the change been in the fortunes of her purse-proud family, and even in my own life.

There was no love between us now. None. The days were long-past since a womans touch and words would make me colour like a girl. Even this meeting when she pressed my hand and her eyelids fluttered, did not re-stir within me the chord of love so long untouched. I had heard of her only as a flirt and fortune-hunter, and had read in the newspapers a paragraph announcing her engagement to the elder son of a millionaire ironfounder of Wigan. Nevertheless, a month ago the papers contained a further paragraph stating that the marriage arranged would not take place. Since we had parted she had evidently been through many love adventures. Still, she was nevertheless uncommonly good-looking, with a grace of manner that was perfect.

Ive often wondered, Frank, what had become of you, she said, leaning her elbow on the table, raising her veil and looking straight into my eyes. We were such real good friends long ago that Ive never failed to entertain pleasant recollections of our friendship. Once or twice Ive heard of you through your people, and have now and then read your articles in the magazines. Somehow Ive felt a keen desire for a long time past to see you and have a chat.

I feel honoured, I answered, perhaps a trifle sarcastically, for mine was but a bitter recollection. It is certainly pleasant to think that one is remembered after these years. Then, in order to add irony to my words, I added: Ive heard you are engaged.

I was, she responded, glancing at me sharply. But it is broken off.

You found some one you liked better, I presume? It is always so.

No, not at all, she hastened to assure me. The fact is there was very little love on either side, and we parted quite amicably.

As amicably as we did ourselves — eh?

No, Frank, she said with a sudden seriousness, dropping her eyes to the table. Do not refer to that. With years has come wisdom. We were both foolish, were we not?

Perhaps I was when I believed your vow to be a true one, I responded a trifle bitterly, for I had thought the summer of my life over and at an end.

Ah, no! she cried. I did not come here to reopen an incident that has been so long closed. You love another woman, no doubt.

No, I answered. I loved you once, until you forsook me. I have not loved since.

But I was a mere girl then, she urged. Ours was but a midsummer madness — that youll surely admit.

I was silent. I had believed myself proof against all sentiment in this respect, for of late I had thought little, if at all, of my lost love. Yet alone with her at that moment all the bitter past flooded upon me, my wild passion and my shattered hopes, with a vividness that stirred up a great bitterness within me. Not that I loved her now. No. On the contrary, I hated her. She had played others false and treated them just as she had treated me.

After madness there is always a reaction, I answered, recollecting how fondly I had once loved her, and how, since the day we parted, my life, even Bohemian as it must ever be in journalistic London, was nevertheless loveless and misanthropic, the life of one whose hopes were shattered and whose joy in living had been sapped. Shenley was but the tomb of those summer recollections. I never now visited the place.

But all this is very foolish, Frank, she exclaimed with a calm philosophical air and a smile probably meant to be coquettish. Why recollect the past?

When one has loved as I once did, it is difficult to rid oneself of the memory of its sweetness or its bitterness, I said. Your visit here has brought it all back to me — all that I have striven so long and so strenuously to forget.

She sighed. For a single instant her dark eyes met mine, and then she avoided my gaze.

I ventured here, she explained in a low, apologetic tone, because I believed that our youthful passion had mutually died, and that I might renew your acquaintance not as lover but as friend. If, by coming here, I have pained you, or caused you any particularly unhappy recollections, forgive me, Frank — forgive me, and she stretched forth her hand and placed it upon my arm with a gesture of deep earnestness and regret.

Certainly, I forgive you, I answered, annoyed with myself for having thus worn my heart on my sleeve. It was foolish, I knew. That idyllic love of ours was a mere dream of youth, like the other castles in the air we build when in our teens. It was unwise to have spoken as I had, for after all, truth to tell, I was at that moment secretly glad of my freedom. And why? Because the mysterious woman, whose beauty was perfect, yet whose very existence was an enigma, had awakened within my soul a new-born love.

Since that bright morning when she had first passed me in St. Jamess Park my thoughts had been constantly of her. Although I had not exchanged a single word with her I loved her, and all thought of this dark-eyed woman who had once played me false had passed from me.

Thus, angry with myself at having spoken as I had, I strove to remedy whatever impression my words had made by treating my visitor with a studied courtesy, at the same time seeking to discover the real motive of her call. I recollected the mystery, together with the fact that had been elicited regarding the tenancy of the house, and felt convinced that her visit was not without some strong incentive. She either came to me in order to learn something, or else with the object of satisfying herself upon some point remaining in doubt.

This thought flashing through my troubled brain placed me on the alert, and as we with mutual eagerness changed the topic of conversation, I sat gazing into her mobile countenance, filled with ecstatic wonder.

As you know, she chattered on, quite frankly, in her rather high-pitched key, before we left Shenley father had some very heavy losses in the City. At first we found a smaller house simply horrible, but now we are quite used to it, and personally Im happier there, because we are right on the river and can have such jolly boating.

But Riverdene is not such a very small place, surely? I said. Dick, who knew the river well, had once told me that it was a fine house situated in one of the most picturesque reaches.

No, she laughed, not really so very small, I suppose. But why not come down and see for yourself? Mother often speaks of you, and you know youre always welcome.

Now, in ordinary circumstances I should have refused that invitation point-blank, but when I reflected that I was bound to make certain inquiries of Mrs Blain, I, with apparent reluctance, accepted.

Mother will be most delighted to see you. We have tennis very often, and boating always. Its awfully jolly. Come down the day after to-morrow — in the afternoon. I shall tell mother that I met you in the street and asked you down. She must, of course, never know that I came here to see you, and she laughed at her little breach of the convenances.

Of course not. I wont give you away, I said. Then suddenly recollecting, I added: May I get you a cup of tea?

Oh, no, thanks, really, she answered. Ive been in Regent Street to do some shopping, and I had tea there. I was on my way home, but thought that, being alone, Id venture to try and find you.

Im very glad we have met, I said enthusiastically, for, truth to tell, I saw in her opportune invitation a means by which I might get at the truth I sought. There was something extremely puzzling in this allegation that the calm-mannered, affable Mrs Blain, whom I had known so well, was the actual tenant of the mysterious house in Phillimore Place. Then, looking at her steadily, I added: In future our relations shall be, as you suggest, those of friendship, and not of affection — if you really wish.

Of course, she replied. It is the only sensible solution of the situation. We are both perfectly free, and there is no reason whatever why we should not remain friends — is there?

None at all, I said. Tell your mother that I shall be most delighted to pay you a visit. You have a boat, I suppose?

Oh, yes. And a punt, too. This season Ive learned to punt quite well.

I smiled.

Because that pastime shows off the feminine figure to greatest advantage, I observed. Girls who punt generally wear pretty brown shoes, and their dresses just a trifle short, so that as they skip from end to end of the punt they are enabled to display a discreet soupçon of lingerie and open-work stocking — eh?

Ah, no, she protested, laughing. Youre too sarcastic. Punting is really very good fun.

For ladies, no doubt, I said. But men prefer sculling. Theyve no waists to show, nor pretty flannel frocks to exhibit to the river crowd.

Ah, Frank, you always were a little harsh in your conclusions, she sighed. I suppose it is because you sometimes write criticisms. Critics, I have always imagined, should be old and quarrelsome persons — you are not.

No, I responded. But old critics too often view things through their own philosophical spectacles. The younger school take a much broader view of life. Im not, however, a critic, I added, Im only a journalist.

I could hear old Mrs Joad growling to herself because the steak was ready and she could not lay the cloth because of my visitor. Meanwhile, the room had become filled to suffocation with the fumes of frizzling meat, until a blue haze seemed to hang over everything. So used was I to this choking state of things that until that moment I never noticed it. Then I quickly rose and opened the window with a word of apology that the place smelt stuffy.

She glanced around the shabby, smoke-mellowed room, and declared that it pleased her. Of course bachelors had to shift for themselves a good deal, she said, yet this place was not at all uncomfortable. I told her of my companion who shared the chambers with me, of his genius as a journalist, and how merrily we kept house together, at which she was much interested. All girls are more or less interested in bachelors arrangements.

Our gossip drifted mostly into the bygones — of events at Harwell, and the movements of various mutual friends, when suddenly Dick Cleugh burst into the room crying — 

I say, old chap, theres another first-class horror! Oh! I beg your pardon, he said in apology, drawing back on noticing Mary. I didnt know you had a visitor; forgive me.

Let me introduce you, I said, laughing at his sudden confusion. Mr Cleugh — Miss Blain.

The pair exchanged greetings, when Cleugh, with that merry good humour that never deserted him, said — 

Ladies never come to our den, you know, Miss Blain; therefore please forgive me for blaring like a bull. Our old woman who cleans out the kennels is as deaf as a post, therefore we have contracted a habit of shouting.

What is the horror of which you spoke? she asked, with a forced laugh, I was looking at her at that instant and noticed how unusually pale and agitated her face had suddenly become.

Oh, only a startling discovery in to-nights special, he answered.

A discovery! she gasped, Where?

He glanced at the paper still in his hand, while she bent forward in her chair with an eagerness impossible of concealment. Her cheeks were pallid, her eyes dark, wild-looking and brilliant.

The affair, he said, seems to have taken place in Loampit Vale, Lewisham.

Ah! she ejaculated, quite involuntarily giving vent to a sigh of relief which Cleugh, quick and observant, did not fail to notice.

My friend threw the paper aside, sniffed at the odour of burnt meat, and suggested that the Hag was endeavouring to asphyxiate us.

The Hag! exclaimed Mary, surprised. Whos the Hag!

Old Mrs Joad, responded Dick. We call her that, first, because shes so ugly; and secondly, because when shes cooking for us she croons to herself like the Witch of Endor.

She certainly is decidedly ugly with that cross-eye of hers. It struck me, too, that she had an ancient and witch-like aspect when she admitted me, she laughed.

Thus we chatted on until the bell on the Hall struck seven and she rose to go, first, however, inviting Dick to accompany me to Riverdene, an invitation which he gladly accepted. Then she bade him adieu and I accompanied her out into Holborn, where I placed her in a taxi for Waterloo.

On re-entering the room, Dicks first exclamation was — 

Did you notice how her face changed when I mentioned the horror?

Yes, I said.

Her names Blain, and I presume shes the daughter of Mrs Blain who is tenant of that house in Kensington?

I nodded.

An old flame of yours. I remember now that you once spoke of her.

Quite true.

Well, old fellow, he said, it was quite apparent when I mentioned the tragedy that she feared the discovery had been made in Kensington. Depend upon it she can, if she likes, tell us a good deal.

Yes, I answered thoughtfully, I agree with you entirely, Dick. I believe she can.


Chapter Ten.

On the Silent Highway.
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WHATEVER MIGHT HAVE been Marys object in thus renewing my acquaintance at the very moment when I was about to seek her, one thing alone was apparent — she feared the revelation of the tragic affair at Kensington. There are times when men and women, whatever mastery they may possess over their countenances, must involuntarily betray joy or fear in a manner unmistakable. Those sudden and entirely unintentional words of Dicks had, for the moment, frozen her heart. And yet it was incredible that she could have any connexion with this affair, so inexplicable that Superintendent Shaw, the chief of the Criminal Investigation Department at Scotland Yard, had himself visited the house, and, according to what Boyd had told me, had expressed himself utterly bewildered.

Next day passed uneventfully, but on the following afternoon we took train to Shepperton, where at the station we found Simpson, the chauffeur who had been at Shenley, awaiting us with a smart motor-car, in which we drove along the white winding road to Riverdene.

Dicks description of the place was certainly not in the least exaggerated when he had said that it was one of the most charming old places on the Thames. Approached from the highway by a long drive through a thick belt of elms and beeches, it stood, a long, old-fashioned house, covered with honeysuckle and roses, facing the river, with a broad, well-kept lawn sloping down to the waters edge. The gardens on either side were filled with bright flowers, the high leafy trees overshadowed the house and kept it delightfully cool, and the tent on the lawn and the several hammocks slung in the shadow testified to the ease and repose of those who lived there. Many riparian residences had I seen during my frequent picnics and Sunday excursions up and down the various reaches, but for picturesqueness, perfect quiet and rural beauty, none could compare with this. I had expected to find a mere cottage, or at most a villa, the humble retreat of a half-ruined man; yet on the contrary it was a fine house, furnished with an elegance that was surprising, with men-servants and every evidence of wealth. City men, I reflected, made money fast, and without doubt old Henry Blain had regained long ago all that he had lost.

How beautiful, how tranquil was that spot, how sweet-smelling that wealth of trailing roses which entirely hid one-half the house after the dust and stuffiness of Fleet Street, the incessant rattle of traffic, and the hoarse shouting of the winners. Beyond the lawn, which we now crossed to greet our hostess and her daughter, the river ran cool and deep, with its surface unruffled, so that the high poplars on the opposite bank were reflected into it with all their detail and colour as in a mirror. It was a warm afternoon, and during our drive the sun had beat down upon us mercilessly, but here in the shadow all was delightfully cool and refreshing. The porch of the house facing the river was one mass of yellow roses, which spread their fragrance everywhere.

Mrs Blain was seated in a wicker chair with some needlework, while Mary was lying in a chaise-longue reading the latest novel from Mudies, and our footsteps falling noiselessly upon the turf, neither noticed our approach until we stood before them.

Im so very pleased youve come, Frank, exclaimed the elder lady, starting forward enthusiastically as she put down her work, and Im delighted to meet your friend. I have heard of you both several times through your father. I wonder he doesnt exchange his living with some one. He seems so very unwell of late. Ive always thought that Harwell doesnt suit him.

He has tried on several occasions, but the offers he has had are in towns in the North of England, so he prefers Berkshire, I answered.

Well, she said, inviting us both to be seated in comfortable wicker chairs standing near, it is really very pleasant to see you again. Mary has spoken of you, and wondered how you were so many, many times.

Im sure, I said, the pleasure is mutual.

Dick, after I had introduced him to Mrs Blain, had seated himself at Marys side and was chatting to her, while I, leaning back in my chair, looked at this woman before me and remembered the object of my visit. There was certainly nothing in her face to arouse suspicion. She was perhaps fifty, with just a sign of grey hairs, dark-eyed, with a nose of that type one associates with employers of labour. A trifle inclined to embonpoint, she was a typical, well-preserved Englishwoman of motherly disposition, even though by birth she was of one of the first Shropshire families, and in the days of Shenley she had been quite a prominent figure in the May flutter of London. I had liked her exceedingly, for she had shown me many kindnesses. Indeed, she had distinctly favoured the match between Mary and myself, although her husband, a bustling, busy man, had scouted the idea. This Mary herself had told me long ago in those dreamy days of sweet confidences. The thought that she was in any way implicated in the mysterious affair under investigation seemed absolutely absurd, and I laughed within myself.

She was dressed, as she always had dressed after luncheon, in black satin duchesse, a quiet elegance which I think rather created an illusion that she was stout, and as she arranged her needlework aside in order to chat to me, she sighed as matronly ladies are wont to sigh during the drowsy after-luncheon hours.

From time to time I turned and laughed with Mary as she gaily sought my opinion on this and on that. She was dressed in dark blue serge trimmed with narrow white braid, her sailor hat cast aside lying on the grass, a smart river costume of a chic familiar to me in the fashion-plates of the ladies papers. As she lay back, her head pillowed on the cushion, there was in her eyes that coquettish smile, and she laughed that ringing musical laugh as of old.

A boatful of merrymakers went by, looking across, and no doubt envying us our ease, for sculling out there in the blazing sun could scarcely be a pleasure. Judging from their appearance they were shop-assistants making the best of the Thursday early-closing movement — a movement which happily gives the slaves of suburban counters opportunity for healthful recreation. The boat was laden to overflowing, and prominent in the bows was the inevitable basket of provisions and the tin kettle for making tea.

Its too hot, as yet, to go out, Mary said, watching them. Well go later.

Very well, Dick answered. I shall be delighted. I love the river, but since my Cambridge days Ive unfortunately had but little opportunity for sculling.

You newspaper men, observed Mrs Blain, addressing me, must have very little leisure, I think. The newspapers are always full. Isnt it very difficult to fill the pages?

No, I answered. Thats a common error. To every newspaper in the kingdom there comes daily sufficient news of one sort or another to fill three sheets the same size. The duty of the journalist, if, of course, he is not a reporter or leader-writer, is to make a judicious selection as to what he shall publish and what he shall omit. It is this that wears out ones brains.

But the reporters, she continued— I mean those men who go and hunt up details of horrors, crimes and such things — are they well paid?

That struck me as a strange question, and I think I must have glanced at her rather inquiringly.

They are paid as well as most professions are paid nowadays, I answered. Better, perhaps, than some.

And their duty is to make inquiries and scrape up all kinds of details, just like detectives, Ive heard it said. Is that so?

Exactly, I replied. One of the cleverest men in that branch of journalism is our friend here, Mr Cleugh.

She looked at the man I indicated, and I thought her face went slightly paler. It may, however, only have been in my imagination.

Is he really one of those? she inquired in a low undertone.

Yes, I responded. In all Fleet Street, hes the shrewdest man in hunting out the truth. He is the Comet man, and may claim to have originated the reporter-investigation branch of journalism.

She was silent for a few moments. Lines appeared between her eyes. Then she took up her needlework, as if to divert her thoughts.

And Mr Blain? I asked at last, in want of some better topic. How is he?

Oh, busy as usual. Hes in Paris. He went a fortnight ago upon business connected with some company he is bringing out, and has not been able to get back yet. We shall join him for a week or two, only I so much dislike the Channel crossing. Besides, it is really very pleasant here just now.

Delightful, I answered, looking round upon the peaceful scene. At the steps, opposite where we sat, was moored a motor-boat, together with Marys punt, a light wood one with crimson cushions, while behind us was a well-kept tennis-court.

Tea was brought after we had gossiped nearly an hour, and while we were taking it a boat suddenly drew up at the landing-stage, being hailed by Mary, who jumped up enthusiastically to welcome its occupants. These were two young men of rather dandified air and a young girl of twenty, smartly dressed, but not at all good-looking, whom I afterwards learnt was sister to the elder of her companions. When the boat was at last moored, and the trio landed amid much shouting and merriment, I was introduced to them. The name of sister and brother was Moberly, a family who lived somewhere up beyond Bell Weir, and their companion was a guest at their house.

We thought wed just catch you at tea, Mrs Blain, cried Doris Moberly as she sprang ashore. And we are so frightfully thirsty.

Come along, then, said the elder lady. Sit down, my dear. We have it all ready.

And so the three joined us, and the circle quickly became a very merry one.

They kept us so long in the lock that I feared tea would be all over before we arrived, young Moberly said, with a rather affected drawl. He appeared to be one of those young sprigs of the city who travel first-class, read the Times, and ape the aristocrat.

Yes, Doris went on, there was a slight collision between a barge and a launch, resulting in lots of strong language, and that delayed us, otherwise we should have been here half an hour ago.

Did you call on the Binsteads? Mary asked. You know their house-boat, the Flame? Its moored just at the bend, half-way between the Lock and Staines Bridge.

We passed it, but the blinds were down. They were evidently taking a nap. So we didnt hail them, Doris responded.

Then the conversation drifted upon river topics, as it always drifts with those who spend the summer days idling about the upper reaches of the Thames — of punts, motor-launches, and sailing; of the prospects of regattas and the dresses at Sunbury Lock on the previous Sunday. They were all river enthusiasts, and river enthusiasm is a malady extremely contagious with those doomed to spend the dog-days gasping in a dusty office in stifled London.

After tea followed tennis as a natural sequence, and while Moberly and his sister played with Dick and the youth who had accompanied the Moberlys, Mary and I wandered away into the wood which skirted the grounds of Riverdene. She was bright and merry, quite her old self of Shenley days, save perhaps for a graver look which now and then came to her eyes. She showed me the extent of their grounds and led me down a narrow path in the dark shadow to the bank to show me a nest of kingfishers. The spot was so peaceful and rural that one could scarcely believe ones self but twenty miles from London. The kingfisher, startled by our presence, flashed by us like a living emerald in the sunlight; black-headed buntings flitted alongside among the reeds, and the shy sedge warbler poured out his chattering imitations, while here and there we caught sight of moor-hens down in the sedge.

She had, I found, developed a love for fishing, for she took me further down where the willows trailed into the stream, and pointed out the swirl over the gravel where trout were known to lie, showed me a bush-shaped depth where she had caught many a big perch, and a long swim where, she said, were excellent roach.

And you are happier here than you were at Shenley? I inquired, as we were strolling back together, both bareheaded, she with her hat swinging in her hand.

Happy? Oh, yes, and she sighed, with her eyes cast upon the ground.

That sigh of yours does not denote happiness, I remarked, glancing at her. What troubles you?

Nothing, she declared, looking up at me with a forced smile.

It is puzzling to me, Mary, I said seriously, that in all this time youve not married. You were engaged, yet it was broken off. Why?

At my demand she answered, with a firmness that surprised me, I will never marry a man I dont love — never.

Then it was at your fathers suggestion — that proposed marriage of yours?

Of course, I hated him.

Surely it was unwise to allow the announcement to get into the papers, wasnt it?

It was my fathers doing, not mine, she responded. When it was broken off I hastened to publish the contradiction.

On reading the first announcement, I said, I imagined that you had at length found a man whom you loved, and that you would marry and be happy. I am sure I regret that it is not so.

Why? she asked, regarding me with some surprise. Do you wish to see me married, then?

Not to a man you cannot love, I hastened to assure her. I was trying to learn from her the reason of her sudden renewed friendship and confidence, yet she was careful not to refer to it. Her extreme care in this particular was, in itself, suspicious.

Her effort at coquetry when at my chambers two days before made it apparent that she was prepared to accept my love, if I so desired. Yet the remembrance of Eva Glaslyn was ever in my mind. This woman at my side had once played me false, and had caused a rent in my heart which was difficult to heal. She was pretty and charming, without doubt, yet she had never been frank, even in those long-past days at Shenley. Once again I told myself that the only woman I had looked upon with thoughts of real genuine affection was the mysterious Eva, whom once, with my own eyes, I had seen cold and dead. When I reflected upon the latter fact I became puzzled almost to the verge of madness.

Yet upon me, situated as I was, devolved the duty of solving the enigma.

Life, looked at philosophically, is a long succession of chances. It is a game of hazard played by the individual against the multiform forces to which we give the name of circumstance, with cards whose real strength is always either more or less than their face value, and which are packed and forced with an astuteness which would baffle the wiliest sharper. There are times in the game when the cards held by the mortal player have no value at all, when what seem to us kings, queens, and aces change to mere blanks; there are other moments when ignoble twos and threes flush into trumps and enable us to triumphantly sweep the board. Briefly, life is a game of roulette wherein we always play en plein.

As, walking at her side, I looked into her handsome face there came upon me a feeling of mournful disappointment.

Had we met like this a week before and she had spoken so softly to me I should, I verily believe, have repeated my declaration of love. But the time had passed, and all had changed. My gaze had been lost in the immensity of a pair of wondrous azure eyes. I, who tired before my time, world-weary, despondent and cynical, was angry and contemptuous at the success of my companions, had actually awakened to a new desire for life.

So I allowed this woman I had once loved to chatter on, listening to her light gossip, and now and then putting a question to her with a view to learning something of her connexion with that house of mystery. Still she told me nothing — absolutely nothing. Without apparent intention she evaded any direct question I put to her, and seemed brimming over with good spirits and merriment.

It has been quite like old times to have a stroll and a chat with you, Frank, she declared, as we emerged at last upon the lawn, where tennis was still in progress. The sun was now declining, the shadows lengthening, and a refreshing wind was already beginning to stir the tops of the elms.

Yes, I laughed. Of our long walks around Harwell I have many pleasant recollections. Do you remember how secretly we used to meet, fearing the anger of your people; how sometimes I used to wait hours for you, and how we used to imagine that our love would last always?

Oh, yes, she answered. I recollect, too, how I used to send you notes down by one of the stable lads, and pay him with sweets.

I laughed again.

All that has gone by, I said. In those days of our experience we believed that our mutual liking was actual love. Even if we now smile at our recollections, they were, nevertheless, the happiest hours of all our lives. Love is never so fervent and devoted as in early youth.

Ah! she answered in a serious tone. You are quite right. I have never since those days known what it is to really love.

I glanced at her sharply. Her eyes were cast upon the ground in sudden melancholy.

Was that speech of hers a veiled declaration that she loved me still! I held my breath for an instant, then looking straight before me, saw, standing a few yards away, in conversation with Mrs Blain, a female figure in a boating costume of cream flannel braided with coral pink.

Look? I exclaimed, glad to avoid responding. You have another visitor, I think.

She glanced in the direction I indicated, then hastened forward to greet the new-comer.

The slim-waisted figure turned, and next second I recognised the strikingly handsome profile of Eva Glaslyn, the mysterious woman I secretly loved with such passionate ardour and affection.

Come, Frank, let me introduce you, Mary cried, after enthusiastically kissing her friend.

I stepped forward, and as I did so, she turned and fixed on me her large, blue laughing eyes. Not a look, not an expression of her pure countenance was altered.

As I gazed into those eyes I saw that they were as dear as the purest crystal, and that I could look through them straight into her very soul. I bowed and grasped the tiny, refined hand she held forth to me — that soft hand which I had once before touched — when it was cold and lifeless.


Chapter Eleven.

Beauty at the Helm.
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TOGETHER WE STOOD on the lawn near the river-bank gossiping, and as I looked into Evas flawless face, whereon the expression had now become softened, I longed to tell her the most sacred secret of my heart. Had she, I wondered, recognised in me the man she encountered in St. Jamess Park when on that mysterious errand of hers? What could have been the nature of that errand? Whom did she go there to meet?

One fact was at that moment to me more curious than all others, namely, her friendship with Mrs Blain, the woman who, according to the landlord, rented that house of mystery. By the exercise of care and discretion, I might, I told myself, learn something which would perhaps lead, if not to the solution of the enigma, then to some clue upon which the police might work. But to accomplish this I should be compelled to exercise the most extreme caution, for both mother and daughter were evidently acute to detect any attempt to gain their secret, while it seemed more than probable that Eva herself — if actually aware of the affair, which was, of course, not quite certain — had some motive in keeping all knowledge of it concealed.

Who, a hundred times I wondered, was the man who, after lingering opposite Buckingham Palace, had entered the house in Ebury Street? Without doubt Eva had gone to the park to meet him, but it seemed that, growing impatient, or fearful of recognition by others, she had left before his arrival.

True, the police had watched the house wherein the man disappeared, but up to the present he had not been seen again. Boyd had told me, when I had seen him that very morning, that he had left by some exit at the rear, and that his entry there was only to throw any watcher off the scent.

It was evident that the man, whoever he was, had very ingeniously got clear away.

Dick, who was playing tennis, at last came forward to be introduced to my divinity, and presently whispered to me his great admiration for her. I was about to tell him who she really was, but on reflection felt that I could act with greater discretion if the truth remained mine alone, together with the secret of my love for her. Therefore I held my peace, and he, in ignorance that she was the missing victim of that amazing tragedy, walked at her side along the waters edge, laughing merrily, and greatly enjoying her companionship.

Mrs Blain invited us all to dine, but the Moberlys were compelled to decline, they having a party of friends at home. Therefore, we saw them off amid many shouts, hand-wavings and peals of laughter, and when they had gone we sat again on the lawn, now brilliant in the golden blaze of sundown.

It still wanted an hour to dinner, therefore Mary suggested that we all four should go out on the water, a proposal accepted with mutual enthusiasm. As I was not an expert in punting, Mary and Dick pushed off in the punt, the former handling the long pole with a deftness acquired by constant practice, while, with Eva Glaslyn in the stern of a gig, I rolled up my sleeves and bent to the oars.

The sunset was one of those gorgeous combinations of crimson and gold which those who frequent the Thames know so well. Upstream the flood of crimson of the dying day caused the elms and willows to stand out black against the cloudless sky, while every ripple caused by the boat caught the sun-glow until the water seemed red as blood.

A great peace was there. Not a single boat was in sight, not a sound save the quiet lapping of the water against the bows and the slight dripping of the oars as I feathered them. We were rowing upstream, so that the return would be easier, while Dick and his companion had punted down towards Chertsey. For the first time I was now alone with her. She was lovely.

She had settled herself lazily among the cushions, lying back at her ease and enjoying to the full the calm of the sunset hour, remarking now and then upon the beauty of the scene and the charm of summer days upstream. Her countenance was animated and perfect in feature, distinctly more beautiful than it had been on that well-remembered night when I had found her lying back cold and lifeless. How strange it all was, I thought, that I should actually be rowing her there, when only a few days before I had beheld her stiff and dead. Alone, with no one to overhear, I would have put a direct inquiry to her regarding the past, but I feared that such question, if put prematurely, might prevent the elucidation of the secret. To get at the truth I must act diplomatically, and exercise the greatest caution.

I sat facing her, bending with the oars, while she chatted on in a voice that sounded as music to my ears.

I love the river, she said. Last year we had a house-boat up beyond Boulters, and it was delightful. There is really great fun in being boxed up in so small a space, and one can also make ones place exceedingly artistic and comfortable at very small expense. We had a ripping time.

It is curious, I remarked, that most owners of house-boats go in for the same style of external decoration — rows of geraniums along the roof, and strings of Chinese lanterns — look at that one over there.

Yes, she laughed, glancing in the direction I indicated. I fear we were also sinners in that respect. Its so difficult to devise anything new. And she added, Are you up the river much?

No, I responded, not much, unfortunately. My profession keeps me in London, and I generally like to spend my three weeks vacation on the Continent. Im fond of getting a glance at other cities, and one travels so quickly that the thing is quite easy.

There are always more girls than men up the river, she said. I suppose it is because men are at business and girls have to kill time. We live down at Hampton, not far from the river. Its a quiet, dead-alive sort of place, and if it were not for boating and punting it would be horribly dull.

And in winter?

Oh, in winter we are always on the Riviera. We go to Cannes each December and stay till the end of April. Mother declares she could not live through an English winter.

This statement did not coincide with what the innkeepers wife had told me, namely, that the Glaslyns were much pressed for money.

I spent one season in Nice a few years ago, I said. It is certainly charming, and I hope to go there again.

But is not our own Thames, with all its natural picturesqueness, quite as beautiful in its way? she asked, looking around. I love it. People who have been up the Rhine and the Rhone, the Moselle and the Loire, say that for picturesque scenery none of those great European rivers compare with ours.

I believe that to be quite true, I answered. Like yourself, I am extremely fond of boating and picnicking.

We often have picnics, she said. Ill get mother to invite you to the next — if youll come.

Certainly, I answered, much gratified. I shall be only too delighted.

We were at that moment passing two fine house-boats moored near one another, one of which my companion explained belonged to a well-known City stockbroker, and the other to a barrister of repute at the Chancery Bar. Both were gay with the usual geraniums and creepers, having inviting-looking deck-chairs on the roof and canaries in gilded cages hanging at the windows.

Shall we go up the backwater? she suddenly suggested. It is more beautiful there than the main stream. We might get some lilies.

Of course, I answered, and with a pull to the left turned the boat into the narrower stream branching out at the left, a stream that wound among fertile meadows yellow with buttercups, and where long lines of willows trailed in the water.

I was hot after a pretty stiff pull; therefore, when we had gone some distance, I leaned on the oars, allowing the boat to drift on under the bank where the long rushes waved in the stream and the pure white of the water-lilies showed against the dark green of floating leaves. Heedless of the rudder-lines, Eva leaned over and gathered some, trailing her hand in the water.

How quiet and pleasant it is here, she remarked, her calm, sweet, beautiful face showing what a great peace had come to her at that moment. It may not have been quite in keeping with the convenances that she should have gone out like this alone with me, a comparative stranger, yet girls of to-day think little of such things, and she was nothing if not modern in dress, speech and frankness of manner.

We were far from the haunts of men in that calm hour of the dying day. Indeed, already the crimson of the sun was fading into the rose of the afterglow, and the stillness precursory of nightfall was complete save for the rustle of some water-rat or otter among the sedge, or the swift flight of a night-bird across the bosom of the stream. The shadows were changing and the glow on the water was turning from one colour to another. The cattle had come down to the brink, and wading to their knees, whisked the flies away with their tails as they slowly chewed the cud.

Yes, I agreed. There is rest, perfect and complete, here. How different to London!

Ah, yes, she answered. I hate London, and very seldom go there, except when necessity compels us to do shopping.

Why do you hate it? I asked, at once pricking up my ears. Have you any especial reason for disliking it?

Well, no, she laughed. I suppose its the noise and bustle and hurry that I dont like. Im essentially a lover of the country. Even theatres, concerts and such-like amusements have but little attraction for me. I know it sounds rather absurd that a girl should make such a declaration, but I assure you I speak the truth.

I did not doubt her. Any one with an open face like hers could not be guilty of lying. That statement was, in itself, an index to her character. She possessed a higher mind than most women, and was something of a philosopher. Truth to tell, this fact surprised me, for I had until then regarded her as of the usual type of the educated woman of to-day, a woman with a penchant for smartness in dress, freedom of language, and the entertainment of the modern music-hall in preference to opera.

I was gratified by my discovery. She was a woman with a soul beyond these things, with a sweet, lovable disposition — a woman far above all others. She was my idol. In those moments my love increased to a mad passion, and I longed to imprint a kiss upon those smiling lips, and to take her in my arms to tell her the secret that I dared not allow to pass my lips.

She leaned backwards on the cushions; her hands were tightly clasped behind her head; her sleeves fell back, showing her well-moulded arms; her sweet, childlike face was turned upward, with her blue eyes watching me through half-closed lids; her small mouth was but half shut; she smiled a little.

It entranced me to look upon her. For the first time the loveliness of a woman had made me blind and stupid.

I wanted to know more of the cause of her dislike of London, for I had scented suspicion in her words. Nevertheless, through all, she preserved a slight rigidity of manner, and I feared to put any further question at that moment.

Thus we rested in silence, dreaming in the darkening hour.

I sat facing her, glancing furtively at her countenance and wondering how she had become a victim in that inexplicable tragedy. By what means had she been spirited from that mysterious house and another victim placed there in her stead? All was an enigma, insoluble, inscrutable.

To be there with her, to exchange confidences as we had done, and to chat lightly upon river topics all gave me the greatest gratification. To have met her thus was an unexpected stroke of good fortune, and I was overjoyed by her spontaneous promise to invite me to one of their own river-parties.

Joy is the sunshine of the soul. At that restful hour I drank in the sweetness of her eyes, for I was in glamour-land, and my companion was truly enchanting.

We must have remained there fully half an hour, for when I suddenly looked at my watch and realised that we must in any case be late for dinner, the light in the wild red heavens had died away, the soft pale rose-pink had faded, and in the stillness of twilight there seemed a wide, profound mystery.

We must be getting back, I said quickly, pulling the boat out into mid-stream with a long stroke.

Yes. The Blains will wonder wherever weve been, she laughed. Mary will accuse you of flirting with me.

Would that be such a very grave accusation? I asked, smiling.

Ah, that I really dont know, she answered gaily. You would be the accused.

But neither of us are guilty, therefore we can return with absolutely clear consciences, cant we?

Certainly, she laughed. Then, after a brief pause, she asked, Why did you not bring Mary out in preference to me?

Why do you ask? I inquired in surprise.

Well — it would be only natural, as you are engaged to her.

Engaged to her? I echoed. Im certainly not engaged to Mary Blain.

Arent you? she exclaimed. I always understood you were.

Oh, no, I said. We are old friends. We were boy and girl together, but that is all.

Her great blue eyes opened with a rather bewildered air, and she exclaimed — 

How strange that people should make such a mistake! I had long ago heard of you as Marys future husband.

Then again we were silent, both pondering deeply. Had this remark of hers been mere guess-work? Was this carefully-concealed question but a masterstroke of womans ingenuity to ascertain whether I loved Mary Blain? It seemed very likely to be so. But she was so frank in all that I could not believe it of her. No doubt she had heard some story of our long-past love, and it had been exaggerated into an engagement, as such stories are so often apt to be.

Soon we emerged from the backwater into the main stream, and with our bow set in the direction of Laleham I rowed down with the current without loss of time. The twilight had fast deepened into dusk; the high poplars and drooping willows along the bank had grown dark, though the broad surface of the stream, eddying here and there where a fish rose, was still of a blue steely hue, and far away upstream only a long streak of grey showed upon the horizon. The stars shone down in the first faint darkness of the early night. Presently I glanced behind me, and in the distance saw a yellow ray, which my companion, well versed in river geography, told me was a light in one of the windows of Riverdene.

It had grown quite chilly, and the meadows were wreathed in faint white mist, therefore I spurted forward, and soon brought the boat up to the steps.

I knew that the world now held nothing for me but Eva.

When we entered the dining-room, a fine apartment with the table laid with shining plate, decorated with flowers, and illuminated with red-shaded candles, we were greeted, as we expected, by a loud and rather boisterous welcome by Dick and Mary. We were, of course, full of apologies, being nearly half an hour late. But up-river dinner is a somewhat movable feast, so Mrs Blain quickly forgave us, and while I sat by Mary on her one hand, Dick seated himself at Evas side.

Gaily we gossiped through a merry meal, washed down with a real Berncastel, and followed by old port, coffee, and curaçoa. Yet my mind was full of strange apprehensions. What possible connexion could these three women have with that crime which the police were withholding from the public? That they were all three aware that a tragedy had taken place seemed quite clear. Yet all remained silent.

I had detected in Mrs Blains manner an anxiety and nervousness which I had never before noticed, yet I refrained from putting any further question to her, lest I might, by doing so, show my hand. She could not keep from her tone when she spoke to me a note of insincerity, which my ear did not fail to detect.

Our conversation over dessert turned upon dogs, the performances of Marys pug having started the discussion, and quite inadvertently Dick, whose mind seemed always centred upon his work, for he was nothing if not an enthusiast, suddenly said — 

Dogs are now being used by the police to trace criminals. There is no better method when it can be accomplished, for a bloodhound will follow a trail anywhere with unfailing accuracy, even after some hours.

Do they actually use them now? asked Mrs Blain in a strained, faltering voice, her wine-glass poised in her hand.

Yes, he responded. Theyve been utilised with entire success in two or three cases this week, not only in London, but in the provinces also. They are unfailing, and will track the guilty one with an accuracy thats absolutely astounding.

Eva and Mary exchanged quick glances across the table, while Mrs Blain sipped her wine and stirred uneasily in her chair.

I noticed that the colour had died out from the faces of all three, and that in their blanched countenances was a look of mingled fear and suspicion.

My friend had led that conversation with remarkable tact to quite an unlooked-for result.

He lifted his eyes to mine for an instant and read my thoughts. My mind became filled with a presentiment of future ill.


Chapter Twelve.

The Deformed Mans Statement.
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YOUTH IS AS short as joy, and happiness vanishes like all else. In the mad hurry of life, however, we heed not such things. We live only for to-day.

On our way back to Waterloo that night Dick earnestly discussed the situation.

And whats your opinion now? I inquired, as he sat opposite me in the corner of the railway carriage.

Dick smiled slightly. Both mother and daughter are connected with the affair, and are in deadly fear, he replied decisively. While in the punt with Mary Blain I had a long chat with her, and the conclusion Ive formed is that she knows all about it. Besides, she was very anxious to know your recent movements — what you had been doing during the past week or so.

I wonder whether she suspects?

No, I dont think so, he answered. Neither mother nor daughter dream that we are in possession of the secret. You see no one has returned to the place since the fatal night, and, as nothing has appeared in the papers, they naturally conclude that the affair has not yet been discovered.

They evidently devour almost every morning and evening paper as it arrives down there. Did you notice the heap of papers in the morning-room? I asked.

Of course. I kept my eyes well open while there, he replied. Did it strike you that the plate used at dinner was of exactly the same pattern as that on the table at Phillimore Place, and further, that among a pile of novels in the drawing-room was a book which one would not expect to find in such a place — a work known mainly to toxicologists, for it deals wholly with the potency of poisons?

No, I said in surprise, I didnt notice either of those things.

But I did, he went on reflectively. All these facts go to convince me.

Of what?

That we are working in the right direction to obtain a key to the mystery, he responded. Then suddenly he added: By the way, that girl Glaslyn is certainly very beautiful. I envied you, old fellow, when you took her for a row.

I smiled. I had determined not to reveal to him her identity as the woman whom I had first discovered lifeless, but his natural shrewdness was far greater than mine. He was a born investigator of crime, and had not Fate placed him in a newspaper office, he would, I believe, have become a renowned detective.

Glaslyn? Eva Glaslyn? he repeated, as if to himself. Why, surely thats the name of the girl you met in St. Jamess Park and followed to Hampton — the woman whom you found dead on your first visit to the house with Patterson? Is that really so? he cried, in sudden amazement.

I nodded, without replying.

Then, Frank, old chap, he answered in the low, hoarse voice of one utterly staggered, this affair has assumed such a devilishly complicated phase that I fear we shall never get at the truth. To approach any of those three women would only be to place them on their guard, and without their assistance we cant possibly act with success.

Then what do you suggest? I asked.

Suggest? I can suggest nothing, he answered. The complications on every side are too great — far too great.

Only Eva Glaslyn can assist us, I observed. Yes. She alone can most probably tell us the truth, but her friendship for the Blains is proof positive that her secret is a guilty one, even though she was so near being a victim.

She was a victim, I declared. When I saw her she was apparently lifeless, lying cold and still in the chair, with every appearance of one dead. But what causes you to think that her secret is a guilty one? I asked hastily.

The Blains undoubtedly are implicated in the matter, and she, their friend, is in possession of their secret, he argued. As a victim, she would be prompted to expose them if she did not fear exposure herself. Shes therefore held to enforced silence.

His argument was a very forcible one, and during the remainder of the journey to London I sat back calmly reflecting upon it. It was a theory which had not before occurred to me, but I hesitated to accept it, because I could not believe that upon this woman who held me beneath the spell of her marvellous beauty could there rest any such hideous shadow of guilt. I remembered those clear blue eyes, that fair open countenance, and that frank manner of speech, and refused to give credence to my friends allegation.

Slowly passed the days. Summer heat increased and in London the silk-hatted world had already turned their thoughts towards the open fields and the sea-beach. The summer holidays were drawing near at hand. How much that brief vacation of a week or fortnight means to the toiling Londoner! and how much more to his ailing wife and puny family, doomed to live year after year in the smoke-halo of some black, grimy street into which the sun never seems to shine, or in some cheap, crowded suburb where the jerry-built houses stand in long, inartistic, parallel rows and the cheap streets swarm with unwashed, shouting offspring! I had arranged to take my holiday in winter and go down to the Riviera, a treat I had long since promised myself, therefore both Dick and I continued our work through those stifling days, obtaining from Boyd every now and then the results of his latest inquiries. These results, it must be said, were absolutely nil.

I had agreed with Dick to keep our suspicions entirely to ourselves, therefore we gave no information to Boyd, preferring to carry out our inquiries in our own method rather than seeking his aid. It was well, perhaps, that we did this, for the police too often blunder by displaying too great an energy. I was determined if possible to protect Eva.

At Riverdene, Dick and I were welcome guests and were often invited to Sunday river-parties, thus showing that any suspicions entertained of us in that quarter had been removed. Time after time I had met Eva, and we had on lots of occasions gone out on the river together, exploring over and over again that winding shaded backwater, and picking lilies and forget-me-nots at the spot where on that memorable evening we had first exchanged confidences.

I had received no invitation to The Hollies, but she had apologised, saying that the unusual heat had prostrated her mother, and that for the present they had been compelled to abandon their picnics. Many were the afternoons and evenings I idled away in a deck-chair on that well-kept lawn, or, accompanied by Mary, Eva, Cleugh and Fred Langdale, who, by the way, turned out to be an insufferable, over-dressed bounder who was continually dangling at Evas skirts, we would go forth and pay visits to various house-boats up and down stream.

Langdale looked upon me with a certain amount of jealousy, I think, and, truth to tell, was not, as I had imagined, of the milk-and-water genus. Eva seemed to regard him as a necessary evil, and used him as a tame cat, a kind of body servant to fetch and carry for her. From her remarks to me, however, I had known full well from the first that there was not a shadow of affection on her side. She had explained how she simply tolerated him because companions were few at Hampton and he was a fairly good tennis player, while he, on his part, was unconsciously making an arrant ass of himself in the eyes of all by his efforts to cultivate a drawl that he deemed aristocratic, and to carefully caressing his moustache in an upward direction.

Dick Cleugh, thorough-going Bohemian that he was, cared but little, I believe, for those riparian gatherings. True, he played tennis, rowed, punted and ate the strawberries and cream with as great a zest as any of us; nevertheless, I knew that he accepted the invitation with but one object, and that he would far rather have strolled in one of the parks with Lily Lowry than row Mary Blain up and down the stream.

Lily often came to our chambers. She was about twenty-two, of a rather Southern type of beauty, with a good figure, a graceful gait, and a decidedly London chic. She spoke, however, with that nasal twang which stamps the true South Londoner, and her expressions were not absolutely devoid of the slang of the Newington Butts. Yet withal she was a quiet, pleasant girl.

Thus half the month of July went by practically without incident, until one blazing day at noon, when, I went forth into Fleet Street for lunch, I unexpectedly encountered Dick, hot and hurrying, his hat tilted back. He had left home very early that morning to work up some startling discovery that had been made out at Plaistow, and already hoarse-voiced men were crying the Fourth Comet with the latest details he had unearthed.

In reply to his question as to where I was going, I told him that after luncheon I had to go down to Walworth to make some trifling inquiry, whereupon he said — 

Then I wish youd do a favour for me, old fellow.

Of course, I answered promptly. What is it?

Call at the Lowrys and tell Lily to meet me at Loughborough Junction at eight to-night, at the usual place. I want to take her to the Crystal Palace to see the fireworks. I was going to wire, but youll pass her fathers place. Will you give her the message?

Certainly, I answered. But is she at home?

Yes. Shes got her holidays. Tell her Im very busy, or Id have come down myself. Sorry to trouble you.

I promised him to deliver the message, and after eating a chop at the Cock, I walked along to the Gaiety and there took a blue motor-bus, which deposited me outside a small, very dingy shop, a few doors up the Walworth Road from the Elephant and Castle, which bore over the little, old-fashioned window the sign, Morris Lowry, Herbalist. Displayed to the gaze of the passer-by were various assortments of lozenges and bunches of dried herbs, boxes of pills guaranteed to cure every ill, and a row of dirty glass bottles filled with yellow liquids, containing filthy-looking specimens of various repulsive objects. The glaring cards in the window advertised such desirable commodities as Lowrys Wind Pills, Lowrys Cough Tablets, and Lowrys Herbal Ointment, while the window itself and the whole shop-front was dirt-encrusted, one pane being cracked across.

As I entered the dark little shop, a mere box of a place smelling strongly of camomile, sarsaparilla and such-like herbs, which hung in dried and dusty confusion all over the ceiling, there arose from a chair the queerest, oddest creature that one might ever meet, even in the diverse crowds of lower London. Morris Lowry, the herbalist, was a strange specimen of distorted humanity, hunch-backed, with an abnormally large, semi-bald head, a scrubby grey beard, and wearing large, old-fashioned, steel-rimmed spectacles, which imparted to him an appearance of learning and distinction. His legs were short and stumpy, his body rather stout, and his arms of inordinate length, while the whole appearance of his sickly, yellow, wizened face was such as might increase ones belief in the Darwinian theory. Indeed, it was impossible to look upon him without ones mind reverting to monkeys, for his high cheek bones and square jaws bore a striking resemblance to the facial expression of the ancestral gorilla.

Dressed in black cloak and conical hat he would have made an ideal stage wizard; but attired as he was in greasy black frock coat, and trousers that had long ago passed the glossy stage, he was certainly as curious-looking an individual as one could have found on the Surrey side of the Thames. He was no stranger to me, for on several occasions I had called there with Dick, and had chatted with him. Trade in herbs had dwindled almost to nothing. Nowadays, with all sorts and varieties of well-advertised medicines, the people of Newington, Walworth, and the New Kent Road did not patronise the old-fashioned herbal remedies, which, if truth be told, are perhaps more potent and wholesome than any of the quack nostrums flaunted in the daily papers and on the hoardings. Ten years ago the herbalists did a brisk trade in London, especially among lower class housewives who, having come up from the country, were glad enough to obtain the old-world decoctions; but nowadays the herbalists only source of profit seems to be in the sale of skin soaps and worm tablets.

Old Morris, with his ugly, deformed figure and shining bald head, welcomed me warmly as I entered, and at once invited me into the little shop-parlour beyond, a mere dark cupboard which still retained the odour of the midday meal — Irish stew it must have been — and seemed infested with a myriad of flies. Possibly the fragrance of the herbs attracted them, or else they revelled among the succulent tablets exposed in the open boxes upon the narrow counter. These lozenges, together with his various bottled brews, tinctures of this and of that, the old man manufactured in a kind of dilapidated shed at the rear, which, be it said, often offended the olfactory nerves of the whole neighbourhood when certain herbs were in the process of stewing.

Lily is out, croaked the weird old fellow, in response to my inquiry, but Ill, of course, give her the message. She dont get much chance nowadays, poor child! When her mother was alive we used to manage to run down to Margit for a week or fortnight in the hot weather. But now— and he shrugged his shoulders with quite a foreign air. Well, theres only me to look after the shop, he added. And things are not so brisk as they were a few years ago. He spoke with a slight accent, due, Cleugh had told me, to the fact that his mother was French, and he had lived in France a number of years. Few people, however, noticed it, for by many he was believed to be a Jew.

I nodded. I could see that the trade done there was infinitesimal and quite insufficient to pay the rent; besides, was not the fact that Lily had been compelled to go out and earn her own living proof in itself that the strange-looking old fellow was the reverse of prosperous? The herbal trade in London is nearly as dead as the manufacture of that once popular metal known as German silver.

Lily has gone to see an aunt of hers over at Battersea, the old man explained. But shell be home at five. Shes got her holidays now, and, poor girl, shes been sadly disappointed. She expected to go down to her married sister at Huntingdon, but couldnt go because her sisters laid up with rheumatic fever. So she has to stay at home this year. And this place isnt much of a change for her.

I glanced around at the dark, close little den, and at the strong-smelling shop beyond, and was fain to admit that he spoke the truth.

I suppose your friend, Mr Cleugh, is busy as usual with his murders and his horrors? he remarked, smiling. Hes a wonderful acute fellow. I always read the paper every day, and am generally interested in the results of the inquiries by the Comet man. Half London reads his interviews and latest details.

Yes, I answered. Hes kept hard at work always. There seems to be a never-ceasing string of sensations nowadays. As soon as one mystery is elucidated another springs up somewhere else.

Ah, he answered, his dark eyes gazing at me through his heavy-rimmed glasses, it was always so. Never a day goes past without a mystery of some sort or another.

I suppose, I said, if the truth were told, more people are poisoned in London than ever the police or the public imagine. I knew that all herbalists were versed in toxicology more or less, and had a vague idea that I might learn something from him.

Of course, he answered, there are several poisons, the results of which bear such strong resemblance to symptoms of disease, that doctors are very frequently misled, and the verdict is Death from natural causes. In dozens of cases every year the post-mortem proves disease, and thus the poisoner escapes.

What causes you to think this? I inquired eagerly, recollections of the tragedy in Kensington vividly in my mind.

Well, he said, I only make that allegation because every herbalist in London sells poisons in smaller or greater quantity. If hes an unwise man, he asks no questions. — If hes wise, he makes the usual inquiry.

And then?

Well, the old man croaked with his small eyes twinkling in the semi-darkness, the customer generally jays pretty dearly for the article.

Which means that an entry is made in the poison-register which is not altogether the truth — eh?

He smiled and nodded.

When poisons are sold at a high price, the old herbalist answered, the vendor has no desire to know for what purpose the drug is to be used. It is generally supposed that it is to kill vermin — you understand.

And human beings are more often the victims? I hazarded.

He raised his grey, shaggy brows with an expression of affected ignorance, answering — 

Who can tell? The herbs or drugs are sold unlabelled, and wrapped in blank paper. As far as the herbalist is concerned, his liability is at an end, just as a cutler sells razors, or a gun-maker revolvers.

And do you really believe that there is much secret poisoning in London at this moment? I inquired, greatly interested.

Believe it? he echoed. Why, theres no doubt of it. Why do people buy certain herbs which can be used for no other purpose than the destruction of human life?

Do they actually buy poisons openly? I exclaimed in surprise.

Well, no, not exactly openly, he responded. They are most of them very wary how they approach the subject, and all are prepared to pay heavily.

I looked at the odd, ugly figure before me. For the first time I had learned the secret of this trade. Perhaps even he retailed poisons to those who wanted such undesirable commodities, charging exorbitant prices for them, and entering fictitious sales in the poison-book which, by law, he was compelled to keep.

Have you actually ever had dealings with any poisoners? I inquired. Remember, I added laughing, that Im not interviewing you, that we are friends, and that I dont intend to publish this conversation in the newspapers.

Thats rather a difficult question, he responded, with a look of mystery upon his face. Perhaps Id best reply that Ive before now sold poisons to people who could want them for no other purpose than the removal of superfluous friends.

But do they actually ask openly for this herb or that?

Certainly — with excuses for its use, of course, and he went on to remark how lucidly the science of poisoning was explained in a certain book which might be purchased anywhere for seven-and-sixpence, a work which had undoubtedly cost thousands of human lives. Then instantly I recollected. It was a copy of this same book that Dick had noticed in the morning-room at Riverdene.

In this very room, the old fellow went on, Ive had some queer inquiries made by all sorts and conditions of people. Only the other day a young girl called to consult me, having heard, she said, that I sold for a consideration a certain deadly herb. By her voice she was evidently a lady.

His final observation increased my interest in this remarkable conversation.

What was she like? I inquired with eagerness, for since the affair at Phillimore Place I took the keenest interest in anything appertaining to poisons.

She was rather tall and slim, dressed in black. But my eyes are not so good as they used to be, and, in the dark here, I couldnt see much of her face through her veil. She was pretty, I think.

And did you actually sell her what she wanted?

He hesitated a moment.

Certainly, and at my own price, he answered at last in his thin, rasping voice. The stuff, one of the most dangerous and little-known compounds, not obtainable through any ordinary channel, is most difficult to handle. But I saw that it was not the first time shed had azotics in her possession, and he smiled grimly, rendering his face the more hideous. From her attitude and conversation I should imagine her to be a very ingenious, but not altogether desirable acquaintance, he added.

And didnt you note anything by which you might recognise her again? I inquired. Surely young girls are not in the habit of buying poison in that manner!

Well, croaked the distorted old fellow, with a grin, I did notice one thing, certainly. She wore a brooch of rather uncommon pattern. It was a playing-card in gold and enamel — a tiny five of diamonds.

A five of diamonds! I gasped.

At that instant the truth became plain, although I hesitated to believe it. The brooch was Eva Glaslyns; one that she had worn only three days before when I was last down at Riverdene, and while on the water with her I had remarked its quaintness.

Could it be possible that she had actually purchased a deadly drug of this hideous old man? Or were there other brooches of similar pattern and design? Thus were increased the shadows which seemed to envelop her. My soul seemed killed within me.


Chapter Thirteen.

Dick Becomes Mysterious.
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THE STARTLING STATEMENT of Morris Lowry caused me very considerable uneasiness. On my return to Grays Inn, however, I made no mention of our strange conversation to Dick, who returned that evening rather late after a heavy day of news-hunting. Old Lowry had evidently been in a confidential mood that afternoon, and I had no right to expose any secret of his extraordinary business. Therefore I kept my own counsel, pondering deeply over his statement when Cleugh had gone forth to meet Lily, wondering whether it might have been some other woman who had worn the brooch with the five of diamonds.

I sat at the window gloomily watching the light fade from the leaden London sky. The evening was stifling, for no fresh air penetrated to that small open space, surrounded as it was by miles and miles of smoke-blackened streets, and as night crept on the heavens became a dull red with the reflection of the myriad lights of the city.

Heedless of all, I strove to find some solution of the enigma. Inquiries made by Boyd, one of the shrewdest detectives in London, had failed utterly. He was now relying solely upon me. There was but one clue, that given by the landlord of the house, and this I had followed with the result that the circumstances had only grown more and more bewildering. As far as could be discerned there was no motive whatever in taking the lives of either the man or the woman, while the escape of Eva was an astounding fact of which I longed for an explanation from her own lips.

I loved her. Yes, the more I reflected as I sat there gazing aimlessly across the square, regardless of the fleeting time, the more I became convinced that she was all the world to me. I recollected her daintiness and her grace, the sweetness of her smile and the music of her voice, telling myself that she alone was my idol, that my love for Mary had after all been a mere boyish fancy, and that this affection was a true, honest, deep-rooted one, the outcome of a great and boundless love.

Was there, however, not a great and terrible suspicion upon her? By a mere chance, that chance which Fate sends so often to thwart the murderers plans or give him up to justice, I had learnt that she — or some one answering exactly to her description — had actually purchased some poisonous compound. I had believed her to have been a victim on that fatal night, but now it seemed that, on the other hand, she was herself given to the study of poisons; a strange subject, indeed, for a woman to take up. Then calmly I asked myself if it were possible to cast all memory of her aside, and after reflection discovered that such a course was utterly unfeasible. To entertain no further thought of her was entirely out of all question, for I loved her with a fierce and intense affection, and thought of nought else but her strange connexion with this mystery which, if made public, would send a thrill through London.

There were some very ugly facts hidden somewhere, yet try how I would I could form no distinct straightforward theory. Eva was naïve and sincere, frank and open, undesigning and entirely inartificial, nevertheless beneath her candour she seemed to be concealing some dread secret.

The latter I was determined to discover, and while night drew on and shadowy figures crossed and recrossed the square, I still sat plunged in thought, pondering deeply to find some means whereby to approach her.

I love her — a woman upon whom the gravest suspicion rested of having purchased a deadly drug for some nefarious purpose. Truly in the fitful fever of life the decree of Fate is oft-times strange. Men have loved murderesses, and women have, before now, given their hearts, nay, even their lives, to shield cowards and assassins.

Suddenly a movement behind me brought me back to a sense of my surroundings, and I saw that Dick had returned.

Why, youre back very early, I said. Have you been down to the Crystal Palace?

Yes, of course, he answered gaily. What have you been doing, you lazy beggar? Its past half-past eleven.

Nothing, I answered, surprised that it was so late. I tried to write, but its too beastly hot to work.

Quite fresh down at the Palace, he answered. Big crowd on the Terrace, and the fireworks not at all bad.

Lil all right?

Yes. Sends her regards, and all that sort of thing. But— and he hesitated, at the same time tossing his hat across upon a chair, and seating himself on the edge of the table in that careless, devil-may-care style habitual to him.

But what? I inquired.

He sighed, and a grave expression crossed his face.

Fact is, old chap, he said in an unusually earnest tone, I fear Im getting a bit tired of her. She wasnt the least bit interesting to-night.

Sorry to hear that, old man, I said. Perhaps she wasnt very well — or you may be out of sorts — liver, or something. A woman isnt always in the same mood, you know, just as a man is liable to attacks of blues.

Yes, yes, I know all that, he exclaimed impatiently. But Ive been thinking over it a long time, and, to tell the truth, Im no longer in love with her. Its no good making a fool of the girl any longer.

But she loves you, I observed, knowing well in what affection she held my erratic friend.

Thats the devil of it! he snapped. To tell the truth, it has worried me a lot lately.

Youve neglected her very much, I observed, but surely shes good-looking, a charming companion, and has a very even temper. Youve told me so lots of times. Why have you so suddenly grown tired?

I really dont know, he answered, smiling, at the same time slowly filling his pipe. Perhaps its my nature. I was always a wanderer, you know.

I looked at him steadily for some moments, then said bluntly — 

Look here, Dick, you neednt conceal the truth from me, old fellow. Mary Blain has attracted you, and you are throwing Lil over on her account.

Rubbish! he laughed. Marys a nice girl, but as for loving her— and he shrugged his shoulders without concluding his sentence.

Notwithstanding this protest, however, I felt convinced that I had guessed aright, and regretted, because I knew how well Lily loved him, and what a blow it would be to her. She and I had been good friends always, and I liked her, for she was demure, modest, and withal dignified, even though she were but a shop assistant.

Well, is it really fair to Lily? I suggested, after a rather painful pause.

You surely wouldnt advise me to tie myself to a girl I dont love? he protested, rather hastily. You are a fellow with lots of common sense, Frank, and your advice Id follow before that of any chap I know, but here youre a bit wide of the mark, I think.

Thanks for the compliment, old fellow, I responded. Of course it isnt for me to interfere in your private affairs, but all I advise in this matter is a little hesitation before decision.

Its useless, he said. Ive already decided.

To give up Lily?

I have given her up. I told her to-night that I shouldnt see her again.

You did! I exclaimed, looking at him in surprise. I could not understand this sudden change of his. A few hours before he had been full of Lils praises, telling me how charming she could be in conversation, and declaring that he loved her very dearly. It was more than remarkable.

Yes, he said. You know that I cant bear to beat about the bush, so I resolved to tell her the truth. Shed have to know it some day, and better at once than later on.

Well, all I can say is that youre a confounded brute, I exclaimed plainly.

I know I am, he admitted. Thats the worst of it. Im too deuced outspoken. Any other chap would have simply left her and ended it by letter. I, however, put the matter to her philosophically.

And how did she take it?

His lips compressed for an instant as his eyes met mine.

Badly, he answered in a low voice. Tears, protestations of love, and quite a scene. Fortunately we were alone together in the train. I got out with her at the Elephant and Castle, and took her home.

Did you see her father?

No. And dont want to. Hes no good — the ugly old sinner.

Why? I inquired quickly, wondering how much he knew.

But he evaded my question, answering — 

I mean hes a sanguinary old idiot.

He idolises Lily.

I know that. Then, after a brief pause he added, I may appear a brute, a silly fool and all the rest, but I tell you, Frank, Ive acted for the best.

I cant see it.

No, I dont suppose you can, old chap, he answered. But you will entirely agree with my course of action some day ere long.

His words puzzled me, for they seemed to contain some hidden meaning.

Are you absolutely certain that youve no further love for Lil? I inquired.

Absolutely.

And you are likewise equally certain that it is not the personal charms of Mary Blain which have led you to take this step?

Im quite certain of it, he answered. You once loved Mary, remember, but broke it off. Surely we are all of us at liberty to choose our own helpmate in life?

Of course, I responded. It was not, however, my fault that we parted. Mary was infatuated with another.

That just bears out my argument, he went on. She didnt love you, and therefore considered herself perfectly justified in her attachment with your rival. I dont love Lil.

But it seems that you have parted from her in a really cruel and heartless manner. This isnt like you, Dick, I added reproachfully.

Why are you her champion? he asked, laughing. Are you in love with her?

Not at all, I assured him with a smile. Only I dont like to see a girl badly treated by any friend of mine.

Oh, thats good! he laughed. Youve treated girls badly in your time, I suppose. Have a peg, old fellow, and lets close the debate. Then he added, in the language of Parliament, where he so often reported the speeches of the Irish ranters, I move that this House do now adjourn.

But I dont consider that youve acted with your usual tact in this affair, I protested, heedless of his words. You could, of course, have broken if off in a much more honourable way if you had chosen.

Ive been quite honourable, he declared, in a tone of annoyance. I told her plainly that my love had cooled. Hark! The clock on the inn hall was striking midnight. Theres no suspension of the twelve oclock rule. Shut up, Frank, and be damned to you.

He crossed to the sideboard, mixed a couple of whisky-and-sodas, and handed me one, saying — 

Thirsty weather this. My mouths as dry as a kipper.

I willingly admitted that the summer dust of London was conducive to the wholesale consumption of liquid, but was nevertheless reflecting upon his remarkable change of manner towards Lily. Something, I believed, had occurred of which he had not told me.

He stretched himself in the armchair, placed his glass at his elbow, and began to blow a suffocating cloud from his most cherished briar.

I wish youd spend sixpence on a new pipe, I said, coughing.

This one cost fourpence halfpenny in Fleet Street nearly two years ago, he answered, without removing it from his lips. Dont you like it?

My dear fellow, its awful.

Ah! So they said at the office the other day. Dont notice it myself.

But others do. Ill make you a present of a new one to-morrow.

Dont want it, old chap. Have a drink yourself with the money. This ones quite good enough for me. Besides, itll keep the moths out of our drawing-room furniture, and he gazed around the shabby apartment, where, from the leather-covered chairs, the mysterious stuffing was in many places peeping forth upon the world.

We smoked on. Although I had been considerably annoyed by what he had told me regarding Lily, his imperturbable good humour caused me to laugh outright, whereat he observed — 

Youre really a very funny beggar, Frank. I like you exceedingly, except when you try and dwell upon themes you dont understand. Those who do that are apt to wallow out of their depth. You dont know my reasons for throwing Lil over; therefore its impossible for you to regale me with any good advice. You understand?

But what are your reasons? I inquired.

You shall know them before long, he assured me. At present I dont intend to say anything.

This is the first time, Dick, weve had secrets from each other, I observed gravely.

No, he answered. You love the mysterious Eva, and have never told me so. Thats a secret, isnt it?

I was surprised that he had detected my love for her, and rather alarmed, because if he had noticed it others had doubtless remarked it also. Therefore I questioned him, but he only laughed, saying — 

Why, anybody who saw you together down at Riverdene couldnt fail to guess the truth. People have sharp eyes, you know.

I was silent. If this were actually true, then I feared that I had made a hopeless fool of myself, besides wrecking any chance of eliciting those facts which I had set my mind upon revealing at any hazard.

Presently he rose, crossing to his writing-table to scribble a letter, while I, lighting a cigarette, sat silent, still thinking seriously upon the words he had just uttered.

Through the veil of tobacco smoke I seemed to see that fair, smiling face gazing at me, ever the same open countenance, the same clear eyes of childlike blue, the same half-parted mouth that I had first seen on that fatal night in Phillimore Place. In my dream I thought that she beckoned me to her, that she invited me to speak with her, and saw in her eyes a calm, sweet expression — the expression of true womanly love. It was but the chimera of an instant, a vision produced by my wildly-disordered brain, yet so vivid it seemed that when it faded I glanced across to my companions bent figure, half fearing that he, too, had witnessed it.

There are times when our imagination plays us such tricks — times when the constant concentration of the mind reaches its climax and is reflected down the aimless vista of our vision, causing us to see the person upon whom our thoughts are centred. Such a moment was this. It aroused within me an instant and intense longing to walk again at her side, to speak to her, to hear her sweet, well-modulated voice — nay, to tell her the deepest secret of my heart.

Thus it was that without invitation, or without previous introduction to Lady Glaslyn, I called at the Hollies on the following afternoon. A neat maid showed me into a cosy, rather small sitting-room, and for a few moments I remained there in expectancy. Although the house was not a large one it bore no stamp of the nouveau riche. It was exceedingly well-furnished, and surrounded by spacious grounds, wherein were a number of old yews and beeches. Old-fashioned, queer in its bygone taste, it had stood there on the broad highway from historic Hampton to London for probably a century and a half, being built in the days when the villadom of Fulwell had not yet arisen, and Twickenham was still a quiet village with its historic ferry, and where the stage-coaches changed horses at that low-built old hostelry, the Kings Head. The place stood back from the dusty-high road, half-hidden from the curious gaze, yet, surrounded as it now was by smaller houses, some of them mere cottages, while a few cheap shops had also sprung up in the vicinity, the place was not really a desirable place of abode. The district had apparently sadly degenerated, like all places in the immediate vicinity of the Metropolis.

Before long the door opened, and Eva, looking cool and sweet in a washing dress of white drill, and wearing a straw hat with black band, entered and greeted me cordially.

Mother is out, she said. Im so awfully sorry, as I wanted to introduce you. Shes gone over to Riverdene, and I, too, was just about to follow her. If youd been five minutes later I should have left.

Im lucky then to have just caught you, I remarked. But if youre going to Riverdene, may I not accompany you?

Most certainly, she answered. Of course I shall be delighted, and the light in her clear blue eyes told me that she was not averse to my company. She ordered a glass of port for me, and then said, Its a whole week since youve been down there. Mary has several times mentioned you, and wondered whether youd grown sick of boating.

Ive been rather busy, I said apologetically.

Busy with murders and all sorts of horribles, I suppose, she observed with a smile.

Yes, I answered, regarding her closely. Of late there have been one or two sensational mysteries brought to light!

Mysteries! she exclaimed, starting slightly. Oh, do tell me about them. Im always interested in mysteries.

The facts are in the papers, I answered, disinclined to repeat stories which had already grown stale. The mysteries to which I referred were very ordinary ones, containing no features of particular interest.

Im always interested in those kind of things, she said. You may think me awfully foolish, but I always read them. Mother grows so annoyed.

Its only natural! I answered. We who are engaged on newspapers, however, soon cease to be interested in the facts we print, but of course, if they didnt interest the public our papers wouldnt have any circulation.

She glanced at me, and a vague thought possessed me, for the look in her eyes was one of suspicion.

When she had drawn on her gloves we together went forth through the garden and down to the road. Suddenly it occurred to me that we might go by train to Shepperton, and thence take a boat and row up to Riverdene. This I suggested, and she gladly welcomed the proposal, declaring that it would be much more pleasant than driving along the dusty, shadowless road from Shepperton to Laleham.

Half an hour later we were afloat at Shepperton, and although the afternoon sun was blazing hot, it was nevertheless delightful on the water. With her lilac sunshade open she lolled lazily in the stern, laughing and chatting as I pulled regularly against the stream. Her conversation was always charming, and her countenance, I thought, fresher and more beautiful at that hour than I had ever before seen. About her manner was an air of irresponsibility, and when she laughed it was so gay a laugh that one would not dream that she had a single care in all the world. She was dainty from the crown of her hat to the tip of her white suède shoe, and as I sat in the boat before her, I felt constrained to take her in my arms and imprint a fervent kiss of love upon those sweet lips, arched and well-formed as a childs.

My position, however, was, to say the least, an exceedingly strange one. I was actually loving a woman whom I suspected to be guilty of some unknown but dastardly crime. Dozens of times had I tried to impress upon myself the utter folly of it, but my mind refused to be convinced or set at rest. I loved her; that was sufficient. Nothing against her had been proved, and until that had been done, ought not I, in human justice, to consider her innocent?

Indeed, it was impossible to believe that this bright-eyed, pure-faced girl before me, light-hearted, and graceful in every movement, had actually secretly visited that dark little den in the Walworth Road and purchased a drug for the purpose of taking the life of one of her fellow-creatures. Yet she wore at her throat the small enamelled brooch with its five of diamonds, the ornament described by old Lowry, the ornament which she had told me she had purchased as a souvenir at one of the fashionable jewellers in the Montagne de la Cour in Brussels.

We had passed both locks, and were heading up to Laleham, when we suddenly glided into the cool shade of some willows, the boughs of which overhung the stream. The shadow was welcome after the sun glare, and resting upon the oars I removed my hat.

Yes, she said, noticing my actions, weve come up unusually quick. Lets stay here a little time, it is so pleasant. The breeze seems quite cool.

Let it be punt, canoe or skiff, what more delightful than to moor oneself snugly in the leafy shade, and with a pleasant companion laze away the hours until the time comes to take up the sculls and gently pull against the placid stream. Everything was so peaceful, so quiet, the ripple of the sculls alone breaking the stillness. Yet, after all, what a change has come over the river in recent years! Good pitches for anglers and quiet nooks for the lazy were, ten years ago, to be discovered in every reach. Now they must be diligently sought for, and when found a note must be made of them. Warning boards notifying that landing or mooring alongside is prohibited were almost unknown, now they greet one in every direction. It is a pity; nevertheless there are still many real joys in river life.

So we remained there beneath the willows, where the water was white with lilies and the bank with its brambles was covered with wild flowers, and as I lazed I looked into those clear blue eyes wherein my gaze became lost, for she held me in fascination. I loved her with all my soul.


Chapter Fourteen.

This Hapless World.
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HOW IT CAME about I can really scarcely tell. I remember uttering mere commonplaces, stammering at first as the bashful schoolboy stammers, then growing more bold, until at length I threw all ceremony and reserve to the winds, and grasping her tiny hand raised it to my lips.

No, she said, somewhat coldly, drawing it away with more force than I should have suspected. This is extremely foolish, Mr Urwin. It is, of course, my fault. Ive been wrong in acting as I have done.

How? I inquired, her harsh, cruel words instantly bringing me to my senses.

You have flirted with me on several occasions, and perhaps I have even foolishly encouraged you. If I have done so, then I am alone to blame. Every woman is flattered by attention, she answered, gazing straight into my eyes, and sighing slightly.

But I love you! I cried. You surely must have seen, Eva, that from the first day we were introduced I have been irrevocably yours. I have not, I assure you, uttered these words without weighty consideration, nor without calmly putting the question to myself. Can you give me absolutely no hope?

She shook her head. There was a sorrowful expression upon her face, as though she pitied me.

None, she answered, and her great blue eyes were downcast.

Ah, no! I cried in quick protest. Dont say that. I love you with a fierce, ardent affection such as few men have within their hearts. If you will but reciprocate that love, then I swear that the remainder of my life shall be devoted to you.

It is impossible, she responded in a harsh, despairing voice, quite unlike her usual self. Her head was bowed, as though she dare not again look into my face.

Once more I caught her hand, holding it within my grasp. It seemed to have grown cold, and in an instant its touch brought back to me the recollection of that fatal night in Kensington. Would that I might lay bare all that I knew, and ask her for an explanation. But to do so would be to show that I doubted her; therefore I was compelled to remain silent.

Why impossible? I inquired persuasively. The many times we have met since our first introduction have only served to increase my love for you. Surely you will not withhold from me every hope?

Alas! she faltered, with a downward sweep of her lashes, her hand trembling in mine, I am compelled.

Compelled? I echoed. I dont understand. You are not engaged to Langdale?

No.

Then why are you forced to give me this negative answer? I asked in deep earnestness, for until then I had not known the true strength of my love for her.

The seriousness of her beautiful countenance relaxed slightly, still her breast slowly heaved and fell, plainly showing the agitation within her.

Because it is absolutely imperative that I should do so, she replied.

Suddenly a thought flashed through my mind.

Perhaps, I said, perhaps Ive been too precipitate. If so — if I have spoken too plainly and frankly — forgive me, Eva. It is only because I can no longer repress the great love I bear you. I think of you always — always. My every thought is of you; my every hope is of happiness at your side; my very life depends upon your favour and your love.

No, no! she cried, with a quick movement of her hand as if to stay my words. Dont say that. You may remain my friend if you like — but you may never be my lover — never!

Never your lover! I gasped, starting back as though she had dealt me a blow. I felt at that moment as though all I appreciated in life was slipping from me. I had staked all, everything, and lost. Ah, do not give me this hasty answer, I urged. I have been too eager; I am a fool. Yet I love you with a stronger, fiercer passion than any man can ever love you with, Eva. You are my very life, and notwithstanding her effort to snatch her hand away, I again raised it reverently to my lips.

No, no. This is a mere summer dream, Mr Urwin, she said, with a cool firmness well assumed, although she avoided my gaze. I have flirted with you, it is true, and we have spent many pleasant hours together, but I have never taken you seriously. You were always so merry and careless, you know.

You did not believe, then, that I really loved you? I observed, divining her thoughts.

Exactly, she answered, still very grave. If I had thought so, I should never have allowed our acquaintance to ripen as it has done.

Are you annoyed that I should have declared only what is but the absolute truth? I asked.

Not at all, she responded quickly, with something of her old self in her low, sweet voice. How can I be annoyed?

And you will forgive my hasty declaration? I urged.

There is nothing to forgive, she replied, smiling. I only regret that you have misconstrued my friendship into love.

I was silent. These last words of hers crushed all hope from my soul. She sat with her hand trailing listlessly in the water, apparently intent upon the long rushes waving in the green depths below.

Then, I said in a disappointed voice, half-choked with emotion, then you cannot love me, Eva, after all?

I did not say so, she answered slowly, almost mechanically.

What? I cried joyously, again bending forward towards her. Will you then try and love me — will you defer your answer until we know one another better? Say that you will.

Again she shook her head with sorrowful air. She looked at me with a kind of mingled grief and joy, bliss embittered by despair.

Why should I deceive you? she asked. Why, indeed, should you deceive yourself?

I do not deceive myself, I protested, I only know that I adore you; that you are the sole light of my life, and that I love you devotedly.

Ah! And in a month, perhaps, you will tell a similar story to some other woman, she observed doubtingly. Men are too often fickle.

I swear that Ill never do that, I declared. My affairs of the heart have been few.

But Mary? she suggested, and I knew from her tone that she had been thinking deeply of her.

Ours was a mere boy and girl liking, I hastened to assure her. Ask her, and she will tell you the same. We never really loved.

She smiled, rather dubiously I thought.

But surely you are aware that she loves you even now, Eva answered.

Loves me! I echoed in surprise. Thats absolutely ridiculous. Since we parted not a single word of affection has ever been uttered between us.

And you actually do not love her? she asked in deep earnestness, looking straight into my eyes. Are you really certain?

I do not, I answered. I swear I dont.

The boat was drifting, and with a swift stroke of the oars I ran her bows into the bank. Overhead the larks were singing their joyous songs and the hot air seemed to throb with the humming of a myriad insects. The afternoon was gloriously sunny, and away in the meadow on the opposite bank a picnic party were busy preparing their tea amid peals of feminine laughter.

Well, she sighed, I can only regret that you have spoken as you have to-day. I regret it the more because I esteem your friendship highly, Mr Urwin. We might have been friends — but lovers we may never be!

Why never? I inquired, acutely disappointed.

There are circumstances which entirely prevent such a course, she answered. Unfortunately, it is impossible for me to be more explicit.

So you are prevented by some utterly inexplicable circumstances from loving me? I observed, greatly puzzled.

Yes, she responded, toying with the tassel of her sunshade.

But tell me, Eva, I asked hoarsely, again grasping her chilly, nervous hand, can you never love me? Are you actually convinced that in your own heart you have no spark of affection for me?

She paused, then glanced at me. I fancied I saw in her blue eyes the light of unshed tears.

Your question is a rather difficult one, she faltered. Even if I reciprocated your love our positions would not be altered. We should still be alienated as we now are.

Why?

Because — because we may not love each other, she answered, in a low, strained voice — the voice of a woman terribly agitated. Let us part to-day and never again meet. It will be best for both of us — far the best.

No, I cried, intensely in earnest. I cannot leave you, Eva, because I love you far too dearly. If you cannot love me now, then bear with me a little, and you will later learn to love me.

In one year, nay, in ten, my answer must, of necessity, be the same as it is to-day, she responded. A negative one.

As vague as it is cruel, I observed.

Its vagueness is imperative, she said. You are loved by another, and I have therefore no right to a place in your heart.

You are cruel, Eva! I cried reproachfully. My love for Mary Blain has been dead these three years. By mutual consent we gave each other freedom, and since that hour all has been over between us.

But what if Mary still loves you? she suggested. You were once her affianced husband.

True, I said. But even if she again loves me she has no further claim whatever upon me, for we mutually agreed to separate and have both long been free.

And if she thought that I loved you? Eva asked.

In an instant I guessed the reason of her disinclination to listen to my avowal. She feared the jealousy of her friend!

She would only congratulate us, I answered. Surely you have no cause for uneasiness in that direction?

Cause for uneasiness! she repeated, starting, while at that same instant the colour died from her sweet face. Next second, however, she recovered herself, and with a forced smile said, Of course I have no cause. Other circumstances, however, prevent us being more than friends.

And may I not be made aware of them? I inquired in vague wonder.

No, she said quickly. Not now. It is quite impossible.

But all my future depends upon your decision, I urged. Do not answer lightly, Eva. You must surely have seen that I love you?

Yes, she answered, sighing. I confess to having seen it. Every woman knows instinctively when she is loved and when despised. The knowledge has caused me deep, poignant regret.

Why?

Because, and she hesitated. Because I have dreaded this day. I feared to tell you the truth.

You havent told me the truth, I said, looking her straight in the face.

I have, she protested.

The truth is, then, that you would love me, only you dare not, I said clearly. Is that so?

She nodded, her eyes again downcast, and I saw that hot tears were in them — tears she was unable longer to repress.

When the heart is fullest of love, and the mouth purest with truth, there seems a cruel destiny in things which often renders our words worst chosen and surest to defeat the ends they seek.

Then whom do you fear? I asked, after a pause.

She shook her head. Only a low sob escaped her.

May we not love in secret, I suggested, if it is really impossible to love openly?

No, no! she said, lifting her white hand in protest. We must not love. I tell you that it is all a dream impossible of realisation. To-day we must part. Leave me, and we will both forget this meeting.

But surely you will not deliberately wreck both our lives, Eva? I cried, dismayed. Your very words have betrayed that you really entertain some affection for me, although you deny it for reasons that are inexplicable. Why not be quite plain and straightforward, as I am?

I have been quite clear, she answered. I tell you that we can never love one another.

Why?

For a reason which some day ere long will be made plain to you, she answered in a low voice, her pure countenance at that moment drawn and ashen pale. In that day you will hate my very name, and yet will think kindly of my memory, because I have to-day refused to listen to you and have given you your freedom.

And yet you actually love me! I exclaimed, bewildered at this strange allegation. It is most extraordinary.

It may seem extraordinary, she said in a voice that appeared to sound soft and afar, but the truth is oft-times strange, especially when one is draining the cup of life to its very dregs.

And may I not know this secret of yours, Eva? I asked sympathetically, for I saw by her manner how she was suffering a torture of the soul.

My secret! she cried, glaring at me suddenly as one brought to bay, a strange, hunted look in those clear blue eyes. My secret! Why — and she laughed a hollow, artificial laugh, as one hysterical— why, how absurd you are, Mr Urwin! Whatever made you suspect me of having secrets?


Chapter Fifteen.

The Near Beyond.
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THE REMAINDER OF our pull to Riverdene was accomplished in comparative silence. Crushed, hopeless and despairing, I bent to the oars mechanically, with the feeling that in all else my interest was dead, save in the woman I so dearly loved, who, lounging back among her cushions, sighed now and then, her face very grave and agitated.

I spoke at last, urging her to reconsider her decision, but she only responded with a single word, a word which destroyed all my fondest hopes — 

Impossible.

In that bright hour when the broad bosom of the Thames sent back the reflection of the summer sun, when the sky was clear as that in Italy, when all the world seemed rejoicing, and the gay laughter wafted over the water from the launches, boats and punts gliding past us, we alone had heavy hearts. Overwhelmed by this bitter disappointment and sorrow, the laughter jarred upon my ears. I tried to shut it out, and with my teeth set rowed with all my might against the stream until, skirting the shady wood, we rounded the bend of the stream and suddenly drew up at the landing-steps of Riverdene.

Why, heres Eva! cried Mary, running down to the waters edge, her tennis-racquet in her hand. And Frank, too! Then, turning to Eva as we stood together on the lawn a moment later, she asked, Wheres your mother? Weve expected her all the afternoon.

Isnt she here? asked Eva, in surprise.

No.

Well, she started to come here immediately after luncheon. She must have missed the train or something.

She must, for its now past five. I really hope nothing has happened.

Nothing ever happens to mother, observed Eva, with a light laugh. Shell turn up presently. Then she explained how I had called at The Hollies and she had brought me along. On reaching Riverdene she had instantly concealed her agitation and reassumed her old buoyant spirits in order that none should suspect. She was an adept at the art of disguising her feelings, for none would now believe that twenty minutes before her face had been blanched, almost deathlike in agitation.

Together we walked up the lawn, being warmly welcomed by Mrs Blain and introduced to several friends who, seated beneath a tree, were idling over afternoon tea, a pleasant function in which we were, of course, compelled to join.

Seated next to Mrs Blain I gossiped for a long time with her, learning that her husband was still in Paris, detained upon his company business. He was often there, for he was one of the greatest shippers of champagne, and much of his business was with firms in the French capital.

I dont expect him back for at least a fortnight, she said. The other day, when writing, I mentioned that you had visited us again and he sent his good wishes to you.

Thanks, I answered. Truth to tell, I rather liked him. He was a typical City man, elderly, spruce, smartly dressed, always showing a large expanse of elaborate shirt-front, fastened by diamond studs, and a heavy gold albert, a fashion which seems to alone belong to wealthy merchants and to that financial tribe who attend and speak at meetings at Winchester House or the Cannon Street Hotel.

From time to time when I glanced at Eva I was surprised to see how happily she smiled, and to hear how light and careless was her laughter. Had she already forgotten my words and the great overwhelming sorrow her response had brought upon me?

To Mrs Blains irresponsible chatter I answered quite mechanically, for all my thoughts were of that woman whom I loved. Deeply I reflected upon all she had said, remembering how intensely agitated she had become when I had implied that she was in possession of some secret. The vehemence with which she had denied my imputation was quite sufficient to show that I had unconsciously referred to the one object uppermost in her mind. I was undecided in opinion whether her refusal to accept my love was actually in consequence of her fear of Marys jealousy. If so, then Mary was in possession of this secret of hers. There was no doubt in my mind that she really loved me, and that, if she were fearless, she would hasten to reciprocate my affection. Apparently hers was a guilty secret, held over her as menace by Mary Blain, and knowing this she had been compelled to respond in the negative. This theory took possession of me, and during the hours I spent at Riverdene that evening, dining and boating with several of my fellow-visitors, I reflected upon it, viewing it in its every phase, and finding it to be well founded.

Indeed, as I sat opposite the two girls at dinner, I watched the actions of both furtively behind the great silver épergne of roses and ferns, and although they chatted merrily, laughing and joking with their male companions, I nevertheless fancied that I could detect a slight expression of concealed annoyance — or was it of hatred? — upon Evas face whenever Mary addressed her. Ever so slight, merely the quivering or slight contraction of the eyebrows, it passed unnoticed by the merry party, yet with my eyes on the alert for any sign it was to me a proof sufficient that the theory I had formed was correct, and that the woman I loved went in deadly fear of Mary Blain.

If this were really so, did it not add additional colour to the other vague theories that had been aroused in my mind through various inexplicable circumstances? Did it not, indeed, point to the fact that upon Eva, although she might have been a victim of that bewildering tragedy in Phillimore Place, there rested a terrible guilt?

I recollected how she had gone to St. Jamess Park to keep the appointment which the unknown assassins accomplice had made, and the remarkable allegation of old Lowry, the herbalist — two facts which, viewed in the light of other discoveries, were circumstances in themselves sufficient evidence of her guilt. Besides, had she not, with her own lips, told me that one day ere long I should hate her very name, and thank her for refusing to accept my love?

Was not this sufficient proof of the correctness of my theory?

As evening wore on and darkness deepened into night, the strings of Chinese lanterns at the bottom of the lawn were lit, imparting to the place a very gay, almost fairylike, aspect. There were many remarks regarding the non-appearance of Lady Glaslyn. Mrs Blain seemed extremely anxious, yet Eva betrayed no anxiety, merely saying — 

She may have felt unwell and returned. I shall no doubt find her at home with one of her bad headaches.

Thus all were reassured. Nevertheless, the incident struck me as curious, for Evas calm unconcern showed that her mother must be a woman of somewhat eccentric habits.

Simpson drove us both to Shepperton Station in the motor-car, and we caught the ten-thirty train, from which she alighted at Hampton while I continued my journey up to Waterloo. During the fifteen minutes or so we were alone together in the train our conversation was mainly of our fellow-visitors. Of a sudden I asked — 

Have you seen Mr Langdale lately?

Yes. I often see him. He lives quite near us, she answered frankly.

You told me this afternoon, Eva, that you were not engaged. Are you confident there is not likely to be a match between you?

A match between us! she exclaimed with an expression of surprise. What, are you joking, or do you actually suspect that I love him?

I have thought so.

Never! she answered decisively. I may be friendly, but to love a man of that stamp — a man who thinks more of his dress than a woman — never!

I smiled at this denunciation of his foppishness. He was certainly a howling cad, for ever dusting his patent leather boots with his handkerchief, shooting forth his cuffs, and settling his tie. He parted his hair in the middle, and patronised women because he believed himself to be a lady-killer. Truly he was a typical specimen of the City bounder, who might some day develop into a bucket-shop keeper, a company promoter, or perhaps a money-lender.

At the moment when we were speaking the train entered the station of Hampton, and she rose.

Tell me, Eva, I said with deep earnestness as I took her hand to say farewell, is what you told me this afternoon the absolute truth? Can you never — never reciprocate my love?

Her lips quivered for an instant as her great blue eyes met mine. Even though she wore a veil, I saw that there were tears in them.

Yes, she answered in a hoarse tone, I have told you the truth, Mr Urwin. We may never love — never.

The train was already at a standstill, and she was compelled to descend hurriedly.

Good-night, she said hoarsely as I released her hand. Then, without waiting for my response, she hurried away and was a moment later lost in the darkness of the road beyond the barrier.

The carriage door was slammed, the train moved on, and as it did so I flung myself back into a corner, plunged in gloom and abject despair. She was the only woman I had ever truly loved, yet she was held apart from me. It was the first passionate agony of my life. I suffered now as those do without hope.

I found Dick at home smoking furiously, and busily writing in duplicate for the morning papers a strange story he had that evening picked up out at Gipsy Hill concerning a romantic elopement, which would cause considerable sensation in those little tea-and-tennis circles which call themselves suburban society. He briefly related it to me without pausing in his work, writing on oiled tissue paper and taking six copies, one for each of the great dailies. My friends position in the journalistic world was by no means an uncommon one, for many men holding good berths on newspapers add to their incomes by doing what in press parlance is termed lineage — that is contributing to other newspapers for the payment of a penny, or perhaps three-halfpence, a line.

I told him that Id been down to Riverdene, but so engrossed was he in his work that he hazarded no remark, and when he had finished and placed the copies in separate envelopes, already addressed, he put on his hat and went forth to the Boy-Messenger Office in Chancery Lane, whence they would be distributed to the sub-editors about Fleet Street.

I lit a cigarette and stretched myself in the armchair, gloomily pondering. Of late we had spoken but little of the mystery in Phillimore Place, for other inquiries had occupied Dicks attention, and on my part, loving Eva as I did, I preferred to continue my investigation alone.

Perhaps I had been sitting there a quarter of an hour or so, when suddenly a strange dizziness crept over me. It might, I thought, be due to my cigarette, therefore I tossed it out of the window and sat quiet. But the feeling of nausea, accompanied by a giddiness such as I had never before experienced, increased rather than diminished, and in order to light against it I rose and attempted to cross the room. I must have walked very unsteadily, for in the attempt I upset a chair, the back of which was broken, beside sweeping Dicks terra-cotta tobacco-pot from the table and smashing it to fragments. I clutched at the table in order to steady myself, but found myself reeling and swaying as though I were intoxicated. My legs seemed unable to support me, and the thought crossed my mind that this seizure might be one of paralysis. The idea was horrible.

At length, after some difficulty, I managed to again crawl back to the chair, and sinking down, closed my eyes. By doing so my brain seemed more evenly balanced, yet it seemed as though inside my skull was all on fire, and I wondered if exposure to the sun while rowing had caused these remarkable symptoms. I recollected how blazing hot it had been from Shepperton up to the second lock, and how once Eva, ever solicitous for my welfare, had warned me to be careful of sunstroke.

Yes, I had been careless, and this was undoubtedly the result.

My hands were trembling as though palsied, just as my legs had done a few minutes before, yet strangely enough I felt compelled to clench my fingers into my palms. All my muscles seemed slowly to contract, until even my jaws worked with painful difficulty.

An appalling fear fell upon me. I was suffering from tetanus.

Resolved not to allow my jaws to close tightly, I opened and shut my mouth, knowing that if it became fixed I should die a slow, lingering death as so many thousands had done. If I could only keep my jaws working the seizure might, perhaps, pass.

I longed for Dicks return. At that hour there was no one I could summon to call a doctor. I glanced at the clock. He had been already gone nearly half an hour. Would he never come back?

The sickening dizziness increased, and seemed to develop into an excruciating pain in my throbbing temples. I placed my hand to my head and felt that the veins were standing out hard and knotted, just as though I were exerting every muscle in some feat of strength. Then almost at that very instant I was gripped by a fearful pain in the stomach, as though it were being torn by a thousand needles. A cold sweat stood upon my brow until it rolled down my cheeks in great beads. I tried to shout for help, but my tongue clave to the roof of my mouth, and my voice was thin and weak as a childs. My throat seemed to have contracted. I was altogether helpless.

My agony was excruciating, yet I could only await Dicks return. Perhaps he had met a friend, and was lounging in some bar ignorant of my peril. The only doctor I knew in the vicinity was a hospital surgeon who lived a little way down Chancery Lane, over the Safe Deposit Companys vaults. I clenched my teeth to endure the racking, frightful pains by which my body was tortured, and in patience awaited my friends home-coming.

My eyes were closed, for the gas-light was too strong for them. Perhaps I lost consciousness. At any rate I was awakened from a kind of heavy stupor by Dicks tardy entry.

Good God, Urwin! he gasped. Why, whats the matter? Whats occurred? Youre as white as a sheet, man!

Im ill, I managed to gasp with extreme difficulty. Go and get Tweedie — at once!

He stood for a moment looking at me with a frightened expression, then turned and dashed away down the stairs.

I remember raising myself, after he had gone, in an endeavour to reach a cupboard where there was some brandy in a bottle, but as I made a step forward all strength let me. I became paralysed, clutched at the table, missed it, and fell headlong to the floor. Then all consciousness became blotted out. I knew no more.

How long I remained insensible I have only a very vague idea. It must have been many hours. When, however, I slowly became aware of things about me, I found myself lying upon my own bed partly dressed. I tried to move, but my limbs seemed icy cold and rigid; I tried to think, but my thoughts were at first only a confused jumble of reminiscences. There was a tearing pain across my stomach, and across my brow — a pain that was excruciating. It seemed as though my waist was bound tightly with a belt of wire, while my brain throbbed as if my skull must burst.

I opened my eyes, but the bright light of day caused me to close them quickly again.

Noises sounded about me, strange and distorted. I distinguished voices, and I knew that I was not alone. Again I opened my eyes.

Thank Heaven! my dear old fellow, you are saved! cried Dick, whose coat was off, as he bent down eagerly to me, looking with keenest anxiety into my face.

Saved! I echoed. What has happened? for at that moment I recollected little of the past.

Then I saw, standing beside Dick, my friend, Dr Tweedie, of the Royal Free Hospital in Grays Inn Road, a mild-mannered old gentleman whom I had many times met during my inquiries at that institution.

Whats happened? the latter repeated. Thats what we want to ask you?

I dont know, I answered, except that I was suddenly taken frightfully queer.

Taken queer! I should rather think you were, he said, bending down to get a better look at my countenance, at the same time feeling my pulse. Youre better now, much better. But its been a very narrow squeak for you, I can tell you.

Whats been the matter with me? I inquired mystified.

Youve been eating something that hasnt quite agreed with you, he answered with a mysterious smile.

But that couldnt have brought on a seizure like this, I argued weakly.

Well, the doctor said, of course you can tell better what youve been eating than I can. Only one fact is clear to me.

And whats that? I asked.

Why, that youve been within an ace of death, young man, he answered. Youll want the most careful treatment, too, if we are to get you round again, for the truth is youve been poisoned!

Poisoned? I gasped.

Yes, he responded, handing me some medicine. And this seizure of yours is a very mysterious one indeed. Ive never seen such symptoms before. That youve been poisoned is quite plain, but how the accident has occurred remains for us to discover later.


Chapter Sixteen.

In the City.
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THROUGH SEVERAL DAYS I remained in bed, my limbs rigid, my senses bewildered.

Although we said nothing to Tweedie, Cleugh entirely shared my suspicion that if an attempt had actually been made upon my life it had been made at Riverdene. The doctor ran in several times each day, and Dick, assisted by old Mrs Joad, was as attentive to my wants as any trained nurse, snatching all the time he could spare from his duties to sit by me and gossip of men and things in Fleet Street, and the latest scoop of the Comet.

Tweedie was puzzled. Each time he saw me he remarked upon my curious symptoms, carefully noting them and expressing wonder as to the exact nature of the deleterious substance. He pronounced the opinion that it was some alkaloid, for such it was shown by the reagents he had used in his analysis, but of what nature he was utterly at a loss to determine. Many were the questions he put to me as to what I had eaten on that day, and I explained how I had lunched at one of the restaurants in Fleet Street, and afterwards dined with friends at Laleham.

You ate no sandwiches, or anything of that kind at station refreshment bars? he asked, when he visited me one morning, in the vague idea, I suppose, that the poison might, after all, be a ptomaine.

None, I answered. With the exception of what I told you, I had a glass of wine at the house of a friend at Hampton before rowing up to Laleham.

A glass of wine, he repeated slowly, as if reflecting. You noticed no peculiar taste in it? What was it — port?

Yes, I replied. An excellent wine it was, without any taste unusual.

For the first time the recollection of that glass of wine given me by Eva at The Hollies came back to me. Surely she could not have deliberately given me a fatal draught?

Often, he said, a substance which is poison to one person is harmless to another. If we could only discover what it really was which affected you, we might treat you for it and cure you much more rapidly. As matters rest, however, you must grow strong again by degrees, and thank Providence that youre still alive. I confess when I first saw you, I thought youd only a few minutes to live.

Was I so very bad?

As ill as you could be. You were cold and rigid, and looked as though you were already dead. In fact, any one but a doctor would, I believe, have pronounced life extinct. Your breath on a mirror alone showed respiration, although the hearts movement was so weak as to be practically imperceptible. But dont trouble further over it, youll be about soon, and shortly afterwards he shook my hand and went on his way to the hospital, already late on my account.

I longed to tell him all the curious events of the past, but saw that such a course would be unwise. If I did so, Eva — the woman I adored — must be prematurely judged, first because of old Lowrys revelations, and now secondly because of the suspicious fact of my illness after partaking of the wine she offered.

The idea that the attempt had been made upon me at Riverdene seemed very improbable, because I had dined in common with the other guests; the tea I had taken was poured from the same Queen Anne pot from which the cups of others were filled, and in the whisky-and-soda I had had before leaving I was joined by three other men who had rowed up from a house-boat about a quarter of a mile lower down.

As I lay there restless in my bed, trying vainly to read, I spent hours in recalling every event of that day, but could discover no suspicious circumstance other than that incident of the wine at The Hollies. I recollected how Eva after ringing for the servant and ordering it, had herself gone out into the dining-room, and had been absent a couple of minutes or so. Possibly she might only have gone there in order to unlock the cellarette, yet there were likewise, of course, other graver possibilities.

This thought which fastened upon my mind so tenaciously allowed me but little rest. I tried to rid myself of it, tried to scorn such an idea, tried to reason with myself how plain it was that she actually held me in some esteem, and if so she would certainly not seek to take my life in that cowardly, dastardly manner. Sometimes I felt that I misjudged her; at others grave suspicions haunted me. Yet withal my love for her never once wavered. She was my idol. Through those long, weary hours of prostration and convalescence I thought always of her — always.

I had written her a short note, saying that I was unwell and unable to go down to Riverdene, not, however, mentioning the cause of my illness, and in response there came in return a charmingly-worded little letter, expressing profound regret and hoping we should meet again very soon. A hundred times I read that note.

Was the thin, delicate hand that penned it the same that had endeavoured to take my life?

That was the sole question uppermost in my mind; a problem which racked my brain day by day, nay, hour by hour. But there was no solution. Thus was I compelled to exist in torturing suspicion, anxiety and uncertainty.

One hot afternoon I had risen for the first time, and was sitting among pillows in the armchair reading some magazines which Dick had thoughtfully brought me during the luncheon hour, when a timid knock sounded at the door. The Hag had left me to attend upon her other young gentlemen in the Temple, and I was alone. Therefore I rose and answered the summons, finding to my surprise that my visitor was Lily Lowry.

At once, at my invitation, she entered, a slim figure dressed in neat, if cheap, black, without any attempt at being fashionable, but with that primness and severity expected of ladys-maids and shop-assistants. Her gloves were neat, her hat suited her well, and beneath her veil I saw a pretty face, pale, interesting and anxious-looking.

I didnt expect to find any one in, except Mrs Joad, she said apologetically, as she took the chair I offered. Then, noticing my pillows, and perhaps the paleness of my countenance, she asked. What? You are surely not ill, Mr Urwin?

Yes, I answered. Ive been rather queer for a week past. The heat, or something of that sort, I suppose. Nothing at all serious.

Im so glad of that, she said. I only called because I was passing. Ive been matching some silk at the wholesale houses in the City, and as I wanted to give Mr Cleugh a message I thought Id leave it with Mrs Joad.

A message? I repeated. Can I give it?

She hesitated, and I saw that a slight blush suffused her cheeks.

No, she faltered. Youre very kind, but perhaps, after all, it would be better to write to him.

As you like, I said, smiling. You dont, of course, care to trust your secrets in my keeping — eh?

She looked at me seriously for a moment, her lips quivered, and she drew a long breath.

Youve always been extremely kind, she said in a low voice, half-choked with emotion. And now that I find you alone, I feel impelled to confide in you and seek your advice.

Im quite ready to offer any advice I can, I answered, quickly interested. If I can render you any assistance I will certainly do so with pleasure.

Ah! she exclaimed, sighing again, I knew you would. I am in trouble — in such terrible trouble.

What has happened? I inquired quickly, for I saw how white and wan she was, and of course attributed it to Dicks action in renouncing his pledge.

You, of course, know that Mr Cleugh and I have parted, she said, looking up at me quickly.

He has told me so, I responded gravely. I regret very much to hear it. What is the reason?

Has he not told you? she asked, her eyes filled with tears.

No, I answered. He gave no reason.

Well, she explained, he has judged me wrongly. I am entirely innocent, I assure you. In a place of business like ours we are compelled to be on friendly terms with the male assistants, and the other evening, as I was leaving the shop to go to the house where we girls live, at the other end of Rye Lane, one of the men — an insufferable young fellow in the hosiery department — chanced to be going the same way and walked with me.

On the way, Dick — Mr Cleugh, I mean — passed us, and now he declares that Ive been in the habit of flirting with these men. It is not pleasant for any girl to walk alone along Rye Lane at ten oclock at night, therefore this young fellow was only escorting me out of politeness. Yet I cannot make Dick believe otherwise than that he is my lover.

Hes jealous of you, I said. Is not jealousy an index of true love?

But if he loved me truly, she protested, bursting into tears, he surely would not treat me so cruelly as this. Ive done nothing to warrant this denunciation as a worthless flirt — indeed, I havent.

And you love him? I asked with deep sympathy, for I saw how intense was her suffering.

He knows that I do, she answered. He could see but little of me because his work prevented him, yet I was supremely happy in the knowledge of his love. Yet now he has forsaken me, she added, sobbing. Im but a poor girl, and I suppose if the truth were known he admires some one else better educated and more attractive than I am.

No, I think not, I said, although at heart I felt that she spoke the truth. This is merely a lovers quarrel, and youll quickly make it up again. Look at the brighter side of things — come.

But she shook her head gloomily, saying — 

Never. I feel confident that Dick will never come back to me, although — although I shall love him always, and she raised her veil to wipe the hot tears from her cheeks.

No, no, I exclaimed, endeavouring to comfort her, dont meet trouble half-way. Thats one of the secrets of happiness. We all of us have our little spasms of grief and despair sometimes, you know.

Ah! yes, of course, she cried quickly. But this sorrow has, alas! not come alone. Still another misfortune has fallen upon me.

Whats that? I inquired, surprised.

My father! she exclaimed huskily.

And what of him? I asked. I called upon him a short time ago. Surely nothing has happened to him?

Well, she replied, it occurred like this. I got permission this day week to leave business at five oclock, and, as usual, went home. When, however, I arrived at the shop I found it shut, and to my amazement a bailiff was in possession.

For debt? I inquired.

Yes. He showed me some papers, and said it would cost about four hundred pounds to settle both bill and costs of the court.

And your father? What was his explanation? I asked, greatly interested and surprised.

He wasnt there, she responded. Thats the curious part about the whole affair. I made inquiries, and discovered that he had suddenly shut up the shop about noon three days before, and had gone off with a heavy trunk placed on a four-wheeled cab.

Does no one know where hes gone?

Nobody, she answered excitedly. Its so strange that he has not written me a single line in explanation. I cant understand it.

I paused for a few moments, deeply puzzled.

From the fact that the bailiff was in possession it would appear that he had preferred flight to facing his creditors, I said slowly. Were you aware that he was in debt?

Not in the least, she answered. He has some property abroad, you know.

Where?

In France, I think. He never spoke of it to any one, although I knew that the rent was remitted regularly by a draft on the Crédit Lyonnais in Pall Mall. I used to go there with him to receive the money. It was quite a pile of banknotes each quarter.

Then he could not really have been so badly off as he appeared? I observed.

No. He was eccentric, and very miserly, and although he always had enough and to spare he used constantly to deplore our poverty. I took a situation merely to satisfy him, as he had so often expressed regret that I should be idling at home. There was, however, absolutely no real necessity.

But surely, I said, he has not intentionally left you alone in the world? He will write very soon. Perhaps just now he does not write for fear his whereabouts should become known. Hes evidently escaped his creditors. Has he been speculating, do you think?

Not that I am aware of.

Cant you think of any reason why he should have fled so precipitately? I asked, at the same time reflecting that it might be due to the fact that he had aroused the suspicions of the police by the illegal sale of drugs.

No, she answered. None whatever, beyond what Ive already explained. His flight is an entire mystery, and it was to seek the advice of Dick, as my closest friend, that I called here. How had I best act, do you think?

I really dont know, I replied, after some reflection. His disappearance is certainly remarkable, but if he is in hiding, it is not at all strange that he should omit to write to you. He knows your address, therefore, when he deems it safe in his own interests to communicate with you and explain, he will do so, no doubt.

Then Im to wait in patience and see our home sold up? she asked, tears again welling in her dark, luminous eyes.

You can do nothing else, I said. He evidently means that it should be sold, for he has made no attempt to rescue it.

There are so many of my poor mothers things there. I should so like to keep them — her little trinkets and such trifles. It seems very hard that they should be sold to a second-hand dealer.

Thats so, but you have no means of rescuing them, I pointed out. It is certainly very hard indeed for you to be left alone and friendless like this, but without doubt your father has some reason in acting thus.

Hes fled like some common thief, she cried, with a choking sob. And now I havent a single friend.

I am your friend, I said, echoing her sigh. You have my sympathy, Lily, and if I can render you any service I shall always be ready to do so.

She thanked me warmly in a voice choked by sobs, for the two great sorrows had fallen upon her, and she was overwhelmed and broken.

I promised I would speak to Dick, and if possible arrange a meeting between them, in order to try and effect a reconciliation. Inwardly, however, I knew that this was quite impossible, for he had really grown tired of her, and had more than once in the past few days openly congratulated himself upon his freedom. She remained a short time longer, and before she left had become more composed and was in better spirits.

Then, when she shook my hand to go forth, she said — 

I thank you so much for all your kind words, Mr Urwin. I have at least to-day found a real friend.

I hope so, I laughed. Good-bye.

Good-bye; I hope youll soon be about again.

Then the door closed and I was again alone.

I was heartily sorry for her, poor girl. The sudden flight of the old herbalist was, to say the least suspicious. That he had money and could pay the debt was certain. Without doubt he had disappeared on account of a too close attention from the police. Morris Lowry was, I knew, not very remarkable for paternal affection, therefore I feared that he had, as Lily suspected, left her at the mercy of the world.

A week later I was able to go down to my office again, and about six oclock on the second day I had resumed my duties I accidentally met Boyd at the bottom of Fleet Street.

As merry as usual, we drank together at the Bodega beneath the railway arch in Ludgate Hill, but in reply to my eager questions he told me that absolutely nothing fresh had transpired regarding the curious affair at Kensington. I explained that I was still a frequent visitor at Riverdene, but up to the present had discovered nothing. I, of course, did not tell him all my suspicions, preferring to keep my own counsel and allow him to prosecute his inquiries after his own method. From his conversation, however, I saw that he had many other matters in hand, and from his attitude it seemed as though he had given up hope of obtaining a clue to the mystery.

On finishing our wine we rose from the barrel on which we had been sitting, and he having announced his intention to walk along to the bookstall in Ludgate Hill Station to buy a magazine for his wife — for he was just off home by motor-bus to Hammersmith — we strolled together through that short arcade leading to the station, at that hour crowded by hungry City men eager to get back to their suburban homes.

Into every door they surged, springing up the two staircases to the platform above as though they had not a further moment to live, while every few seconds the deep voices of the ticket-collectors cried the names of the stations from the City to Blackheath or Victoria, or from Herne Hill down to Dover. Amid this black-coated, silk-hatted, perspiring crowd a man suddenly brushed past me, rushing up the stairs two steps at a time, slipping through the barrier just as the door was slammed, and disappearing on to the platform.

Hulloa! cried Boyd, pressing my arm quickly. See! Look at that man — the one with the bag, running up the steps. Do you see him?

Yes, I answered, myself confounded.

Well, thats the fellow I saw in St. Jamess Park, and who got away so neatly from Ebury Street — you remember?

That man! I gasped, utterly amazed.

Yes. We mustnt lose sight of him this time. He can tell us something if he likes, and without further word he dashed away after the man who had hurried to catch his train, leaving me standing alone in amazement.

That man who had brushed past I had instantly recognised as none other than Henry Blain, who for so many weeks was supposed to have been in Paris.

This fresh development was certainly both startling and mysterious.


Chapter Seventeen.

A Visit from Boyd.
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WITHOUT A SECONDS hesitation I rushed up the steps after Boyd, but on gaining the platform found that a train had just gone out, and was at that moment disappearing across the bridge over the Thames. The detective, known to the ticket-collector as a police-officer, had been allowed to pass the barrier, and had evidently caught the same train as Blain.

There was certainly an element of deepest mystery in the fact that the unknown man who had kept the appointment in St. Jamess Park, and had afterwards taken such elaborate precautions against being followed, should be revealed to be none other than the once purse-proud proprietor of Shenley. Quite apparent it was, too, that the object of Evas visit to the park was to meet him clandestinely, for what reason was a profound enigma. The more I revolved the strange events within my mind, the more absolutely bewildering they become.

True, I had made certain discoveries — discoveries which, rather than tending to throw light on the real author of the crime or its motive, only, however, increased the enigma and enveloped the woman whom I had grown to love so fondly in an impenetrable veil of suspicion.

Thoughts such as these filled my mind as, turning from the station in despair, I went back into the dust and turmoil of Fleet Street, crowded at that hour by tired thousands hurrying homeward. I loved Eva. Even though every proof I had obtained pointed to her complicity in the dastardly affair, she was still my idol. I thought daily, hourly, only of her, refusing always to suspect her, and endeavouring to convince myself that the truths I had elicited had no foundation in fact.

Love is blind. When a man loves a woman as I loved Eva Glaslyn at that moment, nothing can turn aside his passion. I verily believe that if at that hour I had stood by and seen her in the dock at the Old Bailey, condemned as a murderess, my affection for her would have been none the less. I lived for her alone. She was all that was dearest in the world to me. Mary Blain had, no doubt, noticed my infatuation, yet she had said nothing, she herself being, I believed, in love with Dick. At least I could congratulate myself that we had mutually agreed to allow the past to fade from our remembrance.

Nevertheless, when I thought of Eva, and told myself how passionate was my affection and how ardent my feelings towards her, the ogre of suspicion would sometimes arise and cause me to pause in my ecstatic dreamings. Had she not stiffened strangely, and refused to reciprocate my love? Had she not point-blank told me that we could never be more than friends? Had she not, indeed, herself hinted at her own guilt in that strange sentence which had fallen from her lips?

As I passed up Fleet Street that evening, jostling with the crowd, I thought of these things, and was plunged into gloom and uncertainty. The statement of old Lowry was one of which I felt in duty bound to obtain proof. Yet how? He had declared that a woman exactly resembling her had purchased a certain drug which could be required for one purpose alone, while a secret attempt had been made to take my life — by whom I knew not. Sometimes, in moments of despair, I entertained deep suspicions of her, but always I found my love in the ascendancy, and ended by refusing to believe the evidence which I had so diligently and patiently collected.

For months Scotland Yard had had the matter in hand, but discovering nothing, had allowed it to drop. Of course, in face of the statement made by the landlord of the house in Phillimore Place, Boyd was ever anxious to question Mrs Blain, but had wisely left this to me. And how had I succeeded? Only in making discoveries which, although startling in themselves, increased the mystery rather than solved it.

Even at that moment the identity of the victims remained still unknown. They were lying in nameless graves in Abney Park Cemetery, having been buried by the parish. The Blains alone could give us information as to who they were and who was the unnamed scientist whose discovery was now creating such a stir throughout Europe. Curious it was that he did not come forward and claim the discovery as his own, for he must have read accounts of it in the papers. My own theory in this matter was that he was unable to communicate with the Royal Institution for one simple reason, namely, that he was dead — that he was the man whom we found lying lifeless with that strange mascot, the penny wrapped in paper, in his pocket.

I walked along to Wellington Street, where I called in to see my friend Crutchley, one of the sub-editors of the Morning Post, who had just come on duty and was preparing for his nights work. In the offices of the morning papers activity begins when tired London takes her ease, for their night is as day, until at dawn the staff, weary after hours of work by electric light in stifling rooms, go forth chilled and jaded to their homes to sleep while the world works. For half an hour I sat in his den, where the table was already piled with telegrams and flimsy, while he, with coat off, shirt-cuffs turned up, and a cigarette in his mouth, sighed, sharpened his big blue pencil, and, as he chatted, commenced to slaughter wordy descriptions by too eloquent reporters. The world wants news, not gas, is the motto of every working sub-editor. The public prefer facts without padding, and to cut out the latter is the duty of the man who, from the sub-editorial chair, decides upon what shall appear and what shall be omitted, a duty which requires the greatest care and judgment. When I left him I recollected that Dick had gone to some place down in Essex for the Comet, and would not return to eat the diurnal steak in company. Therefore I wandered aimlessly along the Strand, and turned into a restaurant, afterwards spending the evening at the theatre.

Nearly three weeks went by and I heard nothing of Boyd, although I had written to him. At nearly ten oclock one night, however, when I had returned to Grays Inn alone, I found the detective standing in the half-light against the mantelpiece.

Bad luck the other night, he said, after we had exchanged greetings.

What, didnt you follow him? I cried, surprised.

No, thats the devil of it, he exclaimed in a tone of bitter disappointment, sinking into a chair. Youll remember that that platform at Ludgate Hill is an island one, and just as I got through the barrier a train on the other side was moving off to Snow Hill and Moorgate Street, while one to Blackheath was just on the point of starting in the opposite direction. I, of course, jumped into the latter, feeling sure hed be going out of town.

And you found out your mistake too late?

I examined all the carriages at Loughborough Junction, but there was no sign of him. He evidently took the other train.

Unfortunate, I answered, then sat for a few moments in calm reflection.

Unfortunate! he echoed. Its more than that. We seem foredoomed to failure in this affair. Ive had three men on the job ever since, but with no result. Even the narks know nothing. But, he added, when I pointed him out you seemed to know him. Am I right?

I hesitated, wondering whether to tell him all the facts as I knew them and obtain his assistance in my further inquiries. It struck me that he, a professional investigator of crime, shrewd, clear-headed and acquainted with all the methods and subterfuges of evil-doers, might suggest some other means which had not occurred to me. I had hitherto been deterred from making any explanation of my discoveries and suspicions on account of my strong love for Eva, but now the idea took possession of me that if I explained the whole to Boyd and told him of my deep affection for her, we might work together, and perhaps at length obtain some solution of this most intricate of problems. I was sick with the giddiness of one who falls from some great height. I had lost my hold upon the dreams and hopes of life.

Youre quite right, Boyd, I said, handing him the cigarettes. I know that man.

Who is he? He looks rather gentlemanly. That shabby get-up of his was a fake, Im sure.

Yes, I responded. Hes a man pretty well-to-do. His name is Blain, and he is the husband of Mrs Blain, whom, you recollect, is supposed to have taken the house in Phillimore Place.

The detective gave vent to an unwritable exclamation.

Blain! he echoed, his face betraying a look of amazement, and pausing with a lighted vesta in his hand. Well, thats indeed a facer! Then he added: He must, in that case, know something of the matter as well as his wife.

At that moment there was a tap at the door of the sitting-room, and old Mrs Joad entered with a letter which, she said, had come by the last post and she had forgotten to give it to me.

By the writing I saw it was from Eva, and eagerly read it. It was a brief note to say that her mother had been called away to her brother in Inverness, who was seriously ill, that The Hollies was closed, and that she had accepted an invitation to remain the guest of the Blains until Lady Glaslyns return.

I handed the note to the detective without comment.

Well, he exclaimed, looking up at me when he had read it, theres nothing very fishy about that, is there?

Then I recollected that he was in ignorance of my suspicions. Yet I loved Eva with all my soul and held back from placing any facts in the hands of this man who, with ruthless disregard for my affection or my feelings, would perhaps arrest her for complicity in the crime. And yet as I sat before him, watching his face through the blue haze of cigarette smoke, I felt impelled to seek his aid, for this tangled chain of recent events had utterly bewildered and unnerved me. I was not yet strong again after the strange seizure which had so puzzled the doctor, and a sense of gloom and despair had since overwhelmed me, arising perhaps from the constant suspicion that a secret attempt had been made upon my life.

To remain longer in that state of uncertainty was impossible. I felt I should go mad if I did not make some further determined effort to ascertain the truth. Some one, whom I knew not, had attempted to kill me. And why? There could be but one reason. Because I had succeeded in placing myself upon the actual track of the assassin. An attempt, cowardly and dastardly, had been made upon me, therefore I had every right to seek the aid of the police to discover its author.

This argument decided me, and casting my cigarette into the grate, I asked Boyd to give me his attention while I related to him all that I had discovered.

In an instant his free-and-easy manner changed, and as I spoke he sat leaning towards me, attentively listening to every word, but hazarding no remark. Without attempting to conceal anything, I explained to him first of all my great love for the woman who was under such terrible suspicion, and then as I narrated our conversation when alone on the river, and repeated her curious response to my declaration of love, he knit his dark brows seriously and gave vent to a grunt indicative of doubt. He was no blunderer, this detective. Unlike the majority he was well-educated, speaking French and Italian fluently, an adept in the art of disguise, a man who formed very careful theories, and whose appearance was never that of an agent of police. One would rather have taken him for a well-to-do Jew, or perhaps some prosperous City man of foreign extraction, for his dark complexion and aquiline features gave him an un-English appearance, and his invariable spruceness in dress accounted for his success in following criminals, who never dreamed that the smart, well-dressed gentleman of perfect manner was actually an emissary from Scotland Yard. His knowledge of foreign languages had caused him to be entrusted with numbers of very important inquiries political and criminal, and in tracking the guilty he had paid flying visits to nearly all the Continental capitals.

In his sharp eyes there was a strange glitter, I thought, as without interruption I told him what I knew. I advanced no theories whatever, but merely laid before him the plain unvarnished truth. Then, when I had finished, I said — 

Now, first of all, recollect that whatever may be the result of our inquiries I will do no harm whatever to the woman I love. Understand that entirely.

I quite understand, he said gravely, speaking for the first time. Thats only natural. But the difficulties in our way appear almost insurmountable.

Well? I asked anxiously, what is your opinion, now that I have told you everything?

He shook his head, puffed thoughtfully at the fresh cigarette he had just lit, and then contemplated it thoughtfully.

I have no opinion at present, he responded. One might form half a dozen theories upon these facts, all equally wide of the mark.

Then how are we to act? I asked in dismay.

He raised his dark eyebrows in gesture of bewilderment. Then he gazed gravely in my face.

Look here, Boyd, I continued, I love Eva Glaslyn, and to you I make no secret of it whatsoever. But at all hazards I mean to ascertain the truth.

Even at the risk of convicting her? he inquired, looking across at me quickly.

Convicting her! I echoed. Then you really entertain the same suspicion as myself?

We may have suspicions without forming any theories, he responded calmly. Then he added, in a tone of regret, Its certainly a thousand pities that you love her.

Why?

Upon your own showing she appears to have very little regard for you.

How?

Well, he answered slowly, theres no doubt that the other day an attempt was made upon your life.

And you suspect her?

We can suspect no one else, he answered.

According to that old herbalists statement she had purchased a certain drug of him. What could an innocent young lady require with this unnamed drug if not to administer it to some one she wanted to get rid of?

But she has no object in ridding herself of me, I urged.

Of that Im not quite so sure, my dear fellow, he observed, after a brief pause. Recollect that on the morning when she went to St. Jamess Park in order to meet, for some mysterious purpose, the man whom we now know was old Mr Blain, she met you face to face. We have no idea what her actions were previously, but she may have believed that you had been spying upon her; therefore, on recognising you when you were formally introduced at Riverdene, she conceived a plan for getting you out of the way. It was with that object very possibly that she made the secret purchase at the herbalists.

No, Boyd, I cant believe it of her, I said quickly. I wont believe it!

Very well, he said in the same calm tone as before. But theres still another fact extremely puzzling, and that is why this man Lowry should have left in such a hurry. I must inquire at the Carter Street Police-Station, the district wherein he lived, and see whether there was anything against him. By the way, he added, does your friend Cleugh know the whole of these facts youve explained to me?

No, not the whole — only some.

Does he know that youve declared your love to Lady Glaslyns daughter and been refused?

No.

Then dont tell him, said the detective.

I believe that the reason of his sudden weariness of Lily Lowrys society is due to the fact that he loves Mary Blain.

All the more reason, then, why he should in future remain in entire ignorance of whatever facts we may elicit.

Then he paused, furiously consuming his cigarette and taking a long draught of the whisky-and-soda I had mixed and placed at his elbow.

This is really a most remarkable mystery, Urwin, he exclaimed at length, twisting the plain gold ring upon his finger, a habit of his when pondering deeply. There seem a thousand complications. Its absolutely the most astounding case that Ive ever had in hand. Even Shaw, our superintendent at the Yard, a man whose deep-rooted conviction is that we never need fail if we really take an interest in an inquiry, acknowledged to me the other day that he could see no way to a clue. Of course, we might question Mrs Blain, or even arrest Blain himself on suspicion if we could find him again. But whoever is guilty has taken such careful precautions to obliterate every trace of a clue that both the superintendent and myself are agreed that the interrogation of either of the Blains would only result in defeating our ends. That was exactly my own opinion. I had many times wondered why the police had not made inquiries of Mrs Blain on account of the statement by the landlord at Kensington, but it was now plain that the Director of Criminal Investigations, the greyheaded, loud-voiced, old gentleman whom I knew quite well at Scotland Yard, had decided otherwise.

But why are you so anxious that my friend Cleugh should remain in ignorance of our movements? I inquired.

You say that he loves Mary Blain, answered Boyd. He might in that case drop some unintentional hint to her of the direction of our inquiries. This matter, to be successful, must be entirely a secret between ourselves — you understand? To-day weve made a discovery — the identity of the man who threw some object into the lake — and it puts a rather fresh complexion upon the affair, even though it further complicates it considerably. You said that his wife has all along told you that her husband was in Paris — I think?

Yes, I responded. She said he was there in connexion with some company which he was trying to promote.

And all along he has been in London — in hiding.

He may have just returned from Paris, I suggested. Recollect that Ive not been to Riverdene for some little time.

No, my dear fellow, Boyd said. His ingenuity in eluding us in Ebury Street showed that he had already prepared a snug hiding-place for himself before that tragedy at Phillimore Place. Besides, the other evening his clothes showed an attempt at disguise — didnt they?

Certainly. Hes very smartly dressed always; indeed, rather a fop in his way.

Depend upon it that hes never dared to set foot outside London all this time. He knows well enough that the Metropolis is the safest place in the whole world in which a criminal may conceal himself. Only a bungler attempts to get away abroad.

Silence again fell between us. The quiet was unbroken save for the slow ticking of the clock upon the mantelshelf. Of a sudden, with a rather curious glance, he bent forward to me, eagerly saying — 

Now in this affair we must be perfectly candid with each other. You must conceal nothing from me.

I have concealed nothing, I protested, surprised at his curious attitude, as though he held me in some suspicion.

I dont allege that you have, he answered. But I want you to answer truthfully a question which is of highest importance. I want you to tell me whether, on the afternoon of the day you were called by Patterson to Kensington, your friend Cleugh was here, at home.

No, he certainly wasnt. I arrived home first, and he came in perhaps ten minutes or a quarter of an hour later than usual, I answered, wondering what connexion this could have with the inquiry.

And after you made the discovery you did not telegraph or communicate with him in any way? I take it that you were surprised to meet him in that house.

Certainly I was, I responded. But he had an appointment with Lily Lowry, and finding that she could not keep it, he came along to Kensington to ascertain the nature of the event about which Patterson had wired to me.

The detectives features relaxed into a strange smile.

Would you be surprised then to know that your friend never called at the Police-Station on that evening, but went straight to Phillimore Place and there joined me while you were absent inquiring of the neighbours? That very evening I inquired of the constable on duty at the door of the station, and of others, all of whom told me that no one had called to inquire for Patterson except yourself.

Thats certainly extraordinary, I said in wonderment.

Yes, he observed mechanically. Its a very curious fact; one which appears to prove that he knew something more of the mysterious occurrence than he has admitted — in fact, that he was aware of it long before we were.

What! I gasped, gazing at my companion in alarm. Surely you dont mean that you suspect Dick of having had any hand in the affair?

Then, at that instant, I recollected how, when I had received the telegram on that memorable evening, his face had suddenly changed, and his hand had trembled.


Chapter Eighteen.

You will never Know — Never!
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DICK RETURNED ABOUT eleven, and shortly afterwards Boyd swallowed another whisky-and-soda and left.

I thought my friend started slightly at finding the detective with me, but he betrayed not the slightest annoyance. Indeed, he himself started the discussion regarding the mystery, appearing in no way loth to discuss it in all its phases.

The detectives suspicion was certainly a startling one, and of course accounted for his anxiety that Dick should in future remain in utter ignorance of our actions. When Boyd had gone he at once commenced to question me upon what theories he had expressed, and in what direction he was prosecuting inquiries. Although I would not allow myself to suspect my best friend, I nevertheless preserved the silence which Boyd had imposed upon me, evading giving him direct answers, preserving the secret of the identity of the man seen in St. Jamess Park, and managing to put aside his questions by a declaration that personally I was sick of the whole matter, for I felt that it would now ever remain a mystery.

That night, however, I remained awake many hours thinking fondly of Eva, and calmly revolving in my mind all that had fallen from the lips of Boyd. He, one of the most skilful officers in London, had formed no theory. He only entertained certain suspicions, vague perhaps, yet by no means groundless. I had not seen Eva since that day when the strange, incomprehensible attempt had been made to take my life, and a strong desire again possessed me to stroll at her side, to hear her voice, to hold her hand. Was it, I wondered time after time, that hand, so soft, slim and delicate, that had actually attempted to secretly take my life?

The detective had calmly reviewed all the facts I had explained, and, as a professional investigator of crime, had openly expressed a suspicion in the affirmative.

Often had I wondered what kind of woman was Evas mother, whom I had never met. That she was somewhat eccentric was evident from her daughters words on the last occasion I had visited Riverdene. I lay there thinking of Eva, scouting every suspicion which the detectives words had aroused within me, until with the first streak of dawn I fell asleep and dreamed of her.

Next afternoon, without mentioning anything to Dick save the sending of a telegram to say I should not dine at home, I left my office half an hour earlier, and full of conflicting thoughts travelled down to Riverdene.

Having been informed by the servant that Mrs Blain and Miss Mary were absent in London shopping, but that Miss Glaslyn was at home, I was shown into the long, pleasant drawing-room which opened upon the wide lawn sloping to the rivers brink. The great bowls of cut flowers diffused a pleasant odour, and the books and papers lying in the cosy-corner, with its soft cushions of pale-blue silk, betrayed signs of recent occupation.

It was a low-ceilinged, comfortable apartment, cool and restful after the dust and glare of the white road outside.

In a few moments the door opened and Eva entered, fresh and charming in a cool dress of cream flannel, her sweet face illumined by a smile of glad welcome.

This is quite an unexpected pleasure, Mr Urwin! she exclaimed, rushing towards me gladly with outstretched hand. I had no idea that youd come down to-day. The Blains are up in town, you know. I should have gone, only I had a rather bad headache. We went up to Windsor yesterday with the Thurleys on their launch, and I suppose the sun upset me. It was unbearably hot.

Why do you persist in calling me Mr Urwin? I asked in a rather reproachful tone, still retaining possession of her hand. Cannot you call me Frank?

She blushed slightly, and drew her hand forcibly away. Then motioning me to a seat she cast herself into a low armchair near me, stretching forth her tiny foot, neat in its silk stocking and patent leather shoe. She made no response to my suggestion, so I repeated it.

Why should I call you by your Christian name? she asked.

Because I call you by yours, Eva, I answered earnestly. I really cant bear this persistent formality.

She smiled, a rather curious smile it was, I thought.

So youre staying as guest here? I went on, after a moments pause.

Yes, she explained. My Uncle Henry, in Inverness, is very ill and not expected to live; therefore they summoned mother by telegraph, with other members of the family. As the servants have had no holiday this year, she sent them away for a fortnight and closed the house, Mrs Blain having invited me here.

Have you heard from your mother?

Yes, I had a wire yesterday to say that she had arrived, safely, she answered, not, however, without a seconds hesitation, as though she were debating whether or no to tell me the truth.

And Mr Blain has not returned from Paris yet? I asked.

No, she responded. The Blains are talking of joining him next week, or perhaps the week after, and have invited me to accompany them. I should be delighted, for I love Paris.

You find the shops interesting? I laughed.

Yes, she answered. All women do, I suppose. At least Ive met very few who, having been in Paris, havent hunted for bargains at the Louvre, the Printemps, or the Bon Marché. Paris is worth visiting if only for ones hats, for you can often buy a hat for twenty francs exactly the same style and of better material than that for which you pay three or four guineas in Regent Street.

Im not much of an expert in such things, I laughed, nevertheless recollecting how curious it was that Blain remained still in London. Might not his wife and daughter have gone up that day to visit him in his hiding-place?

But youve been awfully queer, I hear, she said concernedly. You really dont look quite yourself even now. What has been the matter? We were all so concerned when we heard about it.

Our eyes met. In hers there was a deep, earnest look as though she were really solicitous of my welfare, yet I fancied somehow that those clear blue eyes wavered beneath my steady, searching glance. She watched me, reading me as easily as she would have read black letters on a white page.

I was taken suddenly ill — the heat perhaps, I answered with affected carelessness. I had run down, the doctor said. It was nothing very serious. She gave vent to a perceptible sigh of relief, then smiling sweetly as she ever did, said: Well, it is indeed a pleasure to welcome you here again to-day. She still wore that brooch, the quaint little playing-card which had betrayed her visit to Morris Lowry. Its sight sent a strange thrill through me, for I remembered the object of her visit to that dark, dirty, obscure herbalists.

The pleasure is mutual, believe me, Eva, I answered, putting away from me instantly the gruesome thought oppressing me. Through this whole month I have thought only of you.

She sighed, in an instant serious. Then glancing back to assure herself that there were no eavesdroppers, she said, It would be far better, Mr Urwin — Frank — if you could leave me and forget.

But I cant, I said, rising quickly and again taking her soft white hand. You know, Eva, how deeply, how sincerely, how devotedly I love you; how I am entirely yours for ever.

I spoke simply and directly what I felt; I was calmer than I had been when I rowed her beneath the willows shade.

Ah, no! she cried in a pained voice, rising to her feet with sudden resolution. You really must not say this. I will not let you sacrifice yourself. I will not allow you to thus—

It is no sacrifice, I protested, quickly interrupting. I love you, Eva, with all my soul. One woman alone in all the world holds me beneath the spell of her grace, her charm and her sweetness. It is yourself. Every hour I think only of you; ever before me your face rises in my day-dreams, and in those moments when I see your sweet smiles I tell myself that no other woman can ever have a place in my heart. Ah! you cannot know how fondly I love you, I said, raising the hand tenderly to my lips and imprinting a kiss upon it. If you could only know you would never treat me with this cold, calm indifference.

Her bosom rose and fell slowly, and she was silent. I fancied that she shuddered slightly.

At that moment my position struck me as an extremely strange one, declaring love to one whom an expert detective suspected of having made a cowardly attempt upon my life. Was it just? I asked myself. Yes, in this I was justified, for I loved her, even though I had more than once been inclined to agree with Boyd in his misgivings.

I was not aware of any indifference, she faltered at last, raising her great eyes, so clear and earnest, for an instant to mine. I had merely urged you to reflect.

Reflection is unnecessary, I answered quickly. I know that I love you truly. That surely is sufficient.

It might be if I were free, she responded in a low, hoarse voice. But I tell you to-day, Frank, as I told you before, this love dream of ours is impossible of realisation.

Then you do reciprocate my love? I cried, in joyous eagerness. Come, tell me. Do not keep me longer in suspense.

I have already told you, she answered in a low, intense voice. Of what use is it to continue this painful discussion?

Of every use, I cried in desperation. Give me one word of hope, Eva. Tell me that some day you will try and love me better than you do now; that some day in the future you will become my wife. Tell me—

No! no! she cried, snatching her hand away and receding from me. No, Frank, I cannot — I will not lie to you.

Then can you never love me — never? I cried despairingly.

Never, she answered hoarsely, and her answer struck deep into my heart. I have sinned — sinned before God and before man — and love no longer knows a place in my heart, and her fine head was bowed before me.

Sinned! I gasped. What do you mean?

I am as a social leper, she panted, raising her head and looking at me with wild, unnatural gaze. If you knew the dark and awful truth you would shun me rather than kiss my hand. Yet you say you love me — you! who would have so great a cause to hate me if you knew the ghastly truth!

But, I cried, wondering at these strange words, and with my suspicions again aroused, I do love you, nevertheless, Eva. I shall always love you, I swear it, for my very life is yours.

Your life! she echoed in a weird, harsh voice, as she stood, pale-faced, swaying before me, her hands clasped to her breast, her lips cold and white. Yes, she said, in a strange, half-hysterical tone. Yes, it is true, too true, alas! that your future is in my hands. Only by a miracle have you come back to life, a grim shadow of a crime to taunt, to defy, to denounce. Ah! Frank, you do not know the terrible truth; you will never know — never!

I was bewildered. Horror possessed me. The darkness of an irreversible fact spread over her and made her terrible to me. All must be given up. Conscience pronounced this dread decree and multiplied the pain a thousand times.

Destiny had once more taken me by the elbow.


Chapter Nineteen.

Eva Makes a Confession.
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WHY MAY I not know the truth? I asked the blanched and agitated woman before me. Her involuntary declaration that I had only returned to life by little short of a miracle was in itself clear proof that she was aware of the attempt made to assassinate me. I therefore determined to question her further and ascertain whether Boyds grave suspicion had any absolute foundation. You know, Eva, I went on, standing before her with my hand upon her shoulder in deep earnestness, you know how strong is my affection; you know that you are all the world to me.

Often during my many visits to that riverside house, so cool and peaceful after the busy turmoil in which fate compelled me to earn my bread, I had spoken of my love for her, and now in my desperation I told her that I could not leave the woman whom I had so long worshipped in the ideal, whom I had instantly recognised as being the embodiment of that ideal, of whose presence I could not endure to be deprived even in thought.

She stood silent, with her back to the table, looking into my eyes while I told her these things. A ray of sunlight tipped her auburn hair with gold. Sometimes she would seem to yield to a kind of bliss as she listened to my avowal; to forget all else than ourselves and my words. At others a look of anguish would suddenly cloud her features, and once she shuddered, pressing her hands to her eyes, saying — 

Frank, you must not! Spare me this. I cannot bear it! Indeed I cant.

Sometimes, in the days that had passed, when I had spoken of my love, joy and pain would succeed each other on her face; indeed, often they would be present at the same moment. From the look of complete abandonment to happiness that sometimes, though never for long, shone on her features when we had idled up that shady, picturesque backwater, where the kingfishers nested, I felt that she loved me, and that eventually that love would gain the victory. Thus, continually, I tried to elicit an expression of her feelings in words. Sweet to me as was the confession of her looks, I sought also a confession of speech.

Alas! however, she seemed determined to give me no single word of encouragement.

But why, I asked, as she stood there with bent head, her hand toying nervously with her rings, why is it that when I speak of what most occupies my heart you become silent or sorrowful?

She smiled, a strange, artificial smile, and for an instant her clear blue eyes — those eyes which spoke of an absolute purity of soul — met mine, as she replied — 

Can a woman explain her caprice any more than a man can understand it?

Without heeding this evasion I went on — 

Is it that you are already pledged to marry some other man?

No, she answered, quickly and earnestly.

Then it is because you do not wish me to love you, I observed reproachfully.

Her look startled me, for it contained besides a world of grief and pity, something of self-reproach. She regarded me strangely, first as if my words were a welcome truth, then, while her brow darkened, a mental anguish forced itself into her expression.

You were mad to come here to me, she said, with a quick, apprehensive look. If you knew the truth you would never again cross the threshold of this house.

Why? I demanded, in an instant alert.

For a reason that is secret, she responded with a shade of sadness.

That ring of earnestness in her voice it seemed impossible to counterfeit. Puzzled, I gazed at her, striving to read her countenance. Her head was bent, her colour changing; do what she would she could not keep the blood quite steady in her cheek.

But may I not know, Eva? I implored. Surely you will not refuse to warn or guide one who is so entirely devoted to you as I am?

I cannot warn you, except to say that treachery may be sweetly concealed, and danger lurk where you may least suspect its presence.

You wish to place a gulf between us, I cried impatiently. But thats impossible. I cannot rest without you; I am drawn to you as though by some power of magic. I am yours in life, in death.

Ah, no! she cried suddenly, putting up her hands to her face. Speak not of death. You are making vows that must ere long be broken, and she sighed deeply.

Was not her attitude, standing there pale and trembling, the attitude of a guilty woman who feared the revelation of her crime? I looked again at her, and becoming convinced that it was, I regarded her with inexpressible scorn and love, horror and adoration. She seemed to have changed of late. She pondered over my words, weighing them without any idle misleadings of fancy. Did she never dream as she had done when we first met?

Why must my vows be broken when my love for you is so fervent, Eva? I demanded, in a voice a trifle hard, I think.

She shuddered and gave a gesture of despair as if there were, indeed, no defence for her. A great darkness was over my mind like the plague of an unending night.

I have warned you, she responded, in a strange low tone. If you really love me as you say you do, remain away from this house.

Why are you so anxious that I should not visit you? I demanded, puzzled. Then I added: Of course in order to gain your love I am prepared to accept any conditions you may propose. If I do not again come here, will you meet me in London?

I can say nothing of the future, she answered slowly. For your own sake — indeed, for mine also — do not come here again. Promise me, I beg of you.

This request was the more curious in the light of recent events. Was it that she could not bear me to kiss the hand that had attempted to slay me?

All this is very strange, Eva, I said with a sudden seriousness. I cannot understand your attitude in the least. Why not be more explicit?

The heart of man is an open page to women. Love, though greatest of all selfish ecstasies, must yet have self-forgetfulness. She had none. She glanced at me and seemed to divine my thoughts. She cast a furtive look across the room to the lawn beyond, and I read on her face the birth of some new design.

I have been quite explicit, she laughed, with a strenuous attempt to preserve her self-control. I merely give you advice to keep away from this house.

Yes, but you give me no reason. You do not speak plainly and openly, I protested.

One cannot speak ill of those of whose hospitality one is partaking, she answered with a calm smile. Is it not sufficient for the present that you are warned?

But why? I demanded. I am always a welcome guest here.

Again she smiled, with a strange curl of the lip, I thought.

I do not deny that, she answered. Have I not, however, already pointed out that treachery may be marvellously well concealed?

Did she really warn me of the danger of associating with these intimate friends of hers merely because in her heart she really loved me? or had she some ulterior motive in getting me out of the way? She was hand-in-glove with this suspected family, therefore the latter seemed the theory most feasible.

Yes, she was undoubtedly playing me false.

A new thought suddenly arose within me, and with my eyes fixed upon her I said, in a voice hard and determined — 

Eva, just now you gave utterance to a remark which is to me full of meaning. You said that I had escaped death by little short of a miracle. True, I have. Then I paused. Yet, if the truth were told, have you not also escaped a swift and sudden end by means almost as miraculous?

Her face blanched instantly, her mouth, half-opened, seemed fixed. She was unable to articulate, and I saw what an effect this speech of mine had upon her. She tottered to the table and laid her hand upon it in order to steady herself. Her eyes glared upon me for an instant, like those of some animal brought to bay.

Yet, with a marvellous self-control, her white face a moment later relaxed into a smile, and she replied— I really dont know to what you refer. In the course of our lives we have many hairbreadth escapes from death, for dangers are around us on every side. By this I saw what a consummate actress she was, and was filled with regret that I had thus referred to the tragedy at Kensington, fearing lest this revelation of my knowledge should hamper Boyd in his inquiries. Through all she kept a calm and steady judgment that was remarkable.

Reflect at leisure, I responded, and perhaps you will not find my words quite so puzzling as your own veiled references.

A few minutes ago, she exclaimed reproachfully, you declared that you loved me. Now, however, you appear to entertain a desire to taunt me.

With what?

She hesitated, for she saw how nearly she had been entrapped. Every woman is a born diplomatist, so she answered — 

With having endeavoured to mislead you.

I only know that I love you, Eva, I said in softer tones, again tenderly taking her hand. I only know that I think of no other woman in all the world besides yourself. I only know that I cannot live without your love.

Her bosom heaved and fell painfully, and from her large blue eyes tears sprang — quick, salt, bitter drops that burned her as they fell.

Ah, no? she cried protestingly. Do not let us talk of that. Do not let us dream of the impossible.

Then you really love me? I cried in quick earnestness, bending over her, my arm about her slim waist.

But she shuddered within my grasp. Her frame was shaken by a convulsive sob, and gazing upon me with serious eyes she, in a low whisper, gave her answer.

Alas! I cannot — I — I dare not!

I drew back crushed and hopeless. Once again the strange thought possessed me that Mary Blain held her within her power; that although she actually loved me she feared the relentless vengeance of that woman who posed as her most intimate friend, who smiled upon us both, although in her heart was a fierce and jealous hatred.

Evas was a strange character. She seemed a brilliant antithesis — a compound of contradictions — of all that I most detested, of all that I most admired. Her whole character seemed a triumph of the external over the innate; even though she presented at first view a splendid and perplexing anomaly, there was yet deep meaning and wondrous skill in the enigma when I came to analyse and decipher it. What was most astonishing in Evas character was its antithetical construction, its consistent inconsistency, which rendered it quite impossible to reduce it to any elementary principles. The impression she gave was that of perpetual and irreconcilable contrast.

In those months I had known her she had enchanted me. Her mental accomplishments, her unequalled grace, her womans wit and womans wiles, her irresistible allurements, her starts of hauteur, her vivacity of imagination, her petulant caprice, her fickleness and her falsehood, her tenderness and her truth, all had dazzled my faculties and bewitched my fancy. She held absolute dominion over me.

My reference to that fatal night when I had discovered her apparently dead in that weird house in Kensington had utterly unnerved her. I had apparently, by those words, given her proof of the strong suspicion which she had entertained, and now she held aloof from me as from an enemy. Again and again Boyds forcible words recurred to me. Try how I would I could not place from me the increasing belief that she had actually given me that fatal draught on the last occasion when we met.

Yet, after all, she had my welfare at heart to some extent, or she would not utter this strange inexplicable warning; she would not have so pointedly told me that the family whose guests she was were my actual enemies. The latest passion of my love had long ago kindled into a quenchless flame, and again, after this declaration of fear which she had uttered, I repeated my inquiry as to its cause.

But she shook her head, and remained silent to all my entreaty, even though her panting breast plainly showed her agitation. Had she, I wondered, really perpetrated a deed of horror? Was she, although so pure-looking and so beautiful, one of those women with inexorable determination of purpose, an actual impersonation of the evil powers?

At her invitation we strolled together across the lawn to a shady spot at the rivers brink, where we sat in long wicker chairs, tea being brought to us by the smart man-servant. Again and again I sought to discover some truth from her, but she was ever wary not to betray either herself or those under whose roof she was now living. As I lounged there by her, gazing upon her neat-girdled figure, so graceful and striking in every form, I could not help reflecting that, in a mind not utterly depraved and hardened by the habit of crime, conscience must awake at some time or other, and bring with it a remorse closed by despair, and despair by death.

Had her conscience been awakened that afternoon? To me it seemed very much as though it had.

How strangely you talk, Eva, I said, when we had been conversing together a long time beneath the trees, and the sun was already sinking. You seem somehow to entertain an extraordinary antipathy towards me.

Antipathy! she echoed. Oh, no, you are really mistaken. You ask me to love you, and I express myself unfortunately unable.

But why unable?

She sighed, but was silent. Her eyes were fixed far away down the tranquil river which ran with liquid gold in the sunset.

From my lips there poured swift, eager, breathless, unconsidered words in all their unreason, all their wisdom, their nobility, their ignorance, their folly, their sublimity. Yet I meant to their very uttermost every syllable I uttered.

Tell me now, I urged. You wish me to leave you without a single word of hope. You give me a negative reply without reason or explanation.

I have a reason, she answered in a low, mechanical tone, a voice quite unusual to her.

What is it?

I am a stern fatalist in principle and in action, she responded.

And is it that which prevents you from reciprocating my affection?

No, she answered, shaking her head sadly, and glancing at her rings. I know that happiness can never more come to me. To love would only be to increase my burden of remorse.

Remorse? I cried, in a moment recollecting all the mysterious past.

Yes, she answered in a hard tone of melancholy and despair. A remorse that arises from the pang of a wounded conscience, the recoil of the violated feelings of my nature, a horror of the ghastly past, a torture of self-condemnation strong as my soul, deep as my guilt, fatal as my resolve, and terrible as my crime.

Your crime! I gasped.

She had at last confessed. I sat gazing at her absolutely dumbfounded. My brain seemed dead in me.

Yes, my crime, she responded, her face white and hard set, her clenched hands perceptibly trembling. Now at least you are aware of the reason that I will not accept your love. I, the woman whom you love, am unworthy, degraded and perverted, a woman who would have suffered a thousand deaths of torture rather than have betrayed myself, but who is now without pity or fear, unconscious, helpless, despair-stricken, although still linked with my sex and with humanity. Death alone would be welcome to me as bridegroom. Then panting, she added, rising to leave me: No, Frank, this must all end to-day. I can never love you. It is utterly impossible. You cannot know — you will never know — how I suffer.

She had gone from me. She was to me a thing terrible, and almost loathsome. Yet she was dear to me. I was ready to give my life to ransom hers.

She stretched out her hand and musingly touched mine. I shrank as if the contact burned me. She saw my involuntary gesture of aversion. It set her heart harder on the thing she meant to do.


Chapter Twenty.

A Night Adventure.
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IN THE SILENT evening hour, as the dusk darkened and twilight slowly faded into night, I was conscious of a kind of fascination against which my moral sense rebelled, but from which there was no escape. We talked on, I striving ever to learn the truth, she careful to conceal it from me. I saw how unexpected but natural were her transitions of temper and feeling, noted the contest of various passions, the wild hurricane of resentment melting into tears, faintness and languishment, and endeavoured time after time, but always in vain, to obtain a further confession from her lips.

That she existed in deadly fear of some dread secret being revealed was vividly apparent, just as it was also clear that my ill-timed observation regarding her mysterious presence in that house of mystery at Kensington had placed her upon her guard, and proved to her a fact of which before she had no confirmation. Her airy caprice and provoking petulance, which had so attracted me when we had been first introduced, had been now succeeded by a mixture of tenderness with artifice, and fear with submissive blandishment. She quailed before me when I rebuked her tenderly for her lack of confidence in me, partly because of her female subtlety, partly owing to natural feeling.

Nevertheless, when I reviewed the situation, and calmly and deliberately reflected upon her attitude, I saw plainly that she regarded me as something more than a mere acquaintance, even though her character was so complicated that no one sentiment could exist pure and unvarying in such a mind.

Therefore, sadly, with a heavy feeling of non-achievement, I took a long and lingering leave of her, and was driven back to Shepperton Station by Simpson, my mind overflowing with puzzling thoughts. Great as was my hesitation to believe that her conscience was a guilty one, nevertheless her own words were now sufficient proof that my suspicions were not unfounded. Yet I loved her. I still adored her with all my soul, even though I had kissed the slim white hand that had sought to send me to the grave.

These and a thousand similar thoughts whirled through my bewildered brain as I sat back alone in the ill-lit railway carriage. Puzzled and baffled, I sat plunged in deepest melancholy and despair, when, on the train drawing up at the quiet, lethargic station of Hampton, the door of the compartment was suddenly flung open, and a well-known cheery voice cried — 

Hullo, Urwin! Get out here. I want to speak to you.

I roused myself instantly, recognising Boyd standing on the platform in the semi-darkness. With an expression of surprise at such a meeting I jumped out and joined him, he explaining that he had come down from Waterloo with the object of finding me, and had waited at Shepperton Station for my arrival there. He, however, had not spoken to me, lest the man Simpson should chance to mention the fact at Riverdene.

But why are you down here? I inquired surprised.

Well, he answered in a low voice, weve got a piece of most secret investigation before us to-night. Ive waited for your assistance. We are going to search The Hollies.

Search the Hollies? I echoed.

Yes, he answered. Youll remember Miss Glaslyns letter to you, stating that the house was closed and the servants are away on holiday. Therefore, nows our time. We must, however, act so that Lady Glaslyn and her daughter have no suspicion that the place has been overhauled. I obtained a search-warrant from Sir John Gibbons, the chief of the local bench, this morning, and now well just satisfy our curiosity.

But the place is locked up, isnt it? I suggested, amazed at this sudden resolve.

Of course. We must get in how we can, only being careful not to attract the attention of any neighbours, and to leave no trace behind that intruders have entered.

Then we are to go to work like burglars? I observed, smiling.

Exactly, he answered.

We had now left the station, and were walking along an ill-lit path which skirted the railway until we gained the high road leading into Old Hampton. He explained the precautions he had taken, namely, to tell the constable on the beat of our intentions, and imposing upon him secrecy, and also to arrange for the local plain-clothes officer to be on duty in the vicinity. His proposal seemed to possess all the elements of adventure, therefore, notwithstanding my hesitation to commit any act which might further implicate the woman I loved, I expressed myself eager and ready to accompany him.

Nine oclock chimed from the square old tower of Hampton Church, that landmark so well-known to those who frequent the river, and Boyd declared that it was too early to commence operations. People were about, and we might be observed. Therefore we entered that old-fashioned inn where the ancient sign is still suspended from a beam across the road, a hostelry much patronised by boating-parties, who there replenish their hampers, and entering the billiard-room we whiled away the time, playing and gossiping with a couple of tradesmen, who, judging from their pronouncements, were local notabilities, perhaps District Councillors.

We remained until the landlord called Time, gentlemen, please! then lighting our cigars went forth, strolling through the quaint old-world village, and skirting the long, high wall of Bushey Park towards Lady Glaslyns. The night was dark and overcast, a gusty wind had sprung up precursory of rain, and in our ears sounded the hum of the telegraph wires. The weather favoured us. For such an excursion Boyd did not care for a perfectly still night.

At length, when we had been walking perhaps a quarter of an hour along the dark, deserted road, a man, bearded and rather shabby-looking, suddenly emerged from the shadow of the wall and greeted Boyd with the policemans password — 

All right, sir.

Are the things there? Boyd inquired.

Yes, sir. Ive put the lamp, the jemmy and the keys under a laurel bush on the left of the back door.

Well, said my friend, I think youd better come with us. We may have some difficulty in getting in.

Very well, sir, the man answered, and continued to walk by our side. He was smoking a pipe, and as we neared the house he knocked out the ashes and placed it in his pocket.

No dogs there, I hope? Boyd said, addressing him.

No, sir. None.

I confess to feeling a thrill of excitement, for the business of breaking and entering a dwelling-house was entirely new to me. The Hampton Road is ill-lit, and after ten at night utterly deserted, therefore in our walk we met no one except the solitary policeman, who stood beneath a lamp and greeted Boyd with a low All right, sir, as we passed on towards The Hollies.

All was in darkness. Not a soul was about save ourselves and the policeman standing watchful and motionless beneath the street-lamp fifty yards away. The well-kept garden with its laurels, its monkey-trees and its old yews was shut off from the road by a high wall, in which was a pair of heavy iron gates giving entrance to the gravelled drive. These gates were locked and secured by a chain and formidable padlock, a fact which showed that to enter we must climb them. The houses on either side were of rather meaner order than The Hollies, and in one of them a light still showed in an upper window.

In order not to attract the occupiers of these houses we conversed in low whispers, and in obedience to the local detectives suggestion climbed the gates one after another and carefully descended within the garden. On either side of the house extended walls some ten feet in height, with doors in them giving access to the rear of the premises, and again, guided by the plain-clothes man, we scaled this wall, a somewhat perilous process, it being spiked on the top. As it was, indeed, I made a serious rent in an almost new pair of trousers, much to Boyds amusement.

At last, when we were in the rear garden, our guide began foraging beneath a laurel bush and brought forth a dark lantern, a short, serviceable-looking jemmy, and a big bunch of skeleton keys.

I examined the place this afternoon, he explained. This door is the only one locked from the outside, therefore if we can pick the lock we shall be able to enter and get away without leaving a trace.

Very well, Boyd said impatiently. Lets get to work, and taking the keys he went to the garden entrance and commenced work upon the lock, while his assistant lit and held the lantern.

Every effort, however, to open the lock proved a failure.

Its a Chubb, a Bramah, or one of those lever locks, said Boyd, in a low tone, giving it up after he had tried all the keys in vain. It wont do to force the door, for thatll betray us.

Why not try a window? I suggested.

No, sir, said the plain-clothes man. Theyre all barred, Im afraid.

But those on the first floor, I suggested, looking up at one, evidently a landing window, over the door.

We might try if we could only reach it, Boyd said, laying down the keys upon the doorstep. If we forced the catch we could screw it down again before we left.

In order to discover something by which we might gain access to the window we all three crept carefully across the lawn and down the long old-fashioned garden to an outhouse, where, after some search, we found an old and rotten ladder, half the rungs of which seemed missing. This we carried back, and a few moments later Boyd, mounting, with a strong clasp-knife which he had taken from his pocket, began slowly working back the catch, until at last he was able to throw up the window and crawl in. Without a sound I followed, the local detective clambering in after me.

We found ourselves on the first floor landing, therefore, descending the stairs to the main hall, we lit the candles provided by the plain-clothes man, and after taking the precaution to let down the blinds of the front windows, commenced an active search of the drawing-room, that spacious old-fashioned apartment into which I had been shown when I had called. Our search, directed by Boyd, was careful and methodical; neither nook nor corner escaped him, although we replaced everything just as we found it. So large were the rooms that we found the lights we carried were not sufficient to give us proper illumination, therefore we sought the gas-meter, and after turning on the gas, lit jets in the various rooms. Fortunately all the windows were furnished with Venetian blinds, therefore we let them down and closed them, so that no light should be noticed outside.

An air of desolation hung about the place, and every sound we made echoed weirdly, for at dead of night all noise becomes exaggerated. The drawing-room yielded practically nothing, therefore we passed into a well-furnished morning-room, and thence to the dining-room, which we likewise thoroughly overhauled. None of these rooms bore any trace of the struggle with poverty which the innkeepers wife had alleged. Indeed, in the drawing-room was a fine grand piano of one of the best-known makers, together with several rare works of art. All the rooms bore signs of being the abode of a rich and cultured family, the old oak in the dining-room being, I noted, genuine, evidently antique, Italian, while the upholstery and carpets were of the first quality. On the walls of those ground-floor rooms were many examples of old as well as modern masters, one portrait hanging in the dining-room representing Eva herself, a half-length picture, undoubtedly from recent sittings, signed by an artist extremely well-known in London. In this room also were antique high-backed oak chairs, lined with old tapestry, the back and arms bearing armorial bearings embroidered in coloured silks, evidently the arms of the Glaslyns, for a similar device was upon the plate.

On ascending to the first floor we found the house to be of far larger proportions than we had imagined, for off a long, well-carpeted corridor opened quite a number of bed and other rooms, each of which we proceeded to inspect.

We havent found a single thing below, Boyd observed to me, as we entered the first of these rooms, evidently one of the spare bedrooms, for the place was very dirty and neglected in comparison with the other apartments. Lets hope we may come across something here.
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Nothing was locked, and five minutes sufficed to show us that no attempt had been made to conceal anything in any of the two chests of drawers, or in the wardrobe. So thoroughly did Boyd search that in each room he went around the wainscoting, tapping it with the jemmy and examining any part which appeared to be loose or movable. The next room, apparently Lady Glaslyns room, with a small dressing-room adjoining, we searched with redoubled energy, but beyond establishing the fact that her ladyship was not in want of money by the finding of three five-pound notes placed carelessly in an unlocked drawer, there was nothing to arouse our curiosity.

Adjoining the dressing-room, with its window overlooking the road, was a small but elegant apartment upholstered in pale-blue, quite a luxurious little room with a piano; evidently a boudoir. The carpet was so thick and rich that our feet fell noiselessly, while near the window was a handsome Louis XV escritoire inlaid with various woods and heavy mountings of chased ormolu. A pretty cosy-corner occupied the angle beside the tiled hearth, while the little bamboo table with its small shelves spoke mutely of cosy five-oclock tea often served there.

I wonder whats in this? Boyd said, advancing to the escritoire while his assistant lit the gas.

Finding it locked, my friend bent, examined the keyhole carefully, and then commenced to ply the various skeleton keys. For some time he was unsuccessful, but at length the lock yielded and he opened it. Then, while the local officer took the dark lantern and went along the corridor to explore what further rooms there were, and their character, Boyd and I proceeded to carefully examine every paper, letter or document the escritoire contained. Some letters were addressed to Lady Glaslyn, others to Eva, but most of them were ordinary correspondence between relatives and friends, while the folded documents were receipted bills, together with a file of papers relating to some action at law regarding property near Aberdeen.

Behind the receptacle in which we found these letters was a panel which Boyd at once declared concealed some secret drawers, and being well versed in all the contrivances of cabinet-making, he very soon discovered the means by which the panel could be released. As he had predicted, its removal disclosed three small drawers.

To the first I gave my attention, while he took out the contents of the second. The letters, of which there were seven or eight, secured by an elastic band, I took out and read, being puzzled greatly thereby. They were all type-written and bore the post-mark London, S.E. The first had been received about three months before, the last as recently as a fortnight ago. They were very friendly, commencing Dear Eva, and although the writer was apparently extremely intimate, there was, however, not a word of love, a fact which gave me some satisfaction. They all, without exception, contained a most mysterious reference to the Silence, in terms extremely guarded and curious, one urging the utmost caution and declaring that a grave peril had unexpectedly arisen which must, at all hazards, be removed. The writer did not appear to be a very educated person, for in many places there were mistakes in spelling, while all were devoid of both address or signature, bearing only the single initial Z.

I passed them over to Boyd, asking his opinion, and as he sat at the writing flap reading them we were both suddenly startled by hearing a plaintive cry near us. It was a poor lean cat, who had accidentally been shut up there and was undoubtedly starving.

These letters are very strange, Boyd observed, looking up at me. I wonder to what the silence refers?

I dont know, I said. Theres evidently some very good reason that theyve been concealed here.

As I was speaking I took from beneath some letters, still remaining in the secret drawer Boyd had opened, a wooden pill-box, from which I removed the lid, there being disclosed a small quantity of a peculiar greyish-blue powder.

Hulloa! Boyd exclaimed, with a quick glance at it. Whats that, I wonder? No label on the box. It looks suspicious!

Yes, I agreed. I wonder what it is, that it should be so carefully concealed?

Leave it aside for a moment, he said.

Then taking up a large envelope which, while I had been reading the letters, he had been carefully examining, he drew from it two photographs.

Do you recognise the originals of these? he inquired with a grave smile.

Great Heavens! I gasped. Why, they are the man and the woman whom we found at Phillimore Place!

Exactly, he said, in a voice of satisfaction, just as his assistant re-entered.

Then, before I could recover from my bewilderment, he took up the little wooden box, exclaiming — 

This powder here is a very suspicious circumstance, but well test it at once.

Turning to the local officer he said — 

I saw you eating something when you met us and you put part of it in your pocket. What was it?

A sandwich. My wife always makes me one when I go out on night-duty, the man explained.

Have you any of it left?

For answer he drew from his pocket a portion of an uneaten sandwich and placed it upon the table. Boyd, with his pocket-knife, cut off a piece of the meat, upon it sprinkled a grain or so of the mysterious powder, and threw it down to the hungry cat, which was mewing loudly, and purring round our legs.

The thin creature, ravenously hungry, devoured it, but ere ten seconds had passed, and while we all three were watching attentively, it staggered, with a faint cry, and almost without a struggle rolled over, dead.

As I suspected, Boyd observed, turning to me. This is the powder from the herbalists.


Chapter Twenty One.

Under the Leaden Seal.
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SO FAR, CONTINUED Boyd, thoughtfully, pushing his hat to the back of his head, weve proved one thing — that this stuff is poison.

Yes, I said. But these photographs? Is it not extraordinary that we find them here among Evas possessions?

Its all extraordinary, he answered. The letters more strange than anything, and he unlocked the third drawer expectantly, only, however, to find it contained something small wrapped in a piece of dirty wash-leather. He placed it before him, carefully opening it and disclosing something which caused us both to give vent to exclamations of surprise.

Inside was a most commonplace object, yet to us it had a meaning peculiarly tragic — a single penny.

Both of us recollected vividly the finding of a similar coin carefully wrapped in paper upon the body of the man at Phillimore Place, and there must, we decided, be some mysterious connexion between our two discoveries.

These letters, observed Boyd, putting aside the coin and its wrapping and taking up the correspondence he had been examining when I had found the box of mysterious powder, they are all addressed to Miss Glaslyn, and in one only, as far as I can see, is her mother mentioned. They evidently refer to some deep secret.

Do you think the silence can refer to the affair at Kensington? I suggested, holding one of the letters in my hand.

Its impossible to tell, he answered. We have now the clearest proof that these letters were preserved in secret by Eva Glaslyn, together with some unknown but fatal drug, and the photographs of the victim. Therefore, if circumstantial evidence may be trusted, I should be inclined to believe that these letters refer to the matter which we are investigating. Perhaps, indeed, the peril mentioned in one of the letters refers to your own endeavours to fathom the mystery.

The whole thing is utterly bewildering, I said, re-reading the letter in my hand, a communication which certainly was of a most veiled character, evidently being type-written to disguise the writers identity.

There is no object whatever to be gained by adopting your suggestion, it ran. The only absolutely safe course is to continue as in the past. The silence is effectual, and for the present is enough. All your fears are quite groundless. Show a bold front and be cautious always. If you wish to write, send your letter to the old address.

Each of the others were similarly unintelligible, except perhaps the later one, in which the writer said: You are right. I, too, have discovered cause for apprehension. A peril threatens, but if the secret is preserved it cannot harm us.

With the mass of papers and correspondence spread before us we all three examined these suspicious letters very carefully. In the drawer which Boyd had opened was, among other things, a few girlish trinkets and souvenirs of the past, and a note signed Mary Blain, and dated from Riverdene a couple of months before.

In the face of recent events it was a somewhat noteworthy missive, for beginning Dearest Eva, it gave her an invitation for tennis on the following day, Tuesday. I have also your admirer, she went on, and he will no doubt come. Perhaps I shall be compelled to go to town to-morrow afternoon on business, the urgent nature of which you may guess. If I do I will convey your message to the quarter for which it is intended. Be careful how you act, and what you say to F, (meaning, I suppose, myself), for I have no great faith in him. His friend is, of course, entirely well-disposed towards us.

I passed it to Boyd, and when he had read it, asked — 

Whats your opinion of that? Is the person mentioned myself? and is the friend actually Dick?

It really seems so, he responded, with knit brows. In that case they must have long ago suspected you of being aware of their secret. This would, of course, account for the cowardly attempt to take your life.

By means of this unknown drug here — eh? I suggested bitterly, pointing to the small box which I had a moment before closed.

Certainly, said the detective. There can now be no further doubt of Miss Glaslyns complicity in the affair.

I wonder who is the author of these type-written letters? I said. If we knew that, it would let a flood of light into the whole matter.

We shall, I hope, discover that in due course, he answered. Lets finish these investigations before discussing our next move, and he continued, carefully placing back the letters in the secret drawers, now and then pausing to re-read one which chanced to attract his attention.

Look at this, he said, passing one over to me after he had glanced at it.

It was written on pale green paper in a fine fashionable womans hand, a few brief lines, which ran: — 

My dear Eva, — I could not come to-day, but shall be there this evening. Everything is complete. When the truth becomes known the discovery will, I anticipate, startle the world. It must, for reasons you know, remain a strict secret. Do not breathe a word to a soul. — Yours ever.

Anna.

That may refer to the invention we found in the laboratory; a scientific discovery which no one has come forward to claim. But who, I wonder, is Anna?

She might be the dead woman, Boyd suggested.

True, I agreed. So she might.

During fully half an hour we still remained in that small cosy boudoir, which seemed to be Evas own room, examining everything carefully and taking the utmost precaution to replace everything exactly as we found it. In this Boyd displayed real genius. Whatever was moved he rearranged it with an exactness little short of astounding. His astuteness was remarkable. Nothing escaped him, now that he was on the trail.

Yet, as I wandered about, examining things here and there, I could not repress a feeling of reproach, for had I not, after all, assisted in this secret search which had resulted so disastrously for the strange, mysterious woman I so dearly loved? She was now under the suspicion of the police. They would keep her under surveillance, for the evidence we had already obtained was sufficient to induce any magistrate to grant a warrant for her arrest. A sudden sense of a vast, immeasurable loss fell upon me.

The small box containing the greyish-blue powder had been replaced in the concealed drawer, and everything had been rearranged in the room, when the local officer said — 

At the end of the corridor theres another sitting-room.

Very well, Boyd answered. Lets see what its like, and we all three, lights in hand, followed our guide until we entered a smaller sitting-room.

An easel stood in it and it was apparently used by Eva as a studio, for she, I knew, took lessons in painting. Upon the easel stood a canvas half finished, while near the window was a small writing-table, the one long drawer of which was locked. The lock was a common one and quickly yielded to Boyds skeleton keys, but within we only found another collection of old letters, a quantity of pencil sketches, colours and other odds and ends connected with her art studies. Boyd was turning them over methodically, when suddenly an involuntary exclamation escaped him.

Ah! Whats this? he ejaculated, at the same time drawing forth a card about the size of a ladys visiting card, and held it out to me.

Upon it was drawn in ink a circle. It was executed in exactly the same manner as that we had found concealed beneath the plates in the dining-room at Phillimore Place.

Again he turned the things over and drew out three or four other cards of similar size and style, each bearing a device, one having upon its face the straight line exactly like that we had found in Kensington.

You recognise these devices? he inquired.

Of course, I responded in an awed voice, utterly bewildered. What, I wonder, can they denote?

He shrugged his shoulders, examined each card carefully beneath the rays of his lamp, felt it, and after carefully examining all the heterogeneous collection of things in the drawer, placed them back again, closed it, and relocked it.

Those cards bear some very important part in the tragedy, I feel assured, he said when he had finished, and turned to me with a puzzled expression. They look innocent enough, and the devices are in no way forbidding; nevertheless, it is strange that we find here, in her possession, exact duplicates not only of the cards, but also of that coin carried by the dead man.

Its all utterly astounding, I declared. Then, with a touch of poignant regret and despair, I added: All these discoveries would cause me the highest gratification if I did not love her as fondly as I do.

You surely could not make a murderess your wife, Urwin? my friend said. In this matter remember that we are striving to fathom a mystery which is one of the most profound and remarkable that has ever been reported at the Yard.

I know, I answered, glancing around that small room wherein my well-beloved had spent her days in the study of art. But what I cannot understand is how, being an actual victim of the tragedy, she is nevertheless at the same time implicated in the affair.

That will be made plain later, he said with an air of confidence.

One thing is quite clear, that she purchased certain poisons which are only known to those well versed in toxicology. We have that on old Lowrys own authority. If, then, she bought this drug it could only be for one purpose, namely, to commit murder. Well, she made an attempt upon you; therefore, why should you endeavour to shield her?

Because I love her, I answered, still unconvinced by his argument.

Bah! Love is entirely out of the question in this matter, my dear fellow, he said, with a gesture of impatience. She may have fascinated you because of her unusual beauty, but beyond that — well, in six months time youll thank Providence that youve not married her — mark my words.

That was exactly what she herself had said, I reflected. She had prophesied that one day, ere long, I would hate the very mention of her name.

From room to room we passed, examining everything, allowing nothing to escape us. There was assuredly no sign of poverty in that house, but really the reverse, a lavish display of costly objects, which showed that its owner was capricious, with money at her command. No expense seemed to have been spared to render that abode the acme of comfort and modern convenience.

In one of the bedrooms in that same corridor, a room which we decided was Evas from various dresses and other things it contained, we found standing upon the table a large panel photograph of a kind-faced, middle-aged woman, which the local officer at once recognised as that of Lady Glaslyn.

Boyd, taking it up, examined it long and earnestly beneath the light of the bulls-eye.

Devilish good-looking for a woman of her age, he remarked thoughtfully, as he slowly replaced it upon the table. Do you know? he added, turning to me, I fancy Ive met her somewhere — but where I cant for the life of me recollect. What do you know about the family?

Very little beyond whats in Burke, which only devotes three lines to them. The baronetcy was conferred in 1839, and Lady Glaslyns husband, Sir Thomas, died six years ago. No mention is made of their country seat, so I presume they havent one.

Boyd stroked his beard and gave vent to a low grunt of doubt.

Well, he said, Im almost positive that Ive met her before somewhere. I wonder where it was.

Quickly we rearranged the articles in the room which we had disturbed and passed on to the next, the door of which faced us, forming the end of the long corridor.

Hulloa! Boyd cried. What does this mean?

We both looked, and by the light of the lantern saw that the door was a double one and that right across it was a long bar of steel or iron painted and grained the colour of the wood so as not to be noticeable, and securing it strongly.

This is decidedly funny, the detective continued, bending down to examine something. Look! its sealed!

I bent eagerly beside him, and there saw that the great sliding bolt ran in three large hasps, and that one of the knobs of the bolt was secured by wire to the hasp, the two ends of the wire being secured together by a round seal of molten lead about the size of a shilling. By this the bolt was rendered immovable.

Extraordinary! I gasped, as we all stood wondering what might be therein concealed. If we cut the wire then our presence here will be betrayed, I said.

But Boyd, who was still examining the seal with great care, exclaimed at last, pointing to it — 

Do you see two letters on the seal, R. and M.?

Yes, I answered. What do you think they denote?

They tell us how this seal was impressed, the detective responded. These initials stand for Rete Mediterranea, and the machine with which the seal has been impressed is one of those used at every Italian railway station to seal merchandise and passengers baggage. It has certainly been placed upon the wire by one who knew how to handle the instrument with dexterity.

There must be something in that room which her ladyship desires to keep secret, I remarked, both amazed and excited at this latest discovery.

Yes, remarked Boyd. At all hazards we must explore it.

But how, I queried, without tampering with the seal?

His brow clouded for a few moments, then again he examined the seal and wire with the utmost care. He stood motionless, looking at it for fully a minute, then turning to the local officer, said — 

Im going downstairs a moment. Dont touch it till I return.

We both sat upon an ottoman in the corridor for nearly a quarter of an hour, during which time we heard noises downstairs; until Boyd at last rejoined us with a look of satisfaction in his face, and bearing in his hands something which looked like a huge pair of rusty shears with wooden handles.

I thought Id find it, he observed, wiping the perspiration from his brow. His hands and face were blackened as though he had been groping in a cellar. This is the seal, and opening his other hand he displayed an old discoloured pewter teaspoon, adding, And heres a bit of lead — or whats as good.

I took the sealing machine from him and examined it carefully. It was red with dust, and had apparently been thrown aside and neglected for a long time.

Now, said Boyd to his assistant, Ive lit a fire downstairs in the kitchen, and by the time weve done itll be sufficiently fierce to melt the lead.

Then you intend to break open the door? I exclaimed.

He smiled, and for answer took from his pocket a champagne-knife, cutting the wire with a sharp click, untwisting it from the knob, and placing it with its seal in his pocket.

In breathless eagerness we watched him push back the bolt, and stood expectant; but when he tried the door he found it to be still locked. Again he went swiftly to work with his bunch of queer-looking keys, and at last he saw one of them gently turn, and he pushed wide open the door of the chamber of secrets.

Next second the bright light of Boyds bulls-eye flashed into the interior, and all three of us fell back with exclamations of surprise and horror. Our discovery was truly astounding.

The horrible sight was most weird and terrifying. Upon the threshold I stood speechless, utterly unable to move, for the ghastly spectacle made my hair rise as my eyes became riveted upon the noisome interior of that long-closed chamber.

Our nostrils were filled with a foetid, nauseating smell of decay which burst upon us as the door was opened, and at the shock of witnessing the repulsive sight within, the candle I had held dropped from my trembling fingers and was extinguished. Slowly, however, I recovered it, taking a light from the one held by my friends assistant, and then entered the place.

It was not a large room, but the shutters of the window had, we afterwards discovered, been secured by screws and strongly barred. In the centre was a square table, covered with dust, and several common wooden chairs stood around. In the empty rusted grate stood a kettle and a couple of cooking-pots, while upon a side table were a few plates and a couple of cups and saucers. Along one side stood an old camp bedstead, and lying upon it, half-covered with a dirty blanket, was a figure that had once been human but which was now a sight so gruesome and so horrible that even Boyd, used as he was to such things, drew away and held his handkerchief to his nose.

The features were beyond recognition, but by the shortness of the hair the body was evidently that of a man. One arm hung helpless, shrivelled and discoloured, while on the floor close by were the broken portions of a cup which had evidently fallen from the dead mans claw-like fingers.

This is another facer! Boyd exclaimed in a tone of absolute bewilderment. I wonder who he was? It seems by the pots and plates that he was held a prisoner here — an invalid or imbecile, perhaps, unable to help himself. Evidently the servants knew nothing of him, for he cooked his food himself. Phew! he added. Lets get outside in the passage to breathe. This air is enough to poison one.

Half-choked, we went outside, all three of us, and discussed the startling situation while breathing the purer air. I offered both my companions cigarettes, which they lit eagerly with myself.

Then, after a few minutes, we returned and resumed our investigations. About the room were several books in French and German treating of political economy and other subjects, a couple of old newspapers, two or three novels, and a number of scientific books which showed their reader to be an educated man. The room had originally been a bathroom, we concluded, for there was a water-tap and a large pipe for waste, and this unfortunate man, whoever he was, had evidently not existed wholly in darkness, for on examining the shutters we found that one of the panels was movable, and at that spot the pane of glass was broken, thus admitting both light and air. Again, there was a small gas-stove ring, used so universally in London to boil kettles, and this was still connected by a flexible pipe to a gas bracket on the wall. Hence it was quite apparent that the room had been specially fitted for the occupation of the unknown man now dead.

Upon the dusty table were several pieces of writing-paper covered with some writing in German, a language which I unfortunately could not read, while beside them I picked up an object which held me amazed and astounded — a plain card similar to those we had found at Phillimore Place and among Evas secret possessions.

Beyond those writings in German we found nothing else to give us a clue to whom the dead man might be, and even these writings were no proof as to his identity. We found no writing materials there, hence our doubt that the writing had been traced by his hand.

Into every hole and crevice we peered, disturbing the rats who had scampered here and there on our unexpected intrusion, but discovering nothing else of especial interest, we, after about half an hour, went forth, glad to escape from the poisonous atmosphere. I closed and locked the door, when Boyd, cutting out a piece of bell-wire from one of the bedrooms, re-secured the bolt, and after melting the pewter spoon below in the kitchen fire, replaced the seal in such a manner that none could tell it had ever been disturbed.

Truly our midnight search had been a fruitful one. What might next transpire I dreaded to think. All was so mysterious, so utterly astounding, that I had become entirely bewildered.


Chapter Twenty Two.

In Defiance of the Law.
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THE DISCOVERY OF the horror concealed within that closed room opened out an entirely fresh development of the mystery. On discussing it with Boyd after we had stealthily left the house we were in complete agreement that the dead man must have either been in hiding there, or else, being an imbecile, had been kept under restraint. The fact of the door being barred on the outside strengthened Boyds belief in the latter theory, while I made the suggestion that he might have been imprisoned and died of starvation.

No, Boyd answered, I dont agree with you there, for it is quite plain that Lady Glaslyn must have been aware of his presence, and perhaps, indeed, arranged the room. There is every evidence that he was supplied with food at intervals, and cooked it himself, which shows that, even if an invalid, he was sufficiently active. My idea is that he may have been some relation whose demented condition her ladyship wished to keep from her friends and other members of the family, and that having died suddenly she was compelled to lock and seal the door, dreading the publicity of a coroners inquiry, when the truth must have been made public.

True, I said. Thats, of course, a very feasible theory. But if she were in the secret, Eva, too, must have known.

Of course, he said. She can tell us everything if she chooses. Its a pity that the dead mans face is unrecognisable.

Again, is it not strange that we should have found in there one of those same cards?

Yes, rather, responded my friend. But at present it is useless to advance all kinds of wild theories. We must stick closely to facts if we would succeed. We have to-night made certain discoveries, startling enough in all conscience, and among them have elucidated the secret which Lady Glaslyn has hidden from every one. Now we must seek to discover the motive which caused her to apply that seal to the door, as well as ascertaining the reason her daughter has that mysterious drug among her possessions, together with the photographs of the two unknown victims.

I wonder how long it is since the man died in that room, I said. What a horrible existence he must have led shut up there, gaining all his light and air through a broken pane of glass. He was studious, at any rate, judging from the character of the books with which he had been supplied.

And a linguist too, Boyd remarked, remembering that the books were in other languages besides English.

Strange that the curiosity of the servants was not aroused, I said. They would be certain to wonder what was in a room sealed up as that is.

To satisfy them would be easy enough, the detective answered. Her ladyship undoubtedly told them that certain family heirlooms, old furniture, or something, was stowed away there, and that the seal had been placed upon them by the trustees, or somebody. Trust a woman for an excuse, and he smiled grimly.

We walked on together for some time in complete silence. The young day grew wider and brighter and redder in the sky. We had passed through Twickenham, and now, in the dawn, were making our way towards Richmond, whence we could catch the early workmens train to Waterloo.

You must keep your friend Cleugh in entire ignorance of all this. Tell him youve been out to visit some friends, say at Ealing or Uxbridge, or somewhere, and that they compelled you to stay the night. If he were to know, the whole result of our investigations might be rendered abortive.

Of course Ill do as you wish, I answered. But I cant for the life of me see why you entertain any suspicion of Dick. Hes been all along eager and ready to assist me to clear up the mystery. To publish the details of the curious affair seems his one object. Boyd smiled again with veiled sarcasm.

And a very interesting story hell have for publication, it appears to me, he said, laughing. Then he added after a seconds pause, One of the oddest facts in the whole affair is that the pair we found dead in Phillimore Place have never been missed by their friends.

Or the dead man at The Hollies, for the matter of that, I added.

Yes, he said in dubious tone. There are yet some facts which we must learn ere we can piece the queer puzzle together and read the whole. Only then can we discover who was the man whom Lady Glaslyn has so carefully hidden. Its a devilish funny business, to say the least.

Has it occurred to you that she may have left not intending to return? I asked.

Well, no, he responded. I scarcely think she has flown, or her daughter would have secured the contents of her escritoire. She evidently believes her secret quite safe, and is therefore entirely fearless. The Richmond Road with its many trees was pleasant in that hour when the clear rose-flush of dawn was still in the sky, and as we walked the cool wind rose fragrant with the smell of the wet grass, refreshing after the foetid atmosphere of that closed room and its gruesome occupant.

We chatted on, discussing the startling discoveries we had made, he giving me certain instructions, until we got to the station and entered a compartment. The latter being crowded with workmen, further conversation on the subject was precluded.

Soon after six I returned to Grays Inn, and making an excuse to Dick for my absence, snatched an hours sleep before going down to my office. My heart was hard; my blood fire. Fate had been merciless.

I began to think something had happened, old chap, Dick had said when I had entered his room and awakened him. He sat up in bed and looked at me rather strangely, I thought. Then he added: You dont seem as though youve had much sleep, wherever youve been.

In my excitement I had quite forgotten that my clothes were dirty and torn, and my face unwashed, and I fancied that his pointed remark caused a slight flush to rise to my cheeks.

How I performed my duties that morning I scarcely knew, for my brain was in a whirl with the amazing discoveries of the past night, I loved Eva, yet the contents of those concealed drawers were sufficient in themselves to convince Boyd of her guilt. A fearful and perpetual dread seized me lest she should be arrested. Boyds method of work was, I knew, always bold and decisive. A detective, to be successful, must act without hesitation. In this affair he had obtained evidence which, from every point of view, proved but one fact, and one alone — her guilt. Indeed, I now remembered with bitterness how she had to me openly declared herself guilty; how she had prophesied that one day I should hate all mention of her name. Did it not seem quite clear, too, that this very drug which I had found in the small wooden box, the drug which had been instantly fatal to the poor brute upon which we tried it, was the same which had been administered to me by her hand?

When I thought of that I felt glad that I had assisted my friend of Scotland Yard, and that with my own hands had unearthed evidence which must lead to her conviction. Her arrest was, I knew from my friends remarks, only a matter of days, perhaps, indeed, of hours.

You cant now seek to shield Miss Glaslyn, he had remarked when we had been waiting for the train on Richmond platform. The proofs are far too strong. If we could only discover the author of those type-written letters we would be able to find out what the Silence refers to, and to move with much more certainty. As we cant, we must fix our theory firmly and act boldly upon it.

Do you mean that you intend to apply for a warrant against her? I inquired, dismayed.

We shall obtain one against somebody, but who it may be of course depends entirely upon the result of our subsequent investigations. People dont keep bodies locked up in their houses without some very strong motive.

It now struck me as exceedingly strange why Eva should have been so anxious to prevent me revisiting Riverdene. She had hinted that the Blains were my enemies, yet was it not more likely that my presence reminded her too vividly of her sin, and she also feared the vengeance of Mary Blain? There was undoubtedly some deep motive underlying this effort to prevent me visiting the Blains, but as I reflected upon it I failed to decide what it might be. She had spoken of it as though it were for my benefit, and as if she had my welfare at heart, yet I could not fail to detect how hollow was the sham, for the Blains were my friends of long standing, and since my visit at Marys request my welcome had always been a most cordial one.

Mary had certainly no cause for jealousy, for she and I had on several occasions, when alone on the river, spoken of the past. She had, indeed, ridiculed my boyish love for her, and observed that we were both older and more discreet nowadays. I had long been assured by her words and her attitude that her affection for me — if she had really ever entertained any — had entirely passed away.

No, I could not understand Evas present attitude. It was entirely an enigma. She seemed filled with some nameless terror, the reason of which our discoveries seemed to prove up to the hilt.

Day followed day, each to me full of anxiety and bewilderment. On parting from Boyd he had told me to remain in patience until he communicated with me. I was not to return to Riverdene, neither was I to mention a single word to Dick regarding recent occurrences.

I wandered from end to end of London day after day, reporting the events which daily crop up in the Metropolis. It seemed to me as if those days would never end. I saw nothing but the face of Eva. The world which had seemed to me so beautiful had changed; Heaven was cruel. It created loveliness only to pollute and deform it afterwards. Out of my dreams I was brought face to face with facts that sickened me. The old landmarks of my faith were gone. Whatever happy hopefulness of nature I possessed was crushed. I was bewildered and sick at heart. Yet through it all I could not thrust away from me Evas wondrous beauty. Her form, her gaze, her smile, her sigh — I could think of nothing else. Yet the mockery of it all stung me to despair, and despair is mans most frequent visitor.

A week thus passed. I saw her in the air, in the clouds, everywhere; her voice rang in my ears; she was so lovely — and yet she was so vile — a poisoner!

One afternoon I had returned to Grays Inn unusually early, about three oclock, put on my old lounge-coat, a river blazer, and sat down to write up an interview for publication next day, when I heard a ring at the door, voices outside the room, and a few moments later Mrs Joad entered, saying—Eres a lady wants to see you, sir.

A lady? I exclaimed, turning quickly in my chair. Ask her in.

I rose, brushing down my hair with my hand, and next moment found myself face to face with Eva.

She advanced with her hand outstretched and a smile upon her face, that countenance that was ever before me in my day-dreams.

How fortunate I am to find you in, she exclaimed, half breathless after the ascent of the stairs. Ive been to your office, and they told me that you were probably at home.

It is I who am fortunate, I answered, laughing gaily, placing the armchair for her and drawing out a little oaken footstool, a relic from some bygone generation of men who had tenanted those grimy old rooms.

With a sigh she seated herself, and then for the first time I noticed the deathly pallor of her cheeks. Even her thick veil did not conceal it. She was in black, neat as usual, but her skirt was unbrushed and dusty, and her hair was just a trifle awry, as though she had been travelling about some hours.

I have called upon you here for the first and for the last time, she said in a broken voice, looking seriously across to me, as the unwonted tears sprang into her eyes.

The last time! I echoed. What do you mean?

I have come to wish you farewell, she said in a low, faltering voice. I am leaving London. My mother and I are going abroad.

Abroad? Where? I cried, dismayed.

My mothers health is not good, and the doctor has ordered her to the South immediately. He says that she must never return to this climate, because it will hasten her malady to a fatal termination. Therefore, in future we must be exiles. She was looking straight into my face as she spoke, and those great wondrous eyes of hers that I had believed to be so pure and honest never wavered. I leave to-morrow and join her, she added.

Then she has already gone! I exclaimed, the truth at once flashing upon me that Lady Glaslyn had actually fled.

Yes. The doctor has so frightened her that I could not induce her to stay and pack. I shall join her in Paris, she explained quite calmly. There is no help for it. We must part.

But surely, I said in desperation, you will not leave me thus? You will return to England sometimes.

I really dont know, she answered in a strained, hoarse voice.

At least you will give me hope that some day you will be my wife, Eva, I said, tenderly grasping her hand, which seemed limp and trembling. You know how fondly I love you, how—

I started quickly and turned, puzzled at the unusual sound of voices, without finishing the sentence. One voice I recognised speaking in deep tones to Mrs Joad, and dropping the hand I held I rushed out, closing the door behind me.

As I did so, I came face to face with Boyd, accompanied by two plain-clothes officers.

Weve followed her here, he explained. She means to get away abroad, therefore we must now execute the warrant. I regret it, for your sake.

A loud piercing shriek from within told me that she had overheard those fateful words.

No, I cried. By Heaven! you shant arrest her! and I resolutely barred his passage to the inner room. As I love her you shall never enter there! She shall never be taken as a common criminal!


Chapter Twenty Three.

Her Ladyship.
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BOYD, SEEING MY fierce determination, held back, a look of undisguised annoyance upon his face.

I have a duty to perform. I beg of you not to obstruct me, Mr Urwin, he said coldly. It is quite as unpleasant to me as to you.

Unpleasant! I echoed. I tell you that you shall not arrest her, and I stood firmly with my back to the door of my room.

Come, he said, in a tone of persuasion. This action of yours cannot benefit her in the least. She has made every preparation for flight. Her trunk is in the cloakroom at Charing Cross Station, and she means within an hour to get away to the Continent. Let me pass.

I shall not, I roared.

In that case I shall be compelled to use force, however much I regret it.

As he uttered these words the door was suddenly flung back, and I saw Evas tragic, almost funereal, figure in the opening. She was white to the lips, her countenance terribly wan and haggard.

Enough! she cried hoarsely. Let the police enter. I am ready, and she tottered back, clutching at the corner of my writing-table for support.

Her outward purity and innocence were a rare equipment for the committal of a crime. Who, indeed, would have suspected her of guile and intrigue? When Love is dead there is no God.



We were standing together in my sitting-room, Boyd being our only companion. A dozen times I had implored her to speak the truth, but without avail. She stood pale and trembling, yet still silent before us. Terror held her dumb.

Those who turn Kings evidence obtain free pardon, the detective gravely observed, speaking for the first time.

She laughed a little to herself.

You might have striven for ever in vain to solve the mystery, she answered at last, apparently bracing herself up for an effort. Those who aimed that terrible blow, so swift and so fatal, were not the kind of persons to be ever caught napping. They never made a false move, and always took such elaborate precautions that to solve the enigma would be impossible to any one unacquainted with previous events.

Her breast rose and fell quickly in her wild agitation. She was stirred by emotion to the depths of her being.

I was weak and helpless, she faltered. God knows how I have suffered; how deep has been my repentance. Hear me to the end, she urged, turning her fine eyes to mine. Then, when I have told you my wretched if astounding story, Frank, judge me as you think fit — for I am yours.

Speak! I said anxiously. My justice shall be tempered with mercy.

By that sentence she had acknowledged her love for me, but now I hesitated. She was accused of murder.

Then I must begin at the very beginning, for it is a long and most complicated story, a story of a deep-laid intrigue and conspiracy, and of a duplicity extraordinary, she said, her thin, nerveless hand trembling in mine as I held her with my arm about her waist. In the days when I had reached my sixteenth year I lived with my mother abroad, in Italy for the most part, because it was cheap, and further because my father, who had been guilty of certain shady transactions, had been compelled to fly from England. He had treated my mother shamefully, therefore they were separated, and mother and I lived economically in these cheap pensions in Florence and Rome which seem to exist as asylums for the well-bred needy. A few days after I was sixteen, while we were at an obscure pension in Siena, my mother took typhoid and died, leaving me absolutely alone in the world, and practically penniless. Nearly a year before we had received a letter from my fathers solicitors in London stating that he had died in poverty in Buenos Aires, therefore I was utterly alone. The position of a friendless girl on the Continent is always serious, she said, with a catch in her voice. Acting upon the advice of some English people in the pension I went to Florence and saw there the Consul-General, who not only gave me money from the British Relief Fund, which is supported by English residents in that city, but also interested himself actively upon my behalf and obtained for me a post as governess in a wealthy Italian family living near Bologna. In their service I remained nearly three years, until, by the death of the head of the house, the family became scattered, when I took a fresh engagement with a lady who advertised for an English companion. She was a Madame Damant, a good-looking woman of forty-five, whose father, I understood, had been Italian, and whose mother English. She spoke English quite as well as I did, and had a fine apartment in Florence, where she received a good deal, for she was well-known there. With the winter over we travelled first to Paris, where we stayed several months, and then to Switzerland. Our life was pleasant, as Madame had plenty of money and we always lived at the best hotels.

She paused and drew a long breath. There was a hardness about her mouth, and tears were in her eyes.

It was in Zurich that I had my first misgivings, for there one day in late autumn we were joined by a strange old gentleman, Hartmann by name, whom I understood was Madames brother, a curious old fellow, whose main object in life appeared to be the carrying out of certain scientific experiments. He remained with us in the same hotel for nearly a fortnight, during which time Madame, who was extremely well-educated, held frequent consultations with him upon scientific matters, until one day I was overjoyed when she announced that we were all three to go straight to London.

Then the Lady Glaslyn at The Hollies was not your mother? I gasped, profoundly amazed at this revelation.

I am about to explain, she went on in a hard voice. On the night before our departure from Zurich I chanced to pass the door of Madames bedroom after everybody had retired to rest, and seeing a light issuing from the keyhole was prompted by natural curiosity to peep within. What I saw was certainly strange. In one hand she was holding an unopened bottle of Benedictine liqueur upside down, while with the other she took a hypodermic syringe filled with some liquid, and with the long thin needle pierced the cork, then slowly, and with infinite care, she injected the liquid from the tiny glass syringe. Afterwards she withdrew the hollow needle, glanced at the parchment capsule beneath the light, and having satisfied herself that the puncture made was quite unnoticeable, she shook the bottle so as to thoroughly mix the injected liquid with the liqueur. Then I saw her wrap the bottle carefully in a number of towels and place it in her trunk. Next day, when packing, I glanced at the bottle with some curiosity, examining the parchment covering the cork, but so tiny had been the puncture that I failed to discover the hole. The parchment had, I think, been touched with gum, which had caused the tiny hole to close.

That liqueur was evidently poisoned, Boyd remarked, his brows knit in thought.

Yes, she answered. I have every reason to believe so, although the true state of affairs did not dawn upon me until long afterwards. When alone in our compartment in the wagon-lit between Basle and Calais, Madame, however, made a very extraordinary proposal to me. She confessed that her husband had been made the scapegoat of some financial fraud in England and was in hiding somewhere near Paris, therefore, in going back, she feared that if she went under her right name — Damant — that the police would begin to make active inquiries regarding monsieur. She wished, she said, to avoid this and set up a house in some pleasant suburb of London, so as to have a pied-à-terre in the country she so dearly loved. Now my mother was dead, and no friends in England knew her, so many years had she lived on the Continent, why should she not pass as Lady Glaslyn and I as her daughter? At first this proposal utterly staggered me, but when she pointed out how much more I would be respected as her daughter instead of her companion, and told me of the manner in which she intended to live — a manner befitting her assumed station — I at length gave my consent, for which she made me a present there and then of a very acceptable bank-note.

Then that woman only posed as your mother! I exclaimed. She was not the real Lady Glaslyn?

Certainly not, answered my beloved frankly. At first I was very indisposed to be a party to any such transaction, but she had shown me so many kindnesses, and had always been so generous, that I, a friendless girl, felt compelled to accede. Ah! if I had but known what lay behind all that outward show of good feeling and sympathy I would have cast her accursed money from me as I could cast the gold of Satan. I would rather have made matches for a starvation wage, or slaved at a shop-counter, than have remained one day longer beneath her roof. But she was full of cool ingenuity and marvellous cunning, and on my acceptance of this proposal instantly set to work to bind me further to secrecy. This was not difficult, alas! for I was entirely unsuspicious of treachery, and least of all of my generous friend and benefactor. After some search and many interviews with house-agents we found The Hollies, which she purchased, together with the furniture just as it stood, and ere long neighbours began to call upon us, and we soon entered local society. Many times in those dull winter days I pondered long and deeply upon what I had seen in Zurich, wondering for what reason she had so carefully prepared the bottle which had passed the customs at Charing Cross undiscovered, and still remained locked in the travelling-trunk, surrounded by the wrappings she had placed upon it.

Was any of the liqueur given to any one? asked Boyd grimly.

Ere she could respond the door was thrown open, and Dick entered with Lily Lowry. He had, it transpired, gone that day and besought her forgiveness.

In a single glance he realised what had occurred, and without a word he closed the door, and both stood in silence to listen to her statement.

How strange a thing is this life of ours! We are in hell one hour, and in heaven the next.


Chapter Twenty Four.

The Truth Revealed.
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REMAIN PATIENT AND Ill explain, Eva answered, glancing at the new-comers. First, however, let me relate a very curious circumstance. Hartmann, who lived somewhere in London, we saw seldom, but very soon after taking possession of The Hollies, there one day called an old friend of Madames, accompanied by her husband. They were the Blains. Mrs Blain afterwards came frequently to us at The Hollies, and we often spent the day at Riverdene, while so intimate did the two women become that Madame took the house next to that rented by Mrs Blain in Kensington.

Next door? I gasped, astounded. In Upper Phillimore Place?

Yes, the house next to the one you entered on that fatal night was in the occupation of Madame, she explained. We seldom went there, however, although I personally preferred the bright life in Kensington to that at Hampton. From the many private conversations, meaning looks and mysterious whisperings exchanged between Madame and Mrs Blain there was soon aroused within me a vague suspicion that something secret was in progress. I liked old Mr Blain exceedingly, and Mary became my best friend; nevertheless, my misgivings were strengthened, when one day Hartmann, unusually shabbily dressed and accompanied by the Blains, arrived at The Hollies and the trio were closeted for quite an hour with Madame. At length there also arrived a youngish good-looking man with a lady of about his own age, and they were at once admitted to the drawing-room, being enthusiastically welcomed. After half an hour or so we all dined together, but in the drawing-room before dinner I noticed two tumblers half-filled with dirty water, in one a tiny glass rod evidently used for mixing, as though Hartmann had been exhibiting some of his secret experiments. On entering the dining-room, Madame introduced her new guests to me as Mr and Mrs Coulter-Kerr, and sitting beside the husband I found him a most interesting and intelligent man, who literally adored his wife. In the course of conversation it transpired that the newly-arrived pair were from India, and had taken the Blains town house for the season, and further, that Hartmann, who had apparently become one of their most intimate friends, had established his laboratory in one of the top rooms of that house.

She paused and glanced across to the detective, who was listening attentively with folded arms. As she related her story her great clear eyes became more luminous.

A week later, she continued, we went to London and there saw a good deal of our next-door neighbours. Madame was on terms of the closest intimacy with them, and frequently we would dine there, or they would dine with us, while one evening Hartmann — who did not live there, but only came to continue his scientific studies, assisted by Mr Kerr, who took the keenest interest in them — invited us up into his laboratory, and after showing us Mr Kerrs collection of pet Indian snakes, which I confess I did not appreciate, he exhibited to us an experiment which he told us had never been successfully accomplished by any other man except himself, namely, the liquefaction of hydrogen. To succeed in this, he told us, all his efforts had been directed for years, and now that he had successfully solved the problem he would one day launch it upon the scientific world as a bolt from the blue. Our friends gave excellent dinners, were evidently possessed of almost unlimited means, and were never so happy as when the Blains and ourselves were at their table or playing cards with them. Soon, however, another matter caused me deep reflection. One evening at The Hollies, after the Blains and Hartmann had been closely closeted with Madame, discussing, as they so often did, their private affairs, I found lying beneath a book upon the table, and apparently overlooked, several plain cards, and others with devices, lines and circles roughly-drawn in ink. Then two or three days later, when I chanced to call in at the Kerrs, I noticed, stuck behind a mirror over the mantelshelf, some cards exactly similar. I was alone, therefore my curiosity prompted me to examine them. Upon them I found exactly similar devices!

Ah! what connexion had those cards with the affair? interrupted Dick.

A very curious one, she responded, pale, yet now firm in her determination to tell us everything. Their discovery caused me a good deal of thought, especially as the secret consultations with Mr Blain became more frequent when, after a fortnight or so in London, we returned to The Hollies. One day, however, a further incident happened, which was, to say the least, extraordinary. While alone in Madames bedroom the cook entered, asking for some coppers to pay for some small article which had been brought. She wanted sevenpence. I had only sixpence in my purse, but remembering that in the little cabinet where Madame kept her jewels I had seen a penny on the previous day I unlocked it and took it out. Strangely enough, this penny was wrapped up in paper. I took it in my hand and turned it over to assure myself that it was not any rare foreign coin, and was about to hand it to the cook when Madame herself came in. Whats that you have? she cried, in an instant pale-faced in alarm. I told her that I had taken the penny from the cabinet, whereupon she betrayed the greatest apprehension, and snatched up a piece of paper in which she carefully re-wrapped it. Then, telling me on no account to again touch it or open it, she gave the cook a penny from her pocket and dismissed her. Almost next instant I felt an indescribable numbness in the hand that had held the forbidden coin. The fingers seemed paralysed, and I had a faint idea that I had felt a strange roughness about the face of the copper, as though it had been chipped. I complained to Madame of the curious feeling, whereupon she flew to her small travelling medicine-chest, which she always kept locked, and took therefrom a phial, from which she poured a few drops of a dark green liquid into a glass of water. There, she said, betraying quite undue alarm, I thought, drink that. Youll be better very quickly. I gulped it down. It tasted very bitter, but within a quarter of an hour I felt no further pain. My hand had in a few seconds commenced to swell, but the medicine at once arrested it. Until long afterwards it never occurred to me that upon that penny was one of those insidious but most deadly of poisons known to toxicologists, which, entering by an abrasion of the skin, would have quickly proved fatal had not my employer at once administered an antidote. Later, I succeeded in obtaining possession of that coin, and found upon it a series of almost infinitesimal steel points, a puncture or scratch from any one of which must result in death.

I recollected how we had discovered that coin in her escritoire. We might congratulate ourselves that neither of us had held it in our hands without its wrappings.

For a long time I was greatly puzzled by these and other circumstances. Certain scraps of conversation which I overheard between Madame and Blain, and between my employer and Hartmann, increased my suspicions, and especially so when I found Madame carrying on a series of secret experiments in her own rooms, often boiling certain decoctions over the tiny spirit-lamp used to heat her curling-irons. Several of the liquids thus manufactured she placed in the tiny phials of her medicine-chest. All this time, while passing everywhere as my mother, Lady Glaslyn, she was extremely kind to me, until I even began to believe that my suspicions were unfounded. Only now do I know how subtle was her cunning, how ingenious and how daring she was. One day, in April, I, however, had my suspicions still more deeply strengthened by a strange request she made to me, namely, that if at any time I should chance to witness any uncommon scene in her house, that I would breathe no word to a single soul. This struck me as peculiar, and I demanded the reason, whereupon she smiled, giving me bluntly to understand that my own safety lay alone in my secrecy, and pointing out that by obtaining quantities of goods and jewellery on credit, as I had done at her request from firms in Regent Street and Oxford Street, in the name of Lady Glaslyn, I had placed myself in grave peril of being arrested for fraud. I saw instantly that this woman who had posed as my friend had most cleverly spread about me a web from which there was now no possible escape. She evidently desired my assistance in whatever nefarious purpose she had in view.

What a position! I exclaimed. Then the woman had compelled you to obtain the goods by fraud in order to secure a certain hold over you?

Of course, she answered in a low, firm tone. But thats not half the craft and cunning she displayed, as you will perceive later. I know I have acted wrongly, and should have long ago placed my suspicions before the police, but I feared to do so, lest I should be arrested for the fraud. From day to day I lived on in anxiety and breathless wonder, Mrs Blain or Blain himself being constant visitors to The Hollies, while now and then Hartmann would come down from London, as if called in for consultation. At length, one day in early June, we returned to the house in Upper Phillimore Place, Madame announcing her intention to remain there a month. Our neighbours, the Coulter-Kerrs, were delighted at our return, for they seemed to know hardly a soul in London. After we had been there about a week Mrs Blain and Mary called one afternoon, and while I chatted to the latter in the dining-room, Mrs Blain talked privately with Madame in the room beyond. The door was closed, as usual, and they were conversing only in low whispers, when suddenly their voices became raised in heated discussion. A quarrel had arisen, for I heard Mrs Blain exclaim quite distinctly: I tell you I have never dreamed of any such thing; and Ill never be a party to it. Such a suggestion is horrifying! Then Madame spoke some low words, to which her companion responded: I tell you I will not! From this moment I retire from it. Such a thing is infamous! I never thought that it was intended to act in such a manner. To this Madame made some muttered observation regarding absurd scruples and the impossibility of detection, whereupon Mrs Blain flounced forth from the room in a high state of indignation, saying, Mary, its time we should go, dear, or we shant be home for dinner. Then she made a cold adieu to the woman who had been her most intimate friend, and with her daughter departed. Evas breath came and went rapidly in the intensity of her emotions, her thin nostrils slightly dilated, and as she paused her lips were firmly pressed together.

Next morning, at about eleven, almost before Madame was ready to receive, Blain himself called, she went on. He was grey-faced and very grave, but after a rather long interview he left in high spirits, wishing me farewell quite gaily. On the following day the Coulter-Kerrs were in great distress about their servants, for both were dishonest, and upon Madames declaration that she could immediately find others they had been discharged at a moments notice. About five oclock that afternoon both husband and wife, with whom I was on the most friendly terms, came in to chat with Madame about the servants, and after we had conversed some time tea was brought, of which we all partook. Then Madame invited them in for whist after dinner, as was our habit, for we were all inveterate players. About six oclock, while I accompanied Mr Kerr next door in order to prepare their makeshift meal, Mrs Kerr — Madame always called her Anna — remained behind to make some arrangements for one of our servants to go in temporarily. Suddenly, about twenty minutes later, while I was in the kitchen washing some salad, I became conscious of a strange, sharp pain which struck me across the eyes, followed almost instantly by a kind of paralysis of the limbs and a feeling of giddiness. I ascended to the hall, calling loudly for help, and from the drawing-room heard Mr Kerrs voice, hoarse and strange-toned, in response. With difficulty I struggled up the second flight of stairs, but on entering the room where the tiny red light burned — some curious Indian superstition of Mrs Kerrs — I saw in the dusk that Kerr had fallen prone on the floor and was motionless as one dead. Then, helpless, I tottered across to a chair, and sinking into it all consciousness left me.

Both Boyd and myself stood breathless at these startling revelations.

When I came to myself, she continued, I was back in Madames house next door. She had forced some liquid between my lips, and was injecting some other fluid into my arms with a hypodermic syringe. I was amazed, too, to notice that she had changed her dress, assumed a grey wig, and wore a cap with bright ribbons, in most marvellous imitation of an old lady. While I thus remained on the couch in the back sitting-room, dazed and only half conscious, there came a loud ring at the door and I overheard a police-officer making inquiries of Mrs Luff regarding the people next door. Then I knew that Kerrs body had been discovered, and that Madame was personating the previous occupier of that house. I was not, however, aware at that time of how Hartmann had called upon Madame and had carried Mrs Kerr through a small breach made in the fencing of the garden at the rear into her own house, or that I had been brought back by the same way into ours. Madame, when all was clear, went that night down to The Hollies, leaving me alone with the servants, who, having apparently been sent out upon errands during the events described, knew nothing. I therefore kept my own counsel, and recollecting having overheard Blain, when taking leave of Madame on his last visit, refer to an appointment he had with Hartmann in St. Jamess Park, I resolved also to keep it. I did, but instead of meeting him, she said, addressing me, I met you.

I recollect the meeting well, I answered. Continue.

Well, I returned to The Hollies, but it was evident from Madames manner that she was in deadly fear. I was not, of course, aware of what had actually occurred, although I entertained the horrible suspicion that both my friends had fallen victims. She took me partly into her confidence later that day, for the police, she said, would discover an awkward accident next door, and that she must not be seen and recognised as Mrs Luff. She told me that, in order to avoid any unpleasant inquiries, Hartmann had entered the place before the police, and had carried away every scrap of anything that could lead to their identity, and as I knew from Mr Kerrs previous conversation that all his letters were addressed to Drummonds Bank, it seemed improbable that the bodies would be identified. Its a very serious matter for us, Madame said to me earnestly. Therefore say nothing, either to Mrs Blain or Mary. By that, and other subsequent circumstances, I knew that both were in ignorance. They had no hand whatever in the ghastly affair, for after the quarrel they never again met Madame.

Weeks went by, she continued, after a pause. I still remained on friendly terms with Mrs Blain and her daughter, knowing them to be innocent. Madame never went out, but once or twice Hartmann visited her. Whenever he did so, high words usually arose, regarding money, it seemed, and once Blain, who by his family was supposed to be still in Paris, came late at night, ill-dressed and dirty. It was then that I first learnt the motive for the ingenious conspiracy. Blain seemed in abject fear that the police had somehow established the identity of the dead man. If so, he said, all had been futile. Hartmann, it appeared, had a daughter whom I had never seen, and it was through her that the activity of the police had been ascertained. Then, turning her eyes again to me with an undisguised love-look, Eva exclaimed, The tortures of conscience which I suffered through those summer days when you declared your love are known to God alone. My position was a terrible one, for I saw that by preserving this secret I had been an accessory to a most foul and cowardly crime, and I held back from your embrace, knowing that one day ere long I should be arrested and brought to punishment. I lived on, my heart gripped by that awful sin in which I had been unwittingly implicated. Then one day you called at The Hollies and I gave you some wine from a fresh bottle which I opened myself. It was wine which Madame had specially ordered from the stores on my account because the doctor had prescribed port for me. That wine was poisoned, and you narrowly escaped death. The fatal draught was intended for me! Hartmann and Madame Damant had, indeed, brought poisoning to a fine art.

Was poison never in your possession? inquired Boyd gravely.

Yes, she responded without a seconds hesitation. After the affair at Phillimore Place I discovered Hartmanns address, and from a paper in Madames jewel-cabinet I copied some strange name — Latin, I think — which I knew related to one of the secret poisons. Then, in order to satisfy myself as to Hartmanns position, I went to him to obtain some. My idea was that the information I could thus obtain would be of use if I were arrested. I found that under the name of Morris Lowry he had for years kept a herbalists shop near the Elephant and Castle. Fortunately, by reason of my veil, he did not recognise me, and after some haggling gave me some greyish powder in a small wooden box securely sealed. I discovered afterwards that his daughter was in love with your friend Mr Cleugh, therefore it must have been through the latter that the old man became aware of the movements of the police.

Yes, said Lily simply, it was. The revelation held her dumbfounded.

Then Hartmann and Lowry were actually one and the same? I observed, bewildered.

Certainly, Eva answered, all her soul in her eyes. But there was yet a further curious incident. A few days after you had taken that fatal draught from my hand, Madame, in sudden anger, discharged all three servants. Then, when they had gone, she had a small square hole about six inches wide cut in the wall of one of the rooms — a bathroom adjoining my bedroom — close down to the floor, and before it was fitted a sliding panel in the wainscoting. Afterwards she had a strong iron bar placed upon the door, and the whole re-painted and grained. Then, having furnished the place roughly as a living-room, there came secretly late one night the wretched poisoner Hartmann, alias Professor Douglas Dawson, flying from the police for some previous offence, as I afterwards discovered. Some German police-agents had got wind of his whereabouts. He entered that room, and when he was inside Madame fetched an apparatus I had never seen before, a kind of punch, and with it placed a leaden seal upon the door. Fresh servants were at once engaged, and these were told that inside that room was a quantity of antique furniture belonging to a friend who had gone abroad. Meanwhile Madame herself supplied the fugitive with food, cooked and uncooked, drink and books, and for a fortnight or so he lived there in secret. I held him in loathing and in hatred, yet I dared not utter a word or even flee from that house of terror, knowing well that in such case I, too, would quickly fall a victim to the machinations of what seemed a widespread conspiracy. I was in possession of their secret, and might turn informer. That was the reason those half-dozen bottles of port wine had been so generously given to me by my ingenious employer. I dared scarcely to eat or drink, and often slipped out secretly and bought cooked meat and bread to satisfy my hunger. One day, when Madame had ventured up to London, I chanced to enter the bedroom I had previously occupied. The panel was cautiously pushed back, and the man within asked for something to drink. I answered that I only had some port, all the rest being locked up. Then give me that, he said. I hesitated, then in sudden desperation I went to the cupboard where the wine was and handed him an unopened bottle. He gave a grunt of satisfaction, and the panel closed. That wine, Frank, she added, a deathlike pallor on her cheeks, was the same as that of which you partook. Madame had prepared it with her little syringe as she had done the Benedictine.

She paused, placing her hand upon her panting breast.

When she returned, she continued at last, for the nervousness which had agitated her at first gave place to strength and confidence, her first question was of Hartmann. I told her of his request, and how I had acceded to it, giving him a bottle of the wine she had so generously ordered for me. She grew livid in an instant, and stood speechless, glaring at me as though she would strike me dead. Then rushing up to the room she drew back the panel and called him by name. There was no response. In an instant she knew the truth. Without uttering a single word to me, but ordering the servants to close the house as we were going away for a week or two, she made instant preparations for departure, and after seeing everything securely bolted and barred, she left with a trunk on a cab for Fulwell Station, while I, with my small trunk, took refuge with my friends the Blains, with whom I have since remained.

But the motive of that secret assassination at Phillimore Place? I asked, astounded at her story.

Only within the past few days have I discovered it, she answered. The crime was planned with extraordinary care and forethought. If it were not for this confession which you have wrung from me, the police would never, I believe, have elucidated the mystery. The reason briefly was this. Coulter-Kerr was an Englishman living in Calcutta, who had been left a great indigo estate in the North-West by his uncle, and had returned to England with a view of selling it to a company. The estate, one of the finest in the whole of India, realised a very handsome income, but both he and his wife preferred life in England. Blain, being a speculator and promoter of companies, besides an importer of wines, having been introduced to him, conceived a plan of obtaining this magnificent estate, and with that object had approached Hartmann who in his turn had enlisted the services of Madame Damant, both of them being very desperate characters. Hartmann lived in London, and was supposed to be the most expert toxicologist in the whole world, while Madame was a woman whose previous adventures had earned for her great renown in certain shady circles on the Continent.

Blain, it appeared, had already been out to India to visit the estate, and on his return had paid a couple of thousand pounds deposit, agreeing to purchase it privately of Kerr for two hundred thousand pounds — the valuation made upon it by a valuer whom he had taken up with him from Bombay — and then to turn it into a company. A date was arranged when the money should be paid over at the house in Phillimore Place in exchange for the deeds duly executed, Hartmann, in whose experiments Kerr was so interested, to be present to witness any document necessary. In accordance with Blains request the deeds were therefore prepared beforehand and executed, and all the papers relating to the transaction placed in order in the large deed-box in which they had been brought from India. In accordance with the cunningly-devised plan, Blain called upon the Kerrs on the afternoon arranged — the afternoon of the day of the tragedy — and found Kerr ready with all the legal papers and receipts duly executed. Blain, however, was profuse in his apologies, stating that, owing to some slight difficulty with his bank, he was unable to draw that day, but would do so on the day following, and would return at the same hour. The Kerrs, on their part, expressed regret that they could not ask him to remain to dinner, but explained that they had no servants.

Again she paused. Her story held us all speechless.

I have already explained how the Kerrs afterwards visited me and took tea, and the terrible tragedy which followed. Hartmann was, without doubt, concealed in that house at the time, watching for the unfortunate mans end, and without delay secured the deed-box and all the receipts and papers, carrying them next door, searching the body of the man, and placing certain things in his pockets, namely, the forged banknotes and the penny wrapped in paper, which would puzzle the police, while Blain had caused that same evening to be posted from the Grand Hotel in Paris, a letter to the man now dead, addressed to Drummonds Bank, expressing satisfaction at the termination of the negotiations, and acknowledging the safe receipt of the deeds and transfers from the messenger he had sent. This was, of course, to carry out the fiction that for several weeks he had been in Paris on business connected with the floating of the company, and to enable him to prove an alibi if ever required. Blain, when in India, took good care that it should be widely known that he intended to purchase the estates, so that his sudden possession would not be considered strange. There was a man, it afterwards transpired, who was actually staying at the Grand in Paris in the name of Blain, and he had posted the letter, while I further discovered that this ingenious swindler had actually borrowed the sum of two hundred thousand pounds for three days to pass through his bank, so that he might show that he had paid for the property.

Then Blain is in actual possession of the deeds, which only require the stamp of the courts in India for the property to become his? Boyd observed.

Yes, responded my beloved. But the fear that you have discovered the dead mans identity has hitherto prevented him taking possession or raising money on the deeds. He has placed them somewhere in safety, I suppose, and is now most likely out of the country.

Absolutely astounding! I gasped. Then, on reflection, I inquired the meaning of the cards which had so puzzled us.

Horrible though it may seem, she said, they were used to cast lots as to who should actually administer the poison, being shuffled and dealt face downwards. There were fifty, only two of which were marked. It was, I have learnt, the mode in which the Anarchists of Zurich cast lots, the person receiving the one with the line to commit the crime, while whoever received the circle became the accomplice and protector. With grim disregard for consequences these very cards were afterwards used by the assassins and their victims to decide upon partners for whist, sometimes being placed beneath the plates at dinner when, on entering the room, the guests were allowed to choose their places, afterwards turning up their cards. This gave rise sometimes to great amusement. What would the unfortunate pair have thought could they have known the truth? Alas! I did not know it until too late, or I would have given them warning, regardless of the consequences.

Boyd briefly explained how he had seen Blain throw something into the lake in St. Jamess Park, whereupon Eva suggested that the object he thus got rid of was no doubt one of the poisoned coins with which Hartmann had supplied him at his request.

I referred to the incident of the telephone, and Eva explained how she had since discovered that Blain had made an inquiry by telephone, in full belief that it was Hartmann who had responded. When next day he discovered his mistake he saw how narrowly he had escaped the police. Marys letter to me had, no doubt, been a coincidence, but her subsequent visit was at her mothers instigation, it having been discovered that I was aware of the terrible tragedy.

You received some type-written letters? Boyd observed. Who wrote them?

Blain, she replied, surprised that he should be aware of this. He knew that I had discovered the secret, and wrote urging me to take the utmost precautions to preserve what he guardedly referred to as the Silence.

But you say that Madame herself took tea with her victims? I said. She did not suffer.

Certainly not, responded my beloved. In her expert hand these poisons, discovered by Hartmann, may be fatal to one person and perfectly harmless to another. She no doubt drank some prophylactic first, which at once counteracted any ill effect of poison taken afterwards. Hartmann seems to have re-discovered the secrets dead with the Borgias, for Madame can, I believe, secrete a swift and deadly poison within almost anything.

Where is she now? asked Boyd quickly. We must take immediate steps for her arrest, as well as Blains.

Madame has flown to the Continent, but where I have no idea, she replied. To-night I intended to go to Paris and try to obtain a situation as governess, for I feared to remain longer in England, knowing of the body of Hartmann lying in that closed room at the Hollies.

You must remain, Boyd said quietly. Your evidence will be required.

Ah, no! I cannot, she declared, bursting into a torrent of tears. After this confession I— and her voice was choked by sobs as she covered her haggard face with her hands.

After this confession, darling, I said tenderly, I love you none the less.

Then, clasping her swaying figure to me in wild ecstasy, I felt the swell of her bosom against my breast, and I covered her cold, tear-stained cheeks with passionate kisses, while she, for the first time, raised her sweet full lips to mine in a fervid, passionate caress, and murmured that she loved me.

Ah! what joy was mine at that moment. A new life had been renewed within me, for I knew that by the sacred bond of an undying affection she was bound to me for ever.


Chapter Twenty Five.

Conclusion.
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UPON EVENTS WHICH occurred immediately afterwards there is little need to dwell, save to declare that the hours that followed were the most joyous of all our lives; and further, that the post and the telegraph that night carried over the seas a demand to the police for the search and arrest of Madame Damant and the unscrupulous schemer Henry Blain.

A little more than a year has now gone by since that well-remembered day of confession, and Eva and I are happily united man and wife, while Lily Lowry no longer toils at her counter but is married to Dick, against whom Boyds suspicions were, of course, entirely unfounded. By the death of a maiden aunt, who never gave me sixpence while alive, I have fortunately found myself possessed of sufficient to live independently in a house embowered in trees on the banks of the Exe, in Devon, while Dick, who is still the Comet man, lives in a neat villa out at Beckenham. Eva and I are frequent guests there, and on such occasions the conversation often turns to those breathless summer days up the Thames and that extraordinary mystery so intricate and puzzling — a mystery which never, after all, appeared in the Comet.

Of Mrs Blain and Mary we hear but very little. They left Riverdene broken and crushed, poor things, and went to live in a small house at Bournemouth upon the wreck of the fugitives fortune. No word has since been heard of him, but as the deed-box containing many of the papers was found by the police in a garret in the Rue du Maure in Paris, from which the occupier — an Englishman answering to Blains description — had mysteriously disappeared, it is almost beyond doubt that he had committed suicide rather than starve. Hartmanns unclaimed scientific discovery is still the wonder of the Royal Institution, and Patterson is still stationed at Kensington. As for Madame Damant, she was three months ago arrested in Venice, where, in the course of a sensational trial, it was proved that she had most ingeniously poisoned a wealthy German contractor whom she had inveigled into marriage, and to-day she is serving a life-term of imprisonment. The Italian Government does not give up its subjects for offences committed abroad, or she would otherwise have been brought to London for trial, and the readers of newspapers would have been startled by the details of this, one of the most skilful and extraordinary plots of secret assassination ever devised by the devilish ingenuity of man or woman.

THE END


In White Raiment (1900)
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Prologue.

Yes; it was utterly inexplicable.

So strange, indeed, were all the circumstances, and so startling the adventures that befell me in my search after truth, that until to-day I have hesitated to relate the narrative, which is as extraordinary as it is unique in the history of any living man.

If it were not for the fact that a certain person actively associated with this curious drama of our latter day civilisation, has recently passed to the land that lies beyond the human ken, my lips would have perforce still remained sealed.

Hitherto, my literary efforts have been confined to the writing of half-illegible prescriptions or an occasioned contribution to one or other of the medical journals; but at the suggestion of the one who is dearest to me on earth, I have now resolved to narrate the whole of the astonishing facts in their due sequence, without seeking to disguise anything, but to lay bare my secret, and to place the whole matter unreservedly before the reader.

Every doctor has a skeleton in his cupboard. I am no exception.

Any dark or mysterious incident, however trivial, in the life of a medical man, is regarded as detrimental by his patients. It is solely because of that I am compelled to conceal one single fact — my true name.

For the rest, reader, I shall be quite straightforward and open in my confession, without the affectation of academic phrases, even though I may be a physician whose consulting-room in Harley Street is invariably full, whose fees are heavy, and whose name figures in the public prints as the medical adviser of certain leaders of society. As Richard Colkirk, M.D., M.R.C.S., M.R.C.P., F.R.S., specialist on nervous disorders, I am compelled to keep up appearances and impress, with a sense of superior attainments, the fashionable world who seek my advice; but as Dick Colkirk, the narrator of this remarkable romance, I can at all times be frank and sometimes confidential.

In the wild whirl of social London there occur daily incidents which, when written down in black and white, appear absolutely incredible. Amid the fevered rush of daily life in this, our giant city of violent contrasts, the city where one is oftentimes so lonely among millions, and where people starve and die in the very midst of reckless extravagance and waste, one sometimes meets with adventures quite as astounding as those related by the pioneers of civilisation — adventures which, if recounted by the professional novelist, must of necessity be accepted with considerable reserve.

Reader, I am about to take you into my confidence. Think for a moment. Have you not read, in your daily paper, true statements of fact far stranger than any ever conceived by the writer of fiction? Have you not sat in a dull, dispiriting London police-court and witnessed that phantasmagoria of comedy, tragedy, and mystery as presented to that long-suffering public servant, the Metropolitan Stipendiary?

If you have, then you will agree that romance is equally distributed over Greater London. Love is as honest and hearts beat as true in Peckham, Paddington, or Plaistow as in that fashionable half-mile area around Hyde-park Corner; life is as full of bitterness and broken idols in Kensington as it is in Kentish Town, Kennington, or the Old Kent Road. The two worlds rub shoulders. All that is most high and noble mingles with all that is basest and most criminal; therefore it is not surprising that the unwary frequently fall into the cunningly-devised traps prepared for them, and even then most prosaic persons meet with queer and exciting adventures.


Chapter One.

Mainly about People.

[image: img161.jpg]

MY WORST ENEMY — and, alas! I have many — would not accuse me of being of a romantic disposition.

In the profession of medicine any romance, acquired in ones youth or college days, is quickly knocked out of one by the first term at the hospital. The medical student quickly becomes, in a manner, callous to human suffering, and by the time he obtains his degree he is generally a shrewd and sympathetic observer, but with every spark of romance crushed dead within his heart. Thus, there is no bachelor more confirmed than the celibate doctor.

I had left Guys a year. It is not so very long ago, for I am still under forty — young, they say, to have made my mark. True, success has come to me suddenly, and very unworthily, I think, for I confess that my advancement has been more by good luck than by actual worth.

At Guys I had been under Lister and other great men whose names will ever remain as medical landmarks, and when I left with my degree I quickly discovered that the doctors calling was anything but lucrative.

My first engagement was as assistant to a country practitioner at Woodbridge, in Suffolk; a man who had a large but very poor practice, most of his patients being club ones. Upon the latter I was allowed to exercise my maiden efforts in pills and mixtures, while my principal indulged freely in whisky in his own room over the surgery. He was a hard drinker, who treated his wife as badly as he did his patients, and whose habit it was to enter the cottages of poor people who could not pay him, and seize whatever piece of family china, bric-à-brac, or old oak which he fancied, and forcibly carry it away as payment of the debt owing. By this means he had, in the course of ten years, made quite a presentable collection of curios, although he had more than once very narrowly escaped getting into serious trouble over it.

I spent a miserable year driving, by day and by night, in sunshine and rain, far afield over the Suffolk plains, for owing to my principals penchant for drink, the greater part of the work devolved upon myself. The crisis occurred, however, when I had been with him some eighteen months. While in a state of intoxication he was called out to treat a man who had met with a serious accident in a neighbouring village. On his return he gave me certain instructions, and sent me back to visit the patient. The instructions — technical ones, with which it is useless to puzzle the reader — I carried out to the letter, with the result that the poor fellows life was lost. Then followed an inquest, exposure, censure from the coroner, a rider from the jury, and my employer, with perfect sang froid, succeeded in fastening the blame upon myself in order to save the scanty reputation he still enjoyed over the countryside.

The jury were, of course, unaware that he was intoxicated when he attended the man and committed the fatal blunder, while I, in perfect innocence, had obeyed his injunctions. It is useless, however, to protest before a coroner; therefore I at once resigned my position, and that same night returned to London, full of indignation at the treatment I had received.

My next practice was as an assistant to a man at Hull, who proved an impossible person, and through the five years that followed I did my best to alleviate human ills in Carlisle, Derby, Cheltenham, and Leeds respectively.

The knowledge I obtained by such general and varied practice, being always compelled to dispense my own prescriptions, was of course invaluable. But it was terribly uphill work, and a doctors drudge, as I was, can save no money. Appearances have always to be kept up, and one cannot put by very much on eighty or one hundred pounds a year. Indeed, one night, seven years after leaving Guys, I found myself again in London, wandering idly along the Strand, without prospects, and with only a single sovereign between myself and starvation.

I have often reflected upon that memorable night. How different the world seemed then! In those days I was content to pocket a single shilling as a fee; now they are guineas, ten or more, for as many minutes of consultation. It was an unusually hot June, and the night was quite stifling for so early in summer. Although eight oclock, it was not yet dark; but, as I strolled westward past the Adelphi, there was in the sky that dull purple haze with which Londoners are familiar, the harbinger of a storm. I had sought several old friends of hospital days, but all were out of town. June was running out, and the season was at an end.

London may be declared empty, and half a million persons may have left to disport themselves in the country or by the sea, yet the ebb and flow in that most wonderful thoroughfare in the world — the Strand — is ever the same, the tide in the dog-days being the same as in December. It is the one highway in London that never changes.

I had strolled along to the corner of Bedford Street, down-hearted and low-spirited, I must confess. Ah! to know how absolutely lonely a man can be amid those hurrying millions, one must be penniless. In the seven years that had passed, most of my friends had dispersed, and those who still remained cared little for a neer-do-well such as myself. In that walk I calmly reviewed the situation. Away in quiet old Shrewsbury my white-haired, widowed mother lived frugally, full of fond thoughts of her only boy. She had brought herself to the verge of poverty that I might complete my studies and become a doctor. Poor mother! She believed, like so many believe, that every doctor makes a comfortable income. And I had worked — nay, slaved — night and day, through seven whole years, for less wage than an average artisan.

I had not dined, for, truth to tell, I had hesitated to change my last sovereign; but the pangs of hunger reminded me that nothing had passed my lips since the breakfast in my dingy lodgings, and knowing of a cheap eating-house in Covent Garden, I had paused for a moment at the corner.

Next instant I felt a hearty slap on the back, and a cheery voice cried — 

Why, Colkirk, old fellow, whats up? You look as though youre going to a funeral?

I turned quickly and saw a round, fresh-coloured, familiar face before me.

By Jove! I exclaimed in pleasant surprise. Raymond! is it really you? And we grasped hands heartily.

I fancy so, he laughed. At least, its what there is left of me. I went out to Accra, you know, got a sharp touch of fever, and they only sent back my skeleton and skin.

Bob Raymond was always merry and amusing. He had been the humourist of Guys, in my time: the foremost in practical joking, and the most backward in learning. The despair of more than one eminent lecturer, he had, nevertheless, been one of the most popular fellows in our set, and had occupied diggings in the next house to where I lodged in a mean street off Newington Butts.

Well, I laughed, if you left your flesh behind you on the West Coast, youve filled out since. Why, youre fatter than ever. Whats your beverage? Cod-liver oil?

No; just now its whisky-and-seltzer with a big chunk of ice. Come into Romanos and have one. You look as though you want cheering up.

I accepted his invitation, and we strolled back to the bar he had mentioned.

He was a short, fair-haired, sturdily-built fellow with a round face which gave him the appearance of an overgrown boy, a pair of blue eyes that twinkled with good fellowship, cheeks that struck me as just a trifle too ruddy to be altogether healthy, a small mouth, and a tiny, drooping, yellow moustache. He wore a silk hat of brilliant gloss, a frock-coat, as became one of the profession, and carried in his hand a smart ebony cane with a silver crook. I noticed, as we stood at the bar, that his hat bulged slightly on either side, and knew that in it was concealed his stethoscope. He was therefore in practice.

Over our drinks we briefly related our experiences, for we had both left the hospital at the same term, and had never met or heard of each other since. I told him of my drudgery, disappointment, and despair, to which he listened with sympathetic ear. Then he told me of himself. He had gone out to Accra, had a narrow squeak with a bad attack of fever, returned to London to recover, and became assistant to a well-known man at Plymouth.

And what are you doing now? I inquired.

Ive started a little practice over in Hammersmith, he answered. Ive been there a year; but Hammersmith seems such a confoundedly healthy spot.

You havent got many patients — eh? I said, smiling.

Unfortunately, no. The red lamp doesnt seem to attract them any more than the blue lamp before the police-station. If there was only a bit of zymotic disease, I might make a pound or two; but as it is, gout, indigestion, and drink seem to be the principal ailments at present. Then he added, But if youre not doing anything, why dont you come down and stay a day or two with me? Im alone, and wed be mutual company. In the meantime you might hear of something from the Lancet. Wheres your diggings?

I told him.

Then lets go over there now and get your traps. Afterwards we can go home together. Ive got cold mutton for supper. Hope you dont object.

Very digestible, I remarked. And, after some persuasion, he at length prevailed upon me to accept his hospitality.

He had established himself, I found, in the Rowan Road — a turning off the Hammersmith Road — in an ordinary-looking, ten-roomed house: one of those stereotyped ones with four hearth-stoned steps leading to the front door, and a couple of yards of unhealthy-looking, ill-kept grass between the bay window and the iron railings.

The interior was comfortably furnished, for Bob was not wholly dependent upon his practice. His people were brewers at Bristol, and his allowance was ample. The dining-room was in front, while the room behind it was converted into a surgery with the regulation invalids couch, a case of secondhand books to lend the place an imposing air, and a small writing-table whereat my hospital chum wrote his rather erratic ordinances.

Bob was a good fellow, and I spent a pleasant time with him. Old Mrs Bishop, his housekeeper, made me comfortable, and the whole day long my host would keep me laughing at his droll witticisms.

Patients, however, were very few and far between.

You see, Im like the men in Harley Street, my dear old chap, he observed one day, Im only consulted as a last resource.

I did not feel quite comfortable in accepting his hospitality for more than a week; but when I announced my intention of departing he would not hear of it, and therefore I remained, each week eager for the publication of the Lancet with its lists of assistants wanted.

I had been with him three weeks, and assisted him in his extremely small practice, for he sometimes sought my advice as to treatment. Poor old Bob! he was never a very brilliant one in his diagnoses. He always made it a rule to sound everybody, feel their pulses, press down their tongues and make them say, Ah?

Must do something for your money, he would say when the patient had gone. They like to be looked at in the mouth.

One afternoon, while we were sitting together smoking in his little den above the surgery, he made a sudden suggestion.

Do you know, Dick — I scarcely like to ask you — but I wonder whether youd do me a favour?

Most certainly, old chap, I responded.

Even though you incur a great responsibility?

What is the responsibility?

A very grave one. To take charge of this extensive practice while I go down to Bristol and see my people. I havent been homesick a week.

Why, of course, I responded. Ill look after things with pleasure.

Thanks. Youre a brick. I wont be away for more than a week. You wont find it very laborious. Theres a couple of kids with the croup round in Angel Road, a bedridden old girl in Bridge Road, and a man in Beadon Road who seems to have a perpetual stomach-ache. Thats about all.

I smiled. He had not attempted to diagnose the stomach-ache, I supposed. He was, indeed, a careless fellow.

Of course youll pocket all the fees, he added, with a touch of grim humour. Theyre not very heavy — bobs and half-crowns — but they may keep you in tobacco till I come back.

And thus I became the locum tenens of the not too extensive practice of Robert Raymond, surgeon, for he departed for Paddington on the following evening, and I entered upon my somewhat lonely duties.

The first couple of days passed without incident. I visited the two children with the croup, looked in upon the bedridden relict of a bibulous furniture-dealer, and examined the stomach with the perpetual pain. The latter proved a much more serious case than I had supposed, and from the first I saw that the poor fellow was suffering from an incurable disease. My visits only took an hour, and the rest of the day I spent in the little den upstairs, smoking furiously and reading.

On the third morning, shortly before midday, just as I was thinking of going out to make my round of visits, an unusual incident occurred.

I heard a cab stop outside, and a moment later the surgery bell was violently rung. I started, for that sound was synonymous with half a crown.

A middle-aged woman, in black, evidently a domestic servant, stood in the surgery, and, as I confronted her, asked breathlessly — 

Are you the doctor, sir?

I replied in the affirmative, and asked her to be seated.

Im sorry to trouble you, sir, she said, but would you come round with me? My mistress has been taken worse.

Whats the matter with her? I inquired.

I dont know, sir, answered the woman, in deep distress, But I do beg of you to come at once.

Certainly I will, I said. And leaving her, ascended, put on my boots, and placing my case of instruments in my pocket, quickly rejoined her, and entered the cab in waiting.

On our drive along Hammersmith Road, and through several thoroughfares lying on the right, I endeavoured to obtain from her some idea of the nature of the ladys ailment; but she was either stupidly ignorant, or else had received instructions to remain silent.

The cab at last pulled up before a fine grey house with a wide portico, supported by four immense columns, before which we alighted. The place, standing close to the entrance to a large square, was a handsome one, with bright flowers in boxes before the windows, and a striped sun-blind over the balcony formed by the roof of the portico. The quilted blinds were down because of the strong sun, but our ring was instantly answered by a grave-looking footman, who showed me into a cosy library at the end of the hall.

Ill tell my master at once that you are here, sir, the man said. And he closed the door, leaving me alone.


Chapter Two.

The Third Finger.

[image: img161.jpg]

THE HOUSE WAS one of no mean order, and a glance at the rows of books showed them to be well chosen — evidently the valued treasures of a studious man. Upon the writing-table was an electric reading-lamp with green shade, and a fine, pale photograph of a handsome woman in a heavy silver frame. In the stationery rack upon the table the note-paper bore an embossed cipher surmounted by a coronet.

After a few moments the door re-opened, and there entered a very thin, pale-faced, slightly-built man of perhaps sixty, carefully dressed in clothes of rather antique cut. He threw out his chest in walking, and carried himself with stiff, unbending hauteur. His dark eyes were small and sharp, and his clean-shaven face rendered his aquiline features the more pronounced.

Good morning, he said, greeting me in a thin, squeaky voice. I am very glad my servant found you at home.

And I, too, am glad to be of service, if possible, I responded.

He motioned me to be seated, at the same time taking a chair behind his writing-table. Was it, I wondered, by design or by accident that in the position he had assumed his face remained in the deep shadow, while my countenance was within the broad ray of sunlight that came in between the blind and the window-sash? There was something curious in his attitude, but what it was I could not determine.

I called you in to-day, doctor, he explained, resting his thin, almost waxen hands upon the table, not so much for medical advice as to have a chat with you.

But the patient? I observed. Had I not better see her first, and chat afterwards?

No, he responded. It is necessary that we should first understand one another perfectly.

I glanced at him, but his face was only a grey blotch in the deep shadow. Of its expression I could observe nothing. Who, I wondered, was this man?

Then the patient is better, I presume?

Better, but still in a precarious condition, he replied, in a snapping voice. Then, after a moments pause, he added, in a more conciliatory tone, I dont know, doctor, whether you will agree with me, but I have a theory that, just as every medical man and lawyer has his fee, so has every man his price!

I scarcely follow you, I said, somewhat puzzled. I mean that every man, no matter what his station in life, is ready to perform services for another, providing the sum is sufficient in payment.

I smiled at his philosophy. There is a good deal of truth in that, I remarked; but of course there are exceptions.

Are you one? he inquired sharply, in a strange voice.

I hesitated. His question was curious. I could not see his object in such observations.

I ask you a plain question, he repeated. Are you so rich as to be beyond the necessity of money?

No, I answered frankly. Im not rich.

Then you admit that, for a certain price, you would be willing to perform a service? he said bluntly.

I dont admit anything of the kind, I laughed, not, however, without a feeling of indignation.

Well, he said after a few moments hesitation, during which time his pair of small black eyes were, I knew, fixed upon me, Ill speak more plainly. Would you object, for instance, to taking a fee of five figures to-day?

A fee of five figures? I repeated, puzzled. I dont quite follow you.

Five figures equal to ten thousand pounds, he said slowly, in a strange voice.

A fee of five figures, I repeated, puzzled. For what?

In an instant it flashed across my mind that the thin, grey-faced man before me was trying to suborn me to commit murder — that crime so easily committed by a doctor. The thought staggered me.

The service I require of you is not a very difficult one, he answered, bending across the table in his earnestness. You are young — a bachelor, I presume — and enthusiastic in your honourable calling. Would not ten thousand pounds be of great use to you at this moment?

I admitted that it would. What could I not do with such a sum?

Again I asked him the nature of the service he demanded, but he cleverly evaded my inquiries.

My suggestion will, I fear, strike you as curious, he added. But in this matter there must be no hesitation on our part; it must be accomplished to-day.

Then it is, I take it, a matter of life or death?

There was a brief silence, broken only by the low ticking of the marble clock upon the mantelshelf.

Of death, he answered in a low, strained tone. Of death, rather than of life.

I held my breath. My countenance must have undergone a change, and this did not escape his observant eyes, for he added — 

Before we go further, I would ask you, doctor, to regard this interview as strictly confidential.

It shall be entirely as you wish, I stammered.

The atmosphere of the room seemed suddenly oppressive, my head was in a whirl, and I wanted to get away from the presence of my tempter.

Good, he said, apparently reassured. Then we can advance a step further. I observed just now that you were a bachelor, and you did not contradict me.

I am a bachelor, and have no intention of marrying.

Not for ten thousand pounds? he inquired.

Ive never yet met a woman whom I could love sufficiently, I told him quite plainly.

But is your name so very valuable to you that you would hesitate to bestow it upon a woman for a single hour — even though you were a widower before sunset?

A widower before sunset? I echoed. You speak in enigmas. If you were plainer in your words I might comprehend your meaning.

Briefly, my meaning is this, he said, in a firmer voice, after pausing, as though to gauge my strength of character. Upstairs in this house my daughter is ill — she is not confined to her bed, but she is nevertheless dying. Two doctors have attended her for several weeks, and to-day in consultation have pronounced her beyond hope of recovery. Before being struck down by disease, she was hopelessly in love with a man whom I believed to be worthless — a man whose name they told me was synonymous with all that is evil in human nature. She was passionately fond of him, and her love very nearly resulted in a terrible tragedy. Through the weeks of her delirium she has constantly called his name. Her every thought has been of him; and now, in these her last moments, I am filled with remorse that I did not endeavour to reclaim him and allow them to marry. He is no longer in England, otherwise I would unite them. The suggestion I have to make to you is that you should assume that mans place and marry my daughter.

Marry her! I gasped.

Yes. Not being in possession of all her faculties, she will, therefore, not distinguish between her true lover and yourself. She will believe herself married to him, and her last moments will be rendered happy.

I did not reply. The suggestion held me dumbfounded.

I know that the proposal is a very extraordinary one, he went on, his voice trembling in deep earnestness, but I make it to you in desperation. By my own ill-advised action and interference, Beryl, my only child, is dying, and I am determined, if possible, to bring peace to her poor unbalanced mind in these the last hours of her existence. My remorse is bitter, God knows! It is little that I can do in the way of atonement, save to convince her of my forgiveness.

His face, as he bent forward to me at that moment, came, for the first time, within the broad bar of sunlight that fell between us, and I saw how white and haggard it was. The countenance was no longer that of a haughty man, but of one rendered desperate.

I fear that in this matter it is beyond my power to assist you, I said, stirring myself at last. Truth to tell, his proposal was so staggering that I inclined to the belief that he himself was not quite right in his mind. The curious light in his eyes strengthened this suspicion.

You will not help me? he cried starting up.

You will not assist in bringing happiness to my poor girl in her dying hour?

I will be no party to such a flagrant fraud as you propose, I responded quietly.

The sum insufficient — eh! Well, Ill double it. Let us say twenty thousand.

And the marriage you suggest is, I presume, to be a mock one?

A mock one? No, a real and binding one — entirely legal, he responded. A marriage in church.

Would not a mock one be just as effective in the mind of the unfortunate young lady? I suggested.

No, there are reasons why a legal marriage should take place, he answered distinctly.

And they are?

Ah! upon that point I regret that I cannot satisfy you, he answered. Is not twenty thousand pounds sufficient to satisfy you, without asking questions?

But I cannot see how a legal marriage can take place, I queried. There are surely formalities to be observed.

Leave them all to me, he answered quickly. Rest assured that I have overlooked no detail in this affair. A mock marriage would, of course, have been easy enough; but I intend that Beryl shall be legally wedded, and for the service rendered me by becoming her husband I am prepared to pay you twenty thousand pounds the instant the ceremony is concluded.

Then, unlocking a drawer in his writing-table, he drew forth a large bundle of notes secured by an elastic band, which he held towards me, saying — 

These are yours if you care to accept my offer.

I glanced at the thick square packet of crisp notes, and saw that each was for one hundred pounds. My eyes wandered to the Tempters face. The look I saw there startled me. Was he actually the devil in human guise?

He noticed the quick start I gave, and instantly his features relaxed into a smile.

I cannot see what possible ground you can have for scruples, he said. To deceive a dying girl in order to render her last moments happy is surely admissible. Come, render me this trifling service.

And thus he persuaded and cajoled me, tempting me with the money in his hand to sell my name. Reader, place yourself in my position for a moment. I might, I reflected, slave through all my life, and never become possessed of such a sum. I was not avaricious, far from it; yet with twenty thousand pounds I could gain the zenith of my ambition, and lead the quiet, even life that had so long been my ideal. I strove to shut my ears to the persuasive words of the Tempter, but could not. The service was not a very great one, after all. The woman who was to be my wife was dying. In a few hours, at most, I should be free again, and our contract would remain for ever a secret.

The sight of that money — money with a curse upon it, money that, had I known the truth, I would have flung into the grate and burned rather than suffer its contact with my hand — decided me. Reader, can you wonder at it? I was desperately in want of money, and, throwing my natural caution and discretion to the winds, I yielded. Yes, I yielded.

The Tempter drew a distinct sigh of relief. His sinister face, so thin that I could trace the bones beneath the white, tightly-stretched skin, grinned in satisfaction, for he was now confident of his power over me. He had me irretrievably in his toils. He tossed the notes carelessly back into the drawer and locked it with the key upon his chain, then, glancing at the clock and rising, said — 

We must lose no time. All is prepared. Come with me.

My heart at that instant beat so loudly that its pulsations were audible. I was to sacrifice myself and wed an unknown bride in order to gain that packet of banknotes. Mine was indeed a strange position, but, held beneath the spell of this mans presence, I obeyed him and followed him, curious to see the face of the woman to whom I was to give my name.

Together we went out into the hall where stood the man-servant who had admitted me.

Is everything ready, Davies? his master inquired. Everything, sir. The carriage is at the door.

I would ask of you one favour, the Tempter said, in a low voice; do not express any surprise. All will be afterwards explained.

From the inner pocket of his frock-coat he produced a pair of white kid gloves, which he handed me, observing, with a smile — 

They are large for you, I fear; but that will not much matter. You will meet my daughter at the church; it looks better.

Then, as I commenced putting on the gloves, we went out together, and entered the smart brougham awaiting us. All preparations had evidently been made for my marriage.

Our drive was not a long one; but so bewildered was I by my singular situation, that I took little notice of the direction in which we were travelling. Indeed, I was utterly unfamiliar with that part of London, and I only know that we crossed Sloane Street, and, after traversing a number of back streets, suddenly stopped before a church standing in a small cul-de-sac.

The strip of faded red baize upon the steps showed that we were expected; but the church was empty save for a wheezy, unshaken old verger, who, greeting us, preceded us to a pew in front.

Scarcely had we seated ourselves, conversing in whispers, when we heard a second carriage stop; and, turning, I saw in the entrance the silhouette of my unknown bride in her white satin gown. She advanced up the aisle leaning heavily upon the arm of a smartly-dressed man, who wore a monocle with foppish air. Her progress was slow — due, no doubt, to extreme weakness. Her veil was handsome, but so thick that, in the dim gloom of the church, I was quite unable to distinguish her features.

As she passed where I sat, silent, anxious, and wondering, the Tempter prompted me, and I rose and took my place beside her, while at the same moment the officiating clergyman himself appeared from the vestry. His face was red and pimply, showing him to be of intemperate habits; but at his order I took my unknown companions slim, soft hand in mine, and the scent of the orange blossom in her corsage filled my nostrils. I stood like a man in a dream.

At that instant the Tempter bent tenderly to her, saying — 

Beryl, my child, this is your wedding day. You are to be married to the man you love. Listen! Then in a nasal tone, which sounded weirdly in the silence of the place, the clergyman began to drone the first words of the Marriage Service, Dearly beloved, we are gathered together, until he came to the first question to which I responded in a voice which sounded strange and cavernous.

I was selling myself for twenty thousand pounds. The thought caused me a slight twinge of conscience. Turning to the woman at my side, he asked — 

Wilt thou have this man to thy wedded husband, to live together after Gods ordinance in the holy estate of matrimony? Wilt thou obey him, and serve him, love, honour, and keep him in sickness and in health; and, forsaking all other, keep ye only unto him as long as ye both shall live?

A silence fell, deep and complete.

Two ordinary-looking men, who had entered the church to serve as witnesses, exchanged glances. Then a slight sound escaped my unknown bride, like a low sigh, and we could just distinguish the reply — 

I will.

The remainder of the service was gabbled through. A ring which the Tempter had slipped into my hand I placed upon her finger, and ten minutes later I had signed the register, and was the husband of a woman upon whose face I had never looked.

The name which she signed with mine was Beryl Wynd; beyond that I knew nothing. Utterly bewildered at my position, I sat beside my bride on the drive back, but she preserved silence, and I exchanged no word with her. She shuddered once, as though cold. Her father accompanied us, keeping up a lively conversation during the whole distance.

Arrived at the house, the woman who had sought me at Rowan Road came forward to meet my bride, and at once accompanied her upstairs, while we entered the dining-room. The two witnesses, who had followed in the second carriage, quickly joined us. The butler Davies opened champagne, and my health, with that of the bride, was drunk in solemn silence. The man with the monocle was absent. Truly my nuptial feast was a strange one.

A few minutes later, however, I was again alone in the library with the Tempter, whose eyes had grown brighter, and whose face had assumed an even more demoniacal expression. The door was closed, the silence unbroken.

So far all has been perfectly satisfactory, he said, halting upon the hearthrug suddenly and facing me. There is, however, still one condition to be fulfilled, before I place the money in your hands.

And what is that? I inquired.

That your wife must die before sunset, he answered, in a hoarse, earnest whisper. She must die — you understand! It is now half-past twelve.

What? I cried, starting forward. You would bribe me to murder your own daughter?

He shrugged his thin shoulders, made an impatient movement, his small eyes glittered, and in a cold hard voice, he exclaimed — 

I said that it is imperative she should die before the money is yours — that is all.


Chapter Three.

Concerning a Compact.
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THEN YOU MAKE murder one of the conditions of payment? I said, facing him.

I have only said she must die before sunset, he answered. She cannot live, in any case, longer than a few hours. It is easy for you, a doctor, to render her agony brief.

To speak plainly, I said, with rising indignation, you wish me to kill her! You offer me twenty thousand pounds, not for marriage, but for the committal of the capital sin.

His thin lips twitched nervously and his brows contracted.

Ah! he responded, still quite cool. I think you view the matter in a wrong light. There are various grades of murder. Surely it is no great crime, but rather a humane action, to put a dying girl out of her agony.

To shorten her life a single minute would be a foul assassination, I replied, regarding him with loathing. And further, sir, you do not appear to fully realise your own position, or that it is a penal offence to attempt to bribe a person to take anothers life.

He laughed a short, defiant laugh.

No, no, he said. Please do not waste valuable time by idle chatter of that kind. I assure you that I have no fear whatever of the result of my action. There is no witness here, and if you endeavoured to bring me before a judge, who, pray, would believe you? There was some truth in those defiant words, and I saw by his attitude that he was not to be trifled with.

I take it that you have objects in both your propositions — in your daughters marriage, and in her death? I said, in a more conciliatory tone, hoping to learn something further of the motive of his dastardly proposal.

My object is my own affair, he snapped.

And my conscience is my own, I said. I certainly do not intend that it shall be burdened by the crime for which you offer me this payment.

He fixed me with flaming eyes. Then you refuse? he cried.

Most certainly I refuse, I responded. Moreover, I intend to visit your daughter upstairs, and strive, if possible, to save her.

Save her? he echoed. You cant do that, unless you can perform miracles. But perhaps, he added with a sneer, such a virtuous person as yourself may be able to work marvels.

I may be able to save her from assassination, I answered meaningly.

You intend to oppose me?

I intend to prevent you from murdering your own daughter, I said warmly. Further, I forbid you to enter her room again. I am a medical man, and have been called in by you to attend her. Therefore, if you attempt to approach her I shall summon the police.

Rubbish! he laughed, his sinister face now ashen pale. You cannot prevent me from approaching her bedside.

I can, and I will, I said. You have expressed a desire that she should, for some mysterious reasons, die before sunset. You would kill her with your own hand, only you fear that when the doctor came to give his certificate he might discover evidence of foul play.

Exactly, he responded with perfect coolness, thrusting his hands into his pockets. It is because of that I offer you twenty thousand pounds. I am prepared to pay for your scientific knowledge.

And for a death certificate?

Of course.

Well, to speak plainly, I consider you an inhuman scoundrel, I said. If your daughters dying hour is not sacred to you, then no mans honour or reputation is safe in your hands.

I thank you for your compliment, he replied with a stiff bow. But I might reply that you yourself are not very remarkable for honour, having in view the fact that, in the hope of gaining a sufficient price, you have married a woman upon whom you have never set eyes.

You tempted me! I cried furiously. You held the money before my gaze and fascinated me with it until I was helpless in your power. Fortunately, however, the spell is broken by this inhuman suggestion of yours, and I wash my hands clean of the whole affair.

Ah, my dear sir, that is not possible. Remember you are my daughters husband.

And yet you ask me to kill her.

Who has greater right to curtail her sufferings than her husband?

And who has greater right to endeavour to save her life?

But you cannot. It is impossible.

Why impossible?

She is doomed.

By you. You have resolved that she shall not live till morning, I said, adding: If, as you tell me, her mysterious illness must prove fatal, I see no reason why you should offer me a bribe to encompass her death. Surely a few hours more or less are of no consequence.

But they are, he protested quickly. She must die before sundown, I tell you.

Not if I can prevent it.

Then you will forgo the money I have offered you, he inquired seriously.

I have no intention of touching a single farthing of it.

Until you are forced to.

Forced to! I exclaimed. I dont understand your meaning.

You will understand one day, he answered with a grin— one day when it may, perhaps, be too late. It would be best for us to act in unison, I assure you.

For you, possibly; not for me.

No — for you, he said, fixing his crafty, evil-looking eyes upon me. You have taken one step towards the goal, and you cannot now draw back. You have already accepted your price — twenty thousand pounds.

Enough! I cried indignantly. If I were to give information to the police regarding this conversation, you would find yourself arrested within an hour.

As I have already told you, my dear sir, I am not at all afraid of such a contretemps; I am no blunderer, I assure you.

Neither am I, I answered quickly, resolving to remain there no longer discussing such a subject. From the first moment of our meeting I had entertained a suspicion of him. Several facts were evident. He had some strong motive, first in marrying his daughter Beryl, secondly in encompassing her death before sundown, and thirdly in implicating me so deeply that I should be unable to extricate myself from the net which he set to entrap me.

A fourth fact, apparently small in itself, had caused me considerable reflection: the hand that I had held and on the finger of which I had placed the bond of matrimony, was in no sense chilly or clammy. It was not the wasted hand of a moribund invalid, but rather that of a healthy person. While I had held it I felt and counted the pulsations. The latter had told me that my mysterious bride was without fever, and was apparently in a normal state of health. It was curious that she should have walked and acted involuntarily, if only half-conscious of her surroundings.

The Tempter was endeavouring to deceive me in this particular. But it was in vain.

Cannot we come to terms? he asked in a low, earnest voice. There is surely no object to be gained in our being enemies; rather let us act together in our mutual interests. Recollect that by your marriage you have become my son-in-law and heir.

Your heir! I echoed. I had not thought of that before. His house betokened that he was wealthy. You are very generous, I added, not without some sarcasm. But I do not feel inclined to accept any such responsibility from one whose name even I do not know.

Of course, he said easily. I was stupid not to introduce myself. In the excitement it quite slipped my memory. Pray forgive me. My name is Wynd — Wyndham Wynd.

Well, Mr Wynd, I said with some forced politeness, I think we may as well conclude this interview. I wish to make the acquaintance of my wife.

Quite natural, he answered, smiling good-humouredly. Quite natural that you should wish to see her; only I beg you, doctor, to prepare for disappointment.

Your warning is unnecessary, I responded as carelessly as I could.

My curiosity had been aroused by the healthfulness of that small, well-formed hand, and I intended to investigate for myself. That house was, I felt certain, a house of mystery.

I had turned towards the door, but in an instant he had reached it and stood facing me with his back to it resolutely, saying — 

You will go to her on one condition — the condition I have already explained.

That I take her life seriously, and give a certificate of death from natural causes, I said. No, Mr Wynd, I am no murderer.

Not if we add to the sum an extra five thousand?

I will not harm her for an extra fifty thousand. Let me pass! I cried with fierce resolution.

When you have promised to accede to my request.

I will never promise that.

Then you will not enter her room again.

Almost as the words left his lips there was a low tap at the door, and it opened, disclosing Davies, who announced — 

The Major, sir.

Show him in.

The visitor, who entered jauntily with his silk hat still set at a slight angle on his head, was the well-groomed man who had led my bride up the aisle of the church. I judged him to be about forty-five, dark-complexioned, good-looking, but foppish in appearance, carrying his monocle with ease acquired by long practice.

Well, Wynd, he said, greeting his friend, cheerily, all serene?

Entirely, answered the other. And then, turning to me, introduced the new-comer as Major Tattersett.

This, Major, is Dr Colkirk, my new son-in-law, he explained. Permit me to present him.

Congratulate you, my dear sir, he responded laughing good-humouredly, while the Tempter remarked — 

The Major is, of course, fully aware of the circumstances of your marriage. He is our nearest friend.

Marriage rather unconventional, eh? the other remarked to me. Poor Beryl! It is a thousand pities that she has been struck down like that. Six months ago down at Wyndhurst she was the very soul of the house-parties — and here to-day she is dying.

Extremely sad, I remarked. As a medical man I see too vividly the uncertainty of human life.

How is she now? inquired the Major of her father. The same, alas! answered the Tempter with well-assumed sorrow. She will, we fear, not live till midnight.

Poor girl! Poor girl! the new-comer ejaculated with a sigh, while the Tempter, excusing himself for an instant left the room.

I would have risen and followed, but the Major, addressing me confidentially, said — 

This is a strange whim of my old friends, marrying his daughter in this manner. There seems no motive for it, as far as I can gather.

No, none, I responded. Mr Wynd has struck me as being somewhat eccentric.

Hes a very good fellow — an excellent fellow. Entirely loyal to his friends. You are fortunate, my dear fellow, in having him as a father-in-law. Hes amazingly well off, and generosity itself.

I recollected his dastardly suggestion that my wife should not live longer than sundown, and smiled within myself. This friend of his evidently did not know his real character.

Besides, being an observant man by nature, I noticed as I sat there one thing which filled me with curiosity. The tops of the Majors fingers and thumb of his right hand were thick and slightly deformed, while the skin was hardened and the nails worn down to the quick.

While the left hand was of normal appearance, the other had undoubtedly performed hard manual labour. A major holding her Majestys commission does not usually bear such evident traces of toil. The hand was out of keeping with the fine diamond ring that flashed upon it.

The incident of to-day, I said, has been to me most unusual. It hardly seems possible that I am a bridegroom, for, truth to tell, I fancied myself the most confirmed of bachelors. Early marriage always hampers the professional man.

But I dont suppose you will have any cause for regret on that score, he observed. You will have been a bridegroom and a widower in a single day.

I was silent. His words betrayed him. He knew of the plot conceived by his friend to bribe me to kill the woman to whom I had been so strangely wedded!

But successfully concealing my surprise at his incautious words, I answered — 

Yes, mine will certainly have been a unique experience.

He courteously offered me a cigarette, and lighting one himself, held the match to me. Then we sat chatting, he telling me what a charming girl Beryl had been until stricken down by disease.

What was her ailment? I inquired.

I am not aware of the name by which you doctors know it. It is, I believe, a complication of ailments. Half a dozen specialists have seen her, and all are agreed that her life cannot be saved. Wynd has spared no expense in the matter, for he is perfectly devoted to her.

His words, hardly coincided with the truth, I reflected. So far from being devoted to her, he was anxious, for some mysterious reason, that she should not live after midnight.

To lose her will, I suppose, be a great blow to him? I observed, with feigned sympathy.

Most certainly. She has been his constant friend and companion ever since his wife died, six years ago. Im awfully sorry for both poor Beryl and Wynd.

I was about to reply, but his words froze upon my lips, for at that instant there rang through the house a shrill scream — the agonised scream of a woman.

Listen! I cried. Whats that?

But my companions jaw had dropped, and he sat immovable, listening intently.

Again the scream rang out, but seemed stifled and weaker.

The Tempter was with his daughter whom he had determined should die. The thought decided me, and turning, without further word, I dashed from the room, and with quickly-beating heart ran up the wide thickly-carpeted staircase.


Chapter Four.

The Note of Interrogation.
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ON REACHING THE corridor I was confronted by the thin, spare figure of the Tempter standing resolutely before a closed door — that of Beryls chamber.

His black eyes seemed to flash upon me defiantly, and his face had reassumed that expression which was sufficient index to the unscrupulousness of his character.

Let me pass! I cried roughly, in my headlong haste. I desire to see my wife.

You shall not enter? he answered, in a voice tremulous with an excitement which he strove in vain to control.

She is in distress. I heard her scream. It is my duty, both as a doctor and as her husband, to be at her side.

Duty? he sneered. My dear sir, what is duty to a man who will sell himself for a handful of banknotes?

I yielded to your accursed temptation, it is true! I cried fiercely. But human feeling is not entirely dead in my heart, as it is in yours. Thank God that my hands are still unsullied!

He laughed — the same harsh, discordant laugh that had escaped him when, below in the library, I had refused to accept the vile condition of the compact.

He stood there barring my passage to that room wherein lay the unknown woman who had been so strangely united to me. Whoever she was, I was resolved to rescue her. Mystery surrounded her — mystery that I resolved at all hazards to penetrate.

You were in want of money, and I offered it to you, the Tempter answered coldly. You have refused, and the matter is ended.

I think not, I said warmly. You will hear something more of this nights work.

He laughed again, displaying an uneven row of discoloured teeth. To argue with him further was useless.

Come, stand aside? I cried, making a movement forward.

He receded a couple of paces, until he stood with his back against the door, and as I faced him I looked down the shining barrel of a revolver.

I do not know what possessed me at that instant. I did not fully realise my danger, that is certain. My mind was too full of the mystery surrounding the unknown woman who was lying within, and whose hand had showed me that she was no invalid. Physically I am a muscular man, and without a seconds hesitation I sprang upon my adversary and closed with him. His strength was marvellous. I had under-calculated it, for he was wiry, with muscles like iron.

For a few moments we swayed to and fro in deadly embrace, until I felt that he had turned the weapon until the barrel touched my neck. Next instant there was a loud report. The flash burned my face, but fortunately the bullet only grazed my cheek.

I was unharmed, but his deliberate attempt to take my life urged me to desperation, and with an almost superhuman effort I tripped him by a trick, and kneeling upon him, wrenched the weapon from his grasp. Then, leaving him, I dashed towards the door and turned the handle, but in vain. It was locked. Without more ado I stepped back, and taking a run, flung myself against the door, bursting the lock from its socket and falling headlong into the chamber.

The light was insufficient in that great chamber; therefore I drew up one of the blinds partially and crossed to the bed, full of curiosity.

My wife was lying there, silent and still. Her wealth of dishevelled hair strayed across the lace-edged pillow, and the hand with the wedding-ring I had placed upon it was raised above her head and tightly clenched in that attitude often assumed by children in their sleep.

She had screamed. That sound I had heard, so shrill and plain, was undoubtedly the voice of a young woman, and it had come from this room, which was directly above the library. Yet, as far as I could see, there was nothing to indicate the cause of her alarm.

Utterly bewildered, I stood there gazing at the form hidden beneath the silken coverlet of pale blue. The face was turned away towards the wall, so that I could not see it.

Why, I wondered, had the Tempter barred my entrance there with such determination, endeavouring to take my life rather than allow me to enter there?

The small ormolu clock chimed the hour upon its silver bell. It was one oclock.

Attentively I bent and listened. Her breathing seemed very low. I touched her hand and found it chilly.

For a moment I hesitated to disturb her, for she was lying in such a position that I could not see her face without turning her over. Suddenly, however, it occurred to me that I might draw out the bed from the wall and get behind it.

This I did, but the bed, being very heavy, required all my effort to move it.

Strangely enough at that moment I felt a curious sensation in my mouth and throat, and an unaccountable dizziness seized me. It seemed as though my mouth and lips were swelling, and the thought occurred to me that I might have ruptured a blood-vessel in my exertions in moving the bed.

Eager, however, to look upon the face of the woman who was my wife, I slipped between the wall and the bed, and, bending down, drew back the embroidered sheet which half concealed the features.

I stood dumb-stricken. The face was the most beautiful, the most perfect in contour and in natural sweetness of expression, that I had ever gazed upon. It was the face of a healthful and vigorous girl of twenty, rather than of an invalid — a face about the beauty of which there could be no two opinions. The great blue eyes were wide open, looking curiously into mine, while about the mouth was a half-smile which rendered the features additionally attractive.

You are ill, I whispered in a low, intense voice, bending to her. Cannot you tell me what is the matter? I am a doctor, and will do all in my power to make you better.

There was no response. The great blue eyes stared at me fixedly, the smile did not relax, the features seemed strangely rigid. Next second a terrible suspicion flashed across my mind, and I bent closer down. The eyes did not waver in the light as eyes must do when a light shines straight into them. I touched her cheek with my hand, and its thrilling contact told me the truth only too plainly.

My wife was dead. She had died before sunset, as the Tempter had intended.

The discovery held me immovable. Hers was a face such as I had never seen before. She was a woman before whom, had I met her in life, I should have fallen down and worshipped. Indeed, strange as it may seem, I confess that, as I stood there, I fell in love with her — even though she was a corpse.

Yet, as my eyes fixed themselves lovingly upon her features, as sweet, tender, and innocent in expression as a childs, I could not imagine the cause of death. There was no sign of disease or unhealthiness there.

Why had she uttered those screams? Why, indeed, had the door of the death-chamber been afterwards locked? Had she, after all, fallen a victim to foul play?

I drew down the bed-clothes and exposed her neck in order to make an examination. She wore, suspended by a thin gold chain, a small amulet shaped like a note of interrogation and encrusted with diamonds. My observations told me that she had not worn it very long, for the edges of the stones were sharp, yet the delicate skin remained unscratched. A desire possessed me to have some souvenir of her, and without further ado, I unclasped the chain from her neck, and placed it and the little charm in my pocket.

Then, in continuation of my examination, I placed my hand upon her heart, but could detect no cause of death.

Upon her breast, however, I found a curious tattoo-mark — a strange device representing three hearts entwined. Now in my medical experience, I have found that very few women are tattooed. A woman usually shrinks from the operation — which is not unaccompanied by pain — and, on careful examination of this mark, I came to the conclusion that it had been pricked some years ago by a practised hand; further, that it had some distinct and mysterious signification.

It was in the exact centre of the breast, and just sufficiently low to remain concealed when she had worn a décolleté dress. The light was dim and unsatisfactory, but all my efforts to trace the hand of an assassin were futile.

Suddenly, however, as I examined her eyes, the left one, nearest the pillow, bore an expression which struck me as unusual. Both organs of sight seemed to have lost their clearness in the moments I had been standing there, and were glazing as rigor mortis set in, but the left eye was becoming more blurred than its fellow — an unusual circumstance which attracted me. The bright blue which I had seen in its unfathomable depths had contracted in a manner altogether unaccountable until it was now only the size of a pins head. I bent again closely and peered into it. Next instant the awful truth was revealed.

She had been foully murdered.

With quick heart-beating I examined the eye carefully, finding symptoms of death from some deliriant — a neurotic acting on the brain and producing delirium, presbyopia, and coma. Certain it was that if this were actually the Tempters work, he was a veritable artist in crime, for the manner in which death had been caused was extremely difficult to determine.

Finding myself undisturbed there, I made further and more searching examination, until I held the opinion that death must have been almost, if not quite, instantaneous.

But such theory did not coincide with the screams that had escaped her. On reviewing the whole of the circumstances, I felt confident that she must have been fully conscious at the time, and that those shrieks were shrieks of terror. She had divined the intention of her enemies.

About the vicinity of the bed I searched for any bottle of medicine that might be there, but in vain. If she had really been ill previously, as the Tempter had alleged, the medicine prescribed might give me some clue to the nature of her disease.

Upon a chair close by, her bridal veil of Brussels lace was lying crumpled in a heap, while her gown of white satin was hanging upon the door-knob of the handsome wardrobe. The orange-blossoms diffused their perfume over the room, but to me it was a sickly odour emblematic of the grave.

My wife, the most beautiful woman upon whom my eyes had ever fallen, was lifeless — struck down by the hand of a murderer.

As I bent, looking full into the contracted pupil, I suddenly detected something half concealed in the lace edging of the pillow. I drew it forth, and found it to be a crumpled letter, which I spread out and read. It had evidently been treasured there, just as invalids treasure beneath the bolster all the correspondence they receive.

In an angular hand, evidently masculine, was written the simple words, without address or signature, I have seen La Gioia!

Who, I wondered, was La Gioia? Was it a happy meeting or a disconcerting one? The announcement was bare enough, without comment and without detail. Significant, no doubt, it had been received by her and kept secret beneath her pillow.

I started across the room to investigate my dead wifes surroundings and to learn, if possible, by observation, something concerning her life. A room is often indicative of a womans character, and always of her habits. The apartment was, I found, artistic and luxurious, while the few books lying about showed her to be a woman of education, culture, and refinement. Upon a little side-table, concealed behind a pile of books, I found a small blue bottle which, taking up, I held to the light, and afterwards uncorked and smelt, wondering whether its odour would give me any clue to its composition. The bottle contained pure chloroform.

Once more I crossed to the bed when, of a sudden, I again felt that strange sensation in my mouth and throat, both of which seemed to contract until my breathing became difficult. I felt half strangled. I fought against the curious feeling that crept over me, but a dizziness seized me, and I was compelled to clutch the foot of the bed in order to steady myself.

My mouth was burning, my head reeling, while my lower limbs seemed to have, in that moment, become cold, benumbed, and devoid of all feeling. I held my breath, determined to battle against the faintness; but all was useless. Sharp, acute pains shot through my legs as though red-hot wires were being thrust through my muscles, and a second later I became seized by a kind of paralysis which held my jaws immovable.

I placed my hands to my parched lips, and found that they had swollen to an enormous size. My tongue seemed too large for my mouth, and my throat so small that I could not swallow.

My head was swimming, but nevertheless I strove to calmly consider my situation. The symptoms were plain enough, and could not be mistaken. The Egyptian cigarette which the Major had given me had been strongly impregnated with some deleterious and poisonous substance.

I had, after all, fallen a hapless victim to my enemies, for by moistening the cigarette I had absorbed the poison, and, by the rapidity with which my mouth was swelling.

I knew that I had been given a fatal dose. With set teeth I stood trying to bear up against the sudden paroxysm of agony, but so excruciating was it that it proved too much. A loud cry escaped me. Writhing in the awful pains that gripped me from head to foot, I grew so weak that my legs refused to support me. Then, out of sheer exhaustion, I sank upon the floor, and the rest became blotted out in unconsciousness.


Chapter Five.

Outward Bound.
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STRANGE NOISES AROUSED me slowly to a sense of my helplessness. My head seemed heavy as lead, my brain incapable of receiving any impression, my throat contracted as though by a diphtheritic swelling.

A low continued roaring sounded in my ears, accompanied by a curious unusual jarring. Slow to fully realise my position, it was some moments before I became convinced that the regular throbbing beneath my head was caused by machinery, and that the steady motion to and fro was the rocking of the waves.

I opened my eyes and found that it was broad daylight. To the left was a round opening closed by glass — a porthole through which the summer sun was shining, its rays being shut out now and then by the bright green water that rose against it as the waves hissed past. I was on board a ship at sea. The cabin was a narrow, rather dirty place, and the mattress on which I was lying was hard, being filled with straw. It was not a passenger cabin, that was certain, for the beams across were black and dirty, and swinging on a nail were a set of unclean yellow oil-skins and a sou-wester.

So sudden and unaccountable had been my transition from the bed-chamber in that mysterious house of the Wynds, wherein my wife had been murdered, to that narrow pallet out at sea, that at first I could not believe it possible. I raised myself and looked around in wonder, half inclined to believe that the past events had been but a dream.

In that instant all the curious circumstances which had followed my call to the house with the big portico came vividly before me in rapid succession, the crafty actions of the Tempter and my wifes marvellous beauty most of all. With her, I had fallen a victim to the two ingenious conspirators, her father and the Major. It had, no doubt, been intended that I should die; yet certain of the Tempters actions seemed out of keeping with the others, thus rendering the enigma more complete.

The pains in my head and the swelling in my mouth and throat were sufficient, however, to prove that the past was no chimera of the imagination. I had met with an adventure stranger, perhaps, than that experienced by any other man, for I had been both bridegroom and widower within an hour.

With some little difficulty I rose, but my legs were weak and cramped, and this, combined with the rolling of the ship, caused me to quickly seat myself on the edge of the narrow berth. My nerves were unstrung, my brain dulled, and the giddiness that seized me was such as I had never before experienced. It was not mal de mer, for I had travelled much by sea and had never experienced nausea, even in roughest weather. No; I had, by moistening the cigarette with the saliva, absorbed a strong dose of some anaesthetic, and its effect had been to a great extent irritant as well. Only my robust constitution had succeeded in throwing it off; the dose must, I felt confident, have killed a weaker man.

In a few minutes I succeeded in standing erect, and struggled to the cabin door. I turned the handle, but could not open it. I was locked in.

Again I seated myself upon my mattress and tried to calmly review the situation. Of a sudden I bethought myself of the amulet I had taken from the neck of my dead wife, and thrusting my hand into my pocket, was gratified to find it still there, together with a pair of white gloves that the Tempter had given me.

I took it out and carefully examined it. The chain was a very fine but strong one, and the curious little charm of plain gold on that side that would lay against the skin, was beautifully set with diamonds which now sparkled and flashed with a thousand fires in the brilliant sunset. About an inch and a half long, it was of most delicate workmanship. I had seen in jewellers windows in Bond Street and Regent Street many articles of jewellery — brooches, breast-pins, and the like — in the form of a note of interrogation, but never one made in this manner. It was different to all the others, a costly ornament without doubt, for all the stones were well matched, and, as far as I could judge, not being an expert, of the first water.

What was its significance, I wondered, as it lay in the palm of my hand. It was a souvenir of her — a souvenir of the woman who was my legal wife, and who had fallen a victim beneath the cruel hand of an assassin.

The crumpled scrap of paper I had also secured I brought from my pocket and likewise examined. The words upon it were in a mans hand without a doubt — an educated hand which, by its angularity and the formation of the letters might possibly have been acquired on the Continent.

I have seen La Gioia!

The words conveyed some distinct message or warning which I could not determine. One fact was, however, plain; if I could discover this mysterious La Gioia, be she a woman or an object, I might perhaps ascertain the true meaning of the words, the reason they were penned, and the motive Beryl had in thus treasuring them beneath her pillow.

A desire possessed me to escape from that narrow place wherein the air was stifling. The porthole was screwed down so tightly that I could not move it without a wrench, and the place seemed hermetically sealed.

By the terrible racket of the machinery and the strong smell of tar and oil I felt certain that it was no passenger steamer by which I was travelling. Everywhere were traces of black dust. I dipped my finger in some of it, examining it closely; it was coal dust. The ship was a collier.

I rose again, and taking up a stout piece of wood lying on the floor, battered heavily at the door, demanding release. But the clash and roar of the rickety engines drowned my voice, and I feared that no one could hear me above the din.

A strong sea was running, although the sun shone brightly. We were evidently somewhere in the Channel, but from my porthole I could see no land.

Again and again I battered furiously, until of a sudden I heard gruff voices, and the door was unlocked and opened cautiously, disclosing two rough-looking bronzed seamen, dark-bearded and dressed in patched and faded dungareen.

Well, mister, exclaimed the elder of the two, whats the fuss?

No fuss at all, I responded. I only want to be let out.

No doubt, he responded, with a grin at his companion. Youd like a breath of fresh air — eh?

Yes, I should.

But sea-air aint good for your constitution mister, so youll have to stop here. Youve got a cabin all to yourself, so what more do you want? Perhaps youd like a bloomin saloon?

Look here, my man, I said, as calmly as I could, just do me a favour and ask your captain to step down here. Id like to speak to him before the farce proceeds further. Youre only obeying orders by locking me up here, of that Im sure. But just tell the captain that Im better, and want to have a word with him.

Both men looked somewhat surprised.

We were goin to have a look at you in a few minutes, and see whether youd come to, if you hadnt have kicked up such a confounded row.

Well, go and tell the captain I want to see him, I said, endeavouring to smile.

All right, sir, I will, answered the man; but Ill have to lock the door again.

Very well, I laughed. Only dont starve me, remember. The situation seemed humorous.

Both men grinned broadly; the door was closed, and I heard one remark to the other in true cockney English — 

E aint such a vilent fellow, after all, Bill. Five minutes later the door was again opened, and a burly, full-bearded, black-eyed man in a pea-jacket and peaked cap entered the cabin.

You are the captain, I presume? I said.

Thats me, he answered, leaning against the wooden partition opposite my bunk.

Well, I said, Id like to know by what right you lock me up here? Ive been unconscious for a long time, and on coming to myself, I find Im here onboard your ship at sea, imprisoned, and not allowed out.

Youre in here for the benefit of your health, he answered roughly. A sea voyagell do you good.

Then perhaps youll tell me the name of the ship on board which Im taking this pleasure trip? I said sarcastically.

Better find that out.

No very difficult matter, I suppose, I answered quite coolly. Only I should like to point out that even though you may be skipper of this coal hulk, you have no right to imprison me here.

I shall do just as I like, cocky, he responded. And further, youd best be quiet and keep a still tongue, or perhaps you wont see land again.

Thats certainly a very genteel speech, I said; and perhaps the British Consul at your port of destination will have something to say regarding your conduct.

I dont care a brass button for all the blanked consuls in the whole Consular Service, he replied, with a coarse laugh. You are on board my ship, and Ill give you to understand now, once and for all, that Im master here.

Perhaps youll pipe to a different tune when your masters certificate is suspended for a year or two.

It ud take a better man than you to suspend it. While youre on board this craft, itll be a wise policy to keep a still tongue in your head.

And it will be wiser if you allow me my liberty, and just tell me how and why I came aboard here.

You were brought here, but for what reason I dont know.

And who brought me here?

I dont know. I wasnt on board when you arrived.

The ship was lying in the Thames, wasnt it?

Yes, he answered. It wasnt on Clapham Common, thats a certainty.

And where are we now?

At sea.

Im aware of that, but in what sea — the Channel, the North Sea, or the Atlantic?

Youll know soon enough. Just breathe the ozone, and make yourself comfortable. Thats all you have to do, he responded, with his bearded chin thrust forward, in an air of unconcern.

Well, you havent provided many creature comforts for me, I remarked, with a glance round the stuffy little place.

No, this isnt exactly a Cunarder, he admitted. But Ill tell the men to bring you some grub, at any rate. Like some duff?

Youre very kind; but Id rather take a walk on deck in order to get an appetite.

No; the suns a bit too strong, he answered waggishly. You might get sunstroke, you know.

I shall be asphyxiated if I remain here.

Well, thats a comfortable death, I believe. More than one chap has died for want o breath in the hold of this ship when weve been trimmin coal.

Then you refuse me my liberty? I said, feeling that to argue pleasantly was useless.

Yes, youve got to stay ere.

By whose orders?

Thats my own business, he growled.

And mine also, I responded firmly. You may be skipper of this craft, but you are not a gaoler, you know.

Im your gaoler, at any rate.

That remains to be seen, I answered. I suppose youve been paid to take me out of the country, like this; but I may as well warn you that you are aiding and abetting a murder, and that when you get ashore youll find yourself in a very nasty position.

With the Consul, eh? he laughed. Well, theyre a decent lot, as a rule. We dont get much trouble with em if we deposit our papers in order.

But if I demanded your arrest for illegal imprisonment?

I dont fancy youd do that, mister, he responded with sarcasm. It might be a bit of a bother for me in England, but the foreign police are a bit chary of touching a British captn.

There was, I knew, some truth in that. Yet I did not intend to remain cooped up there, a prisoner, for the remainder of the voyage.

Well, now, look here, I said, in a more conciliatory tone. Why are you not frank with me?

Because you aint responsible for your actions.

And thats why you wont allow me on deck? He nodded.

Then I suppose when I was handed over to your tender charge they told you I was a lunatic?

Well, they said youd better be kept under restraint. I was told that youd had a bad touch of the blues, it seems.

And yet you took me aboard while I was unconscious, I said. That was scarcely a wise proceeding was it?

You were here when I returned; Ive told you I found you here.

Then you mean to tell me that you dont know who paid you to take me on this pleasure trip?

No, I dont. Ive only received orders, and just observed them.

Orders from whom?

From my owners.

Your owners! What possible interest could your owners have in shipping me aboard while I was unconscious? Who are they?

Hanways, of Newcastle.

And what ship is this?

The Petrel, of Newcastle.

Bound for where?

No, he replied. Ive strict orders to keep you confined in the cabin, to treat you as well as your behaviour will allow, and to tell you nothing.

Well, captain, youre a sensible man, and surely youll listen to reason.

What reason? Ive got my orders. Thats enough for me.

But I tell you that by this action you are aiding in the concealment of a terrible crime — the dastardly murder of a lady in London, I burst forth.

Of course. Thats the yarn they said youd spin. Well, you can stow that for the present. Ill come down and hear it over a pipe, when I want a bit of relaxation. For the time being, just you sniff the ozone, and fancy yourself in a drawin-room.

Then, without more ado, the burly fellow made his exit, slammed the heavy door and bolted it, leaving me still a prisoner within that tiny cabin.


Chapter Six.

Captain Banfield Explains.
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THE HOURS PASSED but slowly. The man who had first answered my summons brought me some food but to all my arguments he remained obdurate.

The capn says youre to stay ere, he responded, and if I let you out hed put me in irons. Old Banfield aint a skipper to be trifled with, I can tell yer.

So I remained there, filled with gloomy thoughts, and wondering where I was being taken, and what possible interest Messrs Hanway, the owners of the Petrel, could have in my forcible abduction.

I sat there, helpless and puzzled, until it grew quite dark, then my head feeling heavy, and my limbs exhausted on account of the drug that had been so ingeniously administered to me, I threw myself down, and the motion of the vessel soon lulled me to sleep.

The long green waves were sweeping past in the sunlight when I again opened my eyes, and from the porthole I could see a large steamer with a pair of red and black funnels in the distance, leaving a long trail of smoke behind her. Soon, however, she was beyond the range of my vision, and I could do nothing except sit there and review the whole situation.

The beautiful face of my murdered wife arose ever before me. It seemed to cry to me for vengeance. I was her husband, and I alone knew the truth.

Yet it was evident that I was still in the hands of enemies, and, imprisoned there, I could do nothing.

The day passed, and fortunately I found myself feeling better. The effect of the noxious drug was slowly wearing off; yet the strain upon my nerves was terrible, and the imprisonment, coupled with uncertainty as to the future, was driving me to desperation.

A third day passed, much as the second. The only person I saw was the sailor who brought me food from the cooks galley in the morning and at evening — badly cooked sailors fare that I could scarcely touch. As the sun was sinking, we suddenly approached a blue line of coast, and continued to skirt it until it became swallowed up in the night mists. Then, wearied, I again lay down to sleep.

I was awakened by the sudden stoppage of the engines, and found that it was already day again, and that we were in calm water. Outside my porthole was a flat stone wall which shut out everything.

Much shouting and tramping sounded above, and I knew that we were being made fast at a quay.

My opportunity for escape had arrived. If only I could break open the door, and slip up on deck unobserved, I might regain my freedom.

Now, I had during the past two days made a most careful examination of my cabin and of the door, during which I had noticed that, supporting the box-like berth beneath, was an iron stay, the lower end of which was flattened out so that it could be more easily screwed down to the floor. The screws were loose, like most of the fittings of the badly kept craft; therefore, after some little trouble, I managed to remove it, and found that I held in my hand a capital crowbar.

Presently I managed to work the thin end between the door and the lintel, and then, throwing my whole weight against it, endeavoured to force the outer bolt from its fastenings.

My first attempt was abortive, but I saw that the screws were giving away; therefore I continued my efforts carefully so as not to attract attention, until, of a sudden, the socket of the bolt flew off, and the door was burst open. Then, holding my iron bar in self-defence, I stepped along to the foot of a ladder, by which I climbed on deck.

The vessel, it seemed, was not a large one, and of a particularly dirty and forbidding appearance. With care I crept round the deck-house unobserved, until I reached the gangway, and just as my presence was discovered by the captain, I slipped across it nimbly, and was on the quay amid a crowd of labourers, custom officers, and the usual motley assemblage which gathers to watch an arriving vessel.

I heard the skipper shouting violently, and a couple of the crew started in pursuit; but, taking to my heels I soon outdistanced them, and after some little time found myself walking in a large handsome street lined with fine shops and showy cafés. I was in Christiania.

I inquired in French of several persons the whereabouts of the British Consulate, and about an hour later found myself in the private office of the representative of her Majesty, a tall, good-looking man in a cool suit of white linen.

To him I related the whole circumstances. He listened, but smiled now and then with an air of incredulity. I told him of the murder, of the manner in which my life had been twice attempted, and of the remarkable circumstances of my abduction.

And you say that you were taken on board the Petrel, he said reflectively. I know Captain Banfield quite well. He is a strict disciplinarian, an excellent sailor, and is held in high esteem by his men. We must hear his explanation of the affair at once. If what you have said is true, it is certainly most remarkable.

I drew the trinket with the golden chain from my pocket, together with the crumpled note, and showed them to him.

Strange, he remarked. Most extraordinary! Ill send down to the docks for Banfield at once; and, calling a clerk, he dispatched him in a cab.

In the meantime, in response to his questions, I gave him the most minute details of the startling affairs, as well as the ingenious manner in which Beryl Wynd had been murdered. I knew that the story when related sounded absolutely incredible; but it was equally certain that the Consul, at first inclined to doubt my statement, had now become highly interested in it.

I remarked upon the extraordinary mystery, and its features which seemed to stagger belief.

But you are a medical man of considerable attainment, I notice from your card, he resumed. I have no reason to doubt your story. It is rather a matter which should be strictly inquired into. Any person abducted from England, in the manner you have been, has a right to seek protection and advice of his consul.

And we continued chatting until, after a lapse of nearly half an hour, the captain of the Petrel, wearing his shore-going clothes, was ushered in.

Good morning, sir! he exclaimed, addressing the representative of the Foreign Office, but taking no notice of my presence. Youve sent for me?

Yes, Captain, the Consul responded rather severely. Kindly sit down. There is a little matter upon which you can throw some light. You know this gentleman? — and he indicated myself.

Yes, sir. I know im.

Well, he has lodged a very serious complaint against you, namely, that you have held him a prisoner on board your ship without any just cause; and, further, that contrary to the regulations of the Board of Trade, you carried him from port while in an unconscious condition. The skipper remained quite unabashed.

Well, sir, he answered, as Ive already told the gentleman, Ive only acted under strict orders from my owners. I suppose theyll take all the responsibility?

No; the responsibility rests upon yourself. Youve held a masters certificate a good many years, and you are fully acquainted with the Board of Trade regulations.

Of course, I dont deny that, the other responded.

But my orders were quite precise.

And now, tell me, how came this gentleman on board your ship?

To tell the truth, sir, I dont know exactly. We were lying in the St. Katherine Docks, and my last evening ashore I spent at home with my wife, over at Victoria Park. We were to sail at four oclock in the morning, but I didnt get aboard before about ten past four. When I did so, orders from the owners were put into my hand, and I was told that there was a passenger whod been brought aboard, lying asleep below. Eres the letter; and he drew it from his pocket and handed it to the Consul.

The latter read it through, then, with an exclamation of surprise, handed it over to me.

It certainly increased the mystery, for it was from the office of the owners, Messrs Hanway Brothers, in Leadenhall Street, ordering that I should be taken on the round voyage to the Baltic, well cared for, but kept looked in a cabin, as I had developed homicidal tendencies.

The gentleman, whose name is Doctor Colkirk, continued the letter, is subject to fits, in which he remains unconscious for some hours; therefore there is no cause for alarm if he is not conscious when he reaches you. He is under an hallucination that he has been witness of some remarkable crime, and will, no doubt, impress upon you the urgent necessity of returning to London for the prosecution of inquiries. If he does this, humour him, but on no account allow him to go on deck, or to hold conversation with any one. The gentleman is a source of the greatest anxiety to his friends, and, we may add, that if the present orders are strictly carried out, the gentlemans friends have promised the payment of a handsome bonus to yourself. We therefore place him on board the Petrel, in preference to any other vessel of our fleet, because of the confidence we entertain that you will strictly carry out your orders.

The letter was signed by the firm.

It seems very much as though the owners had some object in sending you aboard, observed the Consul.

Then, turning to the skipper, he asked, How was the gentleman brought on board?

He was brought in a private carriage about six oclock in the evening, my men say. Two gentlemen carried him on board. The dock police stopped them, but they told the constable that the gentleman was drunk.

And when you received this letter, what did you do?

Well, I put him in the second mates cabin, and left him alone till two days later, when he came to. Then I just carried out my orders.

Where are you bound for?

The round trip — Stockholm, Riga, St. Petersburg, Drammen, Christiansund, and home.

That means a month.

More — six weeks.

Your owners, therefore, were anxious that the doctor should be absent from England during that time. There is some mystery here, on the face of it. Doctor Colkirk has related to me a very remarkable story, and the most searching inquiry should be instituted.

Well, sir, Banfield said apologetically, I hope you dont consider my conduct bad. Ive only carried out my orders to the letter. You see I didnt know that the gentleman was on board until wed actually left the quay; and the letter says, quite distinctly, that hes subject to fits, therefore I let him remain quiet until he regained consciousness. Then, turning to me, he added, I trust, sir, that youll accept my apology.

Thats all very well, interposed the Consul; but you know that you did entirely wrong in sailing with an unconscious stranger on board.

I admit that. But you see I had my orders, sir.

Who delivered them to you? I inquired.

The two gentlemen who brought you on board, he responded.

Have any of your men described them to you?

They only said that they were both well dressed, and about middle age.

They were, without doubt, the Tempter and his accomplice. The conspiracy had been conceived and carried out with amazing ingenuity.

And they brought the doctor on board and delivered this letter?

Yes, sir. They afterwards re-entered the carriage and drove away.

Well, said the Consul, the only course I see is for the doctor to take this letter, return to London, and seek an explanation of your owners.

No, sir, I shant give up the letter. Its written to me, demurred the captain.

But it is in my hands, responded the Consul. I am making inquiries into this affair, and I shall act as I think best in the interest of all parties concerned. The letter is your property, certainly; but recollect that this affair may prove very awkward for your owners. Therefore, take my advice, Captain, and assist this gentleman in his inquiries.

I protest against you keeping the letter.

Very well, I will see that your protest is forwarded to your owners, replied the Consul; and he handed me the letter, saying — 

Your best course. Doctor, is to return by the Wilson boat to Hull. She sails this afternoon at four. Then go down to Leadenhall Street and, make inquiries — it seems a strange affair, to say the least.

It is entirely unaccountable, I said. There seems to have been a widespread plot against me, with a single motive — the concealment of the murder of Beryl Wynd.

But in that case why not let me telegraph to Scotland Yard? suggested the Consul, as the sudden idea occurred to him. They would watch the house until your return. To-day is Tuesday. Youll be in London on Thursday night, or early on Friday morning.

The proposal was an excellent one, and I gladly acceded. Next instant, however, the bewildering truth flashed across my mind. I had not hitherto realised my position. My heart sank within me.

Would that your suggestion could be carried out, I replied. But, truth to tell, I dont know the house, for I took no notice of its situation, and am unable to tell the name of the road.

Ah! how extremely unfortunate. London is a big place, and there are thousands of houses that are outwardly the same. Didnt the servant who called at your surgery give you the address?

No; she gave it to the cabman, but I did not catch it. Men of my profession take little heed of the exterior of houses. We make a note of the number in our visiting-books — thats all.

Then you really havent any idea of the situation of the house in which the tragedy occurred?

None whatever, I replied. A moment later a further thought occurred to me, and I added, But would not the registry of marriages give the address of my bride?

Why, of course it would! cried the Consul excitedly. An excellent idea. Return to London as quickly as you can, and search the marriage register. From that Im certain youll obtain a clue.


Chapter Seven.

My New Patient.
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ON FRIDAY MORNING I entered the office of Messrs Hanway Brothers in Leadenhall Street, and after a short wait was accorded an interview with the manager.

I demanded, of course, an explanation why I had been shipped away from London in such a summary manner, whereupon he apparently regarded me as a lunatic.

I really had no knowledge of the affair, he replied, smiling incredulously. Do you actually allege you were taken on board the Petrel and kept imprisoned in a cabin by Captain Banfield? A most extraordinary story, to say the least.

I told him of the inquiries made by the British Consul in Christiania, and added — 

I have here the captains written orders from your firm, signed by yourself. And I produced the letter.

He glanced it through eagerly, and then carefully scrutinised the signature.

This renders the affair far more mysterious, he exclaimed with increased interest. The letter-paper is certainly ours, but the whole thing is a forgery.

It is not your signature?

No, certainly not — only a clumsy imitation; and taking up a pen, he wrote his signature and handed them both to me for comparison. At once I saw that several of the peculiarities of his handwriting were absent from Banfields orders.

The type-writing is done by a different machine to ours. We use Bar-Locks, while this has probably been written by a Remington, he went on. Besides, look at the edge of the paper, and youll see that it is badly cut. It is, without doubt, a sheet out of several reams, that were delivered by the stationers some months ago, and were rejected by me because of the careless manner in which the edges had been cut.

Then he touched his bell and the chief clerk appeared. To him he showed the letter, and without a moments hesitation he declared it to be a forgery.

Without going into details of the events of that memorable night, I described how I had recovered consciousness to find myself at sea, and the strict obedience, of the captain to the orders he had received.

Well, all I can conjecture is, declared the manager, much puzzled, that you have fallen the victim of some clever conspiracy. The details show that there was some strong motive for your abduction, and that the conspirators well knew that Banfield remained at home until almost the last moment before sailing. They were, therefore, enabled to put you on board during his absence. The forged orders, too, were brief and well to the point — in fact, worded just as they might be if sent from this house. No; depend upon it there has been some very ingenious plotting somewhere.

I remained with him a short time longer, then, realising the uselessness of occupying his time, I withdrew, and in further prosecution of my inquiries drove to Doctors Commons.

Here, after certain formalities, I gained knowledge which seemed of distinct advantage. Of the official there I learned that the special licence by which I had been married had been applied for by Beryl herself, and was shown a copy of the application signed by her, Beryl Wynd.

I read the document through, and its contents held me in amazement, for it prayed that a licence might be issued for the solemnisation of marriage in the church of St. Anns, Wilton Place, between herself and Richard Dawes Colkirk, bachelor, Doctor of Medicine, of 114, Rowan Road, Hammersmith. Besides, it was dated nearly a fortnight before — soon after I had accepted Raymonds invitation to be his guest.

But my main object in making inquiries at the registry was to discover my wifes address, and in this I was successful, for in the same document I found that she was described as Beryl Grace Wynd, spinster, of 46, Earls-court Road, Kensington.

I had, at least, gained knowledge of the house in which the tragedy had been enacted.

When the young lady called to make this application, were you present? I inquired eagerly.

Yes. I saw her.

What was she like? Could you give me a description of her?

She was good-looking, elegantly dressed, and about middle height, if I remember aright.

And her hair?

It was of a colour rather unusual, answered the man, peering at me through his spectacles. A kind of golden-brown.

The description was exact. Beryl had been there, and of her own accord applied for a licence to marry me. The mystery increased each moment.

Was she alone? I inquired.

No. Her father was with her.

How did you know he was her father?

He introduced himself to me as such — Major Wynd.

Major Wynd! I ejaculated. But Mr Wynd is not an officer. What kind of man is he?

Of military appearance, round-faced, and good-humoured.

Old?

Certainly not — scarcely fifty. He wore a single eyeglass.

The description did not answer to that of the Tempter, but rather to that of Tattersett. The truth seemed plain: the Major had posed as Beryls father, and had given his consent to the marriage.

The registry official, a little dry-as-dust individual who wore steel-rimmed spectacles poised far down his thin nose, endeavoured to learn who and what I was; but I merely replied that I was making inquiries on behalf of certain friends of the lady, and having satisfied myself by another glance at the signatures, I bade him good afternoon.

After a hasty lunch in a bar at the foot of Ludgate Hill, I set forth by the underground railway to Earls Court, and experienced but little difficulty in discovering Number 46. It stood on the right, between Park Terrace and Scarsdale Villas; but at a single glance I saw that it was not the house to which I had been conducted. The latter had been a big, substantial mansion with a spacious portico supported by four huge pillars, whereas this was a small, old-fashioned house of perhaps ten rooms.

Nevertheless, I walked up the garden path and rang the bell. My summons was answered by a neat maid, who called her mistress, an elderly lady, and the latter declared that she had lived there five years and had never heard the name of Wynd.

Have you ever let your house furnished? I inquired.

Never, She responded. But the name is somewhat uncommon, and you ought to have no difficulty in finding the address.

I hope sincerely that I shall, I answered, and, apologising for disturbing her, went down the steps, feeling that my mysterious wife had purposely given a false address in order to place any inquirer on a wrong scent.

Along to the corner of Kensington Road I strolled slowly, debating in my mind the best course to pursue. I turned into a public-house at the corner, and asked to see a London Directory, which I searched eagerly. But there was no such name as Wynd among the residents, neither could I find it among those of people living in the suburbs.

I called upon the Vicar of St. Anns, Wilton Place, and saw the register I had signed, but the officiating clergyman had been a friend of Wynds, and he did not know his address.

It seemed suspiciously as though the name of Wynd was an assumed one. If a false address had been given by the Major at Doctors Commons, then in all probability the surname was likewise false.

Fatigued, hungry, and dusty, I at last found myself once again in Rowan Road before the door of Bob Raymonds house, and entered with my latch-key.

Old Mrs Bishop came forward excitedly to meet me.

Oh, Doctor, she cried, wherever had you been all this week? I felt certain that something had happened to you, and yesterday I got my daughter to write a line to Dr Raymond. But Im so glad you are back again sir. Its given my daughter and me such a fright. We imagined all sorts of horrible things like those we read of in Lloyds and Reynolds.

Well, Im back again, Mrs Bishop, I answered as carelessly as I could. And Im confoundedly hungry and tired. Get me a cup of tea and a chop, theres a good woman. And I ascended to Bobs cosy little den from which I had been so suddenly called seven days before.

So Mrs Bishop had written to Bob, and no doubt he would be very surprised that I had disappeared and left the practice to take care of itself. He would certainly consider that my gratitude took a curious form. Therefore, I decided to send him a wire, telling him of my return and promising explanations later.

I cast myself wearily into the big leather armchair, and sat plunged in thought until the old housekeeper entered fussily with my tea.

Well, I asked, I suppose there have been no new patients during my absence?

Oh, yes. One, sir.

Who was it?

A lady, sir. She came about noon on the second day of your absence, and said she wished to consult you. I told her that youd been called out two days ago, and that you had not returned. She asked when youd be in, and I said I didnt know for certain. So she called again later, and seemed very disappointed and anxious. She came next day; but as you were still absent, she left her card. Here it is. And Mrs Bishop took a card from the tray on a side-table and handed it to me. Upon it was the name, Lady Pierrepoint-Lane.

Was she young or old?

Rather young, sir — not more than thirty, I think. She was dressed in deep mourning.

And you have seen nothing more of her? I inquired interestedly. Theres no address on the card.

She came again two days ago, and finding that you had not returned, left this note, telling me to give it to you on arrival. And the woman fumbled behind the mirror on the mantelshelf and handed me a dainty note, the envelope of which bore a neat coat-of-arms.

The heading was 88, Gloucester Square, Hyde Park, and the brief note ran — 

Lady Pierrepoint-Lane would esteem it a favour if Dr Colkirk could make it convenient to call upon her at his earliest opportunity.

Curiosity prompted me to turn to Debretts Baronetage, in Raymonds bookcase, and from it I discovered that her ladyship was the wife of Sir Henry Pierrepoint-Lane, Bart., a wealthy landowner and the patron of several livings in Yorkshire and Shropshire whose principal seat was Atworth, in Wiltshire. His wife was the eldest daughter of General Sir Charles Naylon, late of the Indian army.

Having re-read the short paragraph in the Baronetage, which gave a facsimile of the coat-of-arms upon the envelope, I sipped my tea and then wrote a short note regretting my absence from home, and stating my intention to call upon the following morning at eleven oclock. This I dispatched by boy-messenger.

Hence it was that next morning, when I passed down Stanhope Street and turned into Gloucester Gardens, I felt in no mood to humour and sympathise with the whims and imaginary maladies of a fashionable patient.

With a feeling of irritation and low spirits, I mounted the steps of the house in Gloucester Square and inquired for my new patient.

I was ushered into a pretty morning-room, and shortly afterwards there entered a slim, youngish-looking woman, not exactly handsome, but of refined appearance, dark, with hair well coiled by an expert maid, and wearing a simple dress of pearl-grey cashmere, which clung about her form and showed it to distinct advantage. Before she had greeted me I saw that she was a type subject to nerve-storms, perhaps with a craving for stimulants after the reaction.

Good morning, Doctor, she exclaimed, crossing the room and greeting me pleasantly. I received your note last night. You were absent each time I called.

Yes, I responded. I was called out to an urgent case, and compelled to remain.

Does that happen often in your profession? she asked, sinking into a chair opposite me. If it does, I fear that doctors wives must have an uncomfortable time. Your housekeeper was quite concerned about you.

But when one is a bachelor, as I am, absence is not of any great moment, I laughed.

At that moment her dark, brilliant eyes met mine, and I fancied I detected a strange look in them.

Well, she said with some hesitation, I am very glad you have come at last, Doctor, for I want to consult you upon a secret and very serious matter concerning myself, and to obtain your opinion.

I shall be most happy to give you whatever advice lies in my power, I responded, assuming an air of professional gravity, and preparing myself to listen to her symptoms. What is the nature of your ailment? I inquired.

Well, she answered, I can scarcely describe it: I seem in perpetually low spirits, although I have no cause whatever to be sad, and, further, there is a matter which troubles me exceedingly. I hardly like to confess it, but of late I have developed a terrible craving for stimulants.

I put to her a number of questions which it is unnecessary here to recount, and found her exactly as I had supposed — a bundle of nerves.

But this unaccountable craving for stimulants is most remarkable, she went on. I am naturally a most temperate woman, but nowadays I feel that I cannot live without having recourse to brandy or some other spirit.

Sometimes you feel quite well and strong, then suddenly you experience a sensation of being extremely ill? I suggested.

Exactly. How do you account for it?

The feeling of strength and vigour is not necessarily the outcome of actual strength, any more than is the feeling of weakness the necessary outcome of actual weakness, I responded. A person may be weak to a degree, and the sands of life be almost run out, and yet feel overwhelmingly strong and exuberantly happy, and, on the other hand, when in sound and vigorous health, he may feel exhausted and depressed. Feelings, especially so with women of the better class, rise into being in connexion with the nervous system. Whether a person feels well or ill depends upon the structure of his nervous system and the way in which it is played upon, for, like a musical instrument, it may be made to give forth gay music or sad.

But is not my case remarkable? she asked.

Not at all, I responded.

Then you think that you can treat me, and prevent me from becoming a dipsomaniac? she said eagerly.

Certainly, I replied. I have no doubt that this craving can be removed by proper treatment. I will write you a prescription.

Ah? she exclaimed, with a sigh. You doctors, with your serums and the like, can nowadays inoculate against almost every disease. Would that you could give us women an immune from that deadly ailment so common among my sex, and so very often fatal.

What ailment? I asked, rather surprised at her sudden and impetuous speech.

That of love! she responded in a low, strained voice — the voice of a woman desperate.


Chapter Eight.

What Happened to me.
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DO YOU CONSIDER love an ailment? I asked, looking at her in quick surprise.

In many cases, she responded in a serious tone. I fear I am no exception to the general rule, she added meaningly.

Those words amounted to the admission that she had a lover, and I regarded her with considerable astonishment. She was a smart woman. I could only suppose that she and her husband were an ill-assorted pair. Possibly she had married for money, and was now filled with regret, as, alas! is so frequently the case.

You appear unhappy, I observed in a sympathetic tone, for my curiosity had been aroused by her words.

Yes, Doctor, she answered in a low, intense voice, toying nervously with her fine rings. To tell the truth, I am most unhappy. I have come up to town to consult you, unknown to my husband, for I have heard that you make the treatment of nervous disorders your speciality.

And by whom was I recommended to you? I inquired, somewhat interested in this new and entirely undeserved fame which I had apparently achieved.

By an old patient of yours — a lady whom I met at a house-party a month ago, in Yorkshire.

But I understood that you were consulting me regarding your craving for stimulants, I said, as her dark, serious eyes met mine again.

She was a decidedly attractive woman, with the easy air and manner of one brought up in good society.

The craving for drink is the least dangerous of my ailments, she responded. It is the craving for love which is driving me to despair.

I remained silent for a moment, my eyes fixed upon her.

Pardon my remark, I said, at last, in a low tone, but I gather from your words that some man has come between yourself and your husband.

Between myself and my husband! she echoed in surprise. Why, no, Doctor. You dont understand me. I love my husband, and he has no love for me! Her statement was certainly a most unusual one. She was by no means a simple-minded woman, but, on the contrary, clever and intelligent, with a thorough knowledge of the world. It therefore seemed astounding that she should make this remarkable confession. But I controlled my surprise, and responded — 

You are, unfortunately, but one wife among thousands in exactly the same position. If we only knew the composition of the ancient love-philtre it would be in daily requisition. But, unfortunately, medical science is unable to influence the passion of the heart.

Of course, she sighed. Then, with her eyes cast down upon the small table beside which she was sitting, she added, I suppose, if the truth were known, you consider me very foolish in making this confession to you, a comparative stranger?

I do not consider it foolishness at all, I hastened to assure her. A neglected wife must always excite sympathy.

And have I yours?

Most assuredly, I answered. It is evident, from my diagnosis, that you are suffering from sudden and abrupt alterations in the feelings. You are more especially subject to a feeling of malaise, accompanied by mental depression, as at this moment. Therefore, I must endeavour to remove the cause. As regards the affection you bear your husband, I would presume to remind you of the very true adage which declares that Love begets love.

Ah, she interrupted, that is untrue in my case.

Am I, then, to understand that your husband is attracted by some other person?

I really dont know; I do not know what to think. He is indifferent — that is all.

What difference is there in your ages?

I am thirty. He is fifty-eight.

Ah! I exclaimed. And am I to presume that your marriage was a loveless one?

Not at all, she answered quickly. I was very fond of him, and he made some pretence of affection.

And how many years have you been married?

Three, she responded.

According to Debrett she had married five years ago, but for such small untruths a woman may always be forgiven.

I looked at her, unable to entirely satisfy myself regarding her. She seemed suffering from an agitation which she was striving with all her might to control. That her nervous organisation was impaired was no doubt correct, but it struck me that the cause of it all was some sudden and terrible shock to the system.

I assure you that you have my sympathy in your mental distress, I said at length. There have always been fatalists who have argued that we must accept without question what is sent us, that we must bow in submission to a will without really seeking to find out what the will is.

Yes, she said thoughtfully. It is quite impossible not to admit that the increased knowledge of the laws which regulate the visible universe has increased our living faith and added to the glory of the Almighty, while it has made it more difficult for men to make gods after their own image and use them for their own purposes.

Exactly, I said. Modern medicine is teaching us every day that much bodily suffering is due to mans wilful neglect of the beneficent laws of Nature. That diseases are due to ignorance and disregard of law, and are not sent as scourges by a petulant and capricious deity, is clearly a doctrine which in no way dims the glory of God.

I quite agree, she responded. Then, in a low tone, more confidential than before, she added, You, Doctor, have expressed sympathy for me in my distress, and I look to you for assistance. Curious though it may seem, I have scarcely a single friend in whom I can confide.

I shall respect your confidence, as is my duty, I answered, and will do my best to stifle your craving for stimuli.

But the love of my husband?

Endeavour to live uprightly and honestly, and show him your true worth above all other women, I said. It is the only way.

I have done so, she answered sadly, but have failed.

Do not give up. A man is never wholly proof against a good woman, especially if that woman be his wife.

A silence fell between us.

And may I count upon your aid in all this, Doctor? she asked, with some hesitation.

Certainly, I responded. If I can give you any advice, I shall always be pleased to do so.

But my husband must know nothing. Recollect I have consulted you unknown to him.

As you wish, of course.

And, in future, if I wish to see you, may I call at your surgery?

If you desire, I replied. But I am only locum tenens for my friend, Doctor Raymond, who is in the country. Perhaps I may go into practice in the country afterwards.

And leave me! she exclaimed anxiously. I hope not.

I shall still consider you my patient, I said.

No, she said. I trust that you will regard me as more than a mere patient — as your friend.

I am honoured by your friendship, I replied. And if I can, at any time, do anything to assist you in this mental trouble of yours, I will do it with pleasure.

I had, during our conversation, been attracted by her frankness of manner and the evident sorrow which weighed so heavily upon her. She had confessed to me, and we had now become friends. My position was a curious one: the adviser of a woman who was wearing out her heart for her husbands love. It was not altogether devoid of danger either, for her ladyship was an exceedingly attractive woman.

I had written the prescription and handed it to her, but, apparently in no mood to allow me to go, she did not rise.

While I had been busily writing at the little escritoire her manner had apparently changed, for she was no longer the serious, nervous woman of ten minutes before, but quite gay and vivacious, with a look of triumph in her fine, dark eyes.

I am very glad, Doctor Colkirk, that you have promised to assist me, she said, laughing merrily and stretching out her tiny foot from beneath the hem of her skirt with a distinct air of coquetry. I feel sure that we shall be excellent friends.

I hope so, I replied. But you must be careful of your general health, and persevere with the treatment.

I dont care much for chemists concoctions, she laughed. Its very good of you to have given me this prescription, but I dont propose to make use of it.

Why not? I inquired in quick surprise.

Because I only described to you imaginary symptoms, she laughed mischievously. I enjoy a glass of port immensely after dinner, but further than that never touch stimulants, nor have any inclination for them.

So you have deceived me, I said severely, for it seemed as though she wished to poke fun at me.

Yes. But I hope you will forgive me, she answered, laughing.

I cannot see what motive you can have in calling me in to describe a malady from which you are not suffering. A doctors time is valuable.

I had a motive.

And pray what was it?

Well, I wished to make your acquaintance, she answered boldly, without hesitation.

You adopted a rather unusual course, I remarked, somewhat annoyed.

I think, under the circumstances, this little ruse of mine may possibly be forgiven, she answered. I am not the first woman who has called in a doctor professionally merely in order to make his acquaintance.

And for what reason did you wish to know me?

I trust you are not annoyed with me? she exclaimed. You must admit that I acted the part of the nervous woman so well that even you, a medical man, were, deceived.

I admit that you have taken an unfair advantage of me, I answered calmly, wondering why she should thus have sought my acquaintance.

But you will forgive me, Doctor, wont you? she urged.

If you will tell me the reason you were so desirous of meeting me.

I wanted to know you.

Why?

I had seen you in the distance many times, and desired to become personally acquainted with you.

For what reason?

She hesitated, and I thought I detected a faint blush upon her cheek.

I — well, I wished to number you among my friends.

Then I presume that the story regarding your husband is also a fiction? I said, surprised that I had previously formed such an entirely wrong impression of her.

No, not exactly, she responded. I hope to have the pleasure of introducing you to him some day ere long.

I shall of course be delighted, I answered in a tone which I fear did not convey any desire on my part to be honoured by the baronets acquaintance. But, having deceived me as you have to-day, I confess that my confidence is somewhat shaken.

She laughed and raised her hand to her hair.

Ah! it is always best to commence by being enemies and to end by being friends.

You intend, then, that we shall be friends?

Of course. That is the reason why I asked you to call on me.

But where have you seen me?

Oh, in lots of places, she answered vaguely. Her attitude was very strange. Could it be possible that she had seen me, and, becoming attracted by my personal appearance, had found out who and what I was? Was it possible that she intended that I should be her lover?

The thought flashed across my mind as she sat there smiling upon me, displaying an even row of pearly teeth, while her face was radiant with triumph and happiness. I had promised friendship to this woman, who had so cleverly formed my acquaintance.

Tell me one place where we have met, I asked, for, to my knowledge, I had never set eyes upon her before that morning.

You were having supper at the Savoy with your friend, Doctor Raymond, one night three weeks ago, she answered. On the following evening you both dined together at the exhibition at Earls Court.

And you saw us at both places? I exclaimed, surprised.

Yes, she laughed. You see how well acquainted I have been with your recent movements.

I had no idea that any lady had been taking an interest in my unimportant self, I laughed.

Yes, it was true, this woman was seeking to fascinate me by those wiles so purely feminine. But I laughed within myself, for I was fortunately proof against it all. The incident was decidedly amusing. Of a verity the doctor is bound to steel his heart against many feminine blandishments.

Ere the words had left my lips, however, our conversation was interrupted by a womans voice outside the room, crying merrily — 

Nora! Nora! Where are you? We shall be so awfully late!

And an instant later a young girl, dressed to go out, burst gaily into the room. She drew back with a quick word of apology when she recognised that her ladyship was not alone, but at sight of her I sat there dumb-stricken and rigid as a statue.

Was I dreaming? Could it be, after all, only a mere chimera of an excited imagination? No; I knew myself to be in full possession of all my faculties. The mystery was inscrutable. There before me, somewhat abashed by her own unceremonious intrusion, her soft cheeks slightly flushed, radiant and in perfect health, stood my dead wife in the flesh!


Chapter Nine.

A Maze of Mystery.
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I SAT ERECT in my chair, open-mouthed, unable to move. My eyes were riveted upon the slim graceful form before me. I held my breath in wonder. She wore a smart tailor-made gown of pale fawn, with a large black hat which suited her admirably, while across the face — every feature of which had been so indelibly photographed upon my memory — was a thin gauzy veil which only served to heighten, rather than to conceal, her striking beauty.

Im so sorry to have disturbed you, she exclaimed, turning to her ladyship. But I hadnt any idea that you had a visitor.

Oh, laughed the other, our conversation is not at all of a private character. Let me introduce you. Then, turning to me, she said — 

This is my cousin, Feo Ashwicke — Doctor Colkirk.

My wife turned to me and bowed, a sweet smile upon her lips.

I hope, Doctor, you will forgive me for bounding into the room like this, she said.

Certainly, I answered, still gazing at her like a man in a dream.

She had been introduced to me as Feo Ashwicke, the cousin of this rather curious woman, Lady Pierrepoint-Lane. Yet there could be no doubt that she was actually Beryl Wynd, the sweet-faced girl whom I had seen lying dead in that house of mystery eight days before.

Neither our introduction nor the mention of my name had in the least disconcerted her. She remained perfectly frank and natural, betraying not the slightest surprise. Could it be possible that she was not aware of her marriage with me?

I looked straight into her clear blue eyes. Neither appeared affected. Nevertheless, had I not, on that fatal night, seen the strange contraction of the pupil, which had rendered one — the left eye — sightless and so strange-looking?

She was talking to her cousin, and thus I had opportunity of regarding her critically. Her hands were gloved, therefore I could not see whether she still wore the ring I had placed upon her finger. Still, if she were really Feo Ashwicke, what motive had she in masquerading as the daughter of that crafty scoundrel Wyndham Wynd?

I longed to speak plainly to her and seek some explanation, yet at that moment it was impossible. Her frank and open manner rendered it quite evident that to her I was an utter stranger.

It was this failure on her part to recognise my name that aroused within my mind a doubt whether, after all, her personal appearance only bore a very striking resemblance to that of my mysterious wife.

Nora always forgets her engagements, she laughed, turning to me. This morning weve got quite a host of places to go to and things to buy, for we leave town again to-night. After breakfast we arranged to go out together at eleven, and shes actually forgotten all about it!

Short memories are sometimes useful, I remarked with a smile.

I hope that is not meant for sarcasm, Doctor, protested the baronets wife.

I am never sarcastic at the expense of my patients, I responded.

But I presume I am a friend. Do your friends fare any better?

With my friends it is quite different. I myself am generally the object of their sarcasm.

They both laughed.

How hot it is this morning, observed the mysterious Feo. Ive only been in town three days, and shall be very glad to get back again into the country.

To what part are you going? I inquired.

Only to Whitton, near Hounslow, to visit the Chetwodes. Do you know them?

No, I replied. Are you staying there long?

Oh, a fortnight or so, she replied. The Chetwode girls were at school with me near Paris, and we are very good friends. They always have a big house-party at this time of the year, and there is usually lots of fun.

Youre quite right, dear, exclaimed her cousin, rising. We must really make haste if we are to do all our shopping and catch the five oclock from Waterloo. In Mauds letter, this morning, she says she will send the carriage to meet that train.

I rose also. I was loth to leave the presence of this charming girl, who was undoubtedly my bride, but who, it appeared, was entirely unconscious of the fact. Yet the woman who had called me in for consultation, and had acted so strangely that it almost seemed as though she had fallen in love with me, had pointedly dismissed me; therefore I was compelled to take my leave.

I hope, Doctor, that we shall see something more of you on our return to town, her ladyship said, as we shook hands. Recollect our conversation of this morning, she added meaningly.

Of course I shall be most delighted to call and see how you have progressed, I responded. You have the prescription, and I hope you will persevere with it.

If I feel worse. She laughed, and I knew that she did not mean to have the mixture made up. She had shammed illness very cleverly. I was amused and annoyed at the same moment.

I hope Doctor Colkirk will dine with us here one evening, said the woman who was my bride. Im sure Sir Henry would be charmed to meet him.

Yes, answered her cousin; only he must not know that I have consulted him professionally. That must be kept a secret.

All women love secrets, I remarked.

And men also, responded Feo. Some appear to think that a little mystery adds an additional zest to life.

Her words were strange ones, and seemed to have been uttered with some abstruse meaning.

Do you yourself think so? I inquired, looking earnestly into those bright eyes of clear, childlike blue, that were so plainly indicative of a purity of soul.

Well, I scarcely know, she responded, returning my glance unflinchingly. We all of us have some little mystery or other in our lives, I suppose.

I had taken her hand in adieu, and was still holding it.

And are you no exception?

Ah! now, Doctor, youre really too inquisitive. And she laughed, just a trifle unnaturally I thought, as though I had approached an unwelcome topic.

Well, I said smiling, I wont press you further; it isnt fair. Good-bye, and I trust I shall meet both your cousin and yourself at a date not far distant — that is, if I am still in town.

Oh, I hope you will be! exclaimed her ladyship; I cant think why doctors go and bury themselves in the country.

There are just as many patients in the country districts as in the towns, I responded. And in the country one carries on ones profession amid more congenial surroundings.

I repeated my farewells, and, with a final and longing glance at my mysterious wife, went forth into the hall, and was let out by the liveried servant.

To approach my wife boldly and demand the truth was, I saw, useless. First I must, by my own careful observation, establish her identity with Beryl Wynd, and, secondly, clear up the mystery of how a woman could be dead and yet still live.

The expression of those clear, honest eyes, the form of the beautiful face, as flawless as that of Titians Flora in the Tribune of the Uffizzi, the unusual tint of that gold-brown hair were all unmistakable. They set at rest any doubt which arose within me that the woman whose hand I had held was not the same upon whose finger I had placed the wedding-ring. Incredible though it seemed, I had that morning spoken with my unknown wife, and she had not known me. We were strangers, yet united in matrimony.

Mechanically I walked towards Kensington Church in order to take the omnibus back to Hammersmith. My mind was filled with the mystery of my marriage and the reason why the sum of twenty-five thousand pounds had been offered me if I would consent to secretly kill my bride.

Certain it was that I had been the victim of a cunningly devised plot, and further, that the fact of my return to London was known to those who had conspired against me. Therefore, it behoved me to exercise considerable care and caution in the prosecution of my inquiries. The two scoundrels, Wyndham Wynd and Major Tattersett, must, I resolved, be discovered at all hazards, while I must also leave no stone unturned to find out the house in which the marriage had taken place.

The man Wynd had intended that my wife should die, but it was plain that, by some good fortune, she had escaped him. Yet the most curious phase of the affair was that she appeared utterly unconscious of it all.

It struck me that I might, by dint of careful questioning, learn something from Sir Henrys wife. But she was, I knew, a clever, intelligent woman; and if she held a secret, it would be exceedingly difficult to obtain knowledge of it.

I returned to Rowan Road, and, on entering with my latch-key, found Bob standing in the hall.

Why, my dear fellow? he cried; I had a wire to say you were missing, and so came up to look after you. Where, in the name of fortune, have you been?

Ive been abroad, I responded vaguely.

Abroad! he cried incredulously. Why? What made you go abroad?

Ill tell you all when we get upstairs, I answered; and we ascended together to the little den.

Then, over our pipes, I related to him the curious story.

Well, he declared, in profound amazement. Ive never heard of a stranger adventure than that! Do you mean to say that youre actually married?

Without a doubt. A special licence was obtained and the marriage is, therefore, quite legal. The most remarkable fact of all is, that while I know my wife, she doesnt know me. To her Im a perfect stranger.

But the fellow, Wynd, whoever he is, is evidently no novice in crime, Bob declared thoughtfully. The contraction of the eye was a curious symptom.

Yes. It was in the pupil of the left eye.

And yet the girl you have met to-day is perfectly sound in both eyes? he remarked.

Perfectly.

But, my dear fellow, it cant be! If she were dead, as you say, she cant, as you yourself know, be still alive.

Thats just where the mystery becomes so inscrutable? I cried. The woman whom I married evidently died. Indeed, Id have given a certificate of death and backed it by my professional reputation. Yet shes alive and well, and I have, only an hour ago, spoken with her.

Bless my soul? cried Bob. Most extraordinary thing Ive ever heard of! There must have been some very strong reason why you should marry her, or that scoundrel Wynd would not have offered such a sum. He evidently wished to get her married, and then do away with her for reasons which I hope we shall, some day, be able to discover. The things a complete enigma, he went on, and if I can help you to solve it, Dick, Ill do so willingly. In my opinion theres a great deal more in this affair than we dream of. The whole thing seems to have been most carefully worked out, and I shouldnt wonder if her ladyship has not had a hand in the affair. She seems too bold; and therefore I have suspicions of her.

So have I, old fellow, I said. The strongest suspicions. Her very words have betrayed her.

Unless — he hesitated— unless she saw you at the Savoy when we fed together in honour of my birth, and was struck by your appearance — in fact, to put it plainly, unless she has fallen in love with you.

But why? I demanded. Ive never met the woman before, to my knowledge.

But youre a good-looking Johnnie, my dear Dick, my friend declared, laughing; and shes certainly not the first woman who has fallen over head and ears in love with you.

Youre devilish complimentary, old chap, I answered; but if she is, as you think, really attracted towards me, then shell have a cruel awakening when she finds that Im actually the husband of her cousin Feo.

Thats just what Ive been thinking, he replied, with a serious expression on his face. Your position is an exceedingly difficult one, and the inquiries must be made with the utmost tact and care. At all hazards you must humour her ladyship, and retain her as your friend. Indeed if, as you say, your wife is not aware that you are actually her husband, then it might not be a bad plan to flatter her ladyship by making violent love to her.

I cant, Bob, I declared. In this matter I must at least act straightforwardly. Feo has fallen a victim, just as I myself have — thats evident.

You were entrapped, its true; but I take it that you really admire this mysterious Feo?

Admire her! I cried with enthusiasm. Thats the most curious feature of the whole affair. I freely confess to you, my dear fellow, that not only do I admire her, but Im madly in love with her! Shes the most graceful and beautiful woman Ive ever beheld.

Well, Dick, he observed after a pause, during which time he puffed vigorously at his big briar, you are about the last man I should have suspected of having a romance. Every detail of it is, however, bewildering. Its a perfect maze of mystery — a mystery absolutely incredible!


Chapter Ten.

The Major.
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ON THE FOLLOWING day I was seized by a burning desire to again see the woman whom I had so strangely grown to love. Time after time I discussed the matter with Bob, and he was full of my opinion that I might, by watching my wifes movements, discover some fact which might give me a clue.

I proposed to Bob that I should go straight to her and make a full explanation, but he urged patience and diplomacy.

Go down to Whitton and watch her at a distance, if you like, he answered. But be very careful that you are not recognised. No man cares to be spied upon. In this matter you must exercise the greatest discretion, if you really intend to get to the bottom of this puzzling affair.

I do intend to solve the enigma, I declared. If Im ten years over it, I mean to claim Feo as my wife.

You cant do that until youve obtained absolute proof.

And, in the meantime, Wynd and his accomplice may make another attempt upon her life, I observed dubiously.

Forewarned is forearmed, he answered. It seems your duty to act in secret as her protector.

Exactly. Thats my object in going down to Whitton. Somehow I feel sure that her life is insecure, for the facts plainly show that Wynds motive was to get rid of her.

Without a doubt. Go down to Hounslow to-morrow and discover what you can regarding these friends of hers, the Chetwodes, and their associates. In inquiries of this sort you must carefully work back.

Now, I had for years rather prided myself upon my shrewdness. I had often set myself the task of clearing up those little unimportant mysteries of life which occur to every man; and more than once, while at the hospital, I had rendered service to the police in their inquiries.

That same afternoon, while Bob was out visiting his patients, I chanced to put my hand in the ticket-pocket of my frock-coat, and felt something there. The coat was the one I had worn when called out to become the husband of Feo Ashwicke, and from the pocket I drew a half-smoked cigarette.

I am not in the habit of placing cigarette ends in my pockets, and could not, at first, account for its presence there; but, on examination, I saw that it was the remains of one of an unusual brand, for upon the paper were tiny letters in Greek printed in blue ink. A seconds reflection, however, decided me: it was the cigarette which the Major had given me. It had gone out while I had been speaking, and with it in my hand I had rushed upstairs to my wifes room, and instead of casting it away had, I suppose, thrust it into my pocket, where it had remained unheeded until that moment.

I examined it with the utmost care and great interest. Then I descended to Bobs little dispensary, at the back of the house, and, finding a microscope, took out some of the tobacco and placed it beneath the lens. Tiny but distinct crystals were revealed clinging to the finely-cut tobacco, crystals of some subtle poison which, dissolved by the saliva while in the act of smoking, entered the system.

The cigarette had narrowly proved fatal to me.

At once I lit the spirit-lamp, cleaned and dried some test-tubes, and set busily to work to make solutions with the object of discovering the drug. But although I worked diligently the whole afternoon, and Bob, on returning, assisted me, we were unable to determine exactly what it was.

The remainder of the cigarette, including the paper bearing the mark of manufacture, I carefully preserved, and on the following morning went down to Hounslow to ascertain what I could regarding my unconscious wife. Bob remained at Rowan Road to look after his patients, but declared his intention of relieving me if any watching were required. Therefore, I went forth eager to ascertain some fact that would lead me to a knowledge of the truth.

Hounslow, although but a dozen miles from Charing Cross, was, I found, a dull, struggling place, the dismal quiet of which was only relieved by a few boisterous militiamen in its long street.

I took up my quarters at the historic Red Lion, and over a whisky-and-soda made inquiries of the plethoric landlord as to the whereabouts of Whitton. It lay beyond the town, half-way towards Twickenham, he told me.

Theres a Whitton Park, isnt there? I inquired.

Yes; Colonel Chetwodes place. Thats just before you get to Whitton Church.

Its a large house, I suppose?

Oh, yes; hes the squire there, and magistrate, and all that.

Ive heard his name, I said, but Ive never seen him. What sort of a man is he?

Oh, a bit stand-offish, tall, thin, and grey-haired. We hotel-keepers dont like im, because hes always down on us on the licensing-days over at Brentford, the man replied, chewing his cheap cigar.

Hes married, isnt he?

Yes; he married is second wife about three years ago. Shes a good-looking woman with reddish hair. They say she dont get on very well with the Colonels grown-up son.

Oh, I remarked, at once interested. How old is the son?

About twenty-five. Hes a jolly fellow e is. Hes a lieutenant in the 7th Hussars, and theyre stationed here just now. He often comes in and gets a drink when e passes.

And he doesnt hit it off well with his stepmother?

No; Ive heard some queer stories about their quarrels from the servants, he answered. He was a gossip, like all landlords of inns, and seemed extremely communicative because I had asked him to drink with me. The effect of a shilling spent upon drink is ofttimes amazing.

Stepmothers are generally intruders, I laughed. Well, things came to such a pass down at the Park, a month or two ago, that Mrs Chetwode demanded that the Colonel should turn young Mr Cyril out of the house, and threatened that if he did not she would leave. The Colonel, so its said, grew furious, stormed down the place, and in the end Mrs Chetwode packed her trunks and went with Sherman, her maid, to Switzerland. About three weeks ago the Colonel followed her and brought her back, so I suppose theyve made it up again.

Do they entertain many friends?

Oh yes, theres always visitors there; its so near to London, you see.

Do you know the names of any of the visitors? I inquired. Adding, I think a friend of mine comes down to see them sometimes — a Sir Pierrepoint-Lane.

Oh yes, he said; Ive seen both Sir Henry and his wife driving. Theyve got a place somewhere in Wiltshire, Ive heard. Theyre great friends of Mrs Chetwodes.

And theres a Miss Ashwicke who comes with them, I said eagerly. Do you know her?

I may know her by sight, the man replied, but I dont know her by name.

Shes tall, blue-eyed, with golden-brown hair. Very pretty, and always very smartly dressed.

Yes; she wears a big black hat, and very often a drab-coloured dress. When she smiles she shows her teeth very prettily, he said.

Thats her, no doubt.

Well, he said, her description is exact. Shes Mr Cyrils young lady.

What? I cried, starting up in surprise.

When shes down here shes always about with the Colonels son, and everybody says theyre engaged, he went on. The servants have told me that theyre a most devoted couple.

But is that lady the same one that I mean? I inquired dubiously.

I dont know her surname, but her Christian name is Miss Beryl.

Beryl? I gasped. Could this be the actual truth, that she was engaged to young Chetwode?

Beryl! Then she was evidently known here by the name in which she had married me — Beryl Wynd.

Is she often here? I asked at last, when I found voice again. I was so upset by this statement, that with difficulty I remained calm.

Oh yes, very often; especially now that Mr Cyril is at the barracks. They ride out together every morning, and are very often about in the town in the afternoon. Youll no doubt see them.

Ah, I said, with the object of misleading my garrulous informant, it cant be the lady I mean, as her name is not Beryl.

The description is very much like her, he observed, knocking the ash from his cigar.

Is there any talk of young Chetwode marrying? I inquired.

Well, yes, there are rumours of course, he answered. Some say that the Colonel is against it, while others say that Mrs Chetwode is jealous of her stepson, so one doesnt know exactly what to believe.

I suppose you hear a lot of gossip about them, eh?

Oh, a lot. Much, too, that aint true, he laughed. Why, somebody said once that Miss Beryl was the daughter of an officer who got sent to penal servitude.

Who said that? I said, at once pricking up my ears. Was it not Major Tattersett who had accompanied her to the registry at Doctors Commons, and who had given me that cigarette?

Oh, it was a story that got about.

Did they say who the officer was? or what was his offence?

He was a major in the Guards, they said.

You didnt hear his name?

No, Ive never heard her name. Everybody here knows her as Miss Beryl. But it would be easy enough to find out. And, rising, he leant forward into the tap-room, where a rural postman was sitting, hot and dusty, drinking ale from a pewter, and shouted, I say, Allen, whats the name of Mr Chetwodes young lady?

The young lady thats so often at the Park? Why, Miss Beryl Wynd.

I sat motionless for some moments. The truth seemed plain — that she had allowed herself to be introduced to me at Gloucester Square under an alias. For what reason, I wondered?

She was undoubtedly in love with this young lieutenant of Hussars. If so, then she would seek to preserve the secret of her marriage, and even repudiate it if necessary. The rumours of her being the daughter of a disgraced officer was another curious feature. It almost appeared as if there were some truth underlying it.

You hear what the postman says, sir, observed the landlord, turning again to me. He knows, because he delivers the letters at the Park. Her name is Wynd — funny name, isnt it?

Yes, I answered mechanically, for the discovery that this young Chetwode was the accepted suitor of my love was a staggering blow. What could I do? How should I act?

She was my wife by law — mine.

I rose, announcing that I was going for a stroll, and, walked unsteadily out into the long, deserted street. I wandered down the Hanworth Road, past rows of cottages with gardens filled with flowers, to the station, and, crossing the bridge, soon found myself before the old-fashioned lodge at the entrance to Whitton Park.

I was curious to investigate the place, and, noticing that the lodge-keepers house was shut, while one of the smaller of the great ornamental iron gates stood open, I strolled in, continuing up the avenue for a quarter of a mile or so, when suddenly the drive swept round past a pretty lake, and I came in full view of the house.

It was a splendid old Elizabethan mansion. Before it was a pretty, old-world garden with an ancient sundial in the centre, while to the right was a well-kept modern tennis-court where people were playing, while afternoon tea was being served to the remainder of the house-party.

There were fully a dozen people there, the men in flannels and the women in cool muslins with bright sunshades. Risks of detection, however, prevented me from approaching close enough to clearly distinguish the faces of the hostess and her guests; therefore I stood hidden by the bushes, watching the game, and trying in vain to catch a glimpse of the countenances of the chattering circle of tea-drinkers.

Suddenly a figure in pale yellow rose and crossed to the side of a foppishly-dressed young man who, sitting somewhat apart, was smoking and intently watching the game. The smartness of the figure, the narrow waist, wide hips, and swinging gait were familiar.

Although I could not distinguish her features, I knew that it was my wife — the woman who was ignorant of her marriage, and whom I loved with such a fond, mad passion.

The man rose, pulled a chair forward for her, and then both sat down together to chat. He fetched her some tea, and then sat hugging his knees, apparently engrossed in conversation. She seemed to hold him beneath the spell of her marvellous beauty, just as she held me.

Could it be that that man, whose face I could not see clearly, was Cyril Chetwode, her lover?

I was standing there, my eyes riveted upon the pair, when the sound of a footstep on the gravel caused me to turn quickly. Some one was approaching. I at once drew back behind the trunk of a great elm near which I was standing, for my discovery there as an intruder might upset all my plans.

The figure came forward slowly, for I could hear that they were deliberate footsteps, as though of a person waiting and pacing up and down. I peeped out to ascertain who it was, and as I did so the figure of a man in a soft felt hat and a suit of grey tweed came cautiously into view.

My heart leapt up in quick surprise.

It was the man who, by giving me that cigarette, had made the dastardly attempt upon my life that had been so nearly successful — the man of whom I had been in active search — Major Tattersett.

His single eyeglass was still in his eye, and his hat was set upon his head as jauntily as on the day when we had first met, but, for the eagerness of his countenance as he gazed forward to where my wife sat, I saw that he was not one of the house-party, and felt confident that his presence there was with secret and evil intent.


Chapter Eleven.

Voices of the Night.
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FROM MY PLACE of concealment I was able to watch the Major closely without risk of detection.

His presence there boded no good. He had crept slowly up the avenue until within sight of the house, and was intently scanning the gay party assembled on the lawn. Was it possible that he had walked behind me and watched me enter there?

He was scarcely as smart in appearance as on the day when he led my bride up the aisle of the church, and had afterwards handed me the cigarette; but, nevertheless, he retained the distinctly foppish air of the man-about-town. For a few moments only he remained there eagerly scanning the distant group, and then, as though reassured, he turned on his heel and retraced his steps towards the lodge.

Determined to watch his movements, I followed him until he gained Hounslow Station, and there I saw him turn into a low-built, old-fashioned inn, where I afterwards discovered he had been staying for a couple of days.

That some conspiracy was being formed, I could not doubt, therefore I set myself to keep strict watch upon him — no easy matter, for from hour to hour I feared that he might recognise me. It was he who had petitioned the Archbishop for the special licence for our marriage; he who had, with some mysterious motive, posed as the father of the woman I now loved. Surely she must have known that he was not her father, and, if so, she herself had taken a part in a plot which had so nearly cost her her life.

But was she not dead when I found her lying there? The puzzle was bewildering.

The Majors movements might possibly give me some clue. It was fortunate that we had met.

At a cheap clothiers I had purchased a rough secondhand suit and a bowler hat, much the worse for wear, and these I had assumed in order to alter my appearance as much as possible. About nine oclock that same night, while I stood idling about the station with my eye ever upon the inn opposite, my vigilance was suddenly rewarded, for the Major emerged leisurely, carefully lit a cigar, and then strolled across the railway bridge and down the road towards Whitton. Darkness had not quite set in, therefore I hesitated to follow him; but, fortunately, I had explored the neighbourhood thoroughly during the past few hours, and knew that by crossing to the opposite platform of the station, I could gain a footpath which led through fields and market-gardens, emerging into the high-road almost opposite the gates of the park.

This byway I took, and, hurrying down it, arrived at the point near the lodge fully five minutes before he appeared along the road. The gates were, however, closed.

Would he ring and demand admittance? I wondered.

When about two hundred yards from the gates he suddenly halted, glanced up and down the road as though to make certain that no one was watching, and then, bending down, squeezed himself through a hole in the wooden fencing and disappeared. He evidently knew that the gates were locked, and had already discovered that mode of entry, if indeed he had not broken away the palings himself earlier in the day.

Without hesitation I hurried forward over the grass by the roadside, so that he might not hear my footsteps, and, discovering the hole in the paling, entered after him. I found myself in the midst of hawthorn bushes and thick undergrowth, but, pausing and listening intently, I soon detected which direction he had taken by the noise of breaking twigs. For some ten minutes I remained there, fearing to move lest the noise might alarm him; but when at last he was out of hearing I crept forward, breaking my way through in the direction of the avenue. The night was hot and so still that each sound seemed to awaken the echoes.

With the greatest caution I crept on, walking noiselessly over the grass in the direction of the house.

As soon as the old mansion came into view I saw that lights burned in many of the windows, and from the drawing-rooms, where the open doors led on to the lawn, came the living strains of dance music.

From where I stood I could see the high lamps with their shades of yellow silk, and now and then bright dresses flashed past the long windows. A couple of figures were strolling up and down before the house. I could see their white shirt-fronts in the darkness, and knew that they were men smoking and enjoying the night air.

The two men at last tossed away their cigar ends and entered the house: thus I became encouraged to approach closer, cross the lawn, and peep through one of the side windows of the drawing-room. Fully a dozen people were there, but as I gazed around I was disappointed not to see my love. I had risked discovery and detection to obtain sight of her, but she was not present, neither was her cousin Nora. Most of the guests seemed smart people, judging from the womens toilettes, and all were lolling about with the air of laziness which overcomes one after a good dinner. Dancing had ended, and, as I watched, a young dark-haired girl approached the piano and commenced to sing a song by which I knew that she was French.

I peered in through those windows eager for a glimpse of Beryl. Surely she was not like those others? No, I recollected her calm dignity and sweet grace when I had spoken to her. She, at least, was high-minded and womanly. I was glad she was not there to hear that song.

The singer sat down, having finished, amid roars of applause, and then the conversation was resumed; but at that instant I became conscious of some one passing near me, and had only just time to draw back into the shadow and thus escape observation. It was one of the guests, a man who lounged slowly along, the glowing end of his cigar shining in the darkness, alone; he was apparently full of recollections, for he passed slowly and mechanically onward without noticing me. Unable to see his face, I could only detect that he was rather above the average height, and, by his silhouette, I saw that he stooped slightly.

The encounter, however, caused me to recede from the house, for I had no desire to be detected there and compelled to give an account of myself. I was in shabby clothes, and if found in the vicinity might be suspected of an intention to commit a theft.

Where was the Major? He had certainly entered there, but had escaped my vigilance by passing through the thicket. I had been there nearly half an hour, yet had not been able to re-discover him. The lawn on one side was bounded by a light iron fencing, beyond which was a thick wood, and upon this fencing I mounted, and sat to rest in full view of the house and the long window of the drawing-room. In the deep shadow of the trees I waited there, safe from detection, listening to the music, which had recommenced, and wondering what had become of the man whom I had tried to follow. He seemed to have avoided the house and gone to the opposite side of the park.

Although I could actually see into the circle of assembled guests, yet I was so far off that I could only distinguish the women by the colour of their gowns. Had Beryl returned to join them? I wondered. I was longing for a single glance at her dear face — that face sweeter than any other in the world.

A woman in a cream dress, cut low at the neck, came suddenly to the doorway and peered forth into the night as though in search of some one, but a moment later had disappeared; and again the piano broke forth with the pretty minuet from Manon.

I had, I felt certain, been there almost, if not quite, an hour; therefore I was resolved to make a tour of the park in an endeavour to find the man whose suspicious movements had so interested me earlier in the evening. With that object in view I leaped down upon the lawn, crossed it until I reached the edge of the lake, which I skirted until I gained a rustic bridge which crossed the tiny brook that rippled over the stones and fell into the pool.

Of a sudden I heard a sound. It was quite distinct, like a half-suppressed cough. I halted in surprise, but no other sound reached my ear. Could I have been mistaken? The noise seemed very human, yet I knew that in the darkness of night the most usual sound becomes exaggerated and distorted. Therefore reassured I continued my way by the narrow, unfrequented path, which, leaving the lakeside, struck across the park and led me across a stile into a dark belt of wood.

Scarcely had I entered it, however, when I heard human voices distinctly. I halted and listened. An owl hooted weirdly, and there was a dead silence.

I wondered whether the persons I had surprised had detected my presence. I stood upon the narrow path holding my breath so that I could catch every sound.

A couple of minutes passed. To me they seemed as hours. Then, again, the voices sounded away to the left, apparently on the edge of the wood. Noiselessly I retraced my steps to the stile, and then found that from it there ran a path beside the iron railing, whither I knew not. But somewhere down that path two persons were in consultation.

Treading carefully, so that my footsteps should not be overheard, I crept down the path until, of a sudden, I caught sight of a womans white dress in the gloom. Then, sufficiently close to overhear, I halted with strained ears.

I was hidden behind a high hazel bush, but could just distinguish against that reddish glare which shines in the sky of the outskirts of London on a summers night, two silhouettes, those of a man and a woman. The former had halted, and was leaning against the railing, while the latter, with a shawl twisted about her shoulders, stood facing him.

If you had wished you could certainly have met me before this, the man was grumbling. Ive waited at the stile there a solid hour. Besides, it was a risky business with so many people about.

I told you not to come here, she answered; and in an instant I recognised the voice. They were the sweet, musical tones of the woman who was my wife.

Of course, laughed her companion sardonically. But, you see, I prefer the risk. And I knew by the deep note that the man who stood by her was the Major.

Why? she inquired. The risk is surely mine in coming out to meet you?

Bah! women can always make excuses, he laughed. I should not have made this appointment if it were not imperative that we should meet.

Well? she sighed. What do you want of me now?

I want to talk to you seriously.

With the usual request to follow, she observed wearily. You want money — eh?

Money? Oh no, he said, with bitter sarcasm. I can do without it. I can live on air, you know.

Thats better than prison fare, I should have thought, she answered grimly.

Ah, now, my dear, youre sarcastic, he said, with a touch of irony. That doesnt become you.

Well, tell me quickly what you want, and let me get back, or they will miss me.

You mean that your young lover will want to know with whom youve been flirting, eh? Well, you can mislead him again, as youve done many times before. What a fine thing it is to be an accomplished liar. I always envy people who can lie well, for they get through life so easily. He spoke in a familiar tone, as though he held her beneath an influence that was irresistible.

I am no liar, she protested quickly. The lies I have been compelled to tell have been at your own instigation.

And to save yourself, he added, with a dry, harsh laugh. But I didnt bring you here for an exchange of compliments.


Chapter Twelve.

The Morning After.

[image: img161.jpg]

THEN WHY HAVE you compelled me to meet you again? she demanded fiercely, in a tone which showed her abhorrence of him. The last time we met you told me that you were going abroad. Why havent you gone?

Ive been and come back again.

Where?

Thats my business, he answered very calmly. Your welcome home is not a very warm one, to say the least.

I have no welcome for my enemies.

Oh! Im an enemy — eh? Well, he added, I have always considered myself your friend.

Friend! she echoed. You show your friendliness in a rather curious manner. You conceive these dastardly plots, and then compel me to do your bidding — to act as your decoy!

Come, come, he laughed, his temper quite unruffled by her accusation, you know that in all my actions I am guided by your interests as well as my own.

I was certainly not aware of it, she responded. It cannot be to my interest that you compel me to meet you here like this, at the risk of discovery. Would it not have been better if our meeting had taken place in London, as before?

Necessity has driven me to make this appointment, he responded. To write to you is dangerous, and I wanted to give you warning so that you can place yourself in a position of security.

A warning! — of what? she asked breathlessly.

La Gioia is here.

La Gioia! she gasped. Here? Impossible! La Gioia! It was the name I had found written upon the piece of paper beneath her pillow.

Unfortunately, it is the truth, he responded in an earnest voice. The contretemps is serious.

Serious! she cried in alarm. Yes, it is serious; and through you I am thus placed in peril!

How do you intend to act?

I have no idea, she responded, in a hoarse tone. I am tired of it all, and driven to despair — I am sick to death of this eternal scheming, this perpetual fear lest the terrible truth should become known. God knows how I have suffered during this past year. Ah, how a woman can suffer and still live! I tell you, she cried, with sudden desperation, this dread that haunts me continually will drive me to take my life!

Rubbish! he laughed. Keep up your pluck. With a little ingenuity a woman can deceive the very devil himself.

I tell you, she said. I am tired of life — of you — of everything. I have nothing to live for — nothing to gain by living!

Her voice was the voice of a woman driven to desperation by the fear that her secret should become known.

Well, he laughed brutally, youve certainly nothing to gain by dying, my dear.

You taunt me! she cried in anger. You who hold me irrevocably in this bond of guilt — you who compel me to act as your accomplice in these vile schemes! I hate you!

Without a doubt, he responded, with a short laugh. And yet I have done nothing to arouse this feeling of antagonism.

Nothing! Do you then think so lightly of all the past?

My dear girl, he said, one should never think of what has gone by. Its a bad habit. Look to your own safety, and to the future.

La Gioia is here! she repeated in a low voice, as though unable to fully realise all that the terrible announcement meant. Well, how do you intend to act?

My actions will be guided by circumstances, he replied. And you?

She was silent. The stillness of the night was broken only by the dismal cry of a night-bird down near the lake.

I think it is best that I should die and end it all, she replied, in a hard, strained voice.

Dont talk such nonsense! he said impatiently. You are young, graceful, smart, with one of the prettiest faces in London. And you would commit suicide. The thing is utterly absurd!

What have I to gain by living? she inquired again, that question being apparently uppermost in her mind.

You love young Chetwode. You may yet marry him.

No, she answered with a sigh; I fear that can never be. Happiness can never be mine — never.

Does he love you? inquired the Major, with a note of sympathy in his voice.

Love me? Why, of course he does.

You have never doubted him?

Never.

And he has asked you to marry him?

Yes, a dozen times.

When was the last occasion?

To-night — an hour ago.

And you, of course, refused?

Of course.

Why?

Because of the barrier which prevents my marriage with him.

And you will allow that to stand in the way of your safety?

My safety! she echoed. I dont understand.

Cannot you see that if you married Cyril Chetwode at once, La Gioia would be powerless?

Ah! she exclaimed suddenly, impressed by the suggestion. I had never thought of that?

Well, he went on, if you take my advice, youll lose no time in becoming Chetwodes wife. Then you can defy your enemies, and snap your fingers at La Gioia.

A deep silence fell. The woman who was my wife was reflecting.

You say that by marriage I could defy my enemies; but that is incorrect. I could not cut myself free of all of them.

Why? Whom would you fear?

You yourself, she answered bluntly.

You have no confidence in me, he protested with a dissatisfied air.

I can have no confidence in one who holds me enslaved as you do.

And yet I have come here at considerable risk and personal inconvenience to give you warning.

Because you fear discovery yourself.

No, he laughed; Im quite safe. I merely came here to make two suggestions to you. One I have already made, namely, that you should marry Chetwode without delay. And the other—

He paused, as though to accurately gauge the extent of his power over her.

Well? Go on. I am all attention.

The other is that you should, as before, render me a trifling assistance in a little matter I have in hand which, if successfully carried out, will place both of us for ever beyond the reach of La Gioias vengeance.

Another scheme? she cried wearily. Well, what is it? Some further dastardly plot or other, no doubt. Explain it.

No; you are under a misapprehension, he responded quickly. The affair is no dastardly plot, but merely a little piece of ingenuity by which we may outwit La Gioia.

Outwit her! she cried. The very devil himself could not outwit La Gioia.

Ah! he laughed; you women are always so ready to jump to ill-formed conclusions. She has one weak point.

And you have discovered it?

Yes; I have discovered it.

How?

That is my affair. It is sufficient to be aware that she, the invincible, is nevertheless vulnerable.

There was another pause; but at last the woman I loved responded in a firm, determined tone — 

Then, if that is true, I leave it to you. You declare you are my friend, therefore I can, at least, rely on you for protection, especially as we have so many interests in common.

But you must assist me, he observed.

No, she answered, I refuse to do that. You are quite capable of carrying out any villainy without my assistance.

Need we use the term villainy where La Gioia is concerned? he asked. You know her well enough to be aware that if she finds you she will be merciless, and will gloat over your downfall.

I would kill myself before she discovers me, my wife declared.

But you might not have time, he suggested. To die willingly demands considerable resolution. Womens nerve usually fails them at the extreme moment.

Mine will not, you may rest assured of that, she answered.

You dont seem capable of listening to reason to-night, he protested.

I am capable of listening to reason, but not to conspiracy, she replied with some hauteur. I know well what is passing in your mind. You would plot to take her life — to murder La Gioia!

He laughed outright, as though there was something humorous in her words.

No, no, my dear, he answered quickly. You quite misunderstood my intention.

I misunderstood your intention on a previous occasion, she said meaningly.

But in this affair our interests are entirely mutual, he pointed out. You must assist me.

I shall not.

But you must. We have everything to gain by securing her silence.

And everything to lose by meeting her.

But when we meet her it will be in defiance. I have thought out a plan.

Then carry it out, she said. I will have nothing whatever to do with it.

I may compel you, he said, with slow distinctness. You have already compelled me to act as your accomplice, but you have strained my bonds until they can resist no longer. I intend to break them.

That is indeed very interesting! He laughed, treating her as though she were a spoilt child.

Yes, she cried furiously, I will kill myself!

And leave me to make a scandalous explanation.

Then you would besmirch my good name after my death? she said, turning upon him quickly. Ah, yes! You show yourself in your true colours. You would even weave about me a web of infamy, so as to prevent me taking my life. I hate and detest you!

Thats not the first time you have informed me of that fact, my dear, he responded, perfectly coolly.

If it were not for you I should now be a happy girl. Thanks to you I am, however, one of the most wretched of all Gods creatures.

You need not be. You are petted in your own circle of friends, and your reputation remains unsullied.

I occupy a false position, she declared. What would Cyril say if he knew the truth?

A woman should never study the man who is to be her husband. It makes him far too conceited; and, moreover, she is sure to regret it in after-life.

He was at times shrewdly philosophical, this scoundrel who held my wife beneath his thrall.

I have you — only you — to thank for my present position. Believed by the world to be an honest, innocent girl, and accepted as such, I nevertheless fear from hour to hour that the truth may be revealed, and that I may find myself in the hands of the police. Death is preferable to this constant, all-consuming dread.

The unreasonableness and pertinacity of woman is extraordinary! he exclaimed in a tone of impatience.

What good can possibly result from this duel between us? Why not let us unite in defeating La Gioia?

That I refuse to do.

But our position is serious — most serious, he pointed out. Suppose that she discovers you!

Well, what then?

You must be entirely at her mercy, he said in a deep voice. And you know the fiendishness of her vengeance.

I know, she responded in a voice scarcely above at whisper, the voice of a woman driven to desperation.

But you must arm yourself against her, he urged.

Together we are strong enough to defeat any attack that she may make.

Tell me plainly, she asked, dropping her voice until it was scarcely above a whisper, do you, yourself, fear her?

Yes. She is the only person who, besides ourselves, knows the truth, he responded in a low tone.

And you would set a trap into which she will fall? she went on, still in a whisper. Come, do not let us prevaricate longer. You intend to kill her?

There was dead silence. At last her companion spoke.

Well, he answered, and if your surmise is correct?

Then, once and for all, she said, raising her voice, I tell you Ill have no hand whatsoever in it?

He was apparently taken aback by the suddenness of her decision.

And you prefer to be left unprotected against the vengeance of La Gioia! he said harshly.

Yes, I do, she said determinedly. And recollect that from to-night I refuse to be further associated with these vile schemes of yours. You deceived me once; you shall never do so again!

He laughed aloud.

And you think you can break from me as easily as this. Your action to-night is foolish — suicidal. You will repent it.

I shall never repent. My hatred of you is too strong!

We shall see, he laughed.

Let me pass! she cried, and leaving him, walked quickly down the path, and in a few moments the flutter of her light dress was lost in the darkness.

Her companion hurried after her.

I emerged quickly from my hiding-place, and followed them as far as the stile. He had overtaken her, and was striding by her side, bending and talking earnestly as they crossed the open grassland.

To follow sufficiently close to overhear what he said was impossible without detection, therefore I was compelled to remain and watch the receding figures until they became swallowed up in the darkness. Then, turning, I passed through the belt of wood again, and, scaling a wall, gained the high-road, which, after a walk of half an hour, took me back to Hounslow.

That night I slept but little. The discovery I had made was extraordinary! Who was this woman with the strange name? La Gioia meant in Italian The Jewel, or The Joy. Why did they fear her vengeance?

In the morning, as I descended to breakfast, the landlord of the inn, standing in his shirt-sleeves, met me at the foot of the stairs.

Have you heard the terrible news, sir? he inquired.

No, I said in surprise. What news?

There was murder committed last night over in Whitton Park!

Murder? I gasped. Who has been murdered?


Chapter Thirteen.

I Practise a New Profession.
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WHY, THE COLONEL — Colonel Chetwode! the man answered excitedly.

Colonel Chetwode! I gasped. Impossible!

Its a fact, he declared. The whole things a deep mystery. They found him at five oclock this morning.

Tell me all about it, I urged.

Mr Plummer, sergeant of police, was in here half an hour ago, and he told me all about it. According to what he says, it seems that a workman going across the park to Twickenham early this morning, saw the body of a man on the edge of the lake, half in the water. He rushed forward, and to his horror found it was the Colonel, quite dead.

Drowned?

No; he wasnt drowned. Thats the curious part of it. He was murdered.

How?

By a blow on the head, the police believe. Plummer says that there are lots of marks near the edge of the lake as though a struggle took place.

Extraordinary! I ejaculated. You say he was quite dead when discovered. Was a doctor called?

Yes; the police surgeon, Doctor Douglas. He declared that the poor Colonel had been murdered, and had been dead several hours.

Is there no suspicion of the assassin? I inquired, as the thought of the man whom I had watched in the Park dashed through my brain.

None whatever, he answered. The Colonel was very popular everywhere, and was always good to the poor. Its his wife who isnt liked; shes a rum un, they say.

Where was the body found? I inquired, when I had seated myself at the table while he had taken up a position before the empty fireplace to continue gossiping.

Ah! he said, you wouldnt, of course, know the spot, for youve never been in the park. Theres a path which leads across the grass at the back of the house through some thickets, and, skirting the lake, crosses the brook by a little bridge. It was just by that bridge that the poor fellow was found. They think that just as he had crossed the bridge he was struck down, and then fell backwards into the lake.

Ah! I understand, I said. Lets hope that the detectives will discover something when they arrive. It was evidently a most dastardly bit of work.

The mans remark that I had no knowledge of the spot where the body was found aroused me to a sense of my own position. If it were known that I had entered the park that night, might not a serious suspicion fall upon me?

I recollected how, as I had crossed the bridge, I had heard distinctly a short cough. The murderer was, without doubt, lurking there when I had passed.

Every one is talking of it. Lots of people are going down to see the spot. I shall go down presently. Do you care to come? the landlord asked.

I acceded willingly, for I wished to see the place in daylight, and, as one of a crowd of sightseers, I should escape observation.

While I ate my breakfast, the man, full of the mystery, continued discussing it in all its phases. I allowed him to run on, for every word he spoke was, to me, of intense interest.

The poor Colonel was the very last man to have an enemy who would take his life, he said.

But his second wife?

Ah! he said with a knowing air, he was never quite the same after he married again. They say that she flirted indiscriminately with every man she came across, no matter who he was.

As bad as that — eh?

Of course I dont know for certain. I only tell you what Ive eard.

Of course, of course, I said. People will always talk. But do you really think its true that she is as giddy as reported?

I really dont know, he responded, raising his eyebrows. These women of the upper ten are a queer lot sometimes.

Well, the Colonels death is a very mysterious affair, at any rate, I observed.

Very, he said. And one or two evil-tongued people are already suggesting that she might have had a hand in it.

That is cruel, I answered. She may be unpopular, but thats no reason why she should be a murderess. I suppose they base their suspicions upon the quarrel of which you told me yesterday.

I suppose so. The first Mrs Chetwode was a born lady, but of this woman nobody ever knew anything of who or what she was before he was so misguided as to marry her.

Perhaps the police inquiries will throw some light upon that, I remarked.

Lets hope so, he responded. And then, having finished my breakfast, we went together to the park.

Fortunately, on the previous night, I had been able to slip out and in unobserved, for the landlord had been absent with his wife at a neighbours, and was therefore not aware of a fact which might prove damning against me — namely, that I had disguised myself in a suit of secondhand clothes.

The tragedy had been enacted at the bridge I had crossed. I had passed over that very spot, and had actually heard the sound of the assassins cough.

Was that a signal to an accomplice? It seemed very much as though there had been two persons lying in wait for the Colonel, and I, having passed at the moment when they expected him, had narrowly escaped being struck down. That cough was possibly the signal that had saved me.

Pass along, please! Pass along! said a constable, as I stood staring in wonder at the spot where the body had been found half in the water among the waving reeds.

We receded for some distance, while the publican pointed out the geographical position of the spot with its relation to the house and the high-road.

Its a lonely place ere of a night, he said. Just the place where a man might commit a murder. Funny, however, that the Colonel was wandering about in the park alone!

Curious, too, that his presence was not missed by his wife, or any of the household.

Yes, he said. Very mysterious, indeed. He must have gone out unknown to any one, and, when the place was locked up for the night, it was believed he was indoors.

He was wearing evening dress, I said.

Oh, I believe so. But Im not certain. Ive not heard how he was dressed — I say, Harding, he cried, turning to a bent old man who chanced to be passing, how was the Colonel dressed when he was found?

In his cut-away coat and shirt, was the reply. They said that his shirt-stud was stolen.

Ah! exclaimed my garrulous friend, the publican, that looks as though it was done with a motive of robbery — dont it?

Yes, I said, my thoughts reverting again, as they constantly did, to that strange conversation which I had overheard in the darkness, the words of a man who had practically acknowledged himself to be an assassin.

When we again emerged upon the high-road I parted from my companion, he returning to Hounslow and I continuing my walk along the highway leading to Twickenham.

I wandered aimlessly, trying to form some resolution. Had any person seen me enter or leave the park on the previous night? If they had then my position was certainly one of peril, for, if arrested on suspicion, I should experience the utmost difficulty in clearing myself.

Where was Beryl? I called her Beryl, for that was the name by which I had first known her, and it appeared to me that her cousin had falsely introduced her to me as Feo. Had they both returned to London, or were they still at the Park?

At a point beyond Kneller Hall, just then within sight of Twickenham Town, I turned back, and, passing along the boundary of the park to Hounslow railway station, made inquiries of a friendly ticket collector, from whom I learnt that the two ladies had left, with several of the other guests for Waterloo half an hour before.

This information decided me. I went on into the town, and, entering the police-station, sought an interview with the inspector. It fortunately happened that Mr Rowling, the sub-divisional inspector from Brentford, a tall, rosy-faced, smart-looking man, was there, and he being the chief of that sub-district of the T Division, I gave him my card and placed myself at his disposal.

He had ridden over from Brentford in response to a telegram, and looked a veritable giant in his long police riding-boots and spurs. When I told him that I was a medical man who took a great interest in the detection of crime, and therefore wished to assist in the inquiries regarding the Colonels death, he looked at me curiously with his merry blue eyes, and again glanced at my card.

Well, Doctor, he said, Ive sent to Scotland Yard as well as to my superintendent at Hammersmith, and we are expecting three or four men from the Criminal Investigation Department to take up the case. They left by the 09:05 from Waterloo, and will arrive here in a few minutes, I hope.

But cannot you give me permission to assist them?

That, I fear, is beyond my power. The inquiries are, you see, left entirely to them.

But you are chief of this division of police. Surely you can give me permission?

Before replying he made further inquiries as to who I was and where I lived.

While we were talking three men in plain clothes entered the office and saluted. Then, after briefly explaining the discovery to them, Rowling introduced me as an assistant.

The elder of the three, a thin-faced, dark-haired man, who was an inspector — Bullen by name — while his companions were sergeants, seemed greatly surprised at my application.

Its quite irregular, you know, he said briefly.

But I think, under the circumstances, said Rowling, that the Doctor might be of some service. He has had previous experience in murder cases, and has just applied to me. Of course I referred him to you, as you are to direct the inquiry.

The difficulty is that any little indiscretion on his part might upset our plans, responded the detective.

I will give you my word of honour to preserve secrecy in everything, and likewise to obey your orders as though I were a subordinate, I said eagerly.

Very well, he replied at last, but not without some reluctance. Of course, you are not attached to the inquiry officially, but I will give you permission to act with us.

I thanked him, declaring my intention to use every discretion; and then Rowling gave them a brief description of the character of the man who had discovered the body, and handed them a written report made by the police surgeon, Doctor Douglas, who had been called to examine the body.

There are no suspicions against any one? inquired Bullen, after he had read the medical statement aloud to his two companions.

None, answered Rowling. The boundary of the Park is patrolled, but the man on duty last night declares that he saw nobody of whom he could entertain, any suspicion.

Then, going to the wall, he pointed out on the ordnance map the position of the park and mansion. This having been examined carefully by all three, Rowling gave them a brief description of the murdered man, his wife and his son, very similar to that given by my gossiping friend of the Red Lion.

There were a lot of visitors at the Park, you say, Bullen observed. Are they still there?

No. Most of them have returned to London, I believe, I responded.

Ah! said the detective, in a tone of disappointment; it would have assisted us greatly if we could have seen what kind of persons they were. But wed better go down to the house and have a look round.


Chapter Fourteen.

A Theory.
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HALF AN HOUR later I stood beside the body of Colonel Chetwode, making a thorough and complete examination.

It was still clothed, just as it had been found, for the local police had given orders that it should not be touched before the arrival of the detectives from headquarters.

The body was that of a tall, thin man, with aquiline, refined features, about sixty or so, with iron-grey hair and moustache, and a brow lined by care and anxiety. His evening clothes, wet and muddy, in the broad light of day gave the corpse a disreputable, neglected appearance, which was rendered even more striking by his dishevelled hair and moustache matted with dried mud.

Bullen was alone with me, his companions being at the spot where the body was found, and as I proceeded to draw up the blind and examine the wound in the dead mans scalp, the detective stood by in silence watching my examination.

The wound near the base of the skull was, I found to my surprise, quite a superficial one. By its appearance I saw that the police doctor had probed it and quickly found that the injury was not of such a nature as to have caused death.

Well? Bullen asked anxiously. What do you make out of it. Doctor?

At present, I can only say that death was not caused by that wound, I responded.

Then how, in your opinion, was the crime committed? What, in your opinion, was the weapon used? he asked.

At present I am unable to say, I responded. The natural conclusion is that it was caused by a blow from a life-preserver, yet a round knob could never have inflicted such a wound. I incline to the opinion that the wound might have been caused by a fall from the bridge upon the rough stones below.

By the aid of my probe I satisfied myself that the bone was not fractured, as it would have been by a deliberate blow dealt from behind. The nature of the wound, indeed, was very much as if it had been caused by the unfortunate mans head coming into contact with some sharp stone.

Then, after very careful investigation, lasting over half an hour, during which I took a number of accurate measurements which might be used later in the identification of the weapon, I came to the rather vague conclusion that the crime had been committed not by a blow, but by hurling the victim from the little bridge below which he had been found.

Do you believe that death was instantaneous?

I am not certain, I responded. There is no injury to the spinal column which could have caused death. He was, without doubt, pinioned from behind, at the moment he had crossed the foot-bridge, and thrown backward, rolling down the bank into the lake.

His shirt-stud has gone, remarked the detective. That looks like robbery.

I dont think so, I answered.

Why not?

Well, do you notice a long green mark there? I said, pointing to the limp shirt-front. You see that it runs straight across the stud-hole. By that mark I feel assured there was no robbery.

I see the mark, Bullen answered, but at the same time, I dont quite see your argument.

That mark was made by a damp branch or bramble. When he fell he tumbled backward into the bushes, and, crashing through them, rolled into the water. One of the branches caught his shirt-stud and broke it out. If you have a strict search made you will find it somewhere near where he fell. His watch and chain and ring are still upon him, you will notice.

I quite understand your theory, he responded. I will order active search to be made, for it is an important point whether the murder was done by thieves whom he discovered upon his property. It might have been that burglars were lurking there, and, being disturbed by him, they killed him in order to prevent an alarm being raised.

I scarcely think that, I argued. If they were burglars they would not have attacked him from behind without any ulterior motive. They would have remained in hiding.

But how do you account for him wandering about the park at that hour? asked the detective.

That point can only be cleared up by his widow, I exclaimed. I think we should see Mrs Chetwode without delay.

With this suggestion he agreed, and having rearranged the body, I left it to the police surgeon to make his post-mortem.

Out in the corridor we met the butler, by whom Bullen sent his card to the widow with the request that she would grant us an interview.

Ten minutes later we were received in the morning-room by a pale, fair-haired, rather fragile woman, the redness of whose eyes told plainly that she had been crying, but whose improvised mourning became her well. She was perhaps thirty, certainly not more, rather handsome, with an air of self-conceit, and a slightly cockney accent in her voice, which told me that she was not quite so well bred as one might have expected the mistress of Whitton to have been.

Bullen apologised for being compelled to intrude upon her privacy, but explained that it was necessary to make searching inquiries into the painful affair, and he would therefore esteem it a favour if she would answer one or two questions.

To this she assented willingly, and, asking us to be seated, sank into an armchair.

The detective had not introduced me, therefore she no doubt believed me to be an emissary of Scotland Yard.

Have you any idea of the hour at which the Colonel left the house? asked Bullen.

No. I think, however, it must have been about half-past ten, she responded in a hard voice.

I was watching her carefully, and saw by the nervous twitching of her hands that she was striving to calm the conflicting emotions within her. She kept her eyes — beautiful eyes of almost a violet tint — fixed upon her examiner.

But if he went out as early as that, you would surely wonder why he did not return? observed the detective.

Ah, no, she said quickly. I was in ignorance of his absence until — until my maid awoke me at a quarter-past five this morning, and told me of the awful discovery.

She pursed her lips very slightly. That almost imperceptible movement aroused my suspicions. I had been told that she was on bad terms with the dead man, and probably that had prejudiced me against her.

Then he went out without your knowledge? Will you kindly tell me how you spent the evening?!

How I spent the evening? she asked with a slight start.

I mean how you all spent the evening, he said, correcting himself. You had guests here, I understand.

Yes; we had quite a number of people. And after dinner, as usual, the men played billiards and smoked, while we women remained in the drawing-room. About half-past nine the men joined us, a couple of dances were played, some songs were sung, and the evening passed without further event, as far as I am aware.

But your husband?

Well, about half-past ten he came to me and said that he was not feeling very well, therefore he should go to his room.

And you never again saw him alive?

No, she faltered. When I saw him again he was down in the hall. Some men were carrying him in — dead! Oh, its awful! I — I cant realise it! And she burst into a torrent of tears.

It certainly is a most painful affair, said Bullen, sympathetically; but we are striving our utmost to solve the mystery. Therefore, I trust you will forgive me for seeking this interview. Whatever information you can give us will assist us very materially in our inquiries.

I dont think I can tell you anything more, declared the distressed woman.

But what is your theory? Do you believe that the announcement that he was not feeling well was a mere excuse for absence?

Ah, that I cannot tell, she responded. The house was locked up at midnight, and it was evident that he was out then, for this morning all the doors were bolted, and the windows were found fastened, just as the servants had left them.

Well, he said, that shows that he went out before the house was locked up. Were any of the other guests out in the park?

Not to my knowledge, she replied, after a seconds hesitation. Of course the men went out upon the drive in front of the house, and walked up and down to smoke after dinner.

From your statement it would almost appear as though your husband went out to keep some secret appointment. Have you any suspicion that he had arranged to meet any one?

None whatever.

And he had never mentioned to you any single person with whom he was at enmity?

Never.

I presume that most of the guests who were here last night have since left?

All have left. I am practically alone.

I shall be glad if, as soon as you can do so, you will kindly make me out a list of your guests, together with their addresses. We may not require it, but in this matter we must not overlook a single point.

But surely you dont suspect any of them? she exclaimed quickly.

We suspect no one, at present, he responded. But in order to prosecute our inquiries satisfactorily, it is necessary to know exactly who was in the house at the time of the tragedy.

Oh, of course — of course, she said. I will make out the list and let you have it in the course of an hour — if that will do?

Excellent, the detective said.

Bullen glanced across to a half-open door, which appeared to give entrance to the library, saying — 

If you will permit us, we will examine the Colonels papers; they may give us some clue. It is just possible that he received a letter making the appointment in the park.

You are quite at liberty to act just as you think best, she answered with perfect frankness.

He thanked her, and then tactfully turned the conversation back to the events of the previous night. It might have been owing to the prejudice which I entertained towards her, but somehow she seemed anxious to avoid any remark regarding the period immediately preceding the tragedy. Naturally a wife whose husband has been foully assassinated in a manner so mysterious, would look back in horror upon past events; but in some strange, indefinite way she seemed to hold our presence in dread.

Bullen, not slow to notice this, continued to ply her with questions in order to obtain further details of how the hours after dinner had been spent.

Who saw your husband last? he inquired.

I dont know for certain. I believe it was one of the guests — a Mr Durrant, with whom he had played billiards.

After he had complained to you of not feeling well?

No; he played billiards before, she answered. Then readily added, On leaving me he returned to the billiard-room to fetch his cigar-case. It was then he wished Mr Durrant good-night.

Did he tell him, also, that he was unwell?

Yes, I believe so. But Mr Durrant sent a card of sympathy to my room and left without seeing me. I therefore only know this by hearsay from the servants.

You have a stepson — Lieutenant Chetwode. Where was he?

With me in the drawing-room. Ah! here he comes. And at that moment a thin, dark-haired, well-set-up young man entered, eyeing us with an inquiring glance.

This, then, was my wifes lover.

Briefly the widow explained who we were, and, in reply to Bullens questions, the dead mans son described how his father had managed to slip out unobserved, and how his absence had passed unnoticed until the awful discovery had been made in the morning.

You have no suspicion that he had any enemy, I suppose? the detective asked.

None whatever. The terrible affair is a most profound mystery.

Yes, said Bullen reflectively, his grey eyes fixed upon those of the widow; its a mystery we must try to solve.

I hope you will, the young man exclaimed. My father has fallen beneath the hands of some cowardly assassin concealed in those bushes down by the lake — he was the victim of the revenge of some person unknown.

What makes you think the motive was revenge? inquired the detective, quick to scent any clue.

The widow and her stepson exchanged rapid glances. I was watching, and it occurred to me that some secret understanding existed between them. My friend of the Red Lion had declared that they were enemies, but to me it certainly appeared as though they were acting in complete accord.

Oh, responded Cyril Chetwode, rather lamely, I merely suppose that.

Revenge for what?

Ah! if we only knew the reason it would not be difficult to find the murderer, answered the man who loved my wife. It may be that some person sought revenge for an imaginary grievance.

But why was the Colonel walking at that lonely spot at that hour? He must have had an object. It looks suspiciously as though he went to keep a secret appointment. The excuse that he was ill seems to have been made with a view to securing his room from intruders who might disturb him.

He may have kept an appointment, his son replied. But only he himself could tell us the truth.

The detective acquiesced, and after some further conversation, in which I joined, he rose, and passing through into the library, commenced an examination of the papers lying on the writing-table. With my rival in the affections of the woman who was my wife, I assisted him, while the widow stood behind us watching, her face pale and anxious and her nervous hands trembling.

She was in fear. Of that I felt absolutely convinced. But what discovery did she dread?

While we were bending, examining the contents of one of the drawers, which was full of papers relating to the Colonels duty as a justice of the peace — for it was here that he performed his judicial work — his widow stood behind me, and, with a quick movement, sidled up to her stepson. The next instant it occurred to me that she had passed something to him; but, pretending to be engrossed in the papers, I made no sign that I had observed their rapid exchange.

Have you found anything? she inquired calmly, after a few moments.

No; nothing, unfortunately, Bullen responded. And then, having searched the room from top to bottom, suggested a move to the Colonels bedroom.

Here the search, both of the clothes in his wardrobe and of the room wherein he usually slept, likewise proved fruitless. After twenty minutes or so, however, I contrived, while the others were busy turning over the dead mans effects, to slip back to the library. Young Chetwode had, at the moment when the suspicious movement had been made behind me, stood with his back to the black marble mantelshelf, and it was to examine this that I returned. While doing so I suddenly found a crack between the wall and the upright marble support, where the plaster had dried out by the heat of the winter fires, and, peering within, I saw something concealed there.

With the aid of my scarf-pin I managed to pick it out, and found that it was an unmounted photograph that had been crumpled in the hand and was dirty. Mrs Chetwode had managed to seize it before we could discover it, and the stepson had concealed it in that ingenious hiding-place.

I spread it out; the picture I gazed upon was both startling and ghastly. It was a portrait of Beryl, my love, supported by pillows, her face expressionless, her eyes closed.

The hideous truth was plain. The photograph had been taken after death!


Chapter Fifteen.

The Grey House.
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I PLACED THE mysterious picture in my pocket and remained silent. That my wife had been photographed after death there could be no doubt, for I, as a medical man, was, alas! too well acquainted with the appearance of a face from which life had faded, as distinguished from that of one asleep or under the influence of an anaesthetic.

Yet she was now living, bright, vivacious, and defiant! Had I not stood near her, seen her silhouette in the darkness, and heard the sweet music of her voice only twelve hours ago? It was incomprehensible — an absolute and complete enigma.

Fearing lest suspicion might be aroused by the missing photograph, I took a small scrap of paper from the waste-paper basket and thrust it into the crack. No doubt they would return for it, but, finding another piece of paper there, would probably believe that the photograph had gone so deeply into the crack as to be hidden successfully in the heart of the wall.

Bullen was still with the widow and her stepson when I rejoined him in the drawing-room, accounting for my absence by saying that I had been around the exterior of the house. He was again questioning Mrs Chetwode, and I could discern by her manner that she was acting in accord with her stepson. To the latter I had taken an instinctive dislike. Although an officer of hussars, he was an over-dressed youth with a three-inch collar, a cravat of an effeminative shade of lavender, a fancy vest, and a general get-up which stamped him as an interesting specimen of the saltator Britannicus, or common or garden bounder.

Presently we took our leave of the pair, and together went down to the spot where the body had been found. One of the detectives had discovered the missing shirt-stud, as I had predicted, while the various marks in the vicinity had been carefully examined and noted.

I spent the whole morning striving to obtain some clue, sometimes with the others and often wandering by myself.

My lunch I took in the bar of the Station Hotel. I had a purpose in doing this, for during a chat with the proprietor I learned that the Major had remained there three days, and had paid his bill and left on the previous evening. That in itself certainly appeared a suspicious circumstance. He had left the place ostensibly to return to London, yet he had kept that appointment in the park and had afterwards gone — whither? The last train left Hounslow for Waterloo at 11:05. He had, however, not taken that, for eleven oclock struck from Whitton church tower just after I had watched them disappear into the night.

During the greater part of the afternoon I was with Bullen, and at the latters request assisted the police surgeon to make his post-mortem. But we discovered nothing further to account for death, absolutely nothing.

What is your opinion? I asked of my friend, the detective-inspector, when alone with him.

I have no opinion, he responded, except that that woman knows something more than she will tell us.

Exactly? I exclaimed. I wonder what her object is in concealing any facts she knows?

Ah, Doctor, he replied, women are funny creatures; one never knows what motive they may have. In this case we shall be compelled to act very warily, and, if possible, mislead her and place her off the scent. She has given me a list of the guests, which may be useful.

He took from his pocket a sheet of writing-paper with stamped heading, and I quickly glanced down the list of names. In an instant I saw that it was incomplete. The two persons whom I knew had been there she had omitted; their names were Lady Pierrepoint-Lane and Beryl Wynd.

Without comment I handed it back to him. It occurred to me that it might be best to keep my knowledge to myself, for by so doing I might perchance discover a clue.

That evening, having resolved to remain and watch the inquest on the morrow, I scribbled a hasty line to Bob, and then spent the hour after dinner in company with Bullen and Rowling in the bar parlour of a neighbouring public-house.

At the inquest held in the billiard-room at Whitton next morning, reporters were present in dozens, and the note taken by all was verbatim, for being the dead season, such a mystery came as a welcome scoop to those journals whose only claims to notoriety are the sensationalism of their contents bills and their remarkable cross-heads.

The same evening I returned to Rowan Road, where I found Bob in his den, stretched out lazily in his cane deck-chair, smoking his big pipe with a whisky-and-soda at his elbow.

Hullo, old chap! he cried, jumping up as I entered. Back again, eh? And with a murder case on hand, too?

Yes, I responded, sinking into a chair, wearied and tired out. Most extraordinary, isnt it?

Then at his request, I gave him a minute and detailed account of all that had occurred, and placed in his hands the hideous post-mortem photograph.

Well? I asked. What do you think of it?

Think of it? he said. Why, the mystery becomes more involved than ever. You are certain that this photograph is of her?

Absolutely certain.

Then it seems to me very much as though she is hand-in-glove with the Major, her lover, and Mrs Chetwode, and that they all of them know the truth regarding the tragedy.

Thats exactly my theory, I responded, taking down my pipe from the rack, and filling it while Bob poured me out a drink.

But the injuries?

I described them in terms which, being technical, are of no interest to you, my reader, and he sat listening with a dark, thoughtful expression upon his round, usually merry countenance.

A fact which is very puzzling to me, old fellow, he said at last, blowing a cloud of smoke from his lips, is the reason her ladyship was so extremely eager to make your acquaintance.

Yes; I cant understand it in the least. It is fortunate, however, that she is in ignorance of my visit to Whitton.

Most fortunate, he answered. My idea is that the truth is only to be obtained here, in London — and not down there.

Do you think. Bob, that I acted wisely in keeping the secret of that midnight meeting to myself? I asked earnestly, for I felt that perhaps I had, by so doing foiled the activity of the police.

Certainly. You are in possession of two distinct facts which may lead us to a clue, not only to the murderer, but to the motive of your marriage to this mysterious wife of yours.

Does it strike you that the Major may be the actual assassin?

He was silent, puffing thoughtfully at his pipe.

No, he responded. To tell you the truth, that isnt my theory.

Then what is? I asked.

If Mrs Chetwode and this mysterious wife of yours are acting together, Tattersett cannot be the culprit. It would rather be to their interest to denounce him.

I saw the trend of his argument, but nevertheless clung to my theory that the man who had in my hearing proposed murder had committed the crime.

The mystery at Whitton, startling though it was, was quickly forgotten by the public. Several times, in the days that followed, I went down to Hounslow and held consultations with Bullen and his assistant, but no fresh discovery was made, for not the slightest clue presented itself. A verdict of Wilful murder against some person or persons unknown had been returned, and the matter left in the hands of the police.

A week went past, but I could not decide whether it would be policy to call at Gloucester Square and have an interview with Beryl and her cousin. I recollected that the Colonels widow had not given their names to the police — a fact full of significance, for it appeared as though she desired to conceal their visit to Whitton.

I longed to see my love to speak with her, to hold her hand and bask in the sunshine of her smiles.

She had defied the man who had tempted her to revenge, she had declared her intention of renouncing all the past. Ah, that past! If I could only glean something regarding it! If I could only stand by her as her champion without arousing any suspicion within her.

This impulse to see her proved too strong. I could not resist it, therefore one day I went to Gloucester Square to make an afternoon call, but found the blinds down.

Her ladyship is out of town, sir, the maid-servant answered in response to my inquiry.

And Miss — Miss Ashwicke? I said, quickly remembering that she had been introduced to me by that name.

Ashwicke, repeated the girl, puzzled. There is no Miss Ashwicke in the family, sir.

Oh, of course, I said, rather lamely I fear; its my mistake. I meant Miss Wynd.

Shes with her ladyship in Wiltshire, sir.

At Atworth?

Yes, sir.

When did they leave?

Three days ago, sir. Sir Henry went with them.

Did a young gentleman named Chetwode accompany them?

I dont know, sir.

But you know Mr Chetwode, of course? I said.

Oh yes, sir. They say he is to marry Miss Beryl, answered the girl, smiling.

And his mother is a frequent visitor also, isnt she.

Yes; shes here very often indeed.

And Major Tattersett?

Hes only been here once, I think — a long time ago. Hes a round-faced gentleman who wears a single eyeglass, isnt he?

Yes. Did he call to see Sir Henry?

No, sir. He came to see Miss Beryl.

And he has only been here once, you say?

Yes — only once, as far as I know.

I suppose you dont expect the family back till the end of September — eh?

Oh, not before the middle of October. Theyll stay there through the shooting.

Other questions I put to her she answered frankly, and I left a coin in her hand as I turned and went down the steps. Why, I wondered, had her ladyship thought fit to introduce Beryl to me as Feo Ashwicke?

In deep disappointment I returned to Rowan Road. Every effort I made seemed unavailing.

As the weeks passed in inactivity, and I was still Bobs guest, assisting him among the few patients who rang the surgery bell, I began to feel that I must stir myself and find a fresh post as assistant. Rather than borrow off Bob, I had slid into a pawnbrokers one evening and exchanged the watch which my mother had given me in my schoolboy days for two pounds and a ticket upon which was inscribed a false name and address. Of this money only a few shillings remained, and I was existing upon my friends charity.

While in this unsettled state of mind I was called out one morning to visit a patient over in Brook Green, and on my return entered a saloon-bar opposite Hammersmith Station for a glass of that homely and inexpensive beverage vulgarly known as bitter. Upon the counter before me the London Post-office Directory lay open, and of a sudden it occurred to me that I had never searched for the name of Ashwicke.

I turned over the pages curiously until I reached that headed Ash, and suddenly, half-way down, I came across the name I wanted: Ashwicke, Alan Wynd, 94, Queens-gate Gardens, S.W.

Without hesitation I went forth and mounted an omnibus, which set me down at the corner of the Cromwell Road, and ten minutes later I stood before the house which the directory indicated.

Instantly I saw that its exterior was identical — a large grey place with a great dark portico supported by four huge columns. It was the house to which I had been called on the day the strange marriage had taken place.


Chapter Sixteen.

The Veiled Lady.
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THE NEIGHBOURING HOUSES were mostly closed, their owners being out of town for the summer; but the one before which I halted was apparently occupied, therefore I boldly ascended the steps and rang the bell.

My summons was answered by a burly, ill-dressed man in carpet slippers, who, when I inquired for Mr Ashwicke, responded — 

He dont live here; this is Mrs Stentifords.

But he did live here, I protested. How long has he been gone?

I dont know. Ive only been here a fortnight, but I believe the mistress has lived here for three or four years.

Is your mistress in?

No; shes away in Switzerland.

And youre taking charge of the house?

Thats so.

Well, I said, Mr Ashwicke lived here until a short time ago, thats very certain. I feel sure I havent mistaken the house; I used to be a visitor here. Would you mind me glancing at some of the rooms?

He eyed me with distinct suspicion.

No, I laughed, Im not a swell mobsman, nor a burglar on the look-out for a likely house to rob — Im a doctor. And, to convince him, I took off my silk hat and displayed my stethoscope in the lining, as well as giving him a card.

Well, he answered, rather ill-manneredly, I dont see why I should satisfy you. You arent a friend of Mrs Stentifords?

No, I admitted; but I only desire a glance at the library and at the bedrooms upstairs, just to satisfy my curiosity.

Why?

Well, to tell you the truth, there occurred here, in this house, an incident which was the crisis of my life. For that reason I am full of curiosity to see the rooms again, and I ask you as a favour to allow me to do so.

Very well, he said at last, after a moments hesitation, come along. You say you want to see the library. And I followed him down the hall, at the end of which he opened a door.

I went in and looked around. Yes; it was the same. Nothing had apparently been moved.

I looked into the dining-room — that same handsome apartment in which champagne had been drunk to my health and happiness. Bah! what a mockery it had been!

We went into several of the other rooms after that, and all of them were, I found, well furnished in a style rather out-of-date but nevertheless comfortable.

And how long have you been in Mrs Stentifords service? I inquired, as we descended the stairs.

Just a fortnight.

Youre a police-officer, arent you? I inquired.

Yes — a sergeant, he answered. But how do you know?

Oh, I answered, laughing, when a mans been in the police theres little mistake about it. We doctors have our eyes open, you know.

He smiled, but was apparently surprised that I should have detected his calling.

There are none of the other servants here, I suppose?

No — none. Why?

Because Im anxious to find out whether Mrs Stentiford has ever let her house furnished.

I dont think so.

What gives you that impression?

Because before she went away she told me that she preferred to close the place and pay me, rather than to let her things be ruined by strangers.

And I suppose youve heard from neighbours about the house?

Yes, he replied; Ive heard that a gentleman lived here about four years ago — I think the name was Ashwicke.

But he was living here a few weeks ago, I declared; I visited him here.

The retired police-sergeant looked at me incredibly.

I think you must be mistaken. Mrs Stentiford was certainly occupying the house then.

But you were not here?

No; I wasnt here, thats true.

She might have let it for a few weeks, during the London season — eh?

She certainly might, he responded; but, if she did, she kept the matter a secret, for none of the neighbours are aware of it.

Then you have already inquired? I asked, somewhat surprised, for he spoke so positively.

Yes, he replied. Curiously enough, a few days ago I had some one else call and ask for Mr Ashwicke.

Who was it? I demanded quickly.

A lady — a young, rather good-looking lady.

What was she like? Describe her to me.

Well, she wore a thick white veil so that I couldnt see her face quite distinctly, the man answered; but she, like yourself, declared that she knew Mr Ashwicke, and had been a visitor here. She asked to see the very same rooms as you have seen. Very curious, isnt it?

Very, I exclaimed in wonder. Did she give any further explanation?

No; she gave me half a sovereign instead, he laughed.

And she also declared that Mr Ashwicke had lived here recently?

Yes; thats what caused me to inquire.

Very remarkable, I said. I wonder who she could have been. Cant you give the slightest description of her?

I only noticed that she spoke in a soft, refined voice, and that she had very pretty eyes, blue-grey, I believe they were. But those thick white veils, with embroidery on them, make it very difficult to see a womans face clearly.

And her hair? Was she fair or dark?

Between colours.

Fair?

No; not fair, and not dark. Almost chestnut colour, I think it was.

Was she tall?

Middling. She came in a hansom, and it waited for her. She was evidently a lady.

She gave no name?

No; she was very discreet. And thats what made me scent a mystery when you called and asked for the same person, and to see the same rooms.

Well, it is extraordinary, I remarked. Most extraordinary!

I was sorry that I had no money to give him a tip, but my last half-crown reposed in the corner of my pocket, and I could not summon courage to leave myself penniless; so I merely thanked him, and, descending the steps, left him with disappointment plainly depicted upon his face.

The man might be useful, I felt, therefore I had decided to return at an early date, when my funds were not so low, and give him a similar tip to the one he had received from the veiled lady.

Who was she? I wondered. Surely it could not have been Beryl herself.

By good fortune, on my return to Rowan Road, I found a letter awaiting me, and on opening it discovered that it was from a doctor practising in Bayswater, who, in reply to my application a week before, appointed me his locum tenens. Therefore, on the following day, I thanked Bob warmly, for all his hospitality towards me, and bade him good-bye.

Promise me one thing, Dick, he said, as he stood in the hall, holding my hand in a firm, friendly grip of farewell.

Well, I asked, what is it?

That youll try and forget all about this mystery of yours, he said earnestly. Youll be getting brain fever, or something equally disagreeable, if you dont try to control yourself and think no more of it. The experience is unusual, but, depend upon it, the mystery is so well-kept by the set of scoundrels into whose hands you fell, that youll never get to the bottom of it.

But I mean to solve it, I said resolutely. Im married, my dear fellow, and — well, I love her.

I know. Thats just the devil of it, he answered bluntly. Youre gone on her, and the mystery makes you the more eager to claim her as your wife!

Exactly, old fellow, I answered. I know that youre my best friend. Indeed, you have kept me out of the gutter or the common lodging-house these past weeks, and I am ready to repay you in any way in my power; but as to taking your advice in this matter, I really cant.

Then, youre a fool, Dick.

I may be, I responded; but I mean to clear up the mystery.

Because you are jealous of this young Chetwode.

I dont deny that Im jealous, I replied with perfect frankness. But I know that Beryl is in danger, and, as her husband, I should be at her side to protect her.

Thats all very well; but, after all your exertions, youve really discovered absolutely nothing.

His words were, alas! only too true. I had made many discoveries, but each of them had only served to render the veil of mystery more impenetrable.

But why do you urge me to give it up?

For your own sake, he responded. You cant practise properly when your head is full of such a bewildering puzzle. Dont you see that in this affair your reputation is at stake?

But her life is of greater moment to me than my own reputation, I declared. Let me have my own way, theres a good chap. And I wished him good-bye.

An hour later I became installed as temporary assistant to a surgeon in Richmond Road, Bayswater, who, having been run down by the unusual number of cases of influenza, had resolved to take a months vacation.

The Bayswater surgeon proved a genial fellow, but I saw little of him, for he left for North Wales with his family early next morning, after handing me his visiting-book and giving me general instructions. A fortnight went by, and so large was the practice — for I had to attend a number of the large drapery establishments in Westbourne Grove, where my principal was medical officer — that I had but little leisure. To forget the strange enigma which so troubled my brain I had thrown myself heartily into the work.

One hot, oppressive evening, after I had been in Richmond Road about three weeks, I was busy seeing the patients who, crowding the waiting-room between the hours of seven and nine, entered the consulting-room one by one to describe their physical ills, when the servant came in with a card, saying — 

A lady wishes to see you at once, sir.

I took the card she handed me, and started with mingled surprise and satisfaction when I recognised the name — Lady Pierrepoint-Lane. At last she was in London again! But how, I wondered had she discovered my whereabouts. Quickly I went into the hall, and there found her with blanched face and in a state of great agitation.

Ah, Doctor, she gasped breathlessly, as I greeted her and our hands met, I am so glad Ive found you? I went to Hammersmith, but your friend, Doctor Raymond, told me you were here.

What is the matter? I inquired, surprised at her eager manner. Has anything occurred?

Yes, something most mysterious! she answered hoarsely. You are the only doctor whom I can trust. Will you come with me at once? I have a cab in waiting.

Where? I inquired. To your house?

Yes, she urged. Do not let us lose time. Apologise to your other patients here, and come at once. Its a matter of life or death.

Of life or death? I cried. Who is ill?

Its all a mystery, she answered in the same breathless manner. But you will keep it a secret — promise me.

I have many family secrets entrusted to me, I answered. Rest assured that I shall betray no confidence.

Then come quickly, and recollect that what you may see or hear to-night you must never divulge. On your word of honour as a gentleman.

I give you my word of honour, I answered, wondering what fresh mystery was in store for me.

Then, turning, I asked a servant, who stood near, to tell the patients waiting for me that I had been unexpectedly called out to an urgent case, and would return in an hour.

Good! her ladyship exclaimed. Let us not lose an instant.

Instinctively I placed my instrument case in my pocket, and took down my hat.

Tell me the nature of the illness, I urged. How did it occur? Who is the patient?

How it occurred nobody knows. It is a mystery, as I tell you. My cousin Feo, to whom I think I introduced you, is dying!

Dying! I gasped, staring at her amazed. Here in London?

Yes, at my house. I have called you because you are a doctor, and I can rely upon your secrecy.


Chapter Seventeen.

In Peril.
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WITHOUT LOSS OF a moment we entered the hansom and drove along Bishops Road and Westbourne Terrace, and thence across Sussex Gardens to Gloucester Square.

Beside me my companion sat pale, erect, and rigid, responding only in monosyllables to my questions, and refusing to tell me anything beyond what she had already said — that her cousin was dying. Her manner was strange, as though she were in deadly fear.

I had taken her hand to assist her into the cab, and found it was cold as ice. Her face was the face of a woman haunted by some imminent terror, a white countenance with eyes dark and deep sunken. How changed she was from the bright, pleasant woman who had consulted me under such curious circumstances, when I had first taken Bobs place at Rowan Road. Could this change in her be in any way due, I thought, to the tragedy at Whitton? I recollected the singular fact that Mrs Chetwode had omitted the name and that of Beryl from the list furnished to the police. Again I glanced at her ashen face as we rounded the corner into Gloucester Square; it was that of a woman absolutely desperate. She was trembling with fear, yet at the same time striving to preserve an outward calm. My suspicion of her was increased.

The hall door having been thrown open by a servant, my companion led me through into a pretty boudoir on the left, where, lying fully dressed upon a divan of yellow silk, I saw my love. Her wonderful hair had become disengaged from its fastenings and fell dishevelled about her white face, and her corsage was open at the throat as though some one had felt her heart.

In an instant I was at her side, and, while her cousin held the shaded lamp, I examined her. Her great fathomless eyes were closed, her cheeks cold, her heart motionless. Every symptom was that of death.

Is she still alive? asked the terror-stricken woman at my elbow.

I cannot decide, I answered, rising and obtaining a small mirror to test whether respiration had ceased.

Hers was no ordinary faintness, that I at once saw. The limbs were stiff and rigid as in death, the hands icy cold, the lips drawn and hard-set, the whole body so paralysed that the resemblance to death was exact.

All the startling events of my fateful wedding day came back to me. From that white throat that lay there exposed I had taken the tiny gold charm, which now hung round my own neck, reminding me ever of her. That sweet face, with the halo of gold-brown hair, was the same that I had seen lying dead upon the pillow in that house of mystery in Queens-gate Gardens, the same that I had bent and kissed.

I took her hand again; there were rings upon it, but all were set with gems. The bond of matrimony that I had placed there was absent.

For a moment I stood gazing at her, utterly confounded. But I saw that to save her life no time must be lost, therefore, rousing myself, I obtained her ladyships assistance to unloose my loved ones corset, and then made a further examination.

This is a serious matter, I said at last. I shall be glad if you will send a servant in a cab to Bloomsbury with a message.

To Bloomsbury? Why? she asked. Cannot you treat her yourself?

Not without consultation, I responded; and taking a card from my pocket, I wrote upon it an urgent message to accompany the bearer at once.

She gave me an envelope, and, enclosing the card, I wrote the superscription, Doctor Carl Hoefer, 63, Museum Mansions, Bloomsbury.

Her ladyship at once sent the servant on the message, and then without delay returned to my side.

Well, Doctor, she asked in a low, strained voice, what is your opinion? Will she recover?

I cannot say, I responded mechanically, my eyes still fixed upon my patients face, watching for any change that might occur there.

At my request her ladyship brought the brandy decanter from the dining-room, and I managed, after some difficulty, to force a few drops between her cousins lips.

Now tell me, I said firmly, turning to the agitated woman at my side, how did this occur?

I dont know.

But if her life is to be saved we must know the truth, I said, my eyes fixed upon her. In this manner to prevaricate is useless. Tell me how it is that I find her in this condition of fatal collapse.

I cannot tell you things of which I myself am ignorant, she answered, with a well-feigned air of innocence.

You wish to save your cousins life? I inquired.

Certainly. She must not die, she cried anxiously.

Then answer my questions plainly, and leave the rest entirely in my hands, I replied. From your manner I know that you have some secret which you are striving to conceal. Knowledge of this secret will, no doubt, place me in a position to combat this extraordinary attack. If because you maintain silence she dies, then an inquest will be held, and the truth must come out — and a scandalous truth it will be.

Scandalous! she exclaimed with some hauteur. I dont understand.

An attempt has been made upon her life, I said as calmly as I could. Those who are responsible for this must, if she dies, be discovered.

An attempt upon her life? How do you know? she gasped.

I smiled, but made no direct answer to her question.

I am aware of it by the same means that I know that Feo Ashwicke and Beryl Wynd are one and the same person.

She started quickly.

Who told you that? she asked, with a strange flash in her eyes.

I smiled again, answering, I think it would be best if you confided in me in this matter, instead of leaving me to obtain the truth for myself. Remember, you have called me here to save your cousin, and yet, by her side, while her young life is slowly ebbing, we are engaged in a battle of words. Now tell me, I urged, how did this occur?

She shook her head.

Shall I begin? I suggested. Shall I say that you came up with Miss Beryl from Atworth yesterday, quite unexpectedly, in order to keep an appointment? That you—

How did you know? she gasped again. How did you know our movements?

I merely ask whether this is not the truth, I responded calmly. I had noticed that the furniture in the room was undusted, and therefore knew that they had returned to town unexpectedly. Shall we advance a step further? I think, if I am not mistaken, that there was a strong reason for your return to town, and also for keeping your presence in London a secret. That is the reason that you communicated with your friend.

With whom?

With Mrs Chetwode.

The light died from her face. She swayed slightly, and I saw that she gripped the edge of the little glass-topped table to steady herself.

Then her features relaxed into a sickly smile, and she managed to stammer — 

You are awfully clever, Doctor, to be aware of all these things. Is it clairvoyance — thought-reading, or what?

Those who have secrets should be careful not to betray them, I responded ambiguously.

Then if I have betrayed myself, perhaps you will tell me something more of equal interest.

No, I answered. I have no desire to make any experiments. In this matter your cousins life is at stake. It will be, at least, humane of you if you place me in possession of all the facts you know regarding the dastardly attempt upon her.

I tell you that I know nothing.

Nothing beyond what? I said very gravely.

Again she was silent. I watched the inanimate body of the woman I loved, but saw no change. In what manner that state of coma had been produced I knew not, and I was in deadly fear that the last breath would leave the body before the arrival of Hoefer, the great German doctor whose lectures at Guys had first aroused within me a desire to become a medico-legist. There was, I knew, but one man in all the world who could diagnose those symptoms, and it was Hoefer. I only prayed that he might not be out of town.

Well, I went on, it seems that you hesitate to tell me the truth, because you fear that I might divulge your secret. Is that so?

I believed that I might trust you to attend my cousin, and preserve silence regarding her illness and her presence in London, was the haughty reply. But it seems that you are endeavouring to ascertain facts which are purely family affairs.

The doctor is always the confidant of the family, I answered.

But the other — the doctor who is coming?

He is an old friend and will promise to keep your secret, I said. Come, tell me.

She stood hesitating, erect, statuesque, her eyes fixed immovably upon me.

I know you are in trouble, I added in a tone of sympathy. I am ready to assist you, if you are open and straight forward with me. I have already given you my pledge of secrecy. Now tell me what has occurred.

She wavered in her resolution to tell me nothing. My sympathetic tones decided her, and she said in a low, hoarse voice — 

It is a mystery.

In what way?

As you have already said, we left Atworth in order to keep an appointment here. I was entertaining a house-party, but made an excuse that one of my aunts in Cheltenham was dangerously ill. I left, and, unknown to my husband or any other person, travelled with Beryl to London.

I noted that she inadvertently used my loves proper name instead of Feo, the name by which she had introduced us.

The appointment was with Mrs Chetwode? I suggested.

Yes, she answered. I had arranged to meet her to-day at two oclock.

I have read in the newspapers, reports of the terrible tragedy at Whitton. It was her husband who was murdered, was it not?

Yes, she answered in a tone rather unusual. Then she pursed her lips and held her breath for a single instant. She has been staying with her sister in Taunton since the awful affair occurred, and came to town purposely to meet me.

I think, if I mistake not, both you and your cousin were at Whitton at the time of the tragedy, I observed with affected carelessness.

Oh no; fortunately we were not, she answered quickly. We left the day previously.

That certainly was not the truth — at least, Beryl had been there at four oclock in the afternoon. But I made no remark. It would not be policy to tell this woman of my visit to Whitton and of all I had overheard and seen.

Well, and to-day? Did your friend Mrs Chetwode call?

Again she hesitated, and that aroused within me a further suspicion.

Yes, she replied. She remained an hour, then left.

Alone?

No; we went with her?

Where?

To visit a friend in Cadogan Place.

And how long did you remain?

About half an hour.

Cannot you tell me the name of this friend?

No, she answered; it is of no account.

Did you or your cousin eat or drink anything to-day, except here in your own house?

Nothing. The person whom we visited offered us port wine, but neither of us accepted.

No tea?

None, she answered. We afterwards returned home, arriving about five oclock, took tea here, and dined at half-past six. An hour later, just as we had finished dinner, the servant handed Beryl a card; and she rose, excusing herself on the plea that her dressmaker had called, and, saying that she would return in a moment, left me alone to finish my dessert. I waited for her return for fully twenty minutes, then went across to the morning-room. The light had been switched off, and, when I turned it on, I saw to my horror that she was lying full length on the floor, apparently dead. We carried her here, and then I at once went in search of you.

And is that all you know? I inquired rather incredulously.

Everything, she assured me. I found Beryl lying helpless and insensible, just as she is now.

And that was an hour and a half ago? I remarked.

Yes.

But who was this caller? Surely you are able to ascertain that? The servant asked the person in.

It was a woman, and she asked for my cousin.

Then you dont actually know that it was the dressmaker?

The servant can give no accurate description, except that she was middle-aged, dressed in deep mourning, and wore a veil. She said she was the dressmaker.

Then the woman escaped from the house without being seen?

Yes, her ladyship replied. No one heard a sound after poor Beryl entered the room. What occurred there no one knows.

We only know what occurred by the effects, I said. A desperate attempt was made upon her life. This is no mere fainting-fit.

But who could this mysterious woman have been? her ladyship exclaimed. It is absolutely astounding! A thought flashed across my mind at that moment. Could the visitor in black actually have been that dreaded person of whom even Tattersett had spoken with bated breath — La Gioia?


Chapter Eighteen.

The Mystery of the Morning-Room.
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MY EYES WANDERED from the face of the trembling woman before me to the blanched countenance of my love. In an instant I detected a change there. While I had been speaking the muscles had relaxed until that face I adored had become blank and quite expressionless. No deep medical knowledge was necessary to detect the awful truth. It was the exact counterpart of the photograph which had been in the Colonels possession.

With a cry of despair I sank upon my knees, touching her cheeks and chafing her hands. I held the mirror against her mouth. But the jaw had dropped, and when I looked eagerly for signs of respiration, there were none. Beryl, my mysterious, unknown wife, was dead.

I pressed her hand, I called her by name, and, aided by her cousin Nora, frantically tried the various modes of artificial respiration. But all in vain. Her frail life had flickered out even while we had been fencing with each other. All was useless. She had, as the Major had predicted during that memorable interview at Whitton, been struck down swiftly and secretly in some manner that was impossible to determine.

Shes dead! I cried, still holding her thin, cold hand, and turning to the woman who had brought me to her side. Dead — dead!

Impossible! she gasped. No, dont tell me that. Do your best to save her, Doctor. You must save her — you must!

But she is beyond human aid! I declared. Respiration has ceased. She has been murdered!

By that woman in black! she shrieked. But how?

That I do not know, I responded very gravely. There is no wound; nothing whatever to account for death.

Oh! she cried in desperation, I ought to have told you everything at once, but I feared you would not believe it if I told you. A strange thing has occurred in this house, something very uncanny. It is as though the place is overshadowed by some evil influence.

I dont understand you, I answered quickly interested; but ere the words had left my mouth there was a tap at the door, and the servant, ushered in my old friend and lecturer, Carl Hoefer.

Ah, my dear Doctor! I cried eagerly, rushing forward to welcome him— You will excuse me calling you so unexpectedly, and at this hour, but something very unusual has transpired — a matter in which I require your assistance.

Ach! he answered, shaking my hand, I was surprised to get your kart, my frient. But, you see, I haf come to you at once.

He was a stout, ill-dressed man, broad-shouldered, short-legged, big-headed, heavy-jowled, about fifty-five, with scraggy yellowish hair upon his furrowed face, a pair of big eyes which blinked through large gold-rimmed spectacles, and a limp shirt-front secured by a couple of common pearl studs. Typically German in figure and manner, he spoke with a strong accent, his English grammar being often very faulty, but he was nevertheless a burly, good-natured man, possessing a keen sense of humour.

I introduced him briefly to the baronets wife, and then, indicating the inanimate body of my love, gave him a short, technical account of her symptoms. He bent over her, examined her face, and grunted dubiously.

It looks as though the young lady were dead, he said with his strong accent, his great sleepy-looking eyes blinking at us through his spectacles.

I see no sign of life, I responded. What is your opinion?

He went down on his knees, grunting over the effort, and while I held the lamp for him, examined her throat and neck carefully, as though looking for some mark or other.

And how did it all happen? he inquired presently, after a long, thoughtful silence.

I exchanged glances with her ladyship, and then related him the story just as she had told it to me.

Her ladyship wishes that it should be kept a profound secret, I added.

Secret! he snorted. How are you going to hoodwink the coroner?

Then you think poor Beryl is really dead? her cousin gasped.

She is dead, the old fellow answered gruffly.

But can you do nothing? I urged in desperation.

If shes dead, thats impossible, he declared.

No, I said. I refuse to believe that she is actually beyond your aid. To us she may appear dead, but her state may be only a cataleptic one.

He shook his great shaggy head dubiously, but made no response. This man, one of the greatest chemists of the age, who had been recognised as private docent of pathological anatomy and bacteriology at the University of Naples, and was renowned throughout the world for his excursions into the queer byways of medicine, was a man of few words.

His grunts were full of expression, and his fleshy face with the dull eyes was absolutely sphinx-like. The story he had heard regarding Beryls sudden seizure did not convince him. His expressive grunt told me so. He had ripped up the tight sleeves of her dress, and was examining the inside of the arms at the elbows, but what he saw did not satisfy him.

I told him of the mirror-test, of the artificial respiration which I had tried, and he listened to me in silence. With his finger he opened the left eye and looked long and earnestly into the pupil. Then after a long suspense he suddenly spoke.

Ach! we have been meestake; she is not dead.

Not dead? I cried joyfully. Thank God for that! Do your best to restore her to us. Doctor — for my sake! How can I assist you?

By remaining quiet, he growled reprovingly.

And again he recommenced the examination of the inside of the elbows after having ordered other lights to be brought. Then, without saying where he was going, he left us, promising to return in a few minutes. He was a queer old fellow, very eccentric, and with a method that was as curious as the particular branch of the profession in which he was a specialist.

Not more than ten minutes passed before he returned grunting, puffing, and carrying a small packet in his hand. He had evidently been to the nearest chemists.

Some water! he commanded— warm water.

This was at once brought, and, arranging several little packets on the glass-topped table, he seated himself leisurely, and commenced to open and examine the contents of each very slowly.

You have a hypodermic syringe? he inquired. I took it from my pocket-case and handed it to him. He grunted and made a disparaging remark about the make — German needles were so much better, he declared. Then, having cleaned the syringe, he mixed a solution with the utmost care, and then administered a subcutaneous injection in Beryls arm.

He took a chair and sat beside the cold, inanimate form, eagerly watching the effects of the drug he had administered.

Her ladyship stood near, her dark eyes, framed by the white agitated countenance, fixed immovably upon us.

Hoefer glanced at his cheap metal watch, and, grunting, crossed to the table and mixed a second injection, grumbling all the time at the inferior quality of my hypodermic syringe. So rough, unpolished in manner, and unsparing in criticism was he, that her ladyship drew back from him in fear.

The second injection proved of as little avail as the first, and from the great mans grave expression I began to fear the worst. No sign of life asserted itself. To all appearance my adored had passed away.

Suddenly he rose, and, turning to her ladyship, said in broken English — 

Now, madam, you will tell me, please, how this occurred.

I do not know. Doctor Colkirk has told you all I know about it.

But, just as Doctor Hoefer entered, you were telling me about something mysterious that had happened here. What was that?

She pursed her lips for a moment, and glanced quickly at the old German.

It is a most serious thing. I cannot make it out. There is some mystery in the morning-room.

Ach! exclaimed Hoefer, with a grunt— a mystery! The symptoms of the lady are in themselves mysterious. Please explain the mystery of the room.

Well, she answered, when I entered, after the departure of the visitor, and discovered my cousin lying on the floor unconscious, I was quite well; but when I left I experienced a most curious sensation, just as though all my limbs were benumbed. I, too, almost lost consciousness while in the cab in search of Doctor Colkirk. But the most curious part of the affair is that my maid and the housemaid, who rushed in when I raised the alarm, experienced the very same sensation. It was as though we were struck by an icy hand — the Hand of Death.

There is something very uncanny about that, I observed, puzzled.

To me it seems as though poor Beryl were struck down in the same way as myself.

But you say that you felt nothing on entering — only on leaving? inquired Hoefer, his eyes seeming to grow larger behind his great glasses.

Only on leaving, she assured him.

Strange! he ejaculated. Let us see the room. We may, perhaps, obtain a clue to this mysterious ailment from which your cousin is suffering.

But she is not dead? I asked in doubt.

No, he responded. The last injection must be given time to take effect. We can only hope for the best.

But the electric battery? I suggested. Could we not try that?

Useless, my dear friend, he responded; it would kill her. Let us see the room of mystery.

The baronets wife conducted us along the hall to the further end, where she opened the door, herself drawing back.

What! I inquired. You fear to enter?

Yes, she faltered. I will remain here.

Very well. We will go in, I laughed, for the idea seemed so absurd that both Hoefer and myself put it down to her excited imagination.

What ill effect could the mere entry into a room have upon the human system, providing there were no foul gases? Therefore we both went forward, sniffing suspiciously, and walking to the window, opened it widely.

The half-dozen lights in the electrolier illuminated the place brightly, revealing a fine, handsome room furnished with taste and comfort. On looking round we certainly saw nothing to account for the extraordinary phenomena as described by the trembling woman who stood upon the mat outside.

While we made a careful examination of the place in which my love had met her strange visitor, the door, creaking horribly, swung slowly to, as doors often will when badly hung. Hoefer examined the floor carefully, seeking to discover whether the unknown woman in black had dropped anything that might give a clue to her identity, while I searched the chairs for the same purpose. We, however, found nothing.

What, I wondered, was the nature of the interview that had taken place there a couple of hours before? Who was the woman who had called and represented herself as Beryls dressmaker? Could it have been the woman whose vengeance was so feared, the woman whose very name had been uttered by that miscreant with bated breath — La Gioia?

With her ladyship standing in the hall watching us we searched high and low. Neither of us felt any curious sensation, and I began to think that the story was merely concocted in order to add mystery to Beryls unique seizure. Yet, from that womans face, it was nevertheless evident that she stood there in fear lest any evil should befall us.

Do you experience any queer feeling? she inquired of us at last.

None whatever, I responded.

It is only on leaving, she replied.

Very well, I answered with a laugh, scouting the idea, and then boldly passing out into the hall.

Good Heavens? I gasped a few moments later, almost as soon as I had reached her side. Hoefer! come here quickly. Theres something devilish, uncanny in this. Ive never felt like this before.

The old German dashed out of the room and was in an instant beside me.

How do you feel? he inquired.

I heard his voice, but it sounded like that of some one speaking in the far distance. The shock was just as though an icy hand had struck me as I had emerged from the hall. I was cold from head to foot, shivering violently, while my lower limbs became so benumbed that I could not feel my feet.

I must have reeled, for Hoefer in alarm caught me in his arms and steadied me...

Tell me — what are your symptoms?

Im cold, I answered, my voice trembling and my teeth chattering violently.

He seized my wrist, and his great fingers closed upon it.

Ach! he cried in genuine alarm, your pulse is failing. And your eyes! he added, looking into them. You are cold — your legs are rigid — you have the same symptoms, exactly the same, as the young lady?

And you? I gasped. Do you feel nothing?

Nothing yet, he responded— nothing.

But what is it? I cried in desperation. The feeling is truly as though the Angel of Death had passed and struck me down. Cannot you give me something, Hoefer? Give me something — before I lose all consciousness!

The woman near me stood rooted to the spot in absolute terror, while the old German placed me upon an oaken settle in the hall, and ran along to the boudoir, returning with the syringe filled with the same injection which he had administered to my love. This he gave me in the arm, then stood by breathlessly anxious as to the result.

The feelings I experienced during the ten minutes that followed are indescribable. I can only compare them to the excruciating agony of being slowly frozen to death.

Through it all I saw Hoefers great fleshy face with the big spectacles peering into mine. I tried to speak, but could not. I tried to raise my hand to make signs, but my muscles had suddenly become paralysed. Truly the mystery of that room was an uncanny one.

It ran through my mind that, the house being lit by electric light, the wires were perhaps not properly isolated, and any person leaving the place received a paralysing shock. This theory was, however, completely negatived by my symptoms, which were not in any way similar to those consequent on electric shock.

Hoefer looked anxiously at his watch, then, after a lapse of a few minutes, gave me a second injection, which rendered me a trifle easier. I could detect, by his manner and his grunts, that he was utterly confounded. He, who had sneered at the weird story, like myself was now convinced that some strange, unaccountable mystery was connected with that room.

To enter, apparently produced no ill effect; but to leave brought swiftly and surely upon the fated intruder the icy touch of death. I had laughed the thing to scorn, yet within a few seconds had myself fallen a victim. Some deep, inscrutable mystery was there, but what it was neither of us could tell.


Chapter Nineteen.

Hoefers Strange Methods.
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TWENTY OR THIRTY minutes elapsed before I regained my power of speech. The drugs administered by Hoefer fortunately had the effect desired. His sleepy eyes beamed through his great spectacles as he watched with satisfaction the stimulating consequence of the injection. He dissolved in water a tiny red tabloid, which he took from a small glass tube in a case he carried, and ordered me to drink it. This I did, finding it exceedingly bitter, and wondering what it was.

I asked no questions, however. He was a man who had made many extraordinary discoveries, all of which he had kept a secret. In the medical profession he was acknowledged to be one of the greatest living toxicologists, and his opinions were often sought by the various medical centres. Indeed, as every medical man knows, the name of Hoefer is synonymous with all that is occult in the science of toxicology, and the antidotes he has given to the world, from time to time, are as curious as they are drastic in effect.

Have you experienced any strange sensation? was my first question of him.

No, none, he answered. Ach! it is all very curious — very curious indeed! I have never before seen similar cases. There is actual rigor mortis. The symptoms so closely resemble death that one might so easily mistake. We must investigate further. It cannot be that there is any lethal gas in the room, for the window is wide open; and, again, while actually in the room no ill effect is felt. It is only on emerging.

Yes, I answered. I was struck almost at the instant I came out. It was as sudden as an electric shock. I cannot account for it in the least; can you?

No, he answered; it is a mystery. But I like mysteries; they always interest me. There is so much to learn that one is constantly making fresh discoveries.

Then you will try and solve this? urged her ladyship, after expressing satisfaction at my recovery.

Of course, madam, with your permission, he answered. It is a complex case. When we have solved it we shall then know how to treat the young lady.

And how do you intend to begin? I inquired, raising myself, not without considerable difficulty.

By going into the room alone, he answered briefly.

You, too, will risk your life? I exclaimed. Is it wise?

Research is always wisdom, he responded. Then, finding that I was recovering rapidly from the seizure, he gave me some technical direction how to treat him in case he lost consciousness.

He arranged the tiny syringe, and the various drugs and tabloids, upon the hall table, and then, with a final examination of them, he opened the door of the fatal room and entered, leaving us standing together on the threshold.

Walking to the window he looked out, afterwards making several tours of the room in search of its secret. He, however, found nothing. The air was pure as London air can be on a summers night, and, as far as either of us could discern, there was nothing unusual in the department. The door swung to halfway, and we heard him growling and grunting within. He remained in the room for perhaps five minutes, then emerged.

Scarcely, however, had he crossed the threshold when he lifted his left arm suddenly, crying — 

Ach, Gott! I am seized. The injection — quick!

His fleshy face went pale, and I saw by its contortions that the left side had become paralysed. But with a quick movement I pushed up his coat-sleeve, and ran the needle beneath the skin.

His teeth were closed tightly as he watched me.

It is almost unaccountable, he gasped in an awed voice, when I had withdrawn the needle after the injection. I was cold as ice — just as though my legs were in a refrigerator!

Your feet are benumbed? I said.

Yes, he responded. The sensation is just exactly as you have described it. Like the touch of an icy hand.

I felt his pulse; it was intermittent and feeble. I told him so.

Look at your watch, and in three minutes give me the second injection. Theres ether there in the larger bottle.

I glanced at the time, and, holding my watch in my hand, waited until the three minutes had passed. We were silent, all three of us, until I took up a piece of cotton wool, and, saturating it with ether, nibbed it carefully on the flesh. Then I gave him the second injection.

Good! he said approvingly. It acts marvellously. I shall be better in a few moments. Did you feel your head reeling and your strength failing?

I responded in the affirmative.

And so did I, he answered. The seizure is sharp and sudden, the brain becoming paralysed. That is the condition of the young lady: paralysis of the brain and heart, coma and collapse.

But the cause? I asked.

He was pale as death, yet he took no notice of his own condition.

The cause? he echoed, in his deep guttural German. It is for us to discover that. I have never met a more interesting case than this.

Yes, its interesting enough, I admitted; but recollect the lady. We must not neglect her.

We are not neglecting her, he responded reprovingly. Now that we know something of the symptoms, we may be able to save her. Before, we were working entirely in the dark.

But you are still ill, I said.

No, no, he laughed; it is nothing. And he passed across the threshold and stood just within the room again.

Apparently he thought that the seat of the mystery lay in the doorway. Then he rejoined us, but felt no further symptoms.

There was evidently some uncanny but unseen influence contained within that apartment, but what it was we could not discover. All that was plain to us was the fact that any person emerging from it must be struck down as by an ice-cold hand.

Together we returned to the boudoir, and, to our satisfaction, saw an unmistakable sign that life was not entirely extinct. My love had moved!

Good! exclaimed the old German. I go again to get something else. And, without further word, he crammed his shabby soft felt hat upon his head and hurried out.

The mystery of that room is most extraordinary, I remarked to her ladyship when we were alone. Has the influence ever been felt there before?

Not to my knowledge, she responded. Never before to-night.

Never before the entrance of that strange woman? I suggested.

Exactly! It is an absolute mystery.

And you have no knowledge of whom that person was?

None whatever.

Not even a surmise? I inquired rather dubiously.

My thoughts reverted to what I had overheard regarding the unwelcome presence in London of that woman known as La Gioia.

No, not even a surmise, she answered.

Should I tell her of my own suspicions? No. To keep my knowledge to myself and seek to discover the key to the problem was my best course.

And your cousin was with her for twenty minutes, you say?

Yes, about that time, she replied. I did not hurry to finish my dinner as I believed Beryl was talking with the dressmaker regarding some alterations to an evening bodice which she had mentioned to me. They did not interest me, therefore I sat awaiting her return.

And by that time this woman, whoever she was, had already slipped out of the house.

She must have done so. No one heard her leave.

Let us hope that Hoefer will solve the enigma. If any one is able, he is.

But first urge him to bring poor Beryl back to consciousness, she said, turning to gaze upon the still inanimate form of the woman I adored.

At that moment the German returned, puffing and grunting, for he had hurried, and the perspiration was rolling off his brow.

He took several little packets from his pocket, and, seating himself at the table, commenced to carefully prepare another solution, the ingredients of which were unknown to me. Some of the drugs I knew by their appearance, of course, but others were white powders, impossible to recognise.

Again he administered an injection into the arm of my prostrate loved one, and then we all three stood in silence watching for the effect.

Hoefer gave vent to a further grunt of confidence, glanced at his watch, and turned back to the table to rearrange his array of drugs. I saw that the little pocket-case lying on the table contained about twenty tiny tubes about an inch and a half long; each contained very small pilules of tabloids, coloured brightly to render them more easily distinguishable, and not much larger than ordinary shot. Each tube was marked, but by mysterious signs unknown in British pharmacology.

The action of this last prophylactic was slow, but signs were nevertheless not wanting that its effect was to reanimate, for by degrees the deathly pallor of the sweet face I adored became less marked, and the lips showed red instead of that ashen hue which had told us of her nearness to death.

The German returned to her, and, feeling her pulse, counted the seconds upon his watch, while at the same time I listened to the respiration.

Good? exclaimed the old fellow, beaming through his glasses. The diagnosis is correct, and the refocillation is more rapid than I should have expected. She will recover.

Suddenly the pallid cheeks became flushed. Life was returning. The liquid injected into the blood bad at last neutralised the effect, stimulated the circulation, reanimated the whole system, and revived the flickering spark of life. The hand I held grew warmer, the pulse throbbed more quickly, the breathing became regular, and a few minutes later, without warning, she opened her eyes and looked wonderingly around. A loud cry of joy escaped my lips. My love was saved.

You know me, I think? I said, bending down to her. My name is Colkirk.

Yes, I know you quite well, she responded very faintly. But what has happened? Where is she?

Whom do you mean? Your visitor?

Yes, she responded eagerly.

We have no idea, I replied. You have been taken ill, and my friend here. Doctor Hoefer, has been attending you.

How do you feel? the old German asked in his brusque manner.

I am very thirsty, she answered.

He took the decanter, and, mixing a little brandy and water, gave it to her.

Then just at that moment her ladyship re-entered, and, falling on her knees, clasped her cousin around the neck and shed wild tears of joy.

Liquid beef and other restoratives having been administered, the woman whose appearance had been identical in every respect with that of the dead was, ere long, able to sit up and talk with us. Her recovery had been almost as rapid as her attack.

We questioned her regarding her symptoms, and found them exactly similar to those we had ourselves experienced.

I felt as though my whole body were frozen stiff and rigid, she explained. At first I heard a strange voice about me — the voice of Doctor Colkirk, I suppose it must have been — speaking with Nora; but I was unable to make any sign. It was just as though I were in a kind of trance, yet half-conscious of things about me. My muscles were paralysed, and I knew that you believed me to be dead. The one horrible thought that possessed me was that I might, perhaps, be buried alive.

But you were not conscious the whole time? Hoefer asked.

No; I think I slept during the latter part of the seizure. How long have I been lying here?

About two hours and a half, answered her cousin. Do you feel able to talk any more now? I inquired.

I feel much better, she responded. The draught that your friend has given me has had a wonderful effect. Im quite restored. And she rose to her feet and stood before us, little the worse for her experience, save, perhaps, that the dark rings about her beautiful eyes showed that her system had received a terrible shock.

We want you to relate to us in detail what occurred when you entered the morning-room to see the woman who called upon you.

She glanced inquiringly at her cousin, as though to obtain her permission to speak.

Nothing occurred, she answered; she was sitting there awaiting me.

She had sent in a message, and you thought it — as your dressmaker, did you not?

Yes. And I was very much surprised to find that it was not.

Was it some other person whom you knew?

I had never seen her before, answered the woman who was my wedded wife. She was tall, thin and dressed in black which seemed much the worse for wear.

Dark or fair?

Dark. But I could not see her features well because of her thick black veil.

She was young, I suppose?

Not very, I think. Her voice was low and rather refined.

And how did she explain her reason for sending in a message that she was your dressmaker? She must have been aware that you expected the woman to call on you.

She explained that the ruse was necessary, as she did not wish her visit to be known, either to my cousin or to the servants.

Why?

Because she had brought me a message.

A message? I exclaimed. From whom?

A verbal message from — from a friend.

And may we not know the name of that friend? I asked. There is a most remarkable mystery connected with that room into which she was shown, and, in order to solve the problem, we must be in possession of the whole truth.

What mystery? Beryl inquired quickly, opening her eyes widely.

Any person who enters is, on leaving, attacked just as you were. Your cousin here, Doctor Hoefer, and myself, had all three experienced exactly similar symptoms.

Thats most extraordinary! she declared, in an incredulous tone. When I was seized it was not until I had left the room. I went out with the object of obtaining a sheet of note-paper from the library in order to write a reply to the message, but on emerging into the hall I was suddenly seized, and returned to the morning-room at once. I stood holding on to the table; but my limbs failed me, and I fell to the ground.

And then the woman who had called upon you slipped along the hall and out into the street.

I suppose she must have done, for I did not see her again. I tried to call out, but could not. The electric light was suddenly switched off. She must have done that on her way out.

Cannot you tell us either of the nature of the message or from whom it came? I asked earnestly.

She was silent for a moment, glancing at her cousin. No, she answered; I am unable to do that.


Chapter Twenty.

The Chill Hand.
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WAS THE MESSAGE from her lover or from that villain Tattersett?

Her refusal piqued me, and I was half inclined to suggest that it was from the one or the other. Still, in this marvellous maze of mystery, I saw that it was not at all a judicious proceeding to show my hand. What I already knew was of value to me in my efforts to piece together this bewildering puzzle.

The more I reflected the more convinced I became that the visitor in black was none other than the dreaded woman whose threatened vengeance was known to be imminent — La Gioia the mysterious.

The visitor did not touch you? I asked. Neither did she give you any note?

No; the message was verbal. I went once to the library and obtained a sheet of note-paper, but on returning found it to be soiled. Therefore I went out again to get a second, sheet, and it was then that I felt a sudden grip, just as though an icy breath had touched me. In an instant I went cold all over, and my limbs became so benumbed that I could not feel them.

You did not suspect this woman of producing this effect upon you? Hoefer asked, grunting dubiously.

Certainly not. How could she?

But her actions afterwards, in switching off the light and stealing out, were suspicious.

Thats so; but how do you account for your own seizure nearly two hours after her departure?

Ach! he cried; it is extraordinary — that is all we can say.

The room is nothing less than a death-trap, I remarked. And yet the baneful influence is a mysterious one. I wish you could tell us the name of the sender of the message, Miss Wynd. It would materially assist us in our researches.

I tell you that it was a friend who could have no object whatever in making any attack upon my life, she answered, ambiguously.

But this woman, I continued. Are you certain that you do not know her — that you have never met her before?

Quite certain, she responded without hesitation. She was an utter stranger.

I exchanged glances with Hoefer. The mystery was still inscrutable.

Again we all four went to the door of the room of mystery, and Hoefer, still grunting in dissatisfaction, declared his intention to re-enter the place. Seen from the hall there was certainly nothing about the apartment to excite suspicion. It was bright and comfortable, with handsome substantial furniture, sage-green hangings, and a thick Turkey carpet into which ones feet sank noiselessly.

It is a risk! exclaimed her ladyship, when Hoefer made the announcement. Death lurks in that place. Let us close and lock it.

Ach! no, madame, he responded. It is no risk now that we have the prophylactic. And, turning to me, he handed me a little of the last injection which he had given to Beryl, together with the phial of ether and the syringe.

Use this, if necessary, he said, briefly, and then leaving us, he crossed the threshold and examined every nook of the room.

The window was still open, but he closed and fastened it. Upon a little writing-table in the corner lay the soiled sheet of note-paper that Beryl had obtained on her first visit to the library, thus proving the truth of her story. The door swung to, as before, and after about five minutes he again emerged.

Scarcely had he crossed the threshold when he gave vent to a loud cry.

Gott! he gasped. The injection — quick!

He had again been seized. The unseen hand of Death was upon him. Truly, it was an uncanny mystery.

Without a seconds delay I filled the syringe, rubbed the flesh with ether, and then ran the needle beneath the skin. The effect was almost instantaneous. The sudden paralysis was arrested, and the muscles reanimated in a manner most marvellous. One fact was, therefore, plain: Hoefer had discovered the proper treatment, even if the cause of the extraordinary seizure remained unknown.

He stood for a few moments motionless, but at length declaring himself better, said — 

The thing is an absolute enigma; I can discern no cause whatever for it. There would seem to be some hidden influence at work, but of its nature we can discover absolutely nothing. The attack does not occur until one emerges here into the hall.

Can it be out here? I suggested, whereat both my companions turned pale with fright.

Certainly the situation was as weird and uncanny as any in which I have ever found myself. An unseen influence is always mysterious, and this chill touch of the hand of death that we had all experienced was actually appalling.

We held council, and decided that the room should be closed and locked to prevent any of the servants entering there. Our conversation had undoubtedly been overheard by them, and Hoefer was anxious that the place should remain undisturbed so that he might make further investigations, which he promised to do on the following day.

Then we entered the dining-room together, partook of some wine which her ladyship offered us, and left the house in company — not, however, before I had promised to call again on the morrow and visit my patient.

Now, Hoefer, what is your candid opinion? I asked my companion as we stood on the kerb, opposite the Marble Arch, awaiting the belated omnibus to take him back to Bloomsbury.

I dont like it, my dear frient, he answered dubiously; I dont like it. And, shaking my hand, he entered the last Holborn bus without further word.

On foot I returned to Bayswater utterly confounded by the curious events of the evening. By Hoefers serious expression and preoccupied manner, I saw that the influence within or without that room of mystery was to him utterly bewildering. He had spent his life in the study of micro-organisms, and knew more of staphylococci, streptococci, and pneumococci than any other living man, while as a toxicologist he was acknowledged, even by his clever compatriots in Germany, as the greatest of them all. He had searched out many of the secrets of Nature, and I had myself at times witnessed certain, of his experiments, which were little short of marvellous. It was, therefore, gratifying that I had enlisted his aid in solving this most difficult problem.

Yet, as I lay awake that night, reflecting deeply upon the curious situation, I could not arrest my thoughts from turning back to the tragedy at Whitton and the omission of those two names from the list of visitors furnished to the police. That her ladyship was a bosom friend of Mrs Chetwodes was quite plain, and that she was present, together with Beryl, earlier in the day, I had myself seen. Somehow, I could not get rid of the conviction that Sir Henrys wife, the woman who had taken this secret journey from Atworth to London to have a clandestine interview with some person whom she declined to name, knew the truth regarding the Colonels death.

I was plunged into a veritable sea of perplexity.

If I could but discover the identity of La Gioia! That name rang in my ears, sleeping or waking. La Gioia! La Gioia! Ever La Gioia!

Beryl held her in abject dread. Of that I knew from those words of here I had overheard at Whitton. She had declared that she would commit suicide rather than face her vengeance. What had rendered my adored one so desperate?

As I sat over my lonely breakfast on the following morning, there being already a couple of patients in the waiting-room — clerks who had come for doctors certificates to enable them to enjoy a days repose — the servant brought in the letters, among them being one for me which had been forwarded from Shrewsbury by my mother.

The superscription was in a formal hand, and, on reading it, I was surprised to find that it was from a firm of solicitors in Bedford Row, stating that my uncle George, a cotton-spinner in Bury, had died, leaving a will by which I was to receive the sum of one thousand pounds as a legacy. I read the letter, time after time, scarcely able to believe the good news.

But an hour later, when I sat in the dingy office in Bedford Row, and my uncles solicitor read a copy of the will to me, I saw that it was a reality — a fact which was indeed, proved by the cheque for fifty pounds which he handed me for my immediate use. I drove to the Joint Stock Bank in Chancery Lane, cashed the draft, and returned to Bayswater with five ten-pound notes in my pocket. From a state of penury I had, within that single hour, become possessed of funds. True, I had always had expectations from that quarter; but I had, like millions of other men, never before been possessor of a thousand pounds. In a week or two the money would be placed to my credit. To a man with only half a crown in his pocket a thousand pounds appears a fortune.

I counted the crisp new notes in the privacy of the doctors sitting-room, then, locking three of them in my portmanteau, took a cab down to Rowan Road to receive Bobs congratulations. He was delighted. He sent Mrs Bishop out for a bottle of the best champagne procurable in the neighbourhood, and we drank merrily to my future success. Then, while smoking a cigarette over what remained of the wine, I related to him my strange adventure of the previous night.

He sat listening to my story open-mouthed. Until I had concluded, he uttered no word. Then gravely he exclaimed — 

The affair grows more and more amazing. But now, look here, Dick! Why dont you take my advice, and drop the affair altogether?

Drop it? What do you mean? Remember Beryl!

I know, he answered. But I cant help feeling that association with those people is dangerous. Theyre a queer lot — a devilishly queer lot!

Of course theyre a queer lot, I said; but I cant leave her to their mercy. Shes in deadly peril of her life; they intend to kill her.

A grave expression was on his face. Do you think that last nights curious phenomenon was actually an attempt to kill her? he inquired.

Without a doubt.

Then, if so, how was it that you all experienced similar symptoms? Whats old Hoefers theory?

He has none.

He never has — or, at least, he pretends that he hasnt; he keeps all his discoveries to himself. Thats why he has always refused to write any books. When he lectures hes always careful to keep his secrets to himself.

Yes; hes a queer old boy, I remarked, for his eccentricities were many, and had often caused us much amusement at Guys.

I only wish, Dick, that youd try to forget all about this tangled affair, Bob said earnestly. Youre worrying yourself to death all to no purpose.

Why all to no purpose? I echoed. I am patient, and I shall discover something one day.

No, he said confidently. Youll never discover anything — mark my words.

What makes you think that?

Because you are watched far too closely.

Watched! I cried in surprise. Who watches me?

Several persons. Among them your wife herself.

How do you know?

Because I saw her in this street, on the evening before last, evidently in search of you. She passed several times, and glanced across here. Yet she tells you — or, rather, her cousin tells you — that they were not in London at that time.

Are you certain?

Absolutely.

But how did you recognise her? I demanded eagerly. Why, youve never seen her!

He started quickly. By the expression on his face I recognised in an instant, that he had inadvertently betrayed to me the fact that they were not strangers.

He knew her! And he had tried to dissuade me from following up the slight clue I had obtained. With what motive? This man, whom I had believed was my friend, had played me false.

The discovery was as a blow that staggered me.


Chapter Twenty One.

Two Hearts.
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THE TRUTH WAS plain. Bob Raymond, the man whom I had believed to be my friend, had endeavoured to dissuade me from following up the clue I had obtained, fearing lest I should discover the whole of the strange conspiracy.

I pressed him for an explanation of how he had been able to recognise her, but with marvellous tact he answered — 

Oh, I recognised her from your descriptions, you know.

Frankly I did not believe it. Whether he had a personal acquaintance with her or not, it was nevertheless manifest that she was actually in London at a time when she was believed to be at Atworth; and further, that not knowing of my change of address, had been in search of me.

Why had she not rung the bell and inquired? There seemed but a single answer to that question; because she feared to meet Bob!

I scented suspicion. In our conversation that followed I detected, on his part, a strenuous determination to evade any explanation. That he was actually acquainted with Beryl was apparent. Perhaps, even, he knew the truth regarding my strange marriage, and, from motives of his own, refused to tell me.

Anger arose within me, but I preserved a diplomatic calm, striving to worm his secret from him. Either he would not or could not tell me anything. In that hour of affluence, after all the penury of past years, I was perhaps a trifle egotistical, as men who suddenly receive an unexpected legacy are apt to be. Money has a greater influence upon our temperament or disposition than even love. A few paltry pounds can transform this earth of ours from a hell into a paradise.

I drained my glass, flung my cigarette end into the empty grate, and left my friend with a rather abrupt farewell.

Youll let me know if you elicit anything further? he urged.

Of course, I answered, although such was not my intention. Then I went forth walking out to the Hammersmith Road.

The noon was stifling — one of those hot, close, oven-cast days of the London summer — when I was shown into the drawing-room of Gloucester Square, and, after the lapse of a few minutes, my love came forward gladly to meet me.

Its awfully kind of you to call, Doctor, she exclaimed, offering her thin little hand — that hand that on the previous night had been so stiff and cold. Nora is out, but I expect her in again every moment. Shes gone to the Stores to order things to be sent up to Atworth.

And how do you feel? I inquired, as she seated herself upon a low silken lounge-chair and stretched out her tiny foot, neat in its patent leather slipper with large steel buckle.

She looked cool and fresh in a gown of white muslin relieved with a dash of Nile-green silk at the throat and waist.

Oh, I am so much better, she declared. Except for a slight headache, I feel no ill effects of last nights extraordinary attack.

I asked permission to feel her pulse, and found it beating with the regularity of a person in normal health.

As I held her white wrist, her deep clear eyes met mine. In her pure white clinging drapery, with her gold-brown hair making the half-darkened room bright, with her red lips parted in a tender and solemn smile, with something like a halo about her of youth and ardour, she was a vision so entrancing that, as I gazed at her, my heart grew heavy with an aching consciousness of her perfection. And yet she was actually my wife!

I stammered satisfaction that she had recovered so entirely from the strange seizure, and her eyes opened widely, as though in wonder at my inarticulate words.

Yes, she said, the affair was most extraordinary. I cannot imagine what horrid mystery is concealed within that room.

Nor I, I responded. Has Doctor Hoefer been here yet?

Oh yes, she laughed; he came at nine oclock, opened the room, entered, and was seized again, but only slightly. He used the same drug as last night, and quickly recovered. For about an hour he remained, and then left. Hes such a queer old fellow, she added, with a laugh; I dont think he uttered a dozen words during the whole time.

No, I said; his habit is to give vent to those expressive grunts. When interested his mind seems always so actively centred upon the matter under investigation that to speak is an effort. But tell me, I urged, glancing into those pure, honest eyes, have you ever experienced before such a seizure as that last night?

She turned rather pale, I thought: this direct question seemed not easy to answer.

I was ill once, she responded, with hesitation, yet with sweet, simple, girlish tenderness. One day, some little time ago, I suddenly fell unconscious, and seemed to dream all sorts of absurd and grotesque things.

Did she refer to the fateful day of our marriage?

Were you quite unconscious on that occasion? I asked quickly, or were you aware, in a hazy manner, of what was going on around you, as you were last night?

A wild hope sprang up in my heart. Was it possible that she would reveal to me her secret?

I think, she answered, that my condition then was very similar to that of last night; I recollect quite well being unable to move my limbs or to lift a finger. Every muscle seemed paralysed, while, at the same time, I went as cold as ice, just as though I were frozen to death. Indeed, a horrible dread took possession of me lest my friends should allow me to be buried alive.

You were in a kind of cataleptic state, I remarked. Who were these friends?

Her great eyes were lifted. They were full of depths unfathomable even to my intense love.

I was practically unconscious, therefore I do not know who was present; I only heard voices.

Of whom?

Of men talking.

Could you not recognise them?

No, she answered, in a low tone; they were dream-voices, strange and weird — sounding afar off.

What did they say?

I cannot tell, only I recollect that I thought I was in church; I had a curious dream.

Again she hesitated. Her voice had suddenly fallen so that I could scarcely make out the sound of the last word.

What did you dream? The vagaries of the brain sometimes give us a clue to the nature of such seizures.

I dreamed that I was wedded, she responded, in a low, unnatural voice.

The next instant she seemed to realise what she had said. With a start of terror she drew herself away from me.

Wedded? To whom?

I do not know, she replied, with a queer laugh. Of course, it was a mere dream; I saw no one.

But you heard voices?

They were so distorted as to be indistinguishable, she replied readily.

Are you absolutely certain that the marriage was only a dream? I asked, looking her straight in the face.

A flash of indignant surprise passed across her features, now pale as marble; her lips were slightly parted, her large full eyes were fixed upon me steadfastly, and her fingers pressed themselves into the palms of her hands.

I dont understand you, Doctor! she said at length, after a pause of the most awkward duration. Of course I am not married?

I regret if you take my words as an insinuation, I said hastily.

It was a kind of dream, she declared. Indeed, I think that I was in a sort of delirium and imagined it all, for when I recovered completely I found myself here, in my own room, with Nora at my side.

And where were you when you were taken ill?

In the house of a friend.

May I not know the name? I inquired.

It is a name with which you are not acquainted, she assured me. The house at which I was visiting was in Queens-gate Gardens.

Queens-gate Gardens! Then she was telling the truth!

And you have no knowledge of how you came to be back here in your cousins house?

None whatever. I tell you that I was entirely unconscious.

And you are certain that the symptoms on that day were the same as those which we all experienced last night? You felt frozen to death?

Yes, she responded, lying back in her chair, sighing rather wearily and passing her hand across her aching brow.

There was a deep silence. We could hear the throbbing of each others heart. At last she looked up tremblingly, with an expression of undissembled pain, saying — 

The truth is, Doctor, it was an absolute mystery, just as were the events of last night — a mystery which is driving me to desperation.

Its not the mystery that troubles you, I said, in a low earnest voice, but the recollection of that dream-marriage, is it not?

Exactly, she faltered.

You do not recollect the name announced by the clergyman, as that of your husband? I inquired, eagerly.

I heard it but once, and it was strange and unusual; the droning voice stumbled over it indistinctly, therefore I could not catch it.

She was in ignorance that she was my bride. Her heart was beating rapidly, the lace on her bosom trembled as she slowly lifted her eyes to mine. Could she ever love me?

A thought of young Chetwode stung me to the quick. He was my rival, yet I was already her husband.

I have been foolish to tell you all this, she said presently, with a nervous laugh. It was only a dream — a dream so vivid that I have sometimes thought it was actual truth.

Her speech was the softest murmur, and the beautiful face, nearer to mine than it had been before, was looking at me with beseeching tenderness. Then her eyes dropped, a martyr pain passed over her face, her small hands sought each other as though they must hold something, the fingers clasped themselves, and her head drooped.

I am glad you have told me, I said. The incident is certainly curious, judged in connexion with the unusual phenomena of last night.

Yes, but I ought not to have told you, she said slowly. Nora will be very angry.

Why?

Because she made me promise to tell absolutely no one, she answered, with a faint sharpness in her voice. There were loss and woe in those words of hers.

What motive had she in preserving your secret? I asked, surprised. Surely she is—

My love interrupted me.

No, do not let us discuss her motives or her actions; she is my friend. Let us not talk of the affair any more, I beg of you.

She was pale as death, and it seemed as though a tremor ran through all her limbs.

But am I not also your friend, Miss Wynd? I asked in deep seriousness.

I — I hope you are.

Her voice was timid, troubled; but her sincere eyes again lifted themselves to mine.

I assure you that I am, I declared. If you will but give me your permission I will continue, with Hoefer, to seek a solution of this puzzling problem.

It is so uncanny, she said. To me it surpasses belief.

I admit that. At present, to leave that room is to invite death. We must, therefore, make active researches to ascertain the truth. We must find your strange visitor in black.

Find her? she gasped. You could never do that.

Why not? She is not supernatural; she lives and is in hiding somewhere, thats evident.

And you would find her, and seek from her the truth?

Certainly.

She shut her lips tight and sat motionless, looking at me. Then at last she said, shuddering — 

No. Not that.

Then you know this woman — or at least you guess her identity, I said in a low voice.

She gazed at me with parted lips.

I have already told you that I do not know her, was her firm response.

Then what do you fear? I demanded.

Again she was silent. Whatever potential complicity had lurked in her heart, my words brought her only immeasurable dismay.

I dread such an action for your own sake, she faltered.

Then I will remain till your cousin comes, and ask her what it is.

Ask her?


Chapter Twenty Two.

A Savant at Home.
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WHY SHOULD I not ask your cousin? I inquired earnestly. I see by your manner that you are in sore need of a friend, and yet you will not allow me to act as such.

Not allow you! she echoed. You are my friend. Were it not for you I should have died last night.

Your recovery was due to Hoefer, not to myself, I declared.

I longed to speak to her of her visit to Whitton and of her relations with the Major, but dare not. By so doing I should only expose myself as an eavesdropper and a spy. Therefore, I was held to silence.

My thoughts wandered back to that fateful night when I was called to the house with the grey front in Queens-gate Gardens. That house, she had told me, was the home of a friend. I remembered how, after our marriage, I had seen her lying there as one dead, and knew that she had fallen the victim of some foul and deep conspiracy. Who was that man who had called himself Wyndham Wynd? An associate of the Majors, who was careful in the concealment of his identity. The manner in which the plot had been arranged was both amazing in its ingenuity and bewildering in its complications.

And lounging before me there in the low silken chair, her small mouth slightly parted, displaying an even set of pearly teeth, sat the victim — the woman who was unconsciously my wedded wife.

Her attitude towards me was plainly one of fear lest I should discover her secret. It was evident that she now regretted having told me of that strange, dreamlike scene which was photographed so indelibly upon her memory, that incident so vivid that she vaguely believed she had been actually wedded.

So you are returning to Atworth again? I asked, for want of something better to say.

I believe that is Noras intention, she responded quickly, with a slight sigh of relief at the change in our conversation.

Have you many visitors there?

Oh, about fifteen — all rather jolly people. Its such a charming place. Nora must ask you down there.

I should be delighted, I said.

Now that I had money in my pocket, and was no longer compelled to toil for the bare necessities of life, I was eager to get away from the heat and dust of the London August. This suggestion of hers was to me doubly welcome too, for as a visitor at Atworth I should be always beside her. That she was in peril was evident, and my place was near her.

On the other hand, however, I distrusted her ladyship. She had, at the first moment of our meeting, shown herself to be artificial and an admirable actress. Indeed, had she not, for purposes known best to herself, endeavoured to start a flirtation with me? Her character everywhere was that of a smart woman — popular in society, and noted for the success of her various entertainments during the season; but women of her stamp never commended themselves to me. Doctors, truth to tell, see rather too much of the reverse of the medal — especially in social London.

When did you return from Wiltshire? I inquired, determined to clear up one point.

The day before yesterday, she responded.

In the evening?

No, in the morning.

Then her ladyship had lied to me, for she had said they had arrived in London on the morning of the day when the unknown woman in black had called. Beryl had told the truth, and her words were proved by the statement of Bob Raymond that he had seen her pass along Rowan Road.

Were they acquaintances? As I reflected upon that problem one fact alone stood out above all others. If I had been unknown to Wynd and that scoundrel Tattersett, how was it that they were enabled to give every detail regarding myself in their application for the marriage licence? How, indeed, did they know that I was acting as Bobs locum tenens? Or how was the Tempter so well aware of my penury?

No. Now that my friend had betrayed himself, I felt convinced that he knew something of the extraordinary plot in which I had become so hopelessly involved.

The day before yesterday, I said, looking her straight in the face, you came to Hammersmith to try to find me.

She started quickly, but in an instant recovered herself.

Yes, she admitted. I walked through Rowan Road, expecting to find your plate on one of the doors, but could not.

I have no plate, I answered. When I lived there I was assistant to my friend. Doctor Raymond.

Raymond! she exclaimed. Oh yes, I remember I saw his name; but I was looking for yours.

You wished to see me?

Yes; I was not well, she faltered.

But your cousin knew that I had lived with Raymond. Did you not ask her?

No, she answered, it never occurred to me to do so.

Rather a lame response, I thought.

But last night she found me quite easily. She called upon Doctor Raymond, who gave her my new address. And, continuing, I told her of my temporary abode.

I know, she replied.

Have you ever met my friend Raymond? I inquired with an air of affected carelessness.

Not to my knowledge, she answered quite frankly.

How long ago did Hoefer leave? I asked.

About an hour, I think. He has locked the door of the morning-room and taken the key with him, she added, laughing.

She presented a pretty picture, indeed, in that half-darkened room, leaning back gracefully and smiling upon me.

He announced no fresh discovery?

He spoke scarcely a dozen words.

But this mystery is a very disagreeable one for you who live here. I presume that you live with your cousin always?

Yes, she responded. After my fathers death, some years ago, I came here to live with her.

So her father was dead! The Tempter was not, as I had all along suspected, her father.

I longed to take her in my arms and tell her the truth, that I was actually her husband and that I loved her. Yet, how could I? The mystery was so complicated, and so full of inscrutable points, that to make any such declaration must only fill her with fear of myself.

We chatted on while I feasted my eyes upon her wondrous beauty. Had she, I asked myself, ever seen young Chetwode since her return to London? Did she really love him, or was he merely the harmless but necessary admirer which every girl attracts towards herself as a sort of natural instinct? The thought of him caused a vivid recollection of that night in Whitton Park to arise within me.

Where was Tattersett — the man who had laughed at her when she had declared her intention of escaping him by suicide? Who was he? What was he?

It occurred to me, now that I had learned some potent facts from her own lips, that my next course should be to find this man and investigate his past. By doing so I might elucidate the problem.

Her ladyship, with a cry of welcome upon her lips, entered the room and sank, hot and fatigued, into a cosy armchair.

London is simply unbearable! she declared. Its ever so many degrees hotter than at Atworth, and in the Stores it is awfully stuffy. In the provision department butter, bacon, and things seem all melting away.

Youll be glad to get back again to Wiltshire, I laughed.

Very. We shall go by the night-mail to-morrow, she answered. Why dont you come up and visit us, Doctor? My husband would be charmed to meet you Im sure.

Thats just what Ive been saying, dear, exclaimed Beryl. Do persuade Doctor Colkirk to come.

I am sure you are both very kind, I replied, but at present I am in practice.

You can surely take a holiday, urged Beryl. Do come. We would try to make it pleasant for you.

Her persuasion decided me, and, after some further pressing on the part of her ladyship, I accepted the invitation with secret satisfaction, promising to leave in the course of a week or ten days.

Then we fell to discussing the curious phenomena of the previous night, until, having again exhausted the subject, I rose to take my leave.

Good-bye, Doctor Colkirk, Beryl said, looking into my eyes as I held her small hand. I hope we shall soon meet down in Wiltshire, and, when we do, let us forget all the mystery of yesterday.

I suppose you have given Hoefer permission to visit, the room when he wishes to pursue his investigations? I said, turning to her ladyship.

Of course. The house is entirely at his disposal. One does not care to have a death-trap in ones own house.

He will do his best — of that I feel quite sure, I said.

And then again promising to visit her soon, I shook her hand, bade them both adieu, and with a last look at the frail, graceful woman I loved, went out into the hot, dusty street.

In order to celebrate my sudden accession to wealth I lunched well at Simpsons, and then took a hansom to old Hoefers dismal rooms in. Bloomsbury. To me, so gloomy and severe is that once-aristocratic district that, in my hospital days, I called it Gloomsbury.

Hoefer occupied a dingy flat in Museum Mansions, and, as I entered the small room which served him as laboratory, I was almost knocked back by the choking fumes of some acid with which he was experimenting. A dense blue smoke hung over everything, and through it loomed the Germans great fleshy face and gold-rimmed spectacles. He was in his shirt-sleeves, seated at a table, watching some liquid boiling in a big glass retort. Around his mouth and nose a damp towel was tied, and as I entered he motioned me back.

Ach! dont come in here, my tear Colkirk! I vill come to you. Ze air is not good just now. Wait for me there in my room.

Heedless of his warning, however, I went forward to the table, coughing and choking the while. I took out my handkerchief, when suddenly he snatched it from me, and steeped it in some pale yellow solution. Then, when I placed it before my mouth, inhaling it, I experienced no further difficulty in respiration.

The nature of the experiment on which he was engaged I could not determine. From the retort he was condensing those suffocating fumes, drop by drop, now and then dipping pieces of white, prepared paper into the liquid thus obtained. I stood by watching in silence.

Once he placed a drop of that liquid upon a glass slide, dried it for crystallisation, and, placing it beneath the microscope, examined it carefully.

He grunted. And I knew he was not satisfied.

Then he added a few drops of some colourless liquid to that in the retort, and the solution at once assumed a pale green hue. He boiled it again for three minutes by his common, metal watch, then, having drained it off into a shallow glass bowl to cool, blew out his lamp, and I followed him back into his small, cosy, but rather stuffy little den.

Well? he inquired. You have called at her ladyships — eh?

Yes, I replied, stretching myself in one of his rickety chairs; but you were there before me. What have you discovered?

Nothing.

But that experiment I have just witnessed? Has it no connexion with the mystery?

Yes, some slight connexion. It was, however, a failure, he grunted, still speaking with his strong accent.

You experienced the same sensation there to-day, I hear? I said.

Hm, yes; but not so strong.

And the same injection cured you?

Of course. That, however, tells us nothing. We cannot yet ascertain how it is caused.

Or find out who was that unknown woman in black, I added.

If we could discover her we might obtain the key to the situation, he responded.

I have been invited by her ladyship to visit them in Wiltshire, I said suddenly, as I lit a cigarette, and I have accepted. Have I done right, do you think?

You would have done far better to stay here in London, grunted the old man. If we mean to get at the bottom of this mystery we must work together.

How?

In this affair, my dear Colkirk, he exclaimed, with a sudden burst of confidence, there is much more than of what we are aware. There is some motive in getting rid of Miss Wynd secretly and surely. I feel certain that she knows who her mysterious visitor was, but dare not tell us.

I am going down to Atworth, I said. Perhaps I shall discover something.

Perhaps? he sniffed dubiously. But, depend upon it, the key to this problem lies in London. You havent yet told me who this Miss Wynd is.

A lady who, her father being dead, went to live with Sir Henry Pierrepoint-Lane and his wife.

Ach! then she has no home? I thought not.

Why? What made you think that?

I fancied so, he said, continuing to puff at his great pipe. I fancied, too, that she had a lover — a young lover — who is a lieutenant in a cavalry regiment.

How did you know?

Merely from my own observations. It was all plain last night.

How?

But he grinned at me through his great ugly spectacles without replying. I knew that he was a marvellously acute observer.

And your opinion of her ladyship? I inquired, much interested.

She, like her charming cousin, is concealing the truth, he answered frankly. Neither are to be trusted.

Not Beryl — I mean Miss Wynd?

No; for she knows who her visitor was, and will not tell us.

Then he paused. In that moment I made a sudden resolve; I asked him whether he had read in the newspapers the account of the Whitton tragedy.

I read every word of it, he responded— a most interesting affair. I was not well at the time, otherwise I dare say I might have gone down there.

Yes, I said, from our point of view it is intensely interesting, the more so because of one fact, namely, that her ladyship was among the visitors when the Colonel was so mysteriously assassinated.

At Whitton! he exclaimed, bending forward. Was she at Whitton?

Yes, I answered.

And her cousin, Miss Wynd?

Of that I am not quite sure. All I know is that she was there on the afternoon previous to the tragedy. Sir Henrys wife is Mrs Chetwodes bosom friend.

The old fellow grunted, closed his eyes, and puffed contentedly at his pipe.

In that case, he observed at last, her ladyship may know something about that affair. Is that your suspicion?

Well, yes; to tell the truth, that is my opinion.

And also mine, he exclaimed. I am glad you have told me this, for it throws considerable light upon my discovery.

Discovery? I echoed. What have you discovered?

The identity of the woman in black who visited Miss Wynd last night.

Youve discovered her — already? I cried. Who was she?

A woman known as La Gioia, responded the queer old fellow, puffing a cloud of rank smoke from his heavy lips.

La Gioia? I gasped, open-mouthed and rigid. La Gioia! And you have found her?

Yes; I have found her.


Chapter Twenty Three.

A Counter-Plot.
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I HAVE NO knowledge yet of who the woman is, responded Hoefer, in answer to my question. I only know that her name is La Gioia. But you are aware of her identity, it seems.

No; like yourself, I only know her name.

He glanced at me rather curiously through his big spectacles, and I knew that he doubted my words. I pressed him to explain by what means he had made the discovery, but his answers were ambiguous. In brief, he believed that I knew more than I really did, and therefore declined to tell me anything. He was extremely eccentric, this queer old dabbler in the occult, and I well knew that, having once adopted a plan in the pursuit of an inquiry, no power on earth would induce him to deviate from it.

Fully an hour I remained in that atmosphere full of poisonous fumes, watching a further but futile analysis that he made, and afterwards took my leave of him.

I went back to Bayswater, wrote a letter of resignation to the doctor who had employed me, and then went forth again upon my round of visits. The practice was large and scattered, and several cases were critical ones, therefore it was not until nearly eight oclock that I returned again, fagged and hungry, only to find the waiting-room filled with club patients and others.

The irregularity of meals is one of the chief discomforts of a busy doctors life. I snatched a few moments to swallow my soup, and then entered the surgery and sat there until past nine ere I could commence dinner.

Then, over my coffee and a pipe, I sat at ease, thinking over the many occurrences of the day. Truly it had been an eventful one — the turning-point of my life. I had telegraphed to my mother, telling her of my good fortune, and, in response, received her hearty congratulations. One of the chief gratifications which the thousand pounds had brought to me was the fact that, for a year or so, she would not feel the absolute pinch of poverty as she had done through so long past.

And I was invited to Atworth! I should there have an opportunity of being always at the side of the woman I loved so madly, and perhaps be enabled to penetrate the veil of mystery with which she was surrounded. I was suspicious of the baronets wife — suspicious because she had made her first call upon me under such curious circumstances. How did she know me? and for what reason had she sought my acquaintance?

She had endeavoured to flirt with me. Faugh! Her beauty, her smartness, and her clever womans wiles might have turned the heads of the majority of men. But I loved Beryl, and she was mine — mine!

Reader, I have taken you entirely into my confidence, and I am laying bare to you my secret. Need I tell you how maddening the enigma had now become, how near I always seemed to some solution and yet how far off the truth? Place yourself in my position for a single moment — adoring the woman who, although she was actually my wife, was yet ignorant of the fact; and I dare not tell her the truth lest she might hold me in suspicion as one of those who had conspired against her. So far from the problem being, solved, each day rendered it more intricate and more inscrutable, until the continual weight upon my mind drove me to despair. Hence my anxiety for the days to pass in order that I might journey down to Atworth.

At last, on a close, overcast afternoon in the middle of September, when the hot sun seemed unable to penetrate the heavy veil of London smoke and the air was suffocating, I left Paddington, and, in due course, found myself upon the platform of the wayside station of Corsham, close to the entrance to the Box tunnel, where Sir Henry and his wife awaited me. The former was a tall, smart-looking, elderly man with grey hair and a well-trimmed grey beard, who, on our introduction, greeted me most cordially, expressing a hope that I should have a good time with them. I liked him at once; his face was open and honest, and his hand-grip was sincere.

We mounted the smart dogcart, and, leaving my baggage to the servant, drove out into the high-road which ran over the hills, looming purple in the golden sunset haze, to Trowbridge. Five miles through that picturesque, romantic district — one of the fairest in England — skirting the Monks Park, crossing the old Roman Road between Bath and London, and having ascended the ridge of the steep known as Corsham Side, we descended again through the little old-fashioned village of Atworth by a road which brought us, at last, to the lodge of the Hall. Then, entering the drive, we drove up to the fine old Tudor mansion, low and comfortable looking, with its long façade almost overgrown with ivy. One of the stately homes of England, it stood commanding a view of the whole range of the Wiltshire hills, the trees and park now bathed in the violets of the afterglow.

From the great hall the guests came forth to meet us in old English welcome, and, as I descended, Beryl herself, fresh in a pink cotton blouse and short cycling skirt, was the first to take my hand.

At last, Doctor Colkirk! she cried. Were all awfully delighted to see you.

Our eyes met, and I saw in hers a look of genuine welcome.

You are very kind, I answered. The pleasure is, I assure you, quite mutual.

Then my host introduced me to all the others.

The house, built in the form of a square, with a large courtyard in the centre, was much larger than it appeared from the exterior. The hall, filled as it was with curios and trophies of the chase — for the baronet was a keen sportsman, and his wife, too, was an excellent shot — formed a comfortable lounge. My host and hostess had travelled widely in India and the East, and most of the Atworth collection had been acquired during their visits to the Colonies. The room assigned to me was a bright pleasant one, clean, with old-fashioned chintzes, while from the deep window I could see across the lawn and the deep glen beyond, away over the winding Avon to the darkening hills.

At dinner I was placed next my hostess, with Beryl on my left. The latter wore a striking gown of turquoise blue, which, cut low at the neck, suited her admirably. Her wonderful gold-brown hair had evidently been arranged by a practised maid; but, as I turned to her, before she seated herself, I saw, at her throat, an object which caused me to start in surprise; suspended by a thin gold chain around her neck, a small ornament in diamonds, an exact replica of that curious little charm, shaped like a note of interrogation, which I had taken from her on the fateful day of our marriage, which I wore around my own neck at the moment. As I looked it sparkled and flashed with a thousand brilliant fires. Could that strange little device convey any hidden meaning? It was curious that, having lost one, she should wear another exactly similar.

We sat down together chatting merrily. The baronets wife was in black lace, her white throat and arms gleaming through the transparency, while her corsage was relieved by crimson carnations. Around the table, too, were several other striking dresses, for the majority of the guests were young, and the house-party was a decidedly smart one. The meal, too, was served with a stateliness which characterised everything in the household of the Pierrepoint-Lanes.

I watched my love carefully, and saw, by her slightly flushed cheeks, that my arrival gave her the utmost satisfaction.

It was in the drawing-room afterwards, when we were sitting together, that I inquired if she had entirely recovered.

Oh, entirely, she replied. It was extraordinary, was it not? Do you know whether Doctor Hoefer has visited the house again?

I dont know, I responded. Hes so very secret in all his doings. He will tell me nothing — save one thing.

One thing — what is that?

He has discovered the identity of your visitor in black.

He has? she cried quickly. Who was she?

A woman whom he called by a curious foreign name, I said, watching Beryls face the while. I think he said she was known amongst her intimates as La Gioia.

The light died in an instant from her face.

La Gioia! she gasped. And he knows her?

I presume that, as a result of his inquiries, he has made this discovery. His shrewdness is something marvellous; he has succeeded in many cases where the cleverest detectives have utterly failed.

But how can he have found her? she went on, greatly agitated by my statement.

I have no idea. I only tell you this just as he made the announcement to me — without any explanation.

She was silent, her eyes downcast. The ornament at her throat caught the light and glittered. My words had utterly upset her.

I must tell Nora, she said briefly, at last.

But I presume that you know this person called La Gioia? I remarked.

Know her? she gasped, looking up at me quickly. Know her? How should I know her?

Because she visited you as a messenger from the friend whose name you refused to tell me.

I did not know it was her? she declared wildly. I cannot think that it was actually that woman.

You have, then, a reason for wishing not to meet her?

I have never met her, she declared in a hard voice. I do not believe she was actually that woman?

I have merely told you Hoefers statement, I answered. I know nothing of who or what she is; the name sounds as though she were an actress.

Did he tell you anything else? she demanded. Not another word beyond what you have already said?

He only told me that he had discovered her identity.

He has not found out her motive in visiting me? she cried quickly.

Not yet — as far as I am aware.

She breathed more freely. That she desired to preserve the secret of this woman, whom she feared, was plain, but for what reason it was impossible to guess. Indeed, from her attitude, it seemed very much as though she were actually aware that her visitor and La Gioia were one and the same person. I saw by the twitching of her lips that she was nervous, and knew that she now regretted allowing Hoefer to prosecute his inquiries into the curious phenomena.

As I sat there with her, feasting my eyes upon her peerless beauty, I thought it all over, and arrived at the conclusion that, to discover the truth, I must remain patient and watchful, and never for a single instant show my hand.

I was suspicious of the baronets wife, and regarded her rather as an enemy than as a friend. She had forced herself upon me with some ulterior motive, which, although not yet apparent, would, I felt confident, be some day revealed.

Fortunately, at that moment, a smart woman in a cream gown went to the piano and began to play the overture from Adams Poupée de Nuremburg, rendering silence imperative. And afterwards, at my suggestion, my wife and I strolled along to the billiard-room, where we joined a party playing pool. She handled her cue quite cleverly, for a woman, and was frequently applauded for her strokes.

Of the agitation caused by my words not a single trace now remained. She was as gay, merry, and reckless as the others; indeed, she struck me as the very soul of the whole party. There was a smartness about her, without that annoying air of mannishness, which has, alas! developed among girls nowadays, and all that she did was full of that graceful sweetness so typically English.

The billiard-room echoed with laughter, again and again, for the game proved an exciting one, and the men of the party were, of course, gallant to the ladies in their play. There was a careless freedom in it all that was most enjoyable. The baronet was altogether an excellent fellow, eager to amuse everybody. What, I wondered, would he say if he knew of the vagaries of his smart wife, namely, that instead of visiting her relatives, she had run up to London for some purpose unknown? One fact was plain to me before I had been an hour in his house: he allowed her absolute and complete liberty.

We chatted together, sipping our whiskies between our turns at the game, and I found him a true type of the courteous, easy-going English gentlemen. I cannot, even to-day, tell what had prejudiced me against his wife, but somehow I did not like her. My distrust was a vague, undefined one, and I could not account for it.

She was eager to entertain me, it was true, anxious for my comfort, merry, full of smart sayings, and altogether a clever and tactful hostess. Nevertheless, I could not get away from the distinct feeling that I had been invited there with some ulterior motive.

The thought was a curious one, and it troubled me, not only that evening, but far into the silent night, as I lay awake striving to form some theory, but ever in vain.

Of one thing alone I felt absolutely assured — I am quick to distinguish the smallest signs, and I had not failed to become impressed by the truth I had read in her eyes that night — she was not sincere, she was plotting against me. I knew it, and regretted that I had accepted her invitation.


Chapter Twenty Four.

Face to Face.
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THE DAYS PASSED merrily until the end of September. There was never a dull moment, for Sir Henrys wife was one of those born hostesses who always gauge accurately the tastes of her guests, and was constantly making arrangements for their pleasure.

All the young ladies — save one young widow — and several of the men had brought their cycles, and many were the enjoyable spins we had in the vicinity. The fashion of cycling nowadays relieves a hostess of much responsibility, for on fine days guests can always amuse themselves, providing that the roads are good. I obtained a very decent machine from Bath, and, at Beryls side, accompanied the others on excursions into Bath or Chippenham, or, on longer journeys, to Malmesbury, Stroud, and Trowbridge. In her well-cut cycling skirt, cotton blouse, and straw hat, her wealth of hair dressed tightly by her maid, and her narrow waist girdled by a belt of grey chamois leather, she looked smart and lithe awheel. As a rule there is not much poetry in the cycling skirt, for it is generally made in such a manner as to hang baggy at the sides, which become disturbed by every puff of wind, and give the wearer the greatest amount of unnecessary annoyance. The French culottes are practical, if not altogether in accordance with our British view of feminine dress, and that they impart to a woman a considerable chicness, when in the saddle, cannot be denied. Yet there is nothing more graceful, nor more becoming to a woman than the English cycling skirt when cut by an artist in that form.

Sometimes alone, but often accompanied by our hostess, Sir Henry, or some of the guests. Beryl and I explored all the roads in the vicinity. My love constituted herself my guide, showing me the Three Shire Stones (the spot where the counties of Gloucester, Somerset, and Wilts join), the old Abbey of Lacock, the ancient moat and ruins at Kington Langley, the Lords Barn at Frogwell, the Roman tumuli at Blue Vein, and other objects of interest in the neighbourhood.

After my hard, laborious life in London these bright hours — spent in the fresh air by day, and in dancing and other gaieties at night — were indeed a welcome change. But it was not of that I reflected; my every thought was of her.

A score of times, during the week that had passed since my arrival at Atworth, I had been on the point of declaring my love for her and relating to her all I knew. Yet I hesitated. By so doing I might arouse her indignation. I had spied upon her; I was endeavouring to learn her secret.

Thus, from day to day I lingered at her side, played tennis, walked in the park, danced after dinner, and played billiards in the hour before we parted for the night, with eyes only for her, thoughts only of her, my life was hers alone. Perhaps I neglected the other guests. I think I must have done. Yet, well aware how quickly gossip arises among a house-party, I was always careful to remain sufficiently distant towards her to avoid any suspicion of flirtation. With a womans natural instinct she sometimes exerted her coquetry over me when we were alone, and by that I felt assured she was by no means averse to my companionship.

Often I gave young Chetwode a passing thought. I hated the prig, and thanked the Fates that he was not there. Sometimes his name was mentioned by one or other of the guests, and always in a manner that showed how her engagement to him was accepted by all her friends. Thus any mention of him caused me a sharp twinge.

During those warm, clear August days, spent with my love, I became somehow less suspicious of her ladyships actions. Hers was a complex nature; but I could not fail to notice her extreme friendliness towards me, and more than once it struck me that she contrived to bring Beryl and myself together on every possible occasion. The motive puzzled me.

Little time, however, was afforded for rumination, save in the privacy of ones room at night. The round of gaiety was unceasing, and as one guest left another arrived, so that we always had some fresh diversion and merriment. It was open house to all. We men were told that no formalities would be permitted. The tantalus was ever open, the glasses ready, the soda in the ice, and the cigars of various brands placed invitingly in the smoking-room. Hence, every one made himself thoroughly at home, and helped himself, at any hour, to whatever he pleased.

The phantasmagoria of life is very curious. Only a fortnight before I was a penniless medico, feeling pulses and examining tongues in order to earn a shilling or two to keep the wolf from the door, yet, within eight days, I had entered into the possession of a thousand pounds, and was, moreover, the guest of one of the smartest hostesses in England.

I had been at Atworth about a fortnight, and had written twice to Hoefer, but, as yet, had received no response. He was a sorry correspondent, I knew, for when he wrote it was a painful effort with a quill.

Bob Raymond had written me one of those flippant notes characteristic of him; but to this I had not replied, for I could not rid myself of the belief that he had somehow played me false.

One evening, while sitting in the hall with my hostess, in the quiet hour that precedes the dressing-bell, she, of her own accord, began to chat about the curious phenomena in Gloucester Square.

I have told my husband nothing, she said. I do hope your friend will discover the cause before we return to town.

If he does not, then it would be best to keep the door locked, I said. At present the affair is still unexplained.

Fortunately Beryl is quite as well as ever — thanks to you and to him.

It was a happy thought of yours to call me, I said. Hoefer was the only man in London who could give her back her life, and, if ever the mystery is solved, it is he who will solve it.

I noticed that she was unusually pale, whether on account of the heat, or from mental agitation, I could not determine. The day had been a blazing one — so hot, indeed, that no one had been out before tea. At that moment every one had gone forth except ourselves, and, as she sat in a cane rocking-chair, swinging herself lazily to and fro, she looked little more than a girl, her cream serge tennis-dress imparting to her quite a juvenile appearance.

I hope you are not bored here, Doctor, she said presently, after we had been talking for some time.

Bored? I laughed. Why, one has not a moment in which to be bored. This is the first half-hour of repose Ive had since I arrived here.

She looked at me strangely, and, with a curious smile, said — 

Because you are always so taken up with Beryl.

With Beryl! I echoed, starting quickly. I really did not know that— I hastened to protest.

Ah, no, she laughed, To excuse yourself is useless. The truth is quite patent to me if not to the others.

The truth of what? I inquired, with affected ignorance.

The truth that you love her.

I laughed aloud, scouting the idea. I did not intend to show my hand, for I was never certain of her tactics.

My dear Doctor, she said presently, you may deny it, if you like, but I have my eyes open, and I know that in your heart you love her.

Then you know my feelings better than myself, I responded, inwardly angry that I should have acted in such a manner as to cause her to notice my infatuation.

Ones actions often betray ones heart. Yours have done, she replied. But I would warn you that love with Beryl is a dangerous game.

Dangerous! I dont understand you.

I mean that you must not love her. It is impossible.

Why impossible?

For one simple and very good reason, she responded. Then, looking straight in my face, she added, Could you, Doctor, keep a secret if I told you one?

I think I could. It would not be the first one Ive kept.

Well, it is for the sake of your own happiness that I tell you this, she said. You will promise never to breathe a word to her if I tell you.

I promise, of course.

She hesitated, with her dark eyes fixed upon mine. Then she said, in a low voice — 

Beryl is already married.

To whom? I asked, so calmly that I think I surprised her.

To whom I cannot tell you.

Why not? Surely it is no secret.

Yes, it is a secret. That is why I dare not tell you her husbands name.

Is she actually the wife of young Chetwode?

Certainly not.

But she is engaged to him, I observed.

She is believed to be, my hostess announced, but such is not really the case.

And her husband? Where is he?

It was strange that I should be asking such a question about my own whereabouts.

In London, I think.

Then he is quite content that his wife should pose as the affianced bride of young Chetwode? Such an arrangement is certainly rather strange.

I know nothing of the whys and wherefores, she replied. I only know that she is already married, and I warn you not to lose your heart to her.

Well, what you have told me is curious, but I think—

The remainder of the sentence died upon my lips, for at that moment Beryl burst gaily into the hall, dusty and flushed after cycling, exclaiming — 

Weve had such an awfully jolly ride. But the others came along so slowly that Connie and I scorched home all the way from Monkton. How stifling it is to-night! And she drew the pins from her hat, and, sinking into a chair, began fanning herself, while, at the same moment, her companion, Connie Knowles, a rather smart girl who was one of the party, also entered.

Hence our conversation was interrupted — a fact which for several reasons I much regretted. Yet from her words, it seemed plain that she did not know that I was actually her cousins husband. She knew Beryls secret, that she was married, but to whom she was unaware.

There is an old saying among the contadinelli of the Tuscan mountains, Le donne dicono semure i vero; ma non lo dicono tutto intero. Alas, that it is so true!

That same evening when, after dressing, I descended for dinner, I found Beryl in the study, scribbling a note which, having finished, she gave to the servant.

Is he waiting? she inquired.

Yes, miss.

Then give it to him — with this; and she handed the girl a shilling.

When, however, she noticed me standing in the doorway she seemed just a trifle confused. In this message I scented something suspicious; but, affecting to take no notice, walked at her side down the corridor into the hall to await the others. She wore a toilette that night which bore the cut of a first-class couturier. It was a handsome heliotrope gown with a collar of seed pearls. After dining we danced together, and, in so doing, I glanced down at her white, heaving chest, for her corsage was a trifle lower than others she had hitherto worn. I found that for which my eyes were searching — a tiny dark mark low down, and only just visible above the lace edging of the gown — the tattoo-mark which I had discovered on that fateful day, the mark of the three hearts entwined.

What, I wondered, did that indelible device denote?

That it had some significance was certain. I had been waltzing with her for perhaps five minutes, when suddenly I withdrew my hand from her waist, and halting, reeled and almost fell.

Why, Doctor, she cried, whats the matter? How pale you are?

Nothing, I gasped, endeavouring to reassure her. A little faintness, that is all. Ill go out into the night. And, unnoticed by the others, I staggered out upon the broad, gravelled terrace which ran the whole length of the house.

She had walked beside me in alarm, and, when we were alone, suggested that she should obtain assistance.

No, I said; I shall be better in a moment.

How do you feel? she inquired, greatly concerned.
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As though I had suddenly become frozen, I answered. It is the same sensation as when I entered that room at Gloucester Square.

Impossible! she cried in alarm.

Yes, I said; it is unaccountable — quite unaccountable.

The circumstance was absolutely beyond credence. I stood there, for a few minutes, leaning upon her arm, which she offered me, and slowly the curious sensation died away, until a quarter of an hour afterwards I found myself quite as vigorous as I had been before. Neither of us, however, danced again, but lighting a cigar, I spent some time strolling with her up and down the terrace, enjoying the calm, warm, starlit night.

We discussed my mysterious seizure a good deal, but could arrive at no conclusion.

After some hesitation I broached the subject which was very near my heart.

I have heard nothing of late of Chetwode, I said. Where is he?

I dont know, she responded. His regiment has left Hounslow for York, you know.

And he is in York?

I suppose so.

Suppose! And yet you are to be his wife! I exclaimed.

Who told you that? she asked quickly, halting and looking straight at me.

Every one discusses it, I answered. They say he is to be your husband very shortly. What would he say, I wonder, if he knew that you and I frivol so much together?

What right has he to say anything regarding my actions? I am quite free.

Then he is not your lover? I inquired in deep earnestness. Tell me the truth.

Of course not. We have danced together and walked together, just as you and I have done; but as for love — why, the thing is absurd.

You do not love him? I asked.

Certainly not, she laughed. Then she added, I never love. That is why I am not like other women.

Every woman denies the tender passion, I said, smiling.

Well, I only tell you the truth, she responded, with a slight sigh. If every woman must love at one time in her life, there must of course be some exceptions. I am one of them.

Ah, you do yourself an injustice? I declared. Every woman has a heart.

She was silent. Then, in a hard strained voice, she answered — 

True; but mine is like stone.

Why? What has hardened it?

Ah, no! she cried quickly. You are always, trying to learn my secret, but I can never tell you — never! Let us go in. And, without another word, she passed through the French windows into the billiard-room, where the usual game of pool was in progress and the merry chatter was general.

Like that of her cousin, her nature was a complex one. The more I strove to understand her the more utterly hopeless the analysis became. I loved her — nay, in all the world there was but one woman for my eyes. Superb in beauty and in grace, she was incomparable — perfect.

That night, when the household was at rest, I still sat smoking in my room, puzzled over the curious recurrence of the sensation which seized all who entered the lethal chamber in London. The turret-clock over the stables had chimed half-past one, yet I felt in no mood to turn in. The writing of that hasty note by Beryl was an incident which I had forgotten, but which now came back to me. What if I could discover its nature? She had written it upon the blotting-pad in Sir Henrys study, and the thought occurred to me that I might, perhaps, discover the impression there.

With that object I placed a box of matches in my pocket, switched off my light, and crept in the darkness noiselessly along the corridor. The carpeting was thick, and, being without slippers, I stole along without a sound past the door of Beryls room, and down the great oaken staircase into the hall.

I had crossed the latter, and had my hand upon the green baize door which kept out the draught of the corridors, and was about to open it, when of a sudden my quick ear caught a sound. In an instant I halted, straining my ears to listen. In the stillness of the night, and especially in the darkness, every sound becomes exaggerated and distorted. I stood there not daring to breathe.

Through the great high windows of the hall, filled with diamond panes like the windows of an ancient church, the faint starlight struggled so that the opposite side of the place was quite light. I glanced around at the shining armour standing weird in the half-light, with visors down and pikes in hand — a row of steel-clad warriors of the days gone by when Atworth was a stronghold. They looked a ghostly lot, and quite unnerved me.

But, as I listened, the suspicious sound again greeted my quick ear, and I heard in the door on the opposite side of the hall, straight before me, a key slowly turn. Even in that dead silence it made but little noise; the lock had evidently been well oiled.

Then cautiously the door gradually opened, and I was no longer alone. The dark figure of a woman advanced, treading so silently that she seemed to walk on air. She came straight towards the spot where I stood watching in the darkness, and I saw that she was dressed in black.

As she reached the centre of the hall the pale light fell upon her face, and, although uncertain, it was sufficient to reveal to me the truth; I was face to face with the woman who had been described by Beryl — the mysterious La Gioia!


Chapter Twenty Five.

The Woman in Black.
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THE ENCOUNTER WAS unexpected and startling. I stood glaring at the dark figure, unable for the moment to move. The dark face, with its keen black eyes, fascinated me; there was a look of evil there. What business could bring her there, stealthily, like a thief?

She had halted in the centre of the hall, and seemed to be examining some object upon the Indian table, whereon tea was always served in the afternoon. The light was just sufficient to reveal that she held something small and white in her hand, but what it was I was unable to distinguish.

The partial aboulia, as we doctors term the lack of ability to perform intentional acts, which had seized me on discovering the intruder, quickly gave place to an endeavour to conceal myself; and this I accomplished by crouching down behind a large square pedestal whereon stood a giant palm. As I watched I saw her make a tour of the place, examining every object as though in search of something. Then, with deliberation, she passed through the door by which I had entered, and crept noiselessly up the stairs.

She was ascending to the room of the woman who feared her! I stole along after her. It was an adventurous piece of spying, for the slightest creak of the stairs would betray my presence, and oaken stairs creak horribly.

At last I gained the top, and, as I stood, watched her steal noiselessly along the corridor, past Beryls room, to my own room. She tried the door cautiously, opened it, and entered. As though in disappointment that I was not there she quickly came forth, stood in hesitation listening in the corridor, and then, creeping back, stopped before Beryls room. Evidently, she was well acquainted with the geography of the house, and knew who occupied the various chambers.

In the corridor it was much lighter than in the hall, and, as she came to a standstill before Beryls door, I was quite close to her, crouching on the dark stair, my head only on a level with the floor of the corridor. It was then I made a discovery which was somewhat puzzling: while her right hand was free, on the left she wore a black glove.

She bent at the door, peered into the keyhole, and, having listened in order to satisfy herself that Beryl was asleep, slowly turned the handle to try if it were locked.

Would she enter? I stood watching her actions with bated breath. That she was there with evil intent was absolutely certain.

The lock yielded, and, pushing open the door very slowly, she stole in on tiptoe, closing it after her.

What should I do? My love was in deadly peril — of that I felt certain. She had defied the Major, and the revenge of that all-powerful but unknown person, La Gioia, was upon her. She was alone — asleep, and at her mercy!

To dash in and seize her would be to alarm the house and, perhaps, compromise my loved one. Yet what could I do to save her? I had seen by the evil glint in her eyes that she was there with fell intent, and I knew by the cautious manner in which she moved, without hesitation or fear, that she was no amateur at such nocturnal visits. Indeed, she moved like a dark shadow, gliding without the slightest noise until one might almost have believed her to be some supernatural visitant.

It was my duty, however, to protect my love, no matter at what cost. I had come there for that purpose, having a distinct foreboding that some deadly peril surrounded her; therefore, now was my time to act, to meet that woman face to face and to demand an explanation.

Upon this decision I acted without further delay, for creeping as noiselessly as she had done, I reached the door and slowly turned the handle in order to burst in unexpectedly upon her. The handle turned, but the door would not open; she had locked it behind her.

I bent to the keyhole. All was dark within. There was no sound. The noise I had made by trying the door had, no doubt, alarmed her, and she was standing within preparing to make a sudden dash for liberty.

I drew myself up at the door prepared. Those moments were full of excitement. I held my breath, straining my ears to listen. There was no sound. The silence was like that of the grave.

My love was within that room, and her enemy was at her side!

Should I arouse the household? Again I hesitated, fearing lest I should compromise Beryl. Of a sudden, however, I recollected that in many houses the doors of the bedrooms frequently bear similar locks, and finding that the key had been removed by the intruder — possibly for the purpose of watching my movements from the inside — it occurred to me that I might try the key of my own room.

Yet if I left my post she might escape; she was evidently watching her opportunity.

Fully ten minutes passed, each second ticked out loudly by the long grandfathers clock at the end of the corridor, until I could stand the tension no longer, and, receding slowly backwards, with my eyes still upon the door, ready for La Gioias dash for liberty, I reached my own room and secured the key.

Then, slipping back again, I placed the key swiftly in the lock, heedless of the noise it made, and turned it. The lock yielded, and a second later I stood within the room.

An involuntary cry of amazement escaped me, and I drew back. I dashed towards the bed, but it had not been slept in. The room, with its great mirror draped with silk, and its silver toilet-set catching the pale light, was empty! The window stood open, and, springing towards it, I saw to my dismay a rope-ladder reaching to the ground. Both La Gioia and my well-beloved had disappeared.

I looked out, but all was dark across the park. The night wind rustled in the trees, and a dog was howling dismally in the kennels. Could Beryl have been awaiting La Gioia, and have left in her company? The discovery utterly dismayed me.

I ran to my room, obtained a cap and boots, and, returning, passed through the open window, descending by the ladder to the terrace. Around the house I dashed like a madman, and down the drive towards the lodge-gates, halting suddenly now and then with my ear to the wind, eager to distinguish any sound of movement. I was utterly without clue to guide me as to the direction the fugitives had taken. Four or five roads and paths led from the house, in various directions, to Atworth village, to Corsham, and to Lacock, while one byway through the wood led out upon the old high-road to, Bath. The latter went straight into a dark copse at the rear of the house, and would afford ample concealment for any one wishing to get away unobserved. All the other roads cut across the park, and any one travelling along them would be visible for some distance. Therefore, I started down the byway in question, entering the wood and traversing it as noiselessly as I could, and emerged at last into the broad, white high-road which I knew so well, having cycled and driven over it dozens of times.

I calculated that the fugitives had about ten to twelve minutes start, and if they had really taken the road, I must be close upon them. The road ascended steadily all the way from the Wormwood Farm to Kingsdown, yet I slackened not my pace until I gained the crest of the hill. The moon had come out from behind the clouds, and the night was so light that any object upon that white open road could be seen for a long distance. Having gained the hilltop at the junction of the road to Wraxall, I stood and strained my eyes down both highways, but to my disappointment saw no one. Either I had passed them while they had hidden themselves in the wood, or I had mistaken the direction they had taken.

The presence in the house of that sinister woman in black, her mode of exit, and the startling fact that Beryl was missing, had, I think, unnerved me. As I stood reflecting I regretted that I had relied too much upon my own strategy, and had not aroused the household. In my constant efforts to preserve the secret of my well-beloved I had made a fatal mistake.

My mind had become confused by these constantly recurring mysteries. As a medical man I knew that all mental troubles involve diseases of the brain. The more complex troubles, such as my own at that moment, are still wrapped in obscurity. To the psychologist there are, of course, certain guiding principles through the maze of facts which constitute the science of the mind; but, after all, he knows practically nothing about the laws which govern the influence of mind over body. I had acted foolishly and impulsively. Both the women had fled.

I took the road down the hill to Wraxall, and thence, by a circular route by way of Ganbrook Farm and the old church at Atworth, back to the Hall. I hoped that they might take that road to Bath, but, although I walked for more than an hour, I met not a soul. A church clock chimed three as I came down the hill from Kingsdown, and it was already growing light ere I gained the terrace of the Hall again. I climbed back into Beryls room by the ladder still suspended there. Her absence was as yet undiscovered. Everything was just as I had left it an hour and a half before. I was undecided, at that moment, whether to alarm the household or to affect ignorance of the whole thing and await developments of the strange affair. Judged from all points the latter course seemed the best; therefore, still in indecision, I crept back to my room, and, entering there, closed the door.

I sank into a chair, exhausted after my walk, when a sudden pain shot through me from head to foot, causing me to utter an involuntary cry. The next instant the same sensation of being frozen crept over me, as it had done outside that room in Gloucester Square, and again on the previous night when dancing with my beloved. The same rigidity of my muscles, the same aphasia and amnesia, the same complex symptoms that I had before experienced, and so well remembered, were again upon me. My lower limbs seemed frozen and lifeless, my heart was beating so faintly that it seemed almost imperceptible, and my senses seemed so utterly dulled that I was unable either to cry out or to move.

If I had but a little of that curious liquid which Hoefer had injected! I blamed myself for not asking him to give me some in case of emergency. The unknown woman in black had left again behind her the curious unseen influence that so puzzled the greatest known medico-legist.

The sensation was much sharper, and of far longer duration, than that which had so suddenly fallen upon me when dancing. Reader, I can only describe it, even now, I sit recounting to you the curious story, as the icy touch of the grim Avenger. The hand of Death was actually upon me.

I think that the automatic processes of my brain must have ceased. Without entering into a long description, which the majority of the laity would not properly understand, it is but necessary to say that the lowest, or third level of the brain includes all the functions which the spinal cord and its upper termination, which we call the medulla, are able to perform alone — that is, without involving necessarily the activity of the nervous centres and brain areas which lie above them. The third level functions are those of life-sustaining processes generally — breathing, heart-beat and vaso-motor action — which secure the circulation of the blood. It was this portion of the brain, controlling the automatic processes, which had become paralysed. I needed, I knew, an artificial stimulation — some agent by which the physiological processes might be started again. What if they would not start again normally!

I sat in my chair, rigid as a corpse, unable to move or to utter a sound — cold, stiff, and as I well knew, resembling in every way a person lifeless. Slight consciousness remained to me, but, after a while, even that faded, and I knew not then what followed.

The period of blank unconsciousness appeared to me but a few minutes, but it must have been hours, for when I awoke the morning sun was high and was shining full in my face as I sat there. My limbs were cramped and my head was heavy, but there was no pain with my returning sensibility, as is generally the case after a period of insensibility. I rose with difficulty, and, staggering unevenly to the window, looked out. Upon the terrace two men were idly strolling as was the habit of those who came down early, awaiting the breakfast bell. I glanced at the timepiece and saw that it was about nine oclock.

Had Beryls absence yet been discovered?

I glanced over to my bed, and then recollected that I had not undressed. Truly that night had been an eventful one. La Gioia had actually been in that room. In an instant, recollections of my midnight vigil and my chase crowded upon me. Surely, if that rope-ladder were still suspended from the window of the room occupied by my love, those two men strolling there must have noticed it!

I opened my own window and leaned out to look. No, it had been removed. My loved ones absence had been discovered.

The breakfast bell rang and aroused me to a sense of responsibility. I knew of the secret visit of La Gioia, and it was my duty to reveal it so that the truth might be ascertained. Therefore, I shaved quickly, changed my clothes, and tossed about my bed so that the maids should not suspect my wakefulness.

There was merry chatter outside in the corridor as the guests descended, but, although I listened, I could hear no mention of Beryls disappearance. On completion of my toilet I opened my door and followed them down. Yet scarcely had I got to the head of the stairs when that same now-familiar sensation came upon me, like the touch of an icy hand. I gripped the old oaken banisters and stood cold and dumb. The same phenomena had occurred in my room as in that room of mystery at Gloucester Square. The thing utterly staggered belief.

Nevertheless, almost as swiftly as the hand of Death touched me was it withdrawn, and, walking somewhat unsteadily, I went down and along the corridor to the breakfast room.

The chatter was general before I entered, but there was a sudden silence as I opened the door.

Why, Doctor Colkirk? cried a voice, this isnt like you to be late. Youre an awful sluggard this morning!

I glanced quickly across at the speaker and held my breath in amazement. It was Beryl! She was sitting there, in her usual place looking fresh in her pale blue cotton blouse, the merriest and happiest of the party.

What response I made I have no idea; I only know that I saluted my hostess mechanically and then walked to my chair like a man in a dream.


Chapter Twenty Six.

Husband and Wife.
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PERSONALLY, I AM one of those who pay no tribute of grateful admiration to those who have oppressed mankind with the dubious blessings of the penny post. Just as no household, which is adorned with the presence of pen-propelling young ladies, is ever without its due quantity of morning letters, so no breakfast table is quite complete if the post-bag has been drawn blank. The urn may hiss, eggs may be boiled to the precise degree of solidity, frizzling strips of home-cured may smile upon you from dish of silver, or golden marmalade may strive to allure you with the richness of its hue, but if the morning letters are not present the picture is incomplete. They are the crowning glory of the British breakfast table.

For a good many days my correspondents had happily left me in the lurch, but as I sank into my seat I saw upon my plate a single letter, and took it up mechanically. As a rule the handwriting of the envelope betrayed the writer, but this possessed the additional attraction of unfamiliar penmanship. It had been addressed to Rowan Road, and Bob had forwarded it.

The communication was upon paper of pale straw-colour, headed Metropolitan Police, T. Division, Brentford, and signed J. Rowling, sub-divisional inspector. There were only two or three lines, asking whether I could make it convenient to appoint an hour when he could call upon me, as he wished to consult me upon a matter of extreme importance. The matter referred to was, of course, the tragedy at Whitton. Truth to tell, I was sick at heart of all this ever-increasing maze of circumstances, and placed the letter in my pocket with a resolve to allow the affair to rest until I returned to London on the conclusion of my visit.

The receipt of it, however, had served one purpose admirably: it had given me an opportunity to recover my surprise at discovering Beryl sitting there opposite me, bright and vivacious, as though nothing unusual had occurred. The letter which I had seen her writing in the study on the previous evening had been, I now felt convinced, to make an appointment which she had kept.

But with whom?

I glanced at my hostess, who was busily arranging with those near her at table for a driving party to visit the Haywards at Dodington Park, and wondered whether she could be aware of the strange midnight visitant. I contrived to have a brief chat with her after breakfast was finished, but she appeared in entire ignorance of what had transpired during the night. I lit a cigarette, and as usual strolled around for a morning visit to the kennels with Sir Henry. On returning I saw my well-beloved seated beneath one of the great trees near the house, reading a novel. The morning was hot, but in the shade it was delightful. As I crossed the grass to her she raised her head, and then, smiling gladly, exclaimed — 

Why, I thought youd gone to Dodington with the others, Doctor Colkirk?

No, I answered, taking a chair near her; Im really very lazy this hot weather.

How charming she looked in her fresh cotton gown and large flop-hat of Leghorn straw trimmed with poppies.

And I prefer quiet and an interesting book to driving in this sun. I wonder they didnt start about three, and come home in the sunset. But Noras always so wilful.

Though as merry as was her wont, I detected a tired look in her eyes. Where had she been during the long night — and with whom? The silence was only disturbed by the hum of the insects about us and the songs of the birds above. The morning was a perfect one.

I found it very oppressive last night, I said, carefully approaching the subject upon which I wanted to talk to her. I couldnt sleep, so I came out here into the park.

Into the park? she echoed quickly, and I saw by her look that she was apprehensive.

Yes. It was a beautiful night — cool, refreshing, and starlit.

You were alone?

I hesitated. Then, looking her straight in the face, answered — 

No, I was not. I had yourself as company.

The colour in an instant left her cheeks.

Me? she gasped.

Yes, I replied, in a low, earnest voice. You were also in the park last night.

She was silent.

I did not see you, she faltered. Then, as though recovering her self-possession, she added, with some hauteur, And even if I chose to walk here after every one had gone to rest, I really dont think that you have any right to question my actions.

Forgive me, I said quickly. I do not question you in the least; I have no right to do so. You are certainly free to do as you please, save where you neglect your own interests or place yourself in peril — as you did last night.

In peril of what? she demanded defiantly.

In peril of falling a victim to the vengeance of an enemy.

I dont understand you.

Then I will speak more frankly, Miss Wynd, in the hope that you will be equally frank with me, I said, my eyes fixed upon her. You were last night, or, rather, at an early hour this morning, with a person whom you have met on a previous occasion.

I admit that. It is, indeed, useless to deny it, she answered.

And yet, on the last occasion that you met, you nearly lost your life! Was it wise?

Nearly lost my life? she echoed. I do not follow you.

The woman in black who called at Gloucester Square on that evening not so many days ago. You surely remember her? Was it not after her departure that her unaccountable, evil influence remained?

Certainly. But what of her?

You were with her last night.

With her? she gasped, surprised. I certainly was not.

Do you deny having seen her? I demanded.

Most assuredly, she responded promptly. You certainly did not see us together.

And your companion was not a woman?

No; it was a man.

Who?

I have already told you that I object to any one interfering in my private affairs.

A lover? I said, with some asperity perhaps. You are entirely at liberty to think what you please. I only deny that I have set eyes upon my mysterious visitor since that evening in Gloucester Square.

Well, she was in the house last night, I answered decisively. She was in your room.

In my room? gasped my well-beloved, in alarm. Impossible?

I watched her enter there, I replied; and then continuing, gave her an exact account of all that transpired — how she had first entered my room, and how the strange evil of her presence had so strangely affected me afterwards.

Its absolutely astounding, she declared. I was utterly ignorant of it all. Are you absolutely certain that it was the same woman?

The description given of her by yourself and your cousins servant is exact. She came here with some distinctly sinister purpose, that is quite evident.

But she must have entered by the servants quarters if she passed through the hall as you have described. She seemed to have been in search of us both.

No doubt, I answered. And if, as you say, you were absent from the room at the time, it is evident that she went straight out into the park in search of you. In that case she would have left the room before I tried the door, and would be ignorant of the fact that I had detected her presence in the house.

But what could she want with us? she asked in a voice which told me that this unexpected revelation had unnerved her.

Ah, that I cannot tell, I responded. She came here with an evil purpose, and fortunately we were both absent from our rooms.

She knit her brows in thought. Possibly she was recalling some event during her midnight walk.

And you say that you actually experienced in your own room, on returning there, an exactly similar sensation to that which we all felt at Gloucester Square?

Exactly.

Do you know, she faltered, I felt the same sensation in my own room this morning — very faintly, but still the same feeling of being chilled. What is your private opinion about it, Doctor?

My opinion is that there is a conspiracy afoot against both of us, I responded very earnestly. For some unaccountable reason we are marked down as victims — why, I cannot tell. You will forgive me for speaking plainly, but I believe that you alone hold the key to the mystery, that you alone know the motive of this vengeance — if vengeance it be — and if you were to tell me frankly of the past we might unite to vanquish our enemies.

What do you mean by the past? she inquired, with just a touch of indignation.

There are several questions I have put to you which you have refused to answer, I replied. The light which you could throw upon two or three points, now in obscurity, might lead me to a knowledge of the whole truth.

She sighed, as though the burden of her thoughts oppressed her.

I have told you all I can, she answered.

No; you have told me all you dare. Is not that a more truthful way of putting it?

She nodded, but made no response.

You have feared to tell me of the one fact concerning yourself which has, in my belief, the greatest bearing upon your perilous situation.

And what is that?

The fact that you are married!

Her face blanched to the lips, her hands trembled and for a moment my words held her dumb.

Who told you that? she gasped, in a low voice.

I knew it long ago, I replied.

Nora has betrayed my secret, she observed in a hard voice.

No, I declared; your cousin has told me nothing. I have known the fact for months past.

For months past! How?

You are not frank with me, I replied; therefore I may be at liberty to preserve what secrets I think best.

I — I do not deny it, she faltered. Then, in a voice trembling with emotion, she added, Ah, Doctor Colkirk, if you knew all that I have suffered you would quite understand my fear lest any one should discover my secret. I often wonder how it is that I have not taken my own life long, long ago.

No, I said in deep sympathy, taking her hand. Bear up against all these troubles. Let me assist you as your friend.

But you cannot, she declared despairingly, tears welling in her eyes. You can only assist me by keeping my secret. Will you promise me to do that?

Most certainly, I replied. But I want to do more. I want to penetrate the veil of mystery which seems to surround your marriage. I want—

You can never do that, she interrupted quickly. I have tried and tried, but have failed.

Why?

Because, strange though it may seem, I am entirely unaware of the identity of my husband. I have never seen him.

I was silent. Should I reveal to her the truth? She could not believe me, if I did. What proof could I show her?

And you do not know his name?

No; I do not even know his name, she answered. All I know is that by this marriage I am debarred for ever from all love and happiness. I have nothing to live for — nothing! Each day increases the mystery, and each day brings to me only bitterness and despair. Ah! how a woman may suffer and still live.

Have you no means by which to discover the identity of your unknown husband? I inquired.

None whatever, she answered. I know that I am married — beyond that, nothing.

And who else is in possession of this secret? I inquired.

Nora.

No one else?

No one — to my knowledge.

But you are, I understand, engaged to marry Cyril Chetwode, I said, anxious to get the truth. How can you marry him if you are really a wife?

Ah! thats just it! she cried. I am the most miserable girl in all the world. Everything is so hazy, so enshrouded in mystery. I am married, and yet I have no husband.

But is it not perhaps best that, under the circumstances, you should be apart, I said. He may be old, or ugly, or a man you could never love.

I dread to think of it, she said hoarsely. Sometimes I wonder what he is really like, and who he really is.

And, at the same time, you love Cyril Chetwode? I said, the words almost choking me.

I saw she loved that young ape, and my heart sank within me.

We are very good friends, she answered.

But you love him? Why not admit it? I said.

And if I do — if I do, it is useless — all useless, she murmured.

Yes, I observed, it is useless. You are already married.

No! she cried, holding up her tiny hand as though to stay my words. Do not let us talk of it. I cannot bear to think. The truth hangs like a shadow over my life.

Does Chetwode know? I inquired. Is he aware that you can never be his?

He knows nothing. He loves me, and believes that one day we shall many. Indeed, now that he has succeeded to the estate, he sees no reason why our marriage should be delayed, and is pressing me for an answer.

Her breast heaved and fell quickly beneath her starched blouse. I saw how agitated she was, and how, with difficulty, she was restraining her tears.

What answer can you give him?

Ah! she cried, what answer, indeed. Was there ever woman before who knew not her husband, or who suffered as I am suffering?

Your case is absolutely unique, I said. Have you not endeavoured to solve the problem? Surely, from the official record of the marriage, it is possible to obtain your husbands name? You have a wedding-ring, I suppose? I said, my thoughts running back to that fateful moment when I had placed the golden bond of matrimony upon her hand.

Yes, she answered, and, placing her hand within her bodice, drew forth the ring suspended by a narrow blue ribbon; it is here.

I took it in my hand with a feeling of curiosity. How strange it was! That was the very ring which I had placed upon her finger when in desperation I had sold myself to the Tempter.

Have you no idea whatever of the circumstances of your marriage? Do you know nothing?

Absolutely nothing — save that I am actually married.

The identity of the man who placed this ring upon your hand is an enigma?

Yes. I found it upon my finger; that is all that I am aware of. I changed my name, yet I am ignorant of what my new name really is.

A sound of wheels approaching up the drive greeted our ears, but I still held the ring in the hollow of my hand.

Shall I tell you the true name of your husband? I said earnestly, looking straight into those deep, clear eyes.

What? she cried, starting in quick surprise; you know it? Surely, that is impossible!

Yes, I said in a low voice; I know it.

At that instant the ralli-car, which had evidently been to Corsham Station, dashed past us towards the house, interrupting our conversation and causing us both to raise our heads.

At the side of Barton, the coachman, there sat a stranger, who, as he passed, turned his head aside to glance at us. Our eyes met. In an instant I recognised him. It was none other than the man for whom I had been in active search through all these weeks — the Tempter!


Chapter Twenty Seven.

The Tempter.
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THE SMALL-EYED MAN, to whom I had sold myself that fateful day, caught sight of Beryl, and, raising his grey felt hat in recognition, pulled up, and swung himself down from the trap. I glanced at my love and saw that her face was blanched to the lips. The meeting was, to her, evidently a most unexpected one.

Beneath the seat I saw a well-worn kit-bag, and a gun-case, which showed that he had come on a visit. Smartly dressed in light grey, he wore a button-hole of pink carnations, which gave him an air of gaiety and irresponsibility scarcely in keeping with his age.

Ah, my dear Miss Wynd! he cried, advancing to her with outstretched hand. Im so delighted to find you here. It is a long time since we met.

Yes, she answered in a voice which trembled with suppressed excitement. But I had no idea that you were coming down, she added. Nora told me nothing.

I too had no idea of visiting you, until the day before yesterday, he said. Ive been abroad for nearly a year, and only arrived back in town three days ago, when I found Sir Henrys, invitation, a month old, lying at my club. I wired to ask if I might still accept it, and here I am.

He stood with his legs apart, his hat set rather jauntily upon his head, looking an entirely different person to that crabbed, strange old fellow who sat behind the bar of sunlight, with the banknotes in his claw-like fingers, every detail of that scene was as vivid in my memory as though it had occurred but yesterday. Again, I looked into his face. Yes, I had no doubt whatever that it was he.

I — I am the first to bid you welcome to Atworth, Beryl said. Nora has gone over with some of the people to visit the Haywards, at Dodington. Theres a flower-show there.

I quite remember, he exclaimed, I went over there last year. Lady Dyrham drove us. Do you recollect?

Of course, she laughed. And how it rained too. My new frock was quite spoilt, and I had a bad cold for a fortnight afterwards. Im not likely to easily forget that drive home.

Because of the spoilt frock? he laughed, raising his small eyes to me.

Yes, I suppose thats what has impressed itself upon my memory. We women are never forgetful where clothes are concerned.

And whos here? Anybody I know? he inquired.

Oh, there are the Pirries and the Tiremans, as usual, and, of course, Lady Dyrham, she answered. Then, a moment later she added, This is Doctor Colkirk — Mr Ashwicke. Let me introduce you, if you have not already met before.

We have not had that pleasure, said the Tempter, turning to me and raising his hat.

He remained perfectly calm, betraying no sign whatever of recognition. In this I saw an intention on his part to deny all knowledge of our previous acquaintance.

His keen eyes glanced at me quickly, and, as though in that moment he gauged exactly my strength of character, he expressed his pleasure at our meeting, and hoped that we should all spend as pleasant a time as he had done last year.

Here one has not an hour for leisure, he laughed. Sir Henry and his wife are really a wonderful pair as host and hostess. Youve already found them so, Ive no doubt.

Yes, I responded mechanically, his marvellous self-control staggering me. The house-party is a very jolly one.

Ive been abroad, he went on. But Im pleased to be at home again. Theres nothing like an English country house in summer. It is an ideal existence.

How long have you been away? I inquired, anxious to ascertain his tactics.

Nearly a year. After leaving here last summer, I spent a week in London and then left for Vienna. Afterwards I went south, spending greater part of the winter in Cairo, thence to Bombay, and returned for the late spring in Florence, and afterwards wandered about France, until three days ago I found myself again back in England.

And you did not return once during the whole year? I asked, with affected carelessness.

His small eyes darted quickly to mine, as though in suspicion.

No, he responded promptly. It is almost a year to-day since I was in England.

Then, noticing Barton waiting with the trap, he ordered him to take the luggage to the house, while all three of us walked up the drive together.

A sudden change had passed over Beryl. She knew this man Ashwicke, her attitude towards him was that of fear. The looks they had exchanged at first meeting were sufficient to convince me that there was some hidden secret between them.

Nora cannot be aware of your arrival, Beryl said, as we walked together up the sunny drive to the house. Otherwise she would either have told me, or she certainly would have remained at home to receive you.

Why should she? he laughed lightly. Surely we are old enough friends to put aside all ceremony. Im a rolling stone, as you know, and I hate putting people out.

Yes, she said; you are a rolling stone, and no mistake. I dont think any one travels further afield than you do. You seem to be always travelling.

Ive only spent six months in England these last eight years, he responded. To me, England is only bearable in August or September. A little shooting, and Im off again.

You only come back because you cant get decent sport on the Continent? I said, for want of other observation to make.

Exactly, he answered. La Chasse, as the French call it, is never a success across the Channel. Some rich Frenchman started a fox-hunt down at Montigny, in the Seine and Marne, not long ago, and part of the paraphernalia was an ambulance wagon flying the red-cross flag. A fact! I went to the first meet myself.

The French are no sportsmen, I said.

The same everywhere, all over the Continent. Sport is chic, therefore the get-up of sportsmen must be outrageous and striking. No foreigner enjoys it. He shoots or hunts just because its the correct thing to do. Here in England one kills game for the love of the thing. To the Frenchman in patent leather, sport is only a bore.

He had all the irresponsible air of the true cosmopolitan, yet his assertion that he had been absent from England a year was an unmitigated lie. Knowing this, I was doubtful of all his chatter.

On entering the hall, Beryl, as mistress of the house in her cousins absence, rang for the servants and told them to take Mr Ashwickes baggage to the same room he had occupied last year, sending Barton round to the kennels to find Sir Henry and inform him of the arrival of his guest.

In the meantime, Ashwicke had tossed his hat aside, and seated himself cross-legged, in one of the low cane-chairs, making himself thoroughly at home.

Well, he said, stretching himself, it is really very pleasant, Miss Wynd, to be here once again. I have so many pleasant recollections of last year — when I spent three weeks with you. What a merry time we had!

I hope youll remain here longer this time, she said in a dry, unnatural voice.

Youre awfully kind — awfully kind, he answered.

I always enjoy myself under Sir Henrys roof, both here and in town.

The baronet entered, and the greeting between the two men was a cordial one.

Youll forgive me, Ashwicke, wont you? Sir Henry said a moment later. I quite forgot to tell my wife, and shes gone off to the flower-show at Dodington; must support the local things, you know.

Of course, of course, responded the other. I quite understand, and I know Im welcome.

That you certainly are, Sir Henry said, turning and ordering the man to bring whisky and sodas. Lets see, the last letter I had from you was from Alexandria, back in the Spring. Where have you been since then?

Oh, knocking about here and there, as usual. I cant stay long in one place, you know. Its a bad complaint I have.

Well, Im glad to see you — very glad, the baronet declared heartily. I hope youll stay some time. Have you brought your gun?

Of course, the other laughed. I shouldnt think, of coming to Atworth without it.

While they were chatting thus, I looked at him, recalling every feature. Yes, it was the same face, scarcely perhaps the same sinister countenance as it had appeared to me on that well-remembered day, but nevertheless the face of the Tempter.

I lounged back in my chair, close to that of my well-beloved, filled with wonderment.

That the new-comer recognised me was certain, for I had been introduced by name. And that he had been unaware of my presence as guest there was equally certain. Yet he had, on encountering us together, preserved a self-control little short of marvellous.

I glanced at Beryl. She was sitting listening to the conversation of the two men, and regarding Ashwicke covertly from beneath her lashes. I knew by her manner that, although she had outwardly affected pleasure at his arrival, she, in her heart, regarded him as an enemy. He, on his part, however, was perfectly confident, and sat sipping his drink and laughing merrily with his host.

What, I wondered, was passing within Beryls mind. She knew this man as Ashwicke, while I knew him as her own father, Wyndham Wynd. The latter were evidently a name and position both assumed, and, after all, as he sat there with the easy refined air of a gentleman, I could scarcely believe him to be an adventurer. Surely Sir Henry knew him well, or they would not be on terms of such intimate friendship.

But now I had discovered him, I meant, at all hazards, to probe the truth.

Beryl, who had spoken but little after Sir Henrys entrance, rose at last, announcing her intention of going out beneath the trees again. Her words conveyed an invitation to accompany her; therefore I strolled out at her side, anxious to learn from her what I could regarding the man to whom she had introduced me.

How curiously events occur in our lives. Many of the ordinary circumstances of everyday existence which we pass by unnoticed seem to be governed by some laws of which we have absolutely no knowledge whatever. Reader, in your own life, there has occurred some strange combinations of circumstances quite unaccountable, yet by them the whole course of your existence has been altered. You may have noticed them, or you may not. You may call it Fate, or you may be a follower of that shadowy religion called Luck, yet it remains the same — the unexpected always happens.

Who indeed would have expected that my wife herself would have introduced me to the man who had so cleverly baited the trap into which I had fallen? And yet it is always so. There is a mysterious all-ruling spirit of perversity ever at work in that complicated series of events which go to make up what we term life.

You were telling me that you know my husband, she said quickly, as we crossed the grass together. Our conversation was interrupted by that mans arrival.

Such reference to the new-comer showed me that she was not well-disposed towards him.

Do you know, I said, I believe that weve met somewhere before. I know his face.

Possibly. But why Sir Henry should have invited him here again, I cant imagine.

Was his company so disagreeable? I asked.

Disagreeable? she echoed. He is detestable.

Why?

Oh, for many reasons, she responded ambiguously; I have never liked him.

He says that he is always abroad, I remarked. But Im confident that we have met somewhere in England.

He did not apparently recognise you, when I introduced you.

No. He didnt wish to. The circumstances of our meeting were not such as to leave behind any pleasant recollections.

But you told me that you knew the identity of my husband, she said, after a pause, as we strolled together in the shadow of the great oaks. Were you really serious?

No, I was not serious, I answered quickly, for the unexpected arrival of this man who called himself Ashwicke, and whose name appeared in the London Directory as occupier of the house in Queens-gate Gardens, caused me to hesitate to tell her the truth. The manner in which they had met made it quite plain that some secret understanding existed between them. It seemed possible that this man had actually occupied the house before the present owner, Mrs Stentiford.

Then why did you say such a thing? she asked, in a tone of reproach. My position is no matter for joking.

Certainly not, I hastened to declare. Believe me, Miss Wynd, that you have all my sympathy. You are unfortunately unique as one who is married and yet without knowledge either of her husband or his name.

Yes, she sighed, a dark shadow of despair crossing her handsome face. There is a shadow of evil ever upon me, just as puzzling and mysterious as the chill touch of that unseen influence which at intervals strikes both of us.

And the presence of this man adds to your uneasiness. Is that not so?

She nodded, but no word escaped her.

I noticed when you met and he descended from the trap that he was not your friend.

What caused you to suspect that? she inquired quickly.

The mans face betrayed his feeling towards you. He is your enemy.

Yes, she answered slowly, as though carefully weighing each word; he is my enemy — my bitterest enemy.

Why?

Because I have a firm suspicion that he has discovered the secret of my marriage — that he alone knows who my unknown husband really is.

And turning her wonderful eyes to mine, her troubled breast slowly rose and fell.

When, oh, when should I succeed in solving the maddening problem and be free to make confession of the truth?


Chapter Twenty Eight.

Sought Out.

[image: img163.jpg]

WITH UNTIRING ASTUTENESS I watched every movement of the new-comer, but detected nothing suspicious in his actions. We lunched together, only five of us, the others being away at Dodington, and were a merry party. The man with the small eyes was excellent company, full of witty sayings and droll stories, and was really an acquisition to our party.

Yet I noticed that he spoke little with Beryl, as, though some secret understanding existed between them. And when he did address her she answered him vacantly, as though her thoughts were afar off.

That night, on the return of the party from the flower-show, his arrival was hailed with delight. At all events he was a very popular person at Atworth. He seemed rejuvenated since we had last met, and appeared fully twenty years younger than on the night when he had tempted me.

I had many chats with him. I played him at billiards, and was afterwards his partner at whist before we parted for the night. I did this in order to put him off his guard, if possible, and to induce him to believe that I had not recognised him. I had not yet decided how to act.

When at midnight I left my companions, entered my room, and closed the door, that strange, weird influence again made itself felt upon me. My lower limbs became benumbed, my blood seemed frozen in my veins.

I stood glancing around the bedroom in fear and wondering. There was nothing supernatural there, and yet this unseen influence was as the finger of Evil. The strange sensation was not of long duration, but gradually faded until I found myself in my normal state. I tested my temperature with my thermometer, and saw that I had just a slight tendency to fever — due, I supposed, to alarm and excitement.

Then, having satisfied myself that my motor nerves, which had become partially paralysed, had regained their strength, and that the sensitive portion of the spinal nervous system, that had been affected, had returned to its normal capacity, I turned in and tried to sleep.

I say I tried to sleep, but I think, if the truth were told, I did not try. My brain was too perturbed by the events of that day. Beneath that very roof the Tempter was actually sleeping. I had shaken his hand, and played billiards with him. Truly, I had been patient in my efforts to analyse and dissect the various complications of that extraordinary mystery.

At sunrise I dressed, and on stepping from my room out into the fresh air of the corridor, I again felt that bewildering influence upon me, quite distinctly; yet not so strong as to cause me any inconvenience. The feeling was a kind of cold, creepy one, without any sudden shock.

During the day I lounged at Beryls side, endeavouring to obtain from her the truth of her midnight escapade. But she would tell me absolutely nothing. The man who had posed as her father was undoubtedly her enemy, and she held him in deadly fear. It was this latter fact that caused me at last to make a resolution, and in the idle hour before the dressing-bell went for dinner, I contrived to stroll alone with him out across the park.

With a good cigar between his lips, he walked as jauntily as a man of twenty, notwithstanding his grey hairs. He laughed and chatted merrily, recounting to me all the fun of last years house-party, with its ill-natured chatter and its summer flirtations.

Suddenly, when we were a long way from the house, skirting the quiet lake that lay deep in a hollow surrounded by a small wood, I turned to him resolutely, saying — 

Do you know that I have a distinct recollection that we have met before?

He started almost imperceptibly, and glanced at me quickly with his small round eyes.

I think not, he answered. Not, at least, to my knowledge.

Defects of memory are sometimes useful, I replied. Cannot you recall the twenty-fourth of July?

The twenty-fourth of July, he repeated reflectively. No. There is no event which fixes the date in my memory.

His face had grown older. The light of youthfulness had gone out of it, leaving it the grey, ashen countenance of the Tempter.

You were in London on that date, I asserted.

No. I was in Alexandria. I sailed from there on the twenty-second.

Then, at the outset, you deny that you were in London on the date I have mentioned? Good! Well, I will go a step further in order to refresh your memory. On that July night you met your friend, Tattersett.

My dear fellow, he cried, laughing outright, I have no idea of what youre driving at. Have you taken leave of your senses?

No, I answered angrily, I have not, fortunately for myself. Therefore it is useless to deny the truth.

I am not denying the truth, he replied. I am denying the extraordinary assertion you are making.

Because you fear to face the truth.

I fear nothing, he responded defiantly. What, in Heavens name, have I to fear?

The consequences of the cleverly-planned conspiracy against myself.

He smiled superciliously, and answered, I dont understand you. What conspiracy?

Listen! I cried furiously. It is useless for you to affect either ignorance or indifference. This is no case of mistaken identity. You forget that I am a medical man, and that my eye can detect a mark upon the flesh where the layman sees nothing. That crinkled depression on the inside of your wrist is a mark left in infancy. It cannot be imitated, neither can it be obliterated. You may alter your facial expression, or the outline of your figure; but you cannot alter that.

He glanced at his wrist, and I saw that he had never before noticed the indelible mark upon the flesh.

You bore that mark on the day we met three months ago, and you bear it now, I went on. Do you still deny your presence in London on the date I have mentioned?

Of course I do, he said.

Then, you are a liar, and I will treat you as such! I responded firmly.

We were standing facing one another, and I saw in his eyes an evil glint which told me plainly that he was no mean antagonist.

You pay me a compliment, he said coolly. I cannot see what motive you have in thus insulting me.

It is no insult, I cried. You are my enemy. You and your accomplice, Tattersett, devised an ingenious trap, and then called me in for professional consultation. The trap was well baited, and, as you intended, I fell into it. I thank God for one thing — namely, that I did not commit murder at your instigation.

He smiled again, but no word escaped him.

You cannot think that I am in ignorance of the plot, or that I am unaware that, owing to the deception you have practised upon me, Beryl Wynd is my wife.

And what connexion have I with all this? he demanded. If Beryl Wynd is your wife, what is it to do with me, pray?

The marriage was effected by conspiracy, I answered. She was your victim — just as I unfortunately was. The penalty for such conspiracy is penal servitude.

Well? he inquired, smiling again. And I take it that you suspect me of being implicated in the conspiracy? All I can reply is that you are entirely mistaken.

I am not mistaken, I said hotly. It was yourself who tempted me, holding the banknotes in your hand—

And if you consented, as you allege, you became equally implicated in the conspiracy, he observed, interrupting me.

I had never before looked at the matter in such a light. His words were true. I had sold myself to the conspirators — had become an accessory, and was therefore just as liable to prosecution as they were!

You attempted to suborn me to commit murder, I added.

Its a lie, answered the Tempter flatly.

But I can prove it, I asserted.

How?

I have proof, I replied ambiguously, for I did not intend to show my hand.

Then you are at liberty to use it for whatever purpose you like, he answered defiantly. But we were alone.

Ah! I exclaimed quickly. Then you admit your identity?

I admit nothing.

Until I can show proof positive, eh? Until I can bring those who will bear witness that, on the twenty-fourth of June, you were at number 94, Queens-gate Gardens; that you sent for me; that on my arrival you tempted me to marry Beryl Wynd; that you accompanied me to the church of St. Anns, and that, having accepted the promise of payment, you afterwards attempted to induce me to take her life.

Lies — all of it.

We shall see. You tried to take my life. Revenge is now mine, I added in a hard, distinct voice.

It may have been only my fancy, yet I could not help noticing that the word revenge caused him to shrink, and regard me with some misgiving.

How? he inquired.

No, I responded firmly; we are enemies. That is sufficient. I have discovered the whole plot, therefore rest assured that those who victimised both Beryl and myself, and have made dastardly attempts upon our lives, shall not go unpunished.

I had altered my tactics, deeming it best to assume a deeper knowledge of the affair than that which I really possessed. It was a delicate matter; this accusation must be dealt with diplomatically.

My private opinion of you, sir, is that you are a confounded fool, he said.

I may be, I responded. But I intend that you, who enmeshed into your plot a defenceless woman, and who abducted me aboard so cleverly, in order to gain time, shall bear the exposure and punishment that you merit.

He nodded slowly as though perfectly comprehending my meaning.

Then I take it that Beryl is aware of your actual alliance with her? he asked, his small eyes flashing at me.

But I made no satisfactory answer. I was wary of him, for I knew him to be a clever miscreant. His tone betrayed an anxiety to know the exact extent of Beryls knowledge.

Beryl is my wife, and my interests are hers, I replied. It is sufficient that I am aware of the whole truth.

You think so, he laughed with sarcasm. Well, you are at liberty to hold your own opinion.

The fact is, I said, that you accepted Sir Henrys invitation here, never dreaming that you would come face to face with me. I am the last person in the world you desired to meet.

The encounter has given me the utmost pleasure, I assure you, he replied with a sneer.

Just as it will not only to yourself but to a certain other.

Who?

A person whom you know well — an intimate friend of yours.

I dont follow you.

It is a woman. Think of your female friends.

What is her name?

La Gioia.

La Gioia? he gasped glaring at me.

His face was livid and his surprise apparent. I saw that he had never dreamt that I knew of her existence.

You see, I may be a confounded fool, as you have declared, I said. But I have not been idle during these past months. La Gioias revenge is mine also.

He made no response. My words had, as I intended, produced an overwhelming effect upon him. He saw, that if La Gioias secret was out he stood in deadliest peril. I had impressed him with an intimate knowledge of the whole affair.

It was at that moment he showed himself full of resourceful villainy.

The vengeance of La Gioia will fall upon the woman who is your wife — not upon yourself.

And through whom? I cried. Why, through yourself and your accomplice, Tattersett, who betrayed Beryl into her hands. The mystery of Whitton is to me no mystery, for I know the truth.

He glared at me as though I were some evil vision, and I knew that by these words I was slowly thrusting home the truth.

What have I to do with the affair at Whitton? he cried. I know nothing of it?

I may, perhaps, be enabled to prove differently, I said.

Do you then allege that I am implicated in the Colonels death? he exclaimed furiously.

I have my own opinion, I responded. Remember that you once made a desperate and dastardly, attempt to kill me, fearing lest I should denounce you as having tried to bribe me to commit murder.

His eyes glittered, and I saw that his anger was unbounded. We stood there in the calm sunset near the lakeside, and I could see that he would rid himself of me, if such a course was possible. But I thought of Beryl. Ah! how I loved her. That she had fallen a victim of the cleverly contrived conspiracy incensed me, and I resolved to show the scoundrel no quarter.

Well, he said at last, in a tone of defiance, and after all these wild allegations, what can you do? Surely you do not think that I fear any statement that you can make?

You may not fear any statement of mine, but I do not anticipate that you will invite La Gioia to reveal all she knows. The latter might place you in enforced confinement for a few years.

La Gioia is at liberty to say whatever she likes, he answered. If she is actually a friend of Beryls she will, no doubt, assist you; but at present she is her deadliest antagonist. Therefore, if you take my advice, youll just calm yourself and await another opportunity for revenge at a latter date.

His cool words caused my blood to boil.

You treat this affair as though it were a matter of little importance, sir! I cried. Let me tell you, however, that I have been your victim, and I intend to probe the matter to the bottom and ascertain your motives.

That youll never do, he laughed.

I tell you I will! I cried. I am Beryls husband, and she is no longer defenceless. You have to answer to me!

I have answered you by saying that in future you are at liberty to act as you think fit. I merely warn you that La Gioia is no more your friend than she is your wifes.

You contrived to entrap me into marriage. Why? Answer me that question, I demanded.

I refuse. You have threatened me with all sorts of pains and penalties, but I defy you!

From his silver case he took a cigar, and, biting off the end, leisurely lit it. His countenance had changed. Again it was the same grey sinister face that had so long haunted me in my dream — the face of the Tempter.

Have you finished? he asked, with mock politeness.

For the moment, yes, I answered. But yours is an ill-advised defiance, as you will very soon see.

He burst forth into a peal of strained, unnatural laughter, whereat I turned upon my heel and left him standing there a dark silhouette in the crimson sunset. Blindly I walked on to the house, dressed mechanically, and descended late for dinner. But the Tempter was not in his place; he had been called away to London, it was said, and had been compelled to catch the 07:30 train from Corsham.

I glanced at my watch; it was already 07:35. I had blundered, and had allowed him to slip through my fingers. I bit my lip in mad vexation.

Beryls beautiful eyes were fixed upon me, and in her face I detected deep anxiety. She looked perfectly charming in a gown of pale pink crêpe-de-chine. Had he sought her before departure, I wondered?

Its an awful disappointment that he has had to leave, said the baronets wife. I endeavoured to persuade him to remain until the morning, but he received a letter by the afternoon post making it imperative that he should return to London. But he says he will be back again either on Monday or Tuesday.

I do hope he will return, observed some one at the end of the table, and then the subject dropped. When the ladies had left the room Sir Henry remarked— Queer fellow, Ashwicke — a bit eccentric, I always think. His movements are most erratic — a regular rolling stone.

I embraced that opportunity to inquire regarding his antecedents, but my host appeared to know very little beyond the fact that he was wealthy, good company, a keen sportsman, and moved in a very smart set in town.

Ive known him a couple of years or so; hes a member of my club, he added. My wife declares that none of the parties are complete without him.

Do you know his friend, Tattersett — Major Tattersett?

No, responded Sir Henry; never met him. With the others I went along to the drawing-room and found Beryl alone in a cozy corner, obviously awaiting me. She twisted a lace scarf about her shoulders and we strolled out upon the terrace, as was our habit each evening if fine and starlight. When we had gained the further end she suddenly halted, and turning to me said, in a low, husky voice that trembled with emotion — 

Doctor Colkirk, you have deceived me!

Deceived you, Miss Wynd? I exclaimed, taken completely aback by her allegation. How?

I know the truth — a truth that you cannot deny. I — I am your wife.

I do not seek to deny it, I answered in deep, solemn earnestness, taking her small white hand in mine. It is true, Beryl, that you are my wife — true also that I love you.

But it cannot be possible! she gasped. I knew that I was a wife, but never dreamed that you were actually my husband.

And how did you discover it?

I was down by the waterside this evening, before dinner, and overheard your conversation with Mr Ashwicke.

All of it?

Yes, all of it. I know that I am your wife; and she sighed, while her little hand trembled within mine.

I love you, Beryl, I said, simply and earnestly. I have known all along that you are my wife, yet I dared not tell you so, being unable to offer sufficient proof of it and unable to convince you of my affection. Yet, in these few weeks that have passed, you have surely seen that I am devoted to you — that I love you with a strange and deeper love than ever man has borne within his heart. A thousand times I have longed to tell you this, but have always feared to do so. The truth is that you are my wife — my adored.

Her hand tightened upon mine, and unable to restrain her emotions further, she burst into tears.

Tell me, darling, I whispered into her car— tell me that you will try to love me now that you know the truth. Tell me that you forgive me for keeping the secret until now, for, as I will show you, it was entirely in our mutual interests. We have both been victims of a vile and widespread conspiracy, therefore we must unite our efforts to combat the vengeance of our enemies. Tell me that you will try and love me — nay, that you do love me a little. Give me hope, darling, and let us act together as man and wife.

But it is so sudden, she faltered. I hardly know my own feelings.

You know whether you love me, or whether you hate me, I said, placing my hand around her slim waist and drawing her towards me.

No, she responded in a low voice, I do not hate you. How could I?

Then you love me — you really love me, after all! I cried joyously.

For answer she burst again into a flood of tears, and I, with mad passion, covered her white brow with hot kisses while she clung to me — my love, my wife.

Ah! when I reflect upon the ecstasy of those moments — how I kissed her sweet lips, and she, in return, responded to my tender caresses, how she clung to me as though shrinking in fear from the world about her, how her heart beat quickly in unison with my own, I feel that I cannot properly convey here a sufficient sense of my wild delight. It is enough to say that in those tender moments I knew that I had won the most beautiful and graceful woman I had ever beheld — a woman who was peerless above all — and that she was already my wife. The man who reads this narrative, and whose own love has been reciprocated after long waiting, as mine has been, can alone understand the blissful happiness that came to me and the complete joy that filled my heart.

We stood lost in the ecstasies of each others love, heedless of time, heedless of those who might discover us, heedless of everything. The remembrance of that hour remains with me to-day like a pleasant dream, a foretaste of the bliss of paradise.

Many were the questions that I asked and answered, many our declarations of affection and of fidelity. Our marriage had been made by false contract on that fateful day, months before, but that night, beneath the shining stars, we exchanged solemn vows before God as man and wife.

I endeavoured to obtain from her some facts regarding Ashwicke and his accomplice, Tattersett, but what she knew seemed very unsatisfactory. I related to her the whole of the curious circumstances of our marriage, just as I have recounted it in the opening chapters of my narrative, seeking neither to suppress nor exaggerate any of the singular incidents.

Then, at last, she made confession — a strange amazing confession which held me dumb.


Chapter Twenty Nine.

Put to the Test.
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I REMEMBER VERY little of the events of that day, my love said, with some reluctance. I know Ashwicke, he having been a guest here last year, and a frequent visitor at Gloucester Square. With Nora and Sir Henry I returned to London in early May, after wintering in Florence, and one morning at the end of June I met Major Tattersett unexpectedly in the Burlington. He told me that his sister and niece from Scotland were visiting him at his house in Queens-gate Gardens, and invited me to call and make their acquaintance.

Had you never been to his house previously?

Never. He, however, gave me an invitation to luncheon for the twenty-fourth of July, which I accepted. On arrival I found the Major; his sister and his niece were out shopping, therefore I sat alone awaiting them in the drawing-room, when of a sudden I experienced for the first time that curious sensation of being frozen. I tried to move, but was unable. I cried out for help, but no one came. My limbs were stiff and rigid as though I were struck by paralysis, while the pain was excruciating. I fought against unconsciousness, but my last clear recollection of those agonising moments was of an indistinct, sinister face peering into mine. All then became strangely distorted. The balance of my brain became inverted and I lost my will-power, being absolutely helpless in the hands of those who directed my movements. I could not hold back, for all my actions were mechanical, obeying those around me. I remember being dressed for the wedding, the journey to the church, my meeting with my future husband — whose face, however, I was unable to afterwards recall — the service, and the return. Then came a perfect blank.

And afterwards?

Night had fallen when I returned to my senses, and the strange sensation of intense cold generally left me. I looked around, and, to my amazement, saw the pale moon high in the sky. My head was resting upon something hard, which I gradually made out to be a wooden seat. Then, when I sat up, I became aware of the bewildering truth — that I was lying upon one of the seats in Hyde Park.

In Hyde Park? And you had been placed there while in a state of unconsciousness?

Yes. Upon my finger I found a wedding-ring. Was it possible, I wondered, that I was actually married to some unknown man?

You saw nothing of Ashwicke?

I saw no one except the maid-servant who showed me into the drawing-room, and cannot in the least account for the strange sensation which held me helpless in the hands of my enemies. I saw the man I married at the church, but so mistily that I did not recognise you when we met again.

But you knew the house in Queens-gate Gardens. Did you not afterwards return there, and seek an explanation of Tattersett?

On discovering my whereabouts I rose and walked across the park to Gloucester Square. It was then nearly one oclock in the morning, but Nora was sitting up in anxiety as to what had become of me. I had, however, taken the ring from my finger, and to her told a fictitious story to account for my tardy return. Two days later I returned to the house to which Tattersett had invited me, but on inquiry found, to my amazement, that it was really occupied by a lady named Stentiford, who was abroad, while the man left in charge knew nothing whatever either of the Major or of his sister and niece. I told him how I had visited there two days previously, but he laughed incredulously; and when I asked for the maid-servant who had admitted me, he said that no maid had been left there by Mrs Stentiford. In prosecution of my inquiries I sought to discover the register of my marriage, but, not knowing the parish in which it had taken place, my search at Somerset House was fruitless. They told me that the registers were not made up there until six months or so after the ceremony.

You did not apply at Doctors Commons?

No, she responded; I thought the entry would be at Somerset House.

What previous knowledge had you of the Major?

He was a friend of Ashwickes, who had been introduced to us one night in the stalls at Dalys. He afterwards dined several times at Gloucester Square.

But Sir Henry does not know him.

It was while he was away at the Cape.

Then you have not the faintest idea of the reason of our extraordinary marriage, darling? I asked, holding her hand. I have told you all that actually occurred. Can you form no conclusion whatever as to the motive?

Absolutely none, she answered. I am as utterly in the dark as yourself. I cannot understand why you were selected as my husband.

But you do not regret? I asked tenderly.

Regret? No, she repeated, raising her beautiful face to mine, perfect in its loveliness and purity. I do not regret now, Richard — because I love you. And our lips met again in fervent tenderness.

It is still an absolute mystery, I observed at last. We know that we are wedded, but there our knowledge ends.

We have both been victims of a plot, she responded. If we could but discern the motive, then we might find some clue to lead us to the truth.

But there is a woman called La Gioia, I said; and, continuing, explained my presence in the park at Whitton, and the conversation I had overheard between herself and Tattersett.

Her hand, still in mine, trembled perceptibly, and I saw that I had approached a subject distasteful to her.

Yes, she admitted at last, in a hard, strange voice, it is true that he wrote making an appointment to meet me in the park that night. I kept it because I wished to ascertain the truth regarding my marriage. But he would tell me nothing; he only urged me to secure my own safety because La Gioia had returned.

And who is La Gioia?

My enemy — my bitterest enemy.

Can you tell me nothing else? I asked in a tone of slight reproach.

I know nothing else. I do not know who or what she is, or where she lives. I only know that she is my unseen evil genius.

But you have seen her. She called upon you on that evening at Gloucester Square when she assumed the character of your dressmaker, and a few nights ago she was here — in this house.

Here? she echoed in alarm. Impossible!

Then I related how I had seen her, and how her evil influence had fallen upon me when afterwards I had entered my room.

The thing is actually beyond belief, she declared. Do you really think you were not mistaken?

Most assuredly I was not. It was the woman who called upon you in London. But you have not told me the reason you were absent from your room that night. She was silent for a few moments, then answered, I met Tattersett. He demanded that I should meet him, as he wished to speak with me secretly. I did so.

Why did he wish to see you?

In order to prove to me that he had no hand in the tragic affair at Whitton. I had suspected all along that he was responsible for the Colonels death, and my opinion has not altered. I begged him to tell me the reason of the plot against me, the motive of my marriage, and the identity of my husband. But he refused point-blank, telling me to ask La Gioia, who knew everything.

Have you no idea of her whereabouts?

None whatever.

If we could but find her, I said, she might tell us something. Ah! if we could but find her.

My love was trembling. Her heart was filled to overflowing with the mystery of it all. Yet I knew that she loved me — yes, she loved me.

How long we lingered there upon the terrace I know not, but it was late ere we re-entered the drawing-room. Who among those assembled guests would have dreamt the truth — we were man and wife!

As I went upstairs I found a letter lying upon the hall table in the place where the guests letters were placed. Barton had, I suppose, driven into Corsham and brought with him the mail which would, in the usual course, have been delivered on the following morning. The note was from Hoefer, a couple of awkwardly scribbled lines asking me to come and see him without a moments delay.

Eager to hear whether the queer old fellow had made any discovery, I departed next morning by the eight oclock express for London, having left a note with Beryls maid explaining the cause of my sudden journey, and soon after eleven was seated with the old German in his lofty laboratory. The table was, as usual, filled with various contrivances — bottles of liquids and test-tubes containing fluids of various hues — while before him, as I entered, a small tube containing a bright blue liquid was bubbling over the spirit-lamp, the heat causing the colour to gradually fade.

Ah, my frient, he said, with his strong accent, holding out his big fat hand encased in a stout leather glove, I am glad you have come — very glad. It has been a long search, but I haf discovered something, after all. You see these? — and he indicated his formidable array of retorts and test-tubes. Well, I have been investigating at Gloucester Square, and have found the affair much more extraordinary than I believed.

And you have discovered the truth? I demanded.

Yes, he responded, turning down the flame of the lamp and bending attentively to the bubbling fluid from which all colour had disappeared while I had been watching. Shall I relate to you the course of my investigations?

Do. I am all attention.

Well, he said, leaning both elbows upon the table and resting his chin upon his hands, while the tame brown rat ran along the table and scrambled into his pocket, on the first evening you sought my assistance I knew, from the remote effects which both of us experienced, that the evil influence of that mysterious visitor in black, was due to some unknown neurotic poison. It was for that reason that I was enabled to administer an antidote without making an exact diagnosis. Now, as you are well aware, toxicology is a very strange study. Even common table-salt is a poison, and has caused death. But my own experiments have proved that, although the various narcotic poisons produce but little local change, their remote effects are very remarkable. Certain substances affect certain organs in particular. The remote action of a poison may be said to be due, in every instance, to its absorption into the veins or lymphatics, except when there is a direct continuity of effect traceable from the point where the poison was applied to the point where the remote effect is shown. It is remarkable that the agents which most affect the nervous system do not act at all when applied to the brain or trunks of nerves. Poisonous effects result from absorption of the poisoning body, and absorption implies solution; the more soluble, therefore, the compound is, the more speedy are its effects. Do you follow me?

Quite clearly.

The rapid, remote effect produced on leaving that room made it plain that I must look for some powerful neurotic poison that may be absorbed through the skin, he went on. With this object I searched microscopically various objects within and without the room, but for a long time was unsuccessful, when, one morning, I made a discovery that upon the white porcelain handle of the door a little colourless liquid had been applied. Greater part of it had disappeared by constant handling, but there was still some remaining on the shaft of the handle, and the microscope showed distinct prism-shaped crystals. All these I secured, and with them have since been experimenting. I found them to be a more deadly poison than any of the known paralysants or hyposthenisants, with an effect of muscular paralysis very similar to that produced by curare, combined with the stiffness about the neck and inability to move the jaws so apparent in symptoms provoked by strychnia. The unknown substance — a most deadly, secret poison, and, as I have since proved, one of those known to the ancients — had been applied to the door-handle on the inside, so that any person in pulling open the door to go out must absorb it in sufficient quantity to prove fatal. Indeed, had it not been for the antidote of chlorine and the mixed oxides of iron which I fortunately hit upon, death must have ensued in the case of each of us.

To determine exactly what was the poison used was an almost insurmountable task, for I had never met with the substance before; but, after working diligently all this time, I have found that by treating it with sulphuric acid it underwent no change, yet by adding a fragment of bichromate of potassium a series of blue, violet, purple, and red tints were produced, very similar to those seen in the tests for strychnia. The same results were brought about, also, by peroxide of lead and black oxide of manganese. I dried the skin of a frog and touched it with a drop of solution containing a single one of the tiny crystals, when strong tetantic convulsions ensued and the animal died in ten seconds. At last, however, after many other experiments, the idea occurred to me that it was an alkaloid of some plant unknown in modern toxicology. I was, of course, aware of the action of the calabar bean of the West Coast of Africa, the akazga, the datura seeds of India, and such-like poisons, but this was certainly none of these. It was a substance terribly deadly — the only substance that could strike death through the cuticle — utterly unknown to us, yet the most potent of all secret poisons.

And how did you determine it at last?

By a reference I discovered in an ancient Latin treatise on poisons from the old monastery at Pavia, now in the British Museum. It gave me a clue which ultimately led me to establish it as the alkaloid of the vayana bean. This bean, it appears, was used in the tenth and eleventh centuries by a sect of the despotic Arab mystics called the Fatimites, who had made Cairo their capital, and held rule over Syria as well as the northern coast of Africa. The last Fatimite was, at a later date, dethroned by Saladin, conqueror of the Koords, and who opposed Richard the First of England. The poison, introduced from Egypt into Italy, was known to the old alchemists as the most secret means of ridding one of undesirable acquaintances. Its effect, it was stated, was the most curious of any known drug, because, for the time being, it completely altered the disposition of the individual and caused him to give way to all sorts of curious notions and delusions, while at the same time he would be entirely obedient to the will of any second person. Afterwards came fierce delirium, a sensation as though the lower limbs were frozen, complete loss of power, exhaustion, and death. But in modern toxicology even the name of the vayana was lost.

My first step, therefore, was to seek assistance of the great botanist who is curator of Kew Gardens, and, after considerable difficulty and many experiments, we both arrived at the conclusion that it was the bean of a small and very rare plant peculiar to the oasis of the Ahir in the south of the Great Sahara. At Kew there was a stunted specimen, but it had never borne fruit, therefore we both searched for any other specimen that might exist in England. We heard of one in the wonderful gardens of La Mortola, near Mentone, and, after diligent inquiries, discovered that a firm of importers in Liverpool had sold a specimen with the beans in pod, which was delivered to a person named Turton, living in Bishops-wood Road, Highgate, and planted in a small greenhouse there. I have not been idle, he added with a grin. Then, taking from a drawer in the table before him a photograph, he handed it to me, saying, I have been able to obtain this photograph of Mrs Turton — the lady who purchased the plant in question.

He held it out to me, and in an instant I recognised the face. It was that of the woman who had crept so silently through the rooms at Atworth — La Gioia!

Briefly, I told him all that had transpired on that night, and declared that I recognised her features, whereat he grunted in satisfaction.

You have asked me to try and solve the mystery, and I have done so. You will find this woman living at a house called Fairmead in the road I have indicated. I have not only established the cause of the phenomena, but I have, at the same time, rediscovered the most extraordinary and deadly substance known in toxicology. As far as the present case is concerned, my work is finished — I have succeeded in making some of the vayana alkaloid. Here it is? and, taking a small yellow glass tube, securely corked and sealed, he handed it to me.

In the bottom I saw half a grain of tiny white crystals. I knew now why he was wearing gloves in his laboratory.

And have you seen this woman? I asked the queer old fellow, whose careful investigations had been crowned with such success. How did you know, on the following day, that it was La Gioia who had come in the guise of a dressmaker?

I have seen her, and I have seen the plant. It is from one of the beans which I secured secretly that I have been able to produce that substance. I knew her by overhearing a conversation between Miss Wynd and her cousin on the following morning.

And the woman is in ignorance that you know the truth?

Entirely. I have finished. It is for you now to act as you think fit.

I expressed admiration for his marvellous patience and ingenuity in solving the mystery, and, when I left, it was with the understanding that, if I required his further assistance he would willingly render it.


Chapter Thirty.

La Gioia.
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ON THE FOLLOWING afternoon, in response to a telegram I had sent to Beryl, she accompanied me to Highgate to face La Gioia. Now that I had such complete evidence of her attempts to poison, I did not fear her, but was determined to elucidate the mystery. Beryl accompanied me rather reluctantly, declaring that, with such power as the woman held, our lives were not safe; but I resolved to take her by surprise, and to risk all. After leaving Hoefer I had sought an interview with the detective Bullen, and he, by appointment, was in the vicinity of the house in question, accompanied by a couple of plain-clothes subordinates.

We stopped our cab in Hampstead Lane, and descending, found that the Bishops-wood Road was a semicircular thoroughfare of substantial detached houses, the garden of each abutting upon a cricket-ground in the centre, and each with its usual greenhouse where geraniums were potted and stored in winter. On entering the quiet, highly-respectable crescent, we were not long in discovering a house with the name Fairmead inscribed in gilt letters upon the gate, while a little further along my eyes caught sight of two scavengers diligently sweeping the road, and, not far away, Bullen himself was walking with his back turned towards me.

On our summons being responded to I inquired for Mrs Turton, and we were shown into the drawing-room — a rather severely furnished apartment which ran through into the greenhouse wherein stood the rare plant. Hoefer had described it minutely, and while we waited, we both peered into the greenhouse and examined it. The plant standing in the full sunlight was about two feet high, with broad, spreading leaves of a rich, dark green, and grew in an ordinary flower-pot. Half-hidden by the leaves, just as Hoefer had said, we saw some small green pods, long and narrow — the pods of the fatal vayana.

Ere we had time to exchange words the door of the room opened, and there stood before us the tall, dark-robed figure of La Gioia. Her hard face, pale and expectant, showed in the full light to be that of a woman of perhaps forty, with dark hair, keen, swift eyes, thin cheeks, and bony features — a countenance not exactly ugly, but rather that of a woman whose beauty had prematurely faded owing to the heavy cares upon her.

I was the first to address her, saying, I think, madam, you are sufficiently well acquainted with both of us not to need any formal introduction.

Her brow contracted and her lips stood apart. Then, without hesitation, I told her my name and that of my companion, while the light died from her careworn face and she stood motionless as one petrified.

We have come here, to you, to seek the truth of the conspiracy against us — the plot in which you yourself have taken part. We demand to know the reason of the secret attempts you have made upon the lives of both of us.

I dont understand you, she answered with hauteur.

To deny it is useless, I said determinedly. The insidious poison you have used is the vayana, and the only specimen in England bearing fruit is standing there in your greenhouse. And as I uttered those words I closed the door leading beyond, and, locking it, placed the key in my pocket.

Her teeth were firmly set. She glanced at me and tried to deny the allegation, but so utterly was she taken aback by my sudden denunciation that words failed her. A moment later, however, taking several paces forward to where we stood, she cried with a sudden outburst of uncontrollable anger — 

You — Beryl Wynd — I hate you! I swore that you should die, and you shall — you shall!

But I stepped between them, firm and determined. I saw that this woman was a veritable virago, and that now we had cornered her so neatly she was capable of any crime.

I demand to know the truth! I said in a hard, distinct voice.

You will know nothing from me, she snarled. That woman has betrayed me! she added, indicating Beryl.

Your evil deeds alone have betrayed you, I responded, and if you decline to tell me anything of your own free will, then perhaps you will make a statement to the police when put upon your trial for attempted murder.

My trial! she gasped, turning pale again. You think to frighten me into telling you something, eh? she laughed. Ah! you do not know me.

I know you sufficiently well to be aware that you are a clever and ingenious woman, I replied. And in this affair I entertain a belief that our interests may, after all, be mutual.

How?

Tattersett is your enemy, as he is ours. It was a wild shot, but I recollected his words that I had overheard in the park at Whitton. There has been a conspiracy against myself and this lady here, who is my wife.

Your wife! she gasped.

I have spoken the truth, I said. I am here to learn the details from you. If, on the other hand, you prefer to preserve the secret of your accomplices, I shall demand your arrest without delay.

She was silent. Then, after further declarations of ignorance, she was driven to desperation by my threats of arrest, and at last said in a hard, husky voice — 

I must first tell you who and what I am. My father was an English merchant, named Turton, who lived in Palermo, and my mother was Italian. Fifteen years ago I was a popular dancer, known throughout Italy as La Gioia. While engaged at La Scala Theatre, in Milan, I met an Englishman named Ashwicke—

Ashwicke? I exclaimed.

Not the man whom you know as Ashwicke, but another, she responded. He was interested in the occult sciences, apparently wealthy, and much enamoured of me. In the six months of our courtship I learned to love him madly, and the result was that we were married at the Municipio, in Milan, which stands exactly opposite the entrance to the theatre. A month afterwards, however, he decamped with my jewels and the whole of the money I had saved, leaving behind him, as his only personal possessions, a box containing some rare old vellum books which he had purchased somewhere down in the old Tuscan towns, and of which he had been extremely careful. At first I could not believe that he could have treated me thus, after all his professions of love; but as the weeks passed and he did not return, I slowly realised the truth that I had been duped and deserted. It was then that I made a vow of revenge.

Ten endless years passed, and, my personal beauty having faded, I was compelled to remain on the stage, accepting menial parts and struggling for bread until, by the death of a cousin, I found myself with sufficient to live upon. Though I had no clue to who my husband was, beyond a name which had most probably been assumed, I nevertheless treasured his books, feeling vaguely that some day they might give me a clue. In those years that went by I spent days and days deciphering the old black letters, and translating from the Latin and Italian. They were nearly all works dealing with the ancient practice of medicine, but one there was dealt with secret poisons. I have it here; and unlocking a drawer in a rosewood cabinet, she took therefrom a big leather-covered tome, written in Latin upon vellum.

There was an old rusted lock of Florentine workmanship upon it, and the leather was worm-eaten and tattered.

This contains the secret of the vayana, she went on, opening the ponderous volume before me upon the table. I discovered that the poison was the only one impossible of detection, and then it occurred to me to prepare it, and with it strike revenge. Well, although I had been in London a dozen times in search of the man I had once loved, I came again and settled down here, determined to spare no effort to discover him. Through four whole years I sought him diligently, when at last I was successful. I discovered who and what he was.

Who was he? I inquired.

The man you know as Major Tattersett. His real name is Ashwicke.

Tattersett? gasped Beryl. And he is your husband?

Most certainly, she responded. I watched him diligently for more than twelve months, and discovered that his career had been a most extraordinary one, and that he was in association with a man named Graham — who sometimes also called himself Ashwicke — and who was one of the most expert and ingenious forgers ever known. Graham was a continental swindler whom the police had for years been endeavouring to arrest, while the man who was my husband was known in criminal circles as The Major. Their operations in England, Belgium, and America were on a most extensive-scale, and in the past eight years or so they have amassed a large fortune, and have succeeded in entering a very respectable circle of society. While keeping watch upon my husbands movements, I found that he, one evening a few months ago, went down to Hounslow, and, unobserved by him, I travelled by the same train. I followed him to Whitton, and watched him meet clandestinely a lady who was one of the guests.

It was myself? Beryl exclaimed, standing utterly dumbfounded by these revelations.

Yes, the woman went on. I was present at your meeting, although not sufficiently near to overhear your conversation. By your manner, however, I felt confident that you were lovers, and then a fiendish suggestion — one that I now deeply regret — occurred to me, namely to kill you both by secret means. With that object I went to the small rustic bridge by the lake — over which I knew you must pass on your return to the house, both of you having crossed it on your way there — and upon the hand-rail I placed the poison I had prepared. I knew that if you placed your hand upon the rail the poison would at once be absorbed through the skin, and must prove fatal. My calculations were, however, incorrect, for an innocent man fell victim. Colonel Chetwode came down that path, and, unconsciously grasping the rail, received the sting of death, while you and your companion returned by a circuitous route, and did not therefore discover him.

And is that really the true story of the Colonels death? I asked blankly.

Yes, she answered, her chin upon her breast. You may denounce me. I am a murderess — a murderess?

There was a long and awkward pause.

And can you tell us nothing of our mysterious union and its motive? I asked her.

Nothing, she responded, shaking her head. I would tell you all, if I knew, for you, like myself, have fallen victims in the hands of Tattersett and Graham — only they themselves know the truth. After the tragedy at Whitton I traced Beryl Wynd to Gloucester Square, and, still believing her to have supplanted me in my husbands affections, called there in the guise of a dressmaker, and while your wife was absent from the room managed to write a reply to a fictitious message I had brought her from Graham. I placed the liquid upon the porcelain handle of the door on the inside, so that a person on entering would experience no ill effect, but on pulling open the door to leave would receive the full strength of the deadly vayana. This again proved ineffectual; therefore ascertaining that Graham intended to visit Atworth, I entered there and placed the terrible alkaloid on certain objects in your wifes room — upon her waist-belt, and in the room that had been occupied by him on his previous visit, but which proved to be then occupied by yourself.

And that accounts for the mysterious attacks which we both experienced! I observed, amazed at her confession.

Yes, she replied; I intended to commit murder. I was unaware that Beryl was your wife, and I have committed an error which I shall regret through all my life, I can only ask your forgiveness — if you really can forgive.

I have not yet learnt the whole facts — the motive of our marriage, I answered. Can you direct us to either of the men?

She paused. Then at last answered, Graham, or the man you know as Ashwicke, is here in this house; he called upon me by appointment this afternoon. If you so desire, I will tell my servant to ask him in.

But before doing so, cried Beryl, excitedly, let me first explain my own position! I, too, am not altogether blameless. The story of my parentage, as I have given it to you, Richard, is a fictitious one. I never knew my parents. My earliest recollections were of the Convent of the Sacré Coeur at Brunoy, near Paris, where I spent fourteen years, having as companion, during the latter seven years, Nora Findlay, the daughter of a Scotch ironmaster. Of my own parents the Sisters declared they knew nothing, and as I grew up they constantly tried to persuade me to take the veil. Nora, my best friend, left the convent, returned to England, and two years afterwards married Sir Henry, whereupon she generously offered me a place in her house as companion. She is no relation, but, knowing my susceptibilities, and in order that I should not be looked upon as a paid companion, she gave out that we were cousins — hence I was accepted as such everywhere.

With Nora I had a pleasant, careless life, until about two years ago I met the Major, unknown to Nora, and afterwards became on friendly terms with a young man, an officer in the guards, who was his friend. Tattersett won a large sum from him at cards; and then I saw, to my dismay, that he had been attracted only by the mild flirtation I had carried on with him, and that he had played in order to please me. The Major increased my dismay by telling me that this young man was the son of a certain woman who was his bitterest enemy — the Italian woman called La Gioia — and that she would seek a terrible revenge upon us both. This was to frighten me. My life having been spent in the convent, I knew very little of the ways of the world, yet I soon saw sufficient of both to know that Tattersett was an expert forger, and that his accomplice Graham was a clever continental thief whom the police had long been wanting. How I called at the house in Queens-gate Gardens, and afterwards lost control over my own actions, I have already explained. The motive of our marriage is an absolute enigma.

She stood before me white-faced and rigid.

It is fortunate that Graham is here. Shall we seek the truth from him? I asked.

Yes, she responded. Demand from him the reason of our mysterious union.

La Gioia touched the bell, gave an order to the servant, and, after a few moments of dead silence, Graham stood in the doorway.


Chapter Thirty One.

Conclusion.

[image: img163.jpg]

YOU! GASPED THE man, halting quickly in alarm.

Yes, I said. Enter, Mr Graham; we wish to speak with you.

Youve betrayed me — curse you! he cried, turning upon La Gioia. Youve told them the truth?

The colour had died from his face, and he looked as grey and aged as on the first occasion when we had met and he had tempted me.

We desire the truth from your own lips, I said determinedly. I am not here without precautions. The house is surrounded by police, and they will enter at a sign from me if you refuse an explanation — the truth, mind. If you lie you will both be arrested.

I know nothing, he declared, his countenance dark and sullen.

He made a slight instinctive movement towards his pocket, and I knew that a revolver was there.

You know the reason of our marriage, I said quickly. What was it?

Speak! urged La Gioia. You can only save yourself by telling the truth.

Save myself! he cried in a tone of defiance. You wish to force me to confession — you and this woman! Youve acted cleverly. When she invited me here, this afternoon, I did not dream that she had outwitted me.

The woman had, however, made the appointment in ignorance of our intentions, therefore she must have had some other motive. But he was entrapped, and saw no way of escape.

I have worked diligently all these months, and have solved the mystery of what you really are, I said.

Then thats sufficient for you, I suppose; and his thin lips snapped together.

No, it is not sufficient. To attempt to conceal anything further is useless. I desire from you a statement of the whole truth.

And condemn myself?

You will not condemn yourself if you are perfectly frank with us, I assured him.

There was a long silence. His small eyes darted an evil look at La Gioia, who stood near him, erect and triumphant. Suddenly he answered, in a tone hard and unnatural — 

If you know all, as you declare, there is little need to say much about my own association with Tattersett. Of the latter the police are well aware that he is one of the most expert forgers in Europe. It was he and I who obtained thirty thousand pounds from the Crédit Lyonnais in Bordeaux, and who, among other little matters of business, tricked Parrs for twenty thousand. At Scotland Yard they have all along suspected us, but have never obtained sufficient evidence to justify arrest. We took very good care of that, for after ten years partnership we were not likely to blunder. He spoke braggingly, for all thieves seem proud of the extent of their frauds.

But you want to know about your marriage, eh? he went on. Well, to tell the truth, it happened like this. The Major, who had dabbled in the byways of chemistry as a toxicologist, held the secret of a certain most deadly poison — one that was used by the ancients a thousand years ago — and conceived by its means a gigantic plan of defrauding life insurance companies. About that time he accidentally met Miss Wynd, and cultivated her acquaintance because, being extremely handsome, she would be useful as a decoy. The secret marriage was accomplished, but just as the elaborate plan was to be put into operation he made an astounding discovery.

What was the reason of the marriage? I inquired breathlessly.

He paused in hesitation.

Because it was essential that, in close association with us, we should have a doctor of reputation, able to assist when necessary, and give death-certificates for production to the various life insurance companies. You were known to us by repute as a clever but impecunious man, therefore it was decided that you should become our accomplice. With that object Tattersett, accompanied by a young woman, whom he paid to represent herself as Beryl Wynd, went to Doctors Commons, and petitioned for a special licence. Possession was obtained of the house in Queens-gate Gardens which I had occupied two years previously under the name of Ashwicke — for we used each others names just as circumstances required — paying the caretaker a ten-pound note; and, when all was in readiness, you were called and bribed to marry Beryl, who was already there, rendered helpless with unbalanced brain by the deadly vayana. I posed, as you will remember, as Wyndham Wynd, father of the young lady, and, after the marriage, in order to entrap you into becoming our accomplice, tempted you to take her life. You refused, therefore you also fell a victim to a cigarette steeped in a decoction of curare, handed you by the Major, and were sent out of the country, it being our intention, on your return, to threaten you with being a party to a fraudulent marriage, and thus compel you to become our accomplice.

But this paper which I found beneath her pillow? And I took from my pocket the sheet of paper with the name of La Gioia upon it.

It is a note I sent her, on the day before her visit to Queens-gate Gardens, in order to induce her to come and consult with me. She had evidently carried it in her pocket.

And this photograph? I asked, showing him the picture I had found concealed in the Colonels study.

We took that picture of her as she lay, apparently dead, for production afterwards to the life insurance company. The Colonel, who was a friend of Tattersetts, must have found it in the latters room and secured it. It was only because two days after the marriage Sir Henrys wife overheard a conversation between myself and Tattersett, in which you were mentioned, that we were prevented from making our gigantic coup against the life offices. While Beryl was asleep her ladyship found the wedding-ring. Then, knowing your address — for she had seen you with Doctor Raymond — she sought your acquaintance on your return, and, by ingenious questioning, became half convinced that you were actually Beryls husband. Your friend Raymond was slightly acquainted with her, and had been introduced to Beryl some months before.

But I cannot see why I should have been specially chosen as victim of this extraordinary plot, my wife exclaimed, her arm linked in mine. You say that Tattersett made a discovery which caused him to alter his plans. What was it?

He discovered a few hours after your marriage that you were his daughter!

His daughter — the daughter of that man? she cried.

Yes, he answered seriously. He did not know it, however, until when you were lying insensible after the marriage, he discovered upon your chest the tattoo-mark of the three hearts, which he himself had placed there years before. Then, overcome by remorse, he administered an antidote, placed you upon a seat in Hyde Park, and witched until you recovered consciousness and returned to Gloucester Square. It had before been arranged that an insurance already effected upon you should be claimed. The truth is, he went on, that Wyndham Ashwicke, alias Major Tattersett, first married in York the daughter of a cavalry officer, and by her you were born. A year afterwards, however, they separated, your mother died, and you were placed in the convent at Brunoy under the name of Wynd, while your father plunged into a life of dissipation on the Continent which ended in the marriage with this lady, then known as La Gioia.

It seems incredible? my love declared. I cannot believe it?

But Nora introduced you as Feo Ashwicke on the first occasion we met after our marriage, I remarked.

I well remember it. Nora must have discovered the secret of my birth, although, when I questioned her after your departure, she declared that she had only bestowed a fictitious name upon me as a joke.

Yet Ashwicke was your actual name, I observed.

You will find the register of your birth in York, interposed Graham. I have told you the truth.

I will hear it from my fathers own lips, she said.

Alas! the grey-haired man answered very gravely, that is impossible. Your father is dead.

Dead? I echoed. Tattersett dead?

Yes; he was found lifeless in his rooms in Piccadilly East yesterday afternoon. His man called me, and discovered upon the table a tiny tube containing some crystals of the secret vayana. He had evidently touched them accidentally with his fingers, and the result was fatal. The police and doctor believe it to be due to natural causes, as I secured the tube and destroyed it before their arrival. The news of the discovery is in the evening papers; and, taking a copy of the Globe from his pocket, he handed it to me, indicating the paragraph.

I read the four bare lines aloud, both my well-beloved and the dead mans widow standing in rigid silence.

The elucidation of the bewildering mystery and its tragic dénouement held us speechless. It staggered belief.

My explanation to Bullen, or our subsequent conversation, need not be here recounted. Suffice it to say that from that moment, when the truth became apparent, the Majors widow, who had once sought to take both our lives, became our firmest and most intimate friend, while Graham, having expressed regret at his association in the conspiracy, and declared his intention of leading an honest life in future, was allowed to escape abroad, where he still remains.

And Beryl? She is my wife. Ah! that small word, which is synonymous with peace and happiness. Several years have passed, and I have risen rapidly in my profession — far beyond my deserts, I fear — yet we are still lovers. We are often visitors at Atworth and at Gloucester Square, while there is no more welcome guest at our own table in Harley Street than the ever-erratic Bob Raymond.

The original copy of the ponderous ancient Florentine treatise with its rusty lock, which the Major left in possession of La Gioia, had been presented by the latter to the Bodleian Library at Oxford, where it can now be seen, while Hoefers re-discovery of the vayana having opened up an entirely new field to toxicologists, the deadly vegetable, like strychnine and atropia, is to-day used as one of the most powerful and valuable medicines, many lives being saved yearly by its administration in infinitesimal doses.

All the bitterness of the past has faded. What more need I say?

To-night as I sit here in my consulting-room, writing down this strange history for you, my friendly reader, my wife lingers beside me, sweet and smiling in white raiment — a dead-white dress that reminds me vividly of that June day long ago when we first met within the church of St. Anns, Wilton Place, while at her throat is that quaint little charm, the note of interrogation set with diamonds, a relic of her ill-fated mother.

She has bent, and, kissing me tenderly upon the brow, has whispered into my ear that no man and wife in all the world are half as happy as ourselves.


Of Royal Blood (1900)
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I. — UNDER ORDERS
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YOU understand?

Perfectly, I answered.

And you entirely follow my argument?

Entirely.

It is imperative that active steps must be taken to preserve Englands supremacy, and at the same time frustrate this aggressive policy towards us which is undoubtedly growing. I need not tell you that the outlook is far from reassuring. As a diplomatist you know that as well as I do. The war-cloud which rose over Europe at the end of the last Administration is still darkening. It therefore behoves us to avoid a repetition of the recent fiasco at St. Petersburg with regard to Port Arthur, and strive to prevent foreign diplomacy from again getting the better of us. You quite follow me?

I have always striven to do my utmost towards that end, I answered.

I know, Crawford. Im perfectly conscious of that, otherwise I should not have spoken so plainly as I have now done. Recollect that Ive taken you into my confidence in this matter. You did well — exceedingly well — in Vienna, and showed most creditable tact and forethought. Because of that I have recalled you and selected you for this particular duty. And the speaker, the Most Honourable the Marquess of Macclesfield, K.G., her Majestys Principal Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, paused with his dark expressive eyes fixed upon me. Under those eyes many a foreign diplomatist had quivered, for so keen was he of perception that he could divine ones inmost thoughts. This calm, thin, gray-faced, rather shabbily attired man, the great statesman upon whose actions and decisions the prosperity and integrity of the British Empire depended, had, from the earliest moment when I had entered the Foreign Office, treated me with friendly consideration and kindly regard, and now as, late on that dull afternoon in February, I sat in his private room in Downing street, whither I had been summoned from the Embassy at Constantinople, he spoke to me not as my master, but as my friend and counsellor.

As an attache at Vienna, at Rome, and at the Porte I had worked under Ambassadors of various moods, but by this feeling of friendliness which the Marquess had extended towards me, I had, in my duties, always felt that I was serving the great statesman personally, and not merely the particular chief which for the time I chanced to be under. Undoubtedly the secret of the success of the Macclesfield Ministry in the management of foreign affairs was in great measure due to the amicability of his lordship towards the staff.

I cannot disguise from myself that this duty is extremely difficult, he went on, leaning back in his chair after a pause, and glancing around the fine room, with its life-sized portrait of her Majesty upon the green painted wall. Nevertheless, secret services must sometimes be performed, and I have sufficient confidence in your diplomatic instinct to know that you will never act rashly, nor display any ill-advised zeal. The secret of Englands greatness is her smart diplomacy, and in this affair you have, Crawford, every chance of distinction.

You may rely upon me to do my very best to fulfil this important appointment to your satisfaction, I replied. I shall act with care and discretion.

And to you is due our peace with honour, I remarked.

Act with that caution combined with dignity, as though you were directly serving her Majesty herself. Remember, I am only her servant.

No, no, he laughed deprecatingly. True, I am the figure-head, but it is men such as you who man the ship. No Secretary has been more fortunate in his staff than I am to-day, for I am vain enough to think that although they are scattered in all quarters of the globe, yet a cordiality exists among them which is quite as strong as their patriotism. I am proud to think that in all our Embassies and Ministries we have no traitor.

The esprit de corps has been engendered by your lordships personal interest in us, one and all, I remarked. It was not so during the late Ministry.

He merely raised his grey eyebrows, and tapped the edge of the table with the quill in his thin bony hand. I know that I had made a mistake in uttering that sentence, for he did not like ill things said of his political opponents.

Ten years ago, Crawford, he exclaimed, after a few moments reflection, it is just ten years ago this month if my memory serves me aright, when, in this very room I first made your acquaintance — you, the son of one of our most trusted and valued man who had ever served his Queen at a foreign Court, followed your fathers footsteps, and entered the Foreign Office. You remember the advice and maxims I then gave you. That you have remembered them is evidenced by the discretion and ingenuity you have displayed in the various posts you have occupied. I only ask you still to recollect them while performing the difficult and important duties before you; duties in which I wish you every success and good fortune.

Then his lordship rose, as a sign that our conference was at an end. He shook my hand warmly, with that cordiality which endeared him to every member of the Foreign Office staff, and simultaneous with the re-entry of Menton, his private secretary, who had been dismissed while we had talked, I went out and down the great staircase, that magnificent flight of stairs up which representatives of every country in the world climb to have audience of the grey-haired, refined statesman, whom Bismarck once referred to as the ruler of Europe. The most tactful, alert, far-seeing Foreign Minister that England had had during the present century, to him was due the extension of the British Empire in all parts of the world during recent years, notably the acquisition of new countries in Africa with their untold mineral wealth, the occupation of Egypt, the firm policy in the Soudan, and the clever checkmating of Russia in the Far East. To his intimates he was mild-mannered, soft-voiced, and essentially a pleasant man, but to those highly ingenious and unscrupulous diplomats of the Powers who were ever striving to undermine Englands prestige he was so dry, hard, and matter-of-fact that they feared him, and dreaded entering his presence, because in any argument they were invariably worsted, while if they attempted diplomacy they were very quickly confounded.

Upon the Marquess of Macclesfields tact and farsightedness depended the prosperity of England, the lives of her millions, and the peace of Europe. A single stroke of the pen, a hasty or ill-advised action, and a war might result which would cost our Empire millions in money and millions of valuable lives; an ill-worded Note might, he know, cause Englands prestige to be wrecked, and thus precipitate her from her present proud position of first among the great nations of the world. Truly his position was no enviable one, and his salary of five thousand a year inadequate for the eternal anxiety ever upon him day and night for the preservation of his countrys greatness and the honour of his Sovereign. Restless, whether at his country seat down in Hampshire, or at his town house in Grosvenor-square, he lived ever at the end of a telegraph wire, which brought him hour by hour information or inquiries from the various Embassies abroad, all of which demanded his personal attention and reply.

In the dead of night Paterson, his faithful valet, would awaken him and hand him one of those red despatch-boxes with which a Foreign Service messenger had posted across Europe from Vienna, Constantinople, Berlin, or Petersburg, with orders to deliver it with all possible speed. Indeed, in such a life of terrible brain-tear, it was not surprising that the years of statesmanship had aged him prematurely, that his eyes were sunken, that he had developed a restless nervous habit of pacing the room while talking, or that insomnia would frequently seize him, and at such times he would go forth in the dead of night into the deserted streets of London, and walk miles and miles for recreation. For the faithful discharge of his difficult duties he had received many times the personal thanks of her Majesty, but, truth to tell, it was the applause and cries of Good Old Macclesfield! which fell spontaneously from the lips of those monster audiences he at rare intervals addressed in Birmingham, Manchester, Leeds, and other provincial centres, which pleased him most of all. He had been heard to say that those hearty ringing cheers which greeted him when he rose to speak, and again when he re-seated himself, were in themselves sufficient repayment for the constant and terrible strain ever upon him.

At the foot of the great staircase, just as I was passing out into the courtyard wherein the lamps were already lit, as the short day had ended and the yellow twilight was fast fading into night, a cheery voice behind me exclaimed: — 

What, Crawford? Is that you old chap, back from Constant?

I turned quickly and saw before me a tall slim figure in overcoat and silk hat, whom I recognised as my old whilom colleague Gordon Clunes, of the Treaty Department; a dark-haired, spruce, easy-going fellow with whom I had lived in chambers in the Albany eight years ago, before being nominated attache.

By Jove! Gordon! I cried, grasping his hand, I thought you always went at three, so I meant to look in and see you to-morrrow.

Busy, old chap, he laughed, in explanation. But why are you home? Whats occurred?

I was recalled by the Chief, I answered.

Recalled? Nothing wrong, I hope?

Not at all. Im appointed to Brussels, I laughed.

To Brussels! he echoed in a strange tone of surprise, I thought. Then for a few moments he was silent in contemplation.

Yes, but why are you surprised? I inquired, puzzled. It seemed as though he begrudged me my advancement.

It will be a pleasant change to you, he responded, with that air of irresponsibility I had known so well in the old days. Brussels is a much better post than Constantinople, and only a few hours from London. Why, Henky, when he was attache there, used to keep on his rooms in London and run over about once a fortnight — sometimes oftener.

Poor Henky wasnt very remarkable for his attention to duty, I laughed, remembering how when he was attache with me at Vienna he used often to receive a mild reprimand from the Ambassador. But the Honourable Alfred Henniker was a merry Guardsman, and such a renowned lady-killer that we at the Embassy nicknamed him the Fly-paper because all the girls stuck to him.

Brussels was, as my friend Clunes had pointed out, a much more desirable diplomatic post than Constantinople, where society is so mixed, and where leave is almost unobtainable.

When do you go? my friend inquired.

I told him that it was uncertain, and that having only arrived from Turkey the night before, after an absence of eighteen months, I hoped to get a few weeks leave in England. I was staying with a maiden aunt — a very prim and proper old lady who lived in Warwick Gardens, Kensington, and who had long ago given me to understand that in the event of her decease I should fall in for a very fair share of this worlds goods. Therefore, as diplomacy is an expensive profession, and further, as my income was a decidedly limited one, I felt in duty bound to pay the old lady a visit whenever I came to town, while on her part she seemed to be proud of talking to her friends of the advancement and success of her nephew in the Diplomatic Service.

As we walked together along Downing-street, gloomy and deserted save for the solitary detective on guard against anarchist outrages who wished us Good evening, gentlemen, as we passed, we spoke of mutual friends, and I referred to his own recent marriage which I had seen announced in the papers.

Yes, he laughed. Couldnt stand bachelor life any longer, my dear fellow, so having let our old chambers, I took a wife, and am now settled down as a respectable citizen. I live at Richmond. Come down and dine to-morrow night. My wife will be delighted to meet you. Ive told her long ago of our menage, and of the five years we spent together. Those were merry days, werent they — eh?

Yes, I replied, smiling at some amusing remembrances which at that moment crossed my mind. They were. Thank you for your invitation. Ill be pleased to come.

Then, heres a card, he said. Youll easily find the house. Its one of those new ones on the way up to the Terrace Gardens. But I must take this cab to Waterloo, or I shant catch my tram. Good-bye till to-morrrow, old fellow, and with a cordial hand-grip, he sprang into a hansom, while I, full of thoughts of my new appointment, turned and strolled on towards that centre whither all diplomats drift, the St. Jamess Club, in Piccadilly.

Glad of an opportunity to escape from the terrible formality of dining at my aunts, where old Bateson waited upon one with the air of a funeral mute, I dressed next evening and took train to Richmond, where I had no difficulty in finding Gordons place, a large new house about halfway up Richmond Hill. It was a decidedly pleasant place, built in artistic early English style, the interior being mostly decorated in dead white, with a square hall and oak staircase, and rooms with high oak wainscoting and wrought iron electric light brackets. In the hall where he welcomed me a fire burnt brightly, and in his little den beyond, with its high-backed antique chairs, everything was decidedly cosy. Indeed I envied him, and remarked upon the perfectly artistic arrangement of his abode.

Yes, he laughed. Its my wifes fancy to have a house like this. She is fond of having things different to other people — a womans weakness for the distinct, I suppose.

My train had brought me there about a quarter of an hour too early; therefore, when I had removed my coat, we sat chatting in my old friends little study, lounging lazily before the fire and enjoying a quiet few minutes.

By Jove! Gordon exclaimed, after a pause. Its really a stroke of good fortune, old fellow, to be appointed to Brussels. The Chief has indeed been generous. I only wish I could get a post abroad, but somehow Im always passed over.

Why, surely you dont want to give this up? I said. How long have you been here?

About a year.

And yet you want to go abroad! said I. I tell you, Gordon, you wouldnt be half so happy, living in a foreign town, with your wife snubbed by some of the women with whom you have, for diplomatic purposes, to be nice to. Its all very well to be an attache while youre a bachelor, but afterwards — well, the things impossible.

And youve had a rattling good time of it — eh? he asked, smiling.

Well, on the whole, yes, I responded.

At any rate youve earned distinction, and I congratulate you, he said earnestly. He was a good fellow, one of my best friends and I had always kept up a weekly or fortnightly correspondence with him ever since I had been appointed abroad. The post he held was one of greatest trust. Indeed, perhaps no one in the whole Department of Foreign Affairs, excepting the Minister himself, knew so many secrets of State as did Gordon Clunes. He was a free, merry, open-hearted fellow, but was discretion itself. With regard to those secret drafts which daily passed through his hands, and were seen by no other eyes than those of Lord Macclesfield, he was a veritable sphinx. There are a good many drones in the Foreign Office hive, but Gordon was by no means an idler. I had often regretted that he had not been appointed to one of the Embassies, but it seemed as though the Marques reposed such perfect confidence in him that his presence at headquarters was much more valuable.

I know I have your best wishes old chap, I remarked, and I believe that Brussels is a very pleasant Embassy. Lots of life, and within easy distance of London.

My dear fellow, Dick Crouch, who was nominated there three years ago, once told me that it was gayer than Vienna. Old Drummond is a brick, and you can get leave almost at any time. When Crouch couldnt get it he used to bring over despatches, and save the messenger a journey.

Perhaps I can do the same, I said.

No doubt you will, he replied. The Chief was talking with the Permanent Secretary in my room to day, and mentioned that you had been appointed on secret service. You didnt tell me so.

I really didnt think it necessary, I said, slightly annoyed. I understood from the Chief that this fact was entirely between ourselves. Truth to tell, I dont like the expression secret service.

Savours too much of spy, doesnt it, old fellow? he laughed. But, he added, thats the very essence of diplomacy. The successful Diplomat is the man who keeps his weather-eye constantly upon his opponents doings, and presents elaborate reports to headquarters. Isnt every Ambassador a spy, more or less?

Certainly, I responded, But Im not an Ambassador yet.

But youre a deal more shrewd than some of the old fossils, who potter over trifles and send along screeds to the Chief over every vice-consuls worry.

Then you think Ill make a good spy? I asked, laughing.

My dear, old fellow, he said, slapping me on the hack as he rose, there are few of those blanked foreigners wholl be able to get the better of you. The way in which you got at that secret in Vienna is sufficient proof of that.

How did you know? I inquired, starting in surprise that he should be aware of a matter which I fully believed was private between Lord Macclesfield and myself.

By the alteration in the treaty, my friend responded promptly. The alteration was in your handwriting, and not in the Ambassadors. Your tact and shrewdness in that affair avoided a very ugly difficulty. Of course, he added, confidentially, Im not such a fool as to breathe a single word of it. Not a soul in the office knows that you are on secret service besides myself.

There was a pause, broken only by the low ticking of the clock.

And you will preserve my secret? I said, looking him straight in the face. Remember that there are secret agents around us even here; and if the truth of my real position leaked out I should no doubt find all my efforts thwarted. Upon secrecy alone my success depends.

I know, Philip, he replied, in deep earnestness. You have trusted me before — you can trust me now — cant you?

Of course, I know I can, I answered, reassured, and the strange sense of misgiving which had suddenly crept upon me a few moments before was at once succeeded by a feeling of reassurance in my old friends fidelity.

Just at that moment the door opened and my hostess entered, a dainty figure in pale coral, sweet-faced, fair-haired, and wearing a beautiful collar of amethysts and pearls around her white slender throat. She was not more than twenty-three, graceful, with large expressive eyes of deep blue, and a figure almost perfect in its symmetry. Gordon introduced me as his old friend and fellow bachelor, Phil, and as I took the slim white hand she extended our eyes met in a quick glance of recognition.

I held a suspicion that I felt her hand tremble in mine.

Her face was certainly familiar to me; too familiar it somehow seemed. Yet try how I would I could not recollect under what conditions or when or where we had met. That she, too, had recognised me was also evident, yet her quick and strenuous effort to cover her surprise and confusion was in itself suspicious.

In an instant I divined her intention. She had recovered herself with a swiftness that was marvellous; so quickly, indeed that her husband had not noticed it, and I saw that if I claimed acquaintance with her she intended to deny it.

We had met somewhere under extraordinary conditions, I knew, yet with tantalising perversity my memory in this direction was an utter blank.

She smiled upon me, yet there was a hardness about the corners of her mouth which I did not fail to notice, and standing in the centre of that cosy little room with her necklet of amethysts glistening in the electric glow she greeted me with an amiable effusiveness which, by some strange intuition, I knew disguised an intense and bitter hatred.


II. — JUDITH
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DINNER WAS A pleasant affair in the panelled room through the long windows of which I could see the valley of the Thames, with its riverside lights twinkling afar. Two elderly men and a couple of pretty girls had been invited to meet me, and the gossip was light and amusing. My hostess was the life and soul of the party, bright, vivacious, and full of mirth, yet I could not disguise the fact that she regarded me with some suspicion. During the meal I tried hard to recollect where we had met before, but failed utterly. Her conversation was that of a well-educated, clever woman. Her face was familiar; her lips, a trifle thick and full, had once before struck me as unusual in one of her beauty and grace. But where I had seen her I could not remember.

Gordon tells me that youve just had the good fortune to be appointed to Brussels, exclaimed a pretty, dark-haired girl in blue who sat next to me, but whose name I had not caught when introduced to her.

Yes, I laughed. Do you know Brussels?

I was at school there four years, she answered, toying with her hock glass. But I didnt see very much of it. Our excursions were mainly confined to Sunday walks in the Bois.

Youll return, perhaps, when you are married, I said, smiling. Its a very pleasant city for a honeymoon.

We spent part of our honeymoon there, on our way to the Rhine, interrupted Mrs. Clunes. It was quite as bright as Paris, without all that rush and turmoil. And the Bois de la Cambre — isnt it charming?

Yes, I said, for as part of my training for a diplomatic career I had spent a year in the Belgian capital, and practically knew every inch of it, from the Quartier where the English reside, away to Laeken, and from St. Giles to Schaerbeck.

I only wish we could live there, instead of here, she continued, with a slight pout. I do hope that some day Gordon will get nominated abroad. I should love a cosmopolitan life.

Life at an embassy would be awfully jolly, observed my neighbour in blue. One must meet so many interesting people, from kings and queens downwards.

Kings and queens are not as a rule interesting people, I said. The monarchs I have met have not impressed me very much. They look much more regal in the illustrated papers than they are in real life. The most interesting persons as a rule are those foreign secret agents who are always seeking to pry into our affairs and learn what we dont desire that they should know.

Ive heard a lot of strange stories about those spying individuals, said my hostess, at once interested. What are they like? Do tell me.

Well, I said, every one of the Governments of Europe, with the possible exception of Switzerland, finds it necessary to maintain a corps of secret agents for confidential duty. Their remuneration being defrayed from the Secret Service Fund at the disposal of every Prime Minister, the national treasury takes no cognisance of their expenses or of their names. These latter are only known to the Premier and to the Minister of Foreign Affairs. They are ignored at the regular police headquarters, while the general public very often has no knowledge of the existence of such a force. Their duty is to learn all that transpires in the various Embassies and report to the Chancellerie. They number people in every class of life, and almost every nationality.

And does not our British Government take steps to combat the efforts of these spies? asked the old gentlemen opposite.

In a measure it does, I responded carelessly. It, of course, behoves us to be wary with this horde of secret agents about us, for their ingenuity is simply marvellous.

Of course there are lots of books which reveal the elaborate system of espionage in Russia, observed the girl in blue.

Ah! thats quite a different affair, I replied. The Russian agents are mostly employed for the purpose of keeping watch upon the doings of those of the Czars subjects who live beyond the frontiers of Russia; and when it is borne in mind that those number close upon a million, and that every Russian has in his blood the characteristic Asiatic taste for conspiracy and intrigue against his Government, it can be readily understood that the secret agents of the Chancellerie of the Emperor have their hands pretty full. It is not the agents of the Ministry of the Interior that troubles us, but the system of spies established in every country in Europe with a view to learning the secrets of British diplomacy. We hold the balance of power you see; and because of this every effort is being made to reduce our prestige and undermine our supremacy.

It certainly behoves you all to be as secret as the grave, my hostess said. I dont think I should like to be in possession of a State secret which a hundred unscrupulous persons were seeking to discover. One must feel awfully uncomfortable.

But you are a woman, my dear, laughed her husband. They say that your sex cant keep a secret, a remark whereat everyone laughed.

Ah! perhaps not, answered the merry, light-hearted little woman. But it seems so horrible if you cant tell who is your friend and whos your enemy, and she fixed her eyes upon me with a strange look of misgiving.

Exactly, I said. This secret service, being beyond the pale of the law, is contrary to all notions of what is straightforward and honourable. The methods of action these agents employ are often most questionable and unsavoury. Indeed, for example at Vienna, where perhaps the secret service is permitted to play the greatest role, his Majesty has been compelled by the stress of public opinion to consent to the imprisonment and suspension from office of the chief of the service for making use of dishonourable manoeuvres. Again, in Germany, in response to the memorable speech by the Liberal leader Richter in the Reichstag, exposing the unscrupulousness of secret agent von Rumpf, his role as a provoker and instigator of crime, and his employment, not only of criminal methods, but even of criminals, in order to succeed in the intrigues in which he was engaged, the Minister of the Interior proclaimed the doctrine that the Executive and his Government have a right to use the extra-legal, or to put it plainly, unlawful, methods for attaining its aims when the ordinary legal methods are inadequate and unavailing. This declaration is in itself sufficient to show to what an extent espionage is carried at a foreign Court.

If such is the case, then each of our Embassies is surrounded by enemies, observed young Mrs. Clunes.

Of course it is, exclaimed her husband. Dont you recollect that I told you once how cleverly they work the cabinet noir in France, in Germany, and in Russia — so ingeniously, indeed, that our representatives at those Courts dare not send a single despatch through the post, otherwise it is opened and copied.

Then they open official letters? exclaimed the girl in blue at my side.

To the cabinet noir nothing is sacred, I said.

It is established for the purpose of dealing with both official and private correspondence, and the manner in which letters are opened and resealed is in itself a marvel of ingenuity. So well is it done that letters sealed with wax are opened and again secured, leaving the original seal intact, without a trace remaining that it has been tampered with.

Weve had one or two experiences of that sort of thing of late, Crawford, havent we? remarked my friend with a meaning look.

Yes, I answered. At Constantinople lately one or two matters which we believed secret, while we were trying to adjust affairs between Turkey and Greece after the war, leaked out in a very mysterious way. Active inquiries were made, and it was found that the Russian cabinet noir was at work, and, further, that at Petersburg they were fully informed of all our secret instructions received from Lord Macclesfield.

My hostess sighed. As her white chest heaved her necklet of amethysts glistened, and her lips became compressed. I noticed this latter involuntary movement of the muscles of her face, and saw that she was anxious to change the subject. I admit that at that moment I entertained a growing suspicion of her.

That she was eminently graceful and charming there could be no two opinions. Gordon, however, had never told me who she was. When I had been a month at Constantinople I received a letter suddenly announcing his marriage, to which I had responded by sending a cheque to a London silversmith with instructions to forward a wedding-present, and by writing him a letter of congratulation. Then I had seen the announcement in the Standard a week later that he had married, at the village of Rockingham, Judith, daughter of the late William Carter-Harrison, and had wondered whether or not she were pretty.

Gordon had not much changed in the years I had been absent. Ten years ago we were both second division clerks, and we had certainly enjoyed London life and had a very large circle of friends. He was always gay and light-hearted, fond of practical joking and eternally declaring that he should never marry. Yet he had now taken to himself a wife, and had become just a trifle graver than before, as of course befitted a responsible householder whose name was on the jury-list.

At last, when dessert was finished, the ladies left, and presently after a brief gossip we rejoined them in the drawing-room. The size and tasteful decoration of the place surprised me. The walls were entirely in white, with a ceiling of that type for which Adams was noted a century ago; blazing logs burned upon old-fashioned fire-dogs, and there was a capacious chimney-corner with its settle and old oak arm-chair. It needed not a second glance to ascertain that the furniture, every bit of it, was genuine old oak, and as we entered I could not refrain from repeating to Gordon my admiration of his tasteful home.

It is Judiths fancy, he repeated, happily. I was for a house in Kensington; but she loves Richmond because in summer we can get on the river, or go for pleasant drives. Shes always been used to the country, and declares that London suffocates her.

Can you wonder at it? his wife asked me, overhearing our conversation. To me London is dreadful. I go up once or twice a week to do shopping, or to a theatre, but really Im always glad to get back here to the quietness of my home. And besides, the view from these windows is the best within a hundred miles of London.

Of course, I replied, for although I could see nothing in the darkness I knew well the picturesque scene from the windows of the Star and Garter, where I had so often dined in the days before I went abroad. Below lay a broad green valley, with the Thames winding away like a silver ribbon between trees and meadows past Twickenham Ferry to Teddington Lock, a magnificent picture at any time but doubly so when the silent highway reflected back the golden blaze of summer sunset. But your decorations here are in such excellent taste, yet so extremely simple. I envy Gordon his home. Only one room have I seen before similar to this.

Where? my friend inquired.

In Vienna. It belonged to a lady I knew.

Vienna! exclaimed his wife, with sudden interest. Were you at the Embassy there?

Yes, I replied. I was there about two years.

Then you may perhaps have known of an officer named Krauss — Oswald Krauss?

In an instant the truth came upon me as a lightning flash. Perhaps I started at mention of that name — a name which to me carried with it recollections of a hideous but hidden page in my history — at any rate, even though I felt myself standing immovable, glaring at her, I managed to recover myself sufficiently to answer:

The name Krauss is exceeding common in Vienna. I have no recollection of any man whose Christian name was Oswald. What was he?

His father was Baron Krauss, of Budapesth, she answered, simply, her blue eyes fixed upon me, with a curious look of severity.

No, I answered with affected carelessness, I have no recollection of ever meeting him.

That calm inquiry she had uttered held me breathless. No. I had not been mistaken when suspicion had seized me that we were not altogether strangers. This woman in coral had, by mention of that name, a hated name graven for ever upon my memory because of the burden of evil which had fallen upon me, brought back to me in all their hideous reality those circumstances which I had so long striven to forget. Our eyes again met, and in the blue depths of hers there was a smile of mocking triumph.

This woman who was Gordons wife held the secret of my sin.


III. — THE SHADOW
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NEXT MORNING, DETERMINED to learn something further regarding the mystery of Gordons wife, and either to confirm or to dispel my apprehensiveness, I devised an excuse, and going down to the Foreign Office, found him in his room, poring over some long formal document, which he instinctively covered with his blotting pad as the messenger ushered me in.

His greeting was cordial as usual, and presently when he had chatted a little time, he asked suddenly, Well, Phil, and how do you like Judith?

Shes altogether charming, I answered. By Jove, old chap, I envy you. A menage like yours is a distinct improvement on the Albany, even though our Sunday evening concerts with little chorus-girls as performers were pleasant gathering — werent they?

They were, he laughed. Good Heavens! what a life we led in those days! But after you went, and I was alone, I fancy I must have settled down a bit.

You have indeed settled down, I said. For you have a wife to be proud of. She came from the Midlands somewhere, if I remember the announcement in the papers?

Yes. From a little place called Rockingham.

She surely wasnt a village belle? Shes far too refined for that.

Hardly, old follow. She was born in London; but she lived a good deal on the Continent and afterwards with an aunt at Rockingham, for several years.

And how did you come to know her? I inquired, trying to conceal my anxiety and inquisitiveness.

I was staying with some people at Ketton, in the vicinity, and we were introduced at a local flower-show held in the Castle grounds.

And you fell in love with her?

He nodded.

Well, I said, I dont wonder that you did. Im sure I wish you both every happiness. Has she any brothers?

No, he answered. She was left an orphan at ten, and her aunt, quite a cosmopolitan old lady, has ever since looked after her. Her father was a wealthy man, and when she came of age, three years before I married her, she inherited a very respectable fortune.

Oh! I exclaimed, surprised. Then she had money?

Of course, my dear follow. You dont think that I could build and furnish a house like Holmwood on my salary? Heaven knows we who work at home get a paltry pittance enough. If the Government doubled our remuneration it wouldnt be adequate for the work we do. We are ill-paid, everyone of us — from the chief downwards. People think there are fat emoluments in our department, but we could very soon undeceive them.

Youre quite right, I sighed, for with us in the diplomatic service, as with those at home in Downing-street, there is always a perpetual grumbling regarding the cheeseparing policy of the Government. Many of the chief positions of trust are absurdly ill-paid. However, I added, you ought not to grumble, now that you are comfortably off. Look at me! The old governor left me twenty-five thousand when he died six years ago, and Im nearly at an end of it already.

Vienna cost you a lot, I suppose?

Dearest place in Europe, I answered. I had to keep horses, and go the pace thoroughly. A fellow with only his salary cant live in Vienna. Hed be snubbed by everybody, and in three months life would be intolerable.

And how about your new appointment?

Gay, but not quite so expensive, I responded. I must lie low for a time, then things will be brighter with me. I cant go on at the pace Ive been going.

No, he said, a trifle coldly. Take my tip, old man, and live a bit more economically. Your extravagance in Vienna was noticed.

I smiled. Had not Lord Macclesfield himself commended me for my work in Vienna? And had I not, in order to perform that mission — a secret one — been compelled to spend my own money recklessly to gain success? His lordship alone knew the reason of my extravagance, and had congratulated me upon my vigorous action.

We gossiped on for perhaps half an hour, then strolled along to the Ship, that small restaurant a few doors from Charing Cross, where so many Foreign Office men take their lunch. There we ate our mid-day chop together, and then, having satisfied myself upon one or two points regarding his wife, we parted.

What he had told me did not allay my fears. The facts that she was an orphan, that she had lived with an aunt in an unknown country village, and that she had inherited money were all suspicious. No, I could not rid myself of a most uncomfortable feeling, a kind of presage of some coming evil. That look of triumph and hatred in her blue eyes was ever before me, haunting me night and day. She meant mischief.

Yes, now more than ever was I confident that she possessed the secret which I had foolishly thought none knew beside myself.

Next day I left London on a round of dutiful visits to various friends in the north, and as it was a particularly dry spring, I managed to get a good deal of enjoyment and plenty of outdoor exercise. To me, tired of the hot, dusty, evil-smelling streets of Constantinople, English rural life was an exceedingly pleasant change, and for nearly three weeks I made one of a particularly gay house party at Dedisham, Sir Henry Halsfords place beside the Arun, in Sussex. There were about fifteen guests, besides myself, and as many of them were young there was an unvarifying round of gaiety.

Among the men staying there one was a quiet fellow of middle age named Poynter — a relative of Lady Halsfords, to whom I took a particular fancy. We often walked or rode out together, and in the evening we would play billiards, or smoke and chat about the Continental capitals I knew. He was a man of leisure who had travelled constantly in Europe, as so many men do, for the purpose of obtaining a decent climate, spending each winter in Nice, spring at Florence, Aix or Biarritz, summer in Switzerland, and autumn in Scotland, until he had become, like myself, a thorough cosmopolitan.

One dry bright afternoon we had together walked over the hill to Dewestryde to make a call on some people, and were returning along the Slinfold road, past the quaint old windmill, which is a landmark in that part of rural Sussex, when, having passed through the quaint little hamlet of Rowhook, our conversation chanced to turn upon the political outlook in Europe.

Things appear black, he said, as he strode on by my side, both of us heedless of the rain which had commenced to fall. In every part of the world nations seem to show unfriendliness towards England.

Quite so, I said, with a sigh. A European war would surprise nobody.

It is you diplomatic people whose duty it is to prevent war, he said with a smile.

A good many very acute difficulties are yearly adjusted by our ambassadors and the public remain in ignorance. The papers, for instance, have never been able to show the public how active we have been of late at Constantinople. A dozen times within the last three months weve been on the verge of war with Russia over the eternal Eastern question.

On the verge of war! he exclaimed, surprised.

Yes, I answered. And had it not been for the tact and clever diplomacy of my chief, backed by Lord Macclesfields firm policy at home, we might by this time have had Cossack sentries outside Buckingham Palace.

Is it possible? Do you think that such a disaster might ever occur? he inquired.

Quite, I responded. With others of my profession I share certain misgivings regarding our naval and military strength. France, Russia, and Germany are all three our possible enemies, and with such Powers against her England would have to strain every effort to preserve her own. How near we often are to hostilities with the Powers jealous of our position as rulers of the world, only we at the Embassies know. Our country may thank itself that at this moment its Ambassadors are, without exception, calm, level-headed men who carry out to the letter the instructions of their Chief. The Opposition press, and those irresponsible journalistic curs whose bark is more furious than their bite, may rail at us whenever one of the other Powers has seemingly got the better of us, but they never pause to consider whether discretion is not oft-times the better part of valour; or whether to conciliate is not better than to provoke a costly and bloody war.

Quite true, Poynter said. The papers are far too fond of making political capital out of our complications abroad. They no doubt form easy subjects for what are journalistically known, I believe, as second leaders. I remember, he went on, when I was in Vienna a couple of years ago how strained were our political relations with Russia.

Two years ago? I said. Why, I was there at that time.

Then you remember, of course, how the machinations of Russia against Austria were suddenly exposed by the publication in the press of reports made by a secret agent. It was said that this exposure was brought about by someone in the British Embassy, who, at the risk of his life, tracked down the spy, and succeeded in getting from him certain plans of the frontier fortresses which he had prepared, together with some documents stolen from the archives of the Embassy. Was that true?

I held my breath, glancing at him furtively. We were skirting Furnace Wood, a dark, gloomy place, and the rain was now falling so heavily that I was nearly wet through.

I do not know the exact truth, I stammered, after a moments hesitation.

Well, he said, if the exposure was due to anybody in the Embassy he ought to have been well rewarded, for it threw a side-light on the byways of Russian diplomacy which not only aroused indignation all over Europe, but thwarted a plan which would have undoubtedly resulted in war, if it had been successful.

Yes, I answered. I remember the published facts quite well. We were then actually on the verge of hostilities. As we say at the Embassies, the Chief always sits on the edge of a volcano. He never knows when the eruption is to take place, but must always be on the alert and in readiness to combat any conspiracy against British prestige and power.

We ought to be thankful, indeed, my companion said, that we have so many excellent and talented men looking after our interests abroad, for it would, indeed, be a sorry day for England if war ever broke out.

Yes, I said, the jingoes would certainly receive a heavy blow, and then in silence we both plodded on along the wet road, the mud splashing with each stop until, in the growing gloom, we saw the old ivy-covered house through the budding trees.

How strange it was, I reflected, that this stroke of diplomacy I had myself effected unaided was remembered, even in this later rush of exciting events. Until that evening at Richmond when I had dined with Gordon and his wife, I had confidently hoped that it was all forgotten. Yet this man with whom I had come in contact quite by accident remembered every detail of that action which I was always aiming to forget.

He had said that I deserved a rich reward for laying bare a base conspiracy against Englands honour. What, I wondered, would he say if he knew the ghastly truth? My reward had been promotion to Constantinople, and now nearer home to a secret and responsible mission in the Belgian capital. True, I had strained every nerve in that long-past affair, and had been successful where all others had failed. Yet at what terrible cost had that vile plot been unmasked.

I had saved the honour of England at the cost of my own! That woman who was my friends wife alone know the truth.

But I had little time then for reflection, for we were soon indoors, and after changing I was compelled to join the ladies for tea in the old-fashioned low-ceilinged drawing-room, where the wood fire burned brightly, throwing out a welcome flickering light which danced upon the teacups and the service of shining silver, and where the gossip was light and the laughter merry. Lady Halsford was a brilliant and tactful hostess, and was always able to gather about her a happy party in winter. When I had first been appointed abroad I at first missed the shooting and fishing which I had so much enjoyed at country houses, but now after a few years I fear I had grown to be so much of a foreigner that I preferred a warm drawing-room and feminine chatter to tramping over fields after game. The elegant foreigner looks askance at the Englishmans zeal for sport, and is quite content to cycle on public roads attired in wonderful suits and sweaters, for the admiration of his fellows. Beyond that he has no further desire to distinguish himself. If he hunts or shoots it is not because he likes it, but because he considers it correct form. The educated foreigner always apes the Englishman.

Many pleasant chats I had with Poynter during the week I still remained at Dedisham, and as he announced his intention of coming to Brussells for a month or so in spring I expressed a hope to meet him there. On leaving Sussex I first returned for a few days to Warwick Gardens, then went north to grey old Lancaster, and afterwards spent a few days with my brother Frank, whose regiment, the 7th Hussars, was stationed at York, my leave, however, being cut short by the receipt of a formal letter from the Chiefs private secretary asking me to call at the Foreign Office on the following day. Therefore I left, and the next day at noon once more ascended the grand staircase which led to the great statesmans private room.


IV. — THE FACE AND THE MASK

[image: img163.jpg]

A CABINET COUNCIL had been summoned to decide some important affair of State, therefore my interview with Lord Macclesfield was a brief one. As usual he was grave and courteous, sitting in his large padded writing-chair, his thin white hands clasped upon the table before him, his keen dark eyes fixed upon me.

I wish to see you once more before you leave, Crawford, in order to give a word of final advice in the matter you are about to undertake. The affair, from later despatches appears to be much more serious than I had at first believed. It will require the greatest care and judgment. We have enemies in Brussels — secret enemies you understand — and if report be true they are the most daring and unscrupulous set with whom we have yet had to deal. Have you thought over the matter well?

Yes, I answered. I have recollected every word you spoke to me when you entrusted the secret in my keeping.

And you now feel yourself quite competent to undertake the task?

Entirely so, I said. You may rely upon me doing my best.

You are not married, I presume? he asked suddenly, with a quick penetrating glance.

No, I laughed.

Are you likely to be?

Well, I responded with a smile, truth to tell, I have not yet found a woman for whom I should care as wife.

Quite right. Quite right, he answered testily. Its a mistake for any young diplomatist to marry — a grave mistake. He should be free — entirely free. You are free, therefore you have every chance of succeeding.

I shall strive my utmost.

Both Russia and France have clever representatives at the Belgian Court, therefore you will be compelled to act with considerable tact. But I rely on you. Matters have become so serious that it is better for you to leave at once for Brussels and take up your position at the Embassy. I have instructed Sir John Drummond to allow you to have an absolutely free hand, both as regards time and expense, and from time to time you will report direct to me by special messenger. Trust nothing to the post, for we have already had evidence that the cabinet noir is active.

I nodded acquiescence.

And before you leave, the Premier added, you had better see Clunes, of the Treaty Department. Yesterday, in conversation with me upon another matter, he made a statement which is very extraordinary, and appears to have some connection with the mystery you are about to fathom.

Clunes! I ejaculated in surprise. What has he discovered?

You had better hear his statement; for the information may or may not be of use to you. At any rate the story is an astounding one, and if true, shows the extraordinary ingenuity of our enemies.

You have doubts as to its veracity? I suggested.

His eyes fell upon the blotting pad before him, and for a few seconds he appeared deep in thought.

Truth to tell, Crawford, he said at last, in a tone of confidence, I am wondering whether the strange allegation was not made to me with some ulterior motive.

But you dont suspect that Clunes, a trusted servant in that department where secrecy is so imperative, would willingly mislead you? I asked.

His lordship shook his head doubtfully.

Recollect, he added quickly, this matter is entirely between us. I do not know whether or not you are a friend of Cluness, but if you are, then recollect that you are before everything the servant of your Queen and country, just as I am, and that private friendships or prejudices must never be allowed to interfere with duty.

Then what do you wish me to do? I asked.

See Clunes this evening, obtain his statement, and on arrival in Brussels report to me your opinion regarding its truth.

Very well, I answered, not, however, pleased at the prospect. His lordships suspicion of Gordon unsettled me, for I had always found him a true and faithful friend. What, I wondered, had he discovered? and what could be the nature of this extraordinary statement, which might throw some light upon the matter I was about to investigate? If anything of importance had come to his knowledge it was strange, knowing that I had been appointed on a secret mission, that friends as we were he had not given me the benefit of his knowledge. I scarcely suspected him of endeavouring to curry favour with his lordship, except that on account of his wifes eagerness that he should obtain a post abroad he might have been induced by her to make a bold bid for fortune. I recollected that this woman he had married was my secret and most bitter enemy. Perhaps she was endeavouring to use her husband as a tool for my downfall.

My teeth closed tightly as I recollected that look of triumph in her eyes.

Then, with a final adieu to his lordship, who had already risen and put on his hat to attend the meeting of the Cabinet, I went out and downstairs to Gordons room.

On entering I found him absent, and one of the clerks informed me that a telegram had been received that morning saying that he was indisposed, and would not attend that day. I was annoyed at this, as it meant that I should be compelled to travel down to Richmond and there again meet the hateful woman who held my future in her unscrupulous hands.

As I left my friends room I ran up against one of my whilom colleagues, Jack Carmichael, and with him walked round to the St. Jamess Club to lunch. He was an easy-going bachelor of thirty-five, who never took life very seriously, and as we sat over our coffee in the smoking-room he gossiped on, telling me all the news of the personnel of the Foreign Office during the past couple of years; how young Carew had gone the pace, got into the hands of the Jews and been compelled to resign; how Bramford, the younger son of a well-known peer, had died of alcoholic poisoning; how old Black, the passport-clerk, had retired on a pension, and how kind Lady Macclesfield had been to the family of old Saddington, the messenger and hall-porter, who had died of bronchitis after forty years of service. These and other things he related, all of them interesting to me, for in the days before my nomination as attache abroad I had, I believe, been rather popular among my colleagues. At least they had made me a very handsome presentation when I had left them for more important duties.

And Clunes has taken to himself a wife, I remarked, when he had finished.

My companion shrugged his shoulders expressively.

Why? I asked.

A wife! and he smiled again.

But surely she is his wife, I exclaimed. I knew Gordon to be the soul of honour.

Certainly, answered Carmichael, but shes not the sort of woman Id care to marry, old chap.

Why? I inquired instantly interested.

Least said soonest mended, you know, he answered vaguely.

But tell me, I urged.

No, he responded. It isnt fair to gossip about a pals wife. Hes your friend and mine, remember.

Of course, I said. Nevertheless Ive met her, and I also have suspicions that they are not quite so happy as people imagine.

Oh! yes, theyre happy enough, he answered. Gordons far happier than most men who forge the matrimonial fetters. Thank Heaven that although Ive had my periods of sentimental silliness Ive never so far played the giddy ass as to marry.

Nor I, I observed. But neither of us is an old man yet. We both might fall in love.

Jack Carmichael pulled a wry face, as though such a prospect was nauseous. But he was always joking, and one never knew whether or not to take him quite seriously.

If I married, he said after a pause, Id rather marry a washerwoman than an unknown foreigner, as Gordon did.

A foreigner! Surely shes not a foreigner, is she?

Yes. But Heaven alone knows what her nationality really is. She speaks English well, and passes as an Englishwoman, he replied. I stood as Gordons best man at the wedding, and it was at the wedding luncheon that I first detected that she wasnt English.

How?

She was excited, having drunk an unusual quantity of fizz, and once or twice she dropped into a foreign accentuation of certain words. Gordon never seemed to have noticed it, strangely enough.

Then perhaps her maiden name was a false one? I suggested, all these facts only serving to verify the suspicion I had from the first moment entertained of her.

Her name was Judith Carter-Harrison, but Heaven knows whether it was an assumed name, or not, he answered. Since their marriage Ive been a frequent visitor at Richmond, and once, when I was alone with her, I carefully led up to the subject of foreign birth and education. She, however, strenuously evaded giving me direct answers to my questions, and seemed extremely annoyed that I should entertain any suspicion that she was other than she had represented herself to be.

Strange, I remarked. Very strange. Shes, of course, extremely good-looking.

I should rather think so. When Gordon takes her to the theatre shes always the centre of attraction. Her face is almost flawless in its beauty.

And poor old Gordon is so blindly infatuated that he has not yet discovered that she has deceived him, I said with a sigh. Some day, I fear, he will suddenly awake to the truth, and then the blow will fall heavily upon him.

Yes, my friend replied. Hes such an excellent fellow that I cant help feeling sorry for him. Truth to tell, I believe the Chief does not give him his promotion solely because of this foolish marriage.

Does Lord Macclesfield know her? I gasped.

Im not certain, he responded. But I have a vague suspicion that he does.

I held my breath in alarm. If that were so, then I knew not from one moment to another when she might go to him and relate the ghastly story which I had ever striven to hide, a secret which, if exposed, would ruin me irretrievably. His lordships remarkable words regarding the fidelity of Clunes himself recurred to me, and I became pensive, plunged in gloomy apprehension.

That being my last day in London, I made several calls during the afternoon, and it was about five oclock, and already dark, when I entered the train at Waterloo for Richmond.

What Carmichael had told me caused me considerable uneasiness. That my old chum Gordon should marry an adventuress seemed extremely improbable, yet I could not forget that her face was quite familiar to me. There was but one way to silence her, I reflected. That I feared her I willingly admit; still when I thought calmly and weighed each fact carefully, I saw that the look of terror I had noticed in her eyes was not altogether without reason. Her attitude when I visited her on the last occasion had been one of watchfulness. She apparently desired to see whether I recognised her, or whether I intended to speak to her husband upon her striking resemblance to that woman I had once known. Yet I had made no sign, therefore she had smiled in confidence and triumph when she had uttered the one name most hateful to me.

In that journey to Richmond, stifled in a compartment overcrowded by city men eagerly returning to their homes at Barnes, Mortlake, and Teddington, and that new suburb, Fulwell, I reflected deeply. If ever man was desperate, I was at that moment. Before me I had a secret mission which, if successfully accomplished, would no doubt result in my further advancement. For a young man I had made rapid strides; but this woman stood as a menace between myself and success. Well I knew her ingenuity, her craftiness, the calm cunning and the relentless revenge of which she was capable. She was, indeed, a formidable enemy.

Nevertheless, it likewise tardily occurred to me that although she held my secret, yet I also held the key to her disreputable past. Could I not, if she uttered a single word, expose her in her true light as an adventuress, a woman declassée and beyond the pale of society, an infamous schemer whose real name stank in the nostrils of everyone in two European capitals? This I saw was my only safeguard. She was now awaiting her chance to expose my true office and to bring not only me, but British diplomacy into derision, and render it ignominious; therefore I realised that it was incumbent upon me to strike the first blow. I sat in the railway carriage pretending to read the evening paper, but really trying to decide how to act. The best and wisest course appeared to be to recognise her at once, pretend to hold her in abhorrence, and threaten to explain all to her husband. Then she in turn would threaten me, whereupon I could proceed to make advantageous terms with her. This seemed the only course, therefore after due consideration I decided to adopt it.

A neat maid answered my summons when I rang, and I was at once ushered into the white drawing-room which I had so admired on my first visit. Then, after a few minutes, she entered, rather flurried, I thought. She was confused at my unexpected call, and this gave me courage.

Ive come down to see Gordon on business, I explained, when we had exchanged greetings and she had taken a seat opposite me.

He was not at all well this morning, poor boy, so I persuaded him not to go to town, she explained.

Whats the matter with him? I asked, concerned.

Nothing, she answered quickly. A slight headache, thats all. Hes very subject to headaches, occasioned, I suppose, by overwork. Lord Macclesfield ought to give him an assistant. Its really too bad.

She spoke the truth. The duties in the Treaty Department were always very onerous and heavy. He had several times complained to me in his letters that further assistance was absolutely necessary.

Are you very devoted to him? I said suddenly, my gaze fixed severely upon her.

She started quickly. I saw a look of terror in her blue eyes. Her brows contracted.

Devoted to him? Of course I am. What do you mean? she asked with affected hauteur.

It is useless to feign ignorance, I said, quickly. Recollect that we are not strangers, Judith.

No, she answered, in a hoarse voice. Would to God we were!

Well, I went on ruthlessly, and why do I find you masquerading here as wife of my best friend? Surely you were not so confiding as to believe that you, of all women, could remain long undiscovered?

Not if you were in the vicinity, she replied in a tone of hatred, her teeth set hard, her eyes flashing an angry fire.

No, no, I laughed. To struggle against the inevitable is useless. You were ill-advised to marry Gordon Clunes. It is not often that you make such a grave error as this, but it is a step you cannot retrace. That you married him with some set purpose is quite apparent. I wont ask you what it is, because I know you well enough to be aware that I should never obtain the truth from your lips. But, I added in a stern, meaning tone, if you suppose that I will allow my friend to be longer imposed upon by a woman so unscrupulous and worthless, then you are mistaken.

You dare! she cried, rising quickly to her feet, pale, with alarm. You — you intend to expose me!

Do you recollect your words on the last occasion we met? I asked, also rising and regarding her fixedly. She was, I know, a woman who would hesitate at nothing in order to gain her ends.

I forget nothing, she answered in a low harsh tone.

Neither do I, I replied. Once, you played me false.

Ah, no Philip! she cried, her manner in an instant changing from defiance to penitence. I tell you that was not my fault. You have misjudged me.

But you have nevertheless inveigled Gordon into marriage, I said bitterly. And I am his friend.

She paused, her eyes fixed for a moment on the burning logs. I saw that she held me in fear.

But I am his wife, she said.

Exactly. And for that very reason I intend to tell him the truth.

You dare not, she said, her face white and resolute. Listen! If you utter one word to him I will explain all that I know. You are fully aware of what I mean.

I smiled. It was just what I had expected. From her manner I had divined her secret intention to expose me, but victory generally lies with him who strikes the first blow, and I saw that she was now in deadly fear of me.

And if you spoke who would believe you? I said, in order to taunt her, for by doing so I thought I might perhaps gather something further of her plans.

Once you measured your strength with mine and proved victor, she said in a voice of intense hatred. My life was wrecked because of you. I staked high and lost — ignominiously. You were too clever and outwitted me. I shall take care to repay the debt.

After Gordon has cast you from his house, I said, preserving a perfect calm.

If you dare to tell him, the result will be fatal to your own interest — to all your prospects. You go now to Brussels. Good! Forewarned is forearmed.

If your husband overhears this interesting conversation hell no doubt be edified, I said.

He cannot overhear, she answered in a strained voice. Then she added quickly, Do not imagine that I fear any statement that you may care to make about me. You have no evidence.

Except one little piece, which is, I think youll admit, quite sufficient.

And what is that, pray? she inquired with indignation.

Something which you have apparently forgotten, I answered. Your photograph taken when you left your enforced confinement in that place where they didnt trouble to air the beds, and where the drawing-room was not exactly in Early English style.

My words held her dumb. She stood before me open-mouthed, her countenance blanched to the lips.

Suddenly her hands clenched, her cold blue eyes darted at me a look of evil, a murderous glance that I had only once seen before, and with an imprecation she cried with a strained, hollow laugh.

Then tell him! — tell him! But recollect that if you do, I will make a statement to the press which will considerably alter the political situation in Europe. You have to choose between silence and exposure.

And without further word she swept past me out of the room.

I laughed to myself, for this scene had been enacted exactly as I had intended it should be, and I saw by her manner that my threat to expose her had sealed her lips. She had become Gordons wife for some mysterious purpose or other, and it was evident that she did not mean to relinquish her position. This fact gave me confidence; for I saw that as long as she remained with him she dared utter no word of the past.

I remained there alone for a few minutes, then, hearing no sound, I opened the door and crossed the hall to the dining-room in search of Gordon. The room was, however, empty; therefore recollecting that the door at the end of that room led to my friends cosy little study where we had smoked when I had first visited him I walked across and opened it.

On the couch on the opposite side of the writing table Gordon was lying, and on seeing him I cried:

Wake up, old chap! Not too seedy to see me, are you?

His face was turned to the wall, and he was apparently sleeping soundly.

For a moment I hesitated whether I should rouse him, but suddenly the paleness of his neck against the cushion of dark red velvet struck me as peculiar, and I bent over and looked into his face.

His eyes, those merry, laughing eyes I knew so well, were wide open.

I touched his cheek lightly with my finger tips. It was pale, waxen, and as cold as ice.

In an instant the ghastly truth flashed upon me, and involuntarily I uttered a cry of horror and dismay.

Gordon Clunes, the husband of this scheming, evil woman who held my secret, was dead!


V. — THE STATEMENT OF ANN PRIMROSE
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FOR A FEW seconds I stood inactive, horrified, gazing upon the white face whence the light of life had faded.

So suddenly had I made this ghastly discovery that at first I was unable to realise that the man who had been so full of activity and good-humour was now a corpse. Even while I had been in conversation with this woman, who was his wife, he had been lying there dead, and then, as I reflected, the truth, a vivid and disconcerting one, was suddenly revealed to me.

By Gordons death my power over this woman had vanished. My future was in her hands, and too well I knew that she would be merciless.

Again I placed my fingers upon the chill face, and then chafed the thin stiffening hands. But those wide-open glaring eyes, in which the film of death had already gathered, told me that life had fled. The honest true-hearted man with whom I had shared chambers through my early years of wild-oat sowing had been snatched away with a suddenness that was appalling.

Then, the suggestion occurring to me that after all he might be only in a state of unconsciousness, and that medical aid might succeed in resuscitating him, I rushed through into the dining-room and touched the electric button. Opening the door I listened for the approach of someone, but all seemed strangely silent.

The great square hall with its black oak stair-case and balcony above was but dimly lit, and there was an ominous stillness everywhere. I rushed across to the drawing-room under the impression that the dead mans wife might still be there, but that chamber was in darkness. The electric light had been switched off.

Again I rang the bell violently; then, standing in the hall, shouted loudly for help. My voice echoed through the house, but no one stirred.

Why, I wondered, had everyone deserted the place like that? Surely this woman who was my enemy must have known all along that my threats were unavailing, now that the man who had made her his wife was lying cold and dead.

Having failed to obtain assistance I went back to the little study and tried myself to arouse him. But from the first moment of the discovery I knew that all efforts were futile. He had lain down there calmly, and passed away in peaceful silence, for his face was in no way distorted. Only the fact that his hands were clenched showed that the last sting of death had caused him pain. The room seemed chill and draughty, and on examination I was surprised to find, behind the drawn curtains, that the long window leading out upon the small sloping lawn was open — a fact in itself suspicious.

Could it be possible that Gordon had been the victim of foul play?

Such suggestion, however, was quickly put aside by the recollection that a telegram had been received at the Foreign Office announcing his indisposition. He had no doubt been taken ill suddenly, and died from some unknown natural cause.

I had closed the window when, on glancing round the room, my attention was attracted by a smell of tobacco-smoke, and I saw on the table an ash-tray wherein were ashes and the end of a freshly-smoked cigar. Had Gordon smoked before his death, or had he received some male visitor?

Yet another curious fact greatly perplexed me. In the fireplace was a quantity of tinder — the remains of some voluminous document which had recently been destroyed. One tiny portion of the paper remained charred, but not consumed. I picked it out carefully, and on examining it was amazed to discover that the paper was of that peculiar tint and texture used in the French Foreign Office. Surely Gordon could not have destroyed some compromising papers in his possession, and then afterwards deliberately committed suicide?

Whatever the explanation, there was no doubt that some secret papers had been burnt there, and further, that these papers were not English. The window leading to the garden being open lent colour to the theory that some one had passed out of the house by that means. Again, the flight of Judith, and the absence of the servants, were all circumstances of the gravest suspicion.

The room wherein my friend was lying was more of a smoking-room than study. True, there was a large writing-table at the end and a couple of well-filled bookcases, but the cane rocking-chairs, the long deck-chair with its holders in the arms for the big glass of whisky and soda, and the two smoking-tables, showed that its owner was more fond of ease than of study.

On glancing around the writing-table I saw something unusual on the blotting-pad, and bent to examine it. The paper was white, but discoloured by a great stain of bright yellow. This was still damp, and on smelling it I found it to be some acid; but what it was I could not determine.

Just, however, at the moment when I held the pad in my hand I heard a movement behind me, and turning quickly with a start perceived a young woman fully dressed in neat black. She seemed equally surprised to discover me there, but without a moments hesitation I demanded — 

Who are you?

Im Ann, sir, she answered, drawing back as if in fear of me.

Are you one of the servants here? I said, recognising her.

Yes, sir.

Then why are you going out?

Ive only just come in, sir, she replied. Theres nobody in the house, so I came here to see if either master or mistress were here.

Your master is there, I answered, pointing to the couch.

What! she cried in alarm. Is he unwell?

Were you not aware of his illness? I inquired.

No, sir, she answered. He went out at the usual hour this morning, and had not returned when I left at three oclock.

Why did you go out?

It was my afternoon out, sir. Mistress gave me an extra two hours.

In this latter statement I scented suspicion.

Why did she give you extra leave? I demanded.

I dont know, sir, the girl responded. But is master very ill — can I do anything? she asked anxiously.

No, I replied. You can do nothing, except to tell me all you know of this affair. Wheres your mistress?

Gone out, I suppose, sir — Ive been through all the bedrooms, but theres no one in the house at all; no dinner ready, or anything. But is master sleeping? she added with increasing anxiety.

No, I said, fearing to tell her the truth lest she should go off into hysterics or do something equally annoying. In this matter calmness was essential, and I was determined to learn from her all I could. How long have you been in Mrs. Clunes service?

Ever since they were married, sir.

And you have a good place here? I asked.

I cant grumble. I dont get many Sundays out, but mistress is very kind and thoughtful of us.

How many are you?

Three, sir; cook, another housemaid, and myself.

And you have no knowledge of where your two fellow servants have gone?

None whatever. They were here when I went out.

And your mistress?

She went out immediately after luncheon.

Then your master was not at home ill today? I exclaimed in surprise.

No, sir. He went out about ten, as he usually does, to catch his train to London; but I noticed that he was dressed differently than is usual.

How? I asked quickly.

He wore a low felt hat instead of his tall silk one, and had on an old tweed suit thats quite shabby. When I saw him go out I wondered at him dressing so badly. Hes always so very smart — neat as a new pin, as the sayin is.

This was certainly a remarkable fact. At the Foreign Office a telegram had been received announcing his indisposition, while at the same time he had gone forth in what was apparently a disguise. It was not like Gordon to go to London in an old tweed suit.

And after your master had left, what occurred? I inquired, determined to sift this matter to the bottom.

Nothing, she responded. There was only one caller, a gentleman.

A gentleman! I cried. Who was he?

I dont know, sir, she replied.

Now, my girl, I said earnestly, in this matter you must be perfectly frank. It is most important in your masters interests that I should know all that has transpired here to-day. You, of course, recollect that I dined here a little time ago. I remember now that you waited at table — although at first in your hat and veil I failed to recognise you.

Certainly, sir; Im quite ready to tell you, or master, all I know.

Well, with regard to this gentleman, was he merely an ordinary-looking man, or was there anything about him which struck you as peculiar?

There was nothing extraordinary, she answered with a puzzled look. No doubt she thought my words strange ones. Her name was Primrose she had informed me. He merely asked for mistress, and when I inquired his name he said it was Christian. I asked him into this room, and mistress, when I told her he had called, seemed just a trifle excited. Her face went red, and she seemed at first annoyed that he should call so early, for she hadnt quite finished dressing her hair.

And what then?

She finished hastily with my assistance, and went down to him. He remained there fully half-an-hour, and then went away laughing.

Did you overhear any of their conversation?

No. I think he was a foreigner, for they spoke French, or some foreign language, and they spoke it so quickly and loudly that it seemed once or twice as though they were quarrelling. Mistress is an excellent linguist, you know.

Yes, I know she is, I answered smiling grimly. But this man was an entire stranger, wasnt he?

Id never seen him before.

Young or old?

About thirty-five, or perhaps forty; rather tall and fair.

With a moustache pointing upwards?

No, his moustache was short and bristly; and he had a light beard, the maid replied. He was rather thin and wore a light drab overcoat tightly buttoned.

Did he speak English well?

Yes, quite well. Indeed, I thought he was English until the bell rang and I went to the dining-room, when I heard mistress speaking to him in a foreign tongue. She was standing near the fireplace while he was seated in the arm-chair over there — the one master always sits in. He seemed quite at home, and mistress ordered me to bring him some brandy and soda.

Then you left the room and heard no more?

Not until the bell rang again and I showed him out.

And then? I asked.

When hed gone mistress flew into a great rage. She said it was abominable that people should call so early.

But she treated him very courteously when he was present?

Very. I, however, didnt like him. He seemed to treat mistress just a trifle too familiarly. Perhaps, however, it was only his foreign way. Foreigners hold different views from us Ive heard it said.

Well, I exclaimed, continue your story. What happened after that?

Mistress spent some little time in the study, writing letters, I think. Then she lunched alone, and afterwards went out.

Was she dressed as though she intended making visits?

Not at all. I assisted her to dress, and remarked that although the day was fine she seemed, like master, to have a leaning towards an old dress. She put on an old blue serge and a sailor hat — a thing which shed put away since last summer — and she seemed in a hurry either to catch a train or to keep some appointment.

Has she many friends here in Richmond? I inquired.

Oh, yes, lots. Were generally crowded on her At home days.

And you went out soon after she did?

Yes. I went over to Kingston to see my mother, and then on to Surbiton. When I returned I went round to the back door, found it open, and came in, but to my surprise everybody had gone. The place was deserted. To tell you the truth, sir, when I first saw you peering about masters writing-table, which we are forbidden to touch, I thought you were a burglar.

Thats not surprising, I answered with a smile. But this affair, I may as well tell you at once, is a most serious one.

Serious? What do you mean, sir? she asked, starting at my words and looking at me in surprise.

During your absence something mysterious has occurred. I dont know any more of it than you do. I only know the terrible truth.

And whats that? she demanded breathlessly.

That your poor master is lying there dead!

Dead! she gasped, growing pale. Dead! It cant be true.

It is true, I responded. I found him there not long ago. Look for yourself.

The trembling girl crossed the room on tiptoe, and gazed into the face of her master. It needed no second glance to convince her that she was in the presence of the dead.

Its terrible, sir — terrible! she gasped, drawing back pale in horror. Surely he cant really be dead?

Yes, I answered. Theres no doubt about it; absolutely no doubt. But whether it is the result of natural causes or of foul play it is impossible at present to tell.

Do you suspect, then, that hes been murdered, sir? she inquired in a low, terrified voice.

I suspect nothing, I said. I entered here and found him exactly as you see him now. The window, too, was open. Someone might have escaped by it.

Ah, the window! she said. I recollect opening it this morning at mistresss orders. She declared that the room smelt stuffy.

Was it often open?

It hadnt been opened all the winter until to-day, when I picked out the strips of cloth with which the cracks had been plugged up. Master always declared that there was an unbearable draught from it; so one day last October I helped mistress seal up the door altogether.

There was no other reason why it should be opened, except because the place was stuffy, was there?

None whatever. It was a fine day, of course, and I suppose mistress thought well to freshen up the room. I must say that the tobacco smoke is very thick here sometimes, when master has two or three friends. But poor master! I really cant believe it, she added, looking at him kindly again. He was always so considerate towards us. I cant think whats become of cook and Mary.

Rather think of your mistress, I said. What a blow this will be to her.

The girl glanced at me curiously, as if trying to discern how much I knew.

Yes, she sighed, but refrained from further comment, a fact which went to confirm my opinion that this neat domestic knew much more than she had already told me.

Were your master and mistress always on good terms? I asked.

Always, the girl promptly replied. They were devoted to each other.

I smiled. The idea of that woman whom I had half-an-hour before threatened with exposure being devoted to anybody was, to me, amusing. That she knew of her husbands death was certain; yet after her ominous words to me she had left the house, leaving me alone with the corpse of my friend.

I recollected now how my appearance had caused her confusion, and how she had greeted me with a hollow courtesy. Undoubtedly I had arrived at a very inopportune moment, and it seemed equally certain that the two other servants were fully aware that their master had passed away.

Gordons wife had fled, and that in itself was sufficient to arouse suspicion, while on the other hand my friends own actions in sending the telegram of excuse to the Foreign Office, and in going out in unusual attire, complicated the puzzle to an extraordinary degree.

Lord Macclesfield had sent me there to hear some strange statement, yet the lips that had uttered those words which had startled and interested the great statesman were now silent for ever.

I stood gazing upon that white face, so calm and tranquil in death, and pondered deeply.

Yes, that some grave, extraordinary mystery surrounded my friends decease I felt convinced.


VI. — IN CYPHER
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HALF AN HOUR passed.

Accompanied by the girl Primrose I made a tour of the house, but it was evident that the dead mans wife had fled, therefore after full deliberation I despatched the servant with a note to the police station, asking that an inspector might be sent, but not stating any reason. I instructed the girl to remain silent for the present, and waited patiently until the officer arrived.

Then I took him into the drawing-room, and when we were alone said:

An extraordinary affair has occurred in this house, but there are reasons why the matter should for the present remain absolutely secret; reasons which will become obvious when I explain the position of the parties concerned.

He was a smart, youngish, rather pleasant faced man, who listened gravely while I related the whole of the facts. His brows contracted when I told him how Lord Macclesfield had instructed me to travel down to Richmond and hear the statement of the man whom I had discovered dead, and he gave vent to an exclamation of suspicion when I told him the story related by the girl Primrose.

Ill see him, the inspector exclaimed when I had finished; therefore I led the way across the hall into the small room where poor Gordon was stretched out upon the red velvet couch.

The officer, to whom a mystery of this description and magnitude was not of everyday occurrence, glanced quickly around the room, turned the body slightly upon its side, and then, noticing no sign of a struggle, exclaimed:

I see no evidence of foul play, do you?

No, I answered, none whatever. But this window was unfastened, and there in that tray is a freshly smoked cigar.

Strange, he said, examining the ashes closely.

That points to the fact that he had a visitor, I said.

Why?

Because he never smoked cigars, but always cigarettes.

Ah! observed the officer, That may serve as a very valuable clue. Then passing into the dining-room, where the girl Primrose was standing, he submitted her to a searching cross-examination regarding her statement to me, and especially with reference to the tall fair man who had called upon her mistress in the earlier part of the day. From the girls reply it was quite evident that she was concealing nothing, and that she had been much more observant than one would have supposed a servant to be. It was also clear that she entertained some ill-defined suspicion of her mistress, though of what neither of us could exactly make out.

At length the inspector, whose name was Glass, sent for the divisional surgeon, who lived on the hill a little lower down, and also for the plain clothes officer attached to that station.

Without delay the doctor, a stout red faced man, arrived, and after the officer had given him a brief explanation he made a cursory examination of the body.

He must died about an hour ago, he observed, rising from his knees and puffing after the exertion.

There are no signs of violence? suggested the officer.

None whatever. From all outward appearance death was due to sudden failure of the hearts action.

Natural causes!

I expect so. Of course I must make a post-mortem later, and then I shall be able to speak with greater confidence, the doctor answered. At present there seem no grounds to suspect that death was due to violence. But his wife and the servants have left, you say. Strange, is it not.

Very curious — very, answered Glass. Im confident theres some mystery or other, but what it is theres certainly, as yet, nothing to show.

Have you noticed this, doctor? I asked, taking up the blotting pad, and handing it to him.

He touched the yellow stain with his finger, sniffed it, and, after holding the pad to the light and examining it carefully, said in the uncertain tone of one puzzled:

I wonder what was spilt here?

Isnt it acid of some sort? I inquired.

Perhaps. Then turning to the inspector he added: It will be better to preserve that. We may want to analyse it.

I divined by the doctors manner that he was undecided in his opinion. It appeared as though poor Gordon, having been sitting at his writing table, became suddenly unwell and while resting upon the couch had expired before he could summon aid. Yet if such theory were true, why had that voluminous document been burned? And why had Judith, his wife, fled after my arrival? Was it because, ignorant of Gordons death, she feared the exposure which I had threatened, or was it because she knew of his decease and had escaped before I could discover the truth?

About this time the detective was ushered in by the girl Primrose, and after hearing a brief explanation of the facts he looked at the body and then wandered from room to room, discovering nothing. He expressed an opinion which to me was certainly an absurd one, namely, that my friends wife, discovering that he had died, had sent out the remaining two servants, and then herself gone forth to seek some intimate friend. It was quite feasible, he declared, that a woman should do this, for her mutual instinct is to seek someone to console her in distress.

He, however, had no knowledge of the womans character, and, of course, I did not enter into unnecessary detail. The one thought possessing me at that moment was a recollection of Lord Macclesfields doubt consequent upon the mysterious statement which my friend had made. So startling and so utterly confusing had it been that his lordship deemed it best that I should be aware of all the facts ere I set forth on my secret mission to Brussels. The terribly sudden death of this man who had made the amazing revelations, whatever they were, was certainly an extraordinary development, and it was, I saw, imperative that his lordship should learn the truth at the earliest possible moment.

I waited an hour in that silent house where lay the body of my friend, but Judith did not return. There was, of course, no direct evidence that he had died from any but natural causes, yet her absence increased our suspicion.

Both servants returned in due course, and were dumb with amazement on finding the house in possession of the police. We heard their story, which was plain and straightforward enough. Their mistress, after my arrival, had given them leave to go out, adding that Ann would return shortly, therefore they could remain out till nine. They had gone out together, and walked along as far as Kew Bridge and back.

And you know nothing of your master being in the house when you went out? the detective asked of the cook, a responsible middle-aged woman.

No, she replied. Master went out as usual this morning, and mistress told me that he would not be back to dinner.

Neither of you took a telegram to the post office this morning about ten oclock? I asked.

No, sir, was the response.

It was therefore evident that Gordon had sent the telegraphic excuse to Downing-street himself, on his way out. Likewise, it was more than curious that his wife should have kept his return secret from the servants. The deeper we probed the mystery the more inexplicable it became.

Had you any idea that your mistress intended to go out? the inspector inquired of the cook.

None whatever. If she went out Ann could not get in. She told me that she would remain at home, as she had been out the greater part of the day and was very tired.

Many were the questions we put to the three domestics, but their knowledge threw no further light upon the mystery; therefore, having given my name and address to the police, I left and returned at once to London, arriving at Waterloo a little after ten oclock.

Without delay I took a hansom, and twenty minutes later was admitted to the great gloomy hall of the Premiers fine mansion in Grosvenor-square.

Is Lord Macclesfield in, Budd? I inquired of the aged retainer who had spent all his life in the service of the family.

Yes, sir. But hes engaged. Is the business pressing?

Yes, its official, I said. Send in my card, and I handed him one.

Count Cusani, the secretary of the Italian Embassy is with him, and his lordship said that I was not to disturb him. Im very sorry, sir.

Then Ill wait, I said; and without further word walked on into the small cosy room opposite, wherein representatives of every nation in the world, have, at one time or another, sat waiting the pleasure of the ruler of Europe. I knew the house well, having many times had occasion to call there to see his lordship. Indeed, night and day he was always visible on matters of pressing importance. His capacity for work was enormous, and his attention to duty a model for those junior clerks in the Foreign Office, who preferred to read the Times and smoke cigarettes to performing the work for which the country paid them. Old Budd, too — known to every foreign diplomatist in London, from the Russian Ambassador down to the Liberian Minister — was a sharp-witted amusing old fellow of courtly manner and impressive voice, and while I sat there I chatted with him.

I havent seen you lately, sir, the old man said presently.

No, I answered. Of late Ive been at Constantinople.

Pooh! he exclaimed. Sir Richard Davis was there once, and Colonel Poole was once military attache. Both gentlemen told me it was a horrid place. Youre better in London than there, they said.

They were right, Budd, I laughed. But when you get a post abroad you have to put up with the uncomfortable as well as enjoy the comfortable. I really believe youd have made a good ambassador.

No, sir, laughed the old man, heartily, for he loved a joke. I shouldnt be able to take things so calmly as those gentlemen do. Im afraid I should be for fighting, rather than for diplomacy.

Then, Budd, youd be a dangerous man, I said; while at the same instant an electric bell sounded, and begging me to excuse him he went forth into the hall.

The door being ajar I heard the frou-frou of silken skirts as a lady passed, and the stately old man opened the door and showed her out. Then I heard his lordships voice telling his man that he would see me in a few moments.

Who was the lady? I asked Budd when he returned to me.

A stranger, sir.

Young?

Yes. Rather good-looking, and the old man winked knowingly.

Ah, Budd, I said, then though they call you an old fossil youre as keen as a knife, and youve got a good eye for a pretty woman.

When I was a youngster, sir, I was reckoned a bit of a don. But now— and the old fellow sighed without finishing his sentence.

I laughed.

In the diplomatic world of London, especially among the feminine section of it, old Budds courtesy and the manner in which he tucked up the pretty women in their carriages had long been a subject of comment. He was ugly and wizened, but he had the manners of a prince, and was as attentive to the ladies as their lovers.

Did that lady who has just gone out give any card? I inquired.

Yes. But I was in a hurry and didnt read the name, he replied. Then he added: I fancy his lordship didnt want to see her, for she was only in his room about two minutes, and was then dismissed rather abruptly.

How do you know?

I can always tell by the manner his lordship shuts the door whether hes in a good humour or not.

And hes in a bad humour to-night, eh?

Yes, rather, he answered confidentially. Sir Thomas Ridley, the Permanent Undersecretary, has been here all the evening, and I fancy the outlook is serious.

Just then the electric bell again rang, and old Budd led the way to the large roomy chamber which I knew so well, the private thickly carpeted room of the trusted Prime Minister and Foreign Secretary of her Majesty the Queen.

The three long windows were heavily curtained, and upon the two large writing-tables, littered with State documents and despatches, four green shaded lamps shed a zone of light, the remainder of the room being in semi-darkness.

Within the circle of light was a leather armchair, and in response to his lordships invitation, I seated myself in it. It was not the first time I had sat there, and I knew how cunningly that chair was placed, so that the visitor had the light upon him while the great statesmans face remained in the shadow. As I looked across the table, I only saw the pale serious countenance, shadowy and indistinct in the gloom. He had a quill in his thin hand, and had been signing some papers as I entered. On the farther side of the old-fashioned room, wherein so much of the business of the Empire was transacted, hung a large portrait of her Majesty, just visible where the fitful glow of the fire fell upon it, and on a small table opposite was fixed the private telegraph instrument which enabled the Permanent Secretary at the Foreign Office to communicate with his Chief at any hour, night or day.

Well, Crawford, this visit is a rather late one, he exclaimed in a voice which betrayed impatience. He usually worked alone at night, without even a secretary; and I knew he hated to be disturbed.

I have to apologise, I answered, but the matter is one which appears to be of pressing importance, in view of the confidence you have already reposed in me.

And what is it? he inquired in a dry, calm tone.

It is with regard to your instructions to see Gordon Clunes before I leave for Brussels.

Well, you have seen him, he said, glancing at me quickly with his keen, penetrating eyes. What is your opinion regarding his statement?

I have not been able to get any statement from him, I answered. I regret to say that he is dead.

Dead, gasped his lordship, starting from his chair. Is this the truth, Crawford? he cried.

Yes, unfortunately, I answered. I found him in his house alone, dead; and from certain appearances a mystery appears to surround the cause of his decease.

Clunes dead! the great statesman echoed. Impossible!

He had been dead nearly an hour before I found him, I said.

His lordships hand clenched as it lay upon the table before him.

And that — that woman? What of her? he asked, with a look of firm determination upon his blanched face, and laying stress upon the word woman. Where is she?

She has fled, I answered briefly.

Fled! he cried, standing glaring at me as one dumbfounded. Do you mean that she has disappeared?

I nodded.

Then not an instant must be lost, exclaimed the controller of Englands destinies, touching the electric button upon the table. The coup of our enemies has been effected with an ingenuity and swiftness absolutely incredible. Englands honour is involved in this affair, how deeply only myself and another are aware; but at all costs our dignity and prestige must be preserved. This complication is most serious, and creates a crisis the most acute of the many which have occurred during the period of my Administration. Our enemies must be outwitted and crushed, or this will indeed be a sorry day in the history of our Government and our country.

At that instant his private secretary entered, and addressing him he said:

Get the Paris telephone switched on. I must speak with the Embassy at once.

Matters were indeed serious, for while the secretary was ringing up, his lordship took from a locked drawer a small volume containing the secret cypher code for despatches, and after consulting it carefully wrote a long string of figures upon a sheet of paper.

Presently, after the lapse of some ten minutes, and while I still sat there watching, the secretary announced that they were on to the Embassy in Paris, and that the First Secretary was awaiting his lordship.

At once Lord Macclesfield handed his secretary the slip, whereupon the latter went to the transmitter, and in a clear mechanical voice spoke the usual formal preface:

From the Marquis of Macclesfield to Lord Lydhurst, Paris, and afterwards carefully read out figure after figure with clearness and distinctness, repeating the message, so that there could be no possibility of error.

End, the secretary exclaimed after concluding the unintelligible array of numerals, and as he hung up the receiver the tiny bell rang off.

Thus, in those few brief seconds had a secret despatch been sent beneath the sea, and her Majestys Ambassador in the French capital apprised of the latest turn of events.

Who could say what were his instructions, or what was contained in that cypher communication.


VII. — HER MAJESTYS AMBASSADOR
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A FEW MINUTES after the telephonic despatch had been transmitted, his lordship, still greatly agitated, with his own hand wrote a note to Scotland Yard, and sent it by one of the messengers who were always in attendance. Then, when we were alone again, he turned to me, saying:

The fact that Clunes is dead must remain an entire secret, remember. Nobody must know. I have given instructions to the police to allow no word of it to leak out, and if an inquest is necessary it must be held in such a manner that the press will not know the official position of the deceased. It is useless to mince matters, therefore I tell you that this death of poor Clunes is a very grave affair indeed. No effort must be spared to find that woman, he added.

His wife, you mean.

Yes, he said with a heavy look upon his face. He was pacing the room with fevered steps, and whenever he came within the zone of lamp light I saw how deadly pale he was.

Have you any suspicion of her? I inquired, for I was hesitating whether I should tell him all I know regarding her. Yet if I did I should undoubtedly reveal my own ghastly secret. No, I decided to act with discretion.

Suspicion! he echoed, starting involuntarily. Why? he asked, quickly recovering himself. What cause have I for suspicion? I only saw her once, at one of the receptions. She seemed a very refined and rather pretty woman, I thought.

I saw he knew more of her secret history than he intended to reveal, therefore did not pursue the subject further.

However, in response to his inquiry I related all that had occurred at Richmond, omitting, of course, all mention of the scene between Judith and myself.

Extraordinary! he ejaculated, when I had finished. And the doctor has found no trace of foul play?

None.

Very curious, his lordship repeated thoughtfully. The incident of the telegram of excuse is most mysterious. There seems no doubt that he went out this morning with a fixed purpose. He must have visited somebody, and with his wifes knowledge, too, for she would no doubt remark his shabbiness of dress. Again, he must have returned to the house secretly, for the servants did not know that he had come back.

He might, of course, have let himself in with his latch-key, I suggested.

Ah, yes, he said. I didnt think of that. Still, the fact remains that poor Clunes has died in most mysterious circumstances, which, combined with the statement he made to me, certainly point to foul play.

Was there a motive for his assassination, then? I cried, in quick surprise.

Yes, he answered, gravely. There was.

Then your theory is that he has been murdered?

I have no theories, the quick-witted old statesman responded. In this matter we can only deal with facts — and briefly they were these. Gordon Clunes, as servant of his Queen and his country, was in possession of certain secret information of a grave and most startling character, involving the peace of Europe and the discredit of one of the Powers — which of them I shall not say — so there was every reason why he should be silenced. You yourself as a diplomatist and a member of the Secret Service have more than once gained information which, had it been known to be in your possession, might have cost you your life. Of that you are quite well aware — eh?

I nodded. What the world-renowned Minister said was quite correct.

Well, then, he went on, our enemies, determined that their secret should be preserved, have no doubt silenced him — by death.

This argument seemed conclusive enough. I had suspected the dead mans wife; but his lordship, while desiring to see Judith, apparently entertained a suspicion that the guilt lay in another quarter.

But they struck their blow too late — too late, he went on, as if speaking to himself. They thought to preserve their secret, but their unfortunate victim forestalled them, and we are now forearmed. Poor Clunes, sighed the Premier, he has died having done his duty honourably. He is one of the many silent heroes, and will always be remembered by me as a man who, knowing the risks he ran and the dangers that surrounded him, acted with manful courage and saved England a war.

Saved a war? I echoed. Was his statement of such value as that?

Yes. When he told it to me yesterday I thought it too wildly improbable to be true, but in the light of to-days events all is borne out, every word of it, and I regret having misjudged him. It seems now apparent that he feared attempts would be made to silence him, yet he acted promptly and courageously in making that statement to me which has placed in our hands a weapon against a certain combination of the Powers.

But you wished me to hear his statement, I observed. Had it any connection with the work before me in Brussels?

Yes, he replied, but in view of this later startling event I have decided that his story shall remain secret. After all, it is unnecessary for you to know what is merely a key to certain other matters of which you have no knowledge.

Then I am to remain in ignorance of his revelations? I said, disappointed, for the mystery has fascinated me.

Yes, he replied, unhesitatingly. I have already given you instructions how to act in Brussels. Follow them, and report to me from time to time.

Then, with his keen grave eyes fixed upon me, he added earnestly Remember, Crawford, that I have every confidence in you, and that your past services lead me to the hope that in this your efforts will be crowned with success.

Then my work in Belgium has a connection with this secret which my poor friend Clunes learnt so opportunely.

Yes, he answered, simply. It has. Beyond that I can tell you nothing — absolutely nothing.

I had anticipated that his lordship would at least repeat to me the story he was so anxious that I should hear from my friends own lips, and this decision caused me the keenest dissatisfaction. Gordon was my friend, and I felt myself in duty bound to assist in the elucidation of the cause of his tragic end. That statement he had made appeared to be the key to the situation, and without knowledge of it the solution of the enigma seemed impossible.

I inquired when, under the circumstances, I should leave for Brussels.

To-morrow, he answered promptly. Go over and take up your duties at once. Drummond expects you. I shall see the Director of Criminal Investigations in the morning, and will explain that you were compelled to leave London. Therefore you will not be called as witness.

His grey face, looking ghost-like in the shadow where he sat, was unusually grave, his eyes were fixed thoughtfully upon the table between us, and I noticed that his hand holding the quill trembled nervously.

Then I can be of no service in seeking to clear up the mystery of poor Clunes death? I said in a disappointed voice.

No, he responded promptly. It must be left to the police. Your duties lie in another direction. Act with courage and tact, and remember that your first duty is towards your country and Queen.

I am not likely to forget that, I answered.

Then, after some further conversation, he rose and dismissed me courteously. The electric bell rang in the hall, and old Budd opened the door and bowed me out, while the Minister returned to his work among that miscellaneous collection of papers and despatches with which his desk was piled. He was the most methodical of men, and I well knew that ere he retired to rest that night every single paper would have his attention and bear his familiar initial.

Next day, according to my orders, I left Charing Cross and arrived in the Belgian capital the same evening. On awaking on the following morning I found that here the spring days had come earlier than in London, the chestnuts and beeches in the long avenues wore their freshest green, the Boulevards were spick and span, and the streets, always models of extreme cleanliness, were full of life and movement. Brussels is a gay, airy, careless counterpart of its sister Paris; for in it are centered all the gaiety, all the life, all the outdoor freedom for which the French capital is so notable, yet without that constant turmoil of the streets which yearly renders the Paris thoroughfares more and more like those of London.

No city in the whole of Europe is brighter, gayer, or more pleasant than Brussels in May from the windows of my room in the Place Louise, at the corner of that magnificent thoroughfare, the Avenue de la Toison dOr. I watched the constant procession of fine equipages, chic cyclists, fours-in-hand, automobiles, and electric trams, as they converged into the long shady Avenue Louise, on their way to the Bois de la Cambre, one of the most picturesque woods on the whole Continent. Light and life were everywhere, for sunshine had come, and the gay-hearted Bruxellois always welcome the spring time right gladly. Already the weather was warm and bright, and the foliage of the spreading trees so thick that in some of the avenues near my abode there were spots where the sunlight did not penetrate, and it remained gloomy, even at mid-day. In Brussels, the lively little city where the women are so neat-ankled and chic, and the men so smart, where the carriages are as well-ordered as those in the Row at home, and the blackbirds sing in the great trees opposite ones house, they have indeed brought enjoyment to a fine art. In May it is undoubtedly a City of Pleasure, with its columns, its fountains, its leafy, breezy boulevards, its countless cafes, and its gay outdoor life, while Monsieur le brave Belge, the gay debonnaire of the capital, has almost forgotten his native Flemish in his tireless pains to acquire a Parisian accent, pure and undefiled. The city on the Senne has, with truth, been modeled after the city on the Seine, and with a happy result.

Indeed, I was not sorry to return to this cheerful, careless city, pleasant indeed after a wearying life beside the Bosphorus, for I knew it well, from the venerable Grande Palace where rises the brocaded Hotel de Ville with its impossible embroidered spire and ancient Guild Houses opposite, and where the old market-women gossip beneath their big white umbrellas covering their stalls even to the gilded salon of the pretty youthful and skittish Baroness de Melreux, of whose escapades Brussels society is always so fond of whispering, and whose elderly and portly husband is one of the leading men in the Chamber.

Day after day I bought the London newspapers at the kiosque of the Grand Hotel and scanned them, eager to see some report of the inquest upon the body of poor Gordon. Nothing, however, transpired. It was possible, of course, that the inquiry had been held, and that some false name had been be stowed upon my unfortunate friend in order to avoid the attraction of the press. Thousands of inquests are held in London annually which are never reported in the papers. The list of coroners inquiries is bound to be exhibited publicly at the coroners office before they are held, but when secrecy is desired the name is very frequently altered. For example, a nobleman who dies mysteriously is usually designated by his family name only, his title being omitted; and the family name being generally a rather common one the vigilant reporter is almost certain, in journalistic parlance, to let it slide.

In the case of Gordon Clunes, however, Lord Macclesfield had distinctly told me that he intended to take steps to keep the truth from the public. Therefore I presumed that the inquest had been held, my unfortunate friend had been buried, and that Scotland Yard were making secret inquiries.

What, I wondered, had been the result of the post-mortem? Had death actually been due to natural causes, or were there signs of foul play?

I longed to write to Inspector Glass at Richmond, but in the circumstances saw that such communication would be ill-advised. The police were undoubtedly under strict orders from the Commissioner, therefore I could learn nothing.

And of Judith, the woman who had fled? What of her?

So the pleasant spring days passed in Brussels, and I remained in entire ignorance of all that had occurred. Truth to tell, my duties were at first of a very light character, and after an attendance of an hour or so each day at the Embassy I usually spent the afternoons in the Bois, and the evenings at one or other of the gay, brightly-lit cafes down in the city — the Grand, the Metropole, or the Coronne — where I could sit out on the pavement, take my after-dinner coffee, smoke, and watch the passers-by. The theatre possessed but little attraction for me; I preferred al fresco enjoyment in the evening.

The staff at the British Embassy, that great grey mansion in the Rue de Spa, was a particularly pleasant one; Giffard, the military attache, having been an old colleague of mine at Madrid, and Frank Hamilton, the first secretary, also a friend of long ago. My first interview with my Chief, Sir John Drummond, had been entirely cordial.

I found him one morning in his bright sunny private room, a tall well-built man of fifty, with greyish hair, full grey beard, and a face gentle and kindly. Before him lay the letter Lord Macclesfield had written regarding my duties, and he welcomed me with pleasant affability, expressing pleasure at my appointment.

Here, of course, we have not such heavy duties as they have at Vienna or Constantinople, he said, but it appears from this letter of the Marquess that you are appointed for a special purpose. I presume that before you left London the whole facts were laid before you?

Yes, I replied. His lordship gave me a full explanation.

Good, he said. Of course the utmost discretion and secrecy are necessary. Here, although actual duties are not so heavy as in the larger capitals, nevertheless the undercurrents at work are legion, and diplomacy must be conducted with the utmost finesse. There is war in the air; and from Brussels, rather than from anywhere else, might emanate the single spark required to fire the mine. In the case of war we must preserve the Belgians as our friends. If British soldiers are ever landed on the continent they must land at Antwerp. Therefore, in view of all the facts, you see that although you are nominally attached to this Embassy as a secretary, you have an extremely delicate task to accomplish. You must solve the mystery in silence, without awakening the least suspicion of the thousand and one spies who surround us. You are to have perfect liberty of action, according to this private despatch, and I trust that you will bring your efforts to a successful issue.

I hope I shall, I answered. But has anything further transpired of late to arouse suspicion or alarm?

Russia, France, and Germany have all three sought to combat my efforts during the past week, he answered, gravely, and I have suspicion that a cypher despatch containing the draft of a secret convention has recently fallen in some inexplicable manner into the hands of those unknown agents with whom you will have to deal. The situation here is, I honestly confess, alarming.

And you will keep me advised of any facts which may come to your knowledge? I asked.

Of course, the Minister replied. He had not mentioned anything of the strange affair which had taken place in London, and I had hesitated to broach the subject, for was it not a secret between the Chief and myself?

The remainder of our conversation was devoted to various technicalities regarding my secretarial duties, for it had been arranged, in order that our enemies should not suspect the true reason of my appointment, I should assume the position of third secretary of Legation.

As I went out I found Giffard, a tall, handsome, dark-eyed Guardsman, smoking a cigarette on the steps which led down into the courtyard, beyond which lay the stables and the servants quarters.

Well! he exclaimed. Seen the Chief?

Yes, I responded.

Good fellow, isnt he? Everybody here gets on famously. No jealousies or any of that confounded humbug, and as much gaiety as you like. Youll like Brussels, old chap.

Yes, I said, I think I shall. And then at my invitation we went down to the Boulevard Anspach to lunch.

Giffard was an exceedingly good follow, a thorough type of the merry, easy-going British cavalry officer, and a great favourite with the ladies. I had known him for years, and of the whole staff of the Legation he alone knew the real reason why I had been appointed there.


VIII. — A MASTER STROKE
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TO THE BRITISH public, who are strangely ignorant of the work of our Embassies and Legations beyond the seas, that of Brussels is usually considered quite an unimportant one; but if the truth were told the position of British Minister there is an exceedingly difficult post to fill, there being quite as many conflicting interests at work as at Berlin, Paris, or Petersburg.

The Diplomatic Body worked silently, and without seeking to attract any public attention. Only now and then, at the request of some inquisitive Member of the Opposition in the House, are despatches on certain matters published to the world, and then those able to read between the lines can discern how delicate have been the negotiations, and with what consummate tact and finesse have they been transacted.

Early one bright sunny morning, after I had been in Brussels some three weeks, I had taken my cup of black coffee which alone served me as breakfast, a habit contracted in the East, and strolled out along the Avenue Louise to the Bois de la Cambre.

It was not much after eight oclock, nevertheless there were many people riding and cycling along the broad well-kept roads and shady byways. When I had formerly lived in Brussels I used to delight in an hour in the Bois about eight, for the fresh smell of the woods was invigorating, and the bright green always refreshing. I had not yet started a hack, but meant to before long. Many smart Belgians were in the saddle, including a fair sprinkling of officers of higher grade and a few English residents. Sometimes the King himself takes morning exercise there on his magnificent roan, but on this occasion he was absent.

I had passed along the end of the lake on the main road, and was enjoying a cigarette on a seat at a spot where the morning sunshine shone through the greenery, when suddenly I heard a noise around the bend of the road, simultaneous with a womans scream.

A moment later I was in view of the scene, and there saw a young girl lying in the road with a cycle beside her. An accident had occurred, but of what nature I knew not. She was alone and helpless. At once I assisted her to rise, and with difficulty she struggled gasping to her feet.

I trust you are not hurt, mademoiselle, I exclaimed concernedly, in French.

I — I think not, thank you, mseur, only shaken — that is all, and she endeavoured to laugh, but the attempt was a very poor one.

I noticed, however, that her hand was badly grazed and bleeding. In falling she had put out her hand and slid along upon it.

But your hand! I exclaimed, noticing that she was extremely handsome, a perfect incarnation of grace and beauty, even though her cycling dress was severely simple — a plain costume of black serge, and a sailor hat with black band such as English girls affect.

Yes, she said in fairly good English, holding it up to me. Ive scratched it. Most annoying, isnt it?

You must allow me to bandage it, I urged. I once went through some medical courses, so I can fix it up temporarily, and so saying I took out my handkerchief and folded it.

Thanks, you are extremely kind, she said as I staunched the blood and afterwards carefully bandaged the slim, white hand she held forth. Im so much obliged, she exclaimed when, having finished it, I secured it with a pin she took from her bodice and handed to me. I was riding carelessly, and I think my dress must have caught.

Im inclined to think, I said, glancing at the road, over which a water-cart had recently passed, that your wheel skidded, and thus caused a side-slip.

Then picking up the cycle I saw that one of the cranks was bent and that the handles had been knocked awry by the force of the concussion. In that condition it was impossible for her to ride the machine; therefore seeing that she had been badly shaken, for she was rather pale and her hands were trembling, I advised her to rest upon one of the seats; first, however, brushing the dust from her skirt.

How kind it is of you to groom me! she laughed. Then, sinking upon a seat panting, she examined her bandaged hand with an expression of dismay.

Every cyclist must be prepared for falls, I said. Side-slips like that cannot be avoided, even by the most expert riders. You might have been hurt much more badly — broken your arm or leg perhaps. Does your hand pain you very much?

A little, but it is really nothing. I shall bathe it when I get home, and then it will soon be all right, I hope.

I hope so, I observed. In a few days you will be quite ready to ride again — only dont ride carelessly.

No, she laughed. This will certainly be a lesson.

She was a delightful companion, and I was inwardly thankful for the accident which had resulted in our friendship.

Only one or two stray cyclists passed the spot where we were seated, for it was an unfrequented part of the Bois. Her dark hair had be come disarranged by her fall, her straw hat, discoloured by the sun as hats will become, was dusty, her dress torn at the hem, and with her looked in sorry plight. I judged her to be about twenty-two. Her face was of that type of beauty handsome rather than really pretty, with well-cut features regular and sharply defined, a pair of black eyes in which shone the sparkling light of buoyant youth, a small well formed mouth, and a pointed, dimpled chin protruding and giving a piquancy to her whole face.

She was either a lady — or else a governess. The latter seemed most probable, judging from her dress. The excellent accent of her English, had evidently been acquired at some school in England, her French likewise being Parisian, and not that imitation as spoken by Belgians. Her dress, extremely simple, seemed well made, and her tiny russet cycling boots were of fine quality, even though well worn and slightly down at heel. All these details I noticed as I sat at her side chatting, while she, on her part, appeared to accept my assistance with an air of puzzled confusion, which had its culmination in her sudden exclamation of What a horrid fright I must look!

No, no, I laughed, its only the dust. It will all brush off. After a wash youll be quite yourself again.

A wash! she echoed, laughing. I feel as if I really ought to have a bath. Im horribly dirty. An accident like this is sufficient to cause one to vow never to mount a cycle again.

Dont say that, I smiled. In a week I shall meet you careening along again. Im sure I shall.

Yes, she answered frankly, perhaps you will, for Im awfully fond of cycling. To tell the truth I dont think anything would induce me to give it up.

Ah! I laughed. I was quite right, you see. Well, the best course is to take a cab from the gate, and allow me to wheel your cycle home.

No, I couldnt hear of such a thing, msieur, she protested with graceful dignity. The cab can carry the cycle. Let us go, and rising in obedience I wheeled the injured machine to the entrance, while she walked at my side, now quite calm and recovered from the shock of her fall.

At the gate we placed the machine upon a cab, and entering the vehicle she thanked me warmly, gave the cabman an address in the Rue de la Regence, and then, bowing gracefully and waving her tiny hand in farewell, drove away, leaving me in wonder as to who she was.

As we proceeded towards the gate I had noticed one well-dressed middle-aged man riding a chestnut mare raise his hat to her, which she acknowledged with a bow. The greeting thus exchanged caused me to think she was an ardent cyclist well known by sight to those in the habit of taking morning exercise in the Bois.

When her cab had passed out into the Avenue towards the city she turned back and waved her hand again, then an instant later she became hidden behind the trees and I saw her no more.

During the remainder of that day I was much puzzled as to whether she were a governess or a lady. I had that day a report to write upon certain inquiries I had made in a quarter where it was suspected that our diplomatic secrets had leaked out to the Embassies of our enemies. I had already been in Brussels a month, but had discovered absolutely nothing. The fact of being appointed on secret service is to the uninitiated synonymous with being appointed a spy, but in the world of diplomacy a man loses no dignity by seeking to serve his country by secret means.

As in love and war, so also in diplomacy all means are fair to secure ones end. War is always within the bounds of possibility, and it is only by careful and diligent diplomacy that the colossal armies and navies of Europe are prevented from coming into collision. English men and women at home little realise this, and are too fond of relying for their safety upon their insular impregnability without taking into consideration the fact that in case of successful invasion our islands might be starved out within a week. Never in the history of the world has the outlook in Europe been so black as it now is; never has the position of the Powers been so absolutely desperate. Surely the recent Fashoda incident has shown this even to the most sceptical.

As I sat writing in the secretarys room of the Embassy the hall-porter brought me the letters which had just been delivered by the postman, for every letter, either private or official, now passed through my hands before being opened. I placed down my pen, and when the man had gone took from a drawer a microscope, beneath which I placed the ends of each envelope one after another.

To the naked eye there was nothing to show that they and been tampered with, but when beneath the lens it was apparent how from each a tiny slip of a sixteenth of an inch wide had been cut off the end of the envelope by a guillotine for that purpose, thus opening it and after the contents had been examined they had been replaced and the open end re-secured by paper-pulp of exactly the same shade as the envelope operated upon. Thus the seals and gum remained intact.

Every one of those letters had been through the cabinet noir.

Just then Hamilton entered, rather hot and hurried. He was a fair-moustached, open-faced man of about forty, who had made his mark in the diplomatic service, and expected to be appointed shortly to St Petersburg. I passed over the letters to him, observing that they had all been opened.

Scoundrels, he cried in savage wrath. Nothing is sacred from them. Not content with tampering with the official correspondence, they must even pry into ones family affairs. Its simply disgraceful.

No doubt our friends in Paris and Petersburg are at the bottom of it all, I observed. As you well know, theres a conspiracy to isolate England.

By heaven. And they are doing it too, he said. Have you seen the private despatch which came by special messenger from the Marquess this morning?

No, I answered, I havent seen Sir John to-day. Whats it about?

Its tone is extremely serious, he answered Its briefly this. The whole of the secret correspondence between the King and Sir John regarding the secret agreement between England and Belgium, which we transmitted to London for the Marquesss instructions, is missing.

Missing, I echoed, rising from my chair. Impossible.

But its unfortunately the truth, and we are in a deucedly awkward fix. Sir John is at his wits end. The despatch only arrived at noon, and Hammerton, the messenger, is awaiting a reply.

How can it be missing? I asked. I remember seeing you take up all the letters into a packet and seal them the day before yesterday. The messenger Graves came from Paris expressly, and took them to London.

Certainly, he said. I placed them in the despatch-box myself and Sir John locked it with his key after having placed several other private papers along with them.

And afterwards?

Graves went away to the station in Sir Johns brougham, as there was no cab in the vicinity, and he travelled straight to London. It appears that he arrived at six and drove first to Downing street and then to Grosvenor-square, but when the Marquess opened the despatch-box it was empty.

Empty, I gasped. Then theyve actually got possession of the original letters written by King Leopold, as well as Sir Johns suggestions. Theres no denying them. Why, I cried in alarm, the tone of that correspondence is sufficient to cause an immediate declaration of war against us by France and Russia. Certainly this coup is the master stroke of our enemies.

It is, my dear fellow, and a very serious business for us. Sir John goes to London to-night to consult the chief.

And the King? I said. Does he know?

Sir John has already sent to inform him. I fear to think how angry he will be, for it has placed him in a false position with the Powers. The whole thing is exposed. Englands policy is entirely checkmated, and her prestige absolutely ruined in the eyes of Europe.

But if we only could recover that packet? I suggested.

Ah, if we only could, exclaimed Hamilton. By Jove it would be the nations salvation! But the letters are in Paris by this time, no doubt, and a copy of the correspondence on its way to Petersburg. Our enemies never do anything by halves.

How the papers could be extracted from the despatch-box is an absolute marvel, I said. Does any suspicion rest upon Graves?

None, as far as is known, he responded. Why, my dear fellow, hes one of the most trusted of the whole staff of messengers, and as sharp as the proverbial needle. Hes been nearly twenty years travelling with despatches and has never before lost a single one. According to the letter from the Marquess, who has personally investigated the affair, he finds that no suspicion whatever attaches to Graves. He believes that the papers must have been stolen somewhere on this side of the Channel.

Well, I saw you with my own eyes seal them and put them into the box, I remarked, amazed.

Oh, theres no doubt whatever that they left us, but how they disappeared afterwards is a complete mystery.

A mystery which we shall have to solve, I added, thoughtfully. This theft is about the most daring in the annals of diplomacy. It could not have been committed at a more inopportune moment.

As, however, I uttered these words the door of the room was suddenly flung open wide by Salmon, the blue-uniformed English porter, who, in a loud clear voice, announced — 

His Majesty the King!

We both rose instinctively, and there entered a tall, thin, sharp-featured man with long grey heard. He was attired in close-fitting black frock-coat and grey suede gloves, and walked erect, carrying his silk hat and cane in his hand.

We bowed in the Royal presence, and although his pale face was unusually wrinkled and care-worn he returned our greeting with a courtly affability, motioning us to be reseated.

I have an appointment with Sir John, he said in English, briefly I will wait, and then, with a sigh which showed how troubled were his thoughts, he sank into the armchair I placed for him.

True it was that this monarchs life was not, as was popularly supposed, an unvarying round of pleasure. As he sat there silent and a trifle thoughtful, gazing out into the sunny courtyard where his fine horses were champing their bits and pawing, impatient to be gone, he retained a truly regal self-possession. Few, indeed, would have guessed the truth. But it was a hideous one.

His crown and kingdom were at stake.


IX. — AT THE STATE BALL
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THERE WAS NO disguising the fact that the British Empire, the pride of the world, was in deadly peril.

Day by day went by, yet to our surprise the situation in Europe remained undisturbed. I paid a flying visit to London to make further inquiries regarding the theft, but soon returned. At the Royal Palace, as at the Embassy and at Downing Street, the few who knew of the theft awaited the dawn of each succeeding day with trembling anxiety, fearing lest the explosion so long threatened should occur. To the last button upon the gaiter Europe was armed, not with the arms of twenty-six years ago when France measured strength with Germany, but with quick-firing guns, Maxims, rifles of astounding length of range, and all kinds of inventions for causing widespread desolation and loss of human life. War was terrible enough in the days of Sedan and Plevna, but all know that its horrors would now be far greater.

Yet in that period of suspense, although King Leopold and his Ministers knew themselves to be on the edge of a volcano, the festivities of the Belgian Court never slackened. Only perhaps a dozen people were aware of the theft of that file of secret correspondence, and any countermanding of previous fetes would have given rise to comment.

Every inquiry I had made produced only negative results. I had questioned Graves, the messenger, closely, and he had asserted that the despatch-box had never left his hand after it had been given him by Hamilton. The file of papers had disappeared as if by magic. In every effort I was baffled by the fact that no suspicion could possibly rest upon Graves, a man who for years had carried the nations secrets in his safe keeping.

In an anxious, despondent frame of mind, I one night, accompanied by Giffard, attended the State Ball at the Palace, a function at which all of us were expected to be present. Our party, headed by Sir John and Lady Drummond, the former wearing his star of St. Michael and St. George, were received by the Royal pair at the head of the grand staircase with its magnificent marbles and statuary, and as we passed in, the great ballroom with its thousand electric lamps presented a particularly brilliant scene. The various uniforms, sparkling orders, and multi-coloured decorations contrasted well with the toilettes of the ladies, and the show of diamonds, for which the Belgian Court functions have long been notable, was unusually profuse, British diplomatic uniforms are, however, the reverse of showy, and a Portuguese vice-consul is always a more bejewelled, decorated, and imposing-looking person than a British Ambassador.

Among them all, however, few men looked so smart as did my companion Giffard in his Guards uniform, wearing the violet ribbon and cross which the Emperor Francis Joseph had conferred upon him, a duplicate of which I also wore. Around us were many people we knew, the Russian Minister in his imposing white tunic, and glittering with orders, the French and German attaches, to whom we were always courteous but never very friendly, and the Turkish Minister, a little squat brown-faced man in black embroidered coat and dingy fez.

The magnificent band of the Guides, one of the finest in Europe, were playing Strausss Morgenblätter valse, and many dancers were gliding around the great chamber in centre of the brilliant crowd. There was gaiety, brightness, and laughter everywhere. On every side was a ceaseless chatter in French, with now and then an expression in English or German, for those assembled were nothing if not thoroughly cosmopolitan, and it may safely be said that there are few in the Court circle in Brussels who cannot speak English. Together, Giffard and I passed on towards the top of the room, bowing here and there to ladies in decollete leaning on the arms of their cavaliers, or nodding and exchanging words with men we knew.

Suddenly there was a pause in the music as the valse ended, then a slight stir among the crowd.

The Royal circle have entered, Giffard remarked, and as I turned I saw at some distance from me the tall imposing figure of the King, his face smiling and bearing no trace of the terrible anxiety which I knew must be consuming him within. These men, the ambassadors of the Powers, whose hands he had shaken in welcome that night were his most bitter and deadly enemies. To-night they laughed gaily with him, and partook of his boundless hospitality, yet he well knew that they were conspiring to take from him his crown, and wreck the kingdom he loved so well.

I gave word to my thoughts in a whisper to Giffard, but in response he said:

Hush, old fellow! Keep silent. It wouldnt do for you to be overheard.

Of course not, I said, then I fell to thinking as I gazed around upon that brilliant assembly, where the women blazed with gems, and the men wore their full decorations upon their breasts.

I had attended many an Imperial function in Vienna, and many a reception at the Palace at Madrid; but never had I been present at a ball where was displayed such a wealth of jewels, or where the women were on the whole so good-looking.

Some of the ladies were well known to me, for a Secretary of Embassy is very quickly in society, and to many of them I chatted after Giffard had left me to dance with the pretty daughter of the Minister of Agriculture, a fair-haired young lady whom I had detected on more than one occasion flirting desperately with him.

I was seated with the pink and white, fluffy-haired Baroness de Meireux, whose historic pearl necklet was being admired, perhaps coveted, by most women in the room, gossiping and watching the dancers, when suddenly on the opposite side of the polished space where the Lancers were in progress my eyes encountered a striking figure in turquoise blue. She was standing in conversation with a couple of elderly ladies when, as she suddenly turned her face towards me, I was amazed to recognise her.

She had not noticed me, and was slowly waving her large ostrich feather fan to and fro, chatting with the elder of her two companions. Her toilette was certainly one of the most beautiful and striking in the room, its tints suiting her dark complexion admirably, and its facture of the latest mode garnished with silver passementerie and tiny ruches of chiffon. Across her white open brow was a magnificent tiara of diamonds, and around her throat a beautiful necklet of the same gems sparkled beneath the electric rays with a thousand iridescent fires. Her dark well-coiled hair had been arranged by a maid of the first order; there were diamonds on her wrists, and everyone about me was remarking her beauty.

For a long time my eyes were riveted upon her, to make certain that I was not mistaken, and to reassure myself that it was more than a mere striking resemblance. Then, when at last I became satisfied, I sat gazing upon her in blank amazement.

Do you know who that is, over there, in blue? I asked of my friend the skittish Baroness, for in Brussels society she knew everybody.

Of course, she answered, in English. Shes awfully smart and good-looking, isnt she. Dont you know her? Oh, but of course you were not in Brussels last season, she added. Shes Melanie, daughter of the Princess Charlotte of Hapsbourg. Thats her mother, the rather stout woman talking to her now.

Then shes a Princess of blood royal! I exclaimed, absolutely dumbfounded.

Certainly, answered the Baroness. Her mother is a Hohenzollern, you know; and they are here on a visit to the Queen. The Princess Melanie is certainly very handsome, but she has all the pride of the Hapsbourgs, and makes very few friends. As for the men, she gives them all their conge — all, save one, she added, dropping her voice to a whisper, and smiling significantly.

And whos he? I asked quickly; for in her I took more than a passing interest.

Oh! a mere nobody, she answered. Last season when they were here there were lots of funny stories about. They say she is fond of escaping from the royal circle of an evening, and going out for walks with her cavalier; and then there have been a good many scenes created in the family because of her penchant for this fellow.

I looked up again at the striking figure in turquoise, whom everyone was admiring, and wondered whether she remembered that morning in the Bois, when I had brushed the dust from her skirt and bandaged up her hand.

How different was her appearance now — the centre and admired of all that throng, one of the most dazzlingly brilliant in the whole of Europe. I recollected her rather shabby cycling skirt, her straw hat, which had been discoloured by the suns of the previous season, and her boots worn until they had gone out of shape, and contrasted them with the erect, rather haughty figure before me; the costly Paris-made gown, with its smart decollete, and the flashing tiara against her dark hair.

I recollected how so unaffected had she seemed when we had met after her accident that I actually set her down as a governess, whereas she was none other than a Princess of the great and powerful House of Hapsbourg — the proudest house in Europe.

Her beauty fascinated me. I sat there gazing at her as one held beneath a spell.

As a rule, I fear I am not very impressionable where women are concerned. My profession as diplomatist has brought me in contact with many women of dazzling beauty, but at the Embassies it is part of our creed never to fall victim to a womans loveliness; never to become the slave of any of those capricious butterflies of fashion who are so fond of angling after the foreign diplomat. All this was impressed upon me by the kindly Marquess prior to my first appointment abroad. It was part of his wise counsel how to conduct diplomacy successfully.

Of course, just as it is part of a diplomats creed not to love, it is also part of his creed to flirt desperately should occasion require. There are times when the young attache can gain valuable information withheld from his chief through the brainless woman whom he flatters, and with whom he affects to be desperately in love. Indeed, in all the Embassies abroad love plays a greater part in international negotiations than is ever dreamed of by the public.

I think that I, like certain of my colleagues, had succeeded in bringing flirtation near to the perfection of an art, and when I recollected certain escapades in Vienna, where by an affectation of affection I had been successful in gaining some exceedingly valuable information regarding the political undercurrent, and remembered how near a duel I had been on more than one occasion I smiled within myself.

But at this moment I confess to a very serious affair of the heart. That dark-haired, neatly dressed girl who had had such a nasty spill from her cycle, had captivated me by her grace, her beauty, and her natural outspokenness. I saw now why she would not allow me to wheel her cycle home. She did not wish the world to know that she had had a fall in the Bois, being aware how fond the papers are of giving publicity to all sorts of alarming reports. It was her natural discretion which led her to refuse my further aid. Yet had she not turned in the cab, and with laughing, mischievous eyes waved her hand to me in farewell.

The Baroness at my side was chattering away, now and then whimpering behind her fan some scandal or other about those who passed by, but I only replied mechanically. I was too much occupied with my own reflections to heed the chatter of this, one of the giddiest and smartest leaders of fashion.

I wondered whether I should salute this woman who had so fascinated me, or whether I should preserve strict etiquette, and wait until she recognised me. This was the question which sorely puzzled me. If she saw me and desired to renew the acquaintance, she would surely speak, I argued. If not, then she would cut me dead, and I should know that she wished the secret of her accident preserved.

At length, a mutual acquaintance, Count Corrigani, of the Italian Legation, came up and commenced to chat with the Baroness, whereupon I seized the opportunity and strolled away in the direction of where my friend of the Bois was standing, now in conversation with the Queen of the Belgians and her unmarried daughter, the Princess Clementine, a pretty dark-haired girl of 19 who had only lately been admitted to such functions, and who, truth to tell, was more at home on her pony in the leafy glades at Spa than among that bejewelled throng with its ceaseless chatter and combined odour of a thousand intoxicating perfumes.

For some time I lounged about, exchanging words with those I knew and dancing a couple of waltzes with a smart woman to whom I had been introduced by Hamilton, and who I understood was to be the wife of the ex-Governor General of the Congo. Through all that time, however, I kept surreptitious observation upon that tall figure in turquoise with the diamond tiara which flashed back every colour of the spectrum. She was surrounded by admirers, but refused all invitations to dance. The King and the Archduchess Stephanie had led the cotillon, and according to strict etiquette that was sufficient. At no Court, save that of Spain perhaps, is etiquette so rigorously preserved as at Brussels, and perhaps, alas! no reigning family is more unfortunate in its matrimonial alliances than that of Belgium.

At length, when I saw my divinity with only a single lady at her side, the wife of the German Minister, I hastened across and leisurely passed her, hoping that she might recognise me and bow. I had resolved not to commit such a flagrant breach of etiquette as to claim acquaintance with her. Idly and with affected carelessness I therefore strode past, when just as I got level with her she raised her dark eyes from those of her companion and looked me straight in the face. I expected each second that she would bow; but in her gaze was no glance of recognition, only a cold haughty stare of askance, as though she had noticed I had watched her, and was annoyed that I should approach her in that manner.

No, she evidently did not intend to recognise me. There was no excuse whatever, because she looked full into my face with her great dark eyes, a glance firm, cold, unwavering. She had cut me dead. My heart sank with me, for she was my idol, and her perfect beauty, enhanced by those dazzling jewels, held me captive. Thus I passed on, and it was a long while before I summoned courage to again look in her direction, fearing lest she might consider me an uncouth boor. When, however, I did, I saw her still chatting with the buxom lady who presided over the German Legation, and smiling at some words the latter had uttered.

Then I passed into the lounge set apart for men, swallowed a glass of champagne, smoked a cigarette — the cigarettes King Leopold gives to his guests are, as every diplomatist knows, the best in Europe — and joined in the cosmopolitan chatter of a dozen or so of the diplomatic body more or less known to me.

For a long time I lingered in the galleries, and it was nearly an hour before I returned to the ballroom, where I found the function at its height. An old minuet had been performed, and everybody was discussing it, when, ere I became aware of the fact, I came face to face with my dark-haired divinity in blue, who seated alone on a settee suddenly recognised me, smiled graciously, and bowed.

My heart leapt for joy. She had by this action given me permission to speak.


X. — HER HIGHNESSS CONFIDENCE
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IN AN INSTANT I halted, and bowing, said, — 

I trust that your Highnesss hand has given you no further trouble.

Oh, dear, no, she answered in perfect English, smiling, at the same time drawing her rich skirts towards her to make room for me on the settee at her side. Then she added Thanks to the professional manner in which you bandaged it. The doctor was quite interested when I showed it to him. Wont you be seated?

I accepted her invitation, and told her of my surprise on recognising her an hour before.

I was also surprised to meet you here. I had no idea that you were attached to the British Legation before I inquired. Therefore, please forgive me for not recognising you at first.

There is nothing to forgive, I laughed.

Sometimes one has to be wary in recognising strangers, she said in further explanation. Immediately I discovered who you were I was annoyed that I had treated you so coldly.

A princess has many privileges not extended to others, I remarked.

And alas! msieur, she is also under very many disadvantages of which the world knows nothing, she added, in a voice of pouting discontent, raising her fine eyes to mine. There is nothing I love so much as perfect freedom; yet unfortunately I obtain so very, very little of it, hedged in as I am by Court etiquette, and a constant fear that those gossiping journalists, ever ready to exaggerate, may make a lot of tittle-tattle to fill up their personal columns.

You are fond of cycling? I asked smiling. Her confession was so perfectly frank that I at once discredited the Baronesss estimate of her.

Yes, awfully. I love it, she declared. It is because I am so fond of it that I rise every morning at five, put on my old dress, and go for a spin in the Bois. One of the keepers who is in the secret has charge of my cycle. Unnoticed by anybody I take the first tram from the Place Royale at half-past five, and with work-people as fellow travellers, arrive at the Bois just before six. And then — well, I am free to ride about just as I like, and I can tell you I really enjoy myself. It is such fun. Between six and eight, before the merchants and others come to take their morning ride, the sun is beautiful, and all is so quiet and and fresh with the birds singing gladly, so different to when we go driving there at four among the dust, and the carriages, and the gaping crowd. The drive at four is regulated by Society — ugh! and she shrugged her shoulders, causing the brilliants of the beautiful star of some Imperial decoration fixed on the broad crimson ribbon across the edge of her bodice to glitter and gleam.

The splendour of those jewels bewildered me; but far more beautiful was that face which had so relaxed in its haughty expression now that we were together. She was entirely ingenuous and inexpressibly charming.

Yes, I said, reflectively, the trammels must sometimes be galling.

They are especially so when ones family is bent upon preserving the old rigour of past exclusiveness. Why, the heads of my family would expire with horror were they to know that I rode a cycle and went alone and unattended into a public park. It was because I did not know you, and feared that you might gossip about my accident, that I preserved my incognita, and declined to allow you to further assist me, or to know where I resided.

Your Highness must exercise the greatest care, I remarked warningly. Others may recognise you.

How can they, she asked. Why — Ive gone there every morning for the past month, and the secret has never leaked out. My mother does not even know I possess such an abomination as a cycle, and she laughed that same merry, mischievous laugh which I remembered had escaped her when on that morning she bade me adieu and drove away.

But I noticed that as we were leaving the Bois together more than one man bowed to you, I said.

Oh yes, she laughed. They are of the liver brigade — who take horse exercise every morning. We have met each morning passing and repassing, and now we salute, although we have never spoken. But tell me, she added, who told you my name?

The Baroness de Melreux, I answered.

Ah! yes, I know her, she observed, after a seconds reflection, and I thought her lips compressed ever so little, yet quite sufficient to tell me that they were not friends. Indeed, it would have been strange to find a princess of the proud House of Hapsbourg friendly with the gay, skittish little Baroness of whom all Brussels was so fond of talking.

And has msieur been in Brussels long? she asked, as if determined to ascertain something more about me.

Only a couple of months, I replied. Previously I was at Constantinople, and before that at Vienna.

At Vienna? she echoed. Strange that we have never met there. I do not remember ever having seen you at the Palace.

Nor I, I answered. Yet I went to many of the receptions.

And you like Brussels? she asked.

Yes, I replied. Im fond of it because it is always so bright, gay, and careless, without any bustle and turmoil. Here one can be gay or tranquil just as one likes. It is not so in Paris, in Berlin, or in Vienna.

And I, too, am extremely fond of Brussels, she answered. Next to our home on the Moselle I like Brussels best of all. Do you know the Moselle?

Yes. I travelled up there once. It is delightful — very.

At that instant I recollected how at sunset one evening I had passed on the snorting little steamer close to the great frowning cliff whereon was perched the magnificent many-turreted, time-worn old pile the Sohloss Brandenberg, the historic home of the Hapsbourgs, the windows of which had flashed back the crimson rays of the sun. Of all the castles on the Rhine or Moselle none was so magnificent in its proportions, so well preserved, or so full of romance of those bygone days when the Archbishop of Treves and his legions terrorised the district, when castles were invested and sacked, and men and women put to the torture or exhibited in iron cages upon the now crumbling turrets.

Yes, she said, the Moselle valley, and, indeed, all the district surrounding it, is very charming. I love it partly because it is my home, but more because there alone can I obtain perfect freedom. I can drive about, go boating, or take rambles over the hills without meeting a soul save perhaps a stray English tourist from Cochem or Treves, and by them I am not recognised. Indeed, my maid always says that a serge dress and a sailor hat make me look quite English. Do you think so?

Certainly, I responded, laughing. To tell you the truth I believed you were English when we first met the other day.

Lots of people have said so, she answered, smiling. One day at Brandenberg I had been out walking alone all the morning, for I was doing some amateur photography, and became terribly thirsty. So on coming to a little village I entered the inn for some milk and there found two young Englishmen, who, speaking German rather indifferently, were endeavouring to make the good woman understand their needs. At last I was obliged to assist them, and after thanking me they went out. Then when they got outside I heard one say to the other. No, I tell you shes English governess to some German family here. I was awfully amused.

I laughed, recollecting that my own opinion had also coincided with that of the unknown Englishmen.

Ive heard much of the wonders of Brandenberg — its dungeons, subterranean passages, and strange galleries hewn out of the solid rock, I said. It must be a marvellous old place.

Yes, it is beautiful. No happier life does one wish to lead in summer than there, free from all the formalities of Court, and the worries of constant dressing, receiving visitors, dining, and never having an hour to ones self. On the Moselle all is so quiet, so tranquil, so bright and healthy, that it comes as a pleasant relaxation to us, worn out by a season in London, Berlin, or Vienna.

Other people go to the Baths or the sea side, but we cant, for freedom of life at a popular resort is impossible. Only in the quiet country can we obtain it, and then I for one enjoy it to its full. And her dark brilliant eyes, so full of enthusiasm, sparkled gleefully as she spoke.

Who, I wondered, was this mysterious lover of hers of whom the Baroness had spoken? Could it be possible that the real motive of her going each morning so early to those leafy glades was in order to meet him?

And you dont cycle at Brandenberg? I asked.

Dear me, no! she answered, holding up her hand with a look of horror. I dare not let anyone know that I have a cycle. On the morning of my accident I took it at once to a repairers, and its still there. You know my secret. I rely on you not to mention it to anyone.

Of course not, I replied, flattered by her highnesss confidence. I promise not to utter a single word.

Ah, I knew you would be chivalrous, she exclaimed, gaily.

I would like very much indeed to exhibit a further chivalry, if I might? I said, emboldened by her freedom of manner.

She glanced sharply at me with a puzzled expression.

I dont quite understand, she exclaimed.

Permission to cycle in the Bois on the next morning your highness goes there would delight me, I explained.

Certainly, she answered, slightly inclining her head with an infinite grace. I have no objection whatever. Of course, if any of your friends notice you youll not tell them who I am.

Her answer filled me with enthusiasm. It showed that she, a princess of the blood royal, was not averse to my companionship. Cautious lest she should commit an error of etiquette and give offence to her proud family, she was nevertheless plain, honest, outspoken, and charming, modest and unassuming like any ordinary woman, and fond of throwing off the constant exclusiveness with which every member of a royal family must of necessity be enveloped. That she could be cold, haughty, and disdainful I had already witnessed; so also had I seen that she could be communicative and confidential. Yes, she was a princess, and unique.

The whirl of the dance passed before us, the perfumed skirts of the dancers whisking now and then into our faces, yet I heeded them not. I sat beside her, spellbound by her beauty. In that brief half-hour while we had talked I had cast aside my creed as a diplomatist; I had cast to the winds all my foolish vows regarding women.

I loved her. Yes, I confess openly that I loved her.

Yet when I reflected, even while she chatted on unconcernedly, I saw how absurd it all was, how utterly foolish was my infatuation. Had I been a youthful sprig of the aristocracy fresh from the Foreign Office, and pitchforked into diplomacy by family influence, it might have been understood; but of me, well seasoned by 10 years of Court life, and a member of the Secret Service of her Majesty to boot, such a thing was utterly ridiculous.

I told myself all this. I argued with myself that while she was a princess of royal blood, I was merely a diplomatist, not very high up in the service, and a little matter of ?10,000 in my bank in London was all I possessed in the world. Nevertheless, love over-rode all my misgivings. The magnetic influence of those bright dark eyes, the brilliance of which outmatched even the glittering tiara on her brow, held me to her. Yes, I was irretrievably her slave.

Again the recollection of those words of the Baroness arose within me. They implied that she had a secret lover — one who, like myself, she dared not acknowledge before the world. Was that, I wondered, the actual truth? Did this man, whoever he might be, possess her heart? One thing at least was certain, that she did not meet him in the mornings in the Bois, or she would not have so readily granted me permission to cycle with her.

She might, however, meet him at night. That was, I thought, more probable. She could pass unrecognised along those dimly-lit leafy boulevards down which the electric trams flash so quickly, and where, in the centre walk, an ideal promenade for lovers, but little light penetrates after nightfall. I glanced again at her face, flawless in its beauty. It was impossible for a woman of her loveliness to have no accepted admirer.

And then a strange, half-dreamy thought crossed my mind. Could I some day in the future induce her to transfer her affections to me instead? That was the height of my ambition. In future I would live only for her, for I honestly and truly loved her.

Suddenly looking into my eyes with that same open frank expression that was so charming, she said with a smile:

You have not invited me to dance, msieur. Why?

I — well, I did not think you would care to dance with me, I stammered.

Why? she laughed, rising at the same moment. I shall be delighted. As you did not invite me I have invited myself. Will you forgive me?

Certainly, I replied, amused at her frankness of manner, and a few moments later we were gliding together down the room. She was a magnificent dancer, but I fear I cut a horrible figure, for I felt that every eye of that brilliant crowd was fixed upon us, and I thought I detected comments as we passed. With my hand upon her waist, slim in its well made corset, I saw beneath my eyes her delicate white chest heaving and falling as she breathed. Her face flushed slightly with the exertion, but by its expression I saw how thorough was her enjoyment. From her chiffons there exhaled a subtle perfume of jasmine which filled my nostrils and held me in a kind of delightful half-delirium. Indeed, I have little remembrance of the details of that dance with the lovely woman who had entranced me. All I recollect is that after two turns round the great ballroom she declared that the heat had made her thirsty, and suggested that we should go together to the buffet.

She took my arm, and I was about to lead her to the place wherein I had entered an hour before; but she suggested another buffet on the opposite side of the ballroom, the existence of which I had been unaware. On our way we encountered Giffard, who stood staring at me transfixed in wonder, amazed no doubt at witnessing who was my companion. I knew that when we met later he would put me through a pretty stiff cross-examination regarding my acquaintance with her, and I wondered what I should say.

The buffet proved to be a kind of Moorish lounge, a great place, rather dimly lit, with hanging lamps of beaten brass, carpeted with thick Eastern rugs, decorated with heavy crimson and gold, and full of tiny inviting-looking alcoves, in one of which we ensconced ourselves, whereupon a livered servant at once approached, asking — 

What may I get your Royal Highness? Champagne-cup?

Ah, no! she exclaimed. Get me a little anisette and ice-water.

I ordered something, I forget what, and then we resumed our pleasant chat. There were but few people in our vicinity, and sitting there in the dim half-light it suddenly occurred to me that anyone discovering us would at once accuse us of flirtation. In the tiny alcove she lolled lazily among the soft silken cushions, laughing low as she sipped her anisette. Her tiny foot with its satin shoe was stretched forth upon the dark rug, and one white-gloved hand she had placed behind her head in an attitude of langour.

Here, she seemed to have thrown off that stiffness and restraint which she had been forced to preserve in the ballroom, and once I thought I detected just the slightest suspicion of a sigh. Our gossip was mainly about people in Brussels whom we both knew, until of a sudden she asked — 

Have you known the Baroness de Melreux long?

About four years, I think.

Ah! before her marriage, she said quickly. And you are her friend? She uttered that query with a hardness of tone which sounded very strange. She seemed to lay undue stress upon the word friend.

Well, not exactly, I said. We are not very intimate friends. I knew her in Vienna. She used very often to be there with her mother.

Yes, yes, I know, she said, with a strange note of impatience in her voice. I fear, however, shes not my friend.

Well, no one takes her seriously, I observed. Her character is rather too well known.

But people are apt to regard idle gossip as containing some substratum of truth, she answered, and then there flashed upon my recollection the allegation of the Baroness that she had a secret lover. Was she now trying to warn me against giving credence to any libellous utterances?

To the chatter of such a woman no one gives heed, I assured her.

But she only shook her head doubtfully, observing — 

There are some women whose tongues are full of venom.

Yet those who are invulnerable need have no fear, I added.

She sighed, and a deep shadow of pain crossed her brow. Only, however, for an instant. Then in the dim light I saw those brilliant dark eyes fixed upon mine with a strange earnestness that puzzled me.

We have not yet fixed our meeting for cycling, I said at last, for want of something else to say.

To-morrow morning, if you will, she answered, quickly interested. Shall we say at six, just at the entrance to the Bois where the trams stop?

Yes, I responded. I shall be extremely delighted. At that instant, however, the tall figure of a man in plain evening dress came suddenly into view. He walked along slowly, with his hands behind his back and his head slightly bent as if in thought. He trod the thick rugs noiselessly, but so dim was the light that above the white of his shirt-front I could not clearly distinguish his features. That he was beyond the average height was plain, and he was rather slim; while from the squareness of his shoulders I guessed that he had not yet attained middle age.

Slowly he approached, a dark silent figure displaying a wide expanse of starched shirt-front, and as he drew near to us I was suddenly amazed to notice a look of unspeakable fear in my companions fathomless eyes. Her white-gloved hand instinctively sought mine, and trembled as it grasped my wrist. Her face was pale as death.

She shrank back into the deeper shadow of the alcove beside me as if to hide herself, breathless, trembling, terrified.


XI. — WILES AND WISDOM
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I SAT NEXT morning on one of the chairs just inside the entrance to the Bois, awaiting the dark-eyed woman who held me beneath her invincible charm. In the bright sunshine the birds sang joyously, the air was still fresh with that sweet odour of the woods, and as yet none of the morning riders had arrived. From where I sat I could see far down the leafy avenue leading to the city, and as yet there was no sign of the first electric tram which would bear her to me. I had ridden up on my cycle, which now stood on the roadside, and as I sat there I reflected deeply upon the strange events of the previous night. A few brief hours ago, and I had been unaware of my dainty little friends name and station; while now I was there awaiting her, having received her permission to act as her escort. I recollected how truly regal was her figure with that magnificent tiara flashing in the light, how every woman and man in the room had looked admiringly upon her and commented in undertones upon her great beauty as she passed, and I remembered, too, how utterly unassuming she had been towards me, treating me, a struggling diplomatist, exactly as she would have done her equal. She had even confided in me. Indeed, was I not in possession of one of her secrets? She had allowed me to become her friend.

The one fact, however, which had puzzled me, and caused me much speculation as I lay in bed during the couple of hours or so I had spent at home, was the reason of her strange fear on the approach of that tall man who had passed us in the lounge so noiselessly, and disappeared as quickly as though he were a shadow. Times without number I strove to form within myself some idea of his personal appearance, but without avail. It had been so dark in there, where only those Moorish oil-lights in their long globes illuminated the place dimly, that his face had been merely a dark blotch in the silhouette as he went by. His white shirt-front had been conspicuous — nothing else. Again, while all were in uniform or court dress, this man was dressed quite plainly, without a single decoration save some cross or other suspended by a ribbon beneath his cravat. It was a dark ribbon, I had noticed, but what the order was I could form no idea.

From her sudden fear it was evident that this strangers appearance had been utterly unexpected. She had been unnerved in an instant, and as he passed she had sat with her hand on mine involuntarily, as though seeking my protection from some evil which she dreaded.

Yet he had passed us by. Whether he had recognised her I know not. If he did he made no sign, but passed on in the same serious pensive attitude, as one who was trying to form some plan or scheme some terrible revenge. Curious it was, too, that I had not noticed him in the ballroom, for a man attired so plainly must have been conspicuous. Nevertheless, when he had gone, she seemed to breathe more freely, and we rose at her instigation and followed him to where the dance was still in progress. But he vanished instantly, as though he had become in a moment invisible, a fact which in itself seemed to increase rather than diminish her apprehensions.

I saw in the full glare of electricity how pale and agitated was her beautiful face. That look of supreme contentment had given place to a hard, haggard expression, as though she were haunted by some terrible terror, and then after one turn round the room, her eyes ever searching for this man who had appeared and disappeared so suddenly, she had bidden me farewell and left.

This ending to our pleasant hour of confidences and light gossip was indeed a curiously abrupt one. Her fear seemed to arise more from the fact that I was with her as companion than anything else, and as I drove to my rooms in the higher part of the town I became immersed in a veritable ocean of doubts and fears.

We were but friends of an hour, therefore I had no right to question her about this man. Nevertheless I had spontaneously loved her at first sight in the Bois with a strength of passion of which I had never believed myself capable, and now as she was anxious and in fear I felt it my duty to stand as her champion. At the instant when she had given me her hand and wished me good-night, I had asked whether our appointment for later that morning had not better be postponed till next day, but she only opened those great, brilliant eyes of hers wider, and asked — 

Why?

Because it is already three, I answered. You will get no rest.

I want none, she answered, with just a touch of sadness. I shall not sleep to-night. Good-bye till six.

Then smiling, and with a swish of her silken skirts, she had drawn herself up and passed on across the great hall of marble and gold, where the servants in the royal livery bowed before her.

Thus I had kept the appointment, and after waiting a quarter of an hour or so the first tram came swiftly up the long Avenue, and from it there alighted the neat figure in white cotton blouse and black skirt with the plain straw hat, the lithe slim figure I knew so well.

I rose, walking quickly towards her, with hand outstretched gladly. She looked so bright and fresh as she greeted me that none would believe that she had been up the greater part of the night. All trace, too, of the strange mysterious dread had disappeared. Her dark hair dressed so elaborately on the previous night was now coiled simply, and both skirt and boots, I noticed, were a trifle shabby; indeed, they were such as would have been discarded by the majority of young ladies who disport themselves awheel later in the morning because it is considered chic so to do.

Still, even in those well-worn clothes, she possessed a charm and grace which held her exalted and distinguished above other women. In her gait alone, walking erect, upright, easy, there was a stamp of royal hauteur; while in her eyes, those soft dark eyes which seemed to smile so bewitchingly and sweetly upon me, there was often a swift resentful glance which told me how proud and cold she could be to those who were not her intimates.

The keeper, in the lodge over there, has my cycle, she explained in breathless eagerness when she had told me how, being late, she had dressed hurriedly and left the Palace by the servants entrance, just in time to scramble into the tram. Then we went together to the old man, who, wishing us good morning, wheeled out her machine, which had been repaired since her accident, and after some slight adjustment of the saddle we both mounted and spun away along that well-kept road which all in Brussels know is a perfect paradise for the cyclist.

That she was a practised rider I at once recognised by the manner in which she mounted; and very soon her hat becoming loose she raised both hands to her head to readjust it, steering only by the balance of her body.

Come! come! I laughed. Dont ride recklessly again. Recollect the last time, and its result.

Oh, Im going to be very careful in future, I assure you, she answered, turning to me with a merry laugh. I promise you that I wont run any unnecessary risks. Besides, my hand is not altogether well yet.

Her assertion, however, was not borne out by her riding, for she paced along at a rate extremely swift for a woman, shooting down the short inclines even more quickly than I did. But there were no other cyclists or carriages there at that hour, and swift riding in the bright morning hour was very exhilarating. That she enjoyed it was shown by her face, gleeful and flushed with exertion, while the wind had slightly disarranged her hair and a wisp of it strayed across her curved cheek, pure and rounded as a childs. Her machine was a light one of the best English make, with every improvement, carrying one of those large French horns instead of a bell, an instrument which, blown by squeezing an indiarubber ball, emitted a loud, terrible trumpeting which could be heard a mile away.

The manner in which she rode was proof of what keen delight she took in cycling. Perhaps it was because she participated in the popular recreation surreptitiously that gave this increased zest to her pleasure. At any rate, our first spin was a most enjoyable one, a ride beneath those wide spreading trees, fresh in their young green, and bright in the morning sunshine, that I shall recollect for ever among my most cherished memories of days that have gone.

At length we slowed down near the picturesque lake with its tiny island and chalet in the distance, and then, as we rode easily side by side, she commenced to chat about the people on cycles and on horseback which were now beginning to pass and repass us, for the early morning ride had already commenced.

One rider who went by was a captain of cavalry, in his smart olive green and cherry-coloured uniform, and as he passed he saluted her.

Does he recognise you? I inquired quickly.

Oh, dear no, she laughed. Hes only one of my morning friends. Perhaps he thinks I bear a striking resemblance to myself, but none would dream that I came cycling here alone at this hour. Therefore I am quite safe.

And your Highness has no fear of being recognised?

None, she responded. The very people who pass me unheeded now salute me when at four oclock I drive here in the carriage with my mother. Ones dress makes all the difference. Fine feathers make fine birds; and she laughed merrily as she thought how ingeniously she preserved her morning incognita.

In that bright fresh air and brilliant sunshine, spinning along the wide avenue, and now and then taking narrow side ways where the trees met overhead, our ride was most delightful. Her happy laughter rang out always when I expressed fear at whatever seemed to be a reckless action. Indeed, it seemed as though she took an intense delight in causing me alarm. Yet was she not in my charge — and did I not love her with all the strength of my being? I longed to tell her so; I longed to get her to sit for a moment upon one of those inviting seats in the quiet beneath the trees and there pour out to her the secret of my heart.

But I could never do that — never. I was her friend, not her lover. She was the Princess Melanie, of Hapsbourg, who some day might become a queen. And what was I?

No; for the thousandth time I strove to stifle this burning affection which, fatal to my happiness, had arisen so suddenly within me. I told myself that I had foolishly gone back upon the vow I had made years ago. I was casting to the winds all the tenets of my religion as a diplomatist; I was acting just as the fledgling attache would act, and had fallen a victim to a womans gaze. It was all airy, romantic, impossible. If I told her of my love she would merely laugh in my face. No, she, a princess, could never be mine — never.

Yet, had I not been told that she had somewhere a secret lover, a man unknown, unacknowledged, unpresentable, to whom she clung in secret? No doubt she met him clandestinely; and he, some cold, cunning scoundrel perhaps, profited in a pecuniary sense from their acquaintance.

In wonder I again looked at her. If such were really the case it did not seem feasible that she should cycle with me. Why did he not ride at her side?

Then still another thought occurred to me. Her lover might be married, and might, by cycling with her, compromise himself. Such suggestion seemed so like the truth that I felt inclined to believe it.

Again, could that mysterious figure which had passed us by in silence and in shadow have been the man she loved? Was it because he had discovered me there with her that she had betrayed that intense fear and anxiety which had so puzzled me? I strove yet again to form some theory, but all in vain. She had come into my life, and held me spellbound by her beauty and charm of manner. There was a fascination in those eyes absolutely irresistible, a frankness in her conversation which held me to her as to an intimate friend.

In brief, I had become entranced, and was hers unwittingly, body and soul.

At last, at a shady restful point, where the foliage grew thickly and the fresh smell of the woods was refreshing, we dismounted, placed our machines against a tree trunk, and sat down.

There was a summer warmth in the air; the little forest birds hopped from bough to bough chirping and pluming themselves, and the low rustle of the leaves was as the sighing of the sea.

I asked whether she was not fatigued, but she answered in the negative, laughing lightly.

But you really must be tired, she said. As a rule you men dont rise so early. Was it because you wished to appear amiable towards me?

I — well, I like cycling, I stammered, rather confounded by the directness of her question.

But you havent cycled here before, have you? she asked. I remember one morning you were riding with your friend Colonel Giffard. Your mount was a dark bay.

Yes, I answered, surprised that she should have noticed me. I had not seen her. Then you knew me by sight before your accident — eh?

I had noticed you once or twice, she responded. I always think that you diplomatic people must have an awfully jolly time. You are entirely free; you have always a good set of friends, plenty of gaiety, and nothing to do except to lie to one another artistically.

Well, your description of diplomatic life is certainly flavoured with sarcasm, I said, laughing heartily. You are, however, quite correct when you say that we tell untruths artistically. The greater the liar, the more successful the diplomatist.

Of course, she agreed. If an ambassador always told the truth hed have to present his letters of recall within a week. From my own observation Ive come to the conclusion that a diplomatist must possess absolutely no conscience, and be unscrupulous alike towards both friends and enemies.

No, no, I protested, we are really not all like that. Compelled as we are to protect the interests of the country we represent, we endeavour always to do so by fair means. But when we have in active opposition to us enemies who will not hesitate at the meanest action in order to attain their own ends, we are then compelled to act smartly, even if it savours of dishonesty, for the purpose of outwitting them.

The crowd of Ambassadors at the Court of Berlin always amuse me, she said. Each one is trying to get the better of his friend, and the Emperor treats the whole assembly as so many toys. He once told me that the Court would be very dull if it were not for their eternal scrambling over one another.

He was quite right, I laughed. Nevertheless I suppose we are among the necessary evils in the world. If there was no diplomacy we should have war to-morrow.

Certainly, she answered, growing in an instant serious. I was, of course, only chaffing. Sometimes the bickering in diplomatic circles presents a very undignified spectacle to a monarch, although in these unsettled days when you English have to cope with France and Russia combined together, with considerable ill-will in Berlin, it behoves you to have your wits ever ready. I often think we are within measurable distance of war.

Why? I inquired quickly.

She sat pensive, her tiny feet in shabby shoes stretched forth beneath the rather short skirt sadly frayed at the hem. She had apparently allowed the remark to slip unwisely from her lips, and was hesitating, her face now grave, now sensitive, now touched with that mysterious exultation that glows through the histories of the saints, that shines from dusty tapestries, that hides in the dim faces carved on shrines.

I hear ominous predictions, she answered in a low tone, and I thought I detected that she shuddered. If there is war, it will be with England. The Powers will unite to crush her.

I turned my eyes upon hers seriously. Was it not strange that she should tell me this; that she should thus refer to the terrible dread which was at that moment consuming us at the Legation; that she should utter the prophecy which I knew, alas! to be too true.

She gazed at me steadily, her dark luminous eyes unwavering. Could it be that she knew of the inexplicable theft of the document from the despatch box, and that she, like myself, was dreading its dire result?

The theft was, of course, known to King Leopold, but he had vowed solemnly to Sir John Drummond to say no word of it, even to his intimates. None knew of it outside the Legation, yet throughout her whole conversation there was a note of warning.

Had she, a princess, received secret information that war with England was imminent, and as my friend, found a means of warning me?

Do you really think that England is so isolated as is generally believed? I inquired.

Yes, she answered, with a strange hard look. All your clever diplomacy has been frustrated by the machinations of your ingenious enemies, and at this moment England is in gravest peril.


XII. — A DESPATCH FROM DOWNING-STREET
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AT NOON THAT same day I was standing at the window of Sir Johns private room at the Legation, looking moodily out upon the wide handsome Rue de la Loi, that long straight thoroughfare which runs up to the park wherein the recent International Exhibition was held, and where its imposing buildings still stand. It was a big brown room, well carpeted and lined with books; a room wherein many a consultation had taken place regarding Englands policy towards the Powers. The Legation is a corner building, its front facing upon a courtyard in the Rue de Spa, its rear overlooking the main thoroughfare up which the electric trams continually pass.

Graves, the foreign service messenger, had arrived from London, and the despatch-box he had brought stood unopened upon Sir Johns table. I had given the formal receipt for it, and Graves was lunching after his journey. The Ambassador alone held the key, and he was down at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The messenger had announced that the despatches were of importance, therefore I had sent word to the Chief by telephone of their arrival.

As I stood at the window reflecting upon the pleasant morning I had spent in the Bois, Sir John suddenly entered in hot haste, wishing me good morning, and at once breaking the seals and unlocking the box.

Inside were two envelopes. One a pale blue one, rather bulky, and the other white, with a conspicuous blue cross upon it. Sir John tore the latter open, and eagerly read its contents. I knew by its appearance that it was one of those private notes written by the hand of the Marquess of Macclesfield himself, which direct the policy of the greatest empire in the world.

The Ambassador read it through, and as he did so sunk heavily into his chair, his face set, his grey brows knit, his hand clenched.

Nothing serious, I hope, I ventured to remark.

Serious! he echoed. The outlook grows blacker every moment. Yesterday intelligence was received through our Secret Service in Paris that a great sensation has been caused in the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs by some discovery, of what nature it could not be accurately ascertained. Then after a pause, the Ambassador added: We, however, know too well, Crawford. The stolen correspondence has, as I feared, reached Paris. If so, we are powerless. War must ensue.

Accursed thieves! I ejaculated, recollecting how ingeniously the file of papers had been extracted from the locked box. The mystery is utterly without solution. Ive tried to form some theory day by day, but have failed. In all quarters where I have made secret inquiries my efforts have been entirely futile. We have absolutely no clue on which to base a suspicion.

But at either the French or Russian Embassies they know something of it, the Ambassador said, resting his troubled brow upon his hand in thought. If the correspondence has reached Paris, then it passed through the French Embassy. Have you kept your ears open in that quarter?

I have done all that can be done, I answered. My work, however, is not yet finished.

Strive on, he urged impatiently. Strive on, night and day. Remember in this affair not only is my personal honour at stake, but the honour of Belgium, and, what is greater to all of us, the honour of the Queens Empire. The mystery must be solved.

I nodded without replying.

When you were in London the other day, in consultation with the Chief, did he make any further explanation of the reason which first prompted him to send me here? I asked, after a long pause.

No, why?

Because, I said, because he alone knows more than we are aware. There is some reason why he preserves silence upon a fact which is of greatest importance to us. Indeed, it is more than likely that were he to relate all he knows we might conclude this inquiry in a few hours.

What do you mean? cried Sir John, quickly, in a resentful tone. You surely do not charge the Marquess of Macclesfield with concealing some fact to the detriment of his country? This is not like you, Crawford.

I remembered that the mysterious death of poor Gordon was a secret between the Marquess and myself, and saw that if I pursued the topic further I should be obliged to make some explanation. Therefore I remained silent.

I cant understand your reason for speaking in this manner, continued the Ambassador, puzzled. All that is known at the Foreign Office is known to us. Are we not in hourly communication with Downing Street?

I admitted that we were, but pointed out that no assistance had been given us in the prosecution of the inquiry. The despatch-box from which the file of papers had been stolen had been returned, and was in a cupboard opposite to where I stood.

They rely entirely upon us, Crawford, the Minister replied. I am not satisfied. We are not sufficiently active in the matter.

This observation angered me. Since the theft had become known I had left no stone unturned to fathom the mystery. I had, by constantly seeking the society of the French and Russian attaches, personal friends of mine, and rather good fellows, learnt a good deal of the undercurrents in progress, yet no word had been dropped to cause me to suspect that they were in the secret of the theft.

In a Continental capital there are many mysterious ways by which the shrewd diplomatist can ascertain what is in the wind, and as that had been part of my duty for the past five years I was pretty well versed in the art of learning our opponents business.

I own myself baffled, I answered quietly. Nevertheless, the course of my inquiries must be patient and diligent. I shall not fail through inactivity, I can assure you.

Ah! no, Crawford, he exclaimed quickly. Do not misunderstand me. I am, perhaps, too impatient. Work on, and remember that you are working to clear your countrys honour.

And glancing at the other bulky packet he tossed it into a drawer. Its envelope showed that the papers were unimportant ones, and the second secretary of Legation would deal later with them. Again he re-read those uneven lines of writing, scribbled by the hand that controlled Englands destiny, then striking a vesta he lit the despatch at the corner and held it until it was consumed. The secret correspondence from the Marquess to the various Ambassadors of the Queen is always destroyed immediately, as some of it might prove extremely compromising.

I lunched at home at my rooms, and at 4 that afternoon strolled to the Cafe Metropole, the fine, handsomely decorated place on the Boulevard Anspach, for there I was almost certain to meet somebody or other I knew. A good many of the diplomatic circle lounge there in the afternoon, for of late it had become the cosmopolitan rendesvous of Brussels, even more so than the cafe of the Grand Hotel opposite. I was not disappointed, for as I entered I was hailed by Paul Yermoloff, the second secretary of the Russian Legation, a dark-moustached, good-looking man of 40, who was sitting at one of the little tables smoking with his colleague Gregorovitch, the honorary attache.

Ah, my dear Crawford, the firstnamed cried, extending his hand, late to-day. Do the difficulties of England require so much adjustment that you cannot get down to the Boulevards at the usual hour?

No, I laughed, seating myself in the third chair, and taking a cigarette he offered. Truth to tell Ive had a siesta.

The British lion has been napping, laughed Gregorovitch.

It isnt often he has a nap, I said, but today, with this overcast weather — phew!

And after late hours last night, and the pretty Princess Melanie, Yermoloff added.

At mention of her name I felt my face suffusing. Then their lynx eyes had not failed to notice me with her. I had no wish to be chaffed about her, but to resent it would be, I knew, to show my hand.

Why, what about the Princess? I asked with affected innocence.

Nothing. Only shes very beautiful, responded Yermoloff. Weve just been speaking of her, and congratulating you upon your taste.

Yes, I said. There can be no two opinions regarding her beauty. Does she often come to Brussels?

Twice a year, he answered. But take my advice, my dear follow, and dont have very much to do with her.

Why?

Serge will tell you. He knows her best, answered, the Russian, who was at one and the same time my personal friend and my diplomatic enemy.

Well, exclaimed Gregorovitch, stroking his blonde moustache with a rather foppish air, I do happen to know something of her Highness, and what I know of her isnt very creditable.

Tell me, I exclaimed, intensely interested.

The two men exchanged glances, the meaning of which remained to me a mystery, although I did not fail to notice it.

Well, the other answered, shes rather fond of taking up a man for a week or so and then giving him the cut direct, or else bringing him into public derision. She is lovely, but a Royalty as she is she is aware of the exact estimate of her beauty. By the Virgin! Why, there isnt a prouder woman in the whole of the Courts of Europe than Melanie of Hapsburg.

What he alleged might be true, but I certainly had found her the very reverse of proud.

I dont think theres much fear that shell take me up, I laughed lightly. Men in the diplomatic circle are too small a fry.

Ah, no. Youre mistaken, Gregorovitch said. There was an incident in Berlin when I was there which didnt altogether enhance her worth in the eyes of those who knew the truth. She flirted outrageously with young Prince Ostrowsky, one of the honorary attaches of our Embassy, and when one day at a garden-party given by the Empress he grew affectionate and spoke to her of love she flew into a sudden passion and denounced poor Ostrowsky before about a dozen people, including the Empress herself. So overwhelmed with shame and chargrin was the unfortunate attache that he resigned at once, and went back to Petersburg.

I have heard, I said, that she has a secret lover somewhere.

Of course, answered Yermoloff. Thats well known. According to common gossip she meets him at night somewhere along the Boulevard Waterloo. It is said that shes been seen with him lately, and that hes a shabby-genteel, hulking, ruffianly-looking fellow.

Quite romantic, I laughed.

Romantic! ejaculated Gregorovitch, who seemed somehow to hold her in abhorrence. Two or three men I know are laying their heads together to watch for the mysterious lover, and find out who he really is. It would be interesting to know.

I pricked up my ears at this statement. If this were so, then I must warn her.

Rather good fun, I said, smiling. Is he supposed to be a German, or Belgian?

Nobody knows, replied my companion. Thats just what we want to find out.

But has she actually been seen with him? I inquired.

Most certainly. When she was here six months ago, the same story was about. The Baroness de Melreux has actually seen them together.

And you believe her? I asked, deprecatingly.

I remembered the Princess words regarding that irresponsible butterfly of fashion.

My dear fellow, said Gregorovitch, raising his shoulders slightly, the Baroness is always good fun, even if shes given to slight exaggerations of the truth.

You put it politely, I laughed. No, my dear Gregorovitch, one should always take the statements of the merry little Baroness in homeopathic doses and with the proverbial grain of salt. Shes always full of some scandal or the other.

Scandal which generally turns out to have some foundation in fact, Yermoloff remarked.

Then you really believe in this story of a secret lover? I observed.

There seems little doubt about it, my friend replied. But why are you so anxious, my dear Crawford? Surely you havent fallen a victim to her charms. She looked lovely last night in blue, dazzling enough to bewitch any man.

No fear. Im too old a diplomat, I assured him. I saw that in order to disarm the suspicion of these men I must act with extreme caution and finesse. It was to my interest to retain their friendship, for from them I often gathered very valuable facts. They were a pair of self-conceited, foppish gallants who, in their boastful moments, frequently told me things which were of greatest use to us at our Legation. Times without number had I carefully led the conversation up to the political crisis, but had each time become convinced that they knew nothing of the theft of that file of correspondence, otherwise they must have uttered some boast or other and thus betrayed their knowledge. Their belief in the supremacy of Russia was sublime. But why, I wondered, did they both speak of the Princess with such ill-will?

I smoked on, chatting still upon the same subject. They took a keen delight in chaffing me about my long talk with her and our dance together, declaring that I, like all the rest, had fallen deeply in love with her. Against this allegation I, of course, protested strongly. She had treated me with common courtesy, I said, and I had merely returned it. I laughed heartily at their suggestion that I was in love with her, and in return declared that they were both jealous that she should have singled me out for notice.

No, dont think that, my dear Crawford, Yermoloff answered in his soft, easy way, smiling through the cigarette smoke. On the contrary, I should regret very much if she were to endeavour to patronise me, for I really fear I should be rude to her.

Why?

But he shrugged his shoulders with that expressive air of mystery which all Russians can assume at will, and his mouth remained closed. Neither would he explain the cause of their extreme antagonism. But the fact was plain. For some inexplicable reason they hated her.

At 6 oclock we rose and went forth on to the Boulevard again. It was pleasant there in the sunset hour. Men were crying the Soir and the Independance, and the hand-barrows advertising the cafe concerts were being trundled slowly by. My companions hailed a cab, and were driven away to the Gare du Nord, where they were to meet a friend, while I strolled along to the Bourse, where I could obtain a tram that would set me down outside my own rooms in the Place Louise, for the open trams in Brussels are in summer even more pleasant than the fiacres.

Outside the Bourse, at the street corner, I halted to buy a paper at the kiosque, when a man passed me whose figure in an instant struck me as familiar. I looked after him. He was well dressed, above the average height, and wore a silk hat and frock coat which gave him the stamp of a business man. The face was rather a full one, with a fair pointed beard, ruddy cheeks and eyes a trifle strange in their expression. He wore, I thought, a curious, inquisitive look as he passed me.

Then suddenly I recollected. That man had been sitting alone near us in the cafe, and possibly, if he understood English, had overheard some part of our conversation.

But at the same moment that this fact became impressed upon me another, still stranger, caused me to hold my breath in wonder.

The silhouette was identical. He was the man, who so silent and plainly clad, had passed through the Moorish lounge at the Palace on the previous night. He was the unexpected stranger whom the Princess Melanie held in such mortal dread.


XIII. — THE ROSE OF LOVE
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AS USUAL I cycled next morning to our appointed rendezvous, seated myself, and patiently smoked, my eyes eager for the approach of the first tram-car. At last it came, its alarm bell ringing violently; the passengers alighted and one by one dispersed, but to my disappointment my divinity was not among them.

Perhaps she had risen late, and would come by the next car, therefore I returned to my seat, and possessed my soul in patience, full of reflections upon the events of the past few days. That man who had sat in the Metropole on the previous afternoon was most probably her mysterious lover about whom gossip talked, and it seemed very possible that, having detected me with her on the night of the State ball, he was now keeping a strict observation upon me in order to ascertain whether we met. I held this man in instinctive dislike. Why, I could not tell. There was nothing really evil about the expression on his face. On the contrary he was a rubicund, rather merry-looking man of perhaps forty, whose appearance gave me the impression that his sleekness was due to a fondness of good living. So far from being a hulking, low-born hanger-on, as I had pictured him, he seemed a rather gentle manly fellow of the superior commercial class.

I sat endeavouring to analyse my feelings towards him, and at length came to the conclusion that my antagonism was due solely and entirely to jealousy. Had I met that man in the ordinary way I should have undoubtedly become friendly with him. There are men one meets who become instantly ones friends. He was one of those.

Presently the second tram drew up at the entrance to the Bois, but she came not, and although I waited fully an hour until the liver brigade began to assemble — Belgians in riding breeches cut in imitation of the English, and hats of antiquated type, a few of the gayer youth of the city, and a sprinkling of stolid Flemish merchants — I remained in vain. The morning was, as is usual in June, bright and beautiful; therefore, feeling reassured that she had been prevented from keeping her appointment by unforeseen circumstances, I mounted my machine, and rode the whole circuit of the Bois, my eyes ever on the alert for her.

That she would not willingly disappoint me I felt certain; therefore her absence puzzled me, and caused me to wonder whether instead of keeping her appointment she had met that man who was her lover. Twice I made a complete tour of the pretty wood, but saw nothing of her, and at last in deep disappointment turned, and was on my way out when, of a sudden, I discerned a man mounted on a fine bay trotting along the leafy ride running parallel with the road, and half-hidden from it by the bushes and trees. He wore a straw hat and black coat, and rode exceedingly well in military style. His height attracted me, and I noticed that he had a light pointed beard. Our eyes met, and then in a moment I recognised in him the man whom the Princess held in mortal dread — the man who was her lover.

He looked fixedly at me for a few seconds, and I thought I detected a smile of triumph on his lips. But in a moment he had trotted past, and without turning I rode forward down the Avenue towards my own rooms. The thought struck me that he had come there to watch my movements, and to ascertain whether I met the woman who held me spellbound. It seemed suspiciously as though he had.

I spent the morning at the Legation attending to some correspondence, and not having finished it, returned there after luncheon.

About 4, having completed the work I had in hand, I descended the stairs to go, when standing in the court-yard outside was one of the royal carriages, the footman waiting motionless and statuesque upon the steps. On passing the door of the drawing-room female voices and light laughter sounded, and peering within I saw that Lady Drummond had a caller. The latter, sitting near the window, wore a smart costume of prune with a large black hat, and as I looked in her gaze suddenly met mine. It was the Princess Melanie.

Ah! she cried, raising her hand to me gladly. There is Msieur Crawford! Good afternoon.

Good afternoon, Princess! I exclaimed, advancing towards her and taking her proffered hand with a feigned formality. She was purely formal towards me, therefore I saw that she had some motive. As far as I was aware this was her first call upon Lady Drummond, and the latter, honoured by the attention, seemed greatly surprised that we should be acquainted.

Oh, yes, the Princes said, in response to an observation by her ladyship. Msieur Crawford is my very good friend. Then, glancing at me with a meaning look, she added, He was in Vienna, you know.

Ah! of course, answered Lady Drummond, who, truth to tell, had been extremely kind to me. She was an ideal Ambassadors wife, and was held in highest esteem by all the staff. More than once, at the various capitals where her husband had been Charge dAffaires for her Majesty, Envoy Extraordinary, she had been confidante and adviser of an attache or a secretary who had got into feminine entanglement. As we chatted she glanced from her visitor to myself, and knowing her shrewdness I feared that she guessed the truth. Our gossip was, however, on trivialities. Melanie, it appeared, had called, on her mothers behalf, to invite the Ambassador and his wife to dine with them at the Palace on the following Sunday, and in the invitation Giffard and myself were included.

I thanked her in terms of distant formality, addressing her as Highness, which is unusual according to German etiquette. Tea was brought, and as I handed her her cup she raised her eyes to mine with an amused expression. I longed to ask her why she had not met me that morning, but to speak familiarly was, in these circumstances, impossible. The Hapsbourgs were the proudest family in Europe, and Lady Drummond, a polished diplomatist herself, treated her with the same etiquette as she would the Queen of the Belgians.

At length, after quite a long gossip, during which time we had been joined by Sir John, who, however, had been again called away to keep an appointment, she rose to go. When she did so I saw how beautiful was her costume. It was of dark prune cloth, braided with black upon a groundwork of cream satin; a strikingly handsome dress which only a princess could wear, a dress which fitted without a wrinkle, and was the latest triumph of one or other of the man-dressmakers in the Rue de la Paix.

If you will remain one moment I will obtain for your Highness the address of that shop in Bond-street, Lady Drummond said, as she passed out hastily into the adjoining room.

The instant she had gone my companion turned to me quickly and whispered — 

Forgive me. I could not come to the Bois this morning. To-morrow, too, I am prevented. Youll excuse me, will you not?

But I must see you, I said earnestly. I have something of importance to say.

She glanced at me in quick surprise.

Cannot you tell me now? she asked.

No. I must meet you. Whatever appointment you can make I am at your disposal.

She reflected for an instant.

Then to-night, she answered. Meet me in the Wauxhall Gardens, close to the band-stand, at 9. I will wear a white blouse, and you will discover me by that. Till then good-bye.

At that instant her ladyship returned with a card, and a few moments later I took formal leave of the woman I loved standing on the steps with the wife of my chief and bowing to her as her fine equipage swept out of the gate.

Yes, the more I reflected, the plainer it became that she was not averse to this mild flirtation going on between us. That she did flirt with me was without doubt; and of course with that quick instinct possessed by every woman from peasant to princess she was fully aware of my overwhelming passion for her.

I had no idea you were so friendly with the Princess Melanie, her ladyship remarked, as we went inside together. She is most beautiful. But of course the House of Hapsbourg has always been famous for the loveliness of its women.

Yes, I said, recollecting the well-known legend of the Castle of Brandenburg, how when the great old fortress-home of the Hapsbourgs was besieged by the bloody Duc de Nevers in 1554, Ann, Princess of Hapsbourg, is said to have entered with her husband the high round tower that watches over the Moselle, resolved to participate in its defence, and to animate the defenders by her presence. Her beauty was renowned throughout Europe, and for months the castle withstood the siege. At last, however, outnumbered by the Franks, the garrison, including the Prince, after a most heroic and desperate resistance, perished to a man, the unhappy widowed Princess being left as solo survivor. Determined not to fall into the hands of the enraged and brutal soldiery, she threw herself from the summit of the tower in full sight of the besiegers, and was dashed to pieces on the rocks below.

She has a charming manner, went on her ladyship. So ingenuous and unassuming. Im perfectly delighted with her.

This is her first call, is it not? I inquired.

Yes. She has been in Brussels with her mother many times, but they are very exclusive, and scarcely call on anyone — except, of course, at the German Embassy. Shes a most sociable girl, and Im charmed to know her.

I smiled within myself. What would her ladyship have thought had she known that we were in the habit of cycling together at an hour when the majority of people were not yet awake. What would she have thought if she had known of the appointment we had made in that instant when she was in the adjoining room; or of the fact that she was to wear a white blouse that evening in order that I might the more readily recognise her in the shadow of the trees. I was compelled to remain silent in order to avoid compromising her, for she was princess of an imperial house while I was a humble member of her Majestys Diplomatic Service. I had promised to remain loyal to her.

The night was brilliant and starlit when I entered that enclosed part of the Royal Park known as Wauxhall — where on summer evenings the orchestra of the opera plays on the al fresco stage, and the haut monde of Brussels sit beneath the trees at the hundreds of little tables taking their after-dinner coffee and liqueurs. Of all the many diversions in the Belgian capital it is perhaps the most chic and the most enjoyable, for the music is invariably excellent, and the crowd always a well-dressed one. The tourist who spends his week in Brussels does not patronise a mere orchestral concert; he prefers the cafes where variety entertainments are provided, and where ENTRANCE FREE is written up in bold capitals. Hence Wauxhall is purely Belgian.

I found a table unoccupied at the further end, beyond the stage and somewhat in the shadow, therefore I took it and ordered some coffee, hoping that I should meet no friends and be compelled to join them. It was delightfully cool and fresh there after the heat of the day, and I sat drinking in the air, enjoying my cigar to the full. I had had a heavy day, and that relaxation was doubly gratifying. The whole of the white facade of the Theatre du Parc opposite was outlined by light in white globes and everywhere in the vicinity of the orchestra was brilliant illumination, but where I sat was beyond the zone of light, for I had chosen that spot in order that none should observe me. Among that after-dinner crowd of women in evening toilettes and well-dressed men there were many with whom I was acquainted, and if, for example, one man fastened himself upon me I might lose my opportunity of speaking with her.

At length, after straining my eyes long and vainly into the stream of constant arrivals, I saw a female figure in black hat, wearing a dead white blouse of soft silk, and at once rose to meet her. She wore a thick veil, and at first I hesitated to speak, not being quite certain as to her identity. She noticed this, and laughing at the completeness of her disguise greeted me and seated herself at my table.

That veil is excellent, I said, joining in her laughter. I should never have recognised you.

I borrowed one of my maids blouses, she explained. There are many women here I know, and some are very sharp to detect any bodice they have seen before.

Will anyone be likely to recognise you here? I asked.

Ah! Perhaps they might, she said, glancing round in apprehension. Theres the Countess Lunssens over there, she added, indicating an old lady in gay bonnet of steel spangles and roses, chatting to an officer. Yes it will be better to get away from here.

Therefore we rose again and strolled away into the dark shadows beneath the trees. It was strange and exciting, this clandestine meeting, but she was veiled, and we both congratulated ourselves that she was beyond recognition. Into that dark avenue only one or two couples had strayed, and we were practically alone. The band was playing Saint-Saens Danse Macabre, and through the trees, where the lights twinkled, came the distant roar of the city and the rattle of cabs in the Rue Royale.

The palace was close by. Indeed she had only to cross the road and traverse the park to meet me. She had, she explained, escaped immediately after dinner, her maid alone being in the secret of her absence; and then she chatted to me with that light vivacity which was in itself plain proof of how delighted she was to walk there. I had been egotistical enough to flatter myself that she was not averse to my company, and now it seemed as though she remained in rapturous contentment.

In the gloom we found a seat and sat down.

She was discussing her visit to Lady Drummond, and expressing herself surprised to find her so pleasant.

I had been told, she said, that your Ambassadors wife was rather masculine, and I abominate masculine women. But I found her the exact opposite. She was extremely agreeable.

It was your first call? I suggested.

Yes, she answered. Then, after a pause she faltered, I did not go exactly to visit her, you know. I thought perhaps I might possibly meet you, and I wanted to see you.

Why? I inquired, rather abruptly I am afraid.

Well, she responded in a voice of hesitation, first I feel convinced that we are friends — is that not so?

If I may be your true friend, Princess, I said. I shall esteem your trust the greatest honour you can bestow upon me.

Thank you, she said quietly. I believe entirely that you are a man of honour. Do not think I speak to you thus without having made inquiries. Your past has shown that I, a woman who is in a dire dilemma, may trust you.

You can implicitly, I answered fervently. I assure you of that. You say you are in a dilemma, I went on, puzzled. How can I assist you?

Ah, no. Not now, she replied in a rather strained voice. No, not yet. What I wanted to ask you was whether, if I desired your help, you would give it to me; whether you would act in blind obedience to my wishes?

Princess, I said, in deep earnestness, I am a diplomatist — one who to your eyes must be but a spy and a liar by profession. Well, my oath to my Queen entails the combating of the machinations of unscrupulous enemies, and when fair means fail we are compelled to resort to those unfair. Towards you, however, I assure you that if ever I can render you a service you have only to command me.

And if that service were a difficult one — a very difficult one? she asked, almost in a whisper, as she bent towards me, peering eagerly into my face. What then?

That makes no difference, I answered, firmly. To serve you is the greatest desire of my life.

She sighed heavily, and seemed strangely uneasy.

In what dilemma do you find yourself? I went on. Tell me. Perhaps I can assist you now.

Impossible, she responded. Some day, however, I shall call upon you to redeem your promise.

Put me to the test, I cried passionately. You will not find me fail.

Ah! she said, again sighing. It is strange that we should meet like this, you and I; strange that having only known you for so short a time I should speak thus to you. I fear you must think me very capricious.

Our talks are most delightful to me, I declared. I only fear that my companionship may bore you.

She laughed a little musical laugh.

If so, then why did you ask me to see you tonight? she inquired.

Because I have something to say to you, I replied, in a moment serious. Do not think me inquisitive, for I admit that I have no right whatever to obtrude in your private affairs.

Are we not friends? she interrupted quickly.

Certainly, I said. But this matter is of so delicate a nature that were it not imperative I should hesitate to speak of it.

No, she said, interested. Tell me. What is it?

You will remember the night of the ball. Before we parted we encountered a tall, fair-bearded man, who looked at you with a curious glance and passed on.

She started perceptibly.

Yes, yes. And what of him? she gasped.

That man, whoever he is, has been following me of late, I said, simply.

Following you! she cried. Has he, then, dared to — —

But she stopped short without finishing her sentence. In her anger she had almost given me an explanation, and only drew herself up just in time.

I thought it wise to tell you of this, and to ask your advice, I went on, as calmly as I could, adding: And again, there is one other matter, for mentioning which I hope you will forgive me.

There is nothing to forgive between friends, she responded.

Well, briefly it is this, I said. In certain circles, where gossip circulates and names are bandied about freely, there is a report current that you meet clandestinely some male acquaintance on certain nights in the Boulevard Waterloo, and elsewhere. I do not demand to know whether this is truth or not, I added, hoarsely. I have no right to make such inquiry.

And supposing it to be actually the truth? she asked quickly, in a rather resentful tone. What then?

There is a secret conspiracy on foot against you, I said in a very quiet tone. It is intended one night to follow you to the place of assignation, and there discover you with your — —

With my lover, she said, finishing my sentence. Yes, I know full well your thoughts, msieur.

It is suggested that you love this man, I declared quite plainly.

So my enemies are plotting to create a scandal about me! she exclaimed, with quick warmth. There is, I suppose, not sufficient scandal in Brussels, therefore they must needs invent more. They would blast the reputation of every honest woman. When did you learn this?

Only yesterday, I answered. It was the duty of a friend to warn you, even though it be a painful task.

She was pensive for a long time. There was an interval in the music, and all was calm and peaceful in the half-darkness where we sat.

Then, turning to me, she suddenly grasped my hand warmly in hers, saying:

In giving me this warning you have rendered me a great service — how great you cannot dream. Believe me, I shall never forget it — never.

And there was a strange catch in her voice which I knew to be due to emotion which she had striven in vain to repress.


XIV. — THE EVIL OF THE HAPSBOURGS
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WE REMAINED SILENT, both too full of thoughts for utterance. The orchestra had struck up again, and was playing a bright air from the Coupe du Roi de Thule of Diaz, and the shadowy figures that had wandered past us during the interval were now returning to that gay circle of light where the fashionable chatterers were sitting lazily beneath the trees.

I am glad that I have been able to render you my first service, Princess, I exclaimed at length in a low voice.

She was sitting beside me immovable, gazing straight before her, her breast now and then heaving and falling beneath the thin white blouse. Once I thought she had involuntarily murmured some incoherent words, but next instant I doubted whether it had not been the rustling of the treetops. She was greatly agitated at the discovery of this conspiracy to unmask her, and had sat rigid and silent as if trying to devise some plan of action.

I can only thank you, msieur, she answered at last, in a voice which sounded sweet and musical. The world is very ungenerous towards a woman, be she a work-girl or a princess. I have often thought that the women of the people have a far happier time than we who are ever in the lurid glare of publicity. Indeed, perhaps you would not believe it, but when driving out on Sundays I have often envied the young shopgirl contentedly walking on her lovers arm, for she is free to love or to hate, and she can enjoy the pleasures of life untrammelled and unfettered. She has no fear of scandal, or of the idle, envenomed gossip of jealous women. The world is hers, and she enjoys it to the full, even though she works for her bread and her happiness may not be unmixed with tears.

I expressed myself fully in accord with her views. Never had the rigidity of life in the royal circle been so vividly brought before me as at that moment, for were not her words in themselves an admission that this man she met clandestinely was actually her lover? Her voice, too, was the voice of a woman overwhelmed by grief, distressed, rendered desperate.

You are upset to-night, I said, bending to her in a half-whisper. Will you not allow me to assist you?

No, she answered, despairingly. I fear you cannot at present. In you I have, I know, a friend — one in whom I can trust, and one with whom my secret is safe.

The secret of your love? I suggested.

My love! she echoed. No, no. Not my love — my hatred.

Your hatred? I exclaimed. I do not understand.

Of course not. How should you when you are still in ignorance.

But every woman must love once in her life, I said.

And love very frequently brings to her unhappiness, she observed philosophically.

I trust that is not your experience, I responded.

Her breast beneath the thin silken blouse again rose and fell slowly. I could not distinguish her face behind the thick veil in that deep shadow of the trees, but I had an instinctive feeling that tears were in her eyes.

I sometimes think, she said in a strained tremulous voice, that every woman has a birthright of woe.

You speak as though you were oppressed by some burden of unhappiness, I said softly. May I know the truth now that I am your friend? May I not help you?

No, she answered firmly, sighing as she shook her head. It is utterly impossible — utterly. The complications are so bewildering and the circumstances so strange that you could never believe the truth. It would appear to you far too romantic — too unreal.

But tell me one thing, I urged. That man who was present at the ball — who is he?

That man! she gasped, trembling. That man is my — — But she stopped short, and held her breath. No! No! she cried a moment later. You promised blind obedience to my wish, therefore remain patient at present. Ask me no question.

I saw how agitated she was, how strangely despairing, how utterly desperate. She was just as an ordinary woman haunted by some terrible ever-present dread, fearing every moment that some long-expected blow should fall and crush her. Loving her so fondly as I did, my heart went forth to her. I could not bear to see her thus anxious and consumed by fear, and longed to be able to pour forth my declaration of devotion. Yet I hesitated. The difference in our stations formed a gulf which could never be bridged. Even if I were a millionaire I could never aspire to the hand of a princess of the House of Hapsbourg.

I ask the question, I said, because I, humble man that I am, have your welfare at heart.

Ah, I am confident that you have, she answered with an air of gracious acknowledgment of my tribute. Our acquaintanceship has not been of long duration, but I know you sufficiently well to be aware that we are, shall be, the firmest of friends. At present my future is but a black out-look, but some day I trust its aspect will change.

A black outlook! What do you mean? I asked quickly, much puzzled. The idea of the future of the smart and beautiful Princess Melanie being other than happy seemed impossible. Throughout Europe she was noted for the smartness of her toilettes and the sweetness of her face. At Court every one believed her to be merry, irresponsible, and utterly heartless where mans affections were concerned. People had talked, and the papers had gossiped about a projected alliance between the Hapsbourgs and the royal family of Italy; but those who knew said that Melanie had treated the young prince — who was a prig at best — with scant favour, and that after a month at Brandenberg he had gone back to Rome very much disconcerted, while she had openly declared herself glad to get rid of him.

It is impossible for you to understand my position, she declared. That it is a grave one — a very grave one — is all that I dare tell you. Someday you may perhaps know the truth. Then you will recognise what I feel to-night in thus gaining your friendship.

If it is gratifying to you it is the more gratifying to me, I blurted forth. All that I fear is that I am unworthy to be your Highnesss friend and confidant.

Ah, no, she protested. I do not extend friendship to all and sundry. People say, I think, that I am proud and exclusive, and that I retain the ancient hauteur of my House. That is what I have been always taught to do. I have been told from my earliest girlhood that, as a royal princess, I am of different blood to the people, and that the latter are of no account in our world. I used, in my girlish ignorance, to think so until a couple of years ago.

And you have now formed a different opinion, I observed.

Certainly.

I was puzzled to know whether this tall, fair-bearded man who had crossed the Moorish room in the Palace noiseless as a shadow, and who had taken such intense interests in my movements, was actually the man she met so often at night. Surely it could not be, for she had declared that she hated him. Why, I wondered.

The man whose presence at the ball caused you so much anxiety was in the Bois this morning, I said. Perhaps it was as well that you did not cycle with me there.

It was for that very reason I did not come, she answered. I had obtained previous knowledge of his intention.

I cannot stifle a suspicion that he has some sinister design upon me, I said.

Sinister design? What do you suspect?

That he might be consumed by jealousy if, for example, he saw us as we are now, sitting here, like lovers, I answered abruptly.

But you surely do not think that he is my lover, do you? she cried, dismayed.

I admitted that I had believed him to be.

No, she assured me with a harsh laugh. There has never been love between us — only hatred — a bitter, deadly hatred which was once near culminating in a tragedy.

Her words increased my curiosity. There was here some remarkable mystery of the undercurrent of the highest circle of society in Europe. Who, I wondered, could this man be?

From your words, Princess, one would almost imagine that love had never entered your heart, I said.

It is legendary that the love of the Hapsbourgs is always ill-fated. In the annals of our House are many love-romances — some with very sad denouements. It is a saying, too, that a dark Hapsbourg brings ill-fortune.

You are a dark Hapsbourg, I said gravely.

Unfortunately, yes, she answered, in a rather strained, unnatural tone.

But those who have beauty never bring ill luck is an old saying of the peasantry down in Tuscany, I said cheerfully. It nevertheless pains me to know that you are troubled by this mysterious dilemma in which you find yourself to-night. I only wish you would allow me to render you some help. Do, I urged.

Why? she inquired, after a moments pause, as she turned towards me.

Because — because — — But I hesitated in confusion. I feared to speak those words which rose so readily to my lips, although I had striven so hard to repress them.

She was sitting beside me erect, motionless, her head turned towards me in an attitude of surprise. She had raised her veil because she declared that it stifled her, and was looking at me with those soft dark eyes, so brilliant and beautiful. There was an element of romance in that meeting, and I had scented danger in the secret of our friendship being known to that silent stranger who had sat unnoticed in the Cafe Metropole, and had followed me as far as the Bourse. I felt assured that he harboured some evil intention.

Why are you so anxious to take upon yourself a burden that you might find insupportable? she asked, in a sweet half-reproachful tone.

Because, Princess, I stammered, unable longer to suppress the burning passion within me, forgive me for uttering the truth, but I cannot longer conceal it. It is because I love you!

In an instant she drew away with a little frightened cry, as though in fear of me.

Love! she gasped in a tone of blank surprise? Ah! I have been foolish — very foolish! Why have I allowed you to mistake a purely platonic friendship for flirtation? It is all my fault.

It is not flirtation, I assured her passionately, catching her soft white hand, and holding it tenderly within mine. I know that I am foolish, that these words of mine are sheer madness, and that you, in your position, can never be wife of an humble man like myself. Still, since the first moment that we met I have been drawn towards you irresistibly, and, sleeping or waking, one face has been ever in my dreams, one name ever ringing in my ears — Melanie — Melanie — always Melanie.

No, no, she faltered in a broken voice. You must not speak like that. We may be friends, firm, true friends, but love is utterly impossible.

But hear me! I implored, in a low earnest voice. I cannot be ceremonious with you now that you know the secret which, through so many days, has been wearing out my heart. Do not say that love is impossible. Only give me leave to love you, to think of you as one who in some slight degree reciprocates my passion; give me leave to drop formalities, and call you by your Christian name when we are alone, and I will be satisfied. I will ask no more.

The tiny hand I held trembled. She sighed, and a shudder ran through her slight frame.

Such permission, were I to give it, could only result disastrously, she answered sadly, with a calm philosophy.

But do not withhold it, I cried in an outburst of desperate recklessness. I love you, Melanie, with all my soul. I swear I do. I am yours irrevocably, and for always.

She drew away her hand firmly, and seemed to hold herself up with that proud hauteur which she assumed towards all others save myself.

No, she answered, in a tone of soft tenderness. It is impossible. I regret this very, very deeply, she added, after a moments reflection. The more so because I have looked upon you as my friend — one in whom I had every confidence.

I trust I have given you no offence, I said, apologetically. My words were spontaneous. I tried to suppress them, but the truth of my affection rose involuntarily to my lips.

It is no offence to love, she answered, in a low voice full of emotion. But if you would be my friend, and if you would assist me, do not speak again of affection. Such discussions as this can only be painful to both of us.

Then you do love me a little, I cried, joyously. If you did not it could not pain you. Come, Melanie, I added, again taking her hand, give me permission to love you.

No, no, she cried, hoarsely, suddenly rising to her feet, and again snatching away the hand I had caught. A thousand times, no! Your love for me can only bring disaster to both of us. God knows my life is dark enough, one long interminable tragedy, and I will never sacrifice you as victim. You ask me to encompass you with fatality and evil. But I refuse. We must part. You shall not — you must not love me. I am a dark Hapsburg, and my love is fatal — fatal!


XV. — AN AFFINITY OF SOULS
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AH, NO, PRINCESS! I said, in deepest anxiety and earnestness. Surely your goodwill cannot bring evil upon me? Rather would it render me a better and happier man.

You already have my goodwill, she answered, scarcely above her breath, in a voice which showed how moved she was. I could not disguise from myself that she, although a princess, was nevertheless a woman after all, a woman who yearned for love and tenderness, although oppressed by some mysterious secret of which I was in ignorance. Even in the gloom of night her wondrous beauty, a beauty renowned throughout Europe, shone upon me. Her face was inexpressibly sweet in its sadness. Was there, notwithstanding her refusal, a love-look in those dark, luminous eyes: It was too dark for me to see plainly, but I vaguely believed that there was. Her voice, low and tender, gave proof of it, and I was thereby encouraged.

But it is more than goodwill that I desire, I continued in quick passionate earnestness, utterly reckless of what I said. Indeed, I held both her hands at that moment, and her head was bowed in silence. I love you, Melanie! I love you with all my heart, with all my soul, with all the strength of my being I — —

No! she cried, protestingly. Do not make my burden harder by such words. You do not know — you never will know, I hope, she added, sadly. Mine is a cruel story, and I am glad there is no necessity to speak of it — I only ask your charity, your sympathy. Love between us is impossible.

Yes, I said, in a hoarse voice of disappointment. I know that now I ought to have been self-possessed, and not have pained you thus. I see the immeasurable inferiority of my position and my nature to your own. But, Melanie, I only wanted one hope, one legitimate ambition.

Ah, do not utter such words of reproach, she whispered in an intense whisper. This is as painful to me as to you. If you knew all the truth you would not speak like that. A woman of my birth may love with equal affection to any other.

She lifted her head. Her eyes, dry and calm, rested upon my face. Her countenance was pale, her mouth set with a grave, steady sweetness.

Light rushed in upon my mind in a radiant flood-light and knowledge. I knew she was right. I had looked deep into her sad eyes, read her innermost soul, and found it pure.

In the sphere apart from mine you will meet one more fitting for you, I said in a voice of grief and blank despair. You tell me that love is impossible. If so, then it will be best, best for both of us, if we do not meet again. I must part from you because I love you, and my love might result disastrously for you. Yes, I see it all. If the world knew that I, Philip Crawford, were your lover there would be scandal in the papers, and in your circle you would be laughed to scorn. No, I cannot bear to see you day by day and know that you are not for me. If I were beautiful like you, perhaps I might rejoice in your beauty and your grace without any selfish wish — but I cannot. If you are not to be mine I cannot enjoy your presence. Every charm you have is an added injury, if I am to be indifferent to you.

She covered her eyes with her hands, and her frame was shaken by a sob.

Ah! I went on regretfully, I have made you angry, or wounded you again. It would be so continually were I to stay. I should be giving you offence every hour in the day. Yet I cannot help loving you any more than I can help breathing. This, of course, can be nothing to you, a princess, but it is all my life to me. You have filled every thought of my mind, every vein of my body. How can I separate myself from you?

As I poured out these mad words and much more, a flood of hot and passionate sentences, she slowly recovered her composure. She allowed her hands to remain inertly in mine, and sat listening to me with half-shut eyes.

Melanie, I said, cannot you give me one word of hope to carry with me? I cannot forget you. Surely you have seen my devotion? My mind cannot change. Perhaps I have spoken too soon and too rashly, if so, forgive me.

There is nothing to forgive, she answered once again in a voice blank and melancholy. Her heart beat loudly, the lace ruffles on her bosom trembled, as slowly she lifted her eyes to mine. I knew that her eyes were dimmed by tears.

Give me one single word of hope, Melanie, I implored in earnestness. My love for you is no light fancy of sentimental youth captivated by every fresh face it sees, putting upon each one the colouring of its own imagination, and adoring not what is, but what itself creates; no sudden, selfish, sensuous passion, caring only to attain its object, irrespective of reason, right or conscience; but the strong deep affection of one who has tried to live honourably, and to carry down the traditions of his race.

Yes, yes, I know, she cried, quickly. I am convinced that you are brave, plain-spoken, single-hearted. Would that there were more such men and more such love in the world. You ask for permission to love me, but it is not just to you that I should give it, knowing full well that marriage is not possible, that happiness is barred from us by the difference of our stations.

Then you do not look upon me with disfavour, Melanie? I cried, quickly, overjoyed. Your words betray that your heart is really softened towards me, and that my appeal is not in vain. Tell me that you give me permission to think of you as one who is more than friend — as one dear to me.

She looked again in my face with her honest eyes. Smiling as they were, there was pathos in them — the sadness left by that secret which ever oppressed her.

I know that you are noble, faithful and generous, she answered speaking solemnly, slowly. Therefore if you really desire it I give you that permission.

Ah! I cried in joyous rapture, raising her hand to my lips and kissing it ferverently. You have brought a great gladness to me to-night. I will battle for your sake with all hard fortune, and the world shall know nothing of this secret alliance between us. I love you, Melanie, and I will be ever loyal, ever faithful, ever true.

Her breast slowly rose and fell, and her tiny hand gripped mine tightly in a manner more expressive than words. That pressure upon my fingers was her pledge of faith.

She was perfectly still and silent, looking into my eyes, and I thought that, though it was the same street face, it was different from what it had ever been before; no longer the face of my patrician friend, but the face of one who held me in tender affection — a picture of a womans perfect love.

Again I bent and touched her soft hand with my lips.

To kiss your hand as I do is unbounded joy to me, Melanie, I said, intensely in earnest. For now I feel that you are mine — mine!

Rather regard me as a dear and affectionate friend, she murmured. Do not let us speak of love, but of friendship.

No, I protested, when we are alone together let us speak of our affection under its proper name: real and perfect love. When others are present, however, you may trust me not to betray our secret.

I do trust you, she answered. I trust you implicitly, as one whose prudence and good sense will not allow him to step outside the path of perfectly conventional social intercourse. This secret of our — our — —

Our love, I said.

This secret of our love, she faltered, in a voice so low as to be almost incoherent, must be ours alone.

I swear to you that none shall know, not even my own relatives, I assured her.

I rely upon your secrecy — Philip, she said.

It was the first time she had uttered my name, and it sounded so sweet and soft from her lips.

An instant later, however, she added in a tone calm and serious, There is one other condition that I am forced to impose upon you, and that is that although I give you this permission, which you have sought, I give you no right to question my actions.

I have no right to interfere with your liberty of action, I stammered humbly. Our lives lie apart in entirely different spheres. When, however, you desire my help in any matter you have only to command me, and I will redeem my promise of obedience.

And so in future, she murmured, as if speaking to herself, you are to be my companion — my friend.

More than friend, I said earnestly. Lover. God manifests His will in the flowers, in the light of dawn, in the spring; and love is of his ordaining. There is a holy affinity between our souls, Melanie. In future we cannot be placed apart.

There was a pause. No leaf among the trees stirred. In the midst of that retirement, like a harmony making the silence more complete, rose the low strains of distant music.

She remained with her handsome head bowed, as if, by shading her face, she hoped to conceal her thoughts.

Again I spoke — 

You are silent.

What would you have me say?

I wait for your response.

She hesitated, a deep sigh escaping her.

You have spoken the truth, she answered in a low broken voice, full of emotion. Would that I could also tell you the truth regarding myself. Then happiness would be mine.

Cannot you tell me? I urged.

Alas! no, she answered in the same low voice, shaking her head sadly. It is a secret which even you may not know. Because of it, sorrow and joy mingle within my heart.

You are unhappy, I said, seriously. I know you are terribly unhappy. How can I help you? Surely I may render some assistance? I cannot bear to think of you, the woman I love, weighed down by a burden of sorrow which you are forced to conceal. Has it any connection with that man who discovered us together on that eventful evening at the Palace?

She paused in reflection. Then she answered, very slowly:

Yes, it has.

That man is your enemy, I said.

My bitterest enemy, she admitted.

Who is he?

No, no, she cried quickly, in a voice of alarm. If you love me, then do not endeavour to wring from me my secret. I ask you this one favour. Only myself need suffer — not you.

But you shall not suffer alone, I declared, firmly. Your difficulties are mine. I will share them with you.

But sighing heavily again she shook her head despairingly, and answered:

Some day I may require your aid. Not now. At present no assistance you can give would be availing. I am compelled to suffer alone, and in silence.

Suffer! I cried. I will discover who this man is, and acting independently, free you from his influence.

Ah, no, she cried in quick alarm. He already knows you. If you sought to come between us the consequences would fall upon me — a dire and terrible disaster.

But he is not your lover? I said. You have already denied that.

He is certainly not.

Then his jealousy cannot be aroused if I act as your friend, I pointed out.

The slightest action on your part would suffice to bring upon me a catastrophe complete and terrible, she said hoarsely. He would believe that I had betrayed his secret, and he would not spare me, for he is relentless.

Then you actually live in fear of him? I cried.

I have already told you, she answered. He is my enemy.

And he possesses some power over you?

Yes, an influence which is irresistible.

And you, a princess, are compelled to submit to the will or caprice of this man? I cried fiercely. Surely, there must be some means or other by which you may free yourself from his evil power?

If there were I should instantly avail myself of them, she answered blankly. Heaven knows how I have suffered these past two years. To the world as Princess of Hapsbourg I am believed to be gay and happy, possessed of all that makes life pleasant, and careless of everything; yet beneath that smile of satisfaction, which I am compelled to wear because it is expected of one of blood royal, I carry a heart laden with sorrow and regret, a heart bowed down with grief, remorse, and woe; for I am the most unhappy woman in all the world.

Your life is overshadowed by this man, I said, surprised at this sudden confession of hers. Her voice was low and trembling, showing her dire distress.

It is because I fear exposure, she said, in a strange mechanical voice. And before exposure I would prefer death. He knows that he holds my life in his hands.

Why? I inquired eagerly.

Because rather than bear the opprobrium which he could bring upon me I would kill myself, she cried hoarsely.

And that is the reason you fear him? I suggested in a low voice.

She bowed her bead in acquiescence.

There was a long pause. Her hand was still in mine, and I felt it quiver nervously.

May I not know who and what this man is? I asked earnestly at last. Cannot you trust me?

I trust you implicitly, she answered. But in this matter my safety depends entirely upon my silence. I must bear my sorrow alone. No power can aid me.

If I could render you the smallest assistance I would do so willingly, I assured her, once again raising her hand to my lips, and imprinting a tender kiss upon it.

I am confident of that, she answered with a sigh. If some day I require your aid — and I may do — I will ask you to redeem your promise.

I will do so, I answered fervently. At whatever cost I will do your bidding.

And you will keep the secret of our close acquaintanceship? she urged.

No, no, I protested quickly. Not of our acquaintanceship — of our love.

Of our love, she faltered, in a voice so low as to be almost inaudible.

Then you actually do love me! I cried, enraptured. Tell me the truth, Melanie, I implored. Do not keep me longer in suspense.

Again her slim fingers gripped my hand, her breast rose and fell slowly, and her head bowed as though she would hide her face in modesty.

Yes, she whispered, so softly that I could scarce catch her words. Yes, Philip, I — I love you.


XVI. — SECRET SERVICE
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MY DEAR FELLOW, exclaimed Yermoloff between the whiffs of his eternal cigarette, as I was sitting in his room at the Russian Legation next morning, the whole thing is considered an absurdity at Petersburg. An Anglo-German alliance is quite out of the question. Your Mr. Chamberlain is merely developing the ideas of the principle laid down formerly by the Marquess of Macclesfield if he asks England to form an alliance with Germany for the purpose of making war upon Russia.

England will never declare war, I answered.

My companions sphinx-like face relaxed into a dubious smile. I had had some unimportant business to transact with him that morning regarding a British subject who had been arrested in Liege upon demand from the police in Moscow, where he was wanted for fraud, and had made this visit an opportunity of learning the latest opinion upon the situation, and endeavouring to ascertain whether anything was known of the theft of King Leopolds letters.

We are well aware, he said, that your Government has lately made advances to Germany, and that these overtures were not brought to a successful conclusion because no agreement could be arrived at as to certain terms. The policy of England is not only liable to change, but it is also hazy, obscure, and never to be relied upon. This is the chief reason that England is driven from one quarter to another in her continual search for allies; no single English Government can successfully offer itself as an ally so long as the other European Powers prefer the victories of peace to those of war.

But you dont believe that England is desirous of hostilities with your country, do you? I asked.

Most certainly. If the German Alliance could have been arranged Russia and England would have been at war at this moment. Indeed, he added, looking at me rather strangely, it isnt quite certain that there will be no fighting even now.

We have but little to fear in that direction, I answered him, taking a fresh cigarette from his box and lighting it. He imported his own direct from Moscow, so they were always excellent.

But there is danger in this strange policy of yours, he said. Only at the last moment, when the smell of powder is in the air, does your shrewd old Marquess come to the decision as to which party in the strife it will be to its better advantage to form an alliance with. The latest of your diplomatic evolutions, my dear Crawford, has, I assure you, created much amusement in Petersburg.

Why? I asked. This survey of our policy from the Russian point of view was very interesting.

The traditional Russophobia which seems to have infected you English has spread to a remarkable extent, he answered, blowing some rings of smoke from his mouth. But even the London Times, which only lately cast forth another of its thunderbolts at the Government at Petersburg, has recognised that an Anglo-German Alliance would cost England far more than the advantages are worth, or which the Triple Alliance can assure to English statecraft.

You mean that in order to conclude an alliance with Berlin, England must satisfy some heavy demands? I observed.

Exactly. Germany will never accept England as an ally on any other condition than conscription, he answered. That, of course, your country is unable to grant.

This was a fact which I particularly desired to know. I had purposely led the conversation up to this point, in order to ascertain whether Germanys secret reply to England, given only the day previous, was known in the Russian Legations. It was, and it showed that the Russian secret service had been so actively at work at Berlin that the result of the Anglo-German negotiations had consequently been telegraphed in cypher to every Russian Legation in Europe. Only at midnight had a cypher telegram been received by Sir John from Downing-street, giving the negative result of the suggested alliance with Germany, yet actually within an hour or two, the Russians, whom it was extremely desirous to keep in ignorance, were fully aware of all that had transpired. Truly the secret service of the Colossus of the North is marvellously organised, and absolutely complete. Daily, even hourly sometimes, every Russian Legation abroad receives in cypher from the Ministry at Petersburg the direction of the latest political wind, and the movements or intentions of the Powers. The British Legations are always well-informed in this respect, but Russia, crafty and unscrupulous, is usually ahead.

England can perfectly well afford to do without Germany, I said quite unconcernedly, for our chat was an informal and friendly one. The foreign Press — and the diplomatic circle for the matter of that — are fond of talking of Englands isolation in the Far East, yet it is curious they dont recognise that our occupation of Wei-hai-Wei was effected in concert with Japan; our loan was effected in concert with Germany; our railway scheme was financed in concert with Belgium; the mineral wealth of Hunan is being exploited in concert with Italy; and our policy of the open door is admittedly in harmony with that of America. An attempt, therefore, to upset our policy as a whole involves Japan, Germany, Italy, and America. Such is isolation!

Ah, my dear Crawford, laughed my friend, flicking off his cigarette ash, the rivalry between your country and mine is not ended. In India, for example, you trust for defence to a native army of Indian soldiers with a stiffening of British troops, while we hold our Asiatic possessions in strength, and deprive the population of all arms in order to destroy their martial instinct altogether. Our ideal is that of a subject population, blindly subservient to the military and civil authority exercised by Russians in the name of our Czar; while the dream of you English is to create loyal, self-governed and self-defending citizens. The latter seems, of course, the nobler ideal, but where an Oriental race is concerned the former is the wiser, you may depend upon it.

Ah! I said. You Russians always covet India. Some day you will attack us there, I suppose.

He shrugged his shoulders significantly

At your Downing-street your Ministry know well enough our intentions in Asia. The English are not blind, neither are they fools, he said. But I tell you, Crawford, my dear fellow, that a reaction has set in, and according to report which reaches us from London people are beginning to talk of the senselessness of those views which aim at concluding an alliance with Germany, Englands chief competitor for the trade of the world and in colonial expansion, while at the same time there is a section of your statesmen who openly evince a preference for a rapprochement with Russia.

With Russia! Never, Yermoloff, I laughed. The British lion and the Russian bear could never pig together.

Again the dark-faced Secretary of Legation shrugged his shoulders expressively.

It would have been wiser, he said, if your Government had approached ours a couple of years ago, for it would have placed England on a far safer basis than she is at present. At this very moment England is on the very edge of a volcano.

I started. Could it be that at last a copy of that stolen correspondence had found its way to Petersburg? Such ominous words plainly showed that my friend held knowledge of some catastrophe imminent.

I, however, affected disregard for his prognostications, and only smiled, answering:

It is always so, now that you have your alliance with France.

Ah! he said. You English are an unfortunate nation.

These words of his increased my fear that the blow, so long dreaded at Downing-street, had fallen. The unusual activity in Paris, of which we had received word, and these declarations by Paul Yermoloff went to show that something had transpired to cause undue excitement in the French and Russian Legations, and that the storm long brewing over Europe was on the very point of bursting.

For some time longer we chatted, and while I betrayed no sign of anxiety at his words, my friend sought with a Russians self-assertion to impress upon me the benefit to be derived from an Anglo-Russian alliance. Then at last I left, and took a cab back to the Embassy, having learnt one or two things which could not fail to be disconcerting at Downing-street.

Whatever may be said about the diplomatic methods by which the Russian Government accomplish their aggressive purposes, it is impossible not to admire, perchance even to envy, their continuity of policy, and the unswerving determination with which it is carried out. It is the same in every capital. From time to time some check occurs, but as soon as it is removed or surmounted, the work of aggrandisement is renewed with as much vigour as if it had never come to a halt. The strong point in Russian statecraft is that it knows how to wait, as well as when to strike.

When an hour later I related to Sir John Drummond my conversation with Yermoloff he stroked his short grey beard thoughtfully, and after a moments pause said:

Let me have the cypher-book. We must wire to Downing-street. Spies have again been at work somewhere. Our diplomacy of late seems always to be undermined or rendered abortive by our friends at Petersburg.

I took from the great safe in the corner of the room the flat volume containing the cyphers. Only a few weeks ago they had been changed because there was a suspicion that the ciphers had leaked out somewhere. Then, when Sir John had finished writing the telegram, I sat down, and with the aid of the book reduced it to an amazing and puzzling array of numerals.

The telegraphic despatch was a long, explanatory one, and I, myself, at once went forth to the chief post-office to send it off, while Sir John ordered the carriage and drove to the Royal Palace to acquaint King Leopold of the latest development of affairs consequent upon the mysterious theft.

The loss of the correspondence had placed Sir John, clever and distinguished diplomatist that he was, in a very unenviable position, for not only was Englands honour at stake, but the honour of a friendly sovereign and the good-will of a kingdom which, although small in extent, is of considerable importance in the political situation. Sir John Drummond, whose experience extended over thirty years in nearly every capital in Europe, had admitted himself baffled. Of all her Majestys Ministers at the Foreign Courts he was one of the cleverest and shrewdest, able to conduct the most delicate piece of diplomacy, and aided by his affable and popular wife, had been the means of more than once securing to his country concessions of the utmost worth. Indeed, Queen Victoria had few more valued servants in her corps of Ambassadors than Sir John Drummond, and the Marquess of Macclesfield had often openly expressed his entire confidence in what he was fond of playfully calling Drummonds sagacity. Therefore, it was the more serious that just at this crisis such a mysterious and marvellous theft should have been committed, for undoubtedly King Leopold regarded him as personally responsible for the safe keeping of those compromising letters.

The ways of French and Russian diplomacy were, however, a perfect labyrinth of intrigue and mystery, and both countries nowadays depend upon their spies, male and female, rather than on the legitimate efforts of their Embassies. In the pay of the Foreign Ministers of Russia and France are all sorts and conditions of men and women, who will hesitate at nothing in order to get at the secrets of those in opposition to them. Truly the life of a British ambassador is the reverse of tranquil, surrounded as he is by this veritable army of secret agents intent upon combating British diplomacy and rendering it abortive, ever striving and struggling to serve their masters by prying into every secret in the Embassy archives.

On my return to the Rue de Spa some half hour later Salmon, the English concierge, in his funny cutaway coat and peaked cap, the man so well known in the diplomatic circle in Brussels, told me that a telephonic message had just arrived from the Palace stating that Sir John wished me to proceed there. Therefore, I re-entered the cab, and in fifteen minutes or so I was shown through those long handsome corridors of white and gold, my eyes ever on the alert to catch a glimpse of Melanie, being at length ushered into the salon where my chief was closeted with King Leopold.

The room was by no means of large dimensions, and yet it presented a serious and imposing appearance. The grey-green panels, the dark brown embossed leather on the walls, the dark green curtains of the windows, and the paintings by Dutch artists several of them in black frames, all combined to breathe a spirit of earnestness. One felt that every article in that room had its own history. For example, there stood an enormous globe before the window on the left, and close by it a tall desk at which his Majesty stood to work; near the window on the right was the work-table of the King, covered with many personal souvenirs, including an autographed portrait of her Majesty Queen Victoria, in a frame set with brilliants. A glance through the windows showed the handsome square and well-kept park beyond, while straight in front hung Fehrbellins painting of the great Elector, whose eagle eyes seemed to sparkle with his favourite motto, Deus fortitudo mea. A couple of well-filled bookcases, the number of maps and plans upon the walls, and the littered state of the work-table were ample evidence that to be a reigning monarch was no sinecure.

I had bowed on entering, and King Leopold, with the courtesy which has always distinguished him, rose from his chair, a tall, full-bearded, imposing figure in grey frock-coat, and returned my bow.

His Majesty wished to see you, Crawford, explained Sir John, turning to me, and as he uttered the words I saw by the expression upon his countenance that the discussion had been an extremely grave one.

Yes, said the kindly-faced, elderly, plainly-dressed man, sinking back into his chair and giving me permission to be seated. Sir John has told me of your conversation at the Russian Legation to-day, and as I understand that you are engaged in the secret service of the British Foreign Office anything that I may say to you will, of course, remain secret.

Your Majesty has my pledge of secrecy, I answered. He spoke English perfectly, if with just a slight accent.

The theft of those letters must, of course, have a most serious effect upon your own diplomacy, and not only must it affect me personally, but it may result in hostilities against England, observed his Majesty, his dark eyes fixed upon me. I happen to know something of the feeling in Paris and in St. Petersburg, and undoubtedly it is the universal opinion that this is the opportunity for a declaration of war. The differences between England and France regarding Egypt and the Niger question, and between England and Russia regarding the Far East, have served to embitter both those Powers against England. Well, I am, as you probably know, a stanch supporter of my friend, Sir John Drummond, and of the British policy. To the Powers my kingdom is supposed to be neutral: but in event of war British troops would no doubt find a safe landing in Antwerp and be accorded every facility for reaching the Rhine.

I thank your Majesty for such an expression of friendship towards England, especially in these circumstances, observed Sir John cordially.

My friendship for England is because the Marquess of Macclesfield is always just, fair, and upright; and further, because the policy of England is to protect the weak against the strong, answered the King, leaning back in his chair. This loss, of course, occasions me the greatest anxiety; yet I cannot lay any blame upon either the British Government or upon yourself. From what you explained the other day the utmost care was taken of the file, and it was carried by special messenger with other secret despatches. Nevertheless, we have to look events resolutely in the face. The papers have been stolen by some person unknown, their contents are evidently known to every French and Russian Minister in Europe, and war is at this moment imminent.

Do you suppose that to be so? inquired Sir John quickly.

I cannot see how we can convince ourselves of any other result, his Majesty replied, his brow furrowed in thought. France and Russia have everything to gain by thus taking England by surprise. Then, turning to me, the King said:

I should like to hear from your own lips the words used by the Russian Secretary of Legation. He is your friend, is he not?

Yes, your Majesty. We are personal friends. I have known him at other Embassies for a number of years, and proceeding I gave a detailed account of the conversation, almost as I have here written it, while with his eyes fixed upon me, he listened with marked attention.

And this Yermoloff is rather a smart man, is he not? his Majesty exclaimed.

He has a reputation for shrewdness, I answered. He was stationed at Rome a year ago, and it is said to have been in a great measure due to his astuteness that Russia gained the concessions she did over the recent affair in Abyssinia.

Ah! I remember, he said. That was a piece of very clever diplomacy, purely Russian in all its ingeniousness. Has he ever visited you at the Embassy? he inquired.

Never. He comes to my rooms to smoke sometimes, and now and then on business pretexts I go to the Russian Legation.

Ah, I quite understand, he smiled. And you make good use of your time when you are there — eh? Well, this is certainly valuable information which youve picked up this morning. Where are your rooms situated?

In the Place Louise, I answered.

And you have never had occasion to take the file of correspondence now missing home with you, I suppose?

Never, I answered. The documents never left the safe at the Legation, of which Sir John always holds the master-key, until they were placed in the despatch box, sealed and taken to London.

Extraordinary! his Majesty ejaculated. The thieves evidently outwitted you in a manner that its truly amazing.

We are very seriously handicapped, observed Sir John, by not being able to discover into whose hands the correspondence has actually fallen.

Of course, the King said. If the robbery were committed for the purposes of gain — and we must suppose that it was — then I, myself, would have been prepared to pay almost any sum to recover them. It is most fatal at this juncture that they should have been secured by our enemies — absolutely the worst catastrophe that could have happened to England or to Belgium.

Unfortunately that is only too true, said the Ambassador, sitting pensive and puzzled.

And there is still another matter, Msieur Crawford, continued the King, rising and opening a drawer in his work-table, and then returning in a moment with something in his hand. You are a member of the secret service, therefore, perhaps, you might assist me in a small matter. Do you happen to know the original of this photograph? And he handed me a rather soiled and faded carte-de-visite.

One glance at it was sufficient for identification. I sat with it in my hand, breathless, rigid, dumbfounded!


XVII. — THE KINGS MESSAGE
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THE PICTURE HIS Majesty held before my gaze was the counterfeit presentment of that woman whom I feared — the widow of my dead friend Gordon.

It was as though this hateful shadow of the past was thrust upon me in order to render my position the more desperate; for as I looked I saw upon her pictured lips that smile of defiance which I had known so well long ago when she was Judith Kohn.

You recognise her, observed the King with satisfaction. Tell me who, and what she is.

I hesitated, my eyes fixed upon his. In a moment, however, I succeeded in recovering my self-possession and said:

That woman is well-known to me. Her name was Judith Kohn before she married a man named Clunes, who was my friend.

Where did you know her?

In Vienna, I answered. While making certain secret inquiries there I first became acquainted with her.

And her name is now Clunes? What is his profession?

I hesitated. Should I relate the whole truth, or not? A seconds reflection, however, showed me that such a course would be unwise. Only the Marquess of Macclesfield and myself were aware of the truth, and he had imposed silence upon me.

Her husband, I said, was engaged in the Treaty Department of our Foreign Office in London.

Ah, Clunes-Gordon Clunes, exclaimed Sir John, quickly. Of course I know him quite well. Hes the head of that Department.

Yes, I answered, wondering how this photograph, a copy of which was in my possession, could have fallen into the hands of King Leopold.

And what is the character of this woman? continued his Majesty. You can speak quite frankly to me.

Shes something of a mystery, I responded.

A mystery, he echoed. You appear to look upon her with suspicion.

I do, I said.

Then tell me the circumstances in which you first met her. Knowledge of them may assist me.

I think, your Majesty, I answered with politeness, I think I must request you to excuse me replying to that question. As a member of the secret service I am under oath not to divulge the result of any inquiry I make to any agent of a foreign state.

His Majesty looked at me quickly with that sharp glance rendered the more acute by his aquiline features, perhaps, then replied with a good-humoured smile:

Of course, Msieur Crawford, I perfectly understand. I would not wish you for one moment to betray any official secret to me. Nevertheless, remember that I am friendly to your Queen and country, and that whatever information in this matter you can give me without betraying any confidence will be of the greatest assistance in my investigations.

I think there is no harm in explaining to his Majesty who and what this woman is, Sir John remarked.

Unfortunately I am unable, I answered, rather annoyed.

Why? inquired the Ambassador.

Because, I answered, because the principal fact connected with her career is a secret known only to myself and the Marquess of Macclesfield, who imposed upon me the strictest silence.

The Marquess of Macclesfield! echoed the King. Then he knows her?

I nodded.

She is a political agent — eh?

I have reason to believe so, I responded.

Then, if so, why not, in our mutual interests, tell me some minor facts regarding her? urged the King, again glancing at the photograph with a puzzled air, and stroking his long beard pensively, a habit of his when deep in thought.

Again, I reflected for a moment, then, in the hope that I might obtain knowledge of how this picture had fallen into his hands, I answered:

Well, shes a woman who has had, as far as I have been able to gather, a very unusual history. She passes as English, but the slight accentuation of certain of her words is evidence that she is not. In Paris she was once very well known, passing there as the daughter of a very wealthy American lady, and becoming engaged to be married to Count Venosta, of the Italian Embassy. This, however, was suddenly broken off, by what means remains unknown, and she afterwards turned up at Vienna, where I first met her.

Was she in society there? inquired the King eagerly.

No, I answered. Only in the course of some certain inquiries regarding the betrayal of certain secret negotiations between my Embassy and the Austro-Hungarian Government did I become aware of her existence. She was known then as Judith Kohn, and was the supposed wife if one Oswald Krauss, a captain of artillery.

Well, and what afterwards? the King inquired.

Krauss was convicted by court-martial of selling plans of three of the frontier fortresses to Russian agents and sentenced to imprisonment for life. The woman, however, escaped.

And she married your friend?

Yes. The next I saw of her was several years afterwards when, on visiting Gordon Clunes, who had married during my absence in Constantinople, I found that she was his wife.

Remarkable! exclaimed his Majesty reflectively. Very remarkable. It would almost appear as though she had some object in marrying an official of his grade. It was scarcely wisdom on his part.

He was entirely ignorant of her previous adventures, I said. She passed herself off as an Englishwoman living in a remote country town, whose education had been gained abroad — here, in Brussels, I believe she said.

And he believed her, observed the King, smiling. A man in love will believe anything.

But this woman is really a secret agent, you say! exclaimed Sir John. Surely Clunes knows that? If not, no time should be lost in informing him. It is a position most dangerous. Already we have had so many attempts to get at the secrets of our diplomacy that we ought to spare no effort to combat them.

Every precaution possible has already been taken, I answered vaguely. Had I not given my promise to the Marquess I should undoubtedly have explained all to them.

And this man Krauss, the King continued. Was his offence a very serious one?

Extremely, I answered. His betrayal of military secrets was proved beyond doubt, but it was further made plain that the woman acted as the agent between her lover and the Russian Government.

Ah! exclaimed his Majesty, as though a sudden thought had occurred to him. Then the woman is known to the Russian Legation?

Undoubtedly, I answered. I have certain knowledge that De Volborth, the Russian Ambassador at Vienna, supplied her with money and arranged for her escape over the frontier into Russia after her lovers arrest.

But this, you will notice, is a prison photograph, the King remarked, turning it in his hand.

She had previously fallen into the hands of the Vienna police for victimising tradespeople. It was after that that her relations with Krauss commenced.

I dont remember hearing anything of the betrayal of the plans, he said reflectively.

The matter was kept a profound secret, I answered. Only a few high officials, and those composing the court-martial were aware of it.

Too well I remembered all the curious details of that ingenious conspiracy, which not only affected the security of the Austrian Empire, but also that of England. It was because of my efforts in that sensational affair, efforts which cost me so much, and added ten years to my age, that the Marquess of Macclesfield reposed confidence in me. Yet it was that woman, Judith Kohn, the woman whose faded photograph was now in the hands of King Leopold, who could, if she chose, expose and ruin me.

How heartless she was, I well knew. I had seen more than one illustration of it, and knew that at the moment of her revenge she would not spare me.

Then you consider her a dangerous political agent? the King said.

Must decidedly, I answered. At this moment I am most anxious to know her whereabouts. Our secret intelligence department in London have kept a keen eye upon her for a considerable time, but of late she has evaded us, and once more disappeared. Have you knowledge where she is?

No, he responded, glancing sharply at me. This photograph has come into my possession in a somewhat curious manner, and what you have just told me increases the mystery considerably. Perhaps it will be as well if I command inquiries to be made by our police.

If I may presume to suggest to your Majesty, I said quickly, the best course would be to leave the matter entirely in my hands.

Why? he inquired quickly.

Because police interference in such a matter must only hinder me in my inquiries.

But you surely have sufficient on hand just now, the King said.

The discovery of Judith Kohn cannot be long delayed, I answered, recollecting that sooner or later she must come to me of her own accord.

Then, if you desire it, I will not invoke the aid of the police, his Majesty said. Try and find her, and when she is found tell her that I wish her to call and see me.

To see your Majesty? I gasped, surprised.

Yes. Surely it is not so strange a thing that I should desire to ask this woman a question. And recollect, Crawford, he added with considerable emphasis, this matter is a pressing one, and of the highest importance. If she fears arrest, tell her that the police here shall not touch her as long as she obeys my command. At all cost I must see her.

Very well, your Majesty, I will endeavour to trace her.

It is an entirely private matter, he added. Not a soul must know of my dealings with this woman. But, by the way, he went on, do you think that Yermoloff Gregorovitch, or any of the staff at the Russian Legation here know her?

Thats impossible to tell. She is probably known at the Russian Embassy in Paris, and is certainly well-known to De Volborth in Vienna.

But you say she is now the wife of one of your colleagues in the Foreign Office in London.

I nodded. I had not told them that Gordon was dead.

Then shes probably in London?

It is quite impossible to tell, because — well, I added, because they have parted.

Ah! cried the King. She has possibly found that the profession of Russian agent is more lucrative than being wife of a Downing-street official, and has returned to the old game.

No, I replied. I dont think that, because by reason of a certain circumstance within my knowledge the London police are very anxious to find her.

And may I not know the circumstance to which you refer? he asked.

I regret, I answered quietly, that your Majesty may not know that. The King drew a long breath, and again stroked his beard pensively.

Your profession, of course, needs the most delicate tact, and the greatest astuteness and forethought, he said. A single slip, and exposure and disgrace would of course ensue. Against the machinations of Englands enemies one must need a thousand eyes.

I smiled and answered — 

If by conveying your Majestys message to Judith Kohn I can render a service I shall do so willingly.

Thank you, Crawford, the polished monarch answered, with a courtly bow. If you do this you will render me a very great service in a purely private matter.

I have little doubt that she will soon be found, I responded. I only wish I was as sanguine of discovering into whose hands the missing file of correspondence has fallen. The enigma is bewildering.

You do not yet appear to have discovered the existence of any secret French or Russian agents in Brussels, his Majesty remarked.

On the contrary, I replied, laughing, for I had not been idle, four of them are my intimate friends. Three are Russian agents, and the fourth is employed by Gerard, the French Minister. They believe me to be a cashier in the Old English Bank. Against neither of them, however, rests suspicion of having tampered with our despatch-box.

Its a mystery, a problem absolutely beyond solution, Sir John remarked with a sigh.

We can only wait, observed the King. Some day ere long it is to be hoped that Crawford will succeed in obtaining a clue, and thereby expose the truth. Truly the devices of diplomacy are as ingenious as they are astounding. If we could only recover those letters before their existence became known, then we should succeed in baffling our enemies.

Ah! that is too late, your Majesty, I said. Already there are evidences on every side that copies of the letters have reached the Foreign Ministries in Paris and Petersburg.

Well, said the King, continue to do your utmost, and recollect, too, that I have the greatest anxiety to see this woman whom you call Kohn. I must see her, for I tell you frankly that facts have come to my knowledge which have caused me great uneasiness, and I shall know no rest until I get the truth from that womans lips.

The truth you will, I fear, never obtain from the lips of Judith Kohn, I observed.

But money can buy most things, his Majesty said. If she is, as you say, a political agent, she is certainly open to bribery.

Undoubtedly, I answered, adding in a perhaps rather bitter tone, Unscrupulous as she is, she could be no doubt bribed to commit any crime from telling an untruth to the taking of a life.

All I ask is that you should send her here, his Majesty said in the strange hard voice of one desperate. The rest may be left to me.

This latest development of the tangled chain of circumstances was most extraordinary. It was amazing that King Leopold should desire to see and question her, of all women. She hated me. Had she not at the well-remembered moment, just before I discovered her husband dead, threatened me with exposure and ruin, while I, confident in the knowledge I held of her past, promised my silence only in return for hers? Yet, although I had been ignorant of it, my power over her had already vanished, for the man who had so foolishly married her had already passed to that world which lies beyond the human ken. She did not fear me now, for was she not a perfectly free agent? Aided by the astute De Volborth, Russian Ambassador at Vienna, she had escaped the Austrian police, and there being no extradition for a political offence she was quite safe.

As I sat there in silence while his Majesty discussed the critical situation with the Ambassador, I reflected how, having regard to all the circumstances, her chief object would undoubtedly be to bring upon me swiftly that vengeance which she had openly avowed.

Yet I had promised to seek her of my own accord and deliver this command of the Kings, to entrap her, and perhaps to further embitter her against me for aught I knew.

Truly my position was unenviable and my mind full of gravest thoughts. Englands honour was at stake, the days were passing quickly, and I had, alas! discovered nothing, absolutely nothing.

Each hour was bring us nearer and nearer a terrific and terrible conflict with the Powers. War was in the air. In a few days the black storm-cloud which for the past three years had hovered over Europe must inevitably burst, then lands now fair and smiling would be swept by fire and sword, and thousands, perhaps millions of lives would be sacrificed before those frightful modern engines of destruction.

Both King and Ambassador were fully aware of the crisis at hand, but were utterly helpless. We could only wait.


XVIII. — A VOICE IN THE NIGHT
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A FORTNIGHT OF hot, weary, anxious days went by. The month of June was now drawing to a close, and everyone was leaving the city for the country or the seaside.

I had met Melanie many times at social functions, and we greeted each other with all formality, but only once had we gone cycling together in the Bois. If, however, I confess the truth, I must say that we did not then go very far on our machines, but spent the whole of the two happy hours sitting together beneath the trees on that beautiful green hillside overlooking the lake. It was delightful in that bright morning sunlight, cool, fresh, and tranquil after the citys turmoil. Each time I saw her her charm for me increased. She was so graceful, so unaffected, so tender, so entirely happy that I felt assured, notwithstanding all her modest hesitation, that she really and truly loved me. She was beautiful, too for did I not see her portrait in all sorts of English and foreign illustrated papers, large full-page portraits by one of the well-known Paris firms of photographers? Even her shabby cycling skirt and straw hat could not disguise the fact that she was high-born, for about her face, when she was not actually in conversation with me, was that calm oppression of hauteur which every Hapsbourg bears, and her swinging gait denoted pride and fearlessness of the world.

But all her words to me were words of happiness and calm affection. True, she had only once allowed herself to confess her love to me, yet her actions betrayed the truth of my surmise. She loved me, and to me she spoke freely and without restraint of her daily life, of her relations, of her visits to the Court of her uncle, the German Emperor, to the Czarina at Petersburg, and to the popular Empress of Austria at Vienna. Her chatter was always merry, sometimes witty, and very frequently amusing. She had a keen sense of humour, and was altogether most engaging and bewitching. It was not because of her royal birth that I was held spellbound, for on that morning before I had known who she was her loveliness and grace attracted me, and now, as each day passed, I thought of nothing but her. She was my all, my hope, my very life.

Twice after our last meeting in the Bois I had passed her driving with her mother in the fine carriage with servants in the royal livery. As she sat back, clad in the latest fashionable fancy, sweet and dainty beneath her white silk sunshade, she looked indeed far different from the shabby dusty little figure who cycled at such early hours on that broad, level, well kept road over which their carriage daily rolled at four oclock.

It was close to the Porte de Namur, as I was walking from the Legation to my own rooms further up the leafy Boulevard, that the equipage with its jingling harness passed me. I looked up quickly, and saw that she had already recognised me. Then I raised my hat, and while her proud mother glared at me in askance through her lorgnon she bowed stiffly as though I were a comparative stranger. But I was not surprised. Her mother was in ignorance of our clandestine meetings, and it was not to be supposed that she would reveal our secret.

On the second occasion I met her driving in the Avenue de la Toison dOr accompanied by Princess Clementine, the daughter of King Leopold, and then, free from all restraint, she smiled happily at me as she responded to my salute. I saw them exchange some words, then both turned and looked back, Melanie laughing again at me across her shoulder, an action which etiquette rules to be extremely undignified.

At the Legation matters had assumed a most critical phase. The intelligence which reached us from London was of a most disquieting character. Englands attempted alliance with Germany and its failure, the secret of which had been instantly known to Russia and France, had, as we expected, produced a very embittered feeling towards us in all the Chancelleries of Europe. This, combined with the fact that we had approached King Leopold in order that we might if occasion demanded pass through Belgium and thus unite our military force with that of Germany, must, we knew, inevitably cause war. It was only a matter of weeks, or perhaps indeed days, and Europe would be shaken to her foundations by the startling announcement that the crisis had actually arrived, and that Russia and France had broken off diplomatic negotiations with the British Empire.

From the actions of these two Powers, who were our most deadly enemies, it was apparent that something unusual was taking place, yet all the combined efforts of our secret service department in the various capitals failed to obtain definite knowledge as to whether the stolen file of the Kings correspondence had actually fallen into our enemies hands.

Some of the intelligence which reached us in cypher from Downing-street seemed to point undoubtedly to the fact that the tenor of those letters was known, while at other times, from the actions of the Russian Ministers in Paris and Berlin, it would seem that at Petersburg they remained still in ignorance.

One afternoon, when Lady Drummond was receiving, I was standing in the drawing-room chatting to a couple of ladies well known in Brussels society, and one of the footmen whispered that a messenger from Downing-street had arrived and required a receipt for his despatches. Excusing myself, I went along to my own room and there found Graves in his light dust-coat, his hair a trifle ruffled, and the thin blue ribbon of his official badge as Queens foreign service messenger escaping from beneath his cravat. The ribbon with medallion bearing the Queens arms and the silver greyhound suspended is always kept concealed beneath the messengers cravat, and only exhibited when necessary to convince some railway official or customs officer of the identity of its wearer, for it is a passport more potent than the usual formal blue document signed by the Marquess of Macclesfield, and bearing a sixpenny stamp.

Well, I said, gripping his hand, once more in Brussels — eh?

Yes, he responded, handing me the precious box while I signed his receipt. I havent a moment to spare, for Ive also got despatches for Petersburg. I took the Vienna express from Ostend here, which gives me just an hour in Brussels. I shant catch the North express if Im not sharp, he added, glancing at his watch. Youve discovered nothing of the theft, I suppose?

Nothing, I responded. I cant imagine how it was done.

Neither can I, he answered. Day by day I try and form some theory, but am utterly puzzled. Through all these years Ive been carrying despatches Ive never before lost one, and now, just within two years of gaining my pension, I have this misfortune. Somehow, I fear that the Chief has lost confidence in me.

Why? I inquired, rather surprised.

Because I have more than a suspicion that Im being shadowed by detectives. This makes me believe that the Marquess suspects me of selling those papers.

Selling them! I echoed. My dear Graves, theres not a man in the Service who doesnt trust you implicitly. Theres no ground for suspicion against you whatever. If there were, I should know of them. Those men who are shadowing you are not detectives, you may rely upon it. They are more likely French or Russian agents who want to get at your despatches again.

If they try, he answered determinedly, his mouth set, if they try, by heaven Ill give them a taste of this, and he drew from his hip pocket a good-sized serviceable-looking revolver.

Where are your despatches for Petersburg? I asked, noticing he had not a second box with him.

In my belt. I have permission from the Chief to carry them there. In Russia they are safer next to my skin than in any sealed box, and rising he re-buttoned his light overcoat and took up his soft felt hat. He was muscular, athletic, rather short of stature, dark-bearded and thickly built, a typical specimen of a tough Englishman.

Well, keep on the alert, I said. The outlook is growing desperate, therefore exercise the greatest care on your journeys.

Ah! its my carelessness that has caused all those strained relations, he said in a dismal tone. I only blame myself, Mr. Crawford. It is my fault, yet how the theft was committed Im utterly at a loss to know. The box was in my possession the whole time.

No fault, Graves, rather call it misfortune, I answered. Some day we shall solve the mystery; at least to that end I am daily working. Good-bye, and a pleasant journey.

We shook hands, and as I stood at the window watching, I saw him in his cab tearing down the Rue de la Loi to catch the Nord express for St. Petersburg.

His life was, I reflected, one of constant unrest, all his days for years having been spent upon the great trunk lines of Europe, until he had become an animated Bradshaw, and was on friendly terms with every Customs officer and sleeping car conductor. During the time I had been in the Service abroad I had constantly met him, for he was the senior messenger, and if remaining the night was always the guest of the Ambassador. Dozens of times he had come to Constantinople while I had been there, and in addition to his flying visits to the various Embassies and Legations in Europe, it was he who very frequently made the monthly journey from Downing-street to Teheran. In the messenger service the trip to Persia is looked upon as a pleasant change to the eternal journeys in Europe for in Teheran there is usually a week or so of rest, while the long journey by road is welcome to one jaded by the eternal roar and rattle of the rail. Therefore by a Queens messenger a journey to Persia is actually looked upon is a relaxation.

While standing at the window, however, Sir John, having learnt that despatches had arrived, entered hurriedly and opened the box with his key, while I obtained the decypher-book from the safe, and began at once to transcribe the despatch he handed me.

He watched over me as I wrote letter after letter, and when I had finished, and he learnt its purport, he sank into his chair with his brows knit and his eyes fixed in thought.

The despatch when fully transcribed read as follows: — 



No 6A. 3472. Private.

From Marquess of Macclesfield to Sir John Drummond, Brussels.

A telegraphic despatch dated midnight 9th instant from Berlin states that secret information has been obtained by our Embassy that the Russian Ambassador that day called upon the German Minister of Foreign Affairs, and had an interview lasting two hours. The Emperor was also present. The subject under discussion was the possibility of Russia forming an offensive alliance with Germany against England. A Council meeting is to be held on the 12th to discuss the matter. During the evening of the 9th the Emperor received by special courier an autograph letter from the Czar. You are at liberty to inform his Majesty King Leopold of this latest and most critical turn of events, and assure him of the continued friendliness and goodwill of her Majestys Government. Further information follows. Cyphers to be changed at midday on the 11th instant from 222 to 186.

End.



We are now within an ace of war, the Ambassador observed gravely with a sigh. The knowledge of our failure at Berlin has precipitated events in a most alarming manner. Never, Crawford, in the whole of my diplomatic career has England been nearer war than she is at this moment.

And our lost despatches, I observed. What of them?

I fear to think, he answered gloomily. By the uncertainty of into whose possession those letters have fallen my hands are tied. I can do nothing — absolutely nothing. It is strange that the secret service has failed to discover what is known of them, or into whose hands they have passed.

The theft was one of the most ingenious ever perpetrated by our enemies, I remarked, and no doubt those who could steal so cleverly also took every precaution to baffle us in our effort to trace them. But tell me, I added, has the King mentioned to you the reason he desires to have an interview with that woman Judith Kohn?

No, answered my chief. I put to him a very pointed question, but he merely remarked that the matter was a private one. It is fortunate that we are upon such good terms with his Majesty, or the loss of his letters might have placed us in a most invidious position.

But he knows that notwithstanding the neutrality he is compelled to preserve, the best friend and protector of his kingdom is ourselves, I said.

Quite right, quite right, Sir John replied. But we never know, Crawford, what advantages France, or even Russia, may hold out to him. They can offer tempting baits to the unwary, remember. Recollect the action of Russian diplomacy in Constantinople, and how Zouroff twists the Sultan round his finger.

I nodded, for I well knew the marvellous astuteness and cunning of the Russian Ambassador to the Porte.

Then you consider our position here is not so safe as it really appears?

Certainly not, he responded darkly. If war were declared against England to-morrow, Belgium would be forced on the side of Germany or France, and our open door to Europe would be closed. The King would be compelled to accede, in order to save his crown and kingdom.

But the Treaty of Neutrality? I suggested.

The Ambassador snapped his fingers impatiently.

In case of a European war — and it means that and nothing else — treaties such as those would be set at nought. A little skirmishing between Uhlans and Chasseurs along the Meuse Valley, and the treaty would vanish into air. The King is a clever politician himself, and he knows that quite well. We should have no doubt secured on agreement with Belgium, had it not been for the Minister de Boeks opposition. He is, as you know, in favour of an alliance with France.

But he has been succeeded now, I said.

Yes, but unfortunately his successor holds exactly the same views. Brussels is always modelling itself upon Parisian models and of course the mind of Belgians naturally turns to thoughts of France as their protector.

Then he rose wearily, and after filing the despatch we went together back into the drawing-room, where Lady Drummond was entertaining her well dressed crowd of chattering guests with that courtesy which characterised her as a polished and popular hostess.

There is a strange fate that sometimes directs our actions and leads us involuntarily to perform things we have no intention of doing. That same evening I accompanied Giffard and a friend of his, a Belgian deputy, to the theatre, and at the conclusion of the performance, it being a bright star-lit night I set out to walk to my rooms alone, refusing their invitation to go round to the English Club, as I felt a slight touch of fever on me. My head ached violently, but the cool air revived me, and I was walking along the wide dark avenue of trees which forms the Boulevard du Regent, one of the best residential quarters of the city, when suddenly in the obscurity before me I thought I distinguished something white fluttering.

It was past midnight, most of the gas-lamps had been extinguished and only a solitary light remained burning here and there; hence the darkness, increased by the foliage of the trees, obscured everything. All was still, no sound broke the quiet, save the rustling of the tree-tops as a gust of cool night-wind swept across them.

Yet I felt confident that I had seen something before me, and that it had instantly disappeared.

I had heard and read in the papers of belated foot-passengers being waylaid there; hence I resolved to keep my wits about me, and in order to watch, slipped quickly behind a tree-trunk and waited, my eyes fixed upon the spot where that flash of white had been revealed.

There was still no sound. In that great wide thoroughfare, with its thick avenue, the foot-passenger was entirely alone at night. Most people, it was true, took the footpath along by the houses lining the Boulevard and I knew that I had acted foolishly in walking where I did. Footpads are plentiful in the Brussels boulevards, and at night the police surveillance is not all that it might be.

Suddenly, however, I heard a quick, sharp cry — the cry of a woman in pain — and there, sure enough, saw again the same flash of white. There were sounds of scuffling, then silence again, broken only by a low groan and a word of reproach.

I hesitated in wonder.

Of a sudden, a shriek rang out upon the night air, and a womans voice cried in French:

Ah, no! Let me go! Spare my life, and you shall have what you ask. You — youll kill me, you coward! Let me go. Ah! you are hurting me! You — — and there was a strange horrible sound, as though the woman was trying to speak, but the terrible pressure upon her throat only reduced her words to inarticulate sounds.

In an instant I dashed forward, reaching in a few paces two struggling figures, a man and a woman. Without a moments hesitation, and entirely heedless of the consequences, I flung myself upon the man, a well-dressed follow in silk hat and frock coat, and seizing his arms dragged his sinewy murderous hands from the womans throat, for he had clutched her in a fierce grip, and was endeavouring to strangle her.

She shook herself free and drew back with a cry of relief; but in that instant, almost before I was aware of it, her assailant had closed with me with a low cry of suppressed rage. So suddenly, indeed, did he spring upon me that I was nearly borne to earth; but in desperation I wrestled with him, managing to keep my feet, and by strategy learnt in my college days to gain a slight advantage.

Upon my cheek I could feel his hot breath as he panted with exertion, and could hear the sound of his teeth grinding hard in his desperate effort to cast me off, for I had now got him in my grasp. In swaying from side to side in that dark avenue we, however, suddenly emerged into a ray of faint light shed by one of the few street lamps which remained alight, and then, for the first time I caught a glimpse of his features. He was fair, with a blonde moustache, but his slightly pock-marked face was distorted by a fierce unbridled anger.

To the woman at the same instant were my own features apparently revealed, for with a wild exclamation she breathlessly ejaculated my name. That voice sounded familiar in my ears and startled me. I drew back amazed and peered at the white-robed figure before me.

The face of that man I had within my grasp was to me the most hateful and detestable in all the world. This sudden encounter caused me to start in amazement, and in an instant he had twisted himself free and stood glaring at me, as though ready to tear me limb from limb.

The woman who had been thus cowardly attacked was none other than Melanie, my beloved, and her assailant that degraded spy and traitor whom I had once hunted down and brought to punishment, the ex-captain of artillery, Oswald Krauss.


XIX. — MELANIES FEAR
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YOU! MELANIE! I gasped bewildered, turning to her. Tell me what has happened. Why has this man attacked you?

Ere, however, she could reply Krauss, with an imprecation escaping him, had slunk away and was lost in the darkness among the trees. I started forward to follow him and demand an explanation, for my blood was up now that I recognised he had attacked the woman I loved, but she called me back in an authoritative voice, and in a moment I was again at her side.

Breathless and panting she was greatly agitated, a terrible anxiety apparently consuming her, therefore I suggested that she should walk with me to my rooms only a short distance off, and there rest until she had recovered sufficiently to return to the Palace. A little brandy would revive her, for the man had evidently made a most desperate and perhaps preconcerted attempt to take her life.

This midnight discovery was certainly a most remarkable and startling one. Few in Brussels would have dreamed that the Princess Melanie of Hapsbourg, the beautiful girl whom everyone admired, would be wandering beneath the trees in the Boulevard after midnight, and certainly this attempt to take her life was a most sensational incident entirely unaccountable. Only one man on earth I hated and detested, and it was this villainous spy whom I believed was still serving his well-deserved life sentence in the State prison at Budapesth. The knowledge of his liberty had caused me to stand before him dumbfounded.

On one occasion, on that grey morning when he stood in the barrack-square with his hands manacled while his decorations and the facings of his uniform were torn from his coat and his sword broken before the assembled troops, he had vowed to take my life. That was the last time I had seen him, for he had been marched away to prison an a spy and a traitor, while the woman Judith Kohn, to whom his degradation was in a great measure due, had, with the assistance of the Russian Embassy, fled across the frontier and escaped. Yet I remembered well, as though it were but yesterday, that evil look in his eyes as he swore to kill me because I had brought about his exposure by intercepting certain plans which he had offered for sale. Mine was, I confess, a delicate piece of espionage, but it was in the interests of my own dear England, and in order to further the success of the diplomacy of my chief.

Now, at this critical moment of the European outlook, we had met once more, and our encounter had certainly been in most extraordinary circumstances. In my ears the shrill cry of my beloved still sounded, and I regretted that I had not detained him. True, he had escaped into the darkness, but without doubt our recognition had been mutual.

You are very kind, Philip, she managed to gasp. It is fortunate you were near, or — or he would, I believe, have strangled me. A little brandy would do me good. I feel so weak and faint.

Then come, I said. Lets get away, for the police may have been alarmed by your cry, and taking her arm tenderly I managed to lead her as far as the Place Louise, where we ascended to my little flat, a rather pleasant place in daytime, overlooking as it did the gayest and liveliest spot in all Brussels.

Fortunately Barnes, my English manservant, had retired to bed, as he did invariably at eleven if I were not in, therefore we were alone, and on gaining the sitting-room she staggered back into my arm chair exhausted, her beautiful face as pale as death, her lips trembling, her dark eyes fixed before her with a strange haggard look I had never before seen in them. Indeed she had walked with me as one dazed and in a dream, and not until I had made her swallow a stiff glass of cognac did she revive and become fully cognisant of things around her.

I saw that the white silk gown she wore, an extremely handsome dress cut a trifle decollete and trimmed with pearls, was rent and torn, while her dark hair had been sadly disarranged in the desperate struggle. There were marks, too, upon her white throat, dark livid marks where the hands of her assailant had gripped her in his dastardly effort to crush the life from her.

I asked whether she had not a cape, or some covering for her shoulders, thinking it strange that she should go forth into the night air without protection, but she mechanically replied that she supposed it had fallen off in the Boulevard.

Tell me, Melanie, what occurred, I asked at last, standing behind her chair, bending over her and holding her hand tenderly. Jewels, beautiful rubies, emeralds, and diamonds, sparkled on her slim white fingers, while upon her wrist was an antique bracelet, a broad band of gold with an inscription in raised Roman characters, Vita ludus et scena est. It was a fine ornament which, as I afterwards learnt, had been discovered during some excavations near the old town of Treves, once a Roman stronghold.

To my question she remained dumb. Her half bare chest rose and fell in a heavy sigh, and her eyes were turned to mine with a strange fixed look which alarmed me. Her hand trembled, then a shudder ran through her.

You are cold, I said, and obtaining a flannel tennis coat of my own I placed it about her shoulders.

She thanked me in a low weak voice, then, resting her head upon the cushion I placed for her, she closed her eyes. I saw that she was exhausted, and further, that the dark marks upon her throat, where the mans murderous fingers had grasped her, were gradually assuming a deeper hue.

For some time I stood beside her, still holding her hand, but it seemed as though she had dropped off to sleep, therefore I crept away and obtained a whisky and soda myself, for truth to tell I had been unnerved by this unexpected encounter.

Oswald Krauss, judging from his dress, was prospering. He was certainly no common footpad. Melanies words when he had seized her in his terrible paroxysm of anger were very strange and sounded as though they were both well known to each other.

She had promised to accede to his demands on condition that he spared her. What, I wondered, did he seek of her? It was indeed an extraordinary fact to discover the Princess Melanie of Hapsbourg walking alone in the early hours of the morning with a man whose mean, despicable crime had brought upon him a well-deserved life-sentence. Again, how he had escaped was a mystery. The Austrian Government are not given to releasing prisoners condemned for treason. That man had broken his oath to his Emperor and betrayed his country in a manner so ingenious as to be almost incredible, yet I found him here, in Brussels, a free agent, endeavouring to obtain by threats something which my beloved refused to grant.

What could it be, I wondered? Could he really be the mysterious lover whom she was in the habit of meeting, the man spoken of by Paul Yermoloff?

I sat opposite her, watching her as she slept, knowing that when she awoke she would be calmer and more collected. Her absence from the palace would, I feared, be noted, therefore, although anxious to learn the truth of this mysterious attack, I was also eager that she should return. Probably her maid was in the secret of these night excursions of hers just as she knew of her early morning cycling.

At last, perhaps after about half-an-hour, she again opened her eyes, and sitting up glanced around her wonderingly.

I was beside her, on my knees in an instant

I hope you feel better, Melanie, I said eagerly.

Yes, she answered weakly. At first, do you know, I wondered what place this was. But now I remember all. I — I am with you! And she smiled.

Yes, I said, bending and kissing her hand. It was extremely fortunate that I chanced to be near. But tell me, I added. What do you know of that man? Was he a stranger to you?

No, she answered, sighing deeply. He is, alas! no stranger.

But why did he make such a desperate attempt upon you? I inquired.

She hesitated. Her fingers closed tightly upon mine.

Because I would not comply with his demand.

Tell me, I demanded. What is the nature of your relations with him?

I hate him, she cried in desperation. I hate and detest him!

Am I correct in supposing that this man is your lover, and that you have met him time after time in the Boulevard, or in the dark avenues of the Park?

I have met him many times. I have met him because I have been forced to do so, she answered in desperation.

And he is your lover! I said harshly.

No, No, Philip, she cried protestingly. I swear he is not. Lover? Why I detest the sight of him.

Why?

She was silent. I saw by the twitching of the muscles of her face how agitated she had become. This allegation of mine had brought a dark, determined look upon her countenance, while on my part my discovery had aroused within me a natural jealousy. The whisperings I had heard, alleging that the Princess Melanie had a secret lover, were evidently based upon fact, for a woman does not steal out and meet a man at night at risk of detection and exposure unless there is some very strong incentive.

You do not answer my question, I said, in calmer tone.

I hate him because of all the past, she responded at length, after some further hesitation.

Is its recollection so very bitter then? I inquired.

Alas, yes, she sighed; then fixing her dark, tearful eyes upon mine, she added hoarsely: It is so bitter and hateful, Philip, that sometimes I regret that I did not die long ago.

Come, I said. You must not speak so gloomily. Tell me what has occurred between you to-night?

Ah, no, she answered quickly. I cannot.

But I love you, Melanie, I protested earnestly. You have told me, too, that I have a place in your heart. Cannot you, therefore, trust me with your secret?

It is impossible, she faltered.

Why?

Because I dare not.

Then you are in fear of him? I said. You told me that you were in dread of that man who watched us on the night of the State Ball.

It is the truth. Fear of them both holds me in silence, she replied.

But is it wise to wander the Boulevards at night? I queried.

I have met that man only because he compelled me, she answered. Ah, you do not know, you can never know what I have suffered, Philip, or you would not speak thus.

Why, then, do you not place faith in me and explain? I might assist you. Your position does not allow you the freedom which others have, therefore why not let me be your confidant and friend? Did you not tell me only the other day that you might perhaps require my help? Surely you require some assistance when, with my own eyes, I have witnessed this dastardly attempt upon you.

Yes, she shuddered. I believe that he would have killed me.

But what reason has he in acting thus? I inquired. What does he want of you?

She hesitated. Her brows contracted for a moment in thought, then she answered: — 

I am in possession of a secret which he is anxious to learn. I refused to divulge it, and in order to wring it from me he attempted to strangle me.

A secret? I repeated, puzzled. Has it anything to do with that mans past?

No, she answered. But what do you know regarding his past? Are you acquainted with him?

I know him too well, I replied, in a hard voice. His name is Oswald Krauss, a native of Vienna, and he is an ex-captain of artillery.

She bowed her head in the affirmative.

And what else, she asked, in a low mechanical tone.

For the rest, I said, he was discovered in the act of selling to a Russian agent in Budapesth detailed plans of three of the principal frontier fortresses, arrested, and condemned by court-martial to imprisonment for life as a spy and a traitor.

And how are you aware of all this? she inquired, her eyes turned upon me in blank surprise.

Because that man was first successful in obtaining knowledge of certain of our diplomatic secrets which he endeavoured to sell to his employers, the Russian Government, and was only prevented by a discovery which I myself made. Then, fearing least he should make a second attempt, I kept watch upon him, and found that not only did he seek to sell Englands secrets to her enemies, but was also offering the plans of his own countrys defences.

It was you who discovered that? she gasped, her face pale in an instant.

I placed my discovery before the Austrian Minister for War, with the result that the spy was arrested and his papers seized. The latter conclusively proved his guilt, and after the trial he was degraded in the Barrack Square in Budapesth. The real reason of this degradation was, however, never allowed to leak out to the public. Only the members of the court-martial and a few high officials were aware of the truth. The Russian Ambassador was too deeply implicated in the affair, and Austria could not afford to give offence to her powerful neighbour.

And you were actually the man who brought him to justice! she cried in a strange voice, as one utterly amazed.

He is a man of marvellous ingenuity, I answered, and he used a woman named Kohn as his go-between in his dealings with Russia.

Kohn! she gasped, with wide-open eyes. Surely you must be mistaken!

No, I answered. I tell you the truth without any attempt at concealment. Indeed, the woman was as crafty and ingenious as he himself. She only escaped with the aid of the Russian Embassy, who knew that had she been arrested she would make some very ugly and compromising statements.

I really cant believe it, she said in a tone of wonderment. I was acquainted with him before his arrest and imprisonment, but knew nothing of her.

It was scarcely likely that he would tell you, I observed, still feeling convinced that this escaped spy was her lover.

If what you say is true, then the mystery is increased, she said reflectively, as though speaking to herself. Still, it shows the depth of his cunning, and the fierceness of the revenge he seeks to bring upon you.

Upon me? I repeated. What has he told you?

He has told me nothing, she answered. He has never mentioned your name, but he has vowed to me a vengeance terrible and complete against the person who exposed him to the Minister of War. I now see how all his demands were directed towards one object to gain that satisfaction which, it seems, he is determined to gain — namely, to encompass your ruin.

He threatened me long ago, at the moment when the court-martial pronounced sentence upon him; but I have no fear, I laughed.

Ah! be cautious! she cried concernedly. Be cautious, for my sake, Philip. Once, I now remember, he told me that if he could not affect your downfall and disgrace he was acquainted with one who could. To whom did he refer?

The truth flashed through my mind in an instant. He referred to Judith — that crafty blue-eyed woman who held my future in her hands. Next moment, however, I recovered myself, and answered — 

More idle brag. I take no heed of swaggering talk such as this. He was always a braggart.

But now, Philip, he is absolutely desperate, she exclaimed. If he would attack me in the manner he has done to-night he will not hesitate to take your life, if necessary.

Why has he escaped from prison? I inquired. Tell me. You, of course, know the truth.

He was released nearly eight months ago, and conducted to the frontier by order of the Emperor.

By order of the Emperor? I echoed, puzzled. Why?

I interceded for him personally, and secured his release, she said simply.

You, I cried. Why?

There was a reason, she answered, a very strong reason, but I cannot tell you. It is a secret.

Strange, I said, utterly confounded. Strange that the Emperor should exert his prerogative over the finding of the court-martial and release one detected in such a flagrant act of treason. Did you actually plead personally for him?

I did.

For what reason? I demanded eagerly. Tell me. There is more mystery in this than I have dreamed.

No, Philip, she answered in a low voice, shaking her head. I can never tell you, of all men — never.


XX. — AT THE BRITISH LEGATION

[image: img163.jpg]

MELANIES MYSTERIOUS FRIENDSHIP for this unprincipled outcast was extremely puzzling. Although she did not speak of him as though he were her lover, yet it was extraordinary that she should have used her influence with her uncle, the Emperor Francis Joseph, to secure his release.

As she sat there talking to me, a wan figure in her dead-white dress, with my tennis coat about her shoulders, she presented the appearance of one oppressed by some knowledge which she dared not to divulge. In her pale, agitated face was a strange look as if, although haunted by some inexpressible fear, she was nevertheless seeking to preserve her self-control.

She was now as calm as she had ever been, for her outward agitation had passed, and her brief sleep had refreshed her. I became more and more impressed, however, that the real reason of her solicitude for this man Krauss was because she loved him. Nevertheless, I could not fail to notice that in her eyes as she gazed upon me was that genuine love-look which can never be feigned, that glance which is only seen in the faces of those in whose hearts burns the unquenchable fire of true love.

Yet here was a strange character, and the more I sought to analyse it the more complex it appeared. That she was honest, open-hearted and unassuming I well knew. Never once during our friendship had she ever sought to impress me with a sense of her superior birth, but rather to place herself upon even a lower level than myself. How strange it was, I often thought, that while the world unanimously declared her to be possessed of that unbending dignity and pride characteristic of the Hapsbourgs, she was towards me sweet, affable, and purely womanly.

Only when I approached the subject of her secret did she shrink from me, and her attitude was — I could not disguise it — an attitude of guilt. My curiosity had been whetted by this strange incident, and I strove by every means to ascertain from her the reason why Krauss had attacked her.

Was it money he sought of you? I asked, presently.

But she shook her head, saying — 

No. It was not money he wanted. Then she added quickly, Philip, refrain from questioning me further. I can never give you explanation.

Not although you love me? I asked, looking full into her great dark eyes, so full of affection and tenderness.

Her gaze met mine boldly, unflinchingly, but she responded in a low firm voice — 

No. Although I do love you, Philip, I nevertheless can tell you nothing — absolutely nothing!

I sighed in disappointment. It was apparently useless to cross-question her further, and I feared to annoy her.

I urged her to confide in me, and for the thousandth time repeated my declarations of affection. She heard me, with a sweet smile of contentment upon her lips. It was a strange wooing in the silence of the night, and so affected she became that I felt more than ever confident that ours was not a mere flirtation, but a genuinely reciprocated affection.

At last she rose to go, and as we stood together I placed my arm about her neck slowly and tenderly until her head gently rested upon my shoulder. She did not resist. The look supreme of contentment and happiness upon her fair face told me that she was mine, therefore I bent and for the first time tenderly kissed her lips.

Ah! she murmured. I do love you, Philip. I, alas! love you. Why, I cannot tell. It is fate that has thus cast us together, and I shall love you always — always!

Your words bring joy and gladness to my heart, dearest, I answered, again kissing her, and then for the first time she raised her head until her lips met mine in a passionate caress which made my head reel, so enraptured I became.

Philip, she whispered softly, in a calm voice, looking at me gravely though tears stood in her eyes, take this and wear it always as a souvenir of the great service you have rendered me to-night. You saved my life!

And she drew from her finger a beautiful ring set with a single ruby, and taking my hand gently placed it upon my little finger, then raising it to her lips imprinted a kiss upon it.

I will wear it always, I answered fervently. It will serve to remind me of you when we are apart — not that I shall require any aid to memory — but you have kissed it, you have given it your benediction, and it shall never leave my finger.

When you look upon it remember, Philip, that whatever may occur there is but one man on earth that I have ever loved, and that man is yourself.

I clasped her to my breast, and her hot tears of joy rained fast as she buried her head again upon my shoulder, while I in that ecstatic enchantment which knowledge of a reciprocated love can alone impart, kissed her hair and soothed her with those fervent passionate phrases which rose to my lips. What I said I know not, nor have I any knowledge of how long we stood there locked in each others arms; all I remember is that the grey dawn stealing through the drawn curtains caused us both to suddenly recollect that it was time that she returned.

Then, after many final words, both of us equally loth to part, we went down into the Boulevard again, she with my tennis coat still about her shoulders. At that hour, just as dawn was breaking, the wind swept chilly down the great leafy avenue, but fearless of footpads, for it was now light, we walked together along the leafy allee until we reached the Place du Trone, where the great stone lions guard the entrance to the gardens of the Royal Palace, then skirting the walls for a long distance we turned at length into the Place des Palais, where the great grey facade of the royal residence faces the Park. Together we proceeded to the opposite end of that building, when she suddenly halted at a side-door before which a sentinel in bearskin shako and overcoat was pacing.

The instant the man recognised her he started and stood at attention, exclaiming: Pass, your Royal Highness.

She turned and shook my hand, saying in English in a half-whisper — 

Good-bye, Philip. Think of me always, as I think always of you.

Good-bye, I whispered, bending low over her hand. Good-bye, Melanie — my love, my life.

And in an instant her rustling skirts swept past me, and she had passed through the door which closed after her.

On my return to my rooms I sat alone for a long time pondering deeply, and calmly viewing the situation. Try how I could to conceal the fact, it nevertheless remained glaringly plain that I had by loving Melanie, departed from the first tenets of my religion as a diplomatist, besides having neglected to a great degree the special duty for which I had been nominated to Brussels.

Had not the Marquess of Macclesfield, the greatest diplomatist of his age, told me plainly the folly of allowing myself to be drawn into any serious affair of the heart. The more I reflected, the more impossible seemed our happiness.

Yet upon my finger was that magnificent ruby, her pledge of affection, which I examined and admired in the bright light of early morn, while still in my ears rang those impassioned words of hers: Philip, I shall love you always.

That same day, at noon, I went as usual down to the Legation, and was occupied with some clerical work until nearly three, when Sir John came in hurriedly, having had a long interview with the Minister for Foreign affairs regarding a question relative to the Congo boundary.

I must send a special despatch to London, he said, placing down his hat, and seating himself at once at his table to write.

Then, when he had finished, I took from the safe the cypher book and reduced what he had written to an amazing array of figures upon the fresh combination of numbers as announced in the despatch Graves had brought. There was nothing startling in it, but it was imperative that the British Cabinet should give its decision at once, in order to forestall German encroachments.

Having concluded, I suddenly recollected that we had no despatch box, save the one from which the Kings correspondence had been stolen, a fact which I announced to the Ambassador.

Then we must use that, he answered. Giffard wants to go for three days leave in London, so he will take it.

I took the box from the locked cupboard wherein I had put it on its return to us, and placed it on the table, a small case covered with crimson leather which bore the chipped wax of many previous seals. Well worn and much battered by continual journeys between Downing-street and the various capitals of Europe, it had in its time contained many remarkable secrets of State. It was locked, therefore Sir John took out his key and inserted it. But it would not turn. Again he tried, but with no better result. The wards of the lock seemed jammed.

I took the key and endeavoured to open it, but on examination detected for the first time something unusual in the appearance of the key-hole. It was larger, and of different shape to the small curved slit in the Foreign Office despatch-boxes. This key-hole was, however, the key-hole of an ordinary lock, and although the key held at Downing-street had once opened it, our key now refused to perform a similar work.

At once I pointed out my discovery to Sir John, and then a few moments later when we got the box open, we both made a very startling discovery.

The box was only an ingenious imitation of those well-known caskets which are sent out from Downing-street. It was of the same size, the leather was of the same shade, a soiled and discoloured red, but on closer examination we saw that all the seals had been carefully made and chipped away in order to give it an appearance of being well-worn, and even the sunk brass handle had been discoloured by acids, so as to give an appearance of long usage. By the lock, which proved to be quite a common one, and the fact that it was lined inside with imitation leather instead of real morocco, it was proved conclusively that it was only a cleverly contrived duplicate.

Instantly the truth was plain. The box containing King Leopolds secret correspondence had been changed for this, and so cleverly had the exchange been made, and the bogus box prepared, that neither Graves nor ourselves had, until that moment, discovered the ingenious fraud.

This only shows how determined were the thieves to obtain possession of the papers, observed Sir John, thoughtfully. The manner in which this despatch-box has been prepared is proof positive that the theft had long been premeditated. It was done by no ordinary thief — of that we may rest assured.

The facsimile of the despatch box is marvellous! I said. Look at the seals. They bear every resemblance to those on a genuine box. All is genuine save the lock and the lining.

The lock, observed the Ambassador, must have been of so ordinary a character that the key at the Foreign Office shot back the bolt when they opened it. The ingenuity of those scoundrelly spies is simply amazing.

And then he stood regarding the box in deep thoughtful silence.

This was certainly a curious discovery, but it at least cleared up the mystery of how the file of correspondence had been stolen. The seals upon that bogus box were, curiously enough, impressed by the private seal which had apparently been manufactured in exact imitation of the one actually in use, every care being taken to render the exterior identical with the one carried by the Queens Messenger. We certainly were now aware of the means adopted by the thief or thieves, but the crucial question was as to who had so carefully planned and committed the theft which had placed England in such jeopardy.

On the following night I accompanied Sir John, Lady Drummond, and Frank Hamilton to a reception by the Count of Flanders at his Palace in the Rue de la Regence. It was a very brilliant affair, a veritable phantasmagoria of striking uniforms and tasteful toilettes, and I strolled through the heavily-gilded rooms eager, of course, to catch a glance of Melanie. Their Majesties were coming, and it was certain that she would accompany her friend the young Princess Clementine. Therefore I waited anxiously, for hedged in by royal divinity as she was I had not been able to catch a single glimpse of her since that grey hour of dawn when she had given me that whispered assurance of her love as she disappeared into the Palace. Hourly I had thought of her. Upon my mantel-shelf was a fine panel photograph of her which I had bought in the Montaigne de la Cour, and often when I looked at it her beautiful face seemed to shine down upon me with an expression of purity, tenderness and love. More than once, when one or other of my diplomatic friends looked in for a whisky and soda, a beverage unobtainable at the average cafe, I had been compelled to remove it to hide my idol lest suspicion might be roused of the true state of affairs. Attaches and secretaries are particularly sharp to detect any affairs of the heart, for they are usually gallants themselves, and their knowledge of the prettiest women in the city is generally encyclopaedic. Therefore I was compelled to act with the greatest discretion keeping my secret locked within my heart lest I might betray myself and afford food for gossips. She had impressed upon me the virtue of silence, and her every wish I held as law.

I had been chatting with the ubiquitious Yermoloff and his grey-whiskered chief, brilliant in his white Russian tunic and his breast glittering with stars, ranging from that of the coveted St. Andrew down to the last cheap decoration of the Sultan. They had been speaking of that subject ever upon the lips of diplomatists, the European situation, but I held a discreet silence, detecting in the trend of their gossip a desire to learn something from me. Experience had taught me that towards the representative of the Czar, wherever he might be found, silence was always golden.

At last I espied an elderly English lady who was resident in Brussels — the Dowager Countess of Bessington — and seizing this opportunity of leaving my friends, I walked across to pay my respects to her. She was a rather stiff old lady of the ancient school, unbending to any but her equals, but being a particular friend of Lady Drummonds I always endeavoured to be polite to her. Truth to tell, however, she was a sour-tongued, mischief-making old woman, who if not continually grumbling at the British chaplains broad Church notions, amused herself by inventing some startling scandal or other regarding women in Brussels society. Lord Bessington, her son, was in the Guards at home, a very popular fellow and a great friend of Giffards. As I sat talking to her there strolled past us dozens of people I knew, nearly all of them with high sounding titles, except we poor diplomats, whose position in society is always twice as high as the depth of our pockets.

Suddenly, amid the gay laughing crowd there appeared King Leopold himself, looking a trifle pale and worn, I thought, notwithstanding his striking uniform and the glittering star at his throat. With a word of excuse to her ladyship I rose and saluted him.

The instant he saw me he crossed and exclaimed in a low voice, so that none around should hear — 

Crawford, you have not yet sent that woman to me. Recollect, I must see her — I must — you understand.

I have not yet been able to discover her whereabouts, your Majesty, I answered. I am exerting every endeavour to do so.

Find her. Send her to me, he cried in impatience. Every moment that I lose is of consequence. You know her, I do not. In this matter you can render me, if you will, the very greatest service.

It is my earnest desire to serve your Majesty, I answered, with a bow, puzzled at his eagerness, for he had evidently come in search of me.

Then spare no effort to find that woman Kohn, he said in a low tone, and then turned quickly with that pleasant smile which he could assume at will to greet a high-born stately woman who had advanced and loyally bowed before him.

Behind me, as I turned, I saw the Archduchess Stephanie, a tall dark figure in primrose blazing with diamonds, standing in conversation with Lady Drummond and a little beyond stood the Kings youngest daughter, the Princess Clementine, chatting to the young Count de Montaigle in the uniform of that smart corps the Guides. The royalties had arrived, therefore I passed on eagerly searching everywhere for the woman I loved. Through room after room I went, those huge dark-panelled salons with their wonderful ceilings and polished floors, but saw nothing of her. The Count and Countess of Flanders had finished the formal reception of their guests, and had returned to join them, but the function, brilliant as it was, possessed no attraction for me owing to the absence of Melanie.

At length, after wandering aimlessly, I came across Baron Vandervoorde, the Controller of the Royal Household, and to him observed — 

The Hapsbourgs are not here; how is that?

The short, stout full-faced man glanced at me and answered — 

They have left Brussels, msieur. The Princess and her daughter departed suddenly at mid-day.

Gone! I exclaimed, dismayed.

Yes To Brandenberg, answered the Baron. Their visit to Brussels has been much longer than usual this year, although their departure was very sudden.

I turned away disappointed and dejected. Melanie, although she declared that she loved me, had left for Germany without a single word of farewell. By her departure the light of my life had been suddenly extinguished, and I strode out from that gay assembly, plunged in deepest melancholy.

To remain there longer was impossible, now that I knew she would not be present. I had come there solely for the purpose of speaking with her, but alas! she had gone, and perhaps I should never again see her.

Wearily I wandered home to my rooms, my mind full of grave apprehensions, for I loved her madly, with that true, ardent affection which comes to a man only once in his lifetime. As I entered, however, my gaze fell upon a letter which, my man explained, had been delivered by hand.

I turned over the envelope eagerly. There was upon it the embossed cypher of the Hapsbourgs surrounded by the coronet. It was from her. I tore it open quickly and read the hurriedly written words penned in English in a fine German hand:

My Dear Philip, — I send you this because I am forced by adverse events to leave Brussels at once. In all the circumstances it is, perhaps, best that we should part now, rather than later, when our mutual love might ripen into a stronger affection. There are, unfortunately many reasons, some of which are well-known to you, which render it impossible that our acquaintance should be carried further. I regret that this is so, but alas! it is my fate that I am what I am. In addition, certain unforeseen occurrences have transpired to-day which, while forcing me to leave Brussels hurriedly, also utterly prevent us ever meeting again in the future. Nevertheless, I rest content in the knowledge that I am truly loved by one who is brave, honest, and upright. But beyond, all is blank. All is finished. A weight of bitterness and melancholy is upon me. We have met for the last time, Philip, but I hope we shall never fail to hold one another in fond remembrance. Adieu. May prosperity and happiness ever be yours is the prayer of — Yours affectionately, Melanie.

I read the letter through twice, then stood staring rigidly at the rather uneven lines of writing, dejected, inert, crushed.


XXI. — WHAT JUDITH KNEW
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MELANIE HAD LEFT me. The bitterness of my reflections, through the long dull days which followed, was increased by the truth that this result was only what I might have expected. Ours had been a foolish infatuation; a dream of an Elysium that could never be obtained. I loved her with all my heart, and with all my soul, with all the fondness of a lover in his teens, even though I were a hardened, blase man of the world. Did she really love me? A thousand times as I contemplated the ruby ring upon my finger, the ring she had kissed, I asked myself that question, and each time when I recollected that love-look in her dark fathomless eyes my conviction of the genuineness of her affection became more than ever confirmed.

Nevertheless, she had left me with that strangely worded letter, to sigh over the ashes of a dead past. While repeating her declaration of love she asserted in the puzzling missive, which I re-read so often, that our acquaintanceship must end, a conclusion at which she had arrived owing to some adverse circumstances, mysterious and unexplained. Why she had been forced to leave Brussels so hurriedly was entirely an enigma. I reasoned with myself, but could arrive at no definite solution of the problem.

The days passed, hot stifling summer days when even the shaded boulevards were sultry, and the dead-white houses reflected back the sun-glare until it became dazzling, sickening. I longed for a change, for a breath of country air in fresh green England, for only when one lives abroad can one appreciate the rural beauties, the calm freshness of his native land. In all the world there is no spot so truly peaceful, so happy, so quiet and restful as the old world English village, with its rows of homely thatched cottages, its uneven street, and the sweet, all pervading scent of the wood-fires lit at evening to cook the labourers meal. Those whose fate it is, or has been, to be temporarily exiled know full well with what zest and pleasure a visit to home is looked forward to; how the beauties of all other countries pale before those of our own England, and how dearly cherished are the memories or our native town, our public school, or our college. In this frame of mind I longed for home.

The critical outlook consequent upon the theft of King Leopolds private correspondence kept me, however, in Brussels. The mission to which I had been appointed by the Marquess of Macclesfield remained unfulfilled. To put it plainly, I had entirely failed, and in addition had become enmeshed by that high-born woman, the daughter of a royal house. I had, by allowing myself to love, disregarded the wise maxim of the Chief that to be successful the diplomatist must never allow a woman to bewitch him. The fair sex are themselves the cleverest of diplomatists, and can worm out a secret when all the wiles of the male political agent have failed.

So I remained in Brussels, gasping in the heat — that year of a semi-tropical character — striving to fulfil my secret mission by making inquiries in various quarters, but ever failing, until I began to despair. The ingenuity with which the correspondence had been stolen was truly marvellous. Day by day, week by week, the Cabinet in London remained in breathless expectation that the storm which had for years been culminating would burst over Europe, and England would find herself at war. The Sirdar had captured Khartoum and broken the Kalifas power, and serious complications had arisen with France regarding the occupation of Fashoda. Day by day at Downing-street Lord Macclesfield received intelligence from the various embassies of the latest political wind. The heads of the War Office and Admiralty had been taken into the Cabinets confidence, and measures had been rapidly taken for placing our defences on the alert against sudden surprise, the greatest care, however, being taken to prevent the suspicions of the press and public from being aroused. The country was in ignorance of the alarming crisis.

The delay in declaring war could only be due to one reason, namely that the Powers desired time — a few weeks at most — to make their final preparations for a combined dash upon our shores. From Petersburg, by way of Downing-street, grave news reached us of unusual activity in Russian dockyards and arsenals, while orders had been issued for some grand military manoeuvres, which meant that the giant Muscovite army was to be mobilised without arousing our suspicion. There could be no doubt whatever that in Russia active preparations were being pushed forward swiftly and secretly. The Franco-Russian alliance so often denied by both Governments, was now to be carried into effect, and to England its results must be inevitably disastrous.

In such circumstances it was scarcely surprising that I should be harassed by the knowledge that the prime object of the mission entrusted to me by the Marquess of Macclesfield had not only failed, but that we had been outwitted by a very clever thief, and that the file of correspondence had been spirited away in a manner utterly bewildering. Many were the consultations I had with Sir John Drummond and with Graves, the messenger, and twice I was summoned to Downing-street, where I related to the Chief all that had transpired.

He looked grave, his ashen face twitching with excitement, as it was wont to do on but few occasions.

We can only wait, Crawford, he answered. Our enemies, whoever they are, have got the better of us in this affair. King Leopold was here yesterday in incognito. He mentioned your strenuous efforts to penetrate the mystery.

I have done my best, I answered rather lamely, even if I have failed.

Return to Brussels and continue your efforts. We must find out into whose hands the stolen papers have fallen. That is now of more importance than the discovery of the actual thief.

So that night I returned to my post by way of Dover and Ostend, arriving at my rooms at early morning, and sitting out upon the balcony in the first rays of sunshine. But how to act I knew not. By every device I had sought for sign at the other Legations of their knowledge of Englands peril, but could discover absolutely none. The King continued to give his entertainments, the Legations to hold receptions and diplomatic relations continued calmly and undisturbed.

I thought ever of Melanie. The newspapers said she had arrived with her mother at Brandenberg, the ancient stronghold of the Hapsbourgs, where they would pass the remainder of the summer. I pictured her, free from the trammels of Court life, wandering about those picturesque valleys around her home, gossiping with the visitors, and being taken by English tourists as an English girl, so well did she speak our tongue. And as the anxious weeks passed and the days grew increasingly stifling in Brussels the desire grew upon me to see her once again, if for the last time, to learn from her own lips the cause of her sudden resolution to end our acquaintanceship. Yet what excuse had I for going boldly to the Castle and demanding an interview with her? She had impressed upon me the absolute necessity of keeping our intimate friendship a secret, and I had promised long ago to respect her wish. She was a Princess, and gossips were ever eager to seize upon any circumstance as ground for tittle-tattle.

Times without number I had pondered over the matter, until at length the desire to once again see her became irresistible, and, obtaining a few days leave, I left Brussels, and, travelling by way of Luxembourg, put up at the Rathhaus in Treves, the old mediaeval hotel in the peaceful Place, beneath the shadow of the ancient Cathedral wherein the revered Holy Coat is kept, only being exhibited once every 50 years. Then, next day, I set forth on the snorting little river steamer down the Moselle winding through its romantic valley where ruined castles frowned from the crests of vine-clad heights, and quiet little villages nestled between road and river, mirrored in the water, villages whose names are known the world over by reason of their famous white wines.

The journey was delightful. The steamer, little larger than a pleasure launch, started at daybreak, and for several hours we wound in and out — past Berneadel, famous for its Doctor, Alf, Beilstein, and other quaint villages, through some of the most picturesque scenery in Europe, until at length, after many stoppages we reached a mere hamlet from which a boat came out bearing a mail-bag. The place, only a handful of houses, was called Brodenbach; and I went ashore in the boat, for Brandenberg was distant about a mile up a dark narrow gorge, where the pine trees cast a romantic gloom and the high bare grey crags overhung until they seemed threatening to fall as I wound my way beneath them. Passing up this gorge until I came to a sudden turn, there suddenly broke upon my view, towering upon a great, seemingly inaccessible cliff, the enormous turreted stronghold of the Hapsbourgs. The walls which had withstood so many sieges in the long-past days when the Archbishop of Treves was the terror of the neighbourhood were blackened by age, and at a glance one could well imagine the superior position of the garrison, for, perched up there, and impregnable on three sides, it commanded an extensive view over the hills and valleys from the Moselle away to the Rhine.

Such was the romantic beauty of the scene that I stood gazing up at it in silent wonder. I had only before seen it from the river when coming up from Cochem. It was indeed a wonderful relic of a bygone age of barbarism, for had I not read grim and terrible stories of the fiendish tortures committed in its deep dungeons, and of hapless prisoners kept there by the powerful Hapsbourgs until death had relieved them of the monotony of existence? Indeed, as I looked, I could distinguish, attached high up to one of the many turrets, the historical iron cage wherein many a prisoner had been placed and tortured in full view of the besieging party.

I followed the road, winding and well kept, once no doubt only a footpath, but now accessible to carriages, and after half an hours stiff climb passed through the main entrance, handed my card to the liveried janitor, followed him across the huge paved courtyard with its long cool arcades and ancient draw-well, and waited in a small old-fashioned chamber furnished in medieval style with great carved table of black oak and chairs of similar design, a severe-looking place strangely comfortless but striking as an example of the princely home of four centuries ago. As I stood looking through the deep mullioned window upon the courtyard the turret-clock chimed slowly and solemnly. For a long time I remained there alone — fully half an hour, I think — until I began to wonder whether my card had reached the Princess. At length, however, another manservant appeared, saying in German:

Her Highness will see you, if you will please step this way.

I followed him across a great banqueting hall, high-roofed and vaulted, from which were suspended the tattered, faded banners of the dead princes of Hapsbourg, while all around were stands of armour worn by those valiant warriors who were once the terror of all the Rhine-land from Cologne down to Mayence, and upon the stone walls great heavy German broadswords, many of which bore the rust of human blood.

Down one long corridor after another we passed until we entered what was apparently a modern wing of the great stronghold, for the long passage was so thickly carpeted that our footsteps fell noiselessly, and a few moments later the man ushered me into a pleasant well-lighted room, the walls of which were pannelled in brown and covered with silken tapestry in mignonette green, the ceiling richly gilded, and in the corners were allegories of the female virtues. On the walls hung several of the great and famous pictures by Watteau, which stand alone and unapproachable in their style and form. In one, a party of ladies and gentlemen were embarking for a voyage to the Fortunate Isles, and two others represented the interior of a picture-shop. These, I knew, were some of the pearls of the art treasures of the Hapsbourgs. There were also other pictures by Lancret and Pater, of the school of Watteau, and as I advanced to the window to gaze out upon the magnificent panorama of valley and mountain the door was opened. I turned with quick heart beating to greet the woman I so fondly loved.

Next instant, however, I drew back in blank astonishment. In the doorway there stood a female figure in severe black, gazing at me as though I were some hideous apparition. Perhaps, indeed, I was as a ghost of the past to her. Our encounter was equally startling to both of us. She had on no outdoor garments, and was evidently a guest at the Castle who had entered the room for some purpose, believing it to be unoccupied.

She was the woman who held my secret in her keeping — Judith Kohn, the widow of Gordon Clunes.

You? I gasped, dumbfounded. Of all women she was the last I should have dreamed to meet in the princely home of the Hapsbourgs.

She stood before me, pale as death. Her lips trembled, and I saw that the encounter caused her much apprehension.

Yes, she answered in a hoarse voice, and with a painful effort to smile. It is very strange that we should thus meet, is it not?

I presume you are a guest here? I said in a hard voice.

She nodded in the affirmative, and slowly closing the door behind her advanced a few steps towards me.

Listen! she said quickly in a hushed voice. Time does not admit of argument. I know that you love Princess Melanie, and you have called upon her. In a moment she will be here to greet you, therefore our conversation must be brief and pointed. I am going to leave you; and recollect that before her you and I are total strangers.

No, I said at once. Melanie and her family shall not be tricked by a woman of your character. Remember that you and I are old friends — or enemies — which is it?

She hesitated, but only for a single instant. She was a remarkable woman, for she never lost her self-control.

Friends, if you will preserve silence, she answered in deep earnestness.

Now, Judith, I said severely, I know full well that your presence here is for some evil purpose. You are no doubt passing as some wealthy well-known woman, and have, as you have so often done before, succeeded in entering the charmed circle of Society. What are you now? Countess, Baroness, or is it Duchess?

She smiled. This woman, whom I knew well to be a political agent, and whose ingenuity in that respect was simply marvellous, had undoubtedly some sinister purpose in obtaining admission to the family circle of the Hapsbourgs. I had known her in Vienna, and to me had been due her exposure and the committal of her lover Krauss as a spy and traitor. Her smile told me that she still cherished a fierce revenge; that when occasion arose she would make that exposure which I dreaded because it would ruin my good name.

To act boldly was, I saw, my only course. I recollected how on the night of Gordons death at Richmond I had threatened her, and how she had laughed me to scorn because she knew at that moment her husband was lying dead. That mystery had never been cleared up, nor had the character of the statement which Gordon had made to the chief ever transpired.

She was extremely handsome, this fair-haired, blue-eyed woman who had so often used her personal charms to worm out a secret or to entice a man to betray a confidence, and as she stood before me, a slim figure in black, she seemed to have come like an evil shadow between myself and my well-beloved.

You no doubt regard it as strange that I should be a guest here, she said, in a calm voice. On my part, too, I regard it as curious that Melanie should love a man in whose past is a black spot, one which, if revealed, would cause the world to hound him down as a coward and a criminal.

She referred to my secret. I bit my lip.

Once, she continued, on a certain night in Richmond, you declared that you would tell my husband my true name and station; and you would have done so but for reasons to which it is now unnecessary to refer. Since then we have not troubled one another. Now, when we meet thus unexpectedly, secrecy is surely in our mutual interests.

No, I cried quickly. I will not allow you to remain here with Melanie. You are a spy; and your presence here is with evil design.

If it pleases you to use hard words, she answered, then I may return the compliment, msieur, and recall the fact that the Chevalier de Jedina was foully done to death by you. You, Philip Crawford, diplomatic representative of your Queen, are a murderer.

I tell you it was entirely unintentional, I cried. I was perfectly innocent, and had no knowledge that a blank cartridge had been placed in his revolver. I shot him, it is true. But the duel was fair, as far as I was concerned. I had no knowledge that the man I killed was actually the victim of foul treachery.

Ah! you cannot prove it, she said, her face white with a fierce determination. Your two seconds have both declared that they saw you handling your opponents weapon.

And who were those seconds? I exclaimed, as every detail of that horrible tragedy arose again before my eyes. They were unprincipled spies, like yourself. It was they who introduced the blank cartridge, so that the Chevalier should be killed by my hand!

That duel, the only one I had fought in my life, had been the outcome of a quarrel consequent upon a lady whom I had escorted to dine in the restaurant of the Grand Hotel in Vienna, being insulted by a well-known politician, the Chevalier de Jedina. The insult was a most gross one, committed in presence of my friends; therefore, to vindicate my own honour, I had been compelled to send my card to him. We fought next day in a wood ten miles outside Vienna, and at my first shot the Chevalier had fallen with my bullet through his heart. It was only when his seconds came to examine the dead mans weapon that they discovered that the exploded cartridge differed from the others, being actually a blank one.

Then, beneath those trees in the grey light of the well-remembered morning, as I stood bending over the body of the dead man, I was denounced as a murderer. Ere that day was out, however, I saw that I had been the victim of a foul conspiracy, arranged for the purpose of combating my efforts as an agent in the British secret service. I had always held suspicion that the whole plot had been arranged by this woman Judith in connection with Krauss, and I still held that conviction.

Such imputation against the honour of any man was grave indeed — especially when my own seconds had been bought to denounce me. Although innocent I had no means whatever of proving that I had not placed the blank cartridge in my adversarys weapon. Hence this woman, who had afterwards so cleverly tricked her lover Krauss, had also held me in her power.

I think when you reflect, she exclaimed a few moments later, when you consider all the circumstances, you will be inclined to agree with me that secrecy is best.

I will not allow her to entertain you without knowledge of your true character, I said with firmness. It was you who sold the plans of the frontier forts for Oswald Krauss — you, the protege of the Russian Government. With some sinister motive you later induced Gordon Clunes to marry you. Do you think that Im blind? You have now wormed yourself into the confidence of the woman I love — in order to betray her.

And you actually mean to expose me? she cried hoarsely, advancing towards me, her eyes flashing with a dangerous fire.

I do, I answered. I care nothing for the charges you may make against my honour. But I tell you I am determined to save her from you. Your vile espionage shall not — —

But the words died from my lips in an instant as there was a sudden frou-frou of silk outside, the door opened, and Melanie stood in hesitation and surprise upon the threshold.

By the expression of her face I felt assured that she had overheard the opening words of my interrupted sentence.


XXII. — THE PRINCESS ASKS A FAVOUR
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MELANIE! I CRIED joyously, dashing towards her with outstretched hands. Our eyes met. In hers I saw that same sweet, well-remembered love look which had given me courage to confess the truth.

Only one word she uttered in response.

Philip! she exclaimed in low earnest tone, and then as her tiny trembling hand touched mine, and thrilled me with a fond pressing, her puzzled gaze wandered again to the woman in black who stood by, statuesque and motionless. In an instant the truth flashed across my mind. Melanie was annoyed at finding her guest in conversation with me. Perhaps, too, a slight jealousy had arisen within her. As she stood there my eyes were held to her in fascination, her cool morning dress of white muslin, girdled narrow but distinctive with pale mauve, gave her an indescribably dainty appearance, her complexion, fresh and natural, bearing no traces of that artificial softness which even girls in their teens nowadays affect by means of glycerine and rice-powder. How different were those two women? The one ingenuous, pure, honest, and as healthy in mind as in body; the other a painted, powdered woman of the world, steeped in the cardinal sins, crafty, unscrupulous, designing and unmerciful; a woman whose history had been more remarkable than any romance.

By what means, I wondered, had Judith Kohn managed to obtain an invitation to Brandenberg? Few, indeed, were accorded that honour outside the immediate family circle, with the exception of course, of the usual annual visit of the German Empress and her children. Once or twice in autumn the Emperor William himself always came there to hunt in the great forests which stretch eastwards across the Rhineland, but by the Hapsbourgs the stronghold of their ancestors was always regarded as a place sacred to summer repose en famille. Guests were invited in large numbers to the great white palace in Vienna, or to the fine villa at Beaulieu, near Nice, where the winter was always spent, but never to Brandenberg.

At a motion from Melanie the woman Judith reluctantly turned, and with threatening glance at me moved out, closing the door after her. I was scarcely prepared for such obedience on the part of one so defiant, and the instant she had gone I asked:

Who is that woman?

Julie, my maid. She has not been with me long. But you apparently know her, she said. You were talking when I entered.

She had overheard my denunciation. Should I show open defiance and speak, or was it wiser to hold my peace? An instants reflection decided me.

Yes, I answered. I do know her. But she is scarcely the kind of person to be your maid.

Why? she asked in quick surprise. Impertinence seems to be her only really bad quality. Shes a splendid linguist, a good pianist, and rather more fitted for companion than maid. From her chance remarks I know full well that she has once moved in quite a good circle herself.

Who recommended her to you? I inquired anxiously, wondering with what design she could have entered Melanies service.

Lady Thirlmere — one of my friends in London.

Then her ladyship must have been ignorant of who she really is.

Who is she? asked the Princess, puzzled.

Her name is Judith Kohn — the political agent in the employ of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs at Petersburg, I answered.

A spy! she gasped.

I nodded, adding: And further, she it was who acted with that man Krauss and induced him to prepare the plans of the Austrian frontier forts.

Ah! she cried quickly, I recollect. You told me that she was even worse than he, but that she escaped from Austria with the assistance of the Russian Embassy. And I have actually taken her into my service, she said, astounded at my revelation.

Undoubtedly her presence here is part of some well-laid plan, I said. With a woman of her character it behoves one to be ever on the alert. Why has she taken the trouble to enter your service?

It is extraordinary. How can I tell?

Reflect. Is there any secret of prime importance which is in your keeping? You, a member of a royal house, may be in possession of something which it is the object of your enemies to obtain.

She was silent. In an instant her face was blanched to the lips.

Ah! she cried suddenly, as though some hideous truth had at that instant dawned upon her. Yes! I see it all now! There is a deep and cunningly-devised plot. The coup would have been made quickly — perhaps even to-day, had you not thus given me timely warning.

A plot against you? I suggested.

Yes, she faltered hoarsely. Against me.

Then she stood silent, deep in thought. Her mouth was hard set, and in her eyes a look of desperation strangely out of keeping with the calm beauty of her countenance.

This woman, I went on, is possessed of a devilish ingenuity. Not a year ago I discovered her as wife of an official in our Foreign Office in London. She was leading a life of strict gentility at Richmond, the adored of her husband and the admiration of her suburban neighbours.

You think she had actually married him in order to obtain some secret at the bidding of her masters in St. Petersburg?

Undoubtedly, I responded. Gordon Clunes, her husband, died mysteriously, poor fellow, and she afterwards disappeared — to Russia, I believe. From that moment until a few minutes ago I have neither seen nor heard of her. But has not the man Krauss — the spy whose release you obtained from the Emperor Francis Joseph — has not he ever mentioned her?

Yes. After your statement I demanded of him the whole story, and he related it to me. He told me of this mysterious woman who enjoys the patronage of all the Embassies of the Czar throughout Europe, of her artfulness, her daring, and her unscrupulousness; yet I never for one moment dreamed that this very woman whose name is synonymous with all that is crafty and evil was actually the one who waited upon me daily, and whose gossip was so bright and interesting.

Strange enough, I said, King Leopold is extremely anxious to meet her. For some months I have been in search of her, in order to induce her to obey the royal command to go to the Palace.

King Leopold! she gasped. Then, after a seconds pause, added: No, no! Philip. They must never meet.

Why? I inquired, surprised.

Philip, she said earnestly, stretching forth her hand and grasping mine, you love me, do you not?

Yes, dearest. It is because I love you, because I could no longer bear your absence, that I have come here to-day, even at the risk of your displeasure.

Then I may trust you? she said, in a deep tone of earnestness.

Of course you may, I replied.

Ah! for my sake, for love of me, Philip, do not take this woman to the King.

But why? I argued. I have reason to believe that from her certain information could be gained that might change the present critical outlook in Europe. You, of course, have heard sinister rumours of antagonistic alliances and of war.

Listen, Philip, she said, in a low voice, breathless in the intensity of her anxiety. If the King and Judith Kohn meet, the outcome of the interview would be disastrous to me to my family — to my house. I am in grave peril. You love me. Once you declared that if you could ever render me assistance you would do so. Will you not help me, now that I am in sore need of your protection?

I had made a promise to the King. Whatever the object his Majesty had in seeking an interview with this mysterious female agent, it was undoubtedly of prime importance. Yet with this appeal of my beloved in my ears, how could I turn aside and disregard her? From the very fact that Judith was acting as her maid, it was apparent that she harboured some evil design, therefore it was but my duty to stand by and assist her. I had exposed this woman whose marvellous cunning had shaken empires to their foundations, and well I knew that ere long she would launch her charges against me mercilessly. The storm of her indignation and vengeance would be terrible.

The Kings command should be obeyed, I said. Remember that I am a diplomatist, and that my own country and his are in complete accord.

No, no! she cried, with a passionate outburst. No, you will not, Philip, she implored, earnestly.

I do not see how this meeting could affect you personally, while it is just possible that the revelations which are within this womans power to make may change the whole aspect of international relations.

No, I beg of you, Philip, she pleaded, holding both my hands in her convulsive grasp, and sinking suddenly upon her knees. See! she cried. I beg of you to spare me — to spare me.

Spare you! I exclaimed in wonder. I dont understand. Why have you given me no explanation of your sudden flight from Brussels — or of your relations with that spy and traitor Krauss?

Because it is absolutely impossible, she faltered. I am bound to secrecy.

Then you wish me to neglect my duty, and say nothing to the King of the reappearance of this woman?

She was bowed before me, and I was holding her trembling hands. From her attitude I saw that she was terribly in earnest, as though all her future depended upon my decision.

It is the first favour I have asked of you, Philip, she said, in a low voice, panting as she spoke. I know that your duty to your country is to inform the King, but upon your decision all depends. Ah! you do not know how much I have suffered, or what I am suffering now. You cannot tell the dire result which might accrue if the King and the spy exchanged confidences.

She shuddered. Her face was blanched, and as her head bowed her white lips moved. It seemed as though there, upon her knees, she was praying for deliverance from her mysterious thraldom, and I stood in silence, motionless, hesitating whether to serve my country or the woman I loved so dearly.

The maxim of the philosophical controller of Englands destiny, the Marquess of Macclesfield, was indeed one full of truth. To be a successful diplomatist a man must needs steel his heart against all feminine blandishments. But there comes a time in the life of every man when he loves honestly and well, and when the happiness of the object of his affections is his primary consideration. My love for the Princess Melanie had been one full of a strange romance, our meetings had been clandestine, and none knew our secret but ourselves. To be loved by one of the most beautiful and high-born women in Europe, and placed on equality with her, poor that I was, had awakened my very soul, and had aroused within me a new zest for life. Could I disregard her appeal made before me upon her knees? I glanced down at her, and saw upon that pale troubled face, the face of a woman haunted by some secret dread, a look of intense anxiety such as I had never before witnessed. Tears, too, stood in her dark luminous eyes as she once again raised her face imploringly to mine. Those tears decided me. I never could bear a womans emotion.

If you wish me to neglect my duty, Melanie, then I will do so, I said at last. You know how dearly I love you, how every day, every hour, my thought is always of you. Brussels is but a desert now that you have left it.

She rose unsteadily, assisted by me, and then without a word threw her arms passionately about my neck, and gave way to a flood of tears. Her pent-up emotion found vent as she buried her handsome head upon my shoulder, while I, with my arm about her slim waist, kissed her hair and endeavoured to comfort her.

I am miserable — wretched, she sobbed. I was compelled to fly from Brussels without wishing you farewell, Philip, because — well, because every hour I remained there placed me in greater jeopardy. Forgive me.

You were in fear of that man Krauss, I exclaimed rather severely. Tell me the truth. If I neglect my duty to serve you, then surely you will at least be frank with me.

Yes, she faltered. I left in order to escape him.

Why, I asked. What power does he hold over you — he a traitor and a spy, and you a princess? Why should you hold him in fear?

She shook her head mournfully, and a deep sigh escaped her.

Surely, I continued, whatever may be your relations you might openly defy him if you wished.

Ah! would to heaven that I dared! she cried. Alas! it is impossible — impossible.

He is your lover, I said in a deep tone. You cannot deny it, Melanie.

I have already denied it, she answered with a slight indignation. True, I obtained his release, but it was imperative I did it to save myself — little dreaming that by so doing I was preparing for myself an everlasting torment.

Save yourself! I echoed. You speak in enigmas. Why not be more explicit, now that I have promised to assist you with all the power at my command?

Because, even now, I dare not tell you everything, she replied. All I can say is that I am in gravest peril, and that if you will you can save my honour — my reputation — nay, Philip, she added, in the voice of one driven to desperation, you alone can save me from death!

From death! Why?

Because exposure is imminent, she said hoarsely, standing rigid and pale, her hands clasped to her white open brow in a sudden wild paroxysm of despair. This woman Kohn has scented out the truth! She knows my secret, and will betray me! I confess I am unworthy of your love, even of your esteem. I have sinned, and only my death can make full atonement. Alas! that the love of the Hapsbourgs is fatal — always fatal!


XXIII. — EVEN MORE CURIOUS
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SLOWLY I RETRACED my steps towards the winding sun-lit river, stumbling on utterly heedless of where I went. Through a full hour I had remained with my love, holding her hand and trying to comfort her, but overwhelmed with a weight of secret sorrow she only sobbed upon my breast. The world, she said, was against her, and her dream of happiness with me could never be realised. I strove to induce her to look only upon the bright side of life, but she had only mournfully shaken her head, saying: For me, it is all finished — finished.

I went along dull and dispirited, until loving her with my whole soul I turned and glanced back at the frowning pile standing out black and forbidding against the mellow sunlight. From one of those narrow high-up windows she was undoubtedly watching me, and as I stood there at the last bend of the road whence I could see the castle, I tried to decide which was the window of the room wherein our interview had taken place. Upon my lips was the impress of her fond passionate final kiss, and in my ears rang her parting words of love and despair. As I had followed the servant out across the old courtyard Judith was standing at the window watching my departure. In her eyes I discerned a dastardly evil glint, by which I knew that she suspected that I had told the truth. Yet I cared not now for her vengeance or her allegations. Never until that hour of parting had I known how deeply I loved Melanie, and as with a sigh I took farewell of the ancient fortress of the Hapsbourgs and dragged myself wearily forward her sweet face, the sweetest God ever gave to woman, rose before me full of sympathy and a charm irresistible.

I had at last given her timely warning of Judiths identity, but the result of my visit had only been to increase the mystery which seemed to surround her actions, and to add to our mutual unhappiness.

Nearly a week afterwards, when I was in Brussels again, my man one day brought in a letter, the envelope, of which bore the Hapsbourg coronet and cypher. My heart gave a bound, for Melanie wrote but seldom. I tore it open and eagerly read it. Full of expressions of trust and tenderness it also contained a strange request, namely, that in order to fulfil my promised offer of assistance I should proceed to London on the following day and call at nine oclock in the evening at a certain house in Porchester-terrace, Bayswater, but for what purpose was not stated.



If you love me, Philip, you will not hesitate to serve me in this, the letter concluded. I rely on you to redeem your promise to assist a helpless, friendless woman, who is in gravest peril. Adieu.



I pondered over the strange letter long and earnestly, then finding that it had been apparently delayed a day in the post, and that I had only half-an-hour in which to catch the morning mail to England by way of Ostend, I scribbled a note to Sir John Drummond explaining my absence, and then set forth upon my journey.

I arrived in London about five oclock, dined at the Club, and later took a hansom up to Bayswater. The house before which I alighted was a large, rather comfortable-looking one, which bore on its exterior evidence of prosperity in the shape of sun-blind, and a small, well-kept garden. A few stunted smoke-blackened trees overhung the wall, which shut the place out from the gaze of passers-by, and as in the evening light I passed up the gravelled walk I fancied I detected a dark figure disappear from one of the ground-floor windows.

The moment I ascended the steps and rang the bell the ludicrousness of my position flashed upon me. I did not know for whom to ask, therefore when the elderly-man servant opened the door I lamely said — 

I believe I am expected here, and handed him a card.

Yes, sir, answered the man, smart, and evidently well trained. Kindly step this way, and he led me to an elegant little room which looked out upon a small flower-garden in the rear. The place was extremely well furnished. Why, I wondered, had I been sent there?

I was, however, not kept long in suspense, for a few seconds later the door was opened and Melanie herself, in a dark green travelling-dress and neat toque, stood before me.

Ah! dearest, I said in joyous surprise, springing forward and seizing her hand, I had no idea that you were in London.

No, she smiled. But how am I to thank you sufficiently for keeping this appointment?

Thanks are unnecessary between lovers, I answered.

Then you do still love me, Philip? she asked in a strange tone of doubt and anxiety.

Love you! Of course I do, darling. Why do you doubt me? I asked quickly.

She sighed, and I thought I detected in the corners of her pretty mouth an almost imperceptible expression of bitterness.

Because, she answered in a low, nervous voice, because when you know the truth your love will turn to hatred.

Never! I cried. Never! How strangely you speak. Tell me why you have come here, and what I can do to assist you.

Wait, she answered in the voice of one speaking in a dream. Be patient, and you shall know all — everything.

But it is all so puzzling, I said. Then, after an instants pause I asked, What of Judith? Has she left you?

She nodded.

After making a charge against me? I inquired.

Again she nodded.

And you believe it? I gasped.

I believe nothing without proof, she answered, and I saw a sweet, sympathetic love-look still in her eyes.

I swear that her allegation is not true, I said. She was calm, but pale, and I fancied that she shuddered when I took her hand and raised it to my lips.

You think it strange that I should meet you here, she said at last. This house is the house of a lady with whom I lived for three years while learning English; and this room my own, which has been kept just as I left it when I returned home to make my debut in society. How well I remember it! she exclaimed, glancing round; and how happy I used to be here, in my girlhood days, before the great evil fell upon me.

The great evil? What do you mean?

Ah! Philip, she answered, it is only right and just that you should know, even if after I have spoken I dare never to look into your face again. You are an honest, upright, conscientious man, a trusted servant of your Queen and country, and a manly lover of whom any woman might be proud — yet I have deceived you.

Deceived me! I ejaculated. How?

Towards you my life has been a living lie. I have — —

But her words were interrupted by the entrance of a man-servant, who said:

A gentleman who gives the name of Krauss desires to see your Highness.

Krauss! she gasped, turning to me, in an instant, white as death. Is he alone? she inquired, with an assumed calmness.

A lady is with him. She is fair, and dressed in black.

For an instant she was silent, then, with a calm determined look upon her face she ordered them both to be shown in.

Krauss and Judith Kohn! she said, turning to me. They have lost no time in tracing me here, and their purpose is undoubtedly a sinister one — to obtain by foul means that which I have refused them.

Happily I am with you! I said, reassuringly.

Yes, yes, she cried in despair, but you, like all others, will turn from me when you know the wretched, ghastly truth.

Then, next instant, the spy and traitor, together with the handsome woman who was his ingenious assistant, entered the room.

Both drew back speechless at sight of me. Probably they remembered that the frustration of their clever designs was once due to my watchfulness; at any rate they both had just cause to detest the memory of those days of the past.

Good evening to you, I said, with an affected politeness, for it appeared that the interesting pair had walked quite unconsciously into a trap. Such illusion was, however, very quickly dispelled, for Krauss, arrogant and overbearing as was his wont, answered:

I called to see the Princess alone.

I am a friend of hers — an intimate friend — and shall remain here, I said.

Then my business can wait until she is alone, he answered, with a grin upon his countenance. I am in no immediate hurry, I assure you.

Speak! exclaimed Melanie, hoarsely, grasping the back of a chair to steady herself. I well know that the object of your visit is in continuation of the overtures you have so constantly made to me. Explain.

How can this person be connected with you, he said, turning his eyes upon her companion.

Judith Kohn stood beside him, a silent figure in black, her handsome features but half concealed by her spotted veil.

You know Philip Crawford, Melanie said, impatiently. You have met before, and are not strangers. Why do you hesitate to speak?

The spy, silent for a few moments, exchanged a quick glance with his companion.

Because, he said at last, because explanations are quite unnecessary The matter between us concerns your delicate character.

Then if you are determined not to speak, I myself will explain, said Melanie, bracing herself up with an effort. I have resolved to suffer no longer. I am determined to end for ever this eternal torture of the soul, even at the risk of losing all in this world I hold most dear.

Your love — eh? sneered Krauss with a contemptuous glance at me. He had not forgotten our encounter on that well-remembered night in Brussels.

Listen, Philip, she cried in a voice of desperation. The persecution of this man has driven me to moral suicide. To-night I will end it all. Hear me, and then judge my faults impartially and with justice. I know I am unworthy, yet I have deceived you, because, loving you as I did, I feared that when you knew the hideous truth you would cast me aside and forsake me.

A cynical laugh escaped the ex-captains lips.

Continue, I said. Take no heed of this released criminals jeers.

Krausss face puckered into a frown, and without answering he darted at me an evil glance.

For years I have been this mans victim, she cried, panting. Fearing always to disobey his will I have been compelled to act as he has directed, to be his cats-paw in the many dishonourable transactions in which he has been implicated. To-night, however, I release myself from the hateful thraldom by making full confession of all the past. True, I am of an honourable house upon whom no breath of scandal has ever rested, and at the outset I declare that I will rather die by my own hand than bring discredit and idle gossip upon the Hapsbourgs. The pride of my family has always been the virtue and integrity of its women, and in order to clear the escutcheon I have besmirched by my conduct I tell the whole truth without concealing one single fact.

Then youre an idiotic fool, interrupted Krauss bluntly. You always were the most circumspect and cautious woman I ever knew, but now you actually intend to bring scandal upon yourself in a manner utterly unnecessary. Only you yourself can suffer by such an exposure.

Wait until I have finished, she cried, turning fiercely upon him. I have suffered enough at your unscrupulous hands, compelled as I have been to perform actions mean and despicable, even to commit acts which might have brought me within the clutches of the criminal law; to pose as your lover when you so desired it, and to render you assistance in official quarters. Little the world has dreamed that you, the condemned traitor to your country, obtained your liberty through my effort, or that my money has kept you in luxury and extravagance for months, nay years. And why? Because I feared you? Yes. I was not long in discovering how mean and relentless you could be when occasion required, and I knew that defiance meant my ruin and a scandal which would fill the newspapers and cause half Europe to gossip. The safety of an Empire was at stake, the honour of a royal house was in your hands, therefore I, believed by all to be innocent and ingenuous, was compelled to submit to your demands, to act as you dictated, to supply you with information which you sold at enormous profit to enemies of my house and country. At a foolish moment I had placed myself irresistibly within your power, and you, a cunning schemer, used me as your tool wherewith to execute some of the most delicate and ingenious coups of espionage ever perpetrated. Nothing is sacred to you — patriotism, honour, family ties, or even a womans life. These three long, weary years have to me been a veritable century of suffering. Now you have driven me to desperation, and I prefer exposure, the execration of the world, even the denunciation of the man who loves me so tenderly and truly, to this secret alliance which has crushed and killed my very soul.

At these passionate words of hers the man drew back with an uneasy laugh, meant to be derisive, but sounding strangely artificial. My previous dealings with him had shown me that he was by no means easily cowed. To obtain success he had hesitated at nothing, and was an adventurer of the very worst and most irresponsible type. There was a look of cruel, crafty cunning upon his countenance and a glitter in his eyes which told of fierce thoughts within.

Well, he said, explain all if you consider it wise. Only you yourself will suffer.

You, she cried, have striven to drive me to commit suicide; and I should long ago have taken my own life were it not for the fact that by doing so you would triumph. You sent this woman to me, she said, pointing to Judith, in order to obtain that which you sought; but by a fortunate circumstance Philip came to Brandenberg and there recognised her as the woman who helped you in your nefarious, traitorous work in Vienna. It placed me on my guard, and, happily, I have been enabled to frustrate you from making a coup which would undoubtedly have startled the world.

But tell me, I interrupted, much puzzled. Tell me why you have been held powerless by this man?

Ah, it is a wretched story, she answered, turning to me, yet it is only just that all mystery should now be removed, and that you should have full and clear explanation. Four years ago, while still in my teens, I delighted to escape from the palace and wander about alone. We were living in Vienna, and I often went out secretly by myself to make various little purchases, being in the habit of calling at a pastrycooks where they made English tea. On one of these visits I met there a smart-looking officer who showed me some trivial politeness, and who afterwards came there so frequently that I could not help guessing that he came purposely to meet and chat with me. This acquaintanceship quickly became more sincere; he gave me his card, and at his request I one evening met him clandestinely. In those days of romantic girlhood I thought it great amusement to have a lover, and evening after evening I would contrive to get away from the home circle and go for walks with him. Months went on. He was unaware of my true name and of who I was, for I had given my address at the house of a friend on the outskirts of the city, until one day he was ordered to do duty with the Palace guard, and quite by accident discovered my identity. Almost a year had elapsed, a year of halcyon days and foolish dreams of love and happiness, when one evening he did not keep the appointment he had made. I waited for him over an hour, then went back disappointed. For three evenings following I returned to the spot, but he came not, nor did he write and explain. I thought that probably he had been ordered into the country suddenly; but about a week later the real truth became revealed, for I received anonymously in an envelope a clipping from a newspaper which briefly stated that Captain Oswald Krauss, of the 33rd Regiment of Artillery, had been arrested for gross dereliction of duty.

Krauss! I echoed. Then he was the officer whom you met, and whom you loved!

Yes, she answered hoarsely. I loved him, but remember I was young, and utterly inexperienced in the ways of the world. I knew little of life beyond the walls of the Palace, or of Brandenberg.

Well, after his arrest, what then? I inquired, amazed at her revelation, and recollecting how I had successfully tracked the spy through a perfect labyrinth of complications previous to his arrest.

I knew that he would be tried by court-martial, therefore at my request the President allowed me to remain in an adjoining room at the trial. There, through a small window I saw the man who was my lover standing between two guards with fixed bayonets, and I heard the terrible charge against him. I heard the evidence, and was present when you yourself explained how you had first made the discovery of his treachery. He trembled at your calm straight-forward denunciation, and I saw of what dastardly treachery he had been guilty. He had coolly sold his country, and placed the lives of his fellow-men in jeopardy in exchange for Russian roubles. Had you not discovered the truth in time he would have given Russia the key to Austria.

You actually heard me give my evidence? I exclaimed, amazed.

I heard every word of it, being present each day that the court-martial sat, she answered. I was present, too, on that morning when at sunrise the spy was led forth into the barrack square, and in front of the whole garrison his sentence was read out, although the exact charge was not stated, for fear of giving offence to Russia. Then his sword was broken, his epaulettes torn off, the gay braiding cut from his tunic, and to loud drumming and the execrations of his brother officers and the men who had served under him, he was led off to prison, a scowling sneaking wretch in whose crime there had been no extenuating circumstance. From that moment my love for him turned to hatred. He had betrayed me, and had sought to betray his country and his Emperor.


XXIV. — CONFESSION
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AND THEN? I asked eagerly.

Well, I left Vienna with my family, and we spent the summer at Brandenberg and the winter at Beaulieu. Then we went on a round of visits to London, to the Hague, and to Rome, until all thought of the wretched convict passed from my mind. One day, however, while on a visit to the Empress William, at Berlin, I received a letter dated from the prison of Budapesth containing a cool, alarming demand — namely, that I should go at once to the Emperor Francis Joseph and beg his immediate release. To this I made no response; whereupon I received several other letters in which he repeated his demand, adding that he knew the Emperor would accede to my wish provided that the release was kept a secret, and that he gave an undertaking never to again set foot on Austrian soil. I replied, telling him that no Hapsbourg had ever assisted one guilty of treason, and that I would be no exception. Then, in response, came another brief note which held me terrified — for he threatened that if he were not released within fourteen days he would write and forward to the newspapers a certain statement concerning me — a statement which, I knew too well, alas, would cause a sensation throughout Europe. Defiance was useless. This keen-witted, unscrupulous spy held me irrevocably in his power, hence, though I hated him and detested his memory, I was compelled to go to the Emperor and plead for his release. At first I was unsuccessful; but having concocted an ingenious story I at last succeeded, and the man who had so coolly bartered his countrys military secrets was secretly escorted to the frontier.

Many months passed, and I heard nothing of him, she continued. Last summer, however I came to London and stayed here with my old teacher of English, when one day he called, and from his conversation I learnt that he had left the secret service of Russia and had entered that of France; and further, that together with the woman who had so cleverly assisted him in Vienna he had concocted a deeply laid plan to secure possession of certain secrets of the British Foreign Office. He told me how at Downing-street the French had established a complete system of espionage, and, equally with Russia, were aware of nearly all that transpired. So cleverly were documents copied or their purport noted that no suspicion was ever aroused, and further he said that one of the principal of the secret agents was a woman who was wife of a trusted official through whose hands all treaties, or drafts of treaties passed.

And that woman, I interrupted, that woman is now before us!

Why should I thus be implicated? said Judith, resentfully. Then turning to her companion, she said, in Hungarian. The affair is growing too ugly for my liking.

No doubt, I exclaimed, severely. You remember your brief married life with poor Gordon, and the circumstances of his death, which were more than peculiar.

She glared at me fixedly, but uttered no response.

Continue, I said, addressing Melanie, who had now become calm and determined, and who spoke with a fearlessness which showed her resolution to explain the whole truth.

This woman, he said, had obtained knowledge that certain negotiations were in progress between Belgium and England, which in event of war would seriously affect the success of any operations by Russia and France. Of the preliminaries they had gained a good deal of knowledge which had been carefully transmitted to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Paris, where it had created great consternation. Orders had, therefore, been given this arch-traitor and spy to secure at all costs the original documents on which the supposed secret treaty was based, and it was with that object he had come to me.

He wanted you to assist him in his plans, I suppose? I observed.

Yes, she answered. He unfolded an elaborate scheme by which I was to help him. Briefly, it was that on a certain day the correspondence between King Leopold and your Ambassador, Sir John Drummond, would be transmitted by special messenger from the Legation to Downing-street, and he proposed that on this particular day I should travel with the messenger from Brussels to London with an exact duplicate of the Foreign Office despatch box, and on the journey contrive to exchange the box containing the State secrets for the dummy one, which, with his marvellous ingenuity, he had already carefully prepared.

She paused, while I stood open-mouthed and astonished at her statement.

At first, she went on, at first I allowed my disgust at his proposal to over-ride my discretion, and angrily ordered him from the house; but very soon, from his threatening attitude, I saw that his fixed intention was that I should render him assistance. Thus, for fear of the exposure he might make regarding myself, I was compelled to submit. I was compelled to become a political agent.

You! I cried. Then did you actually assist him?

Yes, under compulsion, and in order to avoid the gross and terrible scandal which he might bring upon my family, I was compelled to sacrifice myself and become this mans catspaw in his nefarious schemes.

Then you actually stole the Kings correspondence! I gasped, utterly amazed.

For a long time I refused to consent, she answered. He called fully a dozen times, and at last finding him inexorable I went to Brussels, carrying with me the dummy despatch box. Then, on the day he had stated, his information coming, I suppose, from some secret agent in the Belgian Ministry, I saw on the platform of the Gare du Nord, at Brussels, the messenger, bearing despatches. I entered the same compartment, and presently contrived to get into conversation with him. The dummy box was concealed in my large dressing-bag, and I awaited my opportunity to draw it forth and exchange it for the one he had placed upon the seat beside him. It was a hazardous and delicate piece of work, and no opportunity presented itself during the journey to Ostend, or while on board the steamer bound for Dover, where, by the way, my bag was not opened by the Customs officers. The Queens messenger — Graves was his name, I think — kept an ever-watchful eye upon his despatches. During the journey, however, we had become quite good friends, and when at Dover we had entered the express for London he suddenly asked whether I would like some tea. To this I replied in the affirmative, and asking me to keep an eye to his things he descended and obtained some tea from the refreshment room lad on the platform. In the moment of his absence, however, I drew forth the box Krauss had given me — an exact imitation of the real one — and, placing it upon the seat, slipped the one containing the despatches into my dressing-bag. My heart beat wildly within me when he returned, for I feared lest he might discover the trick, but so well had the box been imitated that he merely placed it on the rack over his head and settled down and chatted affably with me during the remainder of our journey to London. Eager to escape at the earliest possible moment I told him that I was on a visit to some friends at Horsham, in Sussex, and therefore London Bridge was my best station to alight, for there I could obtain a train direct to my destination. So I left him when we arrived at the first stoppage in London, and after the train had crossed the bridge in the direction of Cannon-street I returned, at once took a ticket back to Dover, and a quarter of an hour later was again on my return journey, having successfully accomplished my first mission as a spy. How I existed during that journey back to Ostend I scarcely know. So intense was the excitement within me, and so great my fear of arrest, that I passed hours of agony and dread, until in the grey of the morning I found myself once more in Brussels, where I concealed the box unopened in one of my trunks in my own room at the Palace. Later that day I telegraphed the result of my effort to the man who held me within his power. He was in London, and replied that he had further important affairs there, but that he would meet me in Brussels in three days time. He also wrote by the same post saying that he would meet me three days later at the evening promenade concert at the Wauxhall Garden, when I was to hand him the stolen correspondence, which he would convey at once to Paris.

And did he meet you? I asked, eager to know what had become of the file of the Kings letters, the loss of which had caused us such consternation and alarm.

Yes, she answered. But on the night following my return from London I made a discovery which caused me to entirely alter my plans. I found that you, Philip, the man whom I had met in the Bois, was an agent of the English Government: and I then saw that if I parted with the papers I had stolen opprobrium must fall upon you. I learnt from the Kings own lips that you were employed on secret service, charged with making inquiries into certain operations of the cabinet noir in Brussels, and with obtaining such information as might combat the conspiracies of the enemies of Belgium and England. Well, I may as well confess that I loved you, Philip, and with a vague idea of rendering a service to you, as well as to King Leopold, I refused to give up the stolen letters.

You refused, I cried quickly. Then have they never fallen into this mans hands?

Never! she answered. The box, unopened, is still in my possession.

Then you have saved England from a deadly peril — from a disastrous and terrible war, I exclaimed in breathless joyousness.

When he came to me and I refused to deliver up the despatches, she explained, he grew furious, threatening me with the same threats of exposure he had successfully used to secure his release and obtain my assistance in the masterstroke of espionage. But from what I had learnt from diligent inquiry I knew full well that you were in active search for the missing letters, and further, I felt assured that they must be of gravest importance in the critical political outlook. Hence, after fully weighing the situation, I determined to disregard his threats and keep the correspondence intact. I dared not reveal to you my wretched story of womans weakness lest you should cast me aside as a spy; and it was for that reason I have been compelled to preserve this long silence. You will now understand the reason of our midnight meetings on the boulevards, and of this mans murderous attack upon me. At that moment, so infuriated was he by my refusal to deliver up the papers that I believe he would have murdered me had you not come to my aid.

It is amazing! I exclaimed, dumbfounded, when she paused.

Yes, the facts are indeed extraordinary, she said. When this man found me inexorable and determined not to betray the secrets of English diplomacy, he first placed a spy upon me — the tall man whose presence at the Palace you noticed and then afterwards devised, with his devilish ingenuity, another plan which, but for you, might have succeeded. By artful plotting he contrived to introduce his accomplice, this woman, as my maid in order that she might be enabled to search my belongings and secure the papers of which the French Government were so anxious to possess themselves. Fortunately, however, you recognised her, and then in an instant I discerned the object of her entering my service.

The woman thus referred to laughed defiantly, while the man remained sullen and silent, as if undecided how to act now that the truth was out and he was denounced as a cunning, despicable spy, whose craftiness had been frustrated just at the very moment of making his greatest coup.

With a vindictiveness characteristic of such a woman, Judith Kohn began to pour forth upon me a torrent of abuse, referring in no measured terms to the death of the Chevalier de Jedina, and declaring that I was a murderer. Melanie, however, took no heed of her libellous utterances, for she was satisfied with the truthful explanation I had given of the dastardly plot against me by which a mans life was sacrificed.

But the stolen despatch-box — where is it? I asked of Melanie. For answer she crossed to a large, old-fashioned chest of carved oak which she opened, lifting out the box which had been so cleverly snatched from Graves possession and handing it to me I took it, and saw that the seals which Sir John Drummond had placed upon it were actually still intact.

The covetous eyes of the pair were upon it, and fearing lest they might make a dash to overpower me and obtain possession of its precious contents I whipped out my revolver in readiness. Sight of my weapon cowed them. Possibly they remembered that where I aimed I generally hit.

You have, by refusing to part with this, Melanie, I said placing my hand upon the despatch-box, rendered a service to my Queen and country of a magnitude it is almost impossible to comprehend. Had these letters been in the hands of our enemies it is absolutely certain that to-day the whole of Europe would have been convulsed by the most terrible and disastrous war the world has ever known. Driven by this pair of malefactors to commit deeds of treason and dishonour, you fortunately recognised the extreme gravity of the situation in time, and thus the honour and security of England have been preserved.

Had I not met you in the Bois, Philip, she said in a broken voice, I should certainly have parted with the box in order to obtain a respite from this mans eternal persecutions, for he had made it the price of my deliverance from this thraldom. God knows how I have suffered, how, day by day, I strove to brace myself to confess all to you, but had not the courage — how, day by day, I prayed to heaven to deliver me from the hateful bond.

But what was this bond? I asked, puzzled. Why were you in constant dread of this man? Why were his threats so potent in compelling you to act as you have done?

Ah! laughed Krauss with sarcasm. Now, tell your lover the truth. You said you would not conceal anything.

The colour again left her cheeks. She was silent, her face ashen pale.


XXV. — CONCLUSION
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MELANIES CLENCHED HANDS trembled. In her bright dark eyes was the haunted look of one driven to desperation.

The truth! she gasped in a low hoarse voice, full of emotion. The truth is that I feared he would expose me and create a scandal. I — I am that mans — wife!

His wife? I cried in blank dismay. Impossible.

Alas! such is the hideous truth. In the early days of our acquaintance I loved him with the romantic admiration that a girl does her first lover. He spoke of marriage, I consented, and we were married legally at Budapesth, only two other persons being in the secret. I gave my name without my title, and none suspected my rank or station on that Sunday morning in early spring when we attended before the Mayor with a dozen other couples of the lower class. For a year, separated as we were bound to be, our lives were not without their romance, but judge my horror on the day that I learnt that my husband was to be tried by court-martial, and later when I saw him degraded and condemned to life imprisonment as a traitor to his Emperor and his country. A feeling of hatred and disgust was created within me when I received that letter declaring that if I did not obtain his release he would, through a journalist who visited him in prison, reveal to the world that I, Princess Melanie of Hapsbourg was wife of an imprisoned traitor and spy. Because of this threat which he ever held over me I was compelled to act always as he directed, until now that I can bear this terrible mental tension no longer I have preferred exposure and confession.

And you are actually his wife! I exclaimed, utterly amazed at this astounding revelation.

For answer the man Krauss, with a triumphant exclamation, thrust a paper towards me, and at a single glance I saw from it that the marriage was an entirely legal one.

The woman I had loved could no longer be mine.

The ghastly truth fell upon me, crushing out all hope and life. Calm, sweet-faced, and innocent, she had been tricked by this cunning scoundrel, and her suffering had, I know, been terrible through all those weary months. She had loved me fondly, knowing at the same time, however, that we could never be more to one another than friends. Yet her friendship had been stanch and true, and by her firm determination and resolute action, loyal devotion and self-sacrifice, she, the daughter of a Royal house, had saved Englands honour and the lives of thousands of her valiant sons.

Shortly before 11 oclock on the following morning, accompanied by Melanie, pale and anxious, and carrying the missing despatch-box I ascended the grand staircase of the Foreign Office to the Marquis of Macclesfields private room.

We had not long to wait, for her Majestys Principal Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs was always punctual at Downing-street, and a few moments after the clock at Westminster had solemnly chimed the hour, he entered grey faced and calm, with that light springy step and smartness of gait that was astonishing in one of his age. None passing him in the street would ever suspect that upon the shoulders of that thin, wiry, solitary-looking man rested the responsibilities of the greatest nation in the world.

As he passed through the outer room wherein we were waiting he raised his grey eyebrows in slight surprise. Then, recognising me, he wished me good morning and glanced inquiringly at my companion, for ladies were unusual visitors there.

I wish to be permitted to introduce to your lordship her Royal Highness the Princess Melanie of Hapsbourg, I said, adding: She wishes for an interview upon a matter of extreme importance.

The old man bowed with his courtly diplomatic habit, expressed his instant readiness to receive us, and opened the door of his private room for her to pass in.

Then, when we were all three closeted together I placed into the Chiefs hands the stolen despatch box, with a word of explanation that the Kings correspondence contained therein had remained hidden from the eyes of all. His thin hands trembled slightly as he took the box, carefully examining the official seals which had been affixed by Sir John Drummond, and with a mingled look of surprise and satisfaction, raised his eyes to mine saying:

Then you have actually outwitted the dastardly spies, after all, Crawford.

No credit is due to myself, I answered. Her Highness has called to make personal explanation.

To make apology and what amends I can, faltered Melanie, raising her veil, and glancing timidly at the great Minister feared by every Government in Europe.

Apology! he repeated, puzzled. I do not understand.

I was the thief, she said in a low, hoarse voice, and it is but just that I should make a full confession.

You? The thief! exclaimed Lord Macclesfield, amazed. Did you actually steal these despatches?

I did, she answered, firmly. Mr. Crawford knows the whole truth. He will tell you everything.

Pressed by his lordship, I then related the whole of the curious circumstances, just as they are set down in the foregoing narrative, without, of course, referring to my love for the pretty, penitent woman before us, although I think he must have shrewdly guessed it. The telling occupied half an hour or more, and when I had concluded the Minister broke the seals, unlocked the box with his key and drew forth the despatches and precious pile of King Leopolds correspondence.

He glanced cursorily through them, then raising his eyes to Melanie, said in that grave, kindly tone which always endeared him to the staff of the Foreign Office:

In this matter I offer your Royal Highness the warmest thanks of her Majestys Government, for, by refusing to part with these despatches you have saved Europe a war, and, at the same time, preserved the honour of two nations — that of my own and of Belgium. You were induced by threats to commit the theft, but, happily you realised to the full the terrible consequences of the exposure. By risking your honour and your own good name you atoned for the crime you were forced to commit; hence we can only offer your our warmest thanks.

You are indeed generous. I am undeserving of any thanks, she protested in a low voice.

Pardon me, but you certainly are not, declared her Majestys Minister with courtesy. Had this correspondence actually fallen into the hands of those who conspired to obtain it we should, no doubt, at this moment be plunged into one of the fiercest and most calamitous wars that the world has ever seen. By the recovery of these letters confidence is at once restored; for we can now act vigorously, and the whole European situation is thereby changed.

She smiled, much gratified at these words from the great statesman for whom, she had told me long ago, she had the highest admiration. She had come there to humbly ask forgiveness, yet this Minister of world-renown declared her to be the saviour of England.

And now that her Highness has succeeded in restoring to us the despatches, there is still another matter which it is only fair that I should explain, observed his lordship, settling himself in his padded chair, with his thin clasped hands resting upon the writing-table where day and night he worked in the interests of the nation. Curiously enough, it was quite by accident that my suspicions were awakened regarding the wife of poor Gordon Clunes. One afternoon, as I was walking down to the House, I passed Clunes in Whitehall, and saw him meet a woman whom I at once recognised. About a year before a certain important document was found to be missing from the archives of the Embassy at Vienna, and one day, to my surprise, I received a letter from some mysterious person giving an address at Dieppe, offering to restore it on payment of a certain sum. I entered privately into correspondence with this person, who subsequently came over to London and saw me. It turned out to be a woman; and the same woman I was amazed to recognise in the company of such a trusted and faithful servant of the Department as Clunes. I at once caused secret inquiries to be made, and found that she was actually the wife of Clunes, and that they lived at Richmond. Comparison between the letters written from Dieppe and one written by Mrs. Clunes showed the handwriting to be identical; therefore there was every reason to suppose that the woman was an adventuress who had made a matrimonial alliance with Clunes with some ulterior motive. The unfortunate man himself must have also had his suspicions aroused, continued his lordship after a pause, for on the day prior to his death he sought a private interview with me, confided to me the belief that his wife was a foreign agent, and handed to me a document which he had found concealed in her possession — an official document which plainly showed that France and Russia were conspiring against us. It was a startling revelation, but of course I hesitated to repeat his statement, he added, glancing at me, having given my word to keep the suspicion secret.

Then he actually knew that his wife was a spy! I cried.

Certainly! responded his lordship gravely. But in a matter of such delicacy I could not betray the poor mans confidence, therefore I sent you, his friend, down to Richmond in order to hear his suspicions from his own lips. When the news, however, came that he had been found dead I caused the most searching inquiries to be made. The Director of Criminal Investigation gave the case into the hands of four of the most expert detectives in London, who, although they were unable to trace the whereabouts of the woman, made several very curious discoveries. I have their reports here, and unlocking a drawer he took therefrom a document on blue official paper which he opened and spread before him.

The inquest was held at Richmond, and after an adjournment an open verdict returned, the jury being satisfied to leave further inquiries in the hands of the police. The most careful investigations were subsequently made by Dr. Bond and Dr. Woodhead, two competent analysts of the Home Office, who after a long series of experiments were agreed in their opinions that Clunes had been poisoned. There was a slight abrasion of the skin upon the forefinger of the right hand, caused by a trivial accident, and on searching the room in which he was found dead they discovered that the silver penholder which he habitually used was somewhat discoloured, as though by an acid, a single spot of which had apparently been dropped by accident upon the blotting pad. This was analysed and submitted to a number of experts, who pronounced it to be a most virulent poison extracted from the leaf of the strophanthus, a plant which grows in Uganda. This poison is a little known one, and almost impossible of detention thirty hours after death. It is likewise most virulent, one-hundredth part of a grain being sufficient to kill a man.

Then by taking up the pen which had been smeared with that deadly compound the poison had entered the finger! I exclaimed in surprise.

Exactly, answered his lordship. The detectives succeeded in reconstructing the whole scene and its surrounding circumstances. It would appear from their report that the woman Judith Kohn, having ascertained that Clunes had discovered her identity, killed him in order to prevent her betrayal, not knowing, however, that he had already handed me the document he had found in her possession. On the day of the murder Clunes went forth in the morning with the ostensible purpose of going to the Foreign Office as usual, but having sent the telegram of excuse, he remained in Richmond and watched the man Krauss call upon her. During the whole of that day he was engaged in carefully watching her movements, being now confident that she was a foreign agent. He followed her home, and through the study window watched her take some documents from her jewel case and burn them in the grate. Then he withdrew and wandered about Richmond for an hour or so, hesitating how to act. Meanwhile, the woman had completed her arrangements for departure. Again he returned shortly before the dinner hour, and finding the French windows of the study open, entered from the lawn. Having made an examination of the tinder in the grate, and satisfied himself that the remains were of some official papers written in French, he sat down and lit a cigar in perplexity. At last he rose, and seating himself at the writing table took up his pen with the object of writing her a letter of accusation and farewell, intending afterwards to leave without seeing her. The touch of the pen was, however, fatal. She knew of the trifling injury to his finger — for it had been caused on the previous evening while they were cycling across Richmond Park — and had carefully prepared the pen holder he habitually used. He sat for a moment with it poised in his hand, but that moment was sufficient to produce a fatal result. The poison of the strophanthus is extremely rapid in effect, and ere half a minute had passed he commenced to experience a strange giddiness which was succeeded by racking pains in the limbs. He threw himself upon the couch to rest, but there quickly ensued coma, and afterwards death. His wife was in the adjoining room and knew the dire result of her dastardly plot; then having received you — for you called at the final moment — she left the house and disappeared. So virulent was the poison placed upon the penholder that Dr. Woodhead reports there was sufficient to have killed 50 men. Whoever supplied her with the poison must have been well versed in toxicology, for as far as is known this is the first time strophanthus has been used in this country for the purpose of committing murder.

Are those the actual facts? inquired my fair companion, who had listened dumbfound.

Every fact which I have related has been proved by the most searching inquiries, his lordship answered gravely. It was undoubtedly Krauss who called upon the woman after her husbands departure, and there is no doubt that the object in her marriage with Clunes was to obtain from him the secrets of certain drafts of treaties which passed through his hands.

Astounding! I said, amazed at these startling revelations.

Yes. Most remarkable, the Minister went on. You may, I think, both congratulate yourselves upon your fortunate escape from the hands of a most unscrupulous pair. It is evident that they have been actively conspiring against you. Now, however, that they are in London their arrest will be only a matter of a few hours. I will at once see the Director of Criminal Investigations myself.

But you will allow my statement to become public property! exclaimed Melanie in alarm.

I shall, of course, respect your Highnesss confidence in every particular, the grave old Minister answered reassuringly. I am fully aware how much you have risked in order to preserve this despatch-box intact, therefore remain confident that I shall act with discretion. None will know the truth save Mr. Crawford and myself.

Melanie thanked him with tears in her large dark eyes, then after some further consultation lasting over an hour, her Majestys principal adviser shook hands with us both and we withdrew.

Late that same afternoon the Princess left London for Brandenberg. I saw her off at Charing Cross, and it is sufficient to say that at the moment of parting we were both speechless, over-whelmed by regret, sorrow and blank despair. I raised her tiny gloved hand to my lips for the last time. My heart was bursting with a poignant grief. I watched the continental train steam away across the Thames into the mist, then turned into the busy turmoil of the Strand with the heaviest burden of grief my soul had ever borne.

My idol was broken. Melanie, the woman I had loved dearer than life, could never be mine — never!

A few days later I sadly returned to my post in Brussels, and eagerly watched the newspapers, fearing day by day lest, in revenge, Krauss should expose the secret of Melanies marriage. Although the London police were active, their search was in vain. Descriptions of both were circulated in every district in the metropolis, and every constable on duty remained on the watch for them. The detectives who idle at all the ports watching embarking passengers were duly apprised, and were vigilant in their efforts, but days lengthened into weeks, until at last it was believed at Scotland Yard that they had both escaped from the country on the evening prior to our interview with Lord Macclesfield.

I had audience of King Leopold on the morning after my return to Brussels, and related to him the circumstances in which his correspondence had been recovered, without, however, exposing the secret of Melanies marriage, or of her complicity in the affair.

At mention of the woman Kohn his Majesty said,

You will remember that some time ago I expressed to you a strong desire to see her. Some two years ago I ascertained that she was one of the most accomplished secret agents in the employ of Russia, and it occurred to me that she might possibly have a hand in the theft of the despatch box. My Minister in St. Petersburg was of the same opinion, therefore I wished to see her and ascertain if such were the truth. If so, I intended to offer her her price for the return of the letters. But what you have told me fortunately renders this unnecessary. I can only thank you very heartily for your successful efforts which have saved my personal honour, and as a mark of my esteem confer upon you the Order of Leopold, which I trust that your Sovereign the Queen will allow you, in these exceptional circumstances, to accept.

I thank your Majesty for the honour, I responded. And I only hope that my Queen will give her permission. As your Majesty is doubtless aware, the regulations in our diplomatic service are very strict regarding the acceptance of foreign orders.

I am well aware of that, answered the King, smiling pleasantly. But I will use what personal influence I can in the matter, for you certainly merit some reward more substantial than mere words.

Shortly afterwards, having received renewed expressions of the royal favour, I withdrew, and had the satisfaction a fortnight later of receiving the handsome insignia of the Order, together with the Queens gracious permission to accept it.

About a month after my return to Brussels the post one morning brought a long, rambling letter from Judith, dated from Dawes-road, a thorough-fare in Walham Green, confessing to the murder of Clunes, and giving precise directions as to where her accomplice Krauss was in hiding. Save that she was prompted by some motive of revenge there seemed no reason whatever why the letter should have been written, and its wording puzzled me. Knowing, however, that the police were still in active search of her, I wired the address to Scotland Yard.

Two hours after the despatch of my telegram the police arrived at the house where she was lodging under the guise of a widow named Franklin. They found the door of her room locked, and when they broke it open discovered her lying upon the bed lifeless. After writing the letter to me on the previous afternoon she had apparently committed suicide, using the same poison with which she had so swiftly and secretly killed poor Gordon.

Krauss according to the dead womans letter, was working as a shoesmith, a trade he once followed in his early days in the Austrian army, at a farriers in the Passage St. Pierre, a turning off the Boulevard Voltaire in Paris. That same afternoon three agents of police went there to arrest him and found him wearing a leather apron and quietly engaged in shoeing a horse. He was amazed at the suddenness of his arrest, but upon being interrogated some days later it quickly became apparent to him that the truth was out, and before the formalities for his extradition could be completed he hanged himself in the police cell.

Few letters had come to me from Brandenberg, but when the details of the death of that pair of accomplished spies reached the Embassy officially I lost no time in communicating them to Melanie.

In response she wrote me a long letter of warmest thanks, pointing out that to me alone was due her freedom from that hateful tie, and therefore she owed me a debt which she could never hope to repay. The letter, which at her desire I at once destroyed, spoke of our mutual love in terms of tenderness and deepest regret. It was true, she wrote, that we had loved each other fondly and passionately, but all was now of the past. Ours had, indeed, been a dream impossible of realisation, but her final words gratified me, and will ever live within my heart. I shall remember you, Philip, the letter ended. I have loved you, and shall remember you always — always.

Our correspondence, after that, was as may be well imagined, full of the tenderest passion of a platonic love, until one day, coincident with the announcement in the newspapers, she wrote and told me that the Emperor Francis Joseph had suggested to her family that she should marry the young Prince Adolphe of Hohenzollern. I sent her congratulations, but my heart was heavy with its burden of sorrow.

My love had passed from me for ever.

The royal marriage took place at Potsdam in the following spring, I being present in my official capacity, having in the meantime been promoted to the secretaryship of the Embassy at Berlin, under the most accomplished of Ambassadors, Sir Frank Lascelles. The wise maxim of the Marquess of Macclesfield, that to be a successful diplomatist a man should not marry, consoled me in my long hours of regret and melancholy, and to satisfy the curiosity of those who read this narrative I may perhaps add that I am still a bachelor.

I own to a sadness and grief sometimes, and more than once since Melanies marriage, when I have danced with her at some State ball, or she has leaned lightly on my arm at some brilliant Court function, a recollection of the old days when we were lovers has come vividly back to me. But since that well-remembered day when she wrote telling me of her engagement, no word of love has ever been exchanged between us. I am philosopher enough to know that things are as they should be. Our love was but one of those vague dreams of the impossible which, even if followed by a flood of sorrow, do much to lighten and brighten our lives and make us better men and women. Sometimes, when she speaks to me, I fancy I detect in those dark beautiful eyes something of the old love-glance of long ago. But it is really only a foolish fancy of mine. That look is not of love, but of extreme happiness, and of confidence that I will ever be loyal to her and rigorously preserve the secret of her marriage and her tragic widowhood.

Yes, it is as it should be, even though in the lonely silence of my rooms I may sigh sometimes during those little debauches of regret that come at intervals to every man. From the very first I had regarded marriage as impossible. We had loved each other with a deep, profound, and tender affection, yet the barrier of birth was impassable — I a struggling diplomatist, and she a Hapsbourg.

The Prince and Princess Adolphe of Hohenzollern are now my warmest friends, and I am always a welcome guest at their palace. Moving in the centre of Berlin Court life as they do, her Highness is often in possession of information of highest importance to us in our constant efforts to counteract the wiles of French and Russian diplomacy. Truth to tell, therefore, to our mutual friendship is due those constant coups that we, at the British Embassy, are enabled to make, so much to the chagrin of our enemies, the two Powers who are ever seeking to outwit us, and who little dream that the information upon which we so promptly and successfully act comes direct from the private circle of the Emperor William, or that our informant is actually a Princess of the Blood Royal.

THE END


Her Majestys Minister (1901)
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Chapter One.

His Excellency.
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THEN, PLAINLY SPEAKING, the whole thing remains a mystery?

Absolutely, I responded. All my efforts have unfortunately failed.

And you entertain no suspicion of anyone?

None whatever.

Not of that woman Yolande — or whatever her name is?

Certainly not of her, I answered quickly. She would assist us, if necessary.

Why are you so sure of that? She has only been in Paris a week.

Because I happen to know her.

You know her! exclaimed His Excellency, unclasping his thin white hands and leaning across his big writing-table — a habit of his when suddenly interested. Is she a personal friend of yours?

I hesitated for a moment; then replied in the affirmative.

Where did you know her? he inquired quickly, fixing me with that sharp pair of black eyes that shone behind the zone of soft light shed by the green-shaded reading-lamp upon the table. He was sitting in the shadow, his thin, refined face ashen grey, his hair almost white. The one spot of colour was the fine star of Knight Grand Cross of the Bath glittering on the breast of his braided diplomatic uniform. Lord Barmouth, British Ambassador to the French Republic, had just returned from the Presidents reception at the Elysée, and had summoned me for consultation.

Well, I responded, I knew her in Rome, among other places.

Hm, I thought as much, he remarked in a dry, dubious tone. I dont like her, Ingram — I dont like her; and I knew by the impatient snap of the Ambassadors fingers that something had displeased him.

Youve seen her, then?

Yes, he answered in an ambiguous tone, taking up a quill and making what appeared to be geometrical designs upon his blotting-pad. Shes good-looking — uncommonly good-looking; but I mistrust her.

It is part of our creed to mistrust a pretty woman, I remarked with a smile; for, as everyone knows, the fair sex plays a prominent part in the diplomacy of Europe. But what cause have you for suspicion?

He was silent for a moment; then he said:

You were not at the ball at the Austrian Embassy the night before last, I believe?

No, I was not back from London in time, I replied. Was she there?

Yes. She was dancing with Hartmann, and they were speaking of you. I was chatting with Olsoufieff, and distinctly overheard your name mentioned.

With Hartmann! I repeated. Thats curious. He is scarcely a friend of ours.

I consider the circumstance suspicious, judged by the light of recent events, he said. Remember that the cause of our piece of ill-fortune still remains a mystery, and the stroke of diplomacy that we intended to effect as a coup against our enemies has, by the dastardly betrayal of our secret, placed us in a very unenviable position. This untoward incident has entirely checkmated us.

I fully realise our critical position, I said seriously, and I have done my utmost to discover the truth. Kaye has been active night and day.

Nevertheless, I fear that at Downing Street they will say hard things of us, Ingram; and Her Majestys representative sighed heavily, resting his weary head upon his hand.

The Ambassadors office was indeed a very thankless one, while my own position as second secretary of the Paris Embassy was a post not to be envied, even though it is popularly supposed to be one of the plums of the diplomatic service. With Paris full of spies endeavouring to discover our secrets and divine our instructions from Downing Street, and the cabinet noir ever at work upon our correspondence, it behoved us to be always on the alert, and to have resort to all manner of ingenious subterfuges in order to combat our persistent enemies.

The war-cloud hangs over Europe always. The mine is laid, and the slightest spark may fire it. The duty of the diplomatist is to intrigue so as to prevent that spark. It is the intrigue that is difficult, for counter-plots are met with everywhere. The power of England is feared; hence her isolation.

Those who live at home at ease think little of the small band of Englishmen in each of the capitals who, living ever upon the edge of a volcano, are straining every nerve to preserve the peace of Europe. How often the stability of empires trembles in the balance the British public little dreams. The European Situation is a stock heading in the London newspapers, but fortunately the journalists never know the secrets of our embassies, otherwise the world would very often be scared. Many a time in my own diplomatic career in Rome, in Brussels, and in Vienna, had I remained awake at night, fearing on the morrow a declaration of war; yet the chiefs under whom I have worked — those honest, upright, valiant servants of Queen and country — had skilfully evaded the threatened danger, and Europe remained in ignorance of how terribly near it had been to the clash of arms.

That night, as I sat with the chief, a trusted servant of Her Majesty, in his handsome private room in the Embassy, I knew that war was in the air. The responsibility resting upon him was of a sort to involve the prestige of the Queens Empire and the lives of thousands of her valiant sons. An ill-advised despatch, a hasty word, or an injudicious attitude would inevitably mean the disastrous explosion so long feared — the great European war that prophets have been predicting ever since the downfall of the French Empire.

Paris that July night was stifling. To us the tension of the day had been terrible. The catastrophe so long feared seemed now upon us. There was a breathless calm in the air outside, foreboding a storm.

Has Kaye absolutely nothing to report? asked His Excellency, at last breaking the silence.

He returned from Madrid at nine oclock to-night. His journey there was futile.

Ah! exclaimed His Excellency, whose thin lips closed tightly again.

Through the years that I had served under him in Rome and afterwards in Paris I had never before seen him outwardly betray the slightest apprehension. So skilled was he as a diplomatist that his sangfroid was always perfect. His motto — one that he had often impressed upon me — was that the British lion should always remain fearless of his enemies. But now, for the first time, he was plainly agitated, dreading that war might result.

Get me out the special cipher-book, he said hoarsely at last. I must telephone to Downing Street.

In obedience I rose, opened with the key upon my chain the big safe, and took out the small morocco-bound volume containing the secret cipher by means of which His Excellency could communicate with Her Majestys Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs — a book supplied only to ambassadors themselves; and, because it is kept locked, its contents are never seen even by the staff of an embassy.

His Excellency unlocked it with his own key, took up his quill, and after searching here and there through the pages, commenced writing a bewildering row of letters and numerals intermingled, while in the meantime I had gone to the telephone instrument at the opposite end of the room and rung up London, until there came an answering voice from one of the night staff of the Foreign Office.

Hulloa! Im Ingram, of the Paris Embassy. Who are you? I asked.

In response came a password by which I knew I was actually speaking with Downing Street.

Is the Marquess in London, or at Alderhurst, to-night?

Alderhurst. He left town this afternoon.

Then put me on there for an important despatch.

All right, was the response; and some five minutes later the tiny bell rang, with an inquiry from the private secretary of the great statesman as to what I wanted.

I answered; then, His Excellency having risen and handed me the slip of official paper on which he had printed the cipher figures heavily with his quill, I prefaced the message by the usual formal announcement:

From Lord Barmouth, Paris, to the Most Noble the Marquess of Malvern, London. July 12th, 1:30 a.m.

Then in continuation I read slowly and distinctly each letter and numeral, the secretary at Alderhurst afterwards repeating the whole message, so that there should be no possibility of mistake.

Nearly a quarter of an hour elapsed, during which time His Excellency, with his hands behind his back, paced feverishly up and down the room. Of the nature of that despatch I was in utter ignorance, but from his manner it was evident that the problem was one vital to the interests of the British Empire. By night, as well as by day, those responsible for the maintenance of the prestige of England as the first Empire of the world are always active. How little the public knows of the stealthy, treacherous ways of modern diplomacy, of the armies of spies seeking always to plot and counter-plot, of the base subterfuges employed by certain noted foreign diplomatists, or of the steady perseverance of the Queens representatives at the Courts of Europe! And how little, I fear, they care!

To most people the diplomatic career is synonymous with an easy occupation in which the wearing of a uniform and the attendance at brilliant functions are the greatest inconveniences. The newspapers flippantly criticise our actions in leading articles, and declare that our diplomacy is utterly worthless beside that of Germany, Russia, or France. Those who write, as well as those who read, never reflect that our chief duty is to foil the provocations offered to us by the Powers who are anxious for war. Every British Ambassador at a foreign Court had been told from the lips of his beloved Sovereign — now, alas! deceased — that he must prevent war. That instruction was to him as sacred as a religion.

The President talked for twenty minutes to-night with de Wolkenstein, observed His Excellency, halting suddenly and facing me. I wonder if they know anything in Vienna?

I think not, I replied. I met Count Berchtold in the Grand Café purposely this evening, and he made no mention of anything to lead me to believe that the secret was out in that direction.

If it is out, then it has been circulated by our friends in the Rue de Lille, he said, meaning the German Embassy.

Perhaps, I responded. But I hardly think that Count de Hindenburg would care to imperil his position by so doing. He would rather endeavour to assist us in this affair, because the interests of England and Germany are entirely mutual in this matter.

I tell you, Ingram, he cried angrily— I tell you that this dastardly piece of trickery is some womans work!

As he spoke, the door suddenly opened, and there burst into the room a tall girlish figure in a pretty toilette of turquoise chiffon, wearing an open cape of handsome brocade about her shoulders.

O father! she cried merrily, weve had such an awfully good time at the Baronesss! Then, next instant, astonished by his words, she drew back in quick surprise.

What trickery is a womans work? she asked, glancing inquiringly at me.

Nothing, my dear, His Excellency hastened to reply, placing his thin hand tenderly upon her shoulder— nothing, at least, that concerns you.

But you are not well! she cried in alarm. Then, turning to me, said: Look, Mr Ingram, how pale he is!

Your father is rather overburdened by important business, I replied.

Her face assumed a puzzled expression. Sibyl, the pretty, dark-haired daughter of Lord Barmouth, was acknowledged on all sides to be more than usually beautiful, and was the pet of diplomatic Paris. With her mother she went everywhere in that dazzling vortex of gaiety, in which the diplomatist accredited to France is bound to move. Ah! that glare and glitter, that constant whirl, that never-ceasing music! How weary I was of it all, and how it jarred upon me!

And why? Well, to speak the truth, I myself had an affair of the heart, and my thoughts were always far from those brilliant spectacles in which I was merely an official in a braided uniform.

What has occurred, Mr Ingram? asked the Ambassadors daughter anxiously. Father is certainly not himself to-night.

Another political complication, I responded; that is all.

Sibyl, my dear, exclaimed her father, gently taking her hand, you know that I forbid any inquiries to be made into matters which must be secret, even from you.
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I came to tell you all about the ball, she said, pouting. I was introduced to a most pleasant man named Wolf, and danced with him several times.

Wolf! I cried quickly. Rodolphe Wolf?

That was his name. He was dark, about forty, with a small pointed black beard. Do you know him?

Wolf! I repeated; then, suddenly recovering from the surprise she had caused me by uttering that name, I answered carelessly: Perhaps it may be the same man I knew slightly some years ago.

We had awfully good fun. He is so amusing, but seems quite a stranger in Paris.

I smiled inwardly. Rodolphe Wolf a stranger in Paris! The thought was amusing.

And what was your conversation about? I inquired of her, smiling pleasantly the while.

You want to know whether he flirted with me, Mr Ingram? she laughed mischievously. I know you of old. It really isnt fair.

He said nothing to you about your father, or about the composition of his staff? I inquired eagerly.

Nothing.

And you did not mention my name? I asked anxiously.

No. Why? You talk as though you dont want him to know you are in Paris.

You have exactly guessed my desire, I replied. If you meet him again, kindly oblige me by saying nothing.

Do not utter a word regarding matters here at the Embassy, Sibyl, added her father seriously. You understand?

Of course not. Im a diplomats daughter, and can keep a secret when necessary. But tell me, father, she added, who is the woman of whom you were speaking when I came in?

It is our affair, my dear — entirely our affair, he said in a hard voice. It is nothing you need trouble your head over. Im glad youve enjoyed the ball. Say good-night, and leave us.

But you look quite ill, she said with concern in her voice, stroking his heated forehead with her hand. Cannot I get you something?

Nothing, dear.

She was a charming type of English girl, smart, accomplished, and utterly devoted to her father. That she delighted in mild flirtations here and there in the cosmopolitan circle in which she moved I was well aware, and we were such old friends that I often chaffed her about her fickleness. But that night she had met Rodolphe Wolf, of all men. The fact was strange, to say the least.

Shall I send Harding to you? she asked, standing there in the shadow, the diamond star in her well-dressed hair alone catching the light and gleaming with a thousand fires. The star was a parting gift to her by Queen Margherita of Italy, with whom she had been an especial favourite while her father was Ambassador in Rome.

No, answered His Excellency. Please say good-night, dear, and leave us.

Then he bent, kissed her tenderly on the brow, and dismissed her.

Well, she laughed poutingly, if I am ordered off, I suppose I must go. Im a striking example of the obedient daughter. Good-night, Mr Ingram.

And as I held open the door for her to pass out, she added mischievously:

Ill leave you to talk together over the shortcomings of my sex; and laughing gaily she disappeared down the corridor.


Chapter Two.

Two Enigmas.
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WHO IS THIS Wolf? the Ambassador inquired quickly, as soon as I had closed the door. I dont seem to recollect the name.

I have a suspicion, I responded. When it is established I will explain.

An alias — eh?

I think so, I said. Your daughter should be warned against him. They had better not meet.

I will see to that, he said, and the next instant the telephone-bell rang loudly, announcing the response from Alderhurst.

In a moment we were both at the instrument. Then with the receiver at my car I inquired who was there.

Durnford, Alderhurst, was the response. Are you Ingram?

I replied in the affirmative, adding the word without the receipt of which no cipher despatch is ever sent by telephone, lest some trickery should be attempted.

Take down, then, came the secretarys voice from the other side of the Channel. From the Marquess of Malvern, to His Excellency, Lord Barmouth, Paris. July 12th, 2:10 a.m.; and then followed a long row of ciphers, each of which I carefully wrote down upon the paper before me, reading it through aloud, in order that he might compare it with his copy.

Then, when the voice from Alderhurst gave the word End, I hung up the receiver and gave the paper into His Excellencys eager hands.

Those puzzling lines of letters and numerals were secret instructions from the ruler of Englands destiny, who had been called from his bed to decide one of the most critical problems of statesmanship. Truly the position of the British Minister for Foreign Affairs is no enviable one. The responsibility is the heaviest weighing upon any one man in the whole world.

His Excellency seated himself quickly at his table, and with the aid of a second book which I handed him from the safe proceeded to decipher the Chiefs despatch. With his pen he placed the equivalent beneath each cipher, and as he did so I saw that his countenance fell. He went pale as death.

Ah! he gasped, when he had finished the arrangement and had read the deciphered message through. It is exactly as I feared. Never in the course of my career as Ambassador has such a serious complication arisen — never!

I was silent. What, indeed, could I say? I well knew that he was not the man to betray the slightest emotion without good reason.

For a moment he sat there, resting his brow upon his hand, staring blankly at the paper I had given him. The nature of his secret instructions I knew not. His utter despair was sufficient to convince me, however, that a catastrophe was inevitable. Only the low ticking of the clock upon the high mantelshelf broke the painful silence. The representative of Her Majesty — one of Englands most skilled and trusted diplomats — sighed heavily, for he knew too well how black was the outlook at that moment — how, indeed, because of our mysterious betrayal, our enemies had triumphed, and how, at the other embassies, that very night the downfall of Englands power was being discussed.

All this is a womans doing, I tell you! he cried, striking the table fiercely, rising and pacing the room. We must discover the truth — we must, you hear?

I am making every possible effort, I answered; adding, I think I have hitherto shown myself worthy of your confidence?

Certainly, Ingram, he hastened to assure me. Without you here I should not dare to act as I have done. I know that nothing escapes you. Your shrewdness is equal to that of old Sterk, the Chief of Police in Vienna.

You are too complimentary, I said; I have merely done my duty.

But if we could only get at the truth in this affair!

At present it is an absolute mystery. Only two persons were aware of the secret. You knew it, and I also knew it. And yet it is out — indeed, the very terms of the agreement are known!

Suddenly halting, he pushed open the window, and looked out upon the hot, overcast night. Paris was still bright with her myriad electric lights, and the glaring cafés on the boulevards were still as busy as during the hour of the absinthe. The City of Pleasure never sleeps.

He leaned over the balcony, gasping for air; but in an instant I was behind him, saying:

Someone may be watching outside. Is it really wise for you to be seen?

No, he answered. Youre right, Ingram; and he turned back and closed the long windows opening upon the balcony. A bold front must be maintained through all. He walked to his table, took up the despatch, and, striking a vesta, ignited it, holding it until it was completely consumed. Then he cast the blackened tinder into the grate, growing in a single instant calm again. You are right, Ingram, he repeated rather hoarsely. Our enemies must not obtain any inkling that we know the truth, if we are to effect a successful counter-plot. In this affair I detect the hand of a woman. Is not that your opinion?

I must admit that it is, I responded. I believe there is a female spy somewhere.

But who is she? he cried anxiously.

Ah! I said, we have yet to discover her name.

It is not Yolande? he asked dubiously.

No. Of that I feel quite certain.

But you are certain of nothing else?

All the rest is, I regret, an absolute mystery.

There was no disguising the fact that the information which by very mysterious means had leaked out from the Embassy had created the most intense excitement in certain other foreign embassies in Paris. Kaye, the chief of our secret service in the French capital — a shrewd fellow, whose capacity for learning which way the diplomatic wind was blowing was little short of marvellous — had come to me at midnight to report that the Spanish Ambassador was exchanging frequent despatches with Madrid. That statement was sufficient to show the enemys hand.

For fully six months France had been scheming to obtain a naval station in the Mediterranean, and the point she coveted was Ceuta, on the Moorish coast, opposite Gibraltar. Knowledge of this caused us to exercise the most delicate diplomacy in order to thwart the conspiracy to aim a blow against Englands naval power in the Mediterranean. A week ago I had been in London, and the Marquess of Malvern himself had given me a crossed despatch to convey to my chief in Paris. This had contained certain instructions in cipher, which, on my return, I had helped to translate into English. Then the despatch was burnt by His Excellency, and we alone knew its contents. From the moment I received it in the Marquesss private room at the Foreign Office, until the moment when I handed it over to Lord Barmouth in Paris with its five great seals intact, it had never left the pouch of chamois-leather which, when travelling with despatches, I always wore around my waist, next my skin. For spies to have obtained a copy of it was impossible. I had seen it written, and had likewise seen it destroyed. It was not likely either that the British Ambassador had himself exposed his secret instructions in a matter of such delicacy, where the greatest finesse and the most skilful diplomacy were necessary; and equally certain was it that I myself had not uttered a single word.

The secret instructions showed marvellous foresight, as did all the actions of the great statesman in whose hands rested the prestige of England among the Powers. They were briefly to show with great delicacy to the Spanish Ambassador that his Government, having regard to existing relations, had no right to sell Ceuta to any Power, and that if any attempt were made by any other Government to establish a naval station there, England would oppose it to the utmost, even to the extent of hostilities. Yet somehow, by means that formed a most puzzling enigma, these secret instructions had become instantly known to France; and even before Lord Barmouth could obtain an interview with the Marquis Leon y Castillo, the French Minister of Foreign Affairs had called at the Embassy in the Boulevard de Courcelles, and had apparently arranged a line of action. Thus England had been checkmated, and in all probability the sale of that most important strategic point in the Mediterranean had already been effected.

Kaye had been to Madrid, and his inquiries in the Spanish capital tended to confirm this theory.

Truly we were in evil case. So decisive had been His Excellencys instructions that if he did not now vigorously protest and threaten a cessation of diplomatic negotiations it would exhibit such weakness as the British Government must never show. That motto of Lord Malverns, To be strong is to avert war; to be weak is to invite it, is ever foremost in the mind of each representative of Her Majesty at a foreign Court. Yet Lord Barmouths dilemma was, indeed, a serious one. He had declared the exposure of our secret due to some womans scheming, and suspected one person — the pretty Yolande de Foville. His suspicion of her caused me a good deal of reflection; and as I walked along the boulevard to my bachelor apartment au troisième, I pondered seriously. What, I wondered, had caused him to think ill of her? If she had danced with Hartmann, this action was surely not enough to condemn her. Yet why, I wondered, had she mentioned myself? And why, indeed, was Rodolphe Wolf, of all men, in Paris?

No, I did not like the aspect of things in the least. The night was absolutely breathless, and the asphalt of the boulevard seemed to reflect back into ones face the heat of the sun that had blazed upon it during the day. I removed my hat, and walked with it in my hand, my brain awhirl. The spies of France had effected a coup against us, and within twenty-four hours Europe might, I knew, be convulsed by a declaration of war.

Here and there the cafés were still open, but few customers were inside. A pair of drunken roysterers staggered past me singing that catchy song of the less fashionable boulevards:

Dansons la ronde
Des marmites de Paris,
Ohé! les souris!
Les rongeuses de monde!
Faisons sauter avec nous
Nos michets et nos marlous.
Dansons la ronde!
Paris est à nous!

With that single exception all was silent. From half-past three till four in the morning is the quietest period that the City of Pleasure experiences. She is dormant only one half-hour in the whole twenty-four.

Yolande was suspected of being a spy! The thought seemed absolutely absurd. She was Belgian, it was true, and there is somehow always a prejudice against Belgian women in Paris, due perhaps to the fact that although they speak French with an accent, they are often perfect linguists. But for Yolande to be actually a spy — why, the thing was ridiculous!

Arrived at my own rooms, I found Mackenzie, my old Scotch manservant, awaiting me.

Mr Kaye called, sir, half an hour ago, he said. He could not wait, for he was leaving Paris.

Leaving Paris? I echoed, for the ubiquitous chief of the secret service had only come back from Madrid a few hours before.

Yes, sir. He left you a note; and my well-trained man drew a letter from his pocket. He always kept my letters upon his person, in order that any callers might not pry into them during my absence.

I tore open the note eagerly, and read the few scribbled lines. Next instant the paper almost fell from my fingers. I held my breath, scarcely believing my own eyes. Yet the writing was plain enough, and was as follows:

Within the past hour I have ascertained that your friend Yolande de Foville is a secret agent. Keep strict watch upon her. I have left instructions that if she leaves Paris she is to be followed. I go to Berlin at once to make inquiries, and am leaving by the 4:30 train this morning. I have the address you gave, and the particulars concerning her. Shall return as soon as possible.

K.

I crushed the note in my hand, and, walking on into my sitting-room, gulped down some brandy. Everything had conspired against me. When I had given Kaye those details concerning my charming little friend three years ago, I had never dreamed that he would register them and afterwards use them in an endeavour to fasten upon her a charge of being a spy. Yet he was actually on his way to Berlin, and any attempt upon my part to hinder him would only be misconstrued into a treasonable endeavour to shield her.

Upon the table before me stood her photograph in a silver frame, looking out at me. I took it up. Those eyes were so innocent that I could not bring myself to believe that any evil lurked in them. Surely she would not attempt to harm me? Such an action was absolutely contrary to any womans nature.

Yolande! The sound of that name brought back to me a sweet, tender memory of the past. I sighed as the recollection of that bygone day arose within me, and flung myself down into an easy-chair to smoke and to think. In the blue ascending rings from my cigarette her face seemed to smile at me with those red parted lips and merry eyes, clear and azure as a childs. How charming and chic she had once appeared to me in those days when we had first met — in those days before I had known Edith Austin, my absent well-beloved! Her portrait, too, was there — the picture of a woman, sweet, tender, grave-faced, of similar age perhaps, but whose peerless beauty was typically English and devoid of any artificiality. I took it up and touched it reverently with my lips. I loved the original of that photograph with all the strength of my being, hoping always that some day ere long I might ask her to become my wife.

Some there are who hold the theory that to all diplomatists, ambassadors excepted, wives are an unnecessary encumbrance. I admit that there is much to be said in favour of the celibate state as the ideal existence for the secretary or attaché, who is bound, more or less, to make himself agreeable to the many cosmopolitan ladies who make up the diplomatic circle, and sometimes even to flirt with them, when occasion requires. Yet after fifteen years or so beneath the shadows of the various thrones of Europe, a man tires of the life, and longs for the one sweet woman whom he can trust and love. In this I was no exception. I loved Edith Austin with all my heart and all my soul; and she, I felt assured, reciprocated my affection.

It is part of the diplomatists creed to be on good terms with all and sundry of the feminine butterflies who hover about the embassies, no matter what their age or nationality. Hence it was that five years ago, while stationed at Brussels, I had become attracted by Yolande de Foville. Once, long before I met Edith, I fancied myself in love with her. Her father, Count de Foville, was aide-de-camp to King Leopold, and with her mother she moved in the best society in Paris and Brussels. On several occasions I had been invited for the boar hunting at the great gloomy old château at Houffalize, in the Ardennes forest, where the powerful de Fovilles had been seigneurs through five centuries.

It was a dull, snowbound, dreary place in winter, bare and chill, furnished in ancient style, and situated thirty miles from the nearest railway, in the midst of a flat forest country. It was, therefore, not surprising that on the death of the Count, Yolande and her mother should prefer to leave Belgium and travel in England and Italy, spending the winter at Rome or at Monte Carlo, the spring in Paris, and summer in one or other of the fashionable French watering-places. During three years we had been excellent friends, and after I had been promoted from Brussels to the Embassy in Rome, she came with her mother and spent the spring in the Eternal City, with the result that our firm friendship became even firmer. I am fain to admit that our flirtation was of the kind called desperate, and that it had ended in love.

And a week ago she had suddenly arrived in Paris at the smart little flat in the Rue de Courcelles, which her mother had possessed for years, but now so seldom occupied. Her arrival was unexpected, and I had only known of it from Giraud, the military attaché at the Belgian Legation, a friend of my Brussels days, whom I met in the Café de Paris one evening after the opera, and who had said suddenly:

Do you, my dear Ingram, know that a little friend of yours has arrived in Paris?

Who? I inquired eagerly.

Yolande, was the response. You used to be her cavalier in Brussels in the old days. Have you forgotten her?

His announcement surprised me. Since my friendship with Edith had grown to be a grand passion, I had exchanged no correspondence with Yolande. Indeed, the last I had heard of her was that she and the Countess were at Cairo spending the winter.

To tell the truth I was rather glad that she had not sought me out, for I had no wish to renew her acquaintance, now that I had found a woman in England whom I meant to try to win for my wife. Yet as I looked back at the past through the haze of my cigarette-smoke I was compelled to admit that I had spent some charming hours by her side, dancing at those brilliant balls in Brussels or driving in that pretty wood so beloved of the Bruxellois, the Bois de la Cambre. Many were the incidents that came back to me as I sat there pondering. Nevertheless, in the storehouse of memory I found nothing half sweet enough to tempt me from my love for Edith.

The denunciation of the pretty Yolande as a spy staggered belief; yet the Chief himself, as well as Kaye, was convinced, and the latter was already on his way to the north to prosecute inquiries.

What, I wondered, had really aroused their suspicions? As His Excellency had not seen Kaye since his return from Madrid, they could not have exchanged views. It seemed my duty to call and see her, to renew the acquaintance that I so strongly desired to end, and, indeed, to continue the flirtation of bygone days with a view to discovering the truth. Was it fair? Was it just? I hesitated to call upon her, half fearful lest her charm and natural chic should again attract me towards her. Nevertheless, it was my duty, as servant of my Sovereign, to attempt to discover Englands secret enemies.


Chapter Three.

Yolande.
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THE REMAINDER OF that night I spent in restless agitation, and at the Embassy early next morning showed His Excellency the note that Kaye had left for me.

You must see her, Ingram, he said briefly. You must obtain her secret from her.

But I cannot believe that she is a secret agent! I declared. We were friends, and she surely would not seek to injure me?

Trust nobody, my dear Ingram, answered the grave-eyed old man. You know how unreliable women are where diplomacy is concerned. Remember the incident of the Princess Ghelarducci in Rome.

My lips compressed themselves. He referred to a matter which, for me, was anything but a pleasant recollection. The Princess, after learning our intentions regarding Abyssinia, had openly betrayed us; and I had very foolishly thought her my friend.

I shall call on her this afternoon, I answered briefly. The worst of it is that my action will lead her to think that I desire to renew the acquaintance.

Hm, I see, observed His Excellency quickly, for his shrewdness had detected the truth. You were once in love with her — eh?
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I nodded.

Then dont allow her to think that your love has cooled, he urged. Act diplomatically in this matter, and strive to get at the truth.

And deceive her?

Deception is permissible if she is a spy.

But she is not a spy, I declared quickly.

That remains to be seen! he snapped. He then turned on his heel and passed into an adjoining room.

At three oclock I presented my card at the flat in the Rue de Courcelles, and was admitted to a cosy little salon, where the persiennes were closed to keep out the blazing July sun, and the subdued light was welcome after the glare of the streets. Scarcely, however, had my eyes become accustomed to the semi-darkness, when the door suddenly opened, and I found myself face to face with the woman I had loved a few years ago.

Gerald! You! she cried in English, with that pretty accent which had always struck me as so charming.

Our hands clasped. I looked into her face and saw that in the two years which had elapsed she had grown even more beautiful. In a cool white dress of soft, clinging muslin, which, although simply made, bore the unmistakable stamp of a couturière of the first order, she stood before me, my hand in hers, in silence.

So you have come to me? she said in a strained voice. You have come, at last?

You did not let me know you were in Paris, I protested.

Giraud told you four days ago, she responded, and you could not spare a single half-hour for me until to-day! she added in a tone of reproach. Besides, I wrote to you from Cairo, and you never replied.

Forgive me, I urged— forgive me, Yolande. It is really my fault.

Because you have forgotten me, she said huskily. Here, in Paris, you have so many distractions that memories of our old days in Brussels and at Houffalize have all been swept away. Come, admit that what I say is the truth.

I shall admit nothing of the kind, Yolande, I answered, with diplomatic caution. I only admit my surprise at finding you here in July. Why, there is nobody here except our unfortunate selves at the embassies. The boulevards are given over to the perspiring British tourist in knickerbockers and the usual week-end trippers who do the city in a char-à-banc.

She laughed for the first time, and seated herself upon a large settee covered with yellow silk, motioning me to a chair near her.

It is true, she said. Paris is not at all pleasant just now. We are only here for frocks. In a week we go to Marienbad. And you — how are you? and she surveyed me with her head held slightly aside in that piquante manner I knew so well.

The same, I laughed— ever the same.

Not the same to me, she hastened to protest.

I might make a similar charge against yourself, I said. Remember, you did not tell me you were in Paris.

Because I thought you would know it quickly enough. I wanted, if possible, to meet you accidentally and surprise you. I went to the ball at the German Embassy, but you were not there.

I was in London, I explained briefly, my thoughts reverting to the allegation against her and the unhesitating action of the wary Kaye in travelling direct to Berlin.

If there was any man in Europe who could clear up a mystery it was the indefatigable chief of the British secret service. He lived in Paris ostensibly as an English lawyer, with offices in the Boulevard des Italiens, next the Café Américain. Hence his sudden journeys hither and thither were believed to be undertaken in the interests of various clients. But although he had an Irish solicitor, OBrien by name, to attend to the inquiries of any chance clients, the amount of legal business carried on in those offices was really nil. The place was, in fact, the headquarters of the British secret service on the Continent.

I, too, was in England a year ago, she said. We were invited to a house-party up in Scotland. Mother was bored, but I had great fun. An English home seems somehow so much jollier than the houses where one visits in any other country. You know how I love the English!

Is that meant as a compliment? I laughed.

Of course, she answered. But English diplomatists are just as grave as those of any other nation. Your people are always full of all sorts of horrid secrets and things.

She referred to the old days in Brussels, for she knew well the difficulties under which our diplomacy had been conducted there, owing to the eternal questions involving Egypt and the Congo.

But I laughed lightly. I did not intend that she should suspect the real motive of my call. Evidently she knew nothing of my love for Edith Austin, or she would have referred to it. Fortunately I had been able to keep it a secret from all.

And you are actually leaving us in a week?

I observed, for want of something else to say. I hear that Marienbad is crowded this season.

We are going to visit my uncle, Prince Stolberg, who has a villa there.

Then I asked her of our mutual friends in Brussels, and she in return retailed to me all the latest gossip concerning them. As she sat there in the subdued light, her white dress, relieved by a touch of turquoise at the wrists and waist, she presented a picture graceful, delicate, and altogether charming. I reasoned with myself as she went on chattering. No; it was not surprising that I had once fallen in love with her. She was more French than Belgian, for the days of her girlhood had been passed mostly in France; her Christian name was French, and in manner she possessed all that smartness and chic peculiar to the Parisienne. Mentally I compared her with Edith, but next instant laughed within myself. Such comparison was impossible. Their styles were as different as were their nationalities. Beside Edith, my well-beloved, the beauty of this fair-haired, gesticulating girl paled entirely, and became insipid. The Englishwoman who held me beneath the spell of her soft and truthful eyes was without a peer.
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Still, Yolande amused me with her chatter. The reader will forgive me this admission, for in calling there I was only acting a part. I was endeavouring in the interests of my country to find out whether there was any truth in the allegation recently made against her by my friend. Of a sudden a thought crossed my mind, and I asked:

Have you met many acquaintances since youve been in Paris?

Only Hartmann and some of the people at the Legation, she responded. We are just going to five oclock with the Princess Olsoufieff this afternoon.

There is an old friend of yours just arrived, I said. Have you met him?

An old friend? she echoed in surprise. Man or woman?

A man, I answered. Rodolphe Wolf.

Rodolphe Wolf! she gasped, starting up, the colour dying from her lips in an instant. Rodolphe Wolf in Paris — impossible!

He was at the Baroness de Chalencons last night, I said quite calmly, watching her face the while.

Her sudden fear and surprise made plain a fact of which I had not before been aware — namely, that there was something more than a casual link between them. Years ago, when in Brussels, I had suspected Wolf of being a secret agent, and the fact that she was closely acquainted with him appeared to prove that my Chiefs suspicion was not unfounded.

She had risen. Her hands were trembling, and although she strove desperately to betray to me no outward sign of agitation, she was compelled to support herself by clutching the small table at her side. Her countenance was blanched to the lips. She presented the appearance of one haunted by some terrible dread.

Wolf! she gasped again, as though speaking to herself. Then, turning to me, she stretched forth both her hands, and, looking earnestly into my eyes, cried in wild desperation: Gerald, save me! For the sake of our love of the old days, save me!

From what? I cried, jumping up and catching her by both hands. Tell me, Yolande. If I can assist you I certainly will. Why are you so distressed?

She was silent, with one trembling hand pressed upon her heart, as though to stay its wild, tumultuous beating.

No, she said in a hoarse whisper, it is useless — all useless.

But if you are in distress I can surely help you, I said.

Alas! you cannot, she answered in despair. You do not know — you cannot understand.

Why not tell me? Confide in me, I urged.

No, she replied. I am very foolish — forgive me; and she tried to smile.

The news that Wolf is here has upset you, I said. Why?

He has escaped.

From where?

From prison.

I was silent. I knew not what to say. This declaration of hers was strange. It was startling news to me that Rodolphe Wolf had been in prison.

You have asked me to save you, I said, reverting to her wild supplication. I will do so willingly if you only tell me how.

It is impossible, she said in a broken voice, shaking her head mournfully. By what you have told me I am forewarned.

A deep sigh escaped her, and I saw that her fingers worked restlessly in the palms of her hands. She was desperate.

Can I do absolutely nothing? I asked in a tone of sympathy, placing my hand tenderly upon her shoulder.

Nothing, she answered in a hoarse whisper. I am not fit to talk further. Let us say good-bye.

Then you prefer that I should leave you?

Yes, she said, holding out her hand. Forgive me for this, but I want to go to my own room to think. What you have told me has upset me.

Tell me plainly — you fear that man?

She nodded in the affirmative.

And you will not allow me either to advise or to assist you?

No, she said hoarsely. Go, Gerald. Leave me! When we meet again I shall be calmer than I am now.

Her face was deathly pale; her eyes had a distinct look of terror in them.

Very well, I answered when again she had urged me to leave her; if you insist, I will go. But remember that if I can be of service, Yolande, I am ready at once to render you assistance. Good-bye, and I pressed her hand in sympathy.

She burst into tears.

Farewell, she faltered.

Then I turned, and, bowing, went forth into the glaring sunshine of the boulevard.

She had virtually admitted a close acquaintance with a man upon whom distinct suspicion rested, and her actions had been those of a guilty woman. My thoughts were full of that interview and its painful ending as I walked back towards the Embassy.


Chapter Four.

A Curious Story.
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THERE WAS WAR in the air. At the Embassy we could not conceal from ourselves the seriousness of the situation. From hour to hour we were living in dread lest diplomatic negotiations should be broken off with the French Republic. We had discovered what seemed very much like a conspiracy against England, and as an energetic protest it appeared quite possible that the Marquess of Malvern might order my Chief to leave Paris. This would mean a rupture of diplomatic relations, and in all probability war.

Never in the history of modern Europe had there been a day so critical as that blazing, well-remembered one in mid-July. There were ugly rumours of complications in the Transvaal. The fate of certain nations trembled in the balance. In every capital diplomatists were active, some striving to force war, others endeavouring to prevent it. A diplomatists life is assuredly no sinecure. The British public, as I have said before, little dreams of the constant anxiety and terrible tension which are parts of the daily life of its faithful servants abroad.

On my return to the Embassy I found that some important despatches had been brought from London by Anderson, the foreign service messenger.

He was sitting in my room smoking a cigarette, and awaiting me in order to obtain the receipt for his despatch-box. A tall, round-faced, merry man of middle age, he was an especial favourite in all the embassies as far as Teheran. A thorough cosmopolitan and man of the world, he had resigned his commission in the Scots Greys to become one of that half-dozen of the greyhounds of Europe known as Queens messengers.

Well, Anderson, I exclaimed, shaking his hand on entering, whats the news from Downing Street?

Oh, nothing very fresh, he laughed, sinking back in his chair again, and passing me over the receipt for signature. Old Tuite, of the Treaty Department, has retired on his pension this week. Thats about all thats new. The Chief, however, seems busy. Im loaded with despatches.

Where for?

Vienna and Constantinople. I leave by the Orient express in an hours time, he answered, with a glance at his watch.

Then youre getting over a little ground just now? I laughed.

A little ground! he echoed. Well, Ive been two trips to Petersburg this month, twice here to Paris, and once to Vienna. Ive only slept one night in London since the 1st.

Youre a bit sick of it, I should think, I observed, looking at the round face lit up by its pair of merry grey eyes. He was an easy-going fellow; his good-humour never seemed ruffled.

Oh, it agrees with me, he laughed lightly. I dont care as long as I get the monthly run to Teheran now and then. Thats a bit of a change, you know, after these everlasting railways, with their stuffy sleeping-cars and abominable arrangements for giving a man indigestion.

I examined the box to see that the seals affixed in Downing Street were intact, then signed the receipt and handed it back to him.

Of the corps of Queens messengers — nicknamed the greyhounds because of the badge which each wears suspended round his neck and concealed beneath his cravat, a silver greyhound surmounted by the Royal arms — Captain Jack Anderson was the most popular. A welcome guest at every embassy or legation, he was on friendly terms with the whole staff, from the Ambassador himself down to the hall-porter, and he carried the gossip of the embassies to and fro across Europe. From him we all gathered news of our old colleagues in other capitals — of their joys and their sorrows, their difficulties and their junketings. His baggage being by international courtesy free from Customs examination, he oft-times carried with him a new frock for an ambassadors wife or daughter — a service which always put him high in the good graces of the feminine portion of the diplomatic circle.

Kaye seems bobbing about pretty much, he observed, handing me his cigarette-case. Andersons cigarettes were well known for their excellence, for he purchased them at a shop in Petersburg, and often distributed a box in one or other of the embassies. I met him a week ago on board the Calais boat, and two days later I came across him in the buffet down at Bâle. He was, however, as close as an oyster.
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Of course. It isnt likely that hed talk very much, I remarked. His profession is to know everything, and at the same time to affect ignorance. He went to Berlin last night.

We had breakfast together in the early morning at Bâle, and he questioned me closely about a friend of yours.

Who?

A lady — Mademoiselle de Foville. You remember her in Brussels, dont you?

Mademoiselle de Foville! I echoed. The denunciation of her as a secret agent instantly flashed through my mind.

Yes, you were extremely friendly with her in Brussels, he went on. Dont you recollect that you introduced me to her one evening at an al-fresco concert in the Vauxhall Gardens, where we sat together for quite a long time chatting?

I remember distinctly, I responded. Every detail of that balmy summer night in those gaily illuminated gardens came back to me in that moment. I loved Yolande in those long-past days. And what did Kaye want to know regarding her?

He asked me whether I had ever met her, and I told him that you had once introduced us.

Well?

Oh, nothing much else. He remarked how very charming she was — a verdict in which we both agreed. Have you seen her lately?

I hesitated for a moment.

Yes, shes here, in Paris.

He bent forward quickly, regarding me curiously.

Thats strange. How long has she been here? he inquired with a rather puzzled look.

Only a few days. I did not know that she was here till yesterday, I replied with affected carelessness.

Ah, I thought she could not have been here long.

Why?

Because only a week ago she travelled in the same compartment as myself between Berlin and Cologne.

And did you claim acquaintance with her? I inquired quickly.

No. She had a companion with her — a pimply-faced, ugly Johnnie, whom I took to be a German. They spoke in German all the time.

Could it be, I wondered, that Yolande and her companion had travelled with Anderson with some evil intent?

Didnt you speak to them?

The man tried to open a conversation with me, but I pretended to be Italian, without any knowledge of German or English, so he didnt get very far. To affect Italian is generally a sure game, for so few people speak it in comparison with those who know other Continental languages.

You wanted to overhear their conversation — eh?

I wanted to ascertain what their game was, answered the Queens messenger. They eyed my despatch-box very curiously; and it was to me an extremely suspicious circumstance that although they joined the train at Berlin they did not enter my compartment until an hour later, when the express stopped to change engines.

You were alone?

Yes, and it was at night, he answered, adding: To me it was also a curious circumstance that only three days afterwards Kaye should become so deeply interested in her. I had never seen her from that night in Brussels until we had met in the train, but Ive a good memory for faces. I can swear I was not mistaken.

You speak as though you suspected her, I said, looking straight into his ruddy countenance, which had grown unusually serious while we had been speaking.

Well, to tell the truth, I did suspect her, he responded. I didnt half like the look of the man. He was well-dressed, but as you know Ive always a sharp eye where my fellow-travellers are concerned, and I felt certain that there was something shady about him. They shifted about all night, and were constantly watching to see whether I had gone to sleep. But all their watching was without reward. Jack Anderson never sleeps while he has a crossed despatch upon him; and he blew a cloud of smoke upward from his lips.

But surely you dont think that their intention was to steal your despatches? I cried.

They were welcome to the whole collection in the box, he laughed. They were only consular reports and necessary evils of that sort. What they wanted was the crossed despatch from Berlin that I had in my belt next my skin.

They made no attempt to get at it?

Yes, they did. Thats just where my suspicion was proved.

How? I asked breathlessly, bending eagerly towards him.

Well, as you know, I always carry among my wraps a little cushion covered with black satin. Experience has taught me that that cushion has saved me many an aching head and stiff neck when on long journeys. So I placed it behind my head, and through the night read a novel by the dim, uncertain light. About two oclock in the morning we ran into Hanover, and I got out to get a drink. When I returned, however, and placed the cushion behind my head, I felt a slight dampness upon it. In an instant suspicion seized me. Some liquid had been sprinkled upon it in my absence. My two fellow-travellers, wrapped in their rugs, were apparently sleeping. At once I resolved to act with caution, and, turning my cheek towards the pillow, smelt it. There was a curious odour, sweet and subtle, like some new perfume. I had suspected chloroform, but it was certainly not that. Yet almost the instant after I had inhaled it a curious and unaccountable drowsiness seized me. Then I knew the truth. They had plotted to render me insensible and afterwards steal the despatch! I struggled against this feeling of weariness, and, rising to my feet, buttoned my overcoat as though I were chilly. This action allowed the cushion to fall away from my head, and, again re-seating myself, I made a feint of being interested in my book; but in reality my head was awhirl, and in the pocket of my ulster I had my hand upon my revolver, ready to use it should that pimply-faced ruffian attempt violence. The pair commenced to shift about uneasily in their seats, and I could see that their failure had considerably disconcerted them.

You gave them no idea that you had discovered their intentions?

None whatever. I was anxious to see how they would act after being foiled.

Well, what did they do?

They exchanged glances of annoyance, but spoke no word. They were silent for over an hour, during which time it occurred to me to move the cushion farther from me, in case the evaporation of the mysterious liquid should cause insensibility. I was determined that your pretty little friends companion should be the first to be thus affected. The feeling of drowsiness, however, wore off, and at Cologne the pair, after chatting in German regarding the train to Venlo, bustled about hastily and descended. They had no baggage, and went into the buffet to breakfast.

You, of course, continued your journey?

Yes, to Ostend and London.

It seems as though you had rather a narrow escape, I observed thoughtfully.

It was a daring attempt to get at that despatch, he remarked with some warmth. Depend upon it, my dear Ingram, that woman is a spy. I know shes a friend of yours, but I cant help saying just what I think.

But I cant believe it! I declared. Indeed, I wont believe it! I added vehemently.

As you like, he said coldly, with a slight shrug of his broad shoulders. Ive told you the plain truth as to what occurred.

Shes wealthy, and of one of the best families in Belgium. There is no necessity whatever for her to be in the pay of any foreign Government, I protested.

We have nothing to do with her reasons, he said. All we know is that she and her companion tried to drug me in order to get at the despatch.

You have no idea, I suppose, of the contents of the despatch in question? I inquired.

None, except that when I gave it into the Chiefs own hands in his private room at Downing Street, he appeared to be very much surprised by its contents, and at once wrote a reply, with which I posted back to Berlin by the same nights mail from Charing Cross.

Then it was upon a matter of importance?

I judged it to be of extreme importance. Yolande de Foville was evidently well aware that I had the despatch in my belt.

You had never before seen this man who accompanied her?

Never. But now he has made one attempt it is quite probable he may make another. Im on the look-out for him again.

And the cushion? Have you discovered what they placed upon it?

I left it in London with Dr Bond, the analyst, at Somerset House. Hes trying to discover the liquid used. I hope he will be successful, for the stuff was so potent that I have no desire for it again to be sprinkled upon my belongings.

They were at least ingenious, I exclaimed, amazed at this extraordinary story, which seemed to prove so conclusively the truth of Kayes denunciation.

Yet I could not believe that Yolande, my charming little friend, in whom I had in the old days reposed so many confidences, and by whose side I had lingered through many idle hours in the Bois or in that almost endless forest around her feudal home, was actually a spy. The suggestion seemed too absurd. Nevertheless, Kaye was not a man to make unfounded charges, nor was Anderson given to relating that which was untrue. Truth to tell, this story of his held me absolutely dumbfounded. I recollected my conversation with her an hour ago, and the strange effect my announcement that Wolf was in Paris had made upon her. She had implored me to save her. Why?

A silence fell between us. I was preoccupied by my own thoughts. But a few moments later the Queens messenger again glanced at his watch, and, rising, said:

I must be off, or I shant catch the Orient. Any message for them down at Constantinople?

No, I responded, gripping his strong hand in farewell. Take care of yourself, and dont let any of those confounded spies get at you again.

Trust me, my dear fellow, he laughed, and lighting another cigarette he went forth on his long journey to the East as airily as though he were strolling down to get a cocktail at Henrys.

When he had gone I sat for a long time thinking. A remembrance of the mad love of those days that had gone came back to me, sweet, charming memories of that half-forgotten time when Yolande was my ideal, and when her lips met mine in tender, passionate caresses. Ah! how fondly I had loved her in those days! But with an effort I at last arose, and, casting all those reflections behind me with a sigh, broke the seals of the despatch-box, and, seating myself at the big writing-table, commenced to examine them with a view to ascertaining their contents.

There were several important papers, and very soon I became absorbed in them. Nearly an hour later there came a sudden rap at the door, and one of the English footmen entered, saying:
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There is a man below, sir, who wishes to see you at once on important business. He says he is valet-de-chambre of the Countess de Foville.

Of the Countess de Foville! I echoed, much surprised.

I at once ordered him to be shown upstairs, and a few moments later a tall, thin-faced, clean-shaven Frenchman entered.

Msieur Ingram? he inquired breathlessly in French, evidently in a state of great agitation.

Yes, I said. What is your message?

I have been sent by Madame la Comtesse to ask you to be good enough to come to her at once. A most distressing incident has occurred.

What has occurred? I demanded quickly.

Ah, msieur, it is terrible! he cried with much Gallic gesticulation. Poor Mademoiselle Yolande! She is asking to see you. She says she must speak with you, msieur.

With me?

Yes, msieur. Do not let us lose a single instant, or it may be too late. Ah! my poor young mistress! Poor mademoiselle! it is terrible — terrible!


Chapter Five.

La Comtesse.
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THE COUNTESS, A handsome, well-preserved woman of middle age, slightly inclined to embonpoint, met me on the threshold, and in silence grasped my hand. From the window she had apparently watched me alight from the fiacre, and had rushed forth to meet me.

That something unusual had occurred was plain from the paleness of her countenance and the look of despair in her eyes. We had been excellent friends in Brussels in bygone days, for she had favoured my suit and had constantly invited me to her pretty home in the Boulevard de Waterloo or to the great old château in the Ardennes. A glance was sufficient to show me that she had grown considerably older, and that her face, although it still bore distinct traces of a faded beauty, was now worn and haggard. She was essentially a grande dame of the old régime, now fast disappearing from our ken, but at no time could she be considered a great hostess. She was somewhat intransigent, a woman of strong prejudices, usually well justified, and incapable of pretence or shams. But the law of kindliness was ever on her tongue, and she contented herself with giving those of whom she disapproved a wide berth. She was dressed plainly in black, with a single wisp of lace at the throat — a costume unusual for her. In Brussels her handsome toilettes, obtained from Paris, had always been admired. Although matronly, like the majority of Belgian women, she was extremely chic, with an almost girlish waist, and at whatever hour one called one always found her dressed with extreme taste and elegance. I must, however, admit that her appearance surprised me. Her hair had grown greyer, and she seemed as though utterly negligent of her personal appearance.

Madame! I exclaimed in alarm as our hands met, tell me what has occurred.

Ah, msieur, she cried in French, I am in despair, and have sent for you! You can help me — if you will.

In what manner? I inquired breathlessly.

Yolande! she gasped, in a choking voice.

Yolande! I echoed. What has happened to her? Your man will tell me nothing.

He has orders to say nothing, she explained, leading the way into the elegant salon. Now tell me, she said, looking at me very earnestly, I am in sheer desperation, as you may see, or I would not presume to question you. Will you forgive me if I do?

Most certainly, I responded.

Then before we go further I will put my question to you, she said in a strange voice. Do you love Yolande?

Such direct inquiry certainly took me by complete surprise. I stood looking at her for a few seconds absolutely open-mouthed.

Why ask me that? I inquired, puzzled. Tell me what has happened to her.

I can tell you nothing until you have answered my question, she replied quite calmly. I saw from her countenance that she was desperate.

I think, madame, that when we were together in Brussels my actions must have betrayed to you — a woman — the state of my heart towards your daughter, I said. I do not seek to deny that at that time I loved her more fondly than I could ever love again, and—

Then you do not love her still? she cried, interrupting me.

Allow me to conclude, I went on, speaking quite calmly, for I saw in this curious question of hers some mysterious motive. I loved her while in Brussels, and for two years hoped to make her my wife.

And then you grew tired of her? the Countess asked, in a tone that was almost a sneer in itself. It is always the same with you diplomatists. The women of every capital amuse you, but on your promotion you bow your adieux and seek fresh fields to conquer.

I think you misjudge me, I protested, rather annoyed at her words. I loved Yolande. When I admit this, I also admit that, like other men whose calling it is to lounge in the principal salons of Europe, I had not escaped the fascination exercised by other eyes than hers. But to me she was all the world. Surely, madame, you remember the days at Houffalize? You cannot disguise from yourself that I really loved her then?

But all that is of the past, she said seriously, her white hands clasped before her. Briefly, you no longer entertain any love for her. Is not that so?

I hesitated. My position was a difficult one. I was a diplomatist, and could speak untruths artistically when occasion required, but she had cornered me.

Madame has guessed the truth, I answered at last.

Ah! she cried hoarsely, I thought as much. You have found some other woman whom you prefer?

I nodded assent. It was useless to lead her to believe what was not the truth. Yolande was of course charming in many ways; but when I thought of Edith I saw that comparison was impossible.

And you have no further thought of her? she asked.

As far as marriage is concerned, no, I responded. Nevertheless, I still regard her as an intimate friend. I was here only two or three hours ago chatting with her.

You! she cried, glaring at me strangely. You were here — to-day?

Yes, I replied. I thought she would certainly tell you of my visit.

She told me nothing. I was quite unaware of it. I was out, and the servants told me that a gentlemen had called in my absence.

I gave a card, I replied. It is no doubt in the hall.

No, it is not. It has been destroyed.

Why? I asked.

For some mysterious reason known to Yolande. Then, turning quickly again to me, she placed her hand upon my arm in deep earnestness, saying: Tell me, is your love for her absolutely and entirely dead — so dead that you would not care to perform her a service?

Andersons strange and startling story flashed through my mind. I made no reply.

Remember the affection you once bore her, she urged. I am a woman, msieur, and I presume to remind you of it.

I needed no reminder. The recollection of those sweet idyllic days was still fresh as ever in my memory. Ah! in those brief sunny hours I had fondly believed that our love would last always. It is ever the same. Youth is ever foolish.

I should have loved her now, I answered at last, were it not for one fact.

There was a mystery which had ended our love, and I saw now an opportunity of clearing it up. To what fact do you refer?

To the reason of our parting.

The reason! echoed the Countess. I have no idea whatever of the reason. What was it?

I held my breath. Would it be just to tell her the truth? I wondered. I reflected for a moment, then in a calm voice answered:

Because I discovered that her heart was not wholly mine.

She regarded me with undisguised amazement.

Do you mean that Yolande had another lover?

No! I cried with sudden resolve. This conversation is not fair to her. It is all finished. She has forgotten, and we are both happy.

Happy! cried the Countess hoarsely. You are, alas! mistaken. Poor Yolande has been the most unhappy girl in all the world. She has never ceased to think of you.

Then I regret, madame, I responded.

If you really regret, she answered, then your love for her is not altogether dead.

She spoke the truth. At this point I may as well confide to you, my reader, the fact that I still regarded my charming little friend of those careless days of buoyant youth with a feeling very nearly akin to love. I recollected the painful circumstances which led to our parting. My memory drifted back to that well-remembered, breathless summers evening when, while walking with her along the white highway near her home, I charged her with friendliness towards a man whose reputation in Brussels was none of the best; of her tearful protests, of my all-consuming jealousy, of her subsequent dignity, and of our parting. After that I had applied to the Foreign Office to be transferred, and a month later found myself in Rome.

Perhaps, after all, my jealousy might have been utterly unfounded. Sometimes I had thought I had treated her harshly, for, truth to tell, I had never obtained absolute proof that this man was more than a mere acquaintance. Indeed, I think it was this fact, or just a slight twinge of conscience, that caused a suspicion of the old love I once bore her to remain within me. It was not just to Edith — that I knew; yet notwithstanding the denunciations of both Kaye and Anderson, I could not altogether crush her from my heart. To wholly forget the woman for whom one has entertained the grand passion is often most difficult, sometimes, indeed, impossible of accomplishment. Visions of some sweet face with its pouting and ready lips will arise, constantly keeping the past ever present, and recalling a day one would fain forget. Thus it was with me — just as it has been with thousands of others.

No, I admitted truthfully and honestly at last, my love for Yolande is perhaps not altogether dead.

Then you will render me a service? she cried quickly. Say that you will — for her sake! — for the sake of the great love you once bore her!

Of what nature is this service you desire? I asked, determined to act with caution, for the startling stories I had heard had aroused within me considerable suspicion.

I desire your silence regarding an absolute secret, she answered in a hoarse half-whisper.

What secret?

A secret concerning Yolande, she responded. Will you, for her sake, render us assistance, and at the same time preserve absolute secrecy as to what you may see or learn here to-day?

I will promise if you wish, madame, that no word shall pass my lips, I said. But as to assistance, I cannot promise until I am aware of the nature of the service demanded of me.

Of course, she exclaimed, with a faint attempt at a smile. My words had apparently reassured her, for she instantly became calmer, as though relying upon me for help. Then as you give me your promise upon your honour to say nothing, you shall know the truth. Come with me.

She led the way down the long corridor, and turning to the left suddenly opened the door of a large and handsome bed-chamber, the wooden sun-blinds of which were closed to keep out the crimson glow of the sunset. The room was a fine one with big crystal mirrors and a shining toilette-service in silver, but upon the bed with its yellow silk hangings lay a female form fully dressed, but white-faced and motionless. In the dim half-light I could just distinguish the features as those of Yolande.

What has occurred? I cried in a hoarse whisper, dashing towards the bedside and bending down to look upon the face that had once held me in fascination.

We do not know, answered the trembling woman at my side. It is all a mystery.

I stretched forth my hand and touched her cheek. It was icy cold.

In those few moments my eyes had become accustomed to the dim light of the darkened room, and I detected the change that had taken place in the girls countenance. Her eyes were closed, her lips blanched, her fair hair, escaped from its pins, fell in a sheen of gold upon the lace-edged pillow.

I held my breath. The awful truth was distinctly apparent. I placed my hand upon her heart, the bodice of her dress being already unloosened. Then a few seconds later I drew back, standing rigid and aghast.

Why, shes dead! I gasped.

Yes, the Countess said, covering her face with her hands and bursting into tears. My poor Yolande! she is dead — dead!

The discovery appalled me. Only a couple of hours before we had chatted together, and she seemed in the best of health and spirits, just as in the old days, until I had made the announcement of Wolfs presence in Paris. The effect of that statement upon her had apparently been electrical. Why, I knew not. Had she not implored me to save her? This in itself was sufficient to show that she held him in deadly fear.

Again I bent in order to make further examination, but saw the unmistakable mark of death upon her countenance. The lower jaw had dropped, the checks were cold, and the silver hand-mirror which I had snatched from the table and held at her mouth was unclouded. There was no movement — no life. Yolande, my well-beloved of those long-past days, was dead.

I stood there at the bedside like a man in a dream. So swiftly had she been struck down that the terrible truth seemed impossible of realisation.

The Countess, standing beside me, sobbed bitterly. Truly the scene in that darkened chamber was a strange and impressive one. Never before in my whole life had I been in the presence of the dead.

Yolande — Yolande! I called, touching her cheek in an effort to awaken her, for I could not believe that she was actually dead.

But there was no response. Those blanched lips and the coldness of those cheeks told their own tale. She had passed to that land which lies beyond the range of human vision.

How long I stood there I cannot tell. My thoughts were inexpressibly sad ones, and the discovery had utterly upset me, so that I scarcely knew what I said or did. The blow of thus finding her lifeless crushed me. The affair was mysterious, to say the least of it. Of a sudden, however, the sobs of the grief-stricken Countess aroused me to a sense of my responsibility, and taking her hand I led her from the bedside into an adjoining room.

How has this terrible catastrophe occurred? I demanded of her breathlessly. Only two hours ago she was well and happy.

You mean when you saw her? she said. What was the object of your call?

To see her, I responded.

And yet you parted ill friends in Brussels? she observed in a tone of distinct suspicion. You had some motive in calling. What was it?

I hesitated. I could not tell her that I suspected her daughter to be a spy.

In order to assure her of my continued good friendship.

She smiled, rather superciliously I thought.

But how did the terrible affair occur?

We have no idea, answered the Countess brokenly. She was found lying upon the floor of the salon within a quarter of an hour of the departure of her visitor, who proved to be yourself. Jean, the valet-de-chambre, on entering, discovered her lying there, quite dead.

Astounding! I gasped. She was in perfect health when I left her.

She shook her head sorrowfully, and her voice, choking with grief, declared:

My child has been killed — murdered!

Murdered! Impossible! I cried.

But she has, she declared. I am absolutely positive of it!


Chapter Six.

A Piece of Plain Paper.
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WHAT MEDICAL EXAMINATION has been made? I demanded.

None, responded the Countess. My poor child is dead, and no doctor can render her assistance. Medical aid is unavailing.

But do you mean to say that on making this discovery you did not think it necessary to send for a doctor? I cried incredulously.

I did not send for one — I sent for you, was her response.

But we must call a doctor at once, I urged. If you have suspicion of foul play we should surely know if there is any wound, or any injury to account for death.

I did not consider it necessary. No doctor can return her to me, she wailed. I sent for you because I believed that you would render me assistance in this terrible affair.

Most certainly I will, I replied. But in our own interests we must send for a medical man, and if it is found to be actually a case of foul play, for the police. Ill send a line to Doctor Deane, an Englishman whom I know, who is generally called in to see anybody at the Embassy who chances to be ill. He is a good fellow, and his discretion may be relied upon.

So saying, I scribbled a line on the back of a card, and told the man to take a cab down to the Rue du Havre, where the doctor occupied rooms over a hosiers shop a stones throw from the bustling Gare St. Lazare.

A very curious mystery was evidently connected with this startling discovery, and I was anxious that my friend, Dick Deane, one of my old chums of Rugby days, should assist me in clearing it up.

The Countess de Foville, whose calmness had been so remarkable while speaking with me before we entered the death-chamber, had now given way to a flood of emotion. She sank back into her chair, and, burying her face in her hands, cried bitterly.

I tried to obtain some further information from her, but all that escaped her was:

My poor Yolande! My poor daughter! Finding that my endeavours to console her were futile, I went forth and made inquiries of the three frightened maidservants regarding what had occurred.

One of them, a dark-eyed Frenchwoman in frilled cap, whom I had seen on my previous visit, said, in answer to my questions:

Jean discovered the poor mademoiselle in the petit salon about a quarter of an hour after msieur had left. She was lying upon her face near the window, quite rigid. He shouted; we all rushed in, and on examining her found that she was already dead.

But was there no sign of a struggle? I inquired, leading the way to the room indicated.

The room was just as msieur sees it now, she answered, with a wave of her hand.

I glanced around, but as far as I could distinguish it was exactly as I had left it.

There was no mark of violence — nothing to show that mademoiselle had been the victim of foul play?

Nothing, msieur.

Could it have been a case of suicide? I wondered. Yolandes words before I had taken leave of her were desponding, and almost led me to believe that she had taken her life rather than face the man Wolf who had so suddenly arrived in Paris — the man who exercised upon her some mysterious influence, the nature of which I could not guess.

It was not more than fifteen minutes after I had left, you say? I inquired.

No, msieur, not more.

Mademoiselle had no other visitor?

No, msieur. Of that we are all certain.

And the Countess, where was she during the time I was here?

She was out driving. She did not return till about five minutes after we had made the terrible discovery.

And how did madame act?

She ordered us to carry poor mademoiselle to her room. Poor madame! She bore the blow with wonderful fortitude.
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That remark caused me to prick up my ears.

I dont quite understand, I said. Did she not give way to tears?

No, msieur; she shed no tears, but sat erect, motionless as a statue. She appeared unable to realise that poor mademoiselle was actually dead. At last she rang, and sent Jean to you.

You are absolutely certain that mademoiselle had no visit or after I left?

Absolutely.

It would, moreover, not be possible for anyone to enter or leave without your knowledge? I suggested.

Msieur understands me perfectly. Mademoiselle must have fallen to the floor lifeless immediately after I had let you out. She made no sound, and had Jean not entered with her letters, which the concierge had brought, my poor young mistress might be lying there now.

The average Frenchwoman of the lower class is always dramatic wherever a domestic calamity is concerned, and this worthy bonne was no exception. She punctuated all her remarks with references to the sacred personages of the Roman Catholic religion.

You havent searched the room, I suppose?

No, msieur. Madame gave orders that nothing was to be touched.

This reply was eminently satisfactory. I glanced again around the place, now dim in the falling twilight, and ordered her to throw back the sun-shutters.

The woman went to the window and opened them, admitting a flood of mellow light, the last crimson of the glorious afterglow. Up from the boulevard came the dull roar of the traffic, mingling with the sound of distant bells ringing the Ave Maria. The bonne — an Alsatian, from her accent — crossed herself from force of habit, and retreated towards the door.

You may go, I said. I will remain here until the doctor arrives.

Bien, msieur, answered the woman, disappearing and closing the door after her.

My object in dismissing her was to make a thorough search of the apartment, in order to discover whether any of Yolandes private possessions were there. She had been denounced by Kaye and Anderson as a spy, and it occurred to me that I might possibly discover the truth. But she was dead. The painful fact seemed absolutely incredible.

The room was not a large one, but well furnished, with considerable taste and elegance. There was the broad, silk-covered couch, upon which Yolande had sat in the full possession of health and spirits only a couple of hours before; the skin rug, upon which her tiny foot had been stretched so coquettishly; the small table, by which she had stood supporting herself after I had made the fatal announcement that Wolf was in Paris.

As I stood there the whole of that strangely dramatic scene occurred to me. Yet she was dead — dead! She had died with her secret in her heart.

At any moment Dick Deane might arrive, but I desired to be the first to make an examination of the room, and with that object crossed to the little escritoire of inlaid olive-wood, one of those rather gimcrack pieces of furniture manufactured along the Ligurian coast for unsuspecting winter visitors. It was the only piece of incongruous furniture in the room, all the rest being genuine Louis Quatorze.

One or two letters bearing conspicuous coats-of-arms were lying there, but all were notes of a private nature from one or other of her friends. One was an invitation to Vichy from the Baronne Deland, wife of the great Paris financier; another, signed Rose, spoke of the gaiety of Cairo and the dances at Shepheards during the past winter; while a third, also in French, and bearing no signature, made an appointment to meet her in the English tea-shop in the Rue Royale on the following day at five oclock.

That note, written upon plain paper of business appearance, had apparently been left by hand. Who, I wondered, was the person who had made that appointment? To me the writing seemed disguised, and probably, owing to the thickness of the up-strokes, had been penned by a male hand. There was a mistake in the orthography, too, the word plaisir being written plasir. This showed plainly that no Frenchman had written it.

I placed the letter in my pocket, and, encouraged by it, continued my investigations.

In the tiny letter-rack was a note which the unfortunate girl had written immediately before being struck down. It was addressed to Baronne Maillac, Château des Grands Sablons, Seine et Marne. The little escritoire contained four small drawers; the contents of each I carefully scrutinised. They were, however, mostly private letters of a social character — some from persons whom I knew well in Society. Suddenly, from the bottom of one of the smaller drawers, I drew forth several sheets of plain octavo paper of a pale yellow shade. There were, perhaps, half-a-dozen sheets, carefully wrapped in a sheet of plain blue foolscap. I opened them, and, holding one up to the light, examined the water-mark.

Next instant the truth was plain. That paper was the official paper used in French Government offices for written reports. How came it in her possession, if the accusation against her were untrue?

I held it in my hand, glaring at it in bewilderment. Sheet by sheet I examined it, but there was no writing upon it. Apparently it was her reserve store of paper, to be used as wanted. In the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs everything is methodical, especially the preparation of the dossiers. A certain dossier had once fallen into Kayes hands, and it contained sheets of exactly similar paper to that which I held in my hand.

Eagerly I continued my search, striving to discover some writing which might lead me to a knowledge of the truth, but I found nothing. I had completed an examination of the whole of the contents of the drawers, when it occurred to me that there might be some other drawer concealed there. Years ago I had been offered an escritoire of this pattern in Genoa, and the sun-tanned fellow who endeavoured to induce me to purchase it had shown behind the centre drawer in the table a cunningly contrived cavity where private correspondence might be concealed.

Therefore I drew out the drawer, sounded the interior at the back, and, finding it hollow, searched about for the spring by which it might be opened. At last I found it, and next moment drew forth a bundle of letters. They were bound with a blue ribbon that time had faded. I glanced at the superscription of the uppermost, and a thrill of sympathy went through me.

Those carefully preserved letters were my own — letters full of love and tenderness, which I had written in the days that were dead. I stood holding them in my hand, my heart full of the past.

In this narrative, my reader, it is my intention to conceal nothing, but to relate to you the whole, undisguised truth, even though this chapter of Englands secret history presents a seemingly improbable combination of strange facts and circumstances. Therefore I will not hide from you the truth that in those moments, as I drew forth one of the letters I had written long ago and read it through, sweet and tender memories crowded upon me, and in my eyes stood blinding tears. I may be forgiven for this, I think, when it is remembered how fondly I had once loved Yolande, before that fatal day when jealousy had consumed me, and I had turned my back upon her as a woman false and worthless.

Letter after letter I read, each bringing back to me sad memories of those days, when in the calm sunset hour we had wandered by the riverside hand in hand like children, each supremely content in each others love, fondly believing that our mad passion would last always. In all the world she had been, to me, incomparable. The centre of admiration at those brilliant balls at the Royal Palace at Brussels, the most admired of all the trim and comely girls who rode at morning in the Bois, the merriest of those who picnicked in the forest round about the ancient château, the sweetest, the most tender, and the most pure of all the women I knew — Yolande in those days had been mine. There, in my hand, I held the letter which I had written from Scotland when on leave for the shooting, asking if she loved me sufficiently to become my wife. To that letter I well remembered her reply — indeed, I knew it verbatim; a tender letter, full of honest love and straightforward admission — a letter such as only a pure and good woman could have penned. Yes, she wrote that she loved me dearly, and would be my wife.

And yet it was all of the past. All had ended.

I sighed bitterly — how bitterly, mere words cannot describe. You, reader, be you man or woman, can you fully realise how deeply I felt at that moment, how utterly desolate the world then seemed to me?

Those letters I slowly replaced in the cavity and closed it. Then, as I turned away, my eyes fell upon the photographs standing upon a small whatnot close by the escritoire. They were of persons whom I did not know — all strangers, save one. This was a cabinet portrait in a heavy silver frame, and as I took it up to scrutinise it more closely a cry involuntarily escaped my lips.

The picture was a three-quarter length representation of a black-bearded, keen-eyed man, standing with his hands thrust idly in his pockets, and smoking a cigarette. There was no mistaking those features. It was the photograph of the man the discovery of whose presence in Paris had produced such an extraordinary effect upon her — Rodolphe Wolf.


Chapter Seven.

By a Thread.
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I WAS STILL standing by the window, holding the photograph in my hand, and gazing upon it in wonder, when Dick Deane was shown in.

Whats the matter, old chap? Are you the man in possession here? he asked breezily, gripping me by the hand.

He was a fair, merry-faced fellow of thirty-five, rather good-looking, smartly dressed in black frock-coat of professional cut, and wearing a pair of gold-rimmed pince-nez. He had been born in Paris, and had spent the greater part of his life there, except during the years when he was at school with me before going to Edinburgh, where he took his degree. Then he had returned to Paris, taken his French degree, and had soon risen to be one of the fashionable doctors in the French capital. He was an especial favourite in the salons, and, like every good-looking doctor, a favourite with the ladies.

Im not in possession, I answered. A very serious affair has happened here, and we want your assistance.

In an instant he became grave, for I suppose my tone showed him that I was in no humour for joking.

Whats the nature of the affair? he asked.

Death, I replied seriously. A lady here — a friend of mine — has died mysteriously.

A mystery — eh? he exclaimed, instantly interested. Tell me about it.

This place, I replied, belongs to the Countess de Foville, a lady whom I knew well when I was at the Brussels Embassy, and it is her daughter Yolande who has been found dead in this room this evening.

Yolande de Foville! he repeated, with knit brows. She was a friend of yours once, if I mistake not? he added, looking me straight in the face.

Yes, Dick, she was, I responded. I told you of her long ago.

You loved her once?

Yes, I answered with difficulty, I loved her once.

And how did the unfortunate affair occur? he asked, folding his arms and leaning back against a chair. Tell me the whole story.

I called here this afternoon, and spent half an hour or so with her, I said. Then I left and returned straight to the Embassy—

You left her here? he inquired, interrupting. Yes, in this very room. But it seems that a quarter of an hour later one of the servants entered and discovered her lying upon the door, dead.

Curious! he ejaculated. Has a medical man seen her?

No. The Countess sent for me as being one of her daughters most intimate friends, and I, in turn, sent for you.

Where is the poor young lady?

In her room at the end of the corridor, I answered hoarsely.

Is there any suspicion of murder?

Apparently none whatever. She had no visitor after I left.

And no suspicion of suicide? he asked, with a sharp look. Did you part friends?

Perfectly so, I responded. As to suicide, she had no reason, as far as anyone knows, to make an attempt upon her life.

He gave vent to an expression which sounded to me much like a grunt of dissatisfaction.

Now, be perfectly frank with me, Gerald, he said, suddenly turning to me and placing his hand upon my shoulder. You loved her very dearly once — was that not so?

I nodded.

I well remember it, he went on. I quite recollect how, on one occasion, you came over to London, and while dining together at Jimmys you told me of your infatuation, and showed me her photograph. Do you remember the night when you told me of your engagement to her?

Perfectly.

And as time went on you suddenly dropped her — for what reason I know not. We are pals, but I have never attempted to pry into your affairs. If she really loved you, it must have been a hard blow for her when she heard that you had forsaken her for Edith Austin.

You reproach me, I said. But you do not know the whole truth, my dear fellow. I discovered that Yolande possessed a second lover.

He nodded slowly, with pursed lips.

And that was the reason of your parting?

Yes.

The sole reason?

The sole reason.

And you have no suspicion that she may have committed suicide because of her love for you? Such things are not uncommon, remember, with girls of a certain temperament.

If she has committed suicide, it is not on my account, I responded in a hard voice.

I did not express that opinion, he hastened to protest. Before we discuss the matter further it will be best for me to see her. Death may have been due to natural causes, for aught we know.

I stood motionless. His suggestion that my sweetheart of the old days had committed suicide because I had forsaken her was a startling one. Surely that could not be so?

Come, my friend said, let us lose no time. Which is the room?

I led him along the corridor, and opened the door of the chamber in which she was lying so cold and still. The light of the afterglow fell full upon her, tipping her auburn hair with crimson and illuminating her face with a warm radiance that gave her back the appearance of life. But it was only for a few moments. The slanting ray was lost, and the pallor of that beautiful countenance became marked against the gold of her wondrous hair.

In silence I stood at the foot of the bed watching my friend, who was now busy with his examination. He opened her eyes and closed them again, felt her heart, raised her arms, and examined her mouth, uttering no word. His serious face wore a look as though he were infinitely puzzled.

One after the other he examined the palms of her hands long and carefully, then, bending until his eyes were close to her face, he examined her lips, brow, and the whole surface of her cheeks. Upon her neck, below the left ear, was a mark to which he returned time after time, as though not satisfied as to its cause. Upon her lower lip, too, was a slight yellow discoloration, which he examined several times, comparing it with the mark upon the neck. He was unable to account for either.

Curious! he ejaculated. Very curious indeed!

What is curious? I inquired eagerly.

Those marks, he answered, indicating them with his finger. They are very puzzling. Ive never seen such marks before.

Do they point to foul play? I inquired, feeling suspicious that she had by some mysterious means fallen the victim of an assassin.

Well, no, he responded, after some hesitation; that is not my opinion.

Then what is your opinion?

At present I have none. I can have none until I make a thorough examination. There are certainly no outward marks of violence.

We need not inform the police, I suppose?

Not at present, he replied, his eyes still fixed upon the blanched face of the woman who had once been all the world to me.

I raised her dead hand, and upon it imprinted a last fervent kiss. It was cold and clammy to my lips. In that hour all my old love for her had returned, and my heart had become filled with an intense bitterness and desolation. I had thought that all my love for her was dead, and that Edith Austin, the calm, sweet woman far away in an English county, who wrote to me daily from her quiet home deep in the woodlands, had taken her place. But our meeting and its tragic sequel had, I admit, aroused within me a deep sympathy, which had, within an hour, developed into that great and tender love of old. With men this return to the old love is of no infrequent occurrence, but with women it seldom happens. Perhaps this is because man is more fickle and more easily influenced by womans voice, womans glances, and womans tears.

The reader will probably accuse me of injustice and of fickleness of heart. Well, I cannot deny it; indeed, I seek to deny nothing in this narrative of strange facts and diplomatic wiles, but would only ask of those who read to withhold their verdict until they have ascertained the truth yet to be revealed, and have read to the conclusion, this strange chapter of the secret history of a nation.

My friend the doctor was holding one hand, while I imprinted a last kiss upon the other. A lump was in my throat, my eyes were filled with tears, my thoughts were all of the past, my anguish of heart unspeakable. That small chill hand with the cold, glittering ring — one that I had given her in Brussels long ago — seemed to be the only reality in all that hideous phantasmagoria of events.

Do not despair, murmured the kind voice of my old friend, standing opposite me on the other side of the bed. You loved her once, but it is all over — surely it is!

No, Dick! I answered brokenly. I thought I did not love her. I have held her from me these three years — until now.

Ah! he sighed, I understand. Man always longs for the unattainable.

Yes, always, I responded.

In that moment the memory of the day when we had parted arose gaunt and ghost-like. I had wronged her; I felt confident that I had. All came back to me now — that cruel, scandalous denunciation I had uttered in the heat of my mad jealousy — the false tale which had struck her dumb by its circumstantial accuracy. Ah! how bitter it all was, now that punishment was upon me! I remembered how, in the hour of my worldly triumph and of her highest hope — at the very moment when she had spoken words of greater affection to me than she had ever used before — I had made the charge against her, and she had fallen back with her young heart crushed within her. My ring was there, still glittering mockingly upon her dead hand. By the unfounded charge I had made against her I had sinned. My sin at that moment arose from its grave, and barred the way for ever to all hope — to all happiness.

The summer twilight was stealing on apace, and in the silence of the room there sounded the roar of life from the boulevard below. Men were crying Le Soir with strident voices, and all Paris was on its way to dine, and afterwards to enjoy itself in idleness upon the terraces of the cafés or at those al-fresco variety performances in the Avenue des Champs Elysées, where the entrance fee includes a consommation.

Deane still held my old loves hand, bending in the dim light until his eyes were close to it, watching intently. But I took no notice, for my eyes were fixed upon that face that had held me in such fascination, and had been so admired at those brilliant receptions given by King Leopold and the Countess of Flanders. The doctor stretched forth his hand, and of a sudden switched on the electric light. The next instant I was startled by his loud ejaculation of surprise.

Thank God! he cried. Shes not dead, after all!

Not dead! I gasped, unable fully to realise his meaning.

No, he answered breathlessly. But we must not lose a single instant. And I saw that with a lancet he had made an incision in her delicate wrist, and there was blood there. She is in a state of catalepsy, and we must do all in our power to bring her round.

But do you think you can? I cried.

I hope so.

Do your best, Dick, I implored. Save her, for my sake.

Rely upon me, he answered calmly, adding: Run along to Number 18 in the boulevard — the corner house on the right — and bring Doctor Trépard at once. He lives au troisième. Tell him that I sent you, and that the matter is one of life or death. He scribbled some words on a card, and, giving it me, added: Tell him to bring this. Meanwhile, I will commence artificial respiration. Go!

But do you think she will really recover? I demanded.

I cant tell. We have already lost so much time. I had no idea of the truth. It has surprised me just as it has surprised you. This moment is not one for words, but for actions. Dont lose an instant.

Thus urged, I snatched up my hat and tore along the boulevard like a madman. Without difficulty I found Trépards appartement, and on being admitted found him a grave-faced, rather stout old Frenchman, who, on the instant I mentioned Dicks name and gave him the card with the words upon it, naming some drugs he required, went into an adjoining room, and fetched a phial of tiny red pillules, which he held up to the light. Then he put on his hat, and descended with me to the street. A fiacre was passing, which we took, and five minutes later we were standing together in the room where Yolande was lying.

This is a most curious case, my dear Trépard, began Dick, speaking in French— a case of coma, which I have mistaken for death; and, continuing, he briefly explained how the patient had been found in a state so closely resembling death that he himself had been deceived.

The old Frenchman placed his hand upon her heart, and, withdrawing it, said:

Shes breathing now.

Breathing! I echoed. Then she is recovering!

Yes, old fellow, Dick replied, she is recovering — at least we hope we shall save her. Then, turning to his colleague, he raised her hand and pointed to the finger-nails, asking: Do you notice anything there?

The other, adjusting his pince-nez, bent and examined, them one by one.

Yes, he answered at last. A slight purple discoloration at the base of the nails.

And upon the lower lip does anything strike you as peculiar?

A yellow mark, he answered, after carefully inspecting the spot indicated.

And there? Deane asked, touching the mark upon the neck.

Very strange! ejaculated the elder man. It is a most unusual case.

Yes. Have you brought the hydrated peroxide of iron?

For answer the Frenchman produced the tiny tube, saying:

Then you suspect poison?

Most certainly, he replied; and, taking a glass, he placed a single pillule in it, dissolving it in water, which he afterwards forced between the grey lips of my unconscious love. Afterwards he glanced at his watch, observing: We must give another in fifteen minutes.

Then, drawing a chair to the bedside, he seated himself, holding her wrist and watching her countenance for any change that might take place there.

Have you no idea of the nature of the poison? I inquired eagerly.

None, he responded. Ask me no questions now. When we have brought her round will be time enough. It should be sufficient for you to know that she is not dead. Why not leave us for the present? Go and break the good news to the Countess.

You wish to be alone?

Yes. This is a serious matter. Leave us undisturbed, and on no pretext allow her mother to enter here.

Thus urged, and feeling reassured by their statement that she still lived and that the pulsations of her heart were already quite perceptible, I left the room, noiselessly closing the door after me, and sought the Countess in the small blue boudoir to which she had returned plunged in grief and dark despair.

She was seated in a chair, motionless and statuesque, staring straight before her. The blow had utterly crushed her, for she was entirely devoted to her only daughter now that her husband was dead. I well knew how deep was her affection for Yolande, and how tender was her maternal love.

The room was in semi-darkness, for she had not risen to turn on the light. As I entered I did so with her permission, saying quietly:

Madame, I come to you with a message.

From whom? she asked in a hard mechanical voice.

From my friend Deane, the English doctor whom I have summoned. Yolande still lives!

She lives! she cried, springing to her feet in an instant. You are deceiving me!

I am not, madame, I reassured her, smiling. Your daughter is still breathing, and is increasing in strength perceptibly. The doctors say that she will probably recover.

Thank God! she gasped, her thin white hands clasped before her. I pray that He may give her back to me. I will go to her.

But I held her back, explaining that both the medical men had expressed a wish to remain there alone.

But what caused that appearance so akin to death? she asked quickly.

At present they cannot tell, I responded. Some deleterious substance is suspected, but until she has returned to consciousness and can give us some details of her sudden attack we can determine nothing.

But she will recover, msieur? the Countess asked. Are you certain?

The chances are in her favour, the doctors say. They have given her a drug to counteract the effect of the poison.

Poison! Was she poisoned? gasped the Countess.

Poison is suspected, I answered quietly. But calm yourself, madame. The truth will be discovered in due course.

I care nothing so long as Yolande is given back to me! the distressed woman cried. Was it your English friend who discovered the truth?

Yes, I replied. He is one of the cleverest men in Paris.

And to him my poor Yolande will owe her life?

Yes, to him.

And to you also, msieur? You have done your utmost for us, and I thank you warmly for it all.

Madame, I said earnestly, I have done only what a man should do. You sought my assistance, and I have given it, because—

Because of what? she inquired sharply the instant I paused.

Because I once loved her, I responded with perfect frankness.

A sigh escaped her, and her hand sought my arm.

I was young once, msieur, she said in that calm, refined voice which had long ago always sounded so much to me like that of my own dead mother. I understand your feeling — I understand perfectly. It is only my poor daughter who does not understand. She knows that you have forsaken her — that is all.

It was upon my tongue to lay bare to her the secret of my hearts longings, yet I hesitated. I remembered that calm, serious, sweet-faced woman on the other side of the English Channel, far from the glare and glitter of life as I knew it — the fevered life which the diplomat in Paris is forced to lead. I remembered my troth to Edith, and my conscience pricked me.

Could it be possible, I reflected, that Yolande was really in the pay of a Government hostile to England? Kaye was already nearing Berlin with the intention of searching out her actions and exposing her as a spy, while Anderson had already denounced her as having been a party to an attempt to secure the secret which he had carried from Berlin to Downing Street.

With a mothers solicitude the Countess could for some time only speak of Yolandes mysterious attack; but at last, in order to prosecute my inquiries further, I observed, during a lull in the conversation:

At the Baroness de Chalencons last night a friend of yours inquired about you, madame.

A friend? Who?

A man named Wolf — Rodolphe Wolf.

The next instant I saw that the mention of that name affected the mother no less markedly than it had affected the daughter. Her face blanched; her eyes opened wide in fear, and her glance became in a moment suspicious. With marvellous self-possession she, however, pretended ignorance.

Wolf? she repeated. I do not remember the name. Possibly he is some person we have met while travelling.

Yolande knew him, I believe, in Brussels, I remarked. He appeared to be acquainted with you.

My daughters friends are not always mine, she remarked coldly, with that cleverness which only a woman of the world can possess, and at once returned to the discussion of Yolande and the probability of her recovery.

This puzzled me. I felt somehow convinced that she knew the truth. She had some distinct object in endeavouring to seal my lips. What it was, however, I could not determine.

She was expressing a fervent hope that her daughter would recover, and pacing the room, impatient to go to her bedside, when, of a sudden, Dick opened the door, and, putting his head inside, addressed me, saying:

Can I speak with you a moment, Ingram? She dashed to the door in eagerness, but after a word of introduction from myself, he informed her that Yolande had not sufficiently recovered to be disturbed.

Perfect quiet is absolutely necessary, madame, he urged. Your daughter, I am pleased to tell you, will live; but she must be kept absolutely quiet. I cannot allow you to approach her on any pretext whatsoever.

She will not die, will she? the woman implored distractedly.

No, he replied, in a voice somewhat strained, I thought, she will not die. Of that you may rest assured.

Then turning to me, he beckoned, and I followed him out of the room.


Chapter Eight.

The Old Love.
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I DONT LIKE that woman, old fellow, were the first words Dick uttered when we were alone in the room in which Yolande had been found.

Why not? I asked, rather surprised. The Countess de Foville is always charming.

He shrugged his shoulders, saying:

One sometimes has strange and unaccountable prejudices, you know. This is one of mine.

And Yolande, I asked, what of her?

Shes better. But it was fortunate I made the discovery just when I did, or she would no doubt have passed away. I never saw an appearance so closely resembling death in all my experience; in fact, Id have staked my professional reputation that there was no spark of life.

But what was the cause of it all? I demanded. You surely know the reason?

No, we cannot yet tell, he answered. The marks puzzle us. That mark on her lower lip is the most peculiar and unaccountable. At present we can say nothing.

Then why did you call me out?

Because I want to consult you, he replied. The fact is, that in this affair there is a strong element of mystery which I dont like at all. And, moreover, the few seconds during which Ive seen the Countess have plainly impressed upon me the belief that either she has had something to do with it, or else that she knows the truth.

I nodded. This was exactly my own theory. Do you think Yolande has been the victim of foul play? I inquired a moment later.

Thats my suspicion, he responded. But only she herself can tell us the truth.

You really think, then, that a dastardly attempt has been made upon her life? I cried incredulously.

Personally, I think there can be no doubt.

But by whom? No one called here after my departure.

It is that mystery which we must elucidate, he said. All I fear is, however, that she may render us no assistance.

Why?

Because it is a mystery, and in all probability she will endeavour to preserve the secret. She must not see the Countess before we question her.

Is she yet conscious? I asked in eagerness.

Yes; but at present we must put no question to her.

Thank Heaven! I gasped. Then I added, fervently grasping my friends hand: You cannot realise, Dick, what great consolation this is to me!

I know, my dear fellow — I know, he answered sympathetically. But may I speak to you as a friend? You wont be offended at anything I am about to say, will you?

Offended? — certainly not. Our friendship is too firm for that, Dick. What is it you wish to say?

I saw that he was uneasy, and was surprised at his sudden gravity.

Well, he said, after a moments hesitation, youll forgive me for saying so, but I dont think that in this affair youve told me exactly the truth.

What do you mean? I inquired quickly.

I mean that when you parted from her this afternoon you were not altogether good friends.

You are mistaken, I assured him. We were as good friends as ever before.

No high words passed between you?

None.

And nothing that you told her caused her any sudden grief? Are you quite certain of this? he asked, looking at me very fixedly through his glasses.

I made one observation which certainly caused her surprise, I admitted. Nothing else.

Was it only surprise? he asked very calmly.

Surprise mingled with fear.

Ah! he ejaculated, as though obtaining some intelligence by this admission of mine. And may I not know the nature of the information you gave her?

No, Dick, I responded. It is a secret — her secret.

He was silent.

You refuse to tell me? he said disappointedly.

I am unable, I replied.

And if I judge rightly, it is this secret which has parted you?

No, it is not, I answered. Thats the most curious part of the whole affair. The very existence of the secret has brought us together again.

You mean that you have forsaken Edith and returned to her? he observed, raising his brows slightly in surprise.

No; dont put it in that way, I implored. I have not yet forsaken Edith.

He smiled, just a trifle superciliously, I thought.

And the Countess is also in possession of this mysterious secret — eh?

Of that I am not at all certain, I replied.

He sniffed in distinct suspicion that what I had told him was not the truth. At the same instant, however, the Countess entered and demanded to know the condition of her child.

She is much better, madame, he answered. Perfect quiet is, however, necessary, and constant observation of the temperature. To-morrow, or the day after, you may, I think, see her.

Not till then! she cried. I cannot wait so long.

But it is necessary. Your daughters life hangs upon a single thread.

She was silenced, for she saw that argument was useless.

A few minutes later Jean entered with a message from Trépard asking Dick and myself to consult with him. We therefore left the Countess again, and passed along the corridor to the room in which my love of long ago was lying. As we entered she lifted her hand slowly to me in sign of recognition, and in an instant I was at her side.

Yolande! I cried, taking her hand, so different now that death had been defeated by life. Yolande! my darling, I burst forth involuntarily, you have come back to me!

A sweet, glad smile spread over her beautiful face, leaving an expression of calm and perfect contentment, as in a low, uncertain voice, as though of one speaking afar off, she asked:

Gerald, is it actually you?

Yes, I said, of course it is. These two gentlemen are doctors, I added. This is my old friend Deane; and the other is Doctor Trépard, of whom I daresay you have heard.

She nodded to them both in acknowledgment of their kind expressions; then in a few low words inquired what had happened to her. She seemed in utter ignorance of it all.

You were found lying on the floor of the little salon soon after I left, and they thought you were dead, I explained. Cannot you tell us how it occurred?

A puzzled expression settled upon her face, as though she were trying to remember.

I recollect nothing, she declared.

But you surely remember how you were attacked? I urged.

Attacked! she echoed in surprise. No one attacked me.

I did not mean that, I answered, rather puzzled at her quick protest. I meant that you were probably aware of the symptoms which preceded your unconsciousness.

I felt a strange dizziness and a curious tightness in the throat and chest. That is all I remember. All became blank until I opened my eyes again and found myself lying here, with these two gentlemen standing at my side. The duration of my unconsciousness did not appear to me longer than a few minutes.

Then mademoiselle has no idea of the cause of her strange illness? inquired Deane in French. None whatever, msieur.

Tell us one fact, he urged. During the time which elapsed between your parting with Msieur Ingram and your sudden unconsciousness, did anyone enter the room?

No one; of that I am absolutely certain.

How were you occupied during that time?

I was writing a letter.

And before you rose did you feel the curious giddiness?

No, not until after I stood up. I tried to shout and attract help, but could not. Then I reached to press the bell, but stumbled forward, and the next instant I was lost in what seemed to be a dense fog.

Curious! ejaculated Trépard, who stood by with folded arms, eagerly listening to every word— very curious!

Did you feel any strange sensation on the left side of your neck beneath the ear, or upon your lower lip? inquired Deane earnestly.

She reflected for a moment, then said:

Now that I remember, there was a curious numbness of my lip.

Followed immediately by unconsciousness?

Yes, almost immediately.

The doctors exchanged glances, which showed that the mark upon the lip was the chief enigma of the situation.

Trépard glanced at his watch, dissolved yet another pillule of hydrated peroxide of iron, and handed her the draught to swallow. The antidote had acted almost like magic.

You are absolutely certain that no person entered the room after Ingram had left? repeated Deane, as though not yet satisfied.

Absolutely.

Dick Deane turned his eyes full upon me, and I divined his thoughts. He was reflecting upon the conversation held between us before we entered that room. He was endeavouring to worm from her some clue to her secret.

My mother knows that I am recovering? she went on. If she does not, please tell her. She has been so distressed of late that this must have been the crowning blow to her.

I have told madame your mother everything, I said. Do not be uneasy on her account.

Ah, she sighed, how I regret that we came to Paris! I regret it all, Gerald, save that you and I have met again; and she stretched out her hand until it came into contact with my coat-button, with which she toyed like a child.

And this meeting has really given you satisfaction? I whispered to her, heedless of the presence of the others.

Not only satisfaction, she answered, so softly that I alone could catch her words, and looking into my face with that expression of passionate affection which can never be simulated; it has given back to me a desire for happiness, for life, for love.

There were tears in those wonderful blue eyes, and her small hand trembled within my grasp. My heart at that moment was too full for mere words. True, I loved her with a mad fondness that I had never before entertained for any woman; yet, nevertheless, a hideous shadow arose between us, shutting her off from me for ever — the shadow of her secret — the secret that she, my well-beloved, was actually a spy.


Chapter Nine.

At the Elysée.
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HAVING REASSURED MYSELF of Yolandes recovery, I was compelled to rush off, slip into uniform, and attend a dinner at the Elysée. The function was a brilliant affair, as are all the official junketings of the French President. At the right of the head of the Republic, who was distinguishable by his crimson sash, sat the Countess Tornelli, with the wife of the United States Ambassador on his left. The Presidents wife — who wore a superb gown of corn-coloured miroir velvet, richly embroidered and inlaid with Venetian lace, a veritable triumph of the Rue de la Paix — had on her right the Papal Nuncio, Monsignor Lerenzelli, the doyen of the Diplomatic Corps, while on her left was my Chief, Lord Barmouth.

The seat next me was allotted to his daughter Sibyl, who looked charming in rose chiffon. During dinner she chatted merrily, describing a charity bazaar which she had attended that afternoon accompanied by her mother. On the other side of her sat Count Berchtold, the secretary of the Austrian Embassy, who was, I shrewdly suspected, one of her most devoted admirers. She was charming — a typical, smart English girl; and I think that I was proved to be an exception among men by reason of the fact that I did not flirt with her. Indeed, we were excellent friends, and my long acquaintance with her gave me a prescriptive right to a kind of brotherly solicitude for her welfare. Times without number I had chaffed her about her little affairs of the heart, and as many times she had turned my criticisms against myself by her witty repartee. She could be exceedingly sarcastic when occasion required; but there had always been a perfect understanding between us, and no remark was ever distorted into an insult.

Dinner was followed by a brilliant reception. The great Salon des Fêtes, which only a year before was hung with funeral wreaths, owing to the death of the previous President, resounded with that peculiar hum made up of all the intonations of conversation and discreet laughter rolled together against the sustained buzzing of the orchestra a short distance away. The scene was one of glittering magnificence. Everyone knew everyone else. Through the crowd of uniforms — which always give an official reception at the Elysée the appearance of a bal travesti — I passed Monsieur Casimir Perrier, former President of the Republic; Monsieur Paul Deschanel, the lion of the hour; Monsieur Benjamin-Constant, always a prominent figure; Prince Roland Bonaparte, smiling and bowing; the Duchess dAuerstadt, with her magnificent jewels; and Damat, the dapper Grand Chancellor of the Legion of Honour. All diplomatic Paris was there, chattering, laughing, whispering, and plotting. Around me sounded a veritable babel of tongues, but no part of the function interested me.

From time to time I saluted a man I knew, or bent over a womans hand; but my thoughts were of the one woman who had so suddenly and so forcibly returned into my life. The representatives of the Powers of Europe were all present, and as they passed me by, each in his bright uniform, his orders flashing on his breast and a woman on his arm, I asked myself which of them was actually the employer of my well-beloved.

The startling events of the day had upset me. Had it been possible I would have left and returned to my rooms for a quiet smoke and for calm reflection. But my duty required my presence there; hence I remained, strolling slowly around the great crowded salon with its myriad lights and profuse floral decorations, until I suddenly encountered the wizen-faced, toothless old Baronne de Chalencon, whose salon was one of the most popular in Paris, and with whom I was on excellent terms.

Ah! my dear Msieur Ingram! she cried, holding forth her thin, bony hand laden with jewels. You look tired. Why? No one here to-night who interests you — eh?

No one save yourself, Baronne, I responded, bending over her hand.

Flatterer! she laughed. If I were forty years younger I might accept that as a compliment. But at my age — well, it is really cruel of you.

Intelligence is more interesting to a diplomat than a pretty face, I responded quickly. And there is certainly no more intelligent woman in all Paris than the Baronne de Chalencon.

She bowed stiffly, and her wrinkled face, which bore visible traces of poudre orchidée and touches of the hares-foot, puckered up into a simpering smile.

Well, and what else? she asked. These speeches you have apparently prepared for some pretty woman you expected to meet here to-night, but, since she has not kept the appointment, you are practising them upon me.

No, I said, I really protest against that, Baronne. A woman is never too old for a man to pay her compliments.

We had strolled into a cool ante-room, and were sitting together upon one of the many seats placed beneath clumps of palms and flowers, the only light being from a hundred tiny electric lamps hung overhead in the trees. The perfect arrangement of those ante-rooms of the Salle des Fêtes on the nights of the official receptions is always noteworthy, and after the heat, music, and babel of tongues in the grand salon it was cool, quiet, and refreshing there.

By holding her regular salon, where everybody who was anybody made it a point to be seen, the Baronne had acquired in Paris a unique position. Her fine house in the Avenue des Champs Elysées was the centre of a smart and fashionable set, and she herself made a point of being versed in all the latest gossip and scandal of the French capital. She scandalised nobody, nor did she seek to throw mud at her enemies. She merely repeated what was whispered to her; hence a chat with her was always interesting to one who, like myself, was paid to keep his ears open and report from time to time the direction of the political wind.

Tournier, the French Minister of Foreign Affairs, and his wife were her most intimate friends; hence she was frequently aware of facts which were of considerable importance to us. Indeed, once or twice her friendliness for myself had caused her to drop hints which had been of the greatest use to Lord Barmouth in the conduct of his difficult diplomacy at that time when the boulevard journals were screaming against England and the filthy prints were caricaturing Her Majesty, with intent to insult. Even the Figaro — the moderate organ of the French Foreign Office — had lost its self-control in the storm of abuse following the Fashoda incident, and had libelled and maligned les English. I therefore seized the opportunity for a chat with the wizen-faced old lady, who seemed in a particularly good-humour, and deftly turned the conversation into the political channel.

Now, tell me, Baronne, I said, after we had been chatting some little time, and I had learnt more than one important fact regarding the intentions of Tournier, what is your opinion regarding the occupation of Ceuta?

She glanced at me quickly, as though surprised that I should be aware of what she had believed to be an entire secret.

Of Ceuta? she echoed. And what do you at your Embassy know regarding it?

Weve heard a good deal, I laughed.

No doubt youve heard a good deal that is untrue, the clever old lady replied, her powdered face again puckering into a smile. Do you want to know my honest opinion? she added.

Yes, I do.

Well, she went on, I attach very little importance to the rumours of a projected sale or lease of Ceuta to us. I might tell you in confidence, she went on, dropping her voice, that from some words I overheard at the garden-party at de Wolkensteins I have come to a firm conclusion that, although during the next few years important changes will be made upon the map of the world, Ceuta will remain Spanish. My country will never menace yours in the Mediterranean at that point. A Ministry might be found in Madrid to consider the question of its disposal, but the Spanish people would rise in revolution before they would consent. Spain is very poor, but very proud. Having lost so many of her foreign possessions, she will hold more strongly than ever to Ceuta. There you have the whole situation in a nutshell.

Then the report that it is actually sold to France is untrue? I asked eagerly.

A mere report I believe it to be.

But Spains financial indebtedness to France might prove an element of danger when Europe justifies Lord Beaconsfields prediction and rushes into war over Morocco?

Ah, my dear Msieur Ingram, I do not agree with the prediction of your great statesman, the old lady said vehemently. It is not in that direction in which lies the danger of war, but at the other end of the Mediterranean.

Somehow I suspected her of a deliberate intention to mislead me in this matter. She was a shrewd woman, who only disclosed her secrets when it was to her own interests or the interests of her friends at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to do so. In Paris there is a vast network of French intrigue, and it behoves the diplomatist always to be wary lest he should fall into the pitfalls so cunningly prepared for him. The dividing line between truth and untruth is always so very difficult to define in modern diplomacy. It is when the European situation seems most secure that the match is sufficiently near to fire the mine. Fortunate it is that the public, quick to accept anything that appears in the daily journals, can be placed in a sense of false security by articles inspired by one or other of the embassies interested. If it were not so, European panics would certainly be of frequent occurrence.

My Chief sauntered by, chatting with his close personal friend, Prince Olsoufieff, the Russian Ambassador, who looked a truly striking figure in his white uniform, with the Cross of St. Andrew glittering at his throat. The latter, as he passed, exclaimed confidentially in Russian to my Chief, who understood that language, having been first Secretary of Embassy in Petersburg earlier in his career:

Da, ya po-ni-mai-ù. Ya sam napishu. (Yes, I understand. I will write for you myself.)

Keen antagonists in diplomacy though they very often were, yet in private life a firm friendship existed between the pair — a friendship dating from the days when the one had been British Attaché in Petersburg and the other had occupied a position in the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs — that large grey building facing the Winter Palace.

The lion and the bear strolling together, laughed the toothless old Baronne, after they had passed. Olsoufieff is a charming man, but he never accepts my invitations. I cannot tell why. I dont fancy he considers me his friend.

Sibyl was at your reception the other evening, I remarked suddenly. She told me she met a man who was a stranger in Paris. His name, I think she said, was Wolf — Rodolphe Wolf. Who is he?

He was introduced by de Wolkenstein, the Austrian Ambassador, she replied quickly. I did not know him.

Have you never met him before? I asked, looking sharply into her eyes.

Once, I think, but I am not certain, she said, with a palpable effort to evade my question.

I smiled.

Come, madame, I said good-humouredly, you know Rodolphe Wolf quite as well as I do. When you last met, his name was not Wolf. Is not that so?

Well, she answered, now that you put it in that manner I may as well admit that your suggestion is correct.

And what is the object of his sudden visit to Paris?

I cannot make out, she replied in a more confidential tone. As I tell you, de Wolkenstein introduced him, but, as msieur knows, I am very quick to detect a face that I have once seen, and I recognised him in an instant.

Sibyl told me that he had a long chat with her, and she described him as a most charming fellow.

Ah, no doubt! I suspected him and watched. It was evident that he came to my salon in order to meet her.

To meet Sibyl! Why?

That I cannot tell.

But I think, Baronne, we may be both agreed upon one point.

And that is?

That the man who now calls himself Rodolphe Wolf is here in Paris with some secret motive.

I am entirely in accord, msieur — quite. Some steps must at once be taken to ascertain that mans motives.

It seems curious that he should have been introduced for the purpose of meeting Sibyl. What information did he want from her?

How can we tell? You know better than myself whether she ever knows any secrets of the Embassy.

She knows nothing, — of that I am absolutely convinced, I responded. Her father is devoted to her; but, nevertheless, he is one of those strict diplomatists who do not believe in trusting women with secrets.

Yet Wolf had a distinct object in making a good impression upon her, she said reflectively.

No doubt. As soon as she returned she began to talk of him.

And next instant I recollected the strange effect the news of his arrival in Paris had had upon Yolande, and the curiously tragic event which had subsequently occurred. All was puzzling — all inscrutable.

A silence fell between us. I was revolving in my mind whether I should ask this wizen-faced old leader of Society a further question. With sudden resolve I turned to her again and asked:

O Baronne, I had quite forgotten. Do you chance to know the Countess de Foville, of Brussels? They have a château down in the Ardennes, and move in the best set in Belgium?

De Foville? De Foville? she repeated. What, do you mean the mother of that little witch Yolande?

Yes. But why do you call her a witch? I demanded, with feigned laughter.

Why? cried the old woman, the expression of her face growing dark with displeasure. Well, I do not know whether she is a friend of yours, but all I can tell you is that should she be, the best course for you to pursue is to cut her acquaintance.

What do you mean? I gasped.

I mean exactly what I have said.

But I dont understand, I cried. Be more frank with me, I implored.

No, she answered in that hard voice, by which I knew that mention of Yolandes name had displeased her. Remember that we are friends, and that sometimes we have interests in common. Therefore, take this piece of advice from an old woman who knows.

Knows what?

Knows that your friendship with the pretty Yolande is dangerous — extremely dangerous.


Chapter Ten.

Confession.
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NEXT DAY, WHEN the manservant asked me into the tiny boudoir in the Rue de Courcelles, I found Yolande, in a pretty tea-gown of cream silk adorned with lace and ribbons, seated in an armchair in an attitude of weariness. The sun-shutters were closed, as on the previous day, for the heat in Paris that July was insufferable, and in the dim light her wan figure looked very fair and fragile. The qualities which imparted to her a distinct individuality were the beautiful combination of the pastoral with the elegant — of simplicity with elevation — of spirit with sweetness.

She gave vent to a cry of gladness as I entered, rose, and stretching out her hands in welcome, drew a seat for me close to her. I looked at her standing before me in her warm, breathing, human loveliness.

You are better, Yolande? Ah! how glad I am! I commenced. Last night I believed that you were dead.

And if I had died would it really have mattered so very much to you? she asked in a low, intense voice. You have forgotten me for three whole years until now.

I know — I know! I cried. Forgive me.

I have already forgiven, she said, allowing her hand still to remain in mine. But I have been thinking to-day — thinking ever so much.

Her voice was weak and faltering, and I saw that she was not herself.

Thinking of what?

Of you. I have been wondering whether, if I had died, you would have sometimes remembered me?

Remembered you? I said earnestly. Why, of course, dearest. Why do you speak in such a melancholy tone?

Because — well, because I am unhappy, Gerald! she cried, bursting into sudden tears. Ah! you do not know how I suffer — you can never know!

I bent and stroked her hair, that beautiful red-gold hair that I had so often heard admired in the great salons in Brussels. It had been bound but lightly by her maid, and was secured by a blue ribbon. She had apologised for receiving me thus, but declared that her head ached, and it was easier so. Doctor Deane had called twice that morning, and had pronounced her entirely out of danger.

But why are you suffering? I asked, caressing her and striving to charm away her tears. Cannot you confide in me?

She shook her head in despair, and her body was shaken by a convulsive sob.

Surely there is confidence between us? I urged. Do you not remember that day long ago when we walked one evening in the sunset hand-in-hand, as was our wont, along the river-path towards La Roche? Do you not remember how you told me that in future you would have no single secret from me?

Yes, she answered hoarsely, with an effort, I recollect.

Then you intend to break your promise to me? I whispered earnestly. Surely you will not do this, Yolande? You will not hide from me the cause of all this bitterness of yours? She was silent. Her breast, beneath its lace, rose quickly and fell again. Her tear-filled eyes were fixed upon the carpet.

I would not break my promise, she said at last, clasping my hand convulsively and lifting her eyes to mine; but, alas! it is now imperative.

Why imperative?

I must suffer alone, she responded gloomily, shaking her head. Her countenance was as pale as her gown, and she shivered as though she were cold, although the noonday heat was suffocating.

Because you refuse to tell me anything or allow me to assist you? I said. This is not in accordance with the promise made and sealed by your lips on that evening long ago.

Nor have your actions been in accordance with your own promise, she said slowly and distinctly.

To what do you refer?

You told me that you loved me, Gerald, she said in a deep voice, suddenly grown calm. You swore by all you held most sacred that I was all the world to you, and that no one should come between us. Yet past events have shown that you have forgotten those words of yours on the day when we idled in the Bois beneath the trees. You, too, remember that day, do you not — the day when our lips met for the first time, and we both believed our path would in future be strewn with flowers? Ah! she sighed, and what an awakening life has been to me since then!

We parted because of your refusal to satisfy me as to the real state of your feelings towards the man who was my enemy, I said rather warmly.

But was it justifiable? she asked in a tone of deep reproach and mingled sweetness. Her blue eyes looked full upon me — those eyes that had held me in such fascination in the golden days of youth. Has any single fact which you have since discovered verified your suspicions? Tell me truthfully; and she leaned towards me in an attitude of deepest earnestness.

No, I answered honestly, I cannot say that my suspicions have ever been verified.

And because of that you have returned to me when it is too late.

Too late! I cried. What do you mean?

Exactly what I have said. You have come back to me when it is too late.

You speak in enigmas, Yolande. Why not be more explicit?

Her pale lips trembled, her eyes were brimming with tears, her chilly hand quivered in mine. She did not speak for some moments, but at last said in a low, tremulous voice half choked by emotion:

Once you loved me, Gerald, — of that I feel confident; and I reciprocated your affection, God knows! Our love was, perhaps, curious, inasmuch as you were English and I was of a different creed and held different ideas from those which you considered right. It is always the same with a man and woman of different nationality — there must be a give-and-take principle between them. Between us, however, there was perfect confidence until, by a strange combination of circumstances — by a stroke of the sword of Fate — that incident occurred which led to our estrangement.

She paused, her blanched lips shut tight. Well? I asked, I am all attention. Why is it too late now for me to make reparation for the past?

I loved her with all my soul. I was heedless of those words of the old Baronne, of Andersons suspicions, and Kayes denunciation. Even if she were a spy, I adored her. The fire of that old love had swept upon me, and I could not hold back, even though her touch might be as that of a leper and her lips venomous.

Reparation is impossible, she answered hoarsely. Is not that sufficient?

No, it is not sufficient, I answered clearly. I will not be put off by such an answer.

It were better, she cried— better that I had died yesterday than suffer like this. You rescued me from death only to torture me.

Her words aroused within me a distinct suspicion that her strange illness had been brought to pass because, using some mysterious means, she had made an attempt against her own life. I believed that she had suffered, and was still suffering, from the effects of some poison, the exact nature of which neither Deane nor Trépard could as yet determine.

I do not seek to torture you, dearest, I protested. Far from it. I merely want to know the truth, in order that I may share your unhappiness, as your betrothed ought to do.

But you are not my betrothed.

I was once.

But not now. You taunt me with breaking that promise which I made three years ago, yet you yourself it was who played me false — who left me for your prim, strait-laced English miss!

In an instant the truth was plain. She was aware that I had transferred my affections to Edith! Someone had told her — no doubt with a good many embellishments, or perhaps some scandalous story. In the salons through which we of the diplomatic circle are compelled to move, womens tongues are ever at work match-making and mischief-making. On the Continent love and politics run always hand-in-hand. That is the reason why the most notorious of the demi-monde in Paris, in Vienna, and in Berlin are the secret agents of their respective Governments; and many are the honest men innocently denounced through jealousy and kindred causes. A false declaration of one or other of these unscrupulous spies has before now caused the downfall of a Ministry or the disgrace of a noble and patriotic politician.

I know to whom you refer, I said, with bowed head, after a moments pause. It is currently reported that I love her. I have loved her. I do not seek to deny it. When a man sustains such a blow as I sustained before we parted, he often rushes to another woman for consolation. The influence of that second woman often prevents him from going to the bad altogether. It has been so in my case.

And you love her now? she cried, the fire of fierce jealousy in her eyes. You cannot deny it!

I do deny it, I cried. True, until yesterday I held her in esteem, even in affection; but it is not so now. All my love for you, Yolande, has returned to me. Our parting has rendered you dearer and sweeter to me than ever.

I cannot believe it, she exclaimed falteringly.

I swear that it is so. In all my life, although am compelled to treat women with courtesy and sometimes to affect flirtation, because of my profession as a diplomatist, I have loved only one woman — yourself; and I raised her chilly hand to my lips, kissing it fervently.

Mine was no mere caprice at that moment. With an all-consuming passion I loved her, and was prepared on her account to make any sacrifice she demanded. Let the reader remember what had already been told me, and reflect that, like many another man, I loved madly, and was heedless of any consequences that might follow. In this particular I was not alone. Thousands before me had been allured to their ruin by a womans eyes, just as thousands of brave womens hearts have been broken and their lives wrecked by mens false oaths of fidelity. I have heard wiseacres say that the woman only suffers in such cases; the man never. Whether that rule proves always true will be shown in this strange story of my own love.

She drew her hand away slowly, but forcibly, saying:

You cannot love two women. Already you have shown a preference for a wife of your own people.

It is all over between us, I protested. Mine was a mere passing fancy, engendered, I think, by the loneliness I suffered when I lost you.

Ah, (she smiled sadly), that is all very well! A woman, when once played false by the man she loves and trusts, is never the same — never!

Then am I to understand, Yolande, that you refuse to pardon me, or to accept my affection?

I have already pardoned you, she faltered; but to accept the love you once withdrew from me without just reason is, I regret to say, impossible.

You speak coldly, as though you were refusing a mere invitation to dinner, or something of no greater importance, I protested. I offer you my whole heart, my love — nay, my life; and I held her hand again, looking straight into those wonderful eyes, now so calm, so serious, that my gaze wavered before them.

Slowly she shook her head, and her trembling breast rose and fell again.

Ours was a foolish infatuation, she answered with an effort. It is best that we should both of us forget.

Forget! I cried. But I can never forget you, Yolande. You are my love. You are all the world to me.

Her eyes were grave, and I saw that tears stood in them.

No, she protested quietly; do not say that. I cannot be any more to you than other women whom you meet daily. Besides, I know well that in the diplomatic service marriage is a serious drawback to any save an ambassador.

When a man is in love as I am with you, dearest, he throws all thoughts of his career to the winds; personal interests are naught where true love is concerned.

You must not — nay, you shall not — wreck your future on my account, she declared in a low, intense voice. It is not just either to yourself or to the Englishwoman who loves you.

Why do you taunt me with that, Yolande? I asked reproachfully. I do not love her. I have never truly loved her. I was lonely after you had gone out of my life, and she was amusing, — that was all.

And now you find me equally amusing — eh? she remarked, with just a touch of bitter sarcasm.

Why should you be jealous of her? I asked. You might just as well be jealous of Sibyl, Lord Barmouths daughter.

With the latter you are certainly on terms of most intimate friendship, she answered with a smile. I really wonder that I did not object to her in the days long ago.

Ah! I laughed, you certainly had no cause. It is true that we have been good friends ever since the day when she arrived home from the convent-school at Bruges, a prim young miss with her hair tied up with ribbon. Thrown constantly together, as we were, I became her male confidant and intimate friend; hence my licence to give her counsel in many matters and sometimes to criticise those actions of which I dont approve.

Then if that is so, you care a little for her — just a little? Now admit it.

I dont admit anything of the kind, I answered frankly. For five years we have been constantly together; and times without number, at Lady Barmouths request, I have acted as her escort here and there, until she looks upon me as a kind of necessary appendage who has a right to chaff her about her flirtations and annoy her by judicious sarcasm. I dont entertain one single spark of love for her. In brief, she has developed into an essentially smart girl, in the true sense of the word, and by reason of our constant companionship knows that to attempt a flirtation with me would result in a most dismal failure. I accused her once, not long ago, of having designs upon my heart, whereupon she replied that to accomplish such a thing would be about as easy as to win the affection of the bronze Neptune in the garden-fountain of the Embassy.
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You have been seen together a great deal of late?

Who told you so?

A friend who knows you both. Then she added: From my information I hear that last season you danced so much with her and were so constantly at her side that people were talking of a match between you.

Ridiculous! I exclaimed. Of course gossips are always too ready to jump to ill-formed conclusions. As one of the staff of the Embassy, and her most intimate male friend, it was only courtesy to take her beneath my care. When she had no other partner and wanted to dance, then she sometimes asked me. I think she did it to annoy me, for she knew that I was never fond of dancing.

Do you remember the Countess of Flanders balls at Brussels — how we danced together? she remarked.

Remember them! I echoed. They were in the golden days when everything seemed to our eyes couleur de rose — the days when our love was perfect.

She sighed again, but no word escaped her. She was, I knew, reflecting upon those blissful days and nights when we met here and there at all hours and at all the best houses in Brussels, dining, lunching, dancing, and gossiping — together always.

Will you not resolve to forget the past, Yolande? I asked fervently, taking her hand in mine again. Come, tell me that you will — that you will not hold me aloof like this? I cannot bear it — indeed I cant, for I love you; and I bent until my lips touched her finger-tips.

I cannot! she cried at last, with an effort rising and firmly withdrawing her hand from my grasp.

You cannot? Why? I demanded, taken somewhat aback by her sudden attitude of determination.

I will not allow you to ruin yourself, Gerald, on my account, she declared in a very low but calm voice.

But why should my love for you prove my ruin? I cried madly. The truth is that you do not love me. Why not admit it at once?

You are in error, she hastened to protest. I do love you. I love you to-day with the same fond affection as I entertained for you until that day — fatal to me — when you turned your back upon me and left me. But, alas! we can never now be the same to one another as we were then. She paused for a moment to regain breath; then, pale-faced, with eyes filled with tears, she gripped my arm frantically, crying: Gerald, my love, hear me! These are my last words, but I pronounce them — I make confession — so that you may understand the barrier that now lies between us.

Well, I said, speak — tell me!

Ah! she cried hoarsely, covering her face with her hands, you wring this confession from me. I am the most unhappy girl in all the world. Would that I were dead that it was all ended! If I did not love you, Gerald, I should deceive you, and leave you to discover the truth after our marriage. But I cannot — I cannot! Even though we shall part to-day for ever, I have resolved to be frank with you because I still have one single spark of honesty left within my heart!

I dont understand, I exclaimed. Tell me.

Then listen, she said in a hard, unnatural voice, after a few moments of hesitation. When we were lovers in the old days I was, as you know, a pure, honest, upright woman, with thoughts only for my God and for yourself. But I am that no longer. I am unworthy your love, Gerald. I am unfit to be your wife, and can never be — never! and she threw herself upon the couch near by and burst into a flood of tears, while I stood there rigid as a statue.


Chapter Eleven.

Deane Speaks his Mind.
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AN HOUR LATER I was seated in my room at the Embassy staring blankly at the blotting-pad before me, utterly perplexed and bewildered. I loved Yolande — nay, she was my idol; nevertheless she had firmly refused to allow me to resume my place at her side. At one moment it seemed to me as though she had actually made a sacrifice for my sake; yet at another I could not help regarding both her and her mother with distinct suspicion. My loves strange words were in themselves a sufficient self-condemnation. Her service as a political agent had been secured by one or other of the Powers — France, I suspected; and, to put it plainly, she was a spy!

This knowledge had come upon me like a thunderbolt. Of all the women I had known and least suspected of endeavouring to learn the secrets of our diplomacy, Yolande was certainly the chief. The events which had culminated in her accepting this odious office were veiled in mystery. Why had she done this? Who had tempted her or forced her to it?

Those tears of hers, when she had made confession, were the tears of a woman in the depths of despair and degradation, and I, loving her so fondly, could not but allow my heart to go forth in sympathy. There was an affinity between us that I knew might some day prove fatal.

But we had parted. She had announced her intention of leaving Paris, accompanied by her mother, on the morrow, and had begged and implored that I would never seek her again.

I shall take care to evade you, she had said. To-day we meet for the last time. We must each go our own way and strive our hardest to forget.

Ah! to forget would, I knew, be impossible. When a man has loved as ardently and intensely as I loved Yolande, memories cling to him and are carried to the grave. You, reader, have loved in those half-forgotten days of long ago, and even now, with age creeping on, and, perchance, with grey hairs showing, sometimes give a passing thought to that fair one who in youths golden days was your all in all. The sound of a song, the momentary perfume from a womans chiffons as she passes, the sight of some long-forgotten scene, stirs the memory and recalls those hours of love and laziness when the world was so very pleasant and seemed to have been made for you alone. You recollect her sweet smile, her calm, womanly influence, her full red lips, and the fervency of her kisses. The tender memory to-day is sweet, even though it be tinged with bitterness, for you wonder whom she has married, and how she has fared; you wonder, too, if you will ever meet again, or whether she is already dead. The most charming reflection permitted to man is the memory of a half-forgotten love.

I had been a fool. This bitter truth was forced upon me as I sat there ruminating. I had cast aside that patience and discretion which I, as a diplomatist, had carefully cultivated, and had actually contemplated marriage with a woman who had been denounced by Kaye as a secret agent. My own peril had been a grave one indeed, and as I reflected I began to wonder how it was that I should have so completely lost my self-control. True, indeed, it is that love is blind.

I drew forth a sheet of note-paper and penned her a long, fervent letter, expressing a hope that some day we might meet again, and declaring that my affection for her would last for ever. What mad words I wrote I almost forget. All I know is that even then I could not hold back, so deep and intense was my love for her, so completely did she hold me beneath the spell of her beauty. I tried to put the letter aside for calmer reflection, but could not. My pen ran on, recording the eloquence of my heart. Then, scaling it, I addressed it, rang for the messenger of the Embassy, and gave him instructions to take it to her.

There is no answer, msieur? the man inquired.

None, I answered.

Then the door closed again, and I was alone.

Yes, I saw now how great and all-consuming was my love for this woman who was a spy, and who had actually confessed herself worthless. Fate had indeed played me a sorry trick at this, the greatest crisis of my life.

Some ten minutes later Harding entered, saying: Doctor Deane has called, and wishes to see you, sir.

I at once gave orders for his admission, and in a few moments he came across the thick pile carpet with hand outstretched.

Hulloa, Ingram, old chap! he cried, glancing at me in quick surprise, whats the matter? You dont look yourself.

Oh, nothing, I answered with ill-feigned carelessness. A bit worried, thats all.

Worried over mademoiselle — eh? he asked, fixing me with his keen eyes.

I nodded in the affirmative.

Ah, I guessed as much, he replied, with a sigh, placing his hat on the table and flinging himself into a chair. Mind if I smoke? Ive been busy all day, and am dying for a weed.

Smoke? Why, of course, I answered, pushing my cigars and some matches before him.

I took one also, thinking that it might soothe my nerves, and when we had lit up he leaned back in his chair, and, looking at me curiously through the smoke, asked at last:

What has occurred between you? Mademoiselle is leaving Paris to-morrow.

How did you know?

I called half an hour ago, and found both her and the Countess making preparations for a hasty departure. Have you quarrelled again?

No, there is no quarrel between us, I answered gravely. On the contrary, there is a perfect understanding.

An incredulous smile crossed his features. Well, he said, I dont know, after all, what right I have to interfere in your private affairs at all, old chap, but if I might be allowed to make an observation I should say that there is some very extraordinary mystery surrounding both the Countess and her daughter.

You dont like the Countess?

No, I dont. I conceived a violent prejudice against her on the first occasion that I saw her. That prejudice has already ripened into — well, I was about to say hatred.

Why?

Well, I called upon them this afternoon with an object, and found the Countess determined to place impediments in my way.

What was your object?

I wished to satisfy myself of a certain fact.

Of what fact? I inquired with quick suspicion. Of the cause of her daughters sudden attack last night.

And what did you find? I asked eagerly.

I discovered a rather curious circumstance, he said. You will remember telling me that when you searched the room you found she had written a letter almost immediately before her mysterious attack. Well, when I had a look round that room later I saw the letter sealed in its envelope and addressed to the Baroness Maillac, at Grands Sablons, lying in the little letter-rack, and took possession of it, in the faint hope that it might direct me to some clue as to the cause of her curious condition. You will remember, too, the curious, unaccountable mark upon her lip. I wished to see that mark again. I examined it, but against the wish of the Countess, who appeared to regard me with considerable animosity.

What was in the letter? You opened it, of course?

Yes, I opened it, but the note inside was of no interest whatever. Nevertheless, I had my suspicions, and have proved them to be well grounded.

What have you proved?

Briefly this: the mark upon mademoiselles lip caused me to suspect poisoning; yet it was apparent that she had not attempted suicide, but that the poison, whatever its nature, had entered the tiny crack in the lip by accident. I therefore came to the conclusion that her lip had come into contact with some baneful substance immediately prior to her attack, and when you mentioned the writing of the letter it appeared to me that the gum upon the envelope might be the channel by which the poison was conveyed to the mouth. The greater part of the night I spent in dissolving the gum and making experiments with the solutions thus obtained.

And what did you discover?

I discovered the presence of a most powerful specific irritant poison. I used Mitscherlichs method of detection, and although I cannot yet actually determine the poison with which the gum on the envelope had been impregnated, I proved its terrible effect by experiments. A rabbit inoculated with a single drop of the solution died, in fourteen seconds, of complete paralysis of the muscles, while a drop placed on a piece of meat and given to a cat proved fatal within one minute.
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Then there was poison on the envelope? I gasped, astounded.

Yes, but only upon that particular envelope. While left alone in the room awaiting mademoiselle, I secured four other of the same envelopes from the stationary rack on her escritoire. These I took home at once, made solutions, and tested them upon rabbits without effect. This proved that one envelope alone was poisoned.

Then she was actually poisoned? I said, surprised at his ingenuity and careful investigation.

Undoubtedly so. The most curious feature is the mysterious character of the poison. At first I suspected strychnia; but as that attacks the sensitive portion of the spinal nervous system, and the symptoms were so totally different, I was compelled to abandon that theory, as also another I formed — namely, that the paralysis of the motor nerves might be due to curare. After some hours of study and experiment, however, I found that the poison was one extremely difficult of detection when absorbed into the system — that its symptoms were none of those ordinarily attributed to irritant poisons by Tanner and the other toxicologists — that it was a poison not commonly known, if, indeed, known at all.

Then you think that Yolande was the victim of a deliberate attempt upon her life?

Of that I am absolutely convinced. Having taken possession of the letter, I could not well mention it or make inquiries regarding it. I thought it would be best to leave such inquiries to you, who are her intimate friend. I went there to-day in order to satisfy myself regarding the mark on the lip, and also to secure some of the other envelopes. Both of these objects I fortunately accomplished, and have succeeded in establishing the fact that she was poisoned in a most ingenious and secret manner by some person who is evidently no novice in the use of that most deadly and mysterious substance.

But whom do you suspect?

He blew a cloud of smoke from his lips, and, with his eyes fixed upon the panelled ceiling, answered:

Ah! thats the enigma.

Well, I said, after a pause, you seem so hostile towards the Countess, Im wondering if you suspect her?

I cant very well, even though there are several curious circumstances which seem to point in that direction. The great fact in favour of her innocence is that she sent for you. Therefore I should like to obtain more direct evidence before actually condemning her. Some of the circumstances are distinctly suspicious, even damning, yet others go far to prove the exact contrary.

But I cant see what object she could have in getting rid of her daughter, I observed, much puzzled by this extraordinary theory.

Unless she feared some awkward revelations which Yolande might make in a moment of desperation. To me there is still a good deal of mystery surrounding both mother and daughter.

I quite agree, Dick. But do you think it possible that a mother could deliberately attempt to kill her daughter by such dastardly means? I dont.

Such a thing is not unknown in the annals of crime, he answered, knocking the ash slowly from his cigar. You see, it is practically plain that Yolande is in possession of some secret, and has grown nervous and melancholy. Of the nature of that secret we have no idea. If it were disclosed it might seriously affect the Countess; hence it would be to the latters advantage if her daughters lips were sealed.

But, my dear fellow, I know the Countess well. Shes one of the most charming of women, and utterly devoted to Yolande. Your suggestion seems incredible.

How incredible it appears to you is of no import, my dear Ingram, he answered calmly. You asked me to investigate the strange affair for you, and Ive done so to the best of my ability. I found that the young lady had been poisoned, in a most secret and ingenious manner, by someone well acquainted with the use of the unknown drug. That the envelope was carefully prepared is quite plain, but by whom it is impossible to say—

Not by her mother, I declared, interrupting him. I cant believe that.

It is for you to discover that. You can ask her a little later about the letter, without giving her any clue to the fact that I have secured it. She must remain under the impression that the letter was duly posted by one of the servants.

But she is leaving Paris, I said.

You can see her this evening and make the necessary inquiries, surely?

No, I responded. I shall not see her again.

Then it is true, as Ive already suggested, that youve quarrelled?

No, I declared, we have agreed to part again — thats all.

He was silent for a moment, contemplating the end of his cigar. Then he observed:

Well, if I may be permitted to say so, old fellow, I think youve chosen a very wise course. You, in your official position, ought not to be mixed up with any mystery of this sort.

I know, Dick — I know quite well, I responded hastily. You, however, do not love a woman as I love Yolande.

Love be hanged! he cried, laughing. Love is like the influenza — painful while it lasts, but easily forgotten.

This matter is too serious for joking, I said, a trifle annoyed by his flippancy.

Ah, Ive heard that story once or twice before! It is astonishing what a difference a month makes in the course of the malady. Take my tip, old chap, and think no more of her. Depend upon it, your charming Yolande with the pretty hair, that used to be admired so much in Brussels, is not worth the position of wife to a good fellow like you.

Thats all very well, I sighed. I know I was a fool to have called upon her, but I was compelled.

What compelled you?

A circumstance over which I had no control, I answered, for I did not intend to explain to him the accusation made against her by Kaye.

And you at once fell in love with her again? Ah! such meetings are always extremely dangerous.

Yes; that is only too true. I know I have been foolish, and now must suffer.

Rubbish! he cried. Why, my dear fellow, Edith loves you, and is perfectly devoted to you. She is charming, pretty, smart, with all the qualities necessary for the wife of a successful diplomatist. Some day, when you get your promotion, you will be gazetted minister to one or other of the South American Republics, and with her as your wife youll be perfectly happy.

You seem to have already carved out my future for me, Dick.

Ive only prophesied the ordinary course of things.

I shall, I feel certain, never marry Edith, I answered, shaking my head. It is entirely out of the question.

Well, we shall see. A man hardly ever marries his first love, you know. There always seems an evil fortune connected with first loves.

How coldly philosophical you are, Dick! Is it because youve never been in love?

Never been in love? he echoed. Why, my dear old fellow, Ive been in love a hundred times, but its never been sufficiently serious to cause me to pop the question. Im quite catholic in my tastes, you see. Im fond of women as a sex.

What he said was perfectly true. He was a popular favourite among the English colony in Paris, and was an inveterate diner-out. Indeed, his well-set-up figure was constantly to be seen at all smart gatherings, and I had overheard many a dainty Parisienne whisper nice things about him behind her fan.

Youll find a pair of eyes fascinating you one of these days, never fear, I said. Then it will be my turn to smile.

Smile away, old chap; youll never offend me. We are too old friends for that.


Chapter Twelve.

The English Tea-Shop.
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THERE WAS A rap at the door, and Harding entered with a telegram addressed to me. I tore open the flimsy blue paper, and saw that it was in cipher from Berlin. The sender, I knew, was Kaye.

Whats up? my friend asked. Some affair of State?

Yes, I answered mechanically, as I went across to the safe, and took out the decipher-book which gave the key to the cipher used by members of the secret service. By its aid I had quickly transcribed the message, which read:

Suspicions regarding Yolande de Foville proved beyond doubt. She is a French agent employed indirectly by the Quai dOrsay. Am returning to-night. In the meantime instruct Osborne to keep strict observation upon her movements.

K.

Anything serious? asked Deane, watching my face.

I held my breath, and managed to recover my self-possession.

No, I answered, nothing of any grave importance. I sit here to deal with a strange variety of public business, ranging from despatches from home down to vice-consuls worries.

We are not at war yet, he laughed, and we trust to you diplomatists to keep us out of it.

I smiled, rather sadly I think. Little did my friend dream how near we actually were to hostilities with France. But in the school of diplomacy the first lesson taught is that of absolute secrecy; hence I told him nothing. To be patient, to preserve silence, to be able to give to an untruth the exact appearance of the truth, and to act a lie so as to deceive those with the most acute intelligence on earth, are qualifications absolutely necessary — together, of course, with the stipulated private income of four hundred a year — for the success of the rising diplomatist.

We are trying to keep England out of war, I said. Indeed, that is the principal object of our existence. Were it not for the efforts of Lord Barmouth, we should have been at war with the Republic long ago. Why, scarcely a week passes but the political situation changes, and we find ourselves, just as the French also find themselves, sitting on the edge of the proverbial volcano. Then, by careful adjustment and marvellous tact and finesse, matters are arranged, and once more the ships of State sail together again into smooth waters. Only ourselves, in this Embassy, are really alive to the heavy responsibilities resting on the shoulders of our trusted Chief. Many a sleepless night he passes in his own room opposite, I can assure you.

And yet he is always merry and good-humoured, as though he hadnt a single care in the world.

Ah, that is owing to his long training as a diplomatist. He shows no outward sign of anxiety, for that would betray weakness or vacillation of policy. An ambassadors face should never be an index to his thoughts.

He tossed his cigar-end away and rose, asking: Where are you feeding to-night? Can you dine with me at Ledoyens — or at the Café de Paris, if you prefer it?

Sorry I cant, old chap, I responded. The Chief and I have a dinner engagement at the Austrian Embassy. Id much rather be with you; for, as you know, Im tired to death of official functions.

Youre bound to attend them, I suppose?

Yes, worse luck, I replied. To be a diplomatist one must, like a Lord Mayor, possess an ostrichs digestion.

Well, good-bye, old chap. Sorry, you cant come, he said, smiling. But do buck up! I dont want to have you as a patient, you know. Take my advice, and just forget your pretty charmer. Shes leaving to-morrow, and theres no reason on earth why you should meet again.

But about that letter? I suggested. We surely ought to clear up the mystery?

Let it pass, he urged. Dont call there again, but simply forget her. Remember, you have Edith.

His words recalled to me the fact that I had received a letter from her that morning, and that it was still in my pocket unopened.

Yes, I know, I exclaimed rather impatiently. I shall, of course, try to forget. But I fear that I shall never succeed — never!

Take my advice and forget it all, he cried cheerfully, clapping me on the back. Good-bye.

We clasped hands in a firm grip of friendship. Then he walked out, and I was left alone.

I went to the window, and looked down into the roadway. It was a blazing afternoon, and the streets seemed deserted. All Paris was at Trouville, Dieppe, or Arcachon, or drinking the more or less palatable waters in Auvergne. Paris in July is always more empty than is London in that month, and it is certainly many degrees hotter, even though the plashing fountains of the Place de la Concorde may give one a pleasant feeling of refreshment in passing, and the trees of the boulevards shed a welcome shade not found in the dusty streets of dear old grimy London.

As I stood gazing aimlessly out of the window, it suddenly occurred to me that I had still in my pocket the letter which I had found on Yolandes little writing-table — the letter making an appointment for five oclock that day. I glanced at my watch, and found it was already half-past four.

Then, taking out the note, I carefully read it through, and, after a few moments debate within myself, determined to stroll round and ascertain who it was who wished so particularly to speak with her.

I do not think, now that I reflect calmly, that this determination was prompted by any feeling of jealousy, but rather by a strong desire to discover the truth regarding her connection with the Quai dOrsay. Anyhow, I brushed my hair, settled my cravat, replaced the decipher-book in the safe, and, taking my hat, strolled out into the blazing afternoon.

Would she herself keep the appointment, I wondered? Surely not! She was too busy making preparations for a hasty departure. Nevertheless, she might have sent a message to her mysterious correspondent regretting her inability to be present. Anyhow, I was determined to watch and ascertain for myself.

The English tea-shop in the Rue Royale is known, I daresay, to a good many of my lady readers who go shopping in the Madeleine quarter, bargain-hunting in the Louvre, or strolling about the grand boulevards watching Parisian life in all its many phases. Tea such as that to which English people are accustomed is difficult to obtain in Paris hotels. It usually turns out to be slightly discoloured hot water, served in a teapot upon the spout of which hangs a more or less useless strainer. With the addition of sugar and milk, the beverage becomes both weak to the eye and nauseous to the palate, while in the bill at a first-class hotel the unfortunate visitor finds himself charged two francs for one tea simple. The English shop in the Rue Royale, known to the Englishman in Paris as the Bun-shop, is like Henrys, or the American bar at the Chatham, where presides the ubiquitous Johnnie with the small moustache, one of the institutions of the English colony. It is a rendezvous for the ladies, just as the Chatham bar is crowded at four oclock by Englishmen resident in the gay capital, with a sprinkling of those misguided and decadent Paris youths who term themselves Orleanists and play at political conspiracy.

The Bun-shop is generally full from four to five, be it summer or winter. In the season it is patronised largely by chic Parisiennes and their male encumbrances, generally laden with small parcels; while in summer the British tourists in their blouses and short tailor-made skirts, which serve alike for the boulevards and the Alps, seem to scent it out and make it their habitual house of call.

When I strolled in, the crowd at the little tables mostly hailed from those essentially British hotels in the Rue Caumartin. Being a Britisher, I naturally hesitate to criticise the get-up of the tourist to Paris. But it is always a matter of speculation to those of us who live abroad why our compatriot, who would not be seen in a golf-cap in the Strand or Piccadilly, invariably sports one when he patronises the boulevards, and conducts himself, when in what he calls gay Paree, in a fashion which often makes one think that he has left his manners behind in England together with his silk hat. The fair-faced English girl in cotton blouse and straw hat is always a common object in the Bun-shop, and on this afternoon she was predominant, and the chatter in English was general.

I found one of the little tables free, and, discovering an illustrated paper, sat with it before me, making an examination of each little group visible from my seat. Not a single person, however, excited my suspicion. Apparently no one was waiting, save a girl in black, a Parisienne evidently, who, being joined presently by a gentleman, finished her tea and went forth.

The clock showed it to be already five, and as I sat sipping my cup and feigning to read the Graphic, I became more and more convinced that Yolande, finding herself unable to keep the appointment, had sent an excuse.

About me sounded the gossip which one always hears among the feminine tourists in Paris: the criticisms of the Louvre museum, the eulogies of the lovely things in the Rue de la Paix, and the delight at wonderful bargains obtained at the Bon Marché. It is always the same. The tide of tourists is never-ceasing; and the impression which Paris makes upon the Englishman or Englishwoman is always exactly similar. Those who spend a fortnight in the City of Pleasure always believe life there to be a round of gaiety punctuated by fêtes de nuit with Moulin Rouge attractions. These idolaters should live a year in Paris, when they would soon discover that the French capital quickly becomes far more monotonous than their own much-abused London.

The hands of the clock moved very slowly, and by degrees I got through the whole of the cup-marked illustrated literature of the establishment. Many of the merry gossips had risen and departed, and at half-past five only two little groups remained.

At length a smart victoria stopped before the door, and a dark, rather handsome, middle-aged, elegantly dressed woman descended, and, entering, took a seat. Her style was not English, that was certain; and by the fact that she took lemon with her tea I judged her to be Russian, although she addressed the waiter with an accent purely Parisian. Her footman stood at the door with the carriage-rug over his arm. From the inquisitive expression of her face I judged it to be the first time she had visited the tea-shop.

Could she be waiting for Yolande? I made a close examination of her face, and saw that although she was just a trifle made-up, as are most Parisiennes, she was nevertheless good-looking. She sipped her tea leisurely, nibbled a biscuit, and was readjusting her veil by twisting it beneath her chin, when suddenly the silhouette of a figure appeared in the open doorway.

I glanced up quickly over the top of my piper, and in an instant recognised the new-comer, who looked very smart in his well-cut frock-coat, silk hat, and light grey suède gloves. He hesitated for an instant on the threshold and glanced swiftly around. No sooner had his eyes fallen upon the woman sitting there than he turned instantly, went out, and was next moment lost to sight.

The man who had stood in the doorway during that brief moment, and who had apparently retreated owing to the presence of the woman whose carriage was awaiting her, was none other than the individual whose arrival in Paris was so inexplicable — the man known as Rodolphe Wolf.


Chapter Thirteen.

The Spys Report.
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SO SWIFTLY DID the figure disappear from the doorway of the pâtisserie that I doubt whether the elegant woman there seated had been aware of his presence. She was sitting with her face half turned from the door, and, unless by means of the mirror, she could not possibly have witnessed his sudden hesitation and disappearance. That he intended entering there, and had been prevented by her presence, was manifest. He had no desire to be seen by her, that was quite evident.

Again it seemed as though Yolandes mysterious correspondent was actually this man, whose presence in Paris had caused her so much anxiety.

A sudden impulse led me to go forth and keep watch upon his movements, and as I passed out I took note of the fine equipage, and saw that upon the harness was a dukes coronet, beneath which was a cipher so intricate that I could not unravel it. The woman within was evidently some notability, but a foreigner; otherwise I should have recognised her, knowing as I did, by sight, all smart Paris. Her attitude, seated at that little table sipping her tea and lemon, was so calm that I felt assured she was not there for the purpose of meeting Yolande, but only for rest and a cup of that refreshing decoction so dear to the feminine palate. Nevertheless, I was puzzled to know who she was, and why her presence had had such a terrifying effect upon the man who had come and fled like a shadow.

I hurried along in the direction he had taken, down to the Place de la Concorde. Whether he had really detected my presence or not I was undecided. I believed and hoped not. I had had a paper before my face at the moment of his appearance, and it had seemed to me that when his eyes fell upon the lady sipping her tea, he did not pause to make further investigation. I was looking for him eagerly among the hurrying foot-passengers, when, just as I turned the corner by the grey wall of the Ministry of Marine, I saw his thin, tall figure cross the road and mount upon the impériale of one of the omnibuses going towards the Bastille. At the same moment a second omnibus passed, travelling in the same direction, down the Rue de Rivoli, and without hesitation I jumped upon it, and, also mounting the impériale, was thus able to follow him without much risk of detection. I kept my eyes upon his glossy silk hat some distance ahead as we travelled along the fine, broad thoroughfare, past the Continental, the Tuileries Gardens, the Louvre, and the quaint old Tour St. Jacques, until both vehicles pulled up at the corner of the wide Place de lHôtel de Ville, where he descended.

I quickly ran down the steps, and, sauntering along with affected carelessness, followed him across the Place and along to the Quai des Celestins, where he suddenly halted, glanced quickly around as though desiring to escape observation, and then entered an uninviting-looking door of one of those rickety dwellings which are among the most ancient and most unwholesome in Paris. The door he entered seemed to be the private entrance to a dingy little shop that sold fishing-tackle, wicker eel-traps, and such-like necessities for the angler. The manner in which he entered was distinctly suspicious, but I congratulated myself that, while he had not detected me, I had run him to earth.

He was a smart, rather foppish man of military appearance, though somewhat foreign-looking; thin-faced, black-haired, with a small, black, pointed beard, and a pair of cold grey eyes, sharp and penetrating; an erect, rather imposing, figure, which if once seen impressed itself upon one. Outwardly he bore the stamp of good breeding and superiority, and he now called himself Rodolphe Wolf. It was strange — very strange.

I noted the house he had entered, then, turning, walked slowly along the Rue St. Paul, and so regained the upper end of the Rue de Rivoli; and as I strolled along my thoughts were indeed complex ones. Sight of that man recalled a chapter of my life which I had hoped was sealed for ever. Of all men in the world he was the very last I should have dreamed of meeting. But as he had not detected me, for the present I possessed the advantage.

That thin, superior-looking man who had strolled so airily along the Quai, smart in his silk hat and pearl-grey gloves, and carrying his cane with such a jaunty air, was a man whose name had once been known throughout Europe — a man, indeed, of world-wide notoriety. In those days, however, he did not call himself Rodolphe Wolf. He had changed his name, it was true, but he could never succeed in changing his personality. Besides, the name he used had given me, who alone knew his secret, a clue to his identity. When Sibyl had mentioned the name and described him as a chance acquaintance at the Baronnes, I felt convinced as to the truth. Yolande, too, seemed aware of his change of name, for so sudden had been my announcement that he was in Paris that she had been completely taken by surprise, and had made no attempt to declare herself ignorant of my meaning.
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At the corner of the Caserne, in the Rue de Rivoli, I sprang into a fiacre, and told the man to drive to the Café de la Paix, where, seated upon one of the little wicker chairs in the warm sunset, I drank my mazagran and allowed my thoughts to run back to the time when this man had played so important a part in my life. All those strange circumstances came back to me as vividly as though they had happened but yesterday. He had once been my friend, but now he was my bitterest enemy.

Count Rodolphe dEgloffstein-Wolfsburg, or as he now preferred to be called, Rodolphe Wolf, was in Paris. He had returned as though from the grave, and was apparently living in seclusion in an exceedingly unfashionable apartment over the fishing-tackle shop beside the Seine. It was over two years since report had declared him to be dead, and I had congratulated myself upon an escape from what had seemed an inevitable disaster; yet that report was false. He was alive, and I had no doubt that he meant mischief.

Yet why did Yolande fear him? This fact puzzled me. They had been acquainted in the old days, it was true, but what cause she had to hate him I could not discern. Something had passed between them of which I had remained in ignorance. Strange, too, that the Austrian Ambassador should introduce him at the Baronesss reception! With what motive? I wondered. Surely he must know from the Diplomatic List that I was now in Paris, and that at any sign of hostility on his part I should expose him and explain the whole truth. He was playing a dangerous game, whatever it was; and I, too, felt myself to be in deadly peril.

I sat there trying to review the situation with calmness, but could see no solution of the problem. The truth was that, believing him to be dead, I had given no heed to that sealed chapter of my history, and now the ghastly truth had fallen upon me as a thunderbolt. Sibyl had met and liked him. She had in her ignorance declared dEgloffstein-Wolfsburg to be a charming fellow. There was a touch of grim humour in the situation.

Fate seems sometimes to conspire against us. At such times it is no use kicking against the pricks. The proper course is to accept misfortune with the largest amount of good-humour possible in the circumstances, and just to treat ones sorrows lightly until they pass. This is, I am aware, counsel excellent in kind, but extremely difficult to follow. At that moment I felt crushed beneath the weight of sudden misfortune. All my future seemed dark and hopeless, without a single ray of happiness.

The mystery surrounding Yolandes actions, the suspicion resting upon the Countess of having made a dastardly attempt upon her daughters life, the manner in which knowledge of our secret despatch had been obtained and our diplomatic efforts thereby checkmated, and the reason of the sudden appearance in Paris of my most bitter enemy, formed a problem which, maddening in its complexity, appeared to admit of no solution.

Two men of my acquaintance came up and shook my hand in passing, but what words I uttered I have no idea. My thoughts were, at that hour, when the Place de lOpéra was bathed in the crimson afterglow, far away from the busy whirl of central Paris, away in that peaceful forest glade where took place that incident by which I so narrowly escaped with my life. The whole scene came before me now. I remembered every detail of that night long ago.

Bah! My cigar tasted bitter, and I flung it across the pavement into the gutter. Would that I could have put from me all recollection as easily as I cast that remnant away! Alas! I knew that such a course was impossible. The ghost of the past had arisen to overshadow the future.

Next day at noon I sat with the Ambassador in his private room discussing the political outlook. He had exchanged telegraphic despatches with Downing Street during the morning, and I knew from the deciphers which I had made that never in the course of my career as a diplomatist had the European situation been so critical.

Try how we would in Madrid, in Berlin, and in Vienna, we could obtain absolutely no confirmation of our suspicions that Ceuta had been sold by Spain to France. At the first rumours of the impending sale of this strategic point the machinery of our secret service in the various capitals had been set to work, and under the ubiquitous Kaye no stone had been left unturned in order to get at the real truth of this grave menace to Englands power in the Mediterranean.

His Excellency, leaning back in his favourite cane chair, was grave and thoughtful, for again he had declared:

All this is owing to those confounded spies! Here, in Paris, nothing can be conducted fairly and above-board. I really dont know, Ingram, what will be the outcome.

Do you consider the situation so very critical, then? I asked.

Critical? I certainly do. It is more than critical. With this scurrilous Press against us, popular feeling so extremely antagonistic towards England, and the difficulties in the Transvaal, only a single spark is required to produce an explosion. You know what that would mean?

The long-predicted European war?

He nodded, and his grey face grew greyer. I had never seen him more gloomy than at that moment. While we were talking, Harding rapped at the door and asked:

Will Your Excellency see Mr Grew?

The Ambassador turned quickly, exchanged a glance with me, and answered at once in the affirmative. For two persons His Excellency was at all times unengaged — for Kaye and for his trusted assistant, Samuel Grew.

A few moments later a rather under-sized, bald-headed, gentlemanly little man entered and seated himself, at the Chiefs invitation. He was well-dressed, round-faced, with longish grey whiskers, and in his manner was the air of a thorough cosmopolitan, with just a trifle of the bon viveur.

Well, Grew, inquired His Excellency, anything fresh?

I have come to report to Your Excellency upon my visit to Ceuta.

What! the Ambassador exclaimed in astonishment. Have you actually been there and returned?

Certainly, the other answered, smiling. I can move swiftly when necessary. I was in Barcelona when I received my telegraphic instructions, and set out at once.

Well, tell us the result of your observations, urged Lord Barmouth, instantly interested.

I went down to Algeciras, and crossed to the much-discussed penal settlement by boat. Before I could do so, I was compelled to get a permit from the commander of the Algeciras garrison, and only then was allowed to board the steamship, whose every nut, screw, and chain was screaming for a little oil, whose hands stretched themselves on deck in the sun and left the work to the captain and his engineer, while they sang songs and smoked cigarettes. There were very few passengers, mostly women, who sang until the steamer cut across the Straits in the teeth of the wind; then they ceased to sing and commenced to pray. In little more than two hours we were just off Ceuta — a long, straggling Spanish town, the convict station high up on the eastern hill, with stone-work fortifications, that would hardly endure three hours attention from modern guns, down to the waters edge, and beyond, to the west, well-cultivated fields full of young wheat or barley. Arrived on shore, I was summoned to a shed, where a severe official in uniform examined my papers, recorded my age and other details in a book, returned the passport, and told me that if I wished to leave Ceuta at any time I must go to the commandant and get his written permission to do so. Later on, the native who showed me the way to the Governors house made an explanation that was less satisfactory than he intended. You see, señor, he said, we have a great many convicts here, and they are very like you. I mean to say, he went on, feeling that he had not expressed himself happily, that they are often dressed to look like gentlemen. I then changed the conversation.

And how about the fortifications? His Excellency inquired.

I have full plans and photographs of them, answered the member of the secret service. The photographs are on films, as yet undeveloped, and I at once posted them to an address in Bâle, so as to get rid of them from my possession. The plans, on tissue paper, I have here in my walking-stick, he added, smiling grimly and holding up to our view his rather battered ebony cane with a silver knob.

Arent you afraid of anyone prying into that? I asked.

Not at all. The knob is removable, as you see, and he unscrewed it, revealing a small cavity with a compass set in the top. But no one ever suspects the ferrule. There is a hidden spring in it; and, inverting the stick, he opened the ferrule, disclosing a small cavity in which reposed some tiny pieces of tissue closely resembling rolled cigarette papers.

It is against the British principles of openness and fairness to employ secret agents; but in these days, when spies abound everywhere and the whole of Europe is a vast network of political intrigue, we cannot afford to sit inactive and remain in contented ignorance.

You will make a full report later, with photographs and plans, I presume? His Excellency suggested.

Yes. But knowing the importance of the matter I came straight to make a verbal report to Your Excellency. I arrived in Paris only an hour ago. At present Ceuta does not impress the eye of the person who knows something of Englands fortified stations. Gibraltar stands on guard across the water, presenting nothing but a towering, bare rock, honeycombed with hidden batteries, to which all Ceuta lies exposed. While Gibraltar is of solid rock, the vegetation round and in Ceuta hints at a more mixed material, and an immense amount of money would be required to make fortifications that would fulfil all modern requirements. The expenditure might work wonders, for the town has the sea on all sides, and could be completely isolated by flooding the strip of land that fronts the Bay. The present garrison consists of five thousand soldiers, including a regiment of Moors, who in point of physique are the best men in the place. Ceuta itself is rather a pretty town, so thoroughly Spanish that the few Moors and Arabs met in the streets are objects of interest. The houses are small, and often built round the cool patios dear to southern Spain. The balconies stretch so far across the streets that groups of girls sit all day, except in the hours of noon, chatting with their neighbours across the way.

And what does your visit lead you to conclude? inquired His Excellency, all attention to this statement of the well-trained secret agent.

I am of opinion that the present condition of Ceuta need inspire no uneasiness. Our latest and heaviest guns completely command the town; and if, in an hour of universal commotion, the unexpected happened, and Spain gave up her possession, very long and expensive work would be required to render the position tenable.

And have you made arrangements for further information? asked Lord Barmouth.

Yes. We shall be at once informed of any fortification of Ceuta conducted at a cost out of proportion to Spanish resources — say at the expense and on behalf of a Power that would hope to acquire it suddenly.

Good, observed the Chief in a tone of approval. I congratulate you, Mr Grew, upon your smartness in this affair. But you have not told me whether you discovered any French agents there?

None. I went in the guise of a Frenchman, with a French passport, and searched for any compatriots, but found none whom I could suspect.

Well, responded the Ambassador, rising, as a sign that the audience was at an end, it behoves us to be constantly on the alert in face of the network of French intrigue that threatens England in the land of the Moors, and consequently at one end of the Mediterranean.

Then the keen, bald-headed, little man, highly pleased by the Chiefs word of commendation, bowed and withdrew, taking with him the precious walking-stick in which were concealed the plans of the Spanish fortifications.

His Excellency sighed when the man had gone, and after a pause exclaimed seriously:

I cant help regarding the affair, Ingram, as something more than a political ballon dessai. The silence of our friends both in the Boulevard de Courcelles and the Rue de Lille is very ominous.


Chapter Fourteen.

Smart Paris.
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ON THE FOLLOWING afternoon, as Lord Barmouth had some business with the Minister of Foreign Affairs over at the Quai dOrsay, I accompanied Lady Barmouth and Sibyl to a rather queer function. It was a unique opportunity offered to visit in detail one of the most attractive palaces in La Ville Lumière; to while away a few hours very agreeably with a well-chosen variety entertainment presented by some of the most popular artists on the Paris stage; and to aid a philanthropic enterprise, LOeuvre Sociale, conceived, I suppose, in a compassionate love of humanity and carried on in a touching spirit of self-abnegation. The palace was that of Prince Roland Bonaparte, in the Avenue dJena. Through the galleries, salons, and magnificent library the crush was enormous. The afternoon was hot and the atmosphere stifling; nevertheless, in the cause of charity we of the diplomatic circle must always be en évidence, even though we would rather be away from the crowd in the country or by the sea.

It was evident when we arrived that the visit to the hotel was one of the great attractions of the fête, for many lady visitors, especially the American contingent, examined and admired the handsome staircase, with its green marble columns, its vast collection of pictures, sculpture, bronzes, tapestries, and curiosities, the salons filled with souvenirs of the First Empire and of the Imperial family, and the incomparable library — that of Louis XIV — in exquisitely carved wood.

We mounted to the vestibule on the first floor, where a concert-room had been fitted up, and there with difficulty found seats among the crowded audience.

Aristide Bruant himself was concluding one of his popular songs of the street:

La moral de ctte oraison-là,
Cest qu les ptits fills qua pas d papa,
Doivnt jamais aller à lécole,
À Batignolles,

and bowed himself off amid thunders of applause. As a Paris singer has not to submit his lines to a paternal County Council, they are frequently a trifle more free than those to which English audiences are in the habit of listening. Nevertheless, it must be remembered that this charity function was a very smart affair, all the best-known people remaining in Paris being present. After Bruant, an outburst of applause greeted the renowned Spanish dancer, La Belle Otero, who danced and sang, followed by pastourelles of the eighteenth century, romances by Florian and Marie Antoinette, and songs by Paulus. Lastly, there bounded upon the stage Eugénie Buffet, the chanteuse des rues, together with her troupe. She sang that weird song of Paris life so popular at the cafés, called À la Villette, commencing:

Il avait pas encor vingt ans,
I connaissait pas ses parents,
On lapplait Toto Laripette,
À la Villette.
Il était un peu sans façon,
Mais cétait un joli garçon:
Cétait lpus beau, cétait lpus chouette,
À la Villette.

The audience had heard much of the song, but few of those present had ever ventured into the insignificant café where she sang it nightly. Consequently there was distinct novelty in it. She sang it through, to the accompaniment of her street musicians, until she came to the final verse:

La derniér fois que je lai vu,
Il avait ltorse à moitié nu,
Et le cou pris dans la lunette,
À la Roquette.

Then, with a sudden outburst of enthusiasm, the whole audience threw hundreds of sous and francs to the singer.

Sibyl, seated beside me, her ladyship having found a seat with the Baronne de Chalencon some distance away, turned to me, saying:

The air is simply suffocating here. Shall we go?

Certainly, I answered, glad myself to escape from the semi-asphyxiation. We rose and passed out together. On the stairs we met Prince Roland, delighted with the success of the entertainment, ascending, with, as usual, hat on the back of his head and hands in pockets.

Ah, mon cher Ingram! he cried, greeting us. And you are here with mademoiselle?

Sibyl congratulated him upon his great success, whereupon he answered, with a broad smile:

It seems, mademoiselle, that my hotel is not large enough for charity.

And he passed on, leaving us to laugh at his rather witty mot. In Paris everyone knows the Prince, for he is one of the central figures in Society. Below we encountered the Baronne de Nouilles, who with Madame Bornier was sharing the feminine literary honours of Paris at the moment. The Baronnes poems were well known, especially Il ny a plus dîles bienheureuses. She greeted us merrily, for Sibyl was her especial favourite. She was still quite young, dark, slim, and distinguished-looking. In addition to much originality and charm in her manner of writing, she possessed an insight into, and a power to judge, human nature in its many varied aspects which had been pronounced by the critics to be remarkable. She was very graceful, with auburn hair and a face such as Burne-Jones loved to paint. Indeed, she had sat for the faces of several of that artists more recent pictures.

What! she cried, you, too, find the crush too great? And I also. I am returning home. Come with me, both of you, and have a quiet cup of tea. I will explain to her ladyship; and walking quickly across to where Sibyls mother was standing, she uttered a few words to the Ambassadors wife. Then we all three entered her landau and drove to her house.

The Baronne was, as all Paris knows, in every way an artist, wealthy, chic, and philanthropic to a degree. Her house was, I found, a dream of exquisite taste.

When we entered, Sibyl turned to me, saying:

These white carpets and delicate hangings make one tremble at the thought of dirty feet or smutty fingers!

And they certainly did. The effects everywhere were highly artistic — more striking, I think, than I had ever seen in any private house. Her refined taste and rare turn of — mind were shown in every corner of that delightful house, so delicate and restful in every detail. The salon in which tea was served was all white — soft white velvet hangings, white carpet, white wood furniture, and a little gallery also in white. Along the dado-line, in white wood, were painted butterflies in pale opal shades, frail symbols of the flitting gaieties of life.

We had been chatting some little time, and the conversation between the Ambassadors daughter and the poetess had turned upon frocks, as it so often does between women devoted to La mode. They were discussing the toilette of Madame de Yturbe, one of the prettiest women in Paris, and the tendency of late towards the Empire and Directoire periods in dress, when I asked a question to which I had often failed to get a satisfactory answer.

Who is really the smartest — the Parisienne, or the American woman, in Paris?

Ah, msieur! cried the merry little Baronne, holding up her hands, the Americans run us so very close in the matter of dress nowadays that I really do not know. Indeed, many Americans are in my opinion more chic than the vraie Parisienne.

Well, observed Sibyl rather philosophically, there is, I think, more independence and individuality in the American womans manner of putting on her clothes. The French woman — forgive me, Baronne — accepts her frock just as it comes from the dressmaker, and looks more or less as though she has just stepped out of a bandbox. But the American knows better what suits her in the first place, and in putting on her clothes adapts them, by a judicious touch here and there, to her own particular style and taste.

I thoroughly agree, observed the Baronne. We have been actually beaten on our own ground by the Americans. It is curious, but nevertheless true, that we French women are being left behind in the mode, as we have been left behind in the laws. Here, in France, we are twenty years or so behind the age in regard to the laws affecting women.

I dont understand, observed Sibyl.

Well, in brief, our modern intellectual young man in Paris is all for womans rights. In England you have long been aware that to educate and gradually emancipate the women-folk is one of the most important points in modern progress; but though the Feministe movement in France has been actively pushed by a small minority during the last few years, we in Paris have only just heard of your so-called New Woman.

And do you believe, Baronne, that the movement will progress? I inquired.

Ah! it is difficult to say, msieur, she answered, with a slight shrug of her well-formed shoulders. When the reformers ideal has once been placed in the category of practical politics it will probably be accorded a welcome and given a deferential attention which has scarcely been vouchsafed to it on your side of the Pas de Calais. At present, as you know, a married woman in France has no right to her own earnings. They belong to the husband. A man can actually imprison his wife for two years if discovered with a lover; while a woman who has been wronged is not allowed the recherche de la paternité. In short, you English respect your womenkind, and are a free and enlightened people in comparison with us. Here, Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité, are words which apply solely to the masculine sex.

We both laughed, but the Baronne was quite serious, and from her subsequent observations it was patent that I had accidentally touched upon one of her pet subjects. To confess the truth, I became rather bored by her violent arguments in favour of the emancipation of women, for when a voluble Frenchwoman argues, it is difficult to get in a word edgewise.

Presently she exclaimed:

A couple of days ago I had a visit from an old friend who inquired whether I knew you — the Comtesse de Foville. She has left Paris.

Yes, I said, I think she has. Her visit has been only a brief one. They have gone for their cure at Marienbad, I believe.

Very brief. She wrote telling me that she and Yolande would remain in Paris at least a month, and yet theyve not been here a week!

Is this the same Yolande whom you knew in Brussels? asked Sibyl, turning to me with a glance of surprise.

Yes, I answered in a hard voice. Why, I wondered, had this woman brought up a subject so distasteful to me?

You were her cavalier in Brussels, so Ive heard, observed the Ambassadors daughter. I was still at college in those days, I suppose. But is it really true that your flirtations were something dreadful?

Who told you so? I inquired, in a tone which affected to scout such an idea.

Mother said so the other day. She told me that everyone in Brussels knew you had fallen violently in love with her, and prophesied marriage, until one day you suddenly applied for a change of post, and left her. They whispered that it was owing to a quarrel.

Well, I said with a sad smile, you are really awfully frank.

Just as you are with me. Youre always chaffing me about my partners at dances, and making all sorts of rude remarks. Now, when I have a chance to retaliate, it isnt to be supposed that I shall let it slip.

Certainly not, I laughed. Now describe all my shortcomings, and make a long list of them. It will be entertaining to the Baronne, who dearly loves to hear a little private history.

Now, msieur, that is really too bad, the other protested. You Englishmen are always so very cynical.

We find it very necessary for our existence, I assure you, madame.

Just as Yolande was once necessary for your existence — eh? she added mischievously, as they both laughed in chorus at my discomfiture.

Well, and if I admit it?

If you admit it you will perhaps set our minds at rest as to the reason of her sudden departure from Paris yesterday, exclaimed the Baronne, with a strange expression upon her face, as though she knew more than she would admit.

I have no idea of the reason. They have gone for their cure at Marienbad, I believe. Madame smiled, pushing a little tendril of her auburn hair from off her brow.

You believe! she echoed. Are you not certain?

No, Im not certain. They left hurriedly. That is all I know.

And all you care? asked Sibyl, regarding me very gravely.

And all I care, I added.

What a courteous cavalier! exclaimed madame, laughing. Then she added: Ive known Yolande and her mother for quite a number of years. Yolande is a most charming girl.

Ive heard that she is now engaged, I observed, resolved upon a ruse. Giraud, of the Belgian Embassy, told me the other day that she was to marry some German — I think he is — named Wolf. Do you know him?

Wolf! ejaculated the Baronne, her fine eyes fixed upon me with a strange look, as though in a moment she had become paralysed by some sudden fear. The next instant, however, with a womans marvellous self-possession, she made shift to answer:

No, the name is quite unfamiliar to me.

Why, cried Sibyl suddenly, that was the name of the dark-bearded man who was so charming to me at the de Chalencons the other night. Is he the same?

Yes, I said. His character, however, is none of the best. I would only warn you to have nothing whatever to do with him — thats all.

He was awfully kind to me the other evening, she protested.

Well, I replied earnestly, but you and I are friends of old standing, and I consider that I have a right to give you warning when it seems to be necessary.

And is one actually needed regarding Rodolphe Wolf? asked the Baronne, evidently much puzzled, for she undoubtedly knew him, even though she had declared her ignorance of his existence.

Yes, I said, he is a person to be avoided. More, I cannot tell you.


Chapter Fifteen.

Across the Channel.
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A WEEK WENT by, but the war-cloud still hung heavily upon the political horizon.

At my direction Grew, assisted by other members of the secret service, had searched high and low in Paris for Rodolphe Wolf; but in vain. After entering that dingy old house on the Quai, he had suddenly and unaccountably disappeared. The fishing-tackle shop was not, as I had believed, his headquarters, but he had evidently only made a visit there, and had afterwards left Paris suddenly, at almost the same time as the Countess de Foville and Yolande. The ladies had also completely eluded us. They were not in Marienbad, for inquiries had been made in that town without result.

I was in daily expectation of Kayes return to Paris; but he did not arrive, and I had heard nothing of his whereabouts. The astute secret agent had a habit of being lost to us for weeks, and of then returning with some important piece of information; not infrequently with a copy of some diplomatic document by means of which our Chief was able to foil the machinations of Englands enemies. Nevertheless, in view of the curious events which had occurred, I was anxious to learn what facts he might have ascertained in Berlin regarding Yolande.

Lady Barmouth was receiving in the grand salon of the Embassy one afternoon, the fine apartment being full to overflowing with the usual chattering cosmopolitan men and women who circle about from one embassy to another, when I suddenly encountered my friend Captain Giraud, the Belgian military attaché. He had been absent on leave for several days, and had only just returned to Paris.

Ive been to Brussels, he exclaimed, after we had exchanged greetings. A cousin of mine has been married, and I went to the feasting.

And now you have the usual attack of liver, I suppose?

Yes, he laughed. Im feeling a little bit seedy after all the merry-making. But, by the way, you knew my cousin, Julie Montbazon? She was often a guest of the Countess de Foville at the château.

Of course I remember her. She was tall, fair-haired, and spoke English extremely well, I said.

The same. Well, she has married the son of Tanchot, the banker, of Antwerp — an excellent match.

And the Countess and Yolande, what news of them?

They are in Paris, are they not?

No, they left suddenly some days ago.

Well, they are not to be blamed, he said, smiling. No one stays in Paris during this heat if they can possibly avoid it. Yolande told me she was going to Marienbad.

She told me so, too. But they have altered their plans, it seems.

Oh! So you have met again? he cried, opening his eyes widely. I thought your friendship had ended long ago?

So it had.

Then it has been resumed?

No, it has not, I replied.

Are you certain? he inquired, with sudden earnestness. He had been one of my most intimate friends in Brussels in the old days, and knew well the secret of our broken engagement.

Quite certain.

And they have left for some destination unknown to you?

Yes.

But why did you seek her again, my dear Ingram? It was scarcely wise, was it?

Wisdom has to be thrown to the winds in certain circumstances, I answered. I was in this instance compelled to see her.

Compelled? he echoed, puzzled. Then you did not call upon her of your own free will?

No. I called, but against my own inclination.

And are you absolutely certain, mon cher Ingram, that all is broken off between you — that you have no lingering thought of her?

Quite. Why?

He paused, as though in doubt as to what reply he should make to my question.

Because, he said slowly, at last— well, because if my information is correct, her character has changed since you parted.

What could he know? His words implied that he was aware of the truth regarding her.

I dont quite understand you, I said eagerly. Be more explicit.

Unfortunately I cannot, he answered.

Why?

Because I never condemn a woman, either upon hearsay or upon suspicion.

A couple of merry fellows, attachés of the Russian Embassy, strolled up, and we were therefore compelled to drop the subject. Their chief, they told us, was about to leave Paris for his country house in Brittany — a fact interesting to Lord Barmouth, as showing that the political atmosphere was clearing. One ominous sign of the storm had been the persistent presence of all the ambassadors in Paris at a time when usually they are in the country or by the sea. The representative of the Czar was the first to move, and now without doubt all the other representatives of the Powers would be only too glad to follow his example, for the month was August, and the heat in Paris was almost overpowering enough to be described as tropical.

In the diplomatic circle abroad the most accomplished, the merriest, the most courteous, and the best linguists are always the Russians. Although we at the British Embassy were sometimes in opposition to their policy, nevertheless Count Olsoufieff, the Russian Ambassador, was one of Lord Barmouths most intimate friends, and from the respected chiefs downwards there existed the greatest cordiality and good feeling between the staff of the two embassies, notwithstanding all that certain journalists might write to the contrary. Volkouski and Korniloff, the two attachés, were easy-going cosmopolitans, upon whose shoulders the cares of life seemed to sit lightly, and very often we dined and spent pleasant evenings together.

We were gossiping together, discussing a titbit of amusing Paris scandal which Volkouski had picked up at a dinner on the previous night, and was now relating, when suddenly Harding approached me.

His Excellency would like to see you at once in his private room, sir.

I excused myself, having heard the dénouement of the story and laughed over it, and then mounted the grand staircase to the room in which my own Chief was standing with his hands behind his back, gazing thoughtfully out of the window. As I entered and closed the door, he turned to me saying:

The political wind has changed to-day, Ingram, and although the mystery regarding Ceuta remains the same, the outlook is decidedly brighter. I had a chat with de Wolkenstein and Olsoufieff over at the Quai dOrsay an hour ago, and the result makes it plain that the tension is fast disappearing.

Olsoufieff leaves for Brittany to-morrow, I said.

He told me so, answered the Ambassador. Yet with regard to Ceuta I have learned a very important fact, which I must send by despatch to the Marquess. Anderson, however, left for Rome to-day, and we have no messenger. You, therefore, must carry it to London by the night service this evening. If you object, Vivian can be sent.

Ill go with pleasure, I responded, glad of an opportunity of spending a day, and perhaps even a couple of days, in town. We who are condemned to exile abroad love our dear old London.

Then if you will get out the cipher-book Ill write the despatch.

I unlocked the safe, handed him the book, and then stood by, watching as he reduced the draft despatch which he had already written to the puzzling array of letters and numerals. The operation of transcribing into cipher always occupies considerable time, for perfect accuracy is necessary, otherwise disastrous complications might ensue.

At last, however, His Excellency concluded, appended his signature, and took from a drawer in his big writing-table a large envelope bearing a formidable red cross. Despatches placed in those envelopes are for the eye of the principal Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs alone, and are always carried by the Royal messengers in the chamois-leather belt worn next their skin. They are essentially private communications, which British ambassadors are enabled to make with the great statesman who, untiring by night and by day, controls Englands destinies. The messengers carry the ordinary despatches to and fro across Europe in their despatch-boxes, but what is known in the Foreign Office as a crossed despatch must be carried on the person of the messenger, and must be delivered into the actual hand of the person to whom it is addressed.

When the communication was placed in its envelope, duly secured by the five seals of the Ambassadors private seal — a fine-cut amethyst attached to his plain watch-guard of black silk ribbon — he handed it to me to lock in the safe until my departure. This I did, and after receiving some further verbal instructions went to my rooms to prepare for the journey. I dined early, called at the Embassy for the despatch, which I placed in my waist-belt, and left the Gare du Nord just as the summer twilight had deepened into dusk.

I was alone in the compartment on that tedious journey by Amiens to Calais. The night service between Paris and London never holds out a very inviting prospect, for there is little comfort for travellers as compared with the saloon carriages of the Chemin de Fer du Nord and the fine buffet cars of the Wagon Lit Company which run in the day service between the two greatest capitals of the world. The boats by the night service, too, are not all that can be desired, especially if a strong breeze is blowing. But on arrival at Calais on the night in question all was calm; and although the boat was one of the oldest on the service, nevertheless, not the most delicate among the lady passengers had occasion to seek the seclusion of a cabin or claim the services of the portly, white-capped stewardess.

In the bright moonbeams of that summers night I sat on deck smoking and thinking. What, I wondered, did Giraud know concerning Yolande? It was evident that as my friend he had my interests at heart, and wished to warn me against further association with her, even though he had done it clumsily and without the tact one would have expected of a man so well schooled in diplomacy. I remembered how at one time he was frequently a guest at the Château of Houffalize; indeed, we had been invited there at the same time on several occasions for shooting and wild-boar hunting in the Ardennes forest.

Yes, it seemed apparent that he knew the truth, that Yolande was actually a secret agent. But she had disappeared. Perhaps, after all, it was as well. I had no desire that Kaye and his smart detectives should hunt her through Europe, unless it could be actually proved that through her the secret of our policy towards Spain with regard to Ceuta had been betrayed to those Powers which were ever at work to undermine British prestige.

But how could she possibly have obtained the secret? That was the crux of the whole situation. The despatch from the Marquess of Malvern to Lord Barmouth had been a crossed one, and it had never left the person of the foreign service messenger until placed in my Chiefs hands with the seals intact. The mystery was absolutely inscrutable.

The moonbeams, reflected by the dancing waters, and the many lights of Dover harbour as we approached it, combined to produce an almost fairy-like picture. Indeed, in all my experience of the Channel I had never known a more perfectly calm and brilliant night, for the sea was almost like a lake, and on board the passengers were promenading as they chatted and laughed, pleasantly surprised to find the passage such an enjoyable one.

But as I lolled in my deck-chair, my eyes fixed upon the silver track of the moonbeams, a figure suddenly passed along the deck between my vision and the sea. There were a good many passengers, for a P&O steamer had come in at Marseilles, and about a couple of hundred travellers from the Far East were hurrying homeward. Every moment they were passing and repassing me; therefore I cannot tell what it was that attracted my attention to that particular silhouette dark against the silvery sea.

I only saw it during a single second, for next instant it had passed and become lost in the crowd of promenaders on deck. It was that of a woman of middle height, wearing a long travelling-cloak heavily lined with fur and a small sealskin toque. The fur collar of her coat was turned up around her neck, and thus hid the greater part of her face; indeed, I saw little of her countenance, for it was only a grey blotch in the shadow; yet her dark eyes had glanced at me inquiringly, as though she wished to mark well my appearance. Her height and gait struck me as somewhat unusual. I had seen some person before closely resembling her, but could not remember the occasion. She had passed me by like a shadow, yet somehow a strange conviction had in an instant seized me. That woman had followed me from Paris. She had stood on the platform of the Gare du Nord watching me while I had walked up and down awaiting the departure of the train.

I rose and searched the deck from end to end, but could not rediscover her. I went below, wandering along the gangway, past the engines, where sometimes passengers seek shelter from the chill winds, but she was not there. As far as I dared, I peered into the ladies cabin, but saw no one resembling her. In every part of the vessel I searched, but she had disappeared as though by magic. Indeed, a quarter of an hour later I was questioning myself as to whether I had really seen that figure or whether it had been merely a chimera of my excited imagination.

But there was no doubt that a tall, well-dressed woman had passed me and had peered into my face; and equally certain was it that, apparently fearing detection, she had disappeared and hidden herself somehow. Upon a vessel at night there are many dark corners where one can escape observation; besides, the most likely spot for a hiding-place was one or other of the private deck-cabins.

Try as I would, I could not rid myself of the recollection of that face. Now that I reflected, I remembered that when I saw her on the railway-platform I noticed she was dark-eyed, with a thin, elongated, rather striking, careworn face; a figure almost tragic in expression, yet evidently that of a woman of the world Her nationality was difficult to distinguish, but by her tailor-made travelling-dress and her rather severe style, I had put her down as English. Her glance in the semi-darkness had, however, been a curious one, and the reason was rendered the more puzzling by her sudden disappearance.

As we reached the pier at Dover I stationed myself at the gangway, and closely scrutinised every person who went ashore, waiting there until the last passenger had left. But no one resembling her appeared. She seemed to have vanished from the boat like a shadow.

I went ashore, and ran from end to end of both trains, the Chatham and Dover and South Eastern, but could not find her. Then, entering a compartment in the latter train, I travelled to Charing Cross, much puzzled by the incident. I could not doubt but that this thin-faced woman had followed me for some mysterious purpose.


Chapter Sixteen.

Dawn.
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WHEN IN THE early morning I drove into Downing Street and entered the office of the chief of the night staff, I was informed that the Marquess of Malvern was in town; therefore I drove on to Belgrave Square.

The Prime Ministers house was a large, old-fashioned, substantial-looking mansion, devoid of any outward show or embellishment, and with very little attempt at ornamentation in the interior. Everything was solid and good, but long out of date. The gimcrack painted deal abominations, miscalled art-furniture, had not been invented in the day when the town house of the great family had been renovated in honour of the marriage of the fourth Marquess, the present Prime Ministers grandfather, and very little had been altered by the two generations who had succeeded him. The time-mellowed stability of the place was one of its greatest charms. The footman led me upstairs through the great reception-room which every foreign diplomatist in London knows so well, where the furniture was at present hidden beneath holland shrouds, and down a long corridor, till we found the valet, who, in obedience to the strict orders of his master, went and awakened him. The Marquess, attentive to the affairs of State by night as well as by day, was always awakened on the arrival of a crossed despatch from any of Britains representatives at the Foreign Courts.

His lordship will see you in his dressing-room in a few moments, sir, the valet said when he returned, as he ushered me into a small room close at hand.

I had sat there before on previous occasions when I had been the bearer of secret reports from my Chief. I had only to wait a few moments, and the great statesman — a tall, thin, grave-faced gentleman, wrapped in his dressing-gown, opened the door and stood before me.

Good-morning, Mr Ingram! he exclaimed affably; for to all the staff of the Foreign Office, from ambassador down to the lower-grade clerk, the Marquess was equally courteous, and often gave a word of encouraging approval from his own lips. Many times had he been heard to say, Each of us work for our countrys good. There must be neither jealousy nor pride among us. The esprit de corps in the Foreign Office is well known.

I bowed, apologised for disturbing him at that early hour — it was half-past five — and handed him the despatch.

Youve been travelling while Ive been sleeping, laughed the director of Englands foreign policy, taking the envelope and examining the seals to assure himself they were intact. Then he scrawled his signature upon the receipt which I handed him, tore open the envelope, and glanced at the cipher.

Have you any idea of the contents of this? he inquired.

No, it is secret. Lord Barmouth wrote it himself.

Then kindly come this way; and he led me down a long corridor to a large room at the end — his library. From the safe he took his decipher-book, and after a few minutes had transcribed the despatch into plain English.

I saw from his face that what he read was somewhat displeasing, and also that he was considerably surprised by the news it contained. He re-read the lines he had written, twisting his watch-guard nervously within his thin white fingers. Then he said:

It seems, Ingram, that you have some extremely difficult diplomacy in Paris just now — extremely difficult and often annoying?

Yes, I said, there are several problems of late that have required great tact and finesse. But we at the Embassy have the utmost confidence in our Chief.

Lord Barmouth is a man of whom England may justly be proud. Would that there were many more like him in our service! said the Prime Minister. Kindly ask him to keep me posted constantly regarding the progress of the matter he has just reported. It is serious, and may necessitate some drastic change of policy. It is for that reason that I wish to be kept informed.

Do you require me to return to my post to-day?

Certainly not, he replied quickly. Now you are in England you may remain a couple of days or so, if you wish. I am well aware how all of you long for a day or two at home.

I thanked his lordship; and then, after a short and pleasant chat upon the political situation in Paris and the mystery regarding Ceuta, I went out, mounted into my cab, and drove down to the St. James Club, where I made myself tidy, and breakfasted.

When I had finished my second cup of tea and glanced through the morning paper, eight oclock was striking. I rose, went to the window, and looked out upon Piccadilly, bright and brilliant in the morning sun. With hands in my pockets I stood debating whether I should act upon a suggestion that had been constantly in my mind ever since leaving Paris. Should I take Edith by surprise, and go down to visit her?

The fact that the Marquess had given me leave so readily showed that the outlook had become clearer, notwithstanding the fact that my Chief had transmitted, for the eye of the Foreign Minister only, the secret despatch of which I had been the bearer.

At that early hour there was no one in the club, yet as I wandered through those well-remembered rooms my mind became filled with pleasant recollections of merry hours spent there in the days before my duty compelled me to become an exile abroad. I thought of Yolande, and tried to decide whether or no I really loved her. A vision of her face arose before my eyes, but with a strenuous effort I succeeded in shutting it out. All was of the past. Besides, had not Kaye proved her to be a secret agent, or, to put it plainly, a spy? Daily, hourly, I had struggled with my conscience. In the performance of what was plainly my duty I had visited her, and had nearly fallen into the trap she had so cunningly baited, for she no doubt intended, after all, to become my wife; and in this she was acting, I felt confident, in concert with that man who was my bitterest enemy — the man who now called himself Rodolphe Wolf. No, I had treated Edith unfairly, and therefore resolved to run down to Norfolk and visit her. With that object, an hour later I left London for Great Ryburgh, the small village where she delighted to live reposeful days in company with her maiden aunt, Miss Henrietta Foskett. In due course I arrived by the express at Fakenham, drove in a fly to the quiet little village, and descended before the large, low, roomy old house with mullioned windows and tall chimneys, which lay back from the village street behind a garden filled with those old-world, sweet-smelling flowers so much beloved by our grandmothers.

I walked up the garden-path, knocked, and was admitted by the neat maid, Ann, who for fifteen years had been in Miss Fosketts service.

It has always seemed to me that except by their immediate heirs, maiden aunts are often nearly forgotten among a bustling younger generation always striving and toiling. They are left to dust their own china and sharply to superintend the morals and manners of their general servant, save when the holiday-times of the year come round, when their country houses are more apt to recur to their relatives minds; their periodical letters, in the delicate pointed Italian hand, essential in the days of their youth as the hall-mark of gentility, are then more eagerly replied to, for Aunt Janes or Aunt Marias proffered hospitality will generally furnish an economical change of air.

Ediths case was not an unusual one. Her father, a wealthy landowner in Northumberland, had died in her youth, while five years ago, just before she left college at St. Leonards, her mother, who was constantly ailing, also succumbed. She was left entirely alone; but she had succeeded to a handsome income, derived from property in the city of Newcastle. Her Aunt Henrietta, her mothers only surviving sister, had constituted herself her guardian. Miss Foskett had been able through stress and change to cling to the old house — the old place, once so full, from which so many had gone out to return no more.

I knew that interior well. There was a haunting sense of pathos in those old rooms, and the ancient furniture was arranged in unyielding precision.

When Ann ushered me into the musty-smelling drawing-room, I glanced round and shuddered. Aunt Henriettas rules were the household rules of her mother before her, and she severely reprobated the domestic slackness and craving for mere comfort and luxury of the present generation. Her lace curtains, carefully dressed, were hung up, and fires banished from all her fireplaces, on the first of May. Untimely frost and snow had no power to move the prim old wool-work screen, glazed and framed, that hid the steel bars of the grate; the simpering ladies, in their faded blue and scarlet dresses, looked unsympathetically at the light carpet, the white curtains, the anti-macassared armchairs, the round table with books, miniatures, and a flowering plant, whatever the state of the thermometer.

Through the windows a pleasant vista was presented across a well-kept lawn with broad pasture-lands beyond, and the spire of Testerton church rising in the distance behind the belt of trees. While I sat there awaiting Edith, who was no doubt amazed at the announcement of my presence, and was now rearranging her hair, as women will, I glanced up at the feeble watercolours and chalk drawings traced by the hand of dear Aunt Fanny, who had a wonderful talent for drawing. It occurred to me that Fannys great-nieces, with perhaps less artistic excuse, now studied at the Slade, copied at the National Gallery, and lived in flats with some feminine friend on tea and pickles. Such girls give lunches and teas to stray bachelors, and own a latchkey. But such doings could hardly be thought of among Fannys muddled trees and impossible sunsets, with Fannys pictured eyes smiling sweetly, if a trifle inanely, from behind her bunches of fair, hanging curls, at grandmothers mild face and folded hands on the opposite wall.

Notwithstanding the inartistic character of the place, there was everywhere a tranquillity and an old-world charm. Through the open window came the scent of the flowers, the hum of insects in the noonday sun, and the call of the birds. How different was the life there from my own turbulent existence in the glare and glitter of the gayest circle in Paris! I sighed, and longed for quiet and rest at home in dear old rural England.

Suddenly the door opened, and Aunt Henrietta, a prim, shrunken, thin-faced old lady in stiff black silk, and wearing a cap of cream lace, came forward to greet me.

Why, you have taken us entirely by surprise, Mr Ingram! she said in her high-pitched voice. When Ann told me that it was you, I would scarcely believe her. We thought you were in Paris.

I had to come to London on business, so I thought I would run down to see how you all are, I answered. I hope my visit is not inconvenient?

Oh no, answered the old lady. Ive told Edith, and she will be down in a moment. Shes been worrying for the past week because she has received no letter from you.

Well, Ive come personally, Miss Foskett, I laughed. I hope my presence will partly make up for my failure as a correspondent.

Her grey, wizened face puckered into a smile. I knew that she had not altogether approved of Edith becoming engaged to me. But her niece was of age, mistress of her fortune, and, I shrewdly suspected, contributed handsomely towards the expenses of that small, prim household.
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Although Aunt Hetty was of a somewhat trenchant type, and shook her head over the wilful vagaries of a world that had outgrown her philosophy of life, yet she still preserved a motherly instinct of patient love for all mankind. She was, in common with most maiden aunts, a great church-goer and firm supporter of the parish clergy of Great Ryburgh; but in parochial matters I believe she was more dreaded than loved for the uncompromising force of her doctrine and demeanour. She was severe on the faults and failings of her inferiors, and apt to discriminate in her almsgiving. Frequent curtseys and a little adroit flattery from the poor were a surer road to her purse than morose merit, however great.

The old lady straightened out an antimacassar that chanced to be a trifle awry, then, spreading out her skirts slowly, seated herself, and began to relate to me gossip concerning people whom I knew in the neighbourhood — the squire, the doctor, the parson, and other local worthies, all of whom, taken together, made up her quiet little world.

At last the door opened again, and next instant, as I sprang up, I became conscious of a fair vision in a simple white gown standing before me. The touch of her soft, tiny hand, the love-glance of those beautiful eyes, the glad smile of welcome, the music of that voice, came upon me as a sudden revelation. Her perfect type of English loveliness became disclosed to me for the first time. She was absolutely incomparable, although never before that moment had I realised the truth. But in that instant I became aware that she held me irrevocably beneath her spell.

I took her hand, and our eyes met. My gaze wavered beneath hers, and what words I uttered in response to her greeting I cannot tell. All that I knew was that I was unworthy of her love.


Chapter Seventeen.

Edith Austin.
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FOR A TIME our conversation was somewhat stilted. Then Aunt Hetty rose suddenly, with a loud rustling of her stiff silks, made the excuse that she had to speak with the servants, and discreetly left the room.

The instant the door had closed, Edith moved towards me, and we became locked in one anothers arms. She was full of inexpressible sweetness and perfect grace. The passion that had at once taken possession of her soul had the force, the rapidity, the resistless violence of the torrent; but she was herself as moving delicate, as fair, as soft, as flexible as the willow that bends over it, whose light leaves tremble even with the motion of the current which hurries beneath them.

Love lit within my breast a clear fire that burned to my hearts very core. Edith could scarce speak, so overjoyed was she at my visit; but at last, as I pressed her to me, and rained kisses upon her brow, she said, looking up at me with a glance of reproach:

You have not written to me for ten whole days, Gerald! Why was that? Last night I sent you a telegram asking if you were ill.

Forgive me, dearest, I urged. This last week Ive been extremely busy. There have been serious political complications, and, in addition, Ive had a perfect crowd of engagements which duty compelled me to attend.

You go and enjoy yourself at all sorts of gay receptions and great dinners, and forget me, she declared, pouting prettily.

I never forget you, Edith, I answered. Dont say that. You are ever in my thoughts, even though sometimes I may be too much occupied to write.

Do you assert then that for the past ten days you have absolutely not had five minutes in which to send me news of yourself? she cried in a tone of doubt.

Well, perhaps I had better admit that Ive been neglectful, I said, altering my tactics. But, you see, I knew that I should come here to-day, so I thought to take you by surprise. Are you pleased to see me?

Pleased! she echoed, raising her lips to mine. Why, of course I am! You seem always so far away, and I always fear— and she paused without concluding her sentence.

Well, what do you fear?

I fear that amid all that whirl of pleasure in Paris, and amid all those smart women you must meet daily, you will forget me.

I shall never do that, I answered reassuringly.

She was silent for a moment. Her countenance had assumed a very grave expression.

Ah, she said, with a slight sigh, you do not know how I sometimes suffer, Gerald. I am always fearing that some other woman may rob me of you.

No, no, dearest, I answered, laughing. Never contemplate that, for such a theft is not possible. Remember that my duty in a foreign capital is to represent my country at the various social functions, and to endeavour to promote good feeling wherever I can. A diplomatist who is not popular with the women never rises to the post of ambassador. To be gallant is essential, however one may despise and detest the crowd of voluble females upon whom one must dance attendance.

I often sit here and picture you in your smart diplomatic uniform flirting with some pretty foreign woman in a dimly lit arbour or conservatory, she observed, still very grave. My life is so very quiet and uneventful in comparison with yours; and she sighed.

The charge against me of flirtation is entirely unfounded, I declared, holding her hand and looking earnestly into her clear eyes, now filled with tears. It is true that sometimes, for purposes connected with our diplomacy, I chat merrily with some grande dame in an endeavour to pick up information regarding the latest change in the political wind; but with me the art of pleasing women is a profession, as it is with every man in the Diplomatic Service.

I know, she said in a strained tone. And in those hours of pleasure you forget me. Is not that so?

I do not forget a certain summer evening up in Scotland when we walked out after dinner and strolled together down by the rippling burn, I said in a low voice, pressing her closer to me. I do not forget what words I uttered then, nor do I forget your response — that you loved me, darling.

But there are others, more attractive than myself, whom you must meet constantly at those brilliant receptions of which I read in the newspapers, she cried, bursting into tears.

They are foreign women, I declared, and I hate them all.

Ah, she cried in a tremulous voice, if I could only believe what you tell me is the truth!

It is the truth, dearest, I said, kissing her tears away. We are parted; but the quiet, even life you live here is far happier and more healthful than one passed in the stifling atmosphere of politics and perfume in which I am compelled to exist. The ladies newspapers tell you of the various entertainments in Paris, and describe the gay toilettes and all that kind of thing; but those journals say nothing of the unfortunate diplomatists who are compelled to ruin their digestions and wreck their constitutions by late hours in the service of their country.

She was silent, and I felt her hand trembling in mine. I looked upon her fair face, and lovingly stroked the dark tendrils of hair from her brow. What she had said had aroused within me some qualms of conscience; but, loving her, I strove to reassure her of my perfect and unwavering fidelity. Women, however, are difficult to deceive. They possess a marvellous instinct where love is concerned, and are able to read their lovers heart at a glance. No diplomatist, however expert in the art of prevarication, can ever hope to mislead a woman who is in love.

I often doubt, Gerald, whether you really love me as truly as you have declared, she said in a low tone, at last. Perhaps it is because you are absent, and I think of you so much and wonder so often what you are doing.

My absence is compulsory, I answered, adding earnestly: I love you, Edith, however much you may doubt my protestations.

Ah! she answered, smiling through her tears. If I could only believe that what you say is true! But it is said that you people at the embassies never speak the truth.

To you, dearest, I speak the truth when I say that I love no other woman save yourself. You are mine — you are all the world to me.

And yet you have neglected to write to me for ten whole days! The man who really loves is not so forgetful of the object of his affections. She was piqued at my neglect. Such was the simplicity, the truth, and the loveliness of her character that at first I had not been aware of its complexity, its depth, and its variety. The intensity of passion, the singleness of purpose, and the sweetly confiding nature presented a combination which came near to defying analysis. I now saw in her attitude at this moment the struggle of love against evil destinies and a thorny world; the pain, the anguish, the terror, the despair, and the pang unutterable of parted affection. My heart went out to her.

But I thought you had forgiven, I said seriously. I have come myself to spend a few hours with you. I have come here to repeat my love; and, bending, I kissed the slim, delicate little hand I held.

But she withdrew it quickly; for there was a sudden movement outside in the hall, and Aunt Hetty entered fussily with the news that luncheon was waiting, and that she had ordered an extra cover to be laid for me.

The dining-room was just as antiquated as the musty drawing-room, and just as inartistic, save that the oak beams in the low ceiling were mellowed by age and the dark panelling presented a more cosy appearance than the awful green and red wall-paper of the state apartment. I knew Miss Fosketts cuisine of old, and seated myself at table with some misgiving. True to my expectation, the meal proved a terribly formal one, with Aunt Hetty seated at the head of the table directing Ann by movements of her eyebrows, talking but little except to intersperse some remarks sarcastic or condemnatory; while to us were served several extremely indigestible specimens of English culinary art.

Aunt Henrietta, a strict observer of all the conventionalities, was never tired of referring to the exemplary youth of her day; but above all she had, in the course of her lonely life, developed the keenest and most obtrusive nose for a lie. She was one of those who would, uninvited, join in a casual conversation and ask the luckless conversationalist to verify his statements with chapter and verse. She would stop in the streets and challenge with soul-searching doubts the remark that it was a Fine day. Aristophanes invented an adjective to describe this ancient and modern product; it is a long word, but it describes her: (a Classical Greek phrase), which, being interpreted, is, early-prowling-base-informing-sad-litigious-plaguey. She was fond of picking one up in a quotation if one changed a mere yet for a but; and would nag all round until she had silenced the conversation. Knowing her peculiarities, I hazarded but few remarks at table, and carefully avoided making any distinct statement, lest she should pounce upon it.

At last, with a feeling of oppression relieved, we rose, not, however, before Aunt Hetty had invited me to remain the night, and I had accepted. I should be compelled, I knew, to leave Charing Cross by the night mail on the morrow, much as I desired to remain a few days in that rural retreat beside the woman I loved.

For an hour or so we idled together beneath the trees in the quaint old garden, where Edith had caused the gardener to swing the hammock I had sent her from Paris. When the sun began to lose its power she put on her large flop hat of Leghorn straw trimmed with poppies, and we strolled together through the quiet village, between its rows of homely cottages, many of them covered with creepers and flowering plants, until we came to the winding Wensum river, which we followed by the footpath lined with poplars, past the old mill, and away into the country. Hand-in-hand we wandered, neither uttering a word for some little time, both of us too full of our own thoughts.

Suddenly, in Guist Wood, where the stream with its cooling music wound among the polished stems of the beeches, with the sunshine glinting down upon them through the veil of leaves, we halted, standing ankle deep in soft moss and nodding wild-flowers. Her beauty and her silence had struck a new, intolerable conviction of guilt into my heart.

She turned her flawless face to mine as though with firm resolve, and then in a hoarse, strained voice told me plainly that her love for me was all a mistake.

A mistake that you love me, Edith! I repeated, holding both her hands tightly in mine, and looking straight into her clear, dark, fathomless eyes.

Yes, she insisted. Her colour went, and her eyes fell away from mine.

Then why have you so changed? I asked quickly. I have always, since that evening beside the burn, regarded you as my affianced wife.

She closed her lips tightly, and I saw that tears welled in her eyes.

My happy dream is over, she said bitterly, and the awakening has come.

No, I cried, you cannot say that, Edith. You do not mean it, Im sure! Remember the early days of our love, and recollect that my affection for you is as strong now as then — indeed, stronger to-day than it has ever been.

She was silent. In that moment my new-found happiness of those days in Scotland all came back to me. I remembered that summer-time of long lingering beneath the shadowy glades of the glen; of moonlight wanderings along the lanes, of love-trysts under the rising sun, by rose-garlanded and dew-spangled hedgerows. Ah! many had been the vows we had plighted in the deep heart of Scottish hills during those golden summer days, and many were the lovers kisses taken and given under the influences of those long balmy evenings, when merely to idle was to be instinct with the soul of passion and of poetry.

I remember those days, she answered. They were the dawning days of our love. No afterglow of passion can ever give back the subtle charm of those sweet hours of unspoken joy. But it is all past, Gerald, and there is now a breach between us.

What do you mean? I asked anxiously. I do not understand.

I have already told you, she answered in a hard voice. You love another woman more than you love me. Ah, Gerald! you cannot know how I have suffered these past months, ever since the truth gradually became apparent. All through these summer days I have wandered about the country alone, revisiting our old haunts where we had lingered and talked when you were here twelve months ago. Years seem to have passed over my head since that day in June when you last stood here and held my hand in yours. But now you have slipped slowly from me. I have drunk deeply of the cup of knowledge, and lifes cruellest teachings have been branded upon my heart.

But why? I cried. I cannot see that you have any cause whatever for sadness. True, we are compelled to be apart for the present, but it will not be so always. Your life is, I know, a rather monotonous one, but soon all will be changed — when you are my wife.

Ah, she sighed, I shall never be that — never!

Why not?

Because I see — I see now, she faltered, that I am not fitted to become a diplomatists wife. I have no tact, no smartness, no experience of the kind that is so absolutely necessary for the wife and helpmate of a man who is rising to distinction. I should only be a burden. You will find some other woman more brilliant, more chic, and thoroughly versed in all the ways of Society. You must marry her; and with a womans weakness she burst into tears.

No, no! I cried, kissing her upon the brow and drawing her closely to me in an effort to comfort her. Who has been putting such ideas into your mind, darling? Who has told you that love can be curbed, trained, and controlled? Love does not stop to question right or wrong; it is spontaneous, irresponsible, and born of itself in ones heart. And I love you, I whispered into her ear.

She was silenced, as a true woman must always be by her lovers voice, no matter how specious may be his protestations; for there is no argument that can withstand the magic of the lovers touch or the light in the eyes of the man a woman loves, and the glamour of low, caressing words that steal their way to her innermost heart.

Are you sure, quite sure, that you really love me sufficiently to sacrifice yourself for my sake? she faltered through her tears.

Sacrifice myself! I echoed. It is no sacrifice, darling. We love each other, and in future the course of our lives must be along the same path, no matter what may be the obstacles.

I wish I could think so, she said; while a faint smile, sweet and tender as the sunshine of May, gleamed for a moment about her eyes and lips.

The heart of a woman who loves is the most complex and subtle thing on earth; and often when most she protests, she most longs to be faithless to the spirit of her own protestation.

I looked at her now fully and firmly. There was, I think, terror in my eyes — the terror of losing her, which her last words had suddenly conjured up.

But cannot I convince you? I cried. Will you not accept what I tell you as the truth, darling? Will you not believe that I love you still?

I stooped, and taking her fair face in my hands, tenderly kissed her brow, just as I had kissed her in the days when our love had dawned.

I have tried, she answered bitterly, but cannot. Alas! it is a womans part to suffer; and her breast heaved slowly and fell again.

How pathetic were her great dark eyes, how attractive was the delicate face with its refined outline, how tenderly seductive those tremulous lips which no man had kissed save myself! That she suffered an agony of heart because of the suspicion that I no longer loved her truly was more than plain. It became her creed — the creed of the martyr and the enthusiast, which comes to some women by nature with the air they breathe, and is an accentuation of one of the finest instincts of human nature.

But you shall not suffer thus, my darling! I cried. You shall not, for I love you truly, honestly, and well. You shall be my wife. You have already promised, and you shall not draw back, for I love you — I love you!


Chapter Eighteen.

By Day and by Night.
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SHE PUT UP both her small white hands as though to stay the torrent of passionate words which I poured forth; but I grasped her wrists and held her to me until I had told her all the longings of my soul.

What she had said had caused me a stab of unutterable pain, for my conscience was pricked by the knowledge that I had for a brief moment forsaken her in favour of Yolande. But she could not know the real truth. It was only by her womans natural intuition that she held me in suspicion, believing that by my neglect to write I had proved myself attracted by some member of that crowd of feminine butterflies who flit through the embassies, showing their bright colours and dazzling effects.

At last she lifted her face, and in a low, faltering voice said:

I do not wish that we should part, Gerald. I have no one but you.

And God knows — God knows, darling, I have no one but you! I cried brokenly; and as I uttered these words she cast her arms about my neck, clinging to me, sobbing, with her face lying close against my breast.

My darling — my own darling! was all I could murmur as I kissed away the tears that rained down her checks. I could say nothing more definite than that.

You will not be false, will you? she implored at last. You will not break your promise, will you?

I will never do that, dearest, I assured her. I love you, upon my word of honour as a man. I have loved you ever since that day when we first met at the house-party up in Scotland — the night of my arrival when you sat opposite me at dinner. Do you remember?

Yes, she answered, smiling, I remember. My love for you, Gerald, has never wavered for one single instant.

Then why should you be unhappy? I asked.

I really cannot tell, she answered. She turned her face, and I saw that there was a shadow across it, as though the sunshine of her life had gone behind a bank of cloud. All I can compare this strange foreboding to is the shadow of an unknown danger which seems of late to have arisen, and to stand in a wall of impenetrable blackness between us.

No, no! I hastened to urge, the sweet idyll of our blameless love must be preserved. That fancy of yours is only a vague, unfounded one.

She shook her head dubiously.

It is always with me. During my long, solitary wanderings here I think of you, and then it arises to overshadow me and crush out all my happiness, she said in a tone of sorrow.

Your life is dismal and lonely here, I said. Youve become nervous and melancholy. Why not have a change? Persuade your aunt to bring you to Paris, or, if not, to some place near, where we may meet often.

No, she replied in a harsh tone. My presence in Paris is not wanted. You are better without me. You must leave England again to-morrow — and you must forget.

Forget! I gasped. Why?

It is best to do so, she faltered with emotion. I am unfitted to become your wife.

But you shall — you must! I cried. You have already given me your promise. You will not desert me now!

She made no response. I pressed her again for an answer, but she maintained silence. Her attitude was one of firm resolve, and gave me the distinct impression that she had gained some knowledge of the reason of our brief estrangement.

Tell me the reason of your sudden disbelief in my declarations, I urged, looking earnestly into her eyes. Surely I have given you no cause to regard our love as a mere irresponsible flirtation?

I have no reason to disbelieve you, Gerald, she answered seriously; yet I recognise the impossibility of our marriage.

Why is it impossible? We are both controllers of our own actions. You will not remain here with your aunt all your days?

We may marry, but we should not be happy, I feel certain.

Why?

Because if I were your wife I could not bear to think you were out each night dancing attendance upon a crowd of foreign women at the various functions which you are in duty bound to attend.

I smiled at her argument. Ignorant of the world and its ways, and knowing nothing of Society beyond that gossiping little circle of tea-drinkers and tennis-players which had its centre in the town of Fakenham, and had as leader the portly wife of the estimable incumbent, she saw herself neglected among the brilliant crowd in Paris as described by the so-called Society papers.

I hastened to reassure her, and as we strolled on through the wood and, following the meandering of the river, emerged upon the broad grass-lands before Sennowe Hall, I used every argument of which I was capable in order to dispel her absurd apprehensions. My protestations of love I repeated a hundred times, striving to impress upon her that I was actually in earnest; but she repelled me always, until of a sudden I halted beneath the willows, and, placing my arm around her slim waist, narrowly girdled by its crimson ribbon, I drew her again to me, saying:

Tell me, Edith, plainly, whether or no you love me. These cold words of yours have struck me to the heart, and I feel somehow that in my absence you have found some other man who has your gratitude, your respect, and your love.

She raised her hand, as though to stay the flow of my words.

No, no! I went on passionately. You must hear me, for you seem to be gradually slipping away from me. You must hear me! Cast away this cold sweetness that is enough to madden any man. Give me a right to your love; give me a right to it! You cannot be indifferent to such a love as mine unless you love someone else.

Stop! she cried, moved by a sudden generous impulse. I love no one else but you.

And you admit that you still love me? You will be the same to me as before? I cried eagerly.

If you will swear that there is no thought of another woman in your heart, she answered seriously.

A pang of conscience smote me; but inwardly I reassured myself that all the fascination of Yolande had been dispelled and that my love was free.

I swear, I said; then slowly I bent until our lips touched.

Hers met mine in a fierce, passionate caress, and by that I knew our compact was sealed.

I admit, she said, that my instinct, if it were instinct, was wrong. You have, after all, proved yourself loyal to me.

And I shall remain so, darling, I assured her, kissing her again upon the brow. For the present you must be content to remain with your aunt; but nevertheless, try to persuade her to come to Paris. Then we can spend many happy days together.

She hates the Continent and foreigners, answered my love with a brightening smile. I fear I can never persuade her to move from here. She went to Switzerland twenty years ago, and has never ceased condemning foreign travel.

If she will not come, then why not engage a chaperon? You surely know some pleasant woman who would be pleased to have a holiday jaunt.

Well, she answered dubiously, Ill try, but I fear Aunt Hetty will never hear of it.

The life in the profound stillness of that house and the rigid seclusion from all worldly enjoyment are producing an ill effect upon your health, darling, I said presently. You must have a change. It is imperative.

But she only sighed, smiled rather sadly, and answered in a low voice:

The quietness of life here is nothing to me, as long as I am confident that your love for me is just the same as it was when you first told me the secret of your heart.

It is, I assured her— it is, darling. I love you — and you alone.

There was an instants hesitation, and then her arms stole gently to my neck, and her lips were pressed to the cheek I bent to them, but only for a second; then my lips were upon hers, clinging to them softly, passionately; and in those moments of ecstasy I drew my souls life from that sweet mouth.

Heedless of time, we stood there in each others embrace, repeating our vows of love and devotion, until the sun went down behind the low hills beyond Raynham, and the broad pastures were flooded by the purple glow of the dying day. Happy and content in each others affection, we were careless of the past, and recked not of the future. Edith loved me, and I wished for naught else in all the world.

Now as I sit committing this strange story of my life — this confidential chapter in the modern history of Europe — to paper, I recall every detail of those hours we spent down by the riverside, and contrast it with the curious events which followed — events which were so strange as to be inexplicable until the ghastly truth became revealed. But I loved, and my affection was reciprocated. That surely was sufficient, for I knew that I had gained the purest, most beautiful, and sweetest woman I had ever met.

At last the fading sunlight impressed upon us the fact that the dinner-hour was approaching; and, knowing Miss Fosketts punctuality at meals, we were compelled to strike along the footpath over Dunham Hill, and take the shortest cut across the fields through the little hamlet of Gateley, and thence by a grass-grown by-road back to Great Ryburgh, where we arrived just as the gong sounded.

When we re-entered the dining-room, Aunt Hetty glanced at us keenly, as though she wished to make some sarcastic comment upon our long absence; but our pleasant demeanour apparently silenced her, and she contented herself by taking her seat at table and inquiring of me if I had had a pleasant walk, and whether I found the country agreeable after the dusty boulevards of Paris.

Of course, I answered, I always find England charming, and Im very frequently homesick, living as I do among foreigners always. But why dont you come abroad for a month or so, and bring Edith?

Abroad! screamed the old lady, holding up her hands. Never! I went to Lucerne once, and found it horrible.

But that was some years ago, was it not? If you went now, you would find that travelling has greatly improved, with a through sleeping-car from Calais to Basle; hotels excellent, and food quite as good as you can obtain in England. During the past few years hotel-keepers on the Continent have awakened to the fact that if they wish to be prosperous they must cater for English visitors.

Oh, do let us go abroad, aunt! urged Edith. I should so much enjoy it!

Paris in summer is worse than London, Ive heard, my dear, answered Miss Foskett, in her high-pitched tone.

But there are many pretty places within easy reach of the capital, I remarked. Edith speaks French; therefore you need have no hesitation on that score.

No, said the old lady decisively, we shall not move from Ryburgh this summer, but perhaps next winter—

Ah! cried Edith joyously. Yes, capital! Let us go abroad next winter, to the Riviera, or somewhere where its warm. It would be delightful to escape all the rain and cold, and eat ones Christmas dinner in the sunshine. You know the South, Gerald? What place do you recommend?

Well, I said, any place along the Riviera except, perhaps, Monte Carlo.

Monte Carlo! echoed Aunt Hetty. That wicked place! I hope I shall never see it. Mr Harbur told us in his sermon the other Sunday about the frightful gambling there, and how people hanged themselves on the trees in the garden. Please dont talk of such places, Edith.

But, aunt, there are many beautiful resorts in the neighbourhood, her niece protested. All along the coast there are towns where the English go to avoid the winter, such as Cannes, Nice, Mentone, and San Remo.

Well, responded Miss Foskett with some asperity, we need not discuss in August what we shall do in December. Ryburgh is quite pleasant enough for me. When I was your age I employed my time with embroidery and wool-work, and never troubled my head about foreign travel. But nowadays, she added with a sigh, I really dont know what young people are coming to.

Weve advanced with the times, and theyve emancipated women in England, responded Edith mischievously, glancing merrily across at me.

Miss Foskett drew herself up primly, and declared that she hoped her niece would never become one of those dreadful creatures who ape the manners of men; to which my love replied that liberty of action was the source of all happiness.

Fearing that this beginning might end in a heated argument, I managed to turn the conversation into a different channel.

If all we read in the newspapers is true, it would seem, observed Aunt Hetty presently, that you diplomatists have a most difficult task in Paris.

All is not true, I laughed. Much of what you read exists only in the minds of those imaginative gentlemen called Paris correspondents.

I suppose, remarked Edith, smiling, that it is impossible for either a diplomatist or a journalist to tell the truth always.

Truth, no doubt, is all very well in its place, and now and then in diplomacy, but only a sparing use should be made of it as a rule, I answered. But there should be no waste. Only those should be allowed to handle it who can use it with discretion, and who will ladle it out with caution.

Mr Ingram, I am surprised! interrupted Miss Foskett, scandalised.

It is our creed, I went on, that truth should be always spoken in a dead or foreign language, no home-truths being for a moment tolerated. Now think what a happy land this England of ours would be if only we were not so wedded to the bare, cold truth! Suppose for its own good purposes our Government has thought right to make a hasty dash for the back seats in the international scrimmage, and to adhere to them with all the tenacity of a limpet, why, for all that, should the Opposition journals blurt out the fact for our humiliation, when by a few deft scratches of the pen the leader-writer might easily make us believe that no back seat had ever in any circumstances been occupied by Britain, and that the nose of the lion had never been pulled out of any hole into which it had once been inserted? The itch for truth is, judged from a diplomatists point of view, responsible for the ruin of our policy towards our enemies.

Shocking, Mr Ingram! Im surprised to find that you hold such views, said Miss Foskett in a soured tone; while Edith laughed merrily, declaring that she fully agreed with my argument, much to her aunts discomfiture.

The old lady loved the harsh truth as propounded by the precisionist.

And so the dinner proceeded, each of us vying with the other to dispel Aunt Hettys deep-seated prejudices and narrow-minded views of the world and its ways.

Coffee was served in the drawing-room, where Edith went to the piano and sang in her sweet contralto several of my favourite songs, after which, at an early hour, as was usual with the household at Ryburgh, we all retired.

To sleep so quickly after dinner was to me impossible; therefore, on gaining my room, I lit a cigar, and, taking a novel from my bag, sat reading. The book proved interesting; and time had passed unnoticed, until of a sudden my attention was attracted by the sound of low voices. I listened, glancing at the clock, and noticed that it was nearly two in the morning.

A suspicion of burglars at once flashed across my mind. I blew out my candles, so as not to attract attention, noiselessly opened the wooden shutters before my window, and cautiously gazed out. The lawn, garden, and wide sweep of country beyond lay bathed in the bright moonlight, and at first I distinguished no one. Peering down, however, until I could see the path running in the shadow just below my window, I distinguished two figures with hands clasped, as though in parting. I looked again, scarce believing my own eyes. But I was not mistaken. One figure was that of a woman, her dark cloak open at the throat, revealing her white dress beneath; while the other was the tall dark figure of a man in a long black overcoat, the collar of which was turned up as though to conceal his features. Even though they stood together in the dark shadow, the astounding truth was plain to me. The woman who had kept that midnight assignation was Edith Austin, my well-beloved.

My heart stood still.


Chapter Nineteen.

Whispered Words.
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THE REVELATION HELD me rigid. I stood there, peering down, watching their movements, and straining my ears to catch the whispered words. As I feared to open the window lest the noise should attract them, I could do no more than remain a spectator of Ediths perfidy. To me it seemed as though she had been walking with him, and he had accompanied her back to the house. As he held her hand, he was bending, whispering some earnest words into her ear. She did not attempt to withdraw; indeed, it was apparent that she was not unwilling. The conclusion to be made was that they were lovers.

Reader, can you imagine my feelings at this astounding discovery? Only six hours before we had stood beside the river, and she had vowed that for no man save myself had she any place in her heart; yet with my own eyes I was watching her while she believed me sleeping in calm ignorance of her movements. That she had been walking with him was apparent, because of the shawl she wore wrapped about her head; while the fact that the stranger carried a stout stick showed that he had walked, or was about to walk, a considerable distance. Because his hat was drawn over his brow and his coat collar turned up, I could not see his features. To me, as he stood there, he appeared to be slightly round-shouldered, but, nevertheless, a strongly built fellow, seemingly rather above the average height.

How long she had been absent from the house I could not tell. Her light step across the lawn had not attracted my attention. Only his low, gruff voice on their return had caused me to listen. There was a French window near where they were standing, and it was evident that by means of this she had secretly left the house.

Across the moon there drifted a strip of fleecy cloud, hiding the lawn and garden for a few moments; then suddenly all became brilliant again, and, looking down, I saw that she had moved, and was unconsciously in the full white light. I caught sight of her countenance, so that her identity became undeniable. He was urging her to speak, but she remained silent. Again and again he whispered into her ear, but she shook her head. At last she spoke. I heard what she said, for I had contrived to raise the sash an inch or two.

Very well, I promise, she said. He leaves to-morrow.

And you will not fail? asked the gruff voice of her clandestine companion.

No. Adieu!

And as I watched I saw his dark figure striding away in the full moonlight across the lawn. He did not glance back, but went straight over to the belt of elms on the left, and a few minutes later was lost to view, while the woman I loved had apparently re-entered the house by the dining-room window, and was creeping silently to her room.

The one thought that gripped my heart and froze my senses was that Edith was false to me. She had a lover whom she met at dead of night and with whom she had a perfect understanding. She had made him a promise, the fulfilment of which was to take place when I had left. Had such things been told to me I would not have believed them, but I had seen with my own eyes and heard with my own ears. The truth was too terribly plain. Edith, the one woman in the world whom I had believed to be pure, honest, and upright, was false to me. I saw it all as I reclosed the shutters, relit the candles in their old silver sconces, and paced that ancient bed-chamber. The reason of her attempt to evade me and to withdraw her promise of marriage was only too apparent. She, the woman whom I loved and in whom I had put all my faith, had a lover.

As I reflected upon our conversation of that afternoon I saw in her uneasiness and her responses a self-condemnation. She dreaded lest I should discover the secret within her breast — the secret that, after all, she did not love me. The dark silhouette of that man standing forth in the brilliant light of the moon was photographed indelibly upon my memory. His outline struck me as that of a man of shabby attire, and I felt certain the hat drawn down upon his face was battered and worn. Indeed, I had a distinct conviction that he was some low-born lout from the neighbourhood — a conviction aroused, I think, by her announcement that I was to leave on the morrow. She would have freedom of action then, I reflected bitterly. And her promise? What, I wondered, had she promised? The fellow had evidently been persuading her until she had at last given him her pledge. His gait was that of a man who knew the place well, the swinging step of one used to walking easily in rough places. His stick, too, was a rough ash, such as a town-bred lover would never carry, while his voice had, I felt certain, just a tinge of the Norfolk accent in it. That they should meet at dead of night in that clandestine manner was surely sufficiently suspicious, but those words I had overheard sounded ever in my ears as I paced from end to end of that old room with its sombre, almost funereal, hangings.

A great bitterness fell upon my heart. The woman whom I really loved had played me false; and yet, when I reflected, I could not help admitting that perhaps, after all, I deserved this punishment. I had wavered from her and gone back to my old love, it was true. But I loved Edith well and truly, whatever might have been the fascination of the smart, gesticulating, foreign beauty. She was mine in heart and mine alone.

All my belief in womans affection or devotion had, in that instant, been dispelled. The truth had fallen upon me as a crushing blow, which staggered me, wrecking all my hopes and plans for the future.

I tossed my things heedlessly into my bag, in readiness for early departure in the morning. I had been a fool, I knew. I was ever a fool where women were concerned. In the old days in Brussels my affection for Yolande had been strong and impetuous, burning with all the ardour of a first love; yet the awakening had come, and I had tardily discovered that she had played me false. And in Ediths case, although I entertained towards her such a real and deep affection as a man only extends to a woman once in his lifetime, unfaithfulness had once again been my reward.

I flung away my cigar. My agony of heart was too acute to be accurately described in words. You, my reader, who may have experienced the sudden breaking of your most cherished idol, can only rightly understand the chagrin, the intense bitterness, the spiritual desolation of that night watch.

My candles were as nearly as possible burnt out. At length I took my hat, and, creeping noiselessly downstairs, passed through the dining-room, and let myself out by the window which Edith had entered. The first grey of dawn was spreading, and a sudden desire for fresh air had seized me. I felt stifled in that old room with its gloomy furniture and hangings. With the cool wind of early morning fanning my heated temples, I struck straight across the lawn in the direction taken by the mysterious lover. For some distance I traversed the boundary of the grounds, until I discovered a break in the oak fence, and, passing through it, found myself out upon the broad, undulating meadows which stretched away to the Beacon Hill and the tiny hamlet of Toftrees, noted for its ancient hall and quaint church steeple. Heedless of where my footsteps led me, I went straight on, my mind full of the discovery I had made, my heart overflowing. Away to my left, from behind the low dark hills, the sky became flushed with the crimson light of dawn; but all was still save the distant crowing of a cock and the howl of a dog in the far distance. Behind me the bell of Ryburgh church solemnly chimed the hour, followed by other bells at greater distances. Then all was quiet again save for the soft rustling of the trees. The morning air was delicious, with a sweet fragrance everywhere.

Suddenly, leaping a fence, I found myself upon the old coach-road that ran over the hills to Lynn, and continued along it without thought of distance or destination. I passed a carter with his team, and he wished me good-morning. His words aroused me, and I saw that I was nearing an unfamiliar village.

What place is this? I inquired.

Its Harpley, sir.

I thanked him and went my way. I had never heard of the place before; but as I entered it the first rays of sunlight shot across the hills, and it certainly looked picturesque and typically English in the light of the dawn. I must have walked fully eight miles, and, being tired and thirsty, I noticed at the entrance of the village a small inn, upon which was the sign The Houghton Arms. The door stood open, and a burly man, evidently the landlord, was busy chopping wood in an outhouse at the side.

Nice mornin, sir, he observed, looking up at me, probably astonished to see anyone who was not a labourer astir at such an early hour.

I returned his greeting, and inquired whether it was too early for a cup of tea and a rest.

Not at all, sir, he answered, laying down his axe and conducting me within.

The place, in common with all village hostelries, smelt strongly of the combined fumes of shag and stale beer. Village innkeepers have a habit of polishing their well-seasoned furniture with sour beer; hence the odour, which, to the patrons of such places, seems appetising. The perfume is to them as the hors doeuvre.

The man, having shown me into a little parlour behind the tap-room, called loudly to Jenny, who turned out to be his wife. After this I had not long to wait before a pot of tea and a couple of poached eggs were at my disposal.

They were a homely pair, these two, full of local chatter. Harpley, the man informed me, was nine and a half miles from Great Ryburgh, and I saw by his manner that he was much exercised in his mind to know whence I had come and the reason for my being about at such an hour. The rural busybody was extremely inquisitive, but I did not permit his bucolic diplomacy to triumph. While I drank the tea and ate the eggs the landlord stood leaning against the door-lintel with his arms folded, garrulously displaying his Norfolk brogue. He evidently regarded me as one of those summer visitors from London who stay at the farmhouses, where hypocrisy terms them paying guests, and I allowed him to adhere to his opinion. I learned from him that at six oclock there was a train from Massingham station, half a mile away, which would convey me direct to Fakenham. This I resolved to take, for I could then return to Miss Fosketts by a quarter to seven. A map of the county was hanging on the wall, and I had risen to look at the spot to which the landlord was pointing, when a footstep sounded in the narrow passage, and, turning, I caught sight of the dark figure of a man making his way out. The hat, the black overcoat, the figure, all were familiar. His head was turned away from me, so that I could not see his features, but in an instant I recognised him.

He was Ediths mysterious lover!
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I SPRANG QUICKLY to the door, and looked down the passage out into the village street; but he had already made his exit. By the time I had reached the porch of the inn he was already striding quickly along the dusty highway. He turned to glance back, and I perceived that he was thin-faced, with high cheekbones and a small black beard. He was carrying his thick stick jauntily, and walking smartly, with an easy gait which at that moment struck me as being distinctly military.

Who is that man? I inquired eagerly of the landlord, who stood beside me, evidently surprised at my sudden rush towards the door.

A stranger, sir. I dont know who he is.

When did he arrive?

He came by the last train to Massingham last night, sir, and had a bed here. My missis, however, didnt like the looks of im.

Why?

Well, I dont exactly know. There was something about him a bit peculiar. Besides, he went out before one oclock, and didnt return till an hour ago. Then he went up, washed, had a cup o tea in his room, paid, and now hes gone.

Rather peculiar behaviour, isnt it? I suggested, hoping to find some clue to his identity from what this man might tell me. Did he have no luggage?

None. He seemed a bit down on his luck. His clothes were very shabby, and he evidently hadnt had a clean collar for a week.

Then the opinion I had formed of him — namely, that he was shabby genteel — was correct.

Youre certain youve never seen him before?

Quite certain, he replied.

At that moment his wife entered, and, addressing her, he said:

Were talking of that stranger whos just gone, missus. His movements were a bit suspicious, werent they?

Yes. Why he should want to go out half the night wandering about the neighbourhood I cant make out, unless he were a burglar or something o that sort, the woman answered, adding: I shouldnt be at all surprised to hear that one of the houses about here has been broken into. Anyhow, wed know him again among a thousand.

What kind of man was he?

Tall and dark, with a beard, and a pair of eyes that seemed to look you through. He spoke all right, but Ive my doubts as to whether he wasnt a foreigner.

A foreigner! I echoed quickly, interested. What made you suspect that?

I really cant tell. I had a suspicion of it the first moment I saw him. He pronounced his rs rather curiously. His clothes seemed to be of foreign cut, and his boots, although worn out, were unusually long and narrow. I brushed em this morning, and saw on the tabs a foreign name. I think it was Firenze, or something like that.

I reflected for an instant. The word Firenze was Italian for Florence, the town where the boots had evidently been made. Therefore the mysterious stranger might be Italian.

You didnt actually detect anything foreign in his style of speaking?

He didnt speak much. He seemed very glum and thoughtful. I sent him up some toast with his tea, but he hasnt touched it.

He didnt say where he was going?

Not a word. When he arrived he only explained that he had come by the last train from Lynn, and that he wanted a bed — thats all. I should think by the look of him that hes gone on tramp.

My first impulse was to follow him; but on reflection I saw that by doing so I should in all probability lose my train, and to dog the fellows footsteps would, after all, be of no benefit now that I knew the truth of Ediths perfidy. So I stood there chatting, discussing the stranger, and wondering who he could be.

Hes up to no good, that I feel certain, declared the landlords wife. Theres something about him that aroused my suspicion at once last night. I cant, however, explain what it was. But a man dont prowl about all night to admire the moon.

And thus I waited until it was time to catch the train; then, wishing the innkeeper and his wife good-morning, left them and strolled in the morning sunlight to the station, arriving at Fakenham shortly before seven. I took the short cut through Starmoor Wood to Ryburgh, and, finding Miss Fosketts maid polishing the door-handle, entered and went upstairs.

Upon the toilet-table was a telegram, which the maid said had just arrived, and on opening it I found a message from the Foreign Office, which had been forwarded from the Club, asking me to call at the earliest possible moment, and to be prepared to return to my post by the afternoon service from Charing Cross. I knew what that implied. The Marquess desired me to bear a secret despatch to my Chief.

I washed, tidied myself after my dusty walk, strapped my bag, and with a feeling of regret that I was compelled to meet my false love again face to face before departure, I descended the stairs.

She was awaiting me, looking cool and fresh in her white gown, with a bunch of fresh roses she had plucked from the garden in her breast. She smiled gladly, and stretched forth her hand as though I were all the world to her. What admirable actresses some women are! Her affected sweetness that yesterday had so charmed me now sickened me. The scales had fallen from my eyes, and I was angry with myself that I had ever allowed myself to lose control of my feelings and love her. She was false — false! That one thought alone ran in my mind as she laughed merrily.

Why, Gerald, wherever have you been? A telegram came for you by special messenger from Fakenham at half-past six, and when Ann knocked at your door she found you were out. And you went out by the dining-room window, too.

Yes, I said, not without a touch of sarcasm, I felt that I wanted fresh air, so I went for a stroll.

You are an early bird, she answered. Did you go far?

No, not very far. Only down the Lynn road a little way.

I always thought that you people in Paris never got up till your déjeuner at eleven?

Im an exception, I said shortly. I prefer the morning air in the country to lying in bed.

And the telegram? Is it anything particular?

Yes, I answered. I must leave at once. I am summoned to Downing Street, and must leave London this afternoon.

What! return to Paris at once?

Yes, I replied. It is an order from the Chief. Theres a train to London at 9:50, I think. I must not fail to catch that.

I had not kissed her, and I saw that she was somewhat puzzled by my coolness. Did the fact that I had let myself out by the dining-room window give her any clue to the reason why I had chosen that mode of egress?

I thought you would remain here with us at least to-day, she pouted. Thats the worst of diplomacy. You never seem to know what you may do next.

We were standing alone in the dining-room, where breakfast was already laid and the copper kettle was hissing above the spirit-lamp. As Aunt Hetty had not entered, it was upon the tip of my tongue to charge Edith with that clandestine meeting; yet if I did so, I reflected, a scene would certainly be created. Aunt Hetty would first be scandalised and afterwards wax indignant, while my departure would doubtless be fraught with considerable unpleasantness. Therefore I resolved to keep my anger within my heart, and on my return to Paris to write a letter of explanation to this smiling, bright-faced woman who had thus played me false.

You cannot tell how wretched I am at the thought of your departure, Gerald, she said, her dark eyes suddenly grave and serious. Each time we part I always fear that we shall not meet again.

I smiled, rather bitterly, I think, and uttered some weak platitude without appearing to be much interested. Then with a quick movement she took my hand, but next instant was compelled to drop it, for Miss Foskett entered suddenly, and, after an explanation of my unexpected call by telegram, we seated ourselves and breakfasted.

As the woman I had so dearly loved sat opposite me I saw that she was strangely nervous and agitated, and that she was eager to question me; but with feigned indifference I chatted and laughed with the punctilious old spinster until the boy brought round the pony-trap and it was time for me to depart for Fakenham, where I could join the express for London.

Edith drove me to the station, but, the boy being with us, she could say nothing confidential until we were walking together upon the platform. Then, looking at me in strange eagerness, she suddenly asked:

Gerald, tell me why you are so cold towards me this morning? You were so different yesterday. Have I displeased you?

Yes, I said in a hard voice, you have.

How? she gasped, laying her gloved hand upon my arm and stopping short.

I was silent. Should I tell her, or should I say nothing about my knowledge of her perfidy?

Why do you not speak? she urged. Surely if I have caused you pain I ought to know the reason!

You know the reason, I answered in a mechanical voice, regarding her coldly.

No, I do not.

In this matter it is entirely unnecessary to lie to me, Edith, I said; I am aware of the truth.

The truth? What truth?

That you do not love me, I said hoarsely.

At that instant the train rushed into the station, and my voice was almost drowned by the noise of the escaping steam. As I thought she deserved to suffer, I was not sorry for the interruption.

Gerald! she cried, gripping me by the hand, what are you saying? What have I done?

It is enough, I answered, my voice broken by emotion, which I could no longer suppress, for my heart was at that moment bursting with grief. Good-bye; and turning, I raised my hat and stepped into the empty compartment, in which a porter had placed my bag.

In an instant she was leaning in at the doorway, imploring me to tell her the truth. But I evaded her questions.

The guard came and closed the door.

Gerald! she cried, bursting into tears, tell me why you treat me thus when I love you so dearly! It is cruel! You cannot guess how deeply I have suffered these two hours! Will you not kiss me once before you go? and she raised her white face to the window with an imploring expression.

No, I said, I cannot, Edith.

You refuse to kiss me this once — for the last time? she wailed.

Yes, I answered in a strained voice. If you desire to know the reason of this refusal you will discover it when you reflect upon your actions of last night.

What! she gasped, pale to the lips. You saw him!

Yes, I answered gravely, I saw him.

Then the train moved off, leaving her standing there pale and rigid; and without further glance at the blanched but beautiful face which only twelve hours ago I had believed to be the open countenance of the purest and sweetest woman on earth, I flung myself back into the corner, plunged in my own bitter reflections. I had told her the ghastly truth, and we had parted. Edith Austin, whom I had hoped to make my wife, was lost to me for ever.

At midday I wearily ascended the great marble staircase at the Foreign Office, those stairs which every diplomatist in London climbs, and in the corridor met Boyd, one of the Marquesss private secretaries, who informed me that a meeting of the Cabinet was being held, and that his lordship had left instructions that I was to wait until he returned, when he would give me a despatch to carry at once to Paris.

So, accompanied by Boyd and my friend Thorne, of the Treaty Department, I strolled along Parliament Street and lunched at the Ship, that old coffee-house frequented by Foreign Office and other officials. In the days before I received my appointment abroad I used to lunch there regularly, and as I entered I found many of my old colleagues at the tables.

After an hour I returned to Downing Street, and went up to the Foreign Secretarys private room. He was seated at his great table at the farther end of the sombre, green-painted apartment, the windows of which looked down upon the silent courtyard, where the cooing pigeons strut undisturbed. Upon his grey, refined face was an intensely anxious look, and by the nervous manner in which he toyed with his quill as he acknowledged my salutation I knew that the subject discussed by the Cabinet had been a momentous one. The meeting had been specially and unexpectedly convened, and I had heard below that during its sitting several despatches had been exchanged over the private wire to Windsor, facts which in themselves were sufficient to show that some complication had arisen, and that the lines of British policy had been discussed and submitted to the Sovereign for approbation.

You are returning to Paris this afternoon, Mr Ingram? said the Marquess. I am just writing a private despatch to Lord Barmouth, which must be placed in his hands at the earliest possible moment. The instructions contained in it are secret — you understand?

I shall deliver it, I hope, before eleven oclock this evening, I said.

Good, he answered approvingly; and while I walked to the window and looked out upon the courtyard, the great statesman continued tracing the cipher upon the large sheet of blue despatch-paper with his creaking quill. I glanced at a newspaper to while away the time, until presently one of the secretaries entered, prepared the taper and wax, and I watched the Marquess affix the five seals upon the envelope, impressing his own arms with the large old fob seal which he wore upon his watch-guard. He affixed the last seal, held the envelope for a few moments in order that the wax should set, then handed it to me, saying:

Remember, Ingram, none of our friends across the Channel must be allowed to get sight of this. It is entirely confidential. Please ask Lord Barmouth to telephone me to-night an acknowledgment of its safe receipt.

Certainly, I answered, placing it in my pocket. I then bowed, and wished the Minister good-day.

Good-day, he said, smiling pleasantly, and a pleasant journey to you, Ingram.

Then I withdrew, and drove in a cab to the club. Arrived there, I placed the despatch in my belt next my skin, and, taking my bag, went down to Charing Cross and caught the tidal train.

The journey was uneventful, the passage smooth, and about eleven oclock that night I mounted the stairs of the Embassy in Paris, and went to his lordships private room. He was alone, enjoying a final cigar before turning in, and was surprised at my sudden return. I quickly explained the reason, and taking off my belt in his presence handed him the despatch.

Having assured himself that the seals were all intact, he broke them, and, taking it at once to the bureau, I got for him the key of the private cipher used only for the confidential despatches, written by the hand of the Prime Minister to the representatives abroad. Then, standing underneath the tall lamp, the Ambassador slowly deciphered it.

What he read caused him serious reflection, judging from the manner in which his countenance changed. Then, taking a match from his pocket, he crossed to the grate, lit the paper at the corner, and held it until it was all consumed.

The nature of that confidential communication none knew save the Cabinet in London and the Ambassador himself. That it was extremely important was certain, and I felt confident that some decision had been arrived at which would materially affect the European situation.

After telephoning an acknowledgment of the despatch to Downing Street, we returned together to the smoke-room, where I drank a whisky and soda, and then, lighting a cigar, left the Embassy and drove to my own rooms, wearied out after the journey.

At noon next day, when I went round to the Rue du Faubourg St. Honoré, Harding, the footman, met me in the hall, saying:

His Excellency has just telephoned to you. He wishes to see you immediately.

I went straight to his private room, and found him seated with Kaye, the lynx-eyed chief of the secret service.

The Ambassadors face was pale as death, and his voice trembled as he hoarsely acknowledged my salutation.

Ingram, he said in a low tone, motioning me to close the door, we have been betrayed!

Betrayed? How? I gasped.

A copy of the despatch you brought me last night reached the Quai dOrsay at two oclock this morning. Our secret agent there has handed a copy of it to Mr Kaye. The wording of the instructions, as sent to me by the Marquess, is exact. Here it is; and he held towards me a sheet of that pale yellow paper used in the French Foreign Office, upon which a transcription of the despatch had been hurriedly traced in pencil.

I glanced at it, then stood speechless. The secret despatch had never left my possession. The theft was utterly incredible.
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BUT IT IS absolutely impossible that the despatch has been copied! I cried, addressing His Excellency, when at last I found tongue. I saw it written myself, and it never left my belt until I took it out here in your presence!

Well, interposed Kaye grimly, turning to Lord Barmouth, that it has really been copied is quite plain, for you have the copy in your hand. It was telegraphed to the Quai dOrsay from Calais at half-past one oclock this morning, and that copy reached my hands at four, half an hour after I had returned from Berlin. Our secret agent in the French Foreign Office happily lost no time in making us acquainted with our loss.

Fortunately for us, remarked the Ambassador, pacing the floor from end to end. Had we remained in ignorance that the secret of our policy was out, we might have found ourselves in a very awkward predicament. But how could the despatch possibly have been copied, when no other eyes have seen it except those of the Marquess and myself? The thing is incredible!

Ah! thats the question, observed Kaye. The French system of espionage has very nearly approached perfection. Even though it be against our grain, as Englishmen, to employ spies ourselves, yet it is daily becoming more necessary. Every nation in the world has its elaborate secret service; therefore, England must not sleep and allow other nations to undermine her prestige.

I cannot imagine how it is possible that our enemies could have obtained sight of the despatch, even for an instant, I said. The only other person in the Chiefs room at Downing Street while he was writing was Boyd, who helped him seal it. I then took it, drove in a cab to the club, and there placed it in my belt beneath my clothes. It never left my person until, in the smoking-room here, I took it out and handed it to His Excellency.

The telegram was despatched from the maritime station at Calais by some person who signed his name as Gaston. He is evidently known to our friends at the Quai dOrsay.

There was a brief and painful pause. Such a catastrophe staggered belief. Surely the spies of France did not use the Roentgen rays in order to read the letters carried on ones person! It would almost appear as though they did.

Fate seems entirely against us, Ingram, observed Lord Barmouth, breaking the silence at last. In every effort we are thwarted by these scoundrelly spies. Our most secret instructions leak out in a way that is absolutely unaccountable. Indeed, the position has now become so critical that I dread to contemplate the result. In the matter of Ceuta we had an illustration of the marvellous astuteness of our enemies, while to-day here is an example much more alarming. And further, we must send home a despatch acknowledging ourselves checkmated. Our position is an ignominious one — most ignominious, he added vehemently.

If I were at fault I would willingly bear any blame attaching to my actions, I said in a tone of protest; but as far as I am aware I am utterly blameless in this matter.

I do not seek to fix any culpability upon you, Ingram, His Lordship hastened to assure me. While serving under me you have always done your duty with a thoroughness and tact worthy of the British diplomatist. All I can say is that it is excessively unfortunate for us all, and for the nation at large. Those instructions there, as you will see, are of the highest importance at this juncture; but we are now quite unable to act because our secret intentions have become common property. They will probably be in the Figaro to-morrow.

The whole affair is at present a complete enigma, observed Kaye, who, turning to me, added: If you cannot give us any clue whatever, I cant see what can be done.

I can give you absolutely no clue, I answered, utterly bewildered by this amazing turn of events. All I know is what I have just related.

The chief of the secret service turned his eyes full upon me, and asked slowly:

You have, for instance, held no further communication with Mademoiselle de Foville? Mention of that name caused me to start. All came back to me — how that the Ambassador had suspected her, and Kaye himself had declared that she was a spy.

She left Paris before I went to London. I have no idea of her whereabouts.

You do not suspect that she was in London at the same time as yourself? he asked. I mean, you saw nothing of her?

Absolutely nothing.

And on the several occasions when you called upon her in the Rue de Courcelles you gave her no idea of the policy which His Excellency was pursuing? I know you visited her several times, for, suspecting her, I had placed a watch upon her movements.

I told her absolutely nothing, I answered, annoyed that this man should think fit to spy upon me.

Strange, he said thoughtfully. Now that is really very strange, because her subsequent actions would appear to give colour to the theory that she learnt from you some secret which she was strenuously endeavouring to obtain.

I dont quite follow you.

Well, I have ascertained that the French Ambassador in Berlin has been receiving full reports of the progress of our actions regarding Ceuta.

From her? I asked quickly.

Not exactly from her, but through her.

Then that woman is actually a spy! cried His Excellency.

Without the slightest doubt, responded Kaye. My inquiries in Berlin and Brussels have substantiated our suspicions. She is one of the smartest secret agents in Europe.

I know that she is a friend of Wolfs, but what proof have you that she has any connection with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs?

I have obtained proof — absolute proof, he answered.

In what manner?

By inquiries I made in Berlin. She is well known in the Wilhelmstrasse. She was compelled to fly from Germany because it leaked out that she was a French spy.

Cannot you give me any further explanation? I urged. I am much interested, as she was once my intimate friend.

Yes, interposed the Ambassador, unfortunately so. It was once rumoured, Ingram, that you actually intended to marry her.

Or rather, observed Kaye, she intended, for her own purposes, to marry Mr Ingram, I think.

I pursed my lips, but made no response. My reflections at that moment were bitter enough without these observations from my friends.

But do you suspect that she has had a hand in our latest betrayal? I inquired a few minutes later. You have just alleged that she is in the French service. If so, it hardly seems credible that she would give her information to the French Ambassador in Berlin.

On that point I am not yet absolutely certain, Kaye responded. I am, however, quite convinced that the exposure of our plans regarding Ceuta filtered to the French through their Embassy in Berlin.

Then, contrary to supposition, de Hindenburg, the German Ambassador here, may be assisting France against us? I said in surprise.

It seems much like it. Our inquiries all tend towards that theory. The German Ambassador has of late had almost daily interviews with the Minister of Foreign Affairs. These are generally believed to be in connection with the Samoan difficulty or the Transvaal; but without doubt the chief subject of discussion has been the formation of a plan whereby to checkmate our policy towards Spain in the matter of Ceuta.

Well, up to the present they have done so, the Ambassador admitted, turning sharply upon his heel from the window, out of which he had been gazing moodily. We appear to be arriving at a most critical stage, for what with the constant Anglophobe feeling here, the vile attacks of the Paris Press, the disgusting caricatures of Her Majesty and her subjects, and the army of spies surrounding us on every side, honest, straightforward diplomacy — the diplomacy which should preserve the peace of Europe — is well-nigh impossible. In all my career in the service I never knew a blacker outlook than at this moment — never, never!

The complications that have arisen are due entirely to spies, I remarked.

They are due, it appears, mainly to your friend, Yolande de Foville, he said in a harsh voice. We have to thank that interesting young lady for rendering all our diplomacy in that direction abortive.

You had suspicion of her the other day? I exclaimed. What caused you to suspect her?

Drummond knew her in Brussels, and mentioned her.

As a secret agent?

Yes, as a secret agent. He warned me to be wary of her.

Well, I said, I, who knew her most intimately years ago, never suspected it for one single instant.

Ah, Ingram, the Ambassador answered, a smile crossing his serious, hard-set face, you were in love with her. A man in love never believes that his idol is of mere clay.

A sigh escaped me. His words were indeed true. A thought of Edith flashed across my mind. The face of that woman who was false to me rose before my vision, but I swept it aside. All was over between us. Diplomacy and flirtation are sister arts, but diplomacy and love never run hand-in-hand. I had quaffed the cup of life, with all its infinite joys and agonies, in one intoxicating draught.

Kaye rose at last and departed, promising to leave no stone unturned in his efforts to discover how the contents of the secret despatch had been obtained by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs; and then, at the Ambassadors dictation, I wrote a despatch to London explaining to the Marquess the reason why his instructions could not be acted upon. Thus were we compelled to acknowledge our defeat.

Below, in the hall, I met Sibyl dressed smartly, ready to go out.

What! she exclaimed, laughing, you are back again! Why, I thought you would be at least a week in London. Did you bring that lace for me?

Yes, I answered, I have it round at my rooms. Ill send it you this afternoon.

Why are you back so soon? she inquired, holding out her hand, so that I might button her glove. Was London too hot?

The heat was insufferable. Besides, we have much to attend to just now.

Poor father! she exclaimed, looking up at me. He seems terribly worried. Tell me, Mr Ingram, what has happened? I feel sure that some catastrophe has taken place.

Oh, nothing, I reassured her. Your father is a little anxious regarding some negotiations, that is all.

But you will go to the Elysée to-night, wont you?

To-night! What is it to-night?

Why, the grand ball, she answered.

Which means a new frock for you — eh? I laughed.

Of course, she replied. You will come, wont you?

I fear Im ever so much too tired for dancing, I responded, feeling in no humour for the crowded gaiety of the Presidents ball.

But you must, she declared— to please me. I want you to dance with me.

Well, I said with reluctance, I suppose I dare not be so ungallant as to refuse you.

Thats good, she laughed. Now, as a reward, Ill drive you down to the boulevard. The victoria is outside. Where will you go?

I reflected a moment, then told her I was on my way to my chambers.

Very well, she replied, Ill drop you there. I have to go down to the Rue de la Paix.

To the couturière, of course?

Yes, she said, with that merry twinkle in her dark eyes, youve guessed it the first time. Its a charming gown; but I know father will pull a wry face when he finds the bill on his table.

But you can stand any amount of wry faces as long as you get pretty dresses, cant you? I laughed, handing her into the carriage and taking a seat beside her.

Then she opened her sunshade and lolled back with an air of indolence and luxury as we drove along together.
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UPON MY TABLE a letter was lying. The handwriting I recognised instantly as Ediths, and not without a feeling of anger and impatience I tore it open in expectation. Long and rambling, it upbraided me for leaving her without a single reassuring word, and declared that my refusal to kiss her at parting had filled her heart with a bitter and uncontrollable grief. As I read, memories of those midnight hours, of my walk to that distant village, and of my meeting with that shabby lover crowded upon me, and the impassioned words she had written made no impression upon me. I had steeled my heart against her. She had played me false, and I could never forgive.

I know I have been foolish, Gerald, she wrote, but you misjudge me because of an indiscretion. You believe that the man with whom you saw me last night was my lover; yet you left me without allowing me to make any explanation. Is this right? Is it just? You know how well I love you, and that without you my life is but a hopeless blank. Can you, knowing that I love you thus, believe me capable of such duplicity as you suspect? I feel that you cannot. I feel that when you come to consider calmly all the circumstances you will find in your own honest heart one grain of pity and sympathy for the one woman who loves you so dearly. Write to me, for I cannot live without a word from you, because I love no other man but you?

I crushed the letter in my hand, then slowly tore it into fragments. I had no confidence in her protestations — none. My dream of love was over.

We often hear it remarked that those who are themselves perfectly true and artless are in this world the more easily and frequently deceived. I have always held this to be a commonplace fallacy, for we shall ever find that truth is as undeceived as it is undeceiving, and that those who are true to themselves and others may now and then be mistaken, or, in particular instances, duped by the intervention of some other affection or quality of the mind; but that they are generally free from illusion, and are seldom imposed upon in the long run by the show of things and by the superficies of any character.

There was a curious contradiction in Ediths character, arising from the contrast between her natural disposition and the situation in which she was placed, which corroborated my doubts. Her simplicity of language, her admission of an indiscretion, the inflexible resolution with which she asserted her right, her soft resignation to unkindness and wrong, and her warmth of temper breaking through the meekness of a spirit subdued by a deep sense of religion, — all these qualities, opposed yet harmonising, helped to increase my distrust of her. To me that letter seemed full of a dexterous sophistry exerted in order to ward off my accusations. Her remorse was without repentance; it arose from the pang of a wounded conscience, the recoil of the violated feelings of nature, the torture of self-condemnation.

The fragments of the letter I tossed into the waste-paper basket, and, putting on my hat, went down to the Grand Café to idle away an hour among friends accustomed to make the place a rendezvous in the afternoon.

On entering, I found Deane sitting at a table alone, his carriage awaiting him at the door. He was having a hasty drink during his round of visits, and hailed me lustily.

Sit down a moment, Ingram, he cried. I want to see you.

What about? I inquired, lighting the cigarette he handed me.

About that curious incident in the Rue de Courcelles — Mademoiselle de Fovilles strange attack.

Well, what of it? I asked eagerly.

Strangely enough a man, who proved to be an Englishman giving himself the name of Payne, was brought to the Hôtel Dieu three nights ago in what appeared to be a cataleptic state. He had, it seemed, been found by the police lying on the pavement in the Boulevard St. Germain, and was at first believed to be dead. Some letters in English being found upon him, I was called, and upon examination discovered exactly the same symptoms as those which mademoiselle your friend had displayed. I was enabled, therefore, to administer an antidote, and within twelve hours the man had sufficiently recovered to take his discharge. The case has excited the greatest possible interest at the hospital, for I had previously submitted a portion of the solution obtained from the envelope which mademoiselle had used to Professor Ferrari, of Florence, the greatest authority on toxicology in the world, and he had declared it to be an entirely unknown, but most potent, poison.

Who was the Englishman? Did he tell you nothing?

No. Unfortunately the hospital authorities allowed him to leave before I deemed it wise to question him. I read the letters found upon him, however; but they conveyed nothing, except that he had been recently living somewhere in the neighbourhood of Hackney.

Then you have no idea of the manner in which the poison was administered? I said, disappointed.

His right hand was rather swollen, from which I concluded that he had accidentally touched some object impregnated with the fatal compound.

You dont know its composition yet?

No. Ferrari is trying to discover it, but at present has failed. The fact of a second person suffering from it is in itself very mysterious. I intended to call upon you this evening and tell you all about it.

The affair is extraordinary, I admitted. I wonder whether the same person who made the attempt upon Yolandes life is responsible for the attempt upon the Englishman? What can be the motive?

Ah! thats impossible to tell. All we know is that some unknown person in Paris has in his or her possession a deadly compound capable of producing catalepsy and subsequent death in a manner most swift and secret. In order to ascertain whether any other person is attacked in the same manner, I have sent letters to the Direction of all the hospitals in Paris explaining the case, and asking that if any similar cases are brought to them for treatment, I may be at once communicated with.

An excellent precaution, I said. By that means we shall be able to watch the progress of the mysterious criminal.

You have heard nothing from Mademoiselle Yolande?

Nothing, I said.

Hers was a curious case, he remarked. But the man Paynes was equally strange. It appears that he made no statement to either police or hospital authorities before he left. He only said that he was walking along the boulevard and suddenly fell to the ground insensible.

You think he had some motive in preserving silence? I inquired quickly.

Yes, I feel sure of it. I only wish I could rediscover him. They were foolish to allow him to take his discharge before giving me an opportunity of concluding my investigations. It was simply owing to professional jealousy. English medical men are not liked in Paris hospitals. But I must be off, he said, rising. Good-bye.

Then he went out, and, entering his carriage, drove away.

Volkouski, the Russian attaché, was sitting close by, and I crossed to him, greeting him merrily. He was a good fellow — a thorough cosmopolitan, who had been trained in the smartest school of diplomacy — namely, the Embassy in London, which is presided over by that prince among diplomatists, Monsieur de Staal. Whatever may be said regarding the relations between Russia and England as nations, it cannot be denied that in the European capitals the staffs of the embassies of both Powers are always on terms of real friendship. I make no excuse for repeating this. The mutual courtesy of the representatives of the two nations is not, as in the case of those of France, Germany, and Austria, mere diplomatic manoeuvring, but in most instances a sound understanding and a deep personal regard. England, Russia, and Italy have interests in common, hence their representatives fraternise, even though certain journals may create all sorts of absurd scares regarding what they are pleased to term the aggressive policy of Russia. This is a stock journalistic expression, as meaningless as it is absurd. We who are in the know at the embassies smile when we read those alarmist articles, purporting to give all sorts of wild plans, which exist only in the imagination of the leader-writer. There is, indeed, one London journal known in the Russian Embassies on the Continent as The Daily Abuser, because of its intensely Russophobe tone. Fortunately nobody takes it seriously.

I chatted with Volkouski, sipping a mazagran the while. He was, I found, full of projects for his leave. His chief had already left Paris, and he himself was going home to Moscow for a month. Every diplomatist on service abroad gets homesick after a time, and looks forward to his leave with the same pleasurable anticipation of the schoolboy going for his summer holidays. To escape from the shadow of a throne or the ceaseless chatter of an over-democratic Republic is always a happy moment for the wearied attaché or worried secretary of embassy. One longs for a respite from the glare and glitter of the official world of uniforms and Court etiquette, and looks forward to rambles in the country in flannels and without a collar, to lazy afternoons upon the river, or after-luncheon naps in a hammock beneath a tree. To the tired diplomatist, sick of formalities, and with the stifling dust of the ballroom over his heart, the expression en campagne conveys so very much.

Shortly before midnight I stepped from a fiacre and ascended the broad steps of the Elysée. Tired as I was of the ceaseless whirl of the City of Pleasure, it nevertheless amused me to fix the physiognomy of the great official fêtes. They are inevitably banales, of course; but there is always a piquancy of detail and of contrast that is interesting.

If one wishes to see what a mixed crowd is like, there is no better illustration than the flocks of guests at the Elysée balls. Ah! what a crowd it was that night! What dresses! What a public! I know, of course, that it can never be otherwise under the present democratic régime. One man, who came on foot and whose boots were muddy, forgot to turn down the tucked-up ends of his trousers. People were walking about with their hands in their pockets, jostling each other without a word of excuse. Many were touching the furniture, and feeling the curtains and tapestry with that sans-gêne which so disgusted Gambetta with his former friends. You could see that they were determined not to appear astonished at anything, and that, after all, they were at home in the Elysée. They were of the detestable breed of café politicians, of loud-voiced orators at party meetings, of successful carpet-baggers, who render the ideas of equality and fraternity at times insufferable.

Before the buffet these fellows displayed themselves as goujats — cads — plain and simple. They grabbed for sandwiches, for biscuits, for glasses of champagne across the shoulders of ladies in front of them, or even elbowed them aside to get to the front row — and stop there. In the smoking-room the boxes of cigars were gone in the twinkling of an eye. One man struck his match on the wall. With these odd guests about it is not surprising that the Budget writes off a certain sum every year for articles that have disappeared from the buffets.

Whew! the heat there was insufferable!

In my search for Sibyl I passed through the antechamber. The footmen wore new livery. I saw none of those restaurant waiters who used, in the time of ce pauvre Monsieur Faure, to be employed at twenty francs the evening, supper included. Yes, things had slightly improved, but the crush was terrific. I made my way to the Salon des Aides-de-Camp, that historic chamber where, in the armchairs still furnishing the room, on the night of the coup détat, sat, a prey to mortal anxiety, Morny, Persigny, Saint Arnaud, Piétri, Rouher, King Jérôme, and the Prince President.

The Japanese military attaché, walking before me, mixed himself up somehow with his sabre, and fell. This contretemps was greeted, as at a theatre, with laughter. Someone cried, Oh, la la! as if the stumble were a very clever bit of clowning indeed. The unhappy Japanese looked as if he wished the floor would swallow him.

I struggled up and paid my respects to the President, who was standing in the centre of the salon. Smiling, affable, displaying a simplicity that was real and unaffected, and yet devoid of mere familiarity, his bow and hand-shake were perfect. He struck the right note. I was impressed, moreover, by his sense of proportion. A little more cordiality, and he would cease to be Chief of the State. A little more solemnity, and he would be stilted. It is a little hard to convey the distinction; but imagine, on the one hand, a host who wants to make you forget his official position, and on the other a President of the Republic who is determined to be a good host. For well-bred people there is always a well-defined shade of difference between these two; and the President was the latter.

While turning away I suddenly came face to face with Monsieur Mollard, the chef-adjoint of the Protocol, who greeted me affably and commenced to tell me the latest story of General de Galliffet, Minister of War.

It is amusing, he laughed. You must hear it, Msieur Ingram. The General arrived at his club, the Union, last night, and for some reason or another his former friends were more than usually cold in their treatment of him. After saying a bonjour to one and the other of them, and receiving a curt reply here and a snub there, the Minister of War realised this. But he took their coolness coolly. With his back to the fireplace he said quietly, by way of bringing home to his friends the absurdity of their attitude: You may come near me. Je ne sens pas mauvais — I dont smell bad. You see, there was no Cabinet to-day! Is it not excellent?

I smiled. It was a purely French joke. Mollard was always full of droll stories. Every diplomatist in Paris knew him as the keeper of the Elysée traditions, as guardian of its unwritten law by inheritance, his father having been, under other presidencies, the official known as introducteur des ambassadeurs. When a question of precedence puzzled the plebeian bigwigs at the Quai dOrsay — the Foreign Office — it was Monsieur Mollard who would run to the archives to look it up. Nature had not, however, endowed him with a demeanour befitting his office, for he wore his uniform as awkwardly as a middle-aged volunteer officer, and looked more like a clerk than a chamberlain. But when he spoke he dragged on the mute syllables as French actors are taught to do in delivering Racine. He put three ls in Excellence and four rs in Protocol. For the rest, he was a good fellow, much liked in the diplomatic circle, although many jokes had from time to time been played at his expense. Presently, after we had been talking for a few moments, I inquired whether he had seen Sibyl.

Ah, no! I regret, msieur, he answered. But a lady who is sitting over in the Salon Diplomatique has just inquired of me whether you are present.

A lady? What is her name?

I know her by sight, but cannot recall her name, he responded. She is a grande dame, however.

Young or old?

Young. You will find her in the salon talking with Count Tornelli, the Italian Ambassador. You will easily recognise her. She is wearing a costume of black, trimmed with silver. She told me that she desired to speak with you particularly, and that I was to tell you of her presence.

But you dont know her? I laughed.

Go and see, he answered. You probably know her; and, smiling, he turned away.

My curiosity being aroused, I struggled through the throng until I reached the spot indicated. Only the diplomatic corps and distinguished guests were allowed there, and the other guests, huddled together before the open door, were pointing out well-known personages.

I looked in, and in a moment saw before me the striking figure in black and silver. No second glance was needed to recognise who she was. For a moment I stood in hesitation; then, with a sudden resolve, entered, and, walking straight up, bowed low before her.


Chapter Twenty Three.

Princess Léonie.
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PRINCESS, I SAID, permit me to offer my félicitations on your return to Paris. This is indeed an unexpected pleasure.

Ah, Msieur Ingram! she cried in charming English, holding forth her white-gloved hand, at last! I have been hunting for you all the evening. All Paris is here, and the crush is terrible. Yes, you see I am back again.

The Italian Ambassador had risen, bowed, and turned to speak to another acquaintance; therefore, with her sanction, I dropped into his place.

And are you pleased to return? I inquired, glancing at her beautiful and refined face, which seemed to me just a trifle more careworn than when I had last met her eighteen months ago.

Ah! she answered, I am always pleased to come back to France. I went to America for a few months, you know; thence to Vienna, and for nearly a year have been living at home.

At Rudolstadt?

She nodded.

Well, I said, it was really too bad of you to hide your existence from your friends in that manner. Everyone has been wondering for months what had become of you. Surely you found Rudolstadt very dull after life here?

I did, she sighed, causing the magnificent diamonds at her throat to sparkle with a thousand fires. But I have departed from my hermitage again, you see. Now, sit here and tell me all that has happened during my absence. Then if you are good, I will, as a reward, give you just one waltz.

Very well, I laughed. Remember that I shall hold you to your bargain; and then I commenced to gossip about the movements of people she had known when, two years before, she had been the most admired woman in Paris.

The Princess Léonie-Rose-Eugénie von Leutenberg was, according to the Almanach de Gotha — that red, squat little volume so dreaded by the ladies — only thirty years of age, and was certainly extremely good-looking. Her pale, half-tragic beauty was sufficient to arrest attention anywhere. Her noble features were well-moulded and regular, her eyes of a clear grey, and her hair of flaxen fairness, while her bearing was ever that of a daughter of the greatest of the Austrian houses. Her goodness of heart, her gracefulness, her conversational esprit, and her genuine Parisian chic had rendered her popular everywhere; while, as with the Duchesse de Berri, one strong point of her beauty was her charming little foot, which two years ago had been declared to be the loveliest foot in France, or, in Paris, simply Le pied de la Princesse. Her shoes and hosiery were perfect marvels of fineness and neatness, and when she walked, or rather glided, along the Avenue des Acacias, the other promenaders formed long rows on each side to behold and admire le pied de la Princesse.

I had heard it declared, too, with mysterious smiles, how le pied de la Princesse had been seen more than once at the masked balls at the Opera, and many an amusing little story had gone the round, and many a piquant tale had been told of how the Princess had been recognised here and there by the extreme smallness of her foot. One was that for a wager she had disguised herself as a work-girl with a bandbox on her arm, and, attended by her valet, likewise disguised, appeared before the Hôtel de Ville awaiting an omnibus. The vehicle stopped, and the conductor exclaimed in an indifferent tone, Entrez, mademoiselle, without taking any further notice. Then, however, his wandering eye caught sight of a pair of tiny feet, and, looking into her face in surprise, he enthusiastically exclaimed: Ah! ah! le pied de la Princesse! and doffed his hat respectfully. The Princess lost her wager, but was in no little measure proud of the conquest which her foot had won over the plain omnibus-conductor.

Her life had been a somewhat tragic one. The only daughter of Prince Kinsky von Wchinitz und Tettau, the Seigneur of Wchinitz, in Bohemia, Léonie had, when scarcely out of her teens, been forced to marry the old Prince Othon von Leutenberg, a man forty years her senior. The marriage proved an exceedingly unhappy one, for he treated her brutally, and after five years of a wretched existence, during which she bore herself with great patience and forbearance, the Prince died of alcoholism in Berlin, and her release brought her into possession of an enormous fortune, together with the mansion of the Leutenbergs in the Frieung at Vienna, one of the finest in the Austrian capital, the castle and extensive estates in Schwazbourg-Rudolstadt, that had belonged to the family from feudal days, as well as the hôtel in the Avenue du Bois de Boulogne, and the beautiful Château de Chantoiseau, deep in the forest of Fontainebleau.

She was very charming, and there was an air of sadness in her beauty that made her the more interesting. We were friends of long standing. Indeed, I had known her in the days when I was junior attaché and fancied myself in love with every woman. I had admired her, and a firm friendship existed between us, although I think I can say honestly that I had never fallen in love with her. More than once, when those false and scandalous tales had been whispered about her — as they are whispered about every pretty woman in Paris — I had constituted myself her champion, and challenged her traducers to prove their words.

As we sat there chatting, watching the gaily uniformed corps diplomatique, and bowing ever and anon as some man or woman came up to congratulate her on her return to Paris, she told me of the dreariness of her life in the gloomy, ancestral Castle of Rudolstadt, and how, finding it unendurable at last, she had suddenly resolved to spend the remainder of the summer at Chantoiseau.

I have been there already a fortnight, and everything is in order, she said. I am inviting quite a number of people. You must come also.

But I scarcely think it is possible for me to be absent from Paris just now, I answered in hesitation.

I will take no refusal, she said decisively. I will talk to Lord Barmouth to-night before I leave. Me never refuses me anything. Besides, in two hours you can always be at the Embassy. You will remember, the last time you were my guest, how easy you found the journey to and from Paris. Why, you often used to leave in the morning and return at night. No, you cannot refuse.

I must consult His Excellency before accepting, I replied. In the meantime, Princess, I thank you for your kind invitation.

Princess? she exclaimed, raising her eyebrows. Why not Léonie? I was Léonie to you always in the days gone by. Is there any reason why you should be so distant now? Unless— and she paused.

Unless what? I inquired, looking at her swiftly.

Unless you have a really serious affair of the heart, she said.

I have none, I answered promptly, suppressing a sigh with difficulty.

Then do not use my title. I hate my friends to call me Princess. Recollect that to you I am always Léonie.

Very well, I laughed, for she was full of quaint caprice.

I had pleasant recollections of my last visit to the château, and hoped that if the theft of the instructions contained in the despatch I had brought from London produced no serious international complication, I should obtain leave to join her house-party, which was certain to be a smart and merry one.

She told me the names of some she had invited. Among those known to me were the Baroness de Chalencon, Count de Hindenburg, the German Ambassador, and his wife, and Count de Wolkenstein, Austrian Ambassador, as well as several other men and women of the smartest set in Paris.

You will be a real benefactress, I laughed. Everyone here is stifled; while Dieppe is too crowded; Aix, with its eternal Villa des Fleurs, is insupportable; and both Royat and Vichy are full to overflowing.

Ah, mon cher Gerald! cried the Princess, lifting her small hands, it is your English tourists who have spoilt all our summer resorts. If one has no place of ones own in which to spend the summer nowadays, one must herd with the holders of tourist tickets and hotel coupons.

I admitted that what she said was in a great measure true. Society, as the grande dame knows it, is being expelled by the tourists from the places which until a year or two ago were expensive and exclusive. Even the Riviera is fast becoming a cheap winter resort, for Nice now deserves to be called the Margate of the Continent.

Having arranged that I should do my best to accept her invitation, our conversation drifted to politics, art, and the drama. She seemed in utter ignorance of recent events, except such as she had read about in the newspapers.

I know nothing, she laughed. News reaches Rudolstadt tardily, and then only by the journals; and you know how unreliable they are. How Ive longed time after time to spend an evening in Paris to hear all the gossip! It is charming, I assure you, to be back here again.

But for what reason did you shut yourself up for so long? I asked. It surely is not like you!

She grew grave in an instant, and appeared to hesitate. Her lips closed tightly, and there was a hard expression at the corners of her well-shaped mouth.

I had my reasons — strong ones.

What were they?

Well, I was tired of it all.

Léonie, I said, looking at her seriously, pray forgive me, but you do not intend to tell me the truth. You were tired of it years ago, when the Prince was alive.

That was so, she answered, with a glance of triumph; and I went home to my father and shut myself up at Wchinitz.

But you must have had some stronger motive in burying yourself again as you have recently done. You did not write to a soul, and no one knew where you were. You simply dropped out; and you had some reason for doing so, otherwise you would have told the truth to your most intimate friends.

You are annoyed that I should have left you without a word — eh? she asked. Well, I will apologise now.

No apology is necessary, I answered. It is only because we are such good friends that I venture to speak thus. I feel confident that you have sustained some great sorrow. You are, somehow, not the same as you were in Paris two years ago; now, tell me—

Ah! Do not talk of it! she cried huskily, rising to her feet. Let us drop the subject. Promise me, Gerald, not to mention it again, for I confess to you that it is too painful — much too painful. I promised you a waltz. Come, let us dance.

Thus bidden, I rose, and she, twisting her skirts deftly in her hand, leaned lightly upon my arm as I conducted her to the great ballroom. A very few moments later we glided together into the whirling, dazzling crowd.

You will not speak of that again, Gerald? she urged in a hoarse whisper, looking earnestly up to my face, as her head came near my shoulder. Promise me.

If it is your wish, Léonie, I responded, puzzled, I will ask no further question.


Chapter Twenty Four.

In the Forest of Fontainebleau.
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SIXTY KILOMETRES FROM Paris, just off that straight and noble highway that runs through the heart of the magnificent forest, and passes through the old-world town of Fontainebleau — where Napoleon signed his abdication — through the mediaeval, crumbling gates of Moret, and away far south to Lyons, rises the fine old Château of Chantoiseau. Half-way between the clean little village of By, standing in the midst of its well-kept vineyards, and the river-hamlet of Thomery, it occupies a commanding position on the summit of a cliff, where far below winds the Seine, on past Valvins and Samois, until it becomes lost like a silver thread among the dark woodlands in the direction of Paris.

The position of the splendid old place is superb. From its windows can be obtained a view of the great forest stretching away to the horizon on the left, while to the right is the valley of the Seine, and across the river spread the smiling vineyards with their white walls — the vineyards of Champagne. The house, a long, rambling place with circular towers, has been historical for many centuries. Once the property of Madame La Pompadour, in the days when the splendours of the Palace of Fontainebleau were world-renowned, a latter-day interest also attaches to it, inasmuch as it was the headquarters of the German Crown Prince during the advance of the Prussians upon Paris. Its grounds, sloping down, enclose part of the forest itself; therefore, during the blazing days of August one lives actually in the woods. The forest is an enormous one, and even to-day there still remain many parts unexplored, where the wolf and wild boar retreat in summer, and where even that most ubiquitous forester, the viper-hunter — the man whose profession it is to kill vipers and sell them at the local mairie — has never penetrated. In the whole of the great forest, however, no spot is more charming or more picturesque than that in which the château is situated. It is not a show-place, like Barbison or the Gorges de Franchard, but entirely rural and secluded — on the one side the open valley, on the other the dark forest, where in the tunnel-like alleys the trees meet overhead, and where the shady highroads to the painter colony at Marlotte and to Bois-le-Roi are perfect paradises for the cyclist.

Chantoiseau itself is not a village, not even a hamlet, only a big old-fashioned cottage in which the forest-guards live. Above it, on the high ground beyond, stands the fine old château. Many of those who read my story have driven or cycled in the forest, and many have no doubt given the great old place a passing glance before plunging deep into those leafy glades that lead to Fontainebleau. If when you have driven past you have inquired of your cocher, Who lives there? he has probably only shrugged his shoulders and replied: Servants only. Madame la Princesse, alas! seldom comes, and you have gone on your way, as many others have done, wondering why such a beautiful old place should be neglected by its owner.

One hot evening at sundown, about three weeks after the Presidents ball, I strolled slowly beside the Princess down the hill, entering the forest by that well-kept cross-road which leads by the Carrefour de la Croix de Montmorin straight to the pretty village of Montigny on the Loing.

Contrary to expectation, no immediate result had accrued from the mysterious theft of the secret instructions to Lord Barmouth; hence I had obtained leave and accepted my hostesss invitation, although I was compelled to spend two days each week at the Embassy, going up to Paris in the morning and returning by the six oclock express from the Gare de Lyon. That some result of the exposure of our policy must certainly make itself felt we knew quite well, but at present the political atmosphere seemed clearer, and by the fact that several of the ambassadors had left Paris considerable confidence had been established. Yet in those sultry August days the war-cloud still hung over Europe and the representative of Her Majesty was compelled, as he ever is, to exercise the greatest tact and the utmost finesse in order to preserve peace with honour. Truly, the office of British Ambassador in Paris is no sinecure, for upon him rests much of the responsibility of Englands position in Europe and her prestige among nations, while to him is entrusted the difficult duty of negotiating amicably with a nation openly and avowedly hostile to British interests and British prosperity.

Those summer days, so sunny, happy, and pleasant, in the forest depths at Chantoiseau, were, nevertheless, perplexing ones for the rulers of Europe. The stifling air was the oppression before the storm. I had more than once chatted in the billiard-room with my fellow guests, the German and Austrian Ambassadors, and both had agreed that the outlook was serious, and that the storm-cloud was upon the political horizon.

But life at the château was full of enjoyment. The Princess, a born hostess, knew exactly whom to invite, and her house-parties were always congenial gatherings. There was riding, cycling, tennis, boating, billiards; indeed, something to suit all tastes, while she contented herself with looking on and seeing that all her guests enjoyed themselves.

A riding-party had gone over to Montigny, and after tea the Princess had suggested that I should accompany her for a stroll down into the forest to meet them. She was dressed simply in a washing-dress of pale blue linen, and wore a sailor-hat, so that with her fair hair bound tightly she presented quite an English appearance, save perhaps for her figure and gait, both of which were eminently foreign. The feet that all Paris had admired two years ago were encased in stout walking-boots, and she carried a light cane, walking with all the suppleness of youth.

Soon we left the full glory of the mellow sunset flooding the Seine valley, and entered the forest road where the high trees met and interlaced above, and where the golden light, filtering through the screen of foliage, illuminated here and there the deeper shadows, struck straight upon the brilliant green of the bracken, married with the greyness on the lichen-covered trunks, and kissed the leaves with golden lips. Birds were twittering farewells to the day, and here and there a red-brown squirrel, startled by our presence, darted from bough to bough with tail erect, while on each side of the road was a carpet of moss and wild-flowers. The sweet odour of the woods greeted our nostrils, and we inhaled it in a deep draught, for that gloomy shade was delightfully cool and refreshing after the blazing heat of the stifling day. As I had been compelled to attend to some official correspondence, I had not joined the riding-party. The Princess had given some half-dozen of us tea in the hall, and, while the others had gone off to play tennis, she and I had been left alone.

Suddenly, as we walked along in the coolness, she turned to me, saying in a tone of reproach:

Gerald, you have hidden from me the true seriousness of the situation at your Embassy. Why?

Well, I answered, facing her in surprise, we do not generally discuss our fears, you know. Others might profit by the knowledge.

But surely you might have confided in me? she said gravely.

Then de Wolkenstein has told you?

He has told me nothing, she answered. But I am, nevertheless, aware of all that has come to pass. I know, too, that since my absence at Rudolstadt you have fallen in love.

Well? I inquired.

She shrugged her well-formed shoulders as if to indicate that such a thing was beyond her comprehension.

Is it a disaster, do you think? I asked.

You yourself should know that, she replied in a strained tone. It seems, however, that you do not exercise your usual discretion in your love-affairs.

What do you mean, Léonie? I demanded quickly, halting and looking at her. Who, I wondered, had told her the truth? To which of my loves did she refer — the spy or the traitress?

I mean exactly what I have said, she answered quite calmly. If you had confided in me I might perhaps have used my influence in preventing the inevitable.

The inevitable! I echoed. What is that?

A combination of the Powers against England, she replied quickly. As you know well enough, Gerald, I have facilities for learning much that is hidden from even your accredited representatives. Therefore, I tell you this, that at this moment there is a plan arranged to upset British diplomacy in all four capitals and to ruin British prestige. It is a bold plan, and I alone outside the conspirators am aware of it. If carried out, England must either declare war or lose her place as the first nation in the world. Recollect these words of mine, for I am not joking at this moment. To-day is the blackest that Europe has ever known.

She had halted in the path, and spoke with an earnestness that held me bewildered.

A conspiracy against us! I gasped. What is it? Tell me of it?

No, she answered. At present I cannot. Suffice it for you to know that I alone am aware of the truth, and that I alone, if I so desire, can thwart their plans and turn their own weapons against them.

You can? I cried. You will do it! Tell me the truth — for my sake. I have been foolish, I know, Léonie; but tell me. If it is really serious, no time must be lost.

Serious? she echoed. It is so serious that I doubt whether the present month will pass before war is declared.

By England?

Yes. Your country will be forced into a conflict which must prove disastrous. The plan is the most clever and most dastardly ever conceived by your enemies, and this time no diplomatic efforts will succeed in staving off the tragedy, depend upon it.

Are both Wolkenstein and de Hindenburg aware of the plot?

I presume so. I have watched carefully, but have, however, discovered nothing to lead me to believe that they understand how near Europe is to an armed conflict.

Then your information is not from Wolkenstein?

No, from a higher source.

From your Emperor?

She nodded.

Then this accounts for your sudden reappearance among us? I said.

You may put my presence down to that, if you wish, she replied. But promise me, on your word of honour, that you will not breathe a single word to a soul — not even to Lord Barmouth.

If you impose silence upon me, Léonie, it shall be as you wish. But you have just said that you can assist me. How?

I can do so — if I choose, she responded thoughtfully, drawing the profile of a mans face in the dust with the ferrule of her walking-stick.

You speak strangely, I said— almost as though you do not intend to do me this service. Surely you will not withhold from me intelligence which might enable me to rescue my country from the machination of its enemies?

And why, pray, should I betray my own country in order to save yours? she asked in a cold tone.

I was nonplussed. For a moment I could not reply. At last, however, I answered in a low, earnest tone:

Because we are friends, Léonie.

Mere friendship does not warrant one turning traitor, she replied.

But Austria is not the prime mover of this conspiracy, I said. The rulers of another nation have formed the plot. Tell me which of the Powers is responsible?

No, she answered with a slight hauteur. As you have thought fit to preserve certain secrets from me, I shall keep this knowledge to myself.

What secrets have I withheld from you? I inquired, dismayed.

Secrets concerning your private affairs.

I knew well that she referred to my passion for Yolande. For a moment I hesitated, until words rose to my lips and I answered:

Surely my private affairs are of little interest to you! Why should I trouble you with them?

Because we are friends, are we not? she said, looking straight into my face with those fine eyes which half Europe had admired when le pied de la Princesse had been the catchword of Paris.

Most certainly, Léonie, I agreed. And I hope that our friendship will last always.

It cannot if you refuse to confide in me and sometimes to seek my advice.

But you, in your position, going hither and thither, with hosts of friends around you, can feel no real interest in my doings? I protested.

Friends! she echoed in a voice of sarcasm. Do you call these people friends? My guests at this moment are not friends. Because of my position — because I am popular, and it is considered chic to stay at Chantoiseau — because I have money, and am able to amuse them, they come to me, the men to bow over my hand, and the women to call me their dear Princess. Bah! they are not friends. The diplomatic set come because it is a pleasant mode of passing a few weeks of summer, while still within hail of Paris; and the others — well, they are merely the entourage which every fashionable woman unconsciously gathers about her.

Then among them all you have no friend? Again she turned her fine eyes upon me, and in a low but distinct tone declared:

Only yourself, Gerald.

I hope, Léonie, that I shall always prove myself worthy of your friendship, I answered, impressed by her sudden seriousness.

Her face had grown pale, and she had uttered those words with all possible earnestness.

Then we walked on together in the silence of the darkening gloom of the forest. The ruddy light of the dying day struggled through the foliage, the birds had ceased their song, and the stillness of night had already fallen. We were each full of our own thoughts, and neither uttered a word.

Suddenly she halted again, and, gripping my arm, looked up into my face. I started, for upon her pale countenance I saw a look of desperation such as I had never before seen there.

Gerald! she cried hoarsely, why do you treat me like this? You cannot tell how I suffer, or you would have pity upon me! Surely you cannot disguise from yourself the truth, even though your coldness forces me to tell you with my own lips. You know well my position — that of a woman drifting here and there, open to the calumnies of my enemies and the scandalous tales invented by so-called friends; a woman who has borne great trials and who is still, alas! unhappy! Of my honesty you yourself shall judge. You have heard whispers regarding my doings — escapades they have been called — and possibly you have given them credence. If you have, I cannot help it. There are persons around us always who delight in besmirching a womans reputation, especially if she has the misfortune to be born of princely family. But I tell you that all the tales you have heard are false. I—

Suddenly she covered her face with her hands; the words seemed to choke her, and she burst into tears.

No, no, Léonie! I said with deep sympathy, bending down to whisper in her ear and taking her hand in mine. No one believes in those foul calumnies. Your honour is too well known.

You do not believe them — you will never believe them, will you? she asked quickly through her tears.

Of course not. I have denied them many times when they have been repeated to me.

Ah! she cried, I know you are always generous to a woman, Gerald.

Then again a long silence fell between us. Presently, with a sudden impulse, she raised her tear-stained face to mine, and with a look of fierce desperation in her eyes implored:

Gerald, will you not give me one single word? Will you still remain cold and indifferent? As she said this, her breast rose and fell in agitation.

I drew back, wondering at her beseeching attitude.

No, no! she cried. Do not put me from you, Gerald! I cannot bear it — indeed I cant! You must have recognised the truth long ago— and she paused. Then, lowering her voice until it was only a hoarse whisper, she added, The truth that I love you!

I looked at her in blank amazement, scarce knowing what to reply. I had admired her just as half Paris had admired her, but I certainly had never felt a spark of deep affection for her.

Ah! she went on, reading my heart in an instant, you despise me for this confession. But I cannot help it. I love you, Gerald, as I have never before loved a man. In return for your love I can offer you nothing — nothing save one thing, she added in a strange, mechanical voice, almost as though speaking to herself. In return for your love I can save your country from the grievous peril in which it is now placed.

She offered me her secret in return for my love! The thing was incomprehensible. I stood there dumbfounded.

This is a moment of foolishness, Léonie. We are both at fault, I said, as soon as I again found tongue. Think of the difference in our stations — you a princess, and I a poor diplomatist! I am your friend, and hope to remain so always — but not your lover.

But I love you! she cried fiercely, raising her blanched and pitiful face until her lips met mine. The passion of love was in her heart. You may despise me, Gerald; you may cast me from you; you may hate me; but in the end you will love me just as intensely as I love you. To endeavour to escape me is useless. Since the die is cast, let us make the compact now, as I have already suggested. I have confessed to you openly. I am yours, and I implore of you to give me your love in return. You are mine, Gerald — mine only!


Chapter Twenty Five.

Englands Enemies.
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LATE THAT NIGHT, after the Princess and most of her guests had retired, I entered the billiard-room to get my cigarette-case, which I had left there while playing pool earlier in the evening, and on opening the door found the two Ambassadors Wolkenstein and Hindenburg seated together in the long lounge-chairs in earnest conversation. They were speaking in German, and as I entered I overheard the words in such a manner as to crush the English power on the sea. They were uttered by the German representative, and were certainly ominous. It was apparent that both men were aware of the gigantic conspiracy of which the Princess had told me — the plot which aimed at the downfall of our nation. I could see, too, that my sudden entry had disconcerted them, for they both moved uneasily and glanced quickly at each other as though fearing I had overheard some part of what had passed between them. Then Wolkenstein with skilful tact cried in French:

Ah, my dear Ingram! we thought we alone were the late birds to-night. Come here and chat; and at the same time he pulled forward one of the long cane chairs, into which, thus bidden, I sank.

What, I wondered, had been the exchange of views between these two noted diplomatists? The faces of both were sphinx-like. Our talk at first dealt with nothing more important than the journey across the forest to Barbison which our hostess had arranged for the morrow. I knew, however, that the conversation held before my entrance had been about the European situation. Those men were Englands enemies. My impulse was to rise abruptly and leave them; but it is always the diplomatists duty to remain cool, and watch, even though he may be compelled to hobnob with the bitterest opponents of his native land. Therefore I remained, and, concealing my antipathy, lit a cigar and lay back in my chair, carelessly gossiping about the usual trivialities which form the subject of house-party chatter.

The Princess looked rather pale to-night, I thought, exclaimed Count de Hindenburg suddenly. She seemed quite worried.

With a château full of guests the life of a hostess is not always devoid of care, I remarked, blowing a cloud of smoke toward the ceiling.

I alone knew the reason of her paleness and anxiety, and was eager to ascertain what deductions these two shrewd men had made.

To me, observed the representative of the Emperor Francis Joseph, it seemed as though the Princess had been shedding tears. Didnt you notice that her eyes were just a trifle swollen? and, turning to me, he added: She scarcely spoke to you at dinner. Are you the culprit, Ingram?

Both men laughed.

Certainly not, I denied. Madame has a touch of nerves, I suppose — thats all. Such a malady is common among women.

She looked quite worn out by fatigue, declared Wolkenstein.

Because she is never still a single moment in the day. Her thoughts are always for her guests — how to amuse them and to give them a pleasant time. It was the same two years ago, I said.

Remarkable woman — quite remarkable! exclaimed de Hindenburg. She had sufficient trouble with the rheumatic old Prince to turn any womans hair grey; but, on the contrary, she seems now to become younger every day. Shes still one of the prettiest women in Europe.

Everyone admits that, of course, I said.

They exchanged glances, and I fancied that these looks were unusually significant. A flood of recollections of the sunset hour in the forest surged within my mind — how I had striven with firmness to release myself, and how I had been forced to turn away and leave the Princess. In that deep gloom, when the rosy afterglow was fading and the light within the leafy glade so dim that all objects were indistinct, I had seen her wild passion in all its magnificence. Her eyes had burned with the fierce, all-consuming fire of love, her cheeks were white and cold, and her words as reckless as they were passionate. She had charged me with entertaining affection for some other woman — a woman unworthy of my love, she had said with distinct meaning, as though she knew the duplicity of Yolande; and she had sworn an oath with clenched hands to compel me to reciprocate her passion.

The scene between us was one of unreason and of folly. She had been overwhelmed by the impulse of the moment, and I had bowed and left her, my heart full of conflicting emotions, my head reeling. She had suddenly twisted her soft arms about my neck and clung to me, whispering her love and declaring that I was cruel, cold, with a heart like adamant. But I had flung her off, and we had not met until two hours later, when I sat at her right hand at dinner, during which she had scarcely addressed a single word to me.

My companions had, of course, noticed this, and appeared to have cleverly guessed my refusal to accept the offer of the Princess. They little knew the terms upon which she had attempted to make a compact with me — that she was ready to betray them in return for my love.

I smoked on in silence and in wonder. The situation certainly presented a problem which I was utterly unable to solve. That the affections of such a woman as the Princess von Leutenberg were not to be trifled with I knew well, for women of her temperament are capable of anything when once they love with a fierce, uncontrollable, reckless passion such as she had seen fit to display that evening in the deep silence of the forest. Her proposition had, indeed, been a startling one. She had offered me the secret of the plot in return for my love!

With my two companions I chatted on until nearly two oclock; then we separated, and I passed through the long oak corridors to my room. Upon the dressing-table I found a note lying. It was sealed with black wax, with the Leutenberg arms. I tore it open. It gave out an odour of fresh violets, and I saw instantly that the handwriting was Léonies.

I have been foolish in my confession to you, Gerald, she wrote in French. But my heart was so full that I could conceal the truth no longer. I saw from your manner at dinner to-night that you despise me, and intend to hold me at a distance as an unwelcome woman who has flung herself into your arms. But I cannot help it. The misfortune — nay, the curse upon me — is that I love you. Would to Heaven that I did not! Because of you I have forgotten eatery thing — my duty to myself as a woman, my duty to my family as one of a noble house, my duty to my country, my duty to my Creator. When I left Paris long ago, I crossed the Atlantic, resolved to forget you; but all was in vain. I returned to Rudolstadt and shut myself up in retirement, striving to wean myself from the mad passion which had arisen within me. All, however, was futile, and at last I broke the bonds and returned to Paris. A month has gone by, and now I have told you the truth; I have confessed. To-morrow morning at eleven I shall walk alone through the forest, along the road that leads to By. My offer to you — an offer made, I admit, in desperation — still stands. If you accept it you will be enabled to save your country from her enemies, and we shall both find peace and happiness; if not, then the plot will be carried out, and at least one womans life will be wrecked — the solitary and unhappy woman who writes these lines and whose name is Léonie.

She had written that letter calmly and coolly, for the handwriting showed no haste. Evidently she had penned it in the seclusion of her chamber, and Suzanne, her maid, had placed it upon my dressing-table.

I stood with the letter in my hand. My eyes caught my own reflection in the long silver-framed mirror, and I was struck by the haggard, anxious expression upon my own countenance. My personal appearance startled me.

Well I knew the character of this pale and beautiful woman whom all Paris had admired. The impression she gave everyone was that of perpetual and irreconcilable contrast. I had long ago recognised her high mental accomplishments, her unequalled grace, her womans wit and womans wiles, her almost irresistible allurements, her moments of classic grandeur, her storms of temper, her vivacity of imagination, her petulant caprice, her tenderness and her truth, her childish susceptibility to flattery, her magnificent spirit, and her princely pride. She had dazzled my faculties, perplexed my judgment, bewildered and bewitched my fancy. I was conscious of a kind of fascination against which my moral sense rebelled.

With all her perverseness, egotism, and caprice, she, nevertheless, I knew, mingled a capacity for warm affection and kindly feeling, or, rather, what one might call a constitutional good-nature, and was lavishly generous to her favourites and dependants. She was a Princess in every sense of the word, her right royal wilfulness and impatience often fathering the strangest caprice. There were actually moments when she seemed desirous of picking a quarrel with such immensities as time and space, and, with the air of a lioness at bay, regarded those who dared to remember what she chose to forget.

She had given me but little time to decide. To-morrow at eleven she would slip away from her guests and await me in that long, tunnel-like passage leading through the forest to the ancient town of Moret, at the confluence of the willow-lined Loing with the broad Seine. Its walls and gates, dating from the time of Charlemagne, still remain, and right in the heart of the little town stands the square old donjon keep, now ivy-grown and with its moat full of a profusion of sweet-smelling tea-roses.

I could save England if, in return for her secret, I gave her my love. Has any man ever found himself in similar perplexity?

Calmly I reasoned with myself, turning again to her letter, and feeling convinced that this sudden passion of hers was but a momentary caprice. No woman, if she were cool and reasonable, would have acted as she had done, for she must have recognised that the difference in our stations rendered marriage impossible.

My duty to my country was to learn the truth about this gigantic conspiracy; yet, at the same time, my duty towards myself and towards the Princess was to leave Chantoiseau at once and forget all that had occurred. Signs had not been wanting in Paris during the past few days to corroborate what she had told me regarding the conspiracy of certain Powers against the prestige of their hated rival England. There was a lull in diplomatic affairs that was ominous; a distinctly oppressive atmosphere which foreboded a storm.

Far into the night I sat thinking, trying to devise some plan by which I could obtain knowledge of her secret without committing myself. But I could find none — absolutely none.

At early morning, before the others were astir, I took a stroll down the hill to where the clear Seine wound beneath the chalk cliff. The larks were soaring high, filling the air with their song. The boatmen going down-stream shouted wittily to each other between their hands, and the bronzed villagers on their way to work in the vineyards chanted merrily the latest popular airs. Life is easy and prosperous among the peasantry around the Fontainebleau forest. In those clean white villages of the Department of Seine et Marne there is little, if any, poverty. I wandered through the pretty, flower-embowered village of Thomery, and, crossing the river by the long iron bridge, entered the smiling little hamlet of Champagne — a quaint and comely group of small cottages, where lived the vineyard-workers. This hamlet is famous for miles round because of a particularly venomous breed of vipers which infest the sun-kissed lands in its neighbourhood. Although only six oclock, the prosperous little place was already busy, and as I wandered through the village, past the grey old church, and along the wide, well-kept road beside the river, I smiled to think that the name of that old-world place was known everywhere from Piccadilly to Peru, and was synonymous with wealth, luxury, and riotous living.

Heedless as to where I went, so deeply engaged was I in conflicting feelings and in trying to determine whether I should keep that appointment on the footpath to Moret, at last I found myself in Samoreau, where, crossing by the ferry, I returned to the forest, and at eight oclock was back again, idling with several of the guests on the lawn in front of the château.

After drinking my coffee, I sat in the window of one of the petit salons that overlooked the valley and took up a pen, meaning to write to my hostess, for I had resolved to send her a note of regret, and return at once to Paris. I could remain there no longer.

Scarcely had I taken the note-paper from the escritoire, when the Baroness de Chalencon entered, fussy as usual and full of the excursion to Barbison.

Léonie tells me you are not accompanying us, she cried in French. Ive been searching for you everywhere. Why, my dear Gerald, you must come.

I regret, Baronne, that I cant, I answered. I have to go to Paris by the midday train.

How horribly unsociable you are! she exclaimed. Surely you can postpone your journey to Paris! Wolkenstein and the others have declared that we cant do without you.

Express to them my regrets, I said. But to-day it is utterly impossible. I must be at the Embassy this afternoon. I have important business there.

Well, I suppose if you failed to put in an appearance, a crisis in Europe would not result, would it? she observed with a touch of grim irony. At the Rue de Lille or the Rue de Varenne, she added, meaning the German and Austrian Embassies, they take things far more easily than you do. Thats the worst of you English — you are always so very enthusiastic and so painfully businesslike.

I am compelled to do my duty, I answered briefly.

Most certainly, answered the Baroness. But you might surely be sociable as well! This is not like you, Msieur Ingram.

I must apologise, Baronne, I said. But, believe me, it is impossible for me to go to Barbison to-day. I have urgent correspondence here to attend to, and afterwards I must run up to Paris.

When she saw that I was firm, she reluctantly left me, saying as she disappeared through the door:

I really dont know what is coming to you. You are not at all the light and soul of the summer picnics, as you once used to be.

Im growing old, I shouted with a laugh.

She halted, turned back, and, putting her head inside the room again, retorted in a low, distinct voice:

Or have fallen in love — which is it?

I treated her suggestion with ridicule, and in the end she retired, laughing merrily, for at heart she was a pleasant woman, with whom I was always on excellent terms of friendship.

Then I sat down again to write, hoping to remain undisturbed. But although I held the pen poised in my hand I could think of no excuse. Three carriages drew up before the château, the coachmen wearing those handsome scarlet vests, conical hats, and many gold buttons, which together represent the mode in Fontainebleau and at Monte Carlo; and the guests, a merry, laughing, chattering crowd, mounted into the vehicles. Big picnic baskets, with the gilt tops of champagne bottles peeping out, were placed in a light cart to follow the excursionists, and two of the guests — men from Vienna — mounted the horses held by the grooms. Then, when all was ready, the whips cracked, there was a loud shouting of farewells to the hostess, who stood directing her servants, and the whole party moved off and away to the leafy forest lying below.

I looked down from the window, and saw the Princess standing on the drive — a sweet, girlish figure in her white dress, her slim waist girdled with blue, and her fair hair bound tightly beneath her sailor-hat. She scarcely looked more than nineteen as she stood there in the morning sunlight, smiling and waving her little hand to her departing guests.

She glanced up suddenly, and I drew back from the window to escape observation. So gentle so tender, so fair was she. And yet I feared her — just as I feared myself.


Chapter Twenty Six.

A Womans Heart.
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READER, I DO not know what influence it was that overcame me in that breathless hour of perplexity and indecision: whether it was the fascination of her beauty; whether it was owing to the fact that I unconsciously entertained some affection for her; or whether it was because my sense of duty to my country urged me to endeavour to learn the secret of the conspiracy formed against her by the Powers of Europe. To-day, as I sit here writing down this strange chapter of secret diplomacy, I cannot decide which of these three influences caused me to throw my instinctive caution to the winds and keep the appointment in the leafy forest glade that led through the beeches to Veneux Nadon and on to quiet old Moret.

Instinctively I felt myself in danger — that if I allowed myself to become fascinated by this capricious, impulsive woman, it would mean ruin to us both. Yet her beauty was renowned through Europe, and the illustrated papers seemed to vie with each other in publishing her new portraits. Her confession to me had been sufficient to turn the head of any man. Nevertheless, with a fixed determination not to allow myself to fall beneath the fascination of those wonderful eyes, I strolled down the forest-path and awaited her coming.

Soon she approached, walking over the mossy ground noiselessly, save for the quick swish of her skirts; and then with a glad cry of welcome, she grasped my hand.

Ah! she exclaimed, a slight flush mounting to her delicate, well-moulded cheeks, you received my note last night, Gerald? Can you forgive me? I am a woman, and should not have written so.

Forgive! I repeated. Of course I forgive you anything, Léonie.

You think none the worse of me for it? she urged, speaking rapidly in French. Indeed, I allowed my pen to run away, and now I regret it.

I breathed more freely. Her attitude was that of a woman who, conscious of error, now wished it to be forgotten.

To regret is quite unnecessary, I assured her in a low voice of sympathy. We are all of us human, and sometimes we err.

Silence fell between us for a few moments. It struck me that she was striving strenuously to preserve her self-restraint.

You will destroy that letter, promise me, she urged, looking piercingly into my face. It was foolish — very foolish — of me to write it.

I have done so, I answered, although, truth to tell, it still remained in my pocket.

And you will not despise me because in an hour of foolishness I confessed my love for you?

I shall never despise you, Léonie, I answered. We have always been good friends, but never lovers. The latter we never shall be.

She looked at me quickly, with a strange expression.

Never? she asked, in a tone so low that I could scarcely catch the word.

Never, I responded.

Her laces stirred as her breast rose and fell, and I saw that she herself was endeavouring to evade my query, although at the same time her heart was full of the same impetuous passion which had so much amazed me on the previous night. I had spoken plainly, and my single word, uttered firmly, had crushed her.

It occurred to me that I had made a mistake. I had not acted diplomatically. I knew, alas! that I was, and always had been, a terrible blunderer in regard to womens affections. Some men are unlucky in their love-affairs. I was one of them.

We walked slowly together side by side for some distance, neither uttering a word. At last I halted again, and, taking her hand, bent earnestly to her, saying:

Now, Léonie, let us put aside any sentimentality and talk reasonably.

Ah! she said, her eyes flashing quickly, you do not love me. Put aside sentiment indeed! How can I put it aside?

But a moment ago you suggested that we should forget what passed between us yesterday.

I did so in order to test you — to see whether you had a spark of affection for me in your heart. But the bare, cold truth is now exposed. You have not!

Her face was ashen, and her magnificent eyes had a strange look in them.

Could you respect me and count me your friend, Léonie, if I feigned an affection which did not really exist within me? I asked. Reason with yourself for a moment. Had I been unscrupulous towards you I might yesterday have told you that I reciprocated your affection, and—

And you do not? she cried. Tell me the truth plainly, once and for all.

You offered me in exchange for my love a secret which would enable me to defeat the enemies of my country, and probably cause my advancement in the diplomatic service. You offered me the greatest temptation possible.

No; she said, putting up her hand, do not use the word temptation.

I will call it inducement, then. Well, this inducement was strong enough to persuade me to break the bond of friendship between us, and to cause me to occupy a false position. But I have hesitated, because—

Because you do not love me, she said quickly, interrupting me.

No, Léonie, I protested. Between us it is hard to define the exact line where friendship ends and love begins. Our own discretion should be able to define it. Tell me, which do you prefer — a firm friend — or a false lover?

You are too coldly philosophical, she answered. I only put it to you from a common-sense standpoint.

And which position is to be preferred? she asked. Your own, as that of a diplomatist with a paltry fifty thousand francs or so a year, and compelled to worry yourself over every trifling action of those who represent the Courts of your enemies; or that of my husband, with an income that would place you far above the necessity of allowing your brain to be worried by everyday trifles?

She paused, and her lips trembled. Then with a sudden desperate passion she went on:

People say that I am good-looking, and my mirror tells me so; yet you, the man I love, can see in me no beauty that is attractive. To you I am simply a smart woman who is at the same time a princess — that is all.

I am no flatterer, Léonie, I cried quickly. But as regards personal beauty you are superb, incomparable. Remember what Vian said when he painted your portrait for the Salon — that you were the only woman he had ever painted whose features together made a perfect type of beauty.

Ah! you remember that! she said, smiling with momentary satisfaction. I thought you had forgotten it. I fear that my beauty is not what it was five years ago.

You are the same to-day as when we first met and were introduced. It was at Longchamps. Do you remember?

Remember? I recollect every incident of that day, she answered. You have been ever in my mind since.

As a friend, I hope.

No, as a lover.

Impossible, I declared. Do reason for an instant, Léonie. At this moment I am proud to count myself among your most intimate personal friends, but love between us would only result in disaster. If we married, the difference in our stations would be as irksome to you as to me; and if I did not love you, the link would only cause us both unhappiness, and, in a year or two, estrangement.

Only if you did not love me. If you loved me it would be different.

You would still be a princess and I a struggling diplomatist.

It would make no difference. Our love would be the same, she answered passionately. Ah, Gerald, you cannot tell how very lonely my life is without a single person to care for me! I think I am the most melancholy woman in all the world. True, I have wealth, position, and good looks, the three things that the world believes necessary for the well-being of women; but I lack one — the most necessary of them all — the affection of the man I love.

I cant help it, Léonie! I cried. Indeed, it is not my fault that my friendship does not overstep the bounds. Some day it may, but I tell you frankly and honestly that at present it does not. I am your friend, earnest and devoted to you — a friend such as few women have, perhaps. Were I not actually your friend I should now, at this moment, become selfish, feign love, and thus become your bitterest enemy.

You are cold as ice, she answered hoarsely, in a low tone of disappointment.

Her countenance fell, as though she were utterly crushed by my straightforward declaration.

No, you misunderstand, I replied, taking her hand tenderly in mine, and speaking very earnestly. To-day the romance that exists within the breast of every woman is stirred within you, and causes you to utter the same words as you did at sixteen, when your first love was, in your eyes, a veritable god. You will recall those days — days when youth was golden, and when the world seemed a world of unceasing sunshine and of roses without thorns. But you, like myself, have obtained knowledge of what life really is, and have become callous to so much that used to impress and influence us in those long-past days. We have surely both of us taught ourselves to pause and to reason.

She hung her head in silence, as if she were a scolded child, her looks fixed upon the ground.

My refusal to mislead you into a belief that I love you is as painful to me as it is to you, Léonie, I went on, still holding her hand in mine. I would do anything rather than cause you a moments trouble and unhappiness, but I am determined that I will not play you false. These are plain, hard words, I know; but some day you will thank me for them — you will thank me for refusing to entice you into a marriage which could only bring unhappiness to both of us.

I shall never thank you for breaking my heart, she said in a sad voice, looking up at me. You cannot know how I suffer, or you would never treat me thus!

The truth is always hardest to speak, I answered, adding, in an attempt to console her: Let us end it all, and return to our old style of friendship.

I cannot! she said, shaking her head— I cannot! and she burst into tears.

I stood beside her in the forest-path, helpless and perplexed. Was it possible, I wondered, that the plot of the Powers against England existed only in her imagination, and that she had invented it in order to use it as a lever to gain my affections? She was a clever, resourceful woman — that I knew; but never during the course of our friendship had I found her guilty of double-dealing or of attempting to deceive me in any way whatever. More than once, when she reigned in Paris as queen of Society, she had whispered to me secrets that had been of the greatest use to us at the Embassy; and once, owing to her, we had been forearmed against a dastardly attempt on the part of an enemy to assist the Boers to defy us. A niece of the Emperor of Austria, she was received at the various Courts of Europe, and visited several of the reigning sovereigns; therefore, she was always full of such tittle-tattle as is ever busy among those who live beneath the shadow of a throne, and was far better informed as to political affairs than many of the ambassadors; yet withal she was eminently cautious and discreet, and, if she wished, could be as silent as the grave. Nevertheless, although signs were many that the war-cloud had again arisen and was once more hanging heavily over Europe, I could not bring myself to believe that the plot now hatched was quite as serious as she made it out to be. The world of diplomacy in Paris is full of mares nests, and alarms are almost of daily occurrence. When events do not conspire to create them, then those ingenious gentlemen, the Paris correspondents of the great journals, sit down and invent them. The centre of diplomatic Europe is Paris, which is also the centre of the canards, those ingeniously concocted stories which so often throw half Europe into alarm, and for which the sensational journalists alone are responsible.

Come, Léonie, I said tenderly at last, this is no time for tears. I regret exceedingly that this interview is so painful, but it is my duty towards you as a man and as your friend to be firm in preventing you from taking a step which after a short time you would bitterly repent.

If you become my husband I shall never repent! she cried. You are the only man I have ever loved. I did not love the Prince as I love you! I know, she added, panting— I know how unseemly it is that I, a woman, should utter these words; but my heart is full, and my pent-up feelings are now revenging themselves for their long imprisonment.

I felt myself wavering. This woman who had thrown herself into my arms, was wealthy beyond the wildest dreams of avarice, world-renowned for her beauty and high intellect — a woman altogether worthy and noble. Each moment her powers of fascination grew stronger, and I felt that, after all, I was treating her affection with slight regard, for I was now convinced that her love was no mere caprice or sudden passion.

Yet, after all, my belief in womans honesty and purity had been shaken by the discovery that Yolande was a spy and that Edith, after all her protestations, had a secret lover. These two facts caused me, I think, to regard the Princess with some suspicion, although at the same time I could not disguise from myself the truth that her emotion was real and her passion genuine.

Your confession is but the confession of an honest woman, Léonie, I said with tenderness. But what has passed between us must be forgotten. You tempt me to assume a position that I could not maintain. Think for a moment. Is it right? Is it just either to yourself or to me?

Will you not accept the offer I made you yesterday? she asked in the tone of one desperate, her eyes fixed upon mine in fierce earnestness.

Will you not learn the secret and save your country from ignominy?

I held my breath, and my eyes fixed themselves on hers. Her tear-stained face was blanched to the lips.

No, Léonie, I answered. Anxious as I am to save England from the net which her unscrupulous enemies have spread for her, I refuse to do so at the cost of your happiness.

And that decision is irrevocable? she asked, with a quick look of menace.

It is irrevocable, I replied.

Yes, I know, she said in a hoarse whisper— because another woman holds you in her toils! Well, we shall see! and she laughed bitterly, the swift fire of jealousy flashing for an instant in the brilliant eyes that half Europe had delighted to praise. I love you, she continued, and some day you will love me. Meanwhile, my secret is my own.


Chapter Twenty Seven.

The Unexpected.
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A FORTNIGHT PASSED uneventfully. After that morning walk with the Princess I left Chantoiseau and returned to Paris. My presence at the château after what had passed between us was as dangerous to her as to me. I wrote her a letter of farewell and went back to the capital that same afternoon.

In response, she had sent me a wildly worded note by a manservant, in which she declared that the reason I cast aside her love was because of the attractions of some other woman. This letter, together with the letter she had sent to my room, I kept locked in a drawer in the little den which served me as study and smoking-room. Now that they were safe under lock and key, I resolved to forget their curious and romantic history.

But the one matter uppermost in my mind was the alleged plot by the Powers against England. As I had given the Princess my word of honour not to mention it to a soul, I was unable to consult Lord Barmouth, and was compelled to wait and watch for signs that the conspiracy was in progress.

Those days were full of fevered anxiety. His Excellency was absent in the country, and the duties of the Embassy devolved upon myself. The facts that the German Ambassador had travelled suddenly to Berlin to consult the Minister of Foreign Affairs, and that urgent despatches were being exchanged daily between the Austrian Embassy and Vienna, seemed to me to establish the truth of Léonies statement. I met my friends Volkouski and Korniloff, the Russian attachés, in the Grand Café one evening, and we spent an hour together over our consommation down at the Alcazar, in the Champs Elysées; but they apparently knew nothing, or, if they did, naturally hesitated to expose their secret. Hither and thither I sought for evidence, and with my suspicions aroused found confirmation of the Princesss story in every diplomatic action. The German Emperor made a speech in Berlin in which, with many references to his grandfather and the Fatherland, he assured Europe that never in recent history had peace been so firmly established among nations; and both from Rome and St. Petersburg came news of unusual inactivity. That calm foreboded a storm.

As those hot, anxious days went slowly past I strove to form some theory as to the manner in which the conspiracy had been arranged and as to the persons chiefly responsible, but could find none.

Had not Léonie plainly told me that this dastardly plot among jealous nations aimed directly at the undermining of the British power, the ruin of Englands prestige, and the destruction of her supremacy on the sea? I, as a diplomatist, knew too well the vulnerability of our Empire. We have patriotism, it is true, for the sons of England will ever shed the last drop of their blood in the defence of their beloved country; but something more than patriotism is now necessary for successful defence. In these days, when Europe is daily arming and small republics, backed by certain of the Powers, amuse themselves by twisting the Lions tail, an efficient British army is necessary, as well as a navy that must be stronger than that of the rest of the world. We at the embassies know how, by descending to methods which we as Englishmen scorn to use, our enemies are often able to outwit and checkmate us; and we know also that in England foreign spies are allowed to come and go at will, and that the interesting gentlemen whom we welcome are gradually elaborating their plans for the invasion of our shores.

Many there are who laugh at the idea of an invasion of England, but every diplomatist in Europe knows well that the problem is discussed in every military centre on the Continent, and that in certain quarters strategists have drawn up plans by which the catastrophe can undoubtedly be accomplished. Therefore, in spite of the sneers of those who rest upon a false belief in their insular security, we should be in a condition not only to defend, but to defy — a condition which, to our sorrow, does not at present exist.

The Princess had offered me such information as would enable me to crush the conspiracy against us, and I had refused her terms. Sometimes, as I sat alone in my room thinking, I felt that I had made a mistake, and that I ought, in the interests of my country, to have accepted. Then, at others, I felt glad that I had had the courage to refuse her conditions, and to leave her as I had done. As she had learned the truth from the Emperor Francis Joseph of Austria, the secret must be known in the Court circle at Vienna.

Yet unfortunately it was impossible for me to go there, and equally impossible, after giving my word of honour to Léonie, to explain my fears to Kaye and allow the secret service to make inquiries. I knew from many signs that catastrophe was imminent, but was utterly powerless to avert it.

Reader, place yourself for a single moment in my position — your own honour at stake on the one hand, and that of your country on the other. It seemed base to speak, base to keep silence.

I shall not easily forget what I suffered during this period of anxious inactivity. The weeks went by, Lord Barmouth came back sun-tanned and jovial, and all the other representatives of the European Courts returned one by one after their summer leave. Parisians, driven away by wet weather, deserted the plages, the châteaux, and the various inland watering-places; and from Dieppe and Trouville, Arcachon and Luchon, Vichy and Aix, Royat and Contrexéville the crowds of mothers and daughters, with a sprinkling of fathers, came gaily back to their favourite boulevards, their favourite magasins, and their favourite cafés. Paris was herself again — for the winds were cold, the leaves in the boulevards were falling in showers, and the wet pavements were rendered disagreeable on account of them.

One afternoon towards the end of November I entered my little flat with my latchkey, and walked straight into my sitting-room, when, to my surprise, a beautiful girl rose from the chair in which she had been sitting, and, without speaking a word, held out her hand.

You — Edith! I gasped, utterly taken aback.

Yes, she said in a strained voice. Will you not welcome me? Your man said he expected you every moment, and asked me to await you. I ought not to have come here, to your chambers, I know, but being in Paris I could not resist.

I never dreamed that you were here. Is your aunt with you?

Yes, she replied. I have at last managed to persuade her to winter on the Italian Riviera.

Where?

At San Remo. Our vicar at Ryburgh stayed there for a month last winter, and gave us a most glowing account of it. Judging from the photographs, it must be a most delightful place — quite an earthly paradise for those wishing to avoid the English frost and fogs. Do you know it?

Yes, I answered, seating myself in a chair opposite her. Ive been there once. It is, as you anticipate, perfectly charming. You will no doubt enjoy yourself immensely.

Her lips compressed, and her eyes were fixed upon mine.

I shall, I fear, not have much enjoyment, she sighed sadly.

Why?

You know why well enough, she answered in a tone of bitter reproach.

Because we are parted, I said. Well, Edith, I, too, regret it. But need we discuss that incident further? We are still friends, and I am glad that you have not passed through Paris without sparing an hour to call upon me.

But it is to discuss it that I came here, she protested quickly. Her rich fur cape had slipped from her shoulders and lay behind her in my big armchair. In her black tailor-made gown and her elegant hat, which bore the unmistakable stamp of having been purchased since her arrival in Paris, she looked smart and attractive. Her pure, open face was exquisite to behold, even though a trifle thinner and paler than on that summers day when we had wandered by the river and she had pledged her love to me. But as she sat before me toying with her bracelet, from which a dozen little charms were hanging, the remembrance of her base deception flashed through my brain. I held her in suspicion — and suspicion of this kind is the seed of hatred.

I cannot see what there is to discuss, I answered coldly, at the same time ringing and ordering tea for her. Nor can I see, I added, what good there is in reopening a chapter in our lives which ought to be for ever closed.

No, Gerald, she cried, dont say that! Those words break my heart. It is not closed. You do not understand.

To speak of it only causes pain to both of us, I said. Cannot you visit me as a friend and resolve not to discuss the unfortunate affair?

No, she declared quickly, I cannot. I have come to you to-day, Gerald, to explain and to ask your forgiveness. My aunt is confined to her room with a headache, and I have managed to slip away from the hotel and come to you here.

Well? I asked rather coldly.

I confess that her visit annoyed me, for I saw in her attitude a desire to make such explanations as would satisfy me; but, taught by experience, I was resolved to accept no word from her as the truth. She had deceived me once; and although she was the only woman I had really loved honestly and well, her wiles and fascinations had no longer any power over me.

Gerald, she exclaimed, as she rose suddenly, crossed the space between us, and, after placing her arms about my neck, sank upon her knees at my side, I ask your forgiveness.

She spoke in a manner the most intense; and I saw how nervous and anxious she was. Yes, she had altered considerably since that day at Ryburgh when we had strolled together in the sunset and I had told her of my love, her features were sharper, paler, and more refined. Grief had left its imprint upon that sweet, pure countenance, which had always reminded me so vividly of Van Dycks Madonna in the Pitti at Florence. Do you know it? You will find it — a small picture too often unnoticed, only a foot square, hung low down in the Saloon of the Painters. It shows a marvellously beautiful face, perfect in its contour, graced by a sweet and childlike mouth with the true Cupids bow, and with eyes dark and searching. This perfect type of beauty so markedly resembled Edith that its photograph might almost be accepted as a portrait of her.

There, on her knees, she twice besought my forgiveness. But I remained silent. To forgive was impossible, I knew; nevertheless, I had no desire to cause her pain. Her face told me that she had already suffered sufficiently in the months that had elapsed since I had bidden her farewell at the little railway-station in rural England.

Speak! she cried. Tell me, Gerald, that you love no one else beside myself — that — that you will forgive me!

Turning to her, I grasped her hand, and, looking straight into those eyes which I had once believed to be so full of truth, honesty, and affection, I answered earnestly:

I love no woman on earth except yourself, Edith. But to forgive is quite impossible.

No! she cried wildly— no! you cannot be cold and callous if you really love me. See! here at your feet I beseech of you to allow me to prove my innocence and show my love for you!

I once believed implicitly in you, Edith, I said very gravely, still holding her hand; but the discovery that you met your lover clandestinely beneath the very window of my room has so shaken my confidence that it is utterly impossible for you ever to re-establish it.

But he is not my lover! she protested, her blanched face upturned to mine. I swear he is not; nor has he ever been.

I have no proof of your declaration, I answered, shaking my head dubiously.

Except my oath, she gasped in desperation. Cannot you accept that? I swear by all I hold most sacred, she cried, lifting her head and raising her face to Heaven— I swear that I entertain no spark of affection for that man, and that he has never been my lover!

Then who is he? I demanded. What is his name?


Chapter Twenty Eight.

On the Crooked Way.
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SHE HELD HER breath. Her hand trembled within my grasp. Then, after a moment, she faltered:

He is not my lover. Is not my declaration sufficient?

No, it is not, I responded harshly. If he is nothing to you, as you allege, then why did you meet him secretly at night, and make an appointment to meet again after I had left Ryburgh?

Because I was forced to — because—

Because you have allowed that shabby adventurer to love you! I interrupted. Because you have played me false!

I deny it! she protested, a gleam of defiance flashing for an instant in her eyes. I have never played you false, Gerald. The charge against me is utterly false and unfounded.

Then perhaps you will explain this wandering visitors business with you.

I would tell you all — all that has passed between us, but I dare not. My every action is watched, and if I breathed a single word to you he would know; and then—

And what would happen then, pray? I asked with some surprise, for I now saw that she entertained a deadly fear of her midnight visitor; it was evident that he held some mysterious power over her.

The result would be disastrous, she replied in a mechanical tone of voice.

In what way?

Not only would it upset all the plans I have formed, but would in all probability be the cause of my own ruin — perhaps even of my suicide, she added.

I dont understand you, Edith, I said, turning again to her, in the hope that she would confide in me. How would it cause your ruin? If you hesitate to tell me the truth, then it is certain that you fear some exposure.

You are quite right, she answered, meeting my gaze unflinchingly; I do fear exposure.

Then you admit your guilt? You admit that what I have alleged is the actual truth?

I do not, for a single instant. The charge is false, and without the slightest foundation, she asserted. You saw me speaking with him, you may have overheard our conversation, and you no doubt believe that he is my lover. But I tell you he is not.

His movements were mysterious, I said dubiously. I followed him.

You followed him! she gasped, all colour leaving her face in an instant. You actually followed him! Where did he go?

She spoke as though she feared that I had discovered the truth as to his identity and calling.

To a village some little distance away, I replied ambiguously; and I there discovered one or two things which increased my interest in him.

What did you discover? Tell me, she urged, grasping my hand anxiously.

What I discovered only led me still further to the belief that he held you within his power.

I have already admitted that, she exclaimed. I am perfectly frank in that respect.

And you will not tell me the reason? If you refuse to be open and straightforward with me, there surely can be no love between us. Confidence is the first step towards the union of man with woman.

I will tell you the reason, she replied in a strange voice, almost as though she were speaking to herself. It is because a secret exists between us.

Ah! I cried, I thought so. The secret of a love-affair — eh?

It concerns a love-affair, it is true, but not our own.

Oh, now this is interesting! I cried with bitter sarcasm. You are bound to each other because of your common knowledge of the love-affair of a third person. That is curious, to say the least of it. No, I added, Im afraid, Edith, I cannot accept such a remarkable explanation, notwithstanding the ingenuity displayed in its construction.

In other words, you insinuate that I am lying to you! she exclaimed, her cheeks flushing with indignation.

I do not use the term lying, I said with a smile; the word prevarication is more applicable. A woman never lies.

You are not treating me seriously, she complained quickly. I have come here to tell you all that I can, and—

And you have told me practically nothing, I interposed.

I have told you all that I dare at present, she answered. Some day, ere long, I hope to be in a position to make full confession to you, and then you will fully understand my action and appreciate the extreme difficulty and deadly peril in which I find myself at this moment.

You admit that you have a confession to make?

Of course I admit it. I wronged you when I met that man on the very night you were a guest beneath our roof. It is but just that you should know the whole of the ghastly truth.

That is what I am endeavouring to obtain from you, I said. I want to know who that shabby fellow was, and why he took such pains to keep his presence in Great Ryburgh a secret.

He had some good reason, I presume, she replied.

Do you declare that you know absolutely nothing of his movements? I inquired.

I know but little of them.

How long have you been acquainted?

Two years — perhaps a little longer.

And has he visited you often?

No, at infrequent intervals.

Always at night?

Always.

He evidently is a shrewd fellow, who does not wish his presence in that chattering little village to be known, I said with a laugh. Then I added: You went for moonlight rambles with him, I suppose?

He wished to talk with me, and on such occasions we took one or other of the paths across the fields.

Very interesting, I said. And all this time you were causing me to believe that you were mine alone! Are you surprised at my refusal to forgive?

I should be if I were guilty of playing you false, she answered with slight haughtiness, as though my words wounded her self-respect.

If you were not guilty you would never endeavour to conceal your lovers name, as you are now doing! I exclaimed.

It is because I dare not tell you, she replied, with a look of desperation on her face. Were I to utter a word in explanation of the true state of affairs, all would be over, and both you and I would suffer.

How should I suffer? I asked with some interest.

The affair is much more curious and complicated than you imagine, she said. Knowledge of the truth could only bring ruin upon you.

Rubbish! I cried roughly, starting up. What have I to fear?

No, Gerald, she implored, gripping my hand tightly, do not treat this matter with indifference. It is, I tell you, a grave one for both of us.

In what way?

Ah, she sighed, if only I might tell you! If only I dared!

If you love me as you did on that evening when we wandered beside the river, you would brave all these mythical dangers and tell me the truth, Edith, I said, bending towards her in a persuasive manner.

But, as I have explained, I cannot. I will not — for your sake!

How can knowledge of it possibly affect me? I cried.

She paused for a moment and then answered: There are certain hidden influences at work, of which you, Gerald, have no suspicion. I alone am aware of the truth. Cannot you place sufficient confidence in me — in the woman who loves you — to leave the matter in my hands? Surely our interests are mutual!

I have, I regret, no confidence, I said bluntly.

Ah! because you are jealous, she replied quite calmly. Well, that is but natural in the circumstances. You discovered him, and you believe him to be my lover. Nevertheless, your jealousy should not lead you into any rash action which might wreck your life.

You speak as though you are anxious with regard to my personal safety. What have I to fear?

You have to fear the machinations of unscrupulous enemies, she said anxiously. You are living in ignorance of the peril that daily threatens you, and I — who love you so well — am unable to give you a single hint which might warn you of the pitfall so cunningly concealed.

There was an earnestness in her tone which struck me as curious. What could she, a girl living in a quiet country village in England, know about the machinations of unscrupulous enemies? She spoke as though well versed in the diplomatic plots of Paris, even as though she would corroborate what the Princess had alleged. It was odd, and caused me much reflection. What could she possibly know?

It is only fair to me that you should warn me of the peril, I said at last.

Hush! she whispered, looking round the room in fear; the very walls have ears. If it were believed that I had spoken to you of this, a catastrophe, terrible and complete, would ensue.

Really, Edith, I said, you speak in enigmas. I dont know what to believe.

Believe in me, she answered in a deep, earnest voice. Believe in my truth and purity as you did before, for I protest that never for a single instant have I forgotten the vows I made to you.

Ah, I said very sadly, if I could only believe that you really love me, how happy I should be! But as it is, I fear this to be quite impossible.

No, she wailed, tears welling in her eyes. Surely the sight of that man unknown to you has not destroyed all your belief in womans honesty and affection? You must, deep down in your heart, see that I love you firmly and well. You cannot be so blind, Gerald, as to believe that here, to-day, I am playing you false! Ah! if you only knew! she sighed. If you only knew all that I am suffering, you would pity me, and you would take me in your embrace as once you used to do, and kiss me on the lips as a sign of your forgiveness. I can suffer, she went on brokenly— I can endure the awful anxiety and tribulation for your sake; I can cheerfully bear the jeers of men and the insults of women, but I cannot bear your coldness to me, because I love you, and because you once declared that you were mine.

This estrangement has arisen between us through your own fault, I answered.

Just at this moment my man rapped smartly at the door, and Edith rose quickly from her knees before he entered with the tea. The little silver service was a quaint relic of the Queen Anne period, which had long been in my family, and which was always admired by the brilliant Parisiennes who often did me the honour of taking a cup of English tea — not, of course, because they liked the beverage, but because to drink it is nowadays considered chic. My man told me that a messenger had called from the Embassy, and I left the room for a few moments to see him.

But Edith disregarded the fact that tea had been brought. The instant I returned and the door had closed again, she came across to me, saying:

It was not my fault, Gerald; it was his. He compelled me to meet him.

For what reason?

He wished me to render him a service.

Of what character?

That I cannot explain.

You of course acquiesced?

No, I refused.

And yet the fact that you met him against your will shows in itself that you were in his power, I remarked. How was it that you could refuse?

She was silent a moment, standing before me wan and pale in her black dress, her gloved hands clasped before her.

I defied him, she answered simply.

Well? I inquired.

Well, that is the reason why I live in dread of a catastrophe.

Answer me this question, Yes or No. Your mysterious visitor was a foreigner?

I recollected what the innkeepers wife had told me — namely, that the word Firenze was on the tabs of his boots.

Yes, she answered in a half-whisper.

An Italian?

How did you know that? she gasped in quick surprise.

From my own inquiries, I answered.

But do take my advice, she cried earnestly, her hand upon my arm. Make no further inquiries regarding him; otherwise I may be suspected and all my plans will be frustrated.

What plans?

Plans I have made for our mutual protection, she whispered. If you knew all the details you would not be surprised at my anxiety that you should remain inactive and leave all to me. I am but a woman; nevertheless, I am at least loyal to you, the man I love. Forgive me, she implored, raising her white, pained face to mine— forgive me, Gerald, I beg and pray of you. Have confidence in me, and I will some day, ere long, prove to you that I am, after all, worthy of your love.

Forgiveness is easy, but forgetfulness difficult, I said, taking her hand and looking straight into the dark splendour of those soft eyes.

After the shrill-tongued, voluble foreign women by whom I was ever surrounded, this sweet English girl breathed peace and paradise to my wearied heart.

But you will forgive me? she implored in deep earnestness. Say that you will!

Her attitude impressed upon me forcibly the conviction that, after all, she really loved me. Nevertheless, the whole affair seemed so mysterious and perplexing that I found it difficult to regard her motives with unquestioning faith. Yes, I said at length, I forgive you, Edith. But until you can explain all the mystery, I tell you frankly that I cannot entertain full confidence in you.

You will, however, leave me to carry out the plan I have formed? she urged anxiously.

If you wish.

And if I am denounced by one or other of my enemies, you will not believe that denunciation before I am at liberty to expose to you the whole truth? Promise me that — do!

Very well, I responded, it shall be as you wish.

Then as those words left my lips she sprang forward with a loud cry of joy, and, throwing her arms about my neck, kissed me wildly in joy, saying:

You shall never regret this decision, Gerald, never — never!

For fully an hour we sat together, our tea untouched, so preoccupied were we with the burden of our hearts; then, declaring that Aunt Hetty would miss her, she reluctantly rose. When I had put her cape round her shoulders, we went downstairs together, I having promised to accompany her in a fiacre as far as the Grand Hotel.

Just as we were about to step into the street, I encountered Kaye, who evidently wished to have a word with me. As he raised his hat, I noticed how intently he was examining my companions face; then he passed us and entered the wide hall leading to the stairs. A moment later, however, he turned suddenly, and said:

Excuse me, Mr Ingram, might I speak with you for one moment? I see you are going out.

Certainly, I answered; and after excusing myself to Edith I moved off a few paces with him.

The words he uttered were spoken in a whisper. They startled me:

Have a care, Mr Ingram, he said meaningly. We know that woman!


Chapter Twenty Nine.

Kaye is Puzzled.
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HAVING SEEN EDITH as far as the Grand Hotel, I re-entered the fiacre and at once drove back to my own rooms, where I found the chief of the secret service awaiting me.

What do you mean by saying that you know that lady? I inquired breathlessly.

Simply that we know her, thats all, he replied, with an air of mystery.

Look here, Kaye, I said, just tell me plainly and straightforwardly what you know regarding her?

Shes a person to be avoided, thats all.

To be avoided! I echoed. Why, surely she has no connection with the persons you are watching? She lives in Norfolk, in a little country village, and scarcely ever comes abroad.

I know it, he answered with his sphinx-like smile. She lives at Great Ryburgh, near Fakenham, is in possession of a fair income, and has a maiden aunt as companion.

How did you know that? I demanded in surprise.

It is our duty to know all who are the enemies of England.

And is she an enemy?

Most certainly, he replied.

I cant believe it, Kaye! I cried, aghast. I wont believe it! First you tell me that Yolande de Foville is a spy, and now you denounce Edith Austin.

I only tell you the truth, he answered, leaning against the table and folding his arms.

Then as you know so much about her, you probably know our relationship, I said, rather annoyed that this ubiquitous man, whose proclivities for fathoming a secret were prodigious, should have watched her.

I am quite well aware of it, Mr Ingram, he responded; and if I might be allowed to advise you, I should end it at once. It is dangerous.

Why?

Because she is playing you false.

How do you know that?

By the same means that I know she is working against us — and against you. If you knew the facts they would astound you. Even I, with all my experience of the ways of felons and spies, was dumbfounded when I learnt the truth.

But cant you see that its ridiculous to ask me to cast her aside without giving me any plain and ample reason?

The reason is certainly sufficient, he replied.

What is it?

You visited her at Ryburgh some months ago, and suspected her of having a secret lover. Is not that so?

Extraordinary! I gasped. How did you know that? You set your spies upon me! I added angrily.

No, not upon you, he said. She was already under observation.

Why?

Because of some suspicion that had been aroused regarding the Ceuta incident.

Nonsense! I cried, unable to believe his allegation. What possible connection could she have with that?

A rather intimate one, judging from the result of our inquiries.

In what manner?

Well, as a secret agent.

In the employ of whom?

Of France.

Of France? I echoed. Impossible!

My dear Mr Ingram, he protested, Im not in the habit of misleading you or of making statements which I cant substantiate. I repeat that Miss Edith Austin, the lady who has been here with you this afternoon, is a French agent.

I cant believe it! I gasped, utterly staggered. Why, shes a simple, charming English girl, leading a quiet life in that sleepy little village, and scarcely seeing anybody for weeks together.

Exactly. I dont deny that. But as her affection for you is prompted by ulterior motives — pray pardon me for saying so — you should be forewarned; and this is the more desirable in view of the fact which you yourself discovered.

What fact?

That she has a secret lover.

Ah! I cried eagerly. Tell me, who is he?

An Italian named Bertini — Paolo Bertini.

Bertini, I repeated, the name sounding somewhat familiar. Surely Ive heard that name before!

Of course. You remember, when you were in Brussels, the bold attempt he made one afternoon in your room at the Embassy?

Ah! I remember. Why, of course! And is he actually the same man?

In an instant I recalled the face of Ediths midnight visitor, and recollected where I had seen it on a previous occasion.

Kayes words brought back to me in that moment an incident which showed plainly the dastardly tricks of the foreign spies who constantly hover about every legation or embassy on the Continent. One afternoon, years ago, in Brussels, a well-dressed, gentlemanly man called to see His Excellency, and was shown into my room. Half an hour before, a Foreign Office messenger had arrived from London with despatches, and I was busily engaged in deciphering them when the servant showed in the stranger. The latter, who introduced himself as a shipowner of Antwerp, was seated near my table, and was talking to me about a complaint he had recently lodged against one of our consuls, when suddenly he stopped, turned pale, and fell back in a faint. I sprang up, and, rushing out of the room, went to get a glass of water. Fortunately I had on thin shoes, and the carpet in the corridor was so thick that my feet fell noiselessly. Judge of my surprise when, on my return, I saw my visitor standing in a perfect state of health with one of the deciphered despatches pinned against the wall and a camera in his hand! He had actually photographed it during my absence.

Without an instants hesitation I sprang upon him from behind, wrenched the camera from his hand, shouted for help, and held him until some of the servants came, when he was taken in charge by the police. After a short trial, during which it was proved that he was one of the cleverest spies employed by France, he was sentenced to six months imprisonment for attempted theft, while the camera, together with the photographic films, was returned to us. The latter, on being developed, proved extremely interesting and very valuable, for not only did we find the photograph of our own despatch, but those of three other secret documents taken in the Italian Embassy in Brussels.

And it was this artful adventurer who had become Ediths lover. She, young and inexperienced, had no doubt fallen his victim. She had become enmeshed in the net he had spread for her, and was the subordinate by means of whom he intended to operate further against us.

What you tell me, Kaye, really staggers belief, I said after a pause. That man is absolutely unscrupulous.

Hes one of the most ingenious of all the army of secret agents. Indeed, I have a suspicion that he is the chief of the French spies operating in England. His intimate acquaintance with your friend Miss Austin shows conclusively that he is contemplating a big coup.

Had this matter, I wondered, any connection with the gigantic conspiracy of which the Princess had told me? My promise of secrecy given to her prevented me from mentioning it to Kaye. Only a few weeks ago the Figaro had announced that Her Highness the Princess Léonie von Leutenberg had left the Château de Chantoiseau, and had returned to her mansion in the Frieung, in Vienna. She had left France without sending me a word.

What connection had this man Bertini with the exposure of the Ceuta negotiations? I inquired.

He got to know of them by some means — how, I cant tell. It is an absolute enigma.

And that despatch I brought from London, the exact contents of which were known a few hours after my return here, what of that?

Through him, I feel assured, answered the clever man before me. I only returned from London three days ago. I went myself to make inquiries.

And what did you find?

He carries on the business of a jeweller, and has a small shop half-way up the Edgware Road, one of those cheap Brummagem places that sell earrings and brooches for servant-girls. He poses as quite a respectable shopkeeper, and employs an Englishman as manager. The signor, it appears, has many friends in London, and when they call to see him they are always shown to his private room over the shop. I also learnt that your visitor of to-day has called upon him there.

Are you sure? I cried quickly. Are you absolutely certain of that?

I gave her description and name to the manager, who said he recollected her calling there twice about three weeks ago. Once his master was not in, but on the second occasion she had an interview with him. It has more than once struck me as curious that this fellow Bertini should have been near you on the day of the mysterious theft of the contents of that despatch. You dont think that he followed you from Ryburgh to London?

I cant tell. If he did, I had no suspicion of it. And besides, not a soul except the Chief could have possibly obtained sight of that despatch. I saw it written, saw it sealed, and it never left my possession for a single instant.

She did not accompany you to London? he asked half-suspiciously.

Certainly not, I said.

Then I told him all that occurred on that well-remembered night, and how I had wandered in the early morning over the country-side to the village inn where for a moment I saw the Italian.

Then he evidently saw and recognised you there! Kaye exclaimed quickly. In all probability he followed you to London. That the copy of the despatch was transmitted to Paris by him is certain.

And with regard to the Ceuta incident?

In that, I believe, he made Yolande de Foville his agent. Undoubtedly it was through her ingenuity that Lord Barmouths instructions leaked out.

But how could she possibly have known them? I demanded. Remember, you have denounced her as a spy, but as yet have given me no proof whatever.

You have sufficient proof in the fact that she fled in alarm from Paris, I should think.

But I understood from you that she was in the German service. If so, she would certainly never ally herself with Bertini!

He might, on the other hand, ally himself with her, remarked the secret agent shrewdly. It would be distinctly to his advantage if he could obtain her aid, for by means of her he could ascertain various facts which might be considered extremely valuable at the Quai dOrsay.

It is all astounding! I declared, puzzled. Half the women one knows here seem to be secret agents. Paris is just now a veritable hotbed of diplomatic intrigue.

I quite agree; and it all tends to show that never, in the history of Europe, has there been a blacker outlook than to-day.

I was silent. What he said was only too true; and, further, the mysterious exposure of the secret instructions contained in the despatch I had brought from London had thwarted English diplomacy throughout Europe, and tied the hands of all our ambassadors at the various Courts. Signs everywhere convinced me that the statement of the Princess was actually true, and that we were on the brink of a war in which the whole of Europe would be involved.

Russia alone remained inactive. It is the fashion of journalists who know nothing of the inner life of the diplomatic circle, and of alarmist writers who build up political theories for themselves, to abuse Russia and Russian methods. We have been told for the past half-century that Russia means to seize India, merely because she has taken steps to colonise her enormous Asiatic possessions. Why, a Russian ambassador in any one of the capitals may hardly pare his nails without a sensational article in the Press appearing next day. All this is very amusing; for the truth is, Russia does not intend to be aggressive, nor does she want war. Peaceful expansion of her commerce and the development of Siberia are her aims; and if certain journalists insist on exhibiting to us the war bogey, it is because they have never been in Russia, and know absolutely nothing of the conduct of Muscovite diplomacy. This, it must be confessed, is, next to that of the Vatican, the second best in the world; but it is never aggressive; as every genuine diplomatist will hasten to admit. Indeed, if the truth were told, there have been times in recent years when only the firmness of Russia and the peaceful policy of the Czar have averted war!

It is the journalist, nearly always the journalist, who creates the European scares! Because of this state of affairs, we at the embassies are compelled to be always on our guard against those ubiquitous writers who vie with one another in obtaining interviews.

The present situation was, however, no journalistic canard, but a stern and perilous reality. The tension of the acute crisis, which had been increasing ever since the Ceuta incident, was terrible. Everywhere in diplomacy there was a spirit of reserve, which showed that the amity of nations was strained to its utmost limit. War might be declared upon England at any moment.


Chapter Thirty.

Knights of Industry.
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AFTER KAYE HAD left, I sat for a long time pondering over his words. The assertion that Edith was a spy helping Paolo Bertini staggered me. At first I could not believe it, but what he had told me left no room for doubt. I recalled the mans face as he had passed down the inn passage and out into the village street, and with the clue that Kaye had furnished recognised him. Without doubt all that the chief of the secret service had told me was true, for had not Edith herself refused to disclose the mans name or the character of their friendship? Had she not at the same time acknowledged that he held power over her, invisible but complete, and that the betrayal of her secret would mean her ruin — perhaps even her death?

I saw it all now, as I sat deep in doubt and perplexity. Edith was staying at the Grand. Should I call upon her aunt, and dine with them? My first impulse was to do this, for I felt anxious to obtain from her some further proof of her actual association with this adventurer; but, on reflection, I saw that such a course was not commendable, inasmuch as by calling I should perhaps arouse Aunt Hettys suspicion that her niece had visited me. Therefore, I resolved to send a petit bleu to Miss Foskett, stating that I had seen her name in the visitors list and hoped to do myself the pleasure of calling on the following day after déjeuner. This formality, which I at once proceeded to put in operation, would, I knew, greatly please the punctilious old spinster.

That evening I dined at the Brasserie Nationale, in the Avenue de lOpéra, an establishment German in style, but one widely patronised of late. Among other things, it is famous for its wonderful hors doeuvres; the wines, too, are always excellent and the cuisine not expensive. Below is a beer-hall, always crowded during afternoon and evening; but above, in a salon decorated in the ancient German style, one finds a crowd of gaily dressed diners, Parisian in all respects. The foreign tourist happily never goes there, for he patronises the Gazal, a little farther along the avenue, where the dinner is prix-fixe, two francs fifty, vin compris.

At the tables sat several persons whom I knew, for it chanced to be a première at the Opéra, and all Paris was dining in the vicinity.

Mariani, a well-known journalist on the staff of the Figaro, lounged in and took a seat with me. He was a thin-faced, middle-aged man of typical Parisian appearance. He had only that afternoon returned from Brussels, and presently, when we began to speak of the political situation, he paused with his wine-glass in his hand, saying, in that precise manner which was his chief characteristic:

The Patrie, the Libre Parole, the Gaulois, the Petit Journal, and the Autorité repeat that war with England is inevitable; that it is always there, ready to break out at any hour of any day. Their object is clear: it is revenge for the High Court trials. They have realised that, despite all its efforts, they cannot overthrow the Republic in times of peace. They must, then, have war. And these misérables are preparing it in order to overthrow the Republic! They prepare war with England not only because they hate England, as a free country, but because they know that war with England would be a naval Sedan. Unless the Republicans abandon their blindness and their torpor, they will let the Republic and France be lost by means of these misérables.

I agreed with him, but breathed a trifle more freely, for the Figaro was the organ of the French Government, and he was always well-informed. Nevertheless, it appeared that he had no idea of the exact direction of the political wind.

Near midnight, having attended a reception given by a smart Englishwoman, the wife of a peer resident in Paris, I was strolling along the Avenue de Neuilly on my way home. The night was cold but bright, and there were many people still about. A garde-de-ville, in his short cape, stood like a statue on the kerb at the Porte Maillott; the electric globes illuminated the Rond Point brightly, and a couple of harmless roysterers of the lower class lurched past me, singing the latest patriotic jingle of the cafés, a song inspired by the prevalent Anglophobia in Paris. They were singing the last verse:

Sous les éclats de la foudre
On vit tomber, noir de poudre,
Le dernier de ces vaillants,
Il cria: Vive la France!
Et lécho répondit: France!...
En avant!... Serrez vos rangs!...

I paused for a moment to glance at them. Truly the public spirit in Paris was everywhere anti-English. Fashoda had never been forgotten, and out of our difficulties with the Transvaal much capital was being made by the rabid organs of the Press.

Then I walked on until, at the corner of the Avenue de la Grande Armée and the Rue des Acacias, I suddenly became aware of two men walking slowly in front of me in earnest conversation. They were speaking in Italian, a language which I knew well, and it was a sentence I overheard which attracted my attention and caused me to glance at them.

Both were shabbily attired, and presented the signs of those hungry night-birds who creep forth at set of sun and slink about the boulevards. One wore a grey, soft felt hat stuck a trifle askew, as if its owner aimed at a rakish appearance, while the other wore a crumpled silk hat with a flat brim, the headgear typically Parisian.

Together, walking arm-in-arm, absorbed in their conversation, they passed beneath the big electric lamp which lit the street-refuge, and as the light fell upon them I drew back quickly in order to escape observation.

Those words in Italian had attracted me, and I now saw in front of me the two men whom I most desired to meet. The man who wore the high silk hat was none other than Rodolphe Wolf, while the other was that ingenious adventurer whom I had discovered at Ryburgh, Paolo Bertini.

They strolled along in a casual manner, as though well aware that out of doors they could talk freely. The fact that they spoke in Italian proved their desire to escape eavesdroppers. At the moment of recognition I had drawn back and allowed them to advance some distance in front; then, lounging along slowly, I followed them across the Avenue des Termes, up the narrow Rue Poncelet, and, traversing the Avenue Wagram, passed through a number of small streets until they suddenly halted before a small and uninviting-looking little café in the Rue Legendre, a few doors from the Mairie of Batignolles.

I was surprised to discover that Wolf was actually in Paris, while the presence of Bertini seemed to bear out all that Kaye had told me earlier in the evening. During the walk the Italian had pulled from his pocket a paper, which he handed to his companion, who stood for a moment beneath a street lamp reading it. Then he laughed lightly, folded it, and handed it back with an air of satisfaction. As neither of the interesting pair had once turned back, I had followed them entirely unnoticed.

Fortunately for me I was wearing a new overcoat, the astrakhan collar of which was turned up, the wind being chilly, so that my features were half-concealed. But the shabby appearance of the pair was in itself suspicious. Wolf had always been something of a fop, and it was scarcely possible that if he were a secret agent he could have fallen upon evil days.

I glanced at their boots. Those worn by Bertini were good ones of russet leather, while those of his companion were a smart pair of patents. This fact told me that for some unknown reason they had assumed the garb of loungers rapidly, and had not had time to change their boots. They had been, or were going, to some place where to be dressed well would arouse undue attention. That seemed certain.

I was standing back in the shadow of a doorway watching them, when suddenly, after some consultation, as it seemed, they entered the little café.

It was a frowsy, dirty place, at the window of which hung faded red blinds, much stained and fly-blown. From where I stood I could see that the ceiling, once white, was brown and discoloured by the gas, and the gilt decorations blackened and smoke-begrimed. It was called the Café de lÉtoile.

Dare I enter and risk detection?

Now that I had discovered them I intended to watch and find out where they were staying, so that Kaye and his staff might keep them under observation. The reason for their presence in Paris was without doubt a sinister one. Of all the men in the whole world who were my enemies the man Wolf was the bitterest; and next to him was this dark-faced Italian, with whom he had been walking so confidentially arm-in-arm.

As I stood in hesitation, an ill-dressed, unkempt fellow reeled out of the café, singing in a husky voice a vagabond song. His hat was askew, and he beat time with his finger:

Qu ça peut vous faire où qu nous allons?
Ça vous rgarde pas, que j suppose.
Dabord, jallons où qu nous voulons...
... Où qu vous voulez... cest la mêm chose.
Vous êtes d ceux quont des états?
Ben! qué qu vous voulez qu ça nous foute?
Des états!... jen connaissons pas...
Nous, not métier, cést dmarcher su la route.

I strolled past the place and peered inside. A quick scrutiny sufficed to show that the two men were not visible; therefore, I concluded that they were at a table close behind the door. Thrice I passed and repassed, until I became convinced of the fact. The red blinds were drawn, and, although the door was half open, I could not, from the pavement, see who was sitting at the table behind it. In Paris, however, it is often a trick of those who lounge in cafés and desire to pass unnoticed to sit close behind the door with their backs to it, thus occupying a position which does not in the least expose them to passers-by.

Presently, emboldened by the fact that the little place seemed sleepy and half-deserted, I lit a cigarette, and, slipping into the doorway, stood with my ears open to catch every sound. Yes, they were there, as I had supposed. I heard words in Italian spoken rather low and confidentially. I distinctly heard my own name mentioned, together with that of the Princess von Leutenberg. Wolf it was who spoke of her sneeringly.

Ive seen her of late in Vienna, he laughed. Retirement at Rudolstadt did not suit her.

Is there any truth in what is said regarding the reason of her stay at Chantoiseau?

Certainly, replied Wolf.

Serious for her — eh? remarked his companion.

Very. She will be taught a lesson, was the response.

And at the British Embassy, what do they know? asked Bertini.

They are, as usual, utterly unsuspecting, and will remain so until the mine explodes. We have laid it cleverly this time, and it cannot fail.

I wonder whether the Princess told Ingram anything while he was a guest at Chantoiseau? asked Bertini.

She dare not. But what of the English girl? It is said she loves him.

No, replied the Italian quickly, I have her completely in my power. She cannot utter a word.

Shes a useful agent, I suppose?

Yes, at times. A girl of her character and appearance is never suspected.

And of Yolande? She was in London a month ago assisting me. Where is she now?

In Rome, I think; but I am not certain, was the response. Some little time ago I met Lord Barmouths daughter, with a view to bringing them together as friends, for by so doing I saw that we might gain some valuable information, Wolf said. The project, however, unfortunately failed, because of Ingram.

May an accident occur to him! exclaimed Bertini, using an Italian oath. He stands in our way at all times. I have not forgotten how cleverly he tricked me in Brussels and obtained the negatives of half a dozen documents from other embassies.

He is more dangerous to our plans than Kaye and the whole British secret service put together, Wolf remarked. I could hear that, by way of emphasis, he struck the table heavily as he spoke these words. If we could only contrive to suppress him!

Ah, but how?

A silence fell between the pair.

In some countries, remarked Wolf in a low voice, he would die suddenly. Here, in Paris, it would be dangerous.

These men were actually plotting to take my life; I stood there motionless, my ears strained to catch every word, my feet rooted to the spot. Why so dangerous? asked the Italian.

Because the English girl might betray us, or, failing her, there is the Princess.

The Princess! Bah! ejaculated Bertini.

She would never utter a syllable. She has too much to gain by silence.

But the girl Austin? What of her?

I admit that she might instantly give us away if one of these days her lover was found mysteriously dead. Nevertheless, if the situation becomes acute, well, we must resort to a desperate remedy, thats all.

I smiled within myself. Happily I had overheard this extremely interesting conversation, and should now be on my guard against both spies and assassins. It was lucky for me that they feared Edith; otherwise murder would have been a mere nothing to them. That they were not discussing an impossibility I well knew, for during my career as a diplomatist I had known of at least half a dozen cases where persons had been found dead under mysterious circumstances; and also that the crime of murder had actually been brought home to the members of the secret service of the various Powers. They are unscrupulous gentlemen, these spies, and hesitate at nothing in their feverish desire to do the bidding of their masters and obtain the rewards so temptingly offered to them.

The men dropped their voices so low that for a few minutes I could distinguish nothing, while another vulgar-looking, ruffianly fellow opened the door suddenly and emerged. As long as I heard their voices in consultation I felt secure from discovery. I determined to remain there in the doorway calmly smoking, as though awaiting the arrival of a friend.

And how is everything at Feltham? I heard Wolf inquire presently.

All works splendidly. Everything is complete. To what did they refer? I wondered. Where was Feltham? and what were the arrangements which worked so satisfactorily?

Again the Italian spoke, laughing low and contentedly, but I could not catch what he said, for my attention at that moment was distracted by the approach of a fiacre, which pulled up before the door of the café. The hood was up, and within the vehicle I saw the figure of a woman, who at once descended, and, as I moved into the shadow, walked straight into the place with the air of one who had entered there before. She was well-dressed in a dark tailor-made gown, and wore a close-fitting hat with a veil. She passed me by within a few feet, but, standing as I was in the deep shadow beyond the lamps of the cab, which, no doubt, dazzled her, she did not recognise me. But no second glance was necessary to tell me that the woman who had come there at midnight to meet the two spies was their associate and assistant, Edith Austin.


Chapter Thirty One.

The Red Ass.
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WHEN THE WOMAN who had declared her love for me had entered the uninviting-looking place I slipped back to my old position, but was prevented from listening too openly for fear of awakening the curiosity of the cocher who was awaiting her. I heard them greet her in English; then both rose, and all three passed through the café to a room beyond, apparently the apartment of the proprietor. Hence I was unable to discover the reason of her visit there.

As no purpose could be served by remaining longer in the doorway, I lit another cigarette with an appearance of carelessness and strolled away down the narrow street as far as the Avenue de Clichy, returning presently on the opposite side of the roadway, and waiting in patience for the conspirators to leave the café.

I congratulated myself upon my good-fortune in not being detected, and was resolved to watch further the doings of the spies. I only wished that Kaye or Grew were with me, in order to follow up at once the clue I had thus obtained.
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The word Feltham was to me extremely puzzling. That chance remark doubtless referred to a matter brimming over with interest. What were the arrangements that worked so well and were so complete?

Truly, the conspiracy of the Powers against Great Britain, alleged by Léonie, was a gigantic one. Each hour brought home to me more forcibly the terrible truth that we were living upon the very edge of a volcano, whose eruption might be expected at any moment.

For fully half an hour I strolled up and down, always keeping a careful watch upon the café with the faded blinds, until suddenly Edith emerged, followed by her two companions. Bertini handed her into her cab, and I heard him order the cocher to drive to the Grand Hotel. Then, as they stood on the kerb, with their hats in their hands, she bowed and was driven rapidly off, while they turned and walked together in the opposite direction, passing down the avenue to the Boulevard de Clichy, and thence along to the Place Blanche, past that paradise of the British tourist, the Moulin Rouge.

The four illuminated arms of the Red Windmill were still revolving, and the night-birds of Paris in their gay plumage were entering and leaving, for the so-called life at that haunt of Terpsichore modernised and debased does not begin until long after midnight. I never glance in at those open doors without sighing for my compatriots; and usually fall to reflecting upon the reason why so many English fathers of families, who at home would not dream of going to a music-hall, so frequently drift there with their wives, and often with their daughters. It is a curious feature of Paris life, absurdly artificial, and almost entirely supported by my unthinking compatriots, who go there because to have been there is synonymous with having seen the gay life of the French capital. Alas! that the British tourist is so gullible, for the students who dance there in velvet berets and paint-besmirched coats are no students at all, while the pretty grisette, his companion, is merely a dancing-girl, in a befitting frock, paid by the management to pose as a mock Bohémienne. The Moulin Rouge is no more the centre of gay Paris than is Maskelynes entertainment the centre of gay London.

Presently, having gained the Rue de Maubeuge, the spies entered that Bohemian café, where a charming air of chez soi and good-fellowship always pervades — the Café of the Red Ass. It has a small and unassuming front, except that the windows are profusely decorated with painted flowers and figures, while a red ass looks down from over the narrow door. It is furnished more like an old curiosity-shop than a café, and has its particular clientèle of Bohemians, who come to puff their long pipes, that hang in racks, and recount their hopes, aspirations, achievements, and failures, when not shouting some rollicking chorus. The place was filled with littérateurs of the Quarter, and a célébration was in progress, one of their number having succeeded in finding a publisher for a volume of his poetry.

Hence I was enabled to follow the pair unnoticed. They had, I found, seated themselves at a table with two rather small, ferret-eyed men, who had apparently been awaiting them. Then all four entered into an earnest discussion over their bocks, while I sat on the opposite side of the place, pretending to be interested in the Soir, but watching them as a cat a mouse.

The nature of their conversation was manifestly secret, for all four looked round furtively from time to time, as though suspicious lest someone should overhear. Wolf was relating some fact which apparently created a great impression upon the men whom he and Bertini had met. Whatever it was he told them, it created evident surprise.

Bertini rolled a cigarette in silence, lit it slowly, and sat back, blowing clouds of smoke into the air. Loud chatter and laughter and the rattle of saucers upon the tables sounded everywhere, mingled with the constant click of shuffled dominoes and the shouts of the rushing waiters calling their orders. The Red Ass always awakens from its lethargy at midnight, just as do the Café Américain and the showy establishments on the Boulevard des Italiens.

The short, middle-aged Frenchman who had been speaking pulled a blue paper from his pocket, and gave it to Wolf for examination. From its folding and size I perceived that it was a telegram. All this time the attitude of the Italian was that of a man who wished to affect an air of supreme carelessness.

More bocks were ordered, pen and paper were brought by the waiter, and a reply to the telegraphic message was written by the Frenchman, not, however, without some discussion, in which Bertini took part. The actions of these men showed that some further conspiracy was in progress, but what it was I was naturally unable to guess. I only knew that the two men whom I had followed were the most desperate, ingenious, and unscrupulous spies in Europe.

After nearly an hour, during which time I exhausted all the periodical literature provided by the management of the establishment, all four rose and went out. The two Frenchmen made their adieux, and the pair whose movements had so interested me walked slowly down to the Place de lOpéra until they gained the narrow Rue des Petits Champs, a thoroughfare that intersects the Rue de la Paix and the Avenue de lOpéra. At the end of this, not far from the Palais Royal, they turned suddenly into a dark alley, which led into a large courtyard, in which I soon discovered a small, fifth-rate hotel, evidently their temporary quarters.

I waited in the vicinity for nearly half an hour, until the concierge put out the lights and bolted the door; then I returned to the avenue, hailed a fiacre, and drove home just as the clocks were chiming three.

My vigil had been a long and tedious one, and when I entered my rooms I sank into a chair utterly worn out. I had, however, learnt several facts of supreme interest, not the least being the discovery of Wolfs headquarters. I got my man to ring up Kaye on the telephone, and presently gave him the information, suggesting that he should send one of his assistants to the Rue des Petits Champs to keep the spies under observation.

My statement filled him with feverish activity, for within half an hour he was seated with me in my room, and I was explaining all that had come to pass.

Excellent! he exclaimed. They will not evade us now we know where they are. There is something fresh in the wind, without a doubt. We must discover what it is.

Then he went to the telephone, rang up one of his assistants who lived out at Passy, and gave him some instructions, together with the address of the obscure hotel to which I had followed the pair of rogues.

Far into the night we sat discussing the situation. As far as he knew, the Ceuta negotiations were at a standstill. All that was known in Madrid was that the Spanish Government had offered to sell that strategic position to France, and that the latter had accepted. Beyond this we had no further information, save that a complete tracing of the plans for the fortification of the place, which had been prepared in the French War Office, had found its way into our Embassy, where, as may be imagined, it had a cordial welcome. It had been purchased by Kaye from one of the draughtsmen, and showed plainly with what thoroughness it was proposed to fortify the place in opposition to our defences at Gibraltar. With its usual ingenuity the French Government, through its mouthpiece, the Figaro, had inspired an article alleging that Ceuta was about to be bought by Russia, in order, of course, to create alarm in England, where the periodical Russian bogey would at once be brought forward. But to us at the Embassy, who knew the truth, the Figaro article proved farcical reading.

During the past two or three days cipher télégraphie despatches had been constantly exchanged between the Quai dOrsay and the various European embassies, and there had been many other signs of unusual diplomatic activity on the part of the Republic.

At last the chief of the secret service drained his glass, and, rising, left me to snatch a couple of hours sleep before my next days duties at the Embassy.

When I arose next morning I had occasion to go to the small writing-table in my sitting-room to obtain some note-paper, but was surprised to find the contents of the drawer in great disorder, as though they had been hastily overturned.

I called my man and questioned him, but he declared he knew nothing of it and that no one had entered my room. I frequently left the key in the drawer, as I had done when last I unlocked it. Whoever had searched that drawer had evidently looked for some private papers. I at once hastily set to work to rearrange them and find out whether any were missing.

Before five minutes had passed the truth became plain. A sealed envelope, in which I had placed the letter the Princess had written me offering her secret in exchange for my love, had been stolen. In an instant it flashed upon me that I had spoken of it to her as being destroyed. But it had now passed into the hands of our enemies!

Dark and mysterious are the ways of modern diplomacy as practised in the capitals of Europe, but this dastardly theft was not far from being the most daring and mysterious of any I had known.

Carefully I examined each of the papers. As far as I could discover, the only one missing was the letter of the Princess. Who could have stolen it? The only stranger who had entered the room was Edith, and I remembered that on the previous afternoon she had waited there alone before my arrival.

It was a strange thought, but it impressed itself upon me as a key to the truth. Surely she had not visited me for the sole purpose of stealing the letter which Léonie had sent to my room on that well-remembered night at Chantoiseau? I could not believe her capable of such duplicity, unless perchance it were prompted by jealousy. She might have heard of our acquaintance through one or other of those spies, her associates, and forthwith resolved on revenge. In any case the loss of the letter placed the Princess in an exceedingly serious position, and compromised her honour.

When I entered my room at the Embassy I found Lord Barmouth and Sibyl together. She was persuading him to allow her to accept an invitation to visit some relatives in the north of England, for she was tired of Paris, she declared. When I entered he dismissed her, saying that he wished to talk with me privately.

Ingram, something extremely serious is in the wind, he said, when the door had closed and we were alone. His face was pale and showed traces of sleeplessness. I was at de Wolkensteins reception last night, and overheard a conversation between Berchtold and de Hindenburg. There is a conspiracy against us!

In what manner? I asked, surprised that he should have become aware of it.

The intercepting of those secret instructions which you brought from London some months ago is part of it; the Ceuta affair is another portion; and it appears, as far as I can gather, that the Powers, with the exception of Russia and Italy, have formed a gigantic plot against us to provoke war.

To provoke war! I echoed. What details do you know?

Olsoufieff, who, as you know, is my personal friend, dropped a hint which we may take as a warning. He told me he had reason to believe that the secret service of both France and Germany had of late made several successful coups against us, and that the interests of those two nations had been considerably promoted thereby.

He told you nothing further?

He could not be more explicit, replied His Excellency. Russia, who, according to the Press, is our hereditary enemy, is in reality our friend. If every monarch loved unity and concord as well as the Czar, the peace of Europe would to-morrow be assured. Yet diplomatic usages prevented Olsoufieff from betraying his confrères in their diplomacy, even though he is my intimate friend.

And how are we to act? I asked. The theft of the contents of that despatch was certainly most astonishing. How it was accomplished is an inscrutable mystery.

Sibyl has been endeavouring to assist us, answered the Ambassador. She, too, was at the reception last night, and kept eyes and ears open. She heard that both Wolf and that scoundrel Bertini are in Paris in company. Surely that bodes no good!

I was watching the pair until nearly three oclock this morning, I explained. At present Kaye has the matter in hand; and then I proceeded to explain all the occurrences of the previous night and those that befell in the early hours of the morning. I told him of Edith, of my visit to her at Ryburgh, of her call upon me, and of my subsequent discovery of her at that low café near the station of Batignolles.

Extraordinary! he exclaimed in wonder, when I had finished. Then this woman who declared that she loved you is, although an English girl living in a rural Norfolk village, actually a French spy? The ramifications of the secret service of our enemies are indeed amazing. The plot which has for its object the downfall of England is the most gigantic and at the same time the most ingenious and carefully planned of any known in modern history. Save for the little rift in the veil of secrecy, through which we have fortunately detected the danger, it is absolutely perfect.


Chapter Thirty Two.

Betrayal.
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WINTER CAME, GREY, cold, and cheerless, in Paris. The war that had broken out in the Transvaal dragged on, and the European outlook grew daily darker and more lowering.

Occasionally I had received letters from Edith in Bordighera, telling me how pleasant life was there amid the sunshine and the palms after the leafless dreariness of an English winter. She, however, never once mentioned the man Bertini. Her letters were still affectionate, despite the fact that my replies were very cold and distant.

I entertained a distinct suspicion that she it was who had stolen the compromising letter of the Princess. In addition to this, her midnight visit to that pair of adventurers in the café had incensed me. For this reason her letters to me were unwelcome, and I answered them in quite an indifferent spirit. There was a wound in my heart that never could be healed. Edith Austin, it was proved, was the associate of two of the most unscrupulous adventurers in Europe.

In Paris matters were extremely critical. Lord Barmouth had been to Downing Street to have an interview with the Marquess, the latter refusing further to trust his secret instructions to any messenger; yet though not a word had been written and though the interview had taken place in the Foreign Secretarys private room, where the doors are double, thus preventing any sound from reaching the corridor, the exact nature of His Excellencys instructions was actually known at the Quai dOrsay. The thing was incomprehensible; it rendered our diplomacy utterly powerless, forewarning the French of our policy and giving them a weapon to use against us. The mystery was impenetrable. Yet the truth was only too evident. Within four days of the interview taking place in London, Kaye brought to the Embassy a copy of a cipher telegram handed in at the Waterloo Station Telegraph-office, and received by the French Foreign Office, giving practically every detail of the verbal instructions received by the Ambassador. The way in which the truth had leaked out staggered belief.

The Marquess, on receiving the despatch from our Embassy, was at first disinclined to believe that such a thing could be possible, but I myself next day carried the copy of the spys telegram to London and placed it in his hands. It was in mid-February, and the Channel passage had been about as bad as it possibly could be. He read the telegram with its decipher, and stood utterly bewildered.

Absolutely nothing seems safe from the scoundrels! he cried angrily. How they have obtained this is a complete mystery. No one was present, for I myself took every precaution. While this goes on we are powerless — utterly powerless. In order to render our diplomacy abortive the French are spreading the secret of our policy broadcast in every capital. The thing is monstrous, and can only be done with the object of creating war.

Every negotiation which England has had with the Transvaal since the commencement of the war is known at the Quai dOrsay, as you will have noticed from the reports we have sent from the Embassy, I said. Indeed, the news of the declaration of war by President Kruger was known to the French Government within half an hour of its receipt by our Colonial Office.

It may have been sent to Paris direct from Pretoria, answered the great statesman, frowning in his perplexity.

But our reply was known in Paris hours before it was officially issued. The decision of our Cabinet was known at the Quai dOrsay before the meeting actually broke up, I remarked.

I know, Ingram — I know, answered the Marquess. Unfortunately for us, this was indeed the case. The mystery of how they obtain their intelligence is absolutely inscrutable.

We sat together for a long time in deep discussion. From his agitated manner and the unusual greyness of his fine, intelligent face, I knew that this man, upon whose shoulders rested the responsibility for Englands security at the most critical moment when the greater part of her Army was in South Africa, was in fear of some terrible disaster. That England, with her land forces in the Transvaal, was vulnerable was known not only to every diplomatist, but also to the man in the street in every foreign capital. Now that Lord Barmouth had discovered the existence of the great plot against us, of which the defiant attitude of the Transvaal was part, active inquiries had been made all over the Continent to discover its character, and it had been ascertained that it was the intention of certain Powers to intervene in favour of the Boers, and thus cause a general rupture with Great Britain.

The plans had been carefully laid. The Boers, backed by France, Austria, and Germany, had fought well, but British pertinacity and pluck, under Lord Roberts, had won their way to the relief of Ladysmith and the occupation of Bloemfontein. With Joubert dead, with Cronje captured at Paardeberg, the Majuba stigma had been wiped out. Besides, Pretoria had been occupied. Now the Continental Powers, having planned to league themselves against us, were awaiting their opportunity to intervene, cause a rupture, and declare war against us on the slightest pretext.

It was this matter that we were discussing.

The plan has been fostered for two years past, the Marquess declared. The hostility of the French Press was part of the programme; the disgusting caricatures in the Rire inflamed the Anglophobes against us, and this— and he took up a copy of the Monde Illustré, consisting wholly of a lurid forecast of the Downfall of England profusely illustrated,— this, coming at such a moment, is more than mischievous. It will fan the too vigorous flames of French detestation of England, and increase the craving in France for war. I have read it, and it is apparently written to show how vulnerable our country is at this moment. I am not one who fears the downfall of our country; but should a war unhappily result, it would be a great calamity for Europe, and for France and the Republic most of all.

It is an odd thing, I remarked, that just as this pleasing brochure appears France should decide to mobilise four army corps in the coming autumn. All these corps are to be assembled in the north-west, close to the sea, and ready for a move if an opportunity comes. This is, I grant, not the first time that such a step has been taken, but it certainly requires to be met by ample precaution.

Yes, he answered gravely, beating a tattoo upon his writing-pad with his quill. It is not pleasant to reflect that, owing to the savings on the shipbuilding vote during the past three years, our Navy is not in a condition to warrant a feeling of security. Battleships and destroyers are hopelessly in arrears. An addition to our destroyer fleet — the best preventive of invasion — should be made without delay, as a simple precaution; for the risks are great with our Army absent, as it will still be in August, in South Africa.

In Paris, I said, we have been asked by the representatives of the Powers to believe that we have nothing to fear from a deliberate war policy on the part of the Governments of Germany, France, and Austria. They are all engaged in enterprises of far-reaching importance, which would be injured almost beyond recovery by war. Germany, de Hindenburg has pointed out, has entered with an unparalleled degree of enthusiasm into the struggle for industrial supremacy, with America and Great Britain as her only dangerous rivals.

To blind us to the truth, observed the great Minister, smiling. The Libre Parole inadvertently exposed the French secret when two months ago it declared that the bogey of British power had been flaunted in the face of the civilised world once too often, and a small but resolute nation had accepted the challenge. England, that outspoken sheet declared, has claimed to be predominant everywhere. The nations are tired of her pretensions, it insisted, and as soon as diplomacy has been forced to act in accordance with public opinion, there will be an end to this tyranny of the seas. The French forget, he added, that it is not always safe to try to take advantage of a nation hardened by recent warfare. A country is sometimes more remarkable for military power at the end than at the beginning of a campaign.

It appears to me, I remarked, that Kruger demands peace upon impossible conditions, in order to be able to say that England has refused to discuss peace, that she is quite intractable, and that she is, therefore, responsible for the bloodshed which will continue.

Most certainly Krugers peace proposals are part of the Continental plot. He knows well enough how to play upon human simplicity and at the same time to assist his friends, observed the great statesman who controlled Englands destinies. But, he urged, we must do one thing, Ingram. We must stop our policy leaking out as it does. This has already nearly landed us into war over the Ceuta incident, and must be a constant menace to us. Kaye, who was over a few days ago, told me that you had discovered certain persons who were evidently spies. What do you know of them?

I told him all that I had discovered, omitting of course all reference to Edith and my love for her, as well as the fact that the Princess had offered me details of the plot upon terms which I had been unable to accept.

Strive to keep them well under observation and discover the source of their information, he said. By doing this you will in a great measure frustrate the plans of our enemies, and afterwards our diplomacy can checkmate them. But while all our intentions are known our diplomacy must of necessity be rendered futile. You know these people, Ingram, and with you rests a very great responsibility.

I have all along striven to do my duty, I answered. I have made effort after effort in order to obtain the truth, but up to the present all has been in vain.

Continue, he urged, looking at me with those grave, serious eyes, beneath the calm gaze of which many a foreign diplomatist at the Court of St. James had trembled. By perseverance and with the help of the secret service you may one day be successful. Then we will unite all the peaceful forces of England in order to break up this dastardly conspiracy. It shall be done! he cried angrily, striking the table with his clenched fist. My country shall never fall a victim to this cunningly devised plot of Messieurs les Anglophobes — never!

The very thought had set fire to his indignation, he rose, and paced the room with a flush upon his ashen checks.

I trust you, Ingram, just as I have always trusted you in the past, he said, turning suddenly on his heel towards me. You have a clever and trustworthy chief in Lord Barmouth, a man fully fitted to occupy the place I hold in the British Government; therefore, strain every nerve to thwart the machinations of our enemies. Otherwise there must be war before the year is out — there must be!

I shall do my utmost, rely upon me, I answered. It shall not be because of my want of enterprise that this base system of espionage is allowed to continue.

Good, he said, offering me his hand. Return to Paris to-night, resume your inquiries, and remember that in this affair you may be the means of saving your country from a war long and disastrous. There is a conspiracy against our beloved lady the Queen. That in itself is sufficient incentive to arouse to action any man in the Foreign Office. Remember it always while working at this inscrutable mystery.

I took his thin, bony hand, and he gripped mine warmly. The secret of the great statesmans popularity with all his staff, from ambassador down to fourth-grade clerk, was his personal contact with them, his readiness to consult and advise, and his unfailing friendship and courtesy.

I promised him that I would continue to do my utmost to discover the truth. Then, taking my leave, I went out and down the great staircase into Downing Street, where the dark afternoon was rendered the more cheerless by the rain falling heavily; and the solitary policeman in his dripping cape touched his hat respectfully as I passed. The outlook in every way was certainly a most dismal and oppressive one.

In obedience to the Marquess command, I returned to Paris by the night mail from Charing Cross. During that journey I reflected deeply upon the best course to pursue in solving the problem. But the enigma was difficult, and its solution beyond the efforts even of the ubiquitous Kaye and his associates. If I obtained leave of absence, and went down to the Riviera, was it at all probable that I could learn some clue from Edith? I was doubtful.

Ever since that night, three months ago, when I had followed the spies to that obscure hotel in the Rue des Petits Champs, they had been shadowed, and their doings reported. Wolf had been to Brussels and to Berlin, while Bertini had returned to London; but their actions, although sometimes suspicious, had never supplied us with the clue we wanted.

Bertini was at that moment, according to the reports of the special section at Scotland Yard, whose speciality it is to watch suspected secret agents in England, living in comfort at the Midland Hotel at St. Pancras Station. He usually passed his evenings with a few of his compatriots, playing dominoes at the Café Royal or the Café Monaco. Wolf, on the other hand, was travelling hither and thither visiting various people, all of whom were noted in the elaborate system of espionage which was now being exercised upon them.

After a week in Paris I consulted Lord Barmouth, and he agreed that it would be wise for me to travel to Bordighera and make a final attempt to obtain some fact from the woman whom I had once hoped to make my wife. Truth to tell, I made up my mind to travel South with great reluctance, for so false and untrue had she been that I had long ago resolved within myself never again to see her. But it was a matter of necessity that we should no longer remain in ignorance of the source of the information which constantly leaked out to our enemies; hence, one evening I busied myself in assisting Mackenzie to pack my bag. While doing so the electric bell rang suddenly, and when my servant returned from answering the summons, he announced a visitor, saying:

A lady has called to see you, sir — the Princess von Leutenberg.

The Princess! I gasped in surprise.

Then, wondering what could be the nature of her business with me at that hour, I smoothed down my hair before the glass, drew a long breath (for I expected a scene), and entered the room into which she had been shown.

Léonie — you! I cried in surprise.

Her rich sables were unclasped at the throat, and when she rose quickly they fell from her, displaying her finely moulded white neck and arms, shining like alabaster in contrast to her low-cut corsage of black chiffon.

Her face was blanched to the lips, the slim, gloved hand she gave me trembled, and her beautiful eyes, usually so brilliant and sparkling, had a look of haunting fear in them.

Gerald! she whispered hoarsely, as if fearful lest she might be overheard, my secret is out! I am ruined — ruined! And through you! You have betrayed me to my enemies — you, the man I love!


Chapter Thirty Three.

Which Contains a Surprise.
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BETRAYED YOU, LÉONIE! I echoed. I have not betrayed you!

But you have! she declared angrily, her eyes flashing upon me. You have broken your oath to me.

I have broken no oath, I answered calmly; adding, Let us sit down and talk quietly.

Talk quietly! she cried, speaking rapidly in French. Do you think I can talk quietly with ruin staring me in the face?

In what manner does ruin threaten you? I inquired, placing my hand upon her arm in an effort to calm her.

She was terribly agitated, I could see, and her anger knew no bounds, although she was striving strenuously to suppress it.

You have betrayed my secret — the secret of my love for you! she cried. That letter which you promised me to destroy is in the hands of my bitterest enemy.

Forgive me, Léonie, I cried quickly. The letter was mysteriously stolen from that writing-table there. How, I know not.

Cannot you even guess who is the thief?

I hesitated. The only person I suspected was Edith, who had been the solitary occupant of that room while she waited for me. It was after her departure that I found the drawer in confusion and the letter missing.

I have suspicion, I replied with some hesitation, yet I feel assured it is unfounded.

Of whom?

Of a friend.

A friend of yours? she exclaimed quickly. Therefore, an enemy of mine. It is a woman. Come, admit it.

I admit nothing, I answered with a forced smile, my diplomatic instinct instantly asserting itself.

Is it a woman, or is it not? she demanded.

I am not compelled to answer that question, Léonie, I remarked in a quiet voice.

But having betrayed me — or rather having allowed me to be betrayed — it is surely only manly of you to endeavour to make amends! she cried reproachfully. Even if you do not love me sufficiently to make me your wife, that is hardly a reason why you should expose me to my enemies.

I have not done so wilfully, I declared. As the letter has been stolen by an enemy, I feel sure that the suspicion resting upon my friend is unfounded.

But if the thief is a woman and she loves you, she would naturally be my enemy, and seek to overthrow me, argued the Princess logically.

It is my fault, I said. I regret the incident, and seek your forgiveness, Léonie. I had no idea that spies and thieves surrounded me, as apparently they do, or I would have destroyed it instead of keeping it as a cherished relic of one of the few romantic incidents of my life.

You were very foolish to keep it, just as it was foolish of me to have written it, she observed. Cannot you see how compromised I am by it? I have offered to betray to you a secret of State, a secret known only to kings, emperors, and their immediate advisers, in return for your love. I am self-condemned, she added wildly.

But into whose hands has the letter passed? I inquired, now quite convinced of the extreme gravity of the situation.

Into the possession of a man who is my most bitter enemy in all the world. Ah, you dont know, Gerald, how I am suffering!

She placed her hand upon her brow, and stood rigid and motionless.

Why?

Because this man, with the evidence of my treason in his possession, is endeavouring to force me into a hateful bondage. To save myself, she added hoarsely, I must obey, or else—

Or else what? I inquired, looking at her in astonishment.

Or else escape exposure and ruin by another method, more swift and more to be trusted.

I dont understand you. What do you mean?

Suicide, she answered in a low, hard voice, regarding me coldly, with a truly desperate look in her eyes.

Come, come, Léonie, I said quickly, to talk like that is absurd.

No, it is not in the least absurd, she protested, a heavy, serious look upon her face. Like yourself, I am the victim of a vile conspiracy. This man has long sought to entrap me, and has, alas! now succeeded.

For what reason?

She remained silent, as though doubting whether to tell me the whole truth. In a few moments, however, she made a sudden resolve.

Because he wishes to marry me, she answered briefly.

And by holding this letter as a menace he now seeks to force you into a marriage that is distasteful?

Distasteful! she echoed. I hate and detest him! Rather than marry him I would prefer suicide.

Why?

Because if I do not accept his conditions for the return of that letter he will expose me, she answered in despair.

Has he threatened this?

Yes.

And what is your response?

I have refused, Gerald. Even though he were not so hateful I could not marry him, because I love you.

She was trembling with agitation, and tears stood in her fine eyes.

Love for me is out of the question, Léonie, I answered kindly, yet firmly. Now that you find yourself in this critical situation it is for us both to strive to frustrate this enemy of yours. It is my duty to assist you.

Ah, you cannot! she said in a tone of utter despair. The power he holds over me by possessing the written evidence of my treason — my offer to betray to you the secret of my Emperor — is complete, and he is well aware of it. He demands marriage with me, or he will ruin me, and brand me as a traitress to my country and my Emperor.

This man is, of course, now aware of what passed between us during my visit at Chantoiseau? I said.

He knows everything, she answered. I was living quietly at Rudolstadt, and endeavouring to forget you, when of a sudden, a fortnight ago, there came to the castle a stranger, who sent in his card sealed in an envelope. My servants regarded him with some suspicion, and well they might, for when I opened the envelope and took out the card I knew that at last the blow had fallen. He had dared to come and seek me there.

You saw him?

Yes, he demanded an interview. We had not met for nearly two years, yet he approached me with a declaration of love upon his lips. I laughed at him, but presently he held me dumb by producing from his pocket the compromising letter. He began by pointing out how easily he could ruin me socially, and prove me to be a traitress. He made an end by offering to place the letter unreservedly in my hands on the day I became his wife.

He had declared his love to you before?

Yes, two years ago. But I knew him too well, and hated him too thoroughly, to take a favourable view of his ridiculous declaration.

And this man? I asked. Who is he?

He was once in the employ of my father, Prince Kinsky von Wchinitz, and was administrator of the estates at Wchinitz and Tettau, in Bohemia. Immediately my husband died and the feudal estates of Schwazbourg passed into my possession, as well as those of my late father, this man pressed his claim. He first endeavoured to pay court to me; then, on finding I was cold to his attentions, he became threatening, and I was compelled to discharge him. Afterwards he drifted away, became a chevalier dindustrie, and at last, because of my refusal to hear his repeated declarations of affection, he made a dastardly attempt upon my life.

He tried to kill you? I exclaimed incredulously.

Yes, she responded. Had it not been for the timely intervention of a stranger — a person whom I did not see — he would have murdered me.

Through jealousy?

Yes, through jealousy.

And this fellows name? I asked, my anger rising at the thought of a discharged employé thus holding Léonie in his power, and, despite the fact that he had made an attempt upon her life, badgering her to marry him. Is there any reason why I should not know it?

There was a brief silence. She hesitated to tell me, and not until I had pressed her several times to disclose to me his name would she answer.

The man who is seeking to drive me to destruction and to suicide is, she replied reluctantly, an adventurer of the worst type — a man who is seeking to make a wealthy marriage at the expense of a woman whom he holds in his power, and whom he can ruin at any moment if he chooses.

His name? Tell me.

His name is Count Rodolphe dEgloffstein-Wolfsburg.

I held my breath, utterly amazed by this disclosure.

The man known as Rodolphe Wolf? I cried— the adventurer who fell into the hands of the police at St. Petersburg, and served nine months imprisonment as a rogue and vagabond?

What! you know him? she demanded in surprise. Is he a friend of yours?

A friend! I echoed. No, not a friend by any means. An enemy, and a bitter one.

Then he is mutually our enemy? she declared.

Most certainly, I answered, adding, What you have just told me, Léonie, reveals to me the truth regarding several incidents which have been hitherto unaccountable. Was Wolf actually in your fathers employ?

Yes, for years. He was the younger son of old Count Leopold dEgloffstein-Wolfsburg, whose small estate joined that of Tettau, and, after a wild career in Vienna and Paris, returned home a neer-do-well. My father, in order to give him another chance in life, gave him control of a portion of the estates, and, finding him shrewd and clever at management, ultimately made him administrator of the whole, which position he filled up to the time when, after my husbands death, I discharged him on account of dishonesty and of the constant annoyance to which I was subjected by him. When he left me he vowed that one day I should become his wife, and it seems that in order to gain that end he has been scheming ever since.

He is a spy in the French secret service, I observed thoughtfully, for strange reflections were running through my mind at that instant.

I have heard so, she answered. But that is not actually proved, is it?

Absolutely.

Is it possible that he himself stole the letter from your desk there? Has he ever been here?

Never, to my knowledge. He would never dare to enter here, I replied. No, that letter was stolen by one of his accomplices.

A woman?

Yes, I think it was a woman.

A woman whom you love, or have loved, Gerald? Come now, be perfectly frank with me.

You guess aright, I answered, remembering that as far as I was aware she knew nothing of the existence of Edith Austin.

A dark look crossed her features.

Then if that woman knew the contents of the letter she had a motive of jealousy, argued the Princess.

She may have had. At any rate I have suspicion that, acting under Wolfs instructions, she abstracted the letter and handed it to him without previous knowledge of what it contained.

No, I scarcely think that. Wolf would tell her that I loved you and was her rival in your affections, in order to incense her against me. What is her name?

I kept silence for a moment, reflecting upon the wisdom of telling her the truth at that juncture. At last I resolved that, as our interests were mutual, there should be no secrets between us.

She is English, and her name is Austin — Edith Austin.

Edith Austin! she cried in dismay. And you love her? — you love that woman?

Why do you speak of her in that manner? I demanded.

Austin — Austin? she repeated. It is certainly not the first time I have heard that name. Certainly her reputation is not above suspicion. And you actually love her, Gerald? she added in a blank tone of reproach. Is it really possible that you love her?

Why?

Because Bertini — who was once in the Austrian service, and is now a secret agent of the French — told me in Vienna not long ago that one of the most successful French agents in England was a young girl named Edith Austin. She must be the same. I know Bertini well, although he is not at all a desirable acquaintance. And you love this girl — you, in your responsible position at the Embassy? Is it not extremely dangerous?

I admitted that it was, but expressed disinclination to discuss the matter further, feeling that the more we talked of it the deeper would be the pain I caused to the handsome and desperate woman before me.

You told me just now that Wolf once made an attempt upon your life, I said presently. These words of yours have given me a clue to an incident which has to me long been a mystery.

How?

Listen, and Ill tell you. One day in late autumn two years ago I alighted at the little station of Montigny, on the line to Montargis, in order to ride through the forest of Fontainebleau to Bois-le-Roi, and return thence to Paris by rail. I am fond of the forest, and when I can snatch a day, sometimes go for a healthy spin through it, either riding, cycling, or on foot. Having lunched at the little inn at Marlotte, where my mare was stabled, I started off on the road which, as you know well, leads through the wild rocks of the Gorge aux Loups to the Carrefour de la Croix du Grand Maître in the heart of the forest, and thence away to the town of Fontainebleau. The afternoon was gloomy and lowering, and darkness crept on much more quickly than I had anticipated. It had rained earlier in the day, and the roads were wet and muddy, while the wind that had sprung up moaned dismally through the half-bare trees, rendering the ride anything but a cheerful one.

By six oclock it was already quite dark, and I was still in the centre of the forest, galloping along a narrow by-way which I knew would bring me out upon the main road to Paris. The mares hoofs were falling softly upon the carpet of rain-sodden leaves when of a sudden I heard a womans cry of distress in the darkness close to me. A mans voice sounded, speaking in German, and next instant there was the flash of a revolver and a loud report. The light gave me a clue, and, pulling up, I swung myself from my saddle and without hesitation rushed to the womans assistance. I slipped my own revolver from my pocket and sprang upon the man who had fired, while at the same instant the woman wrested herself from the assassins grasp. By means of the white shawl she wore about her head I saw her disappearing quickly through the undergrowth. With a fierce oath the man turned upon me, and, as we struggled, endeavoured to get the muzzle of his weapon beneath my chin. I felt the cold steel against my jaw, and next instant he pulled the trigger. My face was scorched by the flash, but happily the bullet went harmlessly past my cheek. I had dropped my own weapon early in the encounter, and now saw that the only way in which I could save my life was to beat the fellows head against a tree until he became insensible. This I succeeded in doing, tripping him suddenly, forcing him down, and beating his skull against a tree-stump until he lay there motionless as a log. Then I took his weapon from him, and, striking a match, bent down to see his face. To my astonishment I found that he was a man I had known slightly several years before — the man who holds you within his power — Rodolphe Wolf.

And the woman who so narrowly escaped death — indeed, whose life was saved by your timely aid — is the woman who loves you — myself! she cried.

I never dreamed, until your words just now gave me a clue to the truth, that you were actually the unknown woman who escaped from the hands of the assassin, I said.

For answer she grasped my hand warmly and looked straight into my eyes, though she did not utter a single word.


Chapter Thirty Four.

At Bordighera.
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BORDIGHERA, THAT CHARMING, well-sheltered little town which, lying well back in its picturesque bay on the Italian Riviera, has during the past year or so come quickly into fashionable prominence, is at its best towards the end of February. It is not by any means a large place. The quaint old town is perched upon a conical hill with queer ladder-like streets, so narrow that no vehicles can pass up them. There are strong stone arches to support the houses against possible earthquakes. The streets are dark, sometimes mere tunnels, as is so frequent in those neighbouring rock villages, Sasso, Dolceacqua, Apricale, and the rest, the reason being that they were built in the days when the Moorish pirates made constant raids along that coast, and the houses were clustered together for mutual protection against those dreaded raiders.

But below the ancient town, Bordighera has spread along the seashore and into the olive-woods. In February, when in England all is bare and cheerless, the gardens of the handsome hotels and the big white villas on the hillsides are ablaze with flowers, the air is heavy with the perfume of the heliotrope, growing in great bushes, and the sweet scent of the carnations, grown in fields for Covent Garden and the flower-market outside the Madeleine.

The tourist in knickerbockers, with his camera over his shoulder, never goes to Bordighera, for to the uninitiated it is far too dull. There is no casino, as at Nice, no jetty, no cafés with al-fresco music, no tables out upon the pavement; and, truth to tell, such attractions are not required. The people who winter at Bordighera represent the most distinguished coterie in Europe. They are not of the snobbish crowd who frequent San Remo, and they do their best to avoid attracting into their midst the undesirable crowd from Monte Carlo, or the Cookites from Nice. Life in Bordighera from November until the end of April is essentially charming. The people who winter there regularly — English, Germans, Russians, Belgians, and Italians — all know each other, and nearly every evening there are brilliant entertainments, at which princes, dukes, marquesses, and counts attend as thickly as blackberries grace the hedgeside in autumn. The big hotels give dances weekly, to which everyone in Society is welcome. In fact, life in Bordighera is very similar to that in a pleasant country town in England, but with the difference that it is purely cosmopolitan, without any distinction of caste. Emperors, kings, grand-dukes, and reigning princes are all patrons of the place, and it certainly stands unique in the whole world both for its natural beauties and for its unpretentiousness. There is no artificial charm, as at Nice, San Remo, Monte Carlo, or Cannes. The easy-going people of Bordighera are well aware that the charm of their clean, white little town lies in its natural beauty and quaint old-world picturesqueness; hence, although the health and comfort of their foreign visitors are studied, no attempt is made to give it a false air of garishness and gaiety.

When at noon, two days after the Princesss visit to me, I stepped from the sleeping-car that had brought me down from Paris, and, entering a fiacre, drove up to the Hôtel Angst, I turned back and saw before me a sunny panorama of turquoise sea and purple mountains, which compelled me to pause in rapt admiration. The grey-green of the olives, the brighter foliage of the oranges with the yellow fruit gleaming in the green, the high feathery palms waving in the zephyr, the flowers of every hue, the dazzlingly white town, and its background of grey inaccessible crags, snow-tipped here and there, behind Apricale, combined to make up a picture unique and superb.

I had been in Bordighera once before, but this second impression in no way destroyed the former. On several previous occasions I had spent a month or so in the South at Monte Carlo, Mentone, and Nice, but I must admit that I preferred Kings Road at Brighton to the Promenade des Anglais at Nice. Mentone I disliked because of its bath-chair invalids, San Remo because of its snobbery; and Monte Carlo, with all its jargon of the play, the eternal Casino, the band outside the Café de Paris, the clatter at Ciros, and the various pasteboard attractions, was to me only tolerable for a week. Bordighera, with better climate and a native population exceedingly well-disposed towards the English, possesses distinct advantages over them all, although it never advertises itself on railway-station hoardings, like Nice or San Remo, by means of posters in which the sea is the colour of washing-blue.

As I had not advised Edith of my coming, it being my intention to surprise her, it was not until after the dressing-bell had rung for dinner that evening that I went below. I watched her descend the staircase, a neat figure in cream, with corsage slightly décolleté, and with pink carnations in her hair. Then I approached her in the great hall and held out my hand.

She drew back in amazement. The next moment she welcomed me warmly, evidently under the impression that I had come there in order to forgive.

Aunt Hetty, looking quite spruce in black satin, and wearing a gay cap and an emerald brooch, came downstairs a few minutes later, and, after a brief explanation, we followed the others in to the table-dhôte. As early arrivals, they had places near the head of the table, while mine was far down, near the end. Therefore, not until the meal was over, and we sat in rocking-chairs in the hall listening to the music, was I able to chat to her, and then nothing confidential could pass between us because of the other guests seated around, the men smoking and gossiping, and the women enjoying the lazy post-prandial hour before the arrival of the English mail with the two-days-old letters and newspapers.

After a long talk with her, mostly upon trivialities, I retired that night with a distinct impression that somehow my presence there was unwelcome. She had told me that they did not intend to remain much longer in Bordighera, and that they would either go on to Rome or back to England. I felt convinced that this decision had been suddenly arrived at since my advent.

On the following morning, after my coffee, I went forth for a stroll into the long high-street of the town, where, in the window of the British Vice-Consulate, was placed a board bearing a number of telegrams. I paused, finding that they gave the latest news of the war in the Transvaal, which was telegraphed from London twice daily. As I did so, another passer-by paused and eagerly peered into the window beside me.

He was a shabbily dressed Italian, smoking a long, rank Toscano, and as I turned away from the board my eyes fell suddenly upon his face.

It was Paolo Bertini.

Our recognition was mutual, and I saw in an instant that he became confused. He moved away, but I walked beside him.

Why are you here? I inquired in French with some warmth.

I may put to you the same question, he answered defiantly, his dark eyes flashing upon me with an evil gleam.

Remember, I said, you have been already condemned as a French spy, although you are an Italian. They are not fond of French spies here, on the frontier.

What do you mean? he cried, turning upon me quickly. Is that a threat?

It is, I answered boldly. We have met now, and you must answer to me for several things.

For what?

For your recent actions as a spy.

You are extremely polite — like all the English, he said sneeringly.

We had turned back and were walking in the direction of the hotel again.

In this matter politeness is not necessary — only plain speaking, I said. First, I may tell you, for your own information, that I know well your methods and all about your assistance to your accomplice Wolf. Every action of yours during these past three months has been watched, and the truth is now known.

His face went pale, but his nerve never deserted him. Even though I myself had once given him into the hands of the police, he was still the same scheming, desperate spy as he had ever been.

Well, he laughed, if you know the truth I hope it interests you. You had best go back to Paris and not seek to interfere with me.

I came here for a purpose, I told him plainly, and that purpose was to find you and hand you over to the police as a French secret agent. In France you are secure, but here you will discover that your countrymen are not so well-disposed towards a traitor.

I have no fear of arrest, he replied. Do your worst, caro mio. You cannot harm me.

Very well, I answered, we shall see.

He glanced at me quickly with an evil look. If he had dared he would have struck me down with the poignard which he kept always concealed in his belt. But he was a coward, I knew; therefore, I felt safe while among the crowd of gaily dressed promenaders who were enjoying the morning sunshine. If he made an attempt upon me, it would be in secret, not in the open.

Shall I tell you why you are here? he asked. You have come to Bordighera to follow Edith Austin — just as I did.

And if so, what then?

Return to Paris. She is mine.

She shall never be! I cried furiously. You, a spy, a coward, and a traitor, hold her within your power, and are forcing her to become your catspaw. I know it all. I saw you that night at Ryburgh. I followed you. I made inquiries of her, and learned the truth.

What! he cried, she told you — she has dared to give me away?

I know all, I answered firmly, and your doom is imprisonment on the Island of Gorgona for the remainder of your life.

You exposed me once! he cried in anger. I have not forgotten it. We shall be quits one day.

We shall be quits this very day, I asserted hotly.

Ah! he laughed defiantly, that remains to be seen. You are jealous of Edith Austin, he added with a supercilious sneer.

She is your victim! I cried, and I have resolved to rescue her.

Because you think she is pure and honest, and that she loves you? But very soon you will discover your mistake.

Do you make an imputation against her honour? I demanded fiercely.

He shrugged his shoulders meaningly, his face broadening into an evil grin.

You are a coward in addition to being a spy and a traitor! I declared. You would even endeavour to besmirch a womans fair name.

Fair name! he laughed insultingly. Love like yours, amico mio, is always blind. You English are always so amusingly simple.

Come, I said, halting suddenly when we had arrived at the small garden in the centre of which the band-stand is placed. As we were some distance away from the promenaders, we could not be overheard. Enough has passed between us. I tell you plainly that it is my intention to end all this and to apply for your arrest as a spy.

And supposing I do not allow myself to be arrested? Suppose I cross the frontier at once?

A telegram to the police at Ventimiglia will prevent you, I answered quite calmly. You see that city guard yonder? I said, pointing to a man in uniform standing not far off upon the kerb. I have only now to demand your arrest, and you will never again enjoy freedom your whole life long.

But you dont think I should be such a fool as to allow myself to be taken, do you? he said, his air of defiance still perfect.

He went on chewing the end of his Virginia. Your description is too well known. You will not be at liberty a single hour after I make my statement to the Prefect. Then I paused, and, looking straight into his evil face, added, There is, however, yet another way.

How?

A way in which you may avoid arrest — the only way.

Explain, he said. This is very interesting.

By being perfectly frank with me, I replied, and by making explanation of your work of espionage in London.

You will never know that, he replied quickly. Cause my arrest if you wish, but upon the incidents of the past year my lips are sealed, because I know that you can never secure my conviction in Italy.

Then you still defy me, and refuse to explain anything?

It was my endeavour to obtain from him the secret of how despatches had so frequently been stolen.

I will explain nothing, he declared firmly.

You have no evidence upon which to convict me.

Very well, I answered slowly and distinctly, we shall see. You apparently forget that within your photographic camera, which so fortunately fell into my hands, was an undeveloped negative of an important diplomatic document having reference to Italys position in regard to the Triple Alliance, which you photographed in the Italian Embassy in Brussels and intended to hand to your employers in Paris? I have a print of it here, in my pocket-book, and I think it will be of considerable interest both to the Italian police and the Italian Government.

His jaw dropped, and the light went out of his dark, sallow countenance. I saw that if ever the spirit of murder was in this scoundrels heart it was there at that moment.


Chapter Thirty Five.

In which Edith Speaks Plainly.
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AFTER LUNCHEON, WHEN Miss Foskett, as was usual, ascended to her room to take her afternoon nap, Edith managed to escape and accompany me for a walk. The hotel was crowded with visitors, mostly English, who had come South in search of sunshine. The Battle of Flowers was to be fought that day. The little place was gay with flags, the pavements covered with confetti, and there was everywhere that air of gaiety and irresponsibility that Carnival lends to every Italian town. In Carnival Bordighera is at her best, and the fun of the festà is fast and furious, without the rough horseplay and pellets of lime indulged in at Nice.

Edith had, however, seen the Battle of Flowers at Nice in the previous week, having gone over there for the day. As this was so, we resolved to climb the hill behind the town and wander through the grey olive-woods, away from the boisterous merrymakers. Up a steep road on the outskirts of the town in the direction of sunny Ospedaletti we climbed, and thence by a mule-track we ascended zig-zag until we entered the beautiful olive-groves. Seen through the grey-green trees with their twisted trunks, the panorama spread before us was truly wonderful, the whole line of rugged coast being in view for miles on either hand, the brown, bare rocks standing out in sharp contrast to the deep sapphire of the glassy sea. Although February, it was like a May day in England, the air flower-scented and balmy, the sun so warm that to walk in overcoats or wraps was impossible.

Well, I said at length, when we had halted a second time to turn back and admire the view, you are displeased with me, Edith? Why am I so unwelcome?

You are not unwelcome, she declared quickly. I am certainly not displeased.

I begin to think that during the months youve been here you have forgotten those words you uttered to me in Paris, just as you forgot your vow made to me beneath the willows at Ryburgh.

I have forgotten nothing, she protested. This is cruel of you, Gerald, to reproach me thus.

You told me then that you reciprocated my affection, yet you allow this man Bertini to follow you everywhere. He is here.

Here? she gasped in alarm, her face pale in an instant. Are you certain?

I have seen and spoken with him this morning.

I did not tell her the nature of our conversation, or how I had given him twelve hours in which to decide whether he preferred to reveal the truth or take the consequences of arrest; neither did I tell her that I had called at the police-office and that the spy was already under close observation, the police believing him to be an undesirable visitor from Monte Carlo.

Youve spoken with him? What did he tell you?

Very little of consequence. I know that you are his victim, and I am seeking to release you from the thraldom, I answered gravely.

Ah! she cried wistfully, if you only could! If you only could, then I should commence a new life and be happy! The awful suspense is killing me.

Suspense of what?

She was silent for a moment.

I fear his threats, she faltered. I know he would have no compunction whatever in causing my ruin when I am no longer of further use to him.

Now, tell me plainly and honestly, Edith, I asked, looking straight into her white, anxious face. Do you love him?

Love him! she echoed wildly. Why, I hate him! Have I not already told you so?

But he loves you.

Of that I am not certain. If he does, it is through no fault whatever of mine. I detest and hate him!

Will you not tell me how he managed to obtain this irresistible power over you? Can you not help me in my search for the truth?

I must not speak; I dare not, Gerald, she answered in a hoarse whisper, as though the very thought of exposure filled her with alarm.

You fear his revenge?

She nodded, adding in a low tone, He knows my secret.

And I, your lover, do not, I observed reproachfully. Well, I continued, answer me truly one question. Tell me whether, when you called upon me on the last occasion in Paris, you stole a letter from my desk — a letter from the Princess von Leutenberg?

From the woman who loves you? she cried huskily. Yes, I did.

And you stole it at Bertinis instigation? He told you where it would be found, the colour of the envelope, and the coronet and cipher upon it, did he not?

She nodded in the affirmative.

And that same night you met him in a small café at Batignolles, and handed him the letter? He was with his accomplice, Rodolphe Wolf.

It is just as you say, she answered. But how did you know this?

Because I myself watched you, I answered. That letter was stolen to be used against the Princess.

And if it is, what then? That woman who offered to betray her country in return for your love is my rival! she cried fiercely.

The theft of that letter was committed with quite another motive, I replied. That adventurer Wolf desires to marry the Princess, and with his accomplice has made you his catspaw to obtain the letter, and thus compel her to marry him. If she refuses, he threatens to denounce her.

Has he actually threatened this? she cried in surprise. I never dreamt that such was his motive.

She is in Paris, suffering from this scoundrels tyranny. As the man is an adventurer and spy, marriage between them is out of the question. She turned to me, and, looking into my eyes, earnestly demanded:

Tell me, Gerald, do you love her, as they told me that you do? You visited her at Chantoiseau, and it is said that you often went long walks in the forest together. Besides, in Paris you met often at various receptions and dances.

True, I admitted. We met often, and I have more than once been her guest at the château; but as to loving her, such an idea has never entered my head. She is a smart and attractive woman, like many others in the circle in which I am compelled to move; but I swear to you, by all I hold most sacred, that I never loved her in the past, and that to-day is as yesterday.

She loves you. That letter is sufficient proof of it.

It was written in a moment of madness, I assured her. She regretted it a few hours afterwards, and asked me to destroy it. The fault is entirely my own, for I neglected to carry out her wish. By my own culpable negligence she is placed in this position.

Yes, she replied. Forgive me, Gerald; I acted under compulsion, as I have always been compelled to act.

Certainly I forgive, I answered. But will it not be humane conduct on your part to rescue the Princess from this terrible doom? Wolf wishes to marry her for her money alone, and will force this step upon her if we can find no means to save her.

She paused. Hitherto she had been jealous of Léonie, but now, upon my assurance that I had no love for her, I saw that she inclined towards mercy.

If I could, she said at last, I would assist her. But I cannot see that it is possible.

You can do so by explaining your own position to me, I said. Despicable though it may seem, the ghastly truth is, that you are actually a spy in the service of France. If you do not seek to clear yourself now, you may be condemned with your accomplices Wolf, Bertini, and Yolande de Foville.

That woman! she cried quickly. It was she who plotted against you.

Then you have met her! I exclaimed, surprised at this revelation.

I had never believed that they had met.

Yes, Edith replied, I met her in London; and while dining one night at the Carlton with Wolf and Bertini she told me how she had misled you into the belief that she loved you passionately, in order to obtain from you certain official information which had been of the greatest use to them at the Quai dOrsay. She little dreamed that I knew you and loved you, and the three of them laughed heartily over what they called your gullibility.

I pursed my lips, for I now saw that womans motive in responding to my declaration of love long ago. At the time I would not believe the whispered condemnation of the Countess and her daughter as secret agents, but of late the truth had been shown me all too plainly.

And did she mention an incident last year in Paris as the result of which she nearly lost her life? I inquired.

Yes; she told us a long story of how a mysterious attempt had been made to poison her in her own apartment in Paris by some subtle poison being placed upon the gum of the envelopes in her escritoire. She wrote a letter, and licked the envelope in order to seal it, when she was seized suddenly by excruciating pains, followed by coma and a state so nearly resembling death that even the doctors were at first deceived. Only by an antidote administered by an English doctor — a friend of yours, I believe — was her life saved. Because of your efforts she had, she said, been seized by remorse, and ceased to mislead you further, because of the debt of gratitude she owed you.

Very kind indeed of her, I laughed.

A silence fell between us. We were both looking seaward, far away over the great expanse of clear bright blue, to where a distant steamer was leaving a trail of smoke upon the horizon. Down in the carnation-gardens some girls were singing an old Italian folk-song while they cut and packed the flowers for the London market; at our feet were violets everywhere.

Can you tell me absolutely nothing, in order to lead me to a knowledge of the truth, Edith? I asked again. Remember that our love and our future depend upon you alone. At present you are a spy, liable to arrest as a traitress.

I know — I know! she cried, bursting into a flood of tears. It was not my fault. I could not help it. I was compelled — compelled!

You are aware of the channels through which knowledge of our diplomatic secrets have been obtained by our enemies. Will you not make amends by telling me the truth? I asked in a low, persuasive, earnest tone, my arm about her slim waist.

I dare not! she sobbed— I dare not! They would kill me, as they have sworn to do if I betrayed them!

During the hour that followed, as we wandered together among the olives, I ascertained a few unimportant facts from her — facts which threw considerable light upon the ingenuity of the spies with whom she had been compelled to ally herself. But upon the secret of how their great coups had been accomplished her lips were sealed.

I gave her to understand that Bertini was now within an ace of arrest, and that in less than an hour he would, if I willed it, be inside the Prefecture, charged with treason against his own Government; but in such terror did she hold him that even my assertion that his power over her had ended did not induce her to disclose anything.

At first it had seemed to me almost impossible that she, living in the country with the strictly prim and proper Miss Foskett, could at the same time be a member of the secret service of our enemies. But I had witnessed her midnight meeting with Bertini, and that had convinced me.

And if you cause his arrest, she exclaimed reflectively, as we descended the mule-path on our return, what will be the result?

The only result will be, as far as I can tell at present, that his evil influence over you will be ended, and you will be free.

No, she responded, sighing, there are the others. His arrest would only bring their wrath upon me, for they would believe that I had betrayed them.

They are spies and enemies of our country and our Queen, Edith, I urged. To betray them is your duty as an Englishwoman.

To disclose their secret would mean to me a swift and terrible death, she answered.

I saw that all my efforts at persuasion were unavailing. As we retraced our steps the silence between us was a sad and painful one.

You do not love me sufficiently to sacrifice all for my sake, Edith, I said at last gravely; otherwise you would help me to unravel the mystery. We were just descending a narrow winding path to the high road as I spoke, and she halted suddenly in indecision.

I do love you, Gerald, she cried with sudden resolution. She flung her arms about my neck; she buried her face upon my shoulder; she burst again into tears. I love you — I have never loved any man except yourself! she declared passionately, lifting her face to me until our lips met.

Then will you not make this sacrifice, if you really love me so well? I asked. Will you not tell me the truth, and allow me to be your champion?

She hesitated, and I saw the terrible struggle going on within her.

Yes, she cried hoarsely at last, I will — I will! and if they kill me, you will at least know that I loved you, Gerald — that I loved you deeply and dearly!

I am convinced of that, darling, I said. But in this affair your interests are my own. Tell me the truth, and give me freedom of action. If you will, we may yet overthrow our enemies.

For a few moments she did not speak, but sobbed convulsively upon my breast. Then, suddenly holding her breath, she raised her tear-stained face to mine. At last, her love for me conquering all else, she said in a low whisper, as though fearful lest someone should overhear:

Go to the little village of Feltham, near London, the next station to Twickenham, and find Cypress Cottage. You will discover the secret there.

Feltham! It was the place mentioned by Wolf when I had listened to that conversation in the dingy little café at Batignolles.
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What is there? I inquired quickly. What secret does the cottage contain?

Have a care in approaching the place. Obtain the assistance of the police — surround it — search it — and see.

Is there sufficient evidence there to justify the spys arrest?

Certainly. Go and ascertain for yourself. I have betrayed their secret — that is enough. If their revenge falls upon me, then I am content to bear it, Gerald, for your sake. Tell me, however, that you have forgiven me all the past; that you will believe no word of any vile scandal that may be uttered against me by that pair of adventurers. Promise me, she cried in deep earnestness.

I will believe nothing without proof, I answered, kissing her fondly. I love you to-day, darling, just as passionately as I did when first we met long ago. I start for London by the Calais express at six to-night, and will at once follow your directions.

And Bertini, what of him? she asked in alarm. He is here, in Bordighera, for an evil purpose, without a doubt. If he knows, I shall be in deadly peril.

Have no fear, I assured her. Before I leave he will be in the hands of the police. My plans are already matured. We walked back through the orange-grove down to the hotel hand-in-hand, both resolved to act firmly and fearlessly. As we walked along we seldom spoke with our lips; but our hearts discovered a beautiful language in the silence; and used it.

I loved her and she had proved her affection for me. The betrayal of their secret made it plain that after all she was really mine; for she had now defied her enemies and had placed her life in deadly jeopardy for my sake.


Chapter Thirty Six.

The Secret.
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THE VILLAGE OF Feltham is a sleepy little place standing in the centre of a bare, flat country half-way between Twickenham and Staines. It is still quite a rural spot, even though only a league outside the twelve-mile radius.

When I alighted from the train which had brought me down from Waterloo on the third day after leaving the sunshine of the Mediterranean, a cold cast wind was blowing, and the platform was covered with finely powdered snow. I had as companions three plain-clothes officers from Scotland Yard, one of whom was Inspector Chick of the special political branch of the Criminal Investigation Department. Application for assistance to the Commissioner had quickly been responded to, and outside the station we were met by the local plain-clothes constable of the T Division, who had been informed by telegraph of our advent. On my arrival in London that morning I had received a telegram from the police at Bordighera stating that Paolo Bertini was already under arrest.

We at once inquired the whereabouts of Cypress Cottage, and the local officer explained that it was a lonely house, situated nearly three miles away across the plain beyond Ashford, towards the valley of the Thames. We therefore obtained a wagonette at the station inn, and were very soon driving in company over the snow-covered road towards the spot indicated.

About a mile beyond Ashford village Chick, who directed the operations, ordered the coachman to stop, and he and I descended. In the distance we could see outlined against the gloomy, snow-laden sky a small, whitewashed cottage, standing where the road we were traversing made a junction with the high road between Staines and Kingston. This the local constable pointed out as our goal. It was a truly lonely place of residence, for there seemed no other house within a radius of several miles.

Chick, nimble of wit and resourceful, decided that we both should approach the place on foot, investigate, and endeavour to enter upon some pretext, while our three companions, at the moment of our entry, should drive up, leave the wagonette, and surround the place.

As soon as we had arranged our plan of operations, I buttoned my coat and strode on beside the inspector, who now took from his hip pocket a police-revolver and placed it in readiness in the outside pocket of his overcoat. With what resistance we might meet, or what was to be the nature of our discovery, we knew not. The revelation made by Edith was, to say the least of it, one of the strangest in my experience.

At last, after trudging through the snow, which lay thickly upon that road, we reached the cottage, a rather ill-kept place of about six rooms, and walked up the pathway to the door. That it was inhabited was shown by the smoke ascending from one of the chimneys and the stunted geraniums which screened the windows on the inside.

Chick knocked at the door, but for some anxious moments no response was made to his summons. Both of us listened attentively, and distinctly heard the shuffling of feet within, accompanied by an ominous whispering and the low growl of a dog, which was apparently being ordered to remain quiet.

I hope these good people are not out, Chick exclaimed in a loud voice, with a meaning look. Its evident weve lost our way.

His words were heard by those within, and apparently at once disarmed suspicion, for in a few seconds the door was thrown open, and a tall, bony-faced woman of middle age confronted us with a look of inquiry. She was grey-haired, with a face which bore evident signs of the burdens of life.

Im very sorry to trouble you, explained the inspector. But we have unfortunately lost our way. We are strangers here. Could you direct us to the road to Littleton?

Certainly, gentlemen, she answered. Take the road along here to the left, and the Littleton road is the first on the left again. You cant mistake it. Theres a sign-post up.

Scarcely had the woman finished her sentence, however, before Chick pushed her aside and entered the place, I following close behind. The height of the woman was uncommon, and it occurred to me that she was the mysterious female who had watched me on the Calais boat some months before.

She gave a warning shout, and an ugly bulldog, released from the room beyond, came bounding fiercely upon us. Quick as thought Chick drew his revolver and shot the brute dead. The woman screamed Murder! So well-timed was our raid that at this very moment we heard outside the shouts of our companions, telling us that they had surrounded the place.

Those moments were full of wild excitement. From one room to another we dashed quickly, but discovered absolutely nothing to arouse any suspicions until we started to ascend the narrow flight of stairs, when, on doing so, we were suddenly confronted by the dark figure of a man standing at the head, with a revolver pointed straight at us. He spoke no word, but I was amazed to recognise him as the man who had once before made a dastardly attempt upon my life — Rodolphe Wolf! Then I knew that that cottage, as Edith had declared, contained the key to the mystery.

If you attempt to come up here, I shall shoot! cried the spy in English.

I call upon you, in the name of the law, to surrender as my prisoner, responded Chick firmly in his loud, ringing voice. I dont know your name, but I arrest you all the same.

His name is Wolf, I explained breathlessly. He is Rodolphe Wolf, the French spy!

It seemed that then for the first time did the fellow recognise me, for, peering down, he cried: It is you — you! Gerald Ingram!

Yes, I answered. Your secret is out! We know the truth! Surrender!

Never! he shouted, standing at bay. Advance a step, and Ill shoot you both dead.

The place is surrounded. You cannot escape, Chick replied. I am an officer of Metropolitan Police, and command you to lay down your weapon.

But he refused, and we both saw that to ascend that narrow staircase in face of his revolver was a very risky proceeding. A dozen times Chick repeated the demand, but the adventurer was nothing daunted. The secret, if anywhere, was in that room, and he was evidently determined to guard it with his life.

Of a sudden the inspector, handing me the revolver, whispered to me to remain there, covering Wolf so as to prevent his escape, and assured me that he would return instantly. He rushed outside, but returned to my side in a few moments.

The vituperation which Rodolphe Wolf heaped upon me I need not repeat. Suffice it to say that during the few minutes which elapsed while we faced one another in that narrow way, each unable to move, he invoked upon my head all the curses of the evil one, vowing a revenge swift and terrible, not only upon myself, but also upon Léonie and Edith.

With a suddenness that startled all of us, however, there was a loud crashing of glass in the room behind him, and, thus taken by surprise, he turned to see how it had been caused.

In an instant Chick had sprung up the stairs, and we were both upon him. The spy fired his revolver, but at random, and the bullet pierced the ceiling. The inspector closed with him in deadly embrace, and a second later was assisted by one of the detectives, who had broken the window and entered the room by a ladder.

The fellow still held his weapon in a desperate grasp, and, having succeeded in pinning Chick against the wall, raised the revolver to his face. At that instant the other officer threw himself upon the pair. Wolfs revolver exploded, but the bullet, instead of entering Chicks head, penetrated the spys own neck, close behind the ear.

Dieu! he shrieked, Im shot! Ive shot myself! and as his grip relaxed, the two detectives allowed him to stagger and fall back upon the ground.

In endeavouring to murder the inspector he had inflicted a fatal wound upon himself.

Chick, who had had such a narrow escape from death, only brushed his clothes here and there, and remarked with a smile:

That was pretty tough, sir, wasnt it?

Then, ordering his assistant to look after the wounded prisoner, we both searched the room. At first we saw nothing to account for Wolf resisting our progress so desperately. It was a bare place, with a couple of tables, a chair or two, and a few papers that had been strewn about in the struggle. I picked up some. They were copies of the Figaro, the Libre Parole, and the Petit Journal.

But in a corner by the fireplace, I saw a twisted heap of pale-green paper, like ribbon, and a moment later found beneath the table a broken telegraph-receiver. On taking it up I saw upon the small brass plate the words General Post Office, while near it lay the other portions of the apparatus, which was one of those which print upon the paper ribbon, and are worked by clockwork.

Hulloa! cried Chick, crossing the room and bending over the instrument, whats that?

A telegraph-receiver, I replied, at the same moment examining the ceiling of the room and at once discovering two loose ends of wires suspended from a corner.

The instrument had evidently been torn hurriedly from the wires, and an unsuccessful effort made to destroy it and remove all traces of its existence. Wolf, however, had not had time to accomplish his object.

While the wounded man lay groaning, we all proceeded to make further search, and the result of our investigations proved startling indeed. We found that from the room there ran two wires outside, which, after being buried in the garden and along a field on the left, emerged beside one of the telegraph-posts on the main road, and joined one of the lines running to London.

At first we did not realise the extreme importance of our discovery, but from the telegraph-tape found in the room and the deciphers of official despatches which we discovered locked in a cupboard, the amazing truth was disclosed.

The wire so ingeniously tapped was the Queens private wire, which ran from Windsor Castle, along the road through Staines and Kingston, to the Foreign Office, and over which Her Majesty constantly exchanged views and gave instructions to the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs and others of her Ministers.

In that comfortless room we found transcripts of all kinds of official despatches and confidential messages, which, although sent in cipher over the wire, had been deciphered by the spies, who had unfortunately also obtained a copy of the secret code in use. The interchanges of views included much that concerned Englands attitude in the Boer war, then still in progress, and had without doubt been communicated to the Boers through their Continental agents. Not a single secret of State was safe from those emissaries of our enemies. Thus it was that before the suggestions or instructions of our Sovereign reached Downing Street, they were in the possession of those who aimed at our downfall, for every message transmitted between Windsor and Downing Street, every decision of the Sovereign or of the Cabinet, passed through that inoffensive-looking little instrument, and was registered upon the pale-green snake-like tape before it reached its destination.

A thorough search of the place revealed a perfect system of receiving and deciphering the despatches, all of which had been carefully registered by number in a book and the copies sent to the Quai dOrsay. Hence it was, of course, that the knowledge of Englands decision regarding the attitude to be adopted towards the Transvaal and of our policy in reference to Ceuta, had been obtained before the Marquess had even written his despatch; while the secret instructions which I myself had carried from Downing Street to Paris had actually been known to the spies before the Chief had put his pen to paper. They did not seek to secure the despatches, because they were always in possession of the decisions and line of our diplomacy beforehand.

Having taken possession of the whole of the papers, some of which I was amazed to discover were in Ediths handwriting, we removed the whole into the wagonette, placed a constable in charge of the cottage, and ordered the wounded mans removal to the Cottage Hospital at Staines, as being the nearest institution where he could be treated.

That same evening I had a long interview with the Marquess at his private house, and, assisted by Chick, showed him the papers secured as the result of our investigations. Afterwards, when he had gone through them, I related to him the whole story, concealing nothing. While I sat recounting the incidents a telegram arrived for the inspector, to whom it had been forwarded from Scotland Yard. It was an official police message stating that the prisoner Wolf had died in the hospital at half-past six, having made no statement.

Her Majestys Minister heard me through, listening with breathless interest, and when I had concluded bestowed upon both of us many complimentary words.

Both your Queen and your country owe a debt of gratitude to you, Ingram; for by dint of care and perseverance you have rescued us from our secret enemies, he said. Rest assured that your claim to distinction as an Englishman will not be forgotten.

That night I sent a telegram from Charing Cross announcing to Léonie the death of the spy, which to her meant freedom. The same wire also carried a second message of comfort to Edith, with the promise that I would leave London for Bordighera on the following morning. Then, entering the telephone-box, I had a long conversation with Lord Barmouth, explaining to him the truth, and receiving his heartiest congratulations and best wishes for my happiness on my marriage with Edith Austin, who, he declared, had saved Englands prestige.


Chapter Thirty Seven.

Conclusion.
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TWO DAYS LATER I was again seated with Edith under the olives on the sunny hillside behind Bordighera.

I had told her all that had happened, explained what we had discovered in that upper room at Cypress Cottage, and demanded to know the reason why some of the copies of those messages were in her own handwriting. Our hands were clasped in fervent affection, and now, fearing not the revenge of either Wolf or Bertini, she revealed to me the plain and ghastly truth in regard to her connection with that band of unscrupulous spies who had sought to bring about Englands downfall.

I first knew Paolo Bertini when I was at school at St. Leonards, six years ago. He was then our Italian master, and we girls admired him, and were one and all enamoured of our teacher, as school-girls so often are. He and I became good friends, and one day he urged me to steal from another girls locker a letter addressed to her by her father, a high official at the War Office. He wished to see it, and I gave it to him in ignorance that the real reason was that he desired the signature for purposes of forgery. I knew it afterwards, but he threatened if I exposed him that he would denounce me as a thief. From that moment he held me in his power, gradually drawing me into the net he so carefully spread in order to secure my assistance in his nefarious schemes of espionage in conjunction with Rodolphe Wolf. Although she knew that upon leaving school I should be comparatively wealthy, my aunt, who, as you know, is eccentric, insisted that I should be taught some means of earning my own livelihood. At Bertinis demand I chose telegraphy, and when I became proficient the wires from Windsor were tapped, and I was compelled to act as telegraphist in that lonely, unsuspicious-looking cottage, which became the headquarters of French spies in England. My many compulsory visits to London often aroused my aunts suspicion, but I always managed to receive convenient invitations from relatives or old schoolfellows, until at last I succeeded in convincing her that all was well. Ah! she added, her bright, honest eyes turned away over the broad Mediterranean, where the sun was going down in golden glory behind the dark purple rock of Ventimiglia, I have suffered, Gerald, quite as bitterly as yourself. I was held in that mans power irrevocably, unable to extricate myself from the bond, unable to give you the least intimation of the evil influences always working against you, unable to accept your love. From the moment when, as a school-girl, I stole that letter, until to-day, my enemies implicated me more and more deeply, until to draw back became utterly impossible. I was their catspaw — held to them by fear of exposure and imprisonment, or even of death, if I disclosed their secret.

I understand it all now, darling. All is plain, and our estrangement has only rendered our love the more perfect.

You are generous to forgive, Gerald, she answered in a low, faltering tone. But I swear it was not my fault. In my ignorance of the world and its ways I took one false step long ago while still at school, and then could not draw back. I became a traitress and a spy!

And what of Yolande de Foville? I inquired. She was one of us, and in the service of France, my love replied. Like myself, she also was held in bondage. She wished to marry the young Count de Hochberg, an aide-de-camp of the Emperor William; but Bertini, who was in love with her, refused to allow her. It was because of jealousy that he made the ingenious attempt upon her life by the same means that he did later upon an Englishman in Paris, named Payne, who recognised him and suspected him of espionage. He is in possession of the knowledge of some subtle alkaloid poison, which he once boasted in my hearing to be even more deadly than the Indian Bikh poison, and unknown in the science of toxicology.

And where is Yolande now?

In Rome. Having obtained some secret of Bertinis past, and a knowledge of his attempt upon her life, she defied him, and, freeing herself from the secret service, married de Hochberg only a fortnight ago. She is spending her honeymoon in southern Italy.

She is married! I exclaimed, surprised.

Yes. Her declarations of love for you were all false, made at the instigation of those schemers, Wolf and Bertini, who intended that she should worm from you certain diplomatic secrets. She hated her position, but, like myself, was powerless and compelled to submit.

To you alone, my love, is due the breaking-up of this ingenious band of spies, and the frustrating of the great conspiracy against England, which has, it seems, been fostered and aided by certain of the Powers.

And have you really perfect confidence in my honour and purity, Gerald? she asked again, looking at me dubiously.

I love you, darling, I answered, bending down once more to kiss her beautiful mouth; and that my confidence in you remains unshaken and is the same to-day as it was long ago in Scotland when I first declared my love, will be shown by our marriage, which nothing can now prevent. We are about to come into our kingdom.

But that letter, she faltered, still dubious— that letter of the Princess!

I do not love her, dearest. I have never loved her, I declared earnestly. I am yours, and yours alone.

She turned quickly, kissing me fondly, and shedding tears of joy. We were both free at last, and that peaceful hour of our new-found happiness was full of that ecstasy which comes to man and woman only once in a lifetime, at the moment when two hearts first beat in unison.

But why need I dwell upon the supreme happiness of that calm and glorious evening high up above the tideless sea, except to say that it was then each read the others heart openly and truly; then that we discovered how best to interchange a perfect and fadeless affection.

And you ask how this strange romance of an Englishman in his Sovereigns service ended? Well, Edith became my own queen within two months. We were married in London, and since my promotion and transfer to the Embassy at St. Petersburg our lives have been idyllic in their happiness. Edith likes the Russian capital, where everyone is so hospitable and the fêtes are never-ending. I also prefer it to the artificiality and glare of Paris which is to me a city of bitter memories.

As for the Princess, she is one of Ediths warmest friends. She was married four months ago to Prince Stroganoff, a charming Russian whom everyone knows in Moscow and the capital, and who lives at the great Stroganoff Palace in St. Petersburg, where we are frequent visitors Lord Barmouths failing health compelled him to retire from the Diplomatic Service after the lamented death of Her Majesty, and he is now living in London once more, after so many years of compulsory exile; while the World, a few weeks ago, announced Sibyls engagement to the Hon. Jack Willoughby, who is well known as a rising politician and Member for one of the Metropolitan Boroughs. Her ladyship has written to me, declaring it to be a most excellent match.

Bertini, the spy and traitor, having been condemned by the military court in Milan to imprisonment for life, is at this moment languishing in the convict prison at Orbetello. Assuredly Europe is well rid of such an ingenious and unscrupulous scoundrel.

Nothing appeared in the English newspapers regarding Wolfs death, beyond the statement that he had committed suicide rather than suffer arrest. For what reason the police raided Cypress Cottage never leaked out. It was kept a close secret, in order that the discovery of the headquarters of the French spies should not create undue public alarm. Hence all of the foregoing incidents long remained a secret chapter of Englands history; and the gigantic conspiracy on the part of our nations enemies is here related for the first time by one who was himself a principal actor in the stirring drama of diplomacy, and who has been fortunate enough to secure peace, happiness, and the love of a gentle and happy woman.

THE END


The Sign of the Seven Sins (1901)
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CHAPTER I

IS PURELY PERSONAL

[image: img185.jpg]

NO; I DARE not reveal everything here, lest I may be misjudged. The narrative is, to say the least, a strange one; so amazing, indeed, that had I not been one of the actual persons concerned therein I would never have believed that such things could be. Yet these chapters of an eventful personal history, remarkable though they may appear, are nevertheless the truth, a combination of unusual circumstances which will be found startling and curious, idyllic and tragic. Reader, I would confess all if I dared, but each of us have skeletons in our cupboards, both you and I — for, alas! I am no exception to the general rule among women.

If compelled by natural instinct to suppress one single fact, I may also add that it has little or nothing to do with the circumstances herein related. It only concerns myself, and no woman cares to afford food for gossips at her own expense. Briefly, it is my intention to narrate plainly and straightforwardly all that occurred, in the hope that those who read may approach it with a perfectly open mind and afterwards adjudge me fairly, impartially, and without the prejudice attaching to one whose shortcomings are many, and whose actions have perhaps not always been tempered by wisdom My name is Carmela Rosselli. I am of Italian extraction, five-and-twenty years of age last December, and already — yes, I confess it freely — I was utterly world-weary. I am an only child. My mother, one of the Burnetts of Washington, married Romolo Annibale, Marchese di Pistoja, impecunious member of the Florentine aristocracy, and after a childhood at Washington I was sent to the Convent of San Paolo della Croce at Florence to obtain my education. My mothers money enabled the Marchese to live in the reckless style befitting a gentleman of the Tuscan nobility, but, unfortunately for me, both my parents died when I was fifteen and left me in the care of a second cousin, a woman but a few years older than myself; kind-hearted, everything that was most American and womanly, and — everything most devoted to me.

Thus it was that at the age of eighteen I received the maternal kiss of the grave-eyed Mother Superior, Suor Maria, and all the good sisters in turn, and returned to Washington accompanied by my guardian, Ulrica Yorke.

Like myself, Ulrica was wealthy and, being smart and good-looking, did not want for admirers. Together we lived for several years amid that society, diplomatic and otherwise, which circles around the White House, until one rather dull afternoon in the fall she, Ulrica, made a most welcome suggestion:

Carmela, I am ruined morally and physically. I feel that I want a complete change.

I suggested New York or Florida for the winter.

No, she answered, I feel that I must build up my constitution as well as my spirits. Europe is the only place, — say London for a month, Paris, Monte Carlo for January, then Rome till after Easter.

To Europe! I gasped.

Why not? she inquired. You have money, — what there is left of it, — and we may just as well go to Europe for a year and enjoy ourselves as vegetate here.

You are tired of Guy? I observed.

She shrugged her well-formed shoulders, pursed her lips, and contemplated her rings.

He has become too serious, she said simply.

And you want to escape him? I remarked. Do you know, Ulrica, that I really believe he loves you?

Well, and if he does?

I thought you told me only a couple of months ago that he was the best looking man in Washington, and that you had utterly lost your heart to him?

She laughed.

Ive lost it so many times that I began to believe that I dont possess that very useful portion of the human anatomy. But, she added, you pity him, eh? My dear Carmela, you should never pity a man. None of them is really worth sympathy. Nineteen out of every twenty are ready to declare love to any good-looking woman with money. Remember your dearest Ernest.

Mention of that name caused me a twinge.

I have forgotten him! I cried hotly. I have forgiven — all is of the past!

She laughed again.

And you will go to Europe with me? she said. You will go to commence life afresh? What a funny thing life is, isnt it?

I responded in the affirmative. Truth to tell, I was glad of that opportunity to escape from scenes which daily reminded me of the man whom I loved. Ulrica knew it, but she was careful to avoid all further mention of the grief that was wearing out my heart.

We sailed from New York, duly landed in Liverpool a week later, and the same night found ourselves at the Hotel Cecil in London.

I knew little of the English metropolis, but we discovered some friends of Ulricas living out at South Kensington, and the month we passed in the city of smoke and fog — for it was November — was quite the reverse of dreary. I had always believed London to be a sad second edition of New York, but was agreeably surprised at the many nice people we met in the circle into which Ulricas friends introduced us.

In continuation of our pilgrimage we went to Paris, and after a month there went South.

We were in the salon of the Grand Hotel at Nice on the night of our arrival when suddenly someone uttered my name. We both turned quickly, and to our surprise saw two men we knew quite well in Washington standing before us. One was Reginald Thorne, a dark-haired, more than usually good-looking youth of about twenty-two or so, while the other was Gerald Keppel, a thin, fair-mustached young man some seven years his senior, son of old Benjamin Keppel, the well-known Pittsburg millionaire. Gerald was an old friend, but the former I knew but slightly, having met him once or twice at dances, for in Washington he was among the chief of the eligibles.

Why, my dear Miss Rosselli! he cried enthusiastically as we shook hands, Im so awfully glad to meet you. I had no idea you were here. Gerald was here dining with me, and we caught sight of you through the glass doors.

Then youre staying here? I exclaimed.

Yes, Geralds staying with his govnor. He has a villa out at Fabron. Have you been here long?

Weve arrived in Nice to-day, interposed Ulrica, and we havent found a single soul we knew until now. I feel sure youll take pity upon our loneliness, Mr. Thorne, wont you?

Of course, he laughed. I suppose you go to Monte?

You men think of nothing but roulette and dinners at the Paris, she responded reproachfully, adding: But after all, should we be worse if we had no soul for gambling? Have you had any luck this season?

Cant complain, he smiled. Ive been staying over there ten days or so. Gerald has had quite a run of good fortune. The other night he won the maximum on the zero-trois three times.

Congratulations, my dear Gerald, exclaimed Ulrica approvingly. You shall both take us over one day and let us try our fortune — if Mr. Thorne is agreeable?

Delighted, Im sure, answered the latter, glancing at me, and by the look he gave me I felt convinced that my suspicions aroused in Washington about a year before were not quite groundless, — in brief, that he admired me.


CHAPTER II

TELLS SOMETHING ABOUT LOVE
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THE FAULT OF us women is that we so often over esteem the value of our good looks. To my mind the possession of handsome toilettes is quite as essential to a womans well-being and mans contentment as are personal attractions. A woman, however beautiful she may be, loses half her charm to mens eyes if she dresses dowdily or without taste. Nobody ever saw a really beautiful Parisienne. For the most part they are thin-nosed, thin-lipped, scraggy-necked, yellow-faced, and absolutely ugly, yet are they not, merely by reason of their chic in dress, the most attractive women in the world? I know that many will dissent from this estimate, but as my mirror tells me that I have a face more than commonly handsome, and as dozens of men have further endorsed the mute evidence of my toilet-glass, I can only confess that all my success and all my harmless flirtations have had their commencements in the attraction exercised by the dainty creations of my couturière. We hear much complaining among women that there are not a sufficient number of nice men to go round, but, after all, the woman who knows how to dress need have no lack of offers of marriage. American women can always be distinguished from the English, and it is certain that to their quiet smartness in frills and furbelows their success in the marriage mart is due.

Yes, there was no doubt that Reggie Thorne admired me. I had suspected it on the night when we had waltzed together at the Pendymans and afterwards gossiped together over ices, but with a woman dance-flirtations are soon forgotten, and, truth to tell, I had forgotten him until our sudden and unexpected meeting.

What awfully good luck weve met Gerald and Reggie, Ulrica said when half an hour later we were seated together in the privacy of our sitting-room. Gerald, poor boy, was always a bit gone on me in Washington, and as for Reggie — well, hell make an excellent cavalier for you. Even if Mother Grundy is dead and buried, it isnt very respectable to be constantly trotting over to Monte Carlo without male escort.

You mean that theyll be a couple of useful males — eh?

Certainly. Their advent is quite providential. Some of Geralds luck at the table may be reflected upon us. I should dearly like to make my expenses at Monte.

So should I.

Theres no reason why we shouldnt, she went on confidently. I know quite a lot of people whove won enough to pay for the whole trip to Europe.

Reggie has money, hasnt he?

Of course. The old man was on Wall Street and died very comfortably off. All of it went to Reggie, with an annuity to his mother. Of course, hes spent a good deal since. A man doesnt live in Washington as he does, drive tandem, and all that sort of thing on nothing a year.

They used to say that Gerald Keppel hadnt a dollar only what the old man allowed him monthly — and a most niggardly allowance, Ive heard.



Thats quite possible, my dear Carmela, she answered. But ones position might be a good deal worse than the only son of a millionaire. Old Benjamin is eccentric. Ive met the old buffer several times. Hes addicted to my pet abomination in a man — paper collars.

Then youll take Gerald as your cavalier, and allot Reggie to me? I laughed.

Yes. Im self-sacrificing, am I not?

She was in high spirits, for she had long ago fascinated Gerald Keppel, and now intended to make use of him as her escort to that Palace of Delight which somebody has suggested might be known by the Sign of the Seven Sins.

Ulrica was a typical woman of the up-to-date type, pretty, with soft, wavy chestnut hair, and a pair of brown eyes that had attracted a host of men who had bowed down and worshipped at her shrine, yet beneath her corsets, I alone knew, there beat a heart from which, alas! all love and sympathy had long ago died out. To her, excitement, change, and flirtation were as food and drink; she could not live without them. Neither, indeed, could I, for, living with her ever since my convent days, I had imbibed her smart ideas and notions, stimulated by attacks of nerves.

A few days later, having lunched with Reggie and Gerald at the Grand Hotel, we went over to Monte Carlo by the two oclock yellow express.

Reader, you probably know the panorama of the Riviera — that stretch of azure sky, azure sea, of golden coasts, purple hills fringed with olive and pine, rose and geranium running riot over hedge and hollow, oranges golden and flowers white upon the same branch. The pale violet of the Alps answers the violet of the valleys; white and gold marguerites spangle the hill-side where the old rock village of Eze is perched above; white and gold villas dot the wayside, and white and gold are the decoration of that Casino wherein is centred all the human vices — painted tastefully in white and gold — The Sign of the Seven Sins.

When I entered for the first time that wild, turbulent, close-smelling salle-de-jeu where the croupiers were crying in those mechanical, strident tones Messieurs, faites vos jeux! and uttering in warning voice Rien ne va plus! I gazed around me bewildered. Who were those grabbing crowds of smartly dressed people grouped around the tables? Were they actually civilized beings — bangs who had loved, suffered, and lived, as I had loved, suffered, and lived?

How beautiful it was outside in that gay little Place with the red Hungarian band playing on the terrace of the Café de Paris, and half the grande monde of Europe lounging about and chattering. How enchanting was the grim Dogs Head as a fitting background in dark purple against the winter sunset, the old bronze Grimaldi rock rising sheer from the turquoise sea surmounted by the white tower of Monaco and the castellated walls of the Palace; to the right Villefranche and San Juan shining in topaz and amber, — the Esterels as a necklace of radiant jewels, — while to the left Bordighera was lying at the base of its neck, like a pearl at a fair throat. And beyond there was Italy — my own fair Italy! Out in that flower-scented, limpid air earth was a paradise; within those stifling gilt saloons, where the light of day was tempered by the thick curtains and the clink of gold mingled with the dull hum of the avaricious crowd, it was a veritable hell.

Some years ago — ah! now I am looking back: Ulrica is not at fault this time. No, I must not think. I have promised myself in writing this narrative not to think, but to try and forget all past unhappiness. Try. Ah! would that I could calm my soul — steep it in a draught of thoughtlessness, such that oblivion would come.

It is terrible to think how a woman can suffer and yet live. What a blessing it is that the world cannot read a womans heart! Men may look upon our faces, but they cannot read the truth. Even though our hearts may be breaking we may wear a smile; we can fold our sorrows as a bird folds its wings, for they are part of our physical being; we can hide our grief so completely that none can know the burden upon us. Endurance, resistance, patience, suffering, all are, alas! a womans heritage. Even in the few years I have lived I have had my share of them all.

I stood bewildered, watching the revolving red and black roulette-wheel and the eager crowd of faces around it.

Vingt! Rouge, pair et passé! the croupier cried, and a couple of louis which Ulrica had placed on the last dozen were swept away with the silver, notes, and gold to swell the bank.

I thought of my secret grief. I thought of Ernest Cameron and pursed my lips. The old Tuscan proverb which the nuns in Florence had taught me so long ago was very true, Amore non è senza amaro.

The millionaires son at my elbow was explaining to me how the game was played, but I was paying no attention. I only remembered the man I had once loved — the man whose slave I was — the man whom I had forgiven, even though he had left me so cruelly.

Only three things could make life to me worth living — the sight of his face, the sound of his voice, the touch of his lips.

But they could never be, alas! we were parted for ever — for ever.

Now, play this time, I heard Reggie beside me exclaim.

Where? I inquired mechanically, his voice awakening me to a sense of my surroundings.

On the line, there — between the numbers 9 and 12.

I took a louis from my purse and with the rake carelessly pushed it upon the line he had indicated. Then I turned to talk with Gerald.

Rien ne va plus! cried the croupier.

A hundred necks were craned to watch the result.

The ball fell with a final click into one of the little spaces upon the wheel.

Neuf! Rouge, impair et manque!

Youve won, my dear! cried Ulrica excitedly, and in a few moments Reggie, who raked up my winnings, gave me quite a handful of gold.

There now, he said, laughing, youve made your first coup. Try again.

I crammed the gold into my purse, but it would not hold it all. The three louis which would not go in I held in indecision in my hand.

Play on the treize-dix-huit this time! urged Reggie, and I obeyed him blindly.

The number 18 came up, therefore I again received another little handful of gold. I knew that many envious eyes were cast in my direction, and to me the excitement of winning was an entirely new sensation.

Ulrica fancied the last dozen, and I placed five louis upon it, winning a third time. Having won eight hundred francs in three turns of the wheel, I began to think roulette not such wearying fun as I had once believed it to be.

I wanted to continue playing, but the others prevented me. They knew too well that the bank at Monte Carlo only lends its money to the players.

With Reggie at my side I went out and strolled through those beautiful gardens beside the sea, watched the pigeon-shooting, and afterwards sat on the terrace of the Café de Paris and enjoyed the brilliant sundown.


CHAPTER III

IS A MYSTERY
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I WAS LEFT alone with Reggie, for Ulrica had taken Gerald in to the orchestral concert.

What awfully good luck you had! he observed after we had been chatting some time. If youd had the maximum on each time youd have won about four thousand dollars.

There are a good many ifs in gambling, I remarked. Ive never had any luck before in gambles at bazaars and such-like places.

When you do have luck, follow it, is my motto, he laughed. I should have advised you to continue playing to-day, only I thought it might annoy Ulrica, and he raised his glass to his lips.

But I might have lost all that I won, I remarked. No, I prefer to keep it. Id like to be unique among the people and go away with some of the banks money. I intend to keep what I have, and not to play again.

Never?

Never!

My dear Miss Rosselli, thats what everyone says here, he laughed. But before youve been on the Riviera long youll discover that this is no place for good resolutions. Gambling is one of the sweetest and most insidious of vices, and has the additional attraction of being thought chic. Look at the crowd of women here! Why, every one of them play. If they didnt, others would believe them to be hard up — and poverty, you know, is distinctly bad form here. Even if a woman hasnt sufficient to pay her hotel bill she must wear the regulation gold chatelaine, — the gold chain-purse, — if it only contains a couple of pieces of a hundred sous. And she must play. Fortunes have been won with only five francs.

Such stories, I fear, are only fairy tales, I said incredulously.

No. At least one of them is not, he answered, blowing a cloud of smoke from his lips and looking at me amusedly. I was playing here one night last March when a young French girl won three hundred thousand francs after having first lost all she had. She borrowed a five-franc piece from a friend and with it broke the bank. I was present at the table where it occurred. Fortune is very fickle here.

So it seems, I said. That is why I intend to keep what Ive won.

You might have a necklace made of the louis, he said. Many women wear coins won at Monte Carlo attached to their bangles.

A happy thought! I exclaimed; Ill have one put on my bangle to-morrow as a souvenir.

Are you staying on the Riviera long? he inquired presently.

I really dont know. When Ulrica is tired of it, then we shall move down to Rome, I suppose.

When shes lost sufficient, you mean, he smiled. Shes quite reckless when she commences. I remember her here several seasons ago. She lost very heavily. Luck was entirely against her.

I too remembered her visit. She left me in Washington and went to the Riviera for a couple of months, and on her return was constantly bewailing her penury. This, then, was the secret of it. She had never revealed to me the truth.

And you think that I shall be stricken with the prevalent epidemic? I inquired.

I hope not, he answered quickly. But after all, the temptation is utterly irresistible. It is sad, indeed, that here in this corner of Gods earth, which He has marked as the nearest approach to paradise, should be allowed to flaunt all the vices and the seven deadly sins which render the world horrible. Monte Carlo is the one blot upon the Riviera. Im a gambler, — I make no secret of it, because I find resistance impossible while I have money in my pocket, — nevertheless, much as I like a fling here each winter I would gladly welcome the closing of the Casino. It is, alas! true that those red-carpeted steps and the wide doors opposite form the entrance-gate to hell.

I sighed, glancing over to the flight of steps before us, where the gay wintering world in summer toilettes were passing up and down. He was possessed of common sense and spoke the truth. Inside those rooms the perspiring, perfumed crowds were fluttering around the tables as moths around a candle, going headlong to ruin both moral and financial.

Yes, I observed reflectively, I suppose youre right. Thousands have been ruined within that place.

And thousands have ended by committing suicide, he added. The average number of suicides within this tiny Principality of Monaco is more than two a day!

More than two a day! I exclaimed incredulously.

Yes. Of course, the authorities bribe the press and hush it all up, but the authentic figures were published not so long ago. The Administration of the Casino find it cheaper to bury a corpse than to pay a ruined gamblers fare to St. Petersburg, London, or New York. Thats why the poor devils who are cleaned out find the much-talked-of viatique so difficult to obtain. Human life is held very cheap here, I can tell you.

Oh, dont talk like that, I protested. You make one feel quite nervous. Do you mean that murder is often committed?

Well — not exactly that. But one must always remember that here, mixing with the best people of Europe, are the very scum of the world, both male and female. Although they dress elegantly, live well, play boldly, and give themselves airs and titles of nobility, they are a very queer and unscrupulous crowd, I can assure you.

Do you know any of them by sight? I inquired, much interested. ^

Oh, one or two, he answered, laughing indifferently. Some of them, of course, are eccentric and quite harmless characters. Then a moment later he added: Do you see that tall, thin old man just ascending the steps — the one with the soft, white felt hat? Well, his is a curious story. Twenty years ago he came here a millionaire, and within a month lost everything he possessed at trente-et-quarante. So huge were the profits made by the bank, that instead of giving him his viatique to London they allotted him a pension of a louis a day for life, on the understanding that he should never again enter the Rooms. For nearly twenty years he lived in Nice, haunting the Promenade des Anglais and brooding over his past foolishness. Last year, however, somebody unexpectedly died and left him quite comfortably off, whereupon he paid back to Monte Carlo all that he had received and returned again to gamble. His luck, however, has proved just as bad as before. Yet each month as soon as he draws his income he comes over, and in a single day flings it all away upon the red, his favorite color. His history is only one of many.

With interest I looked at the tall, thin-faced old gambler as he painfully ascended the steps, and even as I watched he passed in, eager to fling away all that stood between himself and starvation.

Truly the little world of Monte Carlo is a very queer place.

Ulrica and Gerald came laughing across the leafy Place and joined us at our table. It was very pleasant there, with the band playing the latest waltzes, the gay promenaders strolling beneath the palms, the bright flowers, and the pigeons strutting in the roadway. Indeed, as one sat there it seemed hard to believe that this was actually the much-talked-of Monte Carlo — the plague spot of Europe.

I dont think that I ever saw Ulrica look so well as on that afternoon in her white serge dress, which she had had made in Paris; for white serge is, as you know, de rigueur at Monte in winter, with a white hat and white shoes. I was also in white, but it never suits me as it does her; yet one must be smart, even at the expense of ones complexion. At Monte Carlo one must at least be respectable, even in ones vices.

Come, lets go back to the Rooms, suggested Ulrica when she had finished her tea, flavored with orange-flower water, which is the mode at the Café de Paris.

Miss Rosselli wont play any more, said Reggie.

My dear Carmela, cried Ulrica;— why, surely youve the pluck to follow your good fortune?

But I was obdurate, and although I accompanied the others I did not risk a single sou.

The place was crowded and the atmosphere absolutely unbearable, as it always becomes about five oclock. The Administration appear afraid of letting in a little air to cool the heads of the players, hence the rooms are hermetically sealed.

As I wandered about with Reggie, he pointed out to me other well-known characters in the Rooms — the queer old fellow who carries a bag purse made of colored beads; the old hag with a mustache who always brings her own rake; the bright-eyed, dashing woman known to the croupiers as The Golden Hand; the thin, wizenfaced little hunchback who one night a few months before had broken the bank at the first roulette table on the left; men working so-called systems and women trying to snatch up other peoples winnings. Now and then my companion placed a louis upon a transversale or colonne and once or twice he won, but, declaring that he had no luck that day, he soon grew as tired of it as myself.

Ulrica came up to us presently flushed with excitement. She had won three hundred francs at the table where she always played. Her favorite croupier was turning the wheel, and he always brought her luck. We both had won, and she declared it to be a happy augury for the future.

While we were standing there the croupiers voice sounded loud and clear Zero! with that long roll of the r which habitués of the Rooms know so well.

Zero! cried Reggie. By Jove! I must put something on, and he dashed over to the table and handed the croupier a hundred-franc note, with a request to put it on the number 29.

The game was made and the ball fell.

Vingt-neuf! Rouge, impair et passé!

By Jove! cried Gerald, hes won! Lucky devil! How extraordinary that after zero the number twenty-nine so invariably follows!

The croupier handed Reggie three thousand-franc notes and quite a handful of gold. Then the lucky player moved his original stake on to the little square marked 36.

Again he won — and again and again. The three thousand-franc notes he had just received he placed upon the middle dozen. The number 18 turned up, and the croupier handed him six thousand francs — the maximum paid by the bank on a single coup. Every eye around that table watched him narrowly. People began to follow his play, placing their money beside his, and time after time he won, making only a few unimportant losses.

We stood watching him in silent wonder. The luck of the man with whom I had been flirting was simply marvellous. Sometimes he distributed his stakes on the color, the dozen, and the pair, and in that manner often won in several places at the same coup. The eager, grabbing crowd surged around the table, and the excitement quickly rose to fever-heat. The assault Reggie was making upon the bank was certainly a formidable one. His inner pockets bulged with the handfuls of notes he crammed there, while the outer pockets of his jacket were heavy with golden louis.

Ulrica stood behind him, but uttered no word. To speak to a person while playing is believed by the gambler to bring evil fortune. When he could cram no more notes into his pockets he passed them to Ulrica, who held them in an overflow bundle in her hand.



He tossed a thousand francs on the red, but lost, together with the dozens of others who had followed his play.

He played again with no better result.

A third time he played on the red, which had not been up for nine times in succession, a most unusual run.

Black won.

Ive finished, he said, turning to us with a laugh. Lets get out of this; my luck has changed.

Marvellous! cried Ulrica. Why, you must have won quite a fortune.

Well go across to the Café and count it, he said, and we all walked out together. Then while sitting at one of the tables we assisted him to count the piles of gold and notes.

He had, we found, won over sixty thousand francs.

At his invitation we went along to Gasts, the jewellers in the Galerie, and he there purchased for each of us a ring as a little souvenir of the day. Afterwards we turned into Ciros and dined.

Yes, life at Monte Carlo is absolutely intoxicating. Now, however, that I sit here reflecting on the events of that day when I first entered the Sign of the Seven Sins, I find that even though the display of such wealth as one sees upon the tables is dazzling, yet my first impression of it has never been altered. I hated Monte Carlo from the first — I hate it now.

The talk at dinner was, of course, the argot of the Rooms. At Monte Carlo the conversation is always of play. If you meet an acquaintance, you do not ask after her health, but of her luck and her latest successes.

The two bejewelled worlds, the monde and the demi-monde, ate, drank, and chattered in that restaurant of world-renown. The company was cosmopolitan, the conversation polyglot, the dishes marvellous. At the table next us there sat the Grand Duke Michael of Russia with his wife, and beyond a British Earl with a couple of smart military men. The United States Ambassador to Germany was at another table with a small party of friends, while La Juniori, Derval, and several other well-known Parisian beauties were scattered here and there.

I was laughing at a joke of Reggies when suddenly I raised my eyes and saw a pair of newcomers. The man was tall, dark, handsome, with a face a trifle bronzed — a face I knew, alas! too well.

I started and must have turned pale, for I knew from Ulricas expression that she noticed it.

The man who entered there, as though to taunt me with his presence, was Ernest Cameron, that man whom I had loved, — nay, whom I still loved, the man who had a year ago cast me aside for another, and left me to wear out my young heart in sorrow and suffering.

That woman was with him — the tow-haired woman whom they told me he had promised to make his wife. I had never seen her before; she was rather petite, with a fair, fluffy coiffure, blue-gray eyes, and pink-and-white cheeks. She had earned, I afterwards heard, a rather unenviable notoriety in Paris on account of some scandal or other, but the real truth of it I could never ascertain.

Our eyes met as she entered, but she was unaware that she gazed upon the woman who was her rival and who hated her. She had stolen Ernest from me, and I felt that I could rise there, in that public place, and crush the life from her slim, fragile frame.

Ernest himself brushed past my chair, but without recognizing me, and went down the room gayly with his companion.

Do you notice who has just entered? asked Ulrica.

I nodded. I could not speak.

Who? inquired Reggie quickly.

Some friends of ours, she answered carelessly.

Oh, everyone meets friends here, he laughed, and swallowed his champagne unsuspectingly.

Reader, if you are a woman you will fully understand how sight of that man who held me in a fatal fascination caused within me a whirl of passions. I hated and loved at the same instant Even though we were parted, I had never ceased to think of him. For me the world had no longer any charm, for the light of my life had now gone out, and I was suffering in silence, just as all women do who become the sport of fate.

Yes, Ulricas notion was, after all, very true. No man whom I had ever met was really worth consideration. All were egoists. The rich believed that woman was a mere toy, while the poor were always ineligible.

Reggie spoke to me, but I scarcely heeded him. Now that the man I loved was near me I felt an increasing desire to get rid of this male encumbrance. True, he was rich, and I knew by my own feminine intuition that he admired me, but for him I entertained no spark of affection. Alas! that we always sigh for the unattainable.

For me, the remainder of the meal was a dismal function. I longed to get another glimpse of that dark, bronzed face, and of the tow-haired woman whom he had preferred to me, but they were evidently sitting at a table in the corner out of sight. Ulrica knew the truth, and took compassion upon me by hastening the dinner to its end. Then we went forth again into the cool, balmy night. The moon shone brightly and its reflection glittered in a long stream of silver brilliance upon the sea, the Place was gayly lit, and the white façade of the Casino with its great illuminated clock shone with lights of every hue.

Across to the Hermitage we strolled and took our coffee there. I laughed at Reggies pockets bulging with notes, for, the banks being closed, he was compelled to carry his winnings about with him.

While we sat there, however, a brilliant idea occurred to him.

Nearly all these notes are small, he said suddenly. Ill go into the Rooms and exchange the gold and small notes for large ones. Theyll be so much easier to carry.

Ah! cried Ulrica. I never thought of that. Why, of course!

Very well, he answered, I shant be ten minutes.

Dont be tempted to play again, old fellow, urged Gerald.

No fear of that! he laughed, and with a cigarette in his mouth strode away in the direction of the Casino.

We remained there gossiping for fully half an hour, yet he did not return. It was only a walk of a couple of minutes from the Hermitage to the Casino, therefore we concluded that he had met some friend and been detained, for he, like Gerald, came there each winter and knew quite a host of people. One makes a large circle of acquaintances on the Riviera, many interesting but the majority undesirable.

I wonder where hes got to? Gerald observed presently. Surely he isnt such an idiot as to resume play.

No. Hes well enough aware that theres no luck after dinner, remarked Ulrica. We might, however, I think, take a last turn through the Rooms and see whether hes there.

This suggestion was carried out, but although we searched every table we failed to discover him. Until ten oclock we lounged about, then returned by the express to Nice.

That he should have left us in that abrupt manner was certainly curious, but as Gerald declared he was always erratic in his movements, and that his explanation in the morning would undoubtedly be found entirely satisfactory, we returned together to the hotel, where we wished our companion good-night and ascended in the elevator to our own sitting-room on the second floor.

My good fortune pleased me, but my heart was nevertheless overburdened with sorrow. Sight of Ernest had reopened the gaping wound which I had so strenuously striven to heal by the aid of lighter loves. I now thought only of him.

Ulrica, who was in front of me, gayly pushed open the door of our sitting-room and switched on the light, but ere she crossed the threshold she drew back quickly with a loud cry of horror and surprise.

In an instant I was at her side.

Look! she gasped, terrified, pointing to the opposite side of the room. Look!

The body of a man was lying face downward upon the carpet, half hidden by the round table in the centre of the room.

Together we dashed forward to his assistance and tried to raise him, but were unable. We succeeded, however, in turning him upon his side, and then his white, hard-set features became suddenly revealed.

My God! I cried, awe-stricken. What has occurred? Why — its Reggie!

Reggie! shrieked Ulrica, kneeling quickly and placing her gloved hand eagerly upon his heart. Reggie! — and hes dead!

Impossible! I gasped, petrified at the hideous discovery.

It is true! she went on, her face white as that of the dead man before us. Look! theres blood upon his lips. See! the chair over there is thrown down and broken. There has apparently been a fierce struggle.

Next instant a thought occurred to me, and bending I quickly searched his inner pockets. The bank-notes were not there!

Then the ghastly truth became entirely plain.

Reginald Thorne had been robbed and murdered.


CHAPTER IV

RELATES SOME ASTOUNDING FACTS
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THE AMAZING DISCOVERY held us in speechless bewilderment.

The favorite of Fortune, who only a couple of hours before had been so full of life and buoyant spirits, and who had left us with a promise to return within ten minutes, was now lying still and dead in the privacy of our own room. The ghastly truth was so strange and unexpected as to utterly stagger belief. A mysterious and dastardly crime had evidently been committed there.

I scarce knew what occurred during the quarter of an hour that immediately followed our astounding discovery. All I remember is that Ulrica, with her face blanched to the lips, ran out into the corridor and raised the alarm. Then there arrived a crowd of waiters, chambermaids, and visitors, everyone excitedly asking strings of questions, until the hotel manager came and closed the door upon them all. The discovery caused the most profound sensation, especially when the police and doctor arrived, quickly followed by two detectives.

The doctor, a short, stout Frenchman, at once pronounced that poor Reggie had been dead more than half an hour, but the cursory examination he was enabled to make was insufficient to establish the cause of death.

Do you incline to a theory of death through violence? one of the detectives inquired.

Ah! At present I cannot tell, the other answered dubiously. It is not at all plain that msieur has been murdered.

Both Ulrica and I quickly found ourselves in a most unpleasant position. First, a mart had been found dead in our apartments, which was sufficient to cause a good deal of ill-natured gossip; and secondly, the police seemed to entertain some suspicion of us. We were both cross-questioned separately as to Reggies identity, what we knew of him, and of our doings at Monte Carlo that day. In response, we made no secret of our movements, for we felt that the police might be able to trace the culprit — if indeed Reggie had been actually murdered. The fact that he had won that sum and that he had left us in order to change the notes into larger ones seemed to puzzle the police. If robbery had been the object of the crime, the murderer would, they agreed, no doubt have committed the deed either in the train or on the street. Why, indeed, should the victim have entered our sitting-room at all?

That really seemed the principal problem. the whole of the circumstances formed a complete and most puzzling enigma, but his visit to our sitting-room was the most curious feature of all.

The thief, whoever he was, — for I inclined towards the theory of theft and murder, — had been enabled to effect his purpose swiftly and leave the hotel without detection. Another curious fact was that neither the concierge nor the elevator-lad recollected the dead mans return. Both agreed that he must have slipped in unobserved. And if so, why?

Having concluded the examinations of Ulrica and myself and my Italian maid, Félicita, who had returned from her evening out and knew nothing at all of the matter, the police made a most rigorous search in our rooms. We were present and had the dissatisfaction of watching our best gowns and other articles tumbled over and mauled by unclean hands. Not a corner was left unexamined, for when the French police make a search they at least do it thoroughly.

Ah! What is this? exclaimed one of the detectives, picking from the open fire-place in the sitting-room a crumpled piece of paper, which he smoothed out carefully.

In an instant we were all eager attention. I saw that it was a sheet of my own note-paper, and upon it in a mans handwriting was the commencement of a letter:

My dear Miss Rosselli, I have — —

There it broke off short. There were no other words. The paper had been crushed and flung away, as though the writer, on mature thought, had resolved not to address me by letter. I had never seen Reggies handwriting, but on comparison with some entries in a note-book found in his pocket the police pronounced it to be his.

What did he wish to tell me?

About an hour after midnight we sent up to the Villa Fabron for Gerald, who returned in the cab which conveyed our messenger.

When we told him the terrible truth he stood open-mouthed, rooted to the spot.

Reggie dead! he gasped. Murdered!

Undoubtedly, answered Ulrica. The mystery is inexplicable, but with your aid we must solve it.

With my aid! he cried. I fear I cannot help you. I know nothing whatever about it.

Of course not, I said. But now tell us what is your theory? You were his best friend, and would therefore probably know if he had any enemy who desired to wreak revenge upon him.

He hadnt a single enemy in the world, to my knowledge, Gerald answered. The motive of the crime was robbery, without a doubt. Most probably he was followed from Monte Carlo by someone who watched his success at the tables. There are always some desperate characters among the crowd there.

Do you think, then, that the murderer was actually watching us ever since the afternoon? I inquired in alarm.

I think it most probable, he responded. At Monte Carlo there is a crowd of all sorts and conditions of outsiders. Many of them wouldnt hesitate to commit murder for the sum which poor Reggie had in his pockets.

Its terrible! ejaculated Ulrica.

Yes, he sighed, whilst his face grew heavy and thoughtful. This awful news has upset me quite as much as it has you. I have lost my best friend.

I hope you will spare no effort to clear up the mystery, I said, for I had rather liked the poor boy ever since chance had first thrown us together in Washington, and on the renewal of our acquaintance a few days previously my estimate of his character and true worth had considerably improved. It was appalling that he should be thus struck down so swiftly and in a manner so strange.

Of course, I shall at once do all I can, he declared. Ill see the police and state all I know. If this had occurred in England or in America there might be a chance of tracing the culprit by the numbers on the bank-notes. In France, however, the numbers are never taken, and stolen notes cannot be recovered. However, rest assured, both of you, that Ill do my very best.

There was a tap at the door at that moment, and opening it, I was confronted by a tall, dark-bearded Frenchman, who explained that he was an agent of police.

To him Gerald related all he knew regarding poor Reggies acquaintances and movements while on the Riviera, and afterwards in company with the detective he went to the rooms we had abandoned and there gazed for the last time upon the dead face of his friend.

This sudden tragic event had cast a gloom over both Ulrica and myself. We were both nervous and apprehensive, ever debating the mysterious reason which caused Reggie to enter our sitting-room in our absence. Surely he had some very strong motive, or he would not have returned straight there and commenced that mysterious letter of explanation.

As far as we could discern, his success at the tables in the afternoon had not intoxicated him, for although young, he was a practised, unemotional player, and to him gains and losses were alike — at least, he displayed no outward sign of satisfaction beyond a broad smile when his winning number was announced by the croupier. No, of the many theories put forward, that of Gerald seemed the most sound, namely, that he had been followed from Monte Carlo with evil intent.

The Petit Niçois, the Eclaireur, and the Phare du Littoral were next day full of The Mystery of the Grand Hotel. In the article we were referred to as Mademoiselle Y. and Mademoiselle R., as is usual in French journalism, and certainly the comments made by the three organs in question were distinguished by undisguised suspicion and sorry sarcasm. The Petit Niçois, a journal which had on so many recent occasions given proof of its anti-English and anti-American tone, declared its disbelief of the story that the deceased had won the large sum stated, and concluded by urging the police of Nice to leave no stone unturned in its efforts to discover the murderer, which it added would probably be found within the hotel. This remark was certainly a pleasing reflection to cast upon us. It was as though the journal believed that one of us — or both — had conspired to murder him.

Gerald was furious, but we were powerless to protect, ourselves against the cruel calumnies of such torchons.

The official inquiry, held next day after the postmortem examination had been made, revealed absolutely nothing. Even the cause of death puzzled the doctors. There was a slight cut in the corner of the mouth, so small that it might have been accidentally caused while he had been eating, and beyond a slight scratch behind the left ear there was no abrasion of the skin — no wound of any kind. On the neck, however, were two strange marks, like the marks of a finger and a thumb, which pointed to strangulation, yet the medical examination failed to establish that as a fact. He died, it was declared, from some cause which could not be determined. It might, indeed, have been a natural death the doctors admitted, but the fact that the notes were missing pointed very clearly and conclusively to murder.

That same evening, as the winter sun was sinking behind the Esterels, we followed the dead mans remains to their resting-place in the English Cemetery up in the olive-groves of Caucade, perhaps one of the most beautiful and picturesque burial-places in all the world. Winter and summer it is always a blaze of bright flowers, and the view over the olive-clad slope and the calm Mediterranean beyond is one of the most charming in all the Riviera.

The American chaplain performed the last rites, and then we turned sorrowfully away and drove back to Nice silently, full of gloomy thoughts.

The puzzling incident had crushed all gayety from our hearts. I suggested that we should leave and go on to Mentone, but Ulrica declared that it was our duty to remain where we were and give the police what assistance we could in aiding them to solve the inscrutable mystery. Thus, the days which followed were days of sadness and melancholy. We ate in our own room to avoid the gaze of the curious, for all in Nice now knew the tragic story, and as we passed in and out of the hotel we overheard many whisperings.

As for myself, I had a double burden of sorrow. In those hours of deep thought and sadness I reflected that poor Reggie was a man who might perhaps have become my husband. I did not love him in the sense that the average woman understands love. He was a sociable companion, clever, smart in dress and gait, and altogether one of those easy men of the world who appeal strongly to a woman of my own temperament When I placed him in comparison with Ernest, however, I saw that I could never have actually entertained a real affection for him. I loved Ernest with a wild, passionate love, and all others were now, and would ever be, as naught to me. I cared not that he had forsaken me in favor of that ugly, tow-haired witch. I was his. I felt that I must at all hazards see him again.

I was sitting at the open window one afternoon, gazing moodily out upon the Square Massena, when Ulrica suddenly said:

Curious that weve seen nothing further of Ernest. I suppose, however, youve forgotten him.

Forgotten him! I cried, starting up. I shall never forget him — never!

In that instant I seemed to see his dark, handsome face before me, as of old. It was in the golden blaze of a summer sunset. I heard his rich voice in my ears. I saw him pluck a sprig of jasmine, emblem of purity; and give it to me, at the same time whispering words of love and devotion. Ah, yes, he loved me then — he loved me.

I put up my hand to shut out the vision. I rose and staggered. Then I felt Ulricas soft hand upon my waist.

Carmela! Carmela! she cried. Whats the matter? Tell me, dear!

You know, I answered hoarsely, you know, Ulrica, that I love him! My voice was choked within me, so deep was my distress. And he is to marry — to marry that woman!

My dear, take my advice and forget him, she said lightly. There are lots of other men whom you could love quite as well. Poor Reggie, for instance, might have filled his place in your heart. He was charming, poor fellow. Your Ernest treated you as he has done all women. Why make yourself miserable and wear out your heart regarding a past which it is quite unnecessary to recall? Live as I do, for the future, without mourning over what must ever be by-gones.

Ah! thats all very well, I said sadly. But I cant help it. That woman loves him — every woman loves him. You yourself admired him long ago.

Certainly. I admire lots of men, but I have never committed the folly of loving a single one.

Folly! I cried angrily. You call love folly?

Why, of course, she laughed. Do dry your eyes, or youll look an awful sight when Gerald comes. He said he would go for a walk with us on the Promenade at four, and its already halfpast three. Come, its time we dressed.

I sighed heavily. Yes, it was true that Ulrica was utterly heartless towards those who admired her. I had with regret noticed her careless attitude times without number. She was a smart woman who thought only of her own good looks, her own toilettes, and her own amusements. Men amused her by their flattery, and she therefore tolerated them. She had told me so long ago with her own lips, and had urged me to follow her example.

Ulrica, I said at last, forgive me — forgive me; but I am so unhappy. Dont let us speak of him again. I will try to forget, indeed I will — I will try and regard him as dead. I forgot myself — forgive me, dear.

Yes, forget him, theres a dear, she said, kissing me. And now call Félicita and let us dress. Gerald hates to be kept waiting, you know.


CHAPTER V

DEALS WITH A MILLIONAIRE
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ONE EVENING, ABOUT ten days later, we dined at old Benjamin Keppels invitation at the Villa Fabron.

Visitors to Nice know the great white mansion. High up above the sea, beyond the Magnam bridge, it stands in the midst of extensive grounds shaded by date-palms, olives, and oranges, approached by a fine eucalyptus avenue, and rendered bright with flowers, its dazzlingly white walls relieved by the green persiennes, a residence magnificent even for Nice, the town of princes. Along the whole front of the great place there runs a broad marble terrace, from which are obtained marvellous views of Nice on the left, the gilt-domed Jetée Promenade jutting out into the azure bay, the old château, Mont Boron, and the snowcapped Alps, while on the right lies the valley of the Var and that romantic chain of dark-purple mountains which lie far away beyond Cannes, a panorama almost as magnificent as that from the higher Corniche.

The interior was, we found, the acme of luxury and comfort. Everywhere was displayed the fact that its owner was wealthy, yet none on entering there would believe him to be so simple in tastes and curiously eccentric in manner. Each winter he came to Nice in his splendid steam-yacht, the Vispera, which was now anchored as usual in Villefranche harbor, and with his sister, a small, wizen-faced old lady, and Mr. Barnes, his secretary, he lived there from December until the end of April.

Ulrica had met him several times in New York, and he greeted us both very affably. He was, I found, a queer old fellow. Report had certainly not lied about him, and I could hardly believe that this absent-minded, rather ordinary-looking old gentleman with disordered gray hair and beard and dark, deep-set eyes was Geralds father, the great Benjamin Keppel, of Pittsburg.

Dinner, even though a stately affair, was quite a pleasant function, for the old millionaire was most unassuming and affable. One of his eccentricities displayed itself in his dress. His dining-jacket was old and quite glossy about the back and elbows, he wore a paper collar, his white tie showed unmistakable signs of having done duty on at least a dozen previous occasions, and across his vest was suspended an albert, not of gold but of rusty steel. There had never been any pretence about Ben Keppel in his earlier days, as all the world knew, and there was certainly none in these days of his affluence. He had amassed his fabulous fortune by shrewdness and sheer hard work, and he despised the whole of that chattering little ring which calls itself Society.

Ere I had been an hour in this mans society I grew to like him for his honest plain-spokenness. He possessed none of that sarcastic arrogance which generally characterizes those whose fortunes are noteworthy, but in conversation spoke softly, with a carefully cultivated air of refinement. Not that he was refined in the least. He had gone to the States as an emigrant from a little village in Norfolk, and had succeeded by reason of several striking inventions in the manufacture of steel in amassing the third largest fortune in the United States.

He sat at the head of the table in his great dining-room, while Ulrica and myself sat on either hand. As a matter of course, our conversation turned upon the mysterious death of poor Reggie, and both of us gave him the exact version of the story.

Most extraordinary! he ejaculated. Gerald has already explained the painful facts to me. There seems no doubt whatever that the poor fellow was murdered for the money. Yet to me the strangest part of the whole affair is why he should have left you so suddenly at the Hermitage. If he changed the money for large notes, as we may suppose he did, why didnt he return to you?

Because he must in the meantime have met someone, I suggested.

Thats just it, he said. If the police could but discover the identity of the friend, then I feel convinced that all the remainder would be plain sailing.

But, my dear guvnor, the police hold the theory that he did not meet anyone until he arrived in Nice, Gerald observed.

The police here are a confounded set of idiots, cried the old millionaire. If it had occurred in New York or Chicago, or even in Pittsburg, they would have arrested the murderer long before this. Here, in France, theres too much confounded contrôle.

I expect if the truth were known, observed Miss Keppel in her thin, squeaky voice, the authorities of Monaco dont relish the idea that a man should be followed and murdered after successful play, and they wont help the Nice police at all.

Most likely, her brother said. The police of the Prince of Monaco are elegant blue-and-silver persons who look as though they would hesitate to capture a prisoner for fear of soiling their white kid gloves. But surely, Miss Rosselli, he added, turning to me, the Nice police havent let the affair drop, have they?

I cannot say, I responded; the last I saw of any of the detectives was a week ago. The man who called upon me then admitted that no clue had so far been obtained.

Then all I have to say is that its a public scandal! Benjamin Keppel cried angrily. The authorities here entertain absolutely no regard for the personal safety of their visitors. It appears to me that in Nice year by year prices have increased until hotel charges have become unbearable, and people are being driven over the frontier to Bordighera and San Remo. During these past two years absolutely no regard has been paid by the Nice authorities to the comfort of the visitors who bring them their wherewithal to live!

The guvnors disgusted, laughed Gerald across to me. Hes taken like this sometimes.

Yes, my boy, I am disgusted. All I want in winter is quiet, sunshine, and good air. Thats what I come here for. And I can get all that at San Remo, for the air is better even than here.

But it isnt so fashionable, I observed.

To an old man like me it does not matter whether a place is fashionable or not, my dear Miss Rossolli, he said with a serious look. I leave all that sort of thing to Gerald. He has his clubs, his horses, his fine friends, and all the rest of it. But all the people know Ben Keppel, of Pittsburg. Even if I belonged to the most swagger of the clubs and mixed in good society, — among lords and ladies of the aristocracy, I mean, — Id still be the same. I couldnt alter myself as some of em try to and do.

We laughed. The old man was so blunt that one could not help admiring him. He had the reputation of being niggardly in certain matters, especially regarding Geralds allowance, but, as Ulrica remarked, there were no doubt plenty of people who would be anxious to lend money to the millionaires heir upon post-obits, so that after all it didnt much matter. If inclined to be economical in one or two directions, he certainly kept a remarkably good table, but although there were choice wines for us, he drank only water.

When, with Gerald, he joined us in the great drawing-room, he seated himself near me and suddenly said:

I dont know, Miss Rosselli, whether you would like to remain here and gossip or whether youd like to stroll round the place. You are a woman, and there may be something to interest you in it.

I shall be delighted, Im sure, I said, and together we went forth to wander about the great mansion which all the world on the Riviera knows as the home of the renowned Steel King.

He showed me his library, the boudoirs which were never occupied, the gallery of modern French paintings, the Indian tea-room, and the great conservatory, whence we walked out upon the terrace and looked down upon the lights of the gay winter city lying at our feet, and that flash of white brilliance which ever and anon shoots across the tranquil sea and marks the dangerous headland at Antibes.

The night was lovely — one of those dry, bright, perfect nights which occur so often on the Riviera in January. At sundown the air is always damp and treacherous, but when darkness falls it is no longer dangerous even to those with the most delicate constitutions.

How beautiful! I ejaculated, standing at his side and watching the great white moon slowly rising from the sea. What a fairyland!

Yes. It is beautiful. The Riviera is, I believe, the fairest spot that God has created on this earth, and then he sighed as though world-weary.

Presently, when we had been chatting a few minutes, he suggested that we should re-enter the house, as he feared that I, being in décolleté, might catch a chill.

I have a hobby, he said, the only thing which prevents me from becoming absolutely melancholy. Would you care to see it?

Oh, do show it to me, I said, at once interested.

Then come with me, he exclaimed, and led me through two long passages to a door which he unlocked with a tiny master-key upon his chain.

This is my private domain, he laughed. No one is allowed here, so you must consider yourself very privileged.

That I certainly do, I responded, and as he entered he switched on the electric light, displaying to my astonished gaze a large place fitted up as a workshop with lathes, tools, wheels, straps, and all sorts of mechanical contrivances.

This room is a secret, he said with a smile. If the fine people who sometimes patronize me with visits thought that I actually worked here theyd be horrified.

Then do you actually work? I inquired, surprised.

Certainly. Having nothing otherwise to occupy my time when I severed myself from the works, I took to turning. I was a turner by trade years ago, you know.

I looked at him in wonderment. People had said he was eccentric, and this was evidently one of his eccentricities. He had secretly established a great workshop within that princely mansion.

Would you like to see how I can work? he asked, noticing my look of wonder. Well, watch — excuse me, and he threw off his jacket, and having raised a lever which set one of the lathes at work he seated himself at it, selected a piece of ivory, and placed it in position.

Now, he laughed, looking towards me, what shall I make you? Ah, I know, an object useful to all you ladies is a box for your powder-puff — eh?

You seem to be fully aware of feminine mysteries, Mr. Keppel, I laughed.

Well, you see, I was married once, he answered. But in those days my poor Mary didnt want face-powder, bless her!

And at that instant his keen chisel cut deeply into the revolving ivory with a harsh, sawing sound that rendered further conversation impossible.

I stood behind watching him. His grand old head was bent keenly over his work as he hollowed out the box to the desired depth, carefully gauged it, finished it, and quickly turned the lid until it fitted with precision and exactness. Then he rubbed it down, polished it in several ways, and at last handed it to me complete, saying, — 

There is a little souvenir, Miss Rosselli, of your first visit to me.

Thank you ever so much, I answered, taking it and examining it curiously. Truly he was a skilled workman, this man whose colossal wealth was remarkable even among the many millionaires in the United States.

I ask only one favor, he said, as we passed out and he locked the door of his workshop behind us,  that you will tell no one of my hobby — that I have returned to my own trade. For Geralds sake I am compelled to keep up an appearance, and some of his friends would sneer if they knew that his father still worked and earned money in his odd moments.

Do you earn money? I inquired, amazed.

Certainly. A firm in Bond Street, London, buy all my ivory work, only they are not, of course, aware that it comes from me. It wouldnt do, you know. My work, you see, provides me with a little pocket-money. It has done so ever since I left the factory, he added simply.

I promise you, Mr. Keppel, that Ill tell no one if you wish it to remain a secret. I had no idea that you actually sold your turnings.

You dont blame me, surely? he said.

Certainly not, I answered.

It seems, however, ludicrous that this multimillionaire, with his great houses in New York and Pittsburg, his shooting-box in Scotland, his yacht, acknowledged to be one of the finest afloat, and his villa on the Riviera, should toil at turning in order to earn a pound or two a week as pocket-money.

When I worked as a turner in England in the old days I earned sixteen shillings a week making butter and bread plates, wooden bowls, salad spoons, and such like, and I earn about the same to-day when Ive paid for the ivory and the necessary things for the shop, he explained. Then he added: You seem to think it strange, Miss Rosselli. If you place yourself for a moment in my position — that of a man without further aim or ambition — you will not be surprised that I have, after the lapse of nearly forty years, returned to the old trade to which I served my apprenticeship.

I quite understand, I responded, and I only admire you that you do not, like so many other rich men, lead a life of easy indolence.

I cant do that, he said. It isnt in me to be still. I must be at work, or Im never happy. Only I have to be discreet for Geralds sake, and the old millionaire smiled — rather sadly, I thought.


CHAPTER VI

PLACES ME IN A PREDICAMENT
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DAY BY DAY for many days we went over to Monte Carlo, why, I can scarcely tell. All visitors to Nice drift there as if by the natural law of gravitation, and we were no exception. Even though our memories of the Sign of the Seven Sins were painful on account of poor Reggies mysterious death, we nevertheless found distraction in the Rooms, the crowds, and the music. Sometimes Gerald would act as escort, and at other times we went alone after luncheon and risked a few louis on the tables with varying success. We met quite a host of people we knew, for the season was proceeding apace, and the nearness of the Carnival attracted our compatriots from all over Europe.

And as the days passed my eyes were ever watchful. Truth to tell, Monte Carlo had an attraction for me, not because of its picturesqueness or its play, but because I knew that in that gay, fevered little world there lived and moved the one man who held my future in his hands.

In the Rooms, in the Paris, in the Place, and in the Gardens I searched for sight of him, but, alas! always in vain. I bought the various visitors lists, but failed to discover his name as staying at any of the villas or hotels. Yet I knew he was there, for had I not seen him smile upon that woman who was my rival?

The papers continued to comment upon the mystery surrounding poor Reggies tragic death, yet beyond a visit from the United States Consul, who obtained a statement from us regarding his friends in Philadelphia and took possession of certain effects found in his room, absolutely nothing fresh transpired.

It was early in February, that month when Nice puts on its annual air of gayety in preparation for the reign of the King of Folly; when the streets are bright with colored decorations, great stands are erected in the Place Massena, and the shops of the Avenue de la Gare are ablaze with carnival costumes in the two colors previously decided upon by the fêtes committee. Though Nice may be defective from a sanitary point of view and her authorities churlish towards foreign visitors, nevertheless, in early February it is certainly the gayest and most charming spot on the whole Riviera. The very streets are full of life and movement, sweet with the perfume of roses and violets and mimosa, and at a time when the rest of Europe is held frost-bound summer costumes and sunshades are the mode, while men wear their straw hats and flannels upon that finest of all sea-walks, the palm-planted Promenade des Anglais.

Poor Reggies brother, a doctor in Chicago, had arrived to obtain a personal account of the mystery, which, of course, we gave. Gerald also conducted him to the grave in the English Cemetery, whereon he laid a beautiful wreath and gave orders for a handsome monument. Then, after remaining three days, he returned to Genoa and thence by the North German Lloyd to America.

We became, meanwhile, frequent guests at the Villa Fabron, dining there often, and being always received cordially by the old millionaire. The secretary, Barnes, appeared to me to rule the household, for he certainly placed himself more in evidence than his employer, and I could see that the relations between Gerald and this factotum of his father were somewhat strained. He was a round-faced man of about thirty-five, dark, clean-shaven, with a face that was quite boyish-looking, but with a pair of small eyes that I did not like. I always distrust people with small eyes.

From his manner, however, I gathered that he was a shrewd, hard-headed man of business, and even Gerald himself had to admit that he fulfilled the duties of his post admirably. Of course, I came into contact with him very little. Now and then we met on the Promenade or in the Quai St. Jean Baptiste, and he raised his hat in passing, or he would encounter us at the Villa when we visited there, but beyond that I had not spoken with him a dozen words.

He has the face of a village idiot with eyes like a Scotland Yard detective, was Ulricas terse summary of his appearance, and it was an admirable description.

On the Sunday afternoon when the first Battle of Confetti was fought we went forth in our satin dominoes of mauve and old gold — the colors of that year — and had glorious fun pelting all and sundry with paper confetti or whirling serpentines among the crowd in the Avenue de la Gare. Those who have been in Nice during Carnival know the wild gayety of that Sabbath, the procession of colossal cars and grotesque figures, the ear-splitting bands, the ridiculous costumes of the maskers, the careless, buoyant fun, and the good humor of everybody in that huge cosmopolitan crowd. Gerald was with us, as well as another young American named Fordyce, whom we had known at home and who was now staying at the Métropole over at Cannes. With our sacks containing the confetti slung over our shoulders and the hoods of our bright dominoes drawn over our heads and wearing half-masks of black velvet, we mixed with the gay crowd the whole of that afternoon, heartily participating in the fun.

I confess that I enjoyed, and shall always, I hope, enjoy, the Nice Carnival immensely. Many constant visitors condemn it as a tawdry tinsel show, and leave Nice for a fortnight in order to escape the uproar and boisterous fun, but after all, even though the air of recklessness would perchance shock some of the more puritanical in our own land, there is, nevertheless, an enormous amount of harmless, healthy fun to be derived from it. It is only soured spinsters and the gouty who really object to Carnival. The regular visitor to the Riviera condemns it merely because it is good form to condemn anything vulgar. They once enjoyed it, until its annual repetition became wearisome.

After the fight with confetti, during which our hair and dominoes got sadly tumbled, we struggled through the crowd to the hotel, and while Gerald went along to the café outside the Casino to wait for us we dressed.

Quite a host of people dined at the Villa Fabron that evening, including several pretty English girls. A millionaire never lacks friends. Old Benjamin Keppel was something of a recluse, and it was not often that he sent out so many invitations, but when he gave a dinner he spared no expense, and that in honor of Carnival was truly a gastronomic marvel. The table was decorated with mauve and old gold, the Carnival colors, and the room, draped with satin of the same shades, presented a mass of blended hues particularly striking.

The old millionaire headed the table, and in his breezy, open-hearted manner made everyone happy at once. Both Ulrica and I wore new frocks, which we considered were the latest triumphs of our Nice couturière, — they certainly ought to have been if they were not, for their cost was ruinous, — and there were also quite a number of bright dresses and good-looking men.

As I sat there amid the gay chatter of the table I looked at the spare, gray-bearded man at its head and fell into reflection. How strange it was that this man, worth more millions than he could count upon his fingers, actually toiled in secret each day at his lathe to earn a few shillings a week from an English firm as pocket-money. All his gay friends who sat around his table were ignorant of that fact. He only revealed it to those in whom he placed trust, and I was one of the latter.

After dinner we all went forth into the gardens, which were illuminated everywhere with colored lights and lanterns, wandering beneath the orange-trees, joking and chattering. A rather insipid young prig was at first my companion, but presently I found myself beside old Mr. Keppel, who walked at my side far down the hill until we came to the dark belt of olives which formed the boundary of his domain. Villas on the Riviera do not usually possess extensive grounds, but the Villa Fabron was an exception, for the gardens ran right down almost to that well-known white sea-road that leads along from Nice to the mouth of the Var.

How charming! I exclaimed, as, turning back, we gazed upon the long terrace hung with Japanese lanterns, and the moving figures, smoking, taking their coffee, and chattering.

Yes, the old man laughed. I have to be polite to them now and then, but after all, Miss Rosselli, they dont come here to visit me, only to spend a pleasant evening. Society expects me to entertain, so I have to. But I confess that I never feel at home among all these folks, as Gerald does.

I fear you are becoming just a little world-weary, I said, smiling.

Becoming! Why, I was tired of it all years ago, he answered, glancing at me with a serious expression in his deep-set eyes. It seemed as though he wished to confide in me, and yet dared not do so.

Why not try a change? I suggested. You have the Vispera lying at Villefranche. Why not take a trip in her up the Mediterranean?

Would you like to go on a cruise in her? he asked suddenly. If you would, I should be very pleased to take you. I might invite a party for a run say to Naples and back.

I should, of course, be delighted, I answered enthusiastically, for yachting was one of my favorite pastimes, and on board such a magnificent craft, one of the finest private vessels afloat, life would be most enjoyable.

Very well, Ill see what I can arrange, he answered, and then we fell to discussing other things.

He smoked thoughtfully as he strolled beside me, his mind evidently much preoccupied. The stars were bright overhead, the night balmy and still, and the air was heavy with the scent of flowers. It was hard to believe that it was actually midwinter.

I fear, he said at last,  I fear, Miss Rosselli, that you find me a rather lonely man, dont you?

You have no reason to be lonely, I responded. Surrounded by all these friends, your life might surely be very gay if you wished.

Friends? Bah! he cried in a tone of ridicule. Theres an attraction in money that is irresistible. These people here, all of them, bow down before the golden calf. Sometimes, Miss Rosselli, I have thought that theres no real honesty of purpose in the world.

Im afraid you are a bit of a cynic, I laughed.

And if I am, may I not be forgiven? he urged. I can assure you I find life very dull indeed.

It was a strange confession, coming from the lips of such a man. If only I had a sixteenth part of his wealth I should, I reflected, be a very happy woman — unless the common saying were actually true, that great wealth only created unbearable burdens.

You are not the only one who finds life wearisome, I observed frankly. I also plead guilty to the indictment on frequent occasions.

You! he cried, halting and regarding me in surprise. You — young, pretty, vivacious, with ever so many men in love with you? And you are tired of it all, tired of it while still in your twenties — impossible!


CHAPTER VII

MAINLY CONCERNS THE OWL
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ULRICA WAS THAT night wildly hilarious at my expense. She had noticed me walking tête-à-tête with old Mr. Keppel, and accused me of flirting with him.

Now, I may be given to harmless frivolities with men of my own age, but I certainly have never endeavored to attract those of maturer years. Elderly men may have admired me, — that I do not deny, — but assuredly that has been through no fault of my own. A womans gowns are always an object of attention among the sterner sex. If, therefore, she dresses smartly, she can at once attract a certain section of males, even though her facial expression may be the reverse of prepossessing. Truth to tell, a womans natural chic, her taste in dress, and her style of coiffure are by far the most important factors towards her well-being. The day of the healthful, buxom pink-and-white beauty is long past. The woman rendered artistic by soft chiffons, dainty blouses, and graceful tea-gowns reigns in her stead.

Old Mr. Keppel walked with me because he wanted company, I suppose, I protested. I had no idea such a misconstruction would be placed upon our conversation, Ulrica.

Why, my dear, everyone noticed it and remarked about it! He neglected his guests and walked with you a whole hour in the garden. Whatever did you find to talk about all that long time?

Nothing, I responded simply. He only took me round the place. I dont think he cares very much for the people he entertains, or he wouldnt have neglected them in that manner.

No. But I heard some spiteful things said about yourself, Ulrica remarked.

By whom?

By various people. They all said that you had been angling after the old man for a long time — that you had followed him to Nice, in fact.

Oh Ulrica! I cried indignantly. How can they say such things? Why, you know that it was yourself who introduced us.

I know, she answered rather curtly, but I didnt expect that you would make such a fool of yourself as you have done to-night. Have you already forgotten Ernest?

Ah! I cried, you have no heart. Would that I had none. Love within me is not yet dead. Would to God it were. I might then be like you, cold and cynical, partaking of the pleasures of the world without a thought of its griefs. As I am, I must love. My love for that man is my very life. Without it I should die.

No, no, my dear, she said quickly in a kindly tone, dont cry, or your eyes will be a horrid sight to-morrow. I didnt mean anything, you know, and she drew down my head and kissed me tenderly on the brow.

I left and went to my room, but her words rang constantly in my ears. The idea that the old millionaire had been attracted by me was a novel one.

The whole theory was ridiculous. It had been started by some lying, ill-natured woman for want of something else to gossip about, therefore why should I heed it? I liked him, it was true, but I could never love him — never.

Reader, you may think it strange that we two young women were wandering about Europe together without any male relative. The truth is that that personage so peculiarly British, and known as Mrs. Grundy, is dead. It is primarily her complete downfall in this age of emancipation, bicycles, and bloomers that makes the modern spinsters lot in many respects an eminently attractive one.

We were discussing it over our coffee on the following morning, when Ulrica, referring to our conversation on the previous night, said, — 

Formerly, girls married in order to gain their social liberty; now, they more often remain single to bring about that desirable consummation.

Certainly, I acquiesced. If we are permitted by public opinion to go to college, to live alone, to travel, to have a profession, to belong to a club, to wear divided skirts, — not that I approve of them, — to give parties, to read and discuss whatsoever seems good to us, to go to theatres and even to Monte Carlo without masculine escort, then we have most of the privileges — and several others thrown in — for which the girl of twenty or thirty years ago was ready to sell herself to the first suitor who offered himself and the shelter of his name.

Im very glad, my dear, that at last you are becoming so very sensible, she answered approvingly. Until now you have been far too romantic and too old-fashioned in your ideas. I really think that I shall convert you to my views of life in time — if you dont marry old Keppel.

Kindly dont mention him again, I protested firmly. To a certain extent I entirely agree with you regarding the emancipation of woman. A capable woman who has begun a career, and feels certain of advancement in it, is often as shy of entangling herself matrimonially as ambitious young men have ever shown themselves to be in like circumstances.

Without doubt. The disadvantage of marriage to a woman with a profession is more obvious than to a man, and it is just the question of maternity, with all its duties and responsibilities, which is occasionally the cause of many women forswearing the privileges of the married state.

Well, Ulrica, I said, speak candidly, would you marry if you had a really good offer?

Marry? Certainly not! she answered with a laugh, as though the idea was perfectly preposterous. Why should I marry? I have had a host of offers, just as every woman with a little money always has. But why should I renounce my freedom? If I married, my husband would forbid this and forbid that — and you know I couldnt live without indulging in my little pet vices of smoking and gambling.

Wouldnt your husbands love fill the void? I queried.

It would be but a poor substitute; Im afraid. The most ardent love nowadays cools within six months, it seems, and more often even wanes with the honeymoon.

I have really no patience with you, I said hastily; you are far too cynical.

She smiled, sighing slightly. She looked so young in her pale pink peignoir.

Contact with the world has, alas! made me what I am, my dear.

Well, I said, to be quite candid, I dont think that the real cause why so many women nowadays remain single is to be found in the theories we have been airing to one another. The fact is that after all we are only a bundle of nerves and emotions, and once our affections are involved we are capable of any heroism.

You may be one of those, my dear, was her rather grave response. I am afraid, however, that I am not.

I didnt pursue the subject further. She was kind and sympathetic in all else save where my love was concerned. My affection for Ernest was to her merely an amusing incident. She seemed unable to realize how terribly serious I was or what a crushing blow had fallen upon me when he had turned and forsaken me.

Gerald called at eleven, for he had arranged to accompany us over to the Farrells at Beaulieu.

Miss Rosselli, he cried as he greeted me, you are a brick — that you are!

A brick! I echoed. Why?

Why, youve worked an absolute miracle with the guvnor. Nobody else could persuade him to set foot on the Vispera except to return to New York, yet youve induced him to arrange for a cruise up the Mediterranean. Whats more, we are going to leave that cur Barnes behind.

Are you glad? I asked.

Glad! I should rather think so. We shall have a most glorious time! He intends asking the Farrells, Lord Eldersfield, Lord and Lady Stoneborough, and quite a lot of people. Weve got you to thank for it. No power on earth would induce him to put to sea except yourself, Miss Rosselli.

The Carnival bal-masque at the Casino, the great event of the King Carnivals reign, took place on the following Sunday night, and we made to a party to go to it. There were seven of us, and we looked a grotesque crowd as we assembled in the vestibule of the Grand attired in our fantastic garbs and wearing those mysterious masks of black velvet which so effectively concealed our features. Ulrica represented a Watteau shepherdess with wig and crook complete, while I was en bébé, a more simple costume surmounted by a sun-bonnet of colossal proportions. One of the women of the party was a Queen of Folly and another wore a striking Louis XV. dress, while Gerald represented a demon, and wore pins in his tail in order to prevent others pulling that dorsal appendage.

The distance from the hotel to the Casino is only a few hundred yards, therefore we walked, a merry, laughing group, for the novelty of the thing was sublime. Among our party only Gerald had witnessed a previous Carnival ball, and he had led us to expect a scene of wildest merriment.

Certainly we were not disappointed. Having run the gauntlet of a crowd who smothered us with confetti, we entered the great winter-garden of the Casino and found it a blaze of color — the two colors of Carnival. Suspended from the high glass roof were thousands of bannerets of mauve and old gold, while the costumes of the revellers were of the self-same shades. Everywhere were colored lights of similar hue, and the fun was already fast and furious. The side-rooms, which, as most readers will remember, are ordinarily devoted to gambling, — for gambling in a mild form is permitted at Nice, — were now turned into handsome supper-rooms, and in the winter-garden and the theatre beyond the scene was perhaps one of the liveliest and most animated in the whole world.

All had gone there to enjoy themselves. In the theatre there was wild dancing, the boxes were filled by the grand monde of Europe, princes and princesses, grand dukes and duchesses, counts and countesses, noted actresses from Paris and London, and well-known people of every nationality, all enjoying the scene of uproarious merrymaking. We viewed it first from our own box, but at length someone suggested that we should descend and dance, an idea which was promptly acted upon.

Masked as every one was, with the little piece of black lace tacked to the bottom of the black velvet loup in order to conceal the lower part of the features, it was impossible to recognize a single person in that huge, whirling crowd. Therefore immediately we descended to the floor of the theatre we at once became separated from one another. I stood for a few minutes bewildered. The blaze of color made ones head reel. People in all sorts of droll costumes, false heads, and ugly masks were playing various kinds of childish antics. Out in the winter-garden clowns and devils were playing leap-frog and sylphs and angels, joining hands, were whirling round and round in huge rings playing some game and screaming with laughter. Almost every one carried miniature representations of Punch with bells attached, large rattles, or paper flowers, which when blown elongated to a ridiculous extent.

Never before in all my life had I been amid such a merry, irresponsible crowd. The ludicrousness of Carnival reaches its climax in the ball at the Casino, and whatever may be said of it, it is without doubt one of the annual sights of Europe. I have heard it denounced as a disgraceful exhibition by old ladies who have been compelled to admit that they had never been present, but I must say that from first to last, although the fun was absolutely unbridled, I saw nothing whatever to offend.

I was standing aside, watching the dancers, when suddenly a tall man dressed in a remarkable costume representing an owl approached, and bowing, said in rather good English, in a deep but not unmusical voice, — 

Might I have the pleasure of this dance with mademoiselle?

I glanced at him in suspicion. He was a weird looking creature in his bird dress of mauve and old gold and the strange mask with two black eyes peering out at me. Besides, it was not my habit to dance with strangers.

Ah! he laughed. You hesitate because we have not been introduced. Here in Nice at Carnival one introduces ones self. Well, I have introduced myself, and now I ask you what is your opinion of my marvellous get-up. Dont you think me a really fine bird?

Certainly, I laughed. Youre absolutely hideous.

Thanks for the compliment, he answered pleasantly. To unmask is forbidden, or I would take off this terrible affair, for I confess I am half stifled. But if Im ugly you are absolutely charming. It is a case of Beauty and the Bird. Arent my wings fetching?

Very.

I knew you were American. Funny how we Frenchmen can always spot Americans.

How did you know that I was American? I inquired.

Ah! now thats a secret, he laughed. But hark! its a waltz. Come under my wing, and lets dance. I know youd dearly love a turn round. For this once throw the introduction farce to the winds and let me take you round. The owl is never a ferocious bird, you know.

For a moment I hesitated, then, consenting, I whirled away among the dancers with my strange, unknown partner.

I saw you up in that box, he said presently. I waited for you to come down.

Why? With a womans innate coquetry I felt a delight in misleading him, just as he was trying to mislead me. There was a decided air of adventure in that curious meeting. Besides, so many of the dresses were absolutely alike that now we had become separated it was impossible for me to discover any of our party. The Nice dressmakers make dozens of Carnival dresses exactly similar, and when the wearers are masked it is hard to distinguish one from the other.

Well, he said evasively in answer to my question, I wanted a partner.

And so you waited for me? Surely any other would have done as well?

No, that is just it. They wouldnt. I wanted to dance with you.

The waltz had ended, and we strolled together out of the theatre into the great winter-garden with its bright flower-beds and graceful palms, a kind of huge conservatory which forms a gay promenade each evening in the season.

I dont see why you should entertain such a desire, I said. Besides, and I paused to gain breath for the little untruth, I fear that my husband will be furious if he has noticed us.

I might say the same about my wife — if I wished to import fiction into the romance, he said.

Then you have no wife? I suggested with a laugh.

My wife is just as real as your husband, he responded bluntly.

What do you mean?

I mean that if you really have a husband it is an extremely surprising confession.

Why surprising?

Well, its true that husbands are like Somebodys sewing-machines — no home being complete without one, he laughed. But I really had no idea that Mademoiselle Carmela Rosselli possessed such a useful commodity.

What! I gasped, glaring at the hideous-looking Owl, you know me?

Yes, he responded in a deeper voice, more earnestly than before. I know quite well who you are. I have come here to-night expressly to speak with you.

I started, and stood glaring at him in wonderment.

I have, he added in a low, confidential tone, something important to say to you — something most important.


CHAPTER VIII

NARRATES A MYSTERIOUS INCIDENT-
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YOU ARE A perfect stranger, sir, I said with considerable hauteur. Until you care to give me your name, and make known who you are, I have no wish to hear this important statement of yours.

No, he answered. I regret very much that for certain reasons I am unfortunately unable to furnish my name. I am The Owl — that is sufficient.

No, not for me. I am not in the habit of thus chattering with strangers at a public ball, therefore I wish you good-evening, I said, and turned abruptly away.

In an instant he was again by my side.

Listen, Miss Rosselli, he said in a deeply earnest tone. You must listen to me. I have something to tell you which closely concerns yourself — your future welfare.

Well? I inquired.

I cant speak here, as someone may overhear. I had to exercise the greatest precaution in approaching you, for there are spies everywhere, and a single blunder will be fatal.

What do you mean? I inquired, at once interested. The manner of this hideously disguised man who spoke such excellent English was certainly mysterious, and I could not doubt that he was in real earnest, Let us walk over there and sit in that corner, he said, indicating a seat half hidden in the bamboos. If there is no one near, I will explain. If we are watched, then we must contrive to find some other place.

In our box, I suggested. We can sit at the back in the alcove where no one can see us.

Excellent! he answered. I never thought of that. But if any of your party should return there?

I can merely say that you invited me to dance, and I, in return, invited you there for a few moments rest.

Then lets go, he said, and a few minutes later we were sitting far back in the shadow of the box on the second tier, high above the music and gay revelry.

Well? I inquired eagerly When we were seated, and why did you wish to see me tonight?

First, I have knowledge — which you will not, I think, deny — that you loved a man in Washington, one Ernest Cameron.

Well?

And at this moment there is a second man who, although not your lover, is often in your thoughts. The mans name is Benjamin Keppel. Am I correct?

I really dont see by what right you submit me to this cross-examination upon affairs which are only my own, I responded in a hard voice, although I was puzzled to determine the identity of this masked man.

Marriage with a millionaire is a temptation which few women can resist, he said philosophically in a voice undisturbed by my hard retort. Temptations are the crises which test the strength of ones character. Whether a woman stands or falls at these crises depends very largely on what she is before the testing comes.

And, pray, what concern have you in my intentions or actions? I demanded.

You will discover that in due time, he continued. I know that to the world you, like your companion, Ulrica Yorke, pretend to be a woman who prefers her freedom and has no thought of love. Yet you are only acting the part of the free woman. At heart you love as intensely and hate as fiercely as all the others. Is not that so?

You speak remarkably plain, as though you were well acquainted with my private affairs, I remarked resentfully.

I only say what I know to be the truth, he replied. You, Carmela Rosselli, are not heartless, like that emotionless woman who is your friend. The truth is that you love — you still love — Ernest Cameron.

I rose in quick indignation.

I refuse to hear you further, msieur, I cried. Kindly let me pass.

His hand was on the door of the box, and he kept it there, notwithstanding my words.

No, he said quite coolly. You must hear me — indeed, you shall hear me!

I have heard you, I answered. You have said sufficient.

I have not concluded, he replied. When I have done so you will, I think, only be anxious for me to proceed. And he added quite calmly: If you will kindly be seated so as not to attract attention I will go on.

I sank back into my seat without further effort to arrest his words. The adventure was most extraordinary, and certainly his grotesque appearance held me puzzled.

Here in Nice, not long ago, he continued; you met a man who believed himself in love with you, yet a few nights later he was foully murdered in your sitting-room at the hotel.

Reginald Thorne, I said quickly in a strained voice, for the memory of that distressing event was very painful.

Yes, Reginald Thorne, he repeated in a low, hoarse voice.

You knew him? I asked.

Yes, I knew him, was his response in a deep, strange tone. It is to speak of him that I have sought you to-night.

If you are so well aware of who I am, and of all my movements, you might surely have called upon me, I remarked dubiously.

Ah! no. That would have been impossible; none must know that we have met.

Why?

Because there are reasons — very strong reasons — why our meeting should be kept secret, the voice responded, the pair of sharp black eyes peering forth mysteriously from the two holes in the owls sphinx-like face. We are surrounded by spies. Here, in France, they have reduced espionage to a fine art.

And yet the police have failed to discover the murderer of poor Mr. Thorne, I observed.

They will never do that.

Why not?

They will never solve the mystery without aid.

Whose aid?

Mine.

What? I cried, starting quickly. Are you actually in possession of some fact that will lead to the arrest of the culprit? Tell me quickly. Is it really certain that he was murdered, and did no die a natural death?

Ah, he laughed. I told you a few minutes ago that you would be anxious to hear my statement. Was I not correct?

Of course. I had no idea that you were in possession of any fact or evidence regarding the crime. What do you know about it?

At present I am not at liberty to say — except that the person who committed the deed was no ordinary criminal.

Then he was murdered, and the motive was robbery?

That was the police theory, but I can at once assure you that they were entirely mistaken. Theft was not the motive.

But the money was stolen from his pockets? said.

How do you prove that? He might have secreted it somewhere before the attack was made upon him.

I feel certain that the money was stolen, I answered.

Well, you are, of course, welcome to your own opinion, he answered carelessly. I can only assure you that, even though the money was not found upon him, robbery was not the motive of the crime.

And you have come to me in order to tell me that? I said. Perhaps you will explain further?

I come to you, Miss Rosselli, because a serious responsibility rests upon yourself.

In what manner?

The unfortunate young man was attracted towards you; he accompanied you to Monte Carlo on the day of his death, and he was found dead in your sitting-room.

I know, I said. But why did he go there?

Because he, no doubt, wished to speak with you.

At that late hour? I cannot conceive why he should want to speak with me. He might have come to me in the morning.

No. The matter was pressing, — very pressing.

Then if you know its nature, as you apparently do, perhaps you will tell me.

I can say nothing, the deep voice responded. I only desire to warn you.

To warn me! I cried, much surprised. Of what?

Of a danger which threatens you.

A danger? Explain it.

Then kindly give me your undivided attention for a moment, the Owl said earnestly, at the same time peering into my eyes with that air of mystery which so puzzled me. Perhaps it will not surprise you to know that in this matter of the death of Reginald Thorne there are several interests at stake, and the most searching secret inquiries have been made on behalf of the young mans friends by detectives sent from London and from New York. These inquiries have established one or two curious facts, but so far from elucidating the mystery, they have only tended to render it more inscrutable. As I have already said, the person actually responsible for the crime is no ordinary murderer, and notwithstanding the fact that some of the shrewdest and most experienced detectives have been at work, they can discover nothing. You follow me?

Perfectly.

Then I will proceed further. Has it ever occurred to you that you might, if you so desired, become the wife of old Benjamin Keppel?

I really dont see what that has to do with the matter under discussion, I said with quick indignation.

Then you admit that old Mr. Keppel is among your admirers?

I admit nothing, I responded. I see no reason why you, a perfect stranger, should intrude upon my private affairs in this manner.

The intrusion is for your own safety, he answered ambiguously.

And what need I fear, pray? You spoke of some extraordinary warning, I believe.

True, I wish to warn you, said the man in strange disguise. I came here to-night at considerable risk to do so.

I hesitated. Then after a few moments reflection I resolved upon making a bold shot.

Those who speak of risk are invariably in fear, I said. Your words betray that you have some connection with the crime.

I watched him narrowly, and saw him start perceptibly. Then I congratulated myself upon my shrewdness, and determined to fence with him further and endeavor to make him commit himself. I rather prided myself upon smart repartee, and many had told me that at times I shone as a brilliant conversationalist.

Ah, he said hastily, I think you mistake me, Miss Rosselli. I am acting in your interests entirely.

If so, then surely you may give me your name, and tell me who you are.

I prefer to remain unknown, he replied.

Because you fear exposure.

I fear no exposure, he protested. I came here to speak with you secretly to-night because had I called openly at your hotel my visit would have aroused suspicion, and most probably have had the effect of thwarting the plans of those who are endeavoring to solve the enigma.

But you give me no proof whatever of your bona-fides, I declared.

Simply because I am unable. I merely come to give you warning.

Of what?

Of the folly of flirtation.

I sprang to my feet indignantly.

You insult me! I cried. I will bear it no longer. Please let me pass!

I shall not allow you to leave here until I have finished, he answered determinedly. You think that I am not in earnest, but I tell you I am. Your whole future depends upon your acceptance of my suggestion.

And what is your suggestion, pray?

That you should no longer regard old Mr. Keppel as your possible husband.

I have never regarded him as such, I responded with a contemptuous laugh. But supposing that I did, — supposing that he offered me marriage, — what then?

Then a disaster would fall upon you. It is of that disaster that I come here to-night to warn you, he said, speaking quickly in a hoarse, thick voice. Recollect that you must never become his wife — never.

If I did, what harm could possibly befall me? I inquired eagerly, for the strangers prophetic words were, to say the least, curious.

He was silent for a moment, then said slowly,  Remember the harm that befell Reginald Thorne.

What? I cried in alarm, death?

Yes, he answered solemnly, death.

I stood before him for a moment breathless. Then, to put it plainly, I said in an uneven voice, I am threatened with death should I marry Benjamin Keppel.

Even to become betrothed to him would be fatal, he answered.

And by whom am I thus threatened?

That is a question I cannot answer. I am here merely to warn you, not to give explanations.

But the person who takes such an extraordinary interest in my private affairs must have some motive for this threat.

Of course.

What is it?

How can I tell? It is not myself who is threatening you. I have only given you warning.

There is a reason, then, why I should not marry Mr. Keppel?

There is even a reason why you should in future refuse to accept his invitations to the Villa Fabron, my strange companion replied. You have been invited to form one of a party on board the Vispera, but for your personal safety I would presume to advise you not to go.

I shall assuredly please myself, I replied. These threats will certainly not deter me from acting just as I think proper. If I go upon a cruise with Mr. Keppel and his son I shall have no fear of my personal safety.

Reginald Thorne was young and athletic. He had no fear. But he disobeyed a warning, and you know the result.

Then you wish me to decline Mr. Keppels invitation and remain in Nice?

I urge you for several reasons to decline his invitation, but I do not suggest that you should remain in Nice. I am the bearer of instructions to you. If you carry them out they will be distinctly to your benefit.

What are they?

To-day, he said, is the eighteenth of February. Those who have your welfare at heart desire that you should, after the Riviera season is over, go to London, arriving there on the first of June next. You are familiar with London, of course?

Yes, I replied. This stranger seemed vastly well informed regarding my antecedents.

Well, on arrival in London you will go to the Hotel Cecil and there receive a visitor on the following day, the second. You will then be given certain instructions which must be carried out.

All this is very mysterious, I remarked. But I really have no intention of going to London. By June I shall probably be in New York again.

I think not, was his cold reply. Because when you fully consider the whole circumstances you will keep the appointment in London and learn the truth.

The truth regarding the death of Reginald Thorne? I cried. Cannot I learn it here?

No, he replied. And, further, you will never learn it unless you take heed of the plain words I have spoken to-night.

You tell me that any further friendship between Mr. Keppel and myself is forbidden, I exclaimed, laughing. Why, the whole thing is really too absurd! I shall, of course, just please myself, as I always do.

In that case disaster is inevitable, he observed with a sigh.

You tell me that I am threatened with death if I disobey. That is certainly extremely comforting.

You appear to regard what I have said very lightly, Miss Rosselli, said the unknown. It would be well if you regarded your love for Ernest Cameron just as lightly.

He has nothing whatever to do with this matter, I said quickly. I am mistress of my own actions, and I refuse to be influenced by any threats uttered by a person who fears to reveal his identity.

As you will, he replied with an impatient movement. I am unknown to you, it is true, but I think I have shown an intimate knowledge of your private affairs.

If, as you assure me, you are acting in my interests, you may surely tell me the truth regarding the mystery surrounding poor Reginalds death, I suggested.

That is unfortunately not within my power, he responded. I am in possession only of certain facts, and have risked much in coming here to-night and giving you warning.

But how can my affairs affect anyone? I queried. What you have told me is, if true, mi extraordinary.

It is true, and it is, as you say, very extraordinary. Your friend Mr. Thorne died mysteriously. I only hope, Miss Rosselli, that you will not share the same fate.

I paused to look at the curious figure before me.

In order to avoid doing so, then, I am to hold aloof from Mr. Keppel, remain in Europe until May, and then travel to London, there to meet some person unknown — ?

Exactly; but there is still one thing further. I am charged to offer for your acceptance a small present as some little recompense for the trouble you must be at in waiting here in the south and in journeying to London, and he drew from beneath his strangely grotesque dress a small box some four or five inches square wrapped in paper. This he held out to me.

I did not take it. There was something uncanny about it all.

Do not hesitate, or we may be observed, he urged. Take it quickly. Do not open it until you return to your hotel, and he thrust it into my hand.

Remember what I have said, he exclaimed, rising quickly. I must be gone, for I see that suspicion is aroused in those who are watching. Act with prudence, and the disaster against which I have warned you will not occur. Above all, keep the appointment in London on the second of June.

Because for your own safety it is imperative, he responded, and with a low bow he opened the door of the box, and the next instant I was alone with the little packet the stranger had given me resting in my hand.


CHAPTER IX

SHOWS THE BIRDS TALONS
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FOR SOME LITTLE time after my mysterious companion had left I sat forward in the box, gazing down at the wild revelry below, and hoping that one OR other of the party would recognize me.

So great a crowd was there, and so many dresses exactly similar, that to distinguish Ulrica or Gerald, or, indeed, any of the others, proved absolutely impossible. They might of course be in one or other of the supper-rooms, and I saw from the first that there was but little chance of finding them.

Leaning my elbows on the edge of the box, I gazed down upon the scene of reckless merriment, but my thoughts were full of the strange words uttered by the mysterious masker. The packet he had given me I had transferred to my pocket, and with pardonable curiosity I longed to open it and see what it contained.

The warning he had given me was extremely disconcerting and worried me. No woman likes to think that she has unknown enemies ready to take her life. Yet that was apparently my position.

That life could be taken swiftly and without detection I had plainly seen in the case of poor Reggie. When I recollected his terrible fate I shuddered. Yet this man had plainly given me to understand that the same fate awaited me if I did not adopt the line of conduct that he had laid down.

Whoever he might be, he certainly was acquainted with all my movements and knew intimately my feelings. There was certainly no likelihood of my marriage with old Benjamin Keppel. I scouted the idea. Yet he knew quite well that the old millionaire had become attracted by me and reposed in me a confidence that he did not extend to others. The more I reflected, the more I became convinced that the strangers fear of being recognized arose from the fact that he himself was either the murderer or an accessory to the murder of poor Reggie.

What did the demand that I should return to London denote? It could only mean one thing — namely, that my assistance was required.

Whoever were my enemies, they were, I argued, enemies likewise of old Mr. Keppel. The present which the stranger had pressed upon me was nothing less than a bribe to secure either my silence or my services.

Try how I would, I could discover absolutely no motive whatever in it all. It was certain that this man, so cleverly disguised that I could not distinguish his real height, much less his form or features, had come there, watched for a favorable opportunity to speak with me, and then had warned me to sever my friendship with the millionaire.

Leaning there, gazing blankly down upon the crowd screaming with laughter at the Parisian quadrilles and antics of clown and columbine, I coolly analyzed my own feelings towards the blunt, plain-spoken old gentleman with the melancholy eyes. I found — as I had believed all along — that I admired him for his honest good-nature, his utter lack of anything approaching side, his strenuous efforts to assist in good works, and his regard for appearances only for his sons sake. But I did not love him. No. I had loved one man. I could never love another — never in all my life.

Yet perhaps he was there disguised beneath a mask and dress of parti-colored satin! Perhaps he was down there among the dancers, escorting that woman who had usurped my place. The thought held me in wonder.

Suddenly I was brought back to a due sense of my surroundings by the opening of the door of the box and the entry of one of the theatre-attendants, who, addressing me in French, said:

I beg mzelles pardon, but the Direction would esteem it a favor if mzelle would step down to the bureau at once.

What do they want with me? I inquired quickly with considerable surprise.

Of that I have no knowledge, mzelle. I was merely told to ask you to go there without delay.

Therefore, in wonder, I rose and followed the man downstairs and through the crowd of revellers to the private office of the Direction, close to the main entrance of the Casino.

In the room I found the Director, an elderly man with short, stiff gray hair, sitting at a table, while near him stood two men dressed as pierrots, with their masks removed.

When the door was closed, the Director, courteously offering me a seat, apologized for disturbing me, but explained that he had done so at the request of his two companions.

I may as well at once explain, said the elder of the two in French, that we desire some information which you can furnish.

Of what nature? I inquired with considerable surprise.

In the theatre, an hour ago, you were escorted by a masker wearing a dress representing an owl. You danced with him, but were afterwards lost in the crowd. Search was made through all the rooms for you, but you could not be found. Where have you been?

I have been sitting in the box in conversation with the stranger.

All the time?

Yes, he took precautions against being seen.

Who was he?

I have no idea, I responded, still puzzled at the mans demand.

I had better perhaps explain at once to mademoiselle that we are agents of police, he said with a smile, and that the movements of the individual who met you and chatted with you so affably are of the greatest interest to us.

Then you know who he is? I exclaimed quickly.

Yes. We have discovered that.

Who is he?

Unfortunately, it is not our habit to give details of any case on which we are engaged until it is completed.

The case in question is the murder of Mr. Thorne at the Grand Hotel, is it not?

Mademoiselle guesses correctly. She was a friend of the unfortunate gentlemans if I mistake not?

Yes, I replied.

Well, he said in a confidential tone, while his companion, a slightly younger man, stood by regarding me and tugging at his mustache, we should esteem it a favor if you would kindly relate all that has transpired this evening. When we saw him meet you we were not certain of his identity. His disguise was puzzling. Afterwards there could be no doubt, but he had then disappeared.

I had thought that the police had relinquished their inquiries, I said, nevertheless gratified to know that they were still on the alert.

It is when we relax our efforts slightly that we have the better chance of success, the detective replied. Did the man give you any name?

No, he refused to tell me who he was.

And what was his excuse for accosting you and demanding a tête-à-tête?

He said he wished to warn me of an impending peril. In brief, he told me that my life was in jeopardy.

Ah! the man ejaculated, and exchanged a meaning glance with his companion. And his pretence was to give you warning of it. Did he tell you by whom your life was threatened?

No. He refused any details, but he made certain suggestions as to the course I should pursue.

That sounds interesting. What did he suggest?

I hesitated for a few moments. Then, reflecting that the stranger was evidently under the observation of the police, and that the latter were still trying to bring poor Reggies assassin to justice, I resolved to reveal all that had passed between us.

Therefore I gave a brief outline of our conversation, just as I have written it in the foregoing pages. Both detectives on hearing my story seemed very puzzled.

You will pardon my intrusion, exclaimed the agent of police who had first spoken, but as you will see, this is a clue which must be thoroughly investigated. Will mademoiselle forgive me for asking whether there is any truth in the mans surmise that you were about to become engaged to marry Msieur Keppel?

None whatever, I answered frankly. I can only suppose that some unfounded gossip has arisen, as it so often does, and that it has reached his ears.

Yet he threatens — or at least warns you of peril — if you should become the wife of this wealthy msieur! Ah! there seems some very deep motive; but what it really is we must seek to discover. When we have found it we shall have, I feel confident, a clue to the murderer of Msieur Thorne.

But there is still another rather curious fact, I went on, now determined to conceal nothing. He declared that it was necessary for my wellbeing that I should return to London, and there meet some person who would visit me on the second of next June.

Ah! And you intend keeping that appointment, I presume.

I intend to do nothing of the kind, I replied with a laugh. The affair is a very ugly one, and I have no desire whatever that my name should be linked further with it.

Of course. I quite understand the annoyance caused to mademoiselle. It is sufficient to have ones friend murdered in that unaccountable manner without being pestered by mysterious individuals who mask themselves and prophesy all sorts of unpleasant things if their orders are not obeyed. Did you promise to go to London?

I said I would consider the advisability of doing so.

You were diplomatic — eh? he said with a laugh. It is unfortunate this fellow has slipped through our fingers so cleverly, very unfortunate.

But if he is known to you there will surely not be much difficulty in rediscovering him?

Ah! thats just the question, you see. We are not absolutely certain as to his identity. Then after a slight pause he glanced at me and asked suddenly, Mademoiselle has a friend — or had a friend — named Cameron — a Msieur Ernest Cameron? Is that so?

I think I must have blushed beneath the pieces of black velvet that hid my cheeks.

That is correct, I stammered. Why?

The reason is unimportant, he answered carelessly. The fact is written in the papers concerning the case, and we like always to verify facts in such a case as this — thats all.

But he has no connection with the tragic affair, I hastened to declare. I havent spoken to him for nearly two years — we have been apart for quite that time.

Of course, said the man reassuringly. The fact has nothing to do with the matter. I merely referred to it in order to gain confirmation of our information. You mentioned something of a proposed yachting cruise. What did this mysterious individual say regarding that?

He warned me not to go on board the Vispera—

The Vispera? he interrupted. The owner of the yacht is msieur the millionaire, is he not? I responded in the affirmative.

And this Msieur Keppel has invited you to go with others on a cruise to Naples?

Yes. But how did you know that it was to Naples? I inquired.

All yachts sailing from Nice eastward go to Naples, he answered, laughing. I suppose the programme includes a run to the Greek islands, Constantinople, Smyrna, and Tunis — eh?

I think so, but I have not yet heard definitely.

You have accepted the invitation, I take it?

I nodded.

And that, of course, lends color to the belief that msieur the millionaire is in love with you, for it is well known that although he has that magnificent yacht he never goes on a pleasure cruise.

— I cant help what may be thought by gossips, I said hastily. Mr. Keppel is a friend of mine — nothing further.

But this friendship has apparently caused certain apprehensions to arise in the minds of some persons of whom your mysterious companion was the mouthpiece — the people who threatened you with death should you disobey them.

Who are those people, do you imagine? I inquired, deeply in earnest, for the matter seemed to grow increasingly serious.

Ah! he answered with a shrug of his shoulders. If we knew that we should have no difficulty in arresting the assassin of Msieur Thorne.

Well, what do you consider my best course? I asked, utterly bewildered by the mysterious events of the evening.

I should advise you to keep your own counsel and leave the inquiries to us, was the detectives rejoinder. If this man again approaches you, make an appointment with him later and acquaint us with the time and place at once.

But I dont anticipate that I shall see him again. Then, determined to render the police agents every assistance, even though they had been stupidly blind to allow the stranger to escape, I drew from my pocket the small packet which he had given me.

This, I said, he handed to me at the last instant, accompanied by a hope that I would not fail to keep the appointment in London.

What is it?

I dont know.

Will you permit us to open it? he inquired, much interested.

Certainly, I responded. I am anxious to see what it contains.

The detective took it and cut the string with his pocket-knife; then, while his subordinate and the Director of the Casino craned their necks to investigate, he unwrapped paper after paper until he came to a square jewel-case covered in dark-crimson leather.

An ornament, I suppose? exclaimed the detective.

Then he opened the box, and from its velvet-lined depths something fell to the ground which caused us to utter a loud cry of surprise in chorus.

The detective bent and picked it up.

I stood dumbfounded and aghast. In his hand was a bundle of folded French bank-notes — each for one thousand francs.

They were the notes stolen from Reginald Thorne by his assassin.


CHAPTER X

MAKES ONE POINT PLAIN
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EXTRAORDINARY! EJACULATED THE detective, whose habitual coolness seemed utterly upset by the unexpected discovery. This adds an entirely new feature to the case.

What, I wonder, could have been the motive in giving the notes to mademoiselle? queried his companion.

How can we tell? said the other. It at least proves one thing, namely, that the man in the owls dress is the individual we suspected.

Do you then believe him to be the actual assassin? I asked.

But the detectives, with the aid of the Director of the Casino, were busy counting the stolen notes. There were sixty, each for one thousand francs.

They examined the leather jewelry case, but found no mark upon it nor upon the paper wrappings. The box was such as might have once contained a bracelet, but the raised velvet-covered spring in the interior had been removed in order to admit of the introduction of the bank-notes, which, even when folded, formed a rather large packet.

They are undoubtedly those stolen from Msieur Thorne, the detective said. In these circumstances it is our duty to take possession of them as evidence against the criminal. I shall lodge them with the Prefect of Police until we have completed the inquiry.

Certainly, I answered. I have no desire to keep them in my possession. The history connected with them is far too gruesome. But whatever motive could there be in handing them to me?

Ah, that we hope to discover later, the detective responded, carefully folding them, replacing them in the case, and taking charge of the wrappings, which it was believed might form some clue. At present it would seem very much as though the assassin handed you the proceeds of his crime in order to convince you that robbery was not the motive.

Then you do believe that the man in the owls dress was the real culprit? I cried eagerly. If so, I have actually danced to-night with poor Reggies murderer! I gasped.

It is more than likely that we shall be able to establish that fact, the subordinate observed in a rather uncertain tone.

How unfortunate, ejaculated his superior, that we allowed him to thus slip through our fingers — and with the money actually upon him too!

Yes, observed the Director of the Casino. You have certainly to-night lost an excellent opportunity, messieurs. It is curious that neither of you noticed mademoiselle in the box talking with this mysterious individual.

That was, I think, impossible, I remarked. We sat quite back in the small alcove.

What number was your box? the Director asked.

Fifteen.

Ah! of course, he said quickly. There is, I remember, a kind of alcove at the back. You sat in there.

Well, observed the chief detective, no good can be done by remaining here longer, I suppose, so we had better endeavor to trace this interesting person by other means. The fact that he has given up the proceeds of the crime is sufficient to show that he means to leave Nice. Therefore we must lose no time, and he glanced at his watch. Ten minutes to two, he said. Then turning to his assistant, he ordered him to drive to the station and see whether the man who had worn the disguise of the night-bird was among the travellers leaving for Marseilles at two-thirty.

Remain on duty at the station until I send and relieve you, he said. There are several special trains to Cannes and Monte Carlo about three oclock on account of the ball. Be careful to catch them all. It is my opinion that he may be going to cross the frontier at Ventimiglia. Ill telephone there as soon as I get down to the bureau.

Bien, msieur, answered the other, and as they went out, wishing me good-night, I followed them, asking of the senior of the pair, — 

Tell me, msieur, what should be my best course of action. Do you think the threats are serious?

Not at all, he answered reassuringly. My dear mademoiselle, dont distress yourself in the very least regarding what he has said. He has only endeavored to frighten you into rendering him assistance. Act just as you think proper. Your experience to-night has certainly been a strange one; but if I were in your place I would return to the hotel, sleep soundly, and forget it all until — well, until we make an arrest.

You expect to do so, then?

We, of course, hope so. In my profession, you know, everything is uncertain. So much depends upon chance, and he smiled pleasantly.

Then I presume you will communicate with me later as to the further result of your investigations? I suggested.

Most certainly. Mademoiselle shall be kept well informed of our operations, never fear.

We were at the door of the Casino, where a great crowd had assembled to watch the maskers emerging.

Shall I call you a fiacre? he asked quite gallantly.

No, thank you, I responded. Ill walk. Its only a few steps to the Grand.

Ah, of course, he laughed. I had forgotten. Bon soir, mademoiselle.

I wished him good-night, and next second he was lost in the crowd, while with my mind full of my extraordinary adventure I walked along the Quai St. Jean Baptiste to the hotel.

The incidents had been so strange that they seemed beyond belief.

I found the faithful Félicita dozing, but Ulrica had not returned. When she entered, however, a quarter of an hour later, she was in the highest of spirits, declaring that she had experienced a most delightful time.

My opinion of the Carnival ball, my dear, is that it is by far the jolliest function on the Riviera, she declared. Then in the same breath she proceeded to give me an outline of her movements from the time we were lost to one another in the crowd. She had, it appeared, had supper with Gerald and several friends, and the fun had been fast and furious. Her dress was badly torn in places, and certainly her dishevelled appearance showed that she had entered thoroughly into the boisterous merriment of the Carnival.

And you? she inquired presently. What in the world became of you? We searched everywhere before supper, but couldnt find you.

I met a rather entertaining partner, I responded briefly.

A stranger?

Yes, and I gave her a look by which she understood that I intended to say nothing before Félicita.

Therefore the subject was dropped, and as I resolved to tell her of my adventure later, she left me for the night.

I am seldom troubled by insomnia, but that night little sleep came to my eyes.

I lay there thinking it all over. I had now not the slightest doubt but that the man in the owls dress was the assassin of poor Reggie. And I had chatted amicably with him. I had actually danced with him! The very thought held me horrified.

What marvellous self-confidence the fellow had displayed; what cool audacity, what unwarrantable interference in my private affairs, and what a terrible counter-stroke he had effected in presenting me with the actual notes filched from the dead mans pockets! The incident was rendered none the less bewildering on account of the entire absence of motive. I lay awake reflecting upon it the whole night long.

When we took our morning coffee together I related to Ulrica all that had passed. She sat, a pretty, dainty figure, in her lace-trimmed and beribboned robe-de-chambre, leaning her bare elbows upon the table, and listening open-mouthed.

And the police actually allowed him to escape scot-free? she cried indignantly.

Yes.

The thing is monstrous. I begin to think that their failure to trace the murderer is because they are in league with him. Here, abroad, one never knows. My dear Carmela, depend upon it that in this world of Monte Carlo the police are bribed just as the press, the railway men, and porters are bribed by those rulers of the Riviera, the Administration of the Société des Bains de Mer de Monaco.

That may be so, I observed wonderingly. But the fact still remains that last night I danced with Reggies assassin.

Did he dance well?

Oh Ulrica! Dont treat the thing humorously! I protested.

Im not humorous. The worst of Carnival balls is that theyre such mixed affairs. One meets millionaires and murderers, and rubs shoulders with the most notorious women in Europe. Your adventure, however, is absolutely unique. If it got into the papers what a nice little story it would make, wouldnt it?

For Heavens sake, no! I cried.

Well, if you dont want it to reach the Petit Niçois or the Eclaireur youd better be pretty close about it. Poor Reggies murder is a mystery, and the public fondly delight to read anything about a mystery.

We discussed it for a long time, until the entrance of Félicita caused us to drop the subject. Yes, it was, as Ulrica had declared, an absolute enigma.

About, four oclock in the afternoon, when we had both, dressed ready to go out, — for we had accepted an invitation to go on an excursion in automobile up to Tourette, — the waiter entered with a card, which Ulrica took and read.

Oh, she sighed, heres another detective! Dont let him keep us, dear. You know the Allens wont wait for us. They said four oclock sharp, opposite Vogardes.

But we cant refuse to see him, I said.

Of course not, she replied, and turning to the waiter ordered him to show the caller up.

There are two gentlemen, he explained.

Then show them both up, answered Ulrica. Be sharp, please, as we are in a hurry.

Yes, madame, responded the waiter, a young Swiss, and went below.

I suppose they are the pair I saw last night, I said. The police on the Continent seem always to hunt in couples. One never sees a single gendarme, either in France or Italy.

One goes to keep the other cheerful, I believe, Ulrica remarked, and a few moments later the two callers were shown in.

They were not the same as I had seen in the Directors room at the Casino.

I regret this intrusion, said the elder, a dark-bearded, rather unwholesome-looking individual with lank black hair. I have, I believe, the honor of addressing Mademoiselle Rosselli?

Thats me, I responded briefly, for I did not intend them to cause me to lose a most enjoyable trip in that most chic of latter-day conveyances, an automobile.

We are police-agents, as you have possibly seen from my card, and have called merely to ask whether you can identify either of these photographs, and he pulled forth two cabinet pictures from his pocket and handed them over to me.

One was a prison photograph of an elderly, sadeyed convict, with baldish head and scraggy beard, while the other was a well-taken likeness of a foppishly dressed young man of about twenty-eight, the upward trend of his mustache giving him a foreign appearance.

Both were strangers to me. I had never seen either of them in the flesh, at least to my knowledge, and Ulrica was also agreed that she had never seen any one bearing the slightest resemblance to either.

Mademoiselle is absolutely certain? the detective asked of me.

Absolutely, I responded.

Will mademoiselle have the kindness to allow her memory to go back for one moment to the day of the unfortunate gentlemans death? asked the detective with an amiable air. At the time Msieur Thorne was at the table at Monte Carlo and playing with success there were, I believe, many persons around him.

Yes, a crowd.

And near him, almost at his elbow, you did not see this man? he inquired, indicating the bearded convict.

I shook my head.

I really do not recollect any face of that excited crowd, I responded. He may have been there, but I certainly did not see him.

Nor did I, chimed in Ulrica.

Then I much regret troubling you, he said, bowing politely. In this affair we are, as you of course know, making very searching inquiries on account of representations made by the Ambassador of the United States in Paris. We intend, if possible, to solve the mystery.

And the man who accosted me at the ball last night, I said. Do you suspect him to be the original of that photograph?

At the ball last night? I do not follow mademoiselle.

But I made a statement of the whole facts to two agents of your department at an early hour this morning, before I left the Casino.

He looked puzzled, and his dark face broadened into a smile.

Pardon. But I think mademoiselle must be under some misapprehension. What occurred at the ball? Anything to arouse your suspicion?

To arouse my suspicion? I echoed. Why, a man attired in the garb of an owl accosted me, gave me a strange warning, and actually placed in my hands the sixty thousand francs in notes stolen from the dead man!

Impossible! gasped the detective, amazed. Where are the notes? You should have given us information instantly.

I handed the notes to two police agents who were waiting in the Directors room, and to whom I made a statement of the whole affair.

What! he cried loudly. You have parted with the money?

Certainly.

Then mademoiselle has been most cleverly tricked, for the men to whom you handed the proceeds of the robbery were certainly not agents of the police! — they were impostors!


CHAPTER XI

DESCRIBES A MEETING AND ITS SEQUEL
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HIS WORDS STAGGERED me.

Not agents of police! I cried, dumbfounded. Why, they were fully cognizant of every detail of the affair. It was the Director of the Casino who presented them.

Then Msieur the Directeur was tricked, just as you were, he answered gravely. You say that you actually received from the hands of some one who wore an effective disguise the sum stolen from the unfortunate msieur? Kindly explain the whole circumstances of your meeting, and what passed between you.

My dear Carmela, exclaimed Ulrica. This fresh complication is absolutely bewildering. You not only danced and chatted with the murderer, but you were the victim of a very clever plot.

That is quite certain, observed the officer. The two individuals to whom mademoiselle inadvertently gave the notes upon the representations that they were agents of the police, were evidently well acquainted with the murderers intention to give up the proceeds of the robbery, and had watched you narrowly all through the evening. But kindly give us exact details.

In obedience to his demand, I recounted the whole story. It seemed to me incredible that the two men who had sent for me were bogus detectives, yet such was the actual fact, as was shown later when the Director of the Casino explained how they had come to him, telling him that they were police agents from Marseilles, and had ordered him to send for me, as they wished to interrogate me regarding the affair of the Grand Hotel. Such, he declared, was their air of authority that he never for a moment doubted that they were genuine officers of police.

My statement held the two men absolutely speechless. I told them of the strange appointment in London made by the man with the owls face, of the curious warning he had given me, and of the manner in which he had presented me with the sum won at the tables by the murdered man.

You can give us absolutely no idea whatever of his personal appearance? he inquired dubiously.

None whatever, I answered. The dress and mask were effectual in disguising him.

And the two men who falsely passed as police agents — will you kindly describe them? And he took out a well-worn pocket-book and scribbled in it.

I described their personal appearance as closely as I could, while on his part he took down my statement very carefully.

This is most extraordinary! Ulrica observed, standing near me in wonder. The pair who said they were detectives were exceedingly clever, and are evidently aware of all that has transpired.

Marvellous! exclaimed the man reflectively. Only a very clever thief would dare to walk into the bureau of the Casino and act as they did.

Have they any connection with the actual assassin, do you think?

Im inclined to believe so, he responded. It was a conspiracy on their part to obtain possession of the money.

Of course, I gave it up in entire innocence, I said. I never dreamed that such a plot could exist.

Ah, mademoiselle, observed the detective, in this affair we have evidently to deal with those who have brought crime to a fine art. There seems something remarkable regarding the appointment in London on the second of June. It seems as though it were devised to gain time with some secret object or another.

I am absolutely bewildered, I admitted. My position in this tragic affair is anything but enviable.

Most certainly. All this must be most annoying and distressing to mademoiselle. I only hope we shall be successful in tracing the real perpetrators of the crime.

You think there was more than one?

That is most probable, he replied. At present, however, we still remain without any tangible clue, save that the proceeds of the crime have passed from one person to another through the agency of yourself.

Their audacity was beyond comprehension! I cried. It really seems inconceivable that I should have danced with the actual murderer, and afterwards been induced to hand over to a pair of impostors the money stolen from the unfortunate young man. I fee! that I am to blame for my shortsightedness.

Not at all, mademoiselle, not at all, declared the detective with his suave Gallic politeness. With such a set of ingenious malefactors it is easy to commit an error and fall a victim.

And what can be done?

We can only continue our investigations.

But the man in the owls dress? Tell me candidly, do you really believe that he was the actual murderer?

He may have been. It was evident that for some hidden reason he had some strong motive in passing the stolen notes into your possession.

But why?

Ah! that is one of the mysteries which we must try and solve. The man was French, you say?

He spoke English admirably.

No word of French?

Not a single word. Yet he possessed an accent rather unusual.

He might have been a foreigner — an Italian or German — for aught you know? the detective suggested.

No, I answered reflectively. His gestures were French. I believe that he was actually French.

And the bogus police agents?

They too were French, undoubtedly. It would have been impossible to deceive the Director of the Casino, himself a Frenchman.

Mademoiselle is quite right. I will at once see Msieur le Directeur and hear his statement. It is best, he added, that the matter should remain a profound secret. Do not mention it, either of you, even to your nearest friends. Publicity might very probably render futile all our inquiries.

I understand, I said.

And mademoiselle will say no word to any one about it?

I glanced at Ulrica inquiringly.

Certainly, she answered. If msieur wishes the affair shall be kept secret.

Then, after some further discussion, the police officer thanked us, gave us an assurance of his most profound respect, and, accompanied by his silent subordinate, withdrew.

After all, I remarked when they had gone, it will be best, perhaps, to say nothing whatever to Gerald. He might mention it incautiously, and thus it might get into the papers.

Yes, my dear, answered Ulrica, perhaps silence is best. But the trick played upon you passes comprehension. I dont like the aspect of affairs at all, and if it were not for the fact that we have so many friends here in Nice, and that it is just the centre of the season, I should suggest the packing of our trunks.

We shall leave soon, I said, as soon as the yachting party is complete.

That same night after our trip to Tourette we accompanied the Allens, a middle-aged American and his wife, who lived in Paris, over to Monte Carlo. The Battle of Flowers had taken place there during the day, and that event always marks the zenith of the gaming season. The Rooms were crowded, and the dresses, always magnificent at night, were more daring than ever. Half of fashionable Europe seemed there, including an English Royal Highness and a crowd of notables. One of De Laras operas was being played in the Casino theatre, and his works, being great favorites there, always attract a full house.

The display of jewels at the tables was that night the most dazzling I had ever seen. Some women, mostly gay Parisiennes or arrogant Russians, seemed literally covered with diamonds, and as they stood around one risking their louis or five-franc pieces, it seemed strange that with jewels of that worth upon them they should descend to play with such paltry stakes. But many women at Monte Carlo play merely because it is the correct thing so to do, and very often are careless of either loss or gain.

The usual characters were there: the wizened old man with his capacious purse; the old hag in black cashmere and rouged face playing and winning; and, alas! the foolish young man who staked always in the wrong place until he had flung away his last louis. In all the world there is no stranger panorama of life than that presented at ten oclock at night at the tables of Monte Carlo. It is unique, indescribable — appalling.

Temptation is spread before the unwary in all its forms, until the fevered atmosphere of gold and avarice throbs with evil, becomes nauseous, and one longs for a breath of the fresh night air and a refreshing drink to take the bad taste out of ones mouth.

I played, merely because Ulrica and Dolly Allen played. I think I won three or four louis, but am not certain of the amount. You ask why?

Because seated at the table exactly opposite to where I stood unnoticed among the crowd was Ernest Cameron.

At his side was the inevitable red and black card whereon he registered each number as it came up; before him were several little piles of louis and a few notes; while behind him, leaning now and then over his chair and whispering, was that woman!

At frequent intervals he played, generally upon the dozens, and even then rather uncertainly. But he often lost. Once or twice he played with fairly large stakes upon a chance that appeared practically certain; but he had no luck, and the croupier raked them in.

For fully a dozen times he staked two louis on the last twelve numbers, but with that perversity which sometimes seems to seize the roulette-ball, the numbers came up between 1 and 24.

Suddenly the tow-haired woman who had replaced me in his affections leaned over and said in a voice quite audible to me, — 

Put the maximum on number 6!

With blind obedience he counted out the sum sufficient to win the maximum of six thousand francs, and pushed it upon the number she had named.

Rien ne va plus! cried the croupier next instant, and there, sure enough, I saw the ball drop into the number the witch had prophesied.

The croupier counted the stake quickly, and pushed with his rake towards the fortunate player notes for six thousand francs, folded in half, with the simple words, — 

En plein.

Enough! cried the woman prompting him. Play no more to-night!

He sighed, and with a strange, preoccupied air, gathered up his coin, notes, and other belongings, while a player tossed over a five-franc piece to mark his place, or, in other words, to secure his chair when he vacated it. Then, still obedient to her, he rose with a faint smile upon his lips.

As he did so, he raised his eyes, and they fell full upon mine, for I was standing there watching him.

Our gaze met suddenly. Next instant, however, the light died out from his countenance, and he stood glaring at me as though I were an apparition. His mouth was slightly opened, his hand trembled, his brows contracted, and his face grew ashen.

His attitude was as though he were cowed by my presence. He remembered our last meeting.

In a moment, however, he recovered his self-possession, turned his back upon me, and strolled away beside that woman who had usurped my place.


CHAPTER XII

CARRIES ME ON BOARD THE VISPERA 
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FACES, EVEN EXPRESSIONS, may lie, but eyes lie never.

A man may commit follies; but once cured, those follies expand his nature. With a woman, alas! follies are always debasing. It was, I knew, a folly to love him.

Life is always disappointing. The shattering of our idols, the revelation of the shallowness of friendship, the losing faith in those we love, and the witnessing of their fall from that pedestal whereon we placed them in our own exalted idealization — all is disappointing.

I stood gazing after him as he strode down the great room with its bejewelled, excited crowd, where the chevalier dindustrie and the déclassé woman jostled with the pickpocket, the professional thief, and the men who gamble at Aix, Ostend, Namur, or Spa as the seasons come and go, that strange assembly of courteous Italians, bearded Russians, well-groomed Englishmen, and women painted, powdered, and perfumed; those reckless beings qui pèchent à froid, who sin not through the senses but through indifference.

I held my breath; my heart beat so violently that I could hear it above the babel of voices about me. I suffered the most acute agony. Of late I had been always thinking of him — asleep, dreaming — always dreaming of him. Always the same pang of regret was within my heart, regret that I had allowed him to go away without a word, without telling him how madly, despairingly, I loved him.

Life without him was a hopeless blank, yet it was all through my vanity, my wretched pride, my invincible self-love. I was now careless, indifferent, inconsequential, my only thought being of him. His coldness, his disdain, was killing me. Yes, when his eyes had met mine in surprise, they were strange, Sphinx-like, and mysterious.

Yet at that moment I did not care what he might say to me. I only wished to hear him speaking to me: to hear the sound of his voice and to know that he cared enough for me to treat me as a human being.

Ah, I trembled when I realized how madly I loved him, and how fierce was my hatred of that woman who issued her orders and whom he obeyed.

I turned away with the Allens, while Ulrica cried delightedly that she had won on 16, her favorite number. But I did not answer. My heart had grown sick, and I went forth into the bright night air and down the steps towards the ascenseurs.

On the steps a well-dressed young Frenchman was lounging, and as I passed down I heard him humming to himself that gay, catchy chanson so popular at the café concert:



A has la romance et lidylle, 

Les oiseaux, la forêt, le buisson, 

Des marlous, de la grande ville, 

Nous allons chanter la chanson!

Via les dos, vivnt les dos!

Cest les dos, les gros, 

Les beaux, 

A nous les marmites!

Grandes ou petites; 

Via les dos, vivnt les dos; 

Cest les dos, les gros, 

Les beaux, 

A nous les marmit et vivent les dos!



I closed my ears to shut out the sound of those words. I remembered Ernest — that look in his eyes, that scorn in his face, that disdain in his bearing.

The truth was, alas! too plain. His love for me was dead. I was the most wretched of women, of all Gods creatures.

I prayed that I might regard him — that I might regard the world — with indifference, and yet I was sufficiently acquainted with the world and its ways to know that to a woman the word indifference is the most evil word in the language, that it is the most fatal of all sentiments, the most deadly of all attitudes.

But Ernest, the man whose slave I was, despised me. He commanded my love. Why could not I command his? Ah! because I was a woman, and my face had ceased to interest him!

Bitter tears sprang to my eyes, but I managed to preserve my self-control and enter the station-lift making an inward vow that never again in my whole life would I set foot in that hated hell within a paradise called Monte Carlo.

True, I was a woman who amused myself wherever amusement could be obtained, but I still remained, as I had always been from those sweet well-remembered days at the gray old convent in Florence, an honest woman. At Monte Carlo the scum of the earth enjoy the flowers of the earth. I detested its crowds; I held in abhorrence that wild, turbulent avarice, and felt stifled in that atmosphere of gilded sin. No. I would never enter there again. The bitter remembrance of that night would, I knew, be too painful.

I returned to Nice with a feeling that for me, now that Ernest had drifted from me to become a placid gambler and was indifferent, life had no further charm. The recollection of the days that followed can never be torn from my memory, my brain, my soul. I smiled, though I was wearing out my heart; I laughed even though bitter tears were ready to start to my eyes, and I made pretence of being interested in things to which I was at heart supremely indifferent. I courted forgetfulness, but the oblivion of my love would not come. I never knew till then how great was the passion a woman could conceive for a man, or how his memory could ever arise, a ghost from the past to terrify the present.

That night as we drove from the station to the hotel Ulrica accidentally touched my hand.

How cold you are, dear! she cried in surprise.

Yes, I answered, shivering. I was cold; it was the truth. At thought of the man who had forsaken me an icy chill had struck my heart — the chill of unsatisfied love, of desolation, of blank, unutterable despair.

In due course our yachting gowns came home from the dressmakers, — accompanied by terrifying bills, of course, — and a few days later we sailed out of Villefranche harbor on board the Vispera. The party was a well-chosen one, consisting mostly of youngish people, several of whom we knew quite well, and ere the second day was over we had all settled down to the usual routine of life on board a yacht. There was no sensation of being cramped up, but, on the contrary, the decks were broad and spacious, and the cabins perfect nests of luxury. The vessel had been built on the Clyde according to its owners designs, and it certainly was a miniature Atlantic liner.

Our plans had been slightly altered, for as the majority of the guests had never been to Algiers it was resolved to make a run over there and then coast along Algeria and Tunis and so on to Alexandria. As we steamed away from Villefranche the receding panorama of the Littoral, with its olive-covered slopes and great, purple, snowcapped Alps, spread out before us, presenting a perfectly enchanting picture. We all stood grouped on deck watching it slowly sink below the horizon. From the first moment that we went on board all was gay, all luxurious, for were we not guests of a man who, although absurdly economical himself, was always lavish when he entertained? Everyone was loud in praise of the magnificent appointments of the vessel, and dinner, at which its owner presided, was a merry function.

I was placed next Lord Eldersfield, a pleasant, middle-aged, gray-eyed man, who had recently left the army on succeeding to the title. He was, I found, quite an entertaining companion, full of droll stories and clever witticisms; indeed, he shone at once as the conversationalist of the table.

Have I been in Algiers before? he repeated, in answer to a question from me. Oh, yes. Its a place where one half the people dont know the other half.

I smiled and wondered. Yet his brief description was, I afterwards discovered, very true. The Arabs and the Europeans live apart and are like oil and water, they never mix.

The days passed gayly, and were it not for constant thoughts of that man who had loved me and forgotten I should have enjoyed myself.

Save for one day of mistral the trip across the Mediterranean proved delightful, and for six days we remained in the white old City of the Corsairs, where we went on excursions and had a most pleasant time. We visited the Kasbah, drove to the Jardin dEssai and to the pretty village of St. Eugène, while several of the party went to visit friends who were staying at the big hotels up at Mustapha. Life in Algiers was, I found, most interesting after the Parisian artificiality and glitter of Nice and Monte Carlo, and with Lord Eldersfield as my cavalier we saw all that was worth seeing. We lounged in those gay French cafés under the date-palms in the Place du Gouvernement, strolled up those narrow, ladder-like streets in the old city, or mingled with those crowds of mysterious-looking veiled Arab women who were bargaining for their purchases in the market. All was fresh, all diverting.

As for Ulrica, she entered thoroughly into the spirit of the thing, as she always did, and with Gerald usually as her escort went hither and thither with her true tourist habit of poking about everywhere, regardless of contagious diseases or the extensive variety of bad smells which invariably exists in an Oriental town. Although each day the party went ashore and enjoyed themselves, old Mr. Keppel never accompanied them. He knew the place, he said, and had some business affairs to attend to in the deck-house which he kept sacred to himself. Therefore he was excused.

No, Miss Rosselli, he had explained to me in confidence, Im no sight-seer. If my guests enjoy seeing a few of the towns on the Mediterranean I am quite contented, but I prefer to remain quiet here rather than to be driving about in brakes and revisiting places that I have already visited long ago.

Certainly, I said. You are under no obligation to these people. They accept your kind hospitality, and the least they can do is to allow you to remain in peace when you wish.

Yes, he sighed. I leave them in Geralds charge. He knows how to look after them.

And his face seemed sad and anxious, as though he were utterly forlorn.

Indeed, after a week at sea we saw but little of him. He lunched and dined with us in the saloon each day, but never joined our musical parties after dinner, and seldom, if ever, entered the smoking-room. All knew him to be eccentric, therefore this apparent disregard for our presence was looked upon as one of his peculiar habits. Upon Gerald devolved the duty of acting as entertainer, and assisted by Ulrica, myself, and old Miss Keppel he endeavored to make every one happy and comfortable. Fortunately, the ubiquitous Barnes had by Geralds urgent desire been left behind at the Villa Fabron.

As day by day we steamed up that blue, tranquil sea in brilliant weather, with our bows ever set in the track of dawn, life was one continual round of merriment from three bells, when we breakfasted, until eight bells sounded for turning in. A yachting cruise is very apt to become monotonous, but on the Vispera one had no time for ennui. After Algiers we put in for a day at Cagliari, then visited Tunis, the Greek islands, Athens, Smyrna, and Constantinople.

We had already been five weeks cruising — and five weeks in the Mediterranean in spring are delightful — when one night an incident occurred which was both mysterious and disconcerting. We were on our way from Constantinople, and in the first dog-watch had sighted one of the rocky headlands of Corsica. That evening dinner had been followed by an impromptu dance which had proved a most successful affair. The men were mostly dancers, except Lord Stoneborough, who was inclined to obesity; and with the piano and a couple of violins played by a pair of rather insipid sisters the dance was quite a jolly one. We even persuaded old Mr. Keppel to dance, and although his was not a very graceful terpischorean feat, nevertheless his participation in our fun put every one in an exceedingly good humor.

Of course, the time had not passed without the usual gossip and tittle-tattle which are inseparable from a yachting cruise. On board a yacht people become quickly inventive, and the most astounding fictions about ones neighbors are whispered behind fans and books. I had heard whispers regarding Ulrica and Gerald Keppel. Rumor had it that the old gentleman had actually given his consent to their marriage, and as soon as they returned to America the engagement would be announced.

Certain of the guests, with an air of extreme confidence, took me aside and questioned me regarding it, but I merely responded that I knew nothing and greatly doubted the accuracy of the rumor. More than once that evening I had been asked whether it were true, and so persistent seemed the rumor that I took Ulrica into my cabin and asked her point-blank.

My dear, she cried, have you really taken leave of your senses? How absurd! Of course theres nothing whatever between myself and Gerald. He is amusing, thats all.

You might do worse than marry him, I laughed. Remember, youve known him a long time — four years, isnt it?

Marry him! Never! Go and tell those prying persons, whoever they are, that when Im engaged Ill put a paragraph in the papers all in good time.

But dont you think, Ulrica, I suggested— dont you think that if such is the case Gerald is rather too much in your society?

I cant help him hanging around me, poor boy, she laughed. I cant be rude to him.

That night I turned and turned in my narrow berth, but could not sleep. The atmosphere seemed stifling in spite of the ventilators, and I dare not open the port-hole, fearing a sudden douche, for a wind had sprung up and we were rolling heavily. The jingle of the glasses on the toilet-stand, the vibration, the throbbing of the machinery, the tramping of the sailors overhead, the roar of the funnels, all rendered sleep utterly impossible.

At last, however, I could stand it no longer, and, rising, I dressed, putting on a big driving-coat, with a thick shawl about my head, and went up on deck. The fresh air might perhaps do me good, I thought. At any rate, it was a remedy worth trying.

The night, so brilliant a couple of hours before, had become dark and stormy, the wind was so boisterous that I walked with difficulty, and the fact that the awnings had been reefed showed that Davis, the skipper, anticipated a squall.

The deck was deserted. Only on the bridge could I see, above the strip of sheltering canvas, two shadowy figures in oilskins keeping watch ahead. Save for those heads I was utterly alone. On my way towards the stern I passed the small deck-house which old Mr. Keppel reserved as his own den. The green-silk blinds were always drawn across the port-holes and the door always remained locked. No one ever entered there, although many had been the speculations regarding the private cabin when we had first sailed.



The millionaire himself had, however, given an explanation one day at luncheon.

I always reserve, both in my houses and here on board the Vispera, one room as my own. I hope all of you will excuse me this. As you know, I have a good many affairs to attend to, and I hate to have my papers thrown into disorder.

Personally, I suspected him of having a lathe there and of pursuing his hobby of ivory-turning, but the majority of the guests accepted his explanation that this deck-house was his study, and that he did not wish them to pry there.

More than once Ulrica had expressed to me wonder regarding the reason the cabin remained always closed and its curtains always drawn. Every woman dearly loves a mystery, and, like myself, Ulrica, when she discovered anything suspicious, never rested until she had formed some theory or other.

She had one day mentioned the fact to Gerald, who in my presence had given what appeared to me the true explanation.

Its merely one of the guvnors eccentricities. The fact is that on the outward voyage from New York he bought some antique Moorish furniture and ivory carving in Tangier and has it stored in there until we return. Ive seen it myself — beautiful things. He says he intends to sell them at a profit to a dealer in London, whereat we laughed.

Knowing how the old gentleman practised economy sometimes, I had accepted this as the truth.

But as, gripping the rail to prevent being thrown down by the rolling of the ship, I passed along the side of the deck-house I was surprised to see a light within. The curtains of green silk were still drawn, but the light could, nevertheless, be seen through them, and it seemed to me strange that any one should be there at that hour of the night. I placed my face close to the screwed-down port-hole, but the curtain had been so well drawn that it was impossible to see within. Then, moving quietly, I examined the other three round, brass-bound windows, but all were as closely curtained as the first.

I fancied I heard voices as I stood there and tried to distinguish the words, but the roar of the funnels and howling of the wind drowned every other sound.

What if my host caught me prying? His private affairs were surely no business of mine, therefore I was about to turn away, when suddenly I experienced an extraordinary desire to peep inside that forbidden chamber. I walked around it again stealthily, for fortunately I was in thin slippers.

While standing there in hesitation I noticed that upon the low roof was a small ventilator which had been raised to admit air. What if I could get a peep down there? It was an adventurous climb for a woman hampered by skirts as I was; but I searched for means to mount, and found them in a low iron staple to which some cords of the rigging were attached and a brass rail which afforded rather insecure foothold. After some effort I succeeded in scrambling to the top, but not before I found myself beneath the eye of the officer on the bridge. Fortunately I was behind him, but if he had occasion to turn towards the stem he must discover me.

Having risked so much, however, I was determined to make further endeavours, and leaning across the small roof I placed my face close to the open ventilator and peered down into the locked cabin Next second I drew back with a start, holding my breath. A loud exclamation of dismay escaped me, but the sound was swallowed up in the noises of the boisterous night.

The sight I witnessed below me in that small deck-house held me rigid as one petrified.


CHAPTER XIII

DISCLOSES A MILLIONAIRES SECRET
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SO HEAVILY WAS the yacht rolling that I was compelled to hold firmly, lest I should lose my balance and roll down upon the deck.

My foothold was insecure, and the sight which presented itself as I peered within was so unexpected and startling, that in the excitement of the moment I loosened my grip and narrowly escaped being pitched down headlong. From my position unfortunately could not obtain a view of the entire interior, the ventilator being open only a couple of inches, but what I saw was sufficient to unnerve any woman.

The cabin was brilliantly lit by electricity, but the walls, instead of being panelled in satinwood, as were most of the others, were decorated in a manner more rich and magnificent than in any other part of the vessel. They were of gilt, with white ornamentation in curious Arabesques, while upon the floor was a thick Turkey carpet with a white ground and pattern of turquoise blue. The effect was bright and glaring, and at the first moment it occurred to me that the place was really a ladies boudoir. There was another aft, it was true, but this one had evidently been intended as a lounge for female guests. As I looked down old Benjamin. Keppel himself passed into that part of the cabin within the zone of my vision. His hat was off, displaying his scanty gray hair, and as he turned I caught a glimpse of his face. His countenance, usually so kind and tranquil, was distorted by abject fear; his teeth were set, his cheeks hard and bloodless. Both anger and alarm were depicted upon his rugged countenance. His appearance was mysterious, to say the least, but it was a further object I saw within that place which held me in speechless wonderment.

Beside where he stood, lying in a heap at his feet, was a dark-haired, handsome woman of mature age, who was dressed in a white serge robe — a stranger.

The old millionaire, with sudden movement, flung himself upon his knees and touched her face caressingly. Next instant he drew back his hand.

Dead! he gasped, in the thick voice of a man grief-stricken. Dead! And she did not know — she did not know! It is murder! he gasped in a terrified whisper— murder!

The wind howled about me weirdly, tearing at my clothes as though it would hurl me beyond into the raging sea, while the yacht, steaming on, rose and plunged, shipping huge seas each time her bows met the angry waves.

For some moments the strange old man bent over the woman in silence. I was puzzled to discover her identity. Why had she been kept prisoner in that gilded cabin during the cruise? Why had we remained in total ignorance of her presence? I alone knew our hosts secret. We had a dead woman on board.

Keppel touched the woman again, placing his hand upon her face. When he withdrew it I saw that blood was upon it. He looked at it and, shuddering, wiped it off upon his handkerchief.

At the same instant a voice, that of a man, sounded from the opposite side of the cabin, saying:

Dont you see that that ventilator is open up above? Shut it, or somebody may see us. They can see down here from the bridge.

Think of her, the old man exclaimed in a low voice, not of us.

Of her? Why should I? inquired the gruff voice of the unseen. Youve killed her, and must take the consequences.

I? gasped the old man, staggering unevenly to his feet, and placing both hands to his eyes as though to shut out from view that hideous evidence of his crime. Yes, he cried in an awestricken tone, she is dead!

And a good job too, responded the man unseen in a hard, pitiless tone.

No, cried Keppel angrily. At least respect her memory. Remember who she was.

I shall remember nothing of this nights work, the other responded. I leave all memories of it as a legacy to you.

You coward! cried Keppel, turning upon the speaker, his eyes flashing. I have endeavored to assist you, and this is your gratitude.

Assist me? sneered his companion. Pretty assistance its been! I tell you what it is, Benjamin Keppel, youre in a very tight place just now. You killed that — that woman there, and you know what the penalty is for murder.

I know, wailed the white-faced, desperate man.

Well, now, if I might be permitted to advise, Id make a clear sweep of the whole affair, said the man.

What do you mean?

Simply this: we cant keep the body very long in this cabin without it being discovered. And when it is found — well, it will be all up with both of us. Of that theres but little doubt. I suggest this: Let us make at once for one of the Italian ports, say Leghorn, where you will land to transact some important business, and Ill land also. Then the Vispera will sail for Naples, to which port you will go by rail to rejoin her. On the way there, however, the vessel disappears — eh?

Disappears — how? I dont understand.

Is blown up.

Blown up! he cried. And how about the guests?

Guests be hanged!

But there are eleven of them, besides the crew.

Never mind them. There are the boats, and no doubt theyll all take care of themselves. Fools if they dont.

I should feel that I murdered them all, the old man responded.

In this affair we must save ourselves, declared the unseen man very firmly. There has been a — well, well call it an ugly occurrence tonight, and it behooves us to get clear out of it. If the Vispera goes down the body will go down with it, and the sea will hide our secret.

But I cannot imperil the lives of all in that manner. Besides, by what means do you suggest destroying the ship?

By perfectly simple means. Just give orders to Davis in the morning to put in at Leghorn with all possible speed, and leave the rest to me. Ill guarantee that the Vispera will never reach Naples. Then he added: But just shut that infernal ventilator; I dont like it being open.

Old Keppel, staggering, reached the cord, and in obedience to his companions wish closed the narrow opening with a sudden bang. The woodwork narrowly escaped coming into contact with my face, and for some moments I remained there, clutching at my unstable supports and being rudely buffeted by the gale.

At any moment I might be discovered, therefore after some difficulty I succeeded in lowering myself again to the deck and making my way back to my own cabin.

I had been soaked to the skin by the rain and spray, but, still in my wet things, I sat pondering over the mysterious crime I had discovered.

Who was that unseen man? Whoever he was he held old Benjamin Keppel in his power, and to his diabolical plot would be due the destruction of the Vispera and perhaps the loss of every soul on board.

He had suggested an explosion. He no doubt intended to place on board some infernal contrivance which, after the lapse of a certain number of hours, would explode and blow the bottom out of the yacht. Whoever that man was he was a crafty villain. Providentially, however, I had been led to the discovery of the scheme, and I did not mean that the lives of my fellow-guests or of the crew should be sacrificed in order to conceal a crime.

A vision of that white, dead face recurred to me. It was the face of a woman who had once been very handsome, but to my remembrance I had never seen it before. The mystery of the womans concealment there was altogether extraordinary. Yet it scarcely seemed possible that she should have remained in hiding so long without a soul on board save Keppel being aware of her presence. She had been fed, of course, and most probably the steward knew of her presence in that gilded deck-house. But she was dead — murdered by the inoffensive old gentleman who was the very last person in the world I should have suspected of having taken human life.

And why had he stroked her dead face so caressingly? Who, indeed, was she?

My wet clothes clung to me cold and clammily, therefore I exchanged them for a warm wrap, and entering my berth tried to rest. Sleep was, however, impossible in that doomed ship amid the wild roaring of the tempest and the thunder of the waves breaking over the deck above. Once it occurred to me to go straight to Ulrica and tell her all I had seen and heard, but on reflection I resolved to keep my own counsel and narrowly watch the course of events.

The mystery of the hidden mans identity grew upon me, until I suddenly resolved to make a further endeavor to discover him. The voice was deep and low, but the roaring of the wind and hissing of escaping steam had prevented me hearing it sufficiently clearly to recognize whether it was that of one of our fellow-guests. I slipped on a mackintosh, and returning to the deck crept towards the cabin wherein reposed the remains of the mysterious woman in white serge. But soon I saw that the light had been switched off. All was in darkness. The guilty pair had gone below to their own berths. Through the whole night the storm continued, but the morning broke brightly and the tempest, as is so frequent in the Mediterranean, was succeeded by a dead calm, so that when we sat down to breakfast we were steaming in comparatively smooth water.

Have you heard? said Ulrica across to me after we had been exchanging our sleepless experiences. Mr. Keppel has altered our course. He has some pressing business to attend to, so we are going into Leghorn.

Leghorn! exclaimed Lord Eldersfield at my elbow. Horrid place! I was there once. Narrow streets, dirty people, primitive sanitation, and a sorry attempt at a promenade.

Well, we dont stay there long, thats one comfort, said Ulrica. Mr. Keppel is going to land, and hell rejoin us at Naples.

I looked down the table and saw that the face of the old millionaire was pale, without its usual composure. He was pretending to be busily occupied with his porridge.

Are we going on straight to Naples, Keppel? inquired Eldersfield.

Certainly, answered our host. I much regret that Im compelled to take you all out of our original course, but I must exchange some telegrams with my agent in New York. We shall be in Leghorn to-night, and if you are all agreed you may sail again at once.

Id like to see Leghorn, declared Ulrica. People who go to Italy always leave it out of their itinerary. Ive heard that it is quite charming in many ways. All the better-class Italians from Florence and Rome go there for the bathing in summer.

Which I fear isnt much of a recommendation, observed his Lordship, who was, I believe, Ulricas pet aversion.

The bathing itself is declared by all the guidebooks to be the best in Europe, she answered.

And the heat and mosquitoes in summer greater than in any other place on the Continent of Europe. Its imports are rags from Constantinople and codfish from Newfoundland. No wonder its effluvias are not all roses.

Perhaps so. Of course, if you know the place you are welcome to your own opinion. I dont know it.

When you do, Miss Yorke, youll share my opinion; of that I feel certain, he laughed, and then continued his meal.

The question was shortly afterwards decided by popular vote whether the Vispera should remain in Leghorn or not. To the majority of the guests Leghorn was supposed to be merely a dirty seaport, and although I, who knew the place well, tried to impress upon them that it possessed many charms not to be found in other Italian towns, it was decided that the yacht should only remain there a day, and then go straight on to Naples.

This decision was disconcerting. I had to prevent the trip southward, and the problem of how to do so without arousing suspicion was an extremely difficult one to solve. If the vessel sailed from Leghorn, then she was doomed, with every soul on board.


CHAPTER XIV

IN WHICH I MAKE A RESOLVE
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THE GREAT BROAD plain which lies between marble-built old Pisa and the sea was flooded by the golden Italian sunset, and the background of the serrated Apennines loomed a dark purple in the distance as we approached the long breakwater which protects Leghorn from the sea.

Leaning over the rail, I gazed upon the white, sun-blanched Tuscan town, and recognized the gay Passeggio with its avenue of dusty tamarisks, its long rows of high white houses with their green persiennes, and Pancaldis and the other baths, built out upon the rocks into the sea. Years ago, when at the convent, we had gone there each summer, a dozen or so girls at a time, under the kindly care of Suor Angelica, to obtain fresh air and escape for a fortnight or so the intolerable heat of July in the Lily City. How well I remembered that long promenade, the Viale Regina Margherita, but known to those happy, light-hearted, improvident Livornesi by its ancient name, the Passeggio. And what long walks we girls used to have over the rocks beyond Antignano, or scrambling climbs up to the shrine of the miracle-working Virgin at Montenero. Happy, indeed, were those summer days with my girl friends — girls who had now, like myself, grown to be women — who had married, and had experienced all the trials and bitterness of life. A thought of her who was my best friend in those past days recurred to me — pretty, black-haired, unassuming Annetta Ceriani, from Arezzo. She had left the college the same week as myself, and our parting had been a very hard one. In a year, however, she had married, and was now a princess, the wife of Cesare Sigismondo, Prince Regello, who, to give him all his titles, was Principe Romano, Principe di Pinerolo, Marchese di Casentino, Conte di Lucca, Nobile di Monte Catina. Truly the Italian nobility do not lack titles. But poor Annetta! Her life had been the reverse of happy, and the last letter I had received from her, dated from Venice, contained the story of a woman heart-broken.

Yes, as I stood there on the deck of the Vispera approaching the old sun-whitened Tuscan port many were the recollections of those long-past careless days which crowded upon me, days before I had known how weary was the world, or how fraught with bitterness was womans love.

Already the light was shining yellow in the high, square old light-house, although the sun had not altogether disappeared. Half-a-dozen fine cruisers of the British Mediterranean Squadron were lying at anchor in line, and we passed several boats full of sun-tanned liberty men on their way to the shore for an evening promenade, for the British man-o-warsman is always a welcome guest in Leghorn. At last, when within a quarter of a mile of the breakwater, I heard old Mr. Keppel, who stood close to me, speaking to the captain.

I shall send a couple of packets on board in the morning, and also a box, Davis. Put the latter below in a safe place. Lock it up somewhere.

Very well, sir, answered the man, in his smart uniform, leaning over the rail of the bridge. And we sail for Naples after the things are on board?

Yes. And wait there for me.

Very well, sir. And then he turned to give some directions to the helmsman.

The situation was becoming desperate. How was I to act? At least I should now ascertain who had been the old mans companion in the deck-cabin on the previous night, for they would no doubt go ashore together.

Old Mr. Keppel was standing near me, speaking again to the captain, giving him certain orders, when Gerald, spruce as usual in blue serge, came up and, leaning at my side, said:

Ulrica says you know Leghorn quite well. You must be our guide. Were all going ashore after dinner. What is there to amuse one in the evening?

The gay season hasnt commenced yet, I responded. But there is opera at the Goldoni always. One pays only a dollar for a box to seat six.

Impossible, he laughed incredulously. I shouldnt care to sit out music at that price.

Ah, there I must differ, I replied. It is as good as any youll find in Italy. Remember, here is the home of opera. Why, the Livornesi love music so intensely that it is no unusual occurrence for a poor family to make shift with a piece of bread and an onion for dinner in order to pay the fifty centesimi ingresso to the opera. Mascagni is Livornese, and Puccini, who composed La Boheme was also born close here. No. In cara Livorno as the Tuscan loves to call it, one can hear the best opera for ten cents.

Different to our prices in America.

And our music, unfortunately, is not so good, I said.

Shall we go to this delightfully inexpensive opera to-night? It would certainly be an experience.

I fear I shall not, I answered. I am not feeling very well.

Im extremely sorry, he said with quick apprehension. Is there anything I can get you?

No, nothing, thank you, I answered. A little faintness, thats all.

We had already anchored just inside the breakwater, and a boat had been lowered. Four of the crew were in it, ready to take their owner ashore.

Good-by — good-by, all! I heard old Benjamin Keppel saying in his hearty manner, and, turning, met him face to face.

Good-by, Miss Rosselli! he shouted to me, laughing as he raised his cap. I shall be back with you at Naples.

I gripped the rail and acknowledged the salute of the man who was leaving the vessel he had doomed to destruction.

All the guests were on deck, and many were the good wishes sent after him as he sprang into the boat and the men pulled off towards the port. Then a few moments later the bell rang for dinner and all descended to the saloon, eager to get the meal over and go ashore.

On the way down Ulrica took me aside, saying:

Gerald has told me you are ill, my dear. Ive noticed how pale and unlike yourself youve been all day. Whats the matter? — tell me.

I — I cant. At least not now, I managed to stammer, and at once escaped her.

I wanted to be alone to think. Keppel had gone ashore alone. His companion of the previous night, the man to whom the conception of that diabolical plot was due, was still on board. But who was he?

I ate nothing, but was in the first boat that went ashore. I had excused myself from making one of the party at the opera, after giving all necessary directions, and on pretence of going to a chemists to make a purchase I separated myself from Ulrica, Gerald, and Lord Stoneborough in the Via Grande, the principal thoroughfare.

How next to act I knew not. Keppel had expressed his intention of sending a box on board, and there could be no doubt that it would contain some explosive destined to send the Vispera to the bottom. At all hazards the yacht must not sail. Yet how was it possible that I could prevent it without making a full statement of what I had overheard?

I entered the pharmacy and purchased the first article that came into my mind. Then, returning into the street, I wandered on, plunged in my own distracting thoughts.

The soft, balmy Italian night had fallen, and the white streets and piazzas of Leghorn were filled, as they always are at evening, with the merry, light-hearted crowds of idlers: men with their hats stuck jauntily askew, smoking, laughing, gossiping, and women, dark-haired, black-eyed, the most handsome in all Italy, each with a mantilla of black lace or of some bright-colored silk as a headcovering, promenading and enjoying the refreshing fresco after the toil and burden of the day. None in all the world can surpass in beauty those Tuscan women — dark, tragic, with eyes that flash quickly in love or hatred, with figures perfect, and each with an easy, swinging gait that a duchess might envy. It was Suor Angelica who had once repeated to me the rhyme that one of our old Florentine writers had written of them, — 



Sè grande, è oziosa; 

Sè piccola, è viziosa; 

Sè bella, è vanitosa; 

Sè brutta, è fastidiosa.



Every type indeed is represented in that long single street at night — the dark-haired Jewess, the classic Greek, the thick-lipped Tunisian, the palecheeked Armenian, and the beautiful Tuscan, the purest type of beauty in all the world.

Once again, after those years, I heard as I walked onward the soft sibillations of the Tuscan tongue about me, the gay chatter of that city of sun and sea, where although half the population are in a state of semi-starvation their hearts are still as light as in the days when cara Livorno was still prosperous. But, alas! it has sadly declined. Its manufactures, never very extensive, have died out, its merchant-princes are ruined, or have deserted it, and its trade has ebbed until there is no work for those honest brown-faced men who are forced to idle upon the stone benches in the piazza even though their wives and children are crying for bread.

The splendid band of the Bersagliéri was playing in the great Piazza Vittorio, in front of the British Consulate, where the Consular flag was waving because the war-ships were in the port. The music was there in acknowledgment of the fact that the British marine band had played before the Prefecture on the previous evening. The Consulate was illuminated, and at the balcony with a large party was Her Britannic Majestys Consul himself, the popular Jack Hutchinson, known to every English and American resident throughout Tuscany as the merriest and happiest of good fellows. But I hurried on across the great square, feeling that no time should be lost, yet not knowing what to do.

The mysterious assassination of poor Reggie and the curious events which followed, coupled with this startling discovery I had made on the previous night, had completely unnerved me. As I tried to reflect calmly and logically, I came to the conclusion that it was eminently necessary to ascertain the identity of the man who held the Steel King beneath his thrall — the man who had suggested the blowing up of the yacht. This man intended, without a doubt, to leave the vessel under cover of night, or if he were actually one of the guests he could, of course, easily excuse himself and leave the others, as I had done.

I entered the Hotel Giappone, where I had once stayed with some friends after leaving the convent, and after succeeding in changing some money, went forth again among the chattering crowd, when suddenly it occurred to me that if our host intended to leave Leghorn he must leave by train. Therefore I entered a tram and alighted at the station. Several trains had, I ascertained, left for Pisa in connection with the main line from Genoa to Rome since Keppel had landed. Perhaps, therefore, he had already left.

The great platform was dimly lit and deserted, for no train would depart, they told me, for another hour. It was the mail, and ran to Pisa to catch the night express to the French frontier at Modane.

Should I remain and watch?

The idea occurred to me that if the unseen individual who had been present in the deck-house intended to come ashore he would certainly meet Keppel somewhere, where the explosive would be prepared and packed in the box ready to be sent on board early in the morning. Most probably the pair would contrive to catch this, the last train from Leghorn. So I resolved to remain.

The time dragged on. The short train was backed into the station, but no passenger appeared. A controller inquired if I intended to go to Pisa, but I replied in the negative. At last one or two passengers approached leisurely, as is usual in Italy, carrying wicker-covered flasks of Chianti to drink en voyage; the inevitable pair of white-gloved carabineers strolled up and down, and the train prepared to start.

Of a sudden, almost before I was aware of it, I was conscious of two figures approaching. One was that of old Mr. Keppel, hot and hurrying, carrying his small hand-bag, and the other the figure of a woman wearing a soft felt hat and long fawn travelling-cloak.

I drew back into the shadow in an instant to allow them to pass without recognizing me, for I had fortunately put on an old black dress which I had never worn on board. The miscreant had, it seemed, cleverly disguised himself as a woman.

Hurrying, they next moment passed me by in search of an empty first-class compartment. The controller approached them and asked for their tickets, when Keppel, feeling in his pockets with fidgety air, answered in English, which, of course, the man did not understand, — 

Were going to the frontier.

The man glanced leisurely at the tickets, then unlocked one of the doors and allowed them to enter.

As the woman mounted into the carriage, however, a ray of light fell straight across her face, and revealed to my wondering eyes a countenance that held me absolutely stupefied.

The discovery I made at that moment increased the mystery tenfold.


CHAPTER XV

IS ASTONISHING
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THE COUNTENANCE DISCLOSED by the lamp in the great ill-lit station was not that of a man in female disguise, as I had suspected, but of a woman. Her identity it was that held me in amazement, for that instant I recognized her as none other than the dark-haired, handsome woman whom I had seen lying dead upon the floor of the deck-house on the previous night.

Why were they leaving the yacht in company? What fresh conspiracy was there in progress?

I had always believed old Benjamin Keppel to be the soul of honor, but the revelations of the past few hours caused me utter bewilderment. I stood there in hesitation, and glancing up at the clock saw that there were still three minutes before the departure of the train.

Next moment I had made a resolve to follow them and ascertain the truth. I entered the booking-office, obtained a ticket to Modane, the French frontier beyond Mont Cenis, and a few moments later was sitting alone in a compartment at the rear of the train. I had no luggage, nothing whatever except the small travelling-reticule suspended from my waist-belt, and I had set out for an unknown destination.

The train moved off, and soon we were tearing through the night across that wide plain which was the sea-bottom in the mediaeval days when the sculptured town of Pisa was a prosperous seaport, the envy of both Florentines and Genoese, and past the spot marked by a church where St. Peter is said to have landed. Well I knew that wide Tuscan plain, with its fringe of high, vine-clad mountains, for in my girlhood days I had wandered over it hither and thither in the royal forest and through the smiling vine-lands.

At last, after three-quarters of an hour, we ran into the busy station of Pisa, that point so well known to every tourist who visits Italy. It is the highway to Florence, Rome, and Naples; just as it is to Genoa, Turin, or Milan, therefore as the traveller in Switzerland must at some time find himself at Bâle, so does the traveller in Italy always find himself at Pisa. Yet how few strangers who pass through, or who drive down to look at the leaning tower and the great old cathedral, white as a marble tomb, ever take the trouble to explore the country beyond? They never go up to quiet, gray old Lucca, a town with walls and gates the same to-day as when Dante wandered there, untouched by the hand of the vandal, unspoilt by modern progress, undisturbed by tourist invaders. Its narrow, old-world streets of decaying palaces, its leafy piazzas, its Lily theatre, its proud, handsome people, all charming to one who, like myself, loves her Italy and the gay-hearted, mirthful Tuscan.

Little time was there for reflection, however, for on alighting at Pisa I was compelled to conceal myself until the arrival of the express on its way from Rome to Paris. While I waited the thought occurred to me that the Vispera was still in peril, and I alone could save her passengers and crew. Yet with the mysterious woman still alive there could, I pondered, be no motive in blowing up the ship. Perhaps the idea had happily been abandoned, and some color was lent to this latter theory by the fact that Keppel had not made any excuse by which to prevent Gerald from travelling farther in the doomed vessel. No father could possibly allow his son to sail in a ship which he intended should never reach port.

Nevertheless, the non-appearance of the individual whose voice I had heard, but whom I had not seen, was disconcerting. Try how I would, I could not get rid of the suspicion aroused by Keppels flight that foul play was still intended. If it were not, why had not the old millionaire continued his cruise? The unknown woman had been concealed on board for weeks, therefore there was no reason why she should not have remained there for another three days until we reached Naples. No, that some curious mystery was connected with the whole affair I felt confident.

I peered forth from the corner in which I was standing and saw Keppel and his companion enter the buffet. Then, when they had disappeared, I made a sudden resolve, and entering the telegraph-office wrote the following message:



To Captain Davis, S. Y. Vispera, in port, Livorno.

Have altered arrangements. Sail at once for Genoa. Box and packages I spoke of will join you there. Leave on receipt of this. KEPPEL.

I handed it to the telegraphist, saying in Italian, I want this delivered on board to-night most particularly.

He looked at it and shook his head.

I fear, Signorina, he answered with grave politeness, that delivery is quite impossible. It is after hours, and the message will remain in the office and be delivered with letters in the morning.

But it must reach the Captain to-night, I declared.

The man elevated his shoulders slightly and showed his palms, the Tuscan gesture of regret.

At Livorno they are not, I am sorry to say, very obliging.

Then you believe it to be absolutely useless to send the message, expecting it to be delivered before morning?

The Signorina understands me exactly.

But what am I to do? I cried in desperation. This message must reach the Captain before midnight.

The man reflected for a moment. Then he answered, — 

There is but one way I can suggest.

What is that? I cried anxiously, for I heard a train approaching, and I knew it must be the Paris express.

To send a special messenger to Livorno. A train starts in half an hour, and the message can then be delivered by half-past eleven.

Could you find me one? I asked. Im willing to bear all expenses.

My son will go, if the Signorina so wishes, he responded.

Thank you so much, I replied, a great weight lifted from my mind. I leave the matter entirely in your hands. If you will kindly see that this message is delivered you will be performing not only myself but a number of other persons a very great service.

The Signorinas instruction shall be obeyed, he answered, and having placed some money to cover expenses upon the counter, I again thanked him and left, feeling that, although I had been guilty of forgery, I had, nevertheless, saved the yacht from destruction.

The train with its glaring head-lights swept into the station from its long journey across Maremma marshes, but I saw with considerable dismay that there was but one sleeping-car, the only through car for the frontier. I was therefore compelled to travel in this, even at the risk of meeting Keppel in the corridor. One cannot well travel in one of those stuffy cars of the Compagnie International des Wagon-Lits without being seen by all ones fellow-travellers, and here my first difficulty presented itself.

I watched the old gentleman and his companion enter the car, and from the platform saw them shown their respective berths by the conductor. Keppel was given a berth in a two-bed compartment with another man, while the tall, dark woman was shown to one of the compartments set aside for ladies at the other end of the car.

With satisfaction I watched the old millionaire take his companions hand and wish her goodnight, and then, when his door had closed, I myself mounted into the car and demanded a place.

The Signorina is fortunate. We have just one berth vacant, answered the man in Italian. This way, please, and taking me along the corridor he rapped at the door of the compartment to which he had just shown the mysterious woman.

There was the sound of quick shuffling within, the door was opened, and I found myself face to face with her.

I left it to the conductor to explain my presence, and entering, closed and bolted the door behind me.

I regret that I have been compelled to disturb you, but this is the only berth vacant, I said in English in a tone of apology, for I noticed that her black eyes flashed inquiringly at me, and therefore deemed it best to be on friendly terms with her.

Dont mention it, she answered quite affably. Im pleased that youre English. I feared some horrid foreign woman would be put in to be my travelling-companion. Are you going far?

To the frontier, I responded vaguely. The extent of my journey depended upon the length of hers.

Then after a further exchange of courtesies we prepared for the night, and entered our narrow berths, she choosing the upper one and I the lower.

As far as I could judge she was nearly fifty, still extremely handsome, her beauty being of the Southern type, and her black hair and coiffure, with huge tortoise-shell comb, giving her a Spanish appearance. She wore several beautiful rings, and I noticed that on her neck, concealed by day by her bodice, was some tiny charm suspended by a thin golden chain. Her voice and bearing were those of an educated woman, and she was buxom without being beefy.

The roar of the train and the grinding of the wheels as we whirled through those seventy-odd tunnels that separate Pisa from Genoa rendered sleep utterly impossible, so by mutual consent we continued our conversation.

She seemed like the Ancient Mariner — needing some one to whom she could tell her story. She needed an audience who could realize the fine points of her play. From the first she seemed bursting with items about herself, little dreaming that I was acting as spy upon her. I secretly congratulated myself upon my astuteness, and proceeded to draw her out. Her slight accent puzzled me, but it was due, I discovered, to the fact that her mother had been Portuguese. She seemed to label everything with her own intellectual acquirements. To me, a perfect stranger, she chatted during that night journey about her fine figure and her power over men, — about her ambitions and her friends; but her guardian interfered with her friends. He, her guardian, was an old man and jealous, had her money invested in America, and would not allow her to look at a man. If she did look at men she received no money. She was not forty, she told me, and he, her guardian, who was also in the train, was over seventy.

When she was not telling me the story of her loves, and her father, mother, and step-father, she filled in the time by telling me about some man whom she called Frank, who had a pretty-faced wife addicted to the illicit consumption of brandy.

Trouble? she wandered on. Oh, Ive had such lots and lots of it that Im beginning to feel very old already. Troubles I always think are divided into two classes — one controlled by a big-horned, cloven-hoofed devil, and the other by the snippy little devil that flashes in and out of our hearts. The big devil is usually placed upon us by others.

I laughed, admitting that there was much truth in her words.

And the other — the little imp? I asked.

The other? This insane perversity of human nature gets hold of us whether we will or not It makes us for the time ignore all that is best in ourselves and in others — it is part of us. Though we know well it is all within ourselves, it will cause our tears to flow and our sorrows to pile up. It is all a fictitious substance with possibly a mint of happiness lying below. We are conscious of it all, but the insanity makes us ignore it for so long that the little imp completes its work, and the opportunity is lost. But why are we moralizing? she added. Lets try and get to sleep, shall we?

To this I willingly acquiesced, for, truth to tell, I did not give credence to a single word of the rather romantic story she had related regarding herself, her friends, and her jealous guardian. I had met women of her stamp many times before. The only way to make them feel is to tell them the truth, devoid of all flattery.

She struck me as a woman with a past — her whole appearance was of such. Now a woman with a checkered past and an untrammelled present is always more or less interesting to women as well as men. She is a mystery. The mystery is that men cannot quite believe that a smart woman with knowledge cut loose from all fetters is proof against flattery. She queens it while they study her. Interest in a woman is only one step from love for her — a fact of which we of the fairer sex are very well aware.

Ulrica had once expressed an opinion that pasts were not so bad if it were not for some of the memories that cling to them, not, of course, that the past of either of us had been anything out of the ordinary. Memories that cling to others or the hint of a past certainly make you of interest to others, especially to men, and a menace to the imagination of other women; but the memories that hover about yourself are sometimes like truths — brutal.

Memories! As I lay there upon my hard, narrow bed, being whirled through those suffocating tunnels in the cliffs beside the Mediterranean, I could not somehow get away from memory. The story this mysterious woman had related had awakened all the sad recollections of my own life. It seemed as though an avalanche of cruel truths confronted my mental vision. At every instant those truths struck a blow that left a scar deep and unsightly as any made by the knife. There was tragedy in every one. The first that came to me was of a day long ago. Ah me! I was young then, a child in years, a novice in experience, on that day when I admitted to Ernest my deep and fervent affection. How brief it all had been! I had, alas! now awakened to the hard realities of life and to the anguish the heart is capable of holding. The sweetest part of love, the absolute trust, had died long ago. My heart had lost its lightness never to return, for his love for me was dead. His fond tenderness of those by-gone days was, alas! only a memory.

Yet he must have loved me! With me it had been the love of my womanhood — the love that is born with youth, that overlooks, forgives, and loves again; that gives friendship, truth, and loyalty. What, I wondered, were his thoughts when we had encountered each other at Monte Carlo? He showed neither interest nor regret. No, he had cast me aside, leaving me to endure that crushing sorrow and brain-torture which had been the cause of my long illness. He remembered nothing. To him our love was a mere incident. Of a verity, memory is the scar of truths cruel wound.

I lay there wondering to myself if ever again I should feel any uplifting joy or any heartrending sorrow. Ah! if women could only outgrow the child part of their natures, hearts would not bleed so much. One of the greatest surprises in life is to discover how much sorrow the heart can bear, how acutely it can ache, how it can be strained to the utmost tension, crowded with agony, and yet not break. This is moralizing and smacks of sentiment, but it is nature — after you get acquainted with it.

The train roared on, the woman above me slept soundly, and with the tears starting in my eyes I tried hard to burn the bridges into the past and seek forgetfulness in sleep. The process of burning, alas! can never be accomplished, thanks to ones too retentive memory, but slumber came to me at last, and I must have dozed some time, for when I awoke we were in Genoa, and daylight was already showing through the chinks of the crimson blinds.

But the woman who had told the curious story slept on. Probably the concoction of so much romantic fiction had wearied her brain. The story she had related could not, of course, be true. If she were really old Keppels ward, then what motive had he in concealing her in that gilded deckhouse which was believed to be stored with curios?

Who too was that unseen man whom he had apparently taken into his confidence — the man who had promised assistance by blowing up the yacht with all hands?

I shuddered at thought of that wicked, dastardly plot.

Yet Keppel had been declared by this unknown person to be the murderer of the woman now lying in the berth above me. Why?

The train was at a stand-still, and I rose to peep out. As I turned to re-enter my berth again my eyes fell upon the sleeping form of my companion. Her face was turned towards me, and her bodice, unhooked, disclosed a delicate white throat and neck.

I bent quickly to examine more closely what I saw there. Upon the throat were two dark marks, one on either side, — the marks of a human finger and a thumb, — the exact counterpart of those puzzling marks found upon the throat of poor Reggie.


CHAPTER XVI

IS MORE ASTONISHING
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SO STILL, SO pale, so bloodless were my mysterious companions lips, that at the first moment I feared she might be dead. Her appearance was that of a corpse, but after careful watching I saw that she was breathing, lightly but regularly, and thus I became satisfied.

The curious marks, as though a mans hands had endeavored to strangle her, were of a pale yellowish brown, like disappearing bruises, the one narrow and small where the finger had pressed, the other wide and long, the mark of the thumb.

Again I returned to my berth, and as the express again thundered on its way northward towards Turin, I tried to form some theory to account for my discovery of those curious marks upon her.

The hours of early morning crept slowly by. The sun rose over the beautiful vine-lands of Asti as we whirled forward towards the great Alpine barrier which happily divides Italy from France; its rays penetrated into our narrow chamber, but the sleeping woman stirred not. She seemed as one in a trance.

Close beside me lay her dress-skirt. My eyes had been fixed upon it a hundred times during the night, and it now occurred to me that by searching its pocket I might discover something that would give a clue to her real identity. Therefore, after ascertaining that she was still unconscious of things about her, I slowly turned over the skirt, and placing my hand in the pocket drew out the contents.

The first object I opened was a silver-mounted purse of crocodile leather, hoping to discover her visiting-card therein. But in this I was disappointed. The purse contained only a few francs in French money, a couple of receipts from shops in Paris, and a tiny scrap of card an inch square with several numerals scribbled upon it.

The numbers were unintelligible, but when I chanced to turn the piece of thin pasteboard over its reverse gave me an instant clue. It was a piece of one of those red-and-black ruled cards used by gamblers at Monte Carlo to register the numbers at roulette. This woman, whoever she was, had evidently been to Monte Carlo, and the numbers scribbled there were those which she believed would bring her fortune. Every woman gambler has her strong-rooted fancies, just as she has her amusing superstitions, and her belief in unlucky days and unlucky croupiers.

Two facts were plain. First, that she bore marks upon her which were the exact counterpart of those found on poor Reggie; secondly, that she herself had been to Monte Carlo.

Her handkerchief was of fine lawn, but bore no mark, while the crumpled piece of paper — without which no womans pocket is complete — proved on examination to contain only an address of some person in Brussels.

I therefore carefully replaced them all, having failed to ascertain her name, and then dozed again.

She was already up and dressed when I awoke.

Ah! she laughed, I see youve been sleeping well. Ive had a famous night; I always sleep well when I travel. But I have a secret. A doctor friend of mine gave me some little tabloids of some narcotic, — I dont know its name, — and if I take one I sleep quite well for six or seven hours at a stretch.

I awoke once, and you were quite sound asleep.

Oh, yes, she laughed. But I wonder where we are?

I looked forth and recognized the name of some small station through which we dashed.

Were nearing Turin, I responded. Then suddenly recollecting that in an hour or so I should be compelled to face old Keppel in the corridor, I resolved on a plan upon which I immediately proceeded to act. I dont feel at all well this morning, I added. I think I shall go to sleep again.

Ive some smelling-salts here, she said, looking at me with an expression of sympathy. And she took out a small silver-mounted bottle from her little reticule.

I took it and sniffed it gladly with a word of thanks. If I did not wish to meet Keppel, I should be obliged to remain in that stuffy little den for another twenty hours or so — that is, if they intended to go on to Paris. The prospect was certainly not inviting, for a single night in a Continental sleeping-car over a badly laid line gets on ones nerves terribly. Compelled, however, to feign illness, I turned in again at Turin, and while my companion went forth and rejoined the man who had been my host the conductor brought me the usual glass of hot coffee and a roll.

I am not well, I explained to the man when he handed it to me. Are you going through to Paris?

Sisignorina.

Then will you see that Im not disturbed, either at the frontier or anywhere else?

Certainly — if the Signorina has the keys of her baggage.

I have no baggage, I responded. Only see that I get something to eat, and buy me a novel — Italian — French — anything will do, and also some newspapers.

Sisignorina. And the door was closed.

Five minutes later, just as the train was gliding out of Turin, the man returned with a couple of novels and half-a-dozen of those four-paged badly printed Italian newspapers, and with them I managed to while away the long, tedious hours as we sped through Susa and the beautiful Alpine valleys.

From time to time my companion looked in to see how I was, offering to do anything for me that she could; then she returned to old Keppel, who was sitting on one of the little flap-seats in the corridor smoking The woman in with me is rather young and quite charming, I heard her say to him. Shes been taken queer this morning. I expect the heat has upset her, poor thing! The berths here are very hot and close.

Horribly! I was nearly asphyxiated, he answered.

Then, about half an hour later, I recognized his voice again. He was evidently standing with his companion close to the door of my compartment.

We shall be in Paris about half-past eight tomorrow morning, it seems, he said.

And the Vispera will be awaiting you at Naples? she laughed.

Davis is quite used to my erratic movements, he answered. A reputation for eccentricity is very useful sometimes.

But shall you rejoin her?

He hesitated.

I think it is most unlikely, he responded. Ive had enough of cruising. You too must be very tired of it.

Tired! she cried. Imprisoned in that cabin all day long, with the windows closed and curtained, I felt that if it lasted much longer I must go mad. Besides, it was only by a miracle that I was not discovered a dozen times.

But, very fortunately, you were not, he said. And all to no purpose, she observed in a tone of weariness and discontent.

Ah! thats quite another matter — quite another matter.

I do wish that you would satisfy my curiosity and tell me what occurred on the night before we landed, she said. You know what I mean. She evidently referred to the attempt upon her life.

Well, he responded in hesitation, I myself am not quite dear as to what took place. I entered the cabin, you know, and found you lying unconscious.

Yes, I know. I was thrown violently down by a sudden lurching of the ship, and must have struck my head against something, she replied. But afterwards I remember experiencing a most curious sensation in my throat, just as though some one with strong, sinewy fingers were trying to strangle me. I have the marks there now.

Absurd! he laughed. It was only your imagination. The close confinement in that place together with the rolling of the ship had caused you a little light-headedness, without a doubt.

But it was more than imagination, of that I feel certain. There was blood upon my lips, you remember.

Because in falling you had cut your lower lip. I can see the place now.

I believe that some one tried to take my life.

Rubbish! Why, whom could you suspect? I was the only soul on board who knew of your presence there. Surely you dont suspect me of attempted murder?

Of course not, she answered decisively.

Then dont give way to any wild imaginings of that sort. Keep a cool head in this affair.

The remainder of the conversation was lost to me, although I strained my ears to catch every sound. His words made it plain that she was in ignorance of the knowledge possessed by the unseen man whose voice I had overheard, and further that both were acting in accord in order to obtain some object the nature of which was to me a complete mystery.

She came a short time afterwards and inquired kindly how I felt. They were going to change into the dining-car, and she hoped I would not starve altogether. As I talked to her I recollected the strange marks I had seen upon her throat — those distinct impressions of finger and thumb. I looked again for them, but they were concealed by the lace of her high-necked bodice. There seemed a strange, half-tragic beauty about her face. She was certainly fifty, if not more, yet in the broad daylight I could detect no thread of silver in her hair. She was extremely well-preserved.

The conductor brought me a cutlet and a bottle of Beaujolais after we had passed through the Mont Cenis, and for some hours afterwards I lay, reading and thinking. We were on our way to Paris, but with what motive I had no idea.

I wondered what they would think on board the Vispera when they found me missing, and laughed aloud when I reflected that the natural conclusion would be that I had eloped with old Mr. Keppel. I rather regretted that I had told Ulrica nothing, but of course a telegram to her would explain everything on the morrow. The yacht would be lying safely in Genoa harbor awaiting her owner, who never intended to return.

And where was the unseen man? That was a puzzling problem which I could not solve. I could not even form the slightest theory as to whom he might really be.

The day passed slowly and evening fell. We were nearing Culoz. The woman with the mysterious marks upon her returned with her escort from the dining-car and sat chatting with him in the corridor. Their voices reached me, but I could distinguish little of their conversation. Suddenly, however, I thought I could hear a third voice in conversation, the voice of a man.

It sounded familiar; I listened again. Yes, it seemed as though I had heard that voice somewhere before. Indeed, I knew its tone perfectly well.

For some minutes I lay listening, trying to catch the words. But the train was roaring through a deep cutting, and I could only hear disjointed words or parts of sentences.

In determination to see who it was I carefully opened the door of the compartment so that I could peer through the chink.

I bent forward until my eyes rested upon the speaker, who, lounging near, was engaged in serious confidential conversation with Keppel and my travelling-companion, as though they were old friends.

In an instant I drew back and held my breath. Was this the man who had suggested the blowing up of the Vispera? Surely not. Perhaps, however, he had actually travelled with us from Pisa in another carriage, or perhaps he had joined the train at some intermediate station. But by whatever means he had come there, the fact of his identity remained the same.

It was Ernest Cameron, the man I loved.


CHAPTER XVII

CONFIDES THE STORY OF A TABLE
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THE DISCOVERY OF Ernests presence in the car was an entirely fresh development of the mystery. I had been ignorant of his acquaintance with Keppel, but that they were really close friends was evident by the rapid, rather apprehensive manner in which they were conversing.

I tried, and tried again, to overhear some of the words spoken, but in vain. Therefore I was compelled to remain in wonderment until the conclusion of that long, terribly tiring journey half way across Europe.

Arrived at the Gare de Lyon in Paris, I entered a fiacre and followed them across the city to the Hotel Terminus, that big caravansary outside the Gare St. Lazare, where they engaged four rooms on the first floor — a sitting-room and three bedrooms. Having taken every precaution to prevent being detected by either of them, I ascertained that the number of the sitting-room was 206, therefore I engaged 205, the room adjoining, and ordered a light déjeûner to be taken there. I was faint, nervous, and tired after being cramped up for thirty hours, and was resting on the couch, when suddenly voices sounding in the next room caused me to spring up on the alert in an instant Keppel and Ernest were speaking together.

Its a risk, of course, the millionaire was saying in a low voice— a great risk.

But weve run greater in this affair, the other responded. You know how near to arrest I have been.

I held my breath. Arrest! What could he mean?

It was fortunate that you escaped as you did.

Thanks to you. Had you not concealed me on the Vispera and taken me on that cruise I should now be in the hands of the police.

But they seem to possess no clue, Keppel observed.

Fortunately for us, they do not, answered the man to whom I had given my heart. And he laughed lightly, as though perfectly confident in his own safety. It was that transfer of the notes at the Carnival ball that puzzled them.

They were speaking of poor Reggies murder!

I held my ear close to the dividing door, striving to catch every word. I was learning their secret! The two men whom I had least suspected were actually implicated in that dastardly crime. But what, I wondered, could have been their motive in taking the poor boys life? Certainly robbery was not the incentive, for to the old Pittsburg inventor sixty thousand francs was but a paltry sum.

Again I listened, but as I did so the woman entered, and then, taking leave of her, the two men went forth and down the stairs.

In an instant I resolved to follow them, and ere they had gained the entrance-hall I had put on my hat and descended. They took a cab, and first drove up the hill behind St. Lazare to the Boulevard des Batignolles, descending before a large house where, from an old concierge in slippers, Ernest received two letters. Both men stood in the door-way and read the communications through. From their faces I could see that the letters contained serious news, and for some minutes they stood in indecision.

At length, however, they re-entered the cab and drove back past the Opera, through the Rue Rivoli, and across the Pont des Arts, turning into a labyrinth of narrow, dirty streets beyond the Seine, and stopping before a small, uninviting-looking hairdressers shop.

They were inside for some ten minutes or so, while I stood watching a short distance off, my head turned away, so that they should not recognize me if they came forth suddenly.

When they emerged they were laughing goodhumoredly, accompanied to the door by a rather well-dressed man, evidently a hairdresser, for a comb protruded from his pocket and his hair was brushed up in that style peculiar to the Parisian coiffeur.

Good-day, messieurs, he said in French, bowing them into the fiacre, I understand quite clearly. There is nothing to fear, I assure you, absolutely nothing.

In that mans dark eyes, as he stood watching the cab turning, was a strange, intense look which struck me as familiar. Yes, I had seen those eyes before, without a doubt. His face was triangular, with broad forehead and pointed chin — a rather curious personality. Again I looked at his peculiarly brilliant eyes, and a strange truth flashed suddenly upon me. Yes, I remembered that curious expression quite distinctly; it had riveted itself indelibly upon my memory.

He was the man who had worn the owls dress in Carnival — the man who had returned to me the notes stolen from poor Reggie! He was an accomplice of these two men, of whom I had never entertained suspicion.

The truth came to me as a staggering blow. Ernest was an assassin! Had he not admitted how near he had been to arrest and congratulated himself upon his escape? Had not old Keppel aided him by concealing him on board the Vispera? Once, alas! I had, in my foolish, rosy days of youth, believed in the man who had made love to me, who had flattered and caressed me, and who had declared that I should be his always. Ah! how well I remembered it! How bitterly all the past came back to me! And yet, until that very hour of my discovery that he was an assassin, I had never ceased to love him — never for a single instant. We women are indeed strange creatures.

I re-entered the cab, but in the Boulevard St. Michel my driver unfortunately lost sight of them. They must, I think, have turned suddenly into one of the many side-streets and thus reached the Quai.

For a few minutes I sat back in hesitation. Should I return at once to the hotel? or should I go boldly to that man whom I had so fortunately discovered and charge him with having had in his possession the stolen notes? If I adopted the latter course I saw that I should only raise an alarm, and the pair I was watching would undoubtedly get clean away. No, the old proverb that murder will out had once more asserted its truth. I had made a most amazing discovery, and now my love for Ernest as a man having been transformed to hatred of him as an assassin, I meant to weave a web slowly about them, and when complete I would give information to the police and thus avenge the poor boys death.

Therefore I drove to the nearest telegraph office and wired to Genoa, urging both Ulrica and Gerald to come to Paris without delay, for I sorely needed the counsel of the woman who was my best friend and the man upon whose father rested the terribly strong suspicion. Then I returned to the Hotel Terminus, and, hearing no one in the sitting-room adjoining, lay down to rest, sleeping soundly, for with nerves unstrung, I was utterly worn out by fatigue and constant watchfulness.

When I awoke it was past eight oclock and quite dark. There was still no movement in the sitting-room adjoining, therefore I dressed and went across to dine at the Duval, at the corner of the Rue du Havre, preferring that cheap restaurant to the table dhôte of the hotel, where I might possibly meet the three persons upon whom I was keeping observation.

An hour later, just as I was crossing the road to re-enter the hotel, I saw a man standing alone on the steps in hesitation. He wore a dark beard, and had on a long drab overcoat such as men generally affect on race-courses, but notwithstanding the disguise I recognized that it was Ernest. The beard made him look much older, and by the addition of a few lines to his face he had entirely altered his appearance. For some moments he puffed pensively at his cigar, then, glancing at his watch, descended the steps and strolled slowly away, past the Café Terminus — which was once the object of a desperate attack by Anarchists — and continued along the Boulevard des Capucines, where he stopped before that popular rendezvous of Parisians, the Grand Café, and selecting one of the tables, the last one towards the Madelaine, placed against the wall of the Café, he ordered a coffee and liqueur. The night was bright, and the grand boulevards with their blazing globes of electricity were full of life and movement.

From where I was sitting, at a small brasserie on the opposite side of the boulevard, I watched him narrowly. He glanced up and down, as though in constant expectation of meeting some one, and looked at his watch impatiently. He tossed off his liqueur at a single gulp, but his coffee remained untasted, for it was evident that he was in a state of the greatest agitation. He had feared arrest for the murder of Reginald Thorne, and had taken refuge secretly on the Vispera. Were not his own words sufficient to convince me of his guilt?

As I looked I saw him, while in the act of pretending to sip his coffee, bend down close to the marble table, and after making certain that he was not observed, he scrutinized it carefully. Twice he bent to look at it closely. Surely, I thought, there must be something of interest there. Then he glanced at his watch again, paid, and strolled off down the boulevard.

Whether to follow or whether to investigate that table I was for the moment undecided. But I resolved upon the latter course; therefore, crossing the road, I made straight for the seat he had occupied, and having ordered a sirop proceeded to examine the table. Very quickly I discovered what had interested him. Scrawled in pencil upon the marble were some letters quite unintelligible, but evidently a cipher message. It ran — 



J. TABAC. 22.

Another inscription had been written there, but it had been lately erased by some previous customer, who had apparently dipped his fingers in the drippings of beer or coffee and smeared it across. The writing was not very easy to discern in the half light, for the table was so placed as to be in deep shadow. Was it possible that the person who had erased the first message had written the second? Could it be that this person was the man whom I had been watching?

I had seen him bend over the table mysteriously, first glancing round to make sure that no one was watching. Why had he thus betrayed fear if that message was not one of importance? Goron, the great chief of the Paris surété, had told me, when I had met him at dinner once in New York, how the criminals of Paris were fond of making the tops of the café tables the means of secret communications, and how many a crime had been discovered by the police with the aid of the keys they possessed to certain secret codes.

I looked again at the initial, the word tobacco, and the number twenty-two scrawled on the marble before me, and was puzzled to know what meaning they could convey. Had Ernest really written them? The letters were printed, in order, no doubt, to prevent any recognition of the handwriting. I remembered that he had sat with his hand upon the table as though toying idly with the matches, and further I noticed that the liquid with which the erasure had been made was not yet entirely dry. I touched it with my gloved finger and placed it to my nose. There was an odor of coffee.

Now if Ernest had really inscribed that cipher message he had substituted his for the original one written there. With what purpose? To whom was this unintelligible word addressed? Having regard to the fact that the tables of cafés are usually washed down by the waiters every morning, it seemed certain that the person to whom he intended to convey the message would come there that night. Indeed, he had constantly looked at his watch, as though in expectation of the arrival of some one.

I therefore paid the waiter and left, returning some few minutes later to my previous place in front of the brasserie opposite, determined to wait and watch. The waiter brought me some illustrated papers, and while pretending to be absorbed in them I kept my eye upon the table I had just vacated. A shabby, wizen-faced little man in a silk hat with flat brim passed and re-passed where I was sitting, and I thought eyed me rather suspiciously. But perhaps it was only my fancy, for when one is engaged in the work of bringing home to a criminal his crime, one is apt to look with undue suspicion on all and sundry. I think I must have been there nearly half-an-hour when a ragged, unkempt man, who had slunk past where I was seated and picked up several cigar-ends with a stick bearing a sharpened wire point, crossed over to the Grand Café and recommenced his search beneath the tables there. He had secured several pieces of smokers refuse when, in a moment, he darted to the table in the shadow, and as he stooped, feigning to pick up a piece of unconsumed cigar, I saw that he glanced eagerly to see what message was written there.

Just at that moment the wizen-faced man who had evinced such an extraordinary interest in myself was standing idly upon the curb close by. He was undoubtedly watching him.

The quick eyes of the old collector of cigar-ends apparently understood the message in an instant, for with bent back he continued his active search, yet betrayed no further interest in that table in the shadow. If he had really gone there in order to ascertain the nature of the message, he concealed his real purpose admirably. Probably he was used to being watched by police agents. I saw him hobble along from café to café, his shrewd, deep-set eyes peering from beneath his gray, shaggy brows in search of the tiny pieces discarded by smokers.

With him also disappeared the shabby little man whose interest I had unwittingly aroused, and I remained there still, irresolute and wondering.

I had paid, and was just about to rise and go, when of a sudden a well-appointed victoria pulled up in front of the Grand Café, and from it stepped a small, well-dressed woman wearing a smart hat and an elaborate cape of the latest mode. Without hesitation she walked to the table in question and seated herself. In the darkness I could not distinguish her face, but I saw that even before the waiter could attend to her she had examined the table and read the message thereon written.

Was it, I wondered, intended for her?

The waiter brought what she ordered, a bock, that favorite beverage with both Parisians and Parisiennes, and as I watched her narrowly I saw something which convinced me that the cipher was intended for her eye. She dipped her finger in the beer and drew it across the writing.

Was she young or old, I wondered? She was settling her cape and chiffons preparatory to rising and re-entering her carriage, therefore I rose and crossed the road. As I stepped upon the asphalte on the opposite side, she crossed to where her smart turn-out stood, brushing past me as she did so.

The light as it fell across her face revealed a countenance with which I was, alas! too familiar.

She was the woman who had usurped my place in Ernests heart — the woman whom I had seen in his company at Monte Carlo — the woman who had laughed at me in triumph across the roulette table, because she knew that she held him beneath the spell of her extraordinary beauty.


CHAPTER XVIII

GIVES THE KEY OF THE CIPHER
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I WALKED ALONG the boulevard towards the Opera as one in a dream. To that woman with the tow-colored hair, the blue eyes, and pink cheeks — the woman who had replaced me in his affections — he had written that strange message in cipher — a message of warning, it might be. I hated her. I really believe that if ever the spirit of murder has entered my heart it was at that moment. I could have sprung upon her and killed her as she stepped into her carriage.

She had said no word to her coachman. He apparently knew where to drive. That cipher was, perhaps, an appointment which he had gone forward to keep, while she was now following. The thought convulsed me with anger. This man, Ernest Cameron, the man who had once held me in his arms and declared that he loved me, was, upon his own admission, an assassin.

Along the Rue Auber I wandered back to the hotel plunged in my own distracting thoughts. I had somehow ceased to think of the old millionaire and the chattering woman whom he had concealed on board the Vispera. All my thoughts were of the man who had until then held me as his helpless slave.

It may have been jealousy, or it may possibly have been the revulsion of feeling that had seized me on becoming aware of the terrible truth of his guilt, that caused me to vow to leave no stone unturned to secure his arrest and condemnation. She, that small, slim woman with the fair hair, had stolen him from me, but I determined that she should not be allowed to enjoy his society longer. I had discovered the truth, and the blow that I intended to deal would be fatal to the happiness of both of them.

I laughed within myself. I was not impatient. No. I would wait and watch until I had secured ample proof. Then I had but to apply to the police, and the arrest would be made. He, Ernest Cameron, had murdered and robbed the poor boy who had admired me and with whom I had so foolishly flirted. Was it the attention I had allowed him to pay me that was primarily the cause of his assassination? Did the moral responsibility rest upon myself?

That night, even though tired out, I slept but little. Times without number I tried in vain to solve the secret of that cipher message — or warning, was it? — written upon the table before the Grand Café. But neither the initial nor the word tobacco conveyed to me any meaning whatsoever. One fact seemed strange, namely, the reason that the ragged collector of cigar-ends should have searched for it, and, further, that the word written there should have been tobacco. Again, who was the shabby, wizen-faced individual who had also watched that table with such eagerness and expectancy? As I reflected I became impressed by the idea that the table itself was one of those known to be a notice-board of criminals, and therefore at night observation was kept upon it.

The great Goron, that past-master in the detection of crime, had, I remembered, told me that in all the quarters of Paris, from the chic Avenue des Champs Elysées to the lower parts of Montmartre, there were certain tables at certain cafés used by thieves, burglars, and other such gentry for the exchange of messages, the dissemination of news, and the issue of warnings. Indeed, the correspondence on the café tables was found to be more rapid and far more secret, and to attract less attention than the insertion of paragraphs in the advertisement columns of the newspapers. Each gang of malefactors had, he told me, its own particular table in its own particular café, where any number could sit and read in silence the cipher notice or warning placed there without the risk of direct communication with his companions.

Had this man whom I had fondly loved actually allied himself with some criminal band so that he knew their means of communication and was in possession of their cipher? It certainly seemed as though he had. But that was one of the points I intended to clear up before denouncing him to the police.

Next morning I rose early, eager for activity, but there seemed no movement in the room adjoining mine. All three took their coffee in their bedrooms, and it was not until nearly eleven oclock that I heard Keppel in conversation with the mysterious woman who had been my travelling-companion.

Ernest is running a great risk, he was saying. Its quite unnecessary, to my mind. The police are everywhere on the alert, for word has of course come from Nice. If he does, unfortunately, fall into their hands, hell only have himself to blame.

But surely you dont anticipate such a thing? she asked in genuine alarm.

Well, he goes about quite openly, well knowing that his description has been circulated through every town and village in France.

And if he were arrested, where should we be? inquired the woman in dismay.

In a very awkward predicament, I fear, he responded. Thats the very reason why Im trying to persuade Cameron to act with greater discretion. Hes well known, you see, and may be recognized at any moment in the street. If he were a stranger here, in Paris, it might be different.

Its absurd, certainly, for him to run his head into a noose. I must speak to him at once.

Hes out. He went out before six this morning, the chambermaid tells me.

Thats odd! Wheres he gone?

I dont exactly know. Somewhere in the country, I should think.

What if he is already arrested?

No, dont lets anticipate such a contretemps. Matters are, however, beginning to look serious enough, in all conscience, he answered.

Do you think we shall succeed? she inquired eagerly.

We have been successful before, he responded confidently, why not now? We have only to exercise just a little more care and cunning than that exercised by the police. Then, once above suspicion, all the rest is perfectly plain sailing.

Which means that we must make a perfect coup.

Exactly. The whole scene must be carried out firmly and without a hitch, otherwise we shall find ourselves in very evil case.

Knowing this should make us desperate, she observed.

Im desperate already, he replied in a quiet voice. It will not go well with any one who tries to thwart us now. Its a matter of life or death. What new plot had been hatched I could not guess. What was this fresh conspiracy that was intended? His carefully guarded words aroused within me an intense curiosity. I had already overheard many things, and still resolved to possess myself in patience and continue my ever-watchful vigil. There was, according to the old mans own words, a desperate plot in progress, which it was intended to be carried out at all hazards — even to the taking of another human life.

I wrote down on a piece of paper the cipher which I had found scrawled upon the table and tried by several means to reduce it to some intelligible message, but without success. It was evidently in one of those secret codes used by criminals, therefore how could I hope to discover a key to what so often had puzzled the cleverest detectives of the surété?

The day passed without further incident. I remained in my room awaiting the return of the man whose strange action had so puzzled me on the previous night and who was now running such risk of arrest. If he returned I hoped to overhear his conversation with his companions, but, unfortunately, he did not come back. All was quiet in the adjoining chamber, for Keppel and the woman with the strange marks had evidently gone out in company.

About seven oclock I myself dressed and went forth, wandering idly down until I stood on the pavement at the corner of the Boulevard des Italiens, before the Opera. There are always many idlers there, mostly sharks on the look-out for the unsuspecting foreigner. The English and American tourist offices are just opposite, and from the corner these polyglot swindlers easily fix upon likely victims and track them down. Suddenly it occurred to me to stroll along and glance at the table before the Grand Café. This I did, but found only the remains of some cipher which had been hastily obliterated, possibly earlier in the day, for the surface of the marble was quite dry, and only one or two faint pencil-marks remained.

As I sat there I chanced to glance across the road, and to my surprise saw the same shabby, wizen-faced man lounging along the curb. He was evidently keeping observation upon that table.

In pretence of not seeing him, I drank down my coffee, paid, and rising walked away. But he at once followed me, therefore I returned to the hotel. It is not pleasant to a woman to be followed by a strange man, especially if one is bent upon making secret inquiries or watching another person, so when I had again returned to my room I presently bethought myself of the second exit from the hotel — the one which leads straight into the booking-office of the Gare St. Lazare. By this door I managed to escape the little mans vigilance, and entering a cab drove down to the Pont des Arts. I had nothing particular to do, therefore it occurred to me that if I could find that little coiffeurs where I had seen the man with whom I had danced on the night of the Carnival ball, I might watch and perhaps learn something. That this man was on friendly terms with both Keppel and Cameron had been proved by that scrap of confidential conversation I had already overheard.

The difficulty I experienced in recognizing the narrow, crooked street was considerable, but after nearly an hours search through the smaller thoroughfares to the left of the Boulevard St. Michel my patience was rewarded, and I slowly passed the little shop on the opposite side. The place was in darkness, apparently closed. Scarcely had I passed, however, when some one emerged from the place, and turning I saw it was the man who had worn the owls dress. He was attired smartly, and seemed to possess quite an air of distinction. Indeed, none meeting him in the street would believe him to be a barber.

Almost involuntarily I followed him. He lit a cigarette and then walked forward at a rapid pace down the boulevard across the Pont Neuf, and turning through many streets, which were as a bewildering maze to me, suddenly tossed his cigarette away, entered a large house, and made some inquiry of the concierge.

Madame Fournereau? I heard the old man answer gruffly. Yes. Second floor, on the left.

And the man who had so mysteriously returned to me the stolen notes went forward and up the stairs.

Madame Fournereau? I had never, as far as I recollected, heard that name before.

I strolled along a little farther, hesitating whether to remain there until the man emerged again, when lifting my eyes I saw the nameplate at the street-corner. It was the Rue du Bac. In an instant the similarity of the word in the cipher, Tabac, occurred to me. Could it be that the woman for whom the message was intended lived there? Could it be that this woman for whose love Ernest had forsaken me was named Fournereau? I entertained a lively suspicion that I had at last discovered her name and her abode.

I think that at that moment my usual discretion left me utterly. So many and so strange were the mysteries which had surrounded me during that past month or so that I believe my actions were characterized by a boldness of which no woman in her right senses would have been capable. Now that I reflect upon it all, I do not think that I was in my right senses that night, or I should never have dared to act alone and unaided as I did. But the determination to avenge the poor lads death and at the same time to avenge my own wrongs was strong upon me. A jealous woman is capable of breaking any of the ten commandments. Amor dà per mercede, geliosa è rotta fede.

Had I reminded to reason with myself I should never have entered that house, but fired by a determination to seek the truth and meet that woman face to face, I entered boldly, and without a word to the concierge passed up to the second floor.

The house was, I discovered, like many in Paris, of a character superior to what its exterior denoted.

The stairs leading to the flats were thickly carpeted and were illuminated by electricity, whereas from the street I had believed it to be a house of quite a fourth-rate class. When I rang at the door on the left a neat bonne in a muslin cap answered my summons.

Madame Fournereau? I inquired.

Oui, madame, answered the woman, and admitting me to the small but well-furnished entrance-hall, waved her hand forward, saying: Madame is expecting you, I believe. Will you please enter?

My quick eyes noticed in the hall a number of mens hats and womens capes, and from the room beyond came quite a babble of voices. I walked forward in wonderment, but next second knew the truth. The place was a private gambling-house. Madames guests, a strange and motley crowd, came there to play games of hazard.

In the room I entered was a roulette-table, smaller than those at Monte Carlo, but around it were some twenty men and women, all intent upon the game. Notes and gold were lying everywhere upon the numbers and the simple chances, and the fact that no silver was there was sufficient testimony that high stakes were usual. The air was close and oppressive, for the windows were closed and heavily curtained, and above the sound of excited voices rose that well-known cry of the unhealthy-looking, pimply-faced croupier in crumpled shirt-front and greasy black, — 

Messieurs, faites vos jeux!

Advancing to the table, I stood there unnoticed in the crowd. Those who saw me enter undoubtedly believed me to be a gambler like themselves, for it appeared as though Madames guests were drawn from various classes of society. The atmosphere was stifling, but excited as I was I managed to remain cool and affect an interest in the game by tossing a louis upon the red.

I won. Strange how carelessness at roulette invariably brings good fortune.

I glanced about me, eager to discover Madame herself, but saw neither her nor the barber whom I had followed there. At the end of the room there were, however, a pair of long, sage-green curtains, and as one of the players rose from the table and passed between them I saw that another gaming-room lay beyond, and that in there they were playing baccarat, the bank being held by a superior-looking old gentleman with the crimson ribbon of the Legion dHonneur in the lapel of his dining-jacket.

Boldly I went forward into that room, and in an instant saw that I was not mistaken, for there, chatting to a circle of men and women at the opposite end of the salon, was the small, fair-haired woman whom I had seen in Ernests company at Monte Carlo. The man who had given me the stolen notes was standing in the crowd about her, and to them she was recounting the story of a pleasure trip from which she had apparently only just returned.

A couple of new-comers, well-dressed men, entered, and walking straight to her shook her hand, expressing delight that she had returned to Paris to resume her entertainments.

I too am glad to return to all my friends, messieurs, she laughed. I really found Monte Carlo very dull after all.

You were not fortunate? That is to be regretted.

Ah! she said, exhibiting her palms. With such a maximum how can one hope to gain? It is impossible.

I stood watching the play. As far as I could see it was perfectly fair, but some of the players, keenfaced men, were evidently practised card-sharpers, swindlers, or men who lived on their wits. The amount of money constantly changing hands surprised me. As I stood there one young man, scarcely more than a lad, lost five thousand francs with the most perfect sang-froid. The women present were none of them young, but were mostly elderly and ugly, of that stamp so eternally prominent in the Principality of Monaco. The woman, when she turns gambler, always loses her personal beauty. It may be the vitiated atmosphere in which she exists, it may be the constant tension of the nerves, or it may, perchance, be the unceasing, all-consuming avarice, which I know not. All I am certain of is that no woman can play and at the same time remain fresh, youthful, and interesting.

Until that moment I had remained there unnoticed in the excited crowd, for I had turned my back upon Madame Fournereau, lest she should recognize in me the woman whom Ernest had undoubtedly pointed out to her either in the Rooms, in Ciros, or elsewhere.

But as I advanced to pass back to the adjoining room, where I considered there would be less risk of recognition, the long green curtains suddenly opened and Ernest Cameron stood before me.


CHAPTER XIX

PIECES TOGETHER THE PUZZLE
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I STEPPED BACK quickly, while he, with eyes fixed upon that fair-haired woman, who seemed the centre of a miniature court, failed to notice me. Upon his face was a dark, anxious look, an expression such as I had never seen there before. Perhaps he was jealous of the attentions shown by the dozen or so of men who were chatting and laughing with her.

Her appearance was scarcely that of the keeper of an illicit gambling-house. One would have expected to find some fine, dashing, handsome woman in a striking gown and profuse display of jewelry. On the contrary, she was quietly dressed in a pretty, graceful gown of dove-gray cashmere, the bodice cut low and trimmed with silver passementerie, a frock which certainly well became her rather tame style of beauty. Her only ornament was a small half-moon of diamonds in her hair.

Ernest, on entering, appeared to recognize the situation at a glance, and with his back turned to her stood watching the baccarat just as I had feigned to watch. Through the great mirror before him, however, he could note all her actions. She was laughing immoderately at some remark made by one of her companions, and I noticed how Ernests face went pale with suppressed anger. How haggard, how thin, how blanched, nervous, and ill he looked! Usually so smart in attire, his dress-clothes seemed to hang upon him, his cravat was carelessly tied, and in place of the diamond solitaire I had bought at Tiffanys for him in the early days of our acquaintance, — which he had still worn when we met at Monte Carlo, — there was only a common, plain pearl stud, costing perhaps ten centimes. Alas! he had sadly changed. His was, indeed, the figure of a man haunted by the ever-present shadow of his crime.

Curious, I thought, that he did not approach her, but the reason for this became plain ere long. I had returned to the adjoining room and was again watching the roulette, when she brushed past me on her way out into the corridor, from which led off several other rooms, and suddenly I heard his well-known voice utter her name in a hoarse whisper — 

Julie!

She stopped, and recognizing him for the first time, gasped, — 

Ernest! You here?

Yes, he responded. I told you that we should meet, and I have found you, you see. I must speak to you alone.

Impossible, she responded. To-morrow.

No — to-night — now. What I have to say admits of no delay, and he strode resolutely at her side, while she, her face betraying displeasure at the encounter, unwillingly went forth into the corridor.

Well? I heard her exclaim in impatience. And what is it you have to say to me? I thought when we parted it was not to meet again.

You hoped so, you mean, he answered hardly. Come into one of these rooms where we may be alone. Someone may overhear if we remain here.

And is it so strictly confidential, then?

Yes, he answered, it is. Then, with great reluctance and impatience, she opened a door behind them and they passed into what appeared to be her own petit-salon.

Again the fire of jealousy consumed me, and without thought of the consequences of my act, I went straightway to the door and entering faced them.

As I entered Ernest turned quickly, then stood rigid and amazed.

Carmela! he gasped. How came you here — to this place?

How I came here matters not, I answered in a hard tone. It is sufficient for you to know that I have entered here to demand an explanation from you and this woman, your accomplice.

What do you mean? cried his companion in her broken English. What do you mean by accomplice?

I refer to the murder of Reginald Thorne, I said, as quietly as I was able.

The murder of Monsieur Thorne, repeated the woman. And what have I to do, pray, with the death of that gentleman, whoever he may be?

Ernest glanced at me strangely, then addressing her in a firm voice said, — 

The woman who murdered him was yourself — Julie Foumereau.

I stood dumbfounded. Was it possible that he intended to endeavor to fix the guilt upon her, even though I knew the truth by the admission I had overheard?

What! she shrieked in fierce anger, speaking in French. You have sought me here to charge me with the murder? — to bring against me a false accusation? It is a lie! You know that I am innocent.

That point, madame, must be decided by a judge, he answered with marvellous coolness.

What do you mean? I dont understand! she exclaimed with a slight quiver in her voice which betrayed a sudden fear.

I mean that during the months which have elapsed since the murder of my friend Thorne at Nice I have been engaged in tracing the assassin — or, to put it plainly, in tracing you.

I stood there utterly astounded. If his words were true, why had he been concealed on board the Vispera in order to avoid arrest? 

She laughed, instantly assuming an attitude of defiance.

Bah! she said. You bring me here into this room to make this absurd and unfounded charge. You dare not say it before my friends. They would beat you like the hound you are.

His cheeks were pale, but there was a fierce, determined expression upon his countenance. The woman whom I had believed he loved was, it seemed, his bitterest enemy.

I have no wish whatever to bring upon you any greater exposure or disgrace than that which must inevitably come, he said coolly. For months I have been awaiting this opportunity, and by the cipher fortunately discovered your return. I was then enabled to give the police some highly interesting information.

The police! she gasped, her face instantly blanched to the lips. You have told them?

Yes, he responded, gazing steadily upon her, I have told them.

Then let me pass, she said hoarsely, making towards the door. But in a moment he had barred her passage, and raising a small whistle quickly to his lips blew it shrilly.

So this is your revenge! cried the miserable woman, turning upon him with a fierce, murderous light in her eyes. Yet ere the words had left her mouth there were sounds of scuffling and shouting, a smashing of glass, and loud imprecations. The whistle had raised the alarm, and the police had entered the place, barring the egress of the players.

Outside in the corridor there were several fierce scrimmages, but next instant the door opened and there entered three detectives, of whom one was the wizen-faced little man who had betrayed such an interest in myself when at the Grand Café, accompanied by old Mr. Keppel and the woman who had been my travelling-companion in the wagon-lit. Certainly the arrangements made by the police to raid the place had been elaborately prepared, for at the signal given by Ernest the coup was complete, and the players, nearly all of whom were persons known as criminals, fell back entrapped and dismayed.

The old millionaire and his companion were as astounded at finding me present as Ernest had been. But there was no time at that exciting moment for explanations. The plan had apparently been arranged for the arrest of the pale, white-faced woman now trembling before us.

I tell you its a lie! she cried hoarsely. I did not kill him!

But Ernest, turning to the shabby little man, said, — 

I demand the arrest of that woman, Julie Fournereau, for the murder of Reginald Thorne at the Grand Hotel in Nice.

You know her, inquired the detective, and you have evidence to justify the arrest?

I have evidence that she committed the murder — that the sixty thousand francs stolen from the dead mans pockets were in her possession on the following morning, and, further, that on the night on which the murder was committed she was staying under another name at the same hotel wherein Mr. Thorne was found dead.

And the witnesses?

They are already in Paris, awaiting to be called to give evidence.

A dead silence fell, and we looked at one another.

The wretched woman who had so suddenly been denounced by the man with whom she had been so friendly at Monte Carlo was standing in the centre of the room, swaying to and fro, supporting herself by clutching the edge of the small table. Her white lips trembled, but no word escaped them. She seemed rendered speechless by the suddenness of the overwhelming charge.

The detectives hard voice broke the silence.

Julie Foumereau, he said, advancing a few steps towards her, in the name of the law I arrest you for the murder of Reginald Thorne at Nice.

I am innocent! she cried hoarsely, her haggard eyes glaring at us with a hunted look in them. I tell you I am innocent!

Listen, said Ernest in a firm tone, although there was a slight catch in his voice which told how excited he was. The reasons which have led me to this step are briefly these. Last December I crossed from New York to Havre, and went south to spend the winter at Monte Carlo. I stayed at the Métropole, and amid the cosmopolitan crowd staying there met the woman before you. One day there arrived at the same hotel from Paris my friend, Reginald Thorne, whom I knew well in New York, but who had lived here in Paris for the past year. We were about together during the day, and in the Rooms that evening he encountered me walking beside this woman Fournereau. That same night he came to my room, and in confidence related me a story which at the moment I regarded as somewhat exaggerated, namely, how he had been induced to frequent a certain gaminghouse in Paris where he had lost almost everything he possessed, and how he had ultimately discovered that an elaborate system of sharping had been practised upon him by this woman and a male accomplice. That woman, he told me, had left Paris suddenly just at the moment when he discovered the truth, and he had encountered her in the Rooms with me — her name was Julie Foumereau.

I glanced at the wretched woman before us. Her wild eyes were fixed upon the carpet, her fingers were twitching with intense agitation, her breath came and went in short, quick gasps. Ernest in his exposure was, indeed, merciless.

Had she seen him in the Rooms? I inquired.

Yes, he answered. We had come face to face. He told me that, having been robbed of nearly all he possessed, he was determined to give information against her. She was, he told me, an associate of bad characters in Paris, and urged me to cut her acquaintance. His story was strange and rather romantic, for he gave me to understand that this woman had made a pretence of loving him, and had induced him to play here, in her house, and lose large sums to the men who were her accomplices. Personally, I was not very charmed with her, Ernest went on, glancing at me. She was evidently, as Thorne had declared, acquainted with many of the worst characters who frequent Monte Carlo, and I began to think seriously that my own reputation would be besmirched by being seen constantly in her company. Still, I tried to dissuade my friend from endeavoring to bring justice upon such a person, arguing that, having lost the money in a private gaming establishment, he had no remedy at law. But he was young and headstrong — possibly suffering from a fit of jealousy. After several days, however, fearing that he might create a scene with this notorious woman, I induced him to go over to Nice and stay at the Grand. While there, curiously enough, he met the lady who is here present, Miss Rosselli, and at once fell deeply in love with her.

No, I protested in quick indignation. There was no love whatever between us. That I strongly deny.

Carmela, he said, addressing me with a calm, serious look, in this affair I must speak plainly and openly. I myself have a confession to make.

Of what?

Listen, and Ill explain everything. Then, turning to the others, he went on: Reginald fell violently in love with Miss Rosselli, not knowing that she had once been engaged to become my wife. When, the day after meeting her at the hotel, he told me of his infatuation and I explained the truth, he seemed considerably upset. She loves you still, he said. I feel certain that she does, for she has given me no encouragement. I affected to take no notice of his words, but to me the matter was a very painful one. I had broken off the engagement, it was true, but my heart was now filled with bitter remorse. I had seen Carmela again, all the old love had come back to me, and I now despised myself for my mean and unwarrantable action. We had met several times, but as strangers, and knowing her proud spirit I feared to approach her, feeling certain that she would never forgive.

Forgive! I cried. I would have gladly forgiven.

Carmela, he said, turning again to me with a grave, serious expression, I regret being compelled to lay bare my secret thus before you, but I must tell them everything.

Yes, I said. Now that this woman is to bear the punishment of her crime, let us know all. Then I added bitterly, Speak, regardless of my feelings, or even of my presence.

A few days prior to his tragic end poor Reggie had, as I have explained, moved over to the Grand at Nice, but, strangely enough, the same idea had occurred to this woman Fournereau. She preferred to live in Nice during Carnival, she told me, for she liked all the fun and gayety. Whether it was for that reason I know not, but at all events it seems clear, from inquiries recently completed in Nice, that one afternoon he met this woman at Rumpelmeyers, the fashionable lounge for afternoon tea, and in a sudden fit of anger declared that he would denounce her as an adventuress and swindler. Now it appears that her clients, the gamblers who frequent this place, number among them some of the most notorious and desperate members of the criminal fraternity, and the natural conclusion is that, fearing his exposure, she killed him.

I deny it! cried the wretched woman. It is a false accusation which you cannot prove!

The extreme care and marvellous ingenuity by which the young mans death was encompassed is shown by every detail of the case. Not a single point, apparently, was overlooked. Even the means by which he was assassinated has remained until now a mystery. But, passing to the night of the tragedy, it will be remembered that he had won sixty thousand francs at roulette, and having left Miss Rosselli and her friends he re-entered the Rooms and changed his winnings into large notes. Half-an-hour before, this woman, whom I had met earlier in the evening, and who had dined with me at Ciros, had wished me good-by, and having previously watched his success at the tables, followed him into the Casino when he re-entered to change the notes. The interval of about an hour between his leaving Monte Carlo and his arrival at the Grand Hotel at Nice is still unaccounted for. Nevertheless, we know that this woman whom he had threatened travelled by the same train from Monte Carlo to Nice, that she entered the hotel a few minutes later and went to her room, and that next morning she had in her possession sixty notes, each for one thousand francs. It seems, however, that she quickly feared that suspicion might rest upon her, for the police had commenced active inquiries, and therefore resolved to get rid of the stolen notes. This she did with the aid of an accomplice, a man named Laumont, well known at Monte Carlo each season. This man, one of the habitués of this place, went to the Carnival ball at the Nice Casino and there gave Miss Rosselli the stolen money, intending that its possession should throw suspicion upon her. Some other members of this interesting gang of sharpers who make this place their head-quarters and who go south, in winter in search of pigeons to pluck, knowing Laumonts intention, posed as detectives, however, and to them Miss Rosselli innocently handed over the notes she had received.

He paused for a moment, then continued:

Now, however, comes one of the most ingenious features of the affair. This woman, finding next day that her plot to throw suspicion upon Miss Rosselli had failed, turned her attention to myself. She was aware that a slight quarrel had arisen between Reggie and myself regarding his injudicious and futile action in seeking to denounce her, and with others had overheard some high words between us when we had met at the Café de Paris on the day previous to his death. She gave information to the police, and then left the Riviera suddenly. Next day I found myself under observation, and in order to escape arrest induced Mr. Keppel, who has taken a great interest in the affair from the first, and who is one of the trustees under the will of Mr. Thorne, Senior, to conceal me on board his yacht until such time as our inquiries in Paris could be completed. It was ascertained that this woman Fournereau, who had gone to Russia, intended to return to her apartments here upon a date she had arranged with her accomplice, Laumont, therefore I have remained in hiding from the police until to-day. This is her first reception, notice of which was circulated among her friends by means of cipher upon certain tables in the cafés on the grand boulevards.

But this lady? I inquired, indicating the handsome woman who had been my travelling-companion in the wagon-lit.

I am the mother of Reginald Thorne, she herself responded.

You Reggies mother! I cried, scarce able to believe her words.

Yes, she answered. Hearing of my poor sons death, I crossed from New York to Havre and arrived in Nice only to find that the Vispera had sailed. A letter was awaiting me with full explanation, asking me to travel to Marseilles and cross by the mail-steamer to Tunis and there join the yacht. This I did, but in order that my presence should not be known to those on board I was placed secretly in the deck-cabin and never went forth. The blow that had fallen upon me on hearing of poor Reggies death, combined with the constant imprisonment in that cabin, I believe upset the balance of my mind, for one night, the night before we put into Leghorn, I became unconscious. I was subject to strange hallucinations, and that night experienced a sensation as though some one was attempting to take my life by strangulation.

I must explain, said old Mr. Keppel, addressing her. It is only right that you should now know the truth. On the night in question you were unusually restless, and becoming seized by a fit of hysteria commenced to shout and shriek all sorts of wild words regarding your poor sons murder. Now I had concealed you there, and fearing lest some of the guests should hear you and that a scandal might be created, I tried to silence you. You fought me tooth and nail, for I verily believe that the close confinement had driven you insane. In the struggle I had my hands over your mouth and afterwards pressed your throat in order to prevent your hysterical shrieks, when suddenly I saw blood upon your lips, and the awful truth dawned upon me that I had killed you by strangulation. Tewson, the chief steward, — who in addition to Cameron was the only person on board who knew of your presence, — entering at that moment, made the diabolical suggestion that in order to get rid of the evidence of my crime I should allow him to blow up the ship. This I refused, and fortunately an hour later we succeeded in restoring you to consciousness. Then we landed at Leghorn on the following evening, not, however, before I discovered that the real motive of Tewsons suggestion was that he had stolen three thousand pounds in cash, notes, and securities from a despatch-box in Lord Stoneboroughs cabin, and wished to destroy the ship so that his crime might remain concealed. The man, I have discovered; has a very bad record, and he has now disappeared.

Then briefly I explained what I had seen and overheard on that wild, boisterous night in the Mediterranean; how I had followed the millionaire and the woman who was bent upon avenging the murder of her son; how I had sent the yacht to Genoa, and how carefully I had watched the movements of all three during those two never-to-be-forgotten days in Paris. All seemed amazed at my story, Ernest most of all.

During that night in the wagon-lit, I said, addressing Mrs. Thorne, I noticed two curious marks upon your neck. Upon your poor sons neck were similar marks.

Yes, she replied, they were birth-marks — known as the marks of thumb and finger. Poor Reggie bore them exactly as I do. And she also explained how, having recognized me as a fellow-guest on board the Vispera, she had purposely endeavored to mislead me by her conversation, as she feared that my suspicion of Ernest might upset their plans.

And the woman who murdered poor Reggie, and who so ingeniously attempted first to fasten the guilt upon Miss Rosselli, and afterwards upon myself, is there! cried Ernest, pointing at the trembling, white-faced figure before us. She killed him because she feared the revelations he could make to the police regarding this place in which we are standing.

Outside sounded loud scuffling and altercation, for, as it afterwards proved, the strong body of police who had raided the place, finding many persons wanted, were making wholesale arrests.

The woman Fournereau raised her head at Ernests denunciation and laughed a strange, harsh laugh of defiance.

Bien! she cried shrilly with affected carelessness. Arrest me, if you will! But I tell you that you are mistaken. You have been clever, — very clever, all of you, — but the assassin was not myself.

The police-officer addressed her, saying:

Then if not yourself, you are aware of the identity of the murderer. So I shall arrest you as being an accomplice. It is the same.

No, I was not even an accomplice, she protested quickly. I may be owner of this place; I may be a — a person known to you, but I swear I have never been a murderess.

The officer smiled dubiously.

The decision upon that point must be left to the judges, he answered. There is evidence against you. For the present that is sufficient.

Monsieur Cameron has told you that I was threatened with exposure by the young American gentleman, she said. That is perfectly the truth. Indeed, all that has been said is the truth — save one thing. I did not commit the murder, nor had I any knowledge of it until afterwards.

But the stolen notes were actually in your possession on the following morning, the detective observed in a tone of doubt.

They were given to me for safe-keeping.

By whom?

I refuse to say.

The detective shrugged his shoulders, and a smile passed across the faces of his two companions.

You prefer arrest, then? he said.

I prefer to keep my own counsel, she answered. These persons, she continued, indicating us, have believed themselves extremely ingenious, apparently taking upon themselves the duties of the police, and have arrived at a quite wrong conclusion. You may therefore arrest me if you wish. I have nothing whatever to fear. And she glanced around at us in open defiance. Indeed, so indifferent was she that I felt convinced that Ernests theory of the committal of the crime had fallen to the ground.

The detective seemed, however, well aware of the character of the woman, and proceeded to deal with her accordingly.

You are charged with the murder, he said. It is for you to prove your innocence.

Who, pray, is the witness against me? she cried indignantly.

Your accomplice, cried Ernest quickly. The man Laumont — the man to whom you gave the stolen notes to transfer to Miss Rosselli.

Laumont! she cried. He — he has told you that I committed the crime — he has denounced me as the murderess?

He has, answered Ernest. On that fatal night when Thorne entered the Rooms to change the notes I met him, and although we had had a few high words in the Café de Paris on the previous day, he approached me, asking my pardon, which I readily gave. He then inquired whether it was really true that Miss Rosselli had been engaged to me. I replied in the affirmative, and he then said that he did not intend to meet her again, but should leave for Paris in the morning. I tried to dissuade him, but his only reply was She loves you still, my dear fellow. She can never forget you. Of that Im certain. Then he left, and travelled to Nice without further word to her. Arrived at the hotel, he went straight to her sitting-room and sat down to write her a letter of farewell. He commenced one, but destroyed it. This was afterwards found in the room. Then, just as he was about to commence a second letter, you — you, Julie Foumereau — entered, killed him, and stole the notes which you knew he carried in his pockets!

How did I kill him? she demanded, her eyes flashing with anger.

You yourself know that best.

Ah! And Jean Laumont told of this elaborate piece of fiction, did he? It is amusing — very amusing!

At word from the chief detective one of the officers went forth. We heard Laumonts name shouted loudly outside the room, and a few moments later he was ushered in by two officers.

He drew back in quick surprise on seeing us, but in an instant the woman flew at him in fury.

You have told them! she shrieked. You have led them to believe that I murdered the American at Nice — you have declared that it was I who gave you the notes — I who killed him! You miserable cur!

His countenance fell. Indignation had in an instant given place to fear.

And did you not give me the notes? he inquired. Why, there are at least two men in yonder room who were present when you handed them to me.

I do not deny that, she responded. I deny that I killed him.

Then who did?

Who did? she shrieked. Who did? Why, you, yourself!

You lie! he cried fiercely, his face ashen pale.

I would have told them nothing, she went on quickly. I would have allowed them to arrest me and afterwards discover their mistake, were it not that you had endeavored to give me into their hands in order to save yourself. No, my dear friend, Julie Fournereau is loyal only to those who are loyal to her, as many have before found out to their cost. I would have saved you had you not led the police here to raid my house, to arrest my guests, and to hurry me away to prison for a crime that I did not commit. But listen! You deny the murder of the young American. Well, shall I relate all that occurred?

Tell them what untruths you like, he growled. You cannot harm me.

Yes, madame, cried old Mr. Keppel. Tell us all that you know. We are determined now to get to the bottom of this affair.

This man, she explained, was the man who fleeced the unfortunate gentleman here in my house. I am not wishing to shield myself for a single moment — I desire only to tell the truth. Msieur Thorne, when they last met here, accused him of cheating at baccarat, high words ensued, and the young man drew a revolver and fired, striking Laumont in the shoulder. Whereupon the last-named swore to be avenged. I knew well that a vow of vengeance taken by such a desperate man as Laumont was something more than mere idle words, and when he went to the Riviera, as he did each year in search of inexperienced youths whom he could fleece, I shortly afterwards followed. He stayed first at the Hotel de Paris at Monte Carlo, but meeting young Thorne accidentally one afternoon he discovered that the latter was living at the Grand at Nice, and that same night he transferred his quarters there. Now Thorne had an intimate friend in Nice — Mr. Gerald Keppel — and it seemed as though Laumont desired to make the latters acquaintance with the ulterior motive of practising his sharpers tricks upon him. Be that how it may, I, in order to watch the progress of events, moved to the same hotel at Nice. I knew that Laumont was bent on vengeance, and felt certain that some terrible dénouement was imminent.

She paused and glanced around at us. Then, lowering her eyes, she went on:

I am an adventuress, it is true, but I have still a womans heart. I was determined, if possible, to prevent Laumont from wreaking vengeance upon the poor boy. It was for that reason I followed him to Nice and took up my abode there. On the afternoon of the tragedy I was in the Rooms at Monte Carlo and there saw him playing and winning, while just as he was leaving with Miss Rosselli, another lady, and young Mr. Keppel, his pockets bulging with his gains, I saw Laumont watching him. I knew by the evil look he cast in his direction that the spirit of murder was in his heart. That evening I dined at Ciros with Msieur Cameron, and afterwards left him in order to watch the movements of Laumont and the young American. The latter, after a short conversation with Msieur Cameron in the atrium of the Casino, descended the lift to the station and took train to Nice. I travelled by the same train, but in the crowd at Nice station on alighting lost sight of him. He must have taken a cab immediately to the hotel, and, furthermore, Laumont must also have followed him without knowing of my presence. I met some friends at the station, but on arrival at the hotel twenty minutes later I went straight up to my room. On the way I had to pass the door of Miss Rossellis sitting-room; and just as I was approaching, my feet falling softly on the thick carpet of the corridor, the door opened noiselessly and a man, after looking forth stealthily, emerged and stole along to the room he occupied. That man was Jean Laumont.

You saw him! cried Ernest. You actually saw him coming from the room?

Yes. Instantly I suspected something wrong, and wondered for what purpose he had been in the ladys sitting-room. Therefore without hesitation I pushed open the door and looked inside.

Judge my surprise when I found the unfortunate young man writhing in agony on the ground. I knelt by him, but recognizing me as the woman at whose house he had been cheated he shrank from me. That man! he gasped with difficulty,  that man has killed me! and a few moments later his limbs straightened themselves out in a final paroxysm of agony and he passed away.

Mrs. Thorne burst into a flood of tears.

The voluble Frenchwoman was silent for a moment, her eyes fixed upon the face of the man against whom she had uttered that terrible denunciation.

I stood there terrified, unable to move, she went on. Laumont had, as I feared, killed him.

Killed him? How can you prove it? demanded the cunning card-sharper, who, in order to throw the police off the scent, pursued the harmless calling of hairdresser in that back street off the Boulevard St. Michel. How can you prove it?


CHAPTER XX

REVEALS THE TRUTH
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THE WOMAN FOURNEREAU crossed the room quickly to a small rosewood bureau and took therefrom a little card-board box about a couple of inches square, such as are used for cheap jewelry.

I have something here, she said, addressing the man before her. It was lying on the floor. You alone knew its secret — a secret which I too have lately discovered.

And opening the box carefully she displayed, lying in a bed of cotton-wool, what at first appeared to be a womans steel thimble. Taking it from its hiding-place and putting it upon the forefinger of her right hand, we saw that, instead of being what it at first appeared, it rose to a sharply tempered steel point about half an inch long protruding from the finger-tip.

I glanced at the man accused. His face had blanched to the lips at sight of it.

This, she explained, I discovered on the floor close to where the dead man was lying. It is a diabolic invention of Laumont which he showed me a year ago, although he did not then explain its use. An examination which has been made by a friend, a chemist, has shown plainly the truth. You will notice that the point is fine as a needle, but is hollow, like that of a hypodermic syringe. Within, at the point touched by the tip of the finger, is a small chamber filled with a most subtle and deadly poison extracted from a small lizard peculiar to the banks of the Upper Niger.

The point would, I saw, act just as the fang of a snake, for the thimble, when placed on the finger and pressed upon the flesh of the victim, would inject the poison into the blood, causing almost instant collapse and death. The puncture made by such a fine point would be indistinguishable, and the action of the poison, as we afterwards learnt, was so similar to several natural complications that at the post-mortem examination the doctors would fail to distinguish the real cause of death.

She held the diabolical thimble forth to us to examine, saying:

The mode in which this was used upon the unfortunate Msieur Thorne was undoubtedly as follows. He had seated himself at the table with his back to the door when Laumont, watching his opportunity, crept in with the thimble upon his finger, and ere his victim was aware of it he had seized him by the collar from behind and pressed the point deep into the flesh behind the right ear, at a spot where the poison would at once enter the circulation. You will remember that the doctors discovered a slight scratch behind the ear, and attributed it to having been received in the struggle which they believed bad taken place. But there was no struggle. As has been proved by the medico-legist who has examined this most deadly but inoffensive-looking weapon, any one struck by it would become paralyzed almost instantly, therefore the chair was broken by him as he fell against it in fatal collapse.

And the stolen notes? What of them? asked old Mr. Keppel anxiously.

Ah! she answered. Those accursed notes! On the following morning Laumont came to me and handed me the money, saying that as I knew the truth regarding the crime he would trust me further and give the money into my safe-keeping. I took it, for, truth to tell, I knew that he could make some very unwelcome revelations to the police regarding this place and the character of the play here. Therefore I decided that, after all, silence was best, even though I held in my possession the thimble which, I presume, in his hurry to escape from the room fell upon the floor and rolled away. I took the notes, and for some days kept them, — but finding that the police were making such active inquiries I returned them to him, and he then resolved upon giving them to Miss Rosselli, either in order to further baffle the detectives or to throw suspicion upon her. He told her some extraordinary story about meeting in London, merely, of course, to put the police off the scent and cause them to believe that the money was stolen by English thieves! Soon afterwards I knew that Msieur Cameron was aware of the manner in which his friend had been cheated here, and then, — in fear of being arrested on suspicion, I fled to Russia, arranging with my friends to return here on the first of May — to-day.

The date of your return I learnt from Laumont himself, explained Ernest, for in the course of my inquiries immediately after the tragic affair I found that he was your associate, and in order to divert suspicion from himself he hinted at you as being the assassin.

He denounced me, not knowing that I held this evidence of his guilt in my hand! she cried, holding forth the finger with the curious-looking thimble upon it. Poor Msieur Thorne is, I fear, not the first victim who has fallen beneath the prick of this deadly instrument.

To whom do you refer? inquired the detective quickly.

To Msieur Everton, the young Englishman, who was found dead one night a year ago in the Avenue des Acacias.

In an instant the man Laumont sprang at her with all the fury of a wild beast, and clutching at her throat tried to strangle her. His eyes were lit by the fierce fire of uncontrollable anger, his dark, bushy hair giving his white face a wild and hideous look, and for an instant, in the confusion before the detectives could throw themselves upon him, it seemed as though he would tear limb from limb the woman who had confessed.

For a moment the detectives and the pair were mixed in a struggling mass, when suddenly a loud yell of pain escaped the wretched man, and releasing his hold he drew back, with his left hand clasped upon his wrist.

He staggered, swayed unevenly, uttering fierce and terrible imprecations.

Dieu! he gasped. You — youve killed me!

What had happened was next instant plain. In the struggle the point of his dastardly invention, which was still upon the womans finger, had entered deeply the fleshy part of his wrist, injecting that poison that was so swift, and to which there was no known antidote.

He staggered. Two detectives sprang forward to seize him, but ere they could do so he reeled, clutched the air, and fell heavily backward, overturning the small table beside which he had been standing.

The scene which ensued was ghastly. I shall remember it through all my life.

Five minutes later, however, the wretched man who had thus brought card-sharping and murder to a fine art had breathed his last in frightful agony, his ignominious career ended by his own diabolical invention.


CHAPTER XXI

CONTAINS THE CONCLUSION
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NEED I DWELL further upon the stirring events of that night? It is assuredly sufficient to say that the arrests made by the police numbered nearly forty persons, all of whom were charged with various offences, in addition to being found in an illicit gaming-house. Many of them, old offenders and desperate characters notwithstanding the fact that they were outwardly respectable members of society, in due course received long periods of imprisonment, but Julie Fournereau, in consideration of the information she had given regarding poor Reggies death, was dismissed with a fine of two thousand francs as owner of the house in question, and has since disappeared into obscurity.

Ulrica arrived in Paris next day with Gerald, and was absolutely dumbfounded when we related the whole of the amazing story. That day too proved the happiest in all my life! Need I relate how on the following morning Ernest sought me and begged me to forgive? Or how, with tears of joy, I allowed him to hold me once more in his strong arms as of old and shower hot, fervent kisses upon my brow? No. If I were to commence to relate the joys that have now come to me I should far exceed the space of a single volume. It is enough that you, reader, to whom I have made confession, should know that within a fortnight we all returned to New York by way of Liverpool, and that while Ulrica became engaged to Gerald and soon afterwards married him with the old mans heartiest approval, Ernest again asked me to become his wife — a contract which was fulfilled amid great éclat within a month of our arrival back in Washington.

Ulrica tells me that she is no longer world-weary, living only for excitement, as in those fevered days bygone, but that her life is full of a peaceful happiness that cannot be surpassed. Nevertheless I cannot really bring myself to believe that she is any happier than I am with Ernest, for the estrangement has rendered him all the more dear to me, and we are indeed supremely content in each others perfect love. Mrs. Thorne has returned to her home in Philadelphia, fully satisfied at having cleared tip the mystery surrounding poor Reggies tragic death, while old Benjamin Keppel, of Pittsburg, still spends his winters in rather lonely grandeur in his great white villa amid the palms outside Nice, working in secret at his ivory-turning and giving at intervals those princely entertainments for which he has become so famed in the cosmopolitan society which suns itself upon the Riviera.

As for Ernest and myself, we have not visited Nice since, for we retain a far too vivid recollection of those dark days of doubt, desperation, and despair — and of our strange and tragic meeting at The Sign of the Seven Sins.

THE END


The Gamblers (1901)
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CHAPTER I

IS PURELY PERSONAL.

[image: img185.jpg]

NO, I DARE not reveal everything here, lest I may be misjudged.

The narrative is, to say the least, a strange one; so strange, indeed, that had I not been one of the actual persons concerned in it I would never have believed such things were possible.

Yet these chapters of an eventful personal history, remarkable though they may appear, nevertheless form an unusual story — a combination of circumstances which will be found startling and curious, idyllic and tragic.

Reader, I would confess all, if I dared, but each of us has a skeleton in the cupboard, both you and I, for alas! I am no exception to the general rule prevailing among women.

If compelled by a natural instinct to suppress one single fact, I may add that it has little or nothing to do with the circumstances here related. It concerns only myself, and no woman cares to supply food for gossips at her own expense.

To be brief, it is my intention to narrate plainly and straightforwardly what occurred, while hoping that all who read may approach my story with a perfectly open mind, and afterwards judge me fairly, impartially, and without the prejudice likely to be entertained against one whose shortcomings are many, and whose actions have perhaps not always been tempered by wisdom.

My name is Carmela Rosselli. I am English, of Italian extraction, five-and-twenty years of age, and for many years — yes, I confess it freely — I have been utterly world-weary. I am an only child. My mother, one of the Yorkshire Burnetts, married Romolo Annibale, Marchese Rosselli, an impecunious member of the Florentine aristocracy, and after a childhood passed in Venice I was sent to the Convent of San Paolo della Croce, in the Val dEma, near Florence, to obtain my education. My mothers money enabled the Marchese to live in the reckless style customary to a gentleman of the Tuscan nobility; but, unfortunately for me, both my parents died when I was fifteen, and left me in the care of a second cousin, a woman but a few years older than myself — kind-hearted, everything that was most English and womanly, and in all respects truly devoted to me.

Thus it was that at the age of eighteen I received the maternal kiss of the grave eyed Mother-Superior, Suor Maria, and of all the good sisters in turn, and then travelled to London, accompanied by my guardian, Ulrica Yorke.

Like myself, Ulrica was wealthy; and because she was very smart and good-looking she did not want for admirers. We lived together at Queens Gate for several years, amid that society which circles around Kensington Church, until one rather dull afternoon in autumn Ulrica made a most welcome suggestion.

Carmela, I am ruined, morally and physically. I feel that I want a complete change.

I suggested Biarritz or Davos for the winter.

No, she answered. I feel that I must build up my constitution as well as my spirits. The gayer Continent is the only place — say Paris for a month, Monte Carlo for January, then Rome till after Easter.

To Monte Carlo! I gasped.

Why not? she inquired. You have money, and we may just as well go abroad for a year to enjoy ourselves as vegetate here.

You are tired of Guy? I observed.

She shrugged her well-formed shoulders, pursed her lips, and contemplated her rings.

He has become a little too serious, she said simply.

And you want to escape him? I remarked. Do you know, Ulrica, I believe he really loves you.

Well, and if he does?

I thought you told me, only a couple of months ago, that he was the best-looking man in London, and that you had utterly lost your heart to him.

She laughed.

Ive lost it so many times that I begin to believe I dont nowadays possess that very useful portion of the human anatomy. But, she added, you pity him, eh? My dear Carmela, you should never pity a man. Not one of them is really worth sympathy. Nineteen out of every twenty are ready to declare love to any good-looking woman with money. Remember your dearest Ernest.

Mention of that name caused me a twinge.

I have forgotten him! I cried hotly.

I have forgiven — all that belongs to the past.

She laughed again.

And you will go on the Continent with me? she asked. You will go to commence life afresh. What a funny thing life is, isnt it?

I responded in the affirmative. Truth to tell, I was very glad of that opportunity to escape from the eternal shopping in the High Street and the round of Kensington life, which daily reminded me of the man whom I had loved. Ulrica knew it, but she was careful to avoid all further mention of the grief that was wearing out my heart.

At the outset of our pilgrimage to the South of Europe we went to Paris. In the gay city two women with money and without encumbrances can have a really good time. We stayed at the Chatham, a hotel much resorted to by our compatriots, and met there quite a lot of people we knew, including several rather nice men whom we had known in London, and who appeared to consider it their duty to show us the sights, many of which we had seen before.

Need I describe them? I think not. Those who read these lines probably know them all, from that sorry exhibition of terpsichorean art in the elephant at the Red Windmill down to the so-called cabarets artistiques of the Montmartre, Heaven,

Hell, and the other places.

Each evening we dined at six, and went forth pleasure-seeking, sometimes unattended, and at others with our friends. We were catholic in our tastes. We saw La Boheme at the Opera, and attended a ball at the Bullier; we strolled along the carpeted promenade of Aspasia at the Folies Bergères, and laughed at the quadrilles at the Casino, and at that resort of the little work-girls, the Moulin la Galette; we listened to the cadence of Sarah Bernhardts wonderful voice, and to the patter of the revue at La Scala; we watched the dancing of La Belle Otero and the statuesque poses of Degaby. Truly, we had our fill of variety theatres.

In common, too, with the foreigner who goes to see life in Paris, we did the round of the restaurants — from supper at the Café de Paris, or the Café Américain, to the humble two-franc dinner at Leons in the Rue St. Honoré, or the one-franc-fifty lunch at Gazals in the Place du Théâtre Français. We had our meal, too, one evening at that restaurant which is seldom even mentioned in respectable circles, the Rat Mort, in the Place Pigalle. Yes, with money one is seldom triste in Paris, and I was really sorry when, in the last week of the year, after Felicita had packed our trunks, we set out for the Riviera.

Travelling on those abominable gridirons which on the Continent are called railways, is absolutely disgusting after our own English lines, with their dining-cars and other comforts. Of all the railways that intersect the Continent, the which has a monopoly to the Mediterranean, is the most inconvenient, disobliging, and completely abominable. To obtain the smallest comfort on the eighteen-hour journey between Paris and Nice, an addition of three pounds is charged upon the first-class fare, and that for a single night in a third-rate sleeping-car! Ulrica said it was termed the train de luxe only because it looks swagger to travel by it. We occupied a couple of berths in it, but agreed that the additional three pounds were ill-spent indeed, for the badly-cooked food was absurdly dear.

Moreover, as the water for toilet purposes gave out before reaching Lyons, we had to buy bottles of mineral water, and perform out ablutions in a mixture of Vichy Celestins and eau-de-cologne. It was remarked by an old and apparently experienced traveller that the water in the wagons lits is purposely scanty in order to increase the takings of the restaurant cars; and I certainly believed him.

For a woman young in years I have had considerable experience of European railways, from the crawling Midi of France to the lightning Nord; but for dirt and dearness, commend me to the great highway to the Riviera. To take a small trunk from Paris to Nice costs more than the fare of ones maid; while to those who do not pay for the train of luxury, but travel in the ordinary padded horseboxes, the journey means a couple of days of suffocation and semi-starvation.

My dear Carmela, said Ulrica, while we were on the journey, Ive thought of a plan. Why not go to some cheap hotel, or even pension at Nice, and play at Monte Carlo with the money we save?

I have never seen the far-famed Monte Carlo, but as the idea of economy seemed an excellent one, I at once endorsed her suggestion, and that same night we found ourselves at one of those pensions which flourish so amazingly well at Nice.


CHAPTER II

TELLS SOMETHING ABOUT LOVE.
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READER, HAVE YOU ever lived in an English pension on the Riviera? Have you ever inhabited a small cubicle containing a chair, a deal table, a narrow bed — with mosquito curtains — and a hung-up looking-glass, and partaken of that cheap, ill-cooked food, the stale-egg omelette and the tough biftek, served in the bare salle-a-manger by one of those seedy, unshaven waiters who appear to be specially bred for the cheap Riviera boarding-houses? Have you ever spent an evening with that mixed crowd of ascetic persons who nightly congregate in the fusty salon, play upon a cracked piano, screech old-fashioned sentimentalities, exhibit their faded finery, paste jewels and bony chests, and otherwise make the hours following dinner absolutely hideous? If not, a week of this life will be found to be highly amusing.

My dear, Ulrica whispered, as we followed the proprietress, a buxom Frenchwoman in black satin, along the bare, white-washed corridor to our rooms, hotel or workhouse — which?

There was a comfortless look everywhere, even though the spread of the blue sea and the palm-planted Promenade des Anglais were magnificent parts of the view, and the warm winter sunshine streamed into our tiny rooms — chambers so small that our trunks had to be placed in the corridor.

We changed our frocks and went down to dinner, discovering the salle-a-manger by its smell. What a scene presented itself at that table dhote! The long table was crowded by a host of dowdy women, generally wearing caps of soiled lace and faded ribbons, with one or two dismal looking and elderly men. Of spinsters there were not a few, and of widows many, but one and all possessed the stamp of persons of small means struggling perseveringly to obtain their fill for the ten francs par jour which they paid for their south rooms,

As new-comers, we were directed to seats at the bottom of the table; and after we had suffered from a watery concoction which the menu described as potage, we proceeded to survey our fellow-guests in that cheap and respectable pension.

That they were severely respectable there could certainly be no doubt. There were a couple of drawling English clergy-men? with their wives — typical vicars wives who patronised their neighbours; two or three sad-faced young girls, accompanied by ascetic relatives; a young Frenchman, who eyed Ulrica all the time; one or two henpecked husbands of the usual type to be found in such hostelries of the aged; and an old lady who sat in state at the extreme end of the table, and much amused us by her efforts at juvenility. Besides ourselves, she was apparently the only person who had a maid with her; and in order to exhibit that fact, she sent for her smelling-salts dining dinner. She was long past sixty, yet dressed in a style becoming a girl of eighteen, in bright colours and lace, her fair wig being dressed in the latest Parisian style and the wrinkles of her cheeks filled up by various creams and face powders.

That old crow is an absolute terror! observed Ulrica to me in an undertone, and out of sheer devilry she at once commenced a conversation with this rejuvenated hag, who, as we learned later, was an exportation from one of the London suburbs.

The conversation, started by Ulrica and continued by myself, proved most amusing to us both. The old woman, whose name was Blackett, had just enough to five upon, we afterwards discovered, but came each year to the pension in order to cut a dash as a grande dame. Her fingers were covered with paste jewels, and her finery was all of that cheap and tawdry kind which affects the nerves as well as the eyes.

Oh, yes! she said, in a carefully cultivated voice, intended to show good breeding, if this is your first visit to the Riviera, youll be quite charmed — everyone is charmed with it. As for myself— and she sighed, I have been here each year for I dont know how long.

And there is lots to see?

Lots. Only you must drive, you know. I myself drive at all hours of the day, and when the moon is up I go for moonlight drives into the mountains.

How romantic, I thought.

I have my own coachman, you know, she added. I keep him ail the year round.

She had led up to the conversation merely in order to inform us of her generosity.

So throughout the meal, which occupied nearly two hours, by reason of inadequate waiting, we continued to draw her out, humour her egotism, and cause her to make a most ridiculous display of herself, until at last, my sentiment changing, I felt genuinely sorry for her.

Certainly, I remarked to Ulrica as we left the table, this is the most extraordinary collection of tabbies Ive ever met.

My dear, she said, what has been puzzling me all the evening is their place of origin. Some, I regret to say, are actually our own compatriots. But where do they come from?

Its a special breed peculiar to pensions on the Riviera, I remarked; and together we ascended to the frowsy drawing-room, where the red plush-covered furniture exuded an odour of mustiness, and the carpet was sadly moth-eaten and thread-bare.

Around the central table a dozen angular women of uncertain age grouped themselves and formed a sewing-party; a retired colonel, who seemed a good fellow, buried himself in the Contemporary; a decrepit old gentleman wearing a skullcap and a shawl about his shoulders, heaped logs upon the fire and sat with his feet on the fender, although the atmosphere was stifling, while somebody else induced a young lady with a voice like a file to sing a plaintive love-song, accompanied by the untuned piano.

During my previous winters in the South I had stayed at hotels. In my ignorance of the ways of cheap visitors to the Riviera, I believed this congregation to be unique, but Ulrica assured me that it was typical of all English pensions along the Côte dAzur, from Cannes to Bordighera, and I can now fully endorse her statement.

To describe in detail the many comic scenes enacted is unnecessary. The people were too ludicrous for words. One family in especial endeavoured to entice us to friendliness. Its head was a very tall, muscular, black-haired Frenchwoman, who had married an Englishman. The latter had died fifteen years ago, leaving her with a son and daughter, the former a schoolboy of sixteen, and the latter a fairhaired and very freckled girl of perhaps twenty. The womans name was Egerton, and she was of that dashing type who can wear scarlet dresses at dinner, and whose cheeks dazzle ones eyes on account of the rouge upon them. She was loud, coarse, and vulgar. For the benefit of all the others, she spoke daily of the delicacies prepared by her own chef, sneered at the food of the pension, and ordered special messes for her own consumption. Before we had known her an hour she had given us a description of the wonderful interior of her house in Rome, enumerated her servants, and gave us to understand that she was exceedingly well-off, and quite a superior person. The people one meets on the Riviera are really very entertaining.

Ulrica was grimly sarcastic. As we had neither intention nor inclination to associate with this superior relict, we politely snubbed her, taking care that it should not be done in secret.

I dont think our effort at economy has met with very much success, I remarked to Ulrica, when about a week later I sat over the cup of half-cold coffee, the stale egg, the hunk of bread and the pat of rancid butter, which together formed my breakfast.



No, a week of it is quite sufficient, she laughed. Well leave to-morrow.

Then youve given notice?

Of course. I only came here for a weeks amusement. Well go on to the Grand.

So on the following day our trunks were called for by the hotel omnibus, and we took up our quarters in that well-known hotel on the Quai St. Jean Baptiste. Ulrica had known the Riviera ever since her girlhood. With her parents she had gone abroad each autumn, had seen most of the sights, and had thus received her education as a smart woman.

We were in the salon of the Grand on the night of our arrival, when suddenly someone uttered my name. We both turned quickly, and to our surprise saw two men we knew quite well in London standing before us. One was Reginald Thorne, a dark-haired and more than usually good-looking youth of about twenty-two or so, while the other was Gerald Keppel, a thin, fair-moustached young man, some seven years his senior, son of old Benjamin Keppel, the well-known South African millionaire. Gerald was an old friend, but the former I knew but slightly, having met him once or twice at dances, for in Kensington he was among the chief of the eligibles.

Why, my dear Miss Rosselli! he cried enthusiastically as we shook hands. Im so awfully glad to meet you! I had no idea you were here. Gerald was here dining with me, and we caught sight of you through the glass doors.

Then youre staying here? I asked. Yes. Geralds staying with his guvnor. He has a villa out at Fabrou. Have you been here long?

Weve been in Nice a week, interposed Ulrica, and we havent found a single soul we know until now. I feel sure youll take pity on our loneliness, Mr. Thorne, wont you?

Of course! he laughed. I suppose you go to Monte Carlo?

You men think of nothing but roulette and dinners at the Paris, she responded reproachfully, adding: But after all, should we be women if we had no soul for gambling? Have you had any luck this season?

Cant complain, he smiled. Ive been staying over there for ten days or so. Gerald has had quite a run of good fortune. The other night he won the maximum on the zerotrois three times.

Congratulations, my dear Gerald! exclaimed Ulrica approvingly. You shall both take us over one day and let us try our fortune — if Mr. Thorne is agreeable.

Delighted, Im sure, answered the latter, glancing at me; and by the look he gave me I felt convinced that my suspicions, aroused in London about a year before, were not quite groundless. His glance was a convincing proof that he admired me.

The fault of us women is that we so often over-esteem the value of our good looks. To my mind the possession of handsome toilettes is quite as essential to a womans well-being and mans contentment as are personal attractions. A woman, however beautiful she may be, loses half her charm to mens eyes if she dresses dowdily, or without taste. Nobody ever saw a really beautiful Parisienne. For the most part, the ladies of the French capital are thin-nosed, thin-lipped, scraggy-necked, yellow-faced and absolutely ugly; yet are they not, merely by reason of their chic in dress, the most attractive women in the world? I know that many will dissent from this estimate; but as my mirror tells me that I have a face more than commonly handsome, and as dozens of men have further endorsed the mute evidence of my toilet-glass, I can only confess that all my triumphs and all my harmless flirtations have had their beginnings in the attraction exercised by the dainty creations of my couturière. We hear much complaining among women to the effect that there are not a sufficient number of nice men to go round; but after all, the woman who knows how to dress need have no lack of offers of marriage. American women on the Continent can always be distinguished from the English, and it is certain that to their quiet chic in frills and furbelows their success in the marriage market is due.

Yes, there was no doubt that Reggie Thorne admired me. I had suspected it on the night when we had waltzed together at the Pendymans, and afterwards gossiped together over ices; but with a woman flirtations of the ballroom are soon forgotten, and, truth to tell, I had forgotten him until our sudden and unexpected meeting.

What awfully good luck weve met Gerald and Reggie, Ulrica said, when, half an hour later, we were seated together in the privacy of our sitting-room. Gerald, poor boy, was always a bit gone on me in London; and as for Reggie — well, hell make an excellent cavalier for you. Even if Mother Grundy is dead and buried, it isnt very respectable to be constantly trotting over to Monte Carlo without male escort.

You mean that theyll be a couple of useful males?

Certainly. Their coming is quite providential. Some of Geralds luck at the tables may be reflected upon us. I should dearly like to make my expenses at roulette.

So should I.

Theres no reason why we shouldnt, she went on. I know quite a lot of people whove won enough to pay for the whole winter on the Riviera.

Reggie has money, hasnt he?

Of course. The old man was on the Stock Exchange and died very comfortably off. All of it went to Reggie, except an annuity settled on his mother. Of course, lies spent a good deal since. A man doesnt live in the Albany as he does, drive tandem, and all that sort of thing, on nothing a year.

They used to say that Gerald Keppel hadnt a shilling beyond what the old man allowed him monthly — a most niggardly allowance, Ive heard.

Thats quite possible, my dear Cannela, she answered. But ones position might be a good deal worse than the only son of a millionaire. Old Benjamin is eccentric. Ive met the old buffer several times. Hes addicted to my pet abomination in a man — paper collars.

Then youll take Gerald as your cavalier, and allot Reggie to me? I laughed.

Yes. Im self-sacrificing, am I not? She was in high spirits, for she had long ago fascinated Gerald Keppel, and now intended to make use of him as her escort to that Palace of Delight which somebody has suggested might well be known as the Sign of the Seven Sins.

Ulrica was a typical woman of the up-to-date type — pretty, with soft, wavy, chestnut hair and a pair of brown eyes that had attracted a host of men who had bowed down and worshipped at her shrine; yet beneath her corsets, as I alone knew, there beat a heart from which, alas! all love and sympathy had long ago died out. To her, excitement, change and flirtation were as food and drink; she could not live without them. Neither, indeed, could I, for by living with her ever since my convent-days I had copied her smart ideas and notions, stimulated by attacks of nerves.

A few days later, having lunched with Reggie and Gerald at the hotel, we went over with the usual crowd to Monte Carlo by the two oclock yellow express.

Reader, you probably know the panorama of the Riviera — that stretch of azure sky, azure sea, rugged coast; purple hills clad with olives and pines; rose, heliotrope, and geranium running riot in the gardens of the white villas, with their marble terraces.

When I entered for the first time that wild, turbulent, close-smelling salle de jeu at Monte Carlo, where the croupiers were crying in strident tones, Messieurs, faites vos jeux! and uttering in warning voice, Rien ne va plus! I gazed around me bewildered. Who were those grabbing crowds of smartly-dressed people grouped around the tables? Were they actually civilised human beings — beings who had loved, suffered and lived, as I had loved, suffered and lived?

How beautiful it was outside in that gay little place, with the Red Hungarian Band playing on the terrace of the Café de Paris, and half the grand monde of Europe lounging about and chattering! How enchanting was the grim Dogs Head as a fitting background in dark purple against the winter sunset, the brown Grimaldi rock rising sheer from the sea to the castellated walls of the Palace; to the right, Villefranche and San Juan dark upon the horizon — the serrated Esterels dark and mysterious afar; while to the left, Bordighera was sparkling white in the sunshine. And beyond there was Italy — my own fair Italy! Out in that flower-scented, limpid air earth was a paradise; within those stifling gilt saloons, where the light of day was tempered by the thick curtains, and the clink of gold mingled with the dull hum of the avaricious crowd, it was a veritable hell.

Some years ago — ah! now I am looking back; Ulrica is not at fault this time. No, I must not think. I have promised myself not to think during my work upon this narrative, but to try to forget all past unhappiness. To try! Ah! I would that I could calm my soul — steep it in a draught of such thoughtlessness that oblivion would come! But I fear that can never, never be!

It is terrible to think how a woman can suffer, and yet live. What a blessing it is that the world cannot read a womans heart! Men may look upon our faces, but they cannot read the truth. Even though our hearts may be breaking, we may wear a smile; we can conceal our sorrows so cleverly that none can suspect, for smiles make a part of our physical being; we can hide our grief so completely that none can know the burden upon us. Endurance, resistance, patience, suffering, all these belong to womans heritage. Even in the few years I have lived, I have had my share of them all.

I stood bewildered, watching the revolving red and black roulette-wheel, and the eager crowd of faces around it.

Vingt! Rouge, pair el passe! the croupier cried, and a couple of louis which Ulrica had placed on the last dozen were swept away with the silver, notes and gold, to swell the bank.

I thought of my secret grief. I thought of Ernest Cameron, and pursed my lips. The old Tuscan proverb which the nuns in Firenze had taught me so long ago was very true: Amore non e sema amaro.

The millionaires son at my elbow was explaining to me how the game was played, but I was paying no attention. I only remembered the man I had once loved — the man whose slave I was — the man whom I had forgiven, even though he had left me so cruelly. Only three things could make life to me worth living — the sight of his face, the sound of his voice, the touch of his lips.

But such fine fortune could never be. We were parted for ever — for ever!

Now, play this time! I heard Reggie exclaim.

Where? I inquired mechanically, his voice awakening me to a sense of my surroundings.

On the line, there — between the numbers 9 and 12.

I took a louis from my purse, and with the rake carelessly pushed it upon the line he had indicated. Then I turned to talk with Gerald.

Rien ne va plus! cried the croupier.

A hundred necks were craned to watch the result.

The ball fell with a final click into one of the little spaces upon the wheel.

Neuf! Rouge, impair et manque!

Youve won, my dear! cried Ulrica excitedly, and in a few moments Reggie, who raked up my winnings, gave me quite a handful of gold.

There now! he said, youve made your first coup. Try again.

I crammed the gold into my purse, but it would not hold it all. The three louis upon which the purse would not close I held doubtfully in my hand.

Play on the treize-dix-huit this time! urged Reggie, and I obeyed him blindly.

As the number 18 came up, I again received another little handful of gold. I knew that many envious eyes were cast in my direction, and the excitement of winning was an entirely new sensation.

Ulrica fancied the last dozen, and I placed five louis upon it, winning a third time. Having won eight hundred francs in three turns of the wheel, I began to think roulette was not such wearying fun as I had once believed it to be.

I wanted to continue playing, but the others prevented me. They knew too well that the bank at Monte Carlo only lends its money to the players.

With Reggie at my side I went out, strolled through those beautiful gardens beside the sea, watched the pigeon-shooting, and afterwards sat on the terrace of the Café de Paris, where to the full I enjoyed a sunset of extraordinary radiance.


CHAPTER III.

IS A MYSTERY.
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I WAS LEFT alone with Reggie, for Ulrica had taken Gerald into the orchestral concert.

What awfully good luck you had! he observed, after we had been chatting some time. If youd had the maximum on each time, youd have won over seven hundred pounds.

There are a good many ifs in gambling, I remarked. Ive never had any luck before in gambles at bazaars and such-like places.

When you do have luck, follow it, is my motto, he laughed. I should have advised you to continue playing to-day, only I thought it might annoy Ulrica, and he raised his whisky and seltzer to his lips.

But I might have lost all I won, I remarked. No, I prefer to keep it. Id like to be unique among other people and go away with some of the banks money. I intend to keep what I have, and not to play again.

Never?

Never!

My dear Miss Rosselli, thats what everyone says here, he laughed. But before youve been on the Riviera long youll soon discover that this is no place for good resolutions. Gambling is one of the sweetest and most insidious of vices, and has the additional attraction of being thought chic. Look at the crowd of women here! Why, every one of them plays. If she didnt, others would believe her to be hard-up — and poverty, you know, is distinctly bad form here. Even if a woman hasnt sufficient to pay her hotel bill, she must wear the regulation gold chatelaine and the gold chain-purse, if it only contains a couple of pieces of a, hundred sous. And she must play. Fortunes have been won with only five francs.

Such stories, I fear, are only fairy tales, I said incredulously.

No. At least, one of them is not, he answered, blowing a cloud of smoke from his lips and looking at me amusedly. I was playing here one night last March when a young French girl won three hundred thousand francs after having first lost all she had. She borrowed a five-franc piece from a friend, and with it broke the bank. I was present at the table where it occurred. Fortune is very fickle here.

So it seems, I said. That is why I intend to keep what Ive won.

You might have a necklace made of the louis, he said. Many women wear coins won at Monte attached to their bangles, along with golden pigs and enamelled discs bearing the fatal number thirteen.

A happy thought! I exclaimed. Ill have one put on my bangle tomorrow as a souvenir.

Are you staying on the Riviera long? he inquired presently.

I really dont know. When Ulrica is tired of it we shall move down to Rome, I suppose.

When shes lost sufficient, you mean, he smiled. Shes quite reckless when she commences. I remember her here several seasons ago. She lost very heavily. Luck was entirely against her.

I, too, remembered her visit. She left me in London and went to the Riviera for a couple of months, and on her return was constantly bewailing her penury. This, then, was the secret of it. She had never revealed to me the truth.

And you think that I shall be stricken with the prevalent epidemic? I inquired.

I hope not, he answered quickly. But, after all, the temptation is utterly irresistible. It is sad, indeed, that here, in this corner of Gods earth, which He has marked as the nearest approach to Paradise created, should be allowed to flaunt all the vices which render the world horrible. Monte Carlo is the one blot upon the Riviera. Im a gambler — I make no secret of it, because I find resistance impossible while I have money in my pocket — nevertheless, much as I like a fling here each winter, I would gladly welcome the closing of the Casino. It has teen well said that those red-carpeted steps and the wide doors opposite form the entrance-gate to hell. I sighed, glancing over to the flight of steps opposite, where all sorts of women, wintering among temptations in summer toilettes, were passing up and down. He was possessed of common sense, and spoke the truth. Inside those Rooms the perspiring and perfumed crowds were fluttering round the tables as moths round a candle, going headlong to ruin, both moral and financial.

Yes, I observed reflectively, I suppose youre right. Thousands have been ruined within that place.

And thousands have ended by committing suicide, he added. The average number of suicides within tins tiny Principality of Monaco is more than two a day!

More than two a day! I exclaimed incredulously.

Yes. Of course the authorities bribe the Press to hush it all up, but the authentic figures were published not long ago. The Administrator of the Casino finds it cheaper to bury a corpse than to pay a ruined gamblers fare to St. Petersburg, London, or New York. Thats why the poor devils who are cleaned out find the much-talked-of viatique so difficult to obtain. Human life is held very cheap here, I can tell you.

Oh, dont talk like that! I protested. You make one feel quite nervous. Do you mean that murder is often committed?

Well — not exactly that. But one must always remember that here, mixing with the best people of Europe, are the very scum of the world, both male and female. Although they dress elegantly, five well, play boldly, and give themselves airs and false titles of nobility, and wear decorations to which they are not entitled, they are a very queer and unscrupulous crowd, I can assure you.

Do you know any of them by sight? I inquired, much interested.

Oh, one or two, he answered, laughing. Some of them are, of course, eccentric and quite harmless characters. Then a moment later he added: Do you see that tall, thin old man just ascending the steps — the one with the soft white-felt hat? Well, his is a curious story. Twenty years ago he came here a millionaire, and within a month lost everything he possessed at trente et quarante. So huge were the profits made by the bank that, instead of giving him his viatique to London, they allotted him a pension of a louis a day for life, on the understanding that he should never again enter the Rooms. For nearly twenty years he lived in Nice, haunting the Promenade des Anglais, and brooding over his past foolishness. Last year, however, somebody died unexpectedly, and left him quite comfortably off, whereupon he paid back to Monte Carlo all that he had received, and returned again to gamble. His luck, however, has proved just as bad as before. Yet each month, as soon as he draws as income, he comes over, and in a single day flings it all away upon the red, Ins favourite colour. His history is only one of many.

With interest I looked at the tall, thin faced old gambler as he painfully ascended the steps; and even as I watched he passed in, eager to fling away all that stood between himself and starvation.

Truly, the world of Monte Carlo is a very queer place.

Ulrica and Gerald came laughing across the leafy Place and joined us at our table. It was very pleasant there, with the band playing the latest waltzes, the gay promenaders strolling beneath the palms, the bright flowers and the pigeons strutting in the roadway. Indeed, as one sat there it seemed hard to believe that this was actually the much-talked-of Monte Carlo — the plague-spot of Europe.

I dont think that I ever saw Ulrica look so well as on that afternoon in the white serge which she had had made in Paris; for white serge is, as you know, always de rigueur at Monte in winter, with white hat and white shoes. I was also in white, but it never suited me as it did her, yet one had to be smart, even at the expense of ones complexion. At Monte Carlo one must at least be respectable, even in ones vices.

Come, lets go back to the Rooms, suggested Ulrica, when she had finished her tea, flavoured with orange-flower wafer in accordance with the mode at the Café de Paris.

Miss Rosselli wont play any more, said Reggie.

My dear Carmela! cried Ulrica. Why, surely youve the pluck to follow your good fortune!

But I was obdurate, and although I accompanied the others I did not risk a single sou.

The place was crowded, and the atmosphere absolutely unbearable, as it always becomes about five oclock. The Administration appear afraid of letting in a little air to cool the heads of the players, hence the Rooms are, as it were, hermetically sealed.

As I wandered about with Reggie, he pointed out to me other well-known characters in the Rooms — the queer old fellow who carries a bag-purse made of coloured beads; the old hag with a moustache, who always brings her own rake; the bright-eyed, dashing woman known to the croupiers as The Golden Hand; the thin, wizen-faced little hunchback, who one night a few months before had broken the bank at the first roulette table on the left; men working so-called systems, and women trying to snatch up other peoples winnings. Now and then my companion placed a louis upon a transversale or colonne, and once or twice he won; but declaring that he had no luck that day, he soon grew as tired of it as myself.

Ulrica came up to us flushed with excitement. She had won three hundred francs at the table where she always played. Her favourite croupier was turning the wheel, and he always brought her luck. We had both won, and she declared it to be a happy augury for the future.

While we were standing there the croupiers voice sounded loud and clear Zero! with that long roll of the r which habitues of the Rooms know so well.

Zero! cried Reggie. By Jove! I must put something on, and hurrying toward the table he handed the croupier a hundred-franc note, with a request to put it on the number 29.

The game was made and the ball fell.

Vingt neuf! Rouge impair et passe!

By Jove! cried Gerald. Hes won! Lucky devil! How extraordinary that after zero the number 29 so frequently follows!

The croupier handed Reggie three thousand-franc notes and quite a handful of gold. Then the lucky player moved Iris original stake on to the little square marked 36.

Again he won, and again and again. The three thousand-franc notes he had just received he placed upon the middle dozen. The number 18 turned up, and the croupier handed him six thousand francs — the maximum paid by the bank on a single coup. Every eye around that table watched him narrowly. People began to follow his play, placing their money beside his, and time after time he won, making only a few unimportant losses.

We stood watching him in silent wonder. The luck of the man with whom I had been flirting was simply marvellous. Sometimes he distributed his stakes on the colour, the dozens and the pair, and thus often won in several places at the same time. The eager, grabbing crowd surged round the table and the excitement quickly rose to fever-heat. The assault Reggie was making upon the bank was certainly a formidable one. His inner pockets bulged with the mass of notes he had crammed there, and the outer pockets of his jacket were heavy with golden louis.

Ulrica stood behind him, but uttered no word. To speak to a person while playing is believed by the gambler at Monte Carlo to bring evil fortune.

When he could cram no more notes into his pockets, he passed them to Ulrica, who held them in an overflow bundle in her hand.

He tossed a thousand francs on the red, but lost, together with the dozens of others who had followed his play.

He played again, with no better result.

A third time he played on the red, which had not been up for nine times in succession, a most unusual run.

Black won.

Ive finished, he said, turning to us with a laugh. Lets get out of this — my luck has changed.

Marvellous! cried Ulrica. Why, you must have won quite a fortune!

Well go across to the Café and count it, he said, and we all walked out together; and while sitting at one of the tables we helped him to count the piles of gold and notes.

He had, we found, won over sixty thousand francs.

At his invitation we went along to Gasts, the jewellers, in the Galerie, and he there purchased for each of us a ring as a little souvenir of the day. Then we entered Ciros and dined.

Yes, life at Monte Carlo is absolutely intoxicating. Now, however, that I sit here calmly reflecting on the events of that day when I first entered the Sign of the Seven Sins, I find that even though the display of such wealth as one sees upon the tables is dazzling, yet my first impression of it has never been altered.

I hated Monte Carlo from the first. I hate it now.

The talk at dinner was, of course, the argot of the Rooms. At Monte Carlo the conversation is always of play. If you meet an acquaintance, you do not ask after her health, but of her luck and her latest successes.

The two bejewelled worlds, the monde and the demi-monde, ate, drank, and chattered in that restaurant of wide renown. The company was cosmopolitan, the conversation polyglot, the dishes marvellous. At the table next us there sat the Grand-Duke Michael of Russia, with the Countess Torby, and beyond a British earl with a couple of smart military men. The United States Ambassador to Germany was at another table with a small party of friends; while La Juniori, Derval, and several other well-known Parisian beauties were scattered here and there.

I was laughing at a joke of Reggies, when suddenly I raised my eyes and saw a pair of new-comers. The man was tall, dark, handsome, with face a trifle bronzed — a face I knew only too well!

I started, and must have turned pale, for I knew from Ulricas expression that she noticed it.

The man who entered there, as though to taunt me with his presence, was Ernest Cameron, the man whom I had loved — nay, whom I still loved — the man who had a year ago cast me aside for another and left me to wear out my young heart in sorrow and suffering.

That woman was with him — the tow-haired woman whom they told me he had promised to make his wife. I had never seen her before. She was rather petite, with a fair, fluffy coiffure, blue-grey eyes and pink-and-white cheeks. She had earned, I afterwards discovered, a rather unenviable notoriety in Paris on account of some scandal or other, but the real truth about it I could never ascertain.

Our eyes met as she entered, but she was unaware that she gazed upon the woman who was her rival, and who hated her. She had stolen Ernest from me, and I felt that I could rise there, in that public place, and crush the life from that fragile body.

Ernest himself brushed past my chair, but without recognising me, and went down the room gaily with his companion.

Do you notice who has just entered!! asked Ulrica.

I nodded. I could not speak.

Who? inquired Reggie quickly.

Some friends of ours, she answered carelessly.

Oh! everyone meets friends here, he remarked, as he raised his champagne unsuspectingly to his lips.

Reader, if you are a woman, you will fully understand how the sight of that man who held me by a fatal fascination, caused in my breast a whirl of passions. I hated and loved at the same instant. Even though we were parted, I had never ceased to think of him. For me the world had no longer any charm, since the light of my life had now gone out, and I was suffering in silence, just as so many women who have become the sport of Fate are bound to do.

Yes. Ulricas notion was, after all, very true. No man whom I had ever met was really worth consideration. All were egoists. The rich believed that woman was a mere toy, while the poor were always ineligible.

Reggie spoke to me, but I scarcely heeded him. Now that the man I loved was near me, I felt an increasing desire to get rid of this male encumbrance. True, he was rich, and I knew, by my own feminine tuition, that he admired me, but for him I entertained no spark of affection. Alas! that we always sigh for the unattainable.

For myself, the remainder of the meal was utterly without interest. I longed to get another glimpse of that mans bronzed face, and of the tow-haired woman whom he had preferred to me, but they were evidently sitting at a table in the corner out of sight.

Ulrica knew the truth, and took compassion upon me by hastening the dinner to its end. Then we went forth again into the cool, balmy night. The moon shone brightly, and its reflection glittered in a long stream of silver brilliance upon the sea; the Place was gaily ht and the white façade of the Casino, with its great illuminated clock, shone with lights of every hue.

Across to the Hermitage we strolled, and there drank our coffee.

I laughed at Reggies pockets bulging with notes, for, the banks being closed, he was compelled to carry his winnings about with him. While we sat there, however, a brilliant idea occurred to him.

Nearly all these notes are small, he said suddenly. Ill go into the Rooms and exchange the gold and small notes for large ones. Theyll be so much easier to carry.

Ah! cried Ulrica, I never thought of that. Why, of course!

Very well, he answered, rising. I shant be ten minutes.

Dont be tempted to play again, old fellow, urged Gerald.

No fear of that! he laughed and, with a cigarette in his mouth, strode away in the direction of the Casino.

We remained there gossiping for fully half an hour, yet he did not return. As it was only a walk of a couple of minutes from the Hermitage to the Casino, we concluded that he had met some friend and been detained, for, like Gerald, he came there each winter and knew quite a host of people. One makes a large circle of acquaintances on the Riviera, many interesting, but the majority undesirable.

I wonder where lies got to? Gerald observed presently. Surely he isnt such an idiot as to resume play!

No. Hes-well enough aware that theres no luck after dinner, remarked Ulrica. We might, however, I think, take a last turn through the Rooms and see whether hes there.

This suggestion was carried out, but although we searched every table we failed to discover him. Until ten oclock we lounged about, then returned by the express to Nice.

That he should have left us in that abrupt manner was certainly curious; but as Gerald declared he was always erratic in his movements, and that his explanation in the morning would undoubtedly be found entirely satisfactory, we returned together to the hotel, where we wished our companion good-night, and ascended in the elevator to our own sitting-room on the second floor.

My good fortune pleased me, but my heart was nevertheless overburdened with sorrow. The sight of Ernest had reopened the gaping wound which I had so strenuously striven to heal by the aid of lighter woes. I now thought only of him.

Ulrica, who was in front of me, pushed open the door of our sitting-room and switched on the light, but ere she crossed the threshold she drew back quickly with a loud cry of horror and surprise.

In an instant I was at her side.

 Look! she gasped, terrified, pointing to the opposite side of the room. Look!

The body of a man was lying, face downwards, upon the carpet, half hidden by the round table in the centre of the room.

Together we dashed forward to his assistance and tried to raise him, but were unable. We succeeded, however, in turning him upon his side, and then his white, hard-set features became suddenly revealed.

My God! I cried, awe-stricken. What has occurred? Why — its Reggie!

Reggie! shrieked Ulrica, kneeling quickly and placing her gloved hand eagerly upon his heart. Reggie! — and hed dead!

Impossible! I gasped, almost petrified by the hideous discovery.

It is true, she went on, her face white as that of the dead man before us. Look, theres blood upon his lips. See — the chair over there is thrown down and broken. There has apparently been a fierce struggle.

Next instant a thought occurred to me, and bending, I quickly searched his inner pockets. The bank-notes were not there.

Then the ghastly truth became entirely plain.

Reginald Thorne had been robbed and murdered.


CHAPTER IV.

RELATES SOME ASTOUNDING FACTS
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THE AMAZING DISCOVERY held us in speechless bewilderment.

The favourite of Fortune, who only a couple of hours before had been so full of life and buoyant spirits, and who had left us with a promise to return within ten minutes, was now lying still and dead in the privacy of our own room. The ghastly truth was so strange and unexpected as to utterly stagger belief. A mysterious and dastardly crime had evidently been committed there.

I scarce know what occurred during the quarter of an hour that immediately followed our astounding discovery. All I remember is that Ulrica, with face blanched to the lips, ran out into the corridor and raised the alarm. Then there arrived a crowd of waiters, chambermaids, and visitors, everyone excitedly asking strings of questions, until the hotel-manager came and closed the door upon them all. The discovery caused the most profound sensation, especially when the police and doctor arrived quickly, followed shortly afterwards by two detectives The doctor, a short, stout Frenchman, at once pronounced that poor Reggie had been dead more than half an hour, but the cursory examination he was enabled to make was insufficient to establish the cause of death.

Do you incline to a theory of death through violence? one of the detectives inquired.

Ah! at present I cannot tell, the other answered dubiously. It is not at all plain that monsieur has been murdered.

Ulrica and I quickly found ourselves in a most unpleasant position. First, a man had been found dead in our apartments, which was sufficient to cause a good deal of ill-natured gossip; and secondly, the police seemed to entertain some suspicion of us. We were both cross-questioned separately as to Reggies identity, what we knew of him, and of our doings at Monte Carlo that day. In response, we made no secrets of our movements, for we felt that the police might be able to trace the culprit — if, indeed, Reggie had been actually murdered. The fact of his having won so much money, and of his having left us in order to change the notes into larger ones, seemed to puzzle the police. If robbery had been the object of the crime, the murderer would, they argued, no doubt have committed the deed either in the train, or in the street. Why, indeed, should the victim have entered our sitting-room at all?

That really seemed the principal problem. The whole of the circumstances formed a complete and puzzling enigma, but his visit to our sitting-room was the most curious feature of all.

The thief, whoever he was — for I inclined towards the theory of theft and murder — had been enabled to effect his purpose swiftly, and leave the hotel without discovery; while another curious fact was that neither the concierge nor the elevator-lad recollected the dead mans return. Both agreed that he must have slipped in unobserved. And if so, why?

Having concluded their examination of Ulrica, myself and Félicita, my Italian maid, who had returned from her evening out, and knew nothing at all of the matter, the police made a most vigorous search in our rooms. We were present, and had the dissatisfaction of watching our best gowns and other articles tumbled over and mauled by unclean hands. Not a corner was left unexamined, for when the French police make a search they at least do it thoroughly.

Ah! what is this? exclaimed one of the detectives, picking from the open fire-place in the sitting-room a crumpled piece of paper, which he smoothed out carefully.

In an instant we were all eager attention. I saw that it was a sheet of my own notepaper, and upon it, in a mans handwriting, was the commencement of a letter:

My dear Miss Rosselli, — I have—

That was all. It broke off short. There were no other words. The paper had been crushed and flung away, as though the writer, on mature thought, had resolved not to address me by letter. I had never seen Reggies handwriting, but on comparison with some entries in a note-book found in Iris pocket, the police pronounced it to be his.

What did he wish to tell me?

About an hour after midnight we sent up to the Villa Fabron for Gerald, who returned in the cab which conveyed our messenger.

When we told him the terrible truth he stood open-mouthed, rooted to the spot.

Reggie dead! he gasped. Murdered?

Undoubtedly, answered Ulrica. The mystery is inexplicable, but with your aid we must solve it.

With my aid? he cried. I fear I cannot help you. I know nothing whatever about it.

Of course not, I said. But now tell us, what is your theory? You were his best friend, and would therefore probably know if he had any enemy who desired to wreak revenge upon him.

He hadnt a single enemy in the world, to my knowledge, Gerald answered. The motive of the crime was robbery, without a doubt. Most probably he was followed from Monte Carlo by someone who watched his success at the tables. There are always some desperate characters among the crowd there.

Do you think, then, that the murderer was actually watching us ever since the afternoon? I inquired, in alarm.

I think it most probable, he responded. At Monte Carlo there is a crowd of all sorts and conditions of outsiders. Many of them wouldnt hesitate to commit murder for the sum which poor Reggie had in his pockets.

Its terrible! ejaculated Ulrica.

Yes, he sighed, as his face grew heavy and thoughtful; this awful news has upset me quite as much as it has you. I have lost my best friend.

I hope you will spare no effort to clear up the mystery, I said, for I had rather liked the poor boy ever since chance had first thrown us together in London, and on the renewal of our acquaintance a few days previously my estimate of his character and true worth had considerably improved. It was appalling that he should be thus struck down so swiftly, and in a manner so strange.

Of course, I shall at once do all I can, he declared. Ill see the police, and state all I know. If this had occurred in England, or in America, there might be a chance of tracing the culprit by the numbers of the bank-notes. In France, however, the numbers are never taken, and stolen notes cannot be recovered. However, rest assured, both of you, that Ill do my very best.

There was a tap at the door at that moment, and opening it, I was confronted by a tall, dark-bearded Frenchman, who explained that he was an agent of police.

To him Gerald related all he knew regarding poor Reggies acquaintances and movements while on the Riviera, and afterwards, in company with the detective, he went to the rooms we had abandoned. where he gazed for the last time upon the dead face of his friend.

This tragic event had naturally cast a gloom over both Ulrica and myself. We were both nervous and apprehensive, ever debating the mysterious reason which caused Reggie to enter our sitting-room in our absence. Surely he had some very strong motive, or he would not have gone straight there and commenced that mysterious letter of explanation.

As far as we could discern, his success at the tables in the afternoon had not intoxicated him, for, although young, he was a practised, unemotional player, to whom gains and losses were alike — at least, he displayed no outward sign of satisfaction other than a broad smile when his winning number was announced by the croupier. No. Of the many theories put forward, that of Gerald seemed the most sound, namely, that he had been followed from Monte Carlo with evil intent.

The Petit Niçois, the Eclaireur and the Phare du Littoral were next day full of The Mystery of the Grand Hotel. In the articles we were referred to as Mademoiselle Y — and Mademoiselle R — , as is usual in French journalism, and certainly the comments made by the three organs in question were distinguished by undisguised suspicion and sorry sarcasm. The Petit Niçois, a journal which has on so many recent occasions given proof of its anti-English and anti-American tone, declared its disbelief of the story that the deceased had won the large sum stated, and concluded by urging the police to leave no stone unturned in their efforts to discover the murderer, who, it added, would probably be found within the hotel. This remark was certainly a pleasing reflection to cast upon us. It was as though the journal believed that one of us had conspired to murder him.

Gerald was furious, but we were powerless to protect ourselves against the cruel calumnies of such torchons.

The official inquiry, held next day, after the post-mortem examination had been made, revealed absolutely nothing. Even the cause of death puzzled the doctors. There was a slight cut in the corner of the mouth, so small that it might have been accidentally caused while he had been eating, and beyond a slight scratch behind the left ear there was no abrasion of the skin — no would of any kind. On the neck, however, were two strange marks, like the marks of a finger and a thumb, which pointed to strangulation, yet the medical examination failed to establish that as a fact. He died from some cause which could not be determined. It might, indeed, the doctors admitted, have been almost described as a natural death, but for the fact that the notes were missing, which pointed so very markedly to murder.

That same evening, as the winter sun was sinking behind the Esterels, we followed the dead mans remains to their resting-place in he English cemetery, high up in the olive groves of Caucade — perhaps one of the most beautiful and picturesque burial-places in the world. Winter and summer it is always a blaze of bright flowers, and the view over the olive-clad slope and the calm Mediterranean beyond is one of the most charming in all the Riviera.

The English chaplain of the Rue de France performed the last rites, and then, turning sorrowfully away, we drove back, full of gloomy thoughts, to Nice.

The puzzling incident had crushed all gaiety from our hearts. I suggested that we should immediately go on to Mentone, but Ulrica declared that it was our duty to remain where we were and give the police what assistance we could in aiding them to solve what seemed an inscrutable mystery. Thus the days which followed were days of sadness and melancholy. We ate in our own room to avoid the gaze of the curious, for all in Nice now knew the tragic story, and as we passed in and out of the hotel we overheard many whisperings.

As for myself, I had a double burden of sorrow. In those hours of deep thought and sadness, I reflected that poor Reggie was a man who might, perhaps, have become my husband. I did not love him in the sense that the average woman understands love. He was a sociable companion, clever, smart in dress and gait, and altogether one of those easy men of the world who appeal strongly to a woman of my own temperament. When I placed him in comparison with Ernest, however, I saw that I could never have actually entertained a real affection for him. I loved Ernest with a wild, passionate love, and all others were now, and would ever be, as naught to me. I cared not that he had forsaken me in favour of that ugly, tow-haired witch. I was his. I felt that I must at all hazards see him again.

I was sitting at the open window one afternoon, gazing moodily out upon the Square Massena, when Ulrica suddenly said:

Curious that weve seen nothing more of Ernest. I suppose, however, youve forgotten him.

Forgotten him! I cried, starting up. I shall never forget him — never!

In that instant I seemed to see his dark, handsome-face before me, as of old. It was in the golden blaze of a summer sunset. I heard his rich voice in my ears. I saw him pluck a sprig of jasmine, emblem of purity, and give it to me, at the same time whispering words of love and devotion. Ah, yes, he loved me then — he loved me!

I put up my hand to shut out the vision. I rose, and staggered. Then I felt Ulricas soft hand upon my waist.

Cannela! Carmela! she cried, whats the matter? Tell me, dear!

You know, I answered hoarsely. You know, Ulrica, that I love him! My voice was choked within me, so deep was my distress. And he is to marry — to marry that woman!

My dear, take my advice and forget him, she said lightly. There are lots-of other men whom you could love quite as well. Poor Reggie, for instance, might have filled his place in your heart. He was charming — poor fellow! Your Ernest treated you as he has done all women. Why make yourself miserable and wear out your heart remembering a past which it is quite unnecessary to recall. Live, as I do, for the future, without mourning over what must ever be bygones.

Ah! thats all very well, I said sadly. But I cant help it. That woman loves him — every woman loves him! You yourself admired him long ago.

Certainly. I admire lots of men, but I have never committed the folly of loving a single one.

Polly! I cried angrily. You call love folly!

Why, of course, she laughed. Do dry your eyes, or youll look an awful sight when Gerald comes. He said he would go for a walk with us on the Promenade at four — and its already half past three. Come, its time we dressed.

I sighed heavily. Yes, it was true that Ulrica was utterly heartless towards those who admired her. I had with regret noticed her careless attitude times without number. She was a smart woman who thought only of her own good looks, her own toilettes, her own conquests, and her own amusements. Men pleased her by their flattery, and she therefore tolerated them. She had told me this long ago with her own lips, and had urged me to follow her example.

Ulrica, said I at last, forgive me, forgive me, but I am so unhappy. Dont let us speak of him again. I will try and forget, indeed I will — I will try to regard him as dead. I forgot myself — forgive me, dear.

Yes, forget him, theres a dear, she said, kissing me. And now call Félicita, and let us dress. Gerald hates to be kept waiting, you know, and carelessly she began humming the refrain of the latest chanson:

Mandoli, Mandoli, Mandola, Viens par-ci, viens par-là, my brune! Laisse le vieux jaloux qui timportune,; Mandoli, Mandoli, Mandola, Le temps fuit et voilà la lune, Cest lheure des baisers au clair de lune.


CHAPTER V.

DEALS WITH A MILLIONAIRE.
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ONE EVENING, ABOUT ten days later, we dined at old Benjamin Keppels invitation at the Villa Fabron.

Visitors to Nice know the great white mansion well. High up above the sea, beyond the Magnan, it stands in the midst of extensive grounds, shaded by date palms, olives and oranges, approached by a fine eucalyptus avenue, and rendered light with flowers, its dazzlingly white walls relieved by the green persiennes, a residence magnificent even for Nice — the town of princes. Along the whole front of the great place there runs a broad marble terrace, from which are obtained marvellous views of Nice, with the gilt-domed Jetée Promenade jutting out into the azure bay, the old Château, Moat Boron, and the snowcapped Alps on the left, while on the right lies the valley of the Var, and that romantic chain of dark purple mountains which lie far away beyond Cannes, a panorama almost as magnificent as that from the higher Comiche.

The interior was, we found, the acme of luxury and comfort. Everywhere was displayed the fact that its owner was wealthy; none on entering so splendid a home would have believed him to be so simple in taste and so curiously eccentric in manner. Each winter he came to Nice in his splendid steam-yacht, the Vispera, which was now anchored as usual in Villefranche Harbour, and with his sister, a small, wizen-faced old lady, and Mr. Barnes, his secretary, he lived there from December until the end of April.

Ulrica had met him several times in London, and he greeted us both very affably. He was, I found, a queer old fellow. Report had certainly not lied about him, and I could hardly believe that this absent-minded, rather ordinary looking old fellow, with disordered grey hair and heard and dark, deep-set eyes, was Geralds father, the great Benjamin Keppel, late of Johannesburg.

Dinner, even though rather a stately affair, was quite a pleasant function, for the old millionaire was most unassuming and affable. One of his eccentricities displayed itself in his dress. His dining-jacket was old, and quite glossy about the back and elbows; he wore a paper collar, his white tie showed unmistakable signs of having done duty on at least a dozen previous occasions, and across his vest was suspended an albert chain, not of gold, but of rusty steel. There had never been any pretence about Ben Keppel in his earlier days, as all the world knew, and there was certainly none in these days of his affluence. He had amassed his fabulous fortune by shrewdness and sheer hard work, and he despised the whole of that chattering little ring which calls itself Society.

Before I had been an hour in this mans society I grew to like him for his honest plain-spokenness. He possessed none of that sarcastic arrogance winch generally characterises those whose fortunes are noteworthy, but in conversation spoke softly, with a carefully cultivated air of refinement. Not that he was refined in the least. He had gone to the Transvaal as an emigrant from a little village in Norfolk, and had succeeded in amassing the third largest fortune in the United Kingdom.

He sat at the head of the table in his great dining-room, while Ulrica and myself sat on either hand. As a matter of course our conversation turned upon the mysterious death of poor Reggie, and we both gave him the exact version of the story.

Most extraordinary! he ejaculated. Gerald has already explained the painful facts to me. There seems no doubt whatever that the poor fellow was murdered for the money. Yet, to me, the strangest part of the whole affair is why he should have left you so suddenly at the Hermitage. If he changed the money for large notes, as we may suppose he did, why didnt he return to you?

Because he must in the meantime have met someone, I suggested.

Thats just it, he said. If the police could but discover the identity of this friend, then I feel convinced that all the rest would be plain sailing.

But, my dear guvnor, the police hold the theory that he didnt meet anyone until he arrived in Nice, Gerald observed.

The police here are a confounded set of idiots! cried the old millionaire. If it had occurred in London, or Chicago, or even in Glasgow, they would have arrested the murderer long before this. Here, in France, theres too much confounded contrôle.

I expect if the truth were known, observed Miss Keppel, in her thin, squeaky voice, the authorities of Monaco dont relish the idea that a man may be followed and murdered after successful play, and they wont help the Nice police at all.

Most likely, her brother said. The police of the Prince of Monaco are elegant blue and silver persons, who look as though they would hesitate to capture a prisoner for fear of soiling their white kid gloves. But surely, Miss Rosselli, he added, turning to me, the Nice police havent let the affair drop, have they?

I cannot say, I responded. The last I saw of any of the detectives was a week ago. The man who called upon me then admitted that no clue had, so far, been obtained.

Then all I have to say is that its a public scandal! Benjamin Keppel cried angrily. The authorities here seem to entertain absolutely no regard for the personal safety of their visitors. It appears to me that in Nice year by year prices have gone up until hotel charges have become unbearable, and people are being driven away to Algiers and Cairo. And I dont blame them. During these past two years absolutely no regard has been paid by the Nice authorities to the comfort of the visitors who bring them their wherewithal to live. Look at the state of the streets this season! Theyre all up for new trams, new paving, new watermains and things, until they are absolutely impassable. Even the Promenade des Anglais has been up! Why they cant do it in summer, when there are no visitors here, is a mystery. Again, within the last eight or ten years the price of everything has doubled, while the sanitary defects have become a disgrace. Why, down at Beamuettes there were, until quite recently, houses which actually drained into a cave!

And then they are surprised at an outbreak of typhoid! The whole things preposterous!

An English newspaper correspondent who had the courage to tell the truth about Nice was served with a notice threatening his expulsion from France! observed Gerald. A nice way to suppress facts!

Oh! thats the French way, observed Ulrica, with a laugh. It is, however, certain that if Nice is to remain healthy and popular, there must be some very radical changes.

If there are not, I shall sell this place, said the old millionaire decisively. I shall take the newspaper correspondents advice and pitch my quarters in Cairo, where English-speaking visitors are protected, properly treated, and have their comfort looked after.

Why not try San Remo? I suggested.

San Remo! he cried, with an air of disgust. Why, its the most snobbish place on the whole Riviera. The persons who have villas there are mostly those whom we taboo in society at home, One interesting person has had the audacity to name Iris villa after a royal palace. Its like a fellow putting up Buckingham Palace upon his ten-roomed house at Streatham Hill. No, Miss Rosselli, save me from San Remo! The hotels there are ruinous, had mostly of the fourth class, while the tradespeople are as rapacious a set of sharks as can be found outside Genoa. And the visitors are of that angular, sailor-hatted type of tea and lawn-tennis Englishwoman who talks largely at home of what she calls wintering abroad, and hopes by reason of a six-weeks stay in a cheap pension, shivering over an impossible lire, to improve her social status on her return to her own local surroundings. San Remo, dull, deal, and dreary, has ever been a ghastly failure, and ever will be, as long as it is frequented by its present clientele of sharks and spongers. What the newspaper correspondent said about Nice was the truth — the whole truth, he went on. I know Nice as well as most people, and I bear out every charge put forward. The Riviera has declined terribly these past five years. Why, the people here actually hissed the Union Jack at the last Battle of Flowers!

Disgraceful! said Ulrica, rather amused at the old fellows warmth. If Nice declines in the popular favour, then the Niçois have only themselves to blame.

Exactly. Foreigners are looked upon here as necessary evils, while in Italy, except on the Riviera, they are welcomed. I built this place and spent a fairish sum upon it, but if things dont improve, Ill sell it at auction and cart my traps down to Sicily, or over to Cairo. Upon that Im determined.

The guvnors disgusted, Gerald laughed across to me. Hes taken like this sometimes.

Yes, my boy, I am disgusted. All I want in winter is quiet, sunshine, and good air. Thats what I come here for. And I can get all that at Palermo or Algiers, for in those places the air is even better than here.

But it isnt so fashionable, I observed.

To an old man like me it doesnt matter whether a place is fashionable or not, my dear Miss Rosselli, he said, with a serious look. I leave all that sort of thing to Gerald. He has Iris clubs, his horses, his fine friends and all the rest of it. But all the people know Ben Keppel of Johannesburg. Even if I belonged to the most swagger of the clubs and mixed in good society — among lords and ladies of the aristocracy, I mean — Id still be the same. I couldnt alter myself as some of em try to do.

We laughed. The old man was so blunt that one could not help admiring him. He had the reputation of being niggardly in certain matters, especially regarding Geralds allowance; but, as Ulrica had remarked, there were no doubt plenty of people, who would be anxious to lend money to the millionaires heir upon post-obits, so that, after all, it didnt much matter.

If inclined to be economical in one or two directions, he certainly kept a remarkably good table; but although there were choice wines for ns, he drank only water.

When, with Gerald, he joined us in the great drawing-room, he seated himself near me and suddenly said:

I dont know, Miss Rosselli, whether youd like to remain here and gossip, or whether youd like to stroll round the place. You are a woman, and there may be something to interest you in it.

I shall be delighted, Im sure, I said, and together we went forth to wander about the great mansion, which all the world on the Riviera knows as the home of the renowned Ben Keppel.

He showed me his library, the boudoirs which were never occupied, the gallery of modern French paintings, the Indian tea-room, and the great conservatory whence we walked out upon the terrace and looked down upon the lights of the gay winter city lying at our feet, and at the flash of white brilliance that ever and anon shot across the tranquil sea, marking the dangerous headland at Antibes.

The night was lovely — one of those bright and perfect nights which occur so often on the Riviera in January. At sundown the air is always damp and treacherous, but when darkness falls it is no longer dangerous, even to those with extremely delicate constitutions.

How beautiful! I ejaculated, standing at his side and watching the great white moon slowly rising from the sea. What a fairyland!

Yes. It is beautiful. The Riviera is, I believe, the fairest spot that God has created on this earth, and then he sighed, as though world-weary.

Presently, when we had been chatting a few minutes, he suggested that we should re-enter the house, as he feared that I, being decollete, might catch a chill.

I have a hobby, he said; the only thing which prevents me from becoming absolutely melancholy. Would you care to see it?

Oh, do show it me! I said, at once interested.

Then come with me, he exclaimed. He led me through two long passages to a door which he unlocked with a tiny master-key upon his chain. This is my private domain, he laughed. No one is allowed in here, so you must consider yourself very highly privileged

That I certainly do I responded.

As he entered he switched on the electric light, displaying to my astonished gaze a large place fitted as a workshop with lathes, tools, wheels, straps and all sorts of mechanical contrivances.

This room is secret, he said, with a smile. If the fine people who sometimes patronise me with visits thought that I actually worked here theyd be horrified.

Then do you actually work? I inquired, sin-prised.

Certainly. Having nothing to occupy my leisure moments after I had severed myself from the works, I took to turning. I was a turner by trade years ago, you know.

I looked at him in wonderment. People had said he was eccentric, and this was evidently one of his eccentricities He had secretly established a great workshop within that princely mansion.

Would you like to see how I can work? he asked, noticing my look of wonder. Well, watch — excuse me.

Thereupon he threw off his jacket, and having raised a lever which set one of the lathes at work, he seated himself at it, selected a piece of ivory, and placed it in position.

Now, he laughed, looking towards me, what shall I make you? Ah, I know, an object useful to all you ladies — a box for your powder-puff, eh?

You seem to be fully aware of feminine mysteries, Mr. Keppel, I laughed.

Well, you see, I was married once, he answered. But in them days my poor Mary didnt want face-powder, bless her!

And that instant his keen chisel cut deeply into the revolving ivory with a harsh sawing sound that rendered further conversation impossible.

I stood behind and watched him. His grand old head was bent keenly over his Work as he hollowed out the box to the -desired depth, carefully gauged it, finished it, and quickly turned the lid until it fitted with precision and exactness. Then he rubbed it down, polished it in several ways, and at last handed it to me complete.

This is a little souvenir, Miss Rosselli, of your first visit to me.

Thank you ever so much, I answered, taking it and examining it curiously.

Truly he was a skilled workman, this man whose colossal wealth was remarkable, even among Englands many millionaires.

I only ask one favour, he said as we passed out and he locked the door of his workshop behind us. That you will tell no one of my hobby — that I have returned to my own trade. For Geralds sake I am compelled to keep up an appearance and some of his friends would sneer if they knew that his father still worked and earned money in his odd moments.

Do you earn money? I inquired, amazed.

Certainly. A firm in Bond Street buy all my ivory work, only theyre not, of course, aware that it comes from me. It wouldnt do, you know. My work, you see, provides me with a little pocket-money. It has done so ever since I left the factory, he added simply.

I promise you, Mr. Keppel, that Ill tell no one, if you wish it to remain a secret. I had no idea that you actually sold your turnings.

You dont blame me, surely? he said.

Certainly not, I answered.

It seemed, however, ludicrous that tills multi-millionaire, with his great house in Park Lane, his shooting-box in Scotland, Iris yacht, which was acknowledged to be one of the finest afloat, and his villa there on the Riviera, should toil at turning, in order to make a pound or two a week as pocket-money.

When I worked as a turner in the old days, I earned sixteen shillings a week by making butter dishes and bread plates, wooden bowls, salad spoons, and such like, and I earn about the same to-day when Ive paid for the ivory, and the necessary things for the shop, he explained. Then he added: You seem to think it Strange, Miss Rosselli. If you place yourself for a moment in my position, that of a man without further aim or ambition, you will not be surprised that I have, after nearly forty years, returned to the old trade to which I served my apprenticeship.

I quite understand, I responded, and I only admire you that you do not, like so many other rich men, lead a life of easy indolence.

I cant do that, he said; it isnt in me to be still. I must be at work, or Im never happy. Only I have to be discreet for Geralds sake, and the old millionaire smiled, though rather sadly, I thought.


CHAPTER VI

PLACES ME IN A PREDICAMENT.
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 I THINK him a most sociable old fellow, I answered, in response to Ulricas inquiry when we returned to the hotel.

But awfully eccentric, she said. Gerald always complains that he finds it impossible to make both ends meet upon his allowance.

He may surely be forgiven that, I said. After all, hes an excellent type of the prosperous worker.

He showed you his ivory-turning, I suppose? she observed, with a slight sneer. I see hes given you a puff-box.

Yes, he turned it while I waited.

Its really absurd, she declared, that a man of his enormous means should still continue to work as he does. Gerald tells me that he has secret workshops in all his houses, and spends the greater part of his time in turning, just as any workman would do. No doubt hes a bit wrong in the head. His wealth has crushed him.

I think you judge him too harshly, my dear, I responded. All master-minds have their hobbies. His hobby is quite a harmless one; merely to return to the trade to which he was apprenticed long ago.

She smiled with some sarcasm.

Then we parted, and retired to bed.

Day by day for many days we went over to Monte Carlo; why I can scarcely tell. All visitors to Nice drift there, as if by the natural law of gravitation, and we were no exception. Even though our memories of the Sign of the Seven Sins were painful on account of poor Reggies mysterious death, we nevertheless found distraction in the Rooms, the crowds, and the music. Sometimes Gerald would act as our escort, and at others we went over alone after luncheon and risked half-a-dozen louis at the tables with varying success. We met quite a host of people we knew, for the season was proceeding apace, and the nearness of the Carnival attracted our compatriots from all over Europe.

And as the days passed, my eyes were ever watchful. Truth to tell, Monte Carlo had an attraction for me, not because of its picturesqueness or its play, but because I knew that in that feverish little world there lived and moved the man who held my future in his hands. In the Rooms, in the Paris, in the Place, and in the Gardens I searched for sight of him, but alas! always in vain. I bought the various visitors lists, but failed to discover that he was staying at any of the villas or hotels. Yet I knew he was there, for had I not seen him with my own eyes — had I not seen him smile upon the woman who was my rival?

The papers continued to comment upon the mystery surrounding poor Reggies tragic death, yet beyond a visit from the British Consul, who proved to be a nice old gentleman, and who obtained a statement from us regarding Iris friends in London, and who took possession of certain effects found in his room, absolutely nothing fresh transpired.

It was early in February, that month when Nice puts on its annual air of gaiety in preparation for the reign of the King of Folly; when the streets are bright with coloured decoration, great stands are erected in the Place Massena, and the shops of the Avenue de la Gare are ablaze with Carnival costumes in the two colours previously decided upon by the Committee. Though Nice may be defective from a sanitary point of view, and her authorities churlish towards foreign visitors, nevertheless in early February it is certainly the gayest and most charming spot on the whole Riviera. The very streets, full of life and movement, are sweet with the perfume of roses, violets and mimosa; and at a time when the rest of Europe is held frost-bound, summer costumes and sunshades are the mode, while men wear their straw hats and flannels upon that finest of all sea-walks, the palm-planted Promenade des Anglais.

Poor Reggies brother, a doctor in Aberdeen, had arrived to obtain a personal account of the mystery, which, of course, we gave. Gerald also conducted him to the grave in the English cemetery, on which he laid a beautiful wreath and, while there, gave orders for a handsome monument. Then after remaining three days, he returned to Scotland.

Meanwhile, we became frequent guests at the Villa Fabron, dining there often, and being always received cordially by the old millionaire. The secretary, Barnes, appeared to me to rule the household, for he certainly placed himself more in evidence than ever did his employer, and I could see that the relations between Gerald and this factotum of his father were somewhat strained. He was a round-faced man of about thirty-five, dark, clean-shaven, with a face that was quite boyish-looking, but with a pair of small eyes that I did not like. I always distrust persons with small eyes.

From his manner, however, I gathered that he was a shrewd, hard-headed man of business, and even Gerald himself had to admit that he fulfilled the duties of his post admirably. Of course, I came into contact with him very little. Now and then we met on the Promenade, or in the Quai St, John Baptiste, and he raised his hat in passing, or he might happen to encounter us at the Villa when we visited there, but save on these occasions, I had not spoken to him a dozen words.

He has the face of a village idiot, with eyes like a Scotland Yard detective, was Ulricas terse summary of his appearance; and it was an admirable description.

On the Sunday afternoon when the first Battle of Confetti was fought, we wait out in our satin dominoes of mauve and old gold — the colours of that year — and had glorious fun pelting all and sundry with paper confetti, or whirling serpentines among the crowd in the Avenue de la Gare. Those who have been in Nice during Carnival know the wild gaiety of that Sabbath, the procession of colossal cars and grotesque figures, the ear-splitting bands, the ridiculous costumes of the maskers, the buoyant fun and the good humour of everybody in that huge cosmopolitan crowd.

Gerald was with us, as well as a young American named Fordyce, whom we had known in London, and who was now staying at the Beau Site, over at Cannes. With our sacks containing confetti slung over our shoulders, and the hoods of our bright dominoes over our heads, and wearing half masks of black velvet, we mixed with the crowd the whole of that afternoon, heartily enjoying the fun.

I confess that I enjoyed, and shall always, I hope, enjoy the Nice Carnival immensely. Many constant visitors condemn it as a tawdry tinsel show, and leave Nice for a fortnight in order to escape the uproar and boisterous fun; but after all, even though the air of recklessness would perchance shock some of the more puritanical in our own land, there is nevertheless an enormous amount of harmless and healthy amusement to be derived from it. It is only sour spinsters and the gouty who really object to Carnival. Regular visitors to the Riviera condemn it merely because it is good form to condemn everything vulgar. They used to enjoy it until its annual repetition became wearisome.

After the fight with confetti, during which our hair and dominoes got sadly tumbled, we struggled through the crowd to the hotel; and while Gerald went along to the café outside the Casino to wait for us, we dressed.

Félicita was an unconscionable time in doing my hair — her head was full of the Carnival fever, I think — and when I entered our sitting-room I found Ulrica, ready dressed, seated on a low stool in a picturesque attitude, lazily cooling herself with her fan of feathers. The disengaged bare arm, with its jingling bangles, was gracefully raised, the taper fingers were endeavouring, without much success, to adjust a stray lock of hair. It was a favourite gesture of Ulricas, for her hands were lovely, white and slender, and covered with rings, which she was fond of displaying. The rosy light from the shaded lamp fell kindly upon her, so that she made an extremely pretty picture.

She was talking as I entered, and in the dim light I discovered a man sitting on the ottoman. I was about to retreat, when she recalled me, and introduced me, with a little laugh, to Cecil Ormrod, who had called at that rather inconvenient moment. She appeared to be by no means displeased at having been surprised in a tête-à-tête with him. It was a notification that she had pegged out her claim.

He was tall, manly, and well-shaped, and his voice was pleasant. Ulrica looked at me with a curious smile, as if to say: Dont you think I have shown my good taste? Then holding out her hand for his aid in rising, she said to him:

Im awfully sorry, Mr. Ormrod, but we are just going out to dinner. I know youll excuse us. Youll look in and see us to-morrow. You must, you know — youre staying at the Anglais, and its close by.

Then, turning to me, she added.

Come, dear, we must make haste. Its awfully late, and old Mr. Keppel will never forgive us if the soup comes up cold.

So young Cecil Ormrod made his adieux and departed, promising to call on us again.

Cecil is an awfully nice boy, Ulrica remarked. I met him in at a country house-party two years ago. His father is a stockbroker and his sisters are particularly jolly. We must be nice to him.

Youve already begun, I remarked, rather spitefully perhaps. But she only smiled.

Then we descended by the lift and joined Gerald, whom we found walking up and down impatiently in the hall.

Quite a host of smart people dined at the Villa Fabron that evening, including several pretty English girls. A millionaire never lacks friends. Old Benjamin Keppel was something of a recluse. It was not often that he sent out so many invitations, but when he gave a dinner he spared no expense, and the one in honour of Carnival was truly a gastronomic marvel. The table was decorated with mauve and old gold, the Carnival colours; and the room which was draped with satin of the same shades, presented a mass of blended hues particularly striking.

The old millionaire, seated at the head of his table, in his breezy, open-hearted manner made everyone happy at once.

Both Ulrica and I wore new frocks, which we considered were the latest triumphs of our Nice couturière — they certainly ought to have been, if they were not, for their cost was ruinous — and there were also quite a number of bright dresses and good-looking men. The day is gone, I am glad to say, when a mode, because it is decreed to be the fashion, is blindly adopted. Women realise at last that to achieve the happiest results they must make Fashion subservient to their requirements, instead of foolishly following in her wake, as for years they have been wont to do.

As I sat there amid the gay chatter of the table, I looked at the lean, grey-bearded man at its head, and fell into reflection. How strange it was that this man, worth millions, actually toiled in secret each day at his lathe to earn a few shillings a week from an English firm as pocket-money! All his gay friends who sat around his table were ignorant of that fact. He only revealed it to those in whom he placed trust — and I was one of the latter.

After dinner we all went forth into the gardens, which were illuminated everywhere with coloured lights and lanterns, and wandered beneath the orange trees, joking and chattering.

A rather insipid young prig was at first my companion, but presently I found myself beside old Hr. Keppel, who walked at my side far down the slope, till at last we came to the dark belt of olives which formed the boundary of his domain. Villas on the Riviera do not usually possess extensive grounds, but the Villa Fabron was an exception, for the gardens ran down almost to the well-known white sea-road that leads along from Nice to the mouth of the Var.

How charming! I exclaimed, as, turning back, we gazed upon the long terrace hung with Japanese lanterns, and the moving figures smoking, taking their coffee, and chattering.

Yes, the old man laughed. I have to be polite to them now and then; but after all, Miss Rosselli, they dont come here to visit me — only to spend a pleasant evening. Society expects me to entertain, so I have to. But I confess that I never feel at home among all these folk, as Gerald does.

I fear you are becoming just a little world-weary, I said, smiling.

Becoming? Why, I was tired of it all years ago, he answered, glancing at me with a serious expression in his deep-set eyes. It seemed as though he wished to confide in me, and yet dared not do so.

Why not try a change? I suggested. You have the Vispera lying at Ville-franche. Why not take a trip in her up the Mediterranean?

No, he sighed. I hate yachting, for I have nothing on board wherewith to occupy by time. After a couple of days I always go ashore at the nearest port. The trip round from Portsmouth here each winter is always a misery to me.

And you keep such a beautiful craft idle! I observed, in a tone of reproach.

Youve seen it?

Yes, Gerald took us on board a few days ago, and showed us over. Its like a small Atlantic liner.

Everyone says shes a handsome boat, the old fellow remarked carelessly. Then he added: Are you fond of the sea?

Passionately. I always regret when the Channel passage is finished.

Perhaps you would like to go on a cruise in the Vispera? he said. If you would, I should be very pleased to take you. I might invite a party for a run, say, to Naples or Smynia and back..

I should be delighted, I answered enthusiastically, for yachting was one of my favourite pastimes, and on board such a magnificent craft, one of the finest private vessels afloat, life would be most enjoyable.

Very well, Ill see what I can arrange, he answered; and then we fell to discussing other things.

He smoked thoughtfully as he strolled beside me, his mind evidently much preoccupied. The stars were bright overhead, the night balmy and still, and the air was heavy with the scent of flowers. It was hard to believe that it was actually mid-winter.

I fear, he said at last— I fear, Miss Rosselli, that you find me a rather lonely man, dont you?

You have no reason to be lonely, I responded. Surrounded by all these friends your life might surely be very gay if you wished.

Friends? Bah! he cried, in a tone of ridicule. Theres an attraction in money that is irresistible. These people here, all of them, bow down before the golden calf. Sometimes, Miss Rosselli, I have thought that theres no real honesty of purpose in the world.

Im afraid you are a bit of a cynic, I laughed.

And if I am, may I not be forgiven? he urged. I can assure you I find life very dull indeed.

It was a strange confession coming from the lips of such a man. If only I had a sixteenth part of his wealth I should, I reflected, be a very happy woman — unless the common saying were actually true, that great wealth only creates unbearable burdens.

You are not the only one who finds life wearisome, I observed frankly. I also have to plead guilty to the indictment on many occasions.

You? he cried, halting, and regarding me in surprise. You — young, pretty, vivacious, with ever so many men in love with you? And you are tired of it all — tired of it while still in your twenties? Impossible!


CHAPTER VII

MAINLY CONCERNS THE OWL.
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LATE THAT NIGHT Ulrica made merry at my expense. She had noticed me walking tête-à-tête with old Mr. Keppel, and accused me of flirtation with him.

Now, I may be given to harmless frivolities with men of my own age, but I certainly have never endeavoured to attract those of maturer years. Elderly men may have admired me — that I do not deny — but assuredly this has been through no fault of my own. A womans gowns are always an object of attention among the sterner sex. If, therefore, she dresses smartly she can at once attract a certain section of males, even though her features may be the reverse of prepossessing.

Truth to tell, a womans natural chic, her taste in dress and her style of coiffure, are by far the most important factors towards her well-being. The day of the healthful, buxom, pink-and-white beauty is long past. The woman rendered artistic by soft chiffons, dainty blouses, and graceful tea-gowns reigns in her stead. Women nowadays are becoming very Continental. For instance, certain illustrated journals tell us that fur coats of every description are to be the mode, and a few foolish women think that if they possess such a garment, no matter what its shape, so long as it is of fur, they will be in the vanguard of Fashion! The really smart woman will, however, think twice before she hides her figure by any such bulky covering, merely because she happens to possess the fur, and it will take the furrier all the ingenuity at his command to produce the neat, short, and close-fitting little coat or bolero which she would condescend to wear. Yes, we are yearly becoming more and more tasteful — more Parisian. Ulricas suggestion caused me to laugh.

Old Mr. Keppel walked with me because he wanted company, I suppose, I protested. I had no idea such a misconstruction would be placed upon our conversation, Ulrica.

Why, my dear, everyone noticed it and remarked upon it. He neglected his guests and walked with you for a whole hour in the garden. Whatever did you find to talk about all that long time?

Nothing, I responded simply. He only took me round the place. I dont think he cares very much for the people he entertains, or he wouldnt have neglected them in that manner.

No. But I heard some spiteful things said about yourself, Ulrica remarked.

By whom?

By various people. They said that you had been angling after the old man for a long time — that you had followed him to Nice, in fact.

Oh, Ulrica! I cried indignantly. How can they say such things? Why, you know it was yourself who introduced us.

I know, she answered rather curtly. But I didnt expect, that youd make such a fool of yourself as youve done to-night.

Im not aware that I have made a fool of myself, as you choose to term it, I responded warmly. Mr. Keppel invited me to walk in the garden, and as his guest I could not very well refuse.

You know what an ill-bred, vulgar old fellow he is, and you might therefore have had some respect for his guests.

I know that he is an honest, plain-spoken man, I said calmly. He may be ill-bred, but nevertheless, hes more the gentleman than half the over-dressed cads who so perpetually hang about us just because we happen to be both good-looking.

If I were in your place I should be ashamed at having made such an exhibition of myself! she exclaimed, with bitter sarcasm.

I have made no exhibition of myself, I protested. I like Mr. Keppel for his blunt manliness — but beyond that — why, Ulrica, you must be mad to suspect me of flirtation with him!

Hes old enough to be your father, she snapped. Yet Doris Ausell whispered in the drawing-room that she had watched him holding your hand in lover-like attitude.

Then Doris Ansell lied! I exclaimed angrily. He never touched my hand. It is a foul libel upon him and upon me.

I saw you myself walking with him.

And you were walking with Gerald. He was, as usual, flirting with you, I said spitefully.

Her cheeks crimsoned, and I saw that my words had struck home. How cruel and ill-natured was such gossip as this; how harmful to my good name, and to his. I knew Doris Ansell well — a snubnosed, under-sized little gossip, and had always believed that she entertained towards me some ill-will — for what reason I never could ascertain.

And why should you fly into such a rage? she inquired with affected coolness. If you were to change into Mrs. Ben Keppel you would at least possess a very substantial income even if your husband was a rough diamond. You would exact the envy of half the women we know and surely thats quite sufficient success to have obtained. One cant have everything in this world. Money is always synonymous with ugliness where marriage is concerned.

I dont see any object to be obtained by discussing the matter further I answered with rising indignation. Such a circumstance as you suggest will never occur, you may depend upon it.

My dear Carmela, she said, laughing, you are still a child, I really declare!

I am old enough to be mistress of my own actions, I answered quickly. I shall certainly never marry for money.

Because of Ernest — eh?

It is cruel, Ulrica, to taunt me like this! I cried, bursting into tears. Surely Ive suffered enough! You do not suffer because, as you have said hundreds of times, you have no heart. Would that I had none! Love within me is not yet dead. Would to God it were! I might then be like you cold and cynical, partaking of the pleasures of the world without a thought of its griefs. As I am, I must love. My love for that man is my very life! Without it I should die!

No, no, my dear, she said quickly, in kinder tones. Dont cry, or your eyes will be a horrid sight to-morrow. Remember were lunching over at Beaulieu with the Famells. Come, dry your eyes and go to bed. I didnt mean anything, you know. And she drew down my head and kissed me tenderly on the brow.

I left her and went to my room, but her words rang constantly in my ears. The idea that the old millionaire had been attracted by me was a novel one. Surely that could not be possible. True, he had grown confidential enough to tell me things that were held secret from all his friends, yet I attributed this to his eccentricity.

No, it was surely not true that he was among my admirers. Through the dark hours of that night I thought it all over. Sometimes I saw in all that had occurred a disposition on his part to tell me some secret or other. He had been so preoccupied, and had so earnestly told me of the dull loneliness of his life, that colour was certainly lent to the theory that he looked upon me with affection. Yet, after all, I reasoned with myself that I could never in my life love a man of that age, and determined never to barter myself for money and position. I should even, if he told me the truth, be compelled to refuse his offer.

But the whole theory was ridiculous. It had been started by that lying, ill-natured woman for want of something else to gossip about. Why should I heed it? I liked him, it was true, but I could never love him — never!

Reader, you may think it strange that we two young women were wandering about the Continent together without any male relative. The truth is, that terrifying personage, so peculiarly British, known as Mrs. Grundy, is dead. It is her complete downfall in this age of emancipation, bicycles and bloomers, that more than anything else makes the modern spinsters lot, in many respects, an eminently attractive one.

We were discussing this over our coffee on the following morning, when Ulrica, referring to our conversation of the previous night, said:

Formerly girls married in order to gain their social liberty; now they more often remain single to bring about that desirable consummation.

Certainly, I acquiesced. If we are permitted by public opinion to go to college, to live alone, to travel, to have a profession, to belong to a club, to wear divided skirts — not that I approve of them — to give parties, to read and discuss whatsoever seems good to us, and go to theatres, and even to Monte Carlo, without a masculine escort, then we have most of the privileges — and several others thrown in — for which the girl of twenty or thirty years ago was ready to sell herself to the first suitor who offered himself and the shelter of his name.

Im very glad, my dear Carmela, that you are at last becoming so very sensible, she answered approvingly.

Until now youve been far too romantic and too old-fashioned in your ideas. I really think that I shall convert you to my views of life in time — if you dont marry old Keppel.

Kindly dont mention him again, I protested firmly. To a certain extent I entirely agree with you regarding the emancipation of woman. A capable woman who has begun a career, and feels certain of advancement in it, is often as shy of entangling herself matrimonially as ambitious young men have ever shown themselves in like circumstances.

Without doubt. The disadvantages of marriage to a woman with a profession are more obvious than to a man, and it is just the question of maternity, with all its duties and responsibilities, which is occasionally the cause of many woman forswearing the privileges of the married state.

Well, Ulrica, I said, speaking candidly, would you marry if you had a really good offer?

Marry? Certainly not, she answered, with a laugh, as though the idea were perfectly preposterous. Why should I marry? Ive had a host of offers, just as every woman with a little money always has. But why should I renounce my freedom? If I married, my husband would forbid this and forbid that — and you know I couldnt live without indulging in my little pet vices of smoking and gambling.

Wouldnt your husbands love fill the void? I queried.

It would be but a poor substitute, Im afraid. The most ardent love nowadays cools within six months, and more often even wanes with the honeymoon.

Ive really no patience with you, I said hastily. Youre far too cynical. She smiled, and then sighed gently. She looked so young in her pale pink peignoir.

Contact with the world has made me what I am, my dear Carmela.

Well, I said, to be quite candid, I dont think that the real cause why so many women nowadays remain single is to be found in the theories weve been airing to one another. The fact is, after all, that were only a bundle of nerves and emotions, and once our affections are involved, we are capable of any heroism.

You may be one of those, my dear, was her rather grave response. Im afraid, however, that I am not.

I did not pursue the subject further. She was kind and sympathetic in all else, save where my love was concerned. My affection for Ernest was to her merely an amusing incident. She seemed unable to realise how terribly serious I was, or what a crushing blow had fallen upon me when he had turned and forsaken me.

Gerald called at eleven, for he had arranged to accompany us to Beaulieu.

Miss Rosselli, he cried, as he greeted me, youre a brick — that you are!

A brick! I echoed. Why?

Why, youve worked an absolute miracle with the guvnor. Nobody else could persuade him to set foot on the Vispera except to return to England, yet youve induced him to arrange for a cruise up the Mediterranean.

Ulrica glanced at me with a confident air. I knew the thought which arose in her mind.

Are you glad? I asked him.

Glad? I should rather think so! We shall have a most glorious time!

He intends asking the Farnells, Lord Eldersfield, Lord and Lady Stoneborough, and quite a lot of people. Weve got you to thank for it. No power on earth would induce him to put to sea — except yourself, Miss Rosselli.

No, Gerald, I said. Please dont flatter me. Its bad form, you know. Your father asked me if I would like a cruise, and I responded in the affirmative, thats all.

Well, at any rate, its enough, answered the young man enthusiastically. The guvnor has sent for Davis, the skipper, and when I left him, was poring over a chart of the Eastern Mediterranean. Theres only one condition that Ive made, and I think youll both agree with me.

Whats that? inquired Ulrica, as she buttoned her glove.

That we dont take that cur Barnes. I hate the fellow.

So say all of us, Ulrica observed frankly.

His air is so superior that people believe him to be at least a son of the house, Gerald said quickly. I know that he tells the guvnor all sorts of false tales about myself. He knew that I lost pretty heavily at Monte when I went over with you the other night, and as Mr. Barnes chanced to be there he was, of course, the amiable gentleman who told the tale. I always feel as though Id like to give him a good sound kicking.

Treat him with contempt, I urged. Your father is not the kind of man to believe mere tales without proof. Even if he is a bit eccentric, hes the essence of justice — that youll admit.

Why, Miss Rosselli, I tell you that my old dad is the very best fellow in all the world. I know all men of his stamp have their little eccentricities, and therefore forgive him. If hes niggardly towards me, its only because he doesnt believe in a young man going the pace too fast.

Quite so, I answered, remembering how very lenient the world is towards the son of a millionaire. No man should speak ill of his father — more especially of such an admirable type as your father is.

But I drew myself up short, for I saw a smile playing in the corners of Ulricas mouth.

Lets be off, she said. Well take a fiacre to the station. Gerald, tell them to get us a cab.

And young Keppel went forth to do her bidding.

The Carnival bal masque at the Casino — the great event of King Carnivals reign — took place on the following Sunday night, and we made up a gay party to go to it. There were seven of us, and we looked a grotesque group as we assembled in the vestibule of the Grand, attired in our fantastic costumes and wearing those mysterious masks of black velvet which so effectively conceal the features. Ulrica represented a Watteau shepherdess, with wig and crook complete, while I was en bebe, wearing a simple costume, surmounted by a sun-bonnet with a very wide brim. One of the women of the party was a Queen of Folly, and another wore a striking Louis XV. dress; while Gerald represented a demon, and wore pins in his tail in order to prevent others from pulling that appendage.

As the distance from the hotel to the Casino was only a few hundred yards, we walked. Laughter was abundant, for the novelty of the thing was sublime. Among our party only Gerald had witnessed a previous Carnival ball, and he had led us to expect a scene of wild merriment.

Certainly we were not disappointed. Having run the gauntlet of a crowd who smothered us with confetti, we entered the great winter-garden of the Casino, and found it a blaze of colour — the two colours of Carnival. Suspended from the high glass roof were thousands of bannerettes of mauve and gold, while the costumes of the revellers were of the self-same shades. Everywhere flashed coloured lights of similar hue, and the fun was already fast and furious. The side-rooms, which, as most readers will remember, are ordinarily devoted to gambling — for gambling in a mild form is permitted at Nice — were now turned into handsome supper-rooms, and in the winter-garden and the theatre beyond the scene was perhaps one of the liveliest and most enchanting in the whole world.

Everyone had gone there for full enjoyment. In the theatre there was Wild dancing; the boxes were filled by the grand monde of Europe, princes and princesses, grand-dukes and grand-duchesses, counts and countesses, noted actresses from Paris and London, and well-known people of every nationality, all enjoying the scene of uproarious merrymaking. We viewed it first from our own box, but at length someone suggested that we should descend and dance, an idea which at once found ungrudging favour.

Masked as everyone was, with the little piece of black lace tacked to the bottom of the black velvet loup, in order to conceal the lower part of the features, it was impossible to recognise a single person in that whirling crowd. Therefore, immediately we descended to the floor of the theatre we at once became separated. I stood for a few moments bewildered. The blaze of colour made ones head reel. People in all sorts of droll costumes were playing various kinds of childish antics. Out in the winter-garden clowns and devils were playing leap-frog, and sylph and angels, joining hands, were whirling round and round in huge rings, playing some game and screaming with laughter. Almost everyone carried miniature representations of Punch, with bells attached, large rattles, or paper flowers which, when blown, could be elongated to a ridiculous extent.

Never before, in all my life, had I been amidst such a merry and irresponsible crowd. The ludicrousness of Carnival reaches its climax in the ball at the Casino, and whatever may be said of it, it is without doubt one of the annual sights of Europe. I had heard it denounced as a disgraceful exhibition by old ladies, who had been compelled to admit that they had never been present; but I must say that from first to last, although the fun was absolutely unbridled, I saw nothing whatever to offend.

I was standing aside watching the dancers, when suddenly a tall man, dressed in a remarkable costume representing an owl, approached, and bowing, said in rather good English, in a deep, but not unmusical voice:

Might I have the pleasure of this dance with mademoiselle?

I looked at him in suspicion. He was a weird-looking creature in his bird-dress of mauve and gold, and the strange mask with two black eyes peering out at me. Besides, it was not my habit to dance with strangers.

Ah! he laughed. You hesitate because we have not been introduced. Here in Nince at Carnival one introduces oneself. Well, I have introduced myself, and now I ask you what is your opinion of my marvellous get-up. Dont you think me a real fine bird?

Certainly, I laughed. Youre absolutely hideous.

Thanks for the compliment, he answered pleasantly. To unmask is forbidden, or Id take off this terrible affair, for I confess I am half stifled. But if Im ugly, youre absolutely charming. Its a case of Beauty and the Bird. Arent my wings fetching?

Very.

I knew you were English. Funny how we Frenchmen can always pick out English and Americans.

How did you know I am English? I inquired.

Ah! now thats a secret, he laughed. But hark! its a waltz. Come under my wing, and lets dance. I know youd dearly love a turn round. For this once throw the introduction farce to the winds, and let me take you round. The owl is never a ferocious bird, you know.

For a moment I hesitated, then consenting, I whirled away among the dancers with my unknown partner.

I saw you up in that box, he said presently. I was waiting for you to come down.

Why?

With womans innate coquetry, I felt a delight in misleading him, just as he was trying to mislead me. There was a decided air of adventure in that curious meeting. Besides, so many of the dresses were absolutely alike that, now we had become separated, it was hopeless for me to discover any of our party. The Nice dressmakers make dozens of Carnival dresses exactly similar, and when the wearers are masked, it is impossible to distinguish one from the other.

Well, he said evasively, in answer to my question, I wanted a partner.

And so you waited for me? Surely any other would have done as well?

No, thats just it. She wouldnt. I wanted to dance with you.

The waltz had ended, and we strolled together out of the theatre into the great winter-garden, with its bright flower-beds and graceful palms — a kind of huge conservatory, which forms a gay promenade each evening in the season.

I dont see why you should entertain such a desire, I said. Besides, and I paused to gain breath for the little untruth, I fear now that my husband will be furious if he has noticed us.

I might say the same about my wife — if I wished to import fiction into the romance, he said.

Then you have no wife? I suggested, with a laugh.

My wife is just as real as your husband, he responded bluntly.

What do you mean?

I mean that if you really have a husband, it is an extremely surprising confession.

Why surprising?

Well, its true that husbands are like Somebodys sewing-machines, no home being complete without one, he laughed. But I really had no idea that Mademoiselle Carmela Rosselli possessed such a useful commodity.

What! I gasped, glaring at the hideous-looking Owl. You know me?

Yes, he responded, in a deeper tone, more earnestly than before. I know quite well who you are. I have come here to-night expressly to speak with you.

I started, and stood glaring at him in wonderment.

I have, he added, in a low, confidential voice, something important to say to you — something most important.


CHAPTER VIII

NARRATES A MYSTERIOUS INCIDENT.
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YOU ATE A perfect stranger, sir, I said, with considerable hauteur. Until you care to give me your name, and make known who you are, I have no wish to hear this important statement of yours.

No, he answered, I regret very much that for certain reasons I am unfortunately unable to furnish my name. I am The Owl — that is sufficient.

No, not for me. As I am not in the habit of thus chattering with strangers at a public ball, I must wish you good evening, I said, and turned abruptly away.

In an instant he was again at my side.

Listen, Miss Rosselli, he said, in a deeply earnest tone. You must listen to me. I have something to tell you which closely concerns yourself — your future welfare.

Well? I inquired.

I cant speak now, as someone may overhear. I had to exercise the greatest precaution in approaching you, for there are spies everywhere, and a single blunder would be fatal.

What do you mean I inquired, at once interested.

The manner of this hideously disguised man who spoke such excellent English was certainly mysterious, and I could not doubt that he was in real earnest.

Let us walk over there, and sit in that corner, he said, indicating a seat half hidden in the bamboos. If there is no one near, I will explain. If we are watched, then we must contrive to find some other place.

In our box, I suggested. We can sit at the back in the alcove, where no one can see us.

Excellent! he answered. I never thought of that. But if any of your party return there?

I can merely say that you invited me to dance, and I, in return, invited you there for a few moments rest.

Then lets go, he said, and a few minutes later we were sitting bar back in the shadow of the box on the second tier, high above the music and gay revelry.

Well, I inquired eagerly, when we were seated, and why did you wish to see me to-night?

First, I have knowledge — which you will not, I think, deny — that you loved a man in London — one Ernest Cameron.

Well?

And at this moment there is a second man who, although not your lover, is often in your thoughts. The mans name is Benjamin Keppel. Am I correct?

I really dont see by what right you submit me to this cross-examination upon affairs which only concern myself, I responded in a hard voice, although I was eager to determine the identity of this masked man.

Marriage with a millionaire is a temptation which few women can resist, he said philosophically, in a voice undisturbed by my harsh retort. Temptations are the crises which test the strength of ones character. Whether a woman stands or falls at these crises depends very largely on what she is before the testing comes.

And pray what concern have you in my intentions or actions? I demanded.

You will discover that in due time, he answered. I know that to the world you, like your companion, Ulrica York, pretend to be a woman who prefers her freedom and has no thought of love. Yet you are only acting the part of the free woman. At heart you love as intensely and hate as fiercely as all the others. Is not that so?

You speak remarkably plainly, as though you were well acquainted with my private affairs, I remarked resentfully.

I only say what I know to be the truth, he replied. You, Carmela Rosselli, are not heartless like that emotionless woman who is your friend. The truth is that you love — you still love Ernest Cameron.

I rose in quick indignation.

I refuse to hear you further, monsieur! I cried. Kindly let me pass.

His hand was on the door of the box, and he kept it there, notwithstanding my words.

No, he said, quite coolly. You must hear me — indeed, you shall hear me!

I have heard you, I answered. You have said sufficient.

I have not finished, he replied. When I have done so, you will, I think, only be anxious to learn more. He added quite calmly: If you will kindly be seated, so as not to attract attention, I will go on.

I sank back into my seat without further effort to arrest his words. The adventure was most extraordinary, and certainly his grotesque appearance held me puzzled.

Here, in Nice, not long ago, he continued, you met a man who believed himself in love with you, yet a few nights later he was foully murdered in your sitting-room at the hotel.

Reginald Thorne, I said quickly, in a strained voice, for the memory of that distressing event was very painful.

Yes, Reginald Thorne, he repeated, in a low, hoarse voice.

You knew him? I asked.

Yes, I knew him, was his response, in a deep, strange tone. It is to speak of him that I have sought you to-night.

If you are so well aware who I am, and of all my movements, you might surely have called upon me, I remarked dubiously.

Ah, no! That would have been impossible. None must know that we have met.

Why?

Because there are reasons — very strong reasons — why our meeting should be kept secret, the voice responded, the pair of sharp black eyes peering forth mysteriously from the two holes in the owls face. We are surrounded by spies. Here, in France, they have reduced espionage to a fine art.

And yet the police have failed to discover the murderer of poor Mr, Thorne, I observed.

They will never do that.

Why not?

They will never solve the mystery without aid.

Whose aid?

Mine.

What? I cried, starting quickly.

Are you actually in possession of some fact that will lead to the arrest of the culprit? Tell me quickly. Is it really certain that he was murdered, and did not die a natural death?

Ah! he laughed, I told you a few minutes ago that you would be anxious to hear my statement. Was I not correct?

Of course! I had no idea that you were in possession of any facts or evidence regarding the crime. What do you know about it?

At present I am not at liberty to say — except that the person who committed the deed was no ordinary criminal.

Then he was murdered, and the motive was robbery?

That was the police theory, but I can at once assure you that they were entirely mistaken. Theft was not the motive.

But the money was stolen from his pockets! I said.

How do you prove that? He might have secreted it somewhere before the attack was made upon him.

I feel certain that the money was stolen, I answered.

Well, you are, of course, welcome to your own opinion, he answered carelessly. I can only assure you that, even though the money was not found upon him, robbery was not the motive of the crime.

And you have come to me in order to tell me that? I said. Perhaps you will explain further.

I come to you. Miss Rosselli, because a serious responsibility rests upon yourself.

In what manner?

The unfortunate young man was attracted towards you; he accompanied you to Monte Carlo on the day of his death, and he was found dead in your sitting-room.

I know, I said. But why did he go there?

Because he, no doubt, wished to speak with you.

At that late hour? I cannot conceive why he should want to speak with me. He might have come to me in the morning.

No. The matter was pressing — very pressing.

Then if you know its nature, as you apparently do, perhaps you will tell me.

I can say nothing, the deep voice responded. I only desire to warn you.

To warn me! I cried, surprised.

Of what?

Of a danger which threatens you.

A danger? Explain it.

Then kindly give me your un divided attention for a moment, the Owl said earnestly, at the same time peering into my eyes with that air of mystery which so puzzled me. Perhaps it will not surprise you to know that in this matter of the death of Reginald Thorne there are several interests at stake, and the most searching and secret inquiries have been made on behalf of the young mans friends by detectives sent from London, and from New York. These inquiries have established one or two curious facts, but so far from elucidating the mystery, they have only tended to render it more inscrutable. As I have already said, the person actually responsible for the crime is no ordinary murderer, and notwithstanding the fact that some of the shrewdest and most experienced detectives have been at work, they can discover nothing. You follow me?

Perfectly.

Then I will proceed further. Has it ever occurred to you that you might, if you so desired, become the wife of old Benjamin Keppel? I really dont see what that has to do with the matter under discussion, I said, with quick indignation.

Then you admit that old Mr. Keppel is among your admirers?

I admit nothing, I responded. I see no reason why you, a perfect stranger, should intrude upon my private affairs in this manner.

The intrusion is for your own safety, he answered ambiguously.

And what need I fear, pray? You spoke of some extraordinary warning, I believe.

True, I wish to warn you, said the man in strange disguise. I came here to-night at considerable risk to do so.

I hesitated. Then, after a few moments of reflection, I resolved upon making a bold shot.

Those who speak of risk are invariably in fear, I said. Your words betray that you have some connection with the crime.

I watched him narrowly, and saw him start perceptibly. Then I congratulated myself upon my shrewdness, and was determined to fence with him further and endeavour to make him commit himself. I rather prided myself upon smart repartee, and many had told me that at times I shone as a brilliant conversationalist.

Ah! he said hastily. I think you mistake me, Miss Rosselli. I am acting in your interests entirely.

If so, then surely you may give me your name, or tell me who you are.

I prefer to remain unknown, he replied.

Because you fear exposure.

I fear no exposure, he protested. I came here to speak with you secretly to-night, because had I called openly at your hotel my visit would have aroused suspicion, and most probably have had the effect of thwarting the plans of those who are endeavouring to solve the enigma.

But you give me no proof whatever of your bona-fides! I declared.

Simply because I am unable. I merely come to give you warning.

Of what?

Of the folly of flirtation.

I sprang to my feet indignantly.

You insult me! I cried. I will bear it no longer. Please let me pass!

I shall not allow you to leave until I have finished, he answered determinedly. You think that I am not in earnest, but I tell you I am. Your whole future depends upon your acceptance of my suggestion.

And what is your suggestion, pray?

That you should no longer regard old Mr. Keppel as your possible husband.

I have never regarded him as such, I responded, with a contemptuous laugh. But supposing that I did — supposing that he offered me marriage, what then?

Then a disaster would fall upon you. It is of that disaster that I came here to-night to warn you, he said, speaking quickly in a hoarse voice. Recollect that you must never become his whenever!

If I did, what harm could possibly befall me? I enquired eagerly, for the strangers prophetic words were, to say the least, exceedingly strange.

He was silent for a moment, then said slowly:

Remember the harm that befell Reginald Thorne.

What? I cried in alarm. Death?

Yes, he answered solemnly, death.

I stood before him for a moment breathless.

Then, to put it plainly, I said, in an uneven voice, I am threatened with death should I marry Benjamin Keppel?

Even to become betrothed to him would be fatal, he answered.

And by whom am I thus threatened?

That is a question I cannot answer. I am here merely to warn you, not to give explanations.

But the person who takes such an extraordinary interest in my private affairs must have some motive for this threat?

Of course.

What is it?

How can I tell? It is not myself who is threatening you. I have only given you warning.

There is a reason, then, why I should not marry Mr. Keppel?

There is even a reason why you should in future refuse to accept his invitations to the Villa Fabron, my strange companion replied. You have been invited to form one of a party on board the Vispera, but for your personal safety I would presume to advise you not to go.

I shall certainly please myself, I replied. These threats will certainly-not deter me from acting just as I think proper. If I go upon a cruise with Mr. Keppel and his son, I shall have no fear of my personal safety.

Reginald Thorne was young and athletic. He had no fear. But he disobeyed a warning. You know the result.

Then you wish me to decline Mr. Keppels invitation and remain in Nice?

I urge you, for several reasons, to decline his invitation, but I do not suggest that you should remain in Nice.

I am the bearer of instructions to you. If you carry them out, they will be distinctly to your benefit.

What are they?

To-day, he said, is the 18th of February. Those who have your welfare at heart desire that you should, after tire Riviera season is over, go to London, arriving there on the 1st of June next.

Well? I exclaimed.

This stranger seemed to possess a good deal of knowledge in regard to my antecedents.

Well, on arrival in London you will go to the Hotel Cecil, and there receive a visitor on the following day, the end: of June. You will then be given certain instructions, which must be carried out.

All this is very mysterious, I; remarked. But I really have no intention of returning to London until next autumn.

I think you will, was his reply, because, when you fully consider all the circumstances, you will keep the appointment in London, and learn the truth.

The truth regarding the death of Reginald Thorne? I cried. Cannot I learn it here?

No, he replied. And further, you will never learn it unless you take heed of the plain words I have spoken to-night.

You tell me that any further friendship between Mr. Keppel and myself is forbidden, I exclaimed, laughing. Why, the whole thing is really too absurd!

I shall, of course, just please myself — as I always do.

In that case, disaster is inevitable, he observed, with a sigh.

You tell me that I am threatened with death if I disobey. That is certainly extremely comforting.

You appear to regard what I have said very lightly, Miss Rosselli, said the unknown voice. It would be well if you regarded your love for Ernest Cameron just as lightly.

He has nothing whatever to do with this matter, I said quickly. I am mistress of my own actions, and I refuse to be influenced by any threats uttered by a person who fears to reveal his identity.

As you will, he replied, with an impatient movement. I am unknown to you, it is true, but I think I have shown an intimate knowledge of your private affairs.

If, as you assure me, you are acting in my interests, you may surely tell me the truth regarding the mystery surrounding poor Reginalds death, I suggested.

That is unfortunately not within my power, he responded. I am in possession only of certain facts, and have risked much in coming here to-night to give you warning.

But how can my affairs affect anyone I queried. What you have told me is, if true, most extraordinary.

It is true, and it is, as you say, very extraordinary. Your friend, Mr. Thorne, died mysteriously. I only hope, Miss Rosselli, that you will not share the same fate.

I paused and looked at the curious figure before me.

In order to avoid doing so, then, I am to hold aloof from Mr. Keppel, remain here until May, and then travel back to London, there to meet some person unknown?

Exactly. But there is still one thing further. I am charged to offer for your acceptance a small present, as some small recompense for the trouble you must be put to by waiting here in the South, and then journeying to London, and he drew from beneath his strangely grotesque dress a small box, some four or five inches square, wrapped in paper, which he handed to me.

I did not take it. There was something uncanny about it all.

Do not hesitate, or we may be observed, he said. Take it quickly. Do not open it until you return to your hotel.

With these words he thrust it into my hand.

Remember what I have said, he exclaimed, rising quickly. I must be gone, for I see that suspicion is aroused by those who are watching. Act with prudence, and the disaster against which I have warned you will not occur. Above all, keep the appointment in London on the 2nd of June.

But why?

Because for your own safety it is imperative, he responded, and with a low bow he opened the door of the box.

The next instant I was alone with the little packet the stranger had given me resting in my hand.


CHAPTER IX

SHOWS THE BIRDS TALONS.
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FOR SOME LITTLE time after my mysterious companion had left I sat forward in the box, gazing down at the wild revelry below, and hoping that one or other of the party would recognise me.

So great a crowd was there, and so many dresses exactly similar, that to distinguish Ulrica or Gerald, or indeed any of the others, proved absolutely impossible. They might, of course, be in one or other of the supper-rooms, and I saw from the first that there was but little chance of finding them.

Leaning my elbows on the edge of the box, I gazed down upon the scene of reckless merriment, but my thoughts were full of the strange words uttered by the mysterious masker. The packet he had given me I had transferred to my pocket, though with pardonable curiosity I longed to open it and see what it contained.

The warning he had given me was extremely disconcerting. It worried me. No woman likes to think that she has unknown enemies ready to take her life. Vet that was apparently my position.

That life could be taken swiftly and without detection, I had plainly seen in the case of poor Reggie. When I recollected his terrible fate I shuddered. Yet this man had plainly given me to understand that the same fate awaited me if I did not adopt the line of conduct which he had laid down.

Whoever he might be, he certainly was acquainted with all my movements, and knew intimately my feelings. There was certainly no likelihood of my marriage with old Benjamin Keppel. I scouted the idea. Yet he knew quite well that the millionaire had become attracted by me, and reposed in me a confidence which he did not extend to others. The more I reflected, the more I became convinced that the strangers fear of being recognised arose from the fact that he himself was either the murderer or an accessory to the murder of poor Reggie.

What did the demand that I should return to London denote? It could only mean one thing — namely, that my assistance was required.

Whoever were my enemies, they were, I argued, enemies likewise of old Mr. Keppel. The present which the stranger had pressed upon me was nothing less than a bribe to secure either my silence or my services.

However much I tried, it appeared out of the question for me to discover the motive guiding the strangers conduct. The only certain fact was that this man, so cleverly disguised that I could not distinguish his real height, much less his form or features, had come there, watched for a favourable opportunity to speak with me, and had warned me to sever my friendship with the millionaire.

Leaning there, gazing blankly down upon the crowd screaming with laughter at the Parisian quadrilles and antics of clown and columbine, I coolly analysed my own feeling towards the blunt, pain-spoken old gentleman with the melancholy eyes. I found — as I had believed all along — that I admired him for his honest good-nature, his utter lack of anything approaching side, his strenuous efforts to assist in good works, and his regard for appearances only for his sons sake. But I did not love him. No, I had loved one man. I could never love another — never in all my life!

Perhaps Ernest Cameron was present, disguised by a mask and dress of parti-coloured satin! Perhaps he was down there among the dancers, escorting that woman who had usurped my place. The thought held me in wonder.

Suddenly, however, I was brought back to a due sense of my surroundings by the opening of the door of the box, and the entry of one of the theatre attendants, who, addressing me in French, said:

I beg mademoiselles pardon, but the Direction would esteem it a favour if mademoiselle would step down to the bureau at once.

What do they want with me? I inquired quickly, with considerable surprise.

Of that I have no knowledge, mademoiselle; I was merely told to ask you to go there without delay.

Therefore, in wonder, I rose and followed the man downstairs and through the crowd of revellers to the private office of the Director, close to the main entrance of the Casino.

In the room I found the Director, an elderly man with short, stiff grey hair, sitting at a table, while near him stood two men dressed as pierrots, with their masks removed.

When the door was closed, the Director, courteously offering me a seat, apologised for disturbing me, but explained that he had done so at the request of his two companions.

I may as well at once explain, said the elder of the two in French, that we desire some information which you can furnish.

Of what nature? I inquired, in a tone of marked surprise.

In the theatre, an hour ago, you were accosted by a masker, wearing a dress representing an owl. You danced with him, but were afterwards lost in the crowd. Search was made through all the rooms for you, but you could not be found. Where have you been?



I have been sitting in the box in conversation with the stranger.

All the time?

Yes. He took precautions against being seen.

Who was he?

I have no idea, I responded, still puzzled by the mans demand.

I had better, perhaps, explain at once to mademoiselle that we are agents of police, he said, with a smile, and that the movements of the individual who met you and chatted with you so affably are of the greatest interest to us.

Then you know who he is? I exclaimed quickly.

Yes. We have discovered that.

Who is he?

Unfortunately, It is not our habit to give details of any case on which we are engaged until it is completed.

The case in question is the murder of Mr. Thorne at the Grand Hotel, is it not?

Mademoiselle guesses correctly. She was a friend of the unfortunate gentlemans, if I mistake not?

Yes, I replied.

Well, he said, in a confidential tone, while his companion, a slightly younger man, stood by regarding me and tugging at his moustache, we should esteem it a favour if you would kindly relate all that has transpired this evening. When we saw him meet you we were not certain of his identity. His disguise was puzzling. Afterwards there could be no doubt, but he had then disappeared.

I had thought that the police had relinquished their inquiries, I said, gratified, nevertheless, to know that they were still on the alert.

It is when we relax our efforts slightly that we have the better chance of success, the detective replied. Did the man give you any name?

No; he refused to tell me who he was.

And what was his excuse for accosting you and demanding a tête-à-tête?

He said he wished to warn me of an impending peril. In brief, he told me that my life was in jeopardy.

Ah! the man ejaculated, as he exchanged a meaning glance with his companion. And his pretence was to give you warning of it. Did he tell you by whom your life was threatened?

No. He refused any details, but made certain suggestions as to the course I should pursue.

That sounds interesting. What did he suggest?

I hesitated for a few moments. Then reflecting that the stranger was evidently under the observation of the police, and that the latter were trying to bring poor Reggies assassin to justice, I resolved to reveal all that had passed between us.

Therefore I gave a brief outline of our conversation just as I have written it in the foregoing pages. Both detectives, at hearing my story, seemed very much puzzled.

You will pardon my intrusion, exclaimed the agent of police who had first spoken to me, but as you will see, this is a clue which must be thoroughly investigated. Will mademoiselle forgive me for asking whether there is any truth in this mans surmise that she is about to become engaged to marry this Monsieur Keppel?

None whatever, I answered frankly. I can only suppose that some unfounded gossip has arisen, as it so often does, and that it has reached his ears.

Yet he threatens — or at least warns yon of peril if you should become the wife of this wealthy monsieur! Ah! there seems to be some very deep motive; what it really is, we must seek to discover. When we have found it we shall have, I feel confident, a clue to the murderer of Monsieur Thorne.

But there is still another rather curious fact, I went on, now determined to conceal nothing. He declared that it was necessary for my well-being that I should return to London, and there meet some person who would visit me on the 2nd of June next.

Ah! And you intend keeping that appointment, I presume?

I intend to do nothing of the kind, monsieur, I replied, with a laugh. The affair is a very ugly one, and I have no desire whatever that my name should be linked further with it.

Of course. I quite understand the annoyance caused to mademoiselle. It is sufficient to have ones friend murdered in that mysterious manner, without being pestered by mysterious individuals who mask themselves and prophesy all sorts of unpleasant things if their orders are not obeyed. Did you promise to return to London?

I said I would consider the advisability of doing so.

You are diplomatic — eh? he said, with a laugh. It is unfortunate that this fellow has slipped through our fingers so cleverly — very unfortunate!

But if he is known to you, there will surely not be much difficulty in rediscovering him.

Ah! thats just the question, you see. We are not absolutely certain as to his identity. Then after a slight pause, he glanced at me and asked suddenly: Mademoiselle has a friend — or had a friend — named Cameron — a Monsieur Ernest Cameron? Is that so?

I think I must have blushed beneath the piece of black velvet which hid my cheeks.

That is correct, I stammered. Why?

The reason is unimportant, he answered carelessly. The fact is written in the papers concerning the case, and we like always to verify facts in such a case as this — thats all.

But he has no connection with this tragic business! I hastened to declare. I havent spoken to him for nearly two years — we have been apart for quite that time.

Of course, said the man reassuringly; the fact has nothing to do with the matter. I merely referred to it ill order to obtain confirmation of our reports. You mentioned something of a proposed yachting cruise. What did this mysterious individual say regarding that?

He warned me not to go on board the Vispera—

The Vispera? he interrupted. The owner of the yacht is monsieur the millionaire, is he not?

I responded in the affirmative.

And this Monsieur Keppel has invited you to go with others on a cruise to Naples?

Yes. But how did you know that it was to Naples? I inquired.

All yachts sailing from Nice eastward go to Naples, he answered, laughing. I suppose the programme includes a run to the Greek islands. Constantinople, Smyrna, and Tunis, eh?

I think so; but I have not yet heard definitely.

You have accepted the invitation, I take it?

And that, of course, lends colour to the belief that monsieur the millionaire is in love with you, for it is well known that although he has that magnificent yacht he never goes on a pleasure cruise.

I cant help what may be thought by gossips, I said hastily. Mr. Keppel is a friend of mine — nothing further.

But this friendship has apparently caused certain apprehensions to arise in the minds of the persons of whom your mysterious companion was the mouthpiece — the people who threaten you with death should you disobey them.

Who are those people, do you imagine? I inquired, deeply in earnest, for the matter seemed to grow increasingly serious.

Ah! he answered, with a shrug of his shoulders. If we knew that we should have no difficulty in arresting the assassin of Monsieur Thorne.

Well, what do you consider my best course? I asked, utterly bewildered by the mysterious events of the evening.

I should advise you to keep your own counsel, and leave the inquiries to us, was the detectives rejoinder. If this man again approaches you, make an appointment with Mm later and acquaint us with the time and place at once.

But I dont anticipate that I shall see Mm again.

Then, determined to render these police agents every assistance, even though they had been stupidly blind to allow the stranger to escape, I drew from my pocket the small packet which he had given me.

This, I said, he handed to me at the last instant, accompanied by a hope that I would not fail to keep the appointment in London.

What is it?

I dont know.

Will you permit us to open it? he inquired, much interested.

Certainly, I responded. I am anxious to see what it contains.

The detective took it, and cut the string with Ms pocket-knife; then, while Ms subordinate and the Director of the Casino craned their necks to investigate, he unwrapped paper after paper until he came to a square jewel-case covered in dark crimson leather.

An ornament, I suppose! exclaimed the detective.

Then he opened the box, and from its velvet-lined depths something fell to the ground which caused us to utter a loud cry of surprise in chorus.

The detective stooped to pick it up.

I stood dumbfounded and aghast. In his hand was a bundle of folded French banknotes — each for one thousand francs. They were the notes stolen from Reginald Thorne by Ms assassin.


CHAPTER X

MAKES ONE POINT PLAIN.
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EXTRAORDINARY! EJACULATED THE detective, whose habitual coolness seemed utterly upset by the unexpected discovery. This adds an entirely new feature to the case!

What, I wonder, could have been the motive in giving the notes to mademoiselle? queried his companion.

How can we tell? said the other. It at least proves one thing, namely, that the man in the owls dress is the person we suspected Mm to be.

Do you believe Mm to be the actual assassin? I gasped.

But the detectives, with the aid of the Director of the theatre, were busy counting the stolen notes. There were sixty, each for one thousand francs.

They examined the leather jewellery case, but found no mark upon it, nor upon the paper wrappings. The box was such as might have once contained a bracelet, but the raised velvet-covered spring in the interior had been removed in order to admit of the introduction of the notes, which, even when folded, formed a rather large packet.

They are undoubtedly those stolen from Monsieur Thorne, the detective said. In these circumstances, it is our duty to take possession of them as evidence against the criminal. I shall lodge them with the Prefect of Police until we have completed the inquiry.

Certainly, I answered. I have no desire to keep them in my possession. The history connected with them is far too gruesome. But whatever motive could there be in handing them over to me?

Ah! that we hope to discover later, the detective responded, carefully folding them, replacing them in the case, and taking charge of the wrappings, which it was believed might form some clue. At present it would seem very much as though the assassin handed you the proceeds of the crime in order to convince you that robbery was not the motive.

Then you do believe that the man in the owls dress was the real culprit? I cried eagerly. If so, I have actually danced to-night with poor Reggies murderer! I gasped.

It is more than likely that we shall be able to establish that fact, the subordinate observed, in a rather uncertain tone.

How unfortunate, ejaculated his superior, that we allowed him to slip through our fingers thus — and with the money actually upon him, too!

Yes, observed the Director of the Casino. You have certainly to-night lost an excellent opportunity, messieurs. It is curious that neither of you noticed mademoiselle in the box talking with this mysterious individual.

That was, I think, impossible, I remarked. We sat quite back in the small alcove.

What number was your box? the Director asked.

Fifteen.

Ah, of course! he said quickly. There is, I remember, a kind of alcove at the back. You sat in there.

Well, observed the chief detective, no good can be done by remaining here any longer, I suppose, so we had better endeavour to trace this interesting person by other means. The fact that he has given up the proceeds of the crime is sufficient to show that he means to leave Nice. Therefore, we must lose no time, and he glanced at his watch. Ten minutes to two, he said. Then turning to his assistant, he ordered him to drive to the station to see whether the man who had worn the disguise of the night-bird was among the travellers leaving for Marseilles at 2.30. Remain on duty at the station until I send and relieve you, he said. There are several special trains to Cannes and to Monte Carlo about three oclock, on account of the ball. Be careful to watch them all. Its my opinion he may be going to cross the frontier at Ventimiglia. Ill telephone there as soon as I get down to the bureau.

Bien, monsieur! answered the other.

As they went out, after wishing me good-night, I followed them, asking of the senior of the pair:

Tell me, monsieur, what is my best course of action? Do you think the threats are serious?

Not at all, he said reassuringly. My dear mademoiselle, dont distress yourself in the very least regarding what this man has said. He has only endeavoured to frighten you into rendering him assistance. Act just as you think proper. Your experience to-night has certainly been a strange one; but if I were in your place I would return to the hotel, sleep soundly, and forget it all until — well, until we make our arrest.

You expect to do so, then?

We, of course, hope so. In my profession, you know, everything is uncertain. So much depends upon chance, and he smiled pleasantly.

Then I presume you will communicate with me later as to the further result of your investigations? I suggested.

Most certainly. Mademoiselle shall be kept well informed of our operations, never fear.

We were at the door of the Casino, where a great crowd had assembled to watch the maskers emerging.

Shall I call you a fiacre? he asked quite gallantly.

No, thank you, I responded. Ill walk. It is only a few steps to the Grand.

Ah, of course, he laughed. I had forgotten. Bon soir, mademoiselle.

I wished him good-night, and the next moment he was lost in the crowd, while, with my mind full of my extraordinary adventure, I walked along the Quai St. Jean Baptiste to the hotel.

The incidents had been so strange that they seemed beyond relief.

I found the faithful Félicita dozing, but Ulrica had not returned. When she entered, however, a quarter of an hour later, she was in the highest of spirits, declaring that she had experienced a most delightful time.

My opinion of the Carnival ball, my dear, is that its by far the jolliest function on the Riviera, she declared. Then in the same breath she proceeded to give me an outline of her movements from the time we were lost to one another in the crowd. She had, it appeared, had supper with Gerald and several friends, and the fun had been fast and furious. Her dress was badly torn in places, and certainly her dishevelled appearance showed that she had entered very thoroughly into the boisterous amusement of Carnival.

And you? she inquired presently. What in the world became of you? We searched everywhere before supper, but couldnt find you.

I met a rather entertaining partner, I responded briefly.

A stranger?

Yes, and I gave her a look by which she understood that I intended to say nothing before Félicita.

Therefore the subject dropped, and as I had promised to tell her of my strange adventure later, she left me for the night.

I am seldom troubled by insomnia, but that night little sleep came to my eyes. Lying awake has no attraction for anyone; yet it is an experience which many have to suffer constantly, though not gladly. That night my brain was troubled by a thousand conflicting thoughts. I turned on to the side on which I usually sleep, and closed my eyes. But immediately ideas and suggestions of all kinds rushed at me. It was then that I recalled the mistakes of that night. I noted the opportunities missed, thought of the right things that I had left unsaid, and groaned at the thought of what really found utterance. Round and round went my mental machinery, and I knew well that sleep was not to be expected.

A terrible restlessness set in upon me, and turn succeeded turn, till I wished myself a polygon, so that the sides to which I could change might be more numerous. Some people have recourse to a small shelf of bedside books to lull them to rest. I think it was Thackeray who said, Montaigne and Howells Letters are my bedside books. If I wake at night I have one or other of them to prattle me off to sleep again. Montaigne seems to have been a favourite author with many people for this purpose. The cheerful, companionable garrulity of the Gascon is the ideal pabulum for those suffering from wakeful hours at night, for both Pope and Wycherley used to lull themselves to sleep by his aid.

Alas! I had no Montaigne — nothing, indeed, more literary or prattling than a couple of the local newspapers of Nice. Therefore I was compelled to lie and endure the thoughts which fled through my brain in a noisy whirr, and prevented me falling off into slumber. The hotel seemed full of noise. Strange sounds came from the staircase, and stealthy footfalls seemed to make themselves audible. From the outer world came other sounds, some familiar, others inexplicable — all jarring upon the delicate nerves of hearing.

I lay there thinking it all over. I had now not the slightest doubt that the man in the owls dress was the actual assassin of poor Reggie. And I had chatted amiably with him. I had actually danced with him! The very thought held me horrified.

What marvellous self-confidence the fellow had displayed; what cool audacity, what unwarrantable interference in my private affairs, and what a terrible counter-stroke he had effected in presenting me with the actual notes filched from the dead mans pocket! The incident was rendered the more bewildering on account of the entire absence of motive. I lay awake reflecting upon it the whole night long.

When we took our morning coffee together I related to Ulrica all that had passed. She sat, a pretty and dainty figure in her lace-trimmed and beribboned robe de chambre, leaning her bare elbows upon — the — table, and listening — open-mouthed.

And the police actually allowed him to escape scot-free? — she — cried indignantly.

Yes.

The thing is monstrous. I begin to think that their failure to trace the murderer is because they are in league with — him. — Here abroad, — one — never knows.

No, I think not, I responded? He was clever enough to evade observation, and took care to make the most of the little alcove in the box.

But the stolen notes! she cried. He evidently wished to get rid of them in order to avoid being found with the money in his possession. So he presented you with them. A grim present, certainly. The fellow apparently has a sense of humour.

I tell you, my dear Ulrica, Im terribly upset. I havent slept at all.

Enough to upset anyone, she declared. We must tell Gerald, and ask his advice.

No, we must not tell him all. I beg of you to say nothing regarding myself and old Mr. Keppel.

Certainly not. I shall be discreet, rely upon me. Gerald will advise us how to act.

Or the old gentleman might give us some advice, I suggested; for Gerald was given to fits of frivolity, and this was a matter extremely serious.

You intend to say nothing of the appointment in London? she inquired, looking at me sharply.

Nothing, I responded. That is a secret between us.

Do you intend to keep it?

I scarcely know. My actions will, of course, be controlled by the discoveries of the police.

The police! she ejaculated. I dont believe in them at all. They make a great pretence, but do nothing.

They evidently know the individual who came to me last night.

Certainly. But why didnt they arrest him when he was under their very noses. No, my dear Camela, depend upon it, here, in this world of Monte Carlo, the police are bribed, just as the Press, the railwaymen and postmen are bribed, by these rulers of the Riviera, the Administration of the Société des Bains de Mer de Monaco.

That may be so, I observed wonderingly. But the fact still remains that last night I danced with Reggies assassin.

Did he dance well?

Oh, Ulrica! Dont treat the thing humorously! I protested.

Im not humorous. The worst of Carnival balls is that theyre such mixed affairs. One meets millionaires and murderers, and rubs shoulders with the most notorious women in Europe. Your adventure, however, is absolutely unique. If it got into the papers, what a nice little story it would make, wouldnt it?

For Heavens sake, no! I cried.

Well, if you dont want it to reach the Petit Niçois or the Eclaireur, youd better be pretty close about it. Poor Reggies minder is a mystery and the public fondly delight to read anything about a mystery.

But we can trust Gerald and Mr. Keppel, I suggested.

Of course, she answered. But what a strange thing it is that this man, whoever be is, noticed exactly what I also had noticed, namely, that the old gentleman is among your admirers.

Yes. It almost seems as though he were actually in our circle of friends, doesnt it?

My dear Carmela, she said, the affair of poor Reggies death was curious enough, but its motive is absolutely inscrutable. This man who met you last night was, as the police properly describe him, a veritable artist. He disguised himself as an owl because the dress of a bird would conceal the real height or any personal deformity, while the face was, of course, entirely hidden by the beaked mask. Had he gone as a pierrot, or in the more ordinary guises, he might have betrayed himself.

But the return of the stolen money, I observed. Can you imagine why he ran such a risk? He condemned himself.

No, I really cant It is an absolute enigma.

We discussed it for a long time, until the entrance of Félicita caused us to drop the subject Yes, it was, as Ulrica had declared, an absolute enigma.

About four oclock in the afternoon, when we had both dressed ready to go out — for we had accepted an invitation to go on an excursion in an automobile up to Tourette — the waiter entered with a card, which Ulrica took and read.

Oh! she sighed. Heres another detective! Dont let him keep us, dear. You know the Allens wont wait for us. They said four oclock sharp, opposite Vogardes.

But we cant refuse to see him, I said.

Of course not, she replied, and turning to the waiter, ordered him to show the caller up.

There are two gentlemen, he explained.

Then show them both up, answered Ulrica. Be sharp, please, as we are in a hurry.

Yes, madame, responded the waiter, a young Swiss, and went below.

I suppose they are the pair I saw last night, I said. The police on the Continent seem always to hunt in couples. One never sees a single gendarme, either in France or in Italy.

One goes to keep the other cheerful, I believe, Ulrica remarked.

A few moments later the two callers were shown in.

They were not the same as I had seen in the Directors room at the Casino.

I regret this intrusion, said the elder, a dark-bearded, rather unwholesome-looking individual, with lank black hair. I have, I believe, the honour of addressing Mademoiselle Rosselli.

That is my name, I responded briefly, for I did not intend them to cause me to lose a most enjoyable trip in that most chic of latter-day conveyances, an automobile.

We are police agents, as you have possibly seen from my card, and have called merely to ask whether you can identify either of these photographs. And he took two cabinet pictures from his pocket and handed them to me.

One was a prison photograph of an elderly, sad-eyed convict, with a rather bald head and a scraggy beard, while the other was a well-taken likeness of a foppishly-dressed young man of about twenty-eight, the upward trend of his moustache denoting him to be a foreigner.

Both were strangers to me. I bad never seen either of them in the flesh, at least to my knowledge, and Ulrica was also agreed that she had never seen anyone bearing the slightest resemblance to either.

Mademoiselle is absolutely certain? the detective asked of me.

Absolutely, I responded.

Will mademoiselle have the kindness to allow her memory to go back for one moment to the day of the unfortunate gentlemans death? asked the detective, with an amiable air. At the time Monsieur Thorne was at the table at Monte Carlo and playing with success, there were, I believe, many persons around him?

Yes, a crowd.

And near him, almost at his elbow, you did not see this man? he inquired, indicating the bearded convict I shook my head I really do not recollect the face of any member of that excited crowd, I responded. He may have been there, but I certainly did not see him.

Nor did I, chimed in Ulrica.

Then I much regret troubling you, he said, bowing politely. In this affair we are, as you of course know, making very searching inquiries on account of representations made by the British Ambassador in Paris. We intend, if possible, to solve the mystery.

And the man who accosted me at the ball last night, I said Do you suspect him to be the original of that photograph?



At the bail last night? I do not follow mademoiselle.

But I made a statement of the whole facts to two agents of your department at an early hour this morning — before I left the Casino.

He looked puzzled, and his dark face broadened into a smile.

Pardon! But I think mademoiselle must be under some misapprehension. What occurred at the ball? Anything to arouse your suspicion?

To arouse my suspicion? I echoed. Why, a man attired in the garb of an owl accosted me, gave me a strange warning, and actually placed in my hands the sixty thousand francs in notes Stolen from the dead man!

Impossible! gasped the detective, amazed. Where are the notes? You should have given us information instantly.

I handed the notes to two police agents who were in waiting in the Directors room, and to whom I made a statement of the whole affair.

What! he cried loudly. You have parted with the money?

Certainly.

Then mademoiselle has been most cleverly tricked, for the men to whom you handed the proceeds of the robbery were certainly not agents of police! They were impostors!


CHAPTER XI

DESCRIBES A MEETING AND ITS SEQUEL.
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HIS WORDS STAGGERED me.

Not agents of police! I cried, dumbfounded. Why, they were fully cognisant of every detail of the affair. It was the Director of the Casino who presented them.

Then Monsieur le Directeur was tricked, just as you were, he answered gravely. You Say you actually received from the hand of someone who wore an effective disguise the sum stolen from the unfortunate monsieur? Kindly explain the whole circumstances of your meeting, and what passed between you.

My dear Cannela, exclaimed Ulrica, this fresh complication is absolutely bewildering! You not only danced and chatted with the murderer, but you were the victim of a very clever plot.

That is quite certain, observed the officer. The two individuals to whom mademoiselle innocently gave the notes upon representation that they were agents of police were evidently well acquainted with the murderers intention to give up the proceeds of the robbery, and had watched you narrowly all through the evening. But kindly give ms exact details.

In obedience to his demand, I recounted the whole story. It seemed to me incredible that the two men who had sent for, me were bogus detectives, yet such was the actual fact, as was shown later when the Director of the Casino explained how they had come to him, telling him that they were police agents from Marseilles, and had ordered him to send for me, as they wished to interrogate me regarding the affair of the Grand Hotel. Such, he declared, was their air of authority that he never for a moment doubted that they were genuine officers of police.

My statement held the two men absolutely speechless. I told them of the strange appointment in London made by the man with the owls face, of the curious warning he had given me, and of the manner in which he had presented me with the sum won at the tables by the murdered man.

You can give us absolutely no idea whatever of his personal appearance? he inquired dubiously.

None whatever, I answered. The dress and mask were effectual in disguising him.

And the two men who falsely posed as police agents? Will you kindly describe them? And at the same time he took out a well-worn pocket-book and scribbled in it.

I described their personal appearance as closely as I could, while on his part he took down my statement very carefully.

This is most extraordinary! Ulrica observed, standing near me in wonder.

The pair who said they were detectives were exceedingly clever, and are evidently aware of all that has occurred.

Marvellous! exclaimed the man reflectively. Only very clever thieves would dare to walk into the bureau of the Casino and act as they did.

Have they any connection with the actual assassin, do you think?

Im inclined to believe so, he responded. It was a conspiracy on their part to obtain possession of the money.

Of course, I gave it up in entire innocence, I said. I never dreamt that such a plot could exist.

Ah, mademoiselle! observed the detective, in this affair we have evidently to deal with those who have brought crime to a fine art. There seems something remarkable regarding the appointment in London on the and of June. It seems as though it were desired to gain time with some secret object or another.

I am absolutely bewildered, I admitted. My position in this tragic affair is anything but enviable.

Most certainly, all this must be most annoying and distressing to mademoiselle.

I only hope we shall be successful in tracing the real perpetrators of the crime.

You think there were more than one?

That is most probable, he replied.

At present, however, we still remain without any tangible clue, save that the proceeds of the crime have passed from one person to another, through the agency of yourself.

Their audacity was beyond comprehension! I cried. It really seems inconceivable that I should have danced with the actual murderer, and afterwards been induced to hand over to a pair of impostors the money stolen from the unfortunate young man. I feel that I am to blame for my short-sightedness.

Not at all, mademoiselle, not at all, declared the detective, with his suave Gallic politeness. With such a set of ingenious malefactors, it is very easy to commit an error, and fall a victim to roguery.

And what can be done?

We can only continue our investigations.

But the man in the owls dress? Tell me candidly, do you really believe that he was the actual murderer?

He may have been. It is evident that, for some hidden purpose, he had an important reason for passing the stolen notes into your possession.

But why?

Ah, that is one of the mysteries which we must try to solve. The man was French, you say?

He spoke English admirably.

No word of French?

Not a single word. Yet he possessed an accent rather unusual.

He might have been a foreigner — an Italian or German, for aught you know? the detective suggested.

No, I answered reflectively. His gestures were French. I believe that he was actually French.

And the bogus police agents?

They, too, were French, undoubtedly. It would have been impossible to deceive the Director of the Casino, himself a Frenchman.

Mademoiselle is quite right. I will at once see Monsieur le Directeur and hear his statement. It is best, he added, that the matter should remain a profound secret. Do not mention it, either of you, even to your nearest friends. Publicity might very probably render futile all our inquiries.

I understand, I said.

And Mademoiselle will say no word to anyone about it?

I glanced at Ulrica inquiringly.

Certainly, she answered If monsieur so wishes, the affair shall be kept secret.

Then, after some further discussion, the police officer thanked us, gave us an assurance of his most profound respect and, accompanied by his silent subordinate, withdrew.

After all, I remarked, when they had gone, it will be best, perhaps, to say nothing whatever to Gerald. He might mention it incautiously and thus it might get into the papers.

Yes, my dear, answered Ulrica. Perhaps silence is best But the trick played upon you surpasses comprehension. I dont like the aspect of affairs at all. If it were not for the fact that we have so many friends here, and that it is just the height of the season, I should suggest the packing of our trunks.

We shall leave soon, I said; as soon as the yachting party is complete.

Gerald told me last night that the old gentleman has ordered great preparations to be made for us on board the Vispera. He intends to do the thing well, as he always does when He entertains.

We shall, no doubt, have a most glorious time, I answered, as together we went forth to meet the Allens, whom we found with their automobile brake outside Vogardes, that smart confectioners, where, as you, my reader, know, the cosmopolitan world of Nice sips tea at four oclock At most Continental health resorts afternoon tea is unknown, but with visitors to Nice it is quite a solemn function, even though they be Parisians, and never taste tea except in winter on the Côte dAzur At Rumpelmayers, that white and gold tea-shop, where many a royal highness or grand duchess descends to sip a cup and nibble an appetising piece of confectionery; at the English tea-house on the Quai Massena, known familiarly to winter visitors as the muffin shop, and at Vogardes, famed for crystallised fruits, it is usual to meet everyone who is anyone, and gossip pleasantly over the teacups On the Promenade des Anglais there is no really fashionable hour, as in other resorts, but the recently-instituted five oclock is the reunion of everyone, and the chatter is always polyglot.

Our trip to Tourette proved a charming one. It is a delightful sensation to rush along the road at the speed of a railway train in an easy vehicle which trumpets like an elephant at every corner, and passes everything like a flash. The French have certainly improved on the ordinary means of locomotion, and if the automobile is noisy, the vibration is never felt in travelling, while the nauseous fumes — which, it must be admitted, sometimes half poison the passer-by-are always behind.

That same night, after dinner, we accompanied the Allens, a middle-aged American, and his wife, who lived in Paris, over to Monte Carlo. The Battle of Flowers had taken place there during the day, and that event always marks the zenith of the gaming season. The Rooms were crowded, and the dresses, always magnificent at night, were more daring than ever. Half fashionable Europe seemed there, including an English royal highness, and a crowd of other notables. One of De Laras operas was being played in the Casino theatre, and as this composer is a great favourite there, a very large audience was attracted.

The display of jewels at the tables was that night the most dazzling I had ever seen. Some women, mostly gay Parisiennes or arrogant Russians, seemed literally covered with diamonds; and as they stood round the table risking their louis or five-franc pieces, it seemed strange that with jewels of that worth upon them they should descend to play with such paltry stakes. But many women at Monte Carlo play merely because it is the correct thing so to do, and very often are careless of either loss or gain.

The usual characters were there; the wizened old man with his capacious purse; the old hag in black cashmere, with her rouged face, playing and winning; and alas! the foolish young man who staked always in the wrong place, until he had flung away his last louis. In all the world there is no stranger panorama of life than that presented at ten oclock at night at the tables of Monte Carlo. It is unique! It is indescribable! It is appalling!

Temptation is spread there before the unwary in all its forms, until the fevered atmosphere of gold and avarice throbs with evil, becomes nauseous, and one longs for a breath of the fresh night air and a refreshing drink to take the bad taste out of ones mouth.

I played merely because Ulrica and Dolly Allen played. I think I won three or four louis, but am not certain of the amount. You ask why?

Because there was seated at the table, exactly opposite where I stood, unnoticed among the crowd, no less a person than Ernest Cameron.

At his side was the inevitable red and black card whereon he registered each number as it came up; before him were several little piles of louis and a few notes, while behind him, leaning now and then over his chair and whispering, was that woman t At frequent intervals he played, generally upon the dozens, and even then rather uncertainly. But he often lost. Once or twice he played with fairly large stakes upon a chance which appeared practically certain, but he had no fine fortune, and the croupier raked in his money.

For fully a dozen times he staked two louis on the last twelve numbers, but with that perversity which sometimes seems to seize the roulette-ball, the numbers came up between 1 and 24.

Suddenly the tow-haired woman who had replaced myself in his affections leaned over, and said in a voice quite audible to me:

Put the maximum on number 6!

With blind obedience he counted out the sum sufficient to win the maximum of six thousand francs, and pushed it upon the number she had named.

Rien ne va plus! cried the croupier the next instant, and then, sure enough, I saw the ball drop into the number the witch had prophesied.

The croupier counted the stake quickly, and pushed with his rake towards the fortunate player notes for six thousand francs, with the simple words:

En plein!

Enough! cried the woman, prompting him. Play no more to-night.

He sighed, and with a strange, preoccupied air gathered up his coin, notes, and other belongings, while a player tossed over a five-franc piece to mark his place, or, in other words, to secure his chair when he vacated it. Then, still obedient to her, he rose with a faint smile upon his lips.

As he did so, he raised his eyes, and they fell full upon mine, for I was standing there watching him.

Our gaze met, suddenly. Next instant, however, the light died out of his countenance, and he stood glaring at me as though I were an apparition. His mouth was slightly opened, his hand trembled, his brow contracted, and his face grew ashen.

His attitude was as though he were cowed by my presence. He remembered our last meeting.

In a moment, however, he recovered his self-possession, turned his back upon me, and strolled away beside the woman who had usurped my place.


CHAPTER XII

CARRIES ME ON BOARD THE VISPERA.
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FACES, EVEN EXPRESSIONS, may lie, but eyes learn the knack of falsehood. A man may commit follies; but once cured, those follies expand his nature. With a woman, sad to tell, follies are always debasing. It was, I knew, a folly to love Ernest Cameron.

Life is always disappointing. The shattering of our idols, the revelation of the shallowness of friendship, the losing faith in those we love, and the witnessing of their fall from that pedestal whereon we placed them in our own exalted idealisation — all is disappointing.

I stood gazing after him as he strode down the great room with its bejewelled and excited crowd, in which the chevalier dindustrie and the déclassée woman jostled against pickpockets and the men who gamble at Aix, Ostend, Namur or Spa, as the seasons come and go — that strange assembly of courteous Italians bearded Russians, well-groomed Englishmen, and women painted, powdered and perfumed.

I held my breath; my heart beat so violently that I could hear it above the babel of voices about me. I suffered the most acute agony. Of late I had been always thinking of him — asleep, dreaming — always dreaming of him. Always the same pang of regret was within my heart — regret that I had allowed him to go away without a word, without telling him how madly, how despairingly I loved him.

Life without him was a hopeless blank, yet it was all through my vanity, my wretched pride, my invincible self-love. I was now careless, indifferent, inconsequential, my only thought being of him. His coldness, his disdain was killing me. When his eyes had met mine in surprise, they were strange, Sphinx-like, and mysterious.

Yet at that moment I did not care what he might say to me. I only wished to hear him speaking to me; to hear the sound of his voice, and to know that he cared enough for me to treat me as a human being.

Ah! I trembled when I realised how madly I loved him, and how fierce was my hatred of that woman who issued her orders, and whom he obeyed.

I turned away with the Allens, and Ulrica cried delightedly that she had won on 16, her favourite number. But I did not answer. My heart had grown sick, and I went forth into the healing night air and down the steps towards the ascenseurs.

On the steps a well-dressed young Frenchman was lounging, and as I passed down I heard him humming to himself that catchy chanson so popular at the café-concert:

A has la romance et lidylle, 

Les oiseaux, la forêt, le buisson 

Des marions, de la grande ville, 

Nous allons chanter la chanson!

Via les dos, vivnt les dos!

Cest les dos les gros, 

Les beaux, 

A nous les marmites!

Grandes ou petites; 

Via les dos, vivnt les dos; 

Cest les dos les gros, 

Les beaux, 

A nous les marmit et vivent les los!

I closed my ears to shut out the sound of those words. I remembered Ernest — that look in his eyes, that scorn in his face, that disdain in his bearing.

The truth was only too plain. His love for me was dead I was the most wretched of women, of all Gods creatures.

I prayed that I might regard him — that I might regard the world — with indifference. And yet I was sufficiently acquainted with the world and its ways to know that to a woman the word indifference is the most evil word in the language; that it bears upon the most fatal of all sentiments; that it brings about the most deadly of all mental attitudes.

But Ernest, the man whose slave I was, despised me. He commanded my love; why could not I command his? Ah, because I was a woman — and my face had ceased to interest him!

Bitter tears sprang to my eyes, but I managed to preserve my self-control and enter the station-lift, making an inward vow that never again, in my whole life, would I set foot in that hated hell within a paradise called Monte Carlo.

True, I was a woman who, abandoned by the man she loved, amused herself wherever amusement could be procured; but I still remained an honest woman, as I had always been ever since those sweet and well-remembered days spent in the grey old convent outside Florence. At Monte Carlo the scum of the earth enjoy the flowers of the earth. I detested its crowds; I held in abhorrence that turbulent avarice, and felt stifled in that atmosphere of gilded sin. No! I would never enter there again. The bitter remembrance of that night would, I knew, be too painful.

Thus I returned to Nice with a feeling that for me, now that Ernest had drifted away from my side to become a placid gambler, and to live careless of my love, life had no further charm. The recollection of the days that followed can never be torn from my memory, my brain, my soul. I smiled, though I was wearing out my heart; I laughed, even though bitter tears were ready to start into my eyes, and I made pretence of being interested in things to which I was at heart supremely indifferent. I courted forgetfulness, but the oblivion of my love would not come. I never knew till then how great was the passion a woman could conceive for a man, or how his memory could continually arise as a ghost from the past to terrify the present.

That night, as we drove from the station to the hotel, Ulrica accidentally touched my hand.

How cold you are, dear! she cried in surprise.

Yes, I answered, shivering.

I was cold; it was the truth. At thought of the man who had forsaken me an icy chill had struck my heart — the chill of unsatisfied love, of desolation, of blank, unutterable despair.

In due course our yachting gowns came home from the dressmakers — accompanied by terrifying bills, of course — and a few days later we sailed out of Villefranche Harbour on board the Vispera. The party was a well-chosen one, consisting mostly of youngish people, several of whom we knew quite well, and before the second day was over we had all settled down to the usual routine of life on board a yacht. There was no sensation of being cramped up, but on the contrary the decks were broad and spacious, and the cabins perfect nests of luxury. The vessel had been built on the Clyde in accordance with its owners designs, and it certainly was an Atlantic liner in miniature.

Our plans had been slightly altered, for since the majority of the guests had never been to Algiers, it was resolved to make a run over there, and then coast along Algeria and Tunis, and so on to Alexandria. As we steamed away from Villefranche, the receding panorama of the Littoral, with its olive-covered slopes and great purple snow-capped Alps, spread out before us, presenting a perfectly enchanting picture. We all stood grouped on deck watching it slowly sink below the horizon. From the first moment that we went on board, indeed, all was gay, all luxurious; for were we not guests of a man who, although absurdly economical himself, was always lavish when he entertained? Everyone was loud in praise of the magnificent appointments of the vessel; and the dinner at which its owner presided was a meal sparkling with merriment.

I was placed next Lord Eldersfield, a pleasant, middle-aged, grey-eyed man, who had recently left the Army on succeeding to the title. He was, I found, quite an entertaining companion, full of droll stories and clever witticisms; indeed, he shone at once as the chief conversationalist of the table.

Have I been in Algiers before? he repeated, in answer to a question from me. Oh, yes. Its a place where one half the people dont know the other half.

I smiled and wondered. Yet his brief description was, I afterwards discovered, very true. The Arabs and the Europeans live apart, and are like oil and water; they never mix.

The days passed merrily, and had it not been for constant thoughts of the man who had loved me and forgotten, I should have enjoyed myself.

Save for one day of mistral, the trip across the Mediterranean proved delightful; and for six days we remained in the white old City of the Corsairs, where we went on excursions, and had a most pleasant time. We visited the Kasbah, drove to the Jardin dEssai and to the pretty village of St. Eugène, while several of the party went to visit friends who were staying at the big hotels up at Mustapha.

Life in Algiers was, I found, most interesting after the Parisian artificiality and the glitter of Nice and Monte Carlo; and with Lord Eldersfield as my cavalier, I saw all that was worth seeing. We lounged in those gay French cafés under the date-palms in the Place du Government, strolled up those narrow, ladder-like streets in the old city, and mingled with those crowds of mysterious-looking veiled Arab women who were bargaining for their purchases in the market. All was fresh; all was diverting.

As for Ulrica, she entered thoroughly into the spirit of the new sensation, as she always did and, with Gerald usually as her escort, went hither and hither with her true tourist habit of poking about everywhere, regardless of contagious diseases or the remarkable variety of bad smells which invariably exist in an Oriental town. Although each day the party went ashore and enjoyed themselves, old Mr. Keppel never accompanied them. He knew the place, he said, and he had some business affairs to attend to in the deck-house, which he kept secret to himself. Therefore he was excused.

No, Miss Rosselli, he had explained to me in confidence, Im no sight-seer. If my guests enjoy seeing a few of the towns on the Mediterranean I am quite contented; but I prefer to remain quiet here, rather than drive about in brakes and revisit places that I have already visited long ago.

Certainly, I said. You are under no obligation to these people. They accept your kind hospitality, and the least they can do is to allow you to remain in peace where you wish.

Yes, he sighed. I leave them in Geralds charge. He knows how to look after them.

And his face seemed sad and anxious, as though he were utterly forlorn.

Indeed, after a week at sea we saw but very little of him. He lunched and dined with us in the saloon each day, but never joined our musical parties after dinner, and seldom, if ever, entered the smoking-room. Because all knew him to be eccentric, this apparent disregard of our presence was looked upon as one of his peculiar habits. Upon Gerald devolved the duty of acting as entertainer and, assisted by Ulrica, old Miss Keppel and myself, he endeavoured to make everyone happy and comfortable. Fortunately, the ubiquitous Barnes had, by Geralds desire, been left behind at the Villa Fabron.

As day by day we steamed up that tranquil sea in brilliant weather, with our bows ever thrusting themselves toward the dawn, life was one continual round of merriment from three bells, when we breakfasted, until eight bells sounded for turning in. A yachting cruise is very apt to become monotonous, but on the Vispera one had no tune for ennui. After Algiers, we put in for a day at Cagliari, then visited Tunis, the Greek Islands, Athens, Smyrna, and Constantinople.

We had already been a month cruising j — and a month in the Mediterranean in: spring is delightful — when one night an incident occurred which was both mysterious and disconcerting. We were on our way from Constantinople, and in the first dog-watch had sighted one of the rocky headlands of Corsica. That evening dinner had been followed by an impromptu dance, which had proved a most successful affair. The men were mostly dancers, except Lord Stoneborough, who was inclined to obesity, and what with the piano and a couple of violins, played by a pair of rather insipid sisters, the dance was quite a jolly one. We persuaded even old Mr. Keppel to dance, and although his was a not very graceful feat, nevertheless his participation in our fun put everyone in an exceedingly good humour.

Of course, the month had not passed without the usual gossip and tittle-tattle inseperable from a yachting cruise. On board a yacht people quickly become inventive, and the most astounding fictions about ones neighbours are whispered behind fans and books. I had heard whispers regarding Ulrica and Gerald Keppel. Rumour had it that the old gentleman had actually given his consent to their marriage, and as soon as they returned to England the engagement would be announced.

Certain of the guests, with an air of extreme confidence, took me aside, and questioned me regarding it; but I merely responded that I knew nothing, and greatly doubted the accuracy of the rumour. More than once that evening I had been asked whether it were true, and so persistent seemed the rumour that I took Ulrica into my cabin, and asked her point-blank.

My dear! she cried, have you really taken leave of your senses? How absurd! Of course, theres nothing whatever between Gerald and myself. He is amusing — thats all.

You might do worse than marry him, I laughed. Remember, youve known him a long time — four years, isnt it?

Marry him? Never! Go and tell these prying persons, whoever they are, that when Im engaged Ill put a paragraph in the papers all in good time.

But dont you think, Ulrica, I suggested— dont you think that if such is the case, Gerald is rather too much in your society?

I cant help him hanging around me, poor boy, she laughed. I cant be rude to him.

Of course not, but you might possibly give him a hint.

Ah! now, my dear Carmela, she cried impatiently, you want to lecture me, eh? You know how I hate being lectured. Lets end the discussion before we become bad friends.

And so, with a light laugh, she rearranged her hair and left my cabin to return on deck, where dancing was still proceeding beneath the great electric lights.

Four bells had rung out sharply, showing it to be two oclock, before I went down to my cabin, attended by Félicita. Very soon, however, I sent her to bed and lay down to rest myself.

Somehow, I could not sleep that night. The monotonous whirr and throbbing of the engines sounded like continual thunder in my ears, and even the swish of the long waves as they rose and fell at the port-hole irritated me. Of late I had developed insomnia to an alarming extent, but whether it was due to the noise of the machinery, or to nervousness, I know not.

I turned and turned in my narrow berth, but could not sleep. The atmosphere seemed stifling, in spite of the ventilators; and I dared not open the port-hole, fearing a sudden douche, for a wind had sprung up and we were rolling heavily. The jingle of the glasses on the toilet-stand, the vibration, the tramping of the sailors overhead, the roar of the funnels, all rendered sleep utterly impossible.

At last I could stand it no longer. I rose and dressed, putting on a big driving-coat. Then, with a thick shawl about my head, I went up on deck. The fresh air might perhaps do me good, I thought. At any rate, it was a remedy worth trying.

The night, so brilliant a couple of hours before, had become dark and stormy; the wind was so boisterous that I walked with difficulty; and the fact that the awnings had been reefed showed that Davis, the skipper, anticipated a squall.

The deck was deserted. Only on the bridge could I see, above the strip of sheltering canvas, two shadowy figures in oilskins, keeping watch. Save for those figures, I was utterly alone. On my way towards the stem I passed the small deck-house, which old Mr. Keppel had reserved as his own den. The green silk blinds were always drawn across the port-holes, and the door always remained locked. No one ever entered there, although many had been the speculations regarding the private cabin when we had first sailed.

The millionaire himself had, however, given an explanation one day at luncheon.

I always reserve, both in my houses and here, on board the Vispera, one room as my own. I hope all of you will excuse me this. As you know, I have a good many affairs to attend to, and I hate to have my papers thrown into disorder.

Personally, I suspected him of having a lathe there, so that he might pursue his hobby of ivory-turning, but the majority of the guests accepted his explanation that this deck-house was his study, and that he did not wish them to pry there.

More than once Ulrica had expressed to me wonder regarding the reason the cabin remained always closed, and its curtains always drawn. Every woman dearly loves a mystery and, like myself, Ulrica, when she discovered anything suspicious, never rested until she had found some theory or other.

She had one day mentioned the fact to Gerald, who, in my presence, had given what appeared to me the true explanation.

Its merely one of the guvnors eccentricities. The fact is, that on the outward voyage from Portsmouth he bought some antique Moorish furniture and ivory carvings in Tangier, and has stored all his purchases in there until we return. Ive seen them myself — beautiful things. He says he intends to sell them at a profit to a dealer in London, whereat we laughed.

Knowing how the old gentleman practised economy sometimes, I had accepted this as the truth.

But as, gripping the rail to prevent myself being thrown down by the rolling of the ship, I passed along the side of the deck-house, I was surprised to see a light within. The curtains of green silk were Still drawn, but the light could nevertheless be seen through them, and it occurred to me strange that anyone should be there at that hour of the night. I placed my face close to the screwed-down port-hole, but the curtain had been so well drawn that it was impossible to see within. Then, moving quietly, I examined the other three round brass-bound windows, but all were as closely curtained as the first.

I fancied I heard voices as I stood there, and I confess that I attempted to distinguish the words, but the roar of the funnels and bowlings of the wind drowned every other sound.

What if my host caught me prying? His private affairs were surely no business of mine. Remembering this, I was about to turn away, when suddenly I experienced an extraordinary desire to peep inside that forbidden chamber. I walked I round it again, stealthily, for, as luck would have it, I was in thin slippers.

While standing there in hesitation, I j noticed that upon the low roof was a small ventilator which had been raised to admit air. What if I could get a peep down there! It was an adventurous climb for a woman hampered by skirts. But I searched for means to mount, and found them in a low iron staple, to which some cords of the rigging were attached, and a brass rail which afforded rather insecure foothold. After some effort, I succeeded in scrambling to the top, but not before I found myself rather too much exposed to the eye of the officer on the bridge. Fortunately, I was behind him, but if he had occasion to turn round he would be sure to discover me.

Having risked so much, however, I was determined to make further endeavour.

I leaned across the small roof, placed my face close to the open ventilator, and peered down into the locked cabin.

Next second I drew back with a start, holding my breath. A loud exclamation of dismay escaped me, but the sound was swallowed up in the noises of the boisterous night. The sight I witnessed below me in that small deck-house held me as rigid as if I had been petrified.


CHAPTER XIII

DISCLOSES A MILLIONAIRES SECRET.
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SO HEAVILY WAS the yacht rolling that I was compelled to hold firmly, lest I should lose my balance and roll down upon the deck.

My foothold was insecure, and the sight which presented itself as I peered within was so unexpected and startling, that in the excitement of the moment I loosened my grip, and narrowly escaped being pitched down headlong. From my position I unfortunately could not obtain a view of the whole interior, the ventilator being open only a couple of inches; but what I saw was sufficient to unnerve any woman.

The cabin was lit brilliantly by electricity, but the walls, instead of being panelled in satinwood, as were most of the others, were decorated in a manner more rich and magnificent than in any other part of the vessel. They were gilt, with white ornamentation in curious arabesques, while upon the floor was a thick Turkey carpet with a white ground and pattern of turquoise blue. The effect was bright and glaring, and at the first moment it occurred to me that the place was really a ladys boudoir. There was another aft, it was true, but this one had evidently been intended as a lounge for female guests. As I looked down, old Benjamin Keppel himself passed into that part of the cabin within the zone of my vision. His hat was off, displaying his scanty grey hair, and as he turned I caught a glimpse of his face. His countenance, usually so kind and tranquil, was distorted by abject fear; his teeth were set, his cheeks grey and bloodless. Both anger and alarm were depicted upon Iris rugged countenance. His appearance was mysterious, to say the least; but it was another object within that room which held me in speechless wonderment.

Near where he stood, lying in a heap at his feet, was a dark-haired, handsome woman, in a white silk robe — a stranger.

The old millionaire, with a sudden movement, flung himself upon his knees, and touched her face caressingly. The next instant he drew back his hand.

Dead! he gasped, in the thick voice of a man grief-stricken. Dead! And she did not know — she did not know! It is murder! he gasped, in a terrified whisper. Murder!

The wind howled about me weirdly, tearing at my clothes as if it desired to hurl me into the raging sea; while the yacht, steaming on, rose and plunged, slapping huge seas each time her bows met the angry waves.

For some moments the strange old man bent over the woman in silence. I was puzzled to discover her identity. Why had she been kept prisoner in that gilded cabin during the cruise? Why had we remained in total ignorance of her presence? I alone knew our hosts secret. We had a dead woman on board.

Keppel touched the woman again, placing his hand upon her face. When he withdrew it, I saw that blood was upon it. He looked at it, and skudderingly wiped it off upon his handkerchief.

At the same instant a voice, that of a man, sounded from the opposite side of the cabin, saying:

Dont you see that the ventilator is open up above? Shut it, or somebody may see us. They can see down here from the bridge.

Think of her, the old man exclaimed, in a low voice. Not of us.

Of her? Why should I? inquired the gruff voice of the unseen. Youve killed her, and must take the consequences.

I— gasped the old man, staggering with difficulty to his feet, and placing both hands to his eyes, as though to shut out from view that hideous evidence of his crime. Yes, he cried, in an awestricken tone, she is dead!

And a good job, too, responded the unseen man, in a hard and pitiless tone.

No, cried Keppel angrily. At least respect her memory. Remember who she was!

I shall remember nothing of this nights work, the other responded. I leave all memories of it as a legacy to you.

You coward! cried Keppel, turning upon the speaker, his eyes flashing. I have endeavoured to assist you, and this is your gratitude.

Assist me? sneered his companion.

Pretty assistance its been! I tell you what it is, Benjamin Keppel, youre in a very tight place just now. You killed that — that woman there, and you know what the penalty is for murder.

I know! wailed the white-faced, despairing man.

Well, if I might be permitted to advise, Id make a clean sweep of the whole affair, said the man.

What do you mean?

Simply this: we cant keep the body very long in this cabin without it being discovered. And when it is found, well, it will be all up with both of us. Of that theres but little doubt. I suggest this. Let us make at once for one of the Italian ports, say Leghorn, where you will land to transact some important business, and Ill land also. Then the Vispera will sail for Naples, to which port you will go by rail to rejoin her. On the way, however, the vessel disappears — eh?

Disappears! How? I dont understand.

Is blown up.

Blown up! he cried. And how about the guests?

Guests be hanged!

But there are eleven of them, beside the crew.

Never mind them. There are the boats, and no doubt theyll all take care of themselves. Fools if they dont.

I should feel that Id murdered them all, the old man responded.





In this affair we must save ourselves, declared the unseen man, very firmly. There has been a — well, well call it an ugly occurrence to-night, and it behoves us to get clear out of it. If the Vispera goes down, the body will go down with it, and the sea will hide our secret.

But I cannot imperil the lives of all in that manner. Besides, by what means do you suggest destroying the ship?

Perfectly simple. Just give orders to Davis in the morning to put in at Leghorn with all possible speed, and leave the rest to me. Ill guarantee that the Vispera, will never reach Naples. Then he added: But just shut that infernal ventilator. I dont like it being open.

Old Keppel, staggering, readied the cord, and in obedience to his companions wish dosed the narrow opening with a sudden bang The woodwork narrowly escaped coming into contact with my face, and for some moments I remained there clutching at my unstable supports, and rudely buffeted by the gale.

As at any moment I might be discovered, I made haste to lower myself again to the deck, though not without difficulty, and then cautiously returned to my own cabin.

I had been soaked to the skin by the rain and spray, but though still in my wet things, I sat pondering over the mysterious crime I had discovered.

Who was that unseen man? Whoever he was, he held old Benjamin Keppel in his power, and to his diabolical plot would be due the destruction of the Vispera, and the loss of perhaps every soul on board.

He had suggested an explosion. He no doubt intended to place on board some infernal contrivance which, after the lapse of a certain number of hours, would explode, and blow the bottom out of the yacht. Whoever that man was, he was a crafty villain. Providentially, however, I had been led to the discovery of the scheme, and I did not mean that the lives of my fellow-guests, or of the crew, should be sacrificed in order to conceal a crime.

A vision of that white dead face recurred to me. It was a face very handsome, but to my remembrance I had never seen it before. The mystery of the womans concealment there was altogether extraordinary. Yet it scarcely seemed possible that she should have remained in hiding so long without a soul on board, save Keppel, being aware of her presence. She had been fed, of course, and most probably the steward knew of her presence in that gilded deck-house. But she was dead — murdered by an inoffensive old gentleman, who was the very last person in the world I should have suspected of having taken human life.

And why had he stroked her dead face so caressingly? Who, indeed, was she?

My wet clothes clung to me coldly and clammily. I now exchanged them for a warm wrap, entered my berth, and tried; to rest. Sleep was, however, impossible in that doomed ship, amid the wild roaring of the tempest and the thunder of the waves breaking over the deck above. Once it occurred to me to go straight to Ulrica and tell her all I had seen and heard,; but on reflection I resolved to keep my; own counsel, and narrowly watch the course of events.

The mystery of the hidden mans identity grew upon me, until I suddenly resolved to make a further endeavour to discover him. The voice was deep and low, but the roaring of the wind and i hissing of escaping steam had prevented S me hearing it sufficiently well to recognise whether it was that of one of our fellow — guests. I slipped on a mackintosh, j returned to the deck, and crept towards the cabin, wherein reposed the remains of the mysterious woman in white. But soon I saw that the light had been switched off. All was in darkness. The guilty pair had gone below to their own berths.

Through the whole night the storm continued, but the morning broke brightly, and the tempest, as is so frequently the case in the Mediterranean, was succeeded by a dead calm, so that when we sat down to breakfast we were steaming in comparatively smooth water.

Have you heard? said Ulrica to me, after we had been exchanging our sleepless experiences. Mr. Keppel has altered our course. He has some pressing business to attend to, so we are going into Leghorn.

Leghorn! exclaimed Lord Eldersfield at my elbow. Horrid place! I was there once. Narrow streets, dirty people, primitive sanitation, and a sorry attempt at a promenade.

Well, we dont stay there long; thats one comfort, said Ulrica. Mr. Keppel is going ashore, and hell rejoin us at Naples.

I looked down the table and saw that the face of the old millionaire was pale, without its usual composure. He was pretending to be busily occupied with his porridge.

Are we going on straight to Naples, Keppel? inquired Eldersfield.

Certainly, answered our host. I much regret that Im compelled to take you all out of our original course, but I must exchange some telegrams with my agent in London. We shall be in Leghorn to-night, and if you are all agreed, you may sail again at once.

Id like to see Leghorn, declared Ulrica. People who go to Italy always leave it out of their itinerary. Ive heard that it is quite charming in many ways. All the better-class Italians from Florence and Rome go there for the bathing in summer.

Which, I fear, isnt much of a recommendation, observed his lordship, who was, I believe, Ulricas pet aversion.

The battling itself is declared by all the guide-books to be the best in Europe, she answered.

And the heat in summer greater than in any other place on the Continent of Europe. Its imports are rags from Constantinople and codfish from Newfoundland. No wonder its scents do not all come from roses.

Certainly not. Of course, if you know the place you are welcome to your own opinion. I dont know it.

When you do, Miss York, youll share my opinion. Of that I feel certain, he laughed; and then continued his meal.

The question was shortly decided by vote whether the Vispera should remain at Leghorn or not. By the majority of the guests, Leghorn was supposed to be merely a dirty sea-port, and although I, who knew the place well, tried to impress upon them that it possessed many charms not to be found in other Italian towns, it was decided that the yacht should only remain there a day and then go straight on to Naples.

This decision was disconcerting. I had to prevent the trip southward, and the problem of how to do so without arousing suspicion was an extremely difficult one to solve. If the vessel sailed from Leghorn, then she was doomed, together with every soul on board.


CHAPTER XIV

IN WHICH I MAKE A RESOLVE.

[image: img185.jpg]

THE GREAT BROAD plain which lies between marble-built Pisa and the sea was flooded by the golden Italian sunset, and the background of the serrated Apennines loomed a dark purple in the distance as we approached the long breakwater which protects Leghorn from the sea.

Leaning over the rail, I gazed upon the white, sun-blanched Tuscan town, and recognised the gay Passeggio, with its avenue of dusky tamarisks, its long rows of high white houses, with their green persiennes, and Pancaldis, and other baths, built out upon the rocks into the sea. Years ago, when at the convent, we had gone there each summer, a dozen or so girls at a time, under the care of Suor Angelica, to obtain fresh air and escape for a fortnight or so from the intolerable heat of July in the Val dErna. How well I remembered that long promenade, the Viale Regina Margherita, best known to those happy, light-hearted, improvident Livomesi by its ancient name, the Passeggio! And what long walks we girls used to have over the rocks beyond Antignano, or scrambling climbs up to the shrine of the miracle-working Virgin at Montenero! Happy, indeed, were those summer days with my girl friends — girls who had now, like myself, grown to be women — who had married, and had experienced all the trials and bitterness of life. I thought of her who was my best friend in those past days — pretty, black-haired, unassuming Annetta Ceriani, from Arezzo. She had left the college the same week as myself, and our parting had been a very sad one. In a year, however, she had married, and was now a princess, the wife of Romolo Annibale Cesare Sigismondo, Prince Regello, who, to give him all his titles, was principe romano, principe di Pinerolo, conte di Lucca, nobile di Monte Catini. Truly, the Italian nobility do not lack titles. But poor Annetta! Her life had been the reverse of happy, and the last letter I had received from her, dated from Venice, contained the story of a woman heart-broken.

Yes, as I stood there on the deck of the Vispera, approaching the old sun-whitened Tuscan port, many were the recollections of those long-past careless days which crowded upon me — days before I had known how weary was the world, or how fraught with bitterness was womans love.

Already the light was shining yellow in the square old lighthouse, although the sun had not altogether disappeared. Half-a-dozen fine cruisers of the British Mediterranean Squadron were lying at anchor in line, and we passed several boats full of sun-tanned men on tire way to the shore for an evening promenade, for the British sailor is always a welcome guest in Leghorn.

The situation was becoming desperate. How was I to act? At least, I should now ascertain who had been the old mans companion in the deck-cabin on the previous night, for he and this stranger would no doubt go ashore together.

Old Mr. Keppel was standing near me, speaking again to the captain, giving him certain orders, when Gerald, spruce as usual in blue serge, came up and leaned at my side.

Ulrica says you know Leghorn quite well. You must be our guide. Were all going ashore after dinner. What is there to amuse one in the evening?

There is opera at the Goldoni always.

One pays only four lire for a box to seat six, I said.

Impossible! he laughed incredulously. I shouldnt care to sit out music at that price.

Ah, there I must differ, I replied. It is as good as any youll find in Italy. Remember, here is the home of opera. Why, the Livornesi love music so intensely that it is no unusual occurrence for a poor family to make shift with a piece of bread and an onion for dinner, so as to save the fifty centesimi ingresso to the opera.

 Mascagni is Livornese, and Puccini, who composed La Boheme, was also born close here. In cara Livorno, as the Tuscan loves to call it, one can hear the best opera for fivepence.

Compare that with prices in London!

And our music, unfortunately, is not so good, I said.

Shall we go to this delightfully inexpensive opera to-night? It would certainly be an experience.

I fear I shall not, I answered. Im not feeling very well.

Im extremely sorry, he said, with quick apprehension. Is there anything I can get you?

No, nothing, thank you, I answered. I feel a little faint, thats all.

We had already anchored just inside the breakwater, and those very inquisitive gentlemen — the Italian Customs officers — had come on board. A few minutes later the bell rang for dinner, and all descended to the saloon, eager to get the meal over and go ashore.

On the way down Ulrica took me aside.

Gerald has told me you are ill, my dear. Ive noticed how pale and unlike yourself youve been all day. Whats the matter? Tell me.

I — I cant. At least, not now, I managed to stammer, as I hastened to slip from her side.

I wanted to be alone to think. Keppels companion of the previous night, the man to whom the conception of that diabolical plot was due, was still on board. But who was he?

I ate nothing, and was ready to take my seat in the first boat that went ashore. I had excused myself from making one of the party at the opera, after giving all necessary directions and, on pretence of going to a chemists to make a purchase, I separated myself from Ulrica, Gerald, and Lord Eldersfield in the Via Grande, the principal thoroughfare.

How next to act I knew not. No doubt Keppels intention was to send on board some explosive destined to sink the Vispera to the bottom with all on board. At all hazards, the yacht must not sail. Yet, how was it possible that I could prevent it without making a full statement of what I had overheard?

I entered the pharmacy and purchased the first article that came into my mind. Then, returning into the street, I wandered on, plunged in my own distracting thoughts. Keppel had gone alone to the telegraph office in a cab.

The soft, balmy Italian night had fallen, and the white streets and piazzas of Leghorn were filled, as they always are at evening, with the light-hearted crowds of idlers; men with their hats stuck jauntily askew, smoking, laughing, gossiping; and women, dark-haired, black-eyed, the most handsome in all Italy, each with a mantilla of black lace or some fight-coloured silk as head-covering, promenading and enjoying the bel fresco after the toil and burden of the day. None in all the world can surpass in beauty the Tuscan women — dark, tragic, with eyes that flash quickly in love or hatred, with figures perfect, and each with an easy-swinging gait that a duchess might envy. It was Suor Angelica who had once repeated to me the verse written about them by an old Florentine poet:



Sè grande, è oziosa, 

Sè piccola, è viziosa; 

Sè bella, è vanitosa; 

Sè brutta, è fastidiosa.



Every type, indeed, is represented in that long, single street at night — the dark-haired Jewess, the classic Greek, the thick-lipped Tunisian, the pale-cheeked Armenian, and the beautiful Tuscan, the purest type of beauty in all the world.

Once again, after several years, I heard, as I walked onward, the soft sibilations of the Tuscan tongue about me, the gay chatter of that city of sun and sea, where, although half the population is in a state of semi-starvation, hearts are still as light as in the days when cara Livorno was still prosperous. But alas! it has sadly declined. Its manufactures, never very extensive, have died out; its merchant princes are ruined, or have deserted it, and its trade has ebbed until there is no work for those honest, brownfaced men, who are forced to idle upon the stone benches in the piazza, even though their wives and children are crying for bread.

The splendid band of the garrison was playing in the great Piazza Vittorio, in front of the British Consulate, where the Consular flag was waving, because the warships were in the port. The music was in acknowledgment of the fact that the British Marine Band had played before the Prefecture on the previous evening. The Consulate was illuminated, and on the balcony, in company with a large party, was the Consul himself, the popular Jack Hutchinson — known to every English and American resident throughout Tuscany as the merriest and happiest of good fellows, as well as a distinguished author and critic. I recognised him, looking cool in his suit of white linen, but hurried on across the great square, feeling that no time should be lost, and yet not knowing what to do.

The mysterious assassination of poor Reggie, and the curious events which followed, coupled with the startling discovery I had made on the previous night, had completely unnerved me. As I tried to reflect calmly and logically, I came to the conclusion that it was eminently necessary to ascertain the identity of the man who held the millionaire beneath his thumb — the man who had suggested the blowing up of the yacht This man intended, without a doubt, to leave the vessel under cover of night; or, if he were actually one of the guests, he could, of course, easily excuse himself and leave the others, as I had done.


CHAPTER XV

IN WHICH WE PAY A VISIT ASHORE.
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THE MYSTERY OF the deck cabin was puzzling.

I alone held knowledge of the dastardly plan formed to blow up the yacht, and was determined that the vessel should not sail again before I had warned my fellow-guests. But how?

I had watched the old millionaire narrowly, and had plainly detected his nervous agitation, and his anxiety for the cruise to be brought to an end. As far as I myself was concerned, I had no intention of again sailing in the Vispera, and would certainly not allow Ulrica to continue the voyage. That the yacht was doomed was plain. Even at that moment old Mr. Keppel was sending mysterious telegrams, in all of which I scented some connection with the tragedy that had occurred on board. It struck me that my wisest course would be to attach myself to my host as much as possible, and narrowly watch his movements. With that intention, therefore, I turned back and walked as far as the great Piazza Carlo Alberto, where the central telegraph office was situated. On the stone seats around the spacious square hundreds of people were sitting and gossiping beneath the stars, for the Italian of the working-class loves to gossip at night, when the days toil is over, and the cool breeze comes in from across the sea.

I met Keppel emerging from the office, and with some surprise he greeted me. I told him that I had been making some purchases, while the others had gone to the opera, whereupon he suggested that we, too, should take a cab to the Goldoni and join the party there.

This we did. The old man was unusually chatty and affable, and during our drive told me he had decided that the Vispera should he in Leghorn for the next five or six days, as he was expecting letters from England in reply to the telegrams he had just despatched.

This surprised me. If he and his unknown accomplice wished to get rid of traces of their crime by blowing up the vessel, it seemed only probable that they would do so at the earliest possible moment. Again, a second point was an enigma. How was it that the Customs officers, who had searched the yacht, and had, of course, entered the mysterious deck-house, had not discovered the crime?

Keppel was a very shrewd old fellow, but it was my duty to prevent the consummation of the dastardly plot which his accomplice had suggested. With this object in view, I made a point of remaining as near him as possible.

In the investigation of matters such as these a woman is in many ways handicapped. A man can go hither and thither in search of truth, and act in a manner for which a woman can find no excuse.

At the Goldoni, an enormous theatre, rather dingy with age, but nevertheless comfortable, Verdis Aida was being performed, and when we entered the box occupied by our party, Ulrica greeted me with enthusiasm.

You were quite right, Carmela, dear. The music is really wonderful. I had no idea that they had opera of such high quality in a small Italian town. The tenor is a great artist.

Ah! I laughed. I was sneered at when I dared to say that there was anything of interest in Leghorn. You have at least found an evenings amusement equal to any youll find in London. Pretty toilettes you wont find, as at Covent Garden, but good opera you can always hear.

I quite agree with Miss Rosselli, declared Gerald, as he rose to give me his seat. Leghorn is a charming place.

And what lovely women! Ive never in all my life seen such a galaxy of beauty.

Oh, then you have noticed them already! I said, smiling at his enthusiasm.

Every Englishman who goes to Leghorn is enthusiastic over the beauty of the Livornese women, the well-cut, regular features the dark flashing eyes, the artistically-dressed hair, the great gold-loop ear-rings, and the soft santuzza, or silken scarf, with embroidered ends, wound about the head and secured by great pins, the finishing touch to a thoroughly artistic adornment.

As the Englishman walks down the Via Grande, they, promenading in couples or threes, arm in arm, turn and laugh saucily at him as he passes. Yes, they are a light-hearted, careless people, the Livomesi, even though the poverty is terrible. Hundreds would die of sheer starvation yearly were it not for those kind Capuchins, Fra Antonio, Padre Sisto, Padre Antonino, and the others, who daily distribute bread to all who ask for it at the convent gate. The good friars hâve no funds, but Fra Orazio, a lay brother, and the youngest of them, goes daily from house to house of the middle classes and the wealthy, begging a trifle here and a trifle there with which to buy the bread and the necessaries for soup for the starving. And who does not know Fra Orazio in Leghorn? In his brown habit, a dark-haired, black-bearded man of forty, with a round, jovial face tanned by the sun, his rotund figure is as well known as the equestrian statue of Vittorio Emanuele in the Piazza.

The theatre was crowded, the cheaper parts being packed by men and women of the poorer classes, who had made that day one of semi-fasting in order to be able to pay the ingresso, and hear the music of their beloved maestro. The audience was an enthusiastic one, as it generally is in Italy — as quick to praise as it is to condemn — and that night the principal singers were recalled time after time. In the Italian theatre there is a jack of luxury; sometimes even the floor is unswept,[and there is dust in the boxes; nevertheless, all these drawbacks are counterbalanced by the excellence of the performance.

To the millionaires guests that performance was a revelation, and when we left on the conclusion of the opera to return to the port and go on board, Leghorn was voted by all to be quite an interesting place. Indeed, when our host stated that he intended to remain there a few days owing to the necessities of his business, no one demurred.

Ulrica suggested at breakfast next morning that some of us should run up to Florence on a flying visit, it being only sixty miles distant, while somebody else urged the formation of a party to go and see the famed leaning tower at Pisa. For my part, however, I had resolved that I would go wherever my host went. Several times that morning I passed and repassed the deck-cabin, but those green silk blinds were closely drawn across the brass-bound port-holes, and the door was carefully locked.

What a terrible mystery was contained therein! If only my fellow-guests were aware that on board the vessel was the body of an unknown woman who had been foully and brutally murdered! And yet a distinct suspicion had now seized me that the Customs officers, having searched and found nothing, the body must have been secretly disposed of. Perhaps it had been weighted and sunk during the silent watches of the night.

Yet, if this had actually been done, what possible reason was there to destroy the yacht and sacrifice the lives of those on board? I had thought it all over very carefully in the privacy of my own small cabin, where the morning sunshine, dancing upon the water lying just below my port-hole, cast tremulous reflections upon the roof of the cosy little chamber. No solution of the problem, however, presented itself. I was utterly bewildered. A thousand times I was tempted to confide in Ulrica, yet on reflection I saw how giddy she was, and feared that she might blurt it out to one or other of her friends. She was sadly indiscreet where secrets were concerned.

About ten oclock I found the old millionaire lolling back in a deck-chair, enjoying his morning cigar according to habit, and in order to watch him, I sank into another chair close to his. The Vispera was lying within the semi-circular mole; and so, while protected from the sudden gales for which that coast is so noted, there was, nevertheless, presented from her deck a magnificent panorama of the sun-blanched town and the range of dark mountains beyond.

The young Countess Bonelli, who was at school with me, has invited us all to her villa at Ardenza, I said, as I seated myself. You will accompany us this afternoon, wont you, Mr. Keppel?

Ardenza? Wheres that? he inquired.

The white village there, along the coast, I answered, pointing it out to him. I sent a message to the Countess last night, and half an hour ago I received a most pressing invitation for all of us to drive out to her villa to tea. Youll come? We shall accept no excuses, I added.

Ah, Miss Rosselli, he granted, Im getting old and crochety; and, to tell you the plain truth, I hate tea-parties.

But you men wont drink tea, of course, I said. The Countess is most hospitable. Shes one of the best known of the younger hostesses in Florence. You probably know the Bonelli Palace in the Via Montebello. They always spend the spring and autumn at their villa at Ardenza.

And so I pressed the old man until he could not refuse. I watched him very narrowly during our conversation, and became more than ever convinced that his increased anxiety and fidgety behaviour were due to the tricks of conscience. More than once I felt sorely tempted to speak straight out, and demand of him who and where was the woman who had been concealed in that gilded deck-house?

But what would it profit to act ridiculously? — Only by patience and the exercise of womans wit could I hope to learn the truth.

His reluctance to go ashore increased my suspicions. He had at breakfast announced his intention of not landing before evening, as he had some correspondence to attend to; but this seemed a mere excuse to remain behind while the others went out exploring the town. Therefore I was determined that he should accompany us, and I had urged Ulrica to add her persuasive powers to mine.

The afternoon was one of those brilliant ones which are almost incessant on the Tuscan coast. About three oclock we all landed, including the old millionaire, and in cabs were driven along the promenade and out by the city gate along the oleander grove to Ardenza, the first village eastward beyond Leghorn on the ancient Strada Romana, that long highway which runs from Marseilles to Rome.

All in the party were delighted with the drive along that wide sea-road, which for miles is divided from the actual rocks by a belt of well-kept gardens of palms and oleanders, forming one of the handsomest and most beautiful promenades in the South of Europe.

I have often thought it curious that the ubiquitous British traveller has never discovered Ardenza. He will, no doubt, some day, and then the fortune of the charming little retreat will be made. Time was, and not very long ago, when Nervi, Santa Margherita, and Rapallo were unknown to those fortunate ones who follow the sun in winter; yet already all those little places are rapidly becoming fashionable, and big hotels are springing up everywhere. The fact is, that habitues of the South, becoming tired of the artificiality and flagrant vice of the French Riviera, and of the terrible rapaciousness of hotel-keepers and tradesmen in that most ghastly of all Riviera resorts, San Remo, are gradually moving farther eastward, where the sunshine is the same, but where the people are charming, and as yet unspoilt by the invading hordes of the wealthy; where the breezes are health giving, where the country is both picturesque and primitive, and where the Aspasia of the boulevard and the chevalier dindustrie are alike absent.

Ardenza is a large village of great white villas in the Italian style — mansions they would be called in England. Some face the splendid tree-lined promenade, but many lie back from the sea in their own grounds, shut out from the vulgar gaze by walls high and prison-like. There is no mean street, for it is essentially a village of the wealthy, where the great houses, with their wonderful mosaic floors, are the acme of comfort and convenience, where both streets and houses are lit by electricity, and where society is extremely sociable, and yet select.

There is neither shop nor hotel in the place, but a quarter of a mile away is the old village called Ardenza di Terra, to distinguish it from that by the sea, a typical Italian village, with its old-world fountain, round which the women, gay in their bright kerchiefs, gossip; its picturesque bridge, and its long white high-road which leads up to Montenero, that high, dark hill on which stands the church with its miracle-working Virgin. Both Byron and Shelley knew and appreciated the beauties of the place. The former had a villa close by, which is, alas! now falling to decay; while Shelley frequently visited Antignano, the next village along the old sea-road.

Better than San Remo, better than Bordighera, better than Alassio, Ardeliza will one day, when enterprising hotel-keepers discover it, and the new direct railway from Genoa to Rome is constructed from Viareggio to Cecina, become a rival to Nice. At present, however, the residents are extremely conservative. They never seek to advertise the beauties or advantages of the place, for they have no desire that it should become a popular resort. Nevertheless, I dare to assert here that the sea-bathing is perhaps the finest in Europe, that no promenade of any English watering-place equals it, and that its climate, save in the month of August, is one of the best of any place on the Mediterranean shore.

No wonder, then, that rich Italians have built their villas in so lovely a spot, or that they go there to escape the fogs of the Arno, or the dreaded malaria of Rome.

The Countess Velia met me at the port, and carried Ulrica and myself home in her smart victoria. We had not met for quite three years, and I saw that the rather plain Velia of convent days had now grown into a strikingly handsome woman. Her husband, she told us, was unfortunately in Venice.

The Villa Bonelli we found to be one of the largest in Ardenza, a huge white mansion, with bright green persiennes, standing back in its own grounds behind a large gate of ornamental iron, the spikes being gilded, in accordance with the usual style in Italy. Velia received her guests in the great salon upholstered in azure silk, and then we wandered through the ground floor of the spacious mansion, passing the smaller salons, and at last strolled out into the garden, where tea was served in the English style under the shadow of the orange trees. Velia had never been able to master English and, as few of her guests beside myself spoke Italian, her conversation was of necessity limited. Nevertheless, after a five weeks cruise, resulting in the cramped sensation one usually experiences while yachting, tea-drinking and rambling in that beautiful garden, with its wealth of flowers, were delightful occupations enjoyed by all, even by old Mr. Keppel, whose chief wonder seemed to be at the magnificence of the house, which appeared to be almost entirely constructed of marble. The mosaic floors, too, were splendid, worked in dark green and white, in imitation of those in the Thermæ Antoninianæ at Rome. The Bonellis were an ancient family, one of the few Florentine nobles who were still wealthy. Their ancestral castello was above Pracchia in the Apennines, between Florence and Bologna, and Velia had several times since her marriage given me pressing invitations to stay with her there.

At the convent we had always been close friends. She was the daughter of the Marehese Palidoro of Ancona, and once I had spent the Easter vacation with her at her home on the Adriatic shore. Ulrica and the others found her a charming little woman and, of course, admired the two-year-old little Count, who was brought down from his kingdom in the nursery, to be kissed and admired by us.


CHAPTER XVI

DISCUSSES SEVERAL MATTERS OF MOMENT.
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THE MEN DRANK Marsala — always offered in the afternoon in an Italian house — and smoked in the garden, while we women wandered wherever we liked. Those of my companions who had not before seen the interior of an Italian villa were interested in everything, even to the culinary arrangements, so different from those in England. The Italian cook makes his dishes over some half-a-dozen small charcoal fires about the size of ones hand, which he keeps burning by a kind of rush fire-screen, the English grate being unknown.

We had been there a couple of hours, and to all of us the change had been pleasant after so long a spell at sea. Velia was sitting apart in the garden, and we were chatting, she telling me of the perfect tranquillity of her married life. Rino was, she declared, a model husband, and she was perfectly happy; indeed, her life was a realisation of those dreams that we both used to have long ago in the old neglected garden of the convent, when we walked together hand-in-hand at sundown.

She recalled those days to me — days when I, in my childish ignorance, believed the world outside to be filled with pleasant things. We had not met since we had parted at the convent, she to enter Florentine society and to marry, and I to drift about the world in search of a husband.

Suor Teresas counsels were so very true, she said to me, as we recalled the grey-eyed Sister who had been our foster-mother. Havent you found them so, just as I have, even though you have lived in England, your cold, undemonstrative England, and I here, in Italia?

Suor Teresa gave us so much good advice. To which of her precepts do you refer? I asked.

Dont you recollect how she was always saying that, as women, the first thing of importance was always to be content to be inferior to men — inferior in mental power in the same proportion as we are inferior in bodily strength. Facility of movement, aptitude and grace, the bodily frame of a woman may possess in a higher degree than that of man; just as in the softer touches of mental and spiritual beauty her character may present a lovelier aspect than his. Yet the woman will find, Suor Teresa used to say, that she is by nature endowed with peculiar faculties — with a quickness of perception, facility of adaptation, and acuteness of feeling, which fit her especially for the part she has to act in life, and which, at the same time, render her, in a higher degree than man, susceptible both to pain and pleasure. These, according to our good Sister, are our qualifications as mere women.

Yes, I said, I remember now. Some of Suor Teresas counsels Ive followed, but others, I fear, I threw to the winds. She was a good woman — a very good woman, Suor Teresa. Do you remember how she used to lecture us girls, and say: When you are women of the world, how wide is the prospect which opens before you — how various the claims upon your attention — how vast your capabilities — how deep the responsibility which those capabilities involve! In the first place, you are not alone; you are one of a family — of a social circle — of a community — of a nation. You are a being whose existence will never terminate, who must live for ever, and whose happiness or misery through that endless future which lies before you will be influenced by the choice you are now in the act of making. Do you remember the kind of lectures she used to give us?

Perfectly well, answered Velia. But she is dead, poor woman; she died of fever last summer.

Dead! I echoed.

A pang of regret shot through my heart, for I remembered how sweet and kind she had always been, how just and how devout in all her religion. To her I owed many stimulating ideas about good and evil, few of which, I fear, remained long enough in my memory. It was she who taught me to love the virtuous and the good, and the recollection of those early days of her tender guidance formed a bright spot in my life, to which, I suppose, the mind will take me back at intervals as long as existence lasts.

Velia was about my own age, and at the convent we had treated one another as if we were sisters. Therefore when we fell to talking of those old days before the courses of our lives ran so far apart, my memory drifted back to those home-truths which Suor Teresa and her fellow-nuns had striven to instil into our rather fickle minds.

My fellow-guests left about five oclock, for they had arranged to continue on the sea-road and ascend to the famed pilgrimage church of Montenero — one of the sights of Western Tuscany. As I had made a pilgrimage there in my school-days, at Velias invitation I remained behind to dine with her, promising Ulrica to return on board later in the evening.

In the glorious blaze of crimson sunset which flooded the broad, clear Mediterranean, causing the islands of Gorgona, Capraja, and Corsica to stand out in purple grandeur in the infinite blaze of gold, I sat upon the marble terrace, lolling in a long cane chair, and chatting with the Countess.

How different had been our lives, I reflected. She, married happily, surrounded by every comfort that wealth could provide, a child which was her idol, and a husband whom she adored; while I, one of those unattached women who form the flotsam of society, world-weary, forlorn, and forsaken, was beaten hither and thither up and down Europe by every gust of the social wind.

I contrasted our lives, and found my own to be a hollow and empty sham. Of all the passions which take possession of the female breast, a passion for society is one of the most inimical to domestic enjoyment. Yet how often does this exist in connection with an amiable exterior! It is not easy to say, whether one ought most to pity or to blame a woman who lives for society — a woman who reserves all her good spirits, all her pretty frocks, her animated looks, her interesting conversation, her bland behaviour, her smiles, her forbearance, her gentleness, for society. What imposition does she not practise upon those who meet her there! Follow the same individual home; she is impatient, fretful, sullen, weary, oppressed with headache, uninterested in all that passes around her, and dreaming only of the last evenings excitement, or of what may constitute the amusement of the next; while the mortification of her friends at home is increased by the contrast her behaviour exhibits in the two different situations, and her expenditure upon comparative strangers of feelings to which they consider themselves to have a natural and inalienable right. I was terribly conscious of my own failings in this respect, and in society Ulrica had been my chief example.

I hated it all, and envied the woman who sat there chatting with me so merrily.

There, in the fading afterglow, when the sun had disappeared behind the distant headland, I told her, in reply to her question, of my love and its disillusionment. I told her his name — Ernest Cameron — and at mention of it I thought I detected her dark brows grow narrow for an instant. But surely it was only fancy, for these two had certainly never met.

You have all my sympathy, Cannela, she said in her soft Italian, when I had told her the truth. You have suffered, poor child. Your words tell me so.

Yes, I responded frankly. I have suffered, and am still suffering. Another woman stole his love from me, and I am left deserted, forlorn; outwardly a smart figure as you see me, but within my heart is the canker-worm of hatred.

He may return to you, she said. His fancy may be a mere passing one. Men are so very fickle.

No, I declared quickly, it is all ended between us. I loved only once — loved him with all the charm of a first attachment. She who entertains this sentiment lives no longer for herself. It was so in my case. In all my aspirations, my hopes, my energies; in all my confidence, my enthusiasm, my fortitude, my own existence was absorbed in his interests. But now I am despised and forgotten.

She was so sympathetic that more than once I was tempted to confide to her the whole of the strange facts and the mysteries that were so puzzling to me. But I hesitated — and in my hesitation resolved to keep my own counsel.

We dined together, taking our wine from the big rush-covered fiasco of Chianti placed in its swinging stand, according to the custom of Tuscany; eating various dishes peculiarly Italian, and being waited upon by two maids, who spoke in that quaint but musical dialect of the Tuscan shore.

Throughout the meal my thoughts wandered from my surroundings to the dastardly plot formed to destroy the Vispera. Where, I wondered, was old Mr. Keppel? For aught I knew, both he and his unseen accomplice were engaged in buying explosives for the purpose of causing the contemplated disaster.

Veila believed my preoccupation to be due to our conversation before dinner, and I allowed her to continue in that belief.

Dinner in an Italian household is a very different meal to the French table dhote or the English evening meal. The courses are varied, and from the antipasti to the dolci, all is new to the English palate. Those who have lived sufficiently long in Italy to become imbued with its charm know well how difficult it is to relish the substantial English cooking when one goes on a visit to the old country; just as difficult as it is to enjoy the grey skies and smoky cities of moneymaking Britain after the brightness and sunshine of the garden of Europe.

At ten oclock, after we had idled in the salon with our coffee and certosa — a liqueur made by the old monks of the Certosa, outside Florence, and not obtainable beyond the confines of Tuscany — Velias brougham came round, and reluctantly I took leave of her.

Our reunion had certainly been full of charm, for in those hours I had allowed myself to forget my present position, and had, in thought, drifted back to the placid days of long ago that had been passed within the high grey walls of the ancient convent.

Good - bye, Carmela, Velia said, holding my hand in hers warmly after I had entered the carriage. Remember your promise to return here before you sail. I shall expect you.

I repeated my promise gaily, and then giving her a final Addio, e buona notte, I was driven out of the great gates and into the night.

The road from Ardenza to Leghorn, a magnificent drive by day, is not very safe at night. The trees lining it form a refuge for any thieves or footpads, and because of this it is patrolled continually by a pair of mounted carabineers.

At length we came to the great iron gates of the city, which stretch across the wide highway, flanked on either side by huge porticos, in which are stationed the officers of the dazio, as the octroi in Italy is called.

Every article entering an Italian city is inspected with a view to the imposition of taxes, hence every conveyance, from the country cart of the contadino laden with vegetables for the market, to the private brougham, is stopped at the barrier, and the occupant is asked to declare what he or she has with him.

In front of the barrier the brougham was brought to a halt, and one of the dazio guards, in his peaked cap and long overcoat with silver facings, opened the door, inquiring whether I had anything liable to be taxed.

Niente, I responded, and was preparing to re-settle myself for the journey, when the man, looking rather hard at me in the semi-darkness, said:

The signorina is named Rosselli, I believe?

Yes, I replied, surprised at the mans knowledge of my name.

He fumbled in the pocket of his overcoat for a moment, produced a letter, and then handed it to me in quite a surreptitious manner, saying in a low tone: This is for the signorina.

Then he banged to the door with a great show of officiousness, without waiting for me to thank him, and we drove forward along the deserted promenade.

As it was quite dark within the carriage, I was unable to read the communication that had so suddenly been handed to me.

What, I wondered, did it contain? Who had taken the precaution to bribe one of the dazio guards to hand it to me?

Surely it must contain something of the highest importance and strictest privacy.


CHAPTER XVII

DESCRIBES A NEW ACQUAINTANCE.
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AT THE OUTLYING suburb of San Jacopo the street-lamps began, and tearing open the strange note, I found it to contain some lines penned in a rather uneducated hand.

As the coachman was driving at a good pace, I had some difficulty in deciphering the words by the light of the street-lamps as their rays flashed in, and as rapidly disappeared. The words I read, however, were decidedly curious. Written in Italian, rather faintly, be it said, the note ran as follows:

The bearer will give you this in strictest secrecy. Do not return on board the yacht, but first call at Number 12, Via Magenta, ground floor, where you will meet a friend whose interests are identical with your own. Dismiss your carriage near the port, and take a cab to the address indicated. Come, without fear, and without delay.

The invitation was, to say the least of it, a peculiar one. Although a woman, I am not naturally timid, especially in Italy, where I know the language, and know the peculiarities of the people. My first feelings, however, were those of suspicion. Why could not the writer have approached me openly, without taking the elaborate precaution of sending me the missive by the hand of the dazio guard? Again, I was not acquainted with the Via Magenta, and suspected it to be in a low quarter of the city. There are several parts of Leghorn into which a woman would certainly not care to venture after dark.

The suggestion that I should not return to the yacht read to me as a warning, especially in the light of the knowledge I had gained of old Keppels intentions. Could it be possible that it was intended that the Vispera should sail before morning and go straight to her doom?

I sat back in the carriage, thinking it all over. Finally, I came to the conclusion that the writer of the letter, whoever he was, must, like myself, be aware of the truth. Our interests, he declared, were identical. That statement was in itself interesting, and filled me with a curiosity which increased as I reflected. I glanced again at the sheet of common notepaper in my hand, and my suspicions were again aroused by the fact that there was no signature. The note was anonymous, and no one, especially a woman, has any sympathy with anonymity.

Should I disregard the warning, cast the letter out of the carriage window, and return on board; or should I act according to its instructions?

I was engaged in a very serious and difficult inquiry, which had baffled experienced police officials, be it remembered. In every direction I scented suspicion, now that the old millionaire, the man in whose integrity I had so firmly believed, was proved to be the author of a foul and dastardly crime. The whole affair was as startling as it was incomprehensible. The enigma was complete.

Ever since the time when I had been so cleverly tricked by the pseudo detectives in Nice, I had been on the alert to discover some clue which might lead me to a knowledge of the manner in which poor Reggie had met with his death. That there was a deep-laid conspiracy on foot was manifest, but in what direction to seek for an explanation, I knew not. The mystery of this strange affair unnerved me.

The city of Leghorn is bisected by the Via Grande, its principal street, which runs from the great Piazza Carlo Alberto in a straight line down to the port. At the bottom of this thoroughfare I stopped the brougham, alighted, and sent the conveyance back to Ardenza. The steps at which I knew the yachts boat would be waiting me were a considerable distance away, and I had no fear of detection by any person who knew me. At that hour all my fellow-guests would undoubtedly be back on board; therefore if I kept the strange appointment, I might return to the yacht within an hour, and no one need be the wiser.

From the open casement of one of the high, not over-clean houses facing the port, where boatmen and dock-labourers lived, sounded the sweet twanging of a mandoline, while a voice sang an old Tuscan serenade:

O! Nina mia — o giovinetta, Lunica speme — della mia vita; Deh! perché vivi — cosi soletta In questa tetra — stanza romita?

Vieni, vieni!

Vieni, deh! vieni a me daccanto.

Io tamo tanto, io tamo tanto!

I listened, and as those words of passionate love fell upon my ears I tried to shut them out. They recalled too vividly the days when I, myself, had been wooed by a man whom I loved.

The writer of the mysterious note had declared our interests to be mutual. This fact aroused my interest, causing me, in my eagerness to learn the truth, to disregard my usual caution. Hailing one of the small open cabs which are characteristic of every Italian town, I gave the man the address mentioned in the letter.

Contrary to my expectations, the Via Magenta proved to be one of the principal streets down which the electric tramway passed, and Number 12 was, I found, a large, old palace of six stories, once the residence of some count or marquis, but now, as a result following the ruin of its original owners, it was evidently let out in flats. The big doors, ponderous and iron-studded, as they nearly always are in Italy — a relic of those turbulent days when every palazzo was a miniature fortress — were closed when I alighted; but finding a row of bells, I rang the one marked terreno (ground floor), whereupon the door was unbolted by the occupant of the apartment, and I immediately found myself just inside a huge, dark hall, where the noise made by me in stumbling over a step echoed loudly. There is always something uncanny in the way an Italian door is opened at night by an unseen hand, for one naturally expects to see a person standing behind it. As a matter of fact, the opening is effected by a mechanical contrivance which can be operated at will in any of the apartments. Thus the occupants remain undisturbed until the visitor arrives at their door.

I had turned, and was about to ask the cabman to give me some wax vestas in order that I might find my way, when a door opened at the further end of the hall, and against the light from within I saw the silhouette of a young Italian girl about fifteen years old. She came forward, looking at me inquiringly, and then, as though she recognised my features from a description that had been given her, she exclaimed:

It is the Signorina Rosselli! Pass, signorina, pass! and she led the way into the apartment, closing the door behind her. The place was spacious, sparely furnished, but not particularly clean. The cheap paraffin lamp upon the table of the small room at the back of the house to which I was conducted was smoking, blackening the glass, and filling the place with suffocating fumes. The stone floor of the apartment was without carpet, and all the furniture it contained was a cheap table, two or three old rush-bottomed chairs, and a tall linen-press of a bygone day. There was a damp, earthy smell, which did not help to make the place any more inviting. Indeed, I had scarcely set foot in it before I became seized with suspicion, and regretted that I had come.

The girl, a tall, black-eyed Livornese, Who wore a bodice of cream-coloured cotton and a stuff skirt of dark crimson, was evidently a serving-maid, for she drew forward one of the chairs, inviting me to be seated.

I presume I am expected here? I inquired in Italian.

Si, signorina, was the girls reply, the signore will be with you in a moment. Please tie seated. I will tell him.

She disappeared, closing the door after her.

The whole affair was mysterious. Grim and forbidding by day, an old Italian palazzo at night never inspires the stranger with confidence. Its great chambers are full of ghosts of the past, and ones imagination quickly conjures up visions of those old burghers who were such good haters; of the gay young cavaliers who rode to a joust or a skirmish with equal nonchalance; and of those richly-dad dames who caused all the great tragedies that were enacted within these dark, prison-like walls.

Little time was, however, allowed me for reflection, for almost immediately the door opened, and there entered a dwarfed and ugly little old man, -with a queer wizened face, deeply wrinkled, and a grey beard, bushy and untrimmed. His appearance was so comical that I could scarcely suppress a smile.

Ah, signorina! he cried, in a high-pitched, squeaky voice, I am glad you have come. I feared that you might not get the letter, and the matter is highly important.

You are the writer of the letter? I suggested.

Ah, no, signorina, the old fellow squeaked. Unfortunately, I cannot write — I can only make a cross. He spoke Italian, with a strong southern accent, and struck me as being of the lower class. To me it was strange that the queer old fellow should inhabit part of a palace of that description. I did not write the letter, he went on, but I washed to speak with you upon an important matter.

I am all attention, I responded. Permit me to mention that I have a cab waiting outside, and my time is precious.

You are anxious to return on board the yacht, eh? he grunted, with a strange expression upon his puckered face.

I must join my friends within an hour, I said.

Your friends? he echoed, with strange emphasis upon the final word. You are best apart from such as they.

Why? I inquired, surprised at the old fellows sudden declaration. He was evidently aware of some fact which it was desirable that I should know.

There are strong reasons why the signorina should not return on board, he declared, with a mysterious air.

As well as reasons why I should not number the Signor Keppel and his guests among my friends? I asked.

The signorina guesses right, he answered, with a sinister smile.

Then I presume that I may be permitted to know those reasons? I suggested. One cannot well break off a friendship without some motive.

Your own safety is sufficient motive, surely? he argued.

I am not in fear, and as far as I am aware there is no danger, I declared, endeavouring to show a bold front, and hoping that the old fellow would soon become more explicit. He apparently alluded to the conspiracy to blow up the yacht in order to hide old Keppels secret.

But our interests are mutual, he said, glancing at me sharply.

How?

You are seeking to elucidate a mystery. So am I. You are endeavouring to discover the person who assassinated the young Signor Inglese at the Grand Hotel at Nizza. So am I.

You! I cried in surprise. For what reason are you interesting yourself in the matter?

I have a motive — a very strong one, he answered. We ought to unite our efforts with a view to solving the mystery.

The police have already failed, I remarked, inwardly ridiculing the idea that any assistance could be rendered by the queer old fellow living there in that dismal and silent palazzo. Surely a man with such a grotesque countenance could never act the amateur detective with success!

The police! he sneered, when I mentioned them. They are useless. They act by rule, and here, in Italy, may be bribed with a handful of cigars. The police! They are not worth the value of a dried fig the whole them.

Then you favour independent effort, such as I myself am making?

Most certainly, croaked the old fellow. It may appear strange to you that, working in the same direction as yourself, I am aware of all you have already done.

I dont understand, I exclaimed, in surprise.

I mean that I have been watching, just as you have. I know all that has happened — everything. That is why we should combine our efforts.

But what can you know of my inquiries? I exclaimed dubiously. We have never met before.

No, signorina, that is true, he laughed. And we should not have met now, were it not for the fact that events have occurred to render our meeting necessary. To show you that I am aware of the efforts you have already made, I will describe to you how the money stolen from the young Inglese was returned to you, and then cunningly secured by trickery. I will tell you, too, of certain matters which occurred in Nice, and which you, no doubt, believe are only known to yourself.

And then he went on to describe to me events and conversations which had taken place in Nice, in such detail as to make it plain that the old fellow had been well acquainted with my movements, and knew all the efforts I had made to solve the tantalising problem.

He spoke of Ernest, too, with a strange familiarity, which made me believe that they had been acquainted. He showed himself to be intimate with the doings of the man I loved, knowing both his past movements and his present whereabouts.

He is at Aix-les-Bains, he said, in reply to my question. At the Hotel dEurope.

And she?

The signorina pains herself unnecessarily, the old man responded, with a slight touch of sympathy in his voice. But if she desires to know, the person to whom she refers was, perhaps is still, at Aix — Hotel Lamartine.

He has gone there to play, I suppose?

Yes. She assists him, and has wonderful luck, just as she had at Monte Carlo. You remember?

Yes, I responded. But were you actually there?

He smiled, and from his face I knew that he also had witnessed that womans fortune.

And now? I asked.

From reports that have reached me, it seems that her luck has not deserted her. They made a coup at baccarat three nights ago, and won eighty thousand francs between them.

My teeth met and clenched themselves hard. The woman who had stolen my love held Ernest Cameron in her toils. He believed that her presence at the tables brought him good fortune. And yet I loved him so — better than life! The old mans words brought to my mind a flood of recollections belonging to the idyllic days of a love now dead.

Ah! if we had married, I would have been a much better woman, I reflected bitterly. To love is such a very different thing from a desire to be beloved. To love is womans nature — to be beloved is the consequence of her having properly exercised and controlled that nature. To love is womans duty — to be beloved is her reward.

But where was my reward?


CHAPTER XVIII

CREATES ANOTHER PROBLEM.
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THE QUEER-LOOKING OLD man sitting there before me, fidgeting slightly in his chair, was indeed a very grotesque figure. From what he had said, I could no longer doubt that he was aware of the whole of the curious circumstances at Nice, and was likewise well acquainted with the manner in which my relations with Ernest had been broken off.

How he had accomplished his manifestly clever espionage in Nice I knew not. Certainly I had never noticed his presence, either in Nice or in the Rooms at Monte Carlo. Besides, if he had presented himself at the bureau of the Casino in such clothes as he wore at that moment he would have been refused admission. A man is not allowed to enter if his trousers are turned up in wet weather, while the cycling tourist in knickerbockers is promptly shown the door by the semi-military janitors. Yet from words he had let drop, he showed himself intimate with all the features of the play of both Ulrica and Ernest Cameron, and must have been present in the crowd around the table.

The mystery surrounding the affair increased each moment. And now this dwarfed old man, of whose name I was unaware, desired me to combine my efforts with his.

With that end in view he settled to talk with me seriously, pointing out that poor Reggie had been murdered secretly, and that it was my duty to discover the truth, and bring his assassin to justice. I admitted this of course, but failed entirely to see what connection the old fellow could have with it. To me, in my ignorance of the truth, he appeared to have entered into a matter which did not in the least concern him.

From what I have already told the signorina, I think she will be convinced that our interests are really identical, he said presently, after we had been talking some time. My own inquiries have been independent of yours, but the result has been the same. To put it plainly, neither of us has discovered any clue whatsoever. Is not that the truth?

Unfortunately so, I exclaimed. All my efforts have been unavailing.

That is the reason we must combine, he urged. A woman cannot hope to elucidate such a mystery unaided. It is impossible.

He was a crafty old fellow, this dwarfed person, with the grotesque features. He eyed me strangely, and more than once I entertained misgivings that he was not acting altogether straightforwardly. Somehow, his surroundings did not strike me as those of a man who had sufficient money to travel hither and thither in order to take up a task in which the police had ignominiously failed. From his rather reluctant admissions, I gathered that he was acting at the instigation of poor Reggies friends; yet he was not altogether explicit upon that point, and a good deal of doubt existed in my mind.

Well, I said at last, in order to bring matters to a point, and how do you suggest that we should combine our forces, Signor — — and I hesitated purposely in order to give him the opportunity of telling me his name.

Branca — Francesco Branca, he exclaimed, concluding my sentence.

Well, Signor Branca, I am ready to listen to any suggestions you may make in order successfully to trace the assassin.

We must first understand each other perfectly, responded the queer old man. You have not yet told me the full extent of your inquiries, or whether you entertain any suspicion of any person. You have been yachting these past five weeks. Has nothing occurred to arouse suspicion during that period? If we are to combine, we must know the extent of each others investigations, and the result, he added. What has been the nature of your life on board the Vispera?

Pleasant, on the whole, I responded. Has nothing occurred? he inquired, looking at me with a straight and searching glance.

You speak as though you already have knowledge of something, I said, endeavouring to smile.

I simply ask the question, he squeaked, in his high-pitched voice.

At first I hesitated whether to tell him the truth; yet when I reflected upon his statement that he was acting in the interests of Reggies family, I became induced to tell the old fellow the truth regarding my discovery in the deck-house, and the plot I had overheard.

Contrary to my expectations, my statement did not disturb him in the least. Pie only raised his grey brows with an expression of surprise, and said:

Then I was correct in my surmise that certain persons on board the yacht are not your friends, signorina. Was I not?

You were, I admitted. But it is Mr. Keppel himself who will be responsible for the blowing up of the vessel, because he has acquiesced in a suggestion made by a person unknown.

You never saw the man who was speaking with this Mr. Keppel? You are certain of that?

Quite. He was very careful not to come within range of the open ventilator.

A wary person, evidently, grunted the old fellow. Depend upon it, he has some very strong motive for the vessel being sent to the bottom with all on board. The captain suspects nothing, I take it?

Absolutely nothing. Ought we to warn him?

Warn him! cried the old man. Why, certainly not. We must remain quite quiet, and be extremely careful not to show our hand. Their secret is ours. For us that is sufficient at the present juncture, he added, with an air of contentment.

But delay may result in the catastrophe, I said. The yacht may sail at any moment when it pleases her owner to cast her away.

Well, he said, after a few moments of hesitation, what you have told me certainly increases the mystery, and is deeply interesting. You have, I suppose, no suspicion that any of the yachts officers are aware of the plot?

The unseen originator of the conspiracy may have been an officer, for aught I know, I said. I have related the occurrence to you just as it took place. I know exactly nothing more.

But you must discover more, he declared anxiously. The matter must not rest here. If what you say is really true, then there has been murder done on board. The mysterious passenger is a perplexing feature, to say the least. Describe her to me as fully as you can.

I acted upon his suggestion. Unfortunately, however, suspended as I had been in that tearing wind on the night of the discovery, I had been unable to take in every detail of her features. But I gave him a description as minute as was possible, and it apparently satisfied him.

Strange, he murmured, very strange! To me it seems as though your discovery leads us into an entirely different channel of inquiry. Surely Keppel himself had nothing to do with the assassination of young Signor Thorne! he added slowly, as though the startling theory only that moment occurred to him.

More than once already had that same suspicion crossed my mind, but I had always laughed it to scorn. There was an utter absence of motive, that convinced me of its impossibility.

And yet, had I not actually heard with my own ears Keppel confess to a murder which he himself had committed?

Do you think that the lady could have come on board at Algiers? he inquired.

I cannot tell, was my answer. The deck-house has been kept closed and curtained during the whole cruise. It was that fact which aroused my feminine curiosity.

If the fact caused you to investigate, it may also have induced others to make inquiry, he remarked. Do you think it has?

How can I tell? One fact is certain, namely, that I am the only person who was a witness of the crime, or who overheard the unseen mans suggestion.

You would be unable to recognise the voice of that person? he asked.

Yes, I responded. In that wild hurricane it was difficult to distinguish the tone of voice.

He remained thoughtfully silent for a long time. The muscles of his grotesque face worked strangely, and in his eyes was a crafty look which somehow gave me the impression that he was aware of more than he had told me.

Well, he exclaimed at last, shifting his position slightly and looking me straight in the face, and what is your present suggestion?

It seems very plain that if the yacht sails she is doomed, with all on board, I said, therefore, she must not leave Leghorn.

I quite grant that, responded my companion; but how can you prevent it? Her owner is a person of many eccentricities. This morning he says he will remain here a week, yet to-night, when you are all calmly asleep, he may order his captain to put to sea. Who is to prevent him? Neither you nor myself.

My intention is to keep a strict watch upon his movements, and ascertain where he goes, and whether any explosive is taken on board, I said.

A most laudable intention, but I fear it is one that you will find very difficult to execute, he said. If I may be permitted to advise, you should leave that matter to me, and turn your attention rather to the locked deck-house. By some means you must gain an entry, and see what is really concealed there.

I am well aware of what secret is hidden there, without gaining an entrance, I responded.

You tell me that the woman is dead, he observed. Well, I do not doubt you; but I nevertheless consider it strange that if she is dead, and the persons concerned in her decease wished to get rid of the body, they have not already dropped it overboard. Such a matter would not be at all difficult in the night. Why would Keppel, a parsimonious man, consent to the total destruction of a yacht of the costly character of the Vispera? It is utterly unreasonable.

From one point of view I quite agree with you, I argued; but there may be further reasons why the yacht should be cast away — reasons of which we are ignorant.

But is it reasonable that the owner of a yacht would enter the port of Leghorn with a body on board? he queried. No. The officials are too prying. Depend upon it, the body is no longer on board. Theyve got rid of the evidence of the crime — Keppel and this unknown accomplice of his.

Then if such is the truth, why should they plot to cast the vessel away?

That is exactly my argument. I am convinced that although the question of blowing up the Vispera may have been mooted, the project has now been abandoned. At first it appeared to me more likely that Keppel and his associate would place some explosive on board and make an excuse for not sailing in the vessel. But on reflection it seems obvious that the body cannot now be on board, and therefore no end would be gained by casting the ship away. No, there is no danger in returning on board — none whatever. True, Keppel is very eccentric, like many men of great wealth, and may sail again at any moment; but it is equally certain that the dastardly project is not to be put into execution.

Then you believe that all is quite safe on board?

I am quite convinced of it. Your best plan of action, if you agree to combine your efforts with my own, is to return and use every means to gain an entrance to the deck-house. I have not the slightest expectation that you will discover any actual trace of the crime, but I somehow feel confident that what it contains will give us some clue.

A clue to the mystery in Nice? I inquired eagerly.

Yes, he responded, not without some hesitation. I believe that we shall gain knowledge from that carefully-guarded cabin.

But it is always locked, I protested, and Keppel keeps the key upon his chain.

You must exercise your womans ingenuity, he laughed. Already you have proved yourself to be as keen and resourceful as any professional detector of crime. Continue, and we shall succeed.

If, as you appear to anticipate, we sail to-night, we may not meet again, I remarked. Shall I address you here in case of necessity?

No. Do not write to me. We know not into whose hands the letter might fall, he answered quickly. We shall meet again, signorina, never fear — in Leghorn, or in some other city. I shall travel by land, you by sea.

But what causes you to anticipate that the Vispera will leave to-night? I demanded, for he spoke with such authority that I was puzzled.

I read certain telegrams which Keppel sent off to-day. I followed him to the telegraph-office, and watched him write. He probably believed that I could not read English. From the messages, it appeared that the Vispera is to go direct from here to Ragusa, in the Adriatic, and thence to Venice.

Then we are turning back again! I cried in dismay. It was understood that we were on our way to Marseilles, where the party was to break up.

Exactly, but the Visperas itinerary appears to have now been altered by its eccentric owner, and as soon as possible you will leave for the Adriatic.

Well, I said frankly, to tell the truth, I have no desire to go on board again.

But it is imperative, the old fellow declared quickly;— absolutely imperative! You must not drop your inquiries at this the most critical moment. You must find means to enter that deckhouse. Spare no pains, and use every endeavour and every wile to gain your end. We must know what is hidden there.

Shall you go to Venice and meet me there? I inquired anxiously.

Ah, I cannot tell! So much depends upon the inquiries I am making, and upon future occurrences. But we shall meet soon, never fear!

Certainly it was curious to find in that Italian port, into which, as far as I could gather, we had put on mere chance, a man who had the whole mystery at his fingers ends, and who, like myself, was sparing no pains to elucidate it. But had we put into Leghorn by mere chance; or had it all been cunningly prearranged?

Then I am not to write to you? I said, somewhat dissatisfied.

No, decidedly not, was his response. We must in this affair exercise every precaution in order to make certain that our intentions are not discovered by the guilty parties. Return on board, remain ever watchful, allow nothing to escape you, and make Keppel himself your especial study, at the same time seeking for means by which to enter the forbidden deck-house.

I take it. Signor Branca, that this apartment is not your own? I said, as I glanced round the place.

Mine! he laughed. Oil, dear no! I am only here temporarily, in order to meet you. In an hour I leave here — whither I know not. I was in Rome last night, I am here to-night; to-morrow night I may be in Milan, or Turin, or Nice — who knows?

He spoke in French for the first time, and I saw by his excellent accent that, so far from my first estimate of him being correct, he was a thorough cosmopolitan. It seemed a pity that his personal appearance was sufficiently ugly to be remarkable.

I glanced at the watch in my bangle and saw that as it was already past eleven oclock, it was high time for me to return on board. Therefore I rose to bid my strange host Addio.

He bowed to me with a courtly grace which rendered his dwarfed figure more than usually grotesque, bending so low that his fringe of grey beard almost touched his knees.

Addio, signorina, he said. Do not relax your efforts for a single moment. Accompany the Vispera on the remainder of its cruise, and seek to obtain all the knowledge you can. For my part, I shall do my best; and I have much to do — very much, I assure you. But I am confident that before we meet again we shall both have obtained a clue to the mysterious death of the young Signor Thorne.

One moment, I said, after some hesitation, for I was reluctant to approach a subject which preyed ever upon my mind. Answer me truthfully. Do you entertain suspicion that Mr. Thornes assassin was the man who once loved me — Ernest Cameron?

He regarded me in profound surprise.

No, he responded promptly. I am convinced of the contrary. There could have been no motive, and besides He paused, not finishing the sentence.

Well?, Besides, the inquiries I made in Nice and Monte Carlo gave a result identical with those made by the police, namely, that Signor Cameron was innocent.

If you have no suspicion of him, then I am content, I declared, breathing more freely.

My dwarfish companion smiled knowingly, for he was aware that I still loved the man who had abandoned me Yet there was a strange look in his keen dark eyes that I had not before noticed. As I drove back through the silent streets of the Italian city, down to the port, his sinister countenance, with its indescribable expression of craftiness, haunted me incessantly. Why that final glance of his had produced such an impression upon me I was, even after many hours spent in wonderment, utterly at a loss to explain.


CHAPTER XIX

A millionaires manœuvres.
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WILL YOU, MY reader, forgive me if for a few moments I am prosy? I speak only of what is so very near my womans heart.

When we think of what Society might be to us, it becomes a painful tiring to speak of what it is. When we, who are world-weary, think of the seasons of mental refreshment which might be enjoyed, the possible interchange of mutual trust and kindness, the awakening of new ideas, the correction of old ones, the sweeping away of prejudice and the establishment of thought, the extension of benevolence and the increase of sympathy, confidence, and good faith which might thus be brought about amongst the families of mankind, we become filled only by regret that the young and the joyous spirit, buoyant with the energies of untried life and warm with the generous flow of unchecked feeling, must so soon become disillusioned.

You, my reader, know too well how soon we all tire of the eternal shams which go to make up our present social life. You yourself are weary of it, though perhaps you hesitate to confess this openly, because such a confession would be an offence against the convenances. Convenances! Bah! Society as it now exists is such that no mother, once she has launched her daughter into its maelstrom by that process known as coming out, ever hopes to receive back to the peaceful nest the wing so lately fledged, unruffled by its flight, the snowy breast unstained, or the beating heart as true as when it first went forth elated by the glowing hope of finding in Society what it never yet was rich enough to yield.

And yet the charge we women bring against Society for its flattery and its falsehood is an old-established one, and we go on year after year complaining in the same strain; those who have expected most, and have been the most deceived, complaining in the bitterest terms.

Having run the whole gamut of Societys follies, I had become heartsick; and never was the bald truth more forcibly impressed upon me than that night when, on descending to my cabin on board the Viscera, I found Ulrica there — the gay, careless Ulrica, whose sangfroid nothing ever ruffled — examining one of my newest gowns. She was an average woman, one of ten thousand or more to be found any day during the season between Hyde Park Comer and Kensington Church, gay and chic, with just that slight touch of the cosmopolitan which always proves so attractive to men. It is women such as she whose sentiments and feelings give tone to Society, and Society — which now apes the tone, the manners, and the dress of the modern Aspasia — influences the sentiments and feelings of English life.

Why, how horribly late you are, dear! Ulrica began, when I entered my cabin. Weve all been thinking that you were lost, or else that the Countess had induced you to remain with her. Gerald has taken a cab back to Ardenza to look for you. — 

This announcement caused me considerable annoyance, but I affected to pass it by, laughing remarkably that I had stayed late with my old schoolfellow.

These Italian ports are always cutthroat places, Gerald said; and when you were not back at half-past ten, he decided to go and look for you.

Very kind of him, I remarked. You all dined on board, I suppose?

No. Mr. Keppel decided upon dining ashore, so we went to a thoroughly Italian hotel — the Giappone, I believe it was called. It was quite a plain, unpretending place, but the food was really-extraordinary. Ive never had better cooking, even at the Carlton.

I know it well, I said.

Indeed, everyone who knows Leghorn knows the Giappone. As the Star and Garter is to Richmond, so is the Giappone to Leghorn. Only the Giappone, clean, plain and comfortable, has never assumed the designation of hotel, but still rejoices in the fact that it is merely an albergo, or inn. Of recent years throughout the Italy of the tourist there have sprang up great glaring caravanseries, where the cooking is a bad imitation of the French style, where the Italian waiters are bound to speak French, and the name of the hostelry is French (the o in hotel always bearing a circumflex), and where the accommodation is third-rate, at exorbitant prices. It is, therefore, refreshing to find an albergo like the Giappone, where not a soul speaks either English or French, which still retains its old-fashioned character, and is noted throughout the whole kingdom for its marvellous cooking and absurdly low charges. It is perhaps fortunate that the Cookite has never discovered that long, white-painted salle-a-manger where, upon each small table, stands the great flask of Tuscan wine, and where one can dine as a millionaire for the Italian equivalent of two shillings. Some day the place will be discovered, but happy those who know it now, before its homelike character is swept away.

Where is Mr. Keppel? I inquired, anxious to know whether he had come on board.

In the smoking saloon. There has been music, and I left him chatting until Lord Stoneborough ten minutes ago.

What are our future movements? Have you heard?

Oh, yes! I forgot to tell you. At dinner to-night old Mr. Keppel announced that we should remain here another couple of days or so, and then go up the Adriatic to Ragusa, and later proceed to Venice. Were to land there, instead of at Marseilles.

Her reply surprised me, for it showed that the queer old man I had visited had actually spoken the truth and was apparently well up in all the millionaires intentions.

Why have the plans been changed? I inquired, as I drew off my gloves.

Oh, because several of the people wanted to go up to Switzerland, I believe, and have induced old Keppel to land them at Venice, instead of in the South of France. The Vispera is to lay up at Fiume, it seems.

But only yesterday he told me that he intended to sail home in her to Portsmouth, I said.

My dear, the old fellow is as full of plans as he is of sovereigns, and is a most vague person regarding his future movements. Somehow, I cant tell in what manner, to me he seems to have changed wonderfully during the past few days.

Do you think so? I asked quickly. It was strange that she should have detected a difference in his manner.

Yes. I sat next to him at dinner to-night, and couldnt help noticing how nervous and queer he seemed. Perhaps its one of those penalties of wealth which people are so fond of telling us about. If I had wealth I wouldnt heed the so-called penalties, would you, dear? The possession of only another five hundred a year would make me one of the happiest women in the world.

Thats the universal cry, I laughed. Why arent you more original, Ulrica?

Because its such bad form to be original nowadays, when everything has been said before. There is no further smartness in conversation. A woman can only shine by the aid of Paquin, or some other Vendôme artist.

And so she chattered on merrily, until at length her eye caught my little travelling clock, when she saw that it was already an hour past midnight. The tramping of men on deck had ceased, and all had grown quiet, save for a low pumping sound from the engine-room.

Well, dear, she said, I suppose its time to turn in. We all go over to Pisa to-morrow to see the sights — Leaning Tower, Cathedral, and that sort of thing. Ive seen them all before, and so have you Ive seen them all before, and so have you.

I smiled. When a child, I had stood beneath the campanile, marvelling at what Suor Angelica used to say was one of the seven wonders of the world; had knelt in reverence in the Duomo, and wandered in amazement through the old marble-built Campo Santo — how many years ago, I did not care to reflect. You will go with them? I said.

We must both go, much as it bores us. For myself, I hate sight-seeing at any time, and more especially the revisitation of things one has seen in ones early youth. Yachting is delightful, and I love it. But the enthusiasm of ones friends when they get ashore is always apt to become tiresome. No, my dear Carmela, were in for a day of self-sacrifice to-morrow.

I sighed. For myself, I would have preferred to remain in Leghorn, for to me Pisa always seems like a marble-built city of the dead. A single visit there in the course of a lifetime is sufficient for most people, and the modern tourist, en route for Rome, generally does the sights in a couple of hours, and is glad to get away to the Eternal City. For the archaeologist there is much of interest, but we women of the world are neither dry-as-dust professors nor ten-days-in-Italy tourists, and care nothing for the treasuries of its Archivio di Stato, the traditions connected with the miracle-working and carefully-veiled Madonna sotto gfi Organi, the tattered banners of the Knights of St. Stephen, or why the Messa dei Cacciatori was instituted. To me, as to most people who have once set foot in Pisa, its mediaeval glories are mouldy.

When Ulrica had left me, I stood before the small mirror of my tiny, white-enamelled cabin, gazing blankly at my own reflection. Why had Ernest forsaken me in favour of that tow-haired, doll-like person, whose parentage no one knew, and whose manners, as far as I had been able to observe them, savoured more of Kennington than Kensington? I was good-looking, still young, still attractive, still sufficiently alluring to cause men to turn and glance after me. That candid friend, my mirror, told me so each time I sought its opinion. And yet I who loved him with all my soul was abandoned!

The queer old mans injunctions recurred to me. It was necessary that I should investigate what was contained in that locked deck-house over my head. But how?

Gerald had told us that the place contained curiosities purchased in Tangier, an explanation evidently given by his father. That this was not the truth I was already aware. Yet if the body of the mysterious female passenger was still there, it was remarkable that the Customs officers had not found it. Still, the men of the Italian dogana are easily bribed. They get half the fines imposed upon contraband, a fact which makes them very eager to discover dutiable articles — and nearly everything is liable to taxation in Italy — but a sly douceur is to them always preferable to the labour entailed in searching a ship and finding nothing to reward them. Davis, the bluff, red-faced captain, or one of his officers, being well aware of this, might, for aught I knew, have judiciously dispensed a few paper lire.

Though old Branca had given his opinion that there was no longer any danger of the dastardly plot being carried into effect, I was not at all convinced of the safety of the vessel. Thus, without removing my hat, I sat on the edge of my narrow little berth for a long time, thinking. We were to sail for the Adriatic. That in itself was suspicious; for why should we retrace our course down the Italian coast again, when the intention had been to make for Marseilles? Keppel had some strong and secret motive for so suddenly altering our plans.

The pumping in the engine-room had been succeeded by the low whirr of the dynamo. At that hour all on board were asleep; for lying as we were off the Mole, there was no necessity for a night-watch to be kept; therefore I decided to venture back on deck, ostensibly to take the air and admire the clearness of the magnificent Italian night, but really to take observations of the locked deck-house.

Stealthily, on tiptoe, I crept out of my cabin, and up the stairs on to the deck. The night was brilliant — one of those which the dweller on the Mediterranean shore knows so well in spring, calm, balmy, starlit, with the crescent moon shedding its light over the distant range of mountains far inland. The lights of the harbour were reflected by the dark, unsteady waters; and from the ancient lighthouse shone the bright rays of warning far across old Neptunes highway.

As I emerged on deck, before me extended the long line of electric lamps along the Passeggio to Ardenza, and behind me lay the brightly-lit City of Leghorn, complex and mysterious. From across the port came the sound of steam winches, interspersed now and then with the low rumbling of coal being shot into barges — the produce of Cardiff and Newcastle, disembarked by some tramp eager for departure; and once there came from over the water the hoarse note of a steam siren announcing a vessels, immediate sailing.

I lingered for a moment, affecting to enjoy the night air, but really to disarm the suspicion of anyone who might be astir. All on board was quiet, however, and the silence reassured me. I crept forward to the deck-house, passing its closed and curtained port-holes.

My heart leaped quickly. There was a light within.

As I slowly picked my way past I distinctly heard a voice, but could not recognise it. The sound, however, made it apparent that two persons were within. Carefully I walked around, but found all three port-holes heavily curtained. At one I listened, but could distinguish nothing. It was a mans voice; that was all I could tell.

I bethought myself of the ventilator by which I had before been enabled to overhear the conversation within, and wondered whether it was open. Without hesitation I swung myself up to the top of the deck-cabin, but was dismayed to find the small aperture tightly closed.

I listened, but only heard a voice speaking in a gruff tone. As to what words were said I could obtain no idea. The voice sounded like that of old Mr. Keppel, but even of this I was not altogether certain.

Were the occupants of that locked cabin engaged in perfecting the plot to destroy the Vispera? To me it seemed very much as if they were. I slid down from my position, which was rather insecure for a woman, and concealed myself in the dark and narrow gangway between the deck-house and the covering of a hatchway in order to watch the exit.


CHAPTER XX

WHEREIN CAPTAIN DAVIS SPEAKS HIS MIND.
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I SUPPOSE I must have crouched there for a full half-hour. When one is watching eagerly, however, time always appears longer.

The steamer whose siren had awakened the echoes of the port had swung from her moorings, and slowly glided past us to the open sea, making a southward course; while work on the collier appeared to be finished, and the whole port had settled down to the peace of night.

Suddenly I heard the voices within raised, as if in altercation. I rose at once and placed my ear to the glass of the curtained port-hole.

I tell you its a he — a confounded lie! I heard a mans voice exclaim. You can have no basis for any such allegation.

I only state plainly what I think, responded the other. All the facts tend to show that such was the case.

The other man laughed a dry, cynical laugh.

And what do your guests think of this sudden change of plans? he asked.

Think! responded Keppel, for one voice I now recognised as his. They are happy enough. The Adriatic is always more attractive for yachting than the Mediterranean.

Well, responded his companion, act just as you think fit. I shall not advise.

It is not for you to advise, answered the owner of the Vispera sharply. You are my servant and therefore must do my bidding.

You asked my advice, sir, ten minutes ago, otherwise I should not have presumed to speak as I have just spoken.

You are a great deal too presumptuous on board the Vispera, Davis, Keppel snapped. Please recollect that when I am here I am master.

His words proved that the man with whom he was speaking was the captain.

I regret if youve taken any word or action of mine as presumptuous, sir, responded the skipper gruffly. Im a seafaring man, sir, and aint much used to polite society.

When I give my orders I expect them to be obeyed without question, Captain Davis.

Im ready to obey what orders you give, sir. Ill take the Vispera to any point of the compass you like. You pay me £28 10s a month, and Im yours to command.

Very well, Davis. Then listen, I heard Keppel say, although he lowered his voice somewhat. My instructions to you are entirely confidential, you understand. To-morrow I shall send on board a small case. It will be rather heavy, for it contains a piece of marble statuary from Pisa. Youll receive it by the last train, at about midnight, and when youve got it aboard youll sail at once for Ragusa.

Without the guests?

No. You will take them with you,: — was Keppels response. Mr. Gerald is going to Florence in the morning, so he will be absent. So shall I.

You will join us later, I suppose, sir?

Yes. Perhaps at Venice. But youll receive telegraphic orders from me at Ragusa.

Then Im not to sail before — I receive the case? observed the captain.

No. It will arrive by the last train and will be addressed to you. Send someone to the station for it, and put it in a safe place in the hold. It is a valuable statuette that has been bought for me. So mind it doesnt get damaged.

Well, sir, responded the captain, I cant answer for those Italian railways; but you can be sure Ill take good care of it here.

Very well. Recollect what I have told you is entirely confidential. The party is due at Pisa to-morrow, but will return to dine on board. I have a lot of business to attend to on shore, so possibly I may not return with them. If I dont sail with you, dont be surprised.

I quite understand, sir, replied the captain. I shall keep my own counsel, and sail as soon as I get the box. Had I better call at Naples if you dont sail with us?

No. If I cannot come, put into Palermo. Ill wire you there.

All right, sir, was the response.

Davis, a trustworthy old Mediterranean skipper, who knew the rugged Italian coast as well as he did the Thames Embankment, and who had spent half a lifetime on colliers and tramps between Gibraltar and the Greek Islands, was a short, stout, round-faced man who wore a very thick pea-jacket even in the warmest weather, and who was always speaking of his missus an the kids, kept snug by him at Barking.

I had often had chats with him, for he had initiated me into the mysteries of taking sights, and had given me many a lesson in nautical affairs. He was full of droll stories, and had more than once delighted us by relating his humorous experiences while cycling ashore in company with the engineer, whom he always referred to as his chief. He was fond of potent drinks, and sometimes was heard using strong language to the men, in the usual manner of Mediterranean skippers; but he was, nevertheless, a safe man, and had commanded several passenger boats of a well-known line.

I discovered that the particular porthole at which I was listening was not screwed down tightly, and therefore I could distinguish the voices.

Recollect, his master went on, you are not to wait for me. To-morrow evening at dinner you must give the guests to understand that you have received immediate orders to sail, otherwise they may go off to the theatre or somewhere, and youll experience a difficulty in re-collecting them. Then send for the box, and get away as soon as possible.

I shant wait a minute for you, sir, depend upon it. Let me get that box, and the Vispera will soon be steaming past Gorgona.

And I dont want the guests to think this has been arranged between you and me, recollect. They may consider it rather a slight for neither myself nor my son to be on board. But you must explain next day how business pressed upon me at the last moment, and prevented me from sailing. Tell them Ill join the yacht at Palermo. In fact, he added, tell them any lies you like. I know youre a glorious liar.

The skipper laughed.

A captains first duty, sir, is to know how to he to consuls and Customs officers. The Board o Trade ought to examine him in this art before granting him his certificate. A skipper who cant he — and especially here in the Mediterranean — aint worth the smell of an oil-rag. Hes more bother to his owners than hes worth.

Well, just exercise your untruthful proclivities upon my guests on this occasion, Davis, and I shah not forget to find something handsome for you at the end of this cruise. Up to the present I have had no cause whatever to complain.

Glad to hear that, sir. Very glad, indeed, responded the old navigator.

To handle a boat like the Vispera is different to handling a coal barge from Cardiff, for instance. Aboard of the latter you can get work out of your men by swearin at them, and even out o the boilers by just calling them a few names what aint polite. But on board of this here yacht Im always afraid of openin my mouth, and thats the truth. With ladies about, you have to be so awful careful. I know, he added, that I could have made much better time if I might only have given my tongue a bit o liberty.

Give it liberty in your own cabin, Davis, laughed the millionaire. The ladies are not used to nautical epithets.

No, sir. Not this cruise, was the others response. Im storing of em up to be used on the trip home, when were without passengers. The atmospherell turn blue round and over this yacht then, I can promise you.

His master laughed again, and said:

Very well. As long as you perfectly understand my instructions, that is sufficient. Put into Palermo, and if you receive no telegram there, go on at once to Ragusa. Remember to make it plain to the guests that Im very busy, and that I shall rejoin you in Sicily.

Never fear, sir.

And recollect the box, was Keppels injunction.

Ill send two men who speak Italian up to the railway station to meet the last train. Will it be too heavy to be brought down to the port on a cab?

Oh, no! It is quite small — merely a statuette, the millionaire explained. See that it is stored in a dry place. Somewhere near the engine-room would be best.

Ill see to that, sir. Any other orders?

No. Only be very careful that when you put into Palermo those confounded Customs officers dont break open the case. They may injure its contents. Best put it into a cabin and let them seal up the door, as they do the wines.

All right, sir. Theyre uncommon handy with their lead seals down at Palermo. Ill have it placed along with the wines, then itll be as safe as in the bank.

Mr. Barnes is still at the Villa Fabron, so if you want to make any communication, and dont know my whereabouts, wire to him, Keppel said. Just at present my movements are somewhat uncertain. — 

Ill remember that, sir, replied the captain. I heard a movement as though he had risen to go back to his berth. But Id like to mention one thing, if I may, sir. Do you know, I was quite surprised to find you in here to-night. This place has been locked up during the whole cruise, and the reason of it has been a mystery to both the crew and the passengers. The men are very superstitious, and more than once declared that something uncanny was hidden here.

What nonsense! cried the owner of the yacht. You see what is in here.

Only some of that Moorish furniture which I bought at Tangier on the voyage out.

But the men have declared to me that theyve seen lights within, and heard strange noises said the bluff skipper dubiously.

Theyll say the Vispera is haunted next, the other laughed. Well, he added, you can see for yourself that theres nothing supernatural here. You sailors see omens in everything, Davis.

Im no believer in ghosts, or anything of that kind myself, was the response; but one night, when we were off Pantalleria, I was on the bridge, and saw with my own eyes lights shining through these curtains. Ill swear it!

Perhaps I had gone there myself for some purpose, Keppel explained rather lamely.

No. I dont think that, sir, for you were asleep in your own cabin.

Well, I alone have the key, so no one else could have entered.

Thats just my argument, the captain declared. Theres something uncanny about this deck-house, but what it is I cant quite make out. The look-out man one night swore that he heard a scream coming from it, and I had the devils own job to persuade him to the contrary.

That look-out man had had his grog, I suppose, and mistook the whistling of the wind in the rigging, responded the old millionaire, with an air of nonchalance. All such superstitious fears are rubbish.

To the landsman, yes, but not to the sailor, sir, was the skippers response. When we see a light in the port-hole of an empty cabin, we know one thing is quite certain, he said gravely.

And whats that?

That the ship will go down before very long.

Thats cheerful, remarked the owner of the Vispera. And when do you and your crew expect that interesting event to occur, pray?

Well, sir, of course we cant tell. Only I, myself, would like to get back to Barking once again before the Vispera goes away from under me.

Are you a fool, Davis?

I hope not, sir.

Well, it seems to me that such superstitions dont suit a hard, practical man like myself. Youve held a masters certificate for the past twenty years or more, and surely by this time you arent upset or unnerved by the gossip of the forecastle?

Not usually, Mr. Keppel. But in this case I confess I am a bit dubious. I saw the mysterious light myself.

I might have gone there for some purpose or other, and forgot to switch off the light.

Yes, but it disappeared during the time I watched it, was the response. To make sure that you were not there I sent a man down to your cabin, and he found you asleep there. So you couldnt have been in here.

Electric lights have queer vagaries, the owner of the vessel remarked.

Perhaps the continual vibration of the engines injured the lamp, and extinguished it just at that moment. Thats not at all an uncommon circumstance, as you know well.

No, sir! I heard Davis say in a tone of conviction; there was either some-body in here, or else something uncanny. Of that Im quite certain.

Stowaways dont usually luxuriate in electric fights, laughed Keppel. No, Davis, without doubt there is some quite simple explanation of what you believe to be a phenomenon. Think no more about it. Leave omens and all such things to these superstitious Italians.

The captain gave vent to a low grunt of dissatisfaction, which marked a habit of Iris. He was a hale and merry fellow, but from what he had said, it was evident he entertained a strong suspicion that he had carried a mysterious passenger. That all traces of the crime had been removed was plain, otherwise old Mr. Keppel would not have invited his captain to talk with him there. Of course he had done this in order to convince Davis that nothing was amiss. Indeed, the millionaires coolness surprised me, for it was remarkable. Yet it showed plainly one fact, namely, that by some means or other the body of the unfortunate passenger had been got rid of, just as old Branca had declared.

Our host now intended to send on board a box said to contain a statuette, and at the same time, accompanied by his son, to desert his guests and leave the vessel to its fate.

To me there was but one theory: that box he had spoken of would contain the explosive which was destined to send the Vispera to the bottom.

But what was the motive if, as seemed so probable, all evidence of the crime had been completely effaced?


CHAPTER XXI

IS ASTONISHING.
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WE HAVE AN ancient proverb in Tuscany which says, Rimediare al male fin dal suo principio. This very excellent maxim I was endeavouring to carry out. But it is always difficult — extremely difficult, especially for a woman.

When I had at length crept back to my cabin, fearing discovery by one or other of the pair whose interesting conversation I had overheard, I bolted my door and gave myself up to reflection. To act was imperative. The mysterious old man in the Via Magenta, who seemed so well informed as to Keppels movements, and who had even told me the whereabouts of Ernest, was wrong hi his surmise that the dastardly plot to blow up the yacht had been abandoned. The vessel was to sail to her doom. I alone knew the truth, and upon me devolved the duty of saving the lives of all on board.

If I failed, then the millionaires yacht would be added to that long list of vessels which have sailed merrily from port, never to be seen or heard of afterwards. How many of these have been wilfully blown up for the sake of insurance money or of private vengeance is a question bitter to contemplate, and hard to answer. Certain it is that the elements are not responsible for all the vessels posted at Lloyds as missing during recent years.

Slowly I undressed and entered my berth, but was unable to sleep, so full was my mind of grave thoughts. For a full half-hour I heard tramping in the deck-cabin above me; then all grew silent, and at last I dozed.

The dressing-bell awakened me in the morning, and after I had dressed I went along to Ulricas cabin, where she was preparing herself with an ill grace to accompany the party to Pisa.

Im awfully tired of this trip! I exclaimed, seating myself wearily upon the edge of the berth. Five weeks at sea is quite sufficient for all purposes, without being taken around the Adriatic merely on account of old Keppels whim.

So am I terribly tired of it, my dear, Ulrica declared. I only wish I could make some excuse to stay ashore.

That was exactly what I desired. I had no intention of sailing again in the doomed vessel, and had determined that she should not Why cant we both stay ashore? I suggested.

 Well, I cant, she responded, for one simple reason. Gerald is leaving for Florence this morning; and if it were found that I, too, were missing, evil tongues would at once begin to wag.

My dear Ulrica, I said, I, for one, am very much obliged to old Keppel for his hospitality; but, nevertheless, I dont mean to be one of a party shipped up and down the Mediterranean like a cargo of coals. I dont intend to sail again.

What, dear! she cried. Are you really serious? Whats the cause of this sudden revolt?

Im bored to death, I replied. And there are one or two persons on board that I intend to avoid in future; Mrs. Langdon, for instance — the old tabby!

Tabby is the correct term, Ulrica laughed. Ive never been able to find out where old Keppel discovered that rejuvenated skeleton. Her paint and powder are absolutely wicked.

Listen, theres the breakfast-bell, I said. Well all go over to Pisa and do the amiable with the others, and afterwards we must discover some matter which requires our urgent presence on shore — you understand?

Exactly, she said.

I leave the excuses to you, my dear; youre so excellent at soft sawder. Remember that at all hazards I dont sail. I hope you are equally determined.

Im quite with you, she declared. Of course, we dont want to offend the old gentleman, for hes a useful person to know when one winters on the Riviera. Nevertheless, I quite agree that to be shipped up and down the Mediterranean like this is something beyond a joke. I wonder why the others stand it?

Why they stand it? Because hes a millionaire, and nearly all of them are indebted to him in some way or other. They cant demur. It isnt policy on their part to do so.

And so it was agreed between us that by hook or by crook we should either forget to sail, or openly present our apologies to our host.

After breakfast, always a merry meal when in port, but sometimes a sparsely-attended one when the mistral was blowing, we all took train to Pisa, accompanied by Keppel pere et fils, the latter wishing us a temporary farewell and going on to Florence, whence, he told us, he should return on the following night to rejoin us on our cruise.

I knew that he had not the least intuition of doing so. He had actually told Ulrica privately that he was compelled to go by Milan and Bale to Berlin, on some pressing business for his father.

The days excursion to see the Leaning Tower and other wonders of the marble-built city by the Arno was, as far as the others were concerned, a success. To Ulrica and myself, who acted as guides, it was a day of absolute self-sacrifice. The only redeeming feature was the excellence of our lunch at the little unpretending restaurant beside the river, called the Nettuno. Any of my readers who have occasion to visit Pisa should remember it, and should carefully avoid those glaring hotels near the station, just as they should avoid the station-buffet.

At five oclock we returned to Leghorn, wearied out, and at half-past sis dined together on board. During the whole of the day I had managed to attach myself to old Mr. Keppel, in order to watch his movements; but, quite contrary to my expectations, he did not excuse himself by saying that he wished to make purchases; and further, instead of remaining in Pisa, as I expected he would do, he actually returned and took his usual seat at the head of the dining-table.

There was music after dinner, and several of the men, including the millionaire, went to the smoking-room.

Was it possible, I wondered, for him to have again changed his plans? I sat in the saloon until nearly eight oclock, but being anxious, I rose and went up on deck, in order to ascertain whether our host was still with his friends.

I passed the door of the smoking-room and peered in, uttering some chaffing words with affected gaiety.

Keppel was not there.

They are asking for Mr. Keppel in the saloon, I said. I thought he was here.

No, replied Lord Stoneborough.

He went ashore a little time ago.

Oh, thanks, I said. Ill tell them.

The millionaire had escaped me!

I dashed down to my cabin, and without hesitation changed my dinner-frock for a dark stuff dress that I had never worn on board; then, going again on deck, I induced one of the sailors to row me ashore at once, securing the mans silence by a tip of half-a-sovereign.

If our eccentric host intended to leave Leghorn, he must leave by train and return to Pisa. Therefore at the corner of the Via Grande I entered a tram, and shortly afterwards alighted at the station. The great platform was dimly lit and deserted, for no train would depart, they told me, for another hour. It was the mail, and ran to Pisa to catch the night express to the French frontier at Modane. Most probably Keppel meant to catch this train.

Should I wait and watch? The idea occurred to me that if that unseen individual who had been present in the deck-house, and had suggested the destruction of the Vispera, had come ashore, he would certainly meet Keppel somewhere.

The time dragged on. The short tram was backed into the station, but no passenger appeared. A controller inquired if I intended to go to Pisa, but I replied in the negative. At last several passengers approached leisurely, as is usual in Italy, one or two carrying wicker-covered flasks of Chianti to drink in viaggio; the inevitable pair of white-gloved carabineers strolled up and down, and the train prepared to start.

Of a sudden, almost before I was aware of it, I was conscious of two figures approaching. One was that of old Mr. Keppel, hot and hurrying, carrying a small brown hand-bag, and the other the figure of a woman, wearing a soft felt hat and long fawn travelling-cloak.

I drew back into the shadow to allow them to pass without recognising me. The miscreant had, it seemed to me, cleverly disguised himself as a woman.

Hurrying, the next moment they passed me by in search of an empty first-class compartment. The controller approached them to ask for their tickets. Keppel searched his pockets in a fidgety fashion, and said in English, which, of course, the man did not understand:

Were going to the frontier.

The man glanced leisurely at the tickets, unlocked one of the doors, and allowed them to enter.

As the woman mounted into the carriage, however, ray of light fell straight across her face, and revealed to my wondering eyes a countenance that held me absolutely bewildered.

The discovery I made at that moment increased the mystery tenfold. The countenance disclosed by the lamplight in the badly-lit station was not that of a man in female disguise, as I had suspected, but of a woman. Her identity it was that held me in amazement, for in that instant I recognised her as none other than the dark-haired handsome woman whom I had seen lying dead upon the floor of the deck-house on the previous night. — 

Why were they leaving the yacht in company? What fresh conspiracy was there in progress?

I had always believed old Benjamin Keppel to be the soul of honour, but the revelations of the past few hours caused me utter bewilderment. I stood there in hesitation, and glancing up at the clock, saw that there were still three minutes before the departure of the train. Next moment I had made a resolve to follow them and ascertain the truth. I entered the booking-office, obtained a ticket to Modane, the French frontier beyond Mont Cenis, and a few moments later was sitting alone in a compartment at the rear of the train. I had no luggage, nothing whatever, save the small travelling reticule suspended from my waistbelt. And I had set out for an unknown destination.

The train moved off, and soon we were tearing through the night across that wide plain which had been the sea-bottom in those mediæval days when the sculptured town of Pisa was a prosperous sea-port, the envy of both Florentines and Genoese, and past the spot marked by a church where St. Peter is said to have landed. Well I knew that wide Tuscan plain, with its fringe of high, vine-clad mountains, for in my girlhood days I had wandered over it, making my delighted way through the royal forest and through the gracious vine-lands.

At last, after three quarters of an hour, we ran into a busy station at Pisa, that point so well known to every tourist who visits Italy. It is the highway to Florence, Rome, and Naples, just as it is to Genoa, Turin, or Milan; and just as the traveller in Switzerland must at some time find himself at Bâle, so does the traveller in Italy at some time or other find himself at Pisa. Yet how few strangers who pass through, or who drive down to look at the Leaning Tower and the great old Cathedral, white as a marble tomb, ever take the trouble to explore the country beyond. They never go up to quiet, grey, old Lucca, a town with walls and gates the same to-day as when Dante wandered there, untouched by the hand of the vandal, unspoilt by modern progress, undisturbed by tourist invaders. Its narrow, old-world streets of decaying palaces, its leafy piazzas, its Lily theatre, its proud, handsome people, all are charming to one who, like myself, loves Italy and the gay-hearted Tuscan.

Little time was there for reflection, however, for on alighting at Pisa I was compelled to conceal myself until the arrival of the express on its way from Rome to Paris. While I waited, the thought occurred to me that the Vispera was still in peril, and that I alone could save her passengers and crew. Yet, with the mysterious woman still alive, there could, I pondered, be no motive in destroying the vessel. Perhaps the idea had happily been abandoned.

Nevertheless, the non-appearance of the individual whose voice I had heard, but whom I had not seen, was disconcerting. Try as I would, I could not get rid of the suspicion aroused by Keppels flight that foul play was still intended. If it were nor, why had the old millionaire not continued his cruise? As the unknown woman had been concealed on board for several weeks, there was surely no reason why she should not have remained there another three or four days, until we reached Marseilles! No. That some unusually strange mystery was connected with the whole affair, I felt confident.

I peered out from the corner in which I was standing, and saw Keppel and Iris companion enter the buffet. As soon as they had disappeared, I made a sudden resolve, entered the telegraph office, and wrote the following message:

To Captain Davis. S.Y. Vispera in port, Livorno. — Have altered arrangements. Sail at once for Genoa. Box I spoke of will join you there. Leave immediately on receipt of this. — KEPPEL.

I handed it in to the telegraphist, saying in Italian:

I want this delivered on board tonight, most particularly.

He looked at it, and shook his head.

I fear, signorina, he answered, with grave politeness, that delivery is quite impossible. It is after hours, and the message will remain in the office, and be delivered with the letters in the morning.

But it must reach the captain tonight, I declared.

The man elevated his shoulders slightly, and showed his palms. This was the Tuscan gesture of regret.

 At Livorno they are not, I am sorry to say, very obliging.

Then you believe it to be absolutely useless to send the message, in the expectation of it being delivered before morning?

The signorina understands me exactly.

But what can I do? I cried in desperation. This message must reach the captain before midnight.

The man reflected for a moment. Then he answered me.

There is but one way I can suggest.

What is that? I cried anxiously, for I heard a train approaching, and knew it must be the Paris express.

To send a special messenger to Livorno. A train starts in half an hour, and the message can then be delivered by 11 oclock.

Could you find me one? I asked.

Im willing to bear all expenses.

My son will go, if the signorina so wishes, he answered.

Thank you so much, I replied, a great weight lifted from my mind. I leave the matter entirely in your hands. If you will kindly see that the message is delivered, you will be rendering, not only to myself, but to a number of other people, a very great service.

The signorinas instructions shall be obeyed, he answered.

When he had said this I placed some money to cover expenses upon the counter, again thanked him, and left, feeling that although I had been guilty of forgery, I had saved the yacht from destruction.

The train, with its glaring head-lights, swept into the station from its long journey across the fever-stricken Maremma marshes, but I saw with considerable dismay that there was but one sleeping-car — the only through car for the frontier.

I was therefore compelled to travel in this, even at the risk of meeting Keppel in the corridor. One cannot well travel in one of those stuffy cars of the Compagnie Internationale des Wagons Lits without being seen by all ones fellow-travellers. It was thus my first difficulty presented itself.

I watched my host and his companion enter the car, and from the platform saw them shown to their respective berths by the conductor. Keppel was given a berth in a two-bed compartment with another man, while the tall dark woman was shown to one of the compartments reserved for ladies at the other end of the car.

With satisfaction I saw the old millionaire take his companions hand and wish her good-night. As soon as his door had closed, I mounted into the car and demanded a place.

The signorina is fortunate. We have just one berth vacant, answered the conductor in Italian. This way, please, and taking me along the corridor, he rapped at the door of the compartment to which he had just shown the mysterious woman.

I left it to the conductor to explain my presence, and after entering, closed and bolted the door behind me.

I regret that Ive been compelled to disturb you, but this is the only berth vacant, I said in English, in a tone of apology, for when I noticed that her black eyes flashed inquiringly at me, I deemed it best to be on friendly terms with her.

Dont mention it; Im English, she answered, quite affably. Im pleased that youre English. I feared some horrid foreign woman would be put in to be my travelling companion. Are you going far?

To the frontier, I responded vaguely. The extent of my journey depended upon the length of hers.

Then, after a further exchange of courtesies, we prepared for tire night and entered our narrow berths, she choosing the upper one, and I the lower.

As far as I could judge, she was fifty, perhaps more, though she was still extremely handsome, her beauty being of a Southern type, and her black hair and coiffure, with huge tortoise-shell comb, giving her a Spanish appearance. She wore several beautiful rings, and I noticed that on her neck, concealed dining the day by her bodice, was some tiny charm suspended by a thin gold chain. Her voice and bearing were those of an educated woman, and she was buxom without being at all stout The roar of the train and the grinding of the wheels as we whirled through those seventy odd suffocating tunnels that separate Pisa from Genoa rendered sleep utterly impossible, so by mutual agreement we continued our conversation.

She seemed, like the Ancient Mariner, to be needing someone to whom she could tell her story. She wanted an audience able to realise the fine points of her play. From the outset she seemed bursting with items about herself, little dreaming that I was acting as spy upon her.

I secretly congratulated myself upon my astuteness, and proceeded to draw her out. Her slight accent puzzled me, but it was due, I discovered, to the fact that her mother had been Portuguese. She seemed to label everything with her own intellectual acquirements. To me, a perfect stranger, she chatted during that night-journey about her fine figure and her power over men, about her ambitions and her friends. But her guardian interfered with her friends. He was an old man, and jealous; had her money invested, and would not allow her to look at a man. If she paid the least attention to any man in particular, she received no money. She was not forty, she told me, and her guardian, who was also in the train, was over seventy.

When she was not telling me the story of her loves, and her father, mother, and step-father, she filled in the time by telling me about some man she called Frank, who had a pretty-faced wife addicted to the bad habit known as secret drinking.

Trouble? she wandered on. Oh, Ive had such lots and lots of it that Im beginning to feel very old already. Troubles, I always think, are divided into two classes — one controlled by a big-horned, cloven-hoofed devil, and the other by the snippy little devil that flashes in and out of our hearts. The big devil is usually placed upon us by others. It follows us. Sometimes we can evade it, but at others it catches us up on its horns and gives us a toss. We come down into the dust, crumpled, with all courage. ambition and hope absorbed in despair. We pick ourselves up in desperation. All that is best in us is so deadened that even our consciences cannot hear a whisper; or, on the other hand, we steel ourselves, and make a resolve which lifts us to a moral and mental victory, and to all that is noblest in ourselves and humanity.

I laughed, admitting that there was much truth in her words.

And the other — the little imp? I asked.

The other — this insane perversity of human nature, gets hold on us whether we will or not. It makes us for the time ignore all that is best in ourselves and in others — it is part of us. Though we know well it resides within ourselves, it will cause our tears to flow and our sorrows to accumulate. It is a fictitious substance, with possibly a mint of happiness underlying it. We are always conscious of it, but insanity makes us ignore it for so long that the little imp completes its work, and the opportunity is lost. But why are we moralising? she added. Lets try and get to sleep, shall we?

To this I willingly acquiesced, for, truth to tell, I did not give credence to a single word of the rather romantic story she had related regarding herself, her friends, and her jealous guardian. In these post-Grundian days I had met women of her stamp many times before. The only way to make them feel is to tell them the truth, devoid of all flattery.

She struck me as a woman with a past — her whole appearance pointed to this conclusion. Now a woman with a chequered past and an untrammelled present is always more or less interesting to women, as well as to men. She is a mystery. The mystery is that men cannot quite believe a smart woman with knowledge, cut loose from all fetters, to be proof against flattery. She queens it, while they study her. Interest in a woman is only one step from love for her — a fact with which we, the fairer sex, are very well acquainted.

Ulrica had once expressed an opinion that pasts were not so bad if it were not for some of the memories that cling to them; not, of course, that the pasts of either of us had been anything out of the ordinary. Memories that cling to others, or the hints of a past, certainly make you of interest to men, as well as a menace to the imagination of other women; but the memories that hover about yourself are sometimes like truths — brutal.

Memories! As I lay there upon my hard and narrow bed, being whirled through those suffocating tunnels in the cliffs beside the Mediterranean, I could not somehow get away from memory. The story this mysterious woman had related had awakened all the sad recollections of my own life. It seemed as though an avalanche of cruel truths was sweeping down upon my heart. At every instant memory struck a blow that left a scar deep and unsightly as any made by the knife. There was tragedy in every one. The first that came to me was a day long ago. Ah me! I was young then — a child in fears, a novice in experience — on that day when I admitted to Ernest my deep and fervent affection. How brief it all had been! I had, alas! now awakened to the hard realities of life, and to the anguish the heart is capable of holding. The sweetest part of love, the absolute trust, had died long ago. My heart had lost its lightness, never to return, for his love toward me was dead. His fond tenderness of those bygone days was only a memory.

Yet he must have loved me! With me it had been the love of my womanhood, the love that is born with youth, that overlooks, forgives, and loves again, that gives friendship, truth and loyalty. What, I wondered, were his thoughts when we had encountered each other at Monte Carlo? He showed neither interest nor regret. No. He had cast me aside, leaving me to endure that crushing sorrow and brain torture which had been the cause of my long illness. He remembered nothing. To him our love was a mere incident. It is no exaggeration to describe memory as the scar of truths cruel wound.

I lay there wondering to myself if ever again I should feel any uplifting joy or any heartrending sorrow. Ah, if women could only outgrow the child-part of their natures, hearts would not bleed so much! One of the greatest surprises in life is to discover how acutely they can ache, how they can be strained to the utmost tension, crowded with agony, and yet not break. This is moralising, and smacks of sentiment, but it is true to nature, as many of us are forced to learn.

The train roared on; the woman above me slept soundly, and I, with tears starting to my eyes, tried hard to burn the bridges leading to the past, and seek forgetfulness in sleep. The process of burning can never be accomplished, thanks to our retentive memory; but slumber came to me at last, and I must have dozed some time, for when I awoke we were in Genoa, and daylight was already showing through the chinks of the crimson blinds.

But the woman who had told the curious story slept on. Probably the spinning of so much romantic fiction had wearied her brain. The story she had related could not, of course, be true. If she were really old Keppels ward, then what motive had he in concealing her in that gilded deckhouse, which was believed to be stored with curios? Who, too, was that unseen man whom he had apparently taken into his confidence — the man who had promised assistance by blowing up the yacht, with all hands?

I shuddered at the thought of that dastardly plot.

Yet Keppel had been declared by this unknown person to be the murderer of the woman now lying in the berth above me. Why?

The train was at a standstill, and I rose to peep out. As I turned to re-enter my berth, my eyes fell upon the sleeping form of my companion. Her face was turned towards me, and her opened bodice disclosed a delicate white throat and neck.

I bent quickly to examine more closely what I saw there. Upon the throat were two dark marks, one on either side — the marks of a human finger and a thumb — an exact repetition of the puzzling marks that had been found upon the throat of poor Reggie!


CHAPTER XXII

IS MORE ASTONISHING.
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SO STILL, SO pale, and so bloodless were my mysterious companions lips, that at the first moment I feared she might be dead. Her appearance was that of a corpse. But after careful watching I saw that she was breathing, lightly but regularly, and thus I became satisfied.

The curious marks, as though a mans hand had attempted to strangle her, were of a pale yellowish-brown, the colour of disappearing bruises. One was narrow and small, where the finger had pressed; the other wide and long, the mark of the thumb.

Again I returned to my berth, and as the express thundered on its way northward towards Turin, I tried to form some theory to account for my discovery of those curious marks upon her.

The hours of early morning crept slowly by. The sun rose over the beautiful vine-lands of Asti as we whirled forward towards the great Alpine barrier which so splendidly divides Italy from France; its rays penetrated into our narrow chamber, but the sleeping woman did not stir. She seemed as one in a trance.

Close beside me lay her dress-skirt. My eyes had been fixed upon it a hundred times during the night, and it now occurred to me that by searching its pocket I might discover something that would give me a clue to her real identity. Therefore, after ascertaining that she was still unconscious of things about her, I slowly turned over the skirt, placed my hand in the pocket and drew out the contents.

The first object I opened was a silver-mounted purse of crocodile leather, because in this I hoped to discover her visiting-card. But I was disappointed. The purse contained only a few pieces of French money, a couple of receipts from shops in Paris, and a tiny scrap of card, an inch square, with several numerals scribbled upon it.

The numbers were unintelligible, but when I chanced to turn the piece of thin pasteboard over, its reverse gave me an immediate clue. It was a piece of one of those red-and-black ruled cards used by gamblers at Monte Carlo to register the numbers at roulette. This woman, whoever she was, had evidently been to Monte Carlo, and the numbers scribbled there were those which she believed would bring her fortune. Every gambler has her strong-rooted fancies, just as she has her amusing superstitions, and her belief in unlucky days and unlucky croupiers.

Two facts were plain. First, that she bore marks upon her which were the exact counterpart of those found on poor Reggie; secondly, that she herself had been to Monte Carlo.

Her handkerchief was of fine lawn, but bore no mark, while the crumpled piece of paper — without which no womans pocket is complete — proved, on examination, to contain only the address of some person in Brussels.

I carefully replaced all these articles, having failed to ascertain her name; and then I dozed again. She was already up, and dressed, when I awoke.

Ah! she laughed, I see youve been sleeping well. Ive had a famous night. I always sleep well when I travel. But I have a secret. A doctor friend of mine gave me some little tabloids of some narcotic — I dont know its name — but if I take one I sleep quite well for six or seven hours at a stretch.

I awoke once, and you were quite sound asleep.

Oh, yes, she laughed. But I wonder where we are?

I looked forth, and was just able to read the name of a small station as we dashed through it at a glorious speed.

Were nearing Turin, I responded Then suddenly recollecting that in an hour or so I should be compelled to face old Keppel in the corridor, I resolved on a plan, which I immediately proceeded to put in force. I dont feel at all well this morning, I added. I think I shall go to sleep again.

Ive some smelling salts here, she said, looking at me with an expression of sympathy. And she took out a small silver-topped bottle from her little reticule.

I took it and sniffed it gladly, with a word of thanks. If I did not wish to meet Keppel, I should be compelled to remain in that stuffy little den for some-thing like another twenty-four horns, if the travellers intended to go on to Paris. The prospect was certainly not inviting, for a single night in a Continental sleeping-car running over a badly-laid line, gets on ones nerves terribly. Compelled, however, to feign illness, I turned in again, and at Turin, while my companion went forth and rejoined the man who had been my host, the conductor brought me the usual glass of hot coffee and a roll.

Im not well, I explained to the man who handed it to me. Are you going through to Paris?

Si, signorina.

Then please dont let me be disturbed, either at the frontier or anywhere else.

Certainly — if the signorina has the keys of her baggage.

I have no baggage, I replied. Only see that I get something to eat — and buy me a novel. Italian, French — any-thing will do. And also some newspapers — the Stampa, Corriere, and Secolo.

Si, signorina. And the door was closed.

Five minutes later, just as the train was gliding out of Turin, the man returned with a couple of new novels and half a dozen four-paged, badly-printed Italian newspapers, by means of which I managed to wile away the tedious hours as we sped on through Susa and the beautiful Alpine valleys.

From time to time my companion looked in to see how I was, offering to do anything for me that she could; then she returned to old Keppel, who was sitting on one of the little flap-seats in the corridor, smoking.

The woman in with me is rather young — and quite charming, I heard her say to him. Shes been taken queer this morning. I expect the heat has upset her, poor thing! The berths here are very hot and close.

Horribly! I was nearly asphyxiated, he answered.

Then, about half an hour later, I recognised his voice again. He was evidently standing with his companion close to the door of my compartment.

We shall be in Paris about half-past eight to-morrow morning, it seems, he said.

And the Vispera will be awaiting you at Naples? she laughed.

Davis is quite used to my erratic movements, he answered. A reputation for eccentricity is very useful sometimes.

But shall you rejoin her?

He hesitated.

I think it is most unlikely, he answered. Ive had enough of cruising. You, too, must be very tired of it.

Tired! she cried. Imprisoned in the cabin all day long, with the windows closed and curtained, I felt that if it lasted much longer I must go mad. Besides, it was only by a miracle that I was not discovered a dozen times.

But very fortunately you were not, he said.

And all to no purpose, she observed, in a tone of weariness and discontent.

Ah! thats another matter — quite another matter.

I do wish you would satisfy my curiosity by telling me exactly what occurred on the night before we landed, she said. You know what I mean?

She evidently referred to the attempt upon her life.

Well, he responded, in hesitation, I myself am not quite clear as to what took place. I entered the cabin, you know, and found you lying unconscious.

Yes, I know. I was thrown violently down by a sudden lurching of the ship, and must have struck my head against something, she replied. But afterwards I remember experiencing a most curious sensation in my throat, just as through someone with sinewy fingers were trying to strangle me.

Absurd! he laughed. It was only your imagination. The close confinement in that place, together with the rolling of the ship, had caused you a little light-headedness, without a doubt.

But it was more than imagination. Of that I feel certain. There was blood upon my lips, you remember.

Because in falling you had cut your lower lip. I can see the place now.

I believe that someone tried to take my life.

Rubbish! Why, who is there to suspect? I was the only soul on board who knew of your presence. Surely you dont suspect me of attempting murder?

Of course not, she answered decisively.

Then dont give way to any wild imaginings of that sort. Keep a cool head in this affair.

The remainder of the conversation was lost to me, although I strained my ears to catch every sound. His words made it plain that she was in ignorance of the knowledge possessed by the unseen man whose voice I had overheard; and further, that both were acting together in order to obtain some object, the nature of which was, to me, a complete mystery.

She came a short time afterwards and kindly inquired how I felt. They were going to change into the dining-car, and she hoped I would not starve altogether. As I talked to her I recollected the strange marks I had seen upon her throat — those distinct impressions of finger and thumb. I looked again for them, but they were concealed by the lace of her high-necked bodice. There seemed a strange, half-tragic beauty about her face. She was certainly fifty, if not more, yet in the broad daylight I could detect no thread of silver in her hair. She was extremely well-preserved.

The conductor brought me a cutlet and a bottle of Beaujolais after we had passed through the Mont Cenis, and for some horns afterwards I lay reading and thinking. We were on our way to Paris, but with what motive I had no idea.

I wondered what they would think on board the Vispera when they found me to be missing, and laughed aloud when I reflected that the natural conclusion would be that I had eloped with old Mr. Keppel. I rather regretted that I had told Ulrica nothing, but, of course, a telegram to her could explain everything on the morrow. The yacht would be lying safely in Genoa harbour awaiting her owner, who never intended to return.

And where was that unseen man? That was a puzzling problem which I could not solve. I could not even form the slightest theory as to his share in the mystery.

The day passed slowly, and evening fell. We were nearing Culoz. The woman with the mysterious marks upon her neck returned, accompanied by her escort, from the dining-car, and sat chatting with him in the corridor. Their voices reached me, but I could distinguish little of their conversation. Suddenly, however, I thought I could hear a third voice in conversation — the voice of a man.

It sounded familiar. I listened again. Yes, it seemed as though I had heard that voice somewhere before. Indeed, I knew its tones perfectly well.

For some few minutes I lay listening, trying to catch the words. But the train was roaring through a deep cutting, and I could only hear disjointed words or parts of sentences.

In my determination to see who it was, I carefully opened the door of the compartment, so that I could peer through the chink.

I bent forward until my eyes rested upon the speaker, who, lounging near, was engaged in serious conversation with Keppel and my travelling companion, as though he were an old friend.

In an instant I drew back and held my breath. Was this the man who had suggested the blowing up of the Vispera? Surely not! Perhaps, however, he had actually travelled with us from Pisa in another carriage, or perhaps he had joined the train at some intermediate station. But by whatever means he had come there, the fact of his identity remained the same.

It was Ernest Cameron, the man I loved!


CHAPTER XXIII

CONFIDES THE STORY OF A TABLE.
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THE DISCOVERY OF Ernests presence in the car was an entirely fresh development of the mystery. I had been ignorant of his acquaintance with Keppel, but that they were really close friends was evident by the rapid, rather apprehensive manner in which they were conversing.

I tried, and tried again, to overhear some of the words spoken; but in vain! Therefore I was compelled to remain in wonderment until the conclusion of that long and terribly tiring journey half across Europe.

Arrived at the Gare de Lyons in Paris, I entered a fiacre, and followed them across the city to the Hôtel Terminus, that big caravansery outside the Gare St. Lazare, where they engaged four rooms on the first floor — a sitting-room and three bedrooms. Having taken every precaution to avoid being detected by either of them, I ascertained that the number of the sitting-room was 206. I at once engaged Number 205, the room adjoining, and ordered a light dejeuner to be taken there. I was faint, nervous, and tired after being cramped up for thirty hours, and was resting on the couch, when suddenly voices sounded in the next room, causing me to spring up and be on the alert in an instant.

Keppel and Ernest were speaking together.

Its a risk, of course, the millionaire was saying in a low tone— a great risk.

But weve run greater in the course of this affair, the other responded. You know how near to arrest I have been.

I held my breath. Arrest! What could he mean?

It was fortunate that you escaped as you did.

Thanks to you. Had you not concealed me on the Vispera, and taken me on that cruise, I should have now been in the hands of the police.

But they seem to possess no clue, Keppel observed.

Fortunately for us, they do not, answered the man to whom I had given my heart. And he laughed lightly, as though he were perfectly confident of his own safety. It was that transfer of the notes at the Carnival ball that puzzled them.

They were speaking of poor Reggies murder!

I held my ear close to the dividing door, straining to catch every word. I was learning their secret. The two men whom I had least suspected were actually implicated in that dastardly crime. But what, I wondered, could have been their motive in taking the poor boys life? Certainly robbery was not the incentive, for to old Keppel sixty thousand francs was but a paltry sum.

Again I listened, but as I did so the woman entered, and shortly afterwards the two men left the room and went down the stairs.

In an instant I resolved to follow them. Before they had gained the entrance-hall I had put on my hat and descended. They took a cab and first drove up the hill behind St. Lazare to the Boulevard des Battignolles, alighting before a large house where, from an old concierge in slippers, Ernest received two letters. Both men stood in the doorway and read the communications through. I had followed in a cab. From their faces I could see that the letters contained serious news, and for some minutes they stood in discussion, as though undecided what to do.

At length, however, they re-entered the cab and drove back past the Opera, through the Rue Rivoli and across the Pont des Arts, turning into a labyrinth of narrow, dirty streets beyond the Seine, and stopping before a small, uninviting-looking hairdressers shop. They were inside for some ten minutes or so, while I stood watching a short distance off, my head turned away so that they should not recognise me if they came out suddenly.

When they emerged they were laughing good-humouredly, and were accompanied to the door by a rather well-dressed man, evidently a hairdresser, for a comb protruded from his pocket, and his hair was brushed up in that style peculiar to the Parisian coiffeur.

Good-day, messieurs, he said in French, bowing them into the fiacre, I understand quite clearly. There is nothing to fear, I assure you — absolutely nothing.

In that mans dark eyes, as he stood watching the cab as it drove off, was a strangely intense look. His face was triangular, with broad forehead and pointed chin. I imagined him to have a rather curious personality. Again I looked at his peculiarly brilliant eyes, and a strange truth flashed upon me. Yes, I remembered that curious expression quite distinctly.

He was the man who had worn the owls dress in Carnival — the man who had returned to me the notes stolen from poor Reggie! He was an accomplice of the two men of whom I had never entertained the least suspicion.

The truth had been revealed in so amazing a fashion that I was completely staggered. Ernest was an assassin! Had he not admitted how near he had been to arrest, and congratulated himself upon his escape? Had not old Keppel aided him by concealing him on board the Vispera? Once, alas! I had in the roseate days of youth believed in the man who had made love to me; who had flattered and caressed me, and who had declared that I should be his always. Ah! how well I remembered it! How bitterly all the past came back to me. And yet, until that very hour of my discovery that he was an assassin I had never ceased to love him — never for a single instant. We women are strange creatures.

I re-entered the cab, but in the Boulevard St. Michel my driver unfortunately lost sight of the men I had told him to keep in view. They must, I think, have turned suddenly into one of the many side streets, and thus reached the Quai.

For a few moments I sat back in hesitation. Should I return at once to the hotel, or should I go boldly to that man whom I had so fortunately discovered, and charge him with having had in his possession the stolen notes? If I adopted the latter course, I saw that I should only raise an alarm, and the pair I was watching would undoubtedly get clear away. No. The old proverb that murder will out had once more asserted its truth. I had made a most amazing discovery, and now my love for Ernest as a man having been transformed to hatred of him as an assassin, I meant slowly to weave a web about the criminals, and when it was complete I intended to give information to the police, and thus avenge the poor boys death.

I drove to the nearest telegraph-office and wired to Genoa, urging Ulrica to come to Paris without delay, for I sorely needed the counsel of the woman who was my best friend.

Then I returned to the Hôtel Terminus. As I heard no one in the sitting-room adjoining, I lay down to rest, sleeping soundly, for my nerves were unstrung, and I was utterly worn out by fatigue and constant watchfulness.

When I awoke it was past seven oclock, and quite dark. There was still no movement in the sitting-room adjoining. I dressed, and went across to dine at the Duval, over at the corner of the Rue du Havre, preferring that cheap restaurant to the table dhote of the hotel, where I might possibly meet the three persons upon whom I was keeping watch An hour later, just as I was crossing the road to re-enter the hotel, I saw a man standing alone on the steps in hesitation. He wore a dark beard, and carried a long drab overcoat, such as men generally affect on race-courses; but notwithstanding his disguise, I perceived that it was Ernest. The beard made him look much older, and by the addition of a few lines to his face he had entirely altered his appearance. For some moments he puffed pensively at his cigar, then, glancing at his watch, descended the steps and strolled slowly along past the Café Terminus, and continued to walk down the Rue du Havre as far as the Boulevard Haussmann, where he stopped before that popular rendezvous of Parisians, the Grand Café.

After he had selected one of the tables, the last one towards the Madeleine, placed against the wall of the café, he ordered a coffee and liqueur. The night was bright, and the Boulevards, with their blazing globes of electricity, were full of life and movement.

From where I was sitting, at a small brasserie on the opposite side of the Boulevard, I watched him narrowly. He glanced up and down as though in constant expectation of meeting someone, and looked at his watch impatiently. He tossed off his liqueur at a single gulp, but his coffee remained untasted, for it was evident that he was in a state of deep agitation. He had feared arrest for the murder of Reginald Thorne, and had taken refuge secretly on the Vispera. Were not his own words sufficient to convince me of his guilt?

As I looked, I saw him, while in the act of pretending to sip his coffee, bend down close to the marble table, which, after making certain that he was not observed, he scrutinised carefully. Twice he bent to look at it closely. Surely, I thought, there must be something of interest marked on that slab. Then he glanced at his watch again, paid, and strolled off down the Boulevard.

Whether to follow, or whether to investigate that table, I was for the moment undecided; but I resolved upon the latter course. I crossed the road, made straight for the seat he had occupied, and as soon as I had ordered a dubonnet, proceeded to examine the table. Very quickly I discovered what had interested him. Scrawled in pencil upon the marble were some letters quite unintelligible, but evidently a cipher message. It was no more than this:

J. TABAC. 22.

Another inscription had been written there, but it had been lately erased by some previous customer, who had apparently dipped his finger in the drippings of beer or coffee, and smeared it across. The writing was not very easy to discern in the half-light, for the table was so placed as to be in the deep shadows. Was it possible that the person who had erased the first message had written the second? Could it be that this person was the man whom I had been watching?

I had seen him bend over that table mysteriously, first glancing round to make certain that no one was watching. Why had he thus betrayed fear, if that message was not one of importance? Goron, the great chef of the Paris surete, had told me, when I met him at dinner once in London, how the criminals of Paris were fond of making the tops of the café tables the means of communication, and how many a crime had been discovered by the police with the aid of keys they possessed to certain secret codes.

I looked again at the initial, the word tabac, and the number 22 scrawled on the marble before me, and was puzzled to know what they could convey. Had Ernest really written them? The letters were printed, in order, no doubt, to prevent any recognition of the handwriting. I remembered that he had sat with his hand upon the table, as though toying idly with the matches; and further, I noticed that the liquid with which the erasure had been made was not yet entirely dry. I touched it with my gloved finger and placed it to my nose. There was an odour of coffee.

Now, if Ernest had really written that cipher message, he had substituted his for the one he had found standing there. With what purpose? To whom was this unintelligible word addressed? Having regard to the fact that the tables of cafés are usually washed down by the waiters every morning, it seemed plain that the person to whom he intended to convey the message would come there that night. Indeed, he had constantly looked at his watch, as though in expectation of the arrival of someone.

I paid the garçon and left, returning some few minutes later to my previous place in front of the brasserie opposite, determined to wait and watch. The attendant brought me some illustrated papers, and while pretending to be absorbed in them, I kept my eye upon the table I had just vacated. A shabby, small, wizen-faced man in a silk hat, with a flat brim, passed and re-passed the spot where I was sitting and, it seemed, eyed me rather suspiciously. But perhaps it was only my fancy, for when one is engaged in the work of bringing home to a criminal his crime, one is apt to look with undue suspicion upon all and sundry.

I think I must have been there nearly half an hour before a ragged, unkempt man, who had slunk past where I was seated and picked up several cigar-ends with a stick bearing a sharpened wire point, crossed over to the Grand Café and recommenced his search beneath the tables there. When he had secured some half-a-dozen cigar-ends, he moved quickly to the tabic in the shadow; and as he stooped, feigning to pick up a piece of unconsumed cigar, I saw that he glanced eagerly to see what message was written there.

Just at that moment the wizen-faced man who had evinced such an extraordinary interest in myself was standing idly upon the kerb close by, and was undoubtedly watching him.

The quick eyes of the old collector of cigar-ends apparently understood the message in an instant, for with back bent he continued his active search, betraying no further interest in that table in the shadow. If he had really gone there in order to ascertain the nature of the message, he concealed his real purpose admirably. Probably he was used to being watched by police agents. I saw him hobble along from café to café, his shrewd, deep-set eyes peering from beneath his shaggy brows, always in search of the small pieces of tobacco discarded by smokers.

With him also disappeared the shabby little man whose interest I had unwittingly aroused, and I remained alone, still irresolute and wondering.

I had paid, and was just about to rise and go, when of a sudden a smart victoria pulled up in front of the Grand Café, and from it stepped a well-dressed woman, wearing a smart hat and an elaborate cape of the latest mode. Without hesitation she walked to the table in question and seated herself. In the darkness I could not distinguish her face, but I saw that even before the waiter could attend to her she had examined the table and read the message there written.

Was it, I wondered, intended for her?

The waiter brought what she ordered, a bock, that favourite beverage with both Parisians and Parisiennes. I watched her narrowly, and at once saw something to convince me that the cipher was intended for her eye. She dipped her finger in the beer, and when no one was looking, drew it across the writing.

Was she young, or old, I wondered? She was settling her cape and chiffons preparatory to rising and re-entering her carriage; I also rose and crossed the road. As I stepped upon the asphalt on the opposite side, she crossed to where her smart carriage stood, brushing past me as she did so.

As the light fell across her face there was revealed to me a countenance with which I was only too familiar.

She was the woman who had usurped my place in Ernests heart; the woman whom I had seen in his company at Monte Carlo; the woman who had laughed at me in triumph across the roulette table, because she knew that she held him beneath the spell of her insipid beauty.


CHAPTER XXIV

IN WHICH MATTERS ASSUME A VERY COMPLEX ASPECT.
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I STARTED TO walk along the Boulevard towards the Opera. To that woman with (the tow-coloured hair, the blue eyes and pink cheeks — the woman who had replaced me in his affections — Ernest had written that strange message in cipher, a message of warning it might be. I hated her. I really believe that if ever the spirit of murder has entered my heart, it was at that moment. I could have sprung upon her and killed her as she stepped into the carriage.

She had said no word to her coachman. He apparently knew where to drive. That cipher was perhaps an appointment which he had gone forward to keep, while she was now following. The thought convulsed me with anger. This man, Ernest Cameron, the man who had once held me in Iris arms and declared that he loved me, was, upon his own admission, an assassin.

I had somehow ceased to think of the old millionaire and the chattering woman whom he had concealed on board the Vispera. All my thoughts were of the man who had, until then, held me as Iris helpless slave.

It may have been jealousy, or it may possibly have been the revulsion of feeling that had seized me on becoming aware of the terrible truth of his guilt, that caused me to vow to leave no stone unturned to secure his arrest and condemnation. I would follow her. She, that slim woman with the fair hair, had stolen him from me, but I determined that she should not be allowed to enjoy his society much longer. I had discovered the truth, and the blow that I in tended to deal would be fatal to the happiness of both of them.

I laughed within myself as I got into a fiacre, and told the driver to keep her carriage in sight. I was not impatient. I would wait and watch until I had secured ample proof. Then I had but to apply to the police, and the arrest would be made. He, Ernest Cameron, had murdered and robbed the poor boy who had admired me, and with whom I had so foolishly flirted. It was the attention I had allowed him to pay to me that was primarily the cause of Ins assassination. Of that I had always been convinced. The moral responsibility rested upon myself.

I followed her straight up the Rue Lafayette to the Gare du Nord, where she alighted, and after speaking a moment with her coachman, dismissed her carriage. She evidently intended to leave Paris. I crept up quickly behind her in the long booking-office, and followed her in order to overhear her destination.

First-class return to Enghien, please, she asked the girl who sold the tickets.

Enghien! I had heard of the place as being a popular resort near Paris, famous for its sulphur baths; but in what direction it lay, I had not the slightest idea. Nevertheless, the fact of her taking a return ticket, and having no baggage, showed that she did not intend to make a protracted stay. Therefore, when she was out of hearing, I took a ticket for the same destination; the price showed me that the distance could not be very great.

Secretly following her, I entered a train, and in half an hour alighted at a small suburban station, which was rather dimly lit. Outside, she entered a fiacre. Following her quickly, I drove through the narrow street of the little French town to the shore of a small lake, from which arose a strong and disagreeable odour of sulphur. She disappeared into the gaily-lit entrance of an illuminated garden, winch I discovered to be the Casino of Enghien, an establishment where public gambling was permitted, and where there was a celebrated so-called cercle for baccarat. The place consisted of a garden extending along the shore of the lake, together with a large open-air café, a big theatre — where a variety performance was in progress — and beyond, the public gaming-room, play in which proved to be of the usual kind permitted at French and Belgian resorts.

It was a decidedly pretty place. The long festoons of coloured lights were reflected in the lake, while out towards the pine-covered island were many small boats decorated with paper lanterns. In the garden there was quite a crowd of Parisians, who had gone there in the evening to lounge in the fresh air, or to stake their francs upon the little horses or upon the miniature railway. The band was playing, and the smart pleasure seekers were promenading over the gravelled walks, laughing gaily, and chatting merrily.

The woman upon whom I was keeping such a close watch strolled through the gardens, peering hither and thither, as though in search of someone. It was the entracte, and the theatre, one side of which was open towards the garden, had emptied. At Enghien the entractes are long, in order to allow people to go to the gaming-room. Two men I recognised as habitues at Monte Carlo, one of them middle-aged, well-dressed and black-bearded, who invariably wore white kid gloves. He was half bald, and his face showed marks of premature age brought on by dissipation. The other, who was younger, was his partner. They were well-known figures at Monte Carlo, and had evidently left there and come north, now that, the season being over, there were no more pigeons to be plucked in the private gaming-rooms of the Riviera.

The woman at length took a seat at one of the café tables, deep in the shadow of a tree, and ordered a consommation. I suspected that she had an appointment with someone, and therefore resolved to watch. As far as I could observe, she had never once detected my presence, and if she did now, she most probably would not recognise me, dressed as I was in an old stuff gown. She had seen me, I recollected, in the smart Monte Carlo toilettes, in which I presented such a very different appearance. I took up a position on one of the seats by the lake-side, opposite the café, a spot from which I could see all that might come to pass.

I must here admit that my continual search was growing terribly wearisome. Unused to acting the spy, my nerves had been during those days of travel and adventure strained to their utmost tension. For five nights sleep had scarcely come to my eyes, so constant was the vigil I had kept, and for five days I had existed in feverish anxiety on the very horns of a dilemma. I sat there watching the passing crowd of gay Parisiennes, and breathing the fresh evening air from across the lake. On the other shore were large mansions, with their lawns sloping down to the water, reminding me of English houses on the upper reaches of the Thames. From time to time a night-bird skimmed the placid water, causing it to eddy in the starlight. From across the water came feminine laughter from a passing boat, and a girls voice reached me from far away, trilling the refrain of Paulette Partys romance-waltz, which I supposed had just been sung in the café-concert:

Donne-moi ta lèvre, ta lèvre rose, 

Quamoureusemcnt ma lèvre sy pose 

Et quétroitement tous deux enlacés 

Nos querelles soient querelles de baisers.

Yes, the scene was certainly charming. I, like thousands of the people who go to Paris, and who know the Rue Rivoli better than they do Oxford Street, had never troubled to spend an evening at Enghien. The Casino would really be a delightful one were it not for the presence of that curse to French and Belgian popular resorts — the tapis vert. Dozens of similar places are spoilt by the introduction of those tables, for play and the demi-monde are inseparable, just as are baccarat and blackguards.

The electric bells had rung to announce that the variety entertainment was about to be resumed, and the crowd from the gaming-room and from the garden was making its way back to the theatre, to be entertained by the drolleries of Paulus and the risky chansons of Liane de Vries, when, of a sudden, I noticed that the woman who had stolen my lovers heart had half-risen and given her hand to a stranger, evidently the man she had been expecting.

He was short of stature, and well-dressed, for in the shadow where he stood I could see the wide expanse of starched shirt-front displayed by his open overcoat, and could tell that he wore an opera-hat.

She re-seated herself, evidently pleased by his arrival, while he stood for a moment bending towards her and speaking earnestly. Then he drew back, laughed merrily, and seated himself opposite her.

He sat back in the half-darkness, so that I was unable to distinguish his face. But his presence there was sufficient to tell me that this woman, by whom Ernest had been fascinated, was a worthless person, who made secret assignations unknown to the unfortunate man, who probably believed her to be the very paragon of all the virtues.

How would Ernest act if he were aware of the actual truth? I wondered. Would he still have confidence in his pink-and-white doll?

Perhaps. Men are incomprehensible creatures where their love is concerned. When fascinated by a womans smile, they will lick the hand that cuffs them; they will allow Aspasia to drench them with vin mosseux, to smother them with chiffons, to stifle them with mots, and to sell them for rouleaux, and yet make no audible complaint.

To love and to hate seem to be the two things which it is most natural and most easy for women to do. In these two principles how many of the actions of our lives originate. How important is it, therefore, that we should learn early in life to love and hate aright. Most women believe that they love virtue and hate vice. But have the majority of them clearly ascertained what virtue and vice are? Have they examined the meaning of these important words? Have they listened to the plausible reasoning of what we call society, where things are spoken of by false names, and where vice is vulgar in the common herd, but sanctioned as chic among the select few? Or have they gone directly to the eternal and immutable principles of good and evil?

I must confess that, tutored by Ulrica, I had long ago listened to Societys reasonings, and had thus become a worldly woman. Now a worldly woman is necessarily a woman possessing tact, and able at the same time to tell untruths with grace, and successfully to act a part whenever necessary.

Woman is gifted by nature with a remarkable quickness of perception, by means of which she is able to detect the earliest approach of aught tending to destroy that high-toned purity of character for which, even in the days of chivalry, she was more reverenced and adored than for her beauty itself. This quickness of perception in minute and delicate points, with the power which woman also possesses of acting upon it instantaneously, has, in familiar phraseology, obtained the name of tact; and when this natural gift is added to good taste, the two combined are of more value to a woman in the social and domestic affairs of every-day life than the most brilliant and intellectual endowments could be without them.

You, my friend and confidante, know well that when a woman is possessed of a high degree of tact, she sees, as if by a kind of second sight, when any little emergency is likely to occur; or when, to use a more familiar expression, things do not seem likely to go right. She is thus aware of any sudden turn in conversation, and prepared for what it may lead to; but above all, she can penetrate into the state of mind of those with whom she is placed in contact, so as to detect the gathering gloom upon anothers brow, before the mental storm shall have reached any formidable height; to know when the tone of voice has altered, when an unwelcome thought has presented itself, and when the pulse of feeling is beating higher or lower in consequence of some apparently trifling circumstance which has just come to pass.

Most women flatter themselves upon this valuable acquirement, and the scandal-monger most of all. In the life of every woman there have been critical moments, when this natural intuition has led her into a knowledge of the truth. During the days when I was acting as a spy, my quickness of perception was put to the test times without number, and again there, in the Casino of Englien-les-Bains, I was compelled to exercise all my womans cunning.

The man who had just joined the fair lounger beneath the tree was, I judged, much beneath middle height, but in the darkness height is always deceptive. All I could see distinctly was that he wore a black overcoat, a black tie, and either white or lavender gloves. Evidently he was of that type of male elegant commonly to be seen in the neighbourhood of public gaming-tables. Men of this type are usually hard-up, live by sponging on friends, affect a rather select circle, and are the leaders of masculine fashion. The Italians call a man belonging to this class a duca senza ducati.

He was leaning his elbows upon the table, and had entered into an earnest conversation. Both their heads were bent together, and he was apparently relating some facts which were, to her, of the utmost interest, for now and then she shrugged her narrow shoulders, and gesticulated with not a little vivacity. I was, however, too far off to overhear a single syllable of the conversation.

The man, I saw, had taken from his pocket some letters, one of which she held in her hand, bending forward into the light so as to read it. What she read apparently angered her, for she tossed it back to him in disgust, and struck her hand upon the table with a quick ejaculation. This caused some words between them. I imagined that, in her outburst of temper, she had made some charge against him which he now stoutly denied, for of a sudden both were gesticulating violently. As most of the promenaders had entered the theatre, the garden was at that moment practically deserted; but the orchestra in the illuminated band-stand was playing, drowning all their words, and preventing attention being directed to their altercation.

I sat there by the lake-side, watching with breathless interest. What would I not have given to be sufficiently near to catch the drift of their conversation!

Presently, in the height of their argument, he pushed a second letter before her face roughly, as though to convince her of his words; but she, seeing in his action a desire to insult her, snatched the letter from his hands, tore it into fragments, and cast them in his face.

It was done in an instant, and sitting as they were in that secluded corner in the shadow, none witnessed the incident save myself.

The man rose quickly, with an air of fierce resentment, bowed to her with mock courtesy, and strode off. But as he passed out into the gaslight, I saw his face, and recognising it, could not suppress a cry of amazement.

He was not young, as I had supposed, but old and decrepit. The countenance was the ugly, sinister one of Branca, the queer old fellow with whom I had had such a strange interview in Leghorn only a few days before.


CHAPTER XXV

PRESENTS A CURIOUS PHASE.
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THIS DISCOVERY INCREASED the mystery. Yet it was plain that he was acting according to his promise, and was leaving no effort untried in order to solve the problem. But why? What possible interest could he have in discovering the truth regarding Reggies assassination?

Certainly his appearance was greatly altered. Instead of the unkempt, shuffling Italian whom I had visited in the Via Magenta, in Leghorn, he was spruce, well-shaven, and smartly dressed, although his dwarfed and slightly deformed personality could not be disguised.

The look upon his countenance was the reverse of reassuring. Ugly even when smiling, his face was distorted by rage, and absolutely forbidding, as he walked hurriedly past within half-a-dozen feet of me, and away towards the exit from the garden. The insult he had sustained was one which angered him terribly, and if ever vengeance was written upon a mans face it was written upon his.

The queer old fellow had puzzled me greatly ever since that eventful evening at Leghorn. To me there was such an absence of motive that his actions were doubly remarkable. And yet I could never get away from the fact that he knew of old Keppels intention to go to Ragusa before it had been announced to us; and he was also well acquainted with all the facts of poor Reggies tragic end, and the subsequent action on the part of both the police and myself. Besides, he had told me of Ernests whereabouts, of which I was in ignorance, and now it appeared that he had been, until a moment ago, on friendly terms with the woman who had robbed me of the one man who in all the world was dear to me.

Utterly dumbfounded by his presence there, I watched him walk down the long gravelled path beside the lake, past the landing-stage, and out towards the public road. Indeed, I think I was too astonished at that moment to rise and follow the man who had declared our interests to be identical.

I turned and glanced across at the woman. She had risen, shaken out her skirts, and hastily drawn her light cape about her shoulders, as for a moment she stood in hesitation, looking after her companion.

Her brows were knit, and I seemed to watch determination becoming more and more strongly marked upon her face. Then she hurried quickly after him.

I rose, too, but a thought flashed across my mind. He had not gathered up the fragments of the letter before leaving. They were, no doubt, still there. What could the letter contain that it should so incense her?

Without hesitation I moved across to the table so lately occupied, and there saw scattered on the ground in the vicinity several pieces of torn paper, which I gathered swiftly into my hand. They were portions of a letter written on white-edged, smoke-grey paper of a fashionable pattern. Fortunately, no waiters were in the near neighbourhood, and I was thus enabled to continue my search, for any stray scraps might, I reflected, be of importance. After I had picked up a piece that had been blown some distance off, I placed all the fragments carefully in my pocket, and made my way toward the brightly-lit entrance.

As there were no cabs, I was compelled to walk to the station, which occupied me quite a quarter of an hour. It appeared certain that both the man and the woman would return to Paris, and that the woman hoped to meet Branca at the railway-station.

When I arrived, however, I found that a train had just departed for the Gare du Nord, and that there was not another for nearly an hour. If they had both left by the train I had so narrowly missed, then they had successfully escaped me.

The bare salle dattentre at Enghien is not a cheerful place at night, when the single gas jet is turned low, and the doors leading out upon the platform are securely locked. Here, again, I was confronted by a difficulty, namely, that if, perchance, the pair had not caught the train, they would probably enter the waiting-room. To remain there was manifestly dangerous, if I did not wish my identity to be revealed.

My chief regret was that I had missed Branca. I had no means of communicating with him, for I had no idea where he was staying, and he certainly did not know my address, or else he would have sent me word that he was in Paris. All I could hope was that the woman had caught him up and detained him, and that they would return together by the next train.

Deciding that to rest in the waiting-room was injudicious, I went out and crossed to the little café opposite, where the tables on the pavement were shaded by a row of laurels in tubs, in the usual French style. I wished to piece together the precious letter in my pocket without being observed. I entered the place arid sat down. A consumptive waiter and a fat woman presiding over the bottles on the small counter were the only occupants, and after ordering a limonade, I drew forth scrap after scrap of the torn letter and spread it out upon the table., It was written in French, in a feminine hand, but it was some time before I could piece the fragments together so as to read the whole. At last I succeeded, and discovered it to be dated from the Grand Hotel at Brussels. It ran as follows:



My dear Laumont, — See Julie the instant she returns from Moscow, and warn her. Someone has turned traitor. Tell her to he extremely careful, and to lie low for the present. If she does not, she will place us all in jeopardy. Advise her to go to London. She would he safe there. So would you. Bury yourselves. — Hastily, your friend, — 

Sidonie.



Laumont! Who, I wondered, was Laumont?

Was it possible that the woman referred to as Julie was actually the person who had so fascinated Ernest? If so, the warning was a strange one; and she had disregarded it by tearing up the letter and casting it into Brancas face.

Bury yourselves. The injunction was expressive, to say the least of it. Some person unknown had turned traitor, and had told the truth regarding some matter which had apparently been a secret. The letter was a mysterious one, from every point of view.

A dozen times I read it through, then carefully collected the scraps and replaced them in my pocket.

The person to whom the letter was addressed was, without doubt, an accomplice of the woman Julie, while their correspondent, who was named Sidoine, and who stayed at the Grand Hotel in Brussels, was anxious that both should escape to London. The woman Julie had been in Moscow. Was it possible that this woman who had attracted Ernest had during my absence in the Mediterranean been to Russia? Perhaps she had.

Yet I had no ground whatever for believing the woman whom I had seen at Monte Carlo, and had so recently followed from Paris, to be named Julie. My suspicions might, for aught I knew, be entirely groundless.

From where I sat I could watch all persons entering the station, but my heart sank within me when at length it was time for me to cross to take the train for Paris, for my search along the platform was a fruitless one.

Both had evidently left by the earlier train, and the absence of a fiacre at the door of the Casino had caused me to lose sight of them.

Alone in the dimly-lit railway compartment, as the train passed through the suburb of St. Denis and on to the Gare du Nord, I reflected deeply. My brain was awhirl with the events which had occurred so rapidly since landing at Leghorn. I knew not whether Captain Davis had received my telegram and had left for Genoa, or whether the message had been delayed until he had received that package which was destined to send the Vispera to the bottom.

On every side I saw plot and counterplot, the most dastardly of them all being the determination of Keppel to destroy his yacht. And Ulrica? What of her? That she was on board was almost certain; she might even then be sailing southward to her doom.

Yet I had warned her, and I hoped that she had come ashore as we had arranged. The only possibility I feared was a disinclination upon her part to offend the old millionaire. If she found the course altered to Genoa, a change which I had endeavoured to effect by my telegram, she might possibly have gone on there. All that I prayed for was that my wire had reached Daviss hand before the package supposed to contain the statuette.

Keppel at that moment no doubt believed the Vispera to have gone down, and was prepared for the receipt of the astounding news from one or other of the Mediterranean ports. Possibly he believed that he had a perfect answer to the question as to why he had left the vessel, but to me it seemed as though he would meet with considerable difficulty, if the worst had really happened.

There might, too, be a survivor, and a survivors testimony in such a case would be awkward.

As the train, with its imperiales, or seats above the third-class carriages, rushed on towards Paris, I pondered, too, upon Brancas sudden reappearance. There was something uncanny about the fellow. His knowledge was as extensive as his cunning was low and ingenious.

For what reason, I wondered, had he met that tow-haired woman who had been Ernest Camerons good genius at Monte Carlo? Why, too, had she taken the trouble to go out to Enghien for the purpose of seeing him?

One theory alone took possession of my mind, namely, that there was a secret between them. Possibly he had been acquainted with her; they might even have been friends. But it was quite evident that they had quarrelled, and he had been gravely offended by the insult offered him.

Each night-train from Enghien to the Gare du Nord always brought home a large number of returning gamblers and pleasure-seekers, so when we came to a standstill, the quai quickly became crowded by persons whom I had noticed strolling in the Casino. In vain, however, I searched for the pair whose movements I had been watching. I was compelled to acknowledge myself baffled, and to take a fiacre back to the Hôtel Terminus.

Fearing lest any of the trio might be lounging at the café in front of the hotel, where arriving cabs file slowly past, I dismissed the vehicle at the corner of the Rue du Havre, and approached the hotel on the opposite side of the way.

One of my chief difficulties was the entering and leaving the hotel, for I never knew whom I might meet. I had had several narrow escapes from recognition, notwithstanding every passible precaution.

At last, however, after carefully examining all who were lounging about the entrance, I managed to slip in, passing the big-moustached concierge, and ascending by the lift to my own room, utterly worn out by anxiety and fatigue.


CHAPTER XXVI

GIVES THE KEY TO THE CIPHER.
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EVEN THOUGH TIRED out, I slept but little that night. I tried, times without number, but in vain, to solve the secret of that cipher message — or warning, was it? — written upon the table before the Grand Café. But neither the initial nor the word tabac conveyed to me any meaning whatever. One fact seemed particularly strange, namely, the reason why the ragged collector of cigar-ends should have searched for it: and, further, why the word written there should have been tabac. Again, who was the shabby, wizen-faced individual who had watched that table with such eagerness and expectancy?

As I reflected, I became impressed by the idea that the table itself was one of those known to be a notice-board of criminals, and therefore at night it was watched by the police.

The great Goron, that past-master in the detection of crime, had, I remembered told me that in all the quarters of Paris, from the chic Avenue des Champs Elysées to the lower parts of Montmartre, there were certain tables at certain cafés used by thieves, burglars, and other such gently, for the exchange of messages, the dissemination of news, and the issue of warnings. Indeed, the correspondence on the café tables was found to be more rapid, far more secret, and likely to attract less notice than the insertion of paragraphs in the advertisement columns of the newspapers. Each gang of malefactors, had, he told me, its own particular table in its own particular café, where any member could sit and read at his leisure the cipher notice, or warning, placed there, without risking direct communication with his associates in rascality.

Had the man whom I had so fondly loved actually allied himself with some criminal band, that he knew their means of communication, and was in possession of their cipher? It certainly seemed as though he had. But that was one of the points I intended to clear up before denouncing him to the police.

Next morning I rose early, eager for activity, but there seemed no movement in the room adjoining mine. All three took their coffee in their bedrooms, and it was not till nearly eleven oclock that I heard Keppel in conversation with the mysterious woman who had been my travelling companion.

Ernest is running a great risk, he was saying. Its quite unnecessary, to my mind. The police are everywhere on the alert, for word has, of course, come from Nice. If he is unfortunate enough to fall into their hands, hell only have himself to blame.



But surely you dont anticipate such a thing? she asked, in genuine alarm.

Well, he goes about quite openly, well knowing that his description has been circulated through every town and village in France.

And if he were arrested, where should we be? inquired the woman, in dismay.

In a very awkward predicament, I fear, he responded. Thats the very reason wiry Im trying to persuade Cameron to act with greater discretion. Hes well known, you see, and may be recognised at any moment in the street. If he were a stranger here, in Paris, it might be different.

Its certainly ridiculous for him to run his head into a noose. I must speak to him at once.

Hes out. He went out before six this morning, the chambermaid tells me.

Thats odd! Wheres he gone?

I dont exactly know. Somewhere in the country, I should think.

What if he is already arrested?

No, dont lets anticipate such a contretemps. Matters are, however, beginning to look serious enough, in all conscience he answered.

Do you think we shall succeed? she inquired eagerly.

We have been successful before, he responded confidently. Why not now? We have only to exercise just a little more care and cunning than that exercised by the police. Then, once beyond suspicion, all the rest is perfectly plain sailing.

Which means that we must make a perfect coup.

Exactly. The whole scheme must be carried out firmly and without a hitch, otherwise we shall find ourselves in very hot water.

Knowing this should make us desperate, she observed.

Im desperate already, he replied, in a quiet voice. It will not go well with anyone who tries to thwart us now. Its a matter of life or death.

What new plot had been hatched I could not guess. What was this fresh conspiracy that was intended? His carefully-guarded words awoke in me an intense curiosity. I had already overheard many things, and still resolved to possess myself in patience, and to continue my ever-watchful vigil. There was, according to the old mans own words, a desperate plot in progress, which the conspirators were determined to carry out at all hazards, even up to the point of taking another human life.

I wrote down on a piece of paper the cipher which I had found scrawled upon the table, and tried by several means to reduce it to some intelligible message, but without success. It was evidently in one of those secret codes used by criminals, and therefore I had but a remote chance of discovering a key to what so often had puzzled the cleverest detectives of the surete.

The day passed without any important incident. I remained in my room, awaiting the return of the man whose strange action had puzzled me on the previous night, and who was now running such risk of arrest. If he returned, I hoped to overhear Ills conversation with his companions; but unfortunately he did not come back. All was quiet in the adjoining chamber, for Keppel and the woman with the strange marks had evidently gone out in company.

About seven oclock I myself dressed and went forth, strolling idly along until I stood on the pavement at the corner of the Boulevard des Italiens, in front of the Opera. There are always many idlers there, mostly sharks on the watch for the unsuspecting foreigner. The English and American tourist offices are just opposite, and from the corner these polyglot swindlers can easily fix upon persons who change cheques as likely victims, and track them down. Suddenly it occurred to me to stroll along and glance at the table before the Grand Café. This I did, but found only the remains of some cipher which had been hastily obliterated, possibly earlier in the day, for the surface of the marble was quite dry, and only one or two faint pencil-marks remained.

As I sat there, I chanced to glance across the road, and to my surprise saw the same shabby, wizen-faced man lounging along the kerb. He was evidently keeping that table under observation. While pretending not to see him, I drank my coffee, paid, rose from my seat, and walked away; but as the watcher at once followed me, I returned to the hotel.

It is not pleasant for a woman to be followed by a strange man, especially if she is bent upon making secret inquiries, or is watching another person, so when I had again returned to my room I presently bethought myself of the second exit from the hotel — the one which leads straight into the booking-office of the Gare St. Lazare. By means of this door I managed to escape the little mans vigilance, and entering a cab, drove down to the Pont des Arts. As I had nothing particular to do, it occurred to me that if I could find the little coiffeurs, where I had seen the man with whom I had danced on the night of the Carnival ball, I might watch, and perhaps learn something. That this man was on friendly terms with both Keppel and Cameron had been proved by that scrap of confidential conversation I had chanced to overhear.

The difficulty I experienced in recognising the narrow and crooked street was considerable, but after nearly an hours search through the smaller thoroughfares to the left of the Boulevard St. Michel, my patience was rewarded, and I slowly passed the little shop on the opposite side. The place was in darkness, apparently closed. Scarcely had I passed, however, when someone emerged from the place. It was, I felt quite sure, the man who had worn the owls dress. He was dressed rather elegantly, and seemed to possess quite an air of distinction. Indeed, no one meeting him in the street would have believed him to be a barber.

Almost involuntarily, I followed him. He lit a cigarette, and then walked forward at a rapid pace down the Boulevard, across the Pont Neuf, and turning through many streets, which were as a bewildering maze to me, he suddenly tossed his cigarette away, entered a large house, and made some inquiry of the concierge.

Madame Fournereau? I heard the old man answer gruffly. Yes. Second floor, on the left.

And the man who had so mysteriously returned to me the stolen notes went forward, and up the stairs.

Madame Fournereau! I had never, as far as I recollected, heard that name before.

I strolled along a little farther, hesitating whether to remain there until the man emerged again, when, as I lifted my eyes, I happened to see the name-plate at the street corner. It was the Rue du Bac. In an instant the similarity of the word in the cipher, tabac, occurred to me. Could it be that the woman for whom the message was intended lived there? Could it be that this woman for whose love Ernest had forsaken me was named Fournereau? I entertained a lively suspicion that I had at last discovered her name and her abode.

I think at that moment my usual discretion left me utterly. So many and so strange were the mysteries which had surrounded me during the past month or so, that I believe my actions were characterised by a boldness of which no woman in her right senses would have been capable. Now that I reflect upon it all, I do not think I was in my right senses that night, or I should not have dared to act alone and unaided as I did. But the determination to avenge the poor lads death, and at the same time to avenge my own wrongs, was strong upon me. A jealous woman is capable of breaking any of the ten commandments. Amor da per mercede, gelosia e roita fede.

Had I remained to reason with myself, I should never have entered that house, but fired by a determination to seek the truth, and to meet that woman face to face, I entered boldly and, without a word to the concierge, passed up to the second floor.

The house was, I discovered, like many in Paris, far more handsome within than without. The stairs leading to the flats were thickly carpeted, and were illuminated by electricity, though, judging by the exterior, I had believed it to be a house of quite a fourth-rate class. When I rang at the door on the left a neat Parisian bonne in a muslin cap answered my summons.

Madame Fournereau? I inquired.

Oui, madame, answered the woman, as she admitted me to the narrow but well-furnished entrance-hall. Madame is expecting you, I believe. Will you please enter?

I saw in an instant that I was mistaken for a guest, and quickly made up my mind to use this mistake to the best possible advantage.

My quick eyes noticed in the hall a number of mens hats and womens capes. From the room beyond came quite a babel of voices. I walked forward in wonderment, but next second knew the truth. The place was a private gambling-house. Madames guests, a strange and motley crowd, came there to play games of hazard.

In the room I had entered was a roulette table, smaller than those at Monte Carlo, and around it were some twenty well-dressed men and women, all intent upon the game. Notes and gold were lying everywhere upon the numbers and the single chances, and the fact that no silver was there was sufficient testimony that high stakes were usual. The air was close and oppressive, for the windows were closed and heavily curtained, and above the sound of excited voices rose that well known cry of the unhealthy-looking, pimply-faced croupier in crumpled shirt front and greasy black:

Messieurs, faites vos jeux!

Advancing to the table, I stood there unnoticed in the crowd. Those who saw me enter undoubtedly believed me to be a gambler, like themselves, for it appeared as though madames guests were drawn from various classes of society. Although the atmosphere was so stifling, I managed to remain cool, and affected to be interested in the game by tossing a louis upon the red.

I won. It is strange that carelessness at roulette invariably brings good fortune. I glanced about me, eager to discover madame herself, but saw neither her nor the barber whom I had followed to this place. At the end of the room there were, however, a pair of long sage-green curtains, and as one of the players rose from the table and passed between them, I saw that another gaming-room lay beyond, and that the gamblers were playing baccarat, the bank being held by a superior-looking old gentleman who was wearing the crimson ribbon of the Legion dHonneur in the lapel of his dining-jacket.

Boldly I went forward into that room, and in an instant saw that I was not mistaken, for there, chatting to a circle of men and women at the opposite end of the salon, was the small, fair-haired woman whom I had seen in Ernests company at Monte Carlo, and whom I had followed to Enghien. The man who had given me the stolen notes was standing near her, listening to her account of a pleasure trip from which she had apparently only just returned.

A couple of new-comers, well-dressed men, entered, walked straight up to her, shook hands, and expressed their delight that she had returned to Paris to resume her entertainments.

I, too, am glad to return to all my friends, messieurs, she laughed. I really found Monte Carlo very dull, after all.

You were not fortunate? That is to be regretted.

Ah! she said. With such a maximum, how can one hope to gain? It is impossible.

I stood watching the play. As far as I could see, it was perfectly fair; but some of the players, keen-faced men, were evidently practised card-sharpers, swindlers, or men who lived by their wits. The amount of money constantly changing hands surprised me. As I stood there, one young man, scarcely more than a lad, lost five thousand francs with perfect sang-froid. The women present were none of them young, but were mostly elderly and ugly, of that stamp so eternally prominent in the Principality of Monaco. The woman, when she turns gambler, always loses her personal beauty. It may be the vitiated atmosphere in which she exists; it may be the constant tension of the nerves; or it may, perchance, be the unceasing, all-consuming avarice — which, I know not. All I am certain of is that no woman can play and at the same time remain fresh, youthful, and interesting.

Until that moment I had remained there unnoticed in the excited crowd, for I had turned my back upon Madame Fournereau, lest she should recognise in me the woman whom Ernest had undoubtedly pointed out to her either in the Rooms, in Ciros, or elsewhere.

But as I began to pass back to the adjoining room, where I considered there would be less risk of recognition, the green curtains suddenly opened, and Ernest Cameron stood before me.


CHAPTER XXVII

PIECES TOGETHER THE PUZZLE.
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I STEPPED BACK quickly, while he, with eyes fixed upon that fair-haired woman, who seemed the centre of a miniature court, failed to notice me. Upon his face was a dark, anxious look, an expression such as I had never before seen upon his countenance. Perhaps he was jealous of the attention shown by that dozen or so of men who were chatting and laughing with her.

Her appearance was scarcely that of the keeper of an illicit gaming-house. One would have expected to find some fine, dashing, handsome woman, in a striking gown, and with a profuse display of jewellery. On the contrary, she was quietly dressed in a pretty, graceful gown of dove-grey cashmere, the bodice cut low and trimmed with passementerie, a frock which certainly well became her rather tame style of beauty. The only ornament was a small half-moon of diamonds in her hair.

Ernest appeared to take in the situation at a glance, and with his back turned to her stood watching the baccarat, just as I had feigned to watch it. Through the great mirror before him, however, he could note all her actions. She was laughing immoderately at some remark made by one of her companions, and I noticed how Ernests face went pale with suppressed anger. How haggard, how thin, how blanched, nervous, and ill he looked! Usually so smart in attire, his dress-clothes seemed to hang upon him, his cravat was carelessly tied, and in place of the diamond solitaire I had bought at Tiffanys for him in the early days of our acquaintance — which he had worn when we met at Monte Carlo — there was only a plain pearl stud, worth perhaps ten centimes. Alas! he had sadly changed. His was, indeed, the figure of a man haunted by the ever-present shadow of his crime.

It was curious, I thought, that he did not approach her; but the reason for this became plain ere long. I had returned to the adjoining room, and was again watching the roulette when suddenly she brushed past me on her way out into the corridor, into which several other rooms opened. Suddenly I heard his well-known voice utter her name in a hoarse whisper.

Julie!

Julie! The person mentioned in the letter of warning which she had torn up at Enghien!

She stopped, and recognising him for the first time, gasped:

Ernest! You here?

Yes, he responded. I told you that we should meet, and I have found you, you see. I must speak to you alone.

Impossible, she responded. Tomorrow.

No, to-night — now. What I have to say admits of no delay, and he strode resolutely at her side, while she, her face betraying displeasure at the encounter, unwillingly went forth into the corridor.

Well, I heard her exclaim in impatience, what is it you have to say to me? I thought when we palled it was agreed we were not to meet again.

You hoped so, you mean, he answered hardly. Come into one of these rooms, where we may be alone. Someone may overhear if we remain standing in this passage.

Is what you want to say so strictly confidential, then?

Yes, he answered, it is. Then, with every sign of reluctance and impatience, she opened a door behind them, and they passed into what appeared to be her own petit salon.

Again the fire of jealousy consumed me and without thought of the consequences of my act, I went straightway to the door, and entering, faced them.

As I entered, Ernest turned quickly, then stood rigid and amazed.

Carmela! he gasped. How came you here — to this place?

How I came here matters not, I answered, in a hard tone. It is sufficient for you to know that I have entered here to demand an explanation from you and this woman — your accomplice.

What do you mean? cried his companion, in her broken English. What do you mean by accomplice?

I refer to the murder of Reginald Thorne, I said, as quietly as I was able.

The murder of Monsieur Thorne, repeated the woman. And what have I to do, pray, with the death of that gentleman, whoever he may be? Ernest glanced at me strangely, and then addressed her in a firm voice.

The person who murdered him was none other than yourself — Julie Fournereau.

I stood dumbfounded. Was it possible that he intended to endeavour to fix the guilt upon her, even though I knew the truth by the words I had overheard, which were paramount to an admission?

What! she shrieked, in fierce anger, speaking in French. You have sought me here to charge me with murder — to bring against me a false accusation? It is a lie! You know that I am innocent.

That point, madame, must be decided by a judge, he answered, with marvellous coolness.

What do you mean? I dont understand! she exclaimed, with a slight quiver in her voice which betrayed a sudden fear.

I mean that during the months which have elapsed since the murder of my friend Thorne, at Nice, I have been engaged in tracing the assassin — or, to put it plainly, in tracing you.

I stood there, utterly astounded. If his words were true, why had he been concealed on board the Vispera in order to avoid arrest?

She laughed, instantly assuming an attitude of defiance.

Bah! she said. You bring me here into this room to make this absurd and unfounded charge! You dare not say it before my friends. They would thrash you as if you were a mongrel of the streets!

His cheeks were pale, but there was a fierce and resolute expression upon his countenance. The woman whom I had believed he loved was, it seemed, his bitterest enemy.

I have not the slightest wish to bring upon you any greater exposure or disgrace than that which must inevitably come, he said coolly. For months I have been waiting for this opportunity, and by means of the cipher fortunately discovered your return. I was then enabled to give the police some highly interesting information.

The police! she gasped, her face instantly blanched to the lips. You have told them?

Yes, he responded, gazing steadily upon her, I have told them.

Then let me pass, she said hoarsely, making towards the door.

But in a moment he had barred her passage, then raised a small whistle quickly to his lips, and blew it shrilly.

So this is your revenge! I was warned of this from Brussels! she cried, turning, upon him with a murderous light in her eyes. But almost before the words had left her mouth there were sounds of scuffling and shouting, a smashing of glass, and loud imprecations. The whistle had raised the alarm, and the police had entered the place, and were preventing the egress of the players.

Outside, in the corridor, there were several fierce scrimmages, but next instant the door opened, and there entered three detectives — of whom one was the wizen-faced little man who had betrayed such an interest in myself when at the Grand Café — accompanied by old Mr. Keppel, and the woman who had been my travelling companion in the wagon-lit. Certainly the arrangements perfected by the police in order that their raid upon the private gaming establishment might be successful in all respects had been elaborately prepared, for at the signal given by Ernest the coup was instantaneously effected, and the players, nearly all of whom were persons known as criminals, fell back entrapped and dismayed.

The old millionaire and his companion were just as astounded to find me present as Ernest had been. But there was no time at that exciting moment for explanations. The plan had apparently been arranged for the arrest of the white faced woman, who now stood trembling before us.

I tell you its a lie! she cried hoarsely. I did not kill him.

But Ernest, turning to the shabby little man, said:

I demand the arrest of that woman, Julie Fournereau, for the murder of Reginald Thorne at the Grand Hotel, in Nice.

You know her? inquired the detective. Have you evidence to justify the arrest?

I have evidence that she committed the murder — that the sixty thousand francs stolen from the dead mans pockets were in her possession on the following morning; and further, that on the night on which the murder was committed she was staying under another name at the very hotel in which Mr. Thorne was found dead.

And the witnesses?

They are already in Paris, waiting to be called to give evidence.

A dead silence fell for a few moments. We each looked at once another.

The wretched woman, who had suddenly been denounced by the man with whom she had been so friendly at Monte Carlo, was standing in the centre of the room, swaying forward, supporting herself by clutching the edge of the small table. Her white lips trembled, but no word escaped from them. She seemed rendered speechless by the suddenness of the overwhelming charge.

The detectives voice broke the silence. Julie Fournereau, he said in French, advancing a few steps towards her, in the name of the law I arrest you for the murder of Reginald Thorne at Nice.

I am innocent! she cried hoarsely, her haggard eyes glaring at us with a hunted look in them. I tell you I am quite innocent!

Listen, said Ernest, in a firm tone, although there was a slight catch in his voice, which showed how greatly excited he was. The reasons which have led me to this step are briefly these. Last December, while living here in Paris, I went south to spend the winter at Monte Carlo. I stayed at the Métropole, and amid the cosmopolitan crowd there met the woman before you. One day there arrived at the same hotel, from Paris, my friend Reginald Thorne, whom I knew well in London, but who had lived in Paris for the past year. We were about together during the day, and in the Rooms that evening he encountered me walking beside this woman Fournereau. That same night he came to my room, and in confidence related to me a story which at the moment I regarded as somewhat exaggerated, namely, that he had been induced to frequent a certain gaming-house in Paris, where he had lost almost everything he possessed, and how he had ultimately discovered that an elaborate system of sharping had been practised upon him by this woman and her male accomplices. That woman, he told me, had left Paris suddenly just at the moment when he discovered the truth, and he had encountered her in the Rooms with me. Her name was Julie Fournereau.

I glanced at the wretched woman before us. Her wild eyes were fixed upon the carpet; her fingers were twitching with intense agitation; her breath came and went hi short, quick gasps. Ernest, in his exposure, was merciless.

Had she seen him in the Rooms? I inquired.

Yes, he answered. We had come face to face. He told me that, as he had been robbed of nearly all he possessed, he was determined to give information against her. She was, he told me, an associate of bad characters in Paris, and urged me to cut her acquaintance. His story was strange, and rather romantic, for he gave me to understand that tins woman had made a pretence of loving him, and had induced him to play in her house, with the result that he lost large sums to a certain man who was her accomplice. Personally, I was not very much charmed with her, Ernest went on, glancing at me. She was evidently, as Thorne had declared, acquainted with many of the worst characters who frequent Monte Carlo, and I began to think seriously that my own reputation would be besmirched by being seen constantly in her company. Still, I tried to dissuade my friend from endeavouring to wreak justice upon such a person, arguing that, as he had lost the money in a private gaming establishment, he had no remedy in law. But he was young and headstrong — possibly suffering from a fit of jealousy. After several days, however, fearing that he might create a scene with this notorious woman, I at last induced him to go over to Nice and stay at the Grand. While there, curiously enough, he met the lady who is here present, Miss Rosselli, and at once fell deeply in love with her.

No, I protested, in quick indignation, there was no love whatever between us. That I strongly deny.

Carmela, he said, bestowing on me a calm and serious look. In this affair I must speak plainly and openly. I myself have a confession to make.

Of what?

Listen, and Ill explain every thing. Then turning to the others, he went on: Reginald fell violently in love with Miss Rosselli, not knowing that she had been engaged to become my wife. When, the day after meeting her at the hotel, he told me of his infatuation, and heard from me the whole truth, he seemed considerably upset. She loves you still, he said. I feel certain that she does, for she has given me no encouragement. I affected to take no notice of his words, but to me the matter was a very painful one. I had broken off the engagement, it was true, but my heart was now filled by bitter remorse. I had seen Carmela again; all the old love had come back to me, and I now despised myself for my mean and unwarrantable action. We had met several times, but as strangers; and knowing her proud spirit, I feared to approach her, feeling certain that she would never forgive.

Forgive! I cried. I would have gladly forgiven!

Carmela, he said, turning again to me with a very serious expression on his face, I regret being compelled to lay bare my secret thus before you, but I must tell them everything.

Yes, I said. Now that this woman is to bear the punishment of her crime, let us know all. Then I added bitterly: Speak without any regard for my feelings, or even for my presence.

A few days prior to his tragic end, poor Reggie had, as I have explained, moved over to the Grand at Nice, but strangely enough, the same idea had occurred to this woman Fournereau. She preferred to live in Nice during Carnival, she told me, for she liked all the fun and gaiety. Whether it was for that reason, I know not, but at all events it seems clear, from inquiries recently completed in Nice, that one afternoon he met this woman at Rumpelmayers, the fashionable lounge for afternoon tea, and in a sudden fit of anger declared that he would denounce her as an adventuress and swindler. Now it appears that her clients, the gamblers who frequent this place, number among them some of the most notorious and desperate members of the criminal fraternity, and the natural conclusion is that, fearing his exposure, she killed him.

I deny it! cried the wretched woman. It is a false accusation, which you cannot prove.

The extreme care and marvellous ingenuity by which the poor fellows death was encompassed is shown by every detail of the case. Not a single point was apparently overlooked. Even the means by which he was assassinated have remained, until now, a mystery. But passing to the night of the tragedy, it will be remembered that he had won sixty thousand francs at roulette, and having left Miss Rosselli and her friends, he re-entered the Rooms and changed his winnings into large notes. Half an hour before, this woman, whom I had met earlier in the evening, and who had dined with me at Ciros, had wished me good-night. She had previously watched his success at the tables, and had followed him into the Casino when he re-entered to change the notes. The interval of about an hour between his leaving Monte Carlo and his arrival at the Grand Hotel at Nice is still unaccounted for. Nevertheless, we know that this woman, whom he had threatened, travelled by the same train from Monte Carlo to Nice, that she entered the hotel a few minutes later and went to her room, and that next morning she had in her possession sixty notes, each for a thousand francs. It seems, however, that she quickly became alarmed lest suspicion might rest upon her, for the police had commenced active inquiries, and therefore she resolved to get rid of the stolen notes. This she did with the aid of an accomplice, a man named Vauquelin — a man very well known at Monte Carlo. This rascal, one of the habitues of this place, went to the Carnival ball at the Nice Casino, and there gave Miss Rosselli the stolen money, intending that its possession should throw suspicion upon her. Some other members of that interesting gang of sharpers, who make this place their headquarters, going south in winter in search of pigeons to pluck, knowing Vauquelins intention, posed as detectives, to whom Miss Rosselli innocently handed over the notes she had received.

He paused for a moment; then he continued:

Now, however, comes one of the most ingenious features of the affair. This woman, finding next day that her plot to throw suspicion upon Miss Rosselli had failed, turned her attention to myself. She was aware that a slight quarrel had occurred between Reggie and myself regarding his injudicious and futile action in seeking to denounce her and, with others, had overheard some high words between us when we had met on the terrace at the Café de Paris on the afternoon previous to his death. She gave information to the police, and then left the Riviera suddenly. Next day I found myself under the observation of the police, and in order to escape arrest, induced Mr. Keppel — who has taken a great interest in the affair from the first, being one of the trustees under the will of Mr. Thorne, senior — to conceal me on board his yacht until such time as our inquiries in Paris could be completed.

It was ascertained that this woman Fournereau, who had gone to Russia, intended to return to her apartment here upon a date she had arranged with one of her accomplices, a Corsican named Laumont. This is the reason why it seemed good to me to remain in hiding from the police until to-day. This is her first reception, notice of which was circulated among her friends by means of the cipher upon certain tables in the cafés on the grands boulevards.

Then you, too, were actually concealed on board the Vispera during the whole cruise? I exclaimed, in great surprise.

No, I went ashore at Malta, and the vessel returned for me three weeks later, he replied.

But this lady? I inquired, indicating the handsome woman who had been my travelling companion in the wagon-lit.

I am the mother of Reginald Thorne, she herself explained.

You! Reggies mother! I cried, scarcely able to believe her words.

Yes, she answered. I was spending the winter in Cairo. Hearing of my poor sons death, I crossed from Alexandria, and arrived in Nice, on, to find that the Vispera had sailed. A letter was awaiting me with full explanations, asking me to travel to Malta, and there join the yacht. This I did; but in order that my presence should not be known to those on board, I was placed secretly in the deck-cabin, and never left it. The blow that had fallen upon me on hearing of poor Reggies death, combined with the constant imprisonment in that cabin, I believe upset the balance of my mind, for one night — the night before we put into Leghorn — I became unconscious. I was subject to strange hallucinations, and that night experienced a sensation as though someone was attempting to take my life by strangulation.

I must explain, said old Mr. Keppel, addressing her. It is only right that you should know the truth. On the night in question you were unusually restless, and becoming seized by a fit of hysteria, commenced to shout and shriek all sorts of wild words regarding your poor sons murder. Now I had concealed you three, and fearing lest some of the guests should hear you, and that a scandal might be created, I tried to silence you. You fought me tooth and nail, for I verily believe that the close confinement had driven you insane. In the struggle I had my hands over your mouth, and afterwards pressed your throat in order to prevent your hysterical shrieks, when suddenly I saw blood upon your lips, and the awful truth dawned upon me that I had killed you by strangulation. Tewson, the chief steward — who, with the exception of Cameron, was the only person on board who knew of your presence — chancing to enter at that moment, made the diabolical suggestion that in order to get rid of the evidence of my crime I should allow him to blow up the ship. This I refused, and fortunately, half an hour later, I succeeded in restoring you to consciousness. Then we landed at Leghorn on the following evening, not, however, before I discovered that the real motive of Tewsons suggestion was that he had stolen nearly three thousand pounds in cash, notes, and securities from a box in Lord Stone-boroughs cabin, and wished to destroy the ship so that his crime might thus be concealed. The man, I have discovered, has a very bad record, and has now disappeared. But time was pressing, so we all three left Leghorn for Paris, and I gave orders to Davis to take the yacht into the Adriatic, where I intended to rejoin it.

Then, briefly, I explained what I had seen and overheard on that wild, boisterous night in the Mediterranean; how I had followed the millionaire and the woman who was bent upon avenging the murder of her son; how I had sent the yacht on to Genoa, and how carefully I had watched the movements of all three during those days in Paris. All seemed amazed by my story — Ernest most of all.

During that night in the wagon-lit, I said, addressing Mrs. Thorne, I noticed two curious marks upon your neck. Upon your poor sons neck were similar marks.

Yes, she replied;— they were birth-marks — known as the marks of thumb and finger. Poor Reggie bore them exactly as I do.

And the woman who murdered him, and who so ingeniously attempted first to fasten the guilt upon Miss Rosselli, and then afterwards upon myself, is there! cried Ernest, pointing at the trembling, pallid woman before us. She killed him, because she feared the revelations he could make to the police regarding the place in which we are standing.

The woman Fournereau raised her head at Ernests denunciation, and laughed a strange, harsh laugh of defiance.

Bien! she cried shrilly, with affected carelessness. Arrest me, if you will! But I tell you that you are mistaken. You have been clever — very clever, all of you; but the assassin was not myself. The police-officer now spoke to her:

Then if you yourself are not guilty, you are aware of the identity of the murderer. Therefore I shall arrest you as being an accomplice. It is the same.

No; I was not even an accomplice, she protested quickly. I may be owner of this place; I may be a — a person known to you; but I swear I have never been a murderess.

The officer smiled dubiously.

The decision upon that point must be left to the judges, he answered. There is evidence against you. For the present that is sufficient.

Monsieur Cameron has told you that I was threatened with exposure by the young Englishman, she said. That is perfectly true. Indeed, all that has been said is the truth — save one thing. Neither did I commit the murder, nor had I any knowledge of it till afterwards.

But the stolen notes were actually in your possession on the following morning, the detective observed, in a tone of doubt.

They were given to me for safe keeping.

By whom?

I refuse to say.

The detective shrugged his shoulders, and smiles passed across the faces of his two companions.

You prefer arrest, then? he said.

I prefer to keep my own counsel, she answered. These persons, she continued, indicating us, have believed themselves extremely ingenious, apparently taking upon themselves the duties of the police, and have arrived at quite a wrong conclusion. You may arrest me if you wish. I have nothing whatever to fear.

And she glanced around at us in open defiance. Indeed, so indifferent was she, that I felt convinced Ernests theory of the committal of the crime had fallen to the ground.

The detective seemed, however, well aware of the womans character, and proceeded to deal with her accordingly.

You are charged with the murder, he said. It is for you to prove your innocence.

Who, pray, is the witness against me? she demanded indignantly.

Your accomplice! cried Ernest quickly. The man Laumont.

Laumont! she cried. He — he has told you that I committed the crime; he has denounced me as the murderess?

He has, answered Ernest. On that fatal night when poor Thorne entered the Rooms to change the notes, I met him, and although we had had a few high words in the Café de Paris on the previous day, he approached me, asking my pardon, which I readily gave. He then inquired whether it was really true that Miss Rosselli had been engaged to me. I replied in the affirmative, and he then said that he did not intend to meet her again, but should leave for Paris in the morning. I tried to dissuade him, but his only reply was: She loves you still, my dear fellow. She can never forget you; of that Im certain. Then he left, and travelled to Nice without saying a single word to her. Arrived at the hotel, he sent straight to her sitting-room and sat down to write her a letter of farewell. He commenced one, but destroyed it. This was afterwards found in the room. Then, just as he was about to commence a second letter, you — you, Julie Fournereau, entered, killed him, and stole the notes which you knew he carried in his pockets!

How did I kill him? she demanded, her eyes flashing with anger.

You yourself know that best.

Ah! And Jean Laumont told yon this elaborate piece of fiction, did he? It is amusing — very amusing!

At a word from the chief detective, one of the officers left the room. We heard Laumonts name shouted loudly in the corridor, and a few moments later he was ushered in by two officers.

I stood rooted to the spot at sight of him. The man was none other than Branca, the queer old fellow who had represented to me in Leghorn that our interests were identical. I saw how ingenious had been his actions, and how deeply-laid his plot. He had intended that I should sail to the Adriatic after he had obtained from me all the information I had collected.

On seeing us, he drew back in quick surprise, but in an instant the woman flew at him in fury.

You have told them! she shrieked. You have led them to believe that I murdered the Englishman at Nice; you have declared that it was I who gave you the notes; I who killed him! You white-livered cur!

His ugly countenance fell. Indignation had, in an instant, given place to fear. His sinister face was full of evil.

And did you not give me the notes? inquired the dwarfed man, now well dressed, and presenting a very different appearance from that he had shown at Leghorn. He had evidently been playing baccarat. Why, there are at least two men in yonder room who were present when you handed them to me.

I do not deny that, she answered. I deny that I killed him.

Then who did?

Who did? she shrieked. Who did? Why, yon yourself!

You lie! he cried fiercely, his cheeks hi an instant ashen pale.

I would have told them nothing, she went on quickly. I would have allowed them to arrest me and afterwards discover their mistake, were it not that you had endeavoured to give me into their hands in order to save yourself. No, my dear friend, Julie Fournereau is loyal only to those who are loyal to her, as many have before found out to their cost. I would have saved you had you not led the police here to raid my house, to arrest my friends, and to hurry me away to prison for a crime that I did not commit. But listen! You deny the murder of the young Englishman. Well, shall I relate to them all that occurred?

Tell them what untruths you like, he growled fiercely. You cannot harm me.

Yes, madame, urged old Mr. Keppel, tell us all that you know. We are determined now to get to the bottom of this affair.

This man, she explained, was the man who fleeced the unfortunate gentleman here in my house. I am not wishing to shield myself for a single moment — I desire only to tell the truth. Monsieur Thorne, when they last met here, accused him of cheating at baccarat; high words ensued, and the young man drew a revolver and fired, the bullet striking Laumont in the shoulder, whereupon he swore to be avenged. I knew well that a vow of vengeance taken by such a desperate character as Laumont was something more than mere idle words; and when he went to the Riviera, as he did each year, in search of inexperienced youths whom he could fleece, I shortly afterwards followed. He stayed first at the Hotel de Paris at Monte Carlo, but meeting young Thorne accidentally one afternoon, he discovered that the latter was living at the Grand at Nice, and that same night transferred his quarters there. Now, Thorne had an intimate friend in Nice — Mr. Gerald Keppel — and it seemed as though Laumont desired to make the latters acquaintance, with the ulterior motive of practising his sharpers tricks upon him. Be that as it may, I, in order to watch the progress of events, moved to the same hotel at Nice. I knew that Laumont was bent on vengeance, and felt certain that some terrible denouement was imminent.

She paused, and glanced around at us. Then lowering her eyes, she went on:

I am an adventuress, it is true; but I have still a womans heart. I was determined, if possible, to prevent Laumont from wreaking vengeance upon the poor boy. It was for that reason I followed him to Nice and took up my abode there. On the day of the tragedy I was in the Rooms at Monte Carlo in the afternoon, and there saw him playing and winning; while just as he was leaving with Miss Rosselli, young Mr. Keppel and another lady, his pockets bulging with Ills gains, I saw Jean Laumont watching him. By the evil look he cast in his direction, I knew that the spirit of murder was in his heart. That evening I dined at Ciros with Monsieur Cameron, and afterwards left him in order to watch the movements of Jean and the young Englishman. The latter, after a short conversation with Monsieur Cameron in the hall of the Casino, descended by the lift to the station, and took train to Nice. I travelled by the same train, but in the crowd at Nice station I lost sight of him. He must have taken a fiacre immediately to the hotel, and furthermore, the Corsican must also have followed him, without knowing of my presence. I met some friends at the station, but on arrival at the hotel, twenty minutes later, I went straight up to my room. On the way I had to pass the door of Miss Rossellis sitting-room, and just as I was approaching, my feet falling softly on the thick carpet of the corridor, the door opened noiselessly, and a man, after looking forth stealthily, came out and stole along to the room he occupied. That man was Jean Laumont.

You saw him? cried Ernest. You actually saw him coming from the room?

Yes. Instantly, I suspected something wrong, and wondered for what purpose he had been in the ladies sitting-room. Therefore, without hesitation, I pushed open the door and looked inside. Imagine my surprise when I found the unfortunate man writhing in agony upon the ground. I knelt by him, but recognising me as the woman at whose house he had been cheated, he shrank from me. That man! he gasped with difficulty. That man has killed me! and a few moments later his limbs straightened themselves out in a final paroxysm of agony, and he passed away.

Mrs. Thorne burst into a flood of tears. The tow-haired woman was silent for a moment, her eyes fixed upon the face of the man against whom she had uttered that terrible denunciation.

I stood there terrified — unable to move, she went on. Laumont had, as I anticipated, killed him.

Killed him? How can you prove it? demanded the cunning card-sharper, Vauquelin, who had tricked me so cleverly, and who, in order to throw the police off the scent, pursued the harmless calling of hairdresser in that back street off the Boulevard St. Michel. Apparently he was the Corsicans champion. How can you prove that Jean Laumont killed him?


CHAPTER XXVIII

REVEALS THE TRUTH.
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THE WOMAN FOURNEREAU crossed the room quickly to a small rosewood bureau, and took therefrom a little cardboard box about a couple of inches square, such as is often used for containing cheap jewellery.

I have something here, she said, addressing the man before her, which was lying on the floor. You alone knew its secret — a secret which I, too, have lately discovered.

And opening the box carefully, she displayed, lying in a bed of cotton-wool, what at first appeared to be a womans steel thimble. Taking it from its hiding-place, and placing it upon the forefinger of her right hand, we saw that, instead of being what it at first appeared, it rose to a sharply-tempered steel point, about half an inch long, protruding from the finger-tip.

I glanced at the man accused. His face had blanched to the lips at sight of it.

This, she explained, I discovered on the floor close to where the dead man was lying. It is a diabolical invention of Laumonts, which he showed me a year ago, although he did not then explain its use. An examination which has been made by my friend, a chemist, has plainly indicated the truth. You will notice that the point is fine as a needle, but is hollow, like that of a hypodermic syringe. Within, at the point touched by the tip of the finger, is a small chamber filled with a most subtle and deadly poison, extracted from a small lizard peculiar to the Bambara country on the banks of the Upper Niger.

The point would, I saw, act just as the fang of a snake, for the thimble, when placed on the finger and pressed against the flesh of the victim, would inject the poison into the blood, causing almost instantaneous collapse and death. The puncture made by such a fine point would be indistinguishable, and the action of the poison, as we afterwards learnt, so similar to several natural complications that at the post-mortem examination doctors would fail to distinguish the real cause of death.

She held the diabolical thimble out for us to examine, saying:

The mode in which this was used upon the unfortunate Monsieur Thorne was undoubtedly as follows: — He had seated himself at the table with his back to the door when the Corsican, Laumont, watching his opportunity, crept in with the thimble upon his finger. Before his victim was aware of his presence he had seized him by the collar from behind and pressed the point deep into the flesh behind the right ear, at a spot where the poison would at once enter the circulation. You will remember that the doctors discovered a slight scratch behind the ear, which they guessed to be the only mark resulting from the struggle which they believed had taken place. But there was no struggle. As has been proved by the person who examined for me this most deadly but inoffensive-looking weapon, anyone struck by it would become paralysed almost instantly. Plainly, then, the chair was broken by him as he fell against it in fatal collapse.

And the stolen notes? What of them? asked Mr. Keppel anxiously.

All! she answered. Those accursed notes! On the following morning Laumont came to me and handed me the money, saying that as I knew the truth regarding the crime, he would trust me further, and give the money into my safe keeping.

I took it, for, truth to tell, I knew that he could make some very unwelcome revelations to the police regarding this place and the character of the play here. Therefore I decided that, after all, silence was best, even though I held in my possession the thimble which, I presume, in his hurry to escape from the room, fell upon the floor and rolled away. I took the notes, and for some days kept them; but finding that the police were making such active inquiries, I returned them to him, and he then resolved upon giving them to Miss Rosselli, through one of his accomplices, either in order further to baffle the detectives or else to throw suspicion upon her. She was told some extraordinary story about a meeting in London, merely, of course, to put the police off the scent, and cause them to believe that the money was stolen by English thieves. Soon afterwards I knew that Monsieur Cameron was aware of the manner in which his friend had been cheated here. This caused me, from fear of being arrested on suspicion, to fly to Russia, arranging with my friends to return here on the 1st of May — to-day.

The date of your return I learnt from Laumont himself, explained Ernest, for, in the course of the inquiries I made immediately after the tragic affair, I found that he was your intimate associate, and in order to divert suspicion from himself he hinted at you being the assassin.

He denounced me, not knowing that I held the actual evidence of his guilt in my hand, she cried, holding out the finger with the curious-looking thimble upon it.

Poor Monsieur Thornes, I fear, not the first victim who has fallen beneath the prick of this deadly instrument.

To whom do you refer? inquired the detective quickly.

To Monsieur Everton, the young Englishman who was found dead about a year ago in the Avenue des Acacias.

In an instant the man whom I had known in Leghorn as Branca sprang at her with all the fury of a wild beast and, clutching at her throat, tried to strangle her. His eyes were lit by the fierce light of uncontrollable anger, his bushy hair giving his white face a wild and terrible look, and it really seemed that before the detectives could throw themselves upon him, the murderer would tear limb from limb the woman who had confessed.

For a moment the detectives and the man and woman were all struggling wildly together. Suddenly a loud yell of pain escaped from the wretched Corsican, and releasing his hold, he drew back, with his left hand clasped upon his wrist.

He staggered, swayed unevenly, uttering terrible imprecations.

Dieu! he gasped.— You — youve killed me!

What had happened was easy to understand. In the struggle the point of his cunning invention, which was still upon the womans finger, had entered deeply the fleshy part of his wrist, injecting that poison that was so swift, and for which no antidote had ever been discovered.

As he staggered, two detectives sprang forward to seize him, but before they could do so, he reeled, clutched at the air, and fell heavily backward, overturning a small table beside which he had been standing.

Never was there a scene more ghastly. I shall remember every detail of it so long as I have power to draw my breath.

Five minutes later, the wretched man who had thus brought card-sharping and murder to a fine art, had breathed his last in frightful agony, his ignominious career ended by his own diabolical invention.


CHAPTER XXIX

CONTAINS THE CONCLUSION.
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MY READER, I have throughout been perfectly frank with you — too frank, perhaps. But need I dwell further upon the stirring events of that night? It is assuredly sufficient to say that the persons arrested by the police numbered nearly forty, all of whom were charged with various offences, in addition to that of being found in an illicit gaming-house. Many of them, old offenders and desperate characters, notwithstanding the fact that they were outwardly respectable members of society, in due course received long periods of imprisonment, Vauquelin receiving a sentence of seven years. But Julie Fournereau, in view of the information she had given regarding poor Reggies death, was dismissed with a fine of two thousand francs for carrying on the house in question. She has since disappeared into obscurity.

Ulrica arrived in Paris next morning from Genoa, and was absolutely dumbfounded when we related the whole of the amazing story. That day, too, proved the happiest in all my life. Need I relate how, on the following morning, Ernest sought me and begged me to forgive? Or how, with tears of joy, I allowed him to hold me once more in his manly arms, as of old, and shower fervent kisses upon my face? No. If I were to begin to relate the joys that had now come to me, I should far exceed the space of a single volume. It is enough that you, reader, to whom I have made confession, should know that within a fortnight we all returned to London, and that while Ulrica became engaged to Gerald, and soon afterwards married him; with the old mans heartiest approval, Ernest again asked me to become his wife.

At Kensington Church, amid great éclat, within a month of our arrival back in town, my happiness broke into full flower.

Ulrica tells me, in the privacy of her little blue boudoir in Eaton Square, that she is no longer world-weary, living only for excitement, as in the fevered days gone by, but that her life is full of a peaceful happiness that cannot be surpassed. Nevertheless, I cannot really bring myself to believe that she is any happier than I am with Ernest in our pretty home at Hyde Park Gate, for the estrangement has rendered him all the more dear to me, and we are indeed supremely content in each others perfect love.

Mrs. Thorne, poor Reggies mother, has returned to Hampshire, fully satisfied at having cleared up the mystery surrounding her sons tragic death; while old Benjamin Keppel, late of Johannesburg, and now of Park Lane and Ulverton Towers, in Hertfordshire, still spends his winters in rather lonely grandeur in his great villa amid the palms outside Nice, working in secret at his ivory-turning, and giving at intervals those princely entertainments for which he has become so famous in the cosmopolitan society which suns itself upon the Riviera.

As for Ernest and myself, we have not visited Nice since. We prefer Cairo for the winter, with a trip up to Luxor and Assouan, for we retain a far too vivid recollection of those dark days of doubt, desperation and despair, when it was our strange and tragic lot to be so darkly associated with The Gamblers.

THE END


The Under-Secretary (1902)
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Chapter One.

Is mainly about a Man.
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TWO OCLOCK — two oclock in the morning.

The bells had just chimed the hour. Big Ben had boomed forth its deep and solemn note over sleeping London. The patient constable on point-duty at the foot of Westminster Bridge had stamped his feet for the last time, and had been relieved by his colleague, who gave him the usual pass-word, All right. The tumultuous roar of traffic, surging, beating, pulsating, had long ago ceased, but the crowd of smart broughams and private hansoms still stood in New Palace Yard, while from the summit of St. Stephens tower the long ray of electricity streamed westward, showing that the House of Commons was still sitting.

The giant Metropolis, the throbbing heart of the greatest empire the world has known, was silent. London, the city of varying moods, as easily pleased, as easily offended as a petted child; London, the dear, smoke-blackened old city, which every Englishman loves and every foreigner admires; London, that complex centre of the universe, humdrum and prosaic, yet ever mysterious, poetic and wonderful, the city full of the hearts secrets and of lifes tragedies, slept calmly and in peace while her legislators discussed and decided the policy of the Empire.

The long rows of light on the deserted terrace and along the opposite shore in front of St. Thomass Hospital threw their shimmering reflection upon the black waters of the Thames; the cold wind swept roughly up the river, causing the gas-jets to flicker, so that the few shivering outcasts who had taken refuge on the steps of the closed doorway of Westminster Station, murmured as they pulled their rags more tightly round them. Only the low rumbling of a country waggon bearing vegetables to Covent Garden, or the sharp clip-clap of a cab-horses feet upon the asphalt, broke the quiet. Except for these occasional disturbances all else was as silent on that dark and cloudy night in late October as if the world were dead.

Over in the far corner of New Palace Yard horses were champing their bits, and coachmen and police were waiting patiently, knowing that with the Twelve oclock Rule suspended the length of the sitting was quite uncertain. Wearied journalists from the Press Gallery, having finished their turns, came out singly or in pairs from their own little side door in the opposite corner of the yard, wished a cheery good-night to the portly sergeant and the two idling detectives who acted as janitors, and then hurried on through the chill night over the bridge towards their homes in Brixton or Clapham. An autumn session is a weary one, and weighs quite as heavily upon the Parliamentary journalist as upon the Leader of the House himself.

On the floor of the House honourable members might stretch themselves and doze; they might wander about St. Stephens Hall with prominent constituents who sought admission to the Strangers Gallery, entertain them in the dining-room, or take their ease across the way at St. Stephens Club, ready to return by the underground passage on the ringing of the division-bell; but that gallery above the Speaker, the eye and ear of the world, was never anything else but a hive of industry from the moment after prayers until the House rose. Ever watchful, ever scribbling its hieroglyphics and deciphering them; ever covering ream upon ream of paper with the verbose and vapid utterances of ambitious but unimportant members, its telegraphs clicked on incessantly hour after hour, transmitting reports of the business accomplished to the farthermost recesses of the Kings Empire. Truly, a strange life is that of both legislator and journalist within those sombre walls at Westminster.

On this night a full House was occupied with serious business. Within St. Stephens men collected in groups, talked anxiously, and awaited the doom of the Government; for the political horizon was black, and the storm, long threatened, was now to burst. Contrary to the usual course of things, the small band of Irish obstructionists, fluent orators, whose heckling of Ministers caused so many scenes, were silent, for a matter of foreign policy of the most vital importance had been debated ever since the dinner-hour. Member after member had risen from the Opposition Benches and beneath the soft glow of the electric light shining through the glass roof had, before a crowded and excited House, supported the vote of censure, denouncing the Government for its apathy, its neglect of warnings, and the failure of its diplomacy abroad. The scene would have been an ordinary one were it not for the fact that a five-line whip had been sent out. An important division was hourly expected, and as the defeat of the Government was believed to be close at hand, the excitement had risen to fever heat.

The calmest man in the whole of that versatile House was, perhaps, he who was at that moment replying from the Treasury Bench.

Strangers in the gallery were struck by his youthful appearance, for he did not seem to be much over thirty. Tall, dark-haired, with slightly aquiline features and a small black moustache, his face was refined, studious, and full of keen intelligence. Standing beside the clerks table, upon the very spot where the late Mr Gladstone had so often stood when delivering his masterpieces of oratory, he leaned easily upon his right hand while he addressed the House calmly and clearly in defence of Her Majestys Government.

All the world knew that the Right Honourable Dudley Waldegrave Chisholm, member for the Albury Division of Surrey and Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, was a coming man. Five years ago, when he was still private secretary to the Marquess of Stockbridge, Her Majestys Foreign Minister, the political paragraphists, as well as those journalists known as lobbyists, had predicted for him a brilliant future; and he certainly had shown himself worthy the position he now held — a very high one for so young a man.

Standing there, a well-groomed figure in evening-dress, the smart fencer with supplementary questions spoke fluently, without dramatic gesture or any straining after effect, his sweeping and polished eloquence annihilating the opponents against whom it had been set in motion. Deliberately he rebuked the Opposition for their unfounded allegations, and gave the lie direct to many of the statements that had been made in the course of the debate. The speech, a most brilliant and telling defence of the policy of the Government, recalled the greatness of Castlereagh.

And now, he said, in the same calm tone, slightly altering his position as he continued, and knitting his brows, the Honourable Member for North Monmouthshire has hinted at the overthrow of Her Majestys Government, and even at a Dissolution. Upon such a threat let all the voters in these islands reflect. The enfranchised public is really living in an unpractical paradise. It stands for nothing better than a puppet Czar. When the five millions of voters have with infinite pains been enabled to record their sovereign will and pleasure, and have succeeded in returning a majority on one side or another, they are apt to consider that they have returned a Liberal or a Conservative majority; but, to quote Hosea Biglow, they have done little else than change the holders of offices. The new Parliament meets, and the electors wait to see the results of their exertions. There is a new Ministry, no doubt, and, so far, that is to the good; but when the new Ministry gets to work, it finds itself in a very different position from that of a Minister charged with a Ukase from a real Czar. If the election has taken place upon one specific point, and the response of the electors has been decisive and overwhelming, then it is possible that a Bill embodying the views of the voters may pass into law; but that is only when the will of the electors has been unmistakably made known, not for the first time, but for the second, or even for the third.

An enthusiastic chorus of He-ah! He-ah! arose from the crowded benches behind the speaker, but without a pause he went on fearlessly:

The Opposition may threaten Her Majestys Government with overthrow and ignominy if it choose, but it cannot hoodwink the constituencies. Experience has taught the electors that they are mocked with a semblance of power, the real sceptre being held in permanence by the House of Lords, whose four hundred members appeal to no constituency, but sit by virtue of hereditary privilege and right of birth, with a perpetual mandate to veto any and every scheme submitted by this House which they do not like and which is not literally forced upon them by overwhelming popular pressure. The voting public, therefore, while it can make a statesman a prime minister, and can pass one bill, if it is very angry and has expressed its opinion with emphasis when appeal was made to it upon that specific question, has no more power than this.

At these outspoken words, expressions of amazement arose from both sides of the House; but the Under-Secretary, heedless of all in the warmth of his defence, continued, reverting to the main question at issue — namely, the alleged Russian encroachments in the Far East, a subject upon which, owing to his own extensive journeys in Central Asia, Afghanistan and the Pamirs, he was a recognised authority.

It is excessively rare to find, even among educated Englishmen, he declared, a perception of the simple fact that the landward expansion of Russia has been as natural, gradual and legitimate as the spread of British sea-power, and that the former process has been infinitely the less aggressive and violent of the two. Russophobia in this country rests upon the assumption that the devouring advance of the Muscovite has been exclusively dictated by a melodramatic and iniquitous design upon our dominion in India. There never was a stranger fallacy springing from jealous hallucinations. If our Indian Empire had never existed, if the continent-peninsula had disappeared at a remote geological epoch beneath the waves, and if the Indian Ocean had washed the base of the Himalayas for ages, Russian expansion would still have followed precisely the same course it has taken under existing circumstances at exactly the same rate.

And so he continued, arguing, criticising, ridiculing and substantiating, thrusting the truth upon the Opposition; in his eyes a swift light which swept the House like an eagles glance; on his lips the thin smile which his opponents dreaded, until he resumed his seat amid the wild outburst of cheers from the Government benches. He had thrilled the House. The victory of his party was virtually won.

The best speech Chisholm has ever delivered, declared one of Her Majestys Ministers, a grey-haired old gentleman in black broadcloth, to his colleague, the Home Secretary, at his side. Marvellous! magnificent!

Yes, declared the other enthusiastically. He has turned the tide. It was really excellent.

Everywhere this verdict was accepted, even by the Opposition. Public opinion was certainly not wrong: Chisholm was a coming man — a man of the near future.

But he sat entirely unmoved by the wild outburst of applause. He had taken some papers from the pocket of his dining-jacket and was busy examining them in a manner quite unconcerned. His dark face was serious. He never played to the gallery, as he termed the Irish Nationalists opposite, and although he had chosen a public career, he was at heart a rather melancholy man, who regretted that on account of his travels and his official position he had become notable. The one thing he detested was the plaudits of the public; cheap advertisement he abominated.

For that very reason he addressed his constituents down at Albury as rarely as possible. His enthusiastic electors were in the habit of cheering him to the echo, for by reason of his travels he was a popular hero. After a meeting the crowd would usually unharness the horses from his carriage and drag him triumphantly back to his hotel. From that sort of thing his retiring and studious nature shrank. Such enthusiasm might flatter the vanity of the brewer or cotton-spinner, who wished to get into the Carlton, or of the mushroom financier from the Stock Exchange, striving to thrust his way into the fringe of society and to be mentioned in the social diaries of the halfpenny newspapers. There were men in the House, whom he could name, ready to descend to any ruse to obtain a little cheap notoriety; who would readily black the boots of the editor of the Times in exchange for a twenty-line report of their speeches. But Dudley Chisholm was not one of the hungry mob of place-hunters. Heir to the Barony of Lynchmere, he was also a wealthy man by reason of the huge fortune left him by his uncle, the eccentric old Duke of Lincoln, together with Wroxeter Castle, the historic seat of the Chisholms up in Shropshire. Since his entry into political life he had not been idle. He had been sworn a Privy Councillor a year ago, was Deputy-Lieutenant and a Justice of the Peace for Shropshire, and upon him the Royal Geographical Society had conferred its highest award, the gold medal for his famous journey through the almost unknown territory of Bhutan.

All these honours had been thrust upon him. He had sought none of them, for at no time had he been a political log-roller. When he came down from Oxford, to find himself possessor of an almost princely income, he resolved to take up something with which to occupy his time. He had no inclination for the life of a sybarite about town; the drawing-rooms of Mayfair and Belgravia had no attraction for him; the Sunday strutting in the park bored him. He therefore allowed himself to be nominated for the Guildford Division, and after a valiant fight was returned, subsequently being appointed by the Marquess of Stockbridge one of his private secretaries.

Eight years had gone by since then. Twelve months after delivering his maiden speech in the House he had set forth to make himself personally acquainted with Englands oversea possessions, for he declared that no legislator was competent to criticise a country he had never seen. To Australia, to China, and to India he proceeded in turn, and at last he made his remarkable journey through Central Asia, in order to ascertain the truth of the Russian advance towards India alleged by certain sensational journals. After this came the daring journey across Bhutan. Then, on his return to England on the eve of a general election, he was amazed to find himself famous — the man of the hour, as had been long ago predicted. Later changes in the Cabinet brought him his well-earned reward in the position he now held of Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs.

He sat there unmoved by the applause which greeted his speech, and when it had ceased he rose. The tellers were being named, and as he passed out into the lobby a few minutes later his name was on every tongue. Men saluted him, but he only bowed slightly on either side in acknowledgment with haughty courtesy; he held to the imperious, patrician code of his Norman race, and the plaudits of his fellows were almost as indifferent to him, almost as much disdained by him, as their censure.

Dudley Chisholm had much of the despot, but nothing of the demagogue, in his character. He had come to the front quickly. Certainly no man was more surprised at his own success in the world of politics than he himself; and certainly no man in London was considered by mothers more eligible as a husband.

Perhaps it is fortunate for Members of the House that their female friends are discreetly hidden away behind that heavy iron grille over the Press Gallery, so that they are invisible save for a neatly gloved hand which sometimes shows upon the ironwork, or a flash of bright colour in the deep shadow, caused by bobbing millinery. Many a husband or lover addressing the House would waver beneath the critical eyes of his womenkind. Indeed, on the night in question, Dudley Chisholm would certainly not have delivered his telling words so calmly had he been aware of the presence of certain persons hidden away behind that Byzantine grating.

The Ladies Gallery was crowded by Members wives and daughters, enthusiastic Primrose League workers, dowagers, and a few of the smarter set. Among the latter, at the extreme end of the gallery, sat a well-preserved, elderly woman of rather aristocratic bearing, accompanied by a blue-eyed girl in lavender, wearing a costly opera cloak trimmed with sable, a girl with a countenance so charming that she would cause a sensation anywhere. The black toilette of the elder woman and the lavender creation worn by her daughter, spoke mutely to the other women near them of an atelier in the Rue de la Paix, but as to their names, these were unknown to every person in the gallery.

When Chisholm had risen to address the House the elder had bent to the younger and whispered something in her ear. Then both women had pressed their faces eagerly to the grille, and, sitting bent forward, listened to every word that fell so deliberately from the speakers lips.

Again the aristocratic-looking woman with the white hair whispered to the girl beside her, so low that no one overheard:

There, Muriel! That is the man. I have not exaggerated his qualities, have I? You must marry him, my dear — you must marry him!


Chapter Two.

Concerns Claudias Caprice.
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THE DIVISION HAD been taken, the position of the Government saved, and the House was up.

Dudley Chisholm, after driving back in a hansom to his chambers in St. Jamess Street, stretched himself before the fire with a weary sigh of relief, to rest himself after the struggle in which he had been so prominent a figure. His rooms, almost opposite the Naval and Military Club, were decorated in that modern style affected by the younger generation of bachelors, with rich brocade hangings, Turkey carpets, art pottery, and woodwork painted dead white. A single glance, however, showed it to be the abode of a man sufficiently wealthy to be able to indulge in costly works of art and fine old china; and although modern in every sense of the word, it was, nevertheless, a very snug, tasteful and well-arranged abode.

The room in which he was sitting, deep in a big armchair of the grandfather type, was a study; not spacious, but lined completely with well-chosen books, while the centre was occupied by a large, workmanlike table littered by the many official documents which his secretary had, on the previous morning, brought to him from the Foreign Office. The electric lamp on the table was shaded by a cover of pale green silk and lace, so that he sat in the shadow, with the firelight playing upon his dark and serious features.

Parsons, his bent, white-haired old servant in livery of an antiquated cut, had noiselessly entered with his masters whiskey and soda, and after placing it in its accustomed spot on a small table at his elbow, was about to retire, when the younger man, deep in reflection, stirred himself, asking:

Who brought that letter — the one I found here when I came in?

A commissionaire, sir, was the old servitors response. It came about midnight. And somebody rang up on the telephone about an hour after, but I couldnt catch the name, as Im always a bit flustered by the outlandish thing, sir.

His master smiled. That telephone was, he knew, the bane of old Parsons existence.

Ah! he said. Youre not so young as you used to be, eh?

No, Master Dudley, sighed the old fellow with the blanched hair and thin, white, mutton-chop whiskers. When I think that I was his lordships valet here in London nigh on fifty years ago, and that Ive been in the family every since, I begin to feel that Im gettin on a bit in years.

Sitting up late every night like this isnt very good for one of your age, observed his master, mindful of the old fellows faithful services. Ill have Riggs up from Wroxeter, and he can attend to me at night.

Youre very thoughtful of me, Master Dudley; but Id rather serve you myself, sir. I cant abear young men about me. Theyre only in the way, and get a-flirtin with the gals whenever they have a chance.

Very well, Parsons, just please yourself, answered Chisholm pleasantly. But to-morrow morning first pack my bag and then wire to Wroxeter. I shall be going down there in the afternoon with two friends for a couple of days shooting.

Very well, sir, replied the old fellow in the antique dress suit and narrow tie. He half turned to walk out, but hesitated and fidgeted; then, a moment later, he turned back and stood before his master.

Well, Parsons, anything more? Chisholm asked. He was used to the old fellows confidences and eccentricities, for more than once since he had come down from college his ancient retainer had given him words of sound advice, his half-century of service allowing him such licence as very few servants possessed.

Theres one little matter I wanted to speak to you about, Master Dudley. Im an old man, and a pretty blunt un at times, that you know.

Yes, laughed Dudley. You can make very caustic remarks sometimes, Parsons. Well, whos been offending you now?

No one, sir, he answered gravely. Its about something that concerns yourself, Master Dudley.

His master glanced up at him quickly, not without some surprise, saying:

Well, fire away, Parsons. Out with it. What have I done wrong this time?

That woman was here this afternoon! he blurted out.

What woman? inquired his master, looking at him seriously.

Her ladyship.

Well, and what of that? She called at my invitation. Im sorry I was not in.

And Im very glad I had the satisfaction of sending that woman away, declared the ancient retainer bluntly.

Why, Parsons? Surely its hardly the proper thing to speak of a lady as that woman?

Master. Dudley, said the old man, youll forgive me for speaking plain, wont you? It would, I know, be called presumption in other houses for a servant to speak like this to his master, but you are thirty-three now, and for those thirty-three years Ive advised you, just as I would my own son.

I know, Parsons, I know. My father trusted you implicitly, just as I have done. Speak quite plainly. Im never offended by your criticisms.

Well, sir, that woman may have a title, but shes not at all a desirable acquaintance for you, a rising man.

Chisholm smiled. Claudia Nevill was a smart woman, moving in the best set in London; something of a lion-hunter, it was true, but a really good sort, nevertheless.

She dresses too well to suit your old-fashioned tastes, eh? In your days women wore curls and crinolines.

No, Master Dudley. It isnt her dress, sir. I dont like the woman.

Why?

Because — well, youll permit me to speak quite frankly, sir — because to my mind its dangerous for a young man like you to be so much in the company of an attractive young person. And, besides, shes playing some deep game, depend upon it.

Dudleys dark brows contracted for a moment at the old mans words. It was quite true that he was very often in Claudia Nevills society, because he found her both charming and amusing. But the suggestion of her playing some game caused him to prick up his ears in quick interest. Parsons was a shrewd old fellow, that he knew.

And what kind of double game is Lady Richard playing? he asked in a rather hard voice.

Well, sir, youll remember that she called here just after luncheon the day before yesterday, and had an elderly lady with her. You had gone down to the Foreign Office; but I expected you back every moment, so they waited. When they were together in the drawing-room with the door closed I heard that woman explain to her companion that you were the most eligible man in London. They had spoken of your income, of Wroxeter, of his lordships failing health, and all the rest of it, when that woman made a suggestion to her companion — namely, that you might be induced to marry some woman they called Muriel.

Muriel? And who in the name of fortune is Muriel?

I dont know, sir. That, however, was the name that was mentioned.

Who was the lady who accompanied her ladyship? Had you ever seen her before?

No, sir, never. She didnt give a card. She was elderly, dressed in deep mourning. They waited best part of an hour for you, then drove away in her ladyships brougham.

I wonder who she could have been, remarked Dudley Chisholm reflectively. I havent the honour of knowing any lady named Muriel, and, whats more, I have no desire to make her acquaintance. But how was it, Parsons, that if the door was closed, you overheard this very edifying conversation?

I listened at the keyhole, sir. Old men have long ears, you know.

His master laughed.

Slow at the telephone, quick at the keyhole, eh, Parsons? he said. Well, somehow, you dont like her ladyship. Why is it?

Ive already told you, Master Dudley. First, because you are too much with her. Theres no woman more dangerous to men like yourself than a wealthy young person of her attractions; secondly, because she has some extraordinary design upon you on behalf of this mysterious Muriel — whoever she is.

What the old man had said was certainly puzzling. What possible object could Claudia have, he wondered, in bringing there a strange woman and suggesting to her that he should marry a third person? He would put the question point-blank to her to-morrow. Claudia Nevill and he were old friends — very old friends. Years ago, long before she had married his friend Dick Nevill, a noble lord who sat for Huntingdon, they had been close acquaintances, and now, Nevill having died two years after the marriage, leaving Claudia sole mistress of the huge estate, together with that princely house in Albert Gate, he had naturally become her confidant and adviser.

She was now only twenty-six, one of the smartest women in London, and one of the prettiest. After a brief period of mourning, she had again thrown herself into all the dissipations of the following season, and was seen everywhere. She had been so often in the company of Dudley Chisholm that their close friendship had for months past been remarked.

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary had, of course, heard the gossip, and laughed at it. He naturally admired her, and once, long before her marriage, he thought he was in love with her; but after a rigid self-examination he came to the conclusion that he had not been really desperately in love with any woman in his life, and promised himself not to commit any such folly now. Therefore, he laughed heartily at his old servants ominous but well-meant warning.

Im not the sort of man to marry, Parsons, he said. Truth to tell, Im too much of an old fogey for women to care for me. And as for this unknown Muriel, well, I dont think you need have much fear that I shall commit any matrimonial indiscretion with her. I expect her ladyship was only joking, and you took her words seriously.

No, she wasnt joking, declared the old man in all seriousness. You mark my words, Master Dudley, that woman is not your friend.

Again Chisholm laughed airily, and sipped his whiskey, while the old man, satisfied with his parting shot, went out, giving a grunt of dissatisfaction as he closed the door noiselessly behind him.

Poor old Parsons! He thinks Im going to the devil! Well, I wonder whats in the wind? observed Dudley aloud to himself when he was again alone. Ive noticed a curious change in Claudias manner of late. What can be her object in bringing about my marriage, except that perhaps my alliance with one or other of the insipid young ladies who are so often passed before me for inspection, might stifle the ugly scandal that seems to have arisen about us. Shes a clever woman — the cleverest woman in London, but horribly indiscreet. I wonder whether thats really the truth. But marriage! Au grand jamais! and he raised his glass again and took a deep draught.

No, he went on, Claudia is never so charming as when she has some little intrigue or other on hand; but I must really get at the bottom of this, and find out the belle inconnue. Parsons is no fool, but the old boy is a Methodist, and hates everything in petticoats, and he laughed lightly to himself as he recollected the old fellows sage, and perhaps justifiable, reprimands in his wilder college days. I know Ive been a fool — an absolute, idiotic fool with Claudia — and shes been equally foolish. People have talked, but without any foundation for their impertinent gossip, and now she, of course, finds herself in a hole. Dick Nevill was the best of good fellows, but she never loved him. Her marriage was merely one of her caprices de coeur. I dont think she could really love anybody for longer than a week. Yes, Parsons is right. He always is. Ive been an ass — a downright ass! he added with sudden emphasis. I must go and see her to-morrow, and end all this confounded folly.

From the table he took up the letter he had received on his return home, and about which he had questioned his servant. Again he read it through, stroking his dark moustache thoughtfully, and knitting his brows.

Writing is womans métier. I wonder what she wants to see me about so particularly, he went on, still speaking to himself. I wired to her saying, The House is sitting late, so she surely couldnt be expecting me. But its rather unusual for her to send out urgent notes at midnight. No, la belle capricieuse has no discretion — she never will have.

And although the great marble clock on the mantelshelf chimed four, he sat with his dark and serious eyes fixed upon the embers, reviewing the chapters of his past.

He saw the folly of his dalliance at the side of Claudia Nevill en plein jour. He put to himself the question whether or not he really loved her, and somehow could not bring himself to return a distinct negative. She was graceful, charming and handsome, the centre of the smartest set in London, a grande dame whose aid had been useful to him in more ways than one. As he sat there in the silence of the night, he recollected those pleasant hours spent with her at Albert Gate, where they so often dined together, and where she would afterwards sing to him those old Italian love-songs in her sweet contralto, beaming upon him with her coquettish smile, half languid, half moquer; those drives together in the park, and those long walks they had taken when, accompanied by her mother, she had visited him at Wroxeter Castle. Yes, all were pleasant memories, yet he felt that between him and her love was an impossibility. As this was the case, the less they saw of one another in the future, even en bon camarade, the better for them both.

This was not a pleasant decision, for Dudley Chisholm made few friends, and was nothing of a ladies man. He looked upon life around him as contes pour rire. His friends were mostly bachelors like himself, and in all the wide range of his acquaintances he had scarcely any women associates, and, except Claudia, not a single one in whom he could confide. Women courted him everywhere, of course. It was not to be supposed that a popular, good-looking man of his wealth and fame was not actively angled for in various directions; but to all attempted flirtations he gave a polite negative. Hence it was that these disappointed women revenged themselves by starting the ill-natured gossip about his relations with Claudia Nevill, the smart little widow, who was still young, who gave such lavish entertainments, who moved in the most select set in London, and at whose side he was so frequently to be seen.

The old baron, his father, who lived the life of a recluse up at Dunkeld, had written to him upon the subject only a few weeks before, and to-night even his own servant had frankly expressed his opinion of her. Dieu le veut.

Dudley Chisholm sighed. He was an honest man, and these thoughts troubled him greatly. He feared for her reputation more than for his own. As he was a man, what did it matter? It did not occur to him how much it flattered that voluptuous rêveuse to possess as her cavalier the man of the hour, the man about whom half England was at that moment talking. All he felt was that they had both been indiscreet — horribly indiscreet.

Yes; to-morrow he must end it all. The tongue of scandal must be silenced at once and for ever.

He had risen to stir the fire when the stillness was suddenly broken by the sharp ring of the telephone-bell outside the room. A moment later Parsons announced that some one desired to speak with him. As it was no uncommon occurrence for him to be rung up in the middle of the night by the Foreign Office officials, he walked up to the instrument and inquired who was there.

Is that you, Dudley? asked the soft voice he knew so well. I called this afternoon, and Ive been waiting for you ever since half-past two, when the House rose. Youve had my note, of course. Why dont you come? Justine will open the door to you. I know its very indiscreet, but I must see you to-night on an important matter — at once. Do you understand, Dudley?


Chapter Three.

In which Dudley Chisholm is Frank.
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THE MELLOW AUTUMN sunlight streamed full into the bright morning-room at Albert Gate where Dudley Chisholm was standing before the great wood-fire with his hands behind his back. It was a handsome apartment, solidly furnished and fully in keeping with the rest of the rooms in the huge mansion, which was acknowledged to be one of the finest in the West End.

Before him, nestling in the cosy depths of her luxurious chair, sat its owner, young, dark-haired, with soft languorous eyes, her long and radiant tresses bound carelessly and hanging in as loose and rippled a luxuriance as the hair of the Vénus à la Coquille. No toilette was more becoming than her pale-blue négligé of softest Indian texture, with its profusion of chiffon about the arms and bosom, a robe the very negligence of which was the supreme perfection of art; no chaussure more shapely than the little Cairene slipper fantastically broidered with gold and pearls, into which the tiny foot she held out to the fire to warm was slipped. At that moment, perhaps, Claudia Nevill, who was exquisitely beautiful at all hours, looked her freshest and loveliest. She sat there thinking, while the sunbeams shone on the dazzling whiteness of her skin, on the luminous depths of her wonderful eyes, on her loosely bound tresses, and on the plain gold circlet on her fair left hand — the badge of her alliance with a dead lord and the signet of her title to reign a Queen of Society.

Sitting there among her soft cushions she was indeed a lovely woman, an almost girlish figure, with a face oval and perfect, a countenance sweet and winning, a true type of English beauty, who had been portrayed in a very notable picture by a famous Academician. Acknowledged on all hands to be one of the prettiest women in London, she was proud and splendid in the abundance of the power she exercised over her world, which was enchanted by her fascination and obedient to her magic, let her place her foot upon its neck and rule it as she would. There was swung for her the rich incense of worship wherever she moved; and she gave out life and death, as it were, with her smile and her frown, with a soft-whispered word or a moue boudeuse. From a station of comparative obscurity, where her existence had threatened to pass away in cotton blouses amid the monotony of a dull cathedral town, her beauty had lifted her to dazzling rank as wife of one of Englands wealthiest men, and her tact had taught her to grace it so well that, forgetting to carp, high society agreed to bow before her. In the exclusive set in which she moved she created a furore; she became the mode; she gave the law and made the fashion. Thus by the double right of her own resistless fascination and the dignity of her late lords name, Claudia Nevill was a power in smart London, and an acknowledged leader of her own spheres of ton, pleasure and coquetry.

Her ladyship was herself, and was all-sufficient for herself. On her début she was murmured at, and society had been a little slow to receive her; but her delicate azure veins were her sangre azul, her white hands were her seize quartiers, her marvellous black tresses were her bezants dor, and her splendidly luminous eyes her blazonry. Of a verity, Venus needs no Pursuivants marshalling.

As she sat gazing pensively into the fire a flush had spread over the fairness of her brow, her fingers played idly with her chiffons, and the corners of her lips twitched slightly. Her thoughts were not pleasing.

The man who had been held to her by her magical witchery had been speaking, and she had shrunk slightly when she heard him. He had not obeyed her wilful caprice and visited her when she summoned him, but had waited until morning.

The words he had just uttered, outspoken and manly, had been fraught with all she would willingly have buried in oblivion for ever: they awoke remembrances that caused her to wince; they were of a kind to fret and embitter her haughty life. With his calm words there came back to her all the shame she burned to ignore and put behind her, as though it never had been; they brought with them all the echoes of that early and innocent affection to which she had so soon been faithless and disloyal.

She was cold, though she knew coldness to be base; she was restless under his eyes, though she knew that so much love looked at her from them; she was stung with impatience and with false pride, though she knew that in him she saw the very saviour of her existence.

Her eyelids fell, her white forehead flushed, her soft cheeks burned as she heard him. She breathed quickly in agitation; at the sound of his voice the warm and reverent tenderness of long ago once more sprang to light in her heart.

He watched her, accurately reading her emotions and gazing at the marvellous change wrought in her. She was superb; she was like a noble sculptors dream of Aspasia. He looked at her for several minutes, while speechlessness held them both as captives.

At last she raised her head, and with a sudden pang of unbearable agony, cried:

You are cruel, Dudley! — cruel! I cannot bear such words from you!

I have only spoken the truth, Claudia, he replied in the same low, calm tone as he had before used. Their eyes met. She knew that he read her soul; she knew that he had not lied.

She — now become keenly critical, scornfully indifferent, and very difficult to impress — was struck as she had never been before by the authority, the dignity, the pure accent of his voice, and his steady, thorough manliness.

He stood gazing down at her with a look under which her dark eyes sank. There was a sternness in his words that moved her with a sense almost of fear. The greatness, the singularity, the mystery of this life, that had so long been interwoven with her own, bewildered her; she could not fully comprehend these qualities.

Little by little she had been drawn away from him, till between them scarcely a bond remained. As he fixed his eyes upon her lovely face, it occurred to him to wonder whether, after all, he would have been so selfishly in error, so blind a traveller in the mists of passion, if he had kept her in his own hands, under his own law and love? Would he not have made her happiness far purer, her future safer, because nearer God, than they now were, brilliant, imperious, pampered, exquisite creature though she had become? She was great, she was lovely, she was popular, she entertained princes, she was unrivalled; but where was that divine nature with which he had once, in the bygone days, believed her to be dowered? Where was it now?

Your words are cruel, Dudley! That you should speak like this! My God! Tell me that you dont mean it! she cried suddenly, after a long silence, restless beneath the fixed and melancholy look which she could not meet.

Listen, Claudia, he said, still quite calmly, standing erect with his back to the fire. What I have just said I have long wanted to say, but have always put it off for fear of hurting your feelings — for fear of reproaching you for what is mainly my own folly.

But you have reproached me! she cried in a hard voice. You tell me this with such a nonchalant air that it has at last awakened me to the bitter truth — you dont love me!

I have spoken as much for your own good as for mine, he answered. We must end this folly, Claudia — we—

Folly! You call my love folly! she exclaimed, starting forward. Life had been so fair with her. The years had gone by in one continual blaze of triumph. She was the smart Lady Richard Nevill, whose name was on everybodys tongue; she was satiated with offers of love. And yet this man had coldly exposed to her the naked truth. Intoxicated with homage, indulgence, extravagance and pleasure, her conscience had become stifled and her memory killed; her heart scarcely knew how to beat without the throbs of vanity or triumph. So she had lived her life in freedom — absolute freedom. Vague rumours had been whispered in the boudoirs of Berkeley Square and Grosvenor Gardens concerning her, but with the sceptre of her matchless loveliness and the skill of a born tactician, she cleared all obstacles, overruled all opponents, bore down all hesitations, and silenced all sneers. Folly? — you call my love folly, Dudley?

We have both been foolish, Claudia — very foolish, he answered, facing her and looking gravely into her dark eyes, in which shone the light of unshed tears. People are talking, and we must end our folly.

And you fear that the teacup tittle-tattle of my enemies may endanger your official position and retard your advancement, eh? she asked, knitting her dark brows slightly.

Of late our names have been coupled far too frequently — mainly owing to our own indiscretions.

Well, and if they have? she asked defiantly. What matters? The amiable gossips have coupled my name quite falsely with a dozen different men during the past twelve months, and am I a penny the worse for it? Not in the least. No, my dear Dudley, you may just as well admit the truth. Your father has written to you about your too frequent presence in my society and our too frequent teas on the terrace — he told Lady Uppingham so, and she, of course, told me. He has asked you to cut me as a — well, as an undesirable acquaintance.

What my father has written is my own affair, Claudia, he answered. You know me well, and we have hidden few secrets from one another. Surely we may part friends.

Then you actually mean what youve said? she asked, opening her magnificent eyes to their full extent, as with a sigh she raised herself from her former attitude of luxurious laziness.

Most certainly! It has pained me to speak as I have done, and I can only crave your forgiveness if anything Ive said has caused you annoyance. But we have to face the hard and melancholy fact that we must end it all.

Simply because you fear that a spiteful paragraph regarding us may appear in Truth, or some similar paper, and that your official chief may demand an explanation. Well, mon cher, I gave you credit for possessing the proverbial pluck and defiance of the Chisholms. It seems, however, that I was mistaken.

He looked at her without making an immediate reply. He was thinking of what old Parsons had alleged on the previous night in regard to the mysterious Muriel. Should he mention it, or should he reserve to himself the knowledge of her inexplicable resolve to effect his marriage with an unknown girl?

As became a discreet man, who dealt daily in the secrets of a nation, he reflected for a moment. He quickly came to the conclusion that silence, at least for the present, was the most judicious policy.

He had once loved this woman, long ago in the golden days of youth, and their love had been of a purely platonic character. But during the past couple of years, now that she was released from the marital bond, Claudias actions had exceeded all the bounds of discretion. And even now, when the silent passion which he had struggled against so long as merely a selfish and vain desire was conquered, he was, nevertheless, to a great extent still under the spell of her marvellous witchery.

I regret, Claudia, that you should upbraid me for speaking so frankly and for thus consulting our mutual interests, he said at last, as, crossing to the table and leaning against it easily, he regarded her with a melancholy expression upon his face. We have been friends for a good many years; indeed, ever since you were a child and I was at college. Do you remember those days, long ago, when at Winchester we were boy and girl lovers? Do you remember? he went on, advancing to her and placing his strong hand tenderly upon her shoulder. Do you ever recall those sunny afternoons when we used to meet clandestinely, and go for long walks through the meadows round Abbots Barton in deadly terror of every one we met lest we should be recognised? Do you remember how, beneath the stars that sweet-scented night in July, we swore eternal friendship and eternal love?

She nodded in the affirmative, but no word passed the lips so tightly pressed together.

And what followed? he continued. We drifted apart, I to Oxford, and on into the world; and you, like myself, forgot. You married the man who was my best friend; but for what purpose? Claudia, let me speak plainly, as one who is still your friend, although no longer your lover. You married Dick Nevill in order to escape the deadly dulness of Abbots Barton and to enter the kingdom of omnipotence, pleasure and triumphant vanity, as a sure deliverance from all future chance of obscurity. You became at once the idol, the leader, the reigning beauty of your sphere. Poor Dick was the slave of your flimsiest caprice; he ministered to your wishes and was grateful for your slightest smile. He died — died while you were away enjoying yourself on the Riviera — and I—

No! she exclaimed wildly, rising to her feet and covering her face with her hands in deep remorse. No, Dudley! Spare me all that! I know. My God! I know — I know, alas! too well! I never loved him!

Then if you regard our folly in a proper light, Claudia, he said earnestly, with his hand placed again upon her shoulder, you will at once see that my decision is for the best.

You intend to leave me? she asked huskily.

It is the only way, he replied with a catch in his voice. We have courted scandal sufficiently.

But you cannot cast me off, Dudley? she cried, suddenly springing towards him and wildly flinging her beautiful arms about his neck. You shall never leave me, because I love you. Are you blind? Dont you understand? Dont you see that I love you, Dudley?

You loved me once, in those old days at Winchester, he said, slowly disengaging himself from her embrace. But not now.

I do! she cried. I swear that I do! You are jealous of all those men who flatter me and hang about me wherever I go; but I care nothing for the whole crowd of them. You know me, she went on; you know that I live only for you — for you. Her words did not correspond with the sentiments she expressed to the woman who had accompanied her to his chambers. He reflected for a moment; then he said:

Admiration I have for you, Claudia, as the most beautiful woman in London, but I think in this discussion we may both omit the word love as entirely superfluous. We are children no longer. Let us face the truth. Our acquaintanceship ripened into love while we were yet in our teens. Then in maturer years it faded out completely, the acquaintanceship being renewed only when, on the death of your husband, you wanted a friend — and found one in me.

And now? she asked.

Now you have other friends — many others.

Ah! you are jealous! I knew you were! she exclaimed in a reproachful tone of voice, her glorious eyes flashing. You believe that I dont love you! You believe me capable of lying to you — to you, of all men!

Chisholm remained silent.


Chapter Four.

Reveals a Peccant Passion.
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THE BRILLIANT WOMAN, ignorant of his meaning, but comprehending only that he deemed her inconstant and unworthy, stood with tears in her eyes — tears which sprang partly from sorrow, partly from offence. She knew within herself that she was heartless and wrong; but, none the less, she felt herself aggrieved.

Claudia, he said at last, looking straight at her, our mutual protestations of love ended long ago. We have been friends — close friends; but as for love, well, when a woman really loves a man she does not bestow her smiles upon a score of other admirers.

Ah! you reproach me for being smart, she cried. I am a woman, and may surely be forgiven any little caprices de coeur.

He shrugged his shoulders.

Your attachment to me was one of your caprices, Claudia.

Then you dont believe that I really have within my heart one atom of real affection for you? she asked seriously.

Your love for me is dead, he answered gravely. It died long ago. Since then you have made other conquests, and to-day half London is at your feet. I, Dudley Chisholm, am a man who has had an unwelcome popularity thrust upon him, and it is only in the natural order of things that I should follow in your train. But, as my place in your heart has long ago been usurped, why should we, intimate friends as we are, make a hollow pretence that it still exists?

His voice remained calm and unbroken during his speech, yet there was an accent in it that thrilled through her heart. As she listened, stirred at heart by a strange emotion, her truer nature told her that she had by her caprice and folly fallen in his esteem. She had left the greatness that was pure and lofty for the greatness which was nothing better than tinsel.

Once, Claudia, I loved you. In those days, before your marriage, you were my ideal — my all in all. You wedded Dick, and I — well, I can honestly say that during those two years of your married life I never entered your house. We met, here and there, at various functions, but I avoided you when I could, and never accepted your invitations. Why, you ask? Well, Ill tell you. Because I loved you.

Her head was bowed; a stifled sob escaped her.

When you were free, he went on, it was different. In your grief you wrote to me, and I at once came to you. At first you were mournful in your retirement; then of a sudden, after a few short months, you were seized by an overweening ambition to become a queen of society. I watched you; I saw your indiscretions; I spoke to you, and your answer was an open defiance. Then it was that my sympathy with you gradually diminished. You had become a smart woman, and had developed that irremediable disorder which every smart woman nowadays is bound sooner or later to develop — a callous heart. The crowd of men about you became as so many puppets ready to execute your imperious will, and soon, as I expected, the fiery breath of scandal seared your good name. You laughed, knowing well that the very fact of your being talked about added lustre to your popularity as a smart hostess. I regretted all this, because my belief in your honesty — that belief which had first come to me long ago in the green meadows round about Winchester — was utterly shattered. The naked truth become exposed — you were deceiving me.

No, Dudley! the woman wailed beseechingly. Spare me these reproaches! I cannot bear them — and least of all from you. I have been foolish — very foolish, I admit. Had you been my husband I should have been a different woman, leading a quiet and happy life, but as I am now — I— She burst into a torrent of tears without finishing her confession.

If you acknowledge what I have said to be the truth, Claudia, we are agreed, and more need not be said, he observed, when, a few moments later, she had grown calm again.

You are tired of me, Dudley, she declared, suddenly raising her head and looking straight into his eyes. We have been — close friends, shall I say? long enough. You have found some other woman who pleases you — a woman more charming, more graceful than myself. Now, confess to me the truth, she said with deep earnestness. I will not upbraid you, she went on in a hard, strained voice. No, I — I will be silent. I swear I will. Now, Dudley, tell me the truth.

I have met no woman more beautiful than yourself, Claudia, Chisholm answered in a deep tone. You have no rival within my heart.

I dont believe it! she cried fiercely. You could never reproach me as you have done unless some woman who is my enemy had prompted you. Your father has written to you, that I know; but you are not the man to be the slave of paternal warnings. No, she said harshly, it is a woman who has drawn you away from me. I swear not to rest till I have found out the truth!

When she showed her griffes, this bright capricieuse, the leader of the smartest set in town, was, he knew, merciless.

But at that moment he only smiled at her sudden outburst of jealousy.

I have already spoken the truth, he said. I have never yet lied to you.

Never, until to-day, was her sharp retort. I suppose you think that, because of your responsible official position, you ought now to develop into the old fogey, marry some scraggy girl with red hair and half a million, and settle down to sober statesmanship and the Carlton. As you have found the future partner of your joys, you think it high time to drop an undesirable acquaintance.

Her words were hard ones, spoken in a tone of biting sarcasm. In an instant his countenance grew serious.

No, Claudia, he protested quickly. You entirely misjudge me. I have neither the intention nor the inclination to marry. Moreover, I confess to you that I am becoming rather tired of the everlasting monotony of the House. The scraggy female with the red hair, who, according to your gospel, is to be the châtelaine of Wroxeter, is still unselected. No. You have not understood me, and have formed entirely wrong conclusions as to my motive in speaking as I have. I repeat that the step I am now taking is one for our mutual advantage. People may talk about us in Belgravia, but they must not in Battersea.

And you wish every one to know that we have quarrelled? she said petulantly. He saw by her countenance that she was still puzzled. Was it possible that she was thinking of the unknown Muriel, whom she had declared he must marry?

As a matchmaker, Claudia was certainly entering upon an entirely new rôle.

We shall not quarrel, I hope, he answered.

Why should we? By mutual consent we shall merely remain apart.

There was another long and painful silence. Her chiffons slowly rose and fell as she sighed. What he had said had produced a greater impression upon her than he anticipated. No other man could have spoken to her as he had done, for every word of his brought back to her the long-forgotten days of their youthful love, and of those passionate kisses beneath the stars. In those brief moments she tried to examine her heart, but could not decide whether she still loved him, or whether his intention of leaving her had only aroused within her a sense of offended dignity.

And your determination is never to see me? she asked him in a despondent tone of voice.

I shall only meet you upon chance occasions in society, was his answer.

And when people have forgotten — then you will return to me? Give me your promise, Dudley.

I cannot promise.

Ah! she cried; why not at once confess what I believe is the truth, that you have grown tired of me?

No. I have not grown tired, he declared in a fervent voice. We have always been firm friends, and I hope that our friendship will continue. For my own part, my regard for you, Claudia, is not in the least impaired. You are a woman, and the victim of circumstances. Hence, I shall always remain faithfully your friend.

Dudley, she said in a calmer tone, speaking very earnestly, remember that women never change their natures, only their faces. So long have we been associated, and such intimate friends have we been, that I have grown to regard you as my own personal property. Cest assez.

I quite understand, answered the man in whom Her Majestys Prime Minister possessed such complete confidence. You should, for your own sake, Claudia, regard this matter in a proper light. If we do not by our actions give the lie direct to all this tittle-tattle, then an open scandal must result. Surely if we, by mutual consent, remain apart, we may still remain in bon accord?

But you are mine, Dudley! she cried, again throwing her snowy, half-bare arms around his neck and kissing him passionately.

Then since you hold me in such esteem, why not act in my interests? he asked, for in argument he was as shrewd as a man could possibly be, and had passed with honours through that school of finesse, the Foreign Office.

I — well, I decline to release you, if your freedom is to be used in dallying at the side of another woman, she replied, heedless of his question.

But I have no intention of doing so. Surely you know my nature well enough? You know how fully occupied I am as Under-Secretary, and that my presence here from time to time has scarcely been in harmony with my duties at the Foreign Office and in the House. I have little leisure; and I do not possess that inclination for amourettes which somehow appears to seize half the legislators sent to Westminster.

I know! I know! she replied, still clinging to him, stroking the dark hair from his brow with the velvety hand which he had so often kissed. I admit that you have always been loyal to me, Dudley. Sometimes, with a womans quick jealousy, I have doubted you, and have watched you carefully, always, however, to find my suspicions utterly unfounded. Do you remember what you told me when we walked together in the park at Wroxeter that morning last summer? Do you recollect your vows of eternal friendship to me — unworthy though I may be? She paused, and there was a slight catch in her voice.

Alas! I am fully aware of all my failings, of all my indiscretions, of all my caprices; but surely you do not heed this spiteful gossip which is going the rounds? You do not believe me so black as I am painted — do you? and again she stroked his brow with her caressing hand.

I believe only what I have seen with my own eyes, he answered rather ambiguously. You have been indiscreet — extremely indiscreet — and I have often told you so. But your ambition was to become the most chic woman in town, and you have accomplished it. At what cost?

She made no response. Her head was bowed.

Shall I tell you at what cost? he went on very gravely. At the cost of your reputation — and of mine.

Ah! forgive me, Dudley! she cried quickly. I was blind then, dazzled by the compliments heaped upon me, bewildered by the wealth that had so suddenly become mine after poor Dicks death. I was rendered callous to everything by my foolish desire to shine as the smartest and most popular woman in London. I did not think of you.

Exactly, he said. Your admission only clinches my argument that, although we have been close friends, no real affection has of later years existed between us. Frankly, had you loved me, you could not have acted with such reckless indiscretion as to risk my name, my position, and my honour.

He spoke a truth which admitted of no question.

Now, he went on at last, slowly unclasping her clinging arms from his neck. It is already late and I have an important appointment at the Foreign Office, for which I am overdue. We must part.

Never! she cried wildly. You shall not leave me like this! If you do, I shall call at your chambers every day, and compel you to see me.

Then I must give orders to Parsons not to admit you, he answered quite calmly.

That man of yours is an old bear. Why dont you get rid of him, and have some one less fossilised? she exclaimed in a gust of fury. When I called the other day with Lady Meldrum, he was positively rude.

Lady Meldrum! exclaimed Chisholm, pricking up his ears. Whos she?

Oh, a woman who has rather come to the front of late — wife of old Sir Henry Meldrum, the great Glasgow ironrnaster. We were driving past, and I wanted to see you, so she came in with me, rather than wait in the cold. Quite a smart woman — you ought to know her.

Thanks, responded the Under-Secretary coldly. I have no desire to have that pleasure. Smart women dont interest me in the least.

That is meant, I suppose, as a compliment, she observed. You are certainly in a very delightful mood to-day, Dudley.

I have at least spoken the truth, he said, piqued by the knowledge that for some mysterious reason this woman was conniving with a new star in the social firmament, Lady Meldrum, wife of his pet abomination, a Jubilee knight, to effect his marriage with the unknown Muriel — her daughter, of course.

You have unearthed and placed before me all the most ugly phases of my career, cried the unhappy woman with a quick, defiant glance; and now, after your flood of reproaches, you declare that in future we are to be as strangers.

For the sake of our reputations.

Our reputations? Rubbish! she laughed cynically. What reputation has either of us to lose? He bit his lip. A hasty retort arose within him, but he succeeded in stifling it.

We need not, I think, discuss that point, he said very coldly.

She stood in silence waiting for him to proceed.

Well, she asked at last, with an air of mingled defiance and sarcasm. And what more?

Nothing. I have finished. I have only to wish you adieu.

Then you really intend to abandon me? she asked very gravely, her small hand trembling.

I have already explained my intentions. They were quite clear, I think.

And you decline to reconsider them?

They admit of no reconsideration, he answered briefly.

Very well then, adieu, she said in a cold and bitter voice, for in those few moments her manner had changed, and she was now a frigid, imperious woman with a heart of stone.

Adieu, Claudia, he said, bending with a stiff courtliness over the hand she had extended to him. You will one day see that this step of mine has saved us both from degradation and ruin. Good-bye. Recollect that even though we are apart, I remain still, as I have ever been, your devoted friend.

Her hand dropped limply from his grasp as she stood there like a beautiful statue in the centre of the room. With a final glance at her he turned and walked straight out.

For a moment after the door had closed, she still remained in the same position in which he had left her. Then, in a sudden frenzy of uncontrollable passion, she hooked her nervous fingers in her chiffons and tore them into shreds.

He has defied me! she exclaimed wildly, bursting into a flood of hot tears. He has defied me, and cast me off — me, who love him!


Chapter Five.

Describes an English Home.
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THREE MILES FROM the long white road that runs between sedate old Shrewsbury and the town of Wellington, there stood a prominent object in the landscape, high upon a wooded hill to the right. It was the ancient castle of Wroxeter, one of the best preserved and most historic of the Norman castles of England.

Seen through the trees, golden in their autumn tints, it was an imposing grey pile, rich in turrets with narrow windows, whence, long ago, archers had showered their shafts, but which were now half concealed by an evergreen mantle. Closer inspection showed that it was a fortress no longer. The old moat, once fed from the winding Severn close by, was now a well-kept garden with gravelled walks and trees cut into fantastic shapes, while around the building were level lawns sweeping away to the great park beyond.

One wing of the fine old feudal castle was in decay. The shattered state of the tower was due to a siege conducted by Cromwell, and the ivy had overgrown the ruins. All the other parts were in good order, stern and impressive in regard to the exterior, yet luxurious within. In the great courtyard, that had through the Middle Ages so often rung with the clank of sword and the tread of armed men, moss grew between the pebbles, and the echoes were only nowadays awakened by the wheels of the high dog-cart which conveyed its owner to and from the railway station at Shrewsbury. The old drawbridge had been replaced by a gravel drive a century ago; yet in the fine oak-panelled hall there still stood the rust-stained armour of the departed Chisholms, together with the faded and tattered banners carried by them in tournament and battle.

Built on the site of the Roman city called Vriconium, whilst in the park and in neighbouring meadows traces of the city wall could still be seen, the fosse and the basilica were still visible. The history of Wroxeter began with the Norman survey, the account given of it in Domesday Book being as follows:

Chisholme holds a hide and three roodlands in Wroxeter in this manor, which was always included in the district of Haughmond, where the castle is situated. Roger had half a hide, and Ralph two roodlands. There is one plough and a half in the demesne, and seven villeins with ten bondmen have four ploughs and a half. The whole value in the time of the Confessor was six pounds, it has since been estimated at six: but it is now appreciated at nine pounds.

The portion now ruined was standing in those early days of Englands history, but it was not until the third year of Richard the Seconds reign that the other portion of the old fortress was completed by Sir Robert Chisholm, who (together with Sir John Calveley of Chester and Sir John Hawkwood of Haughmond Castle), was a celebrated captain of those marauding bands that shared in the triumphs of Cressy and Poitiers. The following distich, by a mediaeval poet, records his prowess:

O Roberte Chisholme, per te fit Francia mollis,
Ense tuo tollis praedas, dans vulnera collis.

O Robert Chisholm, the stubborn souls
Of Frenchmen well you check;
Your mighty blade has largely preyed,
And wounded many a neck.

During those stormy days of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries Wroxeter withstood many a fierce assault and sheltered not a few of Englands kings and queens as guests of the Chisholms, many of whom had been favourites at Court and held official positions of high importance. Queen Elizabeth was the last monarch to visit the castle, and the memory of that event was kept green by the name given to the old-world garden over-looking the Severn, which was known as the Queens Garden.

It was a grand old building, this feudal home to which Dudley Chisholm returned on the night following the farewell scene which had taken place between himself and the frivolous woman with whose name his own had been linked. He had invited for three days shooting two men — Colonel Murray-Kerr, a retired military attaché, and Henry Benthall, a man who had been at college with him, and who had, after being called to the bar, successfully contested East Glamorganshire. All three had travelled down from Euston together; but Dudley, after a sleepless night, had risen long before his guests and wandered through the vast and lonely chambers, full of melancholy musings. He would have put the men off, for he was in no mood to entertain, but there had been no time.

So he spent an idle hour alone before his guests appeared for breakfast.

He wandered through the great and gloomy hall, the vaulted ceiling of which had so often echoed to the laughter of the banquets held there in bygone days. It was now tenanted only by the many suits of armour that had belonged to his illustrious forefathers. His steps sounded in a grim fashion upon the floor of polished oak, and as he passed the huge fireplace, where once the oxen had been roasted whole to satisfy the Gargantuan appetites of mediaeval warriors, a servant threw open the door leading into the long picture gallery.

What an array of fine pictures was there! For each member of this ancient family his or her arms had been painted in the right-hand corner of the canvas. The Chisholms were a handsome, stalwart race, the men strong and the women beautiful. In the features of nearly all, however, there was the same predominant characteristic, the stern gravity, which in Dudley was so often mistaken for actual asperity. Before the last portrait at the farther end of the gallery — the picture of a young and eminently beautiful woman — the young man paused. It was his mother.

Deep in contemplation, he stood before it for a long time. His lips moved, but no sound escaped them. At last, with a deep sigh, he passed on, still walking at the same slow pace, plunged in his melancholy thoughts.

He passed round the big quadrangle, through one great room after the other: the blue drawing-room, Anne Boleyns sitting-room, the grand drawing-room, the library, each an apartment of fine dimensions, mostly panelled in oak dark with age and containing antique furniture, curios connected with the family history through eight unbroken centuries, with many other priceless works of art.

Two or three of the smaller rooms, such as the breakfast-room, the dining-room, and his dead mothers boudoir, were alone furnished in modern style. In all the others there seemed to linger an atmosphere of bygone centuries. This was the fine old home which so many mothers coveted for their daughters. Indeed, there were a hundred pretty and well-born girls in London, each of whom was at that moment ready to become châtelaine of Wroxeter.

But Dudley strolled on slowly, almost like a man in a dream. He was seldom at Wroxeter out of the shooting season. The place was to him something of a white elephant. He had spent his boyhood there, but recollections of the rather unhappy life and early death of that grave-faced woman, his mother, caused him to dislike the old place. One or two memories he would fain forget — memories of his mothers sorrow regarding her husbands mode of life and eccentricities. Truth to tell, husband and wife did not live happily together, and Dudley, knowing this, had been his mothers sympathiser and champion.

These handsome rooms, with their ancient tapestries, wonderful carpets, exquisite carvings, old Venetian mirrors and time-darkened gilt, even in the gay light of morning seemed to him sombre and full of ghosts of the past. He only used the library and half a dozen of the smaller and more modern rooms in the eastern wing. The splendid state apartments which he had just passed through he seldom visited. No one entered them, except the servants to clean and open the windows, and the upholsterer who at fixed intervals came from Shrewsbury to examine the tapestries worked centuries ago by the fair hands of the Chisholm women.

From the great drawing-room, a huge apartment with a rather low ceiling curiously carved, he passed on, and traversing one of the ante rooms, found himself in the long corridor which ran the whole length of the quadrangle. The stone flooring was worn hollow in the centre by the tramp of generations of armed men, and the quaint arched doors were heavy and studded with monstrous nails. He stood there for a few minutes, glancing through the diamond panes out into the ancient courtyard. His abstracted mood was suddenly disturbed by the sound of the breakfast gong. As his guests would be awaiting him, he must throw care to the dogs for a few hours and try to amuse them.

Turning, he walked down the long corridor. As he did so he recollected the strange tradition which he had heard in his youth — namely, that in this passage had been seen at certain intervals a strange old lady, humpbacked and small, dressed in rusty black, who walked the corridor even in the middle of the day, and then suddenly disappeared through a door which for a full century past had been walled up. This legendary apparition was known to the family as Lady Margaret, and whenever she showed herself in the corridor it was a presage of evil to the Chisholms.

Dudley laughed within himself as he remembered his childish terror when his old nurse used to relate those dramatic stories about her deformed ladyship and the evil influence she exerted upon his house. It is strange how deeply rooted become many of the convictions of our childhood, especially where a family superstition is concerned; and Chisholm, even though he was a level-headed man of the world, had in his more mature years found himself wondering whether, after all, there had been any foundation for the legend.

Family ghosts do not, however, appear nowadays. They were all laid last century. So he laughed again to himself and continued on his way across the east wing to the bright breakfast-room, where his two guests were already awaiting him.

What a lazy beggar you are, Dudley! cried Benthall, as his host greeted them and took his seat at the head of the table.

No, my dear fellow, protested the Under-Secretary. I — oh, well, Ive been up quite a long time, and have already consulted Marston about our sport to-day. He says there are some strong birds over in the Dean Copse, so well work that this morning.

Excellent! I recollect the splendid sport we got there last year! exclaimed the colonel, a tall, white-haired, soldierly old fellow with a somewhat florid complexion and a well-trimmed moustache. He was a first-class shot, and now that he had retired from the Diplomatic Service, spent the whole of the shooting season at one house or another in different parts of the country. He was a popular, all-round sportsman, always welcome at any house-party, for he was full of droll stories, a bachelor, and a great favourite among the ladies. The announcement of a hostess to the effect that Colonel Murray-Kerr will be here, was always received with satisfaction by both sexes. As he had graduated as military attaché at the Embassies in Vienna, St. Petersburg, and, finally, in Rome, he was a cosmopolitan of cosmopolitans, though at the same time a thorough Englishman, and one of Dudleys most intimate friends.

There were letters on the table for their host, two bulky ones marked On His Majestys Service, from the Foreign Office, and another, the handwriting on the envelope of which he saw at a glance to be Claudias. He glanced at this, then placed it in his pocket unopened.

Oh, read it, my dear fellow, laughed the colonel, quickly divining that it was from a woman. Dont mind us in the least.

Only tell us whos the lady, chimed in Benthall merrily.

Oh, its nothing, Dudley assured them, rather annoyed, nevertheless.

From Lady Richard — eh? suggested the old officer chaffingly. By Jove! he went on; shes really charming. I was staying last week down at Fernhurst, the place old Meldrum has just bought in Sussex, and she was there. Quite a host of smart women were staying there, but she, of course, eclipsed them all. I fear shes a sad flirt, Dudley, my boy, even though they say shes a bit fond of you.

I know shes a flirt, Chisholm answered, rather thoughtfully. The mention of the name of Meldrum brought to his mind what Claudia had admitted, namely, that she had taken Lady Meldrum to his rooms.

The old colonel, who always maintained a diplomatic smartness in his attire, was a terrible gossip. He was a living Debrett, and a guide to knowledge affecting social affairs in half the courts of Europe. He knew everybody, as well as everything worth knowing about them. This was his hobby. Perhaps he rode it all the more perseveringly because a natural talent for inquisitiveness had been steadily cultivated during his long service as an attaché; for, as all the world knows, an official of this standing is little better than a spy. So, without any thought of hurting his young hosts feelings, he continued his reminiscences of the house-party:

We had splendid sport down at Fernhurst. The birds were very strong, and there were several excellent shots. But Lady Richard was, of course, the centre of all the attractions. Every man Jack among the males was absolutely her slave, lock, stock and barrel! By Jove! I dont think in all my diplomatic career Ive ever seen a woman play them off one against the other with such finesse. Meldrum seems to have got into society wonderfully well of late. The young Grand-Duke Stanislas was there, and he made desperate love to the pretty widow. Indeed, so marked were their flirtations, that several of the feminine contingent declared themselves scandalised, and left. But, of course, the real truth was that they knew themselves to be entirely out of the running. One thing, however, struck me as curious — very curious: the hostess, a rather matronly bourgeoise person, seemed to throw the pair into one anothers society as much as possible. At any rate, the extravagant flirtation nearly resulted in an open scandal. To my mind, Dudley, shes playing a decidedly dangerous game. Forgive me for saying so, if shes more to you than a jolly acquaintance; but you know the proverb about the pitcher going too often to the well.

Angling after a Grand-Duke sounds bold, observed Benthall, attacking his cutlet. I always thought, Dudley, old chap, that she had set her mind on becoming mistress of Wroxeter.

Oh, I know, exclaimed their host impatiently, although trying to conceal his annoyance, a lot of rot has been talked! Im quite well aware of what you fellows mean. But I assure you that Im a confirmed bachelor — just as confirmed as you, colonel — and, hang it! if report speaks correctly, youre one of the worst of the woman-haters in the whole of the Albany.

Ive never had any necessity to marry, laughed the old officer, his cheeks flushing with good humour.

Ive piloted some ripping ball-skirts and tailor-made gowns through half the courts of Europe, but Im still heart-whole.

A fine record, observed Harry Benthall with his mouth full. At that breakfast-table there was no ceremony, and words were certainly not minced.

Well, every one seems to be linking my name with Claudia Nevills, Dudley remarked, after commencing his breakfast, I really cant see why.

But I can, declared the colonel bluntly. Youre a fool — if youll forgive me for saying so.

Why?

A fool for giving a second thought to a woman of her stamp, he answered. Good heavens! if you knew half the tales about her, youd cut her dead. I wonder why the Meldrums invited her? Suppose they couldnt help it — or something.

What tales? asked Dudley, glancing inquiringly from one man to the other.

No. Im not going to besmirch any womans character, my dear fellow, replied the elder man. Only, take my advice and have nothing more to do with her — thats all. Shes no good to you, or indeed to any honest man.

Some foul scandal about her, I suppose, cried Chisholm, his brow darkening for an instant. As a matter of fact, he knew the scandal quite well. It was the common talk in every club in town. But he intended to champion her, even though he had escaped from her net. Why dont you tell me?

It is unnecessary — utterly unnecessary, the colonel answered, making as if breakfast were more important than gossip.

A pretty woman, smart and popular as she is, always gets talked about, and her enemies are sure to invent some cruel story or other. Half the women in London are envious of Claudia Nevill, hence all these absurd and scandalous tales, Chisholm declared.

Ah! laughed the colonel, as I said, youre gone on her, like the others, Dudley. You are old friends, every one knows. Its a pity that shes so reckless.

In what manner has she been reckless?

Well, if you had been down at Fernhurst and seen her with the young Grand-Duke, you wouldnt defend her actions as you are now doing — well, by Jove! you couldnt. Im a man of the world, you know, but I must say that the flirtation was a regular blizzard.

And is every woman who glances prettily at a man from behind her fan, or chats to a fellow in a conservatory, to be condemned? asked his host. If so, then society has suddenly become intensely puritanical. Remember that the licence not allowed to an unmarried girl may justifiably be employed by a widow.

Widow! laughed Murray-Kerr adjusting his monocle. My dear boy, Im perfectly with you; but then the fair Claudia is one in ten millions. Shes more like a girl of eighteen, in face, figure, and the choice of lovers, than the usual prim and stale relict with whom we are all more or less familiar.

Just because shes popular, all this confounded gossip buzzes here, there, and everywhere. My name is coupled with hers, and all kinds of ridiculous stories have been started about us. I know, for too many of them have come to my ears.

Then if you know, Dudley, why dont you take my advice and cut her? asked the old officer, fixing his host with his keen eyes.


Chapter Six.

In which the Colonel grows Mysterious.
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CHISHOLM WAS SILENT. The two men exchanged glances. Since they were his best and most confidential friends, he could not be offended in the least at what they had said, especially as he knew quite well that they had spoken plain, hard facts.

Well, he said at last, in a metallic tone of voice, the truth is, we have parted.

Then I cordially congratulate you, my dear fellow, declared the red-faced old colonel bluntly. Forgive me, but youve been a fool over her, an absolute fool, and couldnt see that she was deceiving you on every hand. Men had begun to sneer and laugh at you behind your back — and, by Jove! youve had a narrow escape of making a complete ass of yourself.

I know. Im well aware of it, his host replied in a low tone. But between ourselves, its all over.

Why between ourselves? inquired Benthall. The world should, I think, know, for your own sake? Pourquoi non?

No. I intend to keep it a secret — for her sake. Both men were silent. The conversation had, indeed, been a strange one to take place between a host and his guests. But both men saw that although Claudia and her lover had parted, there still lingered in Dudley Chisholms heart tender thoughts of that pretty, callous woman who was one of the leaders of smart society in London.

Very well, said Murray-Kerr at length, after a brief period of silence. If you wish us to say nothing, we can only obey. But, nevertheless, my dear old chap, I, for one, congratulate you most heartily upon your resolution. A man in your shoes cant afford to risk his reputation any longer. Forgive me for speaking as I have done, wont you?

Certainly, my dear fellow, he answered with a bitter smile. Youve both spoken as friends, and Ive told you the plain truth, so what more need be said?

Nothing, said the colonel. Stick to your resolution, and let Claudia Nevill proceed at her own sweet will. Shell marry some foreign notability or other, I expect, now that shes in search of big game. Then youll be entirely free of her.

Dudley laughed again, and soon afterwards, much to his relief, the conversation drifted into an easier channel. Her letter, however, remained in his pocket unopened. What words of mad despair, he wondered, did it contain?

He sat finishing his breakfast and chatting about various subjects. But his thoughts were of her — always of her.

When they rose, his two guests went out to see after their guns, while he, remaining behind upon some pretext, tore open the letter.

It was brief, and had evidently been penned in one of those moments of remorse which must come sooner or later to such a woman.

You are cruel to leave me like this, she wrote. Surely, if you really loved me, you would not care what the world might say. I have been foolish, I know, but am now penitent. I see the folly of it all — the folly of not keeping my secret and playing the hypocrite like other women. Surely love is not forbidden between us because you happen to hold an official position! Return to me, Dudley — for I love you!

He sighed, then, crushing the letter in his hand, he flung it into the fire, murmuring:

No. Shes played me false — false!

He recollected what the colonel had said in regard to the Grand-Duke Stanislas, and saw with chagrin that the world was pitying him.

Before the blazing logs he stood, watching the leaping flames consume the letter. When the last spark had died from the black crackling tinder, he sighed again, and reluctantly went out to join his guests.

The morning was dull and grey. As they trudged on past the site of the old Roman cemetery, down through Altringham Wood, across the wide stretch of moorland known as Uckington Heath, at last crossing the old highway of Watling Street and entering the Dean Copse, the sportsmen agreed that October might have behaved in a handsomer fashion. The fierce north-east wind that had swept over the Welsh hills had died away the evening before in a tumbled sea of fiery crimson and dense jagged drift of sulphurous blue. For days and days it had torn and shaken the great elms in Wroxeter Park, until it had stripped them of the last vestige of their autumn foliage, and now in the calm morning the leaves in park and copse were lying in a deep, moist carpet of shimmering gold. Nothing but the oaks had been able to withstand the fury of the blast; these still bore their leafy flags bravely aloft, thousands and thousands of their family flying proofs of staunchness on the flanks of many a noble hill. On the grass by the lane-side the dew was held in uncomfortable abundance, and a few belated blackberries showed sodden in the hedgerows. On entering the copse the shooters trudged down the narrow path, which was covered thickly with decaying leaves, and a few moments later both dogs and guns got to work.

During their walk the conversation had for the most part dealt with the condition of the birds. The colonel, keen sportsman that he was, telling of the execution effected by the six guns at Fernhurst; describing the big bags made up at Lord Mortons place in Cumberland, and how scarce the grouse had been in various districts in Scotland.

As Marston, the head-keeper, had predicted, birds were plentiful in the Dean Copse. Although the ground was rather difficult to work, the guests had good reason to praise the Under-Secretarys preserves. As for the colonel, who scarcely ever missed, he was now in his element; the heavier the bag became, the more brightly the old warriors eyes sparkled. So excellent had been the sport, and, in consequence, so quickly had the time passed, that the guests could hardly believe their ears when the interval for lunch was announced. Dudley, who was an excellent shot, and who, on an ordinary occasion, would have entered into the sport with becoming zest, throughout the morning had knocked down the birds in a merely mechanical way, more to please his friends than himself. Secretly he wished himself back at the castle, in the solitude of that old library which he used for his den at such times as he was all by himself at Wroxeter.

I think, sir, we ought to try the Holly Wood now, Marston suggested as soon as they had eaten their sandwiches and drunk their sherry. In accordance with this view, they tramped down into the valley by Upton Magna, and presently came to the spot indicated. For the past two seasons Dudley had been down at Wroxeter but seldom, one of the results being that birds were very plentiful. All three of the shooters were kept busy until nearly three oclock, when, after enjoying a grand days sport, the party turned towards the old inn at Uffington, where the dog-cart was to meet them.

On the way across the brown fields, Benthall, deep in conversation with Marston, was somewhat ahead, and Dudley walked at the colonels side, a smart, well-set-up figure in his drab shooting-clothes.

He was hesitating whether to broach a subject that was puzzling him. Presently, however, unable longer to conceal his curiosity, he turned suddenly to his companion, saying:

You were speaking of Fernhurst at breakfast. Lets see, hasnt Lady Meldrum a daughter?

A daughter? observed the colonel, looking at him. Certainly not. Theres no family.

Thats curious, Dudley said with an affected air of indifference. Somebody said she had a daughter named Muriel.

A daughter named Muriel! the old officer exclaimed. No, she has a girl named Muriel who lives with her — a ward, I believe — and a confoundedly pretty girl she is, too. She wasnt much en Evidence when I was down there. I have my suspicions that during the house-party she was sent away to the quieter atmosphere surrounding a maiden aunt.

Oh, shes a ward, is she? remarked Chisholm. Whats her name?

Muriel Mortimer.

A ward in Chancery, I suppose?

Im not certain, replied Murray-Kerr hesitatingly. I only saw her once, on the day of my arrival at Fernhurst. She left for Hertfordshire next day. Lady Meldrum, however, seemed devoted to her — went up to town to see her off, and all that sort of thing. But whos been chattering to you about her?

Oh, I heard her spoken of somewhere. The fellow who told me said she was rather pretty.

Yes, the other answered in rather a strange and hesitating manner, she is — very pretty, and quite young.

Do you know absolutely nothing more concerning her? Chisholm asked. You always know everything about everybody when youre in the smoking-room at the Junior, you know.

In the club a man may open his mouth, but it isnt always wise when visiting friends, the colonel replied with a laugh.

I dont quite follow you, his companion said. Surely Wroxeter is as free as Charles Street, isnt it?

Well, no, not quite, my dear Dudley — not quite.

Why?

Because there are some things that even I — plain-spoken as I am — would rather leave unsaid.

Chisholm looked at him and saw the change upon the old fellows countenance.

Youre hiding something from me, the younger man said quickly.

I dont deny that, was the others response. But I really cant see why you should so suddenly become the victim of an intense desire to know the history of Lady Meldrums ward. Have you met her?

No, never.

Then dont, thats all, was the mysterious answer.

What the dickens do you mean, speaking in enigmas like this? Surely you can speak straight out?

No, not in this case, Dudley, the colonel said in a rather softer tone. I told you sufficient this morning about Claudia Nevill, and all I wish to urge is that you should avoid the pretty Muriel quite as assiduously as you will her ladyship in future.

Chisholm was puzzled. His companion was evidently aware of some fact which, for a mysterious reason, he was reluctant to disclose.

But I cant see your object in mystifying me like this! he protested. We are friends — very old friends — surely you can at least tell me the truth?

Ive told you the truth, dear boy. Muriel Mortimer is an undesirable acquaintance for you. Is not that a friendly warning.

A warning, certainly — but hardly a friendly one, answered Dudley, swinging over a stile into the high-road. I mention to you a woman Ive heard about, he went on as the pair were walking side by side again, and you at once give me these extraordinary warnings, without offering any explanation whatsoever. Who is this mysterious ward? What is she?

Ive already told you who she is, his companion replied, shifting his gun as he marched onward. What she is I dont know. All I am sure about is that the less you see of her the better, Dudley — thats all.

And how do you know that?

Because of something Ive discovered, the elder man replied.

Something about her?

Well — yes. Something about her.

But you speak as though we were intimate, my dear fellow, and as if I were about to lose my heart to her! exclaimed Chisholm.

Youll probably know her soon, but when you are introduced, remember my warning, and drop her at once like a live coal.

Youre in a delightfully prophetic vein this afternoon, laughed his host. I suppose its the dull weather.

At this the elder man halted, turned upon him suddenly, placed his hand upon his shoulder, and said in a deep and earnest tone:

Recollect, Dudley, that what I told you this morning at breakfast was for your own good. Im not a fellow given to preaching or moralising, that you know well. But I tell you straight to your face that before long youll know Muriel Mortimer. All I urge upon you is not to allow yourself to be captivated.

Then you know something distinctly to her detriment? Chisholm suggested, for what his friend had said had shown him plainly that this girl was mixed up in unsavoury matters.

I only say that shes not a desirable person for you to know.

Dudley laughed uneasily. These words were all the more remarkable in the light of old Parsons statement.

You speak just as though you feared I might marry her! he said.

Well, there are many things more unlikely than that, was the elder mans reply. We hear of strange matches nowadays.

And if I married this fair unknown, what then?

Well, before you do that just take my advice and swallow an overdose of chloral, or something of that sort. It would be a far easier way out of this work-a-day world than marriage with her. Chisholm looked at him quickly.

My dear fellow, he said, your words imply that marriage with her would be tantamount to suicide.

That was exactly the impression I meant to convey, Dudley, was the strange reply. I can say no more — indeed, I have no intention of being more explicit, even were I free to make further explanation. Avoid her — thats all.


Chapter Seven.

Unites Reality with Romance.
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THE COLONELS STRANGE premonition was puzzling.

Chisholm saw quite plainly that his friendship with Claudia Nevill had caused him to throw his usual carefulness to the winds. Her letter was but another proof of her insincerity; while the statement of the old colonel in respect of the house-party at Fernhurst angered him. He was furious that she should risk her reputation openly in such a manner. At the same time he was filled with regret that from the charming woman of four years ago she should have developed into a brilliant leader of society, acknowledged by all to be the smartest woman in London.

It was dark when they drove into the quadrangle of the castle, and Dudley, excusing himself to his friends, dressed and retired to the great library for an hour before dinner in order to examine the official correspondence that had arrived in the morning.

From the big Foreign Office envelopes he drew a mass of papers which required his endorsement, and several important letters which he at once answered. The duties of Under-Secretary for Foreign Affairs are multitudinous, and the office needs a man who does not hanker after a sinecure. Little leisure was Dudley Chisholm allowed, and seldom could he snatch a few days to run down into the country. His presence in or near town was required always for passing reports; he had to sign here, initial there, and control in a great measure one of the greatest and most important departments of the State.

It is generally understood by Parliament that answers to questions put to the Foreign Under-secretary are prescribed by his Chief, His Majestys Principal Secretary. Palmerston would never allow an Under-Secretary to answer a supplementary question until his superior had dictated the reply. But under the Gladstone régime this rule was gradually relaxed; and such confidence did Lord Stockbridge place in Chisholms discretion and power to fence with the Opposition, that, although he was required to meet his Chief at the Foreign Office between the hours of twelve and two each Parliamentary day, he was allowed a practically free hand. Years ago under-secretaries were but the mouthpieces of their chiefs. Old Parliamentary hands recollect seeing Sir William Harcourt at the far end of the Treasury Bench pass the word to Sir Edward Grey at the other end not to answer a supplementary question until he had consulted Lord Rosebery; and once when Lord Edmond Fitzmaurice asked for notice of a supplementary question so that he might consult Earl Granville, the Opposition jeered, and Mr Gladstone jumped up to declare that Lord Edmond Fitzmaurice had done so by his orders. That, however, was all of the past. Dudley Chisholm was entirely in the confidence of the Marquess of Stockbridge. He relied upon him.

In that sombre old room where the firelight danced upon the rows and rows of heavy volumes written in days long past, he sat within the zone of the green-shaded reading-lamp, his attention absorbed by some official reports. They were evidently of an unusual nature, for of a sudden an exclamation of profound surprise escaped him, and with growing eagerness he scanned page after page of those written lines.

I dont believe it! he exclaimed, speaking to himself. It cant be true! My secret is still safe. It cannot possibly be revealed any more than the dead can speak. And yet cock-and-bull stories do not usually emanate from that quarter. Its certainly startling enough — and if true — well—

He rose from his chair and thoughtfully paced the room, his hands locked behind his back, as was his habit when thinking deeply. The statement contained in the despatch had alarmed him. He scented danger, and his brow was clouded. The whole thing was so unexpected and so extraordinary that he could scarcely credit it, although the signature to the despatch was that of his Chief, Lord Stockbridge. The matter was one demanding his immediate attention, and yet he had allowed the despatch to remain unopened all day.

Up and down the polished floor he paced, plunged in apprehensive reflections. It appeared that after he had left the Foreign Office on the previous day the Minister had attended there and had sent him that startling despatch under seal. He paused at the table, and taking up the envelope for the first time discovered that it had not been through the post.

Then he touched the bell, and of the man who entered he asked:

Did a messenger from London leave anything for me this morning, Riggs?

Yes, sir. Two official letters, sir. He arrived at six oclock, and I placed the letters on the breakfast-table.

Oh, very well, his master answered. You signed the receipt?

Yes, sir. It was Mr Forbes who brought them, sir. He said he couldnt wait till you came down as he was driving back to Shrewsbury to catch the eight-ten up to London.

He didnt say they were important, or make any remark?

No, sir.

Very well. And then the man, a smart, middle-aged servant in the Chisholm livery, withdrew.

Curious — very curious! exclaimed Dudley in a low, half-frightened whisper when the man had closed the door. Its certainly a matter that requires the most searching investigation, otherwise we shall infallibly find ourselves checkmated, Lord Stockbridge writes. I wonder what it can all mean? Even Stockbridge himself doesnt see any light through it, apparently.

Again he read the puzzling document, which bore the signature known to every court of Europe as that of the greatest of living statesmen. It bore a postscript also, written by his lordships own quill: When read, please destroy.

He replaced it on the table, and, crossing to the ancient hearth where the big logs were burning, he stood motionless, gazing blankly at the fire.

The words he read had aroused within him a suspicion — a grave, terrible, awful suspicion. In those moments of deep contemplation he looked fully ten years older. His hand rested upon the high overmantel of black oak, on which was a carved representation of the simple coat of the Shropshire Chisholms, azure, a chevron, or between three water-bougets argent. His brow rested upon his arm as he gazed at the glowing logs. Truth to tell, that confidential document had caused a flood of recollections to surge through his brain — recollections whose return he did not desire. He had vainly thought the past all buried, and had forgiven and forgotten his enemy. But, reading between the lines of that despatch, he saw that this ghost of the past had again arisen. Lord Stockbridge had, of course, no suspicion of the truth. The confidential communication had been made to him in the ordinary course of events, in order that he might institute secret inquiries in certain quarters, and ascertain the feeling of certain influential members in the House.

But if the truth became known? He set his jaws hard, and a deep sigh escaped him. He dared not contemplate the result. It would mean for him ruin, ignominy, shame.

He passed his hot hand wearily across his brow, pushing the thick dark hair from his forehead.

The dead silence was broken by a low groan — a groan of despair and penitence.

God! he gasped. Surely the truth cannot possibly be known? How can it? No, he went on, murmuring to himself. Bah! Im timid — thoughts of it always unnerve me. And yet from this it seems very much as if some secret enemy had waited through these years until I had attained position and popularity in order to strike, to crush, to ruin me for ever!

He was silent again, silent for many minutes. He stood quite motionless, still gazing into the fire.

But dare I face exposure? he asked himself, his hoarse whisper sounding strangely in that old room. No. A thousand times no! No — impossible! A thousand times no! Id prefer death. Yes, suicide. It would be the only way. Death is far preferable to dishonour.

He saw it all — he who could read between those lines. He detected the hand of some secret enemy uplifted against him — an enemy who, he did not doubt, held that secret which through the past six years had been the skeleton in his cupboard. In the esteem of men he had risen rapidly, until to-day he was declared to be one of the shrewdest of Englands legislators, fulfilling all the traditions of his ancient and honourable house. And through out these six years he had striven, and striven, always with an idea of atonement for his cardinal sin; always working in the interests of the nation he had resolved to serve.

How strange it was that His Majestys Foreign Minister should have actually communicated this to him, of all men! But man works half his own doom, and circumstance the other half. Cest toujours le destin.

In his despair there had arisen before him that grim and hideous ghost of the past which had always overshadowed the later years of his life; that incident which he constantly feared might come to light to destroy the position he had created, to wreck his popularity, and to cause his name to be synonymous with all that was base, treacherous, and ignominious. For the fault he had committed — a grave offence which he knew could never be humanly forgiven — he had endeavoured to atone to the best of his ability. Other young men of his wealth would have probably married and taken their ease; but with that secret deep in his heart he had worked and striven for his countrys good, prompted by a desire not merely to become popular, but to accomplish something by means of which to make amends.

Men had, of course, never rightly understood his motives. They had believed him to be one of a motley crowd of place-seekers, whose brilliant oratory had fortunately brought him into the front rank, though this was certainly far from being the case Popularity had been heaped upon him as an entirely unwelcome reward. He always declared within himself that he merited nothing — absolutely nothing; and this belief accounted for his utter indifference to the plaudits of the public or the praise bestowed upon him by his Party. He was endeavouring to work out his atonement and make reparation — that was all.

Try as he would, however, he could not put aside the grave suggestion that some secret enemy was preparing a coup beneath which he must fall. The disquieting despatch from Constantinople seemed to portend this. It was a presage of his downfall. To endeavour to prove his innocence, to try to withstand the storm of indignation that must certainly sweep over England, or to prevent exposure of the truth, spelt futility. He was helpless — utterly helpless against the onsweeping tide of retribution.

The marquess urged that he — the very man concerned in the disreputable affair — should make secret inquiry into the truth of the report. Was not that a freak of Fate? Surely Nemesis was already upon him. What could he reply to that despatch? How could he act?

Many men grudged him his position and the fame he had won. And yet, would they envy him if they were aware of the terrible truth — if they were aware of that awful secret ever burdening his conscience?

Suddenly, as though some fresh thought had occurred to him, he crossed to the opposite side of the room, and, pressing against one of the shelves filled with old brown-covered folios, opened a part which concealed a small safe embedded deeply in the wall, hidden from even the keenest eyes in a manner that could scarcely have been improved. From his watch-chain he selected a key, opened the safe and took from one of its drawers a large official-looking envelope. Walking back to the light of the table, he drew out a piece of thin transparent tracing-paper which he opened and spread upon the blotting-pad.

Upon this paper a letter in a strange, almost microscopic hand, had been traced. This he read carefully, apparently weighing every word. Twice he went over it, almost as though he wished to commit it to memory; then, with a hard look upon his dark features, he replaced it in the envelope, sealed it with a stick of black wax and put it once more in the safe. From the same drawer he extracted a second paper, folded in a small square. With this in his hand he walked toward the nearest window, so as to be in the best light for his purpose. When he was satisfied in this regard, he undid the packet. It contained a curl of fair hair bound together with sewing silk of a faded pink.

As he looked upon it tears welled up into his eyes. That lock of hair brought back to him memories, bitter and tender memories which he always tried to forget, though in vain. Before him arose a womans face, pale, fair, with eyes of that deep childlike blue which always proclaims purity of soul. He saw her before him in her simple dress of white linen — a vision of sweet and perfect beauty. The words she had spoken in her gentle voice seemed once again to fall upon his ears with the music that had so invariably charmed him. He remembered what she had said to him — he recollected the whole of that conversation, although years had passed since it had been held. He found it impossible to prevent his thoughts from wandering back to the tender grace of a day that was dead, when, beside the sea, he had for a few hours enjoyed a calm and sunny paradise, which had too quickly changed into a wilderness barren of both roses and angels.

He sighed; and down his cheek there crept a single tear. Then he raised the tiny lock of hair to his lips.

May God cherish her always — always, he murmured.

Twice he kissed the lock of hair before, with every sign of reluctance, returning it to the packet and replacing it in the steel drawer. Superstitious persons believe that ill-fortune follows the possession of hair; but Chisholm was never superstitious. This curl, which at rare intervals he was in the habit of taking from its secret hiding-place, always carried his memory back to those brief days when, for the second time in his life, he had experienced perfect happiness. It was an outward and visible sign of a love that had once burned fiercely within two hearts.

He had just locked the safe and hidden it in the usual manner, when Benthall burst into the library, and said in a merry tone of voice:

Ive come just to see what youre doing, old fellow. The gong went half an hour ago and the colonel says hes got a ravenous appetite. The soup will be cold.

He had walked across to the table, and stood beside it ready dressed for dinner.

I — oh! I was busy, his host answered. A lot of official correspondence from the Foreign Office, you know — things I ought to have seen to this morning instead of shooting. Correspondence always crowds upon me if I go out of town even for a couple of days.

But youve done now — havent you? asked his guest, glancing at the littered table.

Just finished. But Im awfully sorry to have kept you fellows waiting. The colonels so infernally prompt at feeding-time. They say at the Junior that he doesnt vary five minutes at dinner once in six months.

Well, come along, old fellow. Dont wait to finish. He seated himself on the edge of the big writing-table while Dudley busied himself in replacing some letters he had taken from the steel despatch-box which accompanied him everywhere.

Smoking a cigarette, and swinging his legs easily, Benthall waited while his host — who had pointed out that he could not leave confidential documents open for the servants to pry into — straightened his papers, and put them together with the communications littering the table, in the box, afterwards locking it.

Only one was left on the table, the despatch which Lord Stockbridge had ordered him to destroy. This he carried to the fire, lit one corner, and held it until it was all consumed, afterwards destroying the tinder with the poker.

Whats that youre so careful to burn? asked Benthall, interested.

Oh, nothing, my dear Harry — nothing, answered the Under-Secretary in a nonchalant manner. Only a despatch.

From Stockbridge, or one of the other Ministers, I suppose?

Yes.

But why did you burn it?

In order that it shouldnt fall into anybody elses hands.

Something very confidential, then?

Yes, something extremely confidential, answered Chisholm. But come along, old fellow, lets go to dinner, or the colonel will never forgive me.


Chapter Eight.

Shows a Politician and a Policy.
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DUDLEY CHISHOLM, WITH the excuse that his presence was urgently required at the Foreign Office, returned to town by the first train on the following day, leaving the colonel and Benthall to continue their sport. He would probably return in a couple of days, he said, but Lord Stockbridge wished to explain to him the line of policy which he intended to adopt towards France, with a view to lessening the tension between the two nations, and to give him certain instructions as to the conduct of the forthcoming debate in the House.

As both his guests understood that a man holding such a position was liable at any moment to be called up to town, they made the best of their disappointment, wished him good luck when the time came for his departure, and went out with the head-keeper for a days sport in Parnholt Wood.

That same afternoon, in the fading light, the Under-Secretary was closeted with his Chief, the Most Noble the Marquess of Stockbridge, K.G., Prime Minister of England, and Her Majestys Principal Secretary of State, in his private room at Downing Street.

Next to the Sovereign, this tall, thin-faced, grey-bearded man, with the rather ascetic, aquiline features and keen dark eyes that age had not dimmed, was the most potent personage in the British Empire. The room in which he was sitting at the big pedestal writing-table was on the first floor of the Foreign Office, a spacious apartment, solidly furnished and of a very business-like appearance. In that room Ambassadors and Envoys Plenipotentiary had discussed matters of such importance, in such a way, that if those walls had ears to listen and tongues to repeat, the whole of Europe would have been in arms on many an occasion. Placed as far from the door as possible, the most conspicuous object in the room was the Prime Ministers table, standing on the right, close to the fireplace of black and white marble, with a plain, gilt-framed mirror above, and one of those ordinary square marble clocks which may be found in almost every middle-class dining-room. In a small bookcase close to his lordships left hand was a library of reference works; while to his right, in the centre of the apartment, was a round table covered with books, where the current issue of the Times was lying.

In front of the great statesman was a long lounge, upholstered in dark green leather, as was the rest of the furniture, and upon the wall behind the lounge a rack containing a large number of maps. Two or three deep armchairs, a couple of other tables and several revolving bookcases completed the furniture of the private room of the head of the Cabinet. At the table sat the marquess toying idly with his quill, while upon the leather-covered lounge before him sat Chisholm, the Under-secretary of State for Foreign Affairs.

They were alone, with the door closed against intruders. The greyness of the short afternoon had become more and more pronounced during their conversation, and as neither had risen to switch on the electric light the room was in semi-darkness. Chisholm was thankful, for he was uneasy, and feared that his face might betray him to that keen and practised statesman beneath whose calm gaze many a diplomatist, whether British or foreign, had so often trembled. A rather cold, but exceedingly courteous man, Lord Stockbridge always spoke with slow deliberation, and with a gentleness that one would scarcely have expected from a man of such an austere manner. He was an autocrat both at the Foreign Office and in the Cabinet, always ruling with a firm hand, exhibiting a strange individualism in responsibility, bestowing but little praise upon any of Britains hard-working representatives abroad; but he was a patriot, and every inch a gentleman. Representatives of certain of the Powers at the Court of St. James held him in dread — they even hated him, because of his integrity, his calm dignity, and his shrewd foresight. They knew that he was not a man to be tricked, and that in his anger the British lion showed its teeth.

To this rather melancholy man with the grave face and the quick dark eyes the British nation chiefly owed the retention of its position as the first Power in the world. During his fifteen years of office the European outlook had, times without number, been of a grim blackness, and the war-cloud had hovered on the political horizon almost incessantly; yet, by means of his careful statesmanship and the marvellous tact and finesse constantly exhibited by him, this splendid politician had succeeded in piloting the ship of state into quieter waters.

Like his trusted Under-Secretary, he was a man who hated popularity, although he was equally popular in England and throughout the great Empire oversea. He detested cheap notoriety; he always declared that he left that sort of thing to the Opposition benches. In a word, he was an honest, straightforward, patriotic Englishman, the most trusted of Her Majestys Ministers, and the greatest living statesman in Europe.

Had he not acted with firmness and discretion, as well as with quick foresight, Great Britain would a dozen times have been at war with her jealous neighbours. More than once conspiracies, deeply laid and skilfully engineered, had been in progress in some diplomatic circles for the purpose of inveigling England into hostilities; but his power of keen penetration and swift deduction had caused the efforts of our enemies to be thwarted and they themselves to be discomfited by some remarkable coup in quite another direction. It was the cackling cry of certain leader-writers that English diplomacy was abortive, that other nations left us behind in the race, and that our Ambassadors and Ministers were merely bunglers. These prophets (hired at the rate of two guineas a column) always conveniently overlooked the fact that the world virtually owed its peace and consequent prosperity to the thin-faced, rather haggard-looking, man who was the personal friend, confidant and adviser of his venerated and peace-loving Sovereign.

He sat there in the half light twisting his quill in his thin hands, a sign that he was puzzled.

The situation is undoubtedly critical, Chisholm, he said in a low voice. I confess I cannot make it out in the least. The whole thing appears to me an enigma at present.

Have you received no further despatch from Vienna? inquired the Under-Secretary.

Yes. One came through in cipher a couple of hours ago. But it tells us nothing. Farncombe is apparently without information.

The younger man breathed more freely. He had feared that the truth was already known. Up to the present, then, he was safe; but the tension was terrible. He did not know from one moment to another by what avenue his exposure, which would mean his inevitable degradation and ruin, would come. A despatch from Lord Farncombe, the British Ambassador at Vienna, revealing the truth, would be his death-warrant, for he had determined to commit suicide rather than face the terrible exposure that would necessarily ensue were his secret to become known.

By making a supreme effort he had succeeded in carrying on this private consultation with his chief without betraying undue apprehension. He had shown some alarm, it is true, but the marquess put this down to his natural anxiety in regard to the serious complications in Europe which, as it seemed, had been created by what had so mysteriously leaked out from Vienna and Constantinople.

I cant understand why Farncombe has not some information on the matter, his lordship went on deliberately, almost as though he were speaking to himself. Its scandalous that we should be working entirely in the dark. But for the present we must wait. Our only chance of success is to keep our own counsel and not show our hand. We are weak in this affair, Chisholm, horribly weak. If the Opposition got wind of it we should have a poor chance, Im afraid. Its just what theyve been longing for these three years.

But they must know nothing! exclaimed. Chisholm quickly. If the secret of our weakness comes out, all Europe will be ablaze.

Exactly, thats just what I fear! the Minister answered. It must be kept from them at all hazards. You are the only man in London besides myself who has the slightest inkling of the situation. You will, of course, regard it as strictly confidential.

Absolutely.

And you destroyed the despatch I sent you to Wroxeter?

I burnt it.

Good! exclaimed the marquess, leaning both elbows upon the table and looking across again at the man sitting there in the falling darkness. And now we must form some plan of action. We must save the situation. Have you anything to suggest?

I really dont know what to suggest, Dudley faltered. The whole affair is so mysterious, and we seem to have nothing to go upon. To me, it doesnt seem possible that our friends in Constantinople have suddenly turned antagonistic.

Certainly not. Our relations with the Porte are excellent — and you can tell the House so. It is that very fact which puzzles me. The only solution of the enigma, as far as I can see, is that it is the outcome of that dastardly betrayal to Russia of our policy towards the Porte a year or two ago. You will recollect it, and how nearly it resulted in war?

Yes, answered Dudley in a faltering voice, I remember it. Then he added quickly, as though to change the subject: As far as I can see, the conspiracy is being worked from one of the other capitals.

Her Majestys Under-Secretary knew the truth, but made a clever pretence of being no less mystified than his chief.

Perhaps so, perhaps so, the great statesman remarked. But this affair shows that there is once again a desperate attempt being made against us — from what quarter we are unable at present to detect.

Rome is not the centre of activity, I feel sure, Chisholm observed. We only see its effect there.

An effect which may alienate us from Italy at any moment. With the Saracco Government in power there, matters are by no means upon a firm basis.

But Rathmore is one of our best men. Hell surely see that such a contretemps does not occur.

Difficult — my dear Chisholm, replied the grey-haired Minister. Diplomacy is often as difficult in Rome as it is in Petersburg. The undercurrents against us are quite as many. The Powers are jealous of Italys friendship towards us and of her resolve to assist us in the Mediterranean if necessary. That is the whole crux of the matter. Happily, they are not aware of the terms I made with Rudini two years ago, or the war-cloud would probably have burst some time back. We cant afford to risk hostilities while Italy is so weak. In two years her new armaments will be complete, and then—

And then we shall be able to defy them, added the Under-Secretary with a smile.

The great Minister rubbed his gold-framed glasses and nodded in the affirmative.

But the most curious aspect of this sudden development — if the information is correct, as we suppose it to be — is the apparent boldness of the diplomatic move on the part of the Porte, the elder man went on. It is an absolute enigma how they dare to attempt such a coup without being absolutely certain of success.

But how could they be? queried the Under-secretary in a strained voice.

Only by the possession of secret information, the other replied. It is the outcome of our base betrayal five years ago.

Surely nothing further has leaked out! exclaimed the man seated upon the leather-covered lounge.

No. There are spies in London — a crowd of them. Melville from Scotland Yard handed me a list of twenty or so of the interesting gentlemen last week. But we have nothing to fear from them — absolutely nothing. What I dread is that there is a traitor here, in my own Department.

Then what is your private opinion?

Well, said the great man, still slowly twisting his quill between his fingers, it seems to me, Chisholm, very much as though the person who is responsible for this clever move to checkmate our influence in the Mediterranean, like the man who betrayed us before, knows our secret, and is possessed of absolute self-confidence. He evidently knows of the agreement made five years ago, or else he possesses influence in some quarter or other which may prove detrimental to us.

Dudley Chisholm held his breath. Truth lived in the last words that had fallen from the lips of his chief. The man responsible for the remarkable coup that had been forecasted from Vienna did indeed possess influence — over himself — an influence for life or death. After a great effort he contrived to remain calm, and, in a voice which to him sounded cavernous in that great room, he merely said:

Yes. I thoroughly agree with your theory — thoroughly.

Then in that case, Chisholm, you must make a distinct statement in the House to-morrow regarding our policy abroad and the defence of the Empire. If the coup is really attempted, we must have public opinion entirely with us. This is not a party matter. You follow me?

Entirely. I will have a supplementary question put to-morrow, and reply to it.

Speak fearlessly and straight to the point. Assure the House that at this moment we are in a stronger position than we ever were, and that our allies are eager to assist us whenever war may break out. Hint at certain secret understandings with regard to the Mediterranean, and also at an Anglo-American alliance. I detest to play this game, but it is necessary — highly necessary, having regard to the extreme gravity of the outlook.

Very well, replied Chisholm, rising, anxious to escape from that astute mans presence before his pallid face should confess a part of the truth. I will carry out your instructions. I quite understand the line to be adopted — one of nonchalance and self-satisfaction.

And then, after a brief conversation upon other topics, the Under-Secretary, when he had switched on the light for his chief, walked out, and went down the great staircase into Downing Street.


Chapter Nine.

Defines the Dazzling Degradation.
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AT QUESTION-TIME ON the following afternoon Dudley Chisholm, as mouthpiece of the Foreign Office, rose to reply to a very pointed and seemingly awkward supplementary question put to him by an obscure Member. There was a big House, and owing to the continual allegations of Englands unpreparedness made by the alarmist section of the Press, the answer was listened to with almost breathless interest.

The man who stood there addressing the House affected a calmness which he certainly did not feel. He knew not but that at any moment some Member of the Opposition might rise and there publicly show him up as a political impostor, a man who was sailing under false colours, and who knew of Englands danger yet dare not speak because to do so would be to expose his own crime. Nevertheless, even though the terrible tension had worked havoc with him throughout the long night, preventing him from sleeping and causing him to tramp for hours the deserted streets of London, he stood there speaking in his well-known deliberate manner, from time to time making home-thrusts at his political opponents, and eloquently assuring the House and the public that the Empire was safe from attack.

In the course of his brilliant reply he deprecated the popular assumption that in diplomacy we were always left behind, and hinted, as Lord Stockbridge had instructed him to do, at certain secret agreements which, having been of late effected, placed England in an almost invulnerable position. Never during the century, he declared, had Great Britain been on more amicable terms with her neighbours, and never had her position as the first among nations been more secure. Then he went on to speak of the two great tasks Her Majestys Ministers had themselves undertaken — the task of drawing all members of this vast Empire, all the dependencies of the crown in every quarter of the world, into a close and more organic unity, and the task of providing adequate defences for this great Empire. He admitted that it was sometimes held abroad that this awakening on our part to the obligations of Empire denoted a new spirit of antagonism in this country towards the legitimate aims and aspirations of European Powers. That was not so. The spirit in which we took up our portion of the task was not one of antagonism, but of generous emulation, with a view to seeing which of the favoured nations of the world could do most in the shortest time to perform the duty owed by them to the countries still oppressed by savagery, barbarism, or imperfect civilisation. That spirit was embodied in a certain secret agreement which he could not, of course, mention. The tasks he had spoken of could not be undertaken by their opponents, who in essential questions were distracted and apathetic. While the Government would foster true Imperialism, they would not neglect social and domestic legislation. The Opposition were living on the ghosts of the past and amid the tombs of dead policies.

As he resumed his seat there was an outburst of applause. The country had long been waiting for some reassuring declaration from the Government, and this, flashed by the wires from the Press Gallery above, would in a few hours have the effect of allaying any public misgivings.

But Chisholm, having performed his duty, gathered up his papers and at once left the House. In the Lobby one or two men congratulated him, but he only smiled that rather melancholy smile they knew so well.

The House of Commons nowadays is not such an austere assembly as it was even a decade ago. True, Members are sometimes called to St. Stephens in October and November, and thus have their vacation plans for Cairo or the Riviera considerably disarranged; yet the patriotic M.P. now finds the House the best and cheapest club in London, where he can, if he chooses, live upon ninepenny steaks and drink gin at twopence a glassful! Indeed, nowadays there seems more dining than politics, and more brilliant entertaining than brilliant oratory. There are many distinct coteries in the House, as there must always be among men divided in political opinion, but the coterie of entertainers is quite definite and distinct. Its members are those who have entered upon a Parliamentary career as a gentlemans due. They are the political drones. They rarely, if ever, speak, but with their many smart lady-guests support the social side of Parliament right royally. Harry Benthall was one of these butterflies among legislators. When he spoke, the subject was usually connected with the personal comfort of Members. Among the boiled-shirt brigade was a man who had sat in the House for thirty years, and had only spoken once — a speech that lasted one minute; while Mr Kinnear, the Parliamentary diarist, has placed it on record that a certain gentleman representing a county division sat in three successive Governments without finding his way to the vote office! The whole life of such men is taken up in hunting for a pair. It is one of the first duties he feels he owes to himself and to his friends of the dining-room, or of that latter-day annexe to Mayfair, the Terrace. Indeed, so popular became the Terrace a couple of seasons ago that each afternoon it was crowded by grandes dames and young legislators, and flirting, tea-drinking, and strawberry-eating went on to such an extent that the merrymaking seriously threatened to stop legislation altogether. So that awe-inspiring functionary, the Serjeant-at-Arms, acting quietly but firmly, issued such orders that at homes in Parliament were suddenly discontinued, and the daily crush at Westminster became less of a public scandal.

To put it plainly, a new House has grown up. The old austerity of legislation in the days of Palmerston and Beaconsfield has nearly disappeared, and to-day the gentlemen upon whom the right to add M.P. to their name is bestowed, find to their delight that legislation is really very largely an arrangement come to between the two front Benches.

As Chisholm passed through the Lobby, pausing at Mr Pikes office to obtain some letters, some one cried Saundersons up, and all the idlers knew that the debate upon another matter had commenced, and that fun might be expected.

The Under-Secretary thrust the letters into his pocket, put on his overcoat, and walked back to the Foreign Office, where some documents were awaiting his signature, and where he had some instructions to give his secretary. On his way across Palace Yard and along Parliament Street his eyes were fixed upon the pavement, for he was deep in thought and heedless of all about him. He walked like a man in a dream.

Before long the blow must fall, he told himself. How long would it be deferred? How many days of grace would his secret enemy give him?

Hour after hour had he endeavoured to find some solution of the problem how to repel the threatened vengeance. But there seemed to be no satisfactory way — absolutely none.

A word from him to his chief might save the situation. That would mean open and complete confession. No, he could not confess to the great statesman who had reposed such entire confidence in him, and who had given him the high and responsible office he now held. He could not; he dare not face the wrath of Lord Stockbridge, of all men.

He had sinned, and must suffer. A dozen times during the past night as he had paced the silent streets of London the suggestion had occurred to him to resign everything and go abroad at once. Yet what would that avail him? To escape would be only to exhibit cowardice. The sleep from which there was no awakening was by far the best mode of release at which to aim.

Upon a seat at the kerb in Piccadilly, with a ragged outcast as companion, he had sat a full hour in the most silent watch of the night thinking the matter over. After all, he told himself, he was little better than the shivering wretch beside him.

And now, as he turned the corner of Downing Street, he sighed heavily, wondering on how many more occasions he would return to his official headquarters. Not many, alas! Nemesis was at his heels.

That night he dined at his club, the Carlton, but returned to his chambers immediately afterwards.

As he entered his sitting-room, a woman in a striking evening toilet of pale-blue, turning from the fire, rose to greet him. It was Claudia Nevill.

My dear Dudley! she cried, stretching forth both her hands to him. Ive been awaiting you for half an hour or more. Wherever have you been?

He had drawn back in annoyance at the moment when she faced him so unexpectedly. She was the last person he wished to meet at that moment.

Oh, he answered rather coldly, taking her hands in greeting, I dined at the Club. Im not very well, he added wearily.

But not too queer to go to the Duchesss ball?

The Duchesss ball? I dont understand, he said, looking at her puzzled.

Why, surely you keep a note of your engagements, or Wrey does for you? Its quite three weeks ago since we arranged to go there together.

To go where?

Why, to the Duchess of Penarths ball. You of course remembered that she asked us both, and we promised. You had a card, no doubt.

Perhaps I had, he said blankly, for he received so many invitations that he always left it to Wrey, his private secretary, to attend to the resulting correspondence. He had gone little into society, except when Claudia Nevill took him as her escort.

Perhaps? she exclaimed. Why, whatever is the matter with you, Dudley? Youve not been at all yourself for some days past. Now, tell me — do.

He was silent for a few moments.

I told you when I was last at Albert Gate, he said at length very seriously. I thought my words were quite plain, Claudia.

You spoke all sorts of absurd things about scandals and gossip, she laughed, reseating herself and motioning him to a chair on the opposite side of the fireplace. But you were not yourself, so I didnt take any heed of it.

I told you exactly what I intended doing, he answered, standing before her, with his back to the fire. I am surprised to find you here.

And who has been putting all these absurd ideas into your head, my dear Dudley? asked the brilliant woman in the magnificent Dôeuillet ball toilette. You know that we love each other, so whats the use of kicking against the pricks? Now go and put on a dress-coat and a pair of gloves and take me to Penarth House, theres a good fellow — the Duchess expects us.

Her Grace doesnt expect me, for I declined.

You declined! cried his fair companion. Why?

Wrey declined. He has recently had orders from me to decline all such invitations. Dances only bore me. Im too much occupied with official business.

Official business! Bosh! Leave it alone for a time and enjoy yourself. You are really becoming quite the old crony.

Better that than — well, than to be one of the set who were down at Fernhurst Abbey.

She glanced at him swiftly, with a curious, half-apprehensive look.

At Fernhurst? What do you mean?

I mean, Claudia, that there were certain incidents at Fernhurst which do not reflect much credit upon either the man or the woman.

And I am the woman, of course?

He nodded.

And the man? Name him.

A certain foreigner.

Ah! she laughed lightly. So youve heard all about it already. You mean the Grand-Duke. He was such fun, such a soft-headed fool. He actually thought himself in love with me.

And you allowed him to entertain that impression. I know the whole of the facts, he said harshly.

What you know is, I presume, some absurd tittle-tattle about us, she replied, a shadow of annoyance upon her face.

I know sufficient, Claudia, to cause me to alter my opinion regarding you, he answered very gravely.

Oh! so you would condemn me unheard? That is unlike you, Dudley. I cannot think chivalry and justice are dead in you.

I condemn you, he said quickly, looking straight at her. I condemn you for casting aside all your womanly instincts in this mad craze of yours to lead society and retain your position as a so-called smart woman. You cannot see that smartness is merely a synonym for fastness, and that you are rapidly flinging your reputation to the winds.

That, my dear Dudley, is a stale story. You have already told me so before. Without offence to you, I would point out that my reputation is entirely my own affair.

It concerns me, as well as yourself, he blurted out. You cannot afford to run the risks you are running. You love distinction, Claudia, and that is a passion of a deep and dangerous nature. In a man that passion is ambition. In a woman it is a selfish desire to stand apart from the many; to be, as far as is possible, unique; to enjoy what she does enjoy and to appropriate the tribute which society offers her, without caring a rap for the sisterhood to which she belongs. To be the idol of society is synonymous with being the butt of ridicule and of scandal, especially to all who have failed in the same career.

Oh, she laughed, you are such a funny old philosopher, Dudley. You grow worse and worse.

I know this, he went on, that no sooner does a woman begin to feel herself a leader of society, as you are at this moment, than she finds in her daily path innumerable temptations, of which she had never before dreamed. Her exalted position is maintained, not by the universal suffrage of her friends, for at least one-half of them would tear her down from her pedestal, if they were able, but by the indefatigable exercise of ingenuity in the way of evading, stooping, conciliating, deceiving; as well as by a continued series of efforts to be cheerful when depressed, witty when absolutely dull, and animated, brilliant, and amusing when disappointed, weary, or distressed.

Oh, she cried impatiently, I thought we had enough of moralising the last time we met! And now you want to re-open the old question.

No, Claudia, he answered, placing his hand tenderly upon her shoulder, which was covered only by the strap of pale-blue embroidered satin which held her handsome corsage. I only want to show you plainly how in a woman simplicity of heart cannot be allied to ambition. The woman who aspires to be the idol of her fellows, as you do, must be satisfied to lose this lily from her wreath. And when a womans simplicity of heart is gone, then she is no longer faithful as a wife or safe as a friend. Her fame is, after all, nothing more than dazzling degradation.


Chapter Ten.

Makes Plain a Womans Duty.
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AND ALL THAT philosophy is directed against me? she asked, looking up at him seriously.

It is only just that you should see yourself, Claudia, as others see you, he said in a more sympathetic tone of voice. It pains me to have to speak like this; to criticise your actions as though I were a man old enough to be your grandfather. But I merely want to point out what is the unvarnished truth.

All of us have our failings, she declared with a pout. You tell me this because you want to sever your connection with me. Why not admit the truth?

No. I tell you this because a woman who seeks to occupy the place you now occupy is exposed to the pitiless gaze of admiration; but little respect, and no love is blended with it. I speak frankly, and say that, however much you have gained in name, in rank, in fortune, you have suffered as a woman.

How?

Shall I tell you the actual truth?

Certainly. You will not offend me, I assure you, she replied in a cynical tone, coquettishly placing her small foot in its neat silk stocking upon the fender.

Well, Claudia, he said, to tell you the truth, you are no longer the simple-hearted, intelligent, generous, frank and true woman I once knew.

Really? You are extremely flattering! she exclaimed. She began to see that her ruse of boldly returning to him as she had done and waiting him there, even in defiance of old Parsons, was of no avail.

I do not speak with any desire to hurt your feelings, Claudia, he went on. I know my words are harsh ones, but I cannot remain a spectator of your follies without reproving you.

You would compel me to return to the deadly dulness of tennis, tea-table gossip, church-decorating and country life in cotton blouses and home-made skirts — eh? Thank you; I object. I had quite sufficient of that at Winchester.

I have no right to compel you to do anything, he answered. I only suggest moderation, in your own interests. On every side I hear scandalous stories into which your name is introduced.

And you believe them? she asked quickly. You, my friend, believe all these lying inventions of my enemies?

I believe nothing of which I have no proof.

Then you believe in what is really proved?

Yes.

In that case you must believe that, even though I possess all the defects which you have enumerated, I nevertheless love you?

In womans true love, he said slowly, emphasising every word, there is mingled the trusting dependence of a child, for she always looks up to man as her protector and her guide. Man, let him love as he may, has an existence which lies outside the orbit of his affections. He has his worldly interests, his public character, his ambition, his competition with other men — but the woman of noble mind centres all in that one feeling of affection.

Really? She laughed flippantly, toying with her bracelets. This is a most erudite discourse. It would no doubt edify the House if one night you introduced the subject of love. Youve grown of late to be quite a philosopher, my dear Dudley. Politics and that horrid old Foreign Office have entirely spoilt you.

No, you misunderstand me, he went on, deeply in earnest. I merely want to place before you the utter folly of your present actions — all these flirtations about which people in our rank are always talking.

Ah! she laughed; because youre jealous. Somebody has been telling you, no doubt, that the Grand-Duke was always at my side at Fernhurst, and probably embellished the story until it forms a very nice little tit-bit of scandal.

Well, is it not true that this foreigner was with you so constantly that it became a matter of serious comment?

I dont deny it. Why should I? He was very amusing, and if I found him so I cannot see why people should presume to criticise me. If I had a husband I might be called upon to answer to him, but as poor Dick is dead I consider myself perfectly free.

Yes, but not to make a fool of yourself by openly inviting people to cast mud at you, he burst forth impatiently.

Upon that point, Dudley, we shall never agree, so let us drop the subject, she replied, treating his criticisms airily and with utter indifference. I shall please myself, just as I have always done.

I have no doubt you will. That is what I regret, for when a woman loses her integrity and self-respect, she is indeed pitiable and degraded.

Really! she cried; you are in a most delightful mood, Im sure. What has upset you? Tell me, and then Ill forgive you.

Nothing has upset me — except your visit, he answered quite frankly.

Then I am unwelcome here?

While you continue to follow the absurd course you have of late chosen, you are.

Thank you, she replied. You are at least candid.

We have been friends, and you have, I think, always found me honest and outspoken, Claudia.

Yes, but I have never before known you to treat me in this manner, she answered with sudden hauteur. The other day you declared your intention of severing our friendship, but I did not believe you.

Why?

Because I knew that we loved each other.

No, he said in a hard tone, do not let us speak of love. Speak of it to those men who dance attendance upon you everywhere, but with me, Claudia, be as frank as I am with you.

Dudley! It is cruel of you to speak like this! she cried with a sudden outburst of emotion, for she now saw quite plainly that the power she once exerted over him had disappeared.

Chisholm had been sadly disillusioned. During the past few weeks the bitter truth had gradually been forced upon him. Instead of remaining a real, dignified, high-minded woman of unblemished integrity, Claudia Nevill had grown callous and artificial, and in other ways hostile to true womanhood. But Dudley had always admired her, and once she had been his ideal.

He had admired her simplicity of heart. Unquestionably that is a great charm in a woman, though not a charm so illuminating as integrity, because it consists more in the ignorance of evil, and, consequently, of temptation, than in the possession of principle strong enough to withstand both. In the days before her marriage her simplicity of heart was the child of that unruffled serenity of soul which suspects no mischief to be lurking beneath the fair surface of things — which trusts, confides and is happy in this confidence, because it has never been deceived, and because it has never learned that most fatal of all arts, the mystery of deceiving others.

But all was now changed. She was no longer the Claudia of old. She had degenerated into a smart, brilliant woman, full of arts and subterfuges, with no thoughts beyond her engagements, her toilettes, and her vainglorious triumphs.

I have only spoken what I feel, Claudia! exclaimed the man still standing before her. I have no power to compel you to heed my warning.

Oh, do let us drop the subject, my dear Dudley! she cried impatiently. This lecture of yours upon my duty towards society may surely be continued on another occasion. Let us go along to the Duchesss. As Ive already said, the House has entirely spoilt you.

I dont wish to continue the discussion. Indeed, Ive said all that I intend saying. My only regret is that you are heedless of my words — that you are blind to the truth, and have closed your ears to all this gossip.

Let them gossip. What does it matter to me? Now to you, of course, it matters considerably. You cant afford to imperil your official position by allowing all this chatter to go on. I quite understand that.

And yet you come here to-night and ask me to take you to the Duchesss? he said.

For the last time, Dudley, she answered, looking up at him with that sweet, sympathetic look of old. This is the last of our engagements, and it is an odd fancy of mine that you should take me to the ball — for the last time.

Yes, he repeated hoarsely, in a deep voice full of meaning; for the last time, Claudia.

You speak as though you were doomed to some awful fate, she remarked, looking up at him with a puzzled expression on her face. Little did the giddy woman think that her words, like the sword of the angel at the entrance to Paradise, were double-edged.

Oh, he said, rousing himself and endeavouring to smile, I didnt know. Forgive me.

Youve changed somehow, Dudley, she said, rising. She went near to him and took his hand tenderly. Why dont you tell me what is the matter? Something is troubling you. What is it?

You are, for one thing, he answered promptly, looking straight into her splendid eyes. As she stood there in that beautiful gown, with the historic pearls of the Nevills upon her white neck, Dudley thought he had never seen her look so magnificent. Well might she be called the Empress of Mayfair.

But why trouble your head about me? she asked in a low, musical voice, pressing his hand tenderly. You have worries enough, no doubt.

The stories I hear on every hand vex me horribly.

You are jealous of that man who was at the Meldrums house-party. Its useless to deny it. Well, perhaps I was foolish, but if I promise never to see him again, will you forgive me?

It is not for me to forgive, he said in an earnest voice. I have, I suppose, no right to criticise your actions, or to exact any promises.

Yes, Dudley, you, of all men, have that right, she answered, her beautiful breast, stirred by emotion, rising and falling quickly. All that you have just said is, I know, just and honest; and it comes straight from your heart. You have spoken to me as you would to your own sister — and, well, I thank you for your good advice.

And will you not promise to follow it? he asked, taking her other hand. Will you not promise me, your oldest man friend, to cut all these people and return to the simple, dignified life you led when Dick was still alive? Promise me.

And if I promise, what do you promise me in exchange? she asked. Will you make me your wife?

The look of eagerness died out of his face; he stood as rigid as one turned to stone. What was she suggesting? Only a course that they had discussed, times without number, in happier days. And yet, what could he answer, knowing well that before a few hours passed he might be compelled to take his own life, so as to escape from the public scorn which would of necessity follow upon his exposure.

I — I cant promise that, he faltered, uttering his refusal with difficulty.

She shrank from him, as if he had struck her a blow.

Then the truth is as I suspected. Some other woman has attracted you!

No, he answered in a hard voice, his dark brow clouded, no other woman has attracted me.

Then — well, to put it plainly — you believe all these scandalous tales that have been circulated about me of late? Because of these youve turned from me, and now abandon me like this!

It is not that, he protested.

Then why do you refuse to repeat your promise, when you know, Dudley, that I love you?

For a reason which I cannot tell you.

She looked at him puzzled by his reticence. He was certainly not himself. His face was bloodless, and for the first time she noticed round his eyes the dark rings caused by the insomnia of the past two nights.

Tell me, Dudley, she implored, clinging to him in dismay. Cant you see this coldness of yours is driving me to despair — killing me? Tell me the truth. What is it that troubles you?

I regret, Claudia, that I cannot tell you.

But you always used to trust me. You have never had secrets from me.

No, only this one, he answered in a dull, monotonous manner.

And is it this secret which prevents you from making the compact I have just suggested?

Yes.

It has nothing to do with any woman who has come into your life? she demanded eagerly.

No.

Will you swear that?

I swear it.

You only tell me that we cannot marry, that is all? Can I have no further explanation?

No, none.

Your decision is not owing to the scandal which you say is talked everywhere? You give your word of honour that it is not?

Yes, I give my word of honour, he answered. My inability to renew my offer of marriage is owing to a circumstance which I am powerless to control.

And you refuse to tell me its nature?

I regret, Claudia, that I must refuse, he said, pressing her hand. His lips twitched, and she saw that tears stood in his eyes. She knew that the man who had been her lover in the days of her girlhood spoke the truth when he added, This circumstance must remain my own secret.


Chapter Eleven.

Discloses an Ugly Truth.
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WITH HANDS INTERLOCKED they stood together in silence for some minutes. Neither spoke. Their hearts were full to overflowing.

This woman, whose remarkable beauty had made it possible for her to ride rough-shod over discretion, was in those moments of silence seized by remorse. She saw that he was suffering, and with a womans quick sympathy strove to alleviate his distress. In a manner that was neither hysterical nor theatrical, she carried his hand to her soft lips. Then, with a sudden burst of affection, she raised her beautiful face to his, saying:

All the hard words you have spoken, Dudley, belong entirely to the past. I only know that I love you.

He looked at her steadfastly for a few moments, then said:

No, Claudia. Our love must end. It is not fair to you that it should continue.

You desire that it should end? she asked in a strained voice.

No. I am bound to leave you by force of circumstances, he replied. We can never marry — never.

But why? I really cant understand you. Of late you have been so strange, so preoccupied, and so unusually solicitous for my good name.

Yes, he admitted, it must have struck you as strange. But I have been thinking of your future.

Did you never think of it in the past?

Of the future — when you are alone, I mean, he said gravely.

What? Are you going abroad?

He was silent again, his eyes fixed blankly upon the carpet.

Perhaps, he said at last.

And may I not go with you? she asked in a tender tone of voice.

No; that would be impossible — quite impossible. His strangely despondent state of mind puzzled her. She tried to penetrate the mystery which had so suddenly surrounded him, but was unable to see any light. She saw, however, that he was nervous and troubled, as though in fear of some dreadful catastrophe, and endeavoured by low words and soft caresses to induce him to lay bare his heart. She, who knew his every mood and every expression, had never seen him so utterly despondent or pathetic. At first she was inclined to attribute it to the failure of some move on the political chessboard; but he had assured her that such was not the case. She could only soothe him by making him feel the depth of her love.

The words she uttered recalled to him memories of days long past, recollections of the hours when innocence and youth combined to make them happy. Her voice was the same, as sweet and tender as of old; her face not less beautiful, her lips not less soft, her form just as slim and supple. Ah! how madly he had loved her in the days beyond recall!

He stood listening to her, but making no response. She was speaking of her devotion to him; of her regret that she had allowed herself to flirt with others. She did not know that her lover was hopeless and despairing — a man condemned to death by his own edict.

As she stood there, the diamonds on her wrist flashing in the lamplight, he looked at her long and earnestly, and once again marvelled at the radiant completeness of her beauty. Was there any wonder that such a woman was the leader of the smart world, or that every fad or fancy of hers should become the mode? No. She was even more lovely than in the old days at Winchester. Her splendid toilettes, often the envy of other women, suited her handsome features better even than the prim dresses she used to wear during her girlhood, and she wore jewels with the easy air of one born to the purple.

Their eyes met, and she with her womans intuition saw that he was admiring her, not less ardently than had been his custom until a week ago. In his eyes she detected a wistful look, as though he wished to lay his secret before her, yet dare not. There was a sadness, a look of blank desolation, in his face that she had never before seen there. It set her wondering.

She knew well the many grave official matters with which he was constantly called upon to deal at the Foreign Office; of the strain of speech-making in the House, and of the many weary hours spent in his private room with his secretary. Many a time he had confided to her the causes of his nervousness and gravity; and not infrequently she had been in possession of official secrets, which, unlike the majority of her sex, she always preserved, knowing well that to divulge them would seriously compromise him.

Often and often, after an exhausting evening in the House, he had come to her at Albert Gate and cast himself wearily upon the blue sofa in her own cosy boudoir, while she, sitting at his side, had tenderly smoothed his brow. It was in those quiet hours that he had made her his confidante.

She referred to those occasions, and asked him whether he believed her any less trustworthy now.

No, not at all, Claudia, he answered, speaking mechanically. You cannot understand. The secret is mine — the secret of an incident of my past.

She was silent. His words were surprising. She thought that she was aware of all his past — even of follies perpetrated when he was sowing his wild oats; but it appeared that there was one incident, the incident now troubling him, which he had always carefully concealed from her.

If the secret so closely concerns yourself, she said at last, surely I am the person who may know.

No, he replied briefly.

But you have told me many other things of a delicate nature concerning yourself — why may I not know this, and help you to bear your trouble? she asked coaxingly. However much you may despise me for my frivolity and vanity, you surely do not think me capable of betraying your confidence, do you?

No, he replied. You have never betrayed any secret I have told you, Claudia, and I have no reason to suppose you would do so now. But this matter concerns myself — only myself.

And you will tell me absolutely nothing?

I — I cannot, he declared brokenly.

A long silence again fell between the pair whose names had so long been coupled by the gossips. They certainly looked well suited to each other — he, tall, dark-faced, and undoubtedly handsome; she, brilliant and beautiful.

Dudley, dear, she murmured after a pause, placing her hand tenderly upon his arm, you are certainly not yourself to-night. You are in trouble over some small matter which your own apprehensions have unduly exaggerated. Probably youve been working too hard, or perhaps youve made a long speech to-day — have you?

I spoke this afternoon, he replied. The tone of his voice was unusually harsh.

You want a little brightness and relaxation. Let us go on to the Duchesss together, and we will waltz — perhaps for the last time.

Those words fell upon his ears with a terrible significance. Yes, it would be for the last time. In his gloomy state of mind her suggestion commended itself to him. What matter if people gossiped about them? They might surely enjoy one last evening in each others society. And how many waltzes they had had together during the past two seasons! Yet this was to be the last — actually the last.

She saw his indecision, and hastened to strengthen her argument.

Your words to-night, Dudley, have shown me plainly your intention is that we should drift apart. This being the case, you will not, Im sure, refuse me the favour I ask. You will take me to the Duchesss. My brougham is below. I told Faulkes to return at eleven, she added, as she glanced at the clock. Will you not have one last dance with me, if only as a tribute to the old happiness? She spoke in the soft and persuasive voice that always charmed him. There were tears in her wonderful eyes.

I am really in no mood for a ballroom crush, he answered. You know that I dont care for the Penarth set at any time.

I know that. But surely you will let me have my own way just once more?

Very well, he answered reluctantly, with a deep sigh. We will go, if you really wish it.

Of course! she cried gladly. She flung her arms about his neck and kissed him fervently on the lips.

Did she really love him? he wondered. And if she did, why did she act as it was reported that she had acted, flirting outrageously at all times and in all places with men whose companionship was detrimental to any womans good name? Why had she been planning for him to marry a girl who was unknown to him? No. He could not understand her in the least.

He touched the bell, and when Parsons came he ordered him to put out his dress-coat and gloves.

The old man glared at the visitor, for whom he used a title no more distinguished than that woman, and went off with a bad grace to do his masters bidding.

Parsons doesnt like me in the least, she said with a laugh. I wonder why?

Though Chisholm knew the reason, he only smiled, and turned aside the rather awkward question.

Then, when the old man had put his head into the room, announcing that his masters coat was ready, Claudia Nevill was left alone.

I wonder whats on his mind? she mused, sinking into a low chair before the fire and resting her elbows upon her knees. Something unusual has certainly occurred. I wonder what story has come to his ears? — something about me, of course. The white forehead so beautifully shaded by her dark hair, which had been well-dressed by her French maid, Justine, clouded slightly, and she stared straight before her, plunged in a deep reverie; she was indeed a voluptuous rêveuse. Life that was comme il faut had no attraction for her. She was reflecting upon all that he had said; upon the harsh criticisms and the ominous warnings of this man whom she had once believed she would marry. Yes, what he had said was only too true. Her conscience told her that she had been at fault; that she had set his affection at nought, and had, in her mad struggle for supremacy in society, flung prudence to the winds. And those ugly scandals whispered here and there? What of them? The mere thought of them caused her teeth to set firmly, and her shapely hands to clasp her cheeks with sudden vehemence.

No, she said aloud in a mournful voice; his affection for me has been killed by my own mad folly. It cannot have survived all this deception. To-night is our last night together — the death of our love.

At that moment Dudley re-entered, having exchanged his dinner-jacket for a white vest and dress-coat, in the lappel of which was a gardenia. Claudia roused herself quickly, and when she turned towards him her face betrayed no sign of the tristesse of a moment before.

Im quite ready, he said, as, after buttoning his gloves and his coat, he turned towards the door to open it.

This is my last visit to you, Dudley, she said, sighing deeply and gazing round the room with a lingering glance. My presence here is no longer welcome.

What could he reply? He only looked at her in silence.

She was standing close to him, her pale face anxiously raised to his. He divined her unuttered request, and slowly bent until his lips met hers.

Then she burst suddenly into tears.

He put his arm tenderly round her waist saying what he could to console her, for her emotion distressed him. Complex as was her character, he saw that his plain, outspoken words had had their effect. When he had told her of his decision that morning at Albert Gate she had been defiant, treating the matter with utter unconcern; but now, as the result apparently of full reflection, she had become filled by a bitter remorse, and was penitent enough to beseech forgiveness.

How little we men know of the true hearts of women! Could we but follow the whole course of feeling in the feminine mind; could we trace accurately the links that connect certain consequences with remote causes, which often render what we most condemn a necessity from which there was never a single chance of escape; could we, in short, see as a whole, and see it clearly, what at present our lack of the right vision causes us to see in part, and obscurely — all that tempted to wrong, all that blinded to right — we should not then presume to theorise so glibly; to set ourselves up as accusers, judges, executioners, in such unbecoming haste. We should have mercy upon women, as befits honest men.

At heart Dudley Chisholm loved the woman he was striving to comfort, even though his association with her had so nearly wrecked his chance of succeeding in an official career. But he hated the artificiality of the smarter set; he detested the fickleness of the flirt; and he had been sadly disillusioned by the gossip that had of late sprung up in connection with the woman who for so long had represented his ideal.

He would have forgiven her without further parley had it not been for the knowledge that vengeance was already close behind him, and that before long she must be left without his love and protection. His secret caused him to preserve silence; but she, ignorant of the truth, believed that the spell she had exercised so long was at last broken.

In the hour of her despair she uttered many passionate words of love, and many, many times their lips met in fervent kisses. Nevertheless, both felt that a gulf yawned between them — a wide gulf caused by her own folly and recklessness.

At length she succeeded in stifling her emotion, drying her eyes, and concealing the traces of her tears by means of the eau de Cologne he handed her and a few dexterous dabs with her tiny powder-puff.

Now that she was calmer, he kissed her upon the forehead, drew her cloak over the still tumultuous breast, and then led her below, where her brougham was awaiting them.

During the drive to Penarth House, that old-fashioned but well-known mansion at the western end of Piccadilly, they sat together in silence.

Their hands were clasped. Both hearts were too full for words. They, who had loved one another for so many years, were now together for the last time.

A deep and bitter sigh escaped Chisholm. He was going to this ball, always one of the most brilliant entertainments in London — for the duchess was a political hostess and frequently entertained for the Party — to drink the cup of pleasure to the dregs, because on the morrow his place in English officialdom would be empty.


Chapter Twelve.

Is Distinctly Enigmatical.
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DISTINCTION AMONG WOMEN is rapidly becoming a lost art. Woman nowadays is nothing if not modern in her views. After her presentation, her natural enthusiasm and charming high spirits usually cause her to take a too tolerant and rosy view of life, with the result that she degenerates into being merely smart. She becomes absorbed in Man and Millinery. Dress is her keynote. A ladys luggage has during the past ten years assumed alarming proportions, and a fashionable woman rushes eagerly to a house-party for the express purpose of airing the latest triumphs of Paquin or Lentheric. She is expected to make as many alterations in her costume as a quick-change artiste at the music-halls. In old times a tailor-made gown was worn for breakfast; but now a smart gown is put on for the morning meal, afterwards to be changed for a walking-costume or a suit for motor-driving. Luncheon demands another dainty gown, and tea brings out that luxurious and poetical garment, the tea-gown. At quite a small party this is sometimes retained for dinner, but for a big affair a magnificent dress is donned; and the same gown, whether designed for the morning or the evening, must never be worn twice.

Except when she was entertaining for a political purpose, the Duchess of Penarths functions were characterised by an exclusiveness which belonged more to the mid-Victorian period than to latter-day London. Her Grace was a well-known hostess, and as her house-parties in Derbyshire usually included a member of the royal family, her circle of guests was a small and exceedingly smart one. If any outsider was admitted to her balls, he or she was always a brilliant person. Every season, of course, sees a new recruit to the ranks of these distinguished strangers — the latest empire-builder, the newest millionaire, or the most recently discovered society beauty. Dudley Chisholm had several times accompanied Claudia to balls at Penarth House, and knew well that everything was most magnificently done.

The carriage drew up in the long line that slowly filed into the old-fashioned courtyard, there to set down the guests. As Dudley looked out upon the lights of Piccadilly the rhymers jingle recurred to him:

Oh! the tales that you could tell,
Piccadilly.
(Fit for Heaven, fit for hell),
Piccadilly.
Of the folk who buy and sell,
Of the merry marriage bell,
Of the birthday, of the knell,
Of the palace, of the cell,
Of the beldame, and the belle,
Of the rest of them who fell,
Piccadilly.

Yes, he hated it all. But it was the end — his last night with the woman who had for so long held him enthralled.

He believed he had broken the spell when he left her at Albert Gate a few mornings before; but he now discovered that he had been mistaken. Her tears had moved him. Although she was much to blame, he could not bear to see her suffer.

Up that wide staircase, well-known for its ancient handrail of crystal, they passed to the ballroom, which, as was usual at Penarth House, presented a most brilliant coup doeil. The women, all of them splendidly attired, ranged from the freshest débutante to the painted brigade of frivolous fifty, the members of which exhibit all the pitiful paraphernalia of the womanhood which counterfeits the youth it has lost and wreathes the deaths head in artificial smiles. The crush was great, but even before Dudley and Lady Richard Nevill had entered the ballroom his beautiful companion was receiving homage from every side. Her arrival was the clou of the entertainment, and Her Grace, an elderly, rather stout person, wearing a magnificent tiara, came fussily forward to greet her.

Chisholm was quick to notice that Claudia had no desire to dance with any of the host of partners who at once began to petition her. Many of the men he knew — and heartily hated. Young scions of noble houses, a bachelor millionaire with black, mutton-chop whiskers, a reckless young peer, in whose company Claudia had often of late been seen, all crowded about her, smiling, paying compliments, and bowing over her hand.

But to all of these she excused herself. She was not feeling well, she declared, and as yet could not possibly dance. So by degrees her court slowly dissolved, and for a time she and Dudley were left alone. As may be imagined, there was much whispering in all quarters about her re-appearance in public with Chisholm.

They sat out several dances in a cool anteroom, dimly lit and filled with palms. In the half darkness they clasped hands, but they spoke very little, fearing lest others might overhear. Chisholm sat as one dead to all around him. As he passed through the great ballroom with its myriad lights and restless crowd he had mechanically returned the salutes of those who knew him, without recognising a single man or woman. In his present mood friends and enemies were alike to him — all of them so many shapes from the past.

To the woman at his side he clung, and to her alone. The memory of their bygone happiness he could not put aside. He would be compelled to make his adieux to life very soon — perhaps, indeed, in a few hours — and his only regret was for her. He could tell her nothing, and when he was dead she, like the others, would spurn his memory.

That thought caused him to grip the small, white-gloved hand he held. His lips moved convulsively, but in that subdued light Claudia could not detect his agitation. He was unusually sad and apprehensive, fearful of some impending catastrophe — that was all she knew.

She had tried to arouse him by making caustic and amusing criticisms regarding those about them, but all to no purpose. Her witticisms provoked no smile. He seemed utterly lost in his melancholy reflections.

Listen! she said at last. Theres a waltz. Let us go.

She rose and led him into the ballroom, where a moment later they were whirling along together in the smart crowd, compelling even jealous onlookers to describe them as splendidly matched. As Dudley steered his beautiful partner among the other dancers the music caused a flow of sad memories to surge through his brain — memories of the hundreds of balls at which they had been happy in each others love.

He laughed bitterly within himself as he saw her smile at a man she knew. Yes, when he was dead she would, he supposed, mourn for him for the first day and forget him on the second, just as completely as she had forgotten her indulgent husband. He saw that look of recognition exchanged between them; but the mans face was unfamiliar. He was young, rather sallow-faced, with a dark-brown beard.

But he made no comment. As this waltz was their last, why should he spoil it? Upon her all argument was expended in vain, he declared to himself bitterly.

The floor was perfect, the music excellent, and quickly the old flush of pleasure came back to her face.

You are enjoying it? he whispered to her.

And why dont you, Dudley? she asked. You really ought to put on a more pleasant expression. People will remark upon it.

Let them say what they will, he replied in a hard tone. They cannot hurt me now.

Well, dear, you look as grave as if you were at a funeral. Forgive me for speaking plainly, wont you?

I am grave because I cannot take leave of all that I have learnt to love without a feeling of poignant regret, he answered. In future I shall be debarred from all this.

Why? Are you going to enter a monastery, or something? she asked, her old easy-going insouciance now returning to her.

No, not exactly that! he answered ambiguously.

Really, I cant make you out to-night, Dudley, she answered as, now that the waltz had ended, he was conducting her across the room. I do wish youd tell me this extraordinary secret which is oppressing you. Once you used to tell me everything. But now—

Ah! it is different now, he said.

Because you mistrust me?

No, because our love must end, he replied in a voice so low that none overheard.

She looked at him swiftly with a pained expression, still unable to discover the reason of his extraordinary attitude of melancholy and despair.

Even if it must be as you have said, surely it is unnecessary to exhibit your heart upon your sleeve in public? she argued. Your words have placed upon me a heavy burden of sorrow, God knows! But I have learned to wear a mask, and only give myself up to wretchedness in the silence of my own room. She spoke the truth. Well-versed, indeed, was she in all the feminine artifices. He knew quite well that her gaiety was assumed, for he had noticed how her hand trembled, and he had seen how quickly her breast rose and fell beneath its lace. Though her heart was stirred to its very depths, to the smart world in which she delighted to move she betrayed not a single sign of grief. She was just the gay, reckless woman who was so popular as a host and so eagerly sought as guest, the pretty woman of the hour, the brilliant object of so much scandal.

Ah! he said briefly, you are a woman.

Yes, she answered in a deep, intense whisper. A woman who has always loved you, Dudley, and who loves you still!

At that instant the Duchess of Penarth approached them and carried Claudia away to be introduced to some notable person — who was dying to know her. No sooner had she left him than Dudley found himself face to face with a tall, elderly man who sat for South Staffordshire and was one of the staunchest supporters of the Government.

Naturally they exchanged greetings, and fell to chatting. While they were thus engaged the young brown-bearded man to whom Claudia had given a covert sign of recognition passed them.

Do you happen to know that fellows name? Chisholm asked, well aware that his friend was a popular figure in society and knew every one.

What, the young fellow now speaking to Lady Meldrum? Oh, dont you know? Thats the Grand-Duke Stanislas.

The Grand-Duke? echoed the Under-Secretary, as the truth at once became apparent. No doubt he had watched them separate and was now on his way in search of her.

And is that elderly woman with white hair Lady Meldrum? Ive heard of her. Wife of a big iron-founder in Glasgow, isnt she?

Thats so, his friend answered. But havent you met their ward, Muriel Mortimer? She was presented last year. Awfully pretty girl. There she is, in cream, sitting close by Lady Meldrum. You should know her. Let me introduce you. Im an old friend of the family, you know, and shes been wanting to know you for ever so long.

At first he held back, declaring that he had to return to the House before it rose; but the Member for South Staffordshire would take no refusal, and a moment later the Under-Secretary found himself bowing before a fair-haired girl with a sweet, innocent-looking face, dimpled cheeks that blushed slightly as he was introduced, and a pair of large wide-open blue eyes that looked out upon him in wonder.

About twenty-two he judged her to be, fragile, pretty, almost childlike in her artless grace. Her complexion was perfect, and her rather plainly made toilette of cream chiffon suited her beauty admirably. Indeed, demure and rather shy, she seemed out of place in that crowd of the more brilliant butterflies of fashion.

A moment before, Dudley Chisholm had turned away from the dancers and had intended to drive down to the House in order to while away the rest of the night, but now this resolution was forgotten, because he had at once become interested in the girl with whom he had just made acquaintance, and all the more so when he recollected the colonels strange warning down at Wroxeter. He was bending towards her, speaking in commonplaces, reflecting the while that there certainly was nothing in her outward appearance to cause him terror.

And yet the colonel had prophesied correctly in regard to their meeting and had warned him to avoid her. Why? The mystery underlying the words of his friend was certainly remarkable.

He was really attracted towards her by her childlike absence of artificiality. Though the shyness of the débutante had scarcely worn off, she committed no errors of etiquette. As she slowly fanned herself, she talked to him with all the gravity and composure of a woman of the world.

Lady Meldrum had also been introduced to him by the honourable Member for South Staffordshire, and she was, he discovered, a rather gushing, good-looking woman of the type prone to paying compliments quite indiscriminately.

Women nowadays keep their good looks much longer than they used to do. The woman of forty, and even the woman of fifty, to-day is not so old as the woman of thirty was — well, thirty years ago. For this reason, no doubt, and because we are becoming so very Continental, the married women reign supreme, and appear to reign for ever. It seems absurd to read in the list of beauties at a ball, the names of mothers and daughters bracketed together; but, in several instances, if the truth were told, it should be the daughters name, and and not the mothers, which ought to be left out.

Do you know, Mr Chisholm, I have already paid a visit to your chambers, her ladyship laughed. Lady Richard Nevill took me up with her, fearing that I should catch cold while waiting in the carriage. She has been staying with us down at Fernhurst. Perhaps you have heard?

She told me so, the Under-Secretary answered, at once summing her up as a rather vulgar person who had opened the door of society by means of a key fashioned out of gold.

And now I must let you into another secret, she went on fussily. I took Muriel to the House the other night, and we heard you speak.

He smiled.

I dont know what subject you heard me speak upon, Miss Mortimer, he said, turning to the blue-eyed girl in cream, but I hope you were edified.

I was intensely interested, the young girl said. Mr Blackwood, she added, indicating the Honourable Member who had introduced them,— took us all through the House and showed us the library, the dining-rooms, the Lobby, and all the places that Id read about. I had no idea the House of Commons was such a wonderful place and so full of creature comforts.

Its wonders are very often tiresome, he remarked with a little smile. As a show-place, Miss Mortimer, it is one of the sights of England. As a place in which to spend half ones days it is not the most comfortable, I assure you.

Ah! exclaimed Lady Meldrum; of course; I quite understand. A man holding such an important position in the Government as you do can have but little time for leisure. I saw you with Lady Richard Nevill just now. She brought you here, of course.

Yes, he admitted. I go out very little.

And she induced you to come here with her. Charming woman! She was the light and soul of our party at Fernhurst.

And as the wife of the Jubilee knight continued to make claims upon Dudleys attention, he was prevented from exchanging more than a few words with the sweet-faced girl against whom he had been so strangely warned by the man who for so many years had been one of his closest friends.

This plump wife of the estimable Scotch iron-founder was a recent importation into society. She had, he heard, been taken up by Claudia, and owed all her success to her ladyships introductions. It is not given to every one to entertain a Grand-Duke for the shooting, and her fame as a hostess had been considerably increased by her good fortune in this respect.

She chattered steadily until the tall, thin-faced Duke of Penarth himself strolled past, bowed on catching sight of her, and stayed to talk for a few moments. Lady Meldrum did not hesitate when it was necessary to choose between a sprat and a whale. She at once turned aside from Dudley, thus giving him a chance to improve the occasion with her ward.

Yes, he decided, she was possessed of a charming ingenuousness; and yet at the same time there was nothing of the school-miss about her.

She had given a very candid and amusing opinion regarding the controversy which had taken place in the House at the time of her visit, and had openly expressed her admiration of the determined and outspoken manner in which he had supported the Government and crushed the arguments of the Opposition.

I really suspect you to be a politician, Miss Mortimer, he laughed presently. You seem well-versed in so many points of our foreign policy.

Oh, she answered with a smile. I read the papers in preference to novels, thats the reason.

Another waltz was commencing. As he turned to glance to the centre of the room, his eyes fell upon a couple gliding together among the dancers. He bit his lip, for he recognised them as the Grand-Duke and the woman who only an hour ago had vowed that she still loved him.

He turned back again to that pale, childish face with the blue eyes, and saw truth, honesty, and purity mirrored there.

Yet he had been distinctly and seriously warned against her — even her.

Why, he wondered, had the colonel spoken in so forcible a fashion, and yet refused a single word of explanation?

It was an enigma, to say the least of it.


Chapter Thirteen.

Takes Dudley by a By-Path.

[image: img185.jpg]

TO LOVE FAITHFULLY is to love with singleness of heart and sameness of purpose, through all the temptations which society presents, and under all the assaults of vanity both from within and without. It is so pleasant for a woman to be admired and so soothing to her to be loved, that the grand trial of female constancy is to refrain from adding one more conquest to her triumphs when it is evidently in her power to do so. Obviously her chief protection is to restrain the first indefinite thoughts which, if allowed to gain clearness and swiftness, may lead her fancy astray. Even the ideas which commonly float through the mind of woman are so rapid and so indistinctly shaped, that when the door is opened to such thoughts as these they pour in like a torrent. Then first will arise a sudden perception of deficiency in the object of her love, or some additional impression of his unkindness or neglect, with comparisons between him and other men, and regret that he has not some quality which they possess; sadness under a conviction of her future destiny, pining for sympathy under that sadness, and, lastly, the commencement of some other intimacy, which at first she has no idea of converting into love.

Such is the manner in which, in thousands of cases, the faithfulness of womans love has been destroyed, and destroyed far more effectually than if assailed by an open, and, apparently, more formidable foe. And what a wreck has followed! For when woman loses her integrity and her self-respect, she is indeed pitiable and degraded. While her faithfulness remains unshaken, it is true she may, and probably will, have much to suffer; but let her destiny in this life be what it may, she will walk through the world with a firm and upright step. To live solitary may be the cost of her noble behaviour; but often this solitude will represent a decoration more splendid than any to be received from the hands of queens and emperors.

I may be accused of a cold philosophy in speaking of such consolation being efficacious under the suffering which arises from unkindness and desertion; but who would not rather be the one to bear injury than the one to inflict it? The very act of bearing it meekly and reverently, as from the hand of God, has a purifying and solemnising effect upon the soul, which the faithless and the fickle never can experience.

Dudley Chisholm sat before the fire in his room until the dawn, trying to unravel a thousand knots, his mind filled with sad memories and with bitter regrets in plenty.

Muriel Mortimer had interested him, just as a child sometimes interests the pedantic philosopher. He had found hers a frank, open, girlish nature, as yet unspoiled by its contact with the smart, well-dressed, vicious set into which the ambitious Lady Meldrum had seen fit to plunge her. He admired her as one standing apart from most of the women he knew, for she had displayed an intelligence and a knowledge of political affairs that surprised him. She, on her side, seemed to regard him rather fearfully, as one of the powers of the State. This amused him, and he assured her that he could not honestly claim to be more than the mouthpiece of the Foreign Office. Yes, she was as charming as she was ingenuous.

And Claudia? He reflected upon all that he had said, and upon all her answers; yet somehow he could not make up his mind whether she were really false.

When he recollected the quick passion of her caresses, the tenderness of her words, the gentle sympathy with which she had asked him to confide in her, he found it difficult to believe that she could actually forget him five minutes after leaving him in that ballroom, and waltz airily with the man with whose name her own was being everywhere coupled.

To him, honest, upright man that he was, this seemed an absolute impossibility. He refused to believe it. Surely she loved him, in spite of her perplexing caprices; surely she had been seized by remorse for her own fickleness.

He endeavoured to compare the two women, but the comparison caused him to start up in quick impatience.

No! he cried aloud in a fierce voice. A thousand times no! I love Claudia — no one else! — no one else in all the world!

Next day when he entered his room at Downing Street, Wrey, his secretary, put before him a quantity of documents requiring attention. He held the responsible office of superintending under-secretary of the Commercial Department of Her Majestys Foreign Office, the business of which consisted of correspondence with our Ministers and Consuls abroad; with the representatives of the Foreign Powers in England, and with the Board of Trade and other departments of the Government. He had been absorbed in these papers for some hours, snatching only a few minutes for a glass of sherry and a biscuit at luncheon-time, when Wrey returned to remind him of a long-standing engagement that evening at the little town of Godalming, which was in his constituency, four miles from Albury.

He glanced up from his writing and gave vent to a sharp ejaculation of annoyance.

Are you quite certain it is to-night? he asked, for the reminder was to him a most unpleasant one. He avoided speaking in his constituency whenever he could.

Yes. I put it down in the diary a month ago — a dinner given by the Lodge of Odd Fellows in aid of a local charity.

Dudley groaned. He knew too well those charity dinners given in a small room among his honest but rather uncouth supporters. He dreaded the tinned soups, the roast beef, the tough fowls, and the surreptitious tankards of ale in lieu of wine, to be followed by those post-prandial pipes and strong cigars. He shuddered. The dense atmosphere always turned him sick, so that he usually made his speech while it was still possible to see across the room. He was very fond of the working-man, and subscribed liberally to all charitable objects and associations, from those with a political aim down to the smallest coal club in the outlying villages; but why could not those honest sons of toil leave him in peace?

His presence, of course, gave importance to the occasion, but if they had found it possible to spare him the ordeal of sitting through their dinner he would have been thankful. Out of fifty invitations to banquets of various kinds, openings of bazaars, flower-shows, lectures, concerts, entertainments and penny-readings, he usually declined forty-nine. As he could not absolutely cut himself aloof from his Division, on rare occasions he accepted, and spent an evening at Albury, or Godalming, or some of the less important local centres of political thought.

The pot-house politician, who forms his ideas of current events from the ultra-patriotic screeches of certain popular newspapers, was a common object in his constituency; but in Godalming, at any rate, the great majority of his supporters were honest working-men. The little town is a quaint, old-world place with a long High Street of ancient houses, many of them displaying the oak-beams of the sixteenth century, and its politics were just as staunch and old-fashioned as the borough itself. True, a new town of comfortable villas has sprung up of late around it, and high upon the hill are to be seen the pinnacles of Charterhouse School; but, notwithstanding these innovations, Godalming has not marched with the times. Because of this the blatant reformer has but little chance there, and the Parliamentary Seat is always a safe one for the Conservatives.

Much as he disliked the duty, he saw that it was absolutely necessary to go down and make pretence of having a meal with that estimable Society of Odd Fellows. He rose from his seat at the littered table, at once feeling a sudden desire for fresh air after the closeness of his room, and a few minutes later was driving in a cab to Waterloo. To dress for such a function was quite unnecessary. Working-men do not approve of their Member wearing a dinner-jacket when among them, for they look upon a starched shirt as a sign of superiority. He was always fond of the country round Godalming, where he had once spent a summer, and as it was a sunshiny afternoon saw in the occasion an opportunity of taking a walk through some of the most picturesque lanes in Surrey.

He was tired, world-weary, utterly sick of life. The duties of his office pressed heavily upon him; but most burdensome of all was the ever-present dread that the threatened blow should fall and crush him. He wanted air: he wanted to be alone to think.

And so, when that afternoon he alighted at Godalming and returned the salutes of the station-master and book-stall keeper, he started off up the steep road as far as the Charterhouse, and from that point struck off by a narrow footpath which led away across the brown ploughed fields to where the Hogs Back stretched before him in the blue distance. The autumn sun shone brightly in the clear, grey sky, and the trees in all their glory of brown and gold shed their leaves upon him as he passed.

Save the station-master and the book-stall clerk, none had recognised him. This was fortunate, for now he was free, out in the open country with its rich meadows and picturesque hills and valleys, until the hour when he must dine with his supporters and utter some trite sayings regarding the work of the Government and its policy abroad.

He was fond of walking, and was glad to escape from Downing Street and from the House for a single evening; so he strode along down the path with a swinging gait, though with a heart not light enough for the full enjoyment of his lovely surroundings.

The by-path he had taken was that which leads over the hills from Godalming past Field Place to the little old-world village of Compton. Having crossed the ploughed lands, he entered a thick coppice, where the path began to run down with remarkable steepness into wide meadows, on the other side of which lay a dark wood. The narrow path running through the coppice terminated at a stile which gave entrance to the park-like meadow-land.

Descending this path he halted at the stile, leaning against it. Alone in that rural solitude, far removed from the mad hurry of London life, he stood to think. Each gust of wind brought down a shower of brown leaves from the oaks above, and the only other sound was the cry of a pheasant in the wood.

For at least five minutes he stood motionless. Then he suddenly roused himself, and some words escaped his lips:

How strange, he murmured, that my footsteps should lead me to this very spot, of all others! Why, I wonder, has Fate directed me here?

He turned and gazed slowly round upon the scene spread before him, the green meadows, the dark wood, the sloping hill with its bare, brown fields, and the Hogs Back rising in the far distance, with the black line of the telegraph standing out against the sky. With slow deliberation he took in every feature of the landscape. Then, facing about, with his back to the stile, his eyes wandered up the steep path by which he had just descended from the crest of the hill.

No, he went on in a strange, low voice, speaking to himself, it has not changed — not in the least. It is all just the same to-day, as then — just the same. He sighed heavily as he leaned back upon the wooden rail and gazed up the ascent, brown with its carpet of acorns and fallen leaves. Yes, he continued at last, it is destiny that has led me here, to this well-remembered spot for the last time before I die — the justice which demands a life for a life.

Throughout the district it would not have been easy to find a more secluded spot than the small belt of dense wood, half of which lay on either side of the footpath. So steep was this path that considerable care had to be exercised during its descent, especially in autumn, when the damp leaves and acorns were slippery, or in winter, when the rain-channels were frozen into precipitous slides.

A life for a life! he repeated slowly with a strange curl of the lip. He permitted himself to speak aloud because in that rural, solitude he had no fear of eavesdroppers. I have lived my life, he said, and now it is ended. My attempted atonement is all to no purpose, for to-day, or to-morrow, a voice as from the grave will arise to condemn me — to drive me to take my life!

He glanced at his watch.

Yes, he sighed. Four oclock! — at this very spot — at this hour on a wet day in mid-winter—

And his eyes fixed themselves blankly upon the ground a couple of yards distant from where he was standing. Six years have gone, and it has remained ever a mystery!

His face was pale, his brow contracted, his teeth firmly set. His eyes still rested upon that spot covered with dead brown leaves. Certainly it was strange that the steep and narrow pathway should possess such fascination for him, for he had wandered there quite involuntarily. It is not too much to say that he would have flown to any other part of England rather than stand upon the spot so closely associated with the chapter in his lifes history that he hoped was closed for ever.

Suddenly he roused himself, and, walking forward a couple of paces, marked with his stick a square in the dead leaves. Apparently he was deep in calculation, for after he had made the mark he carefully measured, by means of his cane, the distance between the square and the top of the short ascent. On either side of the path was a steep moss-grown bank surmounted by thick hazel-bushes, but on the left a little distance up was an old wooden fence, grey with lichen. He appeared to be deeply interested in this fence, for after going close up to it he measured by careful pacing the distance between it and the spot he had marked out.

When this was done, he stood again motionless, his fevered brow bared to the breezes as though to him that spot were hallowed. Then, crossing the stile, he entered the meadow, passing and repassing the narrow lane as though for the purpose of discovering the exact position an observer would be compelled to take up in order to watch a person standing at the point he had marked.

At last he returned, standing again with his back to the stile, his hat raised in reverence, gazing fixedly upon those dead and decaying leaves.

Yes, he murmured, I was mad — mad! The devil tempted me, and I fell. Would to God that I could make amends! But I cannot — I dare not. No, I must suffer!


Chapter Fourteen.

Which Demands Explanation.
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CHISHOLM DINED THAT night in the upstairs room of that old-fashioned hostelry, the Angel, at Godalming, in company with the brethren of the banner.

He sat at the right of the estimable, fat-handed butcher who presided, and was informed by him that as the gigantic roast sirloin that was served was his own killing, he could recommend it. They ate, drank, and made merry, these men banded together by their sacred rites, until the heat grew so intense that the windows were opened, with the result that decorous High Street echoed to the volleys of their hearty laughter.

As drink was included in the cost of the repast, those diners with the more rapacious appetites — who, indeed, made no secret that they had been existing in a state of semi-starvation all day in order to eat at night — drank indiscriminately of the lemonade, beer, wine and whiskey placed upon the table. Indeed, as is usual at such feasts, they ate and drank all within reach of their hands. But these bearded working-men and small tradesmen were merry and well-meaning with it all. After The King had been honoured, they toasted with boisterous enthusiasm Our Honourable Member, and joined in the usual chorus of poetical praise, For hes a jolly good fellow.

Dudley sat bowing and smiling, yet at heart sick of the whole performance. He dreaded the pipes and cigars that would in a few moments appear. Shag and clays always turned him ill. He was no great smoker himself, and had never been able to withstand the smell of a strong cigar.

His quick eyes observed a man who was beginning in an affectionate manner to fondle a well-coloured short clay. He bent at once to the chairman, saying that he would now deliver his speech.

Silence, please, gentlemen! shouted the rotund butcher, rapping the table with his wooden mallet after their guests health had been drunk. Silence for our Honourable Member! Silence — please!

Then Dudley rose eagerly, happy in the knowledge that he was almost through the ordeal, and, with a preliminary Mr Chairman and Gentlemen, addressed the hundred or so of his faithful supporters, telling them this and that about the Government, and assuring them of the soundness of the policy adopted by Her Majestys Ministers. It was not a very long speech, but it was upon a subject of the moment; and as there were two gentlemen of the Press representing the local advertisement sheets, the one a mere boy, and the other a melancholy, disappointed-looking man, with a sage and rather ascetic expression, the speech would appear in the papers, and the Godalming Lodge of Odd Fellows would receive the credit of having entertained one of Englands most rising statesmen. The two representatives of the Press, each of whom took himself very seriously, had been regaled with a bottle of port and some cigars by the committee, who entertained a hope that they would thus be induced to give a lengthy and laudatory account of the function.

While Dudley was on his legs the cloud of tobacco-smoke became thicker and thicker. Those triumphs of the tobacconist called tuppenny smokes are nauseous when in combination with the odour of food. Dudley sniffed them, coughed slightly, sipped some water, and then drew his speech to a close amid a terrific outburst of applause and a beating upon the tables which caused the glasses and crockery to jingle.

While this oration was in full blast he noticed a committee-man uncovering the piano, by which he knew that harmony was to embellish the hot whiskey period. At last, however, he managed to excuse himself, upon the plea that he must return to the House for a Division that was expected; and as soon as he was out in the High Street he breathed more freely. Then he hurried to the train, and, entering the express from Portsmouth, tried to forget the spot he had visited in that small belt of forest — the scene that too often commanded the most vivid powers of his memory.

I was a fool ever to have gone there! — an absolute fool! he murmured to himself, as he flung himself back in the first-class compartment when alone. I ran an unnecessary risk. And that man who came so suddenly upon me just as I was leaving! What if he had watched and recognised me? If so, he would certainly gossip about my presence there, describe my actions — and then—

He was silent; his face became blanched and drawn.

Even though six years have passed, the affair is not forgotten, he went on in a hard voice. It is still the local mystery which Scotland Yard failed to elucidate. Yes, he added, I was a fool — a confounded fool! What absurd whim took me to that place of all others, I cant imagine. Im mad — mad! he cried in wild despair. This madness is the shadow of suicide!

Instead of going down to the House he drove back at once to his chambers.

Upon his table was a note from Claudia, affectionate as usual, and full of regret that they had not met again on the previous night — when they had been so suddenly separated at Penarth House.

What do you think of little Muriel Mortimer? I saw you speaking with her, she wrote. She was full of you when I met her shopping in Bond Street this morning. You have made quite an impression, my dear Dudley. But dont altogether forget me, will you?

Forget? Could he ever forget the woman whom he loved, and yet despised? Strange that Claudia should have plotted with Lady Meldrum against his bachelor estate, and should have determined to bring about this marriage with Muriel Mortimer!

In a frenzy of despair he cast her letter into the flames. He recollected the words she had uttered to him in that room on the previous night, the sweet words of love and tenderness that had held him spellbound. No, there was no other woman in all the world save her — and yet, she was false and fickle, as all the world knew.

Lifes comforts are its cares. He smiled bitterly as he reflected upon that phrase, which was an extract from one of his many brilliant speeches. If a person has no cares, that person must make them, or be wretched; care is actually an employment, an action; sometimes even a joy. And so it is with love. Life and love must have employment and action. There must be responsibility and a striving to reach a goal; for if not, both the power to endure and the power to give comfort are shrunken and crippled.

When Dudley Chisholm was young he had long worshipped an ideal. But when he found his idol to be undeserving of the idolatry, madness fell upon him, and he accepted the creed of the prodigal. Raking over the ashes of the numerous bonfires he had made, for which his senses had been the fuel, he now found a revelation of his inner self. He recognised for the first time his weakness and his unworthiness. He wanted something better than he had known — not in others, but in himself. He had discovered a spot of tenderness in his heart that had, so to speak, remained virgin soil.

Could a really smart woman possess any nice sense of honour? he asked himself for the hundredth time. If she is endowed with any particular intelligence, and the world discovers it, then society is prone to think that she is necessarily a schemer, and, unless her friends know her very well, she is soon given a place upon societys black list as an adventuress, a term which applies to the whole gamut of West End wickedness. No, after all, few women can be both honourable and smart.

His thoughts wandered back into the past, as they so frequently did, and a moan came from his heart. He remembered Claudia as an ideal woman of whom a cruel Fate had robbed him in those days before he learned the world to be what it is. And he still loved her — even though this great gulf yawned between them.

Dudley Chisholm was blind to Claudias true character. He was attracted to her by her intellect and her physical magnetism. In these days of her freedom she had dared to be herself, and having knowledge of herself and of men, she had developed his admiration up to her own standpoint. She had taught him women as she knew them herself. She was playing with all the edged tools of daring because she felt that she was the stronger of the two, and that he would dare no further than she willed. She was charmed with the freedom she allowed herself; while he was, in a manner, flattered by her apparent constancy to him and by her finding in him anything that interested a woman of her attainments and popularity. Thus he had become thoroughly interested, madly infatuated, as well as honestly in love.

Men so seldom understand the inner nature, the designing nature, if I may be forgiven the expression, of some women. Such women are unscrupulous in their dealings both with men and women. The West End is full of them. They live for what they can get out of their acquaintances, instead of for what they can do for them. They give as much love to all as to one, unless that one should happen to be more wealthy or distinguished than the others. Then the wealthy one will get the largest quantity of attention, while the others will be kept dangling on the string for use at odd times. Such women are shrewd. Mayfair has taught them the art of conversation. They have reduced it to a science. With the innocent face of a child, they learn never to let the left hand know what the right hand is doing. And, if the bare truth be stated, Claudia Nevill was one of these. She, in her shrewdness, had handled Dudley with light ribbons. She had intuitively understood what kind of woman he preferred, and she had been that woman — until now, when the bitter truth had been made plain to him.

In this life of ours the tossing between the extremes of happiness and misery are terribly wearying. When once lifes lessons begin they continue in a mad headlong rush of events. During the last few days Dudley Chisholm seemed to have lived a lifetime. Fate twisted and turned him through and round human follies and treachery. It laughed at him, beating up all that was false against all that was true in his own nature, until he found himself in such a pot-pourri of sunshine and storm that life seemed suddenly too incomprehensible to be endured.

The daintiness of women rivets and enchains men of Dudleys stamp — the perfume of the hair, the baby-smell of the skin, the frills, the laces, the violets exuding from the chiffons, the arched foot, the neat ankle, the clinging drapery — everything, in fact, that means delicate luxury not to be enjoyed save in the company of a woman. Awkwardness disenchants, but well-poised, graceful lines, added to a chic in dress, hold for ever. To be essentially feminine places a woman in the holy of holies in a mans heart. As Claudia was essentially feminine, she still held Dudley safe, in spite of that sudden gust of scandal.

Alone, seated in his familiar armchair, he cast aside the heavy thoughts that had so oppressed him ever since he had stood at that spot deep in rural Surrey, and looked upon the place every object of which was photographed upon his memory. He thought of Claudia, and, remembering the declaration of her love whispered in that room, felt regret at the hard words he had uttered. She had made mistakes and become entangled in the meshes of the net spread out for her. Was it not his duty to extricate her? He too had made a mistake in not paying respect, at least outwardly, to the social code, and now the time had come when he was forced to recognise that necessity. Yes, in his inner consciousness he fully realised the mistake he had made. He had all unconsciously aided and abetted her in becoming what was known as a smart woman.

Perhaps, however, his opinion of her would have been a different one had he been present at that moment in one of the smaller sitting-rooms of the great mansion at Albert Gate. It was a cosy apartment, with the lamplight mellowed to a half tone by the yellow shade; dull greyish blue was the colour of the silken walls, a cool, restful tint that seemed a fitting background for the cosy lounge draped with dark Egyptian red and suppressed greens and yellows.

Upon the couch, in a handsome dinner-gown of pale pink trimmed with black velvet, lazily lounged its mistress among her silken pillows, slowly waving her fan, while near her in one of the big saddle-bag chairs sat the Grand-Duke Stanislas smoking a cigarette, his eyes fixed upon her.

At his throat he wore the ribbon of St. Andrew, one of the highest of the Russian orders, the splendid diamond cross glittering upon his shirt-front. He was on his way to a reception at the Austrian Embassy given in his honour by the ambassador, but at Claudias invitation he had dined with her.

No, really, she was laughing, it is not so in England. I quite admit that men make it a general accusation against us, as a sex, that we are ill-natured, unfair, pitiless, in judging one another. They say that when women get together, at every word a reputation dies; they say that as a savage proves his heroism by displaying in grim array the torn scalps of his enemies, so a woman thinks she proves her virtue by exhibiting the mangled reputations of her friends; they say — But there is no end to the witty impertinences and fag-ends of rhymes from Simonides to Pope, which they fling at us on this subject I have never heard men so eloquently satirical as when treating with utter scorn the idea that a woman can possibly elevate herself in the eyes of one of their sex by degrading, or suffering to be degraded, one of her own; and in their censure they are right — quite right; but wrong — quite wrong in attributing this, our worst propensity, to ill-nature and jealousy. Ignorance is the main cause: ignorance of ourselves and others.

He laughed at her philosophy, and blew a cloud of smoke towards the ceiling.

I think, my dear madame, that you must be full of whims, comme disent les Anglais. A pretty woman like yourself always is, he said in his marked foreign accent.

And why not? she inquired, for he had suddenly changed the channel of their conversation, and she much feared that he now intended to give her a réchauffé of his sentimental nonsense.

Because you brought your friend to the duchesss last night. I saw him. Cetait assez.

You are jealous — eh?

Not in the least, I assure you, he answered quite coolly. Only it is pretty folly on madames part — that is all.

Why folly? O la belle idée!

Madames amitiés are of course friendships, he said, raising his dark eyebrows. Nevertheless, she should be warned.

Of what?

Of Monsieur the Under-Secretary, he replied, still regarding her quite calmly with his dark eyes. For her own reputation madame should no longer be seen with him.

She glanced at her guest quickly, for she was used to mens jealousies. Yet surely this scion of an Imperial House could not be jealous!

And for what reason, pray? she asked, puzzled.

Because of a regrettable circumstance, he answered mysteriously. Because of a forthcoming exposure which will be startling. In a certain Chancellerie in a certain capital of Europe there reposes a document which must shortly be made public property.

Well, and what then? she asked, not yet grasping his meaning.

Its publication will bring disgrace and ruin upon madames friend, he answered simply. That is why I warn you not to be seen again in his company.

What do you mean? she cried, starting up with sudden hauteur. You tell me this, in order to turn me from him.

No, ma chère, I tell you a secret which is known in the Chancellerie of a certain Power antagonistic to your country, he responded. I have told madame the truth for her own benefit.

You would try to poison my mind against Dudley Chisholm by hints such as these! she cried, magnificent in her sudden fury. You! — You! But let me tell you that I love him — that — that—

That you refuse to believe my word! he said, concluding her unfinished sentence.

Yes, that I absolutely refuse to believe you! she declared emphatically, facing him boldly in a manner which showed that her nature had revolted against this attempt to denounce the man she loved.

Cest assez! he laughed with an air of nonchalance the moment he had blown a cloud of smoke from his lips. Madame has spoken!


Chapter Fifteen.

Is told in the Grass Country.
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THROUGHOUT NOVEMBER DUDLEY remained in town tied to the House by his official duties, and saw little of Claudia, who had gone into Leicestershire for the hunting. Riding to hounds was her favourite sport, and she was one of the best horse-women within fifty miles of Market Harborough. Each season she went on a visit to Lady Atteridge, whose husband had a box right in the centre of the hunting-country, and at every meet she was a conspicuous figure.

An acquaintance she made in the field with the late Empress of Austria, during a run with the Pytchley across the Grafton country, ripened into a warm friendship, and on many occasions she had entertained her now lamented Majesty at Albert Gate. Nearly every year some foreign royalty or other is the centre of hunting interest. Unable to enjoy the race over the grass in their own land, they come to England for healthful sport, and generally make Harborough their headquarters. That season it was the Grand-Duke Stanislas who rode to nearly every meet, always accompanied by his equerry. Hence Claudia and he frequently met, but since that evening when he had endeavoured to turn her from the man she loved she had avoided him. She purposely refrained from attending any function at which he might possibly be present, and when they were compelled to meet with the hounds she only bowed, and seldom, if ever, offered him her hand.

On his part, he was always fussing about her, scolding her for her too reckless riding across boggy meadows, or at hedges made dangerous by barbed wires, and always holding himself prepared to render her any of those many little services which the hunting-man renders the fair sex in the field. But on her part she was absolutely indifferent to his attentions, and at the same time annoyed that he should thus publicly exhibit his admiration.

Certainly no figure was more neat and chic than hers in its well-cut habit, her dark hair tightly coiled beneath her becoming hunting-hat. In the saddle she looked as if she were part of the animal she rode, and her mare, Tattie, was a splendid creature, which always came in for a full share of praise among those who could tell a good hunter when they saw one. The men who ride to hounds in the Harborough country are, as a rule, hard as nails, and as keen and outspoken critics of a woman as of a horse. But Claudia Nevill and Tattie were both pronounced first-class, the former because she was so extremely affable with one and all, even to the farmers sons who followed the hounds, and blushed with a countrymans awkwardness when she, the woman of whom the papers spoke, addressed them. There was no pride about her ladyship, and the whole countryside, from Harborough right across to Peterborough, declared her to be one of the right sort.

Of course even in the villages there were whispers that she was very friendly with the Grand-Duke, and the usual deductions were made from the fact that the latest foreign star in the hunting-firmament was always riding near her. But in the country the people are very slow to give credence to scandal, and the gossip, though active, was not ill-natured; besides, it had long ago been known that the Foreign Under-Secretary was passionately attached to her. Last season Chisholm had hunted with the Pytchley and had been always at her side, so that the rustics, and even the members of the hunt had come to regard him as her future husband, and had pronounced them to be a well-matched pair.

Late one afternoon towards the close of November the end of a busy day was drawing near. The meet was at Althorpe Park, Earl Spencers seat, and the spinneys all around the park were drawn one after the other; but although plenty of pretty hunting took place, the hounds did not do any good. On drawing No-bottle Wood the greater portion of the large field managed to get away with the pack as the hounds raced away up wind in the direction of Harlestone. The first fox led his pursuers over fine grass country to a copse near Floore, where the sight of hounds in full cry, a rare occurrence, caused considerable excitement among the villagers. Continuing past Weedon Beck, the fugitive circled round in the direction of Pattishall, but he was so hotly pressed that he was obliged to take shelter in a drain near Bugbrook, where it was decided to leave him. The second fox, which was started from Dowsby Gorse, gave a fine run of an hour. He travelled first to Byfield, thence across the hilly country back to Weedon Beck, over almost the same district as his predecessor. Near Weedon reynard had an encounter with some terriers belonging to a rabbiting party, but got safely away and finally beat the pack close to the Nene.

The run had been a very fast one, but both Claudia and Stanislas were among the few in at the finish. As many of the hunters jogged homeward along the Daventry road, the Grand-Duke managed to take up his position by the side of the beautiful woman whom he so greatly admired. Stanislas, who was an excellent rider, had left his equerry far behind in the mad race across hedges, ditches, stubble and ploughed land. Somewhat bespattered by mud, he sat his horse with perfect ease and with almost imperial dignity. To the casual observer there was nothing to distinguish him from any of the other hunters, for in his well-worn riding-breeches, gaiters and black coat his appearance was devoid of that elegance which had distinguished him in London society, and he looked more like a country squire than the son of an emperor.

They were descending the slope towards a small hamlet of thatched cottages, when of a sudden he drew his horse closer to hers and, turning to her, exclaimed in English of rather a pleasant accent:

Madame is, I fear, fatigued — of my company?

Oh dear no, she laughed, turning her fine dark eyes mischievously towards him. Why should I be? When you are so self-sacrificing as to leave Muriel Mortimer to Captain Graydons charge and ride with me, I surely ought not to complain.

Why do you speak of Mamzelle Mortimer? he asked, at once grown serious.

Because you have been flirting with her outrageously all day. You cant deny it, she declared, turning to him in her saddle.

I was merely pleasant to her, he admitted. But you English declare that a man is a flirt if he merely extends the most commonplace courtesies to a woman. It is so different in other countries.

Yes, she laughed. Here, in England, woman is fortunately respected, but it is not so on the Continent.

I trust that madame has not found me indiscreet, he said earnestly. If I have been, I must crave forgiveness, because I am so unused to English manners.

I dont think any one need blame you for indiscretion, providing that Muriel does not object.

Object? I do not follow you, he said.

Well, she may object to her name being bandied about as a woman with whom you are carrying on an open flirtation.

You appear to blame me for common civility to her, he observed. I cannot, somehow, understand madame of late. She has so changed.

Yes, she answered with a bitter smile; I have grown older — and wiser.

Wisdom always adds charm to a woman, he replied, endeavouring to turn her sarcasm into a compliment.

And age commands respect, she answered.

He laughed uneasily, for he knew well her quick and clever repartee.

I have been wishing to have a word with madame for a long time, he said, at last breaking a silence that had fallen between them. You have pointedly avoided me for several weeks. Have I given you offence? If so, I beg a thousand pardons.

She did not answer for some time. At heart she despised this Imperial Prince, before whom half the women in London bowed and curtsied. She had once allowed him to pay court to her in his fussy, foreign manner, amused and flattered that one of his degree should find her interesting; but all that was now of the past. In those brief moments as they rode together along the country road in the wintry twilight, recollections of summer days at Fernhurst came back to her, and she hated herself. In those days she had actually forgotten Dudley. And then she also remembered how this man had condemned her lover: how he had urged her to break off the acquaintance, and how he had hinted at some secret which, when exposed, must result in Dudleys ruin.

Those enigmatical words of his had caused her much thought. At what had he hinted? A thousand times had she endeavoured to discover his meaning, but had utterly failed. If such a secret actually existed, and if its revelation could cause the downfall of Dudley Chisholm, then it was surely her duty to discover it and to seek its suppression. This latter thought caused her to hesitate, and to leave unsaid the hasty answer that had flashed into her mind.

Well, she said at length, now that you have spoken plainly, I may as well confess that I have been annoyed — very much annoyed.

I regret that! he exclaimed with quick concern. If I have caused madame any annoyance, I assure her it was not in the least intentional. But tell me how I have annoyed you.

Oh, it was a small matter, quite a trivial one, she said with affected carelessness, settling her habit and glancing furtively at the man who had declared that he held her lovers secret.

But you will tell me, he urged. Please do. I have already apologised.

Then that is sufficient, she replied.

No, it is not sufficient I must know my offence, to be fully cognisant of its gravity.

Her brows contracted slightly, but in the fading light he did not notice the shadow of annoyance that passed across her countenance.

As I have told you, the offence was not a grave one, she declared. I was merely annoyed, that is all.

Annoyed by my actions, or by my words?

By your words.

On what occasion?

On the last occasion you dined at my house.

For a moment his face assumed a puzzled expression, then in an instant the truth flashed upon him.

Ah! he cried; I recollect, of course. Madame has been offended at what I said regarding her friend, the Under-Secretary. I can only repeat my apologies.

You repeat them because what you told me was untrue! she exclaimed, turning and looking him full in the face. They had allowed their horses to walk, in order to be able to converse.

I much regret, madame, that it was true, he replied.

All of it?

All of it.

And there exists somewhere or other a document which inculpates Dudley Chisholm?

Yes, it inculpates him very gravely, I am sorry to say.

Sorry! Why?

Well, because he is madames friend — her very best friend, if report speaks the truth. There was a sarcastic ring in his words which she did not fail to detect, and it stung her to fury.

I cannot see why you should entertain the least sympathy for my friend, she remarked in a hard voice. More especially for one unknown to you.

Oh, we have met! her companion said. We met in Paris long since on an occasion when I was travelling incognito, and I liked him. Indeed, he was dining at the Carlton a week ago at the next table to me.

And you are aware of the nature of this secret, which, according to what you tell me, must some day or other bring about his utter downfall?

Ah, no. Madame misunderstands me entirely, he hastened to protest. I am not a diplomatist, nor have I any connection, official or otherwise, with diplomacy. I merely told you of a matter which had come to my knowledge. Recollect, that a young man in Chisholms position of responsibility must have a large number of jealous enemies. Perhaps it will be owing to one of these that the secret will leak out.

It will be used for a political purpose, you mean?

Exactly, replied the Grand-Duke. Your Government, what with the two or three contending parties, is always at war, as it were, and the Opposition, as you term it, may, as a coup de grace to the Government, reveal the secret.

But you told me that it was a document, and that it reposed safely in one of the Chancelleries in a foreign capital, if I remember aright, she said. Now, tell me honestly, is St. Petersburg the capital you refer to?

No, it is not, he replied promptly.

And the Embassy in London that is aware of the truth is not in Chesham Place?

Most assuredly not, madame, he replied.

Cannot you be more explicit, she urged. Cannot you, if you are my friend, as you have more than once declared yourself to be, tell me more regarding this extraordinary matter which is to create such a terrible scandal?

No, it is impossible — utterly impossible. If I could, I would tell madame everything. But my information really carries me no further than the bare fact that a certain Power antagonistic to England has been able to secure a document which must prove the ruin of the most brilliant and promising of the younger English statesmen.

And have you really no idea whatever as to the nature of the secret?

None.

From what you tell me one would almost infer that Dudley Chisholm had been guilty of some crime. Have you no suspicion of its nature?

Absolutely none, her companion declared. The only other fact I know is the whereabouts of the document in question, and that I must keep a secret, according to my solemn promise.

You promised not to divulge the direction in which danger lies? she said suspiciously. Why did you do so? You surely must have had some motive!

I had none. The affair was mentioned to me confidentially, and I was compelled to promise that I would give no indication as to what person held the incriminating paper. I told madame of its existence merely to warn her, and perhaps to prepare her for an unwelcome revelation.

You refuse to tell me more? she asked quickly, even though you must be aware how deeply this extraordinary matter affects me?

I am compelled to refuse, madame, he answered in the same calm, unruffled tone. I cannot break my word of honour.


Chapter Sixteen.

Suggests a Double Problem.
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FASHION, AS WE call it, is in these decadent days at the mercy of any millionaire pork-butcher, or any enterprising adventurer from across the seas. Victorian literature has declined into the short story and the problem play, taking its heroines from among women with a past and its heroes from the slums. In prose, in verse, and in conversation, the favourite style is the Cockney slang of the costermonger, the betting-ring, and the barrack canteen. Is it not appalling that the reek of the pot-house, the music-hall, the turf, the share-market, the thieves doss-house infects our literature, our manners, our amusements, and our ideals of life? Yet is it not the truth?

Dudley, yielding to Claudias persuasion, gave a large house-party at Wroxeter during the Christmas recess. As he was too much occupied with his public duties to be able to arrange the affair himself, she returned from Market Harborough and went down to Shropshire to make his arrangements. Truth to tell, he was wearied of the nightly discussions in the House and his daily work at the Foreign Office, and looked forward to a brief period of relaxation and gaiety, when he could entertain his friends. He left everything to her, just as he had done on several previous occasions. Very soon after his decision to ask his friends down to the old feudal castle, Wroxeter was the scene of much cleaning and garnishing.

Claudia, whose charm of manner was unequalled, was an admirable hostess of striking individuality, and her own entertainments were always brilliant successes. Royalties came to her small parties, and every one who was any one was seen at her receptions. She it was who decided what guests should be asked to Wroxeter, and who sent out the invitations; then, after seeing that all was in complete readiness, she returned again to town. She was a born entertainer, and never so happy as when arranging a social function, whether it was a dinner, private theatricals, a bazaar, or a theatre supper at the Carlton. It follows that as regards the arrangement of Dudleys house-party at Wroxeter she was entirely in her element.

A paragraph crept into the papers announcing how the popular Under-Secretary intended to spend the recess. This was copied into hundreds of papers all over the country with that rapidity with which the personal paragraph always travels.

Of course the invitations were sent out in Dudleys name, and the fact that Claudia had arranged the whole matter was carefully concealed. As the relict of Dick Nevill she had a perfect right to act as hostess on Chisholms behalf if she so desired, but Dudley had strenuously refused to allow this, for people might renew their ill-natured gossip. He had no desire to submit either Claudia or himself to a fresh burst of scandal.

The House rose. Three days later the guests began to assemble at Wroxeter, making the old halls echo with their laughter in a manner in which they had not echoed for many years. Claudia herself did not arrive until a couple of days later, but the arrangements she had made with the housekeeper were perfect.

The guests numbered thirty-three, nearly all of them Dudleys most intimate friends, including a Cabinet Minister and a sprinkling of political notabilities. Among them were, of course, some smart women and pretty girls; and with a perfect round of entertainment the Christmas festival was kept in a right royal manner, worthy the best traditions of the Chisholms. Holly boughs and mistletoe were suspended in the great oak-panelled hall, while a boars head and other old-world dishes formed part of the fare on Christmas Day. Outside, the weather was intensely cold, for snow had fallen heavily and had now frozen, giving the park and the surrounding hills quite a fairy-like appearance. It was in every respect such a festival as we most of us desire, an old-fashioned Christmas.

The Grand-Duke was in Paris, and Dudley was secretly glad that on this account he could not be invited. But among the guests were the portly Lady Meldrum, whose black satin seemed a fixed part of her, her inoffensive husband, Sir Henry, and pretty, fair-haired Muriel Mortimer. Benthall, the Member for East Glamorganshire, was, of course, there, but the colonel, who had been his fellow-guest for the shooting, had gone to Cannes for the winter, in accordance with his usual habit.

With such a party, a womans directing influence was, of course, indispensable, but Claudia acted the part of hostess in a manner so unobtrusive that no one could demur. So skilfully planned was the whole affair that a perfect round of gaiety was enjoyed each day, with some amusement to attract everybody.

Compelled to be civil and affable to everybody, Dudley somehow found himself more often in the company of Muriel Mortimer than in that of Claudia. Whether it was that Lady Meldrums ward deliberately sought his society, or whether chance threw them together so often, he could not decide. At any rate, he played billiards with her, danced with her, and always found her seat close to his at the head of the table.

On the morning following the revels of Christmas night most of the guests were late down to breakfast save Muriel, who was one of the first to appear. Dudley met her in the great old room and bent over her hand in salutation. She had been the prettiest woman at the dance on the previous night, and her unaffected manner had again attracted him. But as he stood before the big wood-fire, chatting with her and awaiting the others, a curious thought crossed his mind. There, in that very room, a couple of months earlier, he had been warned against her by the blunt old colonel; and yet he was now entertaining her beneath his roof.

Their eyes met as they were speaking, and he saw that hers were clear, blue, wide open, with an expression of perfect frankness. Yes, she was altogether charming in her simple morning gown. Why in the world had the colonel so distinctly warned him? What harm could there possibly be in their meeting?

Claudia, who, strangely enough, evinced no jealousy because of his constant companionship with her, was standing near the window, handsomely and becomingly clad, chatting with old Sir Henry Meldrum, now and then glancing in the direction of the man for whom she had confessed her love. Dudley noticed these glances, but went on talking, though rather mechanically, with the sweet, ingenuous girl whom the colonel had declared he ought to avoid. Claudia herself had arranged her seat at table close to him; she had even suggested on the previous afternoon that as Muriel liked billiards, her host should play with her, and had herself whispered in his ear at the dance to invite Lady Meldrums ward to be his partner in the Washington Post.

All this puzzled him, as the truth was slowly revealed to him. And, after all, who was this pretty Muriel?

From a dozen different sources he had endeavoured to obtain some information regarding her birth and parentage, but all he could gather was of a contradictory nature. One old dowager had told him that she was the only daughter and heiress of the late Charles Mortimer, a great Liverpool ship-owner and intimate friend of Sir Henrys. From another source he learnt that she was the daughter of a man who had been for some years partner with the ironmaster; while a third person hinted mysteriously that her parentage was unknown, and that she had merely been adopted by Sir Henry and his wife, chiefly because they were childless. All this was perplexing, to say the least of it.

He had laughed heartily when the old colonel had warned him against her, declaring that he had no desire to make the acquaintance of the pretty Unknown. But somehow the mystery surrounding her began to attract him, and he became eager to fathom it.

Later that morning he met Claudia alone in one of the corridors, and took her aside to arrange the entertainment for the morrow. Then, when they had finished, he put a question to her, point-blank: Who is Muriel Mortimer? he asked.

She glanced at him quickly, evidently taken somewhat aback by the suddenness of his question.

My dear Dudley, she laughed, I should have thought you knew all about your guests by this time. She is Sir Henry Meldrums ward.

I know that, he said, a trifle impatiently. But who were her parents?

Ive never heard, she replied. I dont think any one knows. Possibly it is some family secret. At least, Ive always thought so.

Then you have already endeavoured to find out?

Of course. Curiosity is womans nature.

And have you discovered nothing of her birth, or who she is?

Nothing whatever. A month ago I even went so far as to ask Lady Meldrum.

And what was her answer? he inquired eagerly. She said that her parentage was a matter that concerned only Muriel herself. Indeed, she seemed quite huffy that I should have dared to broach the subject. But you know how sore that kind of person is in regard to certain points.

Then Lady Meldrum gave no reason why Muriel was her husbands ward?

No. Her reply was a polite negative to all inquiries.

He was silent for a few minutes, leaning against the table and facing her.

How did you first become acquainted with this estimable pair, Claudia? Tell me, for they interest me.

You mean that Muriel interests you, she laughed mischievously.

No, I mean that the whole affair appears to me full of mystery.

I first met Lady Meldrum at a bazaar with which I was connected in aid of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children. We held a stall together.

You had never met her, or known her before?

Never. She was the wife of a Glasgow knight, and quite unknown in London.

Was Muriel with her at the bazaar?

I did, not see her. I believe she was away visiting somewhere. Lady Meldrum spoke of her, I recollect quite distinctly.

And it was you who afterwards introduced her in town. I presume she owes all her social success to you?

Yes, I believe she does, she replied.

Then I consider it curious that she has never confided in you the secret of Muriels birth. She surely could not expect you to stand sponsor for a girl of whom you knew nothing?

Oh, how absurdly you talk, Dudley! she laughed airily. Whatever is in your mind? If Muriel Mortimer amuses you, as apparently she does, what does her parentage matter? Sir Henry and her ladyship are perfectly respectable persons, and even though they may be of somewhat plebeian origin they dont offend by bad manners. Can it be that your thirst for knowledge is due to a vague idea that Muriel might one day be the châtelaine of this place, eh?

She looked him full in the face with the dark and brilliant eyes that had always held him spellbound. She was a clever woman, and with feminine intuition knew exactly the power she possessed over the man whom she loved with a passion so fierce and uncurbed that she had been led to overstep the conventionalities.

Muriel Mortimer will never be mistress here, he said in a hard voice, a trifle annoyed at her final remark. You yourself have invited her here as my guest, and I am bound to be civil, but beyond that — well, I hope that we shall not meet again after this party breaks up.

And yet you want to know all about her, with the eagerness of an ardent lover! she laughed sarcastically.

I have reasons — strong ones, he answered firmly.

Again she raised her eyes to his, but rather furtively, as though she were seeking to discover the reason of this sudden anxiety and was not quite sure of how much he knew.

Then if you consider the matter of sufficient importance, why not ask Lady Meldrum herself? she suggested. To you she may perhaps give a more satisfactory answer.

How can I? Dont be ridiculous, my dear Claudia, said the Under-Secretary.

Then if the girl is really nothing to you, let the matter drop, she urged. In what way does her parentage concern either you or me?

It does concern me, he answered in a hard tone, his brow clouded by thought.

How?

For reasons known only to myself, he responded enigmatically. He was thinking of the colonels warning, which had been troubling him ever since breakfast. It was the irony of fate that he was now compelled to entertain the very woman against whom his best friend had uttered the strange words he recollected so well. He had broached the matter to Benthall, but it was evident that the latter was not aware of the colonels reasons for denouncing her as an undesirable acquaintance.

A silence had fallen between the pair, but it was at length broken by Claudia, who said:

Tell me, Dudley, what is it that is troubling you?

Yes, he responded promptly, I will tell you. I wish to know the reason why you invited this family beneath my roof. You had a motive, Claudia. Come now, confess it.

She opened her eyes, startled by his words.

My dear Dudley, she cried. Why, I only invited them because Lady Meldrum was my friend. They were extremely kind to me down at Fernhurst, and I thought that you would be pleased to offer them the hospitality of the Castle for Christmas. You had met them at the Duchess of Penarths, and both Lady Meldrum and Muriel were never tired of singing your praises. They went one night to hear you address the House, I believe.

Yes, I know about it. She told me! exclaimed the Under-Secretary petulantly. But theres some hidden motive in their actions — of that Im absolutely convinced.


Chapter Seventeen.

Recounts Curious Circumstances.
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EVEN THOUGH THE House stood prorogued for yet another ten days, formidable packets of documents continually reached Dudley Chisholm from the Foreign Office, sometimes through the post, and at others by special messenger. Englands relations with the Powers were, as usual, not very reassuring, hence the Parliamentary Under-Secretary was kept busy, and every moment he could snatch from his guests was spent in the library among the heaps of papers with which his table was always littered. Wrey, his private secretary, was absent on leave, for the holidays, and, therefore, the whole of the work fell upon him.

Each night, after the men had finished their whiskey and their gossip in the smoking-room, he would retire to the big, book-lined chamber, and plunge into the work, often difficult and tedious, which the nation expected of him.

Usually during the half hour before dinner some of the guests would assemble in the great, brown, old room to gossip, and the cosy-corner beside the big wood-fire was a favourite resting-place of Muriels. She generally dressed early, and with one or other of the younger men would sit there and chat until the dinner-bell sounded. The fine old chamber, with its overmantel bearing the three water-bougets argent, its lining of books, and its oaken ceiling was quiet and secluded from the rest of the house, the ideal refuge of a studious man.

Dudley, having occasion to enter there on the second evening following his conversation with Claudia, related in the foregoing chapter, found Sir Henrys ward sitting alone in the cosy-corner, half hidden by the draperies. The light from the green-shaded lamp, insufficient to illuminate the whole place, only revealed the table with its piles of papers, but upon her face the firelight danced, throwing her countenance into bold relief. As she sat there in her pale-blue dress she made a picture of a most contenting sort.

What! alone! he exclaimed pleasantly as he advanced to meet her, settling his dress-tie with his hand, for he had just come in from a drive and had slipped into his clothes hurriedly.

Yes, she laughed, stretching forth her small foot coquettishly upon the red Turkey rug before the fire. You men are so long making your toilette; and yet you blame us for all our fal-lals.

Havent you been out?

Yes, she answered; I went this afternoon into Shrewsbury with Lady Richard to do some shopping. What a curious old town it is! Ive never been there before, and was most interested.

True its old-fashioned, and far behind the times, Miss Mortimer, he said, smiling, as he stood before her, his back to the fire. But I always thought that you did not care for the antique.

The antique! Why, I adore it! This splendid castle of yours is unique. I confess to you that Ive slipped away and wandered about it for hours, exploring all sorts of winding stairways and turret-chambers unknown to any one except the servants. I had no idea Wroxeter was so charming. One can imagine oneself back in the Middle Ages with men in armour, sentries, knights, lady-loves and all the rest of it.

He laughed lightly, placed his hands behind his back, and looked straight at her.

Im very glad the old place interests you, he replied. Fernhurst is comparatively modern, is it not?

Horribly modern as compared with Wroxeter, she said, leaning back and gazing up at him with her clear blue eyes. Sir Henry was sadly imposed upon when he bought it three years ago — at least, so I believe.

Dudley was at heart rather annoyed at finding her there alone, for a glance at his littered table caused him to recollect that among those papers there were several confidential documents which had reached him that morning, and which he had been in the act of examining when called to go out driving with two of his guests. Usually he locked the library door on such occasions, but with his friends in the house the act of securing the door of one of the most popular of the apartments was, he thought, a measure not less grave than a spoken insult.

He was suspicious of the fair-eyed girl. Although he could not account for it in the least, the strange suspicion had grown upon him that she was not what she represented herself to be. And yet, on the other hand, neither in actions nor words was she at all obtrusive, but, on the contrary, extremely popular with every one, including Claudia, who had herself declared her to be charming. He wondered whether she had been amusing herself by prying into the heap of papers spread upon his blotting-pad, and glanced across at them. No. They lay there just in the same position, secured by the heavy paper-weight under which he had put them earlier in the afternoon.

And yet, after all, he was a fool to run such risks, he told himself. To fear to offend the susceptibilities of his guests was all very well, but with the many confidential documents in his possession he ought in all conscience to be more careful.

As the evening was biting cold and the keen north-east wind had caught his face while driving, in the warmth his cheeks were burning hot. Muriel, practised flirt that she was, believed their redness to be due to an inward turmoil caused by her presence. Hence she presumed to coquet with him, laughing, joking, chaffing in a manner which displayed her conversational, mobility to perfection. He, on his part, allowed her to proceed, eager to divine her motive.

We go south at the end of January, she said at last, in answer to his question. Sir Henry thinks of taking a villa at Beaulieu this season. Last year we were in Nice, but found it too crowded and noisy at Carnival.

Beaulieu is charming, he said. More especially that part known as La Petite Afrique.

Thats where the villa is situated — facing the sea. One of those four white villas in the little bay.

The most charming spot on the whole Riviera. By the way, he added, one of my old friends is already in Cannes, Colonel Murray-Kerr. Do you happen to know him? He was military attach at Vienna, Rome and Paris until he retired.

A curious expression passed over her countenance as he mentioned the name. But it vanished instantly, as, glancing up, she looked at him with the frank look that was so characteristic.

No. I dont think we have ever met. Murray-Kerr? No. The name is not familiar. He was in the diplomatic service, you say?

Yes, for about fifteen years. I had hoped he would have been one of the party here, but he slipped away a week ago, attracted, as usual in winter, by the charms of Cannes.

He gambles at Monte Carlo, I suppose?

I think not. Hes, nowadays, one of the old fogies of the Junior United Service, and thinks of nothing but the lustre of his patent-leather boots and the chance of shooting with friends. But hes so well-known in town, I felt sure that you must have met him, added Dudley meaningly.

One meets so many people, she replied carelessly, and so many are not introduced by name, that it is difficult to recollect. We havent the least knowledge of the names of people weve known by sight for months. And Im awfully bad at recollecting names. I always remember faces, but cant furnish them with names. The position is often extremely awkward and ludicrous.

The false note in her explanation did not escape his sensitive hearing. Her sudden glances of surprise and annoyance when he had mentioned the colonels name had roused suspicion in his mind, and he felt convinced that she was well acquainted with the man who had warned him against her in such mysterious terms.

If I remember aright, he said, the colonel once mentioned you.

Mentioned me? she exclaimed with undisguised surprise, and not without an expression of alarm. In an instant, however, she recovered her self-possession. Did he say any nice things of me?

Of course, he laughed. Could he say otherwise?

Ah! I dont know. He might if he was not acquainted with me.

Then he is acquainted with you? exclaimed Dudley quickly.

No, why — how silly! I really do not know your friend. Indeed, I have never heard of him. It seems that if what you tell me is correct I have an unknown admirer.

Dudley smiled. He was reflecting upon the colonels warning, and her replies to his questions made it all the more plain that she was denying knowledge of a man with whom she was well acquainted.

Did he say when he had met me? she asked.

I dont really recollect. The conversation took place while several other persons were talking loudly, and many of his words were lost to me.

He discussed my merits before we met at the duchesss, I presume?

Yes. As I had not at that time the honour of your acquaintance, I took but little heed of the conversation.

She looked at him with a covert glance, and with her fingers turned one of her rings round and round in a quick, nervous way. What, she was wondering, had Colonel Murray-Kerr said about her? The fact that she had been discussed by him was to her extremely disconcerting.

Well, she exclaimed a moment later, with a forced laugh, as long as your friend did not speak ill of me, I suppose I ought not to complain of having my personal points openly discussed! Most smart women court the publicity of a smoking-room discussion.

Yes, he replied in a hard voice, wondering whether her words were directed against Claudia, unfortunately they do. But there are smart women and smart women. I trust, Miss Mortimer, that you have no desire to develop into one of the latter.

Certainly not, she answered in all earnestness.

Half rising, she put her hand into her dress pocket, ostensibly to obtain her handkerchief, but in reality to place there a small piece of paper which she had crushed into her palm and held concealed when Dudley entered.

Her deft movement as she hid the paper was so swift that it entirely escaped his notice, while at the same moment Claudia, accompanied by two of the male guests, came into the library, thus putting an end to their tête-à-tête.

Dudley, still standing before the burning logs, continued chatting to Sir Henrys ward, but, owing to the arrival of his other guests, it was no longer possible to keep the conversation in the same channel.

As he sat at dinner he could not prevent his eyes from wandering across to Muriel and from allowing strange thoughts to flit through his mind. At what had the colonel hinted in that very room months ago, when he had warned him to beware of her? He knew Murray-Kerr to be an easy-going cosmopolitan, whose acquaintance with diplomatic Europe was perhaps more extensive than that of any other living man, yet what possible object could he have had in urging him to be careful when he met that innocent-looking woman scarcely out of her teens?

Why Claudia had invited a woman who might become her rival in his affections was another enigma which was puzzling. There was some distinct object in this policy, but its real nature he was quite unable to fathom.

That night there was, as usual, a dance in the old banqueting hall, the high-roofed chamber that had long ago echoed to the boisterous merrymaking of those armoured knights whose coats of mail now stood round, and whose tattered banners hung above. Until half a century back, the old stone flooring, worn hollow by the tramp of generations of retainers, still existed, but Dudleys grandfather had had an oak flooring placed over it, and it now served as the ballroom, even though at one end was the enormous hearth, where an ox could be roasted whole, while the wooden benches, at which the banqueters used to hold revel, served as seats for those who did not dance.

Few of the guests, however, refrained from the waltzing, so delightful were the attendant circumstances. Once during the evening Dudley found himself taking a turn with Claudia.

Ive wanted to speak to you for nearly an hour past, she whispered to him, so low that none could overhear. Some man, apparently an undesirable person, has called to see you.

To see me — at this hour? Why, its past midnight! he exclaimed in astonishment.

He will not give any details regarding his business, she went on. He only expressed a desire that none of the guests should be aware of his presence, and that he might have an interview alone with you.

A rather curious request at this time of night, her companion observed. She noticed that he had turned pale, and that the hand holding hers perceptibly trembled. Their glances met, and he saw in her dark and brilliant eyes the love-look of old that was so unmistakable. Upon her countenance there was a look of concern, and this he strove at once to dispel by saying airily:

I suppose it is some one who wants assistance or something. Where is he?

In your secretarys room. I had him shown there, in order that his wish regarding the secrecy of his visit should be respected.

Then you have seen him?

Yes. You were not to be found at the moment, so, hearing the message he had given the servant, I saw him myself. Hes middle-aged, and rather shabbily dressed. From the state of his clothes I should think that hes walked over from Shrewsbury. He told me that the matter on which he desired to see you was of the greatest urgency, and apologised for calling at such an hour.

Well, he answered, I suppose Id better go and see the fellow, whoever he is. He may be some political crank or other. There are so many about.

Yes, Claudia urged; if I were you Id go at once, and get rid of him. It appears that Riggs told him you could not be seen until the morning, but he absolutely refused to be sent away.

Very well, Ill go and see who he is, replied the Under-Secretary, only remaining calm by dint of the most strenuous effort. Then, leading his partner to a seat, he bowed, took leave of her, and slipped away from the ball through several arched doors and down the two long corridors until he came to a door at the end.

He was in the east wing of the castle, a part to which the visitors did not penetrate, for to do so it was necessary to cross the kitchen.

Before the closed door he paused, held his breath, and placed his hand instinctively upon his heart, as though to still its beating. He dared not advance farther.

Who, he wondered, was his visitor? Could it be that the blow which he had expected for so long had at length fallen?


Chapter Eighteen.

Introduces an Interesting Person.
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HE HESITATED FOR a moment; then, setting his jaws hard in sudden resolution, he turned the door-handle and entered.

Within, the long, low-ceilinged room was furnished as a kind of office. From an armchair near the fireless grate rose the spare figure of a grey-haired, grey-eyed, haggard-faced man of a type which might be described as shabby-genteel, a man who had without doubt seen better days. His features were refined, but his cheeks were sunken until the bones of the face showed plainly beneath the skin, and his hair and moustache, though grey, had prematurely lost their original colour. His tall, slim figure was straight, and he bowed to Chisholm with the easy manner of a gentleman. His overcoat of shabby grey Irish frieze was open, displaying a coat and vest much the worse for wear, while his upturned trousers were sodden by the melting snow.

I understand that you wish, to see me, Chisholm began, glancing at the fellow keenly, and not half liking his appearance. This is a rather unusual hour for a visit, is it not?

Yes, the man replied. For the lateness of the hour I must apologise, but my trains did not fit, and I was compelled to walk from Shrewsbury. He spoke in a refined voice, and his bearing was not that of a person who intended to ask assistance. Dudley possessed a quick insight into character, and could sum up a man as sharply and correctly as a lawyer with a wide experience of criminals.

And what may your business be with me? asked the master of Wroxeter.

The man glanced suspiciously at the door by which Dudley had entered, and asked:

Are we alone? Do you think there can possibly be any eavesdroppers?

Certainly not. But I cannot understand why your business should be of such a purely private character. You are entirely unknown to me, and I understand that you refused to give a card. He uttered the last words with a slight touch of sarcasm, for the mans appearance was not such as would warrant the casual observer in believing him to be possessed of that mark of gentility.

Of course I am unknown to you, Mr Chisholm. But although unknown to you in person, I am probably known to you by name. As he spoke, he selected from his rather shabby pocket-book a folded paper, which he handed to Dudley. This credential will, I think, satisfy you.

Dudley took it, glanced at it, and started quickly. Then he fixed his eyes upon his visitor in boundless surprise. The man before him smiled faintly at the impression which the sight of that document had caused. The paper was headed with the British arms in scarlet, and contained only three lines written over a signature he knew well — the signature of the Prime Minister of England.

And you are really Captain Cator? exclaimed the Under-Secretary, looking at him in amazement, and handing him back his credential.

Yes, Archibald Cator, chief of Her Majestys Secret Service, said the shrunken-faced man. We have had correspondence on more than one occasion, but have never met, for the simple reason that I am seldom in England. Now you will at once recognise why I refused a card, and also why I wished my visit to you to remain a secret.

Of course, of course, answered Dudley. I had no suspicion of your identity, and — well, if you will permit me to say so, your personal appearance at this moment is scarcely that which might be expected of Captain Archibald Cator, military attach in Rome.

Exactly! But I have been paying a call earlier in the day, and shabbiness was a necessity, he explained with a laugh. Besides, I tramped all the way from Shrewsbury and—

And you are wet and cold. Youll have a stiff whiskey and soda. Dudley pressed the bell and, when Riggs appeared, gave the necessary order.

You wont return to-night, of course, suggested Chisholm. Ill tell them to get a room ready for you.

Thanks for your hospitality, but my return is absolutely imperative. There is a train from Shrewsbury to town at 4:25 in the morning. I must leave by that.

Both men sank into chairs opposite each other in the chill, rather gloomy, room. The mysterious visitor who had called at that extraordinary hour was one of the most trusted and faithful servants at the disposal of the Foreign Office. Although nominally holding the appointment of military attach at the Embassy in Rome, he was in reality the chief of the British Secret Service on the Continent, a man whose career had been replete with extraordinary adventures, to whose marvellous tact, ready ingenuity, and careful methods of investigation, England was indebted for many of the diplomatic coups she had made during the past dozen years or so.

In the diplomatic circle, and in the British colony in Rome, every one knew Archie Cator, for he was popular everywhere, and a welcome visitor at the houses of the English and the wealthier Italians alike. It was often hinted that in the Foreign Office at home he possessed influential friends, for whenever he wished for leave he had only to wire to London to obtain a grant of absence. The supposition was that in summer he went to his pretty villa at Ardenza, on the Tuscan shore near Leghorn, there to enjoy the sea-breezes, or in winter over to Cairo or Algiers. None knew, save, of course, Her Majestys Ambassador, that these frequent periods of leave were spent in flying visits to one or other of the capitals of Europe to direct the operations of the band of confidential agents under him, or that the attach so popular with the ladies was in reality the Prince of Spies.

Spying is against an Englishmans notion of fair-play, but to such an extent have the other great Powers carried the operation of their various Intelligence Departments that to the Foreign Office the secret service has become a most necessary adjunct. Were it not for its operations, and the early intelligence it obtains, England would often be left out of the diplomatic game, and British interests would suffer to an extent that would soon become alarming, even to that puerile person, the Little Englander. Officially no person connected with the Secret Service is recognised, except its chief, and he, in order to cloak his real position, was at that moment holding the post of attaché in Rome, where he had but little to do, since Italy was the Power most friendly towards England.

Stories without number of the captains prowess, of his absolute fearlessness, and of his marvellous ingenuity as a spy in the interests of his country, had already reached Chisholm. They were whispered within a certain circle at the Foreign Office when from time to time a copy of a secret document, or a piece of remarkable intelligence reached headquarters from Paris, Berlin, or Petersburg. They knew that it came from Archie Cator, the wiry, middle-aged attach who idled in the salons of the Eternal City, drove in the Corso, and, especially as he was an easy-going bachelor, found remarkable favour in the eyes of the ladies.

He lived two lives. In the one he was a diplomatist, smart, polished, courtly — the perfect model of all a British attach should be. In the other he was a shrewd, crafty spy, possessed of a tact unequalled by any detective officer at Scotland Yard, a brain fertile in invention and subterfuge, and nerves of iron. In Rome, in Paris and in Petersburg, only the ambassadors knew the secret of his real office. He transacted his business direct with them and with the chief in London, Her Majestys Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs. Indeed, British diplomatic policy was often based upon his reports and suggestions. The utmost care was always exercised to conceal his real office from the staffs of the various Embassies. They only knew him as Archie Cator from Rome, the man with a friend high up in the Foreign Office who got him short leave whenever he chose to take it.

The money annually voted by Parliament for secret service was entirely at his disposal, and the only account he rendered was to the chief himself. The department was a costly one, for often he was compelled to bribe heavily through his agents, men specially selected for the work of spying; and as these numbered nearly forty, distributed in the various capitals, the expenditure was by no means light. With such a director, for whose methods, indeed, the staff at Scotland Yard had the highest admiration, the successes were many. To Cators untiring energy, skilful perception, and exhaustless ingenuity in worming out secrets, our diplomatic success in various matters, despite the conspiracies formed against us by certain of the Powers, was entirely due. The Foreign Secretary himself had, it was whispered, once remarked at a Cabinet meeting that if England possessed half a dozen Cators she would need no ambassadors. The marquess trusted him implicitly, relying as much upon his judgment as upon that of the oldest and most practised representative of Her Majesty at any of the European courts.

If the truth were told, the secret of Englands dominant influence in Central Africa was entirely due to the discovery of a diplomatic intrigue in Berlin by the omnipotent Cator, who, at risk of his life, secured a certain document which placed our Foreign Office in a position to dictate to the Powers. It was a master-stroke, and as a partial return for it the popular, cigarette-smoking attach in Rome, found one morning upon his table an autograph letter of thanks from Her Majestys Prime Minister. When occupying his position as attach he was an idler about the Eternal City, an inveterate theatre-goer, and a well-known, and even ostentatious, figure in Roman society. But when at work he was patient, unobtrusive, and usually ill-dressed, moving quickly hither and thither, taking long night journeys by the various rapides, caring nothing for fatigue, and directing his corps of secret agents as a general does an army.

Knowledge is power. Hence England is compelled to hold her place in the diplomatic intrigues of the world by the employment of secret agents. There are many doors to be unlocked, and to men like Cator, England does not grudge golden keys.

Riggs had brought the whiskey and soda, and the man whose career would have perhaps made the finest romance ever written, had drained a tumblerful thirstily, with a laugh and a word of excuse that the way had been long, and the wind cold.

When they were alone again, he twisted the rather stubby ends of his grey moustache, and with his eyes fixed upon the Under-Secretary said:

I should not have disturbed you at this hour, Mr Chisholm, were not the matter one of extreme urgency.

Dudley sat eager and anxious, wondering what could have brought this man to England. A grave and horrible suspicion had seized him that the truth he dreaded was actually out — that the blow had fallen. No secret was safe from Cator. As he had obtained knowledge of the profoundest secrets of the various European Powers in a manner absolutely incredible, what chance was there to hide from him any information which he had set his mind to obtain. Is the matter serious? he asked vaguely.

For the present I cannot tell whether it is actually as serious as it appears to be, the other answered with a grave look. As you are well aware, the outlook abroad at this moment is far from promising. There is more than one deep and dastardly intrigue against us. The diplomatic air on the Continent is full of rumours of antagonistic alliances against England, and even Mercier, in Paris, has actually gone the length of planning an invasion. But a fig for all the bumptious chatter of French invasions! he said, snapping his finger and thumb. What we have to regard at this moment is not menaces abroad, but perils at home.

I hardly follow you, observed the Under-secretary.

Well, I arrived in London from the Continent the night before last upon a confidential mission, and it is in order to obtain information from yourself that I am here to-night, he explained. Perhaps the fact that I have not had my clothes off for the past five days, and that I have been in four of the capitals of Europe during the same period, will be sufficient to convince you of the urgency of the matter in hand. Besides, it may account for my somewhat unrepresentable appearance, he added with a good-humoured laugh. But now let us get at once to the point, for I have but little time to spare if Im to catch the early express back to London. The matter is strictly private, and all I ask, Mr Chisholm, is that what passes between us goes no further than these four walls. Recollect that my position is one of constant and extreme peril. I am the confidential agent of the Foreign Office, and you are its Parliamentary Under-secretary. Therefore, in our mutual interests, no word must escape you either in regard to my visit here, or even to the fact that I have been in England. London to-day swarms with foreign spies, and if I am recognised all my chances of being successful in the present matter must at once vanish.

I am all attention, said Dudley, interested to hear something from this gatherer of the secrets of the nation. If I can give you any assistance I shall be most ready to do so.

Then let me put a question to you, which please answer truthfully, for much depends upon it, he said slowly, his eyes fixed upon the man before him as he pensively twisted his moustache. Were you ever acquainted with a man named Lennox?

The words fell upon Dudley Chisholm like a thunderclap. Yes, the blow had fallen! He started, then, gripping the arms of the chair, sat upright and motionless as a statue, his face blanched to the lips. He knew that the ghastly truth, so long concealed that he had believed the matter forgotten, was out. Ruin stood before him. His secret was known.


Chapter Nineteen.

A Man of Secrets Speaks.
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ARCHIBALD CATORS BONY face was grave, serious, sphinx-like. His personality was strange and striking.

He had detected in an instant the sudden alarm which his question had aroused within the mind of the man before him, but, pretending not to observe it, he added with a pleasant air:

You will, of course, forgive anything which may appear to be an impertinent cross-examination, Mr Chisholm. Both of us are alike working in the interests of our country, and certain facts which I have recently unearthed are, to say the least, extremely curious. They even constitute a great danger. Do you happen to remember any one among your acquaintances named Lennox — Major Mayne Lennox?

Mayne Lennox! Mention of that name brought before Chisholms eyes a grim and ghastly vision of the past — a past which he had fondly believed was long ago dead and buried. There arose the face that had haunted him so continuously, that white countenance which appeared to him in his dreams and haunted him even in the moments of his greatest triumphs, social and political.

The shabbily attired man patiently awaited an answer, his eyes fixed upon the man before him.

Yes, answered Dudley at last, with a strenuous effort to calm the tumultuous beating of his heart.

I was once acquainted with a man of that name.

His visitor slowly changed his position, and a strange half-smile played about the corners of his mouth, as though that admission was the sum of his desire.

May I ask under what circumstances you met this person? he inquired, adding: I am not asking through any idle motive of curiosity, but in order to complete a series of inquiries I have in hand, it is necessary for certain points to be absolutely clear.

We met at a card-party in a friends rooms, Dudley said. I saw something of him at Hastings, where he was spending the summer. Afterwards, I believe, he went abroad. But we have not met for years.

For how many years?

Oh, seven, or perhaps eight! I really could not say exactly.

Are you certain that Mayne Lennox went abroad? inquired Cator as though suddenly interested.

Yes. He told me that he had lived on the Continent for a great many years, mostly in Italy, I think. He often spoke of a villa he had outside Perugia, and I presume that he returned there.

Ah, exactly! said his visitor, again twisting his moustache, as was his habit when deep in thought. And you have not seen him for some years?

No. But is it regarding Major Lennox that you are making inquiries? He surely had no political connections?

My inquiries concern him indirectly, admitted the man with the hollow cheeks. I am seeking to discover him.

Surely that will not be difficult. A retired officer is usually found with the utmost ease.

Yes. But from inquiries I have already made I have come to the conclusion that he returned to England again. If so, my difficulty increases. Dudley was silent for some moments. Was this man telling the truth? he wondered.

May I ask what is your object in discovering him? he inquired, feeling that as he had now answered Cators questions he might be permitted to ask some himself.

I desire to ascertain from him certain facts which will elucidate what remains at present a profound mystery, the other replied. Indeed, a statement by him will place in our hands a weapon by which we can thwart certain of the Powers who are launching a powerful combination against us.

Cator, who occupied the post that Colonel Murray-Kerr had once held, was himself a skilled diplomatist. As the confusion caused in the Under-Secretarys mind at his first question had shown how unlikely it was that he would get a clear statement of the truth, he proceeded to work for the information he wanted, and to work in a cautious and indirect manner. Chisholm, recollecting the confidential document which had passed through his hands some time before, and which had aroused his suspicions, said:

I think I know the combination to which you refer. Something regarding it leaked out to one of the newspapers a few weeks ago, and a question was asked in the House.

Cator laughed.

Yes, he said, a question to which you gave a very neat, but altogether unintelligible reply — eh? They were waiting that reply of yours in the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs with a good deal of anxiety, I can tell you. It was telephoned to Paris before you had delivered it.

Ah! copied from one of the sheets of replies given out to the Press Gallery, I expect, observed the Under-Secretary. But I had no idea that our friends across the Channel were so watchful of my utterances.

Oh, arent they? They are watchful of your movements, too, replied the Secret Agent of Her Majestys Foreign Office. Recollect, Mr Chisholm, you as Parliamentary Under-Secretary are in the confidence of the Government, and frequently possess documents and information which to our enemies would be priceless. If I may be permitted to say so, you should be constantly on the alert against any of your papers falling into undesirable hands.

But surely none have? Dudley gasped in alarm.

None have, to my knowledge, his visitor replied.

But information is gained by spies in a variety of ways. Perhaps few know better than myself the perfection of the secret service system of certain Powers who are our antagonists. Few diplomatic secrets are safe from them.

And few of the secrets of our rivals are safe from you, Captain Cator — if all Ive heard be true, observed Chisholm, smiling.

Ah! the other laughed; I believe Im credited with performing all sorts of miracles in the way of espionage. I fear I possess a reputation which I in no way desire. But, he added, can you tell me nothing more of this man Lennox — of his antecedents, I mean?

Nothing. I know absolutely nothing of his people.

Can you direct me to the mutual friend at whose rooms you met him, for he might possibly be able to tell us his whereabouts?

It was a man in the Worcestershire Regiment; hes out in Uganda now. Perhaps the War Office knows, for doubtless he draws his pension, Chisholm suggested.

No. That source of information has already been tried, but in vain. The visitor thrust his ungloved hands into the pockets of his shabby overcoat, stretched out his legs, and fixed his keen eyes upon the rising statesman, to interview whom he had travelled post-haste half across Europe.

If I knew more of the character of your inquiries and the point towards which they are directed I might possibly be able to render you further assistance, Dudley said after a short pause, hoping to obtain some information from the man who, as he was well aware, so completely possessed the confidence of the controller of Englands destinies.

Well, said Cator, after some hesitation, the matter forms a very tangled and complicated problem. By sheer chance I discovered, by means of a document which was copied in a certain Chancellerie and found its way to me in secret a short time ago, that a movement was afoot in a most unexpected direction to counter-balance Britains power on the sea, and oust us from China as a preliminary to a great and terrific war. The document contained extracts of confidential correspondence which had passed between the Foreign Ministers of the two nations implicated, and showed that the details of the conspiracy were arranged with such an exactitude and forethought that by certain means — which were actually given in one of the extracts in question, a grave Parliamentary crisis would be created in England, of which the Powers intended to take immediate advantage in order the better to aim their blow at British supremacy.

Archibald Cator paused and glanced behind him half suspiciously, as if to make certain that the door was closed, while Chisholm sat erect, immovable, as though turned to stone. What his visitor had told him, confirmed the horrible suspicion which had crept upon him some weeks ago.

Yes. It was a very neat and very pretty scheme, all of it, went on the man with the hollow cheeks, giving vent to a short, dry laugh. During my career I have known many schemes and intrigues with the same object, but never has one been formed with such open audacity, such cool forethought, and such clever ingenuity as the present.

Then it still exists? exclaimed Chisholm quickly.

Most certainly. My present object is to expose and destroy it, answered the confidential agent. That it has the support of two monarchs of known antipathy towards England is plain enough, but our would-be enemies have no idea that the details of their plot are already in my possession, nor that yesterday I placed the whole of them before the chief. By to-morrow every British Embassy in Europe will be in possession of a cypher despatch from his lordship warning Ministers of the intrigue in progress. The messengers left Charing Cross last night carrying confidential instructions to all the capitals.

And especially to Vienna, I presume?

Yes, especially to Vienna, Cator said, adding, That, I suppose, you guessed from the tenor of the confidential report from the Austrian capital which passed through your hands a short time back. Do you recollect that your answer to that embarrassing question in the House was supplied to you after a special meeting of the Cabinet?

I recollect that was so.

Then perhaps it may interest you to know that I myself drafted the answer and suggested to the F.O. that it should be given exactly as I had written, it, in order to mislead those who were so ingeniously trying to undermine our prestige. It was our counter-stroke of diplomacy.

This statement of Cators was a revelation. He had been under the impression that the public reply to the Opposition was the composition of the Foreign Secretary himself.

Really, he said, that is most interesting. I had not the least idea that you were responsible for that enigmatical answer. I must congratulate you. It was certainly extremely clever.

The captain smiled, as though gratified by the others compliment. As he sat there, a wan and very unimpressive figure, none would have believed him to be the great confidential agent who, if the truth were told, was the Foreign Secretarys trusted adviser upon the more delicate matters of European policy. This man with the muddy trousers and frayed suit was actually the intimate friend of princes; he knew reigning Sovereigns personally, had diplomatic Europe at his fingers ends, and had often been the means of shaping the policy to be employed by England in Europe.

I must not conceal from you the fact that the present situation is extremely critical, the secret agent went on. When Parliament reassembles you will find that a strenuous attempt will be made by the Opposition to force your hand. It is part of the game. All replies must be carefully guarded — most carefully.

That I quite understand.

It was certainly most fortunate for us that I, quite by accident, dropped upon the conspiracy, the other went on. The man through whom I obtained the copy of the document was a person well-known to us. He was in a high position in his own government, but as his expenditure greatly exceeded his income, the bank drafts that mysteriously found their way into his pocket were most acceptable.

You speak in the past tense. Why?

Because unfortunately the person in question fell into disgrace a few weeks ago, and was called upon to resign. Hence, our channel of information is, just at the moment when it would be so highly useful, suddenly closed.

Fortunate that it was not closed before you could obtain the document which gave you the clue to what was really taking place, remarked the Under-Secretary. Cannot you tell me more regarding the plot? From which Chancellerie did the document emanate?

Ah, I regret that at this juncture I am not at liberty to say! The matter is still in the most confidential stage. The slightest betrayal of our knowledge may result in disaster. It is the chiefs policy to retain the facts we have gathered and act upon them as soon as the inquiry is complete. For the past three weeks all my endeavours and those of my staff have been directed towards unravelling the mystery presented by the document I have mentioned. In every capital active searches have been made, copies of correspondence secured, prominent statesmen sounded as to their views, and photographs taken of certain letters and plans, all of which go to show the deep conspiracy that is in progress, with the object of striking a staggering blow at us. Yet, strangest of all, there is mention of a matter which is hinted at so vaguely that up to the present I have been unable to form any theory as to what it really is. To put it plainly, he added, with his eyes fixed upon Chisholms face, in certain parts of the correspondence the name of Mayne Lennox is mentioned in connection with your own.

In connection with my own! gasped Dudley, his face blanching again in an instant. What statements are made?

Nothing is stated definitely, replied his shabby visitor. There are only vague hints.

Of what?

Of the existence of something that I have up to the present failed to discover.

Dudley Chisholm breathed more freely, but beneath that cold, keen gaze of the man of secrets his eyes wavered. Nevertheless, the fact that Cator was still in ignorance of the truth reassured him, and in an instant he regained his self-possession.

Curious that I should be mentioned in the same breath, as it were, with a man whom I know so very slightly — very curious, he observed, as though reflecting.

It was because of this that I have sought you here to-night, the confidential agent explained. I must find this man Lennox, for he alone can throw some light upon the strange hints contained in two of the letters. Then, as soon as we know the truth, the chief will act swiftly and fearlessly to expose and overthrow the dastardly plot. Until all the facts are quite plain it is impossible to move, for in this affair the game of bluff will avail nothing. We must be absolutely certain of our ground before making any attack. Then the whole of Europe will stand aghast, and England will awake one morning to discover how she has been within an ace of disaster.

But tell me more of this mention of myself in the confidential correspondence of our enemies, Dudley urged. What you have told me has aroused my curiosity.

I have told you all that there is to tell at this stage, Cator replied. It is most unfortunate that you can give me absolutely no information regarding this man; but I suppose I must seek for it elsewhere. He must be found and questioned, for the allegations are extremely grave, and the situation the most critical I have known in all my diplomatic career.

What are the allegations? I thought I understood you that there were only vague hints? exclaimed Chisholm in suspicion.

In some letters the hints are vague, but in one there is a distinct and serious charge.

Of what?

Of a certain matter which, together with the name of the Ministry from which the document was secured, must remain for the present a secret.

If the crisis is so very serious I think I, as Parliamentary Under-Secretary, have a right to know, protested Dudley.

No. I much regret my inability to reply to your questions, Mr Chisholm, his visitor answered. It is, moreover, not my habit to make any statement until an inquiry is concluded, and not even then if the chief imposes silence upon me, as he has done in the present case. Remember that I am in the public service, just as you are. All that has passed between us to-night has passed in the strictest confidence. Any communication made by the chief through you in the House will, in the nations interest, be of a kind to mislead and mystify our enemies.

But the mention of my own name in these copied letters! observed the Under-Secretary. What you have told has only whetted my appetite for further information. I really cant understand it.

No, nor can I, replied Archibald Cator frankly.

And he certainly spoke the honest truth, even though he knew a good deal more than he had thought it wise to admit.


Chapter Twenty.

Throws Light on the Past.
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FINDING THAT HIS visitor was determined to travel back to London at once, Dudley gave orders for the dog-cart to be brought round to the servants entrance, for Cator had expressed the strongest desire that his visit should remain unknown.

Among your guests are several persons who have wintered in Rome, with whom I am on friendly terms. Just now Im too much occupied to meet them. Youll quite understand, he said.

Perfectly, my dear sir, replied the Under-secretary, mixing another glass of whiskey for each of them. In this matter I shall be perfectly silent. From me not a soul will know that you have been in England.

Dudleys spirits had risen, for he imagined that he had successfully evaded the mans inquiries and by that means had staved off the threatened exposure and ruin.

From what Ive explained you will readily recognise how extremely critical is the present situation, and the urgent necessity that exists for a firm and defiant policy on our part. But until I discover the truth the chief is utterly unable to move, lest he should precipitate events and cause the bursting of the war-cloud.

Exactly. I see it all quite plainly, Dudley answered. I trust you will experience little difficulty in discovering the man for whom you are searching. I need not say how extremely anxious I shall be to see the strange matter elucidated, so that the mystery may once and for all be cleared up.

I am working unceasingly towards that end, Mr Chisholm, answered Cator with a meaning look in his quick grey eyes, as he drained his glass and rose. And now I have only to apologise for intruding upon you at such an unearthly hour.

Apology is quite unnecessary, Dudley assured him. It appears that the matter personally concerns me in some extraordinary manner.

Yes, replied the chief of the secret service. So it seems. But we shall know more later, I hope. My staff are on the alert everywhere. As every confidential agent that England possesses on the Continent is at work endeavouring to unravel the mystery of Mayne Lennox, I am very hopeful of success. And success will allow England to make a counter-stroke that will paralyse our enemies and frustrate their knavish tricks, to quote a suppressed line from the National Anthem.

I wish you every luck, said the Under-Secretary, shaking the others thin and chilly hand. As I cant persuade you to remain the night, I hope youll have a comfortable journey up to town.

Not very comfortable, I anticipate, the captain laughed, surveying himself. Im in an awful state — arent I? It was so late when I got to Shrewsbury that I couldnt get a conveyance anywhere, so in desperation I tramped over here.

Well, Barton shall drive you back; youll have plenty of time for your train. When do you return to the Continent?

Perhaps at once — by the eleven from Charing Cross. It all depends upon a telegram which I shall receive on arrival in town. My future movements are extremely uncertain. They always are. From one hour to another I never know in which direction I shall be hurrying.

Chisholm had heard of this mans rapidity of movement. Indeed, it was whispered in his own circle in the Foreign Office that Archie Cator would often retire to his bachelor rooms in Rome, and cause his man, Jewell, to give out that his master was indisposed, and confined to his bed; though, as a matter of fact, the chief of the Confidential Intelligence Department would be flying across to Berlin, Vienna, or Petersburg on a swift and secret mission. He lived two lives so completely that his ingenuity surpassed comprehension. In Rome, only his servant and the Ambassador knew the truth. Even at that moment the diplomatic circle in the Eternal City believed their popular member, Captain Archie Cator of the British Embassy, to be suffering from one of his acute and periodical attacks of the rheumatic gout which so often prostrated him.

Dudley himself conducted his distinguished visitor down several stone corridors into the servants quarters. In the courtyard outside stood Barton with the dog-cart, the light of the lamps showing that the snow was still thawing into thick slush.

Good-bye, cried the captain airily, when he had swung himself into the trap and turned up the collar of his shabby overcoat.

Good-bye, and good luck! exclaimed the owner of Wroxeter, with a warmth that was far from being heart-felt. Then the trap turned, and disappeared swiftly through the old arched gateway into the black winters night.

Dudley, full of conflicting thoughts, paced slowly back through the echoing corridors until he reached the ancient banqueting hall, where the dancing had not long since been in progress. But all was silence, and on opening the door he found the place in darkness. The gaiety had ended, and his guests had retired. He crossed the great, gloomy hall, distinguished by its ghostly-looking stands of armour, on which the light from the corridor shone in gleaming patches, and, passing down another corridor of the rambling old place, entered the smoking-room, where half a dozen men were taking their whiskey and gossiping as was their habit before going to bed.

Hulloa, Dudley! cried one man as he entered. Weve been looking for you for an hour past. We wanted you to take a hand at whist.

I had some little matters to attend to, so I slipped away, his host explained. I know you will forgive me.

Of course, the man laughed, pulling forward a chair, into which Chisholm sank wearily. When he had allowed a servant to hand him some refreshment he joined? in the discussion which his entrance had interrupted. As it was incumbent upon him to spend an hour with his guests, he did so, but of the conversation he scarcely had any idea, for his mind was full of grave thoughts, and he spoke mechanically, heartily wishing that the men would retire, and leave him at liberty to return to his study.

At last they all bade him good-night. As soon as they were gone he walked slowly to that old room in which he knew he would remain undisturbed. He threw himself down in the cosy-corner beside the blazing logs, where he sat staring fixedly at the dancing flames.

For a long time he remained immovable, his face hard and drawn, his eyes wide open and fixed, until of a sudden he passed his hand slowly across his brow, sighed heavily, and at last allowed bitter words to escape from his white lips.

My God! he exclaimed in wild despair; its all over. That man Cator has discovered the clue which must sooner or later reveal the hideous truth. If it were any other person except him there might be just a chance of misleading the chase. But no secret is safe from him and his army of confidential agents. Ruin — nothing but ruin is before me! What can I do?

He rose and paced the room quickly with unequal steps. His face was blanched, his eyes were fixed, his clenched hands trembled.

Ah! he cried bitterly to himself, it would have been best to have resigned and gone abroad months ago, while there was yet time. Under another name I might have contrived to conceal my identity in one or other of the colonies, where they do not inquire too closely into a mans antecedents. But, alas! it is now too late. My movements are evidently watched, and I am under suspicion, owing to the discovery of my connection with that scoundrel Lennox. To resign my appointment is impossible. I can only remain and face the ruin, shame, and ignominy that are inevitable. I have sinned before God, and before man! he cried wildly, his face upturned, his clenched hands held trembling above his head in blank despair. For me there is no forgiveness — none! — none! My only means of escape is suicide, he gasped with bated breath. A few drops of liquid in a wine-glass full of innocent water, and all will be over — all the anguish, all the fever. No, it is not difficult — not at all, and he laughed a hard, dry, sarcastic laugh. And a final drastic step of that sort is far preferable to shame and ruin.

He was silent for some time. His lips were still moving as he stood there in the centre of the room, but no sound came from them. In the awful agony he suffered he spoke to himself and heard words that were unuttered. The possibility which he had suspected and dreaded during so many dark weeks was now becoming horribly realised. His secret sin would before long be revealed in all its true hideousness, and he, Englands rising statesman, the man of whom so much was prophesied, the man who was trusted by the Prime Minister, who held such a brilliant and responsible position, and who was envied by all the lesser fry in the House, would be rudely cast forth as unfit and unworthy, his name, honoured for generations, rendered odious.

Truly his position was graver and more precarious than that of ninety-nine out of a hundred men. Condemnation was at hand. Cator, now that he knew the name of Mayne Lennox, would not be long in laying bare the whole of the facts.

And then?

He thought it all over, sighing heavily and clenching his hands in wild despair. To no single person could he look for assistance, for he dared not confide in any one. He could only suffer alone, and pay the penalty for his sin.

How little the world knows of the inner life of its greatest men! The popular favourite, the chosen of fortune in the various walks of life, is too often an undeserving man, the skeleton in whose cupboard could not bear the light of day. Fortune never chooses the best men for the best places. Dishonesty grows fat, while virtue dies of starvation. The public are prone to envy the men who are popular, who are boomed by the newspapers, and whose doings are chronicled daily with the same assiduity as the movements of the Sovereign himself, yet in many cases these very men, as did Dudley Chisholm, shrink from the fierce light always beating upon them. They loathe the plaudits of the multitude, because of the inner voice of conscience that tells them they are charlatans and shams; and they are always promising themselves that one day, when they see a fitting opportunity, they will retire into private life.

In every public assembly, from the smallest parish council up to Westminster itself, there are prominent members who live in daily fear of exposure. Although looked upon by the world as self-denying, upright citizens, they are, nevertheless, leading a life of awful tension and constant anxiety, knowing that their enemies may at any moment reveal the truth.

Thus it was with Dudley Chisholm. That he was a man well fitted for the responsible post he occupied in the Government could not be denied, and that he had carefully and assiduously carried out the duties of his office was patent to all. Yet the past — that dark, grim past which had caused him to travel in the unfrequented tracks of the Far East — had never ceased to haunt him, until now he could plainly see that the end was very near. Exposure could not be long delayed.

The turret-clock chimed the hour slowly, and its bells aroused him.

No, he cried hoarsely to himself, no, it would not be just! Before taking the final step I must place things in order — I must go out of office with all the honour and dignity of the Chisholms, he added with a short and bitter laugh. Out of office! he repeated hoarsely to himself, out of office — and out of the world!


Chapter Twenty One.

Sows Seeds of Suspicion.
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CHISHOLM WITH UNEVEN steps walked back to the big writing-table, turned up the reading-lamp and, seating himself, began to put the many official papers quickly in order, signing some, destroying others, and now and then making marginal notes on those to be returned to the Foreign Office. Many of the more unimportant documents he consigned to the waste-paper basket, but the others he arranged carefully, sorted them, and placed them in several of the large official envelopes upon which the address was printed, together with the bold words On Her Majestys Service.

The light of hope had died from his well-cut features. His countenance was changed, grey, anxious, with dark haggard eyes and trembling lips. When, at last, he had finished, he rose again with a strange smile of bitterness. He crossed to the portion of the book-lined wall that was merely imitation, opened it, and with the key upon his chain took from the small safe concealed there the envelope secured by the black seal, and the small piece of folded paper which contained the lock of fair hair — his most cherished possession.

He opened the paper and stood with the golden curl in the palm of his hand, gazing upon it long and earnestly.

Hers! he moaned in a voice that sounded suspiciously like a sob. If she were here I wonder what would be her advice? I might long ago have confided in her, told her all, and asked her help. She would have given it. Yes, she was my friend, and would have sacrificed her very life to save me. But it is all over. I am alone — utterly alone.

Tears stood in his eyes as he raised the love-token slowly and reverently to his lips. Then he spoke again:

For me there only remains the punishment of Heaven. And yet in those days how childishly happy we were — how perfect was our love! Is it an actual reality that Im standing here to-night for the last time, or is it a dream? No, he added, his teeth clenched in firmness, its no dream. The end has come!

The stillness of the night remained unbroken for a long time, for he continued to stand beside the table with the fair curl in his nervous hand. Many times he had been sorely tempted to destroy it, and put an end to all the thoughts of the past that it conjured up. And yet he had grown to regard it as a talisman, and actually dare not cast it from him.

Little lock of hair, he said at last in a choking voice, his eyes fixed upon it, throughout these years you have formed the single link that has connected me with those blissful days of fervent love. You are the only souvenir I possess of her, and you, emblem of her, fragile, exquisite, tender, were my faithful companion through those long journeys in far-off lands. In days of peril you have rested near my heart; you have been my talisman; you have, sweet and silent friend, cheered me often, telling me that even though long absent I was not forgotten. Yes — yes! he exclaimed wildly; you are part of her — actually part of her! and again he kissed the lock of hair in a burst of uncontrollable feeling.

Suddenly he drew himself up. His manner instantly changed, as the stern reality again forced itself upon him.

Ah! he sighed, those days are long spent, and to me happiness can never return — never. My sin has risen against me; my one false step debars me from the pleasures of the world. His chin was sunk upon his breast, and he stood staring at the little curl, deep in reverie. At last, without another word, he raised it again to his hot, parched lips, and then folded it carefully in its wrapping.

The envelope he broke open, took out the small piece of transparent paper, and spread it upon a piece of white foolscap in order to read it with greater ease. Slowly he pondered over every one of the almost microscopic words written there. As he read, his heavy brows were knit, as though some of the words puzzled him.

He took a pencil from the inkstand and with it traced a kind of geometrical diagram of several straight lines upon the blotting-pad.

These lines were similar to those he had traced with his stick in the dust when standing at the stile on that steep path in the lonely coppice near Godalming.

Now and then he referred to the small document in the crabbed handwriting, and afterwards examined his diagram, as though to make certain of its correct proportions. Then, resting his chin upon his hands, he sat staring at the paper as it lay upon the blotting-pad within the zone of mellow lamplight.

It seems quite feasible, he said at last, speaking aloud. Would that the suggestion were only true! But unfortunately it is merely a vague and ridiculous idea — a fantastic chimera of the imagination, after all. No, he added resolutely, the hope is utterly false and misleading. It will not bear a second thought.

With sad reluctance he refolded the piece of transparent paper, replaced it in the envelope, and put it back in the safe without resealing it. But from the same unlocked drawer he took a formidable-looking blue envelope, together with a tiny paper folded oblong, and sealed securely with white wax. The paper contained a powdered substance.

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary carried them both back to his writing-table, and laid them before him. Upon the envelope was written in a bold legal hand, doubly underlined: The Last Will and Testament of Dudley Waldegrave Chisholm, Esquire (Copy).

He smiled bitterly as he glanced at the superscription, then drew out the document and spread it before him, reading through clause after clause quite calmly.

There were four pages of foolscap, engrossed with the usual legal margin and bound together with green silk. By it the Castle of Wroxeter and his extensive property in Shropshire were disposed of in a dozen words. The document was only lengthy by reason of the various bequests to old servants of the family and annuities to certain needy cousins. With the exception of the Castle and certain lands, the bulk of the great estate was, by that will, bequeathed to a well-known London hospital.

Some words escaped him when, after completing its examination, during which he found nothing he wished to be altered, he refolded it. He then sealed it in another envelope and wrote in a big, bold hand: My Will — Dudley Chisholm.

As the names of his solicitors, Messrs Tarrant and Drew, of Lincolns Inn Fields, were appended to the document, there was no necessity for him to superscribe them.

All is entirely in order, he murmured hoarsely. And now I have to decide whether to await my doom, or take time by the forelock. As he spoke thus, his nervous hand toyed with the little paper packet before him.

The room was in semi-darkness, for the logs had burned down and their red glow threw no light. At that moment the turret-clock struck a deep note, which echoed far away across the silent Severn.

A strange look was in his eyes. The fire of insanity was burning there. As he glanced around in a strained and peculiar manner, he noticed upon a side table the whiskey, some soda-water, and a glass, all of which Riggs, according to custom, had placed there ready to his hand.

Without hesitation he crossed to it, resolved on the last desperate step. He drew from the syphon until the glass was half-full. Then he added some whiskey, returned with it to his seat, and placed it upon the table.

With care he opened the little packet that had been hoarded since the days of his journey in Central Asia, disclosing a small quantity of some yellowish powder, which he emptied into the glass, stirring it with the ivory paper-knife until all became dissolved. Then he sank into his chair with the tumbler set before him.

He held it up to the light, examining it critically, with a sad smile playing about his thin white lips. Presently he put it down, and with both hands pushed the hair wearily from his fevered forehead.

Shall I write to Claudia? he asked himself in a hoarse voice, scarcely louder than a whisper. Shall I leave her a letter confessing all and asking forgiveness?

For a long time he pondered over the suggestion that had thus come to him.

No, he said at last, it would be useless, and my sin would only cause my memory to be more hateful. Ah, no! he murmured; to leave the world in silence is far the best. The coroners jury will return a verdict to the effect that I was of unsound mind. Juries dont return verdicts of felo-de-se nowadays. The time of stakes and cross-roads has passed.

And he laughed harshly again, for now that he had placed all his affairs in order a strange carelessness in regard to existence had come upon him.

To-morrow, when I am found, the papers — those same papers that have boomed me, as they term it — will discover in my end a startling sensation. All sorts of ridiculous rumours will be afloat. Parliament will gossip when it meets; but in a week my very name will be forgotten. One memorial alone will remain of me, my name engraved upon the tablet in the house of the Royal Geographical Society as its gold-medallist. And nothing else — absolutely nothing.

Again he paused. After a few minutes had passed he stretched out his trembling hand and took the glass.

What will the world say of me, I wonder? he exclaimed in a hoarse tone. Will they declare that I was a coward?

Yes, came an answering voice, low, but quite distinct within the old brown room, the world will surely say that Dudley Chisholm was a coward — a coward!

He sprang to his feet in alarm, dashing the glass down on the table, and, turning quickly to the spot whence the answer had come, found himself face to face with an intruder who had evidently been concealed behind the heavy curtains of dark red velvet before the window, and who had heard everything and witnessed all his agony.

The figure was lithe and of middle stature — the figure of a woman in a plain dark dress standing back in the deep shadow.

At the first moment he could not distinguish the features; but when he had rushed forward a few paces, fierce resentment in his heart because his actions had been overlooked, he suddenly became aware of the womens identity.

It was Muriel Mortimer.

Since he had locked the door behind him as soon as he had entered the room, she must have been concealed behind the heavy curtains which were drawn across the deep recess of the old diamond-paned window.

You! he gasped, white-faced and haggard. You! Miss Mortimer! To what cause, pray, do I owe this nocturnal visit to my study? he demanded in a stern and angry voice.

The reason of my presence here was the wish to find a novel to read in bed, Mr Chisholm, she answered with extraordinary firmness. Its result has been to save you from an ignominious death.

Erect, almost defiant, she stood before him. Her face in the heavy shadow was as pale as his own, for she perceived his desperate mood and recognised the improbability of being able to grapple with the situation. He intended to end his life, while she, on her part, was just as determined that he should live.

You have been in this room the whole time? he demanded, speaking quite unceremoniously.

Yes.

You have heard my words, and witnessed all my actions?

I have.

You know, then, that I intend to drink the contents of that glass and end my life? he said, looking straight at her.

That was your intention, but it is my duty towards you, and towards humanity, to prevent such a catastrophe.

Then you really intend to prevent me?

That certainly is my intention, she answered. Her clear eyes were upon him, and beneath her steady gaze he shrank and trembled.

And if I live you will remain as witness of my agony, and of my degradation? he said. If I live you will gossip, and tell them of all that has escaped my lips, of my despair — of my contemplated suicide!

I have seen all, and I have heard all, the girl answered. But no word of it will pass my lips. With me your secret is sacred.

But how came you here at this hour? he demanded in a fiercer tone.

As Ive already told you, I came to get a book before retiring, and the moment I had entered you came in. Because I feared to be discovered I hid behind the curtains.

You came here to spy upon me? he cried angrily. Come, confess the truth!

The curious thought had crossed his mind that she had been sent there by Claudia.

I chanced to be present here entirely by accident, she answered. But by good fortune I have been able to rescue you from death.

He bowed to her with stiff politeness, for he suspected her of eavesdropping. He felt that he disliked her, and in no half-hearted fashion. Besides, he recollected the prophetic warning of the colonel. It was more than strange that he should discover her there, in that room where his valuable papers were lodged. He scented mystery in her action, and fiercely resented this unwarrantable intrusion upon his privacy.

My own behaviour is my own affair, Miss Mortimer, he said in a determined voice.

Yes, all but suicide, she assented. That is an affair which concerns your friends.

Of whom you are scarcely one, he observed meaningly.

No, she replied, stretching forth her hand until it rested upon his arm. You entirely misunderstand me, Mr Chisholm. As in this affair you have already involuntarily confided in me, I beg of you to rely upon my discretion and secrecy, and to allow me to become your friend.


Chapter Twenty Two.

Requires Solution.
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WITH HIS FACE to the intruder, Chisholm stood leaning with his hand upon the back of a chair.

Friends are to me useless, Miss Mortimer, he answered her.

Others perhaps are useless, but I may prove to be the exception, she said very gravely. You want a friend, and I am ready to become yours.

Your offer is a kind one, he replied, still regarding her with suspicion, for he could not divine the real reason of her visit there, or why she had concealed herself, unless she had done so to learn, if possible, his secret. I thank you for it, but cannot accept it.

But, surely, you do not intend to perform such a cowardly act as to take your own life, she said in a measured tone of voice, looking at him with her wide-open eyes. It is my duty to prevent you from committing such a mad action as that.

I quite admit that it would be mad, he said. But the victim of circumstances can only accept the inevitable.

Why, how strangely and despondently you talk, Mr Chisholm! From my hiding-place at the back of those curtains, Ive been watching you this hour or more. Your nervousness has developed into madness, if you will permit me to criticise. Had it not been for my presence here you would by this time have taken your life. For what reason? Shall I tell you? Because, Mr Chisholm, you are a coward. You are in terror of an exposure that you dare not face.

How do you know? he cried fiercely, springing towards her in alarm. Who told you?

You told me yourself, she answered. Your own lips denounced you.

What did I say? What foolish nonsense did I utter in my madness? he demanded, the fact now being plain that she had heard all the wild words that had escaped him. The old colonel had warned him that this woman was not his friend. He reflected that, at all costs he must silence her. She paused for a few moments in hesitation.

Believing yourself to be here alone, you discussed aloud your secret in all its hideousness — the secret of your sin.

And if I did — what then? he demanded defiantly. His courtliness towards her had been succeeded by an undisguised resentment. To think that she should have been brought into his house to act as eavesdropper, and to learn his secret!

Nothing, except that I am now in your confidence, and, having rescued you from an ignominious end, am anxious to become your friend, she answered in a quiet tone of voice. Her face was pale, but she was, nevertheless, firm and resolute.

He was puzzled more than ever in regard to her. With his wild eyes full upon her, he tried to make out whether it was by design or by accident that she was there, locked in that room with him. That she was an inveterate novel-reader he knew, but her excuse that she had come there to obtain a book at so late an hour scarcely bore an air of probability. Besides, she had exchanged her smart dinner-gown for a dark stuff dress. No, she had spied upon him. The thought lashed him to fury.

To calculate the amount of profit likely to accrue to oneself as the result of a friends misfortune is no sign of friendship, he said in a sarcastic voice. No, Miss Mortimer, you have, by thus revealing your presence, prolonged my life by a few feverish minutes, but your words certainly do not establish the sincerity of your friendship. Besides, he added, we scarcely know each other.

I admit that; but let us reconsider all the facts, she said, leaning a little toward him, across the back of a chair. Your actions have shown that the matter is to you one of life or death. If so, it manifestly deserves careful and mature consideration.

He nodded, but no word passed his lips. She seemed a strangely sage person, this girl with the fair hair, whose parentage was so obscure, and whose invitation to his house was due to some ridiculous penchant felt for her by Claudia. Why she had ever been invited puzzled him. He would gladly have asked her to return to town on the day of her arrival if it had been possible to forget the laws of hospitality and chivalry. The whole matter had annoyed him greatly, and this was its climax.

Well, now, she went on, in a voice which proved her to be in no way excited, I gather from your words and actions that you fear to face the truth — that your guilt is such that exposure will mean ruin. Is this so?

Well, to speak plainly, it is so, he said mechanically, looking back at the glassful of death on the table.

You must avoid exposure.

How?

By acting like a man, not like a coward.

He looked at her sharply, without replying. She spoke with all the gravity of a woman twice her years, and he could not decide whether she were really in earnest in the expression of her readiness to become his friend. One thing was absolutely certain, namely, that she was acquainted with the innermost secrets of his heart. In the wild madness of despair he had blurted out his fear and agony of mind, and she had actually been the witness of those moments of sweet melancholy when, at the sight of that lock of hair, he had allowed his thoughts to wander back to the days long dead, when the world was to him so rosy and full of life. Should he conciliate her, or should he, on the other hand, defy her and refuse her assistance? That she, of all women, should in this fashion thrust herself into his life was strange indeed. But had she actually thrust herself upon him, or was her presence there, as she had alleged, a mere freak of fortune?

You say that I ought to act like a man, Miss Mortimer. Well, I am ready to hear your suggestion.

My suggestion is quite simple: it is that you should live, be bold, and face those who seek your downfall.

He sighed despairingly.

In theory thats all very well, but in practice, impossible, he answered after a short pause.

Think! You are wealthy, you are famous, with hosts of friends who will come to your aid if you confide in them—

Ah! but I cannot confide in them, he cried despondently, interrupting her. You are the only person who knows the secret of my intention.

But surely you will not deliberately seek such an inglorious end — you, the pride and hope of a political party, and one of a race that has century after century been famous for producing noble Englishmen. It is madness — sheer madness!

I know it, he admitted; but to me birth, position, wealth, popularity are all nothing.

I can quite understand that all these qualities may count as nothing to you, Mr Chisholm, she said in a tone of voice indicative of impatience, but there is still one reason more why you should hesitate to take the step you have just been contemplating.

And what is that?

For a moment she remained silent, looking straight at him with her splendid eyes, as if to read the book of his heart. At length she made answer:

Because a woman worships you.

He started, wondering quickly if his midnight visitor intended those words to convey a declaration of love. With an effort he smiled in a good-humoured way, but almost instantly his dark features regained their tragic expression.

And if a woman pays me that compliment, is it not a misfortune for her? he asked. There was a motive in her concealment there. What could it be?

It surely should not be so, if the love is perfect, as it is in the present case.

Well, he said, smiling, apparently you are better acquainted with my private affairs than I am myself, Miss Mortimer. But in any case the love of this woman whom you mention can be only a passing fancy. True, I was loved once, long ago. But that all belongs to the past.

And the only relic of the bygone romance is that lock of hair? Yes, I know all. I have seen all. And your secret is, I assure you, safe with me.

But this woman who — well, who is attracted towards me? What is her name? he demanded, not without some interest.

You surely know her, she answered. The woman who is your best and most devoted friend — the woman in whom you should surely confide before attempting to take such a step as you are contemplating to-night — Lady Richard Nevill.

His lips again set themselves hard at the mention of that name. Was it uttered in sarcasm, or was she in real earnest? He regarded her keenly for a moment, and then inclined to the latter opinion.

The relations existing between Lady Richard and myself are our own affair, he said, vexed by her reference to a subject which of all others, next to the knowledge of his sin, perturbed him most.

But your secret concerns her, Muriel declared. Many times you have confided in her and asked her help at the various crises in your career. Why not now? Her very life is yours.

Am I to understand that you wish to pay me compliments, Miss Mortimer?

No. This is hardly the time for paying compliments. I speak the truth, Mr Chisholm. She loves you.

Then if that is really so, it seems an additional misfortune has overtaken me, he replied hoarsely, unable as yet to grasp her motive.

All the world knows that she is madly in love with you, and would be ready to become your wife to-morrow. Under all the circumstances I must say that your indifference strikes me as almost unbelievable.

She was pleading for Claudia, a fact which made the mystery surrounding her all the more perplexing. He did not notice that she was calmly watching the effect of her words upon him.

You hold a brief for Lady Richard, but I fail to see the reason why. We are friends, very old friends, but nothing else. Our future concerns no one but ourselves, he said.

Exactly. The future of each of you concerns the other, she answered triumphantly. She loves you, and because of this all her thoughts are centred in you.

I must really confess, Miss Mortimer, that I do not see the drift of your argument, he said. Lady Richard has no connection whatever with the present matter, which is my private affair alone.

But since she loves you as devotedly as she does, it concerns her deeply.

I repeat that we are friends, not lovers, he replied with some asperity.

And I repeat, just as emphatically, that she loves you, and that it is your duty to confide in her, answered Muriel, determined not to haul down her flag.

Love! he cried bitterly, beginning to pace the room, for as soon as he thought of Claudia his attempt to remain calm was less and less effective; what is love to me? There is no love for such as I.

No, Mr Chisholm, she said earnestly, stretching forth her hand. Pardon me, I pray, for speaking thus, but to every man and woman both love and happiness are given, if only they will accept it.

He was thinking of Claudia, and of the fact that she had first seen Cator and had contrived to keep him aloof from the guests. She could surely suspect nothing, otherwise she would have waited to see him after the visitors departure. Yes, he knew that everything said by this fair-haired girl was quite true. That was the unfortunate factor in the affair. She loved him.

Tell me, then, he demanded at last, what do you advise? You know that I have a secret; that I intend deliberately to take my life and to trouble no one any further. As you have prevented me from doing so, it is to you I look for help and good counsel.

I am ready and eager to give both, she exclaimed, only I very much fear that you do not trust me, Mr Chisholm! Well, after all, that is not very remarkable when the short period of our acquaintanceship is borne in mind. Nevertheless, I am Claudias friend, and consequently yours. You must really not do anything foolish. Think of your own position, and of the harsh judgment you will naturally provoke by your insane action!

I know! I know! he replied. But to me the opinion of the world counts for absolutely nothing. I have sinned, and, like other men, must bear the penalty. For me there is no pardon on this side of the grave.

There is always pardon for the man who is loved.

A love that must turn to hate when the truth is discovered, he added bitterly, with a short, dry laugh. No, I much prefer the alternative of death. I do not fear the end, I assure you. Indeed, I really welcome it, and he laughed again nervously, as though suicide were one of the humours of life.

No, she cried in earnestness, laying her hand gently on his arm. Listen to reason, Mr Chisholm. I know I have no right to speak to you like this — only the right of a fellow-creature who would prevent you from taking the rash step you contemplate. But I want you fully to realise your responsibility towards the woman who so dearly loves you.

Our love is ended, he blurted out, with a quick, furtive look at the glass upon the writing-table. I have no further responsibility.

Has it really ended? she asked anxiously. Can you honestly and truthfully say before your Maker that you entertain no love for Lady Richard — that she is never in your thoughts?

Her question nonplussed him. A lie arose to his lips, but remained there unuttered.

You are thinking of that former love, she went on; of that wild, impetuous affection of long ago, that madness which has resulted so disastrously, eh? Yes, I know. You still love Lady Richard, while she, for her part, entertains a loving thought for no other man but you. And yet there is a sad, sweet memory within you which you can neither stifle nor forget. There was a tone of distinct melancholy in her voice.

You have guessed aright, he answered in a strained tone. The tragedy of it all is before me day and night, and it is that alone which holds me at a distance from Claudia.

Why not make full confession to her? she suggested, after a short pause.

Surely it was very strange, he thought, that she, who was little more than a mere girl, should venture to debate with him his private affairs. To him it appeared suspiciously as though she had already discussed the situation with the woman who had introduced her beneath his roof. Had they arranged all this between them? But if his madness had not blinded him, he would have detected the contemptuous curl of the lip when she uttered Claudias name.

I have neither the wish nor the intention to confess anything, he answered. You alone know my secret, Miss Mortimer, and I rely upon your honesty as a woman to divulge nothing.

For answer she walked quickly to the table, took up the glass, and flung its contents upon the broad, old-fashioned hearthstone.

I solemnly promise you, she said, as she replaced the empty tumbler and confronted him again. I promise you that as long as you hold back from this suicidal madness the world shall know nothing. Live, be brave, grapple with those who seek your downfall, and reciprocate the love of the woman who is both eager and ready to assist and defend you.

It struck him that in the last words of this sentence she referred to herself. If so, hers was, indeed, a strange lovemaking.

No, replied the despondent man. My position is hopeless — utterly hopeless.

As his head was turned away, he did not notice the strange glint in her eyes. For a single instant the fierce fire of hatred burned there, but in a moment it had vanished, and she was once more the same calm, persuasive woman as throughout the conversation she had been.

But your position is really not so serious as you imagine, she declared. If you will only place confidence in me I can help you ever so much. Indeed, I anticipate that, if I so wish, I can rescue you from the exposure and ruin that threatens you.

You? he cried incredulously. How can you hope to rescue me? he demanded sharply, taking a step toward her in his eagerness to know what the answer to his question would be.

By means known only to myself, she said, watching him with panther-like intensity. She had changed her tactics.

From your words it would appear that my future is to be controlled in most respects by you, Miss Mortimer, he observed with a slight touch of sarcasm in his hard voice.

You have spoken correctly. It is.

And for what reason, pray? he inquired, frowning in his perplexity.

Because I alone know the truth, Mr Chisholm, she said distinctly. I am aware of the secret of your sin. All of these hideous facts are in my possession.

He started violently, glaring at her open-mouthed, as though she were some superhuman monstrosity.

You believe that I am lying to you, but I declare that I am not. I am in full possession of the secret of your sin, even to its smallest detail. If you wish, I will defend you, and show you a means by which you can defy those who are seeking to expose you. Shall I give you proof that I am cognisant of the truth?

He nodded in the affirmative, still too dumbfounded to articulate.

Moving suddenly she stepped forward to the table, took up a pen, and wrote two words upon a piece of paper, which she handed to him in silence.

He grasped it with trembling fingers. No sooner had his eyes fallen upon it than a horrible change swept over his countenance.

My God! Yes! he gasped, his face blanched to the lips. It was that name. Then you really know my terrible guilt. You — a comparative stranger!

Yes, she answered. I know everything, and can yet save you, if you will place your trust in me — even though I am little more than a stranger.

And if I did — if I allowed you to strive on my behalf? What then?

She looked straight at him. The deep silence of the night was again broken by the musical chimes high up in the ancient turret.

Shall I continue to speak frankly? she asked at last.

Most certainly. In this affair there can be no concealment between us, Miss Mortimer, for it seems that my future is entirely in your hands.

It is, she answered, in a deep, intense voice. And in return for my silence and defence of yourself I make one condition.

And that is?

She again placed her soft hand tenderly upon the arm of the nervous, haggard-faced man whom she had just rescued from self-destruction, and looked earnestly into his pallid face.

My sole condition is that you shall give me yourself, she answered in a wild, hoarse voice; that you shall cast aside this other woman and give me your love.

Then you actually love me! he exclaimed in his astonishment.

Yes, she cried fiercely, her clear eyes looking anxiously up into his face. Yes, I frankly confess that I love you.


Chapter Twenty Three.

Records some Matters of Fact.

[image: img185.jpg]

THE HOUSE-PARTY AT Wroxeter Castle had broken up, and Dudley Chisholm, having returned to town, had once more taken up his official duties.

Every hour of his day, however, was haunted by the memory of that strange encounter in the library, and its astonishing sequel. That fair-haired girl, whose parentage was so mysterious, and against whom he had been so distinctly warned, was aware of his secret, and, moreover, had openly declared her love for him. Assuredly his was a most complicated and perilous position.

Muriel Mortimer had at every point displayed marvellous tact and ingenuity. She was undoubtedly clever, for at breakfast on the morning following their interview, Lady Meldrum had announced the receipt of a letter which compelled them to leave by the midday train for Carlisle. All sorts of regrets were expressed in the usual conventional manner, but Muriel exchanged a glance with her host, and he understood. No word regarding the midnight interview passed between them; but when she entered the carriage to be driven into Shrewsbury with Sir Henry and his wife, and grasped his hands in farewell, he felt a slight pressure upon his fingers as their eyes met, and knew that it was intended as a mute repetition of her promise to rescue him.

She alone knew the truth. If she so desired she herself could expose him and lay bare his secret. He was utterly helpless in her hands, and in order to save himself had been compelled to accept the strange condition she had so clearly and inexorably laid down. This fair-faced woman, about whom he knew next to nothing, had declared that she could save him by means known only to herself; and this she was now setting forth to do.

Archibald Cator, the resourceful man whose success in learning the diplomatic secrets of foreign states was unequalled, was working towards his exposure, while she, an apparently simple woman, with a countenance full of childlike innocence, had pitted herself against his long experience and cunning mind. The match was unequal, he thought. Surely she must be vanquished. Yet she had saved him from suicide, and somehow, he knew not exactly how, her declarations and her sudden outburst of devotion had renewed the hope of happiness within him.

Public life had never offered more brilliant prizes to a Canning, a Disraeli, or a Randolph Churchill than it did to Dudley Chisholm. To him, it seemed, the future belonged. England was in the mood to surrender herself, not necessarily to a prodigy of genius, a Napoleon of politics, but to a man of marked independence, faith, and capacity. And all these qualities were possessed by the present Parliamentary Under-Secretary — the unhappy man who so short a time before had sat with the fatal glass in front of him.

He was in the hall when Muriel took leave of Claudia. The latter was inclined to be affectionate and bent to kiss her on the cheek, but Muriel pretended not to notice her intention, merely shaking her hand and expressing regret at being compelled to leave so suddenly. Their parting was most decidedly a strained one, and he fell to wondering whether, on his account, any high words had passed between them.

But a fortnight had gone by, the House had reassembled, and he had resumed his duties.

Has it ever occurred to you, my reader, what a terrible sameness marks the careers of front-bench men?

Ancestors who toiled and spun, as some writer in a daily journal has it; Eton and Oxford; the charmed Commons at twenty-eight or thirty, an Under-Secretaryship of State two years later; high Government office three years after that, then a seat in the Cabinet, then the invariable Chief Secretaryship of Ireland, birthplace of reputations, where they take the place of colleagues physically prostrated by Irish persiflage.

As Chief Secretary the typical front-bench man, of course, surprises friends and foes by his unshakable coolness. If he still has any hair, he never turns a particle of it while the Irish members are shrieking their loudest, and branding him with nicknames; which we are instructed to accept as examples of epoch-making humour. Well, we are bound to believe what we are told, but we cannot be described as cordial believers.

Last scene of all, the ignoble, protesting tumble upstairs into the House of Lords; a coronet on the door panels of his brougham; his identity hidden under the name of a London suburb or an obscure village; while his eldest son who is now an Honourable, and has always been a zany, remains down below to fritter away illustrious traditions.

Once Dudley Waldegrave Chisholm had marked out for himself a similar career, but the events of the past few months had changed it all. Public life no longer attracted him. He hated the wearying monotony of the House, and each time he rose from the Treasury bench to speak, he trembled lest there should arise a figure from the Opposition to denounce him in scathing terms. The nervous tension of those days was awful. His friends of his own party, noticing his nervousness, put it down to the strain of office, and more than one idling politician of the dining-room had suggested that he should pair and leave town for a bit of a change.

Would, he thought within himself, that he could leave the town for ever!

He had arranged with the woman into whose hands he had given himself unreservedly, providing that she placed him in a position to overthrow his enemies, that she should write to him at his club, the Carlton; but as the weeks crept on and he received no letter he began to be uneasy at her silence.

In the Morning Post he had noticed two lines in the fashionable intelligence, which ran as follows:

Sir Henry and Lady Meldrum with Miss Muriel Mortimer have left Green Street for the Continent. The announcement was vague, but purposely so, he thought. He tried to calm himself by plunging with redoubled energy into the daily political struggle.

Claudia after leaving the castle had gone to Paris with her almost inseparable friend, the Duchess of Penarth, gowns being the object of the visit. Hors de Paris, hors du monde was Claudias motto always. They usually went over together, without male encumbrances, twice or three times yearly, stayed at the Athenée, and spent the greater part of their time in the ateliers of Doeuillet and Paquin, or shopping in the Vendôme quarter, that little area of the gay city so dear to the feminine heart.

The visit had lasted a fortnight, and Claudia was back again at Albert Gate. She had sent him a brief note announcing her arrival, but he had not called, for, truth to tell, because of the fresh development springing from Muriel Mortimers policy he felt unable to continue his fervent protestations of love. The web of complications was drawing round him more tightly every moment. He tried to struggle against it, but the feeble effort was utterly hopeless.

One evening, however, he accepted, under absolute compulsion, her invitation to dine. In that handsome, well-remembered room, with its snowy cloth, its shining glass, its heavy plate and big silver épergne of hot-house flowers, he sat with her tête-à-tête, listening to the story of her visit to the French capital, her account of the pretty evening gowns which were on their way to her — new and exclusive models for which she had been compelled to pay terribly dear — all about her meeting with the old Comtesse de Montigny while driving in the Avenue des Acacias, and the warm invitation, which she had accepted, to the latters salon, one of the most exclusive in all Paris. Moreover, she and the Duchess had dined one evening with Madame Durand, one of her old companions at the pension at Enghien, and now wife of the newly appointed Minister of the Interior. Yes, in Paris she had, as usual, a most enjoyable time. And how had he fared?

As Jackson, the solemn-faced and rather pompous butler, who had been in poor Dick Nevills service for a good many years, was pouring out his wine, he hesitated to speak confidentially until he had left.

Claudia certainly looked charming. She was dressed in black, and had a large bunch of Neapolitan violets in her low corsage. They were his favourite flowers, and he knew that she wore them in honour of his visit.

I wrote to you twice from Paris, and received no reply, Dudley, she said, leaning toward him when the man had gone. Why didnt you answer?

Forgive me, Claudia, he answered, placing his hand upon hers and looking into her handsome face. I have been so very busy of late — and I expected you back in London every day.

You have only written to me once since I left Wroxeter, she said, pouting. It is really too bad of you.

I can only plead heavy work and the grave responsibilities of office, he answered. Ive been literally driven to death. Youve no doubt seen the papers.

Yes, I have seen them, she answered. And my candid opinion is, Dudley, that the Government has not come out particularly well in regard to the question of Crete. Im quite with you as to your declaration in the House last night, that we are not nearly strong enough in the Mediterranean.

Jackson entered again, and, as their conversation was of necessity prevented from taking on an intimate tone, they kept to a discussion of matters upon which Dudley had been speaking in the House during the past week. She had always been his candid critic, and often pointed out to him his slips and shortcomings, just as she had criticised him in their youthful days and stirred within him the ambition to enter public life.

If she knew of the secret compact that he had made with Muriel Mortimer what would she say? He dreaded to contemplate the exposure of the truth.

Have you heard anything of the Meldrums? he inquired, as the thought flashed into his mind that from her very probably he might be able to learn their whereabouts.

Oh! theyre abroad, she replied. They left us very suddenly at the castle, for what reason Ive not yet been able to make out. Do you know, Ive a horrible suspicion that Lady Meldrum was offended, or something, but what it was I really have no idea. She was scarcely civil when we parted.

Thats very strange, he said, pricking up his ears and looking at her in astonishment. Who was the culprit? One of the guests, I suppose.

I suppose so, his hostess answered. But at any rate, whatever the cause, she was gravely offended. The excuse to leave was a palpably false one, for there chanced to be no letters for her that morning.

Where are they now?

They first went up to Dumfries, and then came to town and left for Brussels. I heard from Muriel a week ago from Florence.

From Muriel! he exclaimed. Then she is with them?

Yes. Her letter says that they were contemplating taking a villa there for the winter, but were hesitating on account of Lady Meldrums health. It appears that her London doctor did not recommend Florence on account of the cold winds along the Arno.

In Florence! It was strange, he thought, that if she could write civilly to the woman who was her rival, whom she had scarcely saluted at parting, she did not send a single line to him. Then the strange thought flitted through his mind that Archibald Cator was attach in Rome. Could her visit to Italy have any connection with the task which she had taken upon herself to fulfil?

In the blue drawing-room later, after they had taken their coffee and were alone, she rose slowly and stood with him before the tiled hearth. She saw by his heavy brow that he was preoccupied, and without a word she took his hand and raised it with infinite tenderness to her lips.

He turned his eyes upon her, uttering no word, for he hated himself for his duplicity. Why had he been persuaded to visit her? How could he endure to feign an affection and fill her heart with unrealisable hopes? It was disloyal of him, and cruel to her.

She, a woman of infinite tact and finesse, had suffered bitterly from the harsh words he had spoken weeks ago, yet she had never upbraided him. She had suffered in patience and in silence, as the true woman does when the man she loves causes her unhappiness. Jealousy may engender fury; but the woman whose soul is pure and whose heart is honest in her love is always patient and long-suffering, always willing to believe that her ideal is represented by the man she loves. And it was so with Claudia. Gossips had tried to injure her good name by alleging things that were untrue, yet she had never once complained. Tiens! she would exclaim. That was all. It was true that she had allowed herself to flirt with the young Russian because, being a woman, she could not resist that little piece of harmless coquetry. Nevertheless she had never for a single instant forgotten the sacred love of her youth.

She was essentially a smart woman, whose doings were chronicled almost daily in the fashionable intelligence of the newspapers; and every woman of her stamp may always be sure of being persecuted by malignant gossips. Were she a saint she could not escape them. The eternal feminine is prolific of aspersions where a pretty member of its own sex is under examination, and especially if she be left lonely and unprotected while she is still quite young. It was so with Claudia Nevill. She allowed people to talk, and was even amused at the wild and often scandalous tales whispered about her, for she knew that the man she loved would give no credence to them.

Dudley had loved her long ago in her schoolgirl days, and she knew that he loved her now. For her, that was all-sufficient.

But his preoccupied manner that night caused her considerable apprehension. He was not his old self. Once, while at dinner, she had caught a strange, haunted look in his eyes.

Tell me, Dudley, she urged, holding his hand and looking earnestly up to him. Be frank with me, and tell me what ails you.

Nothing, he laughed uneasily, carrying her soft hand to his lips. But whatever made you ask such a question?

Because you seem upset, she answered, smoothing his hair tenderly from his brow. If there is any matter that is worrying you, why not confide in me, as you have done so often before, and let me help you.

No, really, he protested with a forced laugh.

Nothing worries me — only matters down at the House.

She looked at him in silence. In those dark, brilliant eyes of hers was a love-look that was unmistakable. She was a woman believed by men to be utterly frivolous and heartless, yet she loved Dudley Chisholm with all the fierce passion possible to her ardent soul. His face told her that he had been suffering in her absence, and she strove to discover the reason.

Why, Dudley, she exclaimed at last, now that I reflect, you have not been quite the same since the midnight visit paid you at the castle by the mysterious man who was so very careful that his presence should not be made known! You have never told me who he was, or what was his business.

He started so quickly that she could not fail to notice it. This set her wondering.

Oh! he replied with affected carelessness next moment, the tall shabby man who called on the night of the dance you mean? He was a confidential messenger, that was all.

I suppose I was mistaken, but his face and voice both seemed quite familiar to me, she remarked. I meant to tell you before, but it entirely slipped my memory. The likeness to some one I have met was very striking, but I cannot recollect where Ive met him before. Is he an official messenger?

Yes, answered her lover vaguely, although alarmed that she should so nearly have recognised Cator; hes attached to the Foreign Office. I urged him to stay the night, but he was compelled to return at once to town.

And he brought you some bad news? Admit the truth, dear.

He certainly brought some official intelligence that was not altogether reassuring, her lover said.

Are you quite certain that it was official, and did not concern yourself? she asked in a low voice which sounded to him full of suspicion.

Certain? Why, of course, he laughed. Whatever strange ideas are you entertaining, Claudia?

Well, she answered, to tell the truth, Dudley, I have a notion that he came to see you on some private business, because ever since that night you have been a changed man.

I really had no idea that. I had changed, he said. You surely dont mean that I have changed towards you?

Yes, she answered gravely, her small hand trembling slightly in his nervous grasp,— yes, I think you have changed — even towards me.


Chapter Twenty Four.

Contrasts Two Loves.
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WHEN A WOMAN of Claudia Nevills passionate temperament loves, it is with her whole soul. The women with dark flashing eyes, red lips, arched brows, and oval countenances can never do things by halves. They either love fiercely, or else are as cold as ice; they hate with all the vindictiveness of hell, or are patient, forbearing and forgiving to the end. Dudley Chisholm knew this well enough, and was aware how deep and devoted was the love of the true-hearted woman from whom he had tried to part, but without whom there seemed a void in his life.

Because gossips had maligned them he had striven, for her sake as well as his own, to put an end to their affection. His words had pained him and had stabbed her cruelly, but they had turned out; to be inconclusive. Their lives were bound together, as she had so frequently declared.

Now that she had approached the subject, he longed to tell her of the secret in his heart. But how could he when he had made that strange, unholy compact with that woman, her rival, who now held his future in her hands?

With an effort he put such thoughts aside, and with feigned carelessness strove to assure her that he was in no wise changed. When, however, a woman really loves, it is difficult to deceive her. She reads mans innermost thoughts as clearly as though they were written upon an open page. The wavering of the eyes, the twitching of the lips, the slight movement of the muscles of the face, and the well nigh imperceptible swelling at the temples, although entirely unobserved by the woman who is not in love, are plain and open declarations of the truth to her who loves the face exhibiting these subtle signals. Truly the feminine intuition is marvellous and inexplicable.

Dudley knew that to lie to her was impossible. Little by little he managed to convince her that his mysterious visitor had come from the Foreign Office. At length he succeeded in turning their conversation into a different channel.

At his request she crossed to the grand piano at the end of the magnificent room in which there were so many signs of her exquisite taste, seated herself at the instrument, and played Mendelssohns Rondo capriccioso and Chopins Valse O.

Though he made an attempt to turn over the leaves of the music, he found it difficult to keep himself from becoming absorbed in reverie. What, he wondered, could she suspect? Surely the woman into whose hands he had given himself had told her nothing. No. Had she not promised in the most emphatic manner that no word of his terrible secret should pass her lips? As she had already exhibited marvellous cleverness and diplomatic finesse, he felt confident of her discretion and silence.

He looked down at the dark-haired woman seated at the piano and thought how her loveliness would have delighted Greuze. As her slim fingers, laden with sparkling gems, ran swiftly and dexterously over the keys, her lawny bosom rose and fell, the diamonds at her throat glittered with iridescent fire, and the sweet odour of the violets added one more to the many charms thus spread for him. She had taken three or four of the flowers from her breast, and with a single leaf had made up a tiny bouquet, afterwards placing it in the lappel of his coat, as was her tender habit when they were alone. And he was actually deceiving this affectionate woman, who had been his friend, confidante, and adviser ever since their days of childhood!

He stood behind her, clenching his teeth, hating himself for his duplicity.

Did he really love her, he asked himself for the thousandth time? Yes, he did. She was all in all to him. Their love had always been idyllic. In his eyes no woman was half as fair to look upon; none so full of innate grace and chic; none so sweet in temperament or so full of charms. Fate had parted them, it was true, and she had married Dick Nevill, his best friend. Yet he had never ceased to love her — though to her dead lord she had been a model wife during their too brief period of wedded happiness.

When Dick died he had, at Claudias own request, gone back to her to become her platonic friend, to cheer her in her loneliness, and to advise her in the hundred and one matters which concerned her future. And again she had grown to love him; again she had worshipped him as her ideal.

She had finished the valse, and, turning slowly, raised her perfect face, slightly tragic in its dark beauty, with a mute invitation for his caress. He placed his hand tenderly upon her shoulder and bent until his lips touched hers. And as he did so, he saw in her bright eyes that calm expression of tranquil content which comes to such a woman in the thrill engendered by her lovers kiss.

She rose from the music-stool. Once more he held her in his arms, as he had so often done of old, while she, in that soft voice he knew so well, tried to teach him the height and breadth and depth of her love.

I know what people say, Dudley! she exclaimed, hoarsely. Tant mieux! I know that odious reports have reached you regarding me, but surely you will trust me? Cannot you see for yourself, dear, that I am yours — entirely yours?

Words are unnecessary, Claudia, he answered, kissing her. That you love me I have never doubted; I give no credence to anything I hear. I trust in you implicitly.

Then if that is so, dear, why not be perfectly frank and tell me the reason of your sadness? she urged.

I am not sad, Claudia, he protested with a feigned air of gaiety. How can I be sorrowful when I know that I possess your love?

It is not sufficient that you have my affection, she answered. I wish to continue to be your confidante and friend. Recollect that a womans wit is often of value to a man engaged in public life as you are.

I know my debt to you is more than I can ever repay, he declared frankly. To your good counsels and personal interest all my success is due. I owe all to you — everything.

And in return you have given me your love, the sum of my desire, she said contentedly, slowly raising her lips and kissing him. You are mine, Dudley, and you will ever remain so — wont you? He held his breath for an instant. Then, as he twined his arm round her slender waist, he said:

Of course, darling, I shall ever remain yours, always — always.

He lied to her. Faugh! he hated himself. For the first time he had uttered a deliberate falsehood concerning their love; and he felt positive she knew that he had not spoken the truth. So close had been their association for many years, unbroken save for the few months of her married life, that they read each others unuttered thought and knew each others innermost secrets.

Long ago she had laid bare her whole heart to him, concealing nothing, and not seeking to excuse herself for any of those flirtations which from time to time had been the talk of the town. He knew everything, and had in return repeated his declaration of love for her. Indeed, after that long friendship the life of each was void without the other. When parted from her by reason of her country visits, there somehow seemed a blank in his existence, and he found himself thinking of her night and day. Until her last absence in Paris it had been their custom to write to each other every second day.

How; would she act if she knew the truth? What would she think of him if she were aware that he had promised himself to another woman, and one who had come into his life so suddenly, if she continued to shield him from the exposure of his guilty secret? Her dark eyes, those splendid eyes everywhere so greatly admired, were turned upon him. There was an air of sweet sadness in their expression. His eyes fell: he could not meet her gaze.

Do you know, Dudley, she exclaimed at last in the soft, sweet voice he was never tired of hearing, the voice that had so often consoled him and encouraged him to strive after high ideals,— do you know, dear, I have lately thought that your people are endeavouring to part us. You recollect your sudden refusal to see me last autumn? Your cruel action put fear into my heart. I am dreading always that I may lose you — that you will listen to the well-meant counsels of your relations and cast my love aside.

He saw by her countenance how terribly in earnest she was, and hastened to reassure her.

No, darling. All that is a foolish fancy. You may rest quite assured that as I have not already listened to the advice of people who are in ignorance of the platonic nature of our friendship, I shall never do so. We have been lovers ever since our teens, and we shall, I hope, always so remain.

She sprang upon him, clasping her soft arms around his neck, and, kissing him with a fierce and fervent passion, exclaimed:

Thank you, Dudley! Thank you for those words! You know how fondly I love you — you know that I could not live without frequent sight of you, without your good counsels and guidance — for I am but a woman, after all.

The best and bravest little woman in all the world, he declared in words that came direct from his heart. Then, pressing her closer to him, he went on: You surely know how deep and complete is my affection, Claudia. The test of it is shown by the fact that were it not for my love for you I should have forsaken you months ago in order to save my reputation — and yours.

It was a foul calumny! she cried quickly. The lie was probably started by some woman who envied me. But a scandal is like a snowball — it increases as it is rolled along. We invited gossip, and lent colour to the report by being seen so much together. I know it too well, and I have regretted it bitterly for your sake. With a public man like yourself a scandal is very apt to put an end for ever to all chances of high position. Knowing that, I, too, tried hard to cut myself adrift from you. Ah! you cannot know, Dudley, what I suffered when I attempted self-sacrifice for your own dear sake. You can never know! she went on, panting and trembling. But you misjudged me — you believed me fickle. It was what I intended, for I wanted you to cast me aside and save yourself.

Well?

They spoke of my flirtations en plein jour at Fernhurst, she continued, looking up into his face with an expression full of passionate love. The report, with exaggerations, reached you as I had hoped it would, but although it caused you pain it made no difference to your affection. Therefore, I failed, and we were compelled to accept the inevitable.

Yes, Claudia. What I heard from Fernhurst did pain me terribly, he answered very gravely. Yet I could not believe without absolute proof that you, whom I knew to be an honest, upright woman, would deliberately create a scandal, knowing well that it would be reflected upon me. I knew that you loved me; I knew that our lives were firmly linked the one to the other, and that our mutual confidence and affection were based upon a sure foundation. That is why I refused to give credence to the scandalous gossip.

Her small hands trembled with emotion, and as she pressed her lips to his, mutely thanking him for his forbearance and refusal to believe ill of her, she burst into tears.

I know, dearest, how terribly you have suffered, he said in a low voice as he tried to console her. I know well that your position as a smart woman supplies your enemies with opportunities for wounding your reputation. In the clubs men will, with an idle word, take away a womans good name, and often think it a huge joke when they hear the despicable calumny repeated. Indeed, it seems an unwritten law nowadays, that the woman who is not talked about and who does not hover between sacraments and scandals, is not to be considered smart. If she gives dinners and supper-parties at the Carlton or Princes, her name is usually coupled with one of her favourite guests. No woman is really in the running without gossip having ungenerously given her a lover.

Yes, she answered, that is only too true? Dudley. I know quite well that the happiness of many a smart woman, as well as her domestic comfort has been utterly wrecked by the eternal chatter which follows public entertaining. A short time ago we gave dinners in our own houses, as our mothers used to do; but that is all of the past. The glitter of the big restaurants has attracted us. To be chic one must engage a table at Princes or the Carlton, smother it with flowers, and dine with ones guests in the full glare of publicity in a hot and crowded room, where the chatter is so incessant that one can scarcely hear ones own voice. The Italian waiters rush through the courses as if they wish to get rid of you at the earliest possible moment; there is clatter, noise, an inordinate perfume of cooked food, and a hasty gobbling up of gastronomic masterpieces. I am compelled to give my dinners amid such surroundings, but how I hate it all! For me it is only an ordeal — just as are your political dinners with your friendly working-men.

He smiled as he recollected what he had so often suffered from the tuppenny smokes of his constituents.

The restaurant dinner of Aristocrats and Anonymas is a terrible feast, he said. I suppose the new fashion of entertaining was started by the nouveaux riches because after the public feast there appeared in what are called the fashionable columns of the papers paragraphs, supplied by the restaurants, informing Londons millions that Mrs So-and-So had been entertaining a big party, among the guests at which were Lady Nobody, who was exquisitely dressed in black velvet and old lace, and Lord Somebody, who was looking younger than ever. You know the style.

She laughed outright at his candid criticism, which was so thoroughly well deserved. Half the dinners, she declared, were given by adventurers from the City to needy men with titles, which were wanted to lend lustre to prospectuses. And the whole affair had been so cleverly engineered by the manager of the restaurants, who nightly gave paragraphs to the journalists, thus glorifying the givers of feasts and flattering the guests, that a mode had actually been created, and even the most exclusive set had been compelled to follow it, royalty itself being often among the diners.

At his request she re-seated herself at the piano, and to disperse the melancholy that had settled upon him she sang with infinite zest the latest song of the Paris café-concerts which had been made famous by the popular chanteur, Paulus, at the Ambassadeurs. The chorus ran as follows:

Ah! Monsieur Chamberlain, ça netait pas malin,
Les femmes de lAngleterre ells manqunt de militaires
Dleur absenc tout lmond se plaint.
Car ils sont rigolos, avec leurs ptits polos.
A London je le confess on admir leur gentiless
Quand ils marchnt entortillant, en entortillant leur... yes.

The grave-faced Jackson entered and with pompous ceremony served him with a whiskey and soda, as was usual; then, after she had sung to him another chanson, he rose to go. As it was already late, and as he was obliged to return to the House, he was compelled to take leave of her.

You really love me, Dudley? she asked in a low, intense voice, as they stood locked in each others arms just before he left. Tell me that you do. Somehow I am so apprehensive, foolishly so, perhaps; but your words always reassure me. I feel happier and a better woman after hearing them.

Love you, Claudia? he cried, his hand stroking her beautiful hair; how can you ever doubt me? I swear by all I hold most sacred that no tender thought of any woman save yourself ever enters my heart. I am wholly and entirely yours. And he kissed her with all the fervent passion of an ardent lover.

And you will never desert me — never? Promise! she said, in tones breathing anxiety and earnestness.

I promise, he answered. His voice had lost a little of its resonance, but she did not notice the slight change. He made a promise which he himself knew to be incapable of fulfilment. Hers no longer, he was now helpless in the inexorable toils of that mysterious woman who alone held his secret.

She kissed him again in fond farewell. Outside in the great hall, which was famous for its fine marble columns and statuary, the man helped him on with his coat, while Claudia stood above upon the terrace of the upper hall, laughing gaily and wishing him good-bye as was her wont. Then he went forth in a dazed condition, walking along Knightsbridge in search of a passing hansom to take him down to the House.

As the door closed behind him when he emerged from the great portico into the foggy night, the short, dark figure of a rather thin man in a soft deer-stalker hat and dark overcoat slunk quickly out of the shadow of a doorway almost opposite, crossed the road, and hurried after him with laboured breath.

Of a sudden as Dudley, having gone a hundred yards or so, turned to glance behind him for an approaching cab, he came face to face with the fellow who, if the truth were told, had for nearly two hours been patiently awaiting his appearance.

Pardon, signore! exclaimed the black-haired, sharp-featured man, speaking with a decided Italian accent. He was somewhat taken aback by the abrupt termination of his rather clumsy efforts at espionage. I beg the signore a thousand pardons, but may I be permitted to have a parolina (little word) with him?


Chapter Twenty Five.

In which the Stranger states his Mission.
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WELL, WHAT DO you want? Chisholm inquired sharply, glancing keenly at the foreigner, and not approving of his appearance.

I want a word with the signore, the man who had accosted him answered, with an air almost of authority.

I dont know you, replied the Under-Secretary, and have no desire to hold intercourse with perfect strangers.

It is true that I am unknown to the signore, said the man in very fair English, but I am here, in London, on purpose to speak with you. I ascertained that you were visiting at yonder palazzo; therefore, I waited.

And why do you wish to speak with me? Surely you might have found a more fitting opportunity than this — you could have waited until to-morrow.

No. The signore is watched, said the man as he began to walk at Dudleys side among the throngs of people, for in Knightsbridge there is always considerable movement after the theatres have closed and the tide of pleasure-seekers is flowing westward. I have waited for this opportunity to ask the signore to make an appointment with me.

Cant you tell me your business now? inquired Chisholm suspiciously, not half liking the fellows look. He spoke English fairly well, but his rather narrow face was not a reassuring one. An Englishman is always apt, however, to judge the Italian physiognomy unjustly, for those who look the fiercest and the most like brigands are, in the experience of those who live in Italy, generally the most harmless persons.

To speak here is impossible, he declared, glancing about him. I must not be seen with you. Even at this moment it is dangerous. Give me a rendezvous quickly, signore, and let me leave you. We may be seen. If so, my mission is futile.

You have a mission, then. Of what character?

I will tell you everything, signore, when we meet. Where can I see you?

At my house in St. Jamess Street — in an hours time.

Not so. That is far too dangerous. Let us meet in some unfrequented café where we can talk without being overheard. I dare not, for certain reasons, be seen near the signores abode.

The mans mysterious manner was anything but convincing, but Dudley, perceiving that he was determined to have speech with him, told him at last to follow him. The stranger instantly dropped behind among the crowd without another word, while the master of Wroxeter continued on his way past Hyde Park Corner and along Piccadilly, where gaiety and recklessness were as plentiful as ever, until making a quick turn, he entered a narrow court to the left, which led to Vine Street, the home of the notorious police-station of the West End. Half-way up the court was a wine-bar, a kind of Bodega, patronised mostly by shopmen from the various establishments in Regent Street. This he entered, looked round to see which of the upturned barrels that served as tables was vacant, and then seated himself in a corner some distance away from the men and women who were drinking port, munching biscuits, and laughing more and more merrily as closing time drew near. Then, about ten minutes later, the stranger slunk in, cast a quick suspicious glance in the direction of the merrymakers, walked across the sanded floor and joined him.

I hope we have not been seen, were his opening words as he seated himself upon the stool opposite Chisholm.

I hope not, if the danger you describe really exists, Dudley replied. After he had ordered a glass of wine for his companion he scrutinised for a few seconds the narrow and rather sinister face in front of him. With the full light upon him, the stranger looked weary and worn. Chisholm judged him to be about fifty, a rather refined man with a grey, wiry moustache, well-bred manners, and a strange expression of superiority that struck Dudley as peculiar.

You are Tuscan, he said, looking at the man with a smile.

The other returned his glance in undisguised wonderment.

How did the signore know when I have only spoken in my faulty English? he asked in amazement.

Chisholm laughed, affecting an air of mysterious penetration, with a view to impressing his visitor. The mans rather faded clothes were of foreign cut, and his wide felt hat was un-English, but he did not explain to him that the unmistakable stamp of the Tuscan was upon him in the tiny object suspended from his watch-chain, a small piece of twisted and pointed coral set in gold, which every Tuscan in every walk of life carries with him, either openly, or concealed upon his person, to counteract the influence of the Evil Eye.

It is true that I am Tuscan, the man said. But I must confess that the signore surprises me by his quickness of perception.

I have travelled, and know Italy well, was all the explanation Dudley vouchsafed.

And I arrived from Italy this evening, said the stranger. I have been sent to London expressly to see the signore.

Sent by whom?

By the signores friend — a signorina inglese.

Her name?

The Signorina Mortimer.

Mention of that name caused Dudley to start and fix his eyes upon the stranger with the sallow face.

She has sent you. Why?

To deliver to you an urgent message, was the mans response. I have here a credential. And fumbling in the breast pocket of his coat he produced an envelope, open and without superscription, which he handed to Chisholm.

From it the latter drew forth a piece of folded white paper, which he opened carefully.

What he saw struck him aghast. Within the folds was concealed an object, simple, it is true, but of a nature to cause him to hold his breath in sheer astonishment.

The paper contained what Dudley had believed to be still reposing in the safe at Wroxeter. It was the revered relic of a day long past, the token of a love long dead — the little curl he had so faithfully treasured.

The woman into whose hands he had so irretrievably given himself had stolen it. She had secured it by stealth on that night when, conversing with him in the library, she had confessed her knowledge of his secret, so that he had been forced by overwhelming circumstances to make the unholy compact which was driving him to despair. Time after time he had risked his life against fearful odds, snatched it from savage treachery, fought for it in open fight in wild regions where the foot of a white man had never before trod, plucked it from the heart of battle; but never had he cast it so recklessly upon the dice-board of Fate as on that night when she, the Devils angel, had appeared to him in the guise of a saviour.

His mouth grew hard as he thought of it. What did it matter? Life was sweet after all, and she had rescued him from suicide. Impulse rode rough-shod over reason, as it so often does with impetuous men of Dudley Chisholms stamp; his inborn love of adventure, which had carried him far afield into remote corners of the earth, was up in arms against sober thought.

Upon the paper in which the lock of hair was wrapped were a few words, written in ink in a firm feminine hand.

He spread the paper out and read them. The message was very brief, but very pointed:

The bearer, Francesco Marucci, is to be trusted implicitly. — Muriel Mortimer.

That was all. Surely no better credential could there be than the return of the treasured love-token which she had so ingeniously secured.

Well? he inquired, refolding the paper and replacing it in its envelope. And your message? What is it?

A confidential one, replied the Tuscan. The Signorina ordered me to find you at once, the instant that I reached London. I left Florence the day before yesterday and travelled straight through, by way of Milan and Bâle. She gave me the address of that palazzo where you have been visiting, and I waited in the street until you came out.

But you have told me that I am watched, said Dudley. Who is taking an interest in my movements?

That is the reason why I am in London. As the signore is watched by the most practised and experienced secret agents, it was with difficulty that I succeeded in approaching him. If those men track me down and discover who I am, then all will be lost — everything.

The paper he held in his hand told him that this stranger could be trusted. He was essentially a man of the world, and was not in the habit of trusting those whom he did not know. And yet, what credential could be more convincing than that innocent-looking love-token of the past?

But why are these men, whoever they are, watching me? What interest can they possibly have in my movements? The day of the Irish agitation is over, he said in a somewhat incredulous tone.

The signorina in her message wishes to give you warning that you are in the deadliest peril, the man said in a low voice, bending towards him so that none should overhear.

Speak in Italian, if you wish, Dudley suggested. I can understand, and it will be safer.

The eyes of Francesco Marucci sparkled for a moment at this announcement, and he exclaimed in that soft Tuscan tongue which is so musical to English ears:

Benissimo! I had no idea the signore knew Italian. The signorina did not tell me so.

It chanced that Chisholm knew Italian far better than French. As he had learnt it when, in his youth, he had spent two years in Siena, he spoke good Italian without that curious aspiration of the cs which is so characteristically Tuscan.

Perhaps the signorina did not know, he said in response.

The signore is to be congratulated on speaking so well our language! the stranger exclaimed. It makes things so much easier. Your English is so very difficult with its ws and its Greek is, and all the rest of the puzzles. We Italians can never speak it properly.

But the message, demanded Dudley rather impatiently. Tell me quickly, for in five minutes or so this place will be closed, and we shall be turned out into the street.

The message of the signorina is a simple one, answered Marucci in Italian. It is to warn you to leave England secretly and at once. To fly instantly — to-morrow — because the truth is known.

The truth known! he gasped, half rising from his seat, then dropping back and glaring fixedly at the stranger.

Yes, the man replied. It is unfortunately so.

How do you know that?

How? repeated the thin-faced Tuscan, bending towards Chisholm in a confidential manner. Because I chance to be in the service of your enemies.

What? You are in the British Secret Service? cried the Under-Secretary, amazed by this revelation.

Si, signore. I am under the Signor Capitano Cator.

And you are also in the service of the Signorina Mortimer?

That is so, answered the man, smiling.

You are actually one of Cators agents?

The signore is correct, he answered. I am an agent in the service of the British Government, mainly employed in France and Belgium. Indeed, if the Signor Sotto-Secretario reflects, he will remember a report upon the Toulon defences which reached the Intelligence Department a few months ago, and about which a rather awkward question was asked in the House of Commons.

Yes, I recollect. The elaborate report, which was produced confidentially, I myself saw at the time. It was by one Cuillini, if I remember right.

Exactly! Benvenuto Cuillini and Francesco Marucci are one and the same person.

The young statesman sat speechless. This man Marucci was the most ingenious and faithful of all Cators secret agents, and the manner in which he had obtained the plans of the defences of Toulon was, he knew, considered by the Intelligence Department to be little short of miraculous. The report was a most detailed and elaborate one, actually accompanied by snapshot photographs and a mass of information which would be of the greatest service if ever England fought France in the Mediterranean.

Then you, Signor Marucci, are really my friend? he exclaimed at last.

I am the friend of the Signorina Mortimer, he replied, correcting him.

And who is the Signorina Mortimer, Chisholm demanded. Who and what is she that you should be her intimate friend? Tell me.


Chapter Twenty Six.

Shows Signori of the Suburbs.
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THE WIRY ITALIAN with the bristly moustache glanced at him half suspiciously; then a smile lit up his face for an instant.

The Signorina Mortimer is an English signorina whom I have known a long time. Francesco Marucci is a friend of all the English.

I know. But in this matter you are actually working against the efforts of your own department.

As I have already explained to the signore, I am but the signorinas messenger, he declared, in a tone which showed him to be a past-master in the art of evasion. She urges you to pay an immediate visit to a certain person here in London, and to leave for the Continent to-morrow morning — for Italy.

To go to her? Why cannot she come to England?

Because just at present that is impossible, the man replied.

And this visit you speak of. To whom is it? The Italian drew from his pocket a small and shabby wallet, about six inches square, of the kind used in Italy to carry the paper money. From this he took a card, on which was written an address at Penge.

She asks you to call at the house indicated immediately this card comes into your possession, he said. As your visit is expected, you had better go to-night.

For what reason?

For reasons known to her alone, replied the messenger. I am not in the possession of the motives of the signorina in this affair.

Speak candidly, Marucci, said Chisholm. You, as confidential agent of the British Government, know all about this matter. You cannot deny that?

I know the facts only so far as it is necessary for me to know them, answered the Italian warily. He was still much impressed by the manner in which the Signor Sotto-Secretario had pronounced his nationality.

You know the object of my visit to Penge, eh?

No, signore, I assure you that I do not. I am merely obeying orders given me by the signorina, and I hope to leave Charing Cross at nine oclock to-morrow morning on my return to Italy.

Did she explain to you the manner in which the truth had been revealed? he inquired eagerly.

No, but I can guess, was his companions answer, given in a low voice. Some one has denounced you, and consequently your English police have received information which necessitates your flying the country and remaining hidden until you can prove an unshakeable alibi.

Dudley was silent, thoughtfully polishing the silver handle of his cane with his glove.

Were no instructions given you as to the mode in which I should escape? If I am watched, as you allege, then the ordinary routes to the Continent are under observation and the Channel ports closed to me.

No instructions were given me, he replied. You are to pay a visit to that address, and afterwards to leave for Florence, where I am to meet you at the Hotel Savoy. To-day is Thursday; I shall call for you at the hotel at midday on Monday.

The hunted man reflected, for the position was both embarrassing and serious. Here were peremptory orders from the woman to whom he had sold himself as the price of his secret, to the effect that he should renounce everything, leave England, and become known at Scotland Yard as a criminal fugitive. He was to part from Claudia, whom he loved, and who loved him with all her soul; to leave her without farewell and without any words breathing patience and courage. And this, after his solemn declarations of an hour before!

What would she think of him — she who had been just as much a part of his life as he of hers?

In those brief moments he remembered the wild, uncurbed passion of her love; how that she had exalted him as her idol, as the one person who held her future in his hands, the one person whose kiss gave life to her. She was wealthy, almost beyond the wildest dreams of her youth; but riches availed her not. Her heart was bursting with the great and boundless love she bore him. He knew this; knew it all, and sighed as he faced the inevitable.

What an ignominious ending to a brief and brilliant career! It had been a thousand times better if he had cast the offer of the temptress aside, and swallowed the fatal draught he had prepared! The jury would have pronounced him to be the victim of temporary insanity, and all the ugly story that was now in possession of Scotland Yard would have been hushed for ever, and the high honour of the Chisholms saved from public blemish.

Bah! He had been weak, he told himself, and for his lack of courage he must now suffer. His thoughts turned again to suicide, but on reflection he saw that to take his own life was now unavailing. The truth was known at the Home Office, and the police would reveal it at the inquiry into the cause of his decease.

He was helpless, utterly helpless, in the hands of a clever adventuress.

Long and steadily he looked at the Italian. This man with the thin, haggard face, grey moustache and deeply furrowed brow, was actually the most daring and ingenious of all the confidential agents employed by the British Intelligence Department on the Continent. Known to the Department as Benvenuto Cuillini, it was owing to his astuteness, indomitable energy, and patient inquiry that the British Government were often put in possession of information of the highest possible value in the conduct of diplomacy or of war. There is, of course, in the Englishmans mind an emphatic dislike of the employment of spies, but we have nowadays to face hard facts, and must pander to no sentimentalities in dealing with avowed enemies. The recent Transvaal war has shown the hopeless inefficiency of our secret service in South Africa, and has taught every Englishman the lesson that, even though he may be disinclined to employ spies, he must keep pace with other nations. Furthermore, it has proved to him that knowledge is power and that it may often be the means of saving many valuable lives.

The barman, feeling thankful that the end of his days work was at last reached, shouted in a stentorian voice:

Time, gentlemen! Time!

This announcement caused every one to drain his glass and rise.

You will lose no time in visiting the house indicated upon the card, will you? urged the secret agent. And I shall meet you at the Savoy in Florence on Monday next at noon. That is a definite appointment.

If you wish, Chisholm replied mechanically. And both went out, walking slowly down the court.

Before turning into Piccadilly, the Italian halted, declaring it was best that they should not be seen in company. He therefore wished Dudley good-night, and buon viaggio.

Should he return to Albert Gate and speak with Claudia for the last time? Ah! if only he dared to tell her the ghastly truth; to lay bare his innermost consciousness and expose to her the secret of his sin! Ah! if he only could! If he only dared to ask for her guidance, as he had so often done at the other crises of his life! She loved him; but would she love him any longer when she knew the appalling truth?

No. It was quite impossible. Even to the passionate love of a woman there is a limit.

He stood in hesitation on the crowded pavement, under the portico of the St. Jamess Restaurant. To go down to the House was out of the question. Should he return to Claudia? He glanced at his watch. No. It was too late. What excuse could he make for seeking an interview with her after she had retired for the night and the great house was closed. If he went there he must perforce tell her of his intended flight — that they must, in future, be apart. This would result in a scene; and he hated scenes.

He would write to her. It was the only way. After to-morrow he, whose career had been so brilliant and full of promise, whose life was supposed by all to be so free from any cares, save those belonging to his political office, would be a fugitive upon whose track the police would raise a hue and cry throughout all the various countries which had treaties of extradition with England.

It is Gods justice, he murmured. I have sinned, and this is my punishment.

Two rough-voiced women jostled him, making some silly remarks about his star-gazing.

This roused him, and he permitted himself to drift with the crowd along to the Circus, where, having glanced at the address upon the card the spy had given him, he hailed one of the hansoms which were slowly filing past.

When the man received orders to drive to Worthington Road, Penge, he was sarcastic, and seemed disinclined to take the fare.

Its a long way, govnor, said the driver, when Dudley had announced his intention of paying well.

I cant go there and back under a couple o quid.

Very well, thats agreed, Chisholm said. He stepped into the cab, threw himself into a corner, and gave himself up to a long and serious train of thought.

He loved Claudia, and hated the mysterious woman, who had in a manner so remarkable learned the truth regarding the one tragic event in his past. Muriels innocent-looking face utterly belied her crafty and avaricious nature. Gifted with the countenance of a child, her active brain was that of an adventuress. A dangerous woman for any man to associate with. And he, Dudley Chisholm, who had so long prided himself upon his shrewd observance of men and women and his quick perception, had been utterly and completely deceived.

The long drive across Westminster Bridge and along the wide and apparently endless thoroughfares with their rows of gas-lamps, through the suburbs of Walworth, Camberwell, Denmark Hill, and Sydenham, passed unnoticed. He was so much preoccupied that he did not realise his whereabouts until they were descending the hill past Sydenham Station, where they turned to the right by Venney Road, thus heading for Penge. The suburban roads were quiet and deserted; the horses hoofs and the tinkling of the bell were the sole disturbers of the night.

Presently the cabman pulled up to ask the solitary policeman the direction of the road which Dudley had mentioned; then he drove on again. At last, after making several turns, they passed down Green Lane and entered a road of small detached villas, rather artistically built, with red and white exteriors. Apparently they were only just finished, for in front of some there still were piles of bricks and building rubbish, while before others boards stood announcing that this or that desirable residence was to be let or sold.

The road was a cul-de-sac which terminated in a newly worked brickfield. When nearly at the end of it, the cab suddenly pulled up before a house of exactly the same appearance as its unlet neighbour, save for the fact that the Venetian blinds were down, and that a gas-jet was burning behind the fan-light of the door.

This is it, sir, announced the cabman through the trap-door in the roof. Dudley left the cab and passed through the newly painted iron gate and up the short path to the door, at which he knocked with a firm and sounding rat-tat.

There were signs of scuttling within. His quick eye noticed that one of the slats of the Venetian blind in the bay window of the parlour had been lifted for an instant by some person who had evidently been watching for him, and then dropped again quickly.

The low-pitched voices of men sounded ominously within, but the door was not opened.

He waited fully five minutes, listening attentively the while; he clearly heard a sound which was suspiciously like the despairing cry of a woman.

Then he knocked loudly again.

Dudley Chisholm was by no means a timid man. A dozen times he had faced death during his erratic wanderings in the almost unknown regions of the far east. He was of the type of athletic Englishman that prefers the fist as a weapon at close quarters to any knife or revolver. That whispering within, however, unnerved him; while the womans ejaculation was also distinctly uncanny. The cabman was awaiting him, it was true, and could be relied upon to raise an alarm if there should be any attempt at foul play. The remembrance of this, to a certain degree, reassured him.

He had come there in obedience to the orders of the woman who held his future in her hands, but he did not like the situation in the least.

His second summons was answered tardily by an old woman, withered and bent, who came shuffling down the little hall grumbling to herself, and who, on throwing open the door, inquired what he wanted.

I think I am expected here, was all he could reply, handing her the card which the Italian had given him.

The old hag took it in her claw-like fingers and examined it suspiciously.

Are you Mr Chisholm? she inquired.

Dudley nodded in the affirmative.

Then come in — come in. Theyve been expecting you these two days. She closed the door behind and led the way through the barely furnished hall into a back sitting-room on the left, which contained a little furniture of a kind to suggest that it had been purchased on the instalment system.

He seated himself, wondering who were the persons by whom he was expected. When his guide had gone he strained his ears to catch any sound of the womans voice which he had heard raised in distress after his first knock at the door. But all was silent. Only the paraffin lamp on the table with its shade of crimson paper spluttered as it burned low, for it was now about half-past two in the morning.

The association of ideas caused him to recollect all he had ever heard about strange nocturnal adventures met with by men in unknown houses in the suburbs; and as he sat awaiting the arrival of the persons who apparently took such a deep interest in his welfare he could not help becoming a prey to misgivings.

Suddenly he heard low whisperings out in the hall, and some words, distinct and ominous reached him.

Well, if it must be, I suppose it must, he heard a voice say. But recollect I am no party to such a thing.

A low, sarcastic laugh was the sole answer to this protest. The next instant the door opened, and there entered two men, one young, tall, and muscular, with an ugly scar across his lower jaw, and the other very old, feeble, and white-haired. Both were foreigners. Chisholm knew they were Italians before either of them spoke.

Buona sera! exclaimed the elder man, greeting the visitor in a squeaky voice. You are the Signor Chisholm, and the English signorina in Florence has sent you to us. Benissimo! We have been awaiting you these two days. I presume our friend Marucci has only just arrived in London.

He arrived this evening, said Chisholm. But before we go further may I not know who it is I have the pleasure of addressing?

My name is Sisto Bernini. Our friend here, he added, indicating his companion, is Tonio Rocchi. The younger man, a dark-eyed, black-haired, rather handsome fellow grinned with satisfaction. Chisholm glanced at him, but was not reassured. There was a strange mystery about the whole affair.

You have been sent to us because you desire to avoid the police, and escape from England, the old man continued. To get you away is difficult, very difficult, because you are a man so extremely well-known. We often assist our own countrymen to get, safely back to Italy after any little fracas, but with you it is very different.

And by what means are you able to get them secretly out of the country? inquired Chisholm, much interested in this newly discovered traffic.

By various means. Sometimes as stowaways; at others, in our own fishing-smack from one or other of the villages along the south coast. There are a dozen different ways.

And are none safe for me?

The old man shook his head dubiously.

For you, all are dangerous.

All, save one, chimed in the younger man, exchanging glances with his companion.

And what is that? Chisholm asked.

It is our secret, the old man replied, shutting his thin lips tightly with a grin of self-satisfaction.

I was informed by Marucci that you were prepared to assist me! exclaimed Chisholm in a tone of annoyance; but if you are not, then I may as well wish you good-night.

If the signore will exercise a little patience, he shall hear our plan, the old man Bernini assured him. I am all attention.

Then let us speak quite frankly, squeaked the old fellow. You desire to escape from the police who, for all we know, are now watching you. That you have been watched during the past few days is evident. Tonio, here, has himself seen detectives following you. Well, we are prepared to undertake the risk — in exchange, of course, for a certain consideration.

To speak quite candidly you intend to blackmail me — eh? It isnt at all difficult to see your drift.

If the signore desires a service rendered, he must be prepared to pay, declared the younger man. Sisto has a plan, but it is expensive.

And how much would it cost me? inquired Chisholm, still preserving his outward calm, although he saw that he had fallen among a very undesirable and unscrupulous set.

Ten thousand pounds sterling, was the old mans prompt reply.


Chapter Twenty Seven.

Which asks a Question.
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AH! EXCLAIMED THE Under-Secretary with affected nonchalance, I merely asked out of curiosity. I have no intention whatever of paying such a sum.

For the amount I have named we will guarantee to place you ashore in Greece, or in any other of the few countries that remain open to fugitives from justice.

I have no doubt, Dudley answered with distinct sarcasm. But as I have no intention of being blackmailed, or even of employing any of your efforts on my behalf, we may as well end this interview. He rose from his chair and drew himself up to his full height.

The two men exchanged glances full of sinister meaning.

Our aid has been invoked by your friend, the English signorina, the young man exclaimed in a bullying tone, for the first time revealing his true character. We have told you our terms — high, we admit, but not too exorbitant when you recollect the many bribes that have to be paid.

Ten thousand pounds, eh?

That is the sum.

Well, Ill make a confession to you both, declared Chisholm defiantly. It is this. My life isnt worth to me ten thousand pence. Now you can at once relinquish all hope of bleeding me in the manner you have arranged.

The signore is frank, remarked the old man. Frankness saves so much argument in such matters. I will be frank also, and say that there is still another, and perhaps more pleasant mode of escape.

I shall be interested to hear it, said Dudley, folding his arms, and leaning carelessly back against the table.

The man was silent for a moment, as though hesitating whether to tell his visitor the truth. At last he spoke, compressing his scheme into a couple of words.

By marriage.

With whom?

At that instant the door was flung open suddenly, and there advanced into the room the woman he believed to be far away in Italy — the woman who held his future in her hands, Muriel Mortimer.

Marriage with me, she said, answering his question.

You! he cried, thoroughly taken aback at her sudden appearance. What do you mean? Kindly explain all this.

It requires no explanation, Mr Chisholm, she replied, her pale face hard-set and determined. You are in the gravest peril, and I have come to you prepared to rescue you from the punishment which must otherwise fall upon you. To-night you have been with the woman who loves you — the witch-like woman who has half London at her feet. I know it all. You love her, and intend to marry her. But you will marry me — me! and she struck her breast with her hand to emphasise her words. Or, she added,— or to-night you will be arrested as a common criminal.

He looked her straight in the face without flinching. She was dressed plainly, even shabbily, in rusty black, as though, when out of doors, to avoid attention. Her countenance, pallid and drawn, showed how desperate she was. He, for his part, perceived that he had been tricked by her, and the thought lashed him to fury.

Listen! he cried indignantly; I have been enticed here to this place as part of a plot formed to obtain ten thousand pounds by blackmail, or else to drive me into becoming your husband, you well knowing that I should be prepared to pay any sum to be rid of the danger that threatens me. You promise me freedom if I consent to one or the other. The affection you pretended to feel for me was a sham of the worst kind. You and your precious myrmidons want money — only money. But from me you wont obtain a single halfpenny. Understand that, all three of you!

You intend to marry her! she said between her teeth. But you shall never do that. She shall know the truth.

Tell her. To me, it is quite immaterial, I assure you, he declared in defiance.

He saw that this woman, whom he had once believed so innocent, even childish in her simplicity, was an associate of an unscrupulous gang that, no doubt, existed by blackmailing those who desired to escape from England. He had heard vague rumours of the existence of this strange association, for it had long ago been a puzzle to the London police why so many foreigners were able to evade them and fly successfully from the country, while Englishmen, who knew well the various outlets, usually failed.

You made a solemn compact with me that night at Wroxeter, she said. And you have broken it. On my part I have done all that was possible. Cator would have known the truth long ago had it not been for my presence in Italy, and for the counteracting efforts of his own lieutenant, Francesco Marucci. To my foresight all this is due, yet now you decline to save yourself!

I refuse to be blackmailed.

You hope to escape and marry her, laughed the fair-haired woman defiantly.

I hope for nothing. My life is, to me, just as precious as it was that bitter night at Wroxeter.

And you absolutely refuse to accept the alternative?

I will accept nothing either from you, or from your associates, he replied.

Then we are to be enemies?

If you so desire.

You prefer the revelations that I intend to make?

I do, most certainly, he answered with a forced laugh.

Shall I tell you one thing?

Do, by all means.

Well, you shall never marry her. To-morrow she will hate the very mention of your name, she cried wildly.

My memory, you mean.

Why?

Because to-morrow I shall be dead, and your chance of plucking the pigeon will have disappeared, he answered bitterly.

She looked at him with a maddened and fiery glance, as though his defiance had aroused the spirit of murder within her. She saw that his determination to carry out his previous intention of suicide checkmated her. All her ingenious wiles had been conceived and operated in vain.

While he still lived, there was a hope of securing the prize which an hour ago had seemed to be so well within her grasp.

So you refuse! she cried in a frenzy of anger. You intend to escape by self-destruction, miserable coward that you are!

I am no coward! he replied with fierce indignation. If I were a coward I would accept the offer of your associates and pay willingly to be placed beyond the possibility of arrest. But I prefer to face the inevitable, and shall do so without flinching. Then, turning to the others, he added: I wish all three of you more success in your next attempt to squeeze money from an unfortunate criminal — that is all.

He turned to leave, but Tonio, the hot-headed young bully, instantly sprang forward and drew from his belt a glittering knife, one of those long, narrow-bladed weapons which the Italian of the South usually carries out of sight on his person, although his paternal government forbids him so to do. Quick as thought Dudley divined the Italian wished to prevent him from leaving the house, and, seeing the knife held down threateningly before him, he raised his fist and with a rapid, well-directed drive from the shoulder struck the fellow beneath the jaw with such force that he was lifted up and fell backwards upon the table, overturning the cheap paraffin lamp standing there.

In an instant the place burst into flames. During the confusion that followed, while the woman rushed from the room screaming Fire! Dudley dashed out of the house, expecting, of course, to find his cab waiting for him.

But it was not there. While he had been arguing, the old hag had evidently paid the fare and dismissed the conveyance, a fact which was in itself sufficient evidence that they had not intended him to leave the house.

For a moment he hesitated. Then, recognising how narrowly he had escaped being struck down by an assassin, he turned and hurried away across the rough brickfield to which the unfinished road gave entrance.

Shouts of alarm, and loud cries of Fire! sounded behind him, but without turning to look he continued on his way, stumbling along in the darkness, utterly dumbfounded at his strange adventure and the remarkable revelation of the true character of the pretty young woman known in West End drawing-rooms as Muriel Mortimer.

For most of the remainder of the night Dudley Chisholm, unnerved by the strange affair and haunted by the constant dread that he was already under police surveillance, wandered through the deserted streets of Penge and Lower Sydenham. He feared to inquire the way from any of the constables he met, lest he should be recognised. As he was entirely unacquainted with the district, he knew his position was hopeless till there should be light enough to show him the Crystal Palace. Once arrived there, he could easily make his way back to London, for in days gone by he had often driven down in his tandem from Westminster, once or twice with Claudia at his side.

The night was dark, starless, and intensely cold. But he heeded not fatigue, for his mind was full of the gravest reflections. That the woman Mortimer, the mysterious ward of the Meldrums, had laid a very clever plot, into which he had fallen, was plainly apparent. But he had refused her demands, and she was now, of course, his most bitter enemy. That she would seek vengeance he had no doubt, for she had already shown herself to be a woman not to be thwarted.

And what was worse than all — she knew his secret.

Through the ill-lit suburban roads he wandered on and on, reflecting bitterly that with this woman as his enemy there only remained for him suicide, if he wished to avoid arrest and a criminals trial. He came at last to a railway line running on a low embankment, through market gardens, and it occurred to him to climb up there and wait in patience for the approach of a train. All this time Dudley Chisholm was not in the least distraught; and yet of all his wishes none was so powerful as the wish to end his life.

But Claudias beautiful face arose before him. Her dear eyes, with that familiar expression of tenderness, a little sad, but sweet with a love-look not to be mistaken, seemed to gaze upon him just as they had done during that blissful hour before midnight, when he had held her in his arms and breathed into her ear the declaration of his love.

Ah, how passionately he loved her!

No, he could not take farewell of life without once again beholding her! He descended the embankment and walked along what seemed interminable miles of streets, until he met at last a bricklayer on his way to work, carrying his tin tea-bottle in his hand. This man proved communicative, and informed him that he was at Rushey Green, on the main road which led through Lewisham and Deptford, where it entered one of the arteries of London, the Old Kent Road.

He glanced at his watch and found that it was close upon five oclock. Roused by this discovery, he pushed forward at a quicker pace, at length finding a belated cab in front of a coffee-stall, at which its driver was refreshing himself. Then, thoroughly worn out, he got into the conveyance and was driven back to his chambers.

Old Parsons had a message for him when he reached home.

A man called to see you during the night, master Dudley. He wished to see you very particularly, but would leave no card.

What kind of man? inquired his master suspiciously.

I think he was a gentleman. At least he spoke like one. I had never seen him before. He wanted to know whether he would find you down at the House, and I said that it was most probable you were there.

He wasnt a foreigner?

Oh no, the old man answered. Some papers have also been brought by a messenger. They are on your table.

Dudley passed through into his study, put down his hat, and broke open the usual sealed packet of Parliamentary papers which reached him each night, and which contained among others, the draft of the questions to be addressed to him on the following day in his capacity of Foreign Under-Secretary in the House.

Without seating himself he took out the question paper and looked at it.

He glanced rapidly from paragraph to paragraph. Suddenly his gaze became fixed, and he held his breath. He read in the precise handwriting of Wrey, the following words:

Mr Gerald Oldfield (Antrim West) to ask the Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs whether it is true that a certain member of this House, now a Member of Her Majestys Government, has sold to the representative of a Foreign Power a copy of certain confidential diplomatic correspondence, and further whether it is not a fact that the Member of Her Majestys Government referred to is guilty of the crime of wilful murder.

The blue official paper fluttered from his nerveless fingers and fell to the ground.

My God! he gasped, his jaws rigid, his eyes staring and fixed. My secret is already known to my enemies!


Chapter Twenty Eight.

Confesses the Truth.
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THE WINTRY DAWN had scarcely broken; he would have to wait several hours before paying his last visit to Albert Gate. He threw off his great-coat and cast himself wearily into the big armchair, his mind full of conflicting thoughts. Despair had gripped his heart. It was hard that his career should thus be suddenly cut off, harder still that he must leave the sweet and tender woman whom he had loved so fondly for so many years. But he was guilty — yes, guilty; he must suffer the penalty exacted from all those who sin against their Maker.

Parsons entered to inquire if he wanted anything; but he dismissed him, telling him to go and snatch some rest for an hour or two. The faithful old retainer never went to bed before the return of his master, no matter to what hour he might be detained in the House.

When he had gone, Chisholm opened the heavy curtains, drew up the blind and watched the yellow London dawn slowly dispersing the mists over St. Jamess Park. Standing at the window he gazed out upon St. Jamess Street, dismal and deserted, with its strip of dull sky above. It was the last dawn that he would see, he told himself bitterly, From him all the attractions of the world would very soon be taken away. Well, he left them with only a single regret — Claudia.

He fondly whispered her name. It sounded to him strange, almost unearthly, in that silent room.

Yes, he must see her again for the last time, and confess to her the whole terrible truth. She would hate and despise him, for from the man whose hands are stained with the blood of a fellow-creature it would only be natural for her to shrink. The awful truth he had to confront was — that he was a murderer.

The remembrance of the narrow path in the patch of forest near Godalming came back to him. In a single instant he lived again those terrible moments of his madness — the death-cry rang in his ears. He remembered how quickly he had slipped away through the wood; how at last he found himself standing on the high-road; how he reached a railway station and returned to London.

Then, two days later, the papers were full of it. He recollected all the theories that had been put forward; the many mysterious facts that were produced at the inquest, and the grave suspicion that fell upon another. It was all like some horrible nightmare, so horrible, indeed, that he found himself wondering if he had really lived through it — if he were really an assassin.

Alas! it was only too true. Cator had discovered the real facts, and the crime was now fixed upon him.

He tried to rid himself of these hideous recollections of the past, to brace himself up boldly, and to face his condemnation and self-destruction. But it was too difficult; his strength failed him.

Not only was his secret known to the Intelligence Department, but one, at least, of his fiercest political opponents, a wild-haired demagogue, knew the truth and intended to explode that question in the House, as if it were an infernal machine, in the hope of upsetting the Government by his action.

From his breast pocket he took the tiny talisman, the lock of hair which Muriel Mortimer had so ingeniously stolen, and at last returned to him. When he had opened the paper, he looked at the curl, long and wistfully.

He was thinking — thinking deeply, while the yellow dawn struggled through the canopy of London fog and the hands of the clock before him were slowly creeping forward to mark the hour of his doom.

There were several letters, which had been delivered by the last post on the previous night, awaiting his attention. Out of curiosity he took them up and one by one opened them, throwing them into the waste-paper basket when read, for, as he bitterly reflected, they would need no reply.

One of the letters gave him pause. He re-read it several times, with brows knit and a puzzled expression upon his countenance. Dated from Boodles it ran as follows:

Dear Sir, — I have twice during the past two days endeavoured to see you, once at the House of Commons, and again at the Foreign Office, but have on both occasions been unsuccessful. I shall to-morrow do myself the honour of calling upon you at your chambers, and if you are not in, I shall esteem it a favour if you will kindly leave word with your servant at what hour you will return.

Yours truly.

Ralph Brodie.

His features relaxed into a hard smile. What a curious freak of Fate it was that caused this man, of all others, to write and ask for an appointment! He was a person with whom he had never before held any communication — the husband of the woman who, years before her marriage, had given him that lock of hair as a love-token. She had been one of the loves of his youth, and since her marriage he had never seen her. He knew that she had married a wealthy Anglo-Indian named Brodie, and that he had taken her back with him to India. When he was in that country, after his journey across Bhutan, he had been told they were living on their great estate at Kapurthala, near Jalandhar, in the Punjab; and there were whispers to the effect that the marriage had been anything but a happy one. Brodie neglected her, it was said, and at Simla she was flattered, so went the report, by a host of admirers, mostly military, in the usual manner. It was for that reason that he did not visit Simla. She had never once written to him after her marriage. Although he held her memory sacred, he had no wish to meet her and risk the chance of becoming disillusioned in regard to her character.

He had always suspected that Brodie was aware of the affection which had nearly resulted in their engagement. Hence, he had entertained no desire to meet him. Strange, indeed, that he should so persistently seek him, just at the most critical moment in his life.

Well, he laughed at last, tearing up the letter and tossing it into the fire, Ive never met the fellow in all my life, and I dont see why I should put myself out to do so now. The brute treated May badly, infernally badly. If we met I couldnt be civil to the cad.

He had loved May — the daughter of a retired colonel — in the days after he and Claudia had drifted apart, he to indulge his cynicism, she to marry Dick Nevill. But his love for her was not that passionate worship of the ideal which had marked his affection for the charming little friend of his youth. It was a mere midsummer madness, the pleasant memory of which lingered always in his mind.

He thought over it all, and smiled bitterly when he recollected the past.

Presently Parsons brought him a cup of black coffee. It was a habit of his, acquired abroad, to take it each morning in bed. When the old servitor, true to his clock-work precision, entered with the tiny Nankin cup upon the tray, Dudley was astonished.

What? Eight oclock already? he exclaimed, starting up.

Yes, Master Dudley, the old man replied. Arent you going to bed, sir?

No. Well — at least, I dont know, Parsons, said the Under-Secretary. I have several early appointments.

At that moment the electric bell in the hall rang sharply, and the old man went out to answer the summons.

Theres a gentleman, Master Dudley, was Parsons announcement. He wishes to see you at once very particularly. He will give no card.

Well, show him in, his master answered with every sign of reluctance, swallowing his coffee at a gulp. As his doom was fixed, what did it matter who called upon him now? He smiled bitterly.

Parsons disappeared for a moment. A few seconds later the heavy portico was drawn aside, and there stood before Dudley the tall, rather well-dressed, figure of a man, who halted upon the threshold without uttering a word.

You! gasped Chisholm, springing from his chair. You! Archibald Cator!

Yes, answered the other gravely, closing the door behind him. We have met before, and, doubtless, you know my errand.

I do, groaned the despairing man. Alas! I do.

The truth is out, Mr Chisholm! exclaimed his visitor, in slow, deep tones. Our inquiries are complete, and there has been discovered against you evidence so plain as to be altogether indisputable. There need be no ceremony between us. You, esteemed by the world, and held in high honour by the Government, are both a traitor and a murderer. Do you deny it?

There was a silence, deep and painful.

No, I do not, was the low, harsh rejoinder of the wretched man, who had sunk back into his chair with his chin upon his breast.

His visitor deliberately drew from the inner pocket of his overcoat a big, official-looking envelope, out of which he took several unmounted photographs.

These he spread before the man whose brilliant career had thus been so suddenly ended.

Do you recognise these as reproductions of documents handed by you to a certain friend of yours — copies of confidential despatches from Sir Henry Lygon, Her Majestys Ambassador at Constantinople?

Chisholm, his face livid, nodded in the affirmative. Denials were, he knew, utterly useless. The whole ingenious network of the British Intelligence Department on the Continent had been diligently at work piecing together the evidence against him, and had, under the active direction of that prince of spies, Archibald Cator, at last succeeded in unravelling what had for years remained a profound mystery.

His grave-faced, unwelcome visitor, well-satisfied by this admission, next drew a mounted cabinet photograph from his pocket, and, holding it out before his eyes, asked, in a low, distinct voice whether he knew the original.

Chisholms countenance turned ashen grey the instant his haggard eyes fell upon the pictured face.

God! he cried, wildly starting up, my God! Cator, spare me that! Hide it from my sight! hide it! I cannot bear it! Its his portrait — his!



The clock of St. Annes, in Wilton Place, had just chimed eleven, and the yellow sun had now succeeded in struggling through the wintry mist.

Claudias carriage with its handsome pair of bays and her powdered footman, with the bearskin rug over his arm, stood awaiting her beneath the dark portico.

As, warmly wrapped in her sables, she descended the wide marble staircase slowly, buttoning her glove, Jackson met her.

Mr Chisholm has just called, mlady. He has been shown into the morning-room.

Her heart gave a quick bound. She dismissed the servant with a nod and walked to the apartment indicated.

Dudley turned quickly from the window as she entered, and greeted her, raising her ungloved hand to his lips with infinite courtliness. In an instant, however, she detected the change in him, for his face was blanched to the lips, his voice hoarse and tremulous.

My dear Dudley! she cried in alarm. Why, whatever is the matter? You are ill.

He closed the door behind her; then, still holding her hand, looked straight into her dark eyes, and said:

I have come to you, Claudia, to bid you farewell — to see you for the last time.

What do you mean? she gasped, her cheeks turning pale in an instant at his announcement.

I mean that our love must end to-day. That in future, instead of entertaining affection for me, you must hate me, as one guilty and unworthy.

I really dont understand, dear, she answered, bewildered. You are not yourself to-day.

Alas! I am too much myself, he answered in a low hoarse voice. I am here, Claudia, to make confession to you. I would, indeed, crave your forgiveness, but I know that that is impossible. He was holding her hand in his convulsive grasp, and his eyes were riveted on hers in a fierce look full of a passionate devotion.

Confession? she asked quickly. What secrets have you from me? Has some other woman usurped my place in your heart? If so, tell me, Dudley. Do not hesitate.

No, he answered, trying to preserve an outward calm, it is not that. I love no woman but your own dear self. Surely you do not doubt me?

I have never doubted you. Sometimes I have been jealous — madly jealous, I confess — but always without reason, for you have always been loyal to me.

I was loyal because I loved no other woman save yourself, he cried, kissing her passionately upon the lips. But all the joy must wither. I am here to make confession, to reveal a ghastly chapter in my life, and to take leave of you — and of life.

She saw how terribly agitated he was, and her womans solicitude for his welfare calmed her. Come, she said tenderly, leading him towards a chair. Sit down and remain quiet for a little. You are nervous and overworked. She placed her small, soft hand upon his hot brow, and brushed back the dark hair from his forehead.

Refusing to sit, he stood before her, grasping the chair to steady himself.

No, Claudia; do not trouble about me. It is all useless now. The end has come. Let me confess all to you. I know that what I am about to disclose will turn your love to hatred; that my very memory will become repugnant to you, and that mere mention of my name will fill you with indignation and disgust. But hear the secret chapter of my lifes history before you judge. Let me tell you all, he added hoarsely. Let me lay bare the terrible secret that I have carried these six years buried within my heart. Let me confess to you, the woman I love.

His words filled her with amazement. Her brows contracted, and her breath came and went in short, quick gasps. Was she actually to lose him? It seemed impossible.

I am all attention, Dudley, she replied in a low, mechanical voice. Your confession, whatever its nature, shall find in me a safe guardian.

I cannot ask you to forgive, Claudia, he said, I can only beg of you to think that I have hidden the truth from you because I dearly loved you and knew that exposure must result in the abrupt termination of our love-dream.

Tell me all, she urged. Have no secrets from me.

Then hear me, he said, his hard face white and drawn, while with his strong hands he gripped the chair, striving valiantly to remain calm. I will relate to you all the hideous facts in their proper sequence; you will see what a canker-worm of guilt has existed within me all these years. For me, there is now no life, no hope, no love—

Except mine, she interrupted quickly.

Ah! yours must turn to hatred, Claudia! I cannot hope for the pardon of man or woman. I have suffered; I have repented deeply on my knees before my Maker. But Gods judgment is upon me, and the end is near. My story is a tragic one indeed. I think you will recollect that, long ago, after I had come down from Oxford, it was our custom to take happy walks round Winchester, over to Kings Worthy, across the Down to Hursley, or through the Crab Wood to Sparsholt — do you remember those still summer evenings in the golden sun-down, dearest, when youth was buoyant and careless, and our love was perfect?

Remember them? she cried. Ah! yes. I live those happy hours over again very often in my day-dreams, when I am alone. They are the tenderest memories of all my past, she answered in a deep voice, tremulous with an emotion which stirred her to the very depths of her being.

Your marriage came as a natural sequence, Claudia, for as the old adage has it, the course of true love never did run smooth. We separated, and you carried my farewell kiss of benediction upon your brow. I became lonely and melancholy when you, the sun of my life, had gone out. In order to occupy myself, as you had urged me to do, I obtained by family influence the appointment of private secretary to Lord Stockbridge, Her Majestys Foreign Minister. You were abroad with Dick, spending the winter at Cannes, when I became acquainted with a girl named May Lennox, the daughter of a retired officer who had spent much of the latter part of his life on the Continent. I missed you as my constant companion, and it was merely for the sake of her bright companionship that I allowed myself to become attracted by her. Father and daughter were devoted to each other, and as the colonel was a widower, the pair lived in furnished lodgings, a drawing-room floor in Hereford Road, which turns out of Westbourne Grove, close to Whiteleys. I rather liked the colonel. By reason of my frequent visits, we became very friendly. During the hot days of August they moved down to Hastings, taking up their quarters at the Queens, to which place I often ran down to see them, for I must here confess that a midsummer madness grew upon me, and I at last found myself in love with her. From the first, however, I had been quick to perceive that although the colonel was a thoroughgoing cosmopolitan and a lighthearted fellow whose only occupation seemed to be the study of foreign politics from the newspapers — for knowing my official position he often discussed and criticised with me points in Lord Stockbridges policy — yet he was nevertheless entirely opposed to my suit. I did my utmost to ingratiate myself with him, for at the time I believed myself to be hopelessly in love with May.

He paused in hesitation, for he knew that his confession must be a cruel and terrible disillusionment for Claudia.

But he had taken the initial step, and was now compelled to describe to the bitter end his downfall, and thus to lose the treasure of her esteem.


Chapter Twenty Nine.

Confides a Motive and a Mystery.
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ONE SUNDAY EVENING early in September, Chisholm continued at last, in a hoarse, strained voice, low and yet distinct, May had retired immediately after dinner, owing to a headache, and I agreed to accompany the colonel for a turn along the Esplanade, to smoke a cigar. The night was hot and close, prophetic of a thunderstorm. As we sat together on a seat close to the St. Leonards Pier, chatting in the semi-darkness, he suddenly broached a subject and made a suggestion, the astounding audacity of which struck me absolutely dumb with horror. He explained to me in confidence that he knew there had arrived at the Foreign Office from Constantinople certain cipher despatches from Sir Henry Lygon, Her Majestys Ambassador to the Porte, and that he was prepared to pay almost any price for copies of these documents. He pointed how easy it would be for me, as private secretary to Lord Stockbridge, to photograph them. He tempted me, saying that for such photographs I might name my own price. Wild indignation seized me; but he only laughed and calmly lit a fresh cigar, at the same time dropping a hint that my reward for this suggested service would be his daughters hand. May was in ignorance of all this. She never knew that her father was a mean and despicable spy who had constant relations with a foreign Power. I refused, and we argued, he and I, until, what with his persuasions and his promise that May should be my wife, he induced me to comply with his audacious demand. He tempted me, and I fell. Next day, after the exercise of not a little ingenuity, I succeeded in obtaining possession of the despatches in question, took them to my rooms, and secured photographs of each, returning the originals to their place within half an hour. I developed the negatives in secret, made some hasty prints, and delivered them to Lennox at Hastings three days later. By aid of the powerful reading-glass which he had bought at an opticians in Robertson Street, the cipher of the confidential despatches could be distinctly read, a result which gave him the utmost satisfaction. I was young, inexperienced, and did not then fully appreciate the gravity of my offence. It was, However, certain that those into whose hands the photographs eventually passed possessed a copy of the decipher used by the British Foreign Office, for subsequent events proved that Tewfik Pasha, the Turkish Minister of Foreign Affairs, successfully used the information in his diplomatic juggling with Russia. I never dreamed that this untimely exposure of Britains policy in the near East would result in such a serious crisis as eventually came to pass; for my theft was the cause of a grave misunderstanding between England, the Porte, and the Triple Alliance; so serious, indeed, that a European war was only narrowly averted by the tact of Lord Stockbridge, combined with that of Count Murieff, the Russian Foreign Minister. Chisholm paused again, with eyes downcast.

Go on, she said brokenly. Tell me all, Dudley — everything.

I had believed that by doing this scoundrel Lennox a service I had ingratiated myself with him, the despairing man continued after a pause; but, so far from this being the case, he told me on the following day that it would be better if I remained apart from them, as my too frequent visits might be suspected by the Foreign Office, especially after what had transpired. May was still my unsophisticated friend, and was quite unaware of the theft I had committed at her fathers bidding; but even in her I fancied I detected a change. It required only this to tear down the last barrier between myself and my conscience; the knowledge that I was a traitor to my Queen and country began to pierce me like sword. Of a sudden, a fortnight after the photographs had passed into the possession of Lennox, the spy settled his daughter as a paying guest with a family living in Christchurch Road, Tulse Hill, and then disappeared as completely as though the earth had swallowed him; but not before he had written me a stiff letter formally refusing his consent to my marriage with May. Then I saw how cleverly I had been entrapped by the adventurer, who knew well that I dared not expose him, for the sake of my own reputation. Soon afterwards the general election was held, and, as a reward for my services, which were believed, of course, to have been faithfully rendered, I was given a safe seat at Albury. Then May and I drifted apart, for she went to live with an aunt up at Berwick-on-Tweed, while I entered enthusiastically upon a political career. The manner in which Sir Henry Lygons despatches had leaked out to Englands enemies was a puzzle to the Foreign Office and to the world; but as I possessed the entire confidence of my chief I remained unsuspected, although my treachery had cost the country dearly, for by it I had betrayed my benefactor, Lord Stockbridge, and given to the wily Turk the whip hand over Europe, enabling the Sultan to defy both England and Russia. England had held the trump card in the diplomatic game, but by the premature exposure of her hand all had been lost. Searching inquiries were, of course, made by the cleverest detectives and agents of the Intelligence Department, but the result was absolutely nil.

There was considerable comment in the papers at the time, remarked Claudia slowly. I recollect Dick speaking of it as a mystery, and condemning the apparent laxity of Foreign Office rules.

Some months had gone by, and Mays letters, which had been growing perceptibly colder, at last ceased altogether, he continued, heedless of her remark. In order to become acquainted with my constituents I had taken up my residence in my Parliamentary Division, at Godalming to be exact, and it was my habit each afternoon to take long walks alone through the woods and over the hills of that delightful neighbourhood. The sequel to what I have already confessed to you, he said, after a moments pause, occurred one autumn day when the trees were almost bare and the woodland paths were covered with acorns and withered leaves. I had been for a long stretch over the Hogs Back, having paid a visit to my friend Machray, at Wanborough, and was returning by way of Compton, and then across the meadows and up the hill towards the Charterhouse at Godalming. The gusty wind was chilly and the wintry twilight was fading as I passed Field Place and struck across the wide grass-lands to a corner where the path was divided by a stile from a dense belt of wood, the most lonely and secluded spot in the neighbourhood, and a popular resort of rustic couples. As I leaped over the stile into the dark pathway which led up a very steep incline through the wood, I was startled by being suddenly confronted by a man whom, in an instant, I recognised as Lennox. He had evidently been awaiting me there, for he put his hand upon my shoulder, saying that he desired a few words with me. With disgust and hatred I shook him off; but he resolutely placed himself before me, saying that he desired of me one other service, namely, that I should secure for him a copy of a certain document which had that morning reached the Foreign Office by Queens messenger from the British Embassy in Paris. This I flatly refused; whereupon this enemy of England, who had once held Her Majestys commission, threatened me with exposure and ruin if I did not at once comply with his demand. My blood rose, and, by way of retort, I gave him to understand that I would inform the police of his presence in England. High words and bitter recriminations ensued. Suddenly, without the least warning, his hand went swiftly to his hip, and I saw him draw a gleaming knife with which next moment he rushed at me. The wild look in his face was sufficient to show his evil intent, and in a second I drew from my pocket the small revolver that I always carried. In the fierce and desperate struggle we were well matched, and for some minutes we fought for life. With wild and fearful oaths he tried time after time to plunge his weapon into my heart, but only succeeded in twice gashing my wrist. I carry the scars to this very day.

He drew up his shirt-cuff and showed her where his assailants knife had wounded him.

Suddenly I felt my strength failing, he went on in a low, hard tone, a wild look in his eyes. Then, in a fury of hatred, I twisted my arm from his sinewy grasp, and fired my revolver full at him. I must, I think have emptied two, or even three, chambers. He fell forward dead — with a curse upon his lips. I — I murdered him — in order to seal his lips!

You, Dudley! cried the pale, bewildered woman, swaying forward as though she had received a blow. You? — you killed him!

Yes, Claudia, said the guilty man, not daring to look her in the face, I have confessed to you my double crime. The truth now stands revealed to you in all its naked hideousness. I, the man whom you have trusted and loved for all these years, am a traitor, and worse — a murderer!

She could not speak, her heart was too full of grief and suffering. She covered her white face with her hands; low sobs escaped her, the bitterest lamentations of a broken heart.

And now let me conclude my story, he went on, his own heart almost breaking because of her agony. How I got away I cannot tell. I remember but little, save that I rushed from the spot, tore across the fields to Farncombe station, whence I took train to Waterloo. From the accounts in the papers it appears that an hour later the body, stiff and cold, was discovered by a pair of lovers walking together, and information was given to the county constabulary. Nothing was found upon the man to lead to his identification, and although the greatest sensation was caused by the tragedy, Scotland Yard was utterly puzzled. One miserable wretch, a tramp who had been seen loitering in the neighbourhood, was arrested on suspicion, but was afterwards released. Detectives searched diligently for some clue, but found nothing to help them in regard to the identity of the murderer or to that of his victim, who was buried in a nameless grave in Godalming Cemetery at the expense of the parish. Imagine the awful remorse I suffered! For a few weeks I remained in London with this terrible guilt weighing upon me, feverishly scanning the papers, and preparing for a journey to the Far East. You will recollect that you were in Pau, when I wrote announcing my sudden departure.

Yes, she murmured, I remember. Dicks illness had then begun, and the doctors had ordered him abroad.

I feared to remain longer in England, and desired to place as great a distance as possible between myself and the scene of my crime. I, belauded by the newspapers as a coming man, was a traitor to my country and a murderer. My conscience drove me to madness. I could not get rid of the ever-recurring recollections of my crime. And so it has been during these later years, whether I have travelled through the eternal snows of the Himalayas, explored the forbidden lands of Bhutan or Nepal, or sat on the Treasury Bench of the House. I have lived in constant dread of denunciation and exposure. While in Calcutta, as the guest of the Viceroy on my return from Chinese Turkestan, I learnt that May Lennox had married a wealthy man named Brodie, and had gone to live up at Kapurthala, in the Punjab. Since that day I have heard nothing of her. Four years have passed since my return, years of awful anxiety and mental strain that have made me old before my time; yet at last Archibald Cator, the man from whom no state secret is safe — that midnight visitor at Wroxeter — has discovered the truth. His secret agents have penetrated to the archives of the Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Constantinople, and from them have secured those photographs, to which is attached a docket written in Turkish stating by what channel they were secured. Thus from the carefully-guarded storehouse of the Sultans secrets has the evidence of my crime been exposed, and my accusation is now at hand. Guilty of treason and of murder I have lost your love, Claudia — I can hope for nothing, nothing. My very name will become a reproach, and the very people who have so often applauded me will now hate my memory as that of a betrayer. My punishment is complete! he cried wildly, in hoarse despair. I have sinned, and this is Gods judgment!


Chapter Thirty.

Tells a Strange Tale.
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AND YOUR SECRET is known, said the pale, agitated woman despairingly, her dark eyes still fixed upon the guilty man before her. Her voice was scarcely raised above a whisper, for the wounded heart made it difficult for her to speak.

He nodded in the affirmative.

To whom? she asked.

To Cator, of the Secret Service; to many of his agents, no doubt; to one, at least, of my political opponents, and to a woman who is your friend — Muriel Mortimer!

To Muriel? she gasped in abject amazement.

Yes, he answered; the woman who, if report speaks correctly, was suggested by you to Lady Meldrum as a fitting person to become my wife.

Ah, forgive me! Claudia cried quickly. I threw you into one anothers society in order to test your love for me. I was, not certain whether you really loved me, or whether this younger and prettier woman might not attract you. Believe me, I invited her to the house-party at Wroxeter for the same purpose that I allowed my name to be associated with that of the Grand-Duke and others — to test the extent of your affection. I was foolish — very foolish, I know. But forgive me, Dudley, I was jealous.

In answer to her request he related the ingenious manner in which he had been entrapped, precisely as in the foregoing pages it has already been described.

She wished to marry you in order to obtain money, declared the angry woman, upon whom these revelations had fallen as a crushing blow. I never suspected her; yet now I see it all. Her ingenuity has been simply marvellous. She intended that you should buy from her a freedom which it was not within her power to sell. If you had become her husband she would, no doubt, either have tempted you to commit suicide rather than face arrest — first, of course, having induced you to make a will in her favour — or else have expected you to pay heavily for release from a woman of her stamp.

But who is she? he demanded. What do you know of her?

Nothing, except what you already know, Dudley, that, although the ward of a respectable family, she is now proved to be an unscrupulous adventuress. But I myself will attempt to solve the mystery. She was abroad for about a year, she once told me, and she often goes to the Continent to visit friends there. There are many facts about her that are mysterious, and yet Lady Meldrum absolutely adores her. She cannot, however, know the truth of her association with these foreign ruffians who have attempted your life. Now that I recollect, she added, I found one morning, concealed behind one of the cushions in the cosy-corner of the library, a piece of crumpled paper, which, when opened, I discovered to be the commencement of a letter in a womans hand. It was in Italian, and began, Mio adorato Tonio. She must have gone there to write to the man, and, being interrupted, had evidently crushed the paper in her hand and hid it, and then forgotten it.

Yes, he said, I recollect finding her alone there one evening, and that my entrance seemed to confuse her somewhat. But, he went on despondently, had the scoundrels been successful it would perhaps have been better for me. He was no coward, but he saw that for him all life, all happiness, all love had ended.

No, Dudley, she answered in a sweet and tender voice, looking straight at him. You are guilty, but both you and I have been the victims of this ingenious trickster. She first tried to rob me of your love, and then, finding herself unsuccessful, resorted to a foul and cunning strategy.

Yes, he said in a low voice, his chin still upon his breast. I am guilty, and must suffer. But, he added, raising his head slowly until his eyes met hers, promise me one thing, Claudia — promise that after to-day you will give no further thought to me. I have deceived you, and am unworthy; put me out of your mind for ever.

But you loved me, Dudley, she cried with a mournful tenderness. How can I allow your memory to pass from me when for so many years you have been my all in all?

In the future we must be parted, he answered huskily. From the consequences of my crime there is no escape — none. But if I thought that you had forgotten the grave wrong I have done you, my mind would at least be easier.

She did not answer for a few moments. Then, with the passion begotten of a changeless and profound affection she rushed towards him, threw her arms about his neck, and cried out:

No, Dudley, you are mine — mine! we must not part. I love you — you know that I do! You shall not leave me — you hear! you shall not!

But I must, he replied gravely, a hardness appearing at the corners of his mouth as he slowly disengaged himself from her embrace. I have given my word of honour to return to my chambers before midday.

To whom?

To Archibald Cator. The man who, in the exercise of his profession as chief of our Secret Service, has discovered my secret. Chisholm, whatever might have been his follies in the past, was now a man of unflinching principle. He had given his word not to attempt to escape.

Then I will go with you, she said with resolution. It is half-past eleven, and my carriage is outside. We will drive down to St. Jamess Street together.

But in all earnestness he begged her not to accompany him. He did not desire that she should be a witness of his degradation and arrest. He could not bear the thought. He knew that the matter would be placed before Lord Stockbridge himself, and that, in company with Cator, he would be called into the presence of the grave-eyed Chief in whose confidence and regard he had for long held so high a place.

I shall go with you, she said decisively, now calm and composed after her agitation and flood of tears. She had braced herself up with what was, under the circumstances, a remarkable effort. By way of explanation she added, half breathlessly: I love you, Dudley, and my place in the hour of trial is at your side.

He raised her bejewelled hand tremblingly to his lips, and thanked her in a husky voice. He, the Discrowned, dared not kiss her lips.

Patience and courage, she said, laying her hand upon his shoulder tenderly, just as she had been wont to do in those early days of his career when she had so often given him advice.

He shook his head sadly before answering.

Both are unavailing against the vengeance of Heaven!

She was silent. This man, whom she had loved as her own life, was a murderer. A gulf had opened between them, his arrest and denunciation were imminent. They could no longer be lovers. All was of the past.

Her tender womans sympathy for him in his hopeless despair was too deep for tears. Her countenance, usually so sweet and smiling, had grown hard, and her eyes large and serious. The caprice of her broken heart was that this last drive to his chambers should be taken in his company. Many and many a time he had driven with her hither and thither in London, but this was the last occasion. After that, then she would be alone, friendless, unloved — the queen of the silent kingdom, as she had so often termed the stately mansion, one of the finest in London, where the servants moved in silence and the huge marble hall and corridors echoed to the slightest whisper.

They drove together past Apsley House and along Piccadilly without exchanging a single word. Once or twice Dudley raised his hat mechanically to passers-by who, now that the yellow sunlight had struggled through the clouds, were enjoying a stroll in Londons gayest thoroughfare. Whenever there is any sunshine in the metropolis, it is always in Piccadilly. But the unwonted brightness of that morning jarred upon Dudley and Claudia. Few who passed the pair driving in that handsome carriage would ever have dreamed that the light of that beautiful womans heart was extinguished, and that the well-groomed man at her side was going deliberately to his doom.

Beneath the bearskin rug their hands met — and clasped. Their hearts beat quickly, their eyes met, but no word passed between them. Both understood that all words were empty in face of the horrible truth.

Archibald Cator, who had been sitting beside the fire in Chisholms sitting-room, rose and bowed when they entered. He recognised Claudia at once, and darted a look of inquiry at the accused man.

Captain Cator, I believe? she exclaimed, addressing him. To apologise is quite unnecessary. I know everything. Mr Chisholm has told me the whole terrible story. You have but done your duty in the service of your country, and as far as I am concerned your just behaviour will receive a just verdict.

The tall, thin-faced man was expressing his regrets, when Claudia, turning to him again, asked:

In this affair there is still an element of mystery which should be at once cleared up. Through my own unpardonable folly in accepting as friend a woman whom I did not know, Mr Chisholm has fallen the victim of a curious conspiracy. Do you chance to know in Italy a man named Marucci?

Marucci? repeated the captain; Francesco Marruci, I presume you mean? Yes, I know him and have employed him in Rome, and elsewhere, to make confidential inquiries.

And do you chance to be acquainted with a woman named Mortimer — a young woman, Muriel Mortimer?

Certainly, he replied quite frankly. She is a fair-headed young person who poses as the ward of an English family named Meldrum. A couple of years ago, however, she married secretly an Italian named Biancheri, then a lieutenant of Artillery stationed at Florence, and she and her husband are now generally supposed to be agents employed in the secret service of Italy. This good-looking woman has been a successful spy. Her husband is a black-haired, evil-looking fellow with an ugly scar across his lower jaw.

His description is exact. He was the man who attempted to take my life last night! exclaimed Chisholm, astonished at this revelation. He called himself Tonio Rocchi.

When Dudley had briefly described his adventure, Cator said:

I knew the woman Mortimer was a guest at Wroxeter, and that was the reason why I wished nobody to know of my visit there. We are acquainted, but at that moment I had no wish to meet her.

Then this woman, her husband, and the Italian Marucci have by some means learnt my secret, and are actually in agreement as regards this scheme of attempted blackmail?

Most certainly, was Cators response. Biancheri, or Rocchi, as he calls himself, and his wife are as smart a pair of adventurers as any on the Continent, and it is well-known to us that they have on several occasions levied huge sums in blackmail when diplomatic and family secrets have leaked out.

But the Meldrums! exclaimed Claudia in astonishment. Is it possible that they, a most respectable family, can actually be aware of this womans fraud?

I think not, was the captains reply. Muriel Mortimer, the daughter of a deceased station-master employed on the Great Northern Railway, is of age, and therefore, of course, her own mistress. In England she is still the ward of Sir Henry Meldrum — who had taken her out of charity — and passes as a single woman, but she secretly married Biancheri while they were wintering in Florence, and her frequent journeys abroad have not been undertaken for the purpose of visiting friends, as she pretends but, in reality, to assist her husband in his ingenious and daring schemes of espionage and blackmail. She is an adventuress of the very worst type.

But how can she have learnt my secret? demanded the melancholy man upon whom the all-reaching hand of justice had so heavily fallen.

Ah, that is utterly impossible to tell, answered Cator. All that is certain is that she, together with her husband and confederates, will quickly clear out of England now that you have so determinedly withstood their efforts and defied their threats.



Archibald Cator had turned away, and was making a pretence of examining the titles of the books in the bookcase on the opposite side of the room while Claudia and Dudley stood silently hand in hand. The captain had an appointment to see the Marquess of Stockbridge in company with the Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office at one oclock, when the serious charges were to be privately investigated. The hour was drawing near, and the white-faced, tearful woman was taking leave of the guilty man, whom she had so fondly and so truly loved.

There was in her eyes an inexpressible sadness, and the quivering lips he had so often kissed with tender passion showed plainly the agony she was suffering.

Forgive me, Claudia, forgive me for the sake of the love of old! he implored, whispering in her ear. With your forgiveness I can face my fate unflinchingly, knowing that my punishment is just.

Dudley, she answered in a voice broken by emotion, as she uttered what was to her the dearest of all names, I forgive you everything. A cruel, an inexorable fate tears us apart, but I shall never forget you — never. May God forgive you as I forgive you.

Thank you, my heart, for those encouraging words, he cried, snatching up her hand and imprinting upon it a lingering kiss of farewell.

As their eyes met for a single instant, in hers he saw a look of blank despair and mingled sympathy more expressive than any words could possibly be.

Farewell, Dudley! was all she said. I shall pray to Him for you.

She turned slowly from him and walked across to the door, while Cator drew back the velvet portière and bowed in silence.

At this moment the door was thrown open by Parsons, who carried a rather bulky letter and a card upon his salver.

The gentleman who called in the night has called again, sir, announced the old man. I told him you were engaged, but he said he could not possibly wait, as he was sailing from London almost immediately. He regretted missing you, and left this letter.

His master glanced at the card, and saw that it bore the name Ralph Brodie, with the word Boodles in the corner.

With nervous fingers he quickly tore open the envelope and drew from it a note, together with a smaller envelope, rather soiled, sealed with black wax, and addressed to him in a womans pointed hand.

Claudia, who had halted, stood watching him.

The note was a brief one, written by Brodie from his club, stating with regret that his wife had died of consumption a month ago. Among the papers which he found after her death was the enclosed, together with instructions that he should deliver it personally and unopened. This he did. As he had only been in London a few hours on urgent business, and was compelled to return to India by the Caledonia that afternoon, he had written this note of explanation in case they could not meet.

He broke the brittle wax of the dead womans letter, and drew forth a sheet of thin foreign note-paper, the ink on which was somewhat faded.

Swiftly he scanned the lines of brown ink; then, while looking for May Brodies signature, he saw in addition to this another name at the bottom of of the document— Muriel Mortimer.

Impossible! he gasped. Surely this is not a dream! Look! Read this! He handed the missive to Cator, who, together with the woman who had just bidden him a last farewell, read it through eagerly.

It is the truth! cried Claudia wildly, a moment later, rushing towards him, throwing her clinging arms about his neck, kissing him passionately, and shedding tears of joy. You are innocent, Dudley! innocent! Think, think! The truth is written there in the presence of a witness. You are innocent!

Some time elapsed before Dudley could grasp the whole of the facts. What he held in his trembling fingers was a statement written by May Lennox three years before. It began in a somewhat rambling manner, was dated from Kapurthala, and had been written after the doctors had pronounced her to be suffering from incurable consumption. The important paragraph, however, penned in an unsteady hand and rather smeared, read as follows:

And now, as I know that before very long I must die, I have resolved to confess to you the whole truth. I knew too well of my fathers relations with the Turkish and Italian Governments, and I knew how he induced you to procure for him photographs of the Anglo-Russian agreement in the East, offering myself to you as a bribe. I was helpless in his hands; he used me as his decoy in the various capitals, and often accomplished important coups of espionage with my assistance. But the photographs you furnished to him proved to be those of quite unimportant despatches, and utterly valueless. The photographs of the actual despatches wanted by Tewfik were procured by a person named Peynton in the employ of the Foreign Office, who has since died. My father, however, believed that you wilfully endeavoured to mislead him and intended to expose him; hence his fierce antagonism, which caused him to lay in wait for you in that lonely path near Godalming. As I had gained knowledge of his intention to harm you, I went down there and watched his movements. I was present, hidden in the shadow behind a rail only a few paces from the spot — at the point where, you will remember, the police found the weeds down-trodden and other signs of the presence of a third person. I overheard his suggestion to you, and your refusal; I saw him draw his knife with intent to strike you. I watched your struggle, and in the course of the fracas his revolver fell unnoticed from his pocket. As you were both close to me at that moment I was enabled to reach the weapon. Then I saw that your strength was failing, and you fired at him. You missed. I believe I know the very tree in which your bullet lodged. Seeing your imminent peril, I also fired — and he fell. I saved you, but I killed the man whom I was compelled to call father, though I had good reasons to hate his memory. He killed my poor mother by sheer brutality and neglect, and made me his puppet and decoy in his nefarious schemes. When he fell, you rushed from the spot, believing that you had killed him, but if you will refer to the medical evidence you will find that he was struck by a single bullet beneath the left shoulder-blade. That shot was the one I fired, and could not possibly have been fired by you. In order to tell you the truth, and yet not commit myself, I sent you anonymously, a few weeks after the occurrence, a piece of tracing-paper with a diagram upon it, and a few words, which were purposely rather vague, hoping that the plan of the spot would show you that you were innocent, and that in case you were afterwards charged with the crime you would be able to use the plan in your defence. Confession I make calmly and of my own free will, in order that it may be signed by the woman who is my companion and my most intimate friend, and that it may be opened by your own hand when I am dead and beyond the reach of mans justice.

There was nothing else. Only the signature, May Beatrice Brodie, together with that of Muriel Mortimer.

This clearly explains how the woman Mortimer, or Biancheri, obtained possession of your secret, observed Cator in surprise, after he had read it through aloud. My inquiries, I recollect, showed that she entered Mrs Brodies employ as companion and was in India for six months, but that she returned, owing to the climate, and again took up her abode with the Meldrums. The explanation given by the Meldrums to friends was that she had been out to India on a visit. Having obtained knowledge of your secret, she imparted it to Biancheri after her marriage, with the result that he and his associates made the clever attempt to blackmail you. She, no doubt, felt herself safe as long as her late employer was living, and is, of course, in ignorance of her death and the passing of this confession into your hands.



An hour later Dudley Chisholm was closeted alone with the Marquess of Stockbridge in the latters private room at the Foreign Office, where he related the whole story. That any man enjoying the confidence of Her Majestys Government in any capacity should have endeavoured to betray its secrets was a most heinous and unpardonable offence in the eyes of the stern old politician who was Her Majestys chief adviser. Nevertheless, on carefully weighing all the facts, his lordship came to the conclusion that the man who had been his private secretary, and who now held responsible office, had proved himself deeply penitent, and had, during the intervening years, endeavoured to make every reparation in his power. The actual documents Chisholm had photographed were quite unimportant. It was manifest that from first to last he had been the victim of a cleverly arranged conspiracy. The interview was a long one, and all that passed between them will never be recorded. But at last the Marquess rose and generously extended to Dudley his thin, bony hand in forgiveness. He summed up the case as follows:

It is true that you photographed the despatches with intent to hand them to the man Lennox, and it is true that the present complications in Europe are the outcome of the betrayal of our policy, but it is not true, Chisholm, that you are a traitor. Your career has encouraged me to prophesy (and the indiscretion of which I am to-day aware for the first time has not caused me to alter my opinion) that you are one of the men who will rise after me to safeguard your countrys interests. The question placed on the paper by the member for West Antrim must be expunged at once. I will see to that matter personally, for it is apparent that the member in question has either received information, or is himself associated with the unscrupulous persons who endeavoured to profit by their knowledge of your secret. Leave it to me. That question will never be printed in the paper nor asked in the House. Only a traitor in association with the representative of some foreign Power dare endeavour to create a political crisis at this moment by asking such a question.

Then I am actually forgiven? Dudley asked in a low voice, scarcely realising the truth.

Yes, Chisholm, replied the Marquess gravely, pressing the hand of the younger man, you are forgiven, and what is more, my confidence in you is not shaken, for you have been proved a man of sterling worth, and the unfortunate victim of as vile and ingenious a conspiracy as ever was formed against us by dastardly spies from across the Channel. You come of an ancient and honourable race, Chisholm. Recollect, therefore, that throughout the remainder of your life your first duty is always to your God, and the second to your country and your Queen.


Chapter Thirty One.

Contains the Conclusion.
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THE GREYNESS OF the short winters afternoon was steadily growing darker and darker, and the lights were already beginning to appear in the shops and the vehicles in busy Knightsbridge; but within the pretty boudoir, where an old punch-bowl full of flowers poured sweetness into the air, two hearts beat in unison, full of new-found joy, full of hope, full of perfect confidence and love.

Holding his queen in his strong arms, Dudley had asked her a question, to which she had made answer with all the fervour of her being:

Yes, I will gladly be your wife, Dudley, she said, in a tender voice. As you well know, my heart has ever been yours, and ever will be — until the end.

In the dim light, which had now become so dark that he could scarcely distinguish her face, he pressed her closely to him in a wild ecstasy of love, and as he kissed her on the lips, his heart full of gladness inexpressible, she fancied that she felt a tear-drop upon his hollow cheek.

To recount facts already known to every reader of these pages would serve no purpose, but it will interest some to learn that Marucci subsequently confessed to Captain Cator that the plot against the Under-Secretary, devised by Biancheri and his wife, had long been in progress. It was certainly at the instigation of this woman that Marucci had succeeded in obtaining the incriminating documents from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Constantinople, which he had passed on to his employer, Archibald Cator; while she at the same time sent an anonymous letter to Mr Gerald Oldfield, the Member for Antrim West, one of Dudleys bitterest political opponents, preferring against him a charge of murder. The Grand-Duke Stanislas knew the truth, of course, from what was told him at his own Embassy. The Meldrums, a worthy pair, had always remained in ignorance of the true character of the station-masters daughter, whom they had adopted out of charity. They were first told the truth by Claudia herself, and the blow was a terrible disillusion, for they had always treated her as their own child. To Colonel Murray-Kerr, while he was still attach in Rome, the secret of the marriage of Muriel Mortimer with Biancheri was imparted by Marucci, who explained that there was some deep and mysterious conspiracy on foot against Dudley Chisholm, that Biancheri had left the Italian army, and that he was undoubtedly a spy. For that reason the colonel had uttered his strange warning when shooting with Dudley, but he had unfortunately not taken Maruccis statement very seriously.

Quite recently Archibald Cator ascertained that the woman Biancheri, who had so cleverly plotted the grand coup, had been deserted by her scoundrelly husband, and had died alone and in penury in a bare room on the fifth storey of a rickety house in the Montmartre quarter of Paris. Biancheri himself is at this moment languishing in prison at Grenoble, having been arrested by French gendarmes in the very act of making a plan of one of the Alpine frontier fortresses.

All London is well aware how Dudley Chisholms marriage, so long expected, took place, not with the éclat common to a fashionable wedding in town, but quietly in the quaint old village church at Wroxeter, where the mellow-toned bells pealed merrily, and the school children strewed the roses of July in their path.

And every one, both in society and out of it, knows that Lady Dudley Chisholm still retains her place as one of the smartest women in London; that all the scandals once whispered about her have been proved to be false inventions of her detractors; that as châtelaine of Wroxeter she is one of the most popular among hostesses; and that her husband, whom she adores, and whose fame is of worldwide renown, will certainly have a seat in the next Cabinet.

You, my reader, whom curiosity or necessity takes into Mayfair or Belgravia, must often have seen a slim, sweet-faced woman, remarkable for the most wonderful eyes, driving in her neat Victoria, her servants in dark green liveries, and with the three water-bougets of the Chisholms upon the silver harness. Beside her there not infrequently nestles a child with an exquisite face, dark hair, and great, wide-open eyes that look in wonder on the vast world of London.

You are acquainted with their life-story. They are mother and daughter, the wife and child of one of the happiest of men, the Right Honourable Dudley Waldegrave Chisholm, the Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs.

THE END


The Unnamed (1902)
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CHAPTER I

OPENS A CURIOUS STORY
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THEN YOU FRANKLY admit your determination to ruin her! Have you no conscience, man — no compassion?

Ive already explained my intentions. Surely thats sufficient.

Remember, shes a woman, urged the man who had first spoken, draining his cocktail at a gulp and replacing the glass upon the little table between them.

I have told you exactly how I mean to act. You know me well enough, Driscoll. When Ive once made up my mind all argument is entirely useless.

The man addressed knit his brows angrily, and, looking straight into the pale countenance of his companion, a grey-haired, foppishly dressed idler, noticed the hardness about his mouth and knew that he was relentless. Then, rising suddenly, he answered with more force than politeness:

Well, I thought you a gentleman, but I know you now, Fowler, as a mean, despicable cur!

Thats a confounded insult! cried the other in quick resentment.

I speak plainly, and dont mince matters, responded Driscoll. I tell you that if you carry out your threat to deliberately ruin her reputation, it will be a striking illustration of your true character.

You want to quarrel with me?

We have already quarrelled.

For what reason?

Simply because I wont stand by and see a woman made a victim of your dastardly revenge.

Then I suppose it is true what every one says! You are her champion — eh? Fowler sneered.

To discuss the matter further can serve no purpose! Driscoll exclaimed quickly, his cheeks flushing slightly.

I repeat my declaration that youre a low-down cad, and a coward to boot!

The other sprang up in threatening attitude with an imprecation on his lips, but the third man who had been sitting at the table with them, an Italian artillery officer who had but imperfectly understood how the words had arisen, pulled him back forcibly into his chair, crying in Italian:

Basta! Basta! Fight to-morrow, if you like; but I pray you not to create a scene here!

The Englishman, although his face was white with passion, allowed himself to be held back, while Driscoll seized his silver-topped cane, calmly buttoned his glove, and with a glance of contempt upon the man he had so openly condemned, strode out of the American bar into the sunshine of the winter city.

It was four oclock in the Corso at Rome.

The bright January afternoon favoured the showy world and half-world of the Eternal City, who were airing themselves in smart carriages, afoot, or gossiping in the English tea-shops or Italian pastrycooks in that long narrow thoroughfare which, for one hour each day, is the centre of that most complex of nations, modern Italy. In the gateway of the Palazzo Chigi the gorgeous white-whiskered concierge, in his long drab overcoat and gold-laced cocked hat, leaned upon his silver-mounted staff, and in common with the elegant flunkies of the Ruspoli, Marignoli, and Bernini Palaces in the immediate vicinity, noted those who were in passeggiata. The phantasmagoria of life was as brilliant and attractive as it ever is on a winters afternoon. An endless procession of pretty women in carnages tweed-coated tourists in open cabs, officers riding, and men driving every species of conveyance from a waggonette to an English tandem, were proceeding to and fro from the Piazza Colonna to the Piazza del Popolo and up the Pincio, until it seemed as though all Rome was out for breathing space after the tramontana which tor several days had kept them indoors.

Ronzis, the big confectioners in the Piazza Colonna was crowded with smart women, for just as Vogardes at Nice, Rumpelmayer s at Cannes, and Doneys at Florence are popular at four oclock, so is Ronzis in Rome, where it is considered the correct thing to nibble a cake and drink a cup of English tea prior to the passeggiata on the Pincio. The confectioners is more of an institution in Italy than elsewhere in Europe, yet strangely enough it is not considered respectable for a woman to enter it before tour oclock, although from that hour until five to be seen there is exceedingly chic.

On emerging from the American bar Richard Driscoll halted for a moment twisted his moustache in indecision, and then strolled aimlessly with the crowd of foot-passengers on the narrow pavement as far as the piazza, stopping before the kiosque to buy an English paper. The great open square wherein rises the huge column of Marcus Aurelius with its reliefs descriptive of the Emperors wars against the Marcomanni, was full of animation; but the impetuous Irishman, who had spoken his mind so freely, was unconscious of all about him. His conversation with the man Fowler, and its abrupt termination had set him thinking — thinking very deeply. He was apprehensive of its result.

Having bought his paper, he folded it small, placed it carefully in the breast-pocket of his overcoat, which he afterwards buttoned, and then allowed the well-dressed crowd to carry him back up the long straight thoroughfare towards the Porta del Popolo. The Corso always disappoints the visitor to Rome. Instead of a wide, imposing thoroughfare like the Newski, the Avenue des Champs Elysées, or even our own dear old Regent Street, it bears a family likeness to the Montagne de la Cour in Brussels — without the mountain, of course — very long, very narrow, and very much resembling the High Street of an English provincial town. Indeed, save that it runs through the very centre of Rome straight to the city gate, and that it contains several of the historic palaces and some of the Embassies of the Powers it has no claim to distinction. Its shops are not what the English traveller expects to find in the Eternal City; and but for the fact that it is the route to the magnificent drive around the Pincian Hill, it would be altogether a very mean street.

To-day, as for ages past, however, it is the street in which the Romans daily show themselves, and each bright afternoon in winter there is presented the same gay scene as that through which Driscoll passed so indifferently. Apart from the worthy Cookites and the ten-guinea-seven-day hotel excursionists, who go in cabs to swell the procession, every person in every carriage is some one. Stand for five minutes with a Roman at the door of Bocconnis, and he will point you out dozens of people bearing the most ancient names in Europe. From the smart pair of ponies of the latest actress at the Constanzi down to the antiquated, rickety equipage of the weedy Contessa in rusty black, there is a perfect panorama of wealth, rigid exclusiveness, prodigality, and shabby gentility that can only be found in a country such as Italy is to-day.

Dick Driscoll was, however, too familiar with it all to be in the least interested. He knew both Rome and Florence well, and had lived in Italy so long that he had become half Italian in his habits, and even in his gestures. He was a man whose age was difficult to determine. Dark, with well-cut, refined features, hair slightly tinged with silver, a moustache carefully trained upward, well-shaven, well-groomed, erect and spruce-looking in every particular, the casual observer would have believed him to be any age between thirty-five and fifty. A big, burly, round-faced fellow, whose dark eyes twinkled merrily with good-humour, and whose laugh was deep and hearty, he presented the appearance of an easy-going cosmopolitan who had not a single care or one unpleasant recollection. But, truth to tell, he had seen a good deal of the worlds ups and downs, and had become prematurely aged thereby. He was one of that ever-increasing crowd of men who from one cause or another, social, domestic, or financial, are exiles on the continent, compelled to live frugally, yet nevertheless to keep up a genteel appearance.

In every city in Europe where the English foregather, there are to-day dozens of such men who dwell high up in the noisy back streets or in the inexpensive pensions; men who manage, by dint of the greatest economy, to present a smart appearance — for all cling tenaciously to their English clothes and habits of more prosperous days — and who frequent the cafés and promenades at the fashionable hour and there mix with their compatriots in order to hear and to speak their native tongue. To such, England and home is, alas! a dream of the past. They form a very curious and interesting section of the mixed society in certain cities, especially in Italy, most of them being good fellows at heart, although, of course, there are black sheep among them. English people who live in Italy know the class well. They devour their London paper, chat with all and sundry in the café, showing a wide knowledge of the world and its ways, and are perfectly harmless and essentially cosmopolitan. Many such men, of course, soon weary of the monotony of exile in penury, and degenerate into touts, or sharpers; but the remainder, often broken-down gentlemen in whom the tradition of honour still remains, drag out their lives in hopeless melancholy. They will sit in a café by the hour idling over a twenty-centime cup of coffee and a paper, listening to the chatter of a party of tourists at the next table; they will wait long and patiently in the vicinity of a cathedral or gallery eager to find some one to whom they may be of assistance, or will idle by the hour upon a railway platform in order to hear English and to speak English, for it brings back to them tender memories of days long since dead.

You, my travelled reader, probably know these men who form the flotsam of English life on the continent. A grave-eyed man, overhearing your question, has spoken to you in English at the station, in the street, or in a gallery. He has told you exactly what you wanted to know, advised you upon some matters, or perhaps helped you out of what threatened to be a serious difficulty with a readiness and courtesy that has at once impressed you. Then, scarcely waiting for your thanks, he has raised his hat politely, and has gone his way, leaving you wondering. You are a stranger and know him not. Yet in that brief talk you have brought back to him a breath of the life he once lived, and from which he is, alas! now debarred for ever.


CHAPTER II

INTRODUCES THE BAMBOLA
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DICK DRISCOLL, BIG-HEARTED, plain-spoken, easy-going man-of-the-world was an exile. Hither and thither he had drifted on the continent for more years than he cared to count; in summer usually living at one of the cheap resorts in the Apennines, the Bagni di Lucca, Abetone or Porretat, and each winter returning to Florence or to Rome. His means were slender — very slender, hence he was compelled, in order to practise the most rigid economy, to put up at the cheapest pensions. Once, when he had money, he had always gone to hotels of the first order; but that was of the past, and nowadays he found it often difficult to keep the wolf from the door and yet to present a respectable appearance. Indeed, although so smartly groomed, his clothes were far from new, and that very day before coming out he had been obliged to apply dabs of ink to the edge of his overcoat in order to hide the ravages of time upon that garment. The bright Roman sunlight, he knew too well, showed up any defect in ones clothing, and to be seen on the Corso in a faded coat was, in his eyes, an offence quite unpardonable. Hence, by dint of great ingenuity and the lavish use of ink, liquid ammonia, and a hot iron he managed to daily renovate and press his clothes to a perfection hardly attained even by a London while-you-wait tailor. To the casual observer he presented an air of spick-and-span prosperity, and his round, merry face, his hearty handshake, and his keen sense of humour further helped to conceal the financial embarrassment which confined him to a daily extravagance of a single cocktail and two of those long Tuscan cigars costing ten centesimi apiece.

The cad! he muttered to himself angrily, as he strode away up the Corso; the abominable cad! I can see through him clearly now. He possesses the ingenuity of the very devil himself, that I know; but Im determined that she shant suffer. No, by Heaven! she shant! To hit low down at a woman, as he intends, stamps him as a mean hound. Bah! he added in quick disgust; I thought at least he had a spark of honour left, but it seems he hasnt. And yet I once thought him my friend — and hers!

He laughed bitterly to himself, and then, quite contrary to his usual demeanour, set his jaws hard as he walked onward, lost in his own reflections.

He was hard up, it was true, terribly hard up, but he nevertheless knew many people in Rome, and during his walk to the Piazza del Popolo half a dozen men and a couple of artillery officers with the ends of their grey cloaks swung across their shoulders, greeted him in passing.

On emerging into the piazza he stood for a moment as though suddenly awakened to a sense of his whereabouts, and then, after a moments hesitation, crossed and ascended the wide, winding road up the Pincian Hill, whither the procession of carriages and pedestrians was proceeding to that pretty, park-like garden with its profusion of weather-beaten statuary which forms the Passegio Pubblico, the Rotten Row of Rome. He passed the Villa Medici, and, leaving the road, ascended the steps, as a quicker way to the summit of the hill, finding himself at last on that long terrace from which is presented a splendid panorama of the Eternal City. The gay crowd chattered and laughed in the sunshine; the seats were mostly occupied, while the infantry band performed, and the occupants of the carriages were paying and receiving visits, a bright animated scene, very characteristic of Italian society. There, in what were ages ago the famous gardens of Lucullus, modern Rome gossiped, paid compliments, and whispered scandal, even as the intimates of the frail Messalina had done in the old Imperial days.

Driscoll, melancholy even with that gay world about him, stood leaning upon the long balustrade of the terrace, gazing across the city to the distant bronze angel crowning the Castle of S. Angelo still absorbed in his own thoughts, which, judging from the serious expression of his countenance, were the reverse of pleasant.

His lips moved, but no sound escaped them. In the half hour that had elapsed since his straightforward expression of opinion, his manner had become utterly changed. Instead of the good-humoured, careless, happy-go-lucky man, who was such a well-known figure in Florence as well as in Rome, his countenance had become hard and drawn, with a serious, apprehensive expression, which was an index to a sorely troubled mind. At length the band brought to a conclusion the gay waltz, and the cessation of the music arousing him, he turned, and, leaning his back against the balustrade, stood idly watching the carriages as they filed past.

Almost at the instant that he turned towards the crowd a neat victoria, with servants in livery of blue and gold, came into view, its occupant being an exceedingly pretty woman, quite young, with gold-brown hair. Wrapped in rich furs, she lolled back upon her cushion with an air of distinction. From the fact that she had been saluted on all hands as her horses, with their jingling harness, had slowly ascended the hill, it was evident that she was well known, for among those who had bowed to her and received her smile in acknowledgment were many who moved in the Quirinal set, the most exclusive in Europe.

As Driscoll caught sight of her he started quickly in surprise, held his breath for a moment, then drew himself together, and raised his hat. Her gaze meeting his caused her to start in return, and to open her eyes widely in astonishment. Then, with a gentle inclination of her well-poised head, her handsome features relaxed into a smile, the sweetness of which showed them to be more than casual acquaintances, at the same time giving a word to her coachman to pull up, and beckoned Driscoll across to her.

In a moment he was beside her carriage, bareheaded, as is the Italian custom. Their hands met in a firm, hearty grip as she exclaimed in fairly good English, although with the soft accent of the Tuscan:

Only fancy! This encounter is surely a miracle! I feared that you were not in Rome.

And you are certainly the very last person whom I expected to meet here, the burly Irishman laughed, his face beaming with pleasure, for the instant he had caught sight of her all his melancholy had been swept away. How long have you been back?

Only since last night, she responded, her white-gloved hand toying with the pale blue bow on the collar of her tiny toy terrier nestling beneath the sable carriage-rug. Apparently she hesitated whether to utter certain words that had arisen to her lips, for she paused a moment, and then, without raising her eyes to his, she added in a low voice: I thought it most probable that you had forgotten me.

I forgotten you? he exclaimed, in a subdued tone so that the men should not overhear. What do you mean? Do you think that I could ever—

No, no, she exclaimed, putting up her slim hand and quickly interrupting him, not here! A hundred eyes are watching us, remember. They told me you were in Florence this winter, but as I drove in the Cascine every day for a fortnight without seeing you I came on to Rome.

Not to find me, surely?

Yes; to find you, she declared. I want to have a serious talk with you. Can you call this evening? Come and dine with me at eight. I will be alone.

Noticing that he hesitated, she added:

I shall take no refusal. I must see you to-night. You understand?

But our compact of a year ago! he exclaimed. What of that?

Well, she smiled, we must break it for once — just for once. It is imperative that I should see you without delay. I know quite well what is passing in your mind, she went on, but to-night I will explain. I was in London a month ago, and have been endeavouring to find you ever since. You have not given up your apartment in Florence, and for that reason I believed you intended to return there.

Yes, I shall return in a few weeks, he answered, for want of something better to say. As he stood chatting with her, dozens of men and women saluted her in passing. He noticed this, and said: To you it must be very pleasant to be back in Rome.

Ah, no, she responded quickly; I prefer Florence, for it is so full of pleasant memories. In Rome every face, every stone reminds me of the bitterness of the past. Driscoll was silent. He knew well to what she alluded. and he noticed, too, that her countenance, sweet in its almost childlike beauty, was for a moment darkened by an expression of sadness as she uttered these last words.

I am eager to hear all about your visit to London, he said at last, in order to turn the conversation into a different channel.

Yes. I have lots to tell you, she said. Come to-night, and we will talk it all over. I want your advice. But, she added quickly, as she glanced around, it is scarcely prudent that we should be seen here talking too long together. You know how these people gossip. Tonight half Rome will know that we have met again.

Yes, he admitted quickly. To gossip openly like this is, after all, imprudent. Let us part; and taking her hand he bent over it, saying: Arivederla, stasera!

Arivederla, she replied, smiling for an instant upon him, then her horses, impatient to be moving, sped away past the idlers on the terrace round by the water-clock and down the hill on the opposite side.

Every eye in that gay, brilliant crowd was turned upon her as she flashed past, a vision of marvellous beauty even amid that galaxy of pretty women, and her quick ear caught the words that broke involuntarily from the lips of those who recognised her.

Look! La Bambola! La Bambola! was the cry she heard everywhere, on the Pincio, in the Corso, and in the piazzas. Those acquainted with her saluted with her name upon their lips, while the cittadini, the men and women of the people, overhearing that well-known name, stood gazing after her open-mouthed in wonder.

She was actually La Bambola, of whom they had heard so much, and they had seen her.

A group of youths lounging at the corner of the Via Condotti caught the name as it ran from mouth to mouth along the Corso, and when the smart pair of greys flashed past they cried with that sudden outburst of enthusiasm so peculiarly Italian:

Viva la Bambola! Viva la Bambola!

And she of the sweet face and the soft eyes turned on her cushion and smiled back at them in graceful acknowledgment.

In an hour half Rome knew that La Bambola was in passeggiata; and half Rome was set gossiping, wondering and forming all kinds of theories.


CHAPTER III

MAKES A NECESSARY EXPLANATION
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IT WAS FOOLISH to have spoken here, Driscoll murmured to himself after her carriage had disappeared down the bill. It was most imprudent. But what a sensation she creates! La Bambola! Always La Bambola! Ah, if these people only knew — if they only knew! he added with a touch of poignant bitterness in his voice.

He returned to his previous position, leaning with his back to the balustrade. The Italian idles gracefully, and is fond of leaning against walls and watching, a habit which Driscoll had acquired, together with those quick gesticulations of the children of the South. He was in no mood to watch the procession farther, but had returned there in order to satisfy himself as to the identity of the dozens of smart men and women who, seated in the vicinity, had been witness of their meeting. His quick dark eyes ran from one to the other, and although he recognised several persons here and there, he at length breathed more freely, became reassured, and moved on down the hill back into the crowded Corso.

His unexpected meeting with that pretty woman with the gold-brown hair caused him to ponder deeply. As he walked there arose before him visions of days long since past, and the recollections that crowded through his brain caused him to clench his gloved hands and draw his breath with firm-set teeth.

I wonder what can have occurred? he exclaimed aloud to himself, his voice drowned in the rattle of the traffic. Surely she would not return to Rome without some very strong motive. And she has been to England — a fact in itself extremely suspicious. Its just a year since we met, but it seems ten, for time with me drags on very slowly, as it always does to the ruined man. When one has money Time has swallows wings; when one is broke he indeed has leaden feet. Life is only for those with money.

And smiling bitterly again, he afterwards sighed, and then with an effort his countenance resumed that happy expression which his friends knew so well. He was not the fellow to give himself up to melancholy. Of course he had sudden fits of despair, like most men, but his equanimity was marvellous, and so careless had he grown nowadays that he would make the same humorous remarks in that dry caustic manner so characteristic of the travelled Irishman, even though he might have but a francs worth of coppers to jingle in his pockets. Few of his friends, very few indeed, were aware of his poverty, but those who did were always astonished at his cheerful mode of regarding life and his bubbling good humour.

Two men he knew, smartly dressed, elderly Italians, stopped him opposite San Carlo. He looked up suddenly and recognised the Count of Casentino walking with Nasi, deputy for Ravenna and a notable figure of the Extreme Left.

May your day-dreams be pleasant ones, my dear Driscoll! exclaimed the Count in Italian with a word of greeting. So it seems that La Bambola has returned! She is in passeggiata and passed us half an hour ago looking more lovely than ever. Marvellous woman, indeed — has half Rome at her feet.

And Florence, too, for the matter of that, added the deputy.

But why has she returned? asked the Count. You are her friend, my dear Driscoll. Do tell us.

The burly Irishman hesitated, just a trifle annoyed, for he saw that Rome had already commenced to chatter.

My dear Count, I regret that I can tell you nothing, he laughed a moment later. Report, I know, credits me with being privy to all her secrets, but I assure you that the gossips are entirely wrong. I know La Bombala, it is true. We are old acquaintances; that is all.

Both men smiled incredulously. They were well known throughout the Eternal City as purveyors of the latest tit-bit of scandal, and surely there is no man who so dearly loves scandal as the Italian. He is a born gossip.

I always thought there were reasons — rather strong ones — that prevented her from returning here, remarked Nasi, stroking his grey side-whiskers with an air of wisdom.

Not that I am aware of, Driscoll responded. There may have been, but as I have already told you, I know nothing.

And yet we heard in the Nazionale not ten minutes ago that you had been seen chatting with her on the Pincio!

The Irishman was utterly taken aback. He saw that their meeting had not escaped the argus-eyes of that crowd of idlers, male and female, who each afternoon ascend the hill and stroll in the gardens for the purpose of being seen and of learning all they can about their fellows. This revelation annoyed him. What did it concern this pair of chatterboxes? So he responded rather abruptly:

Yes. I met her. She took me entirely by surprise.

And you know nothing? asked the Count in an insinuating tone. Come, Driscoll, confess.

I tell you Im in utter ignorance.

The faces of both men fell, for they saw themselves baffled in their attempt to obtain a choice tit-bit of gossip to regale that evening at the white ball at the Palazzo Odescalchi. They recognised that the Irishman did not intend to commit himself, therefore, with a rather curt Addio! and a laughing remark that their friend was a trifle cattivo, they moved onward.

The bores! exclaimed Driscoll, when, having raised his hat in salute, he parted from them. This eternal chip-chip in Rome is simply disgusting.

He spoke the truth, for surely in no other city in Europe, save perhaps in Florence, is there such an overwhelming surfeit of scandal as in the Italian capital. Morals may be as lax in Rome as in Paris, but certainly a womans good name is safer in the latter capital. Indeed, one of the chief characteristics of the Italian nature from contadino up to principe, is the prying into his neighbours affairs and the gross exaggeration of his slightest shortcomings. Driscolls long residence in Italy had taught him much. He knew the Roman well, and hence he invariably protested ignorance when questions such as those put by the count and his companion were asked him.

The Englishman who lives in Rome very quickly learns to admire the Roman woman for her domesticity, her honesty, and her sense of humour; but just as quickly also does he learn to despise the average Roman man of the higher and middle classes as an over-dressed person, who has no spark of respect for women, whose morals are among the most lax of any community in Europe, whose affected mannerisms are sickening, and whose insufferable air of superiority would not for a moment be tolerated beyond his own mountain frontier. In short, while the Roman woman of the upper class is generally charming, the men, those loungers in the Corso and in the Nazionale, of which the pair who had just accosted Driscoll were average specimens, would in London be accounted bounders of the very worst type.

Having got rid of them, Driscoll, quickening his pace, proceeding as far as the Palazzo Ruspoli, then, turning sharply to the left, plunged into a maze of narrow streets of high, inartistic houses until he emerged into the Via Mario del Fiore, a long, gloomy, uninviting street running behind the Piazzo di Spagna, and into which the sun never seems to penetrate. Unwashed children were playing in the roadway, making the place echo with their shouts and laughter, while upon the open sun-shutters here and there the family linen of the occupants was spread to dry. A gloomy, bizarre, noisy street, inhabited mostly by the working-class, it was one of those narrow thoroughfares which, like most of the back streets of the Italian capital, smelt eternally of fried oil combined with the pungent odour of salame.

Driscoll, whose smart figure seemed incongruous amid such surroundings, strode quickly along almost to the end, then, turning suddenly, as though to reassure himself that he was unobserved, he slipped swiftly into a dark doorway and ascended flight after flight of unswept stone steps, until on the fourth floor he paused and tugged at a cord bell-pull protruding through a hole in the door.

His summons was answered by an unkempt woman, black-haired and sun-browned, who greeted him with ill grace. She allowed him to pass into the tiny hall, uncarpeted, as was the rest of the appartamento, where he hung up his hat and coat, afterwards walking to a room at the end with a familiarity which showed that that poor and not very clean place was his abode.

The room he entered was small and comfortless, the redbrick floor being devoid of covering, the furniture consisting of little else save a table, several cheap, rush-bottomed chairs, a sideboard of polished deal, and an old sofa. There was no stove or even fireplace, but in order to impart warmth an earthenware bowl filled with hot charcoal ashes from the kitchen fire stood upon the floor, while the pictures were those highly coloured oleographs of the saints that are always a prominent feature in every Italian household of the lower class. Over all was the strong odour of paraffin, for the Roman housewife uses it for cleansing purposes. The yellow rays of the winter sunset striking across the poorly furnished room showed its occupant, a young girl with a frank, open countenance, seated at the table bending closely over a small watercolour sketch upon which she was assiduously engaged. As the door opened she raised her head, and, laying down her brush with a sigh of weariness, exclaimed:

What a long time youve been, father! I expected you back fully two hours ago.

I was detained, dear, Driscoll responded, crossing the room and bending until his lips tenderly touched her brow. But youve been at work, havent you?

Yes, responded the girl with a sigh; but its awfully dull here alone. Now that we havent paid the padrona for two weeks shes snappy, and scarcely speaks a word to me.

Like all the Romans, my dear Dora, her father remarked with a smile. In Firenze it is so very different. The longer your bill the more polite the padrona becomes.

Ah, yes, said the girl, I love Florence. To me, Rome is always hateful, and, besides, we require so much money here.

Driscoll threw off his coat, carefully turned up his cuffs lest he should soil them, and then, sinking into a chair opposite her, rested his elbows idly upon the table and with critical glance regarded the sketch she had been making.

Scarcely twenty, a pale, fair-haired, fragile girl with large expressive blue eyes, Dora Driscoll had lived in cheap lodgings with her father ever since she could remember, and had therefore had a long and varied experience of the ways of Italian landladies. Indeed, she spoke Italian better than she did English, for she scarcely ever heard her native tongue except from her fathers lips. Her life was dull and colourless enough, poor child, for Driscoll had never been able to scrape together sufficient money to send her to school in England, and had therefore been compelled to educate her himself. The course of tuition had been a queer one, but whatever his failings might have been, he was entirely devoted to her, for she formed the only link with his half-forgotten past. As the child of a penniless man, she had nothing to hope for; but of late she had been seized with a secret longing to escape from those high-up rooms in which they struggled with poverty so eternally and to earn her own living as nursery governess in some Italian family.

She had heard that there were always vacancies for English girls in good families, and although she had never mentioned the matter to her father, she had made a secret resolution to one day put an advertisement in the Tribuna, and see whether she obtained any reply.

During the past six months Driscoll had noticed how diligently she had studied, but never suspected her resolve. Indeed, poor as he was, the idea of Dora, his own little Dora, more dear to him than anything else on earth, going into the service of some shrill-voiced Italian marchesa or contessa, never entered his head.

She was clever with her pencil, and the little picture he was examining, uttering words of praise and encouragement, was a sketch of a contadina of the campagna, a woman with bright-coloured skirt and folded kerchief on her head, that she had outlined swiftly and furtively that morning in the Piazza di Spagna where the artists models are wont to gather. Sketching in water-colours helped to pass the long weary hours of her fathers absence when time hung so heavily upon her hands. In Florence an old artist, who earned a pittance by copying in the Pitti, had given her a few lessons, and now by dint of constant practice, she was able to make quite presentable pictures, several of which were tacked on the walls around.

The only bright spot in Dick Driscolls ruined life was Dora. From the days when she was a wee child with a thin white face and big blue eyes he had tended her with all the devotion of a mother; had denied himself the smallest luxuries, even his penny cigars, so that she might fare well, and had educated her with care and patience, so that now at twenty her general knowledge was even of greater extent than that of the average girl who spends her teens within the walls of convent or seminary. He lived only for her, and yet, strangely enough, of the people who knew him not half a dozen were aware of her existence.

He had no desire that she should mix with his friends, for they were not always of a class desirable as the acquaintances of a young girl. Thus, with a fathers fondness, he kept her entirely aloof from the world in which he moved.

He put down the sketch, and glancing across at her pale face, which she was apparently trying to hide from him by busying herself in arranging the colours in the box, he said:

Youve been crying, child. Whats the matter?

Crying, dad? Why, how absurd! she laughed.

Dont deny it, now, he said softly, Stretching across and taking her hand in his. Tell me the truth, Dora. Why have you been crying? Was I out too long?

Her fine eyes met his gaze for an instant, and he saw that tears had again sprung to them.

No, no, she answered brokenly, it was nothing to do with you, dad. It was the padrona.

Well, he asked quickly, what has the woman been saying? Tell me.

She said that I tried to be a lady without any money, sobbed the unhappy girl.

When did she say that? When she brought in your lunch, I suppose?

She brought me no lunch.

No lunch! he cried. And have you starved all day, poor child?

She nodded and burst into tears.

The truth was that for three days past the woman had refused to give her anything to eat at midday, but she had not complained to her father, well knowing that he was unable to pay the bill, and had already too much financial worry.

Scandalous! he cried angrily, just because we owe her a paltry hundred odd lire she refuses you a meal, and insults you into the bargain. We must find other quarters; thats certain.

Yes, she said, I cant remain here, dad. I really cant.

You shant, dear, he declared. When I speak to her Ill bring her to a sense of the respect due to us, never fear.

His face was troubled. He blamed himself for having left her alone all day, but he had lunched at a friends expense, and had lunched well. Yet his poor little Dora had not tasted food that day. A lump arose in his throat. He knew by the paleness of his girls cheeks that she was not well; but she never uttered a single complaint, never grumbled even at the simple food which so often formed their daily fare, minestra, pasta asciutta, polenta, and like dishes that were cheap and satisfying. As she sat there, holding the sketch at arms length and regarding it critically, the sunset tipped her soft fair hair with gold, and her father saw how sweet and charming she really was. He saw in her face the image of her mother, the woman he had loved so fondly.

He rose slowly, and walking round to her, kissed her again on the brow. As he did so, his thoughts wandered back as they so often did, to those happy days of years ago. Tears sprang to his eyes. His recollections were, alas! very bitter ones. Through all those years he had striven to forget; but oblivion was impossible — utterly impossible.

Dora, feeling his strong hand tremble, glanced up at him quickly.

Why, dear old dad, she exclaimed, in consternation, you are actually crying! Its my turn to scold you now, and, jumping up, she threw her arms around him and strove to comfort him. I know why you are upset. You think Ive been hungry all day; but I havent, I assure you. Ive got no appetite at all. Now dont worry about me, dear old dad. Youve got worries enough, Im sure.

Im not worrying, my dear, he protested, with a sorry attempt to laugh, and stroking her soft hair, he added, Let it all pass. We must pay this ill-tempered padrona and move into other quarters.

Oh, if we only could! said the girl wistfully. If we had only money enough to return to Florence!

Well, be patient, he answered. Perhaps we shall have a windfall in a day or two. Then well go back to Florence.

Do you expect money, dad? Does any one owe you any? she asked quickly.

A good many people owe me money, my dear, answered Driscoll, regaining his usual air of bonhomie, but they all conveniently forget to pay their debts.

Did they borrow it when you lived in England? his daughter asked. She had no recollection of England, and to her knowledge in all the years of her life her father had never possessed sufficient to assist anybody.

Dont let us discuss the matter of loans, dear, her father replied rather abruptly. Only wait in patience and see what happens. Im like a cat, and always come down on my feet. Therefore I never despair. So cheer up, little one, he added; Florence and the cascine will soon bring back the roses to your cheeks.

She laughed, for her fathers face was again beaming with good humour, as though he had no thought of the past, the present, or the future. His hearty laugh always made her happy, no matter what straits they might be in, and knowing this he invariably preserved before her an air of carelessness. It was only at moments when he caught in her sweet profile that calm, sad expression which carried him back to days long ago that he broke down and allowed himself to become a prey to those thoughts which he ever strove to forget. Then he would look upon Dora, and, seeing the striking likeness there, draw her to him and kiss her with that fond tenderness which showed how devoted he was to her.

Dick Driscoll was a good fellow, even though but an outsider of the shabby genteel order. Dora alone knew his true character, how self-denying he was where she was concerned; how carefully he had taught her all that she knew; how tenderly he had nursed her through various illnesses, and how patient he was in the face of all the odds of life! In the world in which he moved he was generally popular on account of his frank manner and his caustic Irish wit, but none suspected him of the idyllic regard which he entertained for his daughter, or ever even dreamed of Doras existence. He had drifted into a certain section of the cosmopolitan society in Florence and in Rome, first by reason of having been so long resident in Italy, and secondly because he was known to be a gentleman, a fact which his bearing, speech, and manner could never disguise. Indeed the Nazione or the Tribuna in giving the names of guests of various hostesses mentioned the Signor Driscoll in line with sundry counts and marquises, as among those present. The Signor Driscoll was never flattered thereby, but he welcomed this attention because it generally brought forth a fresh invitation from one quarter or another, especially in Florence.

Father and daughter sat chatting together, hand in hand, until the light faded. Indeed, Driscoll was waiting until it grew dark, for in his pocket he had a single franc remaining and had made up his mind to go out to the fry-shop and purchase something for his childs dinner, half a cooked fowl, or a piece of roast veal. The fry-shop is an institution among the poorer classes in Italy, for hot cooked food can always be obtained at any hour at very low prices. He could not, however, enter it by daylight, for fear that he might be observed. But when darkness fell he took down his hat with a word of excuse that he wanted a cigar, and went forth to the dark, windowless entry in the next street where the red charcoal fire was glowing and the air was thick with the fumes of fried oil.

He returned, producing bread from one pocket and half a fowl from the other.

Now, dear old dad, why did you go out and buy that? she cried in surprise as he took a couple of plates from the cupboard and busied himself in preparing her meal. Im not at all hungry, I assure you.

But he only laughed, and setting the simple fare before her bowed low with mock gravity, announcing:

Dinner is served, mlady.

Wheres your plate? she asked, laughing. Surely you will eat with me?

No, my dear, he replied. Im dining out tonight.

With whom?

Driscoll hesitated. Then answered:

With a friend.

She made no remark. She had hoped that after being absent all day he would remain at home to bear her company, but his announcement disappointed her. Her pale countenance fell, and his quick eyes noticed it.

Im sorry, Dora, that Ive accepted the invitation, he hastened to say. But I must go. I know how very dull it is for you here, especially with a disagreeable old cat as a padrona. But my absence to-night is imperative, dear, so forgive me.

Who has invited you? she asked, turning her great serious eyes upon him.

A lady — a lady whom you know.

She reflected deeply for a moment, then, as though an idea suddenly occurred to her, exclaimed:

I know! La Bambola!

He nodded slowly in the affirmative.

She has invited you! observed his daughter, her brows knit in quick displeasure. That woman!

He was silent. What could he say? What, indeed?


CHAPTER IV

CONCERNS TWO FRIENDS
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IF YOU KNOW Rome, you are no doubt well acquainted with the dark, grim exterior of that ponderous fourteenth-century pile, the Palazzo Michelozzi. It lies in the narrow Via Sediari, between the Piazza Madama and the busy Corso Vittorio, and although a tall, statuesque hall-porter stands in the big entrance which is closed by huge gates of wrought iron surmounted by the demy lion, the crest of the noble family, yet, if you have ever had the curiosity to glance within, you will have noticed that grass has sprung up between the pebbles in the old courtyard, and that the sculptured marble fountain is moss-grown and decayed.

The curtainless windows are strongly barred, for they date back from the mediaeval days when each palace was in itself a fortress, and that grass-grown cortile echoed to the constant clank of armour and the trailing of heavy swords. In contrast, however, with the modern houses that have sprung up about it, those ugly, stuccoed piles of flats with their green sun-shutters, it strikes one as altogether grim and prison-like. Year in, year out, no sign of life is shown there save the idling porter, who on festas wears his cocked hat and carries his silver cane of office. It is altogether deserted.

If you inquire of a Roman to whom the princely old abode belongs, he will tell you it is the property of La Bambola, or to give her her full title as registered by the Annuario della Nobilitd, Laura Clelia Santina Enrichetta, the Marchesa Doria-Michelozzi. Your informant will add, with an air of regret, that unfortunately she seldom, if ever, comes to Rome, preferring her palazzo in Florence, her principal place of residence, and spending the other half of the year in Paris, Aix-les-Bains, or Homburg. And then he may perhaps hint at a strange romance which has long occupied the gossips of Rome, but more probably he will refrain from making further explanation beyond the additional fact that the valuable art collection within is not open to the public.

To all Rome it had long appeared as though the young Marchesa Doria-Michelozzi, acknowledged to be one of the most beautiful women in Italy, had shaken the dust of the Eternal City from her feet, hence the sudden interest aroused on every hand now that it became known that she had suddenly returned. Those who passed along the Via Sediari that same evening noticed the unusual sight of a single gas-lamp alight within the gloomy courtyard, while the elegant flunkey was wearing his cocked hat, a sign that his mistress was at home. Driscolls surmise was correct. At half the dinner-tables throughout the capital, from the Porta Pia away to the Porta San Sebastiano, the reappearance of La Bambola was the one topic of conversation. Would she entertain? Would she give those brilliant balls for which the Palazzo Michelozzi in Florence was so famed? Would she be at home to any one? Or was her visit only a fleeting one? Dozens of her intimate friends announced their intention of calling on the morrow, but dozens of others shook their heads wisely, and declared that she would never again entertain in Rome. There were reasons, they added mysteriously.

Just before eight oclock Dick Driscoll came down the narrow street with swinging step, and, stopping before the great iron gateway, was in an instant recognised by the flunkey, who stood there awaiting him. The small side-gate swung open on creaking hinges, and he passed into the spacious cortile dimly lit by the one glimmering lamp. The palace, grim and silent, chilled him as, guided by a second flunkey in bright livery, he was led up the great stone staircase, where his footsteps echoed weirdly, and along endless corridors that seemed filled with ghosts of the past. He knew the place well, it was true, and had long ago declared within himself that it was not a desirable place of residence for a lonely woman. Traversing two sides of the quadrangle they came to the inhabited wing, where the marble corridor was carpeted and a big stove threw out a welcome heat. In a small ante-room the flunkey assisted him out of his overcoat, took his hat, and then led him forward to a great handsome apartment lit by a hundred wax-candles in their ancient wrought-iron sconces.

For a few minutes he stood there alone. So big was the salon that the candles were insufficient to entirely illuminate it. The air had a musty odour, the furniture, rather worn and somewhat faded, was of a style of two centuries ago, and the dead silence of the place caused him to give an involuntary shudder. The place was cold, gloomy, and depressing.

Of a sudden, however, the two long white doors at the farther end of the great apartment were thrown open by a flunkey, admitting a flood of light, and his pretty hostess, with a glad cry of welcome upon her lips, came forward to greet him.

She was indeed superb. Standing beneath the soft light of the candles as their hands met, he looked upon her and told himself that never had her patrician beauty appeared more striking.

Her wealth of hair, of that rare tint which in Italy is known as biondo Tiziano, had been dressed high by her deft French maid, Susanne, and secured by a diamond comb; her gown, of turquoise blue, cut a trifle decollete, was a veritable triumph of Paquin, and her fresh, open countenance, as she stood looking up into his face asking pardon for keeping him waiting, was full of a perfect beauty that was remarked everywhere.

They called her La Bambola, or, in plain English, The Doll. She had been called so from her childhoods days, not because of any insipidness, but by reason of her once taking the part of a doll in an amateur performance in Florence. Her sweet, innocent expression, the clearness of those wonderful grey eyes, and the perfect contour of the chin and throat, now fully revealed by her low-cut bodice with its soft trimmings of lace and chiffon, all combined to produce a grace and beauty unsurpassed. She was perfect.

I have only just come in, she explained, speaking in English. After leaving you I called on my old nurse Teresa, who lives right out by San Paolo. The poor old soul is ill, therefore I was compelled to spend half an hour with her.

Your return has set all their tongues wagging, he said, with a laugh. Ive already had inquiries made of me as to your reasons for being in Rome, and your plans for the future.

Oh, I know! she exclaimed quickly. I was very foolish to have driven down the Corso, for every one I knew seemed out this afternoon. But I wanted to find you, and I felt sure you would be somewhere in that vicinity.

The long white doors opened again, and the man announced in Italian that dinner was served. She took his arm with the air of one accustomed to do so, and they passed into the smaller room which, decorated in dead white, was brilliantly lit with a profusion of candles in the great silver candelabra upon the table. A big open fire of pine logs threw out a welcome warmth, the table, with its heavy old plate of the Michelozzi and the fine cut glass, was decorated with flowers with a taste which told him that his hostess herself had superintended it, and as he seated himself opposite her she laughingly wished him Buon appetito in the Tuscan style.

The two serving-men in blue and gold livery moved quickly and silently, but their presence prevented the conversation being anything more than a commonplace one. They spoke in English, it was true, but both men knew that language. — 

Driscoll regarded the brilliant woman before him in wonder. Even to him it was an enigma why she had returned to Rome after all that had passed, and although they chatted on merrily about people and things his mind constantly wandered back to the last occasion when they met, under strangely different circumstances.

They were a curious pair: she one of the handsomest and wealthiest women in Italy, and he an exile, without one single franc in all the world. Indeed, he was painfully aware that his dress-clothes were horribly shabby, and he feared that in that bright light the two elegant flunkeys would detect the shininess of his dinner-jacket, and notice that the silk of the collar was badly frayed at the edges. Her quick eye had, of course, noticed it, for used as she was to the smartest set in Italy, that country of uniforms, where the men are always immaculately attired and the women generally dowdy and dressed without taste, she recognised in a moment any sign of shabbiness in the male garments.

Although Driscoll felt a trifle uncomfortable, she, a clever, tactful woman, nevertheless quickly set him at his ease by her merry laughter and smart witticisms.

Behind her, upon the white panelled wall, hung the portrait of a singularly handsome woman in the costume of the quatrocento. His eyes caught it, and he could not help reflecting upon the striking likeness between the dead and the living. That dark, time-mellowed old picture had attracted him long ago because it so closely resembled the woman before him. It was the historic portrait by Leonardo da Vinci of Marianna, the only daughter of the great Cosimo Doria-Michelozzi, who died in the year 1485, and whose tragic story was a well-known one.

In the right-hand corner, at bottom of the portrait was painted the arms of the house of Doria-Michelozzi, whose loves and hatreds form part of the history of Tuscany. Their simplicity showed their antiquity. Azure, a pale argent, on a chief of augmentation or, the double-headed eagle of the Holy Roman Empire sable. Both the arms and the chief spoke eloquently of the Ghibelline leanings of the family in the past, while the fine old plate they were using at table bore the crest, a demy lion, with that motto which had been carried through ages of deadly strife, Non mutât fortuna genus— Fortune does not change the race.

A branch of the illustrious family of Doria of Genoa, they, like the Doria di Melfi, the Doria dAngri, and the now extinct Doria di Dolceacqua, were from the thirteenth century powerful in Florence and in Rome, where they had their ponderous strongholds. The Doria-Michelozzi, whose chief palace was in Florence, espoused the cause of the Armedei against the Buondelmonti, and with the Ghibellines fought incessantly in the long strife which raged down to the end of the fourteenth century. The unhappy Marianna, whose portrait hung in that white, well-lit room, lived after the peace. According to the old Florentine chronicler, Neri Cambi, the beautiful Marianna at twenty years of age fell deeply in love with a gay young cavalier, a son of the noble house of Pazzi of Florence. Just, however, as the nuptials were arranged, the bride was taken suddenly ill with a mysterious disease, and after a few hours of suffering passed into deathly stillness. The doctors could feel no pulse, the heart was still, and her face pallid and waxen. Her terrified lover declared that the ominous black swelling showed beneath her arms, and crying, The plague is again upon us! spread a panic through the city. The black robed misericordia hastily interred the body in the family vault in Santa Reparata just outside the Duomo, and closed it with a stone slab.

That night, however, a thief, who had seen the dead Marianna upon her bier and noticed that she was wearing a valuable ring, went to the vault and prised it open. The touch of the fellows hand aroused the supposed dead woman, for she had only been in a cataleptic state. The terrified thief, without stopping for an explanation, however, slipped out and closed down the slab in such a manner that the unhappy daughter of the Michelozzi was unable to escape from her living tomb.

Her lovers mourning was of brief duration, for within a month he took to himself a wife, but was soon afterwards killed in a brawl on the Ponte Vecchio. Before he died, however, he confessed to having attempted to poison the unhappy Marianna because he found that he did not really love her; and he further admitted that the thief had come at once to him and told him that she still lived, yet he had not raised a hand to release her from her terrible prison. Her tragic story, as are indeed many of the stories of the Doria-Michelozzi, is written in the dusty parchments in the archives of mediaeval Florence.

There in that great palace, so spacious, gloomy, and full of weird echoes, the very walls seemed to speak mutely of a tragic and turbulent past. The atmosphere of the place was that of the grim quatrocento days, save for the rustling silks of its fair owner — the woman whose beauty so closely resembled that of her unhappy ancestress.

You are looking at poor Marianna, she said, noticing his eyes cast up above her. I dont really know why I keep it here, in the most modernised room in the place, save that it has always hung there ever since da Vinci painted it, and to relegate it to the gallery among the others seems something of a sacrilege. I remember long ago, she added with a smile, you used to say that I resembled her. Is there any likeness now?

It is more striking than ever, he declared. The profile is an almost perfect reproduction.

Coffee was brought, liqueurs were served in tiny old Venetian glasses, and after the servants had retired, they were able to speak more freely.

Ah! thats meant for flattery, she declared. Marianna is said to have been the beauty of Florence.

That was in the fifteenth century, he remarked. And you, Laura, hold her place in Florence to-day.

Her coffee-spoon was in her hand, and she raised it in threatening attitude, smiling the while.

I only speak the truth, he declared. I only repeat what hundreds of others have already told you.

It is awfully nice of you, of course, she answered. But are we not old enough friends to abandon such compliments? I am charming; you are the best of good fellows. Basta! If we are both agreed upon those two points it is surely sufficient.

Upon the first I am quite agreed, but as regards the second — well—

Ah! now you are asking for pretty speeches.

Because they become you, he answered, his eyes fixed upon hers.

She smiled, but said nothing.

It was strange that though their paths in life were so far divided, they were, in private, intimate friends. True, they had dined together in secret, but there were reasons — very strong ones — why the chattering world of Rome should not be aware of his presence there. He had slipped into the great gloomy courtyard in fear that he might be seen, but now, at his ease, he lit one of the cigarettes she handed him and gazed across the table at her through the blue haze.

The scent of the flowers filled his nostrils, and the diamonds at her throat, those historic stones given by Lorenzo the Magnificent to Lucrezia Michelozzi centuries ago, sparkled and gleamed as her chest slowly heaved and fell.

Her eyes fixed themselves upon her coffee-cup, and her small white hand again toyed idly with the spoon, as though she wished to tell him something, yet hesitated.

Once she glanced up at him quickly when his gaze was for a moment averted, and there was in her eyes a curious look, half of fear, half of anxiety. He, however, saw that she wished to speak, and, pending forward slightly, he looked her straight in the face, saying in a lower voice, with an air of seriousness:

You told me to-day, Laura, that you wished to speak with me.

Yes. I am in Rome for that purpose, she answered, resting her elbows upon the table and her chin upon her hands. As I told you, she added slowly, I have been in London. And I have seen him.

Seen him! he cried, starting in quick surprise. You have actually seen him! Impossible!


CHAPTER V

TELLS OF A PLATONIC FRIENDSHIP
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YES, I HAVE seen him, the marchesa repeated in a hard voice, pushing her hair back from her white brow, as though its weight oppressed her.

But it seems incredible, Driscoll declared in a tone of dismay. Are you quite certain that you were not mistaken?

Absolutely certain, she answered. After making inquiries and satisfying myself upon certain points, I travelled straight back to Florence and searched for you everywhere, but in vain. Some said you were at Nice; others thought you were in Rome. Therefore I came on here, and have fortunately discovered you. Why are you always without an address?

Because it is convenient to a man like myself, he laughed. As a rule, you are the only person who knows of my real hiding-place.

She smiled, for she knew well the exact state of his finances, and how he and his daughter had for years been compelled to struggle with poverty. Yet he was one of those who, although his clothes might be shabby, was ever a gentleman.

I suppose that I may claim a prior right to know your whereabouts before any of your other friends, she remarked. Our interests are surely identical.

I tell you because I can trust you to be discreet, Laura, he answered. If people knew that I lived four floors up in back streets I could scarcely be received either by you, or by any of your friends.

Thats so, but when you dodge about all over Italy, as you so often do, you might surely write me and say where a letter will find you. The last letter of yours reached me in July while I was at Aix-les-Bains, and you then told me you were leaving Florence for the Casentino, but did not say to what place you were going.

He hesitated a moment. Then said quite frankly:

Well, when we parted a year ago I was under the impression that you did not intend to take any further interests in my movements.

Ah, no! she exclaimed quickly. I was annoyed, and perhaps my temper got the better of me. I did not mean what I said, and have ever since regretted those words. Forgive me, Dick, wont you? And she stretched forth her slim hand across the table.

He took it in his big palm.

I have already forgiven; and I will now forget, he said.

Then, bending forward, he raised her delicate fingers till they touched his lips, and kissed them gallantly in sign of allegiance to her.

She smiled sweetly upon him, but withdrew her hand, saying:

No. Remember that we are friends, not lovers.

But surely I may be allowed thus to seal my friendship, he demurred.

You know our old Tuscan proverb, which says, Le donne dicono sempre il vero; ma non lo dicono tutto intero, she laughed. Well, I speak the truth, if not quite the whole of it. Now that you have forgiven me for those hasty, foolish words of mine before we parted, I know that I have again secured your friendship.

Exactly, he replied. For my own part I have never ceased to be your friend. Your words, however, told me that you wished that our acquaintanceship should end. Hence I remained silent until you wrote.

And then your reply was a very brief one.

It answered your question. I was under the impression that that was all you required.

I know that I was very foolish! she exclaimed quickly. But I was misled by others — purposely misled. At first I was credulous, and believed all that your enemies said against you. As soon, however, as I made inquiries I found that it was all false, and then I was beside myself with regret, for I had lost in you my best and most devoted friend.

You pay me a compliment that is quite undeserved, Laura, he said. It is true that I have ever been your friend, staunch and firm, I hope, since the days when you were still in the schoolroom. The fact that our long friendship was at an end was, to me, a staggering blow — the final coup of an already ruined life.

No, Dick, she exclaimed in a sweet, sympathetic tone which told plainly how solicitous she was of his welfare, No, Dick, dont say that. You are apt to look at the darker side of the picture, I know. But try to see the reverse.

My life is unfortunately full of reverses, he replied with a bitter smile.

No, I dont mean that. Its really too bad of you to pick me up in my English, I mean the reverse of the picture. You have your regrets, and I — Madonna Santa! I have mine.

I know — I know, he said, for he was well aware to what she referred.

The gay world of Rome, of Florence, and of Paris, knew her well. She was the most popular woman in Italy, among the populace as well as among that most exclusive set in Europe, the old Italian aristocracy, yet he alone knew the secret of her heart. He alone had been her friend, adviser, and confidant.

Think what it meant to me, Laura, when I believed that our friendship had ended, he went on after a moments pause. Your words were cruel ones. They—

No! she interrupted, putting forth both her bejewelled hands to him again. You have told me that you will forget.

Yes, he said, again taking her hand, I will forget. I know that you could not really have meant those hasty words; and then he raised the hand reverently to his lips.

Forgive me! she exclaimed seriously. You will forgive me if I speak my mind, wont you?

Certainly, he replied, rather surprised at her sudden change of manner.

Well, Dick, she said, we are again friends but we have never been lovers — and never shall be.

He bowed slightly in mute assent.

I have always recognised the gulf that exists between us, Laura; and, further, that I am some years your senior, he said, in a deep, earnest tone. Have I ever dared to make love to you?

Why, my dear old Dick, you are doing so now, she laughed. To kiss a womans hand is always dangerous — to the woman, as well as to the man.

He smiled at her perfect frankness.

And do you deny me that old-world mode of swearing my fidelity to you?

Most certainly, she answered promptly. A hundred men have done the same, and have poured out their pretty speeches in my own Italian tongue. You, my friend — my only true friend — will at least spare me that.

Her words nonplussed him. He knew her quick, impetuous nature, full of caprice and natural hauteur, as is every Tuscan woman of the upper class. He saw clearly that she resented in him any exhibition of the tender passion. Their friendship through all those years had been a strange one, purely platonic, yet on the part of both there had existed a strong bond of sympathy that was very near akin to love. She sympathised with him on account of his dire misfortunes, while his heart went out towards her because of the secret, that terrible inviolable secret of hers, which he alone possessed.

Surely my position towards you is not as that of other men, he protested. I know too well how you are courted and flattered on every hand. I have seen it with my own eyes, and I know what care and discretion you must have exercised in order to avoid being talked about by that select circle of old hags who seem to meet daily for the single purpose of taking away the good name of other women. There has been no breath of scandal against you since that incident which we both of us recollect so vividly and to which we need not refer. Do you not think that I, a man of the world and assuredly no moralist, admire you as an honest and upright woman?

Her fair, child-like face grew instantly serious at his words. He was speaking to her just as he used to speak in the old days before she had uttered those hasty words.

True, the temptations which beset a womans path are many, and especially so in Italy. Florence is even worse than Paris, she declared. Yet to you I owe everything. I have tried, Dick, to act always according to the rules you long ago laid down for me. I have striven and striven, for I somehow could not, nay, dare not, break the solemn compact I made with you.

I have watched you — watched you closely, he observed in an earnest voice. And I know that you speak the truth. Your reputation is that of an honest woman. Ask of the people here, or in Florence, and they will tell you that La Bambola, the woman whose story they know so well, is chaste as ice.

If I have earned your respect, Dick, then I am content, she answered with a far-off look in her wonderful eyes. Once I made you a solemn promise, and I can honestly say that I have kept it.

It is that fact which places you above all other women, he declared. Truth to tell when you dismissed me a year ago I feared that you wished to rid yourself of my prosy advice and warnings — that you, like nearly all the others in Florence, intended to walk unshackled. I knew, too well, our incongruous friendship, the difference in our stations, and the queer circumstances which led to our acquaintanceship.

Yes, she said reflectively;— they were strange.

Indeed, if the world knew, they would never credit that our friendship is purely platonic, but would at once put you down as my lover.

I believe that more than one section of our female enemies have coupled our names behind their fans, he answered. Fortunately, perhaps, our friendship Is not widely recognised, otherwise our friends the scandalmongers would have been busy long ago.

Yes, she said. I have overheard more than once amusing stories regarding my so-called liaison with you: how absurdly jealous I was, how we had spent one summer together in Switzerland under an assumed name, and all sorts of unfounded gossip of that kind which was really too ridiculous to contradict. I knew that you, too, must hear of it, and that you would take no heed, knowing that it was all untrue.

It only illustrates how extremely careful we ought to be! Driscoll exclaimed. In Italy they cannot understand that a man can be a womans friend without becoming her lover. To your countrymen such a thing seems utterly opposed to the probabilities.

Yes, she admitted, we must exercise caution. I ought never to have spoken to you on the Pincian this afternoon. Only seeing you, it was irresistible.

Ah! you say pretty things, and yet you object to me kissing your hand, he laughed reprovingly.

I object to you attempting to play the part of lover, the answered with open frankness, her large grey eyes fixed upon him. You are not my lover, so why feign so be in love with me?

But I am in love with you! he blurted forth.

She was, however, determined not to take the open declaration seriously, and only laughed merrily, as though it were a huge joke.

Why, my dear old Dick, whatever is the matter with you to-night? This is really too droll, she cried. Youll be proposing marriage to me next!

He saw that by stating what was the real truth he had made a fool of himself. His better judgment had for years told him that love was entirely out of the question, and yet, somehow, ever since those days long ago when she had worn her hair in a gold-brown cascade, he had been attracted by her artistic grace and by that sweet, innocent expression upon her beautiful face — the expression which had caused the old marchesa, her mother, and latterly all Italy, to call her by her pet name La Bombola.

Im not very rapid in my amatory advances, Dick declared, endeavouring to laugh the matter off, but at the same time receiving a deep wound in the heart. Was it possible, he wondered, that she would ever entertain a deeper feeling towards him? He knew well that she trusted him, and that to her his word was as law. The upright conduct of her life amid that smart set in which she moved showed that. In Florence she was one of the principal hostesses, and, being young, her parties were always crowded by the younger scions of the noble houses, together with a select few of rich young Americans and Englishmen. But even at the Circolo Unione, that centre of Florentine gossip in the Via Tornabuoni, he had never heard one single word save regarding those harmless flirtations which may be forgiven to every pretty woman.

Well, she exclaimed, laughing lightly again, I think, after all, we might now put aside the matter of love! Weve paid each other pretty compliments sufficient for this evening. You have forgiven me for my naughty behaviour a year ago, while I, on my part, declare you to be my very best and devoted friend; and further, I really believe that if ever I do fall in love it will be with you. There! Are you satisfied Ï

Perfectly.

Then let us go into my little salon, she said, rising; it is more comfortable than the larger rooms. That room there, she added, indicating the great salon into which he had been shown, always gives me the —— 

What you call it in English? Ah! the creeps. And she shuddered. Bring the cigarettes with you, for if youre very good Ill let you smoke.

He acted in obedience, gave her his arm, and they passed through the opposite door along a short stone corridor where an open grate burned brightly, and into a small kind of boudoir, well-warmed and cosy, upholstered with elegance in old gold, although in a style long since out of date.

The candles here were shaded until the light was soft and harmonious, and while she sank luxuriantly into a dormeuse, he stood with his back to the great log fire and with deliberation lit his cigarette after receiving her permission.

Wont you sing? he begged. Sing to me one of those old Florentine love-songs you used to sing long ago. They were so charming. Do!

My lord, she responded with a mock bow, your slave will obey your behest, and taking up her Neapolitan mandoline with its long ribbons of red, white, and green, her own national colours, she sang in a sweet contralto that old song which the contadini sing when working in the Tuscan vineyards, or while they follow the meek-eyed white oxen as they slowly plough the land:

Più che ti guardo — più che tammiro, 

Nel seno io ardo — per te sospiro, 

Perché il tuo viso — di paradiso 

Sembra una Stella....

Quanto sei bella!


CHAPTER VI

CONTAINS A CONFESSION
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BRAVA! BRAVA! HE cried enthusiastically when she had finished. From her lips those soft words of tender passion had fallen with a sweet musical cadence, for the Tuscan tongue in the mouth of an educated Tuscan woman is the most melodious in all the world. Sing again, another song, he urged. It is delightful.

She was obedient, and her deft fingers again touching the mandoline she sang one of the ancient Florentine stornelli, a quaint song of the populace of mediaeval times, with a weird almost doleful refrain. Italy is slow to change. Many of those old songs one hears chanted and whistled in the Florence streets to-day are those actually in vogue back in the fifteenth century.

She finished, placed her mandoline aside, and with her elbows on her knees sat looking steadily at him.

You have changed, Dick, she declared in a low, rather strained, voice.

Changed! How? he asked quickly, casting his cigarette end into the fire behind him.

You used to be so merry and light-hearted, but to-night you seem moody and quite triste. Whats the matter?

That song — the words, the tune — everything. It brought back to my memory a day of the past. Do you recollect?

Yes, she answered with a sigh. But dont let us discuss it. Some memories are painful — that is one of them.

And you say that you have actually seen him in London, he went on. Somehow, I can scarcely believe it.

Her eyes were cast down upon the carpet, as she sat in an attitude of inert reflection.

Yes, she answered simply. I saw him.

You did not speak?

Speak? No.

Why not?

Because you know quite well — I dare not.

But tell me all about it, he urged. What caused you to go to London?

The search that I have been making through these past two and a half years carried me there, she explained. I knew London well, for, as you know, my mother was English, and after I left the convent she took me there each season.

You were alone?

I only took Suzanne. We stayed at Longs, in Bond Street. The Contessa Signorelli, our Ambassadors wife, is my cousin, you know, therefore I was a great deal at the Embassy in Grosvenor Square.

And you met him there, I suppose?

No. All my efforts to discover the truth proved unavailing. Indeed, I began to believe that the story of his death in America was true, until, as a last resource, I invoked the aid of Pasquale Volpini.

What! he cried, interrupting her, you sought that mans assistance? It was surely very injudicious.

No, I had reasons, she declared. From him I learnt the truth — that he still lived.

Driscolls face darkened. What she was telling him filled him with chagrin and anger. She spoke the plain, open truth, and he saw that her position — and his own for the matter of that — was desperate.

Was it not the best to run a risk and know the worst? she went on. I am quite well aware of Pasquales true character and of the reasons he was compelled to fly from Italy and take refuge in London.

And yet you associate with him? her companion said in a tone of reproach.

Under compulsion, she responded in a hoarse voice, dropping her eyes from his.

He started quickly, glaring at her as the truth dawned suddenly upon him.

What! he gasped. Surely you have not disregarded my warning?

She was silent, bent before him in humble entreaty. Her blanched lips moved, but no sound escaped them.

Driscoll saw that he had guessed the truth, and stood stupefied.

God! he cried. What have you done, Laura? Tell me; and crossing to her he placed his strong hand upon her shoulder. Come, confide in me everything.

Ah! she exclaimed wildly, I know that you will despise and hate me. But I was mad — mad! I have told them the truth!

You have told them the truth! he echoed blankly. You mean that you have told them a lie! You have betrayed him!

She nodded slowly, her eyes fixed blankly before her, but she uttered no word.

And do you realise what must be the inevitable result of this denunciation? he went on in a hard tone, his face now pale and full of deep earnestness.

She shuddered beneath his hand, crushed by the harshness of his manner towards her.

I did not think of it in my mad anger, Dick, but now that it is, alas! too late, I am filled by horror at my own action, she faltered.

It was cowardly, Laura, he said outspokenly. The man may be my bitterest enemy, as well as yours, yet surely we should know the truth and hesitate before casting him into the hands of Pasquale Volpini and his band.

I know! I know! cried the unhappy woman, her great eyes filled with tears. I have come here to Rome to search you out, to confess this to you, and to ask your advice. Then, looking up imploringly into his face, and grasping his hand, she added: Have pity upon me, Dick! Surely you can see how acutely I am suffering; how deep and how bitter is my remorse!

He was bewildered. He knew that although the old marchesa, her mother, had been English, there ran in her veins the hot, fiery blood of the Michelozzi, who had through ages been so ardent in their loves and so bitter in their hatreds.

Yes, he said reflectively a moment later, still holding her trembling hand in his, I know what you, a tender, pure-hearted woman, must feel, Laura, now that you plainly foresee the terrible consequences of your action. True, Ugo merits nothing. Yet to betray ham into their hands is a crime before God.

Ah! yes, I know! she wailed, starting up, her face pale and haggard. I know too well. The inexorable mandate has already gone forth. He is followed everywhere, and at any moment the end may come.

And you have brought this awful fate upon him, Driscoll said in a clear, low tone. I will not upbraid you, Laura, he added. No, I will not upbraid you, because I know the strong hatred inborn in you. Yet although the fact of his existence may continue to cast the dark shadow that is upon your life and inner consciousness, we must nevertheless endeavour, if possible, to save him.

Yes, we must save him! she cried, springing up with quick eagerness. You must save him, Dick. With your help I can succeed. I knew you would not refuse your assistance. If he dies, then I shall be morally responsible for his death. I shall be an assassin!

And she held her breath as the awful word escaped her white lips.

Driscoll remained silent for a moment, still standing close to her. Her breath came and went quickly, and he saw how pale was her face, and how deeply agitated and earnest she was. This terrible confession held him dumbfounded. Her past had been tragic enough, it was true, but he had never dreamed that she would so far allow her vengeance to override her reason. For over three years the man had been believed to be dead, and indeed there had been proof forthcoming which made it apparent that he had died in Philadelphia. As a matter of fact a copy of the death certificate had been obtained through the United States Consul in Rome, and but for one small discrepancy, which the Marchesa Doria-Michelozzi had herself discovered, the fact seemed plain enough that Ugo Valenti had received a fatal knife-wound at the hand of a compatriot during the quarrel.

The small discrepancy, however, had caused the young marchesa to doubt, and she had set herself the difficult task of clearing up the matter. With that object she had crossed to Philadelphia, but obtaining no satisfactory evidence as to the dead mans actual identity, had continued to doubt, until by making a statement which at once invoked the aid of the man Pasquale Volpini in London, she had discovered that he was still alive and in hiding in the English metropolis.

She knew, however, that he was now a doomed man, and the horrible thought that she was alone responsible filled her with remorse. In common with all her noble race, she possessed an amazing power of intellect, and inexorable determination of purpose, an almost superhuman strength of nerve, yet she could not disguise from herself the full measure of her treachery. She had taken her enemy by stealth, and with her fierce, fervid eloquence had condemned him to his death.

Tell me, Driscoll asked, looking straight at her, where did you see him?

You know Oxford Street? Well, in the busiest part, close to the corner of Regent Street, I saw him pass, she said. He was ill-clad, and had grown a short, scrubby beard. A violet handkerchief was knotted around his neck, his jacket was out-at-elbow, and on his back was slung a basket full of plaster images. He is an image-seller.

An image-seller! he uttered amazed. Ugo Valenti, of Pisa, an image-seller! he cried. Surely you must have been mistaken?

Do you think it possible that I could ever so far forget his features as to mistake his identity? she asked. No, never. There are two men in the world that I could pick out of all Europes millions — you and he. Well, he passed, wearied, bent beneath his load, and muttering to himself. Apparently he has fallen upon very evil times, for his boots were cracked, and his faded trousers sadly frayed. In the arrangement of his dark hair there seemed to be an attempt at disguise, but his eyes were just as keen and just as full of that wild, uncurbed expression which is so true an index to his character.

Hers was a complex nature. She possessed fine powers of reasoning, and a natural uprightness and purity which no sophistry could warp and no allurement betray, yet her hatred of that man was intense and all-consuming.

He didnt recognise you?

Fortunately not, she answered. He went forward, struggling under his load, in the direction of the Marble Arch. I followed him for some distance, then turned away, having satisfied myself that he was not the man who had been struck down in Philadelphia.

You were alone?

No. I was with Pasquale, she responded.

His lips compressed, and a hard look crossed his face.

Well, he exclaimed after a moments hesitation, does it not strike you as curious that Valenti should have fallen so low as to be compelled to trudge about London selling plaster images? Only the contadini emigrants do that.

No. I think that in assuming the character of the penniless Italian street-vendor he sees the possibilities of adequate disguise, and may perhaps have an even deeper motive. At all events it would be hard for most people to recognise the Barone Ugo Valenti in Ugo Buontalenti, the image-seller, of Cross Street, Leather Lane. The great world of London is, as you know, the very best place in the universe in which to conceal ones identity.

And you believed that he was hiding himself only temporarily, with a view to return again to Italy — and to us — eh?

Yes; Im certain of it, she replied. Somehow, I had an intuition that he was not dead, and, suspecting him of playing a double game, and angered at my own suspicions, I sought out Pasquale and told him everything. Next day in a hundred channels through the Italian colony in London the man I sought was inquired for, and in three days Volpini came to me to Longs and told me that the man believed to be dead was still alive, and that at a certain hour would pass along Oxford Street on his way to his usual round in the streets about Notting Hill. We went forth together, loitering for half an hour before Peter Robinsons, and then, sure enough, he came plodding slowly onward through the crowd. Ah! he has aged twenty years since that night in Florence — you remember !

Driscoll sighed. Yes, he remembered. That memorable night was one that would live ever within his memory until heart ceased its beating. He thought of it, and the recollection caused him to set his teeth hard and to fiercely clench his hands.

If he still had money he would not hawk images in the London streets, he remarked in a dubious tone. Ugo never did a days work in all his life before he left Florence. He spent his mornings at Doneys or Giacosas and his afternoons driving in the Cascine in the most approved manner of the jeunesse dorée.

Well, he has now fallen low enough, she declared. Either he has adopted the calling of hawker in order to conceal his real identity, or else he has been put to it owing to dire necessity.

At any rate he is now a marked man.

Alas! yes. Owing to my mad anger, she replied hoarsely. It is decreed that he shall die. But you will save him, Dick, will you not? she implored. I cannot bear to think that I may have his blood upon my conscience.

In denouncing him, did you explain everything? inquired Driscoll, without replying to her earnest request. Everything. I concealed nothing.

Then he is most certainly doomed, he said briefly. Such offence as his is never forgiven. The vengeful arm of Pasquale and his friends is long and reaches to the furthermost corners of the earth. To evade them is impossible.

Cannot he escape? she cried hoarsely.

I fear not. To cope successfully with the secret assassin is well-nigh impossible.

But you alone know the story of my past, she urged. You alone can help me.

Laura, your confession has stupefied me, her companion said in a low, serious tone. To satisfy yourself of that mans continued existence was, of course, but natural in the circumstances, but to thus expose him, well knowing the dire result, was a cowards trick, unworthy of you, or any of your noble race.

Enough, Dick! she cried hoarsely, covering her pale, agitated face with her hands. Do not utter harsh words. I have suffered enough already, Heaven knows! Surely you, my only friend, will not turn against me in this hour of my distress.

Involuntarily she had dropped into Italian, and he answered her in the same language.

I have no intention of abandoning you, he said. I was always your friend until you sent me from you. Now that you bid me return I am still the same as ever, ready to serve you — only— And he paused, gazing upon her, for her hands had dropped and her head was bowed. Only, he went on, there is one matter which is not altogether clear to me, namely, your motive in denouncing Ugo.

He is my enemy — and yours, she answered.

But you surely have a further motive! You would never have dared to seek Volpinis aid if that motive were not a very strong one. Come, confess.

She was silent. Her chin had sunk upon her breast in dejection. Her slim, trembling fingers slowly clenched themselves.

I am waiting your reply, Laura, he said calmly, after some minutes had passed.

Yes, she admitted at last, in a voice scarcely above a whisper, I — I had a motive — a secret one.

Must it remain a secret from me?

Yes, a secret even from you.

Then I can guess the truth! he cried, with a quick fierceness quite unusual, for to him the truth had now, for the first time, become apparent — an amazing truth which staggered him.


CHAPTER VII

IS MAINLY ABOUT DORA 
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WHEN THE SMART world of Rome went forth into the Corse on the following afternoon there was disappointment everywhere, for it ran from mouth to mouth down the long street and from carriage to carriage up the Pincian, that La Bambola had already departed, and that the Palazzo Michelozzi was again closed.

Several people had called earlier in the afternoon, but the gorgeous porter informed them that his mistress had already returned to Florence. Thus the hopes raised in Rome on the previous Say that the doors of the great palazzo would be thrown open again, and that the marchesa would entertain on that lavish scale for which the Michelozzi had always been so noted, were at once dashed to the ground. Wherever La Bambola went she carried mirth and gaiety in her train. Indeed, she was the life and soul of Florence, yet never a word was whispered against her good name. Her story was known — or part of it — and the facts placed her beyond the pale of gossips and scandalmongers.

All Rome remembered how, two winters ago, the echoes of the great old palazzo had been awakened by the laughter of merry-making crowds. They recollected the white balls, the carnival redoute, and the private theatricals at which the élite of the Eternal City, the ambassadors and the chief foreign personages had attended, and they had pleasant memories of those smart dinner-parties which she gave three times a week to her most intimate friends.

Unlike the majority of the Italian aristocracy, she was broad-minded. She had travelled much, and entertained none of those strong prejudices which are so characteristic of the crowd of needy but high-born countesses and marchionesses which form so large a part of ones social surroundings in Italy. Perhaps the proudest and most narrow-minded woman in all Europe is the elderly Italian countess whose fortunes have decayed, who is compelled to live in a seedy appartamento on a third floor and holds rigorously aloof from any person not the possessor of a title. But the Michelozzi, contrary to the great majority of the Florentine noble families, were very wealthy, and La Bambola had six years ago inherited one of the largest fortunes in Italy. Nowadays the needy Italian if he be possessor of a title goes fortune-hunting in England, in America, or perchance in the big hotels of Nice or San Remo, well knowing that there are thousands of prosperous merchants and others ready to pay his debts and settle upon him a handsome income in return for making their daughter a principessa, a marchesa, or a contessa. Fond parents like to talk of my daughter the Princess-so-and-so, besides which it gives them a passport into polite society at home. The average Italian count, with little money and less morals, is very much awake to this fact; hence the constant buzzing of the eager crowd of penniless patricians around every English or American girl of wealthy parents who chances to go to Rome or Florence for the season. Love or good looks are quite unnecessary to the Anglo-Italian marriage. Money will buy for a girl the highest title in Italy, for at every spot where English or American mothers with daughters congregate are found a bevy of those over-dressed gentlemen with the fierce, upturned moustaches — penniless heiress-hunters who lounge in the cafés over a glass of water and a toothpick.

La Bambola was in her own world practically unique as a wealthy woman of the higher aristocracy. True, there are in Italy many rich women, but they are mostly widows, or else daughters of defunct Greek merchants or Jew bankers. The nobility, save for those houses whose funds have been replenished by marriages with foreigners, are to-day mostly on the verge of bankruptcy, and a woman wealthy in her own right like the Marchesa Doria-Michelozzi is most unusual. Pretty, attractive, and full of the inborn gaiety of the Tuscan she never wanted for admirers. Indeed, a hundred men in Florence and in Rome had declared themselves to be dying of love for her; but being Italian herself, she well knew that it was her money that was their chief object, so she gave them all a similar answer, treated them with tact and courtesy, and laughed off their protestation of affection as outbursts of foolish sentiment.

But she had returned to Florence, and Rome was left dismayed and wondering. Everywhere her sudden departure was discussed, in the tea-shops, in the Corso, in the Nazionale, and in the various pastrycooks, but none could form any logical reason for her sudden arrival and her rapid flight. Only the man who lived high up amid the reek of fried oil in that narrow back street, the man who on the previous day had been unable to pay his rent, knew the truth.

He had taken a vermouth and bitters in the Nazionale at eleven that morning, a fact which showed him to be in funds again, and a group of men he knew commenced talking of Lauras return. Had he heard? they asked. Of course he had, because he was a friend of hers. Well, how long did she intend to remain? Would she entertain? That was the question exciting all Rome at the moment.

No, Driscoll answered, as he placed his long cigar in the flame of the candle the waiter brought him, she will not entertain, for I hear she left again this morning.

It was true that he had just heard of her departure, for half an hour before her trusted man-servant, Giovanni, called and delivered a note, which on opening he found to contain a sheet of paper and two banknotes for a thousand francs each.

Upon the paper was hurriedly scribbled in pencil these lines:



Io saro di ritorno in Firenze questa mattina allé ore died. Ricorda la promessa attami. Avevo dimenticato quello che tu avanzavi da me LAURA.



(I am returning to Florence this morning at ten. Remember your promise. I forgot that I owed you this.)



Driscolls announcement in the café caused the first stir of disappointment, and the men went out into the Corso and spread the news everywhere, while that same afternoon the Tribuna contained the fact in its columns of Informazioni.

When the men had gone out he sat alone over his vermouth, plunged in deep thought. Dora had been chattering, and although devoted to her, he had walked around to the café for a quiet smoke in order to reflect upon the whole of the strange affair.

Lauras confession had utterly bewildered him. He suspected that her vindictiveness towards that man who was an exile in London was due to no sudden outburst of anger, but rather a carefully conceived conspiracy within her own heart to strike a secret yet fatal blow.

Her position was one of peril. He recollected Fowlers ominous words in the American bar on the previous afternoon. What, he wondered, could the fellow know?

In addition to the man Valenti, who was now selling plaster images in the streets of London, Driscoll alone knew her secret. The world believed they knew it, and it had been the common chatter of half Italy long ago. Yet the story current was not the true one. It had been set afloat by Driscoll himself in order to conceal the truth and save the reputation of the brilliant woman who was his best friend.

As he sat in the corner of the café he calmly argued it out logically. Laura, he saw, had but one reason for desiring the death of Valenti. The outcast in London knew her secret, but she did not fear exposure. To tell the truth would be an act of self-condemnation on his part. Therefore from the outset she had always remained quite assured of his silence.

Driscoll recollected her fierce words, and her strange and sudden action before they had parted on the previous night. She had sunk on her knees before him and implored his pity, his forgiveness, and his aid in rescuing the man who believed himself to be concealed in London.

He will die! she wailed. They will undoubtedly kill him! You will save him for me — wont you? Promise me.

He gave his promise. And then with a sudden movement, almost before he was aware of it, she had started up, and thrown her clinging arms about his neck, had kissed him, and sobbed with her head upon his shoulder.

He thought it over. That wild, almost involuntary action of hers seemed to be the declaration of love of a tender, passionate woman. And yet the folly of it all! Through the years of their friendship she had never before kissed him upon the lips. He had chaffed her about affection, it was true, but he had always recognised that love between them was entirely debarred.

Yet before they had parted her heart seemed bursting with an emotion which she could no longer control.

Was it really possible that she actually loved him? Could it be true that she had condemned that outcast to fall beneath the swift, unerring knife of one of his compatriots in order to be free to love him?

The mere suggestion held him breathless.

Having finished his cigar he paid, giving the waiter a tip so unusually large that the man stared at him, and walking out he returned to the high-up furnished rooms. This time the landlady opened the door to him with effusive greeting, for he had already paid the amount owing her, and she was therefore apologetic and cringingly servile.

Dora had settled herself to paint, but sprang up when her father re-entered so unexpectedly. Usually he was out all the morning, and often greater part of the afternoon, hence his return was entirely unusual.

Why, dear old dad, cried the girl happily, I didnt expect you back so soon! You wont go out again before lunch, will you? It is such a long time since you were at home with me for luncheon.

No, he responded; Ill stay if you wish it, dear.

She saw that he seemed pre-occupied, and inquired the reason. To her, with the sudden influx of wealth, which he had explained was the repayment of a debt of long standing, there seemed no reason for his unusual seriousness.

Ive decided to leave Rome, he answered briefly.

Leave Rome! she cried joyfully. How jolly! You know how thoroughly I hate it. Shall we return to Florence?

Yes. To our old rooms in the Viale Militare.

She sprang upon him with a sudden outburst of delight, and kissing him, said:

You are a dear old thing! I know youve decided to do this on my account. You have so many friends here, in Rome.

And we have lots in Florence also, he added.

I love Florence. Im never tired of the old place, she went on. When one wants an hours amusement there are always the galleries. Besides, I can study my painting in Florence. When shall we leave?

In a few days, he replied. I have some affairs to settle first, and then we will leave this infernal — I mean Eternal — city for ever.

Her father was somewhat puzzled at the sudden dislike she seemed to entertain of Rome. Two years ago she had been happy enough there, but of late had apparently become wearied and bored by her lonely, monotonous life. She hated the Italian capital just as heartily as he did.

His quarrel with Fowler had upset him. That the man meant mischief he felt certain, therefore he was convinced that the wider apart ran the paths of their lives the better for both of them.

That, however, was but one of several reasons which induced him to leave Rome. He had promised Laura assistance, and in order to render it, it was necessary that he should be near her. And yet he knew that in those strange circumstances it was dangerous — extremely dangerous.

Dora chattered on, excited at the prospect of returning to Florence, and to her friends. She was never dull there. In the house in which their small flat was situated lived a poor gentlewoman and her two daughters with whom she was on very friendly terms. She was eager to get back to them, for her isolated life in Rome was slowly crushing all the light and youth from her young heart. The little four-roomed flat, with its shabby furniture, was the sole thing which Dick Driscoll possessed. It had been his home for years. Sometimes in winter he was fortunate enough to let it, but this year he had not found any one to take it, although, just outside the city, its position was a good one.

To him, wanderer that he was, to return to Florence was to return home. He was well known in the Winter City, a popular person in the Via Tornabuoni at vermouthtime in the morning, a lounger in the cascine between five and six oclock, and one of the most entertaining of the gossips at the Union Club, the chief centre of male society.

Had he not been so entirely absorbed by his own thoughts and so full of wonderment regarding the unknown future he would probably have noticed that Dora s excited manner was not altogether due to his announcement of their impending departure. Once or twice she looked at her father, and hesitated as though she wished to speak to him, yet durst not.

The truth was that during his absence there had been a caller — a licensed porter, who having patiently watched her fathers exit had brought to her a letter in secret.

It was a strange communication, and had caused her to ponder deeply. Her face had grown bloodless when she read it, and her lips had trembled. The words it contained were, she knew, penned by a relentless hand — a hand unknown, unseen, unnamed.

The rough, unshaven fellow who had brought the note, handed her a receipt to sign without uttering a word. She took the pencil from his hand, and in shaky characters scrawled her name.

When he had left she stood as though turned into marble. She had signed her name, and thus accepted the inevitable. The blow of which she had so long been living in fear, had fallen.

She was bewildered, breathless.

The fatal paper lay open upon the table. Her eyes fell upon it, and she recognised that all evidence of its existence must be at once destroyed. Therefore she struck a match, lit the letter at the corner, and held it until it was consumed to black tinder.



What if her father, the kind, indulgent father who adored her, knew the terrible truth? She shuddered, and after striving to recompose herself got out her sketch-book and colours.

Then when he had returned so unexpectedly and announced his decision to leave Rome she had sprung up with a sudden and unbounded delight.

He believed that, being dull and lonely in Rome she was anxious to get away. From him, as from all the world, she had by her womans clever arts, concealed the true and startling facts beneath her outburst of youthful joy and enthusiasm.

And he remained in ignorance.


CHAPTER VIII

SUGGESTS MYSTERY
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DICK AND HIS daughter had already been back in their modest little home in Florence ten days, and throughout the city every one knew that the popular Irishman, the Signor Driscoll, was again in the Viale Militare.

The quarter is not by any means aristocratic, but being beyond the barrier is salubrious and open, with extensive views of Florence on the one hand and of Fiesole and the neighbouring hills on the other. It is a kind of boulevard, planted with trees, in winter a quagmire, but in summer one of the pleasantest thoroughfares in the whole of the Tuscan capital.

Although there are quite a number of small villas along it, the majority of the houses are of the usual high, inartistic type, blanched by the fiery sun and each with its many windows and green persiennes. The house in which on the third floor Driscoll had his abode was a high modern one, standing by itself close to the Barrieri della Querce, and inhabited by people of very modest means. But it was light, airy, with splendid views on either hand, and decidedly preferable to the noisy, evil-smelling back street in Rome. Old Giuseppina, a toothless, wizen-faced dame, whose cheeks were darkly tanned by the suns of seventy summers and who acted as portress of the house, cooked their meals, a rather oily cuisine perhaps, but nevertheless economical and satisfying, as is the Tuscan cooking always. In other cities Dick Driscoll always kept his address a secret, but not so in Florence, for he had possessed that little pied à terre through many years.

It was eleven oclock in the morning, and Dora, sitting alone in the cheaply-furnished room, was reading a tattered Italian novel which she had picked up off one of the barrows for two soldi on the previous day. Her father was out as usual, for when in Florence he usually lounged at Giacosas in the morning over a glass of that cheap, palatable and non-intoxicating drink called a piccolo. Giacosas in the Via Tornabuoni and Doneys opposite are the two popular confectioners where the elegant youths of Florence and the smart men lounge during the morning, gossip, and discuss the passers-by, while over cocktails at Doneys the Consular corps usually exchange their morning greetings.

While Driscoll was standing astride at the door of Doneys, raising his hat now and then to the occupants of the carriages which flashed past, Dora sat gazing out upon the beautiful hill capped by Fiesole bright in the brilliant Italian sunshine.

In her rather shabby black gown she leaned on the sill of the open window, her clear eyes fixed thoughtfully upon the white old tower of the distant church shining against the blue sky like a piece of delicate porcelain. It was the festa of Santa Agata, and up from the old city there came the sound of loud, cracked, discordant bells chiming one against the other, while over the hillsides, where the vines now stood withered and bare beneath the winter blast from the Apennines, was that clear warmth and soft transparency of liquid gold which those who have looked upon will never forget.

She had been sitting there motionless for quite a long time when she was aroused by the sudden tinkling of the door-bell, and, believing it to be one or other of the tradesmen, rose and threw it open.

Next instant she fell back as though she had been struck a blow.

You! she gasped, as her visitor confronted her.

Her face blanched in an instant; her eyes showed mingled surprise and fear, her small hands trembled, and it was only with difficulty that she was able to retain her self-possession.

The man was a young, curly-haired, black-browed Italian, handsome, with an olive skin, and a small moustache not yet arrived at maturity. He wore a peaked cloth hat set slightly askew with a jaunty air, a coat much the worse for wear, a black silk cravat tied loosely around his neck in lieu of a collar and his boots were cracked and down at heel.

Yes, its me, he laughed, speaking in Italian, with an accent which showed that he was no Tuscan, but from Naples. I promised you I would call, and Ive kept my promise, you see. You are alone, I know; and without awaiting her invitation he took off his cap and entered the tiny hall.

Having closed the door behind him she turned quickly, asking:

Tito, what does this mean?

It means that I couldnt remain any longer apart from you, he said, snatching her hand and raising it to his lips before she could wrench it from his grasp. You know, adorata, how I love you.

Love! she echoed scornfully. I thought you had abandoned that folly long ago!

And she opened the door of the small sitting-room, into which he passed. Though ill-dressed, and essentially a youth of the people, his manner towards her was that of superiority, for he tossed his cap carelessly upon the sofa, sank into a chair and, crossing his legs, looked at her and laughed heartily as though in triumph.

Once you told me that you loved me, he said. Dont you remember in Rome two years ago, when you used to slip out and meet me beyond the Porta Pia? You loved me then. Confess it.

The girl was utterly upset and confused by this sudden encounter, and Tito Gori, known to his associates, the youths who picked up a living in the Florence streets, as Il Tordo — or the thrush — regarded her with the utmost satisfaction.

I suppose I did love you a little once, the girl faltered. But that was long ago, before— and she paused.

Well, speak the truth, he urged. Why should there be any secrets between us? You mean before I became a giovanotto onorato — eh?

She nodded, with downcast eyes.

Ah, he said, you English can never understand. Besides, my affairs dont need the interference of women.

Again she raised her fine head, and looking him steadily in the face asked:

Why dont you give it all up, Tito? Try to be better? Try to become worthy of a womans love.

Ah, Im not worthy of your affections because you are a fine English signorina? he sneered.

No, no, I dont mean that, she hastened to explain. I mean that in order to command respect we should at least be honest.

And honesty in Italy spells starvation, he responded.

Chi comincia male, finisce peggio — who commences badly finishes worse, she remarked.

Enough! he cried. You talk like a parish priest. I didnt come here to-day to listen to sermons, or to hear from you how I ought to gain my living.

She sighed, her great sad eyes still fixed upon him. Two years ago when living in Rome they had been lovers in secret. Their first meeting was quite an accidental one. While walking near the Pantheon she had slipped from the kerb and fallen, when he, in an instant, rushed from a crowd of low-looking idlers, assisted her to her feet, inquired whether she were hurt, and with a low courteous bow, his cap in his hand, he had accepted her thanks and allowed her to pass on her way.

Some days later she was alone near the Forum when he raised his hat and stopped to speak to her, inquiring if she had sustained no injury. Then somehow, she knew not exactly the reason, she had found herself growing deeply in love with this handsome elegant of the streets. She knew it was very foolish and unwise, but she met him in secret and allowed him to press her hand, to kiss her upon the lips, and to murmur into her ears those words of passionate devotion which sounded to her, romantic of disposition and inexperienced in the ways of love, so sweet in his musical Neapolitan dialect. Tito was a child of the people. He lived in the streets, and although he told her a story how he was employed by a fruiterer over by St. Peters, she eventually discovered that he had never done an honest days work in all the twenty odd years of his life.

For many months she had met him in secret, sometimes by day when her father was out, and sometimes at sundown after Dick went forth for his habitual cigar at the Nazionale. In those days the secrecy they were compelled to maintain added zest to the strange little love-affair, and she, on her part, became madly infatuated with that curly-headed young adventurer known in the lower districts of the Eternal City and of Florence as The Thrush.

But the simple, trusting, romantic girl had a cruel awakening one day when, by mere chance the naked truth became revealed to her. She then saw the real character of the swaggering young lounger of the street-corners; she saw how cleverly she had been duped, how that she had given her love to one who was actually a criminal — one of those known in the thieves slang of Naples as scugnizze.

From that moment, although her young heart was bursting with grief, she severed herself entirely from him. She wrote telling him that she knew the truth, and that in future they must be strangers. To that letter she had received no response, nor did he seek her. Thus she had believed that the strange little romance of her life had ended, and reposed in the calm confidence that he had accepted his congé. This seemed the more apparent when on her return to Rome with her father he had made no sign.

Indeed, through all the months they had lived there she had neither seen nor heard anything of him until that secret communication had been brought to her on the very day her father had announced their departure for Florence.

Then a blow fell upon her, for she knew that he had not forgotten; that he intended to carry out the fierce threat he had jokingly made in the days of their romantic love. In order to escape him she had urged her father to return to Florence, but his visit showed that he had followed her there, and his jaunty mode of dress imparted to him an air of prosperity which he had never before assumed.

For this reason then, his unexpected appearance held her in deadly fear. This young swaggerer, the spawn of a Naples slum who had wandered hither and thither to the great Italian cities, had rediscovered her, and his attitude at that moment was one of gloating triumph.

He sat back in the armchair with that exaggerated air of ease which the low-born are apt to assume when they wish to impress others with a sense of their own security. True, he had taken her hand on entering and raised it to his lips, but she had drawn it away as though she had been stung. With her, love had given place to a fierce and intense repulsion, now that she knew who and what he was.

Well, bimba mia, he said, looking across at her from beneath his dark heavy brows, this is not an affectionate welcome. Santo Dio! I believed that after eighteen months you would have at least a kiss for me.

You received my letter! she inquired in a hard, mechanical voice.

I did, he replied. Then he asked in return. You received mine in Rome a fortnight ago — did you not? She replied in the affirmative, but in a voice so low that it sounded not much above a whisper.

And you recollect what I wrote there?

She nodded.

Well, he said, it is for the reason explained in my letter that I have sought you to-day. You believed that by coming to Florence you could evade me, but I think you know well enough that it is a difficult matter to successfully escape Tito Gori when once he is bent upon a course of action.

What do you mean? she inquired in a tone of dismay. Be more explicit. I dont understand.

You read the letter, you tell me.

Yes, I read it, she replied in a tremulous tone, her face pale as death. But I do not understand the object of your visit here. Surely you can see that love between us is no longer possible.

Why not? he inquired in a tone of haughty defiance. For several reasons.

Yes, of course, he observed with a quick sneer, and contracting his dark brows threateningly. You are superba, you believe yourself to be superior to me because I wear a ragged coat and my boots are a little the worse for wear. But I tell you that Tito Gori loves you as well and as passionately as could any of those over-dressed signori who hang about the Cascine in order to smile at the pretty woman. I am poor, it is true, he added with a fierce vehemence, but to-morrow I can be rich, if I will — richer perhaps than half the elegant young cads who lounge up and down the Via Tornabuoni in the mornings. Will you not listen to me, Signorina Dora?

No, Tito, she answered in a low, mechanical voice. I cannot. It is impossible.

Because you have another lover — some man who is richer.

I have no lover, replied the white-faced girl, speaking the truth. She had risen and stood near him. I have loved you. And now that is all of the past, because—

Because what?

Because I have discovered the truth, Tito, she blurted forth. Because I found out that you, whom I trusted, had lied to me.

He gave vent to a hollow laugh, and, shifting his position into one more comfortable, said:

Well, and now that you have pried into my affairs, I hope youre satisfied.

It is sufficient that I know your past, she responded. I have discovered—

Silence! he commanded, springing suddenly to his feet and standing before her in a threatening attitude. Basta! No further words. I am here to-day for the purpose which I explained in my letter of a fortnight ago. You cannot escape me now, he added, with a rough, defiant laugh.

What! she gasped, swaying forward as she for the first time realised his meaning. You really intended what you wrote? You would drag me down — to that! No! she shrieked with a sudden resolution. In the name of Heaven, no! Rather than that, kill me! You have your knife — I know, Tito. See, I am ready! she cried in desperation, flinging her arms widely apart and presenting her heaving chest to him. Your aim will not err! Do not torture me. Kill me — kill me!


CHAPTER IX

THROWS LIGHT ON A SECRET
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WITH A QUICK movement the black-browed fellow drew from his waist-belt a bright gleaming knife of peculiar shape, inasmuch as the hilt was in the form of a double cross. He raised it, as though to strike her.

Her clear eyes were fixed. She did not flinch. Why? Because at that moment of desperation she preferred death at his hands to the life to which he had so ruthlessly consigned her.

His rough, unclean hand was upon her well-shaped shoulder, and for a moment there was poised above her that fatal weapon which he carried in secret — for in Italy the law punishes with hard labour all who carry knives.

Have you no final word to say? he asked, his beetling brows knit in dark anger.

None, she answered doggedly. I am quite prepared for death. Kill me.

His arm dropped to his side. He had not been prepared for that defiant invitation.

Molto bene, he said approvingly, with a short rough laugh. You show that you have no fear of death. You are braver than I believed.

And you will not strike! she cried in a tone which showed actual disappointment. You intend to make me suffer?

I am no coward, he replied with an air of bravado, slipping back the keen blade into its secret sheath. I have never yet struck a defenceless woman, and I hope I never shall.

If you intend to carry out the threat made in your letter, I prefer death, she said, her face white in desperation. I assure you I am not afraid.

So it appears! he exclaimed. Few women would stand unflinchingly beneath the knife. I give you full credit for your nerve.

And you spare me only to consign me to a worse fate, she said. Yes, I know. I can see the future before me. I loved you, and I believed you to be unfortunate and abandoned. I did not then know the truth, she added bitterly.

You must have known,, he laughed. You were not a child. v I remember well that night, when, after the long line of electric globes in the Corso had begun to spread their cold glare I met you, and you took me to eat at that little osteria across the Tiber. I was hungry, I had not eaten all day, and my father was away in Genoa. The money he had left me to get food I had paid to the padrona because we owed rent, and I was famished. I remember, she went on, that you took me to that dark little place and gave me a good round meal, for which I was thankful. And then you afterwards invited me into a small, low room at the back, where your companions had assembled. Their faces frightened me, they seemed such an evil-visaged gang. The room was lit by one oil lamp that smoked and stank, and as I entered all their dark faces grinned, as though in humour.

Well, why recall it all? the young fellow queried. You kissed the iron cross. That was sufficient.

You deceived me! she cried, her eyes aglow with fury. You treated the affair as a huge joke, for you told me that the men were street hawkers of Rome, and the meeting was being held in order to decide how best to petition the questore (chief of police) and induce him to relax some new rules he had made regarding street-hawking in the Corso. You lied to me!

He laughed, as though amused by her outburst of fury.

And if I did, what does it matter? You kissed the crucifix. That was sufficient.

And yet you believe that after such a deception I can again entertain love for you, that I can place trust in you? No. Impossible.

Basta! he exclaimed, with a gesture of quick impatience. From the oath you took upon the iron crucifix before the capo-società himself there is no retraction.

And you declare that by that oath extracted from me as a joke I have become bound to you?

Most certainly!

She held her breath, glaring at him as though he were some ferocious beast.

You lied to me! she cried angrily. You told me that that assembly was a harmless one of the hardworking and deserving hawkers of the Corso who were oppressed by the new police regulations. Then that man with the long grey beard produced the iron crucifix, and amid the laughter of every one you compelled me, as your betrothed, to swear fidelity to you. I took the oath.

And now you wish to break it ! he remarked.

I did not know that what you all so lightly termed the Società dell Umirta was actually the Camorra! True, I kissed that iron crucifix, and—

She paused.

And you became a Camorrista, he said, concluding her sentence.

Yes, she cried despairingly, I now see it all! and she drew up the sleeve of her black bodice, displaying her white, well-moulded arm which, just above the elbow, bore a strange, tattooed line with three points in the direction of the hand. I know that this line which I foolishly allowed you to make upon my arm a month later is the indelible mark of the Camorra; I know that I have been inveigled into membership of the most powerful and most relentless of secret societies.

You are one of us, he said in a calm voice. You should consider it an honour to be admitted, for there are very few women in whom we trust.

On the contrary, I consider it a disgrace to be associated with assassins, she replied frankly. I have to thank you, Tito, for this cruel and dastardly deception.

You professed love for me, he said in a voice of complaint. Hence I believed that if you became affiliated with us you would remain closer to me.

Thats a lie! she exclaimed vehemently. You and your associates plotted in order to inveigle me into the society. You had an ulterior motive — beyond that of affection. Your ruler, the man you term your capo-società, believed that I, an English girl, might be able to render you a service.

She saw by his countenance that she had spoken the truth.

Nearly eighteen months had passed since one wet, cheerless, but memorable night, while passing in the deep shadow of the ill-lit Via Babuino, a mysterious man, who wore his black cloak wrapped about him, suddenly stopped her, handed her a packet, and passed on without a word. In the secrecy of her own room she had opened it, and found therein a written document which, at first, she failed to understand. It was in Italian, but the wording was not altogether clear. Quickly, however, it dawned upon her that the written paper was nothing less than the statutes of the Società dell Umirta, or the dreaded Camorra. With the paper was a second packet, which she found to contain two brand-new knives, double-edged, sharp as razors, and with that strange hilt in the form of a double cross by which the Camorristi recognise each other.

The discovery appalled her. She knew then, for the first time, how cleverly her plebeian lover had duped her, and that she had been tricked into the taking of the oath.

A letter was enclosed in the packet; a dated, but unsigned communication. It was a prompt order to her to carefully guard the two knives, and not to destroy or cast them away. One day they would be required to be produced, the letter said, and they must be forthcoming, as they were only a loan to her.

With trembling hands she wrapped up the two murderous weapons, together with the document, tied them with string, and, sealing the packet, placed it in the bottom of her trunk, of which she always carried the key. The letter she burned.

Knowledge of this terrible truth had aroused within her feelings of intense revulsion towards her lover, and she had written to him that letter which had caused their estrangement. He had tricked, deceived, and ruined her, yet she fondly hoped that he had gone for ever out of her life.

He had now, however, reappeared, and was in her eyes the embodiment of all that was cowardly, false, and evil. He, aided by his associates, the dregs of the Italian cities, had entrapped her, and she had not a soul in whom to confide or of whom to seek advice. She had never dared to tell her father of her affection for that low, evil lounger of the street-corners. Naturally reserved and slow to confide in any one, she had suffered alone. Through all those months she had existed in perpetual dread of the awful truth being recalled to her — the truth that she was a member of the most desperate and violent band of assassins in Italy, or even in the world, for the matter of that.

In England the Camorra is little understood, for, unlike Anarchism or Nihilism, its secrets seldom leak out. It originated in the former Kingdom of Naples and its members plundered and terrorised the country, undertaking the transport of smuggled goods, and contracting for the commission of serious crimes. Under Ferdinand II. it was tolerated for political reasons, but Francis II. endeavoured vainly to suppress it. After the expulsion of the Bourbons, in which the Camorra took a leading part, an attempt was made to employ the members in the police service; but this utterly failed. From that time the society has yearly increased in strength, until in Italy, especially in the south, it is now everywhere felt, and woe betide the unfortunate person who gives it offence! A swift knife-blow between the shoulders is always the punishment.

To-day the dreaded Camorra has its germ in the poverty and starvation in the lower quarters of the larger Italian cities, especially in Naples. The street urchin, living by his wits and sleeping where he can, becomes naturally a thief, and as a thief he obtains the protection of the Camorra. Such are known in the slang of the Camorristi as scugnizze. When, after a few months, perhaps, one of these has committed some act of violence, assisted in the commission of some desperate crime, or perhaps committed murder, he obtains the esteem of the society and is admitted a member under the designation of giovanotto onorato — honoured youth, and rises gradually to become a capo-società, capintrito, or contaiuolo, as the case may be, the supreme power being in the hands of a capintesta — chief-director, whose identity is always kept a dead secret even from the members and under-officials themselves.

In Naples, and to a great extent in Rome, Florence, Palermo, Leghorn, and Genoa, the Camorristi impose upon the working-classes a tax in return for their services in resisting the law. The cab-driver, the boatman, the railway-porter, the fruit-vendor, and the daughter of the pavement are in league with the Camorra and pay a penny or twopence per day towards the funds of the society. Hence it is rich, and can bribe judges, deputies, station-masters, police — in fact the capintesta of the Camorra has even greater power in his hands than the King of Italy himself.

And is it any wonder that Italian judges can be bribed when the salary of a judge of appeal is only one hundred and sixty English pounds a year?



It may, perhaps, be of interest to those who read this narrative if I give Article No. 24 of the iriemo, or Rules of the Camorra, a copy of which lies beside me as I write. It shows the destination of the money thus raised by the tax upon the working-class. I give it just as it is written: Quelli che sono comandati fer esigere le tangende, le debbono consegnare per intero ai superiori. Delle tangende un quarto al capintesta ed il resto sara versato nella cassa sociale a scofo di dividerlo scrupolosamente tra i compagni attivi, tra gl infermi e quelli che stanno in punizione per sfizio (gusto) del governo.

This, literally translated into English, reads:

Those who are charged with collecting the dues are obliged to consign them intact to the superiors. Of these contributions one-fourth belongs to the capintesta, and the remainder is to be paid into the societys funds with the object of dividing it scrupulously among the active companions, the sick, and those who are undergoing punishment at the hands of the Government.

It will thus be seen that the sentiment of the Camorra is truly a strange one. It is a mixture of depravity with ardour, of courage with violence, and of politeness with brutality. It is useless for any in central or southern Italy, of any class, from the street beggar to the marquis in his feudal castle, to attempt to resist the imposition of the Camorra. To resist is to invite the vendetta of the society, who have at their command a thousand assassins of the worst and most desperate type.

What is curious is the profound and rigorous respect which the members of this society of thieves, blackmailers, and murderers have for their unknown chief, the absolute obedience with which the orders of the district council are obeyed, and the strictness with which the rules are observed. Any disrespect, disobedience, or disclosure of the secrets of the society is punished by a tribunal called in the argot mamme, composed of the local heads, and the sentence is invariably death.

In return for this allegiance the Camorra succours its members, provides them with funds — almost unlimited in many cases — exercises its power in case of an arrest, and looks after any that may he under the key, or in prison.

Quarrels and disputes of every kind between members of the Camorra are settled by a primitive tribunal presided over by the local chief. Camorristi never go before a magistrate under any pretext, but are content to accept the decision of a jury drawn from their fellow-malefactors. If they do not, they are at once expelled from the society.

Again, the duel at the order of the tribunal is often a mode of settling disputes. When the encounter takes place with the knife it is called a zampata, and when with the revolver, a sparata. Indeed, almost daily the police outside the larger cities of Italy find in a lonely spot a man dead and abandoned, still grasping his weapon, and they know that it is the result of a duel between Camorristi.

It must, however, be added that the society seldom, if ever, troubles the foreigner. Its power is far-reaching, for it is very active in the Italian quarters of London, New York, Chicago, and Buenos Ayres, yet it is purely Italian, the outcome of misery, oppression, and starvation. Much as the idea of such a society is repugnant to the English mind those who have met the Camorristi know how well that want of honest labour has first led them to theft, and how enforced idleness and ignorance have induced them to affiliate themselves to the society which they know will act as their protector and keep them from starvation. Indeed, chats I have had personally with Camorristi have showed me that many of those youths of which Tito the Thrush was a type, ardent, vigorous and active, became Camorristi because they are unable to find any other channel as an outlet for their energy.

Sad and deplorable it truly is that such an all-powerful and relentless society should exist in this enlightened century, yet it is the natural outcome of misery combined with an incapable government and a corrupt police system.

In England, as in Italy, the Camorra flourishes and collects its dues from those wandering sons of the South who earn their living as waiters, organ-grinders, road-repairers, navvies, and the like.

Take a piece of paper, sketch upon it the representation of one of those conical hats worn down in Calabria, and hand it to your favourite organ-grinder with the brown face and black eyes. If, as is most likely, he is a Camorrist, the sign will sorely puzzle him, but you will earn his eternal respect.


CHAPTER X

IN WHICH TITO SPEAKS PLAINLY
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TITO WAS UNDECIDED how to act. The fair-faced English girl seemed so fragile, so innocent, yet so utterly desperate, now that he had so brutally forced the truth.

The love between them in those days in Rome had after all been on her side more than his. She had been attracted by his handsome face, his careless manner, his easy carriage, and his athletic build, just so many English girls who go to Italy, or who live there, become attracted by the Apollos of the Garden of Europe. The Italian of the better class is usually an over-dressed person, whose hair is daily waved by the hair-dresser and who uses gum to cause his moustaches to point fiercely upward. In winter he wears imitation English clothes made in Germany, and in summer linen suits, the trousers of which are carefully ironed each day. With the exception of men who are born gentlemen — and they, be it said, are the best fellows in Europe — your modern middle-class Italian is a loud, overbearing, superior person. But not so the lower classes. They are generally good-looking, airy, light-hearted fellows, a little unscrupulous it may be, but nevertheless thoroughly genuine at heart, and will admit their short-comings shamelessly before your face and plead your forgiveness. The chief, traits of the lower Italians character are his intense respect for his parents and for family, and his deep gratitude for any service that may be rendered to him. But the penniless Italian nobleman, with a Napoleonic title, who is on the look-out for a wealthy English or American girl, is certainly the most despicable type to be found in the five continents.

Dora was standing with her face to the window, her eyes turned blankly upon the wide view spread before her. He saw by her countenance that she was angry and agitated, and felt within himself that it had been a mistake to seek her there. And yet he was but obeying the orders that had been conveyed to him.

Signorina Dora, he said at last, in a low earnest voice, placing his hand again upon her shoulder, forgive me. I came here to speak with you, and not to quarrel. Will you not calm yourself, and listen to me?

I have no desire to listen to you, she answered. You have only come here to torture me.

I have come here to speak with you, he replied calmly, standing beside her and taking her hand in his. She shrank and tried to draw it away, but he held it firmly, saying: You must hear me. It is to your own interests to do so.

You have cruelly deceived me, Tito, she answered reproachfully. I loved you until the truth became apparent and those two new knives were handed to me — the deadly symbols of the society of which you are an active member.

I admit that I did wrong! he exclaimed. I know that the ruse by which I obtained your affiliation to us was unworthy, but I acted thus because I believed it would bind us together more strongly. When you wrote to me I saw that I was mistaken. I acted in ignorance of your true character. We, of the Camorra, entertain little respect for women, as you know, but I tell you that my respect for you has increased because I know that I am unworthy of your love.

Then if you are aware of that, why did you follow me here? asked the girl, turning quickly upon him.

Because I am on a mission.

From whom?

From the capintesta — the unknown director-in-chief, replied the dark-haired young adventurer. I have to put several questions to you and obtain your replies. The order directs you to Rule thirty-two by which you, as a Camorrista, are bound to give the society every assistance in your power.

I refuse to render the society any assistance, she replied defiantly. I will never aid assassins.

He bowed low with that Italian courtliness of manner which is never wanting, even among the lowest class. His acknowledgment of her words was as though she had paid him some pretty compliment.

All the Camorristi are not assassins, he ventured to protest. You are English, and you believe, like the others, that only an assassin can become affiliated. You forget that with one hand we strike with the knife, and with the other feed the starving and clothe the naked.

She smiled incredulously. Living in Italy during those long years she had heard hundreds of sensational tales of the relentless vendetta of the society, and the impossibility of refusing to execute its mandates. Information was required of her, and she knew quite well that it would be forced from her, if not by Tito, then by one or other of the crowd of malefactors swarming in the Florence slums.

You will recollect what I wrote to you in Rome a fortnight ago, he went on. Well, for the present I have obtained the suspension of that order. Whether it is reinforced depends entirely upon the frankness with which you reply to my questions.

She breathed more freely. She recollected that letter, and the terrible service which those assassins desired of her. It was true that Tito, after writing the letter according to the directions of the capo-società, or local chief of the society in Koine, had exerted himself on her behalf. As he explained, her future now nested with herself.

At the moment she did not realise how very cleverly she was being entrapped, first by that letter which had frozen her heart in horror, and now by the promise to relinquish | the demand in return for the information which she could supply. Every member of the Camorra is a skilled diplomat, as, indeed, is every Tuscan or Neapolitan. They are the most tactful and the most skilled in giving to a lie the appearance of the truth of any race under the sun.

Dora, ignorant to a great extent of the world and its ways, although having been brought up amid those strange cosmopolitan surroundings, began to wonder what was the nature of the information desired of her. She looked at Tito, saw that he had grown handsomer, and that his face, even though bearing two narrow lines between the eyebrows, wore an expression of easy-going good-humour and perfect sang froid. He was a typical specimen of his class, one of those who would pick a pocket, rob a shop, slit a throat, or stab an enemy with equal impunity, and yet about him was that poetry which is inseparable from the Italian of the South. He could sing the old passionate love-songs in a clear tenor, could twang his mandoline when he felt so disposed, or whisper vows of love into a womans ear with all the fire and ardour of a Romeo. Careless, quick-tempered, and happy-go-lucky was this youth, who had lived on his wits and lived well too, ever since he had been a brat in his own Naples slum. Dora looked again at him, and noting his handsome features did not wonder that her girlish fancy had been once attracted by him. Yet with what result? She recognised the truth, shuddered, and again shrank from his touch.

His quick eyes noticed it.

Listen, cara, he said, dropping into that term of endearment which was at one time as music to her ears. His manner had changed. You think that I am not loyal to you. Let me explain. Do not blame me before you have heard everything. And grasping her hand firmly again, he gazed straight into her clear blue eyes. I know that I have deceived you, he went on quickly in a voice unusual to him but which told her that he was in real earnest I know that what I have done is more than sufficient to cause you to hate me and to utter a malediction upon me. But I swear by the Holy Virgin that the fault was not mine. The capo-società in Home issued an order that you were to be inveigled into becoming one of us, and of course to me, as your lover, the affair was entrusted. I was compelled to obey, for you yourself know the punishment for disobedience.

Then he paused.

Well? she asked in a low, mechanical, half-dubious tone. Go on.

I acted under compulsion, he declared. I had no desire that you should become implicated with my associates. I am a malefactor myself, it is true, but I respected you as the only woman who has ever loved me. It was months before I learned the reason why you were desired as one of us, and then I was overcome with remorse. I could not respond to your letter, for what excuse could I make, knowing well the reason you had been so cleverly entrapped? I preserved silence. I wandered to Naples, to Genoa, and to other cities. Three weeks ago, however, I was suddenly recalled to Rome and compelled to send you that letter. It was apparent to me that on its receipt you would grow desperate, and blame me for all the evil I had brought upon you. Hence I succeeded after much difficulty in inducing the chief in Rome to postpone his demand, and at his instructions have come here in order to interrogate you. That is the whole truth. I swear it before the Holy Madonna!

She was silent for a moment. Her eyes were downcast in deep thought.

Well, she faltered at last, what is it you wish to know?

The questions are quite simple, I require simple answers, he said. First, I wish to know whether you are acquainted with the Marchesa Doria-Michelozzi, the rich woman they call La Bambola?

She started slightly and looked at him, puzzled.

Acquainted with her? Of course I am.

How long have you known her?

Ever since I was quite a child. But why do you want to know about that woman? she inquired, as though the subject were distasteful to her.

Personally, I have no particular wish to learn anything more about her than I already know, he said. It is the Camorra which desires information.

His words made it plain to her that the society entertained a vendetta against the brilliant leader of Florence society for some offence.

Proceed with your cross-examination, she said.

You are on terms of intimate friendship with her, I believe?

I visit her sometimes. Once, six or seven years ago, when my father had to go on a journey, I stayed with her at the palazzo for nearly five weeks.

In those days you were much attached to her, I take it? he inquired seriously.

Yes.

And your opinion of her has undergone an entire change — eh?

Yes. Although we are friends now, and I sometimes call and spend an hour or two with her when she is alone, I — well, Tito, I confess I hate her.

Your father is said to be her most intimate friend, he observed.

Yes. He has been her friend and confidant ever since she was a child. I sometimes suspect that she loves him, she added after a brief pause.

Ah! And you are jealous! he exclaimed quickly.

No, not jealous. I dont like the woman. Then, in an attempt to evade pursuing the subject further, she said: You have told me that my affiliation to your society was earnestly desired. I dont quite understand. For what reason was that elaborate piece of deception prepared for me? Why was I entrapped into taking the oath upon the iron cross?

The Camorra had reasons, he replied enigmatically.

Most probably. But what are they? she demanded earnestly. You have already admitted that you have learned the truth.

His brow clouded, as he replied:

No, cara. Do not let us speak of that. The secrets of the Camorra are not for us to discuss. Recollect the penalty; and his mouth closed with a snap.

But what service did they believe that I, a weak English girl, could render them? It seems utterly incomprehensible.

I have told you all that I dare tell you, bimba mia, he answered in a voice a trifle more sympathetic.

You refuse, then, to tell me what you afterwards learnt regarding the intentions of the Camorra — the fact, I mean, which you yourself confess caused you remorse?

I refuse because I am compelled, signorina, he replied in a firm, low voice. I am ready to remain your friend, if I may. But to reveal the secret of the capintesta would mean death to me — and to you!


CHAPTER XI 

CONCLUDES A COMPACT
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DORA, STANDING MOTIONLESS, recognised the utter finality of her defeat.

The reason the Camorra had fixed upon her as a victim had long puzzled her. It was known to that man at her side, but he refused to divulge. This fact, together with his offer of protection, showed plainly that there were certain sinister motives which he feared to explain.

His sudden interest in La Bambola, too, struck her as very curious. She failed to see in what direction his questions pointed.

Now let us continue! he exclaimed after a few moments, when he saw that she had grown calm again. Do you know anything of the marchesas recent movements? Has she, by chance, told you of her visit to London?

No. I havent seen her for over a year. She returned to Rome just before we left, and my father then called upon her. But I have not met her. She has not invited me, and I certainly have no desire to go to the palazzo uninvited.

Tell me, he said, looking earnestly into her face, what do you know of a man called Valenti — the Barone Ugo Valenti?

The colour left her face. His question nonplussed her. How, she wondered, could he know of that mans existence?

I know little, she faltered, except that such a man exists.

When and where did you meet him?

Here, in this house. He was a friend of my fathers, and I think it is about four years ago since he came here one evening to take coffee and smoke.

You knew him as the friend — probably the lover — of the marchesa? Come, tell me the truth.

I had heard so, she responded very lamely and flushing slightly.

And where is he now?

I have not seen him, I tell you, for four years, or so.

But you have heard from him.

Heard from him? she echoed blankly, with an attempt to avoid a direct reply.

The Camorra has in its possession certain letters written by you both that have been intercepted, he explained in a calm, hard voice. To deny the truth is utterly useless.

I deny nothing, she said hoarsely. It is true he sometimes writes to me. He is in London.

His address?

Cross Street, Leather Lane, Number 8, she replied in a low voice.

And why did he go to London? he inquired. Be frank, and tell me everything you know of this man who now calls himself Buontalenti. Recollect your future depends upon your truthfulness in this affair.

She hesitated. Then at last, with an effort which plainly showed the conflicting emotions of her heart, she answered: Because — well, because we quarrelled.

Because you quarrelled! he exclaimed. Are you certain it was not on account of the woman La Bambola?

It was on her account that we quarrelled, she admitted. He disappeared from Italy, and none knew of his whereabouts, save myself.

Then you loved him?

She nodded in the affirmative, her head downcast.

Do you know that La Bambola has rediscovered him? he said.

What? She has found him? cried the girl, her eyes wide open with a quick fire in them. That woman has hunted him down — impossible!

She discovered him in London a month ago.

Dora uttered no word. His announcement fell upon her as a weight which crushed all hope and life from her young heart. She knew Ugos secret, and knew too well that the revelation of the fact that he was not dead as La Bambola had believed, would bring upon him a vendetta terrible and complete.

Well, the young Neapolitan said at length, you have at least been frank. You tell me that Valenti disappeared, you alone knowing his whereabouts. For years La Bambola has been searching for him. With what object, I wonder?

Dora was again silent. Should she tell this man her suspicions? Should she place in the hands of the Camorra a weapon by which the power of La Bambola would be overthrown for ever?

She reflected a moment, and saw that by thus causing the womans downfall she would also be placing Ugo in a position of gravest peril. Therefore she decided to keep her secret. She had replied to his questions and fulfilled what was demanded of her by her taskmasters. Surely that was all sufficient?

La Bambola evidently had some secret object in searching so continuously for him. All Florence has believed that he died long ago in Philadelphia, she remarked. Have you any further questions to put to me?

I think not, was his response. Then she breathed freely again, for she feared that he would endeavour to worm from her that secret locked within her heart.

True, her youthful romantic fancy had once turned towards this young street-idler, why, she did not know. She only knew that all her love had long ago been given to Ugo Valenti in those days when she had been only sixteen and he twenty-three. Ah! the dark tragedy of it all! She had loved, and her love had only been fraught with a poignant bitterness.

As she stood there arose before her eyes a vision of the past. In that same room, on just such another brilliant morning, he had come to her in secret. She was but a girl then, but she loved him with all the strength of her being. Ugo was her hero, for she knew how he had suffered, and what sacrifice he had made for her sake. She recollected how he had entered in hot haste with a strange, wild look upon his face, and she saw that beneath his black overcoat he still wore evening dress, showing that he had not been to bed that night. Dora, he had said, I am ruined — ruined! They have ruined me! He bowed, and kissed her hand. Then, at her request he had flung himself into a chair, that very arm-chair in which the young Camorrist had been seated, and explained to her how, by slow degrees, his enemies had plotted his ruin. He intended to leave that day, for he could no longer remain in Florence, where he was so well known and his name so highly respected. They talked long and earnestly, with many mutual declarations of their love, until in a moment of confidence he sank upon his knees before her and confessed to her the truth regarding his friendship with the woman whom all Florence knew as La Bambola. He told her his secret. It staggered her. At first she believed that he was not in earnest, but, alas! it was all too true, for he begged her forgiveness, and holding both her cold, trembling hands told her the whole tragic story. She heard him to the end without uttering a single word. Her young heart had been entirely his, for she had never loved before, and her affection was strong, tender, and passionate, as is that of every girl in her teens. The blow fell heavily upon her, but instead of upbraiding him, she only gave him good counsel. They did not quarrel, as she had just alleged to this young ruffian of the streets, but on the contrary discussed the situation calmly, while he, on his part, craved her pardon, declaring that he loved her alone. She forgave him, their hands clasped in a last farewell, and with her prayer for his future welfare in his ears he went forth and away into an enforced exile.

None knew how he had fared since then. He wrote to her from time to time, addressing his letters to the Poste Restante, but he said nothing of his fortunes. His letters were generally those of an old friend. He seldom mentioned the affection he had declared prior to their parting, yet from the tenor of the correspondence, and the addresses he gave in New York, Philadelphia, and afterwards in London, it was clear enough to her that the young elegant who used to lounge each morning at Doneys and was a prominent figure in the Cascine and in the salons of Florence, had fallen upon evil times.

Her father had been in ignorance of all this, just as he was in ignorance of her passing admiration for the man who stood at her side at that moment. The secret was hers alone.

But what he had told her at that last interview caused a deadly hatred of La Bambola to enter her young heart. The smart woman whom all Florence adored, and who gave cachet to any social gathering, was responsible for her lovers ruin. Therefore, although compelled to visit her because of her fathers long friendship, she detested her very name.

Hence it was really with some slight satisfaction that she had replied to Titos questions. Could it be, she wondered, that La Bambola, who had all the gay world of the Winter City at her feet, had actually fallen beneath the displeasure of that most dreaded of secret societies? If she had, then woe betide her.

Titos voice recalled her to a sense of her surroundings.

There is still one other question that I have forgotten to ask, he said. Do you know an Englishman named Fowler — a friend, I believe, of the Signor Driscoll?

Fowler? she repeated. Yes. We first knew him in Rome three years ago, and met him many times in Florence and again at the Baths of Lucca last summer.

Has he ever been here?

Oh yes. Many times.

What do you know about him?

My father told me once that he is a wealthy man who lives on the continent for choice, although he has an estate somewhere in Sussex to which he goes for the shooting. He is a retired merchant, or something of that sort, I believe.

He knows the marchesa?

Yes. If I remember aright he called upon her one day while I was there, but she told the servant she was not at home.

Ah! exclaimed the young Italian, as though he detected in that disinclination to see him a clue to the facts which he was endeavouring to elucidate. Did La Bambola make any remark to you?

She only said that she hated to be bored by uneducated persons of his type. That was all. Now that I recollect, however, I feel confident that Fowler is not her friend — or rather that she is not his.

But he is one of the Signor Driscolls most intimate acquaintances, Tito said. Why, Ive seen them in the Corso together day after day. And Ill confess to you, he added with a laugh. One night four of my friends, members of the società, like myself, were lying in wait in a dark entry in the Via Nazionale in order to rob them. Fowler wears a thick gold chain with a bunch of trinkets attached, and it was that which attracted them. Fortunately I chanced to come up just at the moment and stopped the attempt. Therefore both your father and his friend owe me a little debt. Had I not been there they would both have been rather badly used, I fear.

His words filled her with repugnance. She was angry that she had ever allowed herself to love a thief, now that recollections of poor Ugo crowded upon her.

I thank you, on my fathers behalf, she said in a hard, stiff voice. And although I regret to appear rude to you, I think it is best if you left me, for I expect him to return every moment. He must not find you here. This hint to depart he took in good grace, as indeed he took every word that fell from her lips.

He stuck his peaked cap on his head, a trifle askew, as was his habit, then, raising her hand to his lips, he kissed it before she could draw it away.

Dora mia, he exclaimed in a voice which showed that although a thief, perhaps assassin, born in a slum and nurtured in streets, there was still in his soul that spirit of romance that is seldom absent in the Italian of whatever class. Dora, I know that your association with me has been a mistake — a very great mistake. I have brought upon you a peril of the gravity of which you are fortunately in ignorance. But it was not my own fault. I acted under compulsion, and now, in order to make amends, I will stand your friend in place of your lover. I know that you cannot love me. Love between us is, in the circumstances, impossible. You love this man Ugo. But I will be your friend, and this, he said hoarsely, swiftly drawing the keen blade from his waist-belt, and this shall ever be at your service. His voice was half choked by emotion. Addio! he cried, pressing her hand again, and, turning, strode quickly out in order that she should not see the tears that stood in his eyes.

Addio, Tito, she cried after him. I know now that I have at least one friend. Addio.


CHAPTER XII

SHOWS SEIGNEURS AND SNOBS
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THREE WEEKS HAD passed, and Florence was now at her gayest, for it was the Sunday of mid-carnival and the streets were crowded, even though the maskers were few. The old Lily City does not keep carnival so merrily nowadays as it did a century past, yet on the afternoon of the festa the populace come forth and stand on the pavement of the Lung Arno to watch the procession of carriages going to and fro to the Cascine in the hope of seeing some of the fancy dresses.

The afternoon was cold but bright, with a keen wind sweeping down Arno which, however, did not prevent the sightseers from standing at their points of vantage by the hour. The pavement outside the Corsini Palace was crowded, the merriment being provided by a trio of street tumblers who, dressed as clowns and wearing masks, were performing antics for coppers. The average Florentine possesses a keen sense of humour, and Stentarello, the popular buffoon, always attracts crowded houses at the theatre at times when the best opera or the latest comedy from the French entirely fails. Hence it is that at carnival all Florence comes forth in search of a laugh and good-humoured pleasantry.

The sun was going down in a glory of crimson and gold, and surely there is no point in all the world where the declining day sheds greater glamour of purple mists and grey mystery than over red-roofed old Florence. You, my reader, know it well. You have stood at the parapet of that long, straight embankment and seen the soft shadows of those high old houses cast into the yellow flood; you know how the dome of Santo Spirito looms dark against the golden haze, and how the Ponte Vecchio, that mediaeval bridge crowded by the time-mellowed houses which have stood there since the days of Dante and of Michael Angelo, seems to cut the picture into two parts, the foreground carrying one back to the Middle Ages, the background a subject of which no painter has ever yet dared to attempt portrayal.

Beyond the Ponte Vecchio the Lung Arno traverses the most ancient quarter of the city, narrow as it flanks the Uffizi and runs beneath a dark, ancient colonnade emerging again at the river-side, not as the Lung Arno, but as the Via Archibusieri, the Street of the Arquebusiers, one of the oldest in the city.

Still farther along, almost at the farther end of the Lung Arno delle Grazie, outside one of the high old palaces overlooking the river, which was once the residence of a powerful noble family, but is now let out in flats to foreigners, a long string of carriages stood in waiting. Five stories above Mrs. Russell-Osborne was at home. Her rooms, though not large, were extremely pleasant, for the windows looked out across Arno, the view extending for miles up the winding valley, flanked by the dark Apennines tipped with snow, and purple in the sundown.

Within the rooms was a crush, composed of the smartest foreigners in Florence with a sprinkling of Italians. The clatter was incessant, the atmosphere unpleasantly overheated, and the crowd thoroughly cosmopolitan. On every hand one heard spoken Russian, German, Italian, and English, and the women were, for the most part, well dressed, even though, with the exception of the English girls, the majority were ugly and passé.

Mrs. Russell-Osborne, a rather stout, bustling woman with coal-black hair, was one of the busy-bodies in Florence. Assisted by her husband, a sad-faced man of rather melancholy demeanour, she made it her business to know every one worth knowing in Florence, together with the whole of their public and private affairs. With Italian hostesses who possessed marriageable daughters she was something of a pet, on account of the fact than her cousin was a young wealthy English peer on the look-out for a wife, and that the said cousin generally passed greater part of the winter with her.

In cosmopolitan society this fussy and buxom lady was something of a power, for she had played her cards well for years, and had angled for invitations with a diplomacy that her enemies could not fail to admire. Yet in the higher Italian set she made absolutely no progress. The doors of the Palazzo Michelozzi, for instance, were always closed to her, much to her chagrin. To be on visiting terms with the one woman in Florence who led society was her highest ambition; but La Bambola was obdurate. She had no desire, she had often told her intimate friends, to take up any of Cooks tourists. They might be a most worthy crowd, she admitted, but as they had their own circle they should keep to it.

Truth to tell, certain remarks which the Russell-Osbornes had made regarding her actions had reached her ears, hence La Bambolas often scathing criticisms of the woman who, because her cousin was a real live peer of the realm was, like St. Peter, knocking at the gates of Society.

At the moment that the crowd was densest and the chatter loudest, the much-criticised hostess took aside a youngish lady with fair hair, dressed in deep mourning, who had been brought by one of her friends and had five minutes ago been introduced as Miss Pollock. They were standing near the window, and Mrs. Russell-Osborne, after a swift and critical look at the new-comers costume and. finding it not sufficiently chic, commenced with a patronising air:

And so you only arrived in Florence yesterday. Is this your first visit?

I have been here before, replied her guest rather ambiguously, but nevertheless with an amused look, for she quickly detected the kind of person her hostess was.

Ah, you will find it awfully charming. Such lots of interesting people, you know, the other ran on. If you care to go about you must let me introduce you a little, then youll receive many invitations. But of course one has to exercise the greatest care, for here society is so very mixed, you know.

Miss Pollock thanked her and asked for advice, more for the fun of the thing than anything else. Her hostess was quite unaware that her guest was maid-of-honour to an English royalty, and that the Duchess of Milford had stopped her carriage in the Cascine half an hour ago and invited her to dine with her at the Savoy that evening.

Ignorant of all this, Mrs. Russell-Osborne began to instruct her new pupil into the ways of Florence society. Her mouth overflowed with scandal, and whenever she found a new-corner to listen to her she ran on from one of the oft-related stories to the other in order to exhibit her intimate knowledge of the winter life of the city.

One thing is curious here. The Italians seldom send out formal invitations, except perhaps for a grand ball at the Strozzi, Corsini, or Michelozzi Palaces. Dinners, receptions, and small dances are all done by word of mouth. Hence it is a ridiculous spectacle to see the high-born marchesas and contessas running hither and thither to this function and to that, knowing that absence from one house means no invitation to the next. It is one of the drolleries of Florence life.

Miss Pollock smiled. She was too well bred to appear bored.

And then, as Ive already said, the fussy woman went on, one has to discriminate very much in the cosmopolitan circle. Take as an example one of the wealthiest of the foreign women here, an American. Her husband is said to have been a draper who amassed a certain number of millions of dollars and came and settled in Florence. No one would have anything to do with them until one day came an astounding surprise. The daughter was engaged to be married to the Marquis Appiano, a man with a very ancient title, a very big palace, and an income of about a hundred pounds a year. He had a brother, and the pair of them were over heads and ears in debt. Old Mr. Burnett paid all that the elder Appiano owed in exchange for making his daughter a marchesa. But he and his wife took a coat of arms and also took up their residence in the Palazzo Appiano, where the ex-draper became the head of the noble family. Each Monday morning he used to pay his servants, and afterwards call into his study the two Appiano and hand them their weekly pittance done up in paper. The old fellow is dead now, the Appiano have come in for greater part of his money, and, having ousted poor old Mrs. Burnett from the palazzo, move in the most select circle. Mrs. Burnett, as the mother of the Marchesa Appiano is, of course, received everywhere, but, she added with a stifled sigh, I am, of course, far beneath the notice of such a haughty person. I havent a palazzo of my own.

Miss Pollock made a movement as though to bid farewell to her hostess.

Oh, but that story reminds me of something else, Mrs. Russell-Osborne went on. I was at a big party back in December, at the house of a Russian lady, Madame Lazareff, and the Count of Turin, who had recently arrived in Florence with his regiment, was there. At supper his Highness was seated at his hostesss right hand and the conversation, which I myself overheard, turned upon the people his Highness knew in the city. Whereupon the Russian calmly exclaimed, I wonder that your Highness should on the first occasion of making a private call go to the house of Mrs. Burnett, whose husband was only a draper! Whereupon her guest turned to her and responded, The Count of Turin does as he likes, madam. Imagine the snub! Next morning his Highnesss aide-de-camp called upon the unfortunate Russian to state that his master would not enter her house again.

Miss Pollock again ventured to move.

But that is not all, continued the woman. To make matters worse, Madame Lazareff apologised, and stated that she had had neuralgia badly and taken too much champagne! Awful, wasnt it? Of such is the cosmopolitan society of Florence. And another thing, she continued, I must warn you against a very evil-tongued woman, half-English, half-Italian, the Marchesa Doria-Michelozzi. Everyone in Italy calls her La Bambola — which means The Doll.

Curious! Do you know how she got such a name? inquired Miss Pollock, for the first time interested, for she, of course, knew La Bambola by repute, and the manner in which she had obtained such a name had puzzled her as it had thousands of others. In Italy, to give a little name to a woman is a sign that she is held in little esteem. But surely such was not the case with the Marchesa Doria-Michelozzi!

Oh, it occurred in this way, was her answer. Some years ago, when she was a girl of twelve or so, the ladies of Florence gave in the Pergola, on behalf of a charity, an amateur representation of the Puppenjée, a ballet in which the dancers are dolls that suddenly come to life.

The ballet girls were the daughters of the Florentine aristocracy, and the chief dancer was the young Doria-Michelozzi, who made such a furore on account, I suppose, of her high kicking, that she was known ever afterwards as La Bambola — The Doll.

And she is quite the leader here, Ive heard, remarked Miss Pollock mischievously, just to invite this womans criticism of her rival.

Oh, well, you know, answered her hostess deprecatingly, in a sense she is. With the Princess Strozzi she practically takes the initiative, but you know there has been a lot of talk about her of late, she added, dropping her voice into a mysterious whisper. Of course one dont care to be overheard in ones own house talking of such things, but— and she shrugged her shoulders with a Pharisaical air, without, however, concluding her allegation.

She is wealthy, Ive heard — unusually so for a member of a Florentine noble family, remarked her guest. I met her once at dinner at the Italian Embassy in London; I thought her quite charming. She is in any case very beautiful. I do not remember having seen finer eyes in any woman.

Mrs. Russell-Osborne was puzzled at this speech. Who could this rather plainly dressed person be who went to the Embassies and had met La Bambola on her own ground?

I hope that shes not a personal friend of yours, she said half apologetically. Perhaps what Ive said has annoyed you?

Oh no. She is not my friend by any means, responded the other. Now Im in Florence Im glad to hear all about her. In London, a couple of years ago, she went about a great deal, and I believe there was some gossip about her past. Have you heard of it?

Who in Florence has not heard of it? exclaimed her hostess. It is a story which, if true, does not reflect much credit upon her.

But is it true? queried the guest.

I think so, was the others response.

And what is the version current here? inquired the maid-of-honour.

Well, they say that five years ago the young Baron Ugo Valenti, the head of the ancient Pisan family, fell madly in love with her. In those days she was already her own mistress, for the old marchesa had died three years before, and the great fortune had come to her. Although young, she was chaperoned by her old governess and entertained in lavish style — just, indeed, as she does today, but probably induced by some of her male acquaintances she introduced baccarat to provide them with excitement. After a few months, so the story runs, she grew tired of the attentions of Valenti, and one night while she held the bank induced him to play high. Heated with champagne, and sitting beneath the fascination of her eyes, he played and played and played again, until he rose from the table with scarcely a soldo to his name. Next day he went to her for help to cast himself upon her mercy, but she refused to see him. And on the following day all Florence knew that the young barone, who had been such a popular figure everywhere, had fled from Italy a ruined man. There is a legend of the quatrocento which tells how an imperious Marchesa Michelozzi, in the days when the family ruled Florence, was in the habit of inviting any good-looking man, plebeian or noble, to the palazzo on a nocturnal visit under bond of strictest secrecy. The lady was very catholic in her amours, but none of the adventurous lovers who entered her palazzo ever came forth again. — When she grew tired of their pretty speeches they were enticed to a chamber high up in the left-hand corner of the palace — a room still remaining, they say and while there the floor would suddenly open and they would be precipitated headlong into an abyss, at the bottom of which ran a stream which carried their bodies out to Arno. It seems, she added, that the Michelozzi blood has not changed in all these centuries, and the marchesa of to-day is just as cruel and relentless towards her cast-off lovers as was her savage ancestress.

Why cruel? inquired the guest. There may be reasons why she refused to see this foolish young man. The lady shrugged her shoulders with an air of mystery, a habit of hers when she found herself forced into a corner and unable to speak.

Well, continued the maid-of-honour, speaking frankly, Ive only been in Florence a couple of days, but it really seems to me that it is more full of gossip and scandal than any other city in Europe.

Quite so, replied her hostess, lowering her voice in a confidential tone. Because the people here are such a mixed set, you know — such a very mixed set.

But is there any truth in this story regarding the Marchesa Michelozzi, asked the plainly dressed girl in black, or is it only gossip?

The truth — why, its all the truth, declared the other, who, having her back turned to her guests, was unaware that behind her stood Dick Driscoll, chatting with an elderly Italian contessa and yet listening attentively to the whole conversation. To deny such a libel upon La Bambola in public would be a breach of manners, he knew, nevertheless he had listened to that scandalmongers tongue, and his blood had risen to boiling point. It was only because La Bambola steadily refused to recognise her as a leader of the smaller fry of Florence that caused her tongue to spurt venom. If, on the other hand, the marchesa had stopped her carriage and toiled up the one hundred and eighteen stone stairs which gave access to that apartment, then Mrs. Russell-Osborne would have spoken of the dear marchesa as her best and most intimate friend.

But Florence has ever been a city of seigneurs and snobs. The grades of society on Arnos banks are many and entirely separate from one another. Not that snobbery is the chief distinction of the social life by any means. On the contrary, there are many very charming coteries of intelligent, well-informed people of the select circle, and of the semi-official world consisting of the consular corps and their conservative friends. The snobs are a set quite apart to themselves, and are strenuously avoided by those who live in Florence, even though they shed dinner invitations lavishly, and are most persevering in their efforts to worm their way in by societys back door.

It is said, quite entre nous, went on Miss Pollocks hostess, that La Bambola has found another lover, you know.

Oh! exclaimed the other in quick interest. And is he known?

Of course. Hes an Irishman named Driscoll, well known here.

Driscoll? repeated the maid-of-honour in quite a loud tone. Do you mean Richard Driscoll?

Dick, hearing those words, glanced quickly back at the woman in plain black. He started quickly as his eyes fell upon Miss Pollock, and it was apparent that the encounter was to him very disconcerting, for with a hurried word of adieu to the toothless old contessa, and, muttering some words beneath his breath, he slipped quickly out, snatched his coat from the little room wherein he had deposited it, and sped swiftly down the stairs and out upon the Lung Arno.

The liar! he exclaimed fiercely between his teeth. The confounded liar! — and to tell that story to her — of all women!


CHAPTER XIII

RELATES SOMETHING OF INTEREST

[image: img185.jpg]

THE GREAT BALL which it was La Bambolas habit to give each carnival was held on the following night, and all smart Florence attended. It was an omnium gatherum affair at which the fun was always fast and furious.

Lights gleamed from all the cross-barred windows of the great mediaeval palace which, high and prison-like with rough stone walls and overhanging roof, is such a conspicuous pile in the Piazza San Lorenzo. The square was blocked by carriages, the great courtyard, with the wonderful sculptured columns and the ancient splashing fountain in the centre, was brightly illuminated, the long stone corridors of the grand old place were red-carpeted, and the great hall of the first floor wherein the dance was held presented a perfect phantasmagoria of life and colour. Invitations to La Bambolas ball were always eagerly sought after, for the entertainment was one of the most popular of the Florence season, and surely no other palazzo was better suited for such a function. The huge apartments with their vaulted roofs, wonderful paintings, quatrocento tapestry and priceless antiques were never on view to the public, and only on such an occasion could a glimpse be obtained of the world-famed treasures of the Michelozzi. The palace contained several of the rarest works of art in Florence, two Raphaels, a Botticelli, a terra cotta by della Robbia, and a host of works of which enthusiasts were ever longing to obtain sight But the visitor had to be content with admiring the grim and gloomy exterior. La Bambola, although generous and even a Bohémienne at heart, never cared to open the old place to the gaping tourist. The Michelozzi had ever been a superb race; and she inherited many of their traits. Sometimes, in response to an earnest appeal from some foreign art enthusiast, she would give permission to visit the place, but only on condition that the visitor made a donation towards the Foundling Hospital, an ancient institution in which she took a great interest, being a benefactress to no mean degree.

One night each carnival, however, she held a big ball, and then the whole of the grand old palazzo was thrown open, just as it used to be in the long-past lavish days of the Medici, when the Michelozzi shared the power with Lorenzo the Magnificent, when the torches burned in the great sconces, and guests tethered their horses to those huge iron rings still remaining upon the colossal walls.

The great arched halls, usually so silent in this modern age of peace and frippery, rang that night with gay laughter, and from the open windows of the ball-room floated the strains of waltz music which reached the street below. The majority of the guests wore fancy dress, and up to midnight the women had retained mask and domino, but as the hour tolled forth from the big, deep-toned bell of San Lorenzo the masks were lifted, and then ensued the usual complications, followed, of course, by the usual wild hilarity.

Among the crowd of pretty women, the élite of Florence, there was assuredly not one more charming in grace nor more sweet of face than La Bambola herself. Her slight figure in a striking gown of yellow trimmed with black, a gown that bore upon it the unmistakable stamp of the Place Vendôme, was everywhere remarked, and her marvellous beauty everywhere admired. Although young, she was a perfect hostess, full of tact and of pleasant words, ever striving to make her guests comfortable no mean task, indeed, at such a great function.

But it was carnival, and in Tuscany carnival is synonymous of wholesale merriment and a cessation of these petty jealousies and personal feuds which detract so greatly from the pleasures of life. Among her guests were the Count of Turin, several members of the princely houses, an English royalty, the old nobility of Florence, and a good many English residents towards whom, be it said, La Bambola always had very strong leanings, her mother having been an Englishwoman — the Russell-Osborne set being the only one with which she steadfastly refused to have any dealings whatsoever. The exclusive Florentine aristocracy often, indeed, complained that she was rather too ready to take up persons of doubtful lineage, but La Bambola was imperious and all-powerful. She acted just as she thought proper, and all her world bowed before her, obeying her social mandates as though she were queen.

She was at home in Florence, and surely if ancient lineage counted no woman had greater right to exercise authority.

It was already one oclock in the morning, and dancing was in full swing. The marchesa, leaning on the arm of Colonel Haldayne, the British Consul-General, whose well-groomed, military figure was so well known in Florence, was making her way across the ball-room, but with difficulty, for at every step she stopped and greeted those who were not waltzing. Her partner, too, was of all men in the Lily City one of the most popular and most egregio. Florence is not exactly a British consular centre, like Genoa or Leghorn, but rather a diplomatic post, and of a verity the genial colonel who then occupied it had been carefully chosen by the Foreign Office.

La Bambola had been waltzing with him, and they were now chatting in English. Both he and Mrs. Haldayne — who was, by the way, the leader of the British section of society and quite as full of tact and as popular as her husband — had been up at Camaldoli, a little place in the Apennines, in the previous summer, and the marchesa had also been there. They were recalling those warm pleasant days of picnics and excursions up the mountain side to the hermitage and other points of interest when, of a sudden, one of her servants approached, bowed low, and asked whether he might speak with her for a moment.

La Bambola excused herself with a few words of apology, left her escort, and at once followed the man out.

Well, she inquired sharply in Italian, when they were in the corridor, what is the matter?

There is a man who desires to see you, Signora Marchesa, was the servants answer. He will take no refusal, and will give no card.

What class of man?

A common fellow he appears, but fairly well dressed. He says he must see you upon a matter of the greatest urgency, even though you are engaged with your guests. He will tell nobody his business.

La Bambola knit her brows, and reflected for a moment.

I have shown him to a room off the smaller cortile, as he says he wishes to speak with you in private, added the man. He is so mysterious, that I suspect him to be a delegato of police.

Very well. Take me to him, she said, her curiosity aroused regarding the identity of her visitor.

Down the great staircase with its crimson carpets and profusion of palms and flowers, around the big open courtyard where the moss-grown fountain has plashed on for the past four hundred years, and through into a smaller quadrangle where, stopping before one of the doors he threw it open, announcing:

The Marchesa Doria-Michelozzi.

The occupant of the small, sombre apartment used as sitting-room by one of the head servants rose quickly and bowed very low, while the servant closed the door behind her.

I have to make a thousand apologies Signora Marchesa, for disturbing you at this hour and in such circumstances, the man commenced, glancing quickly at the door in order to satisfy himself that it was really closed. He was a short, black-bearded man of perhaps forty, dark-eyed, of somewhat sallow complexion, hollow cheeks and high cheek-bones, a Florentine evidently, by his peculiar aspirate of the cs which is so marked in the dialect of Florence.

I confess I am a little surprised at receiving a visitor at this hour, La Bambola replied somewhat frigidly, but nevertheless motioning him to be seated and sinking herself into one of the chairs.

I presume we may speak here without any risk of eavesdroppers? he said with a cautious air, again glancing at the door.

Speak frankly, she said, I am all attention. And I may also point out that my time is of value. I ought not to have left my guests.

I am here under necessity, he observed; then, with an exquisite politeness, added: Have I the marchesas permission to lock that door?

The request struck La Bambola as curious, but she nevertheless inclined her head to denote assent. So he rose, turned the key in the lock, and returned again to his chair.

And now it will be best, if at the very outset I am perfectly frank, and present to you my credential.

He drew from his pocket one of those small leather wallets used in Italy to carry the paper money, and took out a square white card, somewhat larger than a ladys visiting-card, which he handed to the woman before him. Upon it was roughly drawn in ink a crown of a peculiar shape surmounted by a double cross.

La Bambola took it, but the instant her eyes fell upon that sign the colour left her face and the card almost fell from her grasp. Sight of it filled her with fear, that was evident, for in an instant her high hauteur had vanished, and she sat with her eyes fixed upon him in mingled astonishment and terror.

You are satisfied? the man said in a calm tone, taking the card from her nerveless fingers and replacing it in his wallet.

She nodded, but no words escaped her pale lips. She knew too well the meaning of that mystic sign. Could the blow she had feared through those past weeks have actually fallen?

You will remember, he went on in a low voice, that when in London in November last you had an interview with Pasquale Volpini to whom you made a statement regarding one Ugo Valenti. You sought our aid, and obtained it. Afterwards you were given certain instructions. Do you recollect them?

Perfectly, she answered in a voice little above a whisper. He told me that if ever I received a visitor bearing the sign of the crown that I was to place myself entirely in his hands.

Exactly, he said. Well, your presence is desired to-night, at once, at a rendezvous not far away. I have a closed cab outside, and I am here for the purpose of conducting you there.

But that is impossible — absolutely impossible! she protested quickly. I cannot leave my guests. My presence will be missed even now. You must really excuse me, signore — at any other time I will fulfil my promise, but I cannot to-night.

The man was obdurate.

Pray pardon me, marchesa, he said with that ineffable politeness which so jarred upon her, order of the Camorra is not be to disobeyed. It has rendered you a service, and in return you made a solemn vow to act in obedience to its mandate. — 

I know! I know! she exclaimed. But you can surely recognise the utter impossibility of me accompanying you to-night. Besides, she added, I cannot go out in this dress.

No, nor with those jewels, he said, glancing at the scintillating gems in her hair, and on her breast. It is surely not a difficult matter to change your gown and to leave your jewels behind? -Put on a thick veil so that your features are not recognised. Or if you prefer it bring with you the mask you have worn at the ball.

Is my visit to be a secret one, then?

Yes. It is best that you are not recognised. La Bambola is popular, and her beauty — if the signora will permit me to say so — is too well known. Wear one of your maids dresses if possible, so as to disguise yourself. 

Again she protested, and he could see she had considerable scruples as to accompanying him on that secret errand. Of course that was but natural. Yet the sign of the coronet was, to her, an imperious command which she dare not disobey. As an Italian she knew well the dire result of disobedience to the order of the society of which she had for some years been a member. It was relentless in its vendetta, and spared neither prince nor peasant, count nor contadina.

Her heart was filled with terror by the sudden demand at such an unexpected moment. What could it mean? What was it that was demanded of her? Could it be that Ugo, the penniless outcast of the London streets, had already fallen beneath one of those keen knives with the double-crossed hilt?

She held her breath. Her heart was filled with bitter remorse. If he had already fallen, then she was morally his assassin!

She blamed herself for the delay in sending Dick to London in order to try to rescue him, but on reflection it suddenly crossed her mind that if she obeyed this man before her and accompanied him, she might possibly discover what had actually occurred in London.

This thought decided her. She saw that at the risk of being missed by the gay crowd she must go. She would find Driscoll, tell him of her proposed absence for an hour, change her dress, and go forth to this secret rendezvous.

Again the dark-bearded man urged her not to delay, and at length she rose, and asking him to await her, unlocked the door and went slowly out.

Why, Laura! Whats the matter? How pale you are! cried Driscoll who by good fortune met her in the upper corridor. He was dressed as an Italian courtier of the thirteenth century, with a short cloak of dark red velvet and sword, looking a truly handsome figure.

Come in here quickly, she urged, drawing him into one of the unoccupied rooms.

Then in a few rapid words she told him of her interview with the man awaiting her below, and of its results.

You must go, he said decisively. To disobey would mean a disagreeable sequel. Go. Hear what you can. And if necessary I will start for London in the morning. Recollect, Laura, that although the fault of this lies entirely with you, I am still your friend, and he pressed her hand as they stood together.

I thank you, Dick, answered the agitated woman hoarsely. Yes, it is all my fault — my own fault.

Why? he demanded. Now tell me the truth.

She was silent for a long time. Her face was averted. Suddenly she cried:

Because — Ah! forgive me, Dick — forgive me!

It was because I loved you!

He said no word. Somehow he suspected that her words were not in earnest. She had so often told him the same thing in a joking manner, making her affection a kind of burlesque, and laughing merrily afterwards. Yet that night he remembered the ominous words that the man Fowler had uttered in the American bar in Rome. They caused him to ponder very deeply. What, he wondered, could that man know?

She clung to him, looking up into his face expectant of his words.

But he only answered in a hard, strained voice:

This is not the moment to speak of love, Laura. Go. Do your best to undo the evil you have already done. Love cannot follow upon assassination.

A silence again fell between them. At last it was broken by her voice:

Yes, she said, I will go. And may God help me and give me strength to do that which is right and just. Await me till I return.


CHAPTER XIV

DISCUSSES THE UNNAMED
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A DEMURE FIGURE descended by one of the minor staircases twenty minutes later. La Bambola had attired herself in a plain black stuff dress covered by her maids travelling-cape, and in her pocket carried her velvet half-mask. Even as she slipped across the half-lighted back courtyard to the door of the room where the man awaited her, she overheard a servant speaking with another and saying that she could not find the Signora Marchesa.

She had dressed alone, fearing to take even Suzanne into her confidence, and Driscoll had met her at the door of her room as she emerged.

Laura, recollect that I am still your friend. Act with discretion. By obeying the Camorra you may learn much. Arrivederci.

Their hands clasped in the well-lit corridor of that modernised wing which contained her bedroom, the boudoir, and the few other apartments which were her own private domain. It was a hearty hand-grip, the woman breathless and agitated, the man utterly stupefied at those sudden words of hers.

They parted, and he walked slowly back through the intricate corridors which he knew to the great ball-room, while she crept down the stairs to obey the mandate of the society.

Her visitor rose impatiently from his chair, glancing at his watch as she rejoined him.

It is late, he remarked. We must hurry. And together they passed through the servants quarters and out to the Piazza San Lorenzo, where an old and rickety closed cab awaited them, at a short distance from the long string of carriages of her guests.

After a drive of some twenty minutes they passed the Porta San Gallo and out of the city by the Barriera del Ponte Rosso, soon afterwards pulling up before a house which, although closed and dark, La Bambola saw was a trattoria, or eating-house. Like many which abound on the outskirts of Florence and are much frequented by the populace on festas and Sundays, its exterior presented no inviting appearance. Yet at such houses, each having its garden with trailing vines in summer, the cooking, although essentially Tuscan, is excellent, and one can dine like a prince for a couple of francs. Indeed, there are no more charming dining-places on the Continent than those unpretending gardens beyond the barriers of Florence when in summer the night air is stifling, the fire-flies flash in the shadows, and one eats beneath the stars to the soft twangling of the mandoline.

In the garish restaurants of the city the cuisine is in imitation of the French and the diners wear evening clothes. But beyond the barrier the cooking is far better, the dinners are much more sociable, and the merriment is always genuine.

The trattoria to which the man conducted her differed little from the dozens of others in the Val dEma or in the vicinity of Fiesole or Settignano. When the heavy door was cautiously opened by an unshaven man, her guide led her through a kind of bare drinking-shop and down a passage to a closed door at which he knocked.

Put on your mask, he suggested. You must not be recognised here, remember.

Scarcely had she time to assume the velvet loup and tie the ribbon behind her head, when the door opened and a head was thrust forward inquisitively.

At sight of her guide the door was opened just sufficiently wide for them to pass in, and then quickly closed again and securely bolted.

The room was not a large one, and was generally used as one of the dining-rooms of the trattoria, but at the long table sat about a dozen people, men and women, all wearing either masks or black veils of thick crape. The man who sat at the head of the table wore a dress similar to that of the brothers of the Misericordia, a long black sack-like coat covering the whole of his garments, with a hood completely hiding his head, and only two narrow slits for the eyes, so that he presented much the appearance of a Spanish inquisitor.

At first glance La Bambola drew back instinctively from the forbidding-looking assembly. But two chairs were vacant, and to them the mysterious, sphinx-like person at the head of the table pointed without uttering a word.

The pair took their seats, and La Bambola, glancing at her guide, saw that he had also assumed a mask after being recognised by the unshaven janitor.

The assembly was truly a weird one. Indeed those who do not know modern Italy find it hard to believe that to-day the Camorra still holds its council as did the secret societies of the Middle Ages, and that the president is attired just as were the inquisitors of those terrible days of persecution and martyrdom. Alas! in Italy to-day there is still much persecution, although it is mostly done in the guise of officialdom, and the martyrdom is too frequently among the oppressed and starving poor.

The English who come to Italy to visit the galleries, or to escape the fogs and snows of winter at home, hear the Camorra spoken of with bated breath. The average Italian terms any band of malefactors or extortioners a Camorra. But the real Camorra is a very different thing — a matter only to be whispered about, for one knows not who may be a member. Dead secrecy is one of its most remarkable features. It permeates every class of society in southern Italy, and is much on the increase throughout Tuscany. The cabman, the count in his brougham, the daughter of the pavement, the woman who peers down into the street from her half-closed persiennes, the wife of the senator, the merchant, and the mendicant, all are Camorristi, and yet none know each other, save when one or other chances to fall into trouble. Then the whole of the intricate machinery is put into motion to bribe, to extort, to commit perjury, even if necessary to assassinate.

The council of the society to which La Bambola had been conducted was surely more like some scene from mediæval life than any to be expected in modern Florence. Illuminated by four candles only, one set at each angle of the table, the light was insufficient to allow those present to recognise each other through their veils. This dim illumination was on purpose, for every person there appeared to take the greatest possible precaution that he or she should not be recognised.

On La Bambolas right sat a closely veiled woman wearing a coarse stuff dress, badly frayed at the wrists. Her ungloved hand, however, rested upon the table, and she noticed by its soft delicacy that it was not the hand of a contadina but rather that of a gentlewoman. For aught she knew it might be that of one of her most intimate friends. She sat wondering, her eyes fixed upon those thin white fingers as they beat a nervous tattoo upon the oaken board. One object, however, attracted her. Upon that hand shone an old ring of Etruscan workmanship, bound round with fine gold wire and set with a single stone, an oval turquoise. The ring was of uncommon pattern, evidently one of those which are so frequently found on the sites of those dead cities of Etruria, Veii, Falerii, and Vetulonia, buried towns that are ever giving up their treasures of jewels, oinochoës, anaphoras, and kylixes. The ring was a small but admirable ornament, evidently genuine, and her attention was attracted to it.

The silence remained unbroken. She glanced around the table upon those weird, black-veiled figures and a feeling of horror crept upon her. Who, she wondered, composed that silent assembly?

At last a mans voice sounded deep and solemn in the room. Whence it came none knew, for veiled as were the faces it was impossible to tell who was speaking. Yet the voice was quite distinct, and it struck La Bambola that the words came from the man in the black habit of the Misericordia at the head of the table.

The giovanotto onorato named Francesco Tamaro fell under the key on the night of the Ognissanti, charged with the assassination of one Rossi, in the Via Dante. To-morrow he is to be arraigned before the Tribunal of Florence. Is it the order of the Camorra that its associates, Pasquale Giusti and Luigi Olivieri, judges of the Tribunal, shall find him not guilty? If so, the signification will now be taken.

At these words with one accord the silent assembly placed their right hands forward with the palm flat upon the table, to denote assent.

The man who had conducted La Bambola there placed his hand upon the table, and whispered to her to follow his example. This she obeyed.

Enough! exclaimed the deep voice, sounding weird in the semi-darkness. The assent is given. Francesco Tamaro is to be freed. The guaglione Bettini is ordered to swear to the innocence of the accused, and the judges Giusti and Olivieri are ordered to acquit the prisoner. The question is closed.

Again a deep silence fell, until another voice, a feminine one, speaking in a strong Florentine accent in tremulous tones as though in fear, exclaimed:

The woman Anna Righetti, wife of Count Adriano Righetti, of the Villa Righette at Fiesole, yesterday caused the arrest of her maid, Maria Bonelli, our associate, for a theft of jewellery! The latter desires assistance, or will certainly be convicted. The stolen jewellery was found upon her by the delegato Pucci.

She paused, awaiting the response.

It came in a mans voice, and evidently this time from the head of the table.

Is it the instruction of the Camorra that the delegato Pucci, our associate, be ordered to release the woman Bonelli?

Again all hands shot forth upon the table in unanimous assent.

Once more a dead silence, broken by another female voice, rather harsher, and less educated than the first.

Carlo Graniani, cashier in the employ of the Gas Company, but not one of us, desires the aid of the Camorra. He has misappropriated eight thousand lire belonging to the company, and fears an examination of his books. He desires to leave Italy, but is certain that when missed from Florence the company will cause his arrest at the frontier or at any of the ports where he may embark. He prays the Camorra to help him, and his young wife also joins in his prayer.

The speaker has not given the address of this person, remarked the solemn man at the head of the table.

He lives at Via Cavour, 68, fourth floor. His wife is ailing, and she has three small children. She is already an associate and before her marriage paid into the funds.

Is it a case deserving of succour? inquired that deep calm voice of the man whose extraordinary suggestions were deciding the fate of the criminals of Florence.

Most worthy. The giovanotto onorato Tito Gori has testified to it! exclaimed a mans voice, interrupting.

Then I ask whether it is the instruction of the Camorra that, providing the name of Granianis wife is found upon the books of the society, and that Graniani will pay the sum of one hundred francs as fine, he shall be allowed to pass the frontier into France? And that an order be sent to our associate Cassuto, delegato of the Department of Public Security at the station of Ventimiglia, to allow him to escape?

The hands went forth again — all save one — that of a veiled woman sitting half way along the table.

The hands were withdrawn.

Let the dissentient speak! exclaimed the capo-società, whose eyes seemed to gleam strangely through the two narrow slits in the black hood covering his head.

The man is deserving of no help, said the weak, faltering voice of the woman who objected. For the past year he has neglected his wife and family, and gambled away the money he has stolen. On March 18th, 1895, he caused the fining of our associate Bardi, cabman of the Piazza Santa Maria Novella, for a contravention. On December 3rd, 1896, a contribution of four soldi a week was levied upon him towards the Camorra, and he refused, threatening to inform against our associate who made the request. The two latter facts will be found duly recorded in the Book of Offences.

This statement by a mysterious enemy — a woman — sealed the fate of the unfortunate cashier, for the caposocietà at once briefly announced:

The objection is taken, and the application is refused.

For a few moments the disguised figure bent and wrote some words, as though making a note of the facts that had just been put forward.

Then he raised his head, looked slowly round the table with those eyes which seemed to glint so strangely through his impenetrable mask, and rising to his feet and taking up one of the two knives lying on the table before him, he held it poised above his head for a moment, then bringing it down with a sharp, swift blow upon the table caused the point to enter the wood and left the weapon vibrating there.

The effect was electrical, for each person seated there started quickly, moved uneasily, and La Bambola noticed that that well-formed hand with the old Etruscan ring upon it trembled violently.

The driving of that keen Camorrist knife into the wood was a symbol which all knew, save the woman who had been so mysteriously conducted there. No word was uttered, but the sensation caused by this unexpected action of the capo-società was apparent, and La Bambola sat breathless, wondering what it could signify.

For a full five minutes there was complete silence, broken only by the footsteps of the man who, stationed outside the window, was keeping watch to prevent eavesdroppers, or to give alarm at the approach of the police.

The capo-società had reseated himself, a weird, statuesque figure, at the head of the big table. The tension was terrible. All were waiting for that shrouded figure to speak.

Honour to this society of Florence, and honour to this reunion, he said at last in a deeper yet clearer tone than before. Information duly examined by the capintesta, and confirmed by the mamme regarding a serious offence committed by a woman against the laws of this society is to hand. The mamme has found her guilty. He paused, and again glanced slowly around. Then he asked solemnly: Is it the order of the Camorra that she shall die?

At first there was a slight hesitancy among those around, but one by one the hands were laid upon the table.

La Bambola, breathless and dumbfounded at those significant words, withheld her hand, concealing it beneath her cloak.

The right hands of all those assembled were on the table — all save hers.

Quick! whispered her guide. Act as the other are acting. You can state no objection. Quick! Don hesitate.

For a second she held back, then, forced by the man beside her, she laid her nervous, trembling hand upon the table.

Her action completed the unanimity. It sealed the fate of some woman unnamed, and unknown.


CHAPTER XV

FIXES A DATE
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AGAIN THE DEEP, hard voice broke the silence, sounding metallic and weird through the gloom.

It is the decision of the Camorra that just as this knife has struck into the wood, so shall it strike into the heart of her who has offended. Enough! There is no dissentient.

May we not know her offence? timidly inquired a voice, evidently that of a young man.

Every ear was strained to catch the response.

The woman has broken her oath, and has set at nought the rules of the irieno, was the answer. She has basely endeavoured to use the power of the Camorra for purposes of private vengeance, and therefore is condemned.

Are there no means by which she can make atonement? demanded the same voice, evidently of one who knew the identity of the victim of the intended secret assassination.

None. The Camorra is inexorable towards those who betray it, or who seek the death of any of its active companions.

While speaking, he took from an iron-bound box at his elbow a packet of square, scarlet envelopes, each sealed with black wax and bearing a number written in ink in clear, bold numerals.

To those assembled the red envelopes were full of grim meaning. Truth to tell, one of them contained the death-warrant of the woman whom the Camorra intended to remove swiftly and secretly. The black-hooded man busied himself in preparing a like number of pieces of paper, which he folded carefully and placed in a small bowl at the same time as the envelopes. This preparation occupied fully ten minutes, and when it was finished the forbidding-looking figure drew itself up again, sitting erect and statuesque.

No further word of explanation was vouchsafed, however, regarding the unfortunate unknown woman who had offended; none knew her name, or anything definite as to her actions which had invoked the terrible vengeance of the most powerful of all secret societies. To one of those seated there would fall the task of committing murder. But to whom?

The anxiety was intense; the silence complete.

Come, exclaimed the capo-società after a breathless pause, let us commence. And he passed the bowl containing the pieces of paper to the first man on his left, who took one carefully, and handed on the rest. Thus it passed from hand to hand until it came to La Bambola. That hand with the Etruscan ring upon it held out to her the small bowl of old repoussé silver. What, she wondered, if the fatal number fell to her? She held her breath. She would have flatly refused to draw were it not that refusal was utterly impossible. The bowl was held before her by that silent, mysterious woman whose slim, white fingers betrayed her to be a patrician. The hand with the ring had taken one of the pieces of paper and placed it upon the table almost carelessly, without opening it.

The turn was now La Bambolas. For a second she drew back, yet, forced by the example of the others, she placed her trembling fingers in the bowl and drew forth one of the numbers — which, she knew not.

Then she passed the remainder on to the man who was her guide.

She unfolded the paper eagerly, and saw printed legibly upon it the number thirty-seven. In a few minutes, when the bowl was emptied and each one present had a piece of paper, the first man who had drawn announced his number, and in return the capo-società handed him the corresponding envelope. One after the other each member of that weird assembly received the small sealed packets until the turn came of La Bambola, and in a low faltering voice she announced her own number.

Thirty-seven! repeated the man whose eyes shone so brightly through the two narrow slits in his black hood.

And the scarlet envelope was handed from hand to hand, until it reached her.

It felt thin and flimsy to the touch, but the seal was large and imposing, a coat of arms bearing the sign of the double cross, part of the insignia of the Camorra.

Could it be possible, she wondered, that that thin envelope was actually the fatal one?

It seemed impossible — and yet one of those veiled persons seated at the table held the warrant to kill, although none knew into whose possession it had passed.

She noticed that on receiving the envelope each placed it upon the table without breaking it open, so she followed the example of the rest. After a further pause the harsh voice again continued:

On March 14th, at midnight, the seals are to be broken — not till then. In the envelope will be found a full statement of the womans offence, her name, her whereabouts, with full instructions as to the manner in which her end is to be accomplished. To-day is February 18th. On March the 14th at midnight the truth will be known to the one to whose lot the committal of the deed has fallen. Let him bear courage, and act swiftly, without fear and without remorse. Traitors deserve a dogs death.

All anxiety to satisfy herself that she was not the actual person to whom the deed of vengeance had fallen, yet nearly a month must elapse before the fateful night when each one of that shrouded assembly would, with eager fingers, open their envelopes in the privacy of their own chambers and learn the truth.

The secrecy preserved by the Camorra in all its actions is one of its most remarkable features. The names of persons condemned are never known save to those whose lot it is to assassinate. Only the mysterious capintesta, or chief of the society at Naples, together with the caposocietà, or local chief, are aware of the name. It is the latter who prepares the fateful scarlet envelopes, but as the numbering must be done at haphazard in the presence of at least three members of the Camorra, and then lots drawn for the envelopes, it is impossible for even the caposocietà to know to whom falls the duty of carrying out the sentence of death.

La Bambola, glancing around, saw that the possession of those scarlet envelopes had caused a thrill of nervous excitement through the whole assembly. Though their faces were hidden, she detected by their movement that all were agitated by the same fears which troubled her. She saw now the reason she had been so mysteriously conducted there — namely, to share in the assassination of the unnamed woman.

The man at the head of the table drew the knife of vendetta from the wood, but not without some effort, for it had been deeply imbedded there. He felt its point with his fingers to ascertain that it was uninjured. Then he announced:

On March the 13th this will be sent in a packet addressed to the initials S.U.O. at the Firma in Posta, Florence. It will be claimed and used by the one whose envelope contains instructions.

By such precaution the Camorra itself were unaware of the identity of the person who carried out its death-sentence, and thus was secrecy observed in every small particular. In Italy to-day, strange though it may seem, the people are perpetually at war with the authorities, knowing well that to obtain justice in the courts is well-nigh impossible, and that the wealthy always obtain judgment in their favour, both in civil and criminal cases, no matter what the evidence may be, or how logically clear that the contadino has cause to summon the signore before the judges. The Camorra is the natural outcome of all this. Springing from the criminal class of Naples, it is daily spreading throughout Italy, having already obtained such a hold in the south and the centre of the country that the woman who to-night is summoned into council, just as La Bambola had been, will to-morrow be your hostess at her villa or in her palazzo. Perhaps she may have one of those fatal scarlet envelopes securely locked in her jewel-case or in her private escritoire, always dreading the approaching hour when to open it is imperative, and she must even become an assassin, if needs be. Such a society could not exist out of Italy. The hot blood of the people, their natural caution, their secretiveness, and their slow but certain vendetta, are all traits which go to make the modern Camorrist. Even senators and deputies, that crowd composed for the most part of political adventurers who travel free on the railways and who quarrel in the Camera at Rome, have, by recent criminal trials, been proved to belong to the society. Thus Italy is to a great extent governed, or at least its policy is much influenced by the all-powerful Camorra. Perhaps if its policy were influenced a little more some good result might come out of the government, and the poor be lightened of their crushing burden of taxation.

Those whose lot it is to live in Italy learn to love the country and the people who, though existing in grinding poverty, are at heart the most charming and simple in Europe. Courteous to the stranger, with an intense admiration for the Inglese and everything English, the average Italian of the rural districts is not the brigandish person popularly supposed by the untravelled; but, on the contrary, a calm, hardworking, honest fellow, who respects his home, his religion, and the country which, gave him birth. An unstable government, the oppression of the police, and the petty-fogging officialdom which strangles the nations commerce ruins him. Added to these come the enormous taxes which ultimately crush him, until at length he becomes a Camorrist, an anarchist, a socialist, or a partisan of some such party. Outbreaks against the law, rioting, and the shooting down of the people by carabineers are, of course, but the natural outcome; The Camorra, unlike Nihilism, does not conspire against the monarchy, nor has its creed any resemblance to the silly notions of the anarchist. Its existence is essentially for mutual protection against unjust laws and for mutual assistance in case of necessity. Extortion and blackmail are practised, of course, for the idea held is that the rich should assist the poor. For that reason the marchesa in her carriage is, like La Bambola, a Camorrista, paying so many lire annually towards the funds of the society in order to avoid demands. The merchant or banker pays because he knows that it is cheaper to do so than to be robbed continually by his employés, the majority of whom are members of the society. One Camorrist does not rob another, hence by joining, the merchant places himself in a position of safety. Besides, if he fails in business the society will probably render him very valuable assistance.

The capo-società had been engaged in re-packing into the box the various papers, the silver bowl, the knife, and other objects, yet through it all no word was spoken by those around the table. They were certainly uncommunicative, these grim-looking persons, masked and veiled, who knew not one another. Not a word had been exchanged among them during the whole proceedings, save the instructions whispered to La Bambola by the man who had conducted her thither.

Suddenly, when the box was closed with a clang and securely locked, the shrouded man again spoke, saying:

Honour to the Camorra, and to its members! The council is ended. Let each recollect Rule 68 of the irieno, which forbids a word of what has taken place to pass the lips. The seal of silence be upon you all.

And he rose, as signal that the sitting was concluded, an example which the others followed.

Then, one by one, the veiled persons departed, at intervals of several minutes. La Bambola at first wondered at this, but saw that the strict rule which forbade them to emerge together had two reasons: the first, in order that attention of outsiders should not be attracted, and the second, to allow each member to escape without risk of being followed or identified by another.

At last it came to her turn, and together with her escort she walked down the passage and out into the roadway.

Let us hurry, he urged when they were outside and he had taken off his mask. She did the same, and they walked quickly, passing over the level crossing of the railway and into the city by the gate, where sat a sleepy guard of the dazio who, seeing that they carried no parcel or bag, allowed them to proceed without the usual interrogation.

The cab which had conveyed them from the palazzo was awaiting them a short distance away, and into this her guide handed her with some politeness. Then the man, lifting his hat, wished her addio, and disappeared into the darkness, -while she was driven back into the heart of the sleeping city.

Truly that night her experience had been unique. And in her breast, concealed within her bodice, she bore that scarlet envelope which might, for aught she knew, contain the death-warrant of the unnamed.


CHAPTER XVI

IS A REVELATION
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DRESSED IN THE handsome yellow gown that had been so much admired earlier in the evening, La Bambola at last re-entered the ball-room.

It was growing late — or rather early, and dawn was near. On the high frescoed ceiling, and at one spot in the heavy tapestry curtains of the great room, otherwise hermetically closed, there grew and increased a splash of opalescent light, like an ever-enlarging eye, the eye of day, as if fain to look in through the crevice and see what was doing in the brilliantly lighted room. A certain languor was in the air, assailing those Carnival revellers, those merry-makers, who had been so full of fun until a quarter of an hour ago. You know the familiar crisis at every ball. The instant when, wearied with the gaiety and emotional stress of the night, everything seems to languish at once, drooping heads, burning cheeks, reddened or paled by excitement, tired eyes under heavy darkened lids, the odour of the fading flowers, even the wax-lights themselves seem to quiver and grow larger before their final expiration.

The absence of the hostess had, of course, been remarked, but Driscoll had set afloat the report that she was suffering from a severe headache and had gone to her room, hence on every hand had been uttered words of regret and sympathy. Now, however, that she returned, looking pale and worn, those of her guests who had not already departed came up to express their pleasure that she was able to return to them at the moment before the entertainment concluded.

The last number on the programme was a waltz and almost involuntarily Dick approached her, bowed, and invited her to dance. She was in no mood, but accepted in order to speak with him. Not more than twenty couples now remained, and she was hoping that they would depart at once.

I must see you when these people are gone, she said in a low voice over her partners shoulder. Make a feint of leaving with them, but return. I shall await you in the boudoir.

What has occurred? he inquired quickly. You look pale. Is it anything serious?

Many strange things have befallen me to-night. But up to the present nothing serious.

Ive been anxious about you the whole time, he said anxiously. I dreaded that something might happen to you. In dealings with those people one cannot take too many precautions. It was a great relief to me when I watched your return from the window of the gallery. You were absent nearly two hours, and I began to grow alarmed.

The chatterboxes guessed nothing?

Nothing, he replied with a smile. I lied artistically, and every one sympathised with you on account of your neuralgic headache. I heard the old Contessa Leonelli tell another woman that she intended to go to your room and visit you. Therefore I slipped out and gave Suzanne orders that if any one asked for you she was to reply that you had given strict instructions not to be disturbed.

Really, Dick, she answered, smiling, youre a perfect friend — a treasure of a friend!

I feel flattered by the marchesas compliment, T assure you, he replied with a mock bow, laughing and leading her back to a seat.

Men and women trooped up to their pretty hostess to shake her hand in adieu. Some of the womens hands outstretched were ungloved, and the white fingers reminded her of those of that silent, mysterious figure who had sat next her at the council of the Camorra. The thought caused her to glance at each hand in search of the old Etruscan ring. To discover the wearer of the unusual ornament was a fancy which grew upon her.

When Driscoll entered her pretty boudoir, with its silk hangings of dead rose, he found her half reclining upon a divan, her head thrown wearily back upon a big cushion of yellow silk, patiently awaiting him. She was tired out, and had closed her eyes in order to think.

The stirring of the heavy portière re-awakened her, and when he had seated himself in one of the big old mediæval armchairs with their high backs and gilded ornaments he said: Now relate to me all that has happened.

She held her breath for a moment. Seeing her chest heave tremulously and fall again, he fell to wondering.

That man took me across the city to be present at a meeting.

What? he exclaimed, quickly interested. Then you have actually been present at a meeting of the society? She nodded.

I was forced to be present, and to take part in the business.

What business?

A seal of silence is, alas! upon my lips, she answered. I regret, Dick, that I cannot divulge, even to you.

He was silent for a moment, his gaze fixed upon her. He knew that she had paid an annual tribute to the Camorra for several years past.

So you have to-night actually become possessed of the secrets of the society! he exclaimed, as though the thing were incredible. You have become a Camorrista of the active class. Who would dream it of La Bambola?

True! she laughed rather nervously. Who would believe that I have association with assassins?

Then it was assassination which was discussed at this mysterious meeting? he exclaimed quickly.

But with womans quick diplomacy she replied:

Assassination! Why, how absurd! You surely dont think, Dick, that Im a murderess?

He, reflecting an instant upon certain of her actions in London to which she had confessed only smiled.

That woman into whose face he looked had every element of distinction and of popularity. Young, rich, of noble name, beautiful, witty, and artistic — simple, too, and unaffected, with the genuine unaffectedness only to be found in the old aristocracy, and not always there — to crown all, without another thought but to please him, to be his devoted slave and the best of comrades.

Did she love him as she had admitted that night? Sometimes he thought so. Indeed, it seemed very much to him that this deep conspiracy of which she had been driven to confess was on account of the affection she bore him. More than once before she had, in a serious moment, with an outburst of sentiment, admitted love for him, and the next second had laughed, declaring that her words were only meant in jest, and that although friends, they would never be lovers. The whole affair had been virtuous, platonic, utopian — the sort of affectionate regard that practises rather than satisfies a womans heart, that trains its powers for another and fuller passion which is bound to supervene before long. It was the apprenticeship of love, in fact, something like the masse blanche young priests repeat by way of rehearsal that they may not blunder in the genuine solemn mass that is to follow.

Why do you stare at me so, Dick? she asked, and a pretty ripple of low laughter ran from her sweet mouth like the circling eddy on the limpid surface of a pool. Have I offended you?

Not in the least. You went there under compulsion, he replied. All I trust is that you may not be drawn into any of their plots. Its a dangerous game, remember — an extremely dangerous game.

His words caused her a sharp twinge. She recollected that scarlet envelope locked securely within her big, steel-lined jewel-case. But she only smiled again, that sweet and tranquil smile which calmed and soothed him always.

Yes, La Bambola was a wonderful woman. She had no equal, either in grace, in beauty, or in complexity of character. Her locks, of that gold-brown hue so uncommon, crowned the face of Aurora, for, indeed, her face, even at that hour of jaded fatigue, glowed with a rosy freshness of dawn, as dazzling as rare, that had triumphantly resisted six years of life in Paris, Florence, and Rome, with their hot rooms and artificial light that burns up so many roses in the flames of their candelabra. Once she had been reckless in her regard of appearances. In fact, it was Dick who had incessantly to teach her not to affront needlessly public opinion — a foe that is always in arms and always merciless. Love she had in abundance, but the art and mystery of its skilled opponents were beyond her ken. She was the antipodes of most women who possess the latter qualifications to perfection, but of the other not a whit. To comprehend and apply the cunning maxim of The Prince one must be a Borgia to begin with. Borgia comes first, Macchia velli afterwards; one is the poet, the other the critic. No Borgia, however, was she, but just a good woman, popular and brilliant, be it admitted, but as simple-minded, with all her monumental beauty, as the little maid in the rustic picture who tries to take up a handful of water from the spring to quench her thirst, but, in her trembling haste, lets it trickle away every drop between her fingers and stands there — an image of embarrassment and confusion.

Do not fear to describe your adventure to me? he asked earnestly, leaning upon the twisted arms of the ancient chair, and bending forward to her.

Yes, she responded. As a Camorrista I am under oath to say nothing to one who is not a member of the society.

And you have actually taken an oath to them? he exclaimed in surprise. You did not tell me that. Were you admitted a full member to-night?

No, she answered; it was in London.

But why, Laura, have you done this? he demanded in an impatient, reproachful tone, It was madness, surely?

I have already explained. There was no other way to find the man I sought.

And you actually joined that band in order to attain your own private ends? You denounced him, knowing full well what his fate must be — swift, tragic, mysterious.

No, no! she cried in sudden agony, stretching out her hand before her. You have already reproached me, and I, alas! am filled with keenest remorse. You, Dick, are my only friend! You will not forsake me in this, the most serious crisis of my life — will you?

Certainly not. I think I have always shown you that I am loyal, and that you can trust me, he said in a tone of sympathy.

And you will help me? she asked quickly.

I am yours to command.

Ah! but I fear you will think my request too full of danger for yourself, she exclaimed dubiously, her wonderful eyes fixed upon his. Then after a pause she added, I want you to go to London.

To London? he echoed. It was a good many years since he had been in England. He had never revisited London since that memorable night when he had slipped past the barrier at Charing Cross station and escaped to the Continent because the police were searching for him everywhere. From that day he had been a cosmopolitan wanderer, a man whose past, like that of so many others whom one meets in the cheap pensions and third-class hotels, had been a sealed book. Indeed, the very idea of daring to return to London caused him to hesitate. What if he were recognised? Arrest would follow. Yes, a visit to London was fraught with far too many dangers, much as he had longed all through those years to see its dear old grimy streets, to hear the roar of its traffic, and to push his way amid its bustling thousands. Yet again he could not rid himself of the recollection of what Fowler had said when they had quarrelled. He felt somehow that the shadow of ruin was upon this brilliant woman before him.

Ah! she sighed, I see you are hesitating, Dick.

I know the reason. You fear to return? But after all this time the affair is surely forgotten. Your appearance, too, must have changed since then. Years ago I recollect that you were much thinner, and with a little effort at disguise Im sure you would pass unrecognised.

His countenance was serious and he shook his head dubiously. Her suggestion had brought back to him recollections of his fateful past and the tragic cause which led to his compulsory exile. La Bambola knew a good many facts about his past. He had long ago confessed to her. She had pitied him, for she knew well that the fault was not his own, and that although battling against poverty he was yet honest and upright.

He reflected for some time whether it were possible to visit England undetected, then said:

You wish me to go to him — eh?

Yes, she exclaimed in quick earnestness, you must save him, you understand. You are my only friend, Dick — the only person who knows the truth. I dare not trust any one else. Surely you will not refuse to save him — for my sake?

Her words were puzzling. Had she suddenly become enamoured of the man whom, in her frenzy of hatred, she had denounced? He saw upon her pale countenance a look of sheer desperation, but was unable to decide whether it were remorse or affection which prompted her.

The risk is great, he said slowly, and besides—

Ah, no! she interrupted, springing forward and grasping his hands in hers. No, Dick, you will not refuse me! You will go to London and save him, wont you?

How can I save him? It is evident that the information you gave is sufficient to bring upon him their vendetta..

You must go straight to Volpini, and must prove that the information I gave was entirely false. I will arrange the details if you will only consent to go to London and do your best. Tell me that you will? she urged. Surely you will not abandon me now, Dick?

What is Dora to do while I am absent? She cant live alone.

I will invite her. She shall stay here with me. Once we were quite friendly, but somehow, of late, Ive thought that she has endeavoured to avoid me. Why, I cant tell. Rest assured, however, that I will be kind to her, and will try to give the poor child a little gaiety. Once or twice since my return here Ive passed her when driving and have thought her face unusually sad. Why is it?

Her life is very lonely, I fear, her father said, but vouchsafed no other explanation. He was wondering if Dora would accept the invitation of the marchesa whom in Rome she had scorned as that woman.

Then you will let me call on her at eleven this morning and invite her? And by the mail to-night you will leave for London?

Driscolls lips compressed. To tread those well-remembered streets again was to run a terrible risk, and yet if he could undo this mischief that she had worked he ought to make an effort. Again he was silent for a few moments, then answered:

Well, if you wish it I will make the attempt, Laura — for your sake.

Ah! she cried, starting up joyfully, for my sake, Dick! I know, I know! she added, kissing his hand passionately and then sinking upon her knees before him. You have sacrificed yourself for me more than once. The world would not believe this! The world does not think it possible that a man can be a womans friend without being her lover.

I am not your lover, Laura. I can never be, he answered, carrying her hand to his lips as he bowed with deep reverence. I am only your true and platonic friend — a man who admires you as a womanly woman.

A friend who is prepared to risk his own liberty for my sake! she cried. Can I find words to thank such a true and devoted friend? No; they must remain unsaid, she exclaimed, allowing him to assist her to her feet. You have resolved to dare the fates for my sake in order that I should be spared that bitter remorse which must otherwise overshadow my life until its end. My gratitude to you, dear old Dick, is inexpressible, and he saw that her splendid eyes were brimming full of tears. It is late, she added, her hand trembling in his. We are both tired out. Return here for luncheon, and I will prepare a draft on Coutts and give you all the necessary instructions. In the meantime, about eleven, I will call on you, and invite Dora to come to me during your absence.

Again silence fell between them.

Why are you crying? he asked her in a low, tender voice, full of solicitude.

A quick shudder ran through her, and a moment later she faltered a confession which came direct from her heart.

Because, Dick — well, because I see how shameless, how sinful, how unworthy I have been.

He took leave of her, bowing and kissing her hand again as was his wont, and when he had gone she walked slowly along the great old corridors, grey with the light of dawn, to her own room. She had sent the faithful Suzanne to bed when she had returned to the ball-room, and was therefore alone.

As she entered, her eyes fell upon her big jewel-case standing upon an ebony table over which glowed four electric lamps in the form of drooping flowers. Within that case was concealed the fateful scarlet envelope. She unlocked it, and taking it out examined it closely, wondering what would be found within on the night when she was free to break its seal.

The red envelope was thin and flimsy, as envelopes usually are on the Continent, and having held it in her hand for a moment she placed it upon the toilet-table while she removed one of the little silk shades from the electric light so as to look at it more closely.

Upon the table Suzanne had evidently spilt, earlier in the night, a single drop of some brilliantine, or other toilet requisite, so that when she took up the envelope a large spot, the size of a penny, was accidentally rendered transparent by the oily liquid.

Her eyes were riveted upon it in horror. The transparency of the red paper, caused by the liquid, revealed that upon the sheet within was some writing closely penned. She glared at it in wild, abject terror.

Dio! she shrieked aloud, the envelope falling from her fingers. The written instructions! The lot has fallen to me — to me! I am compelled to commit murder!

She swayed forward unsteadily, grasped the edge of the toilet-table frantically in order to steady herself; but all strength had left her, and an instant later she reeled, sinking rigid and senseless upon the carpet. The revelation of the truth had stunned her. She lay motionless as one dead — alone, without any hand to succour her.


CHAPTER XVII

AROUSES CERTAIN SUSPICIONS
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THROUGH THE DARKNESS and drizzling rain of a gusty night a lonely man trudged wearily around Mornington Crescent towards the Hampstead Road.

Bent beneath the weight of the huge basket slung upon his back, he went forward steadily, though the rain was beating full into his face and the keen March wind cut through his seedy jacket. He was wet to the skin, for he had walked many miles of those dreary London streets that day. His basket was more carefully protected from the weather than was his person, yet against such a depressing outlook he seemed to keep good heart, for as he went along he hummed to himself in Italian that gay love-song:



La stagion delle morette 

E di aprile, maggio e giugno; 

Morettina non far il grugno, 

Non mi far più spasimar.

Tieni amore, Morettina, 

Tieni amore, Morettella.



La più vaga e la più bella Che mi ha fatto innamorar.

The flickering light of a street lamp revealed him to be a careless, merry-faced son of the South, with little to distinguish him from the thousands of other Italians who come to London to seek their fortunes save, perchance, that his features were well cut and more refined, and that even though his rain-sodden clothes were old and frayed, he was well-shaven and his black moustache carefully trained in an upward direction. He was a good-looking fellow, possessed of a distinct air of superiority not usually found in the average seller of plaster images in the streets of London, and no wonder, seeing that he was of an old patrician family, that he had been born a baron, and that he was actually a noble, whose arms were emblazoned in the Golden Book of the old-world city of Pisa. His lineage was as ancient as the Lanfreducci, the Paule, or the ill-fated Gheradeschi who were starved in the Tower of Hunger.

In adversity and amid the cheerless surroundings of the chill metropolis he preserved that careless, easy-going gaiety so characteristic of the Tuscan temperament, although sometimes, be it said, he would ponder seriously over those past days when, as the pet of Florence he had been a prominent member of the Unione, had driven an English tandem in the Cascine, and been bidden to all and sundry of the smart feasts and functions on the banks of the Arno.

Ugo Valenti, now known as Ugo, the gentleman, lived amid that circle of straggling Italians in a narrow, unwholesome street off Leather Lane, not because he could not obtain other employment, but in order to bury himself from the world he once knew. Although only thirty-two he had seen much of life, and when on his sudden flight from Florence he arrived in London, via New York, it had occurred to him to take a place as waiter. He had good clothes, a dress-suit, and a taking manner, therefore he had little difficulty in obtaining a post in a hotel in Piccadilly, where the whole of the service was Italian. For a fortnight all went well, and he began to flatter himself that in the disguise of a waiter, and with the assumed name of Buontalenti, he had successfully evaded those who were making inquiries as to his whereabouts. Judge his dismay, however, when one afternoon he answered the bell of one of the bedrooms and found there the old wizen faced Contessa Boccara of Florence, a woman who had known him ever since he had been a child in his nurses arms.

The encounter was very embarrassing. She at once recognised him, but being a good old soul promised to keep his secret, and had done so. Nevertheless, the circumstances caused him to resolve to abandon the calling of waiter in favour of some lower occupation where the chances of recognition were smaller and in which he could effectually efface his identity. Thus had he drifted to Saffron Hill, and becoming one of the struggling crowd there — mostly workmen from the Italian towns or contadini from the plains — he had taken up image-hawking as a mode of living.

Image-selling, as a profession, has its good points. It appeals strongly to the Italian temperament because of its freedom and absence of any limitation of hours, or even of district. The Italian who leaves his own country becomes a nomad being, and to Ugo, who had never known restriction and never done a days work in his life before his brief experience as waiter in a London hotel, the freedom of street-hawking was just suited to his taste. In winter he worked the suburbs of the metropolis, calling at each door and offering his wares for sale. More often than not he received uncourteous rebuffs, for the English housewife is not over-well disposed to that class of person whom she generally terms a dirty foreigner; nevertheless he retained good spirits always, and on such occasions simply shrugged his shoulders and trudged on. In summer, however, he went farther afield into the Surrey lanes, the smaller towns of Middlesex and Berkshire, and across flat and uninteresting Essex, tramping daily from village to village without either knowing or even caring in which direction he went so long as the sun shone, the sky was blue, and the birds sang, for the English country in summer reminded him of Italy, the bright, smiling home he had loved but to which he had now bade adieu for ever.

To the Italian London in winter is terribly depressing. Fogs, grey skies, and ceaseless rain cast a dispiriting gloom over Saffron Hill. Ah! it is a paese triste, they say. But when the sun shines and the air is warm, even if the smoke-pall still hangs over London, the Englishman who passes down the street hears the melodious voices of the South singing the old songs and serenades of the Campagna, the Romagna, or the Maremma. The Italians are such children. Joy comes to their heart only with the sunlight. The damp and dreary darkness of winter is to them the one drawback of the great world of London, for which each one of them, waiter, organ-grinder, image-hawker, ice-cream vendor, or asphalt-worker, entertains such a profound admiration.

Unlike the French or German worker in London, the Italian keeps himself very much to himself. He admires the English, is industrious, saving, sober, observes all the festas from Pasqua to the Ognissanti and eats fritters on the day of San Giuseppe. He may entertain anarchist or socialist principles, but is careful never to offend his friends the English by obtruding them. At heart, he rather sympathises with us for being compelled to live in such a climate where no grapes will grow and no wine is made.

Ugo Valenti, although an educated man, was an average type of the exiled Italian, and possessed the same prejudices and affections as the majority. He had struggled hard in order to earn sufficient to make both ends meet, and to pay for his room high up in Cross Street, in the house of a worthy compatriot and his wife who came from the quaint old town of Urbino, away in the Romagna, and who now kept a small shop in Leather Lane, where the native cheese, wine in flasks, pasta, of various dimensions and other articles so dear to the Italian palate could be purchased. The pair lived in a set of clean, airy rooms, and Ugo had been their lodger for nearly three years. He was, therefore, much more comfortable than the majority of image-sellers, who, for the most part, lived in very unwholesome, noisy, and overcrowded quarters. Now that he had so entirely effaced his identity and burned the bridges into his past, he would indeed have been quite happy were it not for certain recollections which ever and anon arose within, causing him to bite his lips — sometimes to the blood.

Per Bacco! He had been a fool — a blind fool! Well, it was all over. So what mattered? And thus he would console himself.

He had never used the name Valenti since his arrival in London, but had assumed the common one of Buontalenti, because he found that the Municipio of London did not require his family history and that of his grandparents, as it did in Italy. But every one called him Ugo, and at once the nickname of the signorino — young gentleman — was attached to him because of his polished manners which he was unable to conceal. He never, however, gave himself airs, and was nowadays as popular in Saffron Hill as he had once been in the Via Tornabuoni or the Corso.

He was hungry as he trudged along around Mornington Crescent after an almost fruitless day, but he knew that his padrona would have a big basin of hot minestra awaiting him, and perhaps a plate of pasta al pomidoro to follow — dishes unknown in London save in Saffron Hill. Thought of the feast that would be his within half an hour caused him to hum his song more merrily as, heedless of the driving rain, he went steadily onward along the terrace of dark houses facing the railed-in garden where the leafless trees were creaking and moaning in the rough blast.

Bent forward beneath the weight of his basket he was utterly unaware that for a long time the figure of a man had been following him closely as his shadow for several days past. At a point near Queens Park Station, away at Kensal Green, the mysterious person had come up with him that afternoon and had kept behind him ever since. While Ugo was offering his images in those smaller thoroughfares between Kilburn Lane and the Harrow Road, the shadow had that day made his appearance, and had never left him since. Away across Kilburn and St. Johns Wood, down Avenue Road and around Regents Park this man had dogged his footsteps, patiently, silently, without ever once placing himself in the sight of the man he was so closely watching. It appeared as though he was now tracking him back to his home.

To the onlooker, however, the watchers actions were certainly not such as to inspire confidence. By the slouching manner in which he kept observation upon the seller of images it seemed apparent that his intent was a sinister one.

Misericordia! exclaimed the man who called himself Buontalenti when he had finished his song. What a climate! No wonder these poor lean English are eager to get to Italy in winter! First a fog, then snow, then rain — rain — ugh! Im sure I havent seen the sun for ten weeks or more. I wonder whether it will ever shine again?

He stopped suddenly before the railings of one of the houses, and resting his basket upon the spikes, shifted it from one shoulder to the other, an operation which the silent watcher regarded with no little interest. The rain seriously affects images of plaster, therefore he carefully readjusted the worn piece of oilcloth covering the basket, knowing well that if the water penetrated there his goods would be irretrievably ruined. Once there was a considerable sale for alabaster ornaments, statuettes, baskets of fruit and vases with wonderfully carved handles. They were made in Leghorn and Volterra and exported cheaply to London, where the vendors found a ready sale for them. But the taste of the Inglese has latterly changed, and plaster images, mostly statuettes copied from modern French works, Venuses, and nude bathing girls are the most popular. Alabaster under glass shades and sealed with a circle of chenille to keep out the dust, is no longer in vogue for decorative purposes.

Ugo, all unconscious of the slouching man following him, took up his burden again and commenced to tramp steadily forward in face of the driving rain. He crossed the road, and in order to cut off a corner and so reach the Hampstead Road more quickly, took the opposite pavement which bounded the semi-circular garden forming the centre of the Crescent. Beneath the bare, overhanging boughs it was dark, for that side of the roadway was ill-lit, the street lamps being placed before the houses. The same instant, however that the wearied foreigner had crossed into the darkness, a man suddenly emerged from the area of one of the houses, dashed across the road, and then running on tiptoe came up swiftly and noiselessly behind him.

The hand of the stranger as he approached the unconscious man went to his side, and as he came up to him he raised his arm high. There was the gleam of a polished knife-blade, and a sharp cry followed by loud imprecations in Italian.

The vengeance of the Camorra had fallen upon the image-seller in that quiet, prosaic London crescent — the vengeance of the scarlet envelope that is so far-reaching, so inexorable.

Ugo felt the blow and turned quickly, although hampered in his movements by the big basket at his back. The latter, however, had saved him from the assassins knife. The spot aimed at, namely, the centre of the back beneath the shoulder-blades, being covered by the basket, the man who had dealt the blow had been compelled to strike high. By doing so he had missed his aim, and the knife only penetrated the basket.

All happened in a few seconds. Ugo turned sharply to face his assailant, but the latter had withdrawn his weapon with the hilt of the double-cross and raised his arm to strike his victim to the heart. The image-seller, borne down by the basket at his back, was at that instant defenceless. He could only seize the mans arm and struggle with him.

The encounter, however, lasted only a moment for his assailant was a thin, wiry fellow whom he knew to be Italian by the words which escaped him, but whose dark sallow features he did not recollect ever having seen before. By his bony physiognomy and olive complexion he was either Sicilian or Sardinian.

Suddenly the man tripped up his victim, causing him to fall back heavily from the kerb into the mud. Then bending, the fellow raised his knife and again struck full at Ugos heart.

So swiftly did all this happen that it was the work of a moment. With one hand the assassin held his victims throat, and in the other the keen long-bladed knife flashed above.


CHAPTER XVIII

TURNS ENMITY TO FRIENDSHIP
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THE BLOW FELL, but the blade, instead of being buried in the breast of the helpless man, who had thus been so suddenly taken unawares, was twisted from the mans hand and flung over the railings into the garden beyond, while the would-be assassin felt himself gripped by the neck from behind with fingers like iron.

Accidente! ejaculated the man who had thus been foiled in his sinister intention. It was the only word which escaped his lips, but it was sufficiently expressive.

The burly Englishman, in whose grip he was, pulled him to his feet, and exclaimed:

So this is the cowardly way you scoundrels fight, is it? A stab in the back at a moment when a man cant defend himself. A nice little story for the police, this!

The mention of the word police caused the fellow to endeavour to twist himself from his captor. But he was unsuccessful. The man who held him was the same who had been following the young Italian during several days, and he was strong, muscular, and athletic. Even the wiry stranger was as a child in his grip.

In the meantime Ugo had released himself from his basket of broken images and picking himself up out of the mud, thanked his rescuer profusely in very good English. The spot was so dark that they could scarcely recognise each others features, but Valenti peered closely into the face of the man who had assailed him, exclaiming: Per Diana! when we meet again it will be my turn for vendetta. You brutal coward!

The man was silent. Apparently it was not his intention to open his mouth.

What shall we do with him? asked the Englishman. Take him to the police and charge him with attempted murder? English law is hard upon men who use knives. The scoundrel will get ten years inside a gaol which will serve him well right.

Then, turning to the man he held, he shook him like a dog, asking:

To what part of Italy do you belong?

The fellow refused to reply.

Speak! Wont you? Answer my question.

But the man addressed pretended not to know a word of English.

Hes a Sardo, explained the image-seller. I recognised him by his accent. He used a word in dialect when he struck at me.

At that moment on the opposite side of the way before the houses a figure came slowly along, with heavy tramp and throwing a flashing ray of light now and then down to the basement windows.

Look! exclaimed the Englishman. Heres a policeman. Shall we charge him? His future is entirely in your hands.

No, no, pleaded the assailant, quickly finding his tongue again, speaking in Italian, but using some of the dialect of Sardinia. Release me. Let me go, and I will confess everything.

Let us hear your confession, exclaimed Ugo.

I have little to confess, answered the cringing fellow. Nothing — nothing save that you are condemned by the Camorra.

And the scarlet envelope fell to you? gasped Ugo in amazement, for the first time realising the truth.

Yes. Now you can understand.

And why was I condemned? What offence have I committed? I have always paid the tax levied upon me — one shilling a week.

I am totally ignorant of the reason, responded the sallow-faced fellow whose coloured handkerchief was tied loosely at his throat.

Come, urged the Englishman quickly, let us end this discussion. The constable has noticed us and is crossing.

Tell me, demanded Valenti. Be frank, and answer this one question truthfully. Then I will give you your liberty if youll promise to make no further attempt upon me.

I promise, on the tomb of my mother, the fellow answered eagerly, using that oath most sacred to the Italian of the lower class.

Then who was it who denounced me?

A woman — of Florence, I believe. In the scarlet envelope the name was given, the Marchesa Doria-Michelozzi. Do you chance to know her?

Michelozzi! the other gasped hoarsely. La Bambola! And she has actually given me into the hands of assassins! Impossible!

Hullo! whats the matter ere? inquired the gruff voice of the constable, who had been attracted by the trio standing in the darkness, one man held in the grip of another.

Let him go, commanded Ugo in a low, strained voice. Then, turning to the policeman, announced in his broken English. It is nothing, only a misunderstanding — thats all.

Ah, foreigners agin. You people are always avin some row or other. Go ome, all three of yer.

The Englishman at once released the man who had confessed, and the latter, after a word of warning that even though his attempt had failed, the Camorra would still seek vendetta, urged that Ugo should escape from England as quickly as possible and hide from their vengeance. Then, with a word of adieu, he sped quickly away and was lost in the darkness.

I congratulate you upon a happy escape, the Englishman said, turning to the man he had rescued. It was indeed a close shave. I chanced to be walking in the same direction, and saw the fellow emerge from the basement of that empty house yonder and run up behind you. He struck too low, otherwise you might have been mortally wounded. He appeared to be a pretty desperate character.

I can only thank you, sir, for coming to my rescue, responded the Italian, but his voice was low and faltering. The truth that had been revealed to him was staggering.

She had denounced him! It seemed utterly incredible. To you, he added, I undoubtedly owe my life, and, picking up his basket, he shouldered it and the pair walked forward to the well-lit main road.

In the light of the street lamps the man who had so narrowly escaped a tragic end had a good look at his rescuer, and saw that he was a well-built, well-dressed, elderly Englishman, clean-shaven and keen-eyed. His age was a surprise to Valenti, for by his voice he had believed him to be a middle-aged man, instead of which his eyebrows were grey, his hair almost white, and the deep lines upon his brow gave him a sad, even melancholy, appearance.

What was the explanation the fellow made? he inquired of the younger man. I did not understand it. My Italian is unfortunately very imperfect. One has so little use for it in England.

The Camorra is against me, Ugo said briefly. I have been denounced.

Why?

How can I tell?

But the name of some woman was mentioned, was it not?

He held his breath. Then after a moments silence, he said, with a touch of ineffable sadness:

Yes — she is a woman I once knew.

And she is the cause of this?

The man declares that she is. But I cannot believe him; it seems utterly incredible.

Woman is dangerous, both in her love and in her hatred, remarked his chance-met acquaintance with the air of a philosopher. I suppose the affair commenced with love and ended by hatred — as it generally does?

The Italian nodded assent. He had no desire to parade the secrets of his heart before the stranger, even though to the latter he owed his life. Ugo had always kept his own counsel, and, unlike the majority of Italians, had never worn his heart upon his sleeve. The Tuscans are children both in their loves and in their vices, but become veritable men of action in their hatred.

The signore has been in Italy, of course? he asked suddenly, as they were proceeding towards the Euston Road.

Once.

You know Florence?

Slightly. All Englishmen who go to Italy spend a few days at the Uffizi and the Pitti, in order to say that they have seen the greatest art treasures in the world. As a nation we English are not an art-loving people. Most of us go there in order to be able to exhibit our superiority when we return to our own friends.

The Italian smiled at this remark.

Then if you know Florence you have perhaps heard of a woman called La Bambola? he said, lingering over the name.

The elderly man walking at his side looked sharply at him, as though perplexed by the suddenness of the question. The man whose life he had saved, bent beneath his, basket, was looking straight before him fixedly, as though his mind were full of sad recollections of his brief but brilliant past.

La Bambola? the stranger repeated. No. I dont recollect having heard the name. An actress, I suppose?

No, the smartest woman in Florence society, the Marchesa Laura Doria-Michelozzi, the last of the noble Michelozzi who were rulers of Florence in the thirteenth century.

Oh, a gentlewoman! the other exclaimed. But La Bambola is rather a curious name for a gentlewoman, is it not? It savours just a trifle of the demi-mondaine.

No, answered the other quickly. She gained the name when, quite a child, she acted in a charity performance at the Pergola Theatre.

The Englishman was silent. Once or twice he glanced furtively at the dark, serious countenance of the man at his side.

And so to her, it seems, you owe what has befallen you to-night? he remarked, as they trudged on through the rain and mire.

Yes, he answered between his teeth, to — if what the man said is really true.

But to me, a stranger, this story seems remarkable. You have not told me your name. May I not know it?

Ugo Buontalenti, native of Pisa, answered the other promptly. And yours?

Charles Morgan, native of Merthyr Tydvil, in Wales, the stranger said. Although I suppose I have no right to obtrude in your private affairs, being an utter stranger to you, yet I must confess that all this interests me greatly. I know little of Italy, nevertheless I see that you are a gentleman and if I can be of any service, you have but to command me.

You are extremely genteel, he answered in Italian. But you have already rendered me the greatest service it is possible for one man to render another — you have saved my life.

The other laughed lightly, as though such a thing were quite a small matter, a service unworthy any word of thanks.

I have by mere chance been able to save you from the hatred of a woman, it appears, remarked the man called Morgan. The reason of this denunciation is, to me, puzzling.

And to me also. As far as Im aware I have never given her offence. Indeed, since we parted I have never held any communication whatsoever with her.

You parted ill friends — eh?

No. On the contrary, we were perfectly good friends. There were reasons why I left Florence.

Secret reasons? inquired Morgan, looking hard at him.

Yes, secret reasons.

Another woman in the case, eh? Jealousy, high words, hatred, and a subsequent patching-up of the quarrel.

The Pisano started at the strangers words.!

How do you know? he demanded quickly.

I dont know, the other declared. Im merely arguing logically, thats all. Is my surmise correct?

In a measure it is.

Then possibly this woman you call La Bambola is jealous, and wants to be revenged upon you. To me, that seems clear. She has denounced you to the Camorra, and the latter have to-night sought to assassinate you.

So it would appear, exclaimed the man who concealed his identity in the guise of image-seller. But her motive is an utter mystery. There was no love between us.

Has she no motive in seeking your death? inquired his companion in a serious voice.

Yes, he answered in a hard tone. But one which I do not believe her capable of entertaining.

Ah! Your words explain the truth, Morgan said quickly. You perhaps stand between her and her present lover.

No, I think not. Why should I? Nearly five years have passed since we parted, and I believed that she had forgotten my very existence.

She may have loved you, and you remained in ignorance of it. A woman never forgets the man she has once really loved. The more passionate her love the fiercer grows the hatred afterwards — if, perchance, she unfortunately has cause to hate. With some women love is a religion. With such, hatred is their perdition. This woman whom you call La Bambola may not actually hate you, but she must possess some very strong motive before she would invoke the aid of the Camorra in order to accomplish your end.

Exactly. The mans story may be a lie. She may have paid him to follow and kill me, and the Camorra may have had no hand whatsoever in it. When you twisted the knife from the fellow, did you notice its hilt?

There was a double hilt, in the form of two crosses.

Ah! then it is the Camorra! exclaimed Ugo thoughtfully. Besides, the Sardo admitted that the scarlet envelope had fallen to him. Yes, if his story is really true, La Bambola had acted with great ingenuity, and has made a false accusation in order to bring the vengeance of the society upon me.

Have you any idea of the character of the information she has given? he asked, adding, Pray pardon me for making such unwarranted inquiries, but the whole affair interests me so much.

I think I can guess, the other answered slowly. She has made a statement which, though the truth on the face of it, she knows quite well to be a lie.

And by that lie has brought upon you this desperate attempt to take your life, observed his companion. The whole story seems a strangely tragic one, especially if you loved her.

Yes, he admitted, in a voice half choked with emotion, it is a curious affair. You would say so if you knew all the truth.

At that moment they had arrived at the corner of the Euston Road, and Morgan, halting, asked the Italian for his address, which he readily gave, expressing a hope that this new-found friend would not altogether forsake him.

I am seldom at home, for my calling takes me wandering always, he explained. But if you send me a postcard making an appointment I shall be delighted to keep to it. And now, he added, stretching forth his hand and taking Morgans in a firm grip, let me thank you again for to-nights work, and in wishing you arrivederci let me assure you that Ugo Buontalenti will ever be your most devoted friend.

The pair parted, and Morgan continued his walk down the Tottenham Court Road.

My most devoted friend, he repeated aloud to himself. If you only knew the truth, my dear Ugo, and had recognised Dick Driscoll beneath all this abominable grease and paint and theatrical make-up, you would scarcely have declared yourself to be his most devoted friend! At an rate, however, La Bambola will be satisfied at this firs result of my mission Now, if I act with caution I may be able to solve the mystery of it all. How strange it is In Florence they cry, Viva La Bambola! but in London it seems the Camorristi are crying, Death to Ugo Valenti!


CHAPTER XIX

FORETOKENS STRANGE THINGS
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DICK DRISCOLL, EXILED from London for so many years, found, on his secret return, that things had greatly changed.

The hurrying thousands were the same, the traffic greater, the fevered turmoil just as he had known it long ago in the days of his prosperity, when his name was not Driscoll and his signature was worth more thousands than he could count upon his fingers.

The aspect of the streets were different, especially in the vicinity of Piccadilly Circus and Charing Cross. He found there wide open spaces, where he had known only narrow tortuous thoroughfares, handsome buildings at which he gazed in wonder, and glaring theatres of which he knew not the names. He found himself amid surroundings which brought back to him vividly all the bitterness of the past — ah! and such a past!

To revisit London had been a dangerous undertaking, and he had only risked it at La Bambolas urgent request. When he had stepped out upon the platform at Charing Cross in the grey dawn ten days before it had been with considerable trepidation. A railway constable was standing near, and instinctively he bent his head and hurrying past, dived into a hansom and was driven out of the station. He recollected that dark memorable night years ago when, crouching in the corner of the boat train, with little Dora beside him, he had hidden his face in an evening paper, cast a furtive glance at the gloomy old station and had taken farewell of the city he had known and loved so well. He tried to put the past behind him, but sight of the Strand in that grey misty dawn awakened within him all those memories he had so long striven to put aside.

After breakfasting, his first visit had been to a well-known wig-makers in Bow Street where, with a few touches, his appearance was rapidly altered, and so well that in the mirror he scarcely recognised himself, for the artist had transformed him into a refined elderly gentleman, and in this character he had taken up his quarters at a private hotel in Buckingham Street. The same afternoon he had met by appointment an elderly Italian waiter engaged at the Savoy, and from information gained from him, he had that same afternoon and all through the following day watched the unfortunate seller of images, dogging his footsteps through the whole of his long and tiring round. Driscoll had ascertained that the attempt was to be made, and therefore day after day he trudged miles and miles, always keeping Ugo under observation as closely and cleverly as any agent of police watching a suspected person.

The information given by the Italian waiter had proved correct. The attempt had now been made, and he, just in the nick of time, had been able to prevent it. He was highly pleased with his success, and was congratulating himself at the result of his difficult mission as he went on down Shaftesbury Avenue to the Charing Cross telegraph office, the only one open at that hour. From thence he despatched the reassuring message to La Bambola.

Having done this he strolled along the Strand, and turned into one of the cheaper Italian restaurants, for he was cold, wet, and half famished. When a man wears disguise and his face is daily made-up with lines of paint it is unwise of him to eat in public, especially beneath the glare of electric light. Driscoll was well aware of this, for his constant fears were twofold; first, that some one might detect that his elderly appearance was false, and secondly that his real identity might be revealed. He lived in constant dread of a contretemps. The discovery that a man is made-up must always arouse suspicion, and in his case any suspicion might lead to the putting in force of the warrant issued so long ago for his arrest.

The small restaurant was fortunately ill-lit, for the dining-hour was long past, and half the lights had been extinguished. So he had the place all to himself, and seated in a position in which his countenance was in the shadow his appearance did not present anything extraordinary to the man who waited upon him.

He had rescued Ugo from the secret assassin, it was true, but unless the image-seller fled to another country it was more than probable that a second attempt would be made upon him. To place him in a position of safety there was but one way, namely, for La Bambola herself to make open confession to Volpini, the capo-società in London, that she had lied.

Would she dare do this? If so, his mission was ended, and he might return at once to Florence. To remain in London was, he saw, highly dangerous, for in Oxford and Regent Streets, in Piccadilly, and in the Burlington he had met several people, smart men and women, who had once been delighted to accept his hospitality. They were all older, of course, yet they had changed but little. In prosperity a man or a woman is slow to change. Poverty, however, makes its mark very quickly upon its victims. Those friends of old days brushed past him, seeing only an elderly man from the country, respectably dressed, of grave mien and agile gait. They did not know that the few well-marked lines on the countenance disguised a man who had once been among the most popular in the little world that calls itself smart London.

That night he wrote to La Bambola, describing what had occurred, and asking whether he should remain or return. A letter to Florence and its reply takes six days from London, therefore, compelled to remain, he occupied the intervening time in endeavouring to learn from Ugo the secret of La Bambolas desire to rid herself of him.

With that object he sent a postcard to Cross Street, and Ugo one evening met him at the top of Chancery Lane. They talked long and earnestly, walking the quiet streets of the City, for Driscoll dare not enter any café lest the strong light should reveal his disguise. After nine oclock Newgate Street, Cheapside, and Queen Victoria Street form a quiet promenade, for business London is then at rest, and the omnibuses and police have sole possession of the streets.

They chatted about Italy, and the Pisano described to his rescuer the terrible struggle with poverty which he had had during the early days of his arrival in London. Thousands of poor Italians are annually attracted to the metropolis, because in Italy the English have an universal reputation of being the richest nation on earth, the people forming their opinions upon the expenditure of those fortunate ones who are able to follow the sun south in winter. Besides, there is little work to be got in poor, crushed, ill-governed Italy. The people must emigrate, or starve. Down in Calabria years ago poverty led to theft, and theft to brigandage. But as soon as the flood-gates were opened by emigration to America and Argentina, the people left by thousands, until to-day there are no brigands in Calabria, and, further, the country is deserted, indeed almost depopulated.

So strong an affection has the Italian for the Patria that he would never leave his native mountains, or those old sun-blanched towns where the statuary is moss-grown and the lizards dart among the stones, if it were not for the abject poverty which stares him in the face. Ill-government in the past is the root of it all. Petty officialdom has sucked the country dry, has loaded it with a crushing burden of taxes, and has left the honest contadini to starve, has manufactured brigands, Anarchists, and the like, and has filled London, New York, Chicago, and Buenos Ayres with overflowing crowds of needy emigrants. In England it is the fashion to sneer at the Italian workman as a lazy fellow who will not work unless obliged. But those who sneer should recollect that it is Italians who perform work which men of other nationalities refuse to do. It was specially imported Italians who worked in those caissons of the Forth Bridge; it is Italians who lay asphalt in our streets; who patiently lay those tiny pieces of stone into mosaics for floors, and it is Italians who are rapidly replacing British seamen in the mercantile marine because of their sober habits and hard-working nature.

In that little colony of Saffron Hill, where the odour of fried oil and garlic is just the same as that in the back streets of the port of Genoa, there are many fugitives who live under assumed names, and who are quite as highborn as the man who called himself Buontalenti. They are the social wreckage of that circle which is the most rigidly exclusive in all Europe — Italian society. Surely there is no corner of our metropolis that hides more romance or more titled vagabonds than that bizarre, strong-smelling quarter into which even the Londoner himself scarcely ever penetrates!

Driscoll, maintaining his disguise, met Ugo several times, walking with him and gradually inducing him to grow confidential.

One night, as they were strolling together along Cheapside, he said: I hope you go armed, now. There may be another attempt made upon you.

Oh, he laughed, I do not fear. The Sardos attempt failed. It will be some time before another is made.

You seem quite indifferent, Driscoll remarked with some surprise.

Well, and so I am, admitted the other wearily. I must die some day; therefore, why not to-morrow?

No, no; dont speak like that. Youre depressed. The shock of the other night has upset you.

It has revealed to me the truth, he said gloomily. The woman whom I believed was still my friend is, on the contrary, my bitterest enemy. She would take my life by means of a lie.

But it is not yet proved. You surely dont believe that Sardinian?

No. But I believe another, who has confirmed his statement.

Then it is actually true? asked Driscoll, keenly watching his companions face the while.

Yes. I learnt the whole truth last night. La Bambola has lied to them.

You admitted that you loved a woman in Florence, Driscoll remarked thoughtfully, after a long pause. Who was she? May I not know?

He asked the question with an affected air of indifference. It was a question he had long been fearing to put. But if he knew the truth it would no doubt assist him in solving the mystery.

Seeing the others hesitation he added, half apologetically:

Of course I ought not to ask you such a question. Only I am so much interested in the whole story that I could not refrain.

As you know the other details, the other responded, there is no reason why I should withhold her name. She was English.

English! he echoed, quickly pricking up his ears; and she lived in Italy?

Yes. In Florence. She was a young English girl, the daughter of a man whom report said had once been rich and respected here in London, but who had fallen on evil times, and been compelled to fly to Italy.

And her name? demanded his companion, endeavouring to suppress his excitement at those words.

Driscoll — Dora Driscoll.

Dora! the other ejaculated, scarce believing his ears. Dora Driscoll! He was dumbfounded, for he had never suspected that.

You know her — eh? The man addressed saw in an instant that he had betrayed himself, and hastened to conceal his agitation.

I once knew a man of that name, he exclaimed quickly. He had a daughter — a slim, fair-haired girl — and lived in the Viale Militare in Florence.

The same! Ugo cried. She loved me.

And you loved her?

Yes. None knew of our mutual passion save La Bambola who, with that devilish ingenuity born, I suppose, of womans jealousy, discovered the secret that I was in the habit of meeting her at the house of a friend, a sculptor, in the Piazza Donatello.

And was this English girl aware that La Bambola knew the truth?

No. She is, no doubt, in ignorance of it till this day. Her father was the friend and confidant of La Bambola. Some said he was her lover, but that was not a fact. Their friendship was purely platonic, for he had known her ever since a child.

You believe then that a mans friendship with a brilliant woman can be platonic?

It was so in Driscolls case. She was his ideal, it was true, but there was no love between them.

And how long did you love this English girl before you were compelled to leave Florence?

Almost a year, he sighed. In secret we met nearly every evening, for the fathers habit was to dine out, therefore we would often go long excursions through the Val dEma, and along those paths beyond the Certosa which we knew were unfrequented. Those calm brilliant evenings in the open country when we looked over the winding Arno, with the red roofs and domes of Florence lying at our feet, were the sweetest hours of all my life, for I loved her as I had never before loved a woman. She was pure, honest, and true — true to me, even now that I have fallen to be what I am.

How do you know that?

She writes to me. Once every month, on the first, I find a letter at the Poste Restante at Charing Cross. Within, written in Italian on a sheet of paper are the words — always the same words— I remember you, my love. Nothing else. I know that she still loves me. That is sufficient. At this revelation Dick Driscoll was stupefied. Dora had loved this man, had met him, had walked with him each evening, and La Bambola had discovered the truth. Yet he, careless fellow that he was, had never once suspected his daughter of having a lover, and least of all of loving Ugo Valenti.

They had by that time reached the Mansion House, and were turning back into Queen Victoria Street when a tall man in a long dark overcoat passed them, throwing an inquiring glance in their direction. Dick chanced to look up and next instant started, for he saw to his surprise that the man was none other than Fowler, his whilom friend. It was an unexpected encounter, though not strange, for Fowler was often in London. Still, it caused him to ponder deeply. As far as Ludgate Hill station the pair walked together, and then separated.

Driscoll had endeavoured to pursue the topic further, but the young Italian had cut him short, saying, Enough! I would rather not discuss the most painful incident in my life. I love the English girl — she loves me. But further, nothing can be. It is all ended — everything — her hopes and mine.


CHAPTER XX

UNITES TWO HEARTS
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IN THE BRIGHT sunshine the Cascine, that splendid promenade of the Florentines, was filled by a brilliant crowd of women in smart carriages or idlers on foot. The fashionable hour in the Cascine is somewhat later than on the Pincio at Rome, in the Avenue des Acacias in Paris, or in the Bois de la Cambre in Brussels. Not before five oclock does Florence go forth to take the air, but at that hour on a March afternoon, when the sun is sinking behind the Apennines, the assembly there is one of the gayest in Europe. The Promenade des Anglais at Nice is chic to be sure, but it is the chic of the petite femme. The Cascine is always aristocratic, save on the Day of Assumption when the people rise early and go out to breakfast on the grass and afterwards search for the grilli, or grasshoppers, which they keep in tiny cages to bring them good luck.

Those who know Florence know well the scene presented in the Viale every afternoon, and know also by sight the principal figures of the smart world that takes the air. On that afternoon among the habitues driving and walking were the Principéssa Strozzi, the Duchessa di Sermoneta, the Contessa Pandolfini, the Marchesa Ginori Civelli, the Contessa Walfredo Della Gherardesca, Principessa Ruspoli, Contessa Orsini, Signora Lombroso, Principessa Corsini, the popular Count Magawly Cerati de Calry, Count Ginanni Fantuzzi, with hundreds of others. Bows, salutes, hatraising were being exchanged everywhere, and the chatter was incessant. The crowd was a large one, for there had been a gala performance at the Pergola on the night before, and everyone seemed to be in Florence.

Along the broad drive, lined by the trees in their fresh spring green, dashed a handsome victoria drawn by a pair of splendid bays, the silver harness jingling, the two servants in handsome livery with golden cords upon their shoulders. In it sat La Bambola exquisitely dressed in her favourite pearl grey, a black boa and a large black hat which suited her face to perfection, while at her side was a sweet-faced, neatly-dressed girl in black, whose appearance there set half her friends wondering. Gossips, who bowed or raised their hats in response to La Bambolas smile of recognition, could not determine whether she were a friend or a maid. The severe style of dress and rather nervous demeanour amid that crowd betokened the maid, yet the confidential manner in which the pair were conversing seemed to indicate that they were intimate friends. Florence knew nothing of the existence of Dora Driscoll. Though her father was well known everywhere, she had always been kept without the pale.

Indeed, of all those hundreds strolling beneath the trees, perhaps only one person recognised her. The man was conspicuous on account of his shabby dress. He had lounged against a tree for nearly an hour watching each carriage as it went by. Then at last, when La Bambolas victoria whirled past, Dora Driscoll caught the patient watchers eye.

The recognition was mutual. It was Tito. She smiled, as though enjoying her novel surroundings. That was all. She did not turn to look, for fear of attracting La Bambolas attention.

Il Tordo gazed after the carriage for a moment, and then sticking his hands into his pockets, carelessly lounged away, whistling to himself with the air of one entirely self-satisfied.

Dora had often walked in the Cascine and watched the procession of carriages. But to ride in one was a novel experience. The woman whose guest she was during her fathers absence in England on pressing affairs had been most kind to her. For a fortnight past she had lived at the great old palazzo, and La Bambola had taken her out every afternoon card-leaving, tea-drinking, or driving into the environs of the city to pay visits at the villas of her friends She had carefully refrained from taking the girl to any big receptions where she must be introduced, recognising the inadvisability of placing her in the gay world for a few weeks and then relegating her again to that high-up little apartment in the Viale Militare. So she only took her to pay private calls and herself refused all evening engagements, on the plea of a chill.

As they bowled along easily on tyres of rubber, La Bambola pointed out the notabilities who passed, many of whom Dora already knew by sight.

A well-dressed woman riding alone in a smart landau bowed to them.

Laura returned her salute, and under her breath remarked to her companion— The Marchesa Malenchini.

Every one saluted them as they passed along in a kind of triumphant progress, and it was plain to all observers that just as La Bambola was the prettiest woman in Florence, so also was she the most popular. No committee for an entertainment or for a charitable purpose was complete without her name, and certainly no one who called on her to obtain a donation for any deserving cause — and, alas! there is much misery in the Tuscan capital — ever went empty away. La Bambola was a veritable queen of Society, and the city of Florence, which back in mediaeval days had been ruled by her ancestors with an iron hand, was now her own empire.

It was certainly remarkable, and spoke eloquently of her conduct, that in a city where society is such a strange conglomeration of the shoddy with the patrician where gossip is so rife, and womens reputations are the sport of every one, no scandal had been whispered about her. True, a select circle of her enemies, women, jealous of her wealth, her position, and her popularity, had long ago whispered calumnies behind their fans, but they had been hounded down by La Bambolas partizans in the Union Club and the lie direct given to such reports.

Nowadays it is extremely difficult for a woman to be smart and yet preserve her reputation. Every woman has enemies, even to a princess of blood royal, and the more popular she becomes in her own set the more determined are those enemies, mostly hags and yellow-toothed dowagers, in their efforts to tear her from her pedestal. It is so all the world over, but more especially so in a cosmopolitan city like Firenze La Bella.

This is delightful, Dora remarked happily. When one drives one sees every one. It is so different from walking with the crowd.

But you dont often come to the Cascine, La Bambola said. I never see you.

Ah! seldom. My father forbids it.

Hes far too strict with you, the other declared. It is really a shame to keep you cooped up outside the town, away from everything. I must talk to him. There are surely lots of innocent amusements you might have in Florence. How do you kill time?

I have my painting, and Im very fond of it, the girl replied with a touch of sadness which told the marchesa how dull and colourless must be her life. She had always pitied her, but somehow during the past year or two Dora bad held aloof from her. Why, she could never understand. In these last few days, however, her manner had somehow changed, the ice of years had been broken, and she had grown far more confidential than ever before. La Bambola could not close her eyes to the fact that Driscolls daughter was beautiful, and that her fair, open countenance would create a furore anywhere. Indeed, as they had been driving that afternoon she had observed that the girl had been genuinely admired by those mystified as to whom she might be.

After dinner that evening, when they were alone together in the cosy little boudoir, Laura referred again to Doras dull life, but the other seemed in no mood for discussion. It was her fathers will that her very existence should be concealed from his friends, and to her his will was law.

He had forced her to accept that womans hospitality and she, by that innate art so peculiarly feminine, concealed her antipathy towards her, and by her smiles had led her hostess to believe that she had ingratiated herself with her. On the contrary, however, Dora was at each moment reminded of the fact that it was this brilliant leader of society who had been the cause of her lovers ruin and flight. That very room with its Gobelin hangings and plaques of old Savona in which they were at that moment sitting recalled to her many sad memories of days long ago.

Alas! The whole story was a tragic one. La Bambola, lying back in her armchair, with half closed eyes glanced at the plainly dressed girl before her, and saw the folly of her own actions. Then remembering the reassuring telegram from Dick in London, she felt happy that she had saved Ugo, even at the eleventh hour.

Yes, she had been vindictive and remorseless. But she was now deeply repentant. Her heart, however, was full of fear, and her friends saw that she was paler than usual. Her secret held her in a grip of horror and breathless tension — the secret of the scarlet envelope. That day was the thirteenth of the month. On the morrow at midnight she must break the seal and learn what she had to do.

Before Dora she tried to keep a bright countenance. She wondered how much the girl knew regarding Ugo, and in vain had sought some means of ascertaining. To broach such a subject was impossible, for each mistrusted the other, even although exterior appearances were such as to lead to the conclusion that they were the best of friends.

Indeed, a moment after Dora had responded rather abruptly to her hostesss remark regarding her life, they were both chatting merrily, discussing the people they had met in the Cascine that afternoon. La Bambola, a light gossip and full of a poignant wit that was peculiarly Florentine, related humorous stories about one and the other, causing the girl to laugh heartily.

She had told a droll anecdote of the old Contessa Mauri, a decrepit old maid of seventy, who bleached her hair a bright yellow and thought herself a terrible flirt. Then when they grew serious again, Dora remarked:

Do you know, Marchesa, Ive often thought that our oddities, while they provoke mirth, seem unaccountably to have the effect of awakening the anger of the grave; so that we not unfrequently find persons more severely reflected upon for comparatively innocent peculiarities than for acts of real culpability.

My dear little philosopher, laughed La Bambola gaily. Why, of course, I quite agree. But however did you learn to moralise, shut up as you are in the Viale Militare? You have just touched the one question which exercises the minds of all women. Every one of us, my unfortunate self included, has suffered because we maintain our own individuality. The worst of it is that a repetition of reflections and injurious remarks passing through society, upon the principle of a snow-ball, obtains in time a sort of bad name or questionable character for the individual against whom they are directed, which no explanation can do anything to clear away; because they are founded on facts of so singular a nature that few people understand how, in the common course of things, they could have happened, and consequently few have charity enough to believe they could originate in anything but evil. It is thus that the character of woman so often suffers unjustly from her oddities, and especially so in Florence. Strangers cannot understand why we acted as we did, enemies suggest a bad motive as the most probable, gossips take up the scandal, and friends in their turn believe it true; while we, surprised and indignant that so innocent a mode of action should bear so injurious a construction, are unable to defend it, simply because it was out of the ordinary pale of human conduct, though prompted by the same motives which influence the rest of mankind.

And yet, on the other hand, it seems to me, a mere girl who knows nothing of society, that it may justly be said of the world that in one sense it is a cruel censor of a woman; but in another it is kind, Dora said thoughtfully. It is, as you point out, unjustly severe upon individual singularity; but by its harsh and ready censures it surely deters many from entering upon the same course of folly.

La Bambola glanced quickly across at her guest, wondering whether she had purposely led up to that conversation in order to direct the shaft against herself. If she had, it had certainly been done cleverly, in a manner which would do credit to any woman of the world. This curiously philosophic side of Doras character came as a revelation to her. Hitherto, she had considered her as a pretty and rather empty-headed girl still in her teens, just a trifle romantic, and of the pale-faced type which delights in a kind of self-martyrdom. But her manner had changed, and it seemed that of a sudden the bud of foolish youth had opened into the bloom of sensible womanhood.

The marchesa was not quite sure of her ground, there fore she allowed the discussion to drop. At Doras request for a song she went across to the piano, and after running her white fingers over the keys idly for a few minutes, began to sing:

Bella sei come un angelo Vaga come una stella, Per me tu fosti quella, Che mi feristi il cuore.

After two verses she turned of a sudden to her guest and saw that her eyes were filled with tears.

Why, my dear Dora! she exclaimed, looking at her in surprise. You are crying! What troubles you? Confide in me.

Nothing — its really nothing, declared the girl making a sorry attempt to laugh and thus conceal her emotion.

Ah! I know. Poor child! exclaimed La Bambola in deep sympathy, without being more explicit. Forgive me. It was very foolish of me, and, rising, she placed her soft patrician hand tenderly upon the shoulder of the unhappy girl. She had unwittingly sung that old Tuscan love-song which Ugo so often sang; a song that stirred the memories of both of them — of the woman of the world and of the sweet simple girl who still loved the outcast.

You will forgive me, wont you? urged La Bambola in a kindly voice that touched her heart.

The girl nodded, and with one low sob stifled her emotion and dried her tears.

To her it seemed very much as though the woman had sung those words of her lovers on purpose to wound her heart. But La Bambola, clever as she was, soon convinced her that such an intention was furthest from her thoughts, and through the remainder of the evening they chatted together happily, even though each was so suspicious of the other. The marchesa was always wondering how much Dora knew regarding the past, and whether she were really aware of the truth. So cleverly did the girl contrive to conceal the extent of her knowledge however, that her hostess, well versed in all the wiles of desultory conversation, utterly failed to compel her to betray a single fact. They crossed swords, but neither was vanquished.

At eleven the pair, outwardly friendly and yet at heart so entirely opposite in feeling and in character, parted for the night with a kiss, and La Bambola, followed by Suzanne went along the corridor of the grim old palazzo to her room, while another maid escorted Dora. A maid was a luxury Dick Driscolls daughter never had, save when she was a guest at the palazzo, which in those later days was not frequent.

La Bambola dismissed Suzanne as soon as she had brushed her hair, and, wrapped in a pale blue dressing-gown trimmed with white silk, sat idly before the blazing logs, thinking deeply and reflecting upon the girls character. Those tears had told her plainly that she still loved the outcast — the man whose death she had sought. She hated herself for it, but Dick was still her friend. For a long time she sat gazing fixedly with her wonderful eyes upon the flames, pondering with darkened brow upon the past, and trying to peep into futurity.

The outlook was far from inviting. In that jewel-case close to her elbow reposed the scarlet envelope, wherein was sealed the order to commit a foul and deliberate crime. She must take a womans life. The Camorra had seized advantage of the moment of folly and mad hatred in London to compel her to do their bidding and to commit murder.

She glanced at the strong box, and a shudder ran through her. If the world knew what was contained therein! Her eyes were fixed upon it until, seized by a strange uncontrollable desire, the same that so often takes possession of those upon whom doom is pending, she rose, and unlocked the strong case with the tiny key upon her chain.

With nervous fingers she lifted out the tray of rings and brooches in order to take the fatal letter in her hands — that letter which at midnight on the morrow she was to open.

A cry of dismay escaped her, as she glared into the box and hurriedly turned out its contents, those splendid jewels, mostly heirlooms of the Michelozzi — diamonds, rubies, pearls and emeralds, all antique and sparkling beneath the light.

The scarlet envelope was not there.

It had been stolen.


CHAPTER XXI

DESCRIBES CERTAIN EVENTS IN LONDON
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LAURA, UTTERLY STUPEFIED, stood glaring at the jewels heaped upon her dressing-table. By whom the envelope had been stolen was a mystery.

As far as she could discern none of the articles of jewellery was missing. Most of them were family jewels, collars of pearls dating from the old days of the Blacks and Whites, diamonds that had graced the fair Michelozzi women five centuries ago, and the historic rubies given by the Borgia Pope Alexander to Lorenzo Michelozzi in 1498, and believed to be the finest gems of their class existing. The thief might have carried away in his pocket jewels worth more than a million francs had he wished, but the only object that had disappeared was that letter which through the past three anxious weeks she had so often fingered, trying to guess its contents and ascertain the identity of the unnamed woman who had been condemned to die. She had taken the utmost care of it, always replacing it in the same position just beneath the first of the movable trays. How it could have been stolen and the other contents untouched was an absolute enigma.

She examined the lock very carefully, trying it with its key; but as far as she could discern it was in good order, and no attempt had been made to force it. There was but one key, and that she always carried with her everywhere. It had never left her for one single moment. Indeed, Suzanne was never trusted with it save when her mistress was present.

For some minutes she stood there, a pale anxious figure in her dressing-gown, her wonderful hair falling upon her shoulders like a cascade of red-brown gold, her thin lips moving, but no words escaping them. Her white hands trembled, and in her eyes was a look of wild despair.

The truth was forced upon her that by this loss she had not only allowed the secret of the Camorra to be exposed, but the thief, and perhaps through him others, would know that she was actually a Camorrista!

She placed both hands suddenly to her temples as this dawned upon her and uttered a cry of desperation.

Madonna Santa! she gasped. I am lost! An enemy has done this. I am lost — lost!

Then she stood silent, erect, with eyes fixed, hands clenched, rigid, and immovable.

When at length she grew calmer she went to Suzanne in the chamber close by and inquired of her whether any stranger had entered the room that day.

The faithful Provençal maid declared that no one had been there. Indeed, she had been doing needlework, she said, and had sat in madames room greater part of the day because it was lighter there.

And you have not touched the jewel-box? asked Laura.

No. Madame will recollect that she wore her diamond and emerald bracelet at dinner last night, and when she returned I locked it away. That was the last time I touched the box. Madame has had the key in her possession. Then the quick, dark-eyed Frenchwoman inquired anxiously, Madame has surely not missed any of her ornaments?

No, responded La Bambola hesitatingly. I — well, I merely inquired, because I had a suspicion that some one has been tampering with the lock.

And wishing the maid good-night she returned to her own room.

Two facts were patent, first that the box had been opened, and secondly that a duplicate key had been used.

She replaced the jewels carelessly, and then sat far into the night trying to solve the problem. Who could possess a key to her jewel-case? And who could possibly have any motive in abstracting that envelope? The responsibility towards the Camorra was hers, and she saw that the result of this exposure of the secret must end disastrously. Such was the plain truth she was compelled to face.

That same night, shortly before ten oclock, Dick Driscoll was crossing Lincolns Inn Fields on his way from Holborn to his snug hotel off the Strand. It was damp and foggy, one of those dismal nights in spring with which the dweller in the metropolis is too well acquainted. He was in utter ignorance that for the past hour a tall, rather well-dressed man had been following him closely, or that the man in question was one who had been his friend in Florence and in Rome — the man Fowler. Had he known this he would certainly not have been so calm and careless regarding his movements. He had been three weeks in London and had so far ingratiated himself with the outcast as to learn certain facts which seemed to throw an entirely new light upon the situation. He was pondering over these as he walked leisurely when, of a sudden, he was aware of two men beside him, one of whom exclaimed:

Your name is Trafford — Richard Patrick Trafford, alias Richard Driscoll, of Killorglin, county Kerry! Im an officer of Metropolitan police and I hold a warrant for your arrest, issued on the fourth of April, 1889, for the wilful murder of Captain Ralph Bagot of London.

Dick, with a wonderful presence of mind, remained perfectly calm, laughed so heartily as to utterly deceive the two detectives and replied:

My dear sir, why, youve made a huge mistake in this! My names Morgan — Charles Morgan, of Merthyr Tydvil. Heres my card, and he took out his card-case, and handed it to the inspector, saying, This is really an amusing adventure to be arrested for the murder of somebody youve never heard of.

Where are you living? asked the officer, dubiously glancing at the card.

At Brayles Hotel, Buckingham Street.

And youve just come from abroad?

Abroad? echoed Dick with a laugh. Ten hours of sea sickness by the Marguerite is, I regret to say, the extent of my foreign travel.

The inspector, looking at him suspiciously, grunted. It was certainly fortunate that Dick, not having seen Ugo that evening, was without disguise.

Are you prepared to go to the station with us and prove your identity?

Why, of course, willingly if you wish, the other answered, remaining perfectly calm and affecting to treat the whole affair as a huge joke. But, he added, get matters through as quickly as possible, wont you? for I have no time to lose, and besides, it isnt a very pleasant position to be mistaken for a murderer. That youll admit.

Well, said the officer, treating him with more respect, if Ive made a mistake I apologise at once. But you see weve got our duty to do, and my information seems exact. The man we want has been abroad for years, but he returned only lately, and it seems that somebody who owed him a grudge sent a line to Scotland Yard.

Dick was all anxiety to learn the identity of the person who had informed against him, but he dare not show any undue desire to ascertain the name.

A pretty dirty trick — eh? was all he remarked, and then with the two detectives he walked in the direction of those narrow streets which led through the insalubrious neighbourhood of Clare Market down to Bow Street.

On the way the man arrested chatted merrily, joked about his position, and expressed a hope that he wouldnt be strung up, whereat, the two officers, more than ever convinced that they were mistaken, laughed heartily. Yet all this time Dicks quick wits were at work to invent some plan of escape. He, however, could discover none. A dash for liberty was his only chance. He knew too well that once inside Bow Street police-station his chance of life would be gone for ever. The walk was a short one, therefore he must act promptly, and risk everything. Somebody — whom he knew not — had deliberately given him into the hands of the police. Therefore if he eluded them all the ports would be watched and escape back to the Continent entirely cut off. To take to flight was of course to at once admit his identity. But there was no other way. Yet to escape the vigilance of two detectives in the streets is no easy matter, even to those who know the labyrinths of lower London.

They had passed along Sardinia Street and turned into Great Wild Street when Dick, watching his opportunity, suddenly turned and took to his heels, doubling back to a dark street which he had noticed. In an instant a hue and cry was raised and the detectives dashed after him. It was an exciting chase, the officers calling to people to stop him, but he was a fast runner, and dived into a slum with which he was entirely unacquainted. Once or twice feeble attempts were made to arrest his progress, but he sent one man spinning with a well-directed blow in the chest and kept on up and down the narrow streets until he at length found himself back in Holborn. The pair were still at his heels, therefore he crossed the great thoroughfare, ran along the Grays Inn Road, and managed at last to rid himself of his pursuers by turning into a side street where he saw a mews with the stable door open. He slipped into the darkness within and closed the door quickly.

He heard men shouting, but the noise died away a moment later. The small crowd in pursuit had lost track of him, and, having gone past the end of the street, were continuing the chase in the direction of Theobalds Road.

In his breathlessness his heart thumped violently in the silence, for he had narrowly escaped that doom which through all those years he had dreaded. Yes, it was a foolish proceeding on his part to have returned to London. Through all the time he had lived on the Continent under the name of Driscoll no extradition warrant had ever been applied for, hence he had lived in perfect safety. But he had come there in order to save one mans life at risk of his own.

He had escaped, but how was he to conceal himself while every constable and detective in London would be in search of him? In an hour the news of his arrest and escape would be circulated to every police-station in the metropolis, and when the beats were changed, the constables, drawn up for inspection before going out on duty, would have read to them a minute description of himself.

Even where he was he might at any moment be discovered by some stableman. Not a ray of light entered there. All was cavernous blackness, and he had no idea of his surroundings, save that from time to time a horse stamped as he munched his hay in the vicinity.

To go out into the street at once would, he saw, be an unwise course, for his pursuers having lost the scent would be returning over the same ground they had traversed. So he remained there, endeavouring to devise some scheme of concealment. Without his disguise as an elderly man it was impossible to invoke Ugos aid. If he had still been made-up, as he so often was, he would have gone boldly to Cross Street and sought assistance in return for the service he had already rendered the humble seller of images. Such a course was, however, in the present circumstances, entirely out of the question. Fortunately in his pocket he had some twenty pounds, and as the possession of funds is often the means of salvation to a fugitive he hoped that he might yet outwit the police.

Those moments in the darkness seemed like hours.

The denunciation by the detective and the mention of that name most hateful to him brought back to his memory all the grim and tragic past. It was, alas! a sad story. Although at the time it was given prominence by the papers, yet with the lapse of years few nowadays remembered it. The newspaper-reader forgets to-day what he read yesterday in this age of mad hurry and thirst for sensationalism in the press.

His name, as pronounced by the officer, was actually his real one, Richard Patrick Trafford, of Killorglin Park, in the county of Kerry. To him, in succession, had come the large estate stretching from Milltown to the banks of Laune and away to the picturesque shore of Castelmaine Harbour. From the old house high up on the mountain side spread splendid views over Dingle Bay to Dunmore and Mount Eagle, the typical home of an Irish landowner. The income, however, always small, dwindled slowly with the Land Agitation and the Fenian terror, until one well-remembered day Dick found that his creditors were determined upon making him bankrupt and that the mortgagees had foreclosed. Through no fault of his own he was absolutely and completely ruined.

But a further blow fell upon him only two days after the crash, namely, his wife Dora, a pretty but rather giddy woman of that type who prefer London life and the show of smart gowns to vegetating in a country house, left suddenly, saying that in the circumstances she had decided to return home to her mother in England. She went alone, without taking her child. At first Dick considered that with the ruin of his fortunes the step she had taken was perhaps for the best. She would at least be happy and comfortable at her own home. A few weeks later, however, a letter he received from a friend who mentioned that he had seen Mrs. Trafford in London aroused his suspicions, for he had believed her to be visiting her mother near York. He went to London and made inquiries, with the result that her gross deception was revealed. It was the old, old story, the lover being a certain Captain Bagot of the Scots Guard, an intimate friend of the family. Dicks wife having admitted it all, he set forth to seek the man, determined to avenge his honour.

They met, and Bagot was afterwards discovered dead. In his possession was found a threatening letter from the wronged husband which made the truth only too plain.

On the night of the crime Dick changed his name to Driscoll and with his little girl, the only joy remaining to him, he left Charing Cross for the Continent, a ruined man and a fugitive from justice. The English law held him responsible for the crime of wilful murder, and a warrant had at once been issued. Some readers of this narrative will no doubt recollect the sensation which the mysterious affair caused when the tragic story appeared in the papers. But they are unaware of the end of the unfortunate and repentant woman; how, as the result of a distressing street-accident in London two years later she lingered for weeks in a hospital, and at last expired, praying to the Almighty to forgive her husband for his deed.

Yes, it was a sad, tragic story, the details of which all came back to the hunted man as, panting, he stood listening, not knowing from one moment to another that he might not be discovered and handed over to those merciless pursuers.

He had always been, and still was, a victim of circumstances.


CHAPTER XXII

DISCLOSES SOME IMPORTANT INFORMATION
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ONE OF THE most popular men in Florence at the period of the events herein described was Colonel Henry Haldayne, the British Consul-General, who has since been appointed to represent England in a certain South American Republic. His cheery, rosy, well-shaven face, brimming over with good fellowship and genuine bonhomie, was round and beaming, his spirits ever buoyant, his easy-going manner typical of the cosmopolitan Briton, and his fund of stories illimitable. In his younger days he had served in both services, the Navy and the Army, and aided by Mrs. Haldayne, a well-bred and charming lady, of pleasant manners and full of tact, he had risen until he had gained that plum of the Consular Service. His cosy little luncheons were known to all Florence, and hundreds, both of Italians and the British Colony, coveted invitations. He entertained at his table any member of the English royal family who chanced to be in Florence, and in Mrs. Haldaynes salon were many souvenirs from the various princes and princesses who had enjoyed her hospitality.

The post of Consul-General in Florence, if one of the highest in the service, has always been found to be one extremely difficult to fill. To entertain all the English who drift to the Winter City is impossible, while on the other hand if the Consul-General has a select circle of friends he is declared to be exclusive and charged with not wishing to know his compatriots. Truth to tell, there are in Florence during the winter a very queer and mixed set of English. There are the hurrying tourists on their ten-guinea rush through Italy; the economical old ladies in black, who live in the cheap pensions, generally four stories above the street; the flashy merchants and their woman-kind, who stay at the Savoy or the Victoria, and tip cabmen with lire; the duchess and her daughters, who frequent the Paoli, and, lastly, the small coterie of smart people who have villas at Fiesole or Settignano, and who form the real circle of English society in Florence. Thus it will be seen that the little world on Arnos banks is very much subdivided, and hence, whoever holds the Consul-Generalship can only move in one set, and that one must be the last-named.

Colonel Haldayne, although such an excellent fellow all round, was nevertheless punctilious, dignified, and rigid in every point of etiquette. He always did the right thing; and this even the backbiters were compelled to admit. His manner was ambassadorial; he was the best-dressed man in Florence, one of those who always looked as though he had just been turned out of his valets hands — and he certainly was one of the most humorous and entertaining.

Mrs. Haldaynes pretty appartamento just off the Lung Arno, near the Cascine, was well known to the best Italians, and among her constant callers was La Bambola, who, being half English and possessing property in England, sometimes went to have a confidential chat with the colonel and seek his advice. Sometimes, too, when selling any of the shares she held in English companies, she was compelled to go to the Consulate in the Via Tornabuoni and have certain useless and costly stamps affixed to the documents.

Mrs. Haldayne liked her for her frank open manner and her reputation as an honest woman. They had known each other for years, and never was there an entertainment of any kind at the Palazzo Michelozzi but she and her husband were invited. Thus they were, perhaps, more than any other English couple, in the inner ring of Florentine society.

A few days after the disconcerting loss of the scarlet envelope La Bambola, having an appointment to lunch with the Haldaynes could not break it, and was compelled to leave Dora to eat her meal alone.

As was usual, the table appointments were perfect, the meal unequalled by any obtainable in the Lily City, and the chatter highly amusing. Pretty Mrs. Haldayne was one of those few women whose figure and the freshness of whose complexion seemed endowed with perennial girlishness. She was also a perfect hostess. The family consisted of a merry, dark-haired girl of fourteen, who said the drollest things in English, spoke Tuscan to the servants, and was a terror to all governesses. She possessed the same air of gaiety as her parents, and the only time she was demure was when she sat at table on days when there were guests at luncheon. On such occasions she with difficulty repressed her witticisms and drolleries.

The Colonel came in from the Consulate five minutes late, as was usual. A scoundrel had detained him, he explained to La Bambola and the Prefect, the only other guest, when apologising. He referred to most common men as scoundrels. Such was his popularity and so large his circle of friends, that it was a standing joke among his intimates that in order to make him keep an appointment they were always compelled to transport him in a cab, otherwise he was stopped by some scoundrel or other at every half a dozen paces.

Luncheon was nearly over and the colonel had been joking with the Prefect, and laughing so heartily that his cheeks flushed as he beamed with good-fellowship. He had been relating a droll story of the days when he was in the Navy, the anecdote being of so humorous a character that La Bambola had screamed with laughter.

Ah, and that reminds me— he exclaimed as the prelude to another anecdote before they could grow serious again. But contrary to expectation it was no humorous story that he was about to relate, only a description of an extraordinary Englishman who had called at the Consulate that morning, a remarkable faddist, who had removed his overcoat and jersey before sitting down to talk.

You know lots of English people in Florence, Marchesa — more than most people, perhaps. Do you chance to know a man named Trafford? suddenly asked the prefect, a serious, grey-haired man, across the table.

Trafford? echoed Laura with a quick catch in her voice. In an instant, however, she recovered her self-possession. Trafford! Isnt that the name of one of your English knights, or baronets?

Exactly, observed the Consul-General. But this scoundrel is no baronet. Our friend the prefect tells me that hes wanted by our Scotland Yard for murder.

For murder! she gasped, growing pale to the lips.

Please, dont talk of horrors at table, dear, implored Mrs. Haldayne. We have quite enough of them every day in the Fieranosca and the Nazione.

It is my duty as Consul-General to assist the prefect in his inquiries in the English colony as to the existence of this fugitive, replied her husband with mock gravity.

Im quite interested, La Bambola exclaimed. Is it for murder just committed that this person is wanted by the police?

No. Its for a crime which took place some years ago, I believe, the prefect said, adding with a laugh, I take it that among your many acquaintances, Marchesa, you dont number this interesting assassin?

With a forced smile, she replied in the negative. She was in fear that her host and hostess might detect the terrible anxiety consuming her. She felt herself flushed with excitement, and knew that she had grown pale again, for a chill had come over her which extended even to her fingers. She was quite well aware that Dicks real name was Trafford, and was equally cognizant of all the tragic story. But was it possible that the police were still in search of him, after all those years?

If so, it was entirely her fault. She had urged him to go to London, and he had done so because of his desire to serve her.

Suddenly, having devised a means by which to obtain some further details from the prefect, she said:

A couple of years ago there was a man named Trafford, if I remember aright, who had a villa out beyond Poggio. I met him at lunch at the Gheradescas, I recollect. Surely he couldnt be the man?

It might have been, replied the grave-faced official rather vaguely. At present the information I have is rather incomplete. It appears that the man has had the foolhardiness to return to London, and that one of his friends — or enemies — informed the police of his whereabouts. The individual was arrested, but escaped and the police are now endeavouring to recapture him. They have found out that he sometimes visits Florence, and have telegraphed his description to the Questore.

Then you have his description? exclaimed La Bambola quickly.

The Questore has it. He has promised to send me a copy.

She was silent, for she saw the grave peril in which she had placed the man who was her best and firmest friend. The net was closing round him. Soon when the description came to be circulated, some one must recognise Trafford and Driscoll as one and the same person, and while he would be arrested she would earn an unenviable reputation as his associate.

Im rather hazy as to the law of extradition, she said after a pause, turning to Colonel Haldayne. There are still certain countries to which a man can escape and remain free, arent there?

There used to be, the colonel replied. The little Republic of San Marino, over near Rimini, used until quite recently to be a safe resort for escaping criminals. But they, like other nations, have recently concluded a treaty with England. At present the only country safe for an English fugitive is Greece.

Greece! echoed La Bambola quickly. Then a man cant be arrested upon an extradition warrant there?

No, marchesa, the colonel laughed in his happy, good-humoured way. Its a fact worth remembering if you or I chance to offend gravely against the law.

Little did her genial host dream of what was passing through her mind at the moment. Indeed, Driscoll was well known to him as a merry, easy-going fellow who had lived a long time in Florence and had become quite popular in certain circles. He met him sometimes at his hairdressers — the man known in Florence as the Marquis — and they had often had long chats. Truth to tell, the colonel rather liked him, yet in common with all the rest could never make out the exact extent of the friendship existing between the Marchesa Michelozzi and the easygoing Irishman.

All this is most interesting, she remarked to the prefect with an effort to conceal her anxiety. What more do you know about this mysterious person who is believed to be in Florence? Youve just said that some false friend gave information to the police. That was a scurvy trick, surely?

Yes. If the poor fellow had managed to escape for years he surely might be allowed to go scot-free now, declared the official, for he was warm-hearted and always sympathetic with persons in distress. I just glanced through the papers which came through my hands. The name of the betrayer is given. It is, if I recollect aright, somebody called Fowler.

Fowler! La Bambola gasped, her face blanching again as the truth dawned suddenly upon her.

Yes, Fowler. Do you chance to know him?

I! Oh dear, no, she faltered quickly. There are a number of Fowlers in Florence. It is quite a common English name, is it not? she asked the colonel in an endeavour to conceal her agitation.

Certainly, answered the Consul-General. But from your ejaculation I thought, Marchesa, perhaps mention of the betrayer had given you some clue to the identity of the man. It really seems, he went on after a brief pause, during which he sipped his excellent Moselle with satisfaction— it seems as though we have here in Florence, nowadays, all the undesirable scum of London. When a man finds town too warm for him he goes to Charing Cross and buys a ticket for Florence. The outsiders seem to avoid Rome and Venice just now, and make this city their headquarters.

Probably because they can live so cheaply at the smaller pensions, remarked his wife. Not long since America was the natural goal of criminals, but it seems that Italy, thanks to the high colouring given to the country by writers like Ouida, has just now the preference. Criminals never remain in France. They either go to Belgium, or come to Italy. Some of the pensions here must be quite full of them.

Not criminals, my dear, remarked the colonel, correcting her. Bankrupts mostly, together with a fair sprinkling of embezzlers; for they, like the poor, are always with us.

La Bambola allowed them to discuss the point, but remained silent. What she had learnt held her entirely stupefied. Dick had been betrayed by Fowler, the man whom he had always believed to be his most intimate friend. Such a thing seemed to her impossible. What could that man know? Yet there was no room for doubting the truth of the prefects statement. He had glanced through the information supplied to the police from Scotland Yard, and from what he further told her it was apparent that the informer Fowler was, or had been, in Italy, and that the Criminal Investigation Department were anxious to learn some facts about him, as well as about the criminal.

The whole affair seems to be a very curious story, the colonel remarked. Ive asked for a copy of the police request in order to examine it more carefully.

But the Questore has no clue as yet to this man Trafford? inquired the marchesa breathlessly.

None in the least. He believes that the person wanted is living here under an assumed name.

But the description?

It is fortunately most minute.

The marchesa held her breath. If it were really exact, then before long Dicks identity must be established. The story of his arrest and escape was utterly astounding. She had not heard from him for several days, and this, no doubt, accounted for his unusual silence. He had successfully carried out the mission with which she had entrusted him, yet at the same time had sacrificed his liberty, perhaps his life. Hers was the fault, and hers the duty to warn him and place him beyond pursuit.

Her nervous fingers, with their splendid rings, toyed with her wine-glass, and she only responded in a mechanical way to her host and hostess as they addressed her.

The loss of that scarlet envelope of the Camorra held her in constant dread of the vengeance which must, she knew, inevitably fall upon her, and now still another terror was added to her already overburdened heart.

She had sinned, and she saw that her punishment was nigh.


CHAPTER XXIII

WHICH PUZZLES SUZANNE
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LA BAMBOLA RETURNED in her brougham to the palazzo utterly bewildered.

Alighting, she crossed the great, silent, old cortile, with its loggia running around, and, ascending the long flight of marble steps, hurried along the corridor to her own room. She felt in no mood to meet Dora yet, for her duty was to save the latters father from arrest, and immediate action towards that end was necessary.

When alone she stood before her long toilet mirror, an elegant figure gazing fixedly at her own reflection and trying to decide how best to act. She did not remove her hat or gloves, and she had told her coachman to wait because she might want him again.

Dick had not given any address other than the Poste Restante at Charing Cross, the office to which the majority of continental visitors to London have their correspondence addressed. He had told her, that his movements being very uncertain, he might be compelled to change his name and address often, therefore it was best for her to write to him always at Charing Cross to be called for.

Should she telegraph to him a warning of his imminent peril? If she did so, the telegram would give the police of Florence a clue to his whereabouts, and he would be arrested in London on the morrow when he called for his letters. Telegrams from Italy are narrowly watched by the police, who have numberless agents in the telegraph service. Since the recent Anarchist scare and the assassination of the lamented Rè Umberto all suspicious messages are copied and sent to the central police bureau in Rome.

Therefore to dispatch a message from Florence addressed to Dick in London would be suicidal. A letter, however, would take days to reach him. To telegraph was the only way, but how? An idea, however, occurred to her at last, namely, to drive to the station, take train as far as Empoli, the little Tuscan town between Florence and Pisa, and send the message from there. If dispatched from some obscure town it would, she felt sure, stand less chance of suspicion than if sent from Florence, the city wherein the police were on the alert.

So calling Suzanne, she told her to explain to the Signorina Driscoll that she was compelled to go out again, and perhaps would not return until after dinner.

Mademoiselle went out half an hour ago, Marchesa, answered the woman in French. She said she had some purchases to make in the Via Calzioli.

Very well. Give her my message, said La Bambola, taking her purse, one of those flexible, silk-embroidered portfolios which take both handkerchief and paper money, and are used by all Italian ladies, and going down to the sunny old courtyard of the palace where her brougham, with her noble arms emblazoned upon the panels, awaited her.

At the station she had but a short time to wait for the Pisa train, which, as most travellers are aware, is one of the slowest on the Continent. Even the Italians themselves, to whom time is no object, call it the treno lumaca — snail train. The line was built in the early forties, and by reason of the bridges being of cast iron, which might snap beneath a too sudden shock, the train travels to-day with just the same rapidity as when the line was first opened. The whole afternoon La Bambola spent alone in the railway carriage creeping on up Arnos valley, past the dark old rock of Signa, and on across the Tuscan vinelands to Empoli, whence about six oclock she dispatched her telegram.

It was not once a year that the small post-office in the quaint little town of Empoli received a telegram for England, therefore the postmaster bustled about, consulted many huge tomes in order to ascertain the tariff, and queried whether there was such a place in London as Charing Cross.

The marchesa having assured him that she knew the office personally he accepted the message, and gave her a receipt, after which she returned to the station, and half an hour later caught a train for Florence.

In a carefully worded message she urged him to be wary, and forbade him to return to Florence. She added the reassuring words that Dora knew nothing.

On the return journey, sitting alone in the dingy, ill-lit compartment, she found herself thinking of that man who had thus imperilled himself for her sake. The hideousness of her sin was thrust upon her. She had lied in order that the long arm of the Camorra should strike down the man who stood between herself and her happiness. She had sacrificed her womans heart, her noble spirit, all the sympathetic traits of her character to a vengeful desire. She, the descendant of that cruel, hard race who in the Middle Ages had ruled Florence with an iron hand, held in her heart a burning vendetta. She had intended Ugo Valenti to die as an informer beneath the knife-stroke of the Camorra.

It seems to be a strange anomaly in her nature, that in connection with all which woman is capable of doing and suffering for the good of others, there should lurk about her heart a peculiar kind of selfishness, which the strong discipline of personal trial, and often of severe affliction, is frequently required to subdue. It is justly remarked of woman, that in cases of afflictive dispensation, the qualities of her heart and mind generally appear to the greatest advantage, and none of them more so than her devotedness; the power she sometimes evinces of throwing every consideration of self into the balance as nothing, when weighed against the interest or the happiness of those she loves. Supported under some of the most trying vicissitudes of life by this spirit of devotedness, her capabilities of acting and enduring have sometimes appeared almost superhuman; so much so, that when we contemplate woman in this point of view, we almost fail to recognise, as a being of the same species, the idle flutterer of the ball-room, or the listless murmurer beside the paternal hearth.

La Bambolas character was inexplicable. She possessed all the selfishness, vanity, and artifice of the present-day smart woman, and yet at the same time it was all opposed to her natural disinterestedness, simplicity of heart, and integrity. She had in those days of evil plotting when she had visited America and England, made a determination to rid herself of the one person of whom she went in fear. The report that he had died in America being false, she had patiently continued until she had hunted down the outcast in London. She had planned it all. She gave certain information to Volpini, the head of the organisation in the Italian colony in London, and the scarlet envelope had been issued against him. She was secretly aware of it all. When a person joins the Camorra he is compelled to keep in touch with the society in whatever city he may be, whether in Italy, or in any foreign capital. Its ramifications are wider even than Nihilism, and its vengeance just as swift, and just as sure. Indeed, a learned Italian judge, who had made a deep study of the Camòrra and its ways, declares that of the assassinations and attempted murders by the knife that occur annually in Italy no fewer than four thousand are due to this most powerful secret society. Hence it is not an organisation to be trifled with. Its decree is law; its judgment final.

Some of my English readers may think it strange that a woman of La Bambolas position in Italian society should become a member. No doubt such a thing appears an anomaly to the uninitiated, but it must be recollected that not only are deputies, syndics, and even the police often members of the organisation, but even some of the Kings Ministers have been proved to be Camorristi. At this moment in Italy many a principessa, marchesa, and contessa is a member of the society, some having been forced into joining in order to ensure their own safety, just as La Bambola had been.

She had joined secretly years ago in order to evade the constant demands made upon her for funds. By paying the tribute she had prevented any further unwelcome demands made by anonymous and threatening letters, and had likewise practically insured herself against thieves and malefactors. She was taxed annually by the Camorra, and paid the sum demanded quite willingly, in the knowledge that such a thing was usual.

The evil she had done, however, was the lie she had spoken in London. She had denounced that man and then she had returned to Italy to await news of the tragic end of the man she had falsely betrayed.

Yet from the first hour her womans sympathy asserted itself, and she repented of what she had done. She had called to her aid Dick, the only man who knew the truth. She knew she could trust him. Yes, she had known that he would serve her. Why?

Deep in thought she sat huddled up in the corner of the carriage as it crept slowly on towards the city of which she was reigning queen. The truth of it all was plain enough, much as she endeavoured to laugh it to scorn. Dick loved her; and she loved him in return.

In those hours, alone, the truth became for the first time forced upon her. A man does not imperil his liberty to shield a woman unless he loves her. And a woman did not think of a man as deeply as she thought of him without the fire of affection was in her heart. And yet she could not analyse her own feelings towards him. They had been friends in a perfectly platonic way. A strange friendship, it was true, considering the difference of their stations in life, he a fugitive from justice and she one of the wealthiest women in Italy. Long ago he had confessed all his past to her because he had found in her a perfectly confidential friend. He had asked her advice and guidance, and this had resulted in the confidence that had sprung up between them. She knew well how ingeniously poor Dick used to conceal his poverty from her, and her ruses to assist him without offence were many and equally ingenious. Sometimes she made him loans, for which he insisted upon giving her I.O.U.s, at others she would pay in a sum to his small account at Frenchs Bank in Florence, and then declare her utter ignorance of the transaction. In a city such as Florence, where there was so much whispering and such a plethora of scandal, the friendship was of course dangerous to her reputation. But she managed it all with that graceful tact and extraordinary foresight which was in her inborn, so that not even the most prudish of the British matrons who wintered on the Lung Arno was averse to her daughters visiting the brilliant marchesa.

But the crisis had come. The police were in search of Dick, and all must be known. She prayed that he might escape. Though guilty of a sin, he was, like herself, repentant. He had imperilled himself in order to save her from a cowardly and deadly crime.

If a word of the present situation became known a thousand tongues in Florence would be wagging, and all the pent-up jealousies of her rivals would be vented upon her in the form of fictitious scandal. None would believe that her friendship with Trafford, alias Driscoll, was what it really was. Indeed, in this age the very idea of platonic friendship between man and woman is sneered at and scouted as impossible. Where was he? she wondered. That he had escaped his pursuers was plain from what the prefect had told her. But for aught she knew he might already be under arrest again, for to escape from justice in England for any length of time is more difficult than in any other country. He had told her long ago that there was not a soul in London of whom he dare ask succour. Therefore he was alone, and being friendless was in greater peril.

Fowler — the man whom he had declared to her was his friend — had betrayed him. Her brows knit themselves, her lips compressed and her small gloved hands clenched themselves fiercely when she thought of that mans treachery. She knew Fowler, and had always disliked him. Indeed in that moment the mad, fiery hatred characteristic of the Michelozzi race consumed her. The man was Dicks enemy — and hers.

It was past nine oclock when she returned and found Dora, ignorant of her fathers peril, reading a novel and awaiting her.

My dear Marchesa! she cried, jumping to her feet. Why, wherever have you been all day? Ive lunched and dined and been out, and spent an awfully lonely day. Suzanne told me how you came back from the colonels and then went out again.

I had to go over to Signa, explained La Bambola briefly. I wanted to see the Mother Superior of the Convent regarding some needlework they are doing for my English charity. Im so sorry you were not in, or I could have taken you with me.

Im awfully sorry. I should have been delighted to go. I love Signa and the country around. It is such a romantic old place.

You must accompany me another time, La Bambola said, and then Suzanne entering, she accompanied her in order to change into a comfortable dressing-gown.

As she entered her own room her eyes fell upon the big jewel-case that had been so mysteriously opened and closed again. Sight of it recalled to her memory the stolen envelope. In the excitement and anxiety for Dicks welfare she had forgotten her loss. Yet as the whole of the mysterious affair flashed back to her mind she saw foreshadowed in it a grave impending evil.

The hour had passed when all those unknown persons who had been assigned envelopes would open them. All had already been opened by the hands that had received them, save hers.

Hers had been opened by a strange hand, the hand of one who now was cognizant of the secret of the Camorra.

The inexplicable theft had prevented her being compelled to carry out those instructions, it was true, but it had rendered the situation far more complicated, and added to the peril with which she was personally surrounded.

She caught sight of herself in passing the mirror and started at her reflection.

Her face was pale and drawn, her eyes haggard and worn, her mouth nervous and twitching — the very ghost of herself now that she wore her gown of cream cashmere secured by a heavy golden girdle set with turquoises — a splendid ornament worn by Lucretia Michelozzi at her marriage in the first year of the sixteenth century.

Madame is over-fatigued? declared her maid sympathetically.

Yes, Suzanne, Ive had a very worrying day, was all the response she vouchsafed. Bring me a plate of soup, and tell mademoiselle that I shall remain here by the fire. Im tired. Ask her to come and sit with me.

The maid retired to do her bidding, and when the door had closed La Bambola placed both hands to her white brow, and with her white, anxious face upturned to the large old mediaeval crucifix hanging upon the silk-covered wall, implored aloud in agony, Dio! Forgive me! Forgive me for what I have done!


CHAPTER XXIV 

MAKES CLEAR THE TRUTH
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IT WAS GIOVEDI Santo — Holy Thursday, that day when the streets of Florence are crowded by the women of the popolo, each dressed in her festà clothes and with her book of prayers in her hand, making their seven visits to the churches. In the grand old Duomo, in the mediaeval Santa Maria Novella, in the Santissima Annunziata, with its wonderful altar of silver, in Santa Croce, Santo Spirito, in the Trinità, and in all the minor churches were representations of the Holy Sepulchre with a wax figure of the dead Christ surrounded by candles.

The bells were silent, the pictures and crucifixes shrouded with purple, and signs of mourning everywhere. Reverent crowds of simple Florentines, descendants of the race who fought so bravely through the Middle Ages, trooped into every church to pay homage and to prostrate themselves; while among them were many English and American tourists who had come for a few days in the Lily City to witness the sights, to be present at the breaking of the clay bells, and to see the Scoppio del Carro, or the letting off of fireworks before the cathedral by a dove sent down a long string from the high altar. In the streets through the whole day went processions of the various confraternities, most of them dating their foundation from the Middle Ages, and wearing, like the Misericordia, those long black gowns which covered their faces as well as their figures, only their eyes being visible through the two small slits in the mask. Each carried his big broad-brimmed felt hat, and with candles, and accompanied by a priest, they went chanting in procession from church to church. The contadini from the Val dEma, from the country beyond Monte Rinaldi, and indeed from all the hill villages about the city, flocked in to perform their seven visits, for in their own paese they had only one church, and to go to Florence was a days excursion for them. So they went from place to place, with the critical eye of the Tuscan as to which church was most tastefully decorated, while the signori of Florence, who were making the visits in their own carriages, mingled and knelt with them.

La Bambola, accompanied by Dora, had visited Santa Spirito where lay the stone effigies of the Michelozzi on their tombs, and alighted before the entrance to the Annunziata, which, owing to the belief that the picture of the Virgin there protected Florence from destruction by a terrible earthquake twenty years ago, has ever since been one of the most popular of the many churches. There was a big crowd before the entrance, and within the glass colonnade containing del Sartos frescoes, the block was almost impassable. They managed, however, to struggle through, and to enter the dimly lit church, where the hushed multitude were filing slowly past the sepulchre. In the air was the heavy odour of damp mustiness which seems to hang about all the ancient edifices. It was almost dark within, save for the light from the many candles around the effigy of the dead Redeemer.

La Bambola, like all her noble race, was a devout Catholic, even though forced to associate herself with a secret society. She kept every fast religiously. Fervent in her devotion, passionate in her love, and bitter in her hatred, she possessed all the traits of the true Tuscan character. The Michelozzi had always been strict adherents to the church, for in the family there had been two cardinals back in the days of Innocent XI., while quite a number of the men had become priests and the women nuns.

Dora was too occupied in her attempt to make her way into the church to notice the dark, beetle-browed face of Tito Gori watching them. As soon, however, as they entered, the young man, who was much more shabbily dressed than usual, and presented more the appearance of a contadino from the hills than of a town thief, slipped in and closely followed them in the semi-darkness towards the sepulchre.

Unaware of all this the pair knelt side by side, while Tito, from behind one of the stone columns, watched them with eyes that betokened mischief.

He was muttering to himself in a low voice; the one hand in his pocket held something concealed there.

They rose at last and went forward with the crowd of the curious to peer upon the waxen representation. In the pushing, eager multitude, however, they became separated, and Tito, who had been watching narrowly, slipped up behind Dora in an instant.

Do not turn towards me, he whispered in Italian in her ear. Take this quickly. It is secret, and he placed something in her hand.

It was accomplished in an instant, and almost before she knew what had occurred the young man had disappeared.

Within her hand she felt a piece of paper, which proved to be a little envelope — one of those used in Italy to send cards of thanks. Unable to examine it then, and knowing it to contain some information intended for herself alone, she doubled it and slipped it into her glove before she rejoined her hostess.

Tito sometimes wrote to her, but he always sent his letters through the post. The one he had handed to her so ingeniously must assuredly contain something of highest importance and greatest secrecy. She was all anxiety to return to the palazzo and tear open the mysterious note.

But they had visits to pay to other churches, and it was not until two hours later that she sent her maid out of her room on a pretext and opened that envelope. Within she found one of Titos badly written, ill-spelt notes, making an appointment to meet her that evening outside the Porta al Prato at a spot he indicated. The matter was urgentissimo, he added.

She was tired after the noise and bustle of Giovedì Santo, and felt in no way inclined to go forth upon a nocturnal expedition with the young ruffian who had once formed such a peculiar attachment for her. Yet she knew by his note and the manner in which he had handed it to her that something unusual had occurred, and that it was important they should meet.

That night for dinner La Bambola put on one of her handsome gowns, the latest from Doeillets atelier, a marvellous creation in pale rose and silver. Sometimes it was her whim to dress magnificently, even though she dined alone. Suzanne knew well all her mistresss fads and fancies. Not that La Bambola was vain in the least degree. At heart she cared very little for dress, one day wearing quite a shabby gown which should long ago have been Suzannes perquisite, and the next putting on a costume that was the envy of all feminine Florence. She had exquisite taste, and never in the most striking of her dresses was there anything glaring, or any unpleasant contrast of colour.

After dinner they were sitting together in the cosy little apartment where they always took their coffee, La Bambolas holy of holies in the great gloomy old palazzo. With an air of languor she half reclined upon a dormeuse, her bare arms raised and her hands placed behind her head in lazy attitude. The tiny gold-beaded slippers she wore had been embroidered for her by the girls at the convent wherein she had spent her youth and to which she was now a benefactress. One of them she had kicked off, and with her legs crossed she displayed a neat ankle encased in its black silk hose.

Dora thought she had never seen her looking so beautiful, and yet so full of sadness as at that moment, for her countenance was troubled, and she seemed strangely silent throughout dinner.

Presently, after they had been chatting, Dora handed her her mandoline, for each evening she amused her guest by singing one or other of the old Tuscan serenades. That night, however, she took the instrument, not without reluctance, and allowed it to lie idly in her lap for some time before commencing, and then, as though with sudden inspiration, touched the strings and drew forth the sweet plaintive music of the South, as she sang that old, old song that was sung by the Florentines through the Middle Ages:

Bagnata di pianto 

Sio tamo, mi chiedi, 

Prostrato mi vedi 

Chiedendoti amor.



Sio dormo o sia destò 

Non penso che a te:

Se amor non è questo, 

Tu dimmi cos è?



Amarti soltanto 

Non basta al mio cor:

Io voglio parliarti, 

Parlarti damor.

When at last she had sung the final verse she placed the mandoline down with a deep breath and was silent again for quite a long time.

Ive been wondering, dear, how it is that weve heard nothing of your father, she at length exclaimed suddenly, for he was in her thoughts always. Why, its nearly twelve days since he wrote last, she added.

No, ten days, replied the girl. I had a letter from him last Tuesday week.

But the last I received was twelve days ago, said the other quickly. Why didnt you tell me of your letter? I wonder whether he is still in London?

No. My letter bore the postmark of some obscure village which I fancy is in Suffolk.

What was its name? she inquired anxiously.

I forget. I threw away the envelope.

Her hostess sighed, and set her lips tight in disappointment. Doras words had raised a vain hope within her They only showed that he had escaped from London, and therefore her telegram of warning had not reached him.

I wonder when hell be back? remarked Dora. He said he would return in a fortnight at latest. I suppose he must have a lot of business to transact.

Of course, dear, answered the other reassuringly. It is years since he was in England, and I expect things demanding his attention have accumulated. Have you replied to his last letter?

No. I havent his address.

Nor I. It is very remiss of him not to say where a Vetter will find him.

I hope hell be back very soon, for I feel that although you are so good to me always, I am nevertheless a terrible burden to you.

A burden, my dear! Why, not at all! Im delighted to have you here, La Bambola responded. Ah! you cant know how dull and lonely my life is when I have no friend staying with me. You have your father, but I am alone — quite alone, and have no one.

Dora paused, looking straight into her beautiful face.

You will marry some day. Then you will be happy, she said.

Marry! echoed the marchesa with a deep sigh, as she recollected the man she had grown to love. Never. Marriage and happiness are, alas! not for me, Dora.

But everybody prophesies it, the girl went on. They say that you are wearing out your life because of some unreciprocated love. Is that so? she asked artlessly.

La Bambola smiled at her girlish want of tact in putting such a question. Within her heart Dora suspected that some affection existed between her father and this brilliant and wealthy woman, and her inquiry was intended as a diplomatic ruse to learn the truth.

I really dont know why people should feel any interest in my affairs of the heart, responded La Bambola with a forced laugh. I suppose gossips will credit me with a husband next! Yes, Dora, I know the world thinks it very strange that I, who have been courted and flattered through these years, have never married. Gossips have tried to learn the reason, but it is my own secret — one that they will never fathom. Rather than marry a man whom I could not -love I will remain as I am, a lonely woman. It is true, as all Florence knows, that Ive had numberless offers of marriage, but all have been by men eager to obtain my fortune. It was but natural. In Italy, this poor strangled country of ours, the man of noble birth must needs make an advantageous marriage or else go abroad and work. With so many rich English and American girls eager to become countesses and baronesses, the former course is more easy than the latter. The men who came to demand my hand forgot that I was Italian, and being one of themselves saw through their schemes. To all of them I spoke plainly, and abashed and ashamed they left me.

The pair had never spoken of love before, and Dora, finding her hostess not averse to confiding in her, pursued the subject further. Once she had held in abhorrence this smart patrician who was so popular, believing her to be one of those heartless women who flirt and coquet with every man and who drop them just as occasion requires. But during the weeks she had been her guest she had obtained an insight into her sweet and sympathetic character, and had seen how the cankerworm of some hidden grief had really eaten into her heart. Instead of the imperious grande dame she had always supposed La Bambola to be, she found her, on the contrary, a quiet, sympathetic friend, as unaffected as herself, warm-hearted, generous, and unselfish, so that she had learned to love her for her thorough genuineness and honesty of purpose.

Among the people there are many stories afloat regarding your loves, Dora went on at last. I have heard lots of them.

Oh! she laughed. And what do they say? Do they actually credit me with affection for any one in particular?

Yes.

And whats his name, pray?

Dora hesitated, fearing lest she might offend her if she spoke the truth.

Come, tell me, she urged; I wont be angry, I assure you. Im always interested to hear what people say of me.

Well, then, the girl faltered, with her eyes still fixed on those of her friend, they say that you love Ugo Valenti the man who was forced to leave Florence four or five years ago.

Ugo Valenti! she echoed, starting. And they say that I love him! How utterly false and absurd! Love him! Why, he never uttered a single word of affection to me in all his life, poor fellow! No, a thousand times no! she cried. Then she paused, and Dora saw that her white chest heaved and fell quickly, her lips compressed, and her splendid eyes became filled with tears. No, she said in a low, hoarse voice; they are all in ignorance of my secret. I have kept it well, and shall keep it always. You alone, Dora, are aware of the truth. You alone, she said, in a choking voice as the hot tears ran down her cheeks, know the identity of the man I love.

Dora rose quickly and, taking her hand, strove with her womans quick sympathy to comfort her.

I know, I know, she said. I have guessed it long ago. He, too, loves you.

Ah! alas! my dream of happiness is all of the past, she cried, bursting forth into a torrent of tears which she was unable longer to suppress. It cannot be. No, it can never be!


CHAPTER XXV

EXCITES DORAS CURIOSITY
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IT WAS LATE before Dora contrived to dismiss her maid and slip along the silent, dimly lit corridors of the old palazzo and but by the servants entrance into the Borgo San Lorenzo.

Her brain was awhirl. That brilliant, beautiful woman, whom she had once hated, but whom she had now grown to love, had taken her into her confidence and had revealed her secret. La Bambola, she saw, loved her father with a strong passionate devotion peculiarly Tuscan, and was ready to sacrifice everything for his sake. Those tears told her more plainly than words that her love was no mere passing fancy, but a real, honest affection born of long acquaintance and devoted friendship. The revelation had been startling, and yet for a long time past she had suspected it, and that very suspicion had for years aroused within her a fierce antagonism towards the woman whom she had believed to be so shallow and so artificial.

Towards the world La Bambola always wore that mask of airy irresponsibility which is the mode for smart women nowadays, whether their circle be in Paris, Rome, or London. To few, even of her intimates, did she exhibit her real, sweet, sympathetic nature. Artificiality was necessary for her social success, and Dora had, like all the others, formed wrong conclusions and misjudged her. Closer acquaintanceship, however, coupled with the passionate confession and fervent declaration she had made had lifted the scales from her eyes. She loved La Bambola, instead of hating her, as she once had done.

She saw how full was her heart of grief and sorrow, and had sympathised with her, stroking her wonderful hair with soothing, tender hand. In that last hour they had grown to understand each other. Dora, too, had learnt that fact which was so important to her peace of mind, namely, that Ugo, the man she loved, had never been in love with her hostess. It was all false, La Bambola had declared Enemies had put about reports, and she had, unfortunately believed them.

While Dora was hurrying out in the direction of the Porta al Prato, La Bambola was sitting alone before the blazing logs in her own room, her face pale as her cream gown of cashmere with its turquoise girdle. She was thinking — thinking and wondering.

The unaccountable disappearance of that scarlet envelope was ever uppermost in her mind. From day to day, nay, from hour to hour, she dreaded the vengeance of the Camorra, whose secret she had undoubtedly exposed. She had not received any summons to the council, and that fact seemed in itself to foreshadow an impending evil The solemn words spoken by that masked man It the head of the table on that memorable night when the numbers were drawn rang ever in her ears, and she knew too well that even though she succeeded in saving Dick from the police, happiness could never be hers, for she was doomed.

By her own negligence she had allowed that secret document to fall into other hands. It was an offence which, she was only too well aware, the Camorra never forgave.

Their sentence might fall upon her that very night, or it might be delayed for a month, or for a year. But the blow would be struck inevitably at the very moment that she believed herself safest.

Haunted by the terror of death as well as by the fears regarding Dicks safety, she was now nervous and fearful, viewing every stranger with suspicion and starting at any person who chanced to follow in her footsteps. She only drove out in her brougham, knowing that against the occupant of a victoria a knife-blow could easily be directed and the assassin escape. The crime of murder has been effected in this manner many times in Italy.

She was nervous, agitated, and desperate, starting at every sound and seeing in every one who greeted her the secret assassin of the Camorra. The fact that members of the society are unknown to each other, prevented her from making any inquiry as regards the result of the calamity that had befallen her, or as to whether the secret was known. In every respect she was helpless, and could only in silence wait whatever punishment they passed upon her.

It was strange indeed that while all Florence believed the Marchesa Doria-Michelozzi to be one of the happiest of women, yet she existed from hour to hour in terror of assassination. She shuddered when she reflected on her foolish action while mingling with the crowds at the churches and kneeling in the half darkness at spots which must invite the assassin if he were following her. Yet the fact that she had so far escaped renewed within her a slight courage, and she longed for Dicks return in order to confide to him the truth.

But could he return? She feared not. With the whole police of Europe in search of him no place was a safe refuge. He was a hunted man, just as she was now a hunted woman.

And yet it was in those hours of her awful agony of mind that she had first realised how empty was her life without him. In La Bambolas love was mingled the trusting dependence of a child, for she had ever looked up to him as her protector and her guide; the frankness, the social feeling, and the tenderness of a sister — for was not he her friend? the solicitude, the anxiety, the careful watching of the mother — for would she not suffer to preserve him from harm? Such was the love in a noble mind, and especially in its first commencement, elevated and pure, trusting and disinterested. Indeed, the woman who can mingle low views and selfish calculations with her first attachment, is scarcely worthy the name.

While the Marchesa sat reasoning with herself and trying vainly to solve the several problems before her, Dora had gained the broad Viale Principe Umberto, and was walking, beneath the trees which line the roadway towards the spot which Tito had indicated as their place of meeting. It was always against her inclination that she met the lowborn young Neapolitan, yet in the present circumstances she deemed it wise to humour him, for many matters were puzzling her. After her first girlish admiration of his dark, swarthy face, his keen black eyes, and his curly hair, love between them had been entirely out of the question. The individual known to his intimates of the streets of Rome and Naples as The Thrush had induced her to become a member of the society, and it was only her association with it which now forced her to remain on friendly terms with him. She knew that, although he had always treated her with the most profound respect, yet there was inborn in him the sly treachery and swaggering braggadocio of the Neapolitan guttersnipe whose vendetta was venomous, and who as easily betrayed their friends as their enemies.

Therefore she went in fear of him. If they quarrelled he might expose her. So as far as possible she obeyed his requests, sometimes meeting him secretly and at others performing for him and his friends confidential services which they, as Camorristi, had a right to demand of her.

Only those who live in Italy, and are familiar with its everyday life, know how honeycombed is society by that great secret organisation which, while protecting both poor and rich who are its associates, is nevertheless merciless against the abuses of administration, holding its own standard of honour, and making its own rigid and strictly enforced laws. English people commonly believe it to be nothing short of a murder society, but it commits murder only to avenge a wrong or to punish disobedience to its mandates. Indeed, those who know the Camorristi and know the deplorable state of things of which it is the outcome, will be more inclined to sympathise than to condemn, even though its laws be drastic, and its justice is never tempered by mercy.

To-day the Camorra rules the central and southern portions of Italy, and its constant extension must certainly before long prove alarming to those who hold the reins of government.

Dora was passing the dark little pineta, or shrubbery, at the junction of the Via Cittadella with the Viale, when the dark figure of a man, appearing as suddenly as though from the earth, came beside her.

She started, for the spot was a lonely one, and the fellow was a stranger. The man uttered no word, but even though she quickened her pace, he strode on with her.

In a few moments she would meet Tito, and she feared that if the latter noticed the stranger annoying her, his ready knife would be unsheathed.

He spoke some words in a low voice, words that she did not catch. They caused her to hasten on.

Again he spoke, and she distinctly heard her own name.

She turned in quick indignation to respond, and for the first time looked into the strangers face. The words died upon her lips.

It was Ugo. A loud, joyous cry of sudden recognition escaped her, and next instant she stood clasped in his strong arms. They were in the deep shadow, and as at that hour the broad avenue was utterly deserted, there was none to witness the rain of warm kisses which the returned outcast showered upon her white cheeks, none beside herself and Tito Gori, who knew that the Baron Ugo Valenti, noble of Pisa, had come back to the city where he had once been so popular among the jeunesse dorée.

In the first few moments of their meeting many were the eager questions and rapidly uttered answers. He explained how he had arrived in Florence at three oclock that afternoon, and had invoked Titos aid to convey the urgent message to her in the church.



Time pressed, for on the morrow he would probably be compelled to leave Florence again. He had returned there on purpose to see her. It was strange, she reflected, that Tito should thus aid the man who was his rival. Perhaps the fact that she could never love him had become at last impressed upon him, and finding his aspirations hopeless had aided the young baron to meet her thus secretly. She recollected that, like Tito, Ugo was a Camorrist, and that he was compelled by the terms of membership to assist him. But in the situation she saw an increasing danger. Ugo was not aware that the low-born Neapolitan had ever declared his love for her, and was therefore in ignorance of any jealousy his return to Florence might have aroused.

For aught she knew, the agile and ingenious young ruffian, who defied the police and whose renown was so great among the Camorristi in every city in Italy, might be hidden among those trees in the dark pineta, watching them with mad jealousy and brooding over his revenge.

Dora inquired of her lover the manner in which he had found Tito, but the latter only replied that he had known the osteria where he was generally to be found, and had learnt from him that she was at present the guest of La Bambola.

Then your father is not in Florence? Ugo said, as they walked together along the Viale in the direction of the ancient Fortezza.

No, she answered. He is in London.

In London? he exclaimed, regarding her with surprise. How long is it since he left here?

Oh, several weeks. His last letter was dated from some small place down in the country. He has much business to attend to, for hes been away from England so long.

The young man was silent. The fact that her father was in London was, to him, most important in the inquiries he intended to make. He no longer presented the unkempt appearance he did when trudging the muddy London streets hawking images, but was dressed with neatness, even though his clothes bore the stamp of having been purchased ready made.

And La Bambola? What of her? he inquired, not however without some hesitation.

She is the same, replied the girl. Always the same.

Ah! he ejaculated, and she noticed that a sigh escaped him. He was no doubt reflecting upon those days before he had become an outcast.

Of a sudden she halted, and grasping his hand, looked earnestly into his face, asking the question which for years she had longed to put to him.

Ugo, she exclaimed in Italian, for they were speaking in his own soft Tuscan, Ugo, confess to me. You loved La Bambola!

Loved her! he cried quickly. No, Dora; I swear to you upon my mothers tomb, upon all I hold most sacred, that I never loved her. She was my friend — that was all. I loved you — I have always loved you!

Through all these years of absence? she asked in a choked voice.

Yes, through all my long exile, he replied. I have remembered you always, Dora. You have ever been in my thoughts, and I have wondered — and wondered always.

Wondered what?

Whether you had forgotten — whether you had put my memory aside as that of a man who was ruined and without a soldo, and that you had learned to love someone else.

I love only you, was her frank declaration. Before you left me I gave you my promise, and my troth to you I have held sacred always.

His arm was linked in hers, and for answer he bent and kissed her, believing that none witnessed that mark of his affection.

They were in the deep shadow of the calm star-lit Italian night. A distant church bell was clanging somewhere away across Arno, but only that and the rattle of a cob in one of the paved side streets broke the quiet, for the Viale is always silent and deserted at an early hour. Dora feared that Tito might be watching there, but her anxiety was groundless. He had kept an appointment in another quarter of the city.

Alas! how very true is that old proverb of the Tuscan contadini — Ogni amore ha la sua spesa.


CHAPTER XXVI

EXPLAINS LA BAMBOLAS INTENTION

[image: img185.jpg]

WHEN DORA CAME to take her coffee with La Bambola in her room on the following morning, as was their habit, she noticed how bright and happy she seemed. In ignorance of the escapade and unexpected meeting of the previous night, the unhappy woman attributed the girls merriment to the natural buoyancy of youth. Yet her gay chatter jarred upon her over-strung nerves. Around her eyes, still red with the tears of the night before, were dark rings betraying anxiety and insomnia.

Truth to tell, she had sat for hours in her armchair before the fire until it had died out, and then, shivering, had crept to bed and lain awake full of fear and apprehension. How, indeed, could she sleep, consumed by that terrible anxiety which had gripped her heart? Therefore she had risen early and had sat idly at her window which looked down into the brown old courtyard, with its sculptured columns and crumbling fountain. The plashing music of the water soothed her, the bright sunlight gave her hope, and the sight of her crucifix caused her to cross her hands and mutter that prayer that her mother had taught her to lisp in her childhood days. That morning, she had reflected, might be the last she would ever see. The vengeance of the Camorra was upon her, and to escape was, she knew too well, utterly hopeless. The blow might fall at any moment, at any place, or in any mode, secret, swift, unerring.

Dora recognised how tristful and anxious she was, and by reason of the confession knew that her fathers continued silence was the cause of it.

Suzanne brought in the letters, and her mistress turned them over in quick eagerness. But there was nothing from him.

In order to distract her, Dora inquired about her engagements for the day, but she answered listlessly that she had none, and that she did not intend to go out.

I am not very well, she added briefly in explanation.

Then, finding her disinclined to drive out, Dora announced her intention of going to her home in the afternoon in order to fetch some colours she wanted for the sketch she was at work upon. It was an excuse, of course, for she had persuaded Ugo to remain another day, and had made an appointment to meet him at two oclock at a spot on the road to Fiesole.

Through the morning Dora read to her one of the batch of new novels from Vieusseuxs, an exciting story of love and adventure which held them both interested, and then after luncheon went out to meet her lover.

It was Venerdì Santo, and Florence was still in festa, but assuredly the happiest pair who strode together on the unfrequented paths beyond Il Pino were Dora and Ugo. In the bright spring sunlight they took the path that had been so familiar to them before the black days of estrangement and exile, and every feature of it recalled to them those last hours of their deep affection.

As they strolled together, careful to avoid any spot where they might meet any person they knew, she asked him how he had fared in London, and the reason of his long absence. But he was vague in his replies. He told her nothing of the strange, romantic life he had led in the London streets, or the real reason of his return. He had experienced a hard struggle, he said, with a bitter smile, but was not more explicit. She was disappointed, for to her it seemed as though he intended to withhold the truth. Yet the winged hours slipped by as they wandered together, happy in each others presence, recalling old times and old associations, and exchanging vows of undying devotion.

It was nearly seven when she passed through the great iron gates of the palazzo, being saluted by the hall-porter in the bright Michelozzi livery, and crossed the cortile where the big moss-grown fountain splashed into its time-stained marble basin, just as it did long ago when armed men had mounted guard; while the sculptured arms around were mute monuments of an historic and glorious past. But her light footsteps echoed loudly in the dead silence there, and although it was still light outside, the great courtyard seemed grim and ghostly.

Entering there from the busy street outside it was like going into the silent cloister of some old monastery, gloomy and depressing in its gradual decay. In Doras state of mind this impression became forced upon her more than ever. The palazzo was a princely abode, it was true; its art-treasures notable among the finest in Italy, and its great salons well adapted for those lavish entertainments which its owner so frequently gave, yet it was assuredly no place of residence for a young and lonely woman. But La Bambola had always loved the old place, and after her mothers death had lived there with her old English governess, Miss Gardener. Six years ago the latter had died of an incurable malady, and La Bambola had ever since lived alone, save for the frequent visits of her women friends. Indeed, she really had no right to the title of Marchesa, being unmarried, but as the last of the great and noble race all Florence had perpetuated the name of one of its greatest families, and hence, instead of being known as the Marchesina, she was called the Marchesa Doria-Michelozzi, or popularly, La Bambola.

Upstairs, Dora found her in a small sitting-room making up her accounts at her little escritoire. She wore a pretty dress of pearl-grey, simply made, but fitting to perfection. In a small vase upon the escritoire was a sprig of white lilac, the flower emblematic of the tomb. Through the whole afternoon she had sat there, covering page after page with her neat, pointed handwriting, characteristic of the convent where she had been taught, and now and then thoughtfully regarding the white blossoms before her, or bending to inhale their faint perfume. White lilac had hitherto been her pet abomination, and it was a strange caprice of hers that day to send Suzanne to the Via Tornabuoni to purchase it.

The letter she had written was a very long one, and having finished it, she read it through, correcting here and there with great care. Then she signed it, placed it in a large envelope and sealed it with black war, using the ancient seal of her noble house, the same that impressed the wax upon those historic documents which English visitors to Florence have seen preserved in the Laurenziana Library — the arms and chief which showed that the Michelozzi had fought with the Ghibellines. Then again she had taken up her pen and wrote in large, firm characters the words To be opened after my death. — LAURA DORIA-MICHELOZZI.

That line gave the key to her innermost thoughts. It showed why she had ordered that sprig of white lilac which, in the warmth of the room, was already drooping.

La Bambola, pale, calm, and composed, was contemplating death.

The bulky letter she carried across to the fine old Empire bureau on the opposite side of the room and locked it safely within a drawer which contained a number of other papers all carefully arranged.

Then she stood near the window, rigid as a statue.

The sunlight faded, and the rosy afterglow lit up the pretty room, yet she still stood gazing blankly out upon the half-obliterated fresco upon the weather-stained wall opposite. That the thoughts passing within her mind were sad ones was plain, because her pale lips moved convulsively, yet no word escaped them. She saw a religious procession traversing the piazza, and crossed herself from force of habit. Then she sighed, as though all hope had gone from her, and sank again at her escritoire to puzzle over the accounts which the housekeeper had presented after luncheon.

It was in this position that Dora found her when she burst in gaily, crying:

Do forgive me for being so long absent. I know its awfully unkind of me to leave you so long alone; and she bent and kissed the cold white brow of the woman who was now her dearest friend.

Oh, Ive been very busy, replied the other, looking up from the mass of figures before her. These accounts drive one mad. Im a horribly bad arithmetician, she added, laying down her pen and turning in her chair.

I met the Contessa Bonaconti in the Piazza del Duomo. She gives a dance next Tuesday, and has asked us. Youll go, wont you?

La Bambola sighed wearily. To refuse would be unkind to the girl, who went out so very seldom, yet she had no heart for festivities, and had not even bestirred herself to prepare for the big entertainment she always gave immediately after Pasqua. The Michelozzi ball on the Thursday following Easter Day has for generations been a social event in Florence, and La Bambola, true to the traditions of her house, had never failed to give the entertainment and make it one of the most brilliant functions of the season.

If youd care to go, dear, I suppose you must have your way, she answered with a sad smile.

Ah! exclaimed the girl seriously, I know you are not in a mood for gaiety, She was longing to tell her of Ugos return, but the latter had strictly forbidden her to breathe a word. He was in Florence in secret, staying with an old woman who had for years been in the service of the family in Pisa. He would give her no distinct reason for his desire that his presence should remain unknown; he had merely impressed upon her the fact that secrecy was imperative.

The situation was indeed a strange one. Dora, with her quick womans sympathy, was seeking to comfort the woman who loved her father so dearly.

Perhaps it was the simplicity and the truth of La Bambolas character, its depth, its complexity and its variety that had attracted Dora towards her. The brilliant womans intensity of passion, her singleness of purpose, her entireness, completeness and devotedness to her father held her amazed, spellbound. She had never believed any woman capable of such an attachment as that which she had proved in conversation during the earlier hours of that day. Although La Bambolas mother had been English, she was Tuscan in every trait of her character. Italian women, as Byron remarked — and he could speak avec connaissance de fait — are the only women in the world capable of impressions at once very sudden and very durable. Indeed, the average Italian woman of the better class, either from nature or from her social position, is often led to invert the usual course of frailty, and weak in resisting the first impulses of passion, to reserve the whole strength of her character for a display of constancy and devotedness afterwards. Both these traits of the national character were exemplified in La Bambola.

The jealousy that Dora had felt lest the Marchesa should supplant her in her fathers affection had entirely left her. Once she had believed those gossiping reports of how Ugo had loved this brilliant woman and been ruined by her friends at the card-table, but now she had become convinced by what she had told her and what Ugo himself had admitted, that the story was only an invention of home one in the Unione or elsewhere, related across cocktails at Doneys, and afterwards whispered behind fans on the Lung Arno until it received the stamp of truth, and was accepted as such by all and sundry. Dora had at last awakened to the fact that the popular leader of society to whom she used to refer as that woman had been cruelly wronged by the venomous tongues of those jealous of her social success. The pleasant little world on Arnos banks is a small one, but, alas! it is just as full of bickerings, backbitings, and blackguardism as those greater worlds of London, or of Paris. Dora recognised all this, and her heart went out in sympathy to her who, although wealthy and popular, ruling as a veritable queen over the city, was nevertheless the most lonely and unhappy woman in the whole of it.

She saw tears in those beautiful eyes that were admired everywhere, and, bending to her, kissed her again with a sisterly affection.

She knew not that those tears were tears of regret, or that that mind was filled with a morbid contemplation which blotted out everything — the contemplation of that calm and dreamless sleep from which there is no awaking.


CHAPTER XXVII

AVERTS A CATASTROPHE
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TITO GORI LOITERED late in the Borgo San Lorenzo, outside the grim Palazzo Michelozzi. Long after midnight he sat in Pietro Baccis little wine-shop on that side of the piazza which faces the front of the church, smoking one of those long rank Tuscan cigars and chatting with the proprietor over a glass of good Pomino. His soft, grease-stained hat crushed in carelessly and worn slightly askew, the knotted handkerchief at his throat, and his habit of hitching his thumb in the armhole of his waistcoat gave him an air of easy-going vagabondage. All the lower classes in Florence knew The Thrush, and were also aware that he was the very incarnation of all that was good and of all that was bad in the Camorra. The Camorristi of the ignorant classes, labourers and contadini from the hills, asked his advice and guidance, and many, knowing his influence with the all-powerful capintesta in Naples, appealed to him to intercede for them. He was, so to speak, the ambassador of the Camorra in Florence, and hidden in his belt ready to his hand was that keen blade with the double-crossed hilt that had more than once struck a swift and savage blow.

From where he sat he could watch the gateway of the old palace, and saw the gloomy old courtyard dimly lit as it always was save on the nights of La Bambolas entertainments. His keen dark eyes were fixed upon that gateway as though he expected to see some one enter or leave. With his rather ragged elbows on the table he smoked on, chatting with the keeper of the place and gossipping as the Italian loves to gossip, yet all the time keeping watch. The stranger who might chance to meet the good-looking young vagabond would never dream that this lounger of the wineshops and the lower eating-houses was keeper of the secrets of half Florence, or that men and women with high-sounding titles and who rode in their carriages were often glad of his intercession and his advice. To the Englishman who knows not Italy this must, of course, seem incredible; yet the Camorra exists for the benefit of the people, and has its agents and its ambassadors in every social centre throughout the country. Its objects are usually entirely misunderstood. The protection of the poor, the blackmailing of the wealthy, and the establishment of a drastic code of justice with honour are the three tenets of the creed of the great society of which The Thrush was one of the famous and fearless agents.

Pietro Bacci, a furrowed-faced Camorrist himself, saw by Titos movements that he was watching the gateway of the palazzo. Had the Marchesa driven out that day Tito inquired, to which the proprietor of the wine-shop replied in the negative. The porter of the palazzo, who wore a gorgeous uniform every afternoon and bowed so obsequiously to La Bambolas callers, was his regular customer, therefore he always knew all that transpired within the palazzo. Every Tuscan servant chatters about his master and his mistress, which is a distinct failing, even though they may possess so many good qualities.

The Thrush did not present his usual clean appearance that night. His chin showed a growth of dark beard, his countenance was worn and haggard, and his eyes just a trifle bloodshot, as though he had passed several sleepless nights. If he had, it had no doubt been in the service of the organisation he served so faithfully and well. Many a poor family both in Rome and in Florence was indebted to Tito for assistance and sustenance, and at the same time many a grand signore had reason to denounce him to the police for extorting money by threats, yet dared not do so for fear of invoking the dreaded vengeance of the society.

Tito had entered the Tazza dOro — the Golden Cup — soon after ten oclock, and had waited there patiently smoking and gossipping until an hour past midnight when, of a sudden, while still watching, he saw the porter lock the ponderous gates of iron wrought fantastically in the early days of the Florentine Republic, extinguish the lights in the ancient courtyard one by one, and then disappear.

The Thrush tossed his cigar out into the gutter with a quick gesture of impatience, and rose, knowing that his vigilance that night would not be rewarded. He had spent three hours there, in eager expectation, all to no purpose, and was therefore not in the best of humours. Of late many matters had occurred to fill him with annoyance, not the least of them being the reappearance of the young Baron Valenti who had invoked his aid in securing the clandestine appointment of the previous night. Valenti was a Camorrist, like himself, therefore he had been bound to assist him, even against his inclination. He had not been present at their meeting, but he nevertheless was filled with a bitter ill-will towards the pair. He felt that Dora had scorned him because of his lowly birth, and this had filled him with an indignation which he, however, cunningly suppressed. Tito was an admirable actor. He could smile and joke airily even though the spirit of murder were in his heart.

His manner that night was certainly not reassuring. Old Pietro detected that the headstrong young man was filled with anger and indignation, and therefore endeavoured to calm him. But after he saw the palazzo closed for the night he no longer sought to detain him there.

Good-night, and a pleasant sleep, he cried in the Tuscan style as the young man rose, growling to himself.

Good-night! snapped The Thrush, and after refilling his glass from the big wine-flask, drained it and lounged out into the dark, ill-lit Borgo, and was soon crossing in front of the wonderful black-and-white façade of the ancient cathedral, that masterpiece of Giotto. As he slunk along in the shadow cast by the grand old pile in the bright Italian moonlight, he muttered ominously to himself, and mingled with the words which escaped his lips were strange-sounding imprecations. The Italian, even in his bad language, is generally humorous, for when swearing he usually turns his swear-words into expressions which, sounding like imprecations, are nevertheless quite meaningless. Thus, if he wishes to call another the son of a dog — a favourite expression in Tuscany — he will call him the son of a church-tower instead, using the word campanile in place of cane. He swears too by the bodies of a thousand anchovies, by the body of Bacchus, or by the bodies of a thousand cannon, all of which expressions being uttered in Italian with the rolling rs sound fearsome and impressive to the uninitiated.

While the young lounger was wending his way across the Ponte Vecchio to the little trattoria in a narrow street off the Via Maggio where he lived, the patrician mistress of the palazzo he had been watching so vigilantly was sitting alone in her room, her Titian hair unbound and falling negligently about her shoulders, her pointed chin resting pensively upon her hands.

Suzanne had left an hour ago, but she still sat where her maid had left her when dismissed, staring blankly at her reflection in the long mirror with its waxen candles in silver sconces. Dora had retired long ago, and finding herself at last alone her thoughts wandered to that firm and desperate resolution she had made earlier in the day — the resolution to end her life. Dick could never be hers, now that he had been so basely betrayed. Even the Camorra was her enemy. She had now nothing further to live for. Only disgrace and exposure could come to her. The sin of the man she loved held him fettered and apart from her. It was that thought which had aroused in her the wild, turbulent desire to end it all by means of the tiny hypodermic syringe in its little velvet-lined case from which her doctor had once given her an injection of morphia when her neuralgia was driving her crazy.

She did not fear death, but rather welcomed it as a mode of escape from the awful punishment which she knew must be hers ere long. But her cold face was white as the gown she wore, blanched even to the lips.

Inert, melancholy, and regardless of all the luxury and brightness of the life surrounding her, she was thinking only of the deed she intended to commit. It would be better to die painlessly with just the single prick of the needle than beneath the knife of some gutter-bred assassin, or in agony by poison which might be placed secretly in her food. By the continued silence of the Camorra she knew herself to be doomed.

Ah, if I could only see him once again! she murmured to herself in a strange half whisper, which sounded so weird in the big room with its heavy silken hangings, that she was startled by her own voice. If only I knew that he was safe! But it is impossible — ah! impossible! she sighed. Even if I went to-morrow to England I should not find him, for he is a fugitive, and may be in France, Belgium, or even in America ere this. Yet wherever he goes the law of extradition follows him, and sooner or later he must again fall into the hands of his captors. No. If he is safe, then he will write to me here. Yes, I have done the proper thing to remain in Florence. Yet why has he sent me no single word? He surely does not fear that I would betray him as that scoundrelly Englishman has done? It is all a mystery which I cannot solve. One single fact alone is plain. Dick has sacrificed himself in order to save me from becoming the author of a crime.

Again she remained silent for a long time, reflecting upon the great service rendered her by the man she had grown to love. She remembered her own treachery towards Ugo, and dreaded lest Dora should ever learn her dastardly intention. She saw in her own reflection in the mirror a woman who had tried strenuously to preserve her integrity, but who had, alas! failed and fallen.

And now the very organisation which she had joined in order to further her own ends was goading her on to take her life. It was her punishment, and she admitted within herself that it was just.

At last with a long sigh she rose wearily, exclaiming aloud:

He does not know — he can never know how dearly I love him. But if he escapes there may some day be placed in his hands the letter I have written him. Then he will see why I am forced to act as I am doing, and will know that the culpability is not all my own. My lawyers will have found the letter, and if he can be found will place it in his hands. If not, after three years it will be destroyed and my secret buried for ever. She paused again, standing in the centre of the room. It seems hard to die at my age, she went on in a hoarse, strained voice, still examining herself in the glass, yet it is best. I can hope for nothing, and with all hope and aspiration ended there is nothing left to a woman but the grave.

Over her face crept a strange pallor, and the muscles seemed to contract until her cheeks were hard and drawn, while her eyes were brilliant and fixed with a look of wild desperation in them that made her intention apparent.

She took the little key that hung from her golden chain, and, unlocking her great jewel-box, the same from which the fatal letter had been stolen, took out a tiny morocco case which she opened in the light, displaying the bright little syringe and its long needle.

The instrument looked innocent enough, in all conscience. A knife or pistol is always suggestive of tragedy, but the hypodermic syringe is in these days of nerves so usual an -adjunct to the fashionable womans requisites that she who uses it with suicidal intention is in nearly all cases accredited with having overdosed herself by accident.

She was holding it in her hand, calmly contemplating it. Then she took out the hollow needle and ran it beneath the skin of her forefinger to test its sharpness. By the manner in which she handled the little instrument it was apparent that she sometimes injected the baneful drug to still her nerves.

Suddenly she placed it upon the table, and crossing the room to where the crucifix hung beside the bed, she sank upon her knees and with clasped hands uplifted in supplications for forgiveness burst into a torrent of tears.

In the midst of her wild, unsuppressed outburst of emotion, she fancied she heard a slight sound, like a low voice calling her name.

But it was only fancy. Her brain was giving way beneath the strain, and she had now the hallucinations which come with the temporary insanity of the suicidal tendency.

Yet again she heard it quite distinctly in her ears.

It was his well-remembered voice — the voice of the man whose love and presence she yearned for — calling her by name.

Laura!

The name was uttered so distinctly that she raised herself from her position of supplication before the holy image and turned to look.

Next instant she sprang to her feet with a loud exclamation of surprise, for she was not alone, as she had imagined herself to be.

She looked at him, scarce believing her own eyes, for the haggard-eyed, ill-dressed man standing back in the shadow was none other than Dick, the fugitive.

For a second she stood in open-mouthed bewilderment, then with a wild cry of joy flung herself into his ready arms.


CHAPTER XXVIII

GAUGES THE STRENGTH OF A WOMANS PASSION
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YOU HERE, DICK! she gasped. How did you escape them? I heard of your arrest. Tell me everything. She was nervous lest he might have been tracked there, and in fear that the police already knew of his presence in Florence. She was solicitous of his welfare, even in the first moment of their joyous meeting.

There is little to tell, he responded in the voice of a man utterly worn out with fatigue. Little, except that Ive had a narrow escape, and have these past few weeks run the gauntlet of half the police in Europe. I managed to slip from the detectives in London and tramped through Essex and Suffolk to the coast. At Dunwich I obtained work on a small schooner and landed at Bergen, in Norway, thence working my passage to Rotterdam. On landing there I feared recognition, for it was a risky proceeding in a port so well watched. Nevertheless fortune favoured me, and for four days Ive been travelling third-class between Rotterdam and Florence, being compelled to pass no fewer than four frontiers. I arrived from Bologna at nine this evening and came straight here, entering by the servants hall and hiding myself in the armoury, into which I knew no one ever entered. Not daring to show myself until every one had retired, and having no idea of time, I waited in the darkness until I thought that there were no servants about. Then I crept along here, and finding your door unlocked, entered. I feared that you might have retired, and that my sudden reappearance might startle you, yet there was no other way. The police are hunting for me everywhere, Laura, and I have come to you. This is my only place of refuge.

Poor Dick! she exclaimed, noticing his haggard, unkempt appearance and the ragged condition of his clothes. How you must have suffered — and entirely through me! You must remain here, in hiding. No one will ever dream of searching here for you.

He shook his head dubiously, and she led him to her cosy armchair, into which he sank as though exhausted. His big frame had apparently given way beneath the strain, and want of food had told its tale upon his countenance, now so thin and drawn. At the moment of his escape he had had but twenty pounds in his pocket, and he had been compelled to husband every penny in order to pay his fare on the long journey from Holland into Italy. She saw how weak and ill he was, and fetched from an adjoining room a bottle of brandy, a glassful of which he swallowed with grateful eagerness. For the past twenty-four hours no food had passed his lips, and he was practically starving.

She locked both of the doors of her room against the chance intrusion of Suzanne, and pulled the heavy portières across so that their voices could not be heard outside. The deadly little syringe she tossed away into a drawer from his sight, then coming up beside him she stood stroking his hair tenderly with one bejewelled hand while he held the other in his, carrying it reverently to his lips in mute affection.

He related to her all that had passed in London; how he had been enabled to save Ugo, of his own sudden arrest, and of his escape. He gave her a vivid description of his adventures as a fugitive, as wild and exciting as any written in romance, and pictured to her his constant dread of detection and re-arrest.

But you knew of my peril, you said. How were you aware of it?

I heard by a curious remark that was allowed to drop in conversation that the Questura here was in search of an Englishman named Trafford who had been arrested in London and escaped. Then receiving no word from you, I knew the truth. It seems, Dick, that you have been betrayed.

Betrayed? he echoed, turning quickly upon her. How do you know?

I have been making inquiries of one of the officials at the Questura whom I know and whose wife is slightly indebted to me. The information that you were in London was given to Scotland Yard and the Questore here by that man who was once your friend — Gordon Fowler!

Fowler! The scoundrel! What can he possibly know of my secret? he cried, amazed. And he was here, in Florence?

Yes, she responded. This proves that he is the only person who knows that the man who is wanted is my friend.

Then yon think the police, if they have any suspicions, may search the palace? he exclaimed in alarm.

She nodded, but no word passed her lips.

In that case to hide here is unsafe, he said slowly, a deep sigh of weariness escaping him. I came here because I thought that I might remain hidden in one of the hundred corners of this great place.

Were it not for the knowledge which this secret enemy of yours possesses, you would be safe enough here, but I fear that the moment it is suspected that you have returned to Italy, the palazzo will fall under suspicion. Indeed, as soon as the police are aware of your identity they will at once seek information of me.

Yes, I see, Laura, he said gloomily, I see it all. I have fallen utterly into that blackguards hands. His is, indeed, a cruel and remorseless revenge.

But why has he done this? What is his motive? You must know, Dick. Tell me.

No, Laura, he answered in a low, firm tone. It is my secret. I do not wish to speak of it, and most of all to you. You are mysterious. Why?

Because I can as yet tell you nothing. I have my suspicions — deep and well-grounded. When I have proved them, then I will tell you everything.

And in the meantime? she inquired with some disappointment. For the present you must remain here in hiding. There is a long room above the armoury, of the existence of which I alone am aware. My mother found the entrance to it long ago when I was a girl. It is full of old parchments and thick with the dust of years, but for the present it must be your place of concealment, as indeed tradition has said it has in mediæval days concealed more than one person held prisoner by the Michelozzi.

Perhaps I may be safe there, even though the police make a search, he exclaimed eagerly. Is the mode of ingress a secret?

Yes. By a door concealed behind Del Sartos big picture of the Holy Family at the farther end of the armoury. In the thickness of the wall is a narrow spiral staircase leading to the chamber above. Presently I will lead you to it — when you have told me more.

Thus, the fugitives place of temporary concealment having been decided upon, she seated herself near him, and holding his unwashed hand in hers, compelled him to relate to her in detail all that had passed in those adventurous days in London.

Then so well were you made up that Ugo never recognised you? she exclaimed presently.

Exactly. We became, however, quite friendly, and he told me one fact which at once opened up to me a new solution of the mystery.

What was that? she asked quickly.

He told me that before he left here he was in love with Dora — indeed, the poor fellow still loves her, I believe.

And were you, her father, unaware; of that? asked La Bambola smiling.

Entirely. Parents are always blind, Ive heard. To tell the truth, I always believed that he was your lover, Laura.

You were not alone in that belief, she replied. Dora thought so, too, and many others shared the same opinion. But I assure you that you were all vastly mistaken. He was hopelessly in love with Dora. Indeed, I consider it a pity that the poor fellow cannot return and claim her. She loves him still — of that Im certain.

He can never return, alas! Dick observed. Hes utterly ruined. It is to be regretted that poor Dora loves him, for I now see the reason of her pale face and her slow pining after he had disappeared.

La Bambola sighed in sympathy with the girl who had now become her firmest friend. Her position was the same, alas! as her own — loving passionately and being loved, yet powerless to obtain that peace for which she yearned.

Ah! how many human tragedies there are in that small Italian colony in London where men and women, exiles in our own chill England, are wearing out their lives with thoughts of their bright home and the loved ones from whom they have, often by no fault of their own, been forced to part for ever! In Italy one often hears of the tragic side of such exile; in London they live and die unknown, keeping their mouths closed until the end and dying with their secret locked within them. The priests of the Italian Church, in Hatton Garden, could indeed relate some strange and startling stories if only their tongues were freed.

It was evident that the knowledge Dick had obtained regarding his daughters love for young Valenti had aroused within him certain suspicions. Indeed, he had resolved to try to verify them from Ugos own lips just at the moment when the detectives had pounced so suddenly upon him in Lincolns Inn Fields.

Foiled therefore just at the juncture when a word from the image-seller would have given him a clue to the whole mystery, he found himself as far off as ever from the solution he had for years been seeking.

Need the scene between the unshaven, unkempt fugitive and the proud patrician, the noblest of the Florentine women, be here described? Surely not. Suffice it to say that he rose, and, standing beside her, kissed her cold lips, while she, in response to his question admitted frankly her passionate and unbounded love. He knew not that his presence there had saved her from death; he had not noticed that tiny, innocent-looking instrument with which she had intended to take her life.

The man she loved had returned to her, giving her fresh hopes, fresh aspirations, nay, a fresh life in its entirety.

In return she told him of her plain, simple existence with Dora during his absence, of her confession to her, and of the latters keen sympathy and warm friendship. He listened to it all with eagerness and satisfaction.

To escape the police, and to successfully clear up the mystery which through those years of his exile had ever placed him beneath a cloud, nevertheless seemed utterly impossible. He could not, however, forget that she, brilliant, wealthy, and noble, had that night openly declared her love to him, even though he were a criminal.

At his age the spirit of romance was well-nigh dead, yet the fact of her confession told him plainly that she was a woman of sterling worth, that her belief in his integrity was still unshaken, and that she herself was pure, honest, and self-sacrificing — in a word, a womanly woman.

Worn out by long travel, Dick slowly awakened next morning from a sound sleep, rubbed his eyes, and gazed about him curiously.

The apartment was long, narrow, and low; at the end a small window a foot square barred closely with iron, and upon the dusty stone floor heaps of musty parchment rolls, probably title deeds and other documents dating back from the Middle Ages. Through the dirt-encrusted window came a long bar of sunlight which struck the floor in the centre of the secret prison-chamber and illuminated the whole place, showing how full it was of the dust and cobwebs of ages. No one had entered there for years. To be exact it was twelve years since La Bambolas mother had discovered its existence by mere accident and no one had entered since.

They had sat talking the greater part of the night, and just before the dawn she had given him a travelling rug, a pillow, and a folding chair, and taking a candle from the mirror had herself conducted him back to the armoury where were stored the rusting swords, shields, and pikes of ages bygone, and had there showed him the secret door concealed behind the famous picture at the end of the apartment. Up the spiral stone steps she had taken him until they stood in the chamber that had been used as a prison by the Michelozzi of Ghibelline days. Then she had left him again, and returned with a bottle of water, some night-lights, a glass, blankets, and other necessities for his comfort.

The rats had scuttled noisily among the old parchments when they had entered there, but as soon as she had kissed him finally and left, he wrapped himself in the rug, lay down upon the heap of blankets which she had brought and was quickly asleep.

How long he lay there he had no idea. She had evidently visited him with food, but finding him asleep had not awakened him. On a shelf close beside him were, boiled eggs, bread, and a tiny silver pot of coffee. He raised himself and, touching the coffee-pot, found it quite cold. It must have been there some hours.

He walked across the dusty old place to the dingy window with the dirt of generations upon it, and although it was too high for him to see out of he judged by the sunlight that it was already past noon. He resolved to ask for a watch, for ignorance of the hour was annoying.

Examination of the place showed most distinctly that it had been used as a prison-chamber. To the iron ring let deep into the rough wall of hewn stone there was still a rusty chain attached, and at the end a manacle that had long ago secured the unfortunate captives of the noble house. How many men and women had, he wondered, died of starvation and neglect within those grey, silent walls? Apparently it had, in later years, been used for the archives of the family in order that the annals might be kept in safety and secrecy. He picked up one or two of the small brown parchment rolls and spread them out. But they were in Latin, written with strange contractions in a curious hand, and he could make absolutely nothing intelligible out of them. In each, the name Michelozzi occurred several times, but of the context with its cryptograms, strange signs and notarys ornamentations he could not gather even the purport. So he tossed them back again upon the heap and fell to thinking of the events of the previous night, wondering when Laura would come again to him.

She entered at last, bringing him food and a flask of Tuscan wine. It was with the greatest difficulty that she did this, for the armoury was in the opposite wing of the palace to the dining-room, and she feared to meet one or other of the servants. Dora, all unconscious of her fathers return, was painting in a small sitting-room which La Bambola had assigned to her use, and cudgelling her wits for some excuse to go out alone and meet her lover.

Dick as he took the plate from the hand of the woman he loved, and kissed her in thanks, exclaimed laughingly: Im not lonely here, by any means, Ive lots of company. My friends the rats inhabit this place by hundreds and seem to rather resent my intrusion.

Horrible! she exclaimed, instinctively drawing her skirts closer around her. You must not stay here. Your concealment in this place is only temporary, Dick. Ill find you a cleaner and brighter spot somewhere.

Oh, Id be quite happy if only I had something to read, he declared. Bring me a novel next time you come. It will pass the time. What oclock is it?

She glanced at her watch and announced that it was half-past one.

I must try to find you a more comfortable place, she added; glancing round at the dusty, neglected chamber.

Any other spot, although more comfortable would not be as safe, he said. This is the secret prison, therefore Im better here for the present.

I quite agree with you, she replied. If only you are content — then matters assume a much more simple phase. For the present you are safe here, and I will see that you do not want. To-night Ill bring you a few more necessities. You want water to wash in, and a more comfortable chair.

He admitted that the chair was not altogether satisfactory, and she made a mental list of many things required for his comfort, then after an interchange of love assurances, lasting nearly an hour, went forth and obtained all that he had suggested, even to cigars and matches.

In the fading light he sat again smoking and reading the book she had brought. He tried to rivet his attention upon the exciting story of adventure, but the constant anxiety of the past few weeks caused his mind ever to wander to the grave peril in which he was placed. They had arranged between them that Dora should not know of her fathers return. She knew nothing of what had passed in London, or that the police were in search of him, therefore if she were aware of his concealment, explanations would be necessary. It was better, he said, that she should remain in ignorance, at least for the present.

After Dick lit his small lamp La Bambola came again to him. She had had callers, she said, and could not escape before. She brought him half a fowl, some bread and fruit, apologising that his dinner was so frugal. It was all that she could secure without the knowledge of her servants.

Again he held her in his arms, happy indeed that she had at last learned to love him, even though he knew their love never could be consummated in matrimony. Through long years he had been her devoted friend, admiring her with an admiration very near akin to affection; but had always sighed; to notice her indifference. Now however, in the day of his peril, she had confessed her hearts secret — the secret of an honest and devoted love.

Through a whole week he remained in that dingy prison chamber, only venturing as far as the armoury below when, in the silent watches of the night, he took exercise by pacing up and down the big vaulted apartment amid those stands of the chain mail of departed warriors. Each night, when Suzanne had retired, the woman who loved him so passionately stole in there and they chatted together for hours, walking arm in arm up and down the great place, lit only by a single candle.

La Bambola in her anxiety for his welfare entirely forgot the peril she herself was in with regard to the Camorra. She went out fearlessly every day, paying rounds of visits in order to gather any facts that might be of value. She even met the prefect himself, and by ingenious questions learnt that the police still entertained suspicion that the man Trafford was hidden somewhere in Florence. From Colonel Haldayne, however, she could gather nothing. Though such an excellent host and pleasant companion he possessed the true diplomatic instinct, and upon a matter in which confidential inquiries were being made he was not disposed to talk. She recalled the matter to him jokingly when they met one evening at dinner at the United States Consuls, but he only replied:

I must confess, Marchesa, that I havent yet gone into this matter. The police are making inquiries as to the whereabouts of the fellow. Thats all I know.


CHAPTER XXIX

BETRAYS THE BETRAYER
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ONE AFTERNOON, AFTER Dick had been in hiding a week, Dora excused herself to La Bambola saying that she wished to go home to obtain some further materials for her painting, but in truth it was to meet Ugo who had been in Pisa for several days past, and had again returned. Her hostess was nothing loth to allow her to go, for she saw in her absence an opportunity of smuggling Dick into the little boudoir where they might take tea together in ease and comfort.

Therefore soon after three oclock Dora went out, and at four, when tea had been served, the Marchesa complained to Suzanne of severe headache, stating that she should repose on the couch and at the same time giving an order that she was not to be disturbed on any account.

This done, she went secretly forth to Dicks hiding-place and brought him with her to the cosy room he knew so well. With a razor she had bought he had made some attempt at shaving, but it had been a difficult operation without a mirror, and in the thick dust in which he existed it was well-nigh impossible to keep himself clean. Therefore amid the luxurious surroundings he presented a queer figure that would have been quite comical, if not for the deep tragedy of it all.

She led him to the chair he called his own — the old high-backed leather chair in which he had sat so often in years gone by, and having lifted the fortière and slipped the bolt of the door into its socket, she poured out the tea and handed it to him with a sweet smile of brief content.

Their eyes met. Never had she seemed to him so perfect in beauty or in grace. Her face shone with a love-look he had never seen before, for in that moment she was filled with a fulness of happiness such as she had never before experienced in the whole of her odd and lonely life.

Is this not risky? he queried, after they had been talking some time.

Not at all, she reassured him with a light laugh, as though enjoying the adventure. No one will come here until I ring, now that they believe me suffering from one of my headaches.

And Dora? She may return.

Oh no. When she goes home shes generally out for several hours. She visits the family who live in the apartment below you — the girls who are music-teachers — I forget their name.

Still Dick was apprehensive. One fact puzzled him. Three nights ago while taking his usual exercise alone in the armoury, long after midnight, he heard a curious sound, first like the creaking of the door being slowly opened and then as of a stealthy footstep receding. For a moment he halted and listened; then walking to the door in order to reassure himself that his alarm was unfounded, he discovered to his dismay that the door which had been closed ten minutes before was slightly ajar.

He felt convinced that some one in the household had discovered his hiding-place and had spied upon him. The door could not possibly have opened and closed of its own accord; besides, the footsteps which he so distinctly heard proved the presence of some one — man or woman he knew not who.

At first he had resolved to describe the ominous incident to La Bàmbola, but feeling that it would certainly fill her with increased fear, he had decided to retain the knowledge to himself. Yet it seemed much as though his presence had been discovered, and if so, then the unknown person who knew their secret was undoubtedly closely watching the armoury, and knew all that was happening.

Such thoughts were disturbing, although that afternoon as he sat with her his old buoyancy of spirits came back to him, and they laughed and joked, just as they were wont to do in the quieter days gone by.

Of a sudden they were startled by a low tapping at the door. Her companion sprang up in quick alarm and moved towards the door of the adjoining apartment, a small music-room that was seldom used.

La Bambola placed her finger upon her lips to impose silence, and did not respond.

Again the tapping was heard, and then, considering it better to respond and thus allay any suspicion, she motioned Dick to disappear into the little room — which he did in an instant, closing the door after him. She knew that within that room he could hear nothing, whoever the intruder might be.

Well? she inquired at last in a sleepy voice, as though disturbed in her dozing.

A visitor with pressing business of importance desires to see the Signora Marchesa, the manservant announced in Italian.

La Bambola unlocked the door and with a word of impatience took the card from the mans salver.

The name caused her to give a slight gasp. Her heart stood still for a moment, then beat quickly in agitation, but she managed to conceal her anxiety from the servant. For a few moments she hesitated, then said:

Very well. I will see him. Show him in here.

She walked back to the centre of the small apartment and stood pale and rigid, like one turned to stone. Had she acted wisely in receiving her visitor? She doubted it.

The caller, a well-dressed, elderly man in new blue serge and carrying a soft grey-felt hat in his hand, was ushered in and bowed before her with some show of effusiveness. The door closed, and when they were alone together La Bambola, a proud, unbending figure, bearing all the patrician scorn of her noble race, merely bowed her head.

Her visitor was none other than Gordon Fowler.

To what do I owe the honour of this visit? the proud woman inquired in English, without inviting him to be seated.

To the interests of a mutual friend, Marchesa, he answered. I wish to speak to you upon a very painful matter which as closely concerns yourself as it does the man who is known to you as Driscoll.

I think any conversation regarding that subject is useless, sir, she responded. I am already aware that you have given information to the police.

He looked at her quickly, wondering how much she knew. The fact that she was aware of his action in going to the Questore somewhat handicapped him. Still, he was not a man to be thwarted when he had once laid down a line of action.

I have done only my duty, he replied. The man you know as Driscoll murdered my friend.

I was not aware of that, she said quickly, yet still remaining quite calm, for she knew that she had to deal with a person who was her own enemy, as well as Dicks.

Perhaps, if you really wish to discuss the matter, you will explain to me the facts.

They are quite simple, yet I much regret, Marchesa, that in these tragic circumstances I am thus compelled to relate them to you. Perhaps you are already aware that some years ago your friend had a serious domestic infelicity? Probably you are.

I am aware of all that, she said, cutting him short.

Well, the man through whose fault the unhappiness unfortunately arose was named Bagot — Captain Ralph Bagot, of the Scots Greys, he went on. The regiment was stationed at Windsor, but Bagot had chambers in Dover Street. Trafford, to call your friend by his real name, ascertained one morning that Bagot had sent out his man on an errand into the city, and had made an appointment with Mrs. Trafford to come there and discuss the painful situation in which both were placed. Knowing this, Trafford called while the valet was out, and after an altercation which was overheard by two other men in adjoining chambers, struck him to the heart with a small mediæval poignard, a fourteenth-century Italian pugnale of a very rare type which was known to have been in his collection of ancient arms at his home in Ireland.

Then you allege that Mr. Trafford deliberately killed your friend?

Most decidedly, Fowler answered, taking something from his pocket-book. I have here two cuttings from the Daily Telegraph and Morning Post at the time, a description of the crime, and a full report of the inquest. He is plainly accused of the crime. Perhaps you would like to see them?

No. Mr. Fowler, she said calmly, yet utterly dumbfounded by what he had told her. I have no desire to read newspaper cuttings. We have to deal with facts. not surmises. How do you prove that Mr. Trafford is guilty?

He was seen to enter the captains rooms, and also seen to leave. The pugnale was proved most conclusively to be his, for it was missing from the collection at Killorglin, and the British Museum knows of no other specimen except in the possession of Prince Borghese in Rome. It is of peculiar shape with a perforated blade. Besides, had not his previous discoveries given him the strongest motive that any man could have?

La Bambola was silent. What he said certainly seemed convincing. She had known that Dicks ruin, his flight from England, his change of name, and his existence beneath a cloud was due to some tragic outcome of his domestic infelicity. But that he was actually a murderer she had never dreamed.

This mans words held her stupefied.

Well, she exclaimed at last, controlling her feelings only by dint of a most desperate effort, you say you have done your duty in denouncing him to the police. Why, however, did you not do so years ago? He was your friend until quite recently.

I have had my suspicions regarding his identity for a long time, but have only recently completed my inquiries and succeeded in proving that Driscoll and Trafford are one and the same.

And having made this discovery and placed the police in possession of the fact, what is your present intention?

He hesitated, as though loth to respond. It was well, perhaps, that Dick was in ignorance of the identity of her visitor.

Well, he answered evasively at last, I can only express regret that you, Marchesa, in your position, should suffer the indignity of having a murderer arrested in your palazzo.

Her face went pale as death. The man knew that Dick was concealed there!

He saw her sudden alarm, and that gave him further courage. Her cold indifference at the outset of their interview had disconcerted him, but he now saw that his knowledge that the fugitive was harboured in her house gave him the whip-hand.

For one of your social standing secrecy in such a matter is, I know, of the very utmost importance, he went on. Even you, of whom the people cry Viva La Bambola! cannot afford to have it said that you were the friend and confidante of a criminal. At present the police are in ignorance that the man of whom they are in search is known as Driscoll. The description they have from London is one given at the time of the commission of the crime. He has altered much since then. And in addition to all that, I am the only person who possesses the knowledge that he is hidden here in your palazzo at this very moment.

Then his future, it seems, is entirely in your hands?

My evidence will also be most important, for I overtook the captains valet in Piccadilly and we entered the chambers together, only to find my friend lying on the floor dead.

And you have come here to tell me this? she asked hoarsely. You might at least have spared me all these explanations of your intentions, I think.

I am here to spare you, if possible, any further anxiety, Marchesa, he answered in a deep, calm tone. Now, let us speak quite plainly. You snubbed me once, some years ago in Rome. I see that you have not forgotten it, neither have I. Well, our dislike of each other is mutual, and that very fact makes everything plain sailing. If what the gossips have said is true, you love this man Trafford, you—

My affections are my own affair, sir! she cried, with indignation.

Pray pardon me, he went on, with a cynical smile.

I was about to make a suggestion — one by which you may be spared any indignity.

Well, I am all attention.

The position is briefly this. Whether Trafford is arrested or not lies entirely in my hands. I can call the police at this moment and order them to make a search. Or I can explain to them that I have made a huge mistake, and that the man Trafford is not, after all, the man I suspected him to be. Then the hue and cry will cease and he will be troubled no further, for, remember, that only I myself know his identity, or where he is concealed.

Well?

Well, it rests entirely with yourself which course I now pursue.

I dont understand you.

I mean that — well, that for a certain consideration I should be ready to—

You mean that I can buy your silence?

He nodded.

You mean, she cried, her eyes flashing in quick, withering scorn, that you are here with the intention of blackmailing me! I see it all! You intend that I shall pay your price — give you money or give you myself — in order to secure my own happiness?

He shrugged his shoulders.

No! she cried. Not a single soldo shall you have from me. You have been my enemy — and his, ever since that night in Rome when you told me that you loved me! It was not myself you coveted, but my money. I saw through it all, and you left me with the thought of revenge within your heart. Well, you have it. And may it profit you. Go!

Then you refuse? he asked, his brows knit, for he was not prepared for this. He had believed her to be an easy prey.

Yes, I refuse. Let him be arrested. If he is innocent he can prove it and thus remove the stigma for ever from his name.

But a guilty man cannot prove his innocence, he said. Go! I say! she cried, pointing imperiously to the door. Enough. Act as you think fit. God alone shall be his judge.

That is your decision? he inquired. Remember, it is irrevocable.

I have no further word to say, she responded.

Then, seeing that his ruse had so completely failed, he made her a mocking bow, and, turning, went out.


CHAPTER XXX

IN WHICH UGO PAYS A VISIT
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THAT AFTERNOON DORA had met Ugo up on the Piazza Michael Angelo, that hilltop with its enormous statue outside the city known to every traveller who has visited San Miniato, trodden the wonderful niella pavement of the church, and listened to the legends of the great sculptor. It is the crowning point of the foreigners drive, for at ones feet lies Arno with its ancient bridges, and beyond, the grey old centre of all the arts with Santa Croce, San Lorenzo, and the Palazzo Vecchio clustering around Brunelleschis masterpiece and Giottos tower. Nowhere else, even in the fair land of Italy, is there such a panorama of winding river, smiling vine-lands, dark purple hills with the higher peaks of the Apennines beyond, and in the hollow below lie the old red roofs which give the necessary artistic effect and complete an absolutely perfect picture.

But you know it well, my reader — you who have spent those few happy weeks in Florence in the springtide, probably after the waning of the Riviera season. You know how sweet the flowers smelt as you passed up the Via Tornabuoni, you know how blue was the sky between the dark overhanging eaves of those princely palaces, you know how at every turn you found scenes you would have loved to paint, or even to catch with your hand-camera. Surely Florence on a sunny afternoon in spring is one of the brightest and most charming cities in all Europe. It does not belie the name the Tuscans gave it ages ago, Firenze la Bella.

The young barone, who until so lately had hawked images in the dreary London suburbs, stood leaning upon the parapet of the Piazza, looking thoughtfully across the wide vista into the blue haze, and awaiting Dora, who, true to womans habit, was generally late.

It is all a mystery, he murmured to himself. It doesnt really seem possible, and yet the facts seem so plain. Driscolls continued absence is suspicious, and the more I reflect upon the dastardly action of La Bambola towards myself, the more puzzling does the whole affair become. What could possibly have been her motive? He paused. Then after a long silence he added: If I could only discover that I feel sure it would give me the key to the enigma. The woman is in fear of me. That is plain.

Dora came gaily across the piazza at last. She was dressed neatly in black, a smart gown that had been made by La Bambolas dressmaker and given her as an Easter gift, together with a diamond brooch, a costly little souvenir of their friendship. In Italy Easter is essentially the season of peace-offerings and presents, just as Christmas is with us at home. They greeted each other joyously, and there was none present to see their meeting, save two elderly English-women, who, seated in a cab with their red-bound Baedekers in hand were admiring the colossal copy of Michaelangelos David in bronze.

When Dora had excused herself for being late, they strolled together past San Salvatore, and then striking into a by-path with which they were familiar descended the hill to the narrow valley where winds the Ema stream, so famed in story and in song.

During their walk Dora noticed that her lover was unusually preoccupied, and wondered whether any untoward incident had occurred. She knew that his position, that of a man absolutely ruined! and not daring to show his face in the places where he was once so popular, was not conducive to gaiety. Yet that afternoon his manner seemed strange and quite unaccountable.

With the fresh air of the open country, the bright sunshine, at that season not too fiery to be unpleasant, the spring green everywhere and the low trailing vines already in leaf, their spirits rose, and after the first quarter of an hour there came to both of them that sweet tranquillity which honest love alone induces. In the pathway through the vines he stopped, and taking her in his arms kissed her passionately on each cheek, declaring in his low Italian, which sounded so sweet to her ears:

Bimba mia! Io tamo!

They spoke always in Italian, for he declared that his English was so very faulty, which was the truth. Therefore it was easier for them to chat in the Tuscan tongue which she had spoken ever since a child.

I am so happy, Ugo, she responded to his reiterated declaration of affection. So very happy, that I fear this cannot last. I have misgivings that some evil, I know not what, overshadows us. I cant explain to you what has aroused within me this strange distrust of the future. Perhaps it is the intuition of impending danger which sometimes comes to us; perhaps it is owing to the bitterness of all the past.

Quel che Dio fa, è ben fatto, he answered, sighing slightly with an air of resignation. We can only hope for the future, bimba mia. The past has been unhappy enough for both of us, in all conscience.

But you are leaving very soon, she said gloomily.

You are returning to London, and we shall be parted again, perhaps for years — perhaps for always.

If the matter I have in hand does not turn out satisfactory I shall be compelled to go back to London. No one knows me there, and I can at least earn my living honestly.

He had never explained to her his mode of life, but by his conversation had led her to believe that he was employed in a merchants office as a foreign correspondence clerk.

But youll not go yet, she urged. You will at least stay and see my father when he returns.

The young man smiled at the absurdity of a penniless fellow like himself asking Driscoll for his daughters hand. The very thought of it was ridiculous.

Have you heard nothing of your father? he inquired.

Nothing.

And the conversation drifted to other subjects as they wended their way down the valley, hand in hand, in the fading sunlight.

It is very strange your father does not let you know where he is — very strange, he said reflectively, when they had reached the white walls of the ancient little convent of Santa Felice. I do wish, dearest, you would answer me a question, even though it may sound strange to you. Is it the truth that La Bambola really loves the Signor Driscoll?

Ah, thats a question I really cannot answer, she - replied with a smile. It is not fair, Ugo, to ask me to reveal the secrets of my friend and benefactress.

He saw that his question was injudicious, and agreed with her that she had no right to respond.

But tell me, he went on, has La Bambola never mentioned me?

Oh yes, she laughed. Now Ill tell you the truth, Ugo. I was very jealous, because I thought that she loved you. For that reason I had always held myself aloof from her. But she told me plainly that she had never loved you. You had been friends in the old days, but that was all.

She told you nothing else? he inquired quickly. She said nothing which tended to show that she hated me?

On the contrary, she often expresses the deepest regret at your ruin and exile.

Her words appeared to convince him of some truth which he had long held in his mind. His brows were knit thoughtfully, and he twisted his small black moustache with quick nervous fingers.

Why dont you call on her? Dora suggested, the idea suddenly occurring to her. She would preserve the secret of your return and very possibly might by her influence be able to assist you in the business that you have come to Florence to transact. She is aware of the love between us — for I have admitted it to her — therefore for my sake she would do all she could to help you. Come, call upon her now — with me. Shes at home, I know. Well give her a surprise! the girl cried enthusiastically.

At first her lover was very disinclined to adopt the suggestion, as being too risky, fearing lest his presence in Florence might be betrayed; but after much persuasion, combined with the fact that he had long wished to meet the woman who, although apparently his friend, had so mysteriously arranged the attempt upon his life, he resolved to accompany Dora to the Palazzo Michelozzi.

So they took the steam tram from the straggling little village of Galluzzo, and at the Porta Romana entered a closed cab in order not to be seen together in the streets and drove at once to that splendid old palace with which he, in the days of his prosperity, had been so familiar.

Giuseppe, the liveried porter, raised his hat to them as they passed across the quiet old courtyard, and ascending the great flight of stone stairs, at head of which was the huge escutcheon of the Michelozzi carved in time-stained marble, Dora conducted him along the corridors to the boudoir, where she knew her hostess would be.

Outside they encountered the man-servant who, advancing to Dora, announced that his mistress was engaged with three visitors — three gentlemen.

At the same moment there came from the room the sound of voices raised in angry discussion, and Dora, startled by the unusual disturbance, detected that one of the speakers was her own father.

From the servants strange manner it was evident that something unexpected had happened, and Dora, without waiting to make inquiries, brushed past him, and together with her lover entered the small room.

Tito, who had been watching, had followed them in from the street, and entering behind them unobserved, stood in silence with his back to the door.

The scene therein presented was indeed a striking one. In addition to La Bambola there stood the man Fowler, together with two men who were evidently Italian police-officers in plain clothes, and before them pale-faced, haggard, ill-dressed and yet defiant, stood her father.

You hear the charge which these men make against you, Dick? La Bambola was saying in hoarse, desperate voice. Do you admit or deny that guilt?

That man Fowler lies! he cried. I am innocent.

I repeat, Fowler said in a distinct voice, that you, Richard Trafford, murdered my friend Bagot. It is for you to prove your innocence.

Ugo, standing beside Dora and hearing those words spoken in English, stood absolutely dumbfounded; while Dora herself uttered a loud cry of dismay and horror when she realised the gravity of the charge. The man Fowler had called her father by another name that was strange to her.

So intent were all five in the discussion of the affair that the entrance of the young pair was unnoticed.

Pardon me if I interrupt, cried Ugo, stepping forward suddenly and by his exclamation announcing his presence. This is a very fortunate meeting, Signor Fowler — very fortunate, indeed.

The Englishman, turning quickly at mention of his name, found himself confronted by the young man, calm, pale, and resolute. In an instant he started violently; the colour left his face, and his hard countenance grew livid.

I see that you recognise in me an acquaintance, exclaimed Valenti. And if I understand the situation aright, these gentlemen here are agents of police, called by you to arrest the Signor Driscoll upon a charge of having murdered your friend Bagot.

You, Ugo! exclaimed La Bambola, as much surprised as the others. I thought you were in London!

I have returned, Marchesa — in order to see you, he responded in Italian. But first let me hear what allegation that man makes against the Signor Driscoll.

He declares that he is the murderer of a certain Captain Bagot in London, La Bambola replied quickly in agitation. I wont believe it. The thing is absolutely impossible.


CHAPTER XXXI

IS SURPRISING
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UGO TURNED AGAIN to the grey-faced betrayer, saying with an air of mocking courtesy:

Will you kindly have the goodness to repeat what you were saying when I entered?

I merely identified this man as Richard Patrick Trafford, of Killorglin, Ireland, and alleged what is the truth, that through motives of jealousy he killed my friend Bagot.

Are you prepared to prove it? inquired Ugo coolly. Most decidedly. The inquiries made by the police at the time make the truth quite clear.

The police discovered that I called upon Bagot, Dick explained, interrupting. They discovered that the crime was committed with an antique poignard which belonged to me, and they have, according to the newspapers, succeeded in establishing a chain of circumstantial evidence sufficient to convict me. Of that I am fully aware. But that I am an assassin I absolutely deny. That man, he added, pointing to Fowler, is my enemy!

And mine also, exclaimed La Bambola.

May we not know your version of the story? asked Ugo, addressing the man for whom the police had been through all those years in search. You admit that your real name is Trafford?

Of course. I have now no reason to conceal it. Neither will I deny that, actuated by the deep wrong I had suffered, I wrote to Bagot and afterwards went to his rooms in Dover Street at an hour when I knew him to be alone, nor that in my pocket I carried the weapon with murderous intent. Well, I rang at the door of his chambers, and he opened it himself. When we were together in his rooms I spoke my mind, I called him a coward and a scoundrel. High words ensued and my anger obtained the mastery over me. I was mad, and, drawing the knife, I aimed a blow at him. Fortunately he evaded it and succeeded in wresting the pugnale from my hand. Then he grew calm again and showed me the awful gravity of my offence. He spoke quite plainly. He had wronged me, he admitted, but he pointed out that even that did not warrant me in becoming a murderer. He laid the knife from which he had so narrowly escaped upon the small writing-table beside him, and when he had upbraided me sufficiently showed me the door. What could I reply? I had been mad in those moments of murderous frenzy, and stood before him silent, confused, and repentant. He had saved me from the commission of a crime. Therefore, without a word, I turned and went out and down the stairs. That same evening, however, I read in the Globe how he had been found by his valet murdered, with my own poignard. I saw that the circumstantial evidence against me was complete because of the letter I had written, of our angry words, which were no doubt overheard by the occupants of other chambers, and of the fact that on entering the house I had encountered the postman leaving it. At that moment ruin had fallen upon me both socially and financially, and my domestic infelicity had completed it. I saw that I must be suspected, especially as the crime would be attributed to my natural jealousy, therefore I took my child and that night escaped to the Continent. And none too quickly, for in the days following the papers were full of the mysterious affair, and the police inquiries all went to prove that I was the actual assassin. In the years that have passed I have had many escapes of recognition, but perhaps the narrowest of them all was on the afternoon at Mrs. Russell-Osbornes, when I met a Miss Pollock, who was actually my own cousin. Fortunately, however, I succeeded in escaping. What this man alleges is not by any means a new story. He is my enemy, and having discovered my identity has first attempted to obtain my consent to marriage or a sum of money in exchange for his silence, and, failing that, has betrayed me into the hands of the police.

What he alleges is certainly not a new story, observed Ugo, but nevertheless a false one.

And what, pray, do you know regarding the affair? demanded Fowler, in a tone of bluster.

I know sufficient to be able to establish the innocence of the Signor Driscoll, answered the other, speaking slowly and quite calmly.

Tell us! cried La Bambola, pale and anxious. Relate to us all you know. Dick is no murderer. Im sure hes not.

Before doing that, Marchesa, I wish to know the reason why, after my flight from Florence, you followed me first to Philadelphia and thence to London — why, indeed, you invoked the aid of the Camorra and made a false accusation against me as an informer, in order to secure my death? Ugo asked in a calm tone.

I will confess to you, she said in a faltering voice. Some months after you had gone I received a mysterious letter from a firm of solicitors in New York, whose address I, however, failed to discover, stating that you were in possession of certain information which, if used against Mr. Driscoll, would convict him of the crime of murder. The motive of my action was to save the man who was my firmest friend. I saw that while you lived you were a continual menace to his happiness, and therefore I took a step which a moment afterwards I regretted. But having made the false accusation against you, I was compelled to allow the punishment to proceed. The attempt was made upon you one night in London, as I had intended it should be, but it was Mr. Driscoll, whom I had sent to protect you, who was your rescuer. He suspected you and me of being lovers and that I wished to rid myself of you, yet he risked recognition and arrest because I had repented of my mad and unpardonable offence.

And the elderly man who was my rescuer was actually the Signor Driscoll! he exclaimed, amazed at this revelation. Surely not?

I was made up to appear older, Dick explained with a smile. The adoption of a disguise was imperative, as I feared being recognised by any who had known me in former days.

But I have never been in possession of any facts that were detrimental to you, Ugo declared. Indeed, although I have long known that a man named Trafford was suspected of the assassination of Bagot, I never dreamt until a few moments ago that you were the man. Whoever wrote that letter to the Marchesa lied — and with a distinct purpose, namely, in order to secure my death. The writer felt assured that the Marchesa would make a desperate effort to protect the man who was her most valued friend, and the fact that she was a member of the Camorra made it quite easy for her to arrange that something should happen to myself, an unknown, outcast living in London. Indeed, this one fact is of highest importance, as it supplies the clue which has long been wanting — it supplies the motive which has hitherto been absent.

Then you forgive me, Ugo? the unhappy woman pleaded. I have long been repentant, and, with Mr. Driscolls aid, I was fortunately able to rescue you from your peril.

I forgive you, Marchesa, he said, because you, like the Signor Driscoll and myself, have been the victim of one of the cleverest adventurers in Europe.

I think we have heard enough, Fowler said in Italian, addressing the two police officers, dark, sallow-faced Neapolitans. We will withdraw, and allow them to discuss the matter among themselves.

No, exclaimed Ugo, turning quickly upon the speaker. Before you go I have still a further word to say. You will please remain and hear it.

Tito, who had spoken no word, but who apparently thoroughly understood the situation, and who had evidently been on watch outside for this coup, turned the key in the door behind him.

I have no desire to waste any further time, exclaimed Fowler impatiently. The truth is plain that that man is the assassin. I have done my duty to society in giving him into the hands of the police, and my connection with this affair has ceased.

Then you reiterate your allegation? demanded Ugo, his dark eyes flashing fiercely.

Of course.

Very well, then. Kindly listen while I recall to your memory a few facts which you appear to have forgotten.

Ill hear nothing further. I have no intention of remaining to bear your insults.

Tito! commanded Valenti quickly, lock that door.

It is already locked, Signor Barone, was the reply.

It was a dramatic moment. Each one of that strange little assembly stood breathless, awaiting the development of the extraordinary scene, La Bambola as dumbfounded as the others. The whole thing appeared to be like a dream. Her own boudoir full of men, and the door locked by a strange, ruffianly-looking fellow from the street!

Ugo glanced around, and saw himself the centre of interest.

Listen, he said in a calm, distinct voice, turning his eyes upon the man Fowler. This ingenious blackmailing game of yours is up. Through these years since you and I parted, I have been endeavouring to discover your whereabouts, but have never succeeded until entering here to-day I find you in the very act of completing your villainy.

What do you mean? cried the man fiercely.

I mean that the Signor Driscoll, there, is innocent, and you know quite well that he is, exclaimed Ugo. I mean that, in order that I should die by foul means you went carefully to work and sent that letter to the Marchesa, declaring that I alone could give evidence that could convict him. You anticipated that she would endeavour to silence me. I came here to-day on purpose to consult the Marchesa upon that very point. My suspicions were aroused that you were at the bottom of the affair, for you yourself are the only person who has a motive in seeking my end. It is now all clearly proved.

He turned to where Dick was standing with La Bambola, and continuing, explained:

This man is no new acquaintance. He was responsible for my ruin. I met him long ago at the Hotel de Russie in Rome where we were both staying, and we struck up a smoking-room friendship. I was only twenty-one at the time, reckless with the fortune to which I had succeeded, and inexperienced in the ways of sharpers. After a month he suggested that I should accompany him to London, where he would act as my guide, and that we should take Monte Carlo and Paris on our way. Those three places I longed to see, therefore he had little difficulty in persuading me to accompany him. We had a gay time together on the Riviera. I played St the tables a little and won a couple of thousand francs, or so. Then in Paris he took me the usual round, and at last in London he introduced me to the rather shady circle of his friends. We put up together at Haxells Hotel, in the Strand, a house of high respectability, for he was careful not to introduce me into that Anglo-American crowd of adventurers who made the big hotels in Northumberland Avenue the centre of their operations. Well, in his company I saw London life — or the shadier side of it, for we played baccarat or poker every night at the rooms of one or other of his friends, and somehow I generally lost. The stakes were always high, and the big cheques I was drawing on the Credit Lyonnais were, I knew, gradually reducing me to penury. But I fancy my head had been turned by the wild life, like that of many another young man placed in similar circumstances. Among the men I got to know was Captain Bagot, who lived in rooms in Dover Street, together with a brother officer of his, a Captain Theed, who occupied chambers on the floor above. The captain invited us to his rooms, and with Theed as a fourth player we held many cosy little card-parties. I, however, generally lost, and one morning after unusually heavy losses to Bagot I called at his chambers to discharge the debt.

As I passed up the stairs a man of whom I took no notice and whose face I did not see passed me. After he had done so I heard a voice calling over the banisters, You hear, Trafford! Act with more discretion in future. It was a strange remark, I thought, and stranger still that the man who was calling after his departing visitor was Bagot. When I grasped his hand I saw that he was agitated and nervous, and it appeared to me apparent that there had been some high words. But he bade me be seated in his little den, mixed me a brandy-and-soda and accepted the bank-notes I handed him. When, however, he had put them away in a drawer, he turned to me, and in a kindly manner urged me to part company with Fowler and return to Italy. He would not give me any distinct reason; nothing beyond the fact that I was young, and he thought it a pity that I should go to the dogs, as I was going. I first thought that one of my friends in Italy had written to him, but it next occurred to me that he had discovered that Fowler was not playing fairly.

I always played fairly! cried the man referred to. You cant prove that I cheated you of a penny!

But Ugo, taking no notice of the interruption, went on, speaking calmly and distinctly, the little group hanging breathlessly on every word:

I was surprised at Bagots suggestion, and as a headstrong youth was rather inclined to disregard it. While he was speaking I noticed upon the corner of his writing-table the curious old pugnale, and took it in my hand, remarking upon its rarity, for although I could see it was Italian, I had never before seen one of similar form. I laid it down again, and then rose, telling him that I was going upstairs to see Theed in order to excuse myself from an invitation he had given me for that night to dine at the Junior United Service. So we parted, and I went up to Theeds rooms. My real object in going there was to sound him regarding Fowlers false play. I explained the veiled warning which Bagot had given me, when he told me in confidence how, on the previous night, Bagot had caught him cheating several times, and always against myself. The man was a sharper, he said, and he and Bagot had both resolved to make him disgorge some of his winnings and to cut him. I sat there fully half an hour chatting the matter over. I saw that I had been robbed of a good many thousands by Fowler and his accomplices, and as it was utterly useless to attempt to gain satisfaction I resolved to act upon Bagots advice and return to Italy.

While we were talking, however, we distinctly heard high words in the room below. At the moment neither of us regarded them, and a few minutes later I shook hands with my friend and descended the stairs. On repassing Bagots chambers, however, a man came oat quickly and, banging the door after him, went hurriedly down the stairs. I was much surprised at this, for I recognised Fowler himself, and then it seemed plain that the high words we had heard had ensued between the two men. It seemed as though Bagot had accused the fellow of cheating, and they had parted in anger. My first impulse was to stop him, but he seemed in a fury and I let him pass out and down the street.

Its a lie! the man cried. You never saw me!

Be patient, and allow me to finish, Ugo said meaningly. At one oclock, after spending an hour idling in Bond Street and in the Burlington, I returned to the hotel for lunch. I entered Fowlers room and found him changing his shirt, a most unusual action in the middle of the day. He had received a telegram, he said, and must catch the two oclock train for Edinburgh. I noticed with some surprise that on the cuff of the shirt he had just taken off was a smear of blood. He explained that in shaving he had cut his thumb, and that the small blood smear made it necessary for him to change. He showed me the cut, a deep one on the inside of his right thumb. Then he suggested that I should go over to Paris and stay with a friend of his, who was most probably a sharper like himself, and who had invited me. He would, he said, rejoin me in Paris on the following Wednesday. I adopted this suggestion, for I wanted to get rid of him, and saw in it a good opportunity for returning to Italy. We lunched together across at Simpsons, and he then left in a cab for Kings Cross, while that same evening I set out on my return journey to Italy, feeling that the loss of more than half my fortune was due to my own mad folly. Not until a week later, when I was back here in Florence, did I chance to see in the Fieramosca an account of the mysterious murder of a Captain Bagot in London. I obtained copies of the English papers, and there, to my absolute dismay, read of the tragic death of the man who had given me such friendly warning, and, further, that the man Fowler, in company with the dead mans valet, had discovered the crime. The papers gave the story of Traffords domestic infelicity and the motive of the crime. It was stated that he had been seen by a postman to leave the mans chambers, and that the poignard was proved to be his, therefore there was no shadow of doubt that he was the assassin. But I alone knew the truth. That Trafford was innocent I myself could prove, for I had passed him on his way out. The postman must have ascended to the top floor before I entered, and therefore did not see me. That Fowler had been there; that the captain had discovered him to be a sharper; that high words had arisen, that he had left quickly, in a manner which showed his desire to escape observation, and that there was afterwards a cut upon his finger and blood upon his shirt-cuff were all facts too evident. Yet the manner in which he had diverted suspicion from himself was a marvel of ingenuity. It appears as though after the crime he had waited patiently in Piccadilly near the corner of Dover Street, until he noticed Martin, the captains valet, approaching. Then suddenly accosting him from behind, as though overtaking him, he inquired if his master was in. On receiving a reply in the affirmative, he walked on to the house, and according to the evidence at the inquest they entered the chambers in company, only to discover the tragedy. By that clever ruse this man at once diverted suspicion from himself. I was the only person who knew of the blood upon his cuff, or of the cut upon his thumb which he had no doubt managed to conceal from the police by wearing his gloves. Therefore he has no doubt been in constant fear of this encounter with me, and has endeavoured by this letter to the Marchesa to bring about my end.

Its a lie! cried the man accused, pale as death. I am innocent. I did not kill him. The guilty man stands there! he said, pointing at Dick.

You will be given an opportunity of proving your innocence, Ugo replied. Then he added, You probably forget that when you left the hotel you left so hurriedly you forgot the shirt with the stain upon it. It was your legacy to me — and I have kept it.

The man stood aghast and terrified. He endeavoured to speak. His lips moved, but no word could he articulate. He saw that the tables were turned, and the chain of evidence had surrounded him completely.

To escape was hopeless. He had played his trump card and lost. Nemesis had fallen upon him after all these years, for the evidence was, he knew, sufficient to convict him. His attempt at blackmail was in itself proof of his crime. He had believed Ugo to be still safely in London, if he had not already fallen a victim to the vengeance of the Camorra. His sudden appearance there had utterly upset all his plans and thwarted all his carefully conceived intentions. With the sharpers resignation he told himself that his luck had given out and had played him a sorry trick.

The coup was complete.

His head bowed, he stood with knit brows, his face ashen to the lips, his clenched hands trembling. In his haggard eyes was a ghastly, fearsome look — truly the look of a man haunted by the shadow of his crime.


CHAPTER XXXII

APPROACHES THE END
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THE DISCUSSION HAVING taken place mostly in Italian, the two police agents completely understood the situation, and at Ugos order at once arrested the assassin.

When the men had addressed him and he understood that he was no longer at liberty, he turned upon his heel and walked out between them without uttering a single word.

Tito, who had been guarding the door, unlocked it to allow them to pass, then closed it again. And as he did so the pent-up feelings of all three burst forth simultaneously in thanks to Ugo and congratulations to Dick upon his timely delivery from the awful stigma upon him.

You see I had no idea until to-day that the Signor Driscoll and the suspected man named Trafford were one and the same, he explained. Trafford was missing, and to the police the evidence was so strong against him that his flight was taken as an acknowledgment of his crime. A few months after I had parted from Fowler and returned to Florence I met the Signor Driscoll — and grew to love Dora, he said, taking her hand in his. I never dreamed that her father was the very man whom I could clear of suspicion. Well, you know the rest too well. Dora and I loved each other, and often met in secret, until I was forced to bid adieu to her and to leave Florence a ruined man.

After your departure Fowler came to Florence, La Bambola explained. He had good introductions from English people in Rome, and we at first thought him a pleasant man. All this time, however, he was evidently scheming. He knew that Mr. Driscoll was my most trusted friend, and therefore set to work to court me and flatter me, the culmination of it all being a declaration of love.

What? cried Dick angrily. That fellow dared to propose marriage to you?

Yes, she answered calmly. My reply was a negative, and he soon afterwards left. But a few months later I received the mysterious letter stating that you were guilty of a serious crime, and that the only witness against you was Ugo. At the time I did not see through the marvellously ingenious scheme. I recognise it all now. He intended first to get Ugo out of the way by violent means, and then to blackmail me under threats of exposure that you were the man wanted for the crime in London.

It is evident that the fellow has for years kept a watchful eye upon us, remarked Dick. No doubt he followed me to London, and having obtained knowledge of how I averted Ugos death resolved upon the bold course of giving information against me.

He was just a little too previous, laughed Ugo. He had no doubt arranged a splendid coup, and believed that he might blackmail the Marchesa to the tune of a good many thousands. But his little scheme has, very fortunately for us all, utterly failed. Moreover, he has been convicted by his own actions!

Then, turning to the swarthy young Neapolitan with the shock of black hair, he explained:

This is Tito Gori, who has assisted me in making certain inquiries, and in other ways. He is known to Dora, and I present him to you, Marchesa.

La Bambola having thanked him for the secret services he had rendered, Dora herself spoke:

I think it is only right to make open confession, now that the mystery is solved. Tito has proved one of my best friends. It was true that by a ruse several years ago he induced me to join the Camorra—

The Camorra? gasped her father.

Yes, she laughed. It is not so very dreadful, after all. When we lived in Rome Tito succeeded in inveigling me into membership because the society were in want of some one who could write letters in English and assist them in their dealings with English-speaking residents in the South. My membership was not by any means an active one, although on several occasions I was compelled to attend the secret meetings held here in Florence.

You are actually a Camorrista! exclaimed La Bambola, amazed.

Certainly. And, moreover, perhaps when you see this you will recollect a certain night when you were present at the council, and she drew from her pocket a ring which she placed upon her finger.

La Bambola uttered a cry of surprise. It was the quaint Etruscan ornament which she remembered so well had been worn by the woman who had been seated next to her.

You will recollect, Dora continued, that a woman unknown was condemned to death.

Yes, I recollect quite well, she said, with a slight shudder, for it was indeed an unwelcome remembrance.

You drew an envelope, one of those scarlet ones which we were all compelled to take. That envelope you locked in your jewel-case, and it afterwards mysteriously disappeared?

Yes.

Then I will relate the truth. With wax I took an impression of the key; Tito that same day had a duplicate key made, and at night I opened the box and stole the envelope.

You stole it? Why?

In order to save you, Dora replied quickly. Do you not know that the woman condemned by the council was yourself, because it was alleged that you had used the organisation to effect your own private vengeance upon Ugo in London?

Is that possible? she gasped, turning pale.

It is the truth. All the envelopes bore the same number, namely 37, together with the number drawn by lot, and by that means the fatal one fell to you. It was an order that you should commit suicide within seven days of the date stipulated for opening it, or, failing that, you would fall the victim of a secret assassin. I therefore stole it in order to save you.

And does that sentence still hang over me? she asked in profound alarm.

No, Signora Marchesa, Tito said. The fact that you saved the Signor Barone after denouncing him has been taken by the council as an act of repentance, and by the order of the capintesta in Naples the condemnation has been rescinded. A special council was held for that purpose a fortnight ago.

Tito has aided us in this affair more than he will admit, and Im sure he deserves all our thanks, declared Dora.

On my part I thank him most heartily, La Bambola said, much relieved at the young fellows reassurance that the terrible condemnation had been removed. But for the fact that the envelope was stolen I should probably have been dead ere this, for I know too well that a condemnation by the Camorra inevitably means death. The society is always just, but its laws are unbending.

I have only done my duty, Signora Marchesa, replied Tito in his Neapolitan dialect, smiling and showing his white teeth. The English Signorina was my friend, and we therefore combined our efforts on your behalf.

And did you know that man Fowler? inquired Dick. Oh yes. I knew him by repute in Rome, as an Englishman of the mala vita, an adventurer. I frequently used to pass you together in the Corso, and wondered why you, a gentleman, associated with such a man.

But you quarrelled with him at last, Dick, remarked La Bambola. What was the cause of it? Tell me. The man she loved hesitated for a moment, then replied: He spoke of you, and made insinuations against your good name, he replied. And when I reproved him he declared that he knew a secret which, if exposed, would ruin your reputation for ever. He declared that you had insulted him, and that he intended to be avenged.

That I had refused his offer of marriage is true, she said. And it is equally true that in Florence, at a ball at the Corsinis a week before you quarrelled, I turned my back upon him in order to put an end to his continued attentions. He probably regarded that as an insult.

Most probably. For he returned to Rome and suddenly, to my great surprise, threatened to make all sorts of exposures regarding you. Until then he had been my friend, and, I thought, yours. Overhearing him make insulting allusions to you in the American bar, I, however, took him aside, and quickly challenged him. It was then we quarrelled, and parted. I never met him since until this afternoon. In the meantime he seems to have been doing his best to ruin us both.

But he will have his just reward, laughed Ugo confidently. Never fear. In a week he will be on his way back to London to take his trial.


CHAPTER XXXIII

BEINGS THE STORY TO A CONCLUSION
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IF YOU, MY reader, go to Florence to-day you will, on your tour of those brown time-worn mediaeval palaces, with their wide eaves and heavily barred windows, assuredly pause before the Palazzo Michelozzi, the finest of them all. Should you inquire of any Florentine who it is who lives there he will tell you that it is owned by La Bambola, who has recently married an English gentleman named Driscoll. You will hear, too, that they have a place in Ireland where they spend the summer. The match was the dénouement of a long love romance, you will be told, but its exact character no one has ever been able to discover.

That a strong attachment had existed for years between the Signor Driscoll and the Marchesa no one for a moment doubted, but their marriage came as a great surprise in the chattering world of Florence, and especially so when it was followed shortly afterwards by the union between Dora and the Barone Ugo Valenti, who had so unexpectedly reappeared in the Via Tornabouni apparently with a replenished purse. The young pair lived together in the ancient palace of the family at quiet old Pisa, the Palazzo Valenti, that quaint-looking old frescoed place on the Lung Arno Gambacorta. To not more than a dozen inmates is known the means by which Ugos fortunes were retrieved. The truth is that when ruined ha was compelled to close the old palazzo which, although it contained a magnificent and authentic example of Raphaels work, a wonderful Madonna, a pietà by Giotto, a perfect gem, and a Venus by Tiziano of even greater merit than the one in the Tribuna at the Uffizi, he was unable to raise any money on them because the Italian Government refused to give a permit for them to be sent abroad.

The three pictures were the finest of the renowned Valenti collection — which through the last three generations had been gradually dispersed — and each of them was practically priceless. For years connoisseurs had known of them and many tempting offers had been made by various foreign galleries, but all to no purpose. The Italian Government was obdurate.

At length, owing to La Bambolas personal intercession with the late King Humbert, the Minister of the Interior made an exception in order to save the fortunes of the noble family, and Ugo one day received the long-sought permesso. Negotiations were at once opened in various quarters, with the result that the Tiziano can now be seen any day in our National Gallery in Trafalgar Square; the Giotto is at Munich, and the Raphael is the property of the German Emperor. The prices paid have never been stated, but they must have been very considerable, for the proceeds of those three works of art enable Ugo and his wife to live in ease and comfort in the old home in which his family lived through centuries, ever since those turbulent but prosperous days when Pisa was the rival of Genoa and Venice for the supremacy of the seas.

That La Bambolas marriage has turned out a most happy one all Florence agrees. In winter she still gives those brilliant entertainments for which the Michelozzi have through ages been noted, and if you, my reader, are fortunate enough to receive an invitation during your stay in Florence you will see her at her best as hostess. Her husband, although he dwells in splendour, is just the same popular, round-faced Irishman of the old days. He takes his cocktail at Doneys in the morning, and is hale and merry, without a single care. He still retains his assumed name in order to avoid any chance of the truth becoming known, for even the most popular men have enemies, and he is not anxious that the latter should know that he was once arrested in London on suspicion of being an assassin.

Tito Gori, although still to a great extent controlling the operations of the Camorra in the Tuscan capital, has been set up in business by the Marchesa as a fruiterer in one of the principal thoroughfares of Florence. Gordon Fowler, whose arrest caused such a sensation when the papers gave it — without, however, stating that the arrest took place within the Palazzo Michelozzi — was extradited to London without delay, and after formal evidence of arrest committed for trial by Sir John Bridge at Bow Street.



The presence of Dick, La Bambola, or Ugo was not, however, required as witness, for a few days before the opening of the sessions at the Old Bailey the prisoner was suddenly taken ill, and after lingering for nearly a fortnight died of a painful internal malady from which it was discovered he had for years been suffering. Before he expired, however, he called the prison chaplain, and to him made a full confession of his guilt, how Bagot had accused him of being a sharper, and had demanded the restoration of a large sum, whereupon he had taken up the poignard and struck him down. In the drawer of the writing-table he found the money which Ugo had paid him half an hour before, a respectable sum in notes, and this he had stolen before going out and awaiting the dead mans valet.

The circumstance of the assassins death of course prevented the chain of remarkable facts from being made public in the newspapers, and was therefore welcomed by all concerned, as it extricated them from a very painful and unpleasant position.

La Bambolas antipathy to Rome has now faded. Once it was to her too full of bitter memories, for it was there where she first knew Fowler, and where he had made the declaration of his love. It was there, too, where she had first joined the Camorra, back in her girlhood days. Dick had been aware of the support which she had given the society, and it was his words of reproof and warning that had led to their short estrangement prior to their meeting on the Pincio. The secret that she, from an associate of the Camorra, merely paying the annual tax, had developed into an active member, was one which Dick feared must sooner or later be exposed, and if it were he knew that it would mean her social ruin. Indeed, Dick knew quite well that so enthusiastic did she once become that certain card-parties she held in Florence just prior to Ugos ruin were in reality secret meetings of the heads of the society. This fact was also known to Ugo, and he, before his flight, had imparted it to Dora, in order to try to convince her that the story of his affection for the brilliant Marchesa was untrue. The real reason of his flight and his determined attempts to efface his identity, first in America and afterwards in London, was on account of an allegation of cheating at cards having been brought against him just at the moment of his financial ruin. It was, however, now proved that this was only part of the ingenious conspiracy, for the man who had made the allegation in order to drive him from Florence was actually an accomplice of Fowlers, although the latter did not make himself known to either Dick or La Bambola until some months after Ugos disgrace and flight.

But with the whole of the complicated facts thus made clear the most supreme and unclouded felicity has at last come to La Bambola. And if her heart is full of a sweet devotion to Dick, her husband, surely Dora is equally happy.

There is an heir to the title, a tiny, pink-faced child enveloped in wonderful wrappings in the Italian style and carried by a stout nurse gaudily attired, with a headdress of many golden pins and long broad crimson ribbons reaching to her heels. On warm days she may be seen sunning her charge along the Lung Arno Gambacorta, and many dainty ladies stop their carriages to admire the tiny Baron, who is apparently the most popular of the small personages in Pisa at the present moment.

Through the streets of Florence or of Rome during the winter the Marchesa Doria-Michelozzi drives daily in her smart English victoria and smiles upon the people with that calm expression which in itself shows how full is her life of love and boundless joy.

And the people, the teeming populace of those Italian cities, who know how noble and charitable she is, and how popular everywhere from the Quirinal downwards, greet her with that cry which pleased her so in the Corso on that memorable afternoon when she returned to Rome, Viva La Bambola! Viva La Bambola!

In Rome to-day the King is king the Queen is queen, the Pope is but a prisoner in the Vatican; but she who still reigns supreme, the leader of society, the most popular and influential, as well as one of the most beautiful women in modern Italy, is undoubtedly the sweet-faced Marchesa, known everywhere as La Bambola.

THE END
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CHAPTER I. IN WHICH JOB SEAL BORROWS A FUSEE
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IF YOU ARE fond of a mystery I believe you will ponder over this curious narrative just as I have pondered.

Certain persons, having heard rumours of the strange adventures that once happened to me, have asked me to write them down in detail, so that they may be printed and given to the world in their proper sequence. Therefore, in obedience, and in order to set at rest for ever certain wild and unfounded reports which crept into the papers at the time, I do so without fear or favour, seeking to conceal no single thing, but merely to relate what I actually saw with my own eyes and heard with my own ears.

I read somewhere the other day the sweeping statement, written probably by one of our superior young gentlemen just down from Oxford, that Romance is dead. This allegation, however, I make so bold as to challenge — first, because in my own humble capacity I have actually been the unwilling actor in one of the most remarkable romances of modern times; and, secondly, because I believe with that sage old chronicler, Richard of Cirencester, that the man whose soul is filled with Greek has a heart of leather.

Fortunately I can lay claim to neither. Apart from my association with the present chain of curious events I am but an ordinary man, whose name is Paul Pickering, whose age is thirty-two, and whose profession at the time the romance befell me was the very prosaic one of a doctor without regular practice. You will therefore quickly discern that I was not overburdened either by fame, fortune, or fashionable foibles, and further that, as locum tenens for country doctors in ill-health or on holiday, I advertised regularly in the Lancet, and was glad enough to accept the fee of three guineas weekly.

Hard work in a big practice at Stepney and Poplar had resulted in a bad touch of influenza with its attendant debility; therefore, when one of my patients, a sun-tanned old salt named Seal, suggested that I should go a trip with him up the Mediterranean, I hailed the idea with delight.

Job Seal was quite a chance patient. He called one evening at the surgery in Commercial Road East, where I was acting as locum for a doctor named Bidwell, and consulted me about his rheumatism. A big, deep-chested, thick-set man, with grey hair, reddish uncut beard, big hands, shaggy brows, and a furrowed face browned by sea and sun; he spoke in a deep bass, interlarding his conversation with nautical expressions which were, to me, mostly unintelligible. The liniment I gave him apparently suited his ailment, for he came again and again, until one evening he called and declared that I had effected a cure as marvellous as that of Sequah.

My boat, the Thrush, is layin at Fresh Wharf, and I sail on Saturday for Cardiff, where we take in coal for Leghorn. Now, if you aint got anything better to do, doctor, dont you sign on why as steward at a bob a day, and come with me for the round trip? he suggested. You told me the other night that youre bein paid off from here on Saturday. My boat aint exactly a liner, you know, but I daresay you could shake down comfortable like, and as the tripll take a couple o months, youd see most of the ports up to Smyrna. Besides, this is just the right time o year for a blow. It ud do you good.

The suggestion certainly appealed to me. I had never been afloat farther than Ramsgate by the Marguerite, and for years had longed to go abroad and see those wonderful paradises of the Sunny South of which, like other people, I had witnessed highly-coloured dissolving views. Therefore I accepted the bluff old captains hospitality, signed the ships papers in a back office off Leadenhall Street, and on Saturday evening boarded as black, grimy, and forbidding a craft as ever dropped down the Thames.

Job Seal was right. The Thrush was not by any means a liner, and its passenger accommodation was restricted. My cabin was very small, very stuffy, and very dirty; just as might be expected of a Mediterranean tramp steamer. As the outward cargo was invariably Cardiff steam coal consigned to the well-known firm of Messrs. Agius, of Naples, and Malta, there was over everything a layer of fine coal dust, while the faces of both officers and crew seemed ingrained with black.

The first day out I confess that I did not feel over well. A light vessel and a choppy sea are never pleasant to a landsman. Nevertheless, I very soon got my sea legs, and then the voyage down Channel was pleasant enough. It was the end of June, and the salt breezes were gratifying after the stuffy back streets of Stepney. Before my advent Job Seal was in the habit of eating alone in his cabin, because he was an omnivorous reader, and the chatter of his officers disturbed him. He welcomed me, however, as a companion. Max Pemberton, Conan Doyle, and Hyne he swore by, and in one corner of his cabin he had whole stacks of sixpenny reprints.

The first day out I rather regretted my hasty decision to sail with him, but ere we sighted Lundy Island and Penarth I was as merry and eager to smoke as any of the villainous-looking crew.

After four days loading in Cardiff the vessel was an inch deep in coal dust, and as the heavy-swearing hands in the forecastle began cleaning up we slowly glided out of the Bute Docks to the accompaniment of shouting, gesticulating, and strong language. At Seals suggestion I had provided myself with certain articles of food to my taste, but as the grit of coal and the taste of tar were inseparable from the cuisine, and the cooks galley the most evil-smelling corner in the whole vessel, I enjoyed eating least of all. The weather was, however, perfect, even in the long roll of the Atlantic, and the greater part of each day I spent with the burly skipper on his bridge, lolling in an old deck-chair behind a screen of canvas lashed to the rail to keep off the wind. I had quite a cosy corner to myself, and there I smoked my pipe, breathed the salt ocean breezes, and yarned with my deep-chested friend.

We dont carry forty-quid salooners on this ere boat, remarked Joe Thorpe, the first mate, when I mentioned casually that the rats gnawed my boots at night and scampered around my cabin and over my bunk. When a passenger comes with us he has to rough it, but he sees a sight more than if he travelled by the P. and O. or the Orient. Youll see a lot, doctor, before youre back in London.

His words were prophetic. I did see a lot, as you will gather later on.

Craft and crew were, as I have said, as forbidding as can be well imagined. The vessel was black, save for a dirty red band around her funnel, old, ricketty, and much patched. On the second day out from Cardiff Mike Flanagan, the first engineer, imparted to me the disconcerting fact that the boilers were in such a state that he feared to work them at any undue pressure lest we might all take an unwelcome flight into space. Hence at night, when I lay in my bunk sleepless owing to the dirty weather in the Bay of Biscay, the jarring of the propeller caused my medical mind to revert to the instability of those boilers and the probability of catastrophe. I am not a seafaring man, but I have often since wondered in what class the Thrush might have been entered at Lloyds.

Day followed day, and after we sighted Finisterre the weather became delightful again. Seal told me long yarns of his younger days in the Pacific trade, how he had been wrecked off the Tasmanian coast, and how on another occasion the steamer on which he sailed was burned at sea. The dreamy hours passed lazily. We ate together, laughed together, and at night drank big noggins of rum together. Cape St. Vincent loomed up in the haze one brilliant evening, and afterwards the great rock of Gibraltar; then, on entering the Mediterranean, we steered a straight course for that long, sun-blanched town with the high lighthouse lying at the foot of the blue Apennines, Leghorn, which port we at last entered with shrieking siren and flying our dirty red ensign.

But it is not with foreign towns that this narrative concerns. True, I went ashore with Seal and drank vermouth and seltzer at Nazis, but during the weeks I sailed in company with the big-handed, big-hearted skipper and his villainous-looking crew we visited many ports in search of a cargo for London. Naples, Palermo, Smyrna, and Tunis were to me, an untravelled man, all interesting, while Job Seal was, I discovered, a most popular man ashore. Shipping agents welcomed him, and he drank vermouth at their expense; Customs officers were civil, with an eye to the glass of grog that would follow their inspection; and even British consuls were agreeable, unbending and joking with him in their private sanctums.

Yes, Job Seal was a typical Mediterranean skipper, a hard drinker in port, a hard swearer at sea, and a hard task-master at any time. In bad weather he put on his pluck with his oilskins. From the bridge he addressed his men as though speaking to dogs, and woe betide the unfortunate hand who did not execute an order just to his liking. He would roar like a bull, and conclude with an interminable cascade of imprecations until he became red in the face and breathless.

Ive done this round trip these nineteen years, doctor, he explained to me one night while we were having our grog together, and I really believe I could take the old tub from the Gib. to Naples without a compass. And then in his deep bass tones he began to yarn as sailors will yarn, telling tales mostly of adventures ashore in foreign towns, adventures wherein Mike Flanagan — to whom he always referred as his chief — and alcoholic liquors played leading parts.

After leaving Tunis for Valencia, homeward bound, we experienced bad weather. The wind howled in the rigging, and the sea ran mountains high, as it often does in those parts at certain seasons of the year. One afternoon, attired in the suit of yellow oilskins I had purchased in Cardiff, I was seated on the bridge, notwithstanding the stiff breeze and the heavy sea still running, for I preferred that to my stuffy, tarry cabin with its port-hole screwed down.

Seal, in ponderous sea-boots, black oilskins, and his sou-wester tied beneath his chin, had been chatting, laughing and pacing the deck, when of a sudden his quick eye observed something which to my unpractised vision was indistinguishable. He took his glass from its box, stood astride, and took steady sight of it.

Hm, he grunted deeply, thats durned funny! and turning to the helmsman gave an order which caused the man to spin the wheel over, and slowly the bows of the Thrush swung round in the direction in which he had been gazing.

Like to look, doctor? he asked, at the same time handing me his glass.

I stood up, but the vessel rolling about like a bottle made it difficult for me to keep my feet, and more especially for me to focus the object. At last, however, after some effort I saw as I swept the horizon a curious-looking thing afloat. Indistinct in the grey haze, it looked to me like two square-built boxes floating high from the water, but close behind each other. I could not, however, see them well on account of the haze.

Thats curious! I ejaculated. What do you think they are, captain?

Havent any idea, doctor. Were goin to inspect em presently. And he again took sight for a long time, and then replaced his glass in its box with a puzzled air. Queer lookin craft, anyhow, he remarked. They dont seem to be flying any signals of distress, either.

Where are we now? I inquired, much interested in the mysterious object in the distance.

About midway between Fomentera and Algiers, was his answer, and then, impatient to overhaul the craft that had attracted his attention, he pulled over the brass handle of the electric signals and turned it back again, causing it to ring thrice. An instant later came the three answering rings, and a few moments afterwards the long cloud of dense black smoke whirling from the funnel told us that Mike Flanagan was about to get all the work out of his boilers that he dared.

Seal roared an order in the howling wind, and a tiny, coal-grimed flag ran up to the mast-head and fluttered in the breeze, while with eyes glued to his glass he watched if any response were given to his signal.

But there was none.

News of something unusual had spread among the crew, and a few moments later the first mate, Thorpe, whose watch had ended an hour before, sprang up the ladder to the skippers side.

Look, Joe! exclaimed Seal. What the dickens do you make out o that?

Thorpe swung his body with the motion of the vessel and took a long look at the object of mystery.

Thunder, capn! he cried. Looks like Noahs Ark, sir.

By this time the smutty-faced crew, in their dirty blue trousers and sea-boots, had emerged from the forecastle and stood gazing in the direction of the mystery, heedless of the waves that now and then swept the deck from stem to stern. Some of the men shaded their eyes with horny hands, and the opinions expressed were both forcible and various.

Job Seal borrowed a fusee from me and lit his foul-smelling pipe, a habit of his when puzzled. With his blackened clay between his teeth he talked to Thorpe, while the spray showered in our faces and the vessel rose and fell in the long trough of the sea.

Again and again he sighted the object which his sea-trained eyes had so quickly detected, and each time growled in dissatisfaction.

At length, in a voice quite unusual to him, and with all the brown gone out of his face, he said:  — 

Theres something very uncanny about that blessed craft, doctor! Ive been afloat these thirty-three years come August, but I never saw such a tarnation funny thing as that before! I believe its the Flyin Dutchman, as true as Im here on my own bridge!

He handed me the binocular again, and steadying myself carefully I managed to focus it.

Sailors are nothing if not superstitious, and I could see that the unusual sight had sent a stir of consternation through the ship.

What do you make her out to be? roared Seal to the look-out man.

Never saw such a thing before, sir, responded the man in oilskins; maybe shes one o them secret submarine inventions of the French whats come to the surface — a suggestion which pleased the crew mightily, and was greeted with a chorus of laughter.

Submarine be hanged! exclaimed one old seaman whom I had heard addressed as Dicky Dunn. Its old Noah a-making for Marseilles! Cant yer see the big square port in the stern where he lets his bloomin pigeons out?

And so the suggestions went on, and while the Thrush rapidly bore down with full steam ahead, with the salt spray flying across her bows, the mystery of our discovery increased.


CHAPTER II. WHAT WE SAW AND WHAT WE HEARD
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WELL, IM BLOWED!

The simple ejaculation was Seals, but the words of the sentence were most expressive.

The strange object was now but a few cable lengths of us, and certainly the skippers surprise was shared by every one of us. Even the blackened, half-naked stokers had emerged on deck and stood gazing at it with wide-open eyes.

Job Seal, the big, roaring man, dauntless of every thing, stood leaning over the bridge and glaring aghast at his discovery. And well he might, for surely no similar object sailed the sea in these modern days.

In the sea, close behind one another, rode two wooden houses, three-storeyed, and having big square windows of thick glass. So near were we to it that now, for the first time, I could distinguish that there was a submerged connexion between the two objects above the surface. Then, in a flash, the astounding truth dawned upon me. It was an ancient ship of that curious Elizabethan build, like those I had seen in pictures of the Spanish Armada!

From the high bows there projected a battered figure-head, shaped like some marine monstrosity, while beyond the submerged deck rose the high stern, from which jutted three projections, each farther over the water than the others. At such close quarters I could see that out of the roof of both houses stood the stumps of masts, but there was not a vestige of cordage.

The strangest fact of all, however, was that everywhere, even over the roof of the high bow and stern, were barnacles, sponges, and shell-fish of all descriptions, while enormous bands of brown seaweed streamed and flapped with the wind. A tangle of marine plants was everywhere, matted, brown and green for the most part, and so luxurious that almost every part of the mysterious vessel was completely covered. The shells, slime, and seaweed certainly indicated that the strange ship had reposed at the bottom of the sea for many a long year, and the uncanny sight caused considerable misgivings among the forecastle hands.

The barnacles and shell-fish had not attached themselves to the windows, hence the outline of the latter was still preserved, but over everything else was a dense slimy tangle a foot or so thick, the higher parts half-dried by the wind, while a quantity of seaweed floated around the hull in long waving masses. Water-logged, she rolled and pitched helplessly in the troubled waters, so that to me, unaccustomed to the sea, it seemed as though she must topple over. Surely it was one of the strangest sights that any eye had witnessed.

A derelict is always of interest alike to sailor and to landsman, but it assuredly does not happen to many to discover a craft that has been lost to human ken for at least three hundred years.

Shes a beauty, she is! laughed Seal, although I could see that his discovery somewhat troubled him, for, like all his class, he was full of superstition. Wonder what her cargo is?

Corpses, suggested Thorpe. Shes only bobbed up lately, I should say, from her lovely shroud of weeds.

Perhaps there may be something on board worth having, remarked the captain reflectively. Shes a mystery, anyway, and we ought to solve it.

Yes, I said eagerly. Im ready to go on board and investigate. Lower a boat, captain, and lets see whats inside.

Seal glanced at the high sea and shook his head dubiously.

Beg pardon, sir! shouted the man Dicky Dunn up to the captain, speaking between his hands. Theres a face at one o them attic windows in the stern. It only showed for a moment, and then disappeared — an awful white face!

Dickys got another touch of his old complaint, remarked one of the stokers philosophically; but the statement caused all eyes to be turned to the row of small square windows.

Ghosts aboard! remarked Thorpe. If I were you, capn, Id have nothing to do with that hulking craft. Shes a floatin coffin, thats what she is.

Youre a white-livered coward, sonny, roared Seal. Ive discovered Noahs Ark, and I mean to see whats aboard her. Then he shouted an order for a boat to be lowered, adding in a meaning tone: If any mans too chicken-hearted to board her let him stay here.

The effect was magical. Sailors hate to be dubbed cowards, and every man was in an instant eager to face the tempestuous sea and explore.

Dunn! cried the skipper. Are you certain you saw a face, or is it your groggy imagination?

I saw a face quite distinct, sir. It was grinning at us like, and then vanished. Ill bet my months pay that theres somebody aboard — or else its spirits.

Alcohol, more like, grunted Seal, beneath his breath, as he turned to the helmsman and ordered him to keep a circular course round the water-logged hulk. The propeller had stopped, and we were now rising and falling in the long sweep of the green water.

Come on, doctor, Seal said, after he had ordered Thorpe to take command, and added a chaffing remark about Davy Jones and his proverbial locker; lets go and see for ourselves.

So together we descended to the deck, and after several unsuccessful efforts to enter the boat, I at last found myself being tossed helplessly towards the high seaweed-covered walls that rolled ever and anon at a most fearsome angle.

The excitement was intense, for the boarding of the mysterious vessel was an extremely perilous undertaking, and it was a long time before one of the men could obtain a foothold on the slippery weeds. At last, however, the boat was made fast, and one by one we clambered up a patch of barnacles on to the roof of the stern. At that height, and rolling as we were, our position was by no means an enviable one. We sank to our knees in the brown, slimy seaweed that covered the roof, and at Seals order the men, with axes, began chopping away the growth and digging down to the timbers in search of hatches.

At last we found them, but they seemed to have been hermetically closed, and it was a long time before saw and hatchet made any impression on the teak. Still the six of us worked with a will, and in half an hour we succeeded in breaking our way into the vessel.

As we peered down into the gloom of the interior there arose a dank odour of mustiness, and I noticed that even the fearless Seal himself hesitated to descend and explore. When, however, I announced an intention of making the attempt, the others with one accord quickly volunteered to accompany me.

Through the hole I lowered myself, expecting to discover some stairway, but my legs only swung in air with the rolling of the hulk. My head being below the roof, however, I soon discovered in the dim light that the place was a large, wide cabin with a long oaken table down the centre. My feet were only a foot from the table, so I dropped and shouted to the others above to follow.

The place, with its panelled walls and deep window-seats, was more like an old-fashioned dining-room in a country house than a ships saloon. The table, a big heavy one, was handsomely carved, and there were high seats with twisted backs, covered with faded velvet, while as I moved I stumbled over some pieces of armour — helmets, breastplates, and swords, all red with rust. There were a few bones, too, which at a glance I saw belonged to a human skeleton.

The place had evidently been air and water tight, for although submerged for years the water had not entered. On the contrary, the bodies of those confined therein had crumbled into dust.

Seal and his men, who joined me one after the other, stood aghast, giving vent to exclamations of surprise, mingled, of course, with strong language.

Knowing something of antiquities, I made an examination of the furniture and armour. On the rusted sword-blades was stamped the name Tomas, with the sign of the cross, by which I knew them to be the best-tempered steel of Toledo, and the date of the armour I put at about the end of the sixteenth century.

Strike me if it aint like a bloomin museum, doctor! Seal remarked, pressing the point of a sword to the floor to try its temper.

A most remarkable find, I said. As far as I can see at present its an old Spanish ship, but where its been all these years no one can tell.

Its been down below, doctor, you can bet your boots on that, Seal replied. Been a mermaids palace, perhaps!

The place wherein we stood was evidently the chief saloon. The ghastly bones on the floor interested me, as a medical man, the more so because one of the skeletons — and there were three — was certainly that of a man, who, when alive, must have stood over six feet high.

I gave that as my opinion, whereupon one of the horny-handed men hazarded the remark that it was a giants Sunday-going yacht.

One of the men who had sailed in the Seahorse — for such we afterwards discovered her name to be — had assuredly been a giant in stature, for I discovered his breastplate and sword, and certainly they were the most formidable I had ever seen. He was no doubt the commander, judging from the inlaid gold upon the armour, which still glistened, notwithstanding the rust.

Wooden platters, rusty knives, and leathern mugs, lay on the floor, having evidently been swept from the table when the vessel had heeled over and sunk, while there were the remains of high-backed chairs, decayed and broken, sliding on the floor with each roll of the unsteady craft.

At the farther end of the curious old cabin was a heavy oaken door, and passing beyond it we entered a smaller cabin projecting over the stern with three little square windows. On the panelled wall hung a helmet and sword, together with a time-mellowed portrait of a sour-faced man with fair pointed beard and ruffle. On the floor lay an old blunderbuss, and at one side, fixed against the wall, was a small oak desk for writing; while on the other, secured to the floor with huge clamps, were three great iron-bound and iron-studded chests, securely locked and heavily bolted.

Treasure! gasped Seal. By Christopher! there may be gold ducats in them there boxes! Lets have em open. Now lads, he cried, bustling up the men,  ers your chance to go a-gold finding! Get to work, quick.

The order to open the boxes was easier given than executed. One man searched in vain for the keys, while the others worked away till the perspiration rolled off their brows, and yet the strong boxes resisted all their efforts. Presently, however, Dicky Dunn discovered a long bar of iron, and the four men, using it as a lever, managed to wrench the lid of the first box off its hinges. To our utter disgust, however, we found it empty.

The second chest did not take quite so long as the first to force open, and as the lid was raised loud cries of joy broke from all our lips.

It was filled to the brim with golden coin!

I examined some and found them to be old Italian, Spanish, and English pieces — the latter mostly bearing the effigies of Queen Elizabeth and King Edward VI.

The excitement had now risen to fever heat. The men would have filled their pockets with the gold, there and then, had not Job Seal drawn a revolver and in a roaring voice threatened to shoot the first man dead who touched a coin.

But the gluttony of gold was upon them, and they attacked the third box with such violence that it was open in a jiffy.

No gold was, however, within — only a big bag of thick hide heavily riveted with copper, and securely fastened with bolt and lock.

Bank-notes in that, perhaps! remarked the skipper excitedly, ignorant of the fact that there were no bank-notes in the days when that curious craft had sailed the ocean. Break it open, boys. Look alive!

Be-low! cried old Dicky Dunn, and as his shipmates drew aside he raised his axe and with one well-directed blow broke off the rusted bolt and in an instant half-a-dozen hands were plunged into the leathern sack.

What they brought forth was certainly disappointing — merely two folded pieces of yellow, time-stained parchment, one having a big seal of lead hanging to it by a cord, and the other a small seal of yellow wax attached to a strip of the parchment itself.

The skipper glanced at them in disgust, and then handed them to me, as a man of some book-learning, to decipher.

I had steadied myself with my back fixed to the panelling and was examining the first of the documents, when of a sudden we were all of us startled by hearing a weird sound which sent through us a thrill of alarm.

It was plain and unmistakable — a deep, cavernous human voice!

Every man of us stood silent, looked at each other, and held his breath.

Hark! Why, thats the ghost wot Dicky Dunn saw! gasped one of the men with scared face. Ive had about enough of this, mates. It aint no place for us here.

I stood listening. There was undoubtedly yet another mystery on board that strange, uncanny vessel that the sea had so unaccountably given up.


CHAPTER III. THE MYSTERIOUS MAN
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AGAIN THE STRANGE deep voice sounded.

It seemed to come from below the small cabin in which we stood — a snarling noise as though of a man enraged.

Neither Seal nor his men liked the situation. I could see by their faces that they were thoroughly scared. They had found gold, it was true, but below was the owner of it.

Come on, lads, urged Dicky Dunn courageously, Im going below to make the acquaintance of the skipper of this ere craft. The way is down that hatchway at the end of the big saloon.

Encouraged by the old seaman the men moved back into the cabin we had first entered, and with Dunn I descended the dark stairs to explore, Seal following close behind us armed with his revolver.

I struck a match and, by its light, saw a quantity of ancient arms and armour lying with several skulls and bones. Apparently the men were below when the ship went down, and, the hatches being closed so tightly, neither air nor water reached them, so that they had been asphyxiated.

The passage led along to a bulkhead, where it took a turn at right angles and ended with a closed door.

This Seal opened boldly, and we found ourselves in a small cabin, quite light — for the big square window had been broken out — and furnished in the same antique style as the big saloon above.

It had an occupant — the strangest-looking creature I ever saw.

He was an old man with long white hair and white beard, a man with a thin, haggard face and black, deep-sunken eyes. On first entering he escaped our notice, but we saw him crouching beneath the table, hiding from us in terror.

His dress, ragged and tattered, was of three centuries ago — short breeches, a doublet of faded crimson velvet, and an old coat with puffed sleeves, while in his hand he carried a rusty poniard and seemed prepared to spring out upon us.

I shall never forget the ghastly look of hatred and terror upon the queer old fellows countenance as he faced us. We all three stood absolutely dumfounded. It was very interesting to discover a ship lost for three centuries, but to find a survivor still on board was incredible.

Yet there was a human being actually in the flesh; a weird old fellow who, for aught we could tell, had lived on board that vessel for ages.

Come out, sonny, cried Seal, when he found tongue; we wont eat you.

In response the weird individual gave vent to that same shrill cry of rage that had first attracted our attention, brandishing his knife threateningly, but not budging an inch from his hiding-place.

Enough of that, my man, exclaimed the captain, authoritatively. Come out and talk like a Christian. Where are you bound for? and how many days are you out?

The bloomin ships about three undred years overdue, I should fancy, remarked Dicky Dunn, who was the ships humorist.

Come along, Seal urged persuasively, placing his hands on his knees and bending down to him. Come out of it, old chap, and lets have a yarn. I aint got any time to spare.

But the old fellow only gnashed his gums and brandished his knife, for he appeared to entertain the greatest antipathy towards our skipper.

Presently, after some further coaxing, but receiving no word in reply, I succeeded in reassuring him that we meant him no harm, and he came forth from his hiding-place and with a savage grin stood before us. He was tall and gaunt, about six feet in height and as thin as a lath. But when we came to question him he steadily refused to answer one single question.

All the skippers queries he resented with marked hostility, and with me alone was he tractable.

Before long, however, I discerned the true state of affairs. This strange individual, whoever he was, was dumb, and, further, he was not in his right mind. Privation and solitude were probably the cause of it; but whatever the reason, the fact remained that the queer old fellow was unable to utter one single intelligible word, and he was also not responsible for his actions.

Now and then he burst into peals of laughter, grinning hideously, with all the characteristic symptoms of the maniac, and then he would suddenly strike an attitude as though to attack our skipper.

Fortunately I induced him to put his knife aside, for although rusty it was still very sharp. By all the means I could think of I endeavoured to extract some word from him, but in vain. The sounds that escaped him were deep, gutteral, and utterly unintelligible. By dumb show I tried to inquire who and what he was, but insanity asserted itself, for he only gave vent to a demoniacal shriek and cut some absurd capers that caused all three of us to laugh heartily.

I took out my pocket-book and handed it to him, together with a pencil, but instead of writing, as I hoped to induce him, he only looked to see what was contained in the pockets of the book and handed it back to me.

Well! cried Seal, this chap beats everything! Who in the name of fortune can he be?

Hes a mystery, I answered, utterly puzzled.

He looks as old as Methuselah, remarked the skipper. Hes just as though he walked out o one of them old pictures.

Hes a lunatic, aint he, doctor? asked Dunn.

Most decidedly, I responded; and judging from the manner he received us, he is a rather dangerous one.

Well, said Seal, wed better take him on board with us. Perhaps when hes had a bit of grub and some rest well be able to make him out. This mystery is a first-class one — better than any Ive ever read in books. How old is he, doctor?

Impossible to tell, I replied. A good age certainly.

As old as this ship? asked the seaman.

I think not, I responded, laughing.

Well, we must find out something about him, declared Seal, decisively.

And what about that chestful of gold, sir?

Oh, well ship that, of course, answered the skipper. It perhaps belongs to him, but we may as well hold it till he proves his right to it, and he grinned meaningly.

The ancient mariner had turned, and was gazing out through the big open window to where the Thrush was lying awaiting our return. He seemed quite calm now, and no longer resented our intrusion upon his privacy. Indeed, with me he became quite friendly, and when I spoke again appeared to make an effort to understand me. He pointed to his mouth, which only emitted unintelligible sounds.

That he was insane there was no doubt. The strange look in his eyes was sufficient proof of it, but I entertained a hope that his mind was only unhinged by privation and solitude, and that by careful treatment his mental balance might become restored.

While we were questioning him the three men we had left above were rummaging the ship. One of them, it seems, managed by the aid of a rope to cross the wave-swept deck to the other cabin in the high bows and with an axe effect an entry. His report was that there were a number of skeletons there, most of them still in armour, together with old-fashioned cannon, and he brought back with him a fine banner of purple silk bearing a golden Maltese cross.

Below where we stood, the waves thundered ever and anon, and the heavy rolling told us that the wind was increasing.

Wed better be getting aboard, Seal remarked anxiously. If we dont make a start we shant be able to ship that there gold. You take charge of the old boy, doctor. What shall we call him, eh?

The Mysterious Man would be a good name, sir, suggested Dunn.

All right, responded the skipper. Well put him on the papers as Old Mr. Mystery. Go above and get the lads to shift that box of gold. Be careful with it, and mind it dont go to the bottom.

Aye, aye, sir, responded the grey-bearded seaman; and he went above, shouting to his shipmates to start work on the removal of the treasure.

He must have made some signal to Thorpe on the Thrush, for a few minutes later we heard the siren blowing, while the men in the small cabin were working away with a strong will stowing the gold coins into anything they could find, for with such a sea running it was impossible to remove the great chest entire, besides which it was heavily bolted to the floor.

The Mysterious Man accompanied me above, and in silence stood watching the coin being removed. Sight of it produced no impression upon him whatever. His agility and fierce antipathy had given place to apathy, as it so often does in certain phases of insanity.

The old portrait of the thin-faced man in ruffle and doublet caught his eye, and he faced it and shook his fist at it, as though the original were his enemy. Then he went through into the main saloon, and, picking up one of the rusty swords, returned and slashed the picture until the canvas hung in its frame in ribbons.

The two parchments that we had found in the old leather bag were secure in my pocket, and the bag was used for the transport of part of the treasure. While the work of removing the coins was in progress, however, I seized the opportunity of searching further in the small cabin, and discovered in the oak panelling a small cupboard, wherein were several big parchment-bound books looking almost like commercial ledgers.

One of them I opened, and found it to be in manuscript in a crabbed hand that I could not decipher, but on certain pages were drawn rough plans. A second volume proved to be a printed book in Latin; and a third a rare old Book of Hours, printed by Pasquali, of Venice, in 1588. I took possession of half-a-dozen, but the others seemed to me to be of no account — one a Latin lexicon, and another a book in which certain household recipes had been written. All were, as far as I could judge, books written or printed in the first half of the sixteenth century, although I knew nothing of the mysteries of palæography or bibliography. Some of the writing was even and well executed, while the other was execrable, with long loops and curious dashes and flourishes above certain letters.

I gave the books I wanted into the hands of one of the sailors, who lashed them together and lowered them to the boat after the gold had been safely shipped.

Every moment the gale was increasing, so Seal thought fit to send the boat back to the steamer with its precious freight before we proceeded, as the gold weighed heavily, and he feared that if we went with it we might be swamped.

Through the square window of the big saloon, very like the window of an old-fashioned house, we watched the boat rise and fall on the long, green waves as it toiled towards the steamer. We watched one of the men shout through his hands, and could see the excitement his news created on board.

Thorpe bent over from the bridge and shouted back, while a dozen willing hands were ready to haul up the gold.

It was half an hour before they returned for us, and Seal expressed some doubts about the vessel weathering the storm. The pitching was terrible, and it was impossible to stand without clinging hold of something.

I occupied the time in searching every nook and crevice in the big saloon, but I discovered practically nothing, save in a cupboard some old pewter, over which a collector of such stuff would probably have gone into raptures, and an old silver tankard, which I took as part of my share of the loot, together with a helmet, sword, and breastplate.

But at length my search was brought to a conclusion by the boat hailing us from below, and we lowered the Mysterious Man by means of a rope around his waist, for he was too decrepit to spring, and the sight of his skinny legs dangling over the sea was certainly ludicrous. Then, when we were all clear, the men pulled us through the boiling waves back to the steamer, and as we looked behind we saw the weird seaweed-covered craft rocking and rolling as though every minute she must heel over.


CHAPTER IV. IN WHICH I EXAMINE THE PARCHMENTS
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THE ADVENT OF the stranger on board the Thrush caused an outburst of surprise and consternation among the men, who stood in a group around him, addressing him and making remarks upon his personal appearance and his clothes.

 E looks like old Father Christmas been starved to death! I heard one seaman remark. Look at his shoes. Them buckles are silver, mates!

And then for the first time I noticed that the buckles on his shoes were very beautiful ones.

Theres something confoundedly mysterious about both the craft and the man, declared a seaman who had accompanied us. Theres lots of skeletons on board, and old armour, cannon, and things. She was a battleship, I believe. At any rate, the men on board her were soldiers.

If they were, then the old fossils a good specimen, one of them said, to which the old seaman who had rowed our boat replied:  — 

Well, we collared over a thousand quid in gold, sonny. It was in them heavy bags that are stowed in the skippers quarters. Besides, the doctors got a few things — books, bits of parchment, and the like.

They asked for a description of the craft, and we gave it to them, explaining the circumstances in which we discovered the Mysterious Man. The latter was seated on a coil of rope, glancing at us but utterly apathetic to the fact that he was the centre of attraction. We told them how the old fellow was both dumb and insane, whereupon their interest in him was increased fourfold. Their jeering remarks regarding his gorilla-like countenance and his quaintness of attire were quickly turned into expressions of sympathy and even the roughest man among them was ready to render the afflicted stranger any little service.

The armour and books had been placed in my cabin, and when Seal had related our experiences to Thorpe, the latter suggested that we should stand by the Seahorse and take her in tow when the gale abated. It would mean a day or two overdue in London, but we should nevertheless secure a prize such as no living man had ever before seen. Apart from the interest in the old vessel and the mystery of how it had come to the surface after being so long submerged, there were on board many things of value from an antiquarian point of view.

And so it was arranged that we should lay to that night, and if the wind went down next day, as Seal believed it would because the morrow was the fourth day of continued bad weather, we should tow the extraordinary craft to Valencia, and, if possible, round to London.

The Mysterious Man, after eating ravenously of food set before him, curled himself up in one of the mens bunks in the forecastle and soon went to sleep. One man, a well-spoken, middle-aged sailor named Harding, was told off to take care of the madman and to see that he did not get into mischief, while the cure of his intellect was left in my charge.

Together with Seal I proceeded to examine our find. As the sun sank crimson and stormy, flooding the skippers cabin with a blood-red glow, he and I carefully counted the gold. There were 1,783 pieces, large and small, and of great variety. The English ones mostly bore the effigies of Edward VI. and Elizabeth. There were none of James I., but many were of Henry IV. of France, together with a variety of Spanish doubloons and Italian pieces. I found none of a later reign than Elizabeth, therefore I put down the date of the Seahorse as about 1603, or a few years earlier.

I wonder whether Old Mystery will claim the coin? Seal reflected, as he slowly filled his pipe, having finished the counting.

As the sole survivor, it most probably belongs to him, I said.

But if hes a lunatic, what claim can he make to it? Therell be some job to find the vessels owner, I reckon.

His remark caused me to remember the two parchments I had in my pocket, and I drew them out, opened them, and examined them carefully.

The first was beautifully and clearly written, about a foot square, and headed Cosmvs. It was in Latin, and I must admit that although I had passed in Latin up at Edinburgh, I was very rusty in it. The document at commencement read as follows:  — 

Cosmus Dei Gratia Magnus Dux Etruriæ, etc. et sacræ Religionis, et Militiæ Militum S. Stephani Papæ, et Martyris Magnus Magister et Custos, etc., Dilecto Nobis Pompæo Marie a Paule, Nobili Pisano et S. Stephani Militi, gratiam uram, et omne bonum.

Then, after a screed of twenty long lines, the document ended:  — 

Datum Florentiæ die pa. Februarij anno ab incarn. MDCI. Nostri Magni Ducatus Etruriæ anno VI.

Below were three signatures in ink that had long ago faded yellow, but so badly written were they that I could not decipher them. At the foot of the document was threaded a hempen cord, and to it was attached a heavy leaded seal, a trifle bigger than half a crown. On the obverse was a Maltese cross, the same as upon the faded silken banner at my side, and on the reverse a shield bearing six balls, the arms of the Florentine house of the Medici. Around the cross was the legend Sancti Stephani Signum Religioni, while around the armorial bearings were the words: Cosmvs Mag. Dux Etr. Magn. Magis.

So insufficient was my knowledge of Latin that all I could make out of the writing was that it was some diploma or deed concerning some one named Paule, a noble of Pisa. But what honour it conferred upon him I could not decipher, so I turned my attention to the second parchment.

It was yellower, and penned in a hand so crabbed that for a long time I could not make out in what language it was written.
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Below were seven scrawly signatures in that strange old Elizabethan hand.

The Tickencote Treasure] [Chapter IV

At last I decided that the first portion was in the abbreviated Latin of old documents, for after much puzzling I deciphered that the first words read In Dei Nomine, Amen. At foot was an endorsement in old English, which I deciphered, making a covenant between certain parties, and below were seven scrawly signatures in that strange old Elizabethan hand, namely of Geo. Greene, Gilbert Kanadale, John Ffreeman, Alex. Stephen Wyon, John Dollington, Clement Wollerton, and George A. Dafte, hys mark.

The bottom of the parchment had been cut until a short strip an inch wide hung from it, and upon this the round seal of yellow wax had been impressed, the device upon it being a shield with a leopard rampant, together with a fleur-de-lys. That is how best I can describe it, not being versed in heraldic terms.

That the two documents were precious ones could not for a moment be doubted when I recollected how carefully they had been preserved: first in that leathern bag and secondly in the treasure-chest. To me, however, they presented no appearance of value.

What are they all about, doctor? inquired the skipper, puffing at his pipe.

At present I cant tell. Theyre both in Latin, I answered, and we must wait until we get a proper translation. This — and I held the second document in my hand— was written in the time of Queen Elizabeth, and seems to be a covenant, or something of the sort.

I suppose we can get some lawyer chap to puzzle em out? Seal said.

Oh, I dont anticipate any difficulty, I answered. Only if there is any secret attached to them we dont want to give it away.

Ah! I never thought of that, remarked the skipper. It is, as you say, very probable that some secret is contained there, and for that reason they were so carefully preserved and hidden away. No, doctor, wed better not employ a lawyer. Hed want to know too much.

Then I turned my attention to the books. The first I opened was of fine white parchment, thick, heavily bound, and written in a bold hand with many flourishes. A glance through it showed that it was an inventory of some kind, but it was all in Italian and much beyond me. The only part I could translate was the commencement, which, as far as I was able to decipher, read as follows:  — 

In the name of Almighty God and of His Holy Mother, Saint Mary, and of St. Peter, and of St. Paul, of St. John the Baptist, and of all the Celestial Court of Paradise, who have conceded to me the benefit that I should commence this book sound of body and of mind. Amen.

In this Book written by me, Bartholomew di Simon da Schorno, I have set down certain things that all men should know, as well as a certain Secret that one alone may discover to his advantage hereafter.

And then followed about 150 pages of manuscript and memoranda.

Through an hour I diligently endeavoured to decipher correctly regarding the secret mentioned, but it was in old Italian, with long ls and ss, and therefore extremely difficult to understand.

The date of the conclusion of the book I discovered to be August 16, 1591, on a Friday; while here and there I discovered the name of Paule, evidently the same family as the Pompæo Marie a Paule, the Pisan noble mentioned in the document with the leaden seal of Cosimo di Medici.

The author, Bartholomew da Schorno, whoever he was, had certainly produced a very respectable volume as regards size, and Job Seal and myself were extremely anxious to learn the secret which, in the introduction, was said to be contained therein.

The other books were not of great interest save perhaps to a bibliophile. They, however, showed that their owner was a scholar. The first, a thin manuscript on paper, and written in a neat Gothic hand, which I afterwards discovered was of the early fifteenth century, bore the title, Trithemius, Liber de Triplici Regione. The others were a well-written book of monastic law on vellum, with red and blue capitals of about the same date, and a kind of old pocket-book, in which was a treatise entitled Loci Communes Theologici per Dominicas et Festes Totius Anni.

It was the secret of old Bartholomew da Schorno — an Italian, evidently — that we were eager to discover, for both Seal and I felt confident that it would reveal to us the name of the dead owner of the Seahorse and the history of that remarkable resurrection.

In that heavy parchment book was a secret which old Bartholomew declared one alone may discover to his advantage hereafter.

What could it be?

Job Seal and I sat smoking our pipes and wondering what strange things were hidden within that yellow old volume that emitted so musty a smell.

Little, however, did we dream of the remarkable consequences that were to follow upon our startling discovery. It is, indeed, well sometimes that the Book of Fate is ever closed to us.


CHAPTER V. WITH A STORY TO TELL
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AT DAYBREAK NEXT morning I was called up to the Mysterious Man, whom I found standing in a corner of the forecastle holding a loaded revolver in his hand and pointing it threateningly at anyone who approached him.

He had awoke, I was told, made a tour of the ship, and, gaining possession of the weapon belonging to the second engineer, proceeded to fire one chamber point-blank at Thorpe, who was on duty on the bridge. Then, when pursued, he took refuge in the forecastle, where I found him.

On my approach he calmed down immediately, and handed me the revolver as obediently as a child. Somehow I seemed to possess an influence over him which no one else could exercise, and very quickly induced him to return to his bunk, greatly to the satisfaction of the man who had been told off to be his keeper, and who had no doubt slept on duty.

The storm showed no sign of abatement, and laying to as we were we received the full force of the sweeping gale. The skipper was asleep, snoring loudly, as was his wont, therefore I returned to my berth, and for a couple of hours watched the capers of the rats, until the motion of the boat rising and rolling lulled me again to unconsciousness.

Through the whole of the following day we lay off the seaweed-covered relic of the past until, in the red sundown, the wind dropped, and after several attempts the men secured a wire hawser to the battered prow, and when Seal rang, Full steam ahead, the Seahorse began slowly to follow in our wake, amid the loud cheering of those on board.

The Mysterious Man stood on the bridge at my side and watched the operation with an expression of complete satisfaction, although more than once, when he believed I was not looking, he would turn and shake his skinny fist at the curious old craft at our stern.

Our progress was slow, for the Thrush was never at any time a fast boat. And with such a dead weight behind her the engineer had to be careful at what pressure he worked our unsafe boilers.

The skipper, after consultation with Thorpe and myself, decided not to make for Valencia but to tow his prize straight to Gibraltar and on to London. As the great black hull with its shroud of marine plants rose and fell behind us it certainly presented more the appearance of Noahs Ark, as pictorially represented, than of a sea-going vessel. One fact I now discovered that I had not before noticed was that on the bows above the broken figure-head representing a seahorse was a wooden crucifix perhaps two feet high; broken it was true, but still bearing an effigy of the crucifixion, while upon the breast of the seahorse was carved a Maltese cross of similar design to that upon the old silken banner.

The mystery of it all was the sole topic of conversation both on the bridge and in the forecastle. Every man on board tried to obtain some word from the castaway, but in vain. He became tractable, ate well, would not touch grog, but remained always silent. He would stand erect by the capstan in the stern for hours, and with folded arms watch the rolling hulk ploughing her way slowly in the long streak of foam left by our propeller. He still wore his faded velvet breeches, but his bare legs were now covered by a pair of woollen stockings, while in place of his ragged doublet he wore an old pea-jacket, and sometimes an oilskin coat and peaked cap. He still, however, clung to the rusty sword which he had chosen, a blunt but finely-tempered weapon, and often it would be seen poking from beneath his oilskin as he walked the deck.

Once an attempt had been made to trim his long white hair and flowing beard, but this he had resented so vigorously, threatening to spit the man who held the scissors, that the effort had to be abandoned. He thus gave them to understand that although he might accept their modern dress as a loan he would brook no interference with his personal appearance.

Who was he? That was the question which all of us, from Job Seal down to the apprentices, were anxious to solve.

The mystery of the Seahorse was great enough, but that surrounding the unknown man was greater. My own theory regarding the vessel was that in the early seventeenth century she had gone down or aground in shallow water, perhaps in one of the many coves on the Moroccan or Algerian coast, but the high prow and stern being closed down so tight both air and water were excluded. Those on board — fighting men, it seemed — had perished, but the buoyancy of the ship had been preserved, and by some submarine disturbance — volcanic, most probably — it had become released and risen to the surface.

The growth of barnacles, mussels, and weeds over the whole of the vessel from the stumps of her masts caused Seal to believe that she could only have been covered at high tide, and that she must have lain hidden in some well-sheltered spot where the force of the waves had been broken, otherwise she must have been beaten to pieces. He pointed out to me how some of the weed on her was only to be found on rocks covered at high water, yet if the theory were a correct one then she could not have been hidden in the Mediterranean, as it is an almost tideless sea.

Seal suggested that she might have been aground on the coast of Western Morocco, a country but little known to the civilized world although so near one of the greatest trade routes, and that she might have drifted from the Atlantic to the spot where we had discovered her.

This theory seemed the most likely one, although the presence of the Mysterious Man was utterly unaccountable.

The main point which puzzled Seal, I think, was what he should do with the gold. He regarded the poor old fellow as a gibbering idiot, and had but little to do with him. Customs officers and lunatics were the bluff old seamans pet abominations. He would probably have liked to claim the hoard of gold himself if it were not for the existence of one with a prior claim to it, and once or twice he expressed to me an anxiety as to what his owners would say to it all. They were skinflints of the worst type, and would, I expected, probably lay claim to it themselves.

Steaming slowly we passed the Gib. and made a straight course for Cape St. Vincent, which we sighted at dawn one rainy morning, then hugging the Portuguese coast we safely passed the mouth of the Tagus, being hailed more than once by other craft, the skippers all asking us with humorous banter what we had in tow.

Fortunately the weather had improved greatly, and even as we traversed the Bay of Biscay we had no reason to complain, for the old Seahorse rode proudly in our wake, rocking a good deal on account of its house-like shape, but nevertheless giving Seal the greatest satisfaction.

Itll make em open their eyes, doctor, when we tow er up the Thames, he often said, as he paced his bridge and looked at her straining on the hawser.

Never a day passed but I occupied myself diligently with the documents and manuscripts that had fallen into my hands, but I am fain to confess that beyond what I have already explained to the reader I discovered absolutely nothing. Although I had passed my final examination and could write M.D. after my name, my book-learning was not sufficiently deep that I could decipher and understand those crabbed old screeds.

I showed them to the Mysterious Man, hoping that they would attract his attention and give me some clue to their meaning, but he remained quite passive when he saw them, and turning upon his heel looked out through the round port-hole.

I certainly was very anxious to get back to London to obtain some opinion upon the big vellum book in which Bartholomew da Schorno declared there was a secret that would be discovered hereafter. My voyage, besides being a pleasant one, had been full of excitement, for we had found an object the like of which no living eye had seen, together with an individual who was a complete and profound mystery.

The weather was all that could be desired when we entered the Channel, keeping close in to the coast of Normandy as far as Dieppe, and then taking a direct course across to Beachy Head, where we were signalled as homeward bound. When, however, we were off Folkestone, about nine oclock one night, a squall struck us so suddenly that even Job Seal was unprepared for it. The glass had fallen rapidly, he had noticed, but such a heavy squall as it proved to be was not to be expected at that season of the year. Within a quarter of an hour a terrific sea was running, and the Thrush seemed ever and anon thrown almost on her beam-ends. I noticed that Seals face for the first time during our trip betrayed some anxiety, and not without cause, for he suddenly exclaimed:  — 

Ah! just as I expected. Blister my kidneys, doctor, but weve no bloomin luck. That hawsers parted!

I turned quickly to look astern, and there, sure enough, the Seahorse was adrift and out of our wake. Until that moment the strain on the hawser had kept her comparatively steady, but the instant the steel cable had broken she pitched upon her beam-ends, burying her nose deep into the angry waves.

We both stood gripping a rail and watching, neither of us uttering a word.

For perhaps five minutes the antique vessel strove again and again to right herself, until one wave greater than the others crashed over her high stern. From where we stood we could hear the breaking of glass and the shivering of the heavy timbers that, half rotten, now broke up like matchwood.

Then almost immediately the saloon which we had explored began to fill, and slowly before our eyes she went down stern first.

The men, watching like ourselves, set up a howl of disappointment, and Seal gave vent to a volley of nautical expressions which need not here be repeated; but the Mysterious Man, who had also noticed the disaster, began dancing joyously and cutting capers on the deck, heedless of the storm raging about him. It was evident that the final disappearance of the Seahorse gave him the utmost satisfaction.

As for ourselves, we gazed with regret upon the mass of floating timbers that were swept around us. It was to our bitter chagrin that, after towing that relic of a bygone age all those miles at a cost of fuel and time, we had lost her almost at the mouth of the Thames.

But regret was useless. The Seahorse, with its freight of crumbling skeletons, had gone down again, and would certainly never reappear. So Job Seal drew his oilskin closer around him, lamented his infernal luck, and, recollecting the thousand odd pieces of gold in his cabin, turned and gave an order to the helmsman which caused the bows of the Thrush to run nearer towards the dark line of Englands cliffs between Folkestone and Dover.

Lights white and green were beginning to show in the distance, those of other ships passing up and down Channel, and as I stood by his side in my dripping oilskins I congratulated myself that if we weathered the squall I should be safely back in London in a very few hours, with as strange a story to tell as any man had related.


CHAPTER VI. AN EXPERT OPINION
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ON THE NIGHT following the regrettable disaster to the Seahorse I was back again in the cheap and rather comfortable rooms I had occupied for a couple of years or so in Keppel Street, Chelsea. It is a thoroughfare in which nearly every house exhibits the enticing legend, Apartments to Let, mostly in permanent, neatly-framed signs of black and gold.

Mrs. Richardson, my landlady, was full and had been for a year past, so No. 83, where I had diggings, was a quiet, eminently respectable house, a fitting, residence for a man of my serious calling. When, however, I returned with the Mysterious Man in a well-worn seamans suit, unkempt head, and his sword in hand instead of a cane, Mrs. Richardson looked askance at me.

I explained that my friend had come to live with me for a few weeks, and that I should want an extra room; when she, good soul, looked him up and down, noticed the big cracks in his sea-boots and the slit in the sleeve of his pea-jacket, and rather reluctantly replied that she would turn one of the servants out and prepare the room for my friend.

Presently, however, I took her aside and explained the curious facts, whereupon she said:  — 

Lor, doctor! Only fancy! The old gentleman may be two hundred years old!

Ah! I remarked, his age is only one of the minor mysteries connected with the affair. It is in order to solve them that Ive decided that he shall remain under my care and treatment. Hes just a little wrong in his head, you know. Nothing at all serious.

He didnt answer me when I spoke to him.

No, for a very good reason. Hes dumb.

Two hundred years old, insane, and dumb! Lawk a mercy! He is a strange old gentleman.

Well, Mrs. Richardson, I said, youve been very kind to me for the past two years, and I hope that you will do me the favour of looking after my friend.

Of course I will, doctor. But whats his name?

He has no name. We call him the Mysterious Man.

Old Mister Mystery the girls will call him, I expect. But it dont matter what they nickname him if hes wrong in his head.

I laughed and, leaving her, returned to my sitting-room, where the old castaway was engaged in examining all the objects in the room. He had opened the back of my small American timepiece and was watching the movement as though he had never hitherto seen any such mechanical contrivance.

The day had been a busy one for me. I had arranged with Seal that the old fellow should remain with me while the mystery of the Seahorse was solved, and as regards the gold we had placed the whole of it in a big sea chest, sealed it, and that afternoon had deposited it in the care of the manager of the Tottenham Court Road branch of the London and South-Western Bank, where I had a small account.

The documents, manuscripts, armour, and silver tankard which I had secured from the ancient vessel I had carried to Keppel Street. The skipper was, of course, busy on the first day of landing, but his chagrin was intense that he had lost the Seahorse. That we had really discovered it could, of course, be proved by those vessels that had spoken us in the Channel, but proof of that sort was not like towing the remarkable relic up the Thames.

His owners, it appeared, were extremely angry at his being nearly a fortnight overdue, and that he had wasted time and fuel upon what they declared was a worthless derelict. According to what he afterwards told me, he had a bad half-hour with the senior partner of his firm, and very nearly got his notice of dismissal. He pointed out to the smug, go-to-meeting old gentleman, who was a churchwarden down at Chislehurst, that the boilers of the Thrush were in such a state that he dare not steam at any pressure, whereupon the senior partner replied:  — 

That matters nothing whatever to us, Seal. The boats insured, and we should lose nothing.

No; but myself and the crew may lose our lives, observed the skipper.

If your berth does not suit you, Seal, there are many other men quite ready to sail in your place, was the calm rejoinder.

And after that Seal left the office as quickly as he could, in order to give vent outside to his private opinion of the firm and their line of ships. This he did very forcibly, in language that only a Mediterranean skipper is in the habit of using.

Now that I was back again, enjoying the comfort of my own shabby little sitting-room after the small, stuffy cabin of the Thrush, one rather curious incident caused me to reflect.

It occurred on the morning after the loss of the Seahorse. The squall had gone down. We had passed the Nore and were steaming full ahead into the mouth of the Thames. I had been seated on the bridge with Seal and Thorpe for a couple of hours or so when I had occasion to descend to my cabin.

On entering I found an intruder in the person of Harding, the seaman who had been told off as the keeper of the Mysterious Man. He did not notice my approach, for I had on a pair of tennis shoes with rubber soles, therefore I stood in the doorway for a few moments watching him.

He had spread open that document with the seven signatures that had so puzzled me, and with paper and pencil seemed to be scribbling some notes as to its purport. Strange, I thought, that a common seaman could decipher those ill-written lines of Latin where I had so entirely failed. So I watched and saw how, with his head bent to the open port-hole in order to obtain a good light, he was carefully deciphering the words contained there, and I detected by the expression on his countenance that what he found entirely satisfied him. Upon the small piece of paper in his palm he scribbled something now and then, and was just slipping it into his pocket, when I asked in a hard voice:  — 

Well, what are you doing here?

He turned with a start, his face flushed in confusion, and stammered:  — 

Nothing, doctor. I — I was only looking at this old parchment you got out of Noahs Ark.

Youve been reading it, I said. Ive watched you making some extracts from it. Give me that paper.

He made a movement to place it in his pocket, but at the same moment I snatched the old document from his other hand and arrested his effort to conceal the scrap of paper.

You have no right here, I said angrily, and I demand that paper whereon you have made notes of an affair that does not concern you.

I shall not give it you, he responded defiantly.

Then I shall call the captain.

You can do so if you wish. I shall be paid off to-day, so it doesnt matter.

Give it to me, I cried, incensed at the fellows insolence, and made a swift movement to seize his wrist. He was, however, too quick for me, for, grasping my arm with his left hand, he screwed up the paper with his right and dropped it through the porthole into the sea.

I saw it flutter for a moment in the air and drop into the surging water ten yards away.

Leave this place at once, I commanded. You have no right here, and have evidently entered for some dishonest purpose. I shall inform Captain Seal at once.

All right, he answered, shrugging his shoulders as he went through the doorway, you neednt get your wool off, doctor. I was doing no harm, surely, having a look at that old scribble.

But the truth was patent. That man, an ordinary seaman, had read and understood what was written there. That look of supreme satisfaction on his face was sufficient to tell me that he had gained knowledge of some secret hidden from me.

Benjamin Harding was a seaman of exemplary conduct, it was true. He drank little, seldom swore, and was much more careful of his personal appearance than the rest of the grimy crew. His speech betokened a somewhat better education than the others, and I had more than once detected beneath his rough exterior traces of refinement. More than once, too, I had overheard him repress a too expressive imprecation from the mouth of one or other of his shipmates. Tall, lean, and muscular, his age I judged to be about forty, his beard and hair sandy, and his eyes a washed-out grey. His cheeks showed marks of smallpox, and under his left eye was a long white scar. I returned to the bridge and told Seal of the incident, but the pilot not yet being aboard he was too much occupied with the navigation of the ship to be able to reprimand the man there and then.

So I went again to my cabin and counted over my treasures, finding to my satisfaction that none were missing.

I saw but little more of the man Harding. The skipper later on told me that he had given the fellow a good talking too, and that he had expressed his regret at his insolence. He had, however, only shipped for the voyage, and would be paid off that day, therefore it was useless to do more than remonstrate.

Nevertheless, the incident disturbed me. I had a strange, indescribable intuition that the man Harding had obtained possession of some secret hidden from me; that the apparently ignorant seaman was acquainted with the Latin script and with those puzzling abbreviations which had so utterly floored me. Before my eyes he had deciphered line after line, reading it off almost as easily as the copies of Lloyds and the Dispatch, that found so much favour in the forecastle. Yet why had he taken such precaution to destroy the memoranda he had written if the facts did not relate to some secret from which he expected to receive benefit?

Thus, while the Mysterious Man slept soundly in the room prepared for him, I sat for a long time over my pipe trying to decipher the uneven scribble and pondering over what might be written on that time-stained parchment.

Next day Seal came to see me, dressed in his shore-going toggery — a neat navy blue suit and a peaked cap a size too small for his ponderous head. The Mysterious Man so far demonstrated that his senses were returning that he expressed pleasure at meeting the skipper by holding out his hand to him, a fact which gave both of us satisfaction.

Im busy unloading now, you know, doctor, the captain said, in his deep, cheery voice, so I must leave it all to you. Act just as you think fit. For my own part I think we ought to get them parchments deciphered. They might tell us something interesting.

And the gold?

For the present well stick to that, was his prompt reply. If anybody claims it well investigate their claim, as the insurance people say, but as far as I can see the only person entitled to it is that lunatic over there, and he jerked his thumb in the direction of the Mysterious Man.

He drank deeply of my whisky, and pronounced it good. We chatted for an hour or more, and when I asked about Harding he merely answered:  — 

Oh, the fellow was paid off last night. Im quite your way of thinking — there was some mystery about that chap. Ive made inquiries and find that he hadnt been many voyages before, because he betrayed ignorance of many common terms at sea, and gave himself away in lots of details.

He was an educated man, I remarked.

Yes, I believe he was. Hes left one or two books about the forecastle which are not the sort that sailors read.

What class of books? I inquired.

Oh, one was a Latin dictionary, another an odd volume of Chambers Encyclopædia, and a third book called Old English Chronicles, whatever they are.

The latter was certainly not a work in which a sailor would be interested. I had known it at college, the mediaeval chronicles of Geoffrey of Monmouth and other monks, a volume of the driest and most uninteresting kind, save to an antiquarian student. Yes, I felt more convinced than ever that Benjamin Harding was not what he had pretended to be.

The Mysterious Man had taken to smoking. I had purchased for him a shilling briar at a tobacconists in Kings Road, and while we talked he sat puffing at it and looking aimlessly down on the street. The pity of it all was that the poor old fellow was dumb. Even though a lunatic he might, if he could have spoken, have given us some clue to his past. But up to the present we were just as ignorant as to who or what he was as in that first moment when we had discovered him in the dark cabin of that death-ship.

To his old rusty sword he clung, as though it were a mascot. Even now he wore it suspended from his waist by a piece of cord that had come from off my trunk, and at night it reposed with him in his room. Once it had no doubt been the sharp, ready weapon of some swaggering elegant, but it was now blunt, rusted, and scabbardless, only its makers name and the remarkable temper of its blade showed what it once had been.

A week later I set about to discover some one who could decipher the parchments and the book containing the hidden secret of Bartholomew da Schorno, for therein I anticipated I should discover some clue to the mystery of the Seahorse. In the Manuscript Department of the British Museum I obtained the address of a certain Charles Staffurth, who, I was told, was an expert upon the court and commercial hands of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

So to his address in the Clapham Park Road, I carried my precious book and documents, and sought an interview. A prim old gentleman in steel-rimmed spectacles received me in a back room fitted as a study, and after the first half dozen words I recognized that he was a scholar.

I told the story of my discovery, to which he listened with breathless interest, and when I undid the brown paper parcel and revealed the parchments his eyes fairly danced with expectation and delight. He was an enthusiast.

He bent over them, handling them with a reverence and fondness which showed him to be a true palaeographist. He ran quickly through the pages of the vellum book and remarked:  — 

Ah! they are not numbered, I see. Sixteenth century hand of Central Italy!

He recognized it at once, without looking for dates.

Really doctor — Doctor Pickering, he exclaimed, glancing at my card, this is a most remarkable story. Im sure it will give me the greatest pleasure to look through these papers, and I will do so if you will leave them with me for a day or two. The book, you see, is voluminous, and will require a good deal of deciphering. They have many such at the Museum, so I have experience of the difficulties in reading them. Lets see, to-day is Tuesday. Will you call on Thursday afternoon? By that time I hope to have read the greater portion of what is contained here. If, however, I discover anything of very great importance I will telegraph to you.

And so it was arranged. I remained chatting with him for nearly half an hour, and then returned to my strangely silent companion, the Mysterious Man.

The old expert had evidently been much impressed by my story, and had commenced to decipher the documents as soon as I took leave of him, for at eleven oclock next morning I received a telegram from him, worded as follows:  — 

Please call here at once. Most important discovery. — Staffurth.


CHAPTER VII. WHAT WAS WRITTEN IN THE VELLUM BOOK
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AS SOON AS I entered Mr. Staffurths little study I saw by his manner that the discovery he had made filled him with interest.

I have lost no time in going through your documents, he said calmly, when I was seated by his table. Your story of the finding of the strange ship with the mysterious survivor on board was most interesting, and last night, after you had gone, I turned my attention at once to this book, written by Bartholomew da Schorno.

And you have discovered the secret? I asked eagerly.

Not entirely, he responded. But I have deciphered sufficient to tell us a curious narrative, and to explain to some degree the mystery of the Seahorse. Are you acquainted with the history of Tuscany?

I replied in the negative. I knew my history of England fairly well, but had never cared for the study of the history of other countries.

In that case I must first explain to you a few historical facts, in order that you may rightly understand the situation, he said. During the late fifteenth century the southern coasts of France, and especially of Italy, from the Var mouth along to Leghorn, were continually raided by the Corsairs of Barbary, who ravaged the towns and villages and carried thousands of Christians into slavery, in Algera and Tunis. The great breakwater at Algiers was constructed by them, and at one of the gates of the city are still preserved the hooks upon which the unfortunate captives were hung to die if they offended their cruel taskmasters. So bold were these pirates and so terrible their depredations, especially in the country between Savona and the mouth of the Arno, that in the year 1561, by a privilege granted by Pius IV., an order of chivalry was founded, called the Knights of St. Stephen, the members being all of the Italian aristocracy, and the object to construct armed ships to sweep these Corsairs from the sea.

The headquarters of the Order were in Pisa, then an important city, where they constructed a church which still remains to this day hung with banners taken from the Corsairs, a magnificent relic of Italys departed glory. The founder of the Order was Cosimo di Medici, who, according to the volume here — and he placed his hand upon a folio bound in yellow parchment— took the habit in the Cathedral of Pisa on March 15, 1561, of Monsignor Georgio Cornaro, the Papal Nuncio.

I fear, he continued, that these are rather dry details of a chapter of the forgotten history of Italy, but if you will bear with me for a few minutes I think I shall be able to explain the mystery to a certain extent. These extremely rare volumes I have obtained from the library of my friend, Sir Arthur Bond, the great Italian historian, in order that you may examine them. And opening the first at the title page he placed it before me. Printed in big rough capitals on the damp-stained page were the words:  — 

I pregj della Toscana nel Imprese piv segnalate de Cavalieri di Santo Stefano. Opera data in Lvce da Fulvo Fontana della Compagnia di Gesù. In Firenze MDCCI.

The other was a somewhat thicker but smaller volume, parchment bound like the first, its title being Statuti dell Ordine de Cavalieri di Stefano and contained in Italian a complete history of the Order, the bulls of the Popes concerning it, the regulations of its church and administration of its funds.

It was evident that Mr. Staffurth, although an elderly man, was not one to let grass grow beneath his feet. He pored over the books, blinking through his spectacles, and then continued his explanations, saying:  — 

It seems that the first admiral of this primitive fleet was Guilio di Medici, and although the knights rowed in galleys against the stronger ships of the Turks they succeeded in capturing three of the latter on their first voyage in 1573. From that year down to 1688 they waged continuous war against the Corsairs, until they had burned most of the strongholds of the latter, and entirely broken their power on the sea. Now, he added, you told me something of a banner with a cross upon it. And opening the bigger volume he showed me a large copper-plate engraving of one of the battles wherein vessels exactly similar in build to the Seahorse were engaged, and each was flying a flag similar to the one I had discovered.

The Maltese cross, he explained, was the distinguishing badge of the Knights of St. Stephen who fought for Christianity against the Mohammedans, and succeeded in liberating so many of the white slaves. No movement was perhaps more humane, and none so completely forgotten, for even the Order itself is now discontinued, and all that remains is that grand old church in Pisa, nowadays visited by gaping tourists. From my investigations, however, it seems quite plain that the Seahorse was one of the ships of the Order, and although of English name, and probably of English build, its commander was the noble Bartholomew da Schorno, who had as lieutenant Pompæo Marie a Paule. The latter, as stated in the document with the leaden seal, was appointed commendatore by Cosimo the Second.

Then the fact is established that the reason cannon and armed men were aboard the Seahorse was because she was engaged in the suppression of piracy? I said.

Exactly. Your remark regarding the banner with the Maltese cross gave me the cue, and I have, I think, successfully cleared up the first point. And, furthermore, you have recognized in this picture vessels built on the same lines. This picture, as you will see, represents the taking of the fortress of Elimano from the Corsairs in the year 1613.

Then do you fix the date of the loss of the Seahorse about that period?

I cannot say, he responded. It might have been ten, or even twenty years later.

Not more?

No; not more. In these later pictures you will see that the vessels were of somewhat different build, and the old expert turned over folio after folio of the rare and interesting volume.

All this, however, he remarked, must be very dry to you. But you have sought my aid in this curious affair, and I am giving it to the best of my ability. We men who make a special study of history, or of palæography, are apt to believe that the general public are as absorbed in the gradual transition of the charter hands, or the vagaries of the Anglo-Norman scribes of the twelfth century, as we are ourselves. Therefore, I hope you will forgive me if I have bored you, Dr. Pickering. I will promise, he added, with a laugh, not to offend again.

No apology is needed, my dear sir, I hastened to reassure him; I am so terribly ignorant of all these things, and all that you discover is to me of most intense interest, having regard to my own adventures, and to the existence of a survivor from the Seahorse.

Very well then, he answered, apparently much gratified; let us proceed yet another step. And he placed aside the two borrowed volumes. Of course, I have not yet had sufficient time to decipher the whole of this volume written by Bartholomew da Schorno, but so far as I have gone I find that the writer, although of Italian birth, lived in England, and it is with certain things in England that occurred in 1589 and 1590 that he deals — matters which are mysterious and certainly require investigation.

From between the parchment leaves of the heavy book he drew several sheets of paper, which I saw were covered with pencil memoranda in his own handwriting, and these he spread before him to refresh his memory and make certain of his facts.

From what is written here in old Italian — which, by the way, is not the easiest language to decipher — it seems that Bartholomew, the commander of the Seahorse, was also a Commendatore of the Order of St. Stephen, and a wealthy man who had forsaken the luxuries of ease to fight the Corsairs and release their slaves. Most probably he was owner of the vessel of which his compatriot Paule was second in command. This, however, must be mere conjecture on our part for the present. What is chronicled here is most important, and it was in order to consult you at once that I telegraphed.

Then he paused, slowly turned over the vellum pages with his thin white hand, glancing for a few moments in silence at his memoranda. He had worked for hours over that crabbed yellow handwriting; indeed, he afterwards confessed to me that he had not been to bed at all, preferring, as a true palaeographist, to decipher the documents in the quiet hours instead of retiring to rest.

It seems that this Bartholomew da Schorno was an Italian noble who, falling into disgrace with the Grand Duke of Ferrara, sold his estates and came to live in England during Elizabeths reign, he said. As far as I have yet been able to gather, it appears that he purchased a house and lands at a place called Caldecott. In my gazetteer I find there is a village of that name near Kettering. The main portion of the manuscript consists of a long history of his family and the cause of the quarrel with the Grand Duke, written in a kind of wearisome diary. When, however, he comes to his visit to England, his audience with Queen Elizabeth, and his decision to settle at Caldecott, he reveals himself as a man aggrieved at the treatment he has received in his own country, and yet fond of a life of excitement and adventure. It was the latter, he declares, that after a few years residence in England induced him to become a Knight of St. Stephen and to sail the seas in search of the Corsairs in company with the dear friend of his youth, the noble Pompæo a Paule, of Pisa. 

But the secret, I said interrupting him.

As far as I have yet deciphered the manuscript I can discover nothing of it, only the mention that you have seen in the commencement. The book ends abruptly. Perhaps he intended to explain some secret, but was prevented from so doing by the sinking of his ship.

Such seemed a most likely theory.

The reason I called you here was to suggest that you should go to this place, Caldecott, and see whether any descendants of this Italian nobleman are still existing. They may possess family papers, and be able to throw some further lights on these documents. The place is near Rockingham and not far from Market Harborough.

This suggestion did not at that moment appeal to me. We were still too much in the dark.

Have you read the other document? I inquired. I mean the one with the seven signatures and the seal with the leopard.

Yes, he responded, and I noticed a strange expression pass across his grey countenance; I have made a rough translation of it. The Latin is much abbreviated, but its purport is a very remarkable one. At the present moment it is, perhaps, sufficient for me to briefly explain the contents without giving you the long and rather wearisome translation.

Then, taking up his pencilled notes again, he continued: It is nothing else than a statement by this same Bartholomew da Schorno relating a very romantic circumstance. On a date which he gives as August 14, in the thirty-first year of Elizabeths reign — which must be 1588 — he was sailing in a ship called The Great Unicorn, and when off the Cornish coast encountered a Spanish ship which vigorously attacked them. This vessel proved to belong to the defeated Armada, and had escaped the chase by Howard, but by clever manœuvring of The Great Unicorn — presumably a ship used to fight the pirates of Barbary — the Spanish galleon was captured after a terrible encounter with great loss on both sides. On board was found a quantity of gold and silver, jewelled ornaments, and other treasure worth a great sum, and this being transferred to The Great Unicorn, together with the survivors of the crew, the vessel itself was scuttled and sent adrift. Our friend Bartholomew was evidently commander of the victorious vessel, for he weathered the storm which practically destroyed the remnant of the Spanish fleet, sailed up Channel, and landed his treasure secretly at Great Yarmouth, afterwards concealing it in a place of safety. As his was not an English warship and he had merely assumed a hostile attitude and fought fair and square in self-defence, he claims that he was entitled to the gold and jewels that had fallen into his hands.

The persons who knew the place of concealment numbered seven, all of whom signed a covenant of secrecy. They were Englishmen, all of them, and evidently the trusted followers of Bartholomew. The covenant enacts that the treasure shall remain untouched under the guardianship of one Richard Knutton, who was left at the place of concealment for that purpose. The seven men each swore a sacred oath to make no attempt to seize any part of the gold or jewels, they having each received from their master an equal amount as prize-money. The remainder was to lie hidden until such time as the Order of St. Stephen should require funds for the prosecution of their good work of rescuing Christian slaves, when it was to be carried to Italy. This, of course, seems rather a romantic decision, but there is added a clause which shows that this Bartholomew was not only a chivalrous man, but was also fully alive to the wants of posterity.

The second covenant provides that if the Order of St. Stephen never required funds, the secret of the existence of the treasure is to descend in the family of Richard Knutton alone, but two-thirds of the treasure itself is to become the property of the youngest surviving child of the family of Clement Wollerton, whom Bartholomew names as my esteemed lieutenant, who has twice been the means of saving my life, and the remaining third to its guardian, the descendant of the said Richard Knutton, seaman, of the Port of Sandwich. 

A very curious arrangement, I said. How do you understand it?

Well, the old man remarked, fingering the yellow parchment with its faded scribble, it seems quite plain that a large amount of treasure was seized from a Spanish galleon, brought ashore at Yarmouth, and concealed somewhere under the care of three persons — Richard Knutton, George A. Dafte, and Robert Dafte. If the Knights of St. Stephen have never claimed it, as most probably they have not, for they were a very wealthy association right up to the time of their extinction at the end of the seventeenth century, then the gold and jewels still remain concealed, the secret still being in the hands of the lineal descendants of Richard Knutton alone, and the heir to it, the youngest child of this Wollerton family.

But have you discovered the place of concealment? I asked anxiously.

No. I expect the secret mentioned in this volume written at a later date has something to do with it, but I have not yet deciphered the whole. On the other hand, however, I cannot help thinking that if seven persons were aware of the secret hiding-place, and had signed the covenant, old Bartholomew would scarcely write it down on parchment that might fall into an enemys hands.


CHAPTER VIII. THE SEVEN DEAD MEN
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HIS ARGUMENT WAS quite logical. There was no doubt that the Italian had at first intended to make a permanent record of the secret, but had afterwards thought better of it. He was evidently no fool, as shown by the testamentary disposition of the Spanish loot.

I took up the parchment, with its dangling seal, and noticed a dark smear across it. The old expert told me that the stain was a smear of blood.

Then the secret is in the hands of some one named Knutton, and the right owner of two-thirds of the concealed property is a Wollerton?

Exactly.

Is there any accurate description of the treasure?

Yes. It is contained in an appendix in Bartholomews handwriting; a careful inventory of the numbers of pieces of eight, the ornaments, bars of gold, and other objects of value. One gold cup alone is set down as weighing five hundred ounces. And he turned over the leaves of vellum and showed me the inventory written there in Italian, a long list occupying nearly eighteen pages.

The family of Knutton, knowing the secret, may have seized the treasure long ago, I remarked.

No, I think not, was his reply. In the document it is distinctly stated that a certain deed had been prepared and handed to Richard Knutton in order that it should be given to his eldest son and then descend in the family, and that so guarded was it in wording that it was impossible for any one to learn the place of concealment. Therefore, even if it still exists in the family of Knutton — which is an old Kentish name, by the way, as well as the name Dafte on the document, it would be impossible for the family to make any use of it.

Then where is the key plan of the place where the gold is hidden? I queried.

Ah, that, my dear sir, is a question I cannot answer, he replied, shaking his head. We may, however, hazard a surmise. We have gathered from Bartholomews own writings that he lived at a place called Caldecott, which would be about a hundred miles from Great Yarmouth, as the crow flies. Now, my theory is that he most probably transported the treasure by road to his own property as the most secure place for its concealment.

Most likely, I cried, eagerly accepting his idea. He would be much more prone to place it in his own house or bury it on his own lands than on property belonging to some one else.

Exactly. That is the reason why I suggest that you should take a journey to Caldecott and make inquiries if any of the names of the present inhabitants coincide with any of the nine names mentioned in this document.

Well, I said, excitedly, the affair is growing in interest. A treasure hunt here in England is rather unusual in these days. I hope, Mr. Staffurth, you can find time to accompany me for a couple of days down there.

No, he declared, go down yourself and see whether you can discover anything regarding persons bearing any of these names.

Then taking a slip of paper he copied the seven signatures, together with those of Richard Knutton and Bartholomew da Schorno himself, afterwards handing it to me.

The treasure may, of course, be concealed at Caldecott, he said. Indeed, if it is still in existence and intact, it is, I conjecture, hidden there. At any rate, if you make careful investigation, and at the same time avoid attracting undue attention, we may discover something that will give us a clue. The treasure, you must recollect, was placed in hiding about three hundred years ago, and it may have been discovered by some prying person during those three centuries.

Well, I said, it is quite evident that these documents themselves have fallen into no other hands except our own.

True; but seven persons, in addition to this Richard Knutton, knew the place where the loot was hidden. One or other of them may have broken their oath.

They might all have been on board the Seahorse when she was lost, I suggested. From the rough manner in which the agreement was prepared it seems as though it were written while at sea.

Exactly. It was certainly never prepared by a public notary. The men evidently did not think fit to expose their secret to any outsider — they were far too wary for that, knowing that the English Government would in all probability lay claim to it.

So they will now, even if we discover it. It will be treasure-trove, and belong to the Crown.

Not if it is claimed by its rightful owner — the youngest child of the Wollertons.

You dont believe that this book contains the secret of the hiding-place after all? I suggested.

No. Unless my theory is correct that it was transferred from Yarmouth to Caldecott. Why should he have sailed in the teeth of that great gale from the Cornish coast right round to Yarmouth if he had not some object in so doing?

Well, I said, it forms a curious story in any case.

Very curious. This old Italian seems to have been an adventurer as well as a noble, judging from his own statements. The Turkish ships he seized in the Mediterranean he sold and pocketed the money, and more than once in the capture of the Corsair strongholds a big share of valuable loot fell to him. So it was not altogether from motives of humanity that he had become a Knight of St. Stephen, but rather from a love of profitable adventure.

I recollected how I had stood beside a skeleton that was undoubtedly his, a man of unusual stature still wearing a portion of finely inlaid Italian armour such as I had seen in museums.

He must have been a wealthy man, I remarked.

Undoubtedly. And, furthermore, if we discover the spot where the treasure is hidden, we may also discover the loot that he most probably secured and brought to England for concealment.

Is anything stated regarding his family?

He had one son, but his wife died of the plague in Italy two years after her marriage. The son he names as Robert, but no doubt he was not on good terms with him, otherwise he would have left the secret to him, and the treasure as an inheritance.

I slowly turned over in my mind the whole of the strange circumstances. It hardly seemed credible that Richard Knutton, the guardian of the treasure, should die without revealing its whereabouts to any one, especially as his family was to profit one-third on its distribution.

This I mentioned to Staffurth, but the latter pointed out that the secret was probably transmitted in some unintelligible form, and would therefore be useless without the key. Besides, the family of Knutton were most probably in ignorance of what was contained in those documents, considering that they had been always at sea for the past three centuries.

Leaving old Mr. Staffurth to continue the deciphering of the Italian manuscript, I returned to Chelsea.

The Mysterious Man was seated at the window, his sword against his chair, covering sheet after sheet of paper with grotesque arabesques, wherein the Evil One seemed to be constantly represented. He took no notice of my return, therefore I awaited the coming of Dr. Gordon Macfarlane, the great lunacy specialist of Hanwell Asylum, who shortly arrived.

I introduced my patient, but the latter only grasped his sword and fixed the specialist with a stony stare.

Macfarlane tried to humour him, and asked him a few questions. To the latter, of course, he received no response. We both examined the quaint drawings, and the more we looked into them the more marvellous seemed the execution — the work of a madman, certainly, but such an intricate design that few first-class artists could imitate.

Macfarlane was, I could see, much interested in the case, and was quite an hour making his diagnosis. Presently, however, he took me aside into the adjoining room and said:  — 

A very remarkable case, Pickering. I have only met with one which at all bore resemblance to it. Now, my own opinion is that the old fellow is at certain brief moments quite sane — a sign that he will, in all probability, recover. I should be inclined to think that his mental aberration has not been of very long duration, six months perhaps. He has certain fixed ideas, one of them being the habitual carrying of his sword. He also, I noticed, is interested in any mechanical contrivance — my watch, for instance, attracted his attention. That is a symptom of a phase of insanity of which a cure is hopeful. And as regards his dumbness, I believe that it is due to some sudden and terrible fright combined, of course, with his unbalanced mind. Do you notice his eyes? At times there is a look of unspeakable terror in them. With a cure, or even partial cure, of his insanity, speech will, I believe, return to him.

This favourable opinion delighted me, and I thanked the great specialist for his visit, whereupon he admitted his interest in the unusual case, and said that if I would allow him he would take it under his charge in his own private asylum down at Ealing.

So next day I conveyed the Mysterious Man to High Elms, as the place was called, and, having left him in charge of the superintendent, packed my bag, and set out on the first stage of my journey to discover the whereabouts of the hidden loot.

I undertook it with a light heart, now that the responsibility of keeping the Mysterious Man in safety had been lifted from my shoulders, but so many were the mysteries which crowded one upon the other, and so many the secrets which circumstances alone unravelled, that I think you, my reader, will agree with me, when you know all, that the pains old Bartholomew da Schorno took to conceal the whereabouts of his treasure betrayed a cleverness which almost surpasses comprehension.

Well, I went to Caldecott about a month after landing in England, for a family matter occupied me in the meantime, and if you will bear with me I will tell you what I discovered there.


CHAPTER IX. ONE POINT IS MADE CLEAR
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CALDECOTT WAS, I found, a very out-of-the-way little place. The pretty village of Rockingham, with its long, broad street leading up the hill and the old castle crowning it, was its nearest neighbour, for at that station I alighted from the train and walked through the noonday heat along the short, shadeless road pointed out by the railway porter.

The country in that district is of park-like aspect, mostly rich pastures with spinneys here and there, and running brooks; but on that blazing summers day, with the road shining white before me, I was glad enough when I got under the shadow of the cottages of Caldecott.

My first impression of the place was that the village was both remote and comfortable. The cottages were mostly well kept and nearly all thatched, with quaint little attic windows peeping forth here and there and strange old gable ends. Every house was built of stone, solidly and well, and every cottage garden seemed to be gay with jasmine, hollyhocks, sunflowers, and other old-world flowers. Not a soul was in the village street, for in that great heat the very dogs were sleeping.

Behind, on a slight eminence, stood a fine old church of Early English architecture, with narrow, pointed lancet-shaped windows similar to those in the choir of Westminster Abbey, and as I passed, the sweet-toned bell from the square ivy-clad tower struck two oclock. Walking on a short distance I came to a small open space which in olden days was, I suppose the village green, and seeing an inn called the Plough I entered the little bar parlour and called for some ale. The place seemed scrupulously clean and comfortable, very old-fashioned, but well-kept, therefore I decided to make it my headquarters, and engaged a room for at least one night.

The young woman who waited upon me having explained that she and her brother kept the place, I at once commenced to make some inquiries. It was, I knew, most necessary that I should avoid attracting any undue attention in the gossiping little place, therefore I had to exercise the greatest caution. I gave her a card and explained my presence there to the fact that I was taking a holiday and photographing.

By the way, I said, standing at the bow window which gave a view on to the church, whose house is that away among the trees?

The Vicarage, sir. Mr. Pocock lives there, a very-nice gentleman.

Has he been vicar long? I inquired.

Oh, hes been here these five years, I think, or perhaps a little more.

And is there an old Manor House here?

Yes, sir. Right up the top end of the village. Mr. and Mrs. Kenway live there. Theyre new tenants, and have only been there about a year.

Is it a large house?

One of the largest here — a very old-fashioned place.

Is it the oldest house?

Oh, yes, I think so, but I wouldnt care to live in it myself, and the young woman shrugged her shoulders.

Why? I inquired, at once interested and hoping to learn some local legend.

Well, they say that all sorts of strange noises are heard there at night. Im no believer in ghosts, you know, but even rats are not pleasant companions in a house.

Who does the place belong to?

To a Jew, I think, who lives in Ireland. Years ago, Ive heard, the place was mortgaged, and the mortgagee foreclosed. But lots of people have rented it since then, and nobody within my recollection has lived there longer than about three years.

What the young woman told me caused me to jump to the conclusion that the house in question was once the residence of Bartholomew da Schorno, and after finishing my ale I lit a cigarette and sauntered forth to have a look at the place.

I need not tell you how eagerly I walked to the top of the village, but on arrival there I saw no sign of the house in question. I inquired of a lad, who directed me into a farmyard gate, whence I found a short, ill-kept road which ended in a cul-de-sac, leading into a field. On my right was a clump of elms, and hidden among them was the quaint and charmingly old-world Manor House.

First sight of the place was sufficient to tell me that it had been allowed to fall into decay, and certainly it was, even in that summer sunshine, a rather dismal and depressing place of abode.

The old cobbled courtyard was overgrown with moss and weeds, and some of the outbuildings had ugly holes in the roofs. The house itself was long, low, and rambling, of Elizabethan architecture, with old mullioned windows, built entirely of stone, now, however, grey with lichens and green with moss on the parts which the clinging ivy had failed to cover. The outside woodwork, weather-beaten and rotting, had not been painted for a century, while upon one of the high square chimneys stood forth the rusty iron angle of a sundial, from which, however, most of the graven numerals had long ago disappeared.

The high beech hedge which formed one of the boundaries was sufficient proof of the antiquity of the place, but the trees of the broad pleasure grounds, which had no doubt once extended far away down to the river, had been cut down and the land turned into pastures, so that only a small, neglected kitchen garden now remained. The place, even in its present decay, spoke mutely of a departed magnificence. As I stood gazing upon it, I could imagine it as the residence of the lord of the manor in the days when peacocks strutted in the grounds, when that moss-grown courtyard had echoed to the hoofs of armed horsemen, and the talk was of the prowess of Drake, of Walsinghams astuteness, of the martyrdom of Mary at Fotheringhay, and the fickleness of the Queens favour.

Determined to make the acquaintance of the present occupiers, even though it might or might not be the former residence of old Bartholomew, I went up to the blistered door and pulled a bell, which clanged dismally within, and made such an echo that I wondered if the place were devoid of furniture.

My summons was answered by a rather stout, middle-aged woman, who, in response to my inquiry, informed me that she was Mrs. Kenway. I was somewhat taken aback at this, for I had believed her to be a servant, but the moment she opened her mouth I knew her to be a countrywoman.

I was compelled to make an excuse for my call, so I invented what I conceived to be an ingenious untruth.

I have called to ask you a favour, I said, My mother was born in this house, and being in the neighbourhood I am most anxious to see the old place. Have you any objection?

Oh, no, sir, was the kindly womans prompt response. Come in; youre very welcome to look round, Im sure. No, keep your hat on, there are so many draughts.

Is it draughty, then?

Oh, sir, she said, shaking her head and sighing; I dont know what the place used to be in days gone by, but me and my husband are truly sorry we ever took it. In winter its a regler ice-well. We cant keep ourselves warm anyhow. Its so lonely, and full of strange noises o nights. Im not nervous, but all the same theyre not nice.

Rats, perhaps.

Yes, I suppose so. And she led me along the narrow passage where the stones were worn hollow by the tread of generations, and ushered me into a small, low room where black beams ran across the ceiling. But, oh! the incongruity of that interior. Over the old panelling was pasted common wall-paper of hideous design in green and yellow, while the furniture was of modern description, quite out of keeping with the antiquity of the house. As she led me through room after room I noticed how successive tenants had, by papering and white-washing, endeavoured to turn the place into a kind of modern cottage home. Much of the old woodwork had been removed, and even the oaken doors were actually painted and grained! The staircase was still, however, in its original state of dark oak, and handsomely carved, and the stone balustrade which ran round the landing was a splendid example of Elizabethan construction. Half the rooms were unfurnished, but the good woman took me along the echoing, carpetless corridors and showed me the various chambers above as well as below.

Could that ruinous place be the one which the noble adventurer had chosen for the concealment of the loot?

The place certainly coincided in date with the written statement, but I had nothing to connect it with the name of da Schorno. Perhaps, however, some of the title-deeds connected with the place might tell me something, so I obtained from Mrs. Kenway the name and address of the landlord, a man named Cohen, living in Dublin.

This isnt at all the house me and my husband wanted, she declared. Our idea when we took it was to take paying guests, because Im used to lodgers. I let apartments for six years in Hunstanton, and our idea in coming here was to take paying guests, as they call em nowadays. We advertised in the London papers and got two ladies, but they only stayed a fortnight. It was too quiet for them, they said. Since then several people have been, but I havent let once.

I was certainly not surprised. If I were paying guest in that house I should go melancholy mad within a week. Besides, as far as I could see, the place was comfortless. An appearance of freshness was lent it by the new paper in execrable taste in the hall, and a gaudy new linoleum upon the beautiful old polished stairs, but beyond that the interior was just as dingy and cold-looking as the outside.

Indeed, so depressing was my visit that I was rather glad when it was over. One or two of the upstair rooms were panelled, with oak evidently, but the woodwork had been painted a uniform white, while the floors were rickety and suggestive of dry-rot.

She had another two years lease of the place, Mrs. Kenway regretted to say. They were trying to re-let it, for if compelled to keep it on until the end of the term it would swallow up all their slender savings.

You see, we are earning nothing, except a little that my husband gets out of canvassing for an insurance company. But it takes him out so much, and I am left alone here from morning till night.

I was secretly glad to hear of this state of things, because if I could prove that the house had belonged to old Bartholomew, it might become necessary for us to rent it and make some investigations.

Through the lattice window of the long, low room wherein I stood a wide view could be obtained across the neglected garden and the pastures beyond away down to the river, and as I looked forth it occurred to me to ask what rent was required.

We pay forty-five pounds a year, was her reply.

Well, I said reflectively, I know some one who wants a quiet house in the country, and Ill mention it to him if you like.

Oh, Id be most thankful, sir, she cried, enthusiastically. The gentleman would be quiet enough here. There are no neighbours, and not even a passer-by, for, as you see, the road leads to nowhere.

Again I wondered whether, concealed in that weird, tumble-down old place were the gold and jewels from the Spanish galleon and the spoils from the Corsairs of Barbary. Behind that panelling upstairs might be concealed treasure worth a fortune. As far as my cursory observations went, there was no likely place downstairs, unless, as in many old houses of that character, there was a priests hole cunningly concealed.

I went forth accompanied by the lady who was waiting in vain for paying guests, and examined the front of the house, which faced south towards the sloping pastures.

Walking a little way back into the wilderness of weeds which was once a garden, I looked up to the row of long mullioned windows, and saw in the centre of the dark grey wall a large square sculptured stone bearing the date 1584. Above was a coat-of-arms cut in the crumbling stone, a device that was in an instant familiar to me.

As my eyes fell on it I could not repress a cry of satisfaction, for there was the leopard rampant with the fleur-de-lys, the very same device that was upon the seal of the document with the seven signatures I had found on board the Seahorse!

Thus was it proved most conclusively that it was the actual house mentioned by Bartholomew da Schorno, for it bore his arms, with the date of either its construction or restoration.

I talked with Mrs. Kenway for some little time as an excuse to linger there, and when I left I held out strong hopes to her that I might induce my friend to take the remainder of the lease off her hands.


CHAPTER X. THE GUARDIAN OF THE SECRET
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I HAD SOME tea at the Plough, with fresh butter and cream which, after those weeks on board the Thrush, were delicious.

Much gratified that I had at last discovered the house of the noble freebooter, I set to work to make inquiries regarding the family of Knutton, the hereditary guardians of the treasure, and of the descendants of Clement Wollerton, who, it appeared, had been Bartholomews lieutenant, and whose skeleton I had most probably seen on board the Seahorse.

The innkeepers sister was still communicative, so I asked her if she knew any one of either name in the village.

No, sir, I dont know any one of such name in Caldecott, she answered, after reflecting a few moments. Theres old Ben Knutton, who lives in Rockingham.

What kind of a man is he?

Well, his characters not of the best, she answered; hes a labouring man, but hes a lazy, good-for-nothing old fellow, who frequents every inn in the district.

Married?

No, a widower. He lives in a cottage close to the Sonde Arms, in the main street of Rockingham.

The description she gave was certainly not that of the hereditary guardian of the Italian nobles treasure. Nevertheless, as he was the only person of that name in the district, I decided to walk back past the station and on to Rockingham, a distance of about a mile, and make his acquaintance.

It was a lovely summers evening, and the walk through the cornfields was delightful, although my head was filled with the strange, old-world romance which within the past few weeks had been revealed to me. The main point which occupied my attention was whether the treasure was still hidden — or had it ever been hidden? — in that tumble-down old Manor House. In order to make secret investigation it would be necessary to rent the place and carefully search every hole and corner. Some of those panelled, low-ceilinged rooms above were, to me, attractive. A good deal might be hidden there, or in the roof.

After some inquiries I found the man Knuttons cottage, small, poorly-furnished, close-smelling, and not over clean. A slatternly girl of fourteen called Uncle! Youre wanted. And a gruff voice responded from the upstairs room. He came heavily down the narrow, uncarpeted stairs, a rough-looking type of agricultural labourer, in drab moleskin. His age was about sixty-five, with beery face, grey eyes, round-shouldered, and wearing his trousers tied beneath the knee, and boots that had never known blacking.

Your names Ben Knutton, isnt it? I asked.

Yes, sir. Thats my name.

Well, Mr. Knutton, I said, I want to have a few minutes chat with you alone.

I noticed that he looked somewhat aghast. Afterwards I learnt that he was an expert poacher, and he probably believed me to be a detective. Through a decade or so he had had a good deal of the Marquis of Exeters and Mr. Watsons game, and the major part of it had found its way by an irregular route to Northampton market.

He first went very red, then white, his hand trembled, and he had to steady himself for a moment.

Just go out for a minute or two, Annie, he said to his niece. I want to speak to this gentleman. Take a seat, sir. He pulled forward one of the rush-bottomed chairs from beside the rickety old bureau.

Dont think, Mr. Knutton, that Ive come here with any hostile intent, I said, in order to reassure him. Ive come to Rockingham expressly to ask you one or two questions regarding your family. I am making some investigations about the Knuttons, and perhaps you can assist me. Have you any brothers or sisters living?

No, sir, I havent. My brother Dick died this ten years ago.

Dick! Then that mans name was Richard Knutton!

Did he leave any sons? I inquired.

Only one — young Dick. He enlisted, and was killed in Afghanistan.

He enlisted after his fathers death?

Yes, sir, he answered, more at his ease.

Your family is a very old one in this neighbourhood, isnt it?

One o the oldest, they says. The Knuttons lived at the Manor Farm up at Caldecott for moren a hundred years. But weve come down in the world since then.

The Manor Farm is the one attached to the Manor of Caldecott, eh?

Its close to Caldecott Manor House. Theres fifteen hundred acres o land with it. And nowadays, sir, I often works on that self-same land for Mr. Banks, what owns it now.

Are you the oldest of your family?

No, sir, Dick was. I was the second. Dick was the lucky un, and was old Mr. Banks foreman for years; that was in the present Mr. Banks fathers time, when farmin was a lot better than what it is now. Lor, sir, in this district three-quarters of the farms scarcely pay their rents. All the landlords ought to be generous like the Duke o Bedford; but they aint, and we labourers have to suffer.

More work and less beer, I remarked, with a laugh.

Well, sir, when you mention beer, Id be pleased to drink a pint at your expense. A remark which showed the rustic cadger.

And so you shall when weve finished our talk, I said. Tell me, have you ever heard or known of any person called Wollerton?

Wollerton! he repeated. Why, now that I remember, thats the very question the gentleman asked me the day before yesterday.

What gentleman? I gasped.

A gentleman I met in the Sonde Arms. He said he knew me, but I didnt remember ever having set eyes on him before. He treated me and then asked me a whole lot of questions, some of em very similar to what youve asked me. I dont understand what he or you — beggin your pardon, sir — are driving at.

But this person who was so inquisitive? What kind of man was he?

A middle-aged gentleman from London. He stayed the night at the Sonde Arms, and left in the morning. He was a tall, fair man, and funnily enough seemed to know a lot about my relations.

You dont know his name?

No, he didnt tell me.

This fact was certainly strange. Was it possible that some other person was in possession of the secret of the hoard and had forestalled me in making inquiries?

This beery labourer seemed, without doubt, a descendant of the Richard Knutton whose signature was written upon the faded parchment. As guardians of the treasure, the Knuttons had apparently been given the Manor Farm in order to be constantly near the spot where the spoils of war were concealed. Their residence at the farm through generations appeared to show that instructions had passed from father to son, and had, until seventy years ago, been strictly observed. Then the family had fallen upon evil times, and the descendants had degenerated into labourers, the youngest enlisting as a private soldier.

I suppose you told this gentleman you met all about your family, just as youve told me — eh?

Pretty well the same story.

What else did he ask you?

Well, he wanted to know one or two rather queer things about my family history — things Id never heard nothing about. My father always did used to say that we were entitled to a big fortune, and hed heard it from his father. Only that fortune aint come, and I dont suppose it ever will. But both you gentlemen coming to me and asking the same questions has aroused my curiosity.

Ah! I said. Fortunes that are talked of in families are usually phantom ones. Why, theres scarcely a family in England who dont believe that theyve been done out of their rightful inheritance.

I know that, sir. I could name twenty people in Rockingham who believe themselves the rightful heirs to property. Thats why I never believed the story about our fortune. My poor old father had to go on the parish before he died — a shilling a week and two loaves. So the idea of the fortune didnt benefit him much.

But what was the story which your father told you? I inquired.

Oh, it was quite a romance. Half the people in Rockingham know about it, because when the old man used to get a drop o beer he always boasted of the great wealth that would be his some day.

But what was the story? Tell it to me as nearly as you can remember it.

Well, he used to say that long ago — hundreds of years, I think — the Knuttons were rich, but one son turned an adventurer, and accumulated a big treasure of gold and silver. This he hid away very carefully, because in those times there was no banks and places like there is now; but he left the secret in the hands of the head of the family, to be handed down for a certain number of years.

Then has it come down to you? I asked quickly.

No, sir, I only wish it had, he laughed. Although a hard drinker, as I could tell from his puffed cheeks and unsteady hand, I was fortunate in finding him on that occasion quite sober.

Perhaps the term of years ended and the fortune was realized, I suggested, for to me it seemed more than probable that the secret of the hiding-place had been discovered long ago.

No, sir, I think not, was the old mans prompt reply. If it had, we should have all been in a better position. No, I believe the whole thing is a fable, as every one has declared it to be. Why here, in Rockingham, they used to call my father Secret Sammy, because when he was drunk he always spoke mysteriously of what he called The Secret. 

Have you any idea of the reason your family left the Manor Farm?

Owing to several bad seasons on top of each other. They were ruined, like hundreds of others. Ive heard say that the last of the Knuttons who had the place used very often to go up to London by the coach, and he was fond of gambling. That was what really ruined him.

Do you know anything about the Manor House — who lived there when you were a boy?

Why thats one of the questions the stranger asked me in the Sonde Arms, he exclaimed.

Very curious certainly, I thought. Who could possibly be aware of the secret given up by the sea except myself, Mr. Staffurth, and Job Seal?

And you told him, I suppose?

I told him that old Squire Blacker lived there with his wife and two daughters from my early recollection. They all died, except the elder daughter, who didnt marry, and lived there for over twenty years, an old maid. When she died the place was bought by a Jew living in Ireland, and theres been lots o tenants since. They never stay long because o the damp and the rats. I worked there seven years ago, helpin to do a drain, and the rats were something awful. I never saw such monsters in all my life. Young Jack Sharpes terrier killed nearly a couple of hundred of em in one day. The stackyard is so close, you see.

As far as you know, your family has never had any connection with the Manor itself? I asked.

I never heard it, he replied. We were at the Manor Farm for generations, as Ive told you — but never at the Manor House.

And you dont believe the story about the fortune awaiting you somewhere?

Well, sir, I wish I could believe it, was the old mans answer. Weve been awaiting for it long enough, aint we?

I laughed, as though I shared his view with regard to the legend. At that juncture it was not my intention to tell him the object of my inquiries, and when he pressed me I turned the conversation into a different channel.

As I had promised, I went with him across to the Sonde Arms and regaled him with beer. Then when he saw the tangible reward for his communicativeness he endeavoured to assist me further.

I say, missus, what was the name o that there gentleman who stayed ere the night afore last? You know — the gentleman who talked such a lot to me in yon little parlour?

Oh, he gave his name as Purvis — Charles Purvis, of London, is what he wrote in the book, answered the landlady. But I think you were a fool, Ben — a big fool. I didnt like that man at all. He wanted to know too much about everybodys business.

Yes, he was a bit curious like, and the old man glanced meaningly at me. But why was I a fool, missus?

Why to sell him that old bit of parchment. If nobody could make it out in Rockingham, there were lots of people up in London who could have read it. Perhaps it has to do with your fortune — you dont know.

What! I cried, starting to my feet; did you sell the stranger a parchment? What kind was it?

It looked like a deed, or something of the sort, explained the landlady, and its been in Bens family for years and years, they say.

Young Dick gave it to me before e went a soldierin. His father had given it to him, telling him to be sure and not part with it. So he gave it to me for fear he might lose it. It had a yellow seal a-hanging to it, and a whole lot o scrawly signatures. I showed it to lots of people, but nobody could make head nor tail of it.

And you sold it — the night before last? I cried, in utter dismay.

What was the good o keepin it? The stranger offered me half a sovereign for it, and I wasnt the one to refuse that for a bit o dirty old parchment what nobody could read.


CHAPTER XI. FORESTALLED
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MERE WORDS FAIL to express my chagrin. Job Seal could perhaps have uttered remarks sufficiently pointed and appropriate, but for myself I could only reflect that this unknown man who called himself Mr. Purvis, of London, had forestalled me.

The parchment he had purchased of this drink-sodden old yokel might, for aught I knew, give a clue to the spot of which I was in search. We had more than a thousand golden guineas locked up safely in the bank in London, but both Seal, Mr. Staffurth, and myself felt certain that the great bulk of the treasure still remained undiscovered.

But what was the explanation of these inquiries by the mysterious Purvis? He evidently knew that the family of Knutton had been appointed hereditary guardians of the Italians hoard, and he, like myself, was investigating the possibility of securing it.

I asked the old labourer, Ben Knutton, to describe the parchment he had sold, but owing to the landladys sharp and well-meant remonstrance he was not communicative.

It was all stained and faded so that you could hardly see there was any writin on it at all, he said vaguely.

But there was a seal on it. What was it like?

Oh, it was a thick, round bit o wax what had been put on to a narrow piece of parchment and threaded through at the bottom so that it hung down.

Did you ever notice the device on the seal? I inquired eagerly.

There was a lion, or summat — it were very much like whats on the stone in front o Caldecott Manor.

That decided me. The document the foolish old simpleton had sold for half a sovereign was the one that had been in his family since the days of Queen Elizabeth, and in all probability gave some clue, if a guarded one, to the secret.

This stranger knew all about the Knuttons? I hazarded.

Lor bless you yes. He knew more about my family than I do myself. Been studying em, he said.

I smiled within myself. Whoever this man Purvis was he was certainly no fool.

Well, observed the landlady, addressing me, my own opinion is, sir, that Ben has made a very great mistake in selling the paper to a stranger. He dont know what it might not be worth.

I quite agree, I said. The thing should have been examined first.

Oh, said the old man, Mr. Beresford, who was the parson before Mr. Pocock, borrowed it from my brother Dick and kept it a long time, but couldnt make head nor tail of the thing. He said it was written in some kind of secret writing.

In cipher, perhaps, I remarked. And it then occurred to me what Mr. Staffurth had told me, that at the end of the sixteenth century a great many private documents were so written that only those in possession of a key could decipher them. It might be so in the case of the one in question.

How big was it? I inquired.

Oh, when it wor spread out, it measured about a foot square. It folded up, and there was some scribbling on the back. I remember that my father, just afore he died, called Dick to him and told him to look in the bottom of the old chest — the one Ive got at home now. He did so, and brought the faded old thing out. Id never seen it before, but my father told Dick to keep it all his life, and give it to his eldest son. He made Dick promise that.

And before your brother Dick died he carried out his fathers wish?

Yes, sir. Then young Dick gave it to me. I thought half a sovereign for it was a good bargain.

It all depends upon what it contained. It might have been of great importance to your family, I said; it might have had to do with the fortune which it is supposed to be yours by right.

Ah, sir! the landlady exclaimed, smiling. Weve heard a lot about that great fortune of the Knuttons. I used to hear all about it when I was a girl, how that if they had their own theyd be as rich as the Marquis of Exeter. Its an old story in Rockingham.

It was foolish in the extreme to sell a document of the contents of which he was ignorant, I declared. But hes parted with it, and its gone, so, as far as I can see, nothing can be done.

Wheres the half-sovereign? asked the landlady sharply of the old fellow.

Spent it.

Yes, on drink, she said. You know very well you treated all your friends out of it, both here and at the other inns, and that you havent been sober these two days till to-night. If you didnt have so much beer, Ben Knutton, it would be better for you, and for us too, I can tell you that.

Thats enough, missus, the old man said, youre always grumbling, you are.

I left the old yokel sitting on a bench over a big mug of beer and chatted with the landlady. In the course of conversation I asked if she knew any one of the name of Woollerton, but she was unaware of any person bearing that cognomen. Then in the summer twilight I strolled back to my headquarters in Caldecott, much puzzled over the curious manner in which I had been checkmated by this mysterious Purvis.

As far as it went my visit there had been satisfactory, because I had established the fact that there was truth in the story of Bartholomew da Schornos property at Caldecott, and that in the family of Knutton there had been, until two days ago, a document similar in form to that I had found on board the Seahorse. We had in the bank tangible proof that the owner of the Seahorse was a man of wealth; therefore I could not help believing that there was treasure stored somewhere ashore. Besides, the local legend of the fortune of the Knuttons added greatly to its possibility.

I smoked with a couple of farmers that evening, and learnt what I could from them. It was not much, only that a few years ago some one had taken the Manor House with an idea of turning it into a private lunatic asylum.

Did it answer? I asked of one.

No. They had only three gentlemen, so I suppose it didnt pay.

Neither of the men knew anything regarding the facts I desired to prove. They were not natives of the place, one being from Orton, in Huntingdonshire, and the other from Islip, near Thrapston. So they were not versed in the legendary lore of the place.

I ate my plain supper alone, and went to bed when the house closed at ten. But betimes I was up, and before noon next day was sitting in Mr. Staffurths little back study.

He had before him a big pile of valuable manuscripts which he was deciphering and investigating, part of his profession being to catalogue and value manuscripts for certain well-known dealers and auctioneers. This is a profession in itself, and requires the most erudite knowledge of the mediaeval literature of Europe, as well as an acquaintance with the rarity of any particular manuscript. Piled on the table was a batch just sent from one of the West-end firms who employed him. Most of the bindings were the original ones — oaken boards covered with leather, some were of purple velvet mostly faded, while the manuscripts themselves were of a varied character, Latin Bibles of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, an exquisite fifteenth century Horæ with splendid illuminations and miniatures, a rare copy of what is known as La Bible de Herman, a fine Gothic copy of Du Guesclin, with miniatures in camaïeu gris heightened with gold, a tenth century Hieronymus, and a dozen other smaller manuscripts, the value of none being below fifty pounds apiece.

Ah! cried the old gentleman, pushing his spectacles to his forehead as I entered, Im very glad to see you, doctor, and he moved aside a wonderfully illuminated Horæ that he had been examining, counting the number of leaves, the number of lines to a column, the number of miniatures, and determining its date and where it was written.

So youve been down to Caldecott. Well, what did you discover?

I took the cigarette he offered and, flinging myself in the old arm-chair, related all that had transpired and all that I had discovered.

As I did so he drew towards him the old vellum volume that I had discovered on board the Seahorse — the book written by Bartholomew da Schorno — and opened it at the place where he had put in a slip of paper as mark.

You certainly have not been idle, he remarked. Neither have I. To be brief, doctor, I have, after spending the whole of yesterday upon this manuscript, at last discovered the secret referred to in the beginning.

You have! I gasped excitedly. What is it? The secret of the treasure?

No, not exactly that, was his answer, calm and slow as befitted an expert in such a dry-as-dust subject as faded parchments. But there is given here the key to a certain cipher which may assist us in a very great degree. There is, or rather was, in the possession of Richard Knutton and his family a certain document written in cipher explaining how and where the Italian had disposed of his secret hoard. It was written in cryptic writing in order that the Knuttons themselves, although guardians of the secret, should not be able to seize the treasure. Only by means of this book can the document entrusted to them by old Bartholomew be deciphered. Here is a full description of it. Let me read in English what it says:  — 

I have this day, the fourth of May, 1590, given into the hands of my trusted lieutenant, Richard Knutton, a parchment wherein is explained the hiding-place of all I possess, including all that I took from the Spanish galleon two years ago. I have presented unto this same Richard Knutton the Manor Farm of Caldecott as a free gift to him and to his heirs for ever, while he has sworn before God to hand down the sealed parchment to his eldest son, and so on until the gold shall be wanted for the treasury of the noble Knights of St. Stephen. The document is in cipher that no man can read, but hereunto I attach a key to it by which the secret of the treasure-house may at the proper time be revealed and its contents handed over, either to the Knights at Pisa or to the youngest representative of the house of Wollerton, as I have already willed.

Then, remarked the old expert, there follows an alphabet to which he has fortunately placed the cipher equivalent, and by means of which we should be enabled to make out the document in the hands of the Knuttons.

Mr. Staffurth, I said gravely, interrupting him, I much regret to tell you that we have been forestalled.

Forestalled! How? he cried, starting and turning to look at me full in the face.

I explained my meeting with the besotted Ben Knutton of Rockingham, and of how, only two days ago, he had sold for half a sovereign the actual document we wanted, and had been drunk for a couple of days afterwards.

What bad luck! exclaimed the old man. What infernal luck! If we had got hold of that the secret would have been ours within an hour or two. But as the thing has passed into other hands — well, as far as I can see at present, we must remain utterly in the dark.

Yes. But theres a great mystery surrounding the identity of the person who has so cleverly forestalled us, I said. Who can he be? And how can he be aware of the existence of the treasure?

The old man shook his head.

My dear doctor, he said, the whole affair is a very romantic and mysterious one. It certainly increases our difficulties a hundredfold, now that the last of the Knuttons has sold the parchment that has been in his family for three centuries or so. Still, we have at least one satisfaction, that of knowing that the person into whose hands it has passed can make nothing out of it without the key contained here. And he smiled with evident satisfaction.

We must discover the identity of this man who calls himself Purvis, I said firmly. Perhaps we can obtain it from him.

We must — by fair means or foul, remarked Mr. Staffurth calmly, taking off his spectacles and wiping them carefully. I agree with you entirely. We must recover possession of that parchment.


CHAPTER XII. JOB SEAL MAKES A PROPOSAL
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CAN YOU, MY reader, imagine a more tantalizing position than the one in which I now found myself? It took a great deal to arouse enthusiasm in the breast of old Mr. Staffurth, whose interest in the world had seemed to me as dried up as those musty parchments he was so constantly examining. But the mystery of it all had certainly awakened him, and he was as keen as myself to get to the bottom of it — and to the treasure, of which I had promised him a small portion as repayment for his services.

Next day I went down to Fresh Wharf and found the Thrush, with cranes creaking over her, looking more grimy and forbidding than ever. As I went on board the men one and all saluted me, and when I knocked at the door of the captains cabin there came a low gruff growl  — 

Well, what is it now?

I announced who I was, and was of course at once admitted. Job Seal, in shirt and trousers, had been lying in his bunk smoking, taking his ease after a full night ashore in company with his chief. He had been reading the paper, and a big glass of brandy and soda at his elbow told its own tale.

Come in, come in, doctor, he cried cheerily, holding out his enormous hand; I intended to come over and see you to-night. Well, whats the latest news of Old Mystery?

As I told you, hes in the hands of the first specialist in lunacy in London, and under treatment at a private asylum.

Will he get better?

Nobody can tell that. The doctor, however, anticipates that he will.

Well, I hope by the time I get back from this next trip hell have told you his story. We sail to-morrow on our usual round — Cardiff, Leghorn, Naples, Valencia, and home. But I dont suppose well be picking up any Noahs Arks this trip — eh?

No, I laughed. I see that a paragraph has crept into the papers about our discovery, and it is discredited. One paper heads it A Seamans Yarn. I suppose some of the men have been talking about it on shore.

Suppose so. One o them chaps from the newspapers came aboard yesterday and began asking all about it, but I blessed him for his inquisitiveness, and sent him about his business. What the dickens has it to do with him?

Quite right, I said approvingly. We ought to keep our knowledge to ourselves. People can believe or disbelieve, just as they like. If, however, they saw those bags of gold at the bank, I fancy it would convince them.

Or if they saw Old Mister Mystery with his red velvet jacket and sword, he laughed. Lor, doctor, Ill never forget the funny figure that chap cut when we hauled him out. He was real scared at first, wasnt he?

His words brought back to my memory that never-to-be-forgotten evening of our discovery. The mystery of how the cumbersome old vessel had got afloat again was not one of the least connected with it.

The reason of my visit was to tell him the result of my inquiries and the neat manner in which we had been foiled. Therefore, after some preliminaries, I explained to him all that I have set down in the previous chapter. He heard me through, blowing vigorously at his pipe and grunting, as was his habit. The amount of smoke his pipe emitted was an index to his thoughts. If pleased, his pipe burned slowly, the smoke rising in a tiny thin column; but if the contrary, the smoke came forth from pipe and mouth in clouds. The cabin was now so full that I could scarcely see across it, and when I arrived at the critical point and told him how I had been forestalled, he jumped up, exclaiming  — 

The son of a gun! He actually sold it for arf a quid!

He has, I answered sadly. If we could only get it back it might be the means of bringing wealth to all of us.

Then you really believe in all this yarn whats written in the parchments, doctor? he asked.

How can I do otherwise? I said. There are signatures and seals. Besides, I have, I think, sufficiently proved that Bartholomew da Schorno, whoever he was, lived once at Caldecott Manor, and further, that the Knuttons were owners of the Manor Farm. You must remember, too, that Mr. Staffurth is an expert, and not likely to mislead us.

Well, doctor, he said, the whole thing makes a queer yarn, an thats a fact. Sometimes I almost feel as though the overhauling of Noahs Ark was a dream, only you see weve already got about a thousand quid to go shares in. Now, what Ive been thinkin, doctor, is that youll want a fair understandin if youre goin to follow this thing up. Ill be away, and shall have to leave it all in your hands. Now, Im a plain-spoken man — that you know. For my own part, Im content with the thousand quid we hauled aboard, and if you like to forego your claim to the half of it, Ill forego my claim to whatever you may find ashore. Forgive me for speakin plain, doctor, wont you? — for its no good a-beating about the bush.

Well, I said, if you are ready to accept such an agreement, I also am ready, although I think, captain, that you may be doing an injustice to yourself.

But Job Seal did not see it in that light. He was a hard-headed British skipper, and regarded a safe thousand pounds better than an imaginary million. For that nobody could blame him. On the one hand I felt regret at giving up my share of the gold, but on the other it left me open to share the treasure, if found, with the unknown descendant of the Wollertons.

So we drew out together an agreement by which I relinquished all claim to the gold in the bank, and he, on his part, withdrew any claim upon any treasure discovered by means of the parchments found on board the Seahorse.

I could see that after I had signed the paper Job Seal was greatly relieved. He was but human, not avaricious, he declared, but urged to the suggestion by the knowledge that he must be absent, and would be unable to assist in the search ashore.

And it so happened that for five hundred pounds I bought out my friend the skipper. Who had the best of the bargain will be seen later in this curious chapter of exciting events.

I wrote an order to the bank to deliver up the gold at Seals order at any time, and after a final drink shook hands and left.

I may be over to see you before we sail, doctor, were his parting words; but if not, youll see me, all being well, back in London in about five weeks. Good-bye, he said, heartily gripping my hand; and good luck to you in your search.

At home in Chelsea I sat calmly reflecting, smoking the while and lazily turning over the leaves of the old fifteenth-century manuscripts, the Decretales Summa, the Trithemius, and others that I had found with the documents on board the Seahorse. They were evidently Bartholomew da Schornos favourite reading, which showed that though he might have been a fierce sea-dog he was nevertheless a studious man, who preferred the old writers in their ancient manuscripts to the printed editions. They smelt musty now, but showed how well and diligently they had been studied. He must have been a devout Catholic, surely, to have studied the Decretales of the Friar Henry so assiduously. It was his property, for on the last leaf of vellum, in faded ink, was written his name: Bartholomew da Schorno, Cavaliere di Santo Stefano, Maggio 5, 1579.

I tried to conjure up what manner of man he was. Probably that giant in stature whose skeleton had laid heaped in the big saloon of the Seahorse. If so, he had surely been a magnificent successor to the Crusaders of olden days — a powerful friend and a formidable foe. The latter he must certainly have been to tackle and capture one of the Spanish galleons sent against England. But probably no ships ever saw such fierce and sanguinary frays as those of the Knights of St. Stephen. Every man on board was a picked fighter, and against them even the dreaded power of the Barbary pirates was insufficient, for the latter were gradually crushed, not, however, without enormous bloodshed on both sides.

The power of the Corsairs at one time was so great that they constantly landed at points along what is now known as the Corniche road, between the Var mouth and Genoa, and took whole villages captive, sacking and burning the houses, and laying desolate great tracts of country. Thousands of Christians were carried into slavery to North Africa, and a veritable reign of terror existed along the Mediterranean shore.

It took nearly a hundred years for the Knights of St. Stephen to crush the robbers, but they did so, owing to their indomitable pluck and hard and relentless fighting.

I recollected the old Elizabethan portrait of the hard-faced man that hung upon the panelled wall, but could not believe that that was a picture of old Bartholomew. No, I pictured him as a merry, round-faced, easy-going type, tall to notoriety, a giant in strength, a very demon in war, and a clever and ingenious administrator where his own personal affairs were concerned.

His independence in his quarrel with the Duke of Ferrara was shown by the manner in which he sold his estates and shook the dust of the province from his feet, and his religious fervour by the fact that although a wealthy man he braved the perils of the sea and of the fight to aid and release the Christian slaves.

I could only think of him as a grand type of the past, a dandy in dress, and even in armour, a patrician in his food, and a sad dog where women were concerned. He was Italian by birth, so it was to be presumed that he loved easily, and forgot with similar facility.

But reverie would not uplift the veil of mystery that surrounded the present situation.

Now I, like you, my reader, had read all sorts of stories about hidden treasure, mostly imaginary, and all in more or less degree exciting. Treasure exists, it seems, mostly on islands the exact latitude and longitude of which is a secret, or else in caves in Guatemala or beneath the earth in Mexico — all far afield. But here I had tangible proof of a treasure deposited in rural England in the days of Good Queen Bess at some spot between the port of Yarmouth and the village of Caldecott. Therefore, if you had been in my place, would you not have searched for that mysterious Mr. Purvis who bought the missing document from a half-drunken labourer for half a sovereign?

I carefully reviewed the situation, and after due consideration could only hope for one thing — namely, that the purchaser of that parchment, finding it useless to him, might sell it to one or other of the London booksellers who deal in manuscripts — Quaritch, Maggs, Tregaskis, Bumpas, Dobell, and the others. The market for such things as codexes and interesting documents on vellum is limited, and in the hands of very few dealers; therefore, I later on wrote a letter to all of them from the list given me by Mr. Staffurth, saying that, if any document answering to the description which I gave should be offered for sale, they were commissioned to purchase it at any price up to fifty pounds.

This was, I thought, a step in the right direction. Mr. Purvis, when he found that the document he had purchased was useless, would probably dispose of it at a profit, and if he did so through any of the recognized channels, it must certainly fall into my hands.

Job Seal did not call, but three days later I received a much-smeared post-card, sent from Cardiff, regretting that he had not been able to wish me good-bye as he had intended. He ended by an inquiry after Old Mister Mystery, and asking me to send any important news to him at the Poste Restante at Leghorn.

A fortnight went by. I went one day to Ealing to see the Mysterious Man, but he was just the same, and knew me not. The weather was still hot in London, those blazing days when the very pavements seem aglow, but old Mr. Staffurth, whenever I called upon him, still sat in his back parlour poring over the codexes and valuable manuscripts submitted to him. Often I consulted him, but, like me, he could see no way by which we could advance farther. Things were at an absolute deadlock.

I believe that he rather blamed me for my settlement with Seal, feeling that, after all, the continued existence of the treasure was still uncertain, for it might have been discovered and carried away years ago. Still, towards me he was always the same courteous, low-spoken, if dry-as-dust old gentleman.

I went ever in search of the man who called himself Purvis, but although there were many persons of that name in the London Directory I was unable to discover the identical one who had tempted the drunken labourer with half a sovereign.

After three weeks of going hither and thither it became necessary to reflect upon matters more material, and, compelled to work at my profession for a living, I became locum tenens for a doctor who had a dispensary in the Walworth Road, near Camberwell Gate. Probably that part of London is well known to you, the great wide thoroughfare that is one of the main arteries of South London, but dull, grey, and overcrowded; a depressing place for a man who like myself had so recently come from weeks of the open sea and sunshine.

I still bore the bronze of the sun and salt upon my cheeks, according to the remarks of my friends, but although well in health and with an appetite like the proverbial horse, my mind was full of the mystery of the Seahorse and the ingenious purchase of the missing parchment.

The practice in the Walworth Road was a big and a poor one. The majority of the patients were hoarse-voiced costermongers from East Street and its purlieus, seamstresses, labourers, and factory hands. There is nothing mean in the Road itself, as it is called in the neighbourhood, but alas! many of the streets that run off it towards the Old Kent Road are full of squalid poverty.

It was not my duty to be at the dispensary at night, the night calls being attended to by a medical friend of the man whose practice I was taking charge of; therefore at ten oclock each night the boy closed the door, put out the red light, and I took the omnibus for Chelsea.

One night just as the last patient, a garrulous old man with gout, had taken his departure and the cheap American timepiece on the mantelshelf was chiming ten, the signal for Siddons, the boy, to turn off the gas in the red lamp, I heard voices in the shop that had been turned into a waiting-room. It was after hours, and Siddons had his orders, therefore I did not anticipate that he would disobey them. But he did, for he entered, saying:  — 

Theres a lady just come, sir. Must see you, sir — very urgent, she says.

Do you know her?

No, sir — stranger, replied the sharp Cockney youth.

I groaned within myself, and announced my readiness to see her. She entered, and as she did so and our eyes met I rose to my feet, open-mouthed, utterly dumb.


CHAPTER XIII. A CALL, AND ITS CONSEQUENCE
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MY VISITOR EVIDENTLY noticed my stupefaction. She must have done, or she would not have been a woman.

The reason of my sudden surprise was not because I recognized her, but on account of her perfect and amazing beauty. Every doctor sees some pretty faces in the course of practise, but having been asked to set down the chief details of this romance, I must here confess that never in all my life had I set eyes upon such a sweet and charming countenance.

I judged her to be about twenty, and the manner in which she entered the dingy consulting-room that reeked with the pungent odour of iodoform showed that, although not well dressed, she was nevertheless modest and well bred. She wore a plain, black tailor-made skirt, a trifle the worse for wear, a white cotton blouse, a small black hat, and black gloves. But her face held me fascinated; I could not take my eyes off it. It was oval, regular, with beautifully-moulded cheeks, a small, well-formed mouth, and fine arched brows, while the eyes, dark and sparkling, looked out at me half in wonder, half in fear. Hers was a kind of half-tragic beauty, a face intensely sweet in its expression, yet with a distinct touch of sadness in its composition, as though her heart were burdened by some secret.

This latter fact seemed patent to me from the very first instant of our meeting.

Is Dr. Whitworth in? she inquired, in a soft, rather musical voice, when I bowed and indicated a chair.

No, I responded, hes not. My name is Pickering, and I am acting for the doctor, who is away on a holiday.

Oh! she ejaculated, and I thought I detected that her jaw dropped slightly, as though she were disappointed. Will Dr. Whitworth be away long?

Another fortnight, I believe. He is not very well, and has gone to Cornwall. Are you one of his patients? If so, I shall be delighted to do what I can for you.

No, she responded; but my brother is, and, being taken worse, wanted to consult him.

I shall be very pleased to see him, if you think he would care for it, I said rather eagerly, I believe, if the truth were told.

She seemed undecided. When a person is in the habit of being attended by one medical man, a fresh one is always at a disadvantage. People have such faith in their own doctor, a faith that is almost a religion, often misplaced, and sometimes fatal. The old-fashioned family doctor with his out-of-date methods, his white waistcoat, and his cultivated gravity still flourishes, even in these enlightened days of serums and light cures. And in order to impress their patients, they sometimes prescribe unheard of medicines that are not to be found even in Squire.

Dr. Whitworth has attended my brother for several years, and has taken a great interest in his case, she said reflectively.

What is his ailment? I inquired.

An internal one. All the doctors he has seen appear to disagree as to its actual cause. He suffers great pain at times. It is because he is worse that I have come here.

Perhaps I can prescribe something to relieve it, I suggested. Would you like me to see him? I am entirely at your disposal.

You are extremely kind, doctor, she replied. But we live rather a long way off, and I am afraid at this time of night — —

Oh, the hour is nothing, I assure you, I laughed, interrupting her. If I can do anything to make your brother more comfortable, Ill do so.

She was still undecided. Somehow I could not help thinking that she regarded me with a strange fixed look — a glance which indeed surprised me. Having regard to the strange dénouement of the interview, I now recollect every detail of it, and can follow accurately the working of her mind.

Well, she said at last, rather reluctantly it seemed, if you are quite sure the distance is not too far, it would be most kind of you to come. Im sure you could give Frank something to allay his pain. We live at Dartmouth Hill, Blackheath.

Oh, thats not so very far, I exclaimed, eager to be her companion. A cab will soon take us there.

Dr. Whitworth usually comes over to visit my brother once a week — every Thursday. Did he tell you nothing of his case?

No. Probably he considers him a private patient, while I am left in charge of the poorer people who come to the dispensary.

Ah! I understand, she said, drawing the black boa tighter around her throat, as though ready for departure.

I made some inquiries regarding the region where her brothers pain was situated, and, placing a morphia case and bottles of various narcotics in my well-worn black bag, put on my hat and announced my readiness to accompany her.

As I turned again to her I could not fail to notice that the colour in her face a moment before had all gone out of it. She was ashen pale, almost to the lips. The change in her had been sudden, and I saw that as she stood she gripped the back of her chair, swaying to and fro as though every moment she might collapse in a faint.

You are unwell, I said quickly.

A — a little faintness. That is all, she gasped.

Without a moments delay I got her seated, and rushing into the dispensary obtained restoratives, which in a few minutes brought her back to her former self.

How foolish! she remarked, as though disgusted with herself. Forgive me, doctor; I suppose it is because I have been up two nights with my brother and am tired out.

Of course; that accounts for it. You have over-taxed your strength. Have you no one who can take your place?

No, she responded, with a strange sadness which seemed an index to her character; I have, unfortunately, no one. Frank is rather irritable, and will have nobody about him except myself.

Brother and sister appeared devoted to each other.

She spoke of him in a tone betraying that deep fraternal affection which nowadays is not common.

I waited while the boy Siddons closed the surgery and put out the lights, and then, having locked the outer door, we walked together to the cab-stand at the top of Beresford Street and entered a hansom, giving directions to drive to Blackheath.

The man seemed rather surprised at such an order at such an hour, but nevertheless, nothing loth to take a fare outside the radius, he whipped up, and drove straight down the Boyson Road, through into Albany Road, one of the decayed relics of bygone Camberwell when the suburb was fashionable in the days of George the Third, and on into that straight, never-ending thoroughfare, the Old Kent Road.

Seated side by side our conversation naturally turned upon conversational subjects, and presently she remarked upon the great heat of the day just closed, whereupon I told her how oppressed I had been by it, because of my recent voyage where the sea breeze was always fresh and the spray combined with the brilliant sunshine.

Ah! she sighed, I would so much like to go abroad. Ive never been farther than Paris, and, after all, thats so much like London. I would dearly like a voyage up the Mediterranean. The ports you put into must have been a perfect panorama of the various phases of life.

Yes, I said, the Italian is so different from the Syrian, the Syrian from the African, and the African from the Spanish. It is all so fresh and new. You would be charmed with it. The only disagreeable part is the return to hot and overcrowded London.

Myself, I hate London, was her remark. The fresh open country always appeals to me, and Blackheath, you know, is better than nothing at all.

I had to confess that I was not acquainted with Blackheath. Apart from my term at the hospital and a year or two doing locum tenens work in London I knew more of the country than of the Metropolis. Unless one is a London-born man one never knows and never in his heart loves London. He may delight in its attractions, its social advantages, and its pecuniary possibilities, but at heart he shudders at the greyness of its streets, the grime of the houses, and the hustling, whirling, selfish crowds. To the man country-born, be he peer or commoner, London is always intolerable for any length of time; he sighs for the open air, the green of Nature, the gay songs of the birds, and the freedom of everything. Unfortunately, however, the country is not fashionable, save in autumn for shooting and in winter for hunting, even though the London season may be, to the great majority, an ordeal only to be borne in order to sustain the social status.

I ask of you, my readers — who perhaps work in the City and go to and from the suburbs with clock-work regularity — whether you would not be prepared to accept a lower wage if you could carry on that same profession in the country and live in a house with a real garden instead of one of a row of jerry-built desirable residences so crowded together that what was once a healthy and splendid suburb is nowadays as cramped as any street in Central London? You know your house, a place that was run up in six weeks by a speculative builder; you know your garden, a dried-up, stony strip of back yard, where even the wallflowers have a difficulty in taking root; you know your daily scramble to get into a train for the City — nay, the hard fight to keep a roof over your head and the vulpine animal from the door. Yes, you would move into the country if you only could, for your wife and children would then be strong and well, instead of always sickly and ailing. But what is the use of moralizing? There is no work for you in the country, so you are one of millions of victims who, like yourself, are compelled to stifle and scramble in London, or to starve.

All this we discussed quite philosophically as we rode together through that hot summers night, first past shops and barrows where lights still burned, and then away down the broad road, dark save for the long row of street-lamps stretching away into the distance.

I found her a bright and interesting companion. She seemed of a rather reflective turn of mind, but through all her conversation ran that vein of sadness which from the first had impressed itself upon me. From what she led me to believe, her brother and she were in rather straitened circumstances, owing to the formers long illness. He had been head cashier with a firm in Cannon Street, but had been compelled to resign three years ago and had not earned a penny since. I wondered whether she worked at something, typewriting or millinery, in order to assist the household, but she told me nothing and I did not presume to ask.

It is enough to say that I found myself charmed by her, even on this first acquaintance. Although so modest and engaging, she seemed to possess wonderful tact. But after all, now that I reflect, tact is in the fair sex inborn, and it takes a clever man to outwit a woman when she is bent upon accomplishing an object.

She told me very little about herself. In fact, now I recall the curious circumstances, I see that she purposely refrained from doing so. To my leading questions she responded so naïvely that I was entirely misled.

How is it, I wonder, that every man of every age will run his head against a wall for the sake of a pretty woman? Given a face out of the ordinary rut of English beauty, a woman in London can command anything, no matter what her station. It has always been so the whole world over, even from the old days of Troy and Rome — a fair face rules the roost.

We had crossed a bridge over a canal — Deptford Bridge I think it is called — and began to ascend a long hill which she told me led on to Blackheath. She had grown of a sudden thoughtful, making few responses to my observations. Perhaps I had presumed too much, I thought; perhaps I had made some injudicious inquiry which annoyed her. But she was so charming, so sweet of temperament, and so bright in conversation, that my natural desire to know all about her had led me into being a trifle more inquisitive than the circumstances warranted.

Doctor, she exclaimed suddenly, in a strange voice; I hope you will not take as an offence what I am about to say, and as she turned to me the light of a street lamp flashing full on her face revealed to me how white and anxious it had suddenly become.

Certainly not, I answered, not without surprise.

Well, I have reconsidered my decision, and I think that in the circumstances you had better not see my brother, after all.

Not see your brother! I exclaimed, surprised.

No. I — Im awfully sorry to have brought you out here so far, but if you will allow me to get out I can walk home and you can drive back.

Certainly not, I answered. Now Im so close to your house Ill see your brother. I can no doubt relieve his pain, and for that he would probably be thankful.

No, she said, involuntarily laying her hand upon my sleeve, I cannot allow you to accompany me farther; and I felt her hand tremble.

Surely there is no accounting for the working of a womans mind, but I certainly believed her to be devoid of any such caprice as this.

I argued with her that if her brother were in pain it was only right that I should do what I could to relieve him. But she firmly shook her head.

Forgive me, doctor, she urged anxiously. I know you must think me absurdly whimsical, but this decision is not the outcome of any mere whim, I assure you. I have a reason why I absolutely insist upon us parting here.

Well, of course, if you really deny me the privilege of accompanying you as far as your house I can do nothing but submit, I said very disappointedly. I shall tell Dr. Whitworth of your call. What name shall I give him?

Miss Bristowe.

And are you quite determined that I shall go no farther? I asked earnestly.

Quite.

I saw some hidden reason in this decision, but what it was I failed to make out. She was certainly most determined, and, further, she seemed to have been suddenly filled with an unusual excitement, betrayed in her white, almost haggard, face.

So I stopped the cab at last, just as we reached the dark Heath.

I must say that I am very disappointed at this abrupt ending to our brief acquaintanceship, I said, taking her hand and helping her out.

Ah! doctor, she sighed. Then, in a voice full of strange meaning, she added: Perhaps one day you will learn the real reason of this decision. I thank you very much for accompanying me so far. Good-night.

She allowed her hand to rest in mine for a moment; then turned and was lost in the darkness, leaving me standing beside the cab.


CHAPTER XIV. REQUIRES EXPLANATION
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THE PRETTY MISS Bristowe was certainly an enigma.

In that dingy consulting-room in the Walworth Road I often sat during the days that followed, musing over that curious and fruitless journey. I felt rather piqued than disappointed, for to put it bluntly I had been fooled, and left to pay nearly a sovereign to a cabman.

Her parting words to me: Perhaps one day you will learn the real reason of this decision, seemed ominous ones, while her agitation was strange in such circumstances. She parted from me so hastily that it seemed almost as though she held me in fear. But why? I am sure I acted towards her with all the gallantry in my rather rough nature. No; the more I thought over it the more remarkable seemed the incident.

But a few days later I discovered yet a stranger circumstance. In order to find out something regarding my pretty companion on that long cab drive, I wrote to Dr. Whitworth at Bude, telling him that she had called, and inquiring the nature of her brothers complaint. To this I received a brief note saying that he had never heard of Miss Bristowe in his life.

Then the truth was rudely forced upon me that the woman who had held me fascinated by her beauty was actually an impostor.

What, however, could have been her object in inducing me to accompany her upon such a vain errand? Doctors see some queer things and meet with strange adventures in the course of their practice, but surely her motive in fooling me was utterly unintelligible.

Through the remaining fortnight I continued to treat the crowd of poor suffering humanity that seemed to greet me ever in the waiting-room; for Whitworth was a kindly man, hence all the poor came to him. Night after night I sat listening to the ills of costermongers and their wives, labourers, factory hands, cabmen, tram-men, and all that hard-working class that makes up lower London over the water. Sometimes they told me their symptoms with quaint directness, using scientific terms wrongly or atrociously pronounced — the result of School Board education in elementary physiology, I suppose. But, as in every neighbourhood of that class, drink was accountable for, or aggravated, at least two-thirds of the cases that I saw. Surely it would open the eyes of the social reformer or the temperance advocate if he spent one evening in the consulting-room of a dispensary in lower London.

At last Whitworth returned, fresh and bronzed, from the Cornish coast, and as I sat handing back to him the keys of the place and receiving a cheque for my services, I mentioned the subject of Miss Bristowe.

Ah! he laughed, what did you mean by that letter? I dont know any such person, nor even anyone who lives at Blackheath.

And she said that you had attended her brother for nearly two years for some internal ailment. She came here one night to fetch you. I told her you were away, and after some persuasion she allowed me to accompany her. Then, when we got to Blackheath, she suddenly changed her mind and sent me back.

You never saw the brother?

Never went to the house. She wouldnt let me.

But you yourself suggested going with her, you say?

Yes, I replied, I did.

Pretty?

Very much so.

And you were struck with her, eh? he laughed, for he was a prosaic married man with a couple of children.

Just a trifle, I admitted.

Well, he said, the girl possibly saw that you were gone on her, so she had a lark with you. You paid her cab home, and she had no objection.

But her story was so plausible.

Every woman can be plausible when she pleases, he said. But are you sure she asked for me?

Quite certain. She first inquired for you, telling me that you were an old friend.

He laughed heartily at what he termed the womans audacity; then, after some further discussion of the subject, we dropped it as one of those little mysteries of life that are beyond solution.

On relinquishing my position at the dispensary I wandered heedlessly hither and thither in London. The weather was still hot, more oppressive even than I had felt it at Naples or at Leghorn, and all seemed dull because my friends were away in the country or at the seaside. Through the Lancet I was offered a three months engagement as assistant to a doctor in Northumberland, but I declined it, as it was too far from London. Somehow I felt it necessary, for the elucidation of the mystery of the Seahorse, to remain in town — why I cannot tell.

One day in response to a note, I called upon Macfarlane, the specialist in lunacy, and found him seated in his consulting-room, a fine apartment furnished in old oak, of which he was an ardent collector, and surrounded by a number of fine old clocks of various periods.

Well, Pickering, he exclaimed cheerily, rising to greet me, Ive got some news for you about your — what shall we call him — foundling, eh?

Thats a good description, I laughed. Captain Seal used to call him Old Mister Mystery. But what is the news?

Well, hes taken a decided turn for the better. I see him every day, and although at first he was bitterly hostile towards me because I wouldnt allow him to wear his sword, he has now become quite mild and tractable. And whats more, hes taken to writing, which is one of the best signs of impending recovery that we could have. Here are some of his efforts, he added, taking from a drawer a quantity of scraps of paper, from half-sheets of foolscap to bits torn from newspapers, and placing them before me. I dont suppose you can make anything more out of them than I can. His brain is clearing, but is not yet rightly balanced. Now and then his ideas run in the direction of a design made up of creepy-looking demons and imps. Theres no doubt about it, that whoever he is, hes a man of some talent. Did you see what was in the Telegraph the other day?

I saw a distorted story about the Seahorse, I answered.

But on the following day there was a short statement regarding this nameless patient of ours. They sent a reporter to me to obtain further details, but I did not consider myself justified in giving them. The less the public knows about the affair the better — thats my opinion.

Certainly, I said. Im very glad you did not allow yourself to be interviewed.

Then I turned myself to the uneven scribble, mostly in pencil, which had been executed by the lunatic. My hopes were quickly dashed, for I found it poor stuff. Sometimes it appeared as though he wished to write a letter, for there were the preliminary words, Dear sister, Dear Harry, and My dear sir. Once he started to write a nautical song, whether of his own composition or not I am unaware. The lines, written quite distinctly, although in a shaky old-fashioned hand, were:  — 



Theres nothing like rum on a windy night,

Sing hey, my lads, sing hey!    

When the rigging howls and youre battened tight,

Yo ho! my lads, Yo ho!    



On a dirty piece of newspaper was written: Jimmy Jobson, 1st mate, went to Davy Joness locker May 16. Another bore the statement: Pugfaced Willie ought to have been a tub-thumper instead of sailing under the black flag. That is Andy Andersons opinion.

The last piece I examined was half a sheet of note-paper bearing the heading, High Elms, the paper given to patients for their correspondence. It was covered with scribble, just as a child scribbles before it can write, but in a small blank space near the bottom were the strange words: Beware of Black Bennett! He means mischief!

The latter had been written as a warning, but to whom addressed it was impossible to tell.

All are, of course, the wanderings of the patients mind, remarked Macfarlane. Those names may possibly help us to establish his identity.

Have you determined his age?

Not more than seventy, if as much, was the reply. But I feel certain that hell recover, if not at once, within, say, a year. This writing is a very hopeful sign. Of course, I cant say that hell recover his speech too — probably he wont. But he can write, and by that means tell us something of how he came on board the ancient ship.

I remained with the great specialist for half an hour longer, then taking possession of the curious evidence of the old fellows returning sanity I went back to Chelsea.

Time after time I examined that strange warning regarding Black Bennett. Who could he be?

There was one remark about the black flag, which meant piracy. Possibly, then, this man Bennett had been a pirate at some time or other.

Anyhow, I was greatly gratified to think that ere long the Mysterious Man might be able to give us an intelligible account of himself, and although the meaning of the warning regarding Black Bennett was an enigma, I quickly forgot all about it.

The one point upon which all my energies were concentrated was the recovery of that cryptic document which the drunken old labourer at Rockingham had disposed of. I called at all the chief dealers in manuscripts in London and made inquiry if anything like the parchment I described had been offered for sale, but was informed that sixteenth-century parchments of that character were too common to be of sufficient value for them to consider. Codexes or charters of any century down to the fifteenth would always be looked at, but a notarial deed of so late a date as the end of the sixteenth century was beneath the notice of any of the dealers.

Early one morning I received a telegram from Mr. Staffurth, and, in response, went to Clapham Park Road in hot haste.

I found, to my surprise, a strange, black-bearded man in his study, and the old gentleman was greatly excited and alarmed. A pane of glass in the window was, I noticed, missing, and it was accounted for by his breathless statement that during the night his house had been broken into by burglars.

The black-bearded man, who was a detective, chimed in, saying:  — 

It seems, sir, as though they were after some of the valuable books the gentleman has. They didnt go further into the house than this room, although the door was unlocked.

You see what theyve done, doctor — cut out a pane of glass, opened the window, forced the shutters, and got in. Look at the place! Theyve turned everything topsy-turvy!

They certainly had, for papers and books were strewn all over the floor.

Have you missed anything? I asked quickly.

One thing only. It is, I regret to say, that parchment deed of yours with the seven signatures. Theyve taken nothing else but that, although here, as you see, is an illuminated Horæ worth at least £300, and the twelfth-century St. Bernardus that Quaritch bid £200 for at Sothebys last week.

They were expert thieves, the detective remarked, and were evidently in search of something which they knew the gentleman had in his possession.

But the book — the book containing the cipher! I cried, dismayed, the truth dawning upon me that the burglars had been in search of those documents of mine.

Fortunately, they were unable to secure it, was old Mr. Staffurths reply. I had locked it in the safe here as a precaution against its destruction by fire. And he indicated the good-sized safe that stood in the opposite corner of the room. You see upon it marks of their desperate efforts to open it, but with all their drills, chisels, wedges, and such-like things they were not successful. The secret of the cipher is still ours.

Then they were hired burglars? I said.

That seems most probable, sir, replied the detective. Such a thing is not by any means unusual. They were professionals at the game, whoever they were.


CHAPTER XV. REVEALS SOMETHING OF IMPORTANCE
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THE THIEVES HAD made a thorough search of old Mr. Staffurths study. Every hole and corner had been methodically examined, an operation which must have occupied considerable time.

Neither Mr. Staffurth, his housekeeper, nor the servant girl had heard a sound. It seemed that only after searching the study thoroughly had the burglars turned their attention to the safe. There were three of them, the detective asserted, for there had been a shower in the night, and he found on the carpet distinct marks of muddy shoes. The instruments they had used on the safe were of the newest kind, and it seemed a mystery why they had not succeeded in opening it.

Having discovered the parchment with the seven signatures, they most naturally searched for the other documents found on board the derelict. Fortunately, however, the book penned by the noble Bartholomew remained in its place of security.

Of course this desperate attempt to gain possession of it removed all doubt that there was some one else besides myself endeavouring to solve the secret. But who could it be? Who could possibly know what was written upon those dry old parchments save Job Seal, Mr. Staffurth and myself? Seal was an honest man, quite content with the share of the spoil already in his hands, while it was to the interest of the old palæographist to solve the mystery in conjunction with myself.

Did the hoard of the sea-rover still exist?

Hundreds of times I put to myself that question. For answer I could only reflect that there was some one else, an unknown rival, who believed that it did, and who was sparing no effort to obtain the secret of its hiding-place.

Of course, it was quite possible that when the place of concealment was discovered it might be empty. Over three hundred years had passed, and in that time accident might have led to its discovery. There had certainly not been any betrayal of the secret, for while one cryptic document had been in the hands of the Knuttons, the key to it had been afloat, or submerged beneath the sea.

I took Mr. Staffurth aside, and we agreed to tell the police as little as possible, lest the facts should leak out to the newspapers. Therefore the old expert explained that the parchment books in his possession were precious ones, and most probably the thieves desired to obtain possession of them on behalf of some other person. So the detective, with an assistant, made copious notes, examined the marks of chisels and jemmies, and after a great show of investigation left the house.

Ah, doctor, exclaimed the old man with a sigh of relief, after they had gone; I had no idea that our rivals were so close upon us. I think you had better deposit that book in your bank for greater security. The scoundrels, whoever they were, may pay me another visit.

I expressed regret that he should thus have suffered on my account, but the poor old gentleman only laughed, saying, My dear doctor, how could you help it? They want to get hold of the key to their cipher. Possibly, in their document, it is stated that there is a key to it in existence.

But how could they be aware that it is in your possession?

Because you are undoubtedly watched, he said. I shouldnt wonder but what every movement of yours is known to your rivals.

Well, I laughed, fortune-hunting seems an exciting game.

Mind that it doesnt grow dangerous, was the old mans ominous warning.

But you dont anticipate any personal violence, do you?

I think it is wise to be very careful, he said. You have a secret rival in these investigations of yours, and where a fortune is concerned some people are not over-scrupulous. We have here an illustration of their desperate efforts — the employment of professional burglars.

But if even we found the Italians hoard, would it not belong to the Wollertons?

I suppose it would. But, smiled the man, if we could not discover any Wollerton, and held the property for ourselves, I think our position would practically be impregnable.

The Government might claim it.

No. It would not be treasure-trove. We have all the facts concerning it in our possession. It would not be a hoard accidentally discovered and without owner. One-third of it, remember, has to go to a Knutton.

Yes, to that drunken fool down at Rockingham. He deserves, at any rate, to lose his portion, I said.

Mr. Staffurth brought forth the old parchment-book from the safe, and opening it at a place marked with a slip of paper, re-examined the straight row of cipher letters with their equivalents, while I rose and looked over his shoulder.

The writer was a careful and methodical man, even though he might have been a fierce and blood-thirsty sea-rover, and a terror to the slave-raiders. He certainly took the very best precaution possible so that the secret of the whereabouts of his hoard should not be discovered, for, as you see, the document left in the hands of the Knuttons was useless without this book, and the book useless without the document. It was evidently his intention to return to England and deposit the book in some place of safety, but before he did so disaster befell the Seahorse, and she went down.

Together we packed the book in brown paper, tied it with string, and securely sealed it, using the seal upon my watch guard, and that same afternoon I deposited it with the bank manager, receiving a receipt for it.

But before leaving old Mr. Staffurth I assisted him to put his books in order, and we chatted together the while.

It was his opinion that if I went to Rockingham again I might obtain some news of the movements of the man Purvis. Indeed, he was in favour of my making a short visit there in order, if possible, to ascertain the identity of any person making inquiries.

You see, he said, we are working quite in the dark. Our rivals know us, but we do not know them. That places us at a distinct disadvantage. If we knew them we might outwit them.

I saw the force of his argument. He was a man of sound common sense, and never gave an opinion without careful consideration. It certainly seemed quite feasible that our rivals might be down at Rockingham or Caldecott.

Do you think it worth while to rent the Manor House from the Kenways? I suggested. They are only too anxious to get out.

Is the rent high?

About fifty pounds a year.

Well, doctor, responded the old gentleman, I certainly think that the affair is worth spending fifty pounds upon. You see, youve bought Captain Seal out of it, and the matter is now practically your own affair. Besides, if you rented the Manor you would keep out your rivals. Yes. Most decidedly; go down and take the place for a year.

Not a very desirable place of residence, I laughed.

I know. But be careful these other people dont again forestall you. Go down there to-morrow and make the bargain at once. The old place may contain the treasure, or it may not. In any case, no harm will be done by your being the tenant for a year.

Thus it was that in the blaze of the noontide sun I next day passed up the little main street of Caldecott, traversed the somewhat odorous farm-yard, and entered the silent, moss-grown court of the Manor House.

A fair-haired slip of a girl came to the door in response to my ring, and after a little while Mrs. Kenway, who had gone to put herself tidy to receive visitors, entered the dining-room — that room which contained my pet abomination, furniture covered with brown American cloth.

The good woman seemed quite pleased to see me again. Her husband was out on his round, she said, but nevertheless she offered me the simple hospitality of a glass of milk.

Well, Mrs. Kenway, I commenced, after I had grown a little cool, Ive come on an errand which I dare say will give you some gratification. When I was here some time ago you told me you wished to sub-let your house. I have spoken to my friend about it, and he has sent me to take it on his behalf. I forget exactly the rent you named.

Well, sir, responded the woman, funnily enough Im in treaty with a gentleman who wants to take the place. I promised to make no arrangement until I heard from him.

Who is he? I asked, quickly. What is his name?

I forget, sir, but I have it written on an envelope upstairs. Ill go and get it. And she left the room.

I determined to take the place at all hazards. I was by no means a rich man, but even if I had to pay a hundred pounds to secure the ramshackle old house it must be done.

She returned with a crumpled envelope in her hand, upon which was scribbled in pencil: George Purvis, 7, Calthorpe Street, Grays Inn Road, London.

My heart gave a bound. Here was the actual address of the man of whom I had been for weeks in search, the purchaser of the key to the hidden wealth! I endeavoured to betray no surprise, but to conceal my jubilant feeling was certainly difficult. If I had a clue to my rivals, I had also a clue to the employers of those burglars who had so terribly upset poor old Mr. Staffurths study.

How long ago is it since this gentleman came to see you? I inquired, scribbling the address on my shirt-cuff and handing back the envelope.

His first visit was two or three days after you came, the woman said. He seemed very much taken with that coat o arms on the wall outside, and asked me if I knew anything of the history of the place. Of course I dont. I only know that somebody named Walshe lived here about a hundred years ago, for their graves are in the churchyard. The gentleman stayed at the Sonde Arms at Rockingham for a day or two, but before he went back to London he told me that he might possibly take the house off my hands. He came again, about a week ago, had another look round, and then made me promise not to let it until I heard from him.

What rent did you ask?

Fifty pounds a year.

And he thought it too much?

Well, he seemed to hesitate. Perhaps he thinks he can get it cheaper, but he wont.

I wondered whether this hesitation was due to want of funds. More probably, however, it was because of the uncertainty of the whereabouts of the hidden loot.

The house would just suit my friend, who wants quiet for his studies, I said, and if you will let it, Im prepared to pay you a years rent down, at this minute.

She shook her head.

I had misjudged her, believing that ready money would tempt her to a bargain. But she was a woman of her word, it seemed, for her answer was:  — 

No, sir. Im very sorry, but you see I gave a promise to the gentleman, and I cant break it.

But you didnt give your promise in writing, did you? You did not give him an option of the property?

I wrote nothing. I merely told him that I wouldnt let it before he had given me a decided answer.

He may be a year deciding, or even more! I pointed out. Are you prepared to wait all that time?

No. I can write to him.

Such a course would not suit me. If she wrote saying that she had another prospective tenant, then he would clinch his bargain at once. No; my object was to oust him in this. He had outwitted me once, but I was determined he should not get the better of me on a second occasion.

My next thought was to offer a higher rent than that asked, so as to give her a margin of profit on the transaction, but suddenly a thought occurred to me that it was her husband, not herself, who held the lease, and perhaps I might not find him so scrupulous about keeping promises if there was a ten-pound note to be got out of the bargain.

So I expressed regret and all that sort of thing, and said that I would like to see Mr. Kenway on his return.

He went to Stamford by train this morning, she replied. Im expecting him every minute.

So I went out and wandered through the neglected wilderness that had once been a garden. Everywhere were signs of a long departed glory, broken statuary, ivy-grown balustrades, and a fine old sculptured sundial, now, alas, entirely hidden by creepers and ivy.

Mrs. Kenways husband returned in about half an hour — a thin-faced, dark-bearded, thick-set little man with a pair of sharp black eyes, which told me the instant I was introduced to him that he was a good business man and ready for a bargain.

Seated with him on an American cloth-covered chair in that inartistic dining-room, I commenced to chat about insurance matters, and learnt that business was not very good about those parts. Then, in his wifes presence, I approached the proposal for taking the house off his hands, explaining what Mrs. Kenway had told me on a previous visit regarding its unsuitability for the reception of paying guests.

Well, he said, in a gruff voice, things do happen strangely. Youre the second gentleman weve had after the house within a week or two. Wed be pleased enough to let it, only my wife has promised somebody else in London.

She has told me that, I said. Of course, if you refuse to let the place, well and good. But not only am I ready to sign an agreement with you this afternoon and pay you the whole years rent in advance to-day, but in order to secure the place for my friend Im ready to make a bargain with you.

Whats that?

Ill give an extra ten-pound note over and above what youve asked this other gentleman.

Husband and wife exchanged glances. I saw, as I had expected, that ten pounds and release from the burden of the house, which was far too large for people in their circumstances, was a temptation.

Well, my dear? he asked. What do you say? Shall we let the place and clear out?

Ive given you my offer, I interposed, with a careless air. My friend commissioned me to find him a quiet place at once, and I am prepared to pay more than its worth because of my own family associations with the place.

Well, we have the other gentleman, you know, insisted the woman.

Its not at all certain if hell take it, I said. And if he does, he wont pay so much as I offer.

The man was ready to clinch the bargain, but the woman was one of those scrupulously honest bodies who hesitated to break her word.

They talked together for a few moments out in the hall, while I awaited their decision.

It was in my favour, and within half an hour the necessary preliminaries were executed, agreements were written out and signed, and Mr. Kenway had in his pocket my cheque for sixty pounds, in exchange for which I held his lease and his agreement handing the place over to my care, subject, of course, to the landlords approval.

In one instance, at least, I had got the better of Mr. Purvis, and, what was more to the point, I had obtained his address.


CHAPTER XVI. MRS. GRAHAMS VISITOR
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WHEN I RETURNED to town that same evening and told Staffurth he became wildly excited.

Really, doctor, he said, the matter increases in interest daily.

When I take possession of the Manor, I think we ought to make a search, I replied. We must not allow burglars to enter there, or they may forestall us after all.

Of course, of course. The treasure may be hidden in the house for aught we know. It is important that we should be the first to make a thorough examination of the place.

But what is most important of all is that weve gained the address of this man Purvis.

Calthorpe Street is not the most respectable neighbourhood in London, he observed. Do you know it?

I confessed to ignorance, but next morning went to Grays Inn Road and found the dingy street running off to the right, opposite the end of Guilford Street. No. 7 was, I discovered, a grimy, smoke-blackened private house, like most of the others, set back behind iron railings, with a deep basement. The windows sadly required cleaning, and at them hung limp and sooty lace curtains which had once been white.

Walking on the opposite side of the pavement I passed and repassed it several times, noting its exterior well. The windows of the first floor were better kept than those of the dining-room, and on a small round table I noticed a doll. From those facts I gathered that the place was let out in apartments, and that the occupants of the first floor were a man with his wife and little daughter. It was not yet eight oclock, and the newspaper man passing left a paper beneath the knocker — a Sporting Life, which further showed the racing proclivities of at least one of the inmates. Presently, as I watched, the postman came along, and, slipping several letters into the slit in the front door, passed on without knocking.

I hurried along the street into the Kings Cross Road, and, when he turned the corner, accosted him.

At first he was inclined to be uncommunicative, as a good servant of the Post Office should be, but by the application of a small refresher his tongue was unloosened, and he told me that the occupants of No. 7 were racing people.

Theyre bookmakers, I fancy, he added. They have lots of letters by every post, and post-cards about tips and things.

Do you know the name of George Purvis?

Yes. Its some one who has, I think, come to live there lately.

Do you know him?

Not at all. Never seen him.

How long ago did you deliver the first letter addressed to Purvis?

About three weeks, I think. But if you want to know more, why dont you ask the servant? Shes doing the steps now. I daresay shed tell you all about him.

I took the mans advice, and returning to the house found a dirty, ill-dressed girl in canvas apron slopping water over the front steps and rubbing hearthstone upon them.

With some caution I addressed her, and, having slipped half a crown into her hand, told her to say nothing of my inquiries, but to respond to my questions.

Do you know a gentleman named Mr. George Purvis who lives here? I asked.

I know Mr. Purvis, sir, but e dont live ere. E only calls for his letters sometimes, and missus gives them to him.

Whats your mistresss name?

Mrs. Graham.

And who are the people who live upstairs?

Theyre the Johnsons. Mr. Johnson is on the turf, they say. E goes to race-meetins in a white hat and a bag slung over his shoulder.

But where does Mr. Purvis live?

I dont know, sir. He comes sometimes to see Mrs. Graham.

Does he receive many letters?

Oh, two or three a week, perhaps.

Well, I said, if you want to earn a sovereign you can do so very easily. Find out for me where Mr. Purvis lives, and Ill give you a sovereign.

The girl, although of true Cockney type, dirty and slatternly, was nevertheless intelligent.

She seemed somewhat dubious, replying:  — 

Im very much afraid, sir, that I wont be able to do it. But Ill try, if you like.

Yes, try, I said eagerly. I shall pass by now and again about this same hour in the morning, and when youve been successful, tell me. By the way, what kind of man is Mr. Purvis?

Well, sir, es very thin, rather tall, with a pale face and sandy hair. But I must get on; Mrs. Grahams coming down.

Recollect what Ive told you, and if you say nothing to anybody Ill make it thirty shillings. You understand?

All right, sir, answered the girl, bending again to her work, and I passed along the street and out again to the Grays Inn Road.

I was once more disappointed, for I believed that I had tracked my rival to his home. But it seemed that the fellow was far too wary. He received his correspondence through the hands of this woman, Mrs. Graham, thus showing that he wished to conceal his place of abode. When a woman is the receiver of a mans letters, it is always looked upon by the police as a bad sign.

Having a description of this man Purvis, I resolved to lay in wait for him to visit Mrs. Graham, and then to follow him home. Therefore, through that day and several days following I kept such a watchful eye upon all that went on in Calthorpe Street that I saw the policeman on the beat suspected me of loitering for the purpose of committing a felony. I therefore called him aside, gave him a card, and told him that I was keeping observation for the arrival of a tall, fair, thin gentleman, who would call at No. 7, and that if he assisted me I would make it worth his while.

We were not long in making the compact, and the fact that he could watch while I went into a saloon bar in the Grays Inn Road to snatch my hasty meals made the observation much more certain and easy.

A whole week I spent in those squalid, smoky streets, sometimes lounging at one end of Calthorpe Street and sometimes at the other, relieved now and then by the constable, who came and stood at the opposite corner as signal that I was allowed half an hours repose.

Try yourself a day at the corner of a London street awaiting the arrival of a person you have never seen, but whose description has been given to you, and you will at once discover how wearisome a task it is. Hundreds of men nearly answering the description will pass you, and your hopes are raised as every one approaches.

Still, I intended to outwit this clever adventurer, whoever he was. He, or his accomplices, had obtained possession of at least one object that was my property, the document with the seven signatures, and I intended that he should be hoist by his own petard even though I had to wait for him a year.

The servant girl was entirely in my confidence. Each morning as she did the steps I passed the time of day with her, and she informed me that Mr. Purvis had not called, although her mistress was expecting him, as letters were awaiting him.

Now, it seemed to me probable that if Mrs. Graham knew the mans address, and he did not fetch his letters, she would either send him a line or re-address the correspondence. Therefore, I gave instructions to the girl to be on the lookout for the address on any letter she might be sent to post, and make a note of it for me.

One afternoon about five oclock, while I was hastily taking a cup of tea in a shop in Kings Cross Road, my friend the constable put his head inside and beckoned me out.

The cove youre waiting for has just gone into No. 7, sir, he said; tall, fair moustache, freckled face, and wearin a straw hat.

In an instant I was on the alert and, full of excitement, walked back with him to the corner of Calthorpe Street.

Youre going to follow him, I suppose?

Certainly. I want to discover where he lives.

Does he know you?

Probably he does.

Then youll have to be wary if youre going to follow him.

Trust me, I replied confidently. I shall take every precaution.

We separated, and impatiently I awaited the appearance of the man who was my rival.

Already Mr. Kenway had written to the landlord of the Manor House, and only that morning I had received his consent. Therefore, the matter was concluded, and I held the tenancy of a lonely, weather-worn old place, without possessing a stick of furniture to make it habitable.

But I was anxious to see what manner of man was this Purvis, the smart investigator who had paid half a sovereign for that most precious of all documents. How was it possible that he could have knowledge of the affair, save, perhaps, from the local legend that the Knutton family were entitled to a fortune? The gossip in Rockingham and elsewhere might possibly have aroused his curiosity, but if so he must also have been aware that I held the key to the cipher. Thereby hung a mystery.

Once it occurred to me that Job Seal might be working against me, but on full reflection I saw that such suspicion was unfounded. Seal had foregone his claim in return for half of the gold, and had sailed for the Mediterranean perfectly satisfied.

No. The affair had, I saw, grown into a desperate one; a fortune was awaiting one or other of us — the man who was clever enough to outwit the other.

For an hour I waited at the street corner, my eyes ever upon that flight of steps which led to the dark green sun-blistered door, until I was weary and exhausted. Purvis was undoubtedly having tea and gossiping with the widow.

I saw my friend the servant girl come to the dining-room window, pull the yellow lace curtains aside, and, putting her head out, look up and down the street. She caught sight of me, and with the knowledge that I was on guard, quickly withdrew.

Was it a signal that he was about to come forth?

I waited. Seven oclock struck, then eight, but still no sign of him. He was surely making a long visit. As darkness closed in I moved nearer the house, in order that he might not be able to slip away unobserved.

Suddenly, a little after nine, the girl opened the door and a visitor emerged. But I was disappointed. A woman in deep black descended the steps and turned to walk in my direction. The instant I saw this I hurried on, crossed the road, and then slackened pace in order that she should overtake me.

She was not long in doing so, and as she passed I turned and looked her full in the face.

Judge my surprise when I recognized her to be none other than the girl who had taken me on that mysterious journey to Blackheath!


CHAPTER XVII. THE SELLER OF THE SECRET
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WHY, MISS BRISTOWE! I cried. Perhaps you dont recollect me?

She started quickly, and drew back for a moment, her countenance blanching; then looking into my face, she said, with a timid laugh: Why, of course, doctor! But have you forgiven me for taking you on that fools errand?

Yes, long ago, I laughed. But our meeting this evening is certainly unexpected. Have you friends in this neighbourhood?

She replied in the affirmative, but without giving me any explanation.

And your brother? I asked, recollecting Whitworths declaration that he had never heard of her. Is he any better?

Oh, a great deal, thanks, was her reply. He took a turn for the better that night I came to you, and has improved ever since.

She looked, I think, prettier than on that night when we had driven together to Blackheath. But she had deceived me in regard to her statement concerning Dr. Whitworth, so I supposed she was deceiving me now.

She was in a hurry to get home, she told me, and my first impulse was to follow her secretly, but when I recollected that the man for whom I had been so long in wait was actually inside No. 7, I decided to keep watch upon him rather than upon her.

The fact that she had come from that house was in itself curious, and made me suspect that her visit to me on that night in Walworth had some secret connection with the scheme of this man Purvis.

The manner in which she was hurrying when I stopped her made it plain that she was late for some appointment.

There were two courses open to me, namely: to follow her, or else to remain and await Purvis. The discovery that she was friendly with some person at No. 7 had suddenly aroused within me a desire to know her place of abode in order to make secret inquiries concerning her. Yet, after all, my chief business was with Purvis, so I decided to remain on watch for him.

With her consent, therefore, I saw her into an omnibus for Ludgate Hill, whence she told me she would take train home, and when I parted from her I expressed a fervent hope that we might meet again before very long.

Good-night, she said, as we shook hands. Yes, I hope we shall meet again — in more fortunate circumstances than to-night. And she mounted into the omnibus and left me.

What could she mean by more fortunate circumstances? I was puzzled at her words, but at last their truth became apparent.

Through many hours, till far into the night, I waited in that vicinity for the man who was my rival. But he never came out, neither that day nor the next.

The reason, I afterwards found, was simple enough. The servant had played me false and told him everything; therefore he had waited until darkness set in, and then climbed over several garden walls into Wells Street, a short thoroughfare running parallel at the back, and quietly emerged into Grays Inn Road.

So while I had waited patiently in front he had ingeniously escaped at the back, aided most probably by the mysterious Miss Bristowe and Mrs. Graham, whose character, of course, I had no means of ascertaining. According, however, to my friend the constable, some shifty individuals lived in that neighbourhood.

In any case I had the dissatisfaction of knowing that all my vigilance had been naught, and that the man Purvis would never again run the gauntlet of Calthorpe Street. He would no doubt arrange for another address, and if so I might obtain it by means of the Kenways, providing, of course, that they had not yet told him the house was let.

I took counsel with Mr. Staffurth, as I did very frequently nowadays.

I blamed myself that on that night I was alone. Had I an assistant with me he might have followed the young lady home. Staffurth being of the same opinion, suggested that I should accept the services of his nephew, a young bank clerk who had been compelled to leave his occupation in the City temporarily on account of ill-health. This young fellow, whom I had met once or twice at Clapham, was named Philip Reilly. Smart, well dressed, and well educated, he had been an athlete before his illness, and had carried off many prizes at Lillie Bridge and other places.

He was just the sort of young man to be useful, and when that evening he sat in his uncles study and the full facts of the case were related to him in confidence, he became highly excited over it, and announced his eagerness to act under my directions.

We have a formidable enemy to contend with, Philip, the old gentleman pointed out. And recollect that whatever may happen you must act with due caution so as not to play into the hands of our rivals.

Trust me for that, he said. The affair sounds exciting, at all events.

Yes, I remarked, and matters will grow more exciting before long, I anticipate.

But this Miss Bristowe, he exclaimed. Have we no means of rediscovering her?

At present, I am sorry to say, we havent, I responded. We may possibly get hold of Purviss new postal address, and if we do so it may lead us back to Miss Bristowe, who seems to me somehow associated with him. How, of course, I cant tell.

Reilly sat with folded arms, his clean-shaven face bearing a deep, thoughtful look as he puffed his pipe. It is not given to every one to be engaged on a treasure hunt, and from the first moment when he was told about it its interest overwhelmed him and he was eager to make a commencement.

After a long consultation it was arranged that we should both go down to Caldecott and endeavour to find out Purviss new address. It was also agreed that before we took another step we ought to be acquainted with the personal appearance of our rival.

To work in the dark any longer might, we foresaw, prove fatal to our object; therefore, on the following day, I introduced Reilly to the Kenways as the new tenant of the Manor House.

Fortunately they had not communicated with Purvis. Hence I took them somewhat into my confidence, and induced Mr. Kenway to write a letter to Calthorpe Street, asking whether he intended to take the house, and requesting the favour of a reply.

This he did at my dictation, and I had the satisfaction of putting the letter in the post-box at Rockingham. By that ruse I hoped to gain knowledge of Purviss new address. As had already been proved, he was what is vulgarly known as a slippery customer, but both Reilly and myself determined that if we once knew his postal address we would very quickly come up with him.

We had taken up our quarters at the Sonde Arms, at Rockingham, and very comfortable and rustic they were after the dust and heat of London. My long and unavailing vigil in that stifling side street had rather pulled me down. Day after day I had waited there, often hungry and thirsty, and at all times dusty and uncomfortable, compelled to eat as I could, and to hobnob with all and sundry, until my very heart seemed stifled by the dust of the throbbing city.

But in old-world Rockingham, even on the most sultry day, were soft zephyrs that fanned our cheeks. We ate in a room at the back, and to us, through the open window, came the sweet scent of the climbing roses and honeysuckle, and the mingled perfume of the old-fashioned cottage garden behind. The fare was plain and wholesome, the ale home-brewed and of the best, and we also had an opportunity to gossip with the drink-sodden old simpleton Ben Knutton.

The Kenways were looking for other quarters, therefore we could not yet take possession of the Manor House. Reilly had given forth that he was a student, a man of means, and something of an invalid, therefore he had hired the house for the purposes of being quiet and able to study without such distractions as there were in London.

He was full of ingenuity, which I quickly recognized after he had associated himself with me. He made a minute inspection of the house I had taken for him, and afterwards became possessed of the fixed idea that the treasure was secreted behind the panelling of the centre upstairs room. Why, I know not. But no argument of mine would remove the idea, and he was frantically anxious to obtain possession of the premises in order to secure the old Italians hoard.

We were, however, compelled to exercise considerable patience. We could not hurry the outgoing tenants, neither dare we betray any undue anxiety regarding the place. We could only await a response from Purvis.

It came at last after nearly a week of idle waiting. Mr. Kenway handed it to me, saying:  — 

It seems as though he wants to take the place after all.

Hes too late, I laughed, and eagerly read the letter, which was to the effect that he had not yet decided, but would write giving a definite answer in a couple of days. The letter was headed, 14, Sterndale Road, Hammersmith, London, and to that address Mr. Kenway was asked to write.

Our ruse had worked satisfactorily. We were again cognizant of the address — the postal address — of our mysterious rival.

Reilly was eager to return to London in search of him, but we remained at Rockingham yet another day, making inquiries and getting on good terms with most of the people with whom we came into contact.

Ben Knutton was, of course, closely questioned, and in reply to my inquiry whether he had since met the gentleman who purchased the bit of parchment from him, he said:  — 

Yes. E came about a fortnit ago and asked me if I had anything else to sell, and I told him that I hadnt.

He called on you at your cottage?

Yes. One night after I came ome from work. He made me let him look through all the things I had. I told him that Id heard that the parchment I sold him was worth a lot o money, and he asked who told me. I explained that a gentleman from London had been asking about it after he had bought it, and he laughed, saying: I know the man; es a fool, e is. 

Meaning me, eh?

I suppose so, sir, of course, beggin your pardon.

Well, Mr. Knutton, I dont think Im much of a fool, I laughed. That man swindled you, thats all.

Then do you really think, sir, that the parchment had something to do with our property? he asked in surprise.

Possibly it may have, was my response. Of course Ive never seen it, so cant say.

Well, sir, the old labourer burst forth, I dont like that man at all. E aint no gentleman, that Im sure.

He had, I supposed, failed to stand the necessary quantity of beer which, in Knuttons eyes, stamped the gentleman.

Why not? I inquired.

Because he made a lot of unkind remarks about you, sir, was his answer. He told me that you were trying to swindle me out of the money we ought to have, and a long yarn showing you up to be one of the worst o blackguards.

Very kind of him, Im sure, I laughed. One day, however, we shall see whos the scoundrel and adventurer. In the meantime, Knutton, just beware of any future dealings with him.

I will, sir, was the mans reply. Im very sorry I ever sold that parchment. I only wish Id showed it to you. Youre a gentleman as would perhaps have been able to read it.

Ah, Knutton, I only wish you had kept it for me, I responded, with a heartfelt sigh. But its useless to cry over spilt milk, you know. We must make the best of it. All you have to do, however, is to keep a still tongue in your head and beware of any other gentleman from London.

Oh, I will, sir, now. You can rely on me — that you can. And the old fellow raised his great mug of beer and emptied it at a single gulp.

His capacity for ale, like that of many farm labourers, was simply astounding.


CHAPTER XVIII. THE SILENT MANS WARNING
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PHILIP REILLY, WHOSE energy seemed indefatigable, although he was yet half an invalid, left me next morning and returned to town.

In council, in my airy little bedroom with the attic window embowered by creeping roses, we arrived at the conclusion that he would have more chance of success in gaining information than myself, therefore I dispatched him to London in order to keep an observant eye upon the address in Sterndale Road.

For several reasons I remained in the neighbourhood of Caldecott. First, I was apprehensive lest Purvis and his associates — for I felt convinced that he was not acting alone — might make a forcible attempt to investigate the Manor House. It was quite evident they suspected that the treasure might be hidden therein, otherwise they would not have been in treaty for a lease of the place. When they knew that I had forestalled them their chagrin would, I anticipated, know no bounds. Hence I felt constrained to remain on guard, as it were, until I could take possession of the place.

Those warm autumn days were charming. I had brought with me a camera, and, as excuse for remaining in that rural neighbourhood, took photographs. I found many picturesque pastoral scenes in the vicinity, and wandered hither and thither almost every day. The Countess of Cardigan kindly permitted me to photograph on her estate, and I took many pictures of the beautiful old hall at Deene, one of the most imposing and historic homes of Northamptonshire, the Park, and the picturesque lake, which was once the fishpond of the monks, when Deene was an abbey and carp the weekly fare on Fridays. To Laxton Hall, to Fineshade Abbey, to Blatherwycke Park, to Apethorpe Hall, the noble Jacobean seat of the Westmorland family, and to Milton, the fine Elizabethan house of the Fitzwilliams, I went, taking pictures for amusement, and endeavouring to make the villagers of Rockingham and Caldecott believe that I was a photographic enthusiast. Truth to tell, I was not. I entertain a righteous horror of the man with a camera, and if I were Chancellor of the Exchequer I would put a tax on cameras as upon dogs. The man who takes snap-shots can surely afford to pay seven-and-sixpence a year towards the expenses of his country.

Letters from Reilly showed that although he was keeping a careful observation upon 14, Sterndale Road — which had turned out to be the shop of a small newsvendor — he had not been able to meet the gaunt, fair-moustached individual whom we knew as George Purvis.

The days passed, for me long, idle days, when time hung heavily on my hands. Nothing occurred to disturb the quiet tenor of my life in that rural spot, until late one evening while I was walking along the high road from Caldecott back to Rockingham.

There had been a garden fête given by the Vicar, and in order to kill time I had attended it, returning home later than I had anticipated, because I had met Mr. Kenway and we had gossiped. He had found another house, and was to move a week later.

The Sonde Arms at Rockingham is by no means a gay hostelry. It is quiet, old-fashioned, and eminently respectable. Roysterers and hard drinkers like Ben Knutton were relegated to a tap at the rear of the premises, and were never encouraged by the innkeeper.

It was past eleven oclock, a dark, overcast night, and as I trudged along the road to Rockingham, lonely at that hour, I was wondering what success Reilly had had in London. For some days I had received no word from him, and had become somewhat anxious, for it had been arranged between us that he should either write or wire every alternate day, so that we should always be in touch with each other.

I had traversed nearly half the distance between the two villages, and had entered the part of the road which, passing through a spinney, was lined on either side by oaks, which entirely shut out every ray of faint light, so that I was compelled to walk with my stick held forward to feel the way. The complete darkness did not extend for more than a hundred yards or so, but as there were, I knew, deep ditches at each side of the road I guided myself with caution.

Suddenly, without warning, I heard a stealthy movement behind me, and ere I could turn felt myself seized by the coat-collar in such a manner that I was unable to turn and face my assailant, while almost at the same instant I felt other hands going over me in front. My wrists were held while my money was carefully extracted from my pocket, and my wallet — probably because it was believed to contain bank-notes — was also taken from me. I shouted, but no one came to my assistance. I was too far from either village.

So dark it was that I could not distinguish the thieves, but I believed there were three of them. The hands that held my wrists were soft, as though unused to manual labour, but the muscles seemed like iron. I was utterly powerless, and even though I shouted again and again no single word was uttered by the robbers. They made short work of my pockets, save that they did not think to feel inside my waistcoat where, in a secret pocket I generally have there, I carried a serviceable Colt. I, however, had no opportunity for self-defence, because when they had finished I was run backwards, struck violently on the head, and tripped up into the ditch at the wayside, while they made good their escape. Fortunately, I fell upon my hands, and managed to save myself from going into the water.

In an instant I was on my feet, revolver in hand, standing on guard.

But as I stood with ears strained to the wind I heard the sound of footsteps hurrying in the distance, and from afar off there came to me a low, ominous whistle. The fellows were probably tramps, but I knew quite well that they were a desperate party, for in the struggle I had grasped a formidable life preserver which one of them was carrying. It was a pity that the darkness was too complete to allow me to see their faces. No doubt the final blow on the head had been delivered with the life preserver and was meant to stun me, but fortunately it did not.

The attack had been so sudden and complete that for a moment I remained stock still. Then, angered that I should have fallen so completely into their power, I walked on to Rockingham. I prized my watch and chain as a gift from my mother, long since dead. They were not valuable; indeed, no pawn-broker would have given three pounds for the lot, therefore the haul of the thieves had not been a great one so far as value was concerned.

Having reached the Sonde Arms and related my unpleasant experience, the village constable was called, and I gave him a description of the property stolen from me.

I expect they were tramps, sir, he said; just lately Ive noticed several suspicious-looking characters loitering in the neighbourhood and sleeping under haystacks. They mostly come from London. I made some inquiries a couple of days ago at an inn in Lyddington, where three of them had been drinking, and learnt that by his companions one of the men is called Bennett.

Bennett! I repeated, wondering for the moment in what connexion that name had been impressed upon me. Then I recollected the scribbled warning of the Mysterious Man:  — 

Beware of Black Bennett!

What you tell me is very interesting, I exclaimed to the constable. I think that in all probability this man Bennett had some connexion with the theft. If found, I hope the police will question and search him. I may be mistaken, but I believe that individual is well known by the appellation of Black Bennett.

I gave the constable the description of my watch for circulation, and then, after a long chat with my host, the innkeeper, went to bed.

The days went by, but no word came from Philip Reilly. I wired to his fathers house at Upper Tooting, but received a reply expressing surprise, and stating that Philip had not been seen for ten days. A telegram to Mr. Staffurth brought no more satisfactory reply; therefore, as the Kenways were to give up possession of the Manor in a couple of days and my presence there would be essential to guard against any interlopers, I resolved to run up to London.

My anxiety for Reillys welfare increased when all my inquiries regarding his whereabouts were futile.

According to Mr. Staffurth, the young man came there in a great state of excitement about nine oclock one evening. He was dressed in his oldest suit, wore a golf cap and carried a stout stick. He said that he had made certain inquiries regarding Purvis, had seen him and talked with him. But that night he intended to make a bold bid to get at the secret of our enemies and, if possible, to obtain possession of the all-important document that had been sold by the drunken Knutton.

He had taken some whisky and water with his uncle, and left about ten, without saying in what direction he was going or explaining all that he had found out.

He told his uncle, however, to inform me to be forewarned of a man named Bennett, and had explained his silence by saying that at present it was not wise for him either to wire or write to Rockingham, as there was some one there acting the spy.

This, then, accounted for his silence. But after his departure from his uncles house that night nothing had been seen or heard of him.

I called at my own rooms in Chelsea, where my landlady met me in great excitement. Not knowing my address she had been unable to write to me, but it appeared that one evening, three days before, some one had quietly entered the house with my latchkey, ascended to my rooms, and ransacked everything.

Now, my keys had been attached to one end of my watch-chain, and had, therefore, been stolen with the watch. The entry had been made on the night following the robbery from me, and although my roll-top writing-table had been opened and all my private papers and letters tossed about, I missed nothing.

The thieves had been in search of something; probably of that parchment-book of Bartholomew da Schorno which, fortunately, reposed in the strong-room at my bank.

All this, however, showed the ingenious and desperate character of our rivals. They would, I felt convinced, hesitate at nothing in order to obtain possession of the treasure.

The strange disappearance of Philip Reilly had now grown alarming. I made inquiries at the bank in Lombard Street, where he had been employed, but none of his friends there had seen him for weeks. His father, who was manager of a large linen warehouse in Cannon Street, was equally anxious as to his welfare.

We were playing a dangerous and exciting game, and my only fear was that, having made one or two discoveries, he had become too bold, and acted with the indiscretion of youth. He had, however, always seemed clear, level-headed, and cautious, and his father expressed a belief that he was not the kind of young man to fall into a trap.

I watched the small newsagents in Sterndale Road, Hammersmith, having sent an envelope, with a blank sheet of paper within, addressed to Purvis. I had arranged that Mr. Kenway should remain at the Manor a few days longer, and now turned my attention to finding the man who had bought the secret. Reilly had discovered him; why should I not be equally successful?

But although I waited in that street two long, never-ending days, I saw no tall, fair man enter there.

That some serious misfortune had occurred to Philip Reilly I felt convinced, but of what character I dreaded to contemplate. Twelve days had gone by, and not a word had been received from him by any one.

The mysteries of London are many — and profound.


CHAPTER XIX. THE LADY FROM BAYSWATER
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ON THE SECOND evening of my vigil in Sterndale Road my watchfulness was rewarded by seeing a neat and familiar figure pass up the street and enter the little newsagents.

It needed no second glance to tell me that the visitor to the shop was the mysterious girl who called me on that memorable night, from the dispensary at Walworth — Miss Bristowe.

Fortunately she had not noticed my presence. Therefore I at once concealed myself up a side passage and waiting till she emerged with a letter in her hand — the one I had addressed to Purvis, I expect — I started to follow her. Every moment I feared lest she might look round and discover me, for in those back streets of Hammersmith there is not much traffic. But I was determined on this occasion to follow her to her home or to the hiding-place of Purvis.

Turning down Brook Green Road, she walked as far as the Hammersmith Station of the Underground Railway, where she bought a ticket for Notting Hill and entered the next train going west. On alighting she traversed hurriedly the Lancaster Road, for it had begun to rain and she was without an umbrella, and, turning at last into the Cornwall Road, ascended the front steps of one of the dark, smoke-blackened houses in that thoroughfare, not far from the corner of Portobello Road. She rang, the door was immediately opened by a servant, and she disappeared within.

Then, after a brief wait, I passed the house near enough to note that its number was 120. She went in at half-past seven, and, although I waited in the rain until half an hour before midnight, she did not come forth again. I therefore concluded that I had at last gained knowledge of her place of abode.

I wondered whether Purvis lived in that same house. She had called for his letters at Sterndale Road, and would probably hand them to him at once. Therefore, after long reflection, I came to the conclusion that he must live at that address.

It was past one when I re-entered my own rooms, and for an hour before turning in, occupied myself in re-arranging the chaos effected by the unknown intruders. The latter had certainly been disappointed with the result of their investigation, for they had not troubled themselves about two of the valuable old manuscripts I had found on board the Seahorse — the Decretales Summa of the Monk Henry and the Book of John Trethemius — both of which were lying upon the mantelshelf. No, it was the key of the cipher of which they had been in such active search, but which was fortunately far beyond their reach.

Early next morning I renewed my vigil at the corner of the Portobello and Cornwall Roads, hoping to meet the pretty woman who had so charmed me.

Two hours I waited, until at last she emerged, as usual neatly dressed in black. Through the maze of complicated streets she walked to Westbourne Grove. She had made some purchases, and was gazing into one of Whiteleys shop windows when I came up beside her and, raising my hat, greeted her.

She turned quickly, open-mouthed, and then, recovering from her surprise, at once gave me her hand and greeted me quite light-heartedly.

Really, doctor, she laughed, you seem quite ubiquitous. You are always running up against me.

Well, its a doctors profession to go hither and thither quickly, I answered. How is your brother?

Greatly better, was her prompt reply, although I thought I could detect duplicity in her answer. But she swiftly sought to change the subject, and as I walked beside her she chatted quite merrily. I did not, of course, let her know that I was aware of her abode, but, on the contrary, spoke of it as though it were away at Blackheath, and she did not seek to contradict me. Miss Bristowe was a clever woman in every sense of the word, but at the same time she was sweet and winning — most charming.

In her chatter was a light, irresponsible air that gave to her a chic seldom found in an Englishwoman, while her small hands and feet, her narrow waist, wide swinging hips, and the manner of her coiffure all savoured of the Parisienne rather than of the Londoner.

My object was to learn from her something definite regarding the man Purvis and his movements; her object was to conceal everything and to mislead me.

She seemed, however, nothing loth to allow me to accompany her into the several shops where she made small purchases. Once I referred to our meeting in Calthorpe Street, recollecting how cleverly Purvis had escaped me there, but she only laughed saying:  — 

You must have thought me very rude to hurry away as I did, but I wanted to get home.

There were many matters I wished she would explain, but how could I ask her point-blank? For what reason had she taken me to Blackheath that night on a fruitless errand, and what connexion had she with the mysterious Purvis?

Again, it occurred to me that if Reilly had watched that newsagents in Sterndale Road he had probably met her. He might even have become acquainted with her for aught I knew. I had, I remembered, given him a detailed description.

But if they were acquainted, she would be utterly unaware of the young mans association with me; hence I dare not broach the subject.

While I lingered at her side I could not help remarking, within myself, upon her affable courtesy and modest reserve towards me. A mystery surrounded her; that was certain. But in that half-hour I spent with her in Westbourne Grove I felt that she was not an adventuress, as I had half believed her to be, and that, save for the fact that she scrupulously concealed her place of abode, she was open and honest-minded, with a pleasing grace and sweet smile.

Again, just as I had noticed on the first occasion we had met, I detected that concealed within her heart was some deep-rooted sorrow, some painful memory of the past, perhaps, that she could not forget, and that now and then the sympathetic chord was struck that brought it all back to her, causing that expression of sadness which appeared at intervals in her eyes, and those half-suppressed sighs which she believed I did not notice.

Near midday she took leave of me at Queens Road Station, for she would not allow me to remain with her longer.

You are really mysterious, Miss Bristowe, I laughed; Ive spent a most delightful hour, and am most unwilling to end our chat.

Ah, she said, earnestly; you must, doctor. Youve been with me already too long. Among all these people passing there may be one who knows me, and has noticed me walking with a stranger.

Well, is it such a terrible sin? I laughed.

All sins are pleasant, was her quick answer; that included. But you must really leave me now. Please do.

When you took me to Blackheath you sent me back without satisfying my curiosity regarding your address, I said, reproachfully. Are you going to act to-day in the same manner? Surely I may know where I can write to you in order that we may one day enjoy another of these pleasant gossips, I pleaded.

She shook her head. Yet I saw that my words had created an impression upon her, and furthermore that she was in no way averse to my companionship.

Why do you send me away like this? Do you fear lest we should be seen together?

She sighed that same sigh which had escaped her several times during our walk. Noticing her apprehension I attributed it to the fear of some jealous lover. A girl may flirt desperately, but she always hates to be thought false by the man who loves her.

If she had nothing to conceal from me, why did she not give me her true address in Cornwall Road? But she had much to hide from my knowledge, and with her honest womans heart it required all her nerve and ingenuity to successfully mislead me.

No, she faltered, at last; we must not be seen together. You think the manner I treated you that night at Blackheath extraordinary. So it was. But it was imperative — for your sake!

I dont understand you, Miss Bristowe, I declared, quickly. How was it for my sake?

Ah! she cried, as though in distress. Believe me, I acted for your own welfare! I can give you no further explanation.

But you mystify me! I said. My curiosity is but natural.

Certainly; but Im sorry that at present I am unable to satisfy it, and her lips compressed themselves as a slight sigh again escaped them.

I was undecided whether she was wilfully deceiving me or whether it was under dire compulsion that she was concealing her motives.

By your words you lead me to believe that you are my friend, Miss Bristowe; therefore it is surely permissible to give me an address where, in the future, I may write to you?

But I cant see what good can come of it, she responded, hesitatingly. In fact, only harm can result in our acquaintanceship.

What do you mean?

I mean what I have said. If we remain apart it will be better for both of us. Yet, somehow, Fate seems to throw us constantly into each others society.

She was, of course, in ignorance of how I had traced her from Sterndale Road.

True, I remarked, and that seems to me all the more reason why you should name some place where I may write.

Well, she said at last, after long hesitation and blushing slightly; if you should, at any time, really desire to write to me, you may address your letter to Farmers Library, Kensington High Street.

Thanking her I scribbled the address, then tried to persuade her to allow me to remain longer. But she steadily refused.

I must go now, she said, and although it sounds ungracious, I trust it may be a long time before we meet again.

Why! I asked, in surprise.

Because such meetings place us both in peril, was her vague yet ominous answer.

You perhaps object to my company?

On the contrary, she hastened to reassure me, I find it most agreeable. But it behoves all of us, at certain times, to be circumspect.

She allowed me to shake her hand, then wishing me Adieu! turned back again towards Westbourne Grove, with an excuse that she had forgotten to make a purchase.

I saw through her ruse, and, by traversing the side streets, arrived at Cornwall Road before her, and standing in an entry unobserved watched her re-enter the house with a latch-key.

As far as that mornings work was concerned it was highly satisfactory. The chief fact that worried me now was the remarkable disappearance of Philip Reilly. He was smart, wary, athletic, the very last fellow to fall into any trap. Yet my apprehensions, just as those of his friends, were rendered grave by reason of his continued silence. All I knew was that he had been successful in his observations on the newsagents shop in Sterndale Road, but in what manner he had not explained.

Like most young men who endeavour to solve a mystery, he had quickly become an enthusiast, with a fixed notion that we should discover the treasure.

Myself, I was far from sanguine, although, on the face of it, only that document sold by Ben Knutton stood between us and fortune. If we could but gain possession of that parchment for half an hour the secret of the hiding-place would be ours.

But George Purvis and his unknown but unscrupulous associates knew its value, just as we did, therefore it was far too well guarded.


CHAPTER XX. PHILIP REILLY TELLS A STRANGE STORY
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DURING THE THREE days that followed I kept watch in Cornwall Road, haunting the neighbouring thoroughfares of Ladbroke Grove, Silchester Road, Ledbury Road, and Powis Square, watching the movements of Miss Bristowe, and ever on the alert for the coming of that tall, fair-moustached individual, as the man Purvis had been described.

The girl whom I had found so charming went out often — once down to Catford to visit friends. Apparently she lived in apartments, and did her own shopping. She, however, had no male companion, and so close a watch did I keep upon the house that I arrived at the conclusion that Purvis did not live there after all.

Staffurth had grown very uneasy about his nephew, and although we put our wits together we could devise no plan by which the mystery of his disappearance might be solved. That the persons who were our rivals in the affair would not stick at trifles had already been proved, hence our apprehensions were of the gravest. Not being aware of the identity of these people we were heavily handicapped, for they were most probably cognizant of my every movement while I remained utterly in the dark as to theirs.

Matters were certainly growing serious. I had received a letter from Mr. Kenway telling me that he was compelled to remove his furniture from the Manor House on the morrow, therefore I would be obliged to go down to Caldecott again and do watch-dog duty. It was most important that Reilly should be with me, for I intended to commence a search throughout the house as soon as the Kenways had left. For that reason I bought a pick, shovel, and a quantity of other tools I thought might be useful, and had sent them down, packed in a case in order not to excite suspicion.

Sitting in my own room at Chelsea I pondered over the future, trying to decide upon some judicious plan of action. It was long past midnight. My green-shaded oil lamp was burning low and had already begun to splutter, but I could see no way out of the cul-de-sac. My first thoughts were, of course, for the safety of Philip, and he being still missing I did not feel myself justified in carrying the search farther before the mystery of his disappearance was cleared up.

I had found, on my return home, a letter from Seal, posted from Smyrna. It was a rather grimy note, bluff, brief, and written in that heavy hand that I knew so well in the log of the Thrush. The chief paragraph of the letter ran:  — 

I hope youve got something out of Old Mystery by this time and also that youre full sail, with a fair wind, towards that treasure. Dont write to me, as I leave to-morrow straight for Fresh Wharf, and hope to see you within a fortnight.

The clock on my mantelshelf struck two, and I was about to put out my light and turn in, when of a sudden there came a violent ringing of the bell. It startled me at that hour, and pulling aside my curtains I looked down into the street, only to discover, to my joy, that Philip Reilly stood below, looking up anxiously at my window.

Come down, doc, and let me in! he cried, and in response I soon unchained the front door and was wringing his hand.

Walking before me he ascended the stairs and not until he had come into the light of my room did I notice the change wrought in him.

Good heavens, my dear fellow! Wherever have you been? I cried, glaring at him in surprise, for his clothes seemed half torn from his back, his face dirty with a stubbly beard, as though he had not shaved for a week, while his trousers were caked with mud and his white face bore a nasty cut only half healed. It extended almost from the eye to the chin, and with the blood still caked there, gave him a hideous and forbidding appearance.

Ah! he gasped, throwing himself into an arm-chair, you may well ask. Ive had a splendid time of it. Have you got a drop of brandy or anything by you? I feel faint.

He looked it, and I rushed to my cupboard and got out a bottle of Martell and a siphon of soda.

I allowed him to take a long steady drink before questioning him, in the meantime noting the terrible gash on his face. I saw also that his left hand had been cut on the inside.

Well, I said, weve all been most anxious about you, fearing something bad had happened. Tell me all about it.

Anxious? he laughed. Not more anxious than Ive been about myself, I can tell you. As for what happened, well I must collect my thoughts in order to tell you how it all began and what was the ultimate result. But before I begin I may as well give you my own opinion, and that is, I dont believe that we shall ever find that treasure.

Why not?

Because the others know far more about it than we do, was his reply. When I resolved to take a share in the investigation I never dreamed that the game could be such a desperate one as it is. By Jove! those fellows would murder both of us without the least compunction. We must go armed in future.

But what occurred to you? I asked, all anxiety to learn the reason of his long silence.

Well, he said, finishing his brandy at one gulp; it happened like this. When I left you I came up to town and started to keep observation on that newsagents in Sterndale Road. The job was a terrible wearying one, but I was rewarded on the third evening by seeing the man you described — tall, fair, and freckled — call for a letter. Unobserved by him. I followed him home to St. Peters Square, Hammersmith. Then I resolved to exercise a strict vigil over that house in order to find out all about its inmates. During the following day I discovered that Purvis was a bachelor of means and was very often in the habit of receiving visits from men of rather shady character. By constant watchfulness I came to know by sight all these men, five in number, including one named Bennett.

Bennett? I interrupted. I wonder if hes Black Bennett?

Dont know, was my friends rejoinder. I can only tell you that they are as fine specimens of rascally adventurers as can be found at this moment in London. Purvis, being a good billiard player, often spends his evenings at the Crown, in Hammersmith Broadway, playing sometimes with Bennett and sometimes with one or other of his companions. Having obtained this piece of knowledge from observation, I took a bedroom at the Crown, in order that I might be able to saunter into the billiard-room at odd hours. As you know, I can play a fair game, and my object was to get into touch with Purvis by playing with him.

I had not long to wait, for one evening he was there alone, and having made some casual remarks he invited me to play. From the first he seemed somewhat surprised to find that my form was slightly better than his, and before long I saw from his play that he was used to the ruses of sharks and thieves. He seemed to me to be rather well educated, the kind of man whose exterior was that of a gentleman, but who lives by his wits. He offered to bet me a sovereign on the game, and, in order to content him, I agreed. Very quickly the game was entirely in my hands, but so that he might become friendly I allowed him to win and paid him the sovereign.

Bennett came in hurriedly just than and whispered something in an undertone, whereupon Purvis excused himself from playing further, put on his coat, and followed his friend out. That mysterious message aroused my curiosity; therefore as soon as the door was closed I threw on my coat and slipped out just in time to see the pair enter a hansom. They drove away and I drove after them, at a respectable distance, in order that they should not detect my vigilance.

We drove for more than half an hour through Shepherds Bush and Kensal Green, until we entered the Edgware Road, near Kilburn Station, and, crossing it, Purvis and Bennett alighted before a house in a dark side-street. When they had disappeared inside I dismissed my own cab and took a good look at the exterior of the place. It was a semi-detached house of rather neglected appearance, approached by a small strip of garden lying behind the iron railings. The place was in total darkness, however — not even a light over the front door. They had entered so quickly that I believe they must have used a latch-key.

Half-a-dozen times I passed and repassed the dark silent place, wondering what was the object of their journey there, until, the blinds being up and the front rooms all being unlit, it occurred to me that whatever was taking place was at the rear of the premises. So, resolving to try and ascertain for myself the reason of the hurried visit, I entered the little garden and crept silently round to the back, where in a room on the first floor was a light, and even from where I stood I could hear mens voices. I saw that the yellow holland blind, having been pulled down violently, had given way from the roller, and a piece hung down. This would afford me a view of the room if only I could climb high enough. Now, beneath the window in question was a lean-to conservatory, built out from what was, I supposed, the drawing-room, but upon the roof of such a fragile structure I dared not venture. I noticed some iron piping going straight up, and, aided by the wooden lattice on the wall, it occurred to me that I might safely accomplish the feat. As you know, I am rather fond of climbing; therefore I quickly took off my boots and commenced to work my way up towards the coign of vantage.

To reach a level high enough, however, was a task much more difficult than I had at first anticipated, especially as the creeper-covered lattice work, being old and rotten, gave way almost each time I grasped it. At last, however, swinging myself over, I succeeded in clutching what seemed like a safe piece of trellis close to the spot that afforded a view into the room. Just at that very moment, when my eyes came to the window where hung the corner of the blind untacked from its roller, a loud scream issued forth — the agonized cry of a woman.

Clinging with hands and feet to the insecure woodwork I craned my neck until I could get a view of the interior of the room. The sight that greeted me was one that I was certainly unprepared for. The apartment was a back parlour, fairly well furnished. Within stood Purvis, Bennett, and two other men whom I recognized as constant visitors to St. Peters Square. The door was open, and one of the men stood holding by the arm a young, well-dressed woman. She had evidently been dragged in there against her will, for she had covered her pale face with her hand to shut out from her eyes the terrible object she had been brought there to see — the corpse of a young man.

What! I cried, starting up; have they actually committed murder?

I suppose so, was Reillys reply. I merely tell you what I saw with my own eyes. The dead man was in evening dress, and was lying on his back on the carpet, his limbs slightly drawn up. There was on his shirt-front a large ugly stain of blood, while his face was as white as paper. The unfeeling brutes actually compelled the poor girl to touch the dead mans face, and she drew her fingers away from its cold contact as though she had been stung. Then Bennett, addressing her with biting sarcasm, said: You didnt believe us, miss, but youll believe now, I think, and recollect that if you do not act exactly as we order youll be served in the same way. You know me well enough to be aware that I never repeat a threat — I carry it out!

 You are cruel — inhuman! she cried, facing the four men, with an angry passion suddenly lighting up her face. He had done no harm, and you killed him! — killed him because you are cowards! Enough girl! cried Bennett, and raising his fist he struck her on the mouth, cutting her lip, while the other blackguards stood there, not attempting to interfere. Purvis gave the body of the dead man a contemptuous kick, and then bending down took the watch and chain from the poor fellows pocket and, handing it to the man who stood in the doorway, said, Heres a souvenir of to-nights work. Like to have it? The bearded ruffian grinned and slipped the dead mans property into his pocket. You shall pay for this! the girl cried, defiantly, staunching the blood with her handkerchief. Oh! cried Bennett, you dare to say a word and the rats will make a meal off you pretty quick — remember that! There! he exclaimed to the man who had pocketed the watch and who still held her arm, take the wench away! Shell know her manners before long. She was dragged out, and I heard her and her captor descending the stairs. Then, from my perilous position, I could overhear the other three discussing what should be done with the body, whereupon it was decided to convey it in a travelling-trunk to the cloak-room of one of the termini — which of them was not stated. I watched the trunk brought in — one of those large ones, of compressed cane — and saw them first mutilate the face of the corpse beyond all recognition.

Then they packed the body in, locking the trunk and securing it with cord. This done, a careful examination was made of the room. One or two blood-stains were removed by Purvis with water and a sponge, and then all three carried the trunk down to the hall to await a four-wheeled cab. Purvis and Bennett returned again to the room where the light burned, and I heard the latter say: Thats one the less — and without much trouble either. He might have proved a nuisance. Whereupon Purvis remarked: The girl was, I believe, in love with him. Love be hanged! Bennett returned, roughly. Thats the very reason why I had her brought here — to show her that his death was due to her association with him. Shell blame herself for the tragedy now, and be our servant more then ever; dont you see?

Then a few minutes later, the man who had gone to the nearest cab-rank returned, and all four went out, after extinguishing the lamp. I heard the cab drive away, when it suddenly occurred to me that I ought to attempt to follow it and ascertain where they deposited the evidence of their crime. In my haste I made a false move and felt the woodwork suddenly break from my hands. I tried to steady myself but could not, and, overbalancing backwards, fell with a crash through the conservatory roof, alighting upon the concrete floor.

I know no more, save that when I came to I was lying in bed in an hospital with a policeman sitting by my side — under arrest for attempted burglary, they said. In two days I was sufficiently well to be taken to the police-court, where, having refused to give any account of myself, I was sent to prison for fourteen days as a rogue and vagabond. I saw it was useless to recount what I had witnessed in that house, as the marks of the crime had already been carefully obliterated; hence I did my fourteen days, which expired this morning.

But the woman? I exclaimed, utterly dumfounded by his startling story. Had you seen her before?

Yes, once, while I was waiting outside the newsagents in Sterndale Road. She had called there on two occasions.

Was it Miss Bristowe? I asked, describing her.

Exactly as you say; dark, pretty, with a rather pointed chin; dressed in black, he answered.

Then a strange thought took possession of me. I wondered if by her refusal to conduct me to her brothers bedside at Blackheath on that memorable night I had escaped a similar fate to that dead unknown.

The veil of mystery was certainly growing more than ever impenetrable.


CHAPTER XXI. WE MAKE A DISCOVERY IN THE MANOR HOUSE
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REILLYS STORY WAS a strange one. Although he had suffered imprisonment as a rogue — no burglarious instruments being found upon him — I could do nothing else than congratulate him upon his firm determination not to expose his hand. But the incident was no good augury for the future.

We were, of course, in possession of a fact that might prove of greatest use to us. He had seen the murdered man with his own eyes, although the identity of the victim was at present a mystery. Miss Bristowe knew him, too, and from her I hoped one day to obtain information as to who he really was.

Although Philip had passed through an exciting time, it had been by no means a futile one, for he had witnessed certain events which gave us true and adequate knowledge of what manner of persons we had to deal with. It was my friends belief that Miss Bristowe and the man who had conducted her to that house had left before the accident had occurred to him, and further, that the other three men, having left in a cab with the travelling trunk and its gruesome contents, remained in ignorance of his discovery by the neighbours, who were awakened by the crash.

We could, of course, fix the house wherein the assassination had taken place from the report in the police books regarding the discovery of Reilly, but, as he most wisely pointed out, the story of the murder would never be believed, and if he gave information — first, no traces would be found, and secondly, we should only prematurely betray our knowledge to our enemies.

So we resolved to remain, for the present, silent. I saw now quite well the reason of the tragic vein in the character of the sweet girl who had so charmed me. I alone knew the secret of how the man, who was probably her lover, had been murdered in cold blood by those scoundrels, who had carried their fiendishness so far as to compel her to touch the corpse.

I dressed the cut on Reillys face, for it appeared that on coming out of prison that morning he had taken off the bandage, although the doctor had forbidden him to do so. Believing that I must still be on guard at Caldecott, he had paid visits to several other people before coming to me. On hearing that the Kenways were leaving the Manor on the morrow, he was instantly keen on travelling down there and taking possession of the place.

He slept on the couch in my sitting-room, and next morning, at ten oclock, we left London for Rockingham, having previously laid in a stock of various necessaries, including lamps, cord, candles, and matches, which we did not wish to purchase in the village.

At one oclock we were back in our pleasant rustic quarters in the Sonde Arms, where we lunched off cold beef, bread, and ale, and then walked over to Caldecott, arriving there just before the van containing the household goods of the Kenways was driven away. The insurance agent and his wife were anxious to depart, therefore, after a hurried conversation, they gave me over the keys, and we watched the van lumber noisily out upon the highway over the moss-grown cobbles.

So we were left in possession of a rather dirty house minus a scrap of furniture. Indeed, it was only then that we were awakened to the fact that it would be necessary to obtain at least a table, a couple of camp bedsteads, and a couple of chairs, if we intended to inhabit the place.

Leaving Reilly in possession I hired a trap at the Plough, drove to Uppingham, and there purchased the necessary equipment of a cheap and temporary character, not forgetting a couple of drinking glasses, of course.

All were delivered by seven oclock that night, and working in our shirt sleeves we cleaned out one of the big upstairs rooms and set up the narrow little beds, one in each corner. At first we thought of taking separate rooms, but decided that if any midnight attack were made upon us it would be best if we were in company.

We made a big wood fire in the room to air the mattresses and blankets, and filled two pails with water from the pump wherewith to perform our matutinal ablutions. Imagine how excited we were, possessors of a house wherein a great and valuable treasure awaited our discovery.

In order to avert village gossip we explained at the Plough that Mr. Reillys furniture was coming from Southampton, and what we had purchased was for temporary accommodation. But poor Reillys face, I still remember, was an ugly picture with the deep red scar where the glass roof had cut him. We made arrangements at the Plough to take our meals there, except tea, which we could brew ourselves, and it was nearly midnight when, sitting out in the garden yawning, we knocked out our pipes and went up to bed. Hours before we had been round to examine the catches and locks of doors and windows, and to fasten them; therefore we retired with a certain feeling that all was secure.

Beyond the thumping and squealing of rats beneath the boards, nothing disturbed our peace and we rose early, prepared to make our first tour of inspection. Therefore, after a wash and shave, we each took hammer and chisel from the box I had sent on in advance, and together had a superficial look round.

By tapping the panelling and walls we discovered dozens of hollow places, but a fact we had hitherto overlooked very soon occurred to us, that if we commenced to break down the walls we should injure the property to the tune of some hundreds of pounds, and be compelled to put it in order again; not a very bright out-look, especially as we had one of the chosen race as landlord.

One object we had to keep constantly in view was the satisfaction of the curiosity of the villagers. Two men cannot take an empty house and live in it, almost devoid of furniture, without exciting some comments; hence our story of the furniture in transit from the South of England.

The whole of the first day we devoted to a careful survey of the upstairs rooms as being the most likely spot where the treasure was concealed. In one of them — the one Reilly had suspected — the central room over the main entrance hall, the leopard rampant of da Schorno was sculptured in marble over the big open fireplace, executed evidently by an Italian hand. Probably, when old Bartholomew built the place or altered it according to his liking, he had with him one or two of his compatriots. To me it seemed as though one had been a sculptor, for on the stone balustrade of the stairs and around other fireplaces, wherein modern grates had since been placed, were fine specimens of sixteenth-century ornament.

On the following morning, after we had brewed our tea and boiled some eggs, we commenced investigations in that upstairs centre room, which had probably been at one time the best bedroom. The wall on the left, parting it from the next room, had attracted our attention, owing to its abnormal thickness, and when we sounded it with a hammer it seemed at one point to emit a hollow sound. This hollowness only extended for about two feet square, starting from the skirting-board.

We were neither carpenters nor plasterers, therefore we could not ourselves repair any damage that we might cause. But after some consultation we arrived at the conclusion that the only way was to make a thorough search, irrespective of consequences. Therefore, with hammer and chisel, I started to break into what I hoped would be a secret cavity. As soon as I commenced I saw that the wall was plastered at that point, and not of stone as in other parts. This encouraged me, and aided by Reilly we forced out the skirting-board, and had very soon made a considerable hole. The plaster was, however, fully six inches thick, and having penetrated it my chisel suddenly struck wood.

The dull sound caused the hearts of both of us to leap in expectation.

Another blow and a great piece of plaster came away.

Why, theres a door here! I cried; a small oak door thats been fastened and plastered up.

I stopped working while Philip examined it. He agreed that it was a hard panel of oak, but whether of a door it was impossible to say.

Again I resumed work, and within a quarter of an hour had laid bare the square strong door of a cupboard.

Reilly, by this time, was literally dancing with excitement. What, we wondered, could be contained therein?

It certainly had not been opened for centuries. Indeed, although the small door had long iron hinges stretching nearly right across it, there seemed no sign of lock or bolt.

The way its closed is a secret, depend upon it, doctor, my companion cried. I really believe the treasures in here. Fancy digging out this at the first trial!

But, myself, I was not so sanguine. I preferred to work steadily without undue excitement, for I saw that in such an investigation quietness and method were essential to success.

I dont, of course, deny that I was actually on the tiptoe of expectation, for I, like Mr. Staffurth and Philip, had arrived at the firm conclusion that if the old Italians treasure still existed it was hidden somewhere in that house.

Therefore, at any blow of the hammer, the secret, so well guarded through three hundred years, might become revealed to us.

The clouds of white dust that I had raised rendered it thirsty work; therefore Philip, on going downstairs for the pickaxe, also brought up a bottle of ale, which we drank with avidity — from the bottle. That closed door proved a more formidable barrier than we had anticipated. Of well-seasoned oak, it was studded with rusty nails, and resisted all our efforts to prise it open. There was no lock, so far as we could see, nor any bolt; only the two long rusty hinges. Again and again we tried to insert a crowbar between the lintel and the door, but although both of us toiled through the greater part of the morning the door would not budge.

Reilly, with his long, athletic arms, attacked it with the pick, but the noise he made sounded through the empty house like the explosion of bombshells, and the dust raised was suffocating. All these efforts being futile, we resolved to cut the door out bodily, and with that object I commenced with centre-bit at a spot where the lock would, in ordinary circumstances, be situated. I drilled and drilled, slowly cutting a circular hole in the wood, and had penetrated to a depth of fully four inches when a harsh grating sound told us the unwelcome truth.

The back of the door was covered by an iron plate.

We cant cut it; thats very certain! I declared, withdrawing the drill. On examining the hole by aid of a candle I could see where the drill had cut a scratch on the face of the plate. I sounded the iron with a small crowbar and noted that it seemed of considerable thickness. Moreover, it was probably bolted to the woodwork by the nails which studded the side of the door towards us.

There must be something inside, Reilly declared. No one would have taken such precaution if there was nothing of value within. Lets persevere!

Of course, I agreed, but we must proceed scientifically; its useless working in the dark. Now, my own idea is that we might perhaps cut away the wall on the side where the door is fastened and thus get a hole for leverage. I believe thats the only way.

Reilly was of similar opinion, therefore we both set to work with a will, I holding the chisel and my companion swinging the heavy hammer. The plaster was, of course, soon cut out, but when we came to the rough stone of the wall our hard work commenced. By dint of constant labour, with pick and crowbar, we gradually loosened one of the larger stones, and in half an hour had levered it out upon the floor of the room.

It carried us but little farther, for the stone wall was far thicker than we anticipated. It had been built in a day long before contract jobs and jerry builders were known, and by men who constructed houses intended to last through centuries. There was no single brick in the whole place, only stone, of that kind known as Barnack rag.

The loosening of the first stone was hardest of all, and it being near one oclock, our luncheon hour at the Plough, we washed, tidied ourselves, and sauntered along to the inn, smoking cigarettes, as though nothing had occurred. Our hands itched to be back at work again, but, having to act with circumspection in order not to betray the nature of our operations, we were compelled to eat our meal leisurely.

Soon after two we went eagerly back again, and stone after stone we succeeded in removing, until we obtained sufficient space between the stone and the door to allow of leverage.

Then, inserting our strongest crowbar, which was about four feet long and had a curved end, we both bore all our weight against it to break the door from its unseen fastenings. Time after time, yo-hoing like sailors and springing our full weight upon the bar, we endeavoured to force the stout old door, but alas! to no avail.

It then occurred to us that it opened into the room wherein we stood, but on examination of the wall, now broken through to the size of half a mans hand, we discovered that it opened either way.

Suddenly another idea struck the ingenious Reilly. We had a screw-jack, and perhaps by its use might be able to force the door inwards.

A long time elapsed before we could fix it sufficiently securely to bear the enormous strain, but presently we got it adjusted, and began turning it. Then very soon the groaning of the old oak told its tremendous resistance and we steadily screwed on, until the creaking and splitting of the wood showed the enormous pressure it was still bearing.

Of a sudden, however, without warning, there was a loud report like the explosion of a cannon, as the bolts were broken off in their sockets, and before us was open a dark hole from which a cloud of suffocating dust belched forth into the room.


CHAPTER XXII. BLACK BENNETT
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ON THE PREVIOUS night we had trimmed the hurricane lamp that I had purchased in London as part of our equipment, therefore we soon had it alight and eagerly entered the doorway to explore.

Reilly went first, bending low, lamp in one hand and a short crowbar in the other, while I followed with an axe as one of the most useful of implements.

The door had been forced from its fastenings and had gone far back upon its hinges, almost uninjured, save that it was split in places and badly twisted. Within we found a rough-walled, close-smelling chamber, about 4 ft. across and about 9 ft. long, low, dark as pitch, and, to our abject disappointment, absolutely empty.

One object alone we found within — an old leather drinking mug, hard, dry and cracked, that lay in one corner long forgotten.

Reillys idea was that the place was a priests hole, one of the secret hiding-places of the Roman Catholic priests after the Reformation, so often found in old houses, and in this I was inclined to agree with him. Still, after a whole days work, and a hard one, too, our raised hopes had only been dashed by a negative discovery. The wreck we had made of the wall was appalling, and if we proceeded for long in that manner I dreaded to think what might be the amount claimed for dilapidations.

My young friend was, however, enthusiastic and nothing daunted. He lit a cigarette and, puffing at it vigorously, silently regarded the yawning hole in the wall.

No doubt it was a place of concealment for those unfortunate Johnnies who were so badly badgered after Henry VIIIs decree, he remarked. Old Bartholomew was a staunch Catholic and, of course, in his house any priest found shelter and concealment who asked for it. That accounts for the mug being there. The last man who occupied the place before it was closed up and plastered over probably drank his ale out of it.

Well, I said, disappointedly, weve made a pretty mess, and wed best start to clear it up tidily before we do anything more. Method is everything in a complete search like this.

Of course, was my young friends remark; only I wish we could get a sight of that parchment which that drunken sot sold for half a sovereign. If we could, we shouldnt go on working in the dark like this.

Ah, Philip, I said, with a sigh, we shall never get sight of that, I fear. Purvis and his friends keep it too safely guarded.

I wonder if they know that we are tenants of this place?

Probably. Kenway wrote to him two days ago.

Then, knowing the kind of men they are, I feel rather apprehensive that they may endeavour to turn us out, or do something desperate.

Let them try! I laughed. Weve both got revolvers, and neither of us would be afraid to use them if the worst came.

We must mind they dont take us unawares. Men like that never fight square. Bennett has the ingenuity of the Evil One himself.

I reflected for a moment, then said: — 

If we only knew the identity of the victim of the tragedy and could establish his death we might have the whole crowd under arrest.

Yes. But how can we establish his identity? Reilly queried. They were smart enough to dispose of the body successfully.

But if the police made inquiries they might discover the cabman who was called, and by that means find out what had been done with the trunk.

No, replied the young bank clerk. That girl Bristowe could tell us a lot if she wished. You know her — why not try to pump her? I dont think it would be difficult to discover something from her, for she was horror-struck when they revealed to her the poor fellows fate.

His suggestion seemed an excellent one, but not at present practicable. We were at that moment in possession of a house which our enemies were straining every nerve to search, like ourselves. Surely it was not policy to leave it at that juncture, empty and at their mercy. Reilly did not care to remain alone in charge, and certainly I was by no means anxious to live in that awful, depressing place without a companion.

A careful review of the position impressed upon us the necessity of continuing our search. We possessed certain documentary evidence which showed, first, that a treasure had been stored away; secondly, that it had been stored in a place of safety, with the Knuttons as guardians; thirdly, that the Knuttons had been installed by Bartholomew himself in the Manor Farm, the old house in close proximity. Therefore we could arrive at but one conclusion, namely, that the treasure was stored upon the premises now in our possession. If not, why had the Knuttons been established there? Richard Knutton, of the Port of Sandwich, who was Bartholomews trusted lieutenant, would surely be placed on guard in the vicinity of the secret hiding-place. Sea-dogs they all were, and clever ones too. Probably few had seen more hand-to-hand fighting and more fierce bloodshed than the seven signatories, and their prize money had undoubtedly amounted to a handsome sum.

Reilly was impatient and rather headstrong. He made lots of wild suggestions. If Purvis and his friends had hired burglars to search his uncles study, why should we not, by similar means, try and possess ourselves of that all-important document which the drunken Knutton had sold to our enemies? Which argument was, of course, logical, but it did not appeal to me. My own opinion was that if we acted firmly, with caution and patience, we should one day satisfactorily clear up the mystery. Still, our position was irksome, for we dared not to leave the place for long together, fearing that our enemies might be working against us in secret.

Through several days we continued our search, taking up the worm-eaten floor boards, but exposing nothing more interesting than rat runs; wrenching out the old oak panelling, and searching for any hollow-sounding places in the walls. Our investigation was certainly thorough, for we took room by room, methodically measuring, sounding, and making openings everywhere.

One morning the rural postman brought me a letter from Seal, explaining that the Thrush had at last gone into dry dock, where she would remain for three weeks at least to be scraped and patched, therefore he was coming down next day to help us. This was good news, for with three of us on guard we could each be allowed more liberty. So I went over to Uppingham again and purchased another camp bed and some cheap furniture, sufficient to make us up a sitting-room. That same night it arrived, and we then turned one of the smaller rooms on the ground floor into a smoking-room, with three cane chairs, a table, and a window-blind.

I met Seal at Rockingham Station on the following day.

What ho, sonny! the burly skipper cried, rolling his huge carcass from the train and slapping his great hand into mine. My kits in the van there. Thought you hadnt got a bed for me, so I brought my own and a few other things, and at the same moment I saw, pitched out upon the platform, a sailors hold-all lashed with rope.

Well, captain, I said, after giving instructions to the railway porter to wheel the skippers luggage up to the Manor House, and how are you?

Fit as a fiddle, doctor, and his bronzed face broadened and beamed; you cured that rheumatism of mine. Then he halted and inhaled the air deeply. Christmas! he exclaimed; this does a chap good, after too much sea. I can smell them flowers, and he glanced at some growing in the station-masters garden. I never see flowers, you know, doctor.

Together we crossed the bridge and entered the village. The bluff old fellow was dressed, as usual, in blue serge, with a big silver watch-chain, of cable pattern, across his waistcoat, and his nautical cap stuck slightly askew, ridiculously small for his enormous head.

Seen anything more of them other swabs? he asked, as he rolled along at my side.

Weve heard plenty about them, I answered, but have seen nothing.

Theyd better not show their ugly mugs while Im here, he retorted, meaningly.

I laughed. Seals roar of anger would in itself be sufficient to frighten away the whole of Purvis and Company.

When I took him into the grass-grown yard of the old house he looked the place up and down, and remarked:  — 

A bit dilapidated, aint it? I should reckon we might overhaul a ghost or two inside if we had a mind to.

Ah, youre superstitious, captain, I said. Mr. Reilly doesnt believe in ghosts any more than I do. Come along and be introduced to him.

We found Philip smoking a cigarette and reading a newspaper under a tree in the tangled old garden. Then, when I had made the introduction, Seal said:  — 

Glad to make your acquaintance, sir. Toughish job this, aint it? You dont seem to have much luck up to the present. At every port I touched I expected to hear that you had found the stuff and bagged it.

You are best off, I think, captain, I remarked.

Up to now, yes. I sold my lot the day before yesterday to a dealer in Piccadilly for eight hundred and forty-six quid, and Ive put that money safe in the bank, he said, with evident satisfaction. Id rather have modern money than a collection of old coins. But Id like to see you get your whack out of it, doctor. You deserve it — you do.

Well, I said, were having a good try to find where it is hidden. And then we took him inside and showed him how we were pulling the old place to pieces.

Jehoshaphat! he ejaculated, with a whistle. Youre making a pretty fine mess, and no gammon! The landlords hair will stand on end when he sees it.

I expect so, I laughed. But now weve started we must go through with it — and you must help us.

Help yer? Why, of course. Shiver me, well pull the whole crazy house down, if you like.

The porter had delivered the skippers sack, so we carried it up to the room we had prepared for him adjoining ours.

Wait, you chaps, till Ive unlashed my kit, he said, addressing us, and bending over the white canvas sack he quickly uncorded it and began to unpack.

It was filled with a collection of articles that surprised us. Not only had he brought his bed, but also his big yellow oilskin, in case the weather was dirty, he informed us. Three fine melons, from Algiers, rolled across the floor; a box of cigars was handed to each of us, as a present, and then, from careful wrappings, he produced two wicker-covered bottles of Black Head rum.

Now, mates! he cried, get three glasses, and well drink success to this outcome o Noahs Ark.

Rum was not our habitual beverage before one oclock in the day, but in order to show our appreciation of his goodwill we each tossed down a little of the neat spirit after he had chinked his glass with ours, saying:  — 

 Eres luck to all three of us, and a thousand of Old Nicks best brand o curses on them swabs.

Having locked up the place securely, as we always did during our temporary absences, we took Seal round to the Plough, where we sat together in the little back parlour and, amid boisterous laughter, lunched off cold roast beef and mashed potatoes, our usual fare, for the menu of that rural hostelry was not very extensive.

The skipper, whose normal state was one of hunger, ate with an enormous appetite, smacking his lips and declaring that after food afloat a bit of real English beef was very toothsome. And so it was. I recollected well the culinary arrangements of the Thrush, and the greasy, gritty, unappetizing dishes that sometimes came from the galley for our approval.

The home-brewed ale was a change, too, after his eternal noggins, and a thirst being upon him he swallowed several glasses with great gusto.

Then, when we smoked and his big bronzed face beamed through the suffocating cloud, he told us that we were certainly giving him a good time.

We had been laughing at some quaint remark of the skippers, and as the peal of merriment had subsided the innkeepers sister who waited upon us entered to clear off the plates. As she did so the sound of a mans gruff voice, in conversation, reached us from the bar outside.

Seals jaw dropped in an instant. The merriment died out of his face. He listened for a moment as though to make certain, then springing from his chair he passed through the doorway, in order, I suppose, to get sight of the stranger.

I had watched the skippers countenance and had noticed the puzzled expression on it.

Next instant he was back with us, returning on tiptoe. The young woman had gone out, and he closed the door quietly behind her. Then, turning to us, he said, in a low, hoarse voice of alarm, his countenance entirely changed:  — 

Look here, lads! This is a blessed sight more than I bargained for when I offered to come down and give yer a hand. Why, Black Bennetts here! Black Bennett! he added, looking at our puzzled faces. Black Bennett! Dont you understand?


CHAPTER XXIII. JOB SEAL RELATES HIS ADVENTURES
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WE ADMITTED THAT we did not understand.

Ive heard of this Black Bennett, I said in surprise, but who is he? Tell us.

Who is he? growled Seal, knitting his shaggy brows darkly. Who is he? Why, hes about the worst swab Ive ever met — and thats saying a good deal!

But what is there against him? I demanded anxiously.

Almost everything short of murder. Christmas! I didnt know that he was mixed up in this affair. You will have to be cute, doctor, for if Black Bennetts one of em you can bet your boots that the crowd aint particular good company.

Well, I said, Id like to get a glance at this very interesting person. And, rising, I opened the door and passed through into the bar on the pretext of obtaining some matches.

The man, who was seated on the edge of the beery table smoking a briar and drinking a tankard of ale, gave me the impression of an idle lounger. He was above the average height, with a round, red face, grey hair and beard, and dressed in what appeared to me to be a ready-made suit of dark tweed. His straw hat was browned by the sun and much the worse for wear. As I entered he glanced at me quickly with his keen dark eyes; then, turning as though he did not recognize me, he lifted his glass and took a deep drink.

In the fellows appearance there was certainly little to recommend him. I did not like his eyes. His round, ruddy face would have passed as that of an easy-going, contented man, had it not been for the hard, cruel expression when he had glanced at me. I noticed his hands. One held his pipe and the other rested upon the edge of the table. He carried it three parts doubled up, with the nails pointing in towards the palm, while on his knuckles were old scars. These signs told me at once that he was a sailor, although there was nothing nautical about his dress. The drawn-up hand betrayed constant rope-hauling, and the scars were those of old salt cracks which the water had made on his hands in his early days at sea.

Having obtained the matches I rejoined my companions, whereupon Reilly slipped out through the stable yard and was absent only a minute or two. When he returned he said to us in a low voice, Yes; thats the man who struck Miss Bristowe. Id recognize him among a million. And at that moment we heard the man wish the landlady good-day and depart.

Then, at my suggestion, Reilly related to Seal all that he had witnessed on that memorable night at Kilburn.

You think that Bennett killed the poor fellow? the skipper said, between long reflective puffs at his cigar.

I certainly believe he is the murderer, was the others reply. But at present we can charge them with nothing. We have no tangible evidence of a crime.

The girl — whats her name — could tell you sufficient to gaol the lot of em, was Job Seals rejoinder. She knows all about it. The dead man was her lover without a doubt.

I could recognize the victim if I saw his photograph, Reilly declared. Ill never forget that ghastly white face till my dying day.

I wonder where they disposed of the body? I queried. We must keep our eyes on the papers for any discovery. If they left it at a cloak-room it must be found sooner or later.

What Reilly had related gave the skipper of the Thrush evident satisfaction.

Youve got the best side o them swabs, Mr. Reilly, if youre only careful. Theyre in ignorance of what youve seen. Excellent! All you do now is to wait; but in the meantime be very careful that these men dont get the better of you.

I cant imagine how the Mysterious Man could have given us that warning, I remarked, afterwards explaining to Seal the words that the madman had written: Beware of Black Bennett!

Ah! exclaimed the skipper, theres no tellin what Old Mister Mystery knows. Hes a son of Davy Jones himself, I really believe.

You hold the old fellow in superstitious dread, captain, I laughed.

Well, responded the skipper bluntly, the old fire-eater with his rusty sword may be a couple of hundred years old, for all we know.

But what can he possibly know about this man Bennett?

What can he know? Why, what other people know — what I know. I sailed with him once, and it was a lively trip, I can tell you, growled the old skipper, sucking his teeth, a habit of his when any recollection of the past was unpleasant.

Im anxious to know all about him, I said. Tell us the story, captain.

Well, its nigh twenty years ago now since I first made the acquaintance of Black Bennett. I was sailing in the brig Maria Martin, of Liverpool, in those days, and one night while we were lying at Naples an English sailor was shipped, while drunk, as a forecastle hand. He turned out to be Bennett. We were bound for the Cape of Good Hope, but long before we reached Gib. our new hand had turned the craft topsy-turvy. He wouldnt work, notwithstanding the strong language of the first mate — and he could swear a brick wall down — and for days and days he only lay in his bunk smoking like a philosopher. I was sent to clear him out, and he sprang at me like a tiger. There was a tussle, and — well, I neednt describe the rounds we had, except to say that my reach proved a bit too long for him, and he lay insensible for an hour. That was the beginning of bad blood between us; he never liked me afterwards. When he came to he called a meeting of the men, and in an hour the whole bloomin crew were in mutiny. The skipper, chief mate, and myself armed ourselves, and expected some shooting, for they were about six to one, so the struggle wasnt very fair. This continued until we were off the West Coast of Africa, when Bennett, as leader of the mutineers, proved himself a perfect fiend.

His first move was to send one of the apprentices secretly to the skippers cabin for the ships papers, and having obtained them he weighted them with a lump of iron and, after exhibiting them to the captain, calmly pitched the lot overboard. Our skipper almost went mad. He danced with rage like a bear at a show, all the hands laughing at him. Well, after that the mutineers took possession of the craft, clapped us all three in our cabins, and then broached the rum and other spirits we had aboard. Sails were reefed, and we lay to for nearly a week while the whole crew were roaring drunk. Then a little bad weather sobered them, and they ran in shore. Within sight of land a boat was lowered, into which they placed us, tossing some of our belongings after us, and then sent us adrift. Fortunately they had given us a pair of oars, and we rowed ashore. It was a tropical country, we found, and as we beached the boat we saw that the brig had altered her course, and was steering straight out across the Atlantic. The natives proved friendly, and after some wanderings in the forests we were guided by a black boy to the English settlement of Cape Coast Castle. Before the Governor we related our experiences, and after some weeks were sent home to London.

That was my first acquaintance with Black Bennett, the most brutal of all skippers.

And what became of the Maria Martin?

She was found about three years afterwards aground and abandoned a few miles south of Rio. According to the report to the Board of Trade there were evidences that Black Bennett and his men had run her as a pirate, making havoc with the Brazilian coasting trade, but as nothing was seen of him in England the authorities were powerless. Next he was heard of in New York, where he shipped under an assumed name on a German steamer bound for Sydney. The German skipper was pleased at shipping a whole crowd of tough English sailors, but before he had got half-way across the Atlantic he had a very rude awakening. The new hands were none other than Black Bennett and his men, and they made fine sport of that Hamburg steamer. There was some powder-play that time, and more than one on both sides went to Davy Jones. But in the end Bennett took command, set the Germans adrift near Mauritius, and then, steering back to Buenos Ayres, they unshipped the cargo and eventually sold it. Afterwards Bennett and his crew steamed away to Australia, and there became engaged in the Kanaka labour trade — a kind of genteel slave-trade. Five years ago, when my owners made Leghorn a final port of discharge on account of the cheapness of Italian hands and the fact that they dont get drunk, Bennett tried to ship with me, intending, no doubt, to play his tricks with the Thrush. Fortunately I recognized him, told Mr. Carmichael, the British Consul, and the result was that he made himself scarce out of Leghorn pretty quickly. Oh, yes, added Seal, Black Bennett is an ingenious rogue, I can tell you.

But I thought piracy was dead in these days, I remarked.

So it is. But it wasnt fifteen years ago. They didnt wear cutlasses and overhaul ships, but they knew a trick worth two of that. They seized the ship on which they sailed, repainted her, altered her appearance, gave her a new name and port, and eventually sold her to some foreigner. They, however, sailed under the black flag all the same.

But what do you think Bennetts game is now? asked Reilly.

To get the better of you in this search. Hes evidently aware of the existence of the Italians treasure, and intends to have it. All I warn you of is that hes a treacherous friend and a formidable enemy.

But if you assist us, captain, we need have no fear, I remarked.

Theres bad blood between us, doctor, he answered dubiously. If we met, something might happen, he added meaningly.

But havent we sufficient evidence to place before the police? I suggested.

How can you prove it? he asked, settling himself seriously. I could, of course, prove the seizing of the Maria Martin twenty years ago, but even then the case might fall through. Besides, we have no time to lose just now in the work weve undertaken. Again, he added, if we were arrested, he would most certainly declare that you were searching after treasure, and the Jew who owns the Manor House would at once put a stop to your little game, while the Treasury would keep a pretty watchful eye on you for treasure-trove. No, doctor, we must hold our tongues for the present, and pretend to know absolutely nothing.

But Purvis? Have you ever heard his name?

No. I expect, however, hes one of the gang. Perhaps Old Mister Mystery has had something to do with the piratical crew at one time or another. That would account for his mind wandering back to Black Bennett.

This theory seemed a sound one. It was evident that the old-man-of-the-sea entertained no very good feeling towards the man of whom he had warned us. The mystery was, however, how Purvis, Bennett, and the rest had obtained knowledge of the Italians hoard.

The only way I could account for it was the deep and curious interest which that rather superior seaman, Harding, had taken in the documents before he had left the Thrush. I had not forgotten the apparently easy manner in which he had read off the old documents, nor his insolence towards me when I remonstrated with him.

I saw, too, that Seal, the intrepid skipper, the deep-voiced man whom nothing daunted, had been seized by a curious and incomprehensible anxiety now that he recognized who was our rival in this exciting search.

I felt sure that he had not told us all he knew concerning the red-faced man who was watching our movements so closely.

Why was he concealing the truth from us?
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WE RETURNED TO the Manor, and Seal, refreshed by his lunch, seized a crowbar and wielding it with his great strength announced himself ready to assist us.

Like ourselves, he felt certain that, the treasure being hidden somewhere in that house, diligent search would have its reward. So he started on his own account tapping walls and investigating loose boards and hollow wainscotting.

We had seen no more of Bennett. He had come to the Plough probably with the object of ascertaining who we were, and had departed as quietly as he had come. Indeed, we should have been in ignorance of his visit had it not been that the skipper had recognized his voice. Job Seal had a very quick ear. He had told me long ago on board the Thrush that if he heard a mans voice once he could recognize it again years afterwards. Sometimes partial blindness goes with that faculty, but not so in Seals case. No man had quicker eye or ear.

After half an hours search the skipper hit upon a likely spot which we had overlooked. At one end of the corridor, which upstairs ran the whole length of the house, was a small diamond-paned window, while at the other was a blank wall. The latter, when tapped, gave forth a hollow sound. There was a second spot of which we had also suspicion, namely, at the side of the fireplace in the modernized dining-room below.

Upon the latter we commenced first, all three of us working with a will. The afternoon was hot, therefore Seal threw off his coat and vest, rolled up his sleeves, and, blowing like a walrus, wielded the hammer necessary to drive the chisel into the wall.

Before long we had broken into the hollow, but again only disappointment awaited us. It was merely one of those little long cupboards which are so often seen beside the fireplaces in old houses. Upon the shelf within was plenty of dust, but only one object, a well-preserved halfpenny bearing the effigy of King Charles II.

Thats for luck! Seal cried humorously. Lets try upstairs, lads.

So up we went, all three of us, and attacked the hollow place in that outer wall. The task was not so easy as that we had just concluded, for it seemed that only a small portion of the wall had been filled with plaster, the rest being very hard concrete, which we had to chip out laboriously with hammer and chisel.

The skipper was, however, enthusiastic in his new sphere. From navigating the Thrush he had turned housebreaker, and the fact that the treasure might be there concealed added a keen zest to the work of investigation. He worked, puffing and blowing, until the perspiration rolled off his great furrowed face. The part he had attacked was a particularly hard piece of concrete, which he was painfully chipping out. The plaster we had already removed disclosed a sheet of rusty iron, probably placed over a door, and its discovery had excited the skipper greatly. He expressed himself confident that we were on the verge of a discovery. And so we were.

The dust we raised was suffocating, while the chips of concrete flying in all directions proved a source of considerable danger to ones eyes. A piece went into Reillys left eye, but we quickly dislodged it, and we continued to work on, eager to ascertain what was concealed behind that iron-cased door.

The previous door we had opened had been a labour in vain, but the iron upon this one had raised our hopes, and we all worked with a will, cutting out of the wall a piece nearly four feet square.

Seal with our long crowbar attacked the iron itself. When he struck it the hollow sound was like an explosion.

Theres a room in here, Im sure! cried the skipper.

Then, while we continued, he set to work with the measuring tape, taking the distance from the door of the room to the wall we were attacking, and afterwards measuring inside the room from the door to the end wall. He found a considerable difference in the measurements, by which his excitement was increased.

We worked on without breathing space, for the eager anticipation was contagious. Yet we were compelled to progress by slow degrees and to chip away bit by bit of that hard concrete which they knew how to make so well centuries ago. It was almost as durable as stone itself.

At last we had cut it all away, and the dark iron-cased door stood revealed to us, looking like a modern fire-proof safe, only that it was not green and had no brass handle.

Je-rusalem! exclaimed the skipper, I really believe this is the actual place! Look how carefully its been concealed! And the iron door, too. Lets have it open, lads, if we have to pull down the bloomin house to get at it. Well get the best of Bennett and those murderous swabs yet!

Again with his long crowbar he attacked the door, but it was unyielding. Gradually, however, Reilly, working more slowly and carefully, was enabled to wedge his chisel between the iron and the stonework. Then, after some difficulty, the skippers long bar was wedged in the place, and all three of us bore heavily upon it.

Once, twice, thrice we bore down, Seal giving us a sailors ahoy, and all bearing together.

At last and of a sudden with a terrific wrench the bolts gave way, and the door flew back with a crash and a cloud of dust, disclosing a small room which had been walled up for centuries. The old house, indeed, seemed full of secret chambers.

Reilly lit the hurricane lamp and handed it to me, for I was the first to enter.

The moment I crossed the threshold into the dark little place, no bigger than a good-sized cupboard, I drew back in horror.

On the floor in the thick dust lay a human skeleton!

Whats the matter, doctor? inquired the captain, entering quickly after me.

Look! I cried. Somebody has been walled up here! Look at those bones.

Seal glanced down to the corner I indicated, and the truth was at once revealed to him. Instead of treasure concealed there, we saw evidence of what was probably some long-forgotten crime.

Reilly was beside me in an instant, but there was hardly room for three of us in the narrow place. I bent down and turned over the bones to examine them more closely. The skeleton was doubled up, as though death had taken place from hunger rather than from want of air.

As I held the light something sparkled, and bending I saw that upon the finger-bones stretched in the dust there still remained three splendid rings. These and the size of the skull and certain of the other bones quickly told me that the person immured there had been a woman.

The three rings I took in my hand and examined them out in the daylight. They were dull and tarnished, but the diamonds in two of them were extremely fine ones, while the third was a signet, upon which was graven the leopard rampant of Da Schorno. With the skeleton was a quantity of silk rags, the remains of the rich brocade dress worn by the victim at the time she was imprisoned there.

The discovery made a deep impression upon the superstitious skipper. Nevertheless, he assisted us to make a close and thorough search of the place. From what we found it was evident that the unfortunate woman had been entrapped there and shut up to die. From the remains of the ragged and brown garments we came to the conclusion that the tragedy had occurred back in the old Elizabethan days, for there were the distinct remains of a ruffle, while scattered about were pearls from a broken string. So long ago, indeed, had the unfortunate woman been placed there to linger until death released her that now, open to the air, the bones were crumbling. The hair on the scalp was still long and almost black, while entangled in it was a small but beautiful rope of pearls of a kind that was the fashion for women to wear in the later days of Queen Bess.

I suppose its her ghost that haunts the place, laughed Reilly, as he assisted me to turn over the gruesome remains.

What? asked Seal seriously. Is this house haunted?

Oh, the villagers say so, was the reply; but weve never seen anything, and are not likely to.

Well, whoever placed the woman there took very good care to conceal her whereabouts, Seal remarked.

Yes, I said. Without doubt the poor woman was entrapped and then walled up.

The same as Ive heard certain nuns were treated in the old days before the Reformation, Reilly said. Ive read of remains of women being found walled up in convents.

Well, in this case death was certainly not voluntary. You see there is no crucifix or image of any saint, and, re-entering, I raised the lantern and examined the rough plastered walls. Suddenly my eyes caught a faint inscription scratched with some sharp instrument on the wall. It told me two things: first, that the woman before her death had a light there; and, second, it gave the name of the victim  — 

Margaret Knutton.

The writing was in that upright Elizabethan character, and below was an elaborate flourish. There was no date, only the name, scratched probably with one of the pieces of sharp stone that lay upon the rough floor.

My companions examined it with interest, and were of my opinion that it had been traced by the hand of the woman before she sank and died. Probably she had been held prisoner there for some time before her death, because high up I discovered a small hole in the wall that seemed to run through to the exterior and had once admitted air, but was now blocked up. My examination, too, showed that the woman had had her right arm broken in her youth, and that it had been set unskilfully.

The discovery was not only a complete surprise but also a bitter disappointment, and when we all three had completed our examination of that long-walled-up chamber we closed the door and regarded the great hole in the wall with considerable regret.

We were playing sad havoc with the house, for scarcely a room did not bear the marks of our chisels and crowbars.

Evening fell, and having washed at the pump we went across to the Plough for supper. The days work had been unsatisfactory, and Seal was silent and thoughtful, as was his habit when things went badly.

We had revealed one gruesome secret of the Manor House if nothing else.

We sat out in the tangled garden for an hour after our return. The sunny place seemed to have lost its charm. The trail of decay and desolation seemed more apparent than usual as my eyes travelled from the broken sundial to the straggling flowers. On going indoors we smoked, the skipper insisting that we should drink rum and hot water. The conversation was mostly a discussion upon likely spots to be opened on the morrow, for, although the captain had been bitterly disappointed, in discovering bones instead of gold, he was still undaunted.

The treasure is here, I feel sure, he exclaimed a dozen times, in his deep voice. Well find it, as sure as my names Job Seal.

The existence of those secret chambers had certainly raised our hopes, yet we only longed for sight of that cipher plan which the drunken Knutton had sold to our enemies. The only consolation we had was that the plan in question was just as useless to them as it was to us.

That night, after several tots of the spirit which the skipper had brought us, we retired to bed. The night was a perfect one, bright moonlight without a leaf stirring, one of those calm nights when it seems a pity to turn in.

I sleep heavily as a rule, and I must have been in bed three hours or so when a touch on the shoulder suddenly awakened me, and I saw in the moonlight the skipper, in his shirt and trousers, standing by me. A revolver shone in his right hand.

Wake up, doctor, he whispered. Theres something going on in this house.

He had already awakened Reilly, who was noiselessly slipping on his clothes.

I started up and stared at him, as yet only half awake.

Dont kick up a row, Seal urged, in a deep whisper. Listen, do you hear anything?

A curious noise fell on my ear like slow sawing.

Its rats, I declared. This place is worse than the Thrush for them.

No, doctor, it aint. I know rats well enough. Wheres your pistol? You may want it.

I nipped out of bed, and in a couple of minutes stood ready, revolver in hand. Awakened suddenly out of my sleep I moved mechanically, convinced that the finding of the bones and the superstition of the skipper were responsible for it all. But he was deadly in earnest, I saw, and I think that aroused me to a true sense of the situation.

To move about without noise in an empty house is a rather difficult matter, but we all three crept out into the corridor and listened.

The noise seemed to proceed from the centre room — the one wherein we had first discovered a hidden chamber. We opened the door and entered noiselessly.

Yes, the sound came distinctly from the secret hiding-place. Carefully we pushed open the thick oak door and stepped inside.

The sawing stopped, but below where we stood we heard mens voices speaking in gruff undertones.

Our enemies were undermining the house!


CHAPTER XXV. REVEALS THE DEATH-TRAP
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WE STRAINED OUR ears to distinguish the words spoken by the men beneath us, but without avail.

They seemed to be at work apparently in the thickness of the ponderous wall some few feet below where we stood. Was it possible that they had ascertained from their plan the place where the gold was hidden?

Sometimes it seemed as though they were working upwards towards us, for we could hear a pick upon the stones; and so we waited there, as terriers wait for rats.

Through the remainder of the night we kept a watchful vigil, but about four oclock in the morning the sounds ceased, and we concluded that they had completed their work — at least for the present. We waited an hour, and hearing no further sound resolved to open the flooring of the place wherein we stood and investigate.

This did not take us long, for as soon as we had cut through the cement we discovered, to our surprise, a wooden trap-door, and on pulling it up there was disclosed a narrow winding-stair in the thickness of the wall, leading down into the foundations of the house. The place smelt damp and musty, and the up-draught blew out the naked candle which the skipper held.

With Reilly holding his hurricane lamp, I descended the rough-hewn stairs, revolver in hand, prepared for any attack. At the bottom, which I judged to be on a level with the cellars, was a stout door that had been recently sawn through, for the sawdust was fresh, and there lay near by several candle-heads. The door had succumbed to the attack of our enemies, and the latter, having opened a way into the house, had evidently retired until the following night.

I chuckled to myself that we were forearmed against any secret attack, and then went forward, finding myself in a dark and narrow tunnel built round with rough stone and sloping downwards. In places the stonework had given way, and it was with difficulty that I squeezed past the fallen earth. Behind me came Reilly with the swinging lantern, the skipper following us close in the rear.

Scarcely a word was uttered by either of us. We were in a long, tortuous burrow that ran deep into the bowels of the earth. I had often read of subterranean passages made in ancient days to provide secret means of egress, but to traverse one was an entirely new and exciting experience.

Bennett and his accomplices had left some of their tools near the scene of their operations, thus showing that they intended to return. But the passage seemed never-ending, now ascending, and again descending sharply. In places water percolated through the roof and fell in cold showers upon us as we passed, while beneath our feet it ran in a small channel onward before us.

On we went, determined to trace the burrow to its end, when, having gone fully a quarter of a mile, I suddenly stumbled, lost my breath, and found myself falling through space into a Stygian darkness. A moment later I struck water, and with my hands frantically clutched at some slimy stones around.

Where I was I had no idea, for the darkness there was impenetrable. I only felt my body in water that was icy cold, and my hands slipping in the thick slime. I cried out loudly for help, and heard the skippers answering shout.

Are you hurt, doctor? I heard him inquire, and looking up I saw the light shining like a star far above me, and the form of my two companions peering down.

Then I knew the truth. I had fallen into a well which, dug right across the path, served as a man-trap to any traversing the tunnel with hostile purpose.

I shouted back to them to return to the house and get ropes.

Can you hold on? Reilly inquired.

Not for long, I answered, for the cold was already cramping my limbs, and in that blackness I dared not move, lest my grip should slip and I should sink. Near me water trickled; beyond that there was no other sound. The air, too, was bad, although, fortunately, it was not poisonous, as is so often the case in wells. The tunnel above was well ventilated, for in places the draught was quite strong, showing that at the end it was open to the air.

Above, my companions held consultation. There was but one lamp, and whoever went back would be compelled to take it. Reilly, being fleet of foot, sped away, leaving the skipper lying full length with his head peering over the edge of the abyss.

He tried to cheer me and keep up my spirits, but I knew from the tremor in his voice how anxious he was.

Them swabs bridged this place over with planks, he informed me. But when they retired they drew back the boards after them. Keep up your pecker, doctor, Mr. Reilly will be back in a moment and well soon haul you out.

Im cold, I said wearily.

Dont think of it, came his cheery voice through the darkness. Youre going to have a drop o grog hot when you come up. We cant see you from up here. How far are you down?

I guessed at about seventy feet, and told him so. But, of course, distances are very deceptive in the dark.

The minutes seemed hours, and a dozen times I felt that my strength must fail before the return of Reilly. But at last I saw a welcome glimmer of light above, and gradually it approached me, let down by a string.

Then I realized my desperate position. Half submerged in the black water, I had only been saved by a jutting piece of stone to which I was clinging. Save for this one piece, all else was smooth and covered with a thick grey slime, while from the light blind newts and strange creeping things scuttled away into their holes in the stones.

Very quickly a rope was dangling near me, and after some effort, my limbs being so cramped, I succeeded in securing it round my waist.

Then, having given the signal, my two friends hauled me out of the death-trap.

Across the abyss there lay two planks that had been used by Bennett and his men, but, not being able to reach them, we all three returned to the house, where I changed my clothes and took a nip of brandy to steady my nerves. My revolver I had lost at the bottom of the well.

Eager to explore the tunnel to its end, my companions obtained two stout planks from the out-house and presently we retraced our steps in slow procession until we came to the death-trap. This we succeeded in bridging successfully, and then continued onward, stumbling over mounds of fallen earth and squeezing through places where the tunnel had collapsed.

Certainly, whoever built the Manor House, whether old Bartholomew or some one before him, had taken precaution to provide a secret mode of egress. For nearly a mile the burrow ran, and although we held the lantern close to the ground, we discovered no other trap for the unwary. Suddenly the narrow way began to ascend, slowly at first, then abruptly. A strange noise caused us to halt and listen. Horses hoofs and wheels sounded above us. We were beneath a highway.

At last we came to a flight of rough-hewn stone steps leading straight up, with a closed door. We only spoke in whispers, and I, walking first, ascended and tried the latch. It yielded.

Slowly I opened the door, but it creaked upon its hinges, and to our dazzled eyes shone the light of day. Then I slipped through, followed by the others, and we found ourselves beneath a large barn.

This did not take us many minutes to explore, for peering out at the open door we found ourselves in a small farmyard, amid unfamiliar surroundings. The farmhouse, a long, low, thatched place half hidden by roses, lay a little distance off, and as we watched in secret we saw before the house a young girl with cotton sun-bonnet feeding a flock of cackling geese.

We were undecided how to act. It was clear that this was the starting-point of our enemies. Beyond the house lay a small village surrounding a church, therefore it was agreed that while Reilly went into the place to make inquiry as to the occupants of the farm, I should conceal myself with the skipper somewhere in the immediate vicinity.

Therefore, one by one we slipped from beneath the barn, and crossed unnoticed to a small spinney in the rear. From a point of vantage we were afforded a good view of the farm premises, and while I waited with Seal, Reilly took a roundabout route to the village.

We lit our pipes, and, concealed amid the undergrowth, waited and watched. The house seemed a pleasant, old-fashioned one, but, with the exception of an aged labourer in a smock and the goose-girl, there seemed no sign of life. It was just after nine oclock, a beautiful bright morning, and in the small garden there was a wealth of cottage flowers, the fresh scent of which reached us even in our hiding-place.

The barn beneath which the subterranean passage ended was very old, with patched roof and blackened gables, dating from the same period as the farmhouse, with its mullioned windows and small green diamond panes. Some of the windows had, however, been blocked up in order to avoid the window tax of long ago.

Nearly an hour had passed, and Seal had been yawning, as was his wont, when of a sudden a neat female figure in dark blue appeared in the garden, stooping to gather flowers. She wore a large straw hat which flopped over her face, but as I looked she raised her head in my direction, and I uttered a cry of surprise.

The figure was none other than that of Miss Bristowe.

Look! I cried, to Seal. Look at that girl in the garden. Thats Miss Bristowe.

The old skipper shaded his eyes with his hands, then ejaculated:  — 

Je-hoshaphat! Shes a stunning fine woman, that she is! Then its her lover whos missing?

Yes.

I wonder what shes doing here?

Ah, thats the mystery! I said, watching her gathering the old-fashioned flowers into a great posy.

Youll need to have a chat with her, doctor. If she likes she can tell us a lot, thats certain.

But she wont, was my response.

She may, now that the rascals have made away with the man she loves.

But dont you recollect what Reilly overheard? I said. It seems that, in obedience to the orders of the gang, she deceived him and enticed him, so that he fell into their hands. By that they managed to make her an accessory in the crime, and so ensure her secrecy.

Thats a bit of Black Bennetts cunning ingenuity. Hes always artful enough to fix the blame on other people, which accounts for his hair-breadth escapes from the police.

The girl, having gathered sufficient flowers, halted and, leaning her arms upon a small gate, looked wistfully away across the fields. I was near enough to see how wan and pale was her face, and how haggard and worn she seemed. A great change had been wrought in her since our first meeting in that dingy little consulting-room at Walworth.

She had been my friend then. Was she still? I had never ceased to think of her even in the wild excitement of that search after fortune. That pale, beautiful face was ever before me. Those dark, wistful eyes, that told of a dread secret hidden within her heart, seemed everywhere to gaze into mine, just as they had gazed on the last occasion we had met.

I confess to you, my reader, that I loved her — yet she was unapproachable.


CHAPTER XXVI. IN WHICH BEN KNUTTON GROWS CONFIDENTIAL
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REILLY RETURNED SHORTLY afterwards with a budget of information. When we had traversed the little wood and were out on the highway he told us certain facts that were interesting.

The village was called Bringhurst, distant a mile and a quarter from Caldecott. The place where we had emerged was called the Glebe Farm, and was occupied by an old man called Page, who had as lodgers a gentleman named Purvis and his niece. They often had visitors, two gentlemen who came over from Kettering, and from their description one was Bennett. Purvis had lived there on and off for three weeks, but the young lady had only recently come.

Reilly had learned all this at the little beerhouse at Bringhurst. And he had learned something more, namely, that there was some village gossip regarding the young lady.

Gossip! I demanded. What is it?

Well, answered Reilly, the old innkeeper says that shes been seen out walking late at night with that drunken scamp who sold Purvis the parchment.

What! I cried. With old Ben Knutton, of Rockingham?

Thats so.

Then he knows her, I exclaimed, quickly. Hell be able to tell me something. I must see him to-day. A pot or two of beer will make him talk.

According to Reilly the villagers of Bringhurst had no suspicion of the reason Purvis lived at the Glebe Farm, nor were they aware of the existence of the secret communication between the two villages. It was certain, however, that Purvis and Bennett knew of it, and for that reason the former had taken up his quarters there. The man Page was probably unaware of the tunnel, for it led from beneath his barn with the entry well concealed. One fact, however, I had not overlooked. At the bottom of the steps which led up to the surface a wall had been recently broken down, showing that the tunnel had been closed up for years and had only recently been opened.

The men who had worked so assiduously during the night were probably within the farmhouse. At any rate, on our walk back to Caldecott along the white highway through the village of Great Easton we saw nothing of them.

When we returned to the Manor a ridiculous position presented itself. We were locked out! All windows and doors we had barred on the inside; therefore Reilly, an adept at scaling walls, clambered up a rain-spout and effected an entrance by one of the upper windows.

We took counsel together and arrived at two conclusions, namely, that our rivals had by some means obtained possession of the secret of the underground passage, and, secondly, that they, like ourselves, were convinced that the treasure lay hidden upon the premises we occupied.

This caused our excitement to increase rather than diminish; but after lunch at the Plough I strolled down to Rockingham, while my companions returned to resume their investigations.

I found that Ben Knutton was at work. He was cleaning out a ditch on the edge of Thoroughsale Wood, and I was directed to the spot, about a mile away. I discovered the old fellow without much difficulty, and my appearance there was something of a surprise to him.

At my request he put down his spade and came to the stile whereon I seated myself.

Well, Knutton, I said, Ive come to have another little chat with you — a confidential chat, you understand. Now look here, before we begin Ive one thing to say, and that is if you answer all my questions truthfully theres half a sovereign for you.

Thankee, sir, responded the bibulous old rascal, touching his hat. What did you want to know, sir?

Listen, I said. Theres a young lady staying over at Mr. Pages at Bringhurst. You know her?

Yes, sir, I knows er. Ive knowed er since she were a little girl.

Then tell me all about her, I said.

Well, there aint very much to tell, responded the old man. I dont know who was er father. She came to my sister-in-law as a nurse-child from London when she was about two years old. They say er father and mother were rich people. But Fanny Stanion, my sister-in-law, who lived over at Deenethorpe, brought her up, and got paid for it by a lawyer in Oundle. You dont know Deenethorpe. Its about five miles from here.

Near Deene? I suggested, for I had been photographing in Lady Cardigans beautiful park.

Yes, close by, was the labourers reply. Fanny had er with er nigh on twelve years and was like a mother to er, and often brought er over to Rockingham to see us. Then, when Fanny died, she was sent back to London, an some lady, I believe, took charge of er and sent her to boardin school somewhere in Devonshire. I aint seen little Dolly these seven years till the other day when she came to my cottage. My! Aint she grown to be a fine young ooman? I didnt know er agin, and the old man leaned upon the rail and laughed. Men who work in the fields at all hours and in hot and cold weather age very early; the furrows grow deep on their faces and the skin is crossed and recrossed with multitudinous lines like a spiders web, the spine gets bent from the long hours of stooping over the earth, and the heat and the damp and the frost all turn by turn enter into the bones, and stiffen and cramp them before old age is due.

Is nothing known regarding her parentage? I asked. Have you never heard any story about her?

No, nothing. The lawyer in Oundle who used to pay Fanny monthly probably knew all about it, but hes dead now. Fanny had the child brought to her through answerin an advertisement in the Stamford Mercury. My poor wife used to be particular fond o little Dolly.

And why did she call to see you? Had she an object in doing so?

I suppose she wanted to visit the cottage agin, was the old mans answer. But shes growed such a fine London lady that I was quite taken aback when she told me she was Dolly Drummond.

Drummond! Why, thats not her name, I cried. I mean Miss Bristowe.

You said the young lady who lives at Mr. Pages, eh?

Certainly. A tall, dark young lady.

Thats Dolly Drummond. Theres only one lady livin there. Shes with her uncle, Mr. Purvis.

Do you know anything about him?

Only that hes er uncle— er guardian, too, I fancy. She didnt tell me much about him, and I havent seen him myself.

Well, I said; you may be surprised to know that hes the man to whom you sold that piece of parchment.

What! cried the old man, glaring at me. Is he er uncle? Why, then, that accounts for the questions she put to me.

What about?

About the old secret way from the Glebe Farm into the Manor House at Caldecott. My father knew about it, and told me of it, but nobodys been able to find it yet.

And the young lady came to you for information?

Shes heard me mention it when she were a girl, so I suppose her curiosity was aroused and that was why she came to me for information.

More likely that the man Purvis sent her. Perhaps theyve discovered what was written on that parchment, and are now making use of it. But I hear youve met her at night.

Who told you so? he asked, starting at my words.

It is common gossip in Bringhurst.

The old fellow laughed heartily, and in his broad dialect said:  — 

Theyll be saying next that Im the young ladys father, and that I want it kept secret.

Why did you meet her at such late hours?

Because she wanted to talk to me about her youth. She seems very anxious to find out who were her parents, and for that reason I believe shes down here.

Isnt it rather remarkable that Purvis should be with her?

It is. I dont like that man. Im very sorry I didnt show you the parchment afore I sold it to him, sir.

With that latter sentiment I heartily coincided. Had I not been forestalled, the treasure would have undoubtedly been ours long ago.

But tell me more about Miss Drummond, I urged.

What is there to tell? When she was old enough Fanny sent er to the national school at Deenethorpe. But she wasnt at all like the village children. She was always the lady, even when quite young.

Your sister-in-law was well paid, I suppose?

Yes. She was a widow, and only had the money from the lawyer to live upon. Her husband was a wood-cutter, and was killed by a tree falling on him over in Carlton Purlieus. One time Fanny fell ill, and we had little Dolly with us at Rockingham for nigh on a year.

Little wonder was it that she should have sought out the good-for-nothing old labourer who had in his younger and more sober days been as guardian to her.

But I cant understand why she should wish to meet you late at night, I remarked.

She didnt wish her uncle to know of our meetin, she said. Besides, she had a lot to ask me about her earlier days, and a lot to tell me of how she had fared since she had left these parts.

Did she make any mention of that story about the fortune of the Knuttons?

Well, sir, she did, responded the old fellow, rather puzzled at what I had divined. She told me how she remembered me telling her all about it when a girl, and how her Aunt Fanny, as she called her, used to prophesy that one day we should be very rich.

And what else?

She made me point out the route which I believed was taken by the old subterranean passage. Thats why we walked through the fields and were seen together.

Well, I said at last, I want you to do something for me, Knutton, and if you carry it through successfully Ill give you a sovereign instead of half a sovereign. I want you to go over to the Glebe Farm this afternoon and take a letter to her. It must be given to her in secret, remember. Ask for a reply, merely yes or no. You understand?

Oh, Ill take the letter, sir, an be glad to do it, the old labourer cried eagerly.

Very well, well go back together to your cottage and Ill write it. Then you take it, and Ill wait at the Sonde Arms until you return with the reply. You must be careful, however, that this man Purvis doesnt see you, or you may make it awkward for Miss Drummond in a variety of ways.

Trust me, sir, was his response. I knows my way about the Glebe Farm. I worked there on and off for three years.

Then you know the big barn. Underneath it is a door leading to some steps. Do you know them?

Know them, why, o course I do. The steps lead nowhere. There was once a well at the bottom, they say, but its been bricked up because it used to over-flow up to the barn door.

It was evident that the entrance had been unsuspected, and that the subterranean communication had only very recently been opened.

The old fellow shouldered his spade and with bent back walked beside me into Rockingham, where, upon a leaf from my note-book, I wrote an urgent line to the woman whose great beauty and sweet grace had enchanted me. I prayed of her to do me a favour and give me an appointment at a spot on the high road between Great Easton and Caldecott which I had noticed that morning — a place where, according to the sign-post, the road to Market Harborough joined that to Wellingborough. I sealed the note and, having watched the old fellow down the road, turned into the Sonde Arms to smoke and kill time until his return.

What he had told me added a further touch of romance to that pale-faced, troubled woman who had so strangely entered my life. Impatient and fidgety I lounged in the inn, smoking and trying to read the newspaper, until at last Ben, after an absence of an hour and a half, returned.

I managed to send a message in to her by old Sam Lucas, the shepherd, and she came out and met me behind the barn. She read your letter, sir, and turned a little red. She seemed to hesitate like, and then asked me if I knowed you. When I told her I did, she said I was to say shed meet you at eight oclock to-night at the place you mentioned.

My heart leaped for joy.

I slipped the coin agreed upon into the old fellows horny palm, and with injunctions to secrecy left the place and hurried along the road, over the level crossing, into Caldecott, where I told my companions of my tryst.

During my absence they had taken up the flooring of one of the downstairs rooms, but the search had been in vain, and they were now working in their shirt-sleeves replacing the boards.

We shall have another visit from them swabs to-night, doctor, Seal said, as he mopped the perspiration from his sea-bronzed face. Therell be some fun in this house before morning, thats my firm belief.

By fun, the skipper meant fighting, for if he met Black Bennett we knew there would be blows — and hard ones too.

Punctually at eight oclock I halted beneath the weather-worn sign-post. The crimson after-glow had faded and the still evening was far advanced. Away in the west the red glow still showed from behind the hills, but in the east crept up the dark night-clouds. The hour struck from the church towers of several villages, and away in the far distance the curfew commenced to toll solemnly, just as it has ever done since the far-back Norman days.

With eyes and ears on the alert, I stood awaiting her coming.

She was late — as a woman always is — but at last I saw the flutter of a light dress approaching in the twilight, and went eagerly forward to meet her.

In the fading light I saw her face. To me it looked more beautiful than before, because the cheeks were slightly flushed as I raised my hat to greet her.

I took her hand, and it trembled in my grasp. She looked for a single instant into my face, then dropped her eyes without uttering a word. By that sign I felt convinced that the satisfaction of our clandestine meeting was mutual.

Ah! how deeply I loved her! So deeply, indeed, that in the first moments of our meeting I was tongue-tied.

Surely ours was a strange wooing; but, as will be seen, its dénouement was far stranger.


CHAPTER XXVII. DOROTHY DRUMMOND PREFERS SECRECY
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DOROTHY LOOKED MORE worn and anxious than on that morning when I had walked with her in Westbourne Grove. But the air of mystery enveloped her still, and to even the casual observer her face was interesting as that of a woman with some tragic history.

Miss Drummond, I said, it is a real pleasure to me that we meet again.

She started at the mention of her name, but made no comment, except to say, in her sweet, well-modulated voice:  — 

The pleasure is mutual, I assure you, Dr. Pickering. Then she asked: How did you know I was staying in this neighbourhood?

I explained how I had seen her emerge from the farmhouse and gather the flowers, and what old Ben Knutton had told me of her youth.

I had no idea that you knew this district, I added.

Yes, she responded, looking around her, Ive known it all my life. Every house, every field, every tree is familiar to me, for here I spent my happiest days, and a slight sigh escaped her as her memory ran back.

We were walking together slowly along a path beside the winding Welland. She knew the way, and had led me through a gate and across a small strip of pasture down to the river. We were safer from observation there than upon the open highway, she said.

After we had been chatting some time she suddenly grew serious, and said:  — 

Do you know, Doctor Pickering, why Ive come to you to-night?

No, but I hoped it was to resume our pleasant companionship, I said.

It was to warn you.

Of what?

Of your enemies.

You mean those men Bennett and Purvis, I said, hoping to learn something from her. Purvis is your uncle, is he not?

She glanced at me quickly, and responded in the affirmative.

Tell me, Miss Drummond, I urged, are you aware of the reason I am staying here?

I know it all, she replied, in a strained voice. I am well aware that you are searching for the hidden gold, which you cannot find. I am aware, too, that you hold the key to the plan, and that by aid of that key the place of concealment could be at once ascertained.

Mr. Purvis bought the plan from old Knutton, I remarked.

Yes; the drunken old idiot sold it, even though it had been in possession of his family for centuries. The treasure would be partly his if it could be discovered.

But does Mr. Purvis know anything definite regarding the place where it is hidden?

He believes it to be in the Manor House, and for that reason they have reopened the old subway from the Glebe to the Manor. He has with him the man Bennett, said to be one of the worst characters outside the walls of a gaol.

I know; they call him Black Bennett, I said.

Beware of them, she urged. They will hesitate at nothing to possess themselves of the treasure. They would kill you.

The recollection of what Reilly had witnessed in London flashed through my mind. It was on the tip of my tongue to mention it, yet I feared to do so, not knowing what effect it might have upon her highly strung temperament.

What Knutton has told me regarding your romantic life has aroused my interest, Miss Drummond, I said presently. Did you never know your parents?

Alas! no. They died when I was quite young. All I know about them is that they lived somewhere in Norfolk, and that my father was ruined by speculation just before his death. I was fourteen when the good woman who brought me up died, and my Aunt Lewis sent me to school. Then on her death, quite recently, Mr. Purvis became my guardian.

But who and what is this man Purvis? I asked. I know you are unhappy. Confide in me everything. I give you my bond of secrecy, I said earnestly.

I knew nothing of his existence until a few weeks ago, when Aunt Lewis died and Mr. Purvis came forward and promised to look after me. I had taken up typewriting and obtained a clerkship in a City office, which I held until I resigned a fortnight ago to come down here.

At Purviss suggestion?

Yes, because I am acquainted with the district.

Then you lived alone in Bayswater? I suggested.

Yes. I have never lived under the same roof with Purvis, except here at Pages, because I — I hate him.

Why?

Her pale, quivering lips compressed, but no word escaped them.

I knew the truth. The man was implicated in the assassination of her lover, if not the actual murderer. Therefore she held him in loathing.

Well, I said at length, as we strolled along beside the dark, silent stream, tell me the story of the treasure as my enemies know it. We are friends, Miss Drummond, and our enemies are mutual. Cannot we unite forces and combat them?

Oh! she sighed, I only wish we could. I fear, however, that it is impossible. There was a pathos in her voice which showed that the words came direct from a heart overburdened with grief.

What do these men know about me? I inquired.

Everything. They have watched you vigilantly day and night, and are aware of every movement on your part. They know the whole story of how you discovered the derelict, and what you found on board. They even know the contents of certain of the parchments you recovered — one, I think, had a number of signatures upon it.

The one stolen from Mr. Staffurths? I cried.

Yes. But they had a copy of that long before. From what Ive heard, there was on board your steamer a man named Harding, who had sailed as seaman, but who was a professor of Latin who had come down in the world. It was he who made the copy and translation and sold it to some one, who afterwards sold it to Purvis. The latter lost no time in coming here and buying the parchment from Knutton, thus forestalling you.

Was Harding previously acquainted with Purvis?

I think so. The copy and information were not, however, sold direct, but through a third person.

Are they sanguine of success?

Oh, yes, she answered. By some means theyve discovered evidence that the gold is concealed in the Manor House.

In what part?

Ah! That is not known. They intend to make a search. To-night they will probably break through — four of them. Therefore be on the alert.

I explained how we had been aroused on the previous night by the cutting of the door, and how we had explored the passage as far as the Glebe Farm. Then, laying her hand upon my arm, she said earnestly  — 

Oh, Dr. Pickering, do be careful! I fear that you may come to harm at the hands of these unscrupulous men.

But why have you associated yourself with them? I asked, taking her hand and speaking very seriously.

She was silent. Then at last she answered:  — 

Because I am unfortunately compelled.

But the fact that this man Purvis is your guardian is no reason why you should participate in his scheme. He seems an adventurer, just as Bennett is known to be one.

Ah! doctor, she cried, turning to me suddenly, her whole form trembling, do not argue thus! You do not know; you cannot know all.

But I knew, and regarded her with pity born of love.

Those men held her to them by threats of exposure. She had enticed that unknown man to his death, and was therefore an accessory. The hideous truth was plain. She was the puppet and decoy of these scoundrels. She had decoyed me on that night when she had taken me to Blackheath, but at the last moment her better nature had rebelled and she had sent me back without any explanation more than a lame excuse.

I saw how utterly helpless she was in the hands of that pair of assassins. When I questioned her I found that the sum Purvis allowed her was very small, and that long before the death of her Aunt Lewis she had earned her own living as a typewriter.

By dint of careful questioning I endeavoured to obtain from her some facts regarding Purvis private life, but she appeared to know but little of it. He now lived at Hammersmith, she said, but she never visited his house unless at his orders, and then the motive was generally in connexion with their scheme to gain possession of the treasure.

It is always advantageous to have a friend in the camp of the enemy, and in this case what Dorothy Drummond told me ultimately proved of the greatest service to us.

I longed to explain the knowledge I possessed regarding the murder at Kilburn, yet how could I? If she suspected that I knew the truth she would, in her present agitated state of mind, flee from me in terror lest I should betray her.

Cannot you sever yourself entirely from these men? I suggested. Indeed, Miss Drummond, I hate to think of you participating in the desperate schemes of such adventurers. Suppose they should fall into the hands of the police, you also may be implicated!

She burst into a torrent of tears at my words and, halting, covered her face with her hands. Tenderly I strove to console her, and placing my hand upon her shoulder, there in the darkness, I bent to her ear and in hot, fervent words told her my secret — that I loved her.

She heard me in silence, sobbing till the end. Then, in a hoarse, broken voice, she answered:  — 

No. It is impossible! You must not tell me this — you must not entertain any affection for me.

Why not, Dorothy? I asked, calling her for the first time by her Christian name. Have I not confessed to you how I love you with all the passion of which a man is capable? For weeks and weeks you have been my all in all. Waking or sleeping, your face has been ever before me, and I feel by a mysterious intuition that our lives in future are bound to one another.

Ah, spare me! she cried, through her tears. Spare me! I cannot bear to hear your words. Would that I might return your love, but I dare not. No, I dare not — for your sake, as well as for mine.

Was she thinking of her dead lover, and of the traitorous part she had been compelled to play? Yes. She hated herself, and at the same time held me in fear.

But you love me, Dorothy? I whispered. Tell me, truthfully and honestly.

No, no, she urged. Do not seek to wring the truth from me. Let us part. We must never meet again after to-night. I — I saved you once from death, that night when I took you to Blackheath, she went on breathlessly. It suddenly dawned upon me that they meant to kill you and secure all the documents which you had found on board the derelict. They awaited you in a house they had taken for the purpose, and compelled me to come to you with a fictitious story regarding my brother, and to induce you to walk into the trap. Held in bondage, I dared not disobey, and came to you. But at the last moment I compelled you to return and went back to face their anger. Why did I act as I did? Cannot you guess?

Perhaps, Dorothy, it was because you entertained a spark of affection for me?

A silence fell between us for some moments. Then she answered in a low voice, only just audible:  — 

You have guessed aright. It was.

I leant towards her and kissed her cold, hard-set lips. She made no remonstrance, only she shuddered in my grasp, and a second later returned my caress and then burst again into tears.

Ah, you must not care for me, she declared. I am unworthy. You dont know everything, or you would hate me rather than love me.

But I love you with the whole strength of my being, Dorothy! I declared, in deep earnestness. That is enough. Now that you reciprocate my affection I am satisfied. I want for no more. You are mine, darling, and I am yours — for ever.

But I fear that you may bitterly repent this — I fear that when you know all my past your love will turn to hatred and your admiration to loathing.

The past does not concern us, dearest, I answered tenderly, with my arm about her slim waist. It is for the future we must live, and to that end assist one another. And again I pressed my lips to hers fondly in all the ecstasy of my new-found happiness.

What further description can I give of those moments of bliss? You, my reader, know well the sweet idyllic peace that comes in the stillness of night when two hearts beat in unison. Wisely or unwisely, you have loved with all the ardour of your nature, just as I loved. You remember well the passion of those first caresses, the music of those fervent words of devotion, and the opening vista of happiness unalloyed.

Pause for a moment and reflect upon first your own love, and you will know something of my tender feelings toward the poor hapless woman whose pure and loving heart was frozen by the terror of exposure.


CHAPTER XXVIII. WE RECEIVE MIDNIGHT VISITORS

[image: img189.jpg]

I TOOK LEAVE of my love reluctantly at ten oclock, just outside Bringhurst village. She was anxious to be back at the farm before the return of Purvis, who had gone that morning to London on some secret errand, and was returning by the last train.

She had entirely enchanted me. The more I saw of her, the more graceful, the more charming, she seemed. There was nothing loud or masculine about her; she was a sweet, modest woman, yearning for love, sympathy, and protection.

The manner in which she was bound to this clever gang of rogues was still a mystery. In me she had confided many things during those two calm hours of our new-born love, but from me she still concealed the real reason why her interests were bound up in those of Purvis, Bennett, and their two accomplices. I guessed, and believed that I guessed aright. The tragedy at Kilburn held her to them irrevocably. She was entirely and helplessly in their hands, to fetch and carry, to do their bidding; indeed, to act unlawfully at their command.

If that were so, surely no woman could be in a more horrible position — compelled to be the accomplice of assassins.

I thought it all over as, in the darkness, I walked back to Caldecott.

True, I had gained her affection that night. Yet, together with the perfect bliss that comes in the first hour of true love, there had also come to me the hideous truth of her bondage.

The last train from Rugby having rushed past, sparks flying from the engine and awakening the echoes of the night, stopped for a moment at Rockingham Station and then continued its journey eastward. And presently, as I walked onward in the darkness, I encountered a man whose face I could not see, for we passed each other beneath the shadow of some trees. I saw he was tall and thin, and wore a long light overcoat. He was whistling to himself, as a lonely man sometimes whistles to keep himself company.

His silhouette stood out distinctly in the gloom, and although I saw not his countenance I knew well that it was my enemy Purvis — the man who held my love in bondage.

Back at the Manor I found everything prepared for siege. Seal was not a man to stand idle if there was any chance of a scrimmage. Like all giants in strength, he loved fighting. His hesitation to face Black Bennett had now entirely disappeared, and over his rum that night he expressed a most fervent hope that the white-livered swabs, as he termed them, would appear in the secret passage.

On the table between us lay three revolvers, and as we took counsel together each of us smoked furiously. I told them something of what Dorothy Drummond had related to me, how our enemies meant to raid us, and of their firm belief that the treasure was concealed there. But I said nothing of my tender passion, nor did I allow them to suspect the real object of our clandestine meeting.

Ah! remarked Reilly. If you could only get Miss Drummond, or Bristowe, or whatever is her real name, to secure that parchment of old Knuttons, then the game would be entirely in our own hands.

Thats unfortunately impossible, I answered. The man Purvis has it securely put away. I have already mentioned it to her, and she tells me that she has no idea where it is.

Well, remarked the skipper, Black Bennett and his men are just as much in the dark as we are. Let em come. Theyll get a warm reception. How many of em are there?

Four. Bennett and the other two are lodging in Kettering.

The only reason of the secret attack upon us, as far as I can see, is in order to gag and secure us while they make a thorough search of the premises. They surely wouldnt dare to kill the whole three of us in our beds! said Reilly.

They wont kill Job Seal, you can bet your sea-boots on that, remarked the skipper with a grin upon his great furrowed face.

But my mind was running upon the tragedy at Kilburn, and I was trying to devise some means by which we might denounce the whole gang, and hand them over to the police.

There was, alas! one fact which would ever prevent us taking such an action. If we boldly charged them with murder, Dorothy must be implicated. To arrest them would mean arrest for her. She had acted as decoy, and could not deny it!

So I was compelled to abandon all hope in that direction. By sheer force we would be compelled to combat this quartette of unscrupulous adventurers, and to that end we awaited their coming.

So thoroughly and carefully had we examined every hole and corner of the house that all three of us were beginning to despair of ever discovering the hidden hoard. In an old-fashioned mansion of that character there were a thousand and one places where gold might be stored. In chimneys, under stairs, beneath the flags of the big, vaulted cellars, behind the large, open fireplaces — some of which still had their quaint iron dogs of ancient days — all these places we had investigated in vain. Not a single room was there but bore traces of our chisels, picks and crowbars. The result of our search consisted in two or three copper coins, an old letter dated in 1796, a skeleton with rings upon the fingers, an old leathern mug, and two or three articles not worth enumeration.

We were sorely disappointed. We could not conceal from ourselves the bare fact that at any rate in the Manor House the treasure of Bartholomew da Schorno was non-existent, and, furthermore, we feared that some one in generations past had been before us and secured it in secret.

Nevertheless, the careful and ingenious actions of our enemies in order to gain entry into the place puzzled us. From what my love had told me, they were evidently in possession of some information of which we were in ignorance — information which made it plain that, after all, the treasure was actually there.

They meant mischief; we had no doubt about that. But, being forewarned, we calmly awaited their coming, Seal chuckling to himself at the reception they would receive.

The church clock struck midnight. We had moved into the room from which the secret way opened, and, Reilly having produced a pack of cards, we played nap in under-tones, our weapons lying at hand in case of need.

Now and then — indeed, after every game — one or other of us rose and listened within the secret chamber for the approach of the invaders. One oclock passed, two oclock, yet no sound save the familiar thumping and squealing of the rats and the dismal howling of the wind in the wide, old-fashioned chimney.

Seal had lost five shillings, and had therefore become engrossed in the game, when of a sudden we heard a low grating noise. In an instant we were on our feet, revolver in hand, and according to our pre-arranged plan our light was at once extinguished.

It was our object to watch and take the intruders by surprise.

Without a sound we all three moved across the room and out into the corridor, concealing ourselves in a big cupboard upon which Reilly had placed an inside fastening. Our bedrooms we had locked and had the keys in our pockets, intending that our enemies should believe us to be asleep. In the cupboard door Reilly had bored holes that enabled us to see without being seen, while beside us were lamps ready to be lit in case of emergency.

Boxed up there, we waited, scarce daring to breathe lest we should betray our presence. We could hear low, gruff whispers and expressions of surprise as the invaders crept out of the secret chamber into the room. From their muffled tread we knew they had stockings pulled over their boots, and from our spy-holes we saw Bennett, lantern in hand, emerge into the corridor and look up and down to see that all was clear. Then he crept out, followed by three others, one of whom, I saw, was tall and gaunt, with fair moustache — the man who held my love beneath his thrall.

Creeping along quietly, they passed us in procession, carrying chisels and picks, and taking every precaution against surprise. Having traversed the corridor, they descended the wide oaken stairs to the ground floor, where the uncertain light of the lanterns was quickly lost to view.

As soon as they had passed out of hearing, Reilly took up the hurricane lamp and opening the cupboard let us out, whispering:  — 

Watch them, doctor. See where they try, but dont give the alarm until I return. Then he left us, and we heard nothing more of him. His quick disappearance was a surprise to both of us, for he had previously told us nothing of his intentions, and had apparently acted on the spur of the moment.

At first Seal had been inclined to meet them at their entrance and drive them back, but to me such a proceeding seemed useless. My idea was to watch and ascertain where they went. Their own actions would betray the spot where they believed the gold was concealed. Our council had been a long one, but my suggestion had been adopted. Hence our retirement into the cupboard.

Job Seal had no love for Black Bennett, and as we crept along the corridor after them he gave vent to a strong nautical imprecation between his teeth. At the top of the staircase we listened, but could hear no sound. Therefore we crept down, fearing every moment the creaking oak might betray us, for the thin-worn old stairs were loose in places and gave forth sounds that in the night awakened the echoes of the empty place.

We arrived safely in the stone hall and halted, our ears strained to catch the slightest sound. We, however, heard nothing. All was silent as the grave. Indeed, the invaders with their swinging lanterns had passed by us silently in single file and seemed to have disappeared.

They must have gone down to the cellars, I whispered to Seal. Therefore we passed through the big stone kitchen into a small scullery beyond, from which a flight of stone steps led into the deep vaulted basement. The stout door was closed, but listening at it we heard voices quite distinctly. Our enemies were below, apparently divided in opinion as to the exact spot to open.

We heard one authoritative voice, which the skipper at once recognized as Bennetts, saying:  — 

I tell you that its here, in this side wall. Dont you remember that the old fortune-teller said three times three from the bottom of the steps. Look! and we heard him count one, two, three — to nine, as he measured the paces. Its in this wall, here. Come, lets get to work, and dont make any noise, either. Is the door above closed?

Somebody gave an affirmative response, and soon afterwards we heard the sound of chisels upon the stones. They worked with very little noise, so little, indeed, that had we been asleep the sound would not have reached us.

With Seal standing beside me, his fingers itching to come in contact with Bennett, I think I must have stood there nearly half an hour. The work went on unceasingly, silently, hardly a word being spoken. Reillys absence surprised me, but soon we heard a low whisper inquiring where the intruders were, and our companion stood beside us listening.

They evidently know something of the right spot, I whispered to him. Theyre taking down part of the foundations. Hark!

A man was speaking — probably Purvis.

Now were here, we ought to see whether theyve made any investigations. Come, Harding, lets go up and have a look round while theyre getting those stones out. Well only be ten minutes or so. Have you got the torch?

All right, responded the other, and I knew by the name and the voice that it was the seaman of the Thrush who had read those documents and who had been insolent at my remonstrance.

The instant, however, we heard their intention we sprang out of the kitchen and upstairs to our previous hiding-place. The cupboard was not in the least suspicious — one of those generally built in old houses for the storage of linen. If they found it locked they would not risk awakening us by forcing the door.

Up came the two men a few minutes later, passing from one open room to the other, taking a general look at the place with an electric torch, and expressing whispered surprise at the havoc we had played with the walls. Finding the doors of our two bedrooms locked, they did not touch them for fear of disturbing us.

Seal was impatient to make an attack upon them, but I considered that discretion was best, and that to watch was more politic than to show fight. So we waited in silence, until the grey dawn shone through the long corridor. Then at last we heard a slight movement, and the men re-passed in procession as noiselessly as they had come, and disappeared into the room.

Reilly opened the cupboard and listened. We heard a bang as the door in the flooring was shut down after they had descended to the underground burrow; then in a moment he was all excitement.

Come, help me quickly! he cried, rushing forward into the secret chamber. Quick! pile up these stones so that they cannot re-open the flap! They will return very soon. Quick! And he began frantically heaping upon the trap-door the stones that we had taken from the wall, a work in which Seal and I assisted with a will.

When at last we had secured it by wedging two crowbars across the heap of stones so that it could not possibly be opened from below, Reilly burst into loud laughter and danced with delight, saying:  — 

Weve trapped them, doctor! Trapped them all like vermin! When I left you I rushed down the passage to the well and found it bridged. I drew the boards away and tossed them down into the water. They cant get across by any means. Come! Lets close the door! And he pulled back into its place the stout, iron-studded oak with the supreme satisfaction of knowing that he had entombed the invaders in that damp, dismal burrow which they themselves had discovered.


CHAPTER XXIX. DOROTHY MAKES A CONFESSION
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TRAPPED THE SWABS! cried Job Seal, rubbing his big hands with undisguised delight, although he seemed disappointed that we had not allowed him to come face to face with Bennett. From the skippers determined attitude I knew that murder would be done if the two men met, therefore I took to myself some credit for having kept them apart, even though they had passed within a yard of one another.

Trapped the whole four of em! he exclaimed, his great face lit by a grin as he placed his hands to his sides. Mr. Reilly, he added, Ive respect for you, sir. Youve checkmated em entirely.

Id thought it all over, was the younger mans reply. And if any of them fall down the well it isnt our look-out. They had no right to intrude here.

But can they get across by any means? I queried, knowing well the characters of the quartette.

Impossible — absolutely impossible, Reilly replied. I can jump as far as most men, but I couldnt jump that. They have no ropes, or any means by which to bridge the death-trap.

I glanced at my watch. It was then a quarter past four. Morning broke, bright and sunny, with a slight mist rising from the river, but still we waited in that upstairs room for signs of the invaders returning.

Half an hour went by, and suddenly we heard noises below.

They were trying to raise the trap-door down which they had passed, but we knew that all efforts to do so were useless, for, besides the stones upon it, we had so wedged the crowbars across and into holes in the wall that to push up the flap was utterly impossible.

From where we stood we could hear their voices mingled with the groans of their united efforts.

Stay there, you unutterable sons of dogs! growled Job Seal, and although those were not exactly the words he used, they were synonymous.

I stood listening, and could hear the low curses of the men whom we had captured like rats in a run.

Together we went downstairs and out into the early sunshine. The bright air refreshed us, although our thoughts were with those four men consigned to a living tomb.

Presently we re-entered the house and descended to the cellar where they had been at work. By the light of a candle which the skipper carried we were surprised to see what an enormous hole they had made through the foundations into the earth beyond. Indeed, they had taken out a great piece of the wall, and through the rough arch had driven a tunnel two yards high and some three yards long. It was there they had evidently expected to discover the treasure, but, like ourselves, they had worked in vain.

The strong-smelling earth excavated lay piled in the cellar up to the roof, and the manner in which the work had been performed showed that at least one of the party was used to such operations. But there was nothing else there, save a few candle-ends.

It struck us all three as very remarkable why the intruders should have gone straight to that spot and commenced their investigation there. Evidently they were in possession of certain precise information of which we were in utter ignorance, yet, holding them entrapped in that long, subterranean passage without exit, we should now be enabled to pursue further investigations in the direction they themselves had indicated.

Seal, without coat or vest, spent an hour in tapping every part of the wall, but was compelled to admit that he discovered no hollow place. Therefore, recollecting the mention of the paces from the bottom of the steps, we measured them in an opposite direction and began to attack the wall.

Through the whole morning we all three worked in the semi-darkness, but having cut out a great circular piece from the huge wall we only found the soft, chalky earth beyond, and no sign whatever of the presence of gold.

All was disappointing — utterly disheartening.

At noon we made ourselves presentable, and went over to the Plough for lunch. While we were still seated at table the inn-keepers sister entered and told me that Ben Knutton wished to speak with me, a request to which I responded with alacrity.

Outside I found the bent old fellow awaiting me. The very fact that he would not enter the inn told me that what he wished to say was in secrecy.

Mornin, sir, he exclaimed, in a low voice, touching his battered hat respectfully. Dollys sent me, sir, with a message to you. And fumbling in his trousers pocket he placed in my hand a crumpled letter.

We were standing behind a blank wall, with none to watch our movements; therefore I tore open the missive eagerly and read the few hastily-scribbled lines therein.

Dear Paul, she wrote, I am returning to London at once. If you write, do not address the letter to the library at Kensington, but to me at 120, Cornwall Road, Bayswater. Recollect the warning I gave you yesterday. Mr. P. went out last night, but he has not returned. — Yours, D. D.

Has Miss Drummond left Bringhurst? I asked the old labourer.

Yes, sir. I saw her off by the train for London. Shes not coming back, she said.

This surprised me. What, I wondered, could have occurred to take her away so suddenly, especially after our exchange of vows on the previous night? Re-reading the letter I found it cold and rather reserved, scarcely the communication of a woman filled with passionate love, as I believed her to be. She gave no reason for her sudden flight, although she warned me again of impending danger. Evidently she did not know that the four malefactors were entombed.

I returned to my companions, and became filled with a longing to go up to London.

I think Job Seal had had almost enough of the Manor House. That skeleton troubled his superstitious mind, therefore he was the first to hail my suggestion with approval. He had to see his owners, he said, and wanted to run down and see how the Thrush was progressing in dry dock. Reilly, however, seemed rather loth to leave the place before he had ascertained the fate of the invaders. He prided himself upon his ingenuity, and he certainly was a smart fellow, and never at a loss to wriggle out of a difficulty.

We locked up the place carefully, and although neither Reilly nor myself took any luggage, the skipper insisted upon taking his bed. He could sleep on no other, he declared. That night I slept in my own rooms at Chelsea, and next morning about eleven I met Reilly by appointment at Notting Hill Gate Station and took him with me to Cornwall Road, in order to introduce him to my well-beloved. I really dont know what induced me to do this, save that I felt that the interests of all three of us were in common, and a man is always eager and proud to introduce to his friends the woman he loves.

When we were ushered by the maid into Dorothys small, neatly-arranged sitting-room on the second floor, she rose from a little writing-table to greet us with a cry of surprise. She wore a black skirt and clean cotton blouse, which gave her countenance a bright, fresh appearance. As her eyes met mine her cheeks flushed with pleasure, but at Reilly she glanced inquiringly, as though she considered him an intruder.

At once I introduced him, and they were instantly friends.

The arrangement of the room betrayed the hand of a refined and tasteful woman. The furniture was of the type found in every Bayswater lodging-house, but by the judicious addition of a few art covers, Liberty cushions, and knick-knacks, the general aspect was changed into one of good taste and perfect harmony.

Really, Dr. Pickering, this is indeed a pleasant surprise! I had no idea you were coming to town, she exclaimed, placing chairs for both of us.

I briefly explained that, finding our search in the Manor House fruitless, we had relinquished our investigations for a few days. I also told her that my companion was my assistant, and that we had been at work together.

But Ive heard that you had another friend with you — a man called Seal, I think, a sea-captain, she remarked.

True. But who told you?

I heard Mr. Purvis talking of him with his friends. Mr. Bennett seems especially antagonistic towards him.

And well he may be, I answered. Then in a few brief words I told her the story which the skipper had related to us. My words did not surprise her in the least. She evidently knew Black Bennett too well.

Upon the mantelshelf in a heavy silver frame was a half-length cabinet photograph of a clean-shaven and rather good-looking young man. My eyes fell upon it once or twice, and I wondered who was the original. Perhaps it was my natural jealousy which caused that sudden interest.

Presently, while we were talking, a rap came at the door, and the servant called my love outside to hand her something from a tradesman.

The moment she had disappeared behind the screen placed across the door Reilly bent to me and, in a quick whisper, said:  — 

See that photo? Thats the man who was murdered at Kilburn! Ask her about him. Ill make an excuse to go.

I looked again at the picture. He was not more than twenty, with well-cut, refined features, a pair of merry eyes, and a well-formed mouth that in some way bore a slight resemblance to hers.

When she re-entered Reilly rose and stretched out his hand, expressing regret that he had an appointment in the City.

I wont take Dr. Pickering away from you, Miss Drummond, he laughed mischievously. You are one of our rivals in this treasure-hunt, but perhaps you both can arrange to combine forces — eh?

She laughed in chorus, and although she pressed him to remain I saw that at heart she was glad when he had taken leave of us. Every woman likes to be alone with her lover.

Well, Dorothy, I said, as she came back again, smiling, to my side, and allowed me to kiss her sweet lips, and why have you fled from Bringhurst like this? Tell me the whole truth.

By Mr. Purvis orders. After leaving you I returned to the farm, half an hour before he got back. Then he told me I was to pack and return to London by the morning train. I have not seen him since.

You are unaware of the reason he wished you to leave Bringhurst?

Quite. After I had gone to bed I heard Bennetts voice, but they went out together late, and I heard no more of them.

Bennett is not your friend? I suggested, watching her the while.

Her eyes lit up in an instant.

My friend! she cried. Bennett my friend! No, Paul, he is my worst and most bitter enemy.

Tell me, Dorothy, I asked, after a brief pause, during which I held her soft, slim hand in mine, who is that young man there — the photograph in the silver frame? And I pointed to it.

For a moment she did not reply. That — that! she gasped, her face blanching as she caught her breath quickly, her lips trembling, her eyes fixed upon me in abject fear. A friend, she laughed, falteringly. Only a friend — no one that you know.

And her breast rose and fell quickly as she strove to conceal the storm of conflicting emotions that arose within her.

But I really think you ought to tell me who it is, dearest, I said. Now that we are lovers, I surely have a right to know!

He is dead, she cried. Dead!

And with trembling fingers she took up the frame and turned it with reverence face towards the wall.

It is the picture of a dead friend, Paul, she added. Need I tell you more than that? she asked, with an effort.

What was his name? I demanded in a low, serious voice.

His name! she cried in blank dismay. No. Paul! I cannot tell you that. I love you — I love you with every fibre of my being, but in this, she cried, clinging to me with trembling hands, in this one small matter I beg of you to let me keep my secret. Be generous, and if you really love me let the dead rest.

He was your lover. I blurted forth.

Ah! no! she cried. You misjudge me! He was never my lover, although I confess to you that I — I loved him.

And she buried her face upon my shoulder, and sobbed as though her overburdened heart would break.


CHAPTER XXX. THE SILENT MANS STORY
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ON THE FOLLOWING morning I entered Dr. Macfarlanes consulting-room in response to a letter from him.

Your foundling is a lot better, Pickering, exclaimed the great lunacy specialist, rising and giving me his hand. Ive got him round at last. Not only is he quite rational, but he has found his voice, or as much of it as he will ever have. Brand, the surgeon, has discovered that he has an injury to the tongue which prevents him properly articulating.

Is he quite in his right mind? I asked, eagerly.

As right as you are, my dear fellow. I thought from the first it was only temporary, he answered. He has told me his story, and, by Jove! its a remarkable one.

What account does he give of himself?

Oh, youd better come with me down to Ealing, and hear it from his own lips. Im going to High Elms in half an hour.

When the Mysterious Man entered the doctors private room at the asylum I saw at once what a change had been wrought in him. Neatly dressed in blue serge, his grey hair was well-trimmed, and he no longer wore that long Rip Van Winkle beard of which the hands of the Thrush had made such fun. He was now shaven, with a well-twisted white moustache, smart, fresh-looking, and no longer decrepit. He walked with springy step, and seemed at least twenty years younger. Only when he spoke one realized his infirmity, although he seemed an educated man. His mouth emitted a strange, hollow sound, and several letters he could not pronounce intelligibly.

I have, I believe, to thank you, doctor, he said, politely, as he came in. You were one of those who rescued me.

Yes, I answered. I found you on board the old ship, the Seahorse, and we took you with us to the steamer.

Ah! he sighed. I had a narrow escape, doctor — a very narrow escape. Ive been mad, they say. Its true, I suppose, otherwise I should not be here, in an asylum. But I assure you I recollect very little after I boarded that coffin-ship.

I watched his dark eyes. They were no longer shifty, but calm and steady. He was quite sane now, and had at Macfarlanes invitation seated himself between us.

We are all very much interested in you, I said. Will you tell me the whole story?

Well, I cant talk very plainly, you know, but Ill try and explain everything, he said. Then with a renewed effort he went on:  — 

It is no sailors yarn, but the truth, even though it may sound a remarkable story. You see, it was like this. Id been at sea all my life, and in Liverpool Bob Usher, first mate of the City of Chester, was well known twelve years ago. Like a good many other men I got sick of my work, and in a fit of anger with the skipper I deserted in Sydney. After the City of Chester had sailed for home I joined another steamer, the Goldfinch, bound for Shanghai, but instead of putting in there we ran up the Chinese coast, and when a couple of cannon were produced and the forecastle hands armed themselves with rifles and cutlasses, the truth dawned upon me. It was not long before we painted our name on the bows, and commenced doing a bit of piracy among the junks. Our quick-firing guns, manned by old naval men, played havoc among the Chinese boats, and before a fortnight we had quite a cargo of loot — silks, ivories, tea, opium, and such things — all of which we ran to Adelaide, where the skipper disposed of them to one of those agents who asked no questions.

At first I had thoughts of leaving the ship, for I had no desire to be overhauled by a British cruiser, nor to be sunk as a pirate. Still, the life was full of excitement, and the hands were as adventurous and as light-hearted a crew as ever sailed the Pacific. Although the gunboats were constantly on the lookout for us, we had wonderful good luck. In the China seas there is still a lot of piracy, mostly by the Chinese themselves, but sometimes by European steamers. We always gave the British squadron a very wide berth, constantly changing our name and altering the colour of our funnel. This went on for nearly a year, when at last the chase after us grew a bit too hot, and we sailed out of Perth for Liverpool. We had rounded the Cape and were steaming up the West Coast of Africa, when one day a Danish seaman named Jansen made a trifling mistake in executing one of the captains orders. The skipper swore, the Dane answered him back, whereupon the captain shot the poor fellow like a dog, and with the aid of the second mate pitched him to the sharks before he was dead. This was a bit too much for me. I remonstrated at such cold-blooded murder, but scarcely had the words left my mouth when the captain, Bennett by name, fired point-blank at me.

Bennett! I ejaculated, interrupting. Do you mean Black Bennett?

Yes. The same man, he answered. Do you know the brute?

I do. Go on. Ill tell you something when you have finished.

Well, the skipper fired at me. He was the worst of bad characters. They said hed secured a big fortune after a few years, and that it was locked up in Consols in England. All I know, however, is that he was the most cold-blooded, heartless blackguard that Ive ever met. Of course Chinese dont count for much, but Id be afraid to estimate how many hed sent to kingdom come during our exciting cruises in Chinese waters. But thats neither here nor there. We quarrelled, he and I. Having missed me, he at once decided on another plan of getting rid of me. We were just then hugging a long, broken, and unexplored coast line, therefore he stopped the vessel and ordered the crew to lower a boat and put me ashore, knowing too well the fate of a single unarmed man among the barbarous Moors. It was a fiendish revenge to maroon me, but I was helpless. That was the last time I saw Bennett — nearly ten years ago now.

The man Usher paused for a few moments, the effort of such a long narrative having been too much for him.

Well, he continued, I was put ashore without food or water on a sandy, desolate spot. The surf was so strong that we narrowly escaped being upset, but getting to land at last I discovered the mouth of a river, and pushed my way beside it for a good many miles. The river, I afterwards found, was called the Tensift, and I had landed in South Morocco. I need not describe all the adventures that happened to me, save that I was seized a week after landing and carried as a slave to Morocco city, where I was sold to a powerful sheik, who probably considered that it increased his social status to possess an English slave. I was taken across the deserts and over the Atlas to a place called Aksabi, and for several years was kindly treated although held in bondage. After some time, however, my master was ordered by the Sultan to raise an army against the Riff tribes on the Mediterranean coast, and I was, of course, enrolled as a man who knew something of war. Our expedition travelled first to Fez, where we were reviewed by the Sultan himself, and then we penetrated into the fertile mountain country held by the revolutionary Riffs. But disaster after disaster befell us in that unknown country, falling into ambushes almost every day, until with others I was taken prisoner, and passed from hand to hand until I became slave to one of the powerful Riff chiefs. All my companions had been massacred in cold blood, but being a European my life had been spared, probably because my captors expected they might hold me for ransom. As slave of a tyrannical barbarian, mine was a dogs life. On any day or at any hour I knew not whether my capricious master might not order me to be put to the torture, bastinadoed, or shot, while the work in the broiling sun under a harsh negro taskmaster was so hard that it sapped my manhood. The Sheik Taiba, whose slave I was, defied the Sultan and lived in a mountain stronghold a few miles from the blue Mediterranean. Day after day I could see the open sea stretching away beyond. Ah! how I longed to be free to return to England. On one or two occasions I had been sent with other slaves (all negroes) to obtain stones from the seashore. On one occasion, at the mouth of the small river that flowed down the valley to the sea opposite the island of Alhucemas, there had been pointed out to me by one of my hapless companions, a decrepit old negro, the submerged hull of a ship lying about a quarter of a mile up from the sea, and only just covered by the clear, swift-flowing stream. It lay like this, and taking a pencil and paper he drew a plan of its position.

It was the Seahorse! I said, quickly.

Yes. It had been there for ages, a ship the like of which I had never before seen, but by standing upon the projecting rock above I could look down upon it. Many times I visited it, for the mystery of it attracted me. Among both Moors and negroes there was a strange legend that evil spirits were contained within, hence it was held in superstitious awe. When it rose to the surface there would, it was believed, emerge from it a terrible pestilence that would sweep the whole of the Riff tribes from the face of the earth. I, however, had no such fear. Many times I dived off the rock and examined the black old hull, finding that the projecting stern had become wedged beneath the overhanging ledge, and that this apparently kept it in its place. Through the windows I could see that the water had not entered, hence it occurred to me that some buoyancy might be left in it. For two whole years I held this theory, and it was strengthened by the fact that instead of lying heavily on the sandy bottom, the bows were raised a foot or two. I could see that it was a very ancient vessel, which in some remote period had drifted over the bar into the estuary, and had stranded there when the river was low. Then when the winter snows of the Atlas had melted, the flood had risen rapidly, the projecting rock had held down the stern of the old craft, and the waters had closed over her. The one thought that possessed me was that if that overhanging rock could be removed the hull might float again. With this object I waited in patience. From the traders at Tetuan the Riffs frequently purchased explosives which they used in their periodical fights against the forces of the Kaid Maclean and the Sultan. Hence, about two years afterwards, I found in the possession of the Sheik Taiba some strange-looking substance which, although the Moors were unaware of its potency, I knew to be dynamite. I managed to secure some of it, and a week later placed it in the great rift in the rock and in the middle of the night blew it up. The quantity I used must have been much more than necessary, for the rock was split, and the ledge, blown right off, fell into the water ten yards away from the vessel, while to my great delight the craft came up to the surface, the strangest-looking object I had ever seen afloat. I swam to it, and having broken out one of its windows crept into the cabin, the current carrying me slowly out to sea.

The explosion had alarmed the Riffs, who poured down to the spot in hundreds, only to see the strange craft which they held in such dread actually floating down the stream. The sight of it filled them with terror, and they fled, attributing the explosion to a supernatural cause. My object, of course, was to escape from slavery, and in order not to attract the attention of my enemies, the Riffs, should they board me, I threw off my slaves clothing, and finding in the cabin a pair of old Elizabethan breeches and a doublet, I donned them. The door communicating with the other part of the ship was secured so firmly that very soon I realized my position.

Days passed, how many I cannot tell. I only knew that want of food and water — of which I had none — told upon me, as well as the punishment that had been inflicted upon me a month before my escape. For a trifling offence the Sheik Taiba had ordered my tongue to be cut out, a cruel mutilation common among the Moors. This had not actually been done, but so severely was my tongue injured by my inhuman captors that I was now unable to articulate a single word. What more can I tell you? Alone on that strange craft, hunger and thirst consumed me, my mind wandered, I grew worse, and eventually went stark mad and oblivious to everything. All I recollect is that I was placed in charge of Ben Harding, the man who acted as Bennetts second mate on the Goldfinch — a broken-down gentleman who knew little about the sea, and whose previous career included a long term of imprisonment at Brisbane for being implicated in the murder of a mail-driver. But you said that you know Black Bennett, he added, with anger flashing in his eyes. He marooned me because he feared that I should tell the truth of poor Jansens murder when we got to Liverpool. Where is he to be found?


CHAPTER XXXI. THE HOUSE AT KILBURN
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ROBERT USHER RETURNED with me to Chelsea and again took up his abode in Keppel Street.

To him I explained the whole of the curious circumstances, our exciting search after the hidden loot, and our utter failure — a narrative which interested him greatly, and caused him to become enthusiastic in his desire to render us assistance. I introduced him to Seal, Reilly, and old Staffurth, and we all closely analyzed his story, which at first seemed so extraordinary to us as to be beyond credence. Seal, however, as a practical seaman, examined the plan which Usher drew, and gave it as his opinion that the Seahorse had been preserved in the manner described by Usher. His theory was that the antique vessel had been battened down for a storm, and that the rudder being carried away the men on board were helpless. The gale also carried away the masts and blew the wreck over the bar into the river, where she became wedged by the rocky ledge, as Usher described. Then a sudden flood of the river caused the waters to rise so rapidly that before the crew could open the hatches and escape the vessel became submerged.

I suggested that the reason the crew stayed below was that being storm-driven to the land of their enemies, the Corsairs, they feared attack, therefore remained within their stronghold, hoping to float away when the gale abated, but were unfortunately overwhelmed so suddenly that escape became impossible. Death had no doubt come upon them quickly, for we recollected that the interior showed no sign of recent fighting, and that asphyxiation was evidently the cause of death.

The fate of Bennett and his men in that underground burrow caused us considerable apprehension. We had, up to the present, successfully combated the efforts of the gang to secure the treasure, but so ingenious and ubiquitous were our enemies that we knew not when or where they would turn up again. Reilly was of opinion that they were entombed, but my own idea was that with Black Bennett as leader they would certainly escape in some ingenious manner or other. I had a kind of intuition that we had not yet seen the last of that interesting quartette.

So far as we were concerned we had given up all hope of discovering the gold at Caldecott Manor. It was surely tantalizing to read that long list of the treasure in English, covering eighteen pages in the vellum book — plates and dishes of gold, jewels in profusion, collars of pearls, jewelled swords, packets of uncut gems, golden cups, and seven chests of yron each fylled wyth monie, a list of objects which, if sold, meant an ample fortune.

Accompanied by Reilly, I visited the house at Kilburn wherein the secret tragedy had been enacted. We had but little difficulty in finding it, a good-sized semi-detached place lying back behind some dark green railings. A board showed that it was to let, and having obtained the key at a house-agents in Edgware Road, we went over it as prospective tenants. The furniture had been removed, but on the floor-boards of the upstairs room in which the helpless man had been so foully done to death we found a small dark stain, the size of a mans palm — the stain of blood. It was, according to Reilly, the exact spot where the poor young fellow lay, his life-blood having soaked through the carpet.

We looked outside the window, and there saw the great hole in the conservatory roof through which my companion had fallen, while a piece of broken lattice-work hung away from the wall. The autumn sunshine fell full upon that dark stain on the floor, but the attention of the observer would not have been attracted thereby; it was brown, like other stains one so often sees upon deal flooring, and none would ever dream that it was evidence of a foul and cowardly crime.

On the following day I called upon Dorothy at Cornwall Road, and almost her first words were to convey to me a piece of news from Rockingham — namely, that old Ben Knutton had met with a fatal accident. While in a state of intoxication two nights before he had attempted to cross the river by the foot-bridge that leads to Great Easton, had missed his footing, fallen in, and been drowned. There was no suspicion of foul play, as a young labourer named Thoms had been with him, and had been unable to save him. The inquest had been held on the previous day at the Sonde Arms, and a verdict of Accidental Death returned.

The old fellow was a sad inebriate, it was true, but in common with Dorothy, I felt a certain amount of regret at his tragic end. Had it not been for the presence of a witness I should certainly have suspected foul play.

Have you heard anything of your friends Bennett or Purvis? I asked her as we sat together.

Mr. Purvis was here last night, she answered. He has told me how you entrapped them in that subterranean passage.

Then they have escaped! I cried. Tell me how they managed it!

It appears that on leaving the Manor, and descending into the secret way, they found that you had removed the planks that bridged the well. They returned to the Manor only to discover that you had also closed down the exit securely.

What did they do then?

Well, for a time there seemed no solution of the problem until Mr. Bennett, more ingenious than the rest, suggested that they should dig a hole straight upwards from the roof of the passage. This they did, and in half an hour emerged in the centre of a cornfield!

By Jove! I cried, laughing. I never thought of that! Then they are all four back in London again?

I think so. It seems as though they have, like you, given up all hope of making any discovery.

Yes, I said, with a sigh, we are, unfortunately, no nearer the truth than we were when we started. My eye fell upon the mantelshelf, and I noticed that in place of the portrait of the dead man there was now a photograph of a well-known actor. She had removed it, and had probably placed the picture among her most treasured possessions.

This thought pained me. It was on the tip of my tongue to refer to it, but I feared to give her annoyance.

I openly declare that I now thought far more of my sweet and winsome love than I did of that sordid treasure. The first-named was a living reality, the soft-voiced woman who was my all-in-all; but the latter was nothing more than a mere phantom, as fortune is so very often.

While my friends still discussed the ways and means of solving the problem I thought only of her, for I loved her with all my heart and with all my soul. How I wished she would set my troubled thoughts at rest regarding the poor fellow who had been done to death at Kilburn, yet when I recollected the reason of her secrecy I saw that she was held silent for fear of consequences. Hers was a secret — but surely not a guilty one.

Still she had admitted to me having loved him, and that had aroused the fierce fire of jealousy within me. I felt that I had a right to know who and what he was.

We sat chatting together, as lovers will, and when evening fell we went out together and dined at a restaurant. I suppose that if we had regarded conventionalities I ought not to have visited her at her lodgings, yet I found her a woman overwhelmed by a sadness; one in whose life there had been so little joy, and whose future was only a blank sea of despair. My presence, I think, cheered her, for her soft cheeks flushed, her eyes grew bright when she chatted with me, and her breast heaved and fell when I spoke of my affection.

She was so different to other women; so calm, so thoughtful, so sweet of temperament, though I knew that in her inner consciousness she was suffering all the tortures which come to the human mind when overshadowed by a crime. It was because of that I tried to take her out of herself, to give her a little pleasure beyond that dreary street in Bayswater, and to prevent her thoughts ever wandering back to that terrible night in Kilburn when those brutal men forced her to touch the cold, white face of the dead.

When dining together in the big hall of the Trocadero the crowd and the music brightened her, for evening gaiety in London is infectious, and she expressed pleasure that we had gone there. Over dinner I told her how for the present we had abandoned the search at Caldecott, and related to her Ushers remarkable story.

And this man Bennett actually cast the poor fellow away without food or water! she cried, when she had heard me to the end. Why, that was as much murder as the shooting of the unfortunate Dane! I hate the man, Paul! she added. Truth to tell, I myself live in fear of him. He would not hesitate to kill me — that I know.

No, no, I said reassuringly. He dare not do that. Besides, you now have me as your protector, Dorothy. And I looked straight into her great dark eyes.

Ah! I know, she faltered. But — well, there are reasons why I fear he may carry out his threat.

What! I exclaimed. Has he threatened you?

She was silent for a few moments, then nodded in the affirmative.

I knew the reason. It was because she was aware of the secret at Kilburn. Perhaps he feared she might expose him, just as ten years before he had feared Robert Usher.

If he attempts to harm you it will be the worse for him! I cried quickly. Remember we have in Seal and Usher witnesses who could bring him to the criminal dock. At present, however, both men are remaining silent. The whole truth is not yet revealed. There is still another crime of which certain persons have knowledge — a tragedy in London, not long ago.

Her face blanched in an instant, and next second I regretted that I had hinted at her secret.

What is that? she asked in a hollow voice, not daring to look me in the face.

But I managed to turn the conversation without replying to her question, and resolved that in future, although anxiety might consume me, I would refrain from further mention of the ugly affair. She would tell me nothing — indeed, how could she, implicated as she was, even though innocent?

Yet I hated to think that my love should be an associate of those malefactors, and was striving to devise a plan by which she might escape from her terrible thraldom.

After dinner I suggested the play, and we went together to see an amusing comedy. But afterwards, as I sat beside her in the cab on our return to Bayswater, she sighed, saying  — 

Forgive me, Paul, but somehow I fear the future. I am too happy — and I know that this perfect contentment cannot last. I am one of those doomed from birth to disappointment and unhappiness. It has been ever so throughout my life — it is so now.

No, no, dearest, I declared, taking her little gloved hand in mine. You have enemies, just as I have, but if we assist each other we may successfully checkmate them. This fight for a fortune is a desperate one, it is true, but up to the present it has been a drawn game, while we hold the honours — our mutual love.

She gripped my hand in silence, but it was more expressive than any words could have been. I knew that she placed her whole trust in me.

Yes, ours was a strange wooing — brief, passionate, and complete. But I felt confident that, even though she might have entertained an affection for the man so ruthlessly assassinated at Kilburn, she loved me truly and well.

In that belief I remained perfectly content. She was mine, mine alone, and I desired no more. For me her affection was all-sufficient. I had searched for a hidden treasure, and found the greatest on earth — perfect love.


CHAPTER XXXII. WHAT WE DISCOVERED AT THE RECORD OFFICE
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A MONTH DRAGGED slowly by. I saw Dorothy daily, and we were happy in each others love. She had resumed her post of typewriter at an insurance office in Moorgate Street, and on her return home would generally spend each evening with me. Robert Usher continued to live with me in Keppel Street and proved a most entertaining companion, and Philip Reilly, bitterly disappointed, had also returned to the bank, while Job Seal had sailed from Cardiff with his usual cargo of steam coal for Malta.

Worn out with all the confusion, we had all of us given up hope of ever discovering the treasure, and my chief regret was that we had played such havoc with the interior of Caldecott Manor. What the landlords claim for dilapidations would be I dreaded to think.

Usher was, of course, a typical adventurer. His whole life had been spent upon the sea, and yet, curiously enough, his speech was never interlarded with nautical phrases like Seals. Some men, however long they are at sea, never become salts, and Robert Usher was one of them. Over our pipes he often related to me his exciting adventures as slave in the interior of Morocco, and times without number gave me vivid descriptions of the old Seahorse as he found it held beneath the clear water by the ledge of rock. At first it had puzzled me greatly why the water had not entered the cabins when the flood closed over the vessel, but both Seal and I recollected how, after hacking away the growth of weeds and shells from the deck, the men had found the hatches covered tightly with a kind of waterproof tarpauling, which had evidently been placed there by those on board to prevent the heavy sea that washed the decks from entering the cabins. The commander and his officers had closed themselves down tightly, trusting to the one officer and his men on deck to manage the ship, but, alas! they had all perished.

At first it had seemed utterly incredible that the ship had retained its buoyancy all those years, and that the water had never entered; yet it was evident that the decomposition of the bodies of those unfortunate victims had generated gases that had increased its buoyancy, and that, being held within the river bar, there were no waves to beat and break the thick, green glass of the tightly-secured windows. Had the vessel sunk in deep water, the pressure of the latter would, of course, have broken the glass at once, but resting on that soft, sandy bed, only just submerged, it had been preserved quite intact through all those years, a tribute to the stability of the stout oak and teak of which our forefathers constructed ships in Queen Elizabeths day.

I introduced Robert Usher to the secretary of the Royal Geographical Society, and he was invited to deliver a lecture before the Fellows describing the interior of Morocco, about which so very little is known even in these days. His wanderings in the Anti-Atlas and the Jeb Grus to Figig, his captivity in Aksabi and with the warlike Riffs, and the information he gave regarding the power of the latter and the weakness of the Sultans army were extremely interesting, and were afterwards printed in the journal of the society as a permanent record. His map of the sources of the Muluya River, on Jeb Aiahin, in the Great Atlas, was of considerable value, and was afterwards marked on the map of Morocco. It will, indeed, be found upon the revised maps of that country now published.

In the privacy of my sitting-room he related many stories regarding the man known as Black Bennett. As far as I could discover, the latter had led a curious double life for years. He possessed a small but comfortable house out at Epping, where he posed as a retired sea captain, but now and then he would disappear, sometimes for a whole year, occupying his time in depredations on the sea. The common belief in England is that piracy is dead, but it was certainly not so a dozen years ago, when Chinese waters were not watched by Japanese and European war vessels as they now are. To commit acts of piracy in the Yellow Seas would nowadays be a difficult matter.

About Harding, the man who had so cleverly copied the documents I had taken from the Seahorse, Usher told me a good deal. Formerly a professor at Cambridge, he had committed some fraud, and fearing arrest had, it seemed, escaped to sea. An adventurer of the same type as Bennett, the pair became inseparable, and Harding had assisted the former in many of his most daring schemes.

So the weeks went on, autumn drew to a close, and I began to glance at the Lancet anxiously each week to ascertain where a locum tenens was wanted, for, even though compelled to go to the country and leave my love alone and at the mercy of that quartette of unscrupulous scoundrels, I saw myself compelled to earn my living.

I recollected that long and tantalizing list of gold and jewels in the vellum book which I had given again into Mr. Staffurths hands to re-examine, and sighed that they were not mine that I might marry Dorothy and give her a fitting and comfortable home.

One day I received quite an unexpected visit from Mr. Staffurth. As soon as he entered my room I saw by his flushed cheeks and excited manner that something unusual had occurred. He had even forgotten to remove his big spectacles, as he always did before he went out.

Its briefly this, he said in reply to my eager demand. The day before yesterday, while going through that vellum book again, there were two things that struck me for the first time. The first you will recollect, namely, that in the covers and on various folios is written in brown ink, very faded, and at a different date than when the book was first compiled, the numerical three. There are no fewer than nine huge threes in different parts of the book, but none of them have anything whatever to do with the context. The mystery of that sign puzzled me. It seemed as though it were placed there with some distinct object, for each was carefully drawn, and so boldly that it was evidently intended to arrest attention.

I recollect quite distinctly, I said, interested. I pointed them out to you one day, but they did not then appear to strike you as curious.

No, answered the old man, I was too engrossed in deciphering the manuscript at the time. But the second discovery I have made is still more curious, for I find in the back of the cover, which, as you know, is lined with vellum, there is written in the same hand as that which penned the book itself the curious entry: 3ELIZ:43.5.213. At first I was much puzzled by it, but after a good deal of reflection I disposed of the threes at each end among those in the body of the book, and read the entry as a date, namely, the twenty-first day of May in the forty-third year of the reign of Elizabeth, or 1591. This aroused my curiosity, and I lost no time in searching at the Record Office for any documents bearing that date. I spent all yesterday there, and at last my search among the indices was rewarded, for I found an entry which indicated something of interest preserved among the Oblata Rolls. I have seen it, and I want you to come to Chancery Lane and assist me in copying it.

When? Now? I cried in excitement.

Certainly. I have a cab at the door.

On our drive Staffurth told me little regarding his find, declaring that I should be allowed to inspect it in due course. You may, however, imagine my own state of mind, for I saw how highly excited the old expert was himself, although he strove not to show it.

Arrived at the new Record Office, Staffurth, who was well known there as a searcher, filled up a request form for No. 26,832 of the Oblata Rolls, and in due course an attendant handed to us at the desk, whereat we had taken seats, a small roll of rather coarse parchment, to which were attached three old red seals and a tablet bearing the catalogue number.

Staffurth unrolled it before me and exhibited the three signatures at foot. They were those of Clement Wollerton, John Ffreeman, and Bartholomew da Schorno.

My eager eyes devoured it. Near the foot was sketched a strange device, very much like a plan, for in the centre of three unequal triangles was a small circle, and with them certain cabalistic signs.

You see it is unfortunately in cipher, Staffurth pointed out. But it no doubt has something to do with the treasure.

But we have the key, I exclaimed. It is written in the vellum book.

He shook his white head, saying: No. I have already tried it. Our key is useless. This is entirely different.

It may be a copy of the document sold by Knutton, I cried. Possibly it has been placed among the Government records for safety, in case the Knuttons should lose the one entrusted to their care.

Possibly, was his answer. But our key to the cipher gives us absolutely no assistance. What I want you to do is to copy it. Take that pen and write down the letters at my dictation.

I obeyed, and with care printed in capitals as he read them off as follows  — 

HPSEWXOQHWHPBARLHEOWC MRS OWCWPASROOBK LPC AXHAHBXHO BOW RSO BOWUAC SOP KSRSEBBNK PUA CJOOALAJOFCZXHO OKYSOP PORCJU O LP BRRIPCPCO BALCJO OLPROLLPO SB OO WRCRR XHA CFA XH BSJSQOM ECLSXISPBNCXCMOHOLEWXIO EHOBI OB LBS

There were some forty lines, all as utterly unintelligible as the extract given above. The parchment was yellow, and here and there were damp stains where the ink had faded until the deciphering of the capitals was a matter of some difficulty. But, with the practised eye of an expert, old Mr. Staffurth read off the rather difficult Italian hand just as easily as a newspaper.

He showed me the great difference in the English hand in Elizabeths day to the Italian, and we concluded that it was in the autography of Bartholomew da Schorno himself. But, possessing no key to the cipher, neither of us was hopeful of reading the statement contained therein. I could not help thinking that the key in the vellum book would be of some use to us, but my friend was quite positive that it had nothing whatever to do with the present cryptic writing.

The crisp parchment was folded at the bottom, and through this fold three slits were cut, upon which pieces of parchment like broad tapes were threaded. Upon each was a seal, one of them that of Bartholomew, bearing the leopard rampant.

The curious device near the end of the document I copied as exactly as I could, and when, after Staffurth had puzzled over the yellow screed for an hour, we were about to hand it back to the attendant, the assistant-keeper approached my friend and, greeting him, asked  — 

What do you find of interest in that roll, Mr. Staffurth? It has been in request by several people during the past day or two.

Has any one else copied it? I demanded breathlessly.

Yes. There were two men looking at it three days ago, and they took a copy.

Can you describe them? asked Staffurth, dumfounded, for, like me, he feared that we had been again forestalled.

They were fair, both of them. One was evidently well-versed in palæography. He was a thin, tall man, with a slight impediment in his speech.

Harding had been there, without a doubt!

How did they discover it? inquired Staffurth.

By the unusual name — Italian, isnt it? The roll is catalogued under that. You found it in the same manner, didnt you?

Yes, the old expert responded. But I suppose no one has ever discovered the key to the cipher?

No. Lost centuries ago, I expect.

Unless that document of Knuttons contains it, I remarked to my friend.

Ah! he gasped. I never thought of that! This may be the absolute record with the plan, and the Knutton parchment the key to the cipher.

If so, then weve lost it! We are too late, I remarked, my heart sinking.

Professor Campbell, of Edinburgh, was much interested in it, and tried to make it out two years ago, but utterly failed, was the assistant-keepers remark, and a few moments later, after we had handed the roll back to the attendant, he left us, and I returned with Staffurth to his house in Clapham.

Well versed as Staffurth was in the art of cryptic writing as practised during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, he utterly failed to decipher what I had copied. The signatures alone were in plain script — all the rest in cipher.

I took a copy of the document for myself, and through nearly a fortnight spent my leisure in trying, with the aid of the key in the vellum book, to decipher the first line, all, however, in vain. The cryptogram was a complicated one in any case. Staffurth consulted two men he knew who were experts in such things, but both gave it up as a private cipher that could not be read without a key.

One night, however, while lying in bed reflecting, as all of us do when our minds are troubled, that oft-repeated numerical three suddenly occurred to me. Could it be possible that it was the key to the cipher? This idea became impressed upon me, so I rose and, going into my sitting-room, lit my lamp, and there and then commenced to work upon it.

After several trials in taking three as the key-number, I at last made the experiment of taking C for A, and so on, writing the third letter from the one required. The alphabet I wrote then read as follows  — 

ABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZ

CFILORUXADGJMPSVYBEHKNQTWZ

Then, with my heart beating wildly, I turned to decipher the document, but even then I found it useless. Indeed, I spent the remainder of that night in vainly trying to solve the puzzle.

That same afternoon I went to Staffurths, told him of my inspiration, and showed him my alphabet. Adjusting his big spectacles, he regarded it for a long time in silence, but I saw that, to him, mine was a new and rather striking idea. He took a sheet of paper and tried time after time to make sense of that first long line of bewildering capitals, acting upon the supposition that three was the number.

Suddenly the old man cried excitedly, turning to me  — 

Ive got it! At last! See! The golden number is three. Your alphabet is the correct one, only the letters are reversed three by three. Take these first six, and then reverse them. You have SP HXWE, which by aid of your alphabet reads: On thys —— The Secret, whatever it is, is ours — ours!


CHAPTER XXXIII. WE DECIPHER THE PARCHMENT
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OUR EXCITEMENT OVER the discovery was unbounded. Old Mr. Staffurths announcement seemed hardly possible. His hand trembled as he held the paper whereon I had copied the precious document catalogued among the Oblata Rolls, while I, bending over him, stood eager but speechless.

See! he cried. The cipher is cunningly reversed, in order to make it more complicated. The big threes written by the old Italian were drawn as a silent indication of the correct solution of this document. Besides, there is before and after the entry of the date of the document two threes, one at each end — meaning first the third letter, and secondly each three letters reversed.

Lets decipher it at once — whatever it is! I exclaimed, hastily pulling up a chair to the table beside him and taking a sheet of blank paper and pencil. Imagine for yourself the tension of my mind at that critical moment. What might not be concealed behind that bewildering array of letters? Was the secret of the whereabouts of the treasure written there, or was it, after all, only some unimportant record having no reference at all to the hidden loot?

The old man was staring at the document with a puzzled air, for it was apparently not so easy to decipher as he had believed.

Dictate it to me, and I will write, I urged quickly, holding up my pencil ready. The suspense was irritating. We both of us were impatient to get at the truth.

Slowly, and not without a good deal of difficulty, Staffurth reversed each three letters of the cipher, three by three, and then reading them by aid of the alphabet I had compiled, gave down the beginning of the document to me as follows  — 



SP HXWE HQOPHWRABEH LCWO SR MCWO AP WO

On thys twenty-first daye of Maye in ye

RSKBO CPL HXABHAOHX WOBO SR WO BCAUPO SR

foure and thirtieth yere of ye raigne of

SKB ESKNBAUPO JCLAO OJAZCFOHX YKOPO SR

our souvrigne Ladie Elizabeth Quene of

OPUJCPLO RRBCPIO CPL ABOJCPLO LOROPLOB SR WO

Englande Ffrance and Irelande Defender of ye

RRCAHX A FCBHXSJSMOQ LC EIXSBPS XCNO MCLO

Ffaith I Bartholomew da Schorno have made

HXWE EOIBOH BOISBL.

thys Secret Record.



Our excitement knew no bounds. It was, after all, a secret record, and without doubt it referred to the treasure! It is always interesting work to decipher an old document, but more especially so one that no man has been able to read for ages. Imagine yourself for a moment in my place, with a fortune attached to the revelation of that secret!

Old Mr. Staffurths voice trembled, as did his thin, white hands. As a palæographist he had at times made some remarkable discoveries while delving in the dusty parchment records of bygone ages, but surely none had ever affected him like this. We were learning the place where a fortune lay hidden.

For close on two hours we worked together incessantly, slowly obtaining the right equivalents of the cipher, but very often making errors in calculation with the puzzling threes. The writing was simple after all, but at the same time difficult to decipher, requiring great care and patience. At length, however, I sat with the whole of the secret revealed before me, written down in plain English, surely one of the most interesting documents among the thousands preserved in the national archives.

The record, which we read and re-read a dozen times with breathless interest, was as follows  — 

ON THYS TWENTY-FIRST DAYE OF MAYE IN YE FOURE and thirtieth yere of ye Raigne of our Souvrigne Ladie Elizabeth, Quene of Englande Ffrance and Irelande, Defender of ye Ffaith, I Bartholomew da Schorno have made thys secret Record.

TO EIGHT of ye men who fought wyth me on ye Great Unicorne against ye Spanysh galleon and who made covenant was ye place of ye loote knowne. In all those men dyd I place my trust. One Robert Dafte hath broken hys oath and hath reveled ye secret, for he hath tolde before hys death unto hys wyfe ye place into which we walled ye golde. Therefore it hath become necessarie in tyme to remove ye treasure which we captured from ye Spanysh and from ye Barbarians of Algiers unto a place of safetie from thieves, from conspiratiors, and from ye enemies of oure Quene.

THEREFORE be it known unto ye person who may rede thys my Record that on thys daye above written the whole of what I possess has been removed from ye priests hole in ye Manor of Caldecott and concealed in a place more fytting and secure. The knowledge of it now remains only wyth my trusted friends Clement Wollerton and John Ffreeman, the two signatories to ye present document. Be it knowne also therefore that ye secret covenant playced in ye hand of Richard Knutton is now made by me null and voide, although my testamentary disposition of ye golde jewels and all other articles whych I Bartholomew da Schorno, noble of Ferrara, Commendatore of the Order of San Stefano, have treasured shall remain as I have before written; that is to saye that should ye Knights of Saint Stephen not require funds ye golde is to become ye sole and absolute property of ye youngest childe of ye family of Clement Wollerton, of Stybbington, in ye Countie of Huntyngedon, but without any parte or portion to go to ye familie of Richard Knutton, ye last mentioned havyng wickedly and maliciously conspyred wyth ye wyfe of ye saide Robert Dafte to steale and take possession of ye treasure during our absence on ye seas.

AND THEREFORE be it known unto ye person who gains ye secret of thys cipher that I wyth mine owne hand have written thys my record for two purposes. In ye firste playce to make it plaine unto all men that it is my ardent desire to assist ye worke of ye release of Christians in slavery in Barberie, and secondlie to reveale unto ye one who deciphers my record ye place where ye golde wyll be found. Let hym rede and marke well.

FOURE MILES from Stamforde towne on ye great roade into Scotlande and to ye left hande, is Tyckencote Laund. Within thys woode have we buried ye treasure three arms-lengths deepe, and to recover it ye directions whych herewyth I give must be followed closely. Enter ye woode by ye path leading through ye fieldes at ye fourth mylestone from Stamford towne and passe ye lyne of six oakes always facing Empinghame church until ye Three Systers are found. Midway between ye three, at twenty-and-nyne foot-paces from ye south, have we planted an oak sapling and beneath it will be found hydden ye golde of ye Spanyards and ye jewels of ye Corsairs.

(Here followed the roughly-executed plan which consisted of three triangles at unequal distance from each other, and a crude sketch of the tree beneath which the gold was hidden. Across the sketch was an arrow, presumably showing the direction of the sunrise, and a second one with the word Empinghame written at its barb.)

LET HE WHO fyndeth thys my wealthe carrie out my written will, taking unto hymselfe one of the chests of monie as hys recompense. But should he not give up ye remainder in full unto ye last descendant of ye Wollertons of Stybbington my curse shall for ever reste upon hym. That what is herein written is true, we who alone knowe ye secret of ye saide treasure and have taken oure oathes to keepe it untyl the golde should be wanted by ye Knightes of Saint Stephen have hereunto sett oure hands and seale on ye daye and yere first above written.

CLEMENT WOLLERTON.

JOHN FFREEMAN.

BARTHOLOMEW DA SCHORNO.

The spot to which the treasure had been secretly removed from that upstairs chamber in Caldecott Manor was now actually revealed to us! But we entertained a horrible suspicion that Bennett and his friends were equally in the possession of the secret. The suggestion that the document sold by the dead man Knutton contained a key to the cipher was, of course, now dismissed; but we were nevertheless filled with fear that the quartette might, by some means or other, have solved the problem, just as we had done.

Philip Reilly, although he had returned to his desk at the bank, had spent his spare time down at Hammersmith, and had watched the movements of the four men. He had once or twice told me that he believed some fresh move was being made, and he had also discovered that the fourth man, he who had charge of Dorothy on that fatal night at Kilburn — a short, dark-bearded, thick-set fellow known as Martin — was in reality a low-class solicitor named Martin Franklin, who rented a small back office in the Minories and appeared to have very few clients.

Staffurth agreed with me that we should lose no time in obeying the directions given in the document before us, therefore I drove into the city before the banks closed, and showed Philip the secret revealed. On reading it he became highly excited, as may be imagined, and, having obtained two days leave of absence from his manager, we went out and bought several useful implements, including a saw, three shovels, pickaxes, etc. Then, having sent them to Kings Cross cloak-room to await us, we drove home to Chelsea, where we informed Usher of the good news, and found him ready and anxious to render us assistance. Afterwards I went on to Dorothy and showed her the solution of the cipher. She seemed, however, apprehensive of some evil befalling me.

That night, having purchased an Ordnance map in Fleet Street, the three of us left London, travelling to the quiet, old-world town of Stamford, and putting up at that old-fashioned hostelry the Stamford Hotel. Perhaps you, my reader, know the quaint, sleepy old Lincolnshire town, with its Gothic architecture, its Elizabethan houses, its many church spires, and its noisy cobbles. Thirty years ago, before the railways came, it was a commercial centre and a busy, prosperous place; but nowadays its streets are deserted, its fine old churches seem to be tumbling to decay, and only on market days does the typically English town awaken from its lethargy. Very picturesque is its situation, lying behind the broad, fertile meadows of the Welland, with Burghley House — that magnificent palace immortalized by Tennyson — in its immediate vicinity.

It was not, however, to enjoy the pleasant peace of Stamford town that we had come there. We did not arrive until nearly ten oclock at night, and were, of course, compelled to leave our implements at the railway station. To take them to the hotel might arouse suspicion. Therefore we ate our supper in the coffee-room — cold roast beef and ale — retired soon after, and arose early next day, after a night of sleepless impatience. In the privacy of Reillys room we decided upon a plan of action. With Usher I was to hire a trap and drive to Tickencote village, which, we learnt, was three miles away, past Casterton, on the Great North Road, and then dismiss the conveyance, while Reilly was to go to the station, obtain the tools, and follow us in a separate trap hired from the George. At Tickencote village we were to meet and go on together to the place indicated in the old Italians record.

Immediately after breakfast we parted company and Reilly went out, after which we ordered a dog-cart and drove along the straight, broad highway, with its quantity of telegraph lines at the side, the great road which runs from London to York. The autumn morning was fresh, even a trifle chilly, but the season was a late one, and the leaves had not yet fallen, although the frosts had already turned them to their bright red and golden tints. Beyond Great Casterton Church we crossed a bridge at the end of the village, and a square tower among the trees in the distance was pointed out by our driver as Tickencote Church. Arrived at the village, which was just off the high road, we entered the inn.

Over a glass of ale we learnt several things we wished to know, namely, that there was Tickencote Park and Tickencote Laund. The park commenced at the junction of the high road with the short road leading up to the village, while the Laund lay back from the road behind some fields nearly a mile farther on. I learnt this by chatting with the landlady about fox-hunting. There were always foxes in Tickencote Laund, she informed me, and hounds were sure to have sport whenever they drew it.

While there it suddenly occurred to me that if Philip arrived with a collection of tools our visit would at once arouse the curiosity of the villagers. Therefore I whispered to Usher and we left the place, eventually meeting our friend on the high road a quarter of a mile away. He handed out the tools from the trap, then, jumping down, told the man to return for him at four to Tickencote village.

In order not to attract any attention we walked on, leaving Reilly to carry the picks and shovels at a short distance behind. Even there we were not safe, for we knew not whether our enemies had secretly watched our departure from London. Dorothy was always impressing upon me her suspicion that the men kept continual observation on me, while Usher knew Bennett well enough to be certain that he would not give up the chance of a fortune without some desperate effort.

Nevertheless, keeping a watchful eye everywhere, we walked along the wide muddy high road, impatient to arrive at our goal, and eager to dig at the spot indicated by the roughly-drawn plan upon that faded parchment.


CHAPTER XXXIV. OUR SEARCH AT TICKENCOTE AND ITS RESULTS
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PRESENTLY WE STOOD at an iron milestone which had, I suppose, replaced the old stone road-mark of Elizabethan days, and saw thereon the words— Stamford, 4 miles. Then, looking across to the left, we noticed a path leading across the stubble to a long, dark wood.

At the gate leading into the field we awaited Philip, and, there being nobody in the vicinity, he quickly joined us, and we all three sped along the path beside the high thorn-hedge until we came to the border of the wood. While on the road we saw, lying in a distant hollow, a church spire which, from our map, we supposed to be that of Empingham.

The path ran along the outskirts of the wood, but we soon found a moss-grown stile, and crossing it continued along a by-path which was evidently very seldom used, for it led into the heart of the dark trees, thick undergrowth, and bracken.

Remember the six oaks in line, Usher remarked, halting and looking round, for he was used to exploration in savage lands, and his keen eyes were everywhere.

We, however, failed to discover the trees indicated, and so ill-defined and overgrown was the path we traversed that we were very soon off it, wandering about without any landmark.

I pointed out that a line of oaks existing in Elizabeths time would most probably have decayed or been cut down long ago. Oak is a valuable wood in these days, and during recent years the woodman has played havoc with the fine old trees that once existed in our English parks and forests. Even great forests themselves have been cut down and the roots grubbed up within our own short recollections. In more than one spot there, indeed, we discovered marks of the woodmans work — old stumps where the ivy was trying to hide their nakedness, and in two places we found a newly-felled beech awaiting the woodmans drag.

The six oaks we at last discovered — or rather two of them, both too decayed to be worthy of the timber merchants attention. In line were four stumps, all utterly rotten and half overgrown with bindweed, moss, and ivy. Then, standing beside the last stump of the line, we saw something white in the gloom, and went forward to examine it, finding it to be a large piece of grey rock cropping up from the ground, almost covered with yellow lichen, tiny ferns growing in luxuriance in every crevice. Before us, at some distance away, gleamed two other rocks, one quite high, and the other only two feet out of the earth. There were three in all — the Three Sisters, we supposed.

Twenty-nine paces from the south, Reilly remarked.

Thats the south, where you are standing, doctor! Usher cried, for he had taken his bearing by the sun.

I began at once to walk forward in the direction of the two rocks before me and midway, counting the paces. There were big trees everywhere, for we were in the thickest part of the wood, therefore I could not walk in a straight line, and was compelled to judge the extra paces I took.

At last I reached the twenty-ninth, and it brought me to a stump of a giant tree that had been recently felled and carted away. Usher bent quickly to examine the wood, and declared it to be oak.

Was this the sapling planted by Bartholomew da Schorno to mark the spot where he and his two companions had buried the treasure?

Could the Spanish gold be concealed beneath those enormous roots? Was a fortune lying there hidden beneath our feet?

Excited as we all were, we did not act with any precipitation. My other two companions made measurements, each walking twenty-nine paces, and after some consultation both declared that I was correct. The stump was actually that of the oak planted by the Italian, and our next task was to remove it.

Even though the sun shone brightly, it was damp and gloomy within that lonely wood. The undergrowth and bracken were full of moisture, and already our clothes were wet through. We lost no time, however, in setting to work to dig out the enormous root beneath which we hoped to discover that of which we had so long been in search.

All three of us took off coats and waistcoats, and with our spades first dug a deep trench round the stump, and sawed through the main roots that ran deep into the ground in all directions, hoping by this to be able to remove the main portion of the wood bodily. To the uninitiated the grubbing-up of a tree root is a very difficult operation, and through the whole morning we worked without being able to move the big mass an inch. Having sawed off all the roots we could find we attached a rope to it and harnessed ourselves, all of us pulling our hardest. Yet it would not budge.

Of a sudden, while we sat upon the obstinate oak-root, perspiring and disappointed, a way out of the difficulty suggested itself to me. Why not dig down beside it and then drive a tunnel at right angles beneath?

I made the suggestion, and at once we commenced to suit the action to the word, first digging a big hole some eight feet deep and six across, and then driving at right angles beneath the root.

We had been at work over an hour, slowly excavating beneath the base of the root, when of a sudden my pick struck wood. My companions with their shovels quickly cleared away the earth, when there became disclosed to us a sodden, half rotten plank set up on end. The discovery showed that we had come upon something unusual, especially as the spade worked by Usher revealed a few moments later two other boards placed so closely in a line with the first that they seemed joined together.

Twenty minutes afterwards we found five thick planks, each half a foot wide, placed together in a straight line, as though it were the side of a square subterranean chamber that had been excavated and boarded up so as to prevent the earth from falling in.

All three of us were almost beside ourselves with impatience to break down that wooden barrier. I took the crowbar and inserted its curved end between two of the stout elm planks in an endeavour to break out one of them. The attempt was, however, futile.

Indeed, it took us another half-hour before we had sufficiently excavated the earth, top and bottom, to allow us to make a satisfactory attempt. At last, however, I again placed the crowbar beneath the blackened, sodden wood, and we all three jumped against it with all our might. It did not yield at first, but, working by slow degrees, we gradually loosened it, and then of a sudden the heavy bolts or fastenings within gave way with a loud crack and the plank was wrenched out, disclosing a dark cavity beyond.

Usher struck a match and held it within, but its feeble light revealed nothing. We wondered if, after all, someone had been before us, ages ago perhaps, for the chamber seemed hollow and empty.

Without loss of time we broke out three other planks from the side of the wooden wall, and then, lighting a candle, I stooped and entered the place, eager to ascertain the truth.

The moment I stepped within a loud cry involuntarily escaped my lips, for my gladdened eyes fell upon some dark objects which lay piled one upon the other in the centre of the small, close-smelling place.

I took the candle nearer, and saw that they were great, iron-bound chests — the chests which, according to the cipher record, were filled with gold!

In an instant my companions were at my side, eager and wild with excitement as myself. Each of them lit candles, and we examined the place together. It was not square but oblong, and we had entered at the end. All around were rough-hewn planks upon which were growing great fungi; the roof also being of stout oak planks and beams, one root of the great oak had grown through, twisted grotesquely, and entered the ground beneath, while the planks on the right side had been forced in by the trees growth. The place was not quite high enough to allow us to stand upright, yet it seemed far drier than the forest earth we had excavated outside. On examining the walls I found that the planks had been soaked in tar to protect them from the ravages of insects, and that after the place had been constructed the interior had been coated with pitch to render it as water-tight as possible.

In the centre, piled together, were the huge locked chests and sacks of leather secured with big leaden seals, almost like that seal on the Italian document I found on board the Seahorse.

To say that we danced for joy would perhaps describe our feelings in those moments. Fortune was mine at last! Even if the heir to the treasure were found one chestful of gold was mine by right. I bent, and by aid of my candle examined the device on the leaden seals, finding it to be the familiar leopard rampant, the arms of the noble house of Da Schorno.

Eager to examine the true nature of our find, we all three of us, by dint of much exertion, managed to move one of the iron-clamped chests from the others and place it on the ground. Then we set about breaking off the lid, a difficult matter, for although the iron was rusty those locked bolts were formidable.

At length, however, we successfully accomplished it, and, raising the lid, there was disclosed to our dazzled vision a marvellous and miscellaneous collection of gold and jewels. Indeed, it was filled to the brim with almost every conceivable article of jewellery, containing nearly every gem known to the lapidary. Sight of it drew a chorus of admiration from our lips.

I took out a wonderful collar of magnificent pearls, bearing a splendid pendant set with a great blood-red ruby, the finest stone I had ever seen. Even there, in the faint light of the candles, the gem flashed crimson before our eyes, while the diamonds, sapphires, and emeralds lying heaped within the chest glittered and gleamed in the light as we held our candles over them.

Certainly, if every chest — and there were eleven of them in all, beside eight hide bags — were filled with such things, the value of the treasure was immense. In our excitement we all three of us plunged our hands in among the jewels, but Reilly withdrew his quickly, for he received a sharp cut from some old bejewelled poignard or sword. Although half-stifled in that narrow place, we opened one of the old bags of tough, untanned leather, similar to that on board the Seahorse, and found it also full of splendid jewels. A second contained a number of wonderful jewelled sword-hilts, some of them marvels of old Spanish workmanship, while in a third were stored jewels roughly cut and set, evidently loot from the Moors of Barbary.

A second chest we also opened, and so full was it of golden coin that as we broke open the lid the doubloons fell and scattered about the floor. I took up a handful and looked at them by the uncertain light. They were Spanish all of them, mostly of the reigns of Ferdinand and Philip II.

The sight of so much wealth must, I think, have had a curious effect on us. We scarcely spoke to each other, but with eager fingers quickly examined the marvellous jewels and cast them aside, only reflecting upon their value.

When at last I found tongue and endeavoured to calm my wildly-beating heart, I spoke to my companions regarding the best manner in which to remove the chests and bags to some place of safety.

It must be done in absolute secrecy, I pointed out. And we must lose no time in trying to discover the descendant of the Wollertons, otherwise the Government may seize the whole as treasure-trove.

Reilly and Usher, who were agreed that to open those remaining chests and hide bags in that place was impossible, were engaged in replacing the treasure and closing up the lids securely.

Thats so, Reilly answered. But we shall have a difficulty, I fear, in removing all this without any one knowing. We shall require a heavy waggon, in any case, he added, recollecting the weight of those oak and iron chests even without their precious contents.

Well, I said, much gratified at our success; weve found the treasure, at any rate.

And now, it seems, the difficulty will be to keep it, laughed Reilly, holding up a glittering diamond collar and admiring it.

At that instant I chanced to turn towards the hole by which we had entered and saw, silhouetted against the grey light, the dark figure of a man.

Next instant the shadow had disappeared. Someone was spying upon us! If the secret leaked out, then we should, I knew too well, lose everything!


CHAPTER XXXV. THE SPY, AND WHAT HE TOLD US
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WITHOUT A SECONDS hesitation I drew the revolver I now habitually carried, and, dashing out through the hole, scrambled up to the surface after the intruder.

Scarcely had I gained my footing above when a shot was fired close to me, and a bullet whizzed past my head. I looked angrily around, but could see no one. The man had taken refuge behind one of the trees, while I stood before him right in the open.

My companions, alarmed by my sudden rush and the report of the pistol, were next instant beside me, and Ushers quick eyes in a few seconds distinguished a slight movement behind a bush a few yards away. He rushed forward, regardless of consequences, and then I recognized in the intruder the man Martin Franklin. Seeing that we were all armed he held up his hands, and from that action we supposed that he was alone, and that he had fired at me in order to effect his escape.

We quickly closed round him, indignantly demanding his object in spying upon us, but he only laughed and responded insolently. He was a man of about forty, dressed in rough grey tweeds and gaiters, in order, I suppose, to pass as a countryman.

Philip Reilly was furious. He had sprung upon the fellow and with a quick turn of the wrist had wrenched the weapon from his hand.

I know you! he shouted. You are Martin Franklin, the man who was present on the night of the murder at Kilburn! Youll perhaps recollect that incident — eh?

The mans face, in an instant, went pale as death.

I — I dont know what you mean, sir! he answered, with a vain effort to add indignation to his words.

Well, perhaps you will when Im called as witness against you and your three companions Bennett, Purvis, and Harding, he answered meaningly. Where are they now?

In London, was the fellows unwilling response.

Suddenly a brilliant idea occurred to me, and in a loud, threatening voice I said  — 

Now, look here, Mr. Franklin. We may as well speak plainly to you, as this is no time for beating about the bush. We know sufficient about you and your scoundrelly companions to give you into the custody of the first policeman we meet. Understand that.

The fellow was a coward, we could see. Mention of the tragedy at Kilburn had sapped his courage utterly, and he now stood before us white, terror-stricken, glancing wildly around for means of escape. We were, however, three to one, and he saw how he had fallen as into a trap.

I fired the shot in order to alarm you, he faltered, addressing me. I had no intention of harming you.

But you will recollect who took Miss Dorothy Drummond to that house at Kilburn, and who forced her to touch the dead mans face, Reilly interposed.

He made no response, for he saw that the secret of the murder was out.

A few minutes later, however, when he had had time for reflection, I spoke my mind further, saying  — 

Now, Mr. Franklin, tell us the truth. You and your friends meant to possess yourselves of the chests we have just discovered, did you not?

We certainly did, was his prompt response. Then, after a short pause, he added: I think, doctor, if you will reflect, youll see that even you and I have certain interests in common.

How? I inquired.

It is to your interest to preserve the secret of your find, eh? I heard you say so down there ten minutes ago.

Well, I suppose it is!

It is also of the highest importance to you to discover the heir of Clement Wollerton?

Certainly.

Well, then, I think I can assist you in both, he answered. I am not a murderer, as you believe, although I confess to having assisted the others in their ingenious conspiracy. I know quite well that sooner or later they must fall into the hands of the police; nevertheless, if you will allow me freedom to escape and promise to take no steps against me, I will, on my part, give you a pledge of secrecy regarding your discovery of the treasure, and will also warn you of the plot against your life.

Against my life! I echoed. What plot?

If you agree to my suggestion I will tell you, answered the black-bearded coward, who, brought to bay, was now ready to betray his friends.

I turned to Usher and Reilly, both of whom were of opinion that, secrecy being necessary, we should make the compact Franklin suggested.

Therefore the fellow took a solemn oath, and there in the dim light beneath those big forest trees, a few yards from where the treasure lay in its cunningly-constructed subterranean chamber, he related to us a very strange story, which we afterwards discovered was the actual truth.

I am a solicitor, as you perhaps know, he began. One day there came to my office in the Minories a sailor named Henry Harding whom I had met some three years before, and who was, I knew, a man of considerable intelligence and education. He had just come home from a round voyage in the Mediterranean, and showed me the translations of certain curious documents which had been found on board a derelict. I recognized that the treasure referred to might still exist, but that to undertake the search we should require the assistance of at least two other adventurous spirits like ourselves. Harding said he knew two men of just the stamp we required, and a couple of days later brought to my office Bennett and Purvis, the first-named a retired sea-captain and the second a bookmaker. All three were eager to set to work at once, therefore after a long consultation we decided upon a plan of action. Purvis was sent down to Caldecott to make inquiries, and, finding a man named Knutton still living there, purchased from him a parchment that had been in his family for generations. Then, recognizing that if the treasure were actually found it would be useless to us unless we knew the rightful heir as stated in the old Italian nobles will, I at once advertised for information regarding the Wollertons. Within a fortnight I received a reply from a small country solicitor, and we were very soon in communication with the heir to the property, although, of course, we preserved the secret among ourselves.

Do you know the identity of the heir at the present moment? I cried excitedly, for such information was of greatest importance to us, to prevent the Government claiming our find as treasure-trove.

Yes, he answered, having grown calmer; I will tell you everything in due course. Well, having secured the document of the Knuttons, we found it to be in cipher. Whereupon Harding recollected that in a vellum book which you took from the Seahorse was a cipher and key which he had not had time to copy. We were closely watching you, one or other of us, and knew all your movements; hence we were aware that the book in question was in the hands of Mr. Staffurth, the palæographist. There seemed only one way to get possession of the book — namely, to steal it; therefore we employed a man known to Bennett, and the house at Clapham was burglariously entered, but the book was found to be locked in a safe which resisted all attempts upon it. One of the parchments — the one with the seven signatures — was, however, stolen.

And found to be useless, I remarked laughing.

Yes, he admitted. But before long, after we had contrived to examine your own rooms, we saw by your movements that you had become aware that we were trying to forestall you, and that the fight for a fortune would be a hard one. Knowing this, Bennett and Purvis conceived the idea of entrapping you in a house which they took at Blackheath and — well, to put it very plainly — doing away with you. For that purpose the girl Dorothy Drummond was sent one night to the surgery at Walworth with a message regarding the illness of a fictitious brother. She knew nothing of the evil intentions of the men, but, as she afterwards confessed to me, a sudden thought occurred to her while in the cab with you, and she refused to allow you to accompany her back to the house.

Ah! I ejaculated. She has told me that already.

What? cried the man in surprise. Has she told you anything else? — I mean the story of the affair at Kilburn?

She has told me nothing of that, I answered. I wish to hear it from you according to your promise.

Ah, doctor, he went on, apparently much relieved by my reassuring words. You had a narrow escape that night. She saved your life, although the thought that foul play was intended only came to her suddenly — one of those strange intuitions which sometimes come to us in moments of greatest danger. Beware of those men, for there is yet another plot against you. To-morrow, when you return to London, you will receive a telegram purporting to come from Miss Drummond. Recollect that if you keep the appointment it will mean death to you, just as it did to the unfortunate young fellow at Kilburn.

Tell me all about that. What connexion had Dorothy Drummond with that affair?

Let me relate the incidents to you in their proper sequence, he urged. Our suspicion was identical with yours, namely, that the treasure was secreted somewhere in the Manor House at Caldecott. You, however, forestalled us in buying out the tenant and obtaining possession of the house. We watched you living there day after day and working with Mr. Reilly and Captain Seal, fearing always lest you should make the discovery. If you had, then it was our intention to either raid the house during your absence and carry away all we could, or, failing that, to give information to the Treasury by which the Government would seize the whole. You see you had no idea of the whereabouts of the heir, and would, in that case, only be awarded a small sum for the discovery.

A nice revenge! It bears the mark of Black Bennett, observed Usher.

We had to make use of the secret passage from Bringhurst in order to enter the house, which we often did while you were absent at meals. Yet even then you got the better of us when you closed us down in the tunnel early one morning, and Purvis stumbling into the open well was nearly drowned. Then, having found nothing at the Manor, Harding turned his attention to searching at the Record Office to ascertain whether any other documents were preserved there. He found one, but it was in cipher, and utterly unintelligible. Therefore we kept a watchful eye on you, and when you came down here I was dispatched to follow you and note your movements.

But the murder at Kilburn — how was that accomplished, and for what reason?

Listen, and I will tell you, the man responded. His tongue once loosened, he concealed nothing. His only object now seemed to save himself by the sacrifice of his friends. He quite realized that the game was up, and when, later, I gave him a few pearls from one of the chests that he might sell them and escape from the country in view of the coming revelations, he seemed to be perfectly satisfied. The fact that he was an arrant scoundrel could not be disguised, for he did not remain loyal to his friends in one single instance.

He paused for a few moments, as though hesitating to tell us the whole truth, but at last, with sudden resolution, he said: When I advertised for information concerning the Wollertons I received several replies, all of which I investigated, but found the claims faulty — all save one. This latter came from a solicitor named Burrell, in Oundle, Northamptonshire, who, in confidence, wrote telling me that he could give information if paid for it.

I therefore went to Oundle and had an interview with him. Twenty pounds was the sum agreed upon, and when I had paid it he produced some old papers which were in his dead fathers handwriting, and then told me a curious story — which, later, I found borne out by the records in question. What he related was briefly this: In the year 1870 Charles Wollerton — who held documentary proof that he was the lineal descendant of Clement Wollerton who commanded one of the ships of Sir Francis Drakes fleet — was living at Weybourne, near Sheringham, in Norfolk, but, having been associated with two other men in a gigantic forgery of Turkish bonds, was convicted and sent to penal servitude. He left a wife and two children, a girl and a boy, the first aged two and the other only nine months old.

Mrs. Wollerton, always a weakly woman, died of a broken heart three months after her husbands conviction, but before her death she had consulted Burrell, her lawyer at Oundle, regarding the bringing up of her children, expressing a wish that they should never know their proper name, fearing, of course, that the stigma as children of a convict should rest upon them. Wollerton is not a common name, and the case had excited great attention throughout the country. Therefore, on Mrs. Wollertons decease the children, being left in the solicitors hands, were put out to nurse, the girl being sent to a woman named Stanion, at Deenethorpe, a village about twenty miles away, while the boy was sent to Sutton Bridge, in the fen country. There was a very small estate left from the wreck of Wollertons fortune, and out of this the people were paid for keeping the children.

Why! I cried, the name of Stanion recalling to my memory what old Ben Knutton had told me. Then Dorothy Drummond is actually Miss Wollerton!

That is so — and, furthermore, she is the youngest descendant of Clement Wollerton, and therefore heiress to the treasure!

Well, Im hanged! gasped Philip Reilly bluntly. But is this really true, or are you only humbugging?

True, every word of it, was the quick reply. In the office of Mr. George Burrell, of Oundle, you will find the documents which prove everything Ive said. Among them is Charles Wollertons genealogical tree, properly attested, besides other family papers which will be accepted as absolute proof.

But the boy? I asked. What of him?

Ah! About the boy there was an element of romance, was Franklins response. Its a curious story — very curious.


CHAPTER XXXVI. NINE POINTS OF THE LAW
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THE MAN FRANKLIN paused again for a few moments then, in response to my repeated question, said  — 

To the boy Charles old Mr. Burrell gave the name of Wooton, the present-day corruption of Wollerton, and he was brought up by a farmers wife at Sutton Bridge for the first ten years of his life, being afterwards sent to school at Hythe, in Kent. At the time I discovered all these facts Dorothy Wollerton, who is, of course, unaware of her real name, was twenty-two, and her brother Charles a year and three months younger — a smart young man, who had entered the office of a ship-broker in Leadenhall Street. Having obtained this information in secret, together with the whereabouts of both of them, I gave it to my companions, whereupon they at once set to work upon an ingenious plan.

Miss Drummond — as she believed herself to be — was informed by letter from me as a solicitor that in future she would be under the guardianship of Mr. Charles Purvis, of St. Peters Square, Hammersmith, a gentleman who had been appointed by the late Mr. Burrell before his death, while at the same time Bennett got on friendly terms with Charles Wooton. Thus, for the second time in their lives, brother and sister met at Purvis house, and, being unaware of their relationship, fell in love with each other.

The man paused for a moment, regarding the astonishment upon the faces of all of us. Then he went on, saying  — 

It must be borne in mind that Charles Wooton, being the youngest, was heir to the estate of Bartholomew da Schorno. He was a shrewd young fellow, however, and appears very soon to have entertained suspicions of Bennett and the others, while having made inquiries regarding Purvis, he found him to be scarcely the sort of man who should be guardian to Dorothy. He therefore refused to associate with us, and for some weeks we saw nothing of him. Bennett and Purvis, however, prevailed upon Dorothy to invite him one evening to the house at Kilburn, which, by the way, Bennett had taken furnished. He went there on an invitation to supper, and — well, you know the rest. He was stabbed to the heart by Bennett, while I, not knowing what was intended, escorted Dorothy to the house, where the others compelled her to touch the dead mans face, after which Bennett and Purvis pointed out to her that she had acted as accessory of the crime.

The fiends! I cried. And the body — how was it disposed of?

It was taken in one of those zinc-lined air-tight travelling chests and left in the cloak-room at Euston, where, I believe, it will still be found. Of course, the assassination of Charles served two distinct purposes, first to conceal certain ugly facts which he had learnt about both Purvis and Bennett, and secondly his death made Dorothy heiress. It was the idea of my three companions that if the treasure were discovered Purvis should at once marry her under threats of exposure and thus obtain the money, distributing a certain portion to each of us.

An amazingly ingenious conspiracy! I said, utterly bewildered at the strange story he had related. Then to this moment Dorothy is unaware that Charles was her brother?

After his death Bennett told her, but she is in entire ignorance that her real name is Wollerton, or that she is heiress to the Italian treasure.

A silence fell between us, but it was broken by Franklin, who, continuing, declared  — 

All that I have told you is absolutely the truth. Knowing that you will keep faith with me I have attempted to conceal nothing. Purvis is aware that you are Dorothys lover, and he and his friends also know that you carry in your pocket the decipher of the document in the Record Office. Hence their conspiracy to kill you and obtain it. Be warned, he urged. Do not keep any appointment with Dorothy, otherwise it may prove fatal to you.

Bennett is, I suppose, unaware that I am the man he marooned ten years ago? remarked Usher.

I believe so. He does not know your name, was Franklins response.

Whereat my companion smiled grimly at thought of the revenge that was to be ours ere many days.



Martin Franklin, although an unscrupulous man, nevertheless kept his word. Probably it was because he feared lest we should give information to the police, and he believed it best to be on the side of the victors rather than the vanquished.

Before we had allowed him to go he gave us his solemn promise to hold no communication with Bennett or the others, so that they would not know of our success or of how we had been forewarned of the fresh conspiracy against me.

Leaving Reilly and Usher to guard the treasure I walked with the scoundrelly lawyer to the edge of the wood, where, with a show of politeness that I knew was feigned, he bade me good-day and left, not, however, before I had warned him in a few plain words of the consequence of any betrayal of our secret. If what he had told us were actually true, then we had now no fear of the seizure of the gold as treasure-trove. The story, however, seemed to us so romantic as to be hardly credible.

However, the removal of the chests and bags was our next consideration, and with that object I walked into Tickencote village, and there obtained a cart and drove on to Stamford. There I purchased a quantity of rope and coarse packing-canvas, conveying them to the spot where my two companions still sat on the oak stump smoking, awaiting me. Together we worked on during the whole afternoon packing both chests and bags in the canvas so that their antique nature should attract no attention.

Then, in accordance with an arrangement I had made in Stamford, a railway trolley met us on the high road at four oclock, and we conducted its driver around the wood until we came to a drift by which the woodmen were evidently in the habit of entering with their drags. At first the man seemed rather surprised at the nature of his load, but a crisp five-pound note in his palm effectually closed his mouth, and in an hour we had the satisfaction of getting the whole mounted on the trolley, Reilly riding to Stamford Railway Station beside the carter. We had sealed the knots of the cords of each packet with black sealing-wax, which I had bought with the packing materials, therefore at the station we ordered a closed truck, saw them stowed inside for London, and, as we declared the freight to be valuable, the key was handed to me.


CHAPTER XXXVII. CONTAINS THE CONCLUSION
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THUS FAR THE treasure was ours. That same night we all three returned to London by the last train, the big black van containing the treasure being coupled with us at the rear, while just before two oclock next morning I had the satisfaction of seeing the whole of it safely placed in my sitting-room at Keppel Street, much to Mrs. Richardsons wonderment as to what the heavy sealed packages could contain.

Usher constituted himself guard of the treasure, and early next morning I went to Cornwall Road and informed Dorothy of our success and of her good fortune.

It is true, Paul, that I was fond of Charles Wooton, not knowing that he was my brother, and it is equally true that I induced him to accept the invitation to supper at Kilburn which Bennett gave him. But I never dreamed that those men intended to kill him until Martin made me enter the room against my will, and I saw the poor fellow lying dead — stabbed to the heart. But I see it all now! I see why Bennett and Purvis were constantly declaring that I was morally responsible for his death. It was because Purvis intended to compel me, by threats of exposing my secret, to marry him.

I quite agreed with her that she had been the victim of a most clever and ingenious conspiracy, which had only failed because of our constant perseverance in the pursuit of the treasure; and then, as I bent to kiss my love upon the lips, I told her what was the absolute truth, namely, that I had all along believed in her innocence.

I love you, Dorothy, I repeated. I have loved you ever since that night when by the intercession of Providence you saved my life. Therefore, do not think that Franklins revelations influence me in the least.

Ah, Paul, you are indeed generous! she cried, springing up and clinging to me. I — I feared that you would think ill of me — that you would believe I invited Charles there knowing that he was to be their victim.

I am well aware that such was not a fact, I said seriously, bending to kiss her ready lips again. You met him, but did not know he was your brother — you knew nothing of the careful and ingenious plan of that man Purvis who posed as your guardian, and who intended to marry you if occasion demanded.

They killed my brother, she remarked reflectively, as though speaking to herself. My poor brother, of whose very existence I was in ignorance!

They constituted you heiress on purpose! I said. But we shall be even with them before long, never fear. When did you see them last.

I saw Bennett a week ago, was her reply. I met him quite accidentally in St. Pauls Churchyard.

I had previously related to her all that the rascally solicitor had told me regarding the fresh plot against my life, and she now urged me to be wary.

I am only awaiting their appointment, I said laughing. It will be the last they will make outside a gaol.

But do be careful, Paul, she, urged, with all a womans solicitude for the safety of her lover. I told her, however, to have no fear.

Two hours later she was at Chelsea assisting us to open the great chests and examine their dazzling contents.

I had called at a famous dealers in Piccadilly, and in confidence obtained the assistance of an expert, who now stood with us absolutely bewildered at the magnificence of the jewels. Some of the gems, he declared, were without equal — the finest he had ever seen.

But I may, I think, pass over that morning spent in examining our find. Let it suffice to say that the expert went back to Piccadilly, declaring that the collection was worth a very considerable sum, and hoping that his firm might have the offer of purchasing a portion, if not the whole of it.

At three oclock, after Dorothy had lunched with Usher and myself in Mrs. Richardsons sitting-room, my own being filled to overflowing, the servant handed me a telegram, which read  — 

Miss Drummond has met with accident. Wishes to see you immediately. — Clark, 76, Lavender Road, Battersea.

It was the invitation into the fatal trap! I showed it to Dorothy and to Usher, and while the former grew serious and apprehensive, the latter laughed outright.



At four oclock, accompanied by Usher, Reilly, and two police officers in plain clothes from the Chelsea Station, I reached the corner of Lavender Road and York Road, where I took leave of my companions and went in search of No. 76. It was a small, eight-roomed house, one of a long row of similar dwellings, and when I knocked and inquired for Mr. Clark, the rough-looking lad who opened the door at once invited me inside.

The moment, however, that I stepped within the small hall I found myself seized by two men, who sprang from a room on the left; but almost before I had time to realize my situation I heard a scuffle behind, and saw that the detectives had entered behind me before the lad could close the door. An instant later Reilly and Usher were also on the scene, while Bennett and Harding, who had seized me, let go their hold and rushed to the back of the premises. It was an exciting moment.

We had taken the ruffians completely by surprise, yet Bennett, with his usual cunning, tried to make good his escape. While Harding ran out into the back yard and was captured by Reilly and Usher in the act of climbing the wall, Bennett with fierce determination rushed up to the top of the house and out on the roof, followed by the police officers.

Over the roofs he ran for a long distance as nimbly as a cat, followed closely by the detectives until they came to where two houses were divided by a narrow lane a few feet wide. Then Bennett, finding himself hard pressed and seeing the gulf before him, took a flying leap. His feet touched the gutter on the opposite side, and for a moment we thought he had escaped.

A second later, however, we heard a crack, and saw him clutch wildly at air as the gutter gave way beneath his weight, and he fell backwards to the ground, striking his skull heavily upon the paving.

The neighbourhood is thickly populated, and ere we could reach the spot a great crowd had collected. Very soon, however, the truth was plain. I examined him quickly, and found his neck broken. Death had been almost instantaneous.

Hurriedly we returned to No. 76 amid great local commotion, and found that although Purvis, who had been concealed in one of the upstair rooms, had succeeded in escaping, my friends were holding Harding prisoner. An inspection of the house showed that preparations had been made to assassinate me — indeed, there was a large air-tight travelling chest already prepared to receive my body! They evidently intended to dispose of me in the same manner as Charles Wollerton.

Harding was taken to the police station, and search among the left luggage at Euston resulted in the discovery of the trunk with its gruesome contents, as Franklin had confessed. Purvis has, up to the present, successfully eluded the police, but is believed to be abroad. Harding was eventually tried at the Old Bailey for being implicated in the murder and sentenced to ten years penal servitude, while the last heard of Franklin was that he had been arrested a year ago in Glasgow and sent to prison on a charge of forging cheques.

As for Black Bennett, the just hand of Heaven had fallen swiftly upon him, rendering mans justice unnecessary.



Every fact that Franklin had related we discovered to be true. The proofs held by Mr. Burrell at Oundle proved most clearly that Dorothy was the youngest descendant of old Clement Wollerton, hence none could dispute her splendid inheritance.

A few days after that exciting chase in Battersea Reilly, Usher, and Mr. Staffurth assisted me to go through the treasure and check it by the long list written in the vellum book. We found, to our satisfaction, that it was intact.

Within a month, with Dorothys authority, we had disposed of all of it save a few of the most valuable ornaments, which she kept for her own use. The firm in Piccadilly were the principal purchasers of the coins and diamonds, but much of the remainder was sold by auction at Christies and other sale-rooms and realized very high prices, while a quantity of it has now found its way into the British Museum and other similar institutions.

The chestful of gold coins bequeathed to me as finder realized a little over £1,000, and out of this I paid for the dilapidations at Caldecott Manor — which is, by the way, now reoccupied by a highly respected gentleman and his wife — and made presents to my friends, Job Seal included, augmented, of course, by Dorothy herself.



And the rest? Need I tell you? I think not. All I shall say further is that within two months of our sudden fortune Dorothy, whom I had loved long before I knew her to be heiress of the treasure, married me at Hampstead, where we now live — in Fitzjohns Avenue, to be exact — leading an idyllic life of peace and love. If you pass up the thoroughfare in question you will probably notice the name, Mr. Pickering, Surgeon, upon a brass plate, for although the sum realized by the sale of the jewels has provided us with a comfortable income for life, yet I am not by any means an idle man.

So careful have we been to preserve our secret that to those who know us and may chance to read this narrative, the truth will come as an entire surprise. Our love is perfect, for surely no couple could be happier than we are. When at evening I sit at the fireside gazing at the sweet, smiling face of my devoted wife, I often reflect upon those dark days of anxiety and despair — the days of my loves thraldom and of my own desperate endeavour to solve the mystery. Before me there hang, in black frames, the parchment with the seven signatures and the ancient diploma with leaden seal which I discovered with it, and whenever I look up at them my memory runs back to the potency of that simple number three — that numeral scrawled in faded ink which revealed to us The Tickencote Treasure.

THE END
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CHAPTER I.

INTRODUCES AMBLER JEVONS.
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AH! YOU DONT take the matter at all seriously! I observed, a trifle annoyed.

Why should I? asked my friend, Ambler Jevons, with a deep pull at his well-coloured briar. What youve told me shows quite plainly that you have in the first place viewed one little circumstance with suspicion, then brooded over it until it has become magnified and now occupies your whole mind. Take my advice, old chap, and think nothing more about it. Why should you make yourself miserable for no earthly reason? Youre a rising man — hard up like most of us — but under old Eytons wing youve got a brilliant future before you. Unlike myself, a mere nobody, struggling against the tide of adversity, youre already a long way up the medical ladder. If you climb straight youll end with an appointment of Physician-in-Ordinary and a knighthood thrown in as makeweight. Old Macalister used to prophesy it, you remember, when we were up at Edinburgh. Therefore, I cant, for the life of me, discover any cause why you should allow yourself to have these touches of the blues — unless its liver, or some other internal organ about which you know a lot more than I do. Why, man, youve got the whole world before you, and as for Ethelwynn — —

Ethelwynn! I ejaculated, starting up from my chair. Leave her out of the question! We need not discuss her, and I walked to the mantelshelf to light a fresh cigarette.

As you wish, my dear fellow, said my merry, easy-going friend. I merely wish to point out the utter folly of all this suspicion.

I dont suspect her, I snapped.

I didnt suggest that. Then, after a pause during which he smoked on vigorously, he suddenly asked, Well now, be frank, Ralph, whom do you really suspect?

I was silent. Truth to tell, his question entirely nonplussed me. I had suspicions — distinct suspicions — that certain persons surrounding me were acting in accord towards some sinister end, but which of those persons were culpable I certainly could not determine. It was that very circumstance which was puzzling me to the point of distraction.

Ah! I replied. Thats the worst of it. I know that the whole affair seems quite absurd, but I must admit that I cant fix suspicion upon anyone in particular.

Jevons laughed outright.

In that case, my dear Boyd, you ought really to see the folly of the thing.

Perhaps I ought, but I dont, I answered, facing him with my back to the fire. To you, my most intimate friend, Ive explained, in strictest confidence, the matter which is puzzling me. I live in hourly dread of some catastrophe the nature of which Im utterly at a loss to determine. Can you define intuition?

My question held him in pensive silence. His manner changed as he looked me straight in the face. Unlike his usual careless self — for his was a curious character of the semi-Bohemian order and Savage Club type — he grew serious and thoughtful, regarding me with critical gaze after removing his pipe from his lips.

Well, he exclaimed at last. Ill tell you what it is, Boyd. This intuition, or whatever you may call it, is an infernally bad thing for you. Im your friend — one of your best and most devoted friends, old chap — and if theres anything in it, Ill render you whatever help I can.

Thank you, Ambler, I said gratefully, taking his hand. I have told you all this to-night in order to enlist your sympathy, although I scarcely liked to ask your aid. Your life is a busy one — busier even than my own, perhaps — and you have no desire to be bothered with my personal affairs.

On the contrary, old fellow, he said. Remember that in mystery Im in my element.

I know, I replied. But at present there is no mystery — only suspicion.

What Ambler Jevons had asserted was a fact. He was an investigator of mysteries, making it his hobby just as other men take to collecting curios or pictures. About his personal appearance there was nothing very remarkable. When pre-occupied he had an abrupt, rather brusque manner, but at all other times he was a very easy-going man of the world, possessor of an ample income left him by his aunt, and this he augmented by carrying on, in partnership with an elder man, a profitable tea-blending business in Mark Lane.

He had entered the tea trade not because of necessity, but because he considered it a bad thing for a man to lead an idle life. Nevertheless, the chief object of his existence had always seemed to be the unravelling of mysteries of police and crime. Surely few men, even those professional investigators at Scotland Yard, held such a record of successes. He was a born detective, with a keen scent for clues, an ingenuity that was marvellous, and a patience and endurance that were inexhaustible. At Scotland Yard the name of Ambler Jevons had for several years been synonymous with all that is clever and astute in the art of detecting crime.

To be a good criminal investigator a man must be born such. He must be physically strong; he must be untiring in his search after truth; he must be able to scent a mystery as a hound does a fox, to follow up the trail with energy unflagging, and seize opportunities without hesitation; he must possess a cool presence of mind, and above all be able to calmly distinguish the facts which are of importance in the strengthening of the clue from those that are merely superfluous. All these, besides other qualities, are necessary for the successful penetration of criminal mysteries; hence it is that the average amateur, who takes up the hobby without any natural instinct, is invariably a blunderer.

Ambler Jevons, blender of teas and investigator of mysteries, was lolling back in my armchair, his dreamy eyes half-closed, smoking on in silence.

Myself, I was thirty-three, and I fear not much of an ornament to the medical profession. True, at Edinburgh I had taken my M.B. and C.M. with highest honours, and three years later had graduated M.D., but my friends thought a good deal more of my success than I did, for they overlooked my shortcomings and magnified my talents.

I suppose it was because my father had represented a county constituency in the House of Commons, and therefore I possessed that very useful advantage which is vaguely termed family influence, that I had been appointed assistant physician at Guys. My own practice was very small, therefore I devilled, as the lawyers would term it, for my chief, Sir Bernard Eyton, knight, the consulting physician to my hospital.

Sir Bernard, whom all the smart world of London knew as the first specialist in nervous disorders, had his professional headquarters in Harley Street, but lived down at Hove, in order to avoid night work or the calls which Society made upon him. I lived a stones-throw away from his house in Harley Street, just round the corner in Harley Place, and it was my duty to take charge of his extensive practice during his absence at night or while on holidays.



I must here declare that my own position was not at all disagreeable. True, I sometimes had night work, which is never very pleasant, but being one of the evils of the life of every medical man he accepts it as such. I had very comfortable bachelor quarters in an ancient and rather grimy house, with an old fashioned dark-panelled sitting-room, a dining-room, bedroom and dressing-room, and, save for the fact that I was compelled to be on duty after four oclock, when Sir Bernard drove to Victoria Station, my time in the evening was very much my own.

Many a man would, I suppose, have envied me. It is not every day that a first-class physician requires an assistant, and certainly no man could have been more generous and kindly disposed than Sir Bernard himself, even though his character was something of the miser. Yet all of us find some petty shortcomings in the good things of this world, and I was no exception. Sometimes I grumbled, but generally, be it said, without much cause.

Truth to tell, a mysterious feeling of insecurity had been gradually creeping upon me through several months; indeed ever since I had returned from a holiday in Scotland in the spring. I could not define it, not really knowing what had excited the curious apprehensions within me. Nevertheless, I had that night told my secret to Ambler Jevons, who was often my visitor of an evening, and over our whiskies had asked his advice, with the unsatisfactory result which I have already written down.


CHAPTER II.

A VERY UGLY SECRET.
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THE CONSULTING-ROOM IN Harley Street, where Sir Bernard Eyton saw his patients and gathered in his guineas for his ill-scribbled prescriptions, differed little from a hundred others in the same severe and depressing thoroughfare.

It was a very sombre apartment. The walls were painted dark green and hung with two or three old portraits in oils; the furniture was of a style long past, heavy and covered in brown morocco, and the big writing-table, behind which the great doctor would sit blinking at his patient through the circular gold-rimmed glasses, that gave him a somewhat Teutonic appearance, was noted for its prim neatness and orderly array. On the one side was an adjustable couch; on the other a bookcase with glass doors containing a number of instruments which were, however, not visible because of curtains of green silk behind the glass.

Into that room, on three days a week, Ford, the severely respectable footman, ushered in patients one after the other, many of them Society women suffering from what is known in these degenerate days as nerves. Indeed, Eyton was par excellence a ladies doctor, for so many of the gentler sex get burnt up in the mad rush of a London season.

I had made up my mind to consult my chief, and with that object entered his room on the following afternoon at a quarter before four.

Well, Boyd, anything fresh? he asked, putting off his severely professional air and lolling back in his padded writing-chair as I entered.

No, nothing, I responded, throwing myself in the patients chair opposite him and tossing my gloves on the table. A hard day down at the hospital, thats all. Youve been busy as usual, I suppose.

Busy! the old man echoed, why, these confounded women never let me alone for a single instant! Always the same story — excitement, late hours, little worries over erring husbands, and all that sort of thing. I always know whats coming as soon as they get seated and settled. I really dont know what Societys coming to, Boyd, and he blinked over at me through his heavy-framed spectacles.

About sixty, of middle height, he was slightly inclined to rotundity, with hair almost white, a stubbly grey beard, and a pair of keen eyes rather prominently set in a bony but not unpleasant countenance. He had a peculiar habit of stroking his left ear when puzzled, and was not without those little eccentricities which run hand in hand with genius. One of them was his fondness for amateur theatricals, for he was a leading member of the Dramatic Club at Hove and nearly always took part in the performances. But he was a pronounced miser. Each day when he arrived at Victoria Station from Hove, he purchased three ham sandwiches at the refreshment bar and carried them in his black bag to Harley Street. He there concealed them in a drawer in the writing-table and stealthily ate them instead of taking half-an-hour for luncheon. Sometimes he sent Ford out to the nearest greengrocers in the Marylebone Road for a penny apple, which he surreptitiously ate as dessert.

Indeed, he was finishing his last sandwich when I entered, and his mouth was full.

It may have been that small fact which caused me to hesitate. At any rate, sitting there with those big round eyes peering forth upon me, I felt the absurdity of the situation.

Presently, when he had finished his sandwich, carefully brushed the crumbs from his blotting-pad and cast the bag into the waste-paper basket, he raised his head and with his big eyes again blinking through his spectacles, said:

Youve had no call to poor old Courtenay, I suppose?

No, I responded. Why?

Because hes in a bad way.

Worse?

Yes, he replied. Im rather anxious about him. Hell have to keep to his bed, I fear.

I did not in the least doubt this. Old Mr. Henry Courtenay, one of the Devonshire Courtenays, a very wealthy if somewhat eccentric old gentleman, lived in one of those prim, pleasant, detached houses in Richmond Road, facing Kew Gardens, and was one of Sir Bernards best patients. He had been under him for a number of years until they had become personal friends. One of his eccentricities was to insist on paying heavy fees to his medical adviser, believing, perhaps, that by so doing he would secure greater and more careful attention.

But, strangely enough, mention of the name suddenly gave me the clue so long wanting. It aroused within me a sense of impending evil regarding the very man of whom we were speaking. The sound of the name seemed to strike the sympathetic chord within my brain, and I at once became cognisant that the unaccountable presage of impending misfortune was connected with that rather incongruous household down at Kew.

Therefore, when Sir Bernard imparted to me his misgivings, I was quickly on the alert, and questioned him regarding the progress of old Mr. Courtenays disease.

The poor fellow is sinking, Im afraid, Boyd, exclaimed my chief, confidentially. He doesnt believe himself half so ill as he is. When did you see him last?

Only a few days ago. I thought he seemed much improved, I said.

Ah! of course, the old doctor snapped; his manner towards me in an instant changed. Youre a frequent visitor there, I forgot. Feminine attraction and all that sort of thing. Dangerous, Boyd! Dangerous to run after a woman of her sort. Im an older man than you. Why havent you taken the hint I gave you long ago?

Because I could see no reason why I should not continue my friendship with Ethelwynn Mivart.

My dear Boyd, he responded, in a sympathetic fatherly manner, which he sometimes assumed, Im an old bachelor, and I see quite sufficient of women in this room — too much of them, in fact. The majority are utterly worthless. Recollect that I have never taken away a womans character yet, and I refuse to do so now — especially to her lover. I merely warn you, Boyd, to drop her. Thats all. If you dont, depend upon it youll regret it.

Then theres some secret or other of her past which she conceals, I suppose? I said hoarsely, feeling confident that being so intimate with his patient, old Mr. Courtenay, he had discovered it.

Yes, he replied, blinking again at me through his glasses. There is — a very ugly secret.


CHAPTER III.

THE COURTENAYS.
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I DETERMINED TO spend that evening at Richmond Road with open eyes.

The house was a large red-brick one, modern, gabled, and typically suburban. Mr. Courtenay, although a wealthy man with a large estate in Devonshire and extensive properties in Canada, where as a young man he had amassed a large fortune, lived in that London suburb in order to be near his old friends. Besides, his wife was young and objected to being buried in the country. With her husband an invalid she was unable to entertain, therefore she had found the country dull very soon after her marriage and gladly welcomed removal to London, even though they sank their individuality in becoming suburban residents.

Short, the prim manservant, who admitted me, showed me at once up to his masters room, and I stayed for half-an-hour with him. He was sitting before the fire in a padded dressing gown, a rather thick-set figure with grey hair, wan cheeks, and bright eyes. The hand he gave me was chill and bony, yet I saw plainly that he was much better than when I had last seen him. He was up, and that was a distinctly good sign. I examined him, questioned him, and as far as I could make out he was, contrary to my chiefs opinion, very much improved.

Indeed, he spoke quite gaily, offered me a whisky and soda, and made me tell him the stories I had heard an hour earlier at the Savage. The poor old fellow was suffering from that most malignant disease, cancer of the tongue, which had caused him to develop peripheral neuritis. His doctors had recommended an operation, but knowing it to be a very serious one he had declined it, and as he had suffered great pain and inconvenience he had taken to drink heavily. He was a lonely man, and I often pitied him. A doctor can very quickly tell whether domestic felicity reigns in a household, and I had long ago seen that with the difference of age between Mrs. Courtenay and her husband — he sixty-two and she only twenty-nine — they had but few ideas in common.

That she nursed him tenderly I was well aware, but from her manner I had long ago detected that her devotedness was only assumed in order to humour him, and that she possessed little or no real affection for him. Nor was it much wonder, after all. A smart young woman, fond of society and amusement, is never the kind of wife for a snappy invalid of old Courtenays type. She had married him, some five years before, for his money, her uncharitable enemies said. Perhaps that was so. In any case it was difficult to believe that a pretty woman of her stamp could ever entertain any genuine affection for a man of his age, and it was most certainly true that whatever bond of sympathy had existed between them at the time of their marriage had now been snapped.

Instead of remaining at home of an evening and posing as a dutiful wife as she once had done, she was now in the habit of going up to town to her friends the Penn-Pagets, who lived in Brook Street, or the Hennikers in Redcliffe Square, accompanying them to dances and theatres with all the defiance of the covenances allowed nowadays to the married woman. On such occasions, growing each week more frequent, her sister Ethelwynn remained at home to see that Mr. Courtenay was properly attended to by the nurse, and exhibited a patience that I could not help but admire.

Yes, the more I reflected upon it the more curious seemed that ill-assorted ménage. On her marriage Mary Mivart had declared that her new home in Devonshire was deadly dull, and had induced her indulgent husband to allow her sister to come and live with her, and Ethelwynn and her maid had formed part of the household ever since.

We doctors, providing we have not a brass plate in lieu of a practice, see some queer things, and being in the confidence of our patients, know of many strange and incomprehensible families. The one at Richmond Road was a case in point. I had gradually seen how young Mrs. Courtenay had tired of her wifely duties, until, by slow degrees, she had cast off the shackles altogether — until she now thought more of her new frocks, smart suppers at the Carlton, first-nights and shows in Mayfair than she did of the poor suffering old man whom she had not so long ago vowed to love, honour and obey. It was to be regretted, but in my position I had no necessity nor inclination to interfere. Even Ethelwynn made no remark, although this sudden breaking forth of her sister must have pained her considerably.

When at length I shook hands with my patient, left him in the hands of the nurse and descended to the drawing room, I found Ethelwynn awaiting me.

She rose and came forward, both her slim white hands outstretched in glad welcome.

Short told me you were here, she exclaimed. What a long time you have been upstairs. Nothing serious, I hope, she added with a touch of anxiety, I thought.

Nothing at all, I assured her, walking with her across to the fire and seating myself in the cosy-corner, while she threw herself upon a low lounge chair and pillowed her dark head upon a big cushion of yellow silk. Where is Mary? I asked.

Out. Shes dining with the Hennikers to-night, I think.

And leaves you at home to look after the invalid? I remarked.

Oh, I dont mind in the least, she declared, laughing.

And the old gentleman? What does he say to her constant absence in the evening?

Well, to tell the truth, Ralph, he seldom knows. He usually believes her to be at home, and I never undeceive him. Why should I?

I grunted, for I was not at all well pleased with her connivance at her sisters deceit. The sound that escaped my lips caused her to glance across at me in quick surprise.

You are displeased, dear, she said. Tell me why. What have I done?

Im not displeased with you, I declared. Only, as you know, Im not in favour of deception, and especially so in a wife.

She pursed her lips, and I thought her face went a trifle paler. She was silent for a moment, then said:

I dont see why we should discuss that, Ralph. Marys actions concern neither of us. It is not for us to prevent her amusing herself, neither is it our duty to create unpleasantness between husband and wife.

I did not reply, but sat looking at her, drinking in her beauty in a long, full draught. How can I describe her? Her form was graceful in every line; her face perfect in its contour, open, finely-moulded, and with a marvellous complexion — a calm, sweet countenance that reminded one of Raphaels Madonna in Florence, indeed almost its counterpart. Her beauty had been remarked everywhere. She had sat to a well-known R.A. for his Academy picture two years before, and the artist had declared her to be one of the most perfect types of English beauty.

Was it any wonder, then, that I was in love with her? Was it any wonder that those wonderful dark eyes held me beneath their spell, or those dark locks that I sometimes stroked from off her fair white brow should be to me the most beautiful in all the world? Man is but mortal, and a beautiful woman always enchants.

As she sat before me in her evening gown of some flimsy cream stuff, all frills and furbelows, she seemed perfect in her loveliness. The surroundings suited her to perfection — the old Chippendale and the palms, while the well-shaded electric lamp in its wrought-iron stand shed a mellow glow upon her, softening her features and harmonising the tints of the objects around. From beneath the hem of her skirt a neat ankle encased in its black silk stocking was thrust coquettishly forward, and her tiny patent leather slipper was stretched out to the warmth of the fire. Her pose was, however, restful and natural. She loved luxury, and made no secret of it. The hour after dinner was always her hour of laziness, and she usually spent it in that self-same chair, in that self-same position.

She was twenty-five, the youngest daughter of old Thomas Mivart, who was squire of Neneford, in Northamptonshire, a well-known hunting-man of his day, who had died two years ago leaving a widow, a charming lady, who lived alone at the Manor. To me it had always been a mystery why the craving for gaiety and amusement had never seized Ethelwynn. She was by far the more beautiful of the pair, the smartest in dress, and the wittier in speech, for possessed of a keen sense of humour, she was interesting as well as handsome — the two qualities which are par excellence necessary for a woman to attain social success.

She stirred slightly as she broke the silence, and then I detected in her a nervousness which I had not noticed on first entering the room.

Sir Bernard Eyton was down here yesterday and spent over an hour with the old gentleman. They sent the nurse out of the room and talked together for a long time, upon some private business, nurse thinks. When Sir Bernard came down he told me in confidence that Mr. Courtenay was distinctly weaker.

Yes, I said, Sir Bernard told me that, but I must confess that to-night I find a decided improvement in him. Hes sitting up quite lively.

Very different to a month ago, my well-beloved remarked. Do you recollect when Short went to London in a hansom and brought you down at three in the morning?

I gave up all hope when I saw him on that occasion, I said; but he certainly seems to have taken a new lease of life.

Do you think he really has? she inquired with an undisguised eagerness which struck me as distinctly curious. Do you believe that Sir Bernards fears are after all ungrounded?

I looked at her surprised. She had never before evinced such a keen interest in her sisters husband, and I was puzzled.

I really cant give an opinion, I responded mechanically, for want of something or other to say.

It was curious, that question of hers — very curious.

Yet after all I was in love — and all lovers are fools in their jealousy.


CHAPTER IV.

A NIGHT CALL.
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DO YOU KNOW, Ralph, she faltered presently, I have a faint suspicion that you are annoyed about something. What is it? Be frank now and tell me.

Annoyed? I laughed. Not at all, dearest. Nervous and impatient, perhaps. You must make allowances for me. A doctors life is full of professional worries. Ive had a trying day at the hospital, and I suppose Im quarrelsome — eh?

No, not quarrelsome, but just inclined to be a little suspicious.

Suspicious? Of what?

Her womans power of penetration to the innermost secrets of the heart was marvellous.

Of me?

How absurd! I exclaimed. Why should I be suspicious — and of what?

Well, she laughed, I really dont know, only your manner is peculiar. Why not be frank with me, Ralph, dear, and tell me what it is that you dont like. Have I offended you?

Not at all, darling, I hastened to assure her. Why, youre the best little woman in the world. Offend me — how absurd!

Then who has offended you?

I hesitated. When a woman really loves, a man can have but few secrets from her. Ethelwynn always read me like an open book.

Im worried over a critical case, I said, in an endeavour to evade her question.

But your patients dont annoy you, surely, she exclaimed. There is a distinction between annoyance and worry.

I saw that she had detected my suspicion, and at once hastened to reassure her that she had my entire confidence.

If Mary finds her life a trifle dull with her husband it is surely no reason why I should be blamed for it, she said, in a tone of mild complaint.

No, you entirely misunderstand me, I said. No blame whatever attaches to you. Your sisters actions are no affair of ours. It is merely a pity that she cannot see her error. With her husband lying ill she should at least remain at home.

She declares that she has suffered martyrdom for his sake long enough, my well-beloved said. Perhaps she is right, for between ourselves the old gentleman is a terrible trial.

That is only to be expected from one suffering from such a disease. Yet it can serve no excuse for his wife taking up with that gay set, the Penn-Pagets and the Hennikers. I must say Im very surprised.

And so am I, Ralph. But what can I do? Im utterly powerless. She is mistress here, and does exactly as she likes. The old gentleman dotes on her and allows her to have her way in everything. She has ever been wilful, even from a child.

She did not attempt to shield her sister, and yet she uttered no condemnation of her conduct. I could not, even then, understand the situation. To me one of two things was apparent. Either she feared to displease her sister because of some power the latter held over her, or this neglect of old Mr. Courtenay was pleasing to her.

I wonder you dont give Mary a hint that her conduct is being noticed and remarked upon. Of course, dont say that Ive spoken of it. Merely put it to her in the manner of a vague suggestion.

Very well, if you wish it, she responded promptly, for she was ever ready to execute my smallest desire.

And you love me quite as truly and as well as you did a year ago? I asked, eagerly, stroking the dark tendrils from her white brow.

Love you? she echoed. Yes, Ralph, she went on, looking up into my face with unwavering gaze. I may be distrait and pre-occupied sometimes, but, nevertheless, I swear to you, as I did on that summers evening long ago when we were boating together at Shepperton, that you are the only man I have ever loved — or shall ever love.

I returned her caress with a passion that was heartfelt. I was devoted to her, and these tender words of hers confirmed my belief in her truth and purity.

Need I repeat what I have told you so many times, dearest? I asked, in a low voice, as her head rested upon my shoulder and she stood in my embrace. Need I tell you how fondly I love you — how that I am entirely yours? No. You are mine, Ethelwynn — mine.

And you will never think ill of me? she asked, in a faltering tone. You will never be suspicious of me as you have been to-night? You cannot tell how all this upsets me. Perfect love surely demands perfect confidence. And our love is perfect — is it not?

It is, I cried. It is. Forgive me, dearest. Forgive me for my churlish conduct to-night. It is my fault — all my fault. I love you, and have every confidence in you.

But will your love last always? she asked, with just a tinge of doubt in her voice.

Yes, always, I declared.

No matter what may happen? she asked.

No matter what may happen.

I kissed her fervently with warm words of passionate devotion upon my lips, and went forth into the rainy winters night with my suspicions swept away and with love renewed within me.

I had been foolish in my suspicions and apprehensions, and hated myself for it. Her sweet devotedness to me was sufficient proof of her honesty. I was not wealthy by any means, and I knew that if she chose she could, with her notable beauty, captivate a rich husband without much difficulty. Husbands are only unattainable by the blue-stocking, the flirt and the personally angular.

The rain pelted down in torrents as I walked to Kew Gardens Station, and as it generally happens to the unlucky doctor that calls are made upon him in the most inclement weather, I found, on returning to Harley Place, that Lady Langley, in Hill Street, had sent a message asking me to go round at once. I was therefore compelled to pay the visit, for her ladyship — a snappy old dowager — was a somewhat exacting patient of Sir Bernards.

She was a fussy old person who believed herself to be much worse than she really was, and it was, therefore, not until past one oclock that I smoked my final pipe, drained my peg, and retired to bed, full of recollections of my well-beloved.

Just before turning in my man brought me a telegram from Sir Bernard, dispatched from Brighton, regarding a case to be seen on the following day. He was very erratic about telegrams and sent them to me at all hours, therefore it was no extraordinary circumstance. He always preferred telegraphing to writing letters. I read the message, tossed it with its envelope upon the fire, and then retired with a fervent hope that I should at least be allowed to have a complete nights rest. Sir Bernards patients were, however, of that class who call the doctor at any hour for the slightest attack of indigestion, and summonses at night were consequently very frequent.

I suppose I had been in bed a couple of hours when I was awakened by the electric bell sounding in my mans room, and a few minutes later he entered, saying: — 

Theres a man who wants to see you immediately, sir. He says hes from Mr. Courtenays, down at Kew.

Mr. Courtenays! I echoed, sitting up in bed. Bring him in here.

A few moments later the caller was shown in.

Why, Short! I exclaimed. Whats the matter?

Matter, doctor, the man stammered. Its awful, sir!

Whats awful?

My poor master, sir. Hes dead — hes been murdered!


CHAPTER V

DISCLOSES A MYSTERY.
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THE MANS AMAZING announcement held me speechless.

Murdered! I cried when I found tongue. Impossible!

Ah! sir, its too true. Hes quite dead.

But surely he has died from natural causes — eh?

No, sir. My poor master has been foully murdered.

How do you know that? I asked breathlessly. Tell me all the facts.

I saw by the mans agitation, his white face, and the hurried manner in which he had evidently dressed to come in search of me, that something tragic had really occurred.

We know nothing yet, sir, was his quick response. I entered his room at two oclock, as usual, to see if he wanted anything, and saw that he was quite still, apparently asleep. The lamp was turned low, but as I looked over the bed I saw a small dark patch upon the sheet. This I discovered to be blood, and a moment later was horrified to discover a small wound close to the heart, and from it the blood was slowly oozing.

Then hes been stabbed, you think? I gasped, springing up and beginning to dress myself hastily.

We think so, sir. Its awful!

Terrible! I said, utterly dumbfounded by the mans amazing story. After you made the discovery, how did you act?

I awoke the nurse, who slept in the room adjoining. And then we aroused Miss Mivart. The shock to her was terrible, poor young lady. When she saw the body of the old gentleman she burst into tears, and at once sent me to you. I didnt find a cab till Id walked almost to Hammersmith, and then I came straight on here.

But is there undoubtedly foul play, Short?

No doubt whatever, sir. Im nothing of a doctor, but I could see the wound plainly, like a small clean cut just under the heart.

No weapon about?

I didnt see anything, sir.

Have you called the police?

No, sir. Miss Mivart said she would wait until you arrived. She wants your opinion.

And Mrs. Courtenay. How does she bear the tragedy?

The poor lady doesnt know yet.

Doesnt know? Havent you told her?

No, sir. Shes not at home.

What? She hasnt returned?

No, sir, responded the man.

That fact was in itself peculiar. Yet there was, I felt sure, some strong reason if young Mrs. Courtenay remained the night with her friends, the Hennikers. Trains run to Kew after the theatres, but she had possibly missed the last, and had been induced by her friends to remain the night with them in town.

Yet the whole of the tragic affair was certainly very extraordinary. It was Shorts duty to rise at two oclock each morning and go to his masters room to ascertain if the invalid wanted anything. Generally, however, the old gentleman slept well, hence there had been no necessity for a night nurse.

When I entered the cab, and the man having taken a seat beside me, we had set out on our long night drive to Kew, I endeavoured to obtain more details regarding the Courtenay ménage. In an ordinary way I could scarcely have questioned a servant regarding his master and mistress, but on this drive I saw an occasion to obtain knowledge, and seized it.

Short, although a well-trained servant, was communicative. The shock he had sustained in discovering his master made him so.

After ten years service he was devoted to his master, but from the remarks he let drop during our drive I detected that he entertained a strong dislike of the old gentlemans young wife. He was, of course, well aware of my affection for Ethelwynn, and carefully concealed his antipathy towards her, an antipathy which I somehow felt convinced existed. He regarded both sisters with equal mistrust.

Does your mistress often remain in town with her friends at night?

Sometimes, when she goes to balls.

And is that often?

Not very often.

And didnt the old gentleman know of his wifes absence?

Sometimes. He used to ask me whether Mrs. Courtenay was at home, and then I was bound to tell the truth.

By his own admission then, this man Short had informed the invalid of his wifes frequent absences. He was an informer, and as such most probably the enemy of both Mary and Ethelwynn. I knew him to be the confidential servant of the old gentleman, but had not before suspected him of tale-telling. Without doubt Mrs. Courtenays recent neglect had sorely grieved the old gentleman. He doted upon her, indulged her in every whim and fancy and, like many an aged husband who has a smart young wife, dared not to differ from her or complain of any of her actions. There is a deal of truth in the adage, Theres no fool like an old fool.

But the mystery was increasing, and as we drove together down that long interminable high road through Hammersmith to Chiswick, wet, dark and silent at that hour, I reflected that the strange presage of insecurity which had so long oppressed me was actually being fulfilled. Ambler Jevons had laughed at it. But would he laugh now? To-morrow, without doubt, he would be working at the mystery in the interests of justice. To try to keep the affair out of the Press would, I knew too well, be impossible. Those men, in journalistic parlance called liners, are everywhere, hungry for copy, and always eager to seize upon anything tragic or mysterious.

From Short I gathered a few additional details. Not many, be it said, but sufficient to make it quite clear that he was intensely antagonistic towards his mistress. This struck me as curious, for as far as I had seen she had always treated him with the greatest kindness and consideration, had given him holidays, and to my knowledge had, a few months before, raised his wages of her own accord. Nevertheless, the ménage was a strange one, incongruous in every respect.

My chief thoughts were, however, with my love. The shock to her must, I knew, be terrible, especially as Mary was absent and she was alone with the nurse and servants.

When I sprang from the cab and entered the house she met me in the hall. She had dressed hastily and wore a light shawl over her head, probably to conceal her disordered hair, but her face was blanched to the lips.

Oh, Ralph! she cried in a trembling voice. I thought you were never coming. Its terrible — terrible!

Come in here, I said, leading her into the dining room. Tell me all you know of the affair.

Short discovered him just after two oclock. He was then quite still.

But there may be life, I exclaimed suddenly, and leaving her I rushed up the stairs and into the room where the old man had chatted to me so merrily not many hours before.

The instant my gaze fell upon him I knew the truth. Cadaveric rigidity had supervened, and he had long been beyond hope of human aid. His furrowed face was as white as ivory, and his lower jaw had dropped in that manner that unmistakably betrays the presence of death.

As the man had described, the sheet was stained with blood. But there was not much, and I was some moments before I discovered the wound. It was just beneath the heart, cleanly cut, and about three-quarters of an inch long, evidently inflicted by some sharp instrument. He had no doubt been struck in his sleep, and with such precision that he had died without being able to raise the alarm.

The murderer, whoever he was, had carried the weapon away.

I turned and saw Ethelwynn, a pale wan figure in her light gown and shawl, standing on the threshold, watching me intently. She stood there white and trembling, as though fearing to enter the presence of the dead.

I made a hasty tour of the room, examining the window and finding it fastened. As far as I could discover, nothing whatever was disturbed.

Then I went out to her and, closing the door behind me, said — 

Short must go along to the police station. We must report it.

But is it really necessary? she asked anxiously. Think of the awful exposure in the papers. Cant we hush it up? Do, Ralph — for my sake, she implored.

But I cant give a death certificate when a person has been murdered, I explained. Before burial there must be a post-mortem and an inquest.

Then you think he has actually been murdered?

Of course, without a doubt. It certainly isnt suicide.

The discovery had caused her to become rigid, almost statuesque. Sudden terror often acts thus upon women of her highly nervous temperament. She allowed me to lead her downstairs and back to the dining room. On the way I met Short in the hall, and ordered him to go at once to the police station.

Now, dearest, I said, taking her hand tenderly in mine when we were alone together with the door closed, tell me calmly all you know of this awful affair.

I — I know nothing, she declared. Nothing except what you already know. Short knocked at my door and I dressed hastily, only to discover that the poor old gentleman was dead.

Was the house still locked up?

I believe so. The servants could, I suppose, tell that.

But is it not strange that Mary is still absent? I remarked, perplexed.

No, not very. Sometimes she has missed her last train and has stopped the night with the Penn-Pagets or the Hennikers. It is difficult, she says, to go to supper after the theatre and catch the last train. It leaves Charing Cross so early.

Again there seemed a distinct inclination on her part to shield her sister.

The whole thing is a most profound mystery, she went on. I must have slept quite lightly, for I heard the church clock strike each quarter until one oclock, yet not an unusual sound reached me. Neither did nurse hear anything.

Nurse Kate was an excellent woman whom I had known at Guys through several years. Both Sir Bernard and myself had every confidence in her, and she had been the invalids attendant for the past two years.

It certainly is a mystery — one which we must leave to the police to investigate. In the meantime, however, we must send Short to Redcliffe Square to find Mary. He must not tell her the truth, but merely say that her husband is much worse. To tell her of the tragedy at once would probably prove too great a blow.

She ought never to have gone to town and left him, declared my well-beloved in sudden condemnation of her sisters conduct. She will never forgive herself.

Regrets will not bring the poor fellow to life again, I said with a sigh. We must act, and act promptly, in order to discover the identity of the murderer and the motive of the crime. That there is a motive is certain; yet it is indeed strange that anyone should actually kill a man suffering from a disease which, in a few months at most, must prove fatal. The motive was therefore his immediate decease, and that fact will probably greatly assist the police in their investigations.

But who could have killed him?

Ah! thats the mystery. If, as you believe, the house was found to be still secured when the alarm was raised, then it would appear that someone who slept beneath this roof was guilty.

Oh! Impossible! Remember there are only myself and the servants. You surely dont suspect either of them?

I have no suspicion of anyone at present, I answered. Let the police search the place, and they may discover something which will furnish them with a clue.

I noticed some telegraph-forms in the stationery rack on a small writing-table, and taking one scribbled a couple of lines to Sir Bernard, at Hove, informing him of the mysterious affair. This I folded and placed in my pocket in readiness for the re-opening of the telegraph office at eight oclock.

Shortly afterwards we heard the wheels of the cab outside, and a few minutes later were joined by a police inspector in uniform and an officer in plain clothes.

In a few brief sentences I explained to them the tragic circumstances, and then led them upstairs to the dead mans room.

After a cursory glance around, they went forth again out upon the landing in order to await the arrival of two other plain-clothes officers who had come round on foot, one of them the sergeant of the Criminal Investigation Department attached to the Kew station. Then, after giving orders to the constable on the beat to station himself at the door and allow no one to enter or leave without permission, the three detectives and the inspector entered the room where the dead man lay.


CHAPTER VI.

IN WHICH I MAKE A DISCOVERY.
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HAVING EXPLAINED WHO I was, I followed the men in and assisted them in making a careful and minute examination of the place.

Search for the weapon with which the crime had been committed proved fruitless; hence it was plain that the murderer had carried it away. There were no signs whatever of a struggle, and nothing to indicate that the blow had been struck by any burglar with a motive of silencing the prostrate man.

The room was a large front one on the first floor, with two French windows opening upon a balcony formed by the big square portico. Both were found to be secured, not only by the latches, but also by long screws as an extra precaution against thieves, old Mr. Courtenay, like many other elderly people, being extremely nervous of midnight intruders. The bedroom itself was well furnished in genuine Sheraton, which he had brought up from his palatial home in Devonshire, for the old man denied himself no personal comfort. The easy chair in which he had sat when I had paid my visit was still in its place at the fireside, with the footstool just as he had left it; the drawers which we opened one after another showed no sign of having been rummaged, and the sum result of our investigations was absolutely nil.

It looks very much as though someone in the house had done it, whispered the inspector seriously to me, having first glanced at the door to ascertain that it was closed.

Yes, I admitted, appearances certainly do point to that.

Who was the young lady who met us downstairs? inquired the detective sergeant, producing a small note-book and pencil.

Miss Ethelwynn Mivart, sister to Mrs. Courtenay.

And is Mrs. Courtenay at home? he inquired, making a note of the name.

No. We have sent for her. Shes staying with friends in London.

Hulloa! Theres an iron safe here! exclaimed one of the men rummaging at the opposite side of the room. He had pulled away a chest of drawers from the wall, revealing what I had never noticed before, the door of a small fireproof safe built into the wall.

Is it locked? inquired the inspector.

The man, after trying the knob and examining the keyhole, replied in the affirmative.

Keeps his deeds and jewellery there, I suppose, remarked one of the other detectives. He seems to have been very much afraid of burglars. I wonder whether he had any reason for that?

Like many old men he was a trifle eccentric, I replied. Thieves once broke into his country house years ago, I believe, and he therefore entertained a horror of them.

We all examined the keyhole of the safe, but there was certainly no evidence to show that it had been tampered with. On the contrary, the little oval brass plate which closed the hole was rusty, and had not apparently been touched for weeks.

While they were searching in other parts of the room I directed my attention to the position and appearance of my late patient. He was lying on his right side with one arm slightly raised in quite a natural attitude for one sleeping. His features, although the pallor of death was upon them and they were relaxed, showed no sign of suffering. The blow had been unerring, and had no doubt penetrated to the heart. The crime had been committed swiftly, and the murderer had escaped unseen and unheard.

The eider-down quilt, a rich one of Gobelin blue satin, had scarcely been disturbed, and save for the small spot of blood upon the sheet, traces of a terrible crime were in no way apparent.

While, however, I stood at the bedside, at the same spot most probably where the murderer had stood, I suddenly felt something uneven between the sole of my boot and the carpet. So intent was I upon the examination I was making that at first my attention was not attracted by it, but on stepping on it a second time I looked down and saw something white, which I quickly picked up.

The instant I saw it I closed my hand and hid it from view.

Then I glanced furtively around, and seeing that my action had been unobserved I quickly transferred it to my vest pocket, covering the movement by taking out my watch to glance at it.

I confess that my heart beat quickly, and in all probability the colour at that moment had left my face, for I had, by sheer accident, discovered a clue.

To examine it there was impossible, for of such a character was it that I had no intention, as yet, to arouse the suspicions of the police. I intended at the earliest moment to apprise my friend, Ambler Jevons, of the facts and with him pursue an entirely independent inquiry.

Scarcely had I safely pocketed the little object I had picked up from where the murderer must have stood when the inspector went out upon the landing and called to the constable in the hall:

Four-sixty-two, lock that door and come up here a moment.

Yes, sir, answered a gruff voice from below, and in a few moments the constable entered, closing the door after him.

How many times have you passed this house on your beat to-night, four-sixty-two? inquired the inspector.

About eight, sir. My beats along the Richmond Road, from the Lion Gate down to the museum, and then around the back streets.

Saw nothing?

I saw a man come out of this house hurriedly, soon after I came on duty. I was standing on the opposite side, under the wall of the Gardens. The lady whats downstairs let him out and told him to fetch the doctor quickly.

Ah! Short, the servant, I observed.

Where is he? asked the inspector, while the detective with the ready note-book scribbled down the name.

He came to fetch me, and Miss Mivart has now sent him to fetch her sister. He was the first to make the discovery.

Oh, was he? exclaimed the detective-sergeant, with some suspicion. Its rather a pity that hes been sent out again. He might be able to tell us something.

Hell be back in an hour, I should think.

Yes, but every hour is of consequence in a matter of this sort, remarked the sergeant. Look here, Davidson, he added, turning to one of the plain-clothes men, just go round to the station and send a wire to the Yard, asking for extra assistance. Give them a brief outline of the case. Theyll probably send down Franks or Moreland. If Im not mistaken, theres a good deal more in this mystery than meets the eye.

The man addressed obeyed promptly, and left.

What do you know of the servants here? asked the inspector of the constable.

Not much, sir. Six-forty-eight walks out with the cook, Ive heard. Shes a respectable woman. Her fathers a lighterman at Kew Bridge. I know em all here by sight, of course. But theres nothing against them, to my knowledge, and Ive been a constable in this sub-division for eighteen years.

The man — whats his name? — Short. Do you know him?

Yes, sir. Ive often seen him in the Star and Garter at Kew Bridge.

Drinks?

Not much, sir. He was fined over at Brentford six months ago for letting a dog go unmuzzled. His greatest friend is one of the gardeners at the Palace — a man named Burford, a most respectable fellow.

Then theres no suspicion of anyone as yet? remarked the inspector, with an air of dissatisfaction. In criminal mysteries the police often bungle from the outset, and to me it appeared as though, having no clue, they were bent on manufacturing one.

I felt in my vest pocket and touched the little object with a feeling of secret satisfaction. How I longed to be alone for five minutes in order to investigate it!

The inspector, having dismissed the constable and sent him back to his post to unlock the door for the detective to pass out, next turned his attention to the servants and the remainder of the house. With that object we all descended to the dining-room.

Ethelwynn met us at the foot of the stairs, still wearing the shawl about her head and shoulders. She placed a trembling hand upon my arm as I passed, asking in a low anxious voice:

Have you found anything, Ralph? Tell me.

No, nothing, I replied, and then passed into the dining-room, where the nurse and domestics had been assembled.

The nurse, a plain matter-of-fact woman, was the first person to be questioned. She explained to us how she had given her patient his last dose of medicine at half-past eleven, just after Miss Mivart had wished her good-night and retired to her room. Previously she had been down in the drawing-room chatting with the young lady. The man Short was then upstairs with his master.

Was the deceased gentleman aware of his wifes absence? the inspector asked presently.

Yes. He remarked to me that it was time she returned. I presume that Short had told him.

What time was this?

Oh! about half-past ten, I should think, replied Nurse Kate. He said something about it being a bad night to go out to a theatre, and hoped she would not take cold.

He was not angry?

Not in the least. He was never angry when she went to town. He used to say to me, My wifes a young woman, nurse. She wants a little amusement sometimes, and Im sure I dont begrudge it to her.

This puzzled me quite as much as it puzzled the detective. I had certainly been under the impression that husband and wife had quarrelled over the latters frequent absences from home. Indeed, in a household where the wife is young and the husband elderly, quarrels of that character are almost sure to occur sooner or later. As a doctor I knew the causes of domestic infelicity in a good many homes. Men in my profession see a good deal, and hear more. Every doctor could unfold strange tales of queer households if he were not debarred by the bond of professional secrecy.

You heard no noise during the night? inquired the inspector.

None. Im a light sleeper as a rule, and wake at the slightest sound, the woman replied. But I heard absolutely nothing.

Anyone, in order to enter the dead mans room, must have passed your door, I think?

Yes, and whats more, the light was burning and my door was ajar. I always kept it so in order to hear if my patient wanted anything.

Then the murderer could see you as he stood on the landing?

No. Theres a screen at the end of my bed. He could not see far into the room. But I shudder to think that to-night Ive had an assassin a dozen feet from me while I slept, she added.

Finding that she could throw no light upon the mysterious affair, the officer turned his attention to the four frightened domestics, each in turn.

All, save one, declared that they heard not a single sound. The one exception was Alice, the under housemaid, a young fair-haired girl, who stated that during the night she had distinctly heard a sound like the low creaking of light shoes on the landing below where they slept.

This first aroused our interest, but on full reflection it seemed so utterly improbable that an assassin would wear a pair of creaky boots when on such an errand that we were inclined to disregard the girls statement as a piece of imagination. The feminine mind is much given to fiction on occasions of tragic events.

But the girl over and over again asserted that she had heard it. She slept alone in a small room at the top of the second flight of stairs and had heard the sound quite distinctly.

When you heard it what did you do?

I lay and listened.

For how long?

Oh, quite a quarter of an hour, I should think. It was just before half-past one when I heard the noise, for the church clock struck almost immediately afterwards. The sound of the movement was such as I had never before heard at night, and at first I felt frightened. But I always lock my door, therefore I felt secure. The noise was just like someone creeping along very slowly, with one boot creaking.

But if it was so loud that you could hear it with your door closed, it is strange that no one else heard it, the detective-sergeant remarked dubiously.

I dont care what anybody else heard, I heard it quite plainly, the girl asserted.

How long did it continue? asked the detective.

Oh, only just as though someone was stealing along the corridor. We often hear movements at nights, because Short is always astir at two oclock, giving the master his medicine. If it hadnt ha been for the creaking I should not have taken notice of it. But I lay quite wide awake for over half an hour — until Short came banging at our doors, telling us to get up at once, as we were wanted downstairs.

Well, exclaimed the inspector, now, I want to ask all of you a very simple question, and wish to obtain an honest and truthful reply. Was any door or window left unfastened when you went to bed?

No, sir, the cook replied promptly. I always go round myself, and see that everything is fastened.

The front door, for example?

I bolted it at Miss Ethelwynns orders.

At what time?

One oclock. She told me to wait up till then, and if mistress did not return I was to lock up and go to bed.

Then the tragedy must have been enacted about half an hour later?

I think so, sir.

You havent examined the doors and windows to see if any have been forced?

As far as I can see, they are just as I left them when I went to bed, sir.

Thats strange — very strange, remarked the inspector, turning to us. We must make an examination and satisfy ourselves.

The point was one that was most important in the conduct of the inquiry. If all doors and windows were still locked, then the assassin was one of that strange household.

Led by the cook, the officers began a round of the lower premises. One of the detectives borrowed the constables bulls-eye and, accompanied by a second officer, went outside to make an examination of the window sashes, while we remained inside assisting them in their search for any marks.

Ethelwynn had been called aside by one of the detectives, and was answering some questions addressed to her, therefore for an instant I found myself alone. It was the moment I had been waiting for, to secretly examine the clue I had obtained.

I was near the door of the morning room, and for a second slipped inside and switched on the electric light.

Then I took from my vest pocket the tiny little object I had found and carefully examined it.

My heart stood still. My eyes riveted themselves upon it. The mystery was solved.

I alone knew the truth!


CHAPTER VII.

THE MAN SHORT AND HIS STORY.
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A LIGHT FOOTSTEP sounded behind me, and scarcely had I time to thrust the little object hastily back into my pocket when my well-beloved entered in search of me.

What do the police think, Ralph? she asked eagerly. Have they any clue? Do tell me.

They have no clue, I answered, in a voice which I fear sounded hard and somewhat abrupt.

Then I turned from her, as though fully occupied with the investigations at which I was assisting, and went past her, leaving her standing alone.

The police were busy examining the doors and windows of the back premises, kitchens, scullery, and pantry, but could find no evidence of any lock or fastening having been tampered with. The house, I must explain, was a large detached red brick one, standing in a lawn that was quite spacious for a suburban house, and around it ran an asphalte path which diverged from the right hand corner of the building and ran in two parts to the road, one a semi-circular drive which came up to the portico from the road, and the other, a tradesmens path, that ran to the opposite extremity of the property.

From the back kitchen a door led out upon this asphalted tradesmens path, and as I rejoined the searchers some discussion was in progress as to whether the door in question had been secured. The detective-sergeant had found it unbolted and unlocked, but the cook most positively asserted that she had both locked and bolted it at half-past ten, when the under housemaid had come in from her evening out. None of the servants, however, recollected having undone the door either before the alarm or after. Perhaps Short had done so, but he was absent, in search of the dead mans widow.

The police certainly spared no pains in their search. They turned the whole place upside down. One man on his hands and knees, and carrying a candle, carefully examined the blue stair-carpet to see if he could find the marks of unusual feet. It was wet outside, and if an intruder had been there, there would probably remain marks of muddy feet. He found many, but they were those of the constable and detectives. Hence the point was beyond solution.

The drawing-room, the dining-room, the morning-room, and the big conservatory were all closely inspected, but without any satisfactory result. My love followed us everywhere, white-faced and nervous, with the cream chenille shawl still over her shoulders. She had hastily put up her wealth of dark hair, and now wore the shawl wrapped lightly about her.

That shawl attracted me. I managed to speak with her alone for a moment, asking her quite an unimportant question, but nevertheless with a distinct object. As we stood there I placed my hand upon her shoulder — and upon the shawl. It was for that very reason — in order to feel the texture of the silk — that I returned to her.

The contact of my hand with the silk was convincing. I turned from her once again, and rejoined the shrewd men whose object it was to fasten the guilt upon the assassin.

Presently we heard the welcome sound of cab wheels outside, and a few minutes later young Mrs. Courtenay, wild eyed and breathless, rushed into the hall and dashed headlong up the stairs. I, however, barred her passage.

Let me pass! she cried wildly. Short has told me he is worse and has asked for me. Let me pass!

No, Mary, not so quickly. Let me tell you something, I answered gravely, placing my hand firmly upon her arm. The police were again re-examining the back premises below, and only Ethelwynn was present at the top of the stairs, where I arrested her progress to the dead mans room.

But is there danger? she demanded anxiously. Tell me.

The crisis is over, I responded ambiguously. But is not your absence to-night rather unusual?

It was entirely my own fault, she admitted. I shall never forgive myself for this neglect. After the theatre we had supper at the Savoy, and I lost my last train. Dolly Henniker, of course, asked me to stay, and I could not refuse. Then glancing from my face to that of her sister she asked: Why do you both look so strange? Tell me, she shrieked. Tell me the worst. Is he — is he dead?

I nodded in the affirmative.

For a second she stood dumb, then gave vent to a long wail, and would have fallen senseless if I had not caught her in my arms and laid her back upon the long settee placed in an alcove on the landing. She, like all the others, had dressed hurriedly. Her hair was dishevelled beneath her hat, but her disordered dress was concealed by her long ulster heavily lined with silver fox, a magnificent garment which her doting husband had purchased through a friend at Moscow, and presented to her as a birthday gift.

From her manner it was only too plain that she was filled with remorse. I really pitied her, for she was a light-hearted, flighty, little woman who loved gaiety, and, without an evil thought, had no doubt allowed her friends to draw her into that round of amusement. They sympathised with her — as every woman who marries an old man is sympathised with — and they gave her what pleasures they could. Alas! that such a clanship between women so often proves fatal to domestic happiness. Judged from a logical point of view it was merely natural that young Mrs. Courtenay should, after a year or two with an invalid husband, aged and eccentric, beat her wings against the bars. She was a pretty woman, almost as pretty as her sister, but two years older, with fair hair, blue eyes, and a pink and white, almost doll-like complexion. Indeed, I knew quite well that she had long had a host of admirers, and that just prior to her marriage with Courtenay it had been rumoured that she was to marry the heir to an earldom, a rather rakish young cavalry officer up at York.

To restore her to consciousness was not a difficult matter, but after she had requested me to tell her the whole of the ghastly truth she sat speechless, as though turned to stone.

Her manner was unaccountable. She spoke at last, and to me it seemed as though the fainting fit had caused her an utter loss of memory. She uttered words at random, allowing her tongue to ramble on in strange disjointed sentences, of which I could make nothing.

My head! Oh! my head! she kept on exclaiming, passing her hand across her brow as though to clear her brain.

Does it pain you? I inquired.

It seems as though a band of iron were round it. I cant think. I — I cant remember! And she glanced about her helplessly, her eyes with a wild strange look in them, her face so haggard and drawn that it gave her a look of premature age.

Oh! Mary, dear! cried Ethelwynn, taking both her cold hands. Why, whats the matter? Calm yourself, dear. Then turning to me she asked, Can nothing be done, Ralph? See — shes not herself. The shock has unbalanced her brain.

Ralph! Ethelwynn! gasped the unfortunate woman, looking at us with an expression of sudden wonder. What has happened? Did I understand you aright? Poor Henry is dead?

Unfortunately that is the truth. I was compelled to reply. It is a sad affair, Mary, and you have all our sympathy. But recollect he was an invalid, and for a long time his life has been despaired of.

I dared not yet tell her the terrible truth that he had been the victim of foul play.

It is my fault! she cried. My place was here — at home. But — but why was I not here? she added with a blank look. Where did I go?

Dont you remember that you went to London with the Hennikers? I said.

Ah! of course! she exclaimed. How very stupid of me to forget. But do you know, Ive never experienced such a strange sensation before. My memory is a perfect blank. How did I return here?

Short fetched you in a cab.

Short? I — I dont recollect seeing him. Somebody knocked at my door and said I was wanted, because my husband had been taken worse, so I dressed and went down. But after that I dont recollect anything.

Her mind is a trifle affected by the shock, I whispered to my love. Best take her downstairs into one of the rooms and lock the door. Dont let her see the police. She didnt notice the constable at the door. Shell be better presently.

I uttered these words mechanically, but, truth to tell, these extraordinary symptoms alarmed and puzzled me. She had fainted at hearing of the death of her husband, just as many other wives might have fainted; but to me there seemed no reason whatsoever why the swoon should be followed by that curious lapse of memory. The question she had put to me showed her mind to be a blank. I could discern nothing to account for the symptoms, and the only remedy I could suggest was perfect quiet. I intended that, as soon as daylight came, both women should be removed to the house of some friend in the vicinity.

The scene of the tragedy was no place for two delicate women.

Notwithstanding Mrs. Courtenays determination to enter her husbands room I managed at last to get them both into the morning-room and called the nurse and cook to go in and assist in calming her, for her lapse of memory had suddenly been followed by a fit of violence.

I must see him! she shrieked. I will see him! You cant prevent me. I am his wife. My place is at his side!

My love exchanged looks with me. Her sisters extraordinary manner utterly confounded us.

You shall see him later, I promised, endeavouring to calm her. At present remain quiet. No good can possibly be done by this wild conduct.

Where is Sir Bernard? she inquired suddenly. Have you telegraphed for him? I must see him.

As soon as the office is open I shall wire.

Yes, telegraph at the earliest moment. Tell him of the awful blow that has fallen upon us.

Presently, by dint of much persuasion, we managed to quiet her. The nurse removed her hat, helped her out of her fur-lined coat, and she sat huddled up in a big grandfather chair, her handsome evening gown crushed and tumbled, the flowers she had worn in her corsage on the previous night drooping and withered.

For some time she sat motionless, her chin sunk upon her breast, the picture of dejection, until, of a sudden, she roused herself, and before we were aware of her intention she had torn off her marriage ring and cast it across the room, crying wildly:

It is finished. He is dead — dead!

And she sank back again, among the cushions, as though exhausted by the effort.

What was passing through her brain at that moment I wondered. Why should a repulsion of the marriage bond seize her so suddenly, and cause her to tear off the golden fetter under which she had so long chafed? There was some reason, without a doubt; but at present all was an enigma — all save one single point.

When I returned to the police to urge them not to disturb Mrs. Courtenay, I found them assembled in the conservatory discussing an open window, by which anyone might easily have entered and left. The mystery of the kitchen door had been cleared up by Short, who admitted that after the discovery he had unlocked and unbolted it, in order to go round the outside of the house and see whether anyone was lurking in the garden.

When I was told this story I remarked that he had displayed some bravery in acting in such a manner. No man cares to face an assassin unarmed.

The man looked across at me with a curious apprehensive glance, and replied:

I was armed, sir. I took down one of the old Indian daggers from the hall.

Where is it now? inquired the inspector, quickly, for at such a moment the admission that he had had a knife in his possession was sufficient to arouse a strong suspicion.

I hung it up again, sir, before going out to call the doctor, he replied quite calmly.

Show me which it was, I said; and he accompanied me out to the hall and pointed to a long thin knife which formed part of a trophy of antique Indian weapons.

In an instant I saw that such a knife had undoubtedly inflicted the wound in the dead mans breast.

So you armed yourself with this? I remarked, taking down the knife with affected carelessness, and examining it.

Yes, doctor. It was the first thing that came to hand. Its sharp, for I cut myself once when cleaning it.

I tried its edge, and found it almost as keen as a razor. It was about ten inches long, and not more than half an inch broad, with a hilt of carved ivory, yellow with age, and inlaid with fine lines of silver. Certainly a very dangerous weapon. The sheath was of purple velvet, very worn and faded.

I walked back to where the detectives were standing, and examined the blade beneath the light. It was bright, and had apparently been recently cleaned. It might have been cleaned and oil smeared upon it after the commission of the crime. Yet as far as I could discern with the naked eye there was no evidence that it had recently been used.

It was the mans curious apprehensive glance that had first aroused my suspicion, and the admissions that he had opened the back door, and that he had been armed, both increased my mistrust. The detectives, too, were interested in the weapon, but were soon satisfied that, although a dangerous knife, it bore no stain of blood.

So I put it back in its case and replaced it. But I experienced some difficulty in getting the loop of wire back upon the brass-headed nail from which it was suspended; and it then occurred to me that Short, in the excitement of the discovery, and ordered by Ethelwynn to go at once in search of me, would not without some motive remain there, striving to return the knife to its place. Such action was unnatural. He would probably have cast it aside and dashed out in search of a cab. Indeed, the constable on the beat had seen him rush forth hurriedly and, urged by Ethelwynn, run in the direction of Kew Bridge.

No. Somehow I could not rid myself of the suspicion that the man was lying. To my professional eye the weapon with which the wound had been inflicted was the one which he admitted had been in his possession.

The story that he had unlocked the door and gone in search of the assassin struck the inspector, as it did myself, as a distinctly lame tale.

I longed for the opening of the telegraph office, so that I might summon my friend Jevons to my aid. He revelled in mysteries, and if the present one admitted of solution I felt confident that he would solve it.


CHAPTER VIII.

AMBLER JEVONS IS INQUISITIVE.
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PEOPLE WERE ABOUT me the whole time. Hence I had no opportunity of re-examining the little object I had picked up from the spot where the murderer must have stood.

When morning dawned two detectives from Scotland Yard arrived, made notes of the circumstances, examined the open window in the conservatory, hazarded a few wise remarks, and closely scrutinised the dagger in the hall.

Ethelwynn had taken her sister to a friend in the vicinity, accompanied by the nurse and the cook. The house was now in the possession of the police, and it had already become known in the neighbourhood that old Mr. Courtenay was dead. In all probability early passers-by, men on their way to work, had noticed a constable in uniform enter or leave, and that had excited public curiosity. I hoped that Ambler Jevons would not delay, for I intended that he should be first in the field. If ever he had had a good mystery before him this certainly was one. I knew how keen was his scent for clues, and how carefully and ingeniously he worked when assisting the police to get at the bottom of any such affair.

He came a little after nine in hot haste, having driven from Hammersmith in a hansom. I was upstairs when I heard his deep cheery voice crying to the inspector from Scotland Yard:

Hulloa, Thorpe. Whats occurred? My friend Doctor Boyd has just wired to me.

Murder, responded the inspector. Youll find the doctor somewhere about. Hell explain it all to you. Queer case — very queer case, sir, it seems.

Is that you, Ambler? I called over the banisters. Come up here.

He came up breathlessly, two steps at a time, and gripping my hand, asked:

Whos been murdered?

Old Mr. Courtenay.

The devil! he ejaculated.

A most mysterious affair, I went on. They called me soon after three, and I came down here, only to find the poor old gentleman stone dead — stabbed to the heart.

Let me see him, my friend said in a sharp business-like tone, which showed that he intended to lose no time in sifting the matter. He had his own peculiar methods of getting at the bottom of a mystery. He worked independently, and although he assisted the police and was therefore always welcomed by them, his efforts were always apart, and generally marked by cunning ingenuity and swift logical reasoning that were alike remarkable and marvellous.

I gave him a brief terse outline of the tragedy, and then, unlocking the door of the room where the dead man still lay in the same position as when discovered, allowed him in.

The place was in darkness, so I drew up the Venetian blinds, letting in the grey depressing light of the wintry morning.

He advanced to the bed, stood in the exact spot where I had stood, and where without doubt the murderer had stood, and folding his arms gazed straight and long upon the dead mans features.

Then he gave vent to a kind of dissatisfied grunt, and turned down the coverlet in order to examine the wound, while I stood by his side in silence.

Suddenly he swung round on his heel, and measured the paces between the bed and the door. Then he went to the window and looked out; afterwards making a tour of the room slowly, his dark eyes searching everywhere. He did not open his lips in the presence of the dead. He only examined everything, swiftly and yet carefully, opening the door slowly and closing it just as slowly, in order to see whether it creaked or not.

It creaked when closed very slowly. The creaking was evidently what the under-housemaid had heard and believed to be the creaking of boots. The murderer, finding that it creaked, had probably closed it by degrees; hence it gave a series of creaks, which to the girl had sounded in the silence of the night like those of new boots.

Ambler Jevons had, almost at the opening of his inquiry, cleared up one point which had puzzled us.

When he had concluded his examination of the room and re-covered the dead face with the sheet, we emerged into the corridor. Then I told him of the servants statement.

Boots! he echoed in a tone of impatience. Would a murderer wear creaking boots? It was the door, of course. It opens noiselessly, but when closed quietly it creaks. Curious, however, that he should have risked the creaking and the awakening of the household in order to close it. He had some strong motive in doing so.

He evidently had a motive in the crime, I remarked. If we could only discover it, we might perhaps fix upon the assassin.

Yes, he exclaimed, thoughtfully. But to tell the truth, Ralph, old chap, the fact which is puzzling me most of all at this moment is that extraordinary foreboding of evil which you confessed to me the day before yesterday. You had your suspicions aroused, somehow. Cudgel your brains, and think what induced that very curious presage of evil.

Ive tried and tried over again, but I can fix on nothing. Only yesterday afternoon, when Sir Bernard incidentally mentioned old Mr. Courtenay, it suddenly occurred to me that the curious excitement within me had some connection with him. Of course he was a patient, and I may have studied his case and given a lot of thought to it, but that wouldnt account for such an oppression as that from which Ive been suffering.

You certainly did have the blues badly the night before last, he said frankly. And by some unaccountable manner your curious feeling was an intuition of this tragic occurrence. Very odd and mysterious, to say the least.

Uncanny, I call it, I declared.

Yes, I agree with you, he answered. It is an uncanny affair altogether. Tell me about the ladies. Where are they?

I explained how Mrs. Courtenay had been absent, and how she had been prostrated by the news of his death.

He stroked his moustache slowly, deeply reflecting.

Then at present she doesnt know that hes been murdered? She thinks that he was taken ill, and expired suddenly?

Exactly.

And I went on to describe the wild scene which followed my admission that her husband was dead. I explained it to him in detail, for I saw that his thoughts were following in the same channel as my own. We both pitied the unfortunate woman. My friend knew her well, for he had often accompanied me there and had spent the evening with us. Ethelwynn liked him for his careless Bohemianism, and for the fund of stories always at his command. Sometimes he used to entertain us for hours together, relating details of mysteries upon which he had at one time or another been engaged. Women are always fond of mysteries, and he often held both of them breathless by his vivid narratives.

Thorpe, the detective from Scotland Yard, a big, sturdily-built, middle-aged man, whose hair was tinged with grey, and whose round, rosy face made him appear the picture of good health, joined us a moment later. In a low, mysterious tone he explained to my friend the circumstance of Short having admitted possession of the knife hanging in the hall.

In it Ambler Jevons at once scented a clue.

I never liked that fellow! he exclaimed, turning to me. My impression has always been that he was a sneak, and told old Courtenay everything that went on, either in drawing-room or kitchen.

Thorpe, continuing, explained how the back door had been found unfastened, and how Short had admitted unfastening it in order to go forth to seek the assassin.

A ridiculous story — utterly absurd! declared Jevons. A man doesnt rush out to shed blood for blood like that!

Of course not, agreed the detective. To my mind appearances are entirely against this fellow. Yet, we have one fact to bear in mind, namely, that being sent to town twice he was afforded every opportunity for escape.

He was artful, I remarked. He knew that his safest plan was to remain and face it. If, as seems very probable, the crime was planned, it was certainly carried out at a most propitious moment.

It certainly was, observed my friend, carefully scrutinising the knife, which Thorpe had brought to him. This, he said, must be examined microscopically. You can do that, Boyd. It will be easy to see if there are any traces of blood upon it. To all appearances it has been recently cleaned and oiled.

Short admits cleaning it, but he says he did so three days ago, I exclaimed.

He gave vent to another low grunt, from which I knew that the explanation was unsatisfactory, and replaced the knife in its faded velvet sheath.

Save for the man upon whom suspicion had thus fallen, the servants had all gone to the house where their mistress was lodged, after being cautioned by the police to say nothing of the matter, and to keep their mouths closed to all the reporters who would no doubt very soon be swarming into the district eager for every scrap of information. Their evidence would be required at the inquest, and the police forbade them, until then, to make any comment, or to give any explanation of the mysterious affair. The tongues of domestics wag quickly and wildly in such cases, and have many times been the means of defeating the ends of justice by giving away important clues to the Press.

Ambler Jevons, however, was a practised hand at mysteries. He sat down in the library, and with his crabbed handwriting covered two sheets of paper with notes upon the case. I watched as his pencil went swiftly to work, and when he had finished I saw him underline certain words he had written.

Thorpe appears to suspect that fellow Short, he remarked, when I met him again in the library a quarter of an hour later. Ive just been chatting with him, and to me his demeanour is not that of a guilty man. Hes actually been upstairs with the coroners officer in the dead mans room. A murderer generally excuses himself from entering the presence of his victim.

Well, I exclaimed, after a pause, you know the whole circumstances now. Can you see any clue which may throw light on the affair?

He slowly twisted his moustache again; then twisted his plain gold ring slowly round the little finger on the left hand — a habit of his when perplexed.

No, Ralph, old chap; cant say I do, he answered. Theres an unfathomable mystery somewhere, but in what direction Im utterly at a loss to distinguish.

But do you think that the assassin is a member of the household? That seems to me our first point to clear up.

Thats just where were perplexed. Thorpe suspects Short; but the police so often rush to conclusions on a single suspicion. Before condemning him it is necessary to watch him narrowly, and note his demeanour and his movements. If he is guilty hell betray himself sooner or later. Thorpe was foolish to take down that knife a second time. The fellow might have seen him and had his suspicions aroused thereby. Thats the worst of police inquiries. They display so little ingenuity. It is all method — method — method. Everything must be done by rule. They appear to overlook the fact that a window in the conservatory was undoubtedly left open, he added.

Well? I asked, noticing that he was gazing at me strangely, full in the face.

Well, has it not occurred to you that that window might have been purposely left open?

You mean that the assassin entered and left by that window?

I mean to suggest that the murder might have been connived at by one of the household, if the man we suspect were not the actual assassin himself.

The theory was a curious one, but I saw that there were considerable grounds for it. As in many suburban houses, the conservatory joined the drawing-room, an unlocked glass door being between them. The window that had been left unfastened was situated at the further end, and being low down was in such a position that any intruder might easily have entered and left. Therefore the suggestion appeared a sound one — more especially so because the cook had most solemnly declared that she had fastened it securely before going up to bed.

In that case someone must have crept down and unfastened it after the woman had retired, and done so with the object of assisting the assassin.

But Ambler Jevons was not a man to remain idle for a single moment when once he became interested in a mystery. To his keen perception and calm logical reasoning had been due the solution of The Mornington Crescent Mystery, which, as all readers of this narrative will remember, for six months utterly perplexed Scotland Yard; while in a dozen other notable cases his discoveries had placed the police on the scent of the guilty person. Somehow he seemed to possess a peculiar facility in the solving of enigmas. At ordinary times he struck one as a rather careless, easy-going man, who drifted on through life, tasting and dealing in tea, with regular attendance at Mark Lane each day. Sometimes he wore a pair of cheap pince-nez, the frames of which were rusty, but these he seldom assumed unless he was what he termed at work. He was at work now, and therefore had stuck the pince-nez on the bridge of his nose, giving him a keener and rather more intelligent appearance.

Excuse me, he exclaimed, suddenly twisting his ring again round his finger. Ive just thought of something else. I wont be a moment, and he rushed from the library and ran upstairs to the floor above.

His absence gave me an opportunity to re-examine the little object which I had picked up from the floor at the earlier stages of the inquiry; and advancing to the window I took it from my pocket and looked again at it, utterly confounded.

Its appearance presented nothing extraordinary, for it was merely a soft piece of hard-knotted cream-coloured chenille about half-an-inch long. But sight of it lying in the palm of my hand held me spellbound in horror.

It told me the awful truth. It was nothing less than a portion of the fringe of the cream shawl which my love had been wearing, and just as chenille fringes will come to pieces, it had become detached and fallen where she had stood at that spot beside the victims bed.

There was a smear of blood upon it.

I recollected her strangely nervous manner, her anxiety to ascertain what clue we had discovered and to know the opinion of the police. Yes, if guilt were ever written upon a womans face, it was upon hers.

Should I show the tiny fragment to my friend? Should I put it into his hands and tell him the bitter truth — the truth that I believed my love to be a murderess?


CHAPTER IX.

SHADOWS.
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THE REVELATION HELD me utterly dumfounded.

Already I had, by placing my hand in contact with the shawl, ascertained its exact texture, and saw that both its tint and its fabric were unquestionably the same as the knotted fragment I held in my hand. Chenille shawls, as every woman knows, must be handled carefully or the lightly-made fringe will come asunder; for the kind of cord of floss silk is generally made upon a single thread, which will break with the slightest strain.

By some means the shawl in question had accidentally become entangled — or perhaps been strained by the sudden uplifting of the arm of the wearer. In any case the little innocent-looking fragment had snapped, and dropped at the bedside of the murdered man.

The grave suspicions of Ethelwynn which I had held on the previous night when she endeavoured to justify her sisters neglect again crowded upon me, and Sir Bernards hint at the secret of her past thrust the iron deeply into my heart.

My eyes were fixed upon the little object in my palm — the silent but damning evidence — and my mind became filled by bitterest regrets. I saw how cleverly I had been duped — I recognised that this woman, whom I thought an angel, was only a cunning assassin.

No, believe me: I was not prejudging her! The thought had already occurred to me that she might have entered the room wearing that shawl perhaps to wish the invalid good-night. She had, however, in answer to my question, declared that she had retired to bed without seeing him — for Nurse Kate had told her that he was sleeping. She had therefore not disturbed him.

Then, yet another thought had occurred to me. She might have worn the shawl when she entered after the raising of the alarm. In order to clear up that point I had questioned the servants, one by one, and all had told me the same story, namely, that Miss Ethelwynn had not entered the room at all. She had only come to the door and glanced in, then turned away in horror and shut herself in her own room. As far as anyone knew, she had not summoned sufficient courage to go in and look upon the dead mans face. She declared herself horrified, and dared not to enter the death chamber.

In the light of my discovery all these facts as related to me made the truth only too apparent. She had entered there unknown to anyone, and that her presence had been with a fell purpose I could no longer doubt.

If I gave the clue into Ambler Jevons hands he would, I knew, quickly follow it, gathering up the threads of the tangled skein one by one, until he could openly charge her with the crime. I stood undecided how to act. Should I leave my friend to make his own investigations independently and unbiassed, or should I frankly tell him of my own startling discovery?

I carefully went through the whole of the circumstances, weighing point after point, and decided at last to still retain the knowledge I had gained. The point which outbalanced my intention was that curious admission of Short regarding the possession of the knife. So I resolved to say nothing to my friend until after the inquest.

As may be imagined, the London papers that afternoon were full of the mystery. Nothing like a first-class sensation, sub-editors will tell you. There is art in alliterative headlines and startling cross-heads. The inevitable interview with a member of the family — who is generally anonymous, be it said — is sure to be eagerly devoured by the public. The world may sneer at sensational journalism, but after all it loves to have its curiosity excited over the tragic dénouement of some domestic secret. As soon as the first information reached the Central News and Press Association, therefore, reporters crowded upon us. Representatives, not only of the metropolitan press, but those of the local newspapers, the Richmond and Twickenham Times, the Independent, over at Brentford, the Middlesex Chronicle at Hounslow, and the Middlesex Mercury, of Isleworth, all vied with each other in obtaining the most accurate information.

Say nothing, Jevons urged. Be civil, but keep your mouth closed tight. There are one or two friends of mine among the crowd. Ill see them and give them something that will carry the story further. Remember, you mustnt make any statement whatsoever.

I obeyed him, and although the reporters followed me about all the morning, and outside the house the police had difficulty in preventing a crowd assembling, I refused to express any opinion or describe anything I had witnessed.

At eleven oclock I received a wire from Sir Bernard at Hove as follows: — 

Much shocked at news. Unfortunately very unwell, but shall endeavour to be with you later in the day.

At mid-day I called at the neighbours house close to Kew Gardens Station, where the widow and her sister had taken refuge. Mrs. Courtenay was utterly broken down, for Ethelwynn had told her the terrible truth that her husband had been murdered, and both women pounced upon me eagerly to ascertain what theory the police now held.

I looked at the woman who had held me so long beneath her spell. Was it possible that one so open-faced and pure could be the author of so dastardly and cowardly a crime? Her face was white and anxious, but the countenance had now reassumed its normal innocence of expression, and in her eyes I saw the genuine love-look of old. She had arranged her hair and dress, and no longer wore the shawl.

Its terrible — terrible, Ralph, she cried. Poor Mary! The blow has utterly crushed her.

I am to blame — it is my own fault! exclaimed the young widow, hoarsely. But I had no idea that his end was so near. I tried to be a dutiful wife, but oh — only Ethelwynn knows how hard it was, and how I suffered. His malady made him unbearable, and instead of quarrelling I thought the better plan was to go out and leave him with the nurse. What people have always said, was, alas! too true. Owing to the difference of our ages our marriage was a ghastly failure. And now it has ended in a tragedy.

I responded in words as sympathetic as I could find tongue to utter. Her eyes were red with crying, and her pretty face was swollen and ugly. I knew that she now felt a genuine regret at the loss of her husband, even though her life had been so dull and unhappy.

While she sat in a big armchair bowed in silence, I turned to Ethelwynn and discussed the situation with her. Their friends were most kind, she said. The husband was churchwarden at Kew Church, and his wife was an ardent church worker, hence they had long ago become excellent friends.

You have your friend, Mr. Jevons, with you, I hear. Nurse has just returned and told me so.

Yes, I responded. He is making an independent inquiry.

And what has he found? she inquired breathlessly.

Nothing.

Then, as I watched her closely, I saw that she breathed again more freely. By the manner in which she uttered Amblers name I detected that she was not at all well-disposed towards him. Indeed, she spoke as though she feared that he might discover the truth.

After half-an-hour I left, and more puzzled than ever, returned to the house in Richmond Road. Sometimes I felt entirely convinced that my love was authoress of the foul deed; yet at others there seemed something wanting in the confirmation of my suspicions. Regarding the latter I could not overlook the fact that Short had told a story which was false on the face of it, while the utter absence of any motive on my loves part in murdering the old gentleman seemed to point in an entirely opposite direction.

Dr. Diplock, the coroner, had fixed the inquest for eleven oclock on the morrow; therefore I assisted Dr. Farmer, of Kew, the police surgeon, to make the post-mortem.

We made the examination in the afternoon, before the light faded, and if the circumstances of the crime were mysterious, the means by which the unfortunate man was murdered were, we found, doubly so.

Outwardly, the wound was an ordinary one, one inch in breadth, inflicted by a blow delivered from left to right. The weapon had entered between the fourth and fifth ribs, and the heart had been completely transfixed by some sharp cutting instrument. The injuries we discovered within, however, increased the mystery ten-fold, for we found two extraordinary lateral incisions, which almost completely divided the heart from side to side, the only remaining attachment of the upper portion to the lower being a small portion of the anterior wall of the heart behind the sternum.

Such a wound was absolutely beyond explanation.

The instrument with which the crime had been committed by striking between the ribs had penetrated to the heart with an unerring precision, making a terrible wound eight times the size within, as compared with the exterior puncture. And yet the weapon had been withdrawn, and was missing!

For fully an hour we measured and discussed the strange discovery, hoping all the time that Sir Bernard would arrive. The knife which the man Short confessed he had taken down in self-defence we compared with the exterior wound and found, as we anticipated, that just such a wound could be caused by it. But the fact that the exterior cut was cleanly done, while the internal injuries were jagged and the tissues torn in a most terrible manner, caused a doubt to arise whether the Indian knife, which was double-edged, had actually been used. To be absolutely clear upon this point it would be necessary to examine it microscopically, for the corpuscles of human blood are easily distinguished beneath the lens.

We were about to conclude our examination in despair, utterly unable to account for the extraordinary wound, when the door opened and Sir Bernard entered.

He looked upon the body of his old friend, not a pleasing spectacle indeed, and then grasped my hand without a word.

I read the evening paper on my way up, he said at last in a voice trembling with emotion. The affair seems very mysterious. Poor Courtenay! Poor fellow!

It is sad — very sad, I remarked. We have just concluded the post-mortem; and then I introduced the police surgeon to the man whose name was a household word throughout the medical profession.

I showed my chief the wound, explained its extraordinary features, and asked his opinion. He removed his coat, turned up his shirt-cuffs, adjusted his big spectacles, and, bending beside the board upon which the body lay, made a long and careful inspection of the injury.

Extraordinary! he ejaculated. Ive never known of such a wound before. One would almost suspect an explosive bullet, if it were not for the clean incised wound on the exterior. The ribs seem grazed, yet the manner in which such a hurt has been inflicted is utterly unaccountable.

We have been unable to solve the enigma, Dr. Farmer observed. I was an army surgeon before I entered private practice, but I have never seen a similar case.

Nor have I, responded Sir Bernard. It is most puzzling.

Do you think that this knife could have been used? I asked, handing my chief the weapon.

He looked at it, raised it in his hand as though to strike, felt its edge, and then shook his head, saying: No, I think not. The instrument used was only sharp on one edge. This has both edges sharpened.

It was a point we had overlooked, but at once we agreed with him, and abandoned our half-formed theory that the Indian dagger had caused the wound.

With Sir Bernard we made an examination of the tongue and other organs, in order to ascertain the progress of the disease from which the deceased had been suffering, but a detailed account of our discoveries can have no interest for the lay reader.

In a word, our conclusions were that the murdered man could easily have lived another year or more. The disease was not so advanced as we had believed. Sir Bernard had a patient to see in Grosvenor Square; therefore he left at about four oclock, regretting that he had not time to call round at the neighbours and express his sympathy with the widow.

Give her all my sympathies, poor young lady, he said to me. And tell her that I will call upon her to-morrow. Then, after promising to attend the inquest and give evidence regarding the post-mortem, he shook hands with us both and left.

At eight oclock that evening I was back in my own rooms in Harley Place, eating my dinner alone, when Ambler Jevons entered.

He was not as cheery as usual. He did not exclaim, as was his habit, Well, my boy, how goes it? Whom have you killed to-day? or some such grim pleasantry.

On the contrary, he came in with scarcely a word, threw his hat upon a side table, and sank into his usual armchair with scarcely a word, save the question uttered in almost a growl:

May I smoke?

Of course, I said, continuing my meal. Where have you been?

I left while you were cutting up the body, he said. Ive been about a lot since then, and Im a bit tired.

You look it. Have a drink?

No, he responded, shaking his head. I dont drink when Im bothered. This case is an absolute mystery. And striking a match he lit his foul pipe and puffed away vigorously, staring straight into the fire the while.

Well, I asked, after a long silence. Whats your opinion now?

Ive none, he answered, gloomily. Whats yours?

Mine is that the mystery increases hourly.

What did you find at the cutting-up?

In a few words I explained the unaccountable nature of the wound, drawing for him a rough diagram on the back of an old envelope, which I tossed over to where he sat.

He looked at it for a long time without speaking, then observed:

Hm! Just as I thought. The police theory regarding that fellow Short and the knife is all a confounded myth. Depend upon it, Boyd, old chap, that gentleman is no fool. Hes tricked Thorpe finely — and with a motive, too.

What motive do you suspect? I inquired, eagerly, for this was an entirely fresh theory.

One that youd call absurd if I were to tell it to you now. Ill explain later on, when my suspicions are confirmed — as I feel sure they will be before long.

Youre mysterious, Ambler, I said, surprised. Why?

I have a reason, my dear chap, was all the reply he vouchsafed. Then he puffed again vigorously at his pipe, and filled the room with clouds of choking smoke of a not particularly good brand of tobacco.


CHAPTER X.

WHICH PUZZLES THE DOCTORS.
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AT THE INQUEST held in the big upstair room of the Star and Garter Hotel at Kew Bridge there was a crowded attendance. By this time the public excitement had risen to fever-heat. It had by some unaccountable means leaked out that at the post-mortem we had been puzzled; therefore the mystery was much increased, and the papers that morning without exception gave prominence to the startling affair.

The coroner, seated at the table at the head of the room, took the usual formal evidence of identification, writing down the depositions upon separate sheets of blue foolscap.

Samuel Short was the first witness of importance, and those in the room listened breathlessly to the story of how his alarum clock had awakened him at two oclock; how he had risen as usual and gone to his masters room, only to discover him dead.

You noticed no sign of a struggle? inquired the coroner, looking sharply up at the witness.

None, sir. My master was lying on his side, and except for the stain of blood which attracted my attention it looked as though he had died in his sleep.

And what did you do?

I raised the alarm, answered Short; and then he went on to describe how he switched on the electric light, rushed downstairs, seized the knife hanging in the hall, opened one of the back doors and rushed outside.

And why did you do that, pray? asked the coroner, looking at him fixedly.

I thought that someone might be lurking in the garden, the man responded, a trifle lamely.

The solicitor of Mrs. Courtenays family, to whom she had sent asking him to be present on her behalf, rose at this juncture and addressing the coroner, said:

I should like to put a question to the witness, sir. I represent the deceaseds family.

As you wish, replied the coroner. But do you consider such a course wise at this stage of the inquiry? There must be an adjournment.

He understood the coroners objection and, acquiescing, sat down.

Nurse Kate and the cook were called, and afterwards Ethelwynn, who, dressed in black and wearing a veil, looked pale and fragile as she drew off her glove in order to take the oath.

As she stood there our eyes met for an instant; then she turned towards her questioner, bracing herself for the ordeal.

When did you last see the deceased alive? asked the coroner, after the usual formal inquiry as to her name and connection with the family.

At ten oclock in the evening. Dr. Boyd visited him, and found him much better. After the doctor had gone I went upstairs and found the nurse with him, giving him his medicine. He was still sitting before the fire.

Was he in his usual spirits?

Quite.

What was the character of your conversation with him? I understand that Mrs. Courtenay, your sister, was out at the time. Did he remark upon her absence?

Yes. He said it was a wet night, and he hoped she would not take cold, for she was so careless of herself.

The coroner bent to his paper and wrote down her reply.

And you did not see him alive again.

No.

You entered the room after he was dead, I presume?

No. I — I hadnt the courage, she faltered. They told me that he was dead — that he had been stabbed to the heart.

Again the coroner bent to his writing. What, I wondered, would those present think if I produced the little piece of stained chenille which I kept wrapped in tissue paper and hidden in my fusee-box?

To them it, of course, seemed quite natural that a delicate woman should hesitate to view a murdered man. But if they knew of my discovery they would detect that she was an admirable actress — that her horror of the dead was feigned, and that she was not telling the truth. I, who knew her countenance so well, saw even through her veil how agitated she was, and with what desperate resolve she was concealing the awful anxiety consuming her.

One witness has told us that the deceased was very much afraid of burglars, observed the coroner. Had he ever spoken to you on the subject?

Often. At his country house some years ago a burglary was committed, and one of the burglars fired at him but missed. I think that unnerved him, for he always kept a loaded revolver in the drawer of a table beside his bed. In addition to this he had electrical contrivances attached to the windows, so as to ring an alarm.

But it appears they did not ring, said the coroner, quickly.

They were out of order, the servants tell me. The bells had been silent for a fortnight or so.

It seems probable, then, that the murderer knew of that, remarked Dr. Diplock, again writing with his scratchy quill. Turning to the solicitor, he asked, Have you any questions to put to the witness?

None, was the response.

And then the woman whom I had loved so fervently and well, turned and re-seated herself. She glanced across at me. Did she read my thoughts?

Her glance was a glance of triumph.

Medical evidence was next taken, Sir Bernard Eyton being the first witness. He gave his opinion in his habitual sharp, snappy voice, terse and to the point.

In technical language he explained the disease from which his patient had been suffering, and then proceeded to describe the result of the post-mortem, how the wound inside was eight times larger than the exterior incision.

That seems very remarkable! exclaimed the coroner, himself a surgeon of no mean repute, laying down his pen and regarding the physician with interest suddenly aroused. Have you ever seen a similar wound in your experience, Sir Bernard?

Never! was the reply. My friends, Doctor Boyd and Doctor Farmer, were with me, and we are agreed that it is utterly impossible that the cardiac injuries I have described could have been caused by the external wound.

Then how were they caused? asked the coroner.

I cannot tell.

There was no cross-examination. I followed, merely corroborating what my chief had said. Then, after the police surgeon had given his evidence, Dr. Diplock turned to the twelve Kew tradesmen who had been summoned and sworn as jurymen, and addressing them said:

I think, gentlemen, you have heard sufficient to show you that this is a more than usually serious case. There are certain elements both extraordinary and mysterious, and that being so I would suggest an adjournment, in order that the police should be enabled to make further enquiries into the matter. The deceased was a gentleman whose philanthropy was probably well known to you all, and we must all therefore regret that he should have come to such a sudden and tragic end. You may, of course, come to a verdict to-day if you wish, but I would strongly urge an adjournment — until, say, this day week.

The jury conferred for a few moments, and after some whispering the foreman, a grocer at Kew Bridge, announced that his fellow jurymen acquiesced in the coroners suggestion, and the public rose and slowly left, more puzzled than ever.

Ambler Jevons had been present, sitting at the back of the room, and in order to avoid the others we lunched together at an obscure public-house in Brentford, on the opposite side of the Thames to Kew Gardens. It was the only place we could discover, save the hotel where the inquest had been held, and we had no desire to be interrupted, for during the inquiry he had passed me a scrap of paper upon which he had written an earnest request to see me alone afterwards.

Therefore when I had put Ethelwynn into a cab, and had bade farewell to Sir Bernard and received certain private instructions from him, we walked together into the narrow, rather dirty High Street of Brentford, the county town of Middlesex.

The inn we entered was close to a soap works, the odour from which was not conducive to a good appetite, but we obtained a room to ourselves and ate our meal of cold beef almost in silence.

I was up early this morning, Ambler observed at last. I was at Kew at eight oclock.

Why?

In the night an idea struck me, and when such ideas occur I always seek to put them promptly into action.

What was the idea? I asked.

I thought about that safe in the old mans bedroom, he replied, laying down his knife and fork and looking at me.

What about it? Theres surely nothing extraordinary in a man having a safe in his room?

No. But theres something extraordinary in the key of that safe being missing, he said. Thorpe has apparently overlooked the point; therefore this morning I went down to Kew, and finding only a constable in charge, I made a thorough search through the place. In the dead mans room I naturally expected to find it, and after nearly a couple of hours searching in every nook and every crack I succeeded. It was hidden in the mould of a small pot-fern, standing in the corridor outside the room.

You examined the safe, then?

No, I didnt. There might be money and valuables within, and I had no right to open it without the presence of a witness. Ive waited for you to accompany me. Well go there after luncheon and examine its contents.

But the executors might have something to say regarding such an action, I remarked.

Executors be hanged! I saw them this morning, a couple of dry-as-dust old fossils — city men, I believe, who only think of house property and dividends. Our duty is to solve this mystery. The executors can have their turn, old chap, when weve finished. At present they havent the key, or any notion where it is. One of them mentioned it, and said he supposed it was in the widows possession.

Well, I remarked, I must say that I dont half like the idea of turning out a safe without the presence of the executors.

Police enquiries come before executors inventories, he replied. Theyll get their innings all in good time. The house is, at present, in the occupation of the police, and nobody therefore can disturb us.

Have you told Thorpe?

No. Hes gone up to Scotland Yard to make his report. Hell probably be down again this afternoon. Lets finish, and take the ferry across.

Thus persuaded I drained my ale, and together we went down to the ferry, landing at Kew Gardens, and crossing them until we emerged by the Unicorn Gate, almost opposite the house.

There were loiterers still outside, men, women, and children, who lounged in the vicinity, staring blankly up at the drawn blinds. A constable in uniform admitted us. He had his lunch, a pot of beer and some bread and cheese which his wife had probably brought him, on the dining-room table, and we had disturbed him with his mouth full.

He was the same man whom Ambler Jevons had seen in the morning, and as we entered he saluted, saying:

Inspector Thorpe has left a message for you, sir. Hell be back from the Yard about half-past three, and would very much like to see you.

Do you know why he wants to see me?

It appears, sir, that one of the witnesses who gave evidence this morning is missing.

Missing! he cried, pricking up his ears. Whos missing?

The manservant, sir. My sergeant told me an hour ago that as soon as the man had given evidence he went out, and was seen hurrying towards Gunnersbury Station. They believe hes absconded.

I exchanged significant glances with my companion, but neither of us uttered a word. Ambler gave vent to his habitual grunt of dissatisfaction, and then led the way upstairs.

The body had been removed from the room in which it had been found, and the bed was dismantled. When inside the apartment, he turned to me calmly, saying:

There seems something in Thorpes theory regarding that fellow Short, after all.

If he has really absconded, it is an admission of guilt, I remarked.

Most certainly, he replied. Its a suspicious circumstance, in any case, that he did not remain until the conclusion of the inquiry.

We pulled the chest of drawers, a beautiful piece of old Sheraton, away from the door of the safe, and before placing the key in the lock my companion examined the exterior minutely. The key was partly rusted, and appeared as though it had not been used for many months.

Could it be that the assassin was in search of that key and had been unsuccessful?

He showed me the artful manner in which it had been concealed. The small hardy fern had been rooted up and stuck back again heedlessly into its pot. Certainly no one would ever have thought to search for a safe-key there. The dampness of the mould had caused the rust, hence before we could open the iron door we were compelled to oil the key with some brilliantine which was discovered on the dead mans dressing table.

The interior, we found, was a kind of small strong-room — built of fire-brick, and lined with steel. It was filled with papers of all kinds neatly arranged.

We drew up a table, and the first packet my friend handed out was a substantial one of five pound notes, secured by an elastic band, beneath which was a slip on which the amount was pencilled. Securities of various sorts followed, and then large packets of parchment deeds which, on examination, we found related to his Devonshire property and his farms in Canada.

Heres something! cried Ambler at length, tossing across to me a small packet methodically tied with pink tape. The old boys love-letters — by the look of them.

I undid the loop eagerly, and opened the first letter. It was in a feminine hand, and proved a curious, almost unintelligible communication.

I glanced at the signature. My heart ceased its beating, and a sudden cry involuntarily escaped me, although next moment I saw that by it I had betrayed myself, for Ambler Jevons sprang to my side in an instant.

But next instant I covered the signature with my hand, grasped the packet swift as thought, and turned upon him defiantly, without uttering a word.


CHAPTER XI.

CONCERNS MY PRIVATE AFFAIRS.
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WHAT HAVE YOU found there? inquired Ambler Jevons, quickly interested, and yet surprised at my determination to conceal it from him.

Something that concerns me, I replied briefly.

Concerns you? he ejaculated. I dont understand. How can anything among the old mans private papers concern you?

This concerns me personally, I answered. Surely that is sufficient explanation.

No, my friend said. Forgive me, Ralph, for speaking quite plainly, but in this affair we are both working towards the same end — namely, to elucidate the mystery. We cannot hope for success if you are bent upon concealing your discoveries from me.

This is a private affair of my own, I declared doggedly. What I have found only concerns myself.

He shrugged his shoulders with an air of distinct dissatisfaction.

Even if it is a purely private matter we are surely good friends enough to be cognisant of one anothers secrets, he remarked.

Of course, I replied dubiously. But only up to a certain point.

Then, in other words, you imply that you cant trust me?

I can trust you, Ambler, I answered calmly. We are the best of friends, and I hope we shall always be so. Will you not forgive me for refusing to show you these letters?

I only ask you one question. Have they anything to do with the matter we are investigating?

I hesitated. With his quick perception he saw that a lie was not ready upon my lips.

They have. Your silence tells me so. In that case it is your duty to show me them, he said, quietly.

I protested again, but he overwhelmed my arguments. In common fairness to him I ought not, I knew, keep back the truth. And yet it was the greatest and most terrible blow that had ever fallen upon me. He saw that I was crushed and stammering, and he stood by me wondering.

Forgive me, Ambler, I urged again. When you have read this letter you will fully understand why I have endeavoured to conceal it from you; why, if you were not present here at this moment, I would burn them all and not leave a trace behind.

Then I handed it to him.

He took it eagerly, skimmed it through, and started just as I had started when he saw the signature. Upon his face was a blank expression, and he returned it to me without a word.

Well? I asked. What is your opinion?

My opinion is the same as your own, Ralph, old fellow, he answered slowly, looking me straight in the face. It is amazing — startling — tragic.

You think, then, that the motive of the crime was jealousy?

The letter makes it quite plain, he answered huskily. Give me the others. Let me examine them. I know how severe this blow must be to you, old fellow, he added, sympathetically.

Yes, it has staggered me, I stammered. Im utterly dumfounded by the unexpected revelation! and I handed him the packet of correspondence, which he placed upon the table, and, seating himself, commenced eagerly to examine letter after letter.

While he was thus engaged I took up the first letter, and read it through — right to the bitter end.

It was apparently the last of a long correspondence, for all the letters were arranged chronologically, and this was the last of the packet. Written from Neneford Manor, Northamptonshire, and vaguely dated Wednesday, as is a womans habit, it was addressed to Mr. Courtenay, and ran as follows: — 

Words cannot express my contempt for a man who breaks his word as easily as you break yours. A year ago, when you were my fathers guest, you told me that you loved me, and urged me to marry you. At first I laughed at your proposal; then when I found you really serious, I pointed out the difference of our ages. You, in return, declared that you loved me with all the ardour of a young man; that I was your ideal; and you promised, by all you held most sacred, that if I consented I should never regret. I believed you, and believed the false words of feigned devotion which you wrote to me later under seal of strictest secrecy. You went to Cairo, and none knew of our secret — the secret that you intended to make me your wife. And how have you kept your promise? To-day my father has informed me that you are to marry Mary! Imagine the blow to me! My father expects me to rejoice, little dreaming how I have been fooled; how lightly you have treated a womans affections and aspirations. Some there are who, finding themselves in my position, would place in Marys hands the packet of your correspondence which is before me as I write, and thus open her eyes to the fact that she is but the dupe of a man devoid of honour. Shall I do so? No. Rest assured that I shall not. If my sister is happy, let her remain so. My vendetta lies not in that direction. The fire of hatred may be stifled, but it can never be quenched. We shall be quits some day, and you will regret bitterly that you have broken your word so lightly. My revenge — the vengeance of a jealous woman — will fall upon you at a moment and in a manner you will little dream of. I return you your letters, as you may not care for them to fall into other hands, and from to-day I shall never again refer to what has passed. I am young, and may still obtain an upright and honourable man as husband. You are old, and are tottering slowly to your doom. Farewell.

Ethelwynn Mivart.

The letter fully explained a circumstance of which I had been entirely ignorant, namely, that the woman I had loved had actually been engaged to old Mr. Courtenay before her sister had married him. Its tenor showed how intensely antagonistic she was towards the man who had fooled her, and in the concluding sentence there was a distinct if covert threat — a threat of bitter revenge.

She had returned the old mans letters apparently in order to show that in her hand she held a further and more powerful weapon; she had not sought to break off his marriage with Mary, but had rather stood by, swallowed her anger, and calmly calculated upon a fierce vendetta at a moment when he would least expect it.

Truly those startling words spoken by Sir Bernard had been full of truth. I remembered them now, and discerned his meaning. He was at least an honest upright man who, although sometimes a trifle eccentric, had my interests deeply at heart. In the progress I had made in my profession I owed much to him, and even in my private affairs he had sought to guide me, although I had, alas! disregarded his repeated warnings.

I took up one after another of the letters my friend had examined, and found them to be the correspondence of a woman who was either angling after a wealthy husband, or who loved him with all the strength of her affection. Some of the communications were full of passion, and betrayed that poetry of soul that was innate in her. The letters were dated from Neneford, from Oban, and from various Mediterranean ports, where she had gone yachting with her uncle, Sir Thomas Heaton, the great Lancashire coal-owner. Sometimes she addressed him as Dearest, at others as Beloved, usually signing herself Your Own. So full were they of the ardent passion characteristic of her that they held me in amazement. It was passion developed under its most profound and serious aspects; they showed the calm and thoughtful, not the brilliant side of intellect.

In Ethelwynns character the passionate and the imaginative were blended equally and in the highest conceivable degree as combined with delicate female nature. Those letters, although written to a man in whose heart romance must long ago have been dead, showed how complex was her character, how fervent, enthusiastic and self-forgetting her love. At first I believed that those passionate outpourings were merely designed to captivate the old gentleman for his money; but when I read on I saw how intense her passion became towards the end, and how the culmination of it all was that wild reproachful missive written when the crushing blow fell so suddenly upon her.

Ethelwynn was a woman of extraordinary character, full of picturesque charm and glowing romance. To be tremblingly alive to the gentle impressions, and yet be able to preserve, when the prosecution of a design requires it, an immovable heart, amidst even the most imperious causes of subduing emotion, is perhaps not an impossible constitution of mind, but it is the utmost and rarest endowment of humanity. I knew her as a woman of highest mental powers touched with a melancholy sweetness. I was now aware of the cause of that melancholy.

Yet it was apparent that the serious and energetic part of her character was founded on deep passion, for after her sisters marriage with the man she had herself loved and had threatened, she had actually come there beneath their roof, and lived as her sisters companion, stifling all the hatred that had entered her heart, and preserving an outward calm that had no doubt entirely disarmed him.

Such a circumstance was extraordinary. To me, as to Ambler Jevons who knew her well, it seemed almost inconceivable that old Mr. Courtenay should allow her to live there after receiving such a wild communication as that final letter. Especially curious, too, that Mary had never suspected or discovered her sisters jealousy. Yet so skilfully had Ethelwynn concealed her intention of revenge that both husband and wife had been entirely deceived.

Love, considered under its poetical aspect, is the union of passion and imagination. I had foolishly believed that this calm, sweet-voiced woman had loved me, but those letters made it plain that I had been utterly fooled. Le mystère de lexistence, said Madame de Stael to her daughter, cest la rapport de nos erreurs avec nos peines.

And although there was in her, in her character, and in her terrible situation, a concentration of all the interests that belong to humanity, she was nevertheless a murderess.

The truth is here, remarked my friend, laying his hand upon the heap of tender correspondence which had been brought to such an abrupt conclusion by the letter I have printed in its entirety. It is a strange, romantic story, to say the least.

Then you really believe that she is guilty? I exclaimed, hoarsely.

He shrugged his shoulders significantly, but no word escaped his lips.

In the silence that fell between us, I glanced at him. His chin was sunk upon his breast, his brows knit, his thin fingers toying idly with the plain gold ring.

Well? I managed to exclaim at last. What shall we do?

Do? he echoed. What can we do, my dear fellow? That womans future is in your hands.

Why in mine? I asked. In yours also, surely?

No, he answered resolutely, taking my hand and grasping it warmly. No, Ralph; I know — I can see how you are suffering. You believed her to be a pure and honest woman — one above the common run — a woman fit for helpmate and wife. Well, I, too, must confess myself very much misled. I believed her to be all that you imagined; indeed, if her face be any criterion, she is utterly unspoiled by the world and its wickedness. In my careful studies in physiognomy I have found that very seldom does a perfect face like hers cover an evil heart. Hence, I confess, that this discovery has amazed me quite as much as it has you. I somehow feel — —

I dont believe it! I cried, interrupting him. I dont believe, Ambler, that she murdered him — I cant believe it. Hers is not the face of a murderess.

Faces sometimes deceive, he said quietly. Recollect that a clever woman can give a truthful appearance to a lie where a man utterly fails.

I know — I know. But even with this circumstantial proof I cant and wont believe it.

Please yourself, my dear fellow, he answered. I know it is hard to believe ill of a woman whom one loves so devotedly as youve loved Ethelwynn. But be brave, bear up, and face the situation like a man.

I am facing it, I said resolutely. I will face it by refusing to believe that she killed him. The letters are plain enough. She was engaged secretly to old Courtenay, who threw her over in favour of her sister. But is there anything so very extraordinary in that? One hears of such things very often.

But the final letter?

It bears evidence of being written in the first moments of wild anger on realising that she had been abandoned in favour of Mary. Probably she has by this time quite forgotten the words she wrote. And in any case the fact of her living beneath the same roof, supervising the household, and attending to the sick man during Marys absence, entirely negatives any idea of revenge.

Jevons smiled dubiously, and I myself knew that my argument was not altogether logical.

Well? I continued. And is not that your opinion?

No. It is not, he replied, bluntly.

Then what is to be done? I asked, after a pause.

The matter rests entirely with you, Ralph, he replied. I know what I should do in a similar case.

What would you do? Advise me, I urged eagerly.

I should take the whole of the correspondence, just as it is, place it in the grate there, and burn it, he said.

I was not prepared for such a suggestion. A similar idea had occurred to me, but I feared to suggest to him such a mode of defeating the ends of justice.

But if I do that will you give me a vow of secrecy? I asked, quickly. Recollect that such a step is a serious offence against the law.

When I pass out of this room I shall have no further recollection of ever having seen any letters, he answered, again giving me his hand. In this matter my desire is only to help you. If, as you believe, Ethelwynn is innocent, then no harm can be done in destroying the letters, whereas if she is actually the assassin she must, sooner or later, betray her guilt. A woman may be clever, but she can never successfully cover the crime of murder.

Then you are willing that I, as finder of those letters, shall burn them? And further, that no word shall pass regarding this discovery?

Most willing, he replied. Come, he added, commencing to gather them together. Let us lose no time, or perhaps the constable on duty below or one of the plain-clothes men may come prying in here.

Then at his direction and with his assistance I willingly tore up each letter in small pieces, placed the whole in the grate where dead cinders still remained, and with a vesta set a light to them. For a few moments they blazed fiercely up the chimney, then died out, leaving only black tinder.

We must make a feint of having tried to light the fire, said Jevons, taking an old newspaper, twisting it up, and setting light to it in the grate, afterwards stirring up the dead tinder with the tinder of the letters. Ill remark incidentally to the constable that weve tried to get a fire, and didnt succeed. That will prevent Thorpe poking his nose into it.

So when the whole of the letters had been destroyed, all traces of their remains effaced and the safe re-locked, we went downstairs — not, however, before my companion had made a satisfactory explanation to the constable and entirely misled him as to what we had been doing.


CHAPTER XII.

I RECEIVE A VISITOR.
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THE ADJOURNED INQUEST was resumed on the day appointed in the big room at the Star and Garter at Kew, and the public, eager as ever for sensational details, overflowed through the bar and out into the street, until the police were compelled to disperse the crowd. The evening papers had worked up all kinds of theories, some worthy of attention, others ridiculous; hence the excitement and interest had become intense.

The extraordinary nature of the wound which caused Mr. Courtenays death was the chief element of mystery. Our medical evidence had produced a sensation, for we had been agreed that to inflict such a wound with any instrument which could pass through the exterior orifice was an absolute impossibility. Sir Bernard and myself were still both bewildered. In the consulting room at Harley Street we had discussed it a dozen times, but could arrive at no definite conclusion as to how such a terrible wound could possibly have been caused.

I noticed a change in Sir Bernard. He seemed mopish, thoughtful, and somewhat despondent. Usually he was a busy, bustling man, whose manner with his patients was rather brusque, and who, unlike the majority of my own profession, went to the point at once. There is no profession in which one is compelled to exercise so much affected patience and courtesy as in the profession of medicine. Patients will bore you to death with long and tedious histories of all their ailments since the days when they chewed a gutta-percha teething-ring, and to appear impatient is to court a reputation for flippancy and want of attention. Great men may hold up their hands and cry Enough! But small men must sit with pencil poised, apparently intensely interested, and listen through until the patient has exhausted his long-winded recollections of all his ills.

Contrary to his usual custom, Sir Bernard did not now return to Hove each evening, but remained at Harley Street — dining alone off a chop or a steak, and going out afterwards, probably to his club. His change of manner surprised me. I noticed in him distinct signs of nervous disorder; and on several afternoons he sent round to me at the Hospital, saying that he could not see his patients, and asking me to run back to Harley Street and take his place.

On the evening before the adjourned inquest I remarked to him that he did not appear very well, and his reply, in a strained, desponding voice, was:

Poor Courtenay has gone. He was my best friend.

Yes, it was as I expected, he was sorrowing over his friend.

When we had re-assembled at the Star and Garter, he entered quietly and took a seat beside me just before the commencement of the proceedings.

The Coroner, having read over all the depositions taken on the first occasion, asked the police if they had any further evidence to offer, whereupon the local inspector of the T Division answered with an air of mystery:

We have nothing, sir, which we can make public. Active inquiries are still in progress.

No further medical evidence? asked the coroner.

I turned towards Sir Bernard inquiringly, and as I did so my eye caught a face hidden by a black veil, seated among the public at the far side of the room. It was Ethelwynn herself — come there to watch the proceedings and hear with her own ears whether the police had obtained traces of the assassin!

Her anxious countenance shone through her veil haggard and white; her eyes were fixed upon the Coroner. She hung breathlessly upon his every word.

We have no further evidence, replied the inspector.

There was a pause. The public who were there in search of some solution of the bewildering mystery which had been published in every paper through the land, were disappointed. They had expected at least to hear some expert evidence — which, if not always reliable, is always interesting. But there seemed an inclination on the part of the police to maintain a silence which increased rather than lessened the mystery.

Well, gentlemen, exclaimed Dr. Diplock, turning at last to the twelve local tradesmen who formed the jury, you have heard the evidence in this curious case, and your duty is to decide in what manner the deceased came by his death, whether by accidental means, or by foul play. I think in the circumstances you will have very little difficulty in deciding. The case is a mysterious one — a very mysterious one. The deceased was a gentleman of means who was suffering from a malignant disease, and that disease must have proved fatal within a short time. Now this fact appears to have been well known to himself, to the members of his household, and probably to most of his friends. Nevertheless, he was found dead in circumstances which point most strongly to wilful murder. If he was actually murdered, the assassin, whoever he was, had some very strong incentive in killing him at once, because he might well have waited another few months for the fatal termination of the disease. That fact, however, is not for you to consider, gentlemen. You are here for the sole purpose of deciding whether or not this case is one of murder. If, in your opinion it is, then it becomes your duty to return a verdict to that effect and leave it to the police to discover the assassin. To comment at length on the many mysterious circumstances surrounding the tragedy is, I think, needless. The depositions I have just read are sufficiently full and explanatory, especially the evidence of Sir Bernard Eyton and of Doctor Boyd, both of whom, besides being well-known in the profession, were personal friends of the deceased. In considering your verdict I would further beg of you not to heed any theories you may have read in the newspapers, but adjudge the matter from a fair and impartial standpoint, and give your verdict as you honestly believe the truth to be.

The dead silence which had prevailed during the Coroners address was at once broken by the uneasy moving of the crowd. I glanced across at Ethelwynn, and saw her sitting immovable, breathless, statuesque.

She watched the foreman of the jury whispering to two or three of his colleagues in the immediate vicinity. The twelve tradesmen consulted together in an undertone, while the reporters at the table conversed audibly. They, too, were disappointed at being unable to obtain any sensational copy.

If you wish to retire in order to consider your verdict, gentlemen, you are quite at liberty to do so, remarked the coroner.

That is unnecessary, replied the foreman. We are agreed unanimously.

Upon what?

Our verdict is that the deceased was wilfully murdered by some person or persons unknown.

Very well, gentlemen. Of course in my position I am not permitted to give you advice, but I think that you could have arrived at no other verdict. The police will use every endeavour to discover the identity of the assassin.

I glanced at Ethelwynn, and at that instant she turned her head, and her eyes met mine. She started quickly, her face blanched to the lips; then she rose unsteadily, and with the crowd went slowly out.

Ambler Jevons, who had been seated at the opposite side of the room, got up and rushed away; therefore I had no chance to get a word with him. He had glanced at me significantly, and I knew well what passed through his mind. Like myself, he was thinking of that strange letter we had found among the dead mans effects and had agreed to destroy.

About nine oclock that same night I had left Sir Bernards and was strolling slowly round to my rooms, when my friends cheery voice sounded behind me. He was on his way to have a smoke with me as usual, he explained. So we entered together, and after I had turned up the light and brought out the drinks he flung himself into his habitual chair, and stretching himself wearily said — 

The affair becomes more mysterious hourly.

How? I inquired quickly.

Ive been down to Kew this afternoon, was his rather ambiguous response. I had to go to my office directly after the inquest, but I returned at once.

And what have you discovered? Anything fresh?

Yes, he responded slowly. A fresh fact or two — facts that still increase the mystery.

What are they? Tell me, I urged.

No, Ralph, old chap. When I am certain of their true importance Ill explain them to you. At present I desire to pursue my own methods until I arrive at some clear conclusion.

This disinclination to tell me the truth was annoying. He had always been quite frank and open, explaining all his theories, and showing to me any weak points in the circumstantial evidence. Yet suddenly, as it seemed to me, he had become filled with a strange mistrust. Why, I could not conceive.

But surely you can tell me the nature of your discoveries? I said. There need be no secrets between us in this affair.

No, Ralph. But Im superstitious enough to believe that ill-luck follows a premature exposure of ones plans, he said.

His excuse was a lame one — a very lame one. I smiled — in order to show him that I read through such a transparent attempt to mislead me.

I might have refused to show you that letter of Ethelwynns, I protested. Yet our interests being mutual I handed it to you.

And it is well that you did.

Why?

Because knowledge of it has changed the whole course of my inquiries.

Changed them from one direction to another?

He nodded.

And you are now prosecuting them in the direction of Ethelwynn?

No, he answered. Not exactly.

I looked at his face, and saw upon it an expression of profound mysteriousness. His dark, well-marked countenance was a complex one always, but at that moment I was utterly unable to discern whether he spoke the truth, or whether he only wished to mislead my suspicions into a different channel. That he was the acme of shrewdness, that his powers of deduction were extraordinary, and that his patience in unravelling a secret was almost beyond comprehension I knew well. Even those great trackers of criminals, Shaw and Maddox, of New Scotland Yard, held him in respect, and admired his acute intelligence and marvellous power of perception.

Yet his attempt to evade a question which so closely concerned my own peace of mind and future happiness tried my patience. If he had really discovered some fresh facts I considered it but right that I should be acquainted with them.

Has your opinion changed as to the identity of the person who committed the crime? I asked him, rather abruptly.

Not in the least, he responded, slowly lighting his foul pipe. How can it, in the face of the letter we burnt?

Then you think that jealousy was the cause of the tragedy? That she — —

No, not jealousy, he interrupted, speaking quite calmly. The facts I have discovered go to show that the motive was not jealousy.

Hatred, then?

No, not hatred.

Then what?

Thats just where I fail to form a theory, he answered, after a brief silence, during which he watched the blue smoke curl upward to the sombre ceiling of my room. In a few days I hope to discover the motive.

You will let me assist you? I urged, eagerly. I am at your disposal at any hour.

No, he answered, decisively. You are prejudiced, Ralph. You unfortunately still love that woman.

A sigh escaped me. What he said was, alas! too true. I had adored her through those happy months prior to the tragedy. She had come into my lonely bachelor life as the one ray of sunlight that gave me hope and happiness, and I had lived for her alone. Because of her I had striven to rise in the profession, and had laboured hard so that in a little while I might be in a position to marry and buy that quiet country practice that was my ideal existence. And even now, with my idol broken by the knowledge of her previous engagement to the man now dead, I confess that I nevertheless still entertained a strong affection for her. The memory of a past love is often more sweet than the love itself — and to men it is so very often fatal.

I had risen to pour out some whiskey for my companion when, of a sudden, my man opened the door and announced:

Theres a lady to see you, sir.

A lady? we both exclaimed, with one voice.

Yes, sir, and he handed me a card.

I glanced at it. My visitor was the very last person I desired to meet at that moment, for she was none other than Ethelwynn herself.

Ill go, old chap, Jevons cried, springing to his feet, and draining his glass at a single draught. She mustnt meet me here. Good-bye till to-morrow. Remember, betray no sign to her that you know the truth. Its certainly a curious affair, as it now stands; but depend upon it that theres more complication and mystery in it than we have yet suspected.


CHAPTER XIII.

MY LOVE.
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AS SOON AS Ambler Jevons had slipped out through my little study my love came slowly forward, as though with some unwillingness.

She was dressed, as at the inquest, in deep mourning, wearing a smartly-cut tailor-made dress trimmed with astrachan and a neat toque, her pale countenance covered with a thick spotted veil.

Ralph, she exclaimed in a low voice, forgive me for calling upon you at this hour. I know its indiscreet, but I am very anxious to see you.

I returned her greeting, rather coldly I am afraid, and led her to the big armchair which had only a moment before been vacated by my friend.

When she seated herself and faced me I saw how changed she was, even though she did not lift her veil. Her dark eyes seemed haggard and sunken, her cheeks, usually pink with the glow of health, were white, almost ghastly, and her slim, well-gloved hand, resting upon the chair arm, trembled perceptibly.

You have not come to me for two whole days, Ralph, she commenced in a tone of complaint. Surely you do not intend to desert me in these hours of distress?

I must apologise, I responded quickly, remembering Jevons advice. But the fact is I myself have been very upset over the sad affair, and, in addition, Ive had several serious cases during the past few days. Sir Bernard has been unwell, and Ive been compelled to look after his practice.

Sir Bernard! she ejaculated, in a tone which instantly struck me as strange. It was as though she held him in abhorrence. Do you know, Ralph, I hate to think of you in association with that man.

Why? I asked, much surprised, while at that same moment the thought flashed through my mind how often Sir Bernard had given me vague warnings regarding her.

They were evidently bitter enemies.

I have no intention to give my reasons, she replied, her brows slightly knit. I merely give it as my opinion that you should no longer remain in association with him.

But surely you are alone in that opinion! I said. He bears a high character, and is certainly one of the first physicians in London. His practice is perhaps the most valuable of any medical man at the present moment.

I dont deny that, she said, her gloved fingers twitching nervously. A man may be a king, and at the same time a knave.

I smiled. It was apparent that her intention was to separate me from the man to whom I owed nearly all, if not quite all, my success. And why? Because he knew of her past, and she feared that he might, in a moment of confidence, betray all to me.

Vague hints are always irritating, I remarked. Cannot you give me some reason for your desire that my friendship with him should end?

No. If I did, you would accuse me of selfish motives, she said, fixing her dark eyes upon me.

Could a woman with a Madonna-like countenance be actually guilty of murder? It seemed incredible. And yet her manner was that of a woman haunted by the terrible secret of her crime. At that moment she was seeking, by ingenious means, to conceal the truth regarding the past. She feared that my intimate friendship with the great physician might result in her unmasking.

I cant see that selfish motives enter into this affair at all, I remarked. Whatever you tell me, Ethelwynn, is, I know, for my own benefit. Therefore you should at least be explicit.

I cant be more explicit.

Why not?

Because I have no right to utter a libel without being absolutely certain of the facts.

I dont quite follow you, I said, rather puzzled.

I mean that at present the information I have is vague, she replied. But if it is the truth, as I expect to establish it, then you must dissociate yourself from him, Ralph.

You have only suspicions?

Only suspicions.

Of what?

Of a fact which will some day astound you.

Our eyes met again, and I saw in hers a look of intense earnestness that caused me to wonder. To what could she possibly be referring?

You certainly arouse my curiosity, I said, affecting to laugh. Do you really think Sir Bernard such a very dreadful person, then?

Ah! You do not take my words seriously, she remarked. I am warning you, Ralph, for your own benefit. It is a pity you do not heed me.

I do heed you, I declared. Only your statement is so strange that it appears almost incredible.

Incredible it may seem; but one day ere long you will be convinced that what I say to-night is the truth.

What do you say?

I say that Sir Bernard Eyton, the man in whom you place every confidence, and whose example as a great man in his profession you are so studiously following, is not your friend.

Nor yours, I suppose?

No, neither is he mine.

This admission was at least the truth. I had known it long ago. But what had been the cause of difference between them was hidden in deepest mystery. Sir Bernard, as old Mr. Courtenays most intimate friend, knew, in all probability, of his engagement to her, and of its rupture in favour of her sister Mary. It might even be that Sir Bernard had had a hand in the breaking of the engagement. If so, that would well account for her violent hostility towards him.

Such thoughts, with others, flashed through my mind as I sat there facing her. She was leaning back, her hands fallen idly upon her lap, peering straight at me through that spotted veil which, half-concealing her wondrous beauty, imparted to her an additional air of mystery.

You have quarrelled with Sir Bernard, I presume? I hazarded.

Quarrelled! she echoed. We were never friends.

Truly she possessed all a clever womans presence of mind in the evasion of a leading question.

He was an acquaintance of yours?

An acquaintance — yes. But I have always distrusted him.

Mary likes him, I believe, I remarked. He was poor Courtenays most intimate friend for many years.

She judges him from that standpoint alone. Any of her husbands friends were hers, and she was fully cognisant of Sir Bernards unceasing attention to the sufferer.

If that is so it is rather a pity that she was recently so neglectful, I said.

I know, Ralph — I know the reason of it all, she faltered. I cant explain to you, because it is not just that I should expose my sisters secret. But I know the truth which, when revealed, will make it clear to the world that her apparent neglect was not culpable. She had a motive.

A motive in going to town of an evening and enjoying herself! I exclaimed. Of course, the motive was to obtain relaxation. When a man is more than twice the age of his wife, the latter is apt to chafe beneath the golden fetter. Its the same everywhere — in Mayfair as in Mile End; in Suburbia as in a rural village. Difference of age is difference of temperament; and difference of temperament opens a breach which only a lover can fill.

She was silent — her eyes cast down. She saw that the attempt to vindicate her sister had, as before, utterly and ignominiously failed.

Yes, Ralph, you are right, she admitted at last. Judged from a philosophic standpoint a wife ought not to be more than ten years her husbands junior. Love which arises out of mere weakness is as easily fixed upon one object as another; and consequently is at all times transferable. It is so pleasant to us women to be admired, and so soothing to be loved that the grand trial of constancy to a young woman married to an elderly man is not to add one more conquest to her triumphs, but to earn the respect and esteem of the man who is her husband. And it is difficult. Of that I am convinced.

There was for the first time a true ring of earnestness in her voice, and I saw by her manner that her heart was overburdened by the sorrow that had fallen upon her sister. Her character was a complex one which I had failed always to analyse, and it seemed just then as though her endeavour was to free her sister of all the responsibilities of her married life. She had made that effort once before, prior to the tragedy, but its motive was hidden in obscurity.

Women are often very foolish, she went on, half-apologetically. Having chosen their lover for his suitability they usually allow the natural propensity of their youthful minds to invest him with every ideal of excellence. That is a fatal error committed by the majority of women. We ought to be satisfied with him as he is, rather than imagine him what he never can be.

Yes, I said, smiling at her philosophy. It would certainly save them a world of disappointment in after life. It has always struck me that the extravagant investiture of fancy does not belong, as is commonly supposed, to the meek, true and abiding attachment which it is womans highest virtue and noblest distinction to feel. I strongly suspect it is vanity, and not affection, which leads a woman to believe her lover perfect; because it enhances her triumph to be the choice of such a man.

Ah! Im glad that we agree, Ralph, she said with a sigh and an air of deep seriousness. The part of the true-hearted woman is to be satisfied with her lover such as he is, old or young, and to consider him, with all his faults, as sufficiently perfect for her. No after development of character can then shake her faith, no ridicule or exposure can weaken her tenderness for a single moment; while, on the other hand, she who has blindly believed her lover to be without a fault, must ever be in danger of awaking to the conviction that her love exists no longer.

As in your own case, I added, in an endeavour to obtain from her the reason of this curious discourse.

My own case! she echoed. No, Ralph. I have never believed you to be a perfect ideal. I have loved you because I knew that you loved me. Our tastes are in common, our admiration for each other is mutual, and our affection strong and ever-increasing — until — until — —

And faltering, she stopped abruptly, without concluding her sentence.

Until what? I asked.

Tears sprang to her eyes. One drop rolled down her white cheek until it reached her veil, and stood there sparkling beneath the light.

You know well, she said hoarsely. Until the tragedy. From that moment, Ralph, you changed. You are not the same to me as formerly. I feel — I feel, she confessed, covering her face with her hands and sobbing bitterly, I feel that I have lost you.

Lost me! I dont understand, I said, feigning not to comprehend her.

I feel as though you no longer hold me in esteem, she faltered through her tears. Something tells me, Ralph, that — that your love for me has vanished, never to return!

With a sudden movement she raised her veil, and I saw how white and anxious was her fair countenance. I could not bring myself to believe that such a perfect face could conceal a heart blackened by the crime of murder. But, alas! all men are weak where a pretty woman is concerned. After all, it is feminine wiles and feminine graces that rule our world. Man is but a poor mortal at best, easily moved to sympathy by a womans tears, and as easily misled by the touch of a soft hand or a passionate caress upon the lips. Diplomacy is inborn in woman, and although every woman is not an adventuress, yet one and all are clever actresses when the game of love is being played.

The thought of that letter I had read and destroyed again recurred to me. Yes, she had concealed her secret — the secret of her attempt to marry Courtenay for his money. And yet if, as seemed so apparent, she had nursed her hatred, was it not but natural that she should assume a hostile attitude towards her sister — the woman who had eclipsed her in the old mans affections? Nevertheless, on the contrary, she was always apologetic where Mary was concerned, and had always sought to conceal her shortcomings and domestic infelicity. It was that point which so sorely puzzled me.

Why should my love for you become suddenly extinguished? I asked, for want of something other to say.

I dont know, she faltered. I cannot tell why, but I have a distinct distrust of the future, a feeling that we are drifting apart.

She spoke the truth. A woman in love is quick of perception, and no feigned affection on the mans part can ever blind her.

I saw that she read my heart like an open book, and at once strove to reassure her, trying to bring myself to believe that I had misjudged her.

No, no, dearest, I said, rising with a hollow pretence of caressing her tears away. You are nervous, and upset by the tragedy. Try to forget it all.

Forget! she echoed in a hard voice, her eyes cast down despondently. Forget that night! Ah, no, I can never forget it — never!


CHAPTER XIV.

IS DISTINCTLY CURIOUS.
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THE DARK DAYS of the London winter brightened into spring, but the mystery of old Mr. Courtenays death remained an enigma inexplicable to police and public. Ambler Jevons had prosecuted independent inquiries assiduously in various quarters, detectives had watched the subsequent movements of Short and the other servants, but all to no purpose. The sudden disappearance of Short was discovered to be due to the illness of his brother.

The identity of the assassin, as well as the mode in which the extraordinary wound had been inflicted, both remained mysteries impenetrable.

At Guys we were a trifle under-staffed, and my work was consequently heavy; while, added to that, Sir Bernard was suffering from the effects of a severe chill, and had not been able to come to town for nearly a month. Therefore, I had been kept at it practically night and day, dividing my time between the hospital, Harley Street, and my own rooms. I saw little of my friend Jevons, for his partner had been ordered to Bournemouth for his health, and therefore his constant attendance at his office in Mark Lane was imperative. Ambler had now but little leisure save on Sundays, when we would usually dine together at the Cavour, the Globe, the Florence, or some other foreign restaurant.

Whenever I spoke to him of the tragedy, he would sigh, his face would assume a puzzled expression, and he would declare that the affair utterly passed his comprehension. Once or twice he referred to Ethelwynn, but it struck me that he did not give tongue to what passed within his mind for fear of offending me. His methods were based on patience, therefore I often wondered whether he was still secretly at work upon the case, and if so, whether he had gained any additional facts. Yet he told me nothing. It was a mystery, he said — that was all.

Of Ethelwynn I saw but little, making my constant occupation with Sir Bernards patients my excuse. She had taken up her abode with Mrs. Henniker — the cousin at whose house Mary had stayed on the night of the tragedy. The furniture at Richmond Road had been removed and the house advertised for sale, young Mrs. Courtenay having moved to her aunts house in the country, a few miles from Bath.

On several occasions I had dined at Redcliffe Square, finding both Mrs. Henniker and her husband extremely agreeable. Henniker was partner in a big brewing concern at Clapham, and a very good fellow; while his wife was a middle-aged, fair-haired woman, of the type who shop of afternoons in High Street, Kensington. Ethelwynn had always been a particular favourite with both, hence she was a welcome guest at Redcliffe Square. Old Mr. Courtenay had had business relations with Henniker a couple of years before, and a slight difference had led to an open quarrel. For that reason they had not of late visited at Kew.

On the occasions I had spent the evening with Ethelwynn at their house I had watched her narrowly, yet neither by look nor by action did she betray any sign of a guilty secret. Her manner had during those weeks changed entirely; for she seemed perfectly calm and self-possessed, and although she alluded but seldom to our love, she treated me with that same sweet tenderness as before the fatal night of her brother-in-laws assassination.

I must admit that her attitude, although it inspired me with a certain amount of confidence, nevertheless caused me to ponder deeply. I knew enough of human nature to be aware that it is womans métier to keep up appearances. Was she keeping up an appearance of innocence, although her heart was blackened by a crime?

One evening, when we chanced to be left alone in the little smoking-room after dinner, she suddenly turned to me, saying:

Ive often thought how strange you must have thought my visit to your rooms that night, Ralph. It was unpardonable, I know — only I wanted to warn you of that man.

Of Sir Bernard? I observed, laughing.

Yes. But it appears that you have not heeded me, she sighed. I fear, Ralph, that you will regret some day.

Why should I regret? Your fears are surely baseless.

No, she answered decisively. They are not baseless. I have reasons — strong ones — for urging you to break your connexion with him. He is no friend to you.

I smiled. I knew quite well that he was no friend of hers. Once or twice of late he had said in that peevish snappy voice of his:

I wonder what that woman, Mrs. Courtenays sister, is doing? I hear nothing of her.

I did not enlighten him, for I had no desire to hear her maligned. I knew the truth myself sufficiently well.

But turning to her I looked straight into her dark luminous eyes, those eyes that held me always as beneath their spell, saying:

He has proved himself my best friend, up to the present. I have no reason to doubt him.

But you will have. I warn you.

In what manner, then, is he my enemy?

She hesitated, as though half-fearing to respond to my question. Presently she said:

He is my enemy — and therefore yours.

Why is he your enemy? I asked, eager to clear up a point which had so long puzzled me.

I cannot tell, she responded. One sometimes gives offence and makes enemies without being aware of it.

The evasion was a clever one. Another illustration of tactful ingenuity.

By dint of careful cross-examination I endeavoured to worm from her the secret of my chiefs antagonism, but she was dumb to every inquiry, fencing with me in a manner that would have done credit to a police-court solicitor. Though sweet, innocent, and intensely charming, yet there was a reverse side of her character, strong, firm-minded, almost stern in its austerity.

I must here say that our love, once so passionate and displayed by fond kisses and hand-pressing, in the usual manner of lovers, had gradually slackened. A kiss on arrival and another on departure was all the demonstration of affection that now passed between us. I doubted her; and though I strove hard to conceal my true feelings, I fear that my coldness was apparent, not only to her but to the Hennikers also. She had complained of it when she called at my rooms, and certainly she had full reason for doing so. I am not one of those who can feign love. Some men can; I cannot.

Thus it will be seen that although a certain coolness had arisen between us, in a manner that seemed almost mutual, we were nevertheless the best of friends. Once or twice she dined with me at a restaurant, and went to a play afterwards, on such occasions remarking that it seemed like old times, in the early days of our blissful love. And sometimes she would recall those sweet halcyon hours, until I felt a pang of regret that my trust in her had been shaken by that letter found among the dead mans effects and that tiny piece of chenille. But I steeled my heart, because I felt assured that the truth must out some day.

Mine was a strange position for any man. I loved this woman, remember; loved her with all my heart and with all my soul. Yet that letter penned by her had shown me that she had once angled for larger spoils, and was not the sweet unsophisticated woman I had always supposed her to be. It showed me, too, that in her heart had rankled a fierce, undying hatred.

Because of this I did not seek her society frequently, but occupied myself diligently with my patients — seeking solace in my work, as many another professional man does where love or domestic happiness is concerned. There are few men in my profession who have not had their affairs of the heart, many of them serious ones. The world never knows how difficult it is for a doctor to remain heart-whole. Sometimes his lady patients deliberately set themselves to capture him, and will speak ill-naturedly of him if he refuses to fall into their net. At others, sympathy with a sufferer leads to a flirtation during convalescence, and often a word spoken in jest in order to cheer is taken seriously by romantic girls who believe that to marry a doctor is to attain social status and distinction.

Heigho! When I think of all my own little love episodes, and of the ingenious diplomacy to which I have been compelled to resort in order to avoid tumbling into pitfalls set by certain designing Daughters of Eve, I cannot but sympathise with every other medical man who is on the right side of forty and sound of wind and limb. There is not a doctor in all the long list in the medical register who could not relate strange stories of his own love episodes — romances which have sometimes narrowly escaped developing into tragedies, and plots concocted by women to inveigle and to allure. It is so easy for a woman to feign illness and call in the doctor to chat to her and amuse her. Lots of women in London do that regularly. They will play with a doctors heart as a sort of pastime, while the unfortunate medico often cannot afford to hold aloof for fear of offending. If he does, then evil gossip will spread among his patients and his practice may suffer considerably; for in no profession does a man rely so entirely upon his good name and a reputation for care and integrity as in that of medicine.

I do not wish it for a moment to be taken that I am antagonistic to women, or that I would ever speak ill of them. I merely refer to the mean method of some of the idling class, who deliberately call in the doctor for the purpose of flirtation and then boast of it to their intimates. To such, a mans heart or a mans future are of no consequence. The doctor is easily visible, and is therefore the easiest prey to all and sundry.

In my own practice I had had a good deal of experience of it. And I am not alone. Every other medical man, if not a grey-headed fossil or a wizened woman-hater, has had similar episodes; many strange — some even startling.

Reader, in this narrative of curious events and remarkable happenings, I am taking you entirely and completely into my confidence. I seek to conceal nothing, nor to exaggerate in any particular, but to present the truth as a plain matter-of-fact statement of what actually occurred. I was a unit among a hundred thousand others engaged in the practice of medicine, not more skilled than the majority, even though Sir Bernards influence and friendship had placed me in a position of prominence. But in this brief life of ours it is woman who makes us dance as puppets on our miniature stage, who leads us to brilliant success or to black ruin, who exalts us above our fellows or hurls us into oblivion. Woman — always woman.

Since that awful suspicion had fallen upon me that the hand that had struck old Mr. Courtenay was that soft delicate one that I had so often carried to my lips, a blank had opened in my life. Consumed by conflicting thoughts, I recollected how sweet and true had been our affection; with what an intense passionate love-look she had gazed upon me with those wonderful eyes of hers; with what wild fierce passion her lips would meet mine in fond caress.

Alas! it had all ended. She had acted a lie to me. That letter told the bitter truth. Hence, we were gradually drifting apart.

One Sunday morning in May, just as I had finished my breakfast and flung myself into an armchair to smoke, as was my habit on the day of rest, my man entered, saying that Lady Twickenham had sent to ask if I could go round to Park Lane at once. Not at all pleased with this call, just at a moment of laziness, I was, nevertheless, obliged to respond, because her ladyship was one of Sir Bernards best patients; and suffering as she was from a malignant internal complaint, I knew it was necessary to respond at once to the summons.

On arrival at her bedside I quickly saw the gravity of the situation; but, unfortunately, I knew very little of the case, because Sir Bernard himself always made a point of attending her personally. Although elderly, she was a prominent woman in society, and had recommended many patients to my chief in earlier days, before he attained the fame he had now achieved. I remained with her a couple of hours; but finding myself utterly confused regarding her symptoms, I resolved to take the afternoon train down to Hove and consult Sir Bernard. I suggested this course to her ladyship, who was at once delighted with the suggestion. Therefore, promising to return at ten oclock that night, I went out, swallowed a hasty luncheon, and took train down to Brighton.

The house was one of those handsome mansions facing the sea at Hove, and as I drove up to it on that bright, sunny afternoon, it seemed to me an ideal residence for a man jaded by the eternal worries of a physicians life. The sea-breeze stirred the sun-blinds before the windows, and the flowers in the well-kept boxes were already gay with bloom. I knew the place well, for I had been down many times before; therefore, when the page opened the door he showed me at once to the study, a room which lay at the back of the big drawing-room.

Sir Bernard is in, sir, the page said. Ill tell him at once youre here, and he closed the door, leaving me alone.

I walked towards the window, which looked out upon a small flower garden, and in so doing, passed the writing table. A sheet of foolscap lay upon it, and curiosity prompted me to glance at it.

What I saw puzzled me considerably; for beside the paper was a letter of my own that I had sent him on the previous day, while upon the foolscap were many lines of writing in excellent imitation of my own!

He had been practising the peculiarities of my own handwriting. But with what purpose was a profound mystery.

I was bending over, closely examining the words and noting how carefully they had been traced in imitation, when, of a sudden, I heard a voice in the drawing-room adjoining — a womans voice.

I pricked my ears and listened — for the eccentric old fellow to entertain was most unusual. He always hated women, because he saw too much of their wiles and wilfulness as patients.

Nevertheless it was apparent that he had a lady visitor in the adjoining room, and a moment later it was equally apparent that they were not on the most friendly terms; for, of a sudden, the voice sounded again quite distinctly — raised in a cry of horror, as though at some sudden and terrible discovery.

Ah! I see — I see it all now! shrieked the unknown woman. You have deceived me! Coward! You call yourself a man — you, who would sell a womans soul to the devil!

Hold your tongue! cried a gruff voice which I recognised as Sir Bernards. You may be overheard. Recollect that your safety can only be secured by your secrecy.

I shall tell the truth! the woman declared.

Very well, laughed the man who was my chief in a tone of defiance. Tell it, and condemn yourself.


CHAPTER XV.

I AM CALLED FOR CONSULTATION.
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THE INCIDENT WAS certainly a puzzling one, for when, a few minutes later, my chief entered the study, his face, usually ashen grey, was flushed with excitement.

Ive been having trouble with a lunatic, he explained, after greeting me, and inquiring why I had come down to consult him. The womans people are anxious to place her under restraint; yet, for the present, there is not quite sufficient evidence of insanity to sign the certificate. Did you overhear her in the next room? And, seating himself at his table, he looked at me through his glasses with those keen penetrating eyes that age had not dimmed or time dulled.

I heard voices, I admitted, that was all. The circumstance was a strange one, and those words were so ominous that I was determined not to reveal to him the conversation I had overheard.

Like many other women patients suffering from brain troubles, she has taken a violent dislike to me, and believes that Im the very devil in human form, he said, smiling. Fortunately, she had a friend with her, or she might have attacked me tooth and nail just now, and leaning back in his chair he laughed at the idea — laughed so lightly that my suspicions were almost disarmed.

But not quite. Had you been in my place you would have had your curiosity and suspicion aroused to no mean degree — not only by the words uttered by the woman and Sir Bernards defiant reply, but also by the fact that the female voice sounded familiar.

A man knows the voice of his love above all. The voice that I had heard in that adjoining room was, to the best of my belief, that of Ethelwynn.

With a resolution to probe this mystery slowly, and without unseemly haste, I dropped the subject, and commenced to ask his advice regarding the complicated case of Lady Twickenham. The history of it, and the directions he gave can serve no purpose if written here; therefore suffice it to say that I remained to dinner and caught the nine oclock express back to London.

While at dinner, a meal served in that severe style which characterised the austere old mans daily life, I commenced to talk of the antics of insane persons and their extraordinary antipathies, but quickly discerned that he had neither intention nor desire to speak of them. He replied in those snappy monosyllables which told me plainly that the subject was distasteful to him, and when I bade him good-bye and drove to the station I was more puzzled than ever by his strange behaviour. He was eccentric, it was true; but I knew all his little odd ways, the eccentricity of genius, and could plainly see that his recent indisposition, which had prevented him from attending at Harley Street, was due to nerves rather than to a chill.

The trains from Brighton to London on Sunday evenings are always crowded, mainly by business people compelled to return to town in readiness for the toil of the coming week. Week-end trippers and day excursionists fill the compartments to overflowing, whether it be chilly spring or blazing summer, for Brighton is ever popular with the jaded Londoner who is enabled to run down without fatigue, and get a cheap health-giving sea-breeze for a few hours after the busy turmoil of the Metropolis.

On this Sunday night it was no exception. The first-class compartment was crowded, mostly be it said, by third-class passengers who had tipped the guard, and when we had started I noticed in the far corner opposite me a pale-faced young girl of about twenty or so, plainly dressed in shabby black. She was evidently a third-class passenger, and the guard, taking compassion upon her fragile form in the mad rush for seats, had put her into our carriage. She was not good-looking, indeed rather plain; her countenance wearing a sad, pre-occupied expression as she leaned her chin upon her hand and gazed out upon the lights of the town we were leaving.

I noticed that her chest rose and fell in a long-drawn sigh, and that she wore black cotton gloves, one finger of which was worn through. Yes, she was the picture of poor respectability.

The other passengers, two of whom were probably City clerks with their loves, regarded her with some surprise that she should be a first-class passenger, and there seemed an inclination on the part of the loudly-dressed females to regard her with contempt.

Presently, when we had left the sea and were speeding through the open country, she turned her sad face from the window and examined her fellow passengers one after the other until, of a sudden, her eyes met mine. In an instant she dropped them modestly and busied herself in the pages of the sixpenny reprint of a popular novel which she carried with her.

In that moment, however, I somehow entertained a belief that we had met before. Under what circumstances, or where, I could not recollect. The wistfulness of that white face, the slight hollowness of the cheeks, the unnaturally dark eyes, all seemed familiar to me; yet although for half an hour I strove to bring back to my mind where I had seen her, it was to no purpose. In all probability I had attended her at Guys. A doctor in a big London hospital sees so many faces that to recollect all is utterly impossible. Many a time I have been accosted and thanked by people whom I have had no recollection of ever having seen in my life. Men do not realise that they look very different when lying in bed with a fortnights growth of beard to when shaven and spruce, as is their ordinary habit: while women, when smartly dressed with fashionable hats and flimsy veils, are very different to when, in illness, they lie with hair unbound, faces pinched and eyes sunken, which is the only recollection their doctor has of them. The duchess and the servant girl present very similar figures when lying on a sick bed in a critical condition.

There was an element of romantic mystery in that fragile little figure huddled up in the far corner of the carriage. Once or twice, when she believed my gaze to be averted, she raised her eyes furtively as though to reassure herself of my identity, and in her restless manner I discerned a desire to speak with me. It was very probable that she was some poor girl of the ladys maid or governess class to whom I had shown attention during an illness. We have so many in the female wards at Guys.

But during that journey a further and much more important matter recurred to me, eclipsing all thought of the sad-faced girl opposite. I recollected those words I had overheard, and felt convinced that the speaker had been none other than Ethelwynn herself.

Sometimes when a mans mind is firmly fixed upon an object the events of his daily life curiously tend towards it. Have you never experienced that strange phenomenon for which medical science has never yet accounted, namely, the impression of form upon the imagination? You have one day suddenly thought of a person long absent. You have not seen him for years, when, without any apparent cause, you have recollected him. In the hurry and bustle of city life a thousand faces are passing you hourly. Like a flash one man passes, and you turn to look, for the countenance bears a striking resemblance to your absent friend. You are disappointed, for it is not the man. A second face appears in the human phantasmagoria of the street, and the similarity is almost startling. You are amazed that two persons should pass so very like your friend. Then, an hour after, a third face — actually that of your long-lost friend himself. All of us have experienced similar vagaries of coincidence. How can we account for them?

And so it was in my own case. So deeply had my mind been occupied by thoughts of my love that several times that day, in London and in Brighton, I had been startled by striking resemblances. Thus I wondered whether that voice I had heard was actually hers, or only a distorted hallucination. At any rate, the woman had expressed hatred of Sir Bernard just as Ethelwynn had done, and further, the old man had openly defied her, with a harsh laugh, which showed confidence in himself and an utter disregard for any statement she might make.

At Victoria the pale-faced girl descended quickly, and, swallowed in a moment in the crowd on the platform, I saw her no more.

She had, before descending, given me a final glance, and I fancied that a faint smile of recognition played about her lips. But in the uncertain light of a railway carriage the shadows are heavy, and I could not see sufficiently distinctly to warrant my returning her salute. So the wan little figure, so full of romantic mystery, went forth again into oblivion.

I was going my round at Guys on the following morning when a telegram was put into my hand. It was from Ethelwynns mother — Mrs. Mivart, at Neneford — asking me to go down there without delay, but giving no reason for the urgency. I had always been a favourite with the old lady, and to obey was, of course, imperative — even though I were compelled to ask Bartlett, one of my colleagues, to look after Sir Bernards private practice in my absence.

Neneford Manor was an ancient, rambling old Queen Anne place, about nine miles from Peterborough on the high road to Leicester. Standing in the midst of the richest grass country in England, with its grounds sloping to the brimming river that wound through meadows which in May were a blaze of golden buttercups, it was a typical English home, with quaint old gables, high chimney stacks and old-world garden with yew hedges trimmed fantastically as in the days of wigs and patches. I had snatched a week-end several times to be old Mrs. Mivarts guest; therefore I knew the picturesque old place well, and had been entranced by its many charms.

Soon after five oclock that afternoon I descended from the train at the roadside station, and, mounting into the dog-cart, was driven across the hill to the Manor. In the hall the sweet-faced, silver-haired old lady, in her neat black and white cap greeted me, holding both my hands and pressing them for a moment, apparently unable to utter a word. I had expected to find her unwell; but, on the contrary, she seemed quite as active as usual, notwithstanding the senile decay which I knew had already laid its hand heavily upon her.

You are so good to come to me, Doctor. How can I sufficiently thank you? she managed to exclaim at last, leading me into the drawing-room, a long old-fashioned apartment with low ceiling supported by black oak beams, and quaint diamond-paned windows at each end.

Well? I inquired, when she had seated herself, and, with the evening light upon her face, I saw how blanched and anxious she was.

I want to consult you, Doctor, upon a serious and confidential matter, she began, leaning forward, her thin white hands clasped in her lap. We have not met since the terrible blow fell upon us — the death of poor Marys husband.

It must have been a great blow to you, I said sympathetically, for I liked the old lady, and realised how deeply she had suffered.

Yes, but to poor Mary most of all, she said. They were so happy together; and she was so devoted to him.

This was scarcely the truth; but mothers are often deceived as to their daughters domestic felicity. A wife is always prone to hide her sorrows from her parents as far as possible. Therefore the old lady had no doubt been the victim of natural deception.

Yes, I agreed; it was a tragic and terrible thing. The mystery is quite unsolved.

To me, the police are worse than useless, she said, in her slow, weak voice; they dont seem to have exerted themselves in the least after that utterly useless inquest, with its futile verdict. As far as I can gather, not one single point has been cleared up.

No, I said; not one.

And my poor Mary! exclaimed old Mrs. Mivart; she is beside herself with grief. Time seems to increase her melancholy, instead of bringing forgetfulness, as I hoped it would.

Where is Mrs. Courtenay? I asked.

Here. Shes been back with me for nearly a month. It was to see her, speak with her, and give me an opinion that I asked you to come down.

Is she unwell?

I really dont know what ails her. She talks of her husband incessantly, calls him by name, and sometimes behaves so strangely that I have once or twice been much alarmed.

Her statement startled me. I had no idea that the young widow had taken the old gentlemans death so much to heart. As far as I had been able to judge, it seemed very much as though she had every desire to regain her freedom from a matrimonial bond that galled her. That she was grief-stricken over his death showed that I had entirely misjudged her character.

Is she at home now? I asked.

Yes, in her own sitting-room — the room we used as a schoolroom when the girls were at home. Sometimes she mopes there all day, only speaking at meals. At others, she takes her dressing-bag and goes away for two or three days — just as the fancy takes her. She absolutely declines to have a maid.

You mean that shes just a little — well, eccentric, I remarked seriously.

Yes, Doctor, answered the old lady, in a strange voice quite unusual to her, and fixing her eyes upon me. To tell the truth I fear her mind is slowly giving way.

I remained silent, thinking deeply; and as I did not reply, she added:

You will meet her at dinner. I shall not let her know you are here. Then you can judge for yourself.

The situation was becoming more complicated. Since the conclusion of the inquest I had seen nothing of the widow. She had stayed several days with Ethelwynn at the Hennikers, then had visited her aunt near Bath. That was all I knew of her movements, for, truth to tell, I held her in some contempt for her giddy pleasure-seeking during her husbands illness. Surely a woman who had a single spark of affection for the man she had married could not go out each night to theatres and supper parties, leaving him to the care of his man and a nurse. That one fact alone proved that her professions of love had been hollow and false.

While the twilight fell I sat in that long, sombre old room that breathed an air of a century past, chatting with old Mrs. Mivart, and learning from her full particulars of Marys eccentricities. My hostess told me of the proving of the will, which left the Devonshire estate to her daughter, and of the slow action of the executors. The young widows actions, as described to me, were certainly strange, and made me strongly suspect that she was not quite responsible for them. That Marys remorse was overwhelming was plain; and that fact aroused within my mind a very strong suspicion of a circumstance I had not before contemplated, namely, that during the life of her husband there had been a younger male attraction. The acuteness of her grief seemed proof of this. And yet, if argued logically, the existence of a secret lover should cause her to congratulate herself upon her liberty.

The whole situation was an absolute enigma.


CHAPTER XVI.

REVEALS AN ASTOUNDING FACT.
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DINNER WAS ANNOUNCED, and I took Mrs. Mivart into the room on the opposite side of the big old-fashioned hall, a long, low-ceilinged apartment the size of the drawing-room, and hung with some fine old family portraits and miniatures. Old Squire Mivart had been an enthusiastic collector of antique china, and the specimens of old Montelupo and Urbino hanging upon the walls were remarkable as being the finest in any private collection in this country. Many were the visits he had made to Italy to acquire those queer-looking old mediæval plates, with their crude colouring and rude, inartistic drawings, and certainly he was an acknowledged expert in antique porcelain.

The big red-shaded lamp in the centre of the table shed a soft light upon the snowy cloth, the flowers and the glittering silver; and as my hostess took her seat she sighed slightly, and for the first time asked of Ethelwynn.

I havent seen her for a week, I was compelled to admit. Patients have been so numerous that I havent had time to go out to see her, except at hours when calling at a friends house was out of the question.

Do you like the Hennikers? her mother inquired, raising her eyes inquiringly to mine.

Yes, Ive found them very agreeable and pleasant.

Hm, the old lady ejaculated dubiously. Well, I dont. I met Mrs. Henniker once, and I must say that I did not care for her in the least. Ethelwynn is very fond of her, but to my mind shes fast, and not at all a suitable companion for a girl of my daughters disposition. It may be that I have an old womans prejudices, living as I do in the country always, but somehow I can never bring myself to like her.

Mrs. Mivart, like the majority of elderly widows who have given up the annual visit to London in the season, was a trifle behind the times. More charming an old lady could not be, but, in common with all who vegetate in the depths of rural England, she was just a trifle narrow-minded. In religion, she found fault constantly with the village parson, who, she declared, was guilty of ritualistic practices, and on the subject of her daughters she bemoaned the latter-day emancipation of women, which allowed them to go hither and thither at their own free will. Like all such mothers, she considered wealth a necessary adjunct to happiness, and it had been with her heartiest approval that Mary had married the unfortunate Courtenay, notwithstanding the difference between the ages of bride and bridegroom. In every particular the old lady was a typical specimen of the squires widow, as found in rural England to-day.

Scarcely had we seated ourselves and I had replied to her question when the door opened and a slim figure in deep black entered and mechanically took the empty chair. She crossed the room, looking straight before her, and did not notice my presence until she had seated herself face to face with me.

Of a sudden her thin wan face lit up with a smile of recognition, and she cried:

Why, Doctor! Wherever did you come from? No one told me you were here, and across the table she stretched out her hand in greeting.

I thought you were reposing after your long walk this morning, dear; so I did not disturb you, her mother explained.

But, heedless of the explanation, she continued putting to me questions as to when I had left town, and the reason of my visit there. To the latter I returned an evasive answer, declaring that I had run down because I had heard that her mother was not altogether well.

Yes, thats true, she said. Poor mother has been very queer of late. She seems so distracted, and worries quite unnecessarily over me. I wish youd give her advice. Her state causes me considerable anxiety.

Very well, I said, feigning to laugh, I must diagnose the ailment and see what can be done.

The soup had been served, and as I carried my spoon to my mouth I examined her furtively. My hostess had excused me from dressing, but her daughter, neat in her widows collar and cuffs, sat prim and upright, her eyes now and then raised to mine in undisguised inquisitiveness.

She was a trifle paler than heretofore, but her pallor was probably rendered the more noticeable by the dead black she wore. Her hands seemed thin, and her fingers toyed nervously with her spoon in a manner that betrayed concealed agitation. Outwardly, however, I detected no extraordinary signs of either grief or anxiety. She spoke calmly, it was true, in the tone of one upon whom a great calamity had fallen, but that was only natural. I did not expect to find her bright, laughing, and light-hearted, like her old self in Richmond Road.

As dinner proceeded I began to believe that, with a fond mothers solicitude for her daughters welfare, Mrs. Mivart had slightly exaggerated Marys symptoms. They certainly were not those of a woman plunged in inconsolable grief, for she was neither mopish nor artificially gay. As far as I could detect, not even a single sigh escaped her.

She inquired of Ethelwynn and of the Hennikers, remarking that she had seen nothing of them for over three weeks; and then, when the servants had left the room, she placed her elbows upon the table, at the risk of a breach of good manners, and resting her chin upon her hands, looked me full in the face, saying:

Now, tell me the truth, Doctor. What has been discovered regarding my poor husbands death? Have the police obtained any clue to the assassin?

None — none whatever, I regret to say, was my response.

They are useless — worse than useless! she burst forth angrily; they blundered from the very first.

Thats entirely my own opinion, dear, her mother said. Our police system nowadays is a mere farce. The foreigners are far ahead of us, even in the detection of crime. Surely the mystery of your poor husbands death might have been solved, if they had worked assiduously.

I believe that everything that could be done has been done, I remarked. The case was placed in the hands of two of the smartest and most experienced men at Scotland Yard, with personal instructions from the Superintendent of the Criminal Investigation Department to leave no stone unturned in order to arrive at a successful issue.

And what has been done? asked the young widow, in a tone of discontent; why, absolutely nothing! There has, I suppose, been a pretence at trying to solve the mystery; but, finding it too difficult, they have given it up, and turned their attention to some other crime more open and plain-sailing. Ive no faith in the police whatever. Its scandalous!

I smiled; then said:

My friend, Ambler Jevons — you know him, for he dined at Richmond Road one evening — has been most active in the affair.

But hes not a detective. How can he expect to triumph where the police fail?

He often does, I declared. His methods are different from the hard-and-fast rules followed by the police. He commences at whatever point presents itself, and laboriously works backwards with a patience that is absolutely extraordinary. He has unearthed a dozen crimes where Scotland Yard has failed.

And is he engaged upon my poor husbands case? asked Mary, suddenly interested.

Yes.

For what reason?

Well — because he is one of those for whom a mystery of crime has a fascinating attraction.

But he must have some motive in devoting time and patience to a matter which does not concern him in the least, Mrs. Mivart remarked.

Whatever is the motive, I can assure you that it is an entirely disinterested one, I said.

But what has he discovered? Tell me, Mary urged.

I am quite in ignorance, I said. We are most intimate friends, but when engaged on such investigations he tells me nothing of their result until they are complete. All I know is that so active is he at this moment that I seldom see him. He is often tied to his office in the City, but has, I believe, recently been on a flying visit abroad for two or three days.

Abroad! she echoed. Where?

I dont know. I met a mutual friend in the Strand yesterday, and he told me that he had returned yesterday.

Has he been abroad in connection with his inquiries, do you think? Mrs. Mivart inquired.

I really dont know. Probably he has. When he takes up a case he goes into it with a greater thoroughness than any detective living.

Yes, Mary remarked, I recollect, now, the stories you used to tell us regarding him — of his exciting adventures — of his patient tracking of the guilty ones, and of his marvellous ingenuity in laying traps to get them to betray themselves. I recollect quite well that evening he came to Richmond Road with you. He was a most interesting man.

Let us hope he will be more successful than the police, I said.

Yes, Doctor, she remarked, sighing for the first time. I hope he will — for the mystery of it all drives me to distraction. Then placing both hands to her brow, she added, Ah! if we could only discover the truth — the real truth!

Have patience, I urged. A complicated mystery such as it is cannot be cleared up without long and careful inquiry.

But in the months that have gone by surely the police should have at least made some discovery? she said, in a voice of complaint; yet they have not the slightest clue.

We can only wait, I said. Personally, I have confidence in Jevons. If there is a clue to be obtained, depend upon it he will scent it out.

I did not tell them of my misgivings, nor did I explain how Ambler, having found himself utterly baffled, had told me of his intention to relinquish further effort. The flying trip abroad might be in connection with the case, but I felt confident that it was not. He knew, as well as I did, that the truth was to be found in England.

Again we spoke of Ethelwynn; and from Marys references to her sister I gathered that a slight coolness had fallen between them. She did not, somehow, speak of her in the same terms of affection as formerly. It might be that she shared her mothers prejudices, and did not approve of her taking up her abode with the Hennikers. Be it how it might, there were palpable signs of strained relations.

Could it be possible, I wondered, that Mary had learnt of her sisters secret engagement to her husband?

I looked full at her as that thought flashed through my mind. Yes, she presented a picture of sweet and interesting widowhood. In her voice, as in her countenance, was just that slight touch of grief which told me plainly that she was a heart-broken, remorseful woman — a woman, like many another, who knew not the value of a tender, honest and indulgent husband until he had been snatched from her. Mother and daughter, both widows, were a truly sad and sympathetic pair.

As we spoke I watched her eyes, noted her every movement attentively, but failed utterly to discern any suggestion of what her mother had remarked.

Once, at mention of her dead husband, she had of a sudden exclaimed in a low voice, full of genuine emotion:

Ah, yes. He was so kind, so good always. I cannot believe that he will never come back, and she burst into tears, which her mother, with a word of apology to me, quietly soothed away.

When we arose I accompanied them to the drawing-room; but without any music, and with Marys sad, half-tragic countenance before us, the evening was by no means a merry one; therefore I was glad when, in pursuance of the country habit of retiring early, the maid brought my candle and showed me to my room.

It was not yet ten oclock, and feeling in no mood for sleep, I took from my bag the novel I had been reading on my journey and, throwing myself into an armchair, first gave myself up to deep reflection over a pipe, and afterwards commenced to read.

The chiming of the church clock down in the village aroused me, causing me to glance at my watch. It was midnight. I rose, and going to the window, pulled aside the blind, and looked out upon the rural view lying calm and mysterious beneath the brilliant moonlight.

How different was that peaceful aspect to the one to which I was, alas! accustomed — that long blank wall in the Marylebone Road. There the cab bells tinkled all night, market wagons rumbled through till dawn, and the moonbeams revealed drunken revellers after closing time.

A strong desire seized me to go forth and enjoy the splendid night. Such a treat of peace and solitude was seldom afforded me, stifled as I was by the disinfectants in hospital wards and the variety of perfumes and pastilles in the rooms of wealthy patients. Truly the life of a London doctor is the most monotonous and laborious of any of the learned professions, and little wonder is it that when the jaded medico finds himself in the country or by the sea he seldom fails to take his fill of fresh air.

At first a difficulty presented itself in letting myself out unheard; but I recollected that in the new wing of the house, in which I had been placed, there were no other bedrooms, therefore with a little care I might descend undetected. So taking my hat and stick I opened the door, stole noiselessly down the stairs, and in a few minutes had made an adventurous exit by a window — fearing the grating bolts of the door — and was soon strolling across the grounds by the private path, which I knew led through the churchyard and afterwards down to the river-bank.

With Ethelwynn I had walked across the meadows by that path on several occasions, and in the dead silence of the brilliant night vivid recollections of a warm summers evening long past came back to me — sweet remembrances of days when we were childishly happy in each others love.

Nothing broke the quiet save the shrill cry of some night bird down by the river, and the low roar of the distant weir. The sky was cloudless, and the moon so bright that I could have read a newspaper. I strolled on slowly, breathing the refreshing air, and thinking deeply over the complications of the situation. In the final hour I had spent in the drawing-room I had certainly detected in the young widow a slight eccentricity of manner, not at all accentuated, but yet sufficient to show me that she had been strenuously concealing her grief during my presence there.

Having swung myself over the stile I passed round the village churchyard, where the moss-grown gravestones stood grim and ghostly in the white light, and out across the meadows down to where the waters of the Nene, rippling on, were touched with silver. The river-path was wide, running by the winding bank away to the fen-lands and beyond. As I gained the rivers edge and walked beneath the willows I heard now and then a sharp, swift rustling in the sedges as some water-rat or otter, disturbed by my presence, slipped away into hiding. The rural peace of that brilliant night attracted me, and finding a hurdle I seated myself upon it, and taking out my pipe enjoyed a smoke.

Ever since my student days I had longed for a country life. The pleasures of the world of London had no attraction for me, my ideal being a snug country practice with Ethelwynn as my wife. But alas! my idol had been shattered, like that of many a better man.

With this bitter reflection still in my mind, my attention was attracted by low voices — as though of two persons speaking earnestly together. Surprised at such interruption, I glanced quickly around, but saw no one.

Again I listened, when, of a sudden, footsteps sounded, coming down the path I had already traversed. Beneath the deep shadow I saw the dark figures of two persons. They were speaking together, but in a tone so low that I could not catch any word uttered.

Nevertheless, as they emerged from the semi-darkness the moon shone full upon them, revealing to me that they were a man and a woman.

Next instant a cry of blank amazement escaped me, for I was utterly unprepared for the sight I witnessed. I could not believe my eyes; nor could you, my reader, had you been in my place.

The woman walking there, close to me, was young Mrs. Courtenay — the man was none other than her dead husband!


CHAPTER XVII.

DISCUSSES SEVERAL MATTERS.
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READER, I KNOW that what I have narrated is astounding. It astounded me just as it astounded you.

There are moments when ones brain becomes dulled by sudden bewilderment at sight of the absolutely impossible.

It certainly seemed beyond credence that the man whose fatal and mysterious wound I had myself examined should be there, walking with his wife in lover-like attitude. And yet there was no question that the pair were there. A small bush separated us, so that they passed arm-in-arm within three feet of me. As I have already explained, the moon was so bright that I could see to read; therefore, shining full upon their faces, it was impossible to mistake the features of two persons whom I knew so well.

Fortunately they had not overheard my involuntary exclamation of astonishment, or, if they had, both evidently believed it to be one of the many distorted sounds of the night. Upon Marys face there was revealed a calm expression of perfect content, different indeed from the tearful countenance of a few hours before, while her husband, grey-faced and serious, just as he had been before his last illness, had her arm linked in his, and walked with her, whispering some low indistinct words which brought to her lips a smile of perfect felicity.

Now had I been a superstitious man I should have promptly declared the whole thing to have been an apparition. But as I do not believe in borderland theories, any more than I believe that a man whose heart is nearly cut in twain can again breathe and live, I could only stand aghast, bewildered and utterly dumfounded.

Hidden from them by a low thorn-bush, I stood in silent stupefaction as they passed by. That it was no chimera of the imagination was proved by the fact that their footsteps sounded upon the path, and just as they had passed I heard Courtenay address his wife by name. The transformation of her countenance from the ineffable picture of grief and sorrow to the calm, sweet expression of content had been marvellous, to say the least — an event stranger, indeed, than any I had ever before witnessed. In the wild writings of the old romancers the dead have sometimes been resuscitated, but never in this workaday world of ours. There is a finality in death that is decisive.

Yet, as I here write these lines, I stake my professional reputation that the man I saw was the same whom I had seen dead in that upper room in Kew. I knew his gait, his cough, and his countenance too well to mistake his identity.

That nights adventure was certainly the most startling, and at the same time the most curious, that ever befel a man. Thus I became seized with curiosity, and at risk of detection crept forth from my hiding-place and looked out after them. To betray my presence would be to bar from myself any chance of learning the secret of it all; therefore I was compelled to exercise the greatest caution. Mary mourned the loss of her husband towards the world, and yet met him in secret at night — wandering with him by that solitary bye-path along which no villager ever passed after dark, and lovers avoided because of the popular tradition that a certain unfortunate Lady of the Manor of a century ago walked there. In the fact of the mourning so well feigned I detected the concealment of some remarkable secret.

The situation was, without doubt, an extraordinary one. The man upon whose body I had made a post-mortem examination was alive and well, walking with his wife, although for months before his assassination he had been a bed-ridden invalid. Such a thing was startling, incredible! Little wonder was it that at first I could scarce believe my own eyes. Only when I looked full into his face and recognised his features, with all their senile peculiarities, did the amazing truth become impressed upon me.

Around the bend in the river I stole stealthily after them, in order to watch their movements, trying to catch their conversation, although, unfortunately, it was in too low an undertone. He never released her arm or changed his affectionate attitude towards her, but appeared to be relating to her some long and interesting chain of events to which she listened with rapt attention.

Along the rivers edge, out in the open moonlight, it was difficult to follow them without risk of observation. Now and then the elder-bushes and drooping willows afforded cover beneath their deep shadow, but in places where the river wound through the open water-meadows my presence might at any moment be detected. Therefore the utmost ingenuity and caution were necessary.

Having made the staggering discovery, I was determined to thoroughly probe the mystery. The tragedy of old Mr. Courtenays death had resolved itself into a romance of the most mysterious and startling character. As I crept forward over the grass, mostly on tiptoe, so as to avoid the sound of my footfalls, I tried to form some theory to account for the bewildering circumstance, but could discern absolutely none.

Mary was still wearing her mourning; but about her head was wrapped a white silk shawl, and on her shoulders a small fur cape, for the spring night was chilly. Her husband had on a dark overcoat and soft felt hat of the type he always wore, and carried in his hand a light walking-stick. Once or twice he halted when he seemed to be impressing his words the more forcibly upon her, and then I was compelled to stop also and to conceal myself. I would have given much to overhear the trend of their conversation, but strive how I would I was unable. They seemed to fear eavesdroppers, and only spoke in low half-whispers.

I noticed how old Mr. Courtenay kept from time to time glancing around him, as though in fear of detection; hence I was in constant dread lest he should look behind him and discover me slinking along their path. I am by no means an adept at following persons, but in this case the stake was so great — the revelation of some startling and unparalleled mystery — that I strained every nerve and every muscle to conceal my presence while pushing forward after them.

Picture to yourself for a moment my position. The whole of my future happiness, and consequently my prosperity in life, was at stake at that instant. To clear up the mystery successfully might be to clear my love of the awful stigma upon her. To watch and to listen was the only way; but the difficulties in the dead silence of the night were well-nigh insurmountable, for I dare not approach sufficiently near to catch a single word. I had crept on after them for about a mile, until we were approaching the tumbling waters of the weir. The dull roar swallowed up the sound of their voices, but it assisted me, for I had no further need to tread noiselessly.

On nearing the lock-keepers cottage, a little white-washed house wherein the inmates were sleeping soundly, they made a wide detour around the meadow, in order to avoid the chance of being seen. Mary was well known to the old lock-keeper who had controlled those great sluices for thirty years or more, and she knew that at night he was often compelled to be on duty, and might at that very moment be sitting on the bench outside his house, smoking his short clay.

I, however, had no such fear. Stepping lightly upon the grass beside the path I went past the house and continued onward by the riverside, passing at once into the deep shadow of the willows, which effectually concealed me.

The pair were walking at the same slow, deliberate pace beneath the high hedge on the further side of the meadow, evidently intending to rejoin the river-path some distance further up. This gave me an opportunity to get on in front of them, and I seized it without delay; for I was anxious to obtain another view of the face of the man whom I had for months believed to be in his grave.

Keeping in the shadow of the trees and bushes that overhung the stream, I sped onward for ten minutes or more until I came to the boundary of the great pasture, passing through the swing gate by which I felt confident that they must also pass. I turned to look before leaving the meadow, and could just distinguish their figures. They had turned at right angles, and, as I had expected, were walking in my direction.

Forward I went again, and after some hurried search discovered a spot close to the path where concealment behind a great old tree seemed possible; so at that coign of vantage I waited breathlessly for their approach. The roaring of the waters behind would, I feared, prevent any of their words from reaching me; nevertheless, I waited anxiously.

A great barn owl flapped lazily past, hooting weirdly as it went; then all nature became still again, save the dull sound of the tumbling flood. Ambler Jevons, had he been with me, would, no doubt, have acted differently. But it must be remembered that I was the merest tyro in the unravelling of a mystery, whereas, with him, it was a kind of natural occupation. And yet would he believe me when I told him that I had actually seen the dead man walking there with his wife?

I was compelled to admit within myself that such a statement from the lips of any man would be received with incredulity. Indeed, had such a thing been related to me, I should have put the narrator down as either a liar or a lunatic.

At last they came. I remained motionless, standing in the shadow, not daring to breathe. My eyes were fixed upon him, my ears strained to catch every sound.

He said something to her. What it was I could not gather. Then he pushed open the creaking gate to allow her to pass. Across the moons face had drifted a white, fleecy cloud; therefore the light was not so brilliant as half an hour before. Still, I could see his features almost as plainly as I see this paper upon which I am penning my strange adventure, and could recognise every lineament and peculiarity of his countenance.

Having passed through the gate, he took her ungloved hand with an air of old-fashioned gallantry and raised it to his lips. She laughed merrily in rapturous content, and then slowly, very slowly, they strolled along the path that ran within a few feet of where I stood.

My heart leapt with excitement. Their voices sounded above the rushing of the waters, and they were lingering as though unwilling to walk further.

Ethelwynn has told me, he was saying. I cant make out the reason of his coldness towards her. Poor girl! she seems utterly heart-broken.

He suspects, his wife replied.

But what ground has he for suspicion?

I stood there transfixed. They were talking of myself!

They had halted quite close to where I was, and in that low roar had raised their voices so that I could distinguish every word.

Well, remarked his wife, the whole affair was mysterious, that you must admit. With his friend, a man named Jevons, he has been endeavouring to solve the problem.

A curse on Ambler Jevons! he blurted forth in anger, as though he were well acquainted with my friend.

If between them they managed to get at the truth it would be very awkward, she said.

No fear of that, he laughed in full confidence. A man once dead and buried, with a coroners verdict upon him, is not easily believed to be alive and well. No, my dear; rest assured that these men will never get at our secret — never.

I smiled within myself. How little did he dream that the man of whom he had been speaking was actually overhearing his words!

But Ethelwynn, in order to regain her place in the doctors heart, may betray us, his wife remarked dubiously.

She dare not, was the reply. From her we have nothing whatever to fear. As long as you keep up the appearance of deep mourning, are discreet in all your actions, and exercise proper caution on the occasions when we meet, our secret must remain hidden from all.

But I am doubtful of Ethelwynn. A woman as fondly in love with a man, as she is with Ralph, is apt to throw discretion to the winds, the woman observed. Recollect that the breach between them is on our account, and that a word from her could expose the whole thing, and at the same time bring back to her the man for whose lost love she is pining. It is because of that I am in constant fear.

Your apprehensions are entirely groundless, he declared in a decisive voice. Shes the only other person in the secret besides ourselves; but to betray us would be fatal to her.

She may consider that she has made sufficient self-sacrifice?

Then all the greater reason why she should remain silent. She has her reputation to lose by divulging.

By his argument she appeared only half-convinced, for I saw upon her brow a heavy, thoughtful expression, similar to that I had noticed when sitting opposite her at dinner. The reason of her constant preoccupation was that she feared that her sister might give me the clue to her secret.

That a remarkable conspiracy had been in progress was now made quite plain; and, further, one very valuable fact I had ascertained was that Ethelwynn was the only other person who knew the truth, and yet dared not reveal it.

This man who stood before me was old Mr. Courtenay, without a doubt. That being so, who could have been the unfortunate man who had been struck to the heart so mysteriously?

So strange and complicated were all the circumstances, and so cleverly had the chief actors in the drama arranged its details, that Courtenay himself was convinced that for others to learn the truth was utterly impossible. Yet it was more than remarkable that he sought not to disguise his personal appearance if he wished to remain dead to the world. Perhaps, however, being unknown in that rural district — for he once had told me that he had never visited his wifes home since his marriage — he considered himself perfectly safe from recognition. Besides, from their conversation I gathered that they only met on rare occasions, and certainly Mary kept up the fiction of mourning with the greatest assiduity.

I recollected what old Mrs. Mivart had told me of her daughters erratic movements; of her short mysterious absences with her dressing-bag and without a maid. It was evident that she made flying visits in various directions in order to meet her dead husband.

Courtenay spoke again, after a brief silence, saying:

I had no idea that the doctor was down here, or I should have kept away. To be seen by him would expose the whole affair.

I was quite ignorant of his visit until I went in to dinner and found him already seated at table, she answered. But he will leave to-morrow. He said to-night that to remain away from his patients for a single day was very difficult.

Is he down here in pursuance of his inquiries, do you think? suggested her husband.

He may be. Mother evidently knew of his impending arrival, but told me nothing. I was annoyed, for he was the very last person I wished to meet.

Well, hell go in the morning, so we have nothing to fear. Hes safe enough in bed, and sleeping soundly — confound him!

The temptation was great to respond aloud to the compliment; but I refrained, laughing within myself at the valuable information I was obtaining.


CHAPTER XVIII.

WORDS OF THE DEAD.
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JUSTICE IS ALWAYS vigilant — it stops not to weigh causes or motives, but overtakes the criminal, no matter whether his deeds be the suggestion of malice or the consequence of provoked revenge. I was all eagerness to face the pair in the full light and demand an explanation, yet I hesitated, fearing lest precipitation might prevent me gaining knowledge of the truth.

That they had no inclination to walk further was evident, for they still stood there in conversation, facing each other and speaking earnestly. I listened attentively to every word, my heart thumping so loudly that I wondered they did not hear its excited pulsations.

Youve seen nothing of Sir Bernard? she was saying.

Sir Bernard! he echoed. Why, of course not. To him I am dead and buried, just as I am to the rest of the world. My executors have proved my will at Somerset House, and very soon you will receive its benefits. To meet the old doctor would be to reveal the whole thing.

It is all so strange, she said with a low sigh, that sometimes, when I am alone, I cant believe it to be true. We have deceived the world so completely.

Of course. That was my intention.

But could it not have been done without the sacrifice of that mans life? she queried. Remember! The crime of murder was committed.

You are only dreaming! he replied, in a hard voice. A mystery was necessary for our success.

And it is a mystery which has entirely baffled the police in every particular.

As I intended it should. I laid my plans with care, so that there should be no hitch or point by which Scotland Yard could obtain a clue.

But our future life? she murmured. When may I return again to you? At present I am compelled to feign mourning, and present a perfect picture of interesting widowhood; but — but I hate this playing at death.

Have patience, dear, he urged in a sympathetic tone. For the moment we must remain entirely apart, holding no communication with each other save in secret, on the first and fifteenth day of every month as we arranged. As soon as I find myself in a position of safety we will disappear together, and you will leave the world wondering at the second mystery following upon the first.

In how long a time do you anticipate? she asked, looking earnestly into his eyes.

A few months at most, was his answer. If it were possible you should return to me at once; but you know how strange and romantic is my life, compelled to disguise my personality, and for ever moving from place to place, like the Wandering Jew. To return to me at present is quite impossible. Besides — you are in the hands of the executors; and before long must be in evidence in order to receive my money.

Money is useless to me without happiness, she declared, in a voice of complaint. My position at present is one of constant dread.

Whom and what do you fear?

I believe that Dr. Boyd has some vague suspicion of the truth, she responded, after a pause.

What? he cried, in quick surprise. Tell me why. Explain it all to me.

There is nothing to explain — save that to-night he seemed to regard my movements with suspicion.

Ah! my dear, your fears are utterly groundless, he laughed. What can the fellow possibly know? He is assured that I am dead, for he signed my certificate and followed me to my grave at Woking. A man who attends his friends funeral has no suspicion that the dead is still living, depend upon it. If there is any object in this world that is convincing it is a corpse.

I merely tell you the result of my observations, she said. In my opinion he has come here to learn what he can.

He can learn nothing, answered the dead man. If it were his confounded friend Jevons, now, we might have some apprehension; for the ingenuity of that man is, Ive heard, absolutely astounding. Even Scotland Yard seeks his aid in the solving of the more difficult criminal problems.

I tell you plainly that I fear Ethelwynn may expose us, his wife went on slowly, a distinctly anxious look upon her countenance. As you know, there is a coolness between us, and rather than risk losing the doctor altogether she may make a clean breast of the affair.

No, no, my dear. Rest assured that she will never betray us, answered Courtenay, with a light reassuring laugh. True, you are not very friendly, yet you must recollect that she and I are friends. Her interests are identical with our own; therefore to expose us would be to expose herself at the same time.

A woman sometimes acts without forethought.

Quite true; but Ethelwynn is not one of those. Shes careful to preserve her own position in the eyes of her lover, knowing quite well that to tell the truth would be to expose her own baseness. A man may overlook many offences in the woman he loves, but this particular one of which she is guilty a man never forgives.

His words went deep into my heart. Was not this further proof that the crime — for undoubtedly a crime had been accomplished in that house at Kew — had been committed by the hand of the woman I so fondly loved? All was so amazing, so utterly bewildering, that I stood there concealed by the tree, motionless as though turned to stone.

There was a motive wanting in it all. Yet I ask you who read this narrative of mine if, like myself, you would not have been staggered into dumbness at seeing and hearing a man whom you had certified to be dead, moving and speaking, and, moreover, in his usual health?

He loves her! his wife exclaimed, speaking of me. He would forgive her anything. My own opinion is that if we would be absolutely secure it is for us to heal the breach between them.

He remained thoughtful for a few moments, apparently in doubt as to the wisdom of acting upon her suggestion. Surely in the situation was an element of humour, for, happily, I was being forearmed.

It might possibly be good policy, he remarked at last. If we could only bring them together again he would cease his constant striving to solve the enigma. We know well that he can never do that; nevertheless his constant efforts are as annoying as they are dangerous.

Thats just my opinion. There is danger to us in his constant inquiries, which are much more ingenious and careful than we imagine.

Well, my child, he said, youve stuck to me in this in a manner that few women would have dared. If you really think it necessary to bring Boyd and Ethelwynn together again you must do it entirely alone, for I could not possibly appear on the scene. He must never meet me, or the whole thing would be revealed.

For your sake I am prepared to make the attempt, she said. The fact of being Ethelwynns sister gives me freedom to speak my mind to him.

And to tell him some pretty little fiction about her? he added, laughing.

Yes. It will certainly be necessary to put an entirely innocent face on recent events in order to smooth matters over, she admitted, joining in his laughter.

Rather a difficult task to make the affair at Kew appear innocent, he observed. But youre really a wonderful woman, Mary. The way youve acted your part in this affair is simply marvellous. Youve deceived everyone — even that old potterer, Sir Bernard himself.

Ive done it for your sake, was her response. I made a promise, and Ive kept it. Up to the present we are safe, but we cannot take too many precautions. We have enemies and scandal-seekers on every side.

I admit that, he replied, rather impatiently, I thought. If you think it a wise course you had better lose no time in placing Ethelwynns innocence before her lover. You will see him in the morning, I suppose?

Probably not. He leaves by the eight oclock train, she said. When my plans are matured I will call upon him in London.

And if any woman can deceive him, you can, Mary, he laughed. In those widows weeds of yours you could deceive the very devil himself!

Mrs. Courtenays airy talk of deception threw an entirely fresh light upon her character. Hitherto I had held her in considerable esteem as a woman who, being bored to death by the eccentricities of her invalid husband, had sought distraction with her friends in town, but nevertheless honest and devoted to the man she had wedded. But these words of hers caused doubt to arise within my mind. That she had been devoted to her husbands interest was proved by the clever imposture she was practising; indeed it seemed to me very much as if those frequent visits to town had been at the dead mans suggestion and with his entire consent. But the more I reflected upon the extraordinary details of the tragedy and its astounding dénouement, the more hopeless and maddening became the problem.

I shall probably go to town to-morrow, she exclaimed, after smiling at his declaration. Where are you in hiding just now?

In Birmingham. A large town is safer than a village. I return by the six oclock train, and go again into close concealment.

But you know people in Birmingham, dont you? We stayed there once with some people called Tremlett, I recollect.

Ah, yes, he laughed. But I am careful to avoid them. The district in which I live is far removed from them. Besides, I never by any chance go out by day. Im essentially a nocturnal roamer.

And when shall we meet again?

By appointment, in the usual way.

At the usual place? she asked.

There can be no better, I think. It does not take you from home, and I am quite unknown down here.

If any of the villagers ever discovered us they might talk, and declare that I met a secret lover, she laughed.

If you are ever recognised, which I dont anticipate is probable, we can at once change our place of meeting. At present there is no necessity for changing it.

Then, in the meantime, I will exercise my womans diplomacy to effect peace between Ethelwynn and the doctor, she said. It is the only way by which we can obtain security.

For the life of me I cant discern the reason of his coolness towards her, remarked my dead patient.

He suspects her.

Of what?

Suspects the truth. She has told me so.

Old Henry Courtenay grunted in dissatisfaction.

Hasnt she tried to convince him to the contrary? he asked. I was always under the impression that she could twist him round her finger — so hopelessly was he in love with her.

So she could before this unfortunate affair.

And now that he suspects the truth hes disinclined to have any more to do with her — eh? Well, he added, after all, its only natural. Shes not so devilish clever as you, Mary, otherwise she would never have allowed herself to fall beneath suspicion. She must have somehow blundered.

To-morrow I shall go to town, she said in a reflective voice. No time should be lost in effecting the reconciliation between them.

You are right, he declared. You should commence at once. Call and talk with him. He believes so entirely in you. But promise me one thing; that you will not go to Ethelwynn, he urged.

Why not?

Because it is quite unnecessary, he answered. You are not good friends; therefore your influence upon the doctor should be a hidden one. She will believe that he has returned to her of his own free will; hence our position will be rendered the stronger. Act diplomatically. If she believes that you are interesting yourself in her affairs it may anger her.

Then you suggest that I should call upon the doctor in secret, and try and influence him in her favour without her being aware of it?

Exactly. After the reconciliation is effected you may tell her. At present, however, it is not wise to show our hand. By your visit to the doctor you may be able to obtain from him how much he knows, and what are his suspicions. One thing is certain, that with all his shrewdness he doesnt dream the truth.

Who would? she asked with a smile. If the story were told, nobody would believe it.

Thats just it! The incredibility of the whole affair is what places us in such a position of security; for as long as I lie low and you continue to act the part of the interesting widow, nobody can possibly get at the truth.

I think Ive acted my part well, up to the present, she said, and I hope to continue to do so. To influence the doctor will be a difficult task, I fear. But Ill do my utmost, because I see that by the reconciliation Ethelwynns lips would be sealed.

Act with discretion, my dear, urged the old man. But remember that Boyd is not a man to be trifled with — and as for that accursed friend of his, Ambler Jevons, he seems second cousin to the very King of Darkness himself.

Never fear, she laughed confidently. Leave it to me — leave all to me.

And then, agreeing that it was time they went back, they turned, retraced their steps, and passing through the small gate into the meadow, were soon afterwards lost to sight.

Truly my nights adventure had been as strange and startling as any that has happened to living man, for what I had seen and heard opened up a hundred theories, each more remarkable and tragic than the other, until I stood utterly dumfounded and aghast.


CHAPTER XIX.

JEVONS GROWS MYSTERIOUS.
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ON COMING DOWN to breakfast on the following morning I found Mrs. Mivart awaiting me alone. The old lady apologised for Marys non-appearance, saying that it was her habit to have her tea in her room, but that she sent me a message of farewell.

Had it been at all possible I would have left by a later train, for I was extremely anxious to watch her demeanour after last nights clandestine meeting, but with such a crowd of patients awaiting me it was imperative to leave by the first train. Even that would not bring me to Kings Cross before nearly eleven oclock.

Well now, doctor, Mrs. Mivart commenced rather anxiously when we were seated, and she had handed me my coffee. You saw Mary last night, and had an opportunity of speaking with her. What is your opinion? Dont hesitate to tell me frankly, for I consider that it is my duty to face the worst.

Really! I exclaimed, looking straight at her after a moments reflection. To speak candidly I failed to detect anything radically wrong in your daughters demeanour.

But didnt you notice, doctor, how extremely nervous she is; how in her eyes there is a haunting, suspicious look, and how blank is her mind upon every other subject but the great calamity that has befallen her?

I must really confess that these things were not apparent to me, I answered. I watched her carefully, but beyond the facts that she is greatly unnerved by the sad affair and that she is mourning deeply for her dead husband, I can discover nothing abnormal.

You are not of opinion, then, that her mind is growing unbalanced by the strain?

Not in the least, I reassured her. The symptoms she betrays are but natural in a woman of her nervous, highly-strung temperament.

But she unfortunately grieves too much, remarked the old lady with a sigh. His name is upon her lips at every hour. Ive tried to distract her and urged her to accompany me abroad for a time, but all to no purpose. She wont hear of it.

I alone knew the reason of her refusal. In conspiracy with her dead husband it was impossible to be apart from him for long together. The undue accentuation of her daughters feigned grief had alarmed the old lady — and justly so. Now that I recollected, her conduct at table on the previous night was remarkable, having regard to the true facts of the case. I confess I had myself been entirely deceived into believing that her sorrow at Henry Courtenays death was unbounded. In every detail her acting was perfect, and bound to attract sympathy among her friends and arouse interest among strangers. I longed to explain to the quiet, charming old lady what I had seen during my midnight ramble; but such a course was, as yet, impossible. Indeed, if I made a plain statement, such as I have given in the foregoing pages, surely no one would believe me. But every man has his romance, and this was mine.

Unable to reveal Marys secret, I was compelled reluctantly to take leave of her mother, who accompanied me out to where the dog-cart was in waiting.

I scarcely know, doctor, how to thank you sufficiently, the dear old lady said as I took her hand. What you have told me reassures me. Of late I have been extremely anxious, as you may imagine.

You need feel no anxiety, I declared. Shes nervous and run down — thats all. Take her away for a change, if possible. But if she refuses, dont force her. Quiet is the chief medicine in her case. Good-bye.

She pressed my hand again in grateful acknowledgment, and then I mounted into the conveyance and was driven to the station.

On the journey back to town I pondered long and deeply. Of a verity my short visit to Mrs. Mivart had been fraught with good results, and I was contemplating seeking Ambler Jevons at the earliest possible moment and relating to him my astounding discovery. The fact that old Courtenay was still living was absolutely beyond my comprehension. To endeavour to form any theory, or to try and account for the bewildering phenomenon, was utterly useless. I had seen him, and had overheard his words. I could surely believe my eyes and ears. And there it ended. The why and wherefore I put aside for the present, remembering Marys promise to him to come to town and have an interview with me.

Surely that meeting ought to be most interesting. I awaited it with the most intense anxiety, and yet in fear lest I might be led by her clever imposture to blurt out what I knew. I felt myself on the eve of a startling revelation; and my expectations were realized to the full, as the further portion of this strange romance will show.

I know that many narratives have been written detailing the remarkable and almost inconceivable machinations of those who have stained their hands with crime, but I honestly believe that the extraordinary features of my own life-romance are as strange as, if not stranger than, any hitherto recorded. Even my worst enemy could not dub me egotistical, I think; and surely the facts I have set down here are plain and unvarnished, without any attempt at misleading the reader into believing that which is untrue. Mine is a plain chronicle of a chain of extraordinary circumstances which led to an amazing dénouement.

From Kings Cross to Guys is a considerable distance, and when I alighted from the cab in the courtyard of the hospital it was nearly mid-day. Until two oclock I was kept busy in the wards, and after a sandwich and a glass of sherry I drove to Harley Street, where I found Sir Bernard in his consulting-room for the first time for a month.

Ah! Boyd, he cried merrily, when I entered. Thought Id surprise you to-day. I felt quite well this morning, so resolved to come up and see Lady Twickenham and one or two others. Im not at home to patients, and have left them to you.

Delighted to see you better, I declared, wringing his hand. They were asking after you at the hospital to-day. Vernon said he intended going down to see you to-morrow.

Kind of him, the old man laughed, placing his thin hands together, after rubbing and readjusting his glasses. You were away last night; out of town, they said.

Yes, I wanted a breath of fresh air, I answered, laughing. I did not care to tell him where I had been, knowing that he held my love for Ethelwynn as the possible ruin of my career.

His curiosity seemed aroused; but, although he put to me an ingenious question, I steadfastly refused to satisfy him. I recollected too well his open condemnation of my love on previous occasions. Now that the murdered man was proved to be still alive, I surely had no further grounds for my suspicion of Ethelwynn. That she had, by her silence, deceived me regarding her engagement to Mr. Courtenay was plain, but the theory that it was her hand that had assassinated him was certainly disproved. Thus, although the discovery of the dead mans continued existence deepened the mystery a thousandfold, it nevertheless dispelled from my heart a good deal of the suspicion regarding my well-beloved; and, in consequence, I was not desirous that any further hostile word should be uttered against her.

While Sir Bernard went out to visit her ladyship and two or three other nervous women living in the same neighbourhood, I seated myself in his chair and saw the afternoon callers one after another. I fear that the advice I gave during those couple of hours was not very notable for its shrewdness or brilliancy. As in other professions, so in medicine, when ones brain is overflowing with private affairs, one cannot attend properly to patients. On such occasions one is apt to ask the usual questions mechanically, hear the replies and scribble a prescription of some harmless formula. On the afternoon in question I certainly believe myself guilty of such lapse of professional attention. Yet even we doctors are human, although our patients frequently forget that fact. The medico is a long-suffering person, even in these days of scarcity of properly-qualified men — the first person called on emergency, and the very last to be paid!

It was past five oclock before I was able to return to my rooms, and on arrival I found upon my table a note from Jevons. It was dated from the Yorick Club, a small but exceedingly comfortable Bohemian centre in Bedford Street, Covent Garden, and had evidently been written hurriedly on the previous night: — 

I hear you are absent in the country. That is unfortunate. But as soon as you receive this, lose no time in calling at the Hennikers and making casual inquiries regarding Miss Mivart. Something has happened, but what it is I have failed to discover. You stand a better chance. Go at once. I must leave for Bath to-night. Address me at the Royal Hotel, G. W. Station.

Ambler Jevons.

What could have transpired? And why had my friends movements been so exceedingly erratic of late, if he had not been following some clue? Would that clue lead him to the truth, I wondered? Or was he still suspicious of Ethelwynns guilt?

Puzzled by this vague note, and wondering what had occurred, and whether the trip to Bath was in connection with it, I made a hasty toilet and drove in a hansom to the Hennikers.

Mrs. Henniker met me in the drawing-room, just as gushing and charming as ever. She was one of those many women in London who seek to hang on to the skirts of polite society by reason of a distant connexion being a countess — a fact of which she never failed to remind the stranger before half-an-hours acquaintance. She found it always a pleasant manner in which to open a conversation at dinner, dance, or soirée: Oh! do you happen to know my cousin, Lady Nassington? She never sufficiently realised it as bad form, and therefore in her own circle was known among the women, who jeered at her behind her back, as The Cousin of Lady Nassington. She was daintily dressed, and evidently just come in from visiting, for she still had her hat on when she entered.

Ah! she cried, with her usual buoyant air. You truant! Weve all been wondering what had become of you. Busy, of course! Always the same excuse! Find something fresh. You used it a fortnight ago to refuse my invitation to take pot-luck with us.

I laughed at her unconventional greeting, replying, If I say something fresh it must be a lie. You know, Mrs. Henniker, how hard Im kept at it, with hospital work and private practice.

Thats all very well, she said, with a slight pout of her well-shaped mouth — for she was really a pretty woman, even though full of airs and caprices. But it doesnt excuse you for keeping away from us altogether.

I dont keep away altogether, I protested. Ive called now.

She pulled a wry face, in order to emphasise her dissatisfaction at my explanation, and said:

And I suppose you are prepared to receive castigation? Ethelwynn has begun to complain because people are saying that your engagement is broken off.

Who says so? I inquired rather angrily, for I hated all the tittle-tattle of that little circle of gossips who dawdle over the tea-cups of Redcliffe Square and its neighbourhood. I had attended a good many of them professionally at various times, and was well acquainted with all their ways and all their exaggerations. The gossiping circle in flat-land about Earls Court was bad enough, but the Redcliffe Square set, being slightly higher in the social scale, was infinitely worse.

Oh! all the ill-natured people are commenting upon your apparent coolness. Once, not long ago, you used to be seen everywhere with Ethelwynn, and now no one ever sees you. People form a natural conclusion, of course, said the fair-haired, fussy little woman, whose married state gave her the right to censure me on my neglect.

Ethelwynn is, of course, still with you? I asked, in anger that outsiders should seek to interfere in my private affairs.

She still makes our house her home, not caring to go back to the dulness of Neneford, was her reply. But at present shes away visiting one of her old schoolfellows — a girl who married a country banker and lives near Hereford.

Then shes in the country?

Yes, she went three days ago. I thought she had written to you. She told me she intended doing so.

I had received no letter from her. Indeed, our recent correspondence had been of a very infrequent and formal character. With a womans quick perception she had noted my coldness and had sought to show equal callousness. With the knowledge of Courtenays continued existence now in my mind, I was beside myself with grief and anger at having doubted her. But how could I act at that moment, save in obedience to my friend Jevons instructions? He had urged me to go and find out some details regarding her recent life with the Hennikers; and with that object I remarked:

She hasnt been very well of late, I fear. The change of air should do her good.

Thats true, poor girl. Shes seemed very unwell, and Ive often told her that only one doctor in the world could cure her malady — yourself.

I smiled. The malady was, I knew too well, the grief of a disappointed love, and a perfect cure for that could only be accomplished by reconciliation. I was filled with regret that she was absent, for I longed there and then to take her to my breast and whisper into her ear my hearts outpourings. Yes; we men are very foolish in our impetuosity.

How long will she be away?

Why? inquired the smartly-dressed little woman, mischievously. What can it matter to you?

I have her welfare at heart, Mrs. Henniker, I answered seriously.

Then you have a curious way of showing your solicitude on her behalf, she said bluntly, smiling again. Poor Ethelwynn has been pining day after day for a word from you; but you seldom, if ever, write, and when you do the coldness of your letters adds to her burden of grief. I knew always when she had received one by the traces of secret tears upon her cheeks. Forgive me for saying so, Doctor, but you men, either in order to test the strength of a womans affection, or perhaps out of mere caprice, often try her patience until the strained thread snaps, and she who was a good and pure woman becomes reckless of everything — her name, her family pride, and even her own honour.

Her words aroused my curiosity.

And you believe that Ethelwynns patience is exhausted? I asked, anxiously.

Her eyes met mine, and I saw a mysterious expression in them. There is always something strange in the eyes of a pretty woman who is hiding a secret.

Well, Doctor, she answered, in a voice quite calm and deliberate, youve already shown yourself so openly as being disinclined to further associate yourself publicly with poor Ethelwynn, because of the tragedy that befell the household, that you surely cannot complain if you find your place usurped by a new and more devoted lover.

What! I cried, starting up, fiercely. What is this you tell me? Ethelwynn has a lover?

I have nothing whatever to do with her affairs, Doctor, said the tantalising woman, who affected all the foibles of the smarter set. Now that you have forsaken her she is, of course, entirely mistress of her own actions.

But I havent forsaken her! I blurted forth.

She only smiled superciliously, with the same mysterious look — an expression that I cannot define, but by which I knew that she had told me the crushing truth. Ethelwynn, believing that I had cast her aside, had allowed herself to be loved by another!

Who was the man who had usurped my place? I deserved it all, without a doubt. You, reader, have already in your heart condemned me as being hard and indifferent towards the woman I once loved so truly and so well. But, in extenuation, I would ask you to recollect how grave were the suspicions against her — how every fact seemed to prove conclusively that her sisters husband had died by her hand.

I saw plainly in Mrs. Hennikers veiled words a statement of the truth; and, after obtaining from her Ethelwynns address near Hereford, bade her farewell and blindly left the house.


CHAPTER XX.

MY NEW PATIENT.
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IN THE FEVERISH restlessness of the London night, with its rumbling market-wagons and the constant tinkling of cab-bells, so different to the calm, moonlit stillness of the previous night in rural England, I wrote a long explanatory letter to my love.

I admitted that I had wronged her by my apparent coldness and indifference, but sought to excuse myself on the ground of the pressure of work upon me. She knew well that I was not a rich man, and in that slavery to which I was now tied I had an object — the object I had placed before her in the dawning days of our affection — namely, the snug country practice with an old-fashioned comfortable house in one of the quiet villages or smaller towns in the Midlands. In those days she had been just as enthusiastic about it as I had been. She hated town life, I knew; and even if the wife of a country doctor is allowed few diversions, she can always form a select little tea-and-tennis circle of friends.

The fashion nowadays is for girls of middle-class to regard the prospect of becoming a country doctors wife with considerable hesitation— too slow, they term it; and declare that to live in the country and drive in a governess-cart is synonymous with being buried. Many girls marry just as servants change their places — in order to better themselves; and alas! that parents encourage this latter-day craze for artificiality and glitter of town life that so often fascinates and spoils a bride ere the honeymoon is over. The majority of girls to-day are not content to marry the hard-working professional man whose lot is cast in the country, but prefer to marry a man in town, so that they may take part in the pleasures of theatres, variety and otherwise, suppers at restaurants, and the thousand and one attractions provided for the reveller in London. They have obtained their knowledge of life from the society papers, and they see no reason why they should not taste of those pleasures enjoyed by their wealthier sisters, whose goings and comings are so carefully chronicled. The majority of girls have a desire to shine beyond their own sphere; and the attempt, alas! is accountable for very many of the unhappy marriages. This may sound prosy, I know, but the reader will forgive when he reflects upon the cases in point which arise to his memory — cases of personal friends, perhaps even of relations, to whom marriage was a failure owing to this uncontrollable desire on the part of the woman to assume a position to which neither birth nor wealth entitled her.

To the general rule, however, my love was an exception. Times without number had she declared her anxiety to settle in the country; for, being country born and bred, she was an excellent horsewoman, and in every essential a thorough English girl of the Grass Country, fond of a run with either fox or otter hounds; therefore, in suburban life at Kew, she had been entirely out of her element.

In that letter I wrote, composing it slowly and carefully — for like most medical men I am a bad hand at literary composition — I sought her forgiveness, and asked for an immediate interview. The wisdom of being so precipitous never occurred to me. I only know that in those night hours over my pipe I resolved to forget once and for all that letter I had discovered among the dead mans effects, and determined that, while I sought reconciliation with Ethelwynn, I would keep an open and watchful eye upon Mary and her fellow conspirator.

The suggestion that Ethelwynn, believing herself forsaken, had accepted the declarations of a man she considered more worthy than myself, lashed me to a frenzy of madness. He should never have her, whoever he might be. She had been mine, and should remain so, come what might. I added a postscript, asking her to wire me permission to travel down to Hereford to see her; then, sealing up the letter, I went out along the Marylebone Road and posted it in the pillar-box, which I knew was cleared at five oclock in the morning.

It was then about three oclock, calm, but rather overcast. The Marylebone Road had at last become hushed in silence. Wagons and cabs had both ceased, and save for a solitary policeman here and there the long thoroughfare, so full of traffic by day, was utterly deserted. I retraced my steps slowly towards the corner of Harley Street, and was about to open the door of the house wherein I had diggings when I heard a light, hurried footstep behind me, and turning, confronted the figure of a slim woman of middle height wearing a golf cape, the hood of which had been thrown over her head in lieu of a hat.

Excuse me, sir, she cried, in a breathless voice, but are you Doctor Boyd?

I replied that such was my name.

Oh, Im in such distress, she said, in the tone of one whose heart is full of anguish. My poor father!

Is your father ill? I inquired, turning from the door and looking full at her. I was standing on the step, and she was on the pavement, having evidently approached from the opposite direction. She stood with her back to the street lamp, so I could discern nothing of her features. Only her voice told me that she was young.

Oh, hes very ill, she replied anxiously. He was taken queer at eleven oclock, but he wouldnt hear of me coming to you. Hes one of those men who dont like doctors.

Ah! I remarked; there are many of his sort about. But they are compelled to seek our aid now and then. Well, what can I do for you? I suppose you want me to see him — eh?

Yes, sir, if youd be so kind. I know its awfully late; but, as youve been out, perhaps you wouldnt mind running round to our house. Its quite close, and Ill take you there. She spoke with the peculiar drawl and dropped her hs in the manner of the true London-bred girl.

Ill come if youll wait a minute, I said, and then, leaving her outside, I entered the house and obtained my thermometer and stethoscope.

When I rejoined her and closed the door I made some inquiries about the sufferers symptoms, but the description she gave me was so utterly vague and contradictory that I could make nothing out of it. Her muddled idea of his illness I put down to her fear and anxiety for his welfare.

She had no mother, she told me; and her father had, of late, given way just a little to drink. He used the Haycock, in Edgware Road; and she feared that he had fallen among a hard-drinking set. He was a pianoforte-maker, and had been employed at Brinsmeads for eighteen years. Since her mother died, six years ago, however, he had never been the same.

It was then that he took to drink? I hazarded.

Yes, she responded. He was devoted to her. They never had a wry word.

What has he been complaining of? Pains in the head — or what?

Oh, hes seemed thoroughly out of sorts, she answered after some slight hesitation, which struck me as peculiar. She was greatly agitated regarding his illness, yet she could not describe one single symptom clearly. The only direct statement she made was that her father had certainly not been drinking on the previous night, for he had remained indoors ever since he came home from the works, as usual, at seven oclock.

As she led me along the Marylebone Road, in the same direction as that I had just traversed — which somewhat astonished me — I glanced surreptitiously at her, just at the moment when we were approaching a street lamp, and saw to my surprise that she was a sad-faced girl whose features were familiar. I recognised her in a moment as the girl who had been my fellow passenger from Brighton on that Sunday night. Her hair, however, was dishevelled, as though she had turned out from her bed in too great alarm to think of tidying it. I was rather surprised, but did not claim acquaintance with her. She led me past Madame Tussauds, around Baker Street Station, and then into the maze of those small cross-streets that lie between Upper Baker Street and Lisson Grove until she stopped before a small, rather respectable-looking house, half-way along a short side-street, entering with a latch-key.

In the narrow hall it was quite dark, but she struck a match and lit a cheap paraffin lamp which stood there in readiness, then led me upstairs to a small sitting-room on the first floor, a dingy, stuffy little place of a character which showed me that she and her father lived in lodgings. Having set the lamp on the table, and saying that she would go and acquaint the invalid with my arrival, she went out, closing the door quietly after her. The room was evidently the home of a studious, if poor, man, for in a small deal bookcase I noticed, well-kept and well-arranged, a number of standard works on science and theology, as well as various volumes which told me mutely that their owner was a student, while upon the table lay a couple of critical reviews, the Saturday and Spectator.

I took up the latter and glanced it over in order to pass the time, for my conductress seemed to be in consultation with her father. My eye caught an article that interested me, and I read it through, forgetting for a moment all about my call there. Fully ten minutes elapsed, when of a sudden I heard the voice of a man speaking somewhat indistinctly in a room above that in which I was sitting. He seemed to be talking low and gruffly, so that I was unable to distinguish what was said. At last, however, the girl returned, and, asking me to follow her, conducted me to a bedroom on the next floor.

The only illumination was a single night-light burning in a saucer, casting a faint, uncertain glimmer over everything, and shaded with an open book so that the occupant of the bed lay in deepest shadow. Unlike what one would have expected to find in such a house, an iron bedstead with brass rail, the bed was a great old-fashioned one with heavy wool damask hangings; and advancing towards it, while the girl retired and closed the door after her, I bent down to see the invalid.

In the shadow I could just distinguish on the pillow a dark-bearded face whose appearance was certainly not prepossessing.

You are not well? I said, inquiringly, as our eyes met in the dim half-light. Your daughter is distressed about you.

Yes, Im a bit queer, he growled. But she neednt have bothered you.

Let me remove the shade from the light, so that I can see your face, I suggested. Its too dark to see anything.

No, he snapped; I cant bear the light. You can see quite enough of me here.

Very well, I said, reluctantly, and taking his wrist in one hand I held my watch in the other.

I fancy youll find me a bit feverish, he said in a curious tone, almost as though he were joking, and by his manner I at once put him down as one of those eccentric persons who are sceptical of any achievements of medical science.

I was holding his wrist and bending towards the light, in order to distinguish the hands of my watch, when a strange thing happened.

There was a deafening explosion close behind me, which caused me to jump back startled. I dropped the mans hand and turned quickly in the direction of the sound; but, as I did so, a second shot from a revolver held by an unknown person was discharged full in my face.

The truth was instantly plain. I had been entrapped for my watch and jewellery — like many another medical man in London has been before me; doctors being always an easy prey for thieves. The ruffian shamming illness sprang from his bed fully dressed, and at the same moment two other blackguards, who had been hidden in the room, flung themselves upon me ere I could realize my deadly peril.

The whole thing had been carefully planned, and it was apparent that the gang were quite fearless of neighbours overhearing the shots. The place bore a bad reputation, I knew; but I had never suspected that a man might be fired at from behind in that cowardly way.

So sudden and startling were the circumstances that I stood for a moment motionless, unable to fully comprehend their intention. There was but one explanation. These men intended to kill me!

Without a seconds hesitation they rushed upon me, and I realized with heart-sinking that to attempt to resist would be utterly futile. I was entirely helpless in their hands!


CHAPTER XXI.

WOMANS WILES.
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LOOK SHARP! CRIED the black-bearded ruffian who had feigned illness. Give him a settler, Arry. He wants his nerves calmin a bit!

The fellow had seized my wrists, and I saw that one of the men who had sprung from his place of concealment was pouring some liquid from a bottle upon a sponge. I caught a whiff of its odour — an odour too familiar to me — the sickly smell of chloroform.

Fortunately I am pretty athletic, and with a sudden wrench I freed my wrists from the fellows grip, and, hitting him one from the shoulder right between the eyes, sent him spinning back against the chest of drawers. To act swiftly was my only chance. If once they succeeded in pressing that sponge to my nostrils and holding it there, then all would be over; for by their appearance I saw they were dangerous criminals, and not men to stick at trifles. They would murder me.

As I sent down the man who had shammed illness, his two companions dashed towards me with imprecations upon their lips; but with lightning speed I sprang towards the door and placed my back against it. So long as I could face them I intended to fight for life. Their desire was, I knew, to attack me from behind, as they had already done. I had surely had a narrow escape from their bullets, for they had fired at close range.

At Guys many stories have been told of similar cases where doctors, known to wear valuable watches, diamond rings or scarf pins, have been called at night by daring thieves and robbed; therefore I always, as precaution, placed my revolver in my pocket when I received a night call to a case with which I was not acquainted.

I had not disregarded my usual habit when I had placed my thermometer and stethoscope in my pocket previous to accompanying the girl; therefore it reposed there fully loaded, a fact of which my assailants were unaware.

In much quicker time than it takes to narrate the incident I was again pounced upon by all three, the man with the sponge in readiness to dash it to my mouth and nostrils.

But as they sprang forward to seize me, I raised my hand swiftly, took aim, and fired straight at the holder of the sponge, the bullet passing through his shoulder and causing him to drop the anæsthetic as though it were a live coal, and to spring several feet from the ground.

God! Im shot! he cried.

But ere the words had left his mouth I fired a second chamber, inflicting a nasty wound in the neck of the fellow with the black beard.

Shoot! shoot! he cried to the third man, but it was evident that in the first struggle, when I had been seized, the mans revolver had dropped on the carpet, and in the semi-darkness he could not recover it.

Recognising this, I fired a pot shot in the mans direction; then, opening the door, sprang down the stairs into the hall. One of them followed, but the other two, wounded as they were, did not care to face my weapon again. They saw that I knew how to shoot, and probably feared that I might inflict a fatal hurt.

As I approached the front door, and was fumbling with the lock, the third man flung himself upon me, determined that I should not escape. With great good fortune, however, I managed to unbolt the door, and after a desperate struggle, in which he endeavoured to wrest the weapon from my hand, I succeeded at last in gripping him by the throat, and after nearly strangling him flung him to the ground and escaped into the street, just as his associates, hearing his cries of distress, dashed downstairs to his assistance.

Without doubt it was the narrowest escape of my life that I have ever had, and so excited was I that I dashed down the street hatless until I emerged into Lisson Grove. Then, and only then, it occurred to me that, having taken no note of the house, I should be unable to recognise it and denounce it to the police. But when one is in peril of ones life all other thoughts or instincts are submerged in the one frantic effort of self-preservation. Still, it was annoying to think that such scoundrels should be allowed to go scot free.

Breathless, excited, and with nerves unstrung, I opened my door with my latch-key and returned to my room, where the reading-lamp had burned low, for it had been alight all through the night. I mixed myself a stiff brandy and soda, tossed it off, and then turned to look at myself in the glass.

The picture I presented was disreputable and unkempt. My hair was ruffled, my collar torn open from its stud, and one sleeve of my coat had been torn out, so that the lining showed through. I had a nasty scratch across the neck, too, inflicted by the fingernails of one of the blackguards, and from the abrasion blood had flowed and made a mess of my collar.

Altogether I presented a very brilliant and entertaining spectacle. But my watch, ring and scarf-pin were in their places. If robbery had been their motive, as no doubt it had been, then they had profited nothing, and two of them had been winged into the bargain. The only mode by which their identity could by chance be discovered was in the event of those wounds being troublesome. In that case they would consult a medical man; but as they would, in all probability, go to some doctor in a distant quarter of London, the hope of tracing them by such means was but a slender one.

Feeling a trifle faint I sat in my chair, resting for a quarter of an hour or so; then, becoming more composed, I put out the study lights, and after a refreshing wash went to bed.

The mornings reflections were somewhat disconcerting. A deliberate and dastardly attempt had been made upon my life; but with what motive? The young woman, whose face was familiar, had, I recollected, asked most distinctly whether I was Doctor Boyd — a fact which showed that the trap had been prepared. I now saw the reason why she was unable to describe the mans sham illness, and during the morning, while at work in the hospital wards, my suspicions became aroused that there had been some deeper motive in it all than the robbery of my watch or scarf-pin. Human life had been taken for far less value than that of my jewellery, I knew; nevertheless, the deliberate shooting at me while I felt the patients pulse showed a determination to assassinate. By good fortune, however, I had escaped, and resolved to exercise more care in future when answering night calls to unknown houses.

Sir Bernard did not come to town that day; therefore I was compelled to spend the afternoon in the severe consulting-room at Harley Street, busy the whole time. Shortly before six oclock, utterly worn out, I strolled round to my rooms to change my coat before going down to the Savage Club to dine with my friends — for it was Saturday night, and I seldom missed the genial house-dinner of that most Bohemian of institutions.

Without ceremony I threw open the door of my sitting-room and entered, but next instant stood still, for, seated in my chair patiently awaiting me was the slim, well-dressed figure of Mary Courtenay. Her widows weeds became her well; and as she rose with a rustle of silk, a bright laugh rippled from her lips, and she said:

I know Im an unexpected visitor, Doctor, but youll forgive my calling in this manner, wont you?

Forgive you? Of course, I answered; and with politeness which I confess was feigned, I invited her to be seated. True to the promise made to her husband, she had lost no time in coming to see me, but I was fortunately well aware of the purport of her errand.

I had no idea you were in London, I said, by way of allowing her to explain the object of her visit, for, in the light of the knowledge I had gained on the Nene bank two nights previously, her call was of considerable interest.

Im only up for a couple of days, she answered. London has not the charm for me that it used to have, and she sighed heavily, as though her mind were crowded by bitter memories. Then raising her veil, and revealing her pale, handsome face, she said bluntly, The reason of my call is to talk to you about Ethelwynn.

Well, what of her? I asked, looking straight into her face and noticing for the first time a curious shifty look in her eyes, such as I had never before noticed in her. She tried to remain calm, but, by the nervous twitching of her fingers and lower lip, I knew that within her was concealed a tempest of conflicting emotions.

To speak quite frankly, Ralph, she said in a calm, serious voice, I dont think you are treating her honourably, poor girl. You seem to have forsaken her altogether, and the neglect has broken her heart.

No, Mrs. Courtenay; you misunderstand the situation, I protested. That I have neglected her slightly I admit; nevertheless the neglect was not wilful, but owing to my constant occupation in my practice.

Shes desperate. Besides, its common talk that youve broken off the engagement.

Gossip does not affect me; therefore why should she take any heed of it?

Well, she loves you. That you know quite well. You surely could not have been deceived in those days at Kew, for her devotion to you was absolute and complete. She was pleading her sisters cause just as Courtenay had directed her. I felt annoyed that she should thus endeavour to impose upon me, yet saw the folly of betraying the fact that I knew her secret. My intention was to wait and watch.

I called at the Hennikers a couple of days ago, but Ethelwynn is no longer there. Shes gone into the country, it seems, I remarked.

Where to? she asked quickly.

Shes visiting someone near Hereford.

Oh! she exclaimed, as though a sudden light dawned upon her. I know, then. Why, I wonder, did she not tell me. I intended to call on her this evening, but it is useless. Im glad to know, for I dont care much for Mrs. Henniker. Shes such a very shallow woman.

Ethelwynn seems to have wandered about a good deal since the sad affair at Kew, I observed.

Yes, and so have I, she responded. As you are well aware, the blow was such a terrible one to me that — that somehow I feel I shall never get over it — never! I saw tears, genuine tears, welling in her eyes. If she could betray emotion in that manner she was surely a wonderful actress.

Time will efface your sorrow, I said, in a voice meant to be sympathetic. In a year or two your grief will not be so poignant, and the past will gradually fade from your memory. It is always so.

She shook her head mournfully.

No, she said, for in addition to my grief there is the mystery of it all — a mystery that grows each day more and more inscrutable.

I glanced sharply at her in surprise. Was she trying to mislead me, or were her words spoken in real earnest? I could not determine.

Yes, I acquiesced. The mystery is as complete as ever.

Has no single clue been found, either by the police or by your friend — Jevons is, I think, his name? she asked, with keen anxiety.

One or two points have, I believe, been elucidated, I answered; but the mystery still remains unsolved.

As it ever will be, she added, with a sigh which appeared to me to be one of satisfaction, rather than of regret. The details were so cleverly arranged that the police have been baffled in every endeavour. Is not that so?

I nodded in the affirmative.

And your friend Jevons? Has he given up all hope of any satisfactory discovery?

I really dont know, I answered. Ive not seen him for quite a long time. And in any case he has told me nothing regarding the result of his investigations. It is his habit to be mute until he has gained some tangible result.

A puzzled, apprehensive expression crossed her white brow for a moment; then it vanished into a pleasant smile, as she asked in confidence:

Now, tell me, Ralph, what is your own private opinion of the situation?

Well, it is both complicated and puzzling. If we could discover any reason for the brutal deed we might get a clue to the assassin; but as far as the police have been able to gather, it seems that there is an entire absence of motive; hence the impossibility of carrying the inquiries further.

Then the investigation is actually dropped? she exclaimed, unable to further conceal her anxiety.

I presume it is, I replied.

Her chest heaved slightly, and slowly fell again. By its movement I knew that my answer allowed her to breathe more freely.

You also believe that your friend Jevons has been compelled, owing to negative results, to relinquish his efforts? she asked.

Such is my opinion. But I have not seen him lately in order to consult him.

In silence she listened to my answer, and was evidently reassured by it; yet I could not, for the life of me, understand her manner — at one moment nervous and apprehensive, and at the next full of an almost imperious self-confidence. At times the expression in her eyes was such as justified her mother in the fears she had expressed to me. I tried to diagnose her symptoms, but they were too complicated and contradictory.

She spoke again of her sister, returning to the main point upon which she had sought the interview. She was a decidedly attractive woman, with a face rendered more interesting by her widows garb.

But why was she masquerading so cleverly? For what reason had old Courtenay contrived to efface his identity so thoroughly? As I looked at her, mourning for a man who was alive and well, I utterly failed to comprehend one single fact of the astounding affair. It staggered belief!

Let me speak candidly to you, Ralph, she said, after we had been discussing Ethelwynn for some little time. As you may readily imagine, I have my sisters welfare very much at heart, and my only desire is to see her happy and comfortable, instead of pining in melancholy as she now is. I ask you frankly, have you quarrelled?

No, we have not, I answered promptly.

Then if you have not, your neglect is all the more remarkable, she said. Forgive me for speaking like this, but our intimate acquaintanceship in the past gives me a kind of prerogative to speak my mind. You wont be offended, will you? she asked, with one of those sweet smiles of hers that I knew so well.

Offended? Certainly not, Mrs. Courtenay. We are too old friends for that.

Then take my advice and see Ethelwynn again, she urged. I know how she adores you; I know how your coldness has crushed all the life out of her. She hides her secret from mother, and for that reason will not come down to Neneford. See her, and return to her; for it is a thousand pities that two lives should be wrecked so completely by some little misunderstanding which will probably be explained away in a dozen words. You may consider this appeal an extraordinary one, made by one sister on behalf of another, but when I tell you that I have not consulted Ethelwynn, nor does she know that I am here on her behalf, you will readily understand that I have both your interests equally at heart. To me it seems a grievous thing that you should be placed apart in this manner; that the strong love you bear each other should be crushed, and your future happiness be sacrificed. Tell me plainly, she asked in earnestness. You love her still — dont you?

I do, was my frank, outspoken answer, and it was the honest truth.


CHAPTER XXII.

A MESSAGE.
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THE PRETTY WOMAN in her widows weeds stirred slightly and settled her skirts, as though my answer had given her the greatest satisfaction.

Then take my advice, Ralph, she went on. See her again before it is too late.

You refer to her fresh lover — eh? I inquired bitterly.

Her fresh lover? she cried in surprise. I dont understand you. Who is he, pray?

Im in ignorance of his name.

But how do you know of his existence? I have heard nothing of him, and surely she would have told me. All her correspondence, all her poignant grief, and all her regrets have been of you.

Mrs. Henniker gave me to understand that my place in your sisters heart has been filled by another man, I said, in a hard voice.

Mrs. Henniker! she cried in disgust. Just like that evil-tongued mischief-maker! Ive told you already that I detest her. She was my friend once — it was she who allured me from my husbands side. Why she exercises such an influence over poor Ethelwynn, I cant tell. I do hope shell leave their house and come back home. You must try and persuade her to do so.

Do you think, then, that the woman has lied? I asked.

Im certain of it. Ethelwynn has never a thought for any man save yourself. Ill vouch for that.

But what object can she have in telling me an untruth?

The widow smiled.

A very deep one, probably. You dont know her as well as I do, or you would suspect all her actions of ulterior motive.

Well, I said, after a pause, to tell the truth, I wrote to Ethelwynn last night with a view to reconciliation.

You did! she cried joyously. Then you have anticipated me, and my appeal to you has been forestalled by your own conscience — eh?

Exactly, I laughed. She has my letter by this time, and I am expecting a wire in reply. I have asked her to meet me at the earliest possible moment.

Then you have all my felicitations, Ralph, she said, in a voice that seemed to quiver with emotion. She loves you — loves you with a fiercer and even more passionate affection than that I entertained towards my poor dead husband. Of your happiness I have no doubt, for I have seen how you idolised her, and how supreme was your mutual content when in each others society. Destiny, that unknown influence that shapes our ends, has placed you together and forged a bond between you that is unbreakable — the bond of perfect love.

There seemed such a genuine ring in her voice, and she spoke with such solicitude for our welfare, that in the conversation I entirely forgot that after all she was only trying to bring us together again in order to prevent her own secret from being exposed.

At some moments she seemed the perfection of honesty and integrity, without the slightest affectation of interest or artificiality of manner, and it was this fresh complexity of her character that utterly baffled me. I could not determine whether, or not, she was in earnest.

If it is really destiny I suppose that to try and resist it is quite futile, I remarked mechanically.

Absolutely. Ethelwynn will become your wife, and you have all my good wishes for prosperity and happiness.

I thanked her, but pointed out that the matrimonial project was, as yet, immature.

How foolish you are, Ralph! she said. You know very well that youd marry her to-morrow if you could.

Ah! if I could, I repeated wistfully. Unfortunately my position is not yet sufficiently well assured to justify my marrying. Wedded poverty is never a pleasing prospect.

But you have the world before you. Ive heard Sir Bernard say so, times without number. He believes implicitly in you as a man who will rise to the head of your profession.

I laughed dubiously, shaking my head.

I only hope that his anticipations may be realized, I said. But I fear Im no more brilliant than a hundred other men in the hospitals. It takes a smart man nowadays to boom himself into notoriety. As in literature and law, so in the medical profession, it isnt the clever man who rises to the top of the tree. More often it is a second-rate man, who has private influence, and has gauged the exact worth of self-advertisement. This is an age of reputations quickly made, and just as rapidly lost. In the professional world a new man rises with every moon.

But that need not be so in your case, she pointed out. With Sir Bernard as your chief, you are surely in an assured position.

Taking her into my confidence, I told her of my ideal of a snug country practice — one of those in which the assistant does the night-work and attends to the club people, while there is a circle of county people as patients. There are hundreds of such practices in England, where a doctor, although scarcely known outside his own district, is in a position which Harley Street, with all its turmoil of fashionable fads and fancies, envies as the elysium of what life should be. The village doctor of Little Perkington may be an ignorant old buffer; but his life, with its three days hunting a week, its constant invitations to shoot over the best preserves, and its free fishing whenever in the humour, is a thousand times preferable to the silk-hatted, frock-coated existence of the fashionable physician.

I had long ago talked it all over with Ethelwynn, and she entirely agreed with me. I had not the slightest desire to have a consulting-room of my own in Harley Street. All I longed for was a life in open air and rural tranquillity; a life far from the tinkle of the cab-bell and the milkmans strident cry; a life of ease and bliss, with my well-beloved ever at my side. The unfortunate man compelled to live in London is deprived of half of Gods generous gifts.

Though this unaccountable coldness has fallen between you, Mary said, looking straight at me, you surely cannot have doubted the strength of her affection?

But Mrs. Hennikers insinuation puzzles me. Besides, her recent movements have been rather erratic, and almost seem to bear out the suggestion.

That woman is utterly unscrupulous! she cried angrily. Depend upon it that she has some deep motive in making that slanderous statement. On one occasion she almost caused a breach between myself and my poor husband. Had he not possessed the most perfect confidence in me, the consequences might have been most serious for both of us. The outcome of a mere word, uttered half in jest, it came near ruining my happiness for ever. I did not know her true character in those days.

I had no idea that she was a dangerous woman, I remarked, rather surprised at this statement. Hitherto I had regarded her as quite a harmless person, who, by making a strenuous effort to obtain a footing in good society, often rendered herself ridiculous in the eyes of her friends.

Her character! she echoed fiercely. Shes one of the most evil-tongued women in London. Here is an illustration. While posing as Ethelwynns friend, and entertaining her beneath her roof, she actually insinuates to you the probability of a secret lover! Is it fair? Is it the action of an honest, trustworthy woman?

I was compelled to admit that it was not. Yet, was this action of her own, in coming to me in those circumstances, in any way more straightforward? Had she known that I was well aware of the secret existence of her husband, she would assuredly never have dared to speak in the manner she had. Indeed, as I sat there facing her, I could scarcely believe it possible that she could act the imposture so perfectly. Her manner was flawless; her self-possession marvellous.

But the motive of it all — what could it be? The problem had been a maddening one from first to last.

I longed to speak out my mind then and there; to tell her of what I knew, and of what I had witnessed with my own eyes. Yet such a course was useless. I was proceeding carefully, watching and noting everything, determined not to blunder.

Had you been in my place, my reader, what would you have done? Recollect, I had witnessed a scene on the river-bank that was absolutely without explanation, and which surpassed all human credence. I am a matter-of-fact man, not given to exaggerate or to recount incidents that have not occurred, but I confess openly and freely that since I had walked along that path I hourly debated within myself whether I was actually awake and in the full possession of my faculties, or whether I had dreamt the whole thing.

Yet it was no dream. Certain solid facts convinced me of its stern, astounding reality. The man upon whose body I had helped to make an autopsy was actually alive.

In reply to my questions my visitor told me that she was staying at Martins, in Cork Street — a small private hotel which the Mivarts had patronised for many years — and that on the following morning she intended returning again to Neneford.

Then, after she had again urged me to lose no time in seeing Ethelwynn, and had imposed upon me silence as to what had passed between us, I assisted her into a hansom, and she drove away, waving her hand in farewell.

The interview had been a curious one, and I could not in the least understand its import. Regarded in the light of the knowledge I had gained when down at Neneford, it was, of course, plain that both she and her dead husband were anxious to secure Ethelwynns silence, and believed they could effect this by inducing us to marry. The conspiracy was deeply-laid and ingenious, as indeed was the whole of the amazing plot. Yet, some how, when I reflected upon it on my return from the club, I could not help sitting till far into the night trying to solve the remarkable enigma.

A telegram from Ethelwynn had reached me at the Savage at nine oclock, stating that she had received my letter, and was returning to town the day after to-morrow. She had, she said, replied to me by that nights post.

I felt anxious to see her, to question her, and to try, if possible, to gather from her some fact which would lead me to discern a motive in the feigned death of Henry Courtenay. But I could only wait in patience for the explanation. Marys declaration that her sister possessed no other lover besides myself reassured me. I had not believed it of her from the first; yet it was passing strange that such an insinuation should have fallen from the lips of a woman who now posed as her dearest friend.

Next day, Sir Bernard came to town to see two unusual cases at the hospital, and afterwards drove me back with him to Harley Street, where he had an appointment with a German Princess, who had come to London to consult him as a specialist. As usual, he made his lunch off two ham sandwiches, which he had brought with him from Victoria Station refreshment-room and carried in a paper bag. I suggested that we should eat together at a restaurant; but the old man declined, declaring that if he ate more than his usual sandwiches for luncheon when in town he never had any appetite for dinner.

So I left him alone in his consulting-room, munching bread and ham, and sipping his wineglassful of dry sherry.

About half-past three, just before he returned to Brighton, I saw him again as usual to hear any instructions he wished to give, for sometimes he saw patients once, and then left them in my hands. He seemed wearied, and was sitting resting his brow upon his thin bony hands. During the day he certainly had been fully occupied, and I had noticed that of late he was unable to resist the strain as he once could.

Arent you well? I asked, when seated before him.

Oh, yes, he answered, with a sigh. Theres not much the matter with me. Im tired, I suppose, thats all. The eternal chatter of those confounded women bores me to death. They cant tell their symptoms without going into all the details of family history and domestic infelicity, he snapped. They think me doctor, lawyer, and parson rolled into one.

I laughed at his criticism. What he said was, indeed, quite true. Women often grew confidential towards me, at my age; therefore I could quite realize how they laid bare all their troubles to him.

Oh, by the way! he said, as though suddenly recollecting. Have you met your friend Ambler Jevons lately?

No, I replied. Hes been away for some weeks, I think. Why?

Because I saw him yesterday in Kings Road. He was driving in a fly, and had one eye bandaged up. Met with an accident, I should think.

An accident! I exclaimed in consternation. He wrote to me the other day, but did not mention it.

Hes been trying his hand at unravelling the mystery of poor Courtenays death, hasnt he? the old man asked.

I believe so?

And failed — eh?

I dont think his efforts have been crowned with very much success, although he has told me nothing, I said.

In response the old man grunted in dissatisfaction. I knew how disgusted he had been at the bungling and utter failure of the police inquiries, for he was always declaring Scotland Yard seemed to be useless, save for the recovery of articles left in cabs.

He glanced at his watch, snatched up his silk hat, buttoned his coat, and, wishing me good-bye, went out to catch the Pullman train.

Next day about two oclock I was in one of the wards at Guys, seeing the last of my patients, when a telegram was handed to me by one of the nurses.

I tore it open eagerly, expecting that it was from Ethelwynn, announcing the hour of her arrival at Paddington.

But the message upon which my eyes fell was so astounding, so appalling, and so tragic that my heart stood still.

The few words upon the flimsy paper increased the mystery to an even more bewildering degree than before!


CHAPTER XXIII.

THE MYSTERY OF MARY.
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THE ASTOUNDING MESSAGE, despatched from Neneford and signed by Parkinson, the butler, ran as follows: — 

Regret to inform you that Mrs. Courtenay was found drowned in the river this morning. Can you come here? My mistress very anxious to see you.

Without a moments delay I sent a reply in the affirmative, and, after searching in the A.B.C., found that I had a train at three oclock from Kings Cross. This I took, and after an anxious journey arrived duly at the Manor, all the blinds of which were closely drawn.

Parkinson, white-faced and agitated, a thin, nervous figure in a coat too large for him, had been watching my approach up the drive, and held open the door for me.

Ah, Doctor! the old fellow gasped. Its terrible — terrible! To think that poor Miss Mary should die like that!

Tell me all about it, I demanded, quickly. Come! and I led the way into the morning room.

We dont know anything about it, sir; its all a mystery, the grey-faced old man replied. When one of the housemaids went up to Miss Marys room at eight oclock this morning to take her tea, as usual, she received no answer to her knock. Thinking she was asleep she returned half-an-hour later, only to find her absent, and that the bed had not been slept in. We told the mistress, never thinking that such an awful fate had befallen poor Miss Mary. Mistress was inclined to believe that she had gone off on some wild excursion somewhere, for of late shes been in the habit of going away for a day or two without telling us. At first none of us dreamed that anything had happened, until, just before twelve oclock, Reuben Dixons lad, whod been out fishing, came up, shouting that poor Miss Mary was in the water under some bushes close to the stile that leads into Monks Wood. At first we couldnt believe it; but, with the others, I flew down post-haste, and there she was, poor thing, under the surface, with her dress caught in the bushes that droop into the water. Her hat was gone, and her hair, unbound, floated out, waving with the current. We at once got a boat and took her out, but she was quite dead. Four men from the village carried her up here, and theyve placed her in her own room.

The police know about it, of course?

Yes, we told old Jarvis, the constable. Hes sent a telegram to Oundle, I think.

And what doctor has seen her?

Doctor Govitt. Hes here now.

Ah! I must see him. He has examined the body, I suppose?

I expect so, sir. Hes been a long time in the room.

And how is it believed that the poor young lady got into the water? I asked, anxious to obtain the local theory.

Its believed that she either fell in or was pushed in a long way higher up, because half-a-mile away, not far from the lock, theres distinct marks in the long grass, showing that somebody went off the path to the brink of the river. And close by that spot they found her black silk shawl.

She went out without a hat, then? I remarked, recollecting that when she had met her husband in secret she had worn a shawl. Could it be possible that she had met him again, and that he had made away with her? The theory seemed a sound one in the present circumstances.

It seems to me, sir, that the very fact of her taking her shawl showed that she did not intend to be out very long, the butler said.

It would almost appear that she went out in the night in order to meet somebody, I observed.

The old man shook his head sorrowfully, saying:

Poor Miss Marys never been the same since her husband died, Doctor. She was often very strange in her manner. Between ourselves, I strongly suspect it to be a case of deliberate suicide. She was utterly broken down by the awful blow.

I dont see any motive for suicide, I remarked. Then I asked, Has she ever been known to meet anyone on the river-bank at night?

Old Parkinson was usually an impenetrable person. He fidgeted, and I saw that my question was an awkward one for him to answer without telling a lie.

The truth will have to be discovered about this, you know, I went on. Therefore, if you have any knowledge likely to assist us at the inquest it is your duty to explain.

Well, sir, he answered, after a short pause, to tell the truth, in this last week there have been some funny rumours in the village.

About what?

People say that she was watched by Drake, Lord Nassingtons gamekeeper, who saw her at two oclock in the morning walking arm-in-arm with an old gentleman. I heard the rumour down at the Golden Ball, but I wouldnt believe it. Why, Mr. Courtenays only been dead a month or two. The man Drake is a bragging fellow, and I think most people discredit his statement.

Well, I said, it might possibly have been true. It seems hardly conceivable that she should go wandering alone by the river at night. She surely had some motive in going there. Was she only seen by the gamekeeper on one occasion?

Only once. But, of course, he soon spread it about the village, and it formed a nice little tit-bit of gossip. As soon as I heard it I took steps to deny it.

It never reached the young ladys ears?

Oh, no, the old servant answered. We were careful to keep the scandal to ourselves, knowing how it would pain her. Shes had sufficient trouble in her life, poor thing. And with tears in his grey old eyes, he added: I have known her ever since she was a child in her cradle. Its awful that her end should come like this.

He was a most trustworthy and devoted servant, having spent nearly thirty years of his life in the service of the family, until he had become almost part of it. His voice quivered with emotion when he spoke of the dead daughter of the house, but he knew that towards me it was not a servants privilege to entirely express the grief he felt.

I put other questions regarding the dead womans recent actions, and he was compelled to admit that they had, of late, been quite unaccountable. Her absences were frequent, and she appeared to sometimes make long and mysterious journeys in various directions, while her days at home were usually spent in the solitude of her own room. Some friends of the family, he said, attributed it to grief at the great blow she had sustained, while others suspected that her mind had become slightly unhinged. I recollected, myself, how strange had been her manner when she had visited me, and inwardly confessed to being utterly mystified.

Doctor Govitt I found to be a stout middle-aged man, of the usual type of old-fashioned practitioner of a cathedral town, whose methods and ideas were equally old-fashioned. Before I entered the room where the unfortunate woman was lying, he explained to me that life had evidently been extinct about seven hours prior to the discovery of the body.

There are no marks of foul play? I inquired anxiously.

None, as far as Ive been able to find — only a scratch on the left cheek, evidently inflicted after death.

Whats your opinion?

Suicide. Without a doubt. The hour at which she fell into the water is shown by her watch. It stopped at 2.28.

You have no suspicion of foul play?

None whatever.

I did not reply; but by the compression of my lips I presume he saw that I was dubious.

Ah! I see you are suspicious, he said. Of course, in tragic circumstances like these the natural conclusion is to doubt. The poor young ladys husband was mysteriously done to death, and I honestly believe that her mind gave way beneath the strain of grief. Ive attended her professionally two or three times of late, and noted certain abnormal features in her case that aroused my suspicions that her brain had become unbalanced. I never, however, suspected her of suicidal tendency.

Her mother, Mrs. Mivart, did, I responded. She told me so only a few days ago.

I know, I know, he answered. Of course, her mother had more frequent and intimate opportunities for watching her than we had. In any case it is a very dreadful thing for the family.

Very! I said.

And the mystery surrounding the death of Mr. Courtenay — was it never cleared up? Did the police never discover any clue to the assassin?

No. Not a single fact regarding it, beyond those related at the inquest, has ever been brought to light.

Extraordinary — very extraordinary!

I went with him into the darkened bedroom wherein lay the body, white and composed, her hair dishevelled about her shoulders, and her white waxen hands crossed about her breast. The expression upon her countenance — that face that looked so charming beneath its veil of widowhood as she had sat in my room at Harley Place — was calm and restful, for indeed, in the graceful curl of the lips, there was a kind of half-smile, as though, poor thing, she had at last found perfect peace.

Govitt drew up the blind, allowing the golden sunset to stream into the room, thereby giving me sufficient light to make my examination. The latter occupied some little time, my object being to discover any marks of violence. In persons drowned by force, and especially in women, the doctor expects to find red or livid marks upon the wrists, arms or neck, where the assailant had seized the victim. Of course, these are not always discernible, for it is easier to entice the unfortunate one to the waters edge and give a gentle push than grapple in violence and hurl a person into the stream by main force. The push leaves no trace; therefore, the verdict in hundreds of cases of wilful murder has been Suicide, or an open one, because the necessary evidence of foul play has been wanting.

Here was a case in point. The scratch on the face that Govitt had described was undoubtedly a post-mortem injury, and, with the exception of another slight scratch on the ball of the left thumb, I could find no trace whatever of violence. And yet, to me, the most likely theory was that she had again met her husband in secret, and had lost her life at his hands. To attribute a motive was utterly impossible. I merely argued logically within myself that it could not possibly be a case of suicide, for without a doubt she had met clandestinely the eccentric old man whom the world believed to be dead.

But if he were alive, who was the man who had died at Kew?

The facts within my knowledge were important and startling; yet if I related them to any second person I felt that my words would be scouted as improbable, and my allegations would certainly not be accepted. Therefore I still kept my own counsel, longing to meet Jevons and hear the result of his further inquiries.

Mrs. Mivart I found seated in her own room, tearful and utterly crushed. Poor Marys end had come upon her as an overwhelming burden of grief, and I stood beside her full of heartfelt sympathy. A strong bond of affection had always existed between us; but, as I took her inert hand and uttered words of comfort, she only shook her head sorrowfully and burst into a torrent of tears. Truly the Manor was a dismal house of mourning.

To Ethelwynn I sent a telegram addressed to the Hennikers, in order that she should receive it the instant she arrived in town. Briefly I explained the tragedy, and asked her to come down to the Manor at once, feeling assured that Mrs. Mivart, in the hour of her distress, desired her daughter at her side. Then I accompanied the local constable, and the three police officers who had come over from Oundle, down to the riverside.

The brilliant afterglow tinged the broad, brimming river with a crimson light, and the trees beside the water already threw heavy shadows, for the day was dying, and the glamour of the fading sunset and the dead stillness of departing day had fallen upon everything. Escorted by a small crowd of curious villagers, we walked along the footpath over the familiar ground that I had traversed when following the pair. Eagerly we searched everywhere for traces of a struggle, but the only spot where the long grass was trodden down was at a point a little beyond the ferry. Yet as far as I could see there was no actual sign of any struggle. It was merely as though the grass had been flattened by the trailing of a womans skirt across it. Examination showed, too, imprints of Louis XV. heels in the soft clay bank. One print was perfect, but the other, close to the edge, gave evidence that the foot had slipped, thus establishing the spot as that where the unfortunate young lady had fallen into the water. When examining the body I had noticed that she was wearing Louis XV. shoes, and also that there was still mud upon the heels. She had always been rather proud of her feet, and surely there is nothing which sets off the shape of a womans foot better than the neat little shoe, with its high instep and heel.

We searched on until twilight darkened into night, traversing that path every detail of which had impressed itself so indelibly upon my brain. We passed the stile near which I had stood hidden in the bushes and overheard that remarkable conversation between the dead man and his wife. All the memories of that never-to-be-forgotten night returned to me. Alas! that I had not questioned Mary when she had called upon me on the previous day.

She had died, and her secret was lost.


CHAPTER XXIV.

ETHELWYNN IS SILENT.
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AT MIDNIGHT I was seated in the drawing-room of the Manor. Before me, dressed in plain black which made her beautiful face look even paler than it was, sat my love, bowed, despondent, silent. The household, although still astir, was hushed by the presence of the dead; the long old room itself, usually so bright and pleasant, seemed full of dark shadows, for the lamp, beneath its yellow shade, burned but dimly, and everywhere there reigned an air of mourning.

Half-demented by grief, my love had arrived in hot haste about ten oclock, and, rushing to poor Marys room, had thrown herself upon her knees beside the poor inanimate clay; for, even though of late differences might have existed between them, the sisters were certainly devoted to each other. The scene in that room was an unhappy one, for although Ethelwynn betrayed nothing by her lips, I saw by her manner that she was full of remorse over the might-have-beens, and that she was bitterly reproaching herself for some fact of which I had no knowledge.

Of the past we had not spoken. She had been too full of grief, too utterly overcome by the tragedy of the situation. Her mournful figure struck a sympathetic chord in my heart. Perhaps I had misjudged her; perhaps I had attributed to her sinister motives that were non-existent. Alas! wherever mystery exists, little charity enters mans heart. Jealousy dries up the milk of human kindness.

Dearest, I said, rising and taking her slim white hand that lay idly in her lap, in this hour of your distress you have at least one person who would console and comfort you — one man who loves you.

She raised her eyes to mine quickly, with a strange, eager look. Her glance was as though she did not fully realize the purport of my words. I knew myself to be a sad blunderer in the art of love, and wondered if my words were too blunt and abrupt.

Ah! she sighed. If only I believed that those words came direct from your heart, Ralph!

They do, I assured her. You received my letter at Hereford — you read what I wrote to you?

Yes, she answered. I read it. But how can I believe in you further, after your unaccountable treatment? You forsook me without giving any reason. You cant deny that.

I dont seek to deny it, I said. On the contrary, I accept all the blame that may attach to me. I only ask your forgiveness, and bending to her in deep earnestness, I pressed the small hand that was within my grasp.

But if you loved me, as you declare you have always done, why did you desert me in that manner? she inquired, her large dark eyes turned seriously to mine.

I hesitated. Should I tell her the truth openly and honestly?

Because of a fact which came to my knowledge, I answered, after a long pause.

What fact? she asked with some anxiety.

I made a discovery, I said ambiguously.

Regarding me?

Yes, regarding yourself, I replied, with my eyes fixed full upon hers. I saw that she started at my words, her countenance fell, and she caught her breath quickly.

Well, tell me what it is, she asked in a hard tone, a tone which showed me that she had steeled herself for the worst.

Forgive me if I speak the truth, I exclaimed. You have asked me, and I will be perfectly frank with you. Well, I discovered amongst old Mr. Courtenays papers a letter written by you several years ago which revealed the truth.

The truth! she gasped, her face blanched in an instant. The truth of what?

That you were once engaged to become his wife.

Her breast heaved quickly, and I saw that my words had relieved her of some grave apprehension. When I declared that I knew the truth she believed that I spoke of the secret of Courtenays masquerading. The fact of her previous engagement was, to her, of only secondary importance, for she replied:

Well, and is that the sole cause of your displeasure?

I felt assured, from the feigned flippancy of her words, that she held knowledge of the strange secret.

It was the main cause, I said. You concealed the truth from me, and lived in that mans house after he had married Mary.

I had a reason for doing so, she exclaimed, in a quiet voice. I did not live there by preference.

You were surely not forced to do so.

No; I was not forced. It was a duty. Then, after a pause, she covered her face with her hands and suddenly burst into tears, crying, Ah, Ralph! If you could know all — all that I have suffered, you would not think ill of me! Appearances have been against me, that I know quite well. The discovery of that letter must have convinced you that I was a schemer and unworthy, and the fact that I lived beneath the roof of the man who had cast me off added colour to the theory that I had conceived some deep plot. Probably, she went on, speaking between her sobs, probably you even suspected me of having had a hand in the terrible crime. Tell me frankly, she asked, gripping my arm, and looking up into my face. Did you ever suspect me of being the assassin?

I paused. What could I reply? Surely it was best to be open and straightforward. So I told her that I had not been alone in the suspicion, and that Ambler Jevons had shared it with me.

Ah! that accounts for his marvellous ingenuity in watching me. For weeks past he has seemed to be constantly near me, making inquiries regarding my movements wherever I went. You both suspected me. But is it necessary that I should assert my innocence of such a deed? she asked. Are you not now convinced that it was not my hand that struck down old Mr. Courtenay?

Forgive me, I urged. The suspicion was based upon ill-formed conclusions, and was heightened by your own peculiar conduct after the tragedy.

That my conduct was strange was surely natural. The discovery was quite as appalling to me as to you; and, knowing that somewhere among the dead mans papers my letters were preserved, I dreaded lest they should fall into the hands of the police and thereby connect me with the crime. It was fear that my final letter should be discovered that gave my actions the appearance of guilt.

I took both her hands in mine, and fixing my gaze straight into those dear eyes wherein the love-look shone — that look by which a man is able to read a womans heart — I asked her a question.

Ethelwynn, I said, calmly and seriously, we love each other. I know Ive been suspicious without cause and cruel in my neglect; nevertheless the separation has quickened my affection, and has shown that to me life without you is impossible. You, darling, are the only woman who has entered my life. I have championed no woman save yourself; by no ties have I been bound to any woman in this world. This I would have you believe, for it is the truth. I could not lie to you if I would; it is the truth — God is my witness.

She made me no answer. Her hands trembled, and she bowed her head so that I could not see her face.

Will you not forgive, dearest? I urged. The great longing to speak out my mind had overcome me, and having eased myself of my burden I stood awaiting her response. Will you not be mine again, as in the old days before this chain of tragedy fell upon your house?

Again she hesitated for several minutes. Then, of a sudden, she lifted her tear-stained face towards me, all rosy with blushes and wearing that sweet look which I had known so well in the happy days bygone.

If you wish it, Ralph, she faltered, we will forget that any breach between us has ever existed. I desire nothing else; for, as you well know, I love no one else but you. I have been foolish, I know. I ought to have explained the girlish romantic affection I once entertained for that man who afterwards married Mary. In those days he was my ideal. Why, I cannot tell. Girls in their teens have strange caprices, and that was mine. Just as schoolboys fall violently in love with married women, so are schoolgirls sometimes attracted towards aged men. People wonder when they hear of May and December marriages; but they are not always from mercenary motives, as is popularly supposed. Nevertheless I acted wrongly in not telling you the truth from the first. I am alone to blame.

So much she said, though with many a pause, and with so keen a self-reproach in her tone that I could hardly bear to hear her, when I interrupted —— 

There is mutual blame on both sides. Let us forget it all, and I bent until my lips met hers and we sealed our compact with a long, clinging caress.

Yes, dear heart. Let us forget it, she whispered. We have both suffered — both of us, and I felt her arms tighten about my neck. Oh, how you must have hated me!

No, I declared. I never hated you. I was mystified and suspicious, because I felt assured that you knew the truth regarding the tragedy at Kew, and remained silent.

She looked into my eyes, as though she would read my soul.

Unfortunately, she answered, I am not aware of the truth.

But you are in possession of certain strange facts — eh?

That I am in possession of facts that lead me to certain conclusions, is the truth. But the clue is wanting. I have been seeking for it through all these months, but without success.

Cannot we act in accord in this matter, dearest? May I not be acquainted with the facts which, with your intimate knowledge of the Courtenay household, you were fully acquainted with at the time of the tragedy? I urged.

No, Ralph, she replied, shaking her head, and at the same time pressing my hand. I cannot yet tell you anything.

Then you have no confidence in me? I asked reproachfully.

It is not a question of confidence, but one of honour, she replied.

But you will at least satisfy my curiosity upon one point? I exclaimed. You will tell me the reason you lived beneath Courtenays roof?

You know the reason well. He was an invalid, and I went there to keep Mary company.

I smiled at the lameness of her explanation. It was, however, an ingenious evasion of the truth, for, after all, I could not deny that I had known this through several years. Old Courtenay, being practically confined to his room, had himself suggested Ethelwynn bearing his young wife company.

Answer me truthfully, dearest. Was there no further reason?

She paused; and in her hesitation I detected a desire to deceive, even though I loved her so fondly.

Yes, there was, she admitted at last, bowing her head.

Explain it.

Alas! I cannot. It is a secret.

A secret from me?

Yes, dear heart! she cried, clutching my hands with a wild movement. Even from you.

My face must have betrayed the annoyance that I felt, for the next second she hastened to soften her reply by saying:

At present it is impossible for me to explain. Think! Poor Mary is lying upstairs. I can say nothing at present — nothing — you understand.

Then afterwards — after the burial — you will tell me what you know?

Until I discover the truth I am resolved to maintain silence. All I can tell you is that the whole affair is so remarkable and astounding that its explanation will be even more bewildering than the tangled chain of circumstances.

Then you are actually in possession of the truth, I remarked with some impatience. What use is there to deny it?

At present I have suspicions — grave ones. That is all, she protested.

What is your theory regarding poor Marys death? I asked, hoping to learn something from her.

Suicide. Of that there seems not a shadow of doubt.

I was wondering if she knew of the dead mans existence. Being in sisterly confidence with Mary, she probably did.

Did it ever strike you, I asked, that the personal appearance of Mr. Courtenay changed very considerably after death. You saw the body several times after the discovery. Did you notice the change?

She looked at me sharply, as though endeavouring to discern my meaning.

I saw the body several times, and certainly noticed a change in the features. But surely the countenance changes considerably if death is sudden?

Quite true, I answered. But I recollect that, in making the post-mortem, Sir Bernard remarked upon the unusual change. He seemed to have grown fully ten years older than when I had seen him alive four hours before.

Well, she asked, is that any circumstance likely to lead to a solution of the mystery? I dont exactly see the point.

It may, I answered ambiguously, puzzled at her manner and wondering if she were aware of that most unaccountable feature of the conspiracy.

How? she asked.

But as she had steadfastly refused to reveal her knowledge to me, or the reason of her residence beneath Courtenays roof, I myself claimed the right to be equally vague.

We were still playing at cross-purposes; therefore I urged her to be frank with me. But she strenuously resisted all my persuasion.

No. With poor Mary lying dead I can say nothing. Later, when I have found the clue for which I am searching, I will tell you what I know. Till then, no word shall pass my lips.

I knew too well that when my love made up her mind it was useless to try and turn her from her purpose. She was no shallow, empty-headed girl, whose opinion could be turned by any breath of the social wind or any invention of the faddists; her mind was strong and well-balanced, so that she always had the courage of her own convictions. Her sister, on the contrary, had been one of those giddy women who follow every frill and furbelow of Fashion, and who take up all the latest crazes with a seriousness worthy of better objects. In temperament, in disposition, in character, and in strength of mind they had been the exact opposite of each other; the one sister flighty and thoughtless, the other patient and forbearing, with an utter disregard for the hollow artificialities of Society.

But in this matter we may be of mutual assistance to each other, I urged, in an effort to persuade her. As far as I can discern, the mystery contains no fewer than seven complete and distinct secrets. To obtain the truth regarding one would probably furnish the key to the whole.

Then you think that poor Marys untimely death is closely connected with the tragedy at Kew? she asked.

Most certainly. But I do not share your opinion of suicide.

What? You suspect foul play? she cried.

I nodded in the affirmative.

You believe that poor Mary was actually murdered? she exclaimed, anxiously. Have you found marks of violence, then?

No, I have found nothing. My opinion is formed upon a surmise.

What surmise?

I hesitated whether to tell her all the facts that I had discovered, for I was disappointed and annoyed that she should still preserve a dogged silence, now that a reconciliation had been brought about.

Well, I answered, after a pause, my suspicion of foul play is based upon logical conclusions. I have myself been witness of one most astonishing fact — namely, that she was in the habit of meeting a certain man clandestinely at night, and that their favourite walk was along the river bank.

What! she cried, starting up in alarm, all the colour fading from her face. You have actually seen them together?

I have not only seen them, but I have overheard their conversation, I answered, surprised at the effect my words had produced upon her.

Then you already know the truth! she cried, in a wild voice that was almost a shriek. Forgive me — forgive me, Ralph! And throwing herself suddenly upon her knees she looked up into my face imploringly, her white hands clasped in an attitude of supplication, crying in a voice broken by emotion: Forgive me, Ralph! Have compassion upon me! and she burst into a flood of tears which no caress or tender effort of mine could stem.

I adored her with a passionate madness that was beyond control. She was, as she had ever been, my ideal — my all in all. And yet the mystery surrounding her was still impenetrable; an enigma that grew more complicated, more impossible of solution.


CHAPTER XXV.

FORMS A BEWILDERING ENIGMA.
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FOUND DROWNED WAS the verdict of the twelve respectable villagers who formed the Coroners jury to inquire into the tragic death of young Mrs. Courtenay. It was the only conclusion that could be arrived at in the circumstances, there being no marks of violence, and no evidence to show how the unfortunate lady got into the river.

Ambler Jevons, who had seen a brief account of the affair in the papers, arrived hurriedly in time to attend the inquest; therefore it was not until the inquiry was over that we were enabled to chat. His appearance had changed during the weeks of his absence: his face seemed thinner and wore a worried, anxious expression.

Well, Ralph, old fellow, this turns out to be a curious business, doesnt it? he exclaimed, when, after leaving the public room of the Golden Ball, wherein the inquiry had been held, we had strolled on through the long straggling village of homely cottages with thatched roofs, and out upon the white, level highroad.

Yes, I admitted. Its more than curious. Frankly, I have a distinct suspicion that Mary was murdered.

Thats exactly my own opinion, he exclaimed quickly. Theres been foul play somewhere. Of that Im certain.

And do you agree with me, further, that it is the outcome of the tragedy at Kew?

Most certainly, he said. That both husband and wife should be murdered only a few months after one another points to motives of revenge. Youll remember how nervous old Courtenay was. He went in constant fear of his life, it was said. That fact proves conclusively that he was aware of some secret enemy.

Yes. Now that you speak of it, I recollect it quite well, I remarked, adding, But where, in the name of Fortune, have you been keeping yourself during all these weeks of silence?

Ive been travelling, he responded rather vaguely. Ive been going about a lot.

And keeping watch on Ethelwynn during part of the time, I laughed.

She told you, eh? he exclaimed, rather apprehensively. I didnt know that she ever recognised me. But women are always sharper than men. Still, Im sorry that she saw me.

Theres no harm done — providing youve made some discovery regarding the seven secrets that compose the mystery, I said.

Seven secrets! he repeated thoughtfully, and then was silent a few moments, as though counting to himself the various points that required elucidation. Yes, he said at last, youre right, Ralph, there are seven of them — seven of the most extraordinary secrets that have ever been presented to mortal being as part of one and the same mystery.

He did not, of course, enumerate them in his mind, as I had done, for he was not aware of all the facts. The Seven Secrets, as they presented themselves to me, were: First, the identity of the secret assassin of Henry Courtenay; second, the manner in which that extraordinary wound had been caused; thirdly, the secret of Ethelwynn, held by Sir Bernard; fourthly, the secret motive of Ethelwynn in remaining under the roof of the man who had discarded her in favour of her sister; fifthly, the secret of Courtenays reappearance after burial; sixthly, the secret of the dastardly attempt on my life by those ruffians of Lisson Grove; and, seventhly, the secret of Mary Courtenays death. Each and every one of the problems was inscrutable. Others, of which I was unaware, had probably occurred to my friend. To him, just as to me, the secrets were seven.

Now, be frank with me, Ambler, I said, after a long pause. Youve gained knowledge of some of them, havent you?

By his manner I saw that he was in possession of information of no ordinary character.

He paused, and slowly twisted his small dark moustache, at last admitting —— 

Yes, Ralph, I have.

What have you discovered? I cried, in fierce eagerness. Tell me the result of your inquiries regarding Ethelwynn. It is her connection with the affair which occupies my chief thoughts.

For the present, my dear fellow, we must leave her entirely out of it, my friend said quietly. To tell you the truth, after announcing my intention to give up the affair as a mystery impenetrable, I set to work and slowly formed a theory. Then I drew up a deliberate plan of campaign, which I carried out in its entirety.

And the result?

Its result— he laughed. Well, when Id spent several anxious weeks in making the most careful inquiries, I found, to my chagrin, that I was upon an entirely wrong scent, and that the person I suspected of being the assassin at Kew was innocent. There was no help for it but to begin all over again, and I did so. My inquiries then led me in an entirely opposite direction. I followed my new and somewhat startling theory, and found to my satisfaction that I had at length struck the right trail. Through a whole fortnight I worked on night and day, often snatching a few hours of sleep in railway carriages, and sometimes watching through the whole night — for when one pursues inquiries alone it is frequently imperative to keep watchful vigil. To Bath, to Hereford, to Edinburgh, to Birmingham, to Newcastle, and also to several places far distant in the South of England I travelled in rapid succession, until at last I found a clue, but one so extraordinary that at first I could not give it credence. Ten days have passed, and even now I refuse to believe that such a thing could be. Im absolutely bewildered by it.

Then you believe that youve at last gained the key to the mystery? I said, eagerly drinking in his words.

It seems as though I have. Yet my information is so very vague and shadowy that I can really form no decisive opinion. It is this mysterious death of Mrs. Courtenay that has utterly upset all my theories. Tell me plainly, Ralph, what causes you to suspect foul play? This is not a time for prevarication. We must be open and straightforward to each other. Tell me the absolute truth.

Should I tell him frankly of the amazing discovery I had made? I feared to do so, lest he should laugh me to scorn. The actual existence of Courtenay seemed too incredible. And yet as he was working to solve the problem, just as I was, there seemed every reason why we should be aware of each others discoveries. We had both pursued independent inquiries into the Seven Secrets until that moment, and it was now high time we compared results.

Well, Jevons, I exclaimed, hesitatingly, at last, I have during the week elucidated one fact, a fact so strange that, when I tell you, I know you will declare that I was dreaming. I myself cannot account for it in the least. But that I was witness of it I will vouch. The mystery is a remarkable one, but what Ive discovered adds to its inscrutability.

Tell me, he urged quickly, halting and turning to me in eagerness. What have you found out?

Listen! I said. Hear me through, until you discredit my story. Then, just as I have already written down the strange incidents in the foregoing chapters, I related to him everything that had occurred since the last evening he sat smoking with me in Harley Place.

He heard me in silence, the movements of his face at one moment betraying satisfaction, and at the next bewilderment. Once or twice he grunted, as though dissatisfied, until I came to the midnight incident beside the river, and explained how I had watched and what I had witnessed.

What? he cried, starting in sudden astonishment. You actually saw him? You recognised Henry Courtenay!

Yes. He was walking with his wife, sometimes arm-in-arm.

He did not reply, but stood in silence in the centre of the road, drawing a geometrical design in the dust with the ferrule of his stick. It was his habit when thinking deeply.

I watched his dark countenance — that of a man whose whole thought and energy were centred upon one object.

Ralph, he said at last, what time is the next train to London?

Two-thirty, I think.

I must go at once to town. Theres work for me there — delicate work. What youve told me presents a new phase of the affair, he said in a strange, anxious tone.

Does it strengthen your clue? I asked.

In a certain degree — yes. It makes clear one point which was hitherto a mystery.

And also makes plain that poor Mrs. Courtenay met with foul play? I suggested.

Ah! For the moment, this latest development of the affair is quite beyond the question. We must hark back to that night at Richmond Road. I must go at once to London, he added, glancing at his watch. Will you come with me?

Most willingly. Perhaps I can help you.

Perhaps; we will see.

So we turned and retraced our steps to the house of mourning, where, having pleaded urgent consultations with patients, I took leave of Ethelwynn. We were alone, and I bent and kissed her lips in order to show her that my love and confidence had not one whit abated. Her countenance brightened, and with sudden joy she flung her arms around my neck and returned my caress, pleading— Ralph! You will forgive — you will forgive me, wont you?

I love you, dearest! was all that I could reply; and it was the honest truth, direct from a heart overburdened by mystery and suspicion.

Then with a last kiss I turned and left her, driving with Ambler Jevons to catch the London train.


CHAPTER XXVI.

AMBLER JEVONS IS BUSY.

[image: img189.jpg]

THE SLEEPY-EYED TEA-BLENDER of Mark Lane remained plunged in a deep reverie during the greater part of the journey to town, and on arrival at Kings Cross declined to allow me to accompany him. This disappointed me. I was eager to pursue the clue, but no amount of persuasion on my part would induce him to alter his decision.

At present I must continue alone, old fellow, he answered kindly. It is best, after all. Later on I may want your help.

The facts Ive told you are of importance, I suppose?

Of the greatest importance, he responded. I begin to see light through the veil. But if what I suspect is correct, then the affair will be found to be absolutely astounding.

Of that Im certain, I said. When will you come in and spend an hour?

As soon as ever I can spare time, he answered. To-morrow, or next day, perhaps. At present I have a very difficult task before me. Good-bye for the present. And hailing a hansom he jumped in and drove away, being careful not to give the address to the driver while within my hearing. Ambler Jevons had been born with the instincts of a detective. The keenness of his intellect was perfectly marvellous.

On leaving him I drove to Harley Street, where I found Sir Bernard busy with patients, and in rather an ill-temper, having been worried unusually by some smart woman who had been to consult him and had been pouring into his ear all her domestic woes.

I do wish such women would go and consult somebody else, he growled, after he had been explaining her case to me. Same symptoms as all of them. Nerves — owing to indigestion, late hours, and an artificial life. Wants me to order her to Carlsbad or somewhere abroad — so that she can be rid of her husband for a month or so. I can see the reason plain enough. Shes got some little game to play. Faugh! cried the old man, such women only fill one with disgust.

I went on to tell him of the verdict upon the death of Mrs. Courtenay, and his manner instantly changed to one of sympathy.

Poor Henry! he exclaimed. Poor little woman! I wonder that nothing has transpired to give the police a clue. To my mind, Boyd, there was some mysterious element in Courtenays life that he entirely hid from his friends. In later years he lived in constant dread of assassination.

Yes, that has always struck me as strange, I remarked.

Has nothing yet been discovered? asked my chief. Didnt the police follow that manservant Short?

Yes, but to no purpose. They proved to their own satisfaction that he was innocent.

And your friend Jevons — the tea-dealer who makes it a kind of hobby to assist the police. What of him? Has he continued his activity?

I believe so. He has, I understand, discovered a clue.

What has he found? demanded the old man, bending forward in eagerness across the table. He had been devoted to his friend Courtenay, and was constantly inquiring of me whether the police had met with any success.

At present he will tell me nothing, I replied.

Sir Bernard gave vent to an exclamation of dissatisfaction, observing that he hoped Jevons efforts would meet with success, as it was scandalous that a double tragedy of that character could occur in a civilized community without the truth being revealed and the assassin arrested.

Theres no doubt that the tragedy was a double one, I observed. Although the jury have returned a verdict of Found Drowned in the widows case, the facts, even as far as at present known, point undoubtedly to murder.

To murder! he cried. Then is it believed that shes been wilfully drowned?

That is the local surmise.

Why? he asked, with an eager look upon his countenance, for he took the most intense interest in every feature of the affair.

Well, because it is rumoured that she had been seen late one night walking along the river-bank, near the spot where she was found, accompanied by a strange man.

A strange man? he echoed, his interest increased. Did anyone see him sufficiently close to recognise him?

I believe not, I answered, hesitating at that moment to tell him all I knew. The local police are making active inquiries, I believe.

I wonder who it could have been? Sir Bernard exclaimed reflectively. Mrs. Courtenay was always so devoted to poor Henry, that the story of the stranger appears to me very like some invention of the villagers. Whenever a tragedy occurs in a rural district all kinds of absurd canards are started. Probably thats one of them. It is only natural for the rustic mind to connect a lover with a pretty young widow.

Exactly. But I have certain reasons for believing the clandestine meeting to have taken place, I said.

What causes you to give credence to the story?

Statements made to me, I replied vaguely. And further, all the evidence points to murder.

Then why did the jury return an open verdict?

It was the best thing they could do in the circumstances, as it leaves the police with a free hand.

But who could possibly have any motive for the poor little womans death? he asked, with a puzzled, rather anxious expression upon his grey brow.

The lover may have wished to get rid of her, I suggested.

You speak rather ungenerously, Boyd, he protested. Remember, we dont know for certain that there was a lover in the case, and we should surely accept the rumours of country yokels with considerable hesitation.

I make no direct accusation, I said. I merely give as my opinion that she was murdered by the man she was evidently in the habit of meeting. Thats all.

Well, if that is so, then I hope the police will be successful in making an arrest, declared the old physician. Poor little woman! When is the funeral?

The day after to-morrow.

I must send a wreath. How sad it is! How very sad! And he sighed sympathetically, and sat staring with fixed eyes at the dark green wall opposite.

Its time you caught your train, I remarked, glancing at the clock.

No, he answered. Im dining at the House of Commons to-night with my friend Houston. I shall remain in town all night. I so very seldom allow myself any dissipation, and he smiled rather sadly.

Truly he led an anchorites life, going to and fro with clockwork regularity, and denying himself all those diversions in Society which are ever at the command of a notable man. Very rarely did he accept an invitation to dine, and the fact that he lived down at Hove was in order to have a good excuse to evade people. He was a great man, with all a great mans little eccentricities.

The two following days passed uneventfully. Each evening, about ten, Ambler Jevons came in to smoke and drink. He stayed an hour, apparently nervous, tired, and fidgety in a manner quite unusual; but to my inquiries regarding the success of his investigations he remained dumb.

Have you discovered anything? I asked, eagerly, on the occasion of his second visit.

He hesitated, at length answering —— 

Yes — and no. I must see Ethelwynn without delay. Telegraph and ask her to meet you here. I want to ask her a question.

Do you still suspect her?

He shrugged his shoulders with an air of distinct vagueness.

Wire to her to-night, he urged. Your man can take the message down to the Charing Cross office, and shell get it at eight oclock in the morning. The funeral is over, so there is nothing to prevent her coming to town.

I was compelled to agree to his suggestion, although loth to again bring pain and annoyance to my love. I knew how she had suffered when, a few days ago, I had questioned her, and I felt convinced by her manner that, although she had refused to speak, she herself was innocent. Her lips were sealed by word of honour.

According to appointment Jevons met me when I had finished my next mornings work at Guys, and we took a glass of sherry together in a neighbouring bar. Then at his invitation I accompanied him along the Borough High Street and Newington Causeway to the London Road, until we came to a row of costermongers barrows drawn up beside the pavement. Before one of these, piled with vegetables ready for the Saturday-night market, he stopped, and was immediately recognised by the owner — a tall, consumptive-looking man, whose face struck me somehow as being familiar.

Well, Lane? my companion said. Busy, eh?

Not very, sir, was the answer, with the true cockney twang. Trade aint very brisk. Theres too bloomin many of us ere nowadays.

Leaving my side my companion advanced towards the man and whispered some confidential words that I could not catch, at the same time pulling something from his breast-pocket and showing it to him.

Oh, yes, sir. No doubt abawt it! I heard the man exclaim.

Then, in reply to a further question from Jevons, he said:

Arry Arding used to work at Curtiss. So I fancy that ud be the place to find out somethink. Im keepin my ears open, you bet, and he winked knowingly.

Where I had seen the man before I could not remember. But his face was certainly familiar.

When we left him and continued along the busy thoroughfare of cheap shops and itinerant vendors I asked my friend who he was, to which he merely replied:

Well, hes a man who knows something of the affair. Ill explain later. In the meantime come with me to Grays Inn Road. I have to make a call there, and he hailed a hansom, into which we mounted.

Twenty minutes later we alighted before a dingy-looking barbers shop and inquired for Mr. Harding — an assistant who was at that moment shaving a customer of the working class. It was a house where one could be shaved for a penny, but where the toilet accessories were somewhat primitive.

While I stood on the threshold Ambler Jevons asked the barbers assistant if he had ever worked at Curtiss, and if, while there, he knew a man whose photograph he showed him.

Yes, sir, answered the barber, without a moments hesitation. Thats Mr. Slade. He was a very good customer, and Mr. Curtis used always to attend on him himself.

Slade, you say, is his name? repeated my friend.

Yes, sir.

Then, thanking him, we re-entered the cab and drove to an address in a street off Shaftesbury Avenue.

Slade! Slade! repeated Ambler Jevons to himself as we drove along. Thats the name Ive been in search of for weeks. If I am successful I believe the Seven Secrets will resolve themselves into one of the most remarkable conspiracies of modern times. I must, however, make this call alone, Ralph. The presence of a second person may possibly prevent the man Im going to see from making a full and straightforward statement. We must not risk failure in this inquiry, for I anticipate that it may give us the key to the whole situation. Theres a bar opposite the Palace Theatre. Ill set you down there, and you can wait for me. You dont mind, do you?

Not at all, if youll promise to explain the result of your investigations afterwards.

You shall know everything later, he assured me, and a few minutes afterwards I alighted at the saloon bar he had indicated, a long lounge patronised a good deal by theatrical people.

He was absent nearly half-an-hour, and when he returned I saw from his face that he had obtained some information that was eminently satisfactory.

I hope to learn something further this afternoon, he said before we parted. If I do I shall be with you at four. Then he jumped into a hansom and disappeared. Jevons was a strange fellow. He rushed hither and thither, telling no one his business or his motives.

About the hour he had named he was ushered into my room. He had made a complete change in his appearance, wearing a tall hat and frock coat, with a black fancy waistcoat whereon white flowers were embroidered. By a few artistic touches he had altered the expression of his features too — adding nearly twenty years to his age. His countenance was one of those round, flexible ones that are so easily altered by a few dark lines.

Well, Ambler? I said anxiously, when we were alone. What have you discovered?

Several rather remarkable facts, was his philosophic response. If you care to accompany me I can show you to-night something very interesting.

Care to accompany you? I echoed. Im only too anxious.

He glanced at his watch, then flinging himself into the chair opposite me, said, Weve an hour yet. Have you got a drop of brandy handy?

Then for the first time I noticed that the fresh colour of his cheeks was artificial, and that in reality he was exhausted and white as death. The difficulty in speaking that I had attributed to excitement was really due to exhaustion.

Quickly I produced the brandy, and gave him a stiff peg, which he swallowed at a single gulp. His eyes were no longer sleepy-looking, but there was a quick fire in them which showed me that, although suppressed, there burned within his heart a fierce desire to get at the truth. Evidently he had learned something since I left him, but what it was I could not gather.

I looked at the clock, and saw it was twenty minutes past six. He noticed my action, and said:

If we start in an hour we shall have sufficient time.

Ambler Jevons was never communicative. But as he sat before me his brows were knit in deep thought, his hands chafed with suppressed agitation, and he took a second brandy-and-soda, an unusual indulgence, which betrayed an absent mind.

At length he rose, carefully brushed his silk hat, settled the hang of his frock-coat before the glass, tugged at his cravat, and then, putting on his light overcoat, announced his readiness to set out.

About half-an-hour later our cab set us down in Upper Street, Islington, close to the Agricultural Hall, and, proceeding on foot a short distance, we turned up a kind of court, over the entrance of which a lamp was burning, revealing the words Lecture Hall.

Jevons produced two tickets, whereupon we were admitted into a long, low room filled by a mixed audience consisting of men. Upon the platform at the further end was a man of middle age, with short fair beard, grey eyes, and an alert, resolute manner — a foreigner by his dress — and beside him an Englishman of spruce professional appearance — much older, slightly bent, with grey countenance and white hair.

We arrived just at the moment of the opening of the proceedings. The Englishman, whom I set down to be a medical man, rose, and in introducing the lecturer beside him, said:

I have the honour, ladies and gentlemen, to introduce to you Doctor Paul Deboutin — who, as most of you know, is one of the most celebrated medical men in Paris, professor at the Salpêtrière, and author of many works upon nervous disorders. The study of the latter is not, unfortunately, sufficiently taken up in this country, and it is in order to demonstrate the necessity of such study that my friends and myself have invited Doctor Deboutin to give this lecture before an audience of both medical men and the laity. The doctor asks me to apologise to you for his inability to express himself well in English, but personally I have no fear that you will misunderstand him.

Then he turned, introduced the lecturer, and re-seated himself.

I was quite unprepared for such a treat. Deboutin, as every medical man is aware, is the first authority on nervous disorders, and his lectures have won for him a world-wide reputation. I had read all his books, and being especially struck with Névroses et Idées Fixes, a most convincing work, had longed to be present at one of his demonstrations. Therefore, forgetful that I was there for some unknown reason, I settled myself to listen.

Rapidly and clearly he spoke in fairly good English, with a decision that showed him to be perfect master at once of his subject and of the phrases with which he intended to clothe his thoughts. He briefly outlined the progress of his experiments at the Salpêtrière, and at the hospitals of Lyons and Marseilles, then without long preliminary, proceeded to demonstrate a most interesting case.

A girl of about twenty-five, with a countenance only relieved from ugliness by a fine pair of bright dark eyes, was led in by an assistant and seated in a chair. She was of the usual type seen in the streets of Islington, poorly dressed with some attempt at faded finery — probably a workgirl in some city factory. She cast an uneasy glance upon the audience, and then turned towards the doctor, who drew his chair towards the patient so that her knees nearly touched his.

It was a case of nervous Hémianopsie, or one-eyed vision, he explained.

Now the existence of this has always been denied, therefore the experiment was of the most intense interest to every medical man present.

First the doctor, after ordering the patient to look him straight in the face, held a pencil on the left side of her head, and found that, in common with most of us, she was conscious of its presence without moving her eyes, even when it was almost at the level of her ear. Then he tried the same experiment on the right side of the face, when it was at once plain that the power of lateral vision had broken down — for she answered, No, sir. No, no, as he moved the pencil to and fro with the inquiry whether she could see it. Nevertheless he demonstrated that the power of seeing straight was quite unimpaired, and presently he gave to his assistant a kind of glass hemisphere, which he placed over the girls head, and by which he measured the exact point on its scale where the power of lateral vision ceased.

This being found and noted, Professor Deboutin placed his hand upon the patients eyes, and with a brief You may sleep now, my girl, in broken English, she was asleep in a few seconds.

Then came the lecture. He verbally dissected her, giving a full and lucid explanation of the nervous system, from the spinal marrow and its termination in the coccyx, up to the cortex of the brain, in which he was of opinion that there was in that case a lesion — probably curable — amply accounting for the phenomenon present. So clear, indeed, were his remarks that even a layman could follow them.

At last the doctor awoke the patient, and was about to proceed with another experiment when his quick eye noticed a hardly-perceptible flutter of the eyelids. Ah, you are tired, he said. It is enough. And he conducted her to the little side door that gave exit from the platform.

The next case was one of the kind which is always the despair of doctors — hysteria. A girl, accompanied by her mother, a neatly-dressed, respectable-looking body, was led forward, but her hands were trembling, and her face working so nervously that the doctor had to reassure her. With a true cockney accent she said that she lived in Mile End, and worked at a pickle factory. Her symptoms were constant headache, sudden falls, and complete absence of sensation in her left hand, which greatly interfered with her work. Some of the questions were inconvenient — until, in answer to one regarding her father, she gave a cry that Poor father died last year, and broke into an agony of weeping. In a moment the doctor took up an anthropometric instrument from the table, and made a movement as though to touch her presumably insensible hand.

Ah, youll hurt me! she said. Presently, while her attention was attracted in another direction, he touched the hand with the instrument, when she drew it back with a yell of pain, showing that the belief that her hand was insensible was entirely due to hysteria. He analysed her case just as he had done the first, and declared that by a certain method of treatment, too technical to be here explained, a complete cure could be effected.

Another case of hysteria followed, and then a terrible exhibition of a wild-haired woman suffering from what the lecturer described as a crise des nerfs, which caused her at will to execute all manner of horrible contortions as though she were possessed. She threw herself on the floor on her back, with her body arched so that it rested only on her head and heels, while she delivered kicks at those in front of her, not with her toes, but with her heels. Meanwhile her face was so congested as to appear almost black.

The audience were, I think, relieved when the poor unfortunate woman, calmed by Deboutins method of suggestion, was led quietly away, and her place taken by a slim, red-haired girl of more refined appearance than the others, but with a strange stony stare as though unconscious of her surroundings. She was accompanied by a short, wizened-faced old lady, her grandmother.

At this juncture the chairman rose and said:

This case is of great interest, inasmuch as it is a discovery made by my respected colleague, whom we all know by repute, Sir Bernard Eyton.

The mention of my chiefs name was startling. I had no idea he had taken any interest in the French methods. Indeed, he had always declared to me that Charcot and his followers were a set of charlatans.

We have the pleasure of welcoming Sir Bernard here this evening, continued the chairman; and I shall ask him to kindly explain the case.

With apparent reluctance the well-known physician rose, after being cordially welcomed to the platform by the French savant, adjusted his old-fashioned glasses, and commenced to introduce the subject. His appearance there was certainly quite unexpected, but as I glanced at Ambler I saw a look of triumph in his face. We were sitting at the back of the hall, and I knew that Sir Bernard, being short-sighted, could not recognise us at the distance.

I am here at Doctor Fultons invitation to meet our great master, Professor Deboutin, of whom for many years I have been a follower. Then he went on to express the pleasure it gave him to demonstrate before them a case which he declared was not at all uncommon, although hitherto unsuspected by medical men.

Behind the chair of the new-comer stood the strange-looking old lady — who answered for her grand-daughter, the latter being mute. Her case was one, Sir Bernard explained, of absence of will. With a few quick questions he placed the history of the case before his hearers. There was a bad family history — a father who drank, and a mother who suffered from epilepsy. At thirteen the girl had received a sudden fright owing to a practical joke, and from that moment she gradually came under the influence of some hidden unknown terror so that she even refused to eat altogether. The strangest fact, however, was that she could still eat and speak in secret, although in public she was entirely dumb, and no amount of pleasure or pain would induce her to utter a sound.

This, explained Sir Bernard, is one of the many cases of absence of will, partial or entire, which has recently come beneath my notice. My medical friends, and also Professor Deboutin, will agree that at the age the patient received her fright many girls are apt to tend towards what the Charcot School term aboulie, or, in plain English, absence of will. Now one of the most extraordinary symptoms of this is terror. Terror, he said, of performing the simplest functions of nature; terror of movement, terror of eating — though sane in every other respect. Some there are, too, in whom this terror is developed upon one point only, and in such the inequality of mental balance can, as a rule, only be detected by one who has made deep research in this particular branch of nervous disorders.

The French professor followed with a lengthy discourse, in which he bestowed the highest praise upon Sir Bernard for his long and patient experiments, which, he said, had up to the present been conducted in secret, because he feared that if it were known he had taken up that branch of medical science he might lose his reputation as a ladys doctor.

Then, just as the meeting was being brought to a conclusion, Jevons touched me on the shoulder, and we both slipped out.

Well, he asked. What do you think of it all?

Ive been highly interested, I replied. But how does this further our inquiries, or throw any light on the tragedy?

Be patient, was his response, as we walked together in the direction of the Angel. Be patient, and I will show you.


CHAPTER XXVII.

MR. LANES ROMANCE.
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THE SEVEN SECRETS, each distinct from each other and yet connected; each one in itself a complete enigma, formed a problem of which even Ambler Jevons himself could not discover the solution.

Contrary to his usual methods, he allowed me to accompany him in various directions, making curious inquiries that had apparently nothing to connect them with the mystery of the death of Mr. and Mrs. Courtenay.

In reply to a wire I had sent to Ethelwynn came a message saying that her mother was entirely prostrated, therefore she could not at present leave her. This, when shown to Ambler, caused him to purse his lips and raise his shoulders with that gesture of suspicion which was a peculiarity of his. Was it possible that he actually suspected her?

The name of Slade seemed ever in Jevons mind. Indeed, most of his inquiries were regarding some person of that name.

One evening, after dining together, he took me in a cab across the City to the Three Nuns Hotel, at Aldgate — where, in the saloon bar, we sat drinking. Before setting out he had urged me to put on a shabby suit of clothes and a soft hat, so that in the East End we should not attract attention as swells. As for his own personal appearance, it was certainly not that of the spruce city man. He was an adept at disguises, and on this occasion wore a reefer jacket, a peaked cap, and a dark violet scarf in lieu of collar, thus presenting the aspect of a seafarer ashore. He smoked a pipe of the most approved nautical type, and as we sat together in the saloon he told me sea stories, in order that a group of men sitting near might overhear.

That he had some object in all this was quite certain, but what it was I could not gather.

Suddenly, after an hour, a little under-sized old man of dirty and neglected appearance, who had been drinking at the bar, shuffled up to us, and whispered something to Ambler that I did not catch. The words, nevertheless, caused my companion to start, and, disregarding the fresh whiskey and soda he had just ordered, he rose and walked out — an example which I followed.

Lanky sent me, sir, the old man said, addressing Ambler, when we were out in the street. He couldnt come hisself. E said youd like to know the news.

Of course, I was waiting for it, replied my companion, alert and eager.

Well, he said, I suppose Id better tell yer the truth at once, sir.

Certainly. What is it?

Well, Lankys dead.

Dead? cried Ambler. Impossible. I was waiting for him.

I know. This morning in the Borough Market he told me to come ere and find you, because he wasnt able to come. E had a previous engagement. Lankys engagements were always interestin, he added, with a grim smile.

Well, go on, said Ambler, eagerly. What followed?

E told me to go down to Tait Street and see im at eight oclock, as e had a message for you. I went, and when I got there I found im lying on the floor of his room stone dead.

You went to the police, of course?

No, I didnt; I came here to see you instead. I believe the poor blokes been murdered. E was a good un, too — poor Lanky Lane!

What! I exclaimed. Is that man Lane dead?

It seems so, Jevons responded. If he is, then there we have further mystery.

If you doubt it, sir, come with me down to Shadwell, the old man said in his cockney drawl. Nobody knows about it yet. I ought to have told the plice, but I know youre better at mysterious affairs than the silly coppers in Leman Street.

Jevons fame as an investigator of crime had spread even to that class known as the submerged tenth. How fashions change! A year or two ago it was the mode in Society to go slumming. To-day only social reformers and missionaries make excursions to the homes of the lower class in East London. A society woman would not to-day dare admit that she had been further east than Leadenhall Street.

Lets go and see what has really happened, Ambler said to me. If Lane is dead, then it proves that his enemy is yours.

I cant see that. How? I asked.

You will see later. For the moment we must occupy ourselves with his death, and ascertain whether it is owing to natural causes or to foul play. He was a heavy drinker, and it may have been that.

No, declared the little old man, Lanky wasnt drunk to-day — that Ill swear. I saw im in Commercial Road at seven, talkin to a feller wots in love wiv is sister.

Then how do you account for this discovery of yours? asked my companion.

I cant account for it, guvnor. I simply found im lying on the floor, and it give me a shock, I can tell yer. E was as cold as ice.

Lets go and see ourselves, Ambler said: so together we hurried through the Whitechapel High Street, at that hour busy with its costermonger market, and along Commercial Road East, arriving at last in the dirty, insalubrious thoroughfare, a veritable hive of the lowest class of humanity, Tait Street, Shadwell.

Up the dark stairs of one of the dirtiest of the dwellings our conductor guided us, lighting our steps with wax vestas, struck upon the wall, and on gaining the third floor of the evil-smelling place he pushed open a door, and we found ourselves in an unlit room.

Dont move, gentlemen, the old man urged. You may fall over im. Es right there, just where youre standin. Ill light the lamp.

Then he struck another match, and by its fickle light we saw the body of Lane, the street-hawker, lying full length only a yard from us, just as our conductor had described.

The cheap and smelling paraffin lamp being lit, I took a hasty glance around the poor mans home. There was but little furniture save the bed, a chair or two, and a rickety table. Upon the latter was one of those flat bottles known as a quartern. Our first attention, however, was to the prostrate man. A single glance was sufficient to show that he was dead. His eyes were closed, his hands clenched, and his body was bent as though he had expired in a final paroxysm of agony. The teeth, too, were hard set, and there were certain features about his appearance that caused me to entertain grave suspicion from the first. His thin, consumptive face, now blanched, was strangely drawn, as though the muscles had suddenly contracted, and there was an absence of that composure one generally expects to find in the faces of those who die naturally.

As a medical man I very soon noted sufficient appearances to tell me that death had been due either to suicide or foul play. The former seemed to me the most likely.

Well? asked Ambler, rising from his knees when I had concluded the examination of the dead mans skinny, ill-nourished body. Whats your opinion, Ralph?

Hes taken poison, I declared.

Poison? You believe hes been poisoned.

It may have been wilful murder, or he may have taken it voluntarily, I answered. But it is most evident that the symptoms are those of poisoning.

Ambler gave vent to a low grunt, half of satisfaction, half of suspicion. I knew that grunt well. When on the verge of any discovery he always emitted that guttural sound.

Wed better inform the police, I remarked. Thats all we can do. The poor fellow is dead.

Dead! Yes, we know that. But we must find out who killed him.

Well, I said, I think at present, Ambler, weve quite sufficient on our hands without attempting to solve any further problems. The poor man may have been in despair and have taken poison wilfully.

In despair! echoed the old man. No fear. Lanky was happy enough. E wasnt the sort of fellow to hurry hisself out o the world. He liked life too jolly well. Besides, he ad a tidy bit o money in the Savins Bank. E was well orf once, wer Lanky. Excuse me for interruptin.

Well, if he didnt commit suicide, I remarked, then, according to all appearances, poison was administered to him wilfully.

That appears to be the most feasible theory, Ambler said. Here we have still a further mystery.

Of course, the post-mortem appearances of poisoning, except in a few instances, are not very characteristic. As every medical man is aware, poison, if administered with a criminal intent, is generally in such a dose as to take immediate effect — although this is by no means necessary, as there are numerous substances which accumulate in the system, and when given in small and repeated quantities ultimately prove fatal — notably, antimony. The diagnosis of the effects of irritant poisons is not so difficult as it is in the case of narcotics or other neurotics, where the symptoms are very similar to those produced by apoplexy, epilepsy, tetanus, convulsions, or other forms of disease of the brain. Besides, one of the most difficult facts we have to contend with in such cases is that poison may be found in the body, and yet a question may arise as to its having been the cause of death.


CHAPTER XXVIII.

POOR MRS. COURTENAY.
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AMBLER APPEARED TO be much concerned regarding the poor mans death. When we had first met beside his vegetable barrow in the London Road he certainly seemed a hard-working, respectable fellow, with a voice rendered hoarse and rough by constantly shouting his wares. But by the whispered words that had passed I knew that Ambler was in his confidence. The nature of this I had several times tried to fathom.

His unexpected death appeared to have upset all Amblers plans. He grunted and took a tour round the poorly-furnished chamber.

Look here! he said, halting in front of me. Theres been foul play here. We must lose no time in calling the police — not that they are likely to discover the truth.

Why do you say that?

Because the poor fellow has been the victim of a secret assassin.

Then you suspect a motive?

I believe that there is a motive why his lips should be closed — a strange and remote one. Then, turning to the old fellow who had been the dead mans friend, he asked: Do you know anyone by the name of Slade?

Slade? repeated the croaking old fellow. Slade? No, sir. I dont recollect anyone of that name. Is it a man or a woman?

Either.

No, sir.

Do you know if Lanky Lane ever had visitors here — I mean visitors not of his own class?

I never eard of none. Lanky wasnt the sort o chap to trouble about callers. He used to spend is nights in the Three Nuns wiv us; but hed sit ours over two o gin. E saved is money, e did.

But look here, exclaimed Ambler, seriously. Are you quite certain that youve never seen him with any stranger at nights?

Never to my knowledge.

Well, my companion said, youd better go and call the police.

When the old fellow had shuffled away down the rickety stairs, Ambler, turning to me, said abruptly:

That fellow is lying; he knows something about this affair.

I had taken up the empty dram bottle and smelt it. The spirit it had contained was rum — which had evidently been drunk from the bottle, as there was no glass near. A slight quantity remained, and this I placed aside for analysis if necessary.

I cant see what this poor fellow has to do with the inquiry upon which we are engaged, Ambler, I remarked. I do wish youd be more explicit. Mystery seems to heap upon mystery.

Yes. Youre right, he said reflectively. Slowly — very slowly, I am working out the problem, Ralph. It has been a long and difficult matter; but by degrees I seem to be drawing towards a conclusion. This, and he pointed to the man lying dead, is another of Londons many mysteries, but it carries us one step further.

I cant, for the life of me, see what connection the death of this poor street hawker has with the strange events of the immediate past.

Remain patient. Let us watch the blustering inquiries of the police, he laughed. Theyll make a great fuss, but will find out nothing. The author of this crime is far too wary.

But this man Slade? I said. Of late your inquiries have always been of him. What is his connection with the affair?

Ah, that we have yet to discover. He may have no connection, for aught I know. It is mere supposition, based upon a logical conclusion.

What motive had you in meeting this man here to-night? I inquired, hoping to gather some tangible clue to the reason of his erratic movements.

Ah! thats just the point, he responded. If this poor fellow had lived he would have revealed to me a secret — we should have known the truth!

The truth! I gasped. Then at the very moment when he intended to confess to you he has been struck down.

Yes. His lips have been sealed by his enemy — and yours. Both are identical, he replied, and his lips snapped together in that peculiar manner that was his habit. I knew it was useless to question him further.

Indeed, at that moment heavy footsteps sounded upon the stairs, and two constables, conducted by the shuffling old man, appeared upon the scene.

We have sent for you, Ambler explained. This man is dead — died suddenly, we believe.

Who is he, sir? inquired the elder of the pair, bending over the prostrate man, and taking up the smoky lamp in order to examine his features more carefully.

His name is Lane — a costermonger, known as Lanky Lane. The man with you is one of his friends, and can tell you more about him than I can.

Is he dead? queried the second constable, touching the thin, pallid face.

Certainly, I answered. Im a doctor, and have already made an examination. Hes been dead some time.

My name and address was taken, together with that of my companion. When, however, Ambler told the officers his name, both were visibly impressed. The name of Jevons was well known to the police, who held him in something like awe as a smart criminal investigator.

I know Inspector Barton at Leman Street — your station, I suppose? he added.

Yes, sir, responded the first constable. And begging your pardon, sir, Im honoured to meet you. We all heard how you beat the C. I. Department in the Bowyer Square Mystery, and how you gave the whole information to Sergeant Payling without taking any of the credit to yourself. He got all the honour, sir, and your name didnt appear at the Old Bailey.

Jevons laughed. He was never fond of seeing his name in print. He made a study of the ways and methods of the criminal, but only for his own gratification. The police knew him well, but he hid his light under the proverbial bushel always.

What is your own opinion of the affair, sir? the officer continued, ready to take his opinion before that of the sergeant of the Criminal Investigation Department attached to his station.

Well, said Ambler, it looks like sudden death, doesnt it? Perhaps its poison.

Suicide?

Murder, very possibly, was Jevons quiet response.

Then you really think theres a mystery, sir? exclaimed the constable quickly.

It seems suspiciously like one. Let us search the room. Come along Ralph, he added, addressing me. Just lend a hand.

There was not much furniture in the place to search, and before long, with the aid of the constables lantern, we had investigated every nook and cranny.

Only one discovery of note was made, and it was certainly a strange one.

Beneath a loose board, near the fireplace, Jevons discovered the dead mans hoard. It consisted of several papers carefully folded together. We examined them, and found them to consist of a hawkers licence, a receipt for the payment for a barrow and donkey, a post-office savings bank book, showing a balance of twenty-six pounds four shillings, and several letters from a correspondent unsigned. They were type-written, in order that the handwriting should not be betrayed, and upon that flimsy paper used in commercial offices. All of them were of the highest interest. The first, read aloud by Ambler, ran as follows: — 

Dear Lane, — I have known you a good many years, and never thought you were such a fool as to neglect a good thing. Surely you will reconsider the proposal I made to you the night before last in the bar of the Elephant and Castle? You once did me a very good turn long ago, and now I am in a position to put a good remunerative bit of business in your way. Yet you are timid that all may not turn out well! Apparently you do not fully recognise the stake I hold in the matter, and the fact that any exposure would mean ruin to me. Surely I have far more to lose than you have. Therefore that, in itself, should be sufficient guarantee to you. Reconsider your reply, and give me your decision to-morrow night. You will find me in the saloon bar of the King Lud, in Ludgate Hill, at eight oclock. Do not speak to me there, but show yourself, and then wait outside until I join you. Have a care that you are not followed. That hawk Ambler Jevons has scent of us. Therefore, remain dumb and watchful — Z.

Thats curious, I remarked. Whoever wrote that letter was inciting Lane to conspiracy, and at the same time held you in fear, Ambler.

My companion laughed again — a quiet self-satisfied laugh. Then he commenced the second letter, type-written like the first, but evidently upon another machine.

Dear Lane, — Your terms seem exorbitant. I quite understand that at least four or five of you must be in the affair, but the price asked is ridiculous. Besides, I didnt like Bennetts tone when he spoke to me yesterday. He was almost threatening. What have you told him? Recollect that each of us knows something to the detriment of the other, and even in these days of so-called equality the man with money is always the best. You must contrive to shut Bennetts mouth. Give him money, if he wants it — up to ten pounds. But, of course, do not say that it comes from me. You can, of course, pose as my friend, as you have done before. I shall be at the usual place to-night. — Z.

Looks as though theres been some blackmailing, one of the constables remarked. Whos Bennett?

I expect thats Bobby Bennett who works in the Meat Market, replied the atom of a man who had accosted us at Aldgate. He was a friend of Lankys, and a bad un. Ive eard say that e ad a record at the Old Bailey.

What for?

Ousebreakin.

Is he working now? Ambler inquired.

Yes. I saw im in Farrindon Street yesterday.

Ah! remarked the constable. We shall probably want to have a chat with him. But the chief mystery is the identity of the writer of these letters. At all events it is evident that this poor man Lane knew something to his detriment, and was probably trying to make money out of that knowledge.

Not at all an unusual case, I said.

Jevons grunted, and appeared to view the letters with considerable satisfaction. Any documentary evidence surrounding a case of mysterious death is always of interest. In this case, being of such a suspicious nature, it was doubly so.

Are you quite decided not to assist me? another letter ran. It was likewise type-written, and from the same source. Recollect you did so once, and were well paid for it. You had enough to keep you in luxury for years had you not so foolishly frittered it away on your so-called friends. Any of the latter would give you away to the police to-morrow for a five-pound note. This, however, is my last appeal to you. If you help me I shall give you one hundred pounds, which is not bad payment for an hours work. If you do not, then you will not hear from me again. — Z.

Seems a bit brief, and to the point, was the elder constables remark. I wonder what is the affair mentioned by this mysterious correspondent? Evidently the fellow intended to bring off a robbery, or something, and Lane refused to give his aid.

Apparently so, replied Ambler, fingering the last letter remaining in his hand. But this communication is even of greater interest, he added, turning to me and showing me writing in a well-known hand.

I know that writing! I cried. Why — that letter is from poor Mrs. Courtenay!

It is, he said, quietly. Did I not tell you that we were on the eve of a discovery, and that the dead man lying there could have told us the truth?


CHAPTER XXIX.

THE POLICE ARE AT FAULT.
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AMBLER JEVONS READ the letter, then handed it to me without comment.

It was written upon the note-paper I knew so well, stamped with the neat address Neneford, in black, but bearing no date. What I read was as follows: — 

Sir, — I fail to comprehend the meaning of your words when you followed me into the train at Huntingdon last night. I am in no fear of any catastrophe; therefore I can only take your offer of assistance as an attempt to obtain money from me. If you presume to address me again I shall have no other course than to acquaint the police.

Yours truly

Mary Courtenay.

Ah! I exclaimed. Then he warned her, and she misunderstood his intention.

Without a doubt, said Ambler, taking the letter from my hand. This was written probably only a few days before her death. That man, and he glanced at the prostrate body, was the only one who could give us the clue by which to unravel the mystery.

But the dead mans lips had closed, and his secret was held for ever. Only those letters remained to connect him with the river tragedy; or rather to show that he had communicated with the unfortunate Mrs. Courtenay.

In company we walked to Leman Street Police Station, one of the chief centres of the Metropolitan Police in the East End, and there, in an upper office, Ambler had a long consultation with the sergeant of the Criminal Investigation Department.

I described the appearance of the body, and stated my suspicions of poisoning, all of which the detective carefully noted before going forth to make his own examination. My address was taken, so that I might assist at the post-mortem, and then, shortly after midnight I drove back westward through the City with Ambler at my side.

He spoke little, and when in Oxford Street, just at the corner of Newman Street, he descended, wished me a hurried good-night, and disappeared into the darkness. He was often given to strange vagaries of erratic movement. It was as though some thought had suddenly occurred to him, and he acted at once upon it.

That night I scarcely closed my eyes. My brain was awhirl with thoughts of all the curious events of the past few months — the inexplicable presence of old Mr. Courtenay, and the subsequent death of Mary and of the only man who, according to Ambler, knew the remarkable secret.

Ethelwynns strange words worried me. What could she mean? What did she know? Surely hers could not be a guilty conscience. Yet, in her words and actions I had detected that cowardice which a heavy conscience always engenders. One by one I dissected and analysed the Seven Secrets, but not in one single instance could I obtain a gleam of the truth.

While at the hospital next day I was served with a notice to assist at the post-mortem of the unfortunate Lane, whose body was lying in the Shadwell mortuary; and that same afternoon I met by appointment Doctor Tatham, of the London Hospital, who, as is well known, is an expert toxicologist.

To describe in technical detail the examination we made would not interest the general reader of this strange narrative. The average man or woman knows nothing or cares less for the duodenum or the pylorus; therefore it is not my intention to go into long and wearying detail. Suffice it to say that we preserved certain portions of the body for subsequent examination, and together were engaged the whole evening in the laboratory of the hospital. Tatham was well skilled in the minutiæ of the tests. The exact determination of the cause of death in cases of poisoning always depends partly on the symptoms noted before death, and partly on the appearances found after death. Regarding the former, neither of us knew anything; hence our difficulties were greatly increased. The object of the analyst is to obtain the substances which he has to examine chemically in as pure a condition as possible, so that there may be no doubt about the results of his tests; also, of course, to separate active substances from those that are inert, all being mixed together in the stomach and alimentary canal. Again, in dealing with such fluids as the blood, or the tissues of the body, their natural constituents must be got rid of before the foreign and poisonous body can be reached. There is this difficulty further to contend with: that some of the most poisonous of substances are of unstable composition and are readily altered by chemical reagents; to this group belong many vegetable and most animal poisons. These, therefore, must be treated differently from the more stable inorganic compounds. With an inorganic poison we may destroy all organic materials mixed with it, trusting to find the poison still recognisable after this process. Not so with an organic substance; that must be separated by other than destructive means.

Through the whole evening we tested for the various groups of poisons — corrosives, simple irritants, specific irritants and neurotics. It was a long and scientific search.

Some of the tests with which I was not acquainted I watched with the keenest interest, for, of all the medical men in London, Tatham was the most up to date in such analyses.

At length, after much work with acids, filtration, and distillation, we determined that a neurotic had been employed, and that its action on the vasomotor system of the nerves was very similar, if not identical, with nitrate of amyl.

Further than that, even Tatham, expert in such matters, could not proceed. Hours of hard work resulted in that conclusion, and with it we were compelled to be satisfied.

In due course the inquest was held at Shadwell, and with Ambler I attended as a witness. The reporters, of course, expected a sensation; but, on the contrary, our evidence went to show that, as the poisonous substance was found in the quartern bottle on deceaseds table, death was in all probability due to suicide.

Some members of the jury took an opposite view. Then the letters we had found concealed were produced by the police, and, of course, created a certain amount of interest. But to the readers of newspapers the poisoning of a costermonger at Shadwell is of little interest as compared with a similar catastrophe in that quarter of London vaguely known as the West End. The letters were suspicious, and both coroner and jury accepted them as evidence that Lane was engaged upon an elaborate scheme of blackmail.

Who is this Mary Courtenay, who writes to him from Neneford? inquired the coroner of the inspector.

Well, sir, the latter responded, the writer herself is dead. She was found drowned a few days ago near her home under suspicious circumstances.

Then the reporters commenced to realize that something extraordinary was underlying the inquiry.

Ah! remarked the coroner, one of the most acute officials of his class. Then, in face of this, her letter seems to be more than curious. For aught we know the tragedy at Neneford may have been wilful murder; and we have now the suicide of the assassin?

That, sir, is the police theory, replied the inspector.

Police theory be hanged! ejaculated Ambler, almost loud enough to be heard. The police know nothing of the case, and will never learn anything. If the jury are content to accept such an explanation, and brand poor Lane as a murderer, they must be allowed to do so.

I knew Jevons held coroners juries in the most supreme contempt; sometimes rather unreasonably so, I thought.

Well, the coroner said, this is certainly remarkable evidence, and he turned the dead womans letter over in his hand. It is quite plain that the deceased approached the lady ostensibly to give her warning of some danger, but really to blackmail her; for what reason does not at present appear. He may have feared her threat to give information to the police; hence his crime, and subsequent suicide.

Listen! exclaimed Jevons in my ear. They are actually trying the dead man for a crime he could not possibly have committed! Theyve got hold of the wrong end of the stick, as usual. Why dont they give a verdict of suicide and have done with it. We cant afford to waste a whole day explaining theories to a set of uneducated gentlemen of the Whitechapel Road. The English law is utterly ridiculous where coroners juries are concerned.

The coroner heard his whispering, and looked towards us severely.

We have not had sufficient time to investigate the whole of the facts connected with Mrs. Courtenays mysterious death, the inspector went on. You will probably recollect, sir, a mystery down at Kew some little time ago. It was fully reported in the papers, and created considerable sensation — an old gentleman was murdered under remarkable circumstances. Well, sir, the gentleman in question was Mrs. Courtenays husband.

The coroner sat back in his chair and stared at the officer who had spoken, while in the court a great sensation was caused. Mention of the Kew Mystery brought its details vividly back to the minds of everyone. Yes. After all, the death of that poor costermonger, Lanky Lane, was of greater public interest than the representatives of the Press anticipated.

Are you quite certain of this? the coroner queried.

Yes, sir. I am here by the direction of the Chief Inspector of Scotland Yard to give evidence. I was engaged upon the case at Kew, and have also made inquiries into the mystery at Neneford.

Then you have suspicion that the deceased was — well, a person of bad character?

We have.

Fools! growled Ambler. Lane was a policemans nose, and often obtained payment from Scotland Yard for information regarding the doings of a certain gang of thieves. And yet they actually declare him to be a bad character. Preposterous!

Do you apply for an adjournment?

No, sir. We anticipate that the verdict will be suicide — the only one possible in face of the evidence.

And then, as though the jury were compelled to act upon the inspectors suggestion, they returned a simple verdict. That the deceased committed suicide by poisoning while of unsound mind.


CHAPTER XXX.

SIR BERNARDS DECISION.
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FOR FULLY A week I saw nothing of Ambler.

Sir Bernard was unwell, and remained down at Hove; therefore I was compelled to attend to his practice. There were several serious cases, the patients being persons of note; thus I was kept very busy.

My friends silence was puzzling. I wrote to him, but received no response. A wire to his office in the City elicited the fact that Mr. Jevons was out of town. Probably he was still pursuing the inquiry he had so actively taken up. Nevertheless, I was dissatisfied that he should leave me so entirely in the dark as to his intentions and discoveries.

Ethelwynn came to town for the day, and I spent several hours shopping with her. She was strangely nervous, and all the old spontaneous gaiety seemed to have left her. She had read in the papers of the curious connection between the death of the man Lane and that of her unfortunate sister; therefore our conversation was mainly upon the river mystery. Sometimes she seemed ill at ease with me, as though fearing some discovery. Perhaps, however, it was merely my fancy.

I loved her. She was all the world to me; and yet in her eyes I seemed to read some hidden secret which she was endeavouring, with all the power at her command, to conceal. In such circumstances there was bound to arise between us a certain reserve that we had not before known. Her conversation was carried on in a mechanical manner, as though distracted by her inner thoughts; and when, after having tea together in Bond Street, we drove to the station, and I saw her off on her return to Neneford, my mind was full of darkest apprehensions.

Yes. That interview convinced me more than ever that she was, in some manner, cognisant of the truth. The secret existence of old Mr. Courtenay, the man whom I myself had pronounced dead, was the crowning point of the strange affair; and yet I felt by some inward intuition that this fact was not unknown to her.

All the remarkable events of that moonlit night when I had followed husband and wife along the river-bank came back to me, and I saw vividly the old mans face, haggard and drawn, just as it had been in life. Surely there could be no stranger current of events than those which formed the Seven Secrets. They were beyond explanation — all of them. I knew nothing. I had certainly seen results; but I knew not their cause.

Nitrate of amyl was not a drug which a costermonger would select with a view to committing suicide. Indeed, I daresay few of my readers, unless they are doctors or chemists, have ever before heard of it. Therefore my own conclusion, fully endorsed by the erratic Ambler, was that the poor fellow had been secretly poisoned.

Nearly a fortnight passed, and I heard nothing of Ambler. He was still out of town. Day by day passed, but nothing of note transpired. Sir Bernard was still suffering from a slight touch of sciatica at home, and on visiting him one Sunday I found him confined to his bed, grumbling and peevish. He was eccentric in his miserly habits and his hatred of society, beyond doubt; and the absurdities which his enemies attributed to him were not altogether unfounded. But he had, at all events, the rare quality of entertaining for his profession a respect nearly akin to enthusiasm. Indeed, according to his views, the faculty possessed almost infallible qualities. In confidence he had more than once admitted to me that certain of his colleagues practising in Harley Street were amazing donkeys; but he would never have allowed anyone else to say so. From the moment a man acquired that diploma which gave him the right over life and death, that man became, in his eyes, an august personage for the world at large. It was a crime, he thought, for a patient not to submit to his decision, and certainly it must be admitted that his success in the treatment of nervous disorders had been most remarkable.

You were at that lecture by Deboutin, of Paris, the other day! he exclaimed to me suddenly, while I was seated at his bedside describing the work I had been doing for him in London. Why didnt you tell me you were going there?

I went quite unexpectedly — with a friend.

With whom?

Ambler Jevons.

Oh, that detective fellow! laughed the old physician. Well, he added, it was all very interesting, wasnt it?

Very — especially your own demonstrations. I had no idea that you were in correspondence with Deboutin.

He laughed; then, with a knowing look, said:

Ah, my dear fellow, nowadays it doesnt do to tell anyone of your own researches. The only way is to spring it upon the profession as a great triumph: just as Koch did his cure for tuberculosis. One must create an impression, if only with a quack remedy. The day of the steady plodder is past; its all hustle, even in medicine.

Well, you certainly did make an impression, I said, smiling. Your experiments were a revelation to the profession. They were talking of them at the hospital only yesterday.

Hm. They thought me an old fogey, eh? But, you see, Ive been keeping pace with the times, Boyd. A man to succeed nowadays must make a boom with something, it matters not what. For years Ive been experimenting in secret, and some day I will show them further results of my researches — and they will come upon the profession like a thunderclap, staggering belief.

The old man chuckled to himself as he thought of his scientific triumph, and how one day he would give forth to the world a truth hitherto unsuspected.

We chatted for a long time, mostly upon technicalities which cannot interest the reader, until suddenly he said:

Im getting old, Boyd. These constant attacks I have render me unfit to go to town and sit in judgment on that pack of silly women who rush to consult me whenever they have a headache or an erring husband. I think that very soon I ought to retire. Ive done sufficient hard work all the years since I was a locum down in Oxfordshire. Im worn out.

Oh, no, I said. You mustnt retire yet. If you did, the profession would lose one of its most brilliant men.

Enough of compliments, he snapped, turning wearily on his pillow. Im sick to death of it all. Better to retire while I have fame, than to outlive it. When I give up you will step into my shoes, Boyd, and it will be a good thing for you.

Such a suggestion was quite unexpected. I had never dreamed that he contemplated handing over his practice to me. Certainly it would be a good thing for me if he did. It would give me a chance such as few men ever had. True, I was well known to his patients and had worked hard in his interests, but that he intended to hand his practice over to me I had never contemplated. Hence I thanked him most heartily. Yes, Sir Bernard had been my benefactor always.

All the women know you, he went on in his snappish way. You are the only man to take my place. They would come to you; but not to a new man. All I can hope is that they wont bore you with their domestic troubles — as they have done me, and he smiled.

Oh, I said. More than once I, too, have been compelled to listen to the domestic secrets of certain households. It really is astonishing what a woman will tell her doctor, even though he may be young.

The old man laughed again.

Ah! he sighed. You dont know women as I know them, Boyd. Youve got your experience to gain. Then youll hold them in abhorrence — just as I do. They call me a woman-hater, he grunted. Perhaps I am — for Ive had cause to hold the feminine mind and the feminine passion equally in contempt.

Well, I laughed, theres not a man in London who is more qualified to speak from personal experience than yourself. So I anticipate a pretty rough time when Ive had years of it, as you have.

And yet you want to marry! he snapped, looking me straight in the face. Of course, you love Ethelwynn Mivart. Every man at your age loves. It is a malady that occurs in the teens and declines in the thirties. I should have thought that your affection of the heart had been about cured. It is surely time it was.

It is true that I love Ethelwynn, I declared, rather annoyed, and I intend to marry her.

If you do, then youll spoil all your chances of success. The class of women who are my patients would much rather consult a confirmed bachelor than a man who has a jealous wife hanging to his coat-tails. The doctors wife must always be a long-suffering person.

I smiled; and then our conversation turned upon his proposed retirement, which was to take place in six months time.

I returned to London by the last train, and on entering my room found a telegram from Ambler making an appointment to call on the following evening. The message was dated from Eastbourne, and was the first I had received from him for some days.

Next morning I sat in Sir Bernards consulting-room as usual, receiving patients, and the afternoon I spent on the usual hospital round. About six oclock Ambler arrived, drank a brandy and soda with a reflective air, and then suggested that we might dine together at the Cavour — a favourite haunt of his.

At table I endeavoured to induce him to explain his movements and what he had discovered; but he was still disinclined to tell me anything. He worked always in secret, and until facts were clear said nothing. It was a peculiarity of his to remain dumb, even to his most intimate friends concerning any inquiries he was making. He was a man of moods, with an active mind and a still tongue — two qualities essential to the successful unravelling of mysteries.

Having finished dinner we lit cigars, and took a cab back to my rooms. On passing along Harley Street it suddenly occurred to me that in the morning I had left a case of instruments in Sir Bernards consulting-room, and that I might require them for one of my patients if called that night.

Therefore I stopped the cab, dismissed it, and knocked at Sir Bernards door. Ford, on opening it, surprised me by announcing that his master, whom I had left in bed on the previous night, had returned to town suddenly, but was engaged.

Ambler waited in the hall, while I passed along to the door of the consulting-room with the intention of asking permission to enter, as I always did when Sir Bernard was engaged with a patient.

On approaching the door, however, I was startled by hearing a womans voice raised in angry, reproachful words, followed immediately by the sound of a scuffle, and then a stifled cry. Without further hesitation I turned the handle.

The door was locked.


CHAPTER XXXI.

CONTAINS THE PLAIN TRUTH.
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A SUDDEN IDEA occurred to me, and I acted instantly upon its impulse. There was a second entrance through the morning room; and I dashed round to the other door, which fortunately yielded.

The sight that met my gaze was absolutely staggering. I stood upon the threshold aghast. Sir Bernard, his dark eyes starting from his ashen face, stood, holding a woman within his grasp, pinning her to the wall, and struggling to cover her mouth with his hands and prevent her cries from being overheard.

The woman was none other than Ethelwynn.

At my unexpected entry he released his hold, shrinking back with a wild, fierce look in his face, such as I had never before seen.

Ralph! cried my love, rushing forward and clinging to my neck. Ralph! For Gods sake save me from that fiend! Save me!

I put my arm around her to protect her, at the same instant shouting to Jevons, who entered, as much astounded as myself. My love had evidently come to town and kept an appointment with the old man. The situation was startling, and required explanation.

Tell me, Ethelwynn, I said, in a hard, stern voice. What does all this mean?

She drew herself up and tried to face me firmly, but was unable. I had burst in upon her unexpectedly, and she seemed to fear how much of the conversation I had overheard.

Noticing her silence, my friend Jevons addressed her, saying:

Miss Mivart, you are aware of all the circumstances of the tragedy at Kew. Please explain them. Only by frank admission can you clear yourself, remember. To prevaricate further is quite useless.

She glanced at the cringing old fellow standing on the further side of the room — the man who had raised his hand against her. Then, with a sudden resolution, she spoke, saying:

It is true that I am aware of many facts which have been until to-day kept secret. But now that I know the horrible truth they shall remain mysteries no longer. I have been the victim of a long and dastardly persecution, but I now hope to clear my honour before you, Ralph, and before my Creator. Then she paused, and, taking breath and drawing herself up straight with an air of determined resolution, went on:

First, let us go back to the days soon after Marys marriage. I think it was about a year after the wedding when I suddenly noticed a change in her. Her intellect seemed somehow weakened. Hitherto she had possessed a strong, well-defined character; this suddenly developed into a weak, almost childish balance of the brain. Instead of possessing a will of her own, she was no longer the mistress of her actions, but as easily led as an infant. Only to myself and to my mother was this change apparent. To all her friends and acquaintances she was just the same. About that time she consulted this man here — Sir Bernard Eyton, her husbands friend — regarding some other ailment, and he no doubt at once detected that her intellect had given way. Although devoted to her husband, nevertheless the influence of any friend of the moment was irresistible, and for that reason she drifted into the pleasure-seeking set in town.

But the tragedy? Jevons exclaimed. Tell us of that. My own inquiries show that you are aware of it all. Mrs. Courtenay murdered her husband, I know.

Mary —— the assassin! I gasped.

Alas! it is too true. Now that my poor sister is dead, concealment is no longer necessary, my love responded, with a deep sigh. Mary killed her husband. She returned home, entered the house secretly, and, ascending to his room, struck him to the heart.

But the wound — how was it inflicted? I demanded eagerly.

With that pair of long, sharp-pointed scissors which used to be on poor Henrys writing-table. You remember them. They were about eight inches long, with ivory handles and a red morocco case. The wound puzzled you, but to me it seems plain that, after striking the blow, in an endeavour to extricate the weapon she opened it and closed it again, thereby inflicting those internal injuries that were so minutely described at the inquest. Well, on that night I heard a sound, and, fearing that the invalid wanted something, crept from my room. As I gained the door I met Mary upon the threshold. She stood facing me with a weird, fixed look, and in her hand was the weapon with which she had killed her husband. That awful moment is fixed indelibly upon my memory. I shall carry its recollection to the grave. I dashed quickly into the room, and to my horror saw what had occurred. Then my thoughts were for Mary — to conceal her guilt. Whispering to her to obey me I led her downstairs, through the back premises, and so out into the street. A cab was passing, and I put her into it, telling the man to drive to the Hennikers, with whom she had been spending the evening. Then, cleaning the scissors of blood by thrusting them several times into the mould of a garden I was passing, I crossed the road and tossed them over the high wall into the thick undergrowth which flanks Kew Gardens. At that spot I felt certain that they would never be discovered. As quickly as possible I re-entered the house, secured the door by which I had made my exit, and returned again to my room with the awful knowledge of my sisters crime upon my conscience.

What hour was that?

When I retired again to bed my watch showed that it was barely half-past one. At two oclock Short, awakened by his alarum clock, made the discovery and aroused the house. What followed you know well enough. I need not describe it. You can imagine what I felt, and how guilty was my conscience with the awful knowledge of it all.

The circumstances were certainly most puzzling, I remarked. It almost appears as though matters were cleverly arranged in order to baffle detection.

To a certain extent they undoubtedly were. I knew that the Hennikers would say nothing of poor Marys erratic return to them. I did all in my power to withdraw suspicion from my sister, at the risk of it falling upon myself. You suspected me, Ralph. And only naturally — after that letter you discovered.

But Marys homicidal tendency seems to have been carefully concealed, I said. I recollect having detected in her a strange vagueness of manner, but it never occurred to me that she was mentally weak. In the days immediately preceding the tragedy I certainly saw but little of her. She was out nearly every evening.

She was not responsible for her actions for several weeks together sometimes, Sir Bernard interrupted. I discovered it over a year ago.

And you profited by your discovery! my love cried, turning upon him fiercely. The crime was committed at your instigation! she declared.

At my instigation! he echoed, with a dry laugh. I suppose you will say next that I hypnotised her — or some bunkum of that sort!

Im no believer in hypnotic theories. They were exploded long ago, she answered. But what I do believe — nay, what is positively proved from my poor sisters own lips by a statement made before witnesses — is that you were the instigator of the crime. You met her by appointment that night at Kew Bridge. You opened the door of the house for her, and you compelled her to go in and commit the deed. Although demented, she recollected it all in her saner moments. You told her terrible stories of old Mr. Courtenay, for whom you had feigned such friendship, and for weeks you urged her to kill him secretly until, in the frenzy of insanity to which you had brought her, she carried out your design with all that careful ingenuity that is so often characteristic of madness.

You lie, woman! the old man snapped. I had nothing whatever to do with the affair! I was at home at Hove on that night.

No! no! you were not, interrupted Jevons. Your memory requires refreshing. Reflect a moment, and youll find that you arrived at Brighton Station at seven oclock next morning from Victoria. You spent the night in London; and further, you were recognised by a police inspector walking along the Chiswick Road as early as half-past three. I have not been idle, Sir Bernard, and have spent a good deal of time at Hove of late.

What do you allege, then? he cried in fierce anger, a dark, evil expression on his pale, drawn face. I suppose youll declare that Im a murderer next!

I allege that, at your instigation, a serious and desperate attempt was made, a short time ago, upon the life of my friend Boyd by ruffians who were well paid by you.

Another lie! he blurted forth defiantly.

What? I cried. Is that the truth, Ambler? Was I entrapped at the instigation of this man?

Yes. He had reasons for getting rid of you — as you will discern later.

I tell you its an untruth! shouted the old man, in a frenzy of rage.

Deny it if you will, answered my friend, with a nonchalant air. It, however, may be interesting to you to know that the man Lanky Lane, one of the desperate gang whom you bribed to call up Boyd on the night in question, is what is known at Scotland Yard as a policemans nose, or informer; and that he made a plain statement of the whole affair before he fell a victim to your carefully-laid plan by which his lips were sealed.

In an instant I recollected that the costermonger of the London Road was one of the ruffians.

The old mans lips compressed. He saw that he was cornered.

The revelation that to his clever cunning was due the many remarkable features of the mystery held me utterly bewildered. At first it seemed impossible; but as the discussion grew more heated, and the facts poured forth from the mouth of the woman I loved, and from the man who was my best friend, I became convinced that at last the whole of the mysterious affair would be elucidated.

One point, however, still puzzled me, namely, the inexplicable scene I had witnessed on the bank of the Nene.

I referred to it; whereupon Ambler Jevons drew from his breast-pocket two photographs, and, holding them before the eyes of the trembling old man, said:

You recognise these? For a long time past Ive been making inquiries into your keen interest in amateur theatricals. My information led me to Curtiss, the wigmakers; and they furnished me with this picture, showing you made up as as Henry Courtenay. It seems that, under the name of Slade, you furnished them with a portrait of the dead man and ordered the disguise to be copied exactly — a fact to which a dozen witnesses are prepared to swear. This caused me to wonder what game you were playing, and, after watching, I found that on certain nights you wore the disguise — a most complete and excellent one — and with it imposed upon the unfortunate widow of weak intellect. You posed as her husband, and she believed you to be him. So completely was the woman in your thrall that you actually led her to believe that Courtenay was not dead after all! You had a deeper game to play. It was a clever and daring piece of imposture. Representing yourself as her husband who, for financial reasons, had been compelled to disappear and was believed to be dead, you had formed a plan whereby to obtain the widows fortune as soon as the executors had given her complete mastery of it. You had arranged it all with her. She was to pose as a widow, mourn your loss, and then sell the Devonshire estate and hand you the money, believing you to be her husband and rightly entitled to it. The terrible crime which the unfortunate woman had committed at your instigation had turned her brain, as you anticipated, and she, docile and half-witted, was entirely beneath your influence until — — and he paused.

Until what? I asked, utterly astounded at this remarkable explanation of what I had considered to be an absolutely inexplicable phenomenon.

He spoke again, quite calmly:

Until this man, to his dismay, found that poor Mrs. Courtenays intellect was regaining its strength. They met beside the river, and, her brain suddenly regaining its balance, she discovered the ingenious fraud he was imposing upon her. Turning to Sir Bernard, he said, She tore off your disguise and declared that she would go to the police and tell the truth of the whole circumstances — how that you had induced her to go to the house in Kew and kill her husband. You saw that your game was up if she were not silenced; therefore, without further ado, you sent the poor woman to her last account.

You lie! the old man cried, his drawn face blanched to the lips. She fell in — accidentally.

She did not. You threw her in, declared Ambler Jevons, firmly. I followed you there. I was witness of the scene between you; and, although too far off to save poor Mrs. Courtenay, I was witness of your crime!

You! he gasped, glaring at my companion in fear, as though he foresaw the horror of his punishment.

Yes! responded Jevons, in his dry, matter-of-fact voice, his sleepy eyes brightening for a moment. Since the day of the tragedy at Kew until this afternoon I have never relinquished the inquiry. The Seven Secrets I took one by one, and gradually penetrated them, at the same time keeping always near you and watching your movements when you least expected it. But enough — I never reveal my methods. Suffice it to say that in this I have succeeded by sheer patience and application. Every word of my allegation I am prepared to substantiate in due course at the Old Bailey. Then, after a seconds pause, he looked straight at the culprit standing there, crushed and dumb before him, and declared: Sir Bernard Eyton, you are a murderer!

With my loves hand held in mine I stood speechless at those staggering revelations. I saw how Ethelwynn watched the contortions of the old doctors face with secret satisfaction, for he had ever been her enemy, just as he had been mine. He had uttered those libellous hints regarding her with a view to parting us, so as to give him greater freedom to work his will with poor Mary. Then, when he had feared that through my love I had obtained knowledge of his dastardly offence, he had made an attempt upon my life by means of hired ruffians. The woman who had been in his drawing-room at Hove on the occasion of my visit was Mary, as I afterwards found out, and the attractive young person in the Brighton train had also been a caller at his house in connection with the attempt planned to be made upon me.

You — you intend to arrest me? Sir Bernard gasped at last, with some difficulty, his brow like ivory beneath the tight-drawn skin. A change had come over him, and he was standing with his back to a bookcase, swaying unsteadily as though he must fall.

I certainly do, was Ambler Jevons prompt response. You have been the means of committing a double murder for the purposes of gain — because you knew that your friend Courtenay had left a will in your favour in the event of his wifes decease. That will has already been proved; but perhaps it may interest you to know that the latest and therefore the valid will is in my own possession, I having found it during a search of the dead mans effects in company with my friend Boyd. It is dated only a month before his death, and leaves the fortune to the widow, and in the event of her death to her sister Ethelwynn.

To me! cried my love, in surprise.

Yes, Miss Ethelwynn. Everything is left to you unreservedly, he explained. Then, turning again to the clever impostor before him, he added: You will therefore recognise that all your plotting, so well matured and so carefully planned that your demoniacal ingenuity almost surpasses the comprehension of man, has been in vain. By the neglect of one small detail, namely to sufficiently disguise your identity when dealing with Curtis, I have been enabled, after a long and tedious search, to fix you as the man who on several occasions was made up to present in the night the appearance of the dead Courtenay. The work has taken me many tedious weeks. I visited every wig-maker and half the hairdressers in London unsuccessfully until, by mere chance, the ruffian whom you employed to entrap my friend Boyd gave me a clue to the fact that Curtis made wigs as well as theatrical costumes. The inquiry has been a long and hazardous one, he went on. But from the very first I was determined to get at the bottom of the mystery, cost me what it might — and I have fortunately succeeded. Then, turning again to the cringing wretch, upon whom the terrible denunciation had fallen as a thunderbolt, he added: The forgiveness of man, Sir Bernard Eyton, you will never obtain. It has been ever law that the murderer shall die — and you will be no exception.

The effect of those words upon the guilty man was almost electrical. He drew himself up stiffly, his keen, wild eyes starting from his blanched face as he glared at his accuser. His lips moved. No sound, however, came from them. The muscles of his jaws seemed to suddenly become paralysed, for he was unable to close his mouth. He stood for a moment, an awful spectacle, the brand of Cain upon him. A strange gurgling sound escaped him, as though he were trying to articulate, but was unable; then he made wild signs with both his hands, clutched suddenly at the air, and fell forward in a fit.

I went to him, loosened his collar, and applied restoratives, but in ten minutes I saw that he was beyond human aid. What I had at first believed to be a fit was a sudden cessation of the functions of the heart — caused by wild excitement and the knowledge that punishment was upon him.

Within fifteen minutes of that final accusation the old man lay back upon the carpet lifeless, struck dead by natural causes at the moment that his crimes had become revealed.

Thus were the Seven Secrets explained; and thus were the Central Criminal Court and the public spared what would have been one of the most sensational trials of modern times.

The papers on Monday reported with deepest regret the sudden death from heart disease of Sir Bernard Eyton, whom they termed one of the greatest and most skilful physicians of modern times.



Just two years have passed since that memorable evening.

You, my reader, are probably curious to know whether I have succeeded in obtaining the quiet country practice that was my ideal. Well, yes, I have. And what is more, I have obtained in Ethelwynn a wife who is devoted to me and beloved by all the countryside — a wife who is the very perfection of all that is noble and good in woman. The Courtenay estate is ours; but I am not an idle man. Somehow I cannot be.

My practice? Where is it? Well, it is in Leicestershire. I dare not be more explicit, for Ethelwynn has urged me to conceal our identity, in order that we may not be remarked as a couple whose wooing was so strangely tragic and romantic.

Ambler Jevons still carries on his tea-blending business in the City, the most confirmed of bachelors, and the shrewdest of all criminal investigators. Even though we have been so intimate for years, and he often visits me at —— I was nearly, by a slip, writing the name of the Leicestershire village — he has never explained to me his methods, and seldom, if ever, speaks of those wonderful successes by which Scotland Yard is so frequently glad to profit.

Only a few days ago, while we were sitting on the lawn behind my quaint old-fashioned house awaiting dinner, I chanced to remark upon the happiness which his ingenuity and perseverance had brought me; whereupon, turning to me with a slight, reflective smile, he replied:

Ah, yes! Ralph, old fellow. I gave up that problem in despair fully a dozen times, and it was only because I knew that the future happiness of you both depended upon its satisfactory solution that I began afresh and strove on, determined not to be beaten. I watched carefully, not only Eyton, but Ethelwynn and yourself. I was often near you when you least suspected my presence. But that crafty old scoundrel was possessed of the ingenuity of Satan himself, combined with all the shrewd qualities that go to make a good detective; hence in every movement, every wile, and every action he was careful to cover himself, so that he could establish an alibi on every point. For that reason the work was extremely difficult. He was a veritable artist in crime. Yes, he added, of the many inquiries Ive taken up, the most curious and most complicated of them all was that of The Seven Secrets.

THE END
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Chapter One.

Which Mainly Concerns a Hunchback.
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THESE STRANGE FACTS would never have been placed on record, nor would this exciting chapter of an eventful life have been written, except for two reasons: first, because the discovery I made has been declared to be of considerable importance to scientists, bibliophiles, and the world at large; and, secondly, because it is my dear wifes wish that in order to clear her in the eyes of both friends and foes nothing should be concealed, misrepresented, or withheld.

It was, indeed, a memorable day when I halted before the white, almost windowless house of the prior of San Sisto and knocked twice at its plain, green-painted door. The sun-blanched, time-mellowed city of Florence lay silent, glaring, and deserted in the blazing noon of a July day. The Florentines had fled to the mountains for air. The persiennes, or sun-shutters, were everywhere closed, the shops shut, the people slumbering, and the silence only broken by the heat-song of the chirping cicale in the scorched trees at the end of the Lung Arno.

Like many another Tuscan town, it stood with long rows of high, frescoed, and sculptured palaces facing the brown river, its magnificent Duomo and campanile, its quaint fourteenth-century streets, and its medieval Ponte Vecchio all forming a grim, imposing relic of long-past glory. In many places its aspect was little changed since the old quattrocento days, when it was the centre of all the arts and the powerful rival of Venice and Genoa, although its trade has decayed and its power departed. The Lion and Lily of Florence upon a flag is no longer feared, as it once was, even by the bloodthirsty corsairs, and the rich Florentine brocades, velvets, and finely tempered arms are no longer in requisition in the markets of the world.

Save for the influx of scrambling tourists, it is one of the dead towns of Europe. Modern trade passes it by unnoticed; its very name would be forgotten were it not for those marvellous works of art in its galleries and in its very streets.

I had always loved the quaint old city, ever since a boy, when my father, a retired English naval officer, lived in that ancient house with the brown frescoes in the via di Pinti in the days before the shrieking steam trams ran to Prato or the splendid Palazzo Riccardi had been desecrated by the Government. At fourteen I left those quaint, quiet streets, with their cool loggias and silent, moss-grown courtyards, for the whirl of Paris, and subsequently lived and worked in London. Then, after an absence of nearly twenty years, I found myself living again in my beloved Tuscany by the Mediterranean, at Leghorn, forty miles distant from the medieval city of my childhood. Was it, therefore, surprising that the mood often seized me to go and revisit the old places I had known as a boy? I found them all unchanged — indeed, nothing changes in Firenza la Bella save the fortunes of her ruined nobility and the increase of garish hotels for the accommodation of the foreigner.

I was something of an antiquary, and through many years had been collecting medieval manuscripts on vellum, ancient chapters, diplomas, notarial deeds, and such-like documents, none being of later date than the fifteenth century. To decipher the work of the old scribes is, I admit, a dry-as-dust occupation; nevertheless, it is a work that grows on one, and the palaeographist is an enthusiast always. In ones hobbies one should always join advantage to amusement, and seek to gather profit with pleasure.

My collection of musty-smelling parchments and rolls of folded vellum documents, with their formidable seals of wax or lead; of heavy vellum books bound in oaken boards and brass bosses, or tiny illuminated books of hours, so minutely written that a microscope was almost necessary to read them, appeal to very few people. Most of my friends regarded them as so many old and undecipherable books and rolls, without interest and without value. They wondered that, being continually occupied at my desk writing novels, I should take up such an essentially dry study.

Yet it was this love of collecting that first brought me into contact with Francesco Graniani, a queer little old hunchback, who was a kind of itinerant dealer in antiques. Unshaven, very shabby, and not particularly clean, he dressed always in the same faded drab suit, and, summer or winter, wore the same battered, sun-browned straw hat through all the years I knew him.

Often this strange, rather tragic figure would meet me in the sun-baked streets of Leghorn, raise his battered hat respectfully, and, taking me aside, produce mysteriously from his pocket a parchment charter with its seal, some leaves from a medieval psalter, or perhaps an illuminated codex, or a book of hours with painted miniatures. Where le obtained such gems I have never to this day discovered. None knew who the old fellow was, or where he lived; he was a complete mystery.

One morning while crossing the great square I encountered him, and he informed me in his strange, mysterious manner of the existence of a very rare and interesting manuscript in the possession of the prior of the ancient church of San Sisto, at Florence.

If the signore goes to Firenze, Father Landini will no doubt allow him to have sight of the parchment book, he said. Tell him that Francesco Graniani wishes it.

But what is the character of the manuscript?

I inquired.

I know nothing of it, he replied evasively, except that I believe it once belonged to the Monastery of the Certosa. I heard of it only last night, and thought perhaps it might interest you.

It certainly did. Any discovery of that kind always attracted me — ever on the lookout as I was for a single folio of the original Dante.

With the object of inspecting the palaeographic treasure I next day took train to Florence, and an hour after my arrival knocked in some trepidation at the priors green door.

The long grey church, one of the oldest in that ancient city, stood in its little piazza off the via San Gallao, and adjoining it the priors house, a long, low, fourteenth-century building, with high, cross-barred windows, and a wonderful old-world garden in the rear.

In answer to my summons there appeared a thin, yellow-faced, sharp-tongued house-woman, and on inquiry for the father I was at once invited into a big stone hall, cool and dim after the sun-glare outside.

Body of a thousand anchovies! Teresa, who has come to worry me now? I heard a man demand angrily from a door at the end of a darkened corridor. Didnt I tell you that I was not at home until after mass tomorrow? Plague you, Teresa?

To the wizen-faced woman I stammered some apology, but at the same moment I saw a huge, almost gigantic figure in a long black cassock and biretta emerge from the room.

Oh, signore? he cried apologetically, the instant he caught sight of me. Do pray excuse me. I have so many of my poor people here begging that Im compelled to be out to them sometimes. Come in! Come in? Then he added reproachfully, turning to his housekeeper, Teresa, what manners you have to leave this gentleman standing in the hall like a mendicant! Im ashamed of you, Teresa! What must the signore think — and a foreigner, too!

In an instant the Very Reverand Bernardo Landini and I were friends. I saw that he was thoroughly genuine, a strange admixture of good-fellowship and piety. His proportions were Gargantuan. His clean-shaven face was perfectly round, fresh, and almost boyish in complexion, his dark eyes twinkled with merriment, his stomach was huge and spoke mutely of a healthy appetite, his hand big and hearty in its shake, and in his speech he aspirated his es, which showed him to be a born Florentine.

After I had explained that my name was Allan Kennedy, and that I was introduced by the gobbo of Leghorn, he took out his great horn snuff-box, rapped it loudly, and offered me a pinch.

Ah! he remarked. The signore is English, yet how well he speaks our Tuscan?

I thanked him for his compliment, and went on to explain that I had passed the years of my youth in Florence, and was at heart almost a Florentino.

This pleased him mightily, and from the moment I hinted at my antiquarian tastes he began to chatter as an enthusiast will.

The apartment wherein I sat, darkened by its closed sun-shutters, was certainly a strange one, small, and so crammed with antiques of every kind and description that one could scarcely move in it. Upon the old Empire writing-table at which he had seated himself stood a small brass crucifix of exquisite design, while all around hung ancient pictures of a religious character — saints, pietas, pictures of the Redeemer, and several great canvases reaching from floor to ceiling, evidently from church-altars. The very chairs were of the fifteenth century, heavy, massive, and covered with stamped leather; the tables were of the Renaissance; and the perfect chaos of valuable objects of art stored there was to me, a collector absolutely bewildering.

And amid it all, seated at his table, was the ponderous, beaming cleric, mopping his brow with his big red handkerchief from time to time, and leaning back in his chair to laugh and talk with me.

Yet when I mentioned that I had been sent by the mysterious old hunchback of Leghorn his face instantly grew serious, and with a low sigh he said: Ah, poor Francesco! poor fellow?

You know him well, signor priore, I said. Tell me about him. Im very anxious to know who and what he really is. To me he has always been a mystery.

But the stout prior shook his head, replying in a rather hard voice: No, signore. I regret that my lips are closed.

His response was a strange one, and led me at once to suspect that my new friend was a party to some grave secret. Therefore, seeing that his manner was firm, I dropped the subject, although more than ever interested in the queer, deformed old fellow who had so long mystified me.

My friend the priest took me around his wonderful collection, and showed me a veritable confusion of valuable antiques: a Madonna by Andrea del Sarto, a Holy Family by Tintoretto, a tiny but exquisite specimen of that lost art of della Robbia, and a quantity of old tapestries, medieval ironwork, and old, carved furniture.

In a room beyond was stored a splendid collection of Florentine armour: helmets, breastplates, gauntlets, and lances, with a heap of ancient swords, rapiers, and poniards. I took up several to examine them, and found that they were without exception splendid specimens of the Spanish armourers work, mostly bearing upon the finely tempered blades the well-known marks of Blanco, Martinez, Ruiz, Tomas, and Pedro de Lezama.

Some of the work was wonderfully inlaid with brass and copper; and the collection appeared to be a representative one, ranging from the rusty crosshilts of the Etruscas down to the thin Spanish rapiers of the seventeenth century.

A third room, still beyond, was the priests bedchamber, and even this was so packed with curios and bric-à-brac that there was scarcely room to enter.

Above the narrow little bed was an antique bronze crucifix, mounted upon a carved wooden background covered with old purple brocade, while the whitewashed walls were almost hidden by the profusion of religious pictures. The red-brick floor was carpetless, as were all the other apartments; but the furniture was all old, and upon the chairs were heaped quantities of silks and velvets from the Genoese looms of the seventeenth century — truly an amazing profusion of relics of Italys past glory.

The prior smiled at my exclamations of surprise as I enthusiastically examined object after object with keen and critical eye. Then, when I remarked upon the value of the objects of art with which his unpretentious house was filled, he answered:

I am delighted that you, signore, should feel so much interest in my few things. Like yourself, I am an enthusiast, and perhaps by my calling I am afforded unusual facilities for collecting. Here, in my poverty-stricken parish, are quantities of antiques stored in the cottages as well as in the palaces, and the contadini from all the countryside, even beyond Pistoja, prefer to bring me their treasures in secret rather than to offer them openly to the pawnbroker.

But Graniani told me that you have discovered a manuscript of remarkable character. I possess a small collection; therefore may I be permitted to examine it? I asked, carefully approaching the subject.

Most certainly, he replied, after a moments hesitation, it seemed. It is in the safe in my study. Let us return there. And I followed his ponderous form back to the small apartment wherein stood his writing-table with the crucifix and heavily bound Bible and missal upon it.

But as I walked behind him, unable to see his face, I was surprised at the tone of the remark he made as though speaking to himself:

So Francesco told you of the book, did he? Ah!

He spoke as though in suppressed anger that the queer old hunchback had betrayed his confidence.


Chapter Two.

The Priest and the Book.
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THE PRIOR MOPPED his round face again with his red handkerchief, and taking a key from his pocket fumbled at the lock of the small and old-fashioned safe, after some moments producing the precious manuscript for my inspection.

It proved to be a thick folio, bound in its original oaken boards covered with purple leather that had faded and in parts disappeared. For further protection there were added great bosses of tarnished brass, usual in fifteenth-century bindings, but the wood itself was fast decaying; the binding presented a sadly tattered and worn appearance, and the heavy volume seemed held together mainly by its great brass clasp.

He placed it before me on the table, and with eager fingers I undid the clasp and opened it. As soon as my eyes fell upon the leaves of parchment I recognised it to be a very rare and remarkable fourteenth-century manuscript, and a desire at once seized me to possess it.

Written by the monk Arnoldus of Siena, it was beautifully executed in even Gothic characters, with red and blue initials, and ornamented with a number of curious designs in gold and colours representing the seven deadly sins. Upon the first page was a long, square initial in gold; and although written with the contractions common at the time, I managed to make out the first few lines in Latin as follows:

Arnoldus Cenni de Senis, professus in monasterio Viridis vallis canon regul. S. Augustini in Zonie silva Camerac. dioec. Liber Gnotosolitos de septem peccatis mortalibus, de decem praeceptis, de duodecim consiliis evangelicis, de quinque sensibus, de simbolo fidei, de septem sacramentis, de octo beatitudinibus, de septem donis spiritus sancti, de quatuor peccatis ad Deum clamantibus, etc.

Across the top of the first page, written in a cursive hand in brown ink of a somewhat later date, was the inscription:

Liber canonicor. regul. monasterii S. Maynulfi in Bodeke prope Paderborn. Qui rapit hunc librum rapiant sua viscera corvi.

The introduction showed that the splendid manuscript had been written by the old Sienese monk himself in the Abbey of Saint Paul at Groenendale. The date was fixed by the Explicit: Iste liber est mei Fris Arnoldi Cenni de Senis Frum ordis Bte Marie carmelo. Ouem ppria manu scripsi i anno dni MoCCCoXXXIX. die. XXVIII. Maij. Finito libro Reseram gra Xo.

I really dont know why I became so intensely interested in the volume, for the ornamentations were evidently by a Flemish illuminator, and I had come across many of a far more meritorious character in the work of the Norman scribes.

Perhaps it was owing to the quaintness of the design; perhaps because of the rareness of the work; but more probably because at the end of the book had been left fifty or so blank leaves, as was often the case in manuscripts of that period, and upon them, in a strange and difficult cursive hand, was inscribed a long record which aroused my curiosity.

As every collector of manuscripts knows, one sometimes finds curious entries upon the blank pages of vellum books. In the days before the art of printing was discovered, when the use of paper was not general, and when vellum and parchment were costly, every inch of the latter was utilise and a record meant to be permanent was usually written in the front or back of some precious volume. Therefore, the sight of this hundred pages or so of strange-looking writing in faded brown ink, penned with its many downward flourishes, uneven and difficult as compared with the remarkable regularity of the old monks treatise upon the Seven Sins, awakened within me an eagerness to decipher it.

Horaes, psalters, offices of the Virgin, and codexes of Saints Augustine, Bernard, Ambrose, and the others are to be found in every private collection; therefore it was always my object to acquire manuscript works that were original. The volume itself was certainly a treasure, and its interest was increased tenfold by those pages of close, half-faded handwriting, written probably a century later, and evidently in indifferent ink to that used by the old monk.

Well, signore, inquired the prior after I had been bending over the ancient volume for some minutes in silence, what is your opinion? You are of course an expert. I am not. I know nothing about manuscripts.

His frankness was pleasing. He did not seek to expound its merits or to criticise without being able to substantiate his statements.

A most interesting codex, I declared, just as openly. I dont remember ever having met with Arnoldus before; and, as far as I can recollect, Quain does not mention him. How did it come into your possession?

Landini was silent. His huge, round face, so different from the pinched, grey countenances of most priests, assumed a mysterious look, and his lips pursed themselves up in an instant. I noticed his hesitation, and, recollecting that he had told me how many people in the neighbourhood came to him in secret and sold him their most treasured possessions, saw that my question was not an exactly fair one. Instead of replying, he merely remarked that if I desired to acquire the volume he was open to an offer. Then he added:

I think, my dear signore, that when we become better acquainted we shall like each other. Therefore I may as well tell you at once that, in addition to the holy office which I hold, I deal in antiques. Probably you will condemn me, just as half Florence has already done. But surely it is no disgrace to the habit I wear? From the sacriligious Government I receive the magnificent stipend of one thousand lire (forty pounds) annually; and he laughed a trifle bitterly. Can a man live on that? I have both father and mother still living, dear old souls! Babbo is eighty-one, and my mother seventy-eight; they live out at the five ways in the Val dEma, in the old farmhouse where I was born. With the profits I make on dealing in antiques I manage by great economy to keep them and myself, and have just a trifle to give to the deserving poor in my parish. Do you blame me, signore?

How could I? His charming openness, so like the Tuscan priest, and yet so unlike the Tuscan tradesman, gave me an insight into his true character. The extreme simplicity of his carpetless, comfortless house, the frayed shabbiness of his cassock, and the cracked condition of his huge buckled shoes all spoke mutely for a struggle for life. Yet, on the other hand, his face was that of a supremely contented man. His collection was such that if sold at Christies it would fetch many thousands of pounds; yet, an antiquary himself, he clung, it seemed, to a greater portion of it, and would not part with many of his treasures.

I told him that I had admiration rather than reproach at his turning dealer, when he frankly explained that his method of selling was not to regard the marketable value of an object, but to obtain a small profit upon the sum he gave for it.

I find that this method works best, he said, for by it I am able to render a service to those in straitened circumstances, and at the same time gain sufficient for the wants of my family. Of the real value of many things I am utterly ignorant. This manuscript, for instance, I purchased for a hundred francs. If you give me a hundred and twenty-five, and you think it is worth it, I shall be quite contented. Does the price suit you?

Suit me! My heart leaped to my mouth. If he had suggested fifty pounds instead of five I should have been prepared to consider it. Either Quaritch in London, Rosenthal in Munich, or Olschki in Florence would, I felt certain, be eager to give at the least a hundred pounds for it. Such manuscripts were not offered for sale every day.

The price is not at all high, I answered. Indeed, it is lower than I expected you would ask; therefore the book is mine. And taking my wallet from my pocket, I counted out and handed to him a dozen or so of those small, well-thumbed notes that constitute the paper currency of Italy, for which he scribbled a receipt upon a scrap of waste-paper which he picked up from the floor — a fact which showed him to be as unconventional as he was frank and honest in his dealing.

Dealers in any branch of antiques, whether in pictures, china, furniture, or manuscripts, are — except well-known firms — for the most part sharks of the worst genus; hence it was pleasant to make a purchase with such charming openness of purpose.

When he handed me the receipt, however, I thought I detected a strange, mysterious look upon his big, beaming countenance as he said, I thank you, my dear Signor Kennedy, for your patronage, and I hope that you will never regret your purchase — never.

He seemed to emphasise the words in a tone unusual to him. It flashed across my mind that the manuscript might, after all, be a clever German forgery, as a good many are, and that its genuineness had already been doubted. Yet if it were, I felt certain that such a man would never disgrace his office by knowingly deceiving me.

Still, the mystery of his manner puzzled me, and I am fain to confess that my confidence in him became somewhat shaken.

His refusal to tell me anything of the ugly old hunchback whose orders he had obeyed in showing me the book, and his disinclination to tell me whence he had procured it, were both curious circumstances which occupied my mind. It also occurred to me as most probable that Graniani was merely an agent of the clerical antique-dealer, which accounted for his pockets being ever filled with precious manuscripts, bits of valuable china, miniatures, an such-like odds and ends.

Nevertheless, if the Book of Arnoldus were actually genuine I had secured a gem at a ridiculously low price. I did not for one moment doubt its authenticity; hence a feeling of intense satisfaction overcame everything.

He showed me several other manuscripts, including a fifteenth-century Petrarca De Vita Solitaria, an illuminated Horae of about the same date, and an Evangelia quatuor of a century earlier; but none of them attracted me so much as the heavy volume I had purchased.

Then, at my request, he took me along the dark corridor and through a side-door into the fine old church, where the light was dim and in keeping with the ancient, time-mellowed Raphaels and the dull gilding of ceiling and altar. The air was heavy with incense, and the only sound beyond the echo of our footsteps was the impudent chirp of a stray bird which had come in for shelter from the scorching sun. It was an ancient place, erected in 1089 by the Florentines to commemorate their victories on August sixth, the day of San Sisto.

For more than twenty years I had not entered there. I recollect going there in my youth, because I was enamoured of a dark-eyed little milliner from the via Dante who attended mass regularly. The past arose before me, and I smiled at that forgotten love of my ardent youth. The prior pointed out to me objects of interest not mentioned in the red guide-books, they being known to him alone. He showed me the splendid sculptured tombs of the noble houses of Cioni and of Gherardesca, whereon lay the armoured knights in stone; the Madonna of Fra Bartolommeo; the curious frescoes in the sacristy, and other objects which to both of us were interesting; then, taking me back through his house, we passed out into the tangled, old-world garden — a weedy, neglected place, with orange and fig trees, broken moss-grown statuary, and a long, cool loggia covered with laden vines.

Together we sat upon a bench in the welcome shadow, and at our feet the lizards darted across those white flagstones hollowed by the tread of generations. Father Bernardo took the long Tuscan cigar which I offered him; and, on his calling old Teresa to bring a candle, we both lit up, for the ignition of a Virginia in Italy is, as you know, an art in itself. He confided to me that he loved to smoke — the only indulgence he allowed himself — and then, as we lolled back, overcome by the heat and burden of the day, we discussed antiques, and he told me some strange stories of the treasures that had on various occasions passed through his hands to the national galleries or the wealthy American visitors.

A dozen times I tried to obtain from him the history of the fine old parchment codex I had just bought, but without avail. He made it a rule, he told me frankly, never to divulge from whom he obtained the objects he had to sell, and had he not been a cleric I should really have suspected him of being a receiver of stolen property.

Old Teresa, in blue apron and shuffling over the stones, returned to her master presently, informing him that someone was waiting for confession; therefore my friend, excusing himself, flung away his cigar, crossed himself, and hurried back to his sacred duty. He was a strange man, it was true; charming, yet at moments austere, reserved, and mysterious.

Alone, still smoking, I sat where he had left me. Opposite, the overgrown garden with its wealth of fruit and flowers was bounded by the ancient stucco wall of the church, around which, in a line above the windows, ran a row of beautiful della Robbia medallions hidden from the world.

When I had remarked upon their beauty to Landini he had sighed, saying:

Ah, signore, if I only might sell them and pay for the restoration of my church! Each one is worth at least a thousand pounds sterling, for they are even finer specimens than those upon the Foundling Hospital. The Louvre Museum in Paris offered me a year ago twenty thousand francs for the one to the right over there in the corner. Yes; the old place breathed an air of a bygone age — the age of the Renaissance in Italy — and I sat there musing as I smoked, trying to fathom the character of the ponderous, heavy-breathing man who had that moment entered the confessional, and wondering what could be his connection with Francesco Graniani.

Across, straight before me, was a small, square, latticed window of old green glass, near which, I knew, stood the confessional-box; and suddenly — I know not why — my eye caught it, and what I noticed there riveted my attention.

Something showed white for a single instant behind the glass, then disappeared. But not, however, before I recognised that some person was keeping secret watch upon my movements, and, further, that it was none other than the forbidding-looking little hunchback of Leghorn.

In Italy ones suspicion is easily aroused, and certainly mine was by that inexplicable incident. I determined then and there to trust neither Graniani nor his clerical friend. Therefore, with a feeling of anger at such impudent espionage, I rose, re-entered the priors house, and walked up the dark passage to the study, intending to obtain the precious volume for which I had paid, and to wish my host a hurried adieu.

On entering the darkened study, however, I discovered, somewhat to my surprise, a neat-waisted, well-dressed lady in black standing there, evidently waiting, and idling the time by glancing over the vellum pages of my newly acquired treasure.

I drew back, begging her pardon for unceremonious intrusion, but she merely bowed in acknowledgment. Her manner seemed agitated and nervous, and she wore a veil, so that in the half-light I could not well distinguish her features.

She was entirely in black, even to her gloves, and was evidently the person to whom Father Bernardo had been called, and after confession had passed through the little side-door of the church in order to consult him upon some matter of extreme importance, the nature of which I could not possibly divine. In all this I scented mystery.


Chapter Three.

In which the Prior is Mysterious.
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THE PRIOR ENTERED his study behind me with a hurried word of excuse, expressing regret that he had been compelled to leave me alone, and promising to join me in a few moments.

Therefore I turned, and, retracing my steps along the stone corridor wherein antique carved furniture was piled, went back again into the garden, glancing up at the window whereat I had detected the hunchbacks face.

Landini had closed his study door after I had gone, thus showing that his consultation with his visitor was of a confidential nature. I regretted that I had not passed through into the church and faced Graniani, for I could not now go back and pass the closed door, especially as the keen eyes of the reverends house-woman were upon me. So, impatiently I waited for the stout priest to rejoin me, which he did a few moments later, carrying my precious acquisition in his hand.

Perhaps you are a collector of coins or curios, monastic seals or manuscripts, birds eggs, or butterflies? If you are, you know quite well the supreme satisfaction it gives you to secure a unique specimen at a moderate and advantageous price. Therefore, you may well understand the tenderness with which I took my treasured Arnoldus from him, and how carefully I wrapped it in a piece of brown paper which Teresa brought to her master. The priests house-woman, shrewd, inquisitive, and a gossip, is an interesting character the world over; and old Teresa, with the wizened face and brown, wrinkled neck, was no exception. She possessed a wonderful genius for making a minestra, or vegetable soup, Father Bernardo had already told me, and he had promised that I should taste her culinary triumph some day.

Nevertheless, although the prior was politeness itself, pleasant yet pious, laconic yet light-hearted, I entertained a distrust of him.

I referred to my intrusion in his study while he had a visitor, but he only laughed, saying:

It was nothing, my dear signore — nothing, I assure you. Pray dont apologise. My business with the lady, although serious, was brief. It is I who should apologise.

No, I said; Ive been enjoying your garden. Enclosed here by the church and by your house, right in the very centre of Florence, it is so quiet and old-world, so full of antiquity, that I have much enjoyed lingering here.

Yes, he answered reflectively; back in the turbulent days of the Medici that remarkable figure in Italian history, Fra Savonarola, owned this garden and sat beneath this very loggia, on this very bench, thinking out those wonderful discourses and prophecies which electrified all Florence. Nothing changes here. The place is just the same today, those white walls on the four sides, only the statuary perhaps is in worse condition than it was in 1498 when he concluded his remarkable career by defying the commands of the Pope as well as the injunctions of the signoria, and was hanged and burned amid riot and bloodshed. Ah, this garden of mine has seen many vicissitudes, signore, and yonder in my church the divine Dante himself invoked the blessing of the Almighty upon his efforts to effect peace with the Pisans.

Your house is a truly fitting receptacle for your splendid collection, I said, impressed by his words and yet wondering at his manner.

Do you know, he exclaimed a moment later, as though a thought had suddenly occurred to him, I cannot help fearing that you may have acted imprudently in purchasing this manuscript. If you wish, I am quite ready to return you your money. Really, I think it would be better if you did so, signore.

But I assure you I have no wish to return it to you, I declared, astonished at his words. If he believed he had made a bad bargain, I at least had his receipt for the amount and the book in my hand.

But it would be better, he urged. Better for you — and for me, for the matter of that. Here are the notes you gave me; and taking them from his pocket he held them towards me.

I failed utterly to comprehend his intention or his motive. I had made a good bargain, and why should I relinquish it? Place yourself in my position for a moment, and think what you would have done.

Well, signor reverendo, I exclaimed, I paid the price you asked, and I really cannot see why you should attempt to cry off the deal. Truth to tell, I was a trifle annoyed.

You have paid the price, he repeated in a strange voice, looking at me seriously. Yes; that is true. You have paid the price in the currency of my country; but there is yet a price to pay.

What do you mean? I asked quickly, looking him squarely in the face.

I mean that it would be best for us both if you gave me back my receipt and took back your money.

Why?

I cannot be more explicit, he replied. I am a man of honour, he added, and you may trust me.

But I am desirous of adding the codex to my collection, I argued, mystified by his sudden desire to withdraw from his word. I asked you your price, and have paid it.

I admit that. The affair has been but a matter of business between two gentlemen, he replied, with just a touch of hauteur. Nevertheless, I am anxious that you should not be possessor of that manuscript.

But why? I am a collector. When you come to Leghorn I hope you will call and look through my treasures.

Treasures? he echoed. That is no treasure — it is a curse, rather.

A curse! How can a splendid old book be a curse in the hands of a palaeographical enthusiast like myself?

I am a man of my word, he said in a low, distinct tone. I tell you, my dear signore, that your enthusiasm has led you away. You should not have purchased your so-called treasure. It was ill-advised; therefore I urge you to take back the sum you have paid.

And on my part I object to do so, I said a little warmly.

He shrugged his broad shoulders, and a pained look crossed his big features.

Will you not listen to me — for your own good? he urged earnestly.

I do not think that sentiment need enter into it, I replied. I have purchased the book, and intend to retain it in my possession.

Very well, he sighed. I have warned you. One day, perhaps, you will know that at least Bernardo Landini acted as your friend.

But I cannot understand why you wish me to give you back the book, I argued. You must have some motive?

Certainly I have, was his frank response. I do not wish you to be its possessor.

You admit that the volume is precious, therefore of value. Yet you wish to withdraw from a bad bargain!

His lips pursed themselves for a moment, and a look of mingled regret and annoyance crossed his huge face.

I admit the first, but deny the second. The bargain is a good one for me, but a bad one for you.

Very well, I replied with self-satisfaction. I will abide by it.

You refuse to hear reason?

I refuse, with all due deference to you, signor reverendo, to return you the book I have bought.

Then I can only regret, he said in a voice of profound commiseration. You misconstrue my motive, but how can I blame you? I probably should, if I were in ignorance, as you are.

Then you should enlighten me.

Ah? he sighed again. I only wish it were admissible. But I cannot. If you refuse to forego your bargain, I can do nothing. When you entered here I treated you as a stranger; and now, although you do not see it, I am treating you as a friend.

I smiled. Used as I was to the subtleness of the trading Tuscan, I was suspicious that he regretted having sold the book to me at such a low price, and was trying to obtain more without asking for it point-blank.

Well, signor priore, I said bluntly a moment later, suppose I gave you an extra hundred francs for it, would that make any difference to your desire to retain possession of it?

None whatever, he responded. If you gave me ten thousand more I would not willingly allow you to have it in your possession.

His reply was certainly a strange one, and caused me a few moments reflection.

But why did you sell it if you wish to retain it? I asked.

Because at the time you were not my friend, he replied evasively. You are now — I know you, and for that reason I give you warning. If you take the book from this house, recollect it is at your risk, and you will assuredly regret having done so.

I shook my head, smiling, unconvinced by his argument and suspicious of his manner. Somehow I had grown to dislike the man. If he were actually my friend, as he assured me, he would certainly not seek to do me out of a bargain. So I laughed at his misgivings, saying:

Have no fear, signor reverendo. I shall treasure the old codex in a glass case, as I do the other rare manuscripts in my collection. I have a number of biblical manuscripts quite as valuable, and I take care of them, I assure you.

My eye caught the ancient window where I had seen the white, unshaven face of the old hunchback, and recollecting that there must be some mysterious connection between the two men, I tucked my precious parcel under my arm and rose to depart.

The prior knit his dark brows and crossed himself in silence.

Then the signore refuses to heed me? he asked in a tone of deep disappointment.

I do, I answered quite decisively. I have to catch my train back to Leghorn; therefore I will wish you addio.

As you wish, as you wish, sighed the ponderous priest. Then placing his big hand upon my shoulder in a paternal manner, he added, I know full well how strange my request must appear to you, my dear signore, but some day perhaps you will learn the reason. Recollect, however, that, whatever may occur, Bernardo Landini is a friend to whom you may come for counsel and advice. Addio, and may He protect you, guard you from misfortune, and prosper you. Addio.

I thanked him, and took the big, fat hand he offered.

Then, in silence, I looked into his good-humoured face and saw there a strange, indescribable expression of mingled dread and sympathy. But we parted; and, with old Teresa shuffling before me, I passed through the house and out into the white sun glare of the open piazza, bearing with me the precious burden that was destined to have such a curious and remarkable influence upon my being and my life.


Chapter Four.

By the Tideless Sea.
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WHEN A MAN secures a bargain, be it in his commerce or in his hobbies, he always endeavours to secure a second opinion. As I hurried across to hug the shadow of the Palazzo Pandolfini I glanced at my watch, and found that I had still an hour and a half before the treno lumaca, or snail-train, as the Florentines, with sarcastic humour, term it, would start down the Arno valley for Leghorn. Therefore I decided to carry my prize to Signor Leo Olschki, who, as you know, is one of the most renowned dealers in ancient manuscripts in the world, and whose shop is situated on the Lung Amo Acciajoli, close to the Ponte Vecchio. Many treasures of our British Museum have passed through his hands, and among bibliophiles his name is a household word.

Fortunately I found him in: a short, fair-bearded, and exceedingly courteous man, who himself is a lover of books although a dealer in them. Behind those glass cases in his shop were some magnificent illuminated manuscripts waiting to be bought by some millionaire collector or national museum, and all around from floor to ceiling were shelves full of the rarest books extant, some of the incunabula being the only known copies existing.

I had made many purchases of him; therefore he took me into the room at the rear of the shop, and I displayed my bargain before his expert eyes.

In a moment he pronounced it a genuine Arnoldus, a manuscript of exceeding rarity, and unique on account of several technical reasons with which it is useless to trouble those who read this curious record.

Well, now, Signor Olschki, what would you consider approximately its worth?

The great bibliophile stroked his beard slowly, at the same time turning over the evenly-written parchment folios.

I suppose, he answered, after a little hesitation, that you dont wish to sell it?

No. I tell you frankly that Ive brought it here to show you and ask your opinion as to its genuineness.

Genuine it is no doubt — a magnificent codex. If I had it here to sell I would not part with it under twenty-five thousand francs — a thousand pounds.

A thousand pounds? I echoed, for the price was far above what I had believed the manuscript to be worth.

Rosenthal had one in his catalogue two years ago priced at sixteen thousand francs. I saw it when I was in Munich, and it was not nearly so good or well preserved as yours. Besides — this writing at the end: have you any idea what it is about?

Some family record, I answered. The usual rambling statements regarding personal possessions, I expect.

Of course, he answered. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries they habitually disfigured their books in this way, as you know. It was a great pity.

Having obtained the information I desired, I repacked my treasured tome while he brought out several precious volumes for my inspection, including a magnificent French Psalteriolum seu preces pia cum calendario, with miniatures of the thirteenth century, which he had catalogued at four hundred and fifty pounds; and an Italian Psalterium ad usum ord. S. Benedicti, of two hundred leaves, written at Padua in 1428, that he had just sold to the National Museum at Berlin for fifteen thousand marks. In addition to being an expert and dealer, he was a true lover of books and manuscripts; and, knowing that my pocket would not allow me to indulge in such treasures, he would often exhibit to me his best volumes and gossip about them as every bibliophile will gossip, handling them tenderly the while.

I caught my train and returned to the white villa facing the sea, outside Leghorn, which was my bachelor home, entirely satisfied with my visit to the Tuscan capital.

Three miles beyond the noisy seaport, close down where the clear waters of the Mediterranean lazily lapped the shingly beach at the little watering-place of Antignano, stood the square, sun-blanched house, with its wide balcony, and its green sun-shutters now open to the soft breeze that came across the water with the brilliant sundown. The faithful Nello, my old Tuscan man-servant, who was cook, housekeeper, and valet all in one, had been watching for my arrival; and as I rang at the big iron gate before my garden the old fellow came hurrying to admit me, with his pleasant bow and words of welcome on his lips:

Ben tornato, signore; ben tornato.

I thanked him, carried my precious parcel to the study upstairs, and then, descending again, ate hurriedly the dinner he placed before me, anxious to examine my purchase.

My old servitor moved noiselessly in and out as I ate, fidgeting as though he wished to speak with me. But I was looking through my letters, and took but little notice of him. Italian servants are always a nuisance, being too loquacious and too ready to offer opinions or advice. I had suffered for years from a succession of unsatisfactory men, until my friend Fra Antonio of the Capuchin monastery brought old Nello to me. He had little in exterior appearance to recommend him, for his countenance was that of a Mephistopheles, and his attire neglected and shabby. He was an old soldier who had served Italy well in the days of Garibaldi, and had for years been engaged as steward on board one of the Prince line of steamers between Naples and New York.

Fra Antonio knew him well; therefore I took him on trial, and very quickly discovered that even though he had a wife and family living high up in one of the odorous back streets of Leghorn, to whom some of my provisions secretly found their way, he was a treasure of a servant.

Although old in years, he was not decrepit. His physical strength often amazed me, and after three years of service his devotion to me was often remarked by my friends. His only vice was smoking; and as he consumed the very rankest of tobacco, which clung about the house for days afterwards, I had set apart an arbour in the garden beneath the vines where he might poison the air whenever he wished.

Having dined, I ascended the wide marble staircase to my study, a big, high room, with frescoed ceiling, that looked out across the open sea. Houses are large and cheap in Italy — mine was far too large for a lonely man like myself. There were half a dozen rooms into which I never entered, and I opened my drawing-room only when I had visitors, for I have a mans dislike for silk-covered furniture, mirrors, and standard lamps.

The long windows of my study were open, and the place was at that moment filled with the crimson afterglow. I stood upon the balcony and breathed the pure air from the sea, delightfully refreshing after the stifling heat of the day. Across, in the far distance, the islands of Corsica, Capraja, and Gorgona loomed purple against the blood-red sunset, while up from the beach the evening stillness was broken by a young fisherman playing his mandolin and singing in a fine musical voice the old love-song with that chorus which every one in Italy knows so well:

Amarti soltanto
Non basta al mio cor:
Io voglio parlarti,
Parlarti damor!

Love! Ah! those words he sang brought back to me, an exile, all the bitterness of the past — all the bitterness of my own love. A lump arose in my throat when I recollected the might-have-been; but I crushed it down just as I had done a hundred times before, and re-entered the room, closing the windows to shut out the words of the song, and, sighing, seated myself at my writing-table to occupy myself with the book I had bought from the fat prior of San Sisto.

Old Nello — whose correct name was Lionello, although, as usual in Tuscany, everyone had called him Nello ever since his birth, sixty years ago — brought in my coffee and liqueur, setting it down at my elbow, and afterwards crossed to reopen the window.

I closed it, Nello, I snapped. Dont open it. Theres too much confounded music outside.

Bene, signore, he answered. I forgot to say that the signor console called at four oclock.

And what did the consul want? I inquired.

He wishes to see you tomorrow to luncheon, was the old fellows response. And, oh! I forgot — another man called to see the signore only a quarter of an hour before his return — the gobbo; Graniani.

Graniani! I echoed. And what did he want, pray?

To sell you some more old rubbish, I suppose, was Nellos blunt reply, for he always looked upon my purchase of antiques as a terrible waste of good money. He said he would return later.

I was very surprised at this. He had probably returned to Leghorn by an earlier train from Florence; but why he wished to see me after secretly spying upon my movements I was at a loss to know. One must, however, be clever to comprehend the ingenuity of the Italian, with all his diplomatic smiles and ingenious subtleties.

If he comes I will see him, I responded; adding, Do you know, Nello, I dont like that man.

Ah, signore! answered the old fellow, you should never trust a hunchback.

But when I asked you about him you knew nothing to his detriment. I look to you to make inquiries about such people.

At the time I was in ignorance, signore, he said apologetically; but I have learned several things since.

Things that are not very creditable, eh? I asked, regarding his weird, almost grotesque figure in ill-fitting black coat and crumpled shirt-front.

He hesitated as though unwilling to tell me the whole truth. He was always reserved regarding any person of bad character, and, generally speaking, a Tuscan never cares to denounce his compatriots to a foreigner.

If I were you, signore, he said, Id have nothing to do with any gobbo.

But Ive bought several good manuscripts from him, I argued.

The signore must please himself, he remarked. I have warned him.

I really did not desire any warning, for the mysterious appearance of the old hunchbacks face at the church window was sufficient to cause me grave suspicion. But Nello for three years past had exercised a kind of paternal care over me, seeming to regard with wonder that I could scribble piles upon piles of paper and get paid for it. It was really wonderful how I wrote roman, he often declared. He read two of them translated into Italian and published serially in the Tribuna, and kept the copies neatly tied in bundles, which he proudly showed to his friends as the work of his padrone.

Well, had I better see the gobbo? I asked.

No, signore, I would not, was his prompt advice. He has no business to come here. His place is in the piazza, and it is impudence to call upon a gentleman.

Then tell him Im engaged. Ill want nothing more tonight. Dont disturb me.

Benissimo, signore; buona notte. And old Nello went softly out well satisfied, leaving me to my coffee and my old manuscript.

I had not asked Nello to give his reason, because I knew that he would refuse to be drawn. He was a clever old fellow, and would, in argument, get the better of me.

So, the music having ceased, I reopened the window, and in the fading light settled myself to a pleasant hour with my latest acquisition.

Further acquaintance with the splendid volume was not disappointing. It was certainly a treasure; and having glanced casually at the coloured miniatures and gilt initials, I turned to the first page of the record written upon the blank pages at the end.

The cursive writing with its long flourishing was extremely difficult to decipher, and the ink much inferior to that used by the old monk Arnoldus, for it was faded and brown, having evidently been penned by one who had no acquaintance with the Gothic or book-hand. The writing was undoubtedly that of the early sixteenth century.

The first line I was able to make out read as follows:

Qui scripsit scripta manus eius sit benedicta, while, as far as I could decipher it, the record ended in the following manner:

Qui me scribebat Godefridus nomen habebat
Godefridus Lupellus
de Croylandia
me scripsit anno
domini 1542 in no
no die mensis
Janua rij.

This final page was so ill-written and half-obliterated by a great yellow damp-stain that I had not before noticed it. But by it my curiosity became further aroused, for, translated into modern English, it showed that the addition had been made to the book by one Godfrey Lupellus or Lovel, of Crowland, in Lincolnshire, probably one of the monks of that once celebrated Benedictine abbey which is now but a magnificent pile of ruins familiar to many by photographs.

The discovery that it had been penned by a person living in England caused me to set to work at once to learn what was written there, so I took a sheet of plain paper, and, assisted by that valuable little work of reference, the Dictionary of Abbreviations, commenced to disentangle slowly the calligraphical riddle before me.

The task was extremely difficult; and, whether from the heat of the evening or owing to the fatigue I had undergone, I felt a curious, indescribable sensation slowly creeping over me.

It commenced with small shooting pains that paralysed the muscles of my jaws, gradually increasing in intensity. At first I believed that it was merely a touch of neuralgia, until all in a moment a quick, sharp pain shot down my spine, paralysing me so completely that I could neither move nor utter a sound.

My head swam. My jaws were fixed. I tried to rise, but could not; I tried to cry out for my faithful Nello, but my tongue refused to utter a sound.

A curious drowsiness seized me, and I struggled against it vainly. Never before had I experienced such a feeling. Then a second pain ran down my back far more acute and excruciating than the first, and I believe I must have fainted.

At any rate, all became an utter blank. The fat priests solemn warning was, it seemed, no idle one.


Chapter Five.

Shows Something Suspicious.
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LIFE HAS NO labyrinth but ones steps can track it, and mind acts on mind though bodies be far divided.

Following the strange sensation that crept upon me while examining that half-faded, uneven screed came a complete blank. My muscles were paralysed, my breathing difficult, my throat contracted, and my manhoods energy utterly sapped, until I was helpless as a child. It seemed as though the unseen power had touched me with the finger of death, and I had withered and fallen.

Yet slowly and painfully I struggled back to a sense of my hapless position, and on opening my eyes, sore in their sockets, I found, to my amazement, that I was lying in a heap on the carpet beside my overturned chair, my head close to the carved leg of my writing-table. The light dazzled me, and I quickly became aware that I was lying full in the morning sunshine which streamed in at the open window.

I had fallen from my chair and remained insensible the whole night. Nello had not discovered me, as I had dismissed him, wishing to be alone.

In Tuscany it is light early in summer, and the July sun soon gathers power. I glanced at the clock, and saw that it was already a quarter to five.

Outside, a fisherman was singing a gay song as he unloaded his boat, and children were already shouting as they bathed in the sunlit water; but the brightness in the world beyond only jarred upon me, soured and embittered man that I was. Could that curious sensation be a precursory sign of some terrible malady — epilepsy or paralysis, perhaps?

I struggled to my feet and stood beside the table, dazed, unbalanced, and so weak of limb that my legs could scarcely bear me. I felt as though I had just risen from a sick-bed after months of suffering.

The book lay open at the final page whereon the writer of the record, Godfrey Lovel, had inscribed his name and date as already reproduced here. My thoughts ran back to the moment when I had experienced that sudden seizure, and I recollected how interested I had been in the few lines I had succeeded in deciphering.

The unmistakable paralysis that had stricken me down at the very moment my curiosity was aroused was certainly alarming, and even mysterious, especially after the priors hints as to the evil that would pursue me if I determined to continue in possession of that fine old volume.

The fat priests words recurred to me with a deep and hidden meaning, and I admit that my spirit was mightily disturbed. It seemed that I had raised a foe where I might have won a friend.

I locked the book away in my safe, and went forth upon the balcony and breathed the fresh air of morning. Across the sparkling waters of the tideless sea the islands stood grey and mysterious in the blue haze, Gorgona, peopled only by its convict-gangs, showing most distinctly of all. A veil of mystery seemed to have fallen upon everything — upon all save a mighty battleship, with black smoke belching from her three yellow funnels and flying the white ensign of England as she approached an anchorage outside the port.

A desire for fresh air seized me; therefore, feeling faint, I took a liqueur glass of neat brandy, and then descended to the big marble entrance-hall that always echoed so dismally to my lonely footsteps. Recollect that I was a man without kith or kin, self-exiled for private reasons over which I had been unable to exercise control, and although living among a people that I loved because of their sympathy and charm, I was yet homesick for England and suffering from the nostalgia that those whose lot it is to spend their lives abroad know, alas! too well.

Outside I took the old sea-road — that shadeless road that runs with so many windings away along the edge of the deadly Maremma and on to Rome. I walked it often, for it led out along the edge of the brown cliffs through a wild and uninhabited tract of country, a district which until ten years ago had been dangerous on account of a band of lawless brigands. The latter had, however, all been exterminated by the carabineers, and the loneliness of the country suited well my frame of mind.

I met no one save an old barefooted fishwife whom I knew, trudging onward with her basket poised on her head. So I lit my pipe and gave myself up to reflection, trying to account for my strange seizure. I hesitated to consult a doctor, for I entertained an Englishmans want of faith in the Italian medico. I longed to be able to consult my own doctor in London, and ask his opinion whether the strange stupor were an actual warning.

Although Italy possesses such distinct charm; although Tuscany was the home of my youth; although I had hosts of friends among the fishermen and honest contadini about me; although my friends at the white old monastery away among the olives on the side of the Black Mountain were always warm in their welcome and eager to render me the very smallest and humblest service, yet I was suddenly tired of it all. Sweet as were the pleasures of Tuscany, as Byron, Shelley, Smollett, and George Eliot had found, yet I was English, and England was my home.

I threw myself down on the grass of the cliff-top and thought it all out. Through seven long years I had led that life of utter loneliness, returning to London only for a fortnight or so each year, and then sadly leaving Charing Cross again for another twelve months of exile. I had my work, the writing of romance, to absorb my attention, it was true; but the writer of novels must live in congenial surroundings, otherwise the influence of a solitary life must show in his work.

Letters I had received from home during the past few days showed, too, that there was really no further reason why I should not return and live in England among my friends; therefore, after long reflection and carefully considering the whole question, I at length made up my mind to pack up my collection of pictures, old furniture, manuscripts, and antiques, and remove them to some country home in England.

I have a habit of acting with precipitation. My father, full of old-fashioned caution, used to chide me for it. In his day there was no such thing as smartness. But in the profession, as in business, old-fashioned stolidity has now passed away. Today, if one sees the legend, Established 1792, over a shop, one avoids it, knowing that its proprietor is not content with up-to-date small profits. Time was when the solid professional or business man was as black-coated and serious as an undertaker; but it is all of the past. The smart, speculative man, who acts promptly and has the courage of his own convictions, is the man who succeeds in the present scramble for daily bread. In every walk of life one must keep abreast of the flood; hence, with my mind made up, I entered the consulate at eleven oclock and announced my immediate departure to my old friend and confidant, Jack Hutchinson, one of the most popular of his Majestys representatives abroad, and whose name with every skipper up and down the Mediterranean is synonymous with geniality of manner and kindliness of heart.

When I sank into a chair in his private room and announced to him that I was going his face fell. I knew well that he had no other English friend there, and my departure would leave him utterly alone. He was an exile, like myself; only, there was for him a comfortable pension at the end of it.

Well, he exclaimed after a moment, Im awfully sorry youre going, my dear old fellow — awfully sorry. But I think you are acting wisely. Youve been here too long, and have grown misanthropic. A little London life will take you out of yourself. Besides, of late youve been working far too hard.

I told him of my strange seizure; and, having heard me, he said:

Exactly. Just what I expected. Pellegrini, the doctor, feared a collapse, and told me so weeks ago. That Im very sorry to lose you, old chap, you know too well. But youll be better in England. Youre homesick, and that never does in Italy, you know. I and my wife both were so when I was first appointed here twelve years ago; but weve got over it — you never have. Then he added: By the way, have you seen old Graniani today? He stopped me half an hour ago in the Corso Umberto and asked if I had seen you this morning.

It was on the point of my tongue to tell Hutchinson all that had passed in Florence on the previous day, but I thought it useless to trouble him with what seemed but vague suspicions.

Why does he want to see me? I inquired.

Oh, he has got something or other to sell you, I suppose, was the consuls reply. Somehow, Kennedy, I dont like the old fellow. Whether its his ugliness, his deformity, or his manner, I cant tell; only, I instinctively dislike him — and more than ever when I met him just now.

Why?

Well, to me his manner was as though he expected to hear some grave news regarding you.

Grave news? I echoed. Then it occurred to me that the old hunchback was, of course, privy to the mysterious evil following the possession of the Book of Arnoldus.

What grave news did he expect?

How do I know, my dear fellow? These Italians, and especially men of his class, are so subtle and cunning that you can never get at the bottom of their motives.

But Ive always given Graniani his price — with a little bargaining, of course. Why, Ive paid him hundreds of francs. You recollect what I paid for that miniature of the missing dauphin of France?

But you obtained a gem, even though you had to pay heavily for it, was my friends answer. If it had been in old Confessinis hands youd have had to pay double, or he would have sent it to London.

I know that, I laughed. Graniani has had some good things now and then, and Ive been a good customer; therefore I cant see why he should entertain any hostile thought towards me.

As Ive already said, you never know the Italian character. The man who is your best friend today will be your worst enemy tomorrow. Thats what makes life so insecure here and affrays with the knife so frequent. All I can say is that I noticed about the old scoundrel a distinct expectation to hear bad news of you, and I judged from his manner that he was disappointed when I told him that for aught I knew you were all right. If I were you I wouldnt have any more dealings with him. Now youre leaving Antignano, cut him. He has served your purpose well, and you cant afford to be mixed up in any quarrel with a man of his stamp.

Yes, I will, I answered. I dont like him myself. Of late he has been far from straight.

And of late, it seems, he has been making secret inquiries of one of the Italian clerks here about your antecedents in England.

Whatever for? How can my antecedents concern him?

Ah, thats the point, my dear Kennedy. Hes forming some ingenious plot or other; therefore we must be on the alert. When a man bribes one of the clerks to obtain information about an Englishmans past, his parentage, and all the rest of it, theres something devilish suspicious about it.

I should think so! I wonder what the old scoundrel is up to?

Some blackmailing business or other, most probably. If so, act with discretion, and well have a chat with the chief of police. The present questore is terribly down on blackmailers.

But what can be the motive?

Thats more than either of us can tell. We must watch and form our own conclusions, was the consuls reply, leaning back in his white linen suit and stretching his arms above his head. You see now, he added, why I am in favour of your leaving Tuscany without delay.

Yes, I see. But theres some mystery about old Graniani, and we ought to clear it up.

Why should we trouble to do so? he asked.

I had told him nothing about the incident which had occurred to arouse my suspicions while I was waiting for the fat prior of San Sisto; therefore, in a few words I briefly recounted what I had witnessed.

Strange? he exclaimed. Remarkably strange! We must watch him, Kennedy. It almost looks as if, for some mysterious reason, he means mischief.

We agreed as to this, and then fell to discussing the best means by which I might get rid of my house and have my collection of antiques packed for transmission to England.

Soon after noon I returned home to luncheon, and in crossing the Piazza Vittorio Emanuelle to take the electric tram my eyes caught a glimpse of a neat female figure in black, which struck me as strangely similar to that of the dark-eyed woman who had been closeted with the fat prior in Florence on the previous day. My first impulse was to turn and follow her, but not being sufficiently certain of her identity, I stepped upon the tram, although sorely puzzled. Was she in Leghorn for some secret purpose? I wondered. Somehow I felt convinced it was she.

On my arrival home, however, my suspicion became more than ever aroused, for I found old Nello in a terrible state of anxiety. On getting up he had discovered that my bed had not been slept in, and that I was absent. Being Italian, he feared that some disgrazia had happened to me.

Then, when I assured him that I had merely been out for a long walk instead of sleeping, he said:

The hunchback antique-dealer is awaiting you, signore. He says it is most important that he should see you, so I have shown him upstairs to the study.

His announcement took me aback. The old scoundrel was the last visitor I expected. Nevertheless, I drew a long breath to steady my nerves, and with calm resolution mounted the stairs.


Chapter Six.

The Opening of the Book.
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SCUSI, SIGNORE! EXCLAIMED the ugly, disreputable-looking old man, holding his battered straw hat behind him, and bowing with as much studied grace as his deformity would allow. The Tuscan, always the essence of politeness, is a marvellous diplomatist. I regret to disturb the signore, he went on in his soft, musical speech; but I was anxious to know if he met yesterday in Florence the prior of San Sisto?

I did, I replied, amused at his ingenious attempt to affect ignorance of our meeting.

And did you make any purchases?

I bought one book — a rare Arnoldus.

In manuscript?

Yes.

Bound in original oak boards, with an old brass clasp — eh? he inquired, with a queer smile about the corners of his mouth. May I be permitted to see it?

His demand aroused my suspicions at once. It was evident that the prior had regretted having sold it to me, and had sent his agent to endeavour to get it back at any cost. Therefore, knowing the unscrupulous ways of some Italians in a cosmopolitan city like Leghorn, I did not intend to give the cunning old fellow sight of it.

Why do you wish to inspect it? Ive packed it away, and it would give me great trouble to get at it again.

Then the signore does really send things to England to sell again, as I have heard the people say? suggested the old man somewhat rudely.

No, Im not a dealer, I responded angrily. Who told you so?

It is common gossip, signore, replied the queer old fellow blandly. But if you wish it, Ill take steps to correct public opinion on that point.

Let the gossips say what pleases them, I snapped. Ive never yet sold anything Ive bought. I suppose they think that by the quantity of my purchases I must be going to set up a curiosity shop. But, I added, tell me, Graniani, why do you wish to see the manuscript I bought yesterday?

Oh, mere curiosity, was his quick answer. You know Im interested in such things, and wanted to know how the prior treated you after my recommendation.

He treated me well enough, and I brought a bargain.

A bargain? he echoed, and I fancied I detected a strange curl in his lip. The reverendo does not sell many bargains. How much did you pay?

Ah! I laughed, I suppose you want to charge him commission — eh?

The hunchback grinned, displaying his toothless gums, whereupon I took up the receipt and showed him the amount I had paid.

Again he expressed a desire to be allowed to see the book; but, feeling certain that he had come to me with some hidden motive, and at the same time wondering what plot against me the evil-looking old fellow was forming, I point-blank refused. I did not tell him that I knew of his presence in Florence on the previous day, deeming it best to reserve the knowledge to myself. Without doubt he had seen the book in Landinis possession, and the desire to inspect it again was only a clever ruse.

I think, signore, that hitherto my dealings with you have shown me to be trustworthy, he said in a tone of complaint, and yet you refuse to allow me to see a volume that I understand is most interesting.

And rare, I added. It has already been valued by Olschki, who declares it to be a unique specimen, and worth very much more than I gave for it.

I know, I know, he replied with a sly wink. The person who sold it to the prior knew its value and told me. But it is not a bargain, signore — depend upon it that you never get a bargain from the signor reverendo.

To whom, then, did it originally belong?

Ah, that I regret I am not at liberty to say, signore. I gave my word not to divulge the name. Our nobility who become so poor that they are compelled to sell their treasures to the rich foreigners, like yourself, are naturally very reticent about allowing themselves to be known as needy. True, I had believed that the old fellow himself was a broken-down noble, some count or marquis who had a knowledge of antiques and who had fallen upon evil times; but the events of the last couple of days had caused me to change my opinion, and to regard him rather as a clever and crafty adventurer.

I could see by his manner that he was ill at ease, and after some conversation regarding an old Montelupo plate he had offered me at a fabulous price, I waited for him to speak.

I really wish, signore, you would show me the manuscript, he blurted forth at last. Believe me, I have always acted in your best interests, and surely you will not refuse me such a small favour?

But why are you so desirous of seeing it? I demanded.

In order to verify a suspicion, was his response.

Suspicion of what?

A suspicion which I entertain, and of which, if true, you should be warned.

I was surprised at his words. Had not the actual seller of it warned me by strange hints?

But an instant later, on reflection, I saw the cunning of the two men, who, acting in collusion, wished to repossess themselves of the book, and I resolved to combat it.

I have no use for any warning, I laughed. I suppose youll tell me some fairy story or evil pursuing the man in whose possession the volume remains — eh?

The hunchback raised his shoulders and exhibited his grimy palms, saying:

I have come to the signore as a friend. I regret if he should seek to treat me as an enemy.

Now, look here, I exclaimed, rather warmly, Ive no time to waste over useless humbug like this! Ive bought the book at the price asked, and neither you nor the prior will get it back again. Understand that! And further, I added, I shall not require anything more that you may have to sell. Ive finished buying antiques in Leghorn. You can tell all the touts in the piazza that my purse is closed.

Again the ugly old man raised his shoulders expressively and opened out his hands — this time, however, in silence.

I rang the bell for Nello to show the fellow out. Then, when I had done this, he turned to me with knit brows and asked:

Does the signore refuse absolutely to show me the Book of Arnoldus?

Absolutely.

Then it must be at the signores peril, he said slowly, with a strange, deep meaningness and a curious expression on his brown, wrinkled face.

I dont believe in prophecy, I cried in anger. And if you mean it for a threat — well, only your age saves you from being kicked downstairs.

The old fellow muttered beneath his breath some words I did not catch, then bowed as haughtily as though he were a courtier born, and, turning, followed the silent Nello through the long white door.

I believe it was a threat he uttered at the moment of parting; but of that I was not quite sure, therefore was unable to charge him with it.

Still the strange warning caused me to reflect, and the old hunchbacks movements and his secret inquiries about my antecedents all combined to induce within me a vague sense of anxiety and insecurity.

Through an hour in the blazing, breathless afternoon I dozed with cigarettes and my three-day-old English newspaper, as was my habit, for one cannot do literary work when the sun-shutters are closed and the place in cooling darkness. I was eager now to get back to England, and had already ordered Nello to make preparations for my departure. He was to go into town that afternoon and inform the professional packer to call and see me with a view to making wooden cases and crates for my collection of old furniture and pictures, all of which I intended to ship direct to London. Italy was a lovely country, I reflected, but, after all, England was better, especially when now, through no fault of my own, I had stumbled into a slough of mystery.

The faithful old man was heart-broken at my sudden decision to leave.

Ah, signor padrone, he sighed, when he returned to report, this is a sorry day for me! To think — the signore goes to England so far off, and I shall never see him again! I have told them in the town, and everyone regrets.

No doubt, I answered, smiling. I suppose Ive been a pretty paying customer to the tradespeople. They must have made good profit out of me — eh, Nello?

They did, signor padrone, before I came to you; but of late it has been different. Ive continually threatened to tell you when Ive found them attempting to cheat. They dont like to be thought thieves by an Englishman, signore.

(A section of five lines missing, page 52.)

Faltered the white-haired old man. Ah, signore, you dont know — indeed you dont. You have always been so good to me that somehow — well, to tell the truth, Ive served you as though you were my own son. Could you not take me with you to England?

Impossible! I said. You dont know English, in the first place; besides, you have your family here. Youll be far better off in Leghorn than in England, with its grey skies and damp climate. You, a Tuscan, couldnt stand it a month.

But Beppo Martini, from the Hotel Campari, went to London, and now hes one of the head-waiters at the Hotel Carlton — a splendid post, they say, urged Nello.

I know. But he was younger, and hed been in Paris years before, I answered decisively. I regret, Nello, but to take you to England is utterly impossible. When I am gone, however, I hope to hear of you often through the signor console.

But you do not know, he urged. You cant know. All I can tell you is that when we part you will be in peril. While I am at your side nothing can happen. If you discharge me, then I fear for your safety.

I laughed at him, deeming his words but a blundering attempt to compel me to keep him. Italians are experts in threats and insinuations of evil.

Well, Nello, I havent any fear, I assure you, I replied. Youve been a most excellent servant to me, and I much regret that we should be compelled to part; but as for evil falling upon me during your absence, I must say frankly that I dont anticipate anything of the kind.

But will not the signor padrone be warned?

Warned of what? I cried, for everyone seemed to have some warning in his mouth for me. Of what I have told you?

You want to go to England as my personal body-servant and guardian — eh?

I do, replied the old man gravely.

And because of that youve hit upon an exceedingly clever ruse by which to induce me to let you have your way, I laughed. No, once for all, Nello, you cannot go with me.

He stood in silence for a few minutes, as still as though he were turned to stone.

Tears stood in the eyes of the affectionate old servitor. A lump had arisen in his throat, and I saw that with difficulty he swallowed it.

You do not know my fears, signor padrone, he said huskily. It is for your own sake that I ask you to keep me as your servant — for the sake of your own future. If, however, you have decided, so it must be. Nello will leave you, signore; but he will not cease to be your humble and devoted servant.

Then he turned slowly, and went out, closing the doors after him.

I felt sorry that I had jeered at him, for I had not known how deeply he was attached to me. Still, to take a man of his age to England would be an utter folly, and I could not help feeling that the warning he had uttered was a false one, spoken with a motive.

At last I rose, and, ascending to the study, where the windows were still closed against the heat and sun-glare from the sea, took forth my treasured Arnoldus, and seated myself at my writing-table with the determination of deciphering at least some of that record written at the end.

The first line only of the uneven scrawl was in Latin, as I have already given, and for a long time I puzzled over the next, so sprawling and faded was it; but at length I discovered to my utter surprise and satisfaction that the rest was not in Latin, but in the early sixteenth-century English.

Then slowly and with infinite pains I gradually commenced to transcribe the mysterious record, the opening of which read as follows:

For soe much as the unskilfull or the ungodly cannot of themselves conceyve the use of thys booke, I have thought it good to note unto them what fruite and comoditie they maye tayke thereof in soe plane forme of manner as I can devise.

Fyrst, therefore, they maye here lerne who and what manner of man I am. Next, they maye knowe of mi birthe and station, of mi lyfe at the Courte of mi Lorde Don Giovanni Sforza, Tyrant of Persaro, of mi confydences wyth mi ladie Lucrezia, of my dealynges with the greate Lorde Alexandra P.P. VI., the terryble Pontiff, of mi adventures among the fayre ladyes of Pesaro and Rome, and of dyvers strange thynges in Yngolande.

Written in rather difficult sixteenth-century English, which I have modernised somewhat, it continued:

Then may they further mark the deep significance of this my secret record, and of how with speed I made amends for my slowness beforetime. Lastly have I here noted at the request of certain that by their own labour and without instruction or help they cannot attain the knowledge of The Secret Hidden. The studious man, with small pains, by help of this book, may gather unto himself such good furniture of knowledge as shall marvellously enrich the commonplace.

Do you, my reader, think of death? The very thoughts disturb ones reason; and though man may have many excellent qualities, yet he may have the weakness of not commanding his sentiments. Nothing is worse for mans health than to be in fear of death. Some are so wise as neither to hate nor fear it; but for my part I have an aversion to it, for it is a rash, inconsiderate thing that always cometh before it is looked for; always cometh unseasonable, parteth friends, ruineth beauty, jeereth at youth, and draweth a dark veil over the pleasures of life. Yet this dreadful evil is but the evil of a moment, and that which we cannot by any means avoid; and it is that which makes it so terrible for me, sinner that I am; for were it certain, hope might diminish some part of the fear; but when I think I must die, and that I may die every moment, and that too in a thousand different ways, I am in such a fright the which you cannot imagine. I see dangers where perchance there never were any. I am persuaded tis happy to be somewhat dull of mind in this case; and yet the best way to cure the pensiveness of the thoughts of death is to think or it as little as possible.

Let him that learneth this my secret, and surviveth, seek and so gain his just reward. But if thou, my reader, hath terror of the grave seek not to learn the contents of this closed book. Tempt not the hidden power that lieth therein, but rather let the clasp remain fastened and the secret ever concealed from thy knowledge and understanding.

I, Godfrey Lovel, one time of the Abbey of Croylande, brother of the Order of the Blessed Saint Benedict, warneth thee to stay thy curiosity, if thou fearest death as I do fear it.

TO SEEK FURTHER IS AT THINE OWN PERIL.


Chapter Seven.

Forbidden Folios.
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THE WORDS OF warning inscribed there in large, uneven letters, shaky in places as though penned by an aged hand, stood out from the time-stained vellum page like capitals of fire.

It really seemed absurd to heed them, and yet on every side I seemed to be warned by those whom I believed to be in ignorance that any endeavour to open the Closed Book would result in disaster. Surely the manner in which the precious volume had come into my possession was romantic enough, yet why should even the faithful old Nello be apprehensive of impending evil? There was something uncanny about the whole affair — something decidedly unsatisfactory.

Italy is a land of superstition, shared alike by count and contadino, hence I at first put it down to some vague belief in the evil eye, of which I was in ignorance. During my residence in Tuscany I had often been surprised by the many popular beliefs and terrors. Our true Tuscan sees an omen in everything, and an exhortation to the Virgin or to good Sant Antonio is ever upon his lips, while his first and last fingers are ever outstretched when he sees a gobba, or female hunchback — the harbinger of every evil.

Whether the warnings uttered to me were the outcome of mere superstition, or whether part of one of those ingenious conspiracies which he who lives among the suave Italians so often has to thwart, one fact remained — namely, that in the almost undecipherable record itself a further warning was plainly penned. And this, instead of creating fear and hesitation within me, only further aroused my curiosity.

I was determined to possess myself of the secret at all hazards.

The pale, tragic face of that dark-eyed woman whom I had discovered in the fat priors study, and whom I had afterwards seen in the noisy, crowded city, haunted me. Yes, there was a calm sweetness in that proud and beautiful countenance, Tuscan most certainly, and yet mystery and tragedy were written there but too plainly.

How I longed to question Father Bernardo about her; for, strange as it may appear to you, my reader, her strange, subtle influence seemed upon me, and I felt myself helplessly beneath a kind of spell which, even to this day, I cannot define.

In turning those vellum leaves listlessly, I paused and gazed across my half-darkened room, deep in thought. Outside, the cicala in the dusty tamarisks kept up their cricket-like song, and in the far distance from the blue hills came the clanging of a village bell. Beyond that all was quiet — the world was hushed and gasping beneath that summer heat that ripened the maize in the fields and the grapes and oranges in my garden.

But I was sick of it all — yes, heartily sick. Italy had charmed me once; but over my heart its white dust had accumulated, and I longed for the fresh, green fields of England, longed for my own friends and my own tongue. Nostalgia had seized me badly, and I was world-weary and homesick — longing now for the day of my departure.

Presently I returned again to the study of the ill-written script before me, half-fearful of the strange warning inscribed upon the page; but slowly, and with considerable difficulty, I deciphered it as follows:

This be the causes following why that
I, Godfrey Lovel, have made
labour to write this secret record.

First, immediately after my birth at Winchelsea, my father, Sir Richard Lovel, baron of the Kings Exchequer, died of plague, and my mother in brief time married my lord of Lincoln. The goode monks of Winchelsea learned me, but at fifteen I left their habit and religion, crossed unto France, and became a soldier of fortune with the army of the King of Navarre. Full many a strange adventure had I in those days of youth with the mercenary bande in Italy, untill, in the year of Gods grace 1495, I was in Pesaro, where I entered the service of my lord Don Giovanni Sforza and his lovely lady Donna Lucrezia, who was daughter of His Holiness the Pope. At firste I was made captain of my lord dukes gentlemen-at-arms, but afterwardes my lady Lucrezia, of her gracious bounty, found me worthy to be her graces secretary. Furthermore, pleaseth it you to understand that in the palace of the Sforza Tyrant I saw that which was not a little to my discomforte; nevertheless I must be content recording it briefly.

But now, as touching my own part, I most humbly beseech you to bare with me, for of a verity I saw and knew what no man did; and you, my reader, who make bold sufficient after my warning and admonition, will find herein a chronicle of fact that will astound you. God be thanked there are not such thynges done in England as in Italy under the red bull of the Borgias.

As concerning the revelations, these be the things that I have heard and have knowledge in. At the beginning thereof, the which was in the ember week of 1496, the Popes Holiness the lord Alexander P.P. VI. sent his son the boy-cardinal to our Court at Pesaro. From the firste tyme I saw him dysmounting from hys hors in the corte-yard of the palace I dysliked hym. Although but eighteen years of age, his father had made him cardinal-deacon of Santa Maria Nuova, a vain and sinful elegaunt whose ambition knew no bounds. He had come on secret mission from the Vatican to his sister, my lady Lucrezia, and to her he spake in privy during my lord dukes absence. The lord Don Giovanni was a brutal and ill-living man, cruel to his golden-haired, beautiful wife, that I vouch; but even to my lady Lucrezia, whose life was so unhappy that she had shed tears unto me, her man of confidence and humble servitor, the object of the Cardinal Cesares secret mission was appalling.

At the downe of the sun on the same day my lord, having returned from a visit to the Malatesta at Rimini, welcomed the cardinal warmly and entertained him in the great banquet-hall, wherein four hundred persons supped. The revels did not end with midnight, but my lorde and his guest retired at that hour. Some tyme later I had occasion to pass along the great corridor where the chamber of my ladie Lucrezia was, and herd the sound as of a woman crying within. It was my ladie; and, obtaining permission, I entered and found her plunged in grief and remorse. Most humbly desiring her grace to accept mi poor mind towards her most noble self, I induced her to tell me the truth.

She tore her hair in desperation as she confessed unto me, with promise of secrecy, that her brother the cardinal had been sent by her father His Holyness in order to envenom her husband the duke, because the Terrible Pontiff wished to marry her more advantagiosly for the increase of the Borgia power. Never in my life have I seene a beautiful woman in such despair, and I, her graces confidential servitor, chamberlain, and secretarie, did I in my moste humble wise seeke to assist her, whereupon did she tell me with tears that she feared to disobey the will of His Holiness. I suggested that her grace should separate from her lord, and that the marriage should be annulled by His Holyness; but in desperation she told me that her brother Cesare had already poisoned him secretly with a certaine deadly and irrevealable compound only known to her father, her brother, and herself.

My lord Don Giovanni Sforza, the Tyrant of Pesaro, whose reign was one of oppression, murder, bloodshed, and infamy, was doomed. In a few houres he must die. Notwithstanding that my ladie hated hys evil ways she yet wished that he should live. But she feared the wrath of His Holiness if she went unto him and told him what the lorde-cardinall his guest had done, the lord-cardinal being then wyth him discussyng the best menes of suppressing the rebellious Orsini. At last, however, my lady, makinge me give my bonde to help her, did resolve to leave Pesaro for Rome. First, being desirous of carrying wyth her the costly jewels given her on her marriage, she unlocked her jewel-chest and caused me to fill my pouch and doublet with those the most precious. Whereupon this having been done, she took from a golden caskett preserved wythin the chest a small cross-hilted poignard with perforated blade, telling me to go unto her lord the duke and strike him with it in a part not mortal. The lorde-cardinal being present, and believing that it was an assassinacion, would make no effort to secure me; therefour, having struck the blow, I was to escape at once to Rome and there await her. Within the golden caskett were three delicate tubes of greeny-white glasse, sealed carefully, the which my lady told me in confidence contained the secret and all-powerful venom of the Borgias. They had beene given her by her father as a marriage-gift, together with the poignard with thin, hollow blade containing the secret antidote.

Concerning the Casket: This casket aforementioned, with its three glass tubes, each the length of the first joint of a mans little finger, the which place in ones hands the power of secret death, and the one tube containing the antidote, did she gyve into my safe keepinge, as well as her wondrous jewels, the like no man had before seen.

I took the poignard, kissed my ladys hand in pledge of servitude devout, and flew to do her bidding, entering to where my lorde duke sat drinkynge with his treacherious guest, stryking hym in the arme wyth the knife bearing the antydote — thus saveing hys life, although he believed it to be an attempt at assassination — and then escaping by the Gate of the Rocchetta under cover of night, arriving in Rome at sundown on the sixth, daye following. Wherefore wyll it be seen that not only did I carry the priceless emeralds of my ladie Lucrezia and the secret venom of the Borjas — the presence of the which cannot be detected — but I also held in my possession the antidote.

In Rome I did hide away the treasures given into my safe keepinge in a place whereof no man knewe; while mi ladie, having fled from Pesaro, entered the convent of San Sisto; while the lorde Alexander P.P. VI., finding that his poison sent by the worshipfull cardinal had been unavailing, issued a decree annulling the marriage. Now, His Holiness had lost by death many friends in Rome, including several members of the Sacred College, and by their decease had become goodly enriched and empowered; hence the failure of the banal substance to take effect in the case of Don Giovanni must have caused him much surprise.

Praise be to God, who, of His infinite goodnes and mercy inestimable, hath brought me out of darkness into light, and from deadly ignorance into the quick knowledge of truth, from the which through the fiends instigation and false persuasion I have grately swerved, I was enabled to save the life of mi lord, although he be a tyrant and a man of ill-living. The lord-Cardinal Cesare returned to Rome, and six months after the divorce of my ladie His Holiness brought her forth from the convent, and gave her as wife unto the Lord Don Quadrata and Salerno, and likewise gave them the palace of the Cardinal of Santa Maria in Portico, by the Vatican, in the which to live. And here again did I return unto my ladie as her confidential chamberlain; for now, knowinge how that she were but the innocent tool in the infamous hands of the lorde Alexander and his creature the Cardinal Cesare, I resolved to devote myself unto her protection. I told unto my ladie the hiding-place of her jewels; but she would not allow me to bring them to the palace, lest they should remind her of her past unhappiness. They were best to remain where I had secreted them. Again was my unfortunate ladys marriage without love, her happiness constantly disturbed by the terror in which she lived, being compelled by the Terrible Pontiff and her ambitious brother to act in treachery and dishonour, to entice men and women to their ruine, and to place death-trappes with the secret venom.

Following this sentence was a blank space wherein was rudely drawn a curious geometrical design, some of the shaky lines — intended most probably to be straight — bearing numbers. It was almost like a plan; but careful inspection showed me that it was not, and for a long time I tried to make out its connection with the old monks remarkable record.


Chapter Eight.

Concerns a Womans Serfdom.
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AFTER LONG EXAMINATION I came to the conclusion that the rudely executed sketch must have been placed there by another hand, as it seemed in somewhat different ink, a trifle more faded than the writing. As is so often the case in old manuscripts, blank spaces were used by subsequent posessors to note memoranda at a time when every inch of parchment or other writing surface was precious.

It apparently had no connection with the text; therefore, placing it aside for further examination, I turned the page and continued to decipher this remarkable and forbidden document regarding the perfidy of the terrible House of Borgia.

As an antiquary I had become intensely interested in the strange record, for it apparently threw an entirely new light upon the notorious Lucrezia Borgia, the woman who had brought secret poisoning to a fine art.

And as I proceeded, I found it continued as follows:

In my most humble wise I served my ladie Lucrezia, wrapping myself, I fear, in manifold errors, and being privy to the detestable crimes of the Cardinal Cesare. Both my ladie and myself knew that it was Cesare who, with his own hand, stabbed his elder brother Giovanni Duke of Gandia and threw him into the Tiber on the night of the feast given by his mother the Madonna Giovanni at San Pietro ad Vincula. We knew, too, of many dark and foul crimes beyond those in which my ladys father and brother compelled here to partake. After the assassination of the lord of Gandia, the Cardinal Cesare threw aside his scarlet hat and became capitain-general of the Church, with the title of the Lord Duke Cesare de Valentinois. He shrank from neither sacrilege or murder, readily doffing the purple to assume the breastplate, and at head of his army crushed the feudal power of the barons in the Romagna.

For a short space, alas! did he tarry, and brief was my ladys respite from the horrors thrust upon her. You, mi reader, who hath noe fere OF DEATH may still continue to scann this recorde; but I yet do warn and beseache of you to stay thine inquisitiveness, or the gaining of the secret, as it must be at thine own rysk and peril. Truely I affirm unto you that the thinges done in the palace of my lord Prince of Bisceglia at instigation and order of the fat-faced, double-chinned Borgia Pope were the foulest and blackest that ever man did conceive. To His Holinesss enemies the mere touch of my ladies soft hand meant certain death, and feastes were given at the which those singled out were swept away like flies. None who dared to thwart the Borgia Pope or the lord Duke of Valentinois escaped swift and certain destruction. For them, death lurked at all times no matter how much care they took of their personal safetie. The fiendish ingenuity of Cesare Borgia showed itself in divers and sundry ways all to encompass the death of rivals that the House of Borgia became paramount, and its power overwhelming.

Pleas it your goodness to understande that I be so bold as to put it to writing that which I have seene that you who live after me shall know and learn this my secret contained herein.

Here, again, was a second drawing, slightly more complicated than the former, and at the bottom was written, evidently in old Lovels hand, the single and inexplicable word, in no language known to me, treyf.

At one corner was a sketch of a circle with radiating lines which might be intended to represent the sun; but so crude was the drawing that it might be meant for anything. Therefore, after a few minutes minute examination, I came to the conclusion that my first theory was wrong, and that both had been drawn by the same hand that had inscribed the curious record.

Continuing my task of deciphering, I suddenly became seized by violent neuralgic pains in the head and back, attended by excruciating cramp in the hands, similar to that I had once experienced through writing too much. Notwithstanding this, however, I further prosecuted my investigation of the secret record which, as will be seen, proved a very remarkable one. After the inexplicable design, it continued:

I suppose it to be the will of God that I remained the humble servante of my ladie Lucrezia obstinately determined to suffer all extremities rather than to leave her in the hands of those secret assassins. Many times did mi unhappie ladie seek my counsel, remorseful of the part she was forced to bear by His Holiness and the lord Duke of Valentinois. To mine own knowledge many who visited at the palace were envenomed in secret and went to their homes to die. Of these, one was my lord Don Ludovico Visconti, who had allied himself to the Doge and Senate of Venice, and upon the hilt of whose sword, whych he unbuckled while he sat at meat, was there placed a drop of the Borgia poison. Another was the lord Alessandro Farnese, cardinal-deaycon of San Cosina, who died suddenly after leaving the presence of His Holiness and my lady Lucrezia; a third victim was the Madonna Sancia, daughter of His Majesty Don Alonso II., to whom my lady Lucrezia was forced by her father to sende a ringe of gold, and who died one hour after plaicinge it upon her finger. Again, my lady Lucrezia was compelled to invite to a great banquet the Don Oliverotto da Femo, Don Giovanni Fogliani, Don Vitellozo of Citta di Castello, Don Paolo Orsini of Sinigaglia, Don Lorenzo Manfredi of Faenza, the white-faced cardinal-chamberlain Riarjo, and Don Juan Vera, cardinal of Santa Balbina. His Holiness and the Duke Cesare were both presente, the feaste beinge gyven in order to effect a peace with the fiefs of the Romagna. Myself I sat at the ende of the table next my lord Orsini; but a foule treachery was practised, for every guest, wythout exception, was secretely poisoned, and at breake of daye not one was alive, although no effect was felt by anyone before they left the palace. By such means as these did the Romagna fall beneath the power of the Borgias.

Full many a woman hateful to the House of Borgia became envenomed by dainty comfits handed to her by my ladys lisping child the Duke Roderico, who was thus a poisoner at two years old, but of whose sweetemeats the ladies were unsuspecting. And be it known to you by this my record that my ladys husband, my lord Prince of Bisceglia, was but of the age of twenty and one years at this time, and helpless in the venomous hands of the Duke Cesare. Rome was filled wyth assassyns. Myself, like every man who valued his safety, put on a mail-shirt when I left my bed, and set no foote in the streetes till I had buckled a sword or at least a poignard at my side. But the red bull was rampant, for the whole power of the Borgias was contained in the deadly potency of those small phialls of glass and the impossibility of detection of the fatal cantarella.

Think you, my reader, that any indifferent man, knowinge these things, and knowing also that the position of the lady Lucrezia was hateful unto her, could but suffer himselfe to remain as her faithful chamberlain, and seek to guard her from the fearsome perils that surrounded her. Forthermore, one night at nine of the clock, my ladie came to me in terror, saying that she having quarrelled with her father, His Holiness had sent for her to his private apartment in the Vatican, where he spoke unto her and took her hand in forgiveness. As she withdrewe it she saw that he wore the venome ring the which is hollow, like that in my possession, and containeth the deadly cantarella! Then did my lady know that she had been victym of treachery, and was doomed. Already her beautiful face was pale, and upon her were the pains in the jaws and tongue, the whych told us the truth. Not loosing a moment of time, I obtained the poignard containing the antidote, and with it struck deep into her white forearm, and whych she held for me withoute flinching untill the blood flowed, and by this meanes was her life, attempted by His Holiness the lord Alexander P.P. VI., given back unto her.

Twyce myself was I envenomed by the Duke Cesare (accursed be his memory for ever), and twice was I able to counteract the poison with the antydote that my ladie Lucrezia had given me. The Borgia poison lurked in everything. A flower could be so impregnated that its perfume was rendered fatal; gloves were treated so that the wearer died wythin twelve hours; the hat, the boots, the staff, the mail-shirt, the womans kirtle or the mans hose were all envenomed; nay, even unto the very chair upon the which a gueste sat. No poison was placed in the cup, it beinge always external and impossible to detect; beside which its action could be so regulated that I have known death to take place in an hour in some cases, while in others the fatal conclusion would not arrive for a week or even a month, according to the wishes of the Pope Alexander and his ambicious son. In very truth the possession of that secrete venom gave to the house of the Borgias power over both Church, state, and the riches and treasures of the world, all of whych they conquered by the vilest treachery known unto man.

My singular good reader, my duty presupposed, pleaseth it your good readership to understande that as in the case of my lorde Sforza of Pesaro, so in the case of my lorde Prince of Bisceglia, His Holiness finding himself foiled in the attempt to kill his daughter, soon wished to rid her of her husband, seeing that to marry her again unto one of the new lords of the Romagna would support the papal power in those parts. The crisis occurred on the morrow after my lord prince had returned from Naples, the VIIIth day of August in the year of grace 1500. My lord had been secretely envenomed twice, and escaped death by meanes of the antidote; but on the night afore named, at eleven of the clock, he went forthe to Saint Peters, but while ascending the steps was greviously stabbed by a bande of masqued men in the pay of the Duke Cesare. Weak from loss of blood, he dragged himselfe unto the Popes apartmentes, where my ladie Lucrezia, chancing to be there, swooned at sight of him. There were fifteene wounds upon him, but his life had been saved by his mail-shirte; yet for three weekes he lay ill in the Borgia tower, my lady Lucrezia never leaving him, and, fearful of poison, preparinge his food with her own hands. None the less, before my lorde had recovered, the Duke Cesare, accompanied by one Don Michelotto, visited him one night, and havinge driven my lady and the Madonna Sancia from the room, they remained alone with him. My ladie flew down to the chamber of the Segnatura, that had been set apart for me duringe my lords illness; and, hearinge what had transpired, I rushed up to my lords apartment only to discover he had been foully strangled. The bravo Michelotto aimed a blow at me; but his blade turned by my mail-shirte, he made his escape. When my brave lady came and found her lord dead, her sorrow knew no bounds, for she saw that he, like unto the others, had fallen at last a victim of the Borgia treachery. Both the lord Alexander P.P. VI. and his son Cesare had the habit of saying That which is not done at noon can be done at sunset.

Reader, who darest to seek within this book, curb thy curiosity and inquisitiveness, and stay thine hand, for herein is written strange things, secrets which concern you not, and have remained hidden mysteries from the world — things the knowledge of which must render you among the greatest on earth, yet must bring evil and destruction unto you. Having gained knowledge so far, I do entreat of you, brave as thou art, to seek no further to reopen this Closed Book. Again, harken to this warning of a dead man, and save thyself.

Again those extraordinary, excruciating pains cramped my brow and limbs, while my throat once more became contracted, just as it had been on the previous night when I had commenced to make investigation.

But with my brain reeling and my senses confused I turned the time-stained page, and overleaf saw written there in capitals in the centre of one blank folio the ominous words:

O AVARICIOUS READER
WHO HAST HEEDED NOT THE WARNING!
TRULY THOU ART ENVENOMED AND MUST
DIE. TO THEE NO POWER OF ANTIDOTE CAN
AVAIL, NO HAND CAN SAVE. THE SHARPNESS
OF DEATH IS UPON THEE.

Then, for the first time, the terrible truth flashed upon me.

The vellum leaves of that secret record were impregnated by some unknown and subtle poison, probably that secret compound of the House of Borgia that could be used to envenom any object and render it deadly to the touch; and I, disregarding the premonition, was poisoned.

I cast the heavy volume from me with a cry of horror and despair. The pain was excruciating. The sting of death was already upon me.

I had reopened The Closed Book — an action that was fatal.


Chapter Nine.

Doctor Pellegrinis Opinion.

[image: img189.jpg]

I HAVE VERY little recollection of what occurred immediately afterwards, for I was far too confused and full of pain.

All I remember was that I rushed downstairs to old Nello, crying that I had been suddenly taken unwell; and he, seeing my pale, distorted features, was greatly alarmed. I recollected at the moment that I had an appointment with the wife of a wine-grower, with whom I was in treaty for the purchase of an exquisite little fourteenth-century picture of St. Francis of Assisi; and, telling my faithful man that if a lady called he was to ask her to wait, I dashed out, sprang into a cab, and drove along the sun-blanched sea-road into Leghorn, where, in a high, old palace in an unfashionable quarter, I discovered my friend, Doctor Pellegrini, a short, stout, round-faced Italian, with iron-grey hair and a pair of dark eyes which had a hard and severe expression.

Why, my dear signore, he cried in Italian as I entered his big, half-darkened study, the marble floor carpetless, and furnished barely in Tuscan style, whatever ails you?

Ive been poisoned, signor dottore! I gasped.

What are your symptoms? Tell me quickly, he demanded, springing towards me and taking my wrist quickly, being convinced that there was no time to lose.

I have great difficulty in breathing, I managed to gasp. And now there seems to be a strange, biting taste as though Id swallowed some quinine. My neck aches and seems to be bending back, and I am in great agony.

Very likely it is strychnine, the professor remarked. How did you take it? Was it an accident?

I will explain later, I responded. Do give me something to relieve these terrible pains. The poison, I can explain, is not strychnia, but the fatal secret compound of the Borgias.

The Borgias! Rubbish! he snapped. All imagination, most probably.

But I tell you it is. I have been envenomed by a poison, the secret of which is unknown, and the antidote was lost ages ago.

The doctor smiled in disbelief, probably remarking within himself that the English were a queer race, with all their fads, fancies, tea drinking, and smart tailoring.

Well, he said. Ill first give you a little chloroform, and then see what we can do. Dont upset yourself, my dear signore. We shall find an antidote somehow.

And he gave me some chloroform, which produced insensibility. Then, on recovering consciousness, I found myself on a bed in a room almost totally dark, with blankets piled upon me until they had reduced me to a state of profuse perspiration.

My head felt as though bound tightly with a band of steel, but I had no further difficulty in breathing. My limbs were no longer cramped, and my neck was again movable.

I was better, and told Pellegrini, who was seated patiently by my side watching me.

Of course, he said, with that cool, cynical air of his which caused one instinctively to dislike him on first acquaintance.

But I was very bad, I declared. Ive never experienced such excruciating pains before in all my life.

And I may tell you, he said in the same calm tone, that youve never been nearer death than you were an hour ago. I certainly thought you wouldnt pull through. I telephoned to Cassuto at the hospital, and he rushed round and helped me. I didnt believe you had really been poisoned. It certainly was not strychnia after all, although the symptoms were very like it. Tell me how it happened.

I turned on my bed towards him and briefly related how I had purchased the curious volume, and how, on two separate occasions, I had been suddenly seized while examining the secret history written at the end.

Hm! he grunted dubiously; very remarkable, especially as the record mentions the unknown poison used by Lucrezia Borgia and her brother. A matter for investigation, certainly. You must allow me to submit one of the vellum pages to analysis; and perhaps we might clear up forever the ingredients of the compound which has so long remained a mystery.

Most willingly, I answered. We may make a discovery of the utmost interest to toxicologists. Hitherto they have declared that to produce a substance sufficiently venomous to penetrate the skin and cause death to those who touch it is impossible. Here, however, I think we have an illustration of it.

It really seems so, he answered thoughtfully. I should strongly advise you, when handling the book again, to wear gloves as a precaution. Having once narrowly escaped death, as you have, you cannot be too careful.

Ill take your advice, signore dottore, I responded. And Ive to thank you for saving me, as youve done today.

You had a narrow escape — a very narrow one, he remarked. I do not think that in all my experience I have seen a man come so near death, and then recover. When you first told me that your hands had become impregnated with the Borgia poison I was, of course, sceptical. You English sometimes become so very imaginative when you live here in our climate. But I am compelled to admit that the symptoms are not those of any known poison; and if what you tell me is correct, then it really appears as though we are at last actually in possession of an object envenomed with the ancient compound about which so much has been written during the past three centuries. For my own part, I am deeply interested in the curious affair, and shall be only too happy to investigate it analytically, if you will allow me. My friend Marini, the professor of chemistry at Pavia, is at present here for the sea-bathing, and he will, I am sure, help me. As you know, he is one of the most expert analysts in Italy.

And so it was agreed that a chemical investigation should be made, in order to discover, if possible, the secret of the Borgia poison which was so subtle and could be so regulated that no effect might be felt for half an hour or for a month, as the poisoner wished, but the end was always the same — death.

By secret use of that fatal compound the Duke Caesar detto Borgia undoubtedly swept away his enemies, and more than one old chronicler alleges that his father, the Pope Alexander VI. himself, did not hesitate to use it to rid himself of obnoxious cardinals who were wealthy, or other persons who aroused his enmity. He fully lived up to his official title of Ruler of the World, and it is more than likely that by the aid of this secret compound he broke the back of the turbulent, selfish baronage which had ravaged the papal states for centuries. Certainly his reign was full of diabolical atrocities and wanton, ingenious cruelty, documentary evidence of which is still preserved in the secret archives of the Vatican and of Venice. As to the alleged crimes of the beautiful Lucrezia, a long tress of whose yellow hair is still preserved in the Ambrosian Library at Milan, those who have read Italian history know well how she has been represented as placed outside of the pale of humanity by her wantonness, her vices, and her crimes. Yet what was written in that curious record of Godfrey Lovel, soldier, courtier, and monk by turns, seemed to demonstrate that in her youth, with no initiative, no choice permitted to her, she was rather the too pliant instrument in the hands of Alexander and his son Caesar.

Anyhow, the fact remained that the writer of that secret record was absolutely in the confidence of Lucrezia Borgia, and also in possession of some of the venom, with which, in all probability, he envenomed the book in order that those who gained the secrets it contained should never live to profit by them.

Knowledge of the secret written there, he alleged, would place its possessor among the greatest upon earth. Was not that sufficient to arouse ones curiosity to proceed — to continue handling those envenomed pages, unconsciously seeking his own doom?

Surely the secret must be an important one, placed on record upon vellum, and yet so protected that the seeker after it must inevitably die ere the entire truth could be revealed.

The whole affair was most puzzling. As I sat in the swift, open cab that took me back along the sea-road to Antignano, the crimson sun was setting, and the gaily dressed Italian crowd was promenading under the ilexes and acacias beside the Mediterranean. Leghorn is a fashionable bathing-place during July and August, and from the hour when the sun sinks behind Gorgona until far into the night no fairer prospect than the Viale Regina Margherita, as the beautiful promenade is called, with its open-air cafés and big bathing establishments, can be found in the south of Europe.

Through the little wood that lies between the fashionable village of Ardenza and the sea, where the oleanders were in the full blaze of their glory, my cab sped homeward; and having left the gaiety of the outskirts of Leghorn behind, I fell to reflecting upon the future, and wondering what, after all, was the hidden truth contained in The Closed Book — the knowledge that would place its possessor among the greatest on earth?

I thought of the strange circumstances in which I had purchased the old tome, of the inexplicable manner of Father Bernardo, of the old hunchbacks evil face at the church window, and, most of all, of that singularly handsome young woman in black whom I had encountered in the priors study — the woman with whom the fat priest had spoken in private.

Why should Father Bernardo have urged me to relinquish my bargain? Why should Graniani have come to me on the same errand, and have warned me? Surely they could not be aware that the pages were envenomed, and just as surely they could have no motive in preventing my falling a victim!

If they were acting from purely humane motives, they would surely have explained the truth to me.

Besides, when I reflected, it became apparent that the vellum leaves at the end whereon was inscribed old Godfreys chronicle had not been opened for many years, as a number of them had become stuck together by damp at the edge, and I had been compelled to separate them with a knife.

At last I sprang out, paid the driver, passed through the echoing marble hall of the villino, and up the stairs towards my study.

Old Nello, who followed me, greeted me with the usual Ben tornato, signore, and then added, The lady called to see you, waited about a quarter of an hour in your study, and then left, promising to call tomorrow.

She said nothing about the little panel of St. Francis?

Nothing, signore. But she seemed an inquisitive young lady — from Bologna, I should say, from her accent.

Young lady! I exclaimed. Why, the wine-growers wife is sixty, if a day. Was this lady young?

About twenty-six, signore, was his reply. Hers was a pretty face — like a picture — only she seemed to wear a very sad look. She was dressed all in black, as though in mourning.

What? I cried, halting on the stairs, for the description of my visitor tallied with that of the woman I had seen in the priests study in Florence and afterwards in Leghorn. Had she black eyes and a rather protruding, pointed chin?

She had, signore.

And she was alone in my study a quarter of an hour? I exclaimed.

Yes. I looked through the keyhole, and, seeing her prying over your papers, I entered. Then she excused herself from remaining longer, and said she would call again.

But thats not the woman I expected, Nello? And with a bound I rushed up the remaining stairs into the room.

A single glance around told me the truth.

The Closed Book had disappeared! It had been stolen by that woman, who had been following me, and whose face lived in my memory every hour.

I rushed around the room like a madman, asking Nello if he had placed the volume anywhere; but he had not. He recollected seeing it open upon my writing-table when he had ushered the visitor in, and had not thought of it until I now recalled the truth to him.

My treasure had been stolen; and as I turned towards my table I saw lying upon the blotting-pad a sheet of my own note paper, upon which was written in Italian, in an educated feminine hand, the axiom of Caesar Borgia as chronicled in the missing book:

That which is not done at noon can be done at sunset.


Chapter Ten.

Across Europe.
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THE CLOSED BOOK had been filched from me at the very moment when I was about to learn the secret it contained.

I put a few well-directed questions to Nello, and became confirmed in my suspicion that the woman who had stolen it was actually the same whose face had so attracted me that it had lived within my memory every moment since our first meeting.

Curious how the faces of some women haunt us, even when we have no desire for their affection! The fascination of a womans eyes is one of the unaccountable mysteries of life, being far beyond human ken or human control, and yet one of the most potent factors in mans existence.

In the half-open drawer of my writing-table were certain private papers that I had taken from my despatch-box two days before, intending to send them to my solicitors in London, and these the unknown in black had apparently been examining. She had called with a fixed purpose, which she had accomplished — namely, to pry into my private affairs, and to gain possession of my treasured Arnoldus, the Book of Secrets.

As I knew Tuscany and the Tuscans so well, this ingenious conspiracy was scarcely surprising. The little plots, often harmless enough, that I had detected about me during my residence by the Mediterranean had shown me what a cleverly diplomatic race they were, and with what patient secretiveness they work towards their own ends. It annoyed me, however, to think that I should thus fall a victim to that handsome womans ingenuity. Veiled as she had been in Father Bernardos study, I had judged her to be much older than I found she was when I had noticed her in the streets of Leghorn. Who could she be, and what could be her motive in stealing my property if she were not in league with the prior himself?

My old servant Nello, standing there beside me, knew something more than he would tell. Of that I felt convinced. Possibly he had participated in the plot, admitting her, well knowing her errand. He had warned me; therefore he must know something. What was the object of it all I utterly failed to conceive.

That woman is a thief? I exclaimed angrily a few moments later. Who is she?

I — I do not know her, signor padrone, stammered the old man.

She gave no name?

None. She said that you expected her.

But she could not have taken away a big book like that without your noticing it? I pointed out suspiciously.

She had on a big black cloak, signore, was the crafty old fellows response.

I closed my writing-table and locked it, for in that moment I had decided to go straight to Florence and charge Bernardo Landini with being a party to the theft. Having sold the book to me, he wished to repossess himself of it, and on my refusal, had, it seemed, put in motion a kind of conspiracy against me.

The old hunchback was undoubtedly the director of it all.

I thrust a few things into a kit-bag, placed some money in my pocket, and put on an overcoat; and telling Nello that I should not return for a couple of days, perhaps, gave orders that no one was to be admitted to the house except my most intimate friend, Hutchinson, the British consul.

At the big, bare railway station, wherein the feeble gas-jet had just been lit, I saw, lounging beside the ticket-collector, the detective attached to that post, whose duty it was to notice all arrivals and departures; and, knowing him, I called him aside and briefly described the lady who had visited me.

Yes, signore, I saw her. She left for Pisa an hour ago; she purchased a first-class ticket for London.

For London! I gasped. Had she any baggage?

A crocodile-leather dressing-case and a small flat box covered with brown leather.

By what route was she travelling?

The detective walked to the booking-office, and in response to his inquiries I learned that she had taken a direct ticket by way of Turin, Modane, Paris, and Calais. The train which caught at Pisa the express to the French frontier had left an hour ago; therefore I had no chance of overtaking her.

Still, something prompted me to take the next train to Pisa, for Italian railways are never punctual, and there was just a chance that she might have missed her connection. So half an hour later I sat in the dimly lit, rickety old compartment of that branch-line train, pondering over the events of the past day, and determined to run down the thief at all hazards.

At Pisa I quickly learned that the Leghorn train had arrived in time to catch the express; therefore the woman in black was now well on her way towards the frontier.

I purchased a railway-guide, and entering the waiting-room, sat down to study it calmly. After half an hour I decided upon a plan. The homeward Indian mail from Brindisi to London would pass through Turin at 9:10 on the following morning, and, if I caught it, would land me at Calais three hours in advance of the express by which she was travelling. But from Pisa to Turin is a far cry — half-way across Italy; and I at once consulted the station-master as to the possibility of arriving in time.

There was none, he declared. The express for the north, which left in two hours time, could not arrive in Turin before 9:20, ten minutes after the departure of the Indian mail. Therefore it was impossible.

I paced the long, deserted platform full of chagrin and utterly bewildered.

Of a sudden, however, a thought occurred to me. I knew the manager of the Compagnie Internationale des Wagons-Lits at Turin station, a most courteous and hard-working Englishman named Nicholls. I would telegraph to him, urging him in the strongest terms to detain the Indian mail for me ten minutes.

This I did, and just before midnight stepped into the Rome-Turin express on the first stage of my stern-chase across Europe.

Through the hot, stifling July night I stretched myself out along the cushions and slept but little during the slow, tedious journey through those eighty-odd roaring tunnels that separate Pisa from Genoa, for the line is compelled to run so close to the sea in places that the waves lap the very ballast. I was excited, wondering whether I should succeed in catching the mail and arresting the womans progress.

In those past few days I had trodden a maze of mystery. My love for the antique had brought into my life one of the strangest episodes experienced by any man, yet in those breathless moments, as I tore across Europe, I thought only of regaining possession of my remarkable treasure, and of obtaining the forbidden knowledge contained therein.

Hour after hour dragged slowly by. At Genoa, long after the sun had risen, I got out for a cup of coffee in that ugly and rather dirty buffet which travellers in Italy know so well. Then re-entering, we started off up the deep valleys and across the broad wine-lands of Asti towards Turin.

As we approached the capital of Piedmont my anxiety increased. To delay the Indian mail for ten minutes was surely a sufficient courtesy, and I knew that after that lapse of time my friend Nicholls dared not assume further responsibility. The overland mail once a week between Brindisi and Charing Cross is ever on time; a contract that must be kept whatever the cost; hence, as I frequently glanced at my watch, I grew anxious as to my success in catching it.

If I did I should arrive at Calais harbour in advance of the mysterious woman, and could on board the steamer single her out and demand the restoration of my property.

We halted at Novi, and the time lost in taking water seemed an eternity. At Alexandria we were ten minutes late — ten minutes! Think what that meant to me.

At Asti there was some difficulty about an old contadinas box; and when the train started at last for Turin we were nearly fourteen minutes behind time. I threw myself back with a sigh, feeling that all hope had vanished. We could never make up time on that short run; and the English mail, after waiting for me, would leave ten minutes or so before my arrival. Could any situation be more tantalising?

At last, however, we ran slowly into the great arched terminus of Turin; and as we did so I hung half my body from the carriage window, and was delighted to see the train of long, brown sleeping-cars still standing in the station.

My heart gave a bound. On the platform my friend Nicholls was awaiting me, and assisted me hurriedly to descend.

Just in time, Mr Kennedy, he said. Another minute and I should have been compelled to let her go. Anything serious in London?

Yes, I answered. Very serious. Ill write to you all about it. But I dont know how to thank you sufficiently.

Oh, never mind about that, he laughed. Ive got your berth for you. Come along; and, hurrying me over to the next platform, he put me into one of the cars, wishing me bon voyage, waved his hand, and we moved out towards Calais — the fastest express across Europe.

Upon the result of that hard race my whole future and happiness depended. I was not, of course, aware of it at the time. I was merely consumed by curiosity regarding the strange vellum record, and was eager to obtain the knowledge that its writer had so successfully concealed — barring it with certain death to those who sought the truth.

Could I but have looked into the future, could I have realised what it all meant to me, I should never have dared to embark upon that chase; but rather should I have been pleased that this unknown woman of the sable habiliments had taken into her hands that which must sooner or later encompass her death.

But we are creatures of impulse, all of us. I found the circumstances full of romance and interest; and, beyond, I saw the woman herself as great a mystery as that written upon those envenomed pages.

My keen anxiety through those long hours while we sped through the Alps and by way of Aix, Mâcon, and Dijon to Paris need not be told. The train by which the woman I was following had travelled was before us all the way; but her delay would, I discovered, be in Paris; for while she was compelled to cross the city by cab, and wait at the Gare du Nord five hours, we travelled around the Ceinture railway, and left for Calais with only twenty minutes wait at the French capital.

Most of my fellow-travellers were Anglo-Indians, officers and their wives home on leave, together with a few homeward-bound travellers from the Far East, everyone eager to get aboard the Dover boat and to sight the white cliffs of Old England once again after perhaps many years of exile. If you have travelled by the overland mail, you know well the excitement that commences as one nears Calais; for once beneath the British flag of the Channel steamer, one is home again. Ah! that word home — how much it conveyed to me! — how much to you, if you have travelled in far-off lands!

We swung through Boulogne around that terrible curve that generally throws over the plates and dishes of the wagon restaurant, and at last slackened down through Calais-Ville, and slowly proceeded to the harbour where the special boat awaited us, the train having done the long run from Brindisi four minutes under the scheduled time even though Nicholls had kept it behind for nearly a quarter of an hour.

It was now eleven oclock in the morning, and until four oclock in the afternoon I remained in that most dismal of all hotels, the Terminus, at Calais, awaiting the arrival of the ordinary express from Paris. It came at last, crowded with summer tourists from Switzerland and elsewhere, business men, and that quaint, mixed set of travellers that continually pass to and fro across the Channel.

In order to discover the woman, however, I took up a position near the gangway that gave access to the steamer, and scrutinised each passenger with all the eagerness of a born detective. One after the other they passed in array, each carrying the hand-luggage, while the big, rattling cranes were at work faking aboard baggage and mails.

The stream grew thinner, until the last passenger had passed on board, and yet she did not come. My haste had been in vain. She had probably broken her journey in Paris. And yet somehow I felt that she had some motive in carrying The Closed Book to London without delay.

French porters with their arm-badges and peaked caps rushed to and fro. There was shouting in two languages, not counting the third — or bad language. They were preparing to cast off, and I was undecided whether to remain in Calais until two oclock next morning for the arrival of the night train or to go aboard and make further search.

But just as the gangway was about to be withdrawn I distinguished among the bustling groups of passengers a face that was familiar to me, and my decision was made immediately. I rushed headlong on board, and my hopes revived as I made my way quickly across the deck.


Chapter Eleven.

The Old Lady from Paris.
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THE MAN WITH whom I shook hands heartily was about thirty-five, tall, spruce, clean-shaven, and merry-faced, wearing a black overcoat and peaked cap that gave him the appearance of a naval officer. Cross-channel passengers know Henry Hammond well, for he is one of the most popular officials in his Majestys customs, always courteous, always lenient to the poor foreign immigrant, but always stern wherever the traveller seeks to conceal contraband goods or that thing forbidden, the pet dog; conscientious in his duty in examining the baggage of incoming passengers, and always a gentleman — different, indeed, from the prying douaniers of our neighbours.

With his assistant it was his duty, turn by turn, to cross from Dover by the midday service, and on the return of the steamer from Calais — the vessel on which we were now aboard — to examine all the light baggage and affix a kind of perforated stamp as certificate of examination.

As a constant traveller I had had many a pleasant chat with him during trips across. In the wildest winter tempest in Dover Straits he remained unruffled, merely turning up the collar of his overcoat, and remarking that the weather was not so bad as it might be. But nearly all of you have had your baggage examined on the boat on your return from the Continent; therefore, no doubt, you know Mr Hammond, and have answered his question whether you have anything to declare.

Why, Mr Kennedy, he cried, as he took my hand, this is a surprise! I saw in the paper the other day an announcement that you were returning to live in England, but did not expect you across just yet. Look at them, he added, casting his glance around. Big crowd this afternoon: Cooks and Gazes weekly returns from Switzerland.

Yes, I laughed. Youll be busy all the way over, I suppose.

No, Ill be done in three-quarters of an hour or so; then well have a chat. My assistant is already getting on with hand-baggage forward. By this time we had cast off, and were creeping slowly down the harbour.

Well, Hammond, I said confidentially, Im in a dilemma; and taking him aside into one of the unoccupied deck-cabins I briefly explained the circumstances of The Closed Book, and described its outward appearance and binding.

By Jove! he exclaimed, deeply interested; it almost beats your own romances, Mr Kennedy. Ive just been reading your last. Neither my wife nor I could put it down till wed finished.

You see, the woman ought to be on board this boat; but Ive not yet seen her. Im just going in search of her. But if you should come across any one answering the description Ive given, you might tell me at once.

Of course. You want to get this extraordinary book back again?

Certainly. It is a valuable piece of property, apart from the secret it contains and the mystery surrounding it; and as I uttered those words the slow roll of the vessel showed that we were already out in the somewhat choppy sea, and warned my friend that it was time to commence his duty.

So we parted, and I started a tour around the boat, commencing tactfully at the stern, and passing in review each of the passengers. The work was by no means easy, for women when they lounge in deck-chairs assume thick wrappings and thick veils to protect their faces when the Channel is rough and the wind strong. One always feels the breeze cold after hours in a stuffy sleeping-car, and, therefore, women are prone to suffer the horrors of the ladies cabin rather than risk catching cold.

For nearly an hour I made frantic search hither and thither throughout the whole ship, in all three classes. I gazed at the piles of heavy baggage, wondering whether my treasure were concealed there, registered through to London perhaps, in which case it might go forward without my mysterious visitor. The only place forbidden to me was, of course, the ladies cabin, presided over by a stern stewardess; and if the woman of whom I was in pursuit was on board, she had undoubtedly concealed herself there.

She certainly had not embarked by the gangway I had watched; but there was a second gangway to the fore-part of the ship by which baggage was carried, and she might have slipped across there unnoticed, as people sometimes do.

Already Shakespeares Cliff was showing through the evening haze, as the vessel steadily laboured in the rough sea. The passengers were mostly lying in deck-chairs hors de combat, and no one ventured to promenade upon the unsteady deck. I had taken up a sheltered position near the door of the ladies cabin, determined to remain there until every passenger should have left, although I was compelled to admit that my hope was a forlorn one, and that I should have to return again to Calais by the night boat and resume my vigil on the other side.

The woman must have broken her journey in Paris, and would undoubtedly come later; but on what day or by what service she would cross I was, of course, in ignorance. And as I sat shivering upon a stool in the rough wind, with the salt spray dashing ever and anon into my face, I felt that the probabilities of regaining my treasure were very few.

I had been the victim of an ingenious conspiracy. More could not be said.

Of a sudden, however, Hammond — his coat-collar up, and walking unsteadily because of the heavy rolling of the boat — approached me, saying:

Well, Ive just finished, Mr Kennedy. Every passenger today seems to have a double amount of hand-baggage; but weve been through it all. Ive seen nothing of the young lady you describe; but Ive seen something else — Ive found your book.

Found it! I cried excitedly. Who has it? Tell me.

Well, a few minutes ago, in the second-class, I was examining the contents of a dilapidated leather bag belonging to a little, wizen-faced old woman, very shabbily dressed, when I found down at the bottom a flat brown-paper parcel, wrapped carefully, tied with string and sealed with big blotches of black wax. Im always suspicious of sealed packets, for they may contain anything from cigars to anarchists bombs; therefore I ordered her to break the seals and open it. At first she refused; but on my explaining the penalty incurred, she reluctantly obeyed, and there, to my great satisfaction, I saw your old manuscript. I looked inside, and although I know little about such things, I recognised it from your description to be the stolen volume.

Did you make any remark?

None, was Mr Hammonds reply. I wished to consult you first. I did not put the usual label on the bag, so that when she passes ashore it will be stopped and again opened. What do you intend doing?

I was puzzled. It was satisfactory to know where The Closed Book actually was, but, on the other hand, it would be difficult to regain possession of it. As my friend Hammond pointed out, I could give notice to the harbour detective on arriving at Dover, and he would detain the woman. But I should be compelled to charge her with theft. This I could not do. I could, of course, declare the book to be stolen property; but matters were the more complicated because of the theft having been committed in Italy.

For some time we discussed the situation; then I accompanied him through the second-class, where, on a chair in the gangway leading past the engines, sat a queer, dried-up looking little woman of about sixty-five, wearing a rusty black bonnet and cloak — a woman I had noticed during my tour of inspection, but whom I had never suspected of being in actual possession of my treasure.

The book had evidently been delivered to her in Paris, and she was taking it to London — to whom?

That question I put to myself decided me, and when I was out of hearing I told Hammond that I intended to follow her before claiming it, and thus ascertain, if possible, the motive of the strange international plot which was apparently in progress.

The short, wizened old lady was English: her face thin and yellow, with a pair of dark eyes that had probably once been beautiful, and hair still dark, though showing threads of grey. She wore black cloth gloves, worn out at the finger-tips, and was ponderous below the waist on account of thick skirts put on to protect herself from the cold sea-breeze.

Hammond declared that her speech was that of a well-born person, and that her frayed glove concealed a diamond ring — a circumstance which he viewed with considerable suspicion. Yet he entirely agreed with me that I should gain more by following her to her destination and watching carefully than by arresting her on landing. There was a deep, inexplicable mystery about the book and its contents; and in order to solve it I ought to be acquainted with those whom it interested.

I cant understand the manner in which you were poisoned by touching the leaves, Hammond said reflectively. That beats me altogether. Perhaps somebody else will have a taste of it before long.

I shall watch, I replied determinedly.

In any case it is a most interesting circumstance, he declared. But its a good job your Italian doctor was able to save you. Evidently you had a very narrow shave.

Very, I said. I shall never forget the agonies I suffered. But, I added, I mean at all hazards to decipher all that the book contains. That something very extraordinary is written there Im absolutely convinced.

Well, it would really seem so, he agreed. Only, dont run any risks and touch the thing with your bare hands again.

Not likely, I laughed. And then I fell to wondering what had become of that dark-eyed, beautiful woman who had been the actual thief.

Why was the treasure wrapped and sealed so carefully? Could it be that those who had so cleverly conspired to obtain it from me were aware of the venom with which certain parts of it were contaminated? It really seemed as though they were.

We passed and repassed the short-statured old lady, talking together and appearing to take no notice of her. Evidently she was not aware of my identity; therefore I stood much greater chance in my efforts to watch her.

The examination of her bag that Hammond had made had not disturbed her in the least; but presently he returned to her, and, feigning to have forgotten to affix the necessary customs stamp, did so.

At last we slowed up beside the Admiralty Pier at Dover, and next instant all was bustle. Passengers hitherto prostrated by the voyage sprang up and pressed towards the gangway, each eager to get ashore and secure a place in the draughty and out-of-date compartments of the Joint-Railways.

With an old womans dislike of crowds, the person we were watching slowly gathered together her belongings, folded her shabby old travelling-rug neatly, pulled her veil beneath her chin, shook out her skirts, and then, carrying her precious bag, made her way to the gangway after the first rush had passed.

Hammonds quick eye detected her to be an experienced traveller, who had crossed many times before. She sat quite unruffled and unconcerned amid all the excitement of landing.

On the pier she inquired for the train for Charing Cross, and entered a second-class compartment, where she purchased a cup of tea and a slab of that greasy bread-and-butter which seems to be all the Joint-Railways allow the jaded traveller on landing, while I took a place in the next compartment to hers, and then retired some distance away in order to consult further with Hammond.

To his astuteness and thoroughness as a searcher I owed the knowledge of where my treasure was concealed; therefore I thanked him most warmly, and just as the signal was given for departure stepped into the carriage and waved him farewell.

The run to London was without incident, but on arriving at Charing Cross I kept keen observation upon her. She clung tenaciously to the bag containing the book, refusing to let a porter handle it, and entered a four-wheeled cab. I followed to the corner of Holborn and Southampton Row, where she alighted and walked quickly across Red Lion Square until she reached a big, dingy house in Harpur Street, — a short, quiet turning off of Theobalds Road, — a house that in the old days when Bloomsbury was a fashionable quarter had no doubt been the residence of some City merchant or man of standing. The old extinguisher used by the linkmen still hung beside the big hall door, the steps leading up to it were worn hollow by the tread of generations, and under the flickering gaslight the place, with its unlighted windows, looked dark, forbidding, and deserted.

The old lady was apparently expected, for the instant she passed the lower windows the door was flung open by some unseen person, showing the big hall to be in total darkness; and she, having ascended the steps with surprising alacrity, slipped in, the door falling to quickly and quite noiselessly behind her.


Chapter Twelve.

The Sign of the Bear Cub.
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THE EXTERIOR OF the house was by no means inviting.

The old lady had entered there in secret, without a doubt; otherwise she would have driven up to the door instead of alighting at the corner of Southampton Row.

I passed by on the opposite side, and as there was a street-lamp quite near was enabled to examine it fairly well, even though darkness had now set in.

All the blinds were drawn, and the inside shutters of the basement were closely barred. There was no light in any part, nor any sign of life within. In fact, the state of the windows and door-steps would lead to a conclusion that the old place was tenantless, for the exterior possessed a distinct air of neglect. Other houses in the row were of stereotyped exactness, but all more or less smarter, with steps hearthstoned and lights showing in the windows here and there. The one into which the old woman had so quickly disappeared was, however, grim, silent, forbidding.

As I strolled to the corner of Theobalds Road I wondered what next I should do. I wanted to secure possession of the book, but without litigation, and, if possible, in secret. Yet it was a very difficult matter, as Hammond had pointed out.

Rain commenced to fall, and after my long journey from the Mediterranean I felt cold and deadbeat. Therefore, my eyes catching sight of a glaring public-house nearly opposite, I crossed and obtained some brandy and the loan of the London Directory.

After some little search I therein found the name of the occupier of the dingy old place, as follows: 106, Gardiner, Margaret.

Londons mysteries are many and inscrutable. Surely here was a strange and inexplicable one. Why, indeed, should a mere old book of no value save to a collector be stolen from me in the far-off South and spirited away at express speed across the Continent to that dark, grimy, unlit place? There was some deep, direct motive in it all, of course; but what it was I could not conceive — except that the suspicion was strong upon me that, written within The Closed Book, was some remarkable and highly profitable secret, as indeed the writer himself alleged.

Again I strolled up Harpur Street past the silent house, keenly examining its every detail.

I noticed, to my surprise, that during my brief absence the Venetian blind of one of the first-floor windows had been drawn up half-way, and that on a table quite close to it stood a small stuffed animal — a tiny bear cub I made it out to be. There was a feeble light within, as though the big room was lighted only by a single candle, and it none of the brightest.

At the end of the street I crossed and returned past the house, walking on the opposite side of the way and re-examining the windows.

Yes, it was evidently a candle burning there, and as I passed I saw a long shadow fall directly across the window, then suddenly disappear.

Could it be that the animal had been placed there as a signal to someone who would pass outside?

Somehow I became convinced that this was so. The blind had been raised just sufficiently to show the small bear cub mounted on its hind-legs and holding a card tray. I recollected having seen one very similar on the table of the Savage Club — a present from one of the members.

My natural cautiousness prompted me to wait and watch for the coming of the person for whom the silent signal was intended — if signal it were; therefore, I lit a cigarette and halted at the dark corner of East Street, the short turning at the end of the thoroughfare wherein the silent house was situated.

As I was dressed only in a thin suit of blue serge, which one generally wears in summer in Italy when not in white ducks, the steadily falling rain soon soaked me through. My straw hat hung clammily on my head, and the water dripped down my neck, rendering me most uncomfortable. There was every prospect of a soaking night — different, indeed, from that clear, rainless sky that I had just left. Ah! how dismal London seemed to me at that hour, jaded, wet, and worn-out as I was! Still, with that dogged determination which some of my enemies have said is my chief characteristic, I remained there watching for the coming of the unknown, who must be privy to the plot.

Time after time as I stood back in the shelter of a doorway, compelled ever and anon to go forth into the rain and keep my vigil, I wondered whether the conclusion I had formed was actually the right one.

The feeble light flickered in the dark room, but showed not the interior, because of the smoky lace-curtains, dingy and yellow. Yet there stood the stuffed bear cub clearly silhouetted, almost startlingly — the only object visible upon that dark, forbidding façade.

More than once I heard footsteps coming from Theobalds Road, and rushed from my hiding-place to encounter the passer-by. But each time I was disappointed. The postman came on his last delivery, but only stopped at the big offices of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, almost opposite the house I was watching, then swung round the corner to Lambs Conduit Street.

A policeman passed with heavy tread, flashing his bulls eye carelessly down the areas and glancing at me inquiringly; then in the roadway through the slush came a man and a woman, Italians, dragging a street-organ wearily homeward to Saffron Hill. I watched them and wondered from what part of Italy they came.

As they went by I heard the man, a strong, black-browed fellow of twenty-seven or so, exclaim, Accidenti! and knew that he was a Tuscan. The woman (old, brown-faced, and wrinkled) only sighed and dragged harder.

They went forward, turned the corner into Theobalds Road, and a few moments later the strident strains of Soldiers of the Queen rang out amid the bustle of the thoroughfare and the roar of traffic. They had evidently stopped before the public-house where I had borrowed the Directory, in the hope of earning a last copper or two before relinquishing their days work.

Attracted by the music, I strolled back towards the spot where they had halted, and as I did so encountered two persons. One was a tall, grey-haired, rather sad-looking old gentleman, dressed somewhat shabbily, wearing an old ulster, but without umbrella; the other was an extremely pretty, fair-haired girl of perhaps twenty-two, pale-faced, and evidently agitated, for she clung to his arm and was whispering something to him as she walked. She was apparently imploring him to hear her; but he went on stolidly, heedless of her words. Her dress was plain, and, it seemed to me, betrayed the pinch of poverty. Like her companion, she had no umbrella, and her plain sailor-hat and black jacket were sodden with the rain.

Her face, however, struck me as one of the most perfect I had ever seen in all my life. That woman whom I had met in the priors study in Florence was certainly handsome; but hers was of an entirely different type of beauty, a face about which there certainly could be no two opinions, but a face full of tragic force and energy.

This woman, however, bore a sweet expression, rendered the more interesting by that earnest, imploring look as I passed her by unnoticed. Her companion was, it struck me, a broken-down gentleman, while she herself possessed an air of refinement in face and figure, in spite of her shabby attire, that caused me to set her down as no ordinary girl.

Her extreme beauty made me turn after them.

The old man, with his thin, hard face, yet gentle eyes, was still obdurate. She held back, but without a word he closed her arm to his and pulled her forward. He seemed to walk mechanically, while she appeared bent on arresting his farther progress.

Suddenly, as I strolled on behind them, they came in full view of the window and its mysterious signal.

Ah! I overheard the old fellow cry in a tone of satisfaction. See! As I hoped. At last — at last!

It means death — death! the girl added in a tone more hoarse and despairing than ever I have before heard in a woman.

I had been close enough to overhear the words that confirmed my suspicion, and I must confess they held me dumbfounded. I had expected to meet some slinking thief or some hulking receiver of stolen property, who would come to look for the bear cub in the window. Certainly I had, on first encountering the pair, never for a moment believed that the signal had been placed there for them.

The man raised his head again, as though to make certain that his eyes had not deceived him, and as he did so I caught a glance of the girls white countenance in the wind-blown light of the street-lamp.

Never, to my last day, shall I forget the terrible expression of blank despair in those wonderful eyes. All light and life had died out of her fair face. She looked as though her young heart had, at the sight of that fateful sign, been frozen by some nameless terror.

I had seen plays in which a womans despair was depicted, but never had I witnessed real despair until that moment. Hideous is the only word that describes it.

At the end of the short thoroughfare they turned and walked back past the house, feigning, however, not to notice the lighted window. The instant I had overheard these strange ejaculations I crossed the road and hurried on round the corner out of sight, in order that they should not detect me following them; but, watching their return, I turned again and went after them into Theobalds Road.

On through the rain they trudged in the direction of Oxford Street, wet to the skin, for the down-pour still continued without cessation, and the pavements shone beneath the gaslights. Neither tram-cars nor cabs attracted them, for it seemed more than likely that their extreme poverty did not allow them the luxury of a conveyance.

The girls hand was held to her breast as she walked, as though to stay the fierce beating of her heart, but her companion strode on steadily with fixed purpose and deep-knit brows.

I had been loath to relinquish my vigil before that silent house, fearing that the little old woman who had entered there might emerge again and carry my precious Arnoldus with her. Yet, on the other hand, this strange pair, who had come there in secret and read the signal, deeply interested me, and my curiosity impelled me to follow them.

The loud, ear-piercing runs of a street-piano suddenly recalled to my mind the pair of Italians I had noticed ten minutes before; and as we passed them playing before another public-house near Southampton Row I halted for a moment, stepped aside, and spoke to the beetle-browed young Tuscan in his own tongue.

Listen. I want you to assist me, I exclaimed quickly. Theres no time to lose, and youll get half a sovereign if you do as I direct. Go back alone to Harpur Street — that short turning you came up ten minutes ago — and watch a house with a stuffed bear in the upper window — Number 106. If anyone comes out, follow her — especially a little old woman. Wait there till I rejoin you. Will you do it?

Certainly, signore, was the young fellows prompt reply. Number 106, you say? Very well, trust me. My mother, here, can hire somebody to help her home with the organino.

Very well. Whats your name?

Farini Enrico, he replied, placing the surname first, in Italian style; born at Ponte Moriano, Provincia di Lucca. The signore knows Tuscany — does he?

Yes, I answered. Wait for me near that house; but dont let anyone see you are watching. Ill return as soon as possible. Lose no time. And I hurried away after the old man in the long ulster and his white-faced companion.

They had gained upon me considerably; but I soon overtook them, satisfied that in any case my watch upon the house would not be relinquished. I had lived sufficiently long in Tuscany to be able to read the Tuscan character, and I saw by the young mans manner that he was not the usual contadino who comes to London to grind an organ, but from his speech of quite a superior class. He wore his felt hat slightly askew, and beneath a rather forbidding exterior I detected that he possessed a keen sense of humour. His black, shining eyes laughed merrily when he mentioned his own village — a village I knew quite well, a few miles beyond the quiet, aristocratic old town of Lucca, and I saw that the very fact that I had spoken to him in his own tongue had at once secured him my servant. Italians are such children when you know them thoroughly!

I had little time for reflection, however, for the traffic of Oxford Street, although the night was wet, was considerable; and, while having some difficulty in keeping the pair in sight, I was also compelled to exercise a good deal of precaution in order to avoid recognition as the man who had encountered them in Harpur Street.

On they went at the same pace, heedless of the drenching rain, turning into Regent Street, then into Maddox Street, and across Grosvenor Square into Grosvenor Street, the centre of the West End. Suddenly, however, to my amazement, they ascended the steps of one of the best houses in the latter street; and the man, taking a latch-key from his pocket, opened the door with an air of proprietorship, and a moment later both disappeared from view, the door closing behind them.

Such a house, a veritable mansion in one of the most expensive thoroughfares in London, was the very last place I would have suspected to be their abode.

I repassed, and saw that it had been recently repainted, and presented a smart and handsome exterior. Flowers bloomed in the window-boxes, and a striped awning was spread over the portico. I noted that the number was 62A, and the next house I recognised as Viscount Lanercosts. The manner in which the shabby-genteel pair had slipped into the house showed secrecy, and yet the confident way in which the old man opened the door betrayed that he was no stranger to the place.

Again I had recourse to the pages of that book of revelation, the London Directory — which I obtained in a bar at the end of Park Lane, frequented mostly by gentlemens servants — and there I found that the occupier was the Earl of Glenelg, the wealthy Scotch peer and ex-Under-Secretary, whose name had long been familiar to me, as no doubt it was to my readers, through the columns of the newspapers.

Could it be possible that the man in the shabby ulster for whom that mysterious signal had been placed in the window was actually his lordship himself?

If so, who was his white-faced companion — the beautiful woman who was terrorised?


Chapter Thirteen.

What the Watchers Saw.
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THOUGH UTTERLY FAGGED out, I hailed a passing cab and drove back to the corner of Harpur Street, where, in the shadow, about half-way along the short thoroughfare, I discovered the young Italian keeping a watchful eye upon the house with the sign of the bear.

No one has emerged, signore, he said to me in Italian. I was here a few minutes after you spoke to me.

The blind was still up, and the signal still exhibited, the inmates evidently being unaware of the secret visit of the strange pair.

What connection could Father Bernardo and the old hunchback Graniani, away in Italy, have with that mysterious household?

Has anyone passed up the street during my absence? I asked the merry-eyed Enrico.

Several people, signore. One man, well-dressed, like a gentleman, stood for a moment looking up at the window yonder as though he expected to see someone there. But he was apparently disappointed, and passed on.

What kind of man? I inquired eagerly. Describe him.

A signore with small, fair moustache, about forty. He carried an umbrella, so I could not see his face very well. He was tall, and walked erectly, almost like an officer. A four-wheeled cab waited for him up at the corner.

He didnt actually pass the house?

No, signore. He merely walked down here sufficiently far to obtain a view of the window; then, having satisfied himself, turned back again. In reply to my question, Enrico told me that he lived with his mother in Kirby Street, Hatton Garden, the thoroughfare running parallel with Saffron Hill. They have been five years in London: five sad, despairing years. Ah, the English! they were not cattiva. Oh, no! It was their amazing climate that made them what they were. He pitied London people. How happy they would all be if they only lived under the blue sky of rural Tuscany! And so he went on, just as every poor Italian does who is doomed to the struggle and semi-starvation of life in our grey metropolis.

I read the young fellows character like a book. He had served his military service at Bologna, and had been waiter in the officers mess. Then he and his mother emigrated to London from Genoa, attracted by the proverbial richness of the Inglese and the report that waiters in restaurants were well paid. On arrival, however, he had soon discovered that the supply of Italian waiters was much in excess of the demand; therefore, he had been compelled to invest the ten pounds he had in a second-hand organ, and he and his mother picked up a living as best they could in the unsympathetic streets of London.

He seemed a good fellow, quite frank, and possessing that easy-going, careless manner of the true Tuscan, which never deserts him even when in circumstances of direst poverty. Your true son of the Tuscan mountains looks at the bright side of everything; a child in love, a demon in hatred, over-cautious with strangers, but easy and tractable in everything. I chatted to him for some twenty minutes, at the end of which time I resolved that he should assist me further in my investigations.

I told him how I had only arrived from Italy a few hours ago, and he grew at once excited. My train had actually passed across the rippling Serchio within a few miles of Ponte Moriano, his own village! I told him of my long residence in Tuscany, a fact which attracted him towards me; for seldom your poor Italian of the curb becomes acquainted with an Englishman who understands his ways and his language. And when I explained that I wished him to assist me in a very important and secret undertaking he at once announced his readiness to do so.

Very well, I said, giving him the half-sovereign I had promised. Go across to the public-house in Theobalds Road and get some supper quickly, for I want you to remain on watch here all night. I must rest and sleep for a few hours; but we must ascertain who goes and comes here. Above all, we must follow anyone carrying a parcel. A book was stolen from me in Italy, and it has been taken there.

I quite understand, was his response; and a few moments later he left me alone while he went to obtain something to eat.

During his absence I took out a card and wrote upon it the name of the hotel to which I had decided to go because it was in the vicinity and he could call me, if necessary — the Hotel Russell.

When he returned a quarter of an hour later I gave him instructions, telling him that if he wished to call me urgently during the night he might run round to the hotel, where I would leave instructions with the night porter, who would without a moments delay bring up to my room the card he held in his hand.

Then, jaded, wet, and hungry, I took a cab to the hotel, and sent down to Charing Cross for my bag, which I had left in the cloak-room there. In half an hour I had a welcome change of clothes and sat down to a hearty supper.

In a flash, as it were, I had returned from the charm of Tuscany into my own circle — the complex little world of literary London. That night I sat over a cigar prior to turning in, thinking and wondering. Yes, since that moment when I had bought the poisoned manuscript the world had used me very roughly. That there was a plot against me I felt certain.

Midnight came, and from my balcony on the third floor I stood watching the falling rain and the hansoms coming up from the theatres and crossing the square on their way northward. My presence in London again seemed like a dream, sick as I was of the sun-glare of the Mediterranean. My natural intuition told me that I should never return to Italy. My old friend Hutchinson would see that my collection of pictures, china, old furniture, and other antiques was packed and sent to me. He had rendered me many kindnesses in the past, and would do so again, I felt sure, for he was one of my most intimate friends.

I was soundly asleep when, of a sudden, I heard a loud rapping at the door.

A man wants to see you, sir. Hes sent up your card, exclaimed a voice in response to my sleepy growl.

I rubbed my eyes, and recollected that the voice was the night porters.

Very well, I replied. Ill be down at once; and, rising, I slipped on my things hastily, glancing at my watch and finding it to be five oclock — four oclock in English time, as I had not altered my watch since leaving Italy.

In the grey of dawn at the door below I met Enrico, who, speaking excitedly in Italian, said:

Something has happened, signore. I do not know what it is; but half an hour ago a little old lady came out of the house hurriedly, and called a doctor named Barton, who has a surgery in Theobalds Road, next the fire-engine station. She seemed greatly excited, and the doctor hurried back with her. Hes there now, I expect.

In an instant the truth became apparent. Someone had attempted to open The Closed Book as I had done, and had become envenomed.

I explained but little to Enrico; but together we hurried back through the dim, silent thoroughfares to Harpur Street.

I felt a certain amount of satisfaction that the thieves should suffer as I had suffered. Like myself, they had opened The Closed Book at their own risk and peril.

The house, like its neighbours, was in total darkness, save a flickering candle-flame showing through the dingy fanlight, denoting that Doctor Barton was still within. I asked the young Italian how he knew the doctors name, and he replied that it was engraved on the brass plate on the door.

Within myself I reconstructed the whole story. An unknown inmate of the house had been poisoned, and the doctor — a friend most probably — had been hurriedly summoned. Was he aware of the antidote, as Pellegrini in Leghorn had been? Poisoning is not the usual recreation of the law-abiding Londoner, and few general practitioners, even Harley Street specialists, would care to undergo an examination upon Tanners Memoranda on Poisons, nearly out of date as it may be.

My chief object was to regain possession of my property. I had discovered at least two persons interested in it — namely the old gentleman and the sweet-faced young woman who had entered that smart house in Grosvenor Street. There only remained for me to fix the identity of the unknown person within that dingy old house in Harpur Street.

The doctor emerged at last when near five oclock, and it was quite daylight. He was shown out by my fellow-passenger from Calais, who thanked him profusely for his efforts, evidently successful.

For an hour or two I saw nothing could be done; therefore we both relinquished our vigil: Enrico returning to his home behind Saffron Hill to snatch an hours sleep and some breakfast, and I back to the hotel.

In thinking over all the curious events, I resolved that it was necessary to confide in one or other of my friends in London. At present no one knew that I was back in town; but when they did I knew that a flood of invitations would pour upon me.

As I have already said, it was now my intention to settle down in England, and I was eager to begin house-hunting, so as to have a fitting place ready to receive my antiquarian collection when it arrived from Italy. Some months must elapse before I could be settled in a country house, which I intended; therefore, on reflection, I resolved to accept the hospitality of one of my best friends of the old London days, Captain Walter Wyman, the well-known traveller and writer. He was about my own age, and had earned success and popularity by dint of perseverance and intrepid exploration. Inheriting an ample income from his father, the late Sir Henry Wyman, Knight, the great Wigan ironmaster, he had after a bitter disappointment in love devoted himself to the pursuit of geographical knowledge, and as a result of his travels in Asia and Africa the world had been considerably enriched by information. Fever, however, had seriously impaired his health, and he was at present back in his comfortable chambers in Dover Street, where he had only a few weeks ago invited me to stay if I came to town.

I decided to accept his hospitality in preference to the comfortless hotel life, which, after some years of it in various places on the Continent, I abominate. Of all men in whom I might confide, Walter Wyman would be the best. He lived for adventure, and as the world is well aware had had a considerable amount of it during his travels.

At ten oclock that morning his white-headed old valet Thompson admitted me.

Why, my dear Allan! my friend cried, jumping from his chair, where he was enjoying his after-breakfast cigarette, this is a surprise! Youre back, then?

Yes, I replied. I came back suddenly last night, and am going to accept your invitation to stay.

Of course. You know we wouldnt be friends any longer if you went elsewhere. How long are you over for?

For good. Im going to look out for a cottage or something in the country. Im sick of Italy at last.

Wyman smiled, offered me a cigarette, and ordered Thompson to bring brandy and soda. Careless, easy-going cosmopolitan that he was, it never struck him that strong drink so early in the morning was unusual.

He was dark, with a rather reddish complexion, tall, well-groomed, well-dressed in a suit of dark-blue, and well set-up altogether. Although several touches of fever had played havoc with him, he nevertheless looked the pink of condition — a fine specimen of English manhood.

When I had lit my cigarette I spoke to him confidentially, and he listened to my story with the utmost attention. In that cozy room, the walls of which were hung with savage arms and trophies of the chase, and the floor covered with the skins of animals that had fallen to his gun, I told him the whole of the strange circumstances, relating briefly the incomplete story as written in The Closed Book and the remarkable conspiracy that was apparently in progress.

When I had described the mysterious visit of the tall old gentleman and the young woman to Harpur Street, and had related how I had followed them to the Earl of Glenelgs house in Grosvenor Street, he jumped up, exclaiming:

Why, from your description, my dear fellow, he must have been the Earl himself, and the girl was evidently his daughter, Lady Judith Gordon! Theyve been abroad this two years, and to half London their whereabouts has been a mystery. I had no idea they had returned. By Jove! what you tell me is really most puzzling. It seems to me that you ought to get back that book at any cost.


Chapter Fourteen.

The Counsel of Friends.
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WE DISCUSSED THE best mode of regaining possession of the book, but our conclusions were not very clear.

My friend Walter set about giving old Thompson orders to prepare my room, for he was one of the few bachelors who could afford to keep a spare guest-chamber in his flat. It was a hobby of his that his chambers should remain in just the same order during his absence as when at home. He had been travelling sometimes for two years at a stretch, and yet when I had called there I found old Thompson just as prim as usual, merely replying to callers, Captain Wyman is not at home, sir. Thompson was a wonderful servant, and had been old Sir Henrys right hand until his death. Indeed, he had been in the service of the Wymans for a trifle over fifty years, and appeared to treat Walter more as a son than as master.

My friend fully agreed with me that I had done right in engaging Enrico as watcher. He would be useful, and could act as spy in places where we could not afford to be seen. That there was some remarkable conspiracy in progress Wyman was, like myself, convinced; but what it was he failed to comprehend.

We carefully discussed the curious affair, and after an hour of anxious discussion formed a plan of campaign which we promptly proceeded to carry out.

While I remained there resting, he took a cab and called on the doctor named Barton.

When he returned, he explained that he consulted the doctor, and feigning the symptoms of poisoning which I had explained, the unsuspecting medico had at once remarked that only a few hours before he had been called to a similar case. He suggested to Wyman that perhaps both had eaten something unsound purchased at a shop in the neighbourhood.

Then, after receiving a dose, and being compelled to swallow it in order to keep up the fiction, my friend had commenced to chat with the doctor, and learned that the patient he had been called to was a clean-shaven, middle-aged man who had apparently about nine months ago come to live in Harpur Street. The name he gave was Selby, no profession — at least as far as the doctor knew. He had been struck by his rather mysterious bearing. The little old lady was probably a relation, but of that he was not quite sure. The name I had found in the Directory was that of the present tenant. Wyman had also approached the subject of The Closed Book; but it was apparent that neither Selby nor the doctor suspected that its leaves were envenomed. The patient had made no remark to the doctor about the book. Barton had found him suffering acutely, and betraying all the symptoms of poisoning; but beyond that he knew nothing.

Yet Wymans visit had cleared up one or two points, and had given us the name of the man into whose possession The Closed Book had passed.

Presently we went forth again in company, and at the corner of Theobalds Road found the young Italian still vigilant, although palpably worn out and very hungry. Nothing had transpired, we learned. No one had come out of the house; but the little old lady had come to the door and taken in the milk and bread from the baker. She apparently acted as housekeeper.

We dismissed Enrico for four hours, and I took his place, while Walter Wyman went down to the Naval and Military Club, where he declared he was certain to meet a friend of his who was intimate with Lord Glenelg, and from whom he might obtain some information.

What connection they have with this affair is a profound mystery, he remarked; just as much of a mystery as the fact they are in London when believed to be abroad. Colonel Brock, my friend, only told me the night before last that they were with friends up at Mussooree, in the north of India.

Well, it seems theyre back again now, I remarked.

So it appears, was his reply, and he stepped into a hansom and drove down to the club to gather information, leaving me to lounge in the vicinity of that rather dark and cheerless London street.

The weather was damp and muggy, and the continuous traffic in Theobalds Road jarred upon my nerves. Even in the broad daylight the exterior of the house in Harpur Street was dingy, with an air of distinct mystery. The shutters of the area window remained closed; but the stuffed bear cub had now been removed from the upper window, having served its purpose, whatever that might be.

Soon after noon Wyman met me again. He had been active every moment, had seen his friend, and had moreover called at Grosvenor Street under some pretext, only to discover that the Earl and his daughter, having returned unexpectedly from abroad two days ago, had left again that very morning.

Was it that inexplicable signal that had caused the pair to flee from London again?

The reason why they had been both dressed shabbily was now obvious. They were in London in secret, and feared recognition. Walter Wymans interest was now thoroughly aroused, and he declared his intention of sifting the matter to the bottom.

The question now arose as to the means by which we should get back the book stolen from me. In the bar of the public-house where I had taken refreshment on the previous night we further discussed the matter. To attempt to regain it by interviewing the man Selby would, we felt assured, be in vain, for of such value was it and so widespread the conspiracy that he would probably either deny that it was in his possession or openly defy us. On the other hand, it would be a dangerous matter to commit a burglary there, and more dangerous still to enter forcibly and demand my property. Even Doctor Barton had confessed that there was something puzzling and forbidding about the blustering mans manner and antecedents.

Therefore, we found ourselves at a complete deadlock.

I wished heartily that I had ordered the old woman to be stopped on landing at Dover pier.

Could the police assist us? Wyman thought not, at least not in their official capacity. We should frighten this Mr Selby, and if so would probably lose the precious volume altogether.

We both saw that it was a matter in which there must be no bungling. My friend Wyman was as shrewd a man as any in London, and this fighting with conspirators was work just to his liking. He was one of those men who, in whatever tight corner they find themselves, either at home or abroad, always managed to wriggle out of it.

In the first place, we had no knowledge of the character of the man with whom we had to deal; while, in the second, we were utterly in the dark as to the motive of the conspiracy against me from the moment when the rare Arnoldus had passed into my hand.

That we should act promptly and with firm determination was imperative; but what line to take we knew not.

The more we discussed it the more determined I became to act fearlessly and go straight to the point by going to the police station and demanding the little old womans arrest. Such a course would bring matters to a head, and yet I still hesitated to show our enemies our hand. At present they were unaware of my presence in London, and surely their ignorance of this would be to our advantage, inasmuch as the looker-on sees most of the game.

I felt that I wanted an expert opinion, and suddenly recollected that in the old days, when I had lived in London before, I had been on friendly terms with a detective-sergeant of the Criminal Investigation Department named Noyes, who had been attached to the Hunter Street Police Station. I had several acquaintances in the Metropolitan police, as most literary men have; but to Noyes I had been indebted more than once for showing me certain phases of unknown London. Therefore I knew that if I sought his advice he would willingly give it.

Leaving Wyman to watch, I therefore took a cab to Hunter Street, and inquired of the inspector on duty for my friend, who, I was informed, had been promoted to the rank of inspector, and was posted at the chief station of the T Division at Hammersmith.

I returned in the cab to Wyman, and then lost no time in following out my quest by going out to Hammersmith.

I found my friend, a loosely built, heavy-jawed man of middle-age, sitting in his upstairs office; and when I entered he rose to welcome me warmly. Then, on telling him that I had come to seek his advice, he settled himself at his plain writing-table to listen.

The story I related interested him just as much as it had Wyman; but now and then he pencilled a note upon the sheet of paper he had instinctively placed before him. I related the whole facts from first to last, concealing nothing. The secret poisoning appealed to him, clever detective that he was, for every man attached to Scotland Yard will tell you that a good many more people die in London of poison annually than ever doctors or coroners juries suspect.

Now, what I want is to get my property back again without these people knowing, I explained at last.

I quite see, he said. If they knew you had followed them up so quickly it might put an end to their game without you ever knowing what their motive has been. Yes, you want that book back at all costs, but in a secret way. You can easily lay information before the magistrate; and I could, on that, go and search for the stolen property. But thats hardly your game, Mr Kennedy. We must use methods a trifle more — well, artistic, shall we call it? and his big face broadened into a grin.

Well now, what do you suggest? I asked.

But, instead of responding, he asked me for a detailed description of the rare and interesting volume. Then, when I had given it to him, he raised his eyes from the paper whereon he had made some memoranda, and with a mysterious smile asked:

Would you be willing to leave the affair entirely in my hands, Mr Kennedy? I have an idea that I might, with the assistance of a friend, be able to get hold of the book without this person Selby knowing that it has gone back into your possession. If I attempt it, however, you must not be seen anywhere in the vicinity. Any observation kept upon the old lady or upon this fellow Selby must be done by your friend, Captain Wyman. Would you be inclined to act under my directions and lie low until I communicate with you?

Certainly, I answered, although not yet understanding his point.

If there is a conspiracy, youll very quickly be spotted if you remain hanging about Harpur Street, he said. I think, if youre prepared to pay a sovereign or two, that I can get hold of the book for you. Only it will have to be done secretly; and, in order that you should not be suspected of regaining possession of it, you must go away into the country and wait until you hear from me. We dont want them to suspect anything, otherwise we may not be able to solve the mystery of it all.

Ill leave the whole affair in your hands, Noyes, of course, I responded. When shall I go into the country?

Today. Go where you like, to some place within easy reach of town, and stay there till you hear from me. Dont go back to Harpur Street, because its too dangerous. You must be recognised sooner or later. Ill find Captain Wyman and explain matters to him. Why not run down to somewhere on the Great Northern, to Peterborough, for instance. Its on the main line, and the first stop of the expresses to the north — an hour and a half from Kings Cross. You see I could get down quickly if I wanted to see you, or you could run up if necessary. Theres a good old-fashioned hotel — the Angel. I stopped there once when I was after a German bank-note forger, and was very comfortable.

Very well. Ill go there. That will be my address till I hear from you. Tell it to Captain Wyman, as he may want to write to me.

After some discussion, in which he steadily refused to enlighten me further upon his scheme for getting hold of The Closed Book, we returned together by the underground railway to Charing Cross, where we parted, he to seek my friend Wyman, and I to hide myself in the small provincial town of Peterborough, where I arrived that afternoon about half-past four.

As Noyes had declared, the Angel was replete with old-fashioned comfort, a relic of the bygone posting-days and a centre of agricultural commerce on market-days. Except the cathedral, there is very little of interest in the town of Peterborough; for of late years it has been modernised out of all recognition. In itself it is ugly, although situated in the centre of the rich green pasturage of the Nene Valley, a busy place, where the hand of the vandal has been at work everywhere save perhaps in Narrow Street, the small, old-fashioned thoroughfare wherein the Angel is situated.

I spent the evening examining the interior of the cathedral, afterwards taking a stroll as far as the village of Longthorpe, and after dinner retired early, for I had not yet recovered from my swift journey across Europe.

The following day passed, and still the next, yet I could only idle there, chafing and anxious regarding the success of Noyess undertaking. Letters from Wyman showed that, aided by Enrico, he was still keeping observation upon the house, although he had seen nothing further of my friend the detective after his announcement of my departure.

I began to wonder if Noyes had broken faith with me. Yet we had been the best of friends in the old days when I had lived and worked in London; and I thought I knew him well enough to be confident that he would assist me in every way within his power.

Therefore I wandered the streets of Peterborough or lounged in the bar of my hotel, in hourly expectation of some message from him.

His silence was ominous, and my uneasiness increased until, on the third day, I determined to remain inactive no longer.


Chapter Fifteen.

The Old Monks Secret.
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TO IDLE IN a provincial town without friends and without occupation is neither pleasant nor profitable. In London one can always amuse ones self and pass the time; but in dull Peterborough my principal excitement, in addition to visiting the much-restored cathedral and the local museum in the Minster Precincts, was to watch fat stock being sold by auction.

Anxiety consumed me as to what had occurred at Harpur Street, and whether The Closed Book was actually lost to me. I had telegraphed twice to Noyes, Hammersmith Police Station, but had received no response. His silence was in no way reassuring, therefore I resolved that if I heard nothing by nine oclock that night I would return to London by the last train.

I dined at seven after a dismal day, and while at table the waiter entered the coffee-room where I sat alone, saying that a gentleman wished to see me. Next moment Noyes, dressed like a commercial traveller in dark-blue suit and bowler hat, entered the room.

There was a smile of triumph on his face, from which I gathered instantly that he had been successful. He carried a black leather bag in his hand, and this he opened as soon as the waiter had gone out, saying, as he produced a brown-paper packet:

Im glad to say, Mr Kennedy, that Ive been able to do the trick. It was a very delicate matter, and the affair presented features and difficulties I had never anticipated.

Then youve actually got it? I cried eagerly, opening the parcel and displaying the precious volume.

There it is, as you see, he laughed. Only please dont ask how I got possession of it, because Id rather not say — you understand.

Detectives are apt to be mysterious sometimes, therefore I did not question him further. For me it was sufficient that he had been able to secure it without the thieves knowing into whose possession it had passed. I was well aware of the great circle of criminal acquaintances Noyes had in London, and I suspected that it was through one of them that the book had been obtained.

I wired twice to you, I said, when at my invitation he seated himself at the table to join me at dinner.

I know, was his response. It was not necessary to reply. In such a case as this patience is everything. You were just a trifle too impatient, Mr Kennedy — if youll pardon me saying it. I had promised to do what I could, and did so, with the result you see.

I know I deserved this quiet reproof, and admitted it, for patience is one of the many good qualities I do not possess.

He would explain nothing of the means by which he had obtained my property, although he told me one or two strange facts concerning Selby and the little old lady who had travelled from Paris.

Ive seen Selby, he said. At first I seemed to have a faint idea that Id seen his face before, and that he was wanted for something. But Ive searched at the Yard, and found no photograph resembling him, so I suppose I must be mistaken. The old womans name is Mrs Pickard. She knows several foreigners living at different places, mostly people in good circumstances.

You havent seen anything of a tall, dark, and very handsome young woman — Italian probably? I hazarded, wondering if the actual thief had arrived in London.

No. Captain Wyman is still on the watch. Hes as good as any man Ive ever had under me — quite professional in his methods. And that young Italian, too, seems a smart sort of chap. You picked him up quite accidentally, I think you said?

I explained how I had sought Enricos aid, and what opinion I had formed of him.

Well, Noyes remarked, as he gulped down a glass of Bass with evident gusto, I shall return tonight, but youd best remain here, Mr Kennedy; or, if not here, somewhere in the country. You must not be seen in town. Bury yourself away from there, and leave all the watching to us. Youve got the book, therefore be careful it dont go out of your possession again.

Trust me, I laughed. When Ive gone through it all I shall put it in a bank for safe keeping.

It aint the sort of thing to leave about if the leaves are really poisoned, as you say. Ive been afraid to open the thing, he remarked, half apologetically.

Im tired of this place, I said, longing to return to London.

Then go somewhere else — to the seaside, for instance. Youre quite near the east coast places here.

A good idea, I exclaimed. Ill go to Sheringham tonight. I stayed at the Grand once, and will go there again.

Very well, he said, and we concluded our meal and lit cigars afterwards, chatting over the various remarkable features of the mystery. My decision to go to the little watering-place, now becoming so popular, pleased him. My absence from London was imperative, he declared, and at Sheringham, if dull, I could at any rate get some golf. How long I would be compelled to remain there he had no idea.

Let me complete my inquiries, he said. They are very difficult; but I dont despair as long as Captain Wyman will continue to assist me. Perhaps, when youve deciphered the whole of the book, a further clue will be furnished to the motive of all this secrecy and conspiracy.

I shall resume at Sheringham tomorrow, I replied. I expect to discover some secret which will throw further light on recent events.

At nine oclock, after an exchange of expressions of confidence, we drove together to the Great Northern station, and after seeing him into the up-express. I took the slow night train, via Wisbech and South Lynn, to the clean little fishing-village of Sheringham, which Harley Street has recently discovered to be so healthy, and which society is now commencing to patronise.

I took a private sitting-room at the Grand, overlooking the promenade, an expensive luxury to be sure, but I wanted quiet and privacy in my investigations; and next morning, after my breakfast had been cleared, I first assumed a pair of thick driving-gloves, and then reopened The Closed Book at the page where my reading had been so abruptly broken off.

I think, in order to reproduce the record plainly, it will be best to give the transcript just as I copy it from the time-stained poisoned pages now before me, with all its quaintness of expression and orthography, only eliminating the contractions and some obscurities.

What I further deciphered, then, was as follows:

Reader who darest to seeke within this BOOK, I commend me unto you as heartily as I may think, trusting in God that you be (the which Jesu continue) in good prosperity. It is not out of your remembrance that my lord of Valentinois had sworn to kill me because I had given help unto my lady Lucrezia, and had more than once used the knife contayning the antidote, striking as I had stricken my lord of Pesaro those whom he attempted to poison. Hence my lady, seeing that her lord was dead, and right knowing her helplessness, induced me to recover her jewels and flie to England with them, there to await her ladyships arrival, her intention being to seeke the gracious intercession of our lord Cardynal Wolsey, who had befriended her when in Rome. Loth as I was to leave my lady alone in the Vatican, that place of so many black deeds, I saw that to serve her I must obey, hence did I at once repair unto the spot near unto the village of Monte-Compatri, where I had concealed my lady Lucrezias wondrous jewels within a strong casket of wood and iron. The Borgia emeralds, be it knowne unto you, were the finest the world had ever seen, and were once the property of the Great Turk, the Sultan Muhammed, who is said to have obtained them from the ruins of ancient Babylon. They were set in the forme of a neck-collar, each stone as large as a manns thumb. And preserved with them were diamonds, pearls, and rubies of value enormous, and with the which was the sealed phiall of the secret venom and the antidote. All these did I recover securely, and having bade farewell unto my lady, journeyed to England after many adventures that need not be herein recounted. Arrived in London, I again took up my lyving in the house of my friend Sir George Goodrick, in East Chepe, on the iij. daye of January in the yeare of our Lord 1501.

For the space of one year and two monthes I remained in London, until a messenger came from my lady with the amazing news that she had become wedded unto the lord Don Alfonso DEste, heir of the lord Duke Ercole of Ferrara, and, having removed to Ferrara, did not intend travellynge to England at that presente. In her letter she told me how that at last she had wedded a man she loved, and that with her confessor she was seeking the forgiveness of her God for the black deedes her brother Cesare had compelled her to commit. Furthermore, she tolde me that knowing her jewels were in safe keeping in my hands she wished me to still retaine them in their secret hyding-place until such time as she should arrive to see mi lord Cardynal Wolsey at Hamton. She pointed out that I, well knowing of the terrible deedes commited by her, and therefore havying been more than once her assistant in her murderous treachery, was as guiltie as she. The blood of many of those who had been envenomed was upon my hands, therefore it was for me to make penance and seek forgiveness.

Her words were those of a penitent woman, and they caused me to think. She was happy with her husband, but uneasy on account of her guiltiness of mind. She was repentant, and wished me to be so. For a long time I thought over her words, until at last becoming convinced that being privy to those foul poison-plots wherein death was dealt secretly to every enemy, I was also an assassin and accursed. Wherefore, after much reason, I resolved to hide mi ladys treasure and enter as a novice the order of Saint Benedict at their great abbey of Croylande in Lincolnshire, hoping that the rigours of a monastic life would open up to me the glories and comforts of religion, of the which I stood sorely in need.

Please it you, reader, to understand that I repaired to Croylande, and having sunk the casket of my ladys jewels in the fish pond one hundred and thirty and one paces south-east of the grand altar of the abbey, midway between the shores, I entered as novice of the sacred order, Roberte de Deepynge then being abbot. Through eighteen full years did I make penance, leading a religious life and making peace with my God. Our abbey was one of the finest and well-favoured in all England, and my lyfe was spent mostlie in religious work among the people. At times I visited the abbeys of Peterborough, Thomey, Fynshed, Fountance (Fountains), St. Albans, and our great Glassynburie (Glastonbury), travelling much, and making many and long pilgrimages. Much that I did see at Glassynburie was indeed of a scandal; but my bounden duty most humbly remembered, I speak not of the evil deeds of those supposed to live in sanctitie. One day in April, when I passed across the tryangular bridge at Croylande towardes the Abbeye, having been to the priory of Castor to visit the beadsman Willyam Petre, a monk, my friend named Malcolm Maxwell, brought unto me a travel-stained messenger from Ferrara, who tolde to me the death of my lady Lucrezia, and gave unto me a letter written to me an hour before she died. She urged me to continue my lyfe of religion and peace with God, and sente me as her dying wish that her pryceless jewels should remain concealed because a curse rested upon them. She wished that no man should see or touch them, but her will was that they might only be used in the cause of the holy Catholic church. And for that purpose she left the treasure in mi hands, together with the poison-phiall and the secrete antidote to be used if occasion warranted in the same cause, these also beynge concealed with the marvellous gems in the mud of the fish pond. This news overburdened my heart with greefe, and I vowed unto God (praised be Him) that I would faithfully fulfil my ladys commandments, and still continue in my unfained fidelity of my allegiance. Wherein reducing to remembrance the prised memories and perpetual renowned facts of the famous Duchess, yet having the readers most benign and gracious favour, I resolved to still remain in the sanctuarie of the abbey, although I hadde in mi possession some of the finest jewells known unto the world, and the whych, if solde, might keepe me in prosperity all my days.


Chapter Sixteen.

Continues the Record.
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PAUSING IN MY work, I rose and looked out across the sunlit sea. Then, eager to gain further knowledge, returned and continued the deciphering, as follows:

Of the years I remained at Croylande, growing old in years, and often visiting with my friend Malcolm Maxwell the beadsman Petre of Castor, beyond the town of Peterborough, I speak not, save to say that much happened in London of the kings marriages and or our lord-Cardynall Wolseys disfavour with his majesty.

But now, reader, another thing did happen in the year 1537 that unquieted our abbot and all of us — namely, that the king intended to suppress and seize our abbey, as his majesty had seized the houses of Romburgh, Fyneshed, Walsinghame, and Bury St. Edmonds. Whereupon our abbot, John Welles, a holy and well-beloved man, wrote unto Thomas Cromwell, chief secretary to the kings highness, this letter:

With due reverence I command me unto your honourable lordship, humbly asserteing the same that I send your lordship by this bearer part of our fen fish, right meekly beseeching your lordship favourably to accept the same fish, and to be good and favourable, lord, unto me and my poor house, in such cause as I hereafter shall have cause to serve unto your good lordship, and I with my bretheren shall daily pray to our Lord God for the long continuance of your lordship in health. — At Croylande the xxv. day of March, by your daily orator, John, abbot there.

But it pleased not the Kings Secretary that our splendid abbey should be spared, and the gift of our fish was unavailing. The kings highness recognised not the good and true service done to his grace, and gave not his favour unto us. Because of its isolation our abbey became a place of refuge in those black days of the kings wrath against us. Through those years I had lived a quiet life in the cloister, mostly employed in prayer and meditation, for of a vertie I was penitent, and prayed for the repose of the soul of my Lady Lucrezia. Alas, the secular spirit prevailed in our land, and we received worde at the first daybreak in December 1538 that the commissioners, William Parre, Robert Southwell, and Thomas Myldemay, who had seized the monastery of St. Androse in Northampton for the kings use, intended to seize likewise our house and lands. Therefore did our good abbot John take me aside with Malcolm Maxwell and held counsel with us how best to conceal owr altar plate and jewels, of the which we held a goodly quantitie. Secretly, knowing how safe a place was the fish ponde, wherein I had already hidden the Borgia treasure, I suggested it, and that night, leaving sufficient silver to satisfy his majestys commissioners, the three of us took the great silver altar and a goodlie number of the Abbey treasures, and, placing the latter in three chests bound with iron, sank them deep in the mud in the centre of the pond. Only Maxwell and myself were privy to the secret that we had taken from the abbey treasury the things that follow.

In Old English the list read:

i. greate altar of sylver, mayde by the Abbat Richard in 1281.
i. great chalyce of golde gyven by Thomas de Bernack in the yeere 1356.
iiij. large chalyces of sylver.
iiiij. patens.
i. alms bason.
viij. cuppes of sylver.
iii. cuppes of golde.
ii. golde candelsticks.
iiij. golde crucifixes.
viij. cuppes of sylver.
ii. sylver boxes full of the precious stones tayken from the altars and
robes. Some of great syze.
iii. small boxes of other jewells.

Continuing, the record stated:

Of the rest, we left two chalices and other things for the kings highness, the Abbot knowing well that our house must be destroyed and desecrated, and that we must be scattered. The night was dark, with thicke fen-mist, when we carried forth the heavy chests and let them down noiselesslie into the water at a spotte at the opposite end to where through many years my own treasure lay well concealed. The ponde was deepe, and dried not in summer, beinge fed by many springs, and well fylled wyth good carp for Fridays. Malcolm kept watch by the south door while I, wyth the Abbot, sank owr treasure in the deepest parte of the lake. Then, when we returned in silence, we all three went into the Abbots chamber and there swore to Almighty God to ever preserve the secret, tayking oath that neither should seeke to recover the hidden treasure withoute the consent of the other two. We knew that our glorious abbey was doomed, and wished to save what we could for the Churchs benefit. And we were not mistaken, for three dayes later the Commissioners came with Thomas Cromwell himself, and our good Abbot was forced to surrender unto them everything. Thus we monks, to the number of one hundred and sixty and four, were dispersed; and the kings men stripped our great church, seized all that was of value, sold the bells and the lead, and then broke and battered down the walls. Seeing their ill-intentions, some of us still remayned in refuge in houses of the people in the neighbourhood, I finding hospitality at an inn called The Oak Branch at Eye, while Malcolm was at Thorney, owr abbot having departed to London.

Through a full month we watched the destruction of owr magnificent Abbey, how that Southwells men did break owr statues and tore down the very tower, I lingering there because of my own treasure concealed and unable to recover it lest my actions should be noted. Once I heard rumour that Southwell intended to pump out the lakes, and surely the pump was sette up. Then did I tremble, well knowinge that all that we had hidden must be discovered. Cromwell, however, considered that they had seized all of which we were possessed, and luckily gave orders for the work of pumping to be stopped, an order which pleased me mightily, for every other hole and corner was well searched for anything hidden, especially for books and proclamations against the kings actions.

On the fifth of February 1539, my friend Malcolm Maxwell, who like miself had been compelled by the kings commissioners to discard his habit, came to me, saying that he had decided to return to Scotland, his own country, and offered me asylum in his brothers house, the castel of Treyf, in Galloway. His invitation accepted, I managed one night by the light of the moon to drag the fish pond, and after many attempts succeeded in recovering the casket of wood and iron that I had brought from Italie, no one knowinge of my actions. To Malcolm, who was older than myself, I declared that my casket contained my Booke of Hours and a relic of Saint Peter — the which I had brought from Rome — for he knew not that it really contained my dead ladys jewels and her secrete phials. As touching our journey north by the great roade through Stamford and York to Carlisle I will not speak, save to say that we hadde manie adventures, and more than once I was in imminent peril of losing mi precious casket. On the borderlandes all was in disorder, and the moss-troopers were ever ready to steal and kill. While passing by the high road through Dumfries and Dalbeatie we went into the great Abbey of Dundrennan, and prayed before the silver image of Our Lady there; and also we made a pilgramage to St. Ninians shrine, afterwards passing across the hills and glens by Auchencaim and over Bengairn, and thence to the river Dee, where, upon an island, stood the greate grim castle of Treyf, once the impregnable fortalice of the Black Douglas, but now in the possession of my Lorde Maxwell of Terregles, an ancient baron of great landes, and brother of Friar Malcolm.

In this, the wildest part of Galloway, we were received warmly by my lord of Treyf, who on the nighte of our arrival was entertaining in the great banquetting-hall John Gordon of Lochinvar, who had juste been to France with the Scottish King incognito in search of a wife; Gylbert Earl of Cassilis; David Vaus, abbot of Soulseat; his brother John Vaus of Bambarrock; with the lairds of Garlies and Sorby. The talk as we ate our venison with wheat bread was of how the two Galloway lairds the Macdowalls of Freuch and of Mindork were invadinge Arran with fire and sword, and how they had burned the castle of Brodick to the ground. By their conversation I knewe well that although my lord Maxwell was steward of Kilcudbricht (Kirkcudbright) and keeper of Treyf, which the kinge had wrested from the Douglas; he was, however, not truly loyal, and that there was conspiracy against the king just as there had been in that same stronghold in the days of the Black Douglas.

Still far from it that I, a houseless fryar, should utter complaints, for mi lord, not havynge seen his brother for fifteen years, treated us both with greatest courtesy, and gave us asylum for as long as we wished, assigninge to us rooms in the tower that commanded the sweep of the river lookynge up towards Greenlaw. Through a full year I remained with my lorde Maxwell, riding often against the Gordons of Kenmuir, the Douglases of Drumlanrig, and the Agnews of Locknaw, having well concealed my treasure-casket in a safe spot upon the island. Old in yeares, yet much fierce warfare did I see across the hills and treacherous mosses of Galloway, often ridinge over the border against the English with Malcolm, who, like myself, had readilie doffed the habit for the breastplate. We besieged the castle of Kenmuir, and took its lord prisoner to Stirling, as also we did the lord of Orchardton, Willyam Cairns.

At this time our King Henry of England had shaken off the Holy Fathers authority, and the doctrines of the reformed religion were widelie spreading among the people. In Scotland, too, a greate national change was unavoidably approachinge; for religious reformation had been long advancing, and doctrines in opposition to the Romish Faith had been propagated in Galloway by the Gordons of Airds. The Bible, which had been locked up from the laity by the clergy, was now procured in numbers, and secret meetings were beinge held in the woods to read it, for even possession of a copie of the sacred book was a penal offence. Of a verity the persecution was terrible, for many were imprisoned or committed to the flames.

Treyf was a goodly stronghold, square, surrounded by a barbican and flanked at each angle by a circular tower, secured in front by a deep fosse and vallum, while the island itself was surrounded by the rapid waters of the Dee; and my lord Maxwell, with the kinges authority behind him, was the most powerful of the lords of Galloway. One night, however, we returned from ridyng against the English from Lochmaben. Our Galloway troopers, with Lochinvar at their head, had utterly routed a large body of Somersets men, and as in the sundown my chargers heels clattered on the drawbridge of Treyf, Malcolm, who had remained, came forward to greet me with pale face, and took me up into my chamber where we could speak privately. He told me that the conspiracy against the kinge, formed by his brother, had been discovered, and that a mounted messenger had arrived from Helen Lady of Torhouse, who was with the Court in Edinburgh, to warn him that his majesty had sent an armed force on his way to us. My lord Maxwells intentions regarding an alliance with Somerset to the detriment of the Scottish king had been betrayed by one of the conspirators, Johnston of Lockwood, and the messenger alleged that five thousande men were already at Dumfries wyth orders to storm and take Treyf, with my lord Maxwell, his brother Malcolm, and myself, who, cominge from England as we dyd, were beleeved to have been in the plot, and to also arrest young Gordon of Lochinvar, Abbot Vaus of Soulseat, and Gylbert Earl of Cassilis, at their various houses. My lord Maxwell was absent wythe James Earle of Bothwell at Earlston, but a messenger was sent in hot haste to him, while Malcolm and myself tooke counsel as to how we should act. My lords fair daughter Margaret was in the castle, and we saw that to save her and ourselves we must all three flie. They were hastily preparinge while I had gone in secret to secure my precious casket, when the guard suddenly announced that the advance guard of the kinges army was already at Treyf Mains. Not an instant was to be lost, therefore, compelled to leave my ladie Lucrezias jewels in their safe hiding-place, I sprang into the saddle of a fresh charger, which one of the troopers led to me, and, following Malcolm and the fair Margaret, dashed across the drawbridge and along the frail wooden brydge that connected the island wyth the opposite banke. Scarce had my horses hoofs touched the road than the weak supports of the bridge were knocked away, fell in pieces in the river, and were swept down the stream, while at the same instant the portcullis fell, and the rattling of chains told that the drawbridge was drawn up and the stronghold isolated and rendered impregnable.

The fair daughter of Maxwell proved a good horsewoman, and through the long dark night we all three rode our hardest, well knowinge that capture meant either death or imprisonment in the dungeons of Edinburgh. Indeed, our departure was noted, and for some hours we were hotly pursued; but Margaret Maxwell knew the countrie as well as any moss-trooper, and she led us safely through the Glenkens into the giant solitudes of Carsphairn; then, after a rest, taking a circular route, we rode along the wild shore of Loch Doon, over the Rhinns of Kells, and across to Auchenmalg Bay, where we arrived in sadde plight and exhausted on the second night. Through the whole of Galloway the kinges men were searchinge for us, and we heard that my lord Maxwell had already fallen into their hands near Loch Ken, while Treyf was holding out against the besiegers. To remain in Scotland longer was impossible, although I grieved in secrete that I had no means by which to recover my precious casket. Ours was truly a position of gravest peril.


Chapter Seventeen.

Contains Forbidden Knowledge.
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I HAD READ almost to the end of old Godfreys record, and paused for a cigarette. I had written so much that my hand was tired; but it was certainly a highly interesting story, and threw a new light upon Lucrezia Borgia and her crimes, as well as presenting us with a secret chapter of the history of the dissolution of the monasteries by Henry VIII. From an antiquarian point of view the record was, therefore, a most valuable find.

Eager to learn the whole I flung away my cigarette when only half consumed, and again turned to, penning each word as I puzzled it out, and as I now copy it out for you:

Wyth a sum of gold did I bribe a fisherman to take us in his boat to Maryport, in England, where the wrath of Kyng James could not reache us. In company we travelled to York, where I left Malcolm and his neice with their kinsmen who lived close by the city, and continued my way to London, filled with regret that I had been competed to leave my treasure in hiding on account of a false suspicion against me, and yet not daring to return to Treyf, now that it was in possession of the hateful kings men. What towardness or intowardness I saw while at that castle on the Dee I need not inform you, or what adventures occurred to me in London, except to say that I soon became seized by a desire to return to Italy, the which I did, journeying to Florence, and there reassumynge the religious habyt and enteringe the monastery of Certosa, and am now ending my dayes within the cloister there.

Please it you to understand, my reader, that on enteringe this monastery aforesaid I became so troubled with the past that I have penned in brief, this ninth day of February, 1542, all that happened to me, in order to leave on recorde the fiendish crimes of the Borgia; to show how my Lady Lucrezia was but the unwilling agent of His Holiness and the Duke Cesare; to affirm that my connection wyth the secret envenoming was in my poor ladys interests and for her protection; and, lastly, to leave on record the exact place within Treyfs grim walls where lie concealed my ladys jewels, together with the secret phials, the small casket that contains emeralds, the worth of which be sufficient to found the fortune of a great house. As touching the family of Borgia, the evil they have done is herein written in this Closed Book, just as it is written in the solemn booke above the which no man can observe.

A curse resteth upon all the Borgia, save my lady Lucrezia, so also there resteth a curse upon him who shall attempt to take my ladys jewells for his own uses. Already the knowledge gained by you from my record must prove fatal, as I have by preface forewarned you, inquisitive reader, therefore it were best if you sought no further to understand the spot where the treasure lieth hidden. Still, as I perceive that it is my bounden duty to place on record the spot where the casket lieth concealed now that my life is so short a span, in order that the jewels may not be lost for ever, I write these instructions which, before actinge upon, you must note very carefully, otherwise the secret place of concealment can never be discovered. And further, be it recollected that the jewels have upon them the blood of innocent victims, and that a curse will fall upon the finder providing they are not sold and half the proceeds given to the poor. Heed ye this!

Item: Directions for recovering the casket:

Go unto the castle at half-past three of the clocke when the sun shines on September the sixth, and followe the shadow of the east angle of the keep forty and three paces from the edge of the inner moat, then, with the face turned straight towardes Bengairn, walk fifty and six paces. Seek there, for my lady Lucrezias treasure is hidden at a playce no man knoweth save Malcolm Maxwell; but the secret of whych thou mayest discover if thou wilt again face death.

But heed thys my warning, ye who hast gayned this knowledge. Evil be upon ye and eternal purgatory if ye dare take my ladys treasure for your own uses without devoting one-half to actes of charity.

Seek both at Treyf and in the lake at Croylande, and thy diligence shall be well rewarded by that which thou shalt find.

Item: How to discover the place at Treyf:

First find a piece of ruined wall of greate stones, one bearinge a circle cut upon it as large as a mannes hande. Then, measuring five paces towards the barbican, find—

The next page contained the quaint ending which I have already reproduced.

A page of The Closed Book was missing — the most important page of all!

The folios containing the secret record were not numbered like the rest of the volume; but on closely examining the place I found that the important folio of vellum had been torn out.

I wondered if it was possible that Selby had read the book just as I had done, and having gained the secret had abstracted the leaf whereon minute directions for the recovery of the treasure had been written. That he had been seized with symptoms of poisoning was a clear proof that he had been examining the envenomed pages.

Suddenly recollecting, I turned back to the two roughly drawn plans in the centre of the record, wondering if either would give a clew to the whereabouts of the treasure. The reason of the word treyf that was scrawled in the margin of one of them, and had so puzzled me, was now rendered plain. The plan no doubt concerned the ancient castle of Treyf, and it seemed more than likely that by its aid I might succeed in discovering the hiding-place of the Borgia emeralds and the vial of Lucrezias secret poison.

The other plan, bearing no name and no distinguishing mark, told me nothing.

I rose, and, standing at the open window, looked out upon the sunlit sea. It was different from the blue, tideless Mediterranean, in sight of which I had passed those seven years of my life, but the breeze from it was more invigorating and the surf whiter and heavier than the watery highway of southern Europe. I stood there, lost in thought.

The secret of the hidden treasure was what old Godfrey Lovel, soldier, courtier, and monk, had written and yet endeavoured to hide, first by his terrible warnings, and secondly by poisoning the pages of the record with that deadly secret substance of the Borgias. Malcolm Maxwell had died; and he, being the only person aware of the place of concealment of the casket and its priceless contents, had conceived it to be his duty to leave that record, yet so to guard it that any who sought to open The Closed Book would die mysteriously.

I recollected the very narrow escape I had had. The very gloves now upon my hands were, in all probability, poisoned.

Turning again to the table, I reread the directions given as far as the missing folio, carefully comparing it with the transcript I had made, and finding no error. Then, closing the precious book and packing it away in the stout paper, I took it to the hotel manager to be placed in his safe.

Certainly the story therein written was a remarkable and interesting one. Treasures were apparently concealed both at Crowland Abbey and at Treyf — of the whereabouts of which I was at present in the dark, and it seemed to me more than likely that the two plans would show the places where they were hidden. Yet the missing folio was tantalising. Just as the minute directions for the recovery of the Borgia emeralds were commenced, they broke off, leaving me utterly confounded!

Could it be possible that those who had formed this remarkable plot to obtain the book actually knew of its contents? To me it seemed very much as though they did, and, further, that the man Selby had abstracted the missing folio. If he had, then he was in possession of the actual secret of where the casket was concealed!

What I had read of the great treasures of the once magnificent Abbey of Crowland and of the emeralds of the notorious Lucrezia Borgia whetted my curiosity and aroused my eagerness to commence a real treasure hunt in earnest. Stories of buried treasure have always interested me, and I knew that in the troublous times in England, during the dissolution of the monasteries and the civil wars, everyone hid his wealth for fear of seizure. A glance at the correspondence from the King Henry VIIIs commissioners to Thomas Cromwell, now preserved in the British Museum, and reporting the dissolution of the various monasteries, shows quite plainly that the abbots and monks hid the greater part of their treasures before the arrival of the kings men, and that the search made for them was usually in vain, so ingeniously did they contrive their places of concealment. It must also be recollected that the monasteries were the richest institutions in England, and that the altars and images of the abbeys were for the most part adorned with gold and gems. Many of the images of Our Lady are known to have been of solid silver and life-size. Little of this enormous wealth of hidden treasure has yet been discovered. Where, therefore, is it, unless buried in the earth? The treasure of the abbot of Crowland was, according to old Godfreys chronicle, hidden in the fish pond or in that vicinity, a treasure the very list of which caused one to marvel, including as it did the great altar of silver which dated from the thirteenth century; the great chalice of gold, the gift of Thomas of Barnack; four chalices of silver; five patens, an alms basin, eight cups, and an image of Our Lady — all of silver; with two candlesticks, three cups, and five crucifixes in gold, as well as two silver boxes filled with precious stones. Surely, even with the law of treasure-trove as bogey before us, such a valuable collection was worth searching for!

But somehow, as I strolled along the small promenade towards the old village where the bronzed fishermen were just landing their crab-pots and packing their catch for the London market, I could not help being more attracted by the treasure at Treyf. The crafty old Godfrey had written that record so that the treasure he had concealed in Scotland should not become altogether lost. The Borgia emeralds were historic, and the Borgia poison also.

I felt impelled to write to Walter Wyman, explaining what I had discovered, and urge him to aid me in my search. Now that I had discovered the secret contained in The Closed Book I could remain in uncertainty no longer.

That afternoon I took train to Cromer, and in a Gazetteer which I found in the library there I discovered that the place called Treyf was really Threave Castle, a very historic pile of ruins situated on an island in the river Dee in the vicinity of the town of Castle-Douglas, district of Galloway, in the south-west of Scotland, on the line from Carlisle to Stranraer. This information was most gratifying, for it so happened that my old friend Major Fenwicke and his wife had a fine shoot with a splendid old mansion called Crailloch only fifteen miles or so away, and I knew that I should be warmly welcomed in that merriest of circles if I wished to make it my headquarters, for Fred Fenwicke kept open house, and his place was full of visitors year in and year out. A trifle older than myself, he was one of my very best and most trusted friends, therefore I was eager to pay him the visit I had so long promised, and, by reason of living abroad, had been compelled to postpone.

Then, on my return to Sheringham, I wrote a letter to Wyman, telling him briefly of the interesting discovery I had made, and by the same post wrote to Fred Fenwicke, announcing that I was eager to pay him a visit as soon as he could put up both of us. I explained nothing of my object, for if one starts to search for buried treasure one is apt to be met with considerable sarcasm and ridicule.

Here, however, I had in my possession facts that could not be disputed — facts which had resulted in a curious and apparently well-organised conspiracy.

Those poisoned pages held me terrified, now that I knew how fatal was their contact.


Chapter Eighteen.

Lady Judith Speaks.
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THE TABLE-DHÔTE THAT evening differed little from that at any other seaside hotel. The majority of the guests were holiday-makers from London in smart city-built lounge-suits, the womenfolk being dressed by the providers of Westbourne Grove or Kensington High Street — some of the men in evening clothes and others not; the majority of women affecting that most handy makeshift, the blouse. A few were sturdy middle-aged men of means, who had come there for golf and not for lounging in beach-tents or promenading on the asphalt: these formed a clique apart.

There was a time, when I was a homeless wanderer, when hotel life appealed to me by reason of its gaiety, its chatter, and its continual change; but after years of it, drifting hither and thither over two continents, I hated it all, from the gold-braided hall porter who turns up his nose at a half-crown tip, to the frock-coated, hand-chafing manager who, for some reason unaccountable, often affects to be thought a foreigner. You may be fond of the airy, changeful existence of food and friends which you obtain in hotels; but I am confident that your opinion would coincide with mine if you had had such a long and varied experience of gilded discomfort combined with elastic bills as had been my lot. Try a modern hotel of the first order in Cairo, on the Riviera, or at any other place that is the mode today, in England or out of it, and I think you will agree with my contention.

Many a time for the purposes of my books I had studied the phantasmagoria of life as seen at the table-dhôte, especially in the gambling centres of Aix, Ostend, and the patchouli-perfumed Monte Carlo, where one often meets strange types and with strange stories; but the crowd of the seaside resorts, whether at aristocratic Arcachon or popular Margate, are never any more interesting than the bustle of the London streets.

Therefore, on this night, I left the table quickly, refusing to be drawn into a long scientific discussion by my neighbour on my right, who was probably a very worthy lawyers clerk on holiday, and evidently knew but a smattering of his subject, and went forth to stroll up over the golf links in the direction of Weybourne.

I wondered what Wyman had discovered regarding the disappearance of the Earl of Glenelg and his connection with The Closed Book. Those strange words of the terrified, white-faced girl, his daughter, still rang in my ears — her face still haunted me. Student of human character that I was, I had never seen terror and despair in a womans face before. But one is a student always.

Noyes, too, had continued a careful watch upon the house in Harpur Street, where, I had no doubt, the book had been regained by some professional thief. Selby evidently believed that a burglary had been committed, yet feared to inform the police because the only thing taken chanced to be a piece of stolen property. Hence he could only sit down and abuse his ill-luck. Noyes had certainly very neatly checkmated the conspirators, whoever they were or whatever their object — the latter apparently being the recovery of the hidden gold.

For the present, eager as I was to commence investigations, I could only wait.

The sun had set away across the sea facing me, and as I walked over the cliffs a welcome breeze sprang up, refreshing after the heat of the hotel dining-room. The way was lonely and well suited to my train of thought. It led over a place known by the gruesome designation of Dead Mans Hill, and then straight across to the Weybourne coastguard station, standing as it does high and alone on that wind-swept coast. From the coastguard on duty I inquired my way to Kelling Hard, whence I had been told there was a road inland to Kelling Street, which led on over Muckleburgh Hill through Weybourne village and back to Sheringham. The bearded old sailor standing before the row of low whitewashed cottages pointed out a path down the hill, telling me that I should find the road a mile farther on, at a place called the Quag; then, as it was already growing dark, I wished him good-night and swung along the footpath he had indicated.

I am a good walker, and wanted exercise after that long transcription I had made earlier in the day.

Having gone about three-quarters of a mile on that unfrequented path I ascended again to the top of the cliff, where a hedgerow with a gate separated one pasture from another; yet so occupied was I with my own thoughts that I did not notice this gate until I was close upon it.

When, however, I raised my head suddenly I was close upon it, and saw, standing beyond, a womans figure darkly outlined against the clear afterglow.

I looked again as I came quickly along the path in her direction, and my heart for a moment stood still. The woman was looking straight at me, as though hesitating to come through the gate until after I had passed; and beside her, also regarding my approach with suspicion, stood a big black collie dog.

I drew nearer, and had placed my hand upon the latch when our eyes met again.

No. I was not mistaken! She was the white-faced girl I had seen pass along Harpur Street that night, the woman from whose lips had come that exclamation of blank despair, the woman to whom the sign of the bear was the sign of death.

For a few seconds I believed that my constant thoughts of her had caused my vision to play some sorry trick; but, fumbling clumsily with the gate while she stood aside modestly to allow me to pass, I again reassured myself that it was actually Lord Glenelgs daughter.

Why had she followed me there? That was the first question that arose to my mind, for all these strange occurrences connected with The Closed Book had aroused my suspicion.

She glanced at me once, then dropped her eyes, and held the collie by his collar for want of something else to do. Her face was still pale and slightly drawn, and her eyes betrayed a deep, all-consuming anxiety; but her countenance was, I saw, really more beautiful than it had appeared to me on that wet night in the dismal London streets.

All these details I took in at a single glance. The all-important question was whether it were wisdom to speak to her?

We were strangers. Perhaps she had not noticed me on that night in London — in all probability she had not. Yet, if she were unaware of my existence, why should she follow me to Norfolk?

To speak might not be a very diplomatic move; but I suddenly recollected her despair at seeing the mysterious sign of the bear, and her fathers apparent disregard of her future. Such being the case, ought we not to be acquainted?

This argument decided me, and with some hesitation I raised my hat after I had passed through the gate to where she stood, and in faltering tones begged to be allowed to introduce myself.

She frowned with displeasure, and next moment I saw I had made a false move. The golf-playing girl of today, with red coat and masculine manners, will treat a stranger just as a man may treat one. Modesty is, I fear, a virtue that in the modern girl is growing annually rarer, because nowadays if a girl blushes at her introduction to a stranger she is at once pronounced a gawk, even by her own mother.

But there was nothing masculine about Lady Judith Gordon, only sweetness and a charming simplicity.

I really have not the pleasure of your acquaintance, sir, she answered in a musical voice, but with a natural chilly hauteur. I am not in the habit of accepting self-introductions from strangers, she added.

Her reply, if a trifle superior in tone, was nevertheless the only one that could be expected of a modest, high-minded woman.

I have the honour of knowing you only by sight, I admit, I went on quickly, eager to remove her false impression, my hat still in my hand. My name is Allan Kennedy, by profession a novelist—

You! she gasped, interrupting me. You are Mr Kennedy? And her face blanched in an instant.

That is my name, I answered, much surprised at its effect upon her. But taking up the cue quickly, I said, Perhaps I need say nothing further, save that your interests and my own are identical.

She looked puzzled, and declared that she did not understand.

Then forgive me if I mention a matter that must be distasteful to you, for I only do so in order to show how desirous I am of becoming your friend, if, after inquiries about me, you will allow me.

I said. Do you recollect the other night dressing in clothes that were not your own, and, accompanied by your father the Earl, paying a secret visit to a certain street in Bloomsbury?

Her face fell. She held her breath, wondering how much I knew.

Do you recollect, too, how heavily the rain fell, and how you turned from Theobalds Road into Harpur Street in search of something? You saw the sign — the stuffed bear cub in the window, the fatal sign. Do you deny it?

She was silent. Her lips twitched, but for a few moments no sound came from them. She was dumbfounded, and unable to speak. At last she stammered:

I know, I know! But why do you torture me like this, she cried, you who evidently know the truth?

Unfortunately I do not know the truth, I declared. I may as well tell you, however, that I overheard your exclamation when your eyes fell upon the sign in that dingy upper room, and I followed you both home to Grosvenor Street, determined that if you would allow me I would stand your friend. Because of that I have ventured to introduce myself to you this evening.

My friend? she echoed. Ah! it is all very well to offer me your assistance, Mr Kennedy; but I fear it can be of no avail. My enemies are stronger than you are. They have crushed all my life out of me. My future is hopeless — utterly hopeless, she sighed.

The collie, escaping from her hand, sniffed me suspiciously, and then settled near his mistress.

Ah, no! there is always hope. Besides, I am utterly in the dark as to the meaning of your words. My surmise, based simply upon logical conclusions, is that our interests are, as I have already suggested, identical. You have heard of me, have you not?

I have read your books, was her answer, and my father has spoken of you.

He has spoken of me in connection with the sign placed in that window in Bloomsbury? I suggested.

She nodded. Her splendid eyes met mine mysteriously.

He is a friend of Mr Selbys? I ventured.

I believe so.

Do you not, then, admit the truth of my suggestion that, our interests being in common, we should establish friendly relations whereby we may defeat our enemies? I asked.

I admit the truth of the argument entirely, was her response after a few moments consideration; and, although I recognise your kindness in offering to stand my friend, I cannot see how either of us can benefit. I must suffer — till my death.

Your death? I cried reproachfully. Dont speak like that. I know how utterly helpless you are, how completely you have fallen into the hands of these mysterious enemies of yours. Yet I would urge you not to despair. Trust in me to assist you in every way in my power, for I assure you of my honesty of purpose. Be frank with me, and tell me everything; then we will form some plan to combat this plot — for plot it seems to be.

Be frank with you? she cried in a tone of dismay, but quickly recovered herself. With you — of all men?

Why not with me? I asked in great surprise at her manner. Surely I am not your enemy?

If you are not at this moment, you have been in the past.

How so? I asked, amazed.

You would have brought death upon me if you could, she cried huskily. I was only saved by the protection of Providence.

I really dont know what you mean? I cried. I have only seen you once before, on that wet night in London. Yet you actually accuse me of being your enemy?

No, she said in a hard voice. My words are not an accusation. The fault, I feel certain, was not your own; but you might easily have encompassed my death without ever knowing it.

I really dont understand! I exclaimed. Will you not speak more plainly? To think that I have ever been your enemy, consciously or unconsciously, for a single moment, pains me, for such a thing is farthest from my thoughts. I am only desirous of being your good and devoted friend. We both have enemies — you and I. Therefore, if we join forces in perfect confidence, we may succeed in combating them.

Then I can only presume you have followed me here in order to put this proposal to me? she said in a tone of indignation.

I have certainly not followed you, was my quick response. Indeed, I believed that it was you who had followed me! I am staying at Sheringham, and had not the least idea you were in the neighbourhood.

The same with me, she replied. My father and I are staying at my uncles, Lord Aldoboroughs, at Saxlingham, and I strolled over here this evening as far as the sea. Then our meeting must have been quite accidental.

When did you arrive?

Yesterday.

And your father may have come down here in order to be able to watch me? I suggested.

She did not reply, although her troubled breast heaved and fell quickly in agitation.

I know that you hesitate to accept me as your friend, I went on earnestly. But before your final decision I would urge you to seek some information about me, for I can only repeat what I have already said, that our interests are in common, and that we should defend ourselves.

From what?

From the evil which you fear may fall upon you, I answered, recollecting her words in Harpur Street.

Ah, no! she cried bitterly, as her fine eyes filled with tears. It is useless for you to tell me this — perfectly useless! I, alas! know the truth. Before tomorrow, she added in a hoarse voice, I shall have ceased to trouble you.


Chapter Nineteen.

The Hand and the Glove.
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DO YOU BELIEVE in love at first sight? I did not until the moment when, in my brief conversation with the Earls daughter, I detected the beauty of her character. I had often heard it said that only fools love a woman at first meeting her. Yet within that womans heart was a fathomless well of purest affection, although its waters slept in silence and obscurity — never failing in their depth, and never overflowing in their fullness. Everything in her seemed somehow to lie beyond my view, affecting me in a manner which I felt rather than perceived. At first I did not know that it was love for her. Amid the strange atmosphere of mystery and conspiracy into which I had so suddenly been plunged, amid convulsions of doubt and fear which had during those past few days harrowed my soul, the tender influence of this woman came like that of a celestial visitant, making itself felt and acknowledged, although I could not understand it. Like a soft star that shines for a moment from behind a stormy cloud, and the next is swallowed up in tempest and darkness, the impression it left was beautiful and deep, but vague.

Perhaps you may blame me. Most probably you will. But man is ever the jetsam of the wind of destiny.

I glanced at her, and took in every detail of her countenance and dress. She was no longer in shabby black, but in a pretty costume of dove-grey cashmere, with silken trimmings of a somewhat darker shade; she looked daintily bewitching, supple and slim, grey lending relief to the delicate roundness, the gentle curves of a figure in which early womanhood was blooming with all its sweet and adorable charm. Her fair hair, streaked here and there with gold, was covered with a hat that suited her exquisitely, whether the eye sought harmony of colour or unity of lines. She wore no veil, and thus I could freely feast my eyes upon her beauty.

I really dont understand you, I exclaimed, after a pause. You do not trouble me, for until I saw you by chance passing into the street we were entire strangers.

No benefit can be obtained by discussing the matter, she answered blankly. Why were you watching in Harpur Street if not to witness my despair?

I had a motive in watching, I answered.

Of course you had. You cannot deny that. My father has already spoken of you, and told me everything.

And he is still triumphant? I queried, recollecting his expression of satisfaction on seeing the fatal sign.

She was silent, her lips set closely, her fair face turned towards the open expanse of grey sea.

Am I not right in suggesting that your enemy is a person named Selby, and that he—

Who told you that? she cried. How did you know?

By my own observations, I replied, as calmly as I could, yet secretly gratified that she should have thus betrayed the truth.

Ah? she sighed. I see! I was not mistaken. You are not my friend, Mr Kennedy.

But I am, I declared. Give me an opportunity of proving my friendship. You apparently believe that I am implicated in some plot against you, but I swear I am innocent of it all. I myself am a victim of some extraordinary conspiracy — just as you are.

She looked me straight in the face as though hesitating whether she dared speak the truth. Next instant, however, her natural caution asserted itself, and, with tactful ingenuity, she turned the conversation into a different channel. She seemed uneasy, and eager to escape from my cross-examination; while I, on my part, became determined to obtain from her the truth and to convince her of my good intentions.

I was in a difficulty, because to reveal my connection with The Closed Book might upset all my plans. For aught I knew, she might inform the man Selby, who, gaining knowledge of my presence in England, would suspect that the precious volume had come again into my possession. Therefore I was compelled to retain my secret, and by so doing was, of course, unable to convince her of my intention to be her friend.

Mine was a painful position — just as painful as hers. For some reason quite unaccountable she held me in terror, and now that dusk was darkening to night, was in haste to return to Saxlingham, about three miles distant. It was apparent that my admission of having watched her and her father in Harpur Street had aroused her suspicion of me, a suspicion which no amount of argument or assertion would remove.

She was disinclined to discuss the matter further; and, after some desultory conversation regarding the beauties of Norfolk, she called her dog Rover, preparatory to taking leave of me.

You must excuse me, Mr Kennedy, she said, with a smile, the first I had seen on that sad, sweet face. But it is growing late, and it will be dark before I get back.

May I not walk with you half the distance? I urged.

No, she responded. It would be taking you right out of your way for Sheringham. I have known the roads about here ever since I was a child, and therefore have no fear.

Well, I said, putting forth my hand and lifting my hat to her, I can only hope, Lady Judith, that when next we meet you will have learned that, instead of being your enemy, I am your friend.

She placed her hand in mine rather timidly, and I held it there while she replied, with a sigh, Ah, if I could only believe that you speak the truth!

It is the truth! I cried, still holding her tiny hand in my grip. You are in distress, and although you decline to allow me to assist you, I will show you that I have not lied to you tonight. Recollect, Lady Judith, I went on fervently, for I saw that some nameless terror had driven her to despair, recollect that I am your friend, ready to render you any assistance or perform any service at any moment; only, on your part, I want you to give me a promise.

And what is that? she faltered.

That you will tell no one that you met me. Remember that, although you are not aware of it, your enemies are mine.

For a moment she was silent, with eyes downcast; then she answered in a low voice, Very well, Mr Kennedy. If you wish it, I will say nothing. Good-night.

Good-night, I answered, and having released her hand she turned from me with a sad smile of farewell, and with her collie bounding by her side made her way over the brow of the hill along the straight white road, while I, after watching until she had disappeared from view, turned and walked in the opposite direction.

Anything like mystery, anything withheld or withdrawn from our notice, seizes on our fancy by awakening our curiosity. Then we are won more by what we half-perceive and half-create than by what is openly expressed and freely bestowed. But this feeling is part of our life; when time and years have chilled us, when we can no longer afford to send our souls abroad, nor from our own superfluity of life and sensibility spare the materials out of which we build a shrine for our idol, then do we seek, we ask, we thirst, for that warmth of frank, confiding tenderness which revives in us the withered affections and feelings buried, but not dead. Then the excess of love is welcome, not repelled; it is gracious to us as the sun and dew to the seared and riven trunk with its few green leaves.

Like every other man I had had my own affairs of the heart. I had loved unwisely more than once, but the sweetness, sensibility, magnanimity, and fortitude of the unhappy Judiths character appealed to me in all the freshness and perfection of what a true woman should be.

I cared nothing for the repugnance she felt towards myself, because I knew that it must be the outcome of some vile calumny or some vague suspicion.

As I passed back along the narrow path over the cliffs, my face set towards the gathering night, I calmly examined my life, and saw now that seven years had gone since the great domestic blow had fallen upon me and caused me to ramble aimlessly across the Continent; that I still stood yet in the morning of life, and that it was not too late to win the glorious prize I had asked of life — love incarnate in sovereign beauty, endowed with all nobility and fervour and tenderness and truth.

In any case, whether she became mine or not, I loved her with my whole heart; and to know that I could love again, in spite of all the torture of the past, was in itself both comfort and delight.


Chapter Twenty.

Walter Wyman Rejoins me.
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THAT NIGHT I slept little, my mind being full of thoughts of the evenings adventure. Before my eyes I had constantly that pale, tragic face, just as, previously, visions of the countenance of the woman I had seen in the priors dim study in Florence seemed ever before me. Was it by intuition that I knew that these two women were destined to influence my life to a far greater degree than any woman had done before? I think it must have been; for while I loved the one, I held the other in a constant, indefinable terror. Why, I know not until this day — not even now that I am sitting here calmly chronicling all that occurred to me in those wild days of ardent love, reckless adventure, and impenetrable mystery.

At noon Walter Wyman unexpectedly walked into my room with a cheery greeting, and, throwing himself down upon the couch in the window that looked over the sea, exclaimed, Well, old chap, what does this extraordinary book contain, after all?

I took the transcript from the place where I had hidden it, and, seating myself on the edge of the table, read it through to him.

Oh, hang it! he exclaimed excitedly, when I had finished, then we may, if we are persevering and careful, actually discover this great treasure!

Exactly, I answered. My suggestion is that we lose no time in making preliminary observations at the two spots mentioned by the man who hid it from his enemies.

And supposing we found it, would it benefit us, having in view the law of treasure-trove? was Walters very practical inquiry.

Not very much perhaps, I admitted. But we should at least clear up a mystery that has puzzled the world for ages — the actual existence of the Borgia poison and its antidote, besides rescuing Lucrezia Borgias emeralds, and at the same time discovering the real motive of the strange conspiracy surrounding the book.

I quite agree with that, exclaimed my friend; but does it not strike you that we are considerably handicapped by that folio being missing — the very page of all others most important for the success of our search? Besides, this man Selby has, in all probability, read the chronicle, and therefore knows just as much, and probably more, than we do.

That I grant you, I said. But, nevertheless, I somehow feel that we ought to search both at Crowland, which is within easy reach of this place, and at Threave, in Scotland. And I explained how I had written to my old friend Fred Fenwicke, asking that we might both be allowed to come up and visit him.

You certainly havent let the grass grow under your feet, old fellow — you never do, he said, taking a cigarette from the box I handed to him and lighting it. I think with you that we ought to try Threave, seeing that the plan is evidently of the spot. But we are unable to do anything till the sixth of September, when we ought to be there at three oclock in the afternoon, according to the directions given.

We have still three weeks, then, I remarked. In that case we might go over to Crowland first and look around there. In all probability the other plan is meant to indicate where the treasure of the abbey is concealed.

By Jove! he exclaimed, taking the transcript from my hand. This list of things, the silver altar, gold chalices, and boxes of gems are sufficient to make ones mouth water — arent they?

Yes, I laughed. We ought, if we act in a circumspect manner and arouse no attention on the part of the villagers, to be able to make a secret search. The one thing to avoid is public interest. The instant anybody suspects what we are after, the whole affair will get into the papers, and not only will our chance of success be gone, but our enemies, whoever they are, will know that The Closed Book is again in our possession.

I quite follow you, Allan, he said with sudden seriousness. Well go to Crowland tonight, if you are agreeable, and set carefully to work in order to see if the plan tallies with any landmark now existing. Its a pity the old chap who wrote the record didnt label it, as he did the other.

He may have wanted to give the plan but hold back the secret from anyone who casually opened the book, I suggested. You see, the volume has evidently been preserved for centuries in the library of the Certosa Monastery at Florence — the house in which the monk Godfrey Lovel died — and, being written in early English, could not, of course, be translated by the Italian monks.

I wonder how many people have died through handling those poisoned pages? my friend observed. The deadliness of that secret Borgia venom appealed to him as it has appealed to the world through ages.

Ah! I said, it is impossible to tell.

But my mind was on other things, and as soon as the opportunity offered I related to Walter my strange rencontre with Lady Judith Gordon.

What? he cried, jumping up from the couch; youve actually seen her and spoken to her?

Certainly. She is charming, and I admit, my dear Walter, that Ive fallen most desperately in love with her.

Love! You actually love her? he demanded.

Indeed I do. She is the perfect incarnation of what a good, sweet woman should be. Is there any reason why I should not admire her?

None that I know of, he returned; but Im afraid of these people and their connection with this mysterious affair. Remember, all we know about them is that they have led very peculiar lives for years. But time will show whether you are wise. Certainly these people appear to have found the secret just as we have — the secret of the existence of a valuable treasure.


Chapter Twenty One.

We Make Preliminary Investigation.
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I THOUGHT BURIED treasure existed only in books! I remarked, recollecting Treasure Island and other such romances. Certainly I never anticipated that I should be actually engaged in a real treasure hunt.

Nor did I, until I saw the gravity of the whole thing, and how deeply in earnest are these people.

They have no idea that The Closed Book is again in my possession? I asked.

None whatever. The volume was stolen from Harpur Street, of course, and they are puzzled to know into whose hands it has fallen. All the chief dealers in manuscripts in London — Quaritch, Maggs, Tregaskis, Dobell, and the others — have been warned that if the Arnoldus is offered them it is stolen property.

Well, it is not very likely that any of them will have the offer, I laughed. It will be kept in a safe place now I have it in my possession again, you may depend upon that.

Walter Wyman had turned over the many folios of my transcript, and was reading the portion concerning the hidden treasure of the Abbey of Crowland. I think the list of gold and silver objects so plainly set out appealed to him.

Well go back to Peterborough tonight, he said, sleep at the Angel, and visit Crowland, as it is now spelt, tomorrow. Ive heard that the ruins of the abbey are very fine. It will be an interesting outing, if nothing else.

Before we go we had better take a tracing of the unnamed plan, I suggested. It may assist us, and yet it may, on the other hand, be a plan of an entirely different place. One thing, however, is certain — namely, that it had been drawn there with some distinct object, just as the plan marked Treyf.

To this he agreed, and going downstairs I obtained the packet containing the book from the hotel managers safe, and together we carefully traced the rough plan in question. It was merely an arrangement of lines and numerals, which told us absolutely nothing. Still, we both felt half-convinced that it must somehow concern the Crowland treasure which was hidden from the kings men at the time the abbey was dissolved and destroyed.

At seven-thirty, after an early dinner, we left by the London express for Peterborough, arriving back at the old-fashioned Angel just before eleven. In travelling I carried the precious Arnoldus myself, fearing to lose it; but at our hotel I again transferred it to the landlords safe, with injunctions to the hotel keeper to be careful of it, as its value was considerable.

Next morning was bright and sunny, and taking a carriage from the hotel we drove out to Crowland, a fen village distant some seven miles.

Perhaps you may have visited it, an old-world straggling place clustering about the time-worn, blackened ruins of the ancient abbey, a venerable pile which even in its present gaunt decay displays mute evidence of a long-past glory.

As we stood before its restored tower and great ruined, roofless aisles, where arches still remain that are the wonder of the modern builder, we could not help reflecting on the vicissitudes through which the grand old place had passed from its foundation, A.D. 713, as a memorial to the Saxon Saint Guthlac, down to its complete dissolution and overthrow by Henry VIII. Because of its isolation in that great marsh, it was for centuries a place of refuge, where the monks were engaged in a noble and great work, employed in prayer, writing manuscripts, building bridges, making roads, or constructing by degrees that noble monument to the glory of God, the great abbey, the nursing mother of Cambridge University, and the very centre of Christian life in the fens of Lincolnshire. Though those venerable aisles are roofless, and the wonderful Early English life-sized statues in the western front of the nave are blackened by age and crumbling to decay; though all traces of the original dimensions of the place are lost in the ill-kept and weedy churchyard surrounding it, the old pile is still one of the noblest buildings in England, wonderful in its station, unique in its beauty, and a valuable relic of Christian devotion, interesting alike to the architect, the historian, and the antiquary.

The guide to the place, which we purchased of the sacristan, told us that the vast structure, consisting of the porch, western tower, and the north aisle, with the ruins of the nave, did not represent one-fourth of the original abbey church. Indeed, the grey, time-stained building which we stood before was little more than the north aisle of the church attached to the abbey, and therefore conveyed no more adequate idea of the extent of the monastic building than the ruins of a domestic chapel will of the castle or mansion to which it was attached. At the time of the dissolution it was standing in all its glory, with the wooden roof of the now ruined nave richly gilt, the great windows full of fine stained glass, two grand organs, and altar blazing with gold, silver, and gems.

The north aisle still remains roofed over, — but uninteresting — to do duty as the parish church; but the magnificent nave is stripped, mutilated, and open to the four winds of heaven, for what sacrilege the commissioners of Henry VIII did not commit in old Godfrey Lovels day, Oliver Cromwells soldiers completed when they stormed the place and shattered the remaining walls and windows in 1643.

Together we strolled into the space enclosed by the nave, wandering among the grey old ruins, where the quiet was broken only by the twittering of a bird. The morning was bright, with a warm sun and cloudless sky; but its very light seemed to render the venerable pile, rich with deeds long since forgot, the more bare, solemn, and imposing.

We were alone, for the sacristan, having received the sixpence for the guide, had returned to her cottage, allowing us to roam there at our own sweet will. Therefore, when in a spot where we thought we should be unobserved, I drew forth the transcript I had made of the old monks record, and reread it aloud to my companion in order that my memory might be refreshed, and that he should know the exact wording of what was written.

We smiled at the simplicity of the old Abbot John sending Thomas Cromwell a present of his fen fish in the hope he would be appeased and pass by the abbey without seizing it; yet, as I afterwards discovered, the original of that very letter is still preserved in the British Museum, and I have had it in my own hand, thus showing that old Godfrey must have possessed the entire confidence of his abbot.

In front of where I stood, let into the ruined wall and beaten by the weather, was a grey slate which I knew to be of fifteenth-century workmanship. The incised marginal inscription, in Lombardic characters, read as follows:

PETRE: PRECES: P: .ME: PETRO: PASTOR: PIE: P: ME.

This, being translated, reads:

Peter (offer) prayers for me. Peter,
Pious Shepherd (pray) for me.

In the centre of the slab was a floriated cross, and the words, Orate p. aia Johanis Tomson. In 1423 John Tomson gave ten marks for the building of the abbey tower, and it appeared that the marginal inscription was a prayer addressed either to the Apostle St. Peter or to John Tomsons father confessor, named Peter.

Those great bare walls and high pointed arches, grey and frowning, rudely broken, yet perfect in grace and symmetry, surely furnished a striking instance of the uncertainty of all human labours. In the day when the soldier-monk Godfrey lived there it was the seat of devotion and learning, the abode of luxury and ease, possessing riches in abundance, and vessels for its use of the most costly description; now, except in that portion fitted as a church, it scarcely afforded shelter to a rook or daw, and the last remains of its once almost unparalleled magnificence were smouldering silently and mingling with the soil on which they stood:

Whilst in the progress of long decay,
Thrones sink to dust, and nations pass away.

We turned again to the old chronicle of the monk who had lived there and actually seen those massive walls torn down by Southwells men; the monk who, with the abbot himself and his friend the Scotch monk Maxwell, had at midnight on the first of December, 1538, concealed the greater part of the abbey treasures.

According to Godfreys statement, Malcolm had kept watch at the south door while the abbot and himself had carried the three chests out and sunk them in the centre and at the deepest part of the fish pond. It was hidden in the same pond in which he had previously concealed the Borgia jewels — namely, in the lake at a spot indicated, being one hundred and thirty-one paces south of the grand altar. The pond was never dry, it appeared, even in the hottest summer, and like all other monastery waters contained carp for Fridays. The Borgia treasure he managed to secure before leaving Crowland with his friend Malcolm Maxwell, but the abbey plate and jewels and the silver altar he had been compelled to leave, the two others who alone knew the secret, in addition to himself, having died. He had recorded the existence of the treasure from a sense of religious duty, feeling that the Catholic Church should not suffer by entire loss of such a magnificent property.

His directions were by no means explicit, but in our eagerness we resolved to investigate as far as possible.

Passing up what was once the nave, where great trees now flourished and bushes grew in tangled profusion, we came to the high round-toothed arch and two massive piers which were all that remained of the central tower. Beyond, although the abbey church extended just as far eastward as the ruins ran westward, all had disappeared.

There was no sign of the whereabouts of the grand altar from which to take our bearings. The whole of the eastern side of the church had been swept away and converted into a modern churchyard.

Perhaps the guide will tell us something, Wyman suggested, and at once began to scan its pages, while we stood in the rank grass beneath the shadow of that magnificent arch which is the admiration of all modern builders.

Presently he pointed out to me the original measurements, showing that the nave had been one hundred and forty-four feet long by twenty-eight feet wide and seventy-five feet high, which after careful comparison with other calculations, made it clear that the grand altar must have stood eighty-six feet from the broken pier of the central tower where we stood.

We had fortunately purchased a measuring-tape in Peterborough; therefore, without delay, we marked out eighty-six feet in a direct easterly direction towards the open fen pastures straight before us, and, looking round, discovered to our satisfaction some broken stone foundations hidden in the grass and weeds — evidently the lower stones of the grand altar mentioned by the monk Godfrey.

Some twelve feet farther on there were some similar moss-grown stones, which struck me as being the remains of the rear of the demolished altar; therefore from this latter point we determined to take our bearings, and begin our operations.

We stood and glanced around to find the monastery fish pond. Southward in the direction indicated, in the centre of a grass field, which, filled with mounds where old foundations had been overgrown, was a deep dip in the ground, a small pond quite unlike the deep lake full of old carp that we had imagined.

Thats it? I exclaimed, much disappointed. There certainly isnt much water there. I suppose we had better measure the hundred and thirty-one paces, so as to be quite certain that it really is the spot.

Come along, cried my friend. Lets do it separately; and, turning our faces to the south, we paced on, each counting silently, and being compelled to scale the churchyard wall in our progress.

At one hundred and nine paces, however, I arrived at the edge of what had, no doubt, once been a big pond, for the grassy hollow was some thirty feet wide and sixty long, divided into two, and in each remained a few feet of muddy water from which the cattle drank.

The discrepancy in the distance puzzled us. Was it possible that the celebrated silver altar of Crowland and the three chestfuls of treasure lay buried in the centre of the slime of that half-dried pond?

Surely the lake must have been of much larger dimensions in Godfreys day; and, if it were, then the distance between its edge and the grand altar would not be so great.

I produced the tracing of the mysterious plan contained in The Closed Book, but failed to comprehend it in any detail. The shaky lines, intended to be straight, were mostly numbered, as though denoting paces distant. But there was no number 131, or 109, as I had found it, hence we were utterly mystified, and both inclined to believe that in imagining the plan to concern Crowland we had been mistaken.

We both stood at the edge of the muddy pond and glanced into its green, stagnant water.

Was it possible that the great treasures of that half-demolished abbey, whose high ruined walls and buttresses cast their shadows behind, had been hidden deep in the mud below by the same hand that had written The Closed Book, the hand that had envenomed its pages and thus preserved the great secret from age to age?

It seemed almost incredible in these matter-of-fact times, and yet we both felt confident that the treasure enumerated in that list lay cunningly concealed somewhere in that vicinity.


Chapter Twenty Two.

What Happened at Crowland.
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THE LONG HOLLOW in the field, with a small quantity of muddy water in the bottom, was by no means the kind of place where one would expect to find a treasure concealed. The fields around that neglected churchyard were uneven, where the foundations of the monastic buildings were now overgrown with rank grass and nettles, and in the centre was this hollow where undoubtedly the pond had once been.

Facing us there ran across the eastern boundary of the field a line of beeches, and then, beyond, the broad, bare, misty fenland, without a tree almost as far as the eye could reach, flat, inhospitable, and uninteresting. Like the Maremma, with which I was so familiar in Tuscany, there lay over everything a light mist — that miasma which in Italy is so deadly to the peasantry; and yet even more barren and more cheerless was it than the wide marshes on the road to Rome. The old windmill, with broken sails and roofless outbuildings, stood forth, the most prominent object in that flat, unbroken landscape, without hedgerow, a pitiful relic of the days when it paid to grind corn, before the advent of steam machinery; while clustered on the north side of the abbey were rows of old-fashioned cottages, mostly built of the stones of the monks houses thrown down by Cromwell. The quiet old village of Crowland is still far from the railway, and modern progress has therefore been slow in reaching it.

As I stood beside that weedy hollow with my companion, I was bound to admit that although old Godfrey Lovel might have inhabited the monastery for eighteen years or so, and his chronicle might be proved to be correct on comparison with contemporary history, yet his statement regarding the distance of the fish pond from the grand altar was incorrect.

Walter pointed out that we had measured from a spot where we merely surmised the altar to have been, and therefore we might have mistaken the distance. Nevertheless, we gazed about us in uncertainty. We alone knew the existence of treasure there, being in possession of a secret lost to the world ever since the year of grace 1538.

Was not that in itself sufficient incentive to cause us to make a search?

This is evidently where Godfrey Lovel hid the Borgia jewels, remarked Walter Wyman, referring to my transcript of the secret record which he held in his hand. But he apparently dragged the casket out of the pond on the night before his departure for Scotland.

Leaving the abbey treasure still hidden, I added.

Certainly, he said. Then rapidly referring to my transcript, he added: As far as I can make out, the silver altar and the three chests full of treasure hidden from Cromwells men were not placed in the same lake as the Borgia jewels. Old Godfrey was clever enough not to suggest that, fearing that the casket he himself had secreted might be discovered by some prying person. You see he says that the abbey plate and jewels were buried at the opposite end to where, through many years, my own treasure lay well concealed. Again he says: Once I heard rumour that Southwell intended to pump out the lakes. He speaks in the plural, thus showing that there was more than one fish pond at this place. Of course, theyve since been filled in, and this ground made comparatively level over the old foundations.

I glanced at the passages he referred to, and saw that his surmise was correct. There was certainly more than one pond there in Godfreys day, and although the Borgia jewels were hidden in the water one hundred and thirty-one paces south-east of the grand altar, yet it did not actually allege that the abbey plate was submerged in the same lake, but at the opposite end. That would be south-west of the grand altar.

I pointed this out to my friend, and, both turning at the same moment, we saw the glint of sunshine upon water at the opposite corner of the rough and broken ground, level with the clock tower, and abutting upon the road which skirted the village itself.

Together we eagerly approached it, first, however, returning to the spot where we had fixed the whereabouts of the main altar, and counting the paces towards it. I counted them as one hundred and twenty-nine, while Walter made them one hundred and thirty-two.

The pond was big, full of dark water, and weedless, showing it to be of considerable depth. It had escaped our notice on entering the abbey grounds, and we both saw that although it was now bounded on one side by the high, black-tarred fence of a cottage garden, and at the end by some red-brick farm outbuildings and hayricks, it had nevertheless once been of considerable dimensions — unquestionably the fish pond of the monks from which they caught their Friday fare.

Once it had undoubtedly been well kept and cared for, but today the cattle grazing on that weedy ground drank from it, for round the mud showed prints of hoofs.

This is it, no doubt, exclaimed Wyman, again referring to the record. You see it says the pond was deep and dried not in summer, being fed by several springs. This one is of fresh water, while the other is stagnant. If the treasure has not already been found, it is most likely sunk deep in the mud here.

We both gazed upon the unruffled surface of the water glittering beneath the sun, wondering in which part had been the centre of the original pond. At present it was not more than twenty feet across and perhaps fifty feet long. Its previous dimensions had, of course, been much greater, for it must have extended nearly the whole length of the abbey if, as seemed so probable, the depression on the east side of the field had been in connection with it.

Of course, we had at once seen that the abbey and monastic buildings had originally spread over all the fields southward, eastward, and northward; but we had here sufficient evidence of the existence of the ponds, the hiding-place of the treasure.

A flock of rooks were lazily circling around the tower, and as we stood there in silence at the edge of the pond the deep-toned abbey bell rang out the hour.

I cannot see how we can search here without its being known, Wyman remarked at last. How are we to pump out this pond and dig out the mud secretly? Why, the whole village would be here in half an hour if we attempted it.

I am quite of your opinion, I answered. And I would point out further that until we are aware of where the centre of the pond was it is no use searching at all. My idea is that the spot where the treasure lies is not beneath the water at all, but in another place, midway between here and the other pond — a place that has since been filled up with the débris when the abbey was destroyed. As you see, the ground has practically been levelled, yet at one time nearly the whole of this field was a deep pond. Recollect that there were sometimes as many as seven hundred monks here; therefore they required good-sized fish ponds. No; I feel confident that if we ever do discover the treasure we shall find it somewhere about the centre of this field.

Which means that weve a lot of excavation to do, and that we must disclose our secret to the whole countryside — even if we were successful in obtaining permission from the lord of the manor, the Ecclesiastical Commissioners, or whoever owns the land.

It means all that, I said, and more. It means that if we do go to work without knowing the exact spot where old Godfrey and the abbot concealed the silver altar and the three chestsful of plate we might continue our investigations until doomsday and achieve nothing except the inevitable reputation of having made arrant fools of ourselves.

But how can we know the exact spot? inquired Wyman, who was nothing if not entirely practical.

By this plan most probably. The other plan undoubtedly refers to Threave Castle, in Scotland; therefore, what more likely than this should record the exact spot where the chests were submerged, and I glanced at the tracing of the roughly drawn diagram with its crooked lines and puzzling numerals. If we could only discover the key! I added wistfully.

I think it would be wise, seeing that we can carry our investigations here no farther at this point, to ascertain who is the proprietor of this land and other facts for our future guidance. I notice that the writer of this guide is the rector, the Reverend Henry Mason. Why not call on him and make some antiquarian inquiries?

To this I at once consented, and a quarter of an hour later we were seated in the rectors cozy study under the shadow of the abbey walls. He was a short, elderly, spectacled gentleman of very affable manner, and full of information upon the subject which interested us.

Finding us interested in the history of the abbey, he produced from his bookshelves several rare volumes, including Felixs Life of St. Guthlac, Histories of Crowland by Gough, Nicholls, and Canon Moore, and a volume of Coles collection of manuscripts which contained many notable extracts from the abbey registers. These interested me most of all; and while Wyman chatted with the rector I scanned through the pages, finding references to the silver altar and the golden cups and chalices of which we were now in search.

My friend made some casual inquiries regarding the field which we had just been over, whereupon the rector said:

The old fish ponds were originally there, but have since been filled in with rubbish and fallen stones. Traces of the ponds, however, still remain. You may, perhaps, have noticed them. In that field, too, at the beginning of the century, a fine silver cup was dug up by a workman while getting out some of the old stones with which to build a cottage. It was claimed by the lord of the manor, and is now in the possession of the Marquis of Exeter at Burghley.

There may be some more, I suggested, laughing.

More than likely, replied the clergyman. According to a popular legend, a great treasure is buried somewhere hereabouts, but no one has yet been able to find it.

Have they tried? I asked.

Oh, of course, the place must have been searched and dug over many times without success, was his response. Not, of course, of late. I have known Crowland for the past sixty years, and no search has been made in my time.

Whose permission would have to be obtained if operations were commenced on a serious scale? I inquired, as though suddenly interested in this popular legend.

My own, was his response. The paddocks outside the churchyard wall are my private property. The last time search was made appears to have been in 1721, for in the register there is an entry of nine shillings having been paid to four men for digging in search of the supposed treasure. A note is added that nothing was discovered of any great value.

Well, I said, the legend is certainly interesting, and I, for one, would like to make investigations some day, if you would allow me.

You are quite welcome, providing you replace all that you excavate, he answered. Of course, it will require time, money, and a good deal of patience. Besides, it will not do for the villagers to know your object, otherwise youll have a constant crowd of onlookers. When would you suggest making a start?

Ah! I must consult with my friend, Captain Wyman, here, I said. At present I have a good many engagements. A little later — perhaps. But, of course, this is in strictest confidence.

Very well, Mr Kennedy, he said. If you really intend to investigate in earnest, I shall be most happy to render you assistance.

We remained with him a short time longer, and then walked back to the George Hotel, a small, old-fashioned place, where our driver had put up the horse, and took luncheon together in a cozy old-fashioned room overlooking East Street, the narrow thoroughfare roadway leading from the curious triangular bridge to the abbey.

This hotel was, we found, one of the very few in England which had not been spoiled by modern progress. The dishes were excellent country fare; but the one fact that impressed itself upon us was that the plate on the table was all early Georgian silver.

As far as we had gone everything had turned out well. The local legend appeared to bear out what was written in The Closed Book, and the fact that we had made a friend of Mr Mason, the rector, was also highly gratifying.

We had been consuming cigarettes with our glasses of old port — served in the old-fashioned style on the bare polished table — and I had risen to glance out through the wire blind into the sunny street prior to going forth into the ruins again, when of a sudden I heard the voice of someone approaching, and next instant two persons passed the window, and were lost to view almost before I was aware of their presence.

But in that moment, as they passed, I recognised in one — tall, thin, and grey-haired — the Earl of Glenelg, and in his companion — short, ugly, and hobbling — none other than Francesco Graniani, the hunchback of Leghorn, the man whose strange connection with The Closed Book was such a profound mystery.

Look? I cried to my companion. Lord Glenelg has passed with the old hunchback antique-dealer who first told me of the existence of the Book. Why are they here — why has Graniani travelled all the way from Italy if not to seek the abbey treasure?

If youre not mistaken, Allan, answered my friend, jumping up and joining me at the window, then you may be certain that the missing page in the book contains directions for the recovery, not only of the casket up in Scotland, but of the hidden gold here. They have no idea we are here, thats evident. But that they know more than we do is equally clear.

But why is Graniani over here? I queried.

Hes been brought over, no doubt, because he possesses some key to the hiding-place. The whole affair seems to grow more and more bewildering.


Chapter Twenty Three.

Tactics of the Enemy.
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WALTER WYMAN, A thorough-going man of the world, was quick of resource. Indeed, it was his shrewdness and clever ingenuity that had extricated him from many a tight corner during his long journeys of exploration. More than once had he carried his life in his hand on that perilous trip from the Albert Nyanza up to Darfur and Kordofan, which he boldly undertook for the intelligence department of the war office prior to Kitcheners march to Omdurman; and more than once it was his quick foresight and promptness of action that had saved him.

The picture of health, he was an ideal British officer, well set-up, well-groomed, and well-clad; and as he stood there in a suit of grey tweed and Panama hat, a thoughtful frown crossed his merry countenance reddened by African suns.

Ill tell you what it is, Allan, old chap. We ought to ascertain how the enemy intend to start their campaign. Theres something decidedly funny about your old Italian hunchback being over here. Are you quite certain youve made no mistake?

Absolutely. Graniani has gone past with the Earl.

But the latter is believed by everyone in town to be still in India. His own servants must, of course, be in the know, but the whole circumstances are suspicious. Now, the hunchback doesnt know me, therefore I shall have a much better chance of following them than if you came. They mustnt know that you are here.

No. Go and see what their game is. Ill remain here and wait for you. Theyve evidently gone through into the abbey, and will be poking about there. Keep a sharp eye on them, and we may learn something from their movements.

All right, he answered, and without another word went out, closing the door after him.

The maid came in and cleared the table. Then I was left alone standing at the window, the wire blind of which fortunately prevented me from being seen from the street.

An hour passed, tolled out by the musical bells in the tower, but my friend did not return. Something important was transpiring, no doubt.

To pass the time, I took from my pocket the transcript of the old record, and reread it from beginning to end. I made a note of various books to obtain in the reading-room of the British Museum, in order to verify the statements both regarding the doings of the Borgias and the events in Galloway in the middle of the sixteenth century, as recorded by the old chronicles. My own antiquarian tastes told me that, in order to properly pursue this investigation, we must be armed with historical facts and data; and that in all probability this might be obtained either at the British Museum or at the record office. In the history of the Borgias I had been interested for years, and had read many works dealing with that celebrated family of prelates and poisoners; but of the history of Galloway I confess that I was in almost total ignorance.

True, I had been in Galloway, shooting with my old friend Fred Fenwicke of Crailloch, when my eyesight was better than it now is, and had admired the wild beauties of the country — a land of hills, streams, and lochs, and full of charming spots as beautiful as any in Scotland. I had crossed the purple heather of Lochenbreck, had traversed the giant solitudes of Carsphaim and the boulder-strewn plains of Dromore; and had shot grouse at Shirmers — the locale of my friend Mr Crocketts charming story, The Lilac Sunbonnet, — and fished the Dee for salmon at Tongland Bridge and in the murmuring Garpal where it runs over its grey rocks through the deep wooded glen in front of Fred Fenwickes fine old mansion of Crailloch; yet with its historic associations I had never before had occasion to trouble myself.

I knew the titles of several books which, however, I thought might assist me, and put these down for reference.

But through it all — indeed, through all the day — thoughts of Judith Gordon, that beautiful yet tragic figure that had stood beside me on that cliff beside the summer sea, haunted me continually.

Sitting there, impatiently awaiting Walters return, I reflected upon her attitude towards me, and saw that she held me more in terror than in abhorrence.

You may dub me a fool for this piece of folly of the heart. Nevertheless, I tell you that this was no mere idle fancy based upon a sudden admiration, but a deep and genuine attraction, such as men experience only once in their lives.

I had never lived before that hour. Though she had shown no sign of tenderness to me, she was woman in all that could render woman adorable to man. All my days, those long weary youthful days of work and worry in London, and those years of lazy, idle lotus-eating by the Mediterranean, had been passed in striving and in longing, and my ideal had ever fled from my grasp, leaving me tantalised, athirst, unblessed. But everything had now altered. Here, in the midst of this storm and stress of mystery, one woman had suddenly come to me, and I had stood by her side enchanted. I was not sorry now that the plenitude of happiness had so long been denied me; I was glad that fate had kept me unsated.

But these pages are simply pages of record, not of argument.

When Walter re-entered the room, his clothes dusty and his face perspiring, I saw from his countenance that something curious had occurred.

Ive watched them the whole time, he said breathlessly, as he closed the door behind him. Theyve put up at the White Hart, opposite the old bridge, and have been over the fields round about the ruins with a plan drawn on tracing-paper. They evidently know what they are about, for they havent been in the ruins proper at all, fortunately perhaps for me, for I concealed myself there and watched all their movements. The old hunchback speaks English quite well.

Speaks English? I cried, surprised. Why, in Leghorn he always feigned ignorance of any single word of English.

For his own purposes, no doubt, laughed my friend. Ten minutes ago I overheard him talking English with his lordship quite fluently. It seems as though this old Italian has a plan, — a tracing, no doubt, — and from it they are locating the whereabouts of the treasure. They have a measuring-tape with them, and have taken a lot of measurements, all from the southern buttress of the central tower. Their measurements, however, extended much farther than ours, indeed right away into the field beyond the one where are the remains of the fish ponds. You recollect where a footpath crosses, which, it appears, leads to a place called Anchor Church House, whatever that may be. Well, they measured, took angles by the buttress of the tower, and here and there stuck into the grass little pieces of whitewashed wood like labels gardeners use. Theyve evidently been marking out the ground in a long oblong patch, and both were exceedingly careful that their measurements should tally exactly with what was given upon the plan. Lord Glenelg went about sounding various spots by tapping the earth with his cane. The latter I discovered was a bar of iron painted dark-brown, and hooked to represent a walking stick — a clever contrivance to escape attention. He evidently expected to find some hollow spot.

But that is not borne out by the record left by old Godfrey, is it? Why should they expect to discover a hollow?

Ah! thats a mystery, he responded. I merely tell you what Ive just seen — namely, that they have some plan from which they are working in a slow, scientific, and methodical manner, not in our field, but in the one beyond, in what Ive ascertained is called the Great Postland. They have a compass with them, and have taken proper bearings.

Well, theyll have to get the permission of the owner of the land before they can dig, thats certain. I wonder to whom it belongs?

To the Church, no doubt. If we warn our friend, the rector, well no doubt be able to stop their little game, at least for the present, remarked Walter. Unless, of course, the magic of an earls name carries more weight than ours. Recollect that Lord Glenelg is a Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries and a well-known archaeologist.

But why is he investigating a spot that is not mentioned in The Closed Book? I queried. This seems to me an independent search altogether.

Perhaps; but it is directed towards the same end — namely, the discovery of the abbey treasure. Yet, where the hunchback obtained his plan is certainly a mystery. They marked out an oblong on the grass about twenty feet long by ten feet, and then gauged the center of it. At the exact spot the old Italian placed a piece of newspaper under a big flint which he found on the footpath, and then took up the whitened pieces of wood with which he marked the ground.

And then?

They went back to the inn together, and as soon as they were out of sight I cut down a big bunch of nettles at the spot with my stick, and then moved the stone and bit of newspaper about fifty feet westward. He laughed.

So, if they make any attempt at investigation, theyll be entirely out of it, I remarked with satisfaction.

Of course. We dont intend that they shall make any find, even if they possess the missing leaf from The Closed Book, which seems more than possible.

What possible connection there could be between old Graniani and the Earl of Glenelg was to me an entire enigma. Everyone knew the Earl to be a man who had made archaeology a profound study, for he was author of the standard work upon medieval domestic architecture, and possessed at his seat, Twycross Hall, in Staffordshire, a very fine library of early printed books, including a splendid example of Caxtons The Mirrour of the World, and The Boke of the Hoole Lyf of Jasan, — purchased at the Ashburnham sale for two thousand one hundred pounds, — besides such treasures as The Boke named Corydale, The Proffytable Boke for Mannes Soule, — 1490, — and the Perkins copy of the first book printed in England; truly a magnificent collection, unique, as every bibliophile is aware.

I listened to my friends description of how, concealed behind the crumbling ruins, he had watched intently every movement on the part of these two men so widely different in social standing and even in nationality. His opinion coincided with mine that they had returned to the inn to await the darkness before setting to work to excavate; whereupon the question arose as to whether it were best to warn the rector of their intentions, or to allow them to proceed and watch the result.

To me it seemed probable that his lordship, patron of twenty odd livings as he was, would not deign to ask permission to make the search, but just make it in secret as he felt inclined. Certainly, neither of the pair had any idea of my presence there, or they would never have gone openly to work to take these measurements. As matters now stood, we had the spot marked, while the scene of their investigations had been transferred some distance away. Even if the treasure were concealed in that farther field, they certainly would not secure it.

Well, is it worth while seeing Mr Mason and making an explanation to him? I asked. For my own part, I think not. We have only to watch their failure.

And if they have retained the missing leaf they may post up to Scotland and forestall us there, My companion remarked dubiously. Without doubt the search about to be made here is the outcome of the curious conspiracy which is puzzling us.

But why did the prior and his accomplices sell me the Arnoldus if they wished to retain it in their possession? I asked. Why did Graniani follow me to Florence, and watch me through the church window; why did my servant Nello warn me against possessing the forbidden volume, and why did that dark-eyed woman, the confidante of the prior, steal it and carry it post-haste across Europe, transferring it in Paris to a second woman, who carried it to London? To me the whole thing is an enigma.

And to me, Wyman admitted. This is certainly no ordinary affair. We have, however, at present to remain in patience and watch in secret the development of events — a development which I feel confident will bring with it some almost unheard-of revelations.


Chapter Twenty Four.

Forestalled.
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WALTER WENT OUT again, and returned after an absence of about three-quarters of an hour. They had telegraphed to Peterborough, he said, but of the nature of the message he knew nothing. After he had left me it appeared that he watched the pair ascend the curious old triangular bridge which now stands in the centre of the village at the juncture of crossroads, and once, no doubt, spanned two narrow rivers long since dried up. On the top of this old Saxon bridge, approached by three flights of much-worn steps, Lord Glenelg and the hunchback halted, and stood gazing around. Then again Graniani drew another plan from his pocket, took bearings of the northern angle of the one remaining tower of the abbey, and, his compass in hand, pointed away to a comfortable old-fashioned stone house in East Street, between the abbey and bridge, the brass plate on which showed it to be occupied by a Mr Wyche, a solicitor.

Openly, and watched by the idlers at the bridge, the lounging place of the villagers, they made a measurement to the corner of the house in question, going over the ground twice in order to make no miscalculation, Walter watching them from the bar window of a small beer-house. The villagers evidently supposed the pair to be surveyors, and took but little notice; nevertheless Wyman kept careful observation upon their every movement.

What they intend doing at the corner of that house in East Street I cant for the life of me imagine. They made a small mark in charcoal on the wall about two feet from the ground; then again returning to the top of the bridge and referring to the plan, took their bearings a second time and marked a spot right out of the village to the north-east of the abbey, in the centre of the field about ten yards behind the old windmill.

And then? I asked, much interested.

Then, having done this, they went to the telegraph office and wired to someone in Peterborough — afterwards returning to the White Hart, and engaging beds for the night, saying that they had decided not to return until the morrow.

Why, surely they intend to make a search for the treasure? I gasped.

Without doubt, was his reply. My theory is that theyve telegraphed to some of their friends who are awaiting them in Peterborough, and that they mean to make a secret search tonight when all the villagers have gone to sleep and everything is quiet.

When dusk fell we again called upon the rector, explained how we had discovered the presence of our rivals and their intentions, and arranged to return to him at ten oclock. The feature of the case that aroused the rectors indignation — and most justly, too — was the intention of the others to search without permission. To me, their mode of facing matters boldly showed that they were in possession of positive information, and relied upon securing the treasure and getting away before anyone knew of their intentions.

When Walter once took up an inquiry, or set out upon a journey, he never rested until his object was accomplished. He was one of those men who seem continually active, and unable to rest in idleness for ten consecutive minutes, and, happy possessor of such a fine physique, was never tired. We watched the pair away from the White Hart again, for they were both smoking and wandering about, apparently enjoying the rural quiet, but in reality awaiting darkness. Then, when they had gone away — in the direction of the old South Eau, we learned — we both lounged into their inn, and called for ale, and chatted with the rosy-cheeked servant who brought it. A judicious sixpence released her tongue, and by careful questions we soon learned all we wished about the two guests. They were staying till morning, but did not expect any visitors. One, the tall gentleman, was a doctor, and might be recalled; therefore their coachman from Peterborough, who would remain there also, might be called up during the night, and they would be compelled to leave. His lordship had recourse to a clever fiction then. He was a doctor who might be called in the middle of the night! I suppose it never occurred to the rustic mind that, if a doctor, his practice was not in Crowland, and therefore he was scarcely likely to receive an urgent call.

The other man, she told us, was a foreigner. They had brought a bag full of papers and plans, but kept it locked. Both took a great interest in old ruins, and for that reason they had taken some measurements.

One fact she forgot she remarked before going out. The tall gentleman had said that a young lady might arrive during the evening and inquire for him. If she did, she was to be asked to wait.

A young lady! Was it possible that Judith was about to follow her father there?

As ten oclock chimed from the abbey bells we took our candles, and, wishing the worthy landlord good-night, went to our rooms and there waited until all was still. Crowlanders retire early to bed, and presumably the policeman, like all others, has to meet another guardian of the peace, perhaps, at the end of that long, straight old road called Kennulphs Drove, that runs towards Peterborough, for we saw nothing of him when we carefully crept down, drew the bolts, unlocked the door, and, closing it noiselessly after us, made our way to the rectory.

Mr Mason, ready attired in hat and overcoat, opened his door noiselessly ere we had approached it, and we slipped into his study to tell him all that we had witnessed. Then, feeling that we ought to go forth at once and take up our position to watch, we all went out, skirting the churchyard and passing down behind the high hawthorn hedge which formed the boundary of the field wherein were traces of the fish ponds.

The night was dark and starless, with that oppressive stillness that foretokened a storm. Behind us lay the black ruins of the abbey, rearing high and gloomy; and as we passed along, led by the rector, who knew every nook and corner, a silence fell upon us.

The rectors object was to approach the spot marked with the paper and stone as near as possible, yet having good cover to conceal us. In this he was eminently successful; for, having traversed the field on two sides, he suddenly suggested that we should crouch down in a low hedge only thirty yards from the scene of operations.

We conversed together in low, expectant whispers for almost an hour, until, indeed, the rector began to fear that our vigilance was in vain, when of a sudden we heard on the hard road far distant the sound of wheels approaching, on the road skirting the village on the Welland side, Mr Mason declared.

They approached until they had gained the point where we ourselves had left the road, then stopped. The vehicle bore no lights, but from where we lay concealed we heard mens voices in greeting, as though his lordship and the hunchback had met them there by appointment, and then we heard the jingle of spades and the clatter of iron as some implements were apparently taken from the cart.

Without loss of time the party approached us; and a lantern being turned on by one of them, search was made for the piece of paper held down by the stone. This was quickly found, whereupon more lights were turned upon the spot, and then we saw that the treasure seekers numbered four; two of them were newcomers, apparently well equipped for the undertaking.

So close were we that we could overhear nearly all their conversation, for in that still night all sound travelled a great distance. But their words were few. Lord Glenelg assumed direction of the work, and before long the whole four, his lordship included, were busy with pick and spade, making a large square excavation. Their lamps showed an excellent light upon the work, and were additionally useful to us, for we lay back in the dark shadow, impossible of discovery.

Suddenly, as one of the men bent down to examine the ground, the light fell upon his big, clean-shaven countenance, Walter gripped my arm, whispering See! Thats the fellow Selby! Can you see his face? Hes the man who probably holds the missing page of The Closed Book.

I looked, and obtained a fairly good sight of his dark, sinister-looking visage — a hard, clean-shaven, furrowed face that had the miscreant stamped upon it. He seemed to be wearing a rough suit of dark serge, with a soft felt hat, which he had pushed to the back of his head. Seen under such auspices by the uncertain light of the lamp, he was not the kind of man one would care to associate with: loosely built, gross in manner, and deep of voice.

I watched him narrowly for a few moments, but he soon continued digging with the others, and when he stood upright his face was not within the zone of light. All worked with a will, knowing, of course, that the undertaking must be finished before the dawn, and from all four the perspiration soon poured, and their quick, deep breaths reached us even where we crouched, content within ourselves that their labour must be in vain.

Through nearly two hours they toiled on, removing the earth around a line of huge stones which appeared to be the foundations of one or other of the monastic buildings long since swept away. Time after time the abbey chimes sent out their solemn music far over the wide, misty fenlands; but with pick and spade and crowbar they slaved away in their efforts to recover the gold and jewels, the great treasure of what was one of the wealthiest abbeys in England.

The hole they had made was so deep that two of the conspirators were down working out of our sight. The other two were Selby and the hunchback.

Suddenly, above the sharp ring of the picks, we heard a heavy thud, and then another.

Look? broke from Selby excitedly. At last! Heres the first of the chests — bound with iron. Hark!

And again he struck it heavily with his pick, while his companions were around him instantly, dropping on their knees and examining the find.

Thats one of them, without a doubt! cried Lord Glenelg, as excited as any of the others. Come! Lets get it out. How very fortunate that we fixed the exact spot!

The hearts of all three of us sank within us. How unfortunate for us, after all, that Walter had moved their paper-mark from its original position!


Chapter Twenty Five.

What the Buried Chest Contained.
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FROM OUR HIDING-PLACE in the bushes we all three watched intently, wondering what was the nature of their find.

That they had discovered something of interest seemed certain, but from our position we could not see its nature. The whole four were in the deep hole, working eagerly and digging around what was apparently a strong chest buried in the earth.

The moments seemed hours, until at last, with loud gasps, they drew the object to the surface, and their lamps revealed it to be an old chest about five feet long, narrow, and looking in that uncertain light very much like a coffin. But it was, we saw, strongly protected by great bands of iron bolted upon it, and locked by three ancient locks along one side.

By Jove! we heard Selby cry excitedly, its heavy, isnt it? Lets get these locks off, and, taking aim, he struck at one with his crowbar, using all his might. But the stout iron resisted all his efforts, although he repeated them from time to time.

Then the four turned their immediate attention to the locks, carefully examining them by the aid of their lamps.

Theyre still very strong, we heard his lordship say. The only way will be to file the hasps, and then force them.

Thereupon two files were produced from the tool-bag, and Graniani and Selby set to work upon the hasps, while the other two stood by impatiently.

The work was more difficult than they anticipated; but at last the whole of the three fastenings were wrenched off, and, with a cry of expectation, Lord Glenelg raised the lid, and, holding his lantern above his head, peered within.

His companions, in their haste to investigate the contents of the chest, bent and delved with their hands; but their exclamations were those of bitter disappointment, for instead of gold chalices and silver cups, they withdrew only a quantity of damp and bulky leather-bound volumes, evidently ancient religious manuscripts which had formed part of the treasure of the old abbey at the time of its dissolution. Perhaps, indeed, they had been hidden for some reason long before those fateful days of Southwells visit, for the monk Godfrey did not mention them in his detailed list of secreted treasure.

The disappointment of the investigators was very great. Above the low chatter we could hear the old hunchback grumbling to himself in Italian, while Selby expressed his dissatisfaction pretty strongly in English, declaring that they were not in search of old books, but something of more intrinsic value.

These are evidently a rare find, remarked his lordship, opening several of the big musty volumes and glancing at them. But the damp, unfortunately, seems to have spoilt most of the miniatures.

The finding of that box makes one thing plain, Walter whispered to me. The abbot would never have buried a box of manuscripts in water, therefore this discovery shows that the treasure itself does not lie concealed in the same spot. Let them go on, for they must fail. In a couple of hours it will be five oclock, and the village people will be astir. They dare not work very much longer, and they certainly will not attempt to come here again.

But those books, I said, with the envy of a keen collector; are they to secure them? They may, perhaps, contain something of interest to us.

I think not, my friend responded. Let them take the lot. We are playing for bigger stakes.

Quite right, Captain Wyman, added the rector. They must not discover us at this point.

After a cursory glance at the big volumes, some of them fastened with heavy bronze clasps, like The Closed Book itself, they ascertained that there was nothing else in the chest, and then three of them returned to their work of excavation, while his lordship commenced to carry the books, in small piles, across the field to the high road where the horse was tied up.

I confess that I would have liked to jump up and secure one of those fine old tomes. I was only restrained by my friends, who were determined, as a matter of policy, to let him cart them away, Mr Mason declaring that in due course he should claim their return, as an outrageous theft had been committed.

Lord Glenelg had made several journeys, backwards and forwards across the fields, when, just as he returned, a stir among the treasure seekers showed us that they had made another discovery, which, a few minutes later, we saw was a fine image of the Virgin, about four feet in height, dark and covered with the clay in which it had been embedded.

As it lay there upon the grass they placed their lanterns beside it, and with their pocket-knives scraped away the clay until it shone bright beneath.

There was a celebrated image of Our Lady, in silver, here, remarked Selby, as he scraped diligently. Perhaps this is it.

A few seconds later the thick-set man who was assisting, and who was a stranger to me, cried:

It certainly isnt silver. Look! Its only one of those gilded wood things.

And again there arose a chorus of dissatisfaction and disappointment.

The statue was evidently a very antique one; but so well had it been preserved in the clay that the gilt still flashed upon it where they had scraped away the dirt, and in the early grey of dawn that was now spreading we could just distinguish the bright silver stars upon the blue robes.

Again they all returned to their work with pick, spade, and grubbers, toiling on in the hole they had made, their heads only being visible above the surface, until the abbey bells chimed out, and then solemnly struck five oclock.

Day had broken, and the warning notes of the bell caused his lordship to order a cessation of the labour. All four regarded the surface and looked with regret upon their rather fruitless efforts, well knowing that the damage they had done would, in an hour, be discovered, and that to continue their secret search of the spot would be entirely impossible.

We cant return; thats very evident, remarked Selby. The village constable will be put on to watch, I expect. Therefore, we shall have to wait a month or so before we come back.

Couldnt we perhaps square the constable? the fourth man suggested.

I doubt it. These country policemen are so much more straight than the men in town. As like as not, theyd split upon you, so as to get their promotion. You see, the work weve done tonight is a bit ugly, for a magistrate would probably call it stealing.

Rubbish! snapped his lordship. Dont stay gossiping here. Lets pack up and get away. There are a lot of labourers already on the move. Dont you see the smoke from the cottage chimneys over there? We shall have someone across this footpath to the fields in a minute if we dont get clear away.

Scarcely, indeed, had he finished speaking when the dark figure of a man, with a fork over his shoulder, whistling to himself on his way to work, appeared at the stile at the opposite corner of the field, and took the footpath in their direction.

They noticed him, and, hastily snatching up their picks and spades and other tools, all four made off in the direction where the cart stood, and, ascending into it, drove rapidly off down the long highway across the fen, in the mists of which they were quickly lost to sight.

As soon as they had gone we emerged from the spot where we had remained cramped for so long, and rushed to the big hole they had made.

My first investigation was the old chest, and in it I discovered several manuscripts which his lordship, not having finished transferring them to the cart, had been compelled, in his haste, to leave. Of these we took possession, and the labourer, on passing, discovered the hole with considerable surprise, especially on recognising Mr Mason.

In reply to the mans inquiry we told him that thieves had been trying to discover something hidden and had found some old books, for we wished the whole village to know of the secret attempt that had been made, in order that the people should keep a watchful eye upon the abbey precincts for further depredators.

Presently, when the man went on to his work, and it had grown lighter, we were able to see the extent of their investigations, which was certainly far greater than we imagined; while Walter, after making some measurements, showed us the spot which they had at first marked out, and from which he had removed their landmark.

The chest and books were, of course, the property of the abbey, so we carried them to the small room in the restored portion of the fabric that the rector kept as a kind of museum, and there investigated them.

They were of little interest, all being works of theological writers, copied in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, save one (Cambridge University Library MSS., Dd. XI. 78, ff. 61, 92.), a small quarto manuscript, beautifully illustrated, written by William, a monk in Ramsey Abbey, in Huntingdonshire, in 1191, which commenced Incipit Vita beati Guthlaci metrice composita, a poem on the life of St. Guthlac, dedicated to Henry de Longo Campo, the contemporary Abbot of Crowland.

It was Mr Masons opinion, as well as my own, that the chest had been buried there fully a century before the dissolution, at some time when the abbey feared attack, and the worthy rector was already eager to demand of Lord Glenelg the return of the whole of the other volumes that had been surreptitiously carried away.

At present, however, it was agreed to make no sign. The manuscripts would, no doubt, be well preserved in his lordships collection, and there was no fear of their going astray.

Then, having completed our examination, we returned to the rectory, where we had hot coffee to warm us after our night vigil. Mr Mason promised to set a night watch upon the field until such time as we should deem it advisable to make our search; for I pointed out to him that a journey to Scotland was imperative, in order to forestall our friends if they attempted to make a search there, and that we should be unable to excavate the site of the monastery fish ponds until our return from Galloway.

As a matter of fact, we all felt, from the conversation we had overheard, that it was not their intention to return at present, as they had no wish to fall into the hands of the police.

Well, remarked Mr Mason, as we sat over our coffee in his study, the whole affair is most mysterious and remarkable. Lord Glenelg evidently possesses certain information upon which he is working.

We hope that ours is equally precise, I laughed. That is why we intend to go north and take preliminary observations. We can only make our investigation at a certain hour on a certain day, the sixth of September.

I was not more definite as I did not intend, at present, to give the secret away. In a hunt for treasure success depends to a very great extent upon strict secrecy. To arouse undue interest is always to be avoided. The Crowland treasure concerned the rector to a great degree, but the Borgia jewels would, if we discovered them, surely be our own.

At half-past seven we returned to The George, which had already been open an hour or so, and we went in as though we had returned from a morning walk. Neither servants nor landlord suspected anything until the villagers discovered the big hole near the abbey, and then, I believe, we were viewed with considerable suspicion. Indeed, I was much relieved when, at eleven oclock, we drove out along Kennulphs Way and through the village of Eye back to The Angel, at Peterborough.


Chapter Twenty Six.

A Discovery in Harpur Street.
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AT TWO OCLOCK that afternoon we were back in Dover Street, utterly fagged out by our long night watch among the rank grass and nettles of the damp fenland.

It seemed certain that the quartette had returned to London by the early train from Thorney or from Peterborough, and had carried back with them the manuscripts they had found; therefore, curiosity prompted Wyman to go forth about four oclock, in order to try and discover something regarding Lord Glenelgs movements.

When we parted in Piccadilly I went on to the British Museum, for I had been wondering if anything might be preserved there that would give me an accurate ground plan of Crowland Abbey before its dissolution. If only I could get that I should be able to fix the exact spot where the carp ponds once existed.

Professor Dawson Fairbairn, assistant keeper of the manuscripts, had, in the days before my self-exile from London, been one of my personal friends. He was perhaps the first authority upon palaeography in Europe, one of the founders of the new Palaeographical Society, and an expert upon Latin and early English manuscripts. A man of middle-age, he was by no means the dry-as-dust professor one would readily associate with such an unattractive study as the deciphering of mouldy vellum rolls. On the contrary, he was a short, stout, round-faced man, of merry demeanour, whose eyes blinked at one good-humouredly through his pair of circular gold-rimmed spectacles.

I found him in his room, busy deciphering a half-effaced page of an illuminated manuscript, but he placed aside his work to greet me. While in Italy I had had a good deal of correspondence with him regarding several rare documents that I had succeeded in finding, and more than one of which I had sent for his inspection and opinion. Of these we commenced to chat.

I did not care to show him The Closed Book, for various reasons. The secret it contained was my own, and I wished to preserve it to myself, for I recollected that he was an expert himself and could read that difficult script at the end of the volume as easily as I could a printed page.

I am just now taking an interest in the history of Crowland Abbey, I said presently. Do you know of anything in the collections that would give me an adequate description of the monastery as it was in the early sixteenth century?

Crowland Abbey! How strange! he ejaculated. This codex I have been examining evidently came from there. It was sent to me for my opinion, along with several others, by Lord Glenelg, only a couple of hours ago. All the manuscripts undoubtedly once belonged to that abbey.

Lord Glenelg has been here? I exclaimed.

No — not personally. He sent them by a queer little old Italian with a humpback. Ive met the old fellow before somewhere, only I cant think where. Abroad, most probably, when Ive been buying for the Museum. Hes something of an expert.

His name is Graniani, I said. But did his face recall to you any particular incident?

No, only I felt that I disliked him.

Lord Glenelg was, I thought, abroad.

So did I, was the great experts reply. I was very surprised to receive these from him, and he pointed to a pile of heavily bound volumes on the table, those very manuscripts that we had watched unearthed a few hours before. Theyve evidently been kept in a very damp place, for theyre half ruined and effaced.

You received no explanation concerning them?

None. Only it seems such a curious coincidence that you should come and inquire for references to Crowland just at a moment when we have this important discovery of the abbeys liturgical and other books.

I found a reference to it by a monk named Godfrey in a manuscript I purchased in Italy recently, and it has aroused my interest, I explained.

A reference to it by Godfrey? he echoed, looking up at me quickly through his spectacles.

Have you actually found the missing Arnoldus?

It is an Arnoldus, I responded; but why do you ask? What do you know of it?

I know, my dear Mr Kennedy, that if you have really rediscovered the book I mean, you hold the secret of the hidden treasure at Crowland, was his reply.

But what is known of the treasure? I asked eagerly.

All that is known is contained in an old pocket-book belonging to this monk Godfrey now in the Harley Collection. Ill send for it, and, turning up one of the huge bound catalogues, he noted its number upon a slip of paper and sent one of his assistants for it.

The young man returned with a small squat volume, much-worn, bound in a cutting from an ancient antiphonarium, and secured by a small bronze clasp.

You will see that the book is full of useful recipes, domestic accounts, a calendar of saints days, and memoranda of all kinds. Among the latter is the entry to which I refer. And he opened it at a page wherein a slip of paper had been inserted.

There, sure enough, was an entry in Latin, in the same well-known hand as that upon the envenomed pages of The Closed Book. Freely translated, the memorandum was as follows:

I, Godfrey Lovel, now monk of the Certosa of Florence, and once a brother of the Order of St. Benedict, at Crowland, in England, am about to die, and have therefore written a full account of my life and adventures, and have also given full directions for the recovery of the abbey treasures, so that the secret shall not be altogether lost. I have plainly told also where the emeralds of my lady Lucrezia are concealed. All this will be found clearly written in my Arnoldus, which I have now concealed in a place of safety. Let him who seeks to know the secrets beware! He will grasp the hand of Death midway.

There was nothing else, so the professor informed me: only that single entry — a few rough, ill-written lines which told that the treasures of the abbey were actually concealed, and that the secret of their whereabouts was contained in the Arnoldus that had so curiously fallen into my hands.

Was it any wonder that his curiosity was at once aroused, or that he sought to know what I really had discovered?

It is true that I am in possession of the missing manuscript, I said; but, unfortunately, one folio of it is missing — the very folio which gives definite instructions for the recovery of the hidden treasure. At present I am unable to make investigations because I cannot find any plan of the abbey, the cloister court, and adjacent buildings. It is to ask your assistance in this matter that Ive come to you today, although I would also ask you, as a favour, to regard the matter at present as entirely confidential, for I do not wish anyone to know that Im engaged upon a treasure hunt.

I shall, of course, respect your confidence entirely, Mr Kennedy, the professor said; and if I can be of any assistance in the matter I shall be delighted. It would be a grand thing to recover the treasures of Crowland. There must be a good many valuable things among them, for the place was one of the wealthiest of the Benedictine houses.

Well, I said, do you happen to know of any existing plan or any written description of the monastic buildings?

He reflected deeply, taking off his glasses and carefully wiping them.

At the moment I really cannot think of anything, was his quiet rejoinder, at least of nothing more than what has already been published in the various histories. You have, of course, seen them?

I responded in the affirmative, whereupon he promised to make investigations and look through various catalogues, a work which I knew would mean considerable study and research.

I learned further from Professor Fairbairn that he knew nothing of the man Selby, although he was, of course, on friendly terms with Lord Glenelg, who, as a bibliophile, was frequently at the Museum when in London.

It is evident from these manuscripts, I said, indicating them, that his lordship is making some careful investigations; therefore I wish that my inquiries should be absolutely secret from him — you understand?

Perfectly, was his reply. I am quite as much interested in the Crowland treasure as you must be, therefore I will commence tomorrow to search for the particulars you desire, and will write you. Are you only in London temporarily, or have you returned permanently?

Im staying with my friend Captain Wyman the traveller, at 14A Dover Street. A letter directed there will find me.

Has not the other portion of the entry here struck you as curious? he said, pointing again to the open page of the old monks note book. This reference to my lady Lucrezias emeralds. Can Lucrezia actually be Lucrezia Borgia, and the emeralds those historic ones which we know were in his possession about 1506?

I affected ignorance. What could I do in the circumstance? I had asked the professors assistance regarding the Crowland ruins, but the other matter I intended to keep entirely secret. In a few days I would go north to visit Fred Fenwicke, in Galloway, and make investigations for myself. Therefore I replied:

I know nothing of the jewels. Yet it really seems probable that Godfrey, if he had lived in Florence, might have known the notorious Lucrezia Borgia of poison fame.

And that warning about meeting death hand to hand — what can that mean?

Oh! the old fellows way of trying to frighten the inquisitive, I suppose, was my response. Then, when I had thanked him for his promise, we took a turn down the long gallery where the English manuscript charters are exhibited in glass cases to the public, and at the door he bade me farewell, repeating his intention to assist me in every way possible, and expressing a hope that, as reward, he might have sight of the long-lost Arnoldus.

Until Professor Fairbairn could complete his search we could only wait, the good rector taking care that no further theft was committed.

To search at Crowland before being in possession of a plan of the fabric as it was originally, and the buildings surrounding it, appeared to be a useless proceeding. Though Wyman and myself were both convinced of the existence of the treasure there, we were not at all certain of our measurements from the grand altar, nor of the exact position of the filled-up fish ponds. Therefore, if we could obtain any plan showing the position and extent of the cloister court, the monks parlour, the refectory, and the chapter house, all of which must have once existed, the position of the fish ponds would certainly also be shown, and thus assist us very materially.

Again, suppose that on the day and hour appointed for taking measurements at the castle of Threave the sun was hidden by the clouds? Should we be compelled to wait another year before our measurements could be taken with sufficient accuracy?

This fear haunted me as I wandered through Bloomsbury towards Harpur Street, a sudden desire having seized me to examine again the exterior of that mysterious house. It struck me that a watch should be kept upon that smooth-faced fellow Selby, by which means we might be enabled to foil any attempt to filch the treasure from us.

As I halted at last at the corner of Theobalds Road and looked down the short, sad street, I saw it was deserted; therefore I strolled along it on the opposite side to the house in question, just as I had done on that well-remembered night after my long chase across Europe.

As I lounged past, pretending to be utterly disinterested, I glanced up at those two dingy first-floor windows. What met my gaze there held me bewildered and speechless.


Chapter Twenty Seven.

If you Knew the Truth.
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AT FIRST I could scarce believe my own eyes. In the window, just as I had seen it on that fateful night, was the stuffed bear cub, and behind the smoky panes was a pale, haggard face peering forth wistfully, yet cautiously, as though in expectation of the passing of some person to whom the signal would convey a meaning, a face upon which anxiety and terror were betrayed — the countenance of the woman I had so suddenly grown to love.

In an instant, at sight of me, she drew back and was lost to view, there remaining only that curious yet fatal sign that conveyed so much to the person or persons for whom it was exhibited.

The house presented the same dingy, neglected appearance as before, the steps uncleaned and covered with pieces of paper and wisps of straw, the jetsam of the street. The shutters of the basement were still closed, and upon the area gate was a stout chain and heavy padlock. It was a roomy yet depressing place, more depressing than any other in the whole of Bloomsbury, a strange air of mystery pervading it from basement to attic.

My first impulse was to ascend those neglected steps and inquire for Lady Judith; but, on reflection an instant later, the fact that she had withdrawn so quickly from the window made it evident that she did not wish me to discover here there — that, indeed, she was in Selbys house in secrecy.

She had evidently been watching long and vigilantly for some person she expected would pass for the purpose of receiving the sign. The intent, anxious look upon her countenance told me this. But instead of the person she was looking for, I, the least expected, had suddenly come upon the scene and detected her. Her mouth had opened as her eyes met mine, and I knew that a cry had escaped her as she had fallen back behind the dusty curtains.

She was still watching me most probably, therefore I did not glance up again, but merely walked on as leisurely as before, and turned the corner out of Harpur Street.

I stood for some minutes deliberating whether it were policy to go boldly to the house and inquire for her. What could I lose by so doing? Little — very little. What could I gain? A few minutes chat, perhaps, with the woman who, although she held herself so aloof from me, was nevertheless always in my thoughts.

I was determined to get at the bottom of the mystery of that secret sign; therefore, without hesitation, I drew a long breath, turned again into Harpur Street, and, ascending the steps, rapped loudly at the door.

The place sounded hollow, as a half-empty house always does. But there was no response.

I listened attentively at the door, but the roar of the traffic over the granite in Theobalds Road prevented my hearing anything distinctly. Nevertheless, my quick ear caught sounds of whispering within. A door somewhere in the hall was closed and locked, and then I heard a mans low, gruff voice exclaim, Not yet — not yet, you fool!

All was silent again, and I waited in patience for a couple of minutes longer. Then I gave another sounding rat-tat-tat that rang through the hollow house.

Again there was a movement in the hall, and softly footsteps crossed the linoleum, which was comparatively new, I felt sure, by its stickiness. Somebody was whispering; then a few seconds later the chain was withdrawn, and the door was opened half-way by Mrs Pickard, the little wizened old lady in black cap and dress, the same who had crossed the Channel bearing The Closed Book to England.

Fortunately she did not recognise me, so I inquired, You have a lady named Gordon here? She has just recognised me from the window. Will you ask her whether she will see me for a few moments, as I wish to speak with her on a rather important matter?

She has noticed you, was the little old womans reply, and shes just putting on her hat. Shell be down to speak with you in a few moments, if youll wait, and she admitted me to the hall, which was covered with a cheap black-and-white oilcloth, and showed me to the dining-room, which overlooked the street — a big, old-fashioned apartment, very dingy, with ceiling and walls smoke-grimed, and furnished in an inexpensive and tasteless style, which bore hire system marked upon it as plainly as though the chairs and tables were ticketed easy payments taken. The carpet was one of those Kidderminster squares that always appear in hire-system furnishing, and the furniture was of veneered walnut, covered with dark-green plush. There was no overmantel, no sideboard, nothing, indeed, to give it the slightest air of comfort. The room somehow looked as though it had only just been furnished, and that with some motive, for it was evidently not the dining-room in use.

After making a tour of inspection, I stood before the empty old-fashioned grate, listening intently. There were footsteps in the room above — the drawing-room — but no other sound. The dismal outlook, the utter cheerlessness of the room, the sooty curtains waving slowly at the half-opened window, added to the atmosphere of gloom which pervaded the interior even to a greater extent than the exterior. It was certainly a house of mystery.

Once I thought I heard renewed whisperings in the hall; but only for a moment, then all was silent again.

At last the door opened, and there appeared my pale-faced love, neatly dressed in black, with a small toque that suited her admirably, and a bodice that showed off her figure to perfection. Her sombre attire heightened the pallor of her countenance, yet, as she approached me with a sweet smile and outstretched hand, I saw that she possessed a marvellous self-control.

Only fancy your recognising me, Mr Kennedy! she cried. Im so glad. You left Sheringham suddenly, and no one knew where you had gone.

I, too, have been wanting to meet you again, I said, and believed you to be still at Saxlingham.

I returned to town yesterday, she answered. But if we are to talk, had we not better go for a walk? she suggested. Then she added, in a low, confidential whisper, There are eager ears here.

Nothing loath to escape from that house of mystery, I agreed to her proposal, and she let me out, after considerable trouble with a very complicated lock, which I noted could not be undone by anyone unacquainted with its secret — another suspicious circumstance.

Outside, we turned towards Theobalds Road, and I walked beside her in the hazy glow of the London sunset, full of admiration of her beauty, her grace, and her sweetness of expression.

As we walked towards Oxford Street I told her of my desire to be, if not in public, then in secret, her friend.

But why? she asked, opening her splendid eyes widely.

Because — well, because I believe we shall be good friends some day, I said lamely, for it was on the tip of my tongue there, in that crowded street, openly to declare myself.

We are good friends now, otherwise I would not be out walking with you here, she remarked.

Exactly; but there is still a stronger reason, I said. You will recollect that when I met you on that path across the cliffs you confessed to me your unhappiness — that in your heart there lies concealed some terrible secret which has driven you to despair, and which—

My secret? she gasped, looking at me suddenly with the same expression of terror I had seen upon her face on that wet night in Harpur Street. Who told you of my secret?

No one, I said quietly. But to me the truth is apparent, and it is for that reason that I desire to stand your friend. You recollect you spoke of your enemies, who were so strong that they had crushed you. Will you not let me render you assistance against them; may I not act on your behalf? You surely can trust me?

I asked her the reason of her visit to that house of mystery and the meaning of the symbol of the bear cub, but she hesitated, just as she had done before. Ah! how blind is man to the beginning of any series of great consequences!

All our previous conversation passed through my mind like a flash, and I saw how utterly I had failed to convince her of my good intentions in her interest.

The curious breach between father and daughter was inexplicable, just as much as their secret presence in London or their association with that dingy house in Harpur Street.

I know that in ordinary circumstances the small knowledge you have of me would cause you to hesitate to allow me to become your confidential friend, I went on in deep earnestness. But these circumstances are surely extraordinary ones. You are in distress, threatened by enemies who terrorise you, and are driving you to despair; and I believe I am also right in suggesting that you possess no friends?

She had grown paler, and I knew my words made an impression upon her. We were then walking in the crowd of Oxford Street, and I was compelled to bend and speak confidentially to her, lest others might overhear. Surely that great busy thoroughfare was a strange place in which to court a womans love! But love is always one of lifes ironies. Many are the worlds wonders; but surely Honour, Conscience, and Love are the three greatest. They will never be explained, and never cease to be bewildering. Of such are the source and the end of what is wonderful in our life — the sea and the shower, the aggregate whereof is in God and the atom in man.

I saw from her countenance, and knew from the trembling of her hand, that she would confide in me if only she dared. The mystery of it all was maddening. My natural intuition told me that she was not averse to my companionship, yet the mention of her secret — whatever it was — caused the truth to arise before her in all its hideousness, holding her transfixed by the crisis that she knew must inevitably ensue.

It is true, she sighed at last. I am in sore need of a friend; but I fear your help is impossible. Indeed, if our friendship were known to certain persons it would place me in a position of even graver peril.

Then your enemies would be mine, I remarked quietly. This is as it should be. But why would my association with you place you in peril? I dont understand.

Oh! she cried, I cannot explain. I would tell you everything if I could — everything. But I cannot, for your sake as well as for my own.

For my sake? I echoed. Would knowledge of it affect me so gravely?

I fear it would, was her reply. It is best that you should remain in ignorance.

But believe me, I cannot bear to think of you utterly friendless as you seem to be, I went on earnestly. Why do you not let me be your friend in secret?

Because if you were my friend it would be necessary for you to know the whole truth before you could help me. Yet, in my present position, I can explain nothing. If I did, it would be fatal to me — and perhaps to you also.

You are so very mysterious, Lady Judith! I said. Cannot you be more explicit? What you tell me only excites my curiosity and interest.

I can tell you nothing more — absolutely nothing, she said, quite calm again. I am unfortunately a victim of certain strange and incredible circumstances; that is all.

But why are you so averse to my friendship? I demanded. I assure you that I will do my utmost to serve you if you will accept me as your friend.

I do not doubt it. I can only regret that our friendship is debarred, she answered.

Why debarred?

Because of circumstances which, as I have already told you, I am unable to explain. Besides, I have long ago read in the newspapers that you reside abroad. I could not think of keeping you here in England on my account.

I intend to live in England for the future, I hastened to assure her. In fact, Im on the lookout for a home at an easy distance from London, and in the meantime I am the guest of my old schoolfellow and friend, Captain Wyman, of whose recent explorations in Central Africa you may have heard.

She shook her head slowly, and in a low, mechanical voice, almost as though speaking to herself, said, I cannot see why you should be so ready to sacrifice everything for my sake. It is far best if we part now, never to meet again. It will be best for both of us, Mr Kennedy, I assure you. Remember, once and for all, that our friendship is forbidden.


Chapter Twenty Eight.

The Stranger in Black.
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FORBIDDEN! I CRIED, taking her proffered hand and keeping possession of it. Why is our friendship forbidden? I thought you had accepted my friendship! I do not know the truth about yourself — nor do I wish to know. I only know that I desire to serve you in every way a man is capable. I only ask you to allow me to love you, to let me think of you as my own.

Ah, no! she said, withdrawing her hand. It is not just that I should allow you to thus go headlong into ruin. My duty is to warn you of the dire consequences of this reckless devotion to myself, she added with that sweet touch of her womans nature that had all along held me charmed. Hear me, Mr Kennedy, I beseech of you. Pause and reflect upon the consequences. You say you are my friend. That may be so, but when I tell you in reply that no friendship is permissible between us, will it not be best if we part at once — 

(About five lines missing here.)

of my return to London — not by mere chance surely, but because I am destined to serve you.

A mans arguments in such circumstances are never very logical. What other words I uttered I do not recollect. I only know that her determination to tell me nothing about herself rendered her the more attractive.

But to all my persuasions, my pleadings, and my utterances she was still the same woman of honour, fearful lest I should come to harm through association with her, fearful lest the unknown fate she dreaded should fall upon us both at the hour of our supreme happiness.

At one moment I felt that I was acting foolishly in thus trying to persuade her into accepting me as her friend, and at others the fact that in social standing I was far beneath her, the daughter of a noble house and well-known in London, impressed itself upon me.

For half an hour we walked onward, heedless of where our footsteps led us. She told me of her recent travels in the East with her father, of their delightful time in the cold weather in India, and afterwards in Sydney and Melbourne.

My father has been a wanderer ever since my poor mothers death, she exclaimed, with a touch of sadness. He will never remain in England long, because life here always brings back recollections of her. They were a very devoted pair, she added.

And so you have accompanied him?

Yes, ever since I left the convent school in France. My journeys already have included two trips round the world and a yachting voyage to Spitzbergen.

Well, I laughed, I thought I had some claim to be a traveller; but you entirely eclipse me.

Ah, but I am tired of it — terribly tired, I can assure you.

I told her how I, too, had suffered from that nostalgia that comes sooner or later to most persons who live abroad, that curious indefinite malady of the heart which causes one to long for home and friends, and to waste in the flesh if the desire is ungratified. You who have lived abroad have experienced it.

I told her how I had lived for years beside that brilliant tideless sea until I had become sun-sick and tired of blue skies, whereupon she sighed and said:

Italy! — ah, yes! I know Italy. I have, alas! cause to remember my visit there.

Is the recollection of it so bitter? I inquired, quickly on the alert.

Yes, she answered in a hard voice. It is years ago now; but I recollect every one of those incidents as vividly as though they only happened yesterday. Milan, Florence, Perugia, Rome — all cities whose very names are now hateful to me. Yet I suppose the past should be of the past. And she sighed again, her eyes fixed upon the pavement.

What could I say? What question could I put to her?

Could it be that her journey to Italy had had any connection with the strange conspiracy that seemed to be in progress, or was it possible that her travels in the South had been fraught with some youthful love episode of a tragic nature?

Her character, sweet and modest, was yet so utterly complex that I could not understand it. I was, therefore, uncertain of the security of my own position, and thus feared to explain to her that The Closed Book stolen from Harpur Street was in my hands, lest it might be against the interests of the investigations I had undertaken.

She made no mention of the old hunchback from Leghorn, who had no doubt visited at Harpur Street, perhaps even made the house his headquarters. Yet I felt sure that she was acquainted with Graniani just as she knew Selby.

Again and again I reverted to my affection for her, begging and imploring her to view my suit with favour, or if not, at least to allow me to stand her friend. But she was obdurate, although my words caused her much genuine emotion.

I saw that, although driven to desperation by reason of some unspeakable secret, she was nevertheless a woman of honour. If I sought to assist her, I should place myself in deadly peril of my life, she declared. This she would not allow me to do. Why? Was it because at heart she was really my friend?

I wonder if there are others who have experienced a similar feeling — a desire to commence life afresh, guided by a good woman? If they have, they will know the feelings which were mine. I was no mawkish youth, callow in his first affection, and carrying his heart upon his sleeve. On the contrary, I had known love, I had enjoyed my allotted share of it, and just as prosperity had come to me the great sorrow of my life had come also to me, and I had gone abroad to bury myself in an Italian village.

Dusk darkened into night, and the street-lamps commenced to glimmer as we strolled on and on westward, through that maze of highly respectable streets and squares which constitute Bayswater, until we suddenly found ourselves in the boarding-house region of Powis Square. Then, at her suggestion, we turned and retraced our steps to the Edgware Road, proceeding towards the Park. The cloud that had earlier fallen upon her seemed now removed, and she grew brighter.

Her father, she told me, had returned to London, and was at home; but she expected they would both leave again tomorrow for the North.

To Scotland? I suggested with some anxiety.

Oh, I really dont know, was her reply. My father is most erratic in his movements. I only know that he goes to the North, and that I go with him.

But tell me, I asked very earnestly, has your father ever mentioned his intention of going to Galloway?

She looked up at me in some surprise.

Yes, he did so the other day, while we were at Saxlingham, she responded. But why do you wish to know?

Because I have a reason — a very strong one, I answered. He goes with friends, doesnt he?

With me — I know of no one else who is going. We may be going to Castle-Douglas; but of course I am quite in the dark. Very often I have set out from Charing Cross with him and have not known our destination until we have been in Paris or Brussels. Again, we have, on several occasions, been living quietly at home in Grosvenor Street when all our friends have believed us to be on the other side of the equator. It is quite exciting, I assure you, to live in secret at home, see nobody, and only go out at night, and then always in fear of being recognised, she added.

But why does your father do these things; he surely has some motive?

I recollected that the town of Castle-Douglas was near the castle of Threave.

She gave her well-formed shoulders a shrug, and her countenance was overspread by a blank look of ignorance which I was compelled to admit was feigned.

Mystery crowded on mystery. I could make nothing out of it all. Put yourself for a moment in my place, and ask yourself whether you could solve the extraordinary problem surrounding this popular peer and his daughter who, while appearing frequently at the most exclusive functions in London, were sometimes living in absolute secrecy in their own house, or wandering over the face of the world without apparent motive, yet evidently with some fixed but secret object.

The more I reflected, the more utterly mystified I became.

It is impossible — quite impossible? she said when, at the Park Lane corner of Grosvenor Street I halted to take leave of her. We must not meet again. I hope, Mr Kennedy, you will think no more of me, she added; because it pains me quite as much as it does you. As I have already told you, I would explain the truth if I were allowed — but I cannot.

I saw that her eyelids trembled slightly, and I, folding her hand in farewell, pressed it with a deep meaning which she understood, and to which she responded.

But we are friends, Lady Judith; we are friends, are we not?

In response she drew a long sigh, and shook her head, saying, Mr Kennedy, I know you are my friend, and one day, perhaps, I shall require to put your friendship to the test. Until then, let us remain apart, because it will be best so. You know the fears I have — the fear that evil may befall you.

I am ready to serve you at any moment, I answered.

She withdrew her hand, sighing again, and, filled with emotion by my final declaration, hurried away through the hot, oppressive night.

For a moment, full of vague regret, I watched her departure, then turned on my heel and strolled down Park Lane into Piccadilly on my return to Dover Street, my mind full of that sweet-faced woman.

Those strange words of hers rang in my ears. At what did she hint? Tragedy, deep and mysterious, was underlying it all, I was confident, yet as a man of action I felt impelled towards that other spot mentioned in The Closed Book — the grim castle of Threave, that scene of foul deeds, that through the Middle Ages was the home of the Black Douglas. That her father intended to go there was evident, and it therefore behooved us to lose no time in going North and making preliminary investigations.

The advisability of going North without delay filled my mind until I had become oblivious to all about me, and indeed I was walking quite unconscious of the hurrying traffic in Piccadilly until I felt a slight touch on the arm and heard a womans low voice exclaim in Italian, Pardon, Signor Kennedy, but I believe we have met before?

I started and turned quickly aside to recognise in the speaker the very last person whom I expected to meet in that busy London thoroughfare — the dark-eyed, well-dressed woman whom I had encountered in the priors study at Florence, the woman in black who had made confession to Father Bernardo.


Chapter Twenty Nine.

Some Explanations.
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MY FIRST THOUGHT, of course, was that the woman was a thief, for it was she who had so cleverly stolen The Closed Book from my study at Antignano and carried it to Paris, there transferring it to the hands of old Mrs Pickard, of Harpur Street.

My first impulse was to tax her with the theft; but fortunately I saw a necessity for careful tact, and therefore responded pleasantly in the same language, Yes, signorina. It was one afternoon not long ago in Florence, if I remember aright.

It was, she said quickly. I wish to speak with you in private. Where can we go that we are not observed? I know so very little of London.

For a moment I reflected. If she really wished to give me any information I ought to secure it at all hazards. Her manner was that of one who feared recognition in that public thoroughfare, and wished to speak with me in private; therefore I hailed a passing hansom, and as we were getting in I recollected that, it being dinner-time, we might secure a quiet table in the upstairs room at Scotts at the top of the Haymarket. Therefore, to that famed restaurant I gave the cabman directions.

Her manner was as though haunted by a grave suspicion that she was being followed, and during our drive along to Piccadilly Circus she scarcely uttered a single word save to express satisfaction at finding me in a giant city like London, and to drop the remark that she had been following me for an hour past — the latter proving that she had seen me with Judith, and had undoubtedly noted my tenderness towards her.

My wooing in those crowded London streets that evening had certainly been strange, but really not extraordinary when one considers how many declarations of love are made among Londons millions amid the roar of traffic and the hurry and scurry of outdoor life. There exist few places in the heart of London that are adapted for lovers walks and lovers talks, and those few spots are so well patronised that the majority of lovers carefully avoid them. Romance is enacted among the smoke-blackened bricks and mortar of London just as often as in the briar-scented country lane or on the shingly beach of the popular seaside resort. The quiet thoroughfares of London, where one knows not his neighbour, are always more private than any country lane, with its sneaking yokels and the local gossip of its nearest village.

Still, the mystery with which this handsome, dark-eyed woman had accosted me, and the rapidity with which we had driven away, caused me to reflect. She was either my enemy or my friend — which, I intended to discover.

In the upstairs room of the restaurant we found a quiet corner safe from intrusion or observation, and when I had ordered a light dinner I asked for her explanation.

I arrived in London three days ago, she explained in Italian, and have been in search of you ever since. I saw you leave that house in Bloomsbury together with the signorina, and have been following you ever since — oh! so far that I am very tired. But I kept on, because I desired to speak to you. The risk I have run is very great, and she glanced around apprehensively at the half-dozen diners scattered about the room. If I am discovered then the worst must come.

Why?

Because they do not know that I am in London, or that I am determined to warn you.

Of what? I asked eagerly.

Of this plot against you.

By whom?

By the persons you believe are your best friends, she answered, bending across the small table towards me, and speaking in a low half-whisper.

And why do you wish to give me this warning? I inquired suspiciously, recollecting that this fine, handsome woman had acted as a thief, and had evidently herself participated in the plot — whatever it might have been.

Because I am ordered to do so by one who is your real friend.

And whats his name, pray?

Padre Bernardo of Florence. It is at his orders that I have sought you tonight.

Her reply surprised me. The fat, good-humoured prior of San Sisto had certainly been very friendly towards me; but I had never believed, after what had occurred, that he was actually my friend. Had he not, by means of a ruse, endeavoured to induce me to withdraw from my bargain over my precious Arnoldus? Was he not an exceedingly clever and ingenious person, this Bernardo Landini? His actions had been puzzling from first to last, rendered, indeed, doubly mysterious when viewed in the light of my discovery at the end of that rare volume, and by recent events in London and at Crowland.

It was surely curious that he should send this woman to me, of all other persons. Yet somehow she seemed to be in his confidence. If not, why had they talked in his study with closed doors?

Suspicious that this woman had approached me with evil object, I nevertheless allowed her to explain. She was attired very much in the same manner as when I had first encountered her — namely, in plain black, a gown of apparent Parisian make, and a stylish hat that suited her dark beauty admirably, yet not at all loud in design.

She leaned her elbows on the table, and bending forward, with her gloved hands held together, thus explained her object in seeking me:

I have been sent to warn you, she said with a strange look in her dark eyes — those eyes that had once haunted me in that sun-blanched city by the sea.

But you called at my house at Antignano and obtained possession of the manuscript which I had bought of Father Bernardo, I said. Why?

Because its possession constituted a danger to you, was her answer, still speaking in Italian.

And I wondered whether she were aware that its vellum leaves were impregnated with a deadly venom that had not yet lost its potency.

But that was no reason why you should steal the manuscript, I said, in Italian, rather bluntly.

She raised her wine-glass to her lips and drank slowly in order to reflect. Then, setting her claret down, exclaimed:

Ah! my action was under compulsion. You should have been warned by the prior of the evil that possession of the book would bring upon you.

Well, now tell me, signorina — for I havent the pleasure of your real name—

Anita Bardi, she interrupted.

Well, I said, I wish to inquire one thing — namely, whether our friend the prior has any idea of what the Arnoldus contains?

No. He is entirely in ignorance of it. If he had, he certainly would never have been a party to this dastardly plot against you.

But what is the motive of this conspiracy? I inquired, much puzzled.

Your death, she answered without hesitation. Your enemies intend that you shall die.

Very charming of them, I laughed, pretending not to take her words seriously. But why, I wonder, are they so anxious for my decease?

Because you have gained their secret — you are believed to have read and understood what is contained in that newly discovered manuscript.

And if I have, I surely purchased the book at the price asked for it?

Ah! you see the prior had no right to sell it to you. A mistake was committed from the very first. How did you first know of its existence?

Through a dealer in antiques in Leghorn, named Francesco Graniani, an old hunchback.

I thought so! she exclaimed. I hear that he is in London. All this goes to show that you should be warned.

Of Graniani?

And of others also. I saw you with Lady Judith Gordon, and — if you will pardon me — you seemed attracted towards her.

She spoke frankly and looked me steadily in the face with those great dark eyes of hers.

And if I am?

I presume you have not been long acquainted with her?

Not very long.

Then, before you allow yourself to fall beneath her spell, as you seem to be doing, just make a few inquiries. It will not be difficult, and may be the means of saving you from dire misfortune — perhaps even saving your life.

How? I dont understand.

Possibly not. I only ask you to heed my warning. I am not here to explain the motives of others.

But you can surely tell me why I should hold aloof from Lady Judith? I demanded.

No, I cannot, she responded, speaking in broken English for the first time, and apparently forgetting herself in her excitement. If you are not warned it is your own fault.

You say you know her, I observed. Where did you meet her?

In Italy — under strange circumstances.

With her father?

Yes, she answered after a moments hesitation, and across her countenance there spread a strange look of mystery. But we need not discuss that subject further, she added, lapsing again into Italian, which she spoke with a Florentine accent. I wish to ask your forgiveness for stealing your book. I can only urge leniency on the ground that I acted at the instigation and under compulsion of others.

I forgive you if you will tell me who instigated you to commit the theft, I said.

No, I cannot do that. I ask your forgiveness, and in order to atone for what I have done I came here to warn you of the great peril which threatens you. Beware of your association with Judith Gordon!

What? I cried. Do you mean to insinuate that she is my bitter enemy?

Beware of her is all I say.

And how do you suggest I should act? I demanded, much surprised at this strange womans allegations against my love.

You should again obtain possession of the Arnoldus. It may help you, was her curious recommendation.

It was on the point of my tongue to say that it was already in my possession; but my natural caution again asserted itself. The woman was one whom I should deal with diplomatically in order to learn her motive.

Perhaps you can tell me where it is? I suggested.

In the hands of an Englishman named Selby, who lives in that house in Harpur Street which you quitted this evening.

Then she was evidently unaware that Selby had suffered its loss, and as far as I could judge she seemed dealing honestly with me. This fact puzzled me more than ever. Suddenly I recollected that mysterious sign in the window, and I asked her the meaning of the bear cub.

Yes, she answered with a sudden gravity that had not hitherto fallen upon her. I saw it there today, she added slowly. It has a signification, as you suspect.

An evil one?

Yes, an evil one — stranger than you could ever guess.

Will you not tell me?

But again she shook her head, and declared that a silence was imposed upon her regarding it, as upon other matters. She had merely sought me in order to warn me, an innocent and unsuspecting man, against falling into the cunningly prepared trap laid for me.

She was quite calm, determined, unemotional. Once or twice, as newcomers entered the dining-room, she betrayed fear of recognition, but beyond that seemed absolutely cool and unruffled.

From her I had gathered two facts — namely, that Graniani was somehow at the bottom of the whole of the strange affair, as I had all along suspected, and that the woman I had grown to love was carefully plotting my ruin. This I refused to believe, and frankly told her so.

She allowed me to go on without a word of contradiction. Her manner was that of a well-bred woman, about thirty I judged her to be, her gesture and speech betraying refinement, and her eyes large, expressive, and sparkling. Indeed, she was a woman who might attract any man, and I daresay I should have found myself lost in admiration had it not been for my passionate love for Judith.

I have only told you the truth, Signor Kennedy, she answered quietly in Italian. I would, however, ask you to promise me to tell no one of our meeting. Remember that if you wish for advice in the future you have only to write to me poste restante at Charing Cross, and I shall duly receive your letter.

The Charing Cross post office is the usual address of foreigners when travelling in England, therefore I knew not whether she suggested that place because of secrecy or convenience. She made no mention of Lord Glenelg or of his search after the treasure; and, thinking that discretion were best, I did not refer to it, for I intended to keep my own counsel even though her allegations and the fact that she had so boldly accosted me formed in themselves an additional mystery.

So we finished our meal, and after some further desultory conversation which showed that she, on her part, was somewhat disappointed at the manner in which I had treated her confidences, I gave her my club address, saw her into a cab, and then we parted.


Chapter Thirty.

Humours of a House Party.
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IN THE CALM, mystic sundown of the August evening, after nine hours in the express from Euston, I was driving with Wyman in Fred Fenwicks Perth-cart up the side of Loch Ken, that long romantic stretch of water hemmed in by the high, heather-clad hills of Galloway. We were covering that seven miles of winding road that lies between New Galloway station and New Galloway burgh.

Southern Scotland surely possesses no wilder or more charming and picturesque district than the Glenkens, and here, in the heart of them, the drive was refreshing, for the air was keen after stifling London; and the many burns and cascades we passed fell with soft rippling music over the mossy, bracken-covered roadsides.

The magnificent scenery, the sunset glow upon the unruffled surface of the loch, the dark purple of the distant hills, and the marvellous shades of the heather, did not, however, attract us, for we were both too full of the warm welcome which we knew was awaiting us at Crailloch, beyond Balmaclellan village. Through the long, white High Street of New Galloway we rattled in the dusk, up the steep hill, over the Ken Bridge, and then, following the broad river bed, turned in at last through the lodge gates and pulled up before the great square Elizabethan mansion, with its ornate exterior and high, twisted chimneys.

Fred Fenwicke, still in shooting-kit, came forth ere we could bring the cart to a standstill, and from the lighted hall came a chorus of hurrahs, expressing pleasure at our arrival.

Well, Allan, old fellow! cried Fred, grasping my hand warmly, this is a real pleasure, to see you in Scotland again! Connies in there somewhere, and theres a whole crowd of boys you know. And then he turned to give a similarly cordial greeting to Walter, and left me to enter the fine hall, where the majority of the house party had, in the idle hours before dinner, assembled to greet us.

The instant I entered a merry voice shouted, What, ho, there! Allan the Author! It was Sammy Waldron, or, to give him his correct name, Captain Samuel Waldron, of the Bengal Police, home on two years leave, and one of the best of good fellows.

Then Mrs Fenwicke, one of the smartest of women and the best of hostesses, whom everyone called Connie, shook me warmly by the hand, expressed her pleasure at our coming, and next moment we found ourselves in the centre of perhaps one of the merriest house parties in the whole of Scotland. Many of the people I had met before in that same big, well-furnished hall, with its splendid trophies of the chase and of Indian frontier wars. Fred Fenwicke and his wife, the merriest and most easy-going pair of any I knew, usually had the same party for the shooting, many of them being Anglo-Indians. In addition to Sammy Waldron, a well set up, fair-haired officer, tough as nails, who for over twenty years had been engaged on and off fighting the Indian frontier tribes, and who was usually the life and soul of the party, there was Jack Handsworth, or Major John Handsworth, C.I.E., owner of wide estates within sight of the Himalayas, who was never seen without a cigar except at meals; his son Godfrey, a smartly groomed fellow of whom everyone held golden opinions; Miss Handsworth, Jacks sister; Mrs Payling, an exceedingly pleasant and very good-looking widow of middle-age, who lived in summer in England and in winter in India, whose manner of speech was very deliberate, who was possessed of a keen sense of humour, and who always wore exquisite gowns, and wore them well. She was, indeed, one of those few women whose clothes seem part of them. In addition, there were two brothers named Sale, well-known solicitors in London, a merry pair, full of humour; and several other men and women whom I knew more or less intimately.

Certainly Fred Fenwicke never made a mistake in the arrangement of his house parties. His guests were never ill-assorted. Sometimes he had a quiet set of visitors, but this was seldom. Indeed, the fun and merriment at Crailloch was always a continuous round, for everyone did just as he liked; shot, cycled, fished for salmon or trout, went excursions, or wandered over the heather-clad hills. There was no restraint, and everyone came there for thorough enjoyment.

Well, exclaimed Fred, as we stood with him in the dining-room having a peg before dressing, nice lot of boys Ive got this time, arent they?

Too keen a crowd for me, I fear! I laughed, for I knew from experience that when the shooters who were my fellow-guests foregathered, the fun was fast and furious.

For answer, my old friend only raised his glass in welcome and laughed across it merrily.

About thirty-eight, tall and dark, with a distinctly military bearing, and dressed in a smart tweed and gaiters, he looked the very pink of condition. Living that healthy, open-air life on the Scotch estate had tanned his face and neck, and had brought him to a perfection of fitness seldom seen in a man. His vitality was marvellous. From the moment he came down in the morning to open the letter-bag until the small hours when the last billiard players drained their final pegs, he was constantly active. He loved the country, he loved Scotland, he loved shooting, of which he had plenty, and above all loved the companionship of the few men who were his intimate friends — the men who now formed the house party.

Connie Fenwicke was just as happy, just as fond of country life, and just as generous in her hospitality as her husband. Wife and husband thoroughly understood each other, and such was their independent position that, when tired of life at Crailloch, they took a voyage to Australia, where Fred Fenwicke was interested in certain companies. Though fond of Scotland, and living there even through the town season, they were nevertheless essentially cosmopolitan, well-known in Monte Carlo, in Florence, and in Rome. More, indeed, need not be said save that they were a pair such as one seldom met, whose house was hospitality itself.

Walter was not so intimate a friend as myself; but before that night was out Fred Fenwicke had admitted him to that charmed circle of close acquaintances, and he declared himself absolutely at home.

Dinner was always the solemn function at Crailloch, as it is in most country houses, for the shooters were then clean, the ladies in pretty frocks, and amusing, and Freds chef was acknowledged to be one of the best in Scotland. After the ladies had left the table and coffee had been served in the big, old dining-room, with its splendid family portraits, I took Fred aside, for I had detected in him an anxiety to know the reason I had so suddenly come up to visit him. He knew that it was not on account of sport, for near-sightedness prevented my shooting, and I had heard him pass a remark sotto voce at table with Sammy Waldron that it must be on account of some love affair.

In order to set my old friends mind at rest I took him along to his study, the only sanctum private from guests, and told him that the reason of the suddenness of my visit was because I wanted to study on the spot the history of Threave Castle.

Oh! thats it! he cried, removing his cigar from his lips. Well, I suppose youve got some book or other in view, eh?

Hm, yes, I answered after a moments hesitation. Im studying the history of the place. Perhaps I may write a book about it. I want you to help me. Have you any books dealing with the subject?

I fear I havent, was his response. Threave is about fourteen miles from here, on a solitary and un-get-at-able island in the Dee. Ive never been there myself; but I know a man, Mr Batten, the archaeologist, who lives in Castle-Douglas, who has the finest collection of works dealing with Galloway and the neighbourhood, and who has written a book regarding those parts. Ill write to him. Hell lend you a lot of books, no doubt, and perhaps hell go over to Threave with you. Hes an excellent fellow, and a great friend of mine. But, he added, Walter is helping you, I suppose?

Yes. We are making certain investigations, was my cautious reply. At present we cant say anything definite, except that I may possibly lay the scene of my new book there.

Well, Ill assist you, Allan, old chap, if youll promise to be silent upon Crailloch and all the boys here. And he laughed merrily. When I told them you were coming they all wanted to know if you were going to write a book. They havent forgotten those articles last season about Nice and Monte.

Ill let them down lightly, I promise you, was my reply. Only I tell you my object in confidence. I dont wish the whole crowd to know.

Of course not, my dear fellow, he responded. Ill help you. Ill write to Batten, and well arrange a little picnic over to Threave. You neednt tell anyone your real reason for going there.

And so I left the arrangements in his hands. After three days of merriment and nights of music, billiard playing, and practical joking, Fred received a note from Mr Batten saying that he had obtained permission from the laird for us to visit Threave, and that he would be pleased not only to accompany us, but also to lend me the several rare and out-of-print works in his collection that dealt with the history of the famous stronghold.

To us this was good news indeed, and two mornings later, in a party of ten, including several others on cycles, we drove in a pair-horse brake away along the bank of Loch Ken, through the long, whitewashed villages of Parton and Crossmichael, down to a spot beside the winding Dee, where at a lonely farmhouse we were met by Mr Batten, who proved a most affable and valuable guide.

The party was an extremely merry one, and being compelled to leave the brake some half-mile from the river, each of us carried part of the provisions off which we were to lunch on arrival on the island.

The day was superb for August, one of those brilliant mornings seldom experienced in Scotland so late in the season, and much good-humoured banter was exchanged as the whole party trudged through the wide fields of corn just falling to the sickle.

Presently, on coming up the brae-face, we suddenly obtained a view of the broad, winding river sparkling in the sunshine below; and beyond, upon its solitary island, given over to the rooks and waterfowl, rose the stern, grim keep of what was once the home of the Black Douglas, which even today stands out grey and forbidding in the autumn sunlight.

Wyman was walking beside me, carrying a basketful of bottles of soda water, and as the view burst upon me I turned to him and said:

Can it be possible that the casket of which old Godfrey speaks is hidden upon that island?

Maybe, was his reply. It certainly looks just the sort of outlandish place to hold a mystery. But we must say nothing to anyone. Lets take our observation in silence. Theyll enjoy their picnic while we will refer to that memorandum you made of the parchment record.

At that moment Sammy Waldron, ruddy and sun-tanned, in a rough cycling suit, came up and began to chaff Walter regarding the soda — he himself being the bearer of a quantity of that spirit very precious with men on such occasions, being assisted in its transport by the ever humorous Mrs Payling, well turned-out as usual, and brimming over with good humour. Being a widow, with a son in the Indian service, she was essentially a mans companion as well as being a chic woman. She was chatting with Mr Batten, while Fred Fenwicke was walking with Connie and two ladies of the party a little in advance.

At last we all gained the waters edge, and, depositing our loads, proceeded to examine the lairds boat, a key of which Mr Batten had obtained. It was half-full of water, and there were no oars.

After some search a labourer was discovered who knew the spot where the oars were concealed, and he having pointed them out under a hedge, we discovered that they were so badly rotted by the weather that there was scarcely any blade left, and, further, that there were no rowlocks.

Sammy, Godfrey Handsworth, and the two Sales commenced to bale out the water with drinking-glasses, while the rest of the party, now being very hungry and thirsty, sat impatiently on the bank watching, and passing sarcastic remarks upon the slow progress of the work.

At length, however, it was concluded, and some of the provisions were taken aboard: Sammy being elected coxswain, with the two Sales as rowers. Then they took in a male volunteer on the trial trip.

The husbands boat for Margate!

Nice day for a sail! and Man the lifeboat! were among the derisive shouts and jeers amid which the venturous party put off into the stormy and rather dangerous waters of the Dee. The course of the boat with such oars and without rowlocks was necessarily erratic, and the absurd antics of the rowers and of Sammy as coxswain convulsed us on shore. Amid-stream the rowers, affecting fatigue, commenced to refresh themselves upon the provisions which we had sent across, and calmly lunched, leaving us hungry and empty.

After a long and tempestuous voyage they landed their first freight; then returned and took a second and a third. In the fourth Wyman and myself were included, and after running on a mud bank and having a very exciting and ludicrous time of it, we at last, laughing merrily, sprang ashore on that wild, unvisited island, where, according to The Closed Book, the wonderful emeralds of Lucrezia Borgia had, through centuries, lain hidden.

Mr Batten assured us that no one had landed there for at least a year or more; but the instant we gained the shore we turned our first attention to discovering any traces of those whom we knew were aware of the old monks secret in common with ourselves.


Chapter Thirty One.

Under the Gallows Knob.
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THE LOW-LYING ISLAND upon which we found ourselves was certainly a dismal, out-of-the-world place, covered by rank grass and nettles, and yellow with St. Johns wort. Ruined walls were scattered around the castle of Threave itself, a square, roofless tower, which in the bleakness of its gaunt and terrible majesty suggested the idea of an armed skeleton, in the facial apertures of which lay the darkness of death and decay.

This was the monument of the Douglases pride and the engine of their oppression during their galling ascendancy, when Archibald rode with his retinue of two thousand armed retainers, many of them the most noted desperadoes, and ravaged the Border. The huge fourteenth-century fortress, once the pride of kings, was still a massive pile, with walls nearly seventy feet high, built of common grey moor stone.

As we wandered through it, the wind howling through the narrow slits where archers had sent forth their shafts, our friend Mr Batten pointed out in the lowest story the dungeon, arsenal, and larder; the barracks on the first floor; and, above, the apartments of state, where the Black Douglas lodged his friends or feasted his vassals, the walls of all massive, but now crumbling to decay.

Around the castle were the remains of a strong barbican, flanked at each angle by a circular tower, which had been secured in front by a deep fosse and vallum, both water and walls of the latter having long since disappeared.

Then, standing outside — while the rest of the party, seated on the grass, were eating their luncheon, laughing merrily and thoroughly enjoying the novelty of reaching such a place — Mr Batten pointed to a large granite bracket projecting from the front of the castle, high up near the roof: the far-famed Gallows Knob or Hanging Stone, which the Black Douglas was wont to boast was never without a tassel, either in the shape of a malefactor, or, if none such were in custody, some unoffending vassal!

When the Douglases maintained their power in Galloway the deeds committed within that grim, grey fortress were such as invest it with fearful interest. I recollected having read of its sinister memories, and some of them were now recalled to me by Mr Batten, who made a deep study of the subject. Indeed, as I stood there with Walter Wyman, apart from the gay Crailloch house party, gazing up at the high grey walls that had once sheltered the old soldier-monk and chronicler, Godfrey Lovel, I recollected how well the weirdlike halo that, to the present day, surrounds the place is expressed in those plaintive lines of the unfortunate Inglis of Torsonce:

Threaves Castle looms as dark by day,
With its walls of moorland grey,
And the sad and sullen stream
Which, like some dank, unwholesome dream,
Creeps on its stagnant way,
In mossy pool and quagmire pent
Around the island battlement.
Dismal is the granite pile
With barbican and flanking tower,
That frown beneath the merry smile
Of laughing noontide hour.
Dismal is the island when,
With herbage rank and stunted thorn
That clothe the blood-besprinkled fen
In leaf and bough forlorn,
Some evil spirit haunts it yet.
The dreary annals of the past
Athwart the meadow wan and wet
Their spectral shadows cast;
No feathered minstrel tunes his throat
On lowly bush or lofty spray;
No skylark pipes his dulcet note
In the suns yellow ray;
And still the prisoned oxen low
To reach the farther shore,
Like captives of the spear and bow
In Douglas raids of yore;
No rural lover comes to hide
The stolen tryst at eventide;
And the otter seeks his prey,
And the wild duck leads her brood,
And desolation and decay
Sleep in the ghastly solitude.

Mr Batten was called over to the luncheon party by Connie Fenwicke, who cried, I say, Mr Batten, leave the author to meditate, and come and have something to eat. And you also, Captain Wyman. Allan will come when hes hungry; hes feasting on ruins at present.

Wyman excused himself for a moment, but Mr Batten succumbed to the temptation of cold partridge and claret.

With Walter, I walked behind one of the round flanking towers, scrambling over the fallen masonry, and when out of sight of the others we commenced to search carefully for any traces of previous visitors there. The rank grass and weeds were trodden down here and there by recent footsteps; but we concluded that it had been done by some of our party who had wandered about the place prior to our own landing. We wondered whether Lord Glenelg or his companions had already been there; but the absence of any evidence that the lairds boat had been used for months convinced us that they had not.

Our first direction is to follow the shadow of the keep to its easterly angle when the sun shines, at 3:30, on the sixth of September, I began, when Walter interrupted me with:

But has it occurred to you that since that record was written the calendar has been altered? What was the sixth of September in the sixteenth century is not the sixth of September in the present day.

By Jove? I gasped. I never thought of that. But what is the precise difference?

I happened to be looking that very point up not long ago, said Walter, which is what brought it to my mind now. About 1582 Pope Gregory XIII decreed that ten days should be omitted, and October fifth was reckoned as the fifteenth. But this was not universal till 1751, when a bill was passed for regulating the commencement of the year, and for correcting the calendar. By that bill eleven days were omitted after the second of September, so that the ensuing day was the fourteenth.

In that case, then, September sixth of Godfrey Lovels day is really our September seventeenth. That gives us nearly two weeks more time than we had counted on, I remarked. Yet it will be half-past three before we leave today, and we shall then, at any rate, be able to see the vicinity of the spot, although we cannot fix it exactly until the day and hour indicated.

I wonder whether we shall really find the casket? Walter said, eagerly. To me this is just the sort of place where some treasure lies buried. The day before we left town I went to the British Museum and looked up the history of the place. Our record in The Closed Book is certainly borne out by history. Maxwell of Terregles was keeper of the Threave in Godfreys day, the dawn of the Reformation, and seems to have had rather a rough time of it, just as the old monk has written. John Gordon of Lochinvar, Dean Vaus of Soulseat, the Macdowalls of Freuch and of Mindork, who burned Brodick Castle and invaded Arran, and James Earl of Bothwell, of Earlston, as mentioned by Godfrey Lovel, were all his prominent contemporaries. Therefore it is certainly likely that the ex-favourite of Lucrezia Borgia did actually conceal the casket intrusted to him somewhere on this island, which in his day was, of course, impregnable.

I quite agree, I answered, looking wonderingly around. Of course, the directions are complicated, purposely no doubt; and today it seems quite useless to attempt to follow them. We must arouse no suspicion of our intentions.

We shall require assistance when we really do investigate, my companion remarked.

Then well take Fred into our confidence. He would thoroughly enter into the spirit of the thing — that I know.

We walked back to where the others were still seated on the grass, in the shadow of the high grey wall, with its grim hanging knob, and a chorus of jeers at my studious nature greeted me.

Going to write a book, I suppose, Allan? cried Sammy Waldron, his mouth full of sandwich. Put me in it, old fellow. Im good-looking enough to be a hero, arent I?

Bertie Sale opened a bottle of soda clumsily, and squirted it in a ladys face, and Mrs Payling, to whom Walter turned his attention, was discovered actually talking frocks with Connie, and was allowed to continue, for both men and women admired her for being so well turned-out on every occasion. Godfrey Handsworth had been heard to remark that it was a pity that she was not twenty years younger; but, as it was, she was still very handsome, with a figure that many a younger woman envied.

Fred Fenwicke and Connie looked after everyones comfort. On such occasions they never took servants. Everyone helped himself and looked after a lady, and, as such al fresco luncheons were weekly in the shooting season, this kind of entertainment had been brought to a fine art.

The men smoked and idled, some of them lying stretched upon the grass, while others escorted the ladies around the ruins, the chief excitement being the loss of Connies Aberdeen Jack, a one-eyed dog of Satanic expression and cunning, the terror of Campbell, the sturdy, good-humoured gamekeeper of Crailloch.

I sat on the grass, smoking, chatting, and drinking whisky and soda with Fred, — Walter, Sammy, and Mr Batten, while the others wandered about the island. The afternoon was absolutely perfect, with as blue a sky as ever seen in Italy, and across the wide sweep of river, towards Greenlaw, rose the long, low heathery hills.

From where we idled Mr Batten pointed out to us the peaks Bengairn and Cairntosh and the highlands of Balmaghie, and related several archaeological facts that, in view of our forthcoming explorations, were of intense interest to us.

You see that great rugged hole in the wall, half-way up the front of the castle? he said, pointing to it. The hole looks almost like a window, but it is a breach made by the cannon known as Mons Meg, now to be seen at Edinburgh Castle. The piece of artillery was made by a blacksmith and his sons at Buchan, and was used by the king in his operations against Threave. The charge consisted of a peck of gunpowder and a granite ball the weight of a Carsphairn cow. The first discharge produced a panic among the inmates of the castle, and the second shot went through the walls and carried away the right hand of the Countess, the celebrated Fair Maid of Galloway, as she sat at table in the banqueting hall about to raise a wine cup to her lips. The garrison quickly surrendered, and the blacksmith was granted the forfeited lands of Mollance and Barncrosh.

Curious? I remarked. Only a legend, I suppose?

Not at all — a historical fact. As late as 1841 Mr Gordon of Greenlaw, tenant of this island, discovered an immense granite ball which, on examination, was found to be a bullet, in all respects the same as those belonging to Mons Meg, while a massive gold ring inscribed Margaret de Douglas was discovered by a workman employed to clear out some rubbish when the castle was repaired as a barrack for French prisoners. This was the actual ring supposed to have been on the hand of the Fair Maid of Galloway when it was blown away at the siege.

Such discovery caused hope to arise within us. I exchanged glances with Wyman, and saw that he considered this additional evidence that treasure might be hidden beneath that turf on which we were lounging.

Presently we all rose to rejoin the party, and again Walter and I managed to separate ourselves from the rest and strolled around the small marshy island.

It was ten minutes past three, and the sun, still shining brightly, cast a long, straight, sharply defined shadow in the direction of the broad river and the high land of Greenlaw. The great square tower was higher on the eastern angle than the western, therefore from its position to the sun the eastern angle threw a longer shadow, which, together, we followed through the grass-grown ditch which was once the fosse and up the bank, then, counting forty-three paces, we halted at a spot covered with nettles or grass.

The starting point for measurements must be somewhere here. Fifty-six paces with the face toward Bengairn, I remarked. Im no astronomer; but I suppose that, on the date mentioned, the shadow will be more to eastward or to westward. We will, at any rate, mark this spot, and, finding a piece of broken hurdle, used some time or other to pen in cattle which had grazed on the island, I stuck it deeply in the ground just at the farthermost point of the great oblong shadow across the grass.


Chapter Thirty Two.

The Major Makes a Statement.
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WHILE THE REST of the party examined the dungeon, I clambered over the ruins, and ascended by the winding, broken stairway to the summit. I walked with Wyman across the weedy, neglected ground beyond the dried-up fosse, reconstructing the stronghold in imagination by the position of the broken barbican.

Over the self-same ground the unfrocked monk of Crowland had wandered with his companion in misfortune, the monk Malcolm. We looked back at the gateway of the castle, so high up that it was on a level with the second floor. Through that, the only exit from the castle, old Godfrey had fled with his fair charge across the drawbridge, over the island to the river, and across the narrow temporary bridge, then existing, to the shore — away back to safety in England, leaving Lucrezias casket, with its precious contents, safely hidden.

The long, straight shadow veered round slowly; and by four oclock, when the party carrying the empty baskets and picnic accessories strolled back to the spot of embarkation, it had shifted a considerable distance from the spot where I had driven in the stake.

Everyone pronounced the picnic a distinct success. It was an entire novelty to go to that historic spot, unvisited from one years end to another, and certainly to us it had been a very interesting experience. We had taken certain observations which would, later on, be of the greatest use to us.

The ferrying back of the party, in twos, by Sammy Waldron and Bertie Sale, was fraught with just as much hilarity as the arrival. The old boat was declared to be leaky, for it now had a quantity of water in it, compelling the ladies to hold their skirts high and place their feet out of the way of the wash. On the first trip Bertie caught a crab, owing to the absence of blade to his oar, and the remainder of the rowing was done Indian fashion, the craft, being rudderless, always taking an erratic course. Time after time they crossed and recrossed, until there remained only Fred Fenwicke, Walter, and myself. All of us embarked at last, and, with triumphant shouts, set a course toward the opposite shore; but ere we had gone far we ran deep into a submerged mud bank, and notwithstanding our combined efforts for nearly half an hour, beneath the derisive cheers of the rest of the party, we remained there.

One desperate effort, in which Sammy broke his oar in half, resulted in our getting clear at last, and slowly we continued across to the opposite bank, being greeted with mock welcome on our return from that perilous voyage, during which the vessel had been so long overdue.

Together we walked in a straggling line back to our brake, which we left at the farmhouse of Kelton Mains, and at the invitation of Mr Batten we drove back into the clean, prosperous little town of Castle-Douglas and took tea with him, after inspecting his pictures; for, in addition to being a well-known archaeologist, he was an amateur artist of no small merit. True to his promise, he lent me a collection of valuable books dealing with Threave, and then, in the glorious sunset, we set out on our long drive back through the Glenkens to Crailloch, the cyclist contingent going on ahead. Fred Fenwicke was of the latter party, and both he and a friend named Gough, curiously enough, had punctures within a hundred yards of each other, and had to be picked up by us.

Ten days of merriment went by. One night, dinner was as usual a merry function, but the ladies being tired, retired early, while the men idled, gossiped, and played billiards. Connies boudoir adjoined the billiard-room, and I was sitting there alone with Fred, about half-past one, preliminary to turning in, when, looking me straight in the face, he said:

Look here, Allan! Whats your game over at Threave? I watched you that afternoon, and saw you poking about and counting your paces. I was on the top of the castle wall and looked down on both of you when you thought yourselves unobserved.

For the moment I was somewhat taken aback, for I had no idea we had been watched, nor that we had aroused his suspicions. When a man is in search of hidden treasure he does not usually tell it to the world, for fear of derision being cast upon him, therefore I again naturally hesitated to explain our real object.

But he continued to press me; and, being one of my oldest and most intimate friends, I called in Walter, and, closing the door again, explained briefly the explorations we intended to make, and how I had gained the knowledge of the hidden casket.

He listened to me open-mouthed, in amazement, especially when I described the deadly contact of those forbidden pages, and the attempt made by Lord Glenelg and his companions to find the treasure of Crowland Abbey.

Lord Glenelg, did you say? Fred remarked when I mentioned the name. I know both him and his daughter Lady Judith Gordon. We first met them in Wellington, New Zealand, three years ago. He has a shoot up at Callart, in Inverness, and curiously enough theyre both coming here to stay with us on Saturday.

Coming here? I gasped. Lady Judith coming here?

Yes. Pretty girl, isnt she? Id be gone on her myself if I were a bachelor. Perhaps you are, old chap.

I did not respond, except to extract a strict promise from my host to preserve my secret.

Of course I shall say nothing, he assured me. Father and daughter are, however, a strange pair. Its very remarkable — this story youve just told me. I dont half like the idea of that bear cub being shown in the window in Bloomsbury. Theres something uncanny about it.

I agreed; but all my thoughts were of his lordships motive for coming there. Like myself, he had shot with Fred before, it seemed, and my host and Connie had, last season, been his guests for a week up at Callart. In Scotland, hospitality seems always more open, more genuine, and more spontaneous than in England.

Of course, Glenelg is something of an archaeologist, like yourself, Fred said; but if what you say is true, there seems to be some extraordinary conspiracy afoot to obtain possession of certain treasure, which, by right, should be yours, as the purchaser of this remarkable book. I must admit that Glenelg and his daughter have been both to Connie and myself something of mysteries. When we were in town last Christmas, Connie swore she saw Lady Judith dressed in a very shabby kit coming out of an aerated bread shop in the Fulham Road. My wife stopped to speak, but the girl pretended not to know her. Connie knew her by that small piece of gold-stopping in one of her front teeth.

But why should she go about like that? I asked.

How can I tell? They were supposed to be away in Canada, or somewhere, at the time; theyre nearly always travelling, you know. We came home with them on the Caledonia the first season we met them.

Theyre mysteries! declared Wyman bluntly. The girl is, at any rate.

What do you know of her? inquired Fred eagerly.

But Walter would not satisfy us. He merely said:

Ive heard one or two strange rumours — thats all.

I was torn by conflicting desires: the desire not to meet his lordship beneath that roof, and the all-impelling desire to be afforded an opportunity of more intimate friendship with that sweet, sad-hearted woman whom I adored.

Fred Fenwicke was just as interested in the strange circumstances as we were, and promised at once to do all in his power to assist us. I knew him to be a man of sterling worth, whose word was his bond, and whose friendship was true and continuous. Equally with Walter Wyman, he was my best friend, and, with the exception of keeping back the fact that I loved Lady Judith, I was perfectly frank with him, telling him the suggestion that had crossed my mind — namely, that it would perhaps be as well if I left Crailloch before his lordships arrival.

Why? asked the Major at once. Does he know that you are making this search?

I suppose he does, Wyman replied. He evidently knows that The Closed Book has been in Allans hands, and that he has deciphered it.

Fred remained thoughtful for a moment, then said:

But it may be that hes coming here with the same object as yourself — to see Threave and make investigations. If thats so, Id go over to Castle-Douglas, and stay at the Douglas Arms — a very comfortable hotel. Youd then be right on the spot.

Yes, I said; thats what we will do. And, meanwhile, you will watch his lordships movements for us, wont you?

Of course, laughed Fred, now entering thoroughly into the spirit of the thing, for the excitement of a treasure hunt appealed to his vigorous nature.

Our plans were, however, quickly doomed to failure; for next morning, at breakfast, Fred announced to us that Lord Glenelg had written from Edinburgh to say that urgent family affairs called him to Paris, and that, consequently, neither he nor his daughter could come to Crailloch just at present.

The very wording of the letter, which he read to those at his end of the table, was to us suspicious, that his lordship had learned that we were Fred Fenwickes guests, and on that account feared to come. This idea I put later to Fred himself, and he entirely coincided with my opinion.

Theyre mysterious, very mysterious, old fellow, he said. I dont half like the idea of those people you told me about — the hunchback and the other fellow — who are behind them. Yet, on the other hand, Lord Glenelg is a man well-known, with a very high reputation when he was in Parliament, ten years ago. He was an Under-Secretary, if I recollect aright.

But what is their game, do you think?

Their game at Crowland was to find the hidden treasure of the abbey, he answered, and they may probably try the same thing at Threave.

Thats exactly what weve feared, chimed in Walter. I believe they are in possession of some further fact, of which we know nothing. Theres a conspiracy against Allan, too, the nature of which we are at present in ignorance.

But why? I asked, recollecting all the curious events of the past, and remembering my conversation with that strange woman in black who had so ingeniously stolen the Arnoldus.

Wyman shrugged his shoulders, saying:

It is never any good inquiring into the motives of either man or woman. The cleverest man can never gauge them accurately.

Well, remarked Fred Fenwicke, the move in this case is undoubtedly the recovery of the treasure.

But the treasure, if it exists, is mine! I said. I purchased the book and deciphered the secret. Therefore I may surely make investigations with profit to myself?

You may make investigations, but without profit, I fear, so far as Threave is concerned, was Freds calm reply.

I dont understand you, I said. The book was offered to me at a fair price, and I purchased it. Whatever I found within I may surely use to my own advantage?

Observing, of course, the law of treasure-trove, was my hosts remark.

Of course.

Then whatever you find must either go to the Crown or to the lord of the manor.

You mean Colonel Maitland?

No, I mean Lord Glenelg, my friend said.

Why Lord Glenelg? I demanded quickly.

Because, according to the Glasgow Herald this morning, he has purchased both the island and castle from Colonel Maitland, so, whatever is found on that property undoubtedly belongs to him.


Chapter Thirty Three.

Will the Sun Shine?
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FRED TOOK FROM his study table the Glasgow Herald of that morning, and there, sure enough, was a paragraph stating that the Earl of Glenelg had purchased the historic castle of Threave, together with the islands, from the laird, Colonel Maitland. The Gordons had been connected with the property since the seventeenth century, it was stated, hence the purchase by the Earl.

Curiously enough, observed Fred Fenwicke, Maitlands solicitors are my own: Burton, Brooks, and Co, of Union Street, Glasgow. From them I could get to hear the actual situation.

Wire them in the morning, and ask if the property is really sold. The papers often get hold of news of that sort prematurely, I said, clutching eagerly at the last straw, for our enemies had certainly forestalled us by this purchase, which, if actually effected, upset all our plans. If Lord Glenelg had paid for the property then the Borgia emeralds could never be ours.

Fred proposed to wire, and at noon that day Wyman and I were in the express travelling towards Euston.

For some days yet it was impossible to follow the old monks directions for the discovery of the spot at Threave; therefore, with the prospect of the Crowland treasure being revealed, we eagerly went on the following day to the British Museum and were closeted with the professor.

I had no idea that this most interesting document existed, he said, as he sat at his table and unfolded to our gaze a dark old parchment, whereon was a large but rather roughly drawn plan, very similar in style to those in The Closed Book.

You will see here, he said, pointing to an inscription in a small Gothic hand underneath, that it was prepared by Richard Fosdyke, the celebrated architect, by the order of John Welles, the last abbot. From the difference in the drawing on the north side, it was apparently intended to make certain additions to the monastery buildings; but having compared it with the ground plan of the present ruins, it is proved that the abbey was dissolved before the work was carried out.

It is the exact positions of the fish ponds that we are very desirous of ascertaining, I said. What is your opinion?

There can be but one. They are here, and he pointed to two squares drawn at some distance at the north-east of the abbey church, and in an exactly opposite direction to the written record of old Godfrey. This square of buildings enclosed the cloister court, the expert went on, and here you see is the chapter house, the refectory, and the mausoleum, all of which have now disappeared.

Then he took out a plan of the present ruins, and we compared the two carefully, being surprised at the wide ramifications of the original abbey and the extent of the outbuildings.

I inquired if it were possible to have a tracing of it, when our friend the professor took from a drawer a large sheet of tracing-paper upon which he had already had a copy made. This he gave to me, expressing pleasure that he had been of any service to us in our investigations.

I am myself intensely interested in the work you have undertaken, he said. If you really hold Godfrey Lovels Arnoldus then you may, after all, be successful in discovering both the abbey treasures and the Borgia emeralds.

That is exactly what we are trying to do, but unfortunately we are not alone in it.

You mean that the Italian hunchback has discovered something?

Why, has he been here since my last visit?

He was here all day yesterday. He has in his possession some curious plan or other.

My companion suggested that we should go that very evening to Crowland, place the plan before our good friend Mr Mason, and commence investigations in an open and straightforward manner. This course we adopted, and arranged to leave for Peterborough by the Leeds express.

At five oclock, however, the Captain returned to tell me that he had received an imperative call from Paris, and must be away for several days. As there was nothing to be done until the seventeenth, his absence made no difference with our plans, though I found my patience sorely tried by the long wait. I employed the time in searching the British Museum for more detailed accounts of Threave, but without success. Within less than a fortnight Wyman had rejoined me, and we were making plans for a leisurely trip back to Scotland when I received a telegram from Fred Fenwicke that accelerated our plans. It ran:

Come back tonight without fail. Go on to Castle-Douglas, and put up at Douglas Arms. Will meet you there tomorrow morning.

At ten oclock on the following morning we were back again in Scotland, breakfasting in a cozy room in that old-fashioned hotel, the Douglas Arms, at Castle-Douglas, and anxiously awaiting Fred Fenwicke.

We had spent a comfortable if rather warm night in the sleeping-car from Euston, and both of us being constant travellers, neither felt the fatigue of the long railway journey. The urgency of Freds message caused us the greatest anxiety, and as we sat there together our eyes were watching the window for his arrival.

Outside, the long, broad street, the principal thoroughfare of the town, was already filled with the August sunshine, the roadway almost as white as those glaring roads of Italy, the sky almost as blue as it was in my once-loved Tuscany.

We had engaged that room for ourselves, for there seemed to be a party of London holiday-makers staying in the hotel; at least so we judged them to be by the gorgeous tweeds of the men and the tourist kit of the women. Loud laughter rang in the corridors of the quiet, eminently respectable place, and before the door was a coach upon which the party were slowly settling themselves for a drive through the beautiful Glenkens.

At last, just as the coach drove away, and the old post-house settled down to its normal quiet, Fred Fenwicke opened the door and closed it quickly after him.

Im glad you fellows have come, he said in quick excitement. Theres something strange going on here. Yesterday I was cycling through here, and while passing down the road along Carlingwark Loch, the same road by which you drove the other day, I overtook Lady Judith. She was walking slowly, talking with an old hunchback.

A hunchback? I cried. Then it must be Graniani.

He was Italian, thats all I know. I didnt wait to acknowledge her because the fact struck me as very curious, and I thought it would be best if she were unaware that I had discovered her. So I ran on here, and on inquiry found that the lady, who had given the name of Miss Fletcher, had arrived on the previous day, and that the old Italian, who had signed his name in the visitors book so badly that it could not be read, had arrived that morning.

And they are both here! I wonder why? I asked, amazed.

Well, I suppose their visit has some connection with the search they intend to make over at Threave, Fred said. At any rate, I thought it best that you should be on the spot, and watch what was happening.

But the sale of the island?

Brooks wired me yesterday that the contract is signed, but the money is not yet paid over. The sale is to be completed on the sixteenth of September.

Ah, Lord Glenelg, too, evidently thought of the change in the calendar. Well, we must take our chances of a clash with him. Today is the fifteenth. On the day after tomorrow, at three-thirty, we ought to be at Threave and take our observations by the sun.

But suppose its a wet day? suggested Fred, always practical.

Ah! suppose it is? I echoed. Then all our chance may melt away from us.

Half an hour later, while the Major and the Captain strolled along to have a chat with Mr Batten, at the office of the British Linen Company, of which he was manager, I excused myself and remained behind.

Scarcely had they gone when Graniani passed the window with Selby, both well-dressed and presenting a prosperous appearance. They were speaking in Italian, in order, I suppose, that those who overheard should not understand their conversation. But I knew from the hunchbacks gesticulations that he was excited by some untoward event.

Judith was undoubtedly alone; therefore I rang for the waiter and sent him with my card to Miss Fletcher.

Five minutes later she entered the room half-timidly, as though fearful of detection. Her hand trembled, her face was pale, and I saw that she was in a highly nervous condition.

I had no idea you were here, Mr Kennedy, she gasped. What brings you here?

I am here to be near you, Lady Judith. I answered, holding her small white hand. You are still in distress. How may I help you?

How can you help me? she echoed. By leaving here at once. If you remain you will imperil your life. Ah! you dont know the terrible risk you are running.

But why are you here? I demanded. I believed you were in Edinburgh.

I am not here of my own free will, she said slowly. It is because I am compelled.

Compelled! By whom?

By your enemies, Allan. Ah! heed me — do heed me, and get away from here at once.

Why may I not remain as your protector? I demurred.

Because I need none; for me there is no protection, and she trembled as she stood before me.

Where is your father?

I dont know, she responded. Some strange events have happened since we met last.

But you still trust me, dearest? I cried passionately, bending until my lips touched hers lightly. They were cold, and her features seemed like marble.

Yes, she murmured. I still trust you, Allan. My only fear is for your safety, not for mine. Recollect that we are dealing with people who are desperate — who will stick at nothing in order to gain their own sinister ends.

The thought of that weird sign in Bloomsbury crossed my mind, and I fell to wondering.

If you reciprocate my love, dearest, it is all that I desire in life, I said quietly, in deepest earnestness. You are in peril, you have told me, and I am your protector. You tell me nothing, because a silence is imposed upon you.

Ah, Allan! I dare not tell you. If I did, you — even you — would hate me; in years to come even you would detest my memory. With me life is now short; but even though surrounded by a thousand perils and pitfalls, I am nevertheless happy because I know that I shall die loved by one upright and honest man.

Die? I echoed. Why do you always speak of death being imminent? This is a mere morbid foreboding. You should rid yourself of it, for it surely isnt good for you.

Ah? she sighed bitterly, you do not know, Allan, or you would not think so. Then, a moment later, she turned to me and implored me to leave Castle-Douglas and return to London.

This I refused to do, though I said nothing of the presence of Graniani or Selby, for even now I was not quite convinced whether she were playing me false. If Judith were really my friend, if she really loved me as I hoped, why was she not a little more plain and straightforward? It was this fact that still held me in a turmoil of suspicion. My passion for her increased, but my position seemed somehow very insecure.

That a deep and impenetrable mystery surrounded her was apparent; but she seemed determined upon increasing it instead of giving me some clue to its elucidation, however slight.

I suggested that we should walk out of the town and talk, but at first she refused. She evidently feared that those two men might encounter her in my company, although to me she pleaded a headache. The whole affair was so queer and unconventional that I myself became more bewildered.

At length, however, I induced her to go for a stroll, allowing her to chose the way. She evidently knew the direction in which the hunchback and his companion had gone, for she took the road that led across the town and around the end of the beautiful loch towards Whitepark, where we presently struck a quiet, unfrequented path, whereon we strolled slowly in the shadow of the trees.

Since we had last met she and her father had been in Aberdeen, Glasgow, and Edinburgh, and she had left him two days ago at the County Hotel, in Carlisle. He had told her that he was leaving for London that night, and had instructed her to go on to Castle-Douglas and await a letter from him. She was still waiting for it. That was the reason she was there.

She made no mention of the two men also there, beyond her remark about my enemies being desperate ones.

For fully a couple of hours we wandered, heedless of where our footsteps led us, for she seemed thoroughly to enjoy that bright, fresh land of hills, streams, and lochs. In those sweet moments of peaceful bliss beside my love I forgot all my suspicion, all the mystery, all the desperate efforts that I was making to combat those who intended to filch from me the secret that was mine.

Many were our exchanges of affection as we lingered in that leafy glen, where deep below a rippling burn fell in small cascades with sweet, refreshing music. I saw that she wished to tell me everything, but was compelled to silence. I knew only that she loved me, she trusted me, but that she feared for my personal safety.

At last she expressed a wish to return, and with lingering footsteps we went towards the pointed spires of the town that lay beside the loch beneath our feet. Sweet were her words; sweet indeed was her personality, and sweet her almost childlike affection.

We parted at the entrance to the town, so as not to be seen together; and although I groaned beneath that weight of anxiety and uncertainty, I verily trod on air on my way back to the Douglas Arms.

Wyman and Fred had not returned, therefore I went along to Mr Battens, where I found them entertained to luncheon, and took my seat in the vacant place at the table. Our host was, I fear, puzzled at the reason of our sudden decision to spend a few days in his town, yet we told him nothing, fearing to arouse local interest in our search.

At three oclock we went back to the Douglas Arms; but judge our dismay when the boots informed us that Miss Fletcher had left the hotel hurriedly, in company with the hunchback and another gentleman, and had departed by the half-past two oclock train — the express for Carlisle and the south.

Well, thats a strange move, remarked Walter, when he heard of it. I suppose Lady Judith got to know we were here, and cleared out rather than run the risk of meeting us.

Yes, said Fred reflectively. Very curious. I wonder what their game really is? Youve forestalled them over the investigations at Crowland without a doubt; but I fear they are just a trifle too ingenious for us at Threave. Ive ascertained that at Griersons, the ironmonger, the hunchback and another man gave orders for several new picks and spades to be sent to Kelton Mains, that farmhouse through which we pass to get to Threave. They were sent there today.

Well, I laughed, they may be useful to us the day after tomorrow if they are not claimed. My belief is that those men never anticipated that we should follow them so closely.

But will the sun shine? queried Walter Wyman, gazing moodily out into the empty street. Thats the question.


Chapter Thirty Four.

The Red Bull of the Borgias.
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THE SEVENTEENTH DAY of September — the day upon which the sun would lead us to the discovery of the buried casket — dawned grey and overcast.

The instant I awoke I rushed to my window and looked out upon a sunless scene. Dark rain-clouds were everywhere, and my heart sank within me at the prospect of a wet and dismal day. The previous day we had spent in making careful inquiries in the neighbourhood regarding the reappearance of our enemies, whom we expected might try and take us by surprise. The only fact we could fathom was that Grierson, the ironmonger, had sent the tools to Kelton Mains, and been paid for them by a money order posted at Dumfries; but the farmer at Kelton knew nothing of them, it seemed, but had received them expecting someone sent by the laird to call for them. We had written a line to Sammy Waldron, at Crailloch, overnight, and expected him to cycle over during the morning. He would, of course, be excited over what was occurring, for he knew nothing except that Fred, his host, was away on some mysterious errand.

When I came down, rain was falling, and the greyness of the morning was certainly mirrored in the faces of all three of us.

Rain before seven, shine before eleven, remarked Walter, trying to cheer us; but we ate our meal almost in silence, until Sammy, hot and covered with mud, burst in upon us.

What in the name of fortune does all this mean? he cried, surprised to find Walter and myself. I thought you two fellows had returned to town. The whole house is on tenter-hooks regarding Freds whereabouts. I got your note at seven-thirty, and slipped away without any breakfast and without a word to anyone except Connie.

Look here, Sammy! exclaimed Fred, were going this afternoon to do a bit of secret digging — after a buried treasure.

Buried treasure! he echoed, and he burst out laughing. Sounds well, at any rate. Im always open to receive a bit of treasure from any source.

Well, we want you to help us to dig. It is believed to be over at Threave.

What! the old ruin we went to the other day? Sammy exclaimed. Better buy a new pair of oars, old chap, if you dont want the whole crowd of us shipwrecked.

The suggestion was a good one; and, although the weather was so much against it, Sammy presently went forth, purchased a pair of heavy second-hand oars, and stowed them away in the bottom of a light wagonette which we had hired at the hotel to take us to Kelton later in the day.

Sammy was just as excited as we were, and entered as keenly into the spirit of the thing. Like Fred, he never did anything by halves. He was a man with muscles like iron, and possessed the courage of a lion, as proved by the many tight corners he had been in during the Indian frontier wars of the past fifteen years or so. As a shot, Sammy Waldron was only equalled by his host, Fred Fenwicke; but, while the latters form showed best among the grouse, Sammy was pre-eminently a hunter of big game, who sent presents of bears and tigers to his friends, instead of pheasants and grouse.

The morning wore on. A long council of war was held, but the rain did not abate.

Not indeed until we sat down to luncheon at twelve did the weather clear, and with it our spirits rose again. At half-past one the clouds broke and the sun came forth fitfully. Then all four of us, eager to investigate, and not knowing what difficulties were before us, mounted into the wagonette and drove out along the winding road to Kelton Mains.

On descending, a surprise awaited us, for when we asked for the tools sent there from Griersons the farmer told us that three gentlemen, one a deformed man, had arrived there the day before, claimed the picks and spades, and had crossed to the island and been occupied in digging until it was dark.

The trio of investigators might still be on the island for aught we knew.

This was certainly disconcerting, and we walked through the fields to the waters edge full of expectancy. We, however, found the old boat moored in its usual place, which showed that the party had returned to shore. Therefore we embarked, eager to take observations and follow the directions laid down, even if we were not that day able to make investigation.

Sammy took one oar and I the other, and very soon the keel ran into the mud bank of the island, and the grey, dismal old castle, with its hanging stone, towered above us. In an instant all four of us sprang ashore, the boat was moored, and we started off in the direction of the great ruin. Fortunately the sun was now shining brightly, and there, sure enough, lay the long, straight shadow across the wet grass in our direction.

I looked at my watch and found it a quarter-past three. In fifteen minutes we should be able to follow accurately the directions.

Suddenly, to our dismay, we saw, as we approached the point where the shadow ended, that a great hole had been dug in the immediate vicinity. We rushed forward with one accord, and in an instant the truth was plain — investigations had already been made!

The hole was a deep one, disclosing a flight of spiral stone steps which led to a subterranean chamber, the dungeon, perhaps, of some building long since effaced. At any rate, it showed that the excavators had hit upon some underground construction, the nature of which we knew not. The tools had been left there unheeded, as though the trio had departed hurriedly.

Thats curious! Wyman cried to me. Read old Godfreys instructions aloud to us.

I took out of my pocket a book in which I had made a note of the exact wording, and read to my companions as follows:

DIRECTIONS FOR RECOVERING THE CASKET.

Go unto the castle at 3:30, when the sun shines, on September 6th, and follow the shadow of the east angle of the keep, forty-three paces from the inner edge of the moat.

Sammy then measured the paces, and found they were, as specified, forty-three.

I again glanced at my watch. It was just half-past three.

Then, with the face turned straight towards Bengairn, walk fifty-six paces, I said, reading from the record.

Sammy took his bearings, and was starting off when I heard a footstep on the grass behind me, and, turning suddenly, found myself face to face with the man Selby, who, until that moment, had evidently been hiding in the ruins, watching us.

By what right are you here? he demanded.

By the same right as yourself? was my response. What right have you to challenge us?

By the mans dark, smooth face I saw he meant mischief.

I have been left in charge of this property by its owner, the man declared. You have no right to land here without his permission, therefore I order you to return to the shore.

Ho! ho! cried Sammy, in quick defiance, those are fine words, to be sure. I fancy youd better remain quiet, or we shall have to be very unkind to you.

What do you mean? the big fellow cried in a bullying tone.

I mean that we arent going to be interrupted by you, was Sammys cool rejoinder. If your friends have gone away and left you alone, like Robinson Crusoe, on this island, it isnt our concern. The laird of this place is still Colonel Maitland, and you have no authority here whatever.

I forbid you to take any observations, Selby shouted, his fists clenched as though he would attack us. And as for that man there, he cried, pointing to me, hed best get away before my friends return.

Now thats enough, cried Sammy. We dont want any threats; and, before Selby was aware of his intention, the other had seized him by the wrists and was calling to us to secure him with the cord I had carried from the boat. He cursed and struggled violently, but in the hands of the four of us he was quickly bound and rendered powerless, much to his chagrin. He commenced shouting, whereupon I took out my handkerchief and gagged him tightly with it. Then, on his refusal to walk, we all four carried him into the roofless castle and there bound him to a big iron ring that we found in one of the walls, and thus made him our prisoner.

It was the only way. The fellow intended mischief, for we found in his pocket a loaded revolver. Having relieved him of that, we left him there, secured in a spot where he could not observe our movements.

Without loss of time we returned to the place we had marked, and the athletic Sammy, laughing over Selbys utter defeat, set his face towards the distant mountain of Bengairn and walked fifty-six paces, all three of us walking beside him to check is measurements.

Seek there, I read from my notes, for my lady Lucrezias treasure is hidden at a place no man knoweth. Then, omitting several sentences, I came to the words: Item: How to discover the place at Threave: First find a piece of ruined wall of great stones, one bearing a circle cut upon it as large as a mans hand. Then, measuring five paces towards the barbican, find— And there the record broke off.

Look? cried Fred, pointing to a small piece of ruined wall about a foot high cropping up out of the tangled weeds and nettles. Those are evidently the stones, and yet youd never notice it unless it were pointed out.

We all four rushed to the spot he indicated, and, on tearing the weeds away, there, sure enough, we discovered that one of the large moss-grown moor-stones bore a circle cut upon it about the size of ones palm.

Five paces towards the barbican! cried Walter. One — two — three — four — five! Here you are? and he stamped heavily upon the grass. Why, he exclaimed, its hollow!

We all stamped, and sure enough there was a cavity beneath.

With Fred, I rushed off to the hole dug by our enemies, and, obtaining their tools, brought them back. Although the record in The Closed Book was carried no farther, it was evident that some opening lay underneath where we stood.

As the excavation made by our enemies was three hundred yards away, in an opposite direction, we concluded that they had only deciphered the first portion of the directions and not that final or unfinished sentence in the record, a page of which was missing.

Without further ado, however, we seized pick and spade, and commenced to open the ground at the spot where it sounded hollow. At a depth of about two and a half feet, through stone and rubbish, we came upon a big flat slab, like a paving-stone.

Was it possible that the historic emeralds of Lucrezia Borgia were actually hidden beneath? Our excitement knew no bounds, especially so as Selby had loosened his gag, and we could hear him shouting and cursing in the distance. We had, however, no fear of his shouts attracting attention, for the spot was far too lonely, and his voice would not reach the river bank, so broad was the stream.

With a keen will we all worked, digging out the earth from around the slab until at last I drove the end of a pick beneath it, and, using it as a lever, succeeded in raising the huge flat stone sufficiently to allow the insertion of a crowbar. Then, all bending together, we raised it up, disclosing a deep, dark, cavernous hole which emitted the damp, earthy smell of the grave.

Wholl go down with me? asked Fred.

Ill go presently, volunteered Sammy, when the place has had a bit of airing. Theres foul air there, I expect. Perhaps its a well.

Fortunately we had provided ourselves with two hurricane lanterns, and one of these I lit and lowered into the hole by a string. It remained alight, showing us, first, that the air was not foul; and, secondly, that the place was not a well, but a small stone chamber, the floor of which was covered with broken rubbish, and that the walls were black with damp and slime — not at all an inviting place in which to descend.

Fred was the first to let himself down, and, taking the lantern, he disappeared.

I say, he cried a minute later, it isnt a chamber. Its a kind of low tunnel — a subterranean passage!

The announcement caused us even increased excitement; and, while Sammy and I let ourselves down to join Fred, we arranged that Walter, armed with Selbys revolver, should remain on the surface and so guard against any trickery on the part of the man who was our prisoner. It would, we knew, be easy enough to trap us like rats while we were down there.

Wait till we come back, Walter! I cried, and then, with my lamp, followed my two companions into the narrow burrow which ran down a steep incline in a southerly direction. Fred went first; but so dark was the way and so blocked in parts by fallen stones that our progress was very slow. We remembered that in such places of secret communication there were often pitfalls for the unwary; hence the caution we exercised.

We had pursued our way for, as far as we could judge, nearly a quarter of a mile, Sammy and Fred joking all the while, when the passage gave a sudden turn and commenced to ascend. This alteration in its direction struck me as curious, because, up to that moment we had walked in an absolutely straight line. But as I turned aside to follow my friends a small touch of colour on the wall attracted my attention; and, halting, I held up my lamp to examine it.

It was a crude drawing of a bull, outlined roughly in paint that had once been scarlet, but was now nearly brown, owing to the action of time and damp.

Look? I cried, almost beside myself with excitement. Look! The red bull of the Borgias! The casket is concealed here!


Chapter Thirty Five.

What we Found at Threave.
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THE BULL PASSANT gules of the Borgias was certainly a significant sign, deep there in the bowels of the earth, so far from the scene of the Borgias forgotten triumphs.

My two companions were beside me in an instant, and both agreed that the bull placed there was a signal to the person who gained the secret of The Closed Book — an invitation to search at that spot.

All three of us closely examined the rough stones with which the low tunnel was arched; but none of them showed signs of having been disturbed. The passage had, without doubt, been constructed by the Black Douglas as a secret means of ingress and egress to his stronghold, and most probably all trace of it had been lost in the day of Godfrey Lovel. He and his friend Malcolm had perhaps rediscovered it, and old Godfrey had there ingeniously hidden the precious casket which he had brought from Italy, and which had for years previously been concealed in the fish pond at Croyland, or Crowland, as it is now spelt.

The position in which the bull had been drawn showed that it was placed there to attract the eye of the person possessing the secret. To any other it would convey nothing. Yet, although we searched hither and thither, high and low, we discovered no cavity nor any place where the casket was likely to be concealed.

Presently, after full half an hours search, Fred discovered upon the flat surface of a stone some little distance further up the tunnel the numeral 15 marked in the same paint, and evidently put there by the same hand as that which had drawn the bull — only with one of those queer sixteenth-century fives like a capital N turned the wrong way about.

Can this mean that the place is fifteen paces off? I queried.

Or it may be fifteen stones away, suggested Sammy, starting at once to count them. Why, look! he cried a few moments later; heres a stone thats been removed at some time or other. It was a block about two feet long, and when I rushed forward and touched it, it moved beneath my hand.

Without a seconds hesitation I grasped it, and with all my might tugged it out of me wall, allowing it to fall to the ground with a heavy thud, Sammy being compelled to step aside quickly.

Then, plunging my hand deep into the cavity behind, I felt something and pulled it out, with a loud cry of joy, which was echoed by my two companions.

It was the long-lost casket!

About a foot and a half long, ten inches in height, and six broad, it was covered with stout old untanned leather, the lid being curved and studded with nails. The lock was an antique, and therefore a complicated one, no doubt; but having no key, we at once set to work to force it open with the short crowbar which I had carried down there. So stoutly made was that ancient box that had seen so many vicissitudes and hid in the mud of the abbey fish pond at Crowland for many years, that for some time I could not manage to force it open; but after several trials, in the dim, uncertain light, I at length succeeded in wrenching up the lid, and there found within several old jewel cases which, on being opened, were found to contain those wonderful emeralds which were the most valued treasures of the Borgias.

We handled them gingerly, at my suggestion, not knowing whether those faded, velvet-lined old cases might not be envenomed with poison of the Borgias, like the vellum leaves of The Closed Book.

The jewels we examined were, however, magnificent in their antique gold settings. Three collars of wonderful green gems, each emerald the size of ones thumb nail, and each set separately to form drops, were the first ornaments we drew forth — emerald collars of which we knew the world had never seen the equal. Several bracelets, pairs of earrings, and pendants were also among the collection; one emerald, unset, and evidently the greatest treasure, being almost the size of a pigeons egg — a truly marvellous set of gems, the like of which none of us had ever before set eyes upon.

There were eight small cases in all, seven of them as full of jewels as they could hold, while the eighth contained that which, in the day of Lucrezia Borgia, was more powerful and potent than the mere possession of wealth — a small sealed bottle of rock crystal and a larger phial of greenish Venetian glass, the latter containing a thick dark-brown fluid.

This latter discovery interested my companions, who were much puzzled by it. But I knew the truth, and told them so. That tiny crystal bottle contained the actual secret venom of the Borgias, given by Lucrezia to old Godfrey, and the dark-brown fluid was the antidote.

The secret poison of the Borgias was no longer a legend. We had it actually in our possession!

I put my hand again into the cavity, while Sammy raised a lamp to peer within. But there was nothing else.

With our precious find stowed in our pockets we at last moved up the incline, in order to explore the full extent of the subterranean passage. The casket itself interested me; and, handing my lantern to one of the others, I carried the heavy old box, which through those centuries had contained treasure worth a kings ransom. Then, delighted with our success, we pushed forward and upward, finding the air fresher nearly every foot we progressed, until at last, nearly three-quarters of a mile from the point we had descended, the tunnel went suddenly upwards, and we found farther progress barred by a huge oaken door strengthened by a kind of network of iron battens securely bolted on to it.

We tried it, but it would not budge. It was very strongly secured on the other side, and all our efforts to open it proved futile.

Having battered upon it and used our crowbar to little effect, we heard a frightened and muffled voice on the other side demanding who and what we were.

Let us out, old chap? I shouted. Cant you open the door? Who are you?

My names John Kirk, was the mans hoarse answer. Where are you, and who are you?

There are three of us. Weve been along an underground passage, and this is the end of it. Where are we?

This is the old dairy in Threave Mains. Wait a bit, and Ill get the master.

Threave Mains? cried Fred. Then weve passed right under the Dee into Balmaghie! You can see the Mains from the castle — an old white house about three-quarters of a mile away. I hope the master, whoever he is, will let us out of this very soon.

We did not have to wait long; but the fact was that some old panelling in the ancient part of the building, now used as a dairy, had first to be taken down, and then the door was revealed and opened, letting us out once again to the light of day.

Truth to tell, we were nothing loath to breathe the fresh air once more; and the dirty and disreputable figures we cut as we emerged, I think, filled the good farmer with some suspicion. We told him of our explorations underground, not mentioning the treasure, of course, whereupon the old man said, in his broad Galloway dialect:

Ive heard talk of a passage under the river to the castle, but I thought it was only a fable. I had no idea it ended in this wall.

Well, said Sammy, you go down and have a smell round yourself. Youll find it interesting. You wont want a boat in the future to get over to the island.

Whereat we all laughed, and after examining the old oak panelling, and coming to the conclusion that the dairy was originally the most ancient part of the house, we gave the farmer a trifle to repay him for the removal of the woodwork, and departed, carrying the jewels, in their cases, secreted in our pockets, and leaving the unfortunate Selby still a prisoner on the island, with Walter guarding him. One thing was at least reassuring — namely, that the casket, having been discovered beneath the bed of the river, could be claimed by neither of the owners of the property on either side.

In the lightest of spirits we joined the high road at the Black Bride Burn, and hurried along for a mile to the Bridge of Dee, where we knew we could obtain a boat to fetch Walter off the island. This was done, and while Fred and Sammy rowed back upstream, I idled on the wayside railway station close to the river, the whole of the jewels being transferred to my care, while the old casket had been wrapped in a newspaper we had picked up by the roadside.

The farmer at Threave Mains had looked askance at the old box until, in order to satisfy him, I showed that it was empty. He had no use for empty boxes, he said, laughing; but he was not aware of its precious contents then in our pockets.

I had a long wait at the railway station; but about six oclock my companions returned, bringing Walter with them. The latter had feared, as we did not return, that some accident had happened to us, and had been amazed to find Sammy and Fred, afloat, hailing him.

Selby was still at the place where we had secured him, bound hand and foot, shouting and cursing until he was hoarse, and uttering all kinds of threats against us. But we had secured the historic jewels of the notorious Lucrezia, and now intended to make the best of our way to Crailloch. With that intention, therefore, we tidied ourselves as well as we could, and walked on to Dildawn, the fine estate of our hosts good friend, Charlie Phillips, and there borrowed a conveyance to take us home, a distance of about fourteen miles as the crow flies.

So disreputable our appearance, so mysterious our movements, not to mention the absence of guns or game bags, that our friends curiosity was aroused; but we merely explained that we had been out for a days excursion and got stranded, the railway being of no use to us. He gave us some whisky, smiled knowingly, but was much puzzled.

My opinion is that you fellows have been up to some trick or other that you oughtnt to have been, was his remark as we drove away.

All right, old chap, shouted Fred; well tell you all about it some day. And the smart pair of bays swung away down the drive.

We agreed to say nothing to anyone, not even to the rest of the party at Crailloch. At present, in view of our forthcoming investigations at Crowland, it was not judicious to make any statement. We had forestalled our enemies at Threave, and for the present that was sufficient.

Our tardy and unexpected return gave rise to a good deal of comment, as may be imagined. The ladies of the party were soon around Sammy imploring him to tell them the reason of our mysterious movements, and many questions were put to Fred by the men. But to all we were dumb. We had been visiting friends was all we explained.

Friends! exclaimed Jack Handsworth, sucking at his cigar. Been down a drain somewhere, by the look of your clothes, a remark that was greeted with considerable laughter.

That night, after the others had retired, the four of us held a secret sitting in Freds study, where we examined our find, and discovered it to be more remarkable and important than we had believed it to be. The emerald collars were magnificent; but, besides what I have already enumerated, there was a magnificent Byzantine cross of diamonds, containing in the back the relic of St. Peter, which is known to have been the property of Lucrezias father, the Borgia Pope. In the Vatican archives are several mentions of it; but on the death of Alexander VI it unaccountably disappeared, having been given, no doubt, to his golden-haired daughter. There was a heavy gold bracelet, too, in the form of a serpent, and several fine rings. One, in gold, was engraved with the sacred tau, believed in the Borgia era to guard the wearer against epilepsy; another, of agate, carved with an image of St. John the Divine, which was worn in those days as a protection from venom; and in a third was set a piece of toadstone or bufonite — the fossil palatal tooth of the ray fish Pycnodus — the most potent periapt against black magic.

The most interesting of all, however, was a beautiful ring of gold niello, of the fourteenth century, with a hollow bezel or sharp point pierced by two tiny holes, which had undoubtedly been used to contain poison. It was quite easy to see that this ring, if charged with the deadly liquid, could be used with fatal effect in a hand-grasp with an enemy — a curio of world-wide interest, the actual poison-ring of that veneficious bacchante Lucrezia Borgia, which had caused the death of so many unsuspecting and innocent persons, from cavaliers in Ferrara to cardinals in Rome.

I turned it over in my hand and felt the sharpness of that fine needle-point. Surely the controversy regarding the venom of the Borgias would now be set at rest forever.

The crystal perfume bottle, with its few drops of that deadly cantarella poison, I held to the light and examined carefully, as well as the antidote — both presents given to Godfrey by Lucrezia herself, with instructions how to use them.

I was in the act of replacing both bottles in the old jewel case, with its faded lining of purple velvet, when I noticed the top of the lining was loose, and on touching it it fell away and a small folded piece of damp-stained parchment came into my hand.

There was faded writing upon it in Godfreys erratic script, and the words I deciphered caused my heart to leap.


Chapter Thirty Six.

Shows the Actual Spot at Crowland.
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THE WORDS, BADLY faded by the action of the water which had apparently got into the casket during its years of submersion, we made out as follows:

Ye who hast dared to learn this secret may ye benefit greatly by it. Know ye now also that ye may discover the treasure of our good abbot John of Croylande by means only of this plan I have hereunto drawn.

Godfrey Lovel, sometime monk at Croylande.

Below was a rough plan similar to those in The Closed Book, but which needed no second glance to show the exact spot where the abbey treasure lay hidden.

See? I cried excitedly. The secret is at last revealed to us! What is written in The Closed Book was only in order to mislead any curious person who attempted to search. The truth was deposited in this casket by Godfrey before he left Scotland.

And my three companions bent eagerly, and for themselves slowly deciphered the words after I had repeated them aloud to make certain of no misreading.

Well, our next step is undoubtedly to go down to Crowland, Fred remarked. Lets get the treasure first, and clear up the mystery afterwards.

Certainly, we agreed in chorus, and then, after placing the Borgia jewels in Freds iron safe, we all smoked and discussed our future plans, finally deciding to go up to London again in the morning, as Crowland could be more easily reached from Kings Cross than from Scotland.

Next night, therefore, we arrived in town, Fred and Sammy putting up at the Euston Hotel, and I going home with Walter as his guest. On the morning after our arrival I deemed it wise to pack up the Borgia treasures, all save the poison-ring, the tiny crystal bottle, and the antidote, and deposit them with my bankers manager, just as I had already placed The Closed Book in safe keeping.

The historic ring that had dealt death so frequently and had enabled the House of Borgia to become the most powerful in Europe, I put with the little bottle in the old velvet-lined jewel case and placed them aside in a drawer in Walters writing-table, intending later to take them down to Professor Fairbairn at the British Museum.

Fred Fenwicke had some pressing affairs to attend to in London, therefore it had been arranged not to go to Crowland till the following day.

We were much puzzled regarding the whereabouts of Glenelg and the hunchback, and also wondered whether Selby still remained a prisoner at Threave. The loaded weapon upon him proved that he intended mischief, therefore neither of us expressed much regret at leaving him in such evil case. The silence of his companions was, however, ominous.

While I had been down at the bank Walter had strolled round to Harpur Street, only to find the house still closed. Of Judiths whereabouts I knew nothing. She had disappeared. Through those weeks I had been living in alarm and dread. Scarcely a day passed without some puzzling incident, and I longed to see my love again and hear a full and frank explanation from her.

I recollected how, when we had parted outside the town of Castle-Douglas, I lingered there speaking gently, making a thousand promises at which she smiled. At last it became imprudent for us to tarry there longer, and as we stood to bid each other farewell, face to face, I saw her eyelids quiver. And then I did not dare to seek her lips.

Yet it was all so strange, so mysterious, such an utter enigma, that I had become overwhelmed by fear and suspicion, bewildered, staggered, and aghast.

I idled away the morning, and about noon I received a note from the woman Bardi, in response to the letter I had sent her, making an appointment to meet me under the clock at Charing Cross Station at three oclock. I was there to time, and found the dark, neatly dressed figure awaiting me, just as strange, just as mysterious as before.

We walked together down Whitehall and across St. Jamess Park, chatting affably in Italian. I put to her a number of questions, but gathered little in response. Her motive puzzled me, for she neither assisted me nor repeated her words of warning.

I am returning to Italy soon, she told me. I suppose you have made up your mind to live here in England in future?

I responded in the affirmative; and then, halting in the quiet path beside the lake, I tried to obtain from her the identity of the person who induced her to steal my Arnoldus, but she steadily refused to tell me anything.

Just before five oclock, after giving her tea at Blanchards, I took my leave of her, more than ever puzzled. She had fenced with every question, and with the exception of giving me to understand that Judith Gordon was not my friend, she had really told me nothing. Therefore, I resolved to trouble myself no further about her in future. The woman had been proved to be a thief, and therefore unreliable. Yet my sole aim now was to get at the meaning of the bear cub in the window, and the actual motive of the remarkable conspiracy.

On entering the hall in Dover Street I ascended the stairs to the second floor and rang at the door of Walters cozy flat. There was no response, and at first it struck me that the faithful Thompson had gone out upon some errand in the immediate neighbourhood. I pressed the electric bell again and again, but there was no sign of life within. Of a sudden, however, I recollected that Walter had that morning given me a latch-key, and taking it from my pocket I let myself in; but judge my dismay when in the small hall quite close to the door I found the white-haired old valet lying half doubled on the carpet, motionless as one dead.

My first idea was that he might be intoxicated; but on bending over him, and drawing his face into the light, I saw that its pallor was deathlike. He seemed to be in a sound sleep.

Then glancing into the sitting-room at the farther end of the passage, I noticed that the drawers of Walters writing-table had been broken open and turned hurriedly out on to the floor. The truth next instant was apparent. The old valet had been rendered insensible by callers during our absence, and the place had been ransacked.

I dashed on into the room, and went to the drawer wherein I had placed the ancient jewel case with its strange contents, but found it empty. The ring and the poison had been taken; but what was infinitely worse was that I had left in the cover of the case, where it had been concealed all these years, the plan of the hiding-place of the treasure at Crowland!

I was beside myself with anger and chagrin. Our enemies had ingeniously outwitted us, after all, for that female accomplice had held me in conversation purposely while the search was made, thus showing that they were well acquainted with our success at Threave.

Yet when Walter had locked the box safely in his drawer with the key upon his chain. I had never dreamed that a bold attempt would thus be made to obtain it. Ingenious it was, for, as was afterwards proved, Wyman himself had been called by an urgent telegram to Richmond, which turned out to be fictitious.

At first I was so aghast that I knew not how to act; but, obtaining the assistance of the young valet in service in the flat below, I succeeded at last in getting Thompson round and hearing his story, which was to the effect that about half-past three oclock two men called, one of them short and the other clean-shaven, tall, and powerful. They inquired for Captain Wyman, and entered the hall on pretext of writing a message on a card. The instant, however, that old Thompson turned his back a handkerchief was clapped over his face and held there tightly until in a few moments he lapsed into unconsciousness.

The description of one man tallied with that of Selby; but the other, who had thin, sandy whiskers, was unknown to me.

As soon, however, as Thompson felt a trifle better, and began to inspect the disorder caused by the intruders, I ran downstairs and telephoned to Fred at the Euston Hotel. The Major was not in; but Bailey, the hall porter, who answered me, promised to give my message to Major Fenwicke or to Captain Waldron, whichever of the two should be first to return.

Therefore I could do nothing but wait. Walter arrived in about half an hour, and was followed five minutes later by Fred and Sammy, all three standing dumbfounded when I explained what had occurred.

The secret venom of the Borgias and the ring were now in the possession of our enemies, and neither of us knew in what way it might be used against us. They had also secured the secret of the Crowland treasure, for they would undoubtedly find the piece of parchment behind the loose top of the case. It had fallen out in my hand, and would do so in theirs.

Selbys action was certainly a bold bid for fortune, and showed conclusively that he was aware of our success in Scotland, the theft being committed no doubt in the belief that the jewels discovered were in my friends rooms. My intuition to place them in the bank only a few hours before was certainly a fortunate one.

The woman Bardi was still acting in concert with the conspirators, and the fact that Walter had been called to an appointment at Richmond by a telegram signed by a friend showed how ingeniously and swiftly it had all been worked.

Well, exclaimed Fred, gazing around the disordered sitting-room, our policy seems quite clear. First, we should go down to Crowland and prevent any investigations being made there; secondly, we will arrest Selby for assault and theft the next time we meet him; and, thirdly, we must at all hazards regain possession of the ring and poison, for we cant tell what atrocious assassinations these people will not commit now they have a poison so subtle, so deadly, and so impossible of detection.

Yes, I cried. Think of what possession of such a secret compound means! They might contrive to use it upon us at any moment by sending us an envenomed letter, by placing it on the knob of an umbrella or walking stick, by impregnating our gloves, our hats, or any object left about, just as the Borgias used it in the old days.

It certainly isnt a very bright prospect, remarked Waldron. Id rather face a revolver than a secret poison. Ive seen too much of poisoning in India. We in the police know something about it.

Old Thompson was thoroughly unnerved by the drug; therefore, it being decided that we should all four go down to Crowland by the last train, Walter gave him leave to shut up the flat and go over to see his married daughter at Hackney Wick.

A telegram to Frank, the ostler at The Angel, at Peterborough, brought the carriage to meet us at the station by the ten-thirty train from London, and by midnight we were comfortably installed at The George, at Crowland, the inn which to Walter and myself was already full of memories.

We had telegraphed to the rector, and he called upon us, notwithstanding the lateness of the hour. Sitting together in the private room, I briefly related to him our success in Scotland, and how we had discovered the actual plan of the spot where the treasure lay concealed.

My words at once filled Mr Mason with eager interest; but when I told him of our irreparable loss his spirits fell and he shook his head and sighed. I explained the dastardly manner in which the thieves had drugged my friends valet, and our determination to give Selby into custody.

Then, while we were discussing the possibility of using the ground plan of the abbey given me by Professor Fairbairn, Fred suddenly interrupted us as he took something from his pocket-book, saying:

Its true weve lost the plan we discovered at Threave; but on the night of our return to Crailloch I thought it would be advisable to take a copy of it, so I made a rough tracing. Here it is. And he opened a small piece of foreign notepaper to our view, disclosing an accurate copy of the stolen plan.

He received a chorus of praises for his foresight, and Mr Mason expressed his eagerness to commence excavations at once, in order to forestall the others. He had not yet demanded back the books found by Lord Glenelg, having waited to confer with us as to the present advisability.

Upon the table we compared the tracing given us by Fairbairn with the copy of old Godfreys plan made by Fred, and Mr Mason recognising the points where we were of course in ignorance, we came, after a long and careful examination and comparison, to the conclusion that the wealth of the abbey as enumerated in The Closed Book was concealed at a spot nearly a mile from the abbey, in the centre or the Great Postland Fen, in a field which was on his own property — for he was squire of the place, as well as rector — about midway between Thornbury Hall and the Decoy Farm. The position of St. James Bridge and the ancient stone cross at Brotherhouse were both shown, as well as the old Asen Dike and the Wash-bank at Cloot. The plan showed that the old abbot was crafty enough to carry the treasure sufficiently far into what must at the time have been a dangerous quagmire, wherein none dare venture who knew not the way, but which has of course since been drained and reclaimed by the building of banks and cutting of dikes in all directions. Mr Mason told us that the whole of the district shown on the plan was until the end of the sixteenth century a dismal, unhealthy swamp, the sparse inhabitants of which were fever-stricken, and the spot where the treasure was apparently concealed was in the deepest part of the basin, and in all probability a treacherous bog purposely chosen in order to defeat any efforts of Southwells soldiers.

The allegation in The Closed Book that gold and silver objects had been sunk in the fish pond was no doubt in order to mislead, for, after all, it was not likely that the abbot should make so little attempt to effectively conceal what he wished to rescue from sacriligious hands.

Depend upon it, gentlemen, were on the right track at last, declared the rector decisively. He was an archaeologist himself, and was eager to see our splendid find of gems, just as he was eager to recover the long-lost treasure of the Abbot John.

The measurements on the plan which had so cunningly been concealed were given in paces from St. James Bridge, about a mile to the south-east of the abbey, and Mr Mason suggested that having regard to the fact that Selby and his companions had the original plan in their possession, we should lose no time in going to the spot.

I glanced at my watch, and found it to be a quarter-past one in the morning.

Fred drew the blind aside and discovered that it was not a particularly dark night, although heavy rain-clouds had drifted across the moon. The suggestion to fix the spot was a good one, although it was arranged that as the land was Church property, and there was no reason for secret search, the excavations should be carried out on the morrow.

Together, the five of us, having borrowed two lanterns from the hotel keeper, left the house, and under the guidance of Mr Mason passed down the road beside the rectory, skirted the north wall of the abbey, and then out upon the broad, flat high road, past the dilapidated windmill, and on to St. James Bridge, where we took another road eastward, flat, hedgeless, uninteresting like the first, and running straight as an arrow towards our destination.

Presently the rector halted and pointed out a distant clump of trees looming in the darkness as Thornbury Hall, while to our left lay the Decoy Farm. Beneath the uncertain rays of the lamp he carefully examined the plan again, and then led us through a gate into a large field sown with fen-potatoes, which we crossed carefully in the darkness for fear of falling into the dikes which in that country separate one field from another. At last we found the boundary, and discovered a single plank which gave access to the next field, with a crop of potatoes like the first. Then, having counted his paces carefully from the roadway, his face always turned to Thornbury Hall, he suddenly halted, saying:

The actual spot is here, or within a few feet. According to the plan, it is one hundred and eighty-six paces due south towards Thornbury from the road anciently known as Guthlacs Drove — the road we have just left.

We lowered the lanterns, and groping about, examined the ground. The crop had certainly not been disturbed. We stamped just as we had done at Threave, but there was no hollow sound in the heavy fen clay.

My suggestion is that we should send Barrett, the town policeman, to keep guard upon the place till morning, and then commence operations, said Mr Mason at last. We shall recognise the spot by yonder old willow tree.

This suggestion we acted upon, and when we turned in an hour later the constable, Barrett, was keeping vigil in that lonely field, wondering no doubt the reason why the rector had found him on his beat on the Eye Road and posted him away in that unfrequented spot.


Chapter Thirty Seven.

In which I Enter the House of Mystery.
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WHILE WE SAT at breakfast next morning the constable, with his hand bound up and suspended in a black scarf from his neck, was brought to us by Mr Mason, and asked to report upon the result of his observations.

Well, gentlemen, I met some rough customers last night, exclaimed the man through his brown beard. All was quiet till the abbey clock ud just struck three, when I heard the sound of wheels, and a trap came up the road from the direction of Brotherhouse Bar. There was no light on it, and I heard it stop just opposite where I was on duty. Three men and a woman got down, and lit a lantern, and took out some spades and picks, therefore I crouched down and watched. Two of the men were tall, and the third, who carried the lamp, was short, and looked as though he were deformed, while the woman was slim and young, and dressed in dark clothes. I heard one man say, This must be the place. That house over there is Thornbury Hall. I recollect it is marked on the Ordnance map we looked at in the train. And theres Decoy Farm! Now, one hundred and eighty-six paces due south. This way; and he led them into the field and continued straight across to the dike, over the plank, and then half-way across the next field, where we halted close to the old willow stump. This is the place! he exclaimed, little dreaming that I was so near. Its quite a long way off the spot we tried before. Are you quite certain of the distance and the direction? inquired the other man, in response to which the first speaker quoted some kind of direction which he seemed to know by heart. The short man made some observation in a foreign language, but I didnt understand what he said.

And what did you do? I demanded eagerly.

Well, the moment the four of them started to dig up the potatoes, I slipped out from behind the willow stump and demanded what they were up to. My sudden appearance upset their little game at once; but one man, the tallest of them, was inclined to be defiant when I ordered them off, telling them that the land was the property of the ecclesiastical commissioners, and that they would be prosecuted for trespass. He struck at me with the pick-axe he carried, whereupon I took out my truncheon, and next instant I saw a flash and found myself wounded in the hand. The fellow had used a revolver on me! This sudden action called forth the condemnation of his three companions, who declared that to fire on the police was highly dangerous. Then, all three, fearing that the shot had raised an alarm, threw down their tools and made their way back to the trap as quickly as they could, being followed by the cowardly fellow who had fired at me. I rushed after them, although my hand pained me badly; but they succeeded in getting clear away. Then I came back to Crowland and called up the doctor, who took the bullet out of my hand. I had a very narrow escape, gentlemen, added the rural constable. I wonder what those people were up to?

Mr Mason and Fred Fenwicke exchanged glances; but no one satisfied Barretts curiosity.

You see I couldnt well distinguish the face of the ruffian who fired at me, he said, in response to my inquiry; but I heard the woman address him as Selby.

The woman! Could it have been Judith who had accompanied them, or was it Anita Bardi?

Barrett presently left to report the incident by telegraph to his inspector at Spalding, and the rector took counsel with us. A bold attempt to search had evidently been made, and had only been abandoned by the ill-advised action of one of the party. Although the constable had been the victim of a dastardly outrage it had certainly been fortunate that we had marked out the spot and set watch upon it. Our enemies had made wrong calculations at Threave by not having noted the second clause of the instructions; but here, with the aid of the plan, they had certainly hit upon the exact spot designated by the monk Godfrey.

Mr Mason had gone out to obtain assistance in our work of excavation, which we decided should commence at once, when a telegram was brought to me which showed that it had been handed in at Kings Cross Station, and read as follows:

Come to Grosvenor Street. Most important. Must see you immediately. If I am not at home go to Harpur Street; but if you desire to fulfill your promise to help me, do not lose an instant — Judith.

My first impulse was to read the telegram aloud; but my companions, being in ignorance of my intimate friendship with her, I resolved to keep my own counsel.

I have to return to London at once, I announced, crushing the message in my hand. You fellows will continue the search, and I will return tonight if possible.

Private business? queried Sammy, who had lit his morning cigarette airily, and stood with his hands deep in his trouser pockets, regarding me with some attention.

I responded in the affirmative; and, turning, told the maid to order a trap at once to take me to Peterborough Station.

Thus I was compelled to absent myself from the work of excavating in that low-lying fen field a mile beyond the abbey; and at half-past twelve oclock I alighted from a hansom in Grosvenor Street, and, running up the broad flight of steps to the big portico, rang the bell.

Yes, sir, her ladyship is expecting you, was the footmans response to my inquiry; and without further ceremony he conducted me through the fine hall, filled with magnificent trophies of the chase, and up the wide staircase to a small room on the first floor, wherein, white and haggard, she rose quickly to greet me.

Oh, Mr Kennedy! she gasped when the man had closed the door. Im so glad to see you safe and well!

Why Mr Kennedy? I asked half-reproachfully.

Well, Allan, then, she said, smiling. But we have no time to lose, she went on. I fear that something terrible has occurred; but exactly what, I dont know.

How do you mean? Explain, I urged excitedly.

You probably know what occurred down at Crowland last night! she said. They obtained the parchment plan, and at once determined to search for the treasure known to be hidden there; but a policeman discovered them and they shot him.

I know, I responded. And what occurred afterwards? That was the first time she had mentioned the search for treasure, in any of our talks.

They returned to London — all three of them.

And the woman?

What woman? she inquired, looking me straight in the face.

The woman who was with them, I said meaningly, recollecting that her own telegram had been sent from Kings Cross Station.

I know nothing of her, was the response. Im speaking of my father, Selby, and the hunchback. They returned to London at seven this morning — to Harpur Street.

Well?

I went there at nine oclock, but found the house still closed, and could make nobody hear, although I know they entered there about eight oclock. The blind is now up, and the bear cub is in the window, she added hoarsely. There is death in that house!

Death! Is that the meaning of that strange sign? I gasped. Do you really suspect that some tragedy has been enacted?

Yes, she cried hoarsely. I fear so. Ive been there three times this morning and can make nobody hear. Oh, Mr Kennedy, you do not know the awful secret — the terrible—

But she stopped herself, as though she feared to tell me all the truth.

Is it that you fear for your fathers sake? I inquired, a new light suddenly dawning upon me.

Yes, she cried, her white trembling hand upon my arm. I do fear. Will you go with me to Harpur Street?

Most willingly, I said. But if you fear a tragedy had we not better seek aid of the police?

The police? she gasped, her face blanching in an instant. Ah, no! Let us see for ourselves first. The police must know nothing — you understand. We must not arouse suspicion. I know they have returned, because at eleven last night, after they had left for Crowland, all the blinds were down, whereas now one blind is up and the sign is in the window.

I saw that she was nervous and agitated, and that her suspicions were based, upon some secret knowledge. She believed that some hideous tragedy had occurred in that house of mystery in Harpur Street, and invoked my aid in its elucidation.

You will not blame me, she said in a hard voice. I am culpable, I know, but when you have heard everything and are aware of the extraordinary circumstances which have brought me to what I am, I know you will forgive me and look leniently upon my shortcomings. Promise me you will, she implored in deep earnestness, taking my hand in hers.

I promised, then she rushed into another room for a moment, and reappeared in hat and jacket. We drove quickly to that short, dismal street in Bloomsbury, and on approaching the house I saw that the dingy Venetian blinds were all down save at that window where showed the mysterious sign.

Having dismissed the cab, we both ascended the dirty, neglected steps, and rang. The bell clanged loudly somewhere in the regions below; but no one stirred. I was in favour of calling an inspector from the nearest police station and telling him of our suspicions, but she would not hear of it.

No? she cried, terrified at my suggestion. The police must know nothing — nothing at all. If they did, then I myself must suffer.

Her words were, to say the least, very curious. No, she went on, we must try and get in ourselves — force the door or something.

To force a door of that strong, old-fashioned character was difficult, I saw. The latch, too, was a patent one, with a well-known makers name on the keyhole cover — nearly new. To force a front door in a public street in the broad light of day without attracting attention is well-nigh impossible; therefore, instructing her to wait patiently where she was, so as not to arouse suspicion of the neighbours, I waited my opportunity, and then got over the locked gate and went down the steps to the kitchen door in the basement. That, too, was securely fastened; but on examination of the window it struck me that the shutters were only closed to and not bolted. Therefore, I called to my love to go back into Theobalds Road and purchase a chisel, a glaziers diamond, and a putty-knife, and bring them to me as soon as possible.

She obeyed at once, and until her return I crouched down beneath the front steps in a spot where the passers-by could not see me. On her return, a quarter of an hour later, she dropped down the tools to me as she walked past the house to the other end of the street.

The door resisted all efforts, therefore I presently turned my attention to the window, at last succeeding in unlatching it with the putty-knife, working back the bolt of the shutters and crawling inside the dirty, dismal kitchen.

At that moment Lady Judith had ascended the steps to the front door; and, groping my way in the semi-darkness up the stairs, I gained the wide old-fashioned hall, and, after some difficulty with the complicated lock, opened the door to her.

Then, together, we went forth to ascertain what mystery that closed and gloomy place contained.


Chapter Thirty Eight.

The Room of the Bear Cub.
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JUDITH, WHO WAS no stranger to that house of mystery, first led me into the front room, where I had once awaited her; but the rays of light that came through the chinks of the closed shutters revealed nothing unusual. It was neglected and dusty, but orderly as before. The room behind was a bedroom, in disorder, with the bed unmade; but there was no occupant.

In eager breathlessness we ascended the stairs to the room in which stood the stuffed bear cub, but found the door locked and the key gone. We looked through the keyhole, but could discern nothing. To our loud raps there was no response.

We must break it open, I remarked, seeing no other way. And drawing back I rushed at it, throwing all my force against it.

Once — twice — I repeated the attempt, but in vain. At length, however, my love, in frantic haste to learn the truth, threw her weight against the door at the same instant as mine, and with our combined efforts we succeeded in breaking the cheap lock from its fastenings, and the door giving way, we went head foremost into the long, old-fashioned drawing-room, furnished in faded green rep of a style long since out of date.

The one blind being up gave sufficient light, and next instant our eyes fell upon a scene which filled us both with horror, and caused cries of dismay to break involuntarily from our lips.

Selby was seated in a collapsed position in an arm-chair, his head hanging listlessly upon his breast; while the hunchback, with hands outstretched and tightly clenched, lay face downwards upon the carpet behind the table.

I bent and touched their faces, one after the other. They were cold as marble.

Both men had evidently been dead some hours.

But my father — my poor father? wailed Judith. Where is he? He must be in this house! Let us search. And she started off frantically from room to room, I following her in breathless amazement at this tragic discovery.

Yet although we searched the garrets and even the cellars, we failed to discover him. He was evidently not there.

Again we ascended the stairs to that room of horror, where the two men lay white and dead, a ghastly sight indeed; and as we re-entered she suddenly complained of an acute pain in her left arm and a curious sensation in the head.

Singularly enough I experienced the very same symptoms in my left arm — very similar, indeed, to those I had felt after examining The Closed Book.

Ah? she shrieked, I know. I ran my hands along the rail on the stairs and felt a scratch. Look at my hand! Look — I — Im poisoned!

I glanced at her left hand and saw a slight abrasion of the skin straight across the palm. Then I glanced at my own, and discovered to my dismay that I had received an exactly similar scratch.

What makes you suspect poisoning! I demanded quickly. Do you believe these men have died from the same cause?

Undoubtedly, she answered. But on quickly examining the hands of the dead men I discovered no marks there. Ah? she wailed; you do not know. I am doomed to die, and no power can now save me.

I did not mention my own symptoms for fear of increasing her alarm, but merely said:

If you really believe you have been poisoned secretly, I think I can give you something which may be of benefit. We must not, however, lose an instant, but go to the nearest chemists.

No medicine is of avail against this. I have fallen a victim, as I knew I must, sooner or later. In half an hour I shall be dead, she added hoarsely, gazing fixedly at the almost imperceptible scratch upon her delicate white flesh. Ah! why did I come to this house of death when I suspected — nay, when I knew too well — the doom of those who enter here!

Come, Lady Judith! I cried quickly. Do not linger a moment. I feel sure that your case is not so utterly hopeless as you think. Come at once to a chemists. And taking her forcibly by the arm I led her downstairs and out into the street.

There was no cab in sight, but I knew there was a chemists in Theobalds Road, next door to the public-house where I had had refreshment on that first night of my return to London.

On entering the shop I seated her and quickly obtained a hypodermic syringe. Then, taking from my pocket the old green glass phial wherein the Borgia antidote was still hermetically sealed, I broke it open, half filled the tiny syringe with the dark-brown fluid, and injected it into her left arm. It was, indeed, fortunate that I had kept it in my pocket instead of placing it in the case with the other objects.

What is that? she inquired; but, promising to explain all later, I administered to myself an injection of the precious compound.

She felt better almost instantly, she said, and I myself began to derive great benefit from it. The sharp pains in my limbs grew easier, and the drowsiness that had already come over me was dispelled. It acted like magic, and, whatever was its nature, it had, after lying concealed through three centuries, lost none of its potency in counteracting the effects of a powerful venom.

As we had descended the stairs my quick eye had detected a sharp steel point slightly protruding from the polished mahogany handrail. The colour of the wood was darker there, as though stained by some liquid that had been applied to the point from time to time. Was it possible that the steel point was actually envenomed with evil intent? It certainly seemed so.

Yet the mysterious death of those two men who had been my enemies was certainly not attributable to the same cause, for the skin upon their hands was quite uninjured.

I examined my own hand while I gave some fictitious explanation to the chemist, whose curiosity had been aroused by my actions. The skin was cut slightly for quite two inches across, like the scratch of a pin, and yet I had felt nothing until Lady Judith had directed my attention to it. The venom, whatever it was, had the effect of producing insensibility in the actual part lacerated. It was true that the little crystal bottle discovered at Threave had been stolen from Dover Street; but although the antidote had acted so successfully, I could not believe that the actual liquid from that bottle had been used to envenom us. There was some further and deeper explanation, for had not the woman I loved admitted that she was aware how those who entered that gloomy, dismal house were doomed, and that the sign of the bear cub was synonymous with death?

Presently, when Judith felt better, we went forth again into the street. It was our duty to inform the police of the mysterious tragedy that had been enacted in Harpur Street, yet she pointed out that in the circumstances it would be far better to allow the discovery to be made by others. Some passer-by would undoubtedly notice that an entry had been made by the kitchen window, a search would be instituted for thieves, and the truth would then be revealed.

But will you not tell me all you know regarding that strange place and its inmates? I demanded.

Later on, when I am certain of what has happened to my father, was her response. I shudder to think how near to death we both have been. You have saved my life, Mr Kennedy.

It was my duty. I, too, was envenomed by the same secret means. We might both have succumbed, just as those two men have done, had it not been for the fortunate circumstance of my possession of an antidote.

Ah? she sighed. Death comes sooner or later to those who visit that fatal house. Then she added, Let us take a cab home. Im unnerved by what we have just discovered, for it renders the mystery greater.

Is it then a mystery — even to you?

Yes, even to me, she answered; and then lapsed into silent thought.

When, a quarter of an hour later, we entered the hall at Grosvenor Street, the footman handed her a telegram, which she scanned, and quickly handed to me to read. It ran as follows:

Abbey treasure discovered at Crowland this morning by the rector and Kennedys friends. Have been present at excavations. Arrive home at 4:30. Tell Kennedy. — Glenelg.

Look? she cried in wild excitement. My dear father is safe after all! He has apparently been helping your companions to search, and the hidden treasure has actually been discovered.

I stood with the telegram in my hand, utterly staggered.

She refused to make any further explanation without her fathers consent, and as it was then half-past three oclock, I was compelled to await the Earls return. In wonder whether any message had been sent me from my friends at Crowland, I took a cab to Dover Street, where the porter handed me a telegram from Walter also announcing the great find, and saying that he was returning to London with the Earl, and would meet me at Grosvenor Street.

Therefore, in hot haste, I drove back to Judith, and sat with her in the cozy little room she used as boudoir until there came a loud ring at the door, and the two men entered.

Father! cried Judith, springing up and throwing her arms round his neck. We are safe — safe at last!

Safe? he echoed. How? What has occurred?

Both men are dead, she declared. They are lying dead in that room at Harpur Street. Mr Kennedy has broken into the place, and we have both seen them.

Dead! gasped the Earl, gazing fixedly at his daughter. Who could have killed them?

Ah! who knows? she cried. But I feared for you, knowing their deep cunning. Yet they have fortunately fallen victims, and you — whom they intended should die — have escaped.

Really, Lady Judith, this is very extraordinary! exclaimed Walter Wyman. Cannot you explain matters? Who are these men who are dead?

Selby and the hunchback, was her reply. Ask Mr Kennedy. He will tell you.

Walter then turned to me, and I briefly explained our gruesome discovery and our very narrow escape from death. He stood aghast, and then in turn told me how they had recovered the whole of the abbey treasure, corresponding almost item for item with the list given in The Closed Book. As soon as they had started excavating, aided by a dozen labourers, Lord Glenelg had approached, introduced himself, and to their amazement, had rendered valuable assistance. At first of course, they had been mistrustful, recollecting the midnight search of some weeks ago; but at last, assured of his lordships good will, and that his interest was that of an enthusiastic antiquary, his friendship was accepted.

He had expressed a wish to Walter to meet me, and that was the reason the pair had travelled up to London, leaving the valuable treasure recovered in the hands of the rector, Fred, and Sammy Waldon.

If, as you assure me, both men are dead, Mr Kennedy, I see no reason for any further secrecy, exclaimed the Earl, turning his grey face towards me at last, and standing with one hand tenderly upon his daughters shoulder. Judith would perhaps explain matters to you better than I can; but as she desires it, I will relate the facts as far as they are known to me.

Her sweet gaze met mine, and I saw that she was breathless and nervous, as though in dread of the truth being told. Her face was white and attentive; and she half-clung to her father, as though relying upon his paternal protection. She seemed apprehensive as if, even now, she would withhold her strange secret from me.


Chapter Thirty Nine.

Contains Lord Glenelgs Story.
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THERE WAS A long and painful pause.

Eight years ago I was living with my wife and Judith at the Villa Carracci, in the Val dEma, close to Florence, and first met the hunchback Graniani, or Fra Francesco, as he was then called, for he was then a monk at the Certosa Monastery at Galuzzo, said Lord Glenelg in a hard, strained voice. He came to beg alms of me; our conversation ran upon books and ancient manuscripts, and I found, to my surprise, that he was very well versed in the study of palaeography. Discovering that I was a collector, he invited me to the monastery one day, and there exhibited the treasures of the library, including a very remarkable manuscript of Arnoldus. Away at Sienna there lived an English friend of this hunchback, named Selby, of whom he often spoke. One afternoon, when visiting the Certosa, I was introduced to this man, and found him to be a person whose past history was somewhat shady, and who was living in Sienna in strict privacy. It struck me from the first that the fellow, like lots of others one meets in Italy and elsewhere, had got into some trouble in England, and lived abroad to avoid arrest. On several occasions we met, and I could not help suspecting that there was some extraordinary bond of friendship existing between that hunchback monk and my dark-faced, oily-looking compatriot, who lived the life of a hermit, sometimes in Pisa, at others in Sienna, and frequently in Rome.

My wife frequently gave alms to Fra Francesco, hence the lay brother was a constant caller, and was in the habit of bringing us in return presents of grapes, figs, and salads from the monastery garden. I, too, became interested in him, for his knowledge was several times of great assistance to me in my palaeographical studies in the Laurenziana Library and the archives of the Palazzo Vecchio. So, gradually, his connection with the adventurous Englishman passed out of my mind.

After about a year a crushing blow fell upon me. I had been into Florence one morning making some researches in the archives, and on my return discovered my poor wife seated in her little salon stark and dead. She had, it seemed, received Fra Francesco in the hall, he having called with a present of grapes, and she had given him a few lire. The grapes had been taken to the dining-room, and she had gone straight to her own boudoir and must have there expired without being able to call assistance. The medical examination was a searching one; but it was found that death was due to sudden heart failure. Fra Francesco explained at the inquiry that my wife seemed quite in her usual health when she had given him alms, and that she had told him to call again on the following Monday. Selby was in Florence, and called to condole with me on the day my poor wife was interred in the English cemetery. After that I took Judith, and we became wanderers, travelling about hither and thither across the Continent. People believed me eccentric because I had closed Twycross and my town house here and preferred life in hotels with constant change. He sighed, adding: But they knew not that I travelled with one fixed object; that often when my friends supposed me to be thousands of miles away I was living here in secrecy, going forth only at night for fear of recognition. The object of this you will see later.

Ah, yes! interrupted Lady Judith, her face a trifle paler, an object that is now happily accomplished.

My daughter, here, was but a girl when my poor wife died, went on his lordship, speaking in that mechanical, reflective tone that he had used all along, relating a painful history only from a sense of duty. For the first three years she was, on and off, at a convent at Angers, and then as my constant companion lived a life of continual travel — an existence which has happily ended this very day. Well, I need not describe our weary wanderings, our swift movements from one city to another, nor our constant subterfuges for disguise. It is sufficient for me to come to these present days.

By careful inquiries and personal observation I was aware that Fra Francesco had, about a year after my wifes death, been forced to leave the Order owing to irreligious conduct, and that both he and the man Selby — who I had discovered was a chemist of considerable ability and had been lecturer at one of the London hospitals — were in possession of some profound secret. The pair travelled together very frequently, staying at the best hotels, such as the Langham in London, the Chatham in Paris, the Metropole in Vienna, Shepheards in Cairo, the Métropole at Monte Carlo, the Grand at Rome, the houses of the first order in Bombay, Sydney, San Francisco, and New York. Indeed, the pair made a world tour, and, strangely enough, in several places where they went some person of affluence, man or woman, expired suddenly, the doctors attributing death to the same vague cause as that of my poor wifes disease — heart failure.

Thus my suspicion became confirmed that this unfrocked monk and his shady companion had actually discovered some secret poison which, like the venom of the Borgias, while defying detection, could be used in the same subtle way and with the same deadly effect. The suspicion had been aroused by my discovering among my dead wifes papers a note written to her by Fra Francesco just prior to her death, which showed that she had, by some means, become acquainted with their secret discovery, and knew the reason of the death of a small landed proprietor named Bardi, whose estate joined that of the Villa Caracci. It was undoubtedly because of this discovery of their dastardly crime and fear of denunciation that my poor wife was secretly assassinated.

Then you have watched these men for seven years? I exclaimed, in utter amazement at these revelations.

I have, was his hard answer. I followed them everywhere, secretly noting how ingeniously and unsuspectedly they dealt death and were gradually enriching themselves without any fear of detection, for they were clever enough never to be associated with the actual fatality. Indeed, they could so regulate their poison, whatever it was, that death would occur almost instantly, or, if they so desired, not for several days, robbery, of course, being always the motive. Under a dozen aliases they made their dastardly progress, striking death in seven different instances within my own knowledge, without compassion or remorse.

Among the persons who fell their victims were the well-known stockbroker Clement Harrison, of Wall Street, New York, whose sudden death in Paris you will probably recollect; a woman named Blacker, maid to the Duchess of Cornwall, from whom they stole a quantity of diamonds which the unfortunate woman had in her keeping in the Hotel Métropole in Vienna; a banker named Lefevre, who died suddenly in his offices in the Boulevard Haussmann; and a Polish prince named Lebitski, who expired mysteriously at the same hotel in which they were staying at Sydney.

I enumerate these just to show you the progress of their atrocious crimes. From the last-named victim they obtained at least thirty thousand pounds in cash and securities; and yet, although I felt absolutely certain of their guilt, I was utterly powerless to denounce them, because never once had there been the slightest suspicion of poisoning. Indeed, in several cases, in order to satisfy the police, the viscera had been analysed, and all idea of venom utterly set aside.

Then you dared not denounce them, remarked Wyman, listening as eagerly as myself to this extraordinary story.

True. I felt assured that I was in possession of the startling truth; but in no case was there the slightest evidence that either of the men had anything whatsoever to do with the victims death.

Two years ago, however, the pair acted in a manner which, for a long time puzzled me. They suddenly separated while in New York, Selby returning to Liverpool and Graniani taking a North German boat to Genoa. They were evidently in possession of considerable funds; but both were sufficiently clever not to show it. Indeed, neither of them had ever betrayed signs of affluence, Graniani usually posing as a deformed man of easy circumstances, and Selby his paid companion.

On parting from his accomplice, Selby spent a month in London, and then went out to India for the cold weather, staying with a military friend in Bombay. Nothing, however, occurred, although with Judith I had followed him. The meaning of this latest move confounded me until about a year ago he returned to London, rented that house in Harpur Street, and took a comfortable flat himself in Walsingham House, Piccadilly. He engaged as his housekeeper at Harpur Street a strange-looking little old lady named Pickard, and spent about half his time there, apparently in strictest seclusion. With Judiths aid I watched that house carefully and continuously, went on the grey-haired, rather sad man, and was not long in coming to the conclusion that a stuffed bear cub was being placed in the window at certain times as a secret signal to some passer-by; but although I exerted all my ingenuity, and spent days and nights in that gloomy street, I utterly failed to discover its meaning. At last, after all those years of watching, I resolved again to approach this malefactor in order to entrap and unmask him. It was this sole motive, that prompted me to take part in the conspiracy — to learn the truth and rid society of the terrible danger. One night, therefore, I followed him from Walsingham House to Dalys Theatre, and having seated myself in the next stall to him, feigned to suddenly recognise him. At first he was puzzled to recollect who I was, but quickly remembered, and then we at once became friendly. Probably he anticipated that through me he might obtain introductions to certain wealthy men who might become his victims, and with that object gave me his address at Piccadilly, and invited me to call. I went, notwithstanding the great risk I ran. For aught I knew he might defeat me with that secret and terrible weapon which none could withstand, and certainly he would have done so without compunction if he had known how many years and how much time and money I had spent in tracking him down.

But we became on friendly terms, and you may well imagine the care I was constantly compelled to exercise in order to conceal my knowledge of his years of travel and his dastardly crimes. Each time we met, either here or at his cozy flat in Piccadilly, I knew not whether he might suspect and attempt to kill me by his secret method. In the old days in Italy he knew of my love for codexes and manuscripts, and he also being something of an authority, our tastes ran in similar lines. Indeed, it was upon this study that I feigned to cement our friendship. I entertained him once down at Twycross, showed him the whole of my collection, and more than once went with him to Sothebys to give him the benefit of my knowledge regarding his purchases, for he himself was forming a small collection. During all this time, of course, he made no mention of the house of mystery in Harpur Street.

Yours was certainly a dangerous position, I remarked. He would undoubtedly have envenomed you had he suspected.

Most certainly. Like his unscrupulous companion Graniani, he would stand at nothing. A dozen times he could have killed me if he had so wished. He and his accomplice had, I feel convinced, recovered, from some old manuscript — in the Certosa, I believe — the secret of the Borgia cantarella. One afternoon he came to me here and told me in confidence of a most important palaeographical discovery made by his friend, Fra Francesco, who, he added, was no longer a monk at the Certosa, that monastery having been dissolved by the Italian Government — which was, I knew, the truth.

The manuscript was nothing less than the noted Arnoldus of the Certosa, which had fallen into the hands of the Prior of San Sisto at Florence, and had been purchased by an English collector — yourself. Graniani had missed securing it, believing that it was not the treasured volume of the monastery, but a smaller and less valuable copy that he knew had been in the library. After it had been purchased by you, however, he discovered, to his chagrin, that it was the great Arnoldus itself, the book that contained some strange things in English written by an English monk named Lovel, who had ended his days at that famous monastery. Many strange and remarkable secrets were, he said, in that record — secrets regarding Lucrezia Borgia, her life, and the whereabouts of her jewels, all of which Fra Francesco had read years ago when, as a lay brother, he had had access to the manuscript. He was now about to obtain possession of it, and send it to England, so that the statements it contained might be investigated and verified.

They stole it from my house at Antignano, I said quickly. An Italian woman named Anita Bardi was the thief!

I know. Old Mrs Pickard went to Paris, met her there, and carried it to Harpur Street. That night he examined it alone, reading through the record; and afterwards becoming seized by extraordinary pains, he was compelled to send for a doctor. He showed me the manuscript at Walsingham House next day; but we examined it with gloves, for he declared that the vellum leaves had been envenomed. Afterwards, it mysteriously disappeared from Harpur Street.

It passed again into my possession, I admitted, explaining how I had invoked the aid of my police friend Noyes.

Selby had not finished copying the whole of it, hence our miscalculation of the spot at Threave, his lordship explained. Of course, when Graniani returned to London and their scheme to obtain the treasure was placed before me, both myself and Judith announced our readiness to assist; first, in order to obtain the secret of that mysterious house in Bloomsbury; and, secondly, to obtain sufficient evidence to convict the men of their dastardly crimes. As participators in the conspiracy we were at length admitted there, and found it a gloomy, dismal place. The sign of the bear cub still puzzled us, and the reason of Selbys secret visits there were equally inexplicable. Judith did all she could to unravel the mystery, acting with utter fearlessness, although well knowing that at any time, if the faintest suspicion were aroused, she would fall the victim of secret assassination just as her dear mother had done.

It was to avenge her that I have acted as I have done through it all, declared her ladyship. I was determined to learn the truth about that pair of fiends and to unravel the mystery of that house with its secret sign. You sought of me an explanation of my conduct. Yet how could I give it without telling you the strange, tragic, and remarkable story which my father has just related? I promised you that you should know some day — and you have now heard the truth.

I understand, I replied. But not everything.

Ah, no! you do not know everything, she sighed, stretching forth her hand towards me. When you do, you cannot forgive.

Forgive! What? I cried. But her father hastened to calm her emotion.

Yes, she went on hoarsely. You may as well know at first as at last that I became implicated in the terrible secret of that house. At Selbys suggestion I invited there to luncheon a friend of his, young Leslie Hargreaves, a wealthy man who had met and, I believed, admired me. He went to Harpur Street to meet me and have luncheon on the very day you detected me at the window; but half an hour after his return to his chambers in Shaftesbury Avenue his valet found him dead, and notes to the value of nearly five hundred pounds known to have been in his pockets were missing! I suspected the intention of those men, and yet I actually allowed the sacrifice of his life! I shall never forgive myself for that — never?

But you were in ignorance of their real intention? I said, excusing her. Hargreaves was Selbys friend, you say. If so, you surely had no idea of treachery, inasmuch as you were friendly with these men, and they never sought to harm you.

But I ought to have been wary, she wailed. I ought to have saved his life. My offence is unpardonable before God — as before man! And she covered her blanched face with her hand, sobbing in bitter remorse.

I bent towards her, and there, before her father and Wyman, strove to comfort her. What passionate, consoling words I uttered I know not. All I was conscious of was that she had at last utterly broken down. And then, when I assured her that I forgave everything, and that in the circumstances she was not culpable in the unfortunate death of young Hargreaves, she raised her head, smiled at me happily through her tears as I told her of my love, and there, before Wyman and her father, declared that she reciprocated the passion that was consuming me.

Then I knew she was mine — my own sweet love. Her eyes had filled with tears, and for a moment she rested her head upon my shoulder, weeping silently. She was thinking of that long and terrible past, and of how she and her father had at last avenged her mothers death and defeated the villainies of that dangerous pair of assassins. I knew it well. I held her hands in mine without uttering a word, for my heart was too full.


Chapter Forty.

By which the Book Remains open.

[image: img189.jpg]

BUT PASSONS.

I have perhaps related this strange episode of my eventful life at too great a length already. Yet you, my reader, may pardon me when you recollect that from out that musty envenomed volume, The Closed Book — which may be seen by you any day in the manuscript department of the British Museum, placed by itself in a sealed glass case — there came to me both love and fortune in a manner entirely unexpected.

Of the love I have already spoken. As to the fortune, we found the law of treasure-trove as elastic as all the others. You, no doubt, read the other day of the sale of the Borgia emeralds to the wife of an American millionaire through the medium of Garnier, the well-known jeweller in the rue de la Paix, and of the high price paid for those historic gems.

If you evince any curiosity regarding the treasure of the Abbey of Crowland, you may, if you search, discover the altar and certain other objects exposed to view in the British Museum. Two chalices, an alms dish, and a quantity of loose gems remain by amicable arrangement at Crowland as Mr Masons share; while Fred Fenwicke, Sammy Waldron, and Walter Wyman have, of course, all equally participated in their great find. The bulk of the treasure is, however, still in my possession, and I placed aside one casket of ancient jewels intact as a gift to Judith on our marriage, the promise of which she gave me with her fathers free and willing consent.

As regards the mystery of the house at Harpur Street, I telegraphed that same evening to Noyes, to whom we related the whole story, first obtaining his pledge that none of us should be dragged into the double tragedy that had taken place.

For the first time in his life the genial, well-trained police inspector betrayed absolute amazement; then, thoroughly practical, he left us hurriedly, hailed a cab, and drove away.

Next day the papers were full of the mysterious discovery, but neither press nor public ever knew the real secret of that house of death. Indeed, not until a month ago, after most exhaustive inquiries, in which the chief intelligence at Scotland Yard was engaged, did Noyes declare to us that the place had been used constantly by Selby during the nine months of his tenancy as a place to which to invite people, and, if it suited his purpose, to administer poison with an ingenuity unsurpassed.

One day he took me to the house in secret, and there showed me how murder had been brought to the perfection of a fine art. Not only did he explain the steel point in the polished handrail that had so nearly caused my own death, but showed me a similar hollow point cunningly concealed in the door knob of the drawing-room, which, on being turned, ejected the deadly venom like a serpents tooth; an umbrella with a similar contrivance in its briar handle, as well as a silver matchbox which, being well worn, showed that it had been long carried in the vest pocket, and probably well used!

London regarded the death of Selby and the old Italian hunchback as one of its many mysteries, especially as the medical evidence failed altogether to prove foul play. Our theory, however, coincided with that formed by Noyes and certain other high officials of the Criminal Investigation Department. It was that Anita Bardi, daughter of one of the early victims of the dastardly pair, having been in the employ of Judith as maid for several years, and having travelled with her, had had an opportunity of watching the movements of the poisoners and had also overheard the suspicions entertained by Lord Glenelg and his daughter. She then determined to seek her own revenge for her fathers cruel assassination, and with that in view had come to London. The warnings she had given me regarding Judith were, as the latter afterwards admitted, purposely uttered in order that I should dissociate myself from the dangerous affair. Being an accessory in the recovery of the case containing the Borgia ring and phial, she had undoubtedly possessed herself of them, had met both men on their return from their fruitless journey to Crowland, and had killed them by the very means they had themselves employed against others, afterwards locking the door, escaping from the house, and flying back to Italy.

This theory, indeed, has been proved to be the correct one by a letter, bearing no address and posted in Venice, since received by Judith.

The reason Graniani returned from New York to Italy two years before was evidently in order to search for the missing Arnoldus, known to have been sold with other volumes from the Certosa library and passed from hand to hand. Father Bernardo, who is now one of my best friends, was entirely innocent of the conspiracy, and has since told me that the reason he endeavoured to obtain repossession of The Closed Book was because of Granianis allegation that evil would befall its possessor and — very Italian — his offer of a greatly increased price on behalf of an American collector. The hunchback had evidently followed me from Leghorn to Florence; and suddenly discovering the manuscript to be the actual Arnoldus, urged the prior to cry off the bargain and sell to him. Anita Bardis visit to Father Bernardo was on a false pretext, because she was, of course, assisting Graniani at Lord Glenelgs suggestion.

Lord Glenelg has, as you know, recently returned to public life; but the secret inquiries instituted by the commissioner of police revealed the extraordinary fact that in no fewer than eight well-proved cases where there had been inquests regarding sudden death during the period of Selbys residence in Harpur Street, the deceased was known to have visited that house of mystery immediately prior to his or her death. And if these eight cases have been satisfactorily proved, how many others may there not have been?

After a long search, Mrs Pickard, the wizened old woman whom Selby had engaged as housekeeper, was found, and from a statement made by her to the police it seemed that the poisoner had an accomplice named Brewer — evidently the fair-bearded man who had assisted him in the assault on the valet Thompson, but who never came to the house. It was his duty to watch outside for the sign of the bear cub in the window, and then follow home persons who had been decoyed there, to ascertain that death really overtook them, and that they could not return and make an accusation.

The sign of the bear cub was the signal that some person had been secretly envenomed, and that a watch was necessary — a startling fact of which certain officials at Scotland Yard are now aware.

Happily for the personal safety of society, the formula for the manufacture of the venom has died with its discoverer, Graniani, and his accomplice; while the fact that the little crystal bottle of Lucrezia Borgia was found by the police empty in the grate of the front attic at Harpur Street, together with the poison-ring — now also in the British Museum, by the way — is sufficient evidence that the few drops of the fatal compound of the Borgias which we recovered are now also lost forever. The missing folio, which, however, contains nothing of great interest, I have since discovered in the Library of Trinity College, Dublin.

And of Judith — my hearts love — now my wife? She is not a woman of fulsome words. She has proved her love for me by deeds. Today she is seated beside me as, in the quiet of our country home, I conclude this strange chronicle. Here, as I write, the sun shines across the old-world lawn, where the high box hedges cast their long shadows, the mist has vanished, and the day, like all our days, is one of cloudless happiness and blissful hope.


As We Forgive Them (1904)
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Preface.

From the Author to the Reader.
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IN THESE MODERN times of breathless hurry and great combines, when birth counts for nothing; when fortunes are made in a day and credit Is lost in an hour, mens secrets are sometimes very strange ones. It is one of these which I have here revealed; one that will, I anticipate, both startle and puzzle the reader. The mystery is, in fact, one taken from the daily life about us, the truth concerning it having hitherto been regarded as strictly confidential by the persons herein mentioned, although I am now permitted by them to make the remarkable circumstances public.

William Le Queux.

Lastra a Signa, Florence.


Chapter One.

The Stranger in Manchester.
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DEAD! AND HES carried his secret with him to his grave!

Never!

But he has. Look! His jaw has dropped. Cant you see the change, man!

Then hes carried out his threat after all!

By Heaven, he has! Weve been fools, Reggie — utter idiots! I whispered.

So it seems. I confess that I fully expected hed tell us the truth when he knew that the end had really come.

Ah! you didnt know him as I did, I remarked bitterly. He had a will of iron and a nerve of steel.

Combined with the constitution of a horse, or hed been dead long ago. But weve been outwitted — cleanly outwitted by a dying man. He defied us, laughed at our ignorance to the very last.

Blair was no fool. He knew what knowledge of the truth meant to us — a huge fortune. So he simply kept his secret.

And left us in penniless chagrin. Well, although weve lost thousands, Gilbert, I cant help admiring his dogged determination. He went through a lot, recollect, and hes been a good friend to us — very good — so I suppose we really oughtnt to abuse him, however much we regret that he didnt let us into his secret.

Ah, if only those white lips could speak! One word, and wed both be rich men, I said in regret, gazing upon the dead, white face, with its closed eyes and closely clipped beard, lying there upon the pillow.

He intended to hold his secret from the very first, remarked my tall friend, Reginald Seton, folding his arms as he stood on the opposite side of the bed. It isnt given to every man to make such a discovery as he made. It took him years to solve the problem, whatever it was; but that he really succeeded in doing so we cant for a moment doubt.

And his profit was over a million sterling, I remarked.

More like two, at the very lowest estimate. Recollect how, when we first knew him, he was in dire want of a sovereign — and now? Why, only last week he gave twenty thousand to the Hospital Fund. And all as the result of solving the enigma which for so long we have tried to discover in vain. No, Gilbert, he hasnt played the square game by us. We assisted him, put him on his legs, and all that, and instead of revealing to us the key to the secret which he discovered, and which placed him among the wealthiest men of London, he point-blank refused, even though he knew that he must die. We lent him money in the old days, financed him, kept Mab at school when he had no funds, and—

And he repaid us every penny — with interest, I interposed. Come; dont lets discuss him here. The secret is lost for ever, thats enough. And I drew the sheet over the poor dead face — the countenance of Burton Blair, the man who, during the past five years, had been one of Londons mysteries.

A strange, adventurous life, a career more remarkable, perhaps, than half those imagined by writers of romance, had been brought abruptly to an end, while the secret of the source of his enormous wealth — the secret which we both had for the past five years longed to share, because we were in a sense justly entitled to participate in its advantages — had gone with him to that bourne whence none return.

The apartment in which we stood was a small, rather well-furnished bedroom in the Queens Hotel, Manchester. The window looked out upon the dark façade of the Infirmary, while to that chamber of the dead there came the roar and bustle of the traffic and trams in Piccadilly. His story was assuredly one of the strangest that any man has ever told. Its mystery, as will be seen, was absolutely bewildering.

The light of the cheerless February afternoon was quickly fading, and as we turned softly to descend and inform the hotel manager of the fatal termination of the seizure, I noticed that the dead mans suit-case stood in the corner, and that his keys were still in it.

We had better take possession of these, I remarked, locking the bag and transferring the small bunch to my pocket. His executors will want them.

Then we closed the door behind us, and going to the office imparted the unwelcome intelligence that a death had occurred in the hotel. The manager was, however, quite prepared to learn such news, for, half an hour before, the doctor had declared that the stranger could not live. His case had been hopeless from the very first.

Briefly, the facts were as follows. Burton Blair had bidden his daughter Mabel farewell, left his house in Grosvenor Square on the previous morning, and had taken the ten-thirty express from Euston to Manchester, where he had said he had some private business to transact. Just before the train arrived at Crewe, he suddenly became unwell, and was discovered by one of the luncheon-car attendants in a state of collapse in one of the first-class compartments. Brandy and restoratives being administered, he revived sufficiently to travel on to Manchester, being assisted out of the train at London Road, and two porters had helped him into a cab and accompanied him to the hotel, where, on being put to bed, he again lapsed into unconsciousness. A doctor was called, but he could not diagnose the ailment, except that the patients heart was seriously affected and, that being so, a fatal termination of the seizure might ensue. Towards two oclock next morning, Blair, who had neither given his name nor told the hotel people who he was, asked that both Seton and I should be telegraphed for, and the result was that in anxious surprise we had both travelled up to Manchester, where on arrival, an hour before, we had discovered our friend to be in an utterly hopeless condition.

On entering the room we found the doctor, a young and rather pleasant man named Glenn, in attendance. Blair was conscious, and listened to the medical opinion without flinching. Indeed, he seemed rather to welcome death than to dread it, for, when he heard that he was in such a very critical condition, a faint smile crossed his pale, drawn features, and he remarked — 

Every man must die, so it may as well be to-day as to-morrow. Then, turning to me, he added, Gilbert, you are very good to come just to say good-bye, and he put out his thin cold hand and grasped mine, while his eyes fixed upon me with that strange, intent look that only comes into a mans gaze when he is on the brink of the grave.

It is a friends duty, Burton, I answered, deeply in earnest. But you must still hope. Doctors are often mistaken. Why, youve a splendid constitution, havent you?

Hardly ever had a days illness since I was a kid, was the millionaires reply in a low, weak voice; but this fit has bowled me completely over.

We endeavoured to ascertain exactly how he was seized, but neither Reggie not the doctor could gather anything tangible.

I became faint all of a sudden, and I know nothing more, was all the dying man would reply. But, he added, turning again to me, dont tell Mab till its all over. Poor girl! My only regret is to leave her. You two fellows were so very good to her back in the old days, you wont abandon her now, will you? he implored, speaking slowly and with very great difficulty, tears standing in his eyes.

Certainly not, old chap, was my answer. If left alone shell want some one to advise her and to look after her interests.

The scoundrelly lawyer chaps will do that, he snapped, with a strange hardness in his voice, as though he entertained no love for his solicitors. No, I want you to see that no man marries her for her money — you understand? Dozens of fellows are after her at this moment, I know, but Id rather see her dead than she should marry one of them. She must marry for love — love, you hear? Promise me, Gilbert, that that youll look after her, wont you?

Still holding his hand, I promised.

That was the last word he uttered. His pale lips twitched again, but no sound came from them. His glassy eyes were fixed upon me with a stony, terrible stare, as though he were endeavouring to tell me something.

Perhaps he was revealing to me the great secret — the secret of how he had solved the mystery of fortune and become worth over a million sterling — perhaps he was speaking of Mab. Which we knew not. His tongue refused to articulate, the silence of death was upon him.

Thus he passed away; and thus did I find myself bound to a promise which I intended to fulfil, even though he had not revealed to us his secret, as we confidently expected. We believed that, knowing himself to be dying, he had summoned us there to impart that knowledge which would render us both rich beyond the dreams of avarice. But in this we had been most bitterly disappointed. For five years, I confess, we had waited, expecting that he would some day share some of his wealth with us in return for those services we had rendered him in the past. Yet now it seemed he had coolly disregarded his indebtedness to us, and at the same time imposed upon me a duty by no means easy — the guardianship of his only daughter Mabel.


Chapter Two.

Contains Certain Mysterious Facts.
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I OUGHT HERE to declare that, having regard to all the curious and mysterious circumstances of the past, the situation was, to me, far from satisfactory. As we strolled together along Market Street that cold night discussing the affair, rather than remain in the public room of the hotel, Reggie suggested that the secret might be written somewhere and sealed up among the dead mans effects. But in that case, unless it were addressed to us, it would be opened by the persons the dying man had designated as those scoundrelly lawyer chaps, and in all probability be turned by them to profitable account.

His solicitors were, we knew, Messrs Leighton, Brown and Leighton, an eminently respectable firm in Bedford Row; therefore we sent a telegram from the Central Office informing them of their clients sudden death, and requesting that one of the firm should at once come to Manchester to attend the inquest which Doctor Glenn had declared would be necessary. As the deceased man had expressed a wish that Mabel should, for the present, remain in ignorance, we did not inform her of the tragic occurrence.

Curiosity prompted us to ascend again to the dead mans chamber and examine the contents of his kit-bag and suit-case, but, beyond his clothes, a cheque-book and about ten pounds in gold, we found nothing. I think that we both half-expected to discover the key to that remarkable secret which he had somehow obtained, yet it was hardly to be imagined that he would carry such a valuable asset about with him in his luggage.

In the pocket of a small writing-book which formed part of the fittings of the suit-case I discovered several letters, all of which I examined and found them to be of no importance — save one, a dirty, ill-written note in uneducated Italian, which contained some passages which struck me as curious.

Indeed, so strange was the tenor of the whole communication that, with Reggies connivance, I resolved to take possession of it and make further inquiry.

There were many things about Burton Blair that had puzzled us for years, therefore we were both determined, if possible, to elucidate the curious mystery that had surrounded him, even if he had carried to his grave the secret of his enormous fortune.

We alone in all the world knew the existence of the secret, only we were in ignorance of the necessary key by which the source of riches could be opened. The manner in which he had gained his great wealth was a mystery to every one, even to his daughter Mabel. In the City and in Society he was vaguely believed by some to possess large interests in mines, and to be a successful speculator in stocks, while others declared that he was the ground-landlord of at least two large cities in America, and yet others were positive that certain concessions from the Ottoman Government had brought him his gold.

All were, however, mistaken in their surmises. Burton Blair possessed not an acre of land; he had not a shilling in any public company; he was not interested in either Government concessions or industrial enterprises. No. The source of the great wealth by which he had, in five years, been able to purchase, decorate and furnish in princely manner one of the finest houses in Grosvenor Square, keep three of the most expensive Panhards, motoring being his hobby, and rent that fine old Jacobean mansion Mayvill Court, in Herefordshire, came from a source which nobody knew or even suspected. His were mysterious millions.

I wonder if anything will come out at the inquest? queried Reggie, later that evening. His lawyers undoubtedly know nothing.

He may have left some paper which reveals the truth, I answered. Men who are silent in life often commit their secrets to paper.

I dont think Burton ever did.

He may have done so for Mabels benefit, remember.

Ah! by Jove! gasped my friend, I never thought of that. If he wished to provide for her, he would leave his secret with some one whom he could implicitly trust. Yet he trusted us — up to a certain point. We are the only ones who have any real knowledge of the state of affairs, and my tall, long-legged, fair-haired friend, who stood six feet in his stockings, the picture of the easy-going muscular Englishman, although engaged in the commerce of feminine frippery, stopped with a low grunt of dissatisfaction, and carefully lit a fresh cigar.

We passed a dismal evening strolling about the main streets of Manchester, feeling that in Burton Blair we had lost a friend, but when on the following morning we met Herbert Leighton, the solicitor, in the hall of the Queens, and had a long consultation with him, the mystery surrounding the dead man became considerably heightened.

You both knew my late client very well, indeed, the solicitor remarked, after some preliminaries. Now, are you aware of the existence of any one who would profit by his sudden decease?

Thats a curious question, I remarked. Why?

Well, the fact is this, explained the dark, sharp-featured man, with some hesitation. I have every reason to believe that he has been the victim of foul play.

Foul play! I gasped. You surely dont think that he was murdered? Why, my dear fellow, that couldnt be. He was taken ill in the train, and died in bed in our presence.

The solicitor, whose face had now become graver, merely shrugged his narrow shoulders, and said— We must, of course, await the result of the inquest, but from information in my possession I feel confident that Burton Blair did not die a natural death.

That same evening the Coroner held his inquiry in a private room in the hotel, and, according to the two doctors who had made the post-mortem earlier in the day, death was due entirely to natural causes. It was discovered that Blair had naturally a weak heart, and that the fatal termination had been accelerated by the oscillation of the train.

There was absolutely nothing whatever to induce any suspicion of foul play, therefore the jury returned a verdict in accordance with the medical evidence that death was due to natural causes, and an order was given for the removal of the body to London for burial.

An hour after the inquest I took Mr Leighton aside and said — 

As you know, I have for some years been one of the late Mr Blairs most intimate friends, and, therefore, I am naturally very much interested to know what induced you to suspect foul play.

My suspicions were well based, was his rather enigmatical answer.

Upon what?

Upon the fact that my client himself had been threatened, and that, although he told no one and laughed at my suggested precautions, he has lived in daily dread of assassination.

Curious! I ejaculated. Very curious!

I told him nothing of that remarkable letter I had secured from the dead mans luggage. If what he said were really true, then there was a very extraordinary secret in the death of Burton Blair, equally with that of his strange, romantic and mysterious life — a secret that was inscrutable, yet absolutely unique.

It will be necessary, I think, to fully explain the curious circumstances which first brought us into contact with Burton Blair, and to describe the mysterious events which followed our acquaintanceship. From beginning to end the whole affair is so remarkable that many who read this record of facts may be inclined to doubt my veracity. To such, I would at the very outset suggest that they make inquiries in London, in that little world of adventurers, speculators, money-lenders and money-losers known as the City, where I feel sure they will have no difficulty in learning even further interesting details regarding the man of mysterious millions whom this narrative partially concerns.

And certainly the true facts concerning him will, I do not hesitate to say, be found to form one of the most remarkable romances in modern life.


Chapter Three.

In Which a Strange Story is Told.
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IN ORDER TO put the plain, unvarnished truth before you, I must, in the first place, explain that I, Gilbert Greenwood, was a man of small means, having been left an annuity by an ascetic Baptist, but somewhat prosperous aunt, while Reginald Seton I had known ever since we had been lads together at Charterhouse. The son of George Seton, a lace warehouseman of Cannon Street and Alderman of the City of London, Reggie had been left at twenty-five with a heavy burden of debt and an old-fashioned, high-class but rapidly declining business. Still, brought up to the lace trade in a factory at Nottingham, Reggie boldly followed in his fathers footsteps, and by dint of close attention to business succeeding in rubbing along sufficiently well to avoid the bankruptcy court, and to secure an income of a few hundreds a year.

Both of us were still bachelors, and we chummed in comfortable chambers in a newly-constructed block of flats in Great Russell Street, while, being also fond of fox-hunting, the only sport we could afford, we also rented a cheap, old-fashioned house in a rural village called Helpstone, eighty miles from London, in the Fitzwilliam country. Here we spent each winter, usually being out two days a week.

Neither of us being well off, we had, as may be imagined, to practise a good deal of economy, for fox-hunting is an expensive sport to the poor man. Nevertheless, we were both fortunate in possessing a couple of good horses apiece, and by dint of a little squeezing here and there, were able to indulge in those exhilarating runs across country which cause the blood to tingle with excitement, and rejuvenate all who take part in them.

Reggie was sometimes kept in town by the exigencies of his deal in torchon, Maltese and Honiton, therefore I frequently lived alone in the old-fashioned, ivy-covered house, with Glave, my man, to look after me.

One bitterly cold evening in January Reggie was absent in London, and I, having been hunting all day, was riding home utterly fagged out. The meet that morning had been at Kates Cabin, over in Huntingdonshire, and after two good runs I had found myself beyond Stilton, eighteen miles from home. Still, the scent had been excellent, and we had had good sport, therefore I took a pull at my flask and rode forward across country in the gathering gloom.

Fortunately I found the river fordable at Water Newton mill, a fact which saved me the long détour by Wansford, and then when within a mile of home I allowed my horse to walk, as I always did, in order that he might cool down before going to his stable. The dusk of the short afternoon was just deepening into night, and the biting wind cut me like a knife as I passed the crossroads about half a mile from Helpstone village, jogging along steadily, when of a sudden a mans burly figure loomed out of the shadow of the high, holly hedge, and a deep voice exclaimed — 

Pardon me, sir, but Im a stranger in these parts, and my daughter here has fainted. Is there a house near?

Then, as I drew near, I saw huddled upon a heap of stones at the roadside the slim, fragile form of a young girl of about sixteen, wrapped in a thick, dark-coloured cloak, while in the glimmer of light that remained I distinguished that the man who was addressing me was a bluff, rather well-spoken, dark-bearded fellow of about forty-five or so, in a frayed suit of blue serge and peaked cap that gave him something of the appearance of a seafarer. His face was seamed and weatherbeaten, and his broad, powerful jaws betokened a strength of character and dogged determination.

Has your daughter been taken ill? I inquired, when I had thoroughly examined him.

Well, the fact is weve walked a long way to-day, and I think shes done up. She became dazed like about half an hour ago, and when she sat down she fell insensible.

She mustnt stay here, I remarked, as the fact became plain that both father and daughter were tramps. Shell get frozen to death. My house is over yonder. Ill ride on and bring back some one to help carry her.

The man commenced to thank me, but I touched my horse with the spur, and was soon in the stableyard calling for Glave to accompany me back to the spot where I had left the wayfarers.

A quarter of an hour later we had arranged the insensible girl on a couch in my warm, snug sitting-room, had forced some brandy down her throat, and she had opened her eyes wonderingly, and looked round with childlike temerity upon her unfamiliar surroundings.

Her gaze met mine, and I saw that her countenance was undeniably beautiful, of that dark, half-tragic type, her eyes rendered the more luminous by the deathlike pallor of her countenance. The features were well-moulded, refined and handsome in every line, and as she addressed her father, inquiring what had occurred, I detected that she was no mere waif of the highway, but, on the contrary, highly intelligent, well mannered and well educated.

Her father, in a few deep words, explained our abrupt meeting and my hospitality, whereupon she smiled upon me sweetly and uttered words of thanks.

It must have been the intense cold, I think, she added. Somehow I felt benumbed all at once, and my head swam so that I couldnt stand. But it is really very kind indeed of you. Im so sorry that weve disturbed you like this.

I assured her that my only wish was for her complete recovery, and as I spoke I could not conceal from myself that her beauty was very remarkable. Although young, and her figure as yet not fully developed, her face was nevertheless one of the most perfect I had ever seen. From the first moment my eyes fell upon her, I found her indescribably charming. That she was utterly exhausted was rendered plain by the painful, uneasy manner in which she moved upon her couch. Her rusty black skirt and thick boots were muddy and travel-stained, and by the manner she pushed the tangled mass of dark hair from her brow I knew that her head ached.

Glave, in no good mood at the introduction of tramps, entered, announcing that my dinner was ready; but she firmly, yet with sweet grace, declined my invitation to eat, saying that if I would permit her she would rather remain alone on the couch before the fire for half an hour longer. Therefore I sent her some hot soup by old Mrs Axford, our cook, while her father, having washed his hands, accompanied me to the dining-room.

He seemed half-famished, taciturn and reserved at first, but presently, when he had judged my character sufficiently, he explained that his name was Burton Blair, that in his absence abroad he had lost his wife ten years before, and that little Mab was his only child. As his appearance denoted, he had been at sea the greater part of his life and held a masters certificate, but of late he had been living ashore.

Ive been home these three years now, he went on, and Ive had a pretty rough time of it, I can tell you. Poor Mab! I wouldnt have minded had it not been for her. Shes a brick, she is, just as her poor dear mother was. Shes done three years of semi-starvation, and yet shes never once complained. She knows my character by now, she knows that when once Burton Blair makes up his mind to do a thing, by Gad! he does it, and he set those square jaws of his hard, while a look of determination and dogged persistency came into his eyes, the fiercest I had ever seen in any man.

But, Mr Blair, why did you leave the sea to starve ashore? I inquired, my curiosity aroused.

Because — well, because I had a reason — a strong reason, was his hesitating reply. You see me homeless and hungry to-night, laughed Burton Blair, bitterly, but to-morrow I may be a millionaire!

And his face assumed a mysterious, sphinx-like expression which sorely puzzled me.

Many and many a time since then have I recollected those strange, prophetic words of his as he sat at my table, shabby, unkempt and ravenously hungry, a worn-out, half-frozen tramp from the highroad, who, absurd as it then seemed, held the strong belief that ere long he would be the possessor of millions.

I remember well how I smiled at his vague assertion. Every man who falls low in the social scale clings to the will-o-the-wisp belief that his luck will change, and that by some vagary of fortune he will come up again smiling. Hope is never dead within the ruined man.

By dint of some careful questions I tried to obtain further information regarding this confident hope of wealth which he entertained, but he would tell me nothing — absolutely nothing.

He accepted a cigar after he had dined well, took brandy with his coffee, and smoked with the air of a contented man who had no single thought or care in the world — a man who knew exactly what the future held for him.

Thus, from the very first, Burton Blair was a mystery. On rejoining Mabel we found her sleeping peacefully, utterly fagged out. Therefore I induced him to remain beneath my roof that night, in order that she might rest, and, returning to the dining-room, her father and I sat together smoking and talking for several hours.

He told me of his hard, rough years at sea, of strange adventures in savage lands, of a narrow escape from death at the hands of a band of natives in the Cameroons, and of how, for three years, he acted as captain of a river-steamer up the Congo, one of the pioneers of civilisation. He related his thrilling adventures calmly and naturally, without any bragging, but just in that plain, matter-of-fact manner which revealed to me that he was one of those men who love an adventurous life because of its perils and its vicissitudes.

And now Im tramping the turnpikes of England, he added, laughing. You must, no doubt, think it very strange, Mr Greenwood, but to tell you the truth I am actively prosecuting a rather curious quest, the successful issue of which will one day bring me wealth beyond my wildest dreams. See! he added, with a strange wild look in his great dark eyes, as swiftly undoing his blue guernsey and delving beneath it he drew forth a square, flat piece of soiled and well-worn chamois leather in which there seemed to be sewed some precious document or other. Look! My secret lies here. Some day I shall discover the key to it — maybe to-morrow or next day, or next year. When, it is quite immaterial. The result will be the same. My years of continuous search and travel will be rewarded — and I shall be rich, and the world will wonder! And, laughing contentedly, almost triumphantly within himself, he carefully replaced his precious document in his chest, and, rising, stood with his back to the fire in the attitude of a man entirely confident of what was written in the Book of Fate.

That midnight scene in all its strange, romantic detail, that occasion when the tired wayfarer and his daughter spent their first night as my guests, rose before me when, on that bright, cold afternoon following the inquest up at Manchester, I alighted from a cab in front of the big white house in Grosvenor Square, and received word of Carter, the solemn manservant, that Miss Mabel was at home.

The magnificent mansion, with its exquisite decorations, its genuine Louis Quatorze furniture, its valuable pictures and splendid examples of seventeenth century statuary, home of one to whom expense was surely of no account, was assuredly sufficient testimony that the shabby wayfarer who had uttered those words in my narrow little dining-room five years before had made no idle boast.

The secret sewed within that dirty bag of wash-leather, whatever it may have been, had already realised over a million, and was still realising enormous sums, until death had now so suddenly put an end to its exploitation. The mystery of it all was beyond solution; and the enigma was complete.

These and other reflections swept through my mind as I followed the footman up the wide marble staircase and was shown ceremoniously into the great gold and white drawing-room, the walls of which were panelled with pale rose silk, the four large windows affording a wide view across the Square. Those priceless paintings, those beautiful cabinets and unique bric-à-brac — all were purchased with the proceeds from that mysterious secret, the secret which had in that short space of five years been the means of transforming a homeless, down-at-heel wanderer into a millionaire.

Gazing aimlessly across the grey Square with its leafless trees, I stood undecided how best to break the sad news, when a slight frou-frou of silk swept behind me, and, turning quickly, I confronted the dead mans daughter, looking now, at twenty-three, far more sweet, graceful and womanly than in that first hour of our strange meeting by the wayside long ago.

But her black gown, her trembling form, and her pale, tear-stained cheeks told me in an instant that this woman in my charge had already learnt the painful truth. She halted before me, a beautiful, tragic figure, her tiny white hand nervously clutching the back of one of the gilt chairs for support.

I know! she exclaimed in a broken voice, quite unnatural to her, her eyes fixed upon me, I know, Mr Greenwood, why you have called. The truth has been told to me by Mr Leighton an hour ago. Ah! my poor dear father! she sighed, the words catching in her throat as she burst into tears. Why did he go to Manchester? His enemies have triumphed, just as I have all along feared they would. Yet, great-hearted as he was, he believed ill of no man. He refused always to heed my warnings, and laughed at all my apprehensions. Yet, alas! the ghastly truth is now only too plain. My poor father! she gasped, her handsome face blanched to the lips. He is dead — and his secret is out!


Chapter Four.

Which Traverses Dangerous Ground.
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ARE YOU REALLY suspicious, Mabel, that your father has been the victim of foul play? I inquired quickly of the dead mans daughter, standing pale and unnerved before me.

I am, was her direct, unhesitating answer. You know his story, Mr Greenwood; you know how he carried with him everywhere something he had sewed in a piece of chamois leather; something which was his most precious possession. Mr Leighton tells me that it is missing.

That is unfortunately so, I said. We all three searched for it among his clothes and in his luggage; we made inquiry of the luncheon-car attendant who found him insensible in the railway carriage, of the porters who conveyed him to the hotel, of every one, in fact, but can find no trace of it whatsoever.

Because it has been deliberately stolen, she remarked.

Then your theory is that he has been assassinated in order to conceal the theft?

She nodded in the affirmative, her face still hard and pale.

But there is no evidence whatever of foul play, recollect, I exclaimed. Both medical men, two of the best in Manchester, declared that death was entirely due to natural causes.

I care nothing for what they say. The little sachet which my poor father sewed with his own hands, and guarded so carefully all these years, and which for some curious reason he would neither trust in any bank nor in a safe deposit vault, is missing. His enemies have gained possession of it, just as I felt confident they would.

I recollect him showing me that little bag of wash-leather on the first night of our acquaintance, I said. He then declared that what was contained therein would bring him wealth — and it certainly has done, I added, glancing round that magnificent apartment.

It brought him wealth, but not happiness, Mr Greenwood, she responded quickly. That packet, the contents of which I have never seen, he has carried with him in his pocket or suspended round his neck ever since it first came into his possession years ago. In all his clothes he had a special pocket in which to carry it, while at night he wore it in a specially made belt which was locked around his waist. I think he regarded it as a sort of charm, or talisman, which, besides bringing him his great fortune, also preserved him from all ills. The reason of this I cannot tell.

Did you never ascertain the nature of the document which he considered so precious?

I tried to do so many times, but he would never reveal it to me. It was his secret, he would say, and no more.

Both Reggie and I had, times without number, endeavoured to learn what the mysterious packet really contained, but had been no more successful than the charming girl now standing before me. Burton Blair was a strange man, both in actions and in words, very reserved regarding his own affairs, and yet, curiously enough, with the advent of prosperity he had become a prince of good fellows.

But who were his enemies? I inquired.

Ah! of that I am likewise in utter ignorance, was her reply. As you know, during the past year or two, like all rich men he has been surrounded by adventurers and parasites of all sorts, whom Ford, his secretary, has kept at arms length. It may be that the existence of the precious packet was known, and that my poor father has fallen a victim to some foul plot. At east, that is my firm idea.

If so, the police should certainly be informed, I said. It is true that the wash-leather sachet which he showed me on the night of our first meeting is now missing, for we have all made the most careful search for it, but in vain. Yet what could its possession possibly profit any one if the key to what was contained there is wanting?

But was not this key, whatever it was, also in my fathers hands? queried Mabel Blair. Was it not the discovery of that very key which gave us all these possessions? she asked, with the sweet womanliness that was her most engaging characteristic.

Exactly. But surely your father, shrewd and cautious as he always was, would never carry upon his person both problem and key together! I cant really believe that hed do such a foolish thing as that.

Nor do I. Although I was his only child, and his confidante in everything relating to his life, there was one thing he persistently kept from me, and that was the nature of his secret. Sometimes I have found myself suspecting that it was not an altogether creditable one — indeed, one that a father dare not reveal to his daughter. And yet no one has ever accused him of dishonesty or of double-dealing. At other times I have noticed in his face and manner an air of distinct mystery which has caused me to believe that the source of our unlimited wealth was some curious and romantic one, which to the world would be regarded as entirely incredible. One night, indeed, as we sat here at table after dinner, and while smoking, he had been telling me about my poor mother who died in lodgings in a back street in Manchester while he was absent on a voyage to the West Coast of Africa, he declared that if London knew the source of his income it would be astounded. But, he added, it is a secret — a secret I intend to carry with me to the grave.

Strangely enough he had uttered those very same words to me a couple of years before, when one night he had sat before the fire in my rooms in Great Russell Street, and I had referred to his marvellous stroke of good fortune. He had died, and he had either carried out his threat of destroying that evidence of his secret in the shape of the well-worn chamois leather bag, or else it had been ingeniously stolen from him.

The curious, ill-written letter I had secured from my friends luggage, while puzzling me had aroused certain suspicions that hitherto I had not entertained. Of these I, of course, told Mabel nothing, for I did not wish to cause her any greater pain. In the years we had been acquainted we had always been good friends. Although Reggie was fifteen years her senior, and I thirteen years older than she, I believe she regarded both of us as big brothers.

Our friendship had commenced when, finding Burton Blair, the seafaring tramp, practically-starving as he was, we clubbed together from our small means and put her to a finishing school at Bournemouth. To allow so young and delicate a girl to tramp England aimlessly in search of some vague and secret information which seemed to be her erratic fathers object, was, we decided, an utter impossibility; therefore, following that night of our first meeting at Helpstone, Burton and his daughter remained our guests for a week, and, after many consultations and some little economies, we were at last successful in placing Mabel at school, a service for which we later received her heartfelt thanks.

She was utterly worn-out, poor child. Poverty had already set its indelible stamp upon her sweet face, and her beauty was beginning to fade beneath that burden of disappointment and erratic wandering when we had so fortunately discovered her, and been able to rescue her from the necessity of tramping footsore over those endless, pitiless highways.

Contrary to our expectation it was quite a long time before we could induce Blair to allow his daughter to return to school, for, as a matter of fact, both father and daughter were entirely devoted to one another. Nevertheless, in the end we triumphed, and later, when the bluff, bearded wayfarer came to his own, he did not forget to return thanks to us in a very substantial manner. Indeed, our present improved circumstances were due to him, for not only had he handed a cheque to Reggie sufficient to pay the whole of the liabilities of the Cannon Street lace business, but to me, on my birthday three years ago, he had sent, enclosed in a cheap, silver cigarette case, a draft upon his bankers for a sum sufficient to provide me with a very comfortable little annuity.

Burton Blair never forgot his friends — neither did he ever forgive an unkind action. Mabel was his idol, his only real confidante, and yet it seemed more than strange that she knew absolutely nothing of the mysterious source of his colossal income.

Together we sat for over an hour in that great drawing-room, the very splendour of which spoke mystery. Mrs Percival, the pleasant, middle-aged widow of a naval surgeon, who was Mabels chaperon and companion, entered, but left us quickly, much upset by the tragic news. Presently, when I told Mabel of my promise to her father, a slight blush suffused her pale cheeks.

It is really awfully good of you to trouble over my affairs, Mr Greenwood, she said, glancing at me, and then dropping her eyes modestly. I suppose in future I shall have to consider you as my guardian, and she laughed lightly, twisting her ring around her finger.

Not as your legal guardian, I answered. Your fathers lawyers will, no doubt, act in that capacity, but rather as your protector and your friend.

Ah! she replied sadly, I suppose I shall require both, now that poor dad is dead.

I have been your friend for over five years, Mabel, and I hope you will still allow me to carry out my promise to your father, I said, standing before her and speaking in deep earnestness.

There must, however, at the outset be a clear and distinct understanding between us. Therefore permit me for one moment to speak to you candidly, as a man should to a woman who is his friend. You, Mabel, are young, and — well, you are, as you know, very good-looking—

No, really, Mr Greenwood, she cried, interrupting me and blushing at my compliment, it is too bad of you. Im sure—

Hear me out, please, I continued with mock severity. You are young, you are very good-looking, and you are rich; you therefore possess the three necessary attributes which render a woman eligible in these modern days when sentiment is held of such little account. Well, people who will watch our intimate friendship will, with ill-nature, declare, no doubt, that I am seeking to marry you for your money. I am quite sure the world will say this, but what I want you to promise is to at once refute such a statement. I desire that you and I shall be firm friends, just as we have ever been, without any thought of affection. I may admire you — I confess, now, that I have always admired you — but with a man of my limited means love for you is entirely out of the question. Understand that I do not wish to presume upon the past, now that your father is dead and you are alone. Understand, too, from the very outset that I now give you the hand of firm friendship as I would give it to Reggie, my old schoolfellow and best friend, and that in future I shall safeguard your interests as though they were my own. And I held out my hands to her.
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For a moment she hesitated, for my words had apparently caused her the most profound surprise.

Very well, she faltered, glancing for an instant up to my face. It is a bargain — if you wish it to be so.

I wish, Mabel, to carry out the promise I made to your father, I said. As you know, I am greatly indebted to him for much generosity, and I wish, therefore, as a mark of gratitude, to stand in his place and protect his daughter — yourself.

But were we not, in the first place, both indebted to you? she said. If it had not been for Mr Seton and yourself I might have wandered on until I died by the wayside.

For what was your father searching? I asked. He surely told you?

No, he never did. I am in entire ignorance of the reason of his three years of tramping up and down England. He had a distinct object, which he accomplished, but what it actually was he would never reveal to me.

It was, I suppose, in connexion with that document he always carried?

I believe it was, was her response. Then she added, returning to her previous observations, Why speak of your indebtedness to him, Mr Greenwood, when I know full well how you sold your best horse in order to pay my school fees at Bournemouth, and that you could not hunt that season in consequence? You denied yourself the only little pleasure you had, in order that I might be well cared for.

I forbid you to mention that again, I said quickly. Recollect we are now friends, and between friends there can be no question of indebtedness.

Then you must not talk of any little service my father rendered to you, she laughed. Come, now, I shall be unruly if you dont keep to your part of the bargain!

And so we were compelled at that juncture to cry quits, and we recommenced our friendship on a firm and perfectly well-defined basis.

Yet how strange it was! The beauty of Mabel Blair, as she lounged there before me in that magnificent home that was now hers, was surely sufficient to turn the head of any man who was not a Chancery Judge or a Catholic Cardinal — different indeed from the poor, half-starved girl whom I had first seen exhausted and fallen by the roadside in the winter gloom.


Chapter Five.

In which the Mystery Becomes Considerably Increased.
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THAT THE PRECIOUS document, or whatever it was, sewn up in the wash-leather which the dead man had so carefully guarded through all those years was now missing was, in itself, a very suspicious circumstance, while Mabels vague but distinct apprehensions, which she either would not or could not define, now aroused my suspicions that Burton Blair had been the victim of foul play.

Immediately after leaving her I therefore drove to Bedford Row and held another consultation with Leighton, to whom I explained my grave fears.

As I have already explained, Mr Greenwood, responded the solicitor, leaning back in his padded chair and regarding me gravely through his glasses, I believe that my client did not die a natural death. There was some mystery in his life, some strange romantic circumstance which, unfortunately, he never thought fit to confide to me. He held a secret, he told me, and by knowledge of that secret, he obtained his vast wealth. Only half an hour ago I made a rough calculation of the present value of his estate, and at the lowest, I believe it will be found to amount to over two and a half millions. The whole of this, I may tell you in confidence, goes unreservedly to his daughter, with the exception of several legacies, which include ten thousand each to Mr Seton and to yourself, two thousand to Mrs Percival, and some small sums to the servants. But, he added, there is a clause in the will which is very puzzling, and which closely affects yourself. As we both suspect foul play, I think I may as well at once show it to you without waiting for my unfortunate clients burial and the formal reading of his will.

Then he rose, and from a big black deed box lettered Burton Blair, Esquire, he took out the dead mans will, and, opening it, showed me a passage which read: — 

Ten: I give and bequeath to Gilbert Greenwood of The Cedars, Helpstone, the small bag of chamois leather that will be found upon me at the time of my death, in order that he may profit by what is contained therein, and as recompense for certain valuable services rendered to me. Let him recollect always this rhyme — 

Henry the Eighth was a knave to his queens, Hed, one short of seven — and nine or ten scenes!

And let him well and truly preserve the secret from every man, just as I have done.

That was all. A strange clause surely! Burton Blair had, after all, actually bequeathed his secret to me, the secret that had brought him his colossal wealth! Yet it was already lost — probably stolen by his enemies.

Thats a curious doggerel, the solicitor smiled. But poor Blair possessed but little literary culture, I fear. He knew more about the sea than poetry. Yet, after all, it seems a tantalising situation that you should be left the secret of the source of my clients enormous fortune, and that it should be stolen from you in this manner.

We had, I think, better consult the police, and explain our suspicions, I said, in bitter chagrin that the chamois sachet should have fallen into other hands.

I entirely agree with you, Mr Greenwood. We will go together to Scotland Yard and get them to institute inquiries. If Mr Blair was actually murdered, then his assassination was accomplished in a most secret and remarkable manner, to say the least. But there is one further clause in the will which is somewhat disturbing, and that is with regard to his daughter Mabel. The testator has appointed some person of whom I have never heard — a man called Paolo Melandrini, an Italian, apparently living in Florence, to be her secretary and the manager of her affairs.

What! I cried, amazed. An Italian to be her secretary! Who is he?

A person with whom I am not acquainted; whose name, indeed, has never been mentioned to me by my client. He merely dictated it to me when I drafted the will.

But the things absurd! I exclaimed. Surely you cant let an unknown foreigner, who may be an adventurer for all we know, have control of all her money?

I fear theres no help for it, replied Leighton, gravely. It is written here, and we shall be compelled to give notice to this man, whoever he is, of his appointment at a salary of five thousand pounds a year.

And will he really have control of her affairs?

Absolutely. Indeed, the whole estate is left to her on condition that she accepts this fellow as her secretary and confidential adviser.

Why, Blair must have been mad! I exclaimed. Has Mabel any knowledge of this mysterious Italian?

She has never heard of him.

Well, in that case, I think that, before he is informed of poor Blairs death and the good fortune in store for him, we ought at least to find out who and what he is. We can in any case, keep a watchful eye on him, and see that he doesnt trick Mabel out of her money.

The lawyer sighed, wiped his glasses slowly, and said — 

He will have the entire management of everything, therefore it will be difficult to know what goes on, or how much he puts into his own pocket.

But whatever could possess Blair to insert such a mad clause as that? Didnt you point out the folly of it?

I did.

And what did he say?

He reflected a few moments over my words, sighed, and then answered, It is imperative, Leighton. I have no other alternative. Therefore from that I took it that he was acting under compulsion.

You believe that this foreigner was in a position to demand it — eh?

The solicitor nodded. He evidently was of opinion that the reason of the introduction of this unknown person into Mabels household was a secret one, known only to Burton Blair and to the individual himself. It was curious, I reflected, that Mabel herself had not mentioned it to me. Yet perhaps she had hesitated, because I had told her of my promise to her father, and she did not wish to hurt my feelings. The whole situation became hourly more complicated and more mysterious.

I was, however, bent upon accomplishing two things; first, to recover the millionaires most precious possession which he had bequeathed to me, together with such an extraordinary injunction to recollect that doggerel couplet which still ran in my head; and secondly, to make private inquiries regarding this unknown foreigner who had so suddenly become introduced into the affair.

That same evening at six oclock, having met Reggie by appointment at Mr Leightons office, we all three drove to Scotland Yard, where we had a long consultation with one of the head officials, to whom we explained the circumstances and our suspicions of foul play.

Well, he replied at length, of course I will institute inquiries in Manchester and elsewhere, but as the medical evidence has proved so conclusively that the gentleman in question died from natural causes, I cannot hold out very much hope that out Department or the Manchester Detective Department can assist you. The grounds you have for supposing that he met with foul play are very vague, you must admit, and as far as I can see, the only motive at all was the theft of this paper, or whatever it was, which he carried upon him. Yet men are not usually killed in broad daylight in order to commit a theft which any expert pickpocket might effect. Besides, if his enemies or rivals knew what it was and how he was in the habit of carrying it, they could easily have secured it without assassination.

But he was in possession of some secret, remarked the solicitor.

Of what character?

I have unfortunately no idea. Nobody knows. All that we are aware is that its possession raised him from poverty to affluence, and that one person, if not more, was eager to obtain possession of it.

Naturally, remarked the grey-haired Assistant-Director of Criminal Investigations. But who was this person?

Unfortunately I do not know. My client told me this a year ago, but mentioned no name.

Then you have no suspicion whatever of any one?

None. The little bag of wash-leather, inside which the document was sewn, has been stolen, and this fact arouses our suspicion of foul play. The hide-bound official shook his head very dubiously.

That is not enough upon which to base a suspicion of murder, especially as we have had all the evidence at the inquest, a post-mortem and a unanimous verdict of the coroners jury. No, gentlemen, he added, I dont see any ground for really grave suspicion. The document may not have been stolen after all. Mr Blair seems to have been of a somewhat eccentric disposition, like many men who suddenly rise in the world, and he may have hidden it away for safe-keeping somewhere. To me, this seems by far the most likely theory, especially as he had expressed a fear that his enemies sought to gain possession of it.

But surely, if there is suspicion of murder, it is the duty of the police to investigate it! I exclaimed resentfully.

Granted. But where is the suspicion? Neither doctors, coroner, local police nor jury entertain the slightest doubt that he died from natural causes, he argued. In that case the Manchester police have neither right nor necessity to interfere.

But there has been a theft.

What proof have you of it? he asked, raising his grey eyebrows and tapping the table with his pen. If you can show me that a theft has been committed, then I will put in motion the various influences at my command. On the contrary, you merely suspect that this something sewn in a bag has been stolen. Yet it may be hidden in some place difficult to find, but nevertheless in safety. As, however, you all three allege that the unfortunate gentleman was assassinated in order to gain possession of this mysterious little packet of which he was so careful, I will communicate with the Manchester City police and ask them to make what inquiries they can. Further than that, gentlemen, he added suavely, I fear that my Department cannot assist you.

Then all I have to reply, remarked Mr Leighton, bluntly, is that the public opinion of the futility of this branch of the police in the detection of crime is fully justified, and I shall not fail to see that public attention is called to the matter through the Press. Its simply a disgrace.

Im only acting, sir, upon my instructions, conjointly with what you have yourself told me, was his answer. I assure you that if I ordered inquiries to be made in every case in which persons are alleged to have been murdered, I should require a detective force as large as the British Army. Why, not a day passes without I receive dozens of secret callers and anonymous letters all alleging assassination — generally against some person towards whom they entertain a dislike. Eighteen years as head of this Department, however, has, I think, taught me how to distinguish a case for inquiry — which yours is not.

Argument proved futile. The official mind was made up that Burton Blair had not fallen a victim to foul play, therefore we could hope for no assistance. So with our dissatisfaction rather plainly marked, we rose and went out again into Whitehall.

Its a scandal! Reggie declared angrily. Poor Blair has been murdered — everything points to it — and yet the police wont lift a finger to assist us to reveal the truth, just because a doctor discovered that he had a weak heart. Its placing a premium on crime, he added, his fist clenched savagely. Ill relate the whole thing to my friend Mills, the Member for West Derbyshire, and get him to ask a question in the House. Well see what this new Home Secretary says to it! Itll be a nasty pill for him, Ill wager.

Oh, hell have some typewritten official excuse ready, never fear, laughed Leighton. If they wont help us, we must make inquiries for ourselves.

The solicitor parted from us in Trafalgar Square, arranging to meet us at Grosvenor Square after the funeral, when the will would be formally read before the dead mans daughter and her companion, Mrs Percival.

And then, he added, we shall have to take some active steps to discover this mysterious person who is in future to control her fortune.

Ill undertake the inquiries, I said. Fortunately I speak Italian, therefore, before we give him notice of Blairs death. Ill go out to Florence and ascertain who and what he is. Truth to tell, I had a suspicion that the letter which I had secured from the dead mans blotting book, and which I had kept secretly to myself, had been written by this unknown individual — Paolo Melandrini. Although it bore neither address nor signature, and was in a heavy and rather uneducated hand, it was evidently the letter of a Tuscan, for I detected in it certain phonetic spelling which was purely Florentine. Translated, the strange communication read as follows: — 

Your letter reached me only this morning. The Ceco (blind man) is in Paris, on his way to London. The girl is with him, and they evidently know something. So be very careful. He and his ingenious friends will probably try and trick you.

I am still at my post, but the water has risen three metres on account of the heavy rains. Nevertheless, farming has been good, so I shall expect to meet you at vespers in San Frediano on the evening of the 6th of next month. I have something most important to tell you. Recollect that the Ceco means mischief, and act accordingly. Addio.

Times without number I carefully translated the curious missive word for word. It seemed full of hidden meaning.

What seemed most probable was that the person known as the blind man, who was Blairs enemy, had actually been successful in gaining possession of that precious little sachet of chamois leather that was now mine by right, together with the mysterious secret it contained.


Chapter Six.

Concerns Three Capital As.
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THE FUNCTION IN the library at Grosvenor Square on the following afternoon was, as may be supposed, a very sad and painful one.

Mabel Blair, dressed in deep mourning, her eyes betraying traces of tears, sat still and silent while the solicitor drily read over the will, clause by clause.

She made no comment, even when he repeated the dead mans appointment of the unknown Italian to be manager of his daughters fortune.

But who is he, pray? demanded Mrs Percival, in her quiet, refined voice. I have never heard Mr Blair speak of any such person.

Nor have I, admitted Leighton, pausing a moment to readjust his glasses, and then continuing to read the document through to the end.

We were all thoroughly glad when the formality was over. Afterwards, Mabel whispered to me that she wished to see me alone in the morning-room, and when we had entered together and I had closed the door, she said — 

Last night I searched the small safe in my fathers bedroom where he sometimes kept his private papers and things. There were a quantity of my poor mothers letters, written to him years ago when he was at sea, but nothing else, only this. And she drew from her pocket a small, soiled and frayed playing-card, an ace of hearts, upon which certain cabalistic capitals had been written in three columns. In order that you shall properly understand the arrangement and position of the letters, it will perhaps be as well if I here reproduce it: — 
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Thats curious! I remarked, turning it over anxiously in my hand. Have you tried to discover what meaning the words convey?

Yes; but its some cipher or other, I think. You will notice that the two upper columns commence with A, and the lower column ends with the same letter. The card is the ace of hearts, and in all those points I detect some hidden meaning.

No doubt, I said. But was there an appearance of it being carefully preserved?

Yes, it was sealed in a linen-lined envelope to itself, and marked in my fathers handwriting, Burton Blair — private. I wonder what it means?

Ah! I wonder, I exclaimed, pondering deeply, and still gazing upon the three columns of fourteen letters. I tried to decipher it by the usual known methods of the easy cipher, but could make nothing intelligible of it. There were some hidden words there, and being utterly unintelligible, they caused me considerable thought. Why Blair had preserved that card in such secrecy was, to say the least, a mystery. In it I suspected there was some hidden clue to his secret, but of its nature I could not even guess.

When we had discussed it for a long time, arriving at no satisfactory conclusion, I suggested that she should go abroad with Mrs Percival for a few weeks so as to change her surroundings and endeavour to forget her sudden bereavement, but she only shook her head, murmuring — 

No, I prefer to remain here. The loss of my poor father would be the same to me abroad as it is here.

But you must endeavour to forget, I urged with deep sympathy. We are doing our utmost to solve the mystery surrounding your fathers actions, and the means by which he came by his death. To-night, indeed, I am leaving for Italy in order to make secret inquiries regarding this person who is appointed your secretary.

Ah, yes, she sighed. I wonder who he is? I wonder what motive my father could possibly have in placing my affairs in the hands of a stranger?

He is probably an old friend of your fathers, I suggested.

No, she responded, I knew all his friends. He had only one secret from me — the secret of the source of his wealth. That he always refused point-blank to tell me.

I shall travel direct to Florence, and discover what I can before the lawyers give this mysterious person notice of your fathers death, I said. I may obtain some knowledge which will be of the greatest benefit to us hereafter.

Ah! it is really very good of you, Mr Greenwood, she answered, lifting her beautiful eyes to mine with an expression of profound gratitude. I must admit that the idea of being closely associated with a stranger, and that stranger a foreigner, causes me considerable apprehension.

But he may be young and good-looking, the veritable Paolo of romance — and you his Francesca, I suggested, smiling.

Her sweet lips relaxed slightly, but she shook her head, sighing as she answered — 

Please dont anticipate anything of the kind. I only hope he may be old and very ugly.

So that he will not arouse my jealousy — eh? I laughed. Really, Mabel, if our friendship were not upon such a well-defined basis, I should allow myself to act the part of lover. You know I—

Now dont be foolish, she interrupted, raising her small finger in mock reproval. Remember what you said yesterday.

I said what I meant.

And so did I. To tell you the truth, I like to think of you as my big brother, she declared. I suppose I shall never love, she added, reflectively, gazing into the blazing fire.

No, no; dont say that, Mabel. Youll one day meet some man in your own station, love him, marry and be happy, I said, my hand upon her shoulder. Recollect that with your wealth you can secure the pick of the matrimonial market.

Some impoverished young aristocrat, you mean? No, thanks. Ive already met a good many, but their disguise of affection has always been much too thin. Most of them wanted my money to pay off mortgages on their estates. No, Id much prefer a poor man — although I shall never marry — never.

I was silent for a moment, then I remarked quite bluntly — 

I always thought you would marry young Lord Newborough. You both seemed very good friends.

So we were — until he proposed to me.

And she looked me straight in the face with that clear gaze and those splendid eyes wide open in wonderment, almost like a childs.

Her character was a strangely complex one. As a tall, willowy girl, in those early days of our acquaintance, I knew her to be high-minded and wilful, yet of that sweet affectionate disposition that endeared her to every one with whom she came into contact. Her nature was so calm and so sweet that in her love seemed an unconscious impulse. I had often thought she was surely too soft, too good, too fair to be cast among the briers of the world, and fall and bleed upon the thorns of life. The world is just as cold and pitiless and just as full of pitfalls for the young and unwary in Mayfair as in Mile End. Hence, to fulfil my promise to that man now silent in his grave, it was my duty to protect her from the thousand and one wiles of those who would endeavour to profit by sex and inexperience.

Her early privations, her hard life in youth while her father was absent at sea, and those weary months of tramping the turnpikes of England, all had had their effect upon her. With her, love seemed to be scarcely a passion or a sentiment, but a dreamy enchantment, a reverie which a fairy spell dissolved or riveted at pleasure. So exquisitely delicate was her character, just as was her countenance, that it seemed as if a touch would profane it. Like a strain of sad, sweet music which comes floating by on the wings of night and silence, and which we rather feel than hear, like the exhalation of the violet dying even upon the sense it charms, like the snow-flake dissolved in air before it has caught a stain of earth, like the light surf severed from the billow which a breath disperses — such was her nature, so full of that modesty, grace and tenderness without which a woman is no woman.

As she stood there before me, a frail, delicate figure in her plain black gown, and her hand in mine, thanking me for the investigation which I was undertaking in her behalf, and wishing me bon voyage, I shuddered to think of her thrown alone amid harsh and adverse destinies, and amid all the corruptions and sharks of society, perhaps without energy to resist, or will to act, or strength to endure. Alone in such a case, the end must inevitably be desolation.

I wished her farewell, turning from her with a feeling that, loving her as I admit I did, I was nevertheless unworthy of her. Yet surely I was playing a dangerous game!

I had entertained a strong and increasing affection for her ever since that winters night down at Helpstone. Still, now that she was possessor of vast wealth, I felt that the difference in our ages and the fact that I was a poor man were both barriers to our marriage. Indeed, she had never exerted any of the feminine wiles of flirtation towards me; she had never once allowed me to think that I had captivated her. She had spoken the truth. She regarded me as an elder brother — that was all.

That same night, as I paced the deck of the Channel steamer in the teeth of a wintry gale, watching the revolving light of Calais harbour growing more and more distinct, my thoughts were full of her. Love is the teacher, grief the tamer, and time the healer of the human heart. While the engines throbbed, the wind howled and the dark seas swirled past, I paced up and down puzzling over the playing-card in my pocket and reflecting upon all that had occurred. The rich fancies of unbowed youth, the visions of long-perished hopes, the shadows of unborn joys, the gay colourings of the dawn of existence — what ever my memory had treasured up, came before me in review, but lived no longer within my heart.

I recollected that truism of Rochefoucaulds: Il est difficile de definer lamour: ce quon en peut dire est que, dans lame, cest un passion de regner; dans les esprits, cest une sympathie; et dans le corps, ce nest quune envie cachée et delicate de posséder ce que lon aime, après beaucoup de mystères. Yes, I loved her with all my heart, with all my soul, but to me I recognised that it was not permitted. My duty, the duty I had promised to fulfil to that dying man whose life-story had been a secret romance, was to act as Mabels protector, and not to become her lover and thus profit by her wealth. Blair had left his secret to me, in order, no doubt, to place me beyond the necessity of fortune-hunting, and as it had been lost it was my duty to him and to myself to spare no effort to recover it.

With these sentiments firmly established within my heart I entered the wagon-lit at Calais, and started on the first stage of my journey across Europe from the Channel to the Mediterranean.

Three days later I was strolling up the Via Tornabuoni, in Florence, that thoroughfare of mediaeval palaces, banks, consulates and chemists shops that had been so familiar to me each winter, until I had taken to hunting in England in preference to the sunshine of the Lung Arno and the Cascine. Indeed, some of my early years had been spent in Italy, and I had grown to love it, as every Englishman does. In that bright February morning as I passed up the long, crooked street, filled by the nonchalant Florentines and the wealthy foreigners out for an airing, I passed many men and women of my acquaintance. Doneys and Giacosas, the favourite lounges of the men, were agog with rich idlers sipping cocktails or that seductive petit verre known in the Via Tornabuoni as a piccolo, the baskets of the flower-sellers gave a welcome touch of colour to the grim grey of the colossal Palace of the Strozzi, while from the consulates the flags of various nations, most conspicuous of all being that of the ever-popular Major, reminded me that it was the festà of Santa Margherita.

In the old days, when I used to live en pension with a couple of Italian artillery officers and a Dutch art-student in the top floor of one of those great old palaces in the Via dei Banchi, the Via Tornabuoni used to be my morning walk, for there one meets everybody, the ladies shopping or going to the libraries, and the men gossiping on the kerb — a habit quickly acquired by every Englishman who takes up his abode in Italy.

It was astonishing, too, what a crowd of well-known faces I passed that morning — English peers and peeresses, Members of Parliament, financial magnates, City sharks, manufacturers, and tourists of every grade and of every nation.

His Highness the Count of Turin, returning from drill, rode by laughing with his aide-de-camp and saluting those he knew. The women mostly wore their smartest toilettes with fur, because a cold wind came up from the Arno, the scent of flowers was in the air, bright laughter and incessant chatter sounded everywhere, and the red-roofed old Lily City was alive with gaiety. Perhaps no city in all the world is so full of charm nor so full of contrasts as quaint old Florence, with her wonderful cathedral, her antique bridge with rows of jewellers shops upon it, her magnificent churches, her ponderous palaces, and her dark, silent, mediaeval streets, little changed, some of them, since the days when they were trodden by Giotto and by Dante. Time has laid his hand lightly indeed upon the City of Flowers, but whenever he has done so he has altered it out of all recognition, and the garish modernity of certain streets and piazzas surely grates to-day upon those who, like myself, knew the old city before the Piazza Vittorio — always the Piazza Vittorio, synonym of vandalism — had been constructed, and the old Ghetto, picturesque if unclean, was still in existence.

Two men, both of them Italian, stopped to salute me as I walked, and to wish me ben tornato. One was an advocate whose wife was accredited one of the prettiest women in that city where, strangely enough, the most striking type of beauty is fair-haired. The other was the Cavaliere Alinari, secretary to the British Consul-General, or the Major, as everybody speaks of him.

I had only arrived in Florence two hours before, and, after a wash at the Savoy, had gone forth with the object of cashing a cheque at Frenchs, prior to commencing my inquiries.

Meeting Alinari, however, caused me to halt for a moment, and after he had expressed pleasure at my return, I asked — 

Do you, by any chance, happen to know any one by the name of Melandrini — Paolo Melandrini? His address is given me as Via San Cristofano, number eight.

He looked at me rather strangely with his sharp eyes, stroked his dark beard a moment, and replied in English, with a slight accent — 

The address does not sound very inviting, Mr Greenwood. I have not the pleasure of knowing the gentleman, but the Via San Cristofano is one of the poorest and worst streets in Florence, just behind Santa Croce from the Via Ghibellina. I should not advise you to enter that quarter at night. There are some very bad characters there.

Well, I explained, the fact is I have come down here expressly to ascertain some facts concerning this person.

Then dont do it yourself, was my friends strong advice. Employ some one who is a Florentine. If it is a case of confidential inquiries, he will certainly be much more successful than you can ever be. The moment you set foot in that street it would be known in every tenement that an Inglese was asking questions. And, he added with a meaning smile, they resent questions being asked in the Via San Cristofano.


Chapter Seven.

The Mysterious Foreigner.
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I FELT THAT his advice was good, and in further conversation over a piccolo at Giacosas he suggested that I should employ a very shrewd but ugly little old man named Carlini, who sometimes made confidential inquiries on behalf of the Consulate.

An hour later the old man called at the Savoy, a bent, shuffling, white-headed old fellow, shabbily dressed, with a grey soft felt rather greasy hat stuck jauntily on the side of his head — a typical Florentine of the people. They called him Babbo Carlini in the markets, I afterwards learned, and cooks and servant-girls were fond of playing pranks upon him. Believed by every one to be a little childish, he fostered the idea because it gave him greater facilities in his secret inquiries, for he was regularly employed by the police in serious cases, and through his shrewdness many a criminal had been brought to justice.

In the privacy of my bedroom I explained in Italian the mission I wished him to execute for me.

Si, signore, was all he responded, and this at every pause I made.

His boots were sadly cracked and down at heel, and he was badly in want of clean linen, but from his handkerchief pocket there arose a small row of toscani, those long, thin, penny cigars so dear to the Italian palate.

Recollect, I impressed upon the old fellow, you must, if possible, find a way of striking up an acquaintance with this individual, Paolo Melandrini, obtain from him all you can about himself, and arrange so that I have, as soon as possible, an opportunity of seeing him without being myself observed. This matter, I added, is strictly confidential, and I engage you for one week in my service at a wage of two hundred and fifty lire. Here are one hundred to pay your current expenses.

He took the green banknotes in his claw-like hand, and with a muttered Tanti grazie, signore, transferred it to the inner pocket of his shabby jacket.

You must on no account allow the man to suspect that any inquiry is being made concerning him. Mind that he knows nothing of any Englishman in Florence asking about him, or it will arouse his suspicions at once. Be very careful in all that you say and do, and report to me to-night. At what time shall I meet you?

Late, the old fellow grunted. He may be a working-man, and if so I shall not be able to see anything of him till evening. Ill call here at eleven oclock to-night, and then he shuffled out, leaving an odour of stale garlic and strong tobacco.

I began to wonder what the hotel people would think of me entertaining such a visitor, for the Savoy is one of the smartest in Florence, but my apprehensions were quickly dispelled, for as we passed out I heard the uniformed hall-porter exclaim in Italian — 

Hulloa, Babbo! Got a fresh job?

To which the old fellow only grinned in satisfaction, and with another grunt passed out into the sunshine.

That day passed long and anxiously. I idled on the Ponte Vecchio and in the dim religious gloom of the Santissima Anunziata, in the afternoon making several calls upon friends I had known, and in the evening dining at Doneys in preference to the crowded table-dhôte of English and Americans at the Savoy.

At eleven I awaited old Carlini in the hall of the hotel, and on his arrival took him anxiously in the lift up to my room.

Well, he commenced, speaking in his slightly-lisping Florentine tongue, I have been pursuing inquiries all day, but have discovered very little. The individual you require appears to be a mystery.

I expected so, was my reply. What have you discovered regarding him?

They know him in Via San Cristofano. He has a small apartment on the third floor of number eight, which he only visits occasionally. The place is looked after by an old woman of eighty, whom I managed to question. Discovering that this Melandrini was absent and that a cloth was hanging from the window to dry, I presented myself as an agent of police to explain that the hanging out of a cloth was a contravention of the law and liable to a fine of two francs. I then obtained from her a few facts concerning her padrone. She told me all she knew, which did not amount to much. He had a habit of arriving suddenly, generally at evening, and staying there for one or two days, never emerging in the daytime. Where he lived at other times she did not know. Letters often came for him bearing an English stamp, and she kept them. Indeed, she showed me one that arrived ten days ago and is now awaiting him.

Could it be from Blair, I wondered?

What was the character of the handwriting on the envelope? I inquired.

An English hand — thick and heavy. Signore was spelt wrongly, I noticed.

Blairs hand was thick, for he generally wrote with a quill. I longed to examine it for myself.

Then this old serving-woman has no idea of the individuals address?

None whatever. He told her that if any one ever called for him to say that his movements are uncertain, and that any message must be left in writing.

What is the place like?

Poorly furnished, and very dirty and neglected. The old woman is nearly blind and very feeble.

Does she describe him as a gentleman?

I could not ask her for his description, but from inquiries in other quarters I learned that he was in all probability a person who was in trouble with the police, or something of that sort. A man who kept a wine-shop at the end of the street told me in confidence that about six months before, two men, evidently agents of police, had been very active in their inquiries concerning him. They had set a watch upon the house for a month, but he had not returned. He described him as, a middle-aged man with a beard, who was very reticent, who wore glasses, spoke with just a slight foreign accent, and who seldom entered any wine-shop and who scarcely ever passed the time of day with his neighbours. Yet he was evidently well off, for on several occasions, on hearing of distress among the families living in that street, he had surreptitiously visited them and dispensed charity to a no mean degree. Apparently it is this which has inspired respect, while, in addition, he seems to have purposely surrounded his identity by mystery.

With some object, no doubt, I remarked.

Certainly, was the queer old mans response. All my inquiries tend to show he is a man of secrecy and that he is concealing his real identity.

It may be that he keeps those rooms merely as an address for letters, I suggested.

Do you know, signore, that is my own opinion? he said. He may live in another part of Florence for aught we know.

We must find out. Before I leave here it is imperative that I should know all about him, therefore I will assist you to watch for his return.

Babbo shook his head and fingered his long cigar, which he was longing to smoke.

No, signore. You must not appear in the Via San Cristofana. They would note your presence instantly. Leave all to me. I will employ an assistant, and we shall, I hope, before long be shadowing this mysterious individual.

Recollecting that strange letter in Italian which I had secured from the dead mans effects, I asked the old fellow if he knew any place called San Frediano — the place appointed for the meeting between the man now dead and the writer of the letter.

Certainly, was his reply. There is the market of San Frediano behind the Carmine. And, of course, there is the Church of San Frediano in Lucca.

In Lucca! I echoed. Ah, but it is not Florence.

Nevertheless, now I recollected, the letter distinctly appointed the hour of meeting at vespers. The place arranged was therefore most certainly a church.

Do you know of any other Church of San Frediano? I inquired.

Only the one in Lucca.

It was evident, then, that the meeting was to take place there on the 6th of March. If I did not ascertain any further facts concerning Paolo Melandrini in the meantime, I resolved to keep the appointment and watch who should be present.

I gave Carlini permission to smoke, and, seated in a low easy-chair, the old fellow soon filled my room with the strong fumes of his cheap cigar, at the same time relating to me in narrow details all that he had gathered in that Florentine slum.

The secret connexion between Burton Blair and this mysterious Italian was a problem I could not solve. There was evidently some strong motive why he should appoint him controller of Mabels fortune, yet it was all an utter enigma, just as much as the mysterious source from which the millionaire had obtained his vast wealth.

Whatever we discovered I knew that it must be some strange revelation. From the first moment I had met the wayfarer and his daughter, they had been surrounded by striking romance, which had now deepened, and become more inexplicable by the death of that bluff, hearty man with a secret.

I could not help strongly suspecting that the man Melandrini, whose movements were so mysterious and suspicious, had had some hand in filching from Blair that curious little possession of his which he had, in his will, bequeathed to my keeping. This was a strange fancy of mine, and one which, try how I would, I could not put aside. So erratic seemed the mans movements that, for aught I knew, he might have been in England at the time of Blairs death — if so, then the suspicion against him was gravely increased.

I was feverishly anxious to return to London, but unable yet to do so ere my inquiries were completed. A whole week went by, and Carlini, employing his son-in-law, a dark-haired young man of low class, as his assistant, kept vigilant watch upon the house both night and day, but to no avail. Paolo Melandrini did not appear to claim the letter from England that was awaiting him.

One evening by judiciously bribing the old servant with twenty francs, Carlini obtained the letter in question, and brought it for me to see. In the privacy of my room we boiled a kettle, steamed the flap of the envelope, and took out the sheet of notepaper it contained.

It was from Blair. Dated from Grosvenor Square eighteen days before, it was in English, and read as follows: — 

I will meet you if you really wish it. I will bring out the papers with me and trust in you to employ persons who know how to keep their mouths shut. My address in reply will be Mr John Marshall, Grand Hotel, Birmingham.

B.B.

The mystery increased. Why did Blair wish for the employment of persons who would remain silent? What was the nature of the work that was so very confidential?

Evidently Blair took every precaution in receiving communications from the Italian, causing him to address his letters in various names to various hotels whither he went to stay a night, and thus claim them.

Mabel had often told me of her fathers frequent absences from home, he sometimes being away a week or fortnight, or even three weeks, without leaving his address behind. His erratic movements were now accounted for.

Consumed by anxiety I waited day after day, spending hours on that maddening cipher on the playing-card, until, on the morning of the 6th of March, Carlini having been unsuccessful in Florence, I took him with me up to the old city of Lucca, which, travelling by way of Pistoja, we reached about two oclock in the afternoon.

At the Universo I was given that enormous bedroom with the wonderful frescoes which was for so long occupied by Ruskin, and just before the Ave Maria clanged away over the hills and plains, I parted from Babbo and strolled tourist-wise into the magnificent old mediaeval church, the darkness of which was illuminated only by the candles burning at the side altars and the cluster before the statue of Our Lady.

Vespers were in progress, and the deathlike stillness of the great interior was only broken by the low murmuring of the bowed priest.

Only about a dozen persons were present, all of them being women — all save one, a man who, standing back in the shadow behind one of the huge circular columns, was waiting there in patience, while of the others all were kneeling.

Turning suddenly on hearing my light footstep upon the marble flags, I met him next second face to face.

I drew a quick breath, then stood rooted to the spot in blank and utter amazement.

The mystery was far greater than even I had imagined it to be. The truth that dawned upon me was staggering and utterly bewildering.


Chapter Eight.

In which the Truth is Spoken.
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THE FINE OLD church, with its heavy gildings, its tawdry altars and its magnificent frescoes, was in such gloom that at first, on entering from the street, I could distinguish nothing plainly, but as soon as my eyes became accustomed to the light I saw within a few yards of me a countenance that was distinctly familiar, a face that caused me to pause in anxious breathlessness.

Standing there, behind those scattered kneeling women, with the faint, flickering light of the altar candles illuminating his face just sufficiently, the mans head was bowed in reverence and yet his dark, beady eyes seemed darting everywhere. By his features — those hard, rather sinister features and greyish scraggy beard that I had once before seen — I knew that he was the man who had made the secret appointment with Burton Blair, yet, contrary to my expectations, he was attired in the rough brown habit and rope girdle of a Capuchin lay brother, a silent, mournful figure as he stood with folded arms while the priest in his gorgeous vestments mumbled the prayers.

In that twilight a sepulchral chill fell upon my shoulders; the sweet smell of the incense in the darkness seemed to increase with that world of incredible magnificence, of solitude gloomily enchanted, of wealth strangely incongruous with the squalor and poverty in the piazza outside. Beyond that silent monk whose piercing mysterious eyes were fixed upon me so inquiringly were dark receding distances, traversed here and there by rainbow beams that fell from some great window, while far off a dim red light was suspended from the high, vaulted roof.

Those columns beside which I was standing rose straight to the roof, close and thick like high forest trees, testifying to the patient work of a whole generation of men all carved in living stone, all infinitely durable in spite of such rare delicacy and already transmitted to us from afar through the long-past centuries.

The monk, that man whose bearded face I had seen once before in England, had thrown himself upon his knees, and was mumbling to himself and fingering the huge rosary suspended from his girdle.

A woman dressed in black with the black santuzza of the Lucchesi over her head had entered noiselessly, and was prostrated a few feet from me. She held a miserable baby at her breast, a child but a few months old, in whose shrivelled little face there was already the stamp of death. She was praying ardently for him, as the tapers gradually diminished, the penny tapers she had placed before the humble picture of Sant Antonio, this sorrowing creature. The contrast between the prodigious wealth around and the rags of the humble supplicant was overwhelming and cruel; between the persistent durability of those many thousand Saints draped in gold, and the frailty of that little being with no to-morrow.

The woman was still kneeling, her lips moving in obstinate and vain repetitions. She looked at me, her eyes full of desolation, divining a pity no doubt in mine; then she turned her gaze upon the hooded Capuchin, the hard-faced, bearded man who held the key to the secret of Burton Blair.

I stood behind the ponderous column, bowed but watchful. The poor woman, after a quick glance at the splendour around, turned her eyes more anxiously upon me — a stranger. Did I really think they would listen to her, those magnificent divinities?

Ah! I did not know if they would listen. In her place I would rather have carried the child to one of those wayside shrines where the Virgin of the contadini reigns. The Madonnas and Saints of Ghirlandajo and Civitali and Della Querica who inhabited that magnificent old church seemed somehow to be creatures of ceremony, hardened by secular pomp. Strange as it may seem, I could not imagine that they would occupy themselves with a poor old woman from the olive mill or with her deformed and dying child.

Vespers ended. The dark, murmuring figures rose, shuffling away over the marble floor towards the door, and as the lights were quickly extinguished, the woman and her child became swallowed up in the gloom.

I loitered, desiring that the Capuchin should pass me, in order that I could obtain a further view of him. Should I address him, or should I remain silent and set Babbo to watch him?

He approached me slowly, his big hands hidden in the ample sleeves of his snuff-coloured habit, the garment which men of his order have new only once in ten years, and which they wear always, waking or sleeping.

I had halted before the ancient tomb of Santa Zita, that patroness of Lucca whom Dante mentions in his Inferno. In the little chapel a single light was burning in the great antique lantern of gold, which the proud Lucchese placed there ages ago when the black plague was feared. As I turned, I saw that, although watching me narrowly, he still seemed to be awaiting the appearance of the man who was now, alas! no more. Yes, now that in a better light I could see his features, I had no hesitation in pronouncing him to be the same man I had met a year ago at Burtons table in Grosvenor Square.

I recollected the occasion well. It was in June, in the height of the London season, and Blair had invited me to dine with several bachelor friends and go to the Empire afterwards. The man now in a religious habit, shuffling along in his worn-out sandals, had presented the very different figure of the easy-going prosperous man-of-the-world, with a fine diamond in his shirt-front and a particularly well-cut dinner jacket. Burton had introduced him to us as Signor Salvi, the celebrated engineer, and he had sat at table opposite me and chatted in excellent English. He struck me as a man who had travelled very widely, especially in the Far East, and from certain expressions he let drop I concluded that, like Burton Blair, he had been to sea, and that he was a friend of the old days before the great secret became so profitable.

The other men present on that occasion were all acquaintances of mine, two of them financiers in the City whose names were well known on the Stock Exchange, a third the heir to an earldom to which he had since succeeded, and the fourth Sir Charles Webb, a smart young Guardsman of the modern type. After a dinner of that exquisite character of which Burton Blairs French chef was famous, we all drove to the Empire, and afterwards spent a couple of hours at the Grosvenor Club, concluding the evening at the Bachelors, of which Sir Charles was a member.

Now as I stood within the hushed gloom of that grand old church, watching the dark mysterious figure pacing the aisle in patience and awaiting the person who would never come, I recollected what had, on that evening long ago, aroused within me a curious feeling of resentment against him. It was this. Having left the Empire, we were standing outside on the pavement in Leicester Square calling cabs, when I overheard the Italian exclaim in his own language to Blair, I do not like that friend of yours — Greenwood. He is far too inquisitive. At this my friend laughed, saying, Ah, caro mio, you dont know him. He is my very best friend. The Italian grunted, replying, He has been putting leading questions to me all the evening, and I have had to lie to him. Again Blair laughed. It is not the first time youve committed that sin, was his answer. No, the other responded in a low voice, intending that I should not overhear him, but if you introduce me to your friends be careful that they are not quite so astute or so inquisitive as this man Greenwood. He may be a good fellow, but even if he is he surely must not know our secret, if he did, it might mean ruin to us, remember!

And then, before Blair could make response, he mounted into a hansom which at that moment had pulled up at the kerb.

From that moment I had entertained a distinct dislike of the man who had been introduced to me as Salvi, not that I hold every foreigner in suspicion as some insular Englishmen so foolishly do, but because he had endeavoured to poison Blairs mind against me. Yet after a week the incident had entirely slipped my memory and I had never recollected it until that strange and unexpected re-encounter.

Was it possible that this monk with the sun-bronzed, bearded face was the same man who rented that apartment in the Florence slum, and whose visits there were so surreptitious and mysterious? Perhaps so, because all the secrecy of his habitation would be accounted for by the fact that a Capuchin is not allowed to possess any property outside his monastery. Those infrequent visits to Florence might be made at times when, being a lay brother, he would no doubt be sent out into the country to collect from the contadini alms and presents in kind for the poor in the city. Everywhere throughout Tuscany, in peasants hut as in princes palace, the humble, patient and charitable Capuchin is welcomed; a flask of wine and a crust is ready for him at the house of every contadino, and in the villas and palaces of the rich there is always a place for him in the servants hall. How many of the Italian poor are saved annually from sheer starvation by the soup and bread dispensed daily at the door of every Capuchin monastery, it would be impossible to estimate. Suffice it to say that the Order in their snuff-coloured habits and their black skull-caps is the greatest and truest friend the starving poor possesses.

Babbo Carlini was no doubt idling outside upon the steps of the church awaiting my reappearance. Would he, I wondered, recognise in this monk the description he had obtained of Paolo Melandrini, the unknown man who was to be Mabel Blairs secretary and adviser?

The last loiterers in the antique Chapel of the Holy Sacrament had left, their footsteps echoing away across the flags to the exit, and I found myself alone with the silent, almost statuesque, man beside whom I had, only one year before stood in the Grand Circle at the Empire watching and criticising a ballet.

Should I address him and claim acquaintance? His openly-expressed disapproval of myself caused me to hesitate. It was quite apparent that he had held me in apprehension on that night at Grosvenor Square, therefore in the present circumstances his suspicion would undoubtedly become increased. Should I boldly address him and thus show my fearlessness, as well as my acquaintance with his subterfuges? or should I withdraw and watch his subsequent movements?

I at length decided on the former course — for two reasons. The first was that I felt confident he had recognised me as Burtons friend; and the second because in dealing with such a man the open declaration of knowledge is always the more advantageous in the end than the careful concealment of such facts as I already knew. If I set a watch upon him his suspicions would become heightened, whereas if I acted openly I might succeed in disarming him.

Therefore, turning upon my heel, I strolled straight towards where he had halted as though he were patiently awaiting Blairs arrival.

Pardon me, signore, I exclaimed in Italian, but if I mistake not we have met before — in London, a year ago — was it not?

Ah, he exclaimed, his face relaxing into a pleasant smile as he extended his big, hard hand, I have been wondering all this time, Signor Greenwood, if you would recognise me is this dress. I am very pleased to resume our acquaintance — very. And he emphasised his words, meant or feigned, by a strong, close grip.

I expressed surprise at finding the erratic traveller and man-of-the-world to be, in reality, an inhabitant of the cloister, to which in a low voice, in reverence that we were within that sacred place, he responded — 

I will tell you all about it later. It is not so remarkable as it no doubt strikes you. As a Capuchin I assure you my quiet, reflective life is far preferable to that of the man who, like yourself, mixes with the world and is compelled to live the fevered life of to-day, wherein fortunate unscrupulousness is accounted meritorious and the greatest of sins is that of ones evil living being found out.

Yes, I quite understand, I replied, surprised nevertheless at his assertion and wondering whether, after all, he was merely attempting to mislead me. The life of the cloister must be one of a sweet and infinite calm. But if I mistake not, I added, you are here by appointment to meet our mutual friend, Burton Blair.

He raised his dark eyebrows slightly, and I could have sworn that my words caused him to start. Yet so cleverly did he conceal any surprise I had caused him that he replied in a quiet, natural tone — 

That is so. I am here to see him.

Then I regret to tell you that you will never see him again, I said in a low, earnest voice.

Why? he gasped, his black eyes wide open in surprise.

Because, I answered, because poor Burton Blair is dead — and his secret has been stolen.

What! he cried, with a look of abject terror and in a voice so loud that his exclamation echoed along the high, vaulted roof. Blair dead — and the secret stolen! Dio! impossible — impossible!


Chapter Nine.

The House of Silence.
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THE EFFECT OF my words upon the burly Capuchin, whose form seemed almost gigantic on account of the thickness of his inartistic habit, was as curious as it was unexpected.

My announcement of Blairs death seemed to completely unnerve him. Apparently he had been waiting there, keeping the appointment, all unconscious of the untimely end of the man with whom he had been on terms of such secret and intimate friendship.

Tell me — tell me how it happened, he gasped in Italian in a low, hushed voice, as though he feared that some eavesdropper might be lurking in those dark recesses.

In a few brief words I explained the truth, to which he listened in silence. Then, when I had finished, he muttered something, crossed himself, and, as the approaching footsteps of the sacristan aroused us both, we walked forward and out into the dusk of the broad piazza.

Old Carlini, was was lounging upon a bench smoking the end of a cigar, noticed us in an instant and I saw him open his eyes in wonderment, although further than that he betrayed no sign.

Poverino! Poverino! repeated the monk as we strolled together slowly beside the old red walls of the once-proud city. To think that our poor friend Burton died so suddenly — and without a word!

Not exactly without a word, I said. He gave several directions, one of which was that he placed his daughter Mabel beneath my care.

Ah, the little Mabel, he sighed. Surely it is ten years since I saw her in Manchester. She was then about eleven, a tall, dark-haired, rather pretty child, a striking likeness of her mother — poor woman.

You knew her mother, then? I asked in some surprise.

He nodded in the affirmative, but gave no further information.

Suddenly turning to me as we walked towards the city gate, the Ponto Santa Maria, where the uniformed officers of the dazio were lounging ready to tax every pennyworth of food-stuff entering there, he demanded — 

How did you know that I had an appointment with our friend to-night?

By the letter which you wrote him, and which was found in his bag after his decease, I responded frankly.

He grunted with distinct satisfaction. It struck me indeed as though he were apprehensive that Burton had before his death told me some details regarding his life. I recollected that curious cipher upon the playing-card, although I made no reference to it.

Ah! I see! he exclaimed presently. But if that little wallet, or whatever it was, that he always wore either concealed within his clothes or suspended around his neck, is missing, does not it point to a tragedy — theft and murder?

There are distinct suspicions, was my reply. Although, according to the doctors, he died from a purely natural cause.

Ah! I dont believe it! cried the monk, fiercely clenching his fist. One of them has succeeded at last in stealing that sachet of which he was always so very careful, and Im positive that murder has been committed in order to conceal the theft.

One of whom? I inquired anxiously.

One of his enemies.

But are you aware what that little bag contained?

He never would tell me, was the Capuchins reply, looking me straight in the face. He only said that his secret was concealed within — and I have reason to believe that such was a fact.

But you knew his secret? I said, my eyes full upon him.

I noted, by the change in his dark countenance, how my allegation caused him quick apprehension. He could not totally deny it, yet he was certainly seeking some means of misleading me.

I only know what he explained to me, he responded. And that was not much, for, as you are aware, he was a most reticent man. He has long ago related to me, however, the somewhat romantic circumstances in which you met, what a good friend you were to him before his stroke of fortune, and how you and your friend — I forget his name — put Mabel to school at Bournemouth, and thus rescued her from that weary tramp which Burton himself had undertaken.

But why was he on tramp in that manner? I asked. To me it has always been an enigma.

And also to me. He was, I believe, in search of the key to that secret which he carried with him — the secret which, you say, he has bequeathed to you.

Did he reveal to you nothing more? I inquired, recollecting that from this mans remarks regarding Mabels youth, he and Blair must have been old friends.

Nothing. His secret remained his own, and he revealed it to nobody always fearing betrayal.

But now that it is in other hands, what do you anticipate? I inquired, still walking at his side, for we had passed out of the city and were out upon that wide, dirty road that led away to the Moriano Bridge and then fifteen miles up into the mountains to that leafy and rather gay summer resort well known to all Italians and some English, the Baths of Lucca.

Well, responded my companion, very gravely, from what I learned in London on the occasion we met, I anticipate that poor Blairs secret has been most ingeniously stolen, and will be put to good account by the person into whose possession it has now passed.

To the detriment of his daughter Mabel?

Most certainly. She must be the principal sufferer, he replied, with just a suspicion of a sigh.

Ah, if he had only confided his affairs in some one who, knowing the truth, might have combated this cunning conspiracy! But, as it is, we seem all utterly in the dark. Even his lawyers know nothing!

And you, to whom the secret is left, have actually lost it! he added. Yes, signore, the situation is indeed a most critical one.

In this affair, Signor Salvi, I said, being mutual friends of poor Blair, we must endeavour to do our best to discover and punish his enemies. Tell me, therefore, if you are aware of the source of our unfortunate friends vast wealth?

I am not Signor Salvi here, was the monks quiet reply. I am known as Fra Antonio of Arezzo, or Fra Antonio for short. The name of Salvi was given to me by poor Blair himself, who did not wish to introduce a Capuchin among his worldly friends as such. As to the source of his wealth, I believe I am acquainted with the truth.

Then tell me, tell me! I cried anxiously.

For it may give us the clue to these persons who had so successfully conspired against him. Again the monk turned his dark, penetrating eyes upon me, those eyes that in the gloom of San Frediano had seemed so full of fire and yet so full of mystery.

No, he answered in a hard, decisive tone. I am not permitted to tell anything. He is dead — let his memory rest.

But why? I demanded. In these circumstances of grave suspicion, and of the theft of the secret which is my property by right, it is surely your duty to explain what you know, in order that we may gain a clue? Recollect, too, that the future of his daughter depends upon the truth being revealed.

I can tell you nothing, he repeated. Much as I regret it, my lips are sealed.

Why?

By an oath taken years ago — before I entered the Order of the Capuchins, he responded. Then after a pause, he added, with a sigh, It is all strange — stranger perhaps than any man has dreamed — yet I can tell you nothing, Mr Greenwood, absolutely nothing.

I was silent. His words were highly tantalising, as well as disappointing. I had not yet made up my mind whether he was actually my enemy or my friend.

At one moment he seemed simple, honest and straightforward as are all men of his religious order, yet at others there seemed within him that craft and cunning, that clever diplomacy and far-seeing acumen of the Jesuit, traits of a character warped into ingenuity and double-dealing.

The very fact that Burton Blair had always hidden from me his friendship — if friendship it were — for this stalwart monk with the bronzed and furrowed face, caused me to entertain a kind of vague distrust in him. And yet, when I recollected the tone of the letter he had written to Blair, how could I doubt but their friendship, if secret, was a real and genuine one? Nevertheless, I recollected those words I had overheard on the pavement of Leicester Square, and they caused me to ponder and to doubt.

I walked on beside this man, heedless of our destination. We were quite in the country now. The immobility of everything, the luminous brilliancy of the tints of that winter afterglow gave the grey, olive-clad Tuscan hills something of sadness. That great, calm silence over everything, that unchanging stillness in the air, those motionless lights and great shadows gave one the impression of a pause in the dizzy movement of centuries, of a reflectiveness, of an intense waiting, or rather a look of melancholy thrown back on a past anterior to suns and human beings, races and religions.

Before us, as we rounded a bend in the road, I saw a huge, white old monastery standing high upon the hillside half hidden by the grey-green trees.

It was the Convent of the Cappuccini, he told me — his home.

I halted for a moment, gazing upon the white, almost windowless building, scorched by three hundred summers, standing like a stronghold, as once it was, against the background of the purple Apennines. I listened to the clanking of the old bell that sent out its summons with the same note of age, the same old voice as in centuries gone. It was then, in that moment, that the charm of old-world Lucca and her beautiful surroundings became impressed upon me. I felt, for the first time, stealing up from everywhere, an atmosphere of separateness, as it were, from the rest of the world, of mystery — a living essence of what the place is — destructible, alas! but still impregnating all things, exhaling from all things — surely the dying soul of once-brilliant Tuscany.

And there beside me, overwhelming all my thoughts, as the shadow of the giant Sphinx falls lengthening upon the desert sands, stood that big, bronzed monk in the faded brown habit, his feet bare, his waist bound by a hempen cord, his countenance a mystery, yet within his heart the great secret which no power could induce him to divulge — the secret of wealth that had been bequeathed to me.

Poor Blair is dead! he repeated again and again in fairly good English, as though almost unable as yet to realise that his friend was no more. Nevertheless, I was slow to become convinced that he spoke seriously. He might be misleading me, after all.

At his invitation I accompanied him up the steep, winding road until we came to the ponderous gate of the monastery, at which he rang. A solemn bell clanged loudly, and a few moments later the little grille was opened, revealing the white-bearded face of the janitor, who instantly admitted us.

He took me across the silent cloister, in the middle of which was a wonderful mediaeval well of wrought ironwork, and then along endless stone corridors, each lit by its single oil lamp, which rendered the place only more gloomy and depressing.

From the chapel at the end of the great building came the low chanting of the monks, but beyond, the quiet was that of the grave. The dark, ghostly figures passed us noiselessly and seemed to draw aside into the darkness; the door of the refectory stood open, showing by the two or three dim lights magnificent carvings, wonderful frescoes and the two long rows of time-blackened oak benches at which the Brothers sat at meals.

Suddenly my conductor stopped before a small door, which he opened with his key, and I found myself within a tiny, carpetless cubicle containing a truckle bed, a chair, a well-filled bookcase and a writing-table. Upon the wall was a large wooden crucifix before which he crossed himself on entering.

This is my home, he explained in English. Not very luxurious, it is true, but I would not exchange it for a palace in the world outside. Here we are all brothers, with the superior as our father to supply us with all our worldly wants, even to our snuff. There are no jealousies, no bickerings, no backbitings or rivalry. All are equal, all perfectly contented, for we have each one of us learnt the very difficult lesson of brotherly love. And he drew the single chair for me to seat myself, for I was hot and tired after that long, steep ascent from the town.

It is surely a hard life, I observed.

At first, yes. One must be strong in body and in mind to successfully pass the period of probation, he answered. But afterwards the Capuchins life is surely one of the pleasantest on earth, banded as we are to do good and to exercise charity in the name of Sant Antonio. But, he added, with a smile, I did not bring you here, signore, to endeavour to convert you from your Protestant faith. I asked you to accompany me, because you have told me what is a profound and remarkable mystery. You have told me of the death of Burton Blair, the man who was my friend, and to whose advantage it was to meet me in San Frediano to-night. There were reasons — the very strongest reasons a man could have — why he should have kept the appointment. But he has not done so. His enemies have willed it otherwise, and they have stolen his secret! While he spoke he fumbled in a drawer of the little deal writing-table, and drew forth something, adding in deep earnestness — 

You knew poor Blair intimately — more intimately, perhaps, than I did of later years. You knew his enemies as well as his friends. Tell me, have you ever met the original of either of these men?

And he held before my gaze two cabinet photographs.

One of them was quite unfamiliar to me, but the other I recognised in an instant.

Why! I said, thats my old friend Reginald Seton — Blairs friend.

No, the monk declared in a hard, meaning tone, not his friend, signore — his bitterest enemy.


Chapter Ten.

The Man of Secrets.
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I DONT UNDERSTAND you, I exclaimed, resenting this charge against the man who was my most intimate friend. Seton has been even a better friend to poor Blair than myself.

Fra Antonio smiled strangely and mysteriously, as only the subtle Italian can. He seemed to pity my ignorance, and inclined to humour me in my belief in Setons genuineness.

I know, he laughed. I know almost as much as you do upon the one side, while upon the other my knowledge extends somewhat further. All I can say is that I have watched, and have formed my own conclusions.

That Seton was not his friend?

That Seton was not his friend, he repeated slowly and very distinctly.

But surely you make no direct charge against him? I cried. You surely dont think hes responsible for this tragedy — if tragedy it really is.

I make no direct charge, was his ambiguous reply. Time will reveal the truth — no doubt.

I longed to ask him straight out whether he did not sometimes go under the name of Paolo Melandrini, yet I feared to do so lest I should arouse his suspicion unduly.

Time can only reveal that Reginald Seton has been one of the dead mans best friends, I said reflectively.

Outwardly, yes, was the Capuchins dubious remark.

An enemy as deadly as the Ceco? I inquired, watching his face the while.

The Ceco! he gasped, instantly taken aback by my bold remark. Who told you of him? What do you know regarding him?

The monk had evidently forgotten what he had written in that letter to Blair.

I know that he is in London, I responded, taking my cue from his own words. The girl is with him, I added, utterly unaware however of the identity of the person referred to.

Well? he asked.

And if they are in London it is surely for no good purpose?

Ah! he said. Blair has told you something — told you of his suspicions?

Of late he has gone about in daily dread of secret assassination, I replied. He was evidently afraid of the Ceco.

And surely he had need to be, exclaimed Fra Antonio, his dark, brilliant eyes again turned upon mine in the semi-darkness. The Ceco is not an individual to be dealt with easily.

But what took him to London? I demanded. Did he go with harmful intentions?

The burly monk shrugged his shoulders, answering — 

Dick Dawson was never of a very benevolent disposition. He evidently discovered something, and swore to be avenged.

His remarks made plain one very important fact, namely, that the man who went by the nickname of the blind man in Italy was really an Englishman of the name of Dick Dawson — an adventurer most probably.

Then you suspect him of complicity in the theft of the secret? I suggested.

Well, as the little sachet of chamois leather is missing, I am inclined to think that it must have passed into his hands.

And the girl, what of her?

His daughter, Dolly, will assist him, thats plain. Shes as shrewd as her father, and possesses a womans cunning into the bargain — a dangerous girl, to say the least. I warned poor Blair of them both, he added, suddenly, it seemed, recollecting his letter. But I am glad you have recognised one of these photographs. His name is Seton, you say. Well, if he is your friend, take my advice and beware. Are you certain you have never seen this other man — a friend of Setons? he asked very earnestly.

I carried the picture in my hand to where the dim oil lamp was burning, and examined it very closely. It was a vignette of a long-faced, bald-headed, full-bearded man, wearing a stand-up collar, a black frock-coat and well-tied bow cravat. The stud in his shirt-front was somewhat peculiar, for it seemed like the miniature cross of some foreign order of chivalry, and produced a rather neat and novel effect. The eyes were those of a keen, crafty man, and the hollow cheeks gave the countenance a slightly haggard and striking appearance.

It was a face that, to my recollection, I had never seen before, yet such were its peculiarities that they at once became photographed indelibly upon my memory.

I told him of my failure to recognise who it was, whereupon he urged — 

When you return, watch the movements of your so-called friend Seton, and you will perhaps meet his friend. When you do, write to me here, and leave him to me. And he replaced the photograph in the drawer, but as he did so my quick eye detected that within was a playing-card, the seven of clubs, with some letters written upon it very similar to those upon the card in my pocket. I mentioned it, but he merely smiled and quickly closed the drawer.

Yet surely the fact of the cipher being in his possession was more than strange.

Do you ever travel away from Lucca? I inquired at last, recollecting how I had met him at Blairs table in Grosvenor Square, but not at all satisfied regarding the discovery of the inscribed card.

Seldom — very seldom, he answered. It is so difficult to obtain permission, and then it is only given to visit relatives. If there is any monastery in the vicinity of our destination we must beg our bed there, in preference to remaining in a private house. The rules sound irksome to you, he added with a smile. But I assure you they do not gall us in the least. They are beneficial to mans happiness and comfort, all of them.

Again I turned the conversation, endeavouring to ascertain some facts concerning the dead mans mysterious secret, which I somehow felt convinced was known to him. But all to no avail. He would tell me nothing.

All he explained was that the reason of the appointment in Lucca that evening was a very strong one, and that if alive the millionaire would undoubtedly have kept it.

He was in the habit of meeting me at certain intervals either in the Church of San Frediano, or at other places in Lucca, in Pescia, or Pistoja, the monk said. We generally varied the place of meeting from time to time.

And that, of course, accounts for his mysterious absences from home, I remarked, for his movements were frequently very erratic, so that even Mabel was unaware of his address. He was generally supposed, however, to be in the North of England or in Scotland. No one had any idea that he travelled so far afield as Central Italy.

The monks statement also made it plain that Blair had some very strong motive for keeping these frequent appointments. Fra Antonio, his secret friend, had undoubtedly also been his most intimate and most trusted one.

Why had he kept this strange and mysterious friendship from us all — even from Mabel?

I gazed upon the Italians hard, sunburnt face and tried to penetrate the mystery written there, but in vain. No man can keep a secret like the priest of the confessional, or the monk in his cell.

And what is your intention, now that poor Blair is dead? I asked at length.

My intention, like yours, is to discover the truth, he replied. It will be a difficult matter, no doubt, but I trust that we shall, in the end, succeed, and that you will regain the lost secret.

But may not Blairs enemies make use of it in the meantime? I queried.

Ah! of course we cannot prevent that, answered Fra Antonio. We have to look to the future, and allow the present to take care of itself. You, in London, will do your best to discover whether Blair has met with foul play and at whose hands, while I, here in Italy, will try to find out whether there was any further motive than the theft of the secret.

But if the little chamois-bag had been stolen, would not Blair himself have missed it? I suggested. He was quite conscious for several hours before he died.

He might have forgotten it. Mens memories often fail them completely in the hours preceding death.

Night had fallen before the great wooden clappers, used to arouse the monks to go to prayers at two oclock in the morning, resounded through the cloister as a reminder that I, a stranger, must take my departure.

Fra Antonio rose, lit a great old brass lantern, and conducted me along those silent corridors, out across the small piazza and down the hillside to the main road which lay straight and white in the darkness.

Then, having directed me on the road, he grasped my hand in his big palm, rough through hard toil at his patch of garden, and said — 

Rely upon me to do my best. I knew poor Blair — yes, knew him better than you did, Signor Greenwood. I knew, too, something of his remarkable secret, and therefore I am aware how strange and how mysterious are all the circumstances. I shall work on here, making inquiries, while you return to London and pursue yours. I would, however, make the suggestion to you that if you meet Dick Dawson strike up a friendship with him, and with Dolly. They are a strange pair, but friendship with them may be profitable.

What! I exclaimed. Friendship with the man whom you declare was one of Blairs bitterest enemies?

And why not? Is it not diplomacy to be well received in the enemys camp? Recollect that your own stake in this affair is the greatest of any ones. The secret is bequeathed to you — the secret of Burton Blairs millions!

And I intend to recover it, I declared firmly.

I only hope you will, signore, he said in a voice which to me sounded full of a double meaning. I only hope you will.

Then wishing me Addio, e buona fortuna, Fra Antonio, the Capuchin and man of secrets, turned and left me standing in the dark highway.

Hardly had I advanced fifty yards before a short dark figure loomed out from the shadow of some bushes, and by the voice that hailed me I knew it to be old Babbo, whom I had believed had grown tired of awaiting me. He had, however, evidently followed us from the church, and seeing us enter the monastery had patiently awaited my return.

Has the signore discovered what he wished? inquired the old Italian, quickly.

Some of it, not all, was my rejoinder. You saw that monk whom I met?

Yes. Since you have been in the convent I have made some inquiries, and find that the most popular Capuchin in the whole of Lucca is Fra Antonio, and that his charitableness is well known. It is he who begs from door to door through the city for contesimi and lire in order that the poor shall have their daily soup and bread. Report accredits him with great wealth, which on entering the Order of the Capuchins he made over as a gift to the fraternity. He is also known to have a friend to whom he is very much attached — an Englishman who has one eye so badly injured that he is known by the townspeople as the Ceco.

The Ceco! I cried. What have you discovered regarding him?

The keeper of a little cheese-shop close to the gate by which we left the city proved very communicative. Like all her class, she seemed to greatly admire our friend the Cappuccino. She told me of the frequent visits of this one-eyed Englishman who had lived so long in Italy that he was almost an Italian. The Ceco was in the habit, it seemed, of staying at the old albergo, the Croce di Malto, sometimes accompanied by a young and very pretty lady, his daughter.

Where do they come from?

Oh! Ive not yet been able to discover that, was Babbos reply. It seems, however, that the constant visits of the Ceco to the monastery have aroused the public interest. The people say that Fra Antonio nowadays is not so active in his searches after money for the poor now he is too much occupied with his English friend.

And the girl?

It is evident that her beauty is remarkable, even in Lucca, this city of pretty girls, answered the old man with a grin. She speaks Tuscan perfectly, and could, they say, easily pass for an Italian. Her back is not straight like those Inglese one sees in the Via Tornabuoni — if the signore will pardon the criticism, the old fellow added apologetically.

This proof that Dick Dawson, against whom the monk had warned Burton Blair, was actually the friend of the Capuchin brother rendered the situation more puzzling and more complicated. I recognised in these frequent consultations a secret plot against my friend, a conspiracy which had apparently been carried to a successful issue.

The girl Dolly, whoever she was, had of course never been to the monastery, but she had evidently been in Lucca as a participator in the plot to obtain Burton Blairs valuable secret, the secret that was now mine by law.

We there and then resolved to make inquiries at the Croce di Malto, that antique old hostelry in a narrow side street peculiarly Italian, and which still prefers to be designated as an albergo, in preference to the modern name of hotel.

Dick Dawson, known as the Ceco, was undoubtedly in London, but with the connivance and aid of that crafty and ingenious man of secrets, who had so cleverly endeavoured to establish with me a false friendship.

Was it actually this man who hid his evil deeds beneath his shabby religious habit who was responsible for the death of poor Blair and the mysterious disappearance of that strange little object which was his most treasured possession. I somehow felt convinced that such was the actual truth.


Chapter Eleven.

Which Explains the Peril of Mabel Blair.
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FROM INQUIRIES MADE by old Babbo next morning at the Cross of Malta, it appeared quite plain that Mr Richard Dawson, whoever he was, constantly visited Lucca, and always with the object of consulting the popular Capuchin brother.

Sometimes the one-eyed Englishman who spoke Italian so well would journey up to the monastery and remain there several hours, and at others Fra Antonio would come to the inn and there remain closeted in closest secrecy with the visitor.

The Ceco, so called because of his defective vision, was apparently a man of means, for his tips to the waiters and maids were always generous, and when a guest, he and his daughter always ordered the best that could be procured. They came from Florence, the padrone thought, but of that he was not quite certain. The letters and telegrams he received securing rooms were dispatched from various towns in both France and Italy, which seemed to show that they were constantly travelling.

That was all the information we could gather. The identity of the mysterious Paolo Melandrini was, as yet, unproven. My primary object in travelling to Italy was not accomplished, but I nevertheless felt satisfied that I had at last discovered two of poor Blairs most intimate and yet secret friends.

But why the secrecy? When I recollected how close had been our friendship, I felt surprised, and even a trifle annoyed that he had concealed the existence of these men from me. Much as I regretted to think ill of a friend who was dead, I could not suppress a suspicion that his acquaintance with those men was part of his secret, and that the latter was some dishonourable one.

Soon after midday, I crammed my things into my valise, and, impelled by a strong desire to return to safeguard, the interests of Mabel Blair, left Lucca for London. Babbo travelled with me as far as Pisa, where we changed, he journeying back to Florence and I picking up the sleeping-car express on its way through from Rome to Calais.

While standing on the platform at Pisa, however, the shabby old man, who had grown, thoughtful during the past half-hour or so, suddenly said — 

A strange idea has occurred to me, ignore. You will recollect that I learned in the Via Cristofano that the Signor Melandrini wore gold-rimmed glasses. Is it possible that he does so in Florence in order to conceal his defective sight?

Why — I believe so! I cried. I believe youve guessed the truth! But on the other hand, neither his servant nor the neighbours suspected him of being a foreigner.

He speaks Italian very well, agreed the old man, but they said he had a slight accent.

Well, I said, excited at this latest theory. Return at once to the Via San Cristofano and make further inquiries regarding the mysterious individuals eyesight and his glasses. The old woman who keeps his rooms has no doubt seen him without his glasses, and can tell you the truth.

Signore, was the old fellows answer. And I then wrote down for him my address in London to which he was to dispatch a telegram if his suspicions were confirmed.

Ten minutes later, the roaring Calais-Rome express, the limited train of three wagon-lits, dining-car and baggage-car, ran into the great vaulted station, and, wishing the queer old Babbo farewell, I climbed in and was allotted my berth for Calais.

To describe the long, wearying journey back from the Mediterranean to the Channel, with those wheels grinding for ever beneath, and the monotony only broken by the announcement that a meal was ready, is useless. You, who read this curious story of a mans secret, who have travelled backwards and forwards over that steel road to Rome, know well how wearisome it becomes, if you have been a constant traveller between England and Italy.

Suffice it to say that thirty-six hours after entering the express at Pisa, I crossed the platform at Charing Cross, jumped into a hansom and drove to Great Russell Street. Reggie was not yet back from his warehouse, but on my table among a quantity of letters I found a telegram in Italian from Babbo. It ran: — 

Melandrini has left eye injured. Undoubtedly same man. — Carlini.

The individual who was destined to be Mabel Blairs secretary and adviser was her dead fathers bitterest enemy — the Englishman, Dick Dawson.

I stood staring at the telegram, utterly stupefied.

The strange couplet which the dead man had written in his will, and urged upon me to recollect, kept running in my head — 

King Henry the Eighth was a knave to his queens. Hed one short of seven — and nine or ten scenes!

What hidden meaning could it convey? The historic facts of King Henrys marriages and divorces were known to me just as they were known to every fourth-standard English child throughout the country. Yet there was certainly some motive why Blair should have placed the rhyme there — perhaps as a key to something, but to what?

After a hurried wash and brush up, for I was very dirty and fatigued after my long journey, I took a cab to Grosvenor Square, where I found Mabel dressed in her neat black, sitting alone reading in her own warm, cosy room, an apartment which her father had, two years ago, fitted tastefully and luxuriously as her boudoir.

She sprang to her feet quickly and greeted me in eagerness when the man announced me.

Then you are back again, Mr Greenwood, she cried. Oh, Im so very glad. Ive been wondering and wondering that I had heard no news of you. Where have you been?

In Italy, I answered, throwing off my overcoat at her suggestion, and taking a low chair near her. I have been making inquiries.

And what have you discovered?

Several facts which tend rather to increase the mystery surrounding your poor father than to elucidate it.

I saw that her face was paler than it had been when I left London, and that she seemed unnerved and strangely anxious. I asked her why she had not gone to Brighton or to some other place on the south coast as I had suggested, but she replied that she preferred to remain at home, and that in truth she had been anxiously awaiting my return.

I explained to her in brief what I had discovered in Italy: of my meeting with the Capuchin brother and of our curious conversation.

I never heard my father speak of him, she said. What kind of man is he?

I described him as best I could, and told her how I had met him at dinner there, in their house, during her absence with Mrs Percival in Scotland.

I thought that a monk, having once entered an Order, could not re-assume the ordinary garments of secular life, she remarked.

Neither can he, I said. That very fact increases the suspicion against him, combined with the words I overheard later outside the Empire Theatre. And then I went on to relate the incident, just as I have written it down in a foregoing chapter.

She was silent for some time, her delicate pointed chin resting upon her palm, as she gazed thoughtfully into the fire. Then at last she asked — 

And what have you found out regarding this mysterious Italian in whose hands my father has left me? Have you seen him?

No, I have not seen him, Mabel, was my response. But I have discovered that he is a middle-aged Englishman, and not an Italian at all. I shall not, I think, be jealous of his attentions to you, for he has a defect — he has only one eye.

Only one eye! she gasped, her face blanching in an instant as she sprang to her feet. A man with one eye — and an Englishman! Why, she cried, you surely dont say that the man in question is named Dawson — Dick Dawson?

Paolo Melandrini and Dick Dawson are one and the same, I said plainly, utterly amazed at the terrifying effect my words had had upon her.

But surely my father has not left me in the hands of that fiend — the man whose very name is synonymous of all that is cunning, evil and brutal? It cant be true — there must be some mistake, Mr Greenwood — there must be! Ah! you do not know the reputation of that one-eyed Englishman as I do, or you would wish me dead rather than see me in association with him. You must save me! she cried in terror, bursting into a torrent of tears. You promised to be my friend. You must save me, save me from that man — the man whose very touch deals death! And next instant she reeled, stretched forth her thin white hands wildly, and would have fallen senseless to the floor had I not sprang forward and caught her in my arms.

Whom, I wondered, was this man Dick Dawson that she held in such terror and loathing — this one-eyed man who was evidently a link with her fathers mysterious past?


Chapter Twelve.

Mr Richard Dawson.
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I CONFESS THAT I was longing for the appearance of this one-eyed Englishman of whom Mabel Blair was evidently so terrified, in order to judge him for myself.

What I had gathered concerning him was, up to the present, by no means satisfactory. That, in common with the monk, he held the secret of the dead mans past seemed practically certain, and perhaps Mabel feared some unwelcome revelation concerning her fathers actions and the source of his wealth. This was the thought which occurred to me when, having raised the alarm which brought the faithful companion, Mrs Percival, I was assisting to apply restoratives to the insensible girl.

As she lay, her head pillowed upon a cushion of daffodil silk, Mrs Percival knelt beside her, and, being in ignorance, held me, I think, in considerable suspicion. She inquired rather sharply the reason of Mabels unconsciousness, but I merely replied that she had been seized with a sudden faintness, and attributed it to the overheating of the room.

Presently, when she came to, she asked Mrs Percival and her maid Bowers to leave us alone, and after the door had shut she inquired, pale-faced and anxious — 

When is this man Dawson to come here?

When Mr Leighton gives him notice of the clause in your fathers will.

He can come here, she said determinedly, but before he crosses this threshold, I shall leave the house. He may act just as he thinks proper, but I will not reside under the same roof with him, nor will I have any communication with him whatsoever.

I quite understand your feelings, Mabel, I said. But is such a course a judicious one? Will it not be best to wait and watch the fellows movements?

Ah! but you dont know him! she cried. You dont suspect what I know to be the truth!

Whats that?

No, she said in a low hoarse voice, I may not tell you. You will discover all ere long, and then you will not be surprised that I abhor the very name of the man.

But why on earth did your father insert such a clause in his will?

Because he was compelled, she answered hoarsely. He could not help himself.

And if he had refused — refused to place you in the power of such a person — what then?

It would have meant his ruin, she answered. I suspected it all the instant I heard that a mysterious man was to be my secretary and to have control of my affairs. Your discovery in Italy has only confirmed my suspicions.

But you will take my advice, Mabel, and bear with him at first, I urged, wondering within my heart whether her hatred of the man was because she knew that he was her fathers assassin. She entertained some violent dislike of him, but for what reason I entirely failed to discover.

She shook her head at my argument, saying— I regret that I am not sufficiently diplomatic to be able to conceal my antipathy in that manner. We women are clever in many ways, but we must always exhibit our dislikes, she added.

Well, I remarked, it will be a very great pity to treat him with open hostility, for it may upset all our future chances of success in discovering the truth regarding your poor fathers death, and the theft of his secret. My strong advice is to remain quite silent, apathetic even, and yet with a keen, watchful eye. Sooner or later this man, if he really is your enemy, must betray himself. Then will be time enough for us to act firmly, and, in the end, you will triumph. For my own part I consider that the sooner Leighton gives the fellow notice of his appointment the better.

But is there no way by which this can be avoided? she cried, dismayed. Surely my poor fathers death is sufficiently painful without this second misfortune!

She spoke to me as frankly as she would have done to a brother, and I recognised by her intense manner how, now that her suspicions were confirmed, she had become absolutely desperate. Amid all the luxury and splendour of that splendid place she was a wan and lonely figure, her young heart torn by grief at her fathers death and by a terror which she dare not divulge.

There is an old and oft-repeated saying that wealth does not bring happiness, and surely there is often a greater peace of mind and pure enjoyment of life in the cottage than in the mansion. The poor are apt to regard the rich with envy, yet it should be remembered that many a man and many a woman lolling in a luxurious carriage and served by liveried servants looks forth upon those toilers in the streets, well knowing that the hurrying millions of what they term the masses are really far happier than they. Many a disappointed, world-weary woman of title, often young and beautiful, would to-day gladly exchange places with the daughter of the people, whose life, if hard, is nevertheless full of harmless pleasures and as much happiness as can to obtained in this our workaday world. This allegation may sound strange, but I nevertheless declare it to be true. The possession of money may bring luxury and renown; it may enable men and women to outshine their fellows; it may bring honour, esteem and even popularity. But what are they all? Ask the great landowner; ask the wealthy peer; ask the millionaire. If they speak the truth they will tell you in confidence that they are not in their hearts half so happy, nor do they enjoy life so much, as the small man of independent means, the man who is subject to an abatement upon his income-tax.

As I sat there with the dead mans daughter, endeavouring to induce her to receive the mysterious individual without open hostility, I could not help noticing the vivid contrast between the luxury of her surroundings and the heavy burden of her heart.

She suggested that the house should be sold and that she should retire to Mayvill and there live quietly in the country with Mrs Percival, but I urged her to wait, at least for the present. It seemed a pity that Burton Blairs splendid collection of old masters, and the fine tapestries that he had bought in Spain only a few years ago, and the unique collection of early Majolica, should go to the hammer. Among the many treasures in the dining-room was Andrea del Sartos Holy Family, for which Blair had given sixteen thousand five hundred pounds at Christies, and which was considered one of the finest examples of that great master. Again, the Italian Renaissance furniture, the old Montelupo and Savona ware and the magnificent old English plate were each worth a fortune in themselves, and should, I contended, remain Mabels property, as they had been all bequeathed to her.

Yes, I know, she responded to my argument. Everything is mine except that little bag containing the sachet, which is yours, and which is so unfortunately missing.

You must help me to recover it, I urged. It will be to our mutual interests to do so.

Of course I will assist you in every way possible, Mr Greenwood, was her answer. Since youve been away in Italy I have had the house searched from top to bottom, and have myself examined all my fathers dispatch-boxes, his two other safes, and certain places where he sometimes secreted his private papers, in order to discover whether, fearing that an attempt might be made to steal the little bag, he left it at home. But all in vain. It certainly is not in this house.

I thanked her for her efforts, knowing well that she had acted vigorously on my behalf, but feeling that any search within that house was futile, and that if the secret were ever recovered it would be found in the hands of one or other of Blairs enemies.

Together we sat for a long time discussing the situation. The reason of her hatred of the man Dawson she would not divulge, but this did not cause me any real surprise, for I saw in her attitude a desire to conceal some secret of her fathers past. Nevertheless, after much persuasion, I induced her to consent to allow the man to be informed of his office, and to receive him without betraying the slightest sign of annoyance or disfavour.

This I considered a triumph of my own diplomacy. Up to a certain point I, as her best friend in those hard, dark days bygone, possessed a complete influence over her. But beyond that, when it became a question involving her fathers honour, I was entirely powerless. She was a girl of strong individuality, and like all such, was quick of penetration, and peculiarly subject to prejudice on account of her high sense of honour.

She flattered me by declaring that she wished that I had been appointed her secretary, whereupon I thanked her for the compliment, but asserted — 

Such a thing could never have been.

Why?

Because you have told me that this fellow Dawson is coming here as a matter of right. Your father wrote that unfortunate clause in his will under compulsion — which means, because he stood in fear of him.

Yes, she sighed in a low voice. You are right, Mr Greenwood. Quite right. He held my fathers life in his hands.

This latter remark struck me as very strange. Could Burton Blair have been guilty of some nameless crime that he should fear this mysterious one-eyed Englishman? Perhaps so. Perhaps the man Dick Dawson, who had for years been passing as an Italian in rural Italy, was the only living witness of an incident which Blair, in his prosperous days, would have gladly given a million to efface. Such, indeed, was one of the many theories which arose within me. Yet when I recollected the bluff, good-natured honesty of Burton Blair, his sterling sincerity, his high-mindedness, and his anonymous charitable works for charitys sake, I crushed down all such suspicions, and determined only to respect the dead mans memory.

The next night, just before nine oclock, as Reggie and I were chatting over our coffee in our cosy little dining-room in Great Russell Street, Glave, our man, tapped, entered, and handed me a card.

I sprang from my chair, as though I had received an electric shock.

Well! This is funny, old chap, I cried turning to my friend. Heres actually the man Dawson himself.

Dawson! gasped the man against whom the monk had warned me. Lets have him in. But, by Gad! we must be careful of what we say, for, if all is true of him, he has the cuteness of Old Nick himself.

Leave him to me, I said. Then turning to Glave, said, Show the gentleman in.

And we both waited in breathless expectancy for the appearance of the man who knew the truth concerning the carefully-guarded past of Burton Blair, and who, for some mysterious reason, had concealed himself so long in the guise of an Italian.

A moment later he was ushered in, and bowing to us exclaimed with a smile — 

I suppose, gentlemen, I have to introduce myself. My name is Dawson — Richard Dawson.

And mine is Gilbert Greenwood, I said rather distantly. While my friend here is Reginald Seton.

I have heard of you both from our mutual friend, now unfortunately deceased, Burton Blair, he exclaimed; and sank slowly into the grandfather armchair which I indicated, while I myself stood upon the hearthrug with my back to the fire in order to take a good look at him.

He was in well-made evening clothes, over which he wore a black overcoat, yet there was nothing about him suggestive of the man of strong character. He was of middle height, and his age I judged to be nearly fifty. He wore gold-framed round eye-glasses with thick pebbles, through which he seemed to blink at us like a German professor, and his general aspect was that of a sedate and studious man.

Beneath a patchy mass of grey-brown hair his forehead fell in wrinkled notches over a pair of sunken blue eyes, one of which looked upon the world in speculative wonder, while the other was grey, cloudy, and sightless. Straggling eyebrows wandered in a curiously uncertain manner to their meeting-place above a somewhat fleshy nose. Below the cheeks and beard and moustache blended in a colour-scheme of grey. From the sleeves of his overcoat, as he sat there before us, his lithe, brown fingers shot in and out, twisting and tapping the padded arms of the chair with nervous persistence, and in a manner which indicated the high tension of the man.

My reason for intruding upon you at this hour, he said half apologetically, yet with a mysterious smile upon his thick lips, is because I only arrived back in London this evening and discovered that my friend Blair has, by his will, left in my hands the control of his daughters affairs.

Oh! I exclaimed in pretended surprise as though it were news to me. And who has said this?

I have received information privately, was his evasive answer. But before proceeding further, I thought it best to call upon you, in order that we might from the outset thoroughly understand each other. I know that both of you have been Blairs most intimate and kindest friends, while owing to certain somewhat curious circumstances I have been compelled, until to-day, to remain entirely in the background, his friend in secret as it were. I am also well aware of the circumstances in which you met, of your charity to my dead friend and to his daughter — in fact, he told me everything, for he had no secrets from me. Yet you on your part, he continued, glancing at us from one to the other with that single blue eye, you must have regarded his sudden wealth as a complete mystery.

We certainly have done, I remarked.

Ah! he exclaimed quickly in a tone of ill-concealed satisfaction. Then he has revealed to you nothing!

And in an instant I saw that I had inadvertently told the fellow exactly what he most desired to know.


Chapter Thirteen.

Burton Blairs Secret is Revealed.
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WHATEVER BURTON BLAIR told me was in strictest confidence, I exclaimed, resenting the fellows intrusion, yet secretly glad to have that opportunity of meeting him and of endeavouring to ascertain his intentions.

Of course, answered Dawson with a smile, his one shining eye blinking at me from behind his gold-rimmed glasses. But his friendliness and gratitude never led him sufficiently far to reveal to you his secret. No. I think if you will pardon me, Mr Greenwood, it is useless for us to fence in this manner, having regard to the fact that I know rather more of Burton Blair and his past life than you ever have done.

Admitted, I said. Blair was always very reticent. He set himself to solve some mystery and achieved his object.

And by doing so gained over two millions sterling which people still regard as a mystery. There is, however, no mystery about those heaps of securities lying at his banks, nor about the cash with which he purchased them, he laughed. It was good Bank of England notes and solid gold coin of the realm. But now hes dead, poor fellow; it has all come to an end, he added with a slightly reflective air.

But his secret still exists, Reggie remarked. He has bequeathed it to my friend here.

What! snapped the man with one eye, turning to me in sheer amazement. He has left his secret with you?

He seemed utterly staggered by Reggies words, and I noted the evil glitter in his glance.

He has. The secret is now mine, I answered; although I did not tell him that the mysterious little wash-leather bag was missing.

But dont you know what that involves, man? he cried, and having risen from his chair he now stood before me, his thin fingers twitching with excitement.

No, I dont, I said, laughing in an endeavour to treat his words lightly. He has left me as a legacy the little bag he always carried, together with certain instructions which I shall endeavour to act upon.

Very well, he snarled. Do just as you think fit, only I would rather you were left possessor of that secret than me — thats all.

His dismay and annoyance apparently knew no bounds. He strove hard to conceal it, but without avail. It was therefore at once plain that there was some very strong motive why the secret should not be allowed to fall into my possession. Yet his belief that the little sachet had already passed into my hands negatived my theory that this mysterious person was in any way connected with Burton Blairs death.

Believe me, Mr Dawson, I said quite calmly, I entertain no fear of the result of my friends kind generosity. Indeed, I can see no ground for any apprehension. Blair discovered a mystery which, by dint of long patience and almost superhuman effort, he succeeded in solving, and I presume that, possibly from a feeling of some little gratitude for the small help my friend and myself were able to render him, he has left his secret in my keeping.

The man was silent for several moments with that single irritating eye fixed upon me immovably.

Ah! he exclaimed at last with impatience. I see that you are in utter ignorance. Perhaps it is as well that you should remain so. Then he added, But let us talk of another matter — of the future.

Well? I inquired, and what of the future?

I am appointed secretary to Mabel Blair, and the controller of her affairs.

And I promised Burton Blair upon his deathbed to guard and protect the young ladys interests, I said, in a cold, calm voice.

Then may I ask, now we are upon the subject, whether you entertain matrimonial intentions towards her?

No, you shall not ask me anything of the kind, I blazed forth. Your question is a piece of outrageous impertinence, sir.

Come, come, Gilbert, Reggie exclaimed.

Theres surely no need to quarrel.

None whatever, declared Mr Richard Dawson, with a supercilious air. The question is quite simple, and one which I, as the future controller of the young ladys fortune, have a perfect right to ask. I understand, he added, that she has grown to be very attractive and popular.

Your question is one which I refuse to answer, I declared with considerable warmth. I might just as well demand of you the reason why you have been lying low in Italy all these years, or why you received letters addressed to a back street in Florence.

His jaw dropped, his brows slightly contracted, and I saw my remark caused him some apprehension.

Oh! and how are you aware that I have lived in Italy?

But in order to mislead him I smiled mysteriously and replied — 

The man who holds Burton Blairs secret also holds certain secrets concerning his friends. Then I added meaningly, The Ceco is well known in Florence and in Lucca.

His face blanched, his thin, sinewy fingers moved again, and the twitching at the corners of his mouth showed how intensely excited he had become at that mention of his nickname.

Ah! he exclaimed. He has played me false, then, after all — he has told you that — eh? Very well! And he laughed the strange hollow laugh of a man who contemplates revenge. Very well, gentlemen. I see my position in this affair is that of an intruder.

To tell you the truth, sir, it is, exclaimed Reggie. You were unknown until the dead mans will was read, and I do not anticipate that the young lady will care to be compelled to employ a stranger.

A stranger! he laughed, with a haughty touch of sarcasm. Dick Dawson a stranger! No, sir, you will find that to her I am no stranger. On the other hand you will, I think, discover that instead of resenting my interference, the young lady will rather welcome it. Wait and see, he added, with a strangely confident air. To-morrow I intend to call upon Mr Leighton, and to take up my duties as secretary to the daughter of the late Burton Blair, millionaire, and laying stress on the final word, he laughed again defiantly in our faces.

He was not a gentleman. I decided that on the instant he had entered the room. Outwardly his bearing was that of one who had mixed with respectable people, but it was only a veneer of polish, for when he grew excited he was just as uncouth as the bluff seafarer who had so suddenly expired. His twang was pronouncedly Cockney, even though it was said he had lived in Italy so many years that he had almost become an Italian. A man who is a real born Londoner can never disguise his nasal ns, even though he live his life at the uttermost ends of the earth. We had both quickly detected that the stranger, though of rather slim built, was unusually muscular. And this was the man who had had those frequent secret interviews with the grave-eyed Capuchin, Fra Antonio.

That he stood in no fear of us had been shown by the bold and open manner in which he had called, and the frankness with which he had spoken. He was entirely confident in his own position, and was inwardly chuckling at our own ignorance.

You speak of me as a stranger, gentlemen, he said, buttoning his overcoat after a short pause and taking up his stick. I suppose I am to-night — but I shall not be so to-morrow. Very soon, I hope, we shall learn to know one another better, then perhaps you will trust me a little further than you do this evening. Recollect that I have for many years been the dead mans most intimate friend.

It was on the point of my tongue to remark that the reason of the strange clause in the will was because of poor Burtons fear of him, and that it had been inserted under compulsion, but I fortunately managed to restrain myself and to wish the fellow Good-evening with some show of politeness.

Well, Im hanged, Gilbert, cried Reggie, when the one-eyed man had gone. The situation grows more interesting and complicated every moment. Leighton has a tough customer to deal with, thats very evident.

Yes, I sighed. He has the best of us all round, because Blair evidently took him completely into his confidence.

Burton treated us shabbily, thats my opinion, Greenwood! blurted forth my friend, selecting a fresh cigar, and biting off the end viciously.

He left his secret to me remember.

He may have destroyed it after making the will, my friend suggested.

No, it is either hidden or has been stolen — which is not at all plain. For my own part, I consider that the theory of murder is gradually becoming dispelled. If he had any suspicion that he had been the victim of foul play, he surely would have made some remark to us before he died. Of that I feel absolutely convinced.

Very probably, he remarked, rather dubiously, however. But what we have now to discover is whether that little bag he wore is still in existence.

The man Dawson was evidently in England before poor Blairs death. It may have passed into his possession, I suggested.

He would, in all probability, endeavour to get hold of it, Reggie agreed. We must establish where he was and what he was doing on that day when Blair was so mysteriously seized in the train. I dont like the fellow, apart from his alias and the secrecy of friendship with Blair. He means mischief, old chap — distinct mischief. I saw it in that one eye of his. Remember what he said about Blair giving him away. It struck me that he contemplates revenge upon poor Mabel.

Hed better not try to injure her, I exclaimed fiercely. Ive my promise to keep to poor Burton, and Ill keep it — by Heaven, I will! — to the very letter. She shant fall into the hands of that adventurer, Ill take good care.

Shes in fear of him already. I wonder why?

Unfortunately she wont tell me. He probably holds some guilty secret of the dead mans, the truth of which, if exposed, might, for all we know, have the effect of placing Mabel herself outside the pale of good society.

Seton grunted, lolled back in his chair, and gazed thoughtfully into the fire.

By Jove! he exclaimed, after a brief silence. I wonder whether that is so?

On the following morning, as we were seated at breakfast, a note from Mabel was brought by a boy-messenger, asking me to come round to Grosvenor Square at once. Therefore without delay I swallowed my coffee, struggled into my overcoat, and a quarter of an hour later entered the bright morning-room where the dead mans daughter, her face rather flushed by excitement, stood awaiting me.

Whats the matter? I inquired quickly as I took her hand, fearing that the man she loathed had already called upon her.

Nothing serious, she laughed. I have only a piece of very good news for you.

For me — what?

Without answering, she placed on the table a small plain silver cigarette-box, upon one corner of the lid of which was engraved the cipher double B, that monogram that was upon all Blairs plate, carriages, harness and other possessions.

See what is inside that, she exclaimed, pointing to the box before her, and smiling sweetly with profound satisfaction.

I eagerly took it in my hands and raising the lid, peered within.

What! I cried aloud, almost beside myself with joy. It cant really be?

Yes, she laughed. It is.

And then, with trembling fingers, I drew forth from the box the actual object that had been bequeathed to me, the little well-worn bag of chamois leather, the small sachet about the size of a mans palm, attached to which was a thin but very strong golden chain for suspending it around the neck.

I found it this morning quite accidentally, just as it is, in a secret drawer in the old bureau in my fathers dressing-room, she explained. He must have placed it there for security before leaving for Scotland.

I held it in my hand utterly stupefied, yet with the most profound gratification. Did not the very fact that Blair had taken it off and placed it in that box rather than risk wearing it during that journey to the North prove that he had gone in fear of an attempt being made to obtain its possession? Nevertheless, the curious little object bequeathed to me under such strange conditions was now actually in my hand, a flat, neatly-sewn bag of wash-leather that was black with age and wear, about half-an-inch thick, and containing something flat and hard.

Within was concealed the great secret, the knowledge of which had raised Burton Blair from a homeless seafarer into affluence. What it could be, neither Mabel nor I could for a moment imagine.

Both of us were breathless, equally eager to ascertain the truth. Surely never in the life of any man was there presented a more interesting or a more tantalising problem.

In silence she took up a pair of small buttonhole scissors from the little writing-table in the window and handed them to me.

Then, my hand trembling with excitement, I inserted the point into the end of the leather packet and made a long sharp cut the whole of its length, but what fell out upon the carpet next instant caused us both to utter loud exclamations of surprise.

Burton Blairs most treasured possession, the Great Secret which he had carried on his person all those years and through all those wanderings, now at last revealed, proved utterly astounding.


Chapter Fourteen.

Gives an Expert Opinion.
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UPON THE CARPET at our feet lay scattered a pack of very small, rather dirty cards which had fallen from the little sachet, and which both of us stood regarding with surprise and disappointment.

For my own part I expected to find within that treasured bag of wash-leather something of more value than those thumbed and half worn-out pieces of pasteboard, but our curiosity was instantly aroused when, on stooping, I picked up one of them and discovered certain letters written in brown faded ink upon it, similar to those upon the card already in my possession.

It chanced to be the ten of diamonds, and in order that you may be able to the more clearly understand the arrangement of the letters upon them, I reproduce it here: — 
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How strange! cried Mabel, taking the card and examining it closely. It surely must be some cipher, the same as the other card which I found sealed up in the safe.

No doubt, I exclaimed, as, stooping and gathering up the remainder of the pack, I noticed that upon each of them, either upon the front or upon the back, were scrawled either fourteen or fifteen letters in a treble column, all, of course, utterly unintelligible.

I counted them. It was a piquet pack of thirty-one, the missing card being the ace of hearts which we had already discovered. By the friction of having been carried on the person for so long the corners and edges were worn, while the gloss of the surface had long ago disappeared.

Aided by Mabel I spread them all upon the table, utterly bewildered by the columns of letters which showed that some deep secret was written upon them, yet what it was we were utterly unable to decipher.

Upon the front of the ace of clubs was scrawled in three parallel columns of five letters each, thus: — 

E H N
W E D
T O L
I E H
W H R

Again, I turned up the king of spades and found on the reverse only fourteen letters: — 

Q W F
T S W
T H U
O F E
Y E

I wonder what it all means? I exclaimed, carefully examining the written characters in the light. The letters were in capitals just as rudely and unevenly drawn as those upon the ace of hearts, evidently by an uneducated hand. Indeed the As betrayed a foreign form rather than English, and the fact that some of the cards were inscribed on the obverse and others on the reverse seemed to convey some hidden meaning. What it was, however, was both tantalising and puzzling.

It certainly is very curious, Mabel remarked after she had vainly striven to construct intelligible words from the columns of letters by the easy methods of calculation. I had no idea that my father carried his secret concealed in this manner.

Yes, I said, it really is amazing. No doubt his secret is really written here, if we only knew the key. But in all probability his enemies are aware of its existence, or he would not have left it secreted here when he set forth on his journey to Manchester. That man Dawson may know it.

Most probably, was her reply. He was my fathers intimate acquaintance.

His friend — he says he was.

Friend! she cried resentfully. No, his enemy.

And therefore your father held him in fear? It was that reason which induced him to insert that very injudicious clause in his will.

And then I described to her the visit of the man Dawson on the previous night, telling her what he had said, and his impudent, defiant attitude towards us.

She sighed, but uttered no reply. I noticed that as I spoke her countenance went a trifle paler, but she remained silent, as though she feared to speak lest she should inadvertently expose what she intended should remain a secret.

My chief thought at that moment, however, was the elucidation of the problem presented by those thirty-two well-thumbed cards. The secret of Burton Blair, the knowledge of which had brought him his millions, was hidden there, and as it had been bequeathed to me it was surely to my interest to exert every effort to gain exact knowledge of it. I recollected how very careful he had been over that little bag which now lay empty upon the table, and with what careless confidence he had shown it to me on that night when he was but a homeless wanderer tramping the muddy turnpike roads.

As he had held it in his hand, his eyes had brightened with keen anticipation. He would be a rich man some day, he had prophesied, and I, in my ignorance, had then believed him to be romancing. But when I looked around that room in which I now stood and saw that Murillo and that Tintoretto, each of them worth a small fortune in themselves, I was bound to confess that I had wrongly mistrusted him.

And the secret written upon that insignificant-looking little pack of cards was mine — if only I could decipher it!

Surely no situation could be more tantalising to a poor man like myself. The man whom I had been able to befriend had left me, in gracious recognition, the secret of the source of his enormous income, yet so well concealed was it that neither Mabel nor myself could decipher it.

What shall you do? she inquired presently, after poring over the cards in silence for quite ten minutes. Is there no expert in London who might find out the key? Surely those people who do cryptograms and things could help us?

Certainly, was my answer, but in that case, if they were successful they would discover the secret for themselves.

Ah, I never thought of that!

Your fathers directions in his will as to secrecy are very explicit.

But possession of these cards without the key is surely not of much benefit, she argued. Could you not consult somebody, and ascertain by what means such records are deciphered?

I might make inquiries in a general way, I answered, but to place the pack of cards blindly in the hands of an expert would, I fear, simply be giving away your fathers most confidential possession. There may be written here some fact which it is not desirable that the world shall know.

Ah! she said, glancing quickly up at me. Some facts regarding his past, you mean. Yes. You are quite right, Mr Greenwood. We must be very careful to guard the secret of these cards well, especially if, as you suggest, the man Dawson really knows the means by which the record may be rendered intelligible.

The secret has been bequeathed to me, therefore I will take possession of them, I said. I will also make inquiries, and ascertain by what means such ciphers are rendered into plain English.

I had at that moment thought of a man named Boyle, a professor at a training-college in Leicester who was an expert at anagrams, ciphers, and such things, and I intended to lose no time in running up there to see him and ascertain his opinion.

Therefore at noon I took train at St. Pancras, and about half-past two was sitting with him in his private room at the college. He was a middle-aged, clean-shaven man of quick intelligence, who had frequently won prizes in various competitions offered by different journals; a man who seemed to have committed Bartletts Dictionary of Familiar Quotations to memory, and whose ingenuity in deciphering puzzles was unequalled.

While smoking a cigarette with him, I explained the point upon which I desired his opinion.

May I see the cards? he inquired, removing his briar from his mouth and looking at me with some surprise, I thought.

My first impulse was to refuse him sight of them, but on second thoughts I recollected that of all men he was one of the greatest experts in such matters, therefore I drew the little pack from the envelope in which I had placed them.

Ah! he exclaimed the moment he took them in his hand and ran quickly through them. This, Mr Greenwood, is the most complicated and most difficult of all ciphers. It was in vogue in Italy and Spain in the seventeenth century, and afterwards in England, but seems to have dropped into disuse during the past hundred years or so, probably on account of its great difficulty.

Carefully he spread the cards out in suits upon the table, and seemed to make long and elaborate calculations between the heavy puffs at his pipe.

No! he exclaimed. It isnt what I expected. Guess-work will never help you in this solution. You might try for a hundred years to decipher it, but will fail, if you do not discover the key. Indeed, so much ingenuity is shown in it that a writer in the last century estimated that in such a pack of cards as this, with such a cipher upon them, there are at least fully fifty-two millions of possible arrangements.

But how is the cipher written? I inquired much interested, yet with heart-sinking at his inability to assist me.

It is done in this way, he said. The writer of the secret settles what he wishes to record and he then arranges the thirty-two cards in what order he wishes. He then writes the first thirty-two letters of his message record, or whatever it may be, on the face or on the back of the thirty-two cards, one letter upon each card consecutively, commencing with the first column, and going on with columns two and three, working down each column, until he has written the last letter of the cipher. In the writing, however, certain prearranged letters are used in place of spaces, and sometimes the cipher is made still more difficult or a chance finder of the cards to decipher by the introduction of a specially arranged shuffle of the cards half-way through the writing of the record.

Very ingenious! I remarked, utterly bewildered by the extraordinary complication of Burton Blairs secret. And yet the letters are so plainly written!

Thats just it, he laughed. To the eye it is the plainest of all ciphers, and yet one that is utterly unintelligible unless the exact formula in its writing be known. When that is ascertained the solution becomes easy. The cards are rearranged in the order in which they were written upon, and the record or message spelt off, one letter on each card in succession, reading down one column after another and omitting the letter arranged as spaces.

Ah! I exclaimed fervently. How I wish I knew the key.

Is this a very important secret, then? asked Boyle.

Very, I replied. A confidential matter which has been placed in my hands, and one which I am bound to solve.

I fear you will never do so unless the key is in existence, was his answer. It is far too difficult for me to attempt. The complications which are so simply effected in the writing, shield it effectually from any chance solution. Therefore, all endeavours to decipher it without knowledge of the pre-arrangement of the pack must necessarily prove futile.

He replaced the cards in the envelope and handed them back to me, regretting that he could not render me assistance.

You might try every day for years and years, he declared, and you would be no nearer the truth. It is too well protected for chance discovery, and is, indeed, the safest and most ingenious cipher ever devised by mans ingenuity.

I remained and took a cup of tea with him, then at half-past four entered the express and returned to London, disappointed at my utterly fruitless errand. What he had explained to me rendered the secret more impenetrable and inscrutable than ever.


Chapter Fifteen.

Certain Things we Found at Mayvill.
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MISS BLAIR, SIR, announced Glave next day just before noon, while I was sitting alone in my room in Great Russell Street, smoking vigorously, and utterly bewildered over the problem of the dead mans pack of cards.

I sprang to my feet to welcome Mabel, who in her rich warm furs was looking very dainty and charming.

I suppose if Mrs Percival knew I had come here alone, shed give me a sound lecture against visiting a mans rooms, she said, laughing after I had greeted her and closed the door.

Well, I said, its scarcely the first time youve honoured me with a visit, is it? And surely you need not trouble very much about Mrs Percival.

Oh, she really grows more straight-backed every day, Mabel pouted. I mustnt go here, and I mustnt go there, and shes afraid of me speaking with this man, and the other man is not to be known, and so on. Im really growing rather sick of it, I can tell you, she declared, seating herself in the chair I had just vacated, unloosing her heavy sable cape, and stretching a neat ankle to the fire.

But shes been an awfully good friend to you, I argued. As far as I can see, shes been the most easy-going of chaperons.

The perfect chaperon is the one who can utterly and effectually efface herself five minutes after entering the room, Mabel declared. And I will give Mrs Percival her due, shes never clung on to me at dances, and if shes found me sitting out in a dim corner she has always made it a point to have an urgent call in an opposite direction. Yes, she sighed, I suppose I oughtnt to grumble when I recollect the snappy old tabbies in whose hands some girls are. Theres Lady Anetta Gordon, for instance, and Vi Drummond, both pretty girls out last season, but whose lives are rendered perfect tortures by those two ugly old hags who cart them about. Why, theyve both told me they dare not raise their eyes to a man without a snappy lecture next day on polite manners and maiden modesty.

Well, I said frankly, standing on the hearthrug, and looking down at her handsome figure: I really dont think you have had much to complain about up to the present. Your poor father was most indulgent, and Im sure Mrs Percival, although she may seem rather harsh at times, is only speaking for your own benefit.

Oh, I know Im a very wilful girl in your eyes, she exclaimed, with a smile. You always used to say so when I was at school.

Well, to tell the truth, you were, I answered quite openly.

Of course. You men never make allowance for a girl. You assume your freedom with your first long trousers, while we unfortunate girls are not allowed a single moment alone, either inside the house or out of it. No matter whether we be as ugly as Mother Shipton or as beautiful as Venus, we must all of us be tied up to some elder woman, who very often is just as fond of a mild flirtation as the simpering young miss in her charge. Forgive me for speaking so candidly, wont you, Mr Greenwood, but my opinion is that the modern methods of society are all sham and humbug.

Youre not in a very polite mood to-day, it seems, I remarked, being unable to restrain a smile.

No, Im not, she admitted. Mrs Percival is so very aggravating. I want to go down to Mayvill this afternoon, and she wont let me go alone.

Why do you so particularly wish to go there alone?

She flushed slightly, and appeared for a moment to be confused.

Oh, well, I dont want to go alone very particularly, you know, she tried to assure me. It is the foolishness of not allowing me to travel down there like any other girl that I object to. If a maid can take a railway journey alone, why cant I?

Because you have the convenances of society to respect — the domestic servant need not.

Then I prefer the lot of the domestic, she declared in a manner which told me that something had annoyed her. For my own part I should have regretted very much if Mrs Percival had consented to her going down to Herefordshire alone, while it also seemed apparent that she had some secret reason of her own for not taking her elder companion with her.

What, I wondered, could it be?

I inquired the reason why she wished to go to Mayvill without even a maid, but she made an excuse that she wanted to see the other four hunters were being properly treated by the studs-man, and also to make a search through her fathers study to ascertain whether any important or confidential papers remained there. She had the keys, and intended to do this before that odious person, Dawson, assumed his office.

This suggestion, evidently made as an excuse, struck me as one that really should be acted upon without delay, yet it was so very plain that she desired to go alone that at first I hesitated to offer to accompany her. Our friendship was of such a close and intimate character that I could of course offer to do so without overstepping the bounds of propriety, nevertheless I resolved to first endeavour to learn the reason of her strong desire to travel alone.

She was a clever woman, however, and had no intention of telling me. She had a strong and secret desire to go down alone to that fine old country house that was now her own, and did not desire that Mrs Percival should accompany her.

If you are really going to search the library, Mabel, had I not better accompany and help you? I suggested presently. That is, of course, if you will permit me, I added apologetically.

For a moment she was silent, as though devising some means out of a dilemma, then she answered — 

If youll come, Ill of course be only too delighted. Indeed, you really ought to assist me, for we might discover some key to the cipher on the cards. My father was down there for three days about a fortnight before his death.

When shall we start?

At three-thirty from Paddington. Will that suit you? You shall come and be my guest. And she laughed mischievously at such utter break-up of the convenances and the probable chagrin of the long-suffering Mrs Percival.

Very well, I agreed; and ten minutes later I went down with her and put her, smiling sweetly, into her smart victoria, the servants of which were now in mourning.

You perceive that I was playing a very dangerous game? And so I was; as you will afterwards see.

At the hour appointed I met her at Paddington, and putting aside her sad thoughtfulness at her bereavement we travelled together down to Dunmore Station, beyond Hereford. Here we entered the brougham awaiting us, and after a drive of nearly three miles, descended before the splendid old mansion which Burton Blair had bought two years before for the sake of the shooting and fishing surrounding it.

Standing in its fine park half-way between Kings Pyon and Dilwyn, Mayvill Court was, and is still, one of the show places of the county. It was an ideal ancestral hall. The grand old gabled house with its lofty square towers, its Jacobean entrance, gateway and dovecote, and the fantastically clipped box-trees and sun-dial of its quaint old-fashioned garden, possessed a delightful charm which few other ancient mansions could boast, and a still further interesting feature lay in its perfectly unaltered state throughout, even to the minutest detail. For close on three hundred years it had been held by its original owners, the Baddesleys, until Blair had purchased it — furniture, pictures, armour, everything just as it stood.

It was nearly nine oclock when Mrs Gibbons, the elderly housekeeper, welcomed us, in tears at the death of her master, and we passed into the great oak-panelled hall in which hung the sword and portrait of the gallant cavalier. Captain Harry Baddesley, of whom there still was told a romantic story. Narrowly escaping from the battle-field, the captain spurred homewards, with some of Cromwells soldiers close at his heels; and his wife, a lady of great courage, had scarcely concealed him in the secret chamber when the enemy arrived to search the house. Little daunted, the lady assisted them and personally conducted them over the mansion. As in so many instances, the secret room was entered from the principal bedroom, and in inspecting the latter the Roundheads had their suspicions aroused. So they decided to stay the night.

The hunted mans wife sent them an ample supper and some wine which had been carefully drugged, with the result that the unwelcome visitors were very soon soundly asleep, and the gallant captain, before the effects of the wine had worn off, were far beyond their reach.

Since that day the old place had remained absolutely unchanged, with its rows of dark, time-mellowed family portraits in the big hall, its Jacobean furniture and its old helmets and pikes that had borne the brunt of Naseby. The night was bitterly cold. In the great open hearth huge logs were blazing, and as we stood there to warm ourselves after our journey, Mrs Gibbons, who had been apprised of our advent by telegraph, announced that she had prepared supper for us as she knew we could not arrive in time for dinner.

Both she and her husband expressed the deepest sympathy with Mabel in her bereavement, and then having removed our coats we went on into the small dining-room, where supper was served by Gibbons and the footman with that old-fashioned stateliness characteristic of all in that fine old-world mansion.

Gibbons and his wife, old retainers of the former owners, were, I think, somewhat surprised that I had accompanied their young mistress alone, nevertheless Mabel had explained to them how she wished to make a search of her fathers effects in the library, and that for that reason she had invited me to accompany her. Yet I must confess that I, on my part, had not yet formed any conclusion as to the real reason of her visit. That there was some ulterior motive in it I felt certain, but what it was I could not even guess.

After supper Mrs Gibbons took my pretty companion to her room, while Gibbons showed me the one prepared for me, a long big chamber on the first floor, from the windows of which I had a wide view over the undulating lawns to Wormsley Hill and Sarnesfield. I had occupied the room on several occasions, and knew it well, with its great old carved four-poster bed, antique hangings, Jacobean chests and polished oaken ceiling.

After a wash I rejoined my dainty little hostess in the library — a big, long, old room, where a fire burned brightly and the lamps were softly shaded with yellow silk. Over the fireplace were craved in stone the three water-bougets of the Baddesleys, with the date 1601, while the whole room from end to end was lined with brown-backed books that had probably not been disturbed for half-a-century.

After Mabel had allowed me a cigarette and told Gibbons that she did not wish to be disturbed for an hour or so, she rose and turned the key behind the servants, so that we might carry out the work of investigation without interruption.

Now, she said, turning her fine eyes upon me with an excitement she could not suppress as she walked to the big writing-table and took her fathers keys from her pocket, I wonder whether we shall discover anything of interest. I suppose, she added, it is really Mr Leightons duty to do this. But I prefer that you and I should look into my fathers affairs prior to the inquisitive lawyers arrival.

It almost seemed as if she half-expected to discover something which she desired to conceal from the solicitor.

The dead mans writing-table was a ponderous old-fashioned one of carved oak, and as she unlocked the first drawer and turned out its contents, I drew up chairs and settled with her in order to make a methodical and thorough examination. The papers, we found, were mostly letters from friends, and correspondence from solicitors and brokers regarding his investments in various quarters. From some which I read I gathered what enormous profits he had made over certain deals in Kaffirs, while in certain other correspondence were allusions to matters which, to me, were very puzzling.

Mabels eager attitude was that of one in search of some document or other which she believed to be there. She scarcely troubled to read any of the letters, merely scanning them swiftly and casting them aside. Thus we examined the contents of one drawer after another until I saw beneath her hand a blue foolscap envelope sealed with black wax, and bearing the superscription in her fathers handwriting: — 

To be opened by Mabel after my death. — Burton Blair.

Ah! she gasped in breathless haste. I wonder what this contains? And she eagerly broke the seals, and drew forth a sheet of foolscap closely written, to which some other papers were attached by means of a brass fastener.

From the envelope, too, something fell, and I picked it up, finding to my surprise that it was a snap-shot photograph much worn and tattered, but preserved by being mounted upon a piece of linen. It was a half-faded view of a country crossroads in a flat and rather dismal country, with a small lonely house, probably once an old toll-house, with high chimneys standing on the edge of the highway, a small strip of flower-garden railed off at the side. Before the door was a rustic porch covered by climbing roses, and out on the roadside an old Windsor armchair that had apparently just been vacated.

While I was examining the view beneath the lamplight, the dead mans daughter was reading swiftly through those close lines her father had penned.

Suddenly she uttered a loud cry as though horrified by some discovery, and, startled, I turned to glance at her. Her countenance had changed; she was blanched to the lips.

No! she gasped hoarsely. I — I cant believe it — I wont!

Again she glanced at the paper to re-read those fateful lines.

What is it? I inquired anxiously. May I not know? And I crossed to where she stood.

No, she answered firmly, placing the paper behind her. No! Not even you may know this! And with a sudden movement she tore the paper to pieces in her hands, and ere I could rescue it, she had cast the fragments into the fire.

The flames leapt up, and next instant the dead mans confession — if such it were — was consumed and lost for ever, while his daughter stood, haggard, rigid and white as death.


Chapter Sixteen.

In which Two Curious Facts are Established.
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MABELS SUDDEN ACTION both annoyed and surprised me, for I had believed that our friendship was of such a close and intimate character that she would at least have allowed me sight of what her father had written.

Yet when, next second, I reflected that the envelope had been specially addressed to her, I saw that whatever was contained therein had been intended for her eye alone.

You have discovered something which has upset you? I said, looking straight into her white, hard-drawn face. I hope it is really nothing very disconcerting?

She held her breath for a moment, her hand instinctively upon her breast as though to still the wild beating of her heart.

Ah! unfortunately it is, was her answer. I know the truth now — the awful, terrible truth. And without a word of warning she covered her face with her hands and burst into a torrent of tears.

At her side in an instant I was striving to console her, but I quickly realised what a deep impression of dismay and horror those written words of her dead father had produced upon her. She was filled with grief, and utterly inconsolable.

The quiet of that long, old-fashioned room was unbroken save for her bitter sobs and the solemn tick-tock of the antique grandfather clock at the further end of the apartment. My hand was placed tenderly upon the poor girls shoulder, but it was a long time ere I could induce her to dry her tears.

When she did so, I saw by her face that she had become a changed woman.

Walking back to the writing-table she took up the envelope and re-read the superscription which Blair had written upon it, and then for the first time her eyes fell upon the photograph of that lonely house by the crossways.

Why! she cried, startled, where did you find this?

I explained that it had dropped from the envelope, whereupon she took it up and gazed, for a long time upon it. Then, turning it over, she discovered what I had not noticed, namely, written faintly in pencil and half effaced were the words, Owston crossroads, 9 miles beyond Doncaster on the Selby Road. — B.B.

Do you know what this is?

No, I havent the least idea, I answered. It must be something of which your father was very careful. It seems to be well worn, too, as though carried in somebodys pocket.

Well, she said, I will tell you. I had no idea that he still preserved it, but I suppose he kept it as a souvenir of those weary journeys of long ago. This photograph, she added, holding it still in her hand, is the picture of the spot for which he searched every turnpike in England. He had the photograph but nothing else to guide him to the spot, and we were therefore compelled to tramp all the main roads up and down the country in an attempt to identify it. Not until nearly a year after you and Mr Seton had so kindly placed me at school at Bournemouth did my father, still on his lonely tramp, succeed in discovering it after a search lasting over three years. He identified it one summer evening as the crossways at Owston, and he found living in that house the person of whom he had been all those weary months in search.

Curious, I said. Tell me more about it.

There is nothing else to tell, except that, by identifying the house, he obtained the key to the secret — at least, that is what I always understood from him, she said. Ah, I recollect all those long wearying walks when I was a girl, how we trudged on over those long, white, endless roads, in sunshine and in rain, envying people in carriages and carts, and men and women on bicycles, and yet my courage always supported by my fathers declaration that great fortune must be ours some day. He carried this photograph with him always, and almost at each crossroad he would take it out, examine the landscape and compare it, not knowing, of course, but that the old toll-house might have been pulled down since the taking of the picture.

Did he never tell you the reason why he wished to visit that house.

He used to say that the man who lived there — the man who used to sit on summer evenings in that chair outside, was his friend — his good friend; only they had been parted for a long time, and he did not know that my father was still alive. They had been friends abroad, I fancy, in the days when my father was at sea.

And the identification of this spot was the reason of your fathers constant wanderings? I exclaimed, pleased that I had at last cleared up one point which, for five years or so, had been a mystery.

Yes. A month after he had made the discovery he came to Bournemouth, and told me in confidence that his dream of great wealth was about to be realised. He had solved the problem, and within a week or two would be in possession of ample funds. He disappeared, you will remember, almost immediately, and was away for a month. Then he returned a rich man — so rich that you and Mr Seton were utterly dumbfounded. Dont you recollect that night at Helpstone, after I had come from school to spend a week with my father on his return? We were sitting together after dinner and poor father recalled the last occasion when we had all assembled there — the occasion when I was taken ill outside, she added. And dont you recollect Mr Seton appearing to doubt my fathers statement that he was already worth fifty thousand pounds.

I remember, I answered, as her clear eyes met mine. I remember how your father struck us utterly dumb by going upstairs and fetching his bankers pass-book, which showed a balance of fifty-four thousand odd pounds. After that he became more than ever a mystery to us. But tell me, I added in a low, earnest voice, what have you discovered to-night that has so upset you?

I have nearly found proof of a fact that I have dreaded for years — a fact that affects not only my poor fathers memory, but also myself. I am in peril — personal danger.

How? I asked quickly, failing to understand her meaning. Recollect that I promised your father to act as your protector.

I know, I know. It is awfully good of you, she said, looking at me gratefully with those wonderful eyes that had always held me fascinated beneath the spell of her beauty. But, she added, shaking her head sorrowfully, I fear that in this you will be powerless. If the blow falls, as it must sooner or later, then I shall be crushed and helpless. No power, not even your devoted friendship, can then save me.

You certainly speak very strangely, Mabel. I dont follow you at all.

I expect not, was her mechanical answer. You do not know all. If you did, you would understand the peril of my position and of the great danger now threatening me.

And she stood motionless as a statue, her hand upon the corner of the writing-table, her eyes fixed straight into the blazing fire.

If the danger is a real one, I consider I ought to be aware of it. To be forewarned is to be forearmed! I remarked decisively.

It is a real one, but as my father has confessed the truth to me alone, I am unable to reveal it to you. His secret is mine.

Certainly, I answered, accepting her decision, which, of course, was but natural in the circumstances. She could not betray her dead fathers confidence.

Yet if she had done, how altered would have been the course of events! Surely the story of Burton Blair was one of the strangest and most romantic ever given to man to relate, and as assuredly the strange circumstances which occurred after his decease were even more remarkable and puzzling. The whole affair from beginning to end was a complete enigma.

Later, when Mabel grew slightly calmer, we concluded our work of investigation, but discovered little else of interest save several letters in Italian, undated and unsigned, but evidently written by Dick Dawson, the millionaires mysterious friend — or enemy. On reading them they were, I found, evidently the correspondence of an intimate acquaintance who was sharing Blairs fortune and secretly assisting him in the acquisition of his wealth. There was much mention of the secret, and repeated cautions against revealing anything to Reggie or to myself.

In one letter I found the sentences in Italian: My girl is growing into quite a fine lady. I expect she will become a Countess, or perhaps a Duchess, one day. I hear from your side that Mabel is becoming a very pretty woman. You ought, with your position and reputation, to make a good match for her. But I know what old-fashioned ideas you hold that a woman must marry only for love.

On reading this, one fact was vividly impressed upon me, namely, that if this man Dawson shared secretly in Blairs wealth he surely had no necessity to obtain his secret by foul means, when he already knew it.

The clock on the stables chimed midnight before Mabel rang for Mrs Gibbons, and the latters husband followed, bringing me a night-cap of whisky and some hot water.

My little companion merrily pressed my hand, wishing me good-night, and then retired, accompanied by the housekeeper, while Gibbons himself remained to mix my drink.

Sad thing, sir, about our poor master, hazarded the well-trained servant, who had been all his life in the service of the previous owners. I fear the poor young mistress feels it very much.

Very much indeed, Gibbons, I answered, taking a cigarette and standing with my back to the fire. She was such a devoted daughter.

She is now mistress of everything, Mr Ford told us when he was down three days ago.

Yes, I said, everything. And I hope that you and your wife will serve her as well and as faithfully as you have done her father.

Well try, sir, was the grave, grey-haired mans response. Everybodys very fond of the young mistress. Shes so very good to all the servants. Then, as I remained silent, he placed my candle in readiness on the table, and, bowing, wished me good-night.

He closed the door, and I was alone in that great silent old room where the darting flames cast weird lights across into the dark recesses, and the long, old Chippendale clock ticked on solemnly as it had done for a century past.

Having swallowed my hot drink, I returned again to my dead friends writing-table, carefully examining it to see whether it contained any secret drawers. A methodical investigation of every portion failed to reveal any spring or unsuspected cavity, therefore, after glancing at that photograph which had taken Blair those many months of weary tramping to identify, I extinguished the lamps and passing through the great old hall with the stands of armour which conjured up visions of ghostly cavaliers, ascended to my room.

The bright fire gave the antique place with those rather funereal hangings a warm and cosy appearance in contrast to the hard frost outside, and feeling no inclination to sleep just then, I flung my self into an armchair and sat with arms folded, pondering deeply.

Again the stable-clock chimed — the half-hour — and then I think I must have dozed, for I was awakened suddenly by a light, stealthy footstep on the polished oaken floor outside my door. I listened, and distinctly heard some one creeping lightly down the big old Jacobean staircase, which creaked slightly somewhere below.

The weird ghostliness of the old place and its many historic traditions caused me, I suppose, some misgivings, for I found myself thinking of burglars and of midnight visitants. Again I strained my ears. Perhaps, after all, it was only a servant! Yet, when I glanced at my watch, and found it to be a quarter to two, the suggestion that the servants had not retired was at once negatived.

Suddenly, in the room below me, I distinctly heard a slow, harsh, grating noise. Then all was still again.

About three minutes later, however, I fancied I heard low whispering, and, having quickly extinguished my light, I drew aside one of my heavy curtains, and peering forth saw, to my surprise, two figures crossing the lawn towards the shrubbery.

The moon was somewhat overcast, yet by the grey, clouded light I distinguished that the pair were a man and a woman. From the mans back I could not recognise him, but his companions gait was familiar to me as she hurried on towards the dark belt of bare, black trees.

It was Mabel Blair. The secret was out. Her sudden desire to visit Mayvill was in order to keep a midnight tryst.


Chapter Seventeen.

Merely Concerns a Stranger.
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WITHOUT A MOMENTS hesitation I struggled into an overcoat, slipped on a golf cap and sped downstairs to the room below my own, where I found one of the long windows open, and through it stepped quickly out upon the gravel.

I intended to discover the motive of this meeting and the identity of her companion — evidently some secret lover whose existence she had concealed from us all. Yet to follow her straight across the lawn in the open light was to at once court detection. Therefore I was compelled to take a circuitous course, hugging the shadows always, until I at length reached the shrubbery, where I halted, listening eagerly.

There was no sound beyond the low creaking of the branches and the dismal sighing of the wind. A distant train was passing through the valley, and somewhere away down in the village a collie was barking. I could not, however, distinguish any human voices. Slowly I made my way through the fallen leaves until I had skirted the whole of the shrubbery, and then I came to the conclusion that they must have passed through it by some bypath and gone out into the park.

My task was rendered more difficult because the moon was not sufficiently overcast to conceal my movements, and I feared that by emerging into the open I might betray my presence.

But Mabels action in coming there to meet this man, whoever he was, puzzled me greatly. Why had she not met him in London? I wondered. Could he be such an unpresentable lover that a journey to London was impossible? It is not an uncommon thing for a well-born girl to fall in love with a labourers son any more than it is for a gentleman to love a peasant girl. Many a pretty girl in London to-day has a secret admiration for some young labourer or good-looking groom on her fathers estate, the seriousness of the unspoken love lying in the utter impossibility of its realisation.

With ears and eyes open I went on, taking advantage of all the shadow I could, but it seemed as though, having nearly five minutes start of me, they had taken a different direction to that which I believed.

At last I gained the comparative gloom of the old beech avenue which led straight down to the lodge on the Dilwyn road, and continued along it for nearly half-a-mile, when suddenly my heart leaped for joy, for I distinguished before me the two figures walking together and engaged in earnest conversation.

My jealous anger was in an instant aroused. Fearing that they might hear my footsteps on the hard frozen road I slipped outside the trees upon the grass of the park, and treading noiselessly was soon able to approach almost level with them without attracting attention.

Presently, on the old stone bridge across the river which formed the outlet of the lake, they halted, when, concealing myself behind a tree, I was enabled, by the light of the moon which had fortunately now grown brighter, to clearly see the features of Mabels mysterious companion. I judged him to be about twenty-eight, an ill-bred, snub-nosed, yellow-haired common-looking fellow, whose hulking form as he leaned against the low parapet was undoubtedly that of an agriculturist. His face was hard-featured and prematurely weatherbeaten, while the cut of his clothes was distinctly that of the ready-made emporium of the provincial town. His hard felt hat was cocked a little askew, as is usual with the yokel as well as with the costermonger when he takes his Sunday walk.

As far as I could observe he seemed to be treating her with extraordinary disdain and familiarity, addressing her as Mab and lighting a cheap cigarette in her presence, while on her part she seemed rather ill at ease, as though she were there under compulsion rather than by choice.

She had dressed herself warmly in a thick frieze driving cape and a close-fitting peaked cap which, drawn over her eyes, half-concealed her features.

I really cant see your object, Herbert, I heard her distinctly argue. What could such an action possibly benefit you?

A lot, the fellow answered, adding in a rough, uncouth voice which bore the unmistakable brogue of the countryman, What I say I mean. You know that, dont yer?

Of course, she answered. But why do you treat me in this manner? Think of the risks I run in meeting you here to-night. What would people think if it were known?

What do I care what people think! he exclaimed carelessly. Of course youve got to keep up appearances — fortunately, I aint.

But you surely wont do what you threaten? she exclaimed in a voice of blank dismay. Remember that our secrets have been mutual. I have never betrayed you — never in any single thing.

No, because you knew what would be the result if you did, he laughed with a sneer. I never trust a womans word — I dont. Youre rich now the old mans dead, and I want money, he said decisively.

But I havent any yet, she replied. When will you have some?

I dont know. There are all sorts of law formalities to go through before, so Mr Greenwood says.

Oh! a curse on Greenwood! the fellow burst forth. Hes always with you up in London, they say. Ask him to get you some money from the lawyers. Tell him youre hard up — got to pay bills, or something. Any lie will do for him.

Impossible, Herbert, she answered, trying to remain calm. You must really be patient.

Oh, yes, I know! he cried. Call me good dog and all that. But that kind of game dont suit me — you hear? Ive got no money, and I must have some at once — to-night.

I havent any, she declared.

But youve got lots of jewellery and plate and stuff. Give me some of that, and I can sell it easily in Hereford to-morrow. Wheres that diamond bracelet the old man gave you for a present last birthday — the one you showed me?

Here, she replied, and raised her wrist, showing him the beautiful diamond and sapphire ornament her father had given her, the worth of which was two hundred pounds at the very least.

Give me that, he said. Itll last me a day or two until you get me some cash.

She hesitated, evidently indisposed to accede to such a request and more especially as the bracelet was the last present her father had made her. Yet, when he repeated his demands in a more threatening tone, it became plain that the fellows influence was supreme, and that she was as helpless as a child in his unscrupulous hands.

The situation came upon me as an absolute revelation. I could only surmise that a harmless flirtation in the years before her affluence had developed into this common fellow presuming upon her good nature, and, finding her generous and sympathetic, he had now assumed an attitude of mastery over her actions. The working of the rustic mind is most difficult to follow. To-day in rural England there is so very little real gratitude shown by the poor towards the rich that in the country districts, charity is almost entirely unappreciated, while the wealthy are becoming weary of attempting to please or improve the people. Your rustic of to-day, while perfectly honest in his dealings with his own class, cannot resist dishonesty when selling his produce or his labour to the rich man. It seems part of his religion to get, by fair means or by foul, as much as he can out of the gentleman, and then abuse him in the village ale-house and dub him a fool for allowing himself to be thus cheated. Much as I regret to allege it, nevertheless it is a plain and bitter truth that swindling and immorality are the two most notable features of English village life at the present moment.

I stood listening to that strange conversation between the millionaires daughter and her secret lover, immovable and astounded.

The arrogance of the fellow caused my blood to boil. A dozen times as he sneered at her insultingly, now cajoling, now threatening, and now making a disgusting pretence of affection, I felt impelled to rush out and give him a good sound hiding. It was, indeed, only because I recognised that in this affair, so serious was it, I could only assist Mabel by remaining concealed and using my knowledge of it to her advantage that I held my tongue and stayed my hand.

Without doubt she had, in her girlish inexperience, once believed herself in love with the fellow, but now the hideousness of the present situation was presented to her in all its vivid reality and she saw herself hopelessly involved. Probably it was with a vain hope of extricating herself that she had kept the appointment; but, in any case, the man whom she called Herbert was quick to detect that he held all the honours in the game.

Now come, he said at last, in his broad brogue, if you really aint got no money on you, hand over that bracelet and ha done with it. We dont want to wait ere all night, for Ive got to be in Hereford first thing in the morning. So the least said the better.

I saw that, white to the lips, she was trembling in fear of him, for she shrank from his touch, crying — 

Ah, Herbert, it is too cruel of you — too cruel — after all Ive done to help you. Have you no pity, no compassion?

None, he growled. I want money and must have it. In a week you must pay me a thousand quid — you hear that, dont you?

But how can I? Wait and Ill give it to you later — indeed, I promise.

I tell you I aint going to be fooled, he cried angrily. I mean to have the money, or else Ill blow the whole thing. Then where will you be — eh? And he laughed a hard triumphant laugh, while she shrank back pale, breathless and dismayed.

I clenched my fists, and to this moment I do not know how I restrained myself from springing from my hiding-place and knocking the fellow down. At that moment I could have killed him where he stood.

Ah! she cried, her hands clasped to him in a gesture of supplication, you surely dont mean what you say, you cant mean that, you really cant! Youll spare me, wont you? Promise me!

No, I wont spare you, was his brutal reply, unless you pay me well.

I will, I will, she assured him in a low, hoarse voice, which was eminently that of a desperate woman, terrified lest some terrible secret of hers should be exposed.

Ah! he sneered with curling lip, you treated me with contempt once, because you were a fine lady, but I am yet to have my revenge, as you will see. You are now mistress of a great fortune, and I tell you quite plainly that I intend you to share it with me. Act just as you think best, but recollect what refusal will mean to you — exposure!

Ah! she cried desperately, to-night you have revealed yourself in your true light! You brute, you would, without the slightest compunction, ruin me!

Because, my dear girl, you are not playing straight, was his cool, arrogant reply. You thought that you had most ingeniously got rid of me for ever, until to-night here I am, you see, back again, ready to — well, to be pensioned off, shall we call it? Dont think I intend to allow you to fool me this time, so just give me the bracelet as a first instalment, and say no more. And he snatched at her arm while she, by a quick movement, avoided him.

I refuse, she cried with a fierce and sudden determination. I know you now! You are brutal and inhuman, without a speck of either love or esteem — a man who would drive a woman to suicide in order to get money. Now you have been released from prison you intend to live upon me — your letter with that proposal is sufficient proof. But I tell you here to-night that you will obtain not a penny more from me beyond the money that is now paid you every month.

To keep my mouth closed, he interrupted. And I saw an evil, murderous glitter in his black eyes.

You need not keep it closed any longer, she said in open defiance. Indeed, I shall tell the truth myself, and thus put an end to this brilliant blackmailing scheme of yours. So now you understand, she added firmly, with a courage that was admirable.

A silence fell between them for a moment, broken only by the weird cry of an owl.

Then that is absolutely your decision, eh? he inquired in a hard voice, while I noticed that his face was white with anger and chagrin as he recognised that, if she told the truth and faced the consequence of her own exposure, whatever it might be, his power over her would be dispelled.

My mind is made up. I have no fear of any exposure you may make concerning me.

At any rate give me that bracelet, he demanded savagely, with set teeth, grasping her arm and trying by force to undo the clasp.

Let me go! she cried. You brute! Let me go! Would you rob me, as well as insult me?

Rob you! he muttered, his coarse white face wearing a dangerous expression of unbridled hatred, rob you! he hissed with a ford oath, Ill do more. Ill put you where your cursed tongue wont wag again, and where you wont be able to tell the truth!

And, unfortunately, before I was aware of his intentions he had seized her by the wrists and, with a quick movement, forced her backwards so violently against the low parapet of the bridge that for a moment they stood locked in a deadly embrace.

Mabel screamed on realising his intentions, but next second with a vile imprecation he had forced her backwards over the low wall, and with a loud splash she fell helplessly into the deep, dark waters.

In an instant, while the fellow took to his heels, I dashed forward to her rescue, but, alas! too late, for, as I peered eagerly down into the darkness, I saw to my dismay that the swirling icy flood had closed over her, that she had disappeared.


Chapter Eighteen.

The Crossways at Owston.
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THE SOUND OF the assassins fast-receding footsteps, as he escaped away down the dark avenue towards the road, awakened me to a keen sense of my responsibility, and in an instant I had divested myself of my overcoat and coat, and stood peering anxiously into the darkness beneath the bridge.

Those seconds seemed hours, until of a sudden I caught sight of a flash of white in mid stream, and without a moments hesitation I dived in after it.

The shock of the icy water was a severe one but, fortunately, I am a strong swimmer, and neither the intense coldness nor the strength of the current interfered much with my progress as I struck out towards the unconscious girl. Having seized her, however, I had to battle severely to prevent being swept out around the bend where I, knew that the river, joined by another stream, broadened out, and where any chances of effecting a rescue would be very small.

For some minutes I struggled with all my might to hold the unconscious girls head above the surface, yet so strong was the swirling flood, with its lumps of floating ice, that all resistance seemed impossible, and we were both swept down for some distance until at last, summoning my last effort I managed to strike out with my senseless burden and reach a shallow, where I managed by dint of fierce struggling, to land and to drag the unfortunate girl up the frozen bank.

I had once, long ago, attended an ambulance class, and now, acting upon the instructions I had there received, I set at once to work to produce artificial respiration. It was heavy work alone, with my wet clothes freezing stiff upon me, but still I persevered, determined, if possible, to restore her to consciousness, and this I was fortunately able to do within half an hour.

At first she could utter no word, and I did not question her. Sufficient was it for me to know that she was still alive, for when first I had brought her to land I believed that she was beyond human aid, and that the dastardly attempt of her low-born lover had been successful. She shivered from head to foot, for the night wind cut like a knife, and presently, at my suggestion, she rose and, leaning heavily upon my arm, tried to walk. The attempt was at first only a feeble one, but presently she quickened her pace slightly and, without either of us mentioning what had occurred, I conducted her up the long avenue back to the house. Once within she declared that it was unnecessary to call Mrs Gibbons. In low whispers she implored me to remain silent upon what had occurred. She took my hand in hers and held it.

I want you, if you will, to forget all that has transpired, she said, deeply in earnest. If you followed me and overheard what passed between us, I want you to consider that those words have never been uttered. I — I want you to— she faltered and then paused without concluding her sentence.

What do you wish me to do? I inquired, after a brief and painful silence.

I want you to still regard me with some esteem, as you always have done, she said, bursting into tears, I dont like to think that Ive fallen in your estimation. Remember, I am a woman — and may be forgiven a womans impulses and follies.

You have not fallen in my estimation at all, Mabel, I assured her. My only regret is that the scoundrel made such an outrageous attempt upon you. But it was fortunate that I followed you, although I suppose I ought to apologise to you for acting the eavesdropper.

You saved my life, was her whispered answer, as she pressed my hand in thanks. Then she crept swiftly and silently up the big staircase and was lost to view.

Next morning she appeared at the breakfast-table, looking apparently little the worse for her narrow escape, save perhaps that around her eyes were dark rings that told of sleeplessness and terrible anxiety. But she nevertheless chatted merrily, as though no care weighed upon her mind. While Gibbons was in the room serving us she could not speak confidentially, but as she looked across at me, her glance was full of meaning.

At last, when we had finished and had walked together across the great hall back to the library, I said to her — 

Shall you allow the regrettable incident of last night to pass unnoticed? If you do, I fear that man may make another attempt upon you. Therefore it will surely be better if he understands once and for all that I was a witness of his dastardly cowardice.

No, she replied in a low, pained voice. Please dont let us discuss it. It must pass.

Why?

Because if I were to seek to punish him he might bring forward something — something that I wish kept secret.

I knew that, I recollected every word of that heated conversation. The blackmailer held some secret of hers which, being detrimental, she dreaded might be revealed.

Surely it was all a strange and most remarkable enigma from beginning to end! From that winter night on the highway near Helpstone, when I had found her fallen at the wayside, until that very moment, mystery had piled upon mystery and secret upon secret until, with Burton Blairs decease and with the pack of tiny cards he had so curiously bequeathed to me, the problem had assumed gigantic proportions.

That man would have murdered you, Mabel, I said. You are is fear of him?

I am, she answered simply, her gaze fixed across the lawn and park beyond, and she sighed.

But ought you not to assume the defensive now that the fellow has deliberately endeavoured to take your life? I argued. His villainous action last night was purely criminal!

It was, she said in a blank, hollow voice, turning her eyes upon me. I had no idea of his intention. I confess that I came down here because he compelled me to meet him. He has heard of my fathers death and now realises that he can obtain money from me; that I shall be forced to yield to his demands.

You may surely tell me his name, I said.

Herbert Hales, she replied, not, however, without some hesitation. Then she added, But I do wish Mr Greenwood, you would do me a favour and not mention the painful affair again. You do not know how it upsets me, or how much depends upon that mans silence.

I promised, although before doing so I tried my level best to induce her to give me some clue to the nature of the secret held by the uncouth yokel. But she was still obdurate and refused to tell me anything.

That the secret was something which affected herself or her own honour seemed quite plain, for, at every suggestion of mine to bring the fellow face to face with her, she shrank in fear of the startling revelation he could make.

I wondered whether that document, for her eyes only, which had been written by the man now dead, and which she had destroyed on the previous night, had any connexion with the secret known by Herbert Hales. Indeed, whatever the nature of that fellows knowledge, it was potent enough to compel her to travel down from London in order, if possible, I supposed, to arrange terms with him.

Fortunately, however, the household at Mayvill was unaware of the events of the previous night, and when at midday we left again to return to London, Gibbons and his wife stood at the door and wished us both a pleasant journey.

The house steward and his wife of course believed that the object of our flying visit was to search the dead mans effects, and with the natural curiosity of servants, both were eager to know whether we had discovered anything of interest, although they were unable to question us directly. Inquisitiveness increases with a servants trustworthiness, until the confidential servant usually knows as much of his masters or mistress affairs as they do themselves. Burton Blair had been particularly fond of the Gibbonses, and it almost seemed as though the latter considered themselves slighted by not being informed of every disposition made by their dead master in his will.

As it was, we only told them of one, the legacy of two hundred pounds apiece, which Blair had left them, and this had of course caused them the most profound gratification.

Having deposited Mabel at Grosvenor Square, and taken lingering leave of her, I returned at once to Great Russell Street and found that Reggie had just returned from the warehouse in Cannon Street.

Acting upon my sweet little friends appeal I told him nothing of the exciting incident of the previous night. All I explained was the searching of Blairs writing-table and what we had discovered there.

Well, we ought I think to go and see that house by the crossways, he said when he had seen the photograph. Doncaster is a quick run from Kings Cross. We could get there and back to-morrow. Im interested to see the house to discover which poor Blair tramped all over England. This must have come into his possession, he added, handling the photograph, without any name or any clue whatever to its situation.

I agreed that we ought to go and see for ourselves, therefore, after spending a quiet evening at the Devonshire, we left by the early train next day for Yorkshire. On arrival at Doncaster station, to which we ran through from London without a stop, we took a fly and drove out upon the broad, snowy highroad through Bentley for about six miles or so, until, after skirting Owston Park we came suddenly upon the crossroads where stood the lonely old house, just as shown in the photograph.

It was a quaint, old place, like one of those old toll-houses one sees in ancient prints, the old bar being of course missing. The gate-post, however, still remained, and snow having fallen in the night the scene presented was truly wintry and picturesque. The antique house with its broad, smoking chimney at the end had apparently been added to since the photograph had been taken, for at right angles was a new wing of red brick, converting it into quite a comfortable abode. Yet, as we approached, the old place rising out of the white, snow-covered plain breathed mutely of those forgotten days when the York and London coaches passed it, when masked gentlemen-of-the-road lurked in these dark, fir plantations which stood out beyond the open common at Kirkhouse Green, and when the post-boys were never tired of singing the praises of those wonderful cheeses at the old Bell in Stilton.

Our driver passed the place and about a quarter of a mile further on we stopped him, alighted and walked back together, ordering the man to await us.

On knocking at the door an aged old woman in cap and ribbons, opened it, whereupon Reggie, who assumed the position of spokesman, made excuse that we were passing, and, noticing by its exterior that the place was evidently an old toll-house, could not resist the inducement to call and request to be allowed to look within.

Im sure youre very welcome, gentlemen, answered the woman, in her broad, Yorkshire dialect. Its an old place and lots o folk have been here and looked over it in my time.

Across the room were the black old beams of two centuries before, the old chimney-corner looked warm and cosy with its oaken, well-polished settle, and the big pot simmering upon the fire. The furniture, too, was little changed since the old coaching days, while about the place was a general air of affluence and comfort.

Youve lived here a long time, I suppose? Reggie inquired, when we had glanced around and noted the little lancet window in the chimney-corner whence the toll-keeper in the old days could obtain a view for miles along the highroad that ran away across the open moorlands.

Ive been here this three-and-twenty years come next Michaelmas.

And your husband?

Oh! hes here, she laughed, then called, Come here, Henry, where are you? and then she added, Hes never left here once since he came home from sea eighteen years ago. Were both so very attached to the old place. A bit lonely, folks would call it, but Burghwallis is only a mile away.

At mention of her husbands return from sea we both pricked up our ears. Here was evidently the man for whom Burton Blair had searched the length and breadth of England.


Chapter Nineteen.

Which Contains a Clue.
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A DOOR OPENED and there came forward a tall, thin, wiry old man with white hair and a pointed grey beard. He had evidently retired on our arrival in order to change his coat, for he wore a blue reefer jacket which had had but little wear, but the collar of which was twisted, showing that he had only that moment assumed it.

His face was deeply wrinkled with long, straight furrows across the brows; the countenance of a man who for years had been exposed to rigours of wind and weather in varying climates.

Having welcomed us, he laughed lightly when we explained our admiration for old houses. We were Londoners, we explained, and toll-houses and their associations with the antiquated locomotion of the past always charmed us.

Yes, he said, in a rather refined voice for such a rough exterior, they were exciting days, those. Nowadays the motor car has taken the place of the picturesque coach and team, and they rush past here backwards and forwards, blowing their horns at every hour of the day and night. Half the time we have a constable lying in wait in the back garden ready to time them on to Campsall, and take em to the Petty Sessions afterwards! he laughed; and fancy this at the very spot where Claude Duval held up the Duke of Northumberland and afterwards gallantly escorted Lady Mary Percy back to Selby.

The old fellow seemed to deplore the passing of the good old days, for he was one of what is known as the old school, full of narrow-minded prejudices against every new-fangled idea, whether it be in medicine, religion or politics, and declaring that when he was a youth men were men and could hold their own successfully against the foreigner, either in the peace of commerce or in the clash of arms.

To my utter surprise he told us that his name was Hales — the same as that of Mabels secret lover, and as we chatted with him we learned that he had been a good many years at sea, mostly in the Atlantic and Mediterranean trades.

Well, you seem pretty comfortable now, I remarked, smiling, a cosy house, a good wife, and everything to make you happy.

Youre right, he answered, taking down a long clay pipe from the rack over the open hearth. A man wants nowt more. Im contented enough and I only wish everybody in Yorkshire was as comfortable this hard weather.

The aged pair seemed flattered at receiving us as visitors, and good-naturedly offered us a glass of ale.

Its home-brewed, you know, declared Mrs Hales. The likes of us cant afford wine. Just taste it, she urged, and being thus pressed we were glad of an excuse to extend our visit.

The old lady had bustled out to the kitchen to fetch glasses, when Reggie rose to his feet, closed the door quickly, and, turning to Hales, said in a low voice — 

We want to have five minutes private conversation with you, Mr Hales. Do you recognise this? and he drew forth the photograph and held it before the old mans eyes.

Why, its a picture o my house, he exclaimed in surprise. But whats the matter!

Nothing, only just answer my questions. They are most important, and our real object in coming here is to put them to you. First, have you ever known a man named Blair — Burton Blair.

Burton Blair! echoed the old fellow, his hands on the arms of his chair as he leaned forward intently. Yes, why?

He discovered a secret, didnt he?

Yes, through me — made millions out of it, they say.

When did you last see him?

About five or six years ago.

When he discovered you living here?

Thats it. He searched every road in England to find me.

You gave him this photograph?

No, I think he stole it.

Where did you first meet him?

On board the Mary Crowle in the port of Antwerp. He was at sea, like myself. But why do you wish to know all this?

Because, answered Reggie, Burton Blair is dead, and his secret has been bequeathed to my friend here, Mr Gilbert Greenwood.

Burton Blair dead! cried the old man, jumping to his feet as though he had received a shock. Burton dead! Does Dicky Dawson know this?

Yes, and he is in London, I replied.

Ah! he ejaculated, with impatience, as though the premature knowledge held by the man Dawson had upset all his plans. Who told him? How the devil did he know?

I had to confess ignorance, but in reply to his demand I deplored the tragic suddenness of our friends decease, and how I had been left in possession of the pack of cards upon which the cipher had been written.

Have you any idea what his secret really was? asked the wiry old fellow. I mean of where his great wealth came from?

None whatever, was my reply. Perhaps you can tell us something?

No, he snapped, I cant. He became suddenly rich, although only a month or so before he was on tramp and starving. He found me and I gave him certain information for which I was afterwards well repaid. It was this information, he told me, which formed the key to the secret.

Was it anything to do with this pack of cards and the cipher? I inquired eagerly.

I dont know, Ive never seen the cards you mention. When he arrived here one cold night, he was exhausted and starving and dead beat. I gave him a meal and a bed, and told him what he wanted to know. Next morning, with money borrowed from me, he took train to London and the next I heard of him was a letter which stated that he had paid into the County Bank at York to my credit one thousand pounds, as we had arranged to be the price of the information. And I tell you, gentlemen, nobody was more surprised than I was to receive a letter from the bank next day, confirming it. He afterwards deposited a similar sum in the bank, on the first of January every year — as a little present, he said.

Then you never saw him after the night that his search for you was successful?

No, not once, Hales answered, addressing his wife, who had just entered, saying that he was engaged in a private conversation, and requesting her to leave us, which she did. Burton Blair was a queer character, Hales continued, addressing me, he always was. No better sailor ever ate salt junk. He was absolutely fearless and a splendid navigator. He knew the Mediterranean as other men know Cable Street, Whitechapel, and had led a life cram-full of adventure. But he was a reckless devil ashore — very reckless. I remember once how we both narrowly escaped with our lives at a little town outside Algiers. He pulled an Arab girls veil off her face out of sheer mischief, and, when she raised the alarm, we had to make ourselves scarce, pretty quick, I can tell you, and he laughed heartily at the recollection of certain sprees ashore. But both he and I had had pretty tough times in the Cameroons and in the Andes. I was older than he, and when I first met him I laughed at what I believed to be his ignorance. But I soon saw that hed crammed about double the amount of travelling and adventure into his short spell than ever I had done, for he had a happy knack of deserting and going up country whenever an opportunity offered. Hed fought in half-a-dozen revolutions in Central and South America and used to declare that the rebels in Guatemala, had, on one occasion, elected him Minister of Commerce!

Yes, I agreed, he was in many ways a most remarkable man with a most remarkable history His life was a mystery from beginning to end, and it is that mystery which now, after his death, I am trying to unravel.

Ah! I fear youll find it a very difficult task, replied his old friend, shaking his head. Blair was secret in everything. He never let his right hand know what his left did. You could never get at the bottom of his ingenuity, or at his motives. And, he added, as though it were an afterthought, can you assign any reason why he should have left his secret in your hands?

Well, only gratitude, I replied. I was able on one occasion to render him a little assistance.

I know. He told me all about it — how you had both put his girl to school, and all that. But, he went on, Blair had some motive when he left you that unintelligible cipher, depend upon it. He knew well enough that you would never obtain its solution alone.

Why?

Because others had tried before you and failed.

Who are they? I inquired, much surprised.

Dick Dawson is one. If he had succeeded he might have stood in Blairs shoes — a millionaire. Only he wasnt quite cute enough, and the secret passed on to your friend.

Then you dont anticipate that I shall ever discover the solution of the cipher?

No, answered the old man, very frankly, I dont. But what of his girl — Mabel, I think she was called?

Shes in London and has inherited everything, I replied; whereat the old fellows furrowed face broadened into a grim smile, and he remarked — 

A fine catch for some young fellow, shed make. Ah! if you could induce her to tell all she knows she could place you in possession of her fathers secret.

Does she actually know it? I cried quickly. Are you certain of this?

I am; she knows the truth. Ask her.

I will, I declared. But cannot you tell us the nature of the information you gave to Blair on that night when he re-discovered you? I asked persuasively.

No, he replied in a decisive tone, it was a confidential matter and must remain as such. I was paid for my services, and as far as I am concerned, I have wiped my hands of the affair.

But you could tell me something concerning this strange quest of Blairs — something, I mean, that might put me on the track of the solution of the secret.

The secret of how he gained his wealth, you mean, eh?

Of course.

Ah, my dear sir, youll never discover that — mark me — if you live to be a hundred. Burton Blair took jolly good care to hide that from everybody.

And he was well assisted by such men as your self, I said, rather impertinently, I fear.

Perhaps, perhaps so, he said quickly, his face flushing. I promised him secrecy and Ive kept my promise, for I owe my present comfortable circumstances solely to his generosity.

A millionaire can do anything, of course. His money secures him his friends.

Friends, yes, replied the old man, gravely; but not happiness. Poor Burton Blair was one of the unhappiest of men, that I am quite certain of.

He spoke the truth, I knew. The millionaire had himself many times declared to me in confidence that he had been far happier in his days of penury and careless adventure beyond the seas, than as possessor of that great West End mansion, and the first estate in Herefordshire.

Look here, exclaimed Hales, suddenly, glancing keenly from Reggie to myself, I give you warning, and he dropped his voice to almost a whisper. You say that Dick Dawson has returned — beware of him. He means mischief, you may bet your hat on that! Be very careful of his girl, too, she knows more than you think.

We have a faint suspicion that Blair did not die a natural death, I remarked.

You have? he exclaimed, starting. What causes you to anticipate that?

The circumstances were so remarkable, I replied, and continuing, I explained the tragic affair just as I have written it here.

You dont suspect Dicky Dawson, I suppose? the old fellow asked anxiously.

Why? Had he any motive for getting rid of our friend?

Ah! I dont know. Dicky is a very funny customer. He always held Blair beneath his thumb. They were a truly remarkable pair; the one blossoming forth into a millionaire, and the other living strictly in secret somewhere abroad — in Italy, I think.

Dawson must have had some very strong motive for remaining so quiet, I observed.

Because he was compelled, answered Hales, with a mysterious shake of the head. There were reasons why he shouldnt show his face. Myself, I wonder why he has dared to do so now.

What! I cried eagerly, is he wanted by the police or something?

Well, answered the old man, after some hesitation, I dont think hed welcome a visit from any of those inquisitive gentlemen from Scotland Yard. Only remember I make no charges, none at all. If, however, he attempts any sharp practice, you may just casually mention that Harry Hales is still alive, and is thinking of coming up to London to pay him a morning call. Just watch what effect those words will have upon him, and the old man chuckled to himself, adding, Ah! Mr Dicky-bird Dawson, youve got to reckon with me yet, I fancy.

Then youll assist us? I cried in eagerness. You can save Mabel Blair if you will?

Ill do all I can, was Hales outspoken reply, for I recognise that theres some very ingenious conspiracy afoot somewhere. Then, after a long pause, during which he had re-filled his long clay, and his eyes fixed thoughtfully upon mine, the old man added, You told me a little while ago that Blair had left you his secret, but you didnt explain to me the exact terms of his will. Was anything said about it?

In the clause which bequeaths it to me is a strange rhyme which runs — 

King Henry the Eighth was a knave to his queens.
Hed one short of seven — and nine or ten scenes!

and he also urged me to preserve the secret from every man as he had done. But, I added bitterly, the secret being in cipher I cannot obtain knowledge of it.

And have you no key? smiled the hard-faced old seafarer in the thick reefer.

None — unless, and at that moment a strange thought flashed for the first time upon me, unless the key is actually concealed within that rhyme! I repeated the couplet aloud. Yes, all the cards of that piquet pack were mentioned in it — king, eight, knave, queen, seven, nine, ten!

My heart leapt within me. Could it be possible that by arranging the cards in the following order the record could be read?

If so, then Burton Blairs strange secret was mine at last!

I mentioned my sudden and startling theory, when the tall old fellows grey face broadened into a triumphant grin and he said — 

Arrange the cards and try it.


Chapter Twenty.

The Reading of the Record.
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THE ENVELOPE CONTAINING the thirty-two cards reposed in my pocket, together with the linen-mounted photograph, therefore, clearing the square old oak table, I opened them out eagerly, while Reggie and the old man watched me breathlessly.

The first mentioned in the rhyme is king, I said. Let us have all four kings together.

Having arranged them, I placed the four eights, the four knaves, the queens, aces, sevens, nines and tens, in the order given by the doggerel.

Reggie was quicker than I was in reading down the first column and declared it to be a hopeless jumble entirely unintelligible. I read for myself, and, deeply disappointed, was compelled to admit that the key was not, after all, to be found there.

Yet I recollected what my friend in Leicester had explained, how the record would be found in the first letter on each card being read consecutively from one to another through the whole pack, and tried over and over again to arrange them in intelligible order, but without any success. The cipher was just as tantalising and bewildering as it had ever been.

Whole nights I had spent with Reggie, trying in vain to make something of it, but failing always, unable to make out one single word.

I transcribed the letters backwards, but the result upon my piece of paper was the same.

No, remarked old Hales, you havent got hold of it yet. Im sure, however, you are near it. That rhyme gives the key — you mark me.

I honestly believe it does if we could only discover the proper arrangement, I declared in breathless excitement.

Thats just it, remarked Reggie, in dismay. Thats just where the ingenuity of the cipher lies. Its so very simple, and yet so extraordinarily complicated that the possible combinations run into millions. Think of it!

But we have the rhyme which distinctly shows their arrangement: — 

King Henry the Eighth was a knave to his queen,
Hed one short of seven and nine or ten—

Thats plain enough, and we ought, of course, to have seen it from the first, I said.

Well, try the king of one suit, the eight of another, the knave of another — and so on, Hales suggested, bending with keen interest over the faces of the pigmy cards.

Without loss of time I took his advice, and carefully relaid the cards in the manner he suggested. But again the result was an unintelligible array of letters, puzzling, baffling and disappointing.

I recollected what my expert friend had told me, and my heart sank.

Dont you really know now the means by which the problem can be solved? I asked of old Mr Hales, being seized with suspicion that he was well aware of it.

Im sure I cant tell you, was his quick response. To me, however, it seems certain that the rhyme in some way forms the key. Try another assortment.

Which? What other can I try? I asked blankly, but he only shook his head.

Reggie, with paper and pencil, was trying to make the letters intelligible by the means I had several times tried — namely, by substituting A for B, C for D, and so on. Then he tried two letters added, three letters added, and more still, in order to discover some key, but, like myself, he was utterly foiled.

Meanwhile, the old man who seemed to be fingering the cards with increased interest was, I saw, trying to rearrange them himself by placing his finger upon one and then another, and then a third, as though he knew the proper arrangement, and was reading the record to himself.

Was it possible that he actually held the key to what we had displayed, and was learning Burton Blairs secret while we remained in ignorance of it!

Of a sudden, the wiry old seafarer straightened his back, and, looking at me, exclaimed, with a triumphant smile — 

Now, look here, Mr Greenwood, there are four suites, arent there? Try them in alphabetical order — that would be clubs, diamonds, hearts and spades. First take all the clubs and arrange them king, eight, knave, queen, ace, seven, nine, ten, then the diamonds, and afterwards the other two suites. Then see what you make of it.

Assisted by Reggie, I proceeded to again resort the cards into suites, and to arrange them according to the rhyme in four columns of eight each upon the table, the suites as he suggested, in alphabetical order.

At last! shouted Reggie, almost beside himself with joy. At last! Why, weve got it, old chap! Look! Read the first letter on each card straight down, one after the other? What do you make it spell?

All three of us were breathless — old Hales apparently the most excited of all — or perhaps, he had been misleading us and pretending ignorance.

I had, as yet, only placed the first suite, the clubs, but they read as follows: — 

King. B O N T D R N N C R O A U I T
Eight. E I T Y G O J T A E N N W N H
Knave. T N H J E N T Y N D J O I D E
Queen. W T E S J T H F D T O L L T C
Ace. E W J I W H E O E H N D L H R
Seven. E H L X H E F U F E E E F E O
Nine. N E E P E F I R E R W O I O S
Ten. T R F A R I F J N E I N N L S

Why! I cried, staring at the first intelligible word I had discovered. The first column commences Between.

Yes, and I see other words in the other columns! cried Reggie, excitedly snatching some of the cards from me in his excitement, and assisting me to rearrange the other suites.

Those moments were among the most breathless and exciting of my life. The great secret which had brought Burton Blair all his fabulous wealth was about to be revealed to us.

It might render me a millionaire as it had already done its dead possessor!

At last the cards being all arranged in their proper order, the eight diamonds, eight hearts and eight spades beneath the eight clubs, I took a pencil and wrote down the first letter on each card.

Yes! I cried, almost beside myself with excitement, the arrangement is perfect. Blairs secret is revealed!

Why, its some kind of record! exclaimed Reggie. And it begins with the words Between the Ponte del Diavolo! Thats Italian for the Devils Bridge, I suppose!

The Ponte del Diavolo is an old mediaeval bridge near Lucca, I explained quickly, and then I recollected the grave-faced Capuchin, who lived in that silent monastery close by. But at that moment all my attention was given to the transcript of the cipher, and I had no time for reflection. The letter J was inserted sometimes in place of a space, apparently in order to throw the lettering out, and so conceal it from any chance solution.

At length, after nearly a quarter of an hour, for certain of the faded letters on the cards were almost obliterated, I discovered that the decipher I had scribbled was a strange record as follows:— Between the Ponte del Diavolo and the point where the Serchio joins the Lima on the left bank, four hundred and fifty-six paces from the foot of the bridge, where the sun shines only one hour on the fifth of April and two hours on the fifth of May, at noon, descend twenty-four foot-holes behind where a man can defend himself against four hundred. There two big rocks one on each side. On one will be found cut the figure of an old E. On the right hand go down and you will find what you seek. But first find the old man who lives at the crossways.

I wonder what it all means! remarked Reggie, who, turning to old Mr Hales, added, The latter indicates you, whereat the old fellow laughed knowingly, and we saw that he knew more of Blairs affairs than he would admit.

It means, I said, that some secret is concealed in that narrow, romantic valley of the Serchio, and these are the directions for its discovery. I know the winding river where through ages the water has cut deeply down into a rocky bed full of giant boulders and wild leaping torrents and deep pools. Of the pointed Ponte del Diavolo are told many quaint stories of the devil building the bridge and taking for his own the first living thing to pass over it, which proved to be a dog. Indeed, I added, the spot is one of the wildest and most romantic in all rural Tuscany. Strange, too, the Fra Antonio should live in the monastery only three miles from the spot indicated.

Who is Fra Antonio? asked Hales, still gazing upon the cards thoughtfully.

I explained, whereupon the old fellow smiled, and I felt certain that he recognised in the monks description one of Blairs friends of days bygone.

Who actually wrote this record? I inquired of him. It was not Blair, thats plain.

No, was his reply. Now that it has been legally left to you by our friend, and that you have succeeded in deciphering it, I may as well tell you something more concerning it.

Yes, do, we both cried eagerly with one breath.

Well, it happened in this way, explained the thin old fellow, pressing down the tobacco hard into his long clay. Some years ago I was serving as first mate on the barque Annie Curtis of Liverpool, engaged in the Mediterranean fruit trade and running regularly between Naples, Smyrna, Barcelona, Algiers and Liverpool. Our crew was a mixed one of English, Spaniards and Italians, and among the latter was an old fellow named Bruno. He was a mysterious individual from Calabria, and among the crew it was whispered that he had once been the head of a noted band of brigands who had terrorised that most southern portion of Italy, and who had only recently been exterminated by the Carabineers. The other Italians nicknamed him Baffitone, which in their language is, I believe, Big Moustache. He was a hard worker, drank next to nothing, and was apparently rather well educated, for he spoke and wrote English quite well, and further he was always worrying everybody to devise ciphers, the solution of which he would set himself in his leisure to puzzle out. One day, on a religious feast, made excuse by the Italians for a holiday, I found him in the forecastle writing something on a small pack of cards. He tried to conceal what he was doing, but, my curiosity aroused, I detected at once how he had arranged them, and the very fact told me what a remarkably ingenious cipher he had discovered.

The old man paused for a moment, as though he hesitated to tell us the whole truth. Presently when he had lit his pipe with a spill, he resumed, saying — 

I left the sea, came back to my wife here, and for fully six years saw nothing of the Italian until one day, looking well and prosperous in a suit of brand new clothes and a new hard hat, he called upon me. He was still on the Annie Curtis, but she was in dry dock, and therefore he was, he said, having a bit of a spree ashore. He remained here with me for two days, and with his little camera, evidently a fresh acquisition he snapshotted every conceivable object, including this house. Before he went away he took me into his confidence and told me that what had been suspected of him on board the Annie Curtis was true, that he was none other than the notorious Poldo Pensi, the brigand whose daring and ferocity had long been chronicled in Italian song and story. He had, however, since the breaking up of his band, become a reformed character, and rather than profit by certain knowledge that he had obtained while an outlaw, he worked for his living on board an English ship. The knowledge, he said, was obtained from a certain Cardinal Sannini of the Vatican whom he had held to ransom, and was of such a character that he might become a rich man any day he wished, but having regard to the fact that the Government had offered a large reward for his capture either dead or alive, he deemed it best to conceal his identity and sail the seas. But he told me, here in this room, as we sat smoking together the night before he departed, that the secret was on record, but in such a manner that any one discovering it would not be able to read it without possessing the key to the cipher.

Then he left it on these cards! I cried, interrupting.

Exactly. The secret of Cardinal Sannini, obtained by the notorious outlaw Poldo Pensi, whose terrible band ravaged half Italy twenty-five years ago, and who compelled Pope Pius IX himself to pay tribute to them, is written here — just as you have deciphered it.

Is this man Pensi dead? I inquired.

Oh yes, he died and was buried at sea, somewhere off Lisbon, before Burton Blair came into possession of the cards. The secret, I ascertained, was wrung from Cardinal Sannini, who, while on his way across the wild, inhospitable country between Reggio and Gerace was seized by Pensi and his gang, taken up to their stronghold — a small mountain village about three miles from Nicastro — and there held prisoner, a large ransom being about to be demanded of the Holy See. For certain reasons, it seemed, the wily old Cardinal in question did not desire that the Vatican should be made aware of his capture, therefore he made it a condition of his release that he should reveal a certain very remarkable secret — the secret written upon the cards — which he did, and in exchange for which Pensi released him.

But Sannini was one of the highest placed Cardinals in Rome, I exclaimed. Why, at the death of Pio Nono, he was believed to be designed as his successor to the Pontificate.

True, remarked the old man, who seemed well versed in all the recent history of St. Peters at Rome. The secret divulged by the Cardinal is undoubtedly one of very great value, and he did so in order to save his own reputation, I believe, for from what the outlaw told me, they had discovered that he was in the extreme south in direct opposition to the Popes orders, and in order to stir up some religious ill-feeling against Pio Nono. Hence Sannini, so trusted by His Holiness, was compelled at all hazards to keep the facts of his capture an absolute secret. Pensi related how, before releasing the Cardinal, he went himself in secret to a certain spot in Tuscany, and ascertained that what the great ecclesiastic had divulged was absolutely the truth. He was then released, and given safe escort back to Cosenza, whence he took train back to Rome.

But how came Burton Blair possessed of the secret? I inquired eagerly.

Ah! remarked the old fellow, showing the palms of his hard brown hands, thats the question. I know that upon these very cards, Poldo Pensi, the ex-brigand of Calabria, inscribed the Cardinals directions in English. Indeed you will note that the wording betrays a foreigner. Those faded capital letters were traced by him on board the Annie Curtis, and he certainly held the secret safely until his death. What he told me I never divulged until — well, until I was compelled to by Burton Blair on that night when he recognised this house from Poldos photograph, and re-discovered me.

Compelled you! Reggie exclaimed. How?


Chapter Twenty One.

Worse than Death.
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THE TALL OLD fellow looked at me with his grey eyes and shook his head.

Burton Blair knew rather too much, he answered evasively. He had, it seemed, been raised to chief mate of the Annie Curtis, when I left her, and Poldo, the man who had held dukes and cardinals and other great men to ransom, worked patiently under him. Then after a bad go of fever Poldo died, and strangely enough gave — so Blair declared — the pack of cards with the secret into his hands. Dicky Dawson, however, who was also on board as bosun, and who had lived half his life on Italian brigs in the Adriatic, declares that this story is untrue, and that Blair stole the little bag containing the cards from beneath Poldos pillow half an hour before he died. That, however, may be the truth, or a lie, yet the facts remain, that Poldo must have let out some portion of his secret in the delirium of the fever and that the little cards passed into Blairs possession. Three weeks after the Italians death, Blair, on landing at Liverpool, carrying with him the cards and the snap-shot photograph, set out on that very long and fatiguing journey up and down all the roads in England, in order to find me, and learn from me the key to the secret of the outlaws which I held.

And when at last he found you, what then?

He alleged solemnly that Bruno had given it to him as a dying gift, and that his reason for seeking me was because the old outlaw had, before he died, requested to see the photograph from his sea-chest, and looking upon it for a long time, had said to himself reflectively in Italian, There lives in that house the only man who knows my secret. For that reason Blair evidently secured the picture after the Italians death. On arrival here he showed me the cards, and promised me a thousand pounds if I would reveal the Italians confidences. As the man was dead, I saw no reason to withhold them, and in exchange for a promise to pay the amount I told him what he wanted to know, and among other matters explained the rearrangement of the cards, so that he could decipher them. The key to the cipher I had learnt on that festival when I had discovered Poldo writing upon a pack of cards a message, evidently intended for the Cardinal himself at Rome, for I have since established the fact that the outlaw and the ecclesiastic were in frequent but secret communication prior to the latters death.

But this man Dawson must have profited enormously by the revelation made by Blair, I remarked. They seem to have been most intimate friends.

Of course he profited, Hales replied. Blair, possessing this remarkable secret, went in deadly fear of Dicky, the bosun, who might declare, as he had already done, that he had stolen it from the dying man. He was well aware that Dawson was an unscrupulous sailor of the very worst type, therefore he considered it a very judicious course, I suppose, to go into partnership with him and assist in the exploration of the secret. But poor Blair must have been in the fellows hands all through although it is plain that the gains Blair made were enormous, while those of Dicky have been equal, although it seems probable that the latter has lived in absolute obscurity.

Dawson feared to come to England, Reggie remarked.

Yes, answered the old man. There was a rather ugly incident in Liverpool a few years ago — thats the reason.

There is no negative evidence regarding the actual gift of the pack of cards to Blair by this reformed outlaw, is there! I inquired.

None whatever. For my own part I believe that Poldo gave them to Blair together with instruction to return ashore and find me, because he had showed him many little kindnesses during repeated illnesses. Poldo, on giving up his evil ways, had become religious and used to attend sailors Bethels and missions when ashore, while Blair was, as you know, a very God-fearing man for a sailor. When I recollect all the circumstances, I believe it was only natural that Poldo should give the dead Cardinals secret into the hands of his best friend.

The spot indicated is near Lucca in Tuscany, I remarked. You say that this outlaw, Poldo Pensi, had been there and made an investigation. What did he find?

He found what the Cardinal had told him he would find. But he never explained to me its nature. All he would tell was that the secret would render its possessor a very wealthy man — which it certainly did in Blairs case.

The connexion of the Church between the late Cardinal Sannini and Fra Antonio, the Monk of Lucca, is strange, I observed. Is the monk, I wonder, in possession of the secret? He certainly had some connexion with the affair, as shown by his constant consultations with the man Dawson.

No doubt, remarked Reggie, turning over the little cards idly. Weve now got to discover the exact position of both men, and at the same time prevent this fellow Dawson from obtaining too firm a hold on Mabel Blairs fortune.

Leave that to me, I said confidently. For the present our line of action is quite clear. We must investigate the spot on the bank of the Serchio and discover what is hidden there. Then turning to Hales, I added, In the record it is, I notice, distinctly directed First find the old man who lives at the house by the crossways. What does that mean? Why is that direction given?

Because I suppose that when the record was written upon these cards I was the only other person having any knowledge of the Cardinals secret — the only person, too, possessing the key to the cipher.

But you affected ignorance of all this at first, I said, still viewing the old fellow with some suspicion.

Because I was not certain of your bona-fides, he laughed quite frankly. You took me by surprise, and I was not inclined to show my hand prematurely.

Then you have really told us all you know? Reggie said.

Yes, I know no more, he replied. As to what is contained at the spot indicated in the record, I am quite ignorant. Remember that Blair has paid me justly, even more than he stipulated, but as you are well aware he was a most reserved man concerning his own affairs, and left me in entire ignorance.

You can give us no further information regarding this one-eyed man who seems to have been Blairs partner in the extraordinary enterprise?

None, except that hes a very undesirable acquaintance. It was Poldo who nicknamed him The Ceco.

And the monk who calls himself Fra Antonio?

I know nothing of him — never heard of any such person.

It was upon the tip of my tongue to inquire whether the old man had a son, and if that sons name was Herbert, recollecting, as I did, that tragic midnight scene in Mayvill Park. Yet, fortunately perhaps, I was prompted to remain silent, preferring to conceal my knowledge and to await developments of the extraordinary situation.

Still a fierce, mad jealousy was gnawing at my heart. Mabel, the calm, sweet girl I loved so well, and whose future had been entrusted to me, had, like so many other girls, committed the grievous error of falling in love with a common man, rough, uncouth, and far beneath her station. Love in a cottage — about which we hear so much — is all very well in theory, just as is the empty-pocket-light-heart fallacy, but in these modern days the woman habituated to luxury can never be happy in the four-roomed house any more than the man who gallantly marries for love and foregoes his inheritance.

No. Each time I recollected that young ruffians sneers and threats, his arrogance and his final outburst of murderous passion, which had been so near producing a fatal termination to my well-beloved, my blood boiled. My anger was aflame. The fellow had escaped, but within myself I determined that he should not go scot-free.

And yet, when I recollected, it seemed as though Mabel were utterly and irresistibly in that mans power, even though she had attempted defiance.

We remained with Hales and his wife for another hour learning few additional facts except from a word that the old lady let drop. I ascertained that they actually had a son whose name was Herbert, but whose character was none too good.

He was in the stables at Belvoir, his mother explained when I made inquiry of him. But he left nearly two years ago, and we havent seen him since. He writes sometimes from various places and appears to be prospering.

The fellow was, therefore, as I had surmised from his appearance, a horsekeeper, a groom, or something of that kind.

It was already half-past seven when we arrived back at Kings Cross, and after a hasty chop at a small Italian restaurant opposite the station, we both drove to Grosvenor Square, in order to explain to Mabel our success in the solution of the cipher.

Carter, who admitted us, knew us so well that he conducted us straight upstairs to the great drawing-room, so artistically lit with its shaded electric lights placed cunningly in all sorts of out-of-the-way corners. Upon the table was a great old punch-bowl, full of splendid Gloire de Dijon roses, which the head gardener sent with the fruit from the house at Mayvill daily. Their arrangement was, I knew, by the hand of the woman whom for years I had secretly admired and loved. Upon a side table was a fine panel photograph of poor Burton Blair in a heavy silver frame, and upon the corner his daughter had placed a tiny bow of crape to honour the dead mans memory. The great house was full of those womanly touches that betrayed the sweet sympathy of her character and the calm tranquillity of her life.

Presently the door opened, and we both rose to our feet, but instead of the bright, sunny-hearted girl with the musical voice and merry, open face, there entered the middle-aged bearded man in gold-rimmed glasses, who was once the bosun of the barque Annie Curtis of Liverpool, and afterwards had been the secret partner of Burton Blair.

Good-evening, gentlemen, he exclaimed, bowing with that forced veneer of polish he sometimes assumed. I am very pleased to welcome you here in my late friends house. I have, as you will perceive, taken up my quarters here in accordance with the terms of poor Blairs will, and I am pleased to have this opportunity of again meeting you.

The fellows cool impudence took us both entirely aback. He seemed so entirely confident that his position was unassailable.

We called to see Miss Blair, I explained. We were not aware that you were about to take up your residence here quite so quickly.

Oh, it is best, he assured us. There are a great many matters in connexion with Blairs wide interests that require immediate attention, and as he was speaking, the door again opened and there entered a dark-haired woman of about twenty-six, of medium height, rather showily dressed in a black, low-cut gown, but whose countenance was of a rather common type, yet, nevertheless, somewhat prepossessing.

My daughter, Dolly, explained the one-eyed man. Allow me to introduce you, and we both gave her rather a cold bow, for it seemed that they had both made their abode there, and taken over the management of the house in their own hands.

I suppose Mrs Percival still remains? I inquired after a few moments, on recovering from the shock at finding the adventurer and his daughter were actually in possession of that splendid mansion which half London admired and the other half envied — the place of which numerous photographs and descriptions had appeared in the magazines and ladies journals.

Yes, Mrs Percival is still in her own sitting-room. I left her there five minutes ago. Mabel, it seems, went out at eleven oclock this morning and has not returned.

Not returned, I exclaimed in quick surprise. Why not?

Mrs Percival seems to be very upset. Fears something has happened to her, I think.

Without another word I ran down the broad staircase with its crystal balustrade and, tapping at the door of the room, set apart for Mrs Percival, and announcing my identity, was at once allowed admittance.

The instant the prim elderly widow saw me she sprang to her feet in terrible distress, crying — 

Oh, Mr Greenwood, Mr Greenwood! What can we do? How can we treat these terrible people? Poor Mabel left this morning and drove in the brougham to Euston Station. There she gave Peters this letter, addressed to you, and then dismissed the carriage. What can it possibly mean?

I took the note she handed me and tremblingly tore it open, to find a few hurriedly scribbled lines in pencil upon a sheet of notepaper, as follows: — 

Dear Mr Greenwood, — You will no doubt be greatly surprised to learn that I have left home for ever. I am well aware that you entertain for me as high a regard and esteem as I do for you, but as my secret must come out, I cannot remain to face you of all men. These people will hound me to death, therefore I prefer to live in secret beyond the reach of their taunts and their vengeance than to remain and have the finger of scorn pointed at me. My fathers secret can never become yours, because his enemies are far too wily and ingenious. Every precaution has been taken to secure it against all your endeavours. Therefore, as your friend I tell you it is no use grinding the wind. All is hopeless! Exposure means to me a fate worse than death! Believe me that only desperation has driven me to this step because my poor fathers cowardly enemies and mine have triumphed. Yet at the same time I ask you to forget entirely that any one ever existed of the name of the ill-fated, unhappy and heart-broken Mabel Blair.

I stood with the open, tear-stained letter in my hand absolutely speechless.


Chapter Twenty Two.

The Mystery of a Nights Adventure.
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EXPOSURE MEANS TO me a fate worse than death, she wrote. What could it mean?

Mrs Percival divined by my face the gravity of the communication, and, rising quickly to her feet, she placed her hand tenderly upon my shoulder, asking — 

What is it, Mr Greenwood? May I not know?

For answer I handed her the note. She read it through quickly, then gave vent to a loud cry of dismay, realising that Burton Blairs daughter had actually fled. That she held the man Dawson in fear was plain. She dreaded that her own secret, whatever it was, must now be exposed, and had, it seemed, fled rather than again face me. But why? What could her secret possibly be that she was so ashamed that she was bent upon hiding herself?

Mrs Percival summoned the coachman, Crump, who had driven his young mistress to Euston, and questioned him.

Miss Mabel ordered the coupé just before eleven, maam, the man said, saluting. She took her crocodile dressing-bag with her, but last night she sent away a big trunk by Carter Patterson — full of old clothing, so she told her maid. I drove her to Euston Station where she alighted and went into the booking-hall. She kept me waiting about five minutes, when she brought a porter who took her bag, and she then gave me the letter addressed to Mr Greenwood to give to you. I drove home then, maam.

She went to the North, evidently, I remarked when Crump had left and the door had closed behind him. It looks as though her flight was premeditated. She sent away her things last night.

I was thinking of that arrogant young stable worker, Hales, and wondering if his renewed threats had really caused her to keep another tryst with him. If so, it was exceedingly dangerous.

We must find her, said Mrs Percival, resolutely. Ah! she sighed, I really dont know what will happen, for the house is now in possession of this odious man Dawson and his daughter, and the man is a most uncouth, ill-bred fellow. He addresses the servants with an easy familiarity, just as though they were his equals; and just now, he actually complimented one of the housemaids upon her good looks! Terrible, Mr Greenwood, terrible, exclaimed the widow, greatly shocked. Most disgraceful show of ill-breeding! I certainly cannot remain here now Mabel has thought fit to leave, without even consulting me. Lady Rainham called this afternoon, but of course I had to be not at home. What can I tell people in these distressing circumstances?

I saw how scandalised was the estimable old chaperone, for she was nothing if not a straightforward widow, whose very life depended upon rigorous etiquette and the traditions of her honourable family. Cordial and affable to her equals, yet she was most frigid and unbending to all inferiors, cultivating a habit of staring at them through her square eyeglass rimmed with gold, and surveying them as though they were surprising creatures of a different flesh and blood. It was this latter idiosyncrasy which always annoyed Mabel, who held the very womanly creed that one should be kind and pleasant to inferiors and cold only to enemies. Nevertheless, under Mrs Percivals protective wing and active tuition, Mabel herself had gone into the best circle of society whose doors are ever open to the daughter of the millionaire, and had established a reputation as one of the most charming débutantes of her season.

How society has altered in these past ten years! Nowadays, the golden key is the open sesame of the doors of the bluest blood in England.

The old exclusive circles are no longer, or if there are any, they are obscure and dowdy. Ladies go to music halls and glorified night-clubs. What used to be regarded as the drawback from the dinner at a restaurant is now a principal attraction. A gentlewoman a generation ago reasonably objected that she did not know whom she might sit next. Now, as was the case at the theatre in the pre-Garrick days, the loose character of a portion of the visitors constitutes in itself a lure. The more flagrant the scandal concerning some bedizened impropriety the greater the inducement to dine in her company, and, if possible, in her vicinity. Of such is the tone and trend of London society to-day!

For a quarter of an hour, while Reggie was engaged with Dawson père et fille, I took counsel with the widow, endeavouring to form some idea of where Mabel had concealed herself. Mrs Percivals idea was that she would reveal her whereabouts ere long, but, knowing her firmness of character as well as I did, I held a different opinion. Her letter was one of a woman who had made a resolve and meant at all hazards to keep it. She feared to meet me, and for that reason would, no doubt, conceal her identity. She had a separate account at Coutts in her own name, therefore she would not be compelled to reveal her whereabouts through want of funds.

Ford, the dead mans secretary, a tall, clean-shaven, athletic man of thirty, put his head into the room, but, finding us talking, at once withdrew. Mrs Percival had already questioned him, she said, but he was entirely unaware of Mabels destination.

The man Dawson had now usurped Fords position in the household, and the latter, full of resentment, was on the constant watch and as full of suspicion as we all were.

Reggie rejoined me presently, saying, That fellow is absolutely a bounder of the very first water. Actually invited me to have a whisky-and-soda — in Blairs house, too! Hes treating Mabels flight as a huge joke, saying that shell be back quickly enough, and adding that she cant afford to be away long, and that hell bring her back the very instant he desires her presence here. In fact, the fellow talks just as though she were as wax in his hands, and as if he can do anything he pleases with her.

He can ruin her financially, thats certain, I remarked, sighing. But read this, old chap, and I gave him her strangely-worded letter.

Good Heavens! he gasped, when he glanced at it, shes in deadly terror of those people, thats very certain. Its to avoid them and you that shes escaped — to Liverpool and America, perhaps. Remember shes been a great traveller all her youth and therefore knows her way about.

We must find her, Reggie, I declared decisively.

But the worst of it is that shes bent on avoiding you, he said. She has some distinct reason for this, it seems.

A reason known only to herself, I remarked pensively. It is surely a contretemps that now, just at the moment when we have gained the truth of the Cardinals secret which brought Blair his fortune, Mabel should voluntarily disappear in this manner. Recollect all we have at stake. We know not who are our friends or who our enemies. We ought both to go out to Italy and discover the spot indicated in that cipher record, or others will probably forestall us, and we may then be too late.

He agreed that the record being bequeathed to me, I ought to take immediate steps to establish my claim to it, whatever might be. We could not disguise from ourselves the fact that Dawson, as Blairs partner and participator of his enormous wealth, must be well aware of the secret, and that he had already, most probably, taken steps to conceal the truth from myself, the rightful owner. He was a power to be reckoned with — a sinister person, possessed of the wiliest cunning and the most devilish ingenuity in the art of subterfuge. Report everywhere gave him that character. He possessed the cold, calm manner of the man who had lived by his wits, and it seemed that in this affair his ingenuity, sharpened by a life of adventure, was to be pitted against my own.

Mabels sudden resolution and disappearance were maddening. The mystery of her letter, too, was inscrutable. If she were really dreading lest some undesirable fact might be exposed, then she ought to have trusted me sufficiently to take me entirely into her confidence. I loved her, although I had never declared my passion, therefore, ignorant of the truth, she had treated me as I had desired, as a sincere friend. Yet, why had she not sought my aid? Women are such strange creatures, I reflected. Perhaps she loved that fellow after all!

A fevered, anxious week went by and Mabel made no sign. One night I left Reggie at the Devonshire about half-past eleven and walked the damp, foggy London streets until the roar of traffic died away, the cabs crawled and grew infrequent and the damp, muddy pavements were given over to the tramping constable and the shivering outcast. In the thick mist I wandered onward thinking deeply, yet more and more mystified at the remarkable chain of circumstances which seemed hour by hour to become more entangled.

On and on I had wandered, heedless of where my footsteps carried me, passing along Knightsbridge, skirting the Park and Kensington Gardens, and was just passing the corner of the Earls Court Road when some fortunate circumstance awakened me from my deep reverie, and I became conscious for the first time that I was being followed. Yes, there distinctly was a footstep behind me, hurrying when I hurried, slackening when I slackened. I crossed the road, and, before the long high wall of Holland Park I halted and turned. My pursuer came on a few paces, but drew up suddenly, and I could only distinguish against the glimmer of the street lamp through the London fog a figure long and distorted by the bewildering mist. The latter was not sufficiently dense to prevent me finding my way, for I knew that part of London well. Nevertheless, to be followed so persistently at such an hour was not very pleasant. I was suspicious that some tramp or thief who had passed me by and found me oblivious to my surroundings had turned and followed me with evil intent.

Forward I went again, but as soon as I had done so the light, even tread, almost an echo of my own, came on steadily behind me. I had heard weird stories of madmen who haunt the London streets at night and who follow unsuspecting foot-passengers aimlessly. It is one of the forms of insanity well known to specialists.

Again I recrossed the road, passing through Edwardes Square and out into Earls Court Road, thus retracing my steps back towards the High Street, but the mysterious man still followed me so persistently that in the mist, which in that part had grown thicker until it obscured the street lamps, I confess I experienced some uneasiness.

Presently, however, just as I was turning the corner into Lexham Gardens at a point where the fog had obscured everything, I felt a sudden rush, and at the same instant experienced a sharp stinging sensation behind the right shoulder. The shock was such a severe one that I cried out, turning next instant upon my assailant, but so agile was he that, ere I could face him, he had eluded me and escaped.

I heard his receding footsteps — for he was running away down the Earls Court Road — and shouted for the police. But there was no response. The pain in my shoulder became excruciating. The unknown man had struck me with a knife, and blood was flowing, for I felt it damp and sticky upon my hand.

Again I shouted Police! Police! until at last I heard an answering voice in the mist and walked in its direction. After several further shouts I discovered the constable and to him related my strange experience.

He held his bulls eye close to my back and said — 

Yes, theres no doubt, sir, youve been stabbed! What kind of a man was he?

I never saw him, was my lame reply. He always kept at a distance from me and only approached at a point where it was too dark to distinguish his features.

Ive seen no one, except a clergyman whom I met a moment ago passing in Earls Court Road — at least he wore a broad-brimmed hat like a clergyman. I didnt see his face.

A clergyman! I gasped. Do you think it could have been a Roman Catholic priest? for my thoughts were at that moment of Fra Antonio, who was evidently the guardian of the Cardinals secret.

Ah! Im sure I couldnt tell. I couldnt see his features. I only noted his hat.

I feel very faint, I said, as a sickening dizziness crept over me. I wish youd get me a cab. I think I had better go straight home to Great Russell Street.

Thats a long way. Hadnt you better go round to the West London Hospital first? the policeman suggested.

No, I decided. Ill go home and call my own doctor.

Then I sat upon a doorstep at the end of Lexham Gardens and waited while the constable went in search of a hansom in the Old Brompton Road.

Had I been attacked by some homicidal maniac who had followed me all that distance, or had I narrowly escaped being the victim of foul assassination? To me the latter theory seemed decidedly the most feasible. There was a strong motive for my death. Blair had bequeathed the great secret to me and I had now learnt the cipher of the cards.

This fact had probably become known to our enemies, and hence their dastardly attempt.

Such a contingency, however, was a startling one, for if it had become known that I had really deciphered the record, then our enemies would most certainly take steps in Italy to prevent us discovering the secret of that spot on the banks of the wild and winding Serchio.

At last the cab came, and, slipping a tip into the constables palm, I got in, and with my silk muffler placed at my back to staunch the blood, drove slowly on through the fog at little more than foots-pace.

Almost as soon as I entered the hansom I felt my head swimming and a strange sensation of numbness creeping up my legs. A curious nausea seized me, too, and although I had fortunately been able to stop the flow of blood, which tended to prove that the wound was not such a serious one after all, my hands felt strangely cramped, and in my jaws was a curious pain very much like the commencement of an attack of neuralgia.

I felt terribly ill. The cabman, informed by the constable of my injury, opened the trap-door in the roof to inquire after me, but I could scarcely articulate a reply. If the wound was only a superficial one it certainly had a strange effect upon me.

Of the many misty lights at Hyde Park Corner I have a distinct recollection, but after that my senses seemed bewildered by the fog and the pain I suffered and I recollect nothing more until, when I opened my eyes painfully again, I found myself in my own bed, the daylight shining in at the window and Reggie and our old friend Tom Walker, surgeon, of Queen Anne Street, standing beside me watching me with a serious gravity that struck me at the moment as rather humorous.

Nevertheless, I must admit that there was very little humour in the situation.


Chapter Twenty Three.

Which is in Many Ways Amazing.
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WALKER WAS PUZZLED, distinctly puzzled. He had, I found, strapped up my wound during my unconsciousness after probing it and injecting various antiseptics, I suppose. He had also called in consultation Sir Charles Hoare, the very distinguished surgeon of Charing Cross Hospital, and both of them had been greatly puzzled over my symptoms.

When, an hour later, I was sufficiently recovered to be able to talk, Walker held my wrist and asked me how it all happened.

After I had explained as well as I could, he said — 

Well, my dear fellow, I can only say youve been about as near to death as any man Ive ever attended. It was just a case of touch and go with you. When Seton first called me and I saw you I feared that it was all up. Your wound is quite a small one, superficial really, and yet your collapsed condition has been most extraordinary, and there are certain symptoms so mysterious that they have puzzled both Sir Charles and myself.

What did the fellow use?

Not an ordinary knife, certainly. It was evidently a long, thin-bladed dagger — a stiletto, most probably. I found outside the wound upon the cloth of your overcoat some grease, like animal fat. I am having a portion of it analysed and do you know what I expect to find in it?

No; what?

Poison, was his reply. Sir Charles agrees with me in the theory that you were struck with one of those small, antique poignards with perforated blades, used so frequently in Italy in the fifteenth century.

In Italy! I cried, the very name of that country arousing within me suspicion of an attempt upon me by Dawson or by his close friend, the Monk of Lucca.

Yes; Sir Charles, who, as you probably know, possesses a large collection of ancient arms, tells me that in mediaeval Florence they used to impregnate animal fat with some very potent poison and then rub it upon the perforated blade. On striking a victim the act of withdrawing the blade from the wound left a portion of the envenomed grease within, which, of course, produced a fatal effect.

But you surely dont anticipate that Im poisoned? I gasped.

Certainly you are poisoned. Your wound would neither account for your long insensibility nor for the strange, livid marks upon your body. Look at the backs of your hands!

I looked as he directed and was horrified to find upon each small, dark, copper-coloured marks, which also covered my wrists and arms.

Dont be too alarmed, Greenwood, the good-humoured doctor laughed, youve turned the corner, and youre not going to die yet. Youve had a narrow squeak of it, and certainly the weapon with which you were struck was as deadly as any that could be devised, but, fortunately, you had a thick overcoat on, besides other heavy clothing, vests and things, all of which removed the greater part of the venomous substance before it could enter the flesh. And a lucky thing it was for you, I can tell you. Had you been attacked like this in summer, youd have stood no chance.

But who did it? I exclaimed, bewildered, my eyes riveted upon those ugly marks upon my skin, the evidence that some deadly poison was at work within my system.

Somebody who owed you a very first-class grudge, I should fancy, laughed the surgeon, who had been my friend for many years and who used sometimes to come out hunting with the Fitzwilliams. But cheer up, old chap, youll have to live on milk and beef-tea for a day or two, have your wound dressed and keep very quiet, and youll soon be bobbing about again.

Thats all very well, I replied, impatiently, but Ive got a host of things to do, some private matters to attend to.

Then youll have to let them slide for a day or two, thats very certain.

Yes, urged Reggie, you must really keep quiet, Gilbert. Im only thankful that it isnt so serious as we at first expected. When the cabman brought you home and Glave tore out for Walker, I really thought youd die before he arrived. I couldnt feel any palpitation of your heart, and you were cold as ice.

I wonder who was the brute who struck me! I cried. Great Jacob! if Id have caught the fellow, Id have wrung his precious neck there and then.

Whats the use of worrying, so long as you get better quickly? Reggie asked philosophically.

But I was silent, reflecting that in the belief of Sir Charles Hoare an old Florentine poison dagger had been used. The very fact caused me to suspect that the dastardly attack had been made upon me by my enemies.

We, of course, told Walker nothing of our curious quest, for the present regarding the affair as strictly confidential. Therefore he treated my injury lightly, declaring that I should quickly recover by the exercise of a little patience.

After he had left, shortly before midday, Reggie sat at my bedside and gravely discussed the situation. The two most pressing points at that moment were first to discover the whereabouts of my well-beloved, and secondly to go out to Italy and investigate the Cardinals secret.
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The days passed, long, weary, gloomy days of early spring, during which I tossed in bed impatient and helpless. I longed to be up and active, but Walker forbade it. He brought me books and papers instead, and enjoined quiet and perfect rest. Although Reggie and I still had our little hunting box down at Helpstone we had not, since Blairs death, been down there. Besides, the season in the lace trade was an unusually busy one, and Reggie now seemed tied to his counting-house more than ever.

So I was left alone the greater part of the day with Glave to attend to my wants, and with one or two male friends who now and then looked in to smoke and chat.

Thus passed the month of March, my progress being much slower than Walker had at first anticipated. On analysis a very dangerous irritant poison had been discovered mixed with the grease, and it appeared that I had absorbed more of it into my system than was at first believed — hence my tardy recovery.

Mrs Percival, who at our urgent request still remained at Grosvenor Square, visited me sometimes, bringing me fruit and flowers from the hothouses at Mayvill, but she had nothing to report concerning Mabel. The latter had disappeared as completely as though the earth had opened and swallowed her. She was anxious to leave Blairs house now that it was occupied by the usurpers, but we had cajoled her into remaining in order to keep some check upon the movements of the man Dawson and his daughter. Ford had been so exasperated at the mans manner that, on the fifth day of the new régime, he had remonstrated, whereupon Dawson had calmly placed a years wages in banknotes in an envelope, and at once dispensed with his further services, as, of course, he had intended to do all along.

The confidential secretary was, however, assisting us, and at that moment was making every inquiry possible to ascertain the whereabouts of his young mistress.

The house is absolutely topsy-turvy, declared Mrs Percival one day, as she sat with me. The servants are in revolt, and poor Noble, the housekeeper, is having a most terrible time. Carter and eight of the other servants gave notice yesterday. This person Dawson represents the very acme of bad manners and bad breeding, yet I overheard him remarking to his daughter two days ago that he actually contemplated putting up for the Reform and entering Parliament! Ah! what would poor Mabel say, if she knew? The girl, Dolly, as he calls her, the common little wench, has established herself in Mabels boudoir, and is about to have it re-decorated in daffodil yellow, to suit her complexion, I believe, while as for finances, it seems, from what Mr Leighton says, that poor Mr Blairs fortune must go entirely through the fellows hands.

Its a shame — an abominable shame! I cried angrily. We know that the man is an adventurer, and yet we are utterly powerless, I added bitterly.

Poor Mabel! sighed the widow, who was really much devoted to her. Do you know, Mr Greenwood, she said, with a sudden air of confidence, I have thought more than once since her fathers death that she is in possession of the truth of the strange connexion between her father and this unscrupulous man who has been given such power over her and hers. Indeed, she has confessed to me as much. And I believe that, if she would but tell us the truth, we might be able to get rid of this terrible incubus. Why doesnt she do it — to save herself?

Because she is now in fear of him, I answered in a hard, despairing voice. She holds some secret of which she lives in terror. That, I believe, accounts for the sudden manner in which she has left her own roof and disappeared. She has left the fellow in undisputed possession of everything.

I had not forgotten Dawsons arrogance and self-confidence on the night he had first called upon us.

But now, Mr Greenwood, will you please excuse me for what I am going to say? asked Mrs Percival, settling her skirts after a brief pause and looking straight into my face. Perhaps I have no right to enter into your more private matters in this manner, but I trust you will forgive me when you reflect that I am only speaking on the poor girls behalf.

Well! I inquired, somewhat surprised at her sudden change of manner. Usually she was haughty and frigid in the extreme, a scathing critic who had the names of everybodys cousins aunts and nephews at her fingers ends.

The fact is this, she went on. You might, I feel confident, induce her to tell us the truth. You are the only person who possesses any influence with her now that her father in dead, and — permit me to say so — I have reason for knowing that she entertains a very strong regard for you.

Yes, I remarked, unable to restrain a sigh, we are friends — good friends.

More, declared Mrs Percival, Mabel loves you.

Loves me! I cried, starting up and supporting myself upon one elbow. No, I think you must be mistaken. She regards me more as a brother than a lover, and she has, I think, learnt ever since the first day we met in such romantic conditions, to regard me in the light of a protector.

No, I added, shaking my head, there are certain barriers that must prevent her loving me — the difference of our ages, of position and all that.

Ah! There you are entirely mistaken, said the widow, quite frankly. I happen to know that the very reason why her father left his secret to you was in order that you might profit by its knowledge as he had done, and because he foresaw the direction of Mabels affections.

How do you know this, Mrs Percival? I demanded, half inclined to doubt her.

Because Mr Blair, before making his will, took me into his confidence and asked me frankly whether his daughter had ever mentioned you in such a manner as to cause me to suspect. I told him the truth of course, just as I have now told you. Mabel loves you — loves you very dearly.

Then for the legacy left me by poor Blair, I am, in a great measure, indebted to you? I remarked, adding a word of thanks and pondering deeply over the revelation she had just made.

I only did what was my duty to you both, was her response. She loves you, as I say, and therefore, by a little persuasion you could, I feel convinced, induce her to tell us the truth concerning this man Dawson. She has fled, it is true, but more in fear of what you may think of her when her secret is out, than of the man himself. Recollect, she added, Mabel is passionately fond of you, she has confessed it to me many times, but for some extraordinary reason which remains a mystery, she is endeavouring to repress her affection. She fears, I think, that on your part there is only friendship — that you are too confirmed a bachelor to regard her with any thoughts of affection.

Oh, Mrs Percival! I cried, with a sudden outpouring, I tell you, I confess to you that I have loved Mabel all along — I love her now, fondly, passionately, with all that fierce ardour that comes to a man only once in his lifetime. She has misjudged me. It is I who have been foolishly at fault, for I have been blind, I have never read her hearts secret.

Then she must know this at once, was the elderly womans sympathetic answer. We must discover her, at all costs, and tell her. There must be a reunion, and she on her part, must confess to you. I know too well how deeply she loves you, she added, I know how she admires you and how, in the secrecy of her room, she has time after time wept long and bitterly because she believed you were cold and blind to the burning passion of her true pure heart.

But how? The whereabouts of my well-beloved were unknown. She had disappeared completely, in order, it seemed, to escape some terrible revelation which she knew must be made sooner or later.

In the days that followed, while I lay still weak and helpless, both Ford and Reggie were active in their inquiries, but all in vain. I called in the solicitor, Leighton, in consultation, but he could devise no plan other than to advertise, yet to do so was, we agreed, scarcely fair to her.

Curiously enough the dark-faced young woman, Dorothy Dawson, otherwise Dolly, also betrayed the keenest anxiety for Mabels welfare. Her mother was Italian, and she spoke English with a slight accent, having always, she said, lived in Italy. Indeed, she called upon me once to express her regret at my illness, and I found that she really improved on acquaintance. Her apparent coarseness was only on account of her mixed nationality, and although she was a shrewd young person possessed of all the subtle Italian cunning, Reggie, I think, found her a bright and amusing companion.

All my thoughts were, however, of my sweet lost love, and of that common, arrogant fellow who, by his threats and taunts, held her so irresistibly and secretly in his power.

Why had she fled in terror from me, and why had such a dastardly and ingenious attempt been made to kill me?

I had solved the secret of the cipher only to be plunged still deeper into the mazes of doubt, despair and mystery, for what the closed book of the future held for me, was as you will see, truly startling and bewildering.

The truth when revealed was hard, solid fact, and yet so strange and amazing was it that it staggered all belief.


Chapter Twenty Four.

Contains a Terrible Disclosure.
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MANY LONG AND dreary weeks had passed before I had sufficiently recovered to leave the house, and, accompanied by Reggie, take my first drive.

It was mid April, the weather was still cold, and gay London had not yet returned from wintering in Monte Carlo, Cairo or Rome. Each year the society swallows, those people who fly south with the first chill day of autumn, return to town later, and each London season appears to be more protracted than before.

We drove down Piccadilly to Hyde Park Corner, and then, turning along Constitution Hill, drove along the Mall. Here a great desire seized me to rest for a brief while and enjoy the air in St. Jamess Park; therefore we alighted, paid the cabman, and, leaning upon Reggies arm, I strolled slowly along the gravelled walks until we found a convenient seat. The glories of St. Jamess Park, even on an April day, are a joy for ever to the true Londoners. I often wonder that so few people take advantage of them. The wondrous trees, the delicious sheet of water, all the beauties of English rural scenery, and then the sense that all around you are the great palaces and departments, and offices in which the government of our great Empire is carried on — in other words, that commingling of silence at the core of feverish and tumultuous life outside — all these make St. Jamess Park one of the loveliest retreats in England.

These things Reggie and I repeated to each other, and then, under the soothing influence of the surroundings, there came musings and reminiscences and the long silences which come between friends and are the best symbols of their complete accord of feeling and opinion.

While we were thus seated I became conscious of the fact that we were in the spot above all others where one was certain to see pass, at that time of day most of the prominent political figures of the hour on their way to their various Departments, or to Parliament where the sitting was just commencing. A Cabinet Minister, two Liberal peers, a Conservative whip, and an Under-secretary passed in rapid succession away in the direction of Storeys Gate.

Reggie, who took a great interest in politics, and had often occupied a seat in the Strangers Gallery, was pointing out to me the politicians who passed, but my thoughts were elsewhere — with my lost love. Now that Mrs Percival had revealed to me the truth of Mabels affection I saw how foolish I had been in making pretence of a coldness towards her that was the very opposite to the feeling which really existed in my heart. I had been a fool, and had now to suffer.

During the weeks I had been confined to my room I had obtained a quantity of books, and discovered certain facts concerning the late Cardinal who had divulged the secret — whatever it was — in return for his release. It appeared that Andrea Sannini was a native of Perugia, who became Archbishop of Bologna, and was afterwards given the Cardinals hat. A great favourite of Pius IX, he was employed by him upon many delicate missions to the various Powers. As a diplomatist he proved himself possessed of remarkable acumen, therefore the Pope appointed him treasurer-general, as well as director of the world-famous museums and galleries of the Vatican. He was, it appeared, one of the most powerful and distinguished figures in the College of Cardinals, and became extremely prominent for the part he played on the occasion of the entry of the Italian troops into the Eternal City in 1870, while on the death of Pius IX, eight years later, he was believed to be designated as his successor, although on election the choice fell upon his colleague, the late Cardinal Pecci, who became Leo XIII.

I was reflecting upon these facts which I had established after a good deal of heavy reading, when Reggie suddenly cried in a low voice, — 

Why, look! theres Dawsons daughter walking with a man!

I glanced quickly in the direction indicated and saw, crossing the bridge that spanned the lake and approaching in our direction, a well-dressed female figure in a smart jacket of caracul and neat toque, accompanied by a tall thin man in black.

Dolly Dawson was walking at his side leisurely, chatting and laughing, while he ever and anon bent towards her making some remarks. As he raised his head to glance across the water I saw that above his overcoat showed a clerical collar with a tiny piece of Roman purple. The man was evidently a canon or other dignitary of the Catholic Church.

He was about fifty-five, grey-haired, clean-shaven and wore a silk hat of a somewhat ecclesiastical shape, a rather pleasant-looking man in spite of his thin sensitive lips and pale ascetic face.

In an instant it struck me that they had met clandestinely and were sauntering there in order to avoid possible recognition if they walked the streets. The old priest appeared to be treating her with studied politeness, and as I watched him I saw from his slight gesticulations as he spoke that he was no doubt a foreigner.

I pointed out the fact to Reggie, who said— We must watch them, old chap. They mustnt see us here. I only hope theyll turn off the other way.

For a moment we followed them with our eyes, fearing that, having crossed the bridge, they would turn in our direction, but fortunately they did not, but turned off to the right along the shore of the lake.

If he really is Italian then he may have come specially from Italy to have an interview with her, I remarked. For ever since I had met the monk, Antonio, there had seemed some curious connexion between the secret of the dead cardinal and the Church of Rome.

We must try and find out, declared Reggie. You mustnt remain here. Its getting too cold for you, he added, springing to his feet. Ill follow them while you return home.

No, I said. Ill walk with you for a bit. Im interested in the little game, and, rising also, I linked my arm in his and went forward by the aid of my stick.

They were walking side by side in earnest conversation. I could tell by the priests quick gesticulations, the way in which he first waved his closed fingers and then raised his open hand and touched his left forearm, that he was speaking of some secret and the possessor of it who had disappeared. If one knows the Italian well, one can follow in a sense the topic of conversation by the gestures, each one having its particular signification.

Hurrying as well as I could we gradually gained upon them, for presently they slackened their pace, while the priest spoke earnestly, as though persuading the daughter of the ex-boatswain of the Annie Curtis to act in some way he was directing.

She seemed silent, thoughtful and undecided. Once she shrugged her shoulders, and half-turned from him as though in defiance, when in a moment the wily cleric became all smiles and apologies. They were talking in Italian without a doubt, so as passers-by might not understand their conversation. His clothes, too, I noticed were of a distinctly foreign cut and he wore low shoes, the bright steel buckles of which he had evidently taken off.

As they had come across the bridge she had been laughing merrily at some quaint remark of her companions, but now it appeared as though all her gaiety had died out and she had realised the true object of the strangers mission. The path they had taken led straight across to the Horse Guards Parade, and feeling a few moments later that my weakness would not allow me to walk farther, I was compelled to turn back towards the York Column steps, leaving Reggie to make what observations he could.

I returned home thoroughly exhausted and very cold. Even my big frieze overcoat, which I used for driving when down at Helpstone, did not keep out the biting wind. So I sat over the fire for fully a couple of hours until my friend at last returned.

Ive followed them everywhere, he explained, throwing himself into an armchair opposite me. Hes evidently threatening her, and she is afraid of him When they got to the Horse Guards they turned back along Birdcage Walk and then across the Green Park. Afterwards he drove her in a cab to one of Fullers shops in Regent Street. The old priest seems mortally afraid of being recognised. Before he left the Green Park he turned up the collar of his overcoat so as to hide that piece of purple at his collar.

Did you discover his name?

I followed him to the Savoy, where he is staying. He has given his name as Monsignore Galli, of Rimini.

There our information ended. It, however, was sufficient to show that the ecclesiastic was in London with some distinct purpose, probably to induce the Cecos daughter to give him certain information which he earnestly desired, and which he intended to obtain by reason of certain knowledge which he possessed.

The days passed with gloom and rain, and Bloomsbury presented its most cheerless aspect. No trace could I discover of my lost love, and no further fact concerning the white-haired monsignore. The latter had, it appeared, left the Savoy on the following evening, returning, in all probability, to the Continent, but whether successful in his mission or no we were in complete ignorance.

Dolly Dawson, with whom Reggie had struck up a kind of pleasant friendship, more for the purpose of being able to observe and question her than anything else, called upon us on the day following to inquire after me and hear whether we had learnt anything regarding Mabels whereabouts. Her father, she told us, was absent from London for a few days, and she was about to leave for Brighton in order to visit an aunt.

Was it possible that Dawson, having learned of my solution of the cipher, had returned to Italy in order to secure the Cardinals secret from us? I longed hour by hour for strength to travel out to that spot beside the Serchio, but was held to those narrow rooms by my terrible weakness.

Four long and dreary weeks passed, until the middle of May, when I had gathered sufficient strength to walk out alone, and take short strolls in Oxford Street and its vicinity. Burton Blairs will had been proved, and Leighton, who visited us several times, told us of the recklessness with which the man Dawson was dealing with the estate. That the adventurer was in secret communication with Mabel was proved by the fact that certain cheques signed by her had passed through his hands into the bank, yet strangely enough, he declared entire ignorance of her whereabouts.

Dawson had returned to Grosvenor Square, when one day at noon the footman, Carter, was ushered in to me by Glave.

I saw by his face that the man was excited, and scarcely had he been shown into my room before he exclaimed, saluting respectfully — 

Ive found out Miss Mabels address, sir! Ever since shes been gone Ive kept my eyes on the letters sent to post, just as Mr Ford suggested that I should, but Mr Dawson never wrote to her until this morning, by accident I think, he sent a letter to the post addressed to her, among a number of others which he gave to the page-boy. Shes at the Mill House, Church Enstone, near Chipping Norton.

In quick delight I sprang to my feet. I thanked him, ordered Glave to give him a drink and left London by the half-past one train for Oxfordshire.

Just before five oclock I discovered the Mill House, a grey, old-fashioned place standing back behind a high box hedge from the village street at Church Enstone, on the highroad from Aylesbury to Stratford. Before the house was a tiny lawn, bright with tulip borders and sweet-smelling narcissi.

A broad-spoken waiting-maid opened the door and ushered me into a small, low, old-fashioned room, where I surprised my love crouched in a big armchair, reading.

Why? Mr Greenwood! she gasped, springing to her feet, pale and breathless, you!

Yes, I said, when the girl had closed the door and we were alone, I have found you at last, Mabel — at last! and, advancing, I took both her small hands tenderly in mine. Then, carried away by the ecstasy of the moment, I looked straight into her eyes, saying, You have tried to escape me, but to-day I have found you again. I have come, Mabel, to confess openly to you, to tell you something — to tell you, dearest, that — well, that I love you!

Love me! she cried, dismayed, starting back, and putting me from her with both her small, white hands. No! no! she wailed. You must not — you cannot love me. It is impossible!

Why? I demanded quickly. I have loved you ever since that first night when we met. Surely you must long ago have detected the secret of my heart.

Yes, she faltered, I have. But alas! it is too late — too late!

Too late? I exclaimed. Why?

She was silent. Her countenance had suddenly blanched to the lips, and I saw that she was trembling from head to foot.

I repeated my question seriously, my eyes fixed upon her.

Because, she answered slowly at last in a tremulous voice so low that I could scarce distinguish the fatal words she uttered, because I am already married!

Married! I gasped, standing rigid. And your husband! His name!

Cannot you guess? she asked. The man you have already seen — Herbert Hales. Her eyes were cast down from me as though in shame, while her pointed chin sank upon her panting breast.


Chapter Twenty Five.

The Sacred Name.
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WHAT COULD I say? What would you have said?

I was silent. I knew not what words to utter. This scoundrelly young groom, the neer-do-well son of the respectable old seafarer who spent the evening of his days at the crossways, was actually the husband of the millionaires daughter! It seemed utterly incredible, yet, on recollecting that midnight scene in Mayvill Park, I at once recognised how powerless she was in the hands of that low, arrogant cad, who, in a moment of mad frenzy, had made such a desperate attempt upon her.

I recognised, too, that the love between them, if any, had ever existed, had disappeared long ago, and that the mans sole idea was to profit by the fact of his union with her, and blackmail her just as so many wealthy and upright women are being blackmailed in England at this very moment. It flashed through my mind that the reason she did not follow and punish the fellow for that dastardly attempt on her life was now made plain.

She was his wife!

The very thought convulsed me with jealousy, regret and hatred, for I loved her with all the passion, honest and true, of which a man is capable. Since Mrs Percival had revealed to me the truth, I had lived only for her, to meet her again and openly declare my love.

Is this the truth? I asked her at last in a voice the hardness of which I could not control. I took her cold, inert hand in my own and glanced at her bowed head.

Alas for me it is, was her faltering response. He is my husband, therefore all love between us is debarred, she added. You have always been my friend, Mr Greenwood, but now that you have forced me to confess the truth our friendship is at an end.

And your husband, is he here with you?

He has been here, was her answer, but has gone.

You left London in secret to join him, I suppose? I remarked bitterly.

At his demand. He wished to see me.

And to obtain money from you by threats as he attempted on that night at Mayvill?

The broken, white-faced girl nodded in the affirmative.

I came to this place, she explained, as a paying-guest. A girl I knew at school, Bessie Wood, lives here with her mother. They believe I made a runaway match, and have been extremely kind to me these last two years.

Then youve been a wife for two whole years! I exclaimed in blank surprise, utterly amazed at the manner in which I had been deceived.

For nearly that time. We were married at Wymondham in Norfolk.

Tell me the whole story, Mabel, I urged, after a long pause, endeavouring to preserve an outward calm, which certainly did not coincide with my innermost feelings.

Her breast heaved and fell beneath its lace and chiffons, her great wonderful eyes were filled with tears. For fully five minutes she was overcome by her emotion and quite unable to speak. At last, in a low, hoarse voice, she said — 

I dont know what you must think of me, Mr Greenwood. Im ashamed of myself, and of the manner in which Ive deceived you. My only excuse is that it was imperative. I married because I was forced to by a chain of circumstances, as you will realise when you know the truth. Then she was silent again.

But youll tell me the truth, wont you? I urged. I, as your best friend, as indeed the man who has loved you, have surely a right to know!

She only shook her head in bitter sorrow, and looking at me through her tears, answered briefly — 

I have told you the truth. I am married. I can only ask your pardon for deceiving you and explain that I was compelled to do so.

You mean that you were compelled to marry him? Compelled by whom?

By him, she faltered. One morning two years ago I left London alone and met him at Wymondham, where I had previously been staying for a fortnight while my father was fishing. Herbert met me at the station, and we were married in secret, two men, picked at haphazard from the street, acting as witnesses. After the ceremony we parted. I took off my ring and returned home, no one being the wiser. We had a dinner-party that evening. Lord Newborough, Lady Rainham and yourself were there, and we went to the Haymarket afterwards. Dont you recollect it? As we sat in the box you asked me why I was so dull and thoughtful, and I pleaded a headache. Ah! if you had but known!

I recollect the night perfectly, I said, pitying her. And it was your wedding evening? But how did he compel you to marry him? The motive is, of course, quite plain. He wished either to profit by the fact that you could not afford to allow the truth to be known that you were the wife of a groom, or else his intention was to gain possession of your money at your fathers death. Yours is certainly not the first marriage of the sort that has been contracted, I added, with a feeling of blank dismay.

At the very moment when my hopes had been raised to their highest level by Mrs Percivals statement the blow had fallen, and in an instant I saw that love was impossible. Mabel, the woman I loved so fondly and so well, was the wife of a loutish brute who was torturing her to madness by his threats, and would, as already had been proved, hesitate at nothing in order to gain his despicable ends.

My feelings were indescribable. No words of mine can give any adequate idea of how torn was my heart by conflicting emotions. Until that moment she had been beneath my protection, yet now that she was the wife of another I had no right to control her actions, no right to admire, no right to love.

Ah! if ever man felt crushed, despairing and hopeless, if ever man realised how aimless and empty his lonely life had been, I did at that moment.

I tried to induce her to tell me how the fellow had compelled her to marry him, but the words stuck in my throat and choked me. Tears must, I suppose, have stood in my eyes, for with a sudden sympathy, an outburst of that womanly feeling so strong within her, she placed her hand tenderly upon my shoulder and said in a low, calm voice — 

We cannot recall the past, therefore why reflect? Act as I asked you to act in my letter. Forgive me and forget. Leave me to my own sorrows. I know now that you have loved me, but it is—

She could not finish the sentence, for she burst into tears.

I know what you mean, I said blankly. Too late — yes, too late. Both our lives have been wrecked by my own folly — because I hid from you what I as an honest man, should have told you long ago.

No, no, Gilbert, she cried, calling me for the first time by my Christian name, dont say that. The fault is not yours, but mine — mine, and she covered her face with her hands and sobbed aloud.

Where is this husband of yours — this man who tried to kill you? I demanded fiercely a few moments later.

Somewhere in the North, I think.

He has been here. When?

He came a week ago and remained a couple of hours.

But he shall not blackmail you in this manner! If I cannot remain your lover. Ill nevertheless still stand your champion, Mabel! I cried in determination. He shall reckon with me.

Ah no! she gasped, turning to me in quick apprehension. You must do nothing. Otherwise he may—

What may he do?

She was silent, gazing aimlessly out of the window across the broad meadow-lands, now misty and silent in the dusk.

He may, she said, in a low, broken voice, he may tell the world the truth!

What truth?

The truth he knows — the knowledge by which he compelled me to become his wife, and she held her hand to her breast, as though to stay the wild beating of her young heart.

I tried to induce her to reveal that secret to me, her most devoted friend, but she refused.

No, she said in a low, broken voice, do not ask me, Gilbert — for I know now that I may be permitted to call you by your Christian name — because I cannot tell you of all men. It is for me to remain silent — and to suffer.

Her face was very pale, and I saw by her look of determination that her mind was made up; even though she trusted me as she did, nevertheless no power would induce her to reveal the truth to me.

But you know what reason your father had in appointing his friend Dawson to be controller of your fortune, I said. I felt confident that a word from you would result in his withdrawal from the office he now holds. You cannot affect ignorance of this mysterious motive of your fathers?

I have already told you. My poor father also acted under compulsion. Mr Leighton also knows that.

And you are aware of the reason?

She nodded in the affirmative.

Then you could checkmate the fellows plans?

Yes, I might, she answered slowly, if I only dared.

What do you fear?

I fear what my father feared, was her answer.

And what was that?

That he would carry out a certain threat he has many times made to my father, and later to myself. He threatened me on the day I left home — he dared me to breathe a single word.

Yes, that one-eyed man held power complete and absolute over her, just as he had boasted to Mrs Percival. He also knew the truth concerning the Cardinals secret.

We sat together in that small, low, old-fashioned room, until dusk darkened into night, when she rose wearily and lit the lamp. Then I was startled by discovering by its light how her sweet face had changed. Her cheeks had grown wan and pale, her eyes were red and swollen, and her whole countenance betrayed a deep, burning anxiety a terror of what the unknown future held for her.

Surely hers was a strange, almost inconceivable position — a pretty young woman with a balance of over two millions at her bankers, and yet hounded by those who sought her ruin, degradation and death.

The fact that she was married had struck me a staggering blow. To her I could now be no more than a mere friend like any other man, all thoughts of love being bebarred, all hope of happiness abandoned. I had never sought her for her fortune, that I can honestly avow. I had loved her for her own sweet, pure self, because I knew that her heart beat true and loyal; that in strength of character, in disposition, in grace and in beauty she was peerless.

For a long time I held her hand, feeling, I think, some satisfaction in thus repeating the action of other times, now that I had to bid farewell to all my hopes and aspirations. She sat silent, troubled sighs escaping her as I spoke, telling her of that strange, midnight adventure in the streets of Kensington, and of how near I had been to death.

Then, knowing that you have gained the secret written upon the cards, they have made an attempt to seal your lips, she said at last, in a hard, mechanical voice, almost as though speaking to herself. Ah! did I not warn you of that in my letter? Did I not tell you that the secret is so well and ingeniously guarded that you will never succeed in either learning it or profiting by it?

But I intend to persevere in the solution of the mystery of your fathers fortune, I declared, still with her hand in mine, in sad and bitter farewell. He left his secret to me, and I have determined to start out to Italy to-morrow to search the spot indicated, and to learn the truth.

Then you can just save yourself that trouble, mister, exclaimed the voice of a common, uneducated man, startling me, and on turning suddenly, I saw that the door had opened noiselessly, and there upon the threshold, watching us with apparent satisfaction, was the man who stood between me and my well-beloved — that clean-shaven, skulking fellow who claimed her by the sacred name of wife!


Chapter Twenty Six.

Face to Face.
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ID MUCH LIKE to know what your business is ere? demanded the coarse-featured fellow, whose grey bowler hat and gaiters gave him a distinctly horsey appearance. And as he stood in the doorway, he folded his arms defiantly and looked me straight in the face.

My business is my own affair, I answered, facing him in disgust.

If it concerns my wife, I have a right to know, he persisted.

Your wife! I cried, advancing towards him, with difficulty repressing the strong impulse within me to knock the young ruffian down. Dont call her your wife, fellow! Call her by her true name — your victim!

Do you mean that as an insult? he exclaimed quickly, his face turning white with sudden anger, whereupon Mabel, seeing his threatening attitude, sprang between us and begged me to be calm.

There are some men whom no words can insult, I replied forcibly. And you are one of them.

What do you mean? he cried. Do you wish to pick a quarrel? and he came forward with clenched fists.

I desire no quarrel, was my quick response. I only order you to leave this lady in peace. She may be legally your wife, but I will stand as her protector.

Oh! he sneered, with curling lip. And Id like to know by what right you interfere between us?

By the common right every man has to shield an unprotected and persecuted woman, I replied, firmly. I know you, and am well aware of your shameful past. Shall I recall one incident, that, now you attempt to defy me, you appear to have conveniently forgotten? Do you not recollect a certain night in the park at Mayvill not so very long ago, and do you not recollect that you there attempted to commit a foul and brutal murder — eh?

He started quickly, then glared at me with the fire of a murderous hatred in his eyes.

Shes told you, damn her! Shes given me away! he exclaimed, with a contemptuous glance at his trembling wife.

No, she has not, was my response. I myself chanced to be witness of your dastardly attempt upon her. It was I who succeeded in rescuing her from the river. For that action of yours you must now answer to me.

What do you mean? he inquired, and from the lines in his countenance I saw that my outspoken manner caused him considerable uneasiness.

I mean that it is not for you to attempt defiance, having regard to the fact that, had it not been for the fortunate circumstance of my presence in the park, you would to-day be a murderer.

He shrank at that final word. Like all his class, he was arrogant and overbearing to the weak, but as easily cowed by firmness as a dog who cringes at his masters voice.

And now, I continued, I may as well tell you that, on the night when you would have killed this poor woman who is your victim, I also overheard your demands. You are a blackmailer — the meanest and worst type of criminal humanity — and you seem to have forgotten that there is a severe and stringent law against such an offence as yours. You demanded money by threats, and on refusal made a desperate endeavour to take your wifes life. In the assize court the evidence I could give against you would put you into a term of penal servitude — you understand? Therefore Ill make this compact with you; if you will promise not to molest your wife further, I will remain silent.

And who the deuce are you, pray, to talk to me in this manner — like a gaol chaplain on his weekly round!

Youd better keep a civil tongue, fellow, and just reflect upon my words, I said. Im no man for argument. I act.

Act just as you like. I shall do as I think proper — you hear?

And youll take the risk? Very well, I said. You know the worst — prison.

And you dont, he laughed. Otherwise you wouldnt talk like a silly idiot. Mabel is my wife, and youve no say in the matter, so thats enough for you, he added insultingly. Instead of trying to threaten me, it is I who have a right to demand why I find you here — with her.

Ill tell you! I cried angrily, my hands itching to give the impudent young blackguard a sound good hiding. Im here to protect her, because she is in fear of her life. And I shall remain here until you have gone.

But Im her husband, therefore I shall stay, sneered the fellow, perfectly unmoved.

Then she leaves with me, I said decisively.

Ill not allow that.

You will act just as I think proper, I exclaimed. Then, turning to Mabel, who had remained white, silent and trembling, in fear lest we should come to blows, I said, Put on your hat and coat at once. You must return to London with me.

She shall not! he cried, unflinchingly. If my curses could blast yer youd have em thick.

Mabel, I said, taking no notice of the ruffians words, but drawing back to allow her to pass out, please get your coat. I have a fly waiting outside.

The fellow made a movement as though to prevent her leaving the room, but in an instant my hand was heavily upon his shoulder, and by my face he saw that I was strong and determined.

Youll repent this! he hissed threateningly, with an imprecation, between his teeth. I know what you are searching for — but, he laughed, youll never obtain that secret which gave Blair his millions. You think youve a clue to it, but before long youll discover your mistake.

In what?

In not uniting with me, instead of insulting me.

I have no necessity for the assistance of any man who would kill a helpless woman, I responded. Recollect that in this affair you hold aloof from her, or, by Gad! without further ado, Ill seek the aid of the police, when your past history will prove rather unwelcome evidence of character.

Do what you like, he laughed again defiantly. By giving me over to the police youll only be doing her the worst turn possible. If you doubt me, youd better ask her. Be careful how you act before you make a fool of yourself and a victim of her. And with this harsh, hollow sneer he threw himself into the armchair and placed his feet on the fender in an attitude of carelessness and calmly lit a cheap, rank cigar.

There will be only one sufferer, never fear, I said meaningly. And that will be yourself.

All right, he said, we shall see.

Then turning I left the room, and meeting Mabel, who stood ready dressed in the hall, whispering a hurried adieu to Bessie Wood, her old schoolfellow, I hurried her out, put her into the station fly, and drove with her back to Chipping Norton.

Even then, however, I could not understand the exact position of that young ruffian, Herbert Hales, or the true meaning of his final ominous words of open defiance.

For the present I had rescued my love from the arrogant, cold-blooded brute and blackmailer, but for how brief a space I dreaded to anticipate. My own position, utterly in the dark as I remained, was one of uncertainty and insecurity. I loved Mabel, but now had no right to do so. She was already the wife, alas! the victim, of a man of low type and of criminal instinct.

Our journey up to Paddington was uneventful, and in almost complete silence. Both our hearts, beating sadly, were too full for mere words. The insurmountable barrier had fallen between us; we were both grief-stricken and heart-broken. The hopeful past had ended, the future was one of dull and dark despair.

On arrival in London she expressed a desire to see Mrs Percival, and as she declined to return beneath the same roof as Dawson, I took her to the York Hotel in Albemarle Street, then, re-entering the cab, I drove to Grosvenor Square, where I informed the chaperon of my lost loves whereabouts.

Not an instant did Mrs Percival delay in seeking her, and at midnight, accompanied by Reggie, I called again at the hotel, giving her certain injunctions to refuse to see her husband, even if he discovered her, and taking a lingering farewell of her, as we had arranged to leave Charing Cross for Italy by the mail at nine oclock on the following morning.

Both Reggie and I had arrived at the conclusion that, now I was sufficiently recovered to travel, we should not lose an instant in going out to Tuscany, and investigating the truth regarding that cipher record.

So she bade us both farewell, and urging us not to worry further upon her account, although we did not fail to detect her wild anxiety as to the result of my defiance of her ruffianly husband, she wished us all good fortune and Godspeed in the exciting venture we were about to undertake, with success and a safe return.


Chapter Twenty Seven.

The Directions of His Eminence.
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THE GREEN, WINDING valley of the Serchio looks its brightest and best in the month of May the time of flowers in old-world Italy. Far removed from the great routes over which the English, Americans and Germans swarm in winter, unvisited, unknown and unexplored by any save the simple contadini of the hills, the rippling river winds with tortuous bends around sharp angles and beneath overhanging trees, great cliffs and huge grey boulders worn smooth by the action of the water of ages. In those lonely reaches of the river as it dashes on with many cascades from the giant Apennines to the sea, the brilliant kingfisher and the stately heron are in possession, and live their lives undisturbed by human intrusion. As we walked on, having left the carriage that had brought us up from Lucca at the quaint mediaeval bridge called the Ponte del Diavolo, the rural, quiet and picturesque beauty of the scene became impressed upon us. The silence was unbroken, save for the hum of the myriad insects in the sun, and the low music of the water which at that point is shallow, running over its rocky bed.

On arrival at the Universo in Lucca, my first impulse was to go up to the monastery and see Fra Antonio. Yet so intimate did he appear to be with Blairs partner, the ex-boatswain Dawson, that we resolved to first explore the spot and take some observations. Therefore at eight that morning we had entered one of those dusty old travelling Tuscan carriages, the horses of which bore many jingling bells, and now, as noon was approaching, we found ourselves on the left bank of the river, counting the four hundred and fifty-six foot-paces as directed by the secret record upon the cards.

To avoid being watched by our driver, to whom we had given instructions to go back to a little wayside trattoria, or eating-house, which we had passed, but who we knew would endeavour to secretly watch our movements, we were at first compelled, on account of the absence of a path, to make a détour through a small wood, rejoining the river bank at some distance further up.

Therefore, as we reached the water, standing amid the high undergrowth that grew upon the banks, we could only look back at the bridge and guess that we were about one hundred foot-paces from it.

Then, tramping steadily forward in single file we pushed our way with difficulty through the tall grass, briars, giant ferns and tangled creepers, slowly onward towards the spot indicated. In places the trees met overhead, and the sun shining through the foliage struck the rippling water with pretty effect.

According to the record the spot must be in the open, for the sun shone upon it for one hour at noon on the fifth of April and for two hours on the fifth of May. It was now the nineteenth of May, therefore the duration of the sunshine would, we roughly calculated, be about a quarter of an hour longer.

In some places the river was open to the sun, while in others, so high were the banks on either side, the light could never penetrate there. From the crevices of the overhanging rocks, mountain pines and other trees had taken root and grown to huge size, bending over until their branches almost swept the stream, while our progress was made slower and more difficult by the unevenness of the bank and the wild tangle of the undergrowth.

One fact was proved — no one had approached the spot for a considerable time, for we found not a twig severed or a leaf disturbed by previous intruders.

At last, after we had climbed high along a rocky cliff that descended sheer into the water, and had calculated four hundred and twenty steps from the old pointed bridge, we suddenly rounded a bend in the river and came upon a space where the stream, still a hundred feet or so below, broadened out, so that it lay open to the sky for forty yards or so.

It must be here! I cried in eager anticipation, halting and quickly surveying the spot. The directions are to descend twenty-four foot-holes. I suppose that means steps cut in the rock. We must find them. And both of us began to search eagerly, but in that tangled growth we could discover no trace of them.

The record says that we go down behind where a man can hold himself against four hundred, exclaimed Reggie, reading from a copy of the transcript which he took from his pocket. That appears as if the entry is in some narrow crevice between two rocks. Do you see any such likely spot?

I looked eagerly around but was compelled to admit that I discerned nothing that coincided with the description.

So sheer was the grey limestone cliff, going down to the water, that I approached its edge with caution and then, throwing myself upon my stomach, I crept forward and peered over its insecure edge. In doing so a huge piece of rock became loosened and fell with a roar and splash into the stream.

I took careful observations, but could distinguish absolutely nothing to correspond with what the old outlaw, Poldo Pensi, had recorded.

For a full half-hour we searched in vain, until it became plain that, as we had not measured accurately the foot-paces from the Devils Bridge, we were not at the exact spot. We therefore retraced our steps slowly and laboriously through the tangled briars and undergrowth, our clothes suffering considerably, and then restarted from the actual base of the bridge. So completely had we been out of reckoning that at the three hundred and eighty-seventh pace we passed the spot where we had made such minute search, and continuing our way forward we halted at the four hundred and fifty-sixth foot-pace in the top of a high encampment very similar to the other, only wilder and even more inaccessible.

There seems nothing here, remarked Reggie, whose face was torn by brambles and was bleeding.

I gazed around and was reluctantly compelled to endorse his statement. The trees were large and shady where we stood, some of them overhanging the deep chasm through which the river wound. Cautiously, we both crept forward, flat upon our stomachs, to the edge of the cliff, taking that precaution as we knew not whether the edge might be rotten, and presently we peered over.

Why, look! cried my friend, pointing to a spot about half-way down the deep swirling stream as it came round the sudden bend, theres steps and a path leading down just a little higher up. And see! whats that?


Chapter Twenty Eight.

Describes a Startling Discovery.
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I LOOKED AND saw that upon a kind of natural platform on the rock was built a small stone hut, upon the grey-tiled roof of which we were gazing down.

Yes, there are the twenty-four foot-holes mentioned in the record, no doubt, I said. I wonder if anybody lives down there.

Well, lets descend and investigate, suggested Reggie anxiously, and a few moments later we had struck a narrow track leading from the chestnut wood direct to the roughly-cut steps that went down to a narrow opening between two rocks. Upon the right hand one we found deeply graven an old-fashioned capital E, about a foot long, and passing by it we saw that a rough and perilous track led zigzag down to the small hut, the closed door and small barred window of which caused us the wildest curiosity as to what was within.

Next moment, however, the truth was plain. The front of the little place was pointed, and upon the apex was a small stone cross.

It was a hermits cell, like so many similar ancient places of retreat and contemplation in old-world Italy, and an instant later, as we passed the rocks and came cautiously down the path, the door opened, and there issued forth the hermit himself, who, to my surprise, I recognised as no other person than the burly, dark-bearded monk, Antonio!

Gentlemen, he exclaimed, speaking in Italian, as he greeted us, this is certainly an unexpected meeting, and he indicated the stone bench that ran along the outside of the low little hut, which I saw was so cunningly concealed by the overhanging trees as to be invisible either from the river or from the opposite bank. As we seated ourselves at his direction, he hitched up his faded brown habit beneath his waist-cord and himself sat down beside us.

I expressed surprise at finding him there, but he only smiled, saying — 

You are disappointed at discovering nothing else — eh?

We expected to reveal the secret of the Cardinal Sannini, was my frank response, well knowing that he was in possession of the truth, and suspecting that, with the one-eyed Englishman, he had been partner with Blair.

The monks strongly-marked, sunburnt features assumed a puzzled expression, for he saw that we had gained some knowledge, yet he hesitated to make inquiry lest he should betray himself. Capuchins, like Jesuits, are wonderful diplomatists. Doubtless, the monks personal fascination was somewhat due to his splendid presence. A man of fine physique, he had a handsome, open face, with clean-cut, powerful features, softened by eyes in which seemed the light of perpetual youth, with a candid, unassuming expression, brightened by a twinkling humour about the lips.

You have recovered the record, then, he remarked at last, looking straight into my face.

Yes, and having read it, I answered, I am here to investigate and claim the secret bequeathed to me.

He drew a long breath, glanced for an instant at both of us, and his shaggy black brows contracted. It was hot where we sat, for the brilliant Italian sun beat straight down upon us, therefore, without replying to me, he rose and invited us into his cool little cell, a square bare room with boarded floor, the furniture consisting of a low, old-fashioned wooden bedstead, with a piece of old brown blanket for coverlet, a Renaissance prie-dieu in old carved oak, black with age, a chair, a hanging lamp, and upon the wall a great crucifix.

Well, and the Signor Dawson? he asked at last, when Reggie had seated himself on the edge of the bed, and I had taken the chair. What does he say?

I have no necessity to ask his opinion, I responded quickly. By law the Cardinals secret is mine, and no one can dispute it.

Except its present holder, was his quiet remark.

Its present holder has no right to it. Burton Blair has made gift of it to me, and it is therefore mine, I declared.

I do not dispute that, answered the dark-faced monk. But as guardian of the Cardinals secret, I have a right to know the manner in which the record upon the cards came into your hands, and how you gained the key to the cipher.

I related to him exactly what he wished to ascertain, whereupon he answered — 

You have certainly succeeded where I anticipated that you would fail, and your presence here to-day surprises me. Apparently you have overcome every obstacle, and are now here to claim from me what is undoubtedly yours by right. He seemed fair-minded, yet I confess I was loth to trust men of his stamp very far, and was therefore still suspicious.

Before we go further, however, he said, standing with his hands in the wide sleeves of his habit, I would ask whether it is your intention to continue the methods of the Signor Blair, who allotted one-eighth part of the money derived from the secret to our Order of Capuchins?

Certainly, I answered, rather surprised. My desire is to regard in every particular my dead friends obligations.

Then that is a promise, he said with some eagerness. You make that solemnly — you take an oath? Raise your hand! And he pointed to the great crucifix upon the white-washed wall.

I raised my hand and exclaimed — 

I swear to act as Burton Blair has acted.

Very well, answered the monk, apparently satisfied that I was a man of honour. Then I suppose the secret, strange as it will strike you, must now be revealed to you. Think, Signore, at this moment you are a comparatively poor man, yet in half an hour you will be rich beyond your wildest dreams — worth millions, just as Burton Blair became.

I listened to him, scarcely believing my ears. Yet what was the possession of riches to me, now that I had lost my love?

From a little cupboard he took a small, rusty old hurricane lamp, and carefully lit it, while we both watched with breathless interest. Then he closed the door and securely locked and barred it, afterwards placing the shutters to the iron-barred window, so that we were quickly in darkness. Was some supernatural illusion about to be shown us? We stood open-mouthed in expectation.

A moment later he dragged his low ponderous bedstead away from the corner, where we saw that in the floor was a cunningly-concealed trap-door, which, on being lifted, disclosed a deep, dark, well-like hole beneath.

Be careful, he cautioned us, the steps are rather difficult in places, and holding the lantern he soon disappeared, leaving us to follow him down a roughly-hewn spiral flight of foot-holes in the stone, deeper and deeper into the solid rock, damp and slimy in places where the water percolated through and fell in loudly-sounding drops.

Bend low! ordered our guide, and we saw the faint glimmer of this lamp lighting our path along a narrow, tortuous burrow which ran away at right angles and sloped down still further into the heart of the cliff. In places we went through a veritable quagmire of mud and slime, while the close atmosphere smelt foul and earthy.

Suddenly we emerged into a great opening, the dimensions of which we could not ascertain with that one single glimmering light.

These caverns run for miles, explained the monk. The galleries run in all directions right under the city of Lucca and over towards the Arno. They have never been explored. Listen!

In the weird darkness we heard the distant roaring of tumbling waters far away.

That is the subterranean river, the stream that divides the secret from all men save yourself, he said. Then he went forward again, keeping along one side of the gigantic cavern through which we were passing, and we followed, approaching nearer those thundering waters, until at last he told us to halt, and appeared to be examining the rough walls upon which shone great glittering stalactites.

Presently he found a large white mark similar to the letter E on the rock upon the cliff-side, and placed his lantern on the floor.

Dont move another step forward, he said. Then he produced from a hole, where it appeared to be well hidden, a long, roughly-made footbridge, consisting of a single plank, with a light handrail on each side. This he pushed before him while I held the lantern, until he came to the edge of a deep chasm and then bridged it across so that we could pass over.

When in the centre, he held aloft the lantern, and as we peered down a hundred feet we shuddered to see, deep down in the chasm, the rushing flood of black water roaring away into the bowels of the earth, a terrible trap to those who ventured to explore that weird, dank place.

Having passed safely over we again skirted a wall of rock to the right, traversed a long, narrow tunnel and at last emerged into another open space, of the dimensions of which we could gather no idea.

Here the monk set down his lantern in a niche wherein stood several candles stuck upon rude boards and secured between three nails. When they were lit and our eyes grew accustomed to the light, we saw that the chamber was not a large one, but that it was long, narrow and somewhat drier than the rest.

See! exclaimed the Capuchin, with a wave of his hand. It is all there, Signor Greenwood, and all yours.

Then I realised to my utter amazement that around the walls of the place, piled high, one on the other, were sacks of untanned hide filled to bursting. One pile close to my hand I touched, and found that what was within them was hard, angular and unyielding. There were many small, old-fashioned chests which, from their strong appearance, banded with rusted iron and studded with nails, must, I knew, contain the mysterious riches that raised Burton Blair from homeless wayfarer to millionaire.

Why, surely this is an actual hoard of treasure! I cried.

Yes, answered Fra Antonio in his deep, bass voice. The hidden treasure of the Vatican. See, he added, it is all here except that portion taken out by the Signor Blair, and opening one of the massive chests, he held his lantern above and displayed such a miscellaneous collection of golden chalices, monstrances, patens, jewel-embroidered vestments and magnificent gems, such as had never before dazzled my eyes.

Both Reggie and I stood utterly dumbfounded. At first I seemed to be living in some fairy world of legend and romance, but when a moment later the rugged, bearded face of the Capuchin recalled to me all the past, I stood open-mouthed in wonder.

The secret of Burton Blair was disclosed — and the secret was now mine!

Ah! exclaimed the monk, laughing, no doubt this revelation is, to you, an amazing one. Did I not, however, promise you that in half an hour you would become many times over a millionaire?

Yes; but tell me the history of all this great wealth, I urged, for he had cut open one or two of the leathern bags, and I saw that each of them was filled with gold and gems mostly set in crucifixes and ornaments of an ecclesiastical character.


Chapter Twenty Nine.

In which a Strange Tale is Told.
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I SUPPOSE IT is only just that you should now know the truth, although a most strenuous effort has been made to keep it from you, the monk remarked, as though to himself. Well, it is this. You, as a Protestant, probably know that the treasures in the Vatican in Rome are the greatest in the world, and also that each Pope, on his jubilee or other notable anniversary, receives a vast number of presents, while the church of St. Peters itself is constantly in receipt of quantities of ornaments and jewels as votive offerings. These are preserved in the treasury of the Vatican, and constitute a collection of wealth unequalled by all the millions of modern millionaires. Well, in the early part of 1870, Pope Pius IX received, through the marvellous diplomatic channels our Holy Church possesses, secret information that it was the intention of the Italian troops to bombard and enter Rome, and sack the Palace of the Vatican. His Holiness confided his fears to his favourite, the great, Cardinal Sannini, the treasurer-general, who, having lived in this district when a peasant lad, was aware of the existence of this safe hiding-place. He, therefore, succeeded, during the months of June, July and August 1870, in secretly removing a vast quantity of the Vatican treasure from Rome and storing it in this place in order to save it from the enemys hands. True to the fears of His Holiness, on September 20 the Italian troops, after a five days bombardment, entered Rome, but, fortunately, no serious attack was made upon the Vatican, while the treasure removed has remained here ever since. Cardinal Sannini was, it appears, a traitor to the Church, for although he induced Pio Nono to allow the treasure to be removed in secret, he never told him the exact spot where it was concealed, and curiously enough the two members of the Swiss Guard who had assisted the Cardinal, and alone knew the secret, both disappeared — in all probability, I believe, precipitated into that subterranean river we have just crossed. Originally, the small entrance to these galleries was only hidden by brambles, but, directly after the treasure had been safely secreted, His Eminence the Cardinal suddenly discovered that the spot on the cliff-side was well adapted for a hermitage, and he built the present hut over the small opening in the rock in order to conceal it, having first closed the hole with his own hands so that the stone-masons should not discover the entrance. For many months, during the struggle between, the Italian Government and the Holy See, he doffed the purple and lived in the cell, a hermit, but in reality guarding the enormous treasure he had so cleverly secured. But, as you know, he was captured by the terrible Poldo Pensi, dreaded down in Calabria, and was compelled, in order to save his life and reputation, to betray the existence of his hoard. Upon this, Pensi came here in secret, saw the treasure, but being extremely superstitious, as are all his class, he dare not touch one single object. A man who had once served in his band and who had entered our monastery, a certain Fra Orazio, he sought out, and to him gave the hermitage, without, however, telling him of the secret tunnel and caves beneath. Both Sannini and the Pope died, but Fra Orazio, in ignorance of the fact that he resided over a veritable mine of wealth, continued here sixteen years, until he died, and I succeeded him in the occupancy of the cell, spending nearly six months each year here in meditation and prayer.

In the meantime, however, the secret of His Eminence inscribed in the secret cipher used by the Vatican in the seventeenth century, seems to have passed through Poldo Pensi into the hands of Burton Blair, his shipmate and intimate friend. The first I knew of it was about five years ago, when one day my peace was disturbed by a visit from two Englishmen, Blair and Dawson. They told me a story of the secret being given to them, but at first I would not believe that there was any truth in the hidden hoard. We, however, investigated, and after a very long, difficult and perilous search we succeeded in revealing the truth.

Then Dawson shared in the secret, as well as in the profits? I remarked, astounded at the amazing truth.

Yes, the three of us alone knew the secret, and it was then mutually arranged that it having been given by the repentant brigand to Blair, he was entitled to the greater share, while Dawson, to whom Pensi had apparently spoken before his death concerning the treasure, and who had been in possession of certain facts, should be allotted one quarter of the annual out-take, and to myself, appointed guardian of the treasure-house, one eighth to be paid, not to myself direct, as that would arouse suspicion, but by Blairs bankers in London to the Vicar-General of the Order of the Capuchins at Rome. Through five years this arrangement has been carried out. Once every six months we entered this chamber in company and selected a certain amount of gems and other articles of value which were sent by certain channels — the gems to Amsterdam for sale and the other articles to the great auction-rooms of Paris, Brussels and London, and others into the hands of renowned dealers in antiques. As you may see for yourself, this collection of gems is almost inexhaustible. Three rubies alone fetched sixty-five thousand pounds in Paris last year, while some of the emeralds have realised enormous sums, yet so ingeniously did the Signori Dawson and Blair arrange the channels by which they were placed upon the market that none ever guessed the truth.

But all this is, strictly speaking, the property of the Church of Rome, remarked Reggie.

No, answered the big monk in his broken English; according to Cardinal Sannini, His Holiness, after the peace with Italy, made a free gift to him of the whole of it as a mark of regard, and knowing too that with Rome in the occupation of the Italian troops it would be difficult to get the great collection of jewels back again into the treasury without exciting suspicion.

Then all this is mine! I exclaimed, even then unable to fully realise the truth.

All, answered the monk, except the share to me, or rather to my Order, for distribution to the poor, as payment for its guardianship, and that to the Signor Dawson — with, I suppose, and he turned towards Reggie, some acknowledgment to your friend. I warned you against him once, he added, but it was owing to what Dawson told me — lies.

I have already pledged myself to continue to act towards your Order as Burton Blair has done, I replied. As to Dawson that is another matter, but certainly my friend Seton here will not be forgotten, nor you personally, as the faithful holder of the secret.

Any reward of mine goes to my Order, was the manly fellows quiet reply. We are forbidden to possess money, our small personal wants being supplied by the father superior, and of this worlds riches we desire none save that necessary to relieve the poor and afflicted.

You shall have some for that purpose, never fear, I laughed.

Then, as the air exhausted by the lights seemed to grow more foul, we decided to return to the cell so cunningly constructed at the mouth of the narrow outer gallery.

We had reached the brink of that terrible abyss where the black flood roared deep below, and I had passed over the narrow hand-bridge and gained the opposite side safely, when, without warning, a pair of strong hands seized me in the darkness, and almost ere I could utter a cry I was forced backwards to the edge of the awful chasm.

The hands held me in an iron grip by the throat and arm, and so suddenly had I been seized that for the first instant I believed it to be a joke on Reggies part — for he was fond of horseplay when in jubilant spirits.

My God! I however heard him cry a second later, as I suppose the flickering lamplight fell upon my assailants countenance, why, its Dawson!

Knowledge of the terrible truth that I had been seized by my worst enemy, who had followed us in, well knowing the place, aroused within me a superhuman strength, and I grappled with the fellow in a fierce death struggle. Ere my two companions could reach and rescue me we were swaying to and fro in the darkness on the very edge of the abyss into which it was his intention to hurl me to the same death that the two Swiss Guards had probably been consigned by the wily cardinal.

I realised his murderous intention none too quickly, for with a fierce oath he panted — 

You shant escape me now! That blow in the fog didnt have the desired effect, but once down there youll never intrude again upon my affairs. Down you go!

I felt my strength fail me as he forced me back still further, locked in his deadly embrace. In the darkness one of my companions gripped me and saved me, but at that instant I had recourse to an old Charterhouse trick, and twisting suddenly, so that my opponent stood in my place, I tripped him backwards, at the same moment slipping from his grasp.

It was the work of a second. In the uncertain glimmer from the lamp I saw him stumble, clutch wildly at the air, and with an awful cry of rage and despair he fell backwards, down into the Stygian blackness where the rushing waters swept him down to subterranean regions, unknown and unexplored.

My escape from death was assuredly the narrowest man had ever had, and I stood panting, breathless, bewildered, until Reggie took me by the arm and led me forward in silence more impressive than any words.


Chapter Thirty.

The Motive and the Moral.
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ON THE FOLLOWING night we took leave of the strong, big-handed monk on the railway platform in Lucca, and entered the train on the first stage of our journey back to England. He was to return at once to his hermit cell above the swirling Serchio, and remain, as before, the silent guardian of that great secret which, had it been revealed, would have astounded the world.

Anxiety consumed us, knowing not how Mabel had fared. Yet with the knowledge that the baneful influence of the adventurer Dawson had been now removed, we returned home somewhat easier in mind. I was wealthy, it was true, rich beyond my wildest dreams, yet the hope of the possession of Mabel as my wife, that had been the mainspring of my life, had been snapped, and in those pensive hours as the sleeping-car express tore northward across the plains of Lombardy and through Switzerland and France, my despairing thoughts were all of her and of her future.

A cab took us direct from Charing Cross to Great Russell Street, where I found a note from her dated from Grosvenor Square, asking me to call there on the instant of our return. This I did after a hasty wash, and Carter showed me unceremoniously and at once up to that big white-and-gold drawing-room so familiar to me.

In a few moments she entered, looking sweet and charming in her mourning, a smile upon her lips, her hand extended to me in glad welcome. Her face, I thought, betrayed a keen anxiety, and the pallor of her cheeks showed how sorely her heart was torn by grief and terror.

Yes, Mabel, I am back again, I said, holding her hand and gazing into her eyes. I have discovered your fathers secret!

What? she cried in eager surprise, you have? Tell me what it is — do tell me, she urged breathlessly.

I first obtained from her a promise of secrecy, and then, standing with her, I described our visit to the lonely hermits cell, our reception by the monk Antonio, and our subsequent discoveries.

She listened in blank amazement at my story of the hidden treasure of the Vatican, until I described the attack made upon me by Dawson, and its tragic sequel, whereupon she cried — 

Then if that man is dead — actually dead — I am free!

How? Explain! I demanded.

Well, now that circumstances have combined to thus liberate me, I will confess to you, she responded after a brief pause. Her face had suddenly flushed and glancing across at the door, she first reassured herself that it was closed. Then in a deep, intense voice she said, looking straight into my face with those wonderful eyes of hers, I have been the victim of a foul, base plot which I will explain, so that, knowing the whole truth, you may be able to judge how I have suffered, and whether I have not acted from a sense of right and duty. For devilish cunning and ingenuity the conspiracy against me surely has no equal, as you will see. I have only now succeeded in discovering the real truth and the deep hidden motive behind it all. My first meeting with Herbert Hales was apparently accidental, in Widemarsh Street, Hereford. I was only a girl just finishing my schooldays, and as full of romantic ideas concerning men as all girls are. I saw him often, and although I knew that he picked up a precarious living on race-courses, I allowed him to court me. At first I confess that I fell deeply in love with him, a fact which he did not fail to detect, and during that summer at Mayvill I met him secretly on many evenings in the park. After we had thus been acquainted about three months, he one night suggested that we should marry, but by that time, having detected that his love for me was only feigned, I refused. Evening after evening we met, but I steadfastly declined to marry him, until one night he showed himself in his true colours, for to my abject amazement he told me that he was well acquainted with my fathers life-story, and further he alleged that there was one dark incident connected with it — namely that my father, in order to possess himself of the secret by which he had gained his wealth, had murdered the Italian seaman, Pensi, on board the Annie Curtis off the Spanish coast. I refused to hear such a terrible allegation, but to my surprise he caused me to meet my fathers friend, the man Dawson, by appointment, and the last-named declared that he was the actual witness of my fathers crime. When we were alone that same night as we walked by a bypath across the park he put his intentions to me plainly — namely, that I should be compelled to accept him as my husband, and marry him is secret against my fathers knowledge. Otherwise he would give information to the police regarding the allegation against my father.

The blackguard! I cried.

Continuing, she said, He pointed out how Dawson, my fathers closest friend, was the actual witness, and so completely did I find myself and my fathers reputation in his unscrupulous hands, that I was compelled, after a week of vain resistance, to accept his condition of secrecy and consent to the odious marriage. From that moment, although I returned home the instant we were made man and wife, I was completely in his power, and had to pay blackmail to him at every demand. After he had secured me as his victim, his true passionate instincts — those of a man who lived by his wits and to whom a womans heart was of no account — were almost instantly revealed, and from that moment until the present, although believed to be a single girl, and chaperoned to all sorts of functions in the brightest set in London, yet I lived in mortal terror of the man who was by law my husband.

She paused to gain breath, and I saw that her lips were white, and that she was trembling.

Fortunately, she went on at last, you were able to rescue me, otherwise the plot would have been successful in every particular. Until yesterday, I was entirely unaware of the real motive of forcing me into that marriage, but now it is revealed I can see the deep cunning of the master mind that planned it. Herbert Hales, it seems, first sought me out because of a chance remark of old Mr Hales regarding my fathers great and mysterious fortune. An adventurer, he saw that he might contract marriage with myself, as heiress to my fathers possessions. When we had been acquainted about a month, Dawson chanced to be over from Italy, staying with us at Mayvill for a few days, and one evening while out shooting wood pigeons he discovered us walking together at the edge of the wood skirting the park. The instant he saw us he formed a devilish design, and next day, set about making inquiries regarding Hales, and, ascertaining the character of the man, met him and made a curious compact with him to the effect that if he, Dawson, so arranged matters that a secret marriage was contracted between myself and Hales, the latter was, in the case of my fathers death, to receive the sum of two thousand a year in lieu of any claim against the estate on his wifes behalf. He pointed out to Hales that by a secret marriage with me he would obtain a source of continual revenue, as I dare not refuse his demands for money, because if I, on my part, exposed the secret of our union, he could at once take up his correct position as the husband of the millionaires daughter. This having been arranged, he told Hales many true facts concerning my fathers life at sea in order to mislead me, but added an allegation which, being corroborated by himself, I unfortunately believed to be true, that my father had committed murder in order to obtain that little pack of cards with the cipher upon them. Dawson, who had quickly judged the character of Hales, secretly aided him to get me completely in his power, although, of course, I was entirely unaware of it. His motive in securing my marriage in such compulsory circumstances was a far-seeing one, for he recognised that had I married the man I loved, my husband would, on my fathers death, see that my rights as heiress were properly established, while if, on the other hand, I were Hales wife, afraid to acknowledge my matrimonial mésalliance, and Hales was by the compact entirely in his power, he would in the end obtain complete possession of my fathers money. He knew, of course, that his position as one of the holders of the secret of the Vatican treasure, as it now turns out to be, made it imperative for my father to leave the management of my affairs in his hands, and therefore he took every precaution to secure complete possession upon my poor fathers death. The ingenious manner in which he secretly placed Herbert Hales in possession of certain facts which, I believed, were only known to my father and myself, the subtle manner in which he corroborated his own untruth, alleging that my father was guilty of a crime, and the secrecy with which he aided Hales to marry me under sheer compulsion were, I can now see, marvels of clever conspiracy. I feared, nay, I felt convinced all along, that the terrible secret of my father as known to Hales was the awful truth, and it is only yesterday that, with the aid of old Mr Hales, I succeeded in discovering in a back street in Grimsby a man named Palmer, who was seaman on board the Annie Curtis and present at the Italians death. He tells me that the allegation against my father is absolutely false, and that on the contrary he was the mans best and kindest friend, and in acknowledgment of this, the Italian gave him the little chamois leather bag containing the cards. My fears as to the secret having been obtained by foul play are therefore entirely set at rest; and the stain removed from my poor fathers memory.

But the mode of your fathers death? I said, amazed at this remarkable revelation of craft and deception.

Ah! she sighed, my opinion has altered. He died from natural causes just at a moment when a secret attempt was to be made to assassinate him. By that same train up to Manchester, Herbert Hales — who was, of course, unknown to my father — and the man Dawson travelled in company, and I have no doubt that it was their intention if opportunity was afforded, to strike a blow with the same fatal knife with which the attempt was later made upon you. Death, however, cheated them of their victim.

But this villainous scoundrel who is your husband? What of him?

The judgment of Heaven has already fallen upon him, was her low, almost mechanical answer. What! I gasped eagerly. Is he dead?

He quarrelled here with Dawson on the night you left London, and again the one-eyed man exhibited that remarkable craft he possessed, for, in order to rid himself of Hales and the ugly facts of which he was in possession, he appears to have given confidential information to the police of a certain robbery committed about a year ago after Kempton Park races, in which the man from whom a large sum of money was stolen was so severely injured that he died. Two detectives went to Hales lodgings in Lower Seymour Street about two oclock in the morning. They demanded admittance to his room, but he, realising that Dawson had carried out his threat and that the truth was out, barricaded himself in. When they at last forced the door, they found him stretched dead upon the floor with a revolver lying beside him.

Then you are free, Mabel — free to marry me! I cried, almost beside myself with joy.

She hung her head, and answered in a tone so low that I could hardly catch the words — 

No, I am unworthy, Gilbert. I deceived you.

The past is past, and all forgotten, I exclaimed, snatching up her hand, and bending until my hot, passionate lips touched hers. You are mine, Mabel — mine alone! I cried. That is, of course, if you dare to trust your future in my hands.

Dare! she echoed, smiling through the tears which filled her eyes. Have I not trusted you these past five years? Have you not indeed been always my best friend, from that night when we first met until this moment?

But have you sufficient regard for me, dearest? I asked, deeply touched by her words. I mean, do you love me?

I do, Gilbert, she faltered, with eyes downcast in modesty. I have loved no man except yourself.

Then I clasped her to me, and in those moments of my new-born ecstasy I repeated to my love the oft-told tale — the tale that every man the world over tells the woman before whom he bows in adoration.

And what more need I say? A delicious sense of possession thrilled my heart. She was mine! mine for ever! I was convinced that in those terrible sufferings through which she had passed, she had been always loyal and true to me. She had, poor girl, like her father, been the innocent victim of the ingenious adventurer, Dawson, and the unscrupulous young blackguard who was his tool, and who had inveigled her into marriage in order to subsequently possess themselves of the whole of Blairs gigantic fortune.

The wheel of fortune, however, ran back upon them, and instead of success their own avarice and ingenuity resulted in their defeat, and at the same time placed me in the position they had intended to occupy.


Chapter Thirty One.

Conclusion.
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MABEL AND I are now man and wife, and surely no couple in London are as perfectly happy as we are.

To us, after the storms and stress of life, has come a calm and blissful peace. The faithful Ford is back as my secretary, while we frequently chaff Reggie, who has sold his lace business, about his profound admiration of Dolly Dawson, who, even though the daughter of an adventurer, is, I am compelled to admit, a modest and most charming girl, who would, I feel sure, make my old chum an excellent life-partner. Indeed, the other day he inquired in strict confidence of Mrs Percival, who has apartments with us at Mayvill, whether she thought Mabel would take it ill were he to propose. Therefore his ideas are evidently now running in the direction of matrimony. Old Hales still lives at the Crossway at Owston, and recently came with his wife to London to visit us.

As regards the Cardinals secret, no word of it has ever leaked out to the public, it being far too carefully guarded by us. Over the entrance to that great storehouse of wealth the grave, black-bearded monk in the frayed habit, Fra Antonio, the friend of the poor of Lucca, still lives, dividing his lonely life between solitary meditation and attending to the wants of the destitute in that crowded city away down the green valley.

The Church of Rome has a long memory. For years, it seems, active steps have been in progress to search and recover the great treasure given by Pius IX to his favourite Sannini. The presence in London of the well-known cleric, Monsignore Galli, of Rimini, and his clandestine interview with Dolly, was, according to her own avowal, in order to ascertain some facts regarding her fathers recent movements, it being known that he had a few months before sold to a dealer in Paris the historic jewelled crucifix worn by Clement VIII which was placed in the Vatican treasury after his death in 1605.

Many men in the City are aware of the great fortune that has come to me, and you yourself are perhaps acquainted with the white exterior of one house in Grosvenor Square, yet none assuredly know the strange facts which I have here for the first time put on record.

A month ago I was seated in that silent little cell which so cunningly conceals the vast wealth of which I am now possessor and which has placed me among the millionaires of England, and in relating to him in detail Mabels tragic story of how cruelly she was victimised, I was expressing my mind freely upon the dastardly action of that man who had been engulfed in the subterranean flood, when the kindly monk with the furrowed face raised his hand and, pointing to the great crucifix upon the wall, said in that calm voice of his— No, no, Signor Greenwood. Hatred and malice should not rankle in the heart of the honest man. Rather let us remember those Divine words: Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive them that trespass against us. As we forgive them! Therefore let us forgive the One-Eyed Englishman.

THE END


The Sign of the Stranger (1904)
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Chapter One.

The Advent of the Stranger.
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THE SHABBY STRANGER seated himself familiarly in a nook beside the wide-open chimney of the tap-room, and stretched out his long thin legs with a sigh.

I want something to eat; a bit of cold meat, or bread and cheese — anything you have handy — and a glass of beer. Im very tired.

The village publican, scanning the strangers features keenly, moved slowly to execute the command and lingered over the cutting of the meat. The other seemed to read the signs like a flash, for he roughly drew out a handful of money, saying in his bluff outspoken way — 

Be quick, mister! Heres money to pay for it. The meal was very nimbly and swiftly placed before him; and then the landlord, with a glance back at me seated in his own little den beyond, turned off the suspicion with a remark about the warmth of the weather.

Yes, it is a bit hot, said the stranger, a tall, thin, weary-looking man of about forty, from whose frayed clothes and peaked hat I put down to be a seafarer. Phew! Ive felt it to-day — and Im not so strong, either.

Have you come far, sir? deferentially inquired the innkeeper who, having taken down his long clay, had also taken measure of his customer and decided that he was no ordinary tramp.

The other stopped his eating, looked Warr, the publican, full in the face in a curious, dreamy fashion, and then sighed — 

Yes, a fair distance — a matter of ten or eleven thousand miles.

The landlord caught his breath, and I noticed that he looked still more earnestly into the strangers weather-beaten face.

Ah! maybe youve been abroad — to America? he remarked, striking a match and holding it in his fingers before lighting his pipe.

I have, and a good many other places as well, answered the tramp thoughtfully, resting and trying the point of the knife on the hard deal table before him. Im a wanderer — I am, but, by Jove! he added, it is real good to see these green English fields once again. When I was out yonder I never thought Id see them any more — these old thatched houses, the old church, and the windmill that generally wants a sail.

You speak as though you know Sibberton— the landlord said, and then he stopped uneasily.

The customer, who saw in an instant that his slip of the tongue had nearly betrayed him, answered — 

No, unfortunately I dont. I — well, Ive never been in these parts before. And from where I stood I detected by the mans keen, dark eyes that he was not speaking the truth. The innkeeper, too, was puzzled.

This place seems a pretty spot, the shabby wayfarer went on. How far is it to Northampton?

Twelve miles.

The stranger sighed, glanced across at the old grandfather clock, and went on eating. There was silence after this, broken only by the buzzing of the flies against the window close to him, and the placing or adjusting of the tumblers which Warr had gravely begun to polish.

Lets see, remarked the stranger reflectively at last, if this is Sibberton, the old Earl of Stanchester lives here, I suppose?

He did live here, but he died a year ago.

And young Lord Sibberton has come into the property — eh? Why, he must be one of the richest men in England, the fellow remarked with something of a sneer.

They say he is, was Warrs reply.

Mention of the name of Stanchester caused me to prick my ears, for I had been private secretary to the old Earl and was now acting in that same capacity to the young man who had recently succeeded to the estates.

And his sister, the fair one — Lady Lolita they call her — is she married yet? inquired the half-famished man.

No. She still lives with her brother and his wife up at the Hall.

The stranger grunted, and I noticed that he smiled faintly for the first time, but just at that moment he turned and catching sight of my back through the half-opened door, started slightly and appeared to be somewhat embarrassed.

Why did he make that inquiry regarding Lolita, I wondered? My father, Sir George Woodhouse, having been an intimate friend of the old Earls, and his aide-de-camp when he was Viceroy of India, I had been taken into the latters confidential service as soon as I came down from Cambridge, and for the past ten years had lived as a careless bachelor in a pleasant old ivy-covered house at the end of the village, being treated more as one of the Stanchester family than as the millionaire landowners confidential secretary. The present Earl had been at Cambridge with me, and there was a strong bond of friendship between us.

Yours has been a strange life, said the publican at last, in order to obtain more details of the stranger and his motive for inquiring after the people at the Hall.

It has; Ive drifted half over the world, but the passion for wandering is now pretty well worn out of me, wearily responded the other, taking a sip at his beer. They say theres no place like home. I used to think so when the ship was steaming over the blue sea at nights with all asleep below and the clear stars shining over me. I dont think I shall live long; thats why Im back again once more in England. But, he added, we were talking of Lol — er, I mean Lady Lolita. Isnt she even engaged?

Not that I know of, answered the innkeeper. If she were, some of the servants would be sure to chatter. There aint much as goes on up at the Hall without me knowing it.

The estimable Warr was right. The tap-room of the Stanchester Arms was the village forum where the footmen, stablemen, kennel-hands and others employed in the Earls great establishment assembled nightly to drink beer and discuss the gossip of the day.

Ah! I suppose shes just as beautiful as ever? remarked the stranger reflectively. His voice quivered oddly, and he rose wearily, brushing the knees of his frayed and shiny trousers. Shes one of the prettiest women in all England, added the ragged wayfarer, whose inquiries seemed to me to be made with some distinct purpose.

Shes lovely, declared Warr. The papers often have portraits of her. Perhaps youve seen them?

Yes, I have, he answered, and the words came out with something like a groan.

At that instant there reached our ears the familiar jingle of harness bells, and Warr, turning quickly, cried — 

Why, shes just coming along! Youll see her in a moment! And they both dashed to the small diamond-paned window which looked out upon the village street.

The stranger stood with his dark eyes peering out, his body drawn back as though fearing recognition, until a few moments later, when a smart victoria and pair of chestnuts dashed passed, and lolling within, beneath a pale blue sunshade, was the sweet-faced woman in white returning to the Hall after making afternoon calls.

Ah! he gasped as the marvellous beauty of that countenance burst upon him, and was next instant lost to view as the jingling bells receded. Youre right! he said, turning from the window sadly, his face blanched. Shes more beautiful than ever — shes absolutely lovely!

The man was a mystery. He attracted me.

The publican remained gravely silent, utterly at a loss to understand the strangers meaning, while at that moment the latter apparently recollected my proximity, for he looked across towards where I, having had business with the innkeeper, still stood awaiting his return.

Suddenly turning to Warr, he said — 

I notice you have a gentleman in the parlour, there. I wonder whether you would give me just a couple of minutes alone? I want to ask you a question.

The landlord again glanced suspiciously at the mysterious stranger, but seeing the earnest, determined look upon his grizzled face, rather reluctantly consented, and conducted his customer across the low entrance-hall to a room on the opposite side, the door of which he closed behind them.

What transpired therein was in secret, but about five minutes later I heard the door open again, and the stranger, with heavy tread, walk firmly to the door.

You wont forget the name, he called back to Warr in a strange hard voice just before he went forth. Richard Keene — K-e-e-n-e.

Ive promised. Trust me, was the innkeepers response, while a moment later the shabby strangers form cast a long shadow across the sanded tap-room and vanished.

Thats a queer customer? I remarked to Warr when he returned to me, for I had come down to pay him an account. I dont like the look of him somehow.

Neither do I, the landlord answered. At first I took him for a burglar spying around to ascertain who was at home up at the Hall, but Ive formed a very different conclusion during the past five minutes. He isnt a burglar, but hes somebody who evidently knows Lady Lolita.

Knows her? I exclaimed, surprised. What do you mean? What did he tell you in private?

Nothing. He asked me to render him a service by giving a letter in secret to her ladyship, and as recompense gave me this. And opening his hand, Warr showed me a sovereign. Something fresh, this! he added. A tramp who gives sovereign tips; and he laughed very heartily to himself.

I did not join in his laughter, for on being handed the letter I saw it was inscribed to her ladyship and marked Private in a neat educated hand, and sealed with black wax with an unfamiliar coat-of-arms bearing a coronet and many quarterings.

He told me also to tell her that Richard Keene has returned, and said that she would understand. Strange, aint it? observed the landlord, with a long pull at his clay.

Very. If you wish, Ill undertake the responsibility of giving Lady Lolita this letter and delivering the message, I said.

No. Ill have to come up to the Hall myself, was the innkeepers reply. The chap actually compelled me to take a solemn oath to deliver it into no other hands but her own!

Then it must contain something of supreme importance, otherwise it might surely have been sent by post, I remarked suspiciously.

Yes, I feel sure it does. Did you notice how the fellows face changed when he saw her drive past? He went as white as a ghost. Hes a mystery — that he is.

He is, without a doubt, I said. His announcement that Richard Keene had returned seemed to convey some covert threat. I recollected the tone in which he had uttered the name as he had crossed the threshold, and it caused me to ponder deeply — very deeply.

Little, however, did I dream of the terrible significance of that name; little did I at that moment anticipate the strange events that were to follow — that remarkable mystery of real life which proved so tantalising, so bewildering and so inscrutable.


Chapter Two.

Concerns Lady Lolita.
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I STROLLED BACK up the long beech avenue to the Hall, apprehensive and puzzled. The strangers manner, his curious expression when he had spoken of Lolita, and the bold way in which he had sent her the announcement of the return of Richard Keene were ominous. What, I wondered, did the letter contain, sealed as it was with the arms of some noble house?

I scented mystery in it all; mystery that somehow concerned myself. Why? Well, I will confess to you now — at the very outset. I, although but a paid servant of the Stanchesters, like any of that army of footmen and grooms, loved Lady Lolita in secret, and although no word of affection had ever passed between us, I nevertheless felt that her interests were my own.

My position was, I admit, a unique one. Lolita and I had been friends ever since our childhood days in India, when her father held the highest official position in the East and mine was his confidential assistant, and now, her brother having succeeded, she seemed to regard me as a harmless and necessary director of things in general. Very frequently I was invited to luncheon or to dinner, and treated always as one of the family, even though I was but a paid dependant. Yes, both the young Earl and his sister were extremely kind and considerate, and surely I had no cause for complaint, either in matter of salary, which was a handsome one, or in that of social standing.

So thoroughly had I mastered all the details of the great estate during the haughty old Earls lifetime that I suppose my existence was necessary for the well-being of my college friend who had so suddenly found himself a millionaire. Indeed, he had admitted to me that he had never met several of his estate agents in various parts of the country, therefore I had the absolute control of them and generally superintended the revenue and expenditure, an office which entailed considerable work, inasmuch as besides Sibberton, the family possessed Stanchester House, that big white mansion in Park Lane, Stanchester Castle in Warwickshire, Dildawn and its great deer-forest in Argyllshire, Chelmorton Towers in Sussex, and the Villa Aurora on the olive-clad hill above San Remo.

Sibberton Hall was, however, the seat which the young Earl preferred, and where he usually spent the few weeks of summer between the season at Cowes and that of the moors. As I came up the straight shady avenue of ancient beeches which met overhead for more than a mile, the magnificent façade of the splendid old place with its countless windows, its towers and high twisted chimneys stood in the soft crimson haze of the brilliant afterglow, its delicate traceries and marvellous architecture giving it almost the appearance of an illustration from some fairy tale. Built in the early days of Elizabeth by the first Earl of Stanchester, her celebrated minister, it was in the form of a quadrangle with wings abutting from the sides and ending at the extremities in towers, while its princely proportions were such as to place it among the largest and most notable family mansions in the country.

The last rays of sunset flashed upon its many windows as I emerged from the avenue, and then passing across the level lawns and ancient bowling-green, I entered the great hall with its wonderful ornamental fireplace and stands of armour, and proceeded along one corridor after another to the cosy room in the west wing which served me as study.

From the window where I stood for a moment in deep reflection I commanded a view for several miles across the great level park which was some ten miles in extent, and where, in the distance, rose another low, old-fashioned Jacobean building with clock-tower, the kennels of the Earls famous foxhounds. My room was an old-fashioned one, like everything else in that fine mansion. Lined from floor to ceiling with books and in the centre a big writing-table, it had been given over to me by the old Earl when I had first entered upon my duties ten years before. The floor was of oak, polished like a mirror, and over the arched chimney was carved in stone the greyhound courant of the Stanchesters, with the date 1571.

I glanced at severed notes that had been dropped into the rack in my absence, and then casting myself into an easy chair lit a cigarette and continued my apprehensive reflections.
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The summer dusk darkened into night, and having a quantity of correspondence to attend to, I went to the room I sometimes occupied, changed, dined alone, and then about nine oclock returned to my study to finish my work.

Not a sound penetrated there. That wing was but little used, for above was the long picture-gallery with the dark old family portraits by Vandyke, Sir Joshua Reynolds, Kneller, and others, as well as priceless examples of Gainsborough, Turner, Hobbema, and the world-famous Madonna of Raphael. The room had been given to me so that I should not be disturbed by visitors who, owing to the enormous proportions of the place, usually wandered about hopelessly lost in their attempt to reach their rooms without a servant as guide.

The name of Keene was puzzling me. Somehow I had a distinct and vivid recollection of having heard it before, but in what connexion I could not recollect, although I had been racking my brains ever since I had left the village inn. I took down the old address-book used by my predecessor, but there was no entry there. No, I felt somehow that I had heard the name outside my connexion with the family, but where, or in what circumstances, I could not for the life of me remember.

My hands were clasped behind my head, and with my work cast aside, I was smoking vigorously, when there came a low tap at the door, and in response to my permission to enter, Lady Lolita came forward gaily, a sweet almost girlish figure in her cream dinner-gown girdled with turquoise blue, exclaiming — 

Mr Woodhouse, I do wish you would do me a favour, would you?

Most certainly, I exclaimed, springing quickly to my feet. What is it?

I want you to copy out something for me, will you? And seating herself at my writing-table, she took up a pen and scribbled some lines.

Her gown suited her to perfection, the low-cut bodice revealing her white throat, around which sparkled a splendid necklet of diamonds that flashed beneath my lamp with a thousand fires. Upon her white wrist was a quaint Chinese bracelet cut from a solid piece of bright green stone.

Her face was perfect in its symmetry, and her finely-chiselled features were almost an exact reproduction of those of Lady Mary Sibberton in Sir Joshuas picture in the gallery above. The loveliness of the Sibberton women had been proverbial back in the Jacobean and Georgian days, and assuredly Lady Lolita inherited the distinctive beauty of the female members of the family. The delicately-moulded cheeks, the pointed chin, the sweet, well-formed mouth, the even set of pearly teeth, the wealth of auburn hair and the laughing blue eyes so full of mischief and merriment rendered her peerless among women, while her wit and easy-going good-humour endeared her to all, rich and poor alike.

As I stood by, watching her bent head beneath the lamplight, I saw that although she tried to write, her small white hand trembled so that the attempt was by no means successful. She seemed nervous and upset, for I now noticed for the first time that her breast rose and fell quickly beneath her laces, and that she was trying in vain to repress a wild tumult of agitation that raged within her.

No, she cried, throwing down the pen and looking up at me, I cant write. I— And she stopped without concluding her sentence, fixing her beautiful eyes upon me. She was magnificent. That look of hers was surely sufficient to make any mans head reel.

Do you know, she exclaimed suddenly, bursting into a nervous laugh, I didnt really want you to write a letter at all! I only wanted an excuse to come into this den of yours — to speak to you.

Her laugh somehow sounded unnatural. With her womans subtle tact she was, I knew, trying to conceal her agitation.

To speak to me? What about?

She grew grave again in an instant, and rising, crossed towards me. I saw that all the colour had died from her face and that she grasped the edge of the table to steady herself.

I wanted to ask you — I wanted to see if you would do something for me, she said in a low tremulous voice, very harsh and intense.

Was it possible that Warr had already seen her and delivered the note and message from that mysterious stranger?

What do you wish me to do? I inquired eagerly.

I want you to help me, Willoughby, she said. I am in peril — deadly peril. You can save me if you will.

Peril? Peril of what?

Ah! That I cannot tell you, she answered; then suddenly losing all control of herself she exclaimed wildly, The past has risen against me, to torment me, to hound me down to the very depths of hell. Ah! Willoughby, save me — you will, wont you? You are my friend. Say you are — say you will help me, she implored with clasped hands.

But what do you fear, Lady Lolita? I asked in the hope of learning her secret.

I fear death, she cried hoarsely. The blow has fallen, and I am lost — lost.

No, no, I said, taking her soft hand gently in mine and finding it cold, trembling in fear. Do not anticipate the worst, whatever may be your danger.

Ah! if I could tell you all — if I only dared to tell you, she sighed. But even then you wouldnt believe it — you couldnt.

But may I not know something of this peril of yours? I urged. If you tell me, I shall then know how to deal with it.

You can only serve me at great risk to yourself, was her quick reply.

In any way I can serve you, Lolita, do not hesitate to command me, I said, deeply in earnest and still holding her trembling hand in mine. By that wild look in her beautiful eyes I saw that her heart was gripped by some nameless terror, and that she was in desperation. Then, in a moment of deep sympathy, recollecting the strangers ominous words, I added: I love you now, Lolita, with the deepest devotion with which any man has loved.

And before she was aware of it, I had raised those thin white fingers reverently to my lips and imprinted upon them a tender lingering kiss.


Chapter Three.

Which is a Mystery.
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IN MY HOT passionate declaration I repeated my readiness to serve her, at the same time acknowledging the difference in our stations and the fear that my dream of happiness must be a vain one.

She smiled very sweetly upon me, and I saw her eyes were dimmed with tears. Her lips moved, but in the first moments no sound escaped them. I had taken her by surprise, I think, for she had always regarded me as friend, and not as lover.

I thank you for your kind promise to assist me in this hour of my need, she answered at last in a voice that seemed to have strangely altered. I know now that I enjoy your regard, although I — well, I must confess that I had no idea that, good friends that we have been all these years, you would end by really falling in love with me. You have, however, told me the truth, and a woman always respects a man for that. I know now that I have at least one firm and devoted friend. And as she spoke her fingers closed upon my hand.

As I feared, I had presumed too far. I had no right to love her, I, a mere paid servant of the family, yet she had treated my confession with sweet dignity and womanly tact that so well became her, and cleverly turned my declaration of love into one of friendship.

To serve me in this matter would be to imperil yourself, she went on in deep seriousness after a moments pause. My enemies hold my future in their hands. To me it is a matter of life or death.

I am prepared to undertake any risk for your sake, I declared. Only suggest a course, and I will adopt it instantly.

Ah, you are very good! she cried. How can I sufficiently thank you? In all the world you are the only friend I can really trust. Well, what I want you to do is this. Take the first train to London to-morrow and go to 98, Britten Street, Chelsea, where you will find a certain Frenchwoman named Lejeune. Tell her that I have sent you to implore her to tell me the truth; that if she fears to approach me direct you will act as intermediary; that if she withholds the secret it must result in my death — my death — you understand.

In your death! I gasped, puzzled.

Yes. I cannot face exposure. I would prefer death! was her hoarse reply. Tell that woman that Richard Keene has returned! She will know. I watched her face and recognised how desperate she was. I had never before seen such a look in any womans eyes.

And what else? I asked mechanically.

Nothing. All you have to do in order to save me is to get a written confession from that woman. If she refuses, as I fear she will, then my fate is sealed. The blow I have been dreading these past years will fall. I shall be crushed, and Lolita Sibberton will be but the memory of an unhappy woman who fell the victim of as foul and ingenious a plot as was ever conceived by the mind of man. Her hands were clasped before her, and she shivered from head to foot. I saw that she was cold, and without a word wound about her bare neck my scarf that lay upon a chair.

I will do my utmost in your interests, I assured her. This woman — is she one of the conspirators?

Beware of her. She is treacherous, unscrupulous, and possessed of a cunning that is almost beyond comprehension. Act with discretion, and exercise every care of your own personal safety.

Why? I have no fear in London in broad daylight, I smiled.

Ah! You dont know, she cried. In dealing with her, you are dealing with a person who would hesitate at nothing in order to attain her own ends. Until now, although a word from her could give me my freedom from this imminent danger that threatens to overtake me, she has kept silence and watched for my downfall.

I will compel her to confess, I cried fiercely. If it is within human power to save you, Lolita, I will do so. Trust me, because I love you.

She sighed, and again her eyes were dimmed by tears.

And if you hear strange tales about me, certain allegations of — shameful stories, I mean — you will believe none of them till you have proof — will you? she urged breathlessly, with a deep anxiety in her voice.

No, I promised. I will not. To me, Lolita, you are innocent, pure and good, just as when we were boy and girl together. And again I placed her finger-tips to my lips as seal of my allegiance to the one woman who was all the world to me.

At that instant there came a tap at the door, and I was compelled to drop her hand instantly.

Slater, the aged, white-whiskered butler, opened the door, saying in his squeaky voice — 

His lordship would like to see you, mlady, in the library before sending a telegram — at once, if convenient.

Ill be there in a moment, she answered, without turning towards the man to reveal her face. Then, when Slater had gone, she rushed to the small mirror and with her handkerchief quickly removed all traces of her tears.

George is worrying about Marigold being alone at Aix-les-Bains, she remarked. Im rather surprised he let her go. If I were a man with a young and pretty wife, I shouldnt let her far out of my sight. But Marigold, I suppose, isnt an ordinary woman.

Her last sentence was indeed correct. All the world knew that the young Countess of Stanchester was the gayest and giddiest of the ultra-smart set in which she moved, and that after two years of marriage she had developed into one of the most popular and unconventional Society hostesses. The young Earl was not exactly happy — that I knew — and Lolita was usually his adviser regarding his purely domestic affairs.

Therefore, as she hurriedly put the finishing-touches to her countenance with that dexterity which a woman only possesses, she turned to me and again grasped my hand, saying — 

What I have said to-night, Willoughby, you will regard as strictly confidential. Act as I have suggested, and, she added with a catch in her voice, remember that you alone stand between myself — and death?

I promise, I said. And opening the door, I bowed before her as she swept out, her silks swishing down the long corridor.

I closed the door again and flung myself back into my chair, utterly mystified by those fateful words. She had a secret, one that she was prepared to keep even at cost of her own life. To me, although she had not admitted that she reciprocated my love, she had entrusted her life.

Yes. I would force the mysterious Frenchwoman into confession, whoever she was. The thought of my loves peril roused me to action, and I seated myself at my table and set to work clearing off those letters that lay heaped up unanswered.

The clock on the stables had chimed midnight before I threw down my pen, locked my drawers, and slipping on my overcoat strolled through the silent house along to the great hall, where a footman in the bright blue and gold Stanchester livery let me out into the still, balmy night.

After the warmth of my room, the air was refreshing, and as I walked on down the dark avenue towards the village, the silence was complete save for the cry of an owl and the distant barking of the hounds in the Earls celebrated kennels situated about a mile away. Where the trees met overhead the darkness was intense, but so often did I return home after nightfall that I knew every inch of the way.

Still pondering deeply upon my strange conversation with Lolita, I strode forward without any thought of time or place, and utterly oblivious to everything, until of a sudden I was aroused by hearing a womans loud, piercing shriek.

I halted on the instant and listened. I judged the sound to be about a hundred yards to the left, in the darkness. After a few seconds it was repeated.

The cry was Lolitas! Of that I felt absolutely convinced.

Without a moments hesitation I rushed forward, but in the cavernous blackness could discern nothing. I halted and listened, but beyond the hooting of the owl could discern no sound of any movement among that treble row of giant beeches.

At first I tried to convince myself that those cries of distress were merely heard in my imagination, yet they were, alas! too tangible and distinct. For a full quarter of an hour I lingered there, straining eyes and ears, but all in vain.

Then, with a resolve to take the man Warr into my confidence and invoke his aid to make a search, I rushed forward to the village, awakened him, and we both returned with lanterns as quickly as we could, and began to make a methodical examination of the spot whence I had believed the sounds emanated.

I learned from Warr one very curious fact, namely, that he had been unable to go up to the Hall to deliver the letter, and it was still in his possession. It therefore seemed as though Lolita had caught sight of the strangers face as he peered forth from the tap-room window, and by that means knew of his unwelcome return.

For an hour we searched diligently both within the avenue and outside it, until of a sudden a cry from Warr caused my heart to leap.

Good Heavens! Mr Woodhouse! he gasped, bending to a clump of long grass in a deep hollow behind the huge gnarled trunk of one of the great oaks. Come and look here!

I dashed forward to the spot over which he held his hurricane lantern, saw what he had discovered, and stood appalled, dumbfounded, absolutely rooted to the spot.

The sight presented there rendered the mystery of that evening even more bewildering and inscrutable.


Chapter Four.

Wherein a Strange Story is Told.
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FOR THE MOMENT we were both too aghast to speak.

The clump of rank high grass in the hollow had been beaten down, and in the centre, revealed by the uncertain light of our lanterns, lay a young man, whose white face and wide-open, sightless eyes told us both the terrible truth.

He had been murdered!

As I bent to examine him as he lay slightly on his side, I saw that from an ugly knife-wound in his back blood was still oozing, and had soaked into the ground around him. Both hands were tightly clenched, as though the unfortunate fellow had died in a spasm of agony, while upon one finger something shone, which I discovered to be a gold ring of curious, foreign workmanship, shaped like a large scarab, or sacred beetle, about half an inch long, and nearly as broad — an unusual ring which attracted my curiosity.

The grass around bore distinct marks of a desperate struggle, and from the position in which the young man was lying, it seemed as though, being struck suddenly, he had stumbled, fallen forward, and expired.

Hes been murdered, sir, without a doubt, exclaimed Warr, at last breaking the silence. I thought you said you heard a womans voice?

So I did, I replied, much puzzled at the discovery, for, to tell the truth, I had half-expected to find Lolita herself. Even at that moment I could have sworn that the cry was hers. It seems, however, that I must have been mistaken.

But who can he be? exclaimed the innkeeper. Hes an utter stranger to me. Ive certainly never seen him in Sibberton.

Neither have I, was my response. Theres some deep mystery here, depend upon it, I added, recollecting all that Lolita had so strangely told me earlier in the evening.

And my own opinion is that the fellow who called at my house this evening — Mr Richard Keene, as he said his name was — has had a hand in it, Warr declared as he looked across at me, still kneeling by the young mans body.

Well, it certainly seems suspiciously like it. Both men are entire strangers, thats evident.

In order to ascertain whether there was not a spark of life still left, I undid the poor fellows vest and placed my hand upon his heart. There was, however, no movement. The blow had been struck with an unerring hand, while the weapon had been withdrawn and carried away by the assassin.

He was well-dressed, dark-haired, with an aquiline and somewhat refined countenance. He wore a slight, dark moustache, and I judged his age to be about twenty-three. His blue serge suit was of fine quality, but was evidently of foreign cut, and his boots were also of foreign shape and make. His hands, I felt, were soft, as though unused to work, yet where he lay, in that damp hollow, I was unable to search his clothes properly to discover a clue to his identity.

The spot where he had been attacked had certainly been chosen by some one well acquainted with the park. The hollow, once an old gravel-pit, but now overgrown with grass, was screened by the trees of the avenue, so that any one in it would be entirely hidden from view, even in broad daylight. Therefore it struck me that the unfortunate victim had been enticed there by the assassin, and foully done to death.

Yet after hearing those cries I had certainly detected no movement. The murderer must have crept silently out of the grassy hollow, and struck straight across the park to the woods half a mile away. Had any other direction been taken, I must certainly have heard his footsteps.

But the woman who had screamed. What of her?

I had, at the moment, little time for reflection. Acting upon the innkeepers suggestion I went off to fetch Knight, the constable, and my friend Pink, the doctor, while he remained with his lantern beside the victim of the tragedy.

As soon as the doctor saw him he shook his head, declaring that the wound had proved fatal a few minutes after he had been struck, while the constable, alive to the importance of the occasion, commenced suggesting all sorts of wild theories regarding the dead stranger. Disregarding them all, however, we obtained a hurdle, and Warr and Knight carried the body down the dark avenue, a strange and weird procession, our way lit uncertainly by the swing lanterns, our voices awed and hushed in the presence of the unknown dead.

The men deposited their inanimate burden in an outhouse at the back of the village inn to await the inquest which Pink declared would be necessary, and then, with a better light and the door closed against any prying intruder, we examined the dead mans pockets to see whether they contained anything that might throw light on the tragic affair or lead to his identification.

The constable, with the officiousness of his class, took out a ponderous note-book and with a stubby piece of pencil commenced to make an inventory of what we found — a pocket-knife, about three pounds ten in money, a gold French piece of twenty francs, a gun-metal watch and plated chain, a few loose cigarettes a box of matches, a pawn-ticket shewing that a ladys necklet had been pledged in the name of Bond, with a pawnbroker in the Westminster Bridge Road, about a year ago. Beyond that there was no clue to the dead mans name. We were all disappointed, for the mystery surrounding him was heightened by the absence of any letter in his pocket or name upon his underclothing. Men who go to a pawnshop do not usually give their real names, hence we knew that Bond was assumed. Indeed, in pawnbroking the name of the person offering the pledge is never even asked, the assistant filling up the voucher in any name that comes to him.

While the others were making careful examination of the makers name and number of the dead mans watch, I chanced to hold his waistcoat in my hand, when between my fingers I felt something like a letter. In an instant I was prompted to take possession of it secretly, and this I managed to do, first crushing it into the palm of my hand, then transferring it to my pocket.

Was it possible that the crisp paper so cunningly concealed in the lining of the waistcoat contained a clue? My heart beat quickly, and I longed to escape from the place and examine it in secret. If Lolita had actually been present at the tragedy and had any connection with it, my duty was surely to conceal the fact. She had admitted that she was in deadly peril, and I had promised to assist her; therefore, by securing any clue and hiding it from the police, I was assuredly acting in her interest.

I had already managed to secure the ring surreptitiously from the dead mans finger before the body had been removed from the spot where we had discovered it, and as neither Warr nor the others had noticed it, I held it as a probable clue which I intended should be my secret alone.

He was evidently struck with a long thin knife, remarked Pink, a muscular, clean-shaven man who was extremely popular in the district, a keen sportsman and something of an epicure. He had probed the wound and ascertained that its direction had been only too accurate. Whoever did it, he declared, knew exactly where to strike. I daresay he fell without a cry. The knife was very sharp, too, he went on, examining one of the black horn buttons of the young mans jacket-cuff. You see it grazed this as he raised his arm to ward off the blow and shaved off a tiny piece, just as a razor might. The coroner will want to see this. Ill get Newman over, and well make a proper post-mortem in the morning.

Pink was a clever surgeon who masked his capabilities behind an easy-going good-humour. His poor patients were often convulsed by his amusing remarks, while at the houses of the county people he was always a welcome guest on account of his inexhaustible fund of droll stories, his shrewd wit, and his outspoken appreciation of a good dinner. His odd ways were the idiosyncrasies of genius, for without doubt he was as expert a surgeon as there was outside Harley Street, and I myself had heard praise of him from the mouths of certain London men with big names.

The manner in which he examined the unfortunate young man who had so suddenly fallen a victim of an assassin showed that he was intensely interested. He grunted once or twice and sniffed suspiciously, and with some gusto took a pinch of snuff from his heavy silver box. Then, having carefully examined the mans right hand, he turned to me again, saying, as he pointed to it — 

Thats strange, Woodhouse, isnt it?

What? I inquired, detecting nothing.

Cant you see. His hand is clenched. He grasped something just at the moment when he was struck.

Well?

He held the lantern closer to the cold stiff hand, and pointing to the thumb that was closely clenched upon the fingers, said — 

Cant you see anything there?

I looked, and then for the first time detected that beneath the thumb was something white — a tiny piece of white fur!

Thats out of a womans jacket, or boa, or something, he declared, gradually disengaging it, and placing it in the hollow of his hand for closer inspection. There are one or two black hairs with it, showing it, I believe, to be ermine fur — a woman who wore some garment of ermine.

Are you certain? I gasped.

Almost — but not quite until I put it beneath the microscope. Then Ill be able to tell for certain. But surely it couldnt have been a woman who killed him?

It looks very much like it, sir, remarked Knight, who had been gazing eagerly over the doctors shoulder.

Then what woman? asked Warr, glancing across at me.

I held my breath. A silence fell between us. The mystery was of such a character that neither of us dare advance any further theory.

For my own part, however, the discovery of this tiny piece of fur was directly suspicious, and went much to confirm my belief that Lolita had been at the spot where the tragedy had been enacted, for I now recollected that sometimes when she went out after dinner she put on a wide ermine boa with long ends to cover her shoulders, a very handsome piece of fur that had been brought for her from Petersburg when the young Countess of Stanchester went to visit the Grand-Duchess Paul in the previous winter.

Was it possible that the poor young fellow had clutched at it in his dying grasp? Or had he seized the fur garment of some other woman?

Yet, I recollected, furs are not usually worn in mid-August save just to throw over a dinner-gown as protection from chills when the damp is rising after the heat of the day.

On the other hand, I tried to convince myself that the cry was not that of the sweet-eyed woman I loved; nevertheless, such thought was in vain. I knew that voice far too well to have been mistaken.

For quite an hour Pink continued his investigations as keenly and methodically as any practised detective, for he rather prided himself upon the manner in which he made discoveries about persons, and frequently astounded his patients by his knowledge of their actions and movements, which they believed only known to themselves. At last, however, he exhausted all the points possible to investigate without a post-mortem, and just as the church clock struck three we came forth, Warr locking the door of the outhouse, while Knight left us to ride on his bicycle into Northampton to report to the headquarters of the constabulary.

Pinks way lay past my house, for he lived in a big, square, comfortable house about a quarter of a mile out of the village, on the London road, and as we walked together up the silent street, he suddenly said — 

Do you know, Woodhouse, I have a firm belief that the young fellow has been murdered by some woman! We must search the spot early in the morning and see if we cant find some footprints, or other traces. Fortunately, its damp in that hollow, and a womans heel would leave a well-defined mark. Will you be ready at seven to go back there with me?

The suggestion had never occurred to me, and my heart stood still when I reflected what tell-tale traces might there be left. But I strove to show no dismay, merely answering — 

Certainly. Ill be ready. We may discover something to give the police a clue.

Police! he cried. Theyre useless. We shall have a swarm of thick-headed bunglers over here to-morrow. If they sent one smart man down from Scotland Yard they might do some good. But the plain-clothes men of the local constabulary havent sufficient practice in serious crime to pursue any clever methods of investigation.

Well, then, at seven, I exclaimed, for we had just reached my gate, and I was anxious to get to my own room and ascertain the nature of the paper I had managed to secure from the lining of the dead mans waistcoat.

Thats an appointment, he said, and as I turned and entered my old-fashioned, ivy-covered house with my latch-key, he pursued his way up the short steep hill towards his home.

Within my own cosy sitting-room the green-shaded reading-lamp was still burning, and Mrs Dawson, my attentive housekeeper, had placed my slippers ready in their accustomed corner. But throwing off my light overcoat I cast myself instantly into my favourite grandfather chair, and drew from my pocket the clue I had surreptitiously stolen.

The piece of paper was pale blue, and as I opened it a cry of dismay involuntarily escaped me.

What was inscribed upon it was so strange!


Chapter Five.

Reveals Three Curious Facts.
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THERE WAS NO writing on the carefully-concealed scrap of paper. Only five rows of numerals, written in a fine feminine hand and arranged in the following manner: — 

63 26 59 69 65 56 65 33 59 35 65 44
49 55 22 59 57 46 78 63 23 98 59 39
46 67 82 45 58 35 54 45 46 26 78 75
68 75 49 64 22 86 48 73 78 45 62 45
76 47 64 66 85 44 78 48 73 78 58 62

I turned the paper over, utterly puzzled. It was certainly some cipher, but of a kind of which I knew nothing. Ciphers may of course be very easily constructed and yet defy solution. This appeared to be one of those. What hidden message it contained, I had no idea, save that it was certain to be something of importance and that some other person was in possession of the secret of the decipher, or its recipient would not have concealed it where he did.

If I could only read it, a clue to the dead mans identity would no doubt be revealed. But as I glanced at those puzzling rows of numerals I felt that to endeavour to learn their secret was but a vain hope. I had expected to find upon that scrap of paper some intelligible letter, and was sorely disappointed at what I had discovered.

The further I pushed my inquiries, the more mysterious the affair seemed to become. A dozen times I tried by ordinary methods to turn the numbers into writing, but my calculations only resulted in an unmeaning array of letters of the alphabet, a chaos quite unintelligible, therefore I was at length compelled to abandon my efforts, and after examining the ring and deciding that it was a copy of one of those old Etruscan rings that I had seen in the British Museum, I reluctantly went upstairs to snatch an hours sleep before the dawn.

My brain was awhirl. Following so quickly the strange declarations of Lolita had come this startling tragedy with all its mysterious and suspicious features. As I lay awake, listening to the solemn striking of the hour from the old church tower which told me that daylight was not far off, I recollected that Lolita had probably recognised the shabby stranger in the tap-room of the Stanchester Arms as she drove past. I remembered how he had held back, as though fearing recognition, and also that, as the carriage went by, her head had been half-turned in our direction. If she had detected his presence she had certainly made no sign, yet it must have been that discovery that had caused her to speak so strangely and to seek my aid in the manner she had done.

Warr still had the sealed letter in his possession, therefore the only way she could have known of the return of the bluff fellow who called himself Richard Keene was by the discovery made by herself.

I remembered her fierce desperation and her trembling fear; how cold her hands had been, and how wild that look in her beautiful eyes — a hunted look such as I had never before seen in the eyes of either man or woman. Then suddenly I recollected what damning evidence might remain on that soft clay in the hollow where the body had been found. The detectives would certainly be able to establish her presence there! I felt that at all risks I must prevent that. I had promised to help her, and although there were dark suspicions within my heart I intended to act loyally as a man should towards the woman he honestly loves. I therefore set my alarm to awaken me in an hour, and just as the grey light was breaking through the clouds eastward over Monks Wood, I rose, dressed myself, and concealing a small garden trowel in my pocket set forth for the spot before any of the villagers were astir.

The morning air was keen and fresh as I hurried up the avenue and with some trepidation descended into the hollow, fearing lest the report had already been spread in the village and that any of the curious yokels might notice my presence there.

But I was alone, and therefore breathed more freely.

Over an area of fifteen yards or so the grass was beaten down here and there, and in the cold grey light became revealed the dark stain where the victim had fallen — the stain of his life blood.

I searched around among the grass and over the soft boggy places bare of herbage, but found no footmarks nor any trace except that of the downtrodden grass where the struggle had evidently taken place and where the unknown man had apparently fought desperately for his life. After twenty minutes or so, fearing lest some labourers early astir might come to the spot before going to work, I was about to leave when, of a sudden, in a place where no grass grew upon the clay, I saw something that held me rigid.

In the soft earth was the plain imprint of the small sole of a womans shoe, with a Louis XV heel!

Lolita wore high heels of exactly that character, and took threes in shoes. Was it possible that the footprint was hers?

As I looked I saw others, both of a person advancing and receding. One was ill-defined, where she had apparently slipped upon the clay. But all of them I stamped out — all, indeed, that I could find. Yet was it possible, I wondered, to efface every one?

If one single one remained, it might be sufficient to throw suspicion upon her.

While engaged in this, something white caught my eye lying upon the grass about ten yards distant. I picked it up and found it to be a piece of white fur about an inch square that had evidently been torn bodily out of a boa or cape — the same fur that had been found between the dead mans fingers.

This I placed carefully in my cigarette-case and continued my work of effacing the damning footprints. There were other marks, of mens boots, but whether those of the dead man or of our own I could not decide, so I left them as evidence for the police to investigate.

My eyes were everywhere to try and discover the weapon with which the foul deed had been committed, for the assassin, I thought, might have cast it away, but my search was in vain. It had disappeared.

Fully twenty distinct marks of those small well-shod feet I effaced by stamping upon them or scraping the surface with the trowel, and was preparing to return and keep the appointment with the doctor when of a sudden I saw, lying close behind the trunk of the giant oak, a half-smoked cigarette, which on taking up I found to be of the same brand as those found in the dead mans pocket. He had therefore kept a tryst at that spot, and had smoked calmly and unsuspiciously in order to while away the time.

Of mens footprints in the soft ground there were a quantity, but then I remembered how all four of us had tramped about there, in addition to the victim himself, and I was not sufficiently expert in tracking to be able to distinguish one mans tread from anothers.

It was already daylight and in the distance I could hear the sound of a reaping machine in one of the fields beyond the park, therefore I was compelled to escape in order that my premature examination should remain secret. So I struck straight across the level sward to the London road, which ran beyond the park boundary, in preference to passing straight down the avenue at risk of meeting any of the labourers.

News of the tragedy I knew had not yet reached the Hall, otherwise the servants would have been out to see the spot, therefore I believed myself quite safe from detection until, just as I scaled the old stone wall and dropped into the broad white high road with its long line of telegraph lines, I encountered the innkeeper Warr who, mounted on his bicycle, was riding towards me.

He had approached noiselessly and we were mutually surprised to meet each other in such circumstances.

Halloa! he cried, dismounting. Youve been out again very early — eh?

Ive been back to the spot to see if I could find any traces of the dead mans assailant, was my reply. I thought Id go back early, before the crowd trod over the place. Dont say anything, or Knight may consider that Ive taken his duty out of his hands.

Ah, a very good idea, sir, was the mans approving response. I thought of doing so myself, only theyre beginning to cut my bit o wheat in the mill-field this morning and I have to go into Thrapston about the machine. Ill be back in an hour.

He was preparing to re-mount, when I stopped him, saying — 

Look here, Warr. You recollect that stranger who called and left the note for Lady Lolita last evening? Well, there seems considerable mystery about the affair, and somehow I feel theres connexion with the fellows visit with this poor young mans death. If so, her ladyships name must be rigorously kept out of it, you understand. Theres to be an inquest to-morrow, and we shall both be called to give evidence. Recollect that not a word is said about the man Keene, the note, or the message.

If you wish it, sir, Ill keep a still tongue, was his reply. Ive told nobody up to now — not even the missus.

Very well. Remember only you and I know of this mans return, and the knowledge must go no further. Theres a mystery, but it must have no connexion with her ladyship.

You may trust me, sir. The family have been too good to me all these years for me not to try and render them a service. I quite agree with you that the stranger was suspicious, and from what he said to me in private it is certain that he must know her ladyship very well indeed.

Youre sure youve never seen that young man before? I asked, watching his face narrowly.

Him? No, I dont know him from Adam! was the landlords reply, yet uttered in a manner and tone that aroused my distinct suspicions. His assurance was just a trifle too emphatic, I thought.

I paused a moment, half inclined to express my doubt openly, then said at last — 

That letter — what shall you do with it?

Give it to her, of course. Ill come up to the Hall when I come back. I ought to have given it to her last night.

Had you done so that mans life might perhaps have been saved — who knows?

Ah! he sighed in regret. I never thought of that. I didnt know it was of such importance. You see the missus is in bed with a cold, and I couldnt leave the house in charge o the girl. They were a bit merry last night after Jim Cooks weddin.

I was anxious to obtain possession of the mysterious letter, but I already knew that he would only deliver it to Lolita personally. Yet I had no wish that the man Warr should come to the Hall just at the moment when the startling news of the tragedy would create a sensation throughout the whole household. If he were to deliver the letter, it should not be before the first horror of the affair had died down. Therefore I made excuse to him that her ladyship was going over very early to Lady Sudboroughs to join a picnic and would not be back before evening.

Very well, he answered. Ill come up then. And mounting his machine he spun away down the hill.

Next moment, from where I stood, I distinguished a trap approaching along a bend in the road. Three men were in it, two of them being in uniform — the police from Northampton.

Having no desire that they should know that I had returned to the spot to efface those tell-tale marks, the only way to avoid them was to spring over the wall again into the park, which I did without a moments hesitation, crouching down until they had passed, and then crossed the corner of the park and entered the Monks Wood, a thick belt of forest through which ran a footpath which joined the road about a mile further down. The way I had taken to Sibberton was a circuitous one, it was true, but at any rate I should avoid being seen in the vicinity of the spot where the tragedy was enacted.

Walking forward along the dim forest path covered with moss and wild flowers, where the rising sun glinted upon the grey trunks of the trees and the foliage above rustled softly in the wind, I was sorely puzzled over the innkeepers manner when I had put that direct question to him.

Notwithstanding his denial, I felt convinced that he had recognised the dead man.

I had almost gained the outer edge of the wood, walking noiselessly over the carpet of moss, when of a sudden the sound of voices caused me to start and halt.

At first I saw nothing, but next moment through the tree trunks twenty yards away I caught sight of two persons strolling slowly in company — a man and a woman.

The mans face I could not see, but the woman, whose hair, beneath her navy blue Tam o Shanter cap showed dishevelled as a ray of sunlight struck it, and whose white silk dress showed muddy and bedraggled beneath her dark cloak, I recognised in an instant — although her back was turned towards me.

It was Lady Lolita, the goddess of my admiration. Lolita — my queen — my love.


Chapter Six.

For Love of Lolita.
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I HELD MY breath, open-mouthed, utterly dumbfounded.

Lolitas appearance showed too plainly that she had been out all the night. Her cloak was torn at the shoulder, evidently by a bramble, and the weary manner in which she walked was as though she were exhausted.

The man, bearded, broad-shouldered and athletic, seemed, as far as I could judge from his back, to be of middle age. He wore a rough tweed suit and a golf cap, and as he strode by her side he spoke with her earnestly, emphasising his words with gesture, as though giving her certain directions, which she heard resignedly and in silence.

I noticed that when he stretched out his hand to add force to his utterance that she shrank from him and shuddered. She was probably very cold, for the early morning air was chilly, and the dew was heavy on the ground.

Without betraying my presence, I crept on noiselessly after them, hoping that I might overhear the words the fellow uttered, but in this I was doomed to disappointment, for at the edge of the wood, before I realised the mans intention, he suddenly raised his hat, and turning, left her, disappearing by the narrow path that led through a small spinney to Lowick village. Thus I was prevented from obtaining a glance at his features and blamed myself for not acting with more foresight and ingenuity.

After he had left her, she stood alone, gazing after him. No word, however, escaped her. By his attitude I knew that he had threatened her, and that she had no defence. She was inert and helpless.

In a few moments, with a wild gesture, she sank upon her knees in the grass, and throwing up her two half-bare arms to heaven cried aloud for help, her wild beseeching words reaching me where I stood.

My adored was in desperation. I heard the words of her fervent prayer and stood with head uncovered. Long and earnestly she besought help, forgiveness and protection; then with a strange, determined calm she rose again, and stood in hesitation which way to proceed.

For the first time she seemed to realise that the sun was already shining, and that it was open day, for she glanced at her clothes, and with feminine dexterity shook out her bedraggled skirts and glanced at them dismayed.

I recognised her utter loneliness: therefore I walked forward to her.

Slowly she recognised me, as through a veil, and starting, she fell back, glaring at me as though she were witness of some appalling apparition.

You! she gasped. How did you find me here?

No matter how I found you, Lady Lolita, I responded. You are in want of a friend, and I am here to give you help, as I promised you last night. This is no time for words; we must act, and act quickly. You must let me take you back to the Hall.

But look at me! she cried in dismay. I cant go back like this! They would — they would suspect!

There must be no suspicion, I said, thoroughly aroused to the importance of secrecy now that the police were already in the park making their investigations. You cannot return to the Hall like this, for the servants would see you and know that youve been absent all night.

Im afraid of Weston, she said. She is so very inquisitive. Weston was her maid.

Then you must come with me to my house, I suggested. We could reach it across the fields and enter by the back way unobserved. I can send Mrs Dawson out on some pretext, and you can remain locked in my sitting-room while I go up to the Hall and fetch one of your walking-dresses. I can slip up to your wardrobe and manage to steal something without Weston suspecting. Then, when you return, you can explain that youve merely been out for an early walk.

The suggestion, although a desperate one, commended itself to her, and with a few words of heartfelt thanks she announced her readiness to accompany me.

I longed to inquire the name of the male companion, but feared to do so, seeing how pale and agitated she was. Her face had changed sadly since the previous night, for she was now white, wan and haggard, presenting a strange, terrified appearance, dishevelled and bedraggled as she was. She must certainly have been out in the park for fully seven hours. Was she aware of the tragedy, I wondered?

I told her nothing of the discovery. How could I in those circumstances? True, she was not wearing the ermine collar, as I had suspected, yet the prints made by her shoes as she now walked with me were assuredly the same as those I had effaced.

We spoke but little as we hurried along, creeping always beneath walls and behind trees, and often compelled to make long détours in order to obtain cover and avoid recognition by any of those working in the fields.

Compelled to scale the high wall of the park at last, I assisted her over without much difficulty, for although she preserved all her natural beauty, she was athletic, fond of all games and a splendid rider to hounds.

If I can only conceal the fact that Ive been absent all night, it will be of such very material assistance, she said after we had crossed the high road and gained the shelter of a long narrow spinney. I shall never be able to sufficiently repay you for this, she added.

Remember the confession of my heart to you last night, Lolita, was my answer. We will discuss it all later on — when you are safe. And we pushed forward, our eyes and ears on the alert as we approached the village.

At last, by good fortune, I managed to get her unobserved inside my house. Creeping noiselessly up the stairs I took her to one of my dusty, disused attics in preference to my sitting-room, and there she locked herself in. Not, however, before I had pressed her hand in silence as assurance that she might place her trust in me.

A few moments later I found my old housekeeper in the kitchen, and having given her directions to go on an errand for me to a farm about a mile and a half distant, I started off up to the Hall upon as strange an errand as man has ever gone, namely to steal a dress belonging to his love.

I had, of course, disregarded my appointment with Pink, and not wishing to meet the searchers or the doctor himself, I reached the Hall by the bypath that led from Lowick, passing along the edge of the Monks Wood wherein I had met Lolita.

On entering the mansion I found that the startling news of the tragedy had just reached there, for the servants were all greatly alarmed. They crowded about me to learn the latest details, but I passed quickly on to my room and for a few minutes pretended to be engrossed in correspondence, although my real reason was to await an opportunity to reach her ladyships room after the servants bell had sounded and the faithful maid Weston had gone down to breakfast.

At last the bell clanged, and I stole along the corridor in order to watch the neat maids disappearance with the others. She seemed longer than usual, but presently she came, and after she had passed along to the servants hall I quickly ascended the main staircase, and sped along the two long corridors to my loves room — a large, well-furnished apartment with long mirrors and a dressing-table heaped with silver-mounted toilet requisites.

Without a moments hesitation I opened the huge wardrobe, and after a brief search discovered a dark tweed tailor-made coat and skirt which I recognised as one she often wore for walking, and these I hurriedly rolled up and together with a pair of buttoned boots carried them off. I noticed that the bed, with its pale blue silken hangings, was fortunately tumbled as though it had been slept in, therefore Weston evidently did not suspect that her young mistress had been absent all night.

Not without risk of detection, I managed to convey the dress and boots down to my own room, where I packed them in a neat parcel and carried them with all speed back to Sibberton.

Mrs Dawson, who was a somewhat decrepit person, had not returned, therefore I carried the parcel up to the attic, and ten minutes later her ladyship came down looking as fresh and neat in her tweed gown as though she had only that moment emerged from her room.

Leaving her cloak and muddy dinner-dress in my charge, she escaped by the back and away down the garden, expressing her intention of returning to the Hall as though she had only been out an hour for a morning walk, as was so frequently her habit. She had thanked me fervently for my assistance, and in doing so uttered a sentence that struck me as remarkably strange, knowing what I did.

You have saved me, Willoughby. You can save my life, if you will.

I will, was my earnest reply. You know my secret, I added, raising her fingers to my hot passionate lips before we parted.

She made no mention of the tragedy, and what, indeed, could I remark?

My journey to London I was compelled to postpone in view of what had occurred. She had not referred to it, and to tell the truth I felt that my presence beside her just then was of greater need. Thus, after awaiting my housekeepers return in order to preserve appearances, I ate my breakfast with the air of a man entirely undisturbed.

Just before nine the doctor came in, ruddy and well-shaven, and throwing himself into an armchair exclaimed — 

You didnt keep your promise! I called and found nobody at home. You were out.

Id gone down the village, I explained.

Well, Ive been up into the park with the police. Theyve sent that blundering fool Redway — worse than useless! Weve been over the ground, but theres so many footprints that its impossible to distinguish any — save one.

And whats that?

Well, strangely enough, my dear fellow, its a womans.

A womans! I gasped, for I saw that all my work had been in vain and in my hurry I must have unfortunately overlooked one.

Yes, its the print of a womans slipper with a French heel — not the kind of shoe usually worn in Sibberton, remarked the doctor. Funny, isnt it?

Very, I agreed with a sickly feeling. What do the police think?

Redway means to take a plaster cast of it — says its an important clue. Got a cigarette?

I pushed the box before him, with sinking heart, and at the same time invited him to the table to have breakfast, for I had not yet finished.

Breakfast! he cried. Why, I had mine at six, and am almost ready for lunch. Im an early bird, you know.

It was true. He had cultivated the habit of early rising by going cub-hunting with the Stanchester hounds, and it was his boast that he never breakfasted later than six either summer or winter.

Did they find anything else? I inquired, fearing at the same time to betray any undue curiosity.

Found a lot of marks of mens boots, but they might have been ours, he answered in his bluff way as he lit his cigarette. My theory is that the mark of the womans shoe is a very strong clue. Some woman knows all about it — thats very certain, and shes a person who wears thin French shoes, size three.

Does Redway say that?

No, I say it. Redways a fool, you know. Look how he blundered in that robbery in Northampton a year ago. I only wish we could get a man from Scotland Yard. Hed nab the murderer before the day is out.

At heart I did not endorse this wish. On the contrary the discovery of this footmark that had escaped me was certainly a very serious contretemps. My endeavours must, I saw, now all be directed towards arranging matters so that, if necessary, Lolita could prove a complete alibi.

Do you know, went on the doctor, theres one feature in the affair thats strangest of all, and that is that there seems to have been an attempt to efface certain marks, as though the assassin boldly returned to the spot after the removal of the body and scraped the ground in order to wipe out his footprints. Redway wont admit that, but Im certain of it — absolutely certain. I suppose the ass wont accept the theory because it isnt his own.

I tried to speak, but what could I say? The words I uttered resolved themselves into a mere expression of blank surprise, and perhaps it was as well, for the man before me was as keen and shrewd as any member of the Criminal Investigation Department. He was essentially a man of action, who whether busy or idle could not remain in one place five minutes together. He rushed all over the country-side from early morning, or dashed up to London by the express, spent the afternoon in Bond Street or the Burlington, and was back at home, a hundred miles distant, in time for dinner. He was perfectly tireless, possessing a demeanour which no amount of offence could ruffle, and an even temper and chaffing good-humour that was a most remarkable characteristic. The very name of Pink in Northamptonshire was synonymous of patient surgical skill combined with a spontaneous gaiety and bluff good-humour.

Ive given over that bit of white fur to Red way, he went on. And I expect we shall find that the owner of it is also owner of the small shoes. I know most of the girls of Sibberton — in fact, Ive attended all of them, I expect — but I cant suggest one who would, or even could, wear such a shoe as that upon the woman who was present at the tragedy, if not the actual assassin.

Redway will make inquiries, I suppose? I remarked in a faint hollow voice.

At my suggestion he has wired for assistance, and I only hope theyll get a man down from London. If they dont — by Gad! Ill pay for one myself. We must find this woman, Woodhouse, he added, rising and tossing his cigarette-end into the grate. Well find her — at all costs!


Chapter Seven.

Is Full of Mystery.
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THE DOCTORS KEEN desire to solve the mystery caused me most serious apprehension. His bluff good-humour, at other times amusing, now irritated me, and I was glad when he rose restlessly and went out, saying that he had wired to Doctor Newman at Northampton, and that they intended to make the post-mortem at two oclock.

Presently, after a rest, which I so sorely needed, I walked along to the Stanchester Arms and had a private consultation with Warr in the little back parlour of the old-fashioned inn. Standing back from the road with its high swinging sign, it was a quaint, picturesque place, long and rambling, with the attic windows peeping forth from beneath the thatch. Half-hidden by climbing roses, clematis and jessamine it was often the admiration of artists, and many times had it been painted or sketched, for it was certainly one of the most picturesque of any of the inns in rural Northamptonshire, and well in keeping with the old-world peace of the Sibberton village itself.

Having again impressed upon the landlord the necessity of delivering the letter to Lolita in secret, as well as remaining utterly dumb regarding the strangers visit, I was allowed to view the body of the unknown victim. It lay stretched upon some boards in the outhouse at rear of the inn, covered by a sheet, which on being lifted revealed the cold white face.

We stood there together in silence. In the dim light of the previous night and the uncertain glimmer of the lantern, I had not obtained an adequate idea of the young mans features, and it was in order to do this that I revisited the chamber of the dead.

For a long time I gazed upon that blanched countenance and sightless eyes, a face that seemed in those few hours to have altered greatly, having become shrunken, more refined, more transparent. The closely-cropped hair, the very even dark eyebrows, and the rather high cheek-bones were the most prominent features, and all of them, combined with the cut of his clothes and the shape of his boots, went to suggest that he was not an Englishman.

In those moments every feature of that calm dead face became photographed upon the tablets of my memory, and as it did so I somehow became convinced that he was not altogether a stranger. I had, I believed, met him previously somewhere — but where I could not determine. I recollected Warrs evasion of my question. Was he also puzzled, like myself?

Outside the inn half Sibberton had assembled to discuss the terrible affair, many of the village women wearing their lilac sun-bonnets, those old-world head-dresses that are, alas! so fast disappearing from rural England. The other half of the village had entered the park to see the spot where the terrible tragedy had been enacted.

For a moment I halted talking with a couple of men who made inquiry of me, knowing that I had first raised the alarm. And then I heard a dozen different theories in as many minutes. The rural mind is always quick to suggest motive where tragedy is concerned.

At noon I walked up to the Hall again, wondering if my love would show herself. I longed to get up to London and make inquiries at that pawnbrokers in the Westminster Bridge Road, as well as to call at the address she had given me in Chelsea. As she had said, only myself stood between her and death. The situation all-round was one of great peril, and I had, at all costs, to save her.

As I entered and crossed the hall, Slater, the old butler, approached, saying — 

His lordship would like to see you, sir. Hes in the library.

So I turned and walked up the corridor of the east wing to that fine long old room with its thousands of rare volumes that had been the chief delight of the white-headed old peer who had spent the evening of his days in study.

I say, Woodhouse! cried the young Earl, springing from his chair as I entered, what does this murder in the park last night mean?

Its a profound mystery, I replied. The murdered man has not yet been identified.

I know, I know, he said. I went down to the inn with Pink this morning and saw him. And, do you know, he looks suspiciously like a fellow who followed me about in town several times last season.

Thats strange! I exclaimed, much interested. Yes, it is. I cant make it out at all. Theres a mystery somewhere — a confounded mystery. And the young Earl thrust his hands deeply into his trousers pockets as he seated himself on the arm of a chair.

Tall, dark, good-looking, and a good all-round athlete, he was about thirty, the very picture of the well-bred Englishman. A few years in the Army had set him up and given him a soldierly bearing, while his face and hands, tanned as they were, showed his fondness for out-door sports. He kept up the Stanchester hounds, of which he was master, to that high degree of efficiency which rendered them one of the most popular packs in the country; he was an excellent polo player, a splendid shot, and a thorough all-round sportsman. In his well-worn grey flannels, and with a straw hat stuck jauntily on his head, he presented the picture of healthy manhood, wealthy almost beyond the dreams of avarice, a careless, easy-going, good-humoured man-of-the-world, whose leniency to his tenants was proverbial, and whose good-nature gave him wide popularity in Society, both in London and out of it.

By the man-in-the-street he was believed to be supremely content in his great possessions, his magnificent mansions, his princely bank balance, his steam yacht and his pack of hounds, yet I, his confidential friend and secretary, knew well the weariness and chagrin that was now eating out his heart. Her ladyship, two years his junior, was one of the three celebrated beauties known in London drawing-rooms as the giddy Gordons, and who, notwithstanding her marriage, still remained the leader of that ultra-smart set, and always had one or two admirers in her train. She was still marvellously beautiful; her portraits, representing her yachting, motoring, shooting or riding to hounds, were familiar to every one, and after her marriage it had become the fashion to regard the Countess of Stanchester as one of the leaders of the London mode.

All this caused her husband deep regret and worry. He was unhappy, for with her flitting to and from the Continental spas, to Rome, to Florence, to Scotland, to Paris and elsewhere, he enjoyed little of her society, although he loved her dearly and had married her purely on that account.

Often in the silence of his room he sighed heavily when he spoke of her to me, and more than once, old friends that we were, he had unbosomed himself to me, so that, knowing what I did, I honestly pitied him. There was, in fact, affection just as strong in the heart of the millionaire landowner as in that of his very humble secretary.

I had the misfortune to be born a rich man, Willoughby, he had once declared to me. If I had been poor and had had to work for my living, I should probably have been far happier.

At the present moment, however, he seemed to have forgotten his own sorrows in the startling occurrence that had taken place within his own demesne, and his declaration that the man now dead had followed him in London was to me intensely interesting. It added more mystery to the affair.

Are you quite certain that you recognise him? I inquired a few moments later, wondering whether, if this were an actual fact, I had not also seen him when walking with the Earl in London.

Well, not quite, was my companions reply. A dead mans face looks rather different to that of a living person. Nevertheless, I feel almost positive that hes the same. I recollect that the first occasion I saw him was at Ranelagh, when he came and sat close by me, and was apparently watching my every movement. I took no notice, because lots of people, when they ascertain who I am, stare at me as though I were some extraordinary species. A few nights later on, walking home from the Bachelors, I passed him in Piccadilly, and again on the next day he followed me persistently through the Burlington. Dont you remember, too, when Marigold held that bazaar in the drawing-room in aid of the Deep Sea Mission? Well, he came, and bought several rather expensive things. I confess that his constant presence grew very irritating, and although I said nothing to you at the time, for fear you would laugh at my apprehension, I grew quite timid, and didnt care to walk home from the club at night alone.

Rather a pity you didnt point him out to me, I remarked, very much puzzled. I, too, have a faint idea that Ive seen him somewhere. It may have been that when Ive walked with you he has followed us.

Most likely, was the young Earls reply. He evidently had some fixed purpose in watching my movements, but what it could be is an entire mystery. During the last fortnight I was in town I always carried my little revolver, fearing — well, to tell you the truth, fearing lest he should make an attack upon me, he admitted with a smile. The fact was, I had become thoroughly unnerved.

This confession sounded strange from a resolute athletic man of his stamp whom I had hitherto regarded as utterly fearless and possessing nerves of iron.

And now, he went on, the fellow is found murdered within half a mile of the house! Most extraordinary, isnt it?

Very remarkable — to say the least, I said reflectively. The police will probably discover who and what he is.

Police! he laughed. What do you think such a fellow as Redway could discover, except perhaps it were a mug of beer hidden by a publican after closing-time? No, I agree with Pink, we must have a couple of men down from London. It seems that Pink has found the print of a womans shoe at the spot, while in the dead mans hand was grasped a piece of white fur. The suspicion is, therefore, that some woman has had a hand in it. I think, Willoughby, youd best run up to London and get them to send down some smart man from the Criminal Investigation Department. Go and see my friend Layard, the Home Secretary, and tell him I sent you to obtain his assistance. Hell no doubt see that some capable person is sent.

I suggested that he should write a note to Sir Stephen Layard which I would deliver personally, and at once he sat down and scribbled a few lines in that heavy uneven calligraphy of his, for he had ever been a sad penman.

The net seemed to be slowly spreading for Lolita, yet what could I do to prevent this tracking down of the woman I loved?

The mystery of the mans movements in London had apparently thoroughly aroused the young Earls desire to probe the affair to the bottom. And not unnaturally. None of us care to be followed and watched by an unknown man whose motive is utterly obscure.

So I was compelled to take the note and promise that I would deliver it to Layard that same evening.

I mean to do all I can to find out who the fellow was and why he was killed, the Earl declared, striding up and down the room impatiently. Ive just seen Lolita, who seems very upset about it. She, too, admits that she saw the man watching me at Ranelagh, at the bazaar, and also at other places.

I wonder what his motive could have been, I remarked, surprised that her ladyship should have made such a statement.

Ah! That we must find out. His intentions were evil ones, without a doubt.

But he didnt strike you as a thief? I asked.

Not at all. He was always very well-dressed and had something of a foreign appearance, although I dont believe he was a foreigner.

How do you know?

Because I heard him speak. His voice had rather a Cockney ring in it, although he appeared to ape the Frenchman in dress and mannerisms, in order, I suppose, to be able to pass as one.

An adventurer — without a doubt, I remarked. But we shall know more before long. There are several facts which may afford us good clues.

Yes, in the hands of an expert detective they may. Thats why we must have a man down from London. You go to town and do your best, Willoughby, while I remain here and watch what transpires. The inquest is fixed for to-morrow at three, I hear, so you had better be back for it. The Coroner will no doubt want your evidence. And with that we both walked out together into the park, where the constabulary were still making a methodical examination of the whole of the area to the left of the great avenue.

I had intended to obtain another interview with Lolita, but now resolved that to keep apart from her for the present was by far the wisest course, therefore I accompanied the Earl as far as the fateful spot, and then continued my way home in order to lunch before driving to Kettering to catch the afternoon express to St. Pancras.

In the idle half-hour after my chop and claret, eaten by the way with but little relish, I lounged in my old armchair smoking my pipe, when of a sudden there flashed upon me the recollection of the ring I had secured from the dead mans hand. I ran up to my room, and taking it from the pocket of my dress-waistcoat carried it downstairs, where I submitted it to thorough and searching examination.

It was a ring of no ordinary pattern, the flat golden scarabaeus being set upon a swivel, while the remaining part of the ring was oval, so as to fit the finger. I put it on, and found that the scarabaeus being movable, it adapted itself to all movements of the finger, and that it was a marvellously fine specimen of the goldsmiths art, and no doubt, as I had already decided, a copy of an antique Etruscan ornament.

The thickness of the golden sacred beetle attracted me, and I wondered whether it could contain anything within. Around the bottom edge were fashioned in gold the folded hairy legs of the insect just showing beneath its wings, and on examining them I discovered, to my surprise, that there was concealed a tiny hinge.

Instantly I took a pen-knife and gently prised it open, when I discovered that within it was almost like a locket, and that behind a small transparent disc of talc was concealed a tiny photograph — a pictured face the sight of which held me breathless. I could not believe my eyes.

Revealed there was a portrait of Lady Lolita Lloyd, the woman I loved, which the dead man had worn in secret upon his finger!


Chapter Eight.

Wherein I Make Certain Discoveries.
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ALAS! HOW I had, in loving Lolita, quaffed the sweet illusions of hope only to feel the venom of despair more poignant to my soul.

During the journey up to London my thoughts were fully occupied by the discovery of what that oddly-shaped ring contained. That portrait undoubtedly linked my love with the victim of the tragedy. But how? I believed myself acquainted with most, if not with all, of her many admirers, and if this unknown man were an actual rival then I had remained in entire and complete ignorance.

As the express rushed southward I sat alone in the compartment calmly examining my own heart and analysing my own feelings. Hope gilded my fancy, and I breathed again. I found that I loved, I reverenced woman, and had sought for a real woman to whom to offer my heart. Inherent in man is the love of something to protect; his very manhood requires that his strongest love should be showered on one who needs his strong arm to shelter her from the world, with all its troubles, all its sorrows, and all its sins. I wanted a companion, pure, loving, womanly; one who would complete what was wanting in myself; one whom I could reverence — and in Lady Lolita I had found my ideal.

Yet the difference of our stations was an insurmountable barrier in the first place, and in the second, if the young Earl knew that I, his secretary, had had the audacity to propose to his favourite sister, my connexion with the Stanchesters would, I knew, be abruptly severed. Nevertheless, I had with throbbing heart confessed my secret to my love, and being aware of my deep and honest affection she allowed me to bask in the sunshine of her beauty, and she was trusting in me to extricate her from a peril which she had declared might, alas! prove fatal.

Poor Stanchester! I pondered over his position, too — and I pitied him. Awakened from the temporary aberration which made him take as wife Lady Marigold Gordon, the racing girl and smart up-to-date maiden; conscious that the camaraderie of the billiard-room, the stable, and the shooting-party and the card-room was after all but a poor substitute for the true companionship of a wife. The young Countess, well-versed in French novels of doubtful taste, accomplished in manly sports, a good judge of a dog, capable of talking slang in and out of season, inured to cigarettes and strong drinks, had been an excellent chum for a short time, but she now preferred the freedom of her pre-matrimonial days, and drifted about wherever she could find pleasure and excitement. Indeed, she seemed to have more admirers now that she was the wife of the Earl of Stanchester than when she had been merely one of the giddy Gordon girls.

The smoky sunset haze had settled over the Thames as I crossed Westminster Bridge in search of the pawnbrokers whose voucher had been found in the dead mans pocket, and a copy of which I had obtained before leaving Sibberton. It had been a blazing August day and every Londoner who could afford to escape from the citys turmoil was absent. Yet weather or season makes no appreciable difference to those hurrying millions who cross the bridges each evening to rush to their buses, trams or trains.

At six oclock that summers evening the crowd was just as thick on Westminster Bridge as on any night in winter. The million or so of absent holidaymakers are unnoticed in that wild desperate fight for the daily necessaries of life.

Without difficulty I found the shop where a combined business of jewellers and pawnbrokers was carried on, and having sought the proprietor, a fat man in shirt-sleeves, of pronounced Hebrew type, I requested to be allowed to see the pledge in question.

He called his assistant, and after the lapse of a few minutes the latter descended the stairs carrying a small well-worn leather jewel-case which he placed upon the counter. The instant I saw it I held my breath, for upon it, stamped in gold, was the coronet and cipher of Lady Lolita Lloyd!

The pawnbroker opened it, and within I saw a necklet of seed pearls and amethysts which I had seen many times around my loves throat, an old Delhi necklace which her father had bought for her when in India years ago. In her youth it had been her favourite ornament, but recently she had not worn it.

Was it possible that it had been stolen — or had she made gift of it to him?

I took up the familiar necklet and held it in the hollow of my hand. I recollected how Lolita, with girlish pride, had shown it to me when she had received it as a present on her eighteenth birthday, and how, on occasions at parties and balls at Government House afterwards, it had adorned her white neck and its rather barbaric splendour had so often been admired.

Its unredeemed, you know, remarked the black-haired Jew. You shall have it for twenty pound — dirth cheap.

Ought I to secure it? The police would, no doubt, soon institute inquiries, and finding the coronet and cipher upon the case would at once connect my love with the mysterious affair. But I had by good fortune forestalled them, therefore I saw that at all hazards I must secure it.

I pretended to examine it in the fading light at the window, lingering so as to gain time to form some plans. I had not twenty pounds in my pocket; to give a cheque would be to betray my name, and the banks had closed long ago.

At last, after some haggling, more in order to conceal my anxiety to obtain it than anything else, I said, with affected reluctance — 

I havent the money with me. Its a pretty thing, but a trifle too dear. And I turned as though to leave.

Well, now, ninetheen pound wont hurt yer. You shall ave it for ninetheen pound.

Eighteen ten, if you like, I said. What time do you close?

Nine.

Then Ill be back before that with the money, I answered, and I saw the gleam of satisfaction in the Hebrews eyes, for it had been pawned for five pounds. He, however, was not aware that it was I who was getting the best of the bargain.

I drove in a cab back to the Constitutional Club, where I had left my bag for the night, and the secretary, a friend of mine, at once cashed a cheque, with the result that within an hour I had the necklet and deposited it safely in my suit-case, gratified beyond measure to know that at least I had baffled the police in the possession of this very suspicious piece of evidence.

From the Jew I had endeavoured to ascertain casually who had pledged the ornament, but neither he nor his assistant recollected. In that particularly improvident part of London with its floating population of struggling actors and music-hall artistes, each pawnbroker has thousands of chance clients, therefore recollection is well-nigh impossible.

Having successfully negotiated this matter, however, a second and more difficult problem presented itself, namely, how was I to avoid delivering the letter to Sir Stephen Layard, the Home Secretary — the Earls request that the Criminal Investigation Department should hound down the woman I adored?

My duty was to go at once to Pont Street and deliver the Earls note, but my loyalty to my love demanded that I should find some excuse for withholding it.

I stood on the club steps in Northumberland Avenue watching the arrivals and departures from the Hotel Victoria opposite, hesitating in indecision. If I did not call upon Sir Stephen, then some suspicion might be aroused, therefore I resolved to see him and during the interview nullify by some means the urgency of the Earls request.

The Cabinet Minister, a middle-aged, clean-shaven man with keen eyes and very pronounced aquiline features, entered the library a few minutes after I had sent in my card. He was in evening clothes, having, it appeared, just dined with several guests, but was nevertheless eager to serve such a powerful supporter of his party as the Earl of Stanchester.

We had met before, therefore I needed no introduction, but instead of delivering the letter I deemed it best to explain matters in my own way.

I must apologise for intruding at this hour, Sir Stephen, I commenced, but the fact is that a very curious and tragic affair has happened in the Earl of Stanchesters park down at Sibberton, and he has sent me to ask your opinion as to the best course to pursue in order to get the police at Scotland Yard to take up the matter.

What, is it a mystery or something? inquired the well-known statesman, quickly alert.

I described how the body of the unknown man had been discovered, but added purposely that the inquest had not yet been held, and there that were several clues furnished by articles discovered in the dead mans pockets.

Well, the Northampton police are surely able to take up such a plain, straightforward case as that! he remarked. If not, they are not worth very much, I should say.

But his lordship has not much faith in the intelligence of the local constabulary, I ventured to remark with a smile.

Local constables are not usually remarkable for shrewdness or inventiveness, he laughed. But surely at the headquarters of the county constabulary they have several very experienced and clever officers. With such clues there can surely be little difficulty in establishing the mans identity.

Then you think it unnecessary to place the matter in the hands of the Criminal Investigation Department? I remarked.

Quite — at least for the present, was his reply, which instantly lifted a great weight from my mind. We must allow the coroners jury to give their verdict, and, at any rate, give the local police an opportunity of making proper inquiries before we take the matter out of their hands. I much regret being unable to assist the Earl of Stanchester in the matter, but at present I am really unable to order Scotland Yard to take the matter up. If, however, the local police fail, then perhaps you will kindly tell him that I shall be very pleased to reconsider the request, and, if possible, grant it. This was exactly the reply I desired. Indeed, I had put my case lamely on purpose, and had gradually led him to this decision.

Of course, I said, I will explain to his lordship the exact position and your readiness to order expert assistance as soon as such becomes absolutely imperative. By the way, I added, he gave me a note to you. And I then produced it, as though an after-thought.

He glanced over it and laid it upon his table, repeating his readiness to render the Earl all the assistance he could when the proper time came — the usual evasive reply of the Cabinet Minister.

Then he shook hands with me, and I left him, reassured that I had at least prevented the introduction of any of those clever experts in criminal investigation. The suspicions against Lolita grew darker every hour, yet even though they were well-grounded I was determined to save her.

That broad-shouldered man with whom I had seen her strolling in the early morning after the tragedy puzzled me greatly. Had I only obtained sight of him, I should, perhaps, have learnt the truth. Yet when I reviewed the whole of the mysterious circumstances my brain became awhirl. They were bewildering, for the mystery had become even more inscrutable than it at first appeared.

That my love had some connexion with the affair, I could not for a moment disguise. Her manner, her very admissions in themselves convicted her. Therefore I felt that with the facts of which I was already in possession I had greater chance than the most expert detective of pursuing my own inquiries to a successful issue.

On leaving Sir Stephen Layards about nine oclock, I resolved to ascertain what kind of house was number ninety-eight in Britten Street, Chelsea, the place where lived the Frenchwoman, Lejeune. I recollected the desperate words of my love on the previous night and wondered whether the death of the unknown man might not have altered the circumstances. Somehow I had a distinct suspicion that it might, hence I resolved not to reveal my presence at the place until I had again consulted Lolita.

The darkness was complete when I alighted from the cab in the Kings Road, Chelsea, and turned down the rather dark but respectable street of even two-storied, deep-basemented houses that ran down towards the Embankment. It was one of those thoroughfares like Walpole Street and Wellington Square, where that rapacious genus, the London landlady, flourishes and grows sleek upon the tea, sugar and bottled beer of lodgers. In the night the houses seemed most grimy and depressing, some of them half-covered by sickly creepers, and others putting forward an attempt at colour with their stunted geraniums in window-boxes.

The double rap of the postman on his last round sounded time after time, by which I knew he was approaching me, therefore I retraced my steps into the Kings Road and awaited him.

He had, I noticed, finished his round, therefore a cheery word and an invitation to have a drink at the flaring public-house opposite soon rendered us friendly, and without many preliminaries I explained my reason for stopping him.

Oh! laughed the man, were often stopped by people who make inquiries about those who live on our walks. Number ninety-eight Britten Street — a Frenchwoman? Oh, yes. Name of Lejeune. She doesnt have many letters, but theyre mostly foreign ones.

What kind of people live there? I inquired, whereupon he eyed me rather strangely, I thought, and asked — 

Youre not a friend of theirs, I suppose?

Not at all. I dont know them.

Well, Ill tell you in confidence. Mind, however, you dont let it out to a single soul — but the fact is that the house is under the observation of the police, and has been for some time. Sergeant Bullen, the detective, is on duty up there at the end of the road, and he jerked his thumb in that direction. He said good-night to me only a minute ago.

The place is being watched, then? I gasped in surprise.

Yes. Theyve been keeping it under observation night and day for a week or more. Bullen told me one day that they expect to make an arrest which will cause a great sensation.

For whom are they lying in wait?

Oh, that Im sure I cant tell you! The tecs, although I know em well, dont talk very much, you know. And then, after some further questions to which I received entirely unsatisfactory answers, we parted.


Chapter Nine.

Tells Some Strange Truths.

[image: img199.jpg]

ALONG THE DARK street, quiet after the glare and bustle of the Kings Road, I retraced my steps, when, about half-way up, I met a man dressed as a mechanic, idly smoking a pipe. He glanced quickly at me as I passed beneath the light of a street-lamp, and I guessed from his searching look that he was the detective Bullen.

Without apparently taking notice of him I went along almost to the end of the street, until I discovered that the house which Lolita had indicated differed little from its neighbours save that it was rendered a trifle more dingy perhaps by the London smoke. And yet the large printed numerals on the fanlight over the door gave it a bold appearance that the others did not seem to possess. The area was a deep one, but the shutters of the kitchen window were tightly closed. With the exception of the light in the hall the place seemed in darkness, presenting to me a strange, mysterious appearance, knowing all that I did. Why, I wondered, was that police officer lounging up and down keeping such a vigilant surveillance upon the place? Surely it was with some distinct motive that a plain-clothes man watched the house day and night, and to me that motive seemed that they expected that some person, now absent, might return.

There is often much mystery in those rows of smoke-blackened uniform houses that form the side-streets of Londons great thoroughfares, and the presence of the police here caused me to ponder deeply.

My first impulse had been to try and get sight of the mysterious Frenchwoman and her associates, but to escape the observation of that vigilant watcher was, I knew, impossible. So I passed along down to the Embankment, where the river flowed darkly on and the lights cast long reflections.

I was puzzled. I could not well approach the detective without making some explanation of who I was, and by doing so I recognised that I might inadvertently connect my employers sister with whatever offence the inmates of the mysterious house had committed.

Yet when I recollected that wild terrified declaration of Lolitas on the previous night, how she had told me that if the Frenchwoman withheld her secret it must result in my death, I felt spurred to approach her at all hazards. There are moments in our lives when, disregarding our natural caution, we act with precipitation and injudiciously. I fear I was given to hot-headed actions, otherwise I should never have dared to run the risk of arousing suspicion in Bullens mind as I did during the hours that followed.

From the fact that the house was in darkness there seemed to me a chance that the woman Lejeune was absent and that she might return home during the evening. The detective was apparently keeping watch at the Kings Road end of the street, therefore I resolved to keep a vigilant eye on the Embankment end. She might perchance approach from that direction, and if she did I hoped that I should be able to stop her and obtain a few minutes conversation. It was true that I did not know her, yet I felt sufficient confidence in my knowledge of persons to be able to pick out a Frenchwoman in a half-deserted London thoroughfare. The gait and manner of holding the skirts betray the daughter of Gaul anywhere.

Patiently I lounged at the corner, compelled to keep an eye upon the detectives movements lest he should notice my continued presence. Apparently, however, he had no suspicion of a second watcher, for he stood at the opposite end of the street gossiping with all and sundry, and passing the hours as best he could. Presently a ragged newsvendor came up, and after exchanging words the man shuffled along the street in my direction, while the detective went off to get his supper. Then I knew that the ragged man was one of those spies and informers often employed by the London police and who are known in the argot of the gutter as policemens noses.

I avoided him quickly, well knowing that such men are as keen-eyed and quick-witted as the detectives themselves, being often called upon to perform observation work where the police would be handicapped and at once recognised. Many a crime in London is detected, and many a criminal brought to justice by the aid of the very useful policemans nose, whose own record, be it said, is often the reverse of clean.

It was then nearly eleven oclock. The newsvendor had seated himself upon a doorstep half-way up the road and almost opposite the house with the number upon the fanlight, munching his supper, which he had produced from his pocket. I had watched him from around the corner and was turning back towards the Embankment, when of a sudden I heard footsteps.

On the opposite side, by the parapet which divided the roadway from the river, two persons were walking slowly, a man and a woman. In an instant I strained my eyes in their direction, and as they passed beneath one of the lamps I saw that the woman was young, dark-haired, thin-faced and rather well-dressed, while her companion was older, bearded, with a reddish bloated face which betokened an undue consumption of alcoholic liquors. As they passed on towards Britten Street I stepped across the road and walked behind them when, next instant, I recognised by the mans dress and his broad back view that he was none other than he whom I had observed walking with Lolita in the wood that morning — the stranger whose face I had not then plainly seen!

My curiosity was aroused immediately, for on hearing the woman make an observation in French I knew that she must be the person of whom I was in search.

Was she, I wondered, aware that the police were watching her house? Should I not, by placing her on her guard, ingratiate myself with her? My object was to get her to speak the truth and thus save Lolita, therefore I should have greater chance of success were I her benefactor.

She and her companion, whoever he was, were stepping straight into the trap laid for them, therefore on the spur of the moment, regardless of the fact that I might be the means of enabling certain criminals to escape from justice, I stepped boldly up to her just before they turned the corner into Britten Street and, raising my hat, said — 

Excuse me, mademoiselle, but your name, I believe, is Lejeune?

The pair started quickly, and I saw that they were utterly confused. They were evidently endeavouring to reach the house by the less-frequented route.

Well, and what if it is? inquired the broad-shouldered man in a harsh bullying tone, speaking with a pronounced Cockney accent and putting forward his flabby bull-dog face in a threatening attitude.

Theres no occasion for hot blood, my dear sir, I replied quietly. Just turn and walk back a few yards. Im here to speak with mademoiselle — not with you.

And what do you wish with me? the young woman inquired in very fair English.

Come back a few yards and Ill explain, I responded quickly. First, let me tell you that my name is Willoughby Woodhouse, and that I am private secretary to the Earl of Stanchester.

Woodhouse! gasped her companion involuntarily, and I saw that his face went pale. You are Mr Woodhouse!

Yes, I continued, and I have been sent here to you by Lady Lolita Lloyd to warn you that your house is being watched by the police.

The police! ejaculated the man. Are they there now?

They are. A detective has been keeping observation all the evening.

Then we must fly, he whispered quickly. By Jove! weve had a narrow escape! And, sir, I can only apologise for what Ive just said. Of course I didnt know who you were. The fact is I thought you were yourself a detective.

No apology is needed, I smiled. Ive only one further word to deliver from her ladyship, I added, turning to the young Frenchwoman, and it is that, having given you this timely warning, she hopes that you will not fail to let her know your whereabouts. She also says that you are to regard myself as the intermediary between you.

Tell her that I shall not fail to recognise this kindness, was the womans answer in her broken English. But for her we might both have fallen into the hands of the police. Ive been absent a fortnight, but thought that all was clear, otherwise I should not have dared to return here.

Come, lets get away, urged her companion anxiously.

It was on the tip of my tongue to remark upon his presence in the Monks Wood with her ladyship, but perhaps fortunately I held my peace. He seemed more in fear of detection than she did, for his face had gone ghastly pale and his bloodshot eyes were turned back upon the street-corner.

Have you any message for her ladyship? I inquired eagerly of the woman.

Only my thanks to her.

But, I said, bending to her and speaking in a low very earnest voice, she is in grave peril. Only the truth, spoken by yourself, can save her. Recollect by giving you this warning she is saving you from the police.

I know. I know! she replied. I am fully aware of the disaster which threatens her. Tell her that I have not yet myself learned the whole truth. When I do, I will write to her.

But you will surely tell what you know? I urged quickly.

At risk of incriminating myself? Not likely, was her reply.

Then when the blow falls — as fall it must — it will kill her, I said, disregarding the mans presence, for I felt that he must certainly be aware of everything.

Perhaps, was her vague answer, in a hard strained voice. If I could help her I would. At present, however, it is utterly impossible.

Not after this great service she has rendered to you? She has rescued you, remember.

Because it is not to her own interests that she should be connected with the affair, she remarked with what seemed a sneer.

Then, for the first time, I realised what a terrible mistake I had committed. The warning I had given this woman she actually believed to be an additional sign of weakness on the part of my well-beloved!

But her very life depends upon your words, I cried. You surely will not now withhold the truth?

I can say nothing — at least at present, she responded evasively.

But you must — you hear? I cried. You must!

I shall not until it suits me, was the womans defiant answer, as her dark eyes flashed quickly upon me, and I recognised with what kind of person I had to deal. Tell her that in this matter the stake is her life, or mine — and I prefer to keep my own. And she laughed that harsh discordant laugh of a Frenchwoman triumphant.

Then you refuse to tell the truth? I demanded fiercely.

I do.

In that instant a bold plan had suggested itself. She expected to escape, but now she defied me I had no intention that she should; therefore I sprang forward, seized her, and at the same time shrieked with all my might — 

Murder! Murder! Help — help!

Her companion flung himself upon me, beating me about the head, but I had gripped them both, and in a few moments there sounded hurrying footsteps and several persons, including the detective Bullen, came tearing round the street-corner.

Next second the pair recognised how very neatly they had been trapped.


Chapter Ten.

The Earl of Stanchester Speaks his Mind.
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LET ME GO! cried the woman, speaking in French in her excitement. Let us cry quits and I will tell the truth. If I am arrested, Lady Lolita must also fall into the hands of the police. You do not know everything or you would not do this! Let us go — and save her.

There was something in her quick argument that struck me as truthful. If the pair were arrested they might certainly lay some counter-charge, true or false, against my love, therefore with as sudden an impulse as I had raised the alarm I released my hold, saying — 

Very well. Thats a bargain. I shall hold you both to it, remember. Get away as quickly as you can.

And before the detective, the newsvendor and the two other men attracted by my shouts could reach the spot, the pair had sped along the Chelsea Embankment as fast as their legs could carry them and turned into a narrow thoroughfare running parallel with Britten Street.

The detective had, of course, not recognised them and when he inquired what was the matter I merely explained that two drunken men had struck me on the head when passing, and that I had been alarmed.

Well, he grunted, you neednt have kicked up such a fuss. We thought you were being killed, at least!

The fact is, I responded lamely, I was frightened. Im from the country, you see, and dont appreciate the horseplay of your London hooligans.

Then youd better not take evening walks along this place, was the man Bullens response, while the ragged newsvendor picked up my battered silk hat, and handing it to me with a grim laugh, said — 

Youll want a new un, sir. Them ooligans likes toppers. Some o Jimmy Boyles gang agin, I spect.

To which the detective answered — 

I expect so. Theyll get into trouble one of these nights.

And so the curious incident ended. I walked with them to the further end of Britten Street, taking leave of the unsuspecting detective in the Kings Road. He returned to his vigil, but I laughed within myself knowing how ingeniously the wily pair had slipped through his fingers.

On my drive back to the club I wondered whether I had acted wisely. At any rate I had made the acquaintance of the woman Lejeune, and had succeeded in showing her that I was prepared to aid her in exchange for the secret upon the knowledge of which Lolitas future depended. Whether she would keep faith with me was quite another matter.

I deeply regretted that I had not been able to ascertain the name of the man who had been Lolitas companion and had talked so earnestly with her in the wood. Without doubt he knew of the tragedy in the park — if, indeed, he were not the actual murderer. This latter suspicion became somehow impressed upon me. His face had gone ashen grey when I had revealed to them that a detective was awaiting them round the corner.

Was it possible that he had come to London in order to hide, knowing that the Metropolis is the best place to secrete oneself in all the world.

Next day at noon I sat in the schoolroom at Sibberton, listening to the opening of the Coroners inquiry into the tragedy. The facts having already got into the papers, the small room was crowded to suffocation by villagers and outsiders. The jury had viewed the body over at the Stanchester Arms opposite, and after a few introductory remarks from the Coroner, a solicitor from Northampton, I was called as the first witness.

I told how I had obtained the assistance of the publican Warr, and described how we had found the body of the murdered man. Then, when I had concluded, the foreman of the jury, a man who combined the avocation of baker and local preacher, asked — 

What first aroused your attention?

I heard a noise, I replied. I did not intend to tell them the truth — that it was a womans cry. A noise from behind the trees in the avenue, I added. It was very dark at that point.

You saw no one?

Nobody. I came to the village at once for assistance.

Any other questions to ask? inquired the Coroner of the jury.

I would like, sir, to inquire whether Mr Woodhouse had any suspicion of the body having been searched before he discovered it? asked Redway, the police officer.

My answer was a negative one. I feared he was about to question me regarding the footprints, and held my breath in fear and expectation.

What time elapsed between the hour when you heard the noise and the discovery of the tragic occurrence? the Coroner asked.

About half an hour.

A dozen other questions upon points of detail were put to me, but they were of no importance. Neither was the evidence given by Warr or any other of the witnesses, except perhaps that of Dr Pink, who, in his sharp way and using many medical terms which conveyed no meaning to the majority of those in the room, explained that the result of the post-mortem was that the man had been fatally stabbed.

The instrument used was not an ordinary knife, the doctor continued. From the appearance of the wound it must have been inflicted by a long thin triangular instrument almost like a skewer. With a sharp point this would penetrate the mans clothing much more easily than a knife or dagger, which requires considerable force to drive to the heart. My colleague, Doctor Newman, agrees with me that such an instrument as was used could be used fatally with very little force. It was, at the point, almost as sharp as a needle, and each of the three sides were keen-edged as razors — a terrible weapon. I dont think it was much more than a quarter of an inch across at its widest part.

The public heard this and sat mystified.

Then it would appear very much as though the crime were a premeditated one, remarked the Coroner, looking up when he had finished laboriously writing down the depositions with his scratchy quill.

Undoubtedly, replied the doctor. The man is a complete stranger, and no doubt kept an appointment at that spot and was done to death. The steel inflicted a mortal wound, and he must have expired in a few moments.

Any questions to ask the doctor? inquired the Coroner turning to the twelve villagers who sat in a row in their Sunday clothes.

There was no response, therefore Redway was called, and the public, to whom he was well-known, were instantly on the alert.

Philip Redway, inspector, Northamptonshire Constabulary, he commenced, giving his evidence with the business-like air of police officials. I was called by Constable Knight of Sibberton at five AM on the 18th of August and drove back with him to a spot in Sibberton Park where the deceased had been discovered. I examined the ground carefully and found certain marks of footprints, casts of which I have taken. I afterwards saw the body of the deceased, but do not identify him. His description has been circulated throughout the Kingdom, but up to the present no one has recognised him. I have also had the body photographed.

These footprints? asked the Coroner, laying down his pen and looking at the inspector. Are you of opinion that they will form any substantial clue to the assassin?

The marks were those of a womans feet, Redway explained, whereat there was a stir of sensation among the public, who sat so quiet and open-mouthed that the proverbial pin might hitherto have been heard had it been dropped.

Recent?

No doubt, was his reply. There were also the marks of the boots worn by deceased — and of others. The latter were probably those of Mr Woodhouse, Mr Warr and Constable Knight. They were so overtrodden that it was very difficult to recognise any distinctly. One fact, however, that I might mention, sir, and which adds a peculiar mystery to this case, is that I discovered that certain footprints had been deliberately erased.

Erased! exclaimed the Coroner, surprised. How do you mean?

Scratched over by some person who was able to visit the spot before I could arrive there.

Some accomplice?

It seems so. The spot was unfortunately left unguarded during Knights absence to warn me, and in that time it would appear that some one went there and deliberately set about to defeat the ends of justice.

This seems very curious and suspicious, gentlemen, remarked the Coroner, re-adjusting his gold pince-nez as he turned to the twelve expectant jurymen. If the theory of the police is true, then some second person, having knowledge of the crime, risked arrest and actually went to the spot and effaced those tell-tale marks. That the assassin had an accomplice is thus proved without a doubt. Therefore I think that under such peculiar circumstances you should leave the matter in the hands of the police to investigate. They will, I hope, be able both to establish the dead mans identity, and to fix the crime upon the guilty person. In cases such as this it is always best for the jury to return a verdict of Wilful Murder against some person or persons unknown, as it allows the police an entirely free hand afterwards, and prevents them from being compelled in evidence to disclose the nature or direction of the inquiries.

Redways a fool. Hell discover nothing, whispered the Earl to me, as he stood beside me in the further corner of the schoolroom. If Sir Stephen had stirred up Scotland Yard we might have hoped for success. But now its in Redways hands we may rest assured it will be bungled from the very first.

I fear so, was my reply, although at heart I was honestly glad that the inquiries were left to the local constabulary.

Well, sir, exclaimed the foreman of the jury to the Coroner, we are, I think, entirely in your hands.

Youve heard the evidence, and that is as far as we can proceed to-day, he said. Of course if you deem it wiser to adjourn for a week you may do so. You are here to decide not who committed the murder but to inquire by what means the deceased came by his death. About the latter I think you can have no doubt, and if you return a verdict in accordance with the evidence — a verdict of wilful murder — then the police will push their inquiries, I hope, to some successful issue. Are you all agreed?

The twelve villagers in their Sunday tweeds whispered together and the local baker at last replied in the affirmative. Then the verdict was signed, and Knight in a loud voice thanked the jury for their attendance and declared the court closed.

Thus ended the official inquiry into the death of the man unknown — the man who had carried secreted within his vest the paper with those strange cabalistic numbers written upon it, and who, strangest of all, had worn in the ring upon his finger a portrait of my love!


Chapter Eleven.

Certain Questions and their Answers.
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THE INQUEST CONCLUDED, I walked back to the Hall with the Earl. The latter was annoyed that the Home Secretary had not acted upon his suggestion. He was young, and therefore impetuous sometimes, as a man of his great wealth is perhaps apt to be. Since his marriage he had, I noticed, become more quick-tempered, restless and rather less good-humoured than in his buoyant bachelor days. The gay irresponsibility of Marigold, his wife, worried him, I knew, and I therefore looked upon his irritability as only natural.

The whole things a confounded mystery, Woodhouse, he remarked after a long silence as we went up the avenue, glad of the shade, for it was a blazing day. I havent yet told that thick-headed fool Redway about the fellow watching me in London. Do you think I ought?

No, I answered. Let him find out for himself. Hes got lots of self-assurance, therefore he may, I think, be allowed to show his great talent as a tracker of criminals.

By Jove! youre right, he laughed. If it were not for the fact that I should be aiding him, Id pay a smart private detective myself to look into the matter. Whats all that rot he says about finding a womans footprint there? I expect its only where one of the maids from the Hall has passed along. Ive lots of times seen courting couples from the village going along on the grass parallel with these trees, so as to avoid being noticed by any of us. I did not remark that neither the girls of Sibberton nor the maids at the Hall were in the habit of wearing Louis XV heels. On the contrary, I entirely agreed with my employers remarks.

He wanted to see Frank Blew, his huntsman, therefore we struck across the wide level park to the curious old building, the gate of which, flanked by two circular towers, presented the appearance of an ancient castle, and entered the celebrated kennels of the Stanchester Foxhounds.

Blew and his assistants were in the paved courts, wearing long white smocks over their clothes and engaged in feeding the hounds as we entered. The instant we passed the low wicket-gate a dozen of them were pawing us, while the Earl, knowing each of the pack by name, cried — 

Down Jason! Down Jerry! Down Bound-away. And each addressed by name obediently returned to his companions.

Ive decided the date, Blew, the Earl said. We begin cubbing three weeks on Monday, so youll have everything ready.

Yes, mlord.

Well commence in the covers around the park, as usual, you know. I shall fix the first meet at Spring Wood, at five. Her ladyship will be back, and both she and Lady Lolita intend cubbing this season.

Glad to hear that, mlord. Last season all the Hunt regretted that the Countess came out so very little.

Well, lets hope we kill as many cubs as we did last back-end. I wish all of you the best of good luck.

Thank you, mlord; we shall all of us do our best, I assure you. And the sharp-nosed, thin-faced, thin-legged huntsman, one of the cracks of England, touched his cap to his master to whom he had always been devoted ever since the days when he was only a stable helper and young Lord Sibberton used to ride to the meets on his pony.

There is still among hunting-men in England, both master and servant, a genuine camaraderie that exists in no other sport. In the hunting-field the Master is supreme to control and direct; and after that millionaire and farmer, countess and vicars daughter, squire and horse-breaker are all on equality, all keen upon the running down of the crafty marauder of the hen-roost.

Therefore it was not really surprising that Blew was the Earls adviser in all connected with the pack and with the hunt, and that in his absence at San Remo in the latter part of the winter season, or in London, he left the hounds for Frank Blew to hunt, and surely a better huntsman there was not in all the shires. After leaving Sibberton he had graduated in the Belvoir, and the Quorn kennels, and had returned to the old Earls service as kennel-huntsman and subsequently as huntsman.

Some conversation followed regarding the condition of the puppies, the bad epidemic of distemper, and the consequent fatality among them; the naming of some fresh puppies which were to be put out to walk with farmers on the estate, and then, with Blew accompanying us to the gate and raising his cap, we struck away across the park, back again to the Hall.

I lunched alone, and about four oclock had finished the correspondence. My brain was on fire. I wanted to see Lolita, for truth to tell I wished to ascertain from her how much she knew regarding the dead man who had worn her portrait in secret.

When I had met her in that draggled condition in the wood I had purposely made no mention of the crime and its discovery, preferring to allow her to make some mention of it herself. But she had made no remark. Perhaps she, too, had been waiting for me to broach the unwelcome subject. One thing was, however, plain: with the exception of that unfortunate footprint of which Redway had taken a cast, she had succeeded in very cleverly hiding the fact that she had been absent from her room that night, or that she had had any connexion whatsoever with the tragedy.

I thought of the necklet which I now had locked safely in my room down in the village, and wondered how it possibly could have come into the young mans possession a year ago. It surely had not been stolen, otherwise she would have remarked upon her loss. Had she given it to him? That was the question which constantly held me thinking and wondering.

I awaited my opportunity to encounter her when tea was served in the hall and, there being no visitors, she seated herself at the great silver tray and handed me my cup. The Earl had ridden over to Laxton, therefore we were alone, except for the irritating presence of Slater, the grave-faced old butler.

She was dressed to go out walking, her brown tailor-made gown fitting her like a glove and her smart straw canotier to match gave her that chic, almost Parisienne appearance which was so characteristic of her well-bred style. She always dressed well, without any undue show of laces and trimmings, but with that exquisite taste which betokens the well-turned-out woman who is an aristocrat.

I stood before the great old fireplace with its enormous bright steel dogs of an age bygone, and chatted to her, noting that in her face there was no trace of anxiety, so well did she conceal her feelings before the servants. Our conversation was rather strained, it was true, mostly about a tennis tournament over at Drayton and regarding the decision of her brother to cut down and grub-up Oxen Wood, a favourite cover which he had suddenly taken it into his head to sweep away. Then, when tea had finished, she announced her intention of walking across the park to Stanion village and invited me to accompany her.

This I eagerly did, and a few moments later we were out in the bright afternoon sunshine. Our way led first up the north avenue across the deer park for half-a-mile, then along a narrow path through one of the densest woods in the district, called Geddington Chase, and afterwards skirted the river for some distance to Stanion mill, and thence by the high road to the village.

You have been to London, she exclaimed in a low voice as soon as we were safely out of hearing from the Hall. Well, did you recollect what I told you?

I did, and I acted according to your directions, was my quiet answer.

And what did the woman say? she inquired, turning to me eagerly, her face suddenly anxious and changed.

She told me nothing. She refused to speak.

Ah! my idol gasped, and I saw the light of hope at once die from her countenance. As I expected! Just as I feared!

She says she cannot yet tell the truth, I hastened to explain. But I have made a compact with her.

How?

Then I explained how I had discovered the house in Britten Street watched by the police; and how I had been able to give the Frenchwoman warning.

But, I said, will you pardon me, Lolita, if I remark upon one most peculiar circumstance?

She started visibly and held her breath, for the tragedy had never been mentioned between us, and it seemed as though she feared I would broach it.

You will recollect, I went on, that when I met you early yesterday morning you were accompanied by a man who—

Ah, you saw him, then! she gasped, interrupting me.

I did. And moreover I met that same man in Mademoiselles company last night.

With her! she cried. Never! Why, he doesnt know her.

I met them walking together on the Chelsea Embankment, I persisted in a quiet tone, wondering the reason of her utter amazement.

How? Where? Tell me all about it? she urged quickly. Theres mystery here.

In obedience to her wish I explained the circumstances just as I have already recorded them; how I had first implored her to divulge her secret, and then in order to threaten her, had called the police, afterwards making a solemn compact with her and allowing them both to escape.

She heard me in silence to the end, nervously pulling her veil beneath her chin and twisting it to keep it tight. Then sighing, she remarked, turning her wonderful eyes upon me — 

She is not the woman to keep any promise, Willoughby. It is just as I feared! She is afraid to tell the truth lest she herself should suffer. Her words only confirm that.

I recalled what she had said, and was bound to agree.

But surely, I cried, the outlook is not so black as you anticipate? If this woman, in order to safeguard herself, refuses to speak, are there not other means by which the truth could be revealed?

No — none! was her despairing answer as she shook her head.

Perhaps I acted unwisely in allowing them to slip through the fingers of the police? I suggested.

No. It was wise, very wise. Had they been arrested they would both have sought to seriously incriminate me — and — and the blow would have fallen. I — I should have killed myself to avoid arrest, she added in the low hoarse voice of a woman absolutely desperate.

Oh, dont speak like that, Lolita, I urged earnestly. Recollect you have at least in me a true and loyal friend. I will defend you by every means in my power. You refuse to tell me this strange secret of yours; nevertheless I am ready to serve you without seeking to penetrate the mystery which you are so determined to withhold.

I would tell you everything if I dared, she assured me with a sweet grateful look upon her countenance, and I saw that upon her veil a teardrop glistened. I saw too how agitated she was, and how she longed to take me entirely into her confidence — yet dared not do so. Why, I wondered, had she made no remark upon the tragedy or upon the Coroners verdict that morning. Was that, too, a subject which she dare not mention?

I glanced at the boots she was wearing, and saw that they were small dark-brown ones but with those same Louis XV heels that had left such tell-tale traces.

Is your secret such a terrible one that you fear to entrust it to me? I asked gravely after a brief pause.

You couldnt understand — you couldnt believe the real facts even if I told you, was her reply. Besides, this refusal of the woman Lejeune prevents me knowing the real truth myself. She intends that I shall suffer — that I shall pay the penalty of the crime of another. She vowed revenge and, alas! she sighed, she has it now.

But shes quite a common person, I remarked, for knowing the Continent as I did, and being some thing of a cosmopolitan, I put her down as of the lower class.

It is her foreign ill-breeding that renders her such a bitter enemy. She has no pity and no remorse — indeed what Frenchwoman has?

Then I was a fool to let her escape! Had I known, I would have given the pair into the detectives hands and faced the worst.

And by so doing you would have caused my death! was her low remark in a hard strained voice. We had climbed the hill and arrived at the edge of Geddington Chase, where we halted at the old weather-worn stile which gave entrance to the wood.

Yet by allowing them to escape it seems that I have unwittingly been their accessory! I remarked. You do not anticipate that this woman Lejeune will reveal the truth and thus place you in a position of safety. Therefore, why should we shield her?

I feel sure she will not — now that she is friendly with Joseph Logan.

You mean the man who was with you at early morning?

She nodded in the affirmative, and with a sigh declared: The interests of the pair are entirely identical. Even if she wished to reveal what she knew, he would prevent her. I never anticipated that they would become acquainted and thus unite their evil intentions against myself!

Against you? I cried. Why?

It is an intrigue — a vile and ingenious plot against myself and certain persons who are innocent and unoffending. Ah! If you only knew the woman Lejeune as I have reason to know her, you would not ask such a question. You, too, would be well aware that the man or woman unfortunate enough to fall into her cunningly-devised pitfalls may at once abandon all hope of the future — for death alone can release them from the bond. I failed to understand the true meaning of those words which sounded to my ears so wild and tragic. The mystery of it was all-consuming. I tried to discern some light through the dark cloud that had so suddenly fallen and enveloped my well-beloved, but all was utterly inscrutable.

We crossed the stile and walked on into the dim lonely gloom of the Chase. I took her hand and felt that she was trembling. Of what, I wondered, was she in fear? Was it because of the sudden return of that rough seafarer, Richard Keene? Was it of some denunciation that could be made by Mademoiselle Lejeune; or was it because of what had occurred down in that damp hollow behind the beeches in the south avenue — that spot that bore the imprint of her shoes?

Lolita, I said at last in a soft, low voice, are you aware of the terrible affair — I mean the discovery in the park?

Yes, was her mechanical answer, without, however, daring to look me in the face. I have heard all about it.

Well, I said, the unfortunate young man is unidentified except— and I hesitated.

Except what? she gasped quickly. What have they discovered?

They have discovered nothing, I assured her. But I myself have discovered that the man now dead pawned, a year ago, your amethyst and pearl necklet — the one your father, the Earl, gave you for a birthday present in India, and, further, that he wore upon his finger a ring containing your portrait!

The police! — do they know these facts? she gasped, halting and glaring at me.

They are known only to myself, I answered in a grave, low tone. What have you to say? For a moment she stood with her countenance blanched to the lips, and a strange haunted look in her eyes. Summoning all her courage, her gloved fingers clenching themselves into the palms, she bowed her head and answered hoarsely — 

I have nothing to say — nothing — nothing!

I stood in silence regarding her, utterly mystified. Was it guilt that was written so vividly upon her face, or was it the fierce desperation of an innocent woman hounded to her death?

Ah! had I known the startling truth at that moment, how differently would I have acted!


Chapter Twelve.

Love and Lolita.
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TO PRESS HER further was out of the question. I had sufficiently explained that I held the knowledge to myself, and that I did not intend to divulge to the police what I had discovered.

That she had been fully aware of the unknowns death was quite plain and equally so that she feared lest the inquiries might lead the police in her direction.

The silent manner in which she had changed her mud-bedraggled dress was in itself sufficient to show that she was well aware that I suspected her of being implicated in the young mans death, and her mute thankfulness was also very marked.

In silence we walked on through the forest gloom where the damp smell of the moss and dead leaves was welcome after the dry August heat outside, until presently, after debating within myself whether it were wise to place her upon her guard, I suddenly put my hand upon my loves arm, saying — 

Lolita, you know that your interests in every particular are mine, therefore it is, I think, but right that you should know that the police have already made a discovery in connexion with the — the unfortunate affair in the park. They have found at the spot the marks of small shoes with French heels. Casts have been taken of those imprints, and it is suspected that they are of your shoes!

My footprints! she gasped, turning and glaring at me with wide-open frightened eyes. Ah! I — I never thought of that! It never occurred to me! And then I saw how she trembled visibly from head to foot. She had striven to remain calm, but had now utterly broken down.

The situation is perilous, I said quite quietly, inasmuch as the man Redway has taken casts, and knowing that only you in this district are in the habit of wearing such shoes, I fear he suspects. He will, no doubt, seek some secret means, probably through the servants, to compare his cast with the boots you are in the habit of wearing.

Ah! I see, she remarked thoughtfully. Then I must either hide or destroy them all, unknown to Weston.

That is best. I will help you, I said. We will do it as soon as we return. If you will collect them all Ill pack them in my suit-case and send them up to the cloak-room at St. Pancras. Theyll be safe enough there for a few months.

An excellent idea, she said. I must get rid of them at all costs. Ill order some others from Francis — shoes with flat heels, although I hate them.

I could not, however, help noticing that she had actually admitted being present at the spot where the dead man was discovered, yet she had made no mention of him. My object was to learn his name and who he really was, but with a womans cleverness she vouchsafed no information. I think she saw that I suspected her of the crime, although my intense love for her prevented me withdrawing from her in loathing as would otherwise have been the case.

That strange cipher that I had found secreted in the dead mans waistcoat occurred to me, and I longed to be in possession of its key. I knew a man who often amused himself in deciphering such things, and counted himself something of an expert in such matters, but I had not yet had time to submit it to him and obtain his opinion.

As we continued our way she expressed a hope that the man Redway would not make investigations in her wardrobe during her absence.

He may bribe Weston, you know, she suggested in an apprehensive tone. And if he found that his cast corresponded with my foot, the result would surely be fatal. I could not live to face it, Willoughby. How could I?

Dont let us anticipate such a thing. Redway will not be able to enter the Hall without some very good excuse, thats very certain. Up to the present only two persons are aware that you were out in the Park all night — the man whom I afterwards found with the Frenchwoman, and myself.

Ah! yes, thanks to you I succeeded in returning home as though I had only been out for an early walk. The manner in which you accomplished it was most ingenious. It has freed me from suspicion. Yet in the footmarks has arisen another and much more serious matter.

The boots you must leave to me. I will get rid of them, never fear, I assured her; and she pressed the gloved hand I held, as though to confirm her trust in me.

Yet was I acting as accessory to a foul and dastardly crime. A man, unarmed and unsuspecting, had been cruelly and secretly done to death, and I, because I loved her, was seeking by all means in my power to throw the police off the scent and dispel even those grave suspicions that were so strongly increasing in my own mind daily, nay hourly.

Walking at her side I tried to argue with myself. But I was too loyal to her. That face drawn and haggard, the paleness of which even her veil failed to hide, was the countenance of a woman whose heart was torn with conflicting emotions — one whose enemies had triumphed, leaving her friendless, crushed — and guilty before the face of the world.

We went on, past the smithy, into Stanion village, an old-world place with its grey church-spire the most prominent figure in the landscape. The sun was setting, and our long shadows lay in front of us upon the dusty highway.

Young Sampson, the squire of Ashton, over near Oundle, whirled past us in his ten-horse Panhard, enveloping us in a cloud of dust, passing before he became aware of who we were. Then we turned into the rectory, where in the cool little drawing-room Lolita had a brief conversation with the worthy rectors wife concerning a forthcoming sale of work. Oh! those everlasting jumble sales and sales of work.

As she sat there, her veil raised, coolly discussing such things as stalls, stall-holders, fancy needlework and church expenses, she smiled sweetly and certainly did not in the least present the woeful picture that she had done as we passed through the Chase. They even discussed the tragic discovery in the park. With the well-bred womans natural tact she could control her outward appearance marvellously. The wife of the estimable rector would certainly never have dreamed the subject of our conversation a quarter of an hour before. They strolled across the tennis lawn together, and her neat figure and graceful swinging carriage was surely not that of a woman suspected of a heartless and brutal assassination.

Yet when I argued coldly and methodically with myself; when I recollected her admission, and her eager anxiety to get rid of those boots with the small high heels, I could not disguise from myself the hard fact that if she were not the actual assassin she was, at any rate, an accessory.

There had been some strong motive why that young man should die. That was plain, and without the slightest shadow of doubt.

I strolled beside the pair in the garden until my love took leave of her hostess, and then we walked home in the calm golden glow of the sundown.

Before the dressing-bell rang I surreptitiously carried my old suit-case, empty, up to her room, and half-an-hour later fetched it down. It was packed full of all her French boots, and having locked it securely I tied upon it an address-label inscribed to myself to be left at St. Pancras cloak-room till called for. Then I rang for a servant, and dispatched it to Kettering station.

The blazing August days went slowly by. The body of the nameless victim had been laid in its grave in Sibberton churchyard, and the inquiries conducted by the obsequious Redway resulted in nothing. As was to be expected, he and his assistants haunted the village continually, endeavouring to gather all they could, but fortunately no suspicion was cast upon the sweet woman whom I loved. An active search was made for the boots with the Louis XV heels, in which Pink, the doctor, joined, but it never once occurred to them that they had belonged to Lolita. Or, if it did, the theory had no doubt been dismissed as a wild and unfounded one.

Eager to escape from the place which was undoubtedly so full of tragic memory, Lolita, in the early days of September, went up to Strathpeffer to stay with her aunt, Lady Clayton, as was her habit each year.

On the morning just before she left, however, she came to my room ready dressed for her departure, and again, for the first time since our walk to Stanion, referred to the tragedy.

Recollect, Willoughby, I am now entirely in your hands, she said, standing at the window with her eyes fixed aimlessly across the broad level park. I cannot bear to remain here now, for I feel every moment that I am being watched, suspected — that one day that awful person Redway will enter my room with — perhaps a warrant for my arrest.

There is no evidence, I pointed out, first ascertaining that there were no eavesdroppers in the corridor outside. We have been able to efface everything. The police are utterly puzzled.

Thanks to you, she said, turning her great blue eyes sweetly upon me. Surely she did not at the moment present the appearance of a murderess, and yet the circumstances all pointed to one fact — that there was a motive in the death of that young man who had remained unidentified. You told me the other day, she went on, that the necklet had been pawned. My connexion with the poor young fellow may be established through that. You see I do not conceal my fears from you, Willoughby — my only friend, she added.

You need fear nothing in that direction, I responded. I purchased the necklet, and I have it at this moment safely at home.

You have! she cried, a great weight lifted from her mind. Ah! you seem to have left nothing undone to secure my safety.

For the reason I explained to you on the night of the unfortunate affair, I responded, taking her small soft hand in mine and raising it slowly to my lips. She did not attempt to withdraw it. She only sighed, and a slight shiver ran through her as my lips came in contact with her fingers. What did that shudder mean?

Was it that I was actually kissing the hand that had committed murder?

Lolita! I said a moment later when I had crushed from my heart the gradually increasing suspicion. You have received from the innkeeper, Warr, a letter left for you by a rough uncouth stranger.

Ah, she sighed, I have. Richard Keene has returned! You dont know what that means to me.

The letter contained news that has filled you with serious apprehension, then?

It contained certain information that is utterly astonishing!

I explained how I had seen the stranger and overheard his conversation with Warr, whereupon she said — 

I expected that he would return, but it seems that he does not intend to do so. He fears, perhaps, to call upon me — just as I fear that he may reveal the truth.

For some time I was silent, pretending to occupy myself with some papers, but truth to tell I was considering whether the question I wished to put to her was really a judicious one. At last I decided to speak and make a bold demand. Therefore I said — 

And now, Lolita, that I have rendered you all the assistance I can, I want to ask you one single plain question — I want you to answer me truthfully, because what you tell me may in the future be of greatest assistance to me. Recollect that in this affair I am combating the efforts of the police, therefore I wish to know the name of the man who is dead.

His name! she exclaimed, looking straight at me. His name — why do you wish to ascertain that?

First, because of curiosity, and, secondly, because in dealing with your enemies it will give me advantage if I am aware of facts of which they are in ignorance.

But she shook her head, while her brows knit slightly, by which I knew that she was firm.

Your knowledge of the affair is surely sufficient, Willoughby, was her answer. You see in me a miserable woman, haunted by the shadow of a crime, a woman whom the world holds in high esteem but who merits only disgrace and death. You pity me — you say that you love me! Well, if that is so — if you pity me, and your love is really sincere, you will at least have compassion upon me and allow me to retain one secret, even from you — the secret of that mans name!

Then you refuse to satisfy me, I exclaimed in bitter disappointment.

Is it a proof of love and confidence to wring from a woman a name which is her secret alone? she asked reprovingly.

But I am trying to act as your protector, I argued.

Then have patience, she urged. His name does not concern you. He is dead, and his secret — which was also my secret — has gone with him to the grave. Then, almost in the same breath, she bade me farewell, and a few moments later I saw the station-brougham receding down the long avenue.


Chapter Thirteen.

The Young Countess Makes a Statement.
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THE HARVEST HAD been garnered and on the glorious first the young Countess returned from the Continent, just in time to receive her annual house-party.

The instant she arrived Sibberton always put on an air of gaiety which it never wore during her absence. Full of verve and go, she lived only for excitement and pleasure, and always declared the Hall as dull as a convent if it were not full of those clever, well-known people who constituted her own particular set. Therefore she seldom brightened the place with her presence unless she brought in her train a dozen or so merry men and women of the distinctly up-to-date type, some of whom were fashionable enough to have scandal attached to their names.

Has it ever occurred to you that feminine beauty in the higher circle of society is unfortunately, but very surely, deteriorating? It is remarkable how the type has of late years changed. When our grandmothers were celebrated and toasted in old port as beauties, quite a different ideal reigned. The toast was then something petite, womanly, of a pink complexion, of a delicious plumpness and animated by a lively and natural emotionalism. But with the introduction of athletic, open-air exercise, motors and mannish achievements, we have developed an entirely different type.

The modern athletic girl is generally ugly. She begins early, and continues till after her marriage to cycle, shoot, ride and play golf and tennis, all of which ruin her figure and consequently her health. She shoots up tall, flat-chested, colourless and lacking in reasonable proportions, with one hip larger than the other if she rides regularly to hounds. She becomes wried and atrophied by rough wear and unseemly habits, and the womanly delicacy shrinks and withers from the form of health and beauty.

Glance over any social function in town or country, any meet of hounds, or any shooting-party where ladies are included, and you will not fail to recognise how women, by overtaxing their physique, are fading and gradually becoming asexual.

The Countess of Stanchesters house-parties were always merry ones, and generally included an Ambassador or two, a Cabinet Minister, a few good shots, and a number of ladies of various ages. The gigantic place was liberty hall, and both the young Earl and his wife carried out to the letter the traditions of the noble house for boundless hospitality. There was no better shooting in all the Midlands than that furnished by the Earl of Stanchesters huge estate, extending as it did for nearly thirty miles in one direction; and the bags were always very huge ones.

Twenty-eight guests arrived on the same day that the young Countess returned home, and dinner that night was served as it always was on the first night of the shooting-season, upon the historic service of gold plate presented by Queen Elizabeth to the first Earl of Stanchester. I was invited to dine, and after music in the blue drawing-room retired with the men to the cosy panelled smoking-room with the grotesque carvings over the mantelshelf.

Many were the anecdotes and low the laughter, until at about midnight I rose and went back to my study, intending to get through some correspondence before retiring.

I suppose I must have been writing half-an-hour when the door opened and the Countess entered, greeting me merrily, saying — 

Well, Mr Woodhouse! Ive had no time to talk to you to-night. And how have you been all this time?

As usual, I responded, smiling, for notwithstanding her faults she was so beautiful, merry and witty that her companionship was always pleasant. Is there anything I can do?

Yes. I want you, please, to send out cards for dinner next Tuesday to this list. And she handed me half a sheet of note-paper on which she had hastily scribbled some names. These county people, as they call themselves, are a fearful bore, and their women-folk are a terribly dowdy lot, but I suppose I must have them. Its only once a year — thank Heaven.

I laughed, for I knew that outside her own set she had withering sarcasm for the lower grade of society. With poor people she was always pleasant and popular, but with that little circle which called itself the county, and which consisted of hard-up squires, country parsons, men who had made money in the city and had bought properties, and the tea-and-tennis womankind that came in their wake, she had no common bond. They were a slow, narrow-minded lot who held up their hands at what she would term a harmless game at baccarat, and would be horror-stricken at tennis-playing or even bridge on Sundays.

Yet from time immemorial these people had been invited to dine at the Hall once during the shooting-season, and it was her husbands wish that all the old customs of his noble house should be strictly observed. For hospitality, the house of Stanchester had always been noteworthy. The Earls grandfather, whom many aged villagers in Sibberton could still remember, used to keep open house every Friday night, and any of his friends could come up to the Hall and dine with him at six oclock, providing they left or sent their cards on the previous day, in order that the cook should know how many guests would be present. It was the one evening in the week when his lordship entertained all his hunting friends, and on that day he did them royally for the port was declared the best in the country.

In these modern go-ahead days, however, with the giddy young Countess as chatelaine, this sort of thing was of the past. She tolerated people only as long as they amused her. When they ceased to do that, she calmly and ruthlessly struck them off her list. In town, she petted young foreign musicians and got them to sing or play at her concerts and brought them into notoriety by paying them cheques of three figures for their nightly services. But their reign usually lasted only half the season, when they were cast aside, disappointed and dejected, and other popular favourites rose to take their places.

She noticed my cigarettes in the big silver box the Earl had given me, and walking across, selected one, and slowly lit it with that free-and-easy air that was essentially that of the latter-day woman. An exception to the general rule that beauty in women of the higher class is growing rarer, she was extremely good-looking — fair-haired, grey-eyed, with handsome regular features and a clear pink complexion devoid of any artificial make-up.

Her dress was magnificent, the latest Paquin creation for which I had sent a cheque only the week before for one hundred and ten guineas. It was a study in cream, and trimmed with sparkling sequins which caused the gauze to shimmer and sparkle with every movement. The curves of her figure were graceful in every line, and at her throat she wore the magnificent collar of rubies which Queen Anne had given to the beautiful Countess of Stanchester, wife of Her Majestys Ambassador to France.

With careless abandon she threw herself into an armchair opposite where I sat, stretched out her tiny shoes upon the rug, gazing steadily at me, and blew a cloud of blue smoke from her lips. Yes, as I gazed upon her I really did not wonder how completely Lord Sibberton had been fascinated. Magnificent was the only word that described her.

Ive only just heard about this awful affair in the park, she commenced. George says he knows nothing very much about it. He says you found a man murdered. Tell me all about it — Im interested. And she placed the cigarette to her lips and gazed lazily at me through the haze of smoke. Knowing the strong bond of friendship existing between her husband and myself, she always treated me with a flippant equality that would be viewed with some surprise in any other circle of society. But to-day it seems that the more daring a wealthy woman is in words and actions, the greater is her popularity.

Yes, I answered, turning towards her upon my revolving writing-chair. It is a mystery — an entire mystery. And then I briefly related the curious facts, omitting, of course, all mention of the connexion between the murdered man and her sister-in-law, whom, be it said, she secretly ridiculed as a pious stay-at-home.

Lolita did not care for the ultra-gay set who formed the shooting parties, therefore was absent from them when she could escape. She hated bridge and baccarat, and had nothing in common with those women about whom scandalous tales were told in boudoirs and smoking-rooms.

I suppose Doctor Pink has been exercising his talents in trying to discover the assassin? she remarked.

Yes. But the young man has remained unidentified, I answered. And for my own part, I believe the affair will remain an absolute mystery.

Why? What causes you to anticipate that?

Because there are certain features which are utterly incomprehensible. The young man came along the avenue that night to keep a secret appointment — thats very certain. And the person who met him coolly murdered him.

Yes. But it really isnt very nice to have a tragedy at ones very door, and yet be unaware of the identity of the assassin! Who was the murderer? Who is suspected?

A woman, I responded, whereupon, to my great surprise, I noticed in her eyes a strange expression, but whether of fear or of surprise I could not determine.

A woman! she repeated. How is it that the police suspect a woman?

I told her how Redway had discovered certain footmarks, and how at least two of the prints were those of a womans shoe.

Thats very strange! Most interesting! she remarked. Sounds almost like what you see in a drama on the stage — a dark wood, man meets a woman who stabs him, then rushes away full of remorse — green lights, and all that sort of thing. You know what I mean.

But this is no theatrical effect, I said. It is a hard solid tragic fact that an unknown man has been murdered in the park here not half-a-mile away, and the affair is still a complete mystery except, as I have said, a woman was certainly present.

Exactly. She might have been present — and yet innocent, she said, with a slightly triumphant ring in her argument, I thought. Was it possible that she, too, knew something of Lolitas secret and, suspecting her, sought to divert suspicion from her?

Her beautiful face was sphinx-like. She continued to discuss the startling affair, and I somehow felt convinced that she knew rather more of its details than she would admit. Yet probably she had read some report of it in the papers. Nevertheless, certain remarks of hers were distinctly curious, especially her eagerness to know exactly what suspicions the police entertained, and in what direction their inquiries were at present directed.

As to the latter, I could tell her nothing, for I had not met Redway for several days. Indeed I had not heard of his presence in the neighbourhood, and I had begun to believe that he and his men were giving up the matter as a mystery that would never be solved save by confession or by mere chance. They were evidently pursuing that policy of masterly inactivity of which local police officers are past-masters. Gossips all of them, they are full of pretended activity on false scents, and prone to discover clues wherever beer chances to be deposited.

I hear that Warr, the innkeeper, was with you when you found the man, the Countess presently remarked. If the dead man were not an absolute stranger surely he, of all men, would have recognised him!

But he was an entire stranger — and apparently a gentleman, I said. From his clothes, his appearance was that of a foreigner — but of course thats only mere surmise. He may have been abroad and purchased foreign clothes there.

A foreigner! And who in Sibberton could possibly have any business with a foreigner? she laughed. Why, half the villagers havent been as far away from their houses as Northampton, and I dont believe, with the exception perhaps of our studsman James, that any one has crossed the Channel.

Yes, I admitted, the whole affair is a profound puzzle. All that is known is that a certain young man who, from his exterior appearance and clothes, was well-bred, met in the park a certain woman, and that afterwards, he was found stabbed in the back with some long, thin and very sharp instrument. Thats all!

And the police are utterly confounded?

Utterly. They photographed the unfortunate man.

Did they? Where can I see a copy? asked the Countess quickly, bending forward to me in her eagerness. I would so very much like to see one. Could you get one?

I have one here, I replied. The police sent it to me a week ago, in response to my request. And unlocking a drawer, I took out the inartistic picture of the dead man.

So keenly interested was she that she sprang from her chair, and came quickly to the edge of my writing-table in order to examine the picture.

God! she gasped, the colour of her cheeks fading pale as death as her eyes glared at it. The woman has killed him, then — just as I thought! Poor fellow — poor fellow! The police dont even know his name! It is a mystery — then let it remain so. They regard it, you say, as a strange affair. Yet if the real truth were known, the remarkable romance of which this is the tragic dénouement would be found to be most startling — one so curious and mysterious indeed as to be almost beyond human credence. Yes, Mr Woodhouse, she added in a low voice as she straightened herself and looked at me, I know the truth — I know why this man was sent to his grave — and I know by whom!


Chapter Fourteen.

Concerns a Gay Woman.
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THE OPEN DECLARATION of the Countess held me in weak indecision. No doubt she was well aware of the motive of the crime, and therefore guessed who had struck the fatal blow. Yet she boldly expressed her intention of concealing her knowledge, which seemed strange on the face of it. A murder had been committed, therefore if she really had no reason to defeat the ends of justice she might surely reveal the dead mans identity and explain all she knew concerning him. I argued this with her, but she shook her head and remained firm in her decision of silence.

Did she entertain, as I did, a grave suspicion of Lady Lolita?

This vague suggestion occurred to me as I sat staring straight up into the grey eyes of that brilliant woman before me. She knew the truth. She had told me so, yet next instant she seemed to regret the words had escaped her and sought lamely to modify her assertion.

She appeared to regard her statement as an error of judgment, and with all the tact of a clever woman ingeniously endeavoured to mislead me.

One person could, I believe, tell us something, I remarked presently, in order to show her that I was in possession of other facts that I had not revealed.

Whos that, pray?

A certain man named Richard Keene. It was quite a haphazard shot, only made in order to ascertain whether the name really conveyed anything to her.

Richard Keene! she echoed, her brows knit in quick apprehension. Did you know him?

I do know him, was my calm response. I have seen him down in Sibberton, if I am not very much mistaken.

Seen him! she cried hoarsely. Why, if youve seen him youve met an apparition. He died long ago.

No, I declared. I have seen Richard Keene in the flesh. He is not dead.

Impossible! Youre deceiving me, she exclaimed. The man cannot possibly be alive.

How do you know?

She hesitated, for she saw that to reply to my question was to expose her own knowledge. Her face was ashen grey. My announcement, I saw, held her rigid in terror and surprise.

Because his death is common knowledge to those who — well, those who knew him, she replied lamely.

I tell you that Richard Keene has eaten cold meat and drunk beer in the tap-room at the Stanchester Arms. He came to Sibberton to make inquiries regarding the Earl and the occupants of this house.

He did! she gasped aghast. Are you quite certain of that?

I heard him with my own ears. He questioned Warr, who is not, however, very communicative to strangers, especially if they are not very well-dressed.

How long ago?

On the evening of the tragedy.

Ah! she sighed, and the light died out of her countenance again. But are you really certain that it was Richard Keene? — does Lolita know this?

Yes. He wrote to her.

Wrote to her! Then there is no mistake that the fellow is still alive? she cried, dismayed.

None. He told Warr that he had only just arrived home from abroad. And he looked very travel-stained and weary. He seemed to be on tramp.

Without money?

On the contrary, he appeared to have plenty. It struck me that his penurious exterior was assumed for some purpose of his own.

Then if he really has returned, he means mischief — serious mischief, exclaimed the Countess, still very pale. The fact that he is not dead, as we had all supposed, alters entirely my theory regarding the crime and its motive.

You believe then that he is the guilty one?

No. That could not be, was her quick reply.

There are strong reasons — very strong reasons — why there can be no suspicion against him.

Is he such a very estimable person, then? I inquired, hoping to obtain some further facts from her.

Estimable! she ejaculated. Why, he is the one person in all the world who — but no! she added, suddenly breaking off. You are Georges friend!

And therefore I must not be told the truth, I remarked disappointedly.

You must not know the secret of his sister Lolita, she answered quite calmly. I cannot betray her confidence.

I felt assured that the real reason of her refusal to tell me was because she feared lest I might betray her to her husband, and not on account of Lolita at all. She and I had somehow never been very close friends. I distrusted all women of her stamp, and treated them with that same light airy irresponsibility with which they treated me. The Countess of Stanchester could not be taken seriously. She was one of those women who, though married, live for the admiration and flattery of the opposite sex, and who indeed, according to her enemies, would court the admiration of her footman, provided no other male of higher status were available. Often she had set herself to win from me some complimentary speech, but had, probably to her chagrin, always found me blind to all her feminine blandishments. That she was amazingly handsome could not for a moment be denied, but the open manner in which she coquetted under her husbands nose filled me with anger and contempt.

How different she was from Lolita. The latter possessed all that calm, well-bred dignity, that inflexible moral principle which had ever been characteristic of the noble Catholic line of Stanchester. Her early years had been passed with the good nuns of the Sacred Heart at Provins, in France, and even now she gave the impression of one who had passed under the ennobling discipline of suffering and self-denial; a melancholy charm tempered the natural vigour of her mind; her spirit seemed to stand upon an eminence and look down upon the world as though it were not of it; and yet when brought into contact with that world which she inwardly despised, she shrank back with all the timidity natural to her convent education.

Marigold, on the other hand, possessed all the worst traits of the Gordons of Glenloch, that ill-fated house whose men were gamesters and whose women had for two centuries been noted only for their personal beauty. Successions of Gordons had ruined the estates, now mostly in the hands of Jew mortgagees, and the present generation, still reckless and improvident, were consequently very poor. Lady Gordon had successfully schemed to marry her three dashing daughters to wealthy men as a means of saving the last remnant of the estate from passing out of her husbands hands and of the trio of girls who, for two seasons in London, were the most admired and most courted, Marigold, now Countess of Stanchester, was perhaps the most confirmed flirt. She had set all the convenances at naught then, just as she did now. The golden bond of matrimony never for a moment, galled her. She found the world most amusing, she declared, pouting if her husband reproved her, and surely she might be allowed to amuse herself!

She differed very little from thousands of other wives — women of our latter-day degenerate stock which has neither code of honour to husband nor to tradesmen. Debts trouble them not, they fear neither man nor God, but skip arm-in-arm with the devil down to ruin and disgrace. If, however, the husband chances to be wealthy and their extravagance makes no difference to his income, they will, strangely enough, instead of descending to destruction, rise to a pinnacle of notoriety, become popular leaders of Society, and have their daily doings chronicled by the papers as assiduously as those of the princes of the earth. But, after all, conscience is the padlock that we try to put on our inclinations.

I tried to ascertain the reason why the announcement of the man Keenes return should concern her so deeply, but she was far too clever to betray herself. From her manner, as soon as she grew calmer again after the first startling shock which the truth had given her, I saw that she was trying to exercise her blandishments upon me. She had some motive in this, I felt convinced. Was it that she was trying to win me over to her side as her friend?

I really think the less we discuss the unfortunate affair, Mr Woodhouse, the better, she exclaimed at last, standing upon the hearthrug and facing me with her hands clasped behind her back. The lamplight caught the magnificent ornaments on her throat and bodice, causing them to dance with a thousand flashing fires.

You yourself approached the subject, was my cool response. I quite agree that we may well leave the matter in the hands of the police.

But there is one thing I would implore you, as Lolitas friend — for she is very fond of you, I know — and as my own friend also — and that is to keep this man Keenes return a profound secret from every one — more especially from George. Do you understand?

No, I dont, I answered. At least I dont understand your reason for endeavouring to conceal the fact.

Of course not, she exclaimed in quick earnestness. Because you dont know the truth — you dont know what exposure means to me — or to Lolita.

To you? Then you wish me to assist you in preserving the secret?

You have guessed aright, Mr Woodhouse. I confess that I am in fear lest George shall learn that this man Keene has been to Sibberton. He must be kept in ignorance of it at all hazards. Besides yourself, who knows of his return?

The innkeeper, Warr.

Ah! she gasped quickly. Then you must see him and make him promise to say nothing — either to the police or to any person Whatsoever.

I will act as you wish, I responded. But Lolita has already told me of her own peril.

Yes, she no doubt foresaw it, just as I do. If you will assist me in this matter, which is purely confidential between us, you will earn my everlasting gratitude, she declared.

Then after a brief pause she turned from me, as though to hide her face, and said — 

I know quite well, Mr Woodhouse, that you hold me in little esteem. I daresay that if I dared I should be your open enemy, but knowing the friendship my husband has for you, I am prevented from acting as I would perhaps otherwise act. I confess to you, however, that no one is better aware of my own failings than I am myself. People believe that because I like to amuse myself, I am a woman without a heart. But I tell you that George is the only man I care for, even though I may laugh and allow others to pay court to me. George will not believe me when I say this, but some day I will show you, as I will show him, the strength of my love for him. I will, in a word, redeem my character as a woman worthy to bear his honourable name.

I was utterly dumbfounded at this sudden outburst of confidence. There was a strange catch of emotion in her voice by which I knew that the words came direct from her heart, that remorse had at last seized her, and she intended to make atonement for all the grief and pain she had caused the devoted man who was her husband.

If I can assist you in any way in this, Lady Stanchester, I will willingly do so, I replied, deeply in earnest.

She turned her handsome countenance to me, and I saw that her grey eyes were dimmed by tears.

I ought not, I suppose, to make you my confidant, she went on, yet if you will really take pity upon me, a helpless woman, you can at least prevent the one thing I dread from becoming known — you can help me to show George that I love him fondly after all — that I will try to make him as happy as is my duty. You have no belief in me, that I know full well. You believe that if it suited my purpose I would betray any confidence of yours to-morrow, and laugh in your face for being such a fool as to trust me. That is my exact character, I admit; but if you will preserve the secret of Richard Keenes return and promise to act as my friend as well as Lolitas, I swear to you that I will keep faith with you and endeavour when the day comes — as it certainly must ere long — to show George my heart is his, and his alone.

I could scarcely follow her true meaning, except that she was in deadly fear that the Earl should learn of the strangers presence at the Stanchester Arms.

I promised to remain secret and, if possible, to secure Warrs silence, yet in her words there was some hidden meaning that even then I could not fathom. She seemed to anticipate an event in the near future by which her love for her husband would be sorely tried. How strange it was that she, gay and giddy woman that she was, had been seized by a genuine remorse on learning of the return of that dusty, down-at-heel stranger!

I looked at her and became convinced that the words she had spoken were by no means idle ones. Her slim white hand, laid upon the edge of my table, trembled, her pale lips were set, and in her grey eyes was a strange hard light as she said — 

Then I trust you, as you will trust me. In future, Mr Woodhouse, we will be friends, and I assure you that you will find your friendship has not been misplaced.

Remember, I pointed out, that I do not unite with you against the Earl.

No, of course not, she cried in a low intense voice. But by your silence you can give me a chance to atone for all the past — you — you can save me!


Chapter Fifteen.

The Track of the Truth.
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WHEN THE COUNTESS had gone, leaving behind her a sweet breath of Ideale, that newest invention of the Parisian perfumer, I sat with my elbows idly upon the table, pondering over her strange words and becoming more than ever puzzled.

Beauty may be only skin-deep, yet it makes a very deep impression. The brilliant woman who was my dear friends wife had never captivated me. Nevertheless I had seen in her a genuine desire for reform and had therefore given her my promise. Still the mystery of it all seemed to increase, instead of diminish.

The Earl of Stanchester had, of course, seen the dead man on the morning after the discovery, but had not recognised him. At least it was quite clear that he had no suspicion whatever of who the young man really might be.

From a drawer I took that piece of paper with those puzzling numerals upon it which I had managed to obtain in secret. The cipher was, however, utterly unreadable. Staring at the paper I sat wondering what was written there. If only I could learn the meaning of those figures, then I knew that the truth would quickly become revealed.

Only that morning I had received a response from an expert in cipher — one of the officials at the Record Office in London — to whom I had submitted a copy of that tantalising document.

This, he wrote, is what is known as the checker-board cipher, a numerical cipher invented by a Russian revolutionist some forty years ago, and of all secret means of correspondence is the most complicated and ingenious. It is absolutely undecipherable unless the keyword or words agreed upon by the two correspondents be known, and it is therefore much used by Anarchists and Revolutionists. The meaning of the present cipher can never be solved until you gain knowledge of the keyword used, for in writing it the numbers representing each letter of that word are added to the numbers representing each letter of the message. Therefore, in deciphering, the proper subtraction must be made before any attempt can be successful in learning the message contained. I enclose you a copy of the checker-board used in writing the cipher, but without knowledge of the keyword this can be of no use whatever. It will, however, serve to show you what an extremely ingenious cipher it is, devised as it has been by a Russian of quick and subtle intellect, and used as means of secret communication in the constant plots against the Russian aristocracy. In the Russian prisons this square with its five numbers and twenty-five letters is used in a variety of ways, for most political prisoners have committed it to memory. If two persons are in separate cells, for instance, and one wishes to communicate with the other, who in all probability is acquainted with the use of the square, he will ask, Who are you? by rapping on the wall, thus, 5 raps, a pause, 2 raps, a pause (W); 2 raps, a pause, 3 raps, a pause (H); 3 raps, a pause, 4 raps, a pause (O); and so on until the whole question is rapped out. This is the way in which the cipher you have submitted to me is written, but in this case, as I have said, with the numbers of the keyword added. Discover that, and the secret here will be yours.

Enclosed was a half sheet of note-paper on which was drawn the following device: — 

- 1 2 3 4 5
1 A B C D E
2 F G H I K
3 L M N O P
4 Q R S T U
5 V W X Y Z

Ah! If only I could read what was written there! I placed the key beside the message, but saw that all the numbers were higher than those of the checker board, showing that the unknown keyword had been added, thus rendering the cipher secure from any save the person aware of the pre-arranged word. If, however, the expert failed to decipher what was written there, how could I hope to decipher it? I therefore replaced the papers in the drawer regretfully, locked it, and went upstairs to the long, old-fashioned room set apart for me when I dined and slept at the Hall.

My thoughts were full of Lolita and of the curious effect the news of Richard Keenes return had produced upon the Countess. For a long time I sat gazing out across the park, flooded as it was by the bright white light of the harvest moon.

My window was open, and the only sound that reached me there was the distant barking of the hounds in the kennels and the bell of the old Norman church of Sibberton striking two oclock.

Over there, beyond the long dark line of the avenue, was the spot where the tragedy had been enacted, the spot where, in the clay, was left the imprints of Lolitas shoes. Time after time I tried to get rid of those grave suspicions that ever rose within me, but could not succeed. The evidence against my love, both confirmed by her own words and by the circumstances of the affair, was so strong that they seemed to convey an overwhelming conviction.

Yet somehow the Countess herself seemed to have united with Lolita in order to preserve the secret. Their interests, it seemed, were strangely identical. And it was this latter fact that rendered the enigma even more puzzling than ever.

Next day the guests shot over at Banhaw, the Countess accompanying them, but cubbing having just opened, the Earl was out with the hounds at five oclock at the Lady Wood.

A letter I received by the morning post from Lolita at Strathpeffer told of a gay season at the Spa, for quite a merry lot of well-known people always assemble there in early autumn and many pleasant entertainments are given. One passage in the letter, however, caused me considerable apprehension. If Marigold should question you regarding the re-appearance of a certain person at the inn in Sibberton, tell her nothing. She must not know.

What could she mean? Unfortunately her warning had come too late! I had told the Countess exactly what was contrary to my loves interests. Could any situation be more perilous or annoying?

When I recollected her ladyships words of the previous night I saw with chagrin how clever and cunning she was, and with what marvellous tact she had succeeded in eliciting the truth from me.

Pink came in during the afternoon, and flinging himself into the armchair opposite me, took a pinch of snuff with his usual nonchalant air.

Thought youd be out cubbing this morning, he commenced. Too early for you — eh? We killed a brace in Green Side Wood. Frank Gordon was there, of course. Hes as keen a sportsman as he ever was, and rides as straight as half the young ones. Wonderful man! They say he used, back in the fifties, to ride seventy miles to the meet, hunt all day, and ride home again. Thats what I call a sportsman!

Yes, I said. There are few left nowadays like old Frank Gordon. He was one of the hunting crowd at the Haycock at Wansford in the old days when men rode hard, drank hard, and played hard. He did the first, but always declares that his present good health is due to abstinence from the other two.

The old gentleman we were speaking of was the doyen among hunting-men in the Midlands. He had hunted with the Belvoir half a century ago, and was as fine a specimen of an Englishman as existed in these degenerate days when men actually go to meets in motor cars.

The doctor himself hunted, as indeed did every one, the parson of Sibberton included, and the opening of cubbing was always a time of speculation as to what the season was to be, good or bad. The Earl had been delighted at his success at winning the cup for the best dog-hound at the Hound Show at Doncaster back in July, and certainly the pack was never in better form even under the old Earl than it was at present. Of course he spent money lavishly upon it, and money, as is so often the case, meant efficiency. The thousand pounds or so subscribed annually by the Hunt was but a drop in the ocean of expenditure, for a Master of Hounds, if he wishes to give his followers good sport, must be a rich man and not mind spending money to secure that end.

I had a funny adventure last night, the doctor remarked presently, after we had discussed the prospects of hunting and all appertaining to it. Devilish funny! I cant make it out. Of course you wont say a word of what I tell you, for we doctors arent supposed to speak about our patients.

I shant say anything, I assured him.

Well, I was called out about eleven last night, just as I was going up to bed, by an old labourer who drove into Sibberton in a light cart, and who told me that a woman was lying seriously ill at a farmhouse which he described as beyond Cherry Lap. It was out of my district, but he told me that he had been into Thrapston, but one doctor was out at a case and the other was away, therefore he had driven over to me. From what he said the case seemed serious, therefore I mounted my horse and rode along at his side in the moonlight. The night was lovely. We went by Geddington Chase, through Brigstock, and out on the Oundle Road, a good eleven miles in all, when he turned up a narrow drift for nearly half-a-mile where stood a small lonely farmhouse on the edge of a spinney. The place was in darkness, but as soon as I had dismounted the door opened, and there appeared a big powerful-looking man, holding a candle in his hand, and behind him was the figure of an old woman, who made a remark to him in a low voice. Then I heard a man somewhere speaking in some foreign language.

A foreign language? I remarked, quickly interested.

Yes. Thats what first aroused my suspicion, he said. I was taken upstairs, and in a rather poorly-furnished room found a person in bed. The light had been purposely placed so that I could not see the features distinctly, and so dark was the corner where the patient lay that at first I could distinguish nothing.

My daughter here has — well, shes met with a slight accident, the sinister-looking fellow explained, standing behind me, and then as he shifted the paraffin lamp a little there was revealed a young woman, dark-haired and rather good-looking, lying pale and insensible. Upon the pillow was a quantity of blood, which had, I saw, flowed from an ugly gaping wound on the left side of the neck — distinctly a knife-wound.

Accident! I exclaimed, looking at the man. Why, she couldnt have inflicted such a wound as that herself. Who did it? Never mind, doctor, who did it, the fellow growled surlily. You sew it up or something. This aint the time for chin — the girl may die. He was a rough customer, and I did not at all like the look of him. I was, indeed, sorry that I had entered there, for both he and the woman also in the room were a very mysterious pair. Therefore I got the latter to bring some warm water, and after a little time succeeded in sewing the wound and properly bandaging it. Just as I had finished, the young woman gradually recovered consciousness. Where am I? she inquired in a faint, rather refined voice. Hold your jaw! roughly replied the fellow. If you dont itll be the worse for you! But, wheres George? she demanded. Oh, dont bother about him, was the gruff injunction. Ah! she shrieked suddenly, raising herself in her bed and glaring at him wildly. I know the truth! I remember now! You caught him by the throat and you strangled him? — you coward! You believe that Dick Keene doesnt know about the Sibberton affair, but he does. Theyve seen him, and told him everything — how— The man turned to her with his fist raised menacingly saying, Lie quiet! you silly fool! If you dont, youll be sorry for it! No more gab now! Then turning to me he said with a short harsh laugh, The girls a bit off her head, doctor. Come, lets go downstairs! And he hurried me out lest she should make any more allegations.

My first inclination was to remain and question her, yet it seemed clear that I was among a very queer lot, and that discretion was the best course. Therefore I followed the man down, although my patient shrieked aloud for me to return.

By Jove! I exclaimed, aroused to activity by mention of the man Keene. That was a strange adventure — very strange!

Yes, he continued. The fellow evinced the greatest anxiety that I should leave, pressed into my hand half-a-sovereign as a fee, and again assured me that the girls mind was wandering. Again and again she called after me Doctor! doctor! but in a room beyond I again heard mens voices, speaking low in a foreign language, therefore I hesitated, and presently mounted my mare and rode away. Now, he added, taking another long pinch of snuff, what do you make out of it, Woodhouse?

Seems very much as though theres been another tragedy, I remarked. I wonder who the injured girl is? I added, utterly amazed at his narrative.

I wonder, he added, and who is this man Keene who knows all about the Sibberton affair? Could she have been referring to the tragedy in the park, do you think?

Yes, undoubtedly, I said quickly. We must return there, get to see her in secret, and hear her story.

The worst of it is that as I was there at night, just at a time when the moon was hidden behind the clouds, I doubt whether Ill be able to recognise the place again.

Lets try, I suggested eagerly, springing up. Dont let us lose an instant. I have a suspicion that were on the track of the truth.


Chapter Sixteen.

The Story of Mr Thomas Hayes.
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BY HALF-PAST FOUR we had covered the eleven miles that lay between the old-world village of Sibberton and that point beyond Brigstock on the Oundle road which skirts that dense wood called Cherry Lap.

Both of us were well-mounted, the doctor on his bay hunter, while I rode my own cob, and our pace had all along been a pretty hard one. Being both followers of hounds we knew all the bridle-roads across Geddington Chase, and over the rich pastures between them and the road at Cats Head. Beyond Brigstock, however, we never hunted, for at that point our country joined that of the Fitzwilliam Hunt. Therefore, beyond Cherry Lap the neighbourhood was unfamiliar to both of us.

We hacked along on the grass by the side of the broad highway for a couple of miles or so, but the doctor failed to recognise the field by which he had turned off on the previous night. By-roads are deceptive in the moonlight.

The gate was open when I passed through, he remarked. And if its closed now itll be difficult to find it again. The country is so level here, and all the fields are so much alike. I recollect at the time looking around for some landmark and finding nothing until I got to the top end of the field, over the brow of the hill.

Well go on slowly, I said. Youll recognise it presently.

We passed half a dozen fields with rough cart-roads running through each of them. Indeed, after harvest each field generally bears marks of carts in its gateway. In the darkness my companion had not been able to see what had been grown, except that the crop had been cut and carried.

For another couple of miles we rode forward, the doctor examining every field but failing to recognise the gateway into which he had turned, until at length we came to the junction of the road from Weldon, when he pulled up, saying — 

I didnt come as far as this. Wed better turn back.

This we did, slowly retracing our way in the sunset, the doctor now and then expressing disgust at his own failure to recognise the path.

Presently we encountered an old labourer plodding home from work with bag and scythe across his shoulder, and pulling up, the doctor asked, pointing over the hill — 

Which is the way to the farm across there?

What farm? asked the man blankly, in his broad Northamptonshire dialect.

I dont know the name, but theres a road goes in across one of these fields.

Oh! you mean Hayess, sir! Why, theres a way across that there next field. Bout arf a mile oop.

Who lives there? I asked.

Why, ole Tom Hayes an his missus.

Anybody else?

Not as I knows of. Bill used to live with the ole man, but es gone away this twelvemonth. Ole Tom dont make much of a thing out o the farm nowadays, for es nearly blind.

We thanked him, and rode eagerly onward, Pink opening the gate with his hunting-crop. Up the hill we cantered, skirting a broad stretch of pasture land and presently coming into sight of a small old redbrick house with tall square chimneys and quaint gable ends, while at a little distance were several barns and cow-houses.

Pink recognised the place in an instant, and we resolved that while I dismounted, tied my horse to a tree and walked on to the house, he should approach boldly and inquire after his patient of the previous night.

I had found a convenient tree and was walking in the direction of the farm when I saw a decrepit blear-eyed old man leaning on a stick, emerge from the door and hold a conversation with Pink, who had not dismounted.

A moment later my friend beckoned to me, and as I hurried forward he cried dismayed— Theyve gone. Were too late.

Gone! I cried in disappointment, turning to the old farmer for explanation.

Yes, sir, the old fellow answered. Ive just been telling this ere gentleman. They were a funny lot, an I was glad to get rid of em out o my house.

Tell us all about them, exclaimed Pink dismounting, tying his horse to a ring in the wall, and entering the house with us. It was a poor, neglected, old-fashioned place, not over-clean, for it appeared that both Hayes and his wife were very infirm and kept no woman-servant.

Well, gentlemen, it happened just like this, explained the decrepit old fellow, when we were in his stone-floored living room, with its great open hearth and big chimney corner. One evening, back in last month, a gentleman called here. Hed walked a long way, and was very tired, so the missus, she gives im a mug o milk. He would insist on me avin a shillin for it, and then e sat here smoking is cigar — an a good un it wor. After wed been talking some time and he got to know we were livin alone e asked whether we wouldnt care to let four of our rooms to some friends of is up in London, who wanted to come and stay in a farm-ouse for a month. What people wanted to come and stay in this ere place in preference to their own omes I couldnt quite understand. Still, as e offered us five poun a week, I an the missus agreed. E stayed with us that night, ad a bit o supper, and went to bed. Next morning e went away, and in the afternoon e came back with one of his friends, a young man who was called Ben, while the older man they called Dick.

Dick what? I inquired breathlessly.

I dont know. I never eered his other name. Was it possible that the stranger who had walked so far was none other than Richard Keene? I inquired what day of August he had arrived.

It wor the night of the sixteenth, was old Hayess reply.

The very night of the tragedy in Sibberton Park! I asked him to describe the man known as Dick, but his description was somewhat hazy on account of his defective sight. Having, however, no doubt that the man who had arranged for apartments for the others was really the mysterious wayfarer, I allowed him to proceed with his highly-interesting narrative:

The two stayed ere about a week, but ardly went out. Id got some old fishin tackle, so they spent their time mostly down at the river yonder. They were very pleasant gentlemen, both on em, and at the end o the week they gave me a five-poun note. Then they went away sayin that their friends were comin soon to occupy the rooms. At the end o the next week there arrived, without any notice, a young lady — the one you saw last night, Doctor — the big man with a beard, named Logan, two other younger men, and an old woman-servant. The two men were foreigners, as well as the woman-servant, but Logan seemed to be head of the household, and the young lady was is daughter. At least e said so, but I dont think they were related at all. Well, from the very first our they were in the ouse they puzzled me: Logan took me aside, and explained that he and his friends wanted perfect quiet, and they didnt want a lot o gossipin about what they did, and where they went. He told me to open my mouth to nobody, and if he found I kept my own counsel hed make me a present o an extra five poun. They seemed to ave plenty o money, remarked old Hayes in parenthesis:

So it seems, I observed. Well, and what then?

Well, they occupied the four upstairs rooms, the two younger men occupying one room. They were thin-faced, dark-eyed fellows, whom I never liked at all, they seemed so sly and cunnin, always whispering to themselves in their own language. If anybody chanced to come up ere I saw how alarmed they all were. Thats what first aroused my suspicions.

Why didnt you speak to the constable at Brigstock?

And lose my five poun? Not likely! They did me no harm, even if they were forriners. Well, he went on, they all five of em remained ere, and like the men Dick and Ben, hardly ever went out in the day-time. The servant, an ugly old woman, did their cookin an looked after em while the three men amused themselves very often by playin cards for ours and readin their forrin papers. Ive kept some of em— ere they are, and he took from a chair several well-thumbed newspapers, which I saw were the Italian Avanti, and other Continental journals of advanced socialistic policy.

They had no letters?

Only one. The man Logan received it about four days ago.

But the young lady. Was she English? I asked.

I suppose so. But she would talk with the forriners just like one o themselves. I rather liked er. She was very kind to my missus, and seemed quite a lady, much more refined than that big bullyin fellow who said he was her father.

They gambled, you said, merely to kill time — or for money? inquired Pink.

I never saw em play for money. They used to play a forrin game and I could never make anythin out of it. After some little time the young lady went back to London for a day or two. While she was absent the man Dick called. He was differently dressed and took Logan out for a walk in the wood, in order to talk, I suppose. Logan came back alone, and I saw from his face that e was in a vile temper, so I suppose the two ad quarrelled. Howsomever, next day the young lady, who was known as Miss Alice, rejoined her friends, and that night they sat talkin together till very late. I listened at the door, and eard em one by one a-arguin, it seemed, in their forrin language. It was just as though they were olding a council about something, but the tone of their voices showed that something alarmin had happened. What it was, of course, I didnt know. But when I went up, I told my old woman that there was something unusual in the wind. Nothin happened, however, till last night.

And what happened last night? I asked quickly.

Well, as youll remember, it was a beautiful evening, and after supper they all four went out for a walk, leaving the servant at home with us. When theyd been gone nearly two hours, I saw Logan return in the moonlight across the grass-field from the wood, smoking is pipe leisurely. When he saw me sittin in the shadow outside the door, e said ed missed the others and been wandering about the wood in the dark for moren arf a hour. This struck me as rather peculiar, but I went inside with im, and presently went up to bed. I adnt been there long afore I eard a great scufflin and whisperin, and on lookin out o my door saw the two forriners a carryin Miss Alice upstairs to her room! I inquired what was the matter, but they said shed only fainted and ud be better presently. So I went back to bed. Logan, howsomever, seems to ave gone out to old Jim Pywells cottage down the hill and sent him for a doctor, telling im not to get one close at hand, but from a distance. Pywell called you, sir, he added turning to Pink, and the first time I knew that anythin was wrong was after youd gone and the poor thing began to cry out and say that an attempt had been made to kill er. Both me and my ole woman are a bit ard o hearin, an they brought you very quietly up the stairs that Id no idea you were in the ouse.

And what occurred afterwards? Pink inquired eagerly.

They were evidently frightened lest what the poor girl had said in er ravings might arouse your curiosity a bit too much, for they were early astir this mornin, and by eleven they paid me and all of em left, walkin by separate ways over to Oundle station, Jim Pywell a-takin in their trunks on a wagon.

But the young lady? the doctor exclaimed. Was she well enough to walk?

Yes. She was bandaged, of course, but she ad one o them big feather ruffles that id her throat an the lower part of er face. When she said good-bye to me she looked like a corpse — poor thing.

Then she said nothing about Logans attack upon her? I asked. She appeared anxious to get away with the others?

Very, replied the old farmer. She seemed to fear that she had said somethin which would reveal what they were all tryin to keep secret.

Now tell me, Mr Hayes, I said, facing him very seriously. Tell me one thing. Have you ever heard any of your mysterious visitors mention the name of Lejeune?

The old fellow leaned heavily on his stick, scratched his white head and thought hard a moment.

Ler — june, — Ler — june, he repeated. Why, I believe thats the name by which the gentleman called Dick addressed the young lady when he came to see Mister Logan the other day! I recollect quite distinctly now. Ive been a-tryin an a-tryin to remember it — an couldnt. Yes. It wor Ler — june — Im certain. Do you happen to know her, sir?


Chapter Seventeen.

Which Concerns a Guest at the Hall.
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THE OLD FELLOWS recognition of the name made it clear that the mysterious Mademoiselle, on her escape from Chelsea, had taken refuge in that house, together with certain other persons who were either accomplices, or who had formed some conspiracy in which she was implicated.

To the doctor, of course, this declaration of the man Hayes conveyed but little, but to me it threw an entirely fresh light upon the extraordinary affair. To Pink I gave a false explanation of the reason of my question. Some cunning plot seemed to be in progress, until the attack upon the young Frenchwoman and its subsequent exposure had, it appeared, put them all to flight.

Richard Keene had apparently gone straight from the Stanchester Arms and taken up his abode in that lonely house, ingratiating himself with the old people, in order, it seemed, to obtain a safe retreat for Mademoiselle, the man Logan and his two companions.

For what reason? Was this man Logan the same person who had walked with Lolita when I had discovered her after the tragedy?

I endeavoured to obtain a minute description of him from both the doctor and the farmer, but somehow his appearance, as described by my friend, was not as I had met him in those exciting moments on the Chelsea Embankment. Yet, perhaps, on that night, when he was secretly returning to Britten Street, his countenance might have been disguised. If he suspected that the police were watching, he would, no doubt, try and alter his personal appearance.

We both questioned old Mrs Hayes, a white-faced old woman in a silk cap with faded ribbon, but we could get nothing very intelligible from her, for she seemed upset and nervous regarding the hurried departure of the mysterious foreigners.

Im very sorry, sir, we ad anything to do with em, she declared, shaking her head. Only the first gentleman as come was so nice, an made us laugh so much with is funny stories that we thought any friends of isn must be just so nice. Hed been at sea, and told us a lot about places abroad.

Oh! hed been at sea, had he? I remarked, as that statement confirmed the suspicion that the man called Dick was actually Richard Keene — the person whose return had struck terror in the heart of both Lolita and the Countess.

He said so, was her answer. E also said that he knew something of these parts, and made a lot of inquiries about the death of old Lord Stanchester, the present Earls marriage and all that. In fact it somehow struck me that he had known the family long ago, and was anxious to hear about the recent happenings over at the Hall.

He made no remark about the man found dead in the park? asked the doctor.

No. Not to my recollection. But Mr Logan did. He seemed very concerned about it, and I believe he went over to Sibberton one evening to see the spot. Only he didnt tell us. We knew from the ostler at the Fox and Hounds in Brigstock, where he hired a trap.

This negatived the theory that Logan was the man I had met in Chelsea, for if he were, he would surely not have wished to visit a place he had already seen. Indeed, he would, no doubt, have kept away from it as far as possible.

Compelled as I was to veil from my companion the reason of my inquiries, he regarded them, of course, as unnecessary, and did not fail to tell me so in his plain blunt fashion.

Theres one thing quite certain, he remarked as we cantered home together in the crimson sundown, theres a lot of mystery connected with those people. I wonder if there really has been a tragedy, and if the man Logan actually made an attempt upon the young fellow, as the girl had declared. Its a great pity, he added, that we dont know their surnames.

Yes, I agreed. If we did, we might perhaps establish their connexion with the affair in Sibberton Park.

Is it wise to tell Redway what weve heard? he suggested.

In an instant I saw that to do such a thing would be to break my promise to Mademoiselle, therefore I expressed myself entirely against such a course, saying — 

My own idea is that if we conduct our inquiries carefully and in secret, well be able to learn much more than the police. Personally, Ive no faith in Redway at all.

I havent much, I confess, he laughed. Very well. Well keep our own counsel, and find out all we can further.

To me the enigma had assumed utterly bewildering proportions. The mystery of it all, combined with the distinct suspicion resting upon the woman I loved so fondly, was driving me to madness. Sleeping or waking, my one thought — the one object of my life — was the solution of this problem that now constituted my very existence.

I would have followed Mademoiselle at once, and questioned her further, had I known her whereabouts. But, unfortunately, she had again escaped me, and I still remained powerless and in ignorance of the truth, which proved afterwards to be so utterly astounding.

We passed through Brigstock, and cantering on set out along the long white highway. Both of us were silent, deep in thought. From the west poured an infinite volume of yellow-gold light. A wonderful transfiguring softness covered the earth. Far above the transfiguring gold in the west was a calm clear-shining blue, and into the blue softly blended colour into colour so artistically that any painters brush would be defied.

Suddenly, the rays of the sun stretched up from behind the dark hill-tops and the whole became an illimitable blaze of gold and crimson. The sun seemed standing on the edge of the world, and its mystery was mirrored upon my heart.

The life of the day was nearing its end, and in the hush of silence we went onward, onward — towards home. And as we rode on I reflected that life was like an April day of alternate showers and sunshine, laughter and tears, flashes of woe and spasms of pain. One sun alone can brighten our gloom, and that sun is love. Without it, we have only the darkness of desolation.

Lolita! Lolita! The pale troubled refined face arose ever before me, haunting me sleeping or waking; that terrified look that had settled upon her matchless countenance at the moment when she had told me in her desperation that Keenes return meant death to her, I could by no means efface from my mind. It had been photographed indelibly upon my memory.

I received a letter from her next morning, a brief friendly note containing, as usual, no words of affection, only an expression of intimate friendship and trust. Was she guilty? If so, of what?

Could such a woman be really guilty of a crime?

In my quiet room at the Hall I sat with a pile of the Earls correspondence before me. The letter-bag always contained a strange assortment of communications; some pathetic, many amusing, and at rare intervals notes on coloured paper in a feminine hand which, not being for my eyes, I re-enclosed in a plain envelope without reading.

Sibberton had had before his marriage what is known in club parlance as a good time. His name had been coupled with more than one lady; he had driven a coach, given wonderful luncheons at the Bachelors, kept a house-boat up at Bray, was a well-known man about town, and an equally well-known figure at the tables at Monte Carlo. He had shot big game on the Zambesi, caught tarpon in Florida, potted tiger in the Himalayas, and had otherwise run the whole gamut of the pleasures of life as are opened to the wealthy young Englishman. On the day of his marriage with Marigold, he became a changed man, and now having assumed the responsibilities of an enormous estate, he declared himself to be gradually developing into an old fogey.

I had at last managed to stifle down my conflicting thoughts, and was busy replying to the pile of letters before me, when the Earl, in riding breeches, strode in from cubbing. He had been out at five, and now, at eleven, had finished the days sport and returned to his guests.

Want to see me, Willoughby? he asked, for it was usual for him to look in each morning to see whether I wished for any directions upon matters which I could not decide myself.

Nothing of urgent importance, was my reply. Benwell, the agent at Brockhurst, suggests buying about a thousand acres that adjoin the estate and are in the market.

He means Haughmond Manor, I suppose?

I replied in the affirmative.

Tell him to buy if he can at a reasonable price. I fancy the Manor House isnt let just now. Tell him to get a good tenant for it.

I knew the place, a fine old sixteenth-century house, with beautiful terraces and gardens, one of the prettiest places in all Shropshire.

What about visitors? Whos coming? he asked. Has Marigold given you another list?

Yes, I responded, taking out a slip of paper the Countess had handed me on the previous day, giving the names of some thirty persons, with the dates of their arrival and departure.

Having scanned them down quickly he gave a grunt of distinct dissatisfaction, for certain of the names were of persons of whom I knew he did not approve.

I see shes asked Goffe, after all — hang the fellow. You must put him off, Willoughby. I wont have such a blackguard under my roof — and I told her I wouldnt! Im no saint myself, but Im not going to ask my guests to meet such a person. Its simply a marvel to me, he added, striding up and down the room, his spurs clinking as he walked, how the papers talk about him. To-day you read he is staying with Lord This, and to-morrow he is at the Duchess of Thats house-party, and the next day he meets the King at Doncaster. People must really think hes the most popular man alive.

Sends the paragraphs to the editor himself, I suppose, I remarked.

Suppose so. Theres Marigolds friend Lady Laxton, who boasts that she pays two hundred a year to some poor devil of a journalist up in town to puff her every other day in the papers, and scatter her portraits about in the ladies journals. Thats why you see Lady Laxton at Home, Lady Laxton on her motor, Lady Laxton and her Chow, Lady Laxton walking, Lady Laxton riding, and all the rest of it, he laughed. The Laxton boom costs a couple of hundred a year, but its cheap to a drapers wife, for its put her into a good set where she wouldnt otherwise have been.

I joined in his laughter, for like all his class he hated cheap notoriety, and was far too conservative to discern that no success, social or commercial, is achieved in these modern days without judicious advertising.

Oh, by the way! he exclaimed suddenly. I see she hasnt put Smeeton on the list — write it down, David Smeeton. Youve never met him, I think. Hes a good fellow. I asked him down for a fortnights shooting. Hes a magnificent shot — was with me up the Zambesi.

When does he come?

To-morrow — five-forty at Kettering. See after him, wont you? Introduce him, and all that. I shall shoot over at Harringworth, and cant be back till late.

Very well, I said, for it usually fell to me to put guests in the ways of that enormous house.

That day, and the following, passed uneventfully, and I heard nothing of any tragic discovery being made beyond Brigstock, therefore the suspicion that a second crime had been committed seemed negatived. I had driven over to Gretton in the afternoon to give instructions to one of the keepers, and returning about seven oclock, was walking along the corridor to my room when, at the further end, in the fading light, I saw two figures, one a guest, and the other Slater, the butler.

This is Mr Smeeton, sir, the old servant explained. Hes just arrived, and been shown his room. His lordship said you would entertain him until he and her ladyship returned.

The newly-arrived guest came forward from the shadow to greet me, and as he did so the light fell straight across his face.

I stood open-mouthed, unable to utter a word in response.

The guest was none other than Richard Keene himself!


Chapter Eighteen.

Which Teaches the Value of Silence.
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THE MANS AUDACITY in coming there openly and boldly as Lord Stanchesters guest so utterly astounded me that my very words froze upon my lips. Was this some further development of the intrigue in which one man had already lost his life?

Yet the visitor, bluff and hearty of speech, stood smiling at me with a calmness that was absolutely amazing. In the first instant, I wondered whether the dim light of the corridor had deceived me, or whether his face only resembled in a marked degree the dusty wayfarer who had refreshed himself with such gusto at the Stanchester Arms. Suddenly I recollected that although I had watched him on that hot afternoon, he had been unable to see me where I remained in the publicans back parlour. There was a screen on purpose to hide any person seated in the little low inner room from the vulgar gaze of those in the tap-room, and at the moment he had faced me I had been peeping round the corner watching him. As I crossed the room he had seen my back, of course, but his self-assurance at the moment of our meeting made it quite plain that he did not recognise me.

The dim light having concealed my surprise, I quickly regained my self-possession, and with effusive greeting asked him into my room.

Lord Stanchester, her ladyship, and most of the party are still out, I explained. Theres been a big shoot to-day. He asked me to entertain you until he returned, I said, when he had seated himself in an armchair.

His tall figure seemed somewhat accentuated; his dark face, however, no longer wore that expression of weariness, but on the other hand he seemed hale and hearty, and had it not been for his rather rough speech, he might, in his well-cut suit of grey tweed, have passed for a gentleman.

Oh! her ladyship is at home, then? exclaimed the man who called himself Smeeton. Ive not yet had the pleasure of meeting her. In fact I havent been in England since the Earls marriage.

Youre a big-game hunter, I hear, I remarked.

I shoot a little, was his modest rejoinder. I shot with Lord Stanchester in Africa, one season, and we had fair sport. I notice that he has some of his trophies in the hall. By Jove! he added. Hes a splendid sportsman — doesnt know what fear is. When we were together he got in some very tight corners. More than once it was only by mere chance that there was an heir left to the title. It wasnt through recklessness either, but sheer pluck.

He at any rate seemed to possess an unbounded admiration for my friend.

You spend most of your time abroad? I remarked, hoping to be able to gather some further facts.

Well, yes. I have a house abroad, he answered. I find England a nice place to visit occasionally. Theres no place in the world like London, and no street like Piccadilly. But Im a born wanderer, and am constantly on the wing in one or other of the five continents, yet at infrequent intervals I return to London, stand for a moment beside the lions in Trafalgar Square, and thank my lucky planet that Im born an Englishman. He laughed in his own bluff hearty way.

And this was the man of whom both Lolita and Lady Stanchester lived in such mortal terror!

He took a cigarette, lit it, and leaned back in the chair with an easy air of comfort, watching the smoke ascend.

Pretty country about here, it seems, he remarked presently. The drive from Kettering station is a typical bit of rural English scenery. The green of the fields is refreshing after the scorched lands near the Equator. Whats the partridge season like? It seems an age since I shot a bird in England.

Oh! Theyre fairly strong, I replied. The spell of wet was against them in the early season, but I believe the bags are quite up to the average.

And whos here just now?

I enumerated a list of his fellow-guests, in which I saw he was greatly interested.

Theres Lord and Lady Cotterstock, Sir Henry Kipton, General Bryan, Captain Harper, the Honourable Violet Middleton, Count Bernheim, the German Ambassador, Lady Barford, Mr Samuel Woodford—

Sammy Woodford! he exclaimed, interrupting me. How long has he been here?

Ever since the opening of the season. Are you acquainted?

Well — not exactly, he responded evasively. Ive heard a good deal about him from mutual friends. Ill be glad to meet him. Hes the man who was in the Chitral affair. They swear by him in India.

So I believe, I remarked, puzzled at the strange expression which crossed his features when I mentioned the name of the Earls very intimate friend. Mr Samuel Woodford, or Sammy to his intimates, was a district superintendent of Bengal Police, who was home on two years leave, a short well-preserved fair-headed man, a splendid athlete, a splendid shot, a splendid tennis and polo player. At Sibberton, where he had been a guest on several occasions, he was a great favourite, for he was always the merriest of the house-party and the keenest where sports or games were concerned.

Stanchester liked him because he was so perfectly honest and straight. The very look in his clear steel-grey eyes spoke truth, uprightness and a healthy life, and after their first meeting, one season at Cowes, his lordship had taken a great fancy to him.

Anybody else Im likely to know? asked the visitor, with a carelessness which I knew was assumed.

Well, theres the Marchese Visconti, of the Italian Embassy, young Hugh Hibbert from Oxford, and Poppa, as they call the newly-made Lord Cawnpore. And the honourable Lucy Whitwell, the daughter of Lady Drayton.

Is she here also? he exclaimed, looking at me in quick surprise, which he did not attempt to disguise. Shes with her mother, of course?

I responded in the affirmative, and recognised by his manner that the presence of the lady in question somewhat nonplussed him. Possibly she might be acquainted with him as Richard Keene, seafarer, and he anticipated an awkwardness about his introduction as the celebrated big-game hunter.

I anticipated a scene when the Countess met him, and was inwardly glad that at least Lolita was absent.

Ought I to warn the Countess, I wondered? She had, I remembered, appealed to me to assist her, and surely in this I might. Nevertheless, if her husband were in ignorance of the mans real identity, it was not likely that he would expose it willingly, or seek to injure her ladyship, or make any demonstration before her guests. On the one hand, I felt it my duty to give her warning of the strangers arrival, while on the other I feared that by doing so I might be defeating the ends which the man Keene might have in view, namely, the discovery of the real author of the crime in Sibberton Park.

Thus I remained, undecided, continuing to chat with him, watching his attitude carefully, and seeking to learn from his conversation something regarding his intentions.

I should imagine Lord Stanchester to be a very lucky fellow, he remarked presently. If the photographs one sees in the papers are any criterion, her ladyship must be a very beautiful woman.

Yes, I answered, smiling. He was very cleverly trying to impress upon me the fact that they had never met. His shrewd cunning showed itself in the sidelong glance he gave me.

At that moment the door suddenly opened, and Lord Stanchester, in his rough shooting kit, came in.

Halloa, Smeeton! Welcome, my dear fellow! he cried, wringing his guests hands. Excuse my being away, wont you? Ive got a lot of people here, you know, and had to go out with them. By Jove! When you said good-bye to me and left the boat at Zanzibar, I never expected to see you again?

Well, here I am — turned up in England again, you see! he replied merrily. When we parted I had no intention of coming back. But somehow, on occasions, a longing for home comes over me, and Im drawn back to London irresistibly. I see, he added, some of the trophies are up in the hall.

Yes, laughed his lordship. I had them all mounted. And often when I look at them, they bring back pleasant recollections of those many weeks we were together. Well, he added, Im very pleased, Smeeton, to see you here at Sibberton — very. My wife knows youre here; shell be delighted to meet you. Im sure. Ive often spoken of you, and told her how you saved me from that lioness. By Jove! I was within an ace of being done — and should have been if you hadnt been such a dead shot.

Oh, thats enough, laughed the guest, modestly. I cant shoot partridges — that youll see.

The Earl walked to the mantelshelf, took a cigarette, and lit it, saying — 

I see Woodhouse has been making you at home. This is Willoughby Woodhouse, my friend as well as my secretary, he exclaimed. I spoke of him, I believe.

You did, on several occasions, and turning, Smeeton added, Im delighted to make your acquaintance, Mr Woodhouse. His lordship said all sorts of kind things about you.

But I scarcely heeded the newcomers remarks. I was wondering what would occur when he met her ladyship face to face.

I want you to have a good time, my dear fellow, exclaimed the Earl to his guest. Just make yourself at home. Youll find the house a big barrack of a place, too big in fact — but with the aid of the servants youll very soon discover the proper trails. If you dont, just go into the nearest room, ring the bell and wait. Thats what most people do. My wife was fully six months before she could find her way about properly — its a fact! She wanted to shut up the place and live in the new wing. But, he added, the old guvnor always kept it up properly, and I feel it my duty to do just as he did.

That a cordial friendship existed between the pair was plain, and yet I had only once heard his lordship mention him, and that was in the smoking-room when daring feats of big-game hunting and the achievements of Selous and others were being discussed. Then he had declared that he knew a man that held his own with them all — a man named Smeeton, who had spent the greater part of his life exploring and hunting, some of whose trophies, sold to well-known dealers, were the finest in the world.

His lordship was never a boastful man, and had not referred at all to his acquaintance with this renowned hunter, nor to his own African exploits, which were in no way a mean achievement.

He had just ordered Slater to bring in whiskies-and-sodas, as it was his habit to have a peg before dressing, when there sounded out in the corridor a light quick footstep, and the scamper of a dog, and the next instant the door opened, and the Countess of Stanchester halted on the threshold, facing the man she held in such deadly fear — Richard Keene!


Chapter Nineteen.

Face to Face.
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MY FRIEND SMEETON — Lady Stanchester, exclaimed the Earl, introducing them.

Their gaze met, and I saw that in a moment her heart became gripped by a nameless terror, her countenance blanched, and she halted rigid, as utterly dumbfounded as I had been; while the mysterious guest bowed, expressing his pleasure at making her acquaintance, and thus allowing her a chance to recover her self-possession.

I saw that he had darted a meaning look at her — a glance which she apparently understood, for next second she held her breath, stifling down her apprehension, and then managed to stammer out the usual expression of gratification at meeting any of her husbands friends.

We have only a moment ago, Lady Stanchester, been recalling memories of our days on the Zambesi. We were both, I think, a little more reckless then than we are now, he said laughing.

Youre right, Smeeton, declared the Earl. Playing the fool as I did, I narrowly escaped with my life half-a-dozen times over. But Ive profited by your advice and experience.

George is quite a steady-going old fogey nowadays, you must know, Mr Smeeton, exclaimed her ladyship. Hes a member of all sorts of committees for this and for that, and sits on the bench of magistrates with the row of fat butchers and bakers.

And is pretty hard on poachers, I suppose? he laughed. In the eyes of county magistrates the snaring of a hare is, Ive heard, regarded as one of the worst crimes in the calendar.

Of course. Because it is generally the only crime that personally concerns the bench, remarked his lordship, while his wife had crossed to the fireplace and stood slightly behind her husband, in order, I noticed, to conceal the agitation now consuming her. Why had the man come there in the guise of her husbands friend? That they had shot together in Africa was certain, for she had heard of this mans prowess as a big-game hunter, but it was a revelation to her, as to me, that Smeeton and Richard Keene were one and the same person.

Old Slater returned with the pegs and the men drank them while her ladyship busied herself pretending to try and find a book in the large bookcase behind me. She chatted to them all the time, but managed to keep her face concealed.

At last the dressing-bell sounded, and the Earl accompanied his guest to his room, exclaiming with a laugh — 

Id better show you the way, old chap, or youll be wandering about like one of the lost tribes. Then, the instant the door had closed and their footsteps retreated, the Countess turned quickly to me, her face white and drawn, her eyes terrified, whispering — 

What does this mean, Mr Woodhouse? What can it mean?

Well, it seems as though the fellow had some object in coming to stay here as a guest, I said. What that object is you yourself know best.

Of course he has a motive, she cried in despair. But what am I to do? Why didnt you warn me that you had recognised him?

I explained briefly how to warn her had been impossible.

Do you think George noticed my confusion when I opened the door and saw him here? she asked anxiously.

I think not, was my reply. You so quickly recovered yourself.

Ah! But you dont know how sharp his eyes are. Hes really absurdly jealous sometimes.

I smiled within myself to think that a woman so fond of admiration and flattery should complain of her husbands jealousy.

At any rate, in this affair, youll have to act with the greatest caution and discretion, Lady Stanchester, I said. The man is here for some sinister purpose — of that I feel quite sure. He arrived in Sibberton a little while ago, tramping along the highway, tired and hungry, a shabby wayfarer, upon whom Warr looked with suspicion. To-day he is your husbands welcomed guest, to whom he expects you to act with kindness and attention.

Kindness! she ejaculated. Kindness to that man!

Is he such an enemy of yours? I asked in a low tone. Why dont you take me further into your confidence, Lady Stanchester? Surely you can rely upon my discretion?

I have taken you into my confidence as far as I dare, was her answer, uttered in a tone of desperation. I want you now to assist me in combating this mans intentions, whatever they are.

I promise to render you what assistance I can, but on one condition, recollect, I said. The condition is that what I do is in order that you shall be afforded opportunity to convince George of your true affection.

I know, I know, she cried quickly. I will adhere to my part of the compact. Believe me, I will, and she stood before me a pale apprehensive figure in her Norfolk jacket and short tweed skirt — a woman whose attitude showed me that Keenes presence there held her terrified.

The truth of it all I could not guess. A vague suspicion arose of some curious romance in the days prior to her marriage; of some skeleton in her cupboard, which she feared must now be brought out to the light of day before her husbands eyes. I saw written in her countenance, as she stood before me, an all-consuming fear which seemed to hold her there immovable.

Im wondering whether I ought not to make some excuse to go away on a visit somewhere, she suggested after a pause. I cant really stay under the same roof with him, meet him each day at table, and be compelled to chat with him. Its utterly impossible.

But how can you leave all these people? I asked. Besides, if you did, he might perhaps revenge himself — that is, if you are wholly in his hands. Are you?

Utterly, she answered hoarsely, as though that confession were wrung from her.

You fear him, while he has no need to fear you. Is that so?

She answered in the affirmative in the same hoarse unnatural tone.

Then you must not run further risk by attempting to escape him, I said decisively. You must remain, act diplomatically, and endeavour to maintain a bold front. Recollect that he is here in order to take advantage of the first sign of apprehension on your part. Show no fear of him, I urged. Disclaim all knowledge of him if necessary. Assert to his face that you have never met before, should he speak to you alone and endeavour to recall the past. We live for the present or the future, Lady Stanchester, not for the past — whatever it may have been. Courage! I said. If you really love George and are now hounded by this man, I will help you in every way.

Ah! she said gratefully. I know you will, Mr Woodhouse. Believe me, I am at this moment sorely in need of a friend. I know, alas! what evil tongues have said of me, and what a reputation I have for giddiness and flirtation. Yet every action of a woman of my age and position is magnified and exaggerated in order that it may furnish food for gossips and hints for scandal. But I tell you I am not so black as I am painted. I still have a heart — and that heart is my husbands. He is your friend, and if you assist me to defeat this man you will be rendering him the greatest service one man can render to another — and you will save me.

I have promised, I answered. You must go now and meet the man on perfect equality, with perfect friendship. Your mind is blank regarding the past, and you have never met him before in all your life. No matter what he threatens to reveal, or what he tells you his revenge will be, you must not admit that you have been previously acquainted.

It will be difficult — terribly difficult, she said. He can unfortunately recall certain facts which — well, which I fear I cannot deny.

But you must, I urged. Deny everything. Then he will expose his hand, and we shall know how to deal with him in order to checkmate his plans.

Very well, answered the desperate woman. Ill do my best. But if I fail you must not blame me.

You are clever, Lady Stanchester, and with your womans diplomacy and quick inventiveness I am sure you can face the difficulty and overcome it. Go, I urged. You must appear at dinner gay and merry, as though you had not a serious thought in the world. Your careless attitude will then puzzle him from the very outset. Act as I tell you, and if you want advice at any moment, come to me.

She thanked me, and turning slowly went out to dress for the terrible ordeal which she knew too well was before her. And when she had gone I sat in my chair for a long time, plunged in thought.

The mystery was assuming even greater and more remarkable proportions. The chief problem at the moment was the motive of the mysterious guest.

Who was this man Keene of whom both Lolita and Lady Stanchester were in such deadly fear? What power did he possess over them?

Times without number had I asked myself that self-same question, but no solution of the enigma presented itself. The mystery was now even more dark and inscrutable than it had been at the outset. The puzzle was maddening. So I rose with a sigh, and went up to my room to dress with a distinct feeling precursory of some untoward event about to occur in the Stanchester household, and a fervent hope that the young Countess would hold her own successfully in the desperate fight with this man whom she declared to be her very worst enemy.

The situation was surely a most grave and remarkable one, and her position was certainly unenviable. Knowing her abject terror of the man I felt apprehensive of the result, for I felt confident that one single sign of weakness would give the desperate game entirely into his own unscrupulous hands.

In the big white drawing-room where the visitors assembled before dinner, the Countess appeared in a marvellous gown of pale turquoise and cream, and wearing the diamond collar and bodice-ornament which was her husbands wedding gift, and which cost a sum which to many a man would have represented a fortune. Her coiffure was beautifully arranged without a hair awry, and her white neck and arms seemed like alabaster. Truly she was a magnificent woman, and well merited the description a certain royal prince had once uttered of her— Taking face and figure, the prettiest woman who ever came to Court during the present reign.

She was laughing gaily with old Lord Cotterstock as she entered, chaffing him about his sleepiness after luncheon and missing several birds, and as her gaze met mine I saw that the manner she had reassumed, that nonchalant air that she usually wore, was little short of marvellous. One would hardly have recognised in her the white-faced, terrified and despondent woman of half-an-hour before.

In the corner of the room stood Smeeton, a tall, commanding figure in faultless dress clothes, and a small but fine diamond in his shirt, chatting to two women, Lady Barford and the Honourable Violet Middleton, to whom he had just been introduced. Her ladyship was of that middle-aged type of stiff-backed lion-hunter who sought London through to get the latest poet, painter or littérateur to go to her weekly At Homes, and had already, it seemed, buttonholed the renowned hunter of big game.

Old Slater appeared at the door, bowing with that formality acquired by long service in that noble family, and announced in a voice loud enough to be heard by all — 

Dinner is served, mlady.

Then the Countess walked boldly up to Smeeton and asked to be taken in by him, while I linked myself up with a rather angular girl in a pale rose gown that had seen long service, the daughter of a Squire from a neighbouring village who was this evening eating his annual dinner at the Hall.

Through dinner her ladyship preserved an outward calm that was remarkable. She chatted and laughed amiably with her guest seated at her right hand, and as I watched narrowly I detected that he was already amazed at her self-possession. That night she was even more brilliant than ever. Her conversation sparkled with wit, and her remarks and criticisms caused her guests in her vicinity to roar with laughter at frequent intervals.

From where I sat little escaped my watchful eyes. Once or twice she turned her gaze upon me, as though to ask whether she were acting her part sufficiently well, then fired off some epigrammatic remark to one or other of the gay crowd of well-dressed people around her.

Dinner ended, the ladies retired, the cloth was removed, the port was circulated in decanters in silver stands along the bare table of polished oak, in accordance with the custom that had obtained at Sibberton ever since the Jacobean days. The Stanchester cellars had always been celebrated, and assuredly there was not a finer port in the whole country than that which they contained. Among the men, as they drank their wine, the newly-arrived visitor became the centre of attraction. Sportsmen all of them, Lord Stanchester had told them of Smeetons keenness after big game, and many questions were being put to him regarding the practicability of shooting expeditions in East Africa.

At last an adjournment was made into the huge vaulted hall, the stained glass and architecture of which reminded me of a church, where there was music every evening. In the high roof hung those faded and tattered banners carried by the Stanchesters in various battles historic in English history, and around the walls stands of armour in long and imposing rows.

Her ladyship was an excellent musician, and although in these days of mechanical piano-playing music will, it is feared, soon be a neglected art, she always played on the grand piano for the entertainment of her guests. Some songs were sung — mainly from the comic operas, San Toy, The Geisha, The Country Girl — and some even with a chorus heartily joined in by those lords and ladies of illustrious name. It was Liberty Hall, and in the evening the fun always grew fast and furious.

Presently the bridge tables were set, parties were made up, cards were dealt and played, money rattled and very soon there were high stakes in various quarters and a good deal of money began to change hands.

With two or three exceptions the whole party played bridge. Myself, I could not afford to lose, and therefore never played. While among those who declined the invitation was Smeeton, who remained an interested onlooker at his hostesss table.

Only by the slight trembling of her bejewelled hands could I detect in her any sign of fear, but when she rose as midnight chimed out from the turret clock over the stables, as a signal for the ladies to retire to their rooms, he had, I noticed, disappeared. Perhaps he wished to obtain a secret interview with her, therefore I was quickly on the alert, and succeeded in gaining a point at the junction of two corridors that ran at right angles, and down which I knew she must pass. In order to escape notice I slipped into one of the rooms and stood in the dark with the door slightly ajar.

She came at last alone, her silken skirts sweeping with loud frou-frou, her diamonds glistening in the light as she advanced. Her guests had passed out into the new wing, but she habitually reached her room by this corridor, which was a short cut and ran through a portion of the vast mansion not generally used.

She had almost gained the doorway wherein I stood, when I heard hurrying steps behind her, and next moment Smeeton caught her roughly by the wrist, exclaiming in a quick determined whisper as he bent to her — 

Marigold! Marigold! Have I so changed that you dont know me? I told you that I should return and here I am! You thought you could escape by marrying this man — but you cant! The awkward little matter outstanding between us still remains to be arranged, and I think you know Dick Keene well enough to be aware that in an affair of this sort hes not a man to be trifled with. So you know well enough what Im here for, and what a word from me to these fine friends of yours will mean to you. Do you hear me? he added, with a hard ring in his voice. What have you to say?


Chapter Twenty.

Richard Keene Makes a Revelation.
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THE COUNTESS, UNCONSCIOUS of my presence, halted quickly, and turning upon him with a start exclaimed — 

I — I really dont understand what you mean, Mr Smeeton!

Understand what I mean! he echoed with a short dry laugh. I suppose youll deny acquaintance with me next!

I certainly do not recollect having met you before, she answered with admirable hauteur.

What? he exclaimed, in undisguised surprise at her bold attempt to disclaim any previous acquaintance. Do you actually affirm that we have never previously known each other?

Never until this evening, was her response. That is why I dont understand what you mean in addressing me in this manner.

He burst out laughing, treating her bold denial with derision. Yet she remained firm, and in indignation exclaimed — 

Let me pass. I think, Mr Smeeton, you have forgotten yourself this evening.

No, he said. I never forget a debt that is owing me. I am here for repayment.

I really dont understand you. Its late, and one of the servants may pass this way and overhear you. Let us resume this highly interesting discussion in the morning, she suggested. This must no doubt be a case of mistaken identity. I can only suppose I resemble somebody you know.

There was but one Marigold Gordon, he replied, in a hard firm voice. There was but one Marigold who wrecked one mans happiness, and who afterwards married another because of his wealth and position — yourself.

Oh! this is insupportable! she cried indignantly. I shall tell my husband that Im insulted by his guest — a man from nowhere. Let me pass — I say!

Yes, a man from nowhere, he sneered. Richard Keene is always from nowhere, because he has no fixed home. He comes to-day from nowhere and goes to nowhere. But before he goes he means that his account with you shall be settled. Understand that!

Well, youve said so already, she laughed. Is it the action of a gentleman to utter all kinds of vague threats like this?

Vague threats! Youll find that they are more than vague. What I say I mean. You think, he added, to escape by denying all previous acquaintance with me. But youll discover your mistake when too late.

I have no reason to escape, she declared with a nonchalant air that amazed me, knowing how at heart she feared him. I shall merely tell my husband of this indignity, and leave him to act as he thinks best.

Ah! he remarked, you are a clever woman, Marigold — you always were. Is it really necessary to remind you of those ugly events of three years ago in which you and Lolita were so intimately concerned, or that there still exists a certain woman named Lejeune?

I desire no reminder of any matters which concern me, she replied coldly. This does not.

But it concerns Lolita — and what concerns her concerns you. She fled to the north the instant she heard that I had returned, for she feared to meet me.

Her affairs are not mine, declared the Countess unmoved. You are speaking of something of which I am in utter ignorance. Why dont you explain your meaning?

Shall I speak openly? he said. Very well, if you prefer it, I will. If you recollect nothing else, perhaps you will remember that a young man named Hugh Wingfield was found dead in the park here quite recently — murdered.

I heard of it. I was at Aix-les-Bains, she replied.

You saw his photograph — your husband showed it to you after your return, and you recognised who the dead man was who had remained unidentified.

How could I recognise a person whom I had never seen before?

Then you also deny acquaintance with Hugh Wingfield, the poor young fellow who fell into the trap so cunningly set for him?

Certainly. Why?

Well, because you are a more wonderful woman, Marigold, than even I believed, he answered in his deep rather rough voice. Youre a perfect marvel.

Not at all, she answered quite calmly. First, I do not see what gives you permission to call me by my Christian name; and secondly, I dont see the motive you have in endeavouring to fix upon me knowledge of certain matters of which I am in entire ignorance. Perhaps youll explain why, being my husbands guest and only a few hours in this house, you arrest me like this, and commence all these extraordinary insinuations? You claim acquaintanceship with me, while I declare that I didnt know you from Adam until my husband introduced us just before dinner.

Then what I have to reply is the reverse of complimentary. If you had been a man I should have told you to your face that you were a liar.

You may disbelieve me as you will, she responded still unruffled. But I merely tell you that I have no further desire to stand here and be insulted, and although she tried to pass him he again clutched her wrist fiercely and prevented her.

You shall answer me! he whispered angrily. You are Marigold Gordon, now Countess of Stanchester; you are the woman I am here to meet, to speak with calmly, and to come to an amicable settlement — if possible. You know, as well as I do, that Lolitas future in is your hands, just as it is in mine. A word from either of us can ruin her. It would mean for her arrest, disgrace, condemnation. Now, do you intend to speak and to save her; or will you still deny previous acquaintance with me and consequently all knowledge of the affair? Lolita is in peril. If you will you can save her, although she is your enemy — although I know how you hate her.

I stood aghast at this fresh development of the mystery. I had actually urged this woman to disclaim all that the man Keene might allege, yet in utter ignorance that, by so doing, she was bringing ruin upon my love! My ears were open to catch every word. The Countess was Lolitas enemy! Could that be the actual truth? Did this woman whose beauty was so remarkable so mask her real feelings towards her husbands sister that, while outwardly showing great affection for her, she had secretly plotted her ruin and disgrace?

I know nothing, was her persistent reply.

Then you prefer that Lolita shall suffer, he said in a calm hard voice. Remember that her enemies are unscrupulous, relentless. The word once spoken can never be recalled. Do you intend that her life shall actually be sacrificed?

How?

She intends to take it by her own hand the instant the truth is known. I have been up to Scotland.

And you have, I suppose, threatened her, as you have me? sneered her ladyship.

I have no necessity to threaten her, was his answer. She knows quite well enough the peril in which she is placed by those who have sought her downfall.

Well, and what does her future concern me, pray? asked the woman coldly.

Only that you can save her, he argued. Think if, in a moment of despair, she took her life, what a burden of remorse would be yours.

There is no such word as remorse in my vocabulary, she laughed. If there were I should have entered a convent long ago.

Yes, he said. You speak the truth, Marigold. You are one of those few women who are, perhaps fortunately, untroubled by conscience. The past is to you a closed book, would that it were also to me! Would that I could forget completely that affair at which you and I exercised such dastardly cunning and scandalous duplicity. But I cannot, and it is for that reason I am here to beg — to beseech of you to at least save poor Lolita, who is being driven to extremity by despair!

Lolita! I thought of her, desperate and unprotected, the victim of a vile and yet mysterious conspiracy — the victim of this woman who was, after all, her secret enemy. Heaven formed me as I was, a creature of affection, and I bowed to its decree in living but for love of her. Upon the tablet of my heart was graven Lolita, and death alone could efface it. I was no sensualist; thank heaven I had not brutalised my mind, nor contaminated the pure ray of my divinity. I loved with truth, with ardour, and with tenderest affection, from which had arisen all those ecstasies that constituted the heaven of loving. True, I was jealous — madly jealous. I was a tyrant in the passion that consumed me, but none can truly love who would receive it when divided.

Poverty claimed wealth — ambition craved for honour — kings would have boundless sway — despots would be gods — and I merely asked for love. Where was my crime in claiming a return for that already given? Or if it could never be mine, why should I dash at once to earth the air-drawn vision of felicity?

Fate was inscrutable; and sanctioned by its will, I determined to yield without a sign to my reward, be it love or be it misery.

Each pleasure has its pain, nor yet was ever mortal joy complete. In those days before the advent of Richard Keene in Sibberton I had been lulled by bliss so exquisite that reason should have told me it was but a dream. I had forgotten everything in the great vortex of love which had, till then, overwhelmed me. And as I stood there listening to every word that passed, I felt that I alone had power to save the woman I adored.

There was a plot, some vile dastardly plot, the mystery of which was inscrutable. And she was to be the victim. Was it right that I should remain silent and make no effort to rescue her from the doom which this man Keene declared must be hers?

How can I save her, when I am in ignorance? asked the woman, still persistent in the disclaimer I had so foolishly urged upon her.

Then you still deny all knowledge of the affair? he said in his deep earnest voice. You still dare to stand there and tell me that you are not the woman who assisted Marie Lejeune — the woman for whom the police still hold a warrant, but who do not seem to recognise a common criminal in the person of the Countess of Stanchester. Think for a moment what a word from me to the police might mean to you, he added in a threatening tone.

And think also, Mr Smeeton — or whatever you choose to call yourself — that I also possess knowledge of a fact which, if known to Scotland Yard, would prevent you in future from pushing your unwelcome presence into a house where you were not wanted. Do you understand?

No, I dont.

Well, as youve spoken so plainly, she said in an angry tone, I will also tell you what I mean to do. You are here bent upon mischief; you intend to carry out the threat you made long ago. Good! From the very start I openly defy you, and she snapped her slim white fingers in his face. Tell my husband any lie you like! Do your worst to injure my reputation, but recollect that from to-night, instead of being friends, we are enemies, and I shall tell the police something which will be to them of enormous interest. You wish to quarrel with me, therefore let it be so. My husband shall know of your insults at once, and that will allow you an opening to denounce me as one of the worst women in England. The result will be interesting — as you will see. One of us will suffer — but depend upon it it will not be myself, she laughed defiantly.

I have no wish to quarrel, he assured her quickly. I said I had come here to make terms with you and to save Lolita.

What do you wish? That I should incriminate myself? she asked. Lolita does not concern me in the least, neither do you, for the matter of that. Ive given you the ultimatum, she added. If you wish to pick a quarrel, then my own safety will be assured.

You misunderstand me, he said in a tone more conciliatory than before.

Yes, I certainly misunderstand your desire to bring upon yourself what must be a very serious disaster by coming here and trying to wring from me certain things which I am determined, for my own good name and reputation, to keep secret. My own opinion of you is that you are a fool, and that if you are wise youll make an excuse, and to-morrow morning leave Sibberton.

I shall do nothing of the kind, he responded in quick indignation. I intend to act as I have told you.

Very well, then, that is sufficient. I wish you a very good-night, she said passing on before the doorway where I stood hidden. My husband shall know at once how you, a stranger to me, have dared to insult me with your outrageous insinuations and threats.

No, I did not mean— he commenced, as though to modify his actions.

Enough, Mr Smeeton. I have decided upon my course of action, and you had better leave this house while there is yet time. Otherwise perhaps you will have unwelcome inquiries made after you.

The man upon whom she had so cleverly turned the tables gave vent to a muttered imprecation, while the swish of her silken flounces receded down the long dark corridor, and I stood there breathless and motionless, not daring to betray my presence.

The result of such an open quarrel as it had become I dreaded to contemplate, for I knew, alas! too well that whatever it be my love must suffer, and that she was bent upon taking her life rather than face exposure of the mysterious scandal.


Chapter Twenty One.

The Saints Garden.
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AFTER BREAKFAST ON the following morning I contrived to make an appointment with the Countess to meet her at a short distance from the house in what was known as the Saints Garden.

Her ladyships habit was to walk in the garden for half an hour after breakfast, and I deemed that the Saints Garden, being at a secluded spot down near the lake, and little frequented either by the gardeners or visitors, was a good place of meeting. The gardens at Sibberton were noted for their beauty. There was an old lavender garden; one for bulbs; another for roses, and — most charming of all, Lolitas pride — the Saints Garden, the flowers of which were supposed to blossom on the days set apart for certain saints. In it were veronicas, lilies, Christmas roses, and a wild tangle of old-world flowers.

I waited in patience in this little garden of the good, encompassed by its dark thick box hedges. The morning was bright, the dew glistened everywhere in the sunlight, and the flowers filled the air with their fragrance. It was a peaceful spot where Lolita loved to linger, and where we had often walked and talked in secret.

She came at last — the reckless, handsome woman who held my loves life in her hands.

Her fair face was smiling as she came along in her neat short skirt and fresh morning blouse, and greeted me saying — 

Really, Mr Woodhouse, I hardly think it was wise of you to meet me here. One of the gardeners or some one may see us and gossip, and she turned her eyes upon me with that look which had made many a mans head reel.

We are safer from observation here, Lady Stanchester, than in my room, I answered in a rather hard tone, I fear. She glanced at me quickly, apparently in wonder that I was in no mood for trifling. She was, of course, unaware that I had overheard all that had passed between her and the man Richard Keene. Nevertheless she said — 

As I anticipated, he claimed acquaintanceship with me last night — stopped me in the Panelled Corridor and addressed me by my Christian name.

Well.

I flatly denied ever having met him before. It took him back completely. He wasnt prepared for it, she laughed.

And you were able, I hope, to sustain the fiction until the end? I asked, looking straight at her.

Well, she answered, rather uneasily, I managed to so confound him that I dont think hell carry out what was his intention. As a matter of fact, I fancy hell curtail his visit. George has taken him to shoot over at Islip. She made no explanation of his urgent appeal to her to save Lolita, of his threats or of her own declaration that if they were to be enemies then she would bring upon him an overwhelming disaster. She was keeping the truth to herself, suspecting my love for Lolita.

He threatened you, of course? I said, leaning upon the grey old weather-worn sundial and looking at her as though I were waiting for her explanation.

Threats? she laughed. Oh! yes. He was full of them. But you were quite right; my denial utterly upset all his bluster. He cant make out my intentions, and therefore will hesitate to do me harm, for he doesnt know the extent of my knowledge. Really, Mr Woodhouse, you very cleverly foresaw the whole affair. I admit that I was very hard pressed for a few moments. But now— and she paused.

And now? I asked.

Well, Ive met him with his own weapons. He wont dare to speak, because at heart hes afraid of me.

Then you think hell leave very soon?

Ah! I dont know. Hes playing a very clever game, as he always does. Think how he has come here as Georges friend, and at the same time as my bitterest enemy! His audacity is surely unequalled!

But is he really your enemy? I queried, fixing her with my gaze. Are you not his?

She looked at me somewhat puzzled. I had put a meaning note into my voice, yet I did not intend that she should be aware that I knew the truth of her secret hatred of my love, or that I had ascertained that the name of the young man who had fallen the victim of an assassins hand was Hugh Wingfield.

Perhaps I am his enemy, she laughed lightly. I have surely need to be.

Why?

With a man of his stamp one must act with firmness and disregard all scruples. He will ruin me if he can. But I dont intend that he shall. Before he does that Ill give information against him myself — information that will be a revelation to certain persons in this house.

I thought of the peril of my love.

Information I take it, that would mean ruin to a certain person — a woman! and I held her steadily with my eyes.

Her mouth opened slightly, and I saw that she suspected that I had gained some knowledge which she believed was his alone.

A woman, she repeated. Whom do you mean?

Lolita, I replied in a low hard voice.

Lolita? she gasped. Who told you that — I mean, what makes you suggest such a thing?

My conclusions are formed upon certain facts already known to me, Lady Stanchester, I answered coldly. You deceived me when you sought my aid by declaring your desire to show your affection for your husband. You had a deeper and more desperate game to play — and poor Lolita is to be the victim.

You love her, I suppose? she snapped. You neednt deny it. Ive seen it long ago — you, her brothers secretary! she sneered. Why, the things absurd?

There is a wide gulf in our social positions, I admit, Lady Stanchester, was my quick angry response. But surely it is not so strange nor so absurd that I should love a woman who is friendless, and who has so strangely incurred your hatred!

Incurred my hatred? What foolishness are you talking now? she asked with that cold hauteur which she could assume to inferiors when she willed.

I repeat what I have said. You intend that the ruin that threatens you shall fall upon Lolita. In plain words, you will sacrifice her, in order to save yourself!

And whos been telling you this interesting untruth, pray? she asked. I thought you knew Lolita sufficiently well to be aware that I have, ever since my marriage to George, been her friend.

To her face yes, but in secret no.

You are insulting me, Mr Woodhouse, she exclaimed, her eyes flashing. I have always been Lolitas friend.

Then prove your friendship by telling the truth concerning her, I said, the truth known equally to Marie Lejeune with yourself — the truth that can save her from this unfounded charge against her.

I made a blind shot, and stood watching its effect upon the brilliant woman.

A slight hardness showed at the corners of her mouth, and a strange light shone in her eyes as she realised that I knew the truth, how she had cleverly sought to deceive me by her false declaration of that love for her husband which she had assuredly never entertained.

I didnt know there was any charge against her. What is it? she inquired calmly.

Prevarication is useless. Lady Stanchester, I said determinedly. Richard Keene has come here to get you to tell the truth concerning Lady Lolita. You have refused, and he has threatened you with exposure. You, on your part, have retaliated by threatening him, hence the position at this moment is that he fears to speak lest he should incur your revenge, while you refuse to speak the truth and remove suspicion from Lolita. You intend, therefore, that she shall fall the innocent victim. But recollect that I am her friend, and I will save her, even if compelled to go to George and tell him everything.

She bit her lip. I could see that it had never crossed her mind, that, being her husbands friend, I might lay bare the truth to him and expose the fact that Richard Keene and Mr Smeeton were one and the same.

Ah! So you intend to give me away? she remarked, with a quick shrug of the shoulders.

I have no wish to do anything that will tend to cause a breach between you and your husband, I answered. I merely say that I intend to stand as Lolitas friend, and to-night I shall go north, see her, and explain all I know. She will be interested, no doubt, to hear that a friend of your pre-matrimonial days is here as your husbands guest.

Then youre going to tell her? she asked with a quick start, and I saw by the way her eyebrows had contracted that she was devising some plan to counteract my intentions.

I shall act just as I think proper, Lady Stanchester, I responded. In this affair I have the good name of only one person to consider — the person whom you declare it is absurd for me to regard with affection.

And so you mean to place me in a very invidious position by telling tales to everybody? she exclaimed with a supercilious smile. Well, she added, go up to Scotland and see her, if you like. Tell her whatever you think proper; it will be all the same to me.

Why?

Because I shall still retain the knowledge which I hold, and she cannot — she will not dare to — do anything to injure me. If she does, Mr Woodhouse — if she does — then Ill speak the truth — a truth that will astound you, and cause you to regret that you ever interfered in my affairs, or ever sought to befriend a woman guilty of a crime.

Guilty of a crime! I echoed. What crime do you allege against Lady Lolita?

She merely laughed triumphantly in my face.

I demand a reply to my question, I cried angrily.

Ask her yourself. It is not for me to denounce her before she has sought my downfall.

But you make a distinct allegation!

And one that I can substantiate when the time is ripe, was the womans firm fearless answer.

But you can clear her character if it suits you! I exclaimed quickly. You have admitted that.

You think fit to take the part of my enemies against me, therefore you will find me merciless, was her vague ominous reply. Go to Scotland and see Lolita. Tell her that I have sent you — and, she added, tell her from me to keep her mouth closed, or else the story of Hugh Wingfield shall be known, You will recollect the name, wont you? — Hugh Wingfield.

I stood silent, unable to respond, for that was the name of the young man who was so foully done to death in that hollow behind the beech avenue.

Moreover, she went on, noticing the effect of her words upon me, moreover, you are at liberty to tell George what you like concerning me. He loves me — and when a mans in love he believes no evil of the woman. So go! she laughed. And afterwards tell me what he says. I shall be so very interested to know.


Chapter Twenty Two.

The Sign to the Unknown.
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LOVE KNOWS NOT want — he has no such intimate as poverty; if he smiles, he has but one dread foe; if he frowns, he has but one true friend; and those both concentrate in the oblivion of death.

I loved — yes, I loved Lolita. While she lived, the soul-invigorating fire of her eyes kept alive my passion-torn frame. And yet who was I that I dared thus ally myself with heavenly beauty and terrestrial greatness? She was the daughter of an Earl and I a mere secretary, dependent upon her brothers favours. No title, no transcendent qualities were mine. And yet, was I not ennobled? Did I not wear within my heart the never-fading insignia of love, the qualifications of which were fervency and immutable truth?

The proud Countess had sneered at me. She sneered because the passion of true love had never known a place in her fickle heart. As next day I sat alone in the express travelling up to Scotland, memory of the hour came back to me when I had first gazed upon those charms I since had learned to reverence with all the fervour of matchless truth. I recollected how long, long ago, whenever I saw Lolita, my pulse beat with an unwonted motion, and the throbbing of my heart spoke to my soul in a language it had never known before — my brain became on fire, and ere I knew the term, I knew what constituted love. Yes, love — love that had not yet taught me what presumption was, but I rather stood the awe-struck victim of his all-puissant will.

And now I was tearing with all speed to seek her, to hear the truth from her own sweet lips. Never once had she told me that my love was reciprocated, yet in her clear bright eyes I had long ago seen that mixture of tender pity, noble generosity, candour and pure refined womanly feeling open as the face of day, that told me that she was not averse to my attentions even though I was neither wealthy nor of noble birth.

Day had succeeded day since her departure for the north, and every coming dawn had proved what gave bitter anguish to my soul. A strange suspicion that seemed to envelop her like a cloud — a suspicion which somehow I could not determine — had caused the struggle of conflicting thoughts. And now I was rushing towards her, hoping fervently that her words to me might reveal the truth, and infuse into my chaotic soul one bright spark of heavenly comfort whence might blaze the inextinguishable flame of requited love.

Alone, gazing aimlessly at the fleeting panorama of hill and dale as the express rushed on from Crewe to Carlisle, my busy fancy seemed to reconcile impossibilities, and as the mariner who feebly grasps the plank surrounded by a sea of deadly horrors, so I, amid the gloom of black despair, illumined the fallacious touch of hope and wandered into the maze of gilded fallacy.

Ah! Hope, thou flitting phantom, thou gaudy illusion, thou fond misleader of the wrecked senses, that framest a paradise of airy nothingness, how strange that thou canst in pleasing dreams bring to the tortured mind a brief respite.

And yet when I recollected the dark suspicions that rested upon my love, I held my breath. When I calmly reviewed all the circumstances, life seemed all a blank to me; my reason bade me cease to hope. Yet better be warmed by madness than chilled by coward fear; better burn with jealousy than die the silent fool of black despair.

In such a mood I sat thinking and pondering until we glided into the great echoing station of Carlisle. Then I descended, bought a paper, and tried to read as the portion of the train in which I sat continued its way eastward towards Edinburgh. To concentrate my mind upon a printed page was, however, impossible. I recollected those strange, ominous words of the Countess when we had parted in the Saints Garden, and somehow felt convinced that her position was impregnable.

Keene had distinctly declared that if Marigold failed to tell the truth, then my love must fall a victim. Why — and how? All was so mysterious, so utterly inscrutable, so bewildering that the enigma admitted of no solution.

I could not disguise the fact from myself that Lolita had gone north purposely to avoid the unwelcome stranger who had so mysteriously returned, and I now intended at all hazards to obtain from her some fact concerning the conspiracy into which he seemed to have entered.

The strange incident in that lonely farmhouse and the attack upon Marie Lejeune were again facts which combined to show what a wide-spread plot was in progress — a plot the motive of which was still enshrouded in mystery, but of which the victim was undoubtedly to be none other than my well-beloved.

Lolita, who was staying with her aunt, the Dowager Lady Casterton, at the Royal Hotel, in Princes Street, sprang quickly to her feet when, shortly before dinner, the waiter ushered me into their private sitting-room. Fortunately her aunt was still in her room, and we were therefore alone.

Willoughby! she gasped springing forward to me breathlessly. You! Whatever brings you here — what has happened at Sibberton?

Nothing, I replied in order to set her at ease. Or rather nothing in particular. Every one is very well, and the house-party has assumed its usual gaiety.

Marigold is still at home? she inquired, as though her first thought was of her brothers wife. I answered in the affirmative, and then slowly and with reverence raised her slim white hand to my lips. She allowed me to kiss her fingers in homage, smiling sweetly upon me the while.

She was in a magnificent dinner-dress of black net shimmering with sequins — a gown the very simplicity of which rendered it graceful, charming, and the essence of good taste. At her throat was a single row of large pearls, but she wore no other ornament. She always dressed artistically and in the latest mode, and surely her gown was exactly suited to the hotel table dhôte.

I had only just had time to go to my room, change, and seek her, for I had not notified her of my coming in order that she should have no chance of avoiding me. Yet her manner of greeting was as though my presence gave her the utmost pleasure. Her cheeks flushed as I pressed her fingers to my lips, and I knew that her heart, like mine, beat quickly with the passion of affection.

In a few brief words I told her that I had taken quarters in the hotel, that I should explain to her aunt that my presence in Edinburgh was connected with the Earls affairs, and that I desired to have a private chat with her after dinner.

Something has happened, Willoughby, she said apprehensively. I see it in your face! What is it? Tell me?

Nothing very serious, was my evasive reply, for I heard Lady Castertons high-pitched voice outside, and wished to conceal from the snappy old dowager that the real object of my visit was to see Lolita.

Next instant the old lady entered, dressed in black and wearing a smart cap of fine old lace. Much surprised at my presence, she greeted me and commenced inquiring after the Earl and the Countess, remarking that she intended to join the house-party in November as she had to make a visit to Lord Penarth in Wales before coming to us.

Weve had a most delightful time at Strathpeffer — Lolita and I, she remarked. And as I wanted to pay a few visits about Edinburgh, were just here for a few days. Of course you knew from George that we were here?

Yes, I replied. I have some business to do for him in Edinburgh, so I thought I would put up here.

And then, in obedience to the gong, we all three descended into the large dining-room of the hotel. A good many people were present, but no woman so beautiful or brilliant as Lady Lolita Lloyd.

I noticed how the guests turned to look at her, and then to whisper among themselves, for her beauty was remarkable and her photographs often appeared in the ladies papers, just as did those of Mangold. A pretty woman with a title is always remarked in a hotel.

We sat at our small table chatting affably through the meal, yet I saw how intense was her desire to know the true reason of my presence. That I had some distinct object in coming north she could not doubt, and was therefore anxious for the long meal to end and for opportunity to speak with me alone.

Old Lady Casterton was a typical dowager of the days of class distinction — a stout, well-preserved, white-haired person who regarded the world through her lorgnon with an air of wonder, as though she were examining some interesting species. She stared at all common people, who felt themselves uncomfortable neath her gaze, and generally spoke in a tone loud enough to be heard by all in the vicinity. She was youngest sister of the old Earl of Stanchester, and had married the Earl of Casterton, who afterwards became one of Englands most famous generals, and had been left a widow of very large and wealthy estate.

With me she was always perfectly affable, knowing the strong personal friendship existing between the Stanchesters and my own family. Hence she treated me on an equality with herself and during the meal laughed and chatted merrily about the people she and her niece had recently met.

At last, however, dinner was over, and we all three retired to the private sitting-room, where Lolita at my desire played Tito Matteis White Moon serenade and the Cavatine from Faust.

Wont you sing us something? I urged presently when she was about to turn from the piano. At first she tried to excuse herself, but seeing that I was anxious to hear her voice she turned again, and in her clear contralto sang an old French serenade: — 

Une reine est maitresse de mon coeur;
Elle reigne part tout.
Car ses beaux yeux.
Sont les deux sceptres de lamour;
Et quand vers moi ils tournent leurs brillantes flammes.
Le feu damour sempare de tout mon âme.

Heureux si jétois souverain.
De tout le ciel
Peut être elle,
Ne voudras pas que jaime en vain;
Mais comme je suis en silence je soupire;
Jose bien aimer, mais je nose pas le dire.

Her gaze fell upon me as she sang, and surely she addressed those final words to me — 

But as I am, in silence I must feel
Loves sacred flame, and yet that flame conceal.

I sat gazing upon her beauty entranced. In that sweet clear voice was a touch of pathos such as I have never before heard, and I knew that she was suffering, like myself. In those moments I had wandered in the mazes of ecstatic bliss. All the world save her was lost to me. By the look in her beautiful eyes I was again launched on the wide sea of bliss; love was the pilot of my soul and the bright beam of her love-look illuminated my track, as the soft zephyrs of love filled my warm fancy, leading me to the shores of matchless beauty.

The song had ended, and with it my vision vanished. She closed the piano, rose and crossed the room to look out of the window upon the long line of lights in Princes Street with the castle frowning opposite in the starless gloom.

Her action was a natural one, yet it was succeeded by one which caused me some surprise. She had been standing for a moment at the open window, as though enjoying the cool air, then suddenly she removed a great bowl of bright dahlias that gave a welcome touch of colour to the room from a sideboard, and placed them upon the small table in the window.

Afterwards she returned to us without, however, drawing down the blind.

Had she placed those flowers there merely to give them air because the room was warm? Or had she put them in the window as signal to some one in the street below?

Her hand trembled, she grew uneasy, and then I knew that I had guessed the truth.

Those flowers were placed there to warn some one of my presence!


Chapter Twenty Three.

Contains a Disclosure.
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WHEN THE OLD lady had at last retired and I stood alone with my love, I moved across to draw the blind.

Oh! do let us have some air, she urged with a sigh. It was so hot downstairs to-night. I feel stifled.

This could not be, for the night air in Scotland is chilly in September. Therefore I felt convinced that she wished the bowl of flowers to remain in view of some one outside, a suspicion confirmed by her quick glance at the clock upon the mantelshelf.

For whom could that signal be intended? That it was to warn some one against calling upon her was apparent, and in an instant a great uncontrollable jealousy sprang up within me. The goddess of my admiration stood there before me calmly, her eyes fixed upon my woe-worn countenance in silence. Her lips moved at last.

Well? she asked. And why have you come here, to me?

Because I am seeking to serve you, Lolita, was my answer. At Sibberton matters have assumed a very grave aspect. Richard Keene is staying there as Georges guest.

What? she gasped, her face white in an instant. Impossible! Keene as Georges friend! — never?

He is guest at Sibberton under the name of Smeeton. George apparently met him when hunting in Africa, I said.

She stood regarding me, utterly bewildered, as I explained to her further the cunning manner in which the stranger Keene had introduced himself into the house.

Then for me the future is utterly hopeless, she exclaimed blankly, her beautiful face pale as death. It is just as I have feared. My enemies have triumphed — and I am their victim.

How?

Richard Keene will not spare me — that I know, she cried in desperation. Ah! Willoughby! I cannot bear it longer. I have either to endure and be accursed here, or seek my fate and still exist the creature of the wrath hereafter. Cowardice some will call my death! But can it be coward-like to spurn the certainty I have and fly to regions unexplored? Where hope exists, life would become a stake too dear to hazard, but all with me is dreariness; and if I live existence pictures to my mind one cheerless blank; a life of condemnation and despair. And she stood staring straight before her.

But, Lolita! I cried, taking her hand tenderly and gazing into her beautiful face, you surely dont know what you are saying. You are my love — my all in all.

Ah! yes, she responded bitterly, glancing quickly at me. Until — until they tell you the truth — only until then!

How could I determine her meaning? How could I explore the labyrinth that surrounded her?

My brain still conjured up excuse upon excuse and warred against my better reason.

But I dont understand? I said. Why not speak more plainly — tell me everything?

Ah! she sighed, her eyes fixed before her. As I look back upon lifes stormy sea my resolution stands appalled, and I more wonder that I am than that I should be thus. Were ever womans trials such as mine? — or if they were, then show me that creature. Soon the busy tongue of scandal will be unfettered, and the ears of greedy calumny opened wide to swallow every breath of defamation and still add falsehood upon falsehood to blacken and condemn a helpless woman! Ah! I know, she added. I know what the future holds for me.

Then if so, why not allow me to assist you in arming against these enemies of yours and against Marigold especially? I urged after those desperate words of hers had fallen upon me.

Marigold! Why against her? She is my friend.

No, Lolita, I responded in a low earnest tone. She is your bitterest enemy. She knows the truth of this strange allegation against you, and she can clear you if she wishes — only she refuses.

Refuses! Whom has she refused?

Richard Keene.

How do you know?

I was present when he begged of her to tell the truth. But she only laughed, declaring her disinclination to implicate herself by so doing. That woman will let you sacrifice your life rather than tell the truth.

Are you certain of this? Are you positive there is no mistake, Willoughby?

None. I heard her with my own ears. She is awaiting eagerly your downfall.

Lolitas hands clenched themselves, her pale lips moved but no sound came from them. The small clock chimed ten, and as it did so she crossed the room and drew down the blind. There was, I supposed, no further necessity for the signal of the bowl of dahlias.

Ah! how crooked are the paths of life; how few the sweets; how bitter the gall! the wretched, like the daisy of the field, neglected live, nor feel the withering blast of wavering fortune. The great alone are noted, and though they weather long the pitiless storm, are struck at length and down hurled to destruction. Greatness is a dream! This worlds a dream — we wander and we know not whither.

Are you sure that Marigolds friendship is only assumed? she inquired at length.

Quite. You told me that Keene was your enemy, yet from what I have seen I believe him to be rather your friend.

Friend! No, she said, shaking her head. Thats impossible. He cannot be my friend. You do not know all the past.

How long ago did you know him? I inquired. In the days before Georges marriage. We were acquainted then, was her faint answer.

And the woman Lejeune? Tell me, is there any reason why he should be antagonistic towards her? I asked, recollecting that strange incident at the farmhouse.

Not that Im aware of. He would be her friend, most probably. Ah! if that woman would only tell me the truth. But she will not. I know that she fears to speak lest by the truth she may herself be condemned.

A silence fell between us. A heavy gloom had fallen over my heart; the world to me was darkness, and the contemplation of futurity a dream. And yet it was resolved; Kings reigned on earth, but I owned no other sway but loves, no other hope but Lolita.

And the truth, I said very slowly and in deep earnestness. The truth you refer to concerns Hugh Wingfield?

The effect upon her of that name was electrical. She started, her blue eyes fixed themselves upon me with a hard, terrified look, and her lips half parted in fear were white and trembling.

You know his name? she gasped.

Yes, I know the name of the dead man, the poor fellow who was so foully done to death.

No, no, Willoughby! she shrieked aloud, covering her face with her hands. Spare me, spare me that! she sobbed.

And I saw that I had acted wrongly in recalling that fatal night. Yet if she were not guilty, why did the mere mention of the dead mans name produce such an effect upon her?

I hastened to apologise, but her reply was — 

Ah! Willoughby! I am so doubly cursed that I can laugh to scorn all other ills of life. My cup of misery is full; one drop more and it must overflow, and life will ebb with it.

But can I do nothing to help you — absolutely nothing? I demanded, looking earnestly into her eyes.

She shook her beautiful head despondently, and her breast heaved and fell in a long deep-drawn sigh.

You saw the Frenchwoman, and you failed, was her despairing reply. It was the last chance afforded to me, and it is lost — lost. I know, now Richard Keene has returned, that I must suffer.

But if Marigold can save you from this terrible fate that threatens you, why does she refuse?

She has, I suppose, some motive known to her in secret, was my loves reply. You know her character just as well as I do. Before her marriage there was — well, an incident. And I presume it is this which she fears that George may know.

But if you are aware of it, will you still conceal it though this woman is your enemy? Recollect, I said, that she has no love for her husband. Hers was a mere marriage of convenience.

Ah, yes, I know, she said. But would you have me condemn a woman even though she be my enemy? No, Willoughby, that is not like you. I know that revenge is never within your heart, you are always too generous.

I regretted that I had made such a suggestion, and bowed beneath her reproachful words. Yet it somehow seemed that if she possessed the knowledge of this incident, whatever it was, she might hold it over her enemy as a threat, and use it as a lever to obtain the information she desired from the Countesss lips.

Poor George! I exclaimed. What, I wonder, can be the end of his life with such a woman? And yet he is so utterly infatuated by her. I threatened to speak to him regarding certain of her actions but she has openly defied me, saying that he is too deeply in love with her to hear any word of condemnation. And shes absolutely right, I believe, I added, sighing.

She is right. He is more deeply in love with her than before their marriage, while on her part her open flirtations and love of admiration are little short of scandalous! she declared.

And yet you would protect such a woman — even though she seek your downfall?

The divine lesson taught us, Willoughby, is to forgive our enemies, and to allow them an opportunity for reform, she answered calmly. Were I to hound her down by an exposure of the past, I should myself merit neither pity nor compassion.

But she remains silent in order that you shall go to your ruin, I remarked.

Her silence may be the result of ignorance, she suggested. She may not really know the truth, but for some secret reason has made Keene believe she is aware of everything.

There was something in that argument which caused me to ponder, for I recollected that her whole object had been to deceive the man who was her husbands guest.

But had you no suspicion that she knew the truth? I asked.

None whatever.

It seems, however, that Marigold is also in possession of some secret concerning this man Keene, for she threatened that if he revealed his real name to her husband, or sought to expose her, that she would inform the police of his whereabouts. Does that threat of hers convey anything to you?

Did she really say that? ejaculated my love in blank surprise. If she did, then it throws a new light upon the affair. She must have met the woman Lejeune, and the latter has told her certain very important facts in order to place Keene in her power. And yet, she added, pausing, I doubt very much if Marigold dare denounce Keene for her own sake.

Then she is implicated in this ugly affair as well as him? I exclaimed quickly.

She saw that she had unintentionally revealed to me one very important fact, but having made such an assertion there was no withdrawing it, therefore she was forced to respond in the affirmative.

Ah! she cried desperately, gripping my hand in both hers. You do not know, Willoughby, what conflicts wring my soul. I would barter worlds to tell you the truth, yet dare not. Because if I did so I would lose all your esteem and all your fond affection. I — I cannot live in this uncertainty, she cried bursting into a torrent of tears. I wander now a melancholy woman, and seem unthankful where most I should be grateful. Religion stays my hand from the self infliction of that blow which I have vainly sought within the jaws of death. Where can I go? Where can I hide my miserable self? A trackless desert would be paradise to all I suffer here. But it cannot be. I shall — I must — relieve my woes in everlasting sleep.

No, no, I cried, kissing the trembling hands of my white-faced desperate love. You must not talk like that, Lolita. You are marked down as the victim of these intriguers, but you shall not be. There is still life and love for us. Be patient, be brave — tell me the truth of the allegation against you and trust in me.

Tell you the truth, she cried in a hoarse strained voice. No, no, not to you — never. You would loathe and hate me then — you the man who now loves me.

Say also the man you love, I urged tenderly, her hands still in mine.

Her lips compressed as her tearful eyes turned themselves upon me. She sighed convulsively, and then with a slight catch in her tremulous voice confessed with a sad sweet smile — 

Yes, Willoughby — the man I love.

I clasped her in my arms. I felt the heaving of her breast, my throbbing heart kept pace with that within her bosom. My lips met hers — oh! — what a melting kiss. Love held my heart, entangling every thought.

And yet what changes in our fates must here be registered; what an accumulated scene of bliss and wretchedness must stain the pages that are to follow.

Ah! if I could at that moment have read what was written upon my loves heart — if I could but have torn aside that veil of mystery enveloping her — if I could but have known the truth concerning that man I had found cold, stark and dead beneath the stars! How differently I would have acted.

I had thought that her love for me would induce her to tell me something of the past, yet as she stood in my embrace she was still persistent in her silence, until it seemed that she really feared lest, knowing the true facts, my affection might turn to hatred. I implored, I argued, I expressed profound regret to no avail. She would tell me nothing — absolutely nothing.

I must suffer, was her hard reply. I am a woman who is the sport of circumstance. Yes, she added, I love you, Willoughby, but in a few hours will end my brief life of ecstasy. When I am dead — then will you know the reason why to-night my lips are sealed.

At that instant a rap at the door caused me to release her quickly and spring aside.

A waiter who stood upon the threshold announced — 

Mr Logan, mlady.


Chapter Twenty Four.

Introduces a Man with a History.
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MENTION OF THE name of Logan placed me instantly on the alert. It was surely the man whom I had seen with her in the wood in the early hours of the morning following the tragedy — the same whom I had encountered with Mademoiselle in Chelsea — the same, I believe, who had lived in such suspicious seclusion at Hayess Farm.

Tell him I am engaged at present, exclaimed my love, facing the waiter without betraying the least anxiety. She was, of course, not aware that I knew the name of the man with whom I had seen her on that fateful morning. Therefore she affected a carelessness that utterly amazed me. Could it be that that bowl of flowers had been placed in the window as a signal to him, and that he had disregarded it and come to her?

The slightly pursed lips betrayed her annoyance at his presence, but beyond that she treated the mans announcement with calm indifference.

Was this broad-shouldered man her accomplice — or perhaps her lover, that she should thus communicate with him in secret? How my mind struggled to be free; how my restless reason combated with my love. I tried, but could not contradict the glaring truth which impressed itself upon my soul; and yet, though I was urged to a conviction, I could not act upon the principles which subdued me.

I could learn stoicism and be the calm philosopher in every passion, save only love; but he was my divinity, and like a defenceless babe within the giants grasp, all struggles to evade him were but vain.

Fool that I was! poor doting fool, how had I quaffed the sweet illusions of hope only to feel the venom of despair more poignant to my soul.

You have a caller, I said in a hard blank voice. Perhaps I had better leave you?

Oh, she answered, there really is no necessity for you to go. He may wait — hes quite an unimportant person.

Named Logan — is he not?

Yes, she replied rather faintly, with a strange smile.

A friend of yours?

No, not particularly, was her answer.

Then if he is not, Lolita, why did I find you walking with him in the wood on that morning — I mean after the finding of the body of Hugh Wingfield?

You saw us? she gasped, glaring at me aghast. You followed us!

I saw you, I repeated. And further, I met the man on the following night in Chelsea in company with Marie Lejeune. He was flying from the police.

Yes, he has told me how, by your timely warning, he was saved.

My warning also saved the Frenchwoman. She should, therefore, in return do you the service of telling the truth, and thus clearing you.

Ah! Shell never do that, as Ive told you. It would be against her own interests.

But this man? Who is he? I demanded, recollecting the confidential conversation between them before they had parted on the edge of the wood.

Both of us remembered how she had changed her wet, muddy dress at my house, and how I had succeeded in stealing a dress from her wardrobe and carrying it down to Sibberton. Yet no word of that curious incident had ever passed between us. With mutual accord we had regarded the circumstance as one that had never occurred, nevertheless, at the cloak-room at St. Pancras was a box filled with her boots, while locked away in an attic of my house was the muddy dinner-gown she had exchanged for her walking skirt on that memorable morning.

You know his name? she said, in response to my question.

I do. But there are many circumstances connected with him which are puzzling, I said. Among them is the reason of his concealment in the house of the farmer Hayes.

Because he feared the police, I suppose. A watch was being kept on the house in Britten Street, you say.

For what reason? What was the offence of the pair?

They were suspected — suspected of a crime, she replied. But, she added, their guilt or their innocence does not concern me. I alone am to be the victim, she added bitterly, pushing her hair from her brow as if its weight oppressed her.

Then this man Logan is your enemy — eh?

He is not my friend.

He is in league with the others to encompass your ruin? Tell me the truth of this, at least.

I have not yet exactly decided whether he is my enemy or my friend, was her answer. Once he rendered me a very great service — how great I can never sufficiently acknowledge.

And now? I asked, remembering that secret sign in the window.

I am at a loss what to think, was her response. Sometimes I believe he is working in my interests, while at others I entertain a vague suspicion that he is my enemy.

As he is Marie Lejeunes, I added, looking her straight in the face.

Her enemy — why, hes her best friend. Their interests are identical.

I think not, was my calm reply. And in a few brief sentences I related to her what had transpired at the lonely Northamptonshire farm, how a murderous attack had been made upon Miss Alice, as she was there called, and how the whole of the mysterious party had afterwards made good their escape from the neighbourhood.

This is certainly surprising to me, she declared. Whom do you suppose attacked her?

Pinks idea is that it was Logan.

But Pink surely knows nothing about my connexion with those people? she exclaimed apprehensively.

Nothing. Up to the present there is no suspicion whatsoever that you were acquainted with the dead man. Indeed his name is still unknown.

I recollected how the young fellow wore her portrait in his ring, and fell to wondering again if he were actually her secret lover, and if he had been the victim of anothers jealousy.

She certainly escaped from the Hall that night and met some one in the park — but whom was an utter mystery. Yet there still sounded in my ears that scream I had heard — the scream that was certainly hers and which came from the scene of the tragedy. If she were not the actual assassin, then she had of a certainty borne witness of it — and had been appalled by that terrible dénouement.

But when a man loves a woman as I loved Lolita, he cannot openly charge her with being a murderess. And yet how I longed and longed for strength to drive the demon suspicion from me; that fiend that sat hovering over my soul, affrighting every gleam that might afford me comfort.

Then you have been loyal to me, Willoughby. You have kept your promise! she exclaimed with a sad sweetness. Would that you could rescue me from the cruel fate that must now be mine!

I strove to speak, but utterance was denied me. She seemed so convinced of the hopelessness of the future that her very conviction seemed to carry upon it evidence of her guilt.

Could poor Hugh Wingfield, the man who had carried that secret cipher in his pocket and who had worn her portrait on his finger, have actually been struck down by that very hand that I had kissed?

Ah! no! Perish such a thought. She was my love — and my love was, I knew full well, the innocent victim of as foul and base a conspiracy as had ever been conceived by the ingenious mind of man.

I doubted her, but only on account of the character of the persons with whom she was in secret association. When I enumerated them in my mind I saw what a strange mysterious group they were — the young Frenchwoman, the man Logan, the two sallow-faced foreigners who had been diligent readers of socialistic newspapers, and, last of all, the rough-mannered hunter of big game, Smeeton, alias Keene — the man over whom the young Countess of Stanchester appeared to possess some secret power.

Was Marigold the evil genius of the situation? Her past had been so full of adventure, and the rumours about her — mostly untrue be it said — had been so many that I confess I felt inclined to prejudge and condemn her.

A vain, pretty married woman, fond of admiration and moving in the ultra-smart set, can seldom escape the evil tongue of gossip. Yet although I made every allowance for her social surroundings and the fact of her being one of the giddy Gordons, there were certain facts of my own knowledge with which I could not well reconcile her position as my friends wife. For that reason, as well as because of her open declaration of antagonism to Keene, I held her in suspicion. She had cleverly deceived me as to her real motive, and that was sufficient to cause me to regard her as an enemy.

Why not admit this man Logan and let us consult together? I suggested at last. We might arrive at some way out of this deadly peril of yours.

We might, she admitted. But he would never meet and discuss the matter with you. Remember he is wanted by the police, and has no guarantee that you might not betray him. He told me of your meeting in Chelsea, how you raised the alarm, and how narrowly he escaped being captured. Therefore he views you with no great affection. No, she added, for the present you must not meet. It would be unwise. He must not even know that you axe in Edinburgh.

Why not?

Because — well, because if he knows you are here with me he will hesitate to act in the manner I am trying to induce him to act. Fear of you will prevent him.

What are you inducing him to do? I asked.

I am trying to prevail upon him to assist me in performing a certain service — one by which I hope to gain my release from these torturing fears that hold me. It is my last resource. If my project fails, death alone remains to me.

She spoke with a deep breathless earnestness which told me plainly that her words were no idle ones. True she had spoken of self-destruction many times, but it was with the firm conviction of a woman hounded to her own destruction.

The world, curiously enough, regards a wealthy woman of title as though she were a different being to themselves, believing her to possess attributes denied to the commoner, and a mind devoid of any of the cares of the weary workaday existence. Yet if the truth be told, the woman who is dressed by Laferrier, Raudnitz or Callot often has a far uglier skeleton in her cupboard than she who is compelled to go bargain-hunting in Oxford Street at sales for her next seasons gown. The smart victoria, the matched pair, the liveried servants and the emblazoned panels form the necessary background of the woman who is chic, but, alas! how often she hates the very sight of all that hollow show of wealth and superiority, and how she longs for the quiet of obscurity. How very true it is that wealth does not bring happiness; that there is no pleasure in this world without the gall of pain, that love finds sanctuary in the heart of the princess just as it does in that of the factory-girl. There is no peace on this side of eternity, therefore we must forever court the illusions which evade us.

What could I say? If it were to her interest to see this man alone — this man of whom the police were in such active search — then to serve her I ought not to object. I felt indignant that my well-beloved should be polluted by the presence of such an adventurer, and yet I recollected how they had walked together in the wood, and what was more — that the man must be aware of her secret, whatever it was! He had walked and spoken to her; he had seen her, her white dress of the previous night wet, mud-stained and bedraggled — he must know, or at least guess, the truth!

Did she hold him in fear on that account? Was she beneath the thrall of this adventurer?

For a long time we stood talking, until as though in fear that the man whose call had been so unwelcome and disturbing should grow tired of waiting in the hall below, she urged me gently to take leave of her.

Go, Willoughby — for my sake — do! she implored of me with those soft pleading blue eyes that were so resistless. Let me see him alone. Let me do this — if — if you wish to save me, she urged.

And I saw by her pale anxious face that she was desperate.

Therefore I kissed her once again with fondness, and assuring her of my trust and love, left her, promising to return next morning.

Yes, I foolishly left her to the threats and insults of that man who knew her secret.

Ah! Had I only known the truth!


Chapter Twenty Five.

Whereby Richard Keene is Surprised.
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IN THE ENTRANCE-HALL of the hotel I saw the man Logan, the man who held my loves secret, seated in a chair patiently awaiting her summons. There were others, well-dressed men and women, in evening toilettes lounging there in the hour before retiring. It is curious with what studied ease women lounge at hotels. The woman who is alert and upright at home falls into the most graceful poses after dinner at a hotel, presumably to court the admiration of strangers.

The man Logan, however, still wore his light overcoat over his dinner-jacket, and his head was buried in an evening paper, whether, however, this was to conceal his features or not I was unable to determine. Still, he was wanted by the police, and was therefore taking every precaution against being recognised. From where I stood at the back of the large square hall, I saw that his features had been slightly altered by the darkening of his eyebrows, undoubtedly with that object in view.

As I stood watching unseen, a waiter approached, spoke to him, and then he followed the man upstairs to the presence of my adored.

Had I done wrong in allowing the fellow to go to her alone? That was the thought which next moment seized me. Yet when I recollected her earnest appeal I could only remain lost in wonderment at her motive. But determined on watching the man in secret, I fetched my hat and overcoat, and sat patiently in the hall to await his return.

The clock chimed eleven musically, and a party of Americans noisily left to catch the night mail to London. The staff changed, the night-porter came on duty, and the little group of idlers in the hall gradually diminished. Indeed, they grew so few that I feared in passing out he might recognise me. Therefore at half-past eleven I strode forth into the night. Princes Street with its long line of lights, looked bright and pleasant even at that hour, yet it was almost deserted save for one or two belated wayfarers.

I took up my position at the railings on the opposite side of the road, from where I could see each person emerging from the hotel. Long and anxiously I waited, wondering what was transpiring in that room the window of which was straight before me. The blind was down, but no shadow was cast upon it, so I could surmise nothing.

At last he came. For a moment he stood on the steps, evidently in hesitation. Then he descended and hurried away. I followed him closely, across the railway, up High Street, and then he plunged into an intricate labyrinth of narrow streets quite unknown to me. At the time I believed he was not aware that I was following him, but when I recollect how cleverly he evaded me I now quite recognise that he must have detected my presence from the first. At any rate, after leading me through a number of narrow thoroughfares in a low quarter of the city, he suddenly turned a corner and disappeared from my sight as completely as though he had vanished into air.

My own idea is that he disappeared into a house — probably into one of those whose doors are open always as a refuge for thieves, and there are many in every big city in the kingdom, houses where pressure on the door causes it to yield and close again noiselessly, and from which there is an exit into another thoroughfare.

I spent some little time in making an examination of the houses at the spot where he had so suddenly become lost, but finding myself baffled, turned, and after wandering for a full half-hour lost in those crooked streets of old Edinburgh, I at last found myself in a thoroughfare I recognised, and turned to the hotel more than ever convinced of the mans shrewdness.

Next morning, at ten oclock, I found Lolita alone in her sitting-room, and on entering saw by her countenance that the night had, for her, been a sleepless one.

Well, I said, raising her hand reverently to my lips as was my wont, and what was the result of last nights interview?

She drew a long breath, shook her head sadly, and replied — 

The situation is, for me, as perilous as it ever was. I am now convinced that what you have said regarding Marigold is right — she actually is my enemy, and yet I have foolishly taken her into my confidence!

But you are still hopeful? I asked anxiously. This man Logan has surely not refused to stand your friend?

He refuses to tell me certain facts which, if revealed, would place me in a position of safety, she responded blankly.

But he must be compelled! I cried. I will compel him.

Ah! you cannot, she cried despairingly. If you approach him, you will upset everything. He must not know of your visit to me. If he did it would be fatal — fatal.

I held my breath, for had I not foolishly betrayed my presence to him on the previous night? And had he not cleverly tricked me? I hesitated whether to tell my love the bitter truth of my injudicious act, but at last resolved to do so, and explained the incident briefly, just as I have related it to you.

Ah? she exclaimed. Then I fear that all I have arranged with him will be of no avail. He will now believe that I intend to play him false. My only hope now lies in Richard Keene.

Then I will return to him and act as you wish, I said.

She stood thoughtfully looking out of the window for a long time. At last she said — 

I think it best, after all, to return to Sibberton. My aunt had a letter from George this morning asking her to join the house-party at once, and she seems anxious to do this and go to Lord Penarths afterwards.

Very well, I said eagerly; let us all return together. I felt somehow that she would be safer at home beneath my protection than wandering about in hotels exposed to the perils which her unscrupulous enemies were placing before her.

And so it happened that on that same night we joined the party assembled in the drawing-room at Sibberton just before dinner, and there, in front of them all, the young Earl introduced Keene and Lolita, believing them to be unacquainted.

At the instant the introduction was made I chanced to glance around, and there saw Marigold standing in the doorway, her face pale as death. She had been out, and being unaware of Lolitas return was, I saw, amazed and filled with apprehension, while Keene on his part bowed over my loves hand with a distant respect as though they were perfect strangers.

Dinner was, as usual, a long function, served with that stateliness and ceremony that characterised everything in the Stanchester household. George made a point of preserving punctiliously all the ancient traditions of his noble house, even to the ceremony, and, after the port, of passing round the snuff to the men in the great old silver box that had been a present of King James the Second to the Earl of his time.

I saw that Marigold was ill at ease at Lolitas return. She had whispered something to her as they went in to dinner, but what it was I knew not. Keene, on the other hand, preserved an utter disregard of what was in progress, except that once I detected a meaning glance cast at the brilliant hostess upon whose throat scintillated the wonderful Stanchester diamonds.

Afterwards, in order to learn something more, I played billiards with him. We were alone in the room, for bridge and music were attracting the others. He was, I found, an excellent player, yet not in good practice.

You know, he said apologetically, I get so little billiards, living as I do mostly in the forest. I played a good deal in town a few years ago, but nowadays rarely ever touch a cue.

I complimented him upon a break of eighteen he had that moment made, whereupon he exclaimed suddenly — 

Oh, by the way! Lord Stanchester told me yesterday that it was you who discovered that mysterious affair in the park here some time ago. Tell me all about it. Im always fond of mysteries.

He hid his dark-bearded face from me, occupying himself in chalking his cue. But his demand told me that, as I expected, he had not recognised me as Warrs visitor on the evening when, tired and dusty, he had refreshed himself at the Stanchester Arms.

I suppose you read all about it in the papers? I said, not quite understanding his motive.

George showed me some of the accounts. Most extraordinary affair — wasnt it? They dont even know the poor fellows name, do they?

The police axe in ignorance of it as far as I know, was my response.

But explain to me the exact position in which you found him, he urged, leaving off playing, leaning with his back against the stone mantelshelf, and drawing heavily at his cigar. I take a keen interest in such matters as this. Out after big game, we become almost like detectives so necessary it is to follow clues and footprints.

Well, I said, I simply heard a cry in the darkness, and got Warr, the publican from the village, to help me to search — and we found him.

He was dead, of course — quite dead? he asked eagerly, as though, it seemed, in fear that the victim had still been conscious and had spoken.

Quite, I replied, still much puzzled. He had himself invited me to billiards, and it seemed for the purpose of obtaining from me the exact details of the discovery. He had been struck a cowardly blow in the back which the doctors declared must have proved fatal at once.

You heard his cry? he said, looking me straight in the face. It was that which attracted you?

I heard a cry, was my answer.

Ah! Then you didnt recognise the voice?

How could I recognise the voice of a person unknown to me? I asked.

I mean that the cry was a mans?

No — a womans.

What? he exclaimed, taking his cigar from his lips, and staring at me with a hardness at the corners of his mouth. Are you quite sure of that? It isnt in the evidence Ive read.

I know it isnt, I said. There are several things known to me that are not in the depositions.

And what are they?

Matters which concern only myself, I replied. Im endeavouring to obtain a solution of the mystery. The police have failed, so I am making independent inquiries on my own account.

His brows again contracted slightly, and I saw that what I said was to him the reverse of welcome.

And what have you discovered? he asked with a dark look which struck me as curious. You have surely good scope for your efforts in such an affair. Lord Stanchester is exceedingly anxious that the truth should be revealed. He asked me my opinion — knowing my keen interest in mysteries of all sorts.

And what is your opinion?

Shall I tell you, Mr Woodhouse? he asked with a mysterious smile, bending earnestly towards me and lowering his voice. Well, my own opinion is that you yourself know more about it than any one.

Me! I cried, looking at the fellow. You dont imply that Im guilty of the murder, do you?

Oh! — not at all — not at all? he hastened to assure me. I intended to convey that you are in possession of certain facts unknown to the police. Do you understand me?

Not exactly, I replied. If you suggest that I know the dead mans real name, then I admit it. His name was Wingfield — Hugh Wingfield.

What! he gasped, his sinister countenance turning pale, as he stood aghast. You know that! Who told you?

I found out for myself, I answered, looking him full in the face. I discovered it by the same means as I discovered other things — that the dead man wore on his finger the portrait of Lady Lolita, and—

And what else? he asked breathlessly. Be frank with me as I will, in a moment, be frank with you. Did you discover anything in his pockets — any letter — or anything written in numbers — a cipher?

I did.

Then show it to me, he urged quickly. Let me see it.

I shall do nothing of the sort! was my firm response. What is written there is my own affair.

Of course. But you cant read it without the key, he declared with a defiant laugh.

I desire no assistance, I said briefly.

But if I mistake not, Mr Woodhouse, you entertain affection towards Lady Lolita — and — well, your affection is reciprocated — at least so she tells me, he added with a slight sneer, I thought.

And what, pray, does that concern the paper found in the dead mans pocket? I inquired resentfully. I know rather more of the affair than you conjecture, I added. And as you wish me to speak plainly I may as well remark that I have certainly no confidence in the person who is guest in this house under the name of Smeeton, and whose real name is Richard Keene.

The man drew back with a start and stood glaring at me blankly, open-mouthed, his eyes starting from his head.

I smiled when I saw the effect upon him of my sudden accusation.

But next moment my smile of triumph died from my lips, and I it was who stood bewildered.


Chapter Twenty Six.

Refers to Certain Ugly Facts.
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RICHARD KEENE PLACED his cue upon the floor, and leaning upon it, looked straight at me and said — 

Yes. It is quite true that Im in this house under false colours. But do you think it will be to your advantage, Mr Woodhouse, to quarrel with me?

I only know that your presence here is unwelcome to certain members of Lord Stanchesters household, I exclaimed. And I should consider it a very wise course if you excused yourself and left.

Why should I? he asked triumphantly. Im really enjoying myself here very much. The Earl gives his guests plenty of sport.

And you, on your part, are making sport of an innocent woman! I said, with rising anger at the fellows defiance.

I suppose Lady Lolita has told you something, then? he remarked.

Lady Lolita has told me of your merciless attitude towards her, I said. I am quite well aware of your secret communications with Lady Stanchester, I added. And it is plain to me in what direction your efforts are directed.

He started again, looking at me as though uncertain how far my knowledge of his past extended. Then he slowly stroked his short-cropped beard.

In other words then the two women have betrayed me — eh? he observed thoughtfully in a harsh mechanical voice, as though speaking to himself.

Not in the least, was my answer. They dare not betray you — that you know quite well. But my affection for Lady Lolita, to which you referred just now, has caused me to make certain inquiries with somewhat curious results. Therefore, I tell you plainly, Mr Keene, that if you are not desirous of exposure you had better leave Sibberton before noon to-morrow.

And if not? he inquired, raising his eyebrows.

If not, I shall go to his lordship and tell him your real name.

He laughed in my face.

Well, thats exactly what would bring matters to a head, he declared. Perhaps, after all, it would be best if he did know — for I could then reveal to him, and to the world, a truth that would be both ugly and startling. Tell him who I am, if you wish, but before doing so, is it not better to carefully consider all the eventualities?

At that instant Lolitas maid Weston opened the door, apparently looking for her mistress. Her eyes met Keenes, and I saw a look of mutual recognition. But in an instant the young woman closed the door again.

Keene made no remark, but I saw surprise and apprehension written upon his sun-bronzed features.

Then, in a word, you refuse to relieve these ladies of your presence? I said in a firm tone.

I refuse to obey any paid servant of Lord Stanchester, was his insulting response.

But if you recollect the manner in which you first visited Sibberton — as a hungry tramp who drank beer at the Stanchester Arms — you must admit that your presence here is, to say the least, suspicious. You entrusted to Warr a letter to Lady Lolita — and village publicans will gossip, you know.

What, has that fellow been talking — surely not? he exclaimed quickly.

I only speak from my own knowledge — not from hearsay.

He took a long draw at his cigar, looking me calmly in the face, as though undecided how to act. At last, after full deliberation, he said, in a much more conciliatory tone — 

Really, Mr Woodhouse, I dont know, after all, whether either of us will gain anything by being antagonists. We both have our own ends to serve. You love Lady Lolita, and wish to — well — to save her; while I, too, have an object in view — a distinct object. Why cannot we unite in a friendly manner?

Against whom?

Against those who seek to bring ruin and disgrace upon the woman you love.

But you are her enemy, I said. How can I join you in this affair?

Ah, there you are quite mistaken. She, too, is mistaken. True, I was once her enemy, but circumstances have changed, and I am now her friend.

Is your friendship so prone then to being influenced by every adverse wind that blows? I asked, by no means convinced of the genuineness of his proposals.

Of course you hesitate, he remarked. And perhaps that is only natural. Let us, however, call Lady Lolita into consultation.

This suggestion of his I readily acted upon, and ringing for a servant told him to find her ladyship at once, and ask her whether she could make it convenient to see me for a moment in the red room on business connected with next days shooting luncheon.

Then we put down our cues and together walked through the long corridors to the old wing of the great mansion, to the red room, a small boudoir to which visitors never went, and where I knew that we might exchange confidences in secret.

I switched on the electric light, and standing together in the small old-fashioned apartment, furnished in crimson silk damask of a century ago, and red silk upon the walls, we anxiously awaited her coming.

At last we heard her light footstep in the corridor, but she halted upon the threshold, utterly taken aback at sight of my companion. She had avoided him studiously all the evening, and was of course, unaware of our present intention.

I regret very much to call your ladyship here, Keene commenced. But it seems to have become imperative that Mr Woodhouse and I should, in your presence, arrive at some understanding.

Though radiant in dress, her beautiful face was pale to the lips, and her thin hands trembled nervously.

She advanced slowly without a word, like a woman in a dream, and stepping up behind her I closed the door and locked it.

I must explain, Lady Lolita, said Keene, that had I known you were returning here I should have left before your arrival, for I have no desire to thrust upon you my presence, which I know must, having regard to the past, be most unwelcome. However, we have met, and I am a guest here in your home. Further circumstances compel me to remain here for some time longer, therefore I am anxious that we should thoroughly understand one another.

I received the letter handed me by Warr, the innkeeper. It was sufficiently explanatory, she remarked in a hard unnatural voice, standing with her hand upon the chair back, and looking straight into his calm countenance.

We may, for the present, disregard that letter, he said. You will recollect what I said to you confidentially in the hall an hour ago. You admitted that you reciprocate Mr Woodhouses affection, and you declared that he was your friend.

And so I am, I maintained.

Exactly. Indeed, as far as I can ascertain, it seems that he is a most devoted friend. It is for that very reason that I have asked you to come here and listen to what I have to say.

I am all attention, she responded blankly, with that inertness born of despair. My enemies have combined to crush me — that I know.

Well, first let me tell you, Lady Lolita, that although I have shown myself antagonistic in the past, my convictions have now become changed, and I regret all that I may have done to cause you pain and injury. If you can really I forgive, will hold out my hand in friendship, and he stretched forth his hand to her as pledge of his sincerity.

At first she hesitated, unable to believe that the man whom she had regarded as her bitterest enemy should have become so completely, and so suddenly her friend. Like myself, she could not at first bring herself to put perfect faith in him. Yet, in a few moments, seeing his evident earnestness, she took his hand, and allowed him to wring hers in genuine friendship.

Very well, he said in a gratified tone. That is the first step. The second is to admit to you that while I am ready to render you assistance instead of hounding you down to destruction, as I had intended, I have also a motive — one that must remain my own secret. Mr Woodhouse, here, no doubt regards my return, my actions, and my arrival as guest in this house as suspicious. I admit that all the circumstances are exceedingly remarkable, and require an explanation — which perhaps you will give him later. But what is so immediately important is the course of action which we shall pursue, now that I am united to assist you.

But do you really mean to act on my behalf, Mr Keene? asked my love eagerly, as though a new future were opened out to her by the mans suggestion.

I have given my hand as pledge, was his reply. There is an allegation against you — a fact of which I presume Mr Woodhouse is aware. And your bitterest enemy — one who, by a word, could free you — is a woman.

Willoughby — I mean Mr Woodhouse — has told me. It is Marigold.

Yes. And she refuses to speak. Our efforts must be made towards compelling her, he said.

But in that moment I recollected how the Countess had defied him, and threatened him with a terrible exposure. Of what?

And Marie Lejeune? Where is she? inquired Lolita.

She has disappeared, it seems. At least I dont know where she is at this moment. For the present we need not be concerned about her. We have to deal with a shrewd and clever woman, whose future depends upon your future. If you live she must die, — if you die, she will live.

He spoke the words with slow distinctness, his eyes fixed upon her, watching the effect of his utterances.

How can I live? she asked, in a low hoarse voice. You know everything — you know my peril.

True. I know everything, was the mans reply. I know, too, how you have suffered I know how Mr Woodhouse, loving you as he does, must also suffer. Believe me, Lady Lolita, although I am but a rough man unused nowadays to the ways of good society, I am not altogether devoid of sympathy for a woman, and that sympathy will cause me to guard the secret of your affection. I wish you to consider that, in me, instead of an enemy, you have a sincere friend. I am fully aware of the exposure which Mr Woodhouse might make to George, but it would not only be against my interests, but against yours.

Yet it would bring Marigold to her knees to beg forgiveness, my love remarked.

Yes. But surely you know that woman well enough to be aware that her vengeance would fall heavily upon you — that you would be hurled to ruin and disgrace before she herself would give way and fall.

I believed her to be my friend, was Lolitas remark.

You only believed as others believe. There are many persons to whom she acts the false friend — her husband not excepted. You have only to sit in the smoking-rooms of certain London clubs in order to hear the expression of public opinion regarding her. The clubs always know more facts about a mans wife than her own husband.

Well, I exclaimed, what is your advice? How shall we act?

Even now I was not altogether convinced of Keenes good-will. The horror and fear in which Lolita had formerly held him somehow clung to me, and I could not help suspecting that this man who had struck up an acquaintance with George in the wilds of the Zambesi, and had come so boldly among those whom it was his intention to unmask, was now playing us false.

Yet in word and manner he was perfectly open and straightforward.

Have patience, Lady Lolita, he urged. Mr Woodhouse will assist me in this very difficult piece of diplomacy that we are about to undertake. Had it not been for the fact that our friend here unfortunately gave Marie Lejeune warning that night in Chelsea, when the police were waiting to trap her, we should have had no necessity for this present scheming. The truth would then have been revealed and the guilty would have gone to their just punishment.

I know! I know! I cried. It was foolish on my part. But I believed I was acting in Lady Lolitas interests. I see, however, that I made a mistake — a fatal mistake.

We must rectify it, he said. Her ladyship has been frank with me concerning your mutual affection, and I will not stand by and see her hurled to her grave by the dastardly schemes of her enemies. You admitted to me that you discovered upon the body of Hugh Wingfield a certain paper in cipher. Will you not allow me sight of it?

A paper in cipher! gasped my love, glancing at me. Was that found upon him?

Yes, was my reply. I discovered a paper in a womans hand, and written in the chequer-board cipher.

And the keyword was what? she inquired in breathless eagerness, turning her great blue eyes to mine.

Ah! I havent any idea of the keyword, I admitted.

Then you havent been able to make it out! she remarked, breathing more freely. You dont know to what it refers?

No, I responded frankly. I am in ignorance. But if you will remain a moment Ill go to my room and fetch it.

You need not, was her reply. It is quite unnecessary.

Why?

Well, because I chance to know what is contained in it, and that there was nothing of importance.

Did she imply that she had written that secret message herself? I glanced at her countenance, and somehow became convinced that she was still bent upon the concealment of the truth, a conviction that was both irritating and tantalising.

Mystery had succeeded mystery, until I admit that I was now overcome by blank bewilderment.


Chapter Twenty Seven.

Which Tells of a Hearts Desire.
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THE RESULT OF our consultation did not, as far as I was concerned, enlighten me upon one single point connected with the puzzling affair.

Certain matters were arranged between the man Keene and the woman I so dearly loved, but strangely enough both were equally careful to allow me no loop-hole through which to gain knowledge of their motives or the secret they held.

I made no mention of the remarkable affair at the lonely farm a few miles distant, nor did I inquire of Keene his object in lying concealed there, or of the identity of those foreigners who were the man Logans friends in hiding. I felt it wise to keep all this knowledge to myself.

I told Lolita, however, how I had discovered that the police had introduced a female detective as servant to the Stanchester household, and that her inquiries had been directed towards endeavouring to discover the Ownership of the Louis Quinze shoes, the print of which had been found at the spot where Wingfield had fallen.

The news fell upon her like a thunderbolt. She stood utterly unable to reply.

Keene said nothing. He merely looked at her, and then, sighing, turned away.

I did not tell them that a week ago, when passing the cottage of Jacobs, one of the gamekeepers, the man asked me to enter and see something. I had followed the man in, and producing a muddy damp-stained ermine cloak much soiled and ruined by exposure to the weather, he said — 

I found this yesterday in the Monks Wood, sir, an Ive been wondering if it might belong to anybody up at the Hall?

Instantly I had recognised it as Lolitas, the one she must evidently have worn on the night of the tragedy! It was torn in one part, and a small piece was missing — the piece which had been found near where the dead man lay!

In a moment I had invented an excuse.

Why, I said, thats the cape my sister lost when she was staying with me. She went out with her little daughter to pick wild flowers, laid it down in the wood and forgot all about it.

Then I gladly took possession of it, gave Jacobs a tip, dropping a hint at the same time that it was not necessary for him to talk about it, for if he did there would be all sorts of wild theories formed as to its connexion with the mysterious tragedy. The police would be sure to begin worrying over nothing, I added.

I quite understand, sir, was the gamekeepers answer. Mr Redway and his men are worse than useless. Theyve made a lot of fuss and havent even found out yet who the poor young man was! I shall say nothing about it, for theyd only begin to question and worry me, as well as you.

And so I had taken the fur cape, and that same night had surreptitiously buried it in my garden.

When at last the strangers consultation with Lolita had ended, I recognised how completely my love was in the mans thraldom. He held power over her inevitable and complete. Why?

Was it because he knew her guilty secret?

She had, in a moment of desperation, declared that he did, and besought him to spare her.

I will do my best, was his rather evasive answer. The man who loves you, Lady Lolita, will help me, and between us we may, I hope, effect your freedom.

I am ready to do anything — to go anywhere in order to serve her ladyship, I declared, with deep earnestness. I am only glad that we have now come to a thorough understanding.

Your attention must be directed towards the actions of the Countess, was Keenes reply. Watch her, and see what she does, and whom she meets. I am unable to approach her because she fears me, and also — well, to be frank — she is no friend of mine any more than she is of Lady Lolita.

Very well, I agreed. I will leave Lady Lolita to your protection and turn my efforts towards watching the Countess. But, I added, I am puzzled by all this mystery and all these conflicting motives.

No doubt, he said, as my love wished us good-night, grasping both my hands in trustful thankfulness. It is but natural. When you know the real facts you will find it to be stranger than you have ever dreamed — more tragic — more terrible — more bewildering. The truth, Mr Woodhouse, will stagger you — as it will the world!

And with that emphatic expression of opinion we rejoined the men in the smoking-room, had a final whisky-and-soda and cigarettes, and then parted for the night.

Next morning at five the cry of the hounds passing across the park awakened me, and I knew that the Earl was already out cubbing, leaving his party to go shooting after breakfast. Therefore I rose, and was early at work at my desk, for a quantity of the kennel accounts had come in overnight and required checking.

My mind was full of what had passed between us in the red room, and I was anxious to obtain opportunity to watch the young and brilliant mistress of the house.

The shoot that day was over at Beanfield Lawns, and after breakfast the men, including Keene, drove there in the new Mercedes car, a merry party, leaving the ladies to accompany the luncheon. Through the morning I was busy. Once I encountered Lolita in one of the corridors, and found her just a trifle more hopeful.

Act on Mr Keenes suggestion, she urged. Watch Marigold closely, and ascertain what she is doing. From what Ive seen to-day I believe there is something curious in progress.

Rely upon me, I answered, to serve you dearest. I will do anything — that you know.

Yes — I feel sure you will, she responded smiling sweetly upon me, a fresh erect figure in her clean cotton blouse. I put my trust entirely in you.

And I will not betray it, I declared in deep earnestness.

Then we parted. She had her hat on, and was going out, I knew, to her Saints Garden, in order to give directions to the gardener who attended to it. The thought brought back to me a recollection of my recent conversation with the Countess at that same spot, and I returned to my room and was soon again immersed in my rather onerous duties.

About noon the ladies left in the Panhard, carrying the luncheon, and a quiet fell upon the great old mansion. I interviewed the house-steward and his wife regarding stores to be ordered, ate my luncheon in my room, and afterwards started out to walk to my house at Sibberton, for when there were guests at the Hall, and especially during the shooting-season, I was seldom able to get home, owing to my multifarious duties.

I was passing the Countesss boudoir — the door of which stood open — and having been urged to keep careful watch upon her, I searched her waste-paper basket. The torn letters, however, were of no account — the usual correspondence a fashionable woman receives. Therefore I was disappointed. In her ladyships every movement I now scented suspicion. Hitherto I had watched Lolita, and found mystery in all her movements, and now it was the giddy handsome woman so popular in her own gay set of banjo-playing, skirt-dancing, cake-walking and bridge-playing. I would have gone with the shooting-party over to Beanfield, but I had been prevented by pressure of work, and now I was rather sorry that I had not deferred the accounts and taken a gun.

About three oclock the ladies returned, a gay bevy of well-dressed beauties, and as I stood chatting with them in the hall, a servant handed the hostess a telegram.

I watched how her countenance changed as she read it, then crushing it in her hand, she suddenly recovered herself and thrust it into her pocket. The message contained something that caused her anxiety — of that I was convinced. Her guests had not noticed the quick opening of her eyes, and the slight movement of the mouth betraying apprehension, as the words were revealed to her. What could they be? How I longed to discover.

Lolita, who, lounging in a chair, was chatting with a pretty young girl in tweeds, the daughter of a very up-to-date mother, looked across at me quickly, as though to place me on the alert, and then I fell to wondering how to obtain knowledge of that message.

To try and get hold of it through her maid would be a too risky proceeding, and besides if it contained anything secret she would no doubt destroy it. Therefore the difficulty seemed insurmountable. She had re-composed herself, and had at that moment declared her intention of dressing and going out again to pay an afternoon call, inviting two of her guests to go with her.

Of a sudden an idea occurred to me; therefore I went out through the servants hall, and obtaining the bicycle belonging to Murdock, his lordships valet, I mounted and rode down the avenue to Sibberton post-office.

Oh, Miss Allen, I said, addressing the daughter of the village post-master, Lady Stanchester received a telegram just now, and doesnt quite understand it. She wishes it repeated, please, and I placed sixpence on the counter, adding, Her ladyship believes there is some mistake. I suppose it wont take long to repeat, will it?

Oh! not very long, replied the red-haired rustic beauty.

Whereupon I told her she need not send the copy up to the Hall, but as I was going back presently I would deliver it myself.

Warr was at the door of the inn as I passed, and he called me in. When we were in his back parlour he said to me with a mysterious air — 

Do you know, sir, that that tramp who gave me a sovereign tip has been in Sibberton again? I saw him walking through the village the day before yesterday with another gentleman — one whos staying up at the Hall.

No, youre mistaken, I answered laughing. Its Mr Smeeton, whos very much like him, an old friend of his lordships. I fell into just the same error myself when I first saw him, I added, in order, if possible, to remove any suspicion from the worthy mans mind.

Well, do you know, he said laughing, I could have sworn it was the same man, except that his beard has been trimmed. Of course he looks different, dressed as a gentleman.

No, I reassured him. The man you have evidently seen is Mr Smeeton, with whom his lordship hunted big game in Africa a year or two ago. Then after a brief chat, in which he expressed surprise that the police had now relinquished all their efforts to discover the identity of the murdered man or his assassin, I went out, returning to the little low-thatched cottage in which was the village post-office.

The red-haired girl handed me a telegram addressed to the Countess of Stanchester, remarking that no error had been discovered in its transmission, and placing it in my pocket I mounted the cycle and rode away up the avenue. As soon, however, as I was alone under the trees, I took out the envelope, tore it open, and saw that the message had been handed in at Ovington in Essex. It was unsigned and read — 

To-night, Charing Cross, nine. Only bring handbag.

It showed that her ladyship was on the point of flight! Therefore I at once resolved to ascertain her destination and watch her doings.

On returning to the Hall I learnt from the servants that she had not gone out visiting as she intended, but was in her room. The men had not returned, so I took Lolita aside, showed her the telegram, and told her to go upstairs and watch if there was any sign of her intended departure. A quarter of an hour later my love came secretly to my room and told me that she had remarked casually to her that she intended to go to town to fit a dress, which she specially wanted for a garden-party, and would probably go up to town that evening.

That was sufficient for me. I kissed my love fondly, and telling her to remain under Keenes care, crammed some things into a bag and took the train at five-thirty from Kettering to St. Pancras.

I travelled by the train previous to the one she would catch, therefore I dined leisurely at the café Royal, and at a quarter to nine stood beneath the clock on Charing Cross platform, watching the idlers keeping their appointments and the bustle of departing passengers by the midnight mail for the Continent.

I had to exercise a good deal of caution to avoid detection; but at last, just before the hour, I saw her approach dressed in a dark-brown travelling-gown with a brown gossamer veil that gave her the appearance of an American globe-trotter, and was so thick that it would prevent recognition of her features.

She hurried across from the booking-office to the platform where the Continental express was on the point of starting, as though in fear that some one might detain her.

She was not alone, but at her side walked a man in grey felt hat and long grey overcoat. In him all my interest was centred, for he was none other than Logan.

I had, however, no time for reflection. Only just sufficient, indeed, to dash back to the booking-office, obtain a ticket for Paris, and enter the last compartment of the train before it moved off to our unknown destination.


Chapter Twenty Eight.

What! Saw in the Night.
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THE NIGHT MAIL for the Continent backed into Cannon Street for the postal-vans, and then rushed away into the wet stormy night for Dover Pier.

The journey, as far as there, proved uneventful, but as soon as I stepped out upon the rain-swept landing-stage, I saw that our crossing was to be a dirty one. Beneath the electric lamps brawny seamen passed in shining oil-skins, and amid the bustle and shouting I saw the neat figure of the Countess with her companion hurry across the gangway to the shelter of a private cabin, wherein she entered and closed the door, while Logan went below to get a drink, and change some money with the steward, an action which was that of the constant traveller.

Not wishing to appear too obtrusive, I remained on deck watching the mails being counted in, until the last bag had been flung into the hold, the cry All out! sounded, the hatches were closed, and then slowly the packet began to move out into the rough open Channel.

When Logan emerged on deck I stood back in the darkness, taking a good view of him. He was dressed with every appearance of a gentleman, but from the manner in which he paced the deck I saw that he was greatly agitated and concerned, whether of the Countesss safety or of his own I could, of course, not determine. Neither had I any idea why the pair were fleeing from England, unless it was to escape some exposure which her ladyship knew to be imminent.

That woman was the enemy of my love; she had deceived me. Therefore the compassion I held for her had been succeeded by a fierce and unrelenting antagonism, and I intended to watch her and discover the truth.

I sat beneath the bridge under shelter from the driving rain, and hidden by the darkness, while the man Logan walked to and fro, utterly heedless of the storm. He did not go to her ladyships cabin to inquire after her, therefore it struck me that perhaps they might have quarrelled. In any case his anxiety was intense.

On landing at Calais he took her into the buffet, where they had hot coffee, and a few moments later were joined by a thin black-haired sallow-faced man, evidently a foreigner from the studied manner in which he bowed before her as she sat at the table of the restaurant.

Then the trio sat together in earnest consultation.

The Paris express was announced to depart, but to my surprise they took no heed. The French capital proved not to be their destination, for presently they rose and walked to the Bâle express, the wagon-lit of which they entered, the conductor apparently expecting them.

I was compelled therefore to return to the booking-office and obtain a ticket. As, however, there was but one sleeping-car I could not travel in it for fear of detection, and was therefore forced to enter an ordinary first-class carriage, with the prospect of a twelve hours tedious journey.

On we travelled until the dawn spread into a grey damp day, then the sun shone, it grew warmer, and I stretched myself upon the cushions and slept. To descend to get anything to eat was to invite detection; therefore I starved upon a pull from my flask and a couple of sandwiches with which I had provided myself at the Calais buffet.

From Bâle I followed them to Lucerne, and from Lucerne by the Gothard railway to Milan, where we arrived late at night, her ladyship driving alone to the Hotel Metropole, opposite the Duomo, and the two men going off in a cab in another direction.

As soon as I had watched the Countess into the Metropole I went along to the Cavour, where I quickly turned in and was very soon asleep. Milan seemed to be their destination, for at the station they had been met by a second foreigner, an Italian evidently, a short ferret-eyed little man, smoking the stump of a cigar, and after the exchange of a few words he parted from them quickly and was lost to sight.

My own idea was that he had met Logan and his friend and had told them to what address to drive. I, however, could not follow them, being bent upon watching Marigold. Next morning I sent a telegram to Keene informing him of my whereabouts, and then set myself to keep observation on the Countesss movements.

Milan, the most noisy city of modern Italy, was parched and dusty at that season of the year, and save for a few German tourists the hotels seemed empty. There are, of course, visitors from all corners of the earth at all seasons of the year to see the wonders of the cathedral, but to the man who knows his Italy, and who loves it, there is something so incongruous, so ugly, so utterly rasping upon the nerves in Milan that it is decidedly a city to get away from. The place bears the impress of all that is bad in Italian art of to-day, combined with all the worst features of that complex life which is known as Modern Italy.

Opposite the hotel stood the great stucco arcade, the Gallery of Victor Emmanuel, one of the greatest, if not actually the greatest, in Europe, and about eleven oclock her ladyship emerged from her hotel alone and wandered through the arcade looking into the shop windows, some of those establishments being the best and most expensive in Italy.

She little dreamed of my presence as I followed her. Previously I had bought a grey felt hat of Italian shape in order that my English bowler should not be conspicuous, and with my watchful eyes upon her I sauntered on, wondering why she was waiting. She returned to the hotel to lunch, and in the afternoon went for a drive around the bastions, which, planted with limes now, form the passeggiata of the prosperous Milanese.

It surprised me that Logan and his companion did not return to her, and I regretted that I had not ascertained whither they had gone. At seven oclock that evening, however, she went alone to the large restaurant in the Galleria known as Biffis, and entering found the three men seated at table expecting her. Each greeted her with deep deference, then reseated themselves, and she dined with them.

From where I sat, engrossed in my Tribuna — the top of my head concealed by my new grey hat — I could see that now and then the conversation was of a confidential character, and I also noticed certain strange meaning looks exchanged between the men when the womans attention was otherwise engaged.

The three men were certainly not the kind of persons one would have expected as associates of a woman of the Countess of Stanchesters wealth and social distinction. Her beauty, however, was, I saw, everywhere remarked, even in that foreign café.

Una bellissima donna! remarked a man seated near to me to his companion, as he sipped his vermouth and seltzer. English, I believe. I wonder what those thieves want with her? She evidently dont know their character, or she and the Englishman wouldnt be seen with them here, in a public restaurant!

I was quickly on the alert. These men, probably petty officials employed in the Municipal Offices, had recognised the sallow-faced man who had met Logan at Calais, and his companion. I recollected the curious incident at Hayess Farm, and the fact that two foreigners had been of the mysterious party who had lived in concealment there. Were they, I wondered, these self-same men. They were Italians, no doubt, for had they not read the Avanti and the Secolo and other journals, some of which they had left behind on their sudden flight?

Fortunately one of the Continental languages with which I was acquainted was Italian; therefore I turned to the two men seated close to me, and raising my hat politely explained that I had overheard their remarks, and that as the lady and gentleman were my friends I would esteem it a favour if they would give me some further information regarding the two men seated with them at table.

Why do you wish to know? inquired the man who had made the remark that had so attracted my attention.

Well, because my English friends are negotiating some financial business with them, I explained.

Oh! he smiled. Well then, you can tell your friends that those two men are well-known in Milan, and especially in this café, as knights of industry — persons who live by their wits. I havent see them here for months, and believed that theyd fallen into the hands of the law. But it seems that theyre flourishing still.

What is known against them? I asked in Italian. Are you aware of their names?

Yes, was his reply. I may as well tell you that I am a delegato of police myself, and I happen to know those two very interesting gentlemen. The tall man is Tito Belotto, a Roman, and the other Bernardo Ostini, a Lucchese. And the name of the beautiful Englishwoman? Who is she?

She is from London — a Mrs Price, I answered, pronouncing the first name that came into my head, for I was by no means anxious that this detective should know her real name.

Well, he remarked, you can warn her to have nothing to do with them, otherwise she must suffer, both in reputation as well as in pocket, he smiled, and then, having finished his vermouth, he rose with his companion and left.

Then the sallow-faced fellow who had met them at Calais was Tito Belotto, an adventurer! And yet as he sat there in evening dress, smoking his cigar and chatting affably with the handsome Englishwoman, his outward appearance was that of a somewhat superior man. In his shirt-front there shone a small diamond of very good water, and on his finger was another gem that caught the electric light and flashed its radiance towards me.

He had been relating some humorous anecdote to her ladyship, who was laughing heartily at it. Evidently she was in a good-humour, just as these men wished her to be. Belotto, I noticed, paid for the dinner, and then all four walked down the arcade into the Piazza where they entered a closed cab and were driven off.

My own idea is that they were going to a theatre, but as I followed them in another conveyance I quickly found that we were travelling in an opposite direction, namely up the broad Corso Venezia and out by the city gate into that suburb that lies beyond the ancient fortifications. Outside the town the streets are not well-lighted, and the quarter is not one of the most aristocratic. Most of the houses were huge blocks of flats as is usual in Italian cities, and it struck me that they were mostly occupied by labourers. Even at that hour of the night the air seemed close, and a strong odour of garlic permeated everything.

The cab in which the four were riding turned at last into a dark deserted street of high prison-like houses and pulled up, when instantly I ordered my man to stop, jumped out, paid him, and secreted myself in a neighbouring doorway before the first man who alighted could detect my presence.

From the house where they had stopped a man came forth, carrying a lantern, by the light of which he conducted them into that ponderous house of darkness.

The cab then drove off, leaving me alone in the dark dismal street. The house they had entered was a big inartistic place apparently newly-built, for it stood slightly apart from the other buildings, and behind it was a waste plot of ground. From the other tenements in the vicinity came the cries of children, the strumming of a mandoline, a womans song, and a mans voice raised in angry altercation — that babel of noises that one hears at night in every crowded street of an Italian town, and more especially in that noisiest of European cities — Milan.

Why, I wondered, had they gone there? That Marigold was unacquainted with the place, and that she was not altogether confident in the assurances of her conductors, was shown to me by the cautious manner in which she followed the man with the lantern. Besides, I saw distinctly that the two Italians, following her, nudged each other.

Not a light showed in any single window of the place, for at most of them the wooden sun-shutters were closed, as is the Italian habit at night. In one part of the building, however, the windows were devoid of glass, from which I concluded that the place was not yet completely finished. And then it occurred to me that the man with the lantern might be its first occupant.

The minutes lengthened into hours, but I still kept my patient silent vigil. The noises in the other houses around died down, until all was hushed in sleep. I emerged from the doorway and strolled backwards and forwards in the dark and dismal roadway. The closed door of the house where the Countess had been taken was freshly painted, but beyond that I could gather nothing from its exterior.

I looked at my watch and found that it was half-past two. Then I sat down upon a heap of stones close by, waiting for the dawn, and thinking always of Lolita.

I suppose I had been there some twenty minutes or so, when of a sudden I heard a shrill whistle which, as far as I could judge, proceeded from one of the shuttered windows of the unfinished house.

Three times was the whistle blown, when a few moments later I heard the rattle of wheels, and the same cab that had conveyed them there drew up again before the door.

There were no lights on it, however, neither did any light show when the door of the house was opened.

But as I watched I saw something which caused my eyes to start out of my head in astonishment, for the dim light was just sufficient for me to discern two men emerging from the mysterious place, carrying between them to the cab the inanimate form of a woman covered with a dark cloth.

The womans arm swung helplessly to the ground as they carried her, and I knew by their suspicious manners, and their hushed whispers, that she was dead.


Chapter Twenty Nine.

Is Still More Mysterious.
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I HELD MY breath. What mystery had I discovered? Marigold had been secretly done to death by these hard-faced foreigners!

There was no light save one single lamp at the far end of the road, and by its feeble rays I saw that the silhouettes of the two men who carried their burden to the carriage were those of the sallow-faced foreigner who had met the pair on Calais platform and the man who had awaited the arrival of the express at Milan.

Logan did not appear. He evidently remained in the house.

Of the identity of the victim there surely could be no doubt. It was she who had aided Marie Lejeune in the commission of some offence — that woman whose word could clear the character of my love Lolita.

What could I do? I stood in hesitation, utterly dumbfounded. I had fortunately discovered the truth how these men had ingeniously entrapped the woman towards whom Logan had shown a marked but false friendship, but alone and undefended I feared to rush forward and denounce them.

I recollected what the delegato of police had told me in Biffis and stood watching, confident that ere long I should be able to give the police such information as would lead to the arrest of the whole gang.

Little ceremony was used in handling the covered body of the lifeless woman. It was simply bundled into the cab, the two men got in with it, the door closed, and the vehicle was driven off rapidly in the direction of the town.

The instant it passed me I ran after it as fast as my legs could carry me, determined to follow it to its destination. My own idea, from the fact that the horse was a weak one, was that it was not going far — in fact only just sufficiently far to place the body in some place of concealment.

The wheels rattled over the stones, awakening the echoes of the silent streets as the cab turned towards the main thoroughfare in the direction of the city.

I was panting some distance behind, and had halted for a second to catch my breath, when all of a sudden, before I was aware of what had happened, I felt a crushing blow upon my skull, and fell to earth like a felled ox.

I only recollect having seen a thousand stars at that moment when the irresistible blow fell upon me — nothing else. My soft grey felt hat did not break the blow, the full force of which came down upon the top of my head, striking me in an instant dumb and unconscious.

Of what happened to me after that I have no knowledge whatever. I had, of course, acted unwisely in my quick eagerness to ascertain the truth, for by rushing after the vehicle I had exposed myself to the detection of those of the conspirators who were evidently outside the house keeping watch. My curiosity had misled me into a distinct error of judgment, and I had no doubt been felled by those whose motive it was to keep secret the tragic affair.

My next recollection was of a terrible throbbing in my brain. My head seemed aflame! My skull seemed to be boiling with molten lead. Ah! never in all my life shall I forget the torments I suffered for about an hour, yet unable to speak, unable to complain of them. Before my blinded eyes was a dull red haze, in which stars seemed to shoot with every throb of the blood through my poor unbalanced brain.

I believe at last I spoke, but of what I said I have no idea. Merely the ravings of delirium I have since been told. I felt something strange upon my brow, like burning coal or corrosive acid, yet when I knew the truth I found to my surprise that it was ice.

My first impression was that I was demented. I could not think of anything. Strange weird visions, mostly grotesque or gruesome, floated through my mind, but without motive or coherence. I tried to recollect the past, but I found I had none. My brain had been thrown out of its usual balance, and my sufferings were excruciating.

Ah! I now know some of those tortures which are the wages of sin, and I tell you I would not endure them again — no, not for a million in hard cash. My poor brain seemed to bubble and boil, as though my skull had been emptied and re-filled with molten metal, while the sound in my ears seemed as deafening as the noise of a thousand steam-hammers.

At last I knew that I was still breathing, my sore heavy eyes seemed less clouded, and the haze grew clearer. I heard other sounds above that maddening, crashing, hammering rending that deafened me — sounds of human voices.

My hot lips were touched by something cold, and I felt a few drops of some liquid dribble into my mouth. This I swallowed, for I believed that aid was at hand.

I tried to speak, but over the articulation of my words I had absolutely no control. What I said was not what I really intended to say in the least. Never have I experienced such a strange loss of control over my tongue before. I was sane, and yet insane at the same moment.

Slowly and with very great difficulty I regained my senses, when, to my surprise, I found a face in a wide head-dress of white linen, the face of a sister of one of the religious orders.

My eyes wandered to other beds around, all of them occupied, and on the wall was a gigantic crucifix. Then I knew that I was in a hospital. My head was bandaged, and two doctors seemed to be re-adjusting the folds of linen.

I inquired in English where I was, but suddenly recollected that I was in Milan, and in the same language the elder of the two doctors replied — 

Dont trouble where you are, my dear sir. For the present remain quiet, and get better. Youve taken a turn now, and will recover. Be thankful for that.

How long have I been here? I asked, gazing around at the unfamiliar surroundings.

Three days, replied the sister, a calm-faced elderly woman, who wore a huge rosary and crucifix suspended from her girdle. We thought you would not recover — until yesterday. But you will soon be better now.

Then I recollected the terrible fate of the young Countess of Stanchester.

And after pondering and wondering I lapsed again into a lethargic state, remaining so for many hours.

It was not before the following day that my senses really fully returned, and when they did there came to my bedside a short rather stout fussy little man in a soft hat and snuff-coloured suit, by whose bearing I knew him at once to be a delegato of the Milan police.

I regret to disturb you, signore, he commenced, as he seated himself at my side, but in the circumstances it is necessary. Are you aware of the conditions under which you were discovered?

No, I answered. Tell me.

Well, he said, the affair is a mystery upon which you no doubt can throw some light, but before questioning you I have to inform you that whatever you will say will be taken down in writing, and may be used in evidence, because you are under arrest.

What? I said, starting up and glaring at him. Under arrest — for what?

For murder.

Thats interesting, at any rate, I exclaimed, half inclined to treat the matter as a joke. And whom have I murdered, pray?

A woman.

Well, I said, if you will tell me where and how I was found I may perhaps be able to throw some light on the affair. If not, perhaps you will send for the British Consul, and Ill make a statement to him.

At first the detective seemed disinclined to tell me anything, but finding the unconcerned manner in which I took the serious charge, he at last told me certain facts that held me utterly dumb with astonishment.

You were found insensible by some workmen who went to do some repairs in an apartment in a house beyond the Monforte gate — you and the woman. The knife with which you struck her was lying beside you, and we also have the hatchet with which she struck you on the head in self-defence.

What! I gasped, amazed. Do you allege that I killed the woman?

You are guilty until you prove yourself innocent, was the mans cold reply, regarding me with a keen quick glance in his dark eyes.

Well, just tell me a little more about it, I urged. You say that some workmen found me in the same room as the woman, and between us was a knife and a hatchet. Whose house was it?

Ah! you are unaware of whose place it was? You broke into it during the absence of the proprietor and took up your quarters there, of course, was the mans reply. You are a foreigner — English?

I am. And I think before we go any further youd better send for the Consul and let me put a different complexion upon your story. Your theory is, of course, the natural and only one, if, as you say, a knife and a hatchet have been found. But you have not told me to whom the apartments belonged, I said.

They were rented by a man named Rondani, manager of the silk factory in the Via della Stella. He, however, locked up the place about a month ago, having been sent by his firm on a commission to Berlin. The other day a builder received the key by post, with orders to enter and effect certain repairs, and when the men went there they discovered you both in the dining-room and at once informed us. At first you were believed to be dead, but as the doctor declared that you were still alive you were brought here and placed under arrest.

But Im innocent! I declared dismayed. I was attacked from behind in the open street. And then I told him of my midnight vigil, and of the weird scene of which I had been witness. It seemed plain that having been recognised and struck down by the assassins they suddenly changed their plans, taking back the body of the young Countess as well as myself, ingeniously placing us in such a position as to make it appear that I was the actual murderer. No doubt they were under the belief that I had died from the effects of the blow.

I expressed anxiety to visit the scene of the assassination, to which the man replied — 

By all means. Indeed, we shall be compelled to take you there as soon as you are well enough.

Let me go now, I urged. I can drive there all right.

No — to-morrow, he said.

What have you found upon the woman? I inquired.

Several things — letters in English and other things. They are being translated.

Letters in English. May I see them?

At the trial, he said. Instead of gloating over your crime as you seem to be doing, would it not be better to try and establish your innocence? he suggested.

Why should I? Im not guilty. Therefore I fear nothing. Only take me to the scene of the crime.

To-morrow you shall go. I promise you, was his reply, and then he left, one of his assistants mounting guard over me, in fear, I suppose, that I might try and escape them.

The murder of Lady Stanchester was an appalling dénouement of the mystery, and increased it rather than threw any light upon the extraordinary circumstances. It was evident that she had been deliberately enticed there to her doom, and had I not fortunately followed her, her end would have remained a complete enigma.

The police had discovered certain letters. What, I wondered, did they contain? Would they at last throw any light upon the affair which, when it got into the papers, must startle English society.

At present her name was, of course, unknown, unless perchance any of the envelopes were with the letters. I felt sympathy for my friend George, and wondered how I could prevent her name from being known.

The hours crept slowly on; the day seemed never-ending. The presence of that scrubby-bearded little Italian sitting near me reading a newspaper idly, or gossiping with the men who lay in the neighbouring beds, was particularly irritating.

At last, however, when night came on and my guard was relieved, I slept, for the pain in my head wore me out and exhausted me.

Next day, in accordance with his word, the delegato, accompanied by two other police officials, arrived, and feeling sufficiently well I dressed and accompanied them downstairs, where a closed cab was in waiting. After a short drive we turned into the half-finished street so familiar to me, and pulled up before the house over the threshold of which I had seen, carried by the assassin, the lifeless body of one of the most admired women in England.

They conducted me up a flight of stairs to a landing at the back, and there entered one of the flats with a key. I noticed that the door had been sealed, for the delegato broke the seal before inserting the key.

Inside, the place was rather barely furnished, the home of a man with small means; but as we walked into the little dining-room the sight that met my eyes was terrible.

Upon the table were the remains of a supper — decaying fruit, half-consumed champagne and an unlit cigar lying on one of the plates. Places seemed to have been laid, for five, but the cloth had been half torn off in the struggle, and a dish lay upon the ground, smashed.

Upon the floor of painted stone, the usual floor of an Italian house, were great brown patches — pools of blood that had dried up, and into one the corner of the table-cloth had draggled, staining it with a mark of hideous ugliness.

On the ground, just as they had been found, lay a heavy hatchet with blood upon it, the instrument with which my unknown assailant had struck me down. While at a little distance lay a long very thin knife, with a finely tempered three-edged blade.

To the astonishment of my three guards I took it in my hand and felt its edge. The curious thought occurred to me that with such a weapon, thin and triangular, Hugh Wingfield had been so mysteriously done to death.

Then this is where they enticed the woman — to an apartment that was not their own, and which they evidently entered by a false key! They invited her to supper, and then — well, they murdered her, I said reflectively. Where is the body? May I see it?

The confronting of a murderer with his victim is part of the procedure of the Continental police, therefore the detectives were not adverse in the least to granting my request.

Certainly, answered the delegato. It is here, in this room, awaiting the official inquiry. With that he opened the door of the small bedroom adjoining, and there, stretched upon the bed, lay the body, covered with a sheet.

I approached it, to take a last look upon the woman whose end had been so terrible, at the same time wondering what evidence the police had secured in those letters found upon her.

God! I cried, when one of the men with a quick movement, and watching my face the while, drew away the sheet and revealed the white dead countenance.

I stood glaring at it, as one transfixed.

Ah! exclaimed the delegato in satisfaction. It is a test that few can withstand. You recognise her as your victim — good!

I let the fellow condemn me. I allowed him to form what theory he liked, for I was far too surprised and amazed to protest.

The truth was absolutely incredible. At first I could not believe my own eyes.

The dead woman was not Marigold, but another — Marie Lejeune!


Chapter Thirty.

A Ray of Light.
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SURPRISE HELD ME dumb.

It seemed quite evident by the fact that five places had been laid at table that the Frenchwoman must have already been in the flat awaiting the arrival of Marigold and her companions, and, further, that Logan and her ladyship had remained behind after the unfortunate woman had been carried to the cab.

These and a thousand other thoughts flashed through my bewildered mind as I stood aghast, my eyes riveted upon the dead white face of the woman whose single word could have saved my love.

She had died, alas! with that secret locked within her heart!

I recollected her quick vivacious manner in those exciting moments when we had met on the Chelsea Embankment, and how I had made a compact with her, one which it was now impossible for her to fulfil. She had hid from the police, first at Hayess Farm, where a dastardly attempt had been made upon her, and here, in that unoccupied flat, she had fallen the victim of her enemies. Why? What motive could Marigold and her friends have in her assassination?

That there was a motive, and a very strong one, was quite plain, but it certainly was in no way apparent to me. The mystery was maddening. I felt, indeed, that my weakened brain could not much longer stand the strain.

You recognise her, I see! exclaimed the delegato, with satisfaction. He had been watching me narrowly, and believed that the start I gave when the ghastly face was revealed was proof of my guilt.

Yes, I recognise her, was my answer. And glancing round the room I saw that it was dirty and neglected, having been unoccupied for some time. The assassins, I supposed, had cleaned the dining-room and salon in order that the victim should not suspect that she was in an apartment that had been so long closed. It was certainly bold and ingenious of them to enter a strangers house and use it for their nefarious purpose.

My captors led me back to the room in which I had been found, where one of them pointed to a dark stain upon the floor — the stain of my own blood. Beside it I saw my handkerchief cast aside. It had, no doubt, been used by my discoverers to staunch the blood. Again I took the heavy axe in my hand, and realised what a deadly weapon it was.

Then when the men had concluded making some other investigations they led me away, driving me back to the hospital in the cab, evidently entirely satisfied with their effort to fix the crime upon myself. The doctors had not yet discharged me, therefore I was put to bed again, and a detective mounted guard as before.

At my suggestion, the British Consul, Mr Martin Johnson, was informed, and visited me. He stood at my bedside, a pompous and superior person to whom I at once took an intense dislike. Happily he is now transferred, and his office is now occupied by a very courteous and pleasant-mannered member of His Majestys Consular Service. I had, however, the misfortune to call Mr Johnson without knowing the character of the man. He was one of those precious persons of whom there are far too many in the British Consular Service; men who object to be disturbed by the Englishman in distress, whose hours are from one till three, and whose duties in an inland city like Milan are almost nil. Mr Martin Johnson, something of a fop, believed himself an ornament of the Service, hence his annoyance when the police called him to my bedside at the hospital. He regarded me with combined pity and contempt, at the same time drawing himself up and speaking in a ha-dont-you-know tone, supposed to be impressive.

I had heard of this superior person long ago, and as I lay in bed was amused at his attempt to impress upon me the importance of his position.

I explained to him how I had been discovered and arrested, and that I was entirely innocent of the crime alleged against me, whereupon he said snappily — 

Well, I cant help you. Youll have to prove your innocence. The police say that youve been confronted with the body of the woman, and that your attitude showed plainly that you were guilty.

But its monstrous! I said. I was attacked in the street by some ruffian, struck insensible, and carried up to the room.

Youll have to prove that, Whats your name?

I told him, without, however, mentioning my connexion with the Stanchesters.

And the woman? You admitted to the police that you know her?

Shes a Frenchwoman named Lejeune — who was wanted by the police.

He sniffed suspiciously, and rearranged his cravat in the mirror upon the wall.

Well, he remarked in Italian to the delegato who stood at his side. This is a matter in which I really cannot intervene. The prisoner has to prove his innocence. How can I help him?

By doing your duty as Consul, I chimed in. By having an interview with the Questore and obtaining justice for me.

I know my duty, sir, he snapped. And it is not to investigate the case of every unknown tourist who gets into difficulty. If you have money, you can engage some lawyer for your defence — and if you havent, well Im sorry for you.

Yours is a rather poor consolation, Mr Johnson, I remarked in anger. Am I to understand then that you refuse to help me — that you will not see the Questore on my behalf?

Ive told you plainly, I am unable to interfere.

Then I shall complain to the Foreign Office regarding the inutility of their Consul in Milan and his refusal to assist British subjects in distress, I said.

Make whatever complaint you like. I have no time to discuss the matter further. And he turned rudely upon his heel and left me, while the police drew their own conclusions from his attitude.

Very well, my dear sir, I called after him down the hospital ward, when Sir Charles Renton asks for your explanation of your conduct to-day, you will perhaps regret that you were not a little more civil.

My words fell upon him, causing him to turn back. Mention of the name of the head of his particular department of the Foreign Office stirred the thought within him that he might, after all, be acting contrary to his own interests. He was a toady and place-seeker of the first water.

And of what do you complain, pray? he asked.

Well, I said, I chance to know Sir Charles very intimately — in fact he is a relative of mine. Therefore when I return I shall not fail to describe to him this interview. It was the truth. Sir Charles was my cousin.

Then why didnt you tell me that before, my dear sir? asked the pompous official, in an instant all smiles and graces, for he knew too well that direct complaint to the head of his department meant transference to some abominable and desolate hole in West or East Africa. Of course, Im only too ready and anxious to serve any friend of Sir Charles, he assured me.

No doubt, I said smiling and inwardly reflecting that, happily, members of our Consular Service were not all cast in that persons mould. Previously he had put on the airs of an Ambassador — the air he assumed, I suppose, in the drawing-rooms of democratic Milan, but now he was all obsequiousness, declaring himself ready and anxious to carry out my smallest wishes in every respect.

Well, I said, regarding him contemptuously, I can only tell you that the tragic affair that has just occurred concerns the honour of one of the greatest houses in England. I cannot be more explicit, otherwise I should betray a confidence. I am accused of murder, but I am, of course, innocent.

Of course, he said. Of course! These fools of police are always trying to parade their wonderful intelligence. But, he added, how are you going to prove yourself innocent?

Strangely enough that very serious question had never occurred to me. I was in a country where the law regarded me as guilty, and not in England, where I should be looked upon as innocent until convicted.

I was silent, for I saw myself in a very serious predicament.

I would have asked him to telegraph to Keene or to Lolita, but I feared to give him the address lest he should institute inquiries, and I had no wish to mix up Lord Stanchester or his sister with the terrible affair.

The only course I can suggest is the engagement of a good criminal counsel who will, without doubt, secure your acquittal at once when the case comes on for trial, remarked the Consul. Why the police arrested you appears to be an utter enigma, but in Italy it is not extraordinary. They had to make an arrest, so they detained you.

Shall I be detained long do you think?

Probably a month, he replied regretfully. Perhaps even more.

My heart sank within me. I was to remain there a prisoner, inactive and in ignorance of the web of intrigue around my love. Too well I knew Lolitas danger, and now, with the Frenchwoman dead, she would be compelled to face the inevitable.

A month of absence and of seclusion! What might happen in that period, I dreaded to contemplate. If I were free, I might be instrumental in bringing the murderers of Marie Lejeune to justice, but detained there it was impossible.

Of a sudden, like a flash, a brilliant idea occurred to me. There was just a chance that I could secure my release by a very fortuitous circumstance — the meeting of that delegato of police in Biffis café on the night of the murder!

At once I explained this incident to Mr Martin Johnson, described the appearance of the detective and his friend, and urged him to go to the Questore, place my statement before him, and if possible ascertain who was the delegato in question and confront me with him.

In an hour the Consul returned. He had seen the chief of police, and from my description it was believed that the detective was a brigadier named Gozi, who was that day over at Como. They had telegraphed for him to return, and he would come and see me at once.

This gave me hope, while knowledge of my statement and the interest the Consul was taking in my case aroused the interest of my guards. Even the doctor and nurses seemed to regard me differently.

The hours crept slowly by in that great house of suffering. A priest, a kindly cheery old man, came to my bedside and chatted. He was from Bologna, a city I knew well, and he had once when a young man been in London, attached to the Italian Church in Hatton Garden. The sunset that streamed through the long curtainless windows and fell upon the big crucifix before me, faded at last, the clear sky deepened into night, and the hush of silence fell upon the ward. Yet still beside me there sat the immovable figure of my guard, his arms folded as he dozed.

That night I passed in the torture of suspense. My head burned, my eyes seemed sore in the sockets, and I was apprehensive lest my hope of release might be a futile one.

In the morning, however, my friend of the café entered briskly with the doctor, who had conducted him to the scene of the tragedy on the previous day, and in a moment our recognition was mutual.

Well, he exclaimed, standing by me and regarding me with some surprise. What has happened to you?

Im under arrest, was my reply. Accused of murder.

So I hear, he answered. It seems that our meeting at Biffis was rather fortunate for you — eh?

Now you recognise me, Ill tell you all that occurred, I said quickly. And then I related to them both in detail all the startling incidents, just as I have already written them down.

Then it was not the Englishwoman who was murdered? he said. You told me her name was Price — if I mistake not. After I left Biffis that night I somehow felt convinced that Ostini and Belotto were up to some mischief, and I afterwards regretted that I had not waited and watched them. They looked rather too prosperous to suit my fancy. You, of course, believed the dead woman to be your friend, the English lady?

Yes, I said.

And the Englishman — what of him?

I did not see him after he entered the house, I answered.

Then, after I had furnished him with many other minute details of my startling adventure of that night in which I had so narrowly escaped death at the hands of the assassins, he held a brief consultation in private with his colleague, who was apparently his superior in rank.

And presently they both returned to my bedside and, to my joy, announced that it was decided to release me from custody.

Within half an hour an active search was being made for the four who had sat at table that night at Biffis, and although I hoped that the assassin would be caught, I felt a little apprehensive lest Marigold should fall into the hands of the police and the Earls name be dragged into the criminal court.

If she still remained at the Metropole the police must certainly discover her. I could only hope that she had already fled.

The mystery as to who had attacked me was still unsolved. If it were Logan, then was it not probable that she was aware of the blow that had been dealt me? The circumstances, indeed, pointed to the fact that, in the murder of Marie Lejeune, she was at least an accomplice.

That day I begged the doctors to allow me to go forth, but they were inexorable. Therefore for yet another day was I compelled to remain there in anxious uncertainty although free from the irritating presence of the guard.


Chapter Thirty One.

Gives the Keyword.
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STILL VERY UNWELL, my head gave me excruciating pain when next morning I joyfully took my discharge from the hospital. My first destination was the telegraph-office, whence I sent a message to Lolita, and afterwards I went to the Cavour, where I found that, in consequence of my protracted absence, my bag had been taken from my room.

However, I soon had another apartment, although the hotel people looked askance at my bandaged head, and after a wash and a change of clothes, I went forth to the Questore, as I had arranged to meet my friend the delegato to whom I had so fortunately spoken in Biffis.

In his upstairs room he explained how he had circulated the description of the two men, Belotto and Ostini, to the various cities and to the frontiers, and how, owing to the pair being so well-known as bad characters, he felt certain of their arrest. That day I attended the official inquiry regarding the death of the woman Lejeune, and after giving some formal evidence, was allowed to leave.

My great fear had been that Marigold and Logan might be arrested. If so the arrest of the former must produce a terrible scandal, and if the latter the result, I feared, must reflect upon my loves good name. My only hope, therefore, was that they had already passed the frontier police at Modane, Ventimiglia or Chiasso, and had escaped from Italy.

The chief of police was very emphatic in his order that I must remain in Milan for an indefinite period, as perhaps my evidence would be wanted against the men, but after consultation with Mr Martin Johnson, now most active on my behalf, because he hoped to obtain the good-will of my cousin, his chief, I resolved to disobey the mandate of the Questore and slip away from Italy in secret. I was not under arrest, hence the police had no power to detain me.

Therefore, travelling by Turin, Modane and Paris, I arrived at Charing Cross at dawn three days later, and took train at once to Sibberton.

What had happened during my absence I feared to guess. On entering my room at the Hall at noon, I found my table piled with the accumulated correspondence. I had before my departure from London telegraphed to the Earl my intention of taking a fortnights holiday, therefore my absence had not been remarked. Only Keene and Lolita knew the truth.

I rang the bell, and old Slater appeared.

Is his lordship hunting this morning? I inquired.

No, sir, responded the aged retainer, surely a model servant. Hes across with her ladyship at the stables looking at some new horses.

How long has her ladyship been back?

She returned from London yesterday, sir.

And Lady Lolita?

Her ladyship has gone in the motor to luncheon at Deene, sir. Lady Maud Dallas, and one of the other visitors, a lady, are with her.

With that I dismissed the servant, and walking down the corridor went out into the wide courtyard, through the servants quarters and round to the left wing of the house to the great stables where there were stalls for a hundred horses.

The stablemen and grooms in their jerseys of hunting red always gave a picturesque touch of colour to the huge grey old place, and I saw in a corner of the great paved yard, the Earl with a small group of his visitors watching a fine bay mare being paraded by a groom.

One of the traditions of the Stanchesters was to keep good horses, and George spared no expense to maintain the high standard of his forefathers. He had three motors, but Marigold used them more than he did because they were the fashion.

She had learnt to drive herself, and would often drive up to London, eighty-five miles, accompanied by Jacques, the French chauffeur. In town, too, she had an electric brougham in which she paid afternoon calls and did her shopping. Indeed her motor brougham with yellow wheels was a common object in Regent Street in the season.

Hulloa, Willoughby! cried the Earl as I approached. Didnt know you were back?

Im a day or so earlier than I expected, I laughed, at the same time saluting the woman whose adventure in Milan had undoubtedly been a strangely tragic one, as well as Keene and the other guests.

Why, whats the matter with your head? asked old Lord Cotterstock, noticing a bandage upon it as I raised my straw hat.

Oh, nothing very much, I answered then. I slipped on the kerb in the Strand, fell back, and struck it rather badly. But its getting better. The unsightliness of the plaster is its worst part.

I dared not glance at Marigold as I uttered this excuse. I felt sure that she was aware of the attack made upon me — whether it had been by Logan or any one else.

The colour had left her cheeks when her startled eyes encountered me, and she glared at me as though I were a ghost. By that alone I knew that my re-appearance there was utterly unexpected — in truth, that she believed that I was dead!

She had turned away from the party at once, to speak with the stud-groom in order to conceal her dismay. Her face had, in an instant, assumed a death-like pallor, and I saw how anxious she was to escape me. Though she made a desperate effort to remain calm and to face me, she was unable, for her attitude in itself betrayed her guilty knowledge.

I saw in her face sufficient to convince me of the truth. She managed to move away, still giving instructions to the man, while I remained with the party watching the cantering of the horse on show. Every man or woman present there was a judge of a horse, for all were hunting people and knew what, in stable parlance in the Midlands, is known as a good bit of stuff when they saw it.

Presently when the decision was given, I moved away with Keene, and as soon as we were alone in the pleasure-garden I told him quickly of my startling adventure. He stood open-mouthed.

Then the woman Lejeune is actually dead, he gasped, his brows knit thoughtfully. The Italians must have murdered her!

Undoubtedly, I said, recollecting that he was acquainted with them, for had not one of them, if not both, been in concealment at Hayess Farm.

Well, he sighed. This means, Im afraid, the worst to Lolita.

Ah! no! I cried. Dont say that. We must save her! We must! If I could only know the truth I feel sure I could devise some means by which she could be extricated from this perilous position.

No, he answered sadly. I think not. The assassination of that woman tells me that the conspiracy is a more daring and formidable one than I had even imagined.

But what connexion could Marigold or Logan have had with the affair? I asked. What is your theory? Why did they travel there in secret? If Marigold was to be their victim, then I could understand it; but she was not.

It seems evident she was taken out to Milan by Logan in order to meet Marie in secret, he said.

But if the murder was not pre-arranged, why should they have taken possession of a dwelling that was not their own? That fact, in itself, shows that their object was a sinister one, I argued.

Stanchester believes that his wife has been at Bray with her sister Sibyl. He has no idea shes been abroad.

And Logan? What of him?

I know nothing, he declared. He is probably still abroad. My own idea is that he crossed the Channel in order to meet Marigold and escort her to Italy.

Then the affair is as great a mystery as it ever was? I remarked with dissatisfaction. I had risked my life and narrowly escaped being placed on trial for murder — all to no purpose.

Greater, he said. For my own part I cannot see what theyve gained by sealing Maries lips. I know, he added, that Belotto made an attempt upon her during her stay at the farm in this vicinity, but they were prevented.

Who prevented them? I inquired eagerly, as this was the first time he had admitted knowledge of their concealment at the farm to which Pink had been called on that fateful night.

Well, as a matter of fact, he answered, looking me straight in the face, I did.

You! I cried.

Yes, he responded. Belotto, who was madly jealous of her, took her for a walk in the wood on purpose, I believe, to get rid of her. Fortunately, however, I had suspicion of his intention, and followed him. Just as she was struck, I emerged and denounced him, but too late. He then attacked me, but I defended myself. Then fearing the girl would die, the others did all they could to succour her, as they dreaded that by her death they would all be arrested for murder.

Then the reason they left Hayess Farm so suddenly was because they were in fear of you?

Exactly. Marie Lejeune was equally afraid of me, and escaped with them — abroad, it seems.

I related how the doctor, Pink, had been called to the girl, and of the investigations he and I made afterwards, whereupon he said, smiling — 

Yes, I know. I remained in the vicinity, and watched you both ride up to the house that afternoon.

And now you have told me so much, Mr Keene, I said. Have you no theory regarding the murder of Hugh Wingfield?

Ah! Thats quite another matter, he said as a strange expression crossed his bearded features. Thats a question which it is best for us not to discuss.

Why?

Because I can say nothing.

But you have a theory?

It may not be the right one, he answered in a hard, strained voice.

At least you know who the man was? I said. You have already mentioned his name.

Can you tell me why he, a perfect stranger, wore upon his finger the portrait of Lady Lolita? I asked.

For the same reason, I suppose, that a woman wears in a locket a portrait of a man.

You imply that he was Lolitas lover?

I imply nothing, he said vaguely. I make no statement at all. I have indeed told you that the matter is one which it is wiser not to discuss.

But cant you see how, in my position, that terrible affair is of greatest moment to my happiness and peace of mind? I pointed out. Who was he? What brought him to the park on that night?

I dont know.

Lolita went forth to meet him, that I know, I said.

Yes, he remarked. That was proved by the marks of her heels at the spot where the body was found. She must therefore have met him.

If so, then she must know the truth, Mr Keene, I said in a hard voice, watching his dark face. What I want to discover is the reason he came here in secret that night.

He paused a moment his eyes fixed upon me, as though he were debating within himself whether he should betray my loves secret. Then at length he said — 

You mentioned, I think, to Lady Lolita that you had secured from the dead mans pocket a scrap of paper bearing a message in cipher — did you not?

Yes, I exclaimed eagerly. It is the checker-board cipher, I know, but I am unable to read it because I am ignorant of the keyword.

If you really desire to decipher it, and think it will help you to a knowledge of the real facts, why not try the single and very unusual word — her own name!

Lolita! I gasped quickly in eagerness. Then the keyword is Lolita!

To which he made no response, but nodded gravely in the affirmative.

Then, without further ado, I rushed back to my room took out the folded scrap of paper that had brought Hugh Wingfield to his doom, and spread it before me together with the checker-board.

In a quarter of an hour I had reduced the numerals to letters, subtracted my loves name, and deciphered it — yes, the fatal message stood revealed.


Chapter Thirty Two.

Weston Expresses Certain Fears.
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ON REFERENCE TO the checker-board which my friend had sent me, I found that the word Lolita read 31. 34. 31. 24. 44. 11.

These numbers I began to subtract from the first six numbers of the secret message, but the letters represented by the remaining numbers were a mere unintelligible jumble. At last, however, after considerable thought, I tried taking the numbers down the columns: — namely 63. 49. 46. 68. Subtracted by the keyword there remained 32. 15. 15. 44., which I found on reference to my checker-board was the word meet.

At last the secret was mine! Very soon I had deciphered the numerals into this message: — 

Meet me in the avenue on Monday. Fear nothing. Marie betrayed to police. — Lol.

Lolita herself had therefore enticed the unfortunate young man to his doom.

The very signature Lol, combined with the fact of the portrait in the ring, confirmed my suspicion that there was affection between them.

I paced the room still utterly mystified.

At four oclock I heard the horn of the motor in the avenue, and rushed forth to meet my love. She descended in dust-cloak and veil, and took my hand in silent greeting, but Keene, who was also at the door, whispered to her, and she walked away with him. I knew that he was telling her of all that had happened to me — and of the real reason of Marigolds absence.

She went to her room, and though I waited for an hour or more, she did not descend.

I sent a message up to Weston, and the reply was — 

Her ladyship has a very bad headache after the dust.

This I told Keene, who shrugged his shoulders.

At tea in the hall, where the guests were nearly all assembled — as gay and well-dressed a crowd as could be found in all England — the Countess approached me quite calmly, and said in a loud voice — 

George has just said that youve hurt your head, Mr Woodhouse. Im so very sorry. How did you manage it?

The womans imperturbable daring was simply marvellous. Her question took me utterly aback.

I — well, I slipped in the street, and fell, I stammered. I gave my skull a nasty knock. I suppose it would have been fractured if I had not had such a thick head, I laughed, endeavouring to turn the conversation into a joke.

Ah! Youre inviting compliments now! exclaimed the brilliant vivacious woman, whom surely none would suspect of associating with those two men of the type of Belotto and Ostini.

Any compliment from your ladyship is a compliment indeed, I declared, bowing with mock gravity, whereupon the party laughed, and I saw that she bit her lips in vexation. She knew that I was her enemy; and yet she dare not openly quarrel.

She feared lest I might announce to her husband and her guests her visit to Milan, and its tragic sequel.

Keene stood by, stroking his beard in wonder, half-fearing that she might burst forth in fury at my sneer and dreading the result of hot words between us.

Fortunately, however, she was discreet and laughed it off, while the Earl remarked as he passed Lady Maud her cup — 

I like to hear Willoughby and Marigold quarrel. They slang each other so very gracefully. Willoughby, youd make a splendid ambassador. Youre so very diplomatic.

Im a good liar, if thats any qualification, I laughed openly. Somebody has said that the two essentials for success as an ambassador are to have a lie ever ready on the lips, and a good coloured ribbon and cross at the throat.

Ah! and thats pretty near the mark too, observed Lord Cotterstock, who had himself been in the diplomatic service. It is said of Lord Barmouth that when he was Ambassador at the Porte, he, for a joke, wore the Blue Ribbon, and the Turkish Court thought it the highest of British distinctions. He told the unspeakable ones that it was the Order of Saint Schweppe!

Whereupon there was a general laugh.

Tea concluded, and the guests dispersed. I was surprised at the non-appearance of my beloved, for I longed to speak with her alone — to learn what had occurred during my enforced absence.

Keene accompanied the Earl and some others across to the kennels after tea, but by no amount of manoeuvring could I obtain an interview with the Countess alone. She walked in the garden with old Lady Cotterstock, in order that I should have no chance of speaking with her.

The house-party assembled in the white drawing-room prior to dinner, yet Lolita did not put in an appearance. I therefore sent one of the under-servants for the faithful Weston, who came to me at the top of the grand staircase.

Her ladyship has a very bad headache, sir. Shes been lying down. But shes now in her boudoir writing, and has told me that I am not to disturb her this evening.

But isnt she going to dine? I inquired in surprise.

She hasnt dressed, sir. She said she, had no appetite.

Shes not well, I believe, Weston, I said.

No, sir, replied the maid anxiously. Ive noticed this last week or two a very great change in her. She seems highly nervous, and when alone always thinking very deeply, and — and—

And what? I asked, seeing the excellent servants hesitation.

Well, sir, I dont know whether I really ought to mention it, but one thing worries me very much. You know, sir, Ive been her ladyships maid ever since she came back from school, and Im much attached to her.

I know, Weston. I know quite well, I said. You are most devoted to her. But what is this you fear?

I really dont know, sir, was the young womans answer. But of late the young mistresss mind seems constantly filled with morbid thoughts. Shes always talking of her death — and only a few days ago she actually gave me some of her trinkets, saying that she would never require them again.

Thats strange, I said, sighing, for I, alas! knew the reason. You must try and prevent her giving way to such thoughts. Go to her boudoir, and tell her that after dinner I desire to see her. Ill come up here later and see you — at nine oclock.

Very well, sir, was the maids reply, and then I descended to the long meal, where the chatter was gay, and the serving of the most ceremonious character.

The brilliant women on either side of me interested me not a jot. My only thought was for my absent well-beloved.

After dinner I eagerly sought Weston, who said— No, sir. She has not rung.

Then take me to her, I said, I wish to see her at once.

But—

I will take the responsibility upon myself, I said. Go and announce me.

Reluctantly the maid went along the corridor and tapped at the door. There was no response. I stood behind her as she tapped twice, then opened the door. But the room was empty. The candles were burning upon the writing-table, and in the room was a smell of burnt paper, while in the grate lay a quantity of tinder. She had been destroying some letters or papers. Weston was aghast to find that her mistress was absent.

I went to the grate and saw that every particle of paper had been consumed.

The maid went along to my loves room, but emerged quickly, saying — 

I think her ladyship must have gone out. Her cape and motor-cap have gone.

In an instant it was evident that having destroyed her private papers she had slipped out into the park unseen.

I rushed downstairs, and finding Keene in the smoking-room took him quickly out into the hall, and told him of my grave apprehensions, whereupon he was in an instant on the alert.

She surely cannot have carried out her threat! he gasped. We must try to find her at once. Not an instant must be lost! The burning of her papers is sufficient proof of the fatal step she contemplated. Come, lets go in search at once.

And breathlessly, fearing the worst, we took our caps and hurried out into the chill windy night.


Chapter Thirty Three.

Reveals some Secrets.
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FOR SOME TIME we rushed hither and thither in breathless anxiety, convinced that having burned all her letters, her intentions were those of self-destruction.

Some untoward event had evidently occurred of which we knew nothing, and she had been forced to the last extremity. We had explored all my loves favourite walks, but in that gusty storm that swept across the park we could hear nothing. It was not exactly dark, but the moon was overcast by heavy rain-clouds, and passing through that portion of the grounds known as the wilderness, a wild tangle of rhododendrons and laurels, with big old trees from which the leaves fell in showers upon us, we at length approached the lake, a large sheet of water in the centre of the wild uncultivated spot, where the moorhen nested undisturbed and the lordly heron roosted high above. The spot was lonely and unfrequented — the place, no doubt, she would select if she really intended to take her own life.

We both approached it, fearing the worst. The shrill cries of the night-birds sounded above the moaning of the wind, while before us lay the broad sheet of water grey and mysterious in the clouded moon.

We had walked some distance along its edge, when Keene suddenly gripped my arm, and whispered — 

Look! — look ahead! cant you see her? — with a man!

I strained my eyes, and there, sure enough, wearing a dark cloak, she stood erect, statuesque, with the pale light falling upon her white face, while the man had apparently gripped her arm and dragged her from the waters edge.

Next moment I was beside the pair, and to my dismay recognised that her companion was the fellow Logan, whom I had last seen entering that dark unlit house outside Milan.

Whats the meaning of this? I cried in quick anger. Release that lady, and tell me why I find you here with her.

I am here to save her, was his calm reply. I have already prevented her taking a fatal step, and if you will accompany me to the Hall I think you will find that, instead of proving myself her enemy, I shall show her that I am her friend. You think evil of me, I know — both of you. But an innocent womans life shall not be sacrificed. I came here from London to-night, in order to meet another lady, the Countess of Stanchester, but by good fortune I met Lady Lolita, and she has told me the truth.

Of what? inquired Keene.

Of what I will reveal on our return to the Hall, was the mans answer. You know much that you have not told, but to save her ladyship here, I will now make the whole thing plain.

But why have you not spoken before? You had plenty of opportunity, Keene remarked.

Because something that Lady Lolita has just told me makes it plain how cleverly her enemies succeeded in closing my lips. Come, it is cold. Her ladyship is shivering.

Come with me, Lolita, I said, and linking my arm in hers led her back along the path through the wilderness and across her Saints Garden to the Hall.

The four of us were silent, all too occupied with own our thoughts to discuss the matter with each other. The sudden determination of the man Logan showed me that he meant at last to tell all that he knew.

Lolita, I whispered into her ear, just as we were about to enter the house, whatever caused you to contemplate such a terrible step to-night?

A shudder ran through her as she answered — 

Because — because of the letter Marigold sent to me by Weston. She told me that to-night, because I refused to give you up, she would tell George the truth!

The man Logan overheard her answer, and urged her to remain patient.

Take us at once to Lady Stanchester, Mr Woodhouse, he urged, as we went in by a side entrance to avoid any guests who might be playing bridge in the large hall.

Thereupon I rang for Slater, and told him to make inquiries where her ladyship was, and to take us straight to her.

Ten minutes later the old butler returned saying — 

Her ladyship is with the Earl in the blue boudoir, sir. And eyeing Logan with some surprise, he added, Will you step this way?

We followed him upstairs, along a corridor on the first floor, until he opened a door, and bowing said — 

Mr Woodhouse desires to see you urgently, mlady.

Next second the four of us were in the small elegantly furnished room upholstered in pale blue damask and gold, where the Earl and his wife were in consultation.

You! he cried in fury, when his eyes fell upon Lolita. Leave this place at once, woman! Marigold has just told me everything — that it was you who killed your lover in the park — that it was you who—

Excuse me, my lord, interrupted Logan, coming forward, whereupon at sight of him the Countess fell back with a loud cry of dismay — a deathly pallor overspreading her countenance.

Her hand went to her throat convulsively and she gasped as though she were being strangled. Then, next instant, her teeth were set hard, her nails were clenched into the palms, her shoulders were elevated, and she stood rigid as a statue, and yet magnificent in her dinner-gown of pale pink and shimmering silver.

She tried to face Lolita, the woman whom she had hounded to her death, but her gaze wavered, and I saw that her effort to regain her self-composure was an utterly vain one. She trembled visibly from head to foot, while the expression in her eyes was sufficient to show the terror now consuming her.

The Earl noticing the change in her, and how she shrank from us, looked from Keene to the stranger, and asked — 

Well, sir? I have not the pleasure of knowing you. Who are you?

My name is Alfred Logan, architect by profession and — well, adventurer by inclination, he replied. I presume from your words that your wife has denounced your sister, Lady Lolita, as the murderess of young Hugh Wingfield in your park, and has also laid certain other charges against that lady? Fortunately, however, I am in a position to reveal to you the other side of the question, and reveal facts which I believe you will find both startling and remarkable.

Tell me? exclaimed George hoarsely. I suppose you intend to retaliate by making charges against my wife — eh?

Yes! cried the unhappy woman, clinging to her husband. That man is my worst enemy, George — save me from him — save me if you love me!

Your husband has no power to save you, madam, exclaimed Logan in a cold distinct voice, while we all stood rooted to the spot. It is my duty, knowing the truth as I do, to tell it, and to leave your husband to form his own conclusions. To-night, knowing that Lady Lolita, driven to desperation by you, had threatened to commit suicide, rather than a scandal should rest upon her noble house, you have written to her, telling her of your intention of making these charges, with the sole object of causing her death by her own hand, and thus placing yourself in a position of safety. Heaven, however, is just, and I am here to reveal those things that you have hidden from your husband — to tell the world what I know regarding your past.

Ah! no! she cried, covering her face with her hands. No! Enough! Spare me!

You have not spared Lady Lolita, therefore you must hear the hard and bitter truth. Then, disregarding the terrible effect his words had upon her, he faced the Earl, and said, What I am about to say will be borne out partially by our friend here, Mr Richard Keene — whom you know by the name of Smeeton — partly by Mr Woodhouse, and partly by your sister herself.

Go on, said the Earl in a low voice. I am all attention.

Then, in order to understand events in their true sequence, I must begin at the very beginning, he said. You will recollect that two years before your marriage you, with Lady Lolita, spent the spring at the Villa Aurora at San Remo, while Lady Marigold was staying with her mother at the Hotel Royal, close by. At the same hotel was staying Richard Keene, the man you afterwards met out in Africa under the name of Smeeton, together with his valet, a good-looking young fellow named Hugh Wingfield. The latter had very foolishly given a promise of marriage to a rather pretty young French ladys maid named Marie Lejeune, but on sight of Lady Lolita, he forsook the young woman and fell madly in love with her ladyship. The latter, of course, had no idea at the time that he was a valet. They first met casually when walking in one of the olive woods behind the town, and he rendered her some little service in arranging the easel upon which she was sketching. He spoke well, dressed well, and as he mentioned he was staying at the Royal, the best hotel, she naturally concluded that he was a gentleman. She had, of course, no suspicion of the passion for her which had been aroused within his heart. The young Frenchwoman, however, quickly discovered the truth, and her intense jealousy was at once aroused. She was a woman of rather questionable character, being in association with two Italian adventurers named Belotto and Ostini, who lived over at Mentone, and at once set to work to intrigue against Lady Lolita and Lady Marigold Gordon. The two being great friends, in consequence of your engagement to Lady Marigold, revenge did not present any very great difficulty to that interesting trio who lived by their wits. I admit that I, myself, was living upon what I could win at the tables, and being at that time very hard-up had been induced to join them in various nefarious schemes which, although they brought us the wherewithal to live, caused us to be wanted by the police for helping ourselves to other peoples property.

To put it plainly, remarked the Earl, you were thieves.

Exactly, Logan replied. But our recent schemes had met with little success and we were at our wits end for money, when Marie Lejeune, who was a born adventuress, suggested a scheme whereby, in addition to revenging herself upon the woman who had robbed her of her lover, we could blackmail both Lady Marigold and Lady Lolita. Therefore, after considerable forethought and much ingenious intrigue, the scheme was put into practice. A watch was placed upon Lady Marigold, and it was found that she was in the habit of meeting clandestinely on the sea-road towards Bordighera an old friend, a certain Major Atherton, and that she one day went over to Monte Carlo with him in secret, where she was seen by the valet Wingfield, who told his master. It was found that Atherton was an old lover of her ladyships, and a letter of hers was secured in which Lady Marigold wrote, I am only accepting George for his money. You know my heart is yours alone. Having secured that, the intriguers turned their attention to young Wingfield and Lady Lolita. Marie, with the Frenchwomans keen jealousy, discovered that she had met the young man once or twice, and that he had copied his masters checker-board cipher, and with her own name as the keyword, corresponded with her by its means. Lady Lolita had already discovered, to her great surprise, that the prepossessing young man was desperately in love with her, and his affection rather amused her than otherwise, for every woman is flattered by attention. At last, however, the adventurers, of whom I myself was one, contrived to effect a coup that was about as ingenious as any devised by a gang of evildoers. The love-sick valet — still concealing his real avocation — had arranged to meet her ladyship after dinner one evening in the olive wood at the back of your villa, but his master gaining possession of a cipher message which Lady Lolita had sent him, was, of course, able to read it and resolved upon watching the pair. What he saw he will, perhaps, relate with his own lips. And then the speaker paused and turned to Richard Keene.

Yes, he said, as far as I know, all that Mr Logan says is absolutely correct. Young Wingfield was my valet. He copied my checker-board cipher, and by its means had the audacity to correspond with her ladyship. When I realised what was going on I felt impelled to go to her and tell her. Yet she being a perfect stranger to me, it was really no affair of mine, so I hesitated until the evening in question, when I watched my valet meet her and walk with her in the olive grove about half a mile from the villa. It was one of those brilliant moonlight nights of early spring on the Mediterranean, and it seemed to me that her ladyship was in no way averse to the young fellows attention. They walked together for half an hour or so, in earnest conversation, when he at length took leave of her and, apparently at her desire, left her to return home alone. I followed her in secret, but she had not, however, gone far before I heard her utter a cry of surprise and dismay. Help! help! she cried, and in the darkness I saw black figures scuffling, the report of a revolver, followed by a mans loud groan. I rushed forward, but ere I reached the spot the mens figures I had seen distinctly had disappeared, but in their place stood the woman Marie Lejeune. Upon the ground lay a man dying, and just as Wingfield, attracted by the shot returned, the woman, who had bent tenderly over the prostrate man rose, and in her voluble French accused Lady Lolita of murder. At first her ladyship was too startled and too utterly dumbfounded to deny this astounding allegation, but when she did the Frenchwoman declared to Wingfield that she had been witness of the crime, and taking up the revolver lying at the poor fellows side pointed out that the weapon belonged to Lady Lolitas brother, the young Earl of Stanchester — that his name was engraved upon it. Denials were useless, but the crafty Marie, determined to await her opportunity to levy blackmail, urged her ladyship to take back the revolver, and return to the villa at once, which she did. But as she turned away I addressed her, offering to walk home with her, told her my name and escorted her to her own gate. My own opinion was that she had met the man there and deliberately shot him, an opinion which I have held till quite recently, for it was strengthened by the fact that the dead man, when discovered next day by the police, was found to be one of her most intimate friends and admirers, Lieutenant Randolph Glover, a wealthy young man who had, after distinguishing himself at Ladysmith, been invalided to the Riviera.

I recollect the tragedy quite well, declared the Earl. And also what a great sensation it caused. The police theory was that he had fallen into the hands of sharpers, who had robbed him at roulette and afterwards made away with him, fearing his revelations.

Exactly. And the police theory was right, Keene said. Marie, who had fascinated him, while her accomplices had extracted from him almost his last penny, shot him herself, without a doubt. But this did not prevent her levying blackmail upon poor Lady Lolita by threatening to denounce her as the actual assassin. She had also convinced Wingfield of her ladyships guilt, pointing out their intimate friendship previously, and insinuating that the tragedy was owing to jealousy. I must admit that I believed her ladyship guilty, even though, when we met on the following day and she spoke to me on the promenade, asking me to preserve silence, she again denied her guilt. I promised her to remain silent, hence the police of San Remo were in ignorance of her alleged connexion with the crime, and believed it, as it really was, a case of robbery and murder. Yet Lady Lolita was held in bondage by that woman.

Then Keene paused, and a dead silence again fell among us.

Well, remarked Logan at last. You have heard the truth regarding that incident by one who was its eye-witness. Therefore, I will go further and tell you what happened afterwards.

I looked at the proud woman who had sneered at my love for Lolita, and who was now swaying pale and unsteadily before us, but even then, after these startling revelations, I did not discern with what marvellous cleverness and daring she had schemed to shield herself at the price of the life of my well-beloved.


Chapter Thirty Four.

The Affair in Sibberton Park.
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THE WOMAN MARIE Lejeune quickly developed from the smart ladies maid of the Comtesse de Martigny, a gay Parisienne, into the shrewdest and cleverest of adventuresses, and aided by the two Italians, made several large and successful coups at Vichy, Aix-les-Bains, and elsewhere, continued the man Logan, speaking in the same clear, decisive tones, addressing the Earl. I, however, had parted from them, and was conducting an honest business in London, while Mr Keene had left on a shooting expedition in Africa, where he afterwards met you, and I presume gave his name as Smeeton in order that you should not connect him with the person who had been at San Remo that season.

Until your marriage, the Frenchwoman did not trouble your wife nor Lolita in the least. She waited her time until Lady Marigold had married and was wealthy and you returned to London from your honeymoon in Cairo, when one day she called at Stanchester House, saw the Countess, and by showing her the letter she had written to Atherton succeeded in extracting blackmail from her, a course which she has continued until quite recently. And not only this, he added, but she approached Lolita secretly and made large requests, threatening that if they were not complied with she would denounce her as the murderess of poor Randolph Glover at San Remo! Her ladyship, helpless and terrified, was forced to comply with these demands although entirely innocent of the crime. On the other hand, however, there was some truth in the womans allegation against Lady Stanchester — who, by the way, believed that Richard Keene was dead — and these facts were confirmed by Wingfield who, previous to being in the employment of Mr Keene, was valet to Major Atherton.

One day, it appeared that the woman Lejeune, in an interview in which she repeated her usual demands for money, told her of Wingfields allegations against her and how she could ruin her in your eyes by bringing forward the young valet. The Countess thereupon paid the sum demanded, but from that moment entered into a conspiracy against Wingfield, fearing the revelation he might make concerning her. Her friendship with Atherton had long ago given rise to rumour, and these, she knew, had reached your ears before your marriage. Therefore she was now in fear of both the Frenchwoman and the valet. She knew where Marie Lejeune, Belotto and Ostini were living in London, and in order to free herself gave information to Scotland Yard, who held a warrant from the French police for their arrest. The trio were, however, wary, and fearing arrest rapidly changed their place of abode, with the result that the police were baffled.

And all this time Lolita was being blackmailed? asked the Earl.

Yes, answered my love faintly. It is true, George, all this — every word of it.

Matters continued thus for two years, until last August, when a tragedy occurred, Logan went on. The young valet, Wingfield, whose love for Lady Lolita had now cooled and who had told her ladyship of his lowly station and of how he had been in the service of Major Atherton, had some time before got into low water, and Lady Lolita, in order to assist him, had first given him money and then, when her private resources were drained by the woman Lejeunes demands, had given him articles of jewellery, which he sold or pawned. The young mans opinion regarding the death of Randolph Glover had changed, for he explained to her ladyship how he had discovered in San Remo that the unfortunate young officer had fallen a prey to those harpies, and that the manoeuvre had been carried out and the charge laid against her ladyship in order to extract blackmail. Lady Lolita had then entered into negotiations with young Wingfield to effect her release from the bondage in which the Frenchwoman held her, and these continued for some months, until that fateful night in August. Of what occurred then her ladyship herself can best explain to us.

And, pausing, he turned to my love to allow her to tell us with her own lips.

For a few moments she remained pale and silent. Her great blue eyes met mine, and then looking me straight in the face she said — 

What Mr Logan has told you is perfectly correct. The poor young man was working in my interests, and I had written him a cipher letter making an appointment to meet me in the park at a spot where we had met several times previously, as I knew, secretly watching the Frenchwoman and her accomplices in London as he was, he had something to report to me. That afternoon, however, as I drove through the village I saw at the window of the Stanchester Arms the one man whom I feared would denounce me — the man who had been witness of the affair at San Remo, and who had openly expressed belief in my guilt — Richard Keene. He had come to Sibberton evidently to make inquiries about me. By his presence there, I knew he meant mischief.

That same evening I also received a secret visit from Marie Lejeune. Still I kept the appointment and walked across the park by a circuitous route, in order that none of the servants should recognise me. I knew I had plenty of time by the chiming of the stable clock, therefore I did not hurry. But when I reached the hollow I found he was not there, and had waited for a moment in expectation, when of a sudden I saw something in the darkness lying close to me. I bent and to my horror discovered that it was the young man Wingfield — dead! I screamed and rushed away, not knowing whither I went, but scarcely had I gone a few yards when I ran right into the arms of Mr Logan. I had, in my horror, picked up the knife lying at the dead mans side, a long, thin Italian dagger, and when he met me I still held it in my hand. That very fact, of which I was unconscious at the moment, convinced him of my guilt. Thus on a second occasion was I suspected of a crime of which I was innocent. Of what occurred afterwards I have little recollection. I only know that Mr Logan took the knife from my hand, and that for hours we wandered, he trying to obtain from me the true facts against Marigold which the dead man had alleged. Then at dawn we parted, and I was met by Mr Woodhouse, who set about swiftly to remove every piece of evidence that might convict me of the mysterious crime. Ah! she cried, God alone knows how much I have suffered — how Marie Lejeune and her accomplices have tortured me.

I admit, declared Logan frankly, that I believed Lady Lolita to be guilty. The horror at finding the dead man and the knowledge that the great intrigue was still in progress produced upon her an effect which I unfortunately mistook for guilt. You must first know that on the night in question, being again associated with Marie Lejeune, I had accompanied her to Sibberton, whither she went at Lady Lolitas request. Her ladyship saw her privately, while I awaited her in the Mermaid over at Geddington. Marie had, by secret means, learnt of Lolitas intention to meet Hugh Wingfield in the park that night, therefore on leaving the Hall she awaited in order to watch and obtain knowledge of the negotiations against her which she knew were in progress between the valet and her ladyship, while I, surprised at her long absence, strolled across to the park in order to meet her on her return, as the way was dark and lonely.

According to the statement she afterwards made to me, it appears that she watched the young valets arrival. He stood listening for about five minutes, when suddenly a woman, whom by her ermine cloak she knew was Lady Lolita, approached in the gloom, but as the young man uttered her name and put his hand out to welcome her, she stepped nimbly past him and struck him full in the back — a fatal blow. It was but the work of a single instant. Ah! my lady! he gasped, clutching at her cloak. You — youve killed me! And he sank upon the ground and expired. At that instant Marie Lejeune stepped from her hiding-place and the two women met face to face. Then Marie was staggered to discover that the woman who wore Lady Lolitas cloak was not Lady Lolita herself — but that woman standing there! he exclaimed, pointing to the Countess, Lady Stanchester!

Lady Stanchester! we all gasped in one breath, while the wretched woman thus denounced stood before us, swaying and shrinking from our gaze.

But surely she was still at Aix-les-Bains! I cried.

No, he declared. She had returned to London on the previous day, and was living at Burtons boarding-house, in Hereford Road, Bayswater, under the name of Mrs Frith. That very morning she had seen the young valet in Westbourne Grove, and had followed him down to Sibberton. As soon as she saw him take a ticket for Kettering she knew of his intention to meet Lady Lolita clandestinely, therefore she saw in that her opportunity to deal him a fatal blow, and thus prevent any ugly revelation regarding her past.

But the cloak? I asked.

Lady Lolita had lent it to her just before her departure for Aix, and she wore it on that night. Then I saw how, by my neglecting to tell Lolita of the finding of the cloak by the gamekeeper Jacobs, I had myself withheld the truth from her! Had she known that the cloak she had lent Marigold had been found torn and cast aside, she would of course have suspected the identity of the assassin.

The young mans acquaintance with Lolita and Marigold accounts, I suppose, for his having watched my movements in London! remarked the Earl.


Chapter Thirty Five.

The Truth.
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YOU SEE, LOGAN went on, Lady Stanchester feared the revelation which the young valet could make concerning her, therefore, knowing that Lady Lolita was in the habit of writing to him in cipher and that they had arranged to meet that night in the park, she saw that if she killed him suspicion must be thrown upon her husbands sister. Besides, she was believed to be still at Aix, the only person having knowledge of her secret presence in London being Marie, with whom she had an interview that very day. Judge her dismay, therefore, when at the moment of the committal of the crime she came face to face with Marie herself, her bitterest enemy! Only a gasp of surprise escaped the mouths of both women. They glared into each others faces, and while the Countess knew that her terrible secret was not her own, Marie Lejeune saw gloatingly that her power over the wealthy woman was now that of life or death. It was not to the Frenchwomans interest to tell the truth to the police while Lady Stanchester submitted to blackmail, therefore in this second case, as in the first, the facts against Lady Lolita were sufficiently circumstantial to secure her conviction, and more especially that she held the knife in her hand when I had encountered her at the scene of the crime.

But surely you told Lady Lolita that you were satisfied that the charge against her was a false one? I asked.

Certainly I did — after Marie Lejeune had told me the truth. I did not, however, tell her who was the actual assassin, as Marie would not allow me. Nevertheless in neither case could her actual innocence be proved unless Marie Lejeune spoke the truth — and this she refused to do, first because she must by so doing implicate herself; and secondly that she would then lose the power for blackmail which she had established with such devilish ingenuity. It was true, as Lady Lolita declared to me, she was their victim — and to drive her to self-destruction was equally their object — in order to save themselves.

The Earl stood listening to the terrible allegations against his wife, scarcely moving a muscle of his features.

From the moment of Wingfields death Lady Stanchester, against whom the French police held a warrant for her implication in certain frauds of the gang, was entirely in the Frenchwomans unscrupulous hands, Logan continued, but knowing Lady Lolitas peril, and sympathising with her — the unconscious victim of the evil deeds of both these women — I took her side against them and joined myself in secret with Mr Keene, although at the time I was still allied with them.

Keene also joined us, but with a view to freeing Lady Lolita from the false charges against her. He knew the truth regarding Lady Stanchester, and with us sought concealment in a farm in the vicinity, our object being to keep observation upon the movements of the Countess. We should have remained longer, had it not been for the jealousy of Belotto, who one night attacked Marie Lejeune and we were compelled to call in a doctor. Moreover we were compelled, owing to that, to escape abroad again. After a short time, however, the Countess — still compelled to submit to blackmail heavily and even to give some of her jewellery in lieu of money, and living in daily terror that the Frenchwoman should give secret information to the police regarding the assassination of Wingfield — wrote to me in Lucerne expressing a desire to meet Marie again, and come to some amicable arrangement with her. I arranged the meeting, came to London, and escorted Lady Stanchester to Milan. By some means Mr Woodhouse obtained knowledge of her intention and follow us. Perhaps he will tell you what occurred.

Certainly, I said. And then I related the result of my vigilance, and the adventure which subsequently happened to me.

You were struck down by a man whom Marie had on watch outside the house and carried into the place afterwards, explained Logan, when I had concluded my narrative.

Why Marie received us in the apartment that was not her own, he continued, was in order that the Countess should not afterwards be able to inform the police of her whereabouts. She invited Lady Stanchester and ourselves to supper, when a fresh and very ingenious scheme of fraud upon jewellers in Paris, in which she intended to compel her ladyship to take part, was discussed. Presently the two women quarrelled, mutual recriminations followed, whereupon Marie openly accused her visitor of Wingfields murder and threatened that if she refused her assistance in this new scheme she intended to denounce her. Scarcely, however, had the Frenchwoman uttered these words when Lady Stanchester rose suddenly, drew a knife, and stabbed her to the heart while she sat at table. For a moment we all sat dumbfounded and horrified. Then the question arose how best to dispose of the body. The man who had driven us there was one of our accomplices, therefore it was resolved to drive out about two miles, and place it in the canal.

While they carried it out I was to remain behind, to remove all trace of the crime. The murderess sat motionless in the corner of the room, appalled by her own deed. Judge my surprise, however, when, a few minutes later, the body of Marie was brought back again, and then Mr Woodhouse, whom we all believed to be here, at Sibberton, was carried in! He was placed in such a position that whoever discovered the tragedy would believe that he was the murderer. The guilty woman screamed aloud when her eyes fell upon her husbands secretary, saying, Strike him again! Make certain hes dead, or he will tell the truth — he will expose me! But we dragged her away, and two hours afterwards I sat with her in the Bâle express, travelling towards London.

To-night I came down here to see her in secret, in order to plead with her to release Lady Lolita from the terrible thraldom of suspicion — yet it seems that in order to save herself she had actually uttered the false charges to her husband. Had I not met Lady Lolita in the pleasure-grounds to-night, she would, ere this, have been driven to the last extremity.

Ah! I cried, standing aghast at the extraordinary story, it is, indeed, the hand of Providence that has directed your presence here to-night, Mr Logan. You have, if nothing else, made atonement for the part you yourself played in the affair, by coming forward and exposing a guilty woman and saving from death one who is pure, innocent and long-suffering — the woman I love.

Lady Lolita grasped my hand tightly, but no word passed her quivering lips.

Keene, however, said — 

Although Lady Lolita looked upon me as her enemy from the first, I was, in reality, her friend. I allied myself with Mr Logan and the two Italians in order to discover their intrigue and to save her ladyship.

And you have done so, Lolita declared. I can never sufficiently thank either you or Mr Logan. You have, moreover, saved me from the sin of self-destruction, she faltered, and then she burst into tears.

And you? cried the Earl, in anger and loathing, turning upon his statuesque wife who stood there, erect, immovable, as though turned to stone. And you, woman! — What have you to reply to all this?

Her white lips moved, but no sound escaped them. She tried to speak — to deny the truth, perhaps, but words failed her. She raised her hand, moved slightly, then, staggering, fell forward heavily without a hand to save her.

So painful, so terrible, so dramatic was that scene between husband and wife that we all of us withdrew and have ever since been trying to efface it from our recollections.

Thus was the awful truth revealed that the woman whom half London envied had committed a second murder in order to conceal the first, and that she had actually gone out to Milan with the distinct and premeditated object of taking the Frenchwomans life.

Never till my dying day shall I forget those terrible moments when before our eyes the love of the Earl of Stanchester turned to hatred, and when he spurned her senseless body with his foot as he turned from her in disgust and left the Hall. I will not attempt to describe it — it was far too painful, too terrible, too awful to be placed upon record.

Would that it could for ever be wiped from the tablets of my memory.

And what occurred afterwards? Patience, and I will tell you.


Chapter Thirty Six.

Containing the Conclusion.
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THE TRAGIC AND untimely end of the smart, pretty, wonderfully-dressed Countess of Stanchester will still be fresh within the memory of newspaper readers.

It will be recollected how, with her maid, she left Sibberton Hall for Paris, and how in her room at the Hotel Continental she was found dead, having unfortunately taken an overdose of morphia.

At least such was the newspaper story, and happily so, for it spared scandal and disgrace to one of Englands noblest houses. To the public the truth never leaked out, and as a consequence the society papers were full of regrets that a woman so young, so popular and so full of life and energy should have been cut off by accident in such a manner, while everywhere the deepest sympathy was expressed towards her husband.

Keene and I accompanied him to Paris, and we three were the only mourners at those terribly tragic last rites at Père Lachaise. He stood motionless with uncovered head until the final act, and then with a great bursting sob he turned away, and for a week I saw nothing of him.

I returned to London on the following day, and in the great drawing-room of Stanchester House, overlooking the Park, I stood and grasped the hands of my well-beloved. In her plain black, she presented a wan and fragile figure, yet upon her cheeks showed the flush of hope and pleasure, and as our lips met in a soft sweet caress I knew that she was mine — mine for ever.

We sat together at one of the long windows of that magnificent room until the golden haze over the Park faded into dull crimson and the London day drew to a close, talking of the future and of what it meant to us, for she held in her hand a brief letter from her heart-broken brother, posted in Brussels, in which he wrote: — 

I know that you love Willoughby and I have no objection whatever to your marriage. I welcome it. He has saved your life, and he has saved our house from dishonour. In such circumstances, my dear Lol, nothing will please me better than a union between you. He is poor, but tell him not to worry on that account. You have sufficient for yourself, but I shall make over Chelmorton to you for your lifetime, which will provide you both with income sufficient.

Ah! I cried joyfully when I read that letter. Then, after all, George does not object to my birth and station! He is indeed generous!

No, dearest, was her kindly answer as she placed her hand tenderly upon my shoulder and bent of her own accord to kiss my lips. He does not object because he knows that we really love each other, and that no man has greater claim to me than yourself.

The words spoken between us are surely of little import to you, my reader, save to know that we mutually resolved that the name of Marigold should never in all our lives again pass our lips. This and other firm resolves we made, until the autumn dusk darkened into night and the footman entering to switch on the lights and draw the curtains, recalled us to the realities of the life about us.

Since that glad reunion when I held my love in my arms, and she promised to be my wife, nearly two years have passed happily, blissful years that have slipped by like mere weeks so unheeded has been Time.

And to-day? Well, there is little to record, save that this season the famous Stanchester hounds are hunted by Frank Blew, the huntsman, for the Earl has been, ever since our marriage, out in Mashonaland hunting with his most intimate friend, the honest, big-handed, weather-beaten sportsman, Richard Keene. Of Alfred Logan we see something on rare occasions, for having been set upon his legs by George, he has now an increasing architects practice in Great George Street, Westminster, enjoying the great advantage of being the architect to the Stanchester estates.

And ourselves?

After the terrible anxiety and awful suspicion of those dark, never-to-be-forgotten days all is now happiness. The barrier twixt me and the rapturous peace I so long panted for is removed, and we have both emerged at last from that fatal region of mystery and doubt. At Chelmorton Towers, the beautiful old ivy-covered place in Sussex which George so generously gave to his sister for our use during her lifetime, I live in the sunshine of Lolitas matchless beauty, charmed by the secret tenderness of her voice and thrilled by her soft caresses. Nought else I desire. We have, both of us, found happiness in each others pure affection.

And as day succeeds day, and every rising sun blesses me with sight of my sweet beloved and ushers in fresh ecstasy, I feel myself in full possession of the world of joy. In vain have I re-dipped my pen to trace the raptures that enchant me; but the thread is broken, and to give to language what my soul conceals is not in me, nor in the brain of human nature to impart.

Life and love are ours, and to us they are all-sufficient.

THE END


The Hunchback of Westminster (1904)
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Preface.

A Word Before Reading.
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FOR MANY YEARS I have busied myself making a collection of rare and valuable historical documents, and strange indeed are some of the stories and scandals which these ancient, crinkled parchments whisper to me in my hours of leisure.

In France, in Italy, in Russia, in Germany, in Belgium, in all corners of England, this craze of mine has led me, through many adventures, free but captive; and, looking back now, I realise that it has been really through this little-known hobby of mine, the hobby of palaeography, that there have come some of the most suggestive and magical hours I have ever spent in a wandering, erratic life that has never been wholly free from movement, but has often held its time of danger and its resistless, restless passion for change, romance, and adventure.

Perhaps, then, it is not really wonderful that this love of mine for the records of the dead-and-gone ages colours my later stories. Yet, in a sense, it would be strangely odd if it did not, for when an author hears so weird and thrilling a narrative of hidden treasure as this I have here striven to recount it would surely be more than human of him to fail to put it into print.

This Hunchback of Westminster is really no idle fiction spun for the entertainment of an idle hour. In many ways, indeed, it is tragically true — particularly that portion which tells how men only a few months ago in this prosaic London of ours fought for a certain treasure worth several millions of pounds.

William Le Queux.


Chapter One.

How Don José Baited His Trap.
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IT WAS IN the second year of my practice as a private detective that young José Casteno came to my office in Stanton Street, WC, and entrusted me with that strange and terrible mission in regard to which I have really hesitated, in all sincerity, for some days before I could actually nerve myself to take the public into my confidence.

Up to that time, I remember, my big brass plate, with the legend Mr Hugh Glynn, Secret Investigator, had only succeeded in drawing a very average and ordinary amount of business. True, I had had several profitable cases in which wives wanted to know what happened to their husbands when they didnt come home at the usual hours, and employers were anxious to discover certain leakages through which had disappeared a percentage of their cash; but for the most part my work had been shockingly humdrum, and already I had begun to regret the whim that had prompted me, after reading certain latter-day romances, to throw up my career as a barrister in Grays Inn to emulate the romancers heroes in real life.

Indeed, at the rate of progress I was making then, I calculated that it would be exactly forty-seven and a half years before I could save 1000 pounds out of my expenses, and, with that as a nest-egg, dare to ask pretty Doris Napier to marry me; and hence, as such long engagements were no more fashionable then than they are now, I can assure you I often felt a trifle despondent about my future.

Still, that was before José Casteno appeared on the scene in Stanton Street, WC. Afterwards things, as you will see, were different.

Now, of course, there are always plenty of people who do not believe that the great and wonderful things that happen in life come heralded by a sky angry with the glow of blood or by a storm in which the wind seems to range from end to end of the gamut of all human emotion, and to sob and shriek and sigh as though it were possessed by some fugitive spirit stricken with mortal pain. On the contrary, they argue, the biggest things have the smallest beginnings, and hence one never knows what tiny affair betokens crisis. As a matter of fact, I hadnt noticed, I own, any peculiar association of sympathy between Man and Nature until this particular night I write of, but then I do recollect very well it did so happen that I was very late indeed at the office, that there was a most terrifying thunderstorm in London, and that, just about midnight, the darkness was both cavernous and oppressive.

As I close my eyes I can recall the whole scene again — that black, deserted street, the flickering gaslights, the vague suggestion, in the swirl of the rain, of a mighty, impalpable presence that was sweeping through the metropolis rent by passion and terrors which no human imagination could ever give shape to. Then, all at once, a great calm seemed to fall over the night, and as I swung my chair round from the fireplace to see what had happened I became suddenly conscious of a white, haggard face pressed to the window-pane staring at me with wide, dilated eyes that dogged my every movement and seemed to hypnotise all my senses.

For a moment, I admit, I paused, paralysed by a nameless horror. Immediately afterwards the utter absurdity of any serious cause for fright on a ground floor in a thoroughfare not a dozen yards from the never-dying turmoil of the Strand broke upon me. With one bound I sprang to my office door, which I instantly flung far open, and there immediately entered to me, without a word being uttered on either side, a tall, thin, foreign-looking man of about twenty-five. His was the face which I had seen staring at me so eagerly through the window-pane!

Pardon me coming at this unseasonable hour, he said, with a profound gesture of humility, yet in a gentle, refined accent that suggested the student and the scholar. Permit me to introduce myself, and, with a flourish, he handed me a large-sized card, on which was engraved the name, in a distinctly foreign hand, Don José Casteno, but the address was scratched out.

For an instant his eyes met mine in one long, keen, lingering gaze of scrutiny — in that fatal instant, indeed, which follows the coming together of all men destined to do much in common, and which I have always found, in my experience, invariably decides whether we trust or we hate. Strange as his arrival had been, I will say, frankly, I took a liking to him even in that ghostly glare of the firelight; and, motioning him to a chair opposite to my desk, I turned up the gas. Then as he removed a wide-brimmed felt hat and unfastened a shabby black coat with a kind of Inverness cape, most often seen in use by foreign priests, I noticed his pale, intellectual-looking, clean-shaven face, with a mouth as tender and expressive as a girls.

My business, he began in a low voice of explanation as soon as he saw me seat myself and take up a pen to follow him, is by no means a piece of common detective work which I am anxious that you should undertake in my behalf. On the contrary, it deals, Mr Glynn, and now his voice became very grave, with much that is startling and mysterious — much that spells ugly words like treachery even in London — striking, as it does, at the root of at least one far-reaching unprincipled, foreign intrigue. First of all, then, I must ask you to tell me quite openly and frankly, are you free and prepared to undertake a series of difficult and dangerous missions?

I am, I replied after a moments pause; but it must be on terms.

And what are those terms?

First, that I am well and punctually paid, and, in spite of myself, I smiled, for I found quite suddenly I had grown quite mercenary after my bitter reflections about Doris.

Certainly, you shall be promptly remunerated, he returned, and, thrusting a hand into a breast pocket, he withdrew a letter case stuffed with bank notes. Pray let me put you right on that point at once by placing that in your safe, he added. Take from it as the work progresses any sums you may reasonably require. When all is over I will call on you to account for the amount. To-night it stands at 750 pounds.

I counted the notes. They were quite new, but perfectly genuine, and of the amount he had stated, and I promptly locked them up in the small strong room that adjoined my office, which, alas! had hitherto seen too little of all such valuables. Then I faced Don José again.

My next condition, I said slowly, is that you give me your entire confidence. There must be nothing kept from me. You must tell me all — absolutely all.

Ah, but — that is impossible, he replied gently. I simply dare not reveal the details of the secret, which I want you to work on, to any single soul. If I did, my life would be taken within the following four and twenty hours. And all at once he shivered, as though he had himself caught instinctively some eerie presentiment of his doom.

But how can I hope to work successfully in the dark? I cried, throwing up my hands.

Easily enough, he returned. All you have to do is to carry out my instructions, then nothing need be feared. For instance, here is the first task which I desire you should undertake. And again he put his hand in his breast pocket, and this time he did not produce a pocket-book, but a tiny cutting which he explained came from that evenings Globe, and which set out this odd notice:

To be sold — without Reserve — the Library and Effects of a Refugee Spanish priest, lately deceased. Contains many early printed Books, Horae, Liturgical, and other Manuscripts. By Auction to-morrow (Friday) at 3 PM. The Bromley Mart, Kings Street, Covent Garden, WC.

Now, almost in spite of myself, I felt flattered by this quaint and unexpected turn of negotiations which dropped so suddenly a mystery and touched on concrete things.

Let me explain the reason. As a matter of fact, if there was one hobby at that moment that appealed to me more than another it was that connected with old books, old furniture, old silver, old deeds, and charters. Indeed, I admit freely, I had attained already some certain amount of notoriety amongst the well-informed in this direction, acting as I had done for the young Earl of Fotheringay before I became a secret investigator, and at a time when I had leisure to roam from auction mart to curiosity shop, and thence to old country mansions on the eve of important sales — where more bargains in antiques are picked up than most wealthy curio-collectors dream of. But how Don José could have guessed I had any specialist knowledge of this sort I was powerless to explain. None the less, the probability of some romance, or some rare discovery in this sale, tempted me sorely, and the Spaniard, who had been narrowly watching my features, seemed to divine that, to recognise that I was then almost as good as won to his cause, for all at once he lowered his eyes before me, but not before I caught in their deep, dark depths the glint of some conscious triumph.

So you wish me to bid for these things, I at length suggested tentatively, laying the cutting on the table and tapping it interrogatively. All of them or some? I asked after another moments pause.

One lot. Number 82, a bundle of manuscripts. These are very valuable. And again his eyes flashed.

What limit may I go to?

2500 pounds, he answered promptly, and at this I started, for there are few old records in evidence worth so sensational a sum as this. If the things are knocked down to you, he went on eagerly, a draft on a bank to the required amount will be put into your hands at once. As a matter of fact, the Bank of South and Central America have promised to send a special messenger to the mart itself to watch you and to take all the financial responsibilities off your shoulders. He paused, and looked at me. But you will never get them, he added the next second, of that I am certain, and, half unconsciously, he gave a low, desponding sigh.

Oh, thats absurd, I cried, although my own brain reeled at the magnitude of the commission, we must not lose heart at the start. After all, an auction is an auction; money has moneys power the world over. Pay enough — and I feel sure you are bound to triumph.

So it would seem. But then you dont know the secret foes whom you will have against you. Their power — their daring — their resources are marvellous.

And he rose and paced my office, as though he could not bear even to think.

None the less, I made one further effort. Why, questioned I, should they, or you for the matter of that, struggle for a few old parchment documents of an obscure Spanish priest? What are they to you, or to anyone?

Ah, thats precisely what I cannot tell you. Rest assured, however, that they are, that we shall strive to buy them, and that they are almost practically certain to beat you. Nevertheless, fight for the things just as long as you have the strength. Afterwards, should you be out-classed in the actual sale, fix your mind on the next point in our quest — to discover where those documents are taken. Even if you can only find that simple fact out for me you will, in one sense, amply repay me.

But after the sale where shall we meet? Where will you come that I may report to you? I asked, still in much confusion of mind.

Here, said he; Ill come to-morrow night at the same hour. Till then, I must beg you, have two watchwords — and two watchwords alone— secrecy and dispatch. And moving forward suddenly he picked up his hat and, with a low bow, crossed to the door.

I, too, rose, but I was not in time. He was too quick for me. All at once he gave me another profound bow, and with a sharp turn of the wrist threw open the door, through which he passed again as swiftly and as mysteriously as he had come.

Not to be beaten, though, I followed him instantly into the street. A thousand questions called to me for answers. I felt I could not let him go in that manner.

By this time the storm had completely died down, the sky had cleared, and was now cloudless and studded with stars. Yet, look where I would, I could not catch a trace of his fleeing shadow, although, by all rules of time and distance, he could not then have covered seven or eight yards at the most. It seemed, indeed, as though the pavement must have opened suddenly and swallowed him up.

Just, however, as I was about to turn indoors again another strange thing happened.


Chapter Two.

Lot Eighty-Two.
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JUST AT THAT moment a mans form emerged from the darkness on the opposite side of the street, and a familiar voice called to me in a loud but commanding whisper: Glynn! Glynn! Is that you? Youre here late, arent you? I wheeled round suddenly, and recognised the speaker. It was Detective-Inspector Naylor of Scotland Yard, with whom in times past I had been engaged in several joint investigations in which society and crime played parts of equally unpleasant prominence.

Hullo! I said, puzzled to know what to say, and still bewildered by the unexpected climax to my last interview. What the deuce are you doing here at this ungodly time of night? Got something good professionally on, eh?

Oh, rather a queer job, he answered lightly, bending down and pretending to strike a match on a shop front, wherewith to light the cigar he was carrying. Im after a young foreign chap who has just escaped from the monastery where he was a novice, and is accused of the murder of a well-known English nobleman in peculiarly atrocious circumstances. Good-bye. Take care of yourself. Im a bit late as it is, although I think Ive got a splendid clue.

And he, too, vanished just as suddenly into the night.

Luckily my business as a professional investigator of the odd, the queer, and the misunderstood in life had given me a stout nerve and an obedient brain, so, crushing down all the flood of idle speculation that rose in me as to the reason and connection of those two most extraordinary coincidences, I patiently retraced my steps, locked up my rooms, and turned into my bed.

Enough for the day is the worry thereof, I told myself as I mixed a glass of steaming grog. Ive got the money from this Spaniard, and Ive got the commission to go to that auction, and when I am able to answer any or all the puzzling questions that this mysterious visit of Don José Casteno has suggested to me Ill ask them quickly enough — but not before. As for Mr Naylor, well, hes got his troubles. So have I. One dog, one bone, as my old groom used to say when any of the other servants tried to interfere with his prerogatives. Ill stick to my own lines, and that, at present, is nothing more formidable, in spite of his dark hints and tall talk, than the acquisition of these old manuscripts for Don José. And gulping down the hot jorum I had prepared I resolutely threw the bedclothes over my head, and soon was fast asleep.

Next day, however, I turned up punctually at the mart in Covent Garden just before the hour the advertisement specified.

To say I was not anxious about the result of my action would be foolish. I was — for always behind my business, you must remember, lurked those soft, shy, tender eyes of Doris Napier, which I wanted to shine on me alone. All the same, I had no idea of the strange and bewildering acts of trickery in which, contrary to my best efforts, I was destined to become a central figure. Had I known, of course, the sequel to them might have been very different, and maybe, too, this story would never have been written. As it was — but there! let the affair speak for itself. It happened like this:

Directly I arrived in Kings Street I found the huge wooden apartment, with its familiar roof of green opaque glass and its big staring advertisements in colour on the walls, known to curio lovers all over the world as the Brom, crowded from end to end and door to door with foreigners. Now this was extremely unusual. In an ordinary way the same dealers and amateurs turn up at these functions time after time — these people fall into methods of their own of quick and agreeable acquaintance — and the bidding is conducted with certain airs of old-world politeness and decorum, which men who love the work find very delightful and refreshing in themselves, and yet conducive to the best business results.

To-day, however, the whole atmosphere and method of the place were changed as if by magic. A crowd of Jews, Spaniards, and Italians had practically taken entire possession of this huge and rambling mart, and their eager, polyglot conversation recalled nothing less than the Tower of Babel as they chattered, twisted, turned, elbowed, and gesticulated with as much animation as though they had met to devour the effects of a Rothschild instead of the books and goods of a poor, unnamed, dead refugee priest.

Indeed, it was just as much as I could do to elbow my way into the place at all. The crowd didnt actively impede my progress, but they showed no desire to move out of my path; but finally I did, with a free use of my shoulders and knees, squeeze myself into a good position on a packing case, which lifted me high above the crowd, and yet which also gave me a splendid view of the rostrum upon which, as it happened, the auctioneer had just taken his seat.

Even he seemed rather stupefied by this vast, unexpected, and quite unusual assemblage, for no sooner had he called silence with a touch of his mallet on the table than he cleared his throat and said:

I hope, gentlemen, that you have not been drawn here this afternoon under any misapprehension. This is not really one of the days of our big sales; all we have to dispose of are some two hundred books, a few vestments, and some quaint, old manuscripts belonging to a priest — a father—

He turned despairingly to his clerk, who consulted his ledger, and supplied the name needed.

I mean a Father Alphonse Calasanctius, who, I am told, arrived quite mysteriously in Southampton late last week by the royal mail steamer Tartar, and was, unfortunately, found dead in the room he took in a private hotel in the Adelphi only the night afterwards.

My idea, to-day, is to get things over as quickly as possible, and so I will put up the manuscripts first. I confess I dont know myself whether certain of them are of any value, or whether they are some mere monkish jests of some centuries ago when men had more leisure to penetrate long legal-looking hoaxes. I ought to tell you, though, that I took several of them myself to an expert at the British Museum yesterday afternoon, and he was inclined to think they might be exceedingly precious, for he found that they related to some extraordinary secret which certain Jesuit monks in Mexico had taken that means of putting on record. All the same, he said quite frankly, he could not pledge himself on the point, for, as it happened, he could make nothing out of the greater part of the writing on them, which seemed to him, read in the ordinary fashion, mere gibberish, which might take years of patient study and research to unravel, and then be worth nothing in the end.

The sale commenced, and the prices realised by some of the codices that comprised the first lots were ridiculously low. Whoever bought them made magnificent investments. For instance, a fourteenth-century English manuscript of Sowers Confessio Amantes on vellum, with eighty-five miniatures — a perfect gem, worth at least the fifteen hundred pounds which the Fountaine copy realised — went for eighteen pounds ten. A French manuscript of the Bible of the same period with a number of ornamental initials and miniatures fetched only sixteen pounds, although, as a collector, I knew it to be worth three hundred at least; while a thirteenth-century manuscript, De Regimen Principium of Egidius, written on vellum in double columns, with a beautifully illuminated border on the front page, and bearing the stencil mark of the well-known collector, Sir Thomas Phillips, fetched only twenty-one pounds ten; while a twelfth-century Decretales Gregorii, an eleventh-century Latin Bible, and a Biblia Versificata of the twelfth century, once the property of the Jesuits College at Heidelberg, fetched equally low prices.

Presently the three manuscripts comprising lot eighty-two were held up for inspection. Each was about a foot square, and was intolerably dirty and stained by damp and time.

Now, gentlemen, what offers? cried the auctioneer, and again he brought his hammer down on the table with a sharp knock.

Ill give ten pounds for them, instantly shouted a voice in the crowd, and all at once I caught sight of the face of the owner thereof, which, to my intense astonishment, proved to be no other than my friend Peter Zouche, that odd-shaped, deformed person who is familiarly known to the rich and learned everywhere as The Hunchback of Westminster.

Now, how had Peter Zouche, who was reputed to spend his life between Sothebys, Quaritchs, Dobells, and Maggss, and that mysterious den in which he lived, under the shadow of the Houses of Parliament, got wind of these treasures.

Instinctively I felt there was something more in these documents than even Don José had hinted, and so with a quick turn I caught the eye of the auctioneer and nodded briskly again.

Twenty pounds offered, he said, and he pointed his hammer straight at me, whereat all the crowd appeared to turn and stare suddenly and openly at me with fierce and malevolent looks.

Then, almost in a flash as it were, the real excitement of the gathering broke out.

Before I quite knew what had happened bids had poured in from a hundred eager voices, and the figures had miraculously climbed up, up, up with the rapidity of lightning, so that before I had interposed five times I believe they were actually all trembling on the brink of a thousand pounds!

And this for three dirty, crisp rolls of parchment!

All the same, I must admit that my determination to get possession of those records seemed to have been carefully noted by my rivals. In fact, I was continually made conscious of those looks of veiled hostility which continued to be shot at me from every direction as time after time I topped the bids. Meanwhile, too, a steady hubbub began to arise around me, above which I found it was increasingly difficult to make oneself heard or noted. Also, during a lull in the contest, the crowd appeared to sway and part, and all at once, to my astonishment, I found that the Hunchback of Westminster himself was standing beside me, and with him the dearest friend and fellow-collector I had ever had, the Earl of Fotheringay, and when I came to examine them I was stupefied to find that both mens faces were deadly white.

For Gods sake, for your own sake, Glynn, whispered Lord Fotheringay in my ear impressively, end this mad rivalry with us; you have no idea what terrible havoc you are making of things by your wild bids at this momentous juncture. Stand down, man, stand down, or youll ruin all.

But, with my teeth set hard, I glared at him defiantly. What was my business to him? Indeed, my blood was up — I knew I was bound in honour — and I nodded again to the auctioneer, who saw me instantly, and repeated aloud: Mr Glynn says twelve hundred and fifty pounds. Is there any advance?

The hunchback now turned on me with a snarling expression like a tigers.

Fool, he hissed, you wont be warned, and, raising his arm, he made a sign with his hand.

Almost instantly the crowd appeared to rise up en masse and to roll right over us, but as I stumbled backward, headlong from my foothold, I was astonished to see a man, got up to resemble me exactly in every feature, scramble on to my place on the upturned case, and in a voice that seemed my very own, to cry out to the auctioneer: That, sir, is the most I can do. I now retire. And as a cheer broke out from the crowd he too skipped down instantly out of sight.

Ah, this is indeed treachery, I told myself. And, gripping my teeth hard, I let my fists go; next, with a mighty effort, I sprang forward to roll the surging human mob out of my path — to make my voice heard, to regain my old position, to take command of the situation again, for I heard the bids still mounting higher, higher, higher.

In vain.

Lord Fotheringay, who, I thought, loved me as a brother, was on me with a bound like a lions, and catching me by the throat exerted all his force and hurled me backwards.

Next second I found myself caught up in other and even stronger arms, and, before I could utter aught save a muffled curse, I was flung head first into an empty piano case, the heavy lid of which was instantly closed on me — but not before I heard the hammer fall and the auctioneer call: The deeds are Mr Peter Zouches. The price is eighteen hundred pounds. I had been tricked!


Chapter Three.

I Determine to Go Forward.
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HOW LONG I remained imprisoned in that box whilst the sale of the dead priests effects went steadily onward I have no knowledge. Certainly, for a time, rage deprived me of all power of reason, and I know I fought and struggled like a madman in those stout wooden walls before I recognised that I was, in truth, fairly beaten, and that the best thing I could do, in such futile circumstances as these, was to wait with what fortitude I could summon for that dramatic moment when it would please my so-called friends, the Earl of Fotheringay and the hunchback, to arrange my release.

As to their extraordinary conduct, I could not, I admit frankly, bring myself to think. It was, it appeared to me, so brutal, so unfair, so absolutely diabolical. Don José Casteno, as he called himself, had warned me, of course, to expect treachery, and also to be cautious about some mysterious, far-reaching, and sensational intrigue — but not even I, in my wildest moods, could have expected that I should be caught up in a London auction market in broad daylight by a band of foreign mercenaries and that my bids would be put out of competition just at the second that my client demanded all my shrewdness, my intelligence, and my power to fix a hard deal. And the abduction seemed only the more bitter to me because it had been so cunningly engineered by two of my own most particular and intimate friends!

Eventually, however, some sounds did penetrate the box wherein I had been concealed. I was conscious of heavy weights being moved along the same floor and of a thump and rattle of noisy chains. Then I heard a sharp crack, as if nails were being driven into the lid of the case in which I had been confined, and the whole structure began to quiver and creak and groan under these blows, until, at length, so loud and terrifying was the noise that my head seemed to split with the rush of blood and the pain.

Fortunately, the hammer ceased sooner than I anticipated, and I became conscious of the case being hoisted through the air, to fall swiftly on to some springy cart or waggon that was doubtless in waiting outside the mart. A few minutes later the box itself began to shake, jolt, and rattle, and then I knew that I was being carried over some of the rough cobbled streets around Covent Garden. In the end, lulled by this movement, that by-and-by became more regular and even, and also worn out by exhaustion from the struggle I had passed through, I must have slept, for when I next came to note my experiences I found that every movement had ceased and that all now was dull and silent as the grave.

What had happened?

Half unconsciously I rose from my crouching posture in the box and placed my hands high above my head. As I did so I was startled to catch the bright gleam of a chisel, that just then was being inserted from the outside, and all at once I heard some fresh blows from a hammer, which made me hope that at length the expected time of my deliverance had come, and that the lid of the case was in process of being forced open to set me free.

A moment afterwards the wooden framework yielded with a crash. A flood of light poured into the box, rendering me for the time quite blind, for the interior of the case had been perfectly dark. Directly, however, I recovered myself from this I sprang out, and, to my chagrin, found that I was only partially released, for I was now in a cellar about twenty feet square, lit in the centre by a ships lantern which depended from the ceiling by an iron chain. Unfortunately, too, I was not quick enough to see who it was that had struck off the lid, for almost the same second as I emerged an iron door at the far end of the apartment closed with a crash, a key turned in the lock, and I heard a mans footsteps die away in the distance.

Not to be baulked, I seized the hammer which he had dropped in his excitement, and with this beat upon the door.

Let me out, I shouted. Let me out at once.

A reply came more quickly than I expected.

Almost immediately there followed the sounds of returning footsteps, and to my utter astonishment I heard a familiar voice cry: Hugh! Hugh! And the door was flung open, and no other than Doris Napier herself rushed to my arms.

Laughing and crying alternately, she could give me no coherent word of explanation then, but half led, half dragged me out of this strange hiding-place to a large apartment on the floor above, which, from the specific kind of curiosities it contained, I recognised at once as one of the showrooms of Peter Zouche, the Hunchback of Westminster.

By heaven! I cried in amazement as I stopped suddenly close to the open door near the street; and almost stupefied I surveyed the apartment in Tufton Street in which I had been so often an honoured visitor, and so this is the place of the man who has dared to abduct me in the open — is it? The Hunchback of Westminster! Well, now I know with whom I shall have to reckon. He shall not find I am remiss. And I set my teeth hard.

Dont talk like that, pleaded Doris, laying a gentle detaining hand on my arm and trying to lead me in the direction of the pavement. Remember Mr Zouche and Lord Fotheringay are both friends of yours, and realise for once that you have had a very narrow escape with your life. You can have no idea of the peril you have been in.

No doubt, I returned grimly. But thats scarcely the point just now, is it? You can leave me to deal with them— friends as you call them — or foes. What, dearest, I want to hear from you is this — and I smiled into her eyes— On what mad pretext were you lured here? How did you, of all the sweet and helpful souls on Gods earth, come to learn that I had been kidnapped—

Father told me, she replied, with a blush — and she bent her head.

Colonel Napier! Your father told you, I ejaculated. But how in the name of fate did he come to be mixed up in this affair, which may end anywhere — even an assize court.

Lord Fotheringay came and had a private chat with him in our flat at Whitehall Court, she explained. That was about half-an-hour ago. I dont know, of course, what passed between them, but suddenly father came to me and said that you were in great danger and had been rescued by Mr Zouches cleverness and the earls quickness. He added, too, that somehow you had mixed yourself up in some terrible conspiracy which he had promised the earl, when he told him about it in confidence, that he would not reveal to a soul, but that I might, if I cared for you as much as ever, and did really wish to help you, take a hansom here and release you from this cellar and tell you from him that, whatever you do, you must instantly drop all connection with some man he called José Casteno?

Thanks, but thats not enough, I answered hotly. The truth is, Ive undertaken certain work for Casteno, and I shall carry it through. Believe me that, after all has been said and explained, it is Colonel Napier who has been made a puppet and not myself.

Yes, I went on; I mean Lord Fotheringay and Peter Zouche, and I saw the girl start and her face blanch. Bah! you can never know what they have dared to do to me. And in a few graphic but incisive sentences I recounted to her all my humiliating and baffling experiences in the mart that afternoon.

But perhaps, suggested Doris timidly when I had finished my passionate outburst, they did not mean anything unkind to you after all. Look at the affair outside yourself. Perhaps great issues hang on the recovery of those three old manuscripts, and it is really you who are, as they assert, being made a tool of — to ruin them.

I dont care whether I am or not. I retorted savagely, pulling my hat tightly across my temples. I have seen Casteno, and I, who am usually reputed a fine judge of character by voice and face, like him, and I shall not cease my association with him until I prove conclusively that he is not worthy of my trust or assistance.

Besides, Doris, I went on earnestly, this particular commission of his means everything that I really value in life — it means you! Dont you recollect, as keenly as I do, how the colonel has forbidden us to be formally engaged until I can point to at least a thousand pounds, which I can tell him truthfully that I have made out of this new fantastic profession of mine as a secret investigator? Well, listen to me. If all goes well I see my way now quite easily to make this amount out of Casteno alone. Already he has handed me seven hundred and fifty pounds, and I can quickly run out other work on his behalf amounting to that extra two fifty. As for Lord Fotheringay, hell never be of any professional use to me. Ever since he got back from America hes been quite a different man to all of us who were his old friends. Something dreadful must have happened to him there. Hes changed hideously for the worse.

And then I stopped suddenly. This casual reference to America recalled something to me (like casual references often do to all of us) that I had quite forgotten. It was nothing less than a connection with America which both Lord Fotheringay and the dead priest, Father Alphonse Calasanctius, had in common. Could it — I now asked myself — could it really happen that Don José Casteno had also come from that same South American Republic — the Republic of Mexico? And could those faded parchment rolls relate to some secret which the Earl of Fotheringay had discovered whilst he was in Mexico, and in regard to which he had procured the assistance of Zouche, one of the finest, most noted palaeographists and experts in mediaeval cypher that the British Museum has ever employed?

I dont care, put in Doris firmly, I dont care about this point of view of yours. Ive a strong intuition that no good will come to you or to me by your association with this foreigner, Casteno. Believe me at least in this, that my father is not a man to speak or to act lightly, and he who really knows all, remember, says most solemnly that you must give this mans friendship up now — at once.

I wont, I snapped decisively.

For my sake, she pleaded, and her eyes were lustrous with unshed tears.

I have given my word, I repeated, throwing my shoulders back with an effort.

Break it. It was obtained from you by fraud, suggested this gentle casuist. Twould be no sin.

But the money, I cried, and the thought restored my determination to its full strength.

Even Doris wavered. The temptation was indeed cruel.

The money will do us no good, she replied at length. I prefer we should wait.

But I dont, I retorted, setting my chin firmly and clenching my fists. I am tired of being treated as a little less than your friend, dear heart, and a little more than an acquaintance. I want you — your father — ay, all the world, I went on wildly, to recognise me as your accepted lover. And inasmuch as José Casteno assists me to that end, I say now, once and for all, that I will not give him up for your father or anybody else. Besides, arent we told theres a tide in the affairs of men? Well, I now put my intuition boldly against yours — against Colonel Napiers — even against the vamped-up stories of the ugly old Hunchback of Westminster — and I say that this tide of fortune has at last come to me, and that I will take it at the full flood no matter who may raise their hand in protest.

You are quite determined? gasped poor Doris, with a little shiver.

Quite, I answered, and my teeth again closed with a snap.

Then, said she, with a little gulp of terror, turning towards the door, I — I must hurry back. I promised father that I would leave you at once if you refused, and I too must keep my word. Let me, however, whisper one word to you.

And still burning with self-righteousness I bent down.

Mizpah, said she in a low voice, almost like a prayer: The Lord watch between you and me when we are absent one from the other. Only He can protect us both. Please heaven He will. And kissing me hurriedly on the cheek she darted away.

Next instant she had sprung into a passing hansom and had vanished from my sight, leaving me for a second quite dumbfounded.


Chapter Four.

The House at Hampstead.
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THUS BEGAN MY powerful fight for Don José Castenos rights!

Looking back to-day I, of course, can see quite clearly how very foolish and headstrong I then was, how I refused to be warned, even by the best friend man ever has — the woman who loves him. But there! we can all be wise after the event, cant we?

Oddly enough though, I did not meet Casteno in my offices that day at midnight as we had both so carefully arranged. True, I immediately made my way to Stanton Street, and by then eight oclock had actually boomed forth from Big Ben, but no sooner did I reach my desk than I found thereon a telegram which had been despatched at 4:30 PM from the Charing Cross Telegraph Office by the mysterious Spaniard, cancelling the appointment, and calling upon me to:

Come immediately to St. Brunos, Chantry Road, Hampstead. I know all. — Casteno.

As a consequence of this I was soon speeding half across London in that swift ten-horse Panhard of mine, which had been given to me a month previously in a burst of generosity by a foolish client, an old man, whom I had succeeded in delivering from a gang of needy blackmailers without scandal. Indeed, in less than an hour from receipt of his message, I had reached the long, winding, and secluded thoroughfare which he had specified.

As a matter of fact, too, if anybody sought a spot where he could hide effectually from police and public in London, he could never choose a better or a more suitable district than the aristocratic portions of Hampstead. Much of the wild character of the heath still lingers in those avenues, and the dwellers in those parts are curiously few, select, and quite indifferent to what goes on outside their own ken.

St. Brunos, I discovered, was one of the finest of the many fine but solitary-looking mansions that still exist in Chantry Road. It stood at the far end of the thoroughfare in a cul de sac, in which but one gas lamp burned feebly, throwing into more striking relief the dense, dark character of the surrounding trees and moss-grown pavement. The only entrance to the place I could find was a small oaken door in a lofty wall of stone, like those we see built so often for the vestries of our parish churches, and when I pulled an old and rusty iron bell-ring there was a disquietening pause of some minutes before I heard the movement of any servant. Even then the door itself did not open, but a small panel about nine inches square was thrust apart at a point about the height of the average man and commanding a good view of the strangers face and form.

What seek you, my son? asked a clear, refined voice like a priests, but when I answered; Don José Casteno — he has sent for me, all was changed. The space beyond seemed flooded with light — the door itself was thrown open wide — and I found myself being escorted by a man in the habit of a Benedictine monk, across a flagged courtyard to a fine building, the entrance to which was commanded by two huge wooden doors.

This is the home of the Order of St. Bruno, said my guide, who was old and decrepit, apparently about sixty years of age. His tones were those of courteous conversation as used by a man of culture, and he swung to and fro an old lantern he was carrying to light my path as we both waited patiently for somebody inside the building to unbar this formidable-looking entrance. We St. Bruno-ites, he added, have houses in many quarters — in Delhi for instance, in Sydney, in America — but this is our principal place.

Roman Catholic, of course, I remarked, buttoning up my overcoat, for I felt chilled after my brisk ride. Or High Church? I ventured as I saw his bright eyes frown.

Not at all, the man returned with some asperity. We are of neither of those sects. But he never explained what their religion was. Just then the doors of the main house opened and we were ushered into a magnificent hall, decorated with dark oak panels, and relieved half-way by a finely-wrought gallery which ran on three sides of this spacious apartment. On the fourth wall was a wrought-iron bracket on which stood an immense statue of a woman carved out of white marble, decorated with rare exotic flowers, and cunningly lit by a series of candles, with reflectors which depressed all the light on features beautiful only with the passionless splendour of a Venus de Milo.

Down the centre of the hall was placed a long table, flanked on either side by forms, and headed by a chair or a small throne fashioned like an abbots.

As a matter of fact, I had barely time to take these details in before the brother who had first admitted me turned with a low bow and left me. My new guide who had now ushered me in was much younger — about thirty I guessed — but he also was dressed in the same sombre habit of black as the one who had first received me, save that his hood and girdle were white.

No words passed between us, but, in a silence that was almost oppressive in so brilliantly illuminated and furnished a place, he escorted me down a long, richly-carpeted passage, hung with valuable classical pictures of a modern school, to a room at the far end, the door of which stood invitingly open. Here I was left, but as I turned to examine my new surroundings, which suggested the rich, well-furnished library of some bibliophile of a generation ago, I was conscious of somebody stealing up behind me.

I turned quickly.

It was Casteno, who, this time, was dressed in an ordinary Roman cassock, and carried a biretta.

Im glad that you have come so quickly, he said in those smooth, even tones, motioning me to a chair on the opposite side to one in which he sat close to the fireplace. As I wired you, I was at the auction. I saw you had failed.

Then why ever didnt you bid for the manuscripts yourself? I cried in amazement. Why did you let them go without a protest?

I didnt, he answered quietly. As a matter of fact, I was the man who was got up to personate you, and I stopped the mad rush of bids, for I was satisfied, when I saw beyond all doubt that it was the Hunchback of Westminster into whose hands those precious documents would fall, we should win our way through in the end. At first I feared it would be the other man.

Fotheringay? I asked.

He nodded.

But they are intimate friends. They are acting together, hand and glove.

They may now, but they wont long, he returned significantly, fixing his eyes in a dreamy way upon the fire.

Then he roused himself with an effort.

Look here, he went on quickly, as though he had suddenly arrived at a momentous decision, dont lets beat about the bush. Let me come at once to business. Dont bother me with a lot of questions. I can now see that you are simply exploding to put a lot of interrogatories to me, beginning with a demand for the reason why I came to you at all; how I dared to dress myself up exactly like yourself; what on earth has Colonel Napier to do with this business; and ending with a perfectly legitimate request for my true reasons for having so strong and deadly a hatred against this man Fotheringay, whom I know, before he went out big game shooting, you always believed was your most firm and ardent friend.

Well, just dont ask me, thats all. If you do, I cant answer you. If you persist it will inevitably mean that you and I will have to part. In the latter case you will never get any nearer the solution of that mystery of lot eighty-two — the three manuscripts which were found in the effects of the dead Father Alphonse Calasanctius — than you are to-night.

As a matter of fact, I want your aid in deeds, not words. Now, say at once — are you prepared to trust me, and to help me, and not to bother me for a lot of utterly needless explanations that will really — take my word for it — leave you in a bigger fog than ever, or do you feel that you absolutely must have my confidence or turn up the work now, at once? Speak out quite plainly. Dont be influenced by the thought of cash. Consider the seven-fifty I have handed to you as yours — whatever happens. Now, bed-rock fact!

For a moment I reflected. My enthusiasm was stirred by his speech, and in turn I mentally defied Doris, the colonel, and even the weird old hunchback.

I am prepared to trust you, I answered, holding out my hand, which he clasped with the firm touch of a straightforward, honest man.

Then take this letter for me, he said, fumbling in the pocket of his cassock and producing therefrom a formidable-looking document done up with big splashes of red legal-looking wax. Go to the House of Commons with it, and do not open it until you reach the hall in which Members of Parliament meet any strangers who desire to speak to them. Then read the instructions you will find therein and— and all at once he stopped and looked confused.

And what? I queried, rising from my seat and fixing his eyes with mine.

Well — you will see, he answered, with a strange smile, touching a bell, which warned me that our interview was at an end.


Chapter Five.

Introduces the Hunchback.
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I LEFT ST. Brunos and made as hard as my motor would go for Westminster. Under the new rules I knew that the House of Commons did practically no business at all on Saturdays, so that if I missed the opportunity afforded me that night I realised that I should have to wait until Monday afternoon before I broke the seal.

Luckily, the streets about that hour were practically free from traffic, and my Panhard went pounding along at a pace which, if it were horribly illegal, was certainly mightily pleasant and exhilarating so that by the time I was tearing through Westminster all my doubts as to the strangeness of my reception by this queer-looking monk had vanished and I was quite keen to put this new mission through with rapidity and success.

Now, as most people are aware, the House of Commons is about the most easy place in the world of access if any man or woman has the most flimsy pretext of business with any one of its six hundred or so solemn and dignified members. I sprang from my car, handed it over to the care of a loafer who quickly hurried up, and simply nodded to the constables in the entrance. Then I marched up that long passage, peopled with the statues of dead and gone Parliamentarians, with head erect and heart that beat high with anticipation at some good and sensational development.

As arranged, I stopped in the big hall, where some forty or fifty persons were waiting either for admission to the strangers gallery or intent on interviews; and, slipping on to one of the leather-covered lounges in a corner, I drew the precious missive from my pocket and broke the heavy seals with which it had been fastened.

As I expected, the package did not all at once yield up its secret. The outer wrapper, of a stout linen cloth similar to those used by the post-office for registered envelopes, merely fell off and revealed two other envelopes, also carefully stamped with red wax. On the top one was written in printed characters, as though the writer were afraid that his handwriting might be recognised:

To John Cooper-Nassington, Esq, MP, St. Stephens, Westminster, SW.

The Bearer waits.

On the other, to my astonishment, I discovered no less an address than this:

Urgent. Private.

To the Most Hon. Lord Cyril Cuthbertson, His Majestys Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs.

Only to be delivered by Mr Hugh Glynn in case Mr Cooper-Nassington should decline.

For a second, I confess, I felt too astonished to say, or to do, or even to think of anything at all. I sat, with these big legal-looking letters in front of me, gazing into space, trying vainly to interpret the meaning of all these extraordinary manoeuvres on the part of a youthful Spaniard who might, it was true, be really a most important envoy of some far-off foreign state, but equally might be also, and with more apparent reason it seemed to me, absolutely nobody at all.

For Lord Cyril Cuthbertson, as all England was aware (in common with our foreign enemies, no matter how big they might be or bullying in tone or aggressive), was the very last man to be trifled with. He it was who, when Lord Garthdown fell, told Germany so sharply to keep out of an African negotiation we had on hand just then or he would apply an English form of the Monroe doctrine to the entire continent of Africa and never allow them to acquire there another foot of space. He had also, when the United States raised some futile question about boundaries that ought to have been fixed up a century ago, told America that he had settled the matter in his own mind; their claim was preposterous; and that, if they wished to enforce it, they had the remedy common to all nations; but he should advise them to remember that once they put foot into European complications they couldnt lift it out. And they, too, I recollect very well, promptly busied themselves about troubles elsewhere.

Not a nice man, perhaps — not even a courteous man — but, at all events, a man whom the House and the country feared, and on whom nobody dared play any game or trick.

Yet here was evidently an urgent private communication to him from Don José Casteno. What was at the bottom of it? — a secret of State or of life?

Like a man in a dream I arose and approached one of those sturdy, well-fed constables who stand ever at the barriers that mark off the sacred corridors of the House from the vulgar footstep of the unelect public.

Please give that to Mr Cooper-Nassington, I said in a voice that I think had not the slightest resemblance to my natural tones.

My mood now was one of absolute indifference. Whatever happened, I recognised now that I was in for something extraordinary, and I felt I might as well get it over at once as sit on a lounge in that close, stuffy, noisy hall and speculate about a mystery to which I had no clue.

Even John Cooper-Nassington, millionaire, was no small legislative lion to tackle. In the days when South American industries were booming on the Stock Exchange he had appeared with the most wonderful options for railways in the different states — here, there, everywhere — and in three years he had emerged from the pit of speculation with hands cleaner and pockets heavier than most. Ever since he had been regarded as a great authority on things South American. Whenever Chili and Peru had a set-to, which they did regularly once in two years, or Venezuela grew offensive to its friends, or Mexico wanted to swell itself a little, John Cooper-Nassington was sent for by one side or the other; yet, alas, his enemies said he had more pleasure in putting down half-a-million to pay the expenses of a revolution in which five or six thousand innocent varlets were burnt or blown into eternity than he had in subsequently floating a costly war loan, three parts of which usually meandered into his own pocket.

Still, John Cooper-Nassington, when all was said and done, was but a penny pictorial paper kind of Boanerges compared with the quick, Napoleonic qualities of Lord Cyril Cuthbertson who, by the way, had a curious personal resemblance to the First Consul, and was certainly not more than thirty-five years of age. Nassington, now, was a big, heavy-jawed man of about fifty, with a head and beard of iron-grey hair and a brawny, hairy, massive fist that would have felled a man at a blow; yet, as he suddenly projected himself through the swing doors that divided the lobby from the hall to meet me, I saw that he was carrying the letter I had sent carefully closed in his hands still but that his face was white and his looks strangely agitated.

Ah, Mr Glynn, he said as I advanced to meet him, handing him my card, this is an extraordinary business, isnt it? And he wrung my hand with a vigour that suggested a high degree of excitement and nervous tension.

I am but an ambassador, sir, I replied, falling into step with his, and commencing to pace up and down the corridor that led into the street. I have no knowledge of the contents of the communication which I handed to you.

Quite so. Quite so, he returned hurriedly. I gathered as much from what was said by the writer to me. Still, I am told I can make what use of you I think fit, and, truth to say, that is one of the things that puzzle me. Shall I take you with me or shall I send you back?

Does that, sir, mean you decline? I queried, remembering the superscription on the other envelope I was treasuring in a secret pocket within my vest.

Good heavens, man, no! he thundered. Do you think I am a born fool or idiot, or what? Why, that terrible man Cuthbertson would give five years of his life, or one of his hands, to have a magnificent chance of a sensational coup such as this may prove to be if we are right and have a quarter of an ounce of luck. Just get this clear, will you? I accept — I accept — I accept. And he enforced his words with a grip on my arm that almost crushed the flesh into the bones.

A pause followed; and then, stopping dead, he fixed me with his eyes. I could see that, shrewd, clever man of the world as he was, he was taking my measure before he came to any deliberate resolution, and I met his gaze with a glance as steadfast and as fearless as his own. After all, what had I to be ashamed of in six feet of lithe, clean figure, an athletic step, and features that my worst friends would say, although my mouth was hidden by a heavy black moustache like a cavalrymans, were honest-looking and reliable?

All right, he said in that sharp, decisive way of his; I wont beat about the bush any longer. You shall go with me, and if, between us, we dont make some of these fiends sit up, and do a fine stroke of business for the old flag, Ill sit down and let that man I hate so cordially — Lord Cyril Cuthbertson — have a shot at it. But I wont — I wont — I wont. And once again he stretched out that vice-like hand of his to enforce his words on my over-slow imagination. But this time I was too quick for him — I slipped on one side — and he broke into a hearty laugh.

Youll do, he said admiringly, giving me a hearty slap on the back. Just meet me at the main entrance to the House in thirty minutes, will you? Then well go straight on.

But as he hastened back I could not help two questions recurring to me with startling distinctness: What fiends were those we had got to face?

And why should an insignificant-looking fellow like José Casteno so well understand the bitter personal rivalries that spring up between strong men on the same party side in the British Houses of Parliament as to be able to play what looked like a game of childish see-saw between two such redoubtable antagonists as Lord Cyril Cuthbertson, His Majestys Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, and John Cooper-Nassington, uncrowned Emperor of Greater South America?

Both problems, however, were destined to be answered much more rapidly and sensationally than ever I expected when I left the House that night. I drove my Panhard at break-neck rate back to its garage in St. Martins Lane, Charing Cross, snatched a hurried meal, and tore back in a hansom to St. Stephens.

One thing was soon evident — Cooper-Nassington was a man of his word. As a matter of fact, I hadnt been waiting three minutes by those large and imposing gates that mark the main entrance to the Houses of Parliament before his coupé and handsome pair of bays clattered across the courtyard, and pulled up with a jerk close to the kerb, and he thrust his head out of the carriage and bade me enter.

In response, I took a vacant seat beside him, and without a word being exchanged between footman and master, the servant mounted the box again, and the carriage was driven rapidly away.

Now did I confess here that I was anxious as to our destination, worried as to what would happen, timid as to the safety of myself and my companion even after my grim and provoking experiences in the auction mart, I should not put down what was the fact. In truth, I never felt less concerned about the issue of any adventure in the whole course of my career. Indeed, one had only to be in the company of Cooper-Nassington to catch some of the wonderful vitality, assurance, and resource of this most extraordinary individual. The very presence of the man braced up the nerves, and insensibly one acquired some of that strong, masterful habit of mind and that breadth of outlook which seemed to make him feel that, whatever mischances befell some of Gods creatures, he, at least, was one destined to pass on — ever successful, always victorious.

As it happened, the journey we went was in itself short. Barely had we passed half-way along Millbank Street than we made a sharp turn to the left, and before I had time to utter an expression of recognition, the carriage drew up with a jerk outside the old, dingy curiosity shop in Tufton Street in which I had earlier in the day been imprisoned, — the retreat of that uncanny man, Peter Zouche, the Hunchback of Westminster.

Choking down any feeling of surprise I had on the subject, I meekly descended from the brougham at the heels of my companion and without a word of protest heard him tell his coachman: Home. It seemed to me then that we were both walking into the lions den together, and that, if anything untoward happened, much the same fate would befall us both.

The carriage rolled away, and as its red lights disappeared round the bend of the street, which seemed strangely silent and deserted, I was rather startled to hear my companion muffle something uncommonly like a sigh of regret. To think, of course, that he was a bit nervous about the upshot of our mission was nothing short of treason. None the less, as he advanced to the side door, and gave three peculiar taps on the woodwork, I found my hand travelling instinctively to that small pocket of mine in which rested a revolver.

Almost instantly his summons was answered, and there appeared, framed in the entrance, the grotesque figure of the hunchback, a man about four feet high, with a tiny head and face that instinctively recalled the profile of an eagle. He was carrying a candle in a heavy brass candlestick, and as he raised this above his head the light streamed full upon our features.

For a second he paused, uncertain what to do. Then a derisive smile curled around his toothless gums, and, with a sneer that I knew only too well from old and bitter experiences meant mischief, he said:

Oh, its you, Nassington, also Glynn — is it? Well, come in. Its as cheap inside as out, and not so deuced unpleasant. And he backed up against the wall as we picked our way through the passage into a tiny parlour at the back of the shop.

The hunchback closed, locked, and bolted the door and followed us into the room, placing the candle, with great deliberation, on the mantelpiece. Then, rubbing his hands together and still sneering, he turned and faced us.

And now, gentlemen, he said, never attempting to ask us to be seated, perhaps you will be as good as to tell me to what I owe the honour of this visit? Myself, I should have thought that my young friend here, Hugh Glynn, had had enough of Peter Zouche and his shop and of his way of paying out silly fellows who try to upset his plans.

Cooper-Nassington took a step forward and interposed his big brawny frame between myself and the hunchback.

Look here, Zouche, he said in that strong, masterful way of his, leave those tricks of nastiness for children, who may, perhaps, fly into a temper over them, and lose sight of the object of their visits, but we shant. And he flung his hat deliberately on the table, and, dragging forward the most comfortable chair in the room, he coolly seated himself therein, pulled out a cigar case, extracted a weed therefrom, and began to smoke.

As for you, Glynn, he cried to me in a pause between the puffs, you make yourself at home too. Have a cigar, handing me the case and a box of vestas, but dont let that old scoundrel, Zouche, have one. It all depends on his behaviour whether we ever leave him again now weve taken up our quarters in this musty old den of his. And he reached for a decanter of whiskey and a glass which were standing near, but the hunchback, who was now pallid with rage, made a grab for him and dragged them out of his grasp.

You brute! he hissed. The same old brute too. Tell me your business, and get you gone.

Ah, now youre talking sense, said my companion, whose object evidently had been to get the hunchback into a rage, and Ill repay your compliment by emulating your example and talking to the point too. As you guess, I have come about those three old manuscripts which you purchased at the sale of the effects of a certain Father Alphonse Calasanctius. You have had time to decipher them since, and you know they are of precious importance to the gentleman who is employing Mr Glynn here, to that young idiot, Lord Fotheringay, and, also incidentally, to myself. Now, what did they contain?

And he fixed Peter Zouche with those terrible eyes of his.

To me, a plain onlooker, it was, of course, obvious that there must be some strong, secret bond between the hunchback and the millionaire. Nobody else, I was certain, would have dared to defy Peter Zouche like this, for, whatever might be his faults, the old curio dealer lacked neither position in the world, the respect of his fellows, nor wealth, that was sometimes spoken of as almost fabulous. True, he had all that petty spite, that malevolence, that ache for sinister mischief that somehow one almost always finds with people who have been deformed from birth, but that night none of these obvious defects were uppermost. His attitude, on the contrary, suggested a man who had been brought to bay much against his will — that of one who was faced by two dread alternatives — either to fight to the bitter end an associate of old who had some most uncanny and far-reaching hold over him, or to meekly yield up some secret which he valued almost as highly as his life.

Who would triumph?

One — two — three — four — five minutes went by. Half instinctively I watched the clock on the mantelpiece; and still the hunchback made no sign, but stood half huddled over the fire, his gaze obstinately fixed on the flames.

I remember now how breathlessly I watched that terrific conflict between those two men of extraordinary position, influence, and power, — and I remember, too, thinking how it was all the more deadly and impressive because it was all so silent. One heard nothing, absolutely nothing, in that old back parlour but the steady tick-tick of antique clocks in the shop adjacent, the puff of the MPs cigar, and the quick, laboured breathing of the grotesque figure poised near the fender.


Chapter Six.

The Sacred Secret.
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HAD I EVER been tempted, indeed, to think that the mission which Don José Casteno had confided to me was some small matter of a collectors gain, I should not have done so after the part I played as sole witness of this wordless drama. The very atmosphere of the room was pregnant with mysterious suggestion of the tremendous issues that were hanging then in the balance. I knew at last, with as much certainty as though I had read the documents themselves, that these manuscripts that had dropped so carelessly from the hands of a dead monk into all the hurly-burly of a commonplace auction room were precious records that affected the lives, the happiness, the fortunes of thousands.

Again the problem stated itself: Who would triumph? And again I had to wait, for neither Peter Zouche nor John Cooper-Nassington would make any sign.

Suddenly, though, the dwarf stood up and fixed his eager, burning, avaricious eyes on me. You, Mr Glynn, he snapped, are a man who knows as much about old manuscripts as most folks. I have seen your collection, and, for one who has had no means to speak of, you have done exceedingly well. Why dont you tell this big, bullying, aggressive friend of ours what those three deeds contained? You were employed by some peculiar people to get possession of them, no matter what the cost might be. You received very explicit instructions about them. You made a clever fight for them.

And, I broke in sternly, you, sir, filled the room with a knock out of dirty, hungry aliens from Whitechapel; and, when I grew dangerous, you and your friends did not scruple to hound me down and kidnap me. That was the way you put me out of competition and snatched your beggarly triumph, but you know as well as I do that I am ignorant of the precise contents or qualities of the documents which I was employed to make such a strenuous battle for.

But, sir, he sneered, rolling back his lips and showing his toothless gums, think of that beautiful sign outside your office: Mr Hugh Glynn, Secret Investigator! why, nothing should be hidden from you! And he threw out his hands with a gesture of infinite comprehensiveness and burst into a loud and offensive mocking laugh.

Nor will this thing be a mystery to me long, I retorted boldly, rising and striking the top of the table with my clenched fist. You, Peter Zouche, understand that! At present I am merely a private soldier obeying the orders of a superior officer, but, by heaven! if it were not so, and I were free to handle this affair in the manner that suited me best, do you fancy you would be able to play with me like you did at the auction mart in Covent Garden, that I would walk meekly out of your shop after I had been kicked and buffeted and imprisoned, and that I would come here almost immediately afterwards and let you do your level best to jeer at me and sneer at me and treat me as a dolt or a child? No! I thundered, ten thousand thousand times no!

Luckily, I went on in a more subdued voice, fate has given me a share in this mystery, and as soon as I am free of all the honourable obligations which I have undertaken you may be sure I shall be here to be reckoned with. Sooner or later I will make you bitterly regret this cheap scoffing of yours at my qualifications as a professional detective. I know that wonderful secrets about buried treasures and compacts between states and churches and individuals, lie hidden in those old manuscript deeds that are often left kicking about as so much idle lumber in garret and cellar and office. Nobody in London, indeed, knows better; and I will track this precious secret of yours down—

Enough, struck in Cooper-Nassington in his most terrible tones. You, Glynn, have now justified yourself. Its the hunchbacks turn. Once again I demand of him: What has he deciphered from those three queer-looking manuscripts which he purchased this afternoon?

Peter Zouche faltered; to my astonishment I saw that he had been conquered.

You know well enough what they contain, he snarled, or you would not be here at this hour, and in this mood!

And so do you, you wicked old cripple, roared my friend, or you would never have spent all that money on packing that auction mart with your gang of foreign mercenaries to effect a knock-out of the manuscripts; you are not the kind of philanthropist who throws away two or three thousand pounds on the relatives of a poor Spanish priest whom you have never set eyes on. So speak out without any more fuss. Are they what I have been led to expect?

They are, the hunchback muttered, licking his dry and feverish lips; but it will take me two or three weeks to decode them. I was looking at them when you came and knocked at the door with that cursed all-compelling signal of yours. Why the deuce didnt you leave me in peace for a time?

Because I wanted to be sure I had been correctly informed, of course, retorted the Member of Parliament gaily, rising and brushing the cigar ash off his waistcoat. In fact, in a word, I shall assume now that you have got possession of the documents that give the key to the position and the drainage of the Lake of Sacred Treasure in Tangikano, which was for centuries the depository of the treasures of the original tribes of Mexico, and which has been believed always, upon quite credible evidence, to contain gold and precious stones to the amount of many millions sterling.

Yes; that is so, conceded Zouche, with a sigh.

What! I cried, unable to stifle my excitement at hearing this extraordinary piece of news. Do you mean to say there has been discovered at last that wonderful Mexican lake over which England nearly went to war with Spain in the days of Elizabeth, a secret that was supposed to be known only to the Jesuits, who lost in some miraculous fashion all the documents bearing on the subject nearly three hundred years ago?

I do, replied the hunchback. What did you think when I took such extraordinary precautions at the auction this afternoon? — that I was simply playing up for some quaint and curious cryptogram? Bah! men of my reputation dont fling one thousand eight hundred pounds about for childish puzzles like those.

So I might have guessed, I added to myself a little bitterly. I ought to have realised something of the sort was afoot, but, as you know, we collectors of manuscripts have known so long about these wonderful missing records that we have actually grown tired of looking out for them, and some of the best and wisest of us have gone so far as to doubt their very existence.

Well, you need not, observed the Member of Parliament genially, fixing his hat upon his head firmly. Prescott, in his Conquest of Mexico, sets out the facts about the Lake of Sacred Treasure in Tangikano with great clearness. I remember, very well, he explains that it must be somewhere about the centre of the uninhabited portion of Mexico and that its dimensions are not too formidable to tackle for unwatering, being about only one thousand two hundred feet long by one thousand feet wide on the surface, but the greatest depth has not been fathomed. It is known to stand at a height of about ten thousand feet above sea level. Indeed, its depths are reputed to have been regarded as sacred to their gods by a numerous aboriginal population long before the appearance of the Jesuits in that part of the world.

But why, I queried, is the value of its treasure always so firmly insisted on?

Because, replied he, in connection with their religious rites the aboriginals habitually made offerings to the deities of the lake in the form of gold dust, golden images, and emeralds, the most famous emerald mines of the world being situated in the heart of Mexico. Indeed, Prescott says that this particular gem was held as sacred by the early tribes inhabiting Mexico as being the emblem of the sun, they themselves being sun-worshippers. More than that, their king, who was also their pontiff, was in the habit of being completely covered with gold dust so applied as to cause him to shine with great lustre like the rays of the sun. In brief, he was the real El Dorado of whom we have heard so much and seen so little; and, as his principal religious ceremony, he was wont to perform his ablutions from a raft in the centre of the lake, until the whole of the precious metal was washed away. This accomplished, the king, and the chiefs who were with him, made a rule of throwing costly offerings into the water.

Better than that, struck in the hunchback, almost with enthusiasm, I have just been turning over an article in the South American Journal on this very subject, and I read there that the multitude of worshippers, thereupon, likewise cast in their humbler contributions in the midst of singing and dancing and to the sound of such musical instruments as were available. When the bearded men reached the country it is stated that the Indians, to put their treasure beyond the power of the ruthless invaders, threw it into the waters of the lake to a vast value; and, indeed, an attempt was made by the Spaniards to unwater it, so as to get at the submerged accumulation of gold dust and precious stones. They were not able to reach the bottom, but succeeded in lowering the water to such an extent as to expose a portion of the margins of the lake, whence they obtained sufficient to pay to the Spanish Government one hundred and seventy thousand dollars, equivalent to three per cent, on a total recovered of five millions six hundred thousand dollars. There were also emeralds, one of which realised seventy thousand dollars in Madrid. Further progress was arrested by the sides of the cutting on the lip of the lake-cup falling in with a tremendous crash. The water poured into the mouth of an adjacent volcano, and a terrible earthquake resulted, before which the Spaniards and their Jesuit friends fled in terror. A proper record was, however, made later on of the exact position of the lake, but, as Mr Cooper-Nassington explained, it was lost.

And you have recovered it, I burst out.

That is so; but although repeated expeditions were made to the district, which is largely of volcanic origin, to discover it without the key I possess, they all failed; and as the years slipped on they grew fewer and fewer in number until, as you have heard for yourself, the whole thing has just become a will-o-the-wisp of the manuscript hunter who, of course, has mostly grown to feel he is as likely to discover the missing documents as he is to find the title-deeds of the temple of David.

But, said the hunchback, suddenly changing his tone and confronting my companion with an angry look, none of this is to the point. It is, in a way, all so much ancient history and as familiar to men like yourself, who rule Mexico through the Stock Exchange or our British Foreign Office, as your alphabet. What I want to know is: What business is it of yours what I have bought and what I have discovered? You have no share in this find. You have no right to information. By what right do you come here demanding to know what I have learned, and shall learn, with infinite patience, expense, and labour?

All that in good time, my dear sir, calmly returned Cooper-Nassington. For the present it must be sufficient for you that I have a very real and vital stake in what you have found, and you had better treat me well over the business when I come to you again after you have deciphered the manuscripts, or youll live to regret the day I was born.

For a second the two men stood glaring at each other in angry defiance, but again I saw that the millionaire won. Whatever was the mysterious hold he had over the hunchback there was no doubt but that it was a very potent and a very effective one, and that, however much Zouche might kick and threaten, in the end he was bound to come to the others heel.

All right. Come to me in a fortnights time, he growled, and Ill see then what can be done. Dont fancy, though, that this business is simply fitting out a yacht with a party of Cornish miners and engineers and going to take possession of the loot.

I dont, said the Member of Parliament coolly; there are the Jesuits to reckon with.

Yes; but thats not the worst, retorted Zouche; there are others.

Others! cried the man in astonishment. What do you mean?

Well, first, who was the man that put you on the track of my discovery, eh? What, for instance, is the name or position of Mr Glynns employer?

In spite of myself I flushed and started. Should I now hear who Don José Casteno really was, if he were really a friend of Lord Cyril Cuthbertson, and why he was a resident at that home of mystery, St. Brunos. Alas! no. I was doomed to disappointment.

We decline to tell you, said my companion with great firmness.

I shall find out for myself, roared the dwarf.

Do, if you can, returned the man coolly. For the present, stick to the point we are discussing. Who else have we to fear?

The cut-throats who did this, snarled the hunchback, stepping quickly across the room and taking down a cloak from the walls. Then he spread the garment out on the table and indicated certain bullet holes in the back. They did this to me this afternoon as I walked homeward, he added. The shots came just as I was crossing Westminster Bridge. I searched everywhere for a sight of the man, who must have done it with some new-fangled air-gun. I could find none at all.

Nor is that all, he proceeded the next moment; just cast a glance in this direction, will you? He stumbled across the parlour to a point where stood an old oaken chest about two feet high, the lid of which he threw back with a bang. Do you see that fine mastiff in there? pointing to the shadowy form of a huge dog in the depths of the chest. Well, an hour ago he was poisoned. By whom? For what? I have lived here in this house, in this neighbourhood, for five and forty years and nothing of the sort has ever occurred before.

Ten minutes before your carriage rattled up I had another weird experience. Explain it if you can — I cant. I was seated at this very table poring over one of those precious manuscripts, which I hide in a place practically inaccessible to anybody except myself, when I became conscious I was not alone. Somebody, I felt certain, had come mysteriously on the scene and was watching me intently. I glanced up suddenly, and found there, at that small casement window which opens on the street, and which is usually guarded by the shutter you now see placed in position, the face of a man. What do you want? I cried angrily, and darted across the room to fling the shutter back into position with all the force I could exert. But he was much too swift for me. With incredible rapidity he flung an envelope through the opening and darted off, and the shutter and window slammed together, as I intended, but with an empty bang. The scoundrel had escaped!

Well, by that time I was accustomed to surprises, and so I took up the envelope, which was of a cheap, inferior make, similar to those sold by small stationers in poor districts. It had no address upon it, but it was sealed. I tore it open, and found inside a piece of paper bearing this message. After fumbling behind an ornament on the mantelpiece he produced a slip that had been evidently torn out of some childs exercise book, and upon which was written in feigned handwriting to resemble a schoolboys:

Your secret is known. At the right moment I shall come to you and claim it for its lawful owner. Meanwhile, breathe not a word to a soul as you value your property and your life.

Of course, added the hunchback, with a shrug of the shoulders, all this sounds the merest melodrama, and so it may be. But you and I know quite enough of the importance of those manuscripts to understand how many rich and extraordinary personages in England, in Spain, in Mexico have the keenest interest in their contents, their recovery, and their translation. Your Lord Cyril Cuthbertson, for one, shot out Zouche, glancing at the millionaire with eyes full of meaning, yet bright with the springs of his own hidden resentment.

The Member of Parliament bit his lip. Maybe, maybe, he said, but I could see the shot went home and that inwardly he was much perturbed. Still, you must do your best, thats all. Personally, I should say it is your friend, Lord Fotheringay, who feels he cant trust you, but, really, it is your lookout. Come along, Glynn. And he led the way impatiently down the passage, and, before the dwarf could say another word, he had hurried me out into Tufton Street, which seemed still to be as deserted as the grave.

As we stepped out we heard the door close behind us; and, remembering the mysterious letter which Don José had instructed me to hand to Lord Cuthbertson in the case of certain eventualities, I resolved on a bold step of my own.

Why, said I suddenly to my companion, do you fear the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs getting wind of this discovery of yours?

Never shall I forget the effect of this apparently innocent question of mine!

Never!


Chapter Seven.

In Stanton Street.
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WHY AM I afraid that the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs may get wind of the discovery of those manuscripts which locate the exact whereabouts of the Lake of Sacred Treasure in Mexico? repeated the Member of Parliament fiercely; and he came to a dead stop at the corner of the turning into Peter Street.

For the best of all reasons, he snapped. He is the one man in the world I hate with all the force I am capable of. He has proved himself my evil genius. In politics, in preferment, in marriage he has beaten me every time we have come into conflict; and if he could only recover this possession for England — for, as you will find, this lake really belongs to this country and not to Mexico or to Spain or to the Jesuits — he would make himself that great, popular hero he is ever striving to become. How? you ask. In the most simple fashion. He would merely use all those millions that are to be recovered from its depths as baits for the electors, baits for payers of income-tax, men who drink spirits, enthusiasts about old-age pensions, better houses for the poor. Indeed, there is no end to the crazy ambition of this pinchbeck Napoleon. He lives simply to become the idol of the mob in such a way as Englands history with all her Gladstones, her Beaconsfields, and other political leaders of real note, has never known — never. Even the popularity of the throne is not safe with so terrible a pride as his! He cares nothing for any personage or any institution. His one colossal lust is to lift himself so high that no man shall be his equal, but that his word shall travel through the Empire with a power which Bismarck never aimed at and even the German Emperor has never felt competent to aspire to.

I know the man like nobody else does in the House. Once we were friends — before appeared the inevitable woman. I was his one confidant. We occupied the same house; we sat side by side, night after night, over the dinner-table, building the same castles in the air; but, as we laid our plans, and he waxed strong, the power to will and to achieve in this muddy, political life of England came also to me. Hence, while we quarrelled and hated like only one-time bosom companions can, we have ever carried on a terrific underground fight which has been all the more deadly because it was hidden. Few expected it; and none of the fools around me ever realised that a humble, insignificant member like myself was hugging the idea of the eventual overthrow of this wonderful strong man, who had risen up, phoenix-like, from the ashes of a dismembered and distrusted party in the State and had brought back to Parliament the misty legend of a leader who directed the attack by the sheer magic of his own inherent will.

But there! added Mr Cooper-Nassington, suddenly changing his tone as, away in the distance, he caught the sound of rapidly approaching footsteps. I am sure I dont know why I ramble on like this — to you. After all, those manuscripts are the real object of our expedition, arent they? and in regard to them I suppose we have done the best that could be done in such a bewildering set of circumstances. You had better return now to the man who sent you and report to him all that has transpired since you fetched me out of the House. He will understand, particularly if you add two words to your narrative.

Yes, said I eagerly; and what must those be?

In reparation, he returned, in reparation. And, signalling to a belated hansom, he held out his hand to me.

Good-night, Mr Glynn, he said; I have trusted you to-night more than anybody else in my life. I cant tell you why, but I have, and I am sure you will not make use of anything I have said to my disadvantage. Doubtless, we shall meet again over this strange, wild quest. If we do — nay, whatever happens — remember I am your friend; but for your actual employer I repeat I have only one message, in reparation! And, squeezing my hand, he sprang into the cab, crying to the driver: Ashley Gardens. The next instant the cab had gone and I had started to find my way home on foot.

Unfortunately, that was not destined to be the last of my adventures that night, although I was tired and worn by the stirring scenes I had passed through. I dont think Mr Cooper-Nassington had left me a minute before I was conscious of that ugly sensation of being followed. At first I tried to believe it was a mere phantom of my imagination — that my nerves had got a trifle upset by the things which the hunchback had shown to us in the way of tricks that had been played upon him since he had obtained those manuscripts.

Thus I didnt attempt to look behind me, but went on my way whistling merrily, making the pavements re-echo with my noisy steps, for by that time the streets were practically empty. All the same, I couldnt rid myself of my suspicion that I was being shadowed, and, finally, feeling that the chase was getting intolerable, I decided on a rather curious ruse. I had reached Westminster Bridge, and, walk to near the centre, suddenly stopped and turned my face towards the swirling waters that were eddying past the buttresses beneath.

Next instant I staggered back in the fickle light of the lamp, and, throwing my coat off my shoulders, cried in a muffled, stifled kind of voice: Ah! I can bear it no longer. I must do it. Good-bye, good-bye. And with a frantic bound I leaped on to the parapet by the aid of a lamp-post and threw my arms upward with a wild, convulsive movement, as though the next second must be my last, and that I had but to take one downward glance to hurl myself into the turgid torrent beneath.

Just as I expected, my pursuer rushed pell-mell into the trap that I had baited for him. No sooner did he catch a glimpse of what he thought were my preparations for a sudden and effective suicide than he instantly abandoned all pretence of concealing his presence, darted out of the shadows in which he had been lurking, and raced as swiftly as a greyhound towards me and caught me by the sleeve and dragged me backward.

You fool, he cried, what are you up to now? And in a flash I recognised who it was — Detective-Inspector Naylor.

With a quick spring I reached the pavement again and turned a face full of merriment towards the officer.

Ah, said I, picking up my coat, so it was you who was stalking me, was it? I thought my little trick would fetch you much more rapidly and effectively than if I had turned round and tried to pick you up. Now, whats your game dogging my footsteps, eh? You dont think Im a young monk who has got spoiled in the making, do you? No; youve some deeper, deadlier design than that, so you might as well own up at once.

I cant, he returned, and his face, now he realised how I had duped him, was a study in rage and mortification. I — I am out on business just as much as you are. You play your hand, Ill play mine. Only take care what you are up to — thats all. When we at Scotland Yard take up a case we usually make some inquiries into the good faith and past history of our clients. Its a pity you dont do the same. Good-night. And with a nod full of meaning he strolled off towards the embankment, leaving me to digest his enigmatic remark in silence and alone.

With a good-humoured laugh I took my way homeward and tried to shake off the effects of his ominous words, which, I own, caused me a certain amount of disquietude, for, after all, I hadnt a ghost of an idea then as to the real identity or object of Don José Casteno. For a time, I own, I felt rather fearful. But first one thing and then another engaged my attention. For instance, I had to find out whether I was still being followed. I decided I was not. I had also to dodge the human night-bird of London intent on rows or alms. Finally, by the time I had reached Trafalgar Square the ill effects of the detectives warning had quite disappeared. All I thought of was a good nights rest, to be followed by another ride on my motor car to Hampstead, and another entrance to that mysterious home of the Order of St. Bruno.

When, however, I reached the street in which my offices were situate I was surprised to see the thoroughfare presented anything but its usual drab and sombre appearance. Something extraordinary was certainly in progress therein. Instead of the place being deserted and silent like the neighbouring streets, no fewer than three carriages with flashing lamps and horses in glittering harness were drawn up by one side of the curb, and near a door stood quite a group of footmen, and loafers and policemen drawn thither by the unusual assemblage.

As I got nearer I was even more surprised to find that this strange gathering was centred round the door of my own offices, which I was stupefied to see were brilliantly lit up. What on earth can have happened? I gasped, and, quickening my steps, I half ran towards the tiny crowd gathered round the door, which seemed somehow to be expecting me, and gave way instinctively at my approach.

Another moment and I had thrust open my office door. The place was half filled by tobacco smoke, but through the mist I was astounded to see three persons had calmly seated themselves in my room to await my return — Lord Fotheringay, Colonel Napier, and a stranger who, as he turned his determined but forbidding looking features upon me, I recognised instantly as Lord Cyril Cuthbertson, His Majestys Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs.

You must excuse us, Glynn, Fotheringay began almost at once. I own I had no right to come here at all at this hour and open your office. Most of all, I oughtnt to have put on your hearth two friends without your consent. Only, as perhaps you guessed from the scene at the auction, we live in rather stirring times just now, and we had no margin left in which we could observe the ordinary courtesies. With Colonel Napier you are, of course, well acquainted. Let me introduce to you another distinguished man. And he made a movement in the direction of Lord Cyril Cuthbertson, who rose and bowed.

Pray be seated, I hastened to exclaim as I took the chair at my desk and faced the trio. I mustnt say, of course, I expected this honour, because, after the way Fotheringay sprang at me in the auction market, I certainly got the impression he had no particular friendliness for me left — but—

But that is precisely what we have come about, interposed the earl eagerly. Those three old manuscripts which we made so terrific a fight over—

My lips closed, and a new look of resolution came into my face.

I see, I replied. Then, as it is a matter of business, I beg you tell me what you desire in a plain, business-like fashion.

There was an awkward pause; and then Lord Cyril began: I understand, Mr Glynn, he said in his most seductive tones, from no less an authority than the earl here, that you have been retained to get possession of three historical documents that were found among the effects of a certain dead refugee priest who called himself Alphonse Calasanctius. Now, are you aware to what those deeds relate?

I nodded, and the two men exchanged a quick look of intelligence. That being so, proceeded Lord Cuthbertson, you will doubtless realise how important it is that His Majestys Government, and not an enemy of this country, should obtain possession of them.

Quite, I returned, determining to meet the statesmans strategy with diplomacy as far-reaching as his own.

And may I take it that you are prepared, as far as lies in your power, to assist His Majestys Government in this direction?

That is hardly necessary, I said, with a smile. I have not got the documents at all. They are in the hands of a man with whom I am but little acquainted — Mr Zouche. Wouldnt it be better if pressure were placed on him?

I can hardly agree in that, said the Foreign Secretary softly, and I saw I had countered but not defeated him. In the first place, Mr Zouche is not an English subject, like yourself. He is Spanish, with all the absurd notions of the average Spaniard as to the future glories and magnificence of Spain. In the second place, he and Lord Fotheringay have had this very point over between them, and the hunchback has absolutely refused to assist us or the earl, who really put him on the track of the documents, and who is now trying, in vain, unfortunately, to frighten him out of them.

In other words, I remarked sternly, Lord Fotheringay first of all threw in his lot with the hunchback, who went off with the plunder, and wont divide it. Thereupon he bethought himself of his patriotism, and has said to you: Here is a matter of the honour and fair fame and fortune of England. Come, let us sink all our personal greed and differences and recover those deeds in the name and for the sake of our common brotherhood of kin and blood. My lord, it wont answer with me. When I wanted help Fotheringay would not raise a finger for me, but rather studied how he could throw me back. Now hes in trouble, let him get out of it; but let him be a man over it, and dont let him bleat about the needs of England when he really means his own greed.

Theres a good deal in what you say, remarked Lord Cuthbertson, but not everything. Bear with me a minute, and I will explain. I have no doubt you are under the impression that when Fotheringay went to Mexico he went simply because hed got a lot of spare cash, and wanted a change, and to bag some big game. As a matter of fact, he had no thought of the sort. He went as a special and a private spy of the Foreign Office; and his business was, under the harmless guise of an enthusiastic sportsman, to investigate certain rumours we had heard as to the discovery of these Jesuit plans of the sacred Lake of Treasure which really belongs to England. Well, he did so, and so cleverly did he manage that he penetrated the very monastery in which they were hidden, and he got at the very prior of the Order — a member of which had held them in his possession. A certain bargain was struck between the prior and himself, but before the Foreign Office could send the big sum of money required to ratify it this Father Alphonse Calasanctius ran away with the documents to England, but was, we have reason to believe, poisoned on his arrival by some compatriot or relative who knew nothing of the value of the manuscripts, and thought only of the forced sale of the goods which you and the earl attended. Therefore I beg you dont judge your old companion unfairly and harshly. We all of us do many things for England in our public capacity that we should not dare, or even wish, to do for ourselves in our own private business. His sole blunder was to get Zouche to help him, because Zouche is really a villain who would dare any crime or fraud to help his country, Spain. So it, of course, has happened as might have been expected. Zouche has repudiated the earl, and unless you can give us a hand England is going to lose this sacred lake and its millions and Zouche.

He may not necessarily triumph, I answered.

There are probably other people hot on the track of those manuscripts. To-day there have been one or two attempts to make Zouche disgorge from a source which is truly bold and daring and resourceful; Ill assume, after what you say, it is the earl. Well, let the earl continue his pressure. He may frighten him out of them, but I doubt it — I doubt it very much. Then there is my employer.

You must give that man up, Hugh, cut in Colonel Napier, who had not hitherto spoken. Hes a scoundrel of the first water. I know all about him. He escaped from that Mexican monastery at the same time as Father Alphonse Calasanctius, but not before he killed Earl Fotheringays companion, young Sutton.

That is false, suddenly interrupted a strange voice, and the police of London and Mexico know it, for the deed was done by Calasanctius himself, and not by the novice at all. And to everybodys astonishment the doors of my big cupboard were flung open, and there stepped therefrom no less a personage than Don José Casteno himself.


Chapter Eight.

Some Grave Suspicions.

[image: img199.jpg]

FOR A MOMENT all was confusion. Colonel Napier sprang to his feet with an angry gesture, and even Lord Cyril Cuthbertson rose and crossed over to the place where Fotheringay was sitting near the fire, and consulted him in low and anxious tones.

Curiously enough, Casteno appeared to be the least perturbed of any of us, although he had made such a dramatic entry. Somehow he seemed to take his position in that conference as a matter of right, and when he saw that none of the others were prepared to talk to him on any terms, but were determined to treat him as a bold, impertinent interloper, he swung round from them and stepped up to my desk, where I sat idly playing with a pen.

It is not true that I am the wretch whom Colonel Napier has spoken of, he said to me very simply, looking me straight in the eyes. It is not true that I am an enemy of England, such as Lord Cuthbertson has suggested. It is not true that I am engaged in any dishonourable or unpatriotic enterprise; nor was it begun, as they pretend, by my flight from a monastery in Mexico coincident with the disappearance of Father Calasanctius; nor did it include in its train the killing of that exceedingly foolish and indiscreet personage, Sutton. On the contrary, I assert here that all and each of those allegations are false; and what is perhaps the more intolerable is the fact that Lord Cyril knows it, has on his file at the Foreign Office a full report of the affair, coupled with a diplomatic request that the man should be found and returned to his friends.

And he turned and faced the Secretary for Foreign Affairs with a striking look of defiance; but that nobleman would not take up his challenge. He merely drew a little closer to the earl, who was now standing listening to him with an expression of the most grave concern, and the shot went wide.

In no sense disconcerted, however, Don José confronted me again.

You see, he said significantly, Lord Cuthbertsons striking change of manner when I am here to face him out. I repeat to you that he dare not deny what I have just told you, although it suited his purpose well enough to blacken my name when I was not here to speak up for myself. The point for you now to consider, he went on in a lower tone, is, as a man of honour, not whether you can take up the cause of Lord Cuthbertson but if you can throw me over on such flimsy, unsubstantial talk as this has been.

If he doesnt, Doris shall never speak to him again, cut in Colonel Napier, who was an old Anglo-Indian, and nothing if not a most persistent fire-eater.

Don José turned as swiftly as though he had been stung by a snake. Colonel, that is not worthy of you, he cried. I beg you withdraw it for your own sake, for I warn you most solemnly that before a day has gone you will regret it.

And I, as an Englishman, jealous of my countrys success, refuse, thundered the old soldier. Let it be enough that I have spoken. Mr Glynn can make his own choice. And throwing back his shoulders he stalked impressively out of the room.

Almost unobserved, too, the Secretary for Foreign Affairs and Earl Fotheringay had also manoeuvred their steps towards the doorway; and now, when Casteno tried to speak with them, they took advantage of a pause created by the sudden rattle of the colonels carriage as he drove towards the Strand to slip out of the room. A minute later there arose the sound of a loud commotion, as of doors banged and of horses urged to a gallop, and both of their broughams followed hard in the old soldiers wake.

You see, said Don José to me, with a little bitterness, they are not men big enough to face me out over this matter. They prefer to fling their poisoned darts at me and to leave them to work their own mischief, whilst they scuttle off like naughty children who have thrown some stones through a window and are quite content with the sight of the damage they have done, without a thought of the anguish of the householder. Well, well! all this is the trouble which you will no doubt remember that I, at least, expected and warned you against when I asked you to join forces with me. I must not now rail against my own fate, but I do appeal to you — give me a fair chance, do not desert me.

For an instant I wavered. This quest now had assumed truly gigantic dimensions. Even Cooper-Nassington seemed only a dim, far-off figure against the overwhelming personality of Cuthbertson. More than that, I knew if I clung to Casteno I should have one of the most stern fights with Colonel Napier, who would stop at nothing to keep Doris apart from me.

None the less, I had my own notions of honour likewise, and it did not concern me much that they differed from Earl Fotheringays or Lord Cyril Cuthbertsons. After all, had I not taken my fee from Don José? Had he not paid me all that I asked? Had I not passed him the sacred pledge of my word? And so, at last, I gave my decision.

I have seen nothing in your life, your behaviour, or your conduct, I cried, to warrant me in throwing you over in the way those men have suggested. Until I find some good reason to believe that your intentions are dishonourable, that your career has been criminal, that your desires are hostile to England, I cannot desert you.

Well spoken, replied Don José earnestly. Your determination does you credit. Believe me, you shall find no cause to make you ashamed that you ever allied yourself with me. On the contrary, as you go deeper into this business you will realise that you have done well to stick to me, however baffling and perplexing may seem some of the adventures I may have to ask you to undertake. And that reminds me of the real business we have in hand to-night! How did you get on at the House of Commons with Cooper-Nassington?

Very much better than I could have dared to expect, I replied with frankness, and returning him his sealed packet addressed to Cuthbertson. In a few graphic sentences I described to him how I had gone to the house of the hunchback with the Member of Parliament, and the extraordinary adventures we had undergone there. Instead, however, of being pleased with the result of the quest, I could see that the Spaniard was greatly disturbed at something that had happened on that occasion. At first he would not tell why we ought not to congratulate ourselves that Zouche had promised to decipher those manuscripts and communicate their contents within a fortnight to Mr Cooper-Nassington. He tried to put me off with commonplace expressions like Time will prove, Never count your chickens, and Trust no man further than you can throw him; but when he realised that I was not going to be denied he admitted that my news about the attempts on the hunchbacks life was much more serious than anybody had any idea of, because they might terrify Zouche and make him do things he would not otherwise dream of.

But we two are men with brains, hands, resolution, I interjected. Why need we stand by and let other people like Fotheringay come in and benefit by our labours? Let us mount guard over Zouche until he has got through his task of deciphering the documents.

Thats exactly what I was thinking, returned Casteno, but it is not so easy to do as it seems. For one thing, Zouche would not let us act in the capacity of his guardians if he knew we had any aspirations at all for that office. Another thing — where can we hide ourselves? And then, he added after a significant pause, I wanted you to be busy on another mission. I had a particular reason for wishing that you should go down to Southampton to-morrow afternoon, when the royal mail steamer Atrato is expected. A lady whom I want you to meet is coming by that boat. As a matter of fact, she is bringing certain valuable documents for me and for the Order of St. Bruno, and she will need all the protection you can give her between the Solent and the Thames if she isnt kidnapped by some friends of Fotheringay, who, when he was in Mexico, learnt all about her treasures.

In that case you must watch the hunchback, I said decisively, whilst I run down from Waterloo to Southampton. The whole business wont take me more than ten hours from London to dock and dock to London.

But how on earth shall I watch Zouche? How shall I gain admission to his shop without his knowledge? And where can I hide myself without any undue risk of being found out?

A house like his, full of the most extraordinary curiosities, is the best hiding-place one could have, I replied. The only trouble is to get inside it, but I am sure if I go with you and help you, and we watch our chance, say whilst his man is taking down the shutters, we can both slip in and run up to the first-floor showroom, which is over the parlour. Once there I will help you to conceal yourself, and also open up for you a peep-hole in the ceiling of the room where the hunchback does his research work, without the slightest fear you will be pounced on. Why, old curiosity shops in London are never disturbed or dusted! Dust is part of the stock-in-trade. Most dealers seem perfectly satisfied if they sell one thing out of each room per week — and often that one thing may be merely a miniature or a coin!

All right, Ill leave the arrangements with you, answered the Spaniard, with a laugh. For the present, however, the most important thing for you at least seems to be sleep. I propose, therefore, that before we make another move of any kind you turn in and get a few hours sleep whilst I mount guard.

Yes, Im tired, I admitted, with a half-smothered yawn; and, after all, we can do nothing at the hunchbacks until about nine oclock, so I think I will do as you suggest. And placing some more coal on the fire I wished him good-night and made my way to my adjacent bedroom, where, throwing myself on the sofa, I closed my eyes and endeavoured to push myself off into a soft, dreamless slumber.

Now it is a curious thing that, whereas in the ordinary way I am about one of the heaviest and solidest sleepers you could meet in a days journey, when danger threatens me or my interests I seem to have some special intuition which keeps me awake and sensitive to the slightest omen or sound. I cant explain it. There it is. Ever since I was a boy I have possessed it, and not once has it failed to warn me when I ought to be up and about.

And the odd part of it was that it made itself most painfully evident this night on which Don José Casteno proffered to look after me. In vain I heard his own soft and regular breathing as I crept to the half-open door noiselessly and listened to his movements. In vain I drew the clothes right over my head and conjured up sheep jumping over a stile; pigs elbowing each other through a half-open gate; dogs passing in endless procession, each with a most plaintive look of entreaty that I should wear my brain out counting them for some unseen but remorseless master-calculator — I could not go to sleep. Even the Brahmin magic word O — om, which I repeated slowly twice a minute, expelling the air each time most completely from my lungs, failed to hypnotise me. And then all at once I heard something — a slow grating sound that seemed to suggest treachery and mischief.

With all my senses painfully alert I wriggled off my bed and went on hands and knees, dressed only in my trousers and shirt, to the door of my outer office. To my surprise I found Casteno, crouching on his knees also, in front of the fire, which threw a powerful rosy glare on his clean-shaven features. He had pulled a long evil-looking dagger out of a belt hidden near his waist and was sharpening its edge on the hearthstone!

He meant mischief. To whom?

Suddenly, before I had time to think, he rose, and taking up his clerical-looking hat he stepped noiselessly across the office and hastened off down the street, a look of terrible resolution on his face.

Whither was he bound?

Had he heard something that had put him on his guard as he sat crouched over the fire in my arm-chair? Had he seen something or somebody that meant mischief to me? Or had he suddenly resolved to take advantage of those early morning hours to avenge himself on some enemy who lived near at hand? That was where I felt myself as up against a solid wall; it was so hard to divine what was at the back of a foreign stranger with a past that might have been crowded with duel and vendetta and adventure that had given birth to a dozen most deadly hatreds and lusts for revenge.

Half mechanically I went to the doorway and peered through the early morning haze up and down Stanton Street. I could see no one — nothing suspicious — nothing suggestive at all. I was just about to return to my bedroom when I was startled by something playing about my feet. In a flash I looked down, and to my astonishment found Colonel Napiers clumber spaniel gazing at me with the most appealing eyes.

Hulloa, Fate! I said, giving him his customary but oddly suggestive name. Where have you sprung from? What are you doing here? Did you run after your masters carriage when the colonel came with Lord Cuthbertson and get locked in some cupboard in the office here, or did you fall asleep on a pile of papers?

The dog looked up, wagging his tail. Then all at once he gave a sharp bark, and swinging round he tore through the open door down the street as hard as he could pelt. For an instant I was quite astonished. As a rule the dog would stop and fuss with me and play several tricks. Now his manner was so curious that I decided at last he must have expected I should follow him.

But that must be a long time yet, I told myself, with a sigh. I can never see Doris now until I have cleared up this mystery of the manuscripts for Don José. And, shrugging my shoulders, I made my way back to the bedroom where, feeling sleep was out of the question, and that I must try in real earnest to solve the mystery of the expedition of the Spaniard, I had a tub, and made a hurried toilet, and then set to work to get myself some breakfast.

In about half-an-hours time, however, Don José returned, and when he caught sight of me up and dressed he gave such a start of terror I thought that he would drop on the floor in a fit.

Well, I said lightly. You didnt expect to see me about, did you? Fact was, I couldnt sleep, so I got up to make myself a cup of tea. Where have you been to at this ungodly hour?

To a friends, he stammered. A friends in Whitehall Court. Just a call — a friendly call. A man I know in Whitehall Court.

In Whitehall Court, I repeated, bending over some toast I was buttering. Why, thats where Colonel Napier lives! Did you happen to see a clumber spaniel heading in that direction? He was here a few minutes ago, but suddenly he bolted for his home in great distress, and I thought that—

But I never completed the sentence.

All at once I was startled by the sound of a loud fall.

I looked round.

To my surprise I found that Don José Casteno had dropped to the floor in a dead faint.


Chapter Nine.

The Hunchback Tries a New Ruse.

[image: img199.jpg]

FORTUNATELY, OR UNFORTUNATELY, as the sequel must determine, Don José Castenos attack of faintness was not of long duration. Almost, indeed, as I snatched up a flask of brandy from my travelling case and darted across the office to his assistance, he gave a long deep sigh, his eyelids fluttered, and the next moment he sat up, gazing in a bewildered fashion round the room. He took, however, a deep draught of the spirit when I pressed it upon him, but when I ventured to inquire what it was that had caused him to collapse after his walk through the streets from the Embankment to the Strand his eyes grew large and troubled, although he made a tremendous effort to hide his agitation.

Really, nothing happened to me, he said in a quick, disjointed fashion. I visited the man at Whitehall I wished to see, and then, fearing I had done wrong in leaving you unprotected as you slept trusting to my presence, I ran as hard as I could back to your office. The fact is, I must have got rather out of condition of late, and the exertion took more out of me than I intended. You must forgive me this time, and Ill be more careful in future.

Then you didnt see anything of Colonel Napiers clumber spaniel? I queried, and in spite of myself there arose a certain accent of suspicion in my tones.

No, I didnt, he replied, but he kept his gaze steadily averted from mine. No doubt I ran too fast to notice anything. Besides, I always keep my head down. And, pretending to yawn, he rose unsteadily to his feet and took a seat near the table, whereon I had laid breakfast for us both.

Of course, I should like to have asked him about the knife which I had watched him sharpen with so much diabolical care, but I realised that for some secret reason this innocent-looking Spaniard was not really telling me the truth about his early morning mission; and, not wanting to be filled up with any more fables, I decided to hold my tongue about the matter, for a time at all events. The incident, however, had put me thoroughly on my guard, and, without letting him become conscious of what was, after all, a rather subtle change of front, I kept a much closer watch than usual on him right through the meal, when we chatted a lot of commonplaces.

All the same, he seemed to feel that we had little time to waste when breakfast was finished and we had started our cigarettes. As the seconds slipped on, and I showed no unusual haste to be off, his manner grew jerky and nervous, and finally he gave the signal to rise with a quick apology to me.

Really, we must be off, he said. I feel quite anxious about what is happening at the hunchbacks. Do let us get into some secure place of concealment before Lord Fotheringay or his envoy appears again on the scene.

With a great affectation of laziness I rose and followed him down Stanton Street; and this time I put a double safety-lock on my office, to save me from any more surprise visits from men like Lord Cyril Cuthbertson. Now, as it happens, the quickest route from Stanton Street to the Strand is by way of a long, dark, narrow passage, and although Casteno hurried past I made him retrace his steps for a few yards and walk with me through this. At first I imagined I had done this from purely British obstinacy and habit, but all at once I became conscious that some deeper influence and habit must have been at work, for on rounding a bend I was startled to come across a group of early printers boys and charwomen gathered excitedly around some object that lay on the ground. This tiny crowd instinctively parted at our approach, and as we passed into their midst I was horrified to see Colonel Napiers clumber spaniel Fate stretched on the path, with a great gaping cut over its heart!

Some brute has stabbed it, said one of the boys, who had been kneeling beside it endeavouring to stop the flow of blood with his dirty handkerchief. I did my best for him, but he was too far gone. Hes almost dead. But suddenly the dog seemed to rouse himself — to lift his head — then, catching sight of Casteno, he gave a low growl and made a movement as if he would snap at his legs.

The Spaniard jumped back nimbly, and one of the women exclaimed: Why, mister, he seems to know you.

He doesnt. I have never seen him before, cried Casteno. And just then death convulsions seized the poor brute, and as the crowd watched the dog die the incident passed rapidly out of mind. I did not, however, forget it totally, nor the fact that Fate was one in a thousand for sagacity and faithfulness. But what, perhaps, impressed me the most was the shape and size of the wound in the dogs side. I could have sworn that it had been made by the dagger I had seen Don José sharpen in the glare of my office fire!

Unfortunately, up to that point I had nothing definite to go upon except the most wild and improbable suspicion. After all, why should the Spaniard kill Colonel Napiers dog? Nothing was to be gained by a piece of petty revenge such as that. As a consequence, I did not worry myself about the incident further, but contented myself by giving the boy who had spoken to me first a shilling to wheel the dead dog to Whitehall Court, and then Casteno and I hastened along Parliament Street and soon appeared outside the closed curio shop.

To all appearances, then, nothing unusual had happened to Peter Zouche or to his premises. The street in which the old curiosity store stood was just as silent and deserted as it had been the previous night when Mr Cooper-Nassington and I drove up and had that memorable interview with the hunchback about the contents of the manuscripts. Nobody seemed astir, no detective appeared on the watch.

Like shadows we crossed the road, inspected the shutters, and gently but noiselessly tried the handle of the door. We soon saw that there was no chance of gaining admission by these methods, but a moment later I caught sight of a long iron pipe that ran from the roof to the ground by the side of the door.

Can you climb? I whispered to the Spaniard, recalling, all at once, the favourite method of the portico thief.

He nodded. I served as a sailor once, he returned.

Then follow me, I said, and seizing this pipe I travelled up by hands and knees until I reached the level of the first-floor window-sill. Then out I whipped my knife, and, forcing back the catch, I raised the sash, with the result that in less than twenty seconds after I had hit on this ruse the window had been closed again, and both of us stood inside the hunchbacks stronghold in perfect freedom and safety.

This is better than waiting until the assistant comes to open the shop, I said. After all, he might have given us some trouble, whereas here we are landed all right before he appears at all. Now to explore and to get into position where you can see, without being seen, all that Master Zouche is up to.

And we turned and picked our way carefully through the maze of curios with which the place was littered — the antique chests, the old carved cabinets, dainty pieces of Chippendale and Sheraton, with here and there a heathen idol or an Egyptian mummy case flanked by vessels and candelabra torn from holy places in Christian churches. All were flung pell-mell together, as though the man who owned them despised them, and had deposited them there as so much lumber, instead of being, as they really were, worth thousands and thousands of pounds.

Right at the back part of the room we were delighted to find a trap-door let into the floor, and raising this we dropped into a clean, if small, recess, which in times past had doubtless been used for storing valuable old pictures, for in different places we found several canvases that had been taken out of their frames and carefully deposited and packed with their faces to the wall. From the position of a tiny window that had been let into the far end I gathered that at length we had reached a position over the parlour in which I felt sure we should come upon the hunchback. So, closing the trap-door upon us, we went down on our hands and knees and set to bore experimental holes between the rafters, to see whether we could distinguish our exact whereabouts.

After two or three disappointments we succeeded in locating the room I was in search of, and, to our delight, found Peter Zouche there, curled up in the great chair-bedstead which he ordinarily used as an arm-chair near the fire. He had evidently just awoke and lit his fire, for he sat huddled over the burning sticks near a tiny kettle which was steaming merrily, his eyes fixed blankly in space, as though his mind were lost in the maze of some profound speculation.

For some minutes he did not move at all. Then suddenly he seemed to come to some rapid decision, for he sprang out of the chair and went hurriedly to an old Dutch cupboard in a recess, from which he took a big square steel box, like a Foreign Office despatch box, painted mahogany colour, with heavy brass clamps at the corners.

The manuscripts! whispered Casteno excitedly as he saw the old man thrust a long skinny hand into his trouser pocket and produce therefrom a bunch of jangling keys. But I shook my head. I remembered the hunchbacks boast to Mr Cooper-Nassington that he had hidden those precious documents in a place where they could be found only by himself. That ordinary-looking safe would attract the attention of the most careless and superficial of burglars.

As it chanced, there were three or four padlocks attached to the case, and each one had to be opened by a separate key, so that over a minute elapsed before the Hunchback succeeded in raising the lid and in disclosing to view what the box really contained — a neat-fitting wig of black and a beard. These he fitted on his head and face, giving him the appearance of some Polish Jew who had but newly arrived on these hospitable shores.

What on earth can he be up to? interjected Casteno, who was really now worked up to a painful degree of nervous tension.

Nothing good, Im certain, I returned rather grimly. My experience has always been that, when men are ashamed of their own features in the ordinary business of life, they are also ashamed of the deeds which they propose to do with a false countenance.

All this time, however, old Peter was busy in putting the finishing touches to his disguise — in changing his coat and vest, in donning some greasy rags, which he rounded off by a muffler, a coat green with age, and a slouch hat so dirty and worn that few would venture to pick it up from the street, much less place it on their own heads. Finally, after a long and narrow inspection in a beautiful old Venetian mirror that hung on the wall, he seemed satisfied with the change he had effected in his appearance, for he stepped briskly to the mantelpiece and touched a small electric bell, which sounded somewhere high above our heads.

For a moment it looked as though the summons would not be answered. But only for a moment. Later we caught the sounds of tired feet clamping heavily down the wooden stairs until they reached the shop level, then the door of the parlour (I can call it nothing else, it was so typical of its middle-class namesake), was thrust open, and a youth entered bearing a most extraordinary resemblance to my companion Don José Casteno!

Unfortunately, I hadnt time to remark on this further before the hunchback himself began to speak, and I had to bend all my energies and senses to catching the drift of the conversation, which was carried on in a low foreign-sounding tone.

Well, Paul, began the hunchback briskly, I have taken your advice, like a good father, and have disguised myself in the costume you suggested. What do you think of the transformation? Is it a success?

It will do all right, said the tired-looking youth sullenly. Only take care how you hold your shoulders. Most people give themselves away by the fashion in which they carry themselves, and you, as a hunchback, worst of all.

Zouche, like most deformed persons, was painfully sensitive, but to my surprise he did not seem to resent the youths bluntness. Any other advice? he proceeded, mind, I want all your tips. I may be gone for a long time.

No, said the youth he called Paul, slowly and critically. Theres not much to find fault with just at present. Dont get excited, though, whatever happens. Train your hands not to reveal your true feelings, and, above all, distort that tell-tale voice of yours. Pal in with some foreigner for a day or two, and pick up his trick of speech and intonation.

I will, I will, replied the hunchback. And now for those manuscripts. Have you prepared those dummies?

Yes, answered Paul. Here they are — the three of them — and Ive taken so much pains with the writing which I have faked on them that I would defy anybody to tell, under a days examination with microscope and acid, that they are not the real, genuine article you bought for one thousand eight hundred pounds at the sale of Father Calasanctius effects at the auction mart.

Good, cried Zouche, rubbing his hands together in the most approved method of the Jewish pedlar. Pass them over to me. And the youth produced from a leather case which he had been carrying unperceived by his side three documents so exactly like the real thing I had fought for that I could have sworn myself that they were in real truth the three coveted manuscripts of the sacred lake!

The hunchback, however, did not pass them lightly. He took each one over to the window and examined it with great care, and only when he had assured himself that certain marks were present on each one of them, that all alike presented the same appearance of age and use and treatment, did he place them carefully in the steel box from which he had taken his wig and beard. Then he turned the keys in the locks, and, mounting a chair, he thrust open a secret panel in the rafters, pushed inside this hiding-place the box with the forged documents — as it happened, within two feet of the exact spot where we were stretched, full length, listening to his conversation.

Then he got down and turned again to Paul. That is all right, he said gaily. That is a good thing done, and I shouldnt be surprised if in a critical moment it doesnt save both my life and my fortune. Now you have got your lesson by heart, havent you? You know what to do when any of those men like Hugh Glynn or the Earl of Fotheringay, or any of those Jesuit spies, come pottering about here! You play the avaricious fool, do you see? Pretend that you know a lot, and that you could tell them a lot if it were only made worth your while, and bleed each one of them for all the cash you can, in return for the information that I have vanished, and also for permission to turn this shop upside down to find the manuscripts, which you can hint you are certain are concealed somewhere about here.

All right, Im game, said the youth, and his eyes gleamed with malice and wickedness.

When youve made all you can out of the dolts sell those forgeries to the highest bidder. My own idea is that the Jesuits will pay you better than anybody else, but perhaps Lord Cyril Cuthbertson may play you up too closely with the aid of some Scotland Yard detectives. In that case, let him have the honour of buying the spurious deeds, do you see? Its a pity these foolish Britishers dont roll over in the mud of their own cleverness sometimes.

The conversation ended, and I turned rapidly to the Spaniard.

Its no good for you to stay here, as we have arranged, I whispered to Casteno, who now gazed at me appealingly with eyes large with nervousness and apprehension. The hunchback wont be seen at Westminster for some time to come. He intends to disappear — as youve heard, the same as myself — but he must disappear in company with one of us. Now, who is it to be? You or I?

I must go, quickly returned the Spaniard. Dont you remember you have to rush off this afternoon to Southampton to meet the royal mail steamer Atrato and to escort in safety to London a girl named Camille Velasquon, who is bringing some valuable papers from Mexico for me and for the Order of St. Bruno? I have already telegraphed to her to Plymouth to expect you. It is impossible for you to back out.

But are you any good at shadowing a man as artful and slippery and suspicious as Zouche? I questioned sternly. Think for a moment what it means to your own future if you fail.

I shall not fail, said Casteno decisively, starting to make a bee line for the trap-door, through which he had entered the recess. I have tracked scores of men in my time in the old, wild days in Mexico, when to be discovered as a spy meant that you were caught up by a lasso and strung to the nearest tree, whilst sympathising neighbours took pot-shots at you out of their revolvers. Just trust to me, and go and conduct Camille Velasquon from the vessel I mentioned to St. Brunos in Hampstead — that will require all your nerve, your daring, and your resolution!

But how shall I know how you get on? When shall I hear from you? Through what channel can we arrange a course of combined action? I queried.

I will communicate with you on your return from Southampton at your office in Stanton Street. If I can write to you I will. Otherwise I will have recourse to the telegraph office. But have no fear. I know the hunchback too well of old to let this slippery card pass through my fingers a moment sooner than I intend he should. And with these strangely suggestive words he waved me an adieu, and next second had disappeared.

Time, too, was much too precious to waste. Already, as the Spaniard had engaged me in this conversation, I had caught the sounds of movement and consultation in the room beneath, and, although I would have dearly liked to learn how he could ever have met Zouche in such intimate circumstances as he indicated, and also what was the secret of his startling likeness to Paul, that wicked-looking youth beneath, I realised that I needed every second to watch the chief actor in our drama, the hunchback. So again I bent over the hole in the ceiling, and again I peered into the misty depths of the parlour and watched what this pair of scoundrels were up to.

By this time it seemed that Zouche had nearly completed all his preparations for departure, and was merely filling in the last few seconds by cramming a few sandwiches into the capacious pockets of his overcoat, whilst the tired-looking youth emptied some whiskey from the bottle on the sideboard into a flask.

The next moment the hunchback pulled his felt hat down tightly over his forehead, practically concealing the whole of his features, and snatching the flask, which was now full, he nodded a quick farewell to his companion and then hurried off. Almost immediately afterwards I heard the side door bang, and I realised that the dwarf had really gone, and I was free to set off on that curious trip to Southampton.


Chapter Ten.

The Lady from Mexico.
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AS I ROSE, however, from my crouching position quite a startling climax to that mornings adventure occurred. All at once I caught sight of the recess in which was concealed the steel box containing the manuscript forgeries, and I saw in a flash what an excellent move it would be for me to remove the thing to a place where I could conveniently lay hands upon it whenever I wanted it. In imagination I pictured the surprise of the Jesuit spies, for instance, when they had disgorged large sums to Master Paul downstairs, only to find, when the youth reached out for the deeds, they had vanished! Indeed, I am afraid I chuckled quite loudly when I whipped out my jack-knife and attacked the thin boarding that shut me off from this imitation treasure, so excellent did I conceive this act as a piece of pure inoffensive humour. Fate, too, aided me in the business, for in less than five minutes I had not only got at the precious casket but had forced the steel lid, taken out the forgeries and wrapped them up in a piece of canvas, which I placed in my pocket, and pushed the box back, but I had actually slipped out of my hiding-place and crept down the stairs to the shop, the front door of which luckily stood open.

In fact, it was not until I had got into a cab and was whirling away in the direction of Lambeth Bridge that I really appreciated what a daring thing I had done. Then I lay back in my seat and chuckled loudly.

Waterloo Station, as usual, was crowded with people hastening to one or other race meeting, a river excursion, or a boat special, but I managed to get a cosy corner in a first-class carriage of the express for Southampton, and was soon clattering through Vauxhall and Clapham Junction, hard on my journey to the Solent.

At first I admit I was too excited by the stirring scenes I had passed through to think of anything else — even Castenos mysterious sharpening of his dagger, his disappearance from my office, and the brutal slaughter of Colonel Napiers spaniel. But the steady roar of the train, the ceaseless throb of the engine, soon calmed my mind and steadied my nerve, and I caught himself wondering what kind of girl could be this Camille Velasquon whom I had undertaken to meet. She could scarcely be an ordinary type of girl, I was certain, to be associated in any measure with José Casteno.

In point of fact, I eventually decided that she must be a very extraordinary girl altogether to cross from Mexico to England merely with certain valuable papers for that weird organisation of monks, the Order of St. Bruno. Further than that I dont think I was able to make up my mind. All that suggested danger to her, an attempt at abduction, and so forth — which, remember, Casteno had warned me against — I own I could not appreciate. It is always hard to believe that perils like those lurk in this calm, peaceful England of ours. Yet they do, as I was destined to find very soon to my cost.

After this I supposed I must have napped for a time, for when next I looked out of the carriage window I found that the train was slowing its speed preparatory to entering Southampton. Luckily, the carriage I was in contained no other passengers, and I was able to pull myself together and munch a few biscuits before I had to hasten across the road outside the station and to march through the big dock gates, guarded by a burly constable, to that corner where incoming royal mail steamers are always berthed.

As it happened, the Atrato had not yet put in an appearance, and there were the usual crowds of anxious relatives, husbands, sweethearts, and loafers on the dock side, some brimming over with enjoyment at the prospect of near meetings with their loved ones, others looking nervous and fretful, as though they were the bearers of bad tidings to the returned exiles, or at all events feared the news which the incoming friends were carrying.

One woman in particular attracted my attention — a tall, commanding figure in black, in widows weeds, but with two of the most evil-looking eyes I had ever seen. Somehow this creature fascinated me. Her walk; her hands, which, luckily, were destitute of gloves; her expression on her thin, tightly-pressed lips; the cut of her chin when she raised her veil to get a better view of the approaching vessel, all told their striking yet deeply suggestive tale of character revealed by externals. And the tale was in every respect the same: the woman was bad, through and through.

Who on earth can she have come to meet? I asked myself, with the curiosity that besets most observant folk in crowds when an awkward pause has come and there is nothing to do but to wait with what patience one can find, eager to pick up any casual amusement. Not a husband, certainly, nor a lover, for in that case she would never parade those sable garments with so much unction. It must be a friend of some sort, but then who would, or could, be a friend to so diabolical a creature as that is, even to look at?

Just then the excitement of the boats arrival caught up the crowd, and I had all my attention engaged in my own work, in piloting myself well to the front, in rushing across the gangway on to the vessel, and by a judicious bribe of half-a-sovereign getting one of the stewards to conduct me straight away to the girl I was in search of — Miss Camille Velasquon — who greeted me with one of the prettiest and most honest of Spanish faces I had ever seen, and who shook my hand as warmly as though we had been friends in the long ago, for years and years. In age she could not, certainly, have been more than twenty, but there was a certain air of good style about her and her clothes that suggested wealth and a consciousness of considerable social importance.

José telegraphed me and told me to rely on you, she whispered in a low voice, and I will. As a matter of fact, I have carefully studied all the other first-class passengers and there is no one amongst them whom we need fear, so we must look for enemies amongst the people on the dock side.

I think I can protect you all right, I replied, with a smile as bright and infectious as her own. But take my arm, look as though you belonged to me, as if we were brother and sister, in point of fact. What about your luggage?

That will be sent on, she returned quickly, stepping out bravely beside me. I arranged all that with the stewardess, who for the time will treat it as her own. I knew time pressed, and so I did all I could to facilitate my departure.

Then let us make the most of your foresight, I said, and elbowing our way through the crowd the pair of us passed quickly out of the dock and soon hid ourselves in the refreshment room of the station, from which we passed rapidly to a slow train, which a porter explained would eventually land us in London, but would take four hours over the process.

It is safety before speed we must study at this point, I whispered to my companion; and we were just congratulating ourselves that we had got the carriage to ourselves as the guards whistle sounded, and had slipped out of Southampton with great discretion, when a most unexpected thing happened.

The carriage door opened suddenly, and in there stepped that evil-looking woman in black I had noted on the dock side.

The next instant the train rumbled off.

Confound it, I said to Miss Velasquon, I never bargained for this. I think we had better change at the next station.

Evidently the stranger heard my whisper, for she looked up.

You may change, sir, she said icily, and I advise you to do so, but your companion wont. And her hands came together with a vicious snap.

How — what the dickens do you mean? I blurted out, and my eyes flashed fire.

This, the woman answered: Miss Camille Velasquon, as it happens, is in my, not your, charge. Unfortunately, she is an escaped criminal lunatic, and it is my business, with the aid of some friends in the adjacent compartment, to convey her at once to Broadmoor Asylum.


Chapter Eleven.

What Happened to us.
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FOR A MOMENT I own that I was dismayed by this evil-looking womans line of attack. If there be one act of grave injustice in England easier to manage than another it is this: to trump up some false charge of lunacy against a sane but unconscious person. If, in addition, you can assert that the alleged maniac is one fleeing from justice, or, worse still, consigned to some living tomb of convicted criminals like Broadmoor, you are pretty sure to get public sympathy and support on your side, for the vast majority of persons fear the insane with a wild, unreasoning kind of panic, and are only too glad to interpose the burly forms of keepers and doctors between themselves and the objects they dread.

Doubtless this wretched creature knew this, for her tones were those of an absolute mistress of herself and of that most perplexing situation. Her attitude, too, suggested a consciousness of triumph, for she just looked at Camille Velasquon with a look of gravity and warning that she must be careful if she wished to have any peace or kindness hereafter, whereas for me she had nothing but hot scorn or an icy contempt.

Did you say you had other keepers with you? I queried at length, more anxious to gain time before I showed my real hand than to elicit information.

Yes; I did. There are two assistant warders. I am the principal.

Women, I suppose?

Both women!

Both women! Where do they come from?

From Broadmoor, like myself. And she turned her head in the direction of the carriage window, as though she were tired of the conversation and desired me for the rest of the time to mind my own business.

Camille Velasquon now plucked me nervously by the arm. This womans story is a tissue of lies, she whispered. I am no criminal and no lunatic. Why, I never set foot in England till I got off the ship on to Southampton Dock with you a few minutes ago!

Of course you didnt, I replied in a low tone, which, luckily, the rattle of the wheels prevented that grim-looking figure in the corner making the true sense. Dont you see that this is the plot Don José Casteno warned you against? Indeed, this is why I came down to meet you, to protect you. The trouble is, I dont know who has put her up to this crowning piece of impudence. If it is just some obscure enemy of Casteno or of the Order of St. Bruno its all right, Ill rescue you; but if it has some diplomatic importance, and behind this creature stands some great personage who is playing some game of European importance, it wont be so easy as it might seem. Money may have been spent like water, and, at a pinch, they may prove to be really warders sent from Broadmoor with false instructions about you, and a false scent.

But you will save me, wont you? pleaded the girl, her eyes lustrous with tears. Dont leave me near that dreadful creature. We women can read women much more rapidly than men can, even the cleverest; and I am sure she has never occupied any official position at an asylum — she looks more like a murderess herself!

Well, I will certainly do my best, I replied soothingly, turning again and facing Miss Velasquon. England is a queer place, and it is very easy to get a crowd together and to weep to them and to stuff them with a lot of lies. Many wicked people get the better of the innocent by cheap and foolish tricks like those.

I stood up and piloted myself to a position opposite to the stranger. As you can see, I began quietly but firmly, moving my head in the direction of my companion, Miss Velasquon and I are together. Your information has distressed me very much. I was under the impression that my friend was quite a different personage to the one you make out. All the same, I dont want to do anything that might seem to you unnecessarily hostile. You say you have two other warders with you. Do you mind, now that the train is stopping, inviting them to come into this carriage?

For the first time the womans eyes fell. She could not divine what I was up to. Somehow she felt herself being pushed into a position, but she could not foresee where it would terminate.

I dont see the need, she blurted out at length.

But the authorities at Broadmoor did. That is why they sent them with you, you know. Believe me, you will incur a very grave responsibility if you dont let them do their duty now that I have pointed out how extremely important it is that they should. Suppose Miss Velasquon grew dangerous, for instance, and sprang out of the carriage window on to the metals before you could lift a hand to stop her, what would the railway people say, the asylum authorities, the police, the coroner? Why, I should hurry forward to give evidence against you, madam, and you would be convicted of nothing less than manslaughter by neglect. And to add irritation to my words I broke into a low mocking laugh, while poor Camille Velasquon, who knew I was up to some trick, but couldnt see what it was, gave way to a fit of tears.

Yours is a pretty picture, the woman snapped, and now she looked more evil than ever, but its too melodramatic for my taste. Just get out of this carriage yourself, then I can manage the patient all right. If anything happens it will be your fault, not mine.

I am not so sure about that, I retorted blithely. But am I to understand you decline my suggestion? If so, I can only say you have told me an untruth for some purpose of your own, which it will be my duty to ferret out. I can tell you openly that you have no warders with you.

I have.

Produce them.

I can.

Produce them, I replied, and I made a movement as though I would signal to some porters who were standing near and would call upon them to judge between me and herself.

The ruse succeeded. With a muttered curse the woman placed a small silver whistle to her lips and blew thereon a curious signal, rather low, but very penetrating and distinctive. The next moment she was answered. Two women in the uniform of hospital nurses appeared suddenly at the window, and, obeying a sign from their superior, they sprang into the carriage and took seats, one on one side of, and the other opposite to, Camille Velasquon, who, now fearing that I had muddled everything, began to cry in sober earnest.

Undaunted, I held on to the course I had marked out for myself when I started. Turning to the woman, as the train once again steamed off, I said with ironical politeness: I must really apologise for the scepticism with which I treated you. I see, now, that you have two assistants from Broadmoor, but why dont they wear Broadmoor uniforms?

They do, she cried, and then she stopped and bit her lip. All at once she realised she had fallen into the pit I had dug so carelessly in front of her.

Oh no, indeed, they do not, I answered sweetly. The uniforms which these women have on are only worn by nurses at Guys Hospital. The fact is, I have been often to Broadmoor myself, and I know the nurses there wear a totally different garb. And I shot a glance out of the corner of my eyes at the pseudo-nurses themselves. One had flushed crimson, the other had gone deathly white, and was playing nervously with her pocket-handkerchief. They were impostors, I am certain.

The woman in black, however, rose with magnificent impudence to the occasion. You, sir, she said, have been good enough to brand me with falsehood, and I have borne it without a murmur, striving only to prove to you, in the discharge of my duty, that I spoke fairly and truthfully. Now, however, you go too far when you attack my assistants. I repeat they are dressed properly, and I say that your statement that you have been often in our asylum, is so much fudge. Only doctors and police and inspectors from the Home Office go there as a regular rule.

I waited for a moment before I answered, like a clever actor pauses before he puts in his most effective point.

You are impetuous, madam, I said, taking out my snuff-box with studied deliberation and pretending to take a pinch; very impetuous. You ought to have asked who I was before you branded me, too, as an impostor. As a matter of fact, I do belong to the police. Here is my card. And I quietly produced a card of Detective-Inspector Naylors which I happened to have in my waistcoat pocket.

The effect of my act was almost magical. The woman in front of me started violently and shivered. Then with a great effort she recovered herself and gave me another look of defiance. I see, she said, taking the piece of cardboard I handed to her with apparent carelessness. I suppose you have been sent to look after Miss Velasquon by some friend of hers who does not know her real identity or crimes. Its a pity, a great pity, for you will have your journey wasted. The patient, of course, is now in our care, and must go with us.

I dont know so much about that, I returned, although I admit I was startled with the daring and resource which this woman was showing, and which proved that she was up to every trick and turn and corner of those wretched lunacy laws of ours. Do you mind showing me the authority under which you are acting?

Not at all, she said in her most patronising and offensive tones, and feeling in a reticule that depended from her waist she produced this strange communication:

By Royal Authority.

Criminal Lunatic Asylum, Broadmoor.

To all whom it may concern.

This is to Certify that the Bearer of this warrant, Joan Virtue Hand, is a principal warder in the above Institution, and is now absent on a mission to recover possession of a particularly daring and dangerous inmate, named Camille Velasquon, who has escaped therefrom, although she is a fully certified lunatic and has been incarcerated here in the above Institution on a lawful warrant from His Majestys judge sitting at the Central Criminal Court, whereat she was charged with the killing and slaying of two of her sisters, aged five and seven respectively.

All good and law-abiding citizens, and particularly members of the police force, station-masters, porters, sailors, shipmasters, cab proprietors, lodging-house keepers, and hotel managers, are requested to give her every assistance in conveying her patient to the above Institution. And all persons are warned against impeding the said Joan Virtue Hand in the execution of her mission, for by so doing they render themselves liable to the Lunacy Act 1875, c vii s 5, 6, ss 3, and on conviction may be punished by a term of imprisonment not exceeding six calendar months.

(Signed) Douglas Llewelyn, Chief Registrar.

Very carefully I read this document through three or four times before I made any comment, any remark, about it at all. I could feel, of course, that the woman was watching me and every second was growing more and more uneasy under the stress of my unexpected recourse to silence. But still I said nothing to her; and at last she could bear it no longer.

Now, Mr Naylor, she said, speaking to me in my assumed name, but her voice was shrill with apprehension, perhaps you will have the goodness to admit that you have been playing a very dangerous game with me and that if I liked I could make it very awkward for you at Scotland Yard for interfering between a warder and an escaped lunatic without proper inquiry or warrant.

Humph, I returned coldly, I dont know so much about that. And before she could have the slightest notion what I was up to I coolly lowered the carriage window, and tearing her authority quickly into three or four pieces I flung the fragments out on to the railway as the train was whirling along at a rate of about twenty miles an hour.

Man, she stormed, as soon as she saw what I had done, springing to her feet and grabbing me by the arm, are you mad?

I hope not, I said courteously. I try to keep sane, although I admit it is hard sometimes when one meets such odd people.

But do you realise what you have done? You have torn up my warrant.

I know, I returned sadly. But then it was no good, you see. It was a fraud. It had no more to do with Broadmoor than yonder telegraph post. It was designed to mislead people, and so, to save misconception, I destroyed it. And with a sardonic smile I threw myself back in my seat and folded my arms.

Oh! you shall pay for this, she hissed, her features working convulsively. Dearly, dearly shall you pay for this! This girl shall never escape me — never! And she shot out a threatening finger in the direction of poor Camille.

Unfortunately, my dear Mrs Hand, I said in my most lofty tone, you have come upon the scene a trifle late for heroics like these. As a matter of fact, you are in the awkward position, not I at all. On the whole you have been precipitate, very precipitate, I regret to observe. Thus you never got to know by what right I met Miss Velasquon. You never inquired, indeed. Even when I handed you my card you did not pause and ask yourself whether you were not going just a trifle too far in your rudeness to me and your interference with my good wishes.

Good wishes? Rubbish, she snapped!

My good wishes, I repeat, I said with a good deal of firmness, for was I not about to play my last and most triumphant trump card? As a matter of fact, those good wishes of mine are very important to you and to these two disguised females whom you drag about with you, and I casually nodded in the direction of the pseudo-nurses, for long before any of you appeared on the scene I had arrested Camille Velasquon! She was a prisoner, and you have all rendered yourselves liable to punishment for attempting to get her out of my hands!

Oh, thats impossible, Joan Hand cried; but there was no conviction in her tones, and her two confederates sprang up and made as though they would slip out of the carriage forthwith.

In an instant I planted myself between them and the door — the only door that remained unlocked. Excuse me, ladies, I said; I cannot permit you to leave me in this unceremonious fashion.

Why, weve done nothing, one of them gasped. We are free.

Not at all, I blithely observed, you are all three my prisoners. I charge all of you with falsely representing yourselves to be nurses engaged at the Broadmoor Criminal Lunatic Asylum, and, whilst doing so, endeavouring to rescue a prisoner lawfully in my custody on the charge of a series of frauds in the Mexican Republic, — a girl whom I am taking to the Extradition Court at Bow Street to await the arrival of the necessary papers; and I warn you all to be careful what you say to me. Any remark you happen to make now I shall use in evidence against you, and if the lot of you dont get put away for a long term of penal servitude it will be mighty odd to me. You are certainly the wickedest gang of females I have ever struck.

And Ill strike you, you wretch, screamed the woman Hand, and before I could turn the woman in black caught me a blow on the side of the head that sent me crashing to my seat.

That was the only chance they had, but they took it almost in a flash. Just then the train was drawing into Vauxhall, and like lightning they tore open the door of the carriage and sprang on to the platform, to disappear instantly in a bewildering network of waiting-rooms.

For my own part, I was rather relieved than otherwise at their flight, and I turned to congratulate Camille Velasquon on the skill with which we had managed to outwit them.

But she, too, had disappeared!


Chapter Twelve.

What the Papers Said.
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WITH A STARTLED exclamation I began to search up and down.

At first, I own, I did not know what to do.

True, the mystery of how that carriage door had been unlocked was quickly elucidated, for directly I looked out I saw that the engine had drawn us along a single set of metals to a point in the station where platforms stood quite close to the solitary track. There were plenty of porters on either side of the compartment, and it was no doubt the easiest thing in the world for the girl to beckon one to her assistance and to slip off as I was seeking to discover what became of that sham warderess from Broadmoor and her confederates.

But why should she go at all? At that point she was perfectly safe. I had beaten off the attempt to abduct her. So far as either of us could foresee she would be able to go to her refuge at the headquarters of the Order of St. Bruno with perfect safety and ease. And yet, just as I had secured this, she had vanished! What excuse could I make to José Casteno? And could it have been a sudden freak or, after all, had somebody got the better of me when my back was turned, and, in spite of the woman Hand, had kidnapped the girl in the flash of a moment?

For my own part, I confess I could not believe that in a busy and crowded station like Vauxhall she could have been whipped off so suddenly through a locked carriage door without a sound if only she had had any desire to remain. Perhaps, too, her secret instructions from Casteno were to travel to South London only and then to part company with me. Now I came to think of it I remembered how very vague the Spaniard had been about the entire business, particularly as to what was to happen when the journey was over.

In the end I seemed compelled to decide that the girl had gone off through her own free will, but in order to make quite certain that no mischief was afoot I leaped out of the train just as the whistle sounded for its departure and searched the station through and through. Not a sign of my charge could I discover.

Then I did what, perhaps, I ought to have done in the first place. I bribed one of the porters to interrogate his comrades on the subject, and finally got word from one of the station hands what appeared to be the real truth. A portly but distinguished looking stranger, who carried himself with a military air and was exceedingly well dressed, was observed to step forward to the carriage in which Miss Velasquon was seated as soon as the train drew to a standstill and to pass her a small card on which he had written something in very great haste. The girl nodded instantly she read his message. Thereon, the man whipped out a a train key, and in a flash threw open the doorway, through which the girl slipped like a shadow, linking her arm in the strangers as though he were some old, intimate, and highly-trusted friend. Next instant they were lost in the maze of people on the platform; but a news lad, who sold papers outside the main exit close to the trams, came forward, and he declared that he recollected seeing the couple quite well, and that they entered a carriage that was waiting near at hand and drove off in the direction of Victoria.

With that I had to be content. Whether it was good or bad I had no means then to determine. I could only hope that things had turned out as well as they ought to have done. Inwardly, however, I registered a vow that I would get more at the mind of my employer the next time he sent me tearing half across England to the rescue of a girl, no matter how fascinating she might be, or in what peril. Then I bought a copy of one of the evening papers, and hailing a hansom directed the driver to take me back to my offices in Stanton Street, where Don José had promised to telegraph to me.

For a time I sat well back in the soft, well-upholstered cab and let my thoughts run riot on the extraordinary series of adventures that had befallen since I had made that fierce fight in the auction room. Have you ever noticed that there is something mysterious in the mere fact that one has purchased a copy of the last edition of a paper that makes one a prey to retrospect? Nine times out of the ten on which I purchase an evening journal I never glance at the columns. But once let me omit to provide myself with a damp, evilly-folded sheet, and I am wretched. All my nerves are on the alert. I can think of nothing to interest me. The shortest journey seems of intolerable length. I finish up fagged, irritable, and stupid.

As a matter of fact, I am certain I should never have looked at that particular copy that particular night had not two leather-lunged paper runners, who live on Metropolitan sensations, suddenly loomed up on either side of the cab as we rattled past the site of the old Millbank Prison and waved their papers in front of me. Horrible tragedy in Whitehall Court! they roared.

The driver whipped up his horse, and the hansom shot past them into the gathering blackness, but the echo of their words rang through my brain. Horrible tragedy in Whitehall Court. Why, I recollected suddenly that was where Doris lived! Could something — oh, no, it was ridiculous; this flight of Camille Velasquon had made me nervous. None the less, I made a frantic grab at my paper — it was a Globe, I remember — somehow one always notes such trifles in a supreme crisis — and with trembling fingers I turned to the fifth page, where, I knew from old experience, I should find the latest and most important intelligence given.

Ah! I was not mistaken. Here it was:

MURDER IN WHITEHALL COURT

ANOTHER MYSTERIOUS CRIME

But what was that? Familiar names? People, scenes, circumstances I recalled as though they were my own! With a great gasp I held the pink sheet close to the cab lamp, and as we were whirling madly along Parliament Street, close to the actual scene of the crime itself, I read this account of what had happened whilst I that morning had tried to snatch but a few hours of broken slumber.

About half-past six this morning a murder of a peculiarly atrocious character was discovered in that block of flats known as Embankment Mansions in Whitehall Court. It seems that Colonel Napiers valet, a man named Richardson, who was early awake in consequence of an attack of toothache, was startled by hearing what he believed was a shout for help proceeding from his masters room. He went at once to the door and knocked, and, on getting no reply, he turned the handle and entered, when he was horrified to see Colonel Napier stretched on the bed, with a great dagger-thrust in the region of his heart, and quite dead. An open window showed at once the means chosen by the murderer to effect an entrance, which was rendered all the more easy by the fact that an iron pipe ran past it on its way from the roof to the earth. The valet sprang at once to the window, but he could see no sign of any person, and darting to an inner room he turned on a district messenger-call for the police. Then he ran back to the bedroom. The colonel could not then have been dead many seconds. Everything pointed to that. Nor was it clear why the crime had been committed. Nothing had been removed from the bedroom — nothing at all. Detective-Inspector Naylor and other officers were quickly on the scene, but although they searched they could not find any trace of the murderer or of the weapon with which the terrible deed was accomplished. At the time of writing, indeed, the crime is enveloped in mystery, for Colonel Napier, who was formerly Member of Parliament for Hereford, and had won high recognition for services on the Indian frontier, was considered by all a most popular man. He was a widower, and leaves only one child, a daughter, who, luckily, at the time of the tragedy was away on a visit.

For a few moments after reading this I confess I felt at a loss to speak, to move, even to think — the thing was so hideous, so appalling, so complete. The horror of it all seemed so acute that it crushed me beneath its weight.

I could only sit with eyes that, look where they would, perceived nothing but the dread scene in the death chamber — that man I had a keen affection for stricken to the heart.

Maybe some of us who suffer such awful shocks get curiously clairvoyant in the moments of our greatest trial. I cannot tell. I only know I descended from that cab, paid the man his fare, and entered my office in Stanton Street, like one in a trance. All the time my brain was beating through a cloud of horror, doubt, and suspicion; but, finally, as I flung myself into a chair in front of the fire, every point appeared to clear for me as though by magic. Then one terrible question stared up at me with awe-inspiring distinctness:

Was this crime the work of José Casteno?

Somehow the problem, when I had once stated it to myself and had taken it for ever out of that dim region of intangible speculation, did not surprise me very greatly. Instinctively I recalled how significant had been the Spaniards appeal to the colonel when he threatened to compel Doris to hold no further communication with me. I beg you withdraw that, withdraw it this day, or you will regret your determination. Then I saw again Don José as he had looked when he knelt, just where I was sitting at that moment, with the sullen glare of the flames on his upturned face and his dagger poised to catch the light on the edge that he had just finished sharpening with so much intensity and precision.

After all, it was quite possible that the lust of murder had seized him in those seconds, the desire to make good his own words both to the colonel and to myself. It would appear so easy to commit a crime when all London slept; and, alas! it had been easy, painfully, pitilessly easy, to put an end to that gallant old soldier as he lay slumbering in his bed. Certainly one great damning fact stood out against Casteno — the killing of the colonels dog Fate. Who else could have any interest in the stabbing of that poor, faithful brute than the murderer of his master? And who else could have made that ugly gash in his side save José Casteno?

Nor, indeed, was that the only solid link in the chain of guilt I was forging against the Spaniard. All at once I recalled how carefully he had avoided the passage where the spaniel had been stricken down. Was that accident — or conscience? Also the agility he had shown in scrambling up that iron pipe outside the hunchbacks shop when we went to spy on Zouche from that upstairs room. He had told me, of course, he had learned the trick at sea. He may have done that; but might he not also have acquired some recent practice outside Embankment Mansions which it seemed pretty clear the murderer entered by the same method?

Stung to desperation at my own foul success in linking my employer up with this awful crime I resolved that I would lose no time in tracking the man down, and his guilt. What did the Lake of Sacred Treasure in far-off Mexico matter to me in an hour red with blood as that was — the blood of one of my best and truest friends? Let the Earl of Fotheringay and Lord Cyril Cuthbertson plot and plan. Let Mr Cooper-Nassington ferret out Peter Zouche and drag from him the secret of the cipher manuscripts. Ay, let the Jesuits send their most trusty spies, I at least would take no hand in the struggle again until I had torn the mask from this villain.

Rising impatiently, I began striding rapidly up and down the room. Hitherto the minutes had gone by on the wings of the wind. I had not been conscious of the flight of time, although the hands on the travelling clock in front of me had travelled round the dial two, if not three, times. Now the seconds seemed made of lead. They would not pass. They hung about me, and fretted me. Again and again I asked myself: Why does not José Casteno telegraph me as he had promised and tell me where he is and how he has fared since he slipped off on the track of the hunchback? It was no good. No answer came, and bit by bit there formed in my mind a new suspicion, a new dread. What if the Spaniard had taken fright at the publicity the crime had obtained and had left his chase of Zouche to secure his own safety in some far-off land, where he would never be suspected and where he could never be found? I might wait, then, until the crack of doom: Colonel Napier would remain unavenged.

Feverishly I tore out into the streets and bought up all the late editions of the evening papers which I could lay my hands on. This mysterious crime had impressed the stolid imagination of Londoners so well accustomed to horrors that end in nothingness to a degree that was quite unusual; and all the journals had launched out into lurid descriptions of the dead man and the manner of his passing so that a horrid sense of nausea seized on me, and I cursed journalism and all its loathsome enterprise; albeit it I was most eager myself at the same moment to take advantage of its discoveries.

One paper, however, had got a paragraph that threw a new light on the occurrence — the Star — and I read it with throbbing eagerness:

A STARTLING THEORY

Latest inquiries to-night tend to show that there is a good deal behind the death of Colonel Napier. The police are certain that the murderer has some other object than theft, at which task it was said that he must have been disturbed by the sudden tapping on the door by the valet, Richardson. It is rumoured that the appearance of Detective Naylor on the scene was of set design. Naylor, as was stated in the papers a few days ago, has the warrant in hand for the arrest of the murderer of young George Sutton, a man who, it will be remembered, fled to this country from a monastery in Mexico after he had committed the deed. Now the two crimes are connected in the minds of the police for some reason they will not divulge; and it is whispered freely at Scotland Yard that a man who puts his hands on the murderer of Sutton will at the same time arrest the assassin of brave Colonel Napier. Unfortunately, the quest is highly complicated, and at the clubs there are some wild, romantic stories afloat, which connect the deaths with stories of vast, hidden treasures and diplomatic intrigues, party jealousies, and mystery-loving Mexicans. For our own part, we advise the public to take little heed of these wild romances until they contain something which looks a trifle more substantial. A milkman, for instance, has been found who declares he was passing Whitehall Court about the time the murder must have been committed, and he swears positively that he saw a young, dark-looking foreigner, aged about twenty-five, run from the direction of Embankment Mansions and disappear up Northumberland Avenue. He says, also, that he saw the mans features quite distinctly, and that he will be able to recognise them again in any circumstances and after any lapse of time. Now clues like these are worth a thousand of the utterly preposterous yarns they are whispering in Clubland to-night about Jesuits and parliamentary personages who are much too busy to be mixed up with all the numberless scandals and tarradiddles that affect the House of Commons under its present party régime.

Surely, if this theory pointed to anyone it did most certainly to José Casteno!

Further speculation, however, was cut short by the arrival of a telegraph messenger. With trembling fingers I tore open the envelope, and found that, after all, the Spaniard had kept his word and had wired me, most fully, news of his whereabouts and wishes:

To Hugh Glynn, 99 Stanton Street, London, WC.

Have accompanied our good friend to Green Dragon Hotel, Shrewsbury. At Birmingham he met a clever but needy aeronaut named Captain Sparhawk. This man has invented a flying machine which he has arranged to show at Great Shropshire Floral Fête here on Monday. Z. has promised to finance him and to ascend with him to test the machines capacities. Two other seats were on sale in the town at twenty pounds each. I have bought them, and propose you and I ascend with them disguised as military men in undress uniform of engineers; otherwise fear, if the machine travels far, Z. may do a bolt to some other district. If you dont wire me, c/o Post Office, shall assume you will come. — C.

Certainly I will come, I said to myself grimly as I folded up the message and placed it in my pocket-book. It would be a pity for you, Master José, to undertake any fresh adventures without my personal assistance. You might come to some harm before we had cleared up the mystery of the death of Colonel Napier, and that would be a pity, a great pity, indeed.

And snatching up the travelling-bag which I always kept ready packed for such emergencies I dashed off to a costumier I knew who lived near, in Wellington Street. Then I made for Euston, and catching the night mail to the Midlands, contrived such a good use of my time, that, before church time, I found myself in Shrewsbury, scrambling up the hill that led from the main railway station to the far-famed Green Dragon Hotel, where I understood both Zouche and Casteno were.

On the way down, however, I had effected certain changes in my appearance. A dark wig was on my head. A black moustache hid my mouth. My plain civilian clothes had given place at the costumiers to the uniform of a sergeant of royal engineers. I had done this to deceive the hunchback, and to satisfy Casteno I had brought no disguise for the Spaniard.

I did not think he would need one after I had finished my first conversation with him!

And as I turned into the courtyard of the hotel he came out and met me with outstretched hand.


Chapter Thirteen.

The Two Brothers.
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THERE WAS NOTHING in the way Casteno received me to suggest a man with a guilty secret. On the contrary, as I advanced through the doorway that led to the Green Dragon he stepped out boldly towards me the instant he recognised me beneath the disguise which he himself had suggested. Welcome, my good friend, he said in a bluff and hearty fashion, stretching out his hand; Welcome!

I took the greeting he proffered, although I turned my head away and would not let him detect my real feelings. At first I was sorely tempted to take him by surprise and to denounce him there and then as the man who had stolen into Whitehall Court in those early morning hours, climbed through that open bedroom window, and had killed poor Colonel Napier, one of the truest and most loyal soldiers that ever lived. But I crushed all those temptations down. There was much for me to discover before I could show my suspicions so plainly as that. I had to go very slowly and carefully to work.

I am glad to see you, I answered at length, and that sentiment, indeed, was true. I was glad — more glad than he could guess. Let the porter carry my luggage in, and let you and I have a walk.

Excellent, said he, that was just what I was going to propose if you were not too tired. And giving the necessary directions to the hotel servants he calmly linked his arm in mine, and led me down the street towards the river, whither all the passers-by seemed to be hastening on their way homeward after service at church.

Well, and how did you get on with Miss Velasquon? he asked later.

Very badly, I returned. I lost her at Vauxhall Bridge Station.

Oh, never mind about that, he replied lightly. Your duty ended as soon as you arrived with her in London. As a matter of fact, I sent a friend to intercept her at that point. He didnt quite understand whether he could trust you or not, so he hit on that ruse by which she slipped out of the carriage whilst you were looking out at an opposite platform. She wired me, however, that you had had some extraordinary adventure on the way up. What was that?

Oh, merely some women tried to lure her off to Broadmoor Lunatic Asylum, I snapped. Why on earth didnt you tell me I was safe when we reached town? Do you know, I searched the station from top to bottom before I decided your friend had come to no harm.

No, I dont. In fact, I am very sorry about what the man whom I sent did. I was, however, under the impression that I had told you not to worry after she had reached town. The real danger existed on the way up. I had most specific warning that it was on the actual journey from Southampton Lord Fotheringay would make the semi-criminal effort he did to get her out of my hands.

Why should he? I demanded, stopping suddenly and gazing fixedly at the speaker.

Why should two men ever strive after the same sweetheart? Casteno answered, his features flushing crimson. Call it Life — Fate — Providence — Luck — Destiny — what you like. There it is. It often happens. The whole truth is, the earl and I are both in love with Camille Velasquon. She prefers me, hence his quest for the documents is mixed up in a thirst for personal revenge.

And the documents you asked her to bring? I cut in suddenly, what of those? Are they love letters? And a quiet smile of derision showed itself at the corners of my mouth. Do you want them, or are they to go into the archives of the Order of St. Bruno as quaint but interesting curiosities?

Neither, said Casteno simply. They are more important, much more important, than lovers effusions. They give the keys to various ciphers used by the Jesuits in the early days of their Order in Mexico. Is there anything else you would like to ask? Then seeing he had put me to some confusion he went on with great earnestness: Look here, man, why dont you trust me a little more? Dont you see that there must, in a quest like this we are engaged upon, be a hundred details about which I cannot give you my confidence? Why not be content to labour in the dark until the time for the light comes? As it is just at present, I satisfy you for a day easily and perfectly enough, but it is only for a day. Something you dont expect happens, and lo! I find about me a cloud of distrust, suspicion, and unpleasant suggestion that takes out of me every bit of heart and pluck.

Is not that your own fault? I blurted out. Are not your actions calculated to excite distrust? Carry your memory back to the last time you were in my office in Stanton Street. What happened then?

Nothing of great account. But now he went very pale.

Are you quite sure of that? I queried in the gravest tones. Think again. Examine your conscience again. What about that dagger of yours? Why did you get up and sharpen it on the hearthstone directly you thought I should not see you?

The Spaniard started, and recovered himself with an effort. Because I had had a fright, he stammered. In an idle moment I had looked through the window and there I saw a man who had vowed to take my life.

I cannot believe you, I cried. You must convince me. Tell me who was this foe?

My own brother, he muttered, turning away from me with an impatient gesture and quickening his steps. You have seen him yourself. The hunchback called him Paul—

Then, I gasped in amazement, you — you are the hunchbacks son?

Of course I am, he retorted. I thought you guessed that directly you saw Paul when we were up in that recess watching my father put on his disguise. The relationship seemed so evident that I did not feel there was any necessity to explain it.

But you call yourself Casteno?

No; I changed my name after I had quarrelled with my father some years ago and got employment in the Royal Household of Spain. I purchased the right to do so—

Then you talk English like a native.

So does the hunchback.

And when that morning you saw your brother, I went on, breaking away on a new tack, why did you go after him?

To make peace if I could. As it was doubtful I prepared myself also for war.

And did you find him?

No; he was too quick for me. I slipped as hard as I could to his chambers in Embankment Mansions in Whitehall Court, but he was not in them. They were closed and locked.

Embankment Mansions in Whitehall Court, I repeated. That is where Colonel Napier lives. And as I uttered the name of the dead officer I scrutinised every line on Castenos face.

Of course it is, he responded, and not the smallest sign of excitement did he exhibit. Paul, for some years, has had a set of chambers over the flat occupied by Colonel Napier. He has got one of those wild, hopeless passions that sometimes seize the lowly born for girls in the higher ranks of life, for Miss Napier.

Not Miss Doris Napier! I interjected.

Oh yes, Miss Doris. The thing is almost laughable — except for Paul, who is absolutely crazy on the subject, and who has often told me that on the day you are formally engaged to her he will shoot you like a dog.

Pleasant for me, I observed, extremely pleasant. Your father and I are old friends; how is it he didnt warn me?

He always hoped that Paul would come to his senses. He was ashamed of the lads madness. He trusted that some other girl would appear on the scene to fascinate Paul. Besides, he did tell Colonel Napier about it. The colonel and he are related, as a matter of fact. Both of them married step-sisters; but my mother died many years ago.

I had no idea of this.

No doubt, returned the Spaniard courteously. Lovers dont usually trouble to inquire as to the relations of the girls they love until after marriage. If they did, cynics say that they would spare themselves a good many highly unpleasant surprises. The colonel, of course, was equally annoyed about this infatuation, and I am told that only a few days ago he met Paul on the stairs of the flat and gave him a good beating with his cane for daring to send Miss Napier a bunch of flowers. Perhaps, however, this is only idle gossip. I heard it from a servant whom my father had recently dismissed. He said that Paul was so incensed at this outrage that he would have stabbed the colonel dead on the spot if he had had his dagger with him. Luckily, he had forgotten that morning to fasten it on—

I am not so sure about that, I answered slowly and with great distinctness, although, now I came to think of it, I did recollect that in the old days Doris had told me a good deal about the persecutions she had suffered from the ridiculous attentions of a foreign boy who lived in the set of rooms above theirs — attentions, I am sorry to say, I had only laughed to scorn.

Not so sure! echoed my companion in tones of genuine disgust and horror. Why, would you, Mr Glynn, have liked my brother to make an attempt on his uncles life?

That would have been better than what happened, I returned meaningly.

Why, what was that? cried the Spaniard in alarm.

Somebody crept into his bedroom as the colonel slept and stabbed him to the heart — to be precise, the exact hour you left me to search for Paul.

Good heavens! gasped Casteno, falling back. Then the wretched boy has broken loose from his reason and carried out his insane idea of revenge! Ah! now I see it all. That was why I caught him lurking about your office! He had tracked Colonel Napier there earlier, and had no notion that he had returned to Whitehall Court until he saw a strange figure at your door.

Even that doesnt explain who killed the clumber spaniel Fate.

I think it does, urged Casteno stoutly. The dog knew, somehow, he had done wrong to his master and would not leave him. In a fit of passion and terror Paul whipped out his knife and stabbed him.

But that would happen near Whitehall Court. How came the dog to die in a passage near Stanton Street?

He must have been making for your office: remember all dogs have odd gleams of foresight at times.

For a few moments we walked on in silence. The duel had been a sharp one and a long one, but already I was possessed with an uncomfortable suspicion that the Spaniard had won. Even as I surveyed the ruins of my theories I was conscious that little was left to connect Casteno with the murder.

But do you think your brother Paul will be discovered? I asked.

I cannot tell, said Casteno, and I could see now he was sincerely grieved at the disastrous intelligence I had communicated to him. There are sure to be plenty of people in Embankment Mansions who will remember the caning which the lad had from the colonel on the stairs. They will be certain, when they recover their wits, to give the police the details of that affray; also there is that discharged servant I spoke of — the man Butterworth. He hates Paul like poison. He will leave no stone unturned, I am certain, to connect the lad with the crime.

Still, mere suspicion is one thing, and evidence strong enough to warrant arrest is another, he added after a moments careful consideration. Perhaps, after all, I am wrong. Somebody else may have done it. We shall see.

Whoever it is I shall do my best to bring them to justice, I cried hotly. I dont care whether it is Paul Zouche—

Of course not, replied Casteno with much dignity. I have no doubt you will communicate all I have repeated to you to Scotland Yard. Indeed, I never had any two opinions on that score. At the same time you must excuse me if I dont evince any keen desire to debate the matter further.

I never asked you to do so, I retorted, anxious not to be outdone in courtesy by the Spaniard. All your statements to me were practically volunteered.

True, said Casteno. As a matter of fact, I felt they were honestly due to you. I saw that my absence from your rooms at the time when the colonel was murdered looked very ugly for me. Very ugly, indeed.

Particularly after you had warned the man only an hour previously that if he didnt do a certain thing, which he subsequently declined to do for you, he would regret his action before four and twenty hours had passed.

Quite so. Quite so. All the same, that was but a figure of speech. Myself, I had no idea of violence or revenge. My sole impression was of his gross injustice to yourself, which I felt Time himself would most quickly avenge.

Still, he went on, and now his tones were particularly grave, dont let us go on debating this business further. It is very awful — it is dreadfully tragic — and it seems to strike right at the heart of the family life of us both. Let us leave it where it stands. I am sure myself a crime like that, in the heart of London, cant remain hidden for many days, particularly with such assistance as you will be able to give the police when you have a few moments to spare to write or to wire to the headquarters staff at Scotland Yard. Therefore dont pursue the matter with me any longer. Realise that you, and I too, are engaged on a business of gigantic international importance. Arent you curious to hear what I have arranged since I sent you that telegram informing you my father, as I suppose I must now call the hunchback when I speak of him to you, had picked up with this flying machine inventor, Sparhawk, and had actually determined to go on a journey through the air with him to-morrow in a brand new flying machine?

I am very curious, I admitted. I had no idea old Peter had such adventurous tastes.

Nor have any of his friends. Yet such is the fact. He has really two natures — the students and the explorers, — always at work within him; and I never knew him have a big job on, like the deciphering of those three manuscripts relating to the Lake of Sacred Treasure, that he has not eased the strain on his brain, caused by the hours of close attention which the work demands, by going on some wild excursion of this sort. Curiously enough, too, he has always believed in flying machines. It has been one of the dreams of his life to patent one which he could present to Spain for use in warfare. Indeed, all the time Santos-Dumont was making those daring ascents of his in Paris he haunted the French capital in the hope he might pick up some tips for his own models, which he keeps in a disused stable near the Crystal Palace, and which he works on every Sunday after he has heard Mass in that impressive-looking church in Spanish Place.

But how about his studies? I asked.

Oh, he doesnt find Shrewsbury hotel life agree with him. He and Sparhawk are only waiting here until the fête to-morrow, and then theyll career off; and wherever they drop, even if it is only in a village seven miles away, they will not trouble to come back here. Theyve quite resolved to cut off to some other part of England, but where, I cant for the life of me find out. Still, I think I have done very well to book up the only two seats they offered for sale to the public, dont you? We shall have to be careful, of course, or they will see through our disguises. At all events, theyll find it hard to shake us off—

Unless the apparatus goes wrong and drops us to earth.

Well, we must take all those risks, mustnt we? And, by Jove, talking of angels, here we can see two of them — at least, there are Captain Sparhawk and the worthy hunchback walking off together up the street yonder. Lets follow them. By the way in which theyve put their heads together theyre up to no good I am certain. Just before you came I peered through the keyhole of my fathers room, and I saw him hard at work on the manuscripts. Now, what on earth can have happened to have made him give it up so suddenly and dress himself up as though he were going for a long journey?

He may have discovered something startling and strange, I answered, a great fear now in my heart. Those documents may have yielded up their secret to him. See! hes going in the direction of the railway station. He may be going back to town.

Or to the shed where Sparhawk keeps his flying machine. It lies in this direction — in a street parallel with the railway station. Luckily, we have not far to go before we shall see what they are up to. Personally, I dont like the look of things at all. And we both of us quickened our pace.

Outside a fence that skirted a long and rambling garden they were joined by a third companion — a girl attired in a bright summer costume, who chatted with them gaily as they marched steadily forward.

Who can that be? cried Casteno, much puzzled. I did not know my father had any woman friends.

Well, lets slip to the other side of the street, I suggested. Then we can catch a glimpse of her face. The figure certainly seems very familiar to me, although my short sight often plays me the strangest of pranks.

We stepped quickly across the road, and with a few strategic movements materially lessened the space between us and the trio in front.

A moment later the girl turned her face in the direction of the hunchback, evidently to exchange some jest with him, for her features were wreathed in smiles.

I stopped short in astonishment.

It was no other than Doris Napier!

Casteno recognised her almost at the same moment that I did. The effect upon him was just as great, for he, too, halted and gazed at me with an expression of vague but sincere concern.

This is odd — very odd! he muttered. I had no idea that Miss Napier was out of London. I wonder, now, how she came to have missed all news of her fathers death? Can she have mixed herself up in this manuscript hunt — under pressure from Lord Cyril Cuthbertson or the Earl of Fotheringay, for instance? I remember, now, that she was a great patriot at one time — used to speak for the Primrose League and organisations like that. It would have been a masterly stroke on their part to get hold of her — to work on my father — for he has had always a very soft corner in his heart for her, and in the old days the colonel used to say there was nothing he would refuse her. What do you think, Glynn? he added, turning suddenly to me. Is it your idea that she has come under some lofty notion that Englands interests are in peril both from the Jesuits and from Spain, and if she doesnt circumvent these enemies the Lake of Sacred Treasure will be lost to this country for ever?

But I refused to be drawn. Her appearance was sudden, too unexpected. I dont know, I answered. I cant even guess. The thing may be a ruse on the part of the wretch that killed her father. He may fear the effect of her disclosures. I must wait; just now I cannot see.

At all events, I am sure the hunchback is no partisan to any move like that last one you mention, returned Casteno stoutly, with something resembling offended family pride vibrating through his voice. Indeed, I am certain that as yet he knows nothing, absolutely nothing, about the tragedy at Whitehall Court. He has been too busy trying to decipher the manuscripts to have had any time or strength to glance at the Saturday night or Sunday morning papers. As for Captain Sparhawk, like all enthusiastic inventors, he is a man of one idea. He can think of nothing, talk of nothing, dream of nothing, read of nothing but the flying machine which he is going to try to-morrow in the Quarry at the great floral fête.

With a nod that might mean anything or nothing I fell into step with my companion. By this time Doris, the hunchback, and the aeronaut had got quite a considerable distance ahead. As a matter of fact, I was just then struggling with a fierce desire to rush forward — to see Doris face to face — to speak with her — to tell her all that had happened — to warn her of her dangers — to assure her and myself that nothing on earth could part us. Hence it was I could not carry on any conversation no matter how important. I had first to conquer myself. Haste would ruin all.

Unfortunately, we had not proceeded many yards before the worst we could have anticipated happened. All at once the three whom we were pursuing stopped at a gate which led, by way of a drive, up to a large, superior-looking house. A tall, interesting stranger with the clear-cut features of a typical barrister, who has not been down long enough from Varsity life to forget all the graces, stepped up to them, and then the entire party moved round and went into the house, the door of which closed behind them.

Confound it! we shall learn nothing like this, snapped Casteno, biting his lips in his annoyance. I thought I knew my fathers habits and methods pretty well, but ever since I have been down here at Shrewsbury he has managed to throw me out of my reckoning continually. Now, what are we to do, Glynn? Had we better grin and bear it, or ought we to try if we cant find out for ourselves what is happening in this place?

I turned round stolidly and motioned to a boy who was passing, his eyes fixed in admiration on the uniform I was wearing — that of a sergeant in the Royal Engineers. Who lives in this house? I asked, and a sixpenny piece travelled from my palm to his.

Nobody — often, answered the lad, with a smile. As a matter of fact, it belongs to the Earl of Fotheringay, like the most of the property does hereabout. He came down here late last night. I know, because I serve him with milk. And with a self-conscious nod the juvenile tradesman pulled himself together and passed on.

There! What did I tell you? asked Casteno. Didnt I suggest Miss Napier had been inveigled into this business to help Lord Fotheringay out of his difficulties? You mark my words. This walk of theirs — this meeting — this encounter outside these gates — are all a plant — a trap designed to get the hunchback into the Governments clutches. Our duty now is clear. We must find our way inside and checkmate any of their moves at once.

Steadily, I replied, steadily, pulling the excited Spaniard down a long, narrow, leaf-covered passage that ran by the side of a wall which skirted the limit of the grounds attached to the house. It is all very well to pull up these theories in this fashion; but there is one great helper of ours always ready to checkmate both Fotheringay and Cuthbertson, and him you have quite forgotten. Now, remembering the existence of Mr Cooper-Nassington, why should we go and put our necks in jeopardy, eh? And out of the corner of an eye I shot a quick glance at Casteno. It had been long on my mind to find out what that Honourable Member was up to, and I realised that this was a most favourable chance. After all, we had to wait for a decent interval. There was just a possibility that the trio might re-appear and return to the Green Dragon.

Casteno, however, seemed to be on this occasion perfectly frank. Cooper-Nassington, he explained, is by no means idle. He is as hard at work as you or I. As a matter of fact, he has run up to Whitby, in Yorkshire, where he has an interest in a shipbuilding yard and an iron mine, and he is fitting out an expedition for Mexico, which will leave immediately we get wind of the exact spot where the Lake of Sacred Treasure may be found.

And he does all this for England, and so do you?

Yes — in a way — yes, the Spaniard replied hesitatingly. There is a lot of things to explain which I cant explain yet. But thats the substantial fact.

Then why do you fight the hunchback, you a Spaniard, I queried, when all the benefit will go to England if you succeed, not to Spain?

Casteno never flinched. Thats another thing which I cant make clear to you just now; but perhaps it may be enough for you if I say the whole thing turns on my quarrel with my father and my love for Camille Velasquon. But stop, he went on in a different voice; we cant go on exchanging confidences like this or we shall never get down to business at all. What do you say to slipping over this wall and stealing across the grounds? Often most valuable clues can be picked up by spies who get beneath windows and peer in at the corners at critical times.

All right. Time presses. Lets see what we can manage, I said. After all, I had now no love for Lord Fotheringay. I was just as glad of an opportunity of upsetting his little schemes as was Casteno. Besides, did not every move I made then take me just a little nearer to the solution of that mysterious appearance of Doris?

Selecting a point where the wall stood but seven or eight feet from the ground we quietly scrambled to the top by the aid of some projecting stones and then dropped on the other side to the turf at that extremity of the garden. Between ourselves and the house lay a belt of thick, high shrubs, then a long stretch of greensward, and afterwards two or three terraces flanked by urns, in which geraniums and other gaudily-coloured flowers had been planted. In the deepening shadows we flitted like two spectres — swiftly and silently — until at length we found beneath our feet the beds of plants which blossomed outside the quaint old mullioned windows in the front of the house.

Stealthily we crept from point to point, intent on hearing the voices of the trio we sought, or at least of catching some token of their presence. Time after time we raised our heads above the level of the window-sills and peered into the interiors, so cool, so fresh, so tastefully furnished. Nothing but disappointment seemed to dog our footsteps. We could not catch a glimpse of a single living person in the entire ground floor of that house.

At last Casteno stopped. Look here! he said in that quick, decisive way of his. We cant go on like this. The more I examine this place the more convinced I am that there is something radically wrong about it and in that arrangement between Fotheringay and the hunchback. Now the point is this: will you make a bold stand if I do? You are in disguise; so am I. If we are caught, let us pretend that we are sweethearts of two of the servants who, we regret to find, have left — but, at all events, let us slip through these rooms and see what we can discover.

Very well, I answered. But if we are to have any success, we must have no pride. First of all, we must take off our boots and carry them.


Chapter Fourteen.

Which Contains a Fresh Development.
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THE SPANIARD MADE a slight grimace, but, quickly recovering himself, he did as he was bidden, and we scrambled headlong into one of the reception-rooms without another moments hesitation.

This apartment was furnished in a light and modern style, but it bore no trace of recent occupation. Consequently, we did not waste any unnecessary time in its examination but made at once for the hall on to which it abutted. One of those noble staircases we seldom if ever find in a town mansion led to the rooms above; and at a nod from me Casteno stepped boldly upward to a door that stood slightly ajar.

Placing a warning finger on his lips he dropped to his hands and knees almost as soon as I reached the topmost stair and peered through the aperture. I also stretched over him and peeped at the interior, and even as we did so we both started back. For there, in a room fitted up like a boudoir, was the poor but over-venturesome aeronaut, Sparhawk, firmly fixed on a high-backed oaken chair with his hands tied securely behind him, his mouth tied with a handkerchief, while a piece of rope held his neck tightly pressed against the wood.

Another moment, and I am sure that, whatever might have been the consequences, we should have darted in and released him had not another object in the room caught and held our attention. That was no other than Doris herself, who had evidently been put on guard over the too venturesome captain, and was now promenading up and down the room, with a loaded revolver, trying to look fierce and commanding and well accustomed to firearms, but failing, I am bound to own, most miserably in the attempt.

Obeying a touch from the Spaniard I drew back down a few of the stairs and held a hurried consultation with him. It seems to me, he said, with a sly chuckle, as though the worthy captain showed a little fight when he found that he had been trapped and that some of our friends thought it would be better if they kept him quiet for a little while so that they could fix things up with my father in comparative peace. For a time, at all events, I propose we leave him with Miss Doris.

So do I, I said. We have really no business with him except to go on that journey in his flying machine, and if he doesnt come up to time we can always tell the committee of the fête where to find him. Now, lets push on. As I turned away for the door of the room in which he is confined I think I saw the entrance to an oratory or chapel, and once I am almost certain I caught the sounds of voices. Let us go and explore that next.

And I turned my face about and made for the end of the passage where I had noticed a big pair of folding doors, on the panels of which had been carved the sacred monogram and a cross about two feet in height. As I had suspected, this was the place to which the hunchback had been taken. True, the doors had been shut, but there was no key in the lock, and the first glance through the hole revealed to us the interior of a family chapel that had been turned into a kind of assembly hall, for a long oaken table ran down the centre, flanked by rows of stalls on either side that, no doubt, had occupied honoured positions in the chancel. At the top end of this table sat no less a personage than His Majestys Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, with a quill in his hand, busily writing on some large blue official-looking paper. To the right of Lord Cyril sat Lord Fotheringay, who was also bending over some documents, while opposite to him was the lawyer we had seen outside the gate — the man who had first of all spoken to Doris and her companions — and he was reading aloud from a large book in front of him a queer, legal jargon that suggested some Act of Parliament that had been for centuries on the statute-book.

For a moment the object of all this attention eluded us, but only for a moment. Suddenly, the lawyer stopped, and Lord Cyril Cuthbertson looked up, an expression of annoyance on his firm but forbidding features. Then we saw the hunchback spring to the bottom of the table, on which he laid a fist trembling with passion.

This is monstrous, he cried, monstrous! I repeat, I am no more an Englishman than is the Holy Father at Rome or the Emperor Nicholas, or my own beloved King Alphonso. I, therefore, deny your right to detain me here — to threaten me with penalties — to torture me with the knowledge that you have determined to stop at nothing to gain possession of those three manuscripts relating to the Lake of Sacred Treasure.

Then give them up, my good man, replied Lord Cyril Cuthbertson suavely. I have told you I will compensate you for them richly. It shall be no question of what they have cost you but of what they may mean to you.

And I refuse, repeated the man doggedly. I refuse. I have refused — I shall always refuse!

Why? persisted the Foreign Secretary, fixing two piercing eyes on the Spaniard. Dont think we English politicians are fools, because, in a word, we are not. I know there is an idea abroad on the Continent that because our Secret Service Fund is so small it is utterly ineffective. But that is not true. We have been quite sharp enough to know that ever since you set foot in London you have acted as one of the spies of Spain, and in pursuance of instructions from Madrid you have often bribed some of our men to do worse things than even Alfred Dreyfus was accused of, and have often brought yourself within the meshes of our criminal law. Dont presume too far on British complacency and good humour. We will go far, very far, to preserve the amenities of diplomacy, but over these manuscripts, with your bloodthirsty dreams of a great new Spanish empire that will sack London, you are pushing us a little too hard. Nor is that the worst. We have got your favourite son Paul in our hands at last. We have only to lift a finger and he, too, will be utterly crushed.

As it happened, however, the hunchback seemed to think but lightly of this threat against his favourite son, or he was certainly one of the cleverest actors in real life I had ever seen. We are all in the hands of the British Government, Lord Cuthbertson, he said, with a quick assumption of dignity that matched but ill with the Foreign Secretarys high and overbearing tones. Paul Zouche is no coward; and whatever blows Fate has in store for him he will meet them with a courage that befits a son of Spain in exile from his native land.

No doubt, no doubt, cut in Lord Fotheringay, as though he were anxious no more should be said on the subject of Pauls guilt just at that moment. We all of us trust that he will, although at present things which you dont seem to have any knowledge of look very black against him. Still, that is not the point we invited you into this assembly hall of mine to discuss.

Scarcely invited! echoed the hunchback with an ill-repressed sneer. Say, rather, tricked by the aid of a niece of mine. What did you do to poor Sparhawk when he got hot and angry and struck out in my defence?

Well, say tricked, then, observed Lord Cuthbertson. What of that? We are all of us playing for high stakes, and in a game affecting national interests we cant rely on everyday rules that do very well for ordinary men at ordinary times. Will you answer our plain question? — will you give up those manuscripts to the British Government, or will you not?

I will not, retorted the hunchback proudly.

They are mine. I have bought them. I shall do with them exactly as I please.

I am not so sure about that, remarked the Foreign Secretary meditatively, bending forward and pressing the button of an electric bell fixed on the table in front of him. At all events, for a time your movements must be hampered, for I see here, amongst the documents that have just been sent down from Downing Street to me for signature, is a copy of a warrant for your arrest from the Home Office on a charge of bribery of certain officials now employed at Woolwich Arsenal. My idea is that it ought to be put into effect at once.

Oh, but that is preposterous! snorted the hunchback, going very white. I shall resist it. I shall appeal to the Spanish Ambassador. I will let the public know how Ive been tricked here in Shrewsbury whilst I was engaged on one of the most peaceable of missions — the financing and development of a new flying machine.

Quite so; I should, said the Foreign Secretary, writing busily, as though he were utterly indifferent to what the hunchback said, did, or thought. Our dear British public loves revelations of all sorts — the more sensational the better. I only hope the press wont praise me for the part I have taken in the business and call me one of the nations patriots for setting the nations needs above the ordinary rules of criminal procedure. You really can have no idea of how keen they have become on stringing up traitors of all nationalities since some of our grim experiences in the South African War.

Im not a traitor, thundered the hunchback. No? said Lord Cuthbertson, all the inquiry in his assent.

I am a Spaniard.

Quite so. And again there was silence, during which the hunchback shuffled uneasily, for, although he was brave enough in conflict, silence tried him, like it does all highly-strung men.

Another footstep made itself heard, and through the keyhole Casteno and I caught sight of the burly proportions of Detective-Inspector Naylor standing in front of the Foreign Secretary, his hand raised at the salute.

What orders, my lord, he asked.

Oh! replied the Foreign Secretary carelessly, still going on with his correspondence, I think you will find a man there at the end of the table standing quite close to you. His name is Peter Zanch or Zouch, or something foreign and uncanny like that. The Home Office has issued a warrant for his arrest on some serious charges. Put a pair of handcuffs on him and take him up to Bow Street, will you? Be very careful, too, how you search him. He has got three old, valuable manuscripts somewhere — either in his pockets, amongst his luggage at the Green Dragon Hotel, or hidden in the rooms in which he is in temporary occupation. Arrange for a careful search for those before you leave Shropshire.

I will, my lord, returned Naylor, stretching out a muscular hand and taking a firm hold of the hunchback. As a matter of fact, I know this man very well. I have been to his shop in Westminster scores of times! And he took a step forward, as though he would move Zouche promptly out of the room.

Now, as I have hinted before, the hunchback had plenty of pride, and as he felt this coarse-grained Briton attempt to drag him unceremoniously away from the table at which Lord Cuthbertson, Lord Fotheringay, and the lawyer still sat immovable and unconcerned, as though no such person as himself existed within a radius of one hundred miles of them, his rage mastered him.

I will never go, never! he shrieked, and he whipped out a revolver and actually levelled it at the officer and fired it, but Naylor was too quick for him, and in a flash knocked the muzzle of the revolver upward.

Humph! a dangerous customer, I see, exclaimed the detective coolly. Well, you cant be left to go as a gentleman, thats all. I must treat you as a criminal. And whipping out his handcuffs he had them snapped on Zouches wrists in a couple of seconds.

Oddly enough, what threats, persuasions, offers of bribes, actual violence had failed to win the touch of that cold steel accomplished. Personally, I have seen the same thing happen scores of times, but, to the general public, the moral power of the silent handcuff must ever rank as one of the greatest of the modern noiseless miracles. Certainly it was so in the case of the hunchback. No sooner did he find himself really captured than all his braggadocio left him — dropped from him like a moth-eaten mantle.

I give in, Lord Cuthbertson, I give in! he cried. Order this man to take off these absurd bracelets. Ill do as you wish — throw in my lot with the British Government. Send him away, and let us discuss the terms.

The Foreign Secretary lifted his eyes lazily from his papers and pretended to yawn. I beg your pardon, he said politely. I was busy putting the finishing touches to a despatch. What was that you said?

I will sell the manuscripts to the British Government. I will give you the benefit of my services as translator, repeated the hunchback.

Lord Cuthbertson yawned again. Make a note of that offer, Fotheringay, will you? he said, turning to the earl, and speak to me about it when Ive got a little more time. At present Im too busy to think of these things as carefully as I ought. And, rising, he nodded to Naylor, but the hunchback stood his ground.

My lord, said he warningly, its now or never. Dont play with me. Dont push me too far. I will be with you now, but if not now Ill be against you and your Government for ever, so be careful how you treat me.

To my mind there was no question that Lord Cuthbertson never meant to let the hunchback leave that chapel; thus, as an outsider watching every feint and move in that closely-contested duel of wit and nerve, I recognised that all he did was pose — bluff — strategy of the lowest bullying type. All the same, I am not sure whether, if I had been in Peter Zouches shoes, I should have seen through the sharp practice of this pinchbeck Napoleon so easily. Indeed, I might as easily have been taken in as he was, for was there not at work that strange, compelling moral suasion of the handcuff?

Very well, then, said Lord Cuthbertson after a suitable pause. I am, I repeat, very busy, very busy indeed, but I will see whether I cant do as you ask. Naylor, take off those wristlets, and go out of the room for a few minutes; and you, Mr Zouche, come here quite close to us so that we can be quite certain that the terms of our understanding are not overheard by any of the other detectives we brought down from Scotland Yard to Shrewsbury last night. The detective disappeared with the handcuffs, and the hunchback went close to the table and engaged in confidential conversation with the Foreign Secretary and the earl for nearly a quarter of an hour.

In vain Casteno and I worked and edged and wriggled. All of the men round the table spoke so low and so earnestly that we could not catch a single word of what they were saying, and we might just as well have gone back to the hotel, and there awaited the hunchbacks return, as have prowled so uneasily on the far side of those doors for all the good we did to our cause, until I had an idea which I put immediately into effect.

Look here, I whispered suddenly to my companion, you come here instead of me and take a turn at peeping through the keyhole!

Why? he queried in a thin, complaining voice. Your eyes are better than mine, and your ears. You hear things twice as quickly as I do!

That isnt it, I returned. I dont want you to listen at all on this occasion.

Well, my back is tired. I am sick of stooping down.

But it wont be for long, I persisted. Just take this turn at the keyhole to oblige me, will you? Directly you have discovered what I want you to find — and, mark! only you can find it out — we need not wait another minute. We can get off to the Green Dragon and eat our dinner in peace.

Well, what is it? he asked, bending down in front of the door, his curiosity at last faintly excited. Dont you see that the old man is on the point of selling us and that in a few minutes both Cooper-Nassington and I will be done as brown as the proverbial berries?

Thats just it, I replied. I want you to study your fathers face very carefully whilst he is talking to Cuthbertson. Examine every feature in it, every turn, every line, in the light of all your previous experience of him, and see whether or not he is telling those men the truth.

By George! what a stupid I was not to think of that before? What a splendid idea! Of course, he has no love for them. It would be the most natural thing in the world for him to trick them. Look what careful preparations he made with Paul just before he left and how he hid those forged manuscripts in that steel box to throw every manner of inquiry off the scent! Why, he is the last man in the wurld not to burn to pay anybody out who gets the best of him. And yes! he whispered, I am certain he is lying to them. I can see it, and the Spaniard dragged me down level with the keyhole so that I, too, could follow what was happening in the interior of the chapel. Dont you observe that very curious trick he is doing quite unconsciously — standing first on one foot and then on another and then rubbing the ankle of one with the toe of the other? Well, he always did that to customers in the old days when we were poor and he had not got such a fine sense of honour about the sale of a spurious antique as he had when times became more prosperous for us!

Well, if you are satisfied, so am I, I returned. We need not spy about this creepy old mansion any longer. We have discovered all we have set out to find, and now I propose we get back to the Green Dragon Hotel, whither, doubtless, he and Captain Sparhawk will return.

And how about Miss Napier? queried Casteno slyly.

Oh! Miss Napier will probably come back with her uncle to the same place. He, doubtless, to keep up the deception that he is going straight now for England and English interests, will forgive her that piece of trickery which landed him right into Cuthbertsons net; and she, to see that he does keep straight, will let herself be deceived by him, and will watch him as far as she dare without exciting his suspicions. At all events, it is useless for me to think of making any move with regard to her just at this moment. In the first place, she has her hands full watching her prisoner, Sparhawk, and if I showed up now in this disguise she might put a bullet through the pair of us. Certainly she would raise an alarm, and there would be endless trouble and difficulties before we managed to explain, at all satisfactorily, what we were doing here without an invitation when so many vital national issues were being settled. In the second place, I cant make out her ignorance of the death of her father. Is it real, or assumed? Something very odd must have happened to make her behave like this at this mournful crisis in the family fortunes. Now, what can that be? So far as I can see there is only one source here in Shrewsbury which can possibly supply any sort of key to the mystery without asking the girl herself. That is, a Sunday special edition of one of the Sunday papers — the People, Lloyds, or some journal like that. The only place where we can find that with any degree of certainty is the Green Dragon, so, naturally, I am all eagerness to hasten back there and to look over its columns!

I see youre right, replied Casteno, as, springing to his feet, he snatched up his boots and hastened as rapidly as he could down the stairs, with the result that in a few seconds we had crossed the lawn and reached the shelter of the belt of trees near the boundary wall by which we had effected our entrance. Here we set to work, and quickly removed all traces of our adventures; then, hoisting ourselves over the wall that divided us from the side lane, we raced back as hard as we could in the direction of the town.

We must eat, he argued; eat to live. Everything just now depends on us keeping in the pink of condition. To do that we must never neglect our food.

Happily, after moments that seemed as long as hours, the paper I sought did materialise at last. It was a newly-arrived copy of the Weekly Dispatch, I remember, and no sooner did I glance at the first page than I saw from the headlines that some startling developments in the case had occurred since I turned my face from London towards the west. As a matter of fact, quite a new complexion had been put on the tragedy, and the latest report now ran as follows: — 

THE MYSTERY OF WHITEHALL COURT

WHO IS THE DEAD MAN?

STRANGE STORY OF A VALET

Quite a new turn has been given to the tragedy in Embankment Mansions, full particulars of the discovery of which appear on an inside page. Firstly, the valet Richardson has now had time to examine the body which was found in Colonel Napiers bedroom, and he says unhesitatingly that it is not that of his master at all but of a stranger who at first sight resembles him strongly. This view is borne out by two old friends of Colonel Napier who have also seen the corpse — the Rev. Richard Jennings, the vicar of St. Helens, Palace Street, Westminster, and Colonel Goring-Richmond, who some years ago was on the most intimate terms with the deceased and spent the summer with him in the Austrian Tyrol. Secondly, if this be true, there is no doubt that not only Colonel Napier, but also his daughter Doris, have suddenly and mysteriously disappeared. All their affairs, it seems, have been left in the uttermost confusion, and it looks as though, if there has not been foul play in their lives in one direction, there has been in another. Close inquiries amongst their friends reveal no intention on their part to be absent from home. Their servants also are astounded at their disappearance, and all the machinery of their social life has been brought suddenly to a standstill; while letters and telegrams of inquiry and visits from friends, who have read accounts which purport to explain Colonels Napiers sudden demise, plunge their departure into a mingled atmosphere of tragedy and mystery, which it seems impossible to-night to break through. Meanwhile, everybody is asking: Who is the man who has been found stabbed to death in Colonel Napiers bed? The police are certainly powerless to explain; while common people dare not suggest a most terrible answer which will occur to everybody who reads these lines for fear of the law of libel.


Chapter Fifteen.

In Search of the Secret.
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FOR ONCE CASTENO was full of sympathy with me.

No sooner did I explain to him the extraordinary development of that mystery at Whitehall Court than he was all eagerness, all attention, all resource to prove to me that I must think the best and not the worst of Colonel Napiers disappearance.

At first, I own, I was not at all inclined to take help from such a quarter; I had not forgotten those suspicious circumstances in which he left my office at the time the murder was committed. Nevertheless, before we had finished our dinner in that quaint old Shrewsbury hotel he had practically won me over to his way of looking at the occurrence.

After all, said he, as he drained his last glass of wine, you can certainly rely on the impression that Colonel Napier has come to no harm. If he had, Miss Doris would not be here at all as she is, as bright and gay as a lark, and as keen as a hawk on getting the benefit of those manuscripts for Lord Cuthbertson. Neither he nor Lord Fotheringay would dare to keep bad news from her. They are, after all, both of them gentlemen, whatever may happen to be the Chauvinistic tactics they adopt to push themselves forward in their own particular little intrigues in politics. Silence in such a crisis would be monstrous — utterly monstrous.

But where can he be? I cried helplessly. What is he doing? Why doesnt he come forward and tell the police as much as he knows of the affair?

Perhaps he has, said Casteno significantly, dealing with my last question first. Who knows? Naylor has dropped his part in the search, you see, and if that means anything at all it means that the murder has precious little to do with this wild chase after the old parchment records. My own impression is that the daughter is not the only member of the Napier family who has taken sides against us in this hunt for the submerged treasure. When the truth is told I think you will find both father and daughter have determined, in a perfectly friendly way, to work against me, just to prove to you how foolish and futile you have been not to take their advice. Hence Colonel Napier may have been despatched in one direction to circumvent us and Miss Doris in another. That disposition of their forces would be quite fair, you know, and might have most important results.

And the man found dead in the colonels bed?

Any theory could account for his presence, said the Spaniard, shrugging his shoulders and walking towards the window as though heartily tired of my objections. One is that he was some burglar who had got the office that the colonel had left the flat, and had disguised himself to resemble the master, had walked in at the front door and personated him over-night, and had been assassinated in error. Such cases of impersonation are much more common than people imagine, but they have such ludicrous, as well as tragic, results that they seldom, if ever, get into the police courts. Another theory — and to me not at all a bad one — is that the whole business has been engineered by some secret society for a purpose that will eventually become apparent. As you know, there are plenty of secret organisations in London that do not content themselves with mystic signs and passwords and occasional extravagances in the shape of nitro-glycerine and dynamite. I know there is a branch of the Spanish Friends of Liberty in England, for instance; and I am sure if they have got some hint from Mexico about the discovery of those manuscripts they will stop at nothing — not even a crime like this — to frighten off Colonel Napier.

Well, I had better leave it, I said at last, with a sigh, throwing the paper on to the floor and joining my companion at the casement. After all, you are really the leader of this expedition, and you have a right to require of me that I shall pay some attention to your conclusions.

Yes; leave it, repeated Casteno. Remember, you are only one man with one brain and one pair of hands. You cant do everything in a maze that has such extraordinary ramifications as this. I tried alone, remember, and failed; and, first, I had to get your help, and then Mr Cooper-Nassingtons, and heaven alone knows where we shall end. But this brings me to another point, Glynn, he went on, with increasing earnestness. I want you not to approach Miss Doris until this flying machine experiment is over. It is quite natural of you to wish to do so, I admit, but I want you to consider my interests a little for a day or two, and to refrain.

I see, I said meditatively. You are afraid something might happen, some injudicious word of hers, some careless act, which might scare off some of the people we want to keep blind to our movements, eh?

Yes, answered Casteno; but thats not all. You must recollect, too, that the people who are not for us are against us. It is not really to the Napier interest that your side should win. They are fighting, in my opinion, on the side of the authorities as represented by the Foreign Secretary and the earl. Well, let them, thats all, and only when weve won let us put our heads above the hedge.

Some other conversation followed, but in the end I agreed to do as José Casteno wished. As a consequence, we kept quite quiet in our rooms until we had got word from a friendly waiter that the hunchback, Miss Doris, and Captain Sparhawk had returned to the hotel, apparently on good terms again, and then in the darkness of night we slipped off and had a good tramp about the ancient streets and by-ways of Shrewsbury, rising next morning as fresh and as sturdy as ever. For a time, it is true, we feared that after his compact to help Lord Cyril Cuthbertson the hunchback might deem it prudent to avoid the excursion. As a matter of fact, I was the one who thought so. Casteno didnt, because, in the first place, he was sure that his father would never in any circumstances help England against Spain; and in the second, the dwarf was too keen on flying machines and their commercial and military possibilities to let Sparhawk slip through his fingers when he had got hold of a really serviceable invention that would take seven or eight people careering through the air at will. And, as it turned out, Casteno was correct, and I wasnt. The hunchback did turn up in the flying machine enclosure at the great floral fête, all prepared for the expedition, and, oddly enough, he brought with him as companion — he seemed to have quite forgiven all her previous days tricks — my own Doris, who looked as bright and gay as though a trip in a flying machine were one of the most enjoyable things in existence.

Captain Sparhawk himself, now that the critical day of trial had dawned, looked, I must confess, very nervous and overwrought. Attired in a costume that proved to be a compromise between what is usually adopted by the driver of a fast motor car and the captain of a penny steamboat, he flitted about from point to point in the enclosure, the personification of anxiety and restlessness.

First we must think of the weather, Miss Doris, we caught him saying as, disguised in the uniform of sergeants in the Royal Engineers, we showed our tickets which entitled us to the trip in his company and joined the mob of experts and committeemen who buzzed about him like so many noisy and curious bees. As for our features, they were works of art — the art of the painter and the art of the wig-maker — while our voices had developed a military bluffness and roughness, which left our throats lined with something like sandpaper every time we opened our mouths.

It all depends on the wind, he repeated, and he directed her gaze anxiously to the sky, as though she could see at a glance whether the wind were likely at the time of the ascent to blow forty miles an hour, or four. You see, I have got the inflation well advanced, he went on, pointing to the huge, slowly-swelling monster, which lay like a gigantic but quarter-filled balloon of fishlike shape on the greensward as men in mechanics clothes hastened here and there pulling a hose straight, slackening a rope, or dragging out the folds of the silk as if they were so many sheets of lead. This particular machine is Number 9 of my series, two ahead of Santos-Dumont. As you are going with us to-day, at which news both Casteno and I started, for we had not bargained for that, I crave your permission to name it the Doris.

By all means, said the girl, beaming with pleasure; and I trust it will have the best of good luck, and bring all connected with it fame and fortune! Whereat the little mob I have mentioned broke into a loud cheer, which was taken up by the thousands who lined the ropes that marked off the enclosures, and amongst whom the news of the machines informal christening passed like so much wildfire.

At this point somebody — I think it was the chairman of the fête — appeared bearing three or four magnums of champagne, which were opened, and the contents passed amongst the select coterie gathered around the inventor. Thus encouraged, the gallant captain went further.

You need not really fear the trip, Miss Napier, he said, raising the glass with a proud gesture to his lips. Nor you two gentlemen, he added, nodding in the direction of Casteno and myself, who had been pointed out to him by the gatekeeper as his two paying fellow-passengers. As for Mr Zouche here, now he included the hunchback, he is a practical aeronaut like myself. I always say, where he would lead I would follow; but, for to-day, we have reversed things a bit, although my opinion of his skill and knowledge remains just the same.

Then you think the machine is perfectly safe? said a voice in the crowd.

Its as safe as going to heaven in a rocking-chair, promptly answered the captain, like an oracle. The fact is, he proceeded in a lower tone, I have had the thing well tested. In the first place, I had it filled with air and coal gas, for the purpose of arranging the rigging, and then I took a little trip with it myself with proper hydrogen, and the petroleum motor hard at work, and it sailed aloft like a bird. In form, of course, it is similar to the balloon, La France, experimented with as long ago as 1834 by some French officers at Meudon — that is, it is shaped like a plaice — the front end being larger than the rear; while it is provided with a compensating ballonet, which is inflated with air by means of a fan controlled from the motor. The two cars, to hold three passengers each, like the motor, are supported by a pine framework, and are suspended at a distance of fifteen feet under the balloon. The propeller is an exceptionally large and strong one, and resembles a fishs tail, a mackerels, for I contend we find all our true air affinities in the sea. It turns at the rate of two hundred and fifty revolutions a minute, and the whole apparatus is strong enough to let us take a fair amount of ballast; for the secret of my success in my invention does not turn on lightness, where so many flying-machine inventors have gone wrong of late, but on weight — weight to subdue the pressure of the wind, to conquer the dead force of the air, and to answer the power of the motor to get up anything approaching a decent speed.

The enthusiast stopped. Some detail in the rigging as the great aerial monster rose higher and higher suddenly required his attention; and for the next few minutes none of us spoke at all, as the captain moved hither and thither, directing his subordinates, and getting everything into working order. Curiously enough, all his feverishness left him like magic directly there was any serious work to do. For that time he might have been quite alone in his workshop. He moved and spoke and acted as one who had perfect confidence in himself and in the issue of the daring experiment which he was about to undertake.


Chapter Sixteen.

Above the Clouds.
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AT LAST EVERYTHING seemed in readiness.

The beautiful grounds of the Quarry were black with thousands upon thousands of anxious spectators, and at a signal from the aeronaut Casteno and I, amidst loud cheers from the mob in the enclosure, took our places first in the car. There was room for a third passenger, and for a few seconds the Spaniard and I debated eagerly whether we should have Doris or the hunchback as the last party in the trio, and, if so, what line we ought to take with them lest they should suspect we were not those harmless members of a curious section of the public which we had given ourselves out to be. Unfortunately, as it happened, we were destined to have as travelling companion a total stranger to both of us. All at once we saw Doris beckon to the captain, and when he approached she introduced him to a tall venerable-looking figure with a long white beard.

This is the Professor Stephen Leopardi of the Meteorological Office, whom I mentioned to you, she said in her clear, ringing tones. He is an old friend of my father and myself from London, but just now he happens to be staying near the Wrekin, and he is very anxious, if you will take him, to make the ascent with you. He is a man of science too, of considerable reputation, and any testimony he can bear to the uses of your invention must, in the natural course of things, be very valuable to you.

Quite so! Quite so! rejoined both Captain Sparhawk and the hunchback, whose eyes gleamed with avarice at the prospect of getting so famous an expert to go with them and to speak up for them without a fee. We shall really be only too delighted if the professor will make the sixth in our party — if he will consent to do so. There is a very nice seat vacant in the car we have reserved for independent passengers. Will he honour us by occupying that? And with a good many flourishes and bows on both sides the scientist, to our profound disgust, was hoisted on to a seat next to Casteno and myself, thus cutting off for good all chance of our carrying on any private conversation or of giving each other any confidential hints.

A few minutes later Doris and the hunchback entered the adjacent car. Captain Sparhawk shook hands warmly with some of his more prominent supporters and friends on the committee and followed them, and the next moment he blew a shrill call on a small whistle attached to the motor, close to which he had taken up his position, ready to set all the machinery at work.

There was a loud crash of cannon, an ear-splitting salvo of cheers as one by one the guide-ropes slipped out of their blocks, and finally the air-ship Doris rose free from her moorings and went sailing like a bird across the river Severn in the direction of Welshpool.

At first the sensation was delightful. The earth and its people and features dropped away from us, until we seemed to have risen out of the hollow of a basin. There was no sense of ascent at all. The world slipped away from us, and not we away from the world. One by one the sounds died out, until at last we could only catch the hoarse barking of some sheep-dogs which must have seen us with those keen eyes of theirs and thought mischief was astir. Clouds, too, began to rush swiftly towards us, and soon we found ourselves enveloped in a soft, clinging, whitish mist, which blotted out all sight of the earth we had left behind us.

We were now being carried upward with a terrific force, and insensibly all of us turned our eyes towards Captain Sparhawk to see how he was going to acquit himself and his machine now the time of real trial had come. After all, any balloon could rise like this had done. Indeed, all balloons had been able to accomplish as much since the days of the Brothers Montgolfier. It was on the steering — directing — descent that the fame of the Doris and all modern flying machines had to rest. How would the vessel behave in a wild upward dash like ours?

Alas! we had not long to wait for an answer.

All at once we saw Captain Sparhawk stagger and throw up his arms. The wind had blown his coat, which he had carelessly left unfastened, against the motor, and the petroleum ignition had set the dry woollen material on fire. In vain he tried to extinguish the flames. They spread with hideous rapidity, and at last, frantic with pain, he scrambled on to the framework, and dashed headlong to the earth, a seething mass of fire.

For a moment, I believe, all our hearts stood still with terror.

Freed, too, from the burden of Captain Sparhawks weight, the air-ship shot upward at a most amazing rate of speed. At first it gave two great violent lurches, as though the loss of that twelve or fourteen stone of ballast would send it heeling over, with its cars at a crazy angle twixt earth and heaven, but, luckily, in our consternation we all made various movements that served to right the vessel, and later we found ourselves safe, at all events for the moment, but perfectly helpless. By this time, too, there was not a trace of the world to be seen. We were simply surrounded with clouds, which seethed about us in white, clinging vapour and wrapped themselves about our clothes and faces as though we had been overtaken in a mist on some Scottish moor.

Something will have to be done, said the professor sternly, turning suddenly to Casteno and myself, his sole travelling companions in that car. We can expect no assistance from that old hunchback or that girl, Miss Napier, in the other compartment. Do either of you gentlemen understand anything about air-ships? And he gave a quick, scrutinising gaze at our uniforms, as though he could find thereon some badge which showed we belonged to the ballooning section of the Royal Engineers.

We know nothing whatever, replied José quietly, stamping up and down to keep his feet warm. We have come, for pleasure we thought it, and here is the result.

Besides, professor, I cut in, are not you really the one to take charge of operations at this juncture? I understand that you come from the Meteorological Office and that ventures like this fall under your review in your department. Surely you know enough of ballooning by which, even if you couldnt make the machine perform like the inventor intended it should, you could at least take us back to the earth.

I am not so sure about that, said the man quickly, and then all at once he stopped and bit his lip. It was obvious that he had said a little more than he intended, and a new suspicion about him gathered shape and force in my mind. Suppose he were not the Professor Stephen Leopardi that Doris had pretended but some other spy sent by Cuthbertson to keep an eye on the hunchback?

Well, at all events, we cant go blindly to death like this, I snapped. Look, there is Miss Napier making signals to us with her handkerchief? Where, though, is the hunchback? Ah! I see. The fright has been too much for him. He has collapsed, fainted, and dropped like a log to the seat on the side of the car. We must do something or she will grow frantic. And waving a hand to her I, half unconscious of what I had myself resolved upon, scrambled on to the stays of the machine and began to crawl like a monkey towards the tiny platform from which poor Captain Sparhawk had fallen, and on which stood the motor and the different cords and levers that controlled the machine.

Come back! Come back! Casteno shouted. Are you mad, man? Dont you understand that in a cold, rarefied atmosphere like this the gas in the balloon is bound to condense, and that, as surely as an apple drops from a tree to the earth instead of the sky, by the law of gravitation, we must land on terra firma again?

But his appeal fell on ears that were deaf to all save one voice. Above the swirl and the wind I had heard Doris call to us, and nought else mattered. Doris was frightened. Doris wanted somebody near to her besides that senseless Spaniard. Doris dreaded what might happen. That must not be, and so, with eyes fixed resolutely on her graceful figure standing silhouetted against the clouds, I shut my lips tightly and crept along that dizzy path that separated me from her. What if she did not know me in that disguise? I, at least, knew her, and, should the need come, I would, I swore to myself, cheerfully lay down my life to save her from harm.

That passage from the car to the platform could not have occupied more than seven or eight seconds. To me it seemed as though hours had passed before I got to that platform and stood up by that complicated series of levers, with hands firmly gripped to the steel rails that ran round on three sides, the bulky outline of the motor shutting in the fourth. At length, however, I stood there, and realised I had not reached it one instant too soon, for just at that moment the air-ship struck a warmer strata of atmosphere and began to move on a dizzy and bewildering course, now shooting upward like a rocket, then striking a cold wind, and collapsing like a stricken bird.

Pull some of those levers, man. Get the rudder at work, shouted the professor through his hands as the machine commenced to career sideways through the air like a torpedo. These cars will be flattened out if you dont accomplish something soon.

But my blood was up after my dizzy crawl through space, and I felt I could not brook interference. Throw that idiot out if he says another word, I shouted to Casteno. Then I turned to Doris. Dont be frightened, Miss Napier, I cried, just trust me, and, if all goes well, we shall before five minutes are over be safe on land again. And then I bent down and studied the machinery by which I was surrounded.

A ships compass warned me of the position of the levers that controlled the rudder, and after three or four experimental turns of the latter I got the great monster in hand. Indeed, so queerly constituted are we men who love adventure that, no sooner did I find the air-ship obey my movements, than I promptly forgot all the dangers of my position, and, almost with boyish joy, I began to manoeuvre the vessel, first in one direction and then in another, until in the end I found I could make it head on whatever course I wished.

Unfortunately, none of those movements brought the machine any nearer to the earth, and I had to turn to try other levers, the objects of which were not quite so apparent. My first experiment shut off the control of the motor. My second extinguished the electrical ignition altogether, and I found that as the screw ceased to revolve we began to fall to the earth at a tremendous pace.

What was I to do? For a second, I confess, I had the wildest thoughts of throwing everything portable overboard and trusting to luck to get everything started again. Then, all at once, something seemed to whisper to me: The motor has stopped. Now the thing is no longer a flying machine but a balloon; treat it as a balloon. Find the cord that controls the valves in the top of the bag and pull those, and let all the gas escape, and come down to earth like a bird that is spent and tired.

Like a man dazed I threw out my hands and gripped what ropes I could that looked at all like guide-ropes. The first I seized sent my platform heeling over sideways, and it was nothing less than a miracle that I did not fall off its inclined surface so sudden was the change of balance. Happily, the second I snatched controlled the valves in the top of the balloon. It answered to a touch, and the gas went roaring through the aperture like a typhoon.

Throw yourselves into the bottom of the cars, I shouted to the occupants of the two compartments. We are racing towards the earth at a terrific pace. In a few seconds we shall reach it. We shall strike it gently enough because of the law of gravity and of the compensating ballonet we carry above the propeller, but I dont want one of you to get frightened and to leap out of the ship before all the gas is exhausted, otherwise we shall go careering up again, and the entire ship then will fall and dash itself and us into pieces. Trust to its steady collapse. And seizing an anchor that was fastened to the guide-rails of the platform I flung this over the side, and then crouched myself on a kind of huge buoy that hung just above the platform, through which all the different ropes of the machine seemed to pass.

Fortunately, everybody was too impressed by the way in which I had guided the ship in the first instance to have noticed how badly I had managed in the second in stopping the use of the motor, and so at my words they dropped down amongst the ballast in the bottom of the cars, and with teeth clenched and hands gripping the framework they awaited the inevitable crash.

Down — down — down we went — down into space!

The clouds shot past us as though they were driven out of our path by some tornado. The wind roared in our ears.

We caught sight of the earth, and it rushed up to meet us as if it would there and then pulverise us into a million atoms.

Next instant everything appeared to change like magic. Instead of one wild, dizzy, headlong flight to the ground we seemed to be upborne on some mighty pinions that were moving with great force but steadiness as we dropped, tired and glad, into our native sphere.

Slowly, steadily, like a bird coming to rest, we touched the earth again on a wide expanse of grassland. Then women and children started up about us, and, before we knew what had happened, we heard about us the thunders of British cheers, and found ourselves caught up in the arms of eager and excited admirers; whilst once again the good ship Doris lay on its side on the ground, slowly panting out from its shrunken ribs the gas that had lifted us to such dizzy dangers and heights.

For myself, I own, I should have been strongly tempted to yield to that joyous sensation of peace and safety again, and have done like Doris, the hunchback, and Professor Leopardi, and dropped promptly into blissful unconsciousness, had not Casteno fought his way towards me as soon as the excitement and the mob permitted and caught me tightly by the arm.

Look here, he whispered. This, remember, is the real time of our trial, not up there above the clouds. Make one false move here and youll ruin everything.

How? What do you mean? I muttered, blinking my eyes.

Why, Leopardi is a spy, and so is Miss Napier. They are following the hunchback, and with good reason. They are keeping watch on those three manuscripts which he probably carries on his person. Neither Lord Cyril nor they intend that he shall keep them.

Well, what of that? I murmured, for the fall through space had dulled the edge of my brain.

Well, they will steal them at the first opportunity. The deeds no longer belong to my father, remember, but to the British Government, who have purchased them, and who are only letting him retain them now so that he may not give the fact of their existence away until they have got their other diplomatic arrangements complete. The pretence that they want him to translate them or to decipher them is all fudge. They have two or three experts in cipher at the Foreign Office whose business it is to decode all secret messages, plans, documents, and treaties of which the Secret Service obtains possession. Now, those are the men whom they will trust to handle them, not the keeper of a curiosity shop in Westminster.

Admitted, I said testily; but whats that to do with us at this precise moment, when none of us know whether we are quite dead or alive? Let the Government try to get them first, then we can act. We can either side with your father, the hunchback, or with the authorities; but, for heavens sake, dont worry about it now, here amongst all this crowd who want to treat us like conquering heroes or half-dead voyagers, and who wont be put off with a bow, but will want to hear all about us, and all about our adventures, and how the deuce we managed to arrive in safety at this point at all.

They must be tricked, whispered Casteno, with a savage oath. Tricked, do you see? You and I have too big a job on just now to pose as popular heroes. We must take those manuscripts from the hunchback whilst he is unconscious, and we must get away with them before he or Miss Napier can have any idea that they or we have gone.

But that would be a theft, I gasped.

Not a bit of it, returned Casteno. Those documents never really belonged to the hunchback at all, for the dead priest in whose possession they were found had no title to them.

Then to whom do they belong? I questioned.

Why, to the Order in Mexico, of course, replied the Spaniard. Now you are warned, be ready, and keep close to me. And he turned a smiling face to the crowd who had drawn back from us in respectful sympathy, thinking, doubtless, that we wished to condole with each other on the unfortunate state of our companions. In an instant, too, he seized on this last pretext and acted on it. Will some of you gentlemen, he cried in those clear, ringing tones of his, carry our three senseless friends here to some place where they can be left in perfect safety and quietness? We have come on this flying machine trip from the floral fête at Shrewsbury, but, unfortunately, our leader got burned to death, and we have all had a terrible shock.

Poor things! Poor things! murmured some of the bystanders nearest to us, and instantly the demeanour of the crowd changed, for they realised something of the horror of poor Captain Sparhawks end.

In silence an avenue was opened out for us, a waggonette with a pair of horses was driven up to the side of the fallen machine, and, tenderly and carefully, Doris, the hunchback, and the professor were lifted on to the sides and borne to a farm outbuilding about two hundred yards distant. Here the five of us were left alone, whilst the two or three strangers who had constituted themselves our chief helpers closed the place upon us as they sallied forth to find us doctors and some suitable refreshments.

Now, cried Casteno to me immediately I had seen that Doris was safe and was comfortably placed on a great heap of hay, understand, we have not a moment to lose. Any second they may return, or some daring and inquisitive journalist may force his way in to interview us or to describe our battered condition. You pretend to be holding your flask to my fathers lips, whilst I search his clothes. Then if one of them comes to their senses or one of our newly-made friends return it wont look at all suspicious. And, as half mechanically I did as he had directed, he flung himself on his knees beside the prostrate hunchback and passed his hands rapidly over his clothes.

Evidently he knew a good deal of Peter Zouches methods, for I dont think his search lasted ten seconds. All at once his fingers closed over a tiny bag, something like a Catholic scapular, that had been slung around the hunchbacks neck. With trembling fingers he tore this open, and disclosed to view the three precious manuscripts, which he instantly seized and packed away in his pocket.

Then he made the bag look as natural as he could, and restored it to its position under the old mans singlet. As he rose to his feet again I saw that his face was ghastly white, and his teeth chattered like a man stricken with ague.

My God, he muttered, wiping the great beads of perspiration that had gathered about his temples, isnt this chase stern — awful? I doubt if even I should have dared to have tried a terrible move like this had I not known that there, at St. Brunos at Hampstead, was the key to these documents awaiting me. But I felt I could not falter now when Camille Velasquon had braved so much in bringing it from Mexico to London for me. But, bah! what cowards we are all of us sometimes. And he reeled, and I am sure he would have fainted had I not instantly caught him myself and pressed the flask to his lips.

Now to be off — to be off, he said wildly a moment later, pushing me aside and staggering towards the exit from the tent. I feel I cant breathe here now that I have got these documents. Every nerve I have seems standing on end urging me to be off.

I turned to look at Doris lying so peacefully in that corner, and then, half distracted, turned to follow him, but as I did so somebody started up and confronted us. It was the Professor Stephen Leopardi! His aspect now was wild and threatening, but we thought merely that the terrible experiences he had been through above the clouds had temporarily disturbed the balance of his senses and that we could soothe him like a child.

You must not go, he panted, his eyes rolling and his fingers clawing the empty air. You must stay with me, I want you. I have seen you. There is much to explain.

Quite so, I returned lightly, but just now we are not in a mood for conversation, are we? Wait until our companions recover themselves and my friend and I have had a little fresh air, will you? Then we can all meet and discuss things, but at present—

At present you would steal from that poor man the most precious things he has, thundered the old fellow, and to our horror he sprang between us and the exit and then pointed to the prostrate form of the hunchback. Oh! never, never shall you escape like that. And before we realised what he was up to he raised his voice and shrieked: Help! help! help!


Chapter Seventeen.

The Mysteries of St. Brunos.
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THERE WAS NOT a second to spare. Casteno shot at me a look of mingled entreaty and command to leave the frenzied professor to do his worst. The persons we had to fear were not, he motioned, in that tent at all but outside, scouring the grounds for medical assistance, and spreading everywhere news of our wonderful appearance out of the rain-clouds. Only let them hear this maniacs wild cries for assistance and they would hasten back to us, and then all hope, all chance of escape, for either of us would be cut off.

Nevertheless, I thought of Doris lying there so weak, helpless, and friendless; and I hesitated. I felt I had already stifled Love so often for Duty that I could repress it no longer. Indeed, I took a step in her direction to make myself known to her, but, misconceiving my object, thinking I had no idea but one — to flee — Leopardi seized me in a grip of iron. You shall not go, he panted— never! You are a thief, and you shall pay for your crime.

His touch, however, was quite enough. What Casteno had failed to accomplish it brought about in a flash. All the hot, strenuous instincts of my manhood rose in rebellion at this degradation.

You are mad, I hissed, and with one huge effort I sprang on the scientist and, catching him by the middle, whirled him over my head and sent him crashing a moment later on to some grain bags that stood piled up in a corner.

As I did so his wig fell off and with it his beard, and I staggered backward in amazement. The so-called expert from the Meteorological Office was, as the Spaniard had contended, a spy — perhaps sent by the Foreign Office, for it was a man we instantly recognised — no other than Colonel Napier himself.

Personally, I would have stood my ground then and defied him; but Casteno was too quick for me. As I reeled back breathless from the impact he caught me by the shoulder and with a quick turn twisted me through the narrow door of the barn.

This is no time for heroics, Glynn, he whispered. We have won. Now let us be off. And he doubled behind some other buildings and then dived headlong into a clump of bushes, through which he wriggled his way on hands and knees like a snake.

Almost instinctively I followed him, for on the still summer breeze I could hear Colonel Napiers voice raised in angry shouts, the thunder of hurrying feet, and all the mysterious sounds and movements which betokened that at last the crowd had taken alarm, and that an organised pursuit of us could, at the most now, be only a matter of a few seconds.

The branches tore our clothes and made sad havoc of our disguises, but this last accident proved a blessing in disguise, for it made us stop at a pond and restore to our faces their natural resemblance.

But we must not be caught, I returned, deftly rolling up the wigs and secreting them in the branch of a tree, where they looked like a new kind of birds nest. Look through that opening there between those willows. Dont you see the molten gleam of water under the summer sun?

Yes, replied Casteno joyously, rising on his knees and stretching his neck. Its a stream sure enough — perhaps a river — with plenty of water space, for I am sure I distinguish a current in it running steady and strong.

Now let us make for that, then, I urged, and hail the first boat that passes. Let us pretend we are soldiers, and have overstayed our leave, and that we shall get fined if we dont hasten pell-mell back to the town.

What town? queried Casteno ruefully; whereat we both laughed. It certainly did seem preposterous for us not to know the name of the country we were in. Yet, truthfully enough, we didnt — we hadnt the ghost of an idea.

As luck would have it, however, we found several boats moored close to the trees by the side of the water, and in charge of them was a sharp-looking lad about fourteen years of age.

Got any tubs for hire, sonny, said Casteno cheerfully, walking up to the youngster and tapping him familiarly on the shoulder.

What does your mother want to wash? promptly returned the lad, and in a moment the three of us were on the best of terms.

Acting on an impulse of my own I took charge of the conversation, and pretended that we were soldiers who had got sick of barrack life, and had deserted from some important depot, and were anxious to get into hiding in the nearest town. Now in most lads there exists a very genuine sympathy with the hunted of all descriptions, and a loyalty, too, which no ordinary bribe or threat would cause them to break. As a consequence, he promised to take us off in one of the boats and to hide us under some cushions and sail sheets as he punted us down stream to a capital nest I know, he explained, behind the kilns of the porcelain works.

But the town — what is its name? I queried, with a grimace.

Why, Worcester, of course, the lad replied. Didnt you see it on the milestones?

We were in too great a hurry to look, chimed in the Spaniard at once. Why, we dont even know what all those thousands of people are doing here in these grounds. We have simply bolted as hard as we could through the streets.

Then you didnt even see the flying machine fall? cried the lad, his eyes wide with excitement.

Not a bit of it, returned I, with more truth than the boy possibly could have expected.

Then Im sorry for you, observed the lad slowly, for it was the most lovely thing I ever saw in my life. Four men and one girl were dashed to pieces, and theyve had to stop the race meeting — for this is Worcester Races on the Pitchcroft — whilst they look for the remains of the poor victims who are supposed to have come all the way from the Crystal Palace with Mr Santos-Dumont, who, luckily, made his escape in the parachute before the thing fell.

Neither Casteno nor I, however, troubled to enlighten the lad as to the true facts. For one thing, it amused us slightly to discover for ourselves how strangely the news of our arrival had travelled, and in what a small degree the good citizens of Worcester were wont to mix the naked truth with their carefully-compounded stories of breathless adventure. For another, we were desperately anxious to get away from the neighbourhood of that racecourse. Any second the hue-and-cry might spread to the point at which we were. Indeed, it seemed little short of madness to loiter, and we sprang into the punt immediately we could get the lad to cast her off, and almost before he quite understood how quickly we had acted we had got ourselves concealed and the boy hard at work punting us down the stream.

Happily, the Severn covers but a few hundred yards in its passage from the racecourse to the city of Worcester itself, and so excited were the crowd over the fall and appearance of our air-ship that we contrived to slip away quite unobserved, to glide under the bridge that cut off Worcester from its suburbs, and to float past the cathedral, close to which stand the grey, old monastic ruins. Here we insisted on disembarking, because we found these remains were walled in and really furnished an ideal place of concealment, but we did not dismiss our guide.

Go, sonny, and buy us two suits of rough blue serge, I said, handing the lad four glittering sovereigns. If they ask you any inconvenient questions say they are for your father, who is employed on a coal barge, and has had his duds stolen, a thing that often happens, Im told. If there is any change remaining over, keep it, but whatever you do, hurry — hurry like mad.

The boy, who had now quite entered into the humour of the adventure, and thought what a fine thing it was to be outwitting the police under their very noses as it were, tore off, leaving us in charge of the punt. And such good use did he make of his time, his opportunities, and the shopping facilities of the immediate district that, in less than half-an-hour, he returned with the things we had ordered. Very soon we bade him good-bye and gave him half-a-sovereign for his trouble; and, waiting until he had disappeared round a bend of the river, we scaled the wall that shut off the cathedral school ground from the ruins, and then plunged into an ancient recess in the wall where, in the half darkness, we threw off our uniforms and put on our serge suits.

Nobody who has not stood in some deadly peril of this sort can guess the relief we felt as we got back once again into fairly decent clothes, that did not make us appear much different to what we really were, and gave us the advantage of our own speech and looks. One takes up a disguise glibly enough, even if at first it presents an arduous strain to the nerves; but after a time the thing becomes a veritable Frankenstein to one, and seems to absorb every ounce of ones brain and strength. Casteno literally danced with joy as he flung his uniform into a corner as far as he could.

Thank goodness, now we can walk and talk like other folk, he cried. For my own part, I dont care who we meet or what is said to us. I feel powerful enough to deny anything.

But surely, I gasped, you dont mean to show yourself in public until night is fallen? Think — think of the risks!

I have, and I mean to take them. Nobody in Worcester can identify us now with the two soldiers who took passages in the air-ship at Shrewsbury. Remember, even if Colonel Napier could be quite sure it was us who had played him such a scurvy trick, he dare not say so. In the first place, people will think the fall and the shock have given him softening of the brain if we stick up to him and deny him with all the lung violence we are capable of. Secondly, you forget he is Professor Stephen Leopardi, the expert of the Meteorological Office, to the world just at present. He is the fraud, not us, and we have only got to unmask him to the hunchback, or to get inquiries made about him in London, where the police want him for his mysterious disappearance from Whitehall Court, and where the Meteorological people would have him instantly arrested for his impersonation, to put him utterly to confusion. Hence we have no cause to fear him or anyone here. We are free — free as air. And again he capered about the ruins, overcome with glee.

Then you mean actually to walk off to the railway station with all the Worcester police on the alert and to take the next express up to town? I questioned. You think we shall escape without any trouble!

Of course I do. Is it not race time, and is not the city full of strangers? Besides, you seem to have forgotten the most important thing of all. I have these manuscripts in my possession, and Camille Velasquon has brought the key to them all the way from Mexico. Now all we have got to do is to compare the two — and then?

He stopped and looked straight at me, as we stood with the ruins silhouetted against the old cathedral chapter-house. My gaze met his.

And then? I repeated; and I stopped, and instinctively my hands clenched.

I will do what is right to England, Glynn, he cried in tones of intense emotion, stretching out his hands to me. Good heavens, man! dont stare at me like that! Im a creature of flesh and blood like yourself. I have feelings and a sense of honour just as you have. I have not gone into this business simply to feather my own nest. I have not fought my father — Fotheringay — Cuthbertson — I have not besought powerful assistance, such as Cooper-Nassingtons, to sell this country to some Continental enemies — no.

I take your word — I believe you have not, I replied slowly. The point is whether the Order of St. Bruno has, for it seems to me that they are the principals in this treasure hunt and not yourself.

Well, come with me and see, replied Casteno, averting his eyes. I have pledged myself, but you will not take my word. You doubt — you hint — you mistrust me.

I do, I gasped. I cant help it.

Then, come. And without another word he turned away, and, seizing the ivy that grew in rich profusion on both sides of the wall, he climbed up by this support, closely followed by myself. The drop on the far side was only a matter of some ten feet, and, aided by similar branches, we passed into the playground again, and soon found ourselves heading for the chief station in Worcester — Shrub Hill.

As Casteno, however, had predicted, we found the streets thronged with all manner of queer characters hastening to or from the races, and we managed to secure places in a race special, which was timed to run to Paddington with only four stops on the road. There were, we saw for ourselves, plenty of detectives in the station, and they had evidently got wind of us and our flight, for every wretched soldier who swaggered into the building was stopped and cross-examined, and we actually saw two poor privates in the engineer uniform, who had had a little beer, and were inclined to be cheeky and not to answer questions, bundled into a cab and driven off to the city police station.

Punctually, however, at the time appointed the train left with us. As it happened, by judicious tips we secured not only a first-class carriage to ourselves but copies of the London papers, which we had failed to get in Shrewsbury before we had to hurry off to the fête to look after our seats in the air-ship.

José, plainly, was fagged out, and no sooner did the train move off than he stretched himself across the seat and composed himself for a nap. I, however, was strung up to the highest pitch of excitement, not by the perils we had just passed through, but by the prospect of getting to the heart of the mysteries of that most mysterious Order of St. Bruno, which had all the ways and uniforms of regular monks without their recognised symbolism. Indeed, I had not forgotten what my guide said when I had walked across the courtyard of their house at Chantry Road, Hampstead— We are neither Roman Catholics nor Anglicans — and yet if they did not belong to one or other of these two persuasions to which sect did they belong, and what was the object of their banding together, with houses in Delhi, Sydney, London, and Mexico? And why, as José pretended, should they have any patriotic notions for England in preference to Spain — or France, or Russia, or Mexico for that matter? If the manuscripts really belonged to them, as the Spaniard declared, why didnt they desire to get them, to keep them, and to recover the Lake of Sacred Treasure for themselves?

Try as I would, I could not, as the train rattled through the fragrant orchards and hopfields of Worcestershire, bring myself to believe that my companion had told me the whole of the truth about this mysterious Order and the part it played in the life of our times. Like most private investigators I had grown to realise that tis not the habit that bespeaks the monk, and that often under the most simple and impressive guises there lurked secret forces that meant treachery and villainy of the worst description.

One thing I do promise myself, I thought to myself rather firmly, I will not rest whilst I am at St. Brunos until I have got to know all about these mysterious people — all. Señor Casteno may try as he will to put me off with explanations that only leave things more difficult and puzzling and hard to understand, but this time I will stand my ground. I will be the spy on this occasion, and if I find the Spaniard or his friends in the Order up to any mischief I will not hesitate a second — I will strike for England, cost what it will.

Sinking back, I took up one of the papers I had purchased, and began to glance carelessly down its columns. I had not forgotten that these news sheets might contain some further news about that discovery of a murdered man in the Napiers flat, but seeing that I had had a Sunday special edition of a London paper I was not expecting to learn anything really new just then about the tragedy that had stricken the West End with a sense of painful impotence and danger; I felt the police and the press had not had sufficient time.

Nevertheless, something fresh had been discovered by one of the most enterprising of the younger papers — the Daily Graphic — which, unlike its contemporaries, did not reprint the old story about a man unknown being found stabbed to the heart in the colonels bed, but boldly ventured forth into big type with this extraordinary statement:

THE MYSTERY AT WHITEHALL

IDENTITY OF THE DEAD MAN

The man who was found murdered in Colonel Napiers flat in Embankment Mansions has been identified by an official of the Foreign Office from a description and photograph that were hurriedly circulated by Scotland Yard last night. The victim is no other than a gentleman occupying a responsible position in the Treaty Department of the Foreign Office, and the papers found in his desk tend to show that the crime was the work of some secret society which has its headquarters in London, and which had decreed his end because he, as a member, was supposed to have communicated some of its secrets to Lord Cyril Cuthbertson, the Secretary for Foreign Affairs. How he came to be in Colonel Napiers flat — and bed — remains, however, to be explained. He certainly bears an extraordinary resemblance to the missing colonel.

By this time the day had begun to close in. The sun had sunk, leaving, as it sometimes does, even in the height of an English summer, the sky grey with mystery and suggestion of on-coming disaster. The paper itself slipped from my fingers as I dropped back into my seat and let my eyes wander over the landscape that, all of a sudden, seemed to have taken on itself the colour of my own thoughts, which were now troubled and perplexed with a dozen doubts and emotions which ever evaded me but none the less filled me with unrest and pain.

With an effort I recovered myself and looked curiously at José Casteno. He had curled himself up in an attitude that struck me as being too strained and unnatural to be comfortable, but, to all appearances, he was sleeping gently like an over-tired child. Strangely enough, it was the first time that I had seen his features in such absolute repose, and I caught myself examining each one of them with that careful minuteness and patience a geologist may bestow on a half-identified specimen — the lines at the corners of his mouth, the shape and setting of his chin, the high yet thin cheek-bones, the curl of the nostrils, and those hollow jaws of his, that seemed to be accentuated by curves of baleful but elusive significance. I had lived quite long enough, and had suffered disillusion sufficient, not to make the error into which fall so many earnest amateur disciples of Lavater, to pin my faith on any one of these features. In imagination I tried to add each point of elucidation to another, so that I might arrive at a just estimate of the true balance of his vices and virtues, for, believe me, no man is without some vice held in abeyance or left to flourish in riotous luxuriance.

On the whole, I realised that the head, large and powerful as it was, had qualities that might make for the highest intelligence and ambition, but now the face seemed weighed down with anxiety and grief of mind, and in its present expression there was just a touch of remorse, or was it some hidden consciousness of guilt? Keen observers who have lived much in solitude, and have not been perplexed by the sight of too many strange, eager, and passionate faces, say that every human beings countenance resembles in some degree some animals. I tried to apply this rough-and-ready method of mental measurement to the Spaniard, fettered as I was by the fact that those two great glowing eyes of his, like twin black lamps that flashed so often with suppressed fire, were closed, and could not, therefore, give me any clue. Somehow I caught the impression of a panther, forest bred, highly strung, but held in leash by some strong sentiment: was it love for Camille Velasquon?

All the warnings I had had against this man, the impassioned appeal Doris had made to me when she released me from the hunchbacks, the hot scorn poured on my championship by old Zouche himself — the mans father, be it remembered — even Fotheringays appeal to me to cease my association with him, lest worse befall me — all these things started up to bear witness against him. These had no reference to the tragic sequence of events — concrete things that had followed my engagement to him and had culminated in this mystery in Whitehall Court with the cruel slaying of an unnamed official of the Foreign Office by some secret brotherhood, which, as likely as not, might be the very order of St. Bruno, to whose headquarters I was hastening without a thought of my own safety or freedom.

Could I, therefore, trust him? Was I discreet to rely on him when great stakes, not only mine but Englands, hung in the balance?

On and on sped the train through hamlet, village and township. The twilight faded slowly into night, and as the gas lamps above my head flamed coarsely upward a terrible temptation assailed me and kept knocking on the doors of my brain in form something like this:

1. Why be a merely passive instrument in this great struggle between nations and persons for this Lake of Sacred Treasure?

2. Casteno stole the documents from the hunchback as he lay in the tent at Worcester senseless; why dont you take them from Casteno now he is senseless? Then you would be quite certain England would get her just rights.

3. You need not fear what the Spaniard might say or do to you if he caught you in the act. After all, you have got those clever imitations of the real thing which the hunchback and Paul Zouche prepared, and at a pinch you could substitute for the true manuscripts the false, and get clear away from St. Brunos to the protection of the Foreign Office before the fraud were discovered.

Everybody is a potential scoundrel in some great crisis of his career. Opportunity makes the thief, says one old school of cynics; and I was, I admit, sore beset to do this deed, with some excuse for my own conscience that after all it was but the doing of a patriot and that it had the sanction of a sacred national need.

But as I toyed with the temptation compromise came and sat beside me and told me that, if I didnt do the trick then, I could do it some other moment, when I was the more convinced of Castenos mala fides. Fate also took a hand in the struggle between conscience and duty and a sense of honour.


Chapter Eighteen.

London Again.
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SUDDENLY CASTENO ROUSED himself and sat upright, and with him went quite irrevocably all opportunity of taking the three fatal manuscripts from him by stealth during that journey up to Paddington. For his hunger was infectious and the meal he had provided excellent, and so it came about that in quite a few moments the pair of us were devouring roast chicken and ham and pledging each other in glasses of quite passable railway-station claret. Indeed, the tedium of the ride vanished like magic, and before we had finished the commonplaces of conversation we found ourselves back again in dear old smoke-begrimed London. That night we slept at Paddington Hotel, for we had had an exciting day, and did not feel inclined for a further journey to Stanton Street. Whence next day Chantry Road, Hampstead, was reached in an incredibly short time, and once again I found myself standing at the tiny door in the wall with its suggestive peep-hole. Only this time there seemed to be no delay in answering our summons, and we passed with great rapidity from the public street into the courtyard that shut the home of St. Brunos off the porters box at the entrance, and then we made our way, without any black-robed guide, to the huge hall with its great flower-decked statue of a woman, heroic in size but incommunicably fair.

Somehow I was conscious that our arrival had caused quite a thrill of excitement through the community, even in the various offices of the house itself. As Casteno and I stood there and waited for the prior, for whom he had asked immediately we had crossed the threshold, various figures of men and youths of various ages flitted in and out on obvious and childish pretexts to snatch the opportunity of a whispered word or handshake with my companion, who seemed to me a most popular personage, and whose return now began to take the form of a kind of triumphal progress. All these visitors, however, wore the same habit, and all had the same peculiar way of looking at one, like the members of some brotherhood that held the same tie very closely in common, and by practice and method had grown to resemble each other more nearly than do many members of the same families in our great, cheating, bustling world outside.

What could these monks be?

In vain I looked about the hall in the hope that it would give some clue to their practice or their faith. I could discover nothing to help me more than one would find in the refectory of some large public college except this same beautiful statue I have spoken of, with its floral offerings and candles. All the same, the expression on this sculptured womans face was not one of benignity or of sweetness at all but of a remote passionless beauty for beautys sake, as it were — something that had been wrought without any ethical ideal behind it or hope of moral change or influence in the beholder. Soon I decided quite finally that there was no religious tie at St. Brunos — none at all. Their secret of organisation was not, I was persuaded, one of a common faith or of devotion to a concrete and well-defined Church. They had some other bond which might be as strong as death, but it had nothing to do with the hereafter.

Now was that bond good or evil?

Abruptly I was aroused from my meditations by the arrival of the Prior, a powerful-looking, hooded figure in a robe of black, whose face at first was kept carefully concealed, but who wore around his neck one mark of distinction not possessed by his fellows — a thin chain of gold, at the end of which dangled a compass set around with some gold ornamentation, on which was inscribed a well-worn truism: I point always to the north.

Welcome, Mr Glynn, he said in a voice which somehow had a familiar ring in it but which I could not then recognise. Our mutual friend, José Casteno, has kept us of St. Brunos well posted as to the earnest way in which you have laboured for the rightful recovery of the documents relating to the whereabouts of the Lake of Sacred Treasure in Tangikano, and I am glad to see you here — to thank you.

I bowed, and in return murmured something conventional — that the pleasure was mutual. Inwardly I was assailed with one question: Where had I heard that voice before?

You are, of course, quite a free agent, the Prior proceeded, and any moment you choose to leave or to set about other business you are at liberty to do so. Personally, however, I hope you will stay with us whilst we decipher these documents. You are, I understand, quite a palaeographic expert yourself, and it may well happen that your experience or your knowledge may prove of infinite value to us.

I am quite at your service, I returned coldly.

Indeed, the understanding between us is, broke in José eagerly, that he shall have our full confidence over this matter. I have promised him that we shall do nothing in the dark. Every step we take shall be accompanied by him.

Quite so, quite so, exclaimed the Prior vaguely, but rather impatiently I thought. But there is much to be done before we can say that anything wonderful will happen in regard to these discoveries. Now, Mr Glynn, he said, turning to me as though he were anxious to bring an awkward development of the conversation to an end, shall I show you your rooms?

But I threw my shoulders back and stood my ground. I was not, I felt, a pawn on their chessboard, to be pushed forward as a mere gambit to cover other and more subtle forms of attack. Excuse me, Prior, I said firmly, but have we not met before?

The figure in front of me shook either with merriment or with annoyance, whilst José himself averted his face lest there I should discover too much.

Yes, he said, after a pause, in painfully noncommittal tones; we have.

Where? I queried.

Cant you recollect?

No; I cant.

Think.

I have — I cannot.

The man took a step forward and threw back his hood.

He was no other than the man whom Casteno had sent me that night to consult in the House of Commons — John Cooper-Nassington.

I started back amazed.

You, Mr Cooper-Nassington! I cried. You here, in this office, and in this house! What on earth, then, can this Order of St. Bruno be?

An awkward pause followed. We both stood and stared at each other, and neither of us spoke.

Well, at all events, said the Honourable Member, at length summoning up a faint smile to his lips, you can see now for yourself that in this matter of the manuscripts England is quite safe. I shall do nothing — I shall tolerate nothing — that will hurt our mother country or her interests. On the contrary, all of us here are fighting for her, and will do so until our last breath. We may not have particular faith in unscrupulous office-seekers and popularity-mongers of the type of Lord Cyril Cuthbertson or that precious but exceedingly foolish ally of his, the Earl of Fotheringay, but we have faith in the righteousness of Britains claims and her needs. Hence we are going to see that, as this Lake of Sacred Treasure in Tangikano really belongs to her, it is not snapped from her by Spain, by the Jesuits, or by a lot of needy foreign adventurers who have begged, borrowed, and stolen all manner of concessions from the Mexican Republic, and who even to-day may have got wind of the existence of these documents and may be moving heaven and earth, and the diabolical powers under the earth, to get hold of them!

That may be so — no doubt it is so, I returned doggedly— but there has been too much foul play in this hidden treasure hunt, as witness that murder in Whitehall Court, to content me or to let me take as gospel everything you choose to tell me and to treat as wisdom everything you like to leave untold. I must insist on my rights as an individual in this matter before we go any further or any deeper into mutual obligations which later all of us may find it difficult to free ourselves from, however much we may desire to do so. To-day I am my own master — I can stay or I can go. My decision now will rest on one consideration alone. What is this Order of St. Bruno?

I cannot tell you, said the Prior, and his strong face looked out at me without one shadow of hesitancy or fear.

Casteno, I went on, turning to the Spaniard, you are in a different position to Mr Cooper-Nassington. You are not an officer of this sect, this institution, this organisation, this brotherhood. You are a plain member, free to speak or to hold your tongue. I ask you to remember your pledge to me — to reveal to me all that it is necessary for me to know in this business to satisfy my own conscience, and, remembering this, to tell me what tie binds these people together.

I cannot, he answered, and clasped his hands.

Why? I demanded sternly, pointing an accusing finger at him. Why do you refuse? If a man is a monk — a Dominican, a Franciscan, a Norbertine — ay, of any Order you like, even of one of the great silent, enclosed orders like the Trappists or the Cistercians — he does not hesitate to admit his kind and to explain under what rule he lives. Why should you people, here in the very heart of a busy modern city like London, not practise the same candour? Why should you cloak yourselves in mystery, in doubt, in veiled hints, in suspicion? Your reticence is not meaningless. You have some cause for it. What is the reason of it? Why wont you tell me?

Because we are all alike bound by an oath, he muttered, and he moved away from me as though the mere acknowledgment of that secret bond had set up a new barrier, an unseen gulf, between us. We cannot tell anyone what we have in mind.

Still there is one way out of the difficulty, put in the MP, speaking now with marked care and deliberation, which, fortunately, rests with you whether it is acted upon. It is this: While it is quite true we cannot reveal the secrets of our existence to outsiders, no such bar rests against any communications or confidences between members themselves. Why, therefore, Glynn, dont you apply yourself for admission to the Order of St. Bruno?

Impossible, I cried. I have no wish to join the Order.

Well, said Cooper-Nassington, I cant pledge the Order, of course — I have no power to — but I am almost certain that they would take you in.

But for what purpose? I demanded. Dont you see we are arguing in a circle and that we have arrived again at the point why the Order exists?

I do. But that cant be helped. Will you join?

I dont know, I said lamely after a moments reflection. Answer me one question before I decide, and answer it to me with the most solemn truth: Do all the candidates join you in as deep ignorance as I?

All, cried José and the Prior in one breath. That is the essence of our union — this appalling ignorance of what we commit ourselves to.

Then Ill risk it, I cried. Propose me at once for initiation.

And you will stand the tests? demanded the Prior, now drawing back and giving me a most searching look. Remember, this is no childs play — we are men with mens purposes.

I will undergo any test, I returned recklessly, for all at once I had seen that if I were to continue on the track of those three manuscripts I must stand by St. Brunos whether I wanted to or not. Hence, now I had got the chance of joining the society, I was resolved to let no foolish scruples stand in the way but to go into the thing heart and soul till the whole mystery of its existence stood clearly out.

The Prior and Casteno now drew together and conferred for a few minutes in whispers. Afterwards the Spaniard approached me as the MP hurried off, and said: If you will go into an ante-room at the end of the passage the Order will be called together here and their pleasure about you instantly ascertained. If they decide to admit you your initiation will be proceeded with at once. And thereon he conducted me to a small, barely-furnished waiting-room and, closing the door upon me, left me to my own reflections, which, now the critical moment had come, were, I regret to state, none of the most pleasant.

Nor was that feeling of apprehension removed when, about twenty minutes later, Casteno reappeared and told me that the Order had approved me and that I was about to become a St. Bruno-ite. All at once I realised that this initiation upon which I had decided to venture with so much foolhardy pluck might be a most serious business for me and for my future.


Chapter Nineteen.

Reveals the Secret of the Order.
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THERE ARE, OF course, many strange and weird methods used for the initiation of novices into secret societies. As the years have rolled on it has fallen to my lot to belong to a large number of these quaint organisations; and I have been always impressed by one fact about them — whether they were rowdy and very humanly convivial, or whether they were wholly serious and oppressed by a lot of ill-digested moral earnestness — they all aimed at one thing in their entrance ceremonies. They strove to impress the new-comer by all the resources they had at their command with the majestic wonder and glory and weight of the brotherhood to which he had been privileged to enter on the payment of the usual entrance fees.

Now sometimes, of course, these resources I have mentioned are purely ridiculous, as witness that noble and ancient Order which directs its initiates, when they are blindfold, to crawl step by step up a flight of stairs, only to fall with a splash from the top into an artfully-arranged tank of lukewarm water at the bottom. Also, there is a body of apparently sane men in existence who have come together in the sacred name of charity and who find the climax of artistic realism in the disguise of themselves in long white beards and cloaks and in a profound darkness, which leaves them free to play practical jokes of the most stupid description on the strangers within their gates.

On the other hand, by the use of waxen effigies and coffins and other symbols of the shortness of life, there are associations which try the nerves of the candidate in the most severe fashion.

I am no enemy of secret societies and no friend. Possibly, with two or three exceptions, they are none of them very much good either to the men who belong to them or to the cause they espouse. All these early tests are justified by one and the same plea — that they serve to reveal the real character of the man who comes before them for reception. So they do. But decent people find it hard to be heroic when they feel themselves thrown suddenly on their backs, and have a revolver pressed to their temples, and, in language of flowing periods that recall the noblest efforts of Burke and John B. Gough, are told they are traitors and spies and deserve to be blown into atoms!

One graceless scamp I knew subjected to this test jumped up unexpectedly and yelled blue murder, then let out his fist with a haste that surprised, and much pained, the apoplectic warden who was exhorting him to confession and repentance, and whose mouth never resumed its natural position after this truly lamentable occurrence. As a rule, though, candidates suffer these things according to their temperaments and the measure of their fortitude, and they receive the joy of their reward at the sight of, and part in the initiation of, their dearest and their best friends.

Personally, I was too old a hand at the entrance to a secret organisation to feel much trepidation when José came to me in that tiny waiting-room in the London quarters of the Order of St. Bruno and told me the decision of the brethren.

After all, I reasoned within myself, in a few moments I shall know the best and worst about these quaintly-garbed people. It is useless to anticipate. So far as I know there is only one rule to guide a man at a moment like this, and that was given me by a man who had money and much leisure coupled with the mania to belong to all the secret societies in existence. He it was who said: Whatever they ask you to do, do it; whatever they ask you to say, say it; whatever they ask you to believe, believe it. In one word, reverence is the true keynote to all these initiations, and possessed of this every man may go forward with confidence and good will, certain that by its use he will flatter his fellow-members and save himself a good deal of confusion and shamefacedness.

Hence I arose immediately I was bidden and, signifying my willingness to proceed, followed the Spaniard down the corridor, which all at once had grown strangely silent and gloomy-looking, for the gas lights had now been lowered to a tiny blue glimmer, and as I moved forward I caught the sound of a low dirge-like chant that might well have passed for an Office of the Dead.

Now music at such a moment is a very curious and powerful agent. Indeed, I dont know what some secret societies would do without it. Although I had quite made up my mind not to be impressed by this initiation but to keep every nerve and sense on the alert to see if treachery were afoot regarding that Lake of Sacred Treasure, I caught myself again and again giving way to a shiver. Indeed, now and then the sounds would break from a plain chant into a long, low mournful wail of anguish inexpressibly pitiful and sad, summoning at a note, as it were, all the grisly, ghostly spectres of the hearers dead and gone memories and making friends walk in imagination that had long since gathered their tired muscles together and stretched their weary limbs out in a last sleep from which no human hand should ever awaken them.

At length, with nerves strung up to a painful tension, I was led into a tiny vault-like cell, and the door suddenly closed upon me. At first, so abrupt was the change, that I could see nothing. But after a time my eyes managed to pierce the gloom, and through the half lights I saw in front of me an old monk seated at a table poring over a huge and musty volume.

For two or three minutes he took no notice of me at all. Then suddenly, when I least expected it, he looked up at me, and his expression was calm, benign, yet dignified.

I understand, he began in a rich, penetrating voice that had a wonderful melody in it, that you have, for some selfish reason of your own, decided to seek election in our Order of St. Bruno. You are no stranger to secret societies or their methods, and you think it a cheap and an easy way to get at certain facts which you are anxious to possess.

He stopped and gazed searchingly at me, as though he would read the deepest secret of my heart, and I flushed scarlet. I had not expected this form of address, and his charge threw my mind off its usual balance.

Indeed, sir, I broke out hotly, I have done — I have suggested nothing of the sort.

Are you quite sure of that? he returned softly, bending down and searching for something amongst his papers on the table. Do you not deceive yourself rather than me? Have you not made a bit of a mistake in that contention? Just look at that a moment, and study what you see there, and tell me whether my surmise is not really correct. He handed me a small silver casket about ten inches square, and as I pulled open the lid a light suddenly flashed in the depths of the box, and I caught the reflection of my own features in the mirror that had been artfully concealed at the bottom. For a second — but only for a second — I was inclined to be very angry, very angry indeed. Then I checked myself. Why, after all, should I fall into that very common error and get enraged with the truth?

You are quite right, I said, suddenly closing up the casket and passing this portable mirror back to him. I have decided to join you for the cause you have told me. I am sorry if it is likely to give you or the other members of the Order any annoyance, but remember, my face has spoken where I have been silent and revealed the truth to you—

And as a matter of fact, he interposed gently, you are no worse and no better than nine-tenths of the men we have here through our hands, and we reject them because they are not fit to be of us.

Still, he went on with increasing earnestness, we have no wish to lose the value of your powerful personality and influence from the Order. On the contrary, indeed, we welcome the prospect of your adhesion, and we only hope that you will succeed in going through the tests we shall be bound to set you before we can receive you with credit to ourselves, and hope for your own peace of mind and happiness. As a matter of fact, we have long had you in view as a possible candidate for the Order of St. Bruno — longer, much longer, than you can even imagine. Perhaps you may think it was chance, a whim, a case of peculiar personal artfulness, that led our young friend Casteno to seek your offices in Stanton Street, to pay you a sum down, and to trust you so blindly with the secret of those manuscripts, on the fate and translation of which hangs the disposal of several millions of pounds. Indeed, indeed, it was nothing of the sort. By that time the Order of St. Bruno had got its point of view about you, was anxious to have you in the midst of it, and so it sent Casteno to you, and not a thing you have said to him, not a deed you have done with him, has it failed to hear and to weigh.

Why do I tell you these things? you may perhaps ask. Is it to frighten you? Is it to make you wish to join a body that can, in a time when nearly every man throws out his hands like a wild beast and grabs what seems to him to be the largest, the finest thing and the best, lay its plans with so much patience, far-sightedness, and care? Or do I explain this to you as a wise friend will teach an ignorant, not in vain-glory or boastfulness, but with an honest desire to reveal what is best and highest in himself? Well, of all these things I leave you to judge. Choose the answer that seems best to you, and let me fortify you with this assurance — the Order of St. Bruno requires no forced men. At any point in the tests that will be put to you, you can retire from your candidature and from the house. It will make no difference to us. It will cause us no grief, no surprise, no annoyance. We shall be always friendly disposed towards you — and any day you like you can visit us — and we shall only ask you to give us one assurance.

And what is that? I questioned with great eagerness, for my curiosity now was aroused to the highest pitch. Never, never had I known a secret society conducted like this.

That you will not reveal without our permission any of the things that we communicate to you in the course of this initiation?

I will not. I answered, and I held up my hand.

This is a serious matter. You must swear it, said my mentor.

I swear it, I replied, and a sound like a mighty crash of thunder followed, and for a moment great eccentric streaks of lightning seem to flash on all sides of the cave.

That is a token that your word has been accepted by the brethren, who, quite unknown to you, are gathered around the cell listening very carefully and observantly to your words, and particularly to the tones in which they are uttered. Thus encouraged, I am at liberty to proceed; and, first, I must tell you why the Order of St. Bruno came into existence. Not many years ago there was no such body of men in any country in the world. Now we number over two thousand adherents, and every day witnesses fresh accessions to our membership. The idea at the root of our brotherhood is a very curious, but also a very powerful one. It owes its origin to a man named Bruno Delganni, who was for many years a translator in one of our Government offices — the Foreign Office — and who suddenly inherited a large sum of money — nearly half-a-million, I believe. As it happened, his years of servitude to red tape had given him a very hearty disgust for, and contempt with, the ordinary Government servants. His idea was that they are all machine-made dummies, and he trembled to think what would happen to England should she ever get involved in a really serious quarrel with the European Powers. These men, he argued, are for the most part worse than useless in their present positions. Picture an invasion of England by a large armed force — where would they be? At their desks probably, sorting their papers and indexing their previous performances. Not a dozen of them have in them the making of a strong man in an emergency, for the system on which we train our Government servants in every department is to stamp out of them all the fine, heroic, unselfish qualities and to leave them mere calculating or recording machines. As a consequence, all the business of the country would be at a deadlock. The chaos would be awful to contemplate.

Spurred on by these reflections, proceeded the old monk, leaning back in his chair and folding his hands on his knees, Bruno Delganni resolved to found with his fortune a secret society which would silently, noiselessly, but none the less resistlessly, band together all the real patriots in every corner of the British Empire. Their names, he resolved should never be known unless England was actually invaded, and then the St. Bruno-ites should spring up like magic everywhere — in the War Office, in Parliament, in every hole and corner of the Empire — and should take the helm of affairs with one determination and one determination alone — to make Britain the greatest, grandest, and noblest Empire ever seen since the days of Imperial Rome. Nobody in his organisation was to be afraid of place, of power, of enemies or of this wonderful birthright. All diplomatists may be born cowards, this Bruno Delganni argued, but all St. Bruno-ites should be strong in the faith of the possibilities of the Greater British Empire, and should march towards the light of the world domination of the Anglo-Saxon race with the belief that this was the only way to secure the peace on earth and goodwill towards men which all sincere philanthropists and rulers, no matter to what nationality they belong, really crave.

Well, continued the speaker after a significant pause, as, perhaps, you will agree, this was really the dream of a most wonderful patriot with a breadth of vision that puts each and all of our statesmen of to-day to everlasting shame, for look in the House of Commons now and tell me is there one — ay, only one — of its members — who would dare to get up in his place in Parliament to-day and even declare as a matter of righteous sentiment that England should rule the earth to safeguard the worlds destinies and peace?

There is not one, I answered, and half instinctively I bowed my head.

No! proceeded the old monk sadly, they are all as flabby to-day, as prone to compromise, as eager to renounce the destinies of the Empire as they were that day when Bruno Delganni left the Foreign Office and determined to strike a blow for an ideal he hoped might change the entire face of the history of the world. Had Bruno, of course, not been ground down by this Government system he might have been another Napoleon. As it was, the man of action in him was sunk in the man of thought, and so he set to work to build his dreams on paper, so that when they stood fully erect they would be there all ready to become material forces when the hour struck. I wont weary you now with all the reverses he met, all the wild and disappointing experiences he went through. It is, we know, an easy thing, to feel patriotic when one is shouting the national anthem or reading the carefully-turned periods of a party leader; and quite another, and a different thing, to be a real, copper-bottomed, oak-through-and-through kind of patriot whom no storm can disturb and no question of family, money, or self-interest can alter, but with whom God and Fatherland are the only two watchwords that matter, and all the other facts of life are mere subsidiary shadows of the two same great all — dominant themes.

Many and heartbreaking were the reverses dealt out to him before he got hold of the right ideas to find out patriots and to weld them together in a union that could never be broken; but, as these ideas will form your tests as a candidate for admission to the Order, I must not now reveal them to you. I have really only one more duty left to me to do now I have sketched out to you the broad reason which governs our existence. It is this: Do you, Hugh Glynn, feel that you are a good enough Englishman to say there is no country like mine, no Empire so fine, no laws, no people so beneficent. I am determined that everywhere she goes, in everything she does, my own Motherland should triumph, and as long as I have breath, as long as I can stretch out my hands or use my brains, I will never, if words or deeds of mine can avail her anything, suffer her to fall behind her enemies, but everywhere, in everything, I will cherish one ideal— God prosper England.

Indeed I am, I cried in eager enthusiasm.

Then you may safely advance to the first stage of your initiation! said the old monk, but, to my surprise, his face was now very grave. Dont be alarmed at what is going to happen, but be warned in time, for many men, I must tell you, have been just as keen and as loyal, apparently, as yourself and have failed to be worthy of the name of Englishmen — have miserably failed! And he gave a great sigh.

I should have liked to ask him what he meant, but dared not.

Already I was conscious of extraordinary things happening about me, and it was as much as I could do to stand still and to keep my courage from oozing through my hands.


Chapter Twenty.

More Mystery.
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SLOWLY, VERY SLOWLY, the walls of that hermits cell seemed to fade out of sight.

The darkness of the place did not appear to grow more profound, but the light became greyer in tone, more misty in character, so that at length I felt I was standing in a kind of opalescent vapour, which would not let me distinguish objects more than two or three feet distant from the point where I stood, lost in profound amazement at the changes that came upon me from every quarter.

Something went moaning and sighing past me with eyes so huge and luminous that they gleamed like lamps of fire. Then I caught the sound of a woman crying — not with heartrending sobs that would tear to atoms the grief that had caused that outburst of emotion — but slowly, regularly, resistlessly, as though sorrow had touched the centre of her being and her tears flowed with every single throb of her heart.

Afterwards a scene formed itself in front of me, but whether it was a piece of clever stage realism or the free use of a panorama and a cinematograph I could never discover. All at once the light grew soft and rosy like that of early summer dawn, and I saw, apparently, stretched in front of me a sandy waste of country, across which the old monk, who had just been speaking to me was walking, footsore and bowed with age and weariness. Then came a shrill blast on a horn, and before one could utter even a sound a horde of savages in their war paint swept across the landscape and seized the old man and demanded something from him which he refused to yield. In a flash they caught him up amongst them, and there I saw inflicted on him such hideous atrocity and torture that I found myself reeling backward sick with the smell of burning flesh and faint with the sight of that flow of human blood.

Fortunately, the scene at length faded — everything went completely black — and out of a silence, so still that it could be felt almost, there arose the shrill whistle of an Arctic blast that pierced me through and through with cold. Sharper and sharper grew the frost about me. Eventually I became conscious of something that bit and stung which was falling on my hands, my face, my shoulders with ever-increasing swiftness, till, stretching out my fingers, I seemed to be in the centre of a bitter and searching snowstorm, above which the moon appeared to rise and to exhibit in front of me a man clad in the uniform of a Canadian letter-carrier. Almost as soon as he became visible I could see that the man was well-nigh spent and broken with the cold, but, as he toiled on and on in front of me I saw him sink deeper and deeper into the drift, until at length, absolutely exhausted, he threw up his arms and fell face downwards in the snow. Oh! how I toiled to reach him as the snow fell faster and faster, rapidly blocking his form out of sight. Somehow something seemed to force me perpetually to take a wrong direction — I became conscious of inhaling something uncommonly like chloroform — and I, too, fell.

When I next opened my eyes the scene had changed. Instead of snowclad plain and a wind that howled and whistled and cut through me like a newly-sharpened knife, I seemed to find myself in a brilliantly-furnished throne-room hung with rich tapestries and candelabra of gold, whilst dotted about the floor were pieces of gilded furniture of the days of Louis Seize. At the far end of this magnificent apartment were folding doors, and as, all sick and dizzy, like a man newly recovered from a surgical operation, I arose from the lounge on which in some miraculous fashion I had become stretched I saw these flung wide open. A stately march broke from an organ in a hidden gallery above, and there entered a procession of pages, who, taking no notice of my presence, ranged themselves, in their picturesque costumes of a bygone court period, on all sides of the room.

The music now became more jubilant as other figures loomed up in the doorway — figures of courtiers, jesters, ecclesiastics — until at length the apartment was almost filled with people, all conversing eagerly in that melodious Spanish tongue which I recognised but could not follow, although my knowledge of Latin was really profound enough to qualify me for a priest. Suddenly, however, the music stopped — all sounds of conversation ceased as if by magic — and all present appeared to take up their allotted positions. The next moment there entered two ecclesiastics in scarlet cassocks and cottas, carrying their birettas in their hands, whilst close behind there came a thin, white-faced cardinal, clad in the purple of the Roman Church, with the traditional skull cap at the back of his head.

Very low bent the assemblage at his approach to the throne, and no sooner was he seated than the smell of incense, cast on braziers full of burning charcoal in the corners of the room, arose, in clouds of smoke that had a most stimulating, instead of an oppressive, feeling upon me. I felt so bright, so strong so elastic that I could run, jump, anything, and I could barely contain myself as supplicant after supplicant entered the throne-room, and besought, in Spanish, some favour from the cardinal, who, I gathered, from the constant repetition of the phrase, could be no less a dignitary than the Cardinal-Archbishop of Toledo. Priests came — country curés, apparently newly arrived from remote mountain districts; pale-faced, humble-looking mother superiors, whose clothes and bearing bore eloquent evidence of their faithfulness to their vows of poverty and obedience; interspersed with which would now and then figure some crafty, oily scrivener; or, again, a fat, well-clad merchant, who seemed to bring the very trafficking of his shop into his language, his gestures, and attitude.

To my surprise, the last comers of all proved to be no less a personage than the very Prior of the Order of St. Bruno, clad in the Benedictine garb he affected, accompanied by José Casteno and two or three of the brethren. Apparently they had to pay some dues, for a table, crossed like a draught-board, and a pair of balances were brought in and fixed up before the cardinal, and from stout leather bags carried by the brethren were poured diamonds and rubies and emeralds that must have been worth thousands of pounds. Yet, large as their value looked, the Cardinal-Archbishop did not seem satisfied. He rose impatiently from his seat on the throne, his thin, ascetic, shrunken figure towering wrathfully over Mr Cooper-Nassington, who this time looked a prey to acute nervousness, and, shaking a warning finger at the pile of jewels, His Eminence spoke, in the quick, fiery Spanish tongue, some words that seemed to cause the St. Bruno-ites to cower and shiver as though they were being severely whipped.

A moment later they were hurried out of the audience chamber, and as the crowd of courtiers and ecclesiastics, who had drawn nearer to the throne during the altercation, settled themselves once again in their accustomed places I saw the Cardinal beckon to one of his chamberlains, to whom he whispered for a few seconds, looking the while, for the first time, in my direction.

The man bowed very low at the close of his instructions, and, taking up his wand of office, he marched with measured and dignified step in my direction, the crowd stopping suddenly their whispers and watching his movements with obvious interest. No sooner did he draw level with me than he spoke:

His Eminence desires that you should approach him, Mr Hugh Glynn, he said in excellent English, although his tone was decidedly that of a Spaniard. He has some offer to make to you which he believes it is well for you to consider. Pray follow me. And he turned about and led me right to the steps of the throne itself.

By this time the effect of the incense had very largely passed from me. In a way I was under the influence of the drugs in the sense that I was conscious of a high degree of exaltation and moral fervour, but the lust for action had gone and left in its place a consciousness of extraordinary importance and power.

Very low I bent before the bowed figure in front of me, and after the customary salutation: Pax vobiscum, to which I found myself answering quite mechanically: Et cum spiritu tuo, the cardinal addressed me, in rather laboured accents, in my own tongue.

I have had you brought here, Mr Glynn, he said slowly and with great care, in a rather curious fashion, it is true, but none the less effective, although I wont stop now to explain it, for two special and momentous reasons. The first relates to the Order of St. Bruno, from which I had you rescued in the moment of your initiation, for a cause that will quickly appear to all obvious enough. You have seen for yourself how the Prior and his brethren have come before me. They are, as a body, in my debt to an extent that would appal you, and yet, although I am probably one of the most lenient lenders in the world, you have seen for yourself how they attempt to evade payment by presents of costly jewels and of precious stones. Knowing this, I ask you, was it wise of you to want to link yourself with them? Remember, once you join them you become liable ipso facto for as much money as they happen to owe and cannot afford to pay for themselves. As a man who has been trained as a lawyer — nay, as one who intends shortly to incur all the sacred obligations of matrimony — is it wise of you to rush blindfold into this zone of debt and difficulty you can have no certain knowledge of, no appreciation? Take time to consider it while I put before you the second reason why you have been bidden here to this audience chamber.

As a matter of fact, he went on with increasing earnestness, you stand at present in the most important city of Spain — Toledo — which possesses one of the most valuable collections of ancient historical manuscripts that have remained untranscribed since centuries and centuries before the days of the ill-fated Armada. In the minds of the rulers, however, the time has come for these documents to be disinterred from the chests in which they have lain from time immemorial, to be deciphered, and to be given to the world at the discretion of the head curator. Now, that place of head curator is vacant, and, although it is decided that only a Spaniard can fill it, I can easily get you letters of naturalisation, for I am empowered to offer you that position — a life appointment — at a salary of 2000 pounds English each year.

In spite of myself I gasped at the munificence of this offer. In a flash I saw all the magnificent possibilities of a position of eminence and of usefulness such as that — to practise as a means of livelihood the finest and most fascinating hobby man who loved history ever had — and I own I was just on the point of accepting it when I felt instinctively the prick of the thorn hidden beneath the rose. I had to renounce my rights as an Englishman! I had to disavow my birthright! I had to throw aside the thing I treasured most — pride of race and birth! How could I do this with those burning words of the old hermit in his cell ringing even then in my ears? The Order of St. Bruno might be a gang of spendthrifts, they might have as officers adventurers who exploited the poor puffed-up patriots they caught in the meshes of their sophistries and vanity of their habits, but, after all, their ideal was too noble to cast aside just for money alone.

Must — must this curator be a Spaniard? I cried, stretching out my hands.

He must, came the inexorable answer.

Then I am deeply honoured by the trouble you have taken, the kindly interest you have shown in me, I replied slowly, but the thing is frankly impossible — I cannot give up my nationality at a word in the the way you stipulate.

There was a sudden shout, so loud that it sent me staggering backward with my hands pressed closely to the drums of my ears. The Cardinal-Archbishop appeared to bound from his throne like a man who had been shot, and once again, as something soft, diaphanous, and white was waved in front of me, I caught the sickly, sticky smell of chloroform, which overpowered me so quickly that almost as soon as it reached me I dropped to a lounge like a man dead with sleep.

When next I came to my senses I was astounded to find myself stretched on the floor in that same hermits cell from which I had started. The old monk who had first explained to me the secret that held men together in the Order of St. Bruno was bending over me, bathing my temples with some aromatic preparation from a small silver ewer that stood on the floor beside him, whilst I found my head resting on the only evidence of luxury in the place — a beautifully — embroidered silken cushion, that insensibly recalled to me all the glories of the palace of the Cardinal-Archbishop of Toledo.

Weak and trembling, like a man who had just recovered from a long and debilitating illness, I scrambled to my feet, and, aided by my companion, I seated myself on a chair that was standing near the table.

Tell me, I said, passing a tremulous hand over my throbbing forehead, what has happened? Have you had a serious accident here while I have been in this cell?

No, he said, with a grave shake of his head; nothing has occurred here — nothing at all.

Did something hit me, or was I all of a sudden stricken with a fit.

Neither, he replied; all through you have been a free and a conscious agent.

Then, I didnt dream! I didnt rave! I have actually seen the things I have pictured? I stammered, thoroughly bewildered by the mans steady and truthful gaze. Oh! I have it, I cried suddenly again, you have hypnotised me! You made me believe that I was first at the foot of a mountain in far-off Africa then on the snowclad wastes of Canada, and afterwards in a noble throne-room in Spain, where an offer was made that tempted me most sorely.

That is not so, he answered coldly. I am not a hypnotist! I do not understand mesmerism, and, if I did, I wouldnt practise it. I consider it is based on a malign perversion of some beneficent law of Nature.

No, he went on, reaching out a hand and turning up the light that hung above his head; there has been no occult influence at work here — none at all. All that you have seen has happened, fairly enough, but with this distinction — it has all happened round about this room.

As a matter of fact, you must always remember this, he proceeded, the founder of our order, the Bruno Delganni, had a most marvellous knowledge of stage mechanics and effects, and when he found it so hard to discover whether the men who wished to join him were really patriots or not he turned this knowledge to the use you have seen. He erected in every monastery that he established huge theatrical machinery and properties, with the result that the brethren there are able to carry out any kind of test they wish.

In your case, the plan agreed on was a very simple but an effective one. The first idea was to give you a fright, and then to take you off on all manner of excursions, so that you would not realise when the supreme test came what and which it was. Hence the deaths on the mountain and in the snowstorm. The real trial came when we played with all the force we could on the one string we knew held you like a vice — your love of manuscripts. Would you respond to this and renounce your birthright, or not?

Luckily, you did not, although we bent every energy we had, every trick we knew, to lure you into the trap, using hasheesh, chloroform, anything that suited our purpose, to make our stage scenes seem to you the more vital, the more real. In the end you made the supreme refusal — you would not cease to be an Englishman. Therefore all our show ended as suddenly as it had begun. We had tested you, and we had found you were really the patriot you had always pretended to be to José Casteno when any question arose of the safety or the use of those three manuscripts that gave the whereabouts of the Lake of Sacred Treasure.

We wanted to learn no more then. We decided there and then that you were the kind of novice which the Order of St. Bruno required, and we hastened back to our proper garbs again, anxious only now to bring the ceremony of initiation to an end. Hence it has come about that only one other test remains to be applied to you, and then you will be free to enter forthwith on all the rights and privileges of our brotherhood, which are, I am to explain, very numerous, far-reaching, and valuable.

Do not fear it. In character, in effect, it is totally different to any experience you have been through; but our noble founder, Bruno Delganni, held it to be a very precious expedient to practise, and in his institutes, which we follow with scrupulous exactness, he lays it down in the clearest fashion that on no account must we omit it, however enthusiastic we may feel at the conduct of our novice in the other and more theatrical tests we have applied to him.

Very well, I said resignedly. I am prepared. Do with me as you will. And taking the glass of wine he pressed on me I drained it, and then seated myself once more in the chair to await developments, although in my inmost heart I felt so upset and confused that I hardly knew how to speak.

With a stately inclination of the head the old monk passed through the doorway and left me.

Slowly, very very slowly, the light faded, and then I became surrounded by soft greyish darkness that afflicted me with a sense of intense mournfulness.


Chapter Twenty One.

The Use of the Image.
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FOR SEVERAL SECONDS I felt that I could not bear the strain and suspense of this fresh test; already I had suffered so much I had grown weak and nervous. I wanted to be quiet, to sit still for a few minutes, and to think out all the extraordinary things I had heard and witnessed. Yet here I was caught up in this weird kaleidoscope of sensation. I no longer felt my feet on solid earth, but all at once I recognised that I had become the prey of some elements that defied all the ordinary laws of reason, and might, if I gave way to childish or unreasoning panic, send me practically demented.

In vain I told myself that the whole movement about me was but the insane jest of some crazy stage craftsman. In vain I held myself tightly together, and with all the vigour I was capable of anathematised Delganni for his preposterous notions of finding out the true metal of a man and what, in apparently grave moments of physical distress, he might be capable of. The hideousness of the scene afflicted me with a sense of intolerable vertigo. First there were ear-piercing screams, then long lurid intervals of silence in which some red light burned angrily in the background, and I saw the walls about me and the ceiling above me bend and crack and stoop; there appeared to be nothing — nothing to prevent them falling with a crash upon me and dashing me to instant annihilation.

The culminating horror of it all was reached when even the chair on which I sat, the table against which I rested, began to slowly revolve. The movements of the floor were steady, well ordered and rhythmical, but, as loud sonorous sounds were struck, afar off, on some brazen instruments, the framework seemed to rock and roll, as though the very earth were shaken by some subterranean power.

I verily believe that the physical strain of saving myself from being pitched forward kept me sane in these moments. I know I began by extending my rage to all secret societies, and then I passed on to swearing at myself for being so rash and foolish as to submit myself to these indignities — I, a free-born Englishman, upon whom, if I had confined myself to the ordinary walk of life, nobody dared lay a hand so grim and preposterous as this was.

Finally, as the movement grew more erratic, I was content to hang on, and I hung on so effectually that my tortures all at once ceased to torture me, the movements in the hermits cell stopped as though by magic, the light grew larger, rounder, more luminous, and suddenly Casteno appeared through the gloom in the doorway with a hand stretched out in welcome.

I congratulate you, Glynn, he said. You have gone through all the tests required with flying colours. Now, come with me and receive your reward.

Stiff, sick, and sore, I rose unsteadily from the chair and grabbed his arm. Ill come with you all right, I panted, but the kind of reward I feel interested in just at this minute is to give somebody such a thrashing that will relieve my feelings and teach my good friends at St. Brunos the danger of banging and bewildering a man in the way I have been.

Well, conceded José, with a pleasant smile, some of us do hold that this ceremony of initiation into the Order is rather foolish; but, after all, we dont quite know how we can get out of it. In the first place, we see that Delganni was really a most wonderful man. Years before we had all this babble and talk and political trickery about a wise imperialism for England, and a Greater Britain, and the responsibilities of empire and so forth, he saw the eternal mission of our country, and he saw it clearly. More than that, he did, with all those fantastic methods of his, manage to institute this brotherhood and to get a very fine and reliable nucleus of workers together. That being so, who are we, his disciples as it were, to judge him? We are glad enough to take up his burden and his dream just when he laid them down. Then, if we put away this ceremony of initiation of his, what ceremony could we devise to take its place?

Anything, I snapped, anything but the one you have. And with him I began to walk down the corridor.

I am not so sure about that, answered Casteno. There will, I suppose, be always adventurers attracted to a cause by loaves and fishes, and it is highly necessary for the ideal we cherish that such should be weeded out. Anything that stops these sharks is useful, very useful. Why, we have had both Lord Cyril Cuthbertson and Lord Fotheringay up before us for examination, and we played so well on their weak points, as we tried to play on yours, over the place of curator at Toledo, that we actually got them to say they would renounce their nationality as Englishmen! No wonder, then, we wont trust them with the deeds that would show the whereabouts of the Lake of Sacred Treasure. In our opinion, they are nothing more than the most pestilential parasites England has ever bred — I mean political patriots!

I halted in amazement. Then, I stammered, am I to take it that the Order is so rich and so powerful that even His Majestys Secretary for Foreign Affairs tried to get within its ranks?

Indeed it is, answered Casteno earnestly. Why, it is true Bruno Delganni only left about a million, but that million he left was in land near Leeds which had not at the time been exploited. Since his death it has been opened up, developed, and sold with remarkable care and skill, with the result that, aided by other benefactions, the Order to-day is enormously wealthy. It was computed a short time ago that if we divided the property amongst the members for any reason, say a terrific European war with England where the cash might in a patriotic sense be useful, we should each receive about seventy-five thousand pounds.

And perhaps, what is more to the point just now, you will now become entitled to a share of that amount. In fact, we St. Bruno-ites boast and know we shall never want money for any good purpose either for ourselves or our friends. We have only to apply to the three rulers we have, whom we call the Council of Three, to get it.

For instance, when I am married I shall ask their assistance, and I am sure they will yield it to me with great pleasure, and that they will allot my bride and myself such a handsome wedding portion that neither she nor I will ever want the means of keeping up a perfectly respectable and well-balanced position in society. Why, there are to-day five or six members of Parliament who are St. Bruno-ites, and where do you think they get the means from to win their different constituencies and to keep up their seats? From the Order, of course; and yet they never set foot inside these walls or write a line to the Council of Three from years end to years end. The money they require is put to their credit at their particular bank regularly every quarter, and all they do is to send to the Council of Three every New Years Day a small slip bearing the words: Ready, ay ready, with the date, and their ordinary signatures.

And shall I be entitled to similar consideration? I queried, blundering into a foolish, selfish question out of sheer nervousness.

Of course you will, answered Casteno, smilingly; all are equal in this house — there are no favourites. The idea is that everybody wants everybody else to be perfectly happy and comfortable. You can come when you like; you can go when you like. Once in the house, of course, as a resident you have to submit yourself to the semi-monastic rule we affect, but you will find even that very good and helpful to you — yes, even the strikingly distinctive dress we wear — for it will serve to recall to you the sacred duties of patriotism which you have undertaken. It will accustom you, in a way, to your own ideal.

But why is the place so unlike a monastery? I asked, stopping suddenly and pointing to some of the beautiful modern pictures which adorned the walls. Look at these lovely works of art! There is nothing grim, nothing austere, nothing of self-sacrifice in these.

Of course there isnt, returned Casteno gaily. We want our men to be as bright, as cheerful, and as ardent lovers of beauty and goodness as we can. We never interfere with their religions. That is their affair. Ours, we own, is a frankly worldly organisation, which, although it is under divine favour, we hope, as witness our watchwords: God and England, does really work to a worldly and an obvious conclusion. Therefore we make use of all the best things of the world, and amongst those we place beauty and things of beauty as of the highest therapeutic importance!

Is that why you have that statue in the entrance hall? I questioned— that wonderful figure of a woman, with the face of a Greek goddess, which stands on a pedestal, and before which there seem to be constant offerings of flowers and candles.

José stopped at the mere suggestion, and laughed quite loudly. Good gracious, no, man! he replied so soon as he recovered his breath, that statue has nothing to do with the members — nothing at all. You must know that poor old Bruno Delganni, although he really was a patriotic genius, had also a strangely poetic and romantic vein in his composition. Hence, when he found that the dream of his life, the Order of St. Bruno, did actually take form and substance and become a living organism powerful for great historical ends and occasions, he bethought himself of another vision of his youth — the woman who would not marry him.

Of course, this idol of his, like all women with these faces of perfect beauty of form and expression, had no soul and no heart. In my opinion all those women in history who inspired noble resolves were like the idol of poor Bruno Delganni — Dantes Beatrice, I mean, Paolos Francesca, Werthers Charlotte, and so forth — mere mirrors in which great men saw depicted their own great possibilities.

At all events, the woman in question married Brunos elder brother, because he was the better off, but Bruno never forgot her, and on his deathbed he ordered that her statue should be carved from an old photograph of her that he had in his possession and that a replica of that work of art should be placed in the refectory of each house connected with the Order of St. Bruno and duly and regularly adorned with so many candles and flowers.

Unfortunately, we graceless bachelors, when we feel particularly irreverent, say that our founder had the image placed there as a fearful warning to us against pretty women, as a dumb but forcible appeal to each one of us to remember that handsome is as handsome does, that beauty is only skin deep, and that as the flowers around the statue fade so does womans charm. But it means nothing beyond this — nothing whatever. And he caught me by one arm and stayed my steps opposite to one of the doors let into the wall.

But here we are, he went on in a more restrained tone. When I open this you will find yourself in the presence of the brotherhood, all of whom, absolutely without exception, are eager to welcome you as one of themselves. Dont be frightened of them. You have got through all the tests, and nothing but a joyous reception of you as a fine adherent to Brunoism now remains to be gone through. They all of them know about the manuscripts and the Lake of Sacred Treasure in Tangikano, and all you have done to assist me, so you can talk to anyone with the utmost freedom. When this is over I will get you to come with me and we will tackle the translation of the deeds with the aid of the key to the Jesuits cipher which Miss Velasquon has brought from Mexico; but at present your formal recognition as a Bruno-ite is the thing in hand, so follow me.

He raised his hand to tap on the door, but I stopped him. Just one question, I muttered, before I go in — only one. Why Saint Bruno if you have no religious object and significance? Why didnt you call yourselves something less Catholic, more indicative of your real object?

Oh! we had nothing to do with it, retorted Casteno lightly. Delganni, Im told, was a Catholic, and he christened the Order after his own notion. His institutes say that he had a great devotion to his name saint, and so he called the Order after him to pay him honour, and perhaps, what is more to the point to-day, to throw inquisitive persons off the scent as to our real motive, for they jump at once to the idea that we are some very wicked yet very religious brotherhood, and, therefore, leave us severely alone.

I nodded. Almost in spite of my own subtle, suspicious self I was satisfied. The next moment the door was flung open and Casteno marched me through an avenue of black-habited brethren to a daïs at the far end of the room, on which the Prior stood with hand outstretched to greet me.

Welcome, brother Hugh, welcome! he cried in those rich sonorous tones of his. My duty to-day is a very simple yet a very pleasant one; again I bid you welcome. Here in this book I hand to you are the institutes of the Order of St. Bruno, the rules which govern our organisation, and the explanation thereof as supplied by our founder, good Bruno Delganni, on whom, we say, may the earth rest very lightly, for he has done England much good! Take them; study them at your convenience. They will prove to you we are not quite so black here as our habit would seem to indicate. Here, also, is the scroll which testifies that this day you have become a member with us and are entitled to all the rights, privileges, and appurtenances of that distinguished and cherished position. It is written in cypher numerals, as you will observe — another idea and protection of our founders — but if you take page one of the institutes you will find that is the key to the riddle and that the numbers stand as references to the particular letters of the first few lines.

Thus you will observe the first word on page one is The. Hence in the cipher document the letter t will be marked by the number one, the letter h by the number two, and the letter e by the number three. Indeed, this is the cipher code we always make use of when we write to our members and communicate with each other in confidence, so I advise you, if you dont want to carry the institutes about with you constantly, to learn by heart the first few lines of the handbook, and then you will have in your mind the key to the cryptic language we make use of.

Here, also, is a small spring gold bracelet which I must ask you to wear on your right arm above the elbow, he went on. It serves various purposes — for one, to remind you that you are a Bruno-ite, and of your ceaseless duty of high and dignified patriotism. Its catch, also, is, as you may observe, key shape, and can be used as a key to penetrate the most secret archives of the Order, should you ever feel suspicious, or fancy that you have any ground for discontent, or that you are not being as fairly treated as your fellow-members, for in this Order we are all equal, and only take personal favours from the Council of Three. Any day or hour you are free to overhaul our records and to call the brethren together should you find any ground of complaint. Should you be away some time from the house and want to know whether the stranger you meet is a Bruno-ite or not, take the bracelet off your forearm and put it on your wrist. Then call the mans attention to the inscription engraved on it: For God and England. If he be a Bruno-ite he will answer immediately: May we be worthy of both. If he does not, pass it off with some jest, and at the right moment return the bracelet to its original place. Other tests you will find in the institutes. They consist of phrases to learn and answers to give to them, but all these must be disclosed with discretion. We in the Order have no fear of you, your courage, or your zeal. On the contrary, we believe you will be a shining light of patriotism, and so we receive you with open arms and say:—

Welcome! Ten thousand welcomes! cried the brethren in one united voice.

And now, said the Prior, beckoning to two assistants, who came forward with the habit, it only remains for me to garb you as becometh a good and loyal follower of Bruno Delganni. And in a few moments I found myself arrayed like my companions in the uniform of a black friar, and monstrously comfortable, I own, I found it.

Then a bell rang, and we all trooped into the refectory to a banquet. The place was certainly liberty hall, for, although I was placed in the seat of honour to the right of the Prior, everybody insisted on talking to me, and to my intense amazement I found gathered in this Order many of the most distinguished men I knew in the literary, the artistic, and the legal life of London.

Over all reigned a spirit of the uttermost joyousness, and not until the meal was quite over did José, the Prior, and I make our way to a study in a far part of the building and spread out before us those three fateful manuscripts relating to the sacred treasures and the conflicting claims of England and the Jesuits.


Chapter Twenty Two.

The Jesuits Cipher.
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DIRECTLY I SAW the half-faded parchments I recognised that the cipher which those early Jesuit writers had used was a very simple one. This, I may explain to the uninitiated, is not so difficult a matter to observe as they might perhaps think. Some very simple considerations guided me to this conclusion. For instance, unlike the cipher in use by the founder of St. Bruno, there were practically no figures in the manuscripts, and by that I gathered the cipher was complete in the alphabet in use, and did not refer to any book, like the institutes of St. Bruno. The one thing that does puzzle and sometimes confound experts is to adopt a book, as Bruno Delganni had done, and then to put in the record simply figures that related to letters in this volume.

That, however, is not always quite safe. The expert looks in the manuscript for the letter that appears most often, and he decides, perhaps, that that is e, the second i, and so on according to the letters that are most frequently used in the language in which he believes the document to be written, and by this simple means he can often construct the entire code alphabet.

On some such method I too proceeded with the inspection of the manuscripts in question, and found that the letter that appeared the most often therein was a certain letter that was not often used in any language. I, therefore, turned the alphabet round thus:

ZYXWVUTSRQP

abcdefghijk

It was, unfortunately, useless. Later I tried the alphabet in Portuguese form, and I saw with joy that we need not trouble at all about the rolls of explanation which Camille Velasquon had brought, and which were laid on the table beside us, but that I had really hit on the right solution — at the very start — without a glance at those cipher keys that had come to us from Mexico. The Jesuits had first merely reversed the order of the letters, and instead of writing A when they should have done, they had put Z in its place, and so on right through the alphabet, making the language of the base Portuguese, and not Spanish or English, as we had all expected at first.

The cunning old sons of St. Ignatius of Loyola had, however, not left their secret quite so plain as that. They had also added to it, to disguise it the better, a trick which most of us learn when we are boys at school. This consisted in adding to every syllable another rhyming with it but beginning with p. Thus to put Venha Ca (come here) they wrote Venpenhapa Capa, or if in English, comepum herepere, and this, when written to any extent, is really quite bewildering to any student of manuscripts unaccustomed to it.

Luckily, I was well up to it, and so there and then I caught hold of the first manuscript that came to hand, and although I was as ignorant of Portuguese as the man in the street I managed in a very few hours to write out the text of the documents, and this in turn was translated by Mr Cooper-Nassington, who had, it seemed, learned the language when a youth, his father having been consul in Lisbon.

To our surprise the communication turned out to be a letter from the Father Provincial of the Monastery of St. Stanislaus in the city of Mexico, and was addressed to a firm of merchants in the interior, at Xingu, a settlement we found marked on a map. As it is a very good specimen of Jesuit composition and politeness I will give here the English translation of it. Thus:

AMDG.

Friends and Gentlemen, Loyal Sons of the Church.

From many years experience of your methods, and from much pleasant and profitable intercourse with your honourable and honoured house, I know that it is always agreeable for you to have an opportunity of showing your hospitable and generous feelings towards strangers in general, and more particularly to those who visit our country for the purpose of making discoveries and of extending the sphere of their knowledge. I do not hesitate, therefore, to take advantage of the opportunity which the journey of our good Father Thomas Bonaventure and his three worthy companions presents to recommend them to your friendship and protection in the scientific and business enterprise which they have undertaken, in order to obtain those natural productions and wealth which render our province a classic land in the history of animals and plants, no less than in the record of hardly-won gold.

Hence it comes about that in this illustrious enterprise to Tangikano, which the illustrious (élites) travellers have undertaken, I much wish that they may find in you all that the limited resources of the place allow, not only that whatever difficulties they encounter may be removed, but that you may be able to render less irksome the labours and privations which they must necessarily endure. Indeed, for men like them, devoted to our Holy Faith, stars of knowledge, pioneers of fortune to be used for the good of the souls of others, it must in a country like ours be easy to find amongst our most exquisite productions means to gratify them.

I, therefore, hope, and above all pray, that you may be led to fulfil my wishes in the attentions you pay to Father Thomas Bonaventure and his three companions, and thus give me another proof of your esteem and friendship.

So I remain, Your friend and obedient Servant, João (Father Provincial), LDS.

Well, there is not much in that, is there? said José, with a queer little grimace as he finished taking down the translation from the Priors rapid and incisive dictation.

No, I observed; it only shows that the Jesuits got wind of the existence of great wealth at Tangikano, and so, with their customary subtlety, they fitted out an expedition to recover it under the guise of a noble quest for science. Still, that is something, isnt it? It proves to us the thing was thought worth doing centuries ago by men on the spot who must have had a better knowledge of what the district contained than any of us to-day can have.

True, replied the Prior thoughtfully, passing a hand reflectively across his forehead. It shows us, too, that we are on the right track, and that their musty-looking old manuscripts may have a very real message about the sacred lake, so I vote that, although the night is so very far advanced, we push on with our researches. Do you agree, Glynn?

Yes, I replied at once, for my interest too was now most keenly excited, and thereupon we all three of us bent down to work again and tackled the next document.

This proved to be an account of the journey of the same Father Thomas Bonaventure and his three companions mentioned in the letter when they had passed Xingu and had drawn within a few miles of the wonderful lake itself. It was written in the same kind of cipher as the other and in the same florid terms. In our opinion it was put on record at the Monastery of St. Stanislaus in the city of Mexico at the same time as the Father Provincials letter.

Stripped of its verbiage, it related how the four explorers had duly arrived at the village of Tangikano, and, in order not to excite suspicion, had pretended they had come for a missionary effort which would last several weeks. By this means they won the entire confidence of the settlement, the population of which consisted of about forty persons, of whom twenty were slaves, and the remainder free Indians and negroes in the employ of the principal resident, a Spaniard named Pedro Barra, who kept them engaged attending to a large number of cattle and horses.

The priests, indeed, gave a very pretty picture of the state of things in existence on this estate. It was as follows: — 

The slaves appeared contented and happy, as slaves generally do. Every evening at sunset they came to bid good-night to Senhor Pedro and ourselves, a similar salutation taking place when they first met us in the morning. As a rule, the master would be seated in a comfortable easy-chair on the verandah, and each passed with a salutation suited to his age or station. The Indians would be generally content with Boa noite (good-night), the younger ones and most of the women and children, both Indians and slaves, would hold out their hand, saying: Sua benção (your blessing), to which he would reply, Deos te benços (God bless you) making at the same time the sign of the cross. Others — and these were mostly the old negroes — would gravely repeat: Louvado seja of nome do Senhor Jesu Christo (Blessed be the name of the Lord Jesus Christ), to which he would reply with equal gravity: Para sempre (for ever). Children of all classes here (they went on) never meet their parents in the morning or leave them at night without in the same manner asking their blessing, and they do the same invariably of every stranger who enters the house. In fact, it is there the common salutation of children and inferiors, and has a very pleasing effect.

But all the time they lingered here, however, it was easy to see that the four Jesuits ached to be off to the sacred lake. Even when they described these idyllic scenes they harked off to this one all-absorbing subject, and recounted their conviction what fine guides these same slaves would make, and, later, told openly how they hastened to bargain with the Senhor Pedro Barra for the services of some of them to row them in a canoe up the river that led to the foot of the lake itself. Even the sight of this muddy and pestilential stream stirred in them emotions of admiration and awe. They might have been near the Amazon itself, have gazed on the stream of this mighty and far-famed river, and have let their imaginations wander to its sources in the distant Andes, to the Peruvian Incas of old, to the silver mountains of Potosi, and the gold-seeking Spaniards and wild Indians who once inhabited the country about its thousand sources rather than the sluggish stream of Tangikano.

Yet this is all proof of what fabulous wealth they were sure the lake contained, argued Casteno. Lets bear with the laboured way they recount their adventures. After all, if what we have heard here in England is true there were riches enough ahead of them to justify all their impatience and enthusiasm.

So we bent to the rather tedious work of translation again, and learned how at length Father Thomas Bonaventure and his companions, having arrived at the height of the dry season, heard that at length the waters of the sacred lake were sufficiently low to justify them to travel thither on an excursion, the ostensible reason of which was to kill alligators. They found that there were two ways to reach the place — overland in nearly a direct line, or by a zigzag course up the river, which way was the one they chose.

Accordingly, they were aroused at midnight, and got into the canoe with three negroes, who worked their craft steadily day after day, until at length they reached the narrowest part of the stream. Hitherto they had been charmed with the beauty of the vegetation, which surpassed everything they had ever seen before. Here is the description:

At the waters edge were numerous flowering shrubs, often completely covered with convolvuli and passion flowers, whilst every dead or half rotten tree was clothed with parasites of singular forms or bearing beautiful flowers. Nor were there wanting animated figures to complete the picture, for brilliant scarlet and yellow macaws flew continually overhead, while screaming parrots and paroquets were passing from branch to branch in search of food.

Now, however, the scenery was much more gloomy; the tall trees closed overhead so as to keep out every sunbeam. Even the palms were twisted and bent in various contortions, so that we sometimes could hardly pass beneath, and sunken logs often lay across from bank to bank, compelling us to get out of the canoe and to use all our exertions to force our clumsy craft over.

After some hours and hours of very hard and disagreeable work we reached the end of the navigable water. Then we left the negroes and immediately set off on foot over an extensive plain, which was in some places completely bare, and in others thinly clothed with low trees. There could not have been a greater contrast than between the scene on the river and that which we then entered upon. The one was all luxuriance and verdure, the other as brown and as barren as could be — a marsh now parched up by the burning sun and covered with tufts of a wiry grass, with here and there rushes and prickly, sensitive plants and a few pretty little flowers occasionally growing up amongst them.

In the end we arrived at the lake just as the day was fading. The only building there was a small reed shed, and this we promptly took possession of, unfastening the baggage we carried and piecing together a hand-dredger. We were now half frantic with excitement to put to the test all the wonderful stories we had heard about the bed of the lake, and so we immediately set to work on its slimy depths, and quickly passed our net arrangement over a space of a hundred yards at a point where the water seemed to have receded the most. Then we drew up and examined our captures.

To our amazement and delight we discovered that we had, amongst other things of course, actually retrieved a number of golden ornaments of a very ancient pattern, including a frontlet and a tiny statue, which the most casual examination showed was wrought out of solid gold!

So the information they had had was really true! The Lake of Sacred Treasure was really worthy of its name, and in its slimy depths were actually deposited the riches of countless generations of ignorant yet devoted heathens!

Breathless with delight, they again fitted up their apparatus. Again they essayed to test the wonders of that strange and silent pool, but they got no farther than the brink of the water.

All at once, the parchment record stated, a loud commanding voice rang out across its misty expanse, and an Englishman suddenly appeared in the twilight in front of them in a magnificent boat rowed from stem to stern by Indians.

Begone! begone! he cried; all this water is mine. I have bought it. I will let none of you touch it — no, not one!

And before the Jesuits could utter a word in answer they found themselves suddenly surrounded by Indians, who had crept up to them unawares, and they were dragged rapidly into the depths of a dark, and seemingly impenetrable, network of caves some distance off.

And that was the last they saw of the lake of submerged treasure.


Chapter Twenty Three.

In which Further Facts are Deciphered.
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MR COOPER-NASSINGTON WAS the first to realise the importance of this climax to the adventures of the four Jesuits.

For my own part, I learnt of their sudden removal from the Lake of Sacred Treasure, just when they had seen for themselves evidence of its possibilities of Utopian wealth, with feelings of mingled dismay and bewilderment. Then, argued I, we may be just as far off now as ever from absolute evidence as to what this extraordinary water really contains and to whom, in serious international law, it actually belongs. Even José shared my disappointment, and rose from his task of writing with an exclamation of chagrin and annoyance.

Only the Priors eyes danced with gratification and suppressed excitement; and when at length we both turned on him rather angrily and suggested that, after all, he might have a little sense of decent consideration about the matter and keep his mirth silent till we had got over the valueless character of the manuscripts, he absolutely laughed quite loudly and openly.

Just read on, he cried in that great, bluff, hearty fashion of his; just read on. In my opinion nothing could be finer for the friends of England than this plain, unvarnished story of Father Thomas Bonaventure and his three companions. Why? do you ask. In my opinion for the most obvious of reasons. This document furnishes an absolute proof that when it was written — some centuries ago — the sacred lake belonged to an Englishman. Well, the point will next arise — can anybody else, or any other country, produce an earlier proof of ownership? If not, the issue is certain. The British Crown will seize it as the property of one of its subjects who died intestate; and, however much the good people of Mexico may writhe and wriggle — however much Spain may talk of the rights of pre-emption and other legal subtleties — backed up by our friends the Jesuits we shall stand as firm as a rock. The lake is ours, we shall assert. We shall find it and exploit it, and anybody who dares to oppose us will be swept out of our path.

Now this certainly was quite a new view of the uses of the documents, and I am bound to say that no sooner was it put before us in these terms than we realised its significance. Neither Casteno nor I was one of those obstinate, stiff-necked, thin-lipped individuals who take about six hours to see any point which they have not chanced to hit on for themselves. As a matter of fact, we were quite willing to admit that we had both of us got so lost in the actual story of the Jesuits travels as to forget the bearing of their discoveries on to-days events and hopes.

As a consequence, we turned again to the work of translating with quite a new object and aspect, not to discover so much whether good luck attended Father Thomas and his friends, now we knew that the waters did really contain much valuable buried treasure, as to see where England came in and how her claims would stand the light of a dispassionate examination.

As we proceeded we found the writer recorded that the Indians did not leave the four Jesuits very long in those caves, bound hand to foot, so that not one of them could move either to free himself or to help his companions. They were simply confined there until daybreak, and then the Indians returned with a lumbering bullock waggon, and, after giving their prisoners a meal of fish mixed with beans and a little rice, lifted the white men into this crazy vehicle, and, blindfolding them with great care, drove them all that day and the next night over a rough track, which nearly broke every bone they had.

The poor Jesuits themselves were in two minds as to the meanings of this attention. At times they would comfort themselves with the idea that it would be all right in the end and that the noble-looking Englishman they had seen in the boat on the lake would take care that no harm came to them. At other moments despair would reign, for, try as they would, they could not get a word out of their captors, good, bad, or indifferent, and this, they were sometimes certain, presaged evil fortune to them, and indicated that they were being taken away to play unpleasantly prominent parts in some hideous rites of human sacrifice.

Suddenly, however, their bandages were removed, and to their surprise they found that they were entering a town, pleasantly situated on a slope that inclined to the stream of a river, with a hill at either end guarded by a fort. The houses were neat and the streets regular, but, owing probably to there being so few wheeled vehicles, they were overgrown with grass. In due course they passed a church — a handsome building with a fine tower. The houses themselves were mostly coloured white or yellow, but in the very centre stood a magnificent building of white marble, in style something like a mosque. This proved to be the residence of the Englishman, for no sooner did they arrive in front of its portals than he came out and greeted them.

To cut a rather long and tedious story short, it appeared that his name was Joseph Beckworth, a well-known traveller of his time, who was supposed to have been lost in the interior some years earlier. As a matter of fact, he had purposely disappeared, through a disappointment in a love affair, wherein a girl refused to marry him because he was so poor. Vowing hatred against his race he had obtained a written concession of all that country thereabouts, including the ownership of the sacred lake itself, and with the aid of some Indians and negroes he had founded that town, the position of which he would not tell them. Then with wealth secretly obtained from the lake (whose sacred virtues he made all his allies pay golden tribute to) he had made the place what it was.

As it happened, he had none of the ideas of an autocrat. He was anxious that the town should flourish after his death, and so he had founded a proper executive government, consisting of a Commandante Militare, who had charge of the forts and of a small regiment of soldiers; the Commandante dos trabelhadores, who superintended the Indians engaged in any public service; the Juiz de direito, who acted as the civil and criminal judge of the district; and the Delegardo de policia, who had the management of the Indian police who guarded the sacred lake, and who had warned him quite early of the approach of the Jesuits; the Vicario or priest, and a few subordinate officers. Every night these men were wont to meet in one room in his house, in an airy situation, overlooking the river, and there they would sit for two or three hours over some native drink that was supplied to them and discuss all the days events and plans.

None the less, it came out quite clearly that Joseph Beckworth was the landlord in quite a feudal English sense, and even the Jesuits were constrained to record that, when they slily suggested he should let them come and settle there and help to educate the children of the place, he promptly refused.

After all, said he, this is a corner of old England even though it has been dropped in the heart of Mexico, and Ill have no man here cleverer than myself. And the next minute he led them into the market square and showed them a great stone obelisk he had erected there, and on which he had engraved the Royal Arms of England and the following inscription: — 

This Town,
To which I have given the Name of Londini,
Is the Capital of My Province of Tangikano;
And which, together with the famous sacred lake, known to all history,
is hereby dedicated British soil for ever!

Long live the Old Country, which never has room for its best or its bravest sons, but never fails to call them back in tender accents no British-born heart can refuse.

Joseph Beckworth.

This practically closed the interest of that particular record so far as we were concerned, for it furnished the absolute proof we sought. The rest of the manuscript was taken up by a description of the fine hospitality which Joseph Beckworth extended to the Jesuits, on whom, however, he was quite discreet enough to keep a very watchful eye, so that they never managed to learn more than he chose to tell them, and, although they tried very hard, they never discovered any kind of dissatisfaction with him. On their giving a promise that neither they nor any members of their Order would ever attempt to return there, or would even send to him spies or rival nationalities or missionaries, he very frankly told them the latitude and longitude of this town of his.

These most important facts were recorded on the third and the last of the manuscripts, together with many quaint and interesting directions as to the best way to reach the district, the best stores to take, the most useful medicines, and many curious phrases, not Portuguese, made use of by the Indians and negroes of the district, the repetition of which caused either feelings of hostility towards strangers, or of friendship.

This last was headed: To those whom it may concern, but, lacking the casuistry of the trained Jesuit, we found it difficult to imagine whom the whereabouts of Londini might concern at the time the record was penned, particularly after that solemn pledge of Father Thomas Bonaventure and his three faithful companions, which, we were bound to admit, the Jesuits in Mexico seemed to regard as quite binding — and none of the community were suggested to have raised any protest against it.

And, indeed, it is a very good thing for everyone, said Cooper-Nassington, who was in reality an ardent Catholic, that they did not let Father Thomas Bonaventures experiences in the matter pass into mere spoken legend. Look at the strength which their painstaking record will give now to the case for England! By their letting the facts be treasured up then they will help the truth to be known now, and the cause of justice to flourish! After all, they might have had some dim notions of disputes that might arise in the hereafter, and so they determined to write these documents—

As they did many others, put in Casteno gently, which have proved priceless benefits to history and poor, puzzled humanity.

I said nothing, for I knew nothing of these subjects, and my brain was not clear enough to discuss the points then, for it was dazzled by our good fortune. The Prior and the Spaniard soon came back, too, to the matter in hand — how best to utilise these documents. After all, we had not forgotten that Lord Cyril Cuthbertson and Earl Fotheringay were close upon them, and that directly they got a suspicion where they were lodged they would leave absolutely no stone unturned, with the aid of poor, misguided Doris and her father, to recover possession of them. The hunchback, too, was sure to want a hand in the game as well as the Jesuits, so it, therefore, behoved us to proceed with the greatest caution, and not to give our plans away until they were too well laid to be upset.

But what were those plans to be?

Mr Cooper-Nassington was all in favour of action.

Look here, he said in that great purposeful way of his, while you fellows have been going up and down the face of the earth after the hunchback, and doing yeoman service I will admit, Ive been up at Whitby fitting out a yacht. The stores are on board. The crew is engaged. Ive arranged with the ironstone mine manager to draft off a certain number of his miners to Mexico immediately I give the word. Now why shouldnt we three slip off to the Great Northern terminus at Kings Cross and take the next express for York and Middlesborough and steam off? In a few weeks we can land in Mexico, and after we have located the lake we can take formal possession of it, and if anybody upsets us we can appeal to the British Government for aid.

That sounds right enough, I conceded, but it loses sight of certain very material facts. In the first place, you forget that we should be followed by all the different enemies we have as hard as steamers could carry them. In a lawless interior like Mexico they would have us all, more or less, at their mercy, and ten to one theyd raise up religious fanaticism against us amongst the tribes who live around the lake, and, after a stern fight, theyd steal a march upon us.

More than that, Prior, interjected Casteno, you forget that the lake does not really belong to us, any more than it does to President Diaz, not even as much. By what right should we seize it? Because it belongs to England? Well, we have no authority to act for England in a nice diplomatic matter like this — none at all. There would be an instant reference by the authorities in Mexico to the British Foreign Office. What would happen then? Would Lord Cyril Cuthbertson forgive you all the old enmities — the bad quarters of an hour he has suffered from you since he and you quarrelled? Not a bit of it. He would rejoice at your fate being delivered into his hands in this fashion, and he would instantly repudiate your rights, denounce your authority, and might even go so far as to leave us all subject to the Mexican law, to be tried and treated as traitors only one degree cleaner than the Jameson raiders.

Then what would be the most discreet step to take? queried the Honourable Member rather helplessly. We cant sit down and wait for something opportune to happen. It seems to me that we must move, and move at once!

Thats so, I replied after a moments pause. But we need not go quite as far as you suggest. There are several vital matters to clear up before we can dare to appeal to the public with clean hands. For instance, that mystery of Whitehall Court must be sifted to the very bottom. The police have yet to discover who murdered the Foreign Office clerk.

You mean Bernard Delganni? remarked Casteno.

Delganni! I echoed. Was that his name? What! thats the name also of your founder. Surely, then, they were related, and the crime had some connection with the brotherhood!

The Prior and Casteno saw my look of amazement, and, rightly interpreting it, exchanged looks of mutual intelligence.

Tell him, said Cooper-Nassington, with a commanding nod.

I will, returned the Spaniard, and now he faced me. Since I have arrived here, Glynn, he went on, I have heard all about that crime, and very quickly now the truth will be given to the public. This Bernard Delganni, who was found stabbed to the heart in Colonel Napiers flat in Embankment Mansions, was really a nephew and heir-at-law of our founder, Bruno Delganni. He was in the Foreign Office service as translator to the treaty department, but he never got over the fact that he was left practically penniless in order to endow this Order of St. Bruno, and for years and years and years strove with might and main to do us all the injury he could, not only with the permanent heads of the Foreign Office, but also with the officials in India and Australia and South Africa, where we had founded houses.

Quite a short time ago, however, he changed his tactics. He had got mixed up with a music-hall actress, who had bled him right and left for cash, and had finally driven him to some most disgraceful expedients to raise money, which were bound to be revealed unless he got nearly fifty thousand pounds to clear himself before they were discovered. In desperation he came to us, but not by way of a supplicant. Pay me this sum, said he, half frantic with rage and fear and the bitter passions of revenge which he had cherished ever since he realised he had been disinherited, or Ill show you up to the world! We met; we debated about him. In the end we refused to be blackmailed. Do your worst we said, in effect.

Well, as you know yourself, he was a friend of Colonel Napiers, and so he hit on that foul scheme of mystery and suicide and impersonation you have read about. He rightly saw if he blew out his brains in a plain, straightforward kind of way nobody would talk about him or worry about him but that the thing would be hushed up as soon as possible. Whereas, if he pretended to be a man of note like the colonel, and was mistaken for him, and then proved to be somebody else, all London would talk, as it did. No doubt, amongst his papers he has left some hints that we were the cause of the crime. By that means he probably hoped suspicion would be diverted from his disgraceful expedients, and he would save his name from shame at the expense of ours. We shall see. All in due time will be made clear. But it cant really affect us. We know too much about him and the actress to suffer. At the right moment we will communicate the real facts to the police.

Indeed, already we have done so. I went to Scotland Yard myself, said the Prior. Believe me, to-morrows papers will put all perfectly clear.

Then I can see what we ought to do, I cried, and in a few graphic sentences I sketched out a plan of action that met with instant approval from both my companions.


Chapter Twenty Four.

Reveals a Scheme.

[image: img199.jpg]

THIS, IN A few words, was my scheme.

For my own part, I was certain that one or other of the many parties who were after the deeds — the Foreign Office, the Jesuits, the representatives of Spain, or the company promoters — would, somehow, make a desperate effort to seize them. Therefore our first duty was clear — to hide them so effectually that none could find them.

Where, then, should they be placed? Both Cooper-Nassington and José Casteno had various suggestions to make in this respect. One was in favour of secreting them under a certain tree in the garden of St. Brunos. The other suggested that they should be tied to the clapper in the great iron bell that hung in a dome on the roof. But in the end, for good or for evil, my notion was adopted. We all repaired to the entrance hall, which happened, luckily, to be quite deserted, and there, at the back of the statue of the poor misguided idol of the founder, in a little opening in the pedestal which the base of the figure left uncovered, we bestowed those most precious documents.

Afterwards we returned to the study, and then I produced those three most excellent forgeries of the real deeds which Paul Zouche had made at the hunchbacks request, and by which that precious pair of worthies hoped to throw all unpleasantly close inquirers off the scent when the chase got too hot at the curiosity shop in Westminster.

Its a pity that these should not have a chance of showing what they can do in the direction of baffling the inquisitive and the unprincipled, I observed, with a sly smile, adding the particulars of how and when I got possession of them. What do you say to labelling these quite openly: Documents re Sacred Lake, and placing them in the safe of the Order of St. Bruno, the first place thieves will search if they have come after the deeds?

A most excellent suggestion! exclaimed Cooper-Nassington, with an approving nod.

And I move, added Casteno, that we act on it at once.

So we did. The Prior himself fetched a lantern, which he lit, and with many a merry smile and jest we three monk-like figures, our black habits making us appear in that dim radiance like ghostly visitants from another sphere, took our way down the flight of stone steps that led from the main corridor of the building to the cellars, where a strong room had been built to hold the archives of the Order. In a whisper, my companion showed me where the keys of the inner door (I had the outer on my armlet), were always hung ready for any member who chose to go and take them down to inspect the contents of the treasure-room. Also they explained that the word to which the lock was always set was Clytie, the name of the lady of the statue, as the Council of Three felt certain that only the initiated would remember the circumstances of that ladys career and her rather occult association with the destinies of the Order.

The door swung open quite easily, and as the Prior deposited the forgeries in a rather accessible position I caught a glimpse of the interior, with its row upon row of huge brass-bound ledgers, its bundle upon bundle of deeds and share certificates and documents in parchment, with many heavily-sealed bags of leather, which, I was told, contained gold or precious stones. Of the increasing value of the latter, I was told, Bruno Delganni had a quite childish faith, hence his investments in them.

Cases, too, were piled on the floor. These contained bullion direct from the Bank of England, to be used only when it was necessary for any political or other purposes to send remittances to the branch houses in Delhi, Sydney, or any other far-off corner of the earth, where transactions through a local bank might attract an unnecessary amount of attention and speculation.

Later, we returned upstairs, and there I expounded what was, after all, the crucial point in my plan — the reconciliation of the principal different interests that were now fighting us with so much deadly bitterness and precision.

What I suggest, I said, gazing very determinedly at the two men in front of me, is nothing more and nothing less than a round-table conference between the lot of us — Lord Cyril Cuthbertson, Earl Fotheringay, the Napiers, the hunchback, ourselves!

Why, thats preposterous! snapped the Prior, and his eyes flashed, but I would not be gainsaid.

I am sure it is not, I retorted with great firmness. After all, what is it, really, that makes them all so bitter against us? It is no mere dream of making themselves rich — no stupid desire to rob anyone. It is simply pride, when the whole facts are reduced to their proper level, mistaken pride, and, being that, I am convinced it can, in a full and free discussion, be eliminated from this contest between us.

I will never meet Cuthbertson, interposed the Member of Parliament, never! You forget: our cause of difference is too deep for words to remove!

That may be, I reasoned; but, after all, are you not patriots first, and men with mere human passions like jealousy and revenge afterwards?

And I will not meet Peter Zouche, declared José, drawing himself up to his full height and folding his arms. He is my father, but he has not been a father to me. He drove me from my home, and made me a wanderer all over the earth, because I loved England and things English and rejoiced in the fact that, because I was born here, I was able to claim the rights of an Englishman.

More than that, artfully added the Prior, you, Glynn, forget how badly Fotheringay has treated you. He has made use of you, taken you up and flung you down, and finally had you carted about, as though you were a piece of furniture in his drawing-room. You could not say to him, like I sent word to Casteno, In reparation for old unkindnesses with which I treated him when first he wanted to join the Order, and, later, to wed that charming little ward of mine, Camille Velasquon, who, by the way, I myself in panic abducted from you at Vauxhall Station.

Indeed I could, I answered boldly. We are not one of us as black as the others pretend to make out. Naturally, perhaps, we all want to shine and to become famous over the discovery and translation of those manuscripts. But at present we are all engaged in the amiable task of cutting each others throats. Why go on? After all, if England is going to get hold of all those millions and millions now lying in treasure at the bottom of that sacred lake, we must really pull together. The task, even from the diplomatic standpoint, is no easy one. It will test us all to the uttermost. Then why fight amongst ourselves?

We shant, corrected the Prior; they will fight us!

No, they wont. They will all come to my round-table conference, I said gaily. You see? Now how shall we manage it? I pretended to stop for a moment to think, and then I went on. Oh, I see. Its simple enough. We Avili call the gathering together at my office to-morrow night at half-past ten, when we three ringleaders will assemble. For 10:45 we invite Cuthbertson. In half-an-hour we ought to persuade him that his interest lies in the same direction as ours, so at 11:15 we will bid the hunchback to the conference. Give him half-an-hour too, for he is a stubborn old man, I observed, with a jocular nod in the direction of Casteno, and then issue invitations to Colonel Napier and his daughter for 11:30, and Lord Fotheringay, who really seems to have less to do with the business than anyone, for 11:45.

And, pray, how, queried Casteno, with obvious incredulity, shall you communicate with them? Call on them, and ask them? Why, not one of them will see you, or, if he does, he will do it only to discover whether he cant have you arrested for one or other of our recent pranks.

Why, we will telegraph, of course, I cried snatching up some forms that happened to lie on a davenport close within my reach. Look here, both of you, how will this do, to be sent to each ones last known place of address? And I bent down and scribbled rapidly the following invitation: — 

Please come to-morrow night to the Glynns Inquiry Offices, Stanton Street, WC. Manuscripts have been found and decoded. Will put before you a scheme that will ensure success for all. — John Cooper — Nassington, José Casteno, Hugh Glynn.

There! I added. All weve got to do now is to make four copies of these and address each one to the different conspirators, and in each instance put the time we have fixed for our interview with them.

Ill be hanged if I put my name to a meek and mild bread-and-butter come-and-let-us-all-be-friends message like that, roared the Prior.

And Ill be shot if I bribe the pater to do anything for me! stormed Casteno.

But even then I would not be gainsaid. In the end I carried my point, and the telegrams were despatched by special messenger to St. Martins-le-Grand, so that the recipients could not guess their place of origin.

Then, worn out with the adventures of the day, we all retired to our beds, and not until the morning was far advanced did José come to my room, and, whilst I struggled on the border line between sleep and consciousness, shake me violently by the shoulder.

Wake up, wake up, thou sluggard! he cried with a gaiety that was most refreshing and infectious. While thou art dozing all manner of strange things are happening at these monastery gates. Wake up, I say, and devour this breakfast of hot coffee and grilled chops that one of the lay brethren has brought you. In truth, you will need all the physical support it is possible for man to receive from a well-lined stomach, for outside some most tremendous surprises await you.

What the dickens do you mean? I growled, sitting suddenly bolt upright in the bed and gazing at him with the most rueful countenance. Why puzzle with riddles a man that is but half aroused? Whats up? And I made a grab for the cup of coffee that stood on the tray on a chair by the side of my bed, and took therefrom a tremendous draught.

None the less, Casteno would not give in. He perched himself in his monks robes at the foot of my bed, and with the aid of many a merry jest and joke at my expense he induced me to devour the good things that had been brought so thoughtfully to the room for me. It was not, indeed, till I had bolted to the bathroom, had a most refreshing tub, and arrayed myself in my own ordinary clothes that he would be persuaded to speak about the events that lay nearest to our hearts. Then he caught me affectionately by the arm and half led, half dragged me down a long corridor to a large lancet-shaped window at the end. This commanded a view of the Chantry Road, the only public thoroughfare that gave any access to St. Brunos, and also a sight of some of the fields that were ranged around the monastery grounds.

Now, my brother Hugh, he said, with a comprehensive theatrical gesture, just take some observations for yourself, will you? Then tell me if when I came to you first I exaggerated the gravity of the situation!

Without a word I turned and gazed over the scene upon which a bright morning sun, aided by a clear sky and the gentlest of breezes, poured down its wealth of golden light. At regular intervals I espied the figures of men who had been posted there, right round the house, for some very obvious purpose. Some were strolling aimlessly up and down, as though they were strangers taking the morning breeze for the good of their healths. Others, according to their character and mood, were lurking behind trees or hedges, or half concealed behind neighbouring walls. But all alike bore the stamp — the same brand of Cain that literally shouted their occupation to the most careless of observers. They could not, any one of them, rid themselves of their military gait or bearing, and I saw at once, just as Casteno had, that they were policemen in plain clothes.

Humph! Detectives! I observed, turning away from my post of observation with a shrug.

Quite so, brother Hugh, quite so, repeated Casteno, with a triumphant grin. You have guessed the melancholy truth the first time. They are detectives, engaged in preventing anyone leaving this noble mansion without their knowledge and permission. If you had remained at the window a trifle longer you would doubtless have seen for yourself their most noble leader. As a matter of fact, he is a friend of yours—

And pray who is that? I snapped, for I felt too tired to join in this vein of merriment. What friend have I in the force? I asked.

A gentleman named Naylor, very much at your service, replied Casteno.

How? What do you mean?

Oh! nothing, nothing at all, airily continued my companion. Only at 5 AM he rang the bell at our gate, and after courteously wishing our janitor a very nice good-morning he ventured to inquire whether you, brother Hugh, were within. On being told, with our customary truth, that you were he promptly disavowed all desire to interfere with your beauty sleep, and blandly offered to wait outside till it should please the fates to restore to you a sense of your own importance and the necessity for action. Our gate custodian, being a bit of a humourist, agreed that, on the whole, he would find it nicer and warmer outside St. Brunos than it was in, but vouchsafed to promise that, when you did arise, he would certainly inform you that so noble and so illustrious-looking a gentleman desired the honour of a few minutes private conversation with you.

Oh I shut up that rubbish, I retorted pettishly, for I saw that Castenos florid periods really covered a move of a very grave and far-reaching importance. The point is not a joke as you pretend. What we have got to decide is the best thing for me to do now Scotland Yard has put these men on my heels! I dont want this round-table conference to-night to go wrong. I want to be free to be present at it. Indeed, we dont want any scandal or newspaper publicity just at present. We should be able to imitate moles — moles that work in the dark.

That is true, said a voice suddenly behind me, and wheeling round I found that we had been joined by the Prior. Would you care to slip off? he queried after a moments painful pause. I could find you a good disguise as a woman, with a thick black veil, too. We have a passage that runs from this house to a little clump of bushes in a distant field. You could easily dart through that and make your way off without being caught.

I am afraid that would only leave you all here in a worse pickle, I replied after some reflection. Naylor, after all, will only wait a certain length of time, and if he finds then that I dont materialise, as our brother at the gate promised, he will be quite wild enough to organise a raid on the place; and remember, after all, it does contain those three precious manuscripts. No; it looks as though I must face the worst after all.

But what on earth can he want with you? cried Casteno petulantly.

Thats just it, I said. I have got to go out and see. Well, its no good beating about the bush. If I have to face this unpleasant and inquisitive individual, I have to, I suppose, and the sooner I get it over the better for all of us. You two must keep a sharp watch on me, thats all, and if you find I am hauled off to the police station on any pretence you must follow me up and try to bail me out.

And, failing all else, I will go down to the House of Commons this very afternoon and make a personal appeal for you to both Cuthbertson and the Home Secretary, cried the Member of Parliament vigorously, for now he too seemed to be quite upset at the line things were taking.

All right, I said bravely. I wont thank you. We are all now too good friends, and too closely allied, to make use of conventional expressions of gratitude. I trust you — thats sufficient — and Ill step out and meet this turn of affairs with all the courage I can muster.

With a curt nod I turned and left them and made my way down the staircase to the hall, and thence I passed rapidly to the door that shut off the monastery grounds from the public thoroughfare. This last was thrown open at my approach, and I proceeded to the roadway, which for a moment after I entered it looked quite deserted. Determined to carry the interview through with a high hand, however, I stepped out promptly, as though Whitehall at least was my destination, and then it was that Naylor, as I expected, found himself compelled to step from behind a tree and to show himself, which he did with an ugly twinkle of triumph in his small beady black eyes.

Ah, youve come, then? he said with a grunt, disdaining all conventional expressions of greeting.

Yes; Ive come, I answered with equal discourtesy. What do you want, eh? And I stepped quite close to him and faced him.


Chapter Twenty Five.

Held in Bondage.
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LONG AFTERWARDS, WHEN the bitterness of that moment had ceased to rankle in my heart, the Prior and Casteno related how eagerly they had watched me from that long lancet-shaped window while I boldly advanced to the detective. For their own part, they were sure Naylor meant mischief to me, but as to the means he would employ they were all at sea, and so they were for the time all strain and attention.

Luckily, I, too, was well on my guard, and so I did not show any undignified haste in the negotiations. Indeed, I purposely asked the inspector to explain why he had sent so earnest a message to me, and, finally cornered, he began the serious part of the conversation.

I suppose you guess, he said, looking aimlessly first to one side of him and then to the other, why Ive brought a posse of men with me and surrounded that queer place I found you in? And with a wave of the hand he indicated the monastery.

In truth, I dont, I answered promptly, unless, and here I paused rather effectively, unless, Naylor, you have taken leave of your senses.

The man tried to smile, but it was a sickly effort, foredoomed to failure.

Ah, he observed, you always were a hot un, Mr Glynn, in any game of bluff but it wont do this time — youve gone a bit too far for your own comfort — and were going to see you worsted.

Well, thats all right, I responded cheerfully. You wont object to that, will you? It isnt love for me thats making you look so precious uneasy, now, is it? Well, then, get on with your work, I shant object. And producing my cigarette case I opened it and passed it carelessly to my companion, who pushed it rather petulantly on one side.

I dont want to smoke — I am much too serious for that, he snapped.

Oh, I rejoined. Well, I am not. And I struck a match and lit a cigarette.

I dont think I ought to beat about the bush any longer, he proceeded after an irritated glance at my magnificent assumption of carelessness. The fact is just this, I hold warrants for the arrest of yourself and that young Spanish adventurer, José Casteno, or to give him his proper name, Joseph Zouche.

Indeed, said I, trying to look politely interested, thats news if you like. On what charge, pray?

Robbery, with violence, on Worcester Racecourse — three old manuscripts, the property of Mr Peter Zouche, the hunchback, who held them as bailee!

You surprise me, I remarked. Really, you do. Where does Worcester happen to be? And I gave him a look of mild and innocent inquiry that I believe would have done credit to a child of six.

You will find out all the geography you care to learn in the police station, he said, stiffly repressing a very obvious temptation to swear roundly; for the present you must consider yourself under arrest. And he beckoned one of his men from a distance and told him to go to St. Brunos and to ask for José Casteno, who joined us a few moments later, clad in ordinary clothes, and was then told of the charge against us, whilst I perched myself on the root of a fallen tree and went on puffing away at my cigarette.

Now, said Naylor in conclusion, much impressed by the manner of his own eloquence, if you two gentlemen dont mind, one of my mates will fetch a four-wheeler, and well drive off to Bow Street.

Do, I put in, it will be warmer there than it is here. And I pretended to shiver as I added: It seems to me, Naylor, there is always a cold streak in the air on Hampstead Heath; dont you think so?

The man shot me a look charged with malice and uncharitableness. But he did not take the bait. I have, he went on with a certain amount of hesitation, a search warrant, duly executed to go over that house there — St. Brunos. Of course, I dont want to make myself needlessly unpleasant, so if you would like to hand over the manuscripts, the subjects of the charge against you, I will not put it into execution.

José looked at me, and I looked at him. We would both of us have dearly liked to have palmed off those forgeries upon this short-tempered individual; but it would not do.

We know nothing about your business, I said slowly, and, taking my cue, my friend nodded in support. You must do really what strikes you as the best; but, and the inspectors eyes glittered, expecting some concession or admission, dont — dont ask us any questions, I added sweetly, for that is beyond your duty and outside your place.

With a muffled curse Naylor turned on his heel and despatched a messenger for the cab he had mentioned. Then he summoned two or three other constables, handed them certain documents, and whispered to them quickly certain instructions. Afterwards a four-wheeler drove up, and giving our words that we would make no effort to escape, the three of us stepped inside, and began that long and tedious journey to Bow Street.

The most weary rides, however, come to an end some time — and so did this. At length the police station was reached, and we all walked boldly into the charge office, where the warrant was read over to us, to which we made no reply, of course; and, pending our formal remand by a magistrate, I begged and obtained permission that we should be both placed in the same cell. In answer to the usual question: Did we wish to communicate with any legal advisers or friends? both Casteno and I said: Yes. After a whispered consultation we decided on this plan of action. I sent this telegram:

Cooper-Nassington, House of Commons, SW.

Casteno and I have been arrested on extraordinary charge of robbery with violence, and lodged at Bow Street. Please see hunchback and explain error, and do your best to secure our immediate release. — Hugh Glynn.

It will not, then, be my fault if the round-table conference fails to come off, I reasoned. But at the bottom of my heart, I own, I felt strangely disturbed at the turn affairs had taken. I could not rid myself of some curious suspicion that Lord Fotheringay and his friends had got some new trick to work, and that, after all, we might be now, quite unconsciously, riding for a nasty fall.

Casteno himself elected to appeal to Lord Cyril, and after we had been both searched and had all our valuables taken from us he was permitted to take a sheet of notepaper and to write as follows: — 

Bow Street Police Station.

Dear Lord Cyril, — The matter is too serious for me to stand on any ceremony with you, and, therefore, I write quite straightforwardly to you, to report what you will doubtless hear in the course of your official duties — that Mr Hugh Glynn, the Secret Investigator, and myself have been arrested, and are now detained at the above address on some trumped-up charge of stealing certain manuscripts from my father on Worcester Racecourse.

This action of the authorities, of course, quite precludes all chance of our meeting you and Colonel and Miss Napier and Lord Fotheringay at Stanton Street to-night. I put it to you now quite pointedly whether it is to the welfare of England that this interview should not take place?

I suggest that you see the Home Secretary and get this action quashed. Otherwise, please regard our offer to treat with you as withdrawn, and, if necessary, we shall appeal to His Majesty the King himself, to see that there is no party jugglery with so vital a national issue as this recovery of the sacred lake of Tangikano. As to the charge of theft and assault, that, of course, is absurd, and must fail.

Yours obediently, José Zouche Casteno.

This note was read very carefully by the officers in charge of the station. But they had evidently received some secret instructions about us, for they pretended to treat it quite as an ordinary and commonplace communication, and permitted Casteno himself to enclose it in an envelope and hand it to a constable to carry to the Foreign Office.

Then we were conducted to a cell and left to our own devices, and for a time we kept ourselves lively enough, speculating on what would be the issue of the strong commanding line we had taken.

But as hour after hour slipped by and we received no sign from the outer world our hearts began to sink within us. Maybe, too, the atmosphere of that small, tightly-barred cell, with its narrow walls and depressing suggestions, had its baneful effect upon us. At all events, a sensation of fear seemed to seize us. We felt caged — bound — removed from the live, throbbing world of action to which we had grown so accustomed, and then, thus deprived of movement, we insensibly began to languish. All at once we realised what freedom really means — that it yields of itself a thousand pleasures, as a fish is surrounded by the unconscious sustenances of the sea.

Finally, as the night began to close in, a heavy step was heard in the whitewashed passage outside, and the wicket door was thrust open.

Here is tea for two, cried a gruff voice, also a letter for José Casteno. And I hastened to the entrance and received a tray on which stood two coarse mugs of tea and three or four huge slabs of real police-station bread and butter.

Trembling with excitement Casteno seized the letter that had been brought for him and tore open the envelope, on the flap of which was embossed in red the Royal Arms, with the words Foreign Office let into the outer circle. Then he unfolded the note, which, in response to a gesture from him, I read over his shoulder.

Foreign Office, Whitehall, SW.

Sir, — I am desired by His Majestys Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs to acknowledge your letter of this days date and to inform you that the subject-matter thereof has no connection with him in either a personal or official capacity.

I have the honour to remain, Sir, Your most obedient servant, Reginald Wyke, Assistant Secretary.

To José Zouche Casteno, The Police Station, Bow Street, WC.

What a terrible snub, I cried, pushing the tray on to the wooden bedstead. What can it mean?

Theyve done us, thats all, panted Casteno, his eyes flashing with indignation. Either theyve got hold of the manuscripts when they searched St. Brunos, or weve been sold in some fashion we least expect.

Is it Cooper-Nassington? I hazarded. Remember, I have had no reply to my telegram!

I dont know, said the Spaniard, gloomily beginning to pace up and down the cell. We must wait, I suppose, before we can see. At present weve played our cards to the bitter end, and weve got nowhere.

How about the king? I queried nervously.

We can do nothing there until we see what Cooper-Nassington has developed into. He relapsed into moody reflection. For a few minutes we did not exchange a word, and then, stopping his restless promenade suddenly, he gripped me excitedly by the arm. Ive got it, he cried, Ive got it. Deserted by all, well try the Jesuits.

And sell England, I suppose, I answered coldly. Not a bit of it.

Oh no. We shall thus procure even more powerful adherents for England than even Lord Cyril is. We will strike a bargain with them, to side with us.

You wont succeed, I said.

I will, he thundered, and he caught the chain attached to a prisoners bell and rung it violently.

Mind, I returned impressively, you do this thing against my better judgment, and when you know for a fact that the Jesuits have been as keen almost to get hold of these documents as we have. Bad as our plight is now, I am sure it will be a thousand times worse after you have entrusted our secrets to these subtle sons of St. Ignatius. Make no mistake. Understand you have been warned, and that you do this thing with your eyes wide open.

I understand perfectly, he rejoined. But I am at the last ditch. I shall turn now and fight ruffians of the stamp of Cuthbertson with his own weapons. He has insulted me grossly in that last letter of his, penned by an assistant secretary, I see, and I will repay him a tooth for a tooth, an eye for an eye, burning for burning! And his hands clenched, and upon his features there glowered a look of diabolical rage.

I would have said more, but just then a police sergeant answered his summons, and at his request brought him a fresh sheet of notepaper and an envelope, as well as pad, pen, ink, and blotting paper. Thereon he sat down once again on the side of the bed and wrote as under:

Bow Street Police Station, Cell 12,973.

To The Rev. Father Provincial of the Society of Jesus, Church of the Immaculate Conception, Farm Street, Berkeley Square, W.

Rev. Father, — As one who was for some years as a small boy educated at your societys Stoneyhurst College, I beg to crave your assistance. A friend and I have been arrested on a perfectly frivolous and futile charge for grave purposes of the State, connected with the disappearance of three manuscripts relating to the sacred lake of Tangikano, in which I understand your society has a very real and vital interest. Can you, therefore, make it convenient to come and see me on the matter, or at least send a representative to me who is capable of giving me the best and most disinterested advice at this juncture? If so, words will fail to express my gratitude to you.

Your distracted servant, José Zouche Casteno.

Please have that sent at once, he said, passing the letter open for the officer to read.

Any answer? replied the man, taking the note and preparing to leave.

Yes; pray tell the constable to wait, returned Casteno, and the sergeant disappeared, and once more we were alone.

For my own part, I was too disgusted then to wrangle any further with the Spaniard. In a swift comprehensive fashion I realised that it was too late to upbraid, the mischief now was done, and that all I could do was to stand by and fight as best I could for the welfare of my own country independent of any adventurers like Cuthbertson on the one hand or of the Jesuits on the other.

After all, I saw, if I became too vocal, Casteno was in no mood to brook lectures from me. He always had a remedy against me — he could ask to be placed in a separate cell, and then I should be in a worse position than ever. I should know nothing of what he was doing to injure England, nothing at all.


Chapter Twenty Six.

The Words of Father Ganton.
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THE ANSWER TO his letter, too, came much sooner than I expected. I dont believe the note had been despatched half-an-hour before the clatter of several men was heard outside the cell again. The door was thrust open, and the sergeant announced: A father from the Jesuits house in Farm Street.

It was something more than idle curiosity that prompted me to turn as the Jesuit father entered and to examine his features closely. After all, I was bound to admit to myself, although I had read a lot and had heard a lot about the members of the redoubtable Society of Jesus, I had never hitherto to my knowledge seen one in the flesh. Of course, I had a vague idea of what one of their priests would be like — tall and thin and sleek, pallid, austere, mysterious, with eyes that never looked straight at you, and a voice so carefully modulated that it never failed to give the precise shade of meaning, so precise, indeed, that it left nothing to the imagination at all.

Nevertheless, I welcomed the opportunity of examining one of these cunning ministers of the papacy for myself. With a pardonable touch of egotism, I preferred my own estimate of strangers to other peoples, and I wanted to discover for myself what there was in a Jesuits education, discipline, and code of ethics that made them such powerful and resourceful soldiers of the Vatican, while at the same time they were, in practically every country on the globe, objects of such intense suspicion, jealousy, or most active dislike.

Benedicamus Domino, said the priest, with a grave salutation to us both as the heavy iron door of the cell closed upon him.

Deo gratias, responded Casteno, and at once I saw the effect of his Stoneyhurst training in the way in which he pulled himself together and assumed a bearing of reverent submissiveness I had never known him exhibit to any other person.

As for the Jesuit himself, I admit I was completely astounded at his appearance. As he bent down and fumbled in his pocket for the letter which Casteno had sent to the Father Provincial I had a splendid opportunity of examining his features, for then the light from the high tightly-barred window streamed full upon him.

To my surprise I discovered in this man of fifty, with the square shoulders, the unblinking eye, the clean-shaven mouth that expressed kindness, mirth, as well as iron resolution, none of the littleness I had credited him with. His broad forehead and black hair, now rapidly turning white, showed that he must have studied and studied hard, but not in any narrow sectarian school; his chin and lower jaw, too, were broad and massive but never cruel; while his hands were strong but also frank and free in movement; and his smile, as he searched his pockets through for the letter he had evidently forgotten, was one of the brightest and sunniest things we had seen in our prison-house. Finally, with a half foreign gesture of apology, he gave up his quest.

I am so sorry, he said at length, but I quite forgot to bring with me your letter which the Father Provincial handed to me. As a matter of fact, I must introduce myself too. I am Father Ganton, one of the priests attached to the Farm Street Church of the Immaculate Conception.

We both of us bowed gravely. And he went on: Of course, we read your letter with great grief that any Stoneyhurst lad should get into a trouble such as this, but, really, we were astounded that any one of our pupils could make so ludicrous a blunder as you seem to have done about us. You, my son, turning to Casteno, must have mixed with many and strange folks since you were under the care of our priests in Lancashire to get the odd and crazy notion into your head that we are conspirators and politicians, and all that silly nonsense some papers delight to print about us. I can assure you both that all that stupid idea that we mix ourselves up in government, or schemes of government, is fudge — mere fudge. We are simply a strong militant Order for the Church of Rome, and, broadly speaking, we dont care who is in power so long as we are free to practise our religion, and religious interests dont suffer.

Now about those manuscripts I wrote about — the manuscripts that are supposed to relate to the sacred lake of Tangikano, questioned Casteno. What about those?

You cant deny you have made most strenuous efforts, cried I in triumph, to get hold of those!

I dont know, said the Jesuit readily. It all depends, too, what you call strenuous efforts. I will tell you quite frankly all we know about them. Centuries ago I understand our Order in Mexico did try to get hold of this sacred lake, but the treasure in it was not the ultimate object. We had had such grievous representations made to us by Catholic missionaries in the district of the evil effect of that heathen practice of casting treasure into that sacred water, with that ceremonial of a pagan pontiff, that we primarily desired to drain the lake right away and only leave in its place barren land. As a matter of fact, few of us nowadays ever gave a thought to the custom, until the other day a well-known dealer in manuscripts came to our house in Farm Street and told us that three most valuable documents affecting the history of our Order in Mexico were about to come under the hammer in London. He asked us to bid for them, knowing that many of our fathers were historians of no mean eminence and that the archives of our society were richly endowed with precious manuscripts that went right back into the twilight of civilised history. Then he gave a hint that they were supposed to relate to the lake, and so after some haggling and discussion we authorised him to bid up to sixty pounds—

Sixty pounds, echoed Casteno. Oh, never!

Yes; that was as much as we could afford, and as much as we desired to give, returned Father Ganton. Doubtless, the man made a great fuss about the commission to frighten other people off and to advertise his own importance; but that, as he will tell you, was our limit. One thing, however, I ought to put right at once, and I hope if either of you gentlemen gets the chance you will do this for the Society of Jesus in England. Had we had any ghost of a suspicion at the time that that dealer came to us that those manuscripts had any diplomatic importance whatever we should not have arranged to offer one penny for them. Our work, as our founder, St. Ignatius, lays down in the first of his spiritual exercises, is the salvation of souls, not the sick hurry, the divided arms, the hearts oertaxed, the palsied arms, as Matthew Arnold points out, of the man of the world, eager only about fortune. We dont want, we would not have, any distractions from this object; and I beg you to believe that, and so in your small way help to put public opinion right about the Jesuits of England.

One question, I interrupted earnestly as the priest held out his hand in farewell to us. Dont be annoyed, please, if I ask it. I admit it may sound horribly rude, but, indeed, I dont mean it to be so in that way at all. Why are you Jesuits so heartily disliked, not only in England, but in Italy, in Spain, in France, in Germany, and also in South America?

The priest turned and looked at me with a frank and sincere expression.

Excuse me, he said, but do you ask that question as a man without any sectarian bias, as one with a genuine desire for information, and to learn only the truth?

Indeed I do, I returned, and I gazed at him straight in the face.

Well, I will answer it, then, he responded, and I will answer it in the way which we Jesuits answer it when we fall to talking about the hostility we read about but really seldom encounter. The point admits of two solutions, and of two solutions alone. One, either we are bad, mischievous people, who deserve expulsion and hatred; or, two, God really did answer that early prayer of our founder, St. Ignatius of Loyola, that we should be a persecuted and misunderstood Order as long as time should last, so that we should be always kept united, resolute, and efficient. Now of those two replies you can take your choice. Each one is sufficient in itself — each will give you an excellent and a thoroughly adequate reason — and in both Christian and heathen will find their points of view meet with equal consideration and tolerance! And with a grave bow to me and a hand that made the sign of the cross over Casteno he turned away and left our cell.

For some minutes afterwards we neither of us uttered a word. Both sat and looked at each other, and I am sure I dont know who was the more puzzled or confounded.

That rules the Jesuits out, I said at length, kicking the bedstead viciously with my foot.

Quite, said Casteno. Unfortunately, it also limits our possibilities of assistance. Then after a pause he added: I wonder if Miss Napier will hear of the hole we are in!

Why? I queried fiercely, flushing rosy crimson, for deep in my heart, alas! all my thoughts were still of her.

Oh! nothing, he answered.

Thats rubbish, I interposed rudely. You meant something. What was it?

Only this: Miss Napier is the kind of champion we want just now, said Casteno humbly. You see, we cant get about for ourselves. Were cornered. We need somebody with brain and charm to approach people in high places!

What about Cooper-Nassington, I said sternly. You sent me to him. You relied on him. Look at the result!

You forget, though, that he may be in prison like ourselves! Remember, Naylor had a warrant to search St. Brunos. Well, as likely as not, he had orders to take up some of the leaders of the Order too. Indeed, at a pinch, they might have arrested the lot of them.

That was quite possible. I saw it immediately the Spaniard had spoken, and I did not attempt to controvert it.

We shall have to wait, thats all, said Casteno at length, with something uncommonly like a groan.

And wait we did — but certainly not as long as we expected — for just when ten oclock was about to strike we caught the sounds of a loud scuffling in the corridor, a burst of jovial laughter, and the next second the door of our cell was flung violently open, and two people literally raced into our prison — no other than Doris herself and Cooper-Nassington.

Joy! joy! cried the burly legislator, waving a pile of documents and newspapers. Lord Cyril has suddenly resigned from the Government, and my old friend the Marquis of Penarth has taken his place; more than that, Ive put the whole matter of the sacred lake before the marquis, and not only have I got an order from the Home Office for the immediate release of both of you, but Ive arranged such terms that England will win — win at every point.

And, laughing and crying with excitement, Doris sprang to my arms.


Chapter Twenty Seven.

At the Present Moment.
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OVERJOYED AT THIS news, the four of us swept out of the police station. Even the inspectors and sergeants seemed to catch some of our enthusiasm, or was it the sight of Mr Cooper-Nassington and of the order from the Home Secretary that brought about so miraculous a change in their manner towards us? At all events, they led us quite in triumph out into Bow Street, and from thence, at a word from the Member of Parliament, we took our way to the Hotel Cecil, where, in a private room where a delightful supper had been spread, we found Colonel Napier awaiting us, apparently none the worse in temper or appearance for his bewildering experiences on the racecourse at Worcester.

Then, as we discussed the meal, with many a merry jest and many a toast in the best champagne the hotel could produce, all the news poured about us like an avalanche.

First, said Cooper-Nassington, who by unanimous request had taken the head of the table, with Doris and I on his right hand and Casteno on his left and the colonel to the front of him, you are both, no doubt, literally dying to know how Lord Cyril came to tumble from his pinnacle as Foreign Secretary in a day as it were. Well, dont trouble to look at the papers. They are full of lies, as usual. They pretend it is failing health, that the strain of European complications has been too much for him, that hes threatened with softening of the brain; but all that is really nonsense. I got at the great man myself, and I made him resign! And, swelling with pride and importance, the Member of Parliament rose and gazed delightedly upon us.

You actually did! we cried in a breath; but he waved our dissent aside.

Yes; I contrived it all, he went on. As a matter of fact, I did it by bluff, sheer bluff; but I knew my man, and I knew where to hit him. He had tried to crush us, and I recognised that the time had come when, if we didnt wish to be totally exterminated, we must fall upon him and demolish him.

And we both nodded, recalling that cruel letter of his to José.

The Member of Parliament paused for a moment theatrically, and then went on in a more grave and earnest tone. At the bottom we could see he was really profoundly touched by the turn events had taken and by our own good fortune, but, British like, he sought to hide it by a jocularity and levity he was very far, indeed, from feeling.

I got a private interview with him at the Foreign Office this afternoon, he said, just after he had announced to a delighted House all about the wonderful discovery he had made of documents that proved that the sacred lake belonged to England, and that a mission would be despatched forthwith to take possession of it. This he did on the strength of the forged manuscripts which Naylor found in the safe when he searched St. Brunos from top to bottom. Cuthbertson, I began very firmly, youve been fooled, fooled completely. Those are not the documents you want at all. They are forgeries, as your experts will rapidly discover; forgeries made by the hunchbacks good-for-nothing second son. He stormed and he raved, and he sent for old Peter Zouche and his son Paul, who, of course, had to admit the truth of what I said, and then he lost nerve completely, begged my pardon, and tried to come to terms with me. Let me have the real things, he pleaded, and Ill release your friends. Ill give you a share of the credit of the discovery, and at the first opportunity I have Ill find you a snug place in the Government.

Now, proceeded the Member of Parliament, tempting as those terms were, I refused them. For one thing, I knew my man, and I knew he was but a pinchbeck, unstable, untruthful kind of genius. For another, I realised that, as Foreign Secretary, he was a terrible danger to England, so I stuck to the line I had marked out for myself, without any thought or hope of my own advancement. Youve got to resign, I returned— nothing else will satisfy me or save you from the ridicule I have arranged to pour upon you. I have prepared a careful account of the whole business as we know it from the inside, ay, even of the way you must have helped Fotheringay to send those sham nurses, and to-morrow I shall telegraph it to every newspaper of importance. I will swear an affidavit of its truth, and join the opposition, and between us we will contrive to literally laugh you out of power. A terrible scene, of course, followed. He grew abusive, he tried more bribes, he threatened to have me flung into prison like yourselves — there wasnt, in fact, a trick or a dodge which a man in his powerful position could resort to that he didnt in turn practise on me.

Luckily, I am pretty obstinate, he went on, and I won, hands down. Straight away he got two or three doctor friends together, and they cooked up a certificate about the state of his health; he rushed off to Buckingham Palace and handed over his resignation to the king, who, fortunately, happened to be in town; and, after various audiences, the Premier about an hour ago appointed the Marquis of Penarth in his place. In the Cabinet it is pretty well known how I managed it, but nobody regrets Cuthbertsons downfall. He was too proud, too overbearing, too insolent for the position, and all the members of the House whom I have spoken to seem to be relieved at his resignation and hurried departure to that old castle of his up in Galloway.

And what, asked José, has become of my father and brother? And his face was pale and his eyes full of tears.

I am sorry to say they have both bolted. The Home Secretary sent after them regarding the loss of certain plans from the Woolwich Arsenal, but they took fright over the forgeries and Cuthbertsons threats and slipped off to Greenwich, from which they got a tramp steamer to take them to some foreign port, whence they can flee up country and gain a quasi kind of protection, which it wont pay England to fight — probably in Portugal or Spain, or even in Greece, with which country, I understand, we have no extradition treaty whatever.

And you, colonel, I asked, turning to Napier. How did you come to forgive us? I queried.

The old soldier broke into a hearty laugh. Oh! that wasnt difficult when such a magician as Cooper-Nassington set to work. He told me the whole of the facts, whereas Fotheringay had only explained to me half!

And under the table-cloth Doris small hand found mine, and gave me a sweet little token of satisfaction, trust, and content. Already I felt more than repaid for the misunderstanding I had suffered.



Little more remains to be told.

Only next day the papers came out with the true account of Bernard Delgannis suicide, and there is no doubt in my mind now that he was the man who stabbed the colonels spaniel, which was said to sleep usually in the colonels room.

Soon after this the expedition to Mexico set sail, and now any day we may hear that, with the aid of the old Jesuits chart and the information contained in the yellow parchments, Beckworths sacred lake has actually been drained off and England in possession of a practically inexhaustible mine of wealth. Every day I open my newspaper I look for this welcome intelligence, and every day I am certain brings us nearer the consummation of this discovery. One day before long the sacred lake, which is already located and has been sounded, will be run dry by a tunnel which is being cut through a small mountain, and when this is accomplished it will bring joy and solid relief to the heart of every taxpayer and Englishman. The wealth known to be in the bed of the lake is enormous, and some of the gems and gold ornaments recovered are already in London. That Fotheringay has got a place in the expedition gives me no concern. He was never really bad, and chances of redemption should be given to all, although Casteno has really never forgiven him that trick with the sham nurses.

The Order of St. Bruno still flourishes under Mr Cooper-Nassingtons guidance, and anyone who desires to join it should address my friend, the Member of Parliament, at the House of Commons. I have but thinly disguised his identity in these chapters, and any serious patriot could discover his real name by a little judicious inquiry, say from the chairman of the Press Gallery, who knows twice as much of the secret history of our legislative establishment as, notwithstanding what croakers over press morality assert, ever finds its way into print.

The Order has, I am compelled to record, lost two of its active members. One, José Casteno, who has married that very charming girl, Camille Velasquon, and set sail for Mexico, hot on the heels of the British expedition to Tangikano, and also to see that Fotheringay goes straight. The other, my poor, graceless self, who, now that Doris has become my wife, no longer figures in Stanton Street, WC, as a secret investigator, but lives out at Redhill, and goes daily to his chambers in the Temple — Lawyers Land — to lay the foundation of a barristers practice, aided by poor Naylor, who was retired compulsorily from Scotland Yard upon a small pension, but who, I find, makes an admirable clerk when it comes to a hand-to-hand tussle with solicitors, who ever want more than their true pound of flesh.

And so for the present, with the others, I must make my adieu!

When England is startled, as she will be one day ere long, by the announcement of the recovery of the enormous treasure of Tangikano, the emeralds and rubies unequalled in the world, and the wonderful images and utensils of solid gold that have been hidden for ages in the slime beneath those silent waters, then will you, perhaps, recollect the chapters of an eventful history which I have recorded in the foregoing pages, and remember what part in the modern drama of London life was played by the man once known to connoisseurs and collectors as the Hunchback of Westminster.


The Idol of the Town (1904)
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CHAPTER I.

CONCERNS THE HAWK.
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LOOK! THERE HE is — actually back in London! And he means mischief, too, without a doubt!

Where? I dont see him.

Why, that tall, thin chap in the grey overcoat. The porter is just getting out his bag. You surely recognise him — dont you?

I looked eagerly in the direction indicated, and saw that amid the hurry and bustle of the arrival of the afternoon express from Paris, a clean-shaven, middle-aged man, with a rug over his arm, had alighted from a first-class compartment, and was standing as though he had no desire to be recognised.

Strange! I exclaimed. I shouldnt have recognised him as Miles Jervoise. And I took a long and critical look at him from the door of the small elevated waiting-room at the end of the main-line arrival platform at Charing Cross Station, wherein we had concealed ourselves.

You doubt that he is really Miles Jervoise? Why, my dear Holmes, you must be dreaming!

I knew The Hawk for years; and can swear to him — if you cant.

Hes dressed like a gentleman, and travels as such, I remarked. — 

Of course, replied my friend, Jack Saltoun. Dress is part of his game — just as it is with us. But, he added, with a touch of anxiety in his voice, I dont like the situation at all. Miles Jervoise is in London. That spells ruin to one or other of us — perhaps to both!

But what can he do? I asked. Surely if this is really the notorious Miles Jervoise, as you assert, it would be very much better for his health if he remained quietly on the Continent! To return openly to England like this is surely courting arrest. Why, look over there. Everett, of Scotland Yard, is all eyes upon everybody. Look at him. It would be a trifle awkward for the new arrival if he were recognised. The old affair would be very unpleasant if raked up again, and of course the warrant still stands.

Of course. But our friend is far too smart. Recollect the hue and cry of seven years ago. Yet he eluded the police of Europe, living right under their very noses until to-day — when he calmly returns in defiance of everything. That is proof that he has a safe card up his sleeve — and against us.

Hes prosperous, at any rate, I remarked. Look at his servant! For I was narrowly watching the movements of a younger man in blue overcoat and felt hat who had alighted quickly from a second-class compartment and was now taking the others rug, involuntarily touching his hat as he did so.

In London, the July afternoon was breathless and sultry. The smiling faces of the eager crowd of passengers, as they stood impatient for the Customs barrier to open, showed that the Channel crossing had been without its usual annoyances and inconveniences, while outside, the long railway-bridge ran with its shining rails out over the misty Thames into the dull, smoky sunshine. The pair upon whom all our attention was concentrated were without heavy baggage, and, cleverly hiding his face, the mysterious traveller, followed by his valet, plunged swiftly into the whirl of traffic in order to escape recognition; hence we had little or no opportunity of observing anything else.

Miles Jervoise, known to his intimates as The Hawk, was in London. That startling fact was in itself sufficient to set both of us thinking deeply, full of gravest apprehensions.

Recollect, my dear Harry, how much that man knows, whispered my friend to me as we pressed on, following the pair through the crowd. If he opens his mouth it will spell ruin — ruin, you understand.

We must prevent that, at all costs, I responded.

If we can. But it will be difficult. In order to watch his movements and ascertain his intentions we are now following him. Fortunately, he little dreams that weve watched the arrival of every train from Paris these last four days, and even aroused Everetts curiosity in so doing. At first I admit I believed that our vigilance was ridiculous, but you see he has actually returned — just as Uffy Bryden said he intended. Quick! added my friend. Hes taken a taxi over there. Ill run across and try to ascertain the address he gives.

An instant later we separated, and Jack, dashing across, sauntered past the conveyance, but just too late to overhear the directions given to the driver, for already the cab was on its way out of the station into the interminable labyrinth of the greatest world of to-day — the world of London.

I saw his failure, and quickly stepping up to the porter who had put in the bags, slipped a shilling into his palm, and asked:

Where have those two gentlemen driven to?

Hôtel de France, Arundel Street, Haymarket, was the address he gave the driver, sir, the man replied, civilly, probably believing me to be a detective.

Then I thanked him, and crossed to meet my companion with the valuable information I had obtained.

I know the place! he cried, quickly, when I told him of their destination. A quiet little French restaurant, where they make a speciality of two-shilling dinners — vin compris, you know! Just the place in which to hide.



Wed better take a cab round there, I suggested.

No; youll dine there to-night, and hear what you can — for if you dont recognise him he probably wont know you. It wouldnt be policy for me to be seen. Hed spot me at once, and our chance would be gone. Lets go round to the club and talk it over. Sight of that fellow has left a bitter taste in my mouth.

So we strolled out of the station together into the busy Strand, both of us filled with anxiety and apprehension. — 

Jack Saltoun, whose name had, during our days at Rugby, been corrupted into Satan, was a fine specimen of the long-legged cosmopolitan Englishman. Six feet something in height, he was well dressed. His countenance was always pallid, and the hot suns of the south had never tanned it. His eyes were grey and kindly, although more than one man had regretted having endeavoured to take undue advantage of his generosity. He was one of those Bohemian spirits who would share with his friend his last sixpence, and then snap his fingers at poverty; yet he could drive a hard bargain with Hebrew pertinacity. It was his boast that he never forgot a kindness, or forgave an enemy.

He was thirty-six, and I was one year his senior. Our fathers had been friends, and it was because I was at Rugby that he had been sent there to climb the ladder of learning, and outstrip me, as he had done. But we had remained friends ever since our earliest youth, although we were parted for years, and had both had a hard enough time of it, heaven knows.

Jack was an adventurer, and made little secrecy of it. On attaining his majority he tried half a dozen walks in city life, but found them all too thorny. At twenty-two he accepted the King s shilling on the pavement opposite the National Gallery; and after six months his widowed mother bought him out of the army, whereupon he tried his fortune in New York, and became successively car-driver, wood-cutter, and lastly worked his passage around the Horn to Melbourne. His adventures in Western Australia, to which he quickly drifted, were in themselves sufficient to fill a volume. His companions were evidently a rather shady set, for upon certain episodes of his wild life in Coolgardie he was silent, even to me, his most intimate friend.

Then, after years of absence, he suddenly returned to Europe. We met in Paris, he shabby, uncouth, and bearing evidence of the rough life he had led — yet we again joined our fortunes, and he became again a gentleman, and had continued so until that moment.

Yes, his had been a very queer life, full of mysteries, even to me. That he held some strange, profound secret I felt sure — and more than once had I become convinced that the most serious apprehensions he entertained were that Miles Jervoise should, after his self-effacement seven years before, one day return. The blow had fallen. He had actually reappeared. My friend admitted that the unwelcome presence of this tall, thin, elderly man meant ruin — ruin for us both!

I began to discuss the situation, but he quickly silenced me, saying:

Better go round to my rooms, after all. We can talk there without fear of being overheard. It is far too public in the club. And raising his hand he hailed a passing taxi in which we drove to the smoke-blackened, rather dismal-looking house in Ormond Street, the top floor of which he occupied.

Look here, Harry, he exclaimed in frank seriousness, as he cast himself into his deep armchair, The Hawk would never have dared to return had he not been absolutely certain of his around. Hes not the man to run into the arms of the police. Indeed, hes an artist in criminal methods, therefore weve got a greater and more perilous task before us than we bargained for. Remember all we have at stake.

x know, I sighed, the full seriousness of the situation now presenting itself to me. All our future depends upon our success in combating his efforts. As you say, he undoubtedly means mischief — and serious mischief, too.

And we can only prevent it by getting even with him on his own ground, Holmes, remarked my companion. I cant appear in it there ore it must be left solely to you. But youll have to act with caution, discretion, and the ingenuity of the very devil himself if you want to attain success. And you know what failure means to us, he added, in a hard voice.

I do, I said, pondering deeply. It means ruin — not only to me, but to her.

Think of yourself, my friend snapped impatiently. She can surely take care of herself. You dont mean to run any risks on account of that woman, do you?

I wont forsake her, was my response, and there arose before me a vision of the sweet; face of the woman who had been the victim of circumstance.

His remark was that of a man of the world-self first, and woman afterwards.

I hope you wont act the fool, exclaimed my friend, bluntly. The woman may turn your enemy if she sees a chance of gain, and if she does it will be all up with both of us. You are entirely in her hands, I know. Thats why I think youve been unfair to me and to yourself.

I felt hurt at the frank expression of opinion. I may be unfair to you, Jack, I said, but Im certainly not unfair to myself. You mistrust her; but I know her better than you. No amount of bribery would make her disclose a single word.

To-day, no — because, I dare say, she is rather fond of you. But to-morrow it may be different. Women are very fickle, you know.

Many are, but not Bess Bryden.

The more one loves, the less one learns, laughed my friend, cynically. Its the old story, Harry. The man who loses his fortune loses much, but he who loses his heart loses everything.

I tell you, I havent lost my heart, I cried, quickly. We are friends, very good friends, as weve always been — thats all.

Saltoun smiled dubiously, and replied: Well, its generally supposed that you are pretty fond of her, and that you are entirely under her thumb. Shes said so, more than once, Ive heard.

Its a lie — a confounded lie! I protested. And, moreover, Im certain she would never say any such thing. Bess isnt a woman given to boasting, either.

No, but shes given to making the best use of her chances. Ive seen that a good many times in Nice and elsewhere. Depend upon it, Harry, that if youre not careful shell rule you, just as she has done the others before you. Forgive me for saying it, but youre altogether too simple and confiding. Recollect all that we have at stake, he added, and recollect, too, that The Hawk has returned.


CHAPTER II.

THE SHIRT-CUFF OF MILES JERVOISE.
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THE HÔTEL DE France, in Arundel Street, Haymarket, is by no means a fashionable establishment, although to people fond of foreign cooking and to whom money is an object the place is very well known.

The place enjoys a select clientèle of the midcue-class cosmopolitan element of London life, and yet I doubt if there are many who have any idea that such a place exists. They know Arundel Street, Strand, but are in ignorance of the thoroughfare of the same name a stones-throw from Piccadilly Circus. It is essentially foreign — and therefore apart. The restaurant business of the Hôtel de France, however, is only a portion of the industrious Italians commerce; for above, in the limited space which the house affords, is a small but comfortable hotel.

One of these rooms I entered and took possession of at ten oclock that same evening.

In order to obviate any suspicion, I descended to supper about eleven, and posing as a traveller passing through London, chatted with the young Tuscan who waited upon me, while at a table opposite mine, sat the man whose movements I was watching — the man who meant to ruin me.

His actions were already puzzling, for he had apparently slipped into a smart dress suit, and, accompanied by his young manservant, attired likewise, had been out to pay a visit. He was now seated at table with his servant, who was dressed as a gentleman — with some show of vulgar affluence be it said — laughing and chatting with him on perfect equality.

Now, a man does not allow a servant to pose as his friend, eat at table with him, drink wine and wear dress clothes without some well-defined object, and the object of Miles Jervoise was, I knew, a sinister one.

The young man, who had travelled second-class from the Continent and touched his hat on arrival at Charing Cross, was thin, dark, and clean-shaven, a pleasant, shrewd-looking young fellow who, by his speech, I knew to be Italian. Therefore, in order to attract his attention, I joked loudly in that language with all those rich figures of speech I had learnt long ago during my self-exile in Tuscany.

Miles Jervoise, overhearing my remarks, and smiling at my humour, raised his head until our eyes met. I looked across at him with unwavering glance, for I saw that he had no idea of my identity, and that for the present I was quite safe from detection. He was an adventurer of the first water, the cleverness of whose schemes had utterly bewildered the police of Europe.

I regretted a thousand times that I had not followed him at once to the hotel and kept an eye upon him all the evening, but such regrets were useless, and all I could now do was to wait patiently and watch.

Cigars were brought, and as the clean-shaven young man bit his I saw the flash of a big paste ring upon his finger. He was evidently dressed for a part which he had come to London to play — an important part, no doubt, for The Hawks game was, I knew, a desperate one.

Yet both wore an air of supreme content, as they calmly smoked their prime Coronas and sipped their coffee and kummel.

While I kept up a boisterous affectation of merriment with the man serving me, Jervoise asked for a Bradshaw, and both men studied it eagerly, but at what page I was unable to see. Nevertheless, by that action it was apparent that they meant leaving London, and had not, as I had supposed, arrived for a long stay. Well aware as I was of my own peril, I was nevertheless gratified to find that Jervoise did not recognise me; moreover, as I had declared to Jack, I myself failed to recognise him. He had either altered very considerably, or in order to avoid recognition by the police, had so well disguised himself that I had failed to detect in his face the features of the man I had known under such queer and romantic circumstances.

As I sat there over my fruit I thought of all I had at stake — of all that Jack Saltoun had said — and I chuckled to myself when I reflected how cleverly I was keeping observation upon the man who was our mutual enemy. There were only two other persons in the room. As an adventurer myself, I did not like the situation, however. The young Italian posing as a friend, while in reality a valet, added mystery to the affair.

The pair studied the time-table together for some minutes, then Miles Jervoise — or Mr. Martin Johnson, as he now called himself at the hotel — having satisfied himself, closed the guide, and drew from his breast-pocket a small packet of correspondence, which he placed on the table half-furtively, as though to avoid observation.

I noticed a frown cross the valets face, as though he did not agree with such an action, yet so eager was his master to examine the letters that he never noticed his servants apprehensive displeasure. — 

One by one he took them up, and proceeded to read them, smiling contemptuously as he did so. Finally, he read one that made him knit his brows in a manner that showed him to be disconcerted. What was written there alarmed him, of that I felt convinced. Yet so clever was he that next instant he tossed over the letter to his servant opposite, and laughing heartily ordered him to read it.

Look there! he laughed loudly, speaking in bad Italian. What do you think of that? Is it not highly amusing? They think us fools — both.

Scarcely had the words fallen from the Englishmans lips when the glass door swung open from the entrance hall, and there appeared a neat, well-dressed woman, quite young, and whose face was of striking beauty. Her dark eyes met mine with an air of timidity, but only for a second, for she was apparently seeking some one, and as Jervoise rose quickly, serviette in hand, to greet her, it was equally plain that he had an appointment with her.

The manner in which she entered betrayed a desire to avoid observation, while no second glance was required to ascertain that she was a lady, and well bred. Of medium height, she was decidedly handsome, and knew it. Dressed in a walking-gown of dark, navy blue, she showed a slim and perfect figure, with a sweet, girlish face, pale and expectant, beneath a large black hat. Those great, dark eyes that had glanced across at me so timidly were bright and luminous, and the small mouth with lips half-parted in eagerness displayed two rows of pearly teeth.

Ah! my dear Miss Clemenger — at last! cried The Hawk, warmly, bowing over her black-gloved hand. I really thought you were unable to come. Allow me to introduce my young friend, Count Leonelli, of Rome. He s just run over with me for a few days in London to see the sights, you know!

The valet rose, made his best bow, and then drew a chair to the table for the newcomer.

Her dark eyes rested for a moment on the young Italian, then she turned to the man with whom she was evidently on terms of friendship, for she allowed him to pour her out a glass of champagne and raised it to her pretty lips in welcome, expressing pleasure that after his long absence abroad he had returned.

I detected in her manner an eager desire to speak with him confidentially — only she hesitated on account of the presence of a third person. But Jervoise either did not notice this, or purposely pretended ignorance. To me, the valets presence there was part of the game, whatever it was.

I had much difficulty in getting away, she remarked in a somewhat musical and refined voice. Your telegram reached me yesterday down at Norman Cross, where Ive been staying. Therefore, I was compelled to make an excuse to return and see you to-night. I hope nobody who knows me saw me enter here, for it is hardly respectable to be out alone at this hour.

Jervoise smiled, saying, Never fear; you are quite safe from your prudish friends here, my dear girl. This is a quiet little place, in one of the quietest streets in the whole of London. You came in a cab, as I suggested? — 

She nodded, and her face relaxed into a smile.

Well, and what of him? he asked, bending towards her, in a lower and more earnest tone.

Oh! she laughed, rather nervously, I suppose hes all right. At least he was yesterday when I last saw him. — 

And what further have you discovered, Clare?

Nothing — absolutely nothing! was her answer. My suspicions are just the same as when I spoke to you that night in Brussels, but I can discover no tangible proof. Ah! she sighed, I only wish I could.

Why?

Because — well, it would convict him, wouldnt it?

And you would be free — eh? he laughed, knowingly.

She placed her gloved hands together, and leaned over the small table towards him, her cheeks flushed with pleasure at the meeting, every nerve strained to please him.

Suddenly, indeed so quickly that she startled me, I saw her lower her head as she looked at him fixedly, and then I heard her cry aloud:

Why — look! What are those figures on your cuff? Look! and she pointed to something scribbled in lead pencil upon his linen, bending forward to examine it as though to make certain of the exact meaning.

With a quick movement he pushed up his left cuff, so that it became hidden by his coat sleeve, not, however, before her quick eyes had discerned the truth.

Why, those are the actual numbers! she cried, rising from her seat and glaring at the man before her with an expression of unspeakable terror upon her white countenance. What have you done? Tell me! — tell me quickly! she cried, hoarsely.

Hush! Sit down! he urged in an instant, replacing his hand upon her arm and trying to force her back into her chair. These people will overhear.

Then tell me what you have done! she persisted. Recollect that in this affair your secrets are mine. Has the worst happened? she asked in a low, hard voice. Tell me!


CHAPTER III.

WHICH IS PUZZLING.
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IT WAS EVIDENT that Miles Jervoise was greatly disconcerted by the untimely discovery made by his fair visitor, for his face fell, and he at once exerted every effort to cairn her sudden fear and agitation.

Do, for heavens sake, sit down, Clare! he exclaimed, frowning with displeasure. Sit down, and hear what I have to say calmly. This isnt like you. Youre always so very discreet.

But those numbers! she gasped, pale-faced. They are the actual numbers. I remember them quite well, she added, reluctantly reseating herself, while I pretended to be engrossed in an illustrated paper and utterly unconscious of what was transpiring. — 

Well, there surely isnt anything extraordinary in the fact that Ive made a memorandum on my cuff, is there? he protested.

But those numbers were only known to me, she declared. And to one other person whom, I suppose, we need not mention.

Ah, there you are in error, my dear girl! said Jervoise, airily. They were known to me also — as you see. And he pulled down his cuff again, and held it full before her terrified eyes.

What the numerals were, or what might be their meaning, I knew not. I was only aware that I had tumbled upon some extraordinary conspiracy, which the unscrupulous man known to a certain criminal set as The Hawk had in hand.

Then how did you get to know the numbers? You have surely never seen them? she exclaimed.

How could I see them? he queried, with a smile. He was equivocating with her; and surely not even a criminal lawyer, much less a woman, was ever a match for Miles Jervoise.

Something has happened, she declared. I feel sure of it.

A good deal has happened since we last met — at dinner at the Louvre and Paix at Marseilles, I think it was?

And youve evidently prospered, she remarked, becoming more calm.

Oh! he said, blowing a cloud of smoke from his lips. The world has used me fairly well — and especially my young friend the Count here. We really cant complain, and he assumed an attitude of supreme contentment.

The false Count, finding himself alluded to, smiled oilily, and bowed deeply. The girl, however, bestowed but a slight, timid glance at him, and again returned to her previous question. She urged Jervoise to relate to her in confidence what had happened, while he on his part declared that nothing untoward whatever had occurred.

There was a good deal of confidential whispering between them that I was unable to catch, but I saw with what diplomatic tact The Hawk gradually re-established her confidence, until at last he prevailed upon her to take a second glass of champagne with them.

At length it occurred to me that I had sat there long enough. I had learned certain things regarding the tactics of our enemy, and I had also learned that Clare Clemenger, so young and innocent-looking, and who was the last person one would suspect of being in association with a man of Miles Jervoises reputation, had an aunt living at Norman Cross. Further, it was plain that as the girl would be leaving in the course of half an hour, I ought, in the interests of my observations, to follow her and ascertain her destination.

Therefore I called the waiter, exchanged some further good humoured remarks with him in Italian, wished him good-night, and went up to my room. Having thrown off my evening coat and vest, I assumed a blue serge jacket, and with a soft felt hat and cane slipped down the stairs again, and with a word to the night-porter that I should be back in an hour, walked through into Coventry Street, which I crossed, taking up a stand in the semi-darkness of the portico of the Prince of Waless Theatre, almost opposite the entrance to Arundel Street.

Even though so late there was still movement in that street which connects Piccadilly Circus with Leicester Square, and as a taxi crawled past — for it was the crawling hour with cabs — I hailed the driver and told him to await me at the kerb.

I had remained there some twenty minutes, an action which rather astonished the cab-driver, when, of a sudden, I saw a taxi emerge from Arundel Street. The flash of a womans white face showed within as the vehicle turned and travelled quickly towards Piccadilly.

Next instant I had jumped into my waiting cab, and, giving the driver orders in half a dozen hurried words, followed Miles Jervoises mysterious accomplice — or victim — which she was, I knew not.

Straight along Piccadilly we went, past the Burlington, until we came to Berkeley Street, which we traversed into Berkeley Square, then across the further end of the latter we entered Mount Street, where, at a house a few doors past the corner of South Audley Street, the cab in front drew up and the woman alighted.

My man drove past just as she was ascending the steps of a large comfortable-looking house — evidently a West End mansion of the best and most expensive type. The cab having turned into Park Lane, I alighted quickly and retraced my way on foot, passing the house in question on the opposite pavement.

Mount Street, the select West End thoroughfare connecting Berkeley Square with Park Lane, was utterly deserted at that hour, but as I hurried past in the semi-darkness I was just in time to see the door opened by a liveried servant, and she entered.

The manner in which the door opened, however, increased my interest. It fell back noiselessly; therefore I do not think she rang. But the man placed his finger to his lips with a gesture commanding silence, and she entered stealthily on tip-toe. Then the door closed as it had opened.

After the lapse of some minutes I crossed and re-passed the house, in order to ascertain its number, and then hailed a cab in Berkeley Square, and returned to my unpretentious little hotel.

It was apparent that Jervoise and the man who had assumed a false title of nobility had both retired, for the restaurant was now in darkness, and the only person awake was the stout night-porter awaiting my return. From the office he obtained for me the London Directory, and by the light of his lantern — the electric light being switched off — I searched for the name of the occupier of the house in Mount Street.

At last I found it:

77a, The Earl of Lyddinton.


CHAPTER IV.

THE HOARDING IN QUEEN VICTORIA STREET.
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WHAT, I WONDERED, was the position of that handsome, well-dressed girl in the Earls household? She might be a relation, or a friend, or perhaps, more likely, a lady companion or governess.

Thus I ascended quietly to my room, full of grave suspicions and tangled-thoughts.

So hot and sultry was the night that to me sleep was impossible, and as I tossed and turned I fell to reflecting — as one is apt to when attacked by insomnia.

Now, I suppose I ought, at this stage, to tell you something about myself — my own somewhat varied career. My father, Herbert Holmes, was the well-known mining engineer and seismologist, who was for nearly twenty years in the employment of the Japanese Government as geologist, and who established the seismic survey of Japan, and also devised the seismographs and instruments to record vibrations on railways. But I regret to say that although I commenced well I did not follow in his honourable footsteps. After Rugby I gained my B.A. at Oriel, and played at cricket for Oxford against Cambridge. In fact, I distinguished myself more in athletics than in learning, and after a long course with an army coach in Kensington, I succeeded in joining the 4th Battalion Royal Fusiliers, with whom I was in India for five years. On my return I resigned, and went out to Canada to farm, and then took a trip to Monte Carlo in the belief that I had at last discovered an infallible system. This visit to the plague-spot of Europe proved my undoing. In à week I found myself stranded and penniless, and being compelled to live I fell in, like a good many other men before me, with a very queer and unscrupulous set.

In a word, I became a professional gambler. Some, perhaps, might call me by the harsher name of sharper; but as far as I can recollect I never used my wits with evil intent or malice aforethought, but solely with the purpose of keeping the wolf from the door. Do not think, however, I am attempting any self-whitewashing. I admit that I played baccarat, poker, trente-et-quarante and roulette for gain, and I likewise freely admit that I was often in collusion with accomplices, and the pigeons we plucked had no chance against us. Yet no man despised himself more than I did.

Well, without further argument, I may as well tell you that Jack Saltoun, Uffy Bryden and I were partners — accomplices if you like. From lounging about the rooms at Monte Carlo, and playing on commission for English and American Cookites, who knew nothing of the intricacies of roulette, we ran a snug little den on a second floor in the Avenue de la Gare in Nice, where young fellows could stake their money on the red or black without the trouble of going over to Monty. It was a nice little room, with a well-arranged table, upon which, be it said, a good deal of money was won and lost. Ostensibly, we set it up in order to teach persons a certain infallible system by which they could win at Monte Carlo. We advertised in the Riviera papers, announcing that we were prepared to let people into the secret for twenty francs a head. Dozens of men were enticed there by Uffy Bryden, and finding that our system was a success, were induced to play against us. They forgot, however, that they were playing on our table, and never dreamed that it had been specially built in Milan, and that there was a cunning electrical contrivance in the roulette-wheel whereby we could increase or diminish its impetus — a contrivance worked by a contact concealed beneath the carpet!

Therefore, we used to let our pigeons win for a while, and then suddenly turn the tide against them. All the time they tried the system with their own money, they, of course, won; but as soon as they staked sufficient against us — well, we gained.

The game paid well while it lasted. We made over fifteen thousand pounds between us the first season, from December till May, and in the second a trifle over that; and in the third, indeed, we should have made more only for an adverse circumstance which nearly proved our undoing.

The losses of a young Englishman, named Harold Hayden, resulted in a very mysterious affair. Being warned that the police intended to raid the place, we took out the wheel, with all its delicate mechanism and wires, placed it in a box, and before dawn were on our way to London.

We had managed to escape just in the nick of time, for, as we afterwards heard, the police paid us a domiciliary visit an hour after we had left. Arrived in London we placed our precious roulette-wheel, a perfect marvel of ingenuity and cunning, in concealment in the Safe Deposit Companys vaults, and for a year had lived in quiet respectability, each of us now having quite a respectable balance at our bankers.

Only a few months ago Jack Saltoun had broken out with an entirely fresh idea, as audacious as anything I have ever heard. When he recently expounded it to me I was fairly staggered by its magnitude, but I promised to assist him, and it was this notion, as he called it, that he was proceeding to exploit when we received the very unwelcome intelligence that Miles Jervoise was about to return to London.

Until the news came upon us from Uffy, who had gone to Aix, while his wife and Bess were living in hiding in London, we had been deeply engaged in this new and gigantic scheme, which was to be our great coup. Now, however, the energies and ingenuity of both of us were turned upon combating the man who was our enemy.

Why was he our enemy, you ask? Well, you will gather the reason in due course. I am merely relating facts in their sequence, just as they occurred.

Next morning I rose early, breakfasted in my room, and waited in readiness for The Hawk to pass my door on his way downstairs. This he did soon after nine oclock, and following him at a respectful distance I just caught sight of him turning the corner into Coventry Street.

He lit a cigarette, and sauntered jauntily along in the morning sunshine down to the Charing Cross post-office, where he received a letter addressed Poste Restante. This he opened while standing on the kerb opposite Morleys Hotel, and, having read it, smiled contentedly to himself and placed it carefully in his breast pocket. Then he looked up and down, as though in hesitation as to which direction he should go. He decided to go citywards, and with the same leisurely air he went along the Strand and down Fleet Street, apparently quite confident that he would never be recognised as one who was wanted on a very serious charge.

Crossing New Bridge Street, he passed under the railway arch adjoining St. Pauls Station, and continuing towards the City a few hundred yards halted suddenly at a high hoarding in front of some buildings in course of construction, standing as though he was reading an advertisement. The instant he did so I crossed the road and stood opposite the Times office watching him.

He faced the street again, and stood for some moments looking about, as though fearing observation. Then, with a quick movement, he turned again to the hoarding and with a pencil scribbled something upon it.

Once more he satisfied himself that he had not been watched — for I had my back to him, but with a small mirror in the hollow of my hand — then he walked on quickly, retracing his steps by the way he had come.

After he had turned the corner and disappeared, I rushed over and examined the flaring advertisement of a patent medicine.

I read it through twice, but could not discover what he had written upon it, and yet I could have sworn that in those few moments when he had stood before it he had inscribed something with the pencil he took from his pocket.

I felt assured that he had left some secret message there, but of its nature I could discern nothing. There was not a word of writing there.


CHAPTER V.

DECIPHERS THE SECRET MESSAGE.
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OF A SUDDEN, while minutely examining the advertisement, I discerned to my surprise that beneath certain letters of certain words were pencilled dots, so small that they must escape detection by all save a person in search of them. But there were many — some beneath nearly every line. In an instant my heart gave a bound, for I knew that I had a key to The Hawks message, and gradually, not without some difficulty, I spelled out the announcement he had left there, which, I found, read as follows:

She does not suspect. We are not here for nothing. Watch Saltoun.

The two final words were ominous. The unknown receiver of that message was ordered to watch Jack. For whom could it be intended?

Three things were plain. First, Jervoise and his accomplice were playing Clare Clemenger false; secondly, the game was one with high stakes; and thirdly, they evidently feared my friend Jack.

With secret satisfaction that I could understand the message, I resolved, then and there, to remain and keep watch upon it, in order to ascertain for whom it was intended, and who was to be Jacks watcher. Our interests were mutual, remember; and what affected him likewise affected me.

I walked to the telegraph-office and sent a note to Jack by express delivery urging him to meet me at St. Pauls Station without delay. Then I returned and walked backwards and forwards on sentry duty in the vicinity of the mysteriously-marked advertisement.

About half-past eleven I saw Jack Saltoun, well dressed in frock coat and silk hat, alight from a taxi and enter St. Pauls Station. I rushed across to him, and took him into the small court which leads into Printing House Square, where, free from observation, I briefly explained all that had transpired since we had parted, and told him of the secret message upon the hoarding.

His countenance fell.

Thats infernally awkward, Harry! he exclaimed. The Hawk knows that Im in London, at any rate, and intends to keep track of me. We must watch for whom this message is intended.

Exactly. Thats why Ive remained here.

But about this girl — Clare Clemenger, I think you called her. Tell me more about her. Theres something crooked going on in that direction, I feel sure.

I quite agree. The girl is extremely pretty, evidently unused to the society of men like Jervoise, although smart, up-to-date, and undoubtedly a lady. Of course, Ive made no inquiries about her — havent had time. I thought youd do that. Youre such a ladys man.

He smiled — for he rather prided himself upon his success with the fair sex.

Yes, he said, after a few moments reflection; I must lose no time in ascertaining who the girl is, and what is her secret connection with him. Then he added: I dont half like that valet fellow and his pretence of being an Italian Count. They mean mischief, Harry — they mean mischief, my dear fellow. — 

I know that, but whether this girl Clemenger is their victim, or their accomplice, is not yet at all clear. We must find that out.

You have no idea what was the mysterious memorandum on his shirt-cuff?

Ah! I was too far away to distinguish it. But whatever it was the girl recognised it in an instant, and became terrified by it?

Which rather tends to show that she is his victim in some way, doesnt it?

Thats exactly my own opinion, I said. But as far as I can see, our first object is to ascertain the identity of this person with whom The Hawk is in such secret association that they have an advertisement hoarding as a means of communication; and afterwards you should get on friendly terms with this Clare Clemenger.

Bess could do better than I could with her, he suggested.

I think not, I said, after a moments hesitation. Bess wouldnt care to be mixed up with the affair, I think.

You mean you wouldnt care that she should be — eh? he laughed. Of course, my dear fellow. I quite understand, quite.

I think we may as well leave her out of the question, I answered, somewhat dryly. Then I added: Doesnt it strike you that the person for whom the message is intended is acquainted with you, at any rate by sight? If so, it would be best that you were not seen in this vicinity, or they might smell a rat.

Quite right, my dear fellow. You must do the watching, while I try and discover something about Clare Clemenger. Youve done jolly well in discovering what you have; therefore best remain at the hotel, and keep your eyes and ears open. Recollect weve got a very soft thing on just now, and we dont want to be compelled to skip out of the country till its brought off successfully. Office expenses and other outgoings are pretty heavy just now. I have to show up at the office this morning — an appointment at twelve with an old lady and her two daughters — bless them! So good-bye.

And turning, he left me and disappeared round the corner into that narrow street which leads to the rear of Ludgate Hill Station, while I strolled back to the spot where The Hawk had stood making his quick pencilled dots upon the advertisement.


CHAPTER VI.

IN WHICH LORD CHARLIE BECOMES INTERESTED.
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THE PERSON WHO looked for and found the message was not a man, as I had expected, but a pale-faced girl about eighteen, dressed in shabby black that betrayed an air of needy respectability. She was dark, not at all bad-looking, but bore upon her countenance a pinched expression of ill-health.

Having deciphered the words she quickly withdrew, crossed the road to near where I was standing, and, turning into New Bridge Street, walked to the corner of Fleet Street, where she climbed to the top of an omnibus.



Of course, it was at once apparent that she had been sent to decipher the communication by some one who feared to come there in person; therefore I was quickly on the alert, following her and taking a seat inside the same conveyance upon which she rode.

Along the Strand and Piccadilly we journeyed, then traversed the whole length of the Fulham Road, nearly to the end, when the bus suddenly halted and she descended at the corner of a short, narrow street. A few moments later, just as the conveyance moved on, I sprang off and followed her. With hurrying steps she passed through Fernshaw Road — as I noticed was its name into the busy Kings Road, which she crossed, and walking down the Ashburnham Road, almost opposite, entered an apparently unfrequented thoroughfare running at right angles and cutting it off from the river. Lots Road, I believe it is called.

There, leaning against some iron railings, smoking a cigarette patiently in the summer dusk, stood a man whom she at once joined, apologising for her tardiness.

The instant I saw the fellow I recognised him as Charles Northcroft, a man who had always been to me an absolute and complete mystery. He was known to us both as an elegantly-dressed sharper of the worst and most unscrupulous kind — a man who, until a year or so ago, had frequented those big hotels around Charing Cross, where Americans mostly congregate, and had brought off some remarkably neat tricks of deception. But an ugly scene occurred one day, it was said, and he was carried off from a certain hotel smoking-room to Bow Street Police Station. Yet, strangely enough, after some interviews with high officials who purposely came over in cabs from Scotland Yard, he was that evening set at liberty, and was never brought up before the magistrate at all.

These strange facts were known to half the crooks in London, and we believed that the reason he had been so quickly liberated was because he was acting the double rôle of shark and police-spy.

Whether Jervoise, who was abroad at the time, was aware of this little escapade I do not know, but the fact that this man was ordered to keep observation upon my friend Saltoun was most disconcerting, to say the least.

If we had been sure of him I might have approached him then and there, for there is still truth in the belief that some honour exists among thieves. But as the suspicions I held of him being a detective, or at any rate an informer, were well based, I most naturally hesitated.

Together the pair walked slowly along the river side as far as Battersea Bridge, then up Beaufort Street into the Kings Road, until they came to a narrow side thoroughfare called Shawfield Street, where both entered a house — the place where Northcroft lived, without a doubt, for he let himself in with a latch-key.

My long days vigilance had not been unrewarded. I had made one or two interesting discoveries, therefore without delay I hailed a cab in Sloane Square and drove back to Ormond Street, where I found Jack awaiting me.

On explaining for whom the secret message was intended, and that the thin, grey-haired, aristocratic-looking crook, Charles Northcroft —— the man who had been known to his intimates in London and New York as Lord Charlie — was the person told off to watch him, he grew very thoughtful, and slowly stroked his long moustache, as was his habit.

I knew too well what this meant. Its meaning was that Miles Jervoise, our most deadly foe, was in possession of certain facts extremely detrimental to us, and which, if exposed, might land us in a criminal dock. Indeed, it seemed patent that the very reason of The Hawks return, the object which induced him to risk arrest, was to cleverly track us down, and give information to Scotland Yard.

Well, Jack at last exclaimed, we must be wary — very wary. Northcroft is as clever as the best detective in London.

I was silent, but my thoughts were the reverse of tranquil. What he said was, alas! the truth.

Id better get out of the hotel, I said, presently. If Northcroft comes there hes sure to recognise me.

But for some unknown reason he dare not be seen with Jervoise. If so, why that ingenious message? Why didnt he wire direct, or write a letter? No, added my long-legged friend, pacing up the room and down again. Take it from me, Harry, theyre both afraid of being discovered by somebody we don t know. Perhaps its owing to the game theyve got on with that pretty girl, Clare Clemenger.

I wonder whether its jewels this time? Recollect that haul The Hawk made from the Dutch diamond dealer in the train, between Parkeston Quay and Liverpool Street?

Eight years ago, remarked Satan, with a grunt of dissatisfaction. Well, he added, it can never be said of us that we ever fell as low as that. Weve never cheated a woman nor touched a sparkler — except that trick of Uffys in Rome. We live on the avariciousness of fools — just like the stockbrokers and other such respectable traders.

I smiled. Jack Saltoun was a cynic, and his philosophy was unusually amusing.

We sat discussing our future for a long time, and again he referred to Bessie Bryden. Presently he rose to light the gas, and I then saw how unusually pale and anxious he seemed. He knew, just as well as I did, that we were gradually being cornered.

We agreed, however, that Lord Charlie dared not risk visiting Jervoise at the hotel; therefore I was to return, have a late supper as before, and continue to pose as a visitor to London.


CHAPTER VII.

THE CONFESSION OF A SWINDLER.
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NOW, IF ON the following day you had passed up Cockspur Street towards Pall Mall, you would have noticed at the door of one of the most substantial-looking suites of offices in that row where tourist agents and steamship companies have their West End branches, a bold brass plate bearing the words: Hermione Syndicate, Limited, and below S.Y. Hermione — Mr. Lawson Hannen. First floor.

Up those brass-edged stairs I climbed about eleven oclock on the following morning, and entered the bright, well-furnished suite of offices wherein three smart clerks were busily engaged, and passed through the outer office into Mr. Lawson Hannens private room. I was no stranger there, and received greetings from the clerks as I entered for the simple fact that I was a member of the Hermione Syndicate, while Mr. Lawson Hannen, the secretary, who as I entered was seated at his big, mahogany roll-top desk busy with his correspondence, was known outside those offices as Jack Saltoun.

Morning, old chap, I exclaimed as I went in, and then he continued reading a particularly interesting letter.

The room was a large, well-furnished one, looking out upon Cockspur Street, the Turkey carpet was thick and noiseless to the tread, the chairs were covered with dark crimson morocco, and the whole place gave one the impression of affluence and respectability.

On the walls were huge, framed photographs of the steam yacht Hermione, advertisement posters, plans of the various decks of the vessel, and lithographed pictures of her lying in a deep, blue sea off Algiers, with the dead white houses and mosques of the Kasbah in the background.

Upon the counter in the clerks office was a large, framed plan, showing the state rooms on both decks and their numbers, and around the same office were still more photographs and highly-coloured posters of the vessel.

The reason of this may be explained if I reproduce an advertisement which had that morning appeared in the principal morning newspapers:

PALESTINE. — 47 days, 47 guineas. Cruise to Egypt, Palestine, Beyrout (for Damascus), Jaffa, Jerusalem, Jericho, Greece, Naples, Malta and Marseilles, on S.Y. Hermione, 4,100 tons, 5,000 h p. 47 days from Southampton back to Marseilles. First-class cuisine and string band. Doctor carried. Fare includes special train from Waterloo to Southampton, leaving August 5th. — Apply, Lawson Hannen, Secretary Hermione Syndicate, 156, Cockspur Street, W.

When we embarked upon our enterprise we always went very carefully to work. In this case our offices left nothing whatever to be desired. Indeed, we made just sufficient show of affluence to impress our clients, and the very neat booklet, in the writing of which, by the way, I allowed my imagination to run riot, was illustrated with photographs of the places of interest, and also contained views of the magnificent vessel, plans of the state-rooms, a view of the saloon set out for dinner, and at the end an application form for berths.

It cost us a good deal, but it would, we knew, be a very profitable investment — as it subsequently proved.

From various parts of England we had booked clients, who paid half the passage money down, with the other half due before starting on the 5th of August. They were mostly of the wealthy, leisured classes, several of whom had titles, while to the office daily came persons making inquiries, examining the photographs of the ship and the disposition of the berths, many being induced to join the gay party that was to sail up and down the Mediterranean to the strains of our much-advertised string band.

Things were going gaily, for Jack turned round, and in the secrecy of the private office, actually rubbed his hands.

Eight deposits this morning, he laughed, holding up some cheques. Grand game this, Harry — while it lasts! I fancy its the string band and the special train that fetches em. Or it may be the excellent cuisine!

It might possibly be the doctor, I remarked. Old ladies like to have a doctor about them. And I reflected upon the fact that nearly two hundred pounds had come in that morning.

At that moment, however, a clerk entered with a card, which he handed to Mr. Lawson Hannen.

Show him in, exclaimed the latter, in his loftiest tone. You need not go, he added to me. Only a client, I suppose — a Colonel Graham.

Next moment the caller entered — a typical retired army man in well-polished boots, well-brushed clothes, and pressed trousers, grey, redfaced, and rather haughty in demeanour — one of that genus that is found in every personally conducted party that goes to the Continent.

Ive — er — called to make inquiries regarding the journey to Palestine which you advertise, he said, as Jack pointed to the vacant chair beside his table. Myself, my wife and daughter think of — er — joining you — er.

Most delighted, Im sure, exclaimed the secretary, taking up the highly-coloured booklet, and handing it to him, saying, Here you have a photograph of the Hermione. She ranks as the finest and most luxurious pleasure-yacht afloat. If you glance through this little description, you will see that no expense is being spared to ensure the safety and comfort of our visitors. It is our intention to make the cruise a continual round of pleasure, by giving theatrical entertainments, dances, and concerts, while we have arranged competent guides to meet us at the various points, and show us the objects of interest. The fare includes first-class hotel accommodation of the Régence at Algiers for three days, at Shepheards at Cairo for the same period, at the Louvre et Paix at Marseilles for two days, as well as during the whole of our eleven days stay in the Holy Land.

The wavering client gave vent to a grunt of satisfaction. Free hotel bills appealed to him.

And what cabins could I have? inquired the Colonel. I should require two double ones as near amidships as possible.

Ah! I question whether I could arrange that, remarked Jack, stroking his moustache dubiously. But Ill see, and he touched his electric bell, which was at once answered by a clerk.

Saunders, what berths have you amidships — the large state-rooms? he asked, while the Colonel waited in expectancy.

Weve only 42 and 43, sir, was the mans rejoinder, placing his finger on the big framed plan which lay on a side-table. But they were applied for this morning.

The Colonel rose and glanced at the two staterooms indicated — the best and largest on the plan.

But cannot you let them to me? he asked, eagerly.

Well, Im afraid not, sir, was Jacks reply. You see, I have here a cheque for the deposit — three persons occupying two cabins, seventy-two pounds, and he indicated the cheque lying carelessly at his elbow.

The Colonel hesitated a moment, then in eagerness urged: But cant you accept my cheque in preference, if I give it you now? You can return the cheque to the other parties — if they are not — er — personal friends of yours.

Its hardly fair dealing, is it? Jack remarked, assuming the high moral tone of business.

You can favour me, if you like, the other replied. My wife and daughter are particularly anxious to go on this trip, as the latter is rather delicate, and the doctor has ordered her a sea voyage. Come, he added, with a persuasive smile, let me give you a cheque, and you in exchange will give me the vouchers.

Mr. Lawson Hannen was not easily persuaded, and it took all the Colonels best arguments to induce him to accept a cheque. At last, however, he yielded, and the fiery-faced old fellow wrote it out and handed it to him, receiving three great pink vouchers, bearing signatures and the official stamp of the syndicate, in exchange.

Then he left, happily expressing a hope to meet Jack on board at Southampton on August 5th.

Yes, exclaimed Mr. Lawson Hannen. We shall have a thoroughly enjoyable time, without a doubt.

And after the door had safely-closed behind the unsuspecting Colonel he burst out, laughing.

Youre simply a marvel of morality, I declared. He had to press you before youd accept his money.

Ah! laughed my friend; thats part of the game. Ive let those two cabins nineteen times over already! and he turned back to his table to endorse the Colonels cheque.

But the clerks?

Oh! I tell them that we shall arrange matters when we get them all on board.

While we were talking two other people, a gentlemanly-looking man and an old lady, entered the outer office and had a long conversation with the chief clerk, the deck plan in front of them.

Certainly it was true, as Jack had declared, the game was fully worth the candle.


CHAPTER VIII.

SAILING NEAR THE WIND.
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A SMART OFFICE, a few clerks, and a flaring yet dignified advertisement, in addition to a few necessary adjuncts in the wav of photographs and booklets, is all your modern rogue requires to start a very profitable business. There are to-day hundreds of frauds in London, if not exactly similar to our tourist business, yet carried on by exactly the same methods.

Of all the persons who had paid half the amount of their passage money on deposit, actually only two had inquired of the present whereabouts of the Hermione, and they had been informed that she was at Dennys yard at Dumbarton, having her saloon enlarged in order to add to the comfort of her passengers. And of those two inquisitive persons neither had expressed a desire to go north and see her before paying their money.

Ah! the yachting cruise game was a grand one while it lasted.

Mr. Lawson Hannen was such a cosmopolitan that he could talk of the beauties and attractions of the Algerian and Tunisian ports, the joys of Palermo, the gaiety of Malta, and the impressive solemnity of Bethlehem in a manner which showed the wavering client that he was intimately acquainted with them, and that he had organised many such cruises as the one now about to start. Yes, Jack Saltoun was a magnificent liar, and owed half his success as an adventurer to the marvellous semblance of truth with which he invested all his fictions.

For, truth to tell, there did not exist any steam yacht of the name of Hermione, nor had we chartered any vessel whatsoever. The scheme existed solely in our imaginations — a scheme for which the public paid most handsomely.

If people were ready to part with their money on the strength of a photograph of a small cruiser belonging to the Chilian Government, and my illustrated literary effusion, it was not our fault. We pitied them, but we pocketed their money, just as we had done in the many other schemes we had worked in company.

I must go along to the bank, Jack exclaimed at last. I may as well pay in these cheques. To-morrow I shall transfer our account to the Crédit Lyonnais in Paris; for we never know from one hour to the other that somebody may be looking up Lloyds List, or making some ugly inquiry regarding the Hermione. If that comes, we shall have to clear out at a moments notice. Therefore, best to be on the safe side and send our money out of the country.

So he assumed his well-brushed silk hat, thrust the cheques carelessly into his pocket, and having lit a cigarette, went out, leaving me in possession of the place.

To be successful as a swindler you must leave nothing to chance. Jack Saltoun never did; hence his marvellous good luck, as he called it. Others termed it careful ingenuity, and some called it devilish cunning. But whatever it was, the result was always the same, whether in running a private gaming-room with a tape and a roulette board, or in engineering a bold and open fraud, conducted in public offices in the heart of a colony of highly respected and wealthy firms, like the Hermione Syndicate. We both put money in our pockets and then went into retirement in some quiet place in Scotland, Ireland or the Continent, until all the hubbub of discovery had blown over.

I had risen, and was standing idly in the window looking down upon the bright scene across Trafalgar Square, where the fountains were playing in the summer sunlight. A vision of the fair face of Bessie Bryden, the victim of a hideous circumstance, had arisen before me, when there came a rap at the door and Saunders entered, saying:

A lady has called to see Mr. Lawson Hannen, sir. She gives no name, as she says she is unknown to him.

Does she state her business?

Wants to engage berths, I believe, sir.

Well, show her in, I said, recollecting that Jack had left me to deal with clients in his absence.

The next moment there was a rustle of skirts and jingle of bangles, and there entered before me a person, the sight of whom held me absolutely speechless.

It was none other than The Hawks accomplice — Clare Clemenger.


CHAPTER IX.

REVEALS THE TRUTH ABOUT CLARE CLEMENGER.
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OF ALL VISITORS, surely Clare Clemenger was the most unwelcome.

Sight of her staggered me — because I detected in her presence there the cunning hand of our enemy The Hawk. Our game was up. We had only to make a hurried escape. In an instant a hundred conflicting thoughts surged through my brain, and for a moment I must have stood there staring at her in amazement, unable to utter a word.

She, on her part, stood in surprise, appearing to be in hesitation as to whether I was actually the man she had seen in the obscure little restaurant, or whether I only bore a striking resemblance to him.

At last, recovering myself with an effort, I drew a chair for her, invited her to be seated, and apologising for the absence of the secretary, inquired what I could do for her.

She hesitated again, and I detected in that hesitation an intention to deceive.

Her dress was plain black, relieved only by a white feather boa, yet there was an elegance about it that betokened taste and refinement, while its style and cut were of a mode scarcely yet seen in the Park. Her hat, too, was dead black, but beneath it, half-hidden by a fine white veil with large black chenille spots, was a face utterly incomparable. Her beauty had struck me as extraordinary when she had sat beneath the electric light at the restaurant; but here, in the full light of the day, I saw how regular were her features, how magnificent and luminous her eyes, how well moulded her mouth, and how sweet and innocent the whole expression of her countenance.

She had entered there with a certain timidity, yet with that easy grace and hauteur of carriage that indelibly stamps the high-born.

She twisted her gold bangles nervously around her neatly-gloved wrist, and at length replied:

I have called to inquire what berths you have vacant for your yachting cruises advertised in the Morning Post. My father and myself wish to visit Palestine and Egypt again, and therefore I should be glad to hear what arrangements you could make for us.

Most gladly, I said, at the same time wondering if what she told me was the truth. Her nervousness and timidity aroused my suspicion. I presume you have been in the East before?

Yes. We went five years ago — to Jerusalem, Jericho, the Dead Sea, Jaffa, and Bethlehem, and then on to Constantinople and the Greek Islands. Returning by the way of Venice. We were then on a private yacht belonging to an old friend of my fathers. It was, however, rather slow, for we only had a few elderly, straight-backed people on board. A tourist steamer is sure to be a good deal more jolly.

Of course, I answered. On board a steamer the size of the Hermione you would be able to choose your friends. We are already nearly full, I went on, feeling that it was best to keep up the fiction. At the moment I dont exactly know how we stand for berths. Mr. Lawson Hannen, however, told me this morning that more passages have been applied for than we can possibly arrange. We do not intend to overcrowd the vessel to the discomfort of our clients. But I will see, and seating myself at Jacks table, I pressed the electric bell.

Saunders appeared, and the same formula was gone through as in the case of the Colonel.

The smug clerk told me that state-rooms 42 and 43 amidships were all that remained vacant, and these were shown the young lady upon the glazed plan lying on the side-table.

Well, she said, after she had examined the plan minutely, and asked a number of questions, including some of the names of those persons who had booked places, I will chat the matter over with my father, and he will either call or write. You sail on August 5th, do you not?

That is the date, I answered, adding, Of course, if you really wish for the two staterooms in question, it would be wise to book them at once, for, as I have already said, we are having applications from many more persons than we can possibly accommodate.

You are quite certain to start from Southampton on that day — I mean that there is no possibility of delay in starting? I have a reason in asking this, she exclaimed eagerly.

What could her reason be? I wondered.

Of course, we shall start on the day arranged — namely, next Wednesday. The Hermione is now on her way from the Clyde, where she has been refitted, round to Southampton Docks. She is due to arrive there the day after to-morrow.

And where do you touch first?

Tangier. And taking up one of the illustrated booklets, I handed it to her.

Her attitude puzzled me, for it was really as though she actually intended sailing by the mythical steam yacht. If she were only fooling me she was doing so in a manner most remarkable, for I flatter myself that I can read the mind of a man or a woman as clearly as most people. Ive not lived for years as a sharper without exercising constant caution and cultivating an intuition of impending danger.

We grew very chatty, and I gathered from her that she had travelled widely in the South of Europe, for she spoke of previous visits to Cannes, Genoa, and Naples, and of her anxiety to sail the Mediterranean again.

I have not the pleasure of your name, I remarked at last, suggesting that I should register it in case she or her father called or wrote to us.

Clemenger, she said, and she gave the address that I already knew. She looked me straight in the face as she repeated her name, and for the life of me I could not exactly determine whether she were playing me false or not, or whether she had really recognised me as the unobtrusive man who had so calmly eaten his supper during her confidential chat with The Hawk.

This uncertainty was galling. If I were certain that she had not recognised me, and that her visit there was really in order to inquire about a passage to the South, I should have trod firm ground. But as it was, I dared only to proceed gingerly, fearing every moment to commit myself.

Still, I must say that I found her extremely charming. Full of wiles, without which no pretty woman is really attractive, she sat before me fencing cleverly with my questions, as I tried to get her to reveal who she was and her reason for wishing to go on the proposed cruise. Her direct inquiry regarding the date of departure was suspicious. Was it because Miles Jervoise intended to unmask us just at the moment when we had completed our coup?

The nature of the bond between her and The Hawk I failed utterly to understand. She was a lady, educated, high-bred, and without doubt moving in a smart set. I gathered the latter from her tone of conversation and the unconventionalities she uttered once or twice — the argot of the West End drawing-room. Yet this sweetfaced, charming woman was actually an accomplice of the most wily and unscrupulous adventurer in Europe!

Of a sudden it occurred to me that if she intended to play us false it would be best to get rid of her before Jacks return. She ought not to meet him there, because if any secret watching had to be done in future it must be done by him. Therefore she ought to remain in ignorance.

So I made pretence of speaking with Saunders on business, and going out whispered to him to tell Mr. Lawson Hannen on his return that I would join him in the bar of the Grand Hotel across the way in ten minutes time.

When I rejoined her she still sat in her chair. She had thrown off some of her reserve, and I began to flatter myself that she found me quite an interesting companion. Ah! a pretty woman can turn a man round her finger just as she can her ring!

At last, after pulling her veil down more tightly beneath her chin, she rose to go, expressing thanks for the information I had given her, and promising to mention it to her father. Our eyes met, and although my gaze penetrated the gauze with those big chenille spots, her splendid eyes did not waver. I did not in that speech detect any deception, for she spoke openly and frankly, as one who was really anxious to join the cruise. Was it possible that, after all, she really intended to go South? Was it possible, indeed, that this intention was based upon something that had occurred between her and the man known to half the jewel-thieves of Europe as The Hawk?

Ah! if only I could discover the secret that existed between them — the secret of those numbers written upon the mans shirt-cuff. That there was a secret, and a strange one, I felt convinced; and perhaps that fact, more than any other, attracted me so insidiously yet so strongly towards her.

You will probably hear from my father, Lord Lyddington, at latest to-morrow morning, were her final words as I held open the door and bowed to her as she passed out.

Then I closed the door again and rushed across to the bookcase, took out Burke, and from it quickly learned that Lady Clare Rivers was the-Earls second daughter, born at Lyddington Castle, Northumberland, and that she had married not quite three years ago Nigel Charles Clemenger, Member of Parliament. From the date given of his birth it was apparent that her husband was some eighteen years her senior.

That she was married, accounted for the self-possessed manner in which she had called on me.

But this discovery, I confess, disappointed me sorely. I never dreamed that she was already a wife, and certainly she had never allowed a word to drop to lead me to suppose the truth.

I recollected, too, that Miles Jervoise had introduced her to his valet as a single woman, and that she had been a willing party to the fiction.

What could it mean?


CHAPTER X.

ANTICIPATES THE HAWKS INTENTIONS.
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JACK SALTOUN, LITHE and airy, re-entered some ten minutes later, and I told him what had occurred, pointing to the lines in Burke which revealed Clares position in society.

Fortunate I didnt burst in upon you, he said at last. Far better for her to be in ignorance of my personal appearance. What we have now to discover is, what game this interesting young woman is playing. We must try and find out something about her home life. It wont be very difficult. Somehow, do you know, Im inclined to believe that her inquiry regarding the berths is a genuine one. Shes unhappy, and like lots of other women, wants an excuse to get away from her husband for a month or two. If so, what manner more enjoyable than a yachting cruise?

I had not yet formed any firm conclusion on the point. His theory might be the correct one, but on the other hand we were well aware of the antagonism of Miles Jervoise, and of that secret message upon the hoarding. Yet if The Hawk desired Northcroft to watch us, why had Lady Clare Clemenger — for such proved to be her correct name — been sent to our office? This last fact seemed rather to strengthen Jacks theory.

In any case, however, we found ourselves in deadly peril. It was, of course, our desire to keep up the Hermione fiction for yet another week, as advantageous bookings were sure to come in at the last moment, and indeed we hoped to obtain most of the balances of passage money before the date of the supposed sailing.

We lunched together in the tiled grill-room below the Grand Hotel, and afterwards parted, Jack to institute inquiries regarding Nigel Clemenger, and I to return to my own rooms in Gower Street, while the direction of the Hermione Syndicate was left in the hands of the faithful but unsuspecting Saunders.

I cast myself in my old easy-chair of frayed horsehair and lit a pipe. Somehow I could not rid myself of the feeling of insecurity — that we were on the brink of a precipice. Exposure of the Nice affair meant extradition and ten years in some filthy French prison for both of us without a doubt — a reflection that was the reverse of cheering. Jack, with his perpetual buoyancy of spirits and youthful ardour was, I felt, too apt to look upon the brighter side of the picture. But as I sat alone smoking and thinking the reverse of the medal presented itself to me.

If we could only discover the real intention of this man who had so boldly returned to England we might place ourselves in a position of safety. But we knew that he was far too old a bird to show his hand. Why not have given secret information to the police as to his hiding-place in that obscure foreign hotel, by anonymous letter to Scotland Yard, for instance, you ask? Such a course was quite easy, but unfortunately for us, his arrest would mean arrest for us, because we were equally implicated with him in a very ugly affair.

So we were powerless — utterly powerless in the fellows hands. That he knew we were in London was proved by that secret message to Lord Charlie, one of the shrewdest and cleverest of well-dressed sharpers, and that he meant to unmask us we were equally well aware.

The outlook was, to say the least, a very black one.


CHAPTER XI.

THE DECOY.
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SHORTLY AFTER SIX oclock that evening I rapped at the door of a small and unpretentious smoke-blackened house which stood back from the main road within a stones throw of Kennington Park — a typical South London house with its strip of grimy garden in front, a long, paved approach, a short flight of hearthstoned steps, and a smoke-blackened balcony at the first floor, covered with wooden trellis and half hidden by a sickly-looking Virginia creeper.

My summons was answered by a not over-clean maidservant of pronounced Cockney type, who, recognising me at once, showed me into the small dining-room or front parlour, where a thin, rather careworn woman of fifty was seated doing some sewing.

Well, Mrs. Bryden, I exclaimed, shaking hands with her; and hows the world using you — eh?

Ah! not very well, she sighed. But youre quite a stranger, Mr. Holmes. Why, its a fortnight since you were here. Bess was only wondering this morning if anything had happened.

Yes, I said;— something awkward has happened. Your husband wrote from Aix-les-Bains and gave us the tip that Miles Jervoise intended to return — and hes back.

Miles Jervoise back? she gasped, half. rising from her chair. That man actually back in London?

Unfortunately, that is so, I answered. What Uffy wrote was the truth. Hes come back — accompanied by a young Italian whom hes passing off as a Count.

But whats the motive? Surely he knows about the warrant out against him?

Undoubtedly. His motive is to upset us.

He probably believes that my husband is in England, she said, reflectively. If so, he intends to wreak vengeance upon him, upon you, and upon my poor little Bess.

Yes, I said in a hard voice. Bess offended him, I fear, although shes never told me all that happened. Has she ever explained to you?

Never. Shell not say a word about the unfortunate affair. The poor girl has never been the same since that night.

Because she was very fond of him, I remarked, in a low voice. You know that, as well as I do, Mrs. Bryden — and Uffy knows it, too.

I must say that I suspected it, but I never dreamed that the outcome would be what it has been. Its utterly crushed her. Shes no longer bright, merry and mischievous, as she used to be. Im her mother, recollect; and I blame myself for all thats happened, Mr. Holmes. I ought never to have allowed it — never.

I dont see what blame attaches to you, I said. There was no harm in what she did. Her hand in the matter was merely to assist us to make a living, and, by Jove, we owe a lot to her. Shes the shrewdest girl Ive ever met in all my life. I used to think that red-headed girl of Dutchy Pronks was clever, but she cant hold a candle to Bess.

Well, whats done cant be undone, sighed the wife of the absent adventurer, the man who had acted as our accomplice and spy on the Riviera, and with whom we had been for several years actively associated in various dishonest transactions. Theres one thing upon which I congratulate myself, and that is Bess has never lost her reputation.

Which is to her credit — greatly to her credit — considering the part she played once or twice.

Ah! you mean the part she was playing when the affair happened! she exclaimed. Mr. Holmes, she added, lets drop the subject. Hark! here she comes.

There was a light footstep in the passage, the door was thrown open, and there entered a tall, dark-haired girl whose pale, refined beauty would have been remarked anywhere. When I had first known her, in those earlier days of my association with her father, she was a genuine wilding, an impetuous child with a creamy face, dark, sparkling eyes, and a mass of chestnut hair, soft as silk, waving about her. She was never awkward-looking, as so many are at fifteen; but her face was just as it was now, ineffably sweet and charming.

Her bright eyes sparkled again as she encountered me and stretched forth her hand in glad welcome. She was wearing a straw hat, and her hands were gloved, showing she had just returned from a walk; and as she stood before me expressing pleasure at my call I noticed that she had grown even more beautiful. I could not help remarking the exquisite proportions of her figure and the shapeliness of her neck and arms, whose beauty was enhanced by her black gown with its loose-fitting sleeves. Woman the goddess was emerging from the girl, and I confess that my old passion for her was at that moment revived.

Long ago it had been with pride that I heard the older men in Nice, in Aix, in Paris, in Ostend, or wherever our fortunes chanced to be, inquire admiringly, Who is that beautiful girl? But when the younger elegants — moneyed Englishmen, anaemic Frenchmen, and reckless Italians — hastened to make love to her, I became so wildly jealous within my heart that I verily believe on more than one occasion I made an arrant ass of myself.

Yet perhaps the reader will look more leniently upon this strange passion of mine when I confess that Bessie Bryden, sweet, innocent girl as she was, had been used by her father as decoy, and that many a man who had admired and flattered her had been induced to gamble with us — with the inevitable result. To effectually work our ingenious schemes in Nice and elsewhere a pretty girl was necessary; and under the orders and tuition of Uffy, who was surely one of the most severe and exacting of fathers, poor Bess had been compelled to adopt that despicable course of cruel heartlessness and cunning deception.

The grave peril of her position had, I think, first attracted me towards her; and in secret I had for several years acted as her protector, often advising her as to her dealings with those wealthy pigeons we plucked and for whom she cared nothing. She possessed a sweet, bright temperament and a splendid voice that proved eminently attractive to men we marked down for plunder, and although during the four years she had acted as her fathers decoy and our accomplice, no breath of scandal had ever touched her, her wits had nevertheless become so sharpened that she was as keen and cunning as the most hardened adventuress who ever trod La Condamine.

Her nature was a dual and complex one. At heart a pure and innocent girl, with one deep and bitter sorrow buried there, she was at the same time a woman in her knowledge of the world, wily in her dealings with the men who were to be our victims, and utterly heartless regarding everything concerning them.

In Nice, where we had run that snug and very profitable gaming room with the electrical roulette table, she had been of the very greatest assistance, acting with a reckless abandon that often surprised me, and yet always keeping a level head, with an eye to the main chance and the ultimate motive in view.

Thousands of pounds we won upon that table, mainly through the marvellous tact and ingenuity she displayed towards the young fools who were enticed into our net.

She dressed perfectly, sang very sweetly, and always looked a trifle older than she really was. Her Lentheric hats were marvellous creations. Sert Mignon, of Nice, made her dresses when she did not have them from Paquin or Doeillet, and surely there were no smarter gowns than hers ever seen in the rooms at Monte Carlo, in the Municipal Casino at Nice, at the five oclock, at the Reserve at Beaulieu, or at tennis at the Beau Site at Cannes. Her taste was exquisite, and whether in the winter sunshine on the Promenade des Anglais or under the flood of electricity at night, Besss loveliness was always shown to its utmost advantage. Seldom, if ever, was she alone. Either her mother, her father, myself or Jack were with her, until our keen glance noticed a fascinated pigeon worth the plucking. Then, not without a good deal of hauteur and offended dignity, she would accept his self-introduction at some convenient spot which she herself would arrange. Our victim once attracted by Besss beauty, the rest was easy. Ah! the recollection of those days leaves a nasty taste in my mouth!

But through it all I used to loiter near her, and she knew it and had more than once thanked me for acting as her protector. She hated her position, and yet, as the daughter of an unscrupulous adventurer who had no compunction, she had been forced to it. And sometimes we would whisper, for in those past days I felt myself falling in love with her.

And what we did not whisper we told each other with our eyes; and the caress of our lingering hands when we were alone together had a sweetness unknown to the most passionate embrace — until the great tragedy of her young life.

Advancing, she closed the door, and glancing inquiringly from her mother to myself, asked news of Jack.

Our eyes met, and I read in hers that her thoughts were of that tragedy — that sight of me had brought back to her memory all that bitterness she was striving to forget — and almost before I could reply to her question she covered her face and burst into a flood of tears.

And I saw that terrible secret she held was slowly consuming her.


CHAPTER XII.

IS MAINLY ABOUT A WOMANS LOVE.
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MRS. BRYDEN, QUICK to notice her daughters agitation on meeting me, rose with a word of excuse and left us together.

Come, Bess, I said, placing my hand tenderly upon her shoulder when we were alone, you really must not give way like this! I thought you had forgotten. You ought to. No good can be gained by fretting in this way; you only upset yourself, and pain your mother.

I cant help it. I can never forget, she sobbed.

But you must, I insisted. Time, you know, heals every wound.

Ah! It cannot heal mine, she declared. I have striven all these months to forget, but when I recollect that it was all through me — that the fault was mine — the whole of the terrible secret arises before me just as though it only happened yesterday.



I know, I know, I said, striving to comfort her. But after all, it was not wholly your fault. You acted at your fathers orders, and with your mothers knowledge; you acted for our benefit, just as you had done before. How could you know that the result was to be a tragedy?

I suspected it, she declared, her dark, tearful eyes fixed upon mine. Some strange intuition told me from the first moment that I was leading him into a trap, from which he would never emerge. What prompted me to allow him to meet me again when it was so directly opposed to my forebodings I cannot think.

Shall I tell you? I asked, bending to her in all seriousness.

Yes.

Because you had fallen in love with him, I said in the same earnest tone, watching her pale, anxious face the while.

She sighed deeply, but made no attempt to deny my allegation.

You met him, and contrary to all the other men who had flattered and admired you, you were attracted towards him. It was not merely because your father had ordered you to allow him to introduce himself and to entice him to play at our rooms, but because of the sudden passion born within your heart. I know the truth, Bess, I added, for I watched you and saw the change.

What change? she asked, starting slightly.

Your changed manner. You never treated him as you did the others, and I, your protector and friend, felt a trifle piqued at the preference you exhibited for him, a mere stranger.

It was not intentional, she said, in a low, faltering voice. I admit the truth of what you say. I did love him. I — I still revere his memory, she confessed.

Ah, that is, unfortunately, useless! I remarked, sighing.

I know! I know! He was patched from me! she cried, a fierce light shining suddenly in her fine eyes. They killed him!

Hush! I exclaimed quickly, taking her hand. Some one in this place might overhear you! Be careful, Bess, for sake of all of us; do, I beg of you.

Is it not the truth? Were you not there with me? Do you recollect that look he gave me — that last, awful look of reproach? Ah, my God! she cried, covering her face with her hands. His face is ever before me; sleeping or waking. I can see it now!

She seemed highly strung and hysterical, therefore I strove to calm her, first by making light of her remorse, and that availing nothing, I strove to impress upon her the peril in which she was placing us by discussing such a subject.

She had sunk into the chair which her mother had vacated, and as her wild emotion gradually subsided she sat with her elbows on her knees, her fine pointed chin resting upon her hands, looking straight before her in blank despondency.

Those words of hers had recalled to me a page of my history that I would fain have closed for ever — one of the ugliest facts connected with an ugly past. There, in that meagrely-furnished house in the Kennington Park Road, sat the girl who through four seasons on the Riviera had probably been the most admired and the most courted. Uffy Brydens part in our scheme was to pose as a wealthy man, sometimes renting a smart villa at Nice or Beaulieu, and at others staying with his wife and daughter at one or other of the most expensive hotels. Bess was seen everywhere — driving in a smart victoria in the morning, playing in the rooms at Monty in the afternoon, or taking tea on the terrace of the Café de Paris, dancing at one or other of the chic balls which the hotels so constantly give, at the races, at the Battles of Flowers, at the motor trials. In fact, wherever there was gaiety, there also was the beautiful daughter of our well-dressed and aristocratic-looking accomplice, Uffy Bryden. To the mixed world of Nice and Monte Carlo he was supposed to be a large landed proprietor in Leicestershire; and on becoming friendly with Besss young male acquaintances he would drop a hint of his successes at our private gaming-room in the Avenue de la Gare in Nice.

He would next day bring the pigeon to us, play against us and win. The unsuspecting young man quickly saw that to play roulette at our table on a system was more profitable than at Monte Carlo, and at once invariably swallowed the bait. For the first or second evening we would allow him to win, and to Uffy and Bess he would express his satisfaction at his success. But as you may well imagine, luck would suddenly turn against him just at the instant when he ventured on big stakes, and he would then become utterly reckless in his endeavour to win back his losses, having by that time complete confidence in his system.

Our procedure was always the same, and so carefully did we work that never once did a victim suspect any collusion between the elderly, quiet-mannered, gentlemanly man with the handsome daughter and our two selves. We kept apart from Uffy as much as possible in public, although, of course, we were in private the firmest of associates.

At first Bess had been the innocent agent in the hands of her father; but as time wore on and she grew into womanhood, she began to detest the despicable part she was compelled to play. I, myself, attracted by her grace and beauty, often felt sorry for her, forced as she was to act beneath Brydens keen and wary eye. Although Uffy was scarcely the kind of man one would choose as boon companion, and his past had not always been spent in entire freedom, yet I must here give him his due, that notwithstanding the peculiar circumstances, he took a paternal care of his daughters interests and shielded her from any insult. He simply dressed her to perfection, regardless of expense, and used her striking beauty to lure the younger men into the net so cleverly spread for them — that was all.

And he was but one of a dozen men I could name who are at this moment carrying on the same quiet game in Nice, Milan, and Rome — and a very profitable game it is, I can tell you, for the young and inexperienced gamester always prefers to try his pet system at roulette at a private table rather than amid the heat and patchouli — or other perfume — of the rooms.

Bess Bryden, my dear little Bessie, whose training as an adventuress had surely been in the best school, nevertheless still remained sweet, innocent, and unspoiled. Entertaining a horror of dishonesty in all its insidious forms, she had been forced to it by necessity, but had always acted against her own frank nature, and had fled from it all with relief when the great tragedy of her life occurred. Sitting there, pale-faced, with eyes fixed, crushed and broken by the remorse and bitterness that had fallen on her, she presented a very different picture to the brilliant, exquisitely-dressed girl who had ridden in her rose-embowered carriage in the Battle of Flowers and gained the first prize banner, with La Juniori as second; and whose success at the Spring Ball of the Savoy at San Remo will still be remembered by those who were on the Riviera in the season in question.

Perhaps you were in Nice in the year of the Pansy and Old Gold Carnival? If you were at the great masked ball at the Casino you will no doubt recollect how she won the prize of three thousand francs for the best costume — a Louis XV. dress which Doeillet of Paris created for her. Did it ever occur to you that the sweet-faced English girl whom you saw radiant in the box, holding the banner as signal that the prize had been awarded her, was actually the decoy of a party of professional gamblers? I think not.

Not, however, of those past days does this confession of mine concern. It is rather of what occurred but a few months ago; of the subterfuges of an adventurers life in London to-day and of the method employed to deceive the public, who are so easily misled by florid advertisements, that I have resolved to put down this narrative in black and white and explain how far I, myself, was culpable.

Do not anticipate that I mean to adopt any smug course of self-whitewashing. On the contrary, 

I am a man like yourselves, and I freely and frankly accept all responsibility for my own share of the mysterious affair. I only seek in these pages to make clear certain incidents regarding myself which, if they ever become public property through the medium of a criminal court, may be rightly misunderstood.


CHAPTER XIII.

THE CROOKED WAY.
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UFFY BRYDEN, ALTHOUGH he had migrated from Monte Carlo up to Aix, according to his annual custom, was still in association with us.

He had not come to England when we had been compelled to flee, first because he considered himself safer in Italy, and secondly because he had some secret motive for remaining abroad, even at risk of arrest. On the night we fled to Corsica we sent him word, urging him to join us; but he refused, although his wife and Bessie left for Paris by the night rapide.

Since their arrival in London, Uffy had sent them scarcely any money, for he appeared to be passing through severely hard times. He dare not pursue any of his old tactics, or frequent any of the private gaming-houses, for fear of attracting the unwelcome attention of the police. Therefore he was compelled to lie low, and consequently remained hard up. In these circumstances, which he explained to Jack and myself in a letter, we were making Mrs. Bryden a small allowance, in order that she and Bessie might live quietly until Uffys luck should change.



And so it came about that Bess Bryden, the girl to whom the gay spots of Europe were as home, lived in the semi-respectability of that wide South London thoroughfare, content with a daily walk with her mother under the dusty trees of Kennington Park, her young life crushed and broken by that awful burden of remorse.

I stood gazing at her, not knowing what words of comfort to utter. All I knew was that she was suffering, and I assure you she had my heartfelt sympathy. I, as her most intimate friend, had a friends privilege to advise her, but what could I advise? What words of mine could possibly console a woman mourning for a lover with all the tragic bitterness of a broken heart?

I was an adventurer — particular, I admit, as to hat, gloves, cravat and boots. I walked in the Burlington or the Bois, hob-nobbed with the wealthy and the gay, and was believed to be a gentleman. Yet at heart I was a careless wanderer, a commingling of the Wandering Jew and Childe Harold, the latter, of course, without the poetry.

There had been a blank in my life. Something was wanting to make me settle down — to restrain me from wasting any more of lifes best years. No man, not even my dear old father, at whose death-bed I had been present five years ago, had any influence with me. A woman alone could guide me to the haven of rest — and such a woman, young, intelligent, and beautiful, was Bess Bryden.

But I knew she would never care to take a man of such character as myself. She had heeded my advice as she would a brothers, but as for affection, I knew she had never entertained any for me. It was out of the question. And, after all, my better nature revolted at the thought that she, with her high moral principles and her strong belief in the innocence and purity of the world, notwithstanding the position she had been forced by circumstances to fill, should become the wife of an adventurer of my own stamp.

Rather let her marry an honest man, and live in quiet and comfort, I had told myself a thousand times. Thought of her, and of the terrible tragedy that had fallen on her, invariably caused me to become lonely and moody. I brooded over the affair in secret, just as much as she did, but on such occasions I sought solace in tobacco, the customary refuge of the companionless. I had no means, no position, but the most perilous and precarious, and yet I felt, I continually felt, that hating the life as I did, if I could find a woman who would put her hand in mine, I might even now be saved conviction and imprisonment — I might even now make a fresh start in life and strive honestly for happiness. The great longing had seized me, as it seizes every man sooner or later, the longing to have with me some one for whom I could care, whose presence beside me would prove an incentive to effort, whose sweet smile would be a reward, whose companionship would exercise such a beneficial influence over me that in the end I should become what I had all along secretly desired within my heart — an honest man.

How very full is human nature of intricacy, improbability, absurdity and contradiction. Here I was, an adventurer myself, with an adventurers daughter as my ideal. Bess Bryden could, I knew, make me what she liked if only she would give me a little love.



I looked again, and noting that blank, pale face as she sat staring into the empty grate, knew that my hopes were impossible of attainment. I had no place in her heart, even though, two years ago, I believed that I had.

I spoke again, but she only answered mechanically.

Again a long silence fell between us. Then, turning again to her, I said:

The reason I came over this evening, Bessie, was to ask you a question. I want to know whether you recollect ever meeting a person named Clemenger — a woman — the daughter of Lord Lyddington. Do the names recall anything to your memory?

Clemenger! she cried, starting and looking me full in the face. Do you mean Clare Clemenger — Lady Clare Clemenger?

Yes — thats the very person! I answered eagerly.

Well, and what has she done to you? she inquired in a hard voice quite unusual to her.

Nothing. I merely want to know if you are acquainted with her. Does your father know her?

I believe so.

Did you meet her in Nice? Tell me all you know of her.

No, we met in England; but I know very little about her.

My surmise had been correct. Clare had, at some time or other, been acquainted with Uffy Bryden, and that accounted for her intimate friendship with The Hawk. Bessies reply, however, struck me as a somewhat lame one. Her surprise at my mention of the name was sufficient to show me that she knew more than she desired to tell.

Under what circumstances did you meet? I asked. I have reasons — very strong ones — for making this inquiry.

We met in a very curious manner, was her response, not without some hesitation.

Your father was with you?

He was.

And cannot you tell me all you know? Recollect it is to the interests of all of us that every fact concerning Clare Clemenger should be known to me.

It may be in your interests, Mr. Holmes, but not in those of my father, was her strange reply.

Why not? Our interests are identical?

No, not in this case.

Why not?

Because my father made me promise never to reveal the secret.

What? I exclaimed in surprise. He would withhold the secret, even from me! When I tell you that Jack and I are in deadly peril, owing to this woman being apparently in possession of certain information concerning us, I think you ought not to hesitate to tell us all you know. A word from her might, for aught we know, land us both at Bow Street within an hour.

Has she threatened you with exposure, then? she asked, rising slowly from her chair and crossing to the window.

No. She may give information to the police without threatening.

Uffys daughter smiled — smiled for the first time since she had entered that room. It was a mysterious smile, yet a smile of triumph, notwithstanding.

Tell her that I am here in London, was her reply. And watch the effect your words have upon her.

Do you mean, then, that she will hesitate to denounce the game we are at present playing?

I asked in surprise.

To protect you, rather than to denounce you, would be in her own interests. Recollect, Mr. Holmes, she is a clever woman — a very clever woman.

But how did your father become acquainted with her? Is he her friend?

Ah! How can I tell that? I only know that he compelled me to promise him that certain occurrences should be kept secret — that I was never to divulge them without his sanction.

But as Ive told you, it is in the interests of all of us that I should be aware of our exact relations. A single false step, and the game is completely up for all of us.

I think you are looking too long upon the black side of the picture, she remarked. See her without delay, and mention that I made inquiry after her health. Only be careful not to give her my address. I dont wish her to call here on any account.

If thats your advice, Ill certainly see her, I said. But do you know that she is an intimate friend of Miles Jervoise — the man we know as The Hawk?

A friend of Miles Jervoise! she cried turning towards me with her face instantly pale. Why, thats utterly impossible! She could never be friendly with that man. There are circumstances which prevent it. Who told you?

Ive seen them together, I answered. Miles Jervoise has returned. He is here — in London!

And he has seen her? she gasped.

Yes. I was present when they met.

She held her breath, clutching at the back of a chair for support. The terrible truth had fallen upon her as a thunderbolt.

Her white lips moved, but no sound escaped them.


CHAPTER XIV.

JACK MAKES SOME STRANGE ALLEGATIONS.
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IN A FEW moments Bessie recovered herself sufficiently to reiterate her warnings against Clare Clemenger.

If she is actually in concert with Miles Jervoise against us, then I fear, Mr. Holmes, we are in greater peril than I anticipated, she said, after a long silence.

I agreed with her, and explained all the events of the past few days, just as I have already written them down in the foregoing chapters. I mentioned how, by that secret writing on the wall, the man known as Lord Charlie had been ordered to watch my companion Jack, and with what great care and ingenuity the message had been conveyed to him.

Northcroft was the man who got away with Lady Croylands jewels from the Continental, in Paris, wasnt he? she remarked.

I replied in the affirmative.

I recollect that he called on my father several times, once in Mentone, and again while we were staying at the Grand in Paris. My father mentioned his success to us after we saw the affair in the papers. I never liked him, but I had no idea that he was an enemy of Mr. Saltouns.

It is an affair of old standing, I answered. Lord Charlie is my enemy, just as he is Jacks; therefore we have to be wary — very wary.

As she stood there in the fading light of that oppressive evening I thought I had never seen her look more charming. Yes, her great beauty was sufficient to make any mans head reel, as it had so often done. The men upon whom she had smiled had fallen to their ruin and we had all reaped rich harvests. Yet what had it profited us? Nothing — absolutely nothing. I was still a lonely man, compelled to resort to every ingenious device in order to live, while she, in addition to her wrecked fortunes, was overburdened by the bitterest sorrow that a woman can know — the loss of the man she so suddenly and so passionately adored.

Be careful, Mr. Holmes! Be careful! she repeated, solicitous for my safety. What you have told me shows that Jervoise intends to carry out his threat at all hazards. If he does — well, it spells ruin to all of us. How can we clear ourselves?

We cant. The affair was far too ugly, I was compelled to admit. But why refer to it? I know how painful its memory must be to you, Bessie.

She sighed, then turning to me, looked straight into my face, and said:

Ah, Mr. Holmes, you are the only real friend we have! If we lost you we should lose everything — everything. — 

I want you to rely upon my friendship, I said, deeply in earnest. You surely know me well enough to trust in me?

I know that I owe you a greater debt than I can ever repay, she answered in a firm voice. Your advice and careful protection spared me many an insult in those hateful days of the past. I do trust you — believe me I do.

Then tell me what you know regarding your fathers association with this woman Clemenger? I urged.

No, I cannot. I promised secrecy, was her answer. You surely do not wish me to break an oath I made to my own father?

What could I say? Her great eyes were fixed upon me in mild reproach, yet the white hand upon the chair back trembled slightly with anxiety.

Is she our friend or our enemy? I inquired, for want of something else to say.

I cannot tell that, was her reply. Call upon her, and ascertain for yourself. Tell her that I am in London, and watch the effect of your words. Lose no time in seeing her.

But she will recognise me as the person she saw at the Hermione offices?

All the better. You can make that the excuse for calling on her. Only act with caution and discretion, for her interview with Miles Jervoise shows that the circumstances have changed, and that there is some mysterious understanding between them of which I have no knowledge.

Mrs. Bryden re-entered a few moments later, and we dropped the subject. Our conversation turned upon letters Mrs. Bryden had recently received from her husband at Aix, of the bad season there, and the scarcity of visitors; and then half an hour later I took leave of mother and daughter. Bessie let me out, but in the hall I held her small, soft hand again, and pleaded with her to try and forget the great sorrow that was upon her. I told her how great was my sympathy and how firm my friendship. I would have told her there and then how passionate was my love, but I knew her temperament too well. Her heart was given to that man, who was now, alas, but a memory.

As I hurried along Kennington Park Road towards the Elephant and Castle, where I could obtain an omnibus for Gower Street, my thoughts were full to overflowing. I loved that beautiful girl whom the smart world of the Continental casinos had so admired — yes, I loved her.

But, oh, the tragedy of it all! Perhaps you may think that a blackleg and a swindler like myself cannot love. But I declare to you that, hating the life to which I had been driven by sheer force of untoward circumstances, I loved Bessie Bryden with all the ardent passion of an honest man — with all the calm, fervent affection of one who has known love, who has enjoyed his allotted share of it, and who has grown to regard life seriously.

Would she ever be mine? No, I felt sure that she never would be. She had loved but once, and for her it was all-sufficient.

And with a heavy heart and grave apprehension of this peril which now threatened to overwhelm us, I returned to my rooms.

Jack was impatiently awaiting me. On his return to his own chambers he had, he explained, detected Lord Charlie loitering at the corner of Ormond Street; therefore he had quickly retraced his steps, and avoiding attracting his enemys attention, had taken refuge in my apartments.

Well, youll have to stay with me until you can get clear of him, I declared.

I shall lie low here for a few days longer — till the Hermione fake is up. Then Id better go away into the country or somewhere. You see, I must see the Hermione business through, and be at the office every day, to inspire confidence in those who come to pay the balance of their passage-money before sailing. Two old fools — women, of course — came and paid up this afternoon. So you see the games too good to drop just at this moment.

I agreed with him entirely, and yet on the other hand had no desire to ran unnecessary risks. It was a dangerous scheme, to say the least; although when we reflected on the idea of our dupes being ran down by special train to Southampton — a whole trainful of victims — we had many a laugh over it.

I explained what Bessie had told me regarding Clare Clemenger, whereupon his manner changed, and he said, rather roughly:

Oh! so youve been down there, have you? Youre such a fool over the girl — forgive me for saying so, Harry.

Why a fool?

Because you know very well she has never cared for you. By Jove! youve looked after her better than her own father has ever done, and she has never thanked you.

It was my duty, I said, a little annoyed.

He smiled.

Because you were a bit jealous of those young fools who used to hang about her — eh?

Dont let us discuss it, I urged. Surely we need not quarrel over her?

I dont want to quarrel, Harry. I only warn you.

Of what?

That the girl whom you believe to be such a paragon of virtue has played you false.

What? I cried angrily. Played me false? What do you mean?

I mean what I say. Youll find it out one day before long, and I may add that it will probably cost you your liberty. That girl you admire so much, and to whom youve been so devoted all these years, is your enemy — your bitterest enemy.


CHAPTER XV.

I TELL THE PLAIN TRUTH.
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JACK SALTOUNS WORDS staggered me. I stood rigid. What he had said was utterly incredible.

I wont believe it! I cried angrily. Bess may have no affection for me, and I may be a fool; but I absolutely refuse to think that shes my enemy.

Of course, he answered, with that touch of sarcasm which always riled me. Youre gone on her. On her! Only fancy! Why, the things too absurd. Youd make a good p;yr, anyway.

Enough! I exclaimed. If you begrudge your share of what we are allowing Uffys wife and daughter, then Ill pay it myself.

My dear old chap, I dont begrudge it in the least. Im only annoyed that you should run risks because of this foolish infatuation of yours. Why, she was little more than a girl when Uffy became our patron, and by now youve certainly had sufficient opportunity of knowing whether she loves you or not.

I refuse to discuss her any further, I said, except to demand the reason of your allegation. He hesitated a moment, then replied:

I merely speak from my own knowledge. She hasnt always acted straight towards us.

You mean that shes deceived us?

He nodded, but his face was sphinx-like.

Prove it! I cried, hotly. You must prove these words of yours, Saltoun!

To prove what occurred two years ago is rather difficult, he answered. I merely allege what is a fact, in order to warn you not to place implicit faith in her. She may be your ruin — and mine. She dislikes me.

I think not. Shes never said a single word against you to me.

She naturally would not, because we are friends. But she has shown her antipathy to others, for she believes me responsible for the dastardly part which Uffy forced her to play, and which in the end resulted so disastrously. She loved the young fool; that was the worst feature of the ugly affair.

I said nothing. That last sentence of his was correct, and for aught I knew she might actually fix responsibility upon Jack. Besides, after all, I knew that my friend was speaking in our mutual interest. He had evidently some apprehension fixed in his mind, but, although I questioned him closely, I could not gather exactly what it was.

We never quarrelled over anything — merely agreeing to differ. And upon this point we differed very widely. For had I not already seen how very solicitous Bessie was regarding my own safety, and the alarm and anxiety the news of Miles Jervoises return to England had caused her?

I felt deeply for her, and had longed through those three years of wild gaiety and ingenious subterfuge to extricate her from her contemptible position as our decoy, yet I had been unable to do this. I had loved her, but had been unable to declare my affection, for our very success depended upon her wiles and graces, with which she enticed the unwary, fascinated youths towards us.

Ah! when I think of it all to-day my soul is convulsed by remorse. Yet is there not a God above us — a God who forgives even the repentant criminal?

That night I returned to the little foreign hotel in the quiet side street so close to the racket of fast-living London, and, although I ate at the same table as before, I was alone, for neither Miles Jervoise nor his Italian valet entered. By a careful question of the hall-porter I learned that Jervoise had been absent all day, and had not returned to dress that evening, while the Count had waited for him in vain for three hours, and had then gone out — presumably to enjoy himself.

The next day passed, and the next, and I still remained at the Hôtel de France. About the movements of the man Jervoise and his servant there was a good deal that was mysterious, and, as far as I could observe, it was all directed towards assisting Northcroft to discover Jack Saltoun. The latter, however, only went out in a hansom from my rooms down to the office, and back in a similar conveyance. He occupied my place in Gower Street, and lived that life of entire seclusion at which he was an adept. On account of the vigilance of the police, he once lived for seven months in Stockwell, and never passed the threshold of the house. So well did he feign illness — a diseased hip — that he had all the sympathies of his landlady, worthy soul.

My intention had been to carry out Besss suggestion and call upon Lady Clare Clemenger; but it was evident that my love was not entirely sure of her ground, for on the following day, when I called at Kennington Park Road, she suggested that for the present I should postpone my call.

For me those hot summer days were fully occupied. While Jack was sitting in the office in Cockspur Street, receiving balances of passage money and giving imposing receipts for them, I went twice daily surreptitiously to inspect the hoarding in Queen Victoria Street, as well as keeping an open eye upon Jervoise and his movements. Yet an hour each day I managed to snatch and spend with the pale, heart-broken girl whom I loved so dearly, and in those moments spent at her side I tried to comfort her and to take her out of that melancholy and remorseful state into which she had fallen.

Jacks allegations were, I felt confident, unfounded. She did not love me, but she looked upon me as her most devoted friend.

Anxious only for our safety, she feared constantly lest Jervoise should suddenly discover Jack, well knowing the dire result of such a contretemps.

Do exercise all caution, Mr. Holmes, she urged one evening as we sat together as usual. You cannot be too careful, for there is peril now on every hand. I cannot help thinking that it would be far better if Mr. Saltoun went into the country, or perhaps to Germany or Belgium. He runs a great risk by remaining here.

I know, I said. But our game will end to-morrow. The Hermione will sail.

She laughed — for she was well aware of the fraud we were committing upon those unsuspecting persons who paid passage-money on the strength of photographs.

And then? she asked.

Then we shall probably go into hiding for a time. The hue and cry will be rather unpleasant for us.

But youll let me know your whereabouts, wont you? she asked.

What, I wondered, was at that moment in her mind? Did she intend to play us false, as Jack declared, or was her demand a genuine one, prompted only by a desire for my personal welfare?

When I reflected, as I so often did, I was amazed at her ingenuity, her ready wit, and the cunning subterfuges by which she had twisted certain of our victims round her finger. One and all she had treated them with that calm disdain which so well became her, and which, combined with her striking beauty, had turned their heads.

Once or twice of late I had spoken of it; but she told me frankly that the past was so distasteful to her that to recall it always gave her sharp twinges of conscience. She hoped to recommence her life, when, of course, the fortunes of that reckless gamester now at Aix took a turn. Poor Uffy, however, was not a family man. His wife and daughter might go on the parish for all he cared, so long as he had a few pounds with which to play baccarat and pay his bills at the best hotels, for the cosmopolitan world that gathered each season at Vichy, Aix, Nice, or Ostend believed him to be a gentleman, be it remembered.

Although Bessies father had this supreme disregard for paternal responsibility — save during those days when she had been dressed so superbly to act as our decoy — she held him in highest esteem, and was a dutiful daughter in every sense.

A dozen times had I tried to get her to exhibit towards me some mark of affection beyond the one of mere friendship, and the great burden of her grief and remorse seemed to overshadow everything, and she would, time after time, lapse into deep thought and profound melancholy. I did not wonder at it either. Life at those gay summer and winter resorts on the Continent, with all their glare and glitter, is indeed different to the sordid greyness of an existence upon charity in the Kennington Park Road.

My idyll was a strange one, you will say. I admit that it was. I admit, too, that I, as an outsider, a sharper and a swindler, had no right to love. I was an enemy of society, preying ever upon the credulity of my fellow-men, my life a continual confidence trick, successful only because I abstained almost totally from alcoholic drinks; yet my thoughts were ever towards my own reformation and recommencement of a new and honest life. But I knew that to effect such transformation I must possess an honest womans love.


CHAPTER XVI.

HOW WE COMPLETED THE GREAT FRAUD.
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AMONG THE MANY features of our present position which were puzzling was one which caused Jack and myself considerable apprehension. It was clear that young Lady Clare Clemenger intended to leave the country for a while, because there had been brought by a footman to Cockspur Street a note enclosing a cheque for the two berths on board the Hermione, payment in full by cheque signed by her father, Lord Lyddington.

A receipt had been sent back, together with the vouchers, a copy of the illustrated guide and two tickets for the special train which we had arranged to leave Waterloo Station for Southampton on the day of sailing. Her ladyships decision and her action in sending the cheque showed that she believed the cruise of the Hermione to be bona-fide, and it seemed to us suspiciously as though she and her father had some motive for being absent from England.

As far as I could observe she had not met Jervoise since that night when she had become so strangely alarmed at recognising certain mystic numerals on The Hawks shirt-cuff. She had, it appeared to me, carefully avoided him. On several occasions I had watched her drive out in her smart motor-car from her husbands house in Berkeley Square, but always alone. Her husband I ascertained was absent in his constituency, which probably accounted for the fact that she spent the greater part of her time at her fathers house.

She was extremely good-looking, of rather younger appearance than she really was, and always exquisitely attired. Town was empty just then, but the few well-known people still remaining raised their hats or bowed as her car glided noiselessly along Regent Street or Piccadilly. Yet as I watched her surreptitiously I always wondered what strange secret lay hidden beneath that calm and disdainful exterior. That there was a secret was proved by Bessies words, as well as by her ladyships association with such a person as Miles Jervoise. But has it never struck you how much romance and tragedy is about us on every hand?

The day dawned at last when the Hermione was advertised to sail. I had, a week before, arranged with the London and South-Western Railway Company for a special train of first-class coaches to run from Waterloo to Southampton, and had paid in advance for it — in order to inspire confidence, as well as to carry out the fiction to the very last.

During the past few days, as Jack had anticipated, cheques for the balance of passage money had arrived by almost every post, part of the contract being that passengers could not join the yacht without paying the whole fare. We, therefore, had a very respectable sum at our bankers, our account being transferred, I might add, two days before to the Credit Lyonnais, in order to ensure greater security. The Hermione scheme had certainly worked very smoothly, and was almost, if not quite, as profitable as playing roulette with an unfair table, and now the final scene had to be enacted.

Jack was extremely anxious to go to Waterloo and witness the departure of our dupes, but upon my strong recommendation he gave up the idea as being too risky; and I went instead, in order to watch secretly whether Lady Clare Clemenger and her father actually intended to leave England.

It was eleven oclock on a sunny August morning. At Waterloo the heavy incoming traffic of business men had ceased, and drawn up at the main-line platform was a train of first-class coaches, each labelled with blue letters on white ground, Steam Yacht Hermione — Special.

Although it wanted half an hour to the advertised time of starting, the bustle was already very great. Mountains of baggage were being piled into vans, and a great number of people from various parts of the kingdom, including a few Americans, had already taken their corner seats and were chatting to friends who had come to see them off the first stage of what they fondly believed to be a pleasure cruise.

As my connection with the scheme had been mostly in secret, I was not recognised, and passed to and fro as an ordinary spectator. The clerk Saunders was there, however, his silk hat at the back of his head, busy answering questions and giving directions everywhere. He was instructed not to accompany the train to Southampton, but as soon as it started he was to go straight to Euston and take train to Liverpool, in order to deliver personally a packet of securities to the firm from which the Hermione was supposed to have been chartered. This ruse had been designed by Jack in order to allow the poor fellow to escape from the police when they descended upon the empty offices at Cockspur Street — the services of the other clerks having ended on the day previous.

I heard several inquiries for Mr. Lawson Hannen, but Saunders replied that he would be ready on board, and would meet them at Southampton. Our clients appeared to be a very mixed set, the men in tweeds and the women in serge dresses. A few of the men wore the regulation yachting cap, but the majority were in their bowlers. The useful sailor-hat was, of course, de rigueur with the women, and the handy washing blouse was not absent. Whenever the English woman travels, she seems to reckon the number of her comforts by the quantity of her cotton blouses. I have counted them at foreign hotels many a time. The regulation number seems to be one for every day in the week and two for the Sabbath — and I have even known them to be washed by fair hands in hotel bathrooms.

I glanced at that heterogeneous collection of pressed-cane trunks, boxes, dress-baskets, bags and mail-sacks, and wondered how many hundreds of blouses they might contain. At last, amid the hurry of the excited pleasure-seekers and the crowds of ordinary passengers awaiting the Bournemouth express which was to follow, I detected the neat figure of Lady Clare advancing up the platform in company with a thin, grey-bearded, grey-faced old gentleman in a light drab overcoat. Her footman was carrying her dressing-bag, and a maid her jewel-case, while behind came two porters with a large barrow piled high with bags and boxes.

She laughed with her father as they sought out an empty compartment, and I noticed as she walked what a superb figure was hers in her dark blue yachting gown, with bright buttons and peaked hat. She wore no veil; therefore, as she passed close to where I stood, without turning her head in my direction, I could see that she was even handsomer than I had believed. Lord Lyddington recognised two men on his way down the platform, and greeted them, while his daughter encountered two young and rather flighty women, who had taken seats in the next compartment, and who rushed out and shook hands with her.

From their conversation, it was apparent that they were friends, and had arranged to rail together, for they at once set about changing into the compartment wherein Lord Lyddington had already seated himself.

Then the footman deposited the dressing-bag and stood back to await any further orders, while the maid, having spoken with her mistress, sought another carriage. By this time most of the passengers were seated, and the laggards were hurried in by the guards. Then the last door was slammed by the ticket-inspector, the guards raised their flags, the engine shrieked a warning note, and with a feeling of satisfaction I watched our trainful of dupes move out of the station and disappear round the curve.

The situation, I admit, was not without its humour.


CHAPTER XVII.

AT DADDY JACOBSS.
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HAVING THUS WITNESSED the departure of the passengers for the Hermione, I walked across through Waterloo Station, and took the underground railway to the City, afterwards taking a cab from the Mansion House to Kings Cross Station, so as to avoid being followed. Then, from Kings Cross I travelled to Manchester — where, late that afternoon, at a small and rather dingy house in Goulden Street, a turning off the Oldham Road, I joined Jack Saltoun. He had travelled from St. Paneras, and had left London three hours earlier.

The small, cheaply-furnished sitting-room, with its red rep upholstery, and crochet-work antimacassars, belonged to an old Jew named Jacobs, with whom we had had one or two dealings, and was well known to the thieving fraternity. He was by profession a receiver of stolen property; but his house was also one of the many refuges which are open to adventurers when eluding the police, and on two previous occasions both Jack and myself had been guests of Daddy Jacobs. Situated as it was in a crowded district, no one took notice of the going and coming of visitors, but the wily Hebrew, when harbouring fugitives, took every precaution against their detection.

Once within the house in Goulden Street, we were never allowed out on any pretext whatsoever. Every want was supplied by our shuffling host and his wife, but he absolutely forbade his guests to take exercise out of doors, even at dead of night — fearful, of course, of his own personal liberty as well as that of his culpable guests. Many and many a criminal had occupied that dingy first-floor sitting-room in that grey, narrow street, some for only a few days, others prisoners there for months and months. The man who lives upon his wits and makes big coups has a similar harbour of refuge in nearly every big town in England. I knew at that moment of twenty places where I could step in and remain in cosy comfort and safe from the police for a year if necessary. There were hiding-places in Copland Terrace, Newcastle; in Roundhay Road, Leeds; in Warstone Lane, Birmingham; and in York, Brighton and Bradford, as well as in many of the smaller provincial towns, and even in certain villages in the Midlands where the police least suspect. But Daddy Jacobss was typical of them all, for each has a greedy landlord who charges very high for his services. Still, concealment is necessary, and if the man wanted has money, he must pay. That is why those who have no money are so easily arrested.

As I sat with Jack in the small, stuffy little room in which we knew ourselves to be secure from the search which Scotland Yard would so quickly institute, I described to him the scene at Waterloo, at which he laughed heartily. It was a huge practical joke, but it had put several thousands of pounds into our pockets.

Three months before we had arranged with Jacobs to conceal us when the time came, therefore everything had been prepared for us to lie low for a considerable period. The outlook was far from agreeable. With the money now at our command we might have gone to the seaside or abroad, and lived in ease for a year or two; but by so doing we should, we knew, fall straight into the arms of the police. Still, it was tantalising that now we had brought off such a big coup successfully we were unable, as yet, to enjoy the luxury of the proceeds. Jacobss house was safe, but it was somewhat unclean, and decidedly dismal. The street was one of those grey, dispiriting ones which seem sad even on the sunniest day, and although so near the hurry of the Oldham and Rochdale Roads, it seemed quiet and almost deserted.

As we sat together smoking and idling away the first evening of our self-imprisonment, my thoughts continually reverted to Jacks remarkable warning about Bess. He had declared her to be my bitterest foe, but refused point-blank and absolutely to give me the slightest clue to the reason of his assertion. This annoyed and worried me. I refused, of course, to believe him, yet I knew well that being such an honest friend he would not make a declaration that was false against the woman for whom he knew I entertained the warmest affection.

I felt sorry for Bess in her complete helplessness. It was sympathy that had at first touched the chord of love within my heart — sympathy for her in the unenviable part which her father had compelled her to play, and sympathy for her in her valiant struggle to remain apart from that wild, reckless, cosmopolitan set into which she was continually dragged.

Jack seemed to divine my thoughts, for suddenly removing his cigar from his mouth, he looked across at me and remarked:

I suppose Bess knows were here?

Yes, I told her to write to Henry Mason at the post office here. I didnt give her our address.

Ah! he exclaimed in a tone of satisfaction.

I in glad of that. The less she knows of our movements, the better.

But surely she would never give us away! Wouldnt she be in peril, too?

I have my own opinion, he answered mysteriously. And I merely suggest that you should keep our whereabouts dark.

Of course I will, if you wish it. Im quite as much awake to the grave consequences of exposure as you are. Were such well-known people that the police will be urged on to try and give a good account of themselves. For my own part, I shant be comfortable until a full year has gone by.

Well, we cant very well spend a year in this place, my friend remarked, with a glance around the shabby little room. A year of confinement here would be quite as bad as a stretch, he laughed.

What amuses me, I said, is the thought of the whole crowd arriving at Southampton with all their belongings and finding no sign of the Hermione. Just fancy their anger and chagrin at having been done so completely. That special train cost us a lot, Jack, but it was worth it as an artistic finishing touch to the scheme.

It certainly was, he declared, joining heartily in my laughter. I can just imagine the crowd at. the docks, inquiring here and there and finding no sign of the steamer, turning upon the station-master and blackguarding the railway company for having taken them on a fools errand.

Id have given worlds to see the fun, I declared. And we certainly have been lucky up to the present, for Miles Jervoise never succeeded in queering our game. But, do you know, Jack, Im not at all satisfied with our knowledge of The Hawk and his movements. Theres a lot we dont know, depend upon it. Remember that secret writing on the hoarding in Queen Victoria Street — that strange message to Lord Charlie. The Italian valet seems to have disappeared very quickly after entering the Roman nobility. I wonder why he was introduced to Lady Clare?

Ah, if we only knew that it would give us a key to the whole affair! he declared. I only wish we could get at the reason, and at the meaning of those numbers on his shirt-cuff. Theyve worried me a lot of late, I can tell you.

And theyve puzzled me also, I declared.

The worst of it is that while confined here we shall be unable to watch The Hawks little game.

Why do we want to watch it if we are quite safe from him? If we lie low he cant do us harm.

He once served Daddy a dirty trick over some diamonds, so he wont show his face about here, thats certain.

We ought to be aware of his movements, nevertheless, as they concern us, I asserted.

Oh, youre thinking of Bess Bryden — always of her! he exclaimed, with a note of impatience in his voice. Shell be the ruin of you one day, Harry, depend upon it. Only fools trust women.

I protested warmly against his remark, and while doing so the untidy maid-of-all-work entered to lay our supper, and upon the tray brought the last editions of all the evening papers, to procure which old Jacobs had been out to the corner of Market Street.

We seized them, and commenced to scan them eagerly. In a few moments we both discovered in the journals in our hands a Press Association telegram from Southampton headed: Bogus Yachting Cruise: Gigantic Swindle. Scene at the Docks.

Breathlessly I read the report, which gave a brief outline of the facts and described the excitement and anger of the intending tourists when they discovered they had been duped. The London police had been telegraphed to, but on entering the offices in Cockspur Street they found no one there. Mr. Lawson Hannen and his clerks had disappeared. The greater portion of the party had travelled back to London, but several had gone to hotels in the firm belief that there had been some mistake in the date of sailing, and that the Hermione would arrive from the Clyde on the morrow.

It was amusing reading, to say the least, and we laughed heartily over it. — 

Suddenly, however, Jack caught sight of another line, and turning to me, held the paper before my eyes, gasping in an awed, terrified voice:

Good heavens, Harry! What does this mean? Surely it cant be true! — it cant possibly be true!


CHAPTER XVIII.

CONTAINS A FRESH MYSTERY.
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THE BOLD HEAD-LINES and the report beneath it caused me to open my eyes very widely indeed, for what I read were certainly startling and amazing facts if they were really It appeared that at an early hour that morning two constables of the City police on duty in Queen Victoria Street had noticed a well-dressed, middle-aged man walking in company with a young and rather pretty dark-haired girl, soberly dressed in black, whom he had evidently met by appointment. They walked leisurely backwards and forwards from Blackfriars Bridge to the Mansion House several times, apparently engaged in earnest conversation. She was talking rather excitedly, but the constables, used to midnight strollers, took little notice of the pair.

Suddenly, however, a loud scream was heard in the direction of the railway bridge at St. Paul s Station, and a compositor on his way home from one of the newspaper offices, rushing to the spot, found the girl lying on the pavement with a knife-wound over her heart. Her assassin disappeared, whither no one knew.

The alarm was raised, and a crowd of midnight workers from the office opposite soon assembled, police whistles sounded through the silent streets, and the insensible girl was quickly conveyed to St Thomass Hospital in a cab, while the police scoured the neighbouring thoroughfares in a vain search for the man who had struck her down.

The pair had, it seemed, been standing before a hoarding — the very hoarding upon which the secret message had been written — but what had occurred between them was an entire mystery.

The only fact plain was that the unfortunate girl had been struck with a knife, and although life was not quite extinct, the house-surgeon held out little hope of her recovery. On recovering consciousness at noon, however, she told the nurse her name and address, but in reply to a detective who came to her bedside she absolutely refused to state who her assailant was, declaring that he was a total stranger.

This fact was, however, disproved by what one of the constables overheard. She was well aware of his identity, and, moreover, had met him by appointment about one oclock at the corner of the Mansion House. She, therefore, evidently had some motive for keeping his identity secret, even though he had made such a dastardly attempt upon her life.

The paper described her as very pretty, with well-cut, regular features and chestnut hair, and stated that the name she gave was Bessie Bryden!

My dear fellow, dont take it too seriously,

I quite understand how dreadfully you must feel this, nevertheless she will undoubtedly recover.

But who can have done it? I cried. Who ever the man she is trying to shield?

Jack shrugged his shoulders, and across my mind flashed that strange warning that he had repeated.

Its certainly a very curious thing, he remarked. She was excited, it would appear, and the man, whoever he was, had his own safety at stake. Therefore he struck her a blow, meaning to silence her for ever.

She met him by appointment at an hour when the City was deserted. Why? In order to talk matters over calmly. But it certainly is not like Bess to keep midnight trysts.

She was playing her own game, Jack remarked; and it was evidently a deep one.

In our interests, do you think?

No — against them, snapped my friend, promptly.

But does it not strike you as rather remarkable that the tragic affair took place right before that very hoarding which Jervoise uses as a means of communication with Lord Charlie and probably others? How could she possibly know of the cipher message there?

Jack was silent a moment, then asked:

Does not that very fact go far towards confirming my suspicions of her?

I was compelled to admit within myself that it did. I had never regarded the affair in that light before. Was it really possible that the woman I loved was actually playing a double game?



Who was the man with whom she had kept that midnight appointment? And for what reason?

Knowing her as well as I did, I was confident that she would not wander the City streets at night without some distinct motive. She went to that advertisement hoarding, too, apparently well knowing that it was The Hawks secret means of communication. How had she made that discovery if she were in no way associated with him?

What Jack had alleged certainly seemed to a great extent proved, and more especially perhaps by her refusal to denounce her would-be assassin. This latter showed that some secret existed between this mysterious middle-aged individual and herself, hence I could only view the circumstance with grave suspicion.


CHAPTER XIX.

FOR MY LOVES SAKE.
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BESS BRYDEN, THE woman who was now dying as a result of an assassins blow, was my all in all. I felt that I must see her at all hazards; even, indeed, if I risked detection and arrest.

She held a secret, and it was that secret of which I desired to gain knowledge. Her life had been so closely connected with my own that I felt her interests were mine; and, moreover, I also felt assured that, if she chose, she could place before me certain truths that would enable us to confound Miles Jervoise and his accomplices. I read the newspaper report again, and then turned to the other journals. In them all were similar reports — the news of her attempted assassination almost side by side with the story of the Hermione fraud.

Great crises do not change peoples natures. They sometimes develop them with wonderful rapidity, but oftener, like an electric searchlight, those crises only bring out suddenly the hidden features and deep recesses of ones nature with blinding vividness. Neither love nor hate are learnt. They come unasked and unexpected, foolish or beautiful, despicable or awful in their strength, which does not require nursing. They may grow certainly, as Samsons hair grew — naturally — the strength of love and the strength of hate. They may be rendered powerless as Samson was shorn of his strength, and they may pull down the pillars of the temple in which they find themselves mocked — the strength of love and the strength of hate, when that hate and love are blind.

Mine was a blind and reckless love, I admit. Yet it was an intense passion which caused me of a sudden to cast aside the paper and boldly declare my intention of risking everything and returning to London.

What? cried Jack Saltoun, glaring at me as though I had gone stark mad. You actually contemplate going up to town — right into the very arms of the police?

I do.

Are you mad, Harry? he demanded.

Perhaps, was my answer. Ive made up my mind to go and see Bess, even at the risk of arrest.

And what about me?

You will, of course, remain safely here, I answered. If Im unfortunate enough to be taken to Bow Street, and charged with complicity in the Hermione affair, I shall not give you away, Jack, depend upon that.

It would mean five years for you at least, he remarked, after a silence of a few minutes. For me it would be ten years penal servitude — because Im known.

But you can get away all right, I said. Remain here for a month or two, and then either go abroad, or get away to that place near Newcastle — Elsdon, isnt it called? — the farm Jim Daniel keeps.

It would be the safest place, he replied, reflectively. I stayed with old Daniel before, and worked on the farm, where I was known as Teddy Nash. If I went back I should be unsuspected by both the villagers and the local constable. They would never recognise in Teddy Nash, farmer, Daniels friend and handy man, Mr. Lawson Hannen, of the Hermione Syndicate.

Of course, you wont budge from here yet, I exclaimed. This is safe enough for the present, but it is scarcely a pleasant place in which to remain for any length of time.

Elsdon is far preferable, he laughed. Its a quaint, old-fashioned Northumbrian village, full of honest, old-fashioned folk. I didnt have half a bad time on the last occasion, for Daniel is a very safe man. He used to be a fence in Birmingham before he took to farming and taking in lodgers confidentially. Brand, the bank manager who committed those big frauds in Liverpool five years ago, was his guest for eighteen months, and used to look after the horses. He would never have been caught had he not gone to Newcastle one day to meet a girl to whom he had been engaged. He owed the fifteen years he got to the usual cause of mans downfall — woman.

I suppose thats meant as a reflection upon my own susceptibility to feminine wiles, I remarked.

No, I dont think youre very susceptible, Harry. But — forgive me for saying so — youre a fool to run the risk of five years in prison for the sake of Bess Bryden. I quite admit that surrounding her and her actions there is an element of mystery which is very tantalising, and which if elucidated might place us in possession of some very remarkable revelations concerning Miles Jervoise and Lady Clare. But my argument is that in our present position we should wash our hands of the whole affair. We cant afford to court inquiry. Weve successfully accomplished our coup — one that I feel does credit to our ingenuity — and why should we calmly allow ourselves to be arrested just because you are anxious to see Bess and question her?

There is a further reason. She is in a dangerous, if not dying condition, and I love her, I blurted forth.

Love be hanged! my friend cried, in a cynical tone. Shes fascinated you just as she did those other young fools in Nice and elsewhere, and youll go to ruin through her.

I hope not, I replied, rather angrily. Such a prophecy hardly becomes a friend, Jack.



My words are those of a friend. I want to prevent you from making a fool of yourself.

My liberty is my own affair, I answered quite calmly. I have given you my solemn promise of secrecy if arrested. And heres my hand upon it.

I stretched forth my hand and grasped his, repeating my solemn declaration. Then I asked, What have you now to fear?

I have nothing to fear, Harry, was his response, as still holding my hand he looked steadily into my face. After this promise of yours I fear nothing on my own account. It is only on yours, old fellow — only on yours. Take my advice, and dont run the risk. Bess will recover, and you will meet her later on.

No, I replied. Ive made up my mind. I shall go and see her — and further, I intend to discover who it was who made that dastardly attempt upon her, and the reason why.

Then you refuse to be persuaded by me?

I do, Jack, I said firmly. This matter is my own affair entirely!


CHAPTER XX.

BESS MAKES A STATEMENT.
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DAWN HAD BROKEN on that bright August morning, as the train into which I had slipped at the London Road Station in Manchester soon after midnight drew up at Finsbury Park. The ticket collector opened the door of the first-class compartment wherein I had travelled alone, glared at me inquiringly as such officials do, took my ticket and slammed the door again.

I somehow did not like the manner in which he looked at me. That the hue and cry had been raised, and that the descriptions of my friend and myself had been circulated I was well aware, therefore I scented danger everywhere, and, of course, discovered suspicious circumstances where none existed. Nevertheless, although I wore entirely different clothes to those I habitually wore, and had shaven my moustache and otherwise made all the efforts at disguise possible, I knew that my return to London must be fraught with grave peril to myself. Indeed, it suddenly occurred to me that if I went on to Kings Cross I might encounter Bentley, the sergeant of the Criminal Investigation Department attached to the station, whose duty it is to watch incoming trains. He loiters on the platform, sometimes in the guise of a railway porter and at others well dressed, but always shrewd and watchful, with one eye upon luggage thieves, and the other upon arriving passengers.

We men who live by fraud know the police well. In fact, it is part of the game to evade those whose duty it is to detect us. Bentley did not, of course, know me; but I was only too well aware that if my description had been circulated, and he encountered me on the platform, my position might be rendered rather unenviable.

Therefore, I took the precaution of alighting at Finsbury Park as soon as the inquisitive ticket-holder had disappeared, and after a short wait journeyed on by the early workmans train to the terminus, arriving at a local platform, which I knew would not be watched.

At that sunrise hour London was bright and fresh, and even the stunted trees in the gardens of the Euston Road presented an almost countrified appearance, for the traffic had not commenced, neither had the smoke pall yet fallen to shut out the sun and sky. No city is more grey nor more dismal than is our dear, dirty old metropolis by day, but surely no city in the world is half so striking in its grandeur or so impressive in its silence as it is at sunrise before its toilers have swarmed in from the suburbs.

As I crossed Westminster Bridge that morning in a cab I noticed the constable standing on duty at the foot of Big Ben. To my left, only a few hundred yards away, was Scotland Yard itself, and before me, across the river that lay sparkling in the sunlight, rose that long line of separate buildings — the great hospital wherein my love lay dying.

Never had the beauties of London, with her cathedral dome, her bridges, her myriad spires and her ponderous buildings, been impressed upon me until in that fresh sunrise hour. Surely it is a different city at nine oclock, when that frantic grasping for wealth which is termed business has commenced. No one will again abuse London who has stood upon one or other of her bridges and watched the sun rise behind St. Pauls. — 

In that moment of my awakening I inhaled a deep draught of the bright, fresh air, and it seemed to clear my fevered brain. Yet before me there lay the hospital, and within it all that I held most dear. I was risking arrest, I knew; but what cared I so long as I held her hand again and learned the truth.

So I sprang from the cab, paid the man, and ascended the steps to those wide portals through which so many of the unfortunate ones have passed never to emerge alive. Those swing doors are ever open night and day to receive suffering humanity, but they are guarded by a stem janitor in uniform, who has a keen eye for any articles of food smuggled under the shawls of the poor on visiting days.

He eyed me sharply when I demanded to see Miss Bessie Bryden.

Is it an accident? he inquired gruffly, turning over the leaves of his big ledger wherein were written alphabetically the names of all the patients under treatment.

An attempt was made to murder her, I replied.

Oh, yes! he said in a tone more conciliatory, apparently discovering her name. Alexandra Ward — number 117. Dangerous case; so you can see her. Along the corridor and third to the left. Youll see it written up. And with that, he turned to answer the telephone which had just rung in his office.

Shes still alive then? I asked.

I expect so. I dont get em marked off until nine oclock in the morning.

With eager steps I made my way to the accident ward, only discovering it after some difficulty, for the place is a veritable maze of corridors and passages. Then, when I entered the long ward, with its two endless rows of beds, each with its occupant, I was met by a nurse who sharply inquired who I wanted. I told her the number, and in response she led me to a bed at the far end, where, on the pillow, I saw the blanched, bloodless countenance of my own little Bess.

Her dark eyes opened as I bent down to her, and over her face there spread a faint smile. She was conscious, the nurse whispered to me, but to talk much was forbidden by the doctor. Her strength had been greatly exhausted by the shock, and her wound was a very dangerous one. For the first twelve hours after she had been brought in, the doctors had entertained no hope of her. The knife had only escaped her heart by half an inch.

Bessie, I exclaimed in a soft, tender tone, placing my mouth close to her ear, do you recognise me? Do you know who I am?

She smiled again, and slowly nodded her head. Then I saw that her cheeks, usually so bright and healthy, were of an almost alabaster whiteness, and the small hand that lay upon the coverlet seemed to have grown nerveless and smaller.

If I leave you, you must promise not to talk much to her, the nurse said; and on receiving my assurance she flitted away with a rustle of starched skirts, and left me alone with my love.

Tell me, Bess, how did this occur? I demanded eagerly.

In response, her thin lips moved, but her tongue seemed to refuse to articulate, and she shook her head sadly, as though to explain that the effort to speak was too great for her.

Therefore in deep emotion I took her hand and held it in silence for some minutes, whilst she fixed her splendid eyes upon mine, looking me straight in the face with that same intensity that I had so often noted. The paleness of her features and her tumbled wealth of chestnut hair straying over the pillow only served to enhance her great beauty.

Bess, I whispered, after a long and impressive silence, during which I longed to hear her sweet voice once again, Bess, tell me — do tell me the reason of this terrible affair. Why did you go to that spot alone at night?

She moved slightly, and in her great, dark, wide-open eyes I saw tears welling as she still kept her gaze fixed upon me.

I — I went there for your sake, she answered in a low, faint voice, not without considerable difficulty.

For my sake! I gasped, surprised. Why?

In order to save you, she answered, her thin fingers closing tightly upon my hand.

You are in great peril, she added, in a low whisper, and I tried to repay you for what you had done for me in the past. You often shielded me and I tried to shield you. I tried to—

But she broke off suddenly. Her lips moved, but no further sound came from them. Those few words she had uttered had entirely exhausted her.

She only smiled as the tears slowly trickled down her cheeks. And there were tears in my own eyes also.


CHAPTER XXI.

A STRANGE WOOING.
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WHY DID YOU try to shield me, Bess? I whispered presently, bending tenderly over her in eager anxiety to learn the truth.

Again her tearful eyes were turned to mine with a wistful look, but she slowly shook her head. Whether unable to bear the exertion of further conversation, or whether meant as a refusal to answer my question, I could not decide. From her words, however, it was plain that she had risked her life in her endeavour to perform me some service. Of what that service consisted I had no idea, but at that instant a new light was shed upon the affair, for I recognised in joyful surprise that her effort on my behalf was a mark of such devotion that I had never believed existed within her heart.

Suddenly she moved uneasily, and, turning her eyes again upon mine, asked in a low, weak, half frightened voice:

Why have you come here? Why do you run such a risk? The police have been here several times, and may come again at any moment. They want to obtain a statement from me. And if they come they may recognise you.

I came to see you, Bess, was my answer. Then I added: Why do you refuse to tell the police the truth? A dastardly attempt has been made upon you, therefore it is but right that the man who attacked you, whoever he may be, should be punished.

But she shook her head at my argument, and said with a sigh: Ah, you dont know — you dont know all! And after a brief silence she added: If I told the police it would be against your interests.

And is it to shield me still further that you have refused them any information? I asked, in the same low, earnest tone.

In response, she smiled slightly and nodded. There were tears again in her eyes.

We were silent for a long time, her hand within mine thin and chilly. Then, at last, bursting with a passion I could no longer control I bent to her ear, and in a low voice said:

Dare I hope, Bessie, that what you have told me is the truth? Dare I hope that in this affair you have actually acted for my benefit?

I have told you the truth, she said, softly.

Then are you really devoted to me, just as I am devoted to you?

She paused. Yes, she answered, a smile overspreading her blanched features.

For fully five minutes I did not speak. My heart was too full for words. At last, however, I boldly put the question to her, whispering into her ear as before.

Bessie, I said, tell me the truth. Can you really love a man like me? Can you believe there is still a spark of honesty in a man of my character? Tell me.

Her little hand closed tightly upon mine, and I saw with what effort she strove to repress her emotion. Her breast heaved convulsively beneath its bandages, and her hand trembled as her eyes, full of tears of joy, fell upon me again.

I do love you, Harry, she whispered, in a voice so low that I could scarcely catch her words. I have loved you always — always — only you could not see it. I have never thought you cared for me until this moment — and now, oh! how happy I am!

And she burst into a flood of tears just at the very moment when the nurse, an angular pockmarked woman, returned. Not knowing, of course, what had occurred between us, she turned to me, and in a snappy voice said:

I am surprised, sir, you have not kept your promise to me. I cant allow you to speak another word with the patient. You must leave at once, if you please.

But—

There are no buts, she went on. I have the doctors orders to carry out, and visitors are only here with my sanction. I will not allow you to speak another word with her, she added sharply.

What should I reply? Nurses in public hospitals are compelled to be hard upon visitors very often, I suppose, otherwise the doctors instructions would be for ever set at nought by visitors bringing in forbidden dainties and worrying patients with the troubles of the home.

My love regarded me wistfully, a sweet smile upon her face, which showed that although upon a bed of pain she was now supremely content. We understood each other, therefore what mattered if we were separated for a day or two?

But before the nurse could interfere I bent to the white brow and imprinted a kiss upon it, and in that way sealed our love.

At first the sharp-tongued woman was inclined to be angry; but my action revealed to her the truth that we were lovers, and her heart softened towards us, for she said in a rather more kindly tone, as she drew me aside:

I have my orders, you know. Mental agitation is so very bad for a patient in her precarious condition. Come again in the afternoon if you wish. She will, perhaps, then be better able to stand the strain.

I thanked her, wished my love good-bye, and promising to return very soon, turned and walked down the long ward, where the nurses were flitting to and fro to a bed beside which stood two doctors attending to a case that had just been brought in by four police constables.

Attempted suicide, I heard one of the officers reply to a nurse as I passed. Shot herself with a revolver, poor young woman. Love affair, I suppose.

And I went out and down the steps into the Westminster Bridge Road.

My first thought was how best to conceal myself. I had actually passed those four constables whose advent in that ward had caused me to start when I first noticed their uniforms. Although my description had, I felt sure, been read out to them when on parade on the previous day, the average constable is never a good hand at recognising faces from the printed gazette. With plain-clothes men it is different; for that is a branch of the profession of which they make a study. Therefore I knew I had little to fear from the ordinary constable, but much from the swarm of detectives — every one of whom was eager to lay hands on Mr. Lawson Hannen and his accomplice.

Passing back over Westminster Bridge, I purchased from a boy an early copy of the morning paper at the corner of the Embankment, and opened it as I walked on. Within I found further particulars of the Hermione fraud, and an amusing description of the scene at Southampton when the tourists discovered how neatly they had been swindled. The paper, in concluding the article, stated that warrants were out for the two men, meaning ourselves, who were believed to be members of a well-known international gang of swindlers. The police, it was said, were in possession of certain information which led them to suppose that arrests were imminent.

What, I wondered, was that certain information? That sentence was rather disquieting. Could it be possible that Miles Jervoise had discovered us, after all, that he had traced us to Daddy Jacobss, and had given us away?

I knew not what to make of it. Newspapers sometimes declare that an arrest is likely, in order to finish the report artistically. I have noticed that the youthful reporter is in the habit of embellishing his account with those words or with the assertion that the police believe they hold a clue. But when one reads of ones own peril, the words have a decidedly alarming effect.

I placed the paper in my pocket, and walked on past the Houses of Parliament and crossed Old Palace Yard in the direction of the meaner streets of Westminster.

That I was in deadly peril of arrest was true; but within my heart I had a great sense of joyful satisfaction, a boundless happiness that seemed to cause me to tread on air. She loved me, and had acknowledged that she was mine.

From that moment, when she had uttered those words of affection, I had silently hoped that I might become a changed man. Therefore it was with a deep pang of conscience and regret that I had read in the paper an account of how I had assisted Saltoun in those frauds. I knew myself to be an outsider, a well-dressed, plausible adventurer, a man who lived upon the avarice and inexperience of others; but I knew by my dead mothers teaching that my soul was not lost, even though I might work out my retribution for years in a penal establishment. I knew, further, that I had gained the love of the one woman whom I worshipped and adored.

Disappointment is the lot of man; what prudence cannot always prevent, or any vigilance wholly escape. Some disappointments are indeed comparatively trivial, and such as should not be suffered to disturb our quiet; but there are others that interest all the feelings of the heart, and which no fortitude can meet without tasting the bitterness of sorrow. I had had my sorrows and my disappointments, Heaven knows! But now that I was beloved I determined to lead a better, indeed an honest life.

Already I was contemplating how I could escape from England together with my love, marry her, and recommence life afresh; for, reckless man that I had been, I knew, nevertheless, that when two minds are engaged by ties of reciprocal sincerity, each alternately receives and communicates pleasures that are inconceivable to all but those who are in that situation; hence arises heart-ennobling solicitude for one anothers welfare, that tender sympathy that alleviates affliction, that participated pleasure which heightens prosperity and joy itself, that incentive to a man to walk in the right path and become a leader among men.

These, with a thousand other conflicting thoughts, passed through my mind as I walked. But all I could do was to sigh. To contemplate marriage and happiness with Bess was all very well. My better nature had, I suppose, now asserted itself, but in my present position, hunted by the police and wanted for a dozen different frauds of various grades of ingenuity, how was I to atone for the past and re-enter life hand in hand with the woman I loved?


CHAPTER XXII.

THE FENCE OF PAGE STREET.
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MANY SCHEMES WHICH engross the adventurers attention and exercise his ingenuity fail of success; not because the schemes themselves are either absurd or impracticable, but because the means employed are not adapted to the purpose. The principle of this remark is applicable to all the speculations and enterprises of life, and likewise to every undertaking that has for its end the attainment of happiness.

I was fully aware of the grave risks I ran in walking the London streets, yet so filled with happiness was my heart, that I utterly disregarded my peril. In Page Street, Westminster, there lived a receiver of stolen property with whom I might find a temporary safe asylum, and towards his house I was making my way when a sudden thought occurred to me. It was still early, and the people about were mainly workmen. Why should I not turn back along the Embankment to Queen Victoria Street and seek to learn any secret message that might be written upon the hoarding?

A strong suspicion had seized me from the very first that Bessie had either attempted or had actually deciphered the message by the light of the street lamp opposite, and it was in order to seal her lips that her assailant had made an attempt upon her life.

She had told me that she had acted as she had done in my interests. How that could be I could not guess; therefore I was frantically anxious to hear her further explanation, and to denounce the man who had struck her down.

Some irresistible suggestion at that moment caused me to turn and retrace my steps to the foot of Westminster Bridge, and then along the Embankment until I passed beneath the railway arch at St. Pauls Station — that spot where on a previous occasion I had watched so long and so vigilantly. I took good care not to attract the attention of the constable on point-duty at the street refuge at the corner of Bridge Street, and went on amid the crowd of workers hurrying citywards until I came to the hoarding before which my love had fallen wounded.

No second glance at it was necessary to show that the bill-posters had been at work since my last visit there, and the advertisements had been changed.

I walked on a couple of hundred yards or so, and then with a quick glance around to ascertain if I were being shadowed, I returned to the hoarding and loitered along the kerb in front of it, looking up and down as though awaiting some one. While doing so, however, I managed to get closer, and my eyes quickly scanned those fresh advertisements for any pencilled dots. At first I could discover nothing, but after several attempts I saw to my delight certain faint dots under the lettering of one of the new theatre announcements.

Knowing that a constable in plain clothes generally lurked about St. Pauls Station both morning and evening when the traffic was greatest, his particular duty being to look out for pickpockets, I was compelled to move away and forego the deciphering of it for the present. I had lingered there long enough, and as the spot had been noted by the police as that where my love had been struck down, my presence there might easily attract unwelcome attention. Therefore I strolled away, turned into Bridge Street, and entered the bar of the King Lud.

Then, after the lapse of half an hour, when I knew that the constable on point-duty would have gone off his beat and been replaced, I walked eagerly back, determined to investigate and learn the secret message of our enemies.

It required considerable manoeuvring and stealthy action, for I recognised not far from me the plain-clothes man still on duty outside St. Pauls Station, and feared lest he should turn and, from my description circulated, recognise me in the act of reading the advertisement.

At last, however, I managed to approach, unnoticed, and swiftly read -the letters under which the tiny dots had been placed, ultimately making out the message as follows:

Be careful. Clare suspects. She tried to get away, but failed. All safe at present.

Saltoun and Holmes are safe with Daddy Jacobs.

The final sentence held me transfixed. Our hiding-place that we believed was so snug and secure was known to our enemies!

I passed beneath the railway-arch and out upon the Embankment, my brain awhirl. To whom was the message addressed, I wondered? Was it from Miles Jervoise to his associate Lord Charlie? Was it from the latter to the former? Or was it from some person unknown?

Clare was suspicious. Of what?

That The Hawk was playing her false I was well aware, but in what direction his ingenuity was projected I knew not. She had tried to escape by the Hennione and had failed. But why had she been accompanied by her father? All these points were enigmas which I could not solve in the least.

It was extremely disconcerting to know that the surveillance upon us by our enemies had been absolutely perfect. The criminal classes are, as a rule, more successful in shadowing than the professional thief-catchers. Tact, combined with unscrupulous ingenuity, is necessary for success as an adventurer, hence the knight of industry when playing against the methodical tape-bound detective generally holds all the honours. I, myself, have known instances where criminals of the blackmailing fraternity have ferreted out a crime when Scotland Yard has utterly failed. Hence it was not so remarkable that we had been watched and followed, yet by what means I was entirely in the dark.

Jack had, equally with myself, exercised the utmost caution in going into hiding. We had travelled to Manchester by different lines, and even approached Daddy Jacobss by a circuitous route, as greater precaution. But notwithstanding this, our whereabouts was known and, no doubt, a careful watch was being kept on us.

My first duty was to warn Jack; and this I did by a telegram sent from the office in the Strand, close to the Law Courts. In my message I urged him to get away at once and by a roundabout way to the rural Northumberland village of Elsdon, where I promised to join him as quickly as possible.

Through Norfolk Street I turned back from the Strand to the Embankment again, fully aware that my peril was increased. For aught I knew Jervoise and his associates had watched my departure from Manchester, and might at any moment cause my arrest. The risk was great, without doubt; yet were not the advantages worth it P I had gained knowledge of our enemys intentions, and beyond that I had gained a greater thing — the love of the woman I adored.

This last thought held me to my purpose. I should in all probability have slunk away and travelled north to our hiding-place without further attempt to discover the truth, had it not been for my Bess lying in that great hospital and thinking of me. So I sped on to the house in Page Street, Westminster, the door of which was at once open to me when I explained that I sought shelter and concealment.

In the dingy little parlour at Page Street I told my host, a rather fat, black-bearded man, of my peril, while he set some breakfast before me.

Youd better clear out of London quick, he suggested. Else your pals may blow on yer.

He did not ask their names. It would have been contrary to criminal etiquette to do that. He had, of course, read in the papers about the Hermione Syndicate, and laughed heartily over the wild scene at Southampton Docks which the Press had so graphically described.

I congratulate yer, he said, with a true Cockney accent. You ad em on the ip — all of em. Made a quid or two out of it — eh?

A little, I remarked, modestly.

I should ave thought youd ave tried to get away to the Continent. Its safe enough to sail in a fishin boat from one o them Norfolk villages.

Too risky, I said, shaking my head, after tossing off a cup of hot coffee, of which I was greatly in need.

Garn! Not at all, the burly fellow responded. Avent yer eard of Crabby Dalton, down at Cromer? Es a crab-catcher; and often takes people over to Belgium wot cant travel by the Harwich route.E takes a bit o stuff over for me, sometimes — stuff wot cant be got rid of ere. If you want to get away, I reckon you cant do better than let im take yer. Youll find im any day on the beach. Tell im I sent yer.

Ell want a fiver for the job, an its cheap, I tell yer.

Thanks. Ill remember him, I said. Is he quite safe?

Safe as Olloway. Why, this last year or so es taken dozens over. Is fishin boat is a kind o transport. Bob Evans, who lifted those diamonds from Regent Street a month ago, went over that way; an so did Big Bill, who broke into that baronets place down in Hertfordshire. Ive got a lot o the stuff ere still. Take my tip an get out as quick as you can.

Ill think it over, I replied; for truth to tell, I was much more inclined to adopt a rural life in Northumberland, where the risk of detection was very small, to scampering about the Continent, where I was rather too well known. At present I may have to stay here a day or two.

Welcome, o course. Ive got another gentleman lodgin ere upstairs, but hes out just now. They call im Lord Charlie — Northcroft, I think is name is. Do you know im?

Northcroft! I gasped. Is he in hiding here?

Yes.Es been about a week with me. What es wanted for I dont exactly know. Somethin serious, I fancy.


CHAPTER XXIII.

THE POLICE AND THE PATIENT.
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NOW, OF ALL the men I desired to avoid at that moment was that tall, grey-moustached knight of industry, whose aristocratic bearing had won for him the sobriquet of Lord Charlie.

It was more than strange that he was in hiding in Page Street, and the fact that he had arrived there a few days ago proved that some offence had been committed and that he was, therefore, wanted. He had risked detection by going out. Had he, I wondered, gone to that hoarding in Queen Victoria Street to read the secret message? On the previous occasion, I recollected, it had been deciphered by a girl — who had conveyed it to him; but his absence at that moment I suspected was due to his eager desire to learn the letters beneath which the dots had been freshly made.

While congratulating myself upon my good fortune in learning what was intended, and forestalling this man Northcroft by warning my friend Jack by telegraph, I also fell to devising a plan by which to escape any awkward inquiry on the part of my enemy on his return. So I declared that I was very unwell; and that I desired to rest until five oclock, when it would be necessary for me to go out, even at risk of arrest. I asked my host to prevent any one disturbing me, as I was much in need of sleep, and, further, obtained from him a promise to tell no one that I was his guest. This he readily gave, and his words, reassured me. A man of his stamp very seldom breaks his word, for he knows that his own liberty depends upon secrecy, and a broken promise to a fugitive would mean his denunciation to the police, and an appearance at the Old Bailey.

Therefore I was shown to a small, upstairs bedroom, not over clean be it said, and, tired out, threw myself upon the bed, clothed as I was, and slept on until near four oclock in the afternoon. When I rose some food was brought me, and at five I went stealthily downstairs, fearing to meet my fellow-fugitive, and out into the street, taking a hansom and driving eagerly to visit my love.

I found her still lying in the same position on her narrow bed, but her face seemed paler than it had been that morning, although it brightened at my approach. The nurse who had behaved so brusquely towards me was apparently taking a great interest in her, for on meeting me she said in a low tone:

Shes not quite so well, I regret to say. The doctors have just been, and they think that the crisis is not yet over. The wound is nearer the heart than they believed. You may talk, but only for two or three minutes, recollect. And with a smile she pointed to the clock, and then hurried away.

How good of you to come back to me, Harry! exclaimed my love, in a low, weak voice, extending her one free hand in feeble greeting. I thought you had got safely away from London — you ought to, you know. It isnt safe for you to remain here.

Never fear, dearest, I answered, pressing her hand and trying to laugh. Ive come to have a chat with you before going away — our first task as lovers, I added, in deep earnestness, dropping my voice.

She smiled sweetly, and I saw her heart rise and fall beneath the coverlet. That wan face with the tumbled hair brushed back was frank and open as a childs, a countenance beautiful in every lineament, a complexion perfect — a woman who was womanly in every aspect, and yet possessed of a power to fascinate which, when she willed, she could use with fatal effect.

She had fascinated me. But was I to be her chosen one — or her victim?

Anxiety consumed me, for I noticed a marked change in her. She seemed half dazed; and some of my words she failed to understand. Her tiny hand seemed more frail and nerveless, her sweet countenance more pinched and haggard.

Do take my advice, Harry, she whispered presently. Leave London, and get away into some safe place. You are in deadly peril. Your enemies intend to arrest both of you. There is some deep plot against you, and it was in order to discover it and save you that I kept that appointment the other night.

With whom?

With some one — some one who must for the present be nameless, was her answer, in tones so low that I could scarcely catch them.

But I cant bear to leave you here alone, I protested. Surely I have now a right to know? An attempt has been made upon you, and I do not intend that it shall go unpunished.

Ah, no! she gasped in quick alarm. Promise me. Do not seek revenge, for disaster would, in that case, most certainly fall upon you. You are helpless — just as I am.

And she sighed, tears again welling in her fine eyes.

But I cant bear to leave you here alone, dearest, I declared.

I am not altogether alone. Mother comes twice a day — and then the police, and she smiled sadly. They worry me continually to make a statement.

And why dont you tell them the truth?

If I did, I should incriminate myself and you — the man who loves me, was her frank yet mysterious answer.

I dont understand, I said. How would the denunciation of your would-be assassin incriminate me?

You would be the victim of your enemys vengeance.

But I care nothing of that, I cried— nothing at all now that I know you are mine; and regardless of the other sufferers around, I carried the little hand reverently to my lips.

Nevertheless, for your own happiness, as well as for mine, it is necessary for you to be cautious, she urged with womanly regard. Recollect the past; how by continual foresight both you and I escaped the many perils which constantly surrounded us. I loved you in those days, but tried not to show it. Then came that tragic incident that I shall regret all my life — the circumstance, she whispered, that changed me entirely and has at last brought me nearer to you.

She was silent, and her eyes were fixed heavenward. Her white lips moved, and I knew that she — the woman who had Been an adventuress and decoy — was praying for forgiveness of the past. I bent my head, and, sinner that I was, silently craved the Almightys blessing.

Her secret was a terrible one. Beside Uffy and Mrs. Bryden, only Jack and I were aware of it; for we two had been the principal actors in that drama of real life. I felt myself equally culpable with her, and daily through the months that had passed had prayed for forgiveness for both of us.

I do not wish you to believe that I was a religious man. How dare a man of my stamp and character enter a church and stand in the presence of God! No, I only besought the Almighty to turn my path to one of righteousness and to forgive me the evil I had done.

My love spoke again, feebly it is true, but with forcible argument.

Dont return here, Harry. You run unnecessary risks. Go away, and when you are in safe hiding, write and let me know.

But I love you, Bess, I declared. I feel that I cannot leave London before you are a little better.

No, no, she said, I am well cared for. I want nothing — only your thoughts and your love. Then if — if I die I shall be happy — oh, so happy! — because I know that you are mine.

My heart was full to overflowing. I uttered no word in response, but only bent and placed my lips passionately to her cold, white brow.

I somehow had a presentiment that we should never meet again. The nurses manner and words told me that I must expect the worst. Besides, although I had had that long conversation with her, no attempt had been made to end it, thus showing that a fatal termination was feared. When a patients condition is hopeless, conversation is always allowed, and in my nervous, excited state this fact impressed itself forcibly upon me.

Bessie, I said at last, you told me once to call upon Lady Clemenger. Is it still your desire that I should see her?

Mention of the name caused her to start quickly, and, as her eyes met mine, I noticed a strange, startled look in them.

No. — Avoid that woman, she answered quickly. Wait patiently, and you will hear something that will surprise you.

She tried to escape from England by the Hermione, and was prevented.

And she has reasons for doing so, responded my love. One day the terrible discovery will be made, and when it is you will recollect what I have said. If I am alive, remain silent. But if I die then go straight to her and tell her that I know the truth. She will understand.

Cannot you explain further? I asked, much mystified.

She slowly shook her head, saying:

If I recover I shall be able to act in your interests as well as in my own. If I die, then I have resolved that the secret shall die with me. I hesitated a moment, rather nonplussed, I confess. I pressed her to tell the truth, but she was obdurate. Apparently she feared to implicate herself.

But is that a proof of perfect trust, dearest? I queried at last.

No. But it is, as you will learn some day, Harry, the very best proof I can give you of my love. Do you not trust me?

Implicitly, I replied, kissing her on the brow. Only what you tell me arouses my curiosity.

Hide yourself; wait patiently, and do not forget that I love you, she said.

But I sighed despairingly within myself, for I felt that her case was hopeless. This was our first meeting as lovers, and yet, alas, our last! The secret she held regarding the woman Clemenger, and Miles Jervoise, whatever it was, would never be revealed.


CHAPTER XXIV.

THE TRUTH ABOUT THE BORGHESE JEWELS.
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I WALKED OUT of the hospital and down the steps into the busy street, as a man in a dream.

The past had indeed been cruel to me, and now what cared I for the future? Indeed, at that moment, I believe I would actually have welcomed arrest as putting an end to the shifts of the life I had been compelled to lead.

My own story was sad enough, yet that of Bess Bryden was surely more fraught with bitterness. The daughter of a man who was utterly unscrupulous, even towards his own kith and kin, she had been dressed up and used as decoy almost from the time when she had left school, an innocent girl, ignorant of the world and its ways. Her natural hauteur had perhaps protected her from evil more than anything else, yet the life she had been compelled to lead as one of our associates on the Continent had been anything but a tranquil one. Compelled to adopt all the subterfuges, just as we had, and to preserve a bold front on everything, she had become as shrewd and cunning as any of us. Men, fascinated by her marvellous beauty, gave her presents of jewels and she, in return, cleverly inveigled them into the net ever spread for them. Some of the jewels were of considerable value, but they quickly found their way to one destination — the pawnbroker — and Uffy would always pocket the proceeds.

Through several years this had gone on. We worked together at Aix, Ostend, Homburg, Wiesbaden, Nice, and other places, always playing the cosmopolitan game, and always making a good profit from the pigeons we plucked. We were, I suppose, what the police descriptions said of us, sharpers of the keenest and most cunning kind. Certainly, taken all round, we played a clever game. Respectability was our chief regard. We always lived well, and never stooped to mean things. We would rather take weeks over a big coup than make a small one daily. The sharp, to be successful, must always inspire confidence, and this we constantly tried to do, for Uffy, Mrs. Bryden, and Bess, under various aliases of course, lived at the most expensive hotels, frequently hiring a smart motor-car for the season, while we, on our part, moved in a grade of cosmopolitan society one degree removed, and they, of course, played into our hands.

To-day it causes me a sharp prick of conscience to recall our adventures. Perhaps it is, however, necessary in this confession, in order to show to what a fine art we had brought the profession of swindling. One March day three years before, we had arrived together at the Hôtel de Russie in Rome when Uffy, in the course of his wanderings about the Eternal City, had his attention attracted by a fine antique diamond tiara — a portion of the family jewels of the Borghese — which was exhibited for sale behind the barred window of the Fratelli Sartori, the well-known jewellers in the Corso. That evening he returned, dined with us all, and afterwards we held secret counsel in Jacks room, Bess being also present.

As a result of this, Jack and I went down to the Café Colonna, where we found a clever Italian crook named Pazzi — or II Testone (the Fathead) as he was generally known in criminal circles in Italy. He had acted with us once before, and taking him for a stroll up the Via Tritone we explained Uffys plan, which for cunning and ingenuity was, I think, unique. At once he consented to assist us, and all six that night made preparations for a hurried flight from the Italian capital at the necessary moment.

Next day, shortly before noon, Mrs. Bryden and Bess drove up to Sartoris in a motor-car, and entering asked to be allowed to examine the tiara in question. One of the Sartori brothers was himself in the shop, and at once began to exhibit his treasures; whereupon Mrs. Bryden remarked that she was staying at the British Embassy, and that she scarcely liked to decide upon purchasing such an expensive ornament until her husband, who was confined to the house by illness, had seen it.

Besides, she added in French, a language which she spoke well, I see you have other tiaras — and that diamond collar there. My husband wishes to give me a present, therefore, I think perhaps he ought to choose. Would you mind if I took them up to the Embassy for him to see? Of course, she went on, you dont know me, and I am a foreigner, so you naturally desire some security. My daughter shall remain here until my return.

The jeweller, who had had many dealings with people at the Embassy, glanced at the pretty Bessie, and seeing how well-dressed and ladylike she was, at once swallowed the bait. He had, possibly, no objection to a quarter of an hours chat with the young English miss with the probable sale of the Borghese diamonds in view. So he at once assented, the jewels were packed and carried to the car, and Mrs. Bryden drove away with them.

Half an hour went past, during which time Bessie chatted affably with the jeweller, examining various rings and trinkets, when suddenly two men entered, glanced at the young English girl rather suspiciously and took the jeweller aside.

I believe, said one of the men, an Italian, that an Englishwoman called here a short time ago, representing herself as staying at the British Embassy. And you allowed her to take away some jewels?

That is so, signor, answered the jeweller.

Well, the man said, bluntly, that woman is a well-known adventuress — an English thief.

Dio! exclaimed Signor Sartori, utterly taken aback. Why, she has four hundred thousand francs worth of my diamonds — the Borghese tiara!

Oh, never fear, signor! responded the man. I am an agent of the Detective Department, and this gentleman here is an agent of the English police from London. We have just arrested the woman at the railway station. She has a daughter who assists her. Is that the girl? he asked, indicating Bessie, who was sitting in the shop looking at some rings and apparently unconscious of what was occurring.

Yes, signor. But only think how cleverly the woman contrived to get my property!

We must arrest the girl, responded the detective. You need not trouble over the diamonds. They are all at the Questura, and will be returned to you this afternoon, on the undertaking, of course, that you will produce them at the trial.

And so saying, the Italian police officer went up to Bessie and arrested her. A great scene followed between the detectives and the young English miss, but in the end she was hurried into a closed cab which was in waiting, and driven to the station — not the police station, but the railway station.

I need hardly say that the Italian detective was our friend Pazzi, and the man from Scotland Yard myself. Nor need I describe how we all of us moved swiftly from place to place during the fortnight that elapsed between our departure from the Eternal City and our arrival in Hamburg, where the stones were disposed of and sent to Amsterdam to be re-cut and altered out of all recognition.

It was a clean coup, and to this day still puzzles the police of Rome.


CHAPTER XXV.

CONCERNS A YOUNG ENGLISHMAN.
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THE PRIVATE GAMING-ROOM which we ran each winter at Nice, was one of the most successful ventures upon which we ever embarked, but its sudden termination was in a great measure due to one unfortunate and much-to-be-regretted circumstance.

In explaining it, I shall be compelled to expose the secret of my poor little Besss first love-affair — a tragic story which I suppose must be told, and may as well be related at first as at last.

One evening, while hovering about the public gaming-tables of the Municipal Casino at Nice — that veritable sink of iniquity only equalled by the rather more select salle at Monte Carlo, Bess made the acquaintance of the young Englishman, Harold Hayden. I recollect the incident quite well. Bess, in a gown of cream cloth, with a large black hat, had been placing francs upon the table and winning a little, when the young Englishman, attracted by her sweet, girlish face, spoke to her. No insult is intended by a man speaking to a woman at the gaming-table, for at Fortunes shrine all are equal, and all are united against the common enemy, the bank.

He made some casual observation to which she responded, and Jack and I watching, saw that she had caught a pigeon. Our first move was always to ascertain whether our intended victim was apparently in possession of funds; therefore, on the following day, when Bess met him again casually on the Promenade, Jack tracked him to his hotel, the Anglais, oh the Promenade, and soon found that he was well off, and that he had been playing at Monte Carlo and had won about six hundred pounds.

Bessie met him casually several times both in Nice and at Monte Carlo, introduced him to her father and mother, and Uffy invited him to dine with them up at the Riviera Palace, at Cimiez, where they were staying — a mode of procedure which we invariably adopted. We knew well that if young Hayden had won at Monte Carlo his eagerness to play would be increased. Therefore Uffy carefully approached the subject of roulette, and in course of conversation remarked that he knew of two Englishmen who were in possession of a remarkably successful system.

Instantly the young man swallowed the bait, and next evening found him in our snuggery in the Avenue de la Gare, being instructed in the so-called system upon our private table. We did not induce him to play for money. We never did at first. We allowed our victims a very long tether always — well knowing that human avarice must, in the long run, conquer their better judgment and prove their undoing.

We spent the evening together in our rooms, Bessie being present with her father, and Hayden invited us all to supper at the London House afterwards. He was delighted with the success of the system, for when he played it we had allowed him to win almost every time.

Like other men had done before him, he declared his intention of going to Monte Carlo and winning a big sum. He would, he said, play maximums every time.

But as he spoke, I watched Bess with her eyes upon him across the supper-table. In her gaze was a look that I failed to understand. I did not know then that she, whose heart had been so steeled by contact with the seamy side of life, had actually fallen in love with him.

To us, he was but a pigeon to be plucked — and nothing more. Truth to tell I found him a rather nice young fellow. About twenty-seven, he had, he told me, been a scholar of Pembroke, and had taken his degree with honours in Mods and Greats, four years before. He had recently started out to see Continental life, and was on his way down to Rome when we had met. It was apparent, first, that he was in possession of ample funds, and secondly, that he knew no one in Nice or Monte Carlo. Like every other young and inexperienced man the play at the rooms had fascinated him, and now that he was in possession of our system, and had actually tried it on our table with constant care, he was most eager to go over to Monte Carlo and play in real earnest.

It was this we wished to prevent; therefore, Bess was instructed to endeavour by every feminine wile to keep him in Nice. Hence day after day the pair met, and he took her for walks and drives, Mrs. Bryden being often of the party.

Bess urged him not to attempt play at the rooms, where the crowd and excitement always interfered with the proper execution of a system. Indeed, as she afterwards confessed to me, knowing well our intention, she urged him to leave the Riviera altogether. But he had become fascinated by her, just as others had been — just as I was at this moment. He refused to leave her, but was persuaded to try the system at our private table rather than amid «the heat and perfume of the rooms.

Slowly the bright spring days went by. Carnival was dying, and Hayden took Bessie to the last Battle of Flowers in a beautifully decorated carriage, which won a prize banner. For a time she succeeded in stifling the gambling fever within him, while we were merely biding our opportunity.

I often met him walking at Bessies side. They would stroll along the Promenade des Anglais in the morning, and afterwards take an aperatif at the Café de la Régence. Again in the afternoon they would sit under the trees in the Public Gardens and listen to the band, and at night he would dine with the Brydens at the Anglais, or with Jack and myself at a restaurant, look round the Casino afterwards, or perhaps go over for an hour or two to Monte Carlo. In a word, we did the usual round of Nice life — luncheon at the Reserve, tea at Vogardes or Rumpelmeyers, and dinner at the London House, the Grand, or one of the other newer restaurants.

All of us noticed, with regret, how deeply the pair had fallen in love with each other. Mrs. Bryden tactfully endeavoured to discover something of the young mans family, but without success. He never mentioned them, save to tell us one day that his people lived in Yorkshire. But persons one meets in travelling on the Continent are often reticent as to their exact identity. Many of them have cause to be. I, myself, have seen eminent social reformers, smug churchwardens, and even clergymen, staking their louis at the roulette-table. Again, is it not grim to see, as one often does, respectable English justices of the peace who, at home, fine boys for playing pitch and toss, and rebuke them severely, gambling with five-franc pieces themselves? But in the ease of a flannel suit and Panama hat at Monte Carlo, every sin seems forgiven by the great god Mammon.

Nearly three weeks had passed since Bess had first met and fallen in love with Harold Hayden. Both Uffy and Jack regarded her affection as a pardonable little piece of sentimentalism, but from the first I discerned that her attitude towards him had developed into more than a mere flirtation, while he, on his part, seemed entirely devoted to her.

One night, according to arrangement, Uffy and Bess, after he had dined with them, brought him round to our den, and we all began playing roulette for minimum stakes. The young man had expressed a wish to try the system again, and therefore we allowed him to do so. Jack held the bank and acted as croupier, while several of our accomplices were playing with varying success. We, of course, took good care that the young Englishman should invariably win while following his system, for we knew that our ultimate success would depend upon his cupidity.

Presently, feeling confident that the mode of play was a sound one, he acted just as we knew he would act — he offered to play for high stakes. At first, everybody hesitated, until Uffy came forward and declared himself ready to hold the bank.

I saw Bessie whisper in his ear, trying to dissuade him from playing, but he would not heed her. The maximum was fixed at two thousand five hundred francs — or one hundred pounds. Uffy handed in forty thousand francs in flash notes of the Bank of France, and I was asked to act as croupier.

I accepted this office with seeming reluctance, as I always did, while Jack crossed to the opposite side of the table and stood with his foot near the concealed electrical contact.

Play commenced, and with Bess standing at his side, young Hayden drew out a bulky pocket-book well filled with notes, and placed the maximum on the number 36, the colour, the transversale and the column. I set the wheel spinning and flicked the ivory ball around the ledge. Suddenly it lost its impetus, and fell with a click; and if you had watched the revolving table narrowly you would have noticed a curious but hardly perceptible slackening of its speed as the ball fell in the division marked 36.

He had won, and was promptly paid.

Following up the system, he backed 16 with the maximum, and likewise won. Then he went to 8, and lost. Then to zero and won. For half an hour he played, almost invariably winning, and being paid with those flash notes which had so often done duty in similar circumstances.

Suddenly, in his excitement, he suggested that the maximum be increased; whereupon Uffy laughingly offered, if he wished, to make it three hundred pounds. He was posing as the man of wealth — who did not believe in systems, and was of opinion that sooner or later all must fail.

Play recommenced, and the excitement increased. Bess stood there pale as death, knowing that the coup was now to be made, and yet not daring to speak, even to save from ruin the man she had grown to love.

As you may easily guess, the coup was made. In another half hour all our flash notes had been won back from the reckless youth, together with every penny he possessed — about four thousand pounds — which we afterwards learned he had that day drawn out of the bank with the intention of going over to Monte Carlo.

Time after time he played, but lost always. What chance, indeed, had he against that concealed wire in the leg of the table?

In order to impress him with our fairness I vacated my place as croupier, and allowed him to turn the fatal wheel himself, but always with the same result. He lost, and lost, and lost.

He, however, proved himself a thorough sportsman, for never once did he complain. He only set his teeth harder, his face went a trifle paler, and he shrugged his shoulders when at last he turned from the table, having lost his last note.

The system has broken me, was all he said, in a hard, unnatural tone, and then wishing us good-night he turned, and with a bitter smile at Bessie, who stood by, he went out and down the stairs.

What happened to him afterwards we never knew — for it was a mystery.


CHAPTER XXVI.

CONTAINS THE DEAD MANS STORY.
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LATER THAT EVENTFUL evening when young Harold Hayden, reckless in his inexperience, lost everything he possessed, we received word secretly that the police intended to raid our place. Therefore we took out the roulette-wheel with its electrical contrivance, packed it up, and made good our escape to Corsica, thence to Naples, and on to London. Mrs. Bryden and Bessie left by the night Rapide for Paris, while Uffy slipped over the frontier at Ventimiglia and hid in Turin.

Ten days afterwards, when we met in London, Bessie confessed to me that young Hayden had declared his love for her, and she was, therefore, surprised that he should seek to bring the police down upon us. For my own part I recollected the desperate look on the young mans face, and did not like it. I had seen that expression on mens faces before. Next day, on opening the Daily Telegraph, I found the mystery recorded there.

It appeared that the young man, on his return to the Anglais in utter despondency, told the waiter how he had played and lost everything at a private gaming house. He ordered a brandy-and-soda, and in a state of intense agitation, had gone out again just before midnight. The waiter, like many others in Nice hotels, was in the habit of giving information to the police, and tried to persuade him to remain quiet until the morning. He would not, however — declaring that he had an appointment to keep — and he went out.

At five oclock that morning the unfortunate young mans body was found lying in a lonely, narrow passage leading off from the Cagnes Road, about a mile out of Nice. He had been shot through the head, and the revolver was lying at his side.

From inquiries the police made in England the truth regarding him was now revealed. He was, it appeared, the son of a well-to-do merchant in Bradford, who, on his decease, had left him with about four thousand a year. For about three years he had lived quietly at a place called Mickley, near Ripon. But the gambling fever had seized him, and by degrees he had lost all his capital at racing and bridge, the end being that he had gone to the Riviera with the idea of studying the various systems at Monte Carlo, and then retrieve his lost fortune. His dream was like that of so many — and the ending also the same — fatal.

The police theory, of course, was that, utterly ruined, he had walked to the point where he had been found and there shot himself. They had, of course, raided our den next morning, but found that we had forestalled them. The Nice police are always reticent upon any cases of suicide through gambling, therefore very few additional facts were allowed to leak out to the Press.

Only when back in London, Bess, now grief-stricken and remorseful at the great blow that had fallen upon him and upon her, one evening told me something which set me thinking. She explained how the dead man had, when he declared his love for her, told her something about himself in confidence. His story was a strangely romantic one, and I scarcely knew whether to believe it as the truth, or whether to regard it simply as a fairy tale. — 

He had told her, it seems, that about three years before he had met a woman at Harrogate, and they loved each other very fondly, and had married. For family reasons, because she feared that certain objections might be raised, she had compelled him to keep their union secret, and they lived apart, she residing at home. She moved in a far higher grade of society than himself, but at the Melton Hunt Ball, to which he went, he unexpectedly encountered her, although he believed her to be visiting an aunt near Edinburgh. And, further, a friend of his pointed her out as the wife of another man!

That night, during the ball, he had sat out with her and charged her with bigamy; whereat she swore that she had never married, and that the lie had been told in an endeavour to set him against her. She declared it was not the truth, and even urged him to go and ask the man said to be her husband. The scene was a violent one, during which she expressed her regret that she had allied herself with a man who could not trust her, and so on. The end was what is the end of every scene between a pair in love with each other — she convinced him for the time that the whole affair was a calumny.

She had urged him to wait another six months before they divulged to her family the secret of their marriage, and it was in order to pass this period that he had gone to the Riviera. His firm idea was, however, that there was truth in the allegation that she had committed bigamy, and in those moments of his affection he told Bess frankly that it was this conviction which caused him to contemplate divorce, and likewise gave him freedom to regard her with thoughts of love.

Was it possible, she queried, that it was not, after all, a case of suicide, but of murder?

There were facts in favour of both theories. He might have taken his life on finding himself ruined; yet on the other hand, if the woman he had married had really committed bigamy, was there not a strong incentive for her to get rid of him?

The worst of it was he had concealed from her the names of persons and of places, which rendered the difficulty very great in our attempt to investigate his suspicions. The newspaper story regarding his antecedents was without doubt only partially correct; yet the fact remained that by Besss fascination he had been inveigled into our net, and we had gained some five thousand pounds of the unfortunate young fellows money.

The suggestion that he had met with his death by foul means puzzled me greatly. Perhaps Bess had only put it forward as a slight mitigation of her own culpability in enticing him to his ruin and death; but be that how it might, the frank, open-faced young fellow had died within an hour or so of leaving that upstairs room, where he had lost to us everything he possessed.

He had not intentionally given us away to the police, neither had he any suspicion that the game was unfairly in our favour. He had confided to the hotel-waiter in a moment of despair; and it was certainly a fortunate circumstance that we were warned in time to admit of escape, otherwise the result might have been awkward If he had won and had gone forth at night to some lonely spot, theory of robbery with violence might have been considered by the police; but being ruined, the idea of suicide was to them much more feasible.

Nevertheless, his assertion that he had an appointment was a detail which did not escape either Bess or myself. Her idea was that he did really have an appointment that night, and kept it; and that he was shot dead by an unerring hand and the revolver thrown down beside him. If he had contemplated suicide would he not have written some word to the woman whom he had married and who had betrayed him? Surely it was only natural.

But the romantic tragedy was inexplicable to us all — a mystery which for months we tried in vain to solve.

I had believed that Bess had loved him with such intensity that she could never again experience that true tenderness of heart which is pure affection. But I was mistaken. Though his ruin should be due to her, she nevertheless loved me — a man unworthy, it is true, but to whom the one thing wanting was the love of a woman.

You say she was an adventuress? I admit it freely. But she was the only woman I had ever really loved.

Yet as I walked on after leaving the hospital, I recollected her precarious condition and my own grave peril. Before me was there opened a vista of mystery, anxiety, and blank despair.


CHAPTER XXVII.

IN WHICH I AM IN PERIL.
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SUDDENLY — REALISING my own danger, walking openly in the London streets, I hailed a cab and drove to the unpretending little Hôtel de France, off Coventry Street, where I made inquiries of my friend the Italian porter regarding Mr. Martin Johnson.

He had not been there for the past three days, and yesterday his luggage had been removed to the Langham. This surprised me — for it is rather a high jump in the social scale from Arundel Street, Haymarket, to Portland Place. It showed, too, that he was playing some deep game of which we were in ignorance.

On I drove up Regent Street towards the Langham, but it only then occurred to me that not knowing under what alias he would register himself, I should be unable to find out whether he were still there, except by keeping watch upon the hotel. This, I decided, was far too risky a proceeding.

That Lord Charlie and Miles Jervoise were acting together, I was well aware; yet it seemed curious that while the latter lived openly at the Langham, the first-named was in hiding with the old fence of Page Street. Had some coup been brought off that had compelled The Hawk to escape from his snug nest in Arundel Street, and at the same time rendered it necessary for North-croft to go into concealment?

Two days earlier I had read in the papers of a very ingenious robbery of cheques and securities from a bank-clerk while on his walk through Bucklersbury. The chain which held the clerks wallet to his belt had been cut, the wallet snatched, and the man had disappeared like magic round the corner into the crowd in Cheapside. The bank authorities were, it seemed, very reticent regarding the affair, but it was believed that the negotiable securities thus stolen amounted to a large sum.

The manner in which the robbery had been accomplished, the neatness with which the chain had been severed, and the dexterity with which the wallet had been secured, showed plainly that the thieves — for there were more than one — were professionals. And knowing that Lord Charlie had twice before executed a similar manœuvre in the streets of Paris, I began to suspect that this was the reason of his present concealment.

I dearly wished that I could remain and watch The Hawks movements, but recollecting the warning of my well-beloved, I saw what serious risks I should ran were I to remain. I certainly could not take up quarters at the Langham, for I should be at once recognised either by the hotel people, who had probably been warned by the police, or else by The Hawk himself.

No. There was nothing to do but to obey Besss injunctions. And yet, by so doing, we should remain in ignorance of the movements of our foe.

Among all the criminals, blacklegs, and adventurers with whom I was acquainted — and they were, I regret to say, legion — there was not one whose cunning or ingenuity equalled that of The Hawk. He had a strong motive in tracking and denouncing us over the Nice affair, for he had quarrelled with Uffy, and he was aware of young Haydens ruin and untimely end; hence both Jack and I held him in fear, and more especially grave were my apprehensions on Besss account.

My love had refused to tell me who had attacked her. She had, even though our trust was mutual, steadily declined to tell me with whom she had had an appointment near the Mansion House, or to describe the events of that fateful night. Something prompted me to go over to Kennington to see Mrs. Bryden. Therefore I gave the cab-driver instructions, and we turned and retraced our way along Regent Street to Charing Cross, thence through Parliament Street over Westminster Bridge, past the hospital wherein lay my well-beloved, and along those broad, noisy, never-ending streets of South London, till we drew up before the door of that smoke-blackened house in Kennington.

Within, Uffys wife sat in the front parlour, grey and thoughtful. My presence was welcome, and she took my hand in silence. Then, after a moment, she said:

You know what has happened to poor Bess?

I replied in the affirmative, and, seating myself, endeavoured to learn from her all she knew regarding her daughters movements on that fateful night.

She will tell me nothing, was her mothers reply. All I know is that about half-past ten oclock, after receiving a note brought by a boy-messenger, she dressed herself and went out. I remonstrated with her for going out alone at that hour, but she only laughed, and declared that she was perfectly well able to take care of herself.

Her last words were, I dont know when Ill be back. But dont worry about me, mother. The next I heard was from the police, who told me she was in St. Thomass Hospital.

And have you no idea whom she met?

None. I merely suspect.

That it was Jervoise? I suggested.

She shook her head.

No; I think not, was her reply. Had he been the man who had attacked her she would undoubtedly have made a statement to the police. Then the calm, middle-aged woman added: You know, Mr. Holmes, that my poor daughter has your interests at heart. To have given Miles Jervoise into the hands of the police would have been in those interests, wouldnt it?

Most certainly.

Then we may at once dismiss the theory that she met Miles Jervoise.

But whom did she meet?

Ah! She refuses to say. For my own part, I believe that she kept an appointment with some man of whom we have no knowledge. Of late she has received several notes brought by messengers, and has replied to them, at the same time refusing me any information regarding her correspondent — except once when she told me that he was a gentleman.

Instantly a wild jealousy consumed me. Was it possible that she had been carrying on a clandestine correspondence, and that it had now culminated in the present tragic circumstance?

I continued to discuss the affair, and at the same. time closely questioned Mrs. Bryden regarding Bessies movements and actions during the past week. She was perfectly frank with me, as she always had been, and told me in confidence that her daughters actions had in many ways been puzzling.

Theres some mystery somewhere. Of that Im convinced, she said.

Theres a good deal of mystery, I declared; mystery has succeeded mystery ever since poor Haydens unfortunate death.

Ah! she sighed. Poor lad! That was a terrible affair, Mr. Holmes! Bess will never forgive herself — never. She loved him.

I was silent for a few moments.

Yes, Mrs. Bryden, I responded at last, with a sigh. She was fond of him. But surely the tragedy was not her fault! The poor young fellow had certainly met with ill-luck, both as regards his marriage and in his play. Yet, somehow, I cant see that he had any strong motive for committing suicide.

He was ruined, said the adventurers wife. They say he hadnt a sovereign left.

Thats so, I admitted. But you should recollect that at the inquiry the doctors differed as to whether the wound had been self-inflicted. Dont you recollect how one of the detectives gave it as his opinion that from the mark in the dust where the revolver fell, it had been thrown towards the body, and not from it? To my mind that was conclusive evidence that it was a case of murder.

Mrs. Bryden shook her head dubiously.

You must recollect also, I added, that Nice is a health resort kept up by the English and, therefore, the police never admit that an Englishman has been murdered if they can help it. No. I feel still, as I have felt all along, that Bess was not responsible for young Haydens death, but that the Unfortunate fellow was enticed to that lonely spot and murdered, with some motive that is, at present, a profound mystery.

But Besss mother, seated calm and silent in her chair near the window, was only half convinced. She was, indeed, a different woman from what she had been in the early days of our acquaintance. One would scarcely have recognised in that grey-haired, lonely woman in plain black, the smart, alert, elegantly-dressed adventuress who had so cleverly carried off the Borghese tiara, and who, among other things, had induced the Jew banker, Meyher, of Berlin, to advance her seventy thousand marks upon worthless securities. Her days were over, she often told me. Her beauty had faded, and she therefore left matters to Uffy and to Bess.

Although she never spoke of it, I had suspected once or twice that she had grown just as tired of the life as I had done — as Bessie had done — and that she even delighted in the peace of the Kennington Road in preference to the glitter of that gay life on the Continent, which had been hers through so many years.

Although she had been an adventuress of the very first water, ever since her love escapade, when she had run away from her fathers rectory in a Warwickshire village, yet there had still remained within her a conscientious knowledge of right which had caused her to impart higher principles to her daughter. It was, I knew, only of necessity that she had ever consented to her unscrupulous husband using Bess as his decoy, and now, existing upon our charity, the pinch of poverty had drawn mother and daughter closer together — the mother full of silent self-reproach, the daughter filled with bitter regret of the past, mingled with hope for the future and a new-born passion.

Yet would our hopes ever be realised? I recollected what a long time the nurse had allowed me to talk with her; I remembered the ominous words of that grave-faced woman; I saw before me that wan, wistful countenance, and then I felt convinced that my love was only a dream — a sweet phantasy of the night that must vanish with the dawn.


CHAPTER XXVIII.

THE HAWKS QUEER GAME.
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THE FOLLOWING DAY found me still lingering in London.

My first thought after leaving Mrs. Bryden was to escape to that asylum whither Jack Saltoun had already gone: Jim Daniels farm in the centre of that far-off Northumberland moor. But notwithstanding the risks I ran, there were two things which induced me to remain in peril yet another twenty-four hours, namely, a desire to know how my love progressed, and secondly, to ascertain, if possible, The Hawks intentions. With these two objects in view therefore, I spent the night at a certain private hotel in Stamford Street, Blackfriars, which has three exits, and is much used by persons who are wanted by the police; and early next morning I called at the hospital, only to learn that, my poor darling was not yet out of danger.

I did not see her, fearing lest my disobedience might pain her. But the nurse was still grave, and as her words lacked hope I knew that her manner only reflected the opinion of the doctors that the wound must eventually prove fatal.

I cannot here describe my feelings as I turned away with bursting heart from the woman in the cool-looking cotton dress, and with a word of thanks to her walked blindly out of that great house of suffering. My wearied heart was torn by a thousand conflicting emotions; my brain was awhirl with anxiety and despair, and all the ghosts of my unenviable past were marshalled before me like the phantoms of a nightmare.

At Charing Cross I had found a telegram from Jack, despatched from Knowes Gate Station, on the North British Railway, telling me that he was already safe with Jim Daniel, and urging me to join him — taking every precaution, of course, that I was not followed. In reply, I had sent him a wire explaining that up to the present I was safe, but having an urgent matter in hand I did not intend at present to travel north. Then, at risk of arrest, I went on to the Langham, bent upon watching for The Hawks exit, and following him whither he went.

To every large hotel in London there is attached a private detective, usually a pensioner from Scotland Yard, whose duty it is to keep an eye on arrivals and departures, watch that no luggage is surreptitiously removed before the bills are paid, and make himself acquainted as much as possible with the business and social standing of the visitors. Such men are recruited from the smartest of the old hands of the Criminal Investigation Department, in whose interests they still continue to work. To them the Police Gazette is sent regularly, and to most of them photographs of suspicious persons and persons wanted are regularly furnished. This accounts for the many arrests made of persons who, committing a crime in the country or abroad, dash to London, and foolishly believe themselves safe under an assumed name at one of the big hotels. As soon as they enter their description is noted — for the detective may be in the guise of the gold-braided porter who takes up the luggage — and a telephone message is sent across to Scotland Yard. Then the suspected person when in the hotel is watched by the hotel detective, and when outside by the men from Scotland Yard sent for that purpose, and as soon as identity is established an arrest follows — always outside the hotel, be it noted, for it is undesirable for an hotel that it should appear in the papers that an arrest was made within its walls.

Now I chanced to know the private detective at the Langham very well by sight, and I felt sure he would have my description, and, like all the others, be on the alert, a fact which rendered the act of loitering about Portland Place doubly dangerous. Nevertheless, I managed to preserve a cool head, just as I had so often done in the hour of greatest danger. Hesitancy and nervousness are at once the undoing of the adventurer, just as carelessness is. My long training as a cosmopolitan sharper had taught me to neglect no detail, and at the same time remain ever wary against the possibility of direction.

Until nearly noon I loitered up and down Langham Place, now and then passing around the hotel through Chandos Street and Portland Place, but always exercising the greatest caution not to attract the notice of the detective in the hall of the hotel. After three long hours of weary watching my vigilance was rewarded, for, while passing the corner of Margaret Street, I saw, approaching from the hotel on the opposite side of the way, two well-dressed men — Miles Jervoise and his valet. Both wore the shiniest of silk hats, well-cut morning coats, patent-leather boots, and grey suede gloves. Whatever was their game, they were dressed as gentlemen.

Both walked jauntily, with an easy, careless air, chatting affably and perfectly unconscious that I had encountered them.

The Hawks eyes were everywhere; therefore I passed on for some distance, crossed the road, and hastened after them so as to keep them well in sight. Their first call was at a fashionable tailors in Conduit Street — a man from whom I had once or twice had clothes — and after having fitted on some garments, they continued their way through Bruton Street into Berkeley Square.

Here their movements were puzzling. They crossed the Square, and, strolling up Charles Street a short distance, halted in a brief consultation, after which Jervoise remained sauntering along the street, while the pseudo-Italian Count returned into the Square and ascended the steps of Number 74, the house of Mr. Nigel Clemenger.

While he stood awaiting the opening of the door I noticed that he was not at all at his ease. His hand was in the breast of his waistcoat; and I wondered whether he held there something concealed.

Presently a thin-faced manservant in livery opened the door and admitted him. Then the door closed, and I passed backwards and forwards by the railings enclosing the dusty garden opposite, awaiting his reappearance.

I think it must have been about ten minutes later when the door opened quickly and he left the house. The door was not closed again, but left ajar — as though he had escaped unknown to the servants, and had feared to attract their attention by slamming it. Swiftly he sprang down the steps, crossed the Square like a flash, and, hurrying along Charles Street, rejoined his companion.

A word to him, and the pair, evidently anxious to escape, hurried through Queen Street into Curzon Street, where they hailed a taxi and drove away.

Something untoward had occurred, but of its nature I had no idea. I would have returned to the house in Berkeley Square and pointed out to the servants that the door had been left ajar, only, seeing the hurried flight of the pair, I decided that my first duty was to follow them.

And with that object I hailed another cab and drove rapidly in the direction they had taken.


CHAPTER XXIX.

THE TEA-SHOP IN FENCHURCH STREET.
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I WAS NOT unmindful of the fact, as no doubt you are not, that Lady Clare Clemenger had met The Hawk clandestinely at that obscure hotel, and had been introduced to the false count as Miss Clemenger. Neither had I forgotten her confession to Jervoise of her willingness to free herself of some mysterious tie — possibly the marriage bond. At least, so it had occurred to me.

There was mystery in her attempt to leave the country by the Hermione, and in her flight on being thwarted. Why, I wondered, had the Italian gone to her house and left again in such breathless haste? The whole thing was inexplicable — although the open manner in which Jervoise was living at the Langham was somewhat extraordinary.

The drive was longer than I expected, for the destination of the pair proved to be a house in Wenlock Street, a turning off the New North Road. At the corner of the thoroughfare they dismissed their conveyance and entered a small, dingy-looking house, which was probably a retreat of a similar character to the old fences in Page Street and Daddy Jacobss in Manchester.

Following their example I also dismissed my cab, and then waited in patience, keeping observation upon the house where they had entered. On surveying the surrounding streets I found that at the back of Wenlock Street ran another thoroughfare called Herbert Street, which also joined the New North Road. Now the houses of most fences have an entrance and an exit. Therefore I began to wonder whether The Hawk and his accomplice would not emerge through one of the houses in Herbert Street, in order to avoid any possible chance of being followed. That Jervoise was possessed of a cunning that was really marvellous had many times been illustrated, and sure enough my surmise proved correct, for after I had waited there a little over an hour I suddenly caught sight of a thin, rather poorly-attired man in a grey tweed suit coming up Herbert Street towards where I stood in the main road.

At first I failed to recognise him as the smartly-dressed man who had entered the house in Wenlock Street, so well was he disguised. His face was grey and haggard, his cheeks seemed sunken, and his tall figure so spare that his clothes seemed to hang upon him; he was bent as though by premature old age.

So perfectly had he altered his appearance that, as an adventurer myself, I could not help expressing an inward admiration of its artistic merit.

Indeed, so utterly had his personality become effaced that he was close upon me before I realised the truth, and I very nearly came face to face with him. Had I done so he would undoubtedly have recognised me. Apparently he had parted company with the Italian, who remained behind in the house, and was now bent upon escape — for he certainly could not be returning to the Langham in that guise.

Instead of hailing a cab, he jumped upon a passing tram in the New North Road, and rode in it as far as Moorgate Street Station; thence taking the Underground Railway to Aldgate and walking along to Fenchurch Street he entered an Aerated Bread shop.

At that hour, half-past two oclock, there were but few people at the little marble tables, for the luncheon rush was over, and the City clerks and others were not yet ready for their tea and scones. As I passed the window I noticed him sitting alone at a table in the far corner with a cup of tea and some cake before him, pretending to read a newspaper, but with his keen eyes upon the door in eager expectancy.

That he was keeping some appointment was apparent, but although he waited there nearly an hour and a half, being compelled to consume several cups of tea in order not to attract the undue notice of the waitresses, no one met him. The person with whom he had the appointment failed to turn up.

While loitering wearily up and down, my mind was steadily at work. I must outwit this enemy of ours — of Besss and mine. But how?

Already I was fagged out by those hours of eager watching, ever since nine oclock in the morning. Certainly I had witnessed some curious actions, circumstances which doubled the mystery surrounding the motive of The Hawks presence in London. That he intended to undo us was clear, but both Jack and I meant to fight him with his own weapons — to the death.

Again I repassed the tea-shop window, and as I did so noticed Jervoise bending over the table.

This action awakened a new thought within me, and I strolled along to a small fruiterers a few doors away, and purchased a penny lemon.

It strikes you as a curious thing to buy at that moment, I know. But I had an idea that it might be useful to me within the next half-hour.

About twenty minutes later he rose, unable to remain patient any longer. I watched him pay at the cash-desk, and emerge into the bustle of Fenchurch Street, where he stood in puzzled uncertainty for a few moments. Then he moved leisurely on in the direction of Lombard Street.

The instant he had turned his back I took a bold step — for I entered the tea-shop, walked swiftly up to the table where he had sat, and taking up the knife he had used cut my lemon in half.

Then pushing the tea-cup and plate aside, I quickly rubbed the half-lemon across the marble surface of the table.

Yes, as I had guessed, a secret message had been written there, for slowly, under the action of the acid of the lemon, some pale brown writing in a scrawly hand became visible. That table was a rendezvous, and upon it words had been written with the same secret ink which I myself had had occasion to use on the tables of Continental cafés more than once.

The message is written with a fountain pen filled with colourless liquid, like water, which dries at once and leaves no trace upon the marble. To the person who sits afterwards at the table there is nothing to see, and only by the application of lemon juice can the writing be resuscitated.

In every large town certain marble-topped tables at certain cafés serve constantly as the secret communication between criminals, yet even the waiters are utterly unaware of it. In several of the popular restaurants in London I know of tables upon which messages are daily written, and many a criminal has received warning, or exchanged confidences with his accomplices by that means. The police are for ever trying to discover the exact table, but the evil-doers are constantly changing their trysting-places, and so manage to defy detection.

The neat waitress approached me to take my order, but I had no time to bandy words with her. She was surprised at seeing me rub the lemon upon the table, but I handed her sixpence, and telling her that a friend had left a message there for me, induced her to remain silent, watching in wonderment the slow development of the hastily-scribbled words which gradually became visible, like a photographic negative.

Do you recollect who occupied this table before the gentleman who has just gone out? I asked eagerly of the girl.

A lady, sir. Rather fashionably dressed, and quite a lady.

She gave you a good tip, I expect?

The girl simpered, and replied:

She sat here for an hour over a cup of tea, and gave me half a crown, saying that she was waiting for some one.

What was she like? How was she dressed?

The waitress gave me a rather accurate description, adding that she wore a navy serge dress and a brooch of diamonds shaped like two hearts entwined upon a background of emerald-green enamel.

The latter was sufficient to tell me the truth. Lady Clare Clemenger had waited there an hour for Jervoise, but her patience had been exhausted. Unaware that he had just missed her, he had written her a message.

The words now standing out, brown yet distinct, read:

All finished. Return to the country and wait. Bess dare not say a word. You have a surprise in store, but remain silent. Will write you at Norman Cross, if necessary. I am effaced. — M.


CHAPTER XXX.

HOW I MET HETTY SHARPE.
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THE INSTANT I had deciphered the secret message upon the marble, I rushed out of the shop and dashed as quickly as my legs could carry me through the hustling throng in Fenchurch Street and on into Lombard Street, where I again came up behind him.

Some deep, mysterious motive was in that meeting between Nigel Clemengers wife and the man known as The Hawk. What it was, however, I could not conceive.

He walked forward hurriedly, and not with that shifty uneasiness of a man who desired to avoid detection. Quite confident of his disguise he turned into an hotel bar in Cornhill, and idled a quarter of an hour over a glass of punch. Then he took a cab back to Wenlock Street, changed his attire, and returned again to the Langham in the dress of a gentleman.

This was at half-past five in the afternoon, and after seeing him safely to his hotel I recrossed London to Mrs. Brydens at Kennington, in order to learn the latest regarding Bessies condition. I found Uffys wife still with her bonnet on, having just returned from the hospital.

My poor girl is just about the same, she told me, in answer to my eager inquiry. Still hovering between life and death. The doctor came and saw her while I was at her bedside, and I could not fail to notice how very anxious he was. Ive promised to go back again at ten to-night. I sighed in silence. My thoughts were too full for mere words.

She still refuses to make a statement, I suppose? I asked.

Yes. A detective came to her again to-day, but she will say nothing. I wonder whether it is fear that prevents her?

The haggard, elderly woman in rusty black looked at me, as though endeavouring to read my thoughts — as though she were in possession of a clue to the motive of her daughters silence.

I dont know, I answered. It may be. And then a silence again fell between us.

My poor child is always talking of you, Mr. Holmes, she said, presently. She is in dread lest you should fall into the hands of the police for the Hermione affair. A dozen times she asked me whether I thought you had got away safely to the north again.

I intend to go, was my reply. But you had better tell her that I am quite safe, and urge her not to be anxious on my account. Misfortune may come to any of us — just as it has come to her.

This afternoon she mentioned the name of Clemenger. Have you ever heard that name before?

Clemenger! I ejaculated. What were the words she used? Tell me exactly.

Well, she had been lying in silence for nearly half an hour, her eyes fixed upon the ceiling, thinking deeply. Then, all of a sudden, her hands clenched, she set her teeth tightly, and drew a long breath, saying to herself: Ah, if he only knew — if he knew Nigel Clemenger. It seemed such a strange remark, and I wondered if she referred to you.

Well?

I asked her — but she only smiled, and told me that she had spoken to herself, and that it was a matter that concerned no one but her.

I felt convinced, however, that her wish was directed towards myself, for I recollected how she had once suggested that I should call and see Lady Clare, and then, after reconsideration, had told me to postpone my visit.

I had refrained from calling at Berkeley Square for one very good reason. Her ladyship was acting in concert with Miles Jervoise, and therefore could not be my friend. Truth to tell, I had feared to reveal myself to them, knowing, as I did, the intention of The Hawk, and the merciless revenge which he could call down upon us.



The attempted meeting at the tea-shop in Fenchurch Street showed that the pair were still in association, and The Hawks careful disguise and the call which the Italian had made at her house were two facts which went to prove that the game being played was not altogether a straight one.

For about half an hour I remained with Mrs. Bryden; then, on leaving her I had a chop at the grill-room beneath the Grand Hotel — a favourite resort of Jacks — and afterwards returned to Berkeley Square. I wanted to examine the exterior of the house, and to make myself acquainted with its position and the manner in which entrance might be gained there — if necessary.

It was a fine, old-fashioned mansion, differing little from its neighbours, save that it had recently been repainted and the smoke-stained brickwork repointed. The double doors were dark red, with large, shining handles; the old-fashioned iron railings were high and painted green, while on each side of the steps which led to the front door was a pair of extinguishers used by the linkmen in the old Georgian days of wigs, patches, and sedan-chairs.

I passed and repassed it several times in the darkness, for the summer dusk had deepened into night, as it does so quickly in London, the lamps were alight in the Square, and the shutters were already closed. From the basement sounds of servants gossip and laughter reached me where I stood, and as I waited the postman came, dropped several letters into the box, gave his loud rat-tat, and was gone again almost instantly.

Loitering there, I spent an hour in taking in every detail of the exterior. Somehow I had a vague feeling that within that house was a clue to the mystery which held its mistress to such a man as Miles Jervoise, and that there I should also learn the truth regarding the dastardly attack upon the woman I loved. Have you ever experienced a similar attraction towards some spot — a strong fascination from which it is impossible to escape, but which afterwards proves the turning-point of some serious circumstance? This same feeling I had only experienced once or twice in my life, but on each occasion my actions have been directed for my own benefit by some unseen influence utterly inexplicable.

So I lingered on, wondering and yet wondering. At length the door in the basement opened, and up the steps came a rather good-looking young woman in black, who, from the manner in which she was drawing on her gloves and settling her veil, I at once saw was one of the maids, starting on her evening out.

She passed close to me, and as she did so looked inquiringly into my face, surprised I suppose to find me strolling up and down. Her look gave me an opportunity of speaking; but at first she was shy, and refused to answer.

It is too near the house — eh? I laughed. Well, I shall go on and meet you at the corner, round to the right. Ive been wanting to meet you for such a long time. You wont disappoint me, will you?

Her dark eyes had a mischievous look in them, and as she laughed I knew that my efforts at persuasion were effectual. Therefore, I hurried forward round the corner, where to my delight she joined me.

As soon as she was out of sight of the house her tongue became unloosened, and as we strolled down to Piccadilly, she, in response to my diplomatic question, told me that she was her ladyships maid, while I, in turn, explained that I was an hotel proprietor in Hampstead. She was a bright, intelligent Dorsetshire girl. Her name was Hetty Sharpe, and she was the daughter of one of Lord Lyddingtons tenants on his Dorsetshire estate.

She possessed all the airs and graces of her class, and noticing this, I quickly set myself to worm into her confidence. I told her a perfectly fictitious story of having passed her in Berkeley Square a fortnight before, and on inquiry of one of her fellow-servants had discovered that she would be out for a walk that evening. Therefore I had waited for her.

This, of course, flattered her. She had intentions of going to see some friends over at Hoxton: but so cheerful did I make my company that within half an hour I had induced her to let me take her to the London Pavilion, and she sat beside me in the stalls attracted and delighted. To girls of her class the chance-met acquaintance is always an adventure. There is a savour of the forbidden about it; and even to the woman higher in the social scale the forbidden is always attractive.

She had to be back at eleven, or the housekeeper would grumble, she said; therefore at ten we left the theatre and I took her to supper at a neighbouring restaurant, which, strange to say, was close by that small hotel where her mistress had met Miles Jervoise.

By this time we had grown confidential. I concocted a neat story about myself, and made her believe that her face and manner had attracted me; and she, giddy young woman that she was, seemed nothing loth to tell me facts concerning her master and mistress.

Her ladyship is away, is she not? I asked, presently, bending to her across the table.

Yes; shes been away for several days. She and her father, the Earl, have gone abroad; but from what Martin, the butler, tells me, it seems that the yacht they were to sail on turned out to be a perfect fraud. So they didnt travel by it. They went to Paris instead.

Then her ladyship is in Paris? I said, somewhat surprised.

In Paris, I believe.

Is she good to you?

Oh, very! she replied. A kinder and more thoughtful mistress no one could possibly have. The great pity is that she doesnt get on with Mr. Clemenger.

Why?

She smiled and looked a trifle confused. At first she did not seem inclined to give away purely family secrets.

Every one believes them to be so very happy, I went on.

Ah! They dont know, she responded at last. If they only had the least idea of how my poor lady is neglected by her husband, they would form a very different conclusion and pity her.

But whats the reason of this neglect? I inquired. Surely Lady Clare is one of the prettiest and most charming women in London?

Ah! she said, the reason is a mystery — a great mystery.


CHAPTER XXXI.

SOMETHING ABOUT THE CLEMENGERS.
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MR. CLEMENGER DOES not love her, I suppose. It was, perhaps, like so many other marriages, one of convenience?

Perhaps so, she answered in a low, confidential tone. Of course, attending her ladyship as I do, I sometimes overhear some strange conversations — words that set me thinking and wondering.

About what?

She looked at me quickly, as though half fearing to betray any confidence to me. Then, as though suddenly reassured, she said, with a smile:

Well, I really ought not to tell you anything, you know. But of late it has occurred to me that Mr. Clemenger is somehow afraid of her ladyship. Once, when I was in her ladyships dressing-room, which adjoins her bedroom, I overheard her threaten him.

How? I asked, instantly on the alert.

She declared that if she uttered a single word it would be sufficient to ruin him; and that if he did not obey her she would have no hesitation in doing so.

And what was his reply?

Oh, he curled up at once! the girl laughed. The master can be very hard when anything puts him out, but as a rule her ladyship can twist him round her little finger, as the saying is.

Then you believe that she is in possession of some secret concerning her husband?

I think so, was her reply. As far as I can gather it concerns his business methods — some shady transaction or other by which a great many innocent persons were ruined. At least thats what I heard in the housekeepers room the other night. But, anyhow, she holds the reins.

Wheres Mr. Clemenger now?

Oh, hes at home! Her ladyship is not very often at Berkeley Square, you know. Im frequently with her, travelling, staying at country houses, or else at Lord Lyddingtons, either in Mount Street or down in Dorsetshire. She prefers the company of her father, the old Earl, to that of her husband. And really I dont wonder. Mr. Clemenger is a dreadful bore. Even when shes with him at home, he only sees her just while theyre at dinner. The remainder of the day he passes at his club, or at the House, or else shut up in his upstairs study, poring over his books and papers. No one is allowed in his room, not even Barker, the valet.

A bit of a recluse, then? I remarked. Ive heard a lot about Mr. Clemenger, but I had no idea he was such a studious man.

Oh, yes! Why, Ive known him to go weeks without seeing any one but Barker. For instance, just now he never leaves his study, and hasnt been seen by any of us for days. Barker carries up his food, and he takes it in at the door, for he will allow no one to cross the threshold. He has a small bedroom leading out of the study.

I wonder what he does inside?

The servants declare that he makes some experiments with chemicals — because once or twice horrible smells have come from beneath the door and filled the house. For my own part, I believe hes perfecting some invention or other for one of the companies with which hes connected.

Then he and Lady Clare live quite apart, even when at home?

Oh, entirely! Towards the world they are most affectionate when outside their own house. But, the girl added frankly, I believe her ladyship positively loathes him.

And you share in the loathing? I laughed. Yes, because I know how shamefully he neglects her — and he only a commoner after all.

But when she travels about doesnt he know where she is? For instance, doesnt he know his wifes present whereabouts?

No, he has no idea of it — and I suppose doesnt care.

Ah, a very pleasant menage, I should fancy!

Oh, delightful, I can assure you! answered the girl, laughing. If it were not for Lady Clare Id leave to-morrow. The Duchess of Lancaster offered to take me into her service only a fortnight ago, but I would not leave my young mistress, who has been so very kind to me and my family.

Ive heard, of course, like every one else in London, about Lady Clare and her husband, but what youve told me is very interesting.

But you wont tell any one, will you? she urged, quite forgetful that she had placed confidence in an absolute stranger.

Of course not, I replied. You may trust me entirely. Then, after a pause, I added: Oh, by the way, I met the other day a young Italian gentleman who said he knew Lady Clare! I forget the name: Count Leon — something.

Oh, Count Leonelli! Of course I know him. Hes very nice, and has of late been very friendly with her ladyship. He called at Lord Lyddingtons several times, and took her out to the Carlton to dine, and a theatre afterwards. She told me, on her return, that the Count was a most delightful companion, a trifle too polite, perhaps — like all Italians.

Where did they first meet? I asked, wondering how much this chattering, dark-eyed maid knew.

I believe it was at the Duchess of Lancasters garden party down at Ascot, about a fortnight ago, and hes been her chevalier ever since. She calls him her pet dog — behind his back, of course — on account of his bulldog nose.

All this was most interesting, and showed that there was a good deal more in progress than I was aware.

I had no idea that the Count was such an intimate friend, I remarked, in order to allow her opportunity to gossip on. Fortunately, by ingenious flattery, I had obtained her good graces, therefore her tongue had become entirely unloosened, and like all maids, she did not spare criticism even upon the mistress who had been so kind to her. Ladies maids are all alike. A little flattery, a little judicious declaration of confidence, and perhaps a little tip, and secret family history at once becomes public property. A deaf-mute maid would be a treasure indeed to any woman.

And yet half the women who have maids take them entirely into their confidence.

Does the Count know of Lady Clares absence? I inquired, recollecting how he had called at the house and suddenly let himself out again.

I think so, was the young womans reply. She made no comment upon his call that day, therefore I felt sure that she was in ignorance of it.

Theres another friend of mine whom I believe is acquainted with her ladyship — a Mr. Jervoise.

Jervoise! she repeated, glancing quickly at me. I dont recollect hearing that name. But, of course, her ladyship knows a great many people who are unknown to me.

Somehow I doubted those words of hers. Mention of The Hawks name had, I was convinced, caused her a start of surprise. She concealed her dismay very well, but that short pause in her reply, the sharp glance she gave me, and the half-opened mouth as she repeated the name of Jervoise, caused me to suspect.

Hes a tall, clean-shaven, middle-aged man, I said. Rather courtly in manner, and has a curious slouching walk.

But she shook her head blankly, and declared that she was unacquainted with any one answering to that description.

As regards the false Count, however, she was very communicative. She told me that as far as she was aware the young Italian had never met her ladyships husband. Her friendship with him was evidently in secret, and yet known to her father, Lord Lyddington, at whose house the young man had dined on two occasions.

What, I wondered, could be the reason of that appointment with The Hawk in the Fenchurch Street tea-shop? That some deep and ingenious scheme of his was in progress was absolutely certain. She had endeavoured to escape the country as a tourist on a pleasure cruise, but being prevented had returned to London in secret, and apparently fearing detection had gone to that shop with the purpose of exchanging confidences with him.

The invisible message he had written was interesting. Apparently she was in hiding at some place called Norman Cross — wherever that was situated.

Hetty Sharpe finished her supper, but continued her description of the domestic infelicity of the Clemenger household, and her eulogy of her mistress. The latter was lost upon me. Her ladyships active association with such a man as The Hawk was quite sufficient for me.

When she had concluded, and I had gathered from her a quantity of information, I took her back in a cab to Berkeley Square. We alighted at the corner, and with her I walked towards the house.

Look! she exclaimed, pointing to one of the windows on the top floor, where a light was burning within the room. Thats Mr. Clemengers study — the place where no one is allowed to enter. He cleans it and dusts it all himself. Hes living up there now; and nobody ever sees him. But there — hes so eccentric and funny that one never knows what hell do, or what he wont do. Good-night! And she extended her hand.

Good-night, Miss Sharpe, I responded; and expressing a hope that we might meet again when next she had an evening out, I turned and left her while she descended the area steps to the tradesmens entrance.

I looked up again at the lighted window, and as I did so a shadow crossed the dark holland blind. Her ladyships husband was still astir.


CHAPTER XXXII.

DESCRIBES A MIDNIGHT VIGIL.
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THAT NIGHT I still remained in London, in order to obtain further news of Bess. What the pert maid had told me rendered the enigma more inexplicable. I quite understood the motive which had actuated The Hawk to follow Jack, Bessie and myself to England, a motive not unconnected with the unfortunate death of poor young Harold Hayden. Yet I could not understand what deep game was being played by Lord Lyddingtons daughter. Suspicious that the attack upon Bessie was the outcome of The Hawks vengeance, I yet had no positive proof of it. Bessies disinclination to talk was a curious feature of the affair. Nevertheless, the knowledge of her love for me bore me up against the stress of circumstances, for my thoughts, even in those hours of anxiety and concern, were always of her. A strong eagerness had seized me to lead a better life, and I knew that only she could direct me along the right path. All my life my conscience had been dead to the principles of honesty, until now she had led me to examine myself and to discover what a rank fraud I really was.

I had heard from the pulpit that there was always a spark of good left in every man, even though he be a condemned murderer. But I had scoffed at such assertion until now, when I had, to my own surprise, discovered that I possessed in my own heart a desire for reform that I had believed was lost to me for ever. So absurd did the idea of becoming an honest man appear that I feared to tell Jack, or indeed any other of my friends, lest they should hold me up to ridicule.

Next morning, in deep anxiety I inquired of the hall-porter at St. Thomass Hospital, and was told that Bess had passed an easier night, and was no worse. Then, as I returned across Westminster Bridge, I resolved more than ever to give up my evil ways.

I would at that moment have walked into a police station, and given myself up for punishment for the Hermione fraud. It was, I knew, the proper manner in which I ought to expiate my sins against society. Yet within myself I argued whether the mere fact of five years in prison would render my desire to become honest any the more keen. I had a long struggle within myself upon this point, and arrived at the conclusion that it would not. I felt that I ought to be at liberty, to assist and protect the helpless woman who had acknowledged her great love for me.

Therefore, I walked on, putting aside all contemplation of surrender.

Lady Clare, if she were in London at a time when every one else who was anybody was out of town would probably be living at her fathers house; and, therefore, through the whole day I watched the place. The blinds were drawn, like those of most of the West End mansions, but knowing her ladyship as I did, I was aware that if she wished to conceal the fact that she was in town the drawing of the blinds was the best way by which to do it.

From eleven that morning till eight in the evening I waited there, but without result. Indeed, the going and coming of the upper servants left in charge was ample proof that neither the Earl nor his daughter were at home. Therefore, after a fagging and tedious day in the heat and dust of the London street, I turned away and took some refreshment in an obscure public-house in the vicinity, for I feared to enter any of the larger restaurants. I longed for a Manhattan cocktail at the Criterion, but hesitated to go there, for a detective is constantly lurking in that neighbourhood. Piccadilly Circus is one of the recognised points of Scotland Yard.

About nine oclock I alighted from a cab at Blackfriars Station, and sauntering up Queen Victoria Street succeeded in examining the hoarding where the messages had been written. Fresh bills had been posted over the others only a few hours before, for the paste was still damp, and no dots had yet been placed under any of the letters. It struck me that these messages must be written by night — for the street lamp shone brightly upon the hoarding in question. Therefore I decided to employ an hour or two in loitering there and watching.

After a hurried meal in a small restaurant I went out about eleven to commence my vigil. To loiter in a city street all night is extremely difficult for two reasons: because the thoroughfares are entirely deserted, and because the city police are so numerous and so vigilant. Beyond the city of London boundary there is life and movement the whole night through, and the loiterer can pass unnoticed — a fact which accounts for the large number of burglaries committed in greater London, and the very few within the City itself.

Almost as soon as I emerged from the restaurant and crossed the road, I attracted the notice of a constable, who, lantern in hand, was on his round examining the padlocks of doors. He had just come on duty, was satisfying himself that everything was safe. He looked me so well in the face that I thought it best to pass up Queen Victoria Street at a brisk pace, and turning into Cheapside to double back by way of St. Pauls Churchyard and Ludgate Hill. This I did, making a wide detour.

Suddenly, however, while passing beneath the railway-bridge at St. Pauls Station I encountered a woman in a dark dress with a close hat and black veil. The latter was thick, but it did not conceal from me the fact that its wearer was the very woman of whom I was in search — Lady Clare. She had passed the hoarding to read the message — the one obliterated, or the one not yet inscribed?

Her gown was plain in the extreme — plainer, indeed, than I had ever seen her wear before. Fortunately I had one of those very accommodating Panama hats, turned down over my eyes a little so that my features could not be readily recognised. Therefore, as she passed, she had no idea that I was the man whom she had consulted regarding her proposed trip to the Holy Land.

Next instant I decided to follow her, and with that object made hasty preparation. The coat I wore was one I had bought of the old fence in Page Street: a garment much used by London thieves, namely a reversible jacket, one side being of blue serge and the other a very light tweed. Therefore fearing that at night she would recognise my Panama hat, I retired into a doorway, reversed my coat, transforming it into a dark blue one, and taking a dark tweed golf-cap from my pocket, exchanged my hat for it, leaving my Panama in safe concealment, in case I should be able to return for it.

When I emerged, my outward appearance was entirely changed. I looked more like one of Londons midnight workers — a compositor, or a fruiterers clerk at Covent Garden, than the rather rakish-looking man in light tweed and straw hat.

She had turned towards the Embankment, heedless of the fact that it was not a very desirable promenade for a woman alone at midnight, and before I had approached her she had passed the corner of Temple Avenue, and was proceeding toward the Temple Gardens. She walked quickly, apparently with some fixed purpose. She had on a short black jacket and a feather boa, notwithstanding the close oppressiveness of the night, and noting it I wondered whether the clothes she wore were not the property of her maid, Hetty Sharpe. Both women were of the same build, and at a pinch might easily wear each others gowns.

The mysterious actions of Lady Clare Clemenger were, however, not prompted by any desire for amusement. On the contrary, I saw by her haggard face how deeply anxious she was. Indeed the very fact that her whereabouts was not known to her husband was a suspicious circumstance which demanded explanation.

The mystery of it all grew hourly more inexplicable.

Following her at a respectable distance I was wondering whither she were bound, when quite suddenly I heard the footstep behind me of a man walking hurriedly. He had evidently crossed the road, and I had not heard his step until he gained the pavement.

I do not care for any one walking behind me, therefore I slackened my pace slightly, so that he should overtake me.

As he drew level with me I turned to glance at him. But as I did, the ghastly truth became revealed.

The man was none other than George Shaddock, one of the most expert officers of the Criminal Investigation Department.

He had most probably been following me for hours, and had now tracked me down!

I held my breath, for I knew, alas! too well, that my liberty — my liberty to reform, and my liberty to love my poor little Bess — was now at an end.


CHAPTER XXXIII.

A DRAWN GAME AND ITS CONSEQUENCES.
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FOR ONE SECOND neither of us spoke. Then the detective, looking straight into my face said in a hard tone:

You are Henry Holmes, alias Blak. Im a police officer, and arrest you for fraud in connection with the Hermione affair. Do you deny that you are the man?

For an instant his words staggered me — but only for an instant. In that moment I became conscious of the presence of another man — a detective — standing behind him, who had approached us unnoticed.

Shaddock, whom I knew well by sight, had placed his hand upon my shoulder; but his touch stung me, for I knew that it meant farewell to that liberty that I had so long enjoyed. I had been recognised in the street, no doubt, and the two detectives had shadowed me.

I heard those fatal words, but without knowing what I did, save that the natural instinct of self-preservation rose within me, I remained quite cool, self-possessed and unflinching.

You admit that you are the man we want? Shaddock asked. But I made no response. I wanted time to gather courage, and in those moments acted the part of the man crushed and beaten.

You must come round to Bow Street with us, he said, and lifted his hand to grasp the sleeve of my coat, while his assistant stepped up on the other side of me. But as he did so I clenched my fist, and swinging round suddenly caught Shaddock a terrific blow in the pit of the stomach so unexpectedly that he doubled up like a leaf and reeled backwards.

The other man sprang upon me, placing his whistle to his lips for assistance, and for a few seconds I thought he would gain the mastery. But with all my might I struggled and fought, for I am pretty athletic and know how to use my arms and legs in a struggle, until at last I succeeded in so crushing his arm that he loosened his hold, and I escaped.

Straight along the Embankment I dashed, regardless of the police whistles sounding the alarm, then past the Temple Station I turned into several of those narrow streets between the Embankment and the Strand, afterwards walking slowly to avoid attention. It was a rash escape, I know, and I was compelled to act with the utmost caution. The alarm echoed in every street, and constables were rushing hither and thither, unaware of whom to arrest. Two of them from the Strand passed me, running at top speed to help their companions, and it was an exciting moment for me as they approached, I can tell you.

Whats up? one of the men inquired of me.

Theres a row down there, I fancy, I replied, indicating the Embankment. A policemans been knocked about.

At hearing this the pair ran on to the assistance of their comrade, while I, breathing more freely, continued my way up into the Strand, which I crossed, and continuing along Wych Street, now demolished, I entered a small eating-house and calmly ordered supper.

The escape had been a narrow one indeed, and as I sat, pretending to eat a piece of meat pie, I reflected upon the peril of recapture. My crushed manner when Shaddock addressed me had completely misled him, and the attack I made upon him was entirely unexpected. Therefore, I knew that they would use every effort to secure my arrest eventually.

In a quarter of an hour the eating-house would close, and I should be turned out into the street, to be recognised, most probably, by the first constable I met. I could take a taxi from the corner of Newcastle Street, it was true, but if I did, whither should I go?

My own rooms at Mr. Meakins, in Gower street, were no doubt watched, and the estimable butler was probably by this time fully aware of my true profession. The place where I had slept on the previous night was probably known by Shaddock, and a watch would be kept for my return, while the house in Page Street was closed to me on account of Lord Charlie being in concealment there, and all hotels were far too dangerous.

No. I was in a decidedly awkward fix. Had I obeyed my poor little Bess I should, by that time, have been in safe concealment away in the rural wilds of Northumberland. I had been a fool; and, further, I had disobeyed her. It was a disobedience, however, prompted by my passionate love for her. I wanted to feel that she was out of danger before I left to bury myself from the world for so many weary months.

The man who kept the eating-house seemed a pleasant, good-natured fellow, therefore, after some reflection, I inquired if he could give me a bed — adding that I lived out at Bromley, in Kent, and had lost the last train.

He looked me up and down rather suspiciously, and finding my outward appearance respectable, and no sign that I was needy, he told me that he had a spare bedroom upstairs, and that, if I wished, I could occupy it.

The bargain being struck, I sent out the lad who waited on me for a bottle of whisky and a few cigars, and for an hour after the place was closed sat chatting with the eating-house keeper.

Then I retired until morning, leaving the place at seven oclock, and driving in a cab up to Willesden.

The paper I bought for the purpose of burying my face in it as I drove along contained a paragraph describing how, having been arrested by Shaddock, I had made a daring escape, after knocking down both detectives. It stated an additional fact which caused me much concern, namely, that Shaddock, knowing me to be an associate of an international gang of sharpers, had been following me for three days, in order to ascertain if I met any other members of the party.

Then he knew of my visits to Bessie, and to Mrs. Bryden! He had followed me to Page Street; and he had, with myself, been witness of the strange action of The Hawk and his valet! Now that I recollected, I remembered most distinctly that he had sat close to me in the stalls of the Pavilion while I was with Hetty Sharpe, and most probably he had supped at the very same restaurant.

I wondered if he had read that secret message left by The Hawk on the top of the little marble table in Fenchurch Street? If he had really watched Miles Jervoise, as I had done, he, with his keen scent for mystery, would no doubt become highly interested and follow up the matter. With what result, I wondered?

Was it possible that he would discover through information given by The Hawk that Mrs. Bryden had dealt within the past year or two illicitly in certain jewels now missed by their owners, or — ah! how hard these words look when written Upon paper — that Bessie was the woman who enticed young Harold Hayden to his ruin?

If the truth came out, what would be the result for her — for me? I shuddered to think of it.

Yet I had all unconsciously actually set the police upon the track of The Hawk, and indirectly upon the scent of our own secret!

Could any situation have been more disconcerting, more perilous, more utterly unfortunate? Those few printed words in the newspaper rendered the outlook black, hopeless, ruinous.

From Willesden I travelled by the next train to Birmingham — where, at an outfitters shop in Corporation Street, I purchased a new suit of ready-made tweeds, an overcoat, and a hard felt hat.

These I carried in a parcel back to New Street Station, where, in one of the waiting-rooms, I dressed myself in them, making my own clothes into a parcel, and leaving it at the cloak-room. On leaving the station I went along New Street, presenting an entirely different figure to when I first entered it. With my description circulated everywhere, and with a nasty scratch across my cheek which had been inflicted by the detective with whom I had struggled, I was compelled to exercise every precaution. I knew none of the Birmingham police by sight, and that fact rendered my position one of even greater peril.

I had, however, a call to make in Woodcock Street, close to the public baths, and I walked there, passing up High Street, Dale End, and Coleshill Street, until I gained the house occupied by a respectable man and his wife named Cornish, the uncle and aunt of Bess Bryden.

The man Cornish was employed as buyer in a great drapery and furnishing house in Old Square, and was a sound and honest man of business, entirely ignorant of the real profession of his sisters husband, believing him to be a man of means, who preferred an easy life on the Continent to the rains and fogs of England.

He was out at business when I called, but Mrs. Cornish, a bright, middle-aged woman, was at home, and received me with warm welcome. We had met in London three years before, when Uffy and his wife and daughter were staying at the Métropole; and Mr and Mrs. Cornish being on holiday in London, they had invited them to dine, and afterwards to go to the theatre. At first Mrs. Cornish seemed somewhat surprised at my call, but in accordance with a promise I had made to Mrs. Bryden, I explained to her how ill Bessie was, owing to an accident, and confessed that she and I were betrothed.


CHAPTER XXXIV.

INTRODUCES A GENTLEMANS GENTLEMAN.
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MRS. CORNISH APPEARED in no way surprised at the latter fact. She knew, I think, that the Brydens had fallen upon evil times, and that with my friend Jack Saltoun we managed to allow mother and daughter a small sum.

But the object of my visit was a deeper one, namely, to induce the good woman to take Bessie to live with her as soon as she was convalescent. I somehow felt that, in the present circumstances, it would be best if Mrs. Bryden rejoined Uffy at Aix, and Bessie went to the quiet, respectable family circle under the womanly influence of her aunt. It would certainly be better than for mother and daughter to remain alone and defenceless in that melancholy house in the Kennington Road. I had devised this plan the last time I had chatted with Mrs. Bryden, and she entirely agreed with me that if Bess went to live with her aunt in Birmingham, and she returned to Aix, it would be a much safer proceeding than remaining where they were.

By carefully turning our conversation I put the suggestion to her, and after a brief consideration she seemed to view it with favour. I told her that it was imperative that Mrs. Bryden should rejoin her husband, and Bess would certainly not be fit to travel far for some months. Therefore, if she did not come there she must be left alone in London. That decided the good woman; and she promised to talk the matter over with her husband and induce him to agree with her views.

On leaving her, I sent a telegram to Mrs. Bryden, and also one to Jack up at Elsdon — informing him of my movements, and asking for news. Two hours later I received a reply from him, addressed to the post-office, saying that he had read in the Newcastle papers the report of my narrow escape from arrest, and urging me to seek safe asylum with him at once.

Over a drink at the bar of the Great Western Hotel I tried to form some plan of action. To retire at once into the obscurity of that far-off Northumberland farm was, to me, a move that could not be beneficial. It would give me personal security, it was true, but with all our conflicting interests, and the safety of Bess at stake, I felt that it would be better to remain watchful of the movements of our enemies. I recollected that in Willow Grove, West Ham, there lived an old woman named Strong, who was a receiver of stolen property, with whom Uffy had dealt on several occasions. I had met her once or twice when Uffy had had business with her, and it struck me that she might be induced to take me for a lodger. Therefore I telegraphed to her, and received a satisfactory reply, after which I left Birmingham again for Euston.

Mrs. Strongs was nearly opposite Plaistow railway station; a not over-inviting house, but it possessed the one redeeming feature of security. The old woman was white-haired, ugly, and not very clean in her habits, but through her thin, claw-like hands there constantly passed valuable jewellery and plate, the proceeds of robberies in various parts of the kingdom. Her son, a dark-faced, beetle-browed fellow, had been a working jeweller; and in the garret upstairs a big crucible was always hot and ready to melt any article of gold or silver out of recognition. Callers came at all hours, and on the first night of my arrival I saw plainly what a thriving trade was carried on by mother and son.

We get nothing now from Uffy Bryden, the man remarked to me as we sat together smoking just before I turned in. He used to get hold of some good sparklers sometimes. Has he retired?

Not quite, I laughed. Youll get some more some day, I suppose. Hes wording on the Continent.

And sends his stuff to old Meyer, the Jew, in Hamburg, I suppose? growled the man. Bryden used to be one of the smartest men a year or two ago, and I had lots of deals with him. He trained that girl of his very well, too. She was a perfect beauty. Do you ever see her now?

The subject of conversation was distasteful to me; so I turned it off to something else, shortly afterwards escaping to bed.

Early on the following morning I went round to the Free Library, and after a short search in a gazetteer discovered that Norman Cross, the place mentioned by Miles Jervoise in that strange message in the tea-shop, was a small hamlet in Huntingdonshire, on the Great North Road, not far from Stilton. It seemed quite possible that Nigel Clemengers wife was still hiding there.

I was eager to make a visit to the place, but fearful to do so lest Shaddock, having watched the mysterious movements of The Hawk and his accomplice, might be watching her with interest. What the young woman Sharpe had revealed caused me a good deal of concern. The plot in progress was a most mysterious and complicated one, for on one hand Jervoise was antagonistic towards us, and on the other he was playing some deep and cunning game with Lady Clare.

I took train to Fenchurch Street, and thence went to St. Thomass Hospital, where the porter gave me more assuring news of my love. I saw the pock-marked nurse, who told me that she would recover. The doctors had held a consultation on the previous night, and agreed that the crisis was now over.

I left the hospital with a great and boundless joy swelling within my heart. It had been a dangerous proceeding to go there, for in all probability Shaddock was aware of my friendliness towards the injured girl, and might place observation upon her. Still Fortune favoured me once more, and I was allowed to depart and again re-cross Westminster Bridge. I would have entered the long ward and seen my love were it not that I was acting in direct opposition to her wishes in remaining in London, and of that I was ashamed.

I dearly wished that I might go in search of Jervoise and the young Italian, but was also prevented from so doing by the knowledge that Shaddock was in all probability watching their movements carefully.

Should I go boldly and call on Mr. Clemenger? The very suggestion was one hardly to be entertained, and yet I somehow felt that we ought to meet. Perhaps it was because the revelations made by Hetty Sharpe had aroused my curiosity. Here was a well-known figure in London life, a prominent member of the House of Commons, a wealthy landowner, and the husband of a woman who was the idol of the town, and whom Society acknowledged as one of its queens — living the life of a hermit and never crossing the threshold of his high-up room for weeks together. There was some extraordinary reason for this, I felt sure. He might entertain no affection for his high-born, beautiful wife, nevertheless, if this were the only motive he would not shut himself up and see nobody. No, I could not help suspecting some more remarkable solution of the mystery.

The girl Sharpe hated him — the reason being, she said, because of the neglectful manner in which he treated her mistress. But I did not believe all the maid said. As a class, ladys maids are habitual perverters of the truth. They combine the feminine cunning of their mistresses with their own feline instincts. That she did not hold Clemenger in any esteem was quite patent, but the reason was not what she declared it to be.

It was the Parliamentary recess; otherwise I daresay I might have contrived to have met the Member for West Rutland down at the House. A strong desire had seized me to know this man who had so recently become a recluse. Not that I desired to betray his wifes mysterious movements, but I wished to warn him against accepting the friendship of either Miles Jervoise or of the Count Sirio Leonelli, of Rome. If the pair were conspiring against the wife, as they seemed to be doing, they would most likely attempt to get into the good graces of the husband.

Yes, I determined to risk everything and boldly call at Berkeley Square. My Birmingham clothes, even if ready-made, were sufficiently respectable; therefore, about noon I hailed a cab, which deposited me before the mansion in question.

I inquired of the man who opened the door for Barker, the valet; and after a brief wait in the hall a tall, thin-faced, middle-aged man of consumptive appearance came downstairs with an inquiring glance.

I believe you are Mr. Clemengers valet? I said.

That is so, sir, he answered.

Well, I continued, I have a matter of a very private and important character upon which to consult him, and I gave him my card.

I regret to say, sir, that my master sees no one upon whatever pretext, the man responded. He is very unwell, and desires perfect quiet.

I also regret, I said. But even at the risk of disturbing him I am forced to see him.

Well you cant — thats all, the man responded very bluntly.

I think I have heard that you, Mr. Barker, are Mr. Clemengers confidential servant. He trusts in you? I asked lowering my voice, yet speaking calmly and quite firmly.

I think he does.

And you have his interests at heart, have you not?

The man nodded in the affirmative, his eyes fixed upon me in surprise.

Very well, then, I said, in a tone full of hidden meaning, if you entertain a genuine interest in your masters welfare you will not hesitate to allow me to have five minutes private conversation with him.

I dont understand you.

Then I will speak a little plainer, and say that I have some information of a strictly private and confidential character to impart to him.

You could write him a letter.

No, I cannot. What I have to say will not bear being put into writing. Now do you understand?

I understand that you hold certain information, he replied sternly. But I can tell you my master has no use for it — none whatever. You are not the first person who, has come and tried to get an interview with him by means of the same tale. But youre only wasting your valuable time — and mine. So, good-day.

And he walked straight to the door and opened it for me.


CHAPTER XXXV.

REVEALS SOMETHING ASTONISHING.
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LOOK HERE, MR. Barker, I said, turning to him seriously. Ive no time to waste. If you dont allow me to see Mr. Clemenger it is at your own peril.

I was standing there in keen anxiety, as I knew not from one moment to another that the young woman Sharpe might cross the hall and recognise me.

Peril — eh? he repeated. Well, perhaps you wont mind telling me something of the nature of your business?

It concerns your master, not yourself, was my brusque reply.

Oh, they all say that, my dear sir! Why, Ive had dozens of men trying to get interviews by the same pretence. The two I did let in proved to be persons whose visit was with the laudable object of borrowing money. And I got well blamed for it — I can tell you.

You wont be blamed in this case, I urged. Your master will see that you have acted with discretion — in his interests. Come, as Ive already said, Ive no time to waste — neither have you. Take me to his study upstairs.

The man glanced at me in quick surprise and said:

Who told you he lived upstairs?

Oh, every one knows that! I replied quite unconcernedly. Hes not the only man who prefers the quiet of his own rooms to the bustle of a big household.

Barker, I saw, could not make me out. He was a keen-witted fellow, but my confident manner puzzled him, and he wavered — for he re-closed the door, and turning back to where I was still standing, said:

He lives upstairs because he doesnt want to be worried by callers.

I shall not worry him; rest assured, was my answer. He will only be too ready to hear what I have to say.

Very well, exclaimed the valet, reluctantly, let us see. And he lead the way up the wide, old-fashioned staircase with its twisted ironwork and crystal handrail.

The mansion was a large and handsome one, with spacious hall, and high, lofty rooms, mostly decorated in white and gold. As I passed the door of the drawing-room on the first floor I caught a glimpse of its stem and neglected magnificence, its gilt Louis XIV. furniture, and its rich hangings of daffodil velvet. I feared, however, that by some mischance the maid, Hetty Sharpe, might catch sight of me.

Up three further flights of stairs we went, and after passing a cosy room, which was evidently her ladyships boudoir, he presently halted at the end of a long corridor on the top floor before the door of the master of the house. Originally they had, I suppose, been servants quarters; but they were now even more luxurious than the other portion of the mansion. Beside the door I noticed a small, square opening in the wall like that which in many a modern dining-room communicates with the kitchen. It was closed by a small panel, and upon this the man Barker rapped in a peculiar way — three times three.

Then we waited for a response. None, however, came.

Again he rapped, and afterwards listened attentively for any movement within. Hearing nothing, although he repeated the summons several times, I saw by his face that he was sorely puzzled. He tried the door, but there was a spring latch upon it which held it closed.

Without a word he descended to a room below and then returned, bearing a latchkey, with which he let himself into the room.

Next instant, as I followed him, I saw that something strange had happened. The small, cosy apartment, half study and half sitting-room, was topsy-turvy. A quantity of papers had been hurriedly taken from the writing-table and strewn about, a chair was overturned, and a big vase had been broken beside it, while amid the chaos lay the form of a man, half-crouched with face downwards, upon the carpet.

The faithful servant fell upon his knees with a cry of dismay and tried to raise his master, but the weight was too great. Yet, as he did so, his hand came into contact with something damp and sticky, and on withdrawing it I saw to my horror that it was blood. His masters jacket of black striped flannel bore a large brown stain right in the centre of the back, and as I bent eagerly to examine it I saw that through the coat was a clean cut about an inch long. Nigel Clemenger had been stabbed from behind!

Upon the carpet, and over some of the disordered papers upon which he had fallen, there were marks of blood, quite dry, thus showing that the tragedy had been enacted some hours before Heavens! gasped Barker, clutching at the hand of the prostrate man. Hes cold as ice I believe my poor masters dead!

It looks as though hed been murdered I said.

In moments of great surprise I generally manage to remain cooler than at other times a fact to which I attribute much of my success as an adventurer. Those circumstances were so remarkable and unexpected that I felt some strange revelation was forthcoming; therefore I held myself cool, ready to gain advantage of anything that might offer itself.

I touched the thin, stiff hand with the fine diamond ring upon it that was outstretched towards me, and found it hard and icy cold There seemed no doubt that the man was dead. beyond the spot where he lay so cramped and chill a ray of sunlight struck across the carpet rendering an incongruous brightness to that chamber of the dead. To the left was an open door, showing a bedroom beyond, and close to where I was stood a small table with the remains of the dead mans last meal upon it. The unfinished meat and glass of wine made it appeal as though he had had no appetite.

When were you in here last? I asked of Barker, now pale-faced and utterly-upset by the startling discovery. — 

Ive not been inside for these past four days, he replied. Mr. Clemenger took in his meals once a day every morning through the small door at the side, he added. The door itself was kept latched, and we both had keys.

Why was it latched?

To prevent any of the servants from entering. He was busy with some difficult Parliamentary work, he told me — framing a new bill, or something, I suppose.

And had you any orders about entering here?

Yes. Strict ones. I was only to come in if I received no answer to my knock. Sometimes I have entered and found him absent. He was a trifle eccentric, you know, and often went out quite unknown to me. I expected when I did not receive a response a moment ago that he had gone out.

Did Lady Clare ever come up here?

Seldom — very seldom. Her ladyship unfortunately saw very little of her husband. It was not a very happy match, people said.

Then, without another word I carefully assisted the man to turn over the body of his master in order to ascertain whether there was foundation for our worst fears, and to see if his heart was still beating.

To move him was somewhat difficult, for rigor mortis having already supervened, the body was stark and stiff. At last, however, we succeeded in turning him over, when a loud cry of absolute dismay escaped my lips.

I could not believe my eyes when I gazed full upon the pale, drawn face of the dead man.

Why, that is not your master, surely! Look! I cried aghast.

It is my master — my poor master, Nigel Clemenger, answered Barker, hopelessly, for he was evidently devoted to him.

But it cant be! I declared, open-mouthed in abject surprise. Do you swear that he is actually Mr. Clemenger?

Of course I do, he answered, looking at me, puzzled. Ive been in his service these six years, and ought to know him.

I was staggered. The mystery was entirely beyond my comprehension. My brain was aflame — awhirl — and I was utterly and completely stunned.

The man lying there cold and dead was none other than Miles Jervoise — the man known as The Hawk!


CHAPTER XXXVI.

INVESTIGATES THE REMARKABLE AFFAIR.
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LOOK HERE! I cried, utterly dumbfounded by this startling revelation. This is no time for joking. Do you declare on your oath that this is Mr. Nigel Clemenger?

The man Barker rose to his feet and, facing me, answered, Ive told you once. This gentleman, whos evidently been murdered, is poor Mr. Clemenger, my master.

Well, I declared bluntly, I cant believe it even now I cant.

Im not a liar, protested the man.

I dont say you are, was my response. Only — well, I had an idea that Mr. Clemenger was a — a much younger man.

We neednt bother about that just now, I think, was Barkers practical reply. He was much concerned and horrified at the startling discovery, for his face was almost as pale as that of the dead man, and although he strove to preserve calm, his hand trembled and his voice was hoarse and harsh.

Better call a doctor, I suggested.

A doctor isnt any use, I fear, he answered. Best call the police.

Mention of the word police recalled my own perilous situation. I must be called as witness, and would then in all probability be recognised as a person wanted. Besides, as soon as the alarm was given, I should most certainly find myself face to face with Hetty Sharpe. But the mystery had culminated, and I now determined to play the game properly and see the matter through unflinchingly to the end.

As I bent down to examine the grey, dead face more minutely, Barker went out into the corridor, and placed his finger upon an electric button. I heard a bell ringing somewhere below, and in a few moments the footman who rushed up was informed of the tragedy and shown the body of his master.

The young man dashed downstairs again, shouting the alarm to the household, and at once sending a messenger for Dr. Tremayne, who lived close by in Piccadilly. The servants, headed by Martin, the fat and rather pompous butler, breathlessly ascended the stairs and assembled in the small chamber, all entrance to which had for so long been strictly forbidden. They formed a small crowd of white-faced, horrified domestics, who, standing around the prostrate body, uttered exclamations of terror, amazement, and indignation.

At that moment I saw, to my utter confusion, that Barker had not lied to me. The servants one and all recognised that thin, drawn face lying in the full light of day. The truth was truly a staggering one. Mr. Nigel Clemenger, the member for West Rutlandshire, the Miles Jervoise, known on the Continent as The Hawk, were actually one and the same person.

The mystery bewildered me. That group of frightened servants were surprised and terror-stricken, but only on account of the fact that their eccentric master had fallen the victim of an unknown assassin. They knew nothing of the remarkable fact which had so staggered me.

At first I was inclined to the belief that Nigel Clemenger only bore a striking resemblance to The Hawk, but standing there close by the corpse I saw upon the dead mans countenance certain indelible marks that were upon the face of Miles Jervoise. There was a deformity, too — a thickening of the first joint of the second finger of the left hand — that showed conclusively that the dead man was really The Hawk. That deformity had, I knew, been caused ten years before in rather strange circumstances. He had been arrested in Amiens for a daring robbery of jewels from a lady at the Gare du Nord in Paris, and was being conveyed back to the French capital by the police, when he made a dash for liberty, jumping from the railway carriage while the express was going at full speed. One of the gendarmes succeeded in pulling to the carriage door just as he had opened it, thereby crushing the prisoners finger. But notwithstanding this he made a spring for liberty, and got clean away, although ever afterwards he bore that mark upon him.

As I raised my head after examining the cold, stiff hand, I recognised at the back of the group of domestics the pale, rather pretty face of her ladyships maid. When she saw me she started; but I boldly went towards her and explained that I had called upon Mr. Clemenger that day on business, only to make the ghastly discovery.

But you didnt know him, did you? the young woman asked.

Well, no, I responded. But I had some private business with him — very important business. Have you yet heard from her ladyship? I asked.

No. We havent any idea where she is. Mr. Martin thinks she must be in Paris — as he heard her say she wanted to have some new gowns fitted at Paquins.

When was the last time you saw Mr. Clemenger? I asked of Barker.

Well, I havent actually seen him for the past four days, the valet replied. I used to hand him his tray through the small opening there, and he used to take it. I brought him his dinner at half-past seven last night, when he told me he didnt wish to be disturbed till he rang, as he was very busy.

Wasnt that unusual?

Oh, no! He frequently said this, and sometimes hed go a couple or three days and not ring.

He probably did this when he wished to slip out of the house unobserved and be absent in secret, the butler remarked. Indeed, I once watched him creeping downstairs after he had told Barker he didnt wish to be disturbed.

But could he get out without any one knowing? I queried.

Yes. If he watched his opportunity he could slip down the back stairs just here and through the main hall out into the street. That flight of spiral stairs was made as an exit in case of fire about three years ago, and in all probability he had it constructed for the very purpose of being able to slip in and out without detection. The door opening on it is always locked, but he had the key.

At that moment it occurred to them that these things should not be discussed in the presence of the dead, and Barker, as his masters body-servant, asked them all to leave, saying:

We mustnt do anything, I suppose, till the doctor and the police have seen the body. Theres been murder committed evidently. Look at the state of the rooms. Everythings been ransacked and turned upside down. The poor masters keys have been obtained from him and the safe in the bedroom opened. Probably whatever was in it has been stolen.

And the murderer got away down the spiral staircase! exclaimed a footman, returning to where we stood. The door is unlocked, and the masters key is in it.

Half the group peered into the disordered bedroom, where they saw the big safe standing open, and near to it a simple camp-bedstead with tumbled bed-clothes. Then they reluctantly withdrew, Barker standing firm in his resolution that the matter should not be discussed in the chamber of death.

Curiosity prompted me to pick up one or two of the scattered papers on the floor, and I found them to be of a purely business character, connected with the public companies in which Miles Jervoise, in his respectable rôle of Nigel Clemenger, Member of Parliament, was interested.

Dr. Tremayne arrived almost simultaneously with a police constable and an inspector, and all three, as soon as they grasped the true state of affairs, were surprised and horrified. A single minutes examination satisfied the doctor that life had been extinct some hours, and that the unfortunate man had been struck a cowardly blow from behind.

His theory was that he had been seated at the writing-table, and, suddenly disturbed by a noise, had risen and turned towards the door of the adjoining bedroom, when his assailant, who had been concealed beside the table, had risen and struck him a fatal blow between the shoulders.

The exact nature of the wound could not, of course, he accurately determined before the postmortem, but there was sufficient superficial evidence to show that robbery, or at least an examination of the papers, was the motive of the crime.

Knowing that I must soon submit to a searching cross-examination, my mind became active in concocting a fictitious and circumstantial story of the motive which induced me to call upon Mr. Clemenger and so persistently demand an interview. My greatest peril was that I might be recognised as one of the two men wanted in connection with the Hermione affair; and yet so great was the mystery surrounding the tragic end of our enemy, Miles Jervoise, that I felt impelled to remain even at risk of my liberty.

The police made a rapid search of the place, after which assistance was sent for, and in an incredibly small space of time two detectives, fortunately unknown to me, arrived from Scotland Yard, and commenced to make minute and methodical investigation of everything.

The body had been reverently removed and laid in a darkened room on the other side of the house, and the detectives invoked Barkers aid to give them all the information and assistance possible in their examination of the contents of the dead mans room. Being one who had been present at the discovery, I was allowed to assist in the work of investigation, carefully gathering up the documents from the floor, and arranging them for the perusal of the detective inspector, who seated himself at the writing-table and began to pursue his task in a calm, business-like manner.

No knife, or any other sharp instrument, was discovered, thus showing that the assassin, fearing that it might serve as a clue, had carried it away with him.

But in my search around the room, among those littered papers, I found something, the very sight of which caused me to halt and hold my breath in fear and trembling — something which I knew seriously concerned myself.


CHAPTER XXXVII.

CONCERNS MY MISFORTUNE.
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TO-DAY, AS I pen this strange story calmly upon paper, I really am surprised at my own cunning in that, perhaps the most critical moment of my life.

Among the scattered papers, some of which bore the blood of the man whose dual life was one of the greatest of Londons criminal problems, I found a letter in a handwriting familiar to me, folded down the centre of the page. The script was a neat, feminine one, on paper of the Riviera Palace Hotel at Cimiez; and as I glanced down it I saw that there was mention of my own name.

Hunted as I was by those officers of the law whom I was at that very moment assisting, it suddenly occurred to me that this letter might connect me with that mysterious tragedy at Nice. Therefore it must be in my interests to retain possession of it — perhaps, indeed, to destroy it.

But to conceal it from the sharp eyes about me required almost the swiftness of a conjurer. Nevertheless, I contrived by taking out my handkerchief and sneezing violently, to transfer the letter from one hand to the other, and to pocket it.

The mention of my name was in itself sufficient to set me pondering deeply, and to fill me with anxiety as to whether there might not be other communications alleging what would be awkward to refute.

That I was upon the edge of a veritable volcano I was well enough aware. My arrest and escape had caused the police to redouble their efforts to secure me, and if I were not wary I must be recognised and trapped during the searching inquiries that would certainly be made into the death of such a well-known figure in London society as Nigel Clemenger.

I longed to read that letter, and learn what it contained, but at that moment was prevented. I was assisting the very men who, in another hour, might arrest me and hurry me off to Bow Street! Our investigation of those two small rooms was searching, to say the least. The police moved every piece of furniture, took out every drawer and examined its contents, placed their hands in the crevices between the backs and the cushions of the easy-chairs, and even went so far as to take up the carpets, in order to satisfy themselves that there was nothing concealed beneath.

The scattered contents of the big fireproof safe in the bedroom occupied them a long time. I picked up a large, well-worn case of crimson morocco which, on opening, I found to contain a magnificent diamond necklace. Upon the case was a certain coronet and cipher, of which the police took no notice.

I, however, recognised it as the cipher of the noble family of Elton, and that the necklace in question was the actual one stolen by Miles Jervoise from Lady Elton at the Hôtel Bonne Femme, in Turin, four years before. You, my reader, will recollect the daring theft of the Elton jewels, yet it of course never occurred to the searchers that this ornament, found in the possession of the deceased Member for West Rutland, was the actual one that had been stolen, and for which two thousand pounds reward had been vainly offered. — 

From among the disordered contents of that safe I took up several other things which to me, knowing what I did, told their own story. Many objects were of great value, and the majority were the proceeds of robberies committed cleverly by The Hawk and his associates at various places on the Continent. In my hand I held the celebrated pink pearl of the Radzwills that was stolen from the Princess in Homburg; and in the same small, velvet-lined box were three fine rubies that had been knocked from their tell-tale settings.

Yet the police only marvelled why these splendid gems had been overlooked by the assassin, in his search after something, the nature of which was to us a profound mystery. To me, however, it was patent that the most valuable of the plunder secured by The Hawk during the past few years he had concealed there, rather than pass it on to the hands of the receivers.

The situation was surely unique. I laughed within myself at one moment, but at the next held my breath in terror, not knowing what documentary evidence the detectives might find concerning me.

The inspector, having at last concluded his search — during which, by the way, two other officers had arrived from Scotland Yard — turned and submitted the valet Barker and myself to a searching examination as to the exact circumstances in which we had discovered the body.

You say that you had not actually seen your master for the past four days? remarked the detective inspector, addressing Barker. Yet you used to hand in his tray, and, I presume, he handed back the empty plates?

Yes, each evening about half-past seven. He handed out the previous days plates when I brought his food.

You are certain he was here each time? I mean that there was no one living here and personating him?

Oh, no! He usually spoke to me. He has seemed very anxious of late to obtain the earliest copies of the evening papers. Something in them must have interested him very deeply, I think.

But it would have been quite easy for him to be absent from the house, except at the hour when you took his meals? suggested the detective.

Oh, quite! Whenever he told me that he would want nothing till he rang I knew that he meant to slip down the iron staircase and out of the house.

A rather strange proceeding, remarked the detective, suspiciously. He must have had some very strong motive for all this secrecy.

He was, I think, absent very often of an evening, because he gave orders that the hall-door should never be bolted. Hence he could let himself in at any hour of the night or day.

But was his conduct invariably so eccentric?

Only at times when the House was not sitting and he was in London. When Parliament sat he went about openly like other members; and often gave large dinner parties to his political friends. He rather avoided society, however, and much preferred a few weeks on the Continent.

Was he abroad often?

Oh, very often! Before his marriage I think he spent nearly half the year in France or Italy.

He never took you with him, I suppose?

Never. Once or twice I suggested that I should go, but he always said that a man was quite unnecessary, replied the valet.

The existence of that spiral iron staircase reaching from the hall to the top floor, which had always been kept locked, although built as an exit in case of fire, puzzled the inspector. To him it was naturally a remarkable fact that a man so well known in London as Mr. Nigel Clemenger should, when Parliament met, live openly like any other man of his position, and yet the moment the House was up should go into such strangely eccentric retirement. There was some curious motive, he felt sure, and like myself he connected the tragedy with it.

To me, the revelation was absolutely staggering — and only showed what a remarkable romantic life The Hawk had led; for while posing as a man of wealth, position, and influence, and husband of the beautiful Lady Clare, he had, at the same time, pursued a marvellous career as an adventurer on the Continent and a jewel thief whose ingenuity was absolutely unequalled in the annals of modern crime. But it must be recollected that the police discovering those gems in the possession of a man of his standing never dreamed that they had been stolen, neither had they the slightest suspicion that the Member for West Rutland and Miles Jervoise, the man against whom an extradition warrant was still out after a lapse of seven years, were actually one and the same.

But what induced you to disturb your master to-day, after the strict instructions he had given yesterday? the inspector inquired of Barker a few minutes later.

Well, answered the other, hesitating, because this gentleman here, and he indicated me, called and requested an interview with him on some pressing private business. I explained that Mr. Clemenger was too occupied to see any one, but he was persistent — telling me that his business was of such a character that my master would commend me for breaking his orders rather than reprimand me. He gave me his card, and I took him upstairs. And he handed the inspector the card I had given him.

I think all the colour must have died from my countenance at that instant, for the card I suddenly recollected bore my proper name — the name of the man wanted for the Hermione affair — Henry Holmes!

The inspector took it, read what was printed there, and then looked straight into my face with an air of mingled curiosity and suspicion.

Next second I was conscious that I, sharper that I was, had given myself completely away.


CHAPTER XXXVIII.

IN WHICH MORE THAN ONE PERSON IS SURPRISED.
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WELL, MR. — Mr. Holmes, exclaimed the detective, his dark, searching eyes still fixed upon mine. And what was the reason of your visit to the deceased gentleman? Did you know him intimately?

I drew a long breath, for I knew that to successfully extricate myself from the trap into which I had fallen would require all my courage, ingenuity, and self-possession.

i was not personally acquainted with him, I replied. The reason of my visit here was to give him certain confidential information.

Of what character? he asked, adding: In this very serious matter it will be necessary for you to be perfectly frank with us in order to secure the ends of justice. We must discover the assassin at all costs.

Yes, I agreed. You must; and I will do my utmost to assist you.

But what could I reply to his inquiry regarding the reason of my visit? To tell the truth would be to expose my own hand; therefore I resolved to mislead the officer.

Then you will kindly tell me why you were so anxious to have an interview with the unfortunate gentleman?

Well, it was with regard to certain facts which had reached me through a friend in Paris concerning a company with which Mr. Clemenger was connected — the San Domingo Trust. My friend had just returned from the West Indies, and the secret information he had sent me would, if used by the gentleman, have resulted in a large profit.

In which, I presume, it was your intention to share?

I expected, of course, to do so, I replied. Ive been in San Domingo myself, and am on terms of personal friendship with President Hyppolite.

Then the reason you desired to see him was purely upon business? he asked with a quick, suspicious look.

Purely. After some argument with the valet I induced him to break his masters orders and take me upstairs. There was no response to our knock, and we entered with a master key.

Who had the key?

I had one, interrupted Barker. Mr. Clemenger gave it to me about two years ago, saying that if ever I suspected that he had been taken ill while shut up there at his studies, I was to open the door and enter. The key was, however, to be kept in a safe place and in secret from the other servants, while I also had the strictest orders never to enter with it unless I had reason to suspect that he was not quite well.

Then why did you enter this morning?

Because I received no response to my knock.

But you had reason to believe that when he gave orders that he did not wish to be disturbed, he went out of the house secretly?

This remark rather nonplussed the man. He appeared for the first time confused and unable to reply. A slight flush rose to his cheeks, which did not pass unnoticed by the keen-eyed men from Scotland Yard.

The young footman entered, saying that news of the tragedy had already leaked out — through the servants, most probably — and that a reporter was below and desired to see the officer in charge of the case.

Tell him that I have no statement to make, snapped the inspector. Tell him anything you like — only dont allow any reporters here. The papers are useful to us sometimes, when theyre not too previous. Tell him that Mr. Clemenger died suddenly, and that there will be an inquest; but say nothing about murder — recollect that.

Very well, sir, replied the man in livery, and withdrew.

Now it seems to me a curious coincidence, Mr. Barker, that you should have suddenly acted in direct opposition to your masters orders, went on the detective, turning again to the valet.

Well, sir, this gentleman persuaded me, was the answer.

Are you so very easily persuaded, then?

It is true that I persuaded him, I broke in. I was most anxious to profit by the information in my possession. Perhaps it was fortunate that the valet allowed himself to be persuaded. Otherwise the crime might have remained undiscovered for days.

Perhaps it was, remarked the inspector, dubiously, and I saw that his suspicions of both of us were now aroused, suspicions shared by his two companions standing by.

Some one said that her ladyship, the deceased gentlemans widow, is not in London. Where is she? he asked, a moment later.

Nobody knows, the valet replied. Sharpe, her ladyships maid, believes shes in Paris. Shes not very often at home, you know.

Was she aware of her husbands eccentricity of hiding himself up here during the Parliamentary recess?

Certainly. Once I heard them talking together in this very room, Barker said. Thats one of the mysteries Ive never been able to fathom.

One night, about a month ago, I was taken very unwell, and about two oclock got up and came up to this floor to get some brandy from a room close by. As soon as I got to the top of the stairs I thought I heard the sound of voices; so I crept along to this door, and sure enough heard her ladyship chatting to the master, although at the time she was supposed to be staying at Lord Knebworths up in Perthshire.

Probably he let her into the house, and up the spiral staircase, just as he let himself in, I remarked.

A rather unusual proceeding between husband and wife! observed one of the detectives. It looks as though they were in collusion over something, doesnt it?

Very strange, exclaimed the inspector. There seem a good many mysterious features in this case.

I recollected that night, when in the obscure hotel off Coventry Street, Haymarket, Miles Jervoise, as Martin Johnson, had introduced his wife to his valet. He had introduced her as Miss Clemenger, and the young man as Count Sirio Leonelli — thus playing false with both. But, as I have told you, for cunning and clever ingenuity Jervoise was absolutely unmatched in the whole of criminal Europe. He had been well named The Hawk by that smart gang of German jewel-thieves who operated in London and the chief watering-places of the Continent. Wherever he placed his talons he never withdrew them. He would hover about his prey for weeks or even months, but when suddenly he swooped down he did so boldly, unerringly, mercilessly.

We must discover Lady Clare at once, the inspector continued. Where does she usually stay in Paris?

At the new hotel — the Regina, answered the valet. At least, Ive posted letters addressed to her there.

We must telegraph and inquire. At what other likely place might she be — at her husbands seat in the country, for instance? Where is his country place?

Gifford Hall, near Blagdon, in Somerset, Barker answered. But she seldom, if ever, goes down there. She hated the place always — ever since her marriage. Says that those long, old corridors with the stands of armour give her the creeps. Mr. Clemenger bought it of Lord Cottesbrook just before his marriage. Its been up for sale this year past.

Well, where else do you suggest we might search for her?

I really dont know. But I should think that as soon as the terrible affair gets into the papers shell return at once.

The inspector pursed his lips. He had already discovered sufficient to prove that husband and wife were not living on the best of terms, and perhaps he wondered whether her ladyship would be so anxious to come forward as Barker anticipated.

The neat and rather saucy Hetty Sharpe was sent for, at the valets suggestion, and closely examined regarding the recent movements of her mistress. The young woman said that she understood that it was her ladyships intention to go to the Holy Land on a yachting cruise; and that she had prepared her trunks for a long absence abroad. But on arrival at Southampton it was discovered that the tour was only a swindle, and that there was no yacht to travel by.

Ah! remarked the inspector. The Hermione affair, of course. Two men are wanted for that — Saltoun and Holmes — members of an international gang who were concerned in the mysterious death of a young Englishman at Nice. Holmes — Henry Holmes— he repeated, glancing again at my card. Then, raising his eyes to mine, he suddenly exclaimed, Why, you are Henry Holmes!


CHAPTER XXXIX.

THE RESURRECTION OF A SOUL.

[image: img199.jpg]

THAT IS MY name, certainly, I answered with a sickly feeling that I had foolishly run an unnecessary risk, and that my identity was now entirely revealed.

You admit that you are interested in certain public companies, remarked the detective. Have you ever heard in the City of the Hermione Syndicate?

I saw something in the papers concerning a swindle over a yachting cruise, I answered, preserving my countenance by dint of great effort. Such cross-examination was very disconcerting to a guilty man. But to be a success a sharper must be a bold and circumstantial liar, hence I treated these and other questions put to me with but little concern, apparently thinking more of the details of that mysterious tragedy than of the fraud upon intending travellers to the Holy Land.

My quick perception, however, told me that the shrewd officer was still unconvinced, as well he might be. My description and my name both tallied with those of the man wanted. By a regrettable slip I had given my proper card to Barker — for I usually had in my case cards bearing the names of my several aliases — a slip that had caused the man from Scotland Yard to ponder deeply.

He was clever, however, and showed his ingenuity in the manner by which he tried to lead me to believe that he was perfectly satisfied, and thus throw me off my guard while he made further inquiries. His idea, I knew, was to fully establish my identity before arresting me. He pretended to pass the matter off as a joke; while I, on my part, laughed heartily at the mere suggestion that he should suspect me of being a swindler.

I dont think if I were the Henry Holmes youre looking for, that I should call here and hand in one of my cards! I laughed. I fancy Id change my name to something else.

Well, laughed the inspector, thats logical, to say the least.

And then the subject dropped, although I felt certain that his suspicions had been rendered only the more keen.

In response to a demand I gave my address at Mr. Meakins, in Gower Street, one of the detectives remarking that it would be necessary to summon me as a witness at the inquest. Eager as I was to escape from their presence, it was fully an hour later before I could withdraw without betraying my undue desire to do so. I knew that the officers were watching me, therefore I boldly stood their test.

As I passed along Piccadilly I saw upon the contents-bill of an evening paper the words Mysterious Death of an M.P., and purchasing a copy quickly discerned that, although Mr. Clemengers death was announced, the facts of the tragedy were, as yet, unknown.

My chief fear was that I might be followed; therefore I drove in a cab to a shop in Oxford Street, and thence to the Criterion, where I had a drink, and then, in case any plain-clothes men were watching outside, I slipped through the back exit into Panton Street, hailed another cab, and heedless of the fact that Shaddock might be watching, drove straight to St. Thomass Hospital.

Bess was, I found, considerably better, and out of danger. Upon her sweet face was a smile of glad welcome as I approached the narrow bed and bent — until our lips met.

Oh, Harry! she cried, in a low, eager voice, Im so pleased youve come. I feared that I should never see you again. Strange thoughts have troubled me. I — I had a kind of nightmare — in which I saw you arrested.

I was arrested, dearest, I answered in a tone so low that her neighbours could not distinguish my words. But I fortunately escaped.

Arrested! she gasped. Then my dream was a true one! But mother told me that you were in a safe place — in the North somewhere.

No, I answered, Ive been in London all the time. Something strange has happened — stranger even than your dream.

Then, as I held her hand and looked into her pale, beautifully-moulded countenance, I told her of the death of Nigel Clemenger and the amazing revelation that he was none other than Miles Jervoise.

Do you really mean, Harry, that hes been murdered? she gasped, her face blanching, and half-raising herself from her bed.

I do, I answered. It is undoubtedly a case of murder and robbery. The assassin was in search of something.

She sank back again and remained silent. She had expressed no surprise at the startling fact that the man we knew as The Hawk had actually led a double life as a respected Member of the House of Commons, a member of the Carlton, and husband of one of the best-looking and most popular women in London. Noting this, I wondered whether she had not been acquainted with the truth, and had hidden it from me. That she knew Lady Clare was proved by her suggestion that I should call upon her. If I had done so, if indeed I had met Miles Jervoise face to face in his own house, would not the current of recent events have been altered?

My love had had some secret motive in urging me to postpone my visit to Berkeley Square, but what it was I had always failed to discern.

Have you any suspicion who the assassin may have been? she asked of me, in a quiet, calm voice, after there had been quite a long silence between us.

None whatever, was my reply; and then, continuing, I told her how I had watched The Hawk, accompanied by the bogus Count, go to the house in Berkeley Square. The Count rang the bell, and was admitted presumably in order to see Mr. Clemenger, and quite in ignorance that that gentleman was actually his master. He had remained inside a short time, and then left in secret. Were it not for the fact that the young Italian left the man now deceased outside in the square, I should, I declared, have strongly suspected him of being the assassin.

She expressed surprise at the tragic end of our worst enemy, but advanced no theory. Perhaps it was that in her state, after long delirium, her intellect had been slightly dulled. At least that was the suggestion that forced itself upon me.

I saw that she thought more of her passionate affection for me than of the manner in which Miles Jervoise had met with his death. She gripped my hand tightly, and there was in her eyes that love-look which was unmistakable.

I sat beside her, our hands clasped, our eyes fixed upon each others, and heedless of those about us, I pressed my lips to hers.

We spoke of the future, she calmly and sweetly urging me to have a care of my personal liberty, and to endeavour to lead a new life and walk in the pathway of honesty.

I love you, Harry, she said, in a quiet persuasive tone. I shall love you and admire you more when I know that you have forsaken the evil life which both of us have led, and that you are an upright man.

I gave my promise to her, at the same time urging her to tell me all that she knew regarding the strange double life led by our enemy. To the latter, however, she answered:



I know so little, Harry. There are things that I want to reveal to you — strange facts that are quite as amazing as the revelation just made by the death of Miles Jervoise. I will tell you everything when I get better — when I have seen the one person whom I fear above all others.

Whom do you fear? I asked anxiously, for I had believed that the death of The Hawk had removed all cause for anxiety.

You shall know after I am better and able to leave this place, was her response.

Ah, then you do not trust me implicitly! I remarked with bitter disappointment.

No, Harry. You are quite mistaken. I do trust you, only as I have already explained, I dare not yet tell even you the truth. And as she uttered these words I saw in her eyes that deep look of yearning that told me of her staunchness and honesty of purpose, and that, notwithstanding her inability to explain, her love for me was as passionate in its intensity as it was unfathomable in its depth.

You must not attend the inquest, dear, she went on. Escape from London at once. Join Mr. Saltoun, and I will write to you up at Elsdon. When I am better and able to get away from here we will meet again.

I saw, as she pointed out, that there was danger in remaining, so I kissed her long and passionately, and vowing to her that I would strive to act as she had indicated, and to lead a better and more upright life, I pressed her hand, and again we parted.

Surely mine was as strange a wooing as any man has had; and yet beneath her influence was I not becoming at last an honest man?

How the men I knew of my own profession would have laughed had they suspected! How they would have scoffed at me for being led by a woman!

But those who laugh in youth cry in old age.


CHAPTER XL.

IN HIDING.
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I DROVE FROM the hospital with my head buried in a newspaper, as usual, along the Embankment to St. Pauls Station, where I alighted, and walked along the pavement leisurely, in order to ascertain whether any message was written upon the hoarding.

As before, I had to exercise the greatest caution to escape attracting notice, but at length I managed to examine the advertisement whereon the last message had been indicated. It was still there, and as far as I could discern nothing further had been written.

Only after careful inspection, I at length discovered that a second message had been written there, the letters dotted beneath with a blue pencil in order to distinguish them from those previously indicated.

The letters when deciphered at first conveyed no meaning. I scribbled them down upon my shirt-cuff as follows: — 

LASPARIZI ONED ELLAFIG LIADIB RY DE NCIENECESSAR IAEL LA POSSI EDETUTTI IN OSTRISE GRE TI.

Hailing another cab, I read and re-read the puzzling letters, trying to reduce them to words.



I had told the man to drive to Page Street, Westminster — for before leaving London I wanted to ascertain whether Lord Charlie was still in hiding, as his close concealment was one of the features of the situation which had struck me as very peculiar. Could he have been The Hawks assassin?

Alighting from the taxi at the top of the street, I called upon the old fence, and, under pretence that having some stolen jewellery to dispose of I had come to ask if he were open to purchase it, I had a short chat with him. In the course of our conversation I learned that Northcroft was still his guest.

There now remained but one way in which to evade arrest, namely, to go into hiding. The police were, I knew, searching for me high and low. No doubt they had visited Mr. Meakin in Gower Street, and had considerably surprised him by their anxious inquiries after the quiet, studious doctor of the Jenner Institute.

Yes, I must leave London, for I had already run too many risks, and a false step at that moment might mean irretrievable ruin. So I told my cabman to drive to the Addison Road Station at Kensington. It was five oclock in the evening when I arrived there, and not having tasted food since early breakfast I ate some cold beef at the buffet, and afterwards started off without luggage on a long and purposely circuitous journey.

First I took train to Willesden, where, joining the Scotch express, I alighted at eleven oclock that night at Preston, and remained at the Park Hotel, adjoining the station, until six oclock next morning, when I continued my journey to Carlisle, and thence across Cumberland to Hexham, where I changed again, and subsequently found myself in central Northumberland, at the small station of Woodburn.

I had informed Jack by wire from Preston of my advent, and he was awaiting me on the platform, an ill-dressed, unkempt person in rough, worn-out tweeds, thick boots, and a tweed hat — a figure very different to the spruce, dandified gentleman in well-cut clothes who was such a prominent figure on the Promenade des Anglais at Nice, in the Casino garden at Wiesbaden, or on the Digue at Ostend. But Jack had a wonderful genius for disguise, and while in London or Paris, or any other capital, he was the keen-writted cosmopolitan, yet here, in rural Northumberland, he was simply an uncouth countryman from the south — Edward Nash, a farmer friend of the accommodating Jim Daniel.

He had a small farmers cart outside, and in the soft, evening light we drove together away across Woodburn Common, turning after a couple of miles on to the main road at Raylees, thence over the hill to the ancient village of Elsdon, which some declare to be the oldest in England. It was, I found, miles from everywhere, in the midst of a lovely, heather-clad moorland; and after driving another quarter of an hour up the straight road past the Mote Hills and the mill, we came to a place which Jack pointed out as Bowershiel, and near this we turned into Jim Daniels large white-washed, slate-roofed farm, which stood in a lonely spot away from the road, on the side of the hill which led down to Billsmoor Park and Grasslees.

During our drive little opportunity was afforded us to speak in confidence — as one of the farm lads was with us, sent, I suppose, to look after my luggage, which now consisted of a portmanteau and a couple of cheap, ready-made tweed suits which I had purchased in Carlisle. In my changeful life, my luggage was constantly being transformed. Compelled as I so often was to fly and leave my belongings behind, I bought fresh things on an average about once a month. I believe, indeed, that at that moment I had luggage in the cloakroom of nearly every terminus in London — traps that I feared for one reason or another to claim.

The man Daniel was a rather stout, middle-aged man in rough, grey clothes and well-worn leather gaiters, a typical old-fashioned farmer, whose hand-grasp was hearty, whose speech was gruff, without, of course, any brogue, as he was not a native of the district, and whose hospitality was of the rough and ready kind.

My room, a small, clean one with white dimity curtains, commanded a fine view of the dark Dough Crag, and the Tod Knowe to the right, and after a hearty supper with Daniel and his slender, rather frail-looking wife, Jack and I retired together to talk.

You chaps have got something to say to each other, I know, exclaimed our host, when we had finished our meal. Go upstairs and chat. You wont be disturbed. When youve done youll come down again and have a glass and a pipe with me — eh?

Charles Rowe was the name that had been bestowed upon me by my host and hostess, and I was, of course, addressed as such before the red-haired maid-of-all-work, who served us at table.

In the privacy of my room Jack Saltoun flung himself into the old chintz-covered grandfather chair, lit his pipe, and said:

Now, Harry, tell me all thats occurred since you left Daddys. We scarcely ever see a paper here, you know. Is the Hermione affair fizzling out?

No. I dont think it is, was my reply. Then I hesitated — not knowing how to commence the narration of the strange incidents of those past few days in which I seemed to have lived a very lifetime of anxiety and suspense.

At last, seated in the deep recess of the old-fashioned diamond-paned window, I began at the commencement, and related to him everything, just as I have written it down in the foregoing pages.

He sat stock still, pipe in hand and open-mouthed, as I related the whole of the strange story. Only when I told him of my great love for Bess did he move, and then it was a restless shifting, betokening fear and uneasiness.

You dont believe in her, Jack, I said, a trifle warmly. You have suspicions that shes playing a double game, eh?

He hesitated. Then he answered:

Well, as you put the question to me, Harry, I may as well answer it frankly. Yes, I have.

But whats your proof? Show it me, and then I may be convinced.

He shook his head, just as he had done before.

Ah, Harry! he sighed. Youll know some day — quite soon enough.

I was surprised. I saw that he was in possession of some important fact concerning her, and it seemed as though he feared to reveal it, lest I should be pained. Towards me, his friend, Jack Saltoun, although a prince among swindlers, always played a straight game; therefore, I knew that he would not express dissatisfaction without some well-based cause.

Again and again I tried to force the truth from him, but he steadily refused to tell me the reason of his vague distrust of her.

At last, not without annoyance at his attitude of secrecy, I went on with my story, telling him of the dastardly attack made upon my well-beloved by some person whom she refused to denounce.

Ah! he exclaimed. That only confirms my theory to be the correct one. She fears to tell the truth, although an attempt has been made to take her life. Go on, he added with a smile. And what else?

Then yours is only a theory! I cried. It isnt a fact! I mean you have nothing to prove that your suspicions are well founded?

He made a gesture of impatience with the hand that held the weil-coloured meerschaum, and pushing his long hair from his brow, said:

Let me hear the whole of the story.

Then I went on, describing how I had watched The Hawk and the bogus Count, and how I had followed them from the Langham to Berkeley Square. I told him of the valets visit to the house of Nigel Clemenger; of The Hawks appointment at that tea-shop in Fenchurch Street, and of the message he left on the marble-top of the table — a message intended for Lady Clare, but never received by her.

To all this he listened with breathless interest, until I described my own visit to Berkeley Square and the startling revelation that had been ma le there.

What! he cried, starting up and glaring at me as though he had taken leave of his senses. The Hawk and Nigel Clemenger one and the same person! Why, Harry, you must be dreaming, my dear fellow. Do you know what you are saying?

I do. And I repeat it. Miles Jervoise was none other than Nigel Clemenger. The valet Barker and all the other servants have proved it. He deceived even us!

But the things utterly impossible! cried my companion, unconvinced. How could he have led this double life, unknown even to his wife?

His wife knew, and for some unknown reason assisted him. Recollect how he introduced her as a stranger to his valet at the Hôtel de France! Think for a moment of all the other incidents in which Lady Clare led us to suppose that The Hawk was merely a friend. I agree with you that the mystery is a profound and unintelligible one. When we discover who killed The Hawk, then only shall we find the clue to the extraordinary affair.


CHAPTER XLI.

THE READING OF THE MESSAGE.
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WE MUST FIND the assassin, Jack declared with a decisive air. We know more of the other side of Clemengers life than any one else, therefore we ought to succeed.

I wonder if his wife killed him? Remember, they didnt get on well together.

I dont think so, I answered? And it seems certain that the young Italian is innocent, for I saw the victim outside his house sound and well while the bogus Count was inside. Yet, of course, he might have returned there while Jervoise was at home. Again from inquiries Ive made I cannot think that Lord Charlie has had any hand in it. But of that Im not altogether sure.

Well, tell me the exact conditions in which you discovered the body, he urged; and in response I gave him the minutest details, even more fully than the description which I have here penned for you.

He interrupted me only by expressions of surprise and amazement, for what I related absolutely dumbfounded him.

Well, he exclaimed, when I had concluded, I cannot help thinking, Harry, that Uffy was wrong when he told us that Jervoise was coming to England in order to run us to earth! It seems to me, from the way he introduced the Italian valet to his wife, that he was here for some other distinct purpose, and that he played a game that was checkmated. Its an absolute mystery, anyhow — and one that we might, if we were not compelled to live up here in hiding, be able to solve. As it is, however, with you a witness who has been identified as a man wanted, and with myself wanted also, I dont see how we can move an inch in the matter.

But we must! I urged. Poor Bess is undoubtedly in peril. To my mind the same hand that struck her, struck the fatal blow at Miles Jervoise.

Jack was silent for a few minutes. That may be so, he admitted. Yet it is strange that, loving you as she says she does, she will not take you into her confidence. It only shows that she has a game of her own to play.

Enough! I cried quickly. Lets speak no more of her. We are discussing the mystery of our natural enemy, Miles Jervoise. Hes never seemed to disguise his personal appearance, trusting, I suppose, to luck that the people in London who knew Mr. Nigel Clemenger as a prominent man in the political circle, would not recognise in him the clever cosmopolitan jewel-thief who frequented Continental hotels and railway stations. And even if they did, don t you see what a magnificent and perfect alibi he might set up!

Perfectly marvellous! declared Saltoun, with admiration at the devilish ingenuity of the man who, had the truth leaked out to the newspapers, would certainly have been regarded as one of the most successful criminals of the century. Of course, neither you nor I ever had the occasion to meet Clemenger, and therefore never suspected the strange life he was leading. Still, it seems remarkable that Lady Clare, a peer s daughter, and the popular woman that she is, could have assisted him in his nefarious schemes.

But all I have learned from the ladys-maid had gone to prove that she did not love him, and held apart from him as much as possible. He probably held some influence over her, and forced her to participate in his various schemes.

Even then, however, he must have deceived her, just as he did by introducing to her an Italian valet as a young man of title.

The whole thing is uttefly bewildering, declared my friend. The more one reflects upon it, the more remarkable and mysterious does it become. In every detail it is puzzling and incomprehensible. The only fact made plain is the marvellous cunning of the murdered man. That will surely never be equalled.

I agreed with him as to the clever subterfuges and bold daring of Miles Jervoise, and explained how I had discovered among the scattered contents of the safe the proceeds of a dozen great robberies of jewels, all of which passed unnoticed by the police, who believed them to be part of the dead mans legitimate possessions.

Ah! said my friend. The murderer was in search of something of great importance to him. I wonder what it was.

Then, for the first time since I left the chamber of death, I recollected the letter I had taken possession of, and drawing it from my pocket I opened it and eagerly glanced it through.

What have you there? asked my companion; but I did not reply, being too deeply engrossed in the amazing contents. 

Unsigned and undated, it read as follows:

DEAR HAROLD, — Do take my advice and leave Nice at once. Go anywhere — back to England if you like — only avoid your present companions, Mr. Saltoun and his friend Holmes. More I dare not tell you. Of course you will consider this letter as purely confidential and written entirely in your own interests. Not a word to my father, or to either Mr. Saltoun or Mr. Holmes. I shall walk on the terrace at Monte Carlo to-morrow, and shall be opposite the pigeon-shooting pavilion at eleven oclock. I wonder if you will be there? Adieu till to-morrow.

I re-read the letter, and became convinced. The handwriting was Bessies, and the letter had evidently been written on the day prior to Harold Haydens tragic end.

Without a word I handed it to Jack, who eagerly glanced it through, and then uttered the truth that was already on my lips.

You recollect that Uffy and Bessie lunched with the poor young fellow at the Hermitage at Monte Carlo on the day of his death. We were over at Cannes that morning at the regatta.

Yes, I answered hoarsely. I recollect.

And you see what a false game she played us! observed Jack, who was by no means an admirer of women. He was a mans man par excellence, and a philosopher of the pessimistic school. Does not that letter furnish further proof, if such is wanted, that she is not your friend?

I was silent for a moment. This argument was almost convincing — but not quite, because I loved her.

She warned him of us, its true, I answered. But she was fond of him — as she has openly admitted — and naturally desired to save him. You recollect, Jack, that neither of us had any idea that there was any affection between the two. or surely we shouldnt have acted as the curs we did!

Jack pursed his lips. Memory of that strange affair was always bitter, for he blamed himself just as I did, just indeed as Bess did, for having had a hand in the young fellows untimely end.

No, Harry, he said, in a hard voice, quite unusual to him. Youre right. We were in ignorance, or it would never have occurred. Nevertheless, its strange, to say the least, that Bess was on terms of friendship with Lady Clare, wife of the man who was our bitterest enemy.

I thought she hated The Hawk. Surely she had good cause to do so, for when Uffy got his two years at Marseilles, for working the confidence trick on a lady off one of the P. and O. boats, it was undoubtedly because Jervoise, jealous of him, gave him away to the police. Bess told me that long ago.

Exactly, exclaimed my fellow-fugitive. She misled us into believing that he was her worst enemy, and yet she was on affable terms of friendship with his wife!

Of course, she had some motive, I declared. It may have been in our interests — for she is at least devoted to her father and mother. Still, she must have been aware of the double life of The Hawk all along.

Then why did she hide the truth from us all?

Because, as Ive already said, she may have had some very strong motive. I refuse to condemn the woman I love before she has been given an opportunity for explanation.

Love! he echoed, with a supercilious curl of the lip. I knew that he considered me an arrant fool for bestowing a single thought upon her. Indeed, had he not already frankly told me so?

As I stood there, her letter in my hand, I noticed the strange words I had copied from the hoarding still legible upon my soiled shirt-cuff; for I had had no opportunity of changing my linen during those three days of excitement and flight.

I showed them to Jack, who was greatly puzzled. He first copied them with pencil on paper, and then, standing by the window in the falling twilight, set himself to decipher their meaning.

For a long time we both strove to make sense of the jumble of letters until Jack, of a sudden, cried: — 

Why, its Italian! Look! Properly divided into words, it reads:— La sparizione della figlia di Bryden ci é necessaria. Ella possiede tutti i nostri segreti.

So it is! I gasped. The translation in English is: The disappearance of Brydens daughter is necessary. She knows all our secrets!

A silence fell between us again, but it was broken by Jack who, turning to me, asked in an earnest, meaning voice:

Is not this cipher message, read in conjunction with her secrecy, sufficient to convince you that she has played us false? Recollect, old fellow, all that we have at stake — recollect, too, that shes a woman!


CHAPTER XLII.

IN WHICH I RECEIVE VISITORS.
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I MUST ADMIT that the secret warning, as deciphered, caused me many hours of painful misgiving, increased by the letter I had recovered from among the dead mans effects. Although my love had acted in conjunction with us, as our accomplice, she had nevertheless warned the young Englishman — who, if he had heeded her, would perhaps have been alive at that moment. Much as we all regretted that tragic and mysterious circumstance in Nice, yet the fact that Bess had played us false aroused within me a vague suspicion.

The enigma became hourly more puzzling and more hopelessly involved.

On the fourth day after my arrival I drove the old pony down to Woodburn Station for the newspapers, and on opening the Newcastle Chronicle on my return to the farm found a full report of the inquest on Clemenger. It was headed The Mysterious Death of an M.P., and gave a complete account of the inquiry.

In Jacks room we devoured every word printed in the report. Barker had, of course, been the principal witness, and testified to the eccentricities of his master. My name had afterwards been called, but there had been no response. Whereat the inspector told the coroner that the police were making certain inquiries regarding myself and my story, the result of which could not be given to the public at that stage. Then the jury viewed the emergency staircase, which was said to have been recently constructed in case of fire, and had a number of servants called before them.

No light, however, was thrown upon the tragedy, even though Lady Clare, the widow, came forward, a fragile, tragic figure in deep mourning, and identified the body as that of her husband. She told the jury that she had been away to Paris on a visit — a flat untruth — and that the first she had known of her bereavement was the brief announcement in the papers. Mr. Clemenger had, she said, been somewhat eccentric in his habits of late, and as a consequence she was absent from her home a good deal, living with her father, Lord Lyddington, who was rather an invalid.

The jury sympathised deeply with her ladyship, of course, and the coroner fully believed her statement to be true. He knew nothing of that message her husband had written to her on the top of the marble tea-table in Fenchurch Street, or of the mysterious and separate life the pair had been leading.

Barker, the valet, recalled, was closely cross-examined. No person had sought an interview with his master, except the man who gave a card bearing the name of Henry Holmes, and a young Italian who had called two days previously. This latter fact referred, no doubt, to the remarkable visit of the bogus Count to his masters own house, the reason of which, try how I would, I could not discern. The young man was left for a few minutes in the morning-room, but as though his courage failed him, he had fled leaving the door ajar. At first it was believed that he was a sneak-thief; but on examining the portable property nothing was missed.

This fact puzzled the jury. They entertained suspicions of me, of course, but the fact that the caller was a foreigner was quite sufficient to prejudice the twelve London tradesmen, the foreman of whom made a suggestion that the police should inquire very fully into the callers identity.

The summing-up was a long one, as befitted a tragedy in which the victim was a man of high position. When the death of a poor person is the subject of inquiry — especially at our Metropolitan hospitals — coroners are brief and in a hurry for the verdict. But when a wealthy mans life has ended in any mysterious circumstance it is always a different matter. He is prepared for half a dozen adjournments, if necessary.

In this case, however, after he had reviewed the mystery at great length, the jury arrived at a verdict — the only one in such a case — namely, Wilful murder by some person or persons unknown.

The mystery, surely one of the strangest of Londons many enigmas of crime, was left to the police to solve.

Weeks dragged on, and Christmas came and went. Never to the end of my days shall I forget the dismal weariness of those never-ending hours, when I wandered over the heather-clad countryside, fettered as I was, merely killing time and longing for the morrow — and the morrow. The anxiety of it all held us both in highest tension, and the remarkable affair itself grew always more inexplicable whenever we discussed it.

Twice each week I received warm letters addressed to Mr. Charles Rowe, from Bessie, who had been taken by her mother to Bexhill for her convalescence — letters so full of affection, good counsel, and bright hope, that they cheered me, and greatly lightened my obsession. Yet I longed to be with her again, to press her hand and kiss her dear, sweet lips.

One dark afternoon in early January I had been for a lonely tramp around Darden Lough through the driving rain, Jack having gone over with Daniel to Holystone to fetch some sheep, and on my return to the farm one of the labourers met me outside the door, saying:

Somebodys askin for you, Mr. Rowe. Theyre inside. Been a-waitin this hour or more.

Who is it? I inquired, breathlessly, in deadly fear that the police had at last discovered us, but at that same instant the door opened, and there, in the fading wintry light, I found myself face to face with a slim, female figure in a dark brown tailor-made dress. It was my own love, Bess! She threw herself into my arms, and wept for very joy.

At last! she cried, dragging me in. At last, Harry, after all these long months! I thought I would give you a surprise. Forgive me.

Forgive! I exclaimed, pressing her to me and tenderly stroking her soft hair, for fatigued by her journey she had removed her hat. I have nothing to forgive — nothing, darling.

Ah, yes, you have, Harry! she cried. You have much to forgive, as you will see ere long. I — I am utterly unworthy of you, and she sobbed upon my shoulder.

No, no, dont say that, I urged, pained at her emotion. Let us go into this room, I suggested, indicating the small sitting-room, which we seldom used, preferring the larger room with its black beams and big open grate.

Well, I said, taking both her hands, when we were inside, with the door closed, you have come back to me — my love, and I bent and kissed her fondly.

Ÿes, she answered in a low, nervous voice. But you do not trust me, Harry. How can you, after all that has occurred?

I believe in everything that you have told me, I declared with truth. From me you have withheld many facts, but it is with some strong motive, I feel convinced.

Ah, my beloved, how generous you are! she cried with a spontaneous outburst of gratitude. You do not know how I have suffered! All these months I have believed that you suspected me of playing you false, and—

Well, I have proof of that to a certain degree in a letter which you wrote to Harold Hayden, I answered with a sudden coldness, for it suddenly struck me at that moment that she intended to exercise her marvellous feminine influence upon me, in order to avoid telling me all she knew.

Ah! she cried, drawing back as though I had dealt her a blow. Yes, it is true that I warned him of his impending ruin — quite true. But was I not right? Recollect I was his friend.

You loved him, I added in a hard voice.

I admit it. Why should I deny what is the truth? But I love you, Harry. Have you not just said that you never doubted me?

I have never doubted what you have chosen to tell me, for I believe youve told me the truth,

I answered. Yet up to the present you have explained nothing, remember — told me absolutely nothing of the curious facts known to you concerning Miles Jervoise. You have refused to satisfy me in any one particular.

It is for that reason I am come here, she declared firmly, releasing her small hands from mine. You shall hear me, Harry, and then you shall be my judge.

And before I could realise her intention she had opened the door, crossed the narrow passage to the larger room, and returned, accompanied by a woman.

When I saw the newcomer my heart gave a great bound, and then seemed to stop suddenly. I could scarce believe my own eyes, for my visitor was none other than Lady Clare.

This is not our first meeting, Mr. Holmes, exclaimed her ladyship, extending her gloved hand to me and smiling. She was dressed in mourning, her neat-waisted figure as stylish as usual, her large felt hat suiting her admirably, and her figure set off to advantage by a close-fitting, astrakhan coat.

What does this mean? I gasped, utterly bewildered. Then, turning to my love, whose pale countenance told me plainly how intensely she had suffered both physically and mentally since that last evening I had spent with her at Kennington, I sought an explanation.

It means that I am at last free to explain, and submit myself to your judgment, Harry, she answered, trembling. I have been silent because I dared not reveal what I knew, for the sake of Lady Clare, who has all along been my friend; and further, it was in our mutual interests that the truth should remain unknown — as you will see.

At that moment the door of the small sitting-room reopened, and Jack, ill-dressed and muddy, entered, and, on recognising my visitors, stood surprised and dumbfounded.

Having made explanations to him in half a dozen words, I closed the door; and then, at my loves instigation, Lady Clare commenced to reveal to us a most remarkable story, one which if obtained by the newspapers would surely have created a nine days sensation. Happily for me and for my love, however, the truth never leaked out, to be distorted and embellished for the delectation of the public; therefore this present account of the affair, just as it occurred, is the only authentic record that has been, or ever will be, published.


CHAPTER XLIII.

RELATES TO A WOMANS STORY.
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I THINK, MR. Holmes, that I have been something of a mystery to you, commenced the well-dressed woman in black, after a brief hesitation. But, finding Bessie in the position she now is, and you in hiding up here, I have resolved, at risk of condemning myself as false and heartless, and for the unburdening of my own conscience, to explain the facts of this remarkable affair so far as they have personally concerned myself. I quite admit that my own actions have been mysterious, because — well, because I am unfortunately just as unconventional, shall we call it, as you yourselves are. You will remember that in Nice you all three became acquainted with a certain young Englishman named Harold Hayden? and she paused, while at mention of that name a deep sigh involuntarily escaped my beloved.

Well, she went on, I must first take you back four years before — to one warm June evening when, fond of adventure that I was, I was staying at Harrogate with Mrs. Grainger, my chaperon. She was a youngish woman, an officers widow; and as we often travelled about contrary to my fathers orders, I usually adopted the name of Clare Ramsden, in order to conceal my identity — for when a titled woman is staying at an hotel it generally gets into the local papers as an advertisement. At Harrogate I met young Hayden, and we soon became fast friends. One day he took Mrs. Grainger and myself over to see his house at Mickley, near Ripon — for he had recently come into considerable property on his fathers death. Our friendship, after some months, ripened into a romantic affection, and he at length persuaded me to marry him — which I did at St. Marys Church, in Chesterfield.

Fearful of my fathers anger, I induced him to keep our union secret, and to allow me to continue to live apart with Mrs. Grainger, while he returned to Mickley. The truth was unknown even to my chaperon; yet we continued to meet frequently, and for a year everything went well, and the romance of it all was most delightful. At last, however, the glamour wore off. Harold was anxious that I should explain everything to my father and go and live with him, while I — well, I may as well admit the truth — I was tired of him, and had already fallen in love with another man of wealth and position, Mr. Nigel Clemenger. To cut a long story short, Mr. Clemenger proposed to me; and I accepted and married him at St. Georges, Hanover Square, in my true character as daughter of Lord Lyddington. I had to be careful that no portrait of myself as bride should appear in any of the ladies papers, lest Harold might see it, she added, with a bitter smile.

Being Harolds wife, however, she continued, I had to propitiate him constantly, excusing myself from revealing the truth to my father, whom he believed to be a Mr. Cecil Ramsden, coal-owner, of Swansea. My formal meetings with Harold were easy on account of Mr. Clemengers frequent absences from London on business connected with certain companies in which he was interested. And so all went merrily until one night, when I was with Nigel at the Hunt Ball at Melton Mowbray, and there, to my dismay and horror, I came face to face with Harold. He was amazed, of course, at finding me there, and utterly puzzled when some friend of his pointed out Mr. Clemenger as my husband. But I managed, by concocting a remarkable story, to convince him temporarily that what had been told him was a lie, and thus avoided a scene. I ought to say that Harold, after his marriage with me, had gone in for horseracing and cards, with the usual result. He knew that he would be compelled to sell Mickley, and had now begun again to press me to take up my proper position as his wife. To gain time I suggested, as we sat out the dances, that he should go to the Riviera for the winter, and that on his return I would make a clean breast of the affair to my father.

He took my advice and went south, but as soon as he got away I noticed a distinct change in the tone of his letters. They were not so affectionate; and I fondly hoped that he, too, had grown tired, and intended to leave me in peace. One day, however, I received a strange letter from him from the Anglais at Nice, saying that he had not only discovered that I had committed bigamy, but that my husband, Nigel Clemenger, who was at that moment at Monte Carlo, had been identified as none other than Miles Jervoise, alias The Hawk, the notorious jewel thief, and one of the cleverest of Continental swindlers! He commanded me to go out to Nice at once, and to meet him in strict secrecy at the Magnan Bridge at midnight on my arrival. What could I do but obey? The extraordinary allegation against my second husband I refused to believe; therefore I sent on an extract of the letter to him at the Metropole at Monte Carlo, and without telling him of my intention, took the Nice express from Charing Cross next morning, and kept the appointment.

Harold arrived at the bridge half an hour late in a state of intense agitation. He told me nothing of his losses at roulette that evening, but charged me with bigamy and with rendering assistance to Nigel Clemenger, whom he intended to denounce as an impostor and a thief. I quickly saw that my own position was one of gravest peril, and when he offered to preserve silence if I would, on my part, swear to say nothing of our marriage and allow him to marry his new -love, Bessie, I was compelled to submit. After a long and stormy scene we took mutual oaths, and then at about three oclock we parted.

And then? I asked.

Well, he was found dead up a narrow lane a quarter of a mile from where I had left him, she said, in a low, hard voice. The police believed it was a case of suicide after his losses at cards.

And is that all you know, Lady Clare? I inquired, with deep meaning.

Yes, she replied, hoarsely. That is really — really all I know.

I think, Harry, that there are certain questions which are unfair to put to her ladyship, and that is one, remarked my love, raising her sweet, trustful face to mine. The tragic end of Harold Hayden is wrapped in mystery, as it ever will remain.

Perhaps so, I said. But you told me that you were here, dear, to reveal what is known to you, I urged impatiently.

The story as told by Lady Clare had held Jack dumbfounded, and very interested — more especially as there had always been just a suspicion — only a vague suspicion be it said — in the minds of Uffy and myself that he might have quarrelled with the unfortunate fellow and killed him in a moment of anger. Jack, on that fateful night, had followed young Hayden out, and for aught we knew, might have gone in his direction, although he was supposed to have walked down to the Casino. I think he knew of this suspicion against him, but he never sought to contradict it, fearing, I suppose, to increase it by so doing.

Well, I will tell you something further, exclaimed Bessie. One evening, when Harold was dining with my father and myself at the Hermitage at Monte Carlo, a tall, clean-shaven, rather distinguished man passed, and I recognised him as The Hawk — the most expert jewel-thief in Europe — but at the same moment my companion bent and whispered to me, Look, theres Mr. Nigel Clemenger, the Member of Parliament! I at once laughed at the idea; and my father, on being appealed to, declared that the man was The Hawk, who had a bad reputation all over Europe as a very clever swindler. The unfortunate young man made inquiries of friends in the room that evening, and it was at once established greatly to my surprise, I must say, that Nigel Clemenger and Miles Jervoise were actually one and the same. The discovery seemed to hold Harold spellbound; but later that night he confessed to me the story of his romantic marriage, just as the widow has related it to you. That man has deceived her, he said bitterly, and he shall pay for it! I, however, urged him to take no step without due forethought, and he at last promised not to act rashly. At that time The Hawk had no idea that Harold was Lady Clares husband, but my eyes being opened, I could see that he was carefully watching all our movements. Miles Jervoise knew me well as your decoy, and the mere fact of seeing Harold in my company was sufficient to tell him your intentions of securing the young mans money by unfair play. So he watched and waited in patience, until — well, until that night when the poor fellow was ruined and killed.

And afterwards? I asked. How did you become acquainted with her ladyship?

I called upon her immediately on my arrival in London. I knew her secret, and she promised if I preserved it she would stand my friend. Therefore I dared not tell you the truth, Harry.

Why not?

Because, exclaimed her ladyship, turning to us, I threatened to inform the police of your whereabouts if a single fact leaked out regarding the identity of Nigel Clemenger.

Then I saw how my loves lips had been sealed, and as she went on with her story my heart went out to her in fullest sympathy. She had, all along, been true, to me, I knew; yet over her there had hung the dread of a womans fierce revenge, and this had held her to silence.

I have said nothing of the murderous attack made upon me in Queen Victoria Street, my love said. But I may tell you that, in order to confirm certain suspicions, I met Miles Jervoise on that night. I knew that he had been watching both of us, a fact that was proved by his conversation, and high words arose between us, in which I told him how I had discovered he was posing as Nigel Clemenger, and of my intention of denouncing him to the young Italian who was his accomplice. It was this which caused him to make that sudden attack upon me. He intended to kill me, and thus preserve his secret.

But those messages upon the hoarding, I exclaimed. By whom were they written?

By The Hawk, of course, to communicate with Charles Northcroft.

And your own strange conduct, Lady Clare?

I asked, turning to the pale-faced, handsome woman. Forgive me for saying so, but it was very mysterious. I was present in that obscure hotel when your husband introduced you to the young Italian as an unmarried lady.

Her cheeks flushed suddenly, and her hands trembled.

My own conduct need not be called into the question, need it, Mr. Holmes? she asked, after a painful pause. It has been evil enough — so bad, indeed, that I cannot excuse myself.

You were actually acting as accomplice to your husband — well knowing that he had gained his wealth by those ingenious thefts and frauds in various cities in Europe, I said in a hard, stern voice. Is not that so?

She nodded in the affirmative, and all the light died from that countenance so universally admired in London drawing-rooms.

For what reason? I inquired. Was it not a startling revelation when the truth of the mans double life was exposed by Harold Hayden?

Ah, yes! she cried, covering her face with her hands. You dont know how much I have suffered — you can never know! I cant speak of it, for the very names of Harold Hayden and Miles Jervoise seem to burn my throat.

You mean that your husband, after you knew his true character, compelled you to act as his accomplice? I suggested. Again she nodded.

And tell me, Lady Clare, by what means did he hold this evil power over you? I inquired, earnestly.

She was silent quite a long time. Then in a voice so low as to be almost indistinguishable, she said:

Because he knew the truth.

Of what?

Of Harolds death.

Then it was not The Hawk who followed and murdered him?

Ah! cried the woman, with a sudden outburst of remorse. When I came here with poor Bessie I resolved to clear her without denouncing myself; but I must relieve my conscience, even by admitting the awful truth. I can bear my secret no longer. It was I — I who killed my husband, Harold Hayden!

You! gasped my love, starting back and staring at her companion. You killed him!

Yes, she answered, hoarsely. And Jervoise knew it, he watched me. After leaving Harold, I turned back, followed him secretly, and killed him — securing among other things the letter you had written, warning him of your friends. I was mad — mad — as I dragged the body up that narrow alley, for I feared that if he lived he would carry out his threat and denounce me as having committed bigamy with the adventurer, Miles Jervoise.

We stood aghast and utterly speechless at the sudden confession. The unfortunate womans countenance had become drawn and pale as death; her great, dark eyes seemed starting from her head, and her thin-gloved hands were clenched convulsively. Her aspect was of one whose very heart was frozen by a nameless, ghastly fear. As we looked upon her, her white lips moved, she reeled rigidly, and next instant fell back insensible, even before Jack, who was standing near, could save her.


CHAPTER XLIV.

EXPLAINS THE MYSTERY.
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I THINK I need not refer in further detail than necessary to the painful incident of Lady Clares confession.

After she was restored to consciousness she sat for a long time in the old-fashioned arm-chair, her eyes fixed straight before her in silence — a pitiable figure. Bessie remained alone with her, but what passed between them I know not, except that about half an hour later my love called me into the room, and the handsome woman, now thoroughly broken down, explained to me how her husband had compelled her to act as his accomplice and to pose as an unmarried girl of birth and position. Having confessed her guilt, she sought to conceal nothing further, but rather to unburden herself freely to us.

Briefly, in a low, hoarse voice, she explained how The Hawk had introduced the young Count Sirio Leonelli to her, saying that he was very wealthy and possessor of some magnificent historic jewels which were locked up in the Leonelli Palace in Rome. Of these he intended to obtain possession. She had been forced by The Hawk, in order to assist him in his endeavours to pose as Nigel Clemengers sister— Miss Clemenger. The Count had invited them both to Rome, and they were contemplating leaving for Italy when the tragedy occurred in Berkeley Square.

Further, she explained that the reason of her anxiety to travel to the Holy Land by the fictitious yacht Hermione was in order to escape for a time from her terrible servitude to The Hawk, while the motive of all the secrecy on the part of both of them was because The Hawk was in deadly fear of Jack and myself watching their game with the bogus Count, well knowing that Bessie Bryden had discovered how cleverly he was posing as Nigel Clemenger. I inquired of her the reason of her fear and consternation at discovering those numerals on The Hawks shirt-cuff on the night of her introduction to the Italian valet at the Hôtel de France, and she was perfectly frank in her reply. The Hawk, in association with Lord Charlie, had formed a bold plan to enter the premises of a well-known jeweller in Bond Street and open the strong room. The safe was, however, guarded at night by a watchman who would have to be silenced, and, further, the lock could only be opened with the knowledge of a certain array of numerals, which were being frequently altered. These she had, through a third party, a woman, ingeniously obtained, but had withheld them from him, well knowing that he and his accomplice would have no compunction in killing the watchman, providing they held the secret of the lock. It was the discovery that he had himself secured knowledge of the arrangement of the figures which caused her to anticipate a tragedy.

From her low, faltering words and her white, trembling lips I realised how deeply she had suffered in that horrible servitude, and how bitterly she repented the fearful crime that had so overshadowed her young life.

With some hesitancy I besought her to tell me two things that still puzzled me — namely, the reason Jervoise had introduced his valet to her as a wealthy Count, and the identity of The Hawks assassin.

But my love, placing her hand in mine, answered for her, saying:

Of those two matters Lady Clare is in ignorance. Only one man, I believe, knows — Lord Charlie.

Then we must see him without delay, I said decisively, for I feared that as soon as he knew that the truth was revealed he would change his hiding-place.

No time was therefore to be lost, and at imminent risk of detection, Jack and I accompanied Bess and Lady Clare to Woodburn Station at ten oclock that night, arriving at Kings Cross next day just before noon.

Her ladyship, having received our assurance of secrecy regarding her confession, declared in tears her intention of striving to make atonement, and parted from us on the platform, and disappearing into a taxi and driving rapidly away.

An hour later the three of us were closeted with Northcroft in his dark, stuffy little room in Page Street, Westminster.

At first the clever thief refused point-blank to tell us a word; but when Jack commenced to explain the main facts already in our possession, and to assure him that we had neither intention nor desire to give any information to the police, we at last induced him to make a clean breast of his connection with the remarkable affair.

I was in Paris, staying at the Continental, he declared in the course of his explanation, when Miles Jervoise came and suggested to me a scheme to get hold of the Lyddington jewels — the well-known emeralds and rubies of Lady Clares family. We wanted an assistant, and I suggested a young Italian named Giovanni Breschi, who had helped me once or twice, posing as valet. I came over to London first, and was followed by The Hawk, who went under the name of Martin Johnson, and the Italian, who was, for the purposes of the scheme, introduced to Lady Clare as a wealthy young Count. The idea was that Lady Clare should invite him to Mount Street at a time when her father was absent, and that while there, he might learn where the safe was situated and eventually open it with a false key. If Breschi stole the jewels and escaped, no suspicion would fall upon Jervoise or himself, while Lady Clare would, in order to save her own reputation, fear to reveal the secret. The Hawk had entirely misled her as to his real object, for she was all the time convinced that the intention was to obtain the gems locked away in the Leonelli Palace in Rome.

And now, Northcroft, I said, deeply in earnest, be frank with me. This game is a drawn one throughout, save that The Hawk is dead — a man who, as you know, was your enemy just as he was ours, and would have given you away at any moment when he thought he might profit by so doing. Tell me who was responsible for his death?

The thin, grey-faced, rather superior-looking man glanced from me to my love, for he knew the whole of her story, just as he knew that Jack and I were crooks like himself.

Then, as though impressed by Bessies earnest anxiety to ascertain the truth, he crossed the narrow, back room, and unlocking an old writing-desk, took from it a letter, which he handed to me, saying:

Read that. I received it by post yesterday morning.

In breathless eagerness I glanced through the two pages of close writing in a rather uneducated hand, and what I saw there, with my love and Jack reading over my shoulder, caused me to stand stock still, rooted to the spot.

It was a confession. The writer stated quite openly that he had discovered that Mr. Nigel Clemenger was none other than the notorious Miles Jervoise, and had for nearly two years received handsome sums to preserve silence and to assist in The Hawks clever imposture as the respectable landowner and gentleman. They had, however, quarrelled — for it appears that Jervoise had refused to be longer blackmailed — when the writer had one day entered his room and demanded a large sum in full settlement, and as final payment for his secrecy. This had been resisted, whereupon the writer, furious at The Hawks attitude, suddenly resolved to kill him, and secure some of the money and stolen jewels in the safe in the bedroom. This he did, afterwards ransacking the place and securing nearly twenty thousand pounds in notes and securities, as well as a quantity of the jewels. No suspicion had been aroused against him, however, until a few days ago, when he gave to the lady to whom he was engaged a diamond ring of ordinary pattern, but containing a very good stone.

The latter unfortunately dropped out; and she took it to a jeweller in the Strand to be repaired, quite unaware that the ring opened secretly inside, and that within was engraved the name of a well-known duchess, its original owner. The jeweller recognised it as part of the jewels stolen from the Dukes seat in Leicestershire, for which the police had long been in search, so he at once informed them. The result was that the young woman, on being questioned, stated from whom she received it, and an attempt had at once been made to arrest the writer.

I have no further necessity for concealing the truth, concluded the letter. I write this in order that no innocent man shall suffer as accessory in the removal of the most dangerous and unscrupulous man in London, and because I know that, for me, arrest must mean the revelation of my crime. Perhaps I have done a service to society, but being now compelled to pay the full penalty, I prefer death by my own hand than at the hands of the law.

The signature, in shaky caligraphy, was that of John Barker — the valet who had so cleverly deceived the police until the gift of the stolen ring to Hetty Sharpe — for that was the young womans name — betrayed him!

When we had read the confession through, Northcroft took from the table a copy of that mornings newspaper, wherein we saw a brief announcement that a respectably-dressed man named Barker had been discovered on the previous morning dead in his room in a fourth-rate private hotel in a back street at Brighton, having deliberately committed suicide.


CHAPTER XLV.

TO-DAY.
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ALL THAT I have recounted to you is of the past. There remains but little now to tell. The present and the future belong to me alone.

The terrible truth we resolved to keep secret, with the result that the police obtained no direct evidence that Barker was Mr. Clemengers assassin, and as Lady Clare had taken possession of the scattered contents of the safe, and they were locked away in a big plate-chest at her bank, the secret that Mr. Clemenger, M.P., was actually the notorious Miles Jervoise, alias The Hawk, alias Johnson, was never suspected by the public.

I need not describe to you in detail how all three of us, travelling separately, managed to escape safely to the Continent, or the exciting events which followed those remarkable revelations.

To-day, while Uffy Bryden is still working out his systems at roulette with indifferent success, Jack Saltoun has, in an endeavour to lead an honest life, started a café at Sydney, and is prospering — while the last I read of Lord Charlie was that he had been caught in company with the young Italian Breschi with a ladys jewel-case on the Liverpool landing-stage, and both had been sent to ten years penal servitude.

As regards myself, it must be sufficient for me to tell you that in a small, white villa with grey sun-shutters far away on a green Tuscan hillside, thirty miles from Florence, I am enjoying a peaceful, blissful life as husband of the woman I love so fondly. Circumstances do not permit us at present to live in England, but, possessor of a small tract of vineland and olives, I am endeavouring, with Bessies devoted help and noble self-sacrifice and Mrs. Brydens assistance, to earn an honest livelihood by growing grapes and crushing oil for the Florence market, working hard, it is true, but trying ever to make amends for the evil past, and full of heartfelt joy that I have for ever abandoned that wild life of sly subterfuges and shallow shams. I have found perfect happiness. Surely I need say no more.

But away westward from our windows, deep down in Arnos valley, where lies the fair city of Florence, the city of sunshine and of flowers, there lives sheltered behind the high, dark walls of the ancient Convent of Santa Teresa a novice in the person of a white-faced, young Englishwoman who is trying to make atonement for her sin. I have seen her once, and only once. She recognised me, but by her religious vow the seal of silence is upon her lips, and she passed me without a word.

Early each morning, long ere the city is astir, she accompanies the good nuns across to the great old church of Santa Croce, but as she walks in silence up those dim-lit aisles surely none could recognise that sad-faced woman in the black habit and white linen head-dress as Lady Clare Clemenger, the much-photographed daughter of Lord Lyddington, the pretty and popular figure in Society, known in her own set in London only two brief years ago as 

The Idol  — The Idol of the Town.

THE END


The Czars Spy (1905)
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CHAPTER I

HIS BRITANNIC MAJESTYS SERVICE
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THERE WAS A mysterious affair last night, signore.

Oh! I exclaimed. Anything that interests us?

Yes, signore, replied the tall, thin Italian Consular-clerk, speaking with a strong accent. An English steam yacht ran aground on the Meloria about ten miles out, and was discovered by a fishing-boat who brought the news to harbor. The Admiral sent out two torpedo-boats, which managed after a lot of difficulty to bring in the yacht safely, but the Captain of the Port has a suspicion that the crew were trying to make away with the vessel.

To lose her, you mean?

The faithful Francesco, whose English had mostly been acquired from sea-faring men, and was not the choicest vocabulary, nodded, and, true Tuscan that he was, placed his finger upon his closed lips, indicative of silence.

Sounds curious, I remarked. Since the Consul went away on leave things seem to have been humming — two stabbing affrays, eight drunken seamen locked up, a mutiny on a tramp steamer, and now a yacht being cast away — a fairly decent list! And yet some stay-at-home people complain that British consuls are only paid to be ornamental! They should spend a week here, at Leghorn, and theyd soon alter their opinion.

Yes, they would, signore, responded the thin-faced old fellow with a grin, as he twisted his fierce gray mustache. Francesco Carducci was a well-known character in Leghorn; interpreter to the Consulate, and keeper of a sailors home, an honest, good-hearted, easy-going fellow, who for twenty years had occupied the same position under half a dozen different Consuls. At that moment, however, there came from the outer office a long-drawn moan.

Hulloa, whats that? I enquired, startled.

Only a mad stoker off the Oleander, signore. The captain has brought him for you to see. They want to send him back to his friends at Newcastle.

Oh! a case of madness! I exclaimed. Better get Doctor Ridolfi to see him. Im not an expert on mental diseases.

My old friend Frank Hutcheson, His Britannic Majestys Vice-Consul at the port of Leghorn, was away on leave in England, his duties being relegated to young Bertram Cavendish, the pro-Consul. The latter, however, had gone down with a bad touch of malaria which he had picked up in the deadly Maremma, and I, as the only other Englishman in Leghorn, had been asked by the Consul-General in Florence to act as pro-Consul until Hutchesons return.

It was in mid-July, and the weather was blazing in the glaring sun-blanched Mediterranean town. If you know Leghorn, you probably know the Consulate with its black and yellow escutcheon outside, a large, handsome suite of huge, airy offices facing the cathedral, and overlooking the principal piazza, which is as big as Trafalgar Square, and much more picturesque. The legend painted upon the door, Office hours, 10 to 3, and the green persiennes closed against the scorching sun give one the idea of an easy appointment, but such is certainly not the case, for a Consuls life at a port of discharge must necessarily be a very active one, and his duties never-ending.

Carducci had left me to the correspondence for half an hour or so, and I confess I was in no mood to write replies in that stifling heat, therefore I sat at the Consuls big table, smoking a cigarette and stretched lazily in my friends chair, resolving to escape to the cool of England as soon as he returned in the following week. Italy is all very well for nine months in the year, but Leghorn is no place for the Englishman in mid-July. My thoughts were wandering toward the English lakes, and a bit of grouse-shooting with my uncle up in Scotland, when the faithful Francesco re-entered, saying — 

Ive sent the captain and his madman away till this afternoon, signore. But there is an English signore waiting to see you.

Who is he?

I dont know him. He will give no name, but wants to see the Signor Console.

All right, show him in, I said lazily, and a few moments later a tall, smartly-dressed, middle-aged Englishman, in a navy serge yachting suit, entered, and bowing, enquired whether I was the British Consul.

When he had seated himself I explained my position, whereupon he said — 

I couldnt make much out of your clerk. He speaks so brokenly, and I dont know a word of Italian. But perhaps I ought to first introduce myself. My name is Philip Hornby, and he handed me a card bearing the name with the addresses Woodcroft Park, Somerset —— — Brooks. Then he added: I am cruising on board my yacht, the Lola, and last night we unfortunately went aground on the Meloria. I have a new captain whom I engaged a few months ago, and he seems an arrant fool. Very fortunately for us a fishing-boat saw our plight and gave the alarm at port. The Admiral sent out two torpedo-boats and a tug, and after about three hours they managed to get us off.

And you are now in harbor?

Yes. But the reason Ive called is to ask you to do me a favor and write me a letter of thanks in Italian to the Admiral, and one to the Captain of the Port — polite letters that I can copy and send to them. You know the kind of thing.

Certainly, I replied, the more interested in him on account of the curious suspicion that the port authorities seemed to entertain. He was evidently a gentleman, and after I had been with him ten minutes I scouted the idea that he had endeavored to cast away the Lola.

I took down a couple of sheets of paper and scribbled the drafts of two letters couched in the most elegant phraseology, as is customary when addressing Italian officialdom.

Fortunately, I left my wife in England, or she would have been terribly frightened, he remarked presently. There was a nasty wind blowing all night, and the fool of a captain seemed to add to our peril by every order he gave.

You are alone, then?

I have a friend with me, was the answer.

And how many of the crew are there?

Sixteen, all told.

English, I suppose?

Not all. I find French and Italians are more sober than English, and better behaved in port.

I examined him critically as he sat facing me, and the mere fact of his desire to send thanks to the authorities convinced me that he was a well-bred gentleman. He was about forty-five, with a merry round, good-natured face, red with the southern sun, blue eyes, and a short fair beard. His countenance was essentially that of a man devoted to open-air sport, for it was slightly furrowed and weather-beaten as a true yachtsmans should be. His speech was refined and cultivated, and as we chatted he gave me the impression that as an enthusiastic lover of the sea, he had cruised the Mediterranean many times from Gibraltar up to Smyrna. He had, however, never before put into Leghorn.

After we had arranged that his captain should come to me in the afternoon and make a formal report of the accident, we went out together across the white sunny piazza to Nasis, the well-known pastry-cooks, where it is the habit of the Livornese to take their ante-luncheon vermouth.

The more I saw of Hornby, the more I liked him. He was chatty and witty, and treated his accident as a huge joke.

We shall be here quite a week, I suppose, he said as we were taking our vermouth. Were on our way down to the Greek Islands, as my friend Chater wants to see them. The engineer says theres something strained that we must get mended. But, by the way, he added, why dont you dine with us on board to-night? Do. We can give you a few English things that may be a change to you.

This invitation I gladly accepted for two reasons. One was because the suspicions of the Captain of the Port had aroused my curiosity, and the other was because I had, honestly speaking, taken a great fancy to Hornby.

The captain of the Lola, a short, thickset Scotsman from Dundee, with a barely healed cicatrice across his left cheek, called at the Consulate at two oclock and made his report, which appeared to me to be a very lame one. He struck me as being unworthy his certificate, for he was evidently entirely out of his bearings when the accident occurred. The owner and his friend Chater were in their berths asleep, when suddenly he discovered that the vessel was making no headway. They had, in fact, run upon the dangerous shoal without being aware of it. A strong sea was running with a stiff breeze, and although his seamanship was poor, he was capable enough to recognize at once that they were in a very perilous position.

Very fortunate it wasnt more serious, sir, he added, after telling me his story, which I wrote at his dictation for the ultimate benefit of the Board of Trade.

Didnt you send up signals of distress? I Inquired.

No, sir — never thought of it.

And yet you knew that you might be lost? I remarked with recurring suspicion.

The canny Scot, whose name was Mackintosh, hesitated a few moments, then answered — 

Well, sir, you see the fishing-boat had sighted us, and we saw her turning back to port to fetch help.

His excuse was a neat one. Probably it was his neglect to make signals of distress that had aroused the suspicions of the Captain of the Port. From first to last the story of the master of the Lola was, I considered, a very unsatisfactory one.

How long have you been in Mr. Hornbys service? I inquired.

Six months, sir, was the mans reply. Before he engaged me, I was with the Wilsons, of Hull, running up the Baltic.

As master?

Ive held my masters certificate these fifteen years, sir. I was with the Bibbys before the Wilsons, and before that with the General Steam. I did eight years in the Mediterranean with them, when I was chief mate.

And youve never been into Leghorn before?

Never, sir.

I dismissed the captain with a distinct impression that he had not told me the whole truth. That cicatrice did not improve his personal appearance. He had left his certificates on board, he said, but if I wished he would bring them to me on the morrow.

Was it possible that an attempt had actually been made to cast away the yacht, and that it had been frustrated by the master of the felucca, who had sighted the vessel aground? There certainly seemed some mystery surrounding the circumstances, and my interest in the yacht and its owner deepened each hour. How, I wondered, had the captain received that very ugly wound across the cheek? I was half-inclined to inquire of him, but on reflection decided that it was best to betray no undue curiosity.

That evening when the fiery sun was sinking in its crimson glory, bathing the glassy sea with its blood-red light and causing the islands of Gorgona and Capraja to loom forth a deep purple against the distant horizon, I took a cab along the old sea-road to the port where, within the inner harbor, I found the Lola, one of the most magnificent private vessels I had ever seen. Her dimensions surprised me. She was painted dead white, with shining brass everywhere. At the stern hung limply the British flag, while at the masthead the ensign of the Royal Yacht Squadron. The yellow funnel emitted no smoke, and as she lay calmly in the sunset a crowd of dock-loungers and crimps leaned upon the parapet discussing her merits and wondering who could be the rich Englishman who could afford to travel in a small liner of his own — for her size surprised even those Italian dock-hands, used as they were to seeing every kind of craft enter the busy port.

On stepping on deck Hornby, who like myself wore a clean suit of white linen as the most sensible dinner-garb in a hot climate, came forward to greet me, and took me along to the stern where, lying in a long wicker deck-chair beneath the awning, was a tall, dark-eyed, clean-shaven man of about forty, also dressed in cool white linen. His keen face gave one the impression that he was a barrister.

My friend, Hylton Chater — Mr. Gordon Gregg, he said, introducing us, and then when, as we shook hands, the clean-shaven man exclaimed, smiling pleasantly — 

Glad to make your acquaintance, Mr. Gregg. You are not a stranger by any means to Hornby or myself. Indeed, weve got a couple of your books on board. But I had no idea you lived out here.

At Ardenza, I said. Three miles along the sea-shore. To-morrow I hope youll both come and dine with me.

Delighted, Im sure, declared Hornby. To eat ashore is quite a treat when one has been boxed up on board for some time. So well accept, wont we, Hylton?

Certainly, replied the other; and then we began chatting about the peril of the previous night, Hornby telling me how he had copied the two letters of thanks in Italian and sent them to their respective addresses.

Phil blasphemed like a Levant skipper when he copied those Italian words! laughed Chater. He had made three copies of each letter before he could get all the lingo in accordance with your copy.

Ive been the whole afternoon at them — confound them! declared the owner of the Lola with a laugh. But, of course, I didnt want to make a lot of errors in spelling. These Italians are so very punctilious.

Well, you certainly did the right thing to thank the Admiral, I said. Its very unusual for him to send out torpedo-boats to help a vessel in distress. That is generally left to the harbor tug.

Yes, I feel that it was most kind of him. Thats why I took all the trouble to write. I dont understand a word of Italian, neither does Chater.

But you have Italians on board? I remarked. The two sailors who rowed me out are Genoese, from their accent.

Hornby and Chater exchanged glances — glances of distinct uneasiness, I thought.

Then the owner of the Lola said — 

Yes, they are useful for making arrangements and buying things in Italian ports. We have a Spaniard, a Greek, and a Syrian, all of whom act as interpreters in different places.

And make a handsome thing in the way of secret commissions, I suppose? I laughed.

Of course. But to cruise in comfort one must pay and be pleasant, declared the man with the fair beard. In Greece and the Levant they are more rapacious than in Naples, and the Customs officers always want squaring, otherwise they are for ever rummaging and discovering mares nests.

Did you have any trouble here? I inquired.

They didnt visit us, he said with a smile, and at the same time he rubbed his thumb and finger together, the action of feeling paper money.

This increased my surprise, for I happened to know that the Leghorn Customs officers were not at all given to the acceptance of bribes. They were too well watched by their superiors. If the yacht had really escaped a search, then it was a most unusual thing. Besides, what motive could Hornby have in eluding the Customs visit? They would, of course, seal up his wines and liquors, but even if they did, they would leave him out sufficient for the consumption of himself and his friends.

No. Philip Hornby had some strong motive in paying a heavy bribe to avoid the visit of the dogana. If he really had paid, he must have paid very heavily; of that I was convinced.

Was it possible that some mystery was hidden on board that splendidly appointed craft?

Presently the gong sounded, and we went below into the elegantly fitted saloon, where was spread a table that sparkled with cut glass and shone with silver. Around the center fresh flowers had been trailed by some artistic hand, while on the buffet at the end the necks of wine bottles peered out from the ice pails. Both carpet and upholstery were in pale blue, while everywhere it was apparent that none but an extremely wealthy man could afford such a magnificent craft.

Hornby took the head of the table, and we sat on either side of him, chatting merrily while we ate one of the choicest and best cooked dinners it has ever been my lot to taste. Chater and I drank wine of a brand which only a millionaire could keep in his cellar, while our host, apparently a most abstemious man, took only a glass of iced Cinciano water.

The two smart stewards served in a manner which showed them to be well trained to their duties, and as the evening light filtering through the pale blue silk curtains over the open port-holes slowly faded, we gossiped on as men will gossip over an unusually good dinner.

From his remarks I discerned that, contrary to my first impression, Hylton Chater was an experienced yachtsman. He owned a craft called the Alicia, and was a member of the Cork Yacht Club. He lived in London, he told me, but gave me no information as to his profession. It might be the law, as I had surmised.

Youve seen our ass of a captain, Mr. Gregg? he remarked presently. What do you think of him?

Well, I said rather hesitatingly, to tell the truth, I dont think very much of his seamanship — nor will the Board of Trade when his report reaches them.

Ah! exclaimed Hornby, I was a fool to engage him. From the very first I mistrusted him, only my wife somehow took a fancy to the fellow, and, as you know, if you want peace you must always please the women. In this case, however, her choice almost cost me the vessel, and perhaps our lives into the bargain.

You knew nothing of him previously?

Nothing.

And he engaged the crew? I asked.

Of course.

Are they all fresh hands?

All except the cook and the two stewards.

I was silent. I did not like Mackintosh. Indeed, I entertained a distinct suspicion of both master and crew.

The captain seems to have had a nasty cut across the cheek, I remarked, whereupon my two companions again exchanged quick, apprehensive glances.

He fell down the other day, explained Chater, with a rather sickly smile, I thought. His face caught the edge of an iron stair in the engine-room, and caused a nasty gash.

I smiled within myself, for I knew too well that the ugly wound in the captains face had never been inflicted by falling on the edge of a stair. But I remained silent, being content that they should endeavor to mislead me.

After dessert had been served we rose, and in the summer twilight, when all the ports were opened, Hornby took me over the vessel. Everywhere was abundant luxury — a veritable floating palace. To each of the cabins of the owner and his guests a bathroom was attached with sea-water or fresh water as desired, while the ladies saloon, the boudoir, the library, and the smoking-room were furnished richly with exquisite taste. As he was conducting me from his own cabin to the boudoir we passed a door that had been blown open by the wind, and which he hastened to close, not, however, before I had time to glance within. To my surprise I discovered that it was an armory crammed with rifles, revolvers and ammunition.

It had not been intended that I should see that interior, and the reason why the Customs officers had been bribed was now apparent.

I passed on without remark, making believe that I had not discerned anything unusual, and we entered the boudoir, Chater having gone back to the saloon to obtain cigars.

The dainty little chamber was upholstered in carnation-pink silk with furniture of inlaid rosewood, and bore everywhere the trace of having been arranged by a womans hand, although no lady passenger was on board.

Just as we had entered, and I was admiring the dainty nest of luxury, Chater shouted to his host asking for the keys of the cigar cupboard, and Hornby, excusing himself, turned back along the gangway to hand them to his friend, thus leaving me alone for a few moments.

I stood glancing around, and as I did so my eyes fell upon a quantity of photographs, framed and unframed, that were scattered about — evidently portraits of Hornbys friends. Upon a small side table, however, stood a heavy oxidized silver frame, but empty, while lying on the floor beneath a couch was the photograph it had contained, which had apparently been taken hastily out, torn first in half and then in half again, and cast away.

Curiosity prompted me to stoop, pick up the four pieces and place them together, when I found them to form the cabinet portrait of a sweet-looking and extremely pretty English girl of eighteen or nineteen, with a bright, smiling expression, and wearing a fresh morning blouse of white piqué. Her hair was dressed low and fastened with a bow of black ribbon, while the brooch at her throat was in the form of a heart edged with pearls. Whether it was her sweet expression, or whether the curious look in her eyes had attracted my attention and riveted the face upon my memory, I know not. Perhaps it was the mystery of why it should have been so hastily torn from its frame and destroyed that held my attention.

It seemed as though it had been torn up surreptitiously by someone who had been sitting on that couch, and who had had no opportunity of casting the fragments away through the port-hole into the water.

I looked at the back of the torn photograph, and saw that it had been taken by a well-known and fashionable firm in New Bond Street.

About the expression of that pictured face was something which I cannot describe — a curious look in the eyes which was at the same time both attractive and mysterious. In that brief moment the girls features were indelibly impressed upon my memory.

Next second, however, hearing Hornbys returning footsteps, I flung the fragments hastily beneath the couch where I had discovered them.

Why, I wondered, had the picture been destroyed — and by whom?

The face of the empty frame had been purposely turned towards the panelling, therefore when he entered he did not notice that the picture had been destroyed; but after a brief pause, explaining that that cosy little place was his wifes particular nook, he conducted me on through the ladies saloon and afterwards on deck, where we flung ourselves into the long chairs, took our coffee and certosina, that liqueur essentially Tuscan, and smoked on as the moon rose and the lights of the harbor began to twinkle in the steely night.

As I sat talking, my thoughts ran back to that torn photograph. To me it seemed as though some previous visitor that day had sat upon the couch, destroyed the picture, and cast it where I had found it. But for what reason? Who was the merry-faced girl whose picture had aroused such jealousy or revenge?

I purposely led the conversation to Hornbys family, and learned from him that he had no children.

Youll get the repairs to your engines done at Orlandos, I suppose? I remarked, naming the great shipbuilding firm of Leghorn.

Yes. Ive already given the order. They are contracted to be finished by next Thursday, and then we shall be off to Zante and Chio.

For what reason, I wondered, recollecting that formidable armory on board. Already I had seen quite sufficient to convince me that the Lola, although outwardly a pleasure yacht, was built of steel, armored in its most vulnerable parts, and capable of resisting a very sharp fire.

The hours passed, and beneath the brilliant moon we smoked long into the night, for after the blazing sunshine of that Tuscan town the cool sea-wind at night is very refreshing. From where we sat we commanded a view of the whole of the sea-front of Leghorn and Ardenza, with its bright open-air café-concerts and restaurants in full swing — all the life and gayety of that popular watering-place.

Presently, when Hornby had risen to call a steward and left me alone with Hylton Chater, the latter whispered to me in confidence — 

If you find my friend Hornby a little bit strange in his manner, Mr. Gregg, you must take no notice. To tell the truth, he is a man who has become suddenly wealthy beyond the wildest dreams of avarice, and I fear it has had an effect upon his brain. He does very queer things at times.

I looked at my companion in surprise. He was either telling the truth, or else he was endeavoring to allay my suspicions by an extremely clever ruse. Now I had already decided that Philip Hornby was no eccentric, but a particularly level-headed and practical man. Therefore I instantly arrived at the conclusion that the clean-shaven fellow who looked so much like a London barrister had some distinct and ulterior purpose in arousing within my mind suspicion of his hosts sanity.

It was past midnight when, having bade the strange pair adieu, I was put ashore by the two sailors who had rowed me out and drove home along the sea-front, puzzled and perplexed.

Next morning, on my arrival at the Consulate, old Francesco, who had entered only a moment before, met me with blanched face, gasping — 

There have been thieves here in the night, signore! The Signor Consoles safe has been opened!

The safe! I cried, dashing into Hutchesons private room, and finding to my dismay the big safe, wherein the seals, ciphers and other confidential documents were kept, standing open, and the contents in disorder, as though a hasty search had been made among them.

Was it possible that the thieves had been after the Admiralty and Foreign Office ciphers, copies of which the Chancelleries of certain European Powers were ever endeavoring to obtain? I smiled within myself when I realized how bitterly disappointed the burglars must have been, for a British Consul when he goes on leave to England always takes his ciphers with him, and deposits them at the Foreign Office for safekeeping. Hutcheson had, of course, taken his, according to the regulations.

Curiously enough, however, the door of the Consulate and the safe had been opened with the keys which my friend had left in my charge. Indeed, the small bunch still remained in the safe door.

In an instant the recollection flashed across my mind that I had felt the keys in my pocket while at dinner on board the Lola. Had I lost them on my homeward drive, or had my pocket been picked?

Carducci, with an Italians volubility, commenced to hurl imprecations upon the heads of the unknown sons of dogs who dared to tamper with his masters safe, and while we were engaged in putting the scattered papers in order the door-bell rang, and the clerk went to attend to the caller.

In a few moments he returned, saying — 

The English yacht left suddenly last night, signore, and the Captain of the Port has sent to inquire whether you know to what port she is bound.

Left! I gasped in amazement Why, I thought her engines were disabled!

A quarter of an hour later I was sitting in the private office of the shrewd, gray-haired functionary who had sent this messenger to me.

Do you know, Signor Commendatore, he said, some mystery surrounds that vessel. She is not the Lola, for yesterday we telegraphed to Lloyds, in London, and this morning I received a reply that no such yacht appears on their register, and that the name is unknown. The police have also telegraphed to your English police inquiring about the owner, Signor Hornby, with a like result. There is no such place as Woodcroft Park, in Somerset, and no member of Brooks Club of the name of Hornby.

I sat staring at the official, too amazed to utter a word. Certainly they had not allowed the grass to grow beneath their feet.

Unfortunately the telegraphic replies from England are only to hand this morning, he went on, because just before two oclock this morning the harbor police, whom I specially ordered to watch the vessel, saw a boat come to the wharf containing a man and woman. The pair were put ashore, and walked away into the town, the woman seeming to walk with considerable difficulty. The boat returned, and an hour after, to the complete surprise of the two detectives, steam was suddenly got up and the yacht turned and went straight out to sea.

Leaving the man and the woman?

Leaving them, of course. They are probably still in the town. The police are now searching for traces of them.

But could not you have detained the vessel? I suggested.

Of course, had I but known I could have forbidden her departure. But as her owner had presented himself at the Consulate, and was recognized as a respectable person, I felt that I could not interfere without some tangible information — and that, alas! has come too late. The vessel is a swift one, and has already seven hours start of us. Ive asked the Admiral to send out a couple of torpedo-boats after her, but, unfortunately, this is impossible, as the flotilla is sailing in an hour to attend the naval review at Spezia.

I told him how the Consuls safe had been opened during the night, and he sat listening with wide-open eyes.

You dined with them last night, he said at last. They may have surreptitiously stolen your keys.

They may, was my answer. Probably they did. But with what motive?

The Captain of the Port elevated his shoulders, exhibited his palms, and declared — 

The whole affair from beginning to end is a complete and profound mystery.


CHAPTER II

WHY THE SAFE WAS OPENED
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THAT DAY WAS an active one in Questura, or police office, of Leghorn.

Detectives called, examined the safe, and sagely declared it to be burglar-proof, had not the thieves possessed the key. The Foreign Office knew that, for they supply all the safes to the Consulates abroad, in order that the precious ciphers shall be kept from the prying eyes of foreign spies. The Questore, or chief of police, was of opinion that it was the ciphers of which the thieves had been in search, and was much relieved to hear that they were in safekeeping far away in Downing Street.

His conjecture was the same as my own, namely, that the reason of Hornbys call upon me was to ascertain the situation of the Consulate and the whereabouts of the safe, which, by the way, stood in a corner of the Consuls private room. Captain Mackintosh, too, had taken his bearings, and probably while I sat at dinner on board the Lola my keys had been stolen and passed on to the scarred Scotsman, who had promptly gone ashore and ransacked the place while I had remained with his master smoking and unsuspicious.

But what was the motive? Why had they ransacked all those confidential papers?

My own idea was that they were not in search of the ciphers at all, but either wanted some blank form or other, or else they desired to make use of the Consular seal. The latter, however, still remained on the floor near the safe, as though it had rolled out and been left unheeded. As far as Francesco and I could ascertain, nothing whatever had been taken. Therefore, we re-arranged the papers, re-locked the safe and resolved not to telegraph to Hutcheson and unduly disturb him, as in a few days he would return from England, and there would be time enough then to explain the remarkable story.

One fact, however, we established. The detective on duty at the railway station distinctly recollected a thin middle-aged man, accompanied by a lady in deep black, passing the barrier and entering the train which left at three oclock for Colle Salvetti to join the Rome express. They were foreigners, therefore he did not take the same notice of them as though they had been Italians. Inquiries at the booking-office showed, however, that no passengers had booked direct to Rome by the train in question. To Grossetto, Cecina, Campiglia, and the other places in the Maremma, passengers had taken tickets, but not one had been booked to any of the great towns. Therefore it was apparent that the mysterious pair who had come ashore just prior to the sailing of the yacht had merely taken tickets for a false destination, and had re-booked at Colle Salvetti, the junction with that long main line which connects Genoa with Rome.

The police were puzzled. The two fishermen who sighted the Lola and first gave the alarm of her danger, declared that when they drew alongside and proffered assistance the captain threatened to shoot the first man who came aboard.

They were English! remarked the sturdy, brown-faced toilers of the sea, grinning knowingly. And the English, when they drink their cognac, know not what they do.

Did you get any reward for returning to harbor and reporting? I asked.

Reward! echoed one of the men, the elder of the pair. Not a soldo! The English only cursed us for interfering. That is why we believed that they were trying to make away with the vessel.

The description of the Lola, its owner, his guest, and the captain were circulated by the police to all the Mediterranean ports, with a request that the yacht should be detained. Yet if the vessel were really one of mystery, as it seemed to be, its owner would no doubt go across to some quiet anchorage on the Algerian coast out of the track of the vessels, and calmly proceed to repaint, rename and disguise his craft so that it would not be recognized in Marseilles, Naples, Smyrna, or any of the ports where private yachts habitually call. Thus, from the very first, it seemed to me that Hornby and his friends had very cleverly tricked me for some mysterious purpose, and afterwards ingeniously evaded their watchers and got clean away.

Had the Italian Admiral been able to send a torpedo-boat or two after the fugitives they would no doubt soon have been overhauled, yet circumstances had prevented this and the Lola had consequently escaped.

For purposes of their own the police kept the affair out of the papers, and when Frank Hutcheson stepped out of the sleeping-car from Paris on to the platform at Pisa a few nights afterwards, I related to him the extraordinary story.

The scoundrels wanted these, thats evident, he responded, holding up the small, strong, leather hand-bag he was carrying, and which contained his jealously-guarded ciphers. By Jove! he laughed, how disappointed they must have been!

It may be so, I said, as we entered the midnight train for Leghorn. But my own theory is that they were searching for some paper or other that you possess.

What can my papers concern them? exclaimed the jovial, round-faced Consul, a man whose courtesy is known to every skipper trading up and down the Mediterranean, and who is perhaps one of the most cultured and popular men in the British Consular Service. I dont keep bank notes in that safe, you know. We fellows in the Service dont roll in gold as our public at home appears to think.

No. But you may have something in there which might be of value to them. Youre often the keeper of valuable documents belonging to Englishmen abroad, you know.

Certainly. But theres nothing in there just now except, perhaps, the registers of births, marriages and deaths of British subjects, and the papers concerning a Board of Trade inquiry. No, my dear Gordon, depend upon it that the yacht running ashore was all a blind. They did it so as to be able to get the run of the Consulate, secure the ciphers, and sail merrily away with them. It seems to me, however, that they gave you a jolly good dinner and got nothing in return.

They might very easily have carried me off too, I declared.

Perhaps it would have been better if they had. Youd at least have had the satisfaction of knowing what their little game really was!

But the man and the woman who left the yacht an hour before she sailed, and who slipped away into the country somewhere! I wonder who they were? Hornby distinctly told me that he and Chater were alone, and yet there was evidently a lady and a gentleman on board. I guessed there was a woman there, from the way the boudoir and ladies saloon were arranged, and certainly no mans hand decorated a dinner table as that was decorated.

Yes. Thats decidedly funny, remarked the Consul thoughtfully. They went to Colle Salvetti, you say? They changed there, of course. Expresses call there, one going north and the other south, within a quarter of an hour after the train arrives from Leghorn. They showed a lot of ingenuity, otherwise theyd have gone direct to Pisa.

Ingenuity! I should think so! The whole affair was most cleverly planned. Hornby would have deceived even you, my dear old chap. He had the air of the perfect gentleman, and a glance over the yacht convinced me that he was a wealthy man traveling for pleasure.

You said something about an armory.

Yes, there were Maxims stowed away in one of the cabins. They aroused my suspicions.

They would not have aroused mine, replied my friend. Yachts carry arms for protection in many cases, especially if they are going to cruise along uncivilized coasts where they must land for water or provisions.

I told him of the torn photograph, which caused him some deep reflection.

I wonder why the picture had been torn up. Had there been a row on board — a quarrel or something?

It had been destroyed surreptitiously, I think.

Pity you didnt pocket the fragments. We could perhaps have discovered from the photographer the identity of the original.

Ah! I sighed regretfully. I never thought of that. I recollect the name of the firm, however.

I shall have to report to London the whole occurrence, as British subjects are under suspicion, Hutcheson said. Well see whether Scotland Yard knows anything about Hornby or Chater. Most probably they do. Not long ago a description of men on board a yacht was circulated from London as being a pair of well-known burglars who were cruising about in a vessel crammed with booty which they dared not get rid of. They are, however, not the same as our friends on the Lola, for both men wanted were arrested in New Orleans about eight months ago, without their yacht, for they confessed that they had deliberately sunk it on one of the islands in the South Pacific.

Then these fellows might be another pair of London burglars! I exclaimed eagerly, as the startling theory occurred to me.

They might be. But, of course, we cant form any opinion until we hear what Scotland Yard has to say. Ill write a full report in the morning if you will give me minute descriptions of the men, as well as of the captain, Mackintosh.

Next morning I handed over my charge of the Consulate to Frank, and then assisted him to go through the papers in the safe which had been examined by the thieves.

The ruffians seem to have thoroughly overhauled everything, remarked the Consul in dismay when he saw the disordered state of his papers. They seem to have read every one deliberately.

Which shows that had they been in search for the cipher-books they would only have looked for them alone, I remarked decisively. What on earth could interest them in all these dry, unimportant shipping reports and things?

Goodness only knows, replied my friend. Then, calling Cavendish, a tall, fair young man, who had now recovered from his touch of fever and had returned to the Consulate, he commenced to check the number of those adhesive stamps, rather larger than ordinary postage-stamps, used in the Consular service for the registration of fees received by the Foreign Office. The values were from sixpence to one pound, and they were kept in a portfolio.

After a long calculation the Consul suddenly raised his face to me and said — 

Then six ten shilling ones have been taken!

Why? There must be some motive!

They are of no use to anyone except to Consuls, he explained. Perhaps they were wanted to affix to some false certificate. See, he added, opening the portfolio, there were six stamps here, and all are gone.

But they would have to be obliterated by the Consular stamp, remarked Cavendish.

Ah! of course, exclaimed Hutcheson, taking out the brass seal from the safe and examining it minutely. By Jove! he cried a second later, its been used! Theyve stamped some document with it. Look! Theyve used the wrong ink-pad! Cant you see that theres violet upon it, while we always use the black pad!

I took it in my hand, and there, sure enough, I saw traces of violet ink upon it — the ink of the pad for the date-stamp upon the Consuls table.

Then some document has been stamped and sealed! I gasped.

Yes. And my signature forged to it, no doubt. Theyve fabricated some certificate or other which, bearing the stamp, seal and signature of the Consulate, will be accepted as a legal document. I wonder what it is?

Ah! I said. I wonder! And the three of us looked at each other in sheer bewilderment.

The reason the papers are all upset is because they were evidently in search of some blank form or other, which they hoped to find, remarked my friend. As you say, the whole affair was most carefully and ingeniously planned.

We crossed the great sunlit piazza together and entered the Questura, that sun-blanched old palace with its long cool loggia where the sentry paces day and night. The Chief of Police, whom we saw, had no further information. The mysterious yacht had not put in at any Italian port. From him, however, we learned the name of the detective who had seen the two strangers leave Leghorn by the early morning train, and an hour afterwards the police-officer, a black-eyed man short of stature, but of an intelligent type, sat in the Consulate replying to our questions.

As far as I could make out, signore, he said, the man was an Englishman, wearing a soft black felt hat and a suit of dark blue serge. He had hair just turning gray, a small dark mustache and rather high cheek-bones. In his hand he carried a small bag of tan leather of that square English shape. He seemed in no hurry, for he was calmly smoking a cigarette as he went across to the ticket office.

And his companion? asked the Consul.

She was in black. Rather tall and slim. Her hair was fair, I noticed, but she wore a black veil which concealed her features.

Was she young or old?

Young — from her figure, replied the police agent. As she passed me her eyes met mine, and I thought I saw a strange fixed kind of glare in them — the look of a woman filled with some unspeakable horror.

Next day the town of Leghorn awoke to find itself gay with bunting, the Italian and English flags flying side by side everywhere, and the Consular standard flapping over the Consulate in the piazza. In the night the British Mediterranean fleet, cruising down from Malta, had come into the roadstead, and at the signal from the flagship had maneuvered and dropped anchor, forming a long line of gigantic battleships, swift cruisers, torpedo-boat destroyers, torpedo-boats, despatch-boats, and other craft extending for several miles along the coast.

In the bright morning sunlight the sight was both picturesque and imposing, for from every vessel flags were flying, and ever and anon the great battleship of the Admiral made signals which were repeated by all the other vessels, each in turn. Lying still on those calm blue waters was a force which one day might cause nations to totter, the overwhelming force which upheld Britains right in that oft-disputed sea.

A couple of thousand British sailors were ashore on leave, their white caps conspicuous in the streets everywhere as they walked orderly in threes and fours to inspect the town. In the square outside the Consulate a squad from the flagship were setting up a temporary band-stand, where the ships band was to play when evening fell, while Hutcheson, perspiring in his uniform, drove with the Admiral to make the calls of courtesy upon the authorities which international etiquette demanded.

Myself, I had taken a boat out to the Bulwark, the great battleship flying the Admirals flag, and was sitting on deck with my old friend Captain Jack Durnford, of the Royal Marines. Each year when the fleet put into Leghorn we were inseparable, for in long years past, at Portsmouth, we had been close friends, and now he was able to pay me annual visits at my Italian home.

He was on duty that morning, therefore could not get ashore till after luncheon.

Ill dine with you, of course, to-night, old chap, he said. And you must tell me all the news. Were in here for six days, and I was half a mind to run home. Two of our chaps got leave from the Admiral and left at three this morning for London — four days in the train and two in town! Gone to see their sweethearts, I suppose.

The British naval officer in the Mediterranean delights to dash across Europe for a day at home if he can get leave and funds will allow. It is generally reckoned that such a trip costs about two pounds an hour while in London. And yet when a man is away from his fiancée or wife for three whole years, his anxiety to get back, even for a brief day, is easily understood. The youngsters, however, go for mere caprice — whenever they can obtain leave. This is not often, for the Admiral has very fixed views upon the matter.

Your times soon up, isnt it? I remarked, as I lolled back in the easy deck-chair, and gazed away at the white port and its background of purple Apennines.

The dark, good-looking fellow in his smart summer uniform leaned over the bulwark, and said, with a slight sigh, I thought — 

Yes. This is my last trip to Leghorn, I think. I go back in November, and I really shant be sorry. Three years is a long time to be away from home. You go next week, you say? Lucky devil to be your own master! I only wish I were. Year after year on this deck grows confoundedly wearisome, I can tell you, my dear fellow.

Durnford was a man who had written much on naval affairs, and was accepted as an expert on several branches of the service. The Admiralty do not encourage officers to write, but in Durnfords case it was recognized that of naval topics he possessed a knowledge that was of use, and, therefore, he was allowed to write books and to contribute critical articles to the service magazines. He had studied the relative strengths of foreign navies, and by keeping his eyes always open he had, on many occasions, been able to give valuable information to our naval attachés at the Embassies. More than once, however, his trenchant criticism of the action of the naval lords had brought upon his head rebukes from head-quarters; nevertheless, so universally was his talent as a naval expert recognized, that to write had never been forbidden him as it had been to certain others.

Hows Hutcheson? he asked a moment later, turning and facing me.

Fit as a fiddle. Just back from his months leave at home. His wife is still up in Scotland, however. She cant stand Leghorn in summer.

No wonder. Its a perfect furnace when the weather begins to stoke up.

I go as soon as youve sailed. I only stayed because I promised to act for Frank, I said. And, by Jove! a funny thing occurred while I was in charge — a real first-class mystery.

A mystery — tell me, he exclaimed, suddenly interested.

Well, a yacht — a pirate yacht, I believe it was — called here.

A pirate! What do you mean?

Well, she was English. Listen, and Ill tell you the whole affair. Itll be something fresh to tell at mess, for I know how you chaps get played out of conversation.

By Jove, yes! Things slump when we get no mail. But go on — Im listening, he added, as an orderly came up, saluted, and handed him a paper.

Well, I said, lets cross to the other side. I dont want the sentry to overhear.

As you like — but why such mystery? he asked as we walked together to the other side of the spick-and-span quarter-deck of the gigantic battleship.

Youll understand when I tell you the story. And then, standing together beneath the awning, I related to my friend the whole of the curious circumstances, just as I have recorded them in the foregoing pages.

Confoundedly funny! he remarked with his dark eyes fixed upon mine. A mystery, by Jove, it is! What name did the yacht bear?

The Lola.

What! he gasped, suddenly turning pale. The Lola? Are you quite sure it was the Lola — L-O-L-A?



Absolutely certain, I replied. But why do you ask? Do you happen to know anything about the craft?

Me! he stammered, and I could see that he had involuntarily betrayed the truth, yet for some reason he wished to conceal his knowledge from me. Me! How should I know anything about such a craft? They were thieves on board evidently — perhaps pirates, as you say.

But the name Lola is familiar to you, Jack! Im sure it is, by your manner.

He paused a moment, and I could see what a strenuous effort he was making to avoid betraying knowledge.

Its — well— he said hesitatingly, with a rather sickly smile. Its a girls name — a girl I once knew. The name brings back to me certain memories.

Pleasant ones — I hope.

No. Bitter ones — very bitter ones, he said in a hard tone, striding across the deck and back again, and I saw in his eyes a strange look, half of anger, half of deep regret.

Was he telling the truth, I wondered? Some tragic romance or other concerning a woman had, I knew, overshadowed his life in the years before we had become acquainted. But the real facts he had never revealed to me. He had never before referred to the bitterness of the past, although I knew full well that his heart was in secret filled by some overwhelming sorrow.

Outwardly he was as merry as the other fellows who officered that huge floating fortress; on board he was a typical smart marine, and on shore he danced and played tennis and flirted just as vigorously as did the others. But a heavy heart beat beneath his uniform.

When he returned to where I stood I saw that his face had changed: it had become drawn and haggard. He bore the appearance of a man who had been struck a blow that had staggered him, crushing out all life and hope.

Whats the matter, Jack? I asked. Come! Tell me — what ails you?

Nothing, my dear old chap, he answered hoarsely. Really nothing — only a touch of the blues just for a moment, he added, trying hard to smile. Itll pass.

What Ive just told you about that yacht has upset you. You cant deny it

He started. His mouth was, I saw, hard set. He knew something concerning that mysterious craft, but would not tell me.

The sound of a bugle came from the further end of the ship, and immediately men were scampering along the deck beneath as some order or other was being obeyed with that precision that characterizes the handy man.

Why are you silent? I asked slowly, my eyes fixed upon my friend the officer. I have told you what I know, and I want to discover the motive of the visit of those men, and the reason they opened Hutchesons safe.

How can I tell you? he asked in a strained, unnatural voice.

I believe you know something concerning them. Come, tell me the truth.

I admit that I have certain grave suspicions, he said at last, standing astride with his hands behind his back, his sword trailing on the white deck. You say that the yacht was called the Lola — painted gray with a black funnel.

No, dead white, with a yellow funnel.

Ah! Of course, he remarked, as though to himself. They would repaint and alter her appearance. But the dining saloon. Was there a long carved oak buffet with a big, heavy cornice with three gilt dolphins in the center — and were there not dolphins in gilt on the backs of the chairs — an armorial device?

Yes, I cried. You are right. I remember them! Youve surely been on board her!

And there is a ladies saloon and a small boudoir in pink beyond, while the smoking-room is entirely of marble for the heat?

Exactly — the same yacht, no doubt! But what do you know of her?

The captain, who gave his name to you as Mackintosh, is an undersized American of a rather low-down type?

I took him for a Scotsman.

Because he put on a Scotch accent, he laughed. Hes a man who can speak a dozen languages brokenly, and pass for an Italian, a German, a Frenchman, as he wishes.

And the — the man who gave his name as Philip Hornby?

Durnfords mouth closed with a snap. He drew a long breath, his eyes grew fierce, and he bit his lip.

Ah! I see he is not exactly your friend, I said meaningly.

You are right, Gordon — he is not my friend, was his slow, meaning response.

Then why not be outspoken and tell me all you know concerning him? Frank Hutcheson is anxious to clear up the mystery because theyve tampered with the Consular seals and things. Besides, it would be put down to his credit if he solved the affair.

Well, to tell you the truth, Im mystified myself. I cant yet discern their motive.

But at any rate you know the men, I argued. You can at least tell us who they really are.

He shook his head, still disinclined, for some hidden reason, to reveal the truth to me.

You saw no woman on board? he asked suddenly, looking straight into my eyes.

No. Hornby told me that he and Chater were alone.

And yet an hour after you left a man and a woman came ashore and disappeared! Ah! If we only had a description of that woman it would reveal much to us.

She was young and dark-haired, so the detective says. She had a curious fixed look in her eyes which attracted him, but she wore a thick motor veil, so that he could not clearly discern her features.

And her companion?

Middle-aged, prematurely gray, with a small dark mustache.

Jack Durnford sighed and stroked his chin.

Ah! Just as I thought, he exclaimed. And they were actually here, in this port, a week ago! What a bitter irony of fate!

I dont understand you, I said. You are so mysterious, and yet you will tell me nothing!

The police, fools that they are, have allowed them to escape, and they will never be caught now. Ah! you dont know them as I do! They are the cleverest pair in all Europe. And they have the audacity to call their craft the Lola — the Lola, of all names!

But as you know who and what the fellows are, you ought, I think, in common justice to Hutcheson, to tell us something, I complained. If they are adventurers, they ought to be traced.

What can I do — a prisoner here on board? he argued bitterly. How can I act?

Leave it all to me. Im free to travel after them, and find out the truth if only you will tell me what you know concerning them, I said eagerly.

Gordon, let me be frank and open with you, my dear old fellow. I would tell you everything — everything — if I dared. But I cannot — you understand! And his final words seemed to choke him.

I stood before him, open-mouthed in astonishment.

You really mean — well, that you are in fear of them — eh? I whispered.

He nodded slowly in the affirmative, adding: To tell you the truth would be to bring upon myself a swift, relentless vengeance that would overwhelm and crush me. Ah! my dear fellow, you do not know — you cannot dream — what brought those desperate men into this port. I can guess — I can guess only too well — but I can only tell you that if you ever do discover the terrible truth — which I fear is unlikely — you will solve one of the strangest and most remarkable mysteries of modern times.

What does the mystery concern? I asked, in breathless eagerness.

It concerns a woman.


CHAPTER III

THE HOUSE OVER THE WATER
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THE MEDITERRANEAN SQUADRON, that magnificent display of naval force that is the guarantee of peace in Europe, after a week of gay festivities in Leghorn, had sailed for Gaeta, while I, glad to escape from the glaring heat, found myself back once more in dear old London.

One passes ones time in the south well enough in winter, but after a year even the most ardent lover of Italy longs to return to his own people, be it ever for so brief a space. Exile for a whole year in any continental town is exile indeed; therefore, although I lived in Italy for choice, I, like so many other Englishmen, always managed to spend a month or two in summer in our temperate if much maligned climate.

London, the same dear, dusty old London, only perhaps more dear and more dusty than ever, was my native city; hence I always spent a few weeks in it, even though all the world might be absent in the country, or at the seaside.

I had idled away a pleasant month up in Buxton, and from there had gone north to the Lakes, and it was one hot evening in mid-August that I found myself again in London, crossing St. Jamess Square from the Sports Club, where I had dined, walking towards Pall Mall. Darkness had just fallen, and there was that stifling oppression in the air that fore-tokened a thunderstorm. The club was not gay with life and merriment as it is in the season, for everyone was away, many of the rooms were closed for re-decoration, and most of the furniture swathed in linen.

I was on my way to pay a visit to a lady who lived up at Hampstead, a friend of my late mothers, and had just turned into Pall Mall, when a voice at my elbow suddenly exclaimed in Italian — 

Ah, signore! — why, actually, my padrone!

And looking round, I saw a thin-faced man of about thirty, dressed in neat but rather shabby black, whom I instantly recognized as a man who had been my servant in Leghorn for two years, after which he had left to better himself.

Why, Olinto! I exclaimed, surprised, as I halted. You — in London — eh? Well, and how are you getting on?

Most excellently, signore, he answered in broken English, smiling. But it is so pleasant for me to see my generous padrone again. What fortune it is that I should pass here at this very moment!

Where are you working? I inquired.

At the Restaurant Milano, in Oxford Street — only a small place, but we gain discreetly, so I must not complain. I live over in Lambeth, and am on my way home.

I heard you married after you left me. Is that true?

Yes, signore. I married Armida, who was in your service when I first entered it. You remember her? Ah, well! he added, sighing. Poor thing! I regret to say she is very ill indeed. She cannot stand your English climate. The doctor says she will die if she remains here. Yet what can I do? If we go back to Italy we shall only starve. And I saw that he was in deep distress, and that mention of his ailing wife had aroused within him bitter thoughts.

Olinto Santini walked back at my side in the direction of Trafalgar Square, answering the questions I put to him. He had been a good, hard-working servant, and I was glad to see him again. When he left me he had gone as steward on one of the Anchor Line boats between Naples and New York, and that was the last I had heard of him until I found him there in London, a waiter at a second-rate restaurant.

When I tried to slip some silver into his hand he refused to take it, and with a merry laugh said — 

I wonder if you would be offended, signore, if I told you of something for which I had been longing and longing?

Not at all.

Well, the signore smokes our Tuscan cigars. I wonder if by chance you have one? We cannot get them in London, you know.

I felt in my pocket, laughing, and discovered that I had a couple of those long thin penny cigars which I always smoke in Italy, and which are so dear to the Tuscan palate. These I handed him, and he took them with delight as the greatest delicacy I could have offered him. Poor fellow! As an exiled Italian he clung to every little trifle that reminded him of his own beloved country.

When we halted before the National Gallery prior to parting I made some further inquiries regarding Armida, the black-eyed, good-looking housemaid whom he had married.

Ah, signore! he responded in a voice choked with emotion, dropping into Italian. It is the one great sorrow of my life. I work hard from early morning until late at night, but what is the use when I see my poor wife gradually fading away before my very eyes? The doctor says that she cannot possibly live through the next winter. Ah! how delighted the poor girl would be if she could see the padrone once again!

I felt sorry for him. Armida had been a good servant, and had served me well for nearly three years. Old Rosina, my housekeeper, had often regretted that she had been compelled to leave to attend to her aged mother. The latter, he told me, had died, and afterwards he had married her. There is more romance and tragedy in the lives of the poor Italians in London than London ever suspects. We are too apt to regard the Italian as a bloodthirsty person given to the unlawful use of the knife, whereas, as a whole, the Italian colony in London is a hard-working, thrifty, and law-abiding one, very different, indeed, to those colonies of aliens from Northern Europe, who are so continually bringing filth, disease, and immorality into the East End, and are a useless incubus in an already over-populated city.

He spoke so wistfully that his wife might see me once more that, having nothing very particular to do that evening, and feeling a deep sympathy for the poor fellow in his trouble, I resolved to accompany him to his house and see whether I could not, in some slight manner, render him a little help.

He thanked me profusely when I consented to go with him.

Ah, signor padrone! he said gratefully, she will be so delighted. It is so very good of you.

We hailed a hansom and drove across Westminster Bridge to the address he gave — a gloomy back street off the York Road, one of those narrow, grimy thoroughfares into which the sun never shines. Ah, how often do the poor Italians, those children of the sun, pine and die when shut up in our dismal, sordid streets! Dirt and squalor do not affect them; it is the damp and cold and lack of sunshine that so very soon proves fatal.

A low-looking, evil-faced fellow opened the door to us and growled acquaintance with Olinto, who, striking a match, ascended the worn, carpetless stairs before me, apologizing for passing before me, and saying in Italian — 

We live at the top, signore, because it is cheaper and the air is better.

Quite right, I said. Quite right. Go on. And I thought I heard my cab driving away.

It was a gloomy, forbidding, unlighted place into which I would certainly have hesitated to enter had not my companion been my trusted servant. I instinctively disliked the look of the fellow who had opened the door. He was one of those hulking loafers of the peculiarly Lambeth type. Yet the alien poor, I recollected, cannot choose where they shall reside.

Contrary to my expectations, the sitting-room we entered on the top floor was quite comfortably furnished, clean and respectable, even though traces of poverty were apparent. A cheap lamp was burning upon the table, but the apartment was unoccupied.

Olinto, in surprise, passed into the adjoining room, returning a moment later, exclaiming — 

Armida must have gone out to get something. Or perhaps she is with the people, a compositor and his wife, who live on the floor below. They are very good to her. Ill go and find her. Accommodate yourself with a chair, signore. And he drew the best chair forward for me, and dusted it with his handkerchief.

I allowed him to go and fetch her, rather surprised that she should be well enough to get about after all he had told me concerning her illness. Yet consumption does not keep people in bed until its final stages.

As I stood there, gazing round the room, I could not well distinguish its furthermost corners, for the lamp bore a shade of green paste-board, which threw a zone of light upon the table, and left the remainder of the room in darkness. When, however, my eyes grew accustomed to the dim light, I discerned that the place was dusty and somewhat disordered. The sofa was, I saw, a folding iron bedstead with greasy old cushions, while the carpet was threadbare and full of holes. When I drew the old rep curtains to look out of the window, I found that the shutters were closed, which I thought unusual for a room so high up as that was.

Olinto returned in a few moments, saying that his wife had evidently gone to do some shopping in the Lower-Marsh, for it is the habit of the denizens of that locality to go marketing in the evening among the costermongers stalls that line so many of the thoroughfares. Perishable commodities, the overplus of the markets and shops, are cheaper at night than in the morning.

I hope you are not pressed for time, signore? he said apologetically. But, of course, the poor girl does not know the surprise awaiting her. She will surely not be long.

Then Ill wait, I said, and flung myself back into the chair he had brought forward for me.

I have nothing to offer you, signer padrone, he said, with a laugh. I did not expect a visitor, you know.

No, no, Olinto. Ive only just had dinner. But tell me how you have fared since you left me.

Ah! he laughed bitterly. I had many ups and downs before I found myself here in London. The sea did not suit me — neither did the work. They put me in the emigrants quarters, and consequently I could gain nothing. The other stewards were Neapolitans, therefore, because I was a Tuscan, they relegated me to the worst post. Ah, signore, you dont know what it is to serve those emigrants! I made two trips, then returned and married Armida. I called on you, but Tito said you were in London. At first I got work at a café in Viareggio, but when the season ended, and I was thrown out of employment, I managed to work my way from Genoa to London. My first place was scullion in a restaurant in Tottenham Court Road, and then I became waiter in the beer-hall at the Monico, and managed to save sufficient to send Armida the money to join me here. Afterwards I went to the Milano, and I hope to get into one of the big hotels very soon — or perhaps the grill-room at the Carlton. I have a friend who is there, and they make lots of money — four or five pounds every week in tips, they say.

Ill see what I can do for you, I said. I know several hotel-managers who might have a vacancy.

Ah, signore! he cried, filled with gratification. If you only would! A word from you would secure me a good position. I can work, that you know — and I do work. I will work — for her sake.

I have promised you, I said briefly.

And how can I sufficiently thank you? he cried, standing before me, while in his eyes I thought I detected a strange wild look, such as I had never seen there before.

You served me well, Olinto, I replied, and when I discover real sterling honesty I endeavor to appreciate it. There is, alas! very little of it in this world.

Yes, he said in a hoarse voice, his manner suddenly changing. You have to-night shown me, signore, that you are my friend, and I will, in return, show you that I am yours. And suddenly grasping both my hands, he pulled me from the chair in which I was sitting, at the same time asking in a low intense whisper: Do you always carry a revolver here in England, as you do in Italy?

Yes, I answered in surprise at his action and his question. Why?

Because there is danger here, he answered in the same low earnest tone. Get your weapon ready. You may want it.

I dont understand, I said, feeling my handy Colt in my back pocket to make sure it was there.

Forget what I have said — all — all that I have told you to-night, sir, he said. I have not explained the whole truth. You are in peril — in deadly peril!

How? I exclaimed breathlessly, surprised at his extraordinary change of manner and his evident apprehension lest something should befall me.

Wait, and you shall see, he whispered. But first tell me, signore, that you will forgive me for the part I have played in this dastardly affair. I, like yourself, fell innocently into the hands of your enemies.

My enemies! Who are they?

They are unknown, and for the present must remain so. But if you doubt your peril, watch— and taking the rusty fire-tongs from the grate he carefully placed them on end in front of the deep old armchair in which I had sat, and then allowed them to fall against the edge of the seat, springing quickly back as he did so.

In an instant a bright blue flash shot through the place, and the irons fell aside, fused and twisted out of all recognition.

I stood aghast, utterly unable for the moment to sufficiently realize how narrowly I had escaped death.

Look! See here, behind! cried the Italian, directing my attention to the back legs of the chair, where, on bending with the lamp, I saw, to my surprise, that two wires were connected, and ran along the floor and out of the window, while concealed beneath the ragged carpet, in front of the chair, was a thin plate of steel, whereon my feet had rested.

Those who had so ingeniously enticed me to that gloomy house of death had connected up the overhead electric light main with that innocent-looking chair, and from some unseen point had been able to switch on a current of sufficient voltage to kill fifty men.

I stood stock-still, not daring to move lest I might come into contact with some hidden wire, the slightest touch of which must bring instant death upon me.

Your enemies prepared this terrible trap for you, declared the man who was once my trusted servant. When I entered into the affair I was not aware that it was to be fatal. They gave me no inkling of their dastardly intention. But there is no time to admit of explanations now, signore, he added breathlessly, in a low desperate voice. Say that you will not prejudge me, he pleaded earnestly.

I will not prejudge you until Ive heard your explanation, I said. I certainly owe my life to you to-night.

Then quick! Fly from this house this instant. If you are stopped, then use your revolver. Dont hesitate. In a moment they will be here upon you.

But who are they, Olinto? You must tell me, I cried in desperation.

Dio! Go! Go! he cried, pushing me violently towards the door. Fly, or we shall both die — both of us! Run downstairs. I must make feint of dashing after you.

I turned, and seeing his desperate eagerness, precipitately fled, while he ran down behind me, uttering fierce imprecations in Italian, as though I had escaped him.

A man in the narrow dark passage attempted to trip me up as I ran, but I fired point blank at him, and gaining the door unlocked it, and an instant later found myself out in the street.

It was the narrowest escape from death that I had ever had in all my life — surely the strangest and most remarkable adventure. What, I wondered, did it mean?

Next morning I searched up and down Oxford Street for the Restaurant Milano, but could not find it. I asked shopkeepers, postmen, and policemen; I examined the London Directory at the bar of the Oxford Music Hall, and made every inquiry possible. But all was to no purpose. No one knew of such a place. There were restaurants in plenty in Oxford Street, from the Frascati down to the humble coffeeshop, but nobody had ever heard of the Milano.

Even Olinto had played me false!

I was filled with chagrin, for I had trusted him as honest, upright, and industrious; and was puzzled to know the reason he had deceived me, and why he had enticed me to the very brink of the grave.

He had told me that he himself had fallen into the trap laid by my enemies, and yet he had steadfastly refused to tell me who they were! The whole thing was utterly inexplicable.

I drove over to Lambeth and wandered through the maze of mean streets off the York Road, yet for the life of me I could not decide into which house I had been taken. There were a dozen which seemed to me that they might be the identical house from which I had so narrowly escaped with my life.

Gradually it became impressed upon me that my ex-servant had somehow gained knowledge that I was in London, that he had watched my exit from the club, and that all his pitiful story regarding Armida was false. He was the envoy of my unknown enemies, who had so ingeniously and so relentlessly plotted my destruction.

That I had enemies I knew quite well. The man who believes he has not is an arrant fool. There is no man breathing who has not an enemy, from the pauper in the workhouse to the king in his automobile. But the unseen enemy is always the more dangerous; hence my deep apprehensive reflections that day as I walked those sordid back streets over the water, as the Cockney refers to the district between those two main arteries of traffic, the Waterloo and Westminster Bridge Roads.

My unknown enemies had secured the services of Olinto in their dastardly plot to kill me. With what motive?

I wondered as I crossed Waterloo Bridge to the Strand, whether Olinto Santini would again approach me and make the promised explanation. I had given my word not to prejudge him until he revealed to me the truth. Yet I could not, in the circumstances, repose entire confidence in him.

When ones enemies are unknown, the feeling of apprehension is always much greater, for in the imagination danger lurks in every corner, and every action of a friend covers the ruse of a suspected enemy.

That day I did my business in the city with a distrust of everyone, not knowing whether I was not followed or whether those who sought my life were not plotting some other equally ingenious move whereby I might go innocently to my death. I endeavored to discover Olinto by every possible means during those stifling days that followed. The heat of London was, to me, more oppressive than the fiery sunshine of the old-world Tuscany, and everyone who could be out of town had left for the country or the sea.

The only trace I found of the Italian was that he was registered at the office of the International Society of Hotel Servants, in Shaftesbury Avenue, as being employed at Gattis Adelaide Gallery, but on inquiry there I found he had left more than a year before, and none of his fellow-waiters knew his whereabouts.

Thus being defeated in every inquiry, and my business at last concluded in London, I went up to Dumfries on a duty visit which I paid annually to my uncle, Sir George Little. Having known Dumfries since my earliest boyhood, and having spent some years of my youth there, I had many friends in the vicinity, for Sir George and my aunt were very popular in the county and moved in the best set.

Each time I returned from abroad I was always a welcome guest at Greenlaw, as their place outside the city of Burns was called, and this occasion proved no exception, for the country houses of Dumfries are always gay in August in prospect of the shooting.

Some new people have taken Rannoch Castle. Rather nice they seem, remarked my aunt as we were sitting together at luncheon the day after my arrival. Their name is Leithcourt, and theyve asked me to drive you over there to tennis this afternoon.

Im not much of a player, you know, aunt. In Italy we dont believe in athletics. But if its out of politeness, of course, Ill go.

Very well, she said. Then Ill order the victoria for three.

There are several nice girls there, Gordon, remarked my uncle mischievously. You have a good time, so dont think you are going to be bored.

No fear of that, was my answer. And at three oclock Sir George, his wife, and myself set out for that fine old historic castle that stands high on the Bognie, overlooking the Cairn waters beyond Dunscore, one of the strongholds of the Black Douglas in those turbulent days of long ago, and now a splendid old residence with a big shoot which was sometimes let for the season at a very high rent by its aristocratic if somewhat impecunious owner.

We could see its great round towers, standing grim and gray on the hillside commanding the whole of the valley, long before we approached it, and when we drove into the grounds we found a gay party in summer toilettes assembled on the ancient bowling-green, now transformed into a modern tennis-lawn.

Mrs. Leithcourt and her husband, a tall, thin, gray-headed, well-dressed man, both came forward to greet us, and after a few introductions I joined a set at tennis. They were a merry crowd. The Leithcourts were entertaining a large house-party, and their hospitality was on a scale quite in keeping with the fine old place they rented.

Tea was served on the lawn by the footmen, and afterwards, being tired of the game, I found myself strolling with Muriel Leithcourt, a bright, dark-eyed girl with tightly-bound hair, and wearing a cotton blouse and flannel tennis skirt.

I was apologizing for my terribly bad play, explaining that I had no practice out in Italy, whereupon she said — 

I know Italy slightly. I was in Florence and Naples with mother last season.

And then we began to discuss pictures and sculptures and the sights of Italy generally. I discerned from her remarks that she had traveled widely; indeed, she told me that both her father and mother were never happier than when moving from place to place in search of variety and distraction. We had entered the huge paneled hall of the Castle, and had passed up the quaint old stone staircase to the long banqueting hall with its paneled oak ceiling, which in these modern days had been transformed into a bright, pleasant drawing-room, from the windows of which was presented a marvelous view over the lovely Nithsdale and across to the heather-clad hills beyond.

It was pleasant lounging there in the cool old room after the hot sunshine outside, and as I gazed around the place I noted how much more luxurious and tasteful it now was to what it had been in the days when I had visited its owner several years before.

We are awfully glad to be up here, my pretty companion was saying. We had such a busy season in London. And then she went on to describe the Court ball, and two or three of the most notable functions about which I had read in my English paper beside the Mediterranean.

She attracted me on account of her bright vivacity, quick wit and keen sense of humor, therefore I sat listening to her pleasant chatter. Exiled as I was in a foreign land, I seldom spoke English save with Hutcheson, the Consul, and even then we generally spoke Italian if there were others present, in order that our companions should understand. Therefore her gossip interested me, and as the golden sunset flooded the handsome old room I sat listening to her, inwardly admiring her innate grace and handsome countenance.

I had no idea who or what her father was — whether a wealthy manufacturer, like so many who take expensive shoots and give big entertainments in order to edge their way into Society by its back door, or whether he was a gentleman of means and of good family. I rather guessed the latter, from his gentlemanly bearing and polished manner. His appearance, tall and erect, was that of a retired officer, and his clean-cut face was one of marked distinction.

I was telling my pretty companion something of my own life, how, because I loved Italy so well, I lived in Tuscany in preference to living in England, and how each year I came home for a month or two to visit my relations and to keep in touch with things.

Suddenly she said — 

I was once in Leghorn for a few hours. We were yachting in the Mediterranean. I love the sea — and yachting is such awfully good fun, if you only get decent weather.

The mention of yachting brought back to my mind the visit of the Lola and its mysterious sequel.

Your father has a yacht, then? I remarked, with as little concern as I could.

Yes. The Iris. My uncle is cruising on her up the Norwegian Fiords. For us it is a change to be here, because we are so often afloat. We went across to New York in her last year and had a most delightful time — except for one bad squall which made us all a little bit nervous. But Moyes is such an excellent captain that I never fear. The crew are all North Sea fishermen — father will engage nobody else. I dont blame him.

So you must have made many long voyages, and seen many odd corners of the world, Miss Leithcourt? I remarked, my interest in her increasing, for she seemed so extremely intelligent and well-informed.

Oh, yes. Weve been to Mexico, and to Panama, besides Morocco, Egypt, and the West Coast of Africa.

And youve actually landed at Leghorn! I remarked.

Yes, but we didnt stay there more than an hour — to send a telegram, I think it was. Father said there was nothing to see there. He and I went ashore, and I must say I was rather disappointed.

You are quite right. The town itself is ugly and uninteresting. But the outskirts — San Jacopo, Ardenza and Antigniano are all delightful. It was unfortunate that you did not see them. Was it long ago when you put in there?

Not very long. I really dont recollect the exact date, was her reply. We were on our way home from Alexandria.

Have you ever, in any of the ports youve been, seen a yacht called the Lola? I asked eagerly, for it occurred to me that perhaps she might be able to give me information.

The Lola! she gasped, and instantly her face changed. A flush overspread her cheeks, succeeded next moment by a death-like pallor. The Lola! she repeated in a strange, hoarse voice, at the same time endeavoring strenuously not to exhibit any apprehension. No. I have never heard of any such a vessel. Is she a steam-yacht? Whos her owner?

I regarded her in amazement and suspicion, for I saw that mention of the name had aroused within her some serious misgiving. That look in her dark eyes as they fixed themselves upon me was one of distinct and unspeakable terror.

What could she possibly know concerning the mysterious craft?

I dont know the owners name, I said, still affecting not to have noticed her alarm and apprehension. The vessel ran aground at the Meloria, a dangerous shoal outside Leghorn, and through the stupidity of her captain was very nearly lost.

Yes? she gasped, in a half-whisper, bending to me eagerly, unable to sufficiently conceal the terrible anxiety consuming her. And you — did you go aboard her?

Yes, was the only word I uttered.

A silence fell between us, and as my eyes fixed themselves upon her, I saw that from her handsome mobile countenance all the light and life had suddenly gone out, and I knew that she was in secret possession of the key to that remarkable enigma that so puzzled me.

Of a sudden the door opened, and a voice cried gayly — 

Why, Ive been looking everywhere for you, Muriel. Why are you hidden here? Arent you coming?

We both turned, and as she did so a low cry of blank dismay involuntarily escaped her.

Next instant I sprang to my feet. The reason of her cry was apparent, for there, in the full light of the golden sunset streaming through the long open windows, stood a broad-shouldered, fair-bearded man in tennis flannels and a Panama hat — the fugitive I knew as Philip Hornby!

I faced him, speechless.


CHAPTER IV

IN WHICH THE MYSTERY INCREASES
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NEITHER OF US spoke. Equally surprised at the unexpected encounter, we stood facing each other dumbfounded.

Hornby started quickly as soon as his eyes fell upon me, and his face became blanched to the lips, while Muriel Leithcourt, quick to notice the sudden change in him, rose and introduced us in as calm a voice as she could command.

I dont think you are acquainted, she said to me with a smile. This is Mr. Martin Woodroffe — Mr. Gordon Gregg.

I bowed to him in sudden resolve to remain silent in pretense that I doubted whether the man before me was actually my host of the Lola. I intended to act as though I was not sufficiently convinced to openly express my doubt. Therefore we bowed, exchanging greetings as strangers, while, carefully watching, I saw how greatly the minds of both were relieved. They shot meaning glances at each other, and then, as though reassured that I was mystified and uncertain, the man who called himself Woodroffe explained to my companion —— — 

Ive been over to Newton Stewart with Fred all day, and only got back a quarter of an hour ago. Arent you playing any more to-day?

I think not, was her reply. Weve been out there the whole afternoon, and Im rather tired. But theyre still on the lawn. You can surely get a game with someone.

If you dont play, I shant. I returned to keep the promise I made this morning, he laughed, standing before the big open fireplace, holding his tennis racquet behind his back.

I examined his countenance, and was more than ever convinced that he was actually the man who gave me the name of Hornby and the false address in Somerset. The pair seemed to be on familiar terms, and I wondered whether they were engaged. In any case, the man seemed quite at home there.

As he chatted with the daughter of the house, he cast a quick, covert glance at me, and then darted a meaning look at her — a look of renewed confidence, as though he felt that he had successfully averted any suspicions I might have held.

We talked of the prospects of the grouse and the salmon, and from his remarks he seemed to be as keen at sport as he had once made out himself to be at yachting.

My friend Leithcourt is awfully fortunate in getting such a splendid old place as this. On every hand I hear glowing accounts of the number of birds. The place has been well preserved in the past, and theres plenty of good cover.

Yes, I said. Gilrae, the owner, is a keen sportsman, and before he became so hard up he spent a lot of money on the estate, which, I believe, has always been considered one of the very best in the southwest. Theres salmon, they say, down in the Glen yonder — but Ive never tried for any.

Certainly there is. Ive seen several. I hope to try one of these days. The Glen is deep and shady — an ideal place for fish. The only disappointment here, as far as I can make out, is the very few head of black-game.

Yes, but every year they are getting rarer and rarer in this part of Scotland. A really fine black-cock is quite an event nowadays, I said.

While we were talking, or rather while I was carefully watching the rapid working of his mind, Leithcourt himself entered and joined us. He had been playing tennis, and had come in to rest and cool.

Host and guest were evidently on the most intimate terms. Leithcourt addressed him as Martin, and began to relate a quarrel which his head-gamekeeper had had that day with one of the small farmers on the estate regarding the killing of some rabbits. And while they were talking Muriel suggested that we should stroll down to the tennis-courts again, an invitation which, much as I regretted leaving the two men, I was bound to accept.

It seemed as though she wished purposely to take me away from that mans presence, fearing that by remaining there longer my suspicions might become confirmed. She was acting in conjunction with the man whom I had known as Hornby.

There were still a good many people watching the game, for it was pleasant in those old-world gardens in the sunset hour. The dried-up moat was now transformed into a garden filled with rhododendrons and bright azaleas, while the high ancient beech-hedges, the quaint old sundial with its motto: Each time ye shadowe turneth ys one daye nearer unto dethe, and the old stone balustrades gray with lichen, all spoke mutely of those glorious days when the fierce horsemen of the Lairds of Rannoch were feared across the Border, and when many a prisoner of the Black Douglas had pined and died in those narrow stone chambers in the grim north tower that still stood high above.

Among the party strolling and lounging there prior to departure were quite a number of people I knew, people who had shooting-boxes in the vicinity and were my uncles friends. In Scotland there is always a hearty hospitality among the sporting folk, and the laws of caste are far less rigorous than they are in England.

I was standing chatting with two ladies who were about to take leave of their hostess, when Leithcourt returned, but alone. Hornby had not accompanied him. Was it because he feared to again meet me?

In order to ascertain something regarding the man who had so mysteriously fled from Leghorn, I managed by the exercise of a little diplomacy to sit on the lawn with a young married woman named Tennant, wife of a cavalry captain, who was one of the house-party. After a little time I succeeded in turning the conversation to her fellow guests, and more particularly to the man I knew as Hornby.

Oh! Mr. Woodroffe is most amusing, declared the bright little woman. Hes always playing some practical joke or other. After dinner he is usually the life and soul of our party.

Yes, I said, I like what little I have seen of him. Hes a very good fellow, I should say. Ive heard that hes engaged to Muriel, I hazarded. Is that true?

Of course. Theyve been engaged nearly a year, but hes been abroad until quite lately. He is rather close about his own affairs, and never talks about his travels and adventures, although one day Mr. Leithcourt declared that his hairbreadth escapes would make a most exciting book if ever written.

Leithcourt and he are evidently most intimate friends.

Oh, quite inseparable! she laughed. And the other man who is always with them is that short, stout, red-faced old fellow standing over there with the lady in pale blue, Sir Ughtred Gardner. Mr. Woodroffe has nicknamed him Sir Putrid. And we both laughed. Of course, dont say I said so, she whispered. They dont call him that to his face, but its so easy to make a mistake in his name when hes not within hearing. We women dont care for him, so the nickname just fits.

And she gossiped on, telling me much that I desired to know regarding the new tenant of Rannoch and his friends, and more especially of that man who had first introduced himself to me in the Consulate at Leghorn.

Half an hour later my uncles carriage was announced, and I left with the distinct impression that there was some deep mystery surrounding the Leithcourts. What it was, however, I could not, for the life of me, make out. Perhaps it was Philip Leithcourts intimate relation with the man who had so cleverly deceived me that incited my curiosity concerning him; perhaps it was that mysterious intuition, that curious presage of evil that sometimes comes to a man as warning of impending peril. Whatever the reason, I had become filled with grave apprehensions. The mystery grew deeper day by day, and was inexplicable.

During the week that followed I sought to learn all I could regarding the new people at the castle.

They are taken up everywhere, declared my aunt when I questioned her. Of course, we knew very little of them, except that they had a shoot up near Fort William two years ago, and that they have a town house in Green Street. They are evidently rather smart folks. Dont you think so?

Judging from their house-party, yes, I responded. They are about as gay a crowd as one could find north of Carlisle just at present.

Exactly. There are some well-known people among them, too, said my aunt. Ive asked them over to-morrow afternoon, and theyve accepted.

Excellent! I exclaimed, for I wanted an opportunity for another chat with the dark-eyed girl who was engaged to the man whose alias was Hornby. I particularly desired to ascertain the reason of her fear when I had mentioned the Lola, and whether she possessed any knowledge of Hylton Chater.

The opportunity came to me in due course, for next afternoon the Rannoch party drove over in two large brakes, and with other people from the neighborhood and a band from Dumfries, my aunts grounds presented a gay and animated scene. There was the usual tennis and croquet, while some of the men enjoyed a little putting on the excellent course my uncle, a golf enthusiast, had recently laid down.

As I expected, Woodroffe did not accompany the party. Mrs. Leithcourt, a slightly fussy little woman, apologized for his absence, explaining that he had been recalled to London suddenly a few days before, but was returning to Rannoch again at the end of the week.

We couldnt afford to lose him, she declared to my aunt. He is so awfully humorous — his droll sayings and antics keep us in a perfect roar each night at dinner. Hes such a perfect mimic.

I turned away and strolled with Muriel, pleading an excuse to show her my uncles beautiful grounds, not a whit less picturesque than those of the castle, and perhaps rather better kept.

I only heard yesterday of your engagement, Miss Leithcourt, I remarked presently when we were alone. Allow me to offer my best congratulations. When you introduced me to Mr. Woodroffe the other day I had no idea that he was to be your husband.

She glanced at me quickly, and I saw in her dark eyes a look of suspicion. Then she flushed slightly, and laughing uneasily said, in a blank, hard voice — 

Its very good of you, Mr. Gregg, to wish me all sorts of such pleasant things.

And when is the happy event to take place?

The date is not exactly fixed — early next year, I believe, and I thought she sighed.

And you will probably spend a good deal of time yachting? I suggested, my eyes fixed upon her in order to watch the result of my pointed remark. But she controlled herself perfectly.

I love the sea, she responded briefly, and her eyes were set straight before her.

Mr. Woodroffe has gone up to town, your mother says.

Yes. He received a wire, and had to leave immediately. It was an awful bore, for we had arranged to go for a picnic to Dundrennan Abbey yesterday.

But hell be back here again, wont he?

I really dont know. It seems quite uncertain. I had a letter this morning which said he might have to go over to Hamburg on business, instead of coming up to us again.

There was disappointment in her voice, and yet at the same time I could not fail to recognize how the man to whom she was engaged had fled from Scotland because of my presence.

How I longed to ask her point-blank what she really knew of the yachtsman who was shrouded in so much mystery. Yet by betraying any undue anxiety I should certainly negative all my efforts to solve the puzzling enigma, therefore I was compelled to remain content with asking ingeniously disguised questions and drawing my own conclusions from her answers.

As we passed along those graveled walks it somehow became vividly impressed upon me that her marriage was being forced upon her by her parents. Her manner was that of one who was concealing some strange and terrible secret which she feared might be revealed. There was a distant look of unutterable terror in those dark eyes as though she existed in some constant and ever-present dread. Of course she told me nothing of her own feelings or affections, yet I recognized in both her words and her bearing a curious apathy — a want of the real enthusiasm of affection. Woodroffe, much her senior, was her fathers friend, and it therefore seemed to me more than likely that Leithcourt was pressing a matrimonial alliance upon his daughter for some ulterior motive. In the mad hurry for place, power, and wealth, men relentlessly sell their daughters in the matrimonial market, and ambitious mothers scheme and intrigue for their own aggrandizement at sacrifice of their daughters happiness more often than the public ever dream. Tragedy is, alas! written upon the face of many a bride whose portrait appears in the fashion-papers and whose toilette is so faithfully chronicled in the paragraph beneath. Indeed, the girl in Society who is allowed her own free choice in the matter of a husband is, alas! nowadays the exception, for parents who want to get on up the social scale have found that pretty daughters are a marketable commodity, and many a man has been placed on his legs, both financially and socially, by his son-in-law. Hence the marriage of convenience is fast becoming common, while in the same ratio the divorce petitions are unfortunately on the increase.

I read tragedy in the dark luminous eyes of Muriel Leithcourt. I knew that her young heart was over-burdened by some secret sorrow or guilty knowledge that she would reveal to me if she dared. Her own words told me that she was perplexed; that she longed to confide and seek advice of someone, yet by reason of some hidden and untoward circumstance her lips were sealed.

I tried to question her further regarding Woodroffe, of what profession he followed and of his past.

But she evidently suspected me, for I had unfortunately mentioned the Lola.

She wanted to speak to me in confidence, and yet she would reveal to me nothing — absolutely nothing.

Martin Woodroffe did not rejoin the house-party at Rannoch.

Although I remained the guest of my uncle much longer than I intended, indeed right through the shooting season, in order to watch the Leithcourts, yet as far as we could judge they were extremely well-bred people and very hospitable.

We exchanged a good many visits and dinners, and while my uncle several times invited Leithcourt and his friends to his shoot with al fresco luncheon, which the ladies joined, the tenant of Rannoch always invited us back in return.

Thus I gained many opportunities of talking with Muriel, and of watching her closely. I had the reputation of being a confirmed bachelor, and on account of that it seemed that she was in no way averse to my companionship. She could handle a rook-rifle as well as any woman, and was really a very fair shot. Therefore we often found ourselves alone tramping across the wide open moorland, or along those delightful glens of the Nithsdale, glorious in the autumn tints of their luxurious foliage.

Her father, on the other hand, seemed to view me with considerable suspicion, and I could easily discern that I was only asked to Rannoch because it was impossible to invite my uncle without including myself.

Leithcourt, who perhaps thought I was courting his daughter, was ever endeavoring to avoid me, and would never allow me to walk with him alone. Why? I wondered. Did he fear me? Had Woodroffe told him of our strange encounter in Leghorn?

His pronounced antipathy towards me caused me to watch him surreptitiously, and more closely than perhaps I should otherwise have done. He was a man of gloomy mood, and often he would leave his guests and take walks alone, musing and brooding. On several occasions I followed him in secret, and found to my surprise that although he made long detours in various directions, yet he always arrived at the same spot at the same hour — five oclock.

The place where he halted was on the edge of a dark wood on the brow of a hill about three miles from Rannoch — a good place to get woodpigeon, as they came to roost. It was fully two miles across the hills from the high road to Moniaive, and from the break the gray wall where he was in the habit of sitting to rest and smoke, there stretched the beautiful panorama of Loch Urr and the heatherclad hills beyond.

Leithcourt never went direct to the place, but always so timed his walks that he arrived just at five, and remained there smoking cigarettes until half-past, as though awaiting the arrival of some person he expected. Once or twice his guests suggested shooting pigeons at sundown, but he always had some excuse for opposing the proposal, and thus the party, unsuspecting the reason, were kept away from that particular lonely spot.

In my youth I had sat many a quiet hour there in the darkening gloom and shot many a pigeon, therefore I knew the wood well, and was able to watch the tenant of Rannoch from points where he least suspected the presence of another.

Once, when I was alone with Muriel, I mentioned her fathers capacity for walking alone, whereupon she said — 

Oh, yes, he was always fond of walking. He used to take me with him when we first came here, but he always went so far that I refused to go any more.

She never once mentioned Woodroffe. I allowed her plenty of opportunity for doing so, chaffing her about her forthcoming marriage in order that she might again refer to him. But never did his name pass her lips. I understood that he had gone abroad — that was all.

Often when alone I reflected upon my curious adventure on that night when I met Olinto, and of my narrow escape from the hands of my unknown enemies. I wondered if that ingenious and dastardly attempt upon my life had really any connection with that strange incident at Leghorn. As day succeeded day, my mind became filled by increasing suspicion. Mystery surrounded me on every hand.

Indeed, by one curious fact alone it was increased a hundredfold.

Late one afternoon, when I had been out shooting all day with the Rannoch party, I drove back to the castle in the Perth-cart with three other men, and found the ladies assembled in the great hall with tea ready. A welcome log-fire was blazing in the huge old grate, for in October it is chilly and damp in Scotland and a fire is pleasant at evening.

Muriel was seated upon the high padded fender — like those one has at clubs — which always formed a cosy spot for the ladies, especially after dinner. When I entered, she rose quickly and handed me my cup, exclaiming as she looked at me — 

Oh, Mr. Gregg! what a state you are in!

Yes, I was after snipe, and slipped into a bog, I laughed. But it was early this morning, and the mud has dried.

Come with me, and Ill get you a brush, she urged. And I followed her through the long corridors and upstairs to a small sitting-room which was her own little sanctum, where she worked and read — a cosy little place with two queer old windows in the colossal wall, and a floor of polished oak, and great black beams above. When the owner had occupied the house that room had been disused, but it had, I found, been now completely transformed, and was a most tasteful little nest of luxury with its bright chintzes, its Turkey rugs and its cheerful fire on the old stone hearth.

She laughed when I expressed admiration of her little den, and said — 

I believe it was the armory in the old days. But it makes quite a comfy little boudoir. I can lock myself in and be quite quiet when the party are too noisy, she added merrily.

But as my eyes wandered around they suddenly fell upon an object which caused me to start with profound wonder — a cabinet photograph in a frame of crimson leather.

The picture was that of a young girl — a duplicate of the portrait I had found torn across and flung aside on board the Lola!

The merry eyes laughed out at me as I stood staring at it in sheer bewilderment.

What a pretty girl! I exclaimed quickly, concealing my surprise. Who is she?

My companion was silent a moment, her dark eyes meeting mine with a strange look of inquiry.

Yes, she laughed, everyone admires her. She was a schoolfellow of mine — Elma Heath.

Heath! I echoed. Where was she at school with you?

At Chichester.

Long ago?

A little over two years.

Shes very beautiful! I declared, taking up the photograph and discovering that it bore the name of the same well-known photographer in New Bond Street as that I had found on the carpet of the Lola in the Mediterranean.

Yes. Shes really prettier than her photograph. It hardly does her justice.

And where is she now?

Why are you so very inquisitive, Mr. Gregg? laughed the handsome girl. Have you actually fallen in love with her from her picture?

Im hardly given to that kind of thing, Miss Leithcourt, I answered with mock severity. I dont think even my worst enemy could call me a flirt, could she?

No. I will give you your due, she declared. You never do flirt. That is why I like you.

Thanks for your candor, Miss Leithcourt, I said.

Only, she added, you seem smitten with Elmas charms.

I think shes extremely pretty, I remarked, with the photograph still in my hand. Do you ever see her now?

Never, she replied. Since the day I left school we have never met. She was several years younger than myself, and I heard that a week after I left Chichester her people came and took her away. Where she is now I have no idea. Her people lived somewhere in Durham. Her father was a doctor.

Her reply disappointed me. Yet I had, at least, retained knowledge of the name of the original of the picture, and from the photographer I might perhaps discover her address, for to me it seemed that she was somehow intimately connected with those mysterious yachtsmen.

What Muriel told me concerning her, I did not doubt for a single instant. Yet it was certainly more than a coincidence that a copy of the picture which had created such a deep impression upon me should be preserved in her own little boudoir as a souvenir of a devoted school-friend.

Then you have heard absolutely nothing as to her present position or whereabouts — whether she is married, for instance?

Ah! she cried mischievously. You betray yourself by your own words. You have fallen in love with her, I really believe, Mr. Gregg. If she knew, shed be most gratified — or at least, she ought to be.

At which I smiled, preferring that she should adopt that theory in preference to any other.

She spoke frankly, as a pure honest girl would speak. She was not jealous, but she nevertheless resented — as women do resent such things — that I should fall in love with a friends photograph.

There was a mystery surrounding that torn picture; of that I was absolutely certain. The remembrance of that memorable evening when I had dined on board the Lola arose vividly before me. Why had the girls portrait been so ruthlessly destroyed and the frame turned with its face to the wall? There was some reason — some distinct and serious motive in it. Had Muriel told me the truth, I wondered, or was she merely seeking to shield the suspected man who was her lover?

Hour by hour the mystery surrounding the Leithcourts became more inscrutable, more intensely absorbing. I had searched a copy of the London Directory at the Station Hotel at Carlisle, and found that no house in Green Street was registered as occupied by the tenant of Rannoch; and, further, when I came to examine the list of guests at the castle, I found that they were really persons unknown in society. They were merely of that class of witty, well-dressed parasites who always cling on to the wealthy and make believe that they are smart and of the grande monde. Rannoch was an expensive place to keep up, with all that big retinue of servants and gamekeepers, and with those nightly dinners cooked by a French chef; yet Leithcourt seemed to possess a long pocket and smiled upon those parasites, officers of doubtful commission and younger sprigs of the pseudo-aristocracy who surrounded him, while his wife, keen-eyed and of superb bearing, was punctilious concerning all points of etiquette, and at the same time indefatigable that her mixed set of guests should enjoy a really good time.

But I was not the only person who could not make them out. My uncle was the first to open my eyes regarding the true character of certain of the men staying at Rannoch.

I think, Gordon, that one or two of those fellows with Leithcourt are rank outsiders, he said confidentially to me one night after we had had a hard days shooting, and were playing a hundred up at billiards before retiring. One man, who arrived yesterday, I know too well. He was struck off the list at Boodles three years ago for card-sharping — that thin-faced, fair-mustached man named Cadby. I suppose Leithcourt doesnt know it, or he wouldnt have him up here among respectable folk. And my uncle, chewing the end of his cigar, sniffed angrily, seeming half inclined to give his friend a gentle hint that the name Cadby was placed beyond the pale of good society.

Better not say anything about it, I urged. Its Leithcourts own affair, uncle — not ours.

Yes, but if a man sets up a position in the country he mustnt be allowed to ask us to meet such fellows. Its coming it a little too thick, Gordon. We men can stand the women of the party, but the men — well, I tell you candidly, I shant accept his invites to shoot again.

No, no, uncle, I protested. Probably its owing to ignorance. Youll be able, a little later on, to give him valuable tips. Hes a good fellow, and only wants experience in Scotland to get along all right.

Yes. But I dont like it, my boy, I dont like it! It isnt playing a fair game, declared the rigid old gentleman, coloring resentfully. Im not going to return the invitation and ask that sharper, Cadby, to my house — and I tell you that plainly.

Next day I shot with the Carmichaels of Crossburn, and about four oclock, after a good day, took leave of the party in the Black Glen, and started off alone to walk home, a distance of about six miles. It was already growing dusk, and would be quite dark, I knew, before I reached my uncles house. My most direct way was to follow the river for about two miles and then strike straight across the large dense wood, and afterwards over a wide moor full of treacherous bogs and pitfalls for the unwary.

My gun over my shoulder, I had walked on for about three-quarters of an hour, and had nearly traversed the wood, at that hour so dark that I had considerable difficulty in finding my way, when — of a sudden — I fancied I distinguished voices.

I halted. Yes. Men were talking in low tones of confidence, and in that calm stillness of evening they appeared nearer to me than they actually were.

I listened, trying to distinguish the words uttered, but could make out nothing. They were moving slowly together, in close vicinity to myself, for their feet stirred the dry leaves, and I could hear the boughs cracking as they forced their way through them.

Of a sudden, while standing there not daring to breathe lest I should betray my presence, a strange sound fell upon my eager ears.

Next moment I realized that I was at that place where Leithcourt so persistently kept his disappointed tryst, having approached it from within the wood.

The sound alarmed me, and yet it was neither an explosion of fire-arms nor a startling cry for help.

One word reached me in the darkness — one single word of bitter and withering reproach.

Heedless of the risk I ran and the peril to which I exposed myself, I dashed forward with a resolve to penetrate the mystery, until I came to the gap in the rough stone wall where Leithcourts habit was to halt each day at sundown.

There, in the falling darkness, the sight that met my eyes at the spot held me rigid, appalled, stupefied.

In that instant I realized the truth — a truth that was surely the strangest ever revealed to any man.


CHAPTER V

CONTAINS CERTAIN CONFIDENCES
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AS I DASHED forward to the gap in the boundary wall of the wood, I nearly stumbled over a form lying across the narrow path.

So dark was it beneath the trees that at first I could not plainly make out what it was until I bent and my hands touched the garments of a woman. Her hat had fallen off, for I felt it beneath my feet, while the cloak was a thick woolen one.

Was she dead, I wondered? That cry — that single word of reproach — sounded in my ears, and it seemed plain that she had been struck down ruthlessly after an exchange of angry words.

I felt in my pocket for my vestas, but unfortunately my box was empty. Yet just at that moment my strained ears caught a sound — the sound of someone moving stealthily among the fallen leaves. Seizing my gun, I demanded who was there.

There was, however, no response. The instant I spoke the movement ceased.

As far as I could judge, the person in concealment was within the wood about ten yards from me, separated by an impenetrable thicket. As, however, I stood out against the sky, my silhouette was, I knew, a well-defined mark for anyone with fire-arms.

It seemed evident that a tragedy had occurred, and that the victim at my feet was a woman. But whom?

Of a sudden, while I stood hesitating, blaming myself for being without matches, I heard the movement repeated. Someone was quickly receding — escaping from the spot. I listened again. The sound was not of the rustling of leaves or the crackling of dried sticks, but the low thuds of a mans feet racing over softer ground. He had scaled the rough stone dyke and was out in the turnip-field adjacent.

I sprang through the gap, straining my eyes into the gloom, and as I did so could just distinguish a dark figure receding quickly beneath the wall of the wood.

In an instant I dashed after it. But the agility of whoever the fugitive was, man or woman, was marvelous. I considered myself a fairly good runner, but racing across those rough turnips and heavy, newly-plowed land in the darkness and carrying my gun soon caused me to pant and blow. Yet the figure I was pursuing was so fleet of foot and so nimble in climbing the high rough walls that from the very first I was outrun.

Down the steep hill to the Scarwater I followed the fugitive, crossing the old footbridge near Penpont, and then up a wild winding glen towards the Cairnsmore of Deugh. For a couple of miles or more I was close behind, until, at a turn in the dark wooded glen where it branched in two directions, I lost all trace of the person who flew from me. Whoever it was they had very cleverly gone into hiding in the undergrowth of one or other of the two glens — which I could not decide.

I stood out of breath, the perspiration pouring from me, undecided how to act.

Was it Leithcourt himself whom I had surprised?

That idea somehow became impressed upon me and I suddenly resolved to go boldly across to Rannoch and ascertain for myself. Therefore, with the excuse that I was belated on my walk home, I turned back down the glen, and half an hour afterward entered the great well-lighted hall of the castle where the guests, ready dressed, were assembling prior to dinner.

I was welcomed warmly, as I was always by the men of the party, who seeing my muddy plight at once offered me a glass of the sportsmans drink in Scotland, and while I was adding soda to it Leithcourt himself joined his guests, ready dressed in his dinner jacket, having just descended from his room.

Hulloa, Gregg! he exclaimed heartily, holding out his hand. Had a long day of it, evidently. Good sport with Carmichael — eh?

Very fair, I said. I remained longer with him than I ought to have done, and have got belated on my way home, so looked in for a refresher.

Quite right, he laughed merrily. Youre always welcome, you know. Id have been annoyed if I knew you had passed without coming in.

And Muriel, a pretty figure in a low-cut gown of turquoise chiffon, standing behind her father, smiled secretly at me. I smiled at her in return, but it was a strange smile, I fear, for with the knowledge of that additional mystery within me — the mystery of the woman lying unconscious or perhaps dead, up in the wood — held me stupefied.

I had suspected Leithcourt because of his constant trysts at that spot, but I had at least proved that my suspicions were entirely without foundation. He could not have got home and dressed in the time, for I had taken the nearest route to the castle while the fugitive would be compelled to make a wide detour.

I only remained a few minutes, then went forth into the darkness again, utterly undecided how to act. My first impulse was to return to the womans aid, for she might not be dead after all.

And yet when I recollected that hoarse cry that rang out in the darkness, I knew too well that she had been struck fatally. It was this latter conviction that prevented me from turning back to the wood. You will perhaps blame me, but the fact is I feared that if I went there suspicion might fall upon me, now that the real culprit had so ingeniously escaped.

If the victim were dead, what aid could I render? A knife had, I believed, been used, for my foot caught against it when I had started off after the fugitive. The only doubt in my own mind was whether the unfortunate woman was actually dead, for if she were not then my disinclination to return to the scene of the tragedy was culpable.

Whether or not I acted rightly in remaining away from the place, I leave it to you to judge in the light of the amazing truth which afterwards transpired.

I decided to walk straight back to my uncles, and dinner was over before I had had my tub and dressed. I therefore ate my meal alone, Davis, the grave old butler, serving me with that stateliness which always amused me. I usually chatted with him when others were not present, but that night I remained silent, my mind full of that strange and startling affair of which I alone held secret knowledge.

Next day the body would surely be found; then the whole countryside would be filled with horror and surprise. Was it possible that Leithcourt, that calm, well-groomed, distinguished-looking man, held any knowledge of the ghastly truth? No. His manner as he stood in the hall chatting gayly with me was surely not that of a man with a guilty secret. I became firmly convinced that although the tragedy affected him very closely, and that it had occurred at the spot which he had each day visited for some mysterious purpose, yet up to the present he was in ignorance of what had transpired.

But who was the woman? Was she young or old?

A thousand times I regretted bitterly that I had no matches with me so that I might examine her features.

One sudden thought that struck me as I sat there at table caused me to lay down my fork and pause in breathless bewilderment. Was the victim that sweet-faced young girl whose photograph had been so ruthlessly cast from its frame and destroyed? The theory was a weird one, but was it the truth?

I longed for the coming of the dawn when the Rannoch keepers would most certainly discover her. Then at least I should know the truth, for I might go and see the body out of curiosity without arousing any suspicion.

I tried to play my usual game of billiards with my uncle, but my hand was so unsteady that the old gentleman began to chaff me.

Its the gun, I suppose, I remarked. Ive been carrying it all day, and am tired out. I walked all the way home from Crossburn.

The Carmichaels are very thick with the Leithcourts, I hear, my uncle remarked. Strange they didnt ask Leithcourt to their shoot.

They did, but hed got another engagement — over at Kenmure Castle, I think.

I retired to my room that night full of fevered apprehension. Had I acted rightly in not returning to that lonely spot on the brow of the hill? Had I done as a man should do in keeping the tragic secret to myself?

I opened my window and gazed away across the dark Nithsdale, where, in the distant gloom, the black line of wood loomed up against the stormy sky. The stars were no longer shining and the rain clouds had gathered. I stood with my face turned to the dark indistinct spot that held the secret, lost in wonderment.

At last I closed the window and turned in, but no sleep came to my eyes, so full was my mind of the startling events of those past few months and of that gruesome discovery I had made.

Had the fugitive actually recognized me? Probably my voice when I had called out had betrayed me. Hour after hour I lay puzzling, trying to arrive at some solution of that intricate problem which now presented itself. Muriel could tell me what I wished to know. Of that I was certain. Yet she dared not speak. Some inexpressible terror held her dumb — she was affianced to the man Martin Woodroffe.

Again I rose, lit the gas, and tried to read a novel. But I could not concentrate my thoughts, which were ever wandering to that strange mystery of the wood. At six I shaved, descended, and went out with the dogs for a short walk; but on returning I heard of nothing unusual, and was compelled to remain inactive until near mid-day.

I was crossing the stable-yard where I had gone to order the carriage for my aunt, when an English groom, suddenly emerging from the harness-room, touched his cap, saying — 

Have you eard, sir, of the awful affair up yonder?

Of what? I asked quickly.

Well, sir, there seems to have been a murder last night up in Rannoch Wood, said the man quickly. Holden, the gardener, has just come back from that village and says that Mr. Leithcourts under-gamekeeper as he was going home at five this morning came upon a dead body.

A dead body! I exclaimed, feigning great surprise.

Yes, sir — a youngish man. Hed been stabbed to the heart.

A man!

Yes, sir — so Holden says.

Call Holden. Id like to know all hes heard, I said. And presently, when the gardener emerged from the grape-house, I sought of him all the particulars he had gathered.

I dont know very much, sir, was the mans reply. I went into the inn for a glass of beer at eleven, as I always do, and heard them talking about it. A young man was murdered last night up in Rannoch Wood. The gamekeeper thought at first thered been a fight among poachers, but from the dead mans clothes they say he isnt a poacher at all, but a stranger in this district.

The body was that of a man, then? I asked, trying to conceal my utter bewilderment.

Yes — about thirty, they say. The police have taken him to the mortuary at Dumfries, and the detectives are up there now looking at the spot, they say.

A man! And yet the body I found was that of a woman — that I could swear.

After lunch I took the dog-cart and drove alone into Dumfries.

When I inquired of the police-constable on duty at the town mortuary to be allowed to view the body of the murdered man, he regarded me, I thought, with considerable suspicion. My request was an unusual one. Nevertheless, he took me up a narrow alley, unlocked a door, and I found myself in the cold, gloomy chamber of death. From a small dingy window above the light fell upon an object lying upon a large slab of gray stone and covered with a soiled sheet.

The sight was ghastly and gruesome; the body lay there awaiting the official inquiry into the cause of death. The silence of the tomb was unbroken, save for the heavy tread of the policeman, who having removed his helmet in the presence of the dead, lifted the end of the sheet, revealing to me a white, hard-set face, with closed eyes and dropped jaw.

I started back as my eyes fell upon the dead countenance. I was entirely unprepared for such a revelation. The truth staggered me.

The victim was the man who had acted as my friend — the Italian waiter, Olinto.

I advanced and peered into the thin inanimate features, scarce able to realize the actual fact. But my eyes had not deceived me. Though death distorts the facial expression of every man, I had no difficulty in identifying him.

You recognize him, sir? remarked the officer. Who is he? Our people are very anxious to know, for up to the present moment they havent succeeded in establishing his identity.

I bit my lips. I had been an arrant fool to betray myself before that man. Yet having done so, I saw that any attempt to conceal my knowledge must of necessity reflect upon me.

I will see your inspector, I answered with as much calmness as I could muster. Where has the poor fellow been wounded?

Through the heart, responded the constable, as turning the sheet further down he showed me the small knife wound which had penetrated the victims jacket and vest full in the chest.

This is the weapon, he added, taking from a shelf close by a long, thin poignard with an ivory handle, which he handed to me.

In an instant I recognized what it was, and how deadly. It was an old Florentine misericordia, a long thin, triangular blade, a quarter of an inch wide at its greatest width, tapering to a needle-point, with a hilt of yellow ivory, the most deadly and fatal of all the daggers and poignards of the Middle Ages. The blade being sharp on three angles produced a wound that caused internal hemorrhage and which never healed — hence the name given to it by the Florentines.

It was still blood-stained, but as I took the deadly thing in my hand I saw that its blade was beautifully damascened, a most elegant specimen of a medieval arm. Yet surely none but an Italian would use such a weapon, or would aim so truly as to penetrate the heart.

And yet the person struck down was a woman, and not a man!

A wound from a misericordia always proves fatal, because the shape of the blade cuts the flesh into little flaps which, on withdrawing the knife, close up and prevent the blood from issuing forth. At the same time, however, no power can make them heal again. A blow from such a weapon is as surely fatal as the poisoned poignard of the Borgia or the Medici.

I handed the stiletto back to the man without comment. My resolve was to say as little as possible, for I had no desire to figure publicly at the inquiry, and consequently negative all my own efforts to solve the mystery of the Leithcourts and of Martin Woodroffe.

I returned to where the figure was lying so ghastly and motionless, and looked again for the last time upon the dead face of the man who had served me so well, and yet who had enticed me so nearly to my death. In the latter incident there was a deep mystery. He had relented at the last moment, just in time to save me from my secret enemies.

Could it be that my enemies were his? Had he fallen a victim by the same hand that had attempted so ingeniously to kill me?

Why had Leithcourt gone so regularly up to Rannoch Wood? Was it in order to meet the man who was to be entrapped and killed? What was Olinto Santini doing so far from London, if he had not come expressly to meet someone in secret?

As I glanced down at the cold, inanimate countenance upon which mystery was written, I became seized by regret. He had been a faithful and honest servant, and even though he had enticed me to that fatal house in Lambeth, yet I recollected his words, how he had done so under compulsion. I remembered, too, how he had implored me not to prejudge him before I became aware of the full facts.

With my own hand I re-covered the face with the sheet, and inwardly resolved to avenge the dastardly crime.

I regretted that I was compelled to reveal the dead mans name to the police, yet I saw that to make some statement was now inevitable, and therefore I accompanied the constable to the inspectors office some distance across the town.

Having been introduced to the big, fair-haired man in a rough tweed suit, who was apparently directing the inquiries into the affair, he took me eagerly into a small back room and began to question me. I was, however, wary not to commit myself to anything further than the identification of the body.

The fact is, I said confidentially, you must omit me from the witnesses at the inquest.

Why? asked the detective suspiciously.

Because if it were known that I have identified him, all chance of getting at the truth will at once vanish, I answered. I have come here to tell you in strictest confidence who the poor fellow really is.

Then you know something of the affair? he said, with a strong Highland accent.

I know nothing, I declared. Nothing except his name.

Hm. And you say hes a foreigner — an Italian — eh?

He was in my service in Leghorn for several years, and on leaving me he came to London and obtained an engagement as waiter in a restaurant. His father lived in Leghorn; he was doorkeeper at the Prefecture.

But why was he here, in Scotland?

How can I tell?

You know something of the affair. I mean that you suspect somebody, or you would have no objection to giving evidence at the inquiry.

I have no suspicions. To me the affair is just as much of an enigma as to you, I hastened at once to explain. My only fear is that if the assassin knew that I had identified him he would take care not to betray himself.

You therefore think he will betray himself?

I hope so.

By the fact that the man was attacked with an Italian stiletto, it would seem that his assailant was a fellow-countryman, suggested the detective.

The evidence certainly points to that, I replied.

You dont happen to be aware of anyone — any foreigner, I mean — who was, or might be his enemy?

I responded in the negative.

Ah, he went on, these foreigners are always fighting among themselves and using knives. I did ten years service in Edinburgh and made lots of arrests for stabbing affrays. Italians, like Greeks, are a dangerous lot when their blood is up. Then he added: Personally, it seems to me that the murdered man was enticed from London to that spot and coolly done away with — from some motive of revenge, most probably.

Most probably, I said. A vendetta, perhaps. I live in Italy, and therefore know the Italians well, I added.

I had given him my card, and told him with whom I was staying.

Where were you yesterday, sir? he inquired presently.

I was shooting — on the other side of the Nithsdale, I answered, and then went on to explain my movements, without, however, mentioning my visit to Rannoch.

And although you know the murdered man so intimately, you have no suspicion of anyone in this district who was acquainted with him?

I know no one who knew him. When he left my service he had never been in England.

You say he was engaged in service in London?

Yes, at a restaurant in Oxford Street, I believe. I met him accidentally in Pall Mall one evening, and he told me so.

You dont know the name of the restaurant?

He did tell me, but unfortunately I have forgotten.

The detective drew a deep breath of regret.

Someone who waited for him on the edge of that wood stepped out and killed him — thats evident, he said.

Without a doubt.

And my belief is that it was an Italian. There were two foreigners who slept at a common lodging-house two nights ago and went on tramp towards Glasgow. We have telegraphed after them, and hope we shall find them. Scotsmen or Englishmen never use a knife of that pattern.

With his latter remark I entirely coincided. In my own mind that was the strongest argument in favor of Leithcourts innocence. That the tenant of Rannoch had kept that secret tryst in daily patience I knew from my own observations, yet to me it scarcely seemed feasible that he would use a weapon so peculiarly Italian and yet so terribly deadly.

And then when I reflected further, recollecting that the body I had discovered was that of a woman and not a man, I stood staggered and bewildered by the utterly inexplicable enigma.

I promised the burly detective that in exchange for his secrecy regarding my statement that I would assist him in every manner possible in the solution of the problem.

The real name of the murdered man must be at all costs withheld, I urged. It must not appear in the papers, for I feel confident that only by the pretense that he is unknown can we arrive at the truth. If his name is given at the inquiry, then the assassin will certainly know that I have identified him.

And what then?

Well, I said with some hesitation, while I am believed to be in ignorance we shall have opportunity for obtaining the truth.

Then you do really suspect? he said, again looking at me with those cold, blue eyes.

I know not whom to suspect, I declared. It is a mystery why the man who was once my faithful servant should be enticed to that wood and stabbed to the heart.

There is no one in the vicinity who knew him?

Not to my knowledge.

We might obtain his address in London through his father in Leghorn, suggested the officer.

I will write to-day if you so desire, I said readily. Indeed, I will get my friend the British Consul to go round and see the old man and telegraph the address if he obtains it.

Capital! he declared. If you will do us this favor we shall be greatly indebted to you. It is fortunate that we have established the victims identity — otherwise we might be entirely in the dark. A murdered foreigner is always more or less of a mystery.

Therefore, then and there, I took a sheet of paper and wrote to my old friend Hutcheson at Leghorn, asking him to make immediate inquiry of Olintos father as to his sons address in London.

I said nothing to the police of that strange adventure of mine over in Lambeth, or of how the man now dead had saved my life. That his enemies were my own he had most distinctly told me, therefore I felt some apprehension that I myself was not safe. Yet in my hip pocket I always carried my revolver — just as I did in Italy — and I rather prided myself on my ability to shoot straight.

We sat for a long time discussing the strange affair. In order to betray no eagerness to get away, I offered the big Highlander a cigar from my case, and we smoked together. The inquiry would be held on the morrow, he told me, but as far as the public was concerned the body would remain as that of some person unknown.

And you had better not come to my uncles house, or send anyone, I said. If you desire to see me, send me a line and I will meet you here in Dumfries. It will be safer.

The officer looked at me with those keen eyes of his, and said:

Really, Mr. Gregg, I cant quite make you out, I confess. You seem to be apprehensive of your own safety. Why?

Italians are a very curious people, I responded quickly. Their vendetta extends widely sometimes.

Then you have reason to believe that the enemy of this poor fellow Santini may be your enemy also?

One never knows whom one offends when living in Italy, I laughed, as lightly as I could, endeavoring to allay his suspicion. He may have fallen beneath the assassins knife by giving quite a small and possibly innocent offense to somebody. Italian methods are not English, you know.

By Jove, sir, and Im jolly glad theyre not! he said. I shouldnt think a police officers life is a very safe one among all those secret murder societies Ive read about.

Ah! what you read about them is often very much exaggerated, I assured him. It is the vendetta which is such a stain upon the character of the modern Italian; and depend upon it this affair in Rannoch Wood is the outcome of some revenge or other — probably over a love affair.

But you will assist us, sir? he urged. You know the Italian language, which will be of great advantage; besides, the victim was your servant.

Be discreet, I said. And in return I will do my very utmost to assist you in hunting down the assassin.

And thus we made our compact. Half-an-hour after I was driving in the dog-cart through the pouring rain up the hill out of gray old Dumfries to my uncles house.

As I descended from the cart and gave it over to a groom, old Davis, the butler, came forward, saying in a low voice:

Theres Miss Leithcourt waiting to see you, Mr. Gordon. Shes in the morning-room, and been there an hour. She asked me not to tell anyone else shes here, sir.

Then my aunt has not seen her? I exclaimed, scenting mystery in this unexpected visit.

No, sir. She wishes to see you alone, sir.

I walked across the big hall and along the corridor to the room the old man had indicated.

And as I opened the door and Muriel Leithcourt in plain black rose to meet me, I plainly saw from her white, haggard countenance that something had happened — that she had been forced by circumstances to come to me in strictest confidence.

Was she, I wondered, about to reveal to me the truth?


CHAPTER VI

THE GATHERING OF THE CLOUDS
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MR. GREGG, EXCLAIMED the girl with agitation, as she put forth her black-gloved hand, I — I suppose you know — youve heard all about the discovery to-day up at the wood? I need not tell you anything about it

Yes, Miss Leithcourt, I only wish you would tell me about it, I said gravely, inviting her to a chair and seating myself. Ive heard some extraordinary story about a man being found dead, but Ive been in Dumfries nearly all day. Who is the man?

Ah! that we dont know, she replied, pale-faced and anxious. Her attitude was as though she wished to confide in me and yet still hesitated to do so.

Youve been waiting for me quite a long time, Davis tells me. I regret that you should have done this. If you had left word that you wished to see me, I would have come over to you at once.

No. I wanted to see you alone — thats the reason I am here. They must not know at home that Ive been over here, so I purposely asked the man not to announce me to your aunt.

You want to see me privately, I said in a low, earnest voice. Why? Is there any service I can render you?

Yes. A very great one, she responded with quick eagerness, I — well — the fact is, I have summoned courage to come to you and beg of you to help me. I am in great distress — and I have not a single friend whom I can trust — in whom I can confide.

I shall esteem it the highest honor if you will trust me, I said in deep earnestness. I can only assure you that I will remain loyal to your interests and to yourself.

Ah! I believe you will, Mr. Gregg! she declared with enthusiasm, her large, dark eyes turned upon me — the eyes of a woman in sheer and bitter despair. Her face was perfect, one of the most handsome I had ever gazed upon. The more I saw of her the greater was the fascination she held over me.

A silence fell between us as she sat with her gloved hands lying idly in her lap. Her lips moved nervously, but no sound came from them, so agitated was she, so eager to tell me something; and yet at the same time reluctant to take me into her confidence.

Well? I asked at last in a low voice. I am quite ready to render you any service, if you will only command me.

Ah! But I fear what I require will strike you as so unusual — you will hesitate to act when I explain what service I require of you, she said doubtfully.

I cannot tell you until I hear your wishes, I said, smiling, and yet puzzled at her attitude.

It concerns the terrible discovery made up in Rannoch Wood, she said in a hoarse, nervous voice at last. That unknown man was murdered — stabbed to the heart.

Well?

Well, she said, scarcely above a whisper, I have suspicions.

Of the murdered mans identity?

No. Of the assassin.

I glanced at her sharply and saw the intense look in her dark, wide-open eyes.

You believe you know who dealt the blow?

I have a suspicion — that is all. Only I want you to help me, if you will.

Most certainly, I responded. But if you believe you know the assassin you probably know something of the victim?

Only that he looked like a foreigner.

Then you have seen him? I exclaimed, much surprised.

My remark caused her to hold her breath for an instant. Then she answered, rather lamely, it seemed to me:

I saw him when the keepers brought the body to the castle.

Now, according to the account I had heard, the police had conveyed the dead man direct from the wood into Dumfries. Was it possible, therefore, that she had seen Olinto before he met with his sudden end?

I feared to press her for an explanation at that moment, but, nevertheless, the admission that she had seen him struck me as a very peculiar fact.

You judge him to be a foreigner? I remarked as casually as I could.

From his features and complexion I guessed him to be Italian, she responded quickly, at which I pretended to express surprise. I saw him after the keepers had found him.

Besides, she went on, the stiletto was evidently an Italian one, which would almost make it appear that a foreigner was the assassin.

Is that your own suspicion?

No.

Why?

She hesitated a moment, then in a low, eager voice she said:

Because I have already seen that three-edged knife in another persons possession.

Thats pretty strong evidence, I declared. The person in question will have to prove that he was not in Rannoch Wood last evening at nightfall.

How do you know it was done at nightfall? she asked quickly with some surprise, half-rising from her chair.

I merely surmised that it was, I responded, inwardly blaming myself for my ill-timed admission.

Ah! she said with a slight sigh, there is more mystery in this affair than we have yet discovered, Mr. Gregg. What, I wonder, brought the unfortunate young man up into our wood?

An appointment, without a doubt. But with whom?

She shook her head, saying:

My father often goes to that spot to shoot pigeon in the evening. He told us so at luncheon to-day. How fortunate he was not there last night, or he might be suspected.

Yes, I said. It is a very fortunate circumstance, for it cannot be a pleasant experience to be under suspicion of being an assassin. He was at home last night, was he? I added casually.

Of course. Dont you recollect that when you called he chatted with you? I did some typewriting for him in the study, and we were together all the afternoon — or at least till nearly five oclock, when we went out into the hall to tea.

Then what is your theory regarding the affair? I inquired, rather puzzled why she should so decisively prove an alibi for her father.

It seems certain that the poor fellow went to the wood by appointment, and was killed. But have you been up to the spot since the finding of the body?

No. Have you?

Yes. The affair interested me, and as soon as I recognized the old Italian knife in the hand of the keeper, I went up there and looked about. I am glad I did so, for I found something which seems to have escaped the notice of the detectives.

And whats that? I asked eagerly.

Why, about three yards from the pool of blood where the unfortunate foreigner was found is another small pool of blood where the grass and ferns around are all crushed down as though there had been a struggle there.

There may have been a struggle at that spot, and the man may have staggered some distance before he fell dead.

Not if he had been struck in the heart, as they say. He would fall, would he not? she suggested. No. The police seem very dense, and this plain fact has not yet occurred to them. Their theory is the same as what you suggest, but my own is something quite different, Mr. Gregg. I believe that a second person also fell a victim, she added in a low, distinct tone.

I gazed at her open-mouthed. Did she, I wondered, know the actual truth? Was she aware that the woman who had fallen there had disappeared?

A second person! I echoed, as though in surprise. Then do you believe that a double murder was committed?

I draw my conclusion from the fact that the young man, on being struck in the heart, could not have gone such a distance as that which separates the one mark from the other.

But he might have been slightly wounded — on the hand, or in the face — at first, and then at the spot where he was found struck fatally, I suggested.

She shook her head dubiously, but made no reply to my argument. Her confidence in her own surmises made it quite apparent that by some unknown means she was aware of the second victim. Indeed, a few moments later she said to me:

It is for this reason, Mr. Gregg, that I have sought you in confidence. Nobody must know that I have come here to you, or they would suspect; and if suspicion fell upon me it would bring upon me a fate worse than death. Remember, therefore, that my future is entirely in your hands.

I dont quite understand, I said, rising and standing before her in the fading twilight, while the rain drove upon the old diamond window panes. But I can only assure you that whatever confidence you repose in me, I shall never abuse, Miss Leithcourt.

I know, I know! she said quickly. I trust you in this matter implicitly. I have come to you for many reasons, chief of them being that if a second victim has fallen beneath the hand of the assassin, it is, I know, a woman.

A woman! Whom?

At present I cannot tell you. I must first establish the true facts. If this woman were really stricken down, then her body lies concealed somewhere in the vicinity. We must find it and bring home the crime to the guilty one.

But if we succeed in finding it, could we place our hand upon the assassin? I asked, looking straight at her.

If we find it, the crime would then tell its own tale — it would convict the person in whose hand I have seen that fatal weapon, was her clear, bold answer.

Then you wish me to assist you in this search, Miss Leithcourt? I said, wondering if her suspicions rested upon that mysterious yachtsman, Philip Hornby, the man to whom she was engaged.

Yes, I would beg of you to do your utmost in secret to endeavor to discover the body of the second victim. It is a woman — of that I am certain. Find her, and we shall then be able to bring the crime home to the assassin.

But my search may bring suspicion upon me, I remarked. It will be difficult to examine the whole wood without arousing the curiosity of somebody — the keeper or the police.

I have already thought of that, she said. I will pretend to-morrow to lose this watch-bracelet in the wood, and she held up her slim wrist to show me the little enameled watch set in her bracelet. Then you and I will search for it diligently, and the police will never suspect the real reason of our investigation. To-morrow I shall write to you telling you about my loss, and you will come over to Rannoch and offer to help me.

I was silent for a moment.

Is Mr. Woodroffe back at the castle? I heard he was to return to-day.

No. I had a letter from him from Bordeaux a week ago. He is still on the Continent. I believe, indeed, he has gone to Russia, where he sometimes has business.

I asked you the question, Miss Muriel, because I thought if Mr. Woodroffe were here, he might object to our searching in company, I explained, smiling.

Her cheeks flushed slightly, as though confused at my reference to her engagement, and she said mischievously:

I dont see why he should object in the least. If you are good enough to assist me to search for my bracelet, he surely ought to be much obliged to you.

It was on the tip of my tongue to explain to that dark-eyed, handsome girl the circumstances in which I had met her lover on the sunny Mediterranean shore, yet prudence forbade me to refer to the matter, and I at once gladly accepted her invitation to investigate the curious disappearance of the body of poor Olintos fellow-victim.

What secret knowledge could be possessed by that smart, handsome girl before me? That her suspicions were in the right direction I felt confident, yet if the dead woman had been removed and hidden by the assassin it must have been after the discovery made by me. The fellow must have actually dared to return to the spot and carry off the victim. Yet if he had actually done that, why did he allow the corpse of the Italian to remain and await discovery? He might perhaps have been disturbed and compelled to make good his escape.

If the woman was really removed the assassin must surely have had some assistance, I pointed out. He could not have carried the body very far unaided.

She agreed with me, but expressed a belief that the double crime had been committed alone and unaided.

Have you any idea as to the motive? I asked her, eager to hear her reply.

Well, she answered hesitatingly, if the woman has fallen a victim, the motive will become plain; but if not, then the matter must remain a complete mystery.

You tell me, Miss Muriel, that you suspect the truth, and yet you deny all knowledge of the murdered man! I exclaimed in a tone of slight reproach.

Until we have cleared up the mystery of the woman I can say nothing, was her answer. I can only tell you, Mr. Gregg, that if what I suspect is true, then the affair will be found to be one of the strangest, most startling and most ingenious plots ever devised by one man against the life of another.

Then a man is the assassin, you think? I exclaimed quickly.

I believe so. But even of that I am not at all sure. We must first find the woman.

She seemed so positive that a woman had also fallen beneath that deadly misericordia that I fell to wondering whether she, like myself, had discovered the body, and was therefore certain that a second crime had been committed. But I did not seek to question her further, lest her own suspicions might become aroused. My own policy was to remain silent and to wait. The woman sitting before me was herself a mystery.

Then, when the rain had abated, I told Davis to send her trap a little way up the high-road, so that my aunt and uncle should not see her departing; and after helping her on with her loose driving-coat, we left by one of the servants entrances, and I saw her into her high dog-cart and stood bareheaded in the muddy high-road as she drove away into the gloom.







Rannoch Wood was already in its gold-brown glory of autumn, and as I stood with Muriel Leithcourt on the edge of it, near the spot where Olinto Santini had fallen, the morning sun was shining in a cloudless sky.

True to her promise, she had sent me a note by one of the grooms asking me to help search for her bracelet, and I had driven over at once to Rannoch and found her alone awaiting me. The shooting party had gone over to a distant part of the estate, therefore we were able to stroll together up the hill and commence our investigations without let or hindrance. She was sensibly dressed in a short tweed skirt, high shooting-boots and a tam-o-shanter hat, while I also had on an old shooting-suit and carried a thick serviceable stick with which I could prod likely spots.

On arrival at the wood I asked her opinion which was the most likely corner, but she replied:

I know so little of this place, Mr. Gregg. You have known it for years, while this is only my first season here.

Very well, I answered. Let us place ourselves in the position of the murderer, who probably knew the wood and wished to conceal a body in the vicinity without risk of conveying it far. On this, the left side, the wood has been thinned out for nearly half a mile, and therefore affords but little cover, while here, to the right, it slopes down gently to the valley and is very thick and partly impenetrable. There can therefore have been no two courses open to him. He would look for a likely place to the right. Let us start here, and first take a small circle, examining every bush carefully. The body may have easily been pushed in beneath a thicket and well escape observation.

And so together, after taking our bearings, we started off, working our way into the thick undergrowth, beating with our sticks, and making minute examination of every bush or heap of dead leaves. In parts, the great spreading trees shut out the light, rendering our investigations very difficult; but we kept on, my companion advancing with an eagerness which showed that the fact of the womans body being there was no mere surmise.

All through the morning we walked on, our hands badly torn by brambles. Even Muriels thick gloves did not wholly protect her, and once when she received a nasty scratch across the cheek, she stopped and laughingly exclaimed:

Now what untruth must I invent to account for that?

My own coat was badly torn, and more than once I was compelled to scramble through almost impassable thickets; yet we found no trace of any previous intruder, and having completed our circle were compelled to admit that the gruesome evidence of the second crime did not exist at that spot.

More than once I felt half inclined to tell her how I had actually discovered the body of the woman, yet on reflection I foresaw that in such circumstances silence was best. If I desired to solve the strange complicated enigma which had thus culminated in a double crime, it would be necessary for me to keep my own counsel and remain patient and watchful.

When Hutcheson replied from Leghorn, and when I discovered where Olinto was employed, I might perhaps follow up the clues from that end. I might find his wife Armida and learn something of importance from her. So I was hopeful, and by reason of that hope remained silent.

Muriel was untiring in her activity. Hither and thither she went, beating down the high bracken and tangles of weeds, poking with her stick into every hole and corner, and going further and further into the wood in the certainty that the body was therein concealed.

For my own part, however, I was not too sanguine of success. The portion of the wood which we had already exhausted seemed to be the most likely point. To carry the body far would require assistance, and in my own mind I believed the crime to have been the work of one person. There was no path in the wood in that direction, but soon we came to a deep wooded ravine of the existence of which I was in ignorance. It was a kind of small glen through which a rivulet flowed, but the banks were covered with a thick impenetrable undergrowth out of which sprang many fine old trees, a place that had apparently existed for centuries undisturbed, for here and there a giant trunk that had decayed and fallen lay across the bank, or had rolled into the rocky bed far below.

This is a most likely place, declared my dainty little companion as we approached it. Anything could easily be concealed in that high bracken down there. Let us search the whole glen from end to end, she cried with enthusiasm.

Acting upon her suggestion and without thought of luncheon, we made a descent of the steep bank until we reached the rocky bed of the stream, and then by springing from stone to stone — sometimes slipping into the water, be it said — we commenced to beat the bracken and carefully examine every bush. Progress was not swift. Once the girl, lithe and athletic as she was, slipped off a mossy stone into a hole where the water was up to her knees. But she only laughed gayly at the accident, and wringing out her wet skirt, said:

It doesnt matter in the least, if we only find what were in search of.

And then, undaunted, she went on, springing from stone to stone and steadying herself with her stick. If we could only discover the body of the dead woman, then the rest would be clear, she declared. She would openly denounce the assassin.

As we went on I revolved within my mind all the curious circumstances in connection with the amazing affair, and recollected my old friend Jack Durnfords words when we stood upon the quarter-deck of the Bulwark and I had related to him the visit of the mysterious yacht. I too had left one effort untried, and I blamed myself for overlooking it. I had not sought of that Bond Street photographer the name and address of the original of the photograph that had been mutilated and destroyed — that girl with the magnificent eyes that had so attracted me.

The afternoon passed, and yet we were not successful. I was faint with hunger and thirst, yet my companion did not once complain. Her energy was marvelous — and yet was she not hunting down a criminal? was she not determined to obtain such evidence as would enable her to speak the truth fearlessly, and with confidence that it would have the effect of convicting the guilty one?

Slowly we toiled on up the picturesque little glen for nearly a mile and a half. Its beauties were extraordinary, and the silence was unbroken save for the musical ripple of the water over the stones. Hidden there in the center of that great wood, no one had visited it perhaps for years, not even the keepers, for no path led there, and by reason of the tangle of briars and bush it was utterly ungetatable. Indeed, it had ruined our clothes to search there, and as we went on with so many windings and turns we became utterly out of our bearings. We knew ourselves to be in the center of the wood, but that was all.

The sun had set, and the sky above showed the crimson of the distant afterglow, warning us that it was time we began to think of how to make our exit. We were passing around a sharp bend in the glen where the boulders were so thickly moss-grown that our feet fell noiselessly, when I thought I heard a voice, and raising my hand we both halted suddenly.

Someone is there, I whispered quickly. Behind that rock. She nodded in the affirmative, for she, too, had heard the voice.

We listened, but the sound was not repeated. That someone was on the other side of the rock I knew, for in a tree in the vicinity a thrush was hopping from twig to twig, sounding its alarm-cry and objecting to being disturbed.

Therefore we crept silently forward together to ascertain who were the intruders. The only manner, however, in which to get a view beyond the huge rock that, having fallen across the stream centuries ago, had diverted its channel, was to clamber up its mossy sides to the summit. This we did eagerly and breathlessly, without betraying our presence by the utterance of a single word.

To reach the side of the boulder we were compelled to walk through the shallow water, but Muriel, quite undaunted, sprang lithely along at my side, and with one accord we swarmed up the steep rock, gripping its slippery face with our hands and laying ourselves flat as we came to its summit.

Then together we peered over, just, however, in time to see two dark figures of men disappearing into the thicket on the opposite side of the glen.

Who are they, I wonder? I asked. Do you recognize them?

No. They are entire strangers to me, was her answer. But they seem fairly well dressed. Perhaps two sportsmen from some shooting-party in the neighborhood. Theyve lost their way most probably.

But I dont think they carried guns, I said. One of them had something over his shoulder?

Wasnt it a gun? I thought it was.

No, he wasnt carrying it like hed carry a gun. It was short — and seemed more like a spade.

A spade! she gasped quickly in a low voice. A spade! Are you certain of that?

No, not at all certain. We only had an instantaneous glance of them. We were unfortunately too late to see them face to face.

The back of one of the men, the tall fellow in the brown suit, was broad and square — the back of someone who is familiar to me, only for the moment I cant recollect whose it resembles. She only spoke in a whisper, fearing lest we should be discovered.

I longed to scramble down and rush after the intruders, only the belief that one of them carried a spade and the other an iron bar struck me as curious, while at the same moment my eye caught sight of a portion of the ground below us at the base of the rock which had evidently been recently disturbed.

It is a spade the man is carrying! I cried excitedly. Look down there! Theyve just been burying something!

Her quick eyes followed the direction I indicated, and she answered:

I really believe they have concealed something!

Then when we had allowed the men to get beyond hearing, we both slipped down to the other side of the boulder and there discovered many signs that the earth had been hurriedly excavated and only just replaced.

Quicker than it takes to describe the exciting incident which followed, we broke down the branch of a tree and with it commenced moving the freshly disturbed earth, which was still soft and easily removed.

Muriel found a dead branch in the vicinity, and both of us set to work with a will, eager to ascertain what was hidden there. That something had certainly been concealed was, to us, quite evident, but what it really was we could not surmise. The hole they had dug did not seem large enough to admit a human body, yet leaves had been carefully strewn over the place which, if approached from any other point than the high-up one whence we had seen it, would arouse no suspicion that the ground had ever been interfered with.

Digging with a piece of wood was hard and laborious work and it was a long time before we removed sufficient earth to make a hole of any size. But Muriel exerted all her energy, and both of us worked on in dogged silence full of wonder and anticipation. With a spade we should have soon been able to investigate, but the earth having apparently been stamped down hard prior to the last covering being put upon it, our progress was very slow and difficult.

At last, a quarter of an hour or so after we had commenced, Muriel, standing in the hole and having dug her stake deeply into the ground, suddenly cried:

Look! Look, Mr. Gregg! Why — whatever is that?

I bent forward as she indicated, and my eyes met an object so unexpected that I was held dumb and motionless.

By what we had succeeded in discovering, the mystery was increased rather than diminished.

I gave vent to an ejaculation of complete bewilderment, and looked blankly into my companions face.

The amazing enigma was surely complete!


CHAPTER VII

CONTAINS A SURPRISE
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THE FIRST OBJECT brought to light, about two feet beneath the surface, was a piece of dark gray woolen stuff which, when the mold was removed, proved to be part of a womans skirt.

With frantic eagerness I got into the hole we had made and removed the soil with my hands, until I suddenly touched something hard.

A body lay there, doubled up and crushed into the well-like hole the men had dug.

Together we pulled it out, when, to my surprise, on wiping away the dirt from the hard waxen features, I recognized it as the body of Armida, the woman who had been my servant in Leghorn and who had afterwards married Olinto. Both had been assassinated!

When Muriel gazed upon the dead womans face she gave vent to an expression of surprise. The body was evidently not that of the person she had expected to find.

Who is she, I wonder? my companion ejaculated. Not a lady, evidently, by her dress and hands.

Evidently not, was my response, for I still deemed it best to keep my own counsel. I recollected the story Olinto had told me about his wife; of her illness and her longing to return to Italy. Yet the dead womans countenance must have been healthy enough in life, although her hands were rough and hard, showing that she had been doing manual labor.

Armida had been a particularly good housemaid, a black-haired, black-eyed Tuscan, quick, cleanly, and full of a keen sense of humor. It was a great shock to me to find her lying there dead. The breast of her dress was stained with dried blood, which, on examination, I found had issued from a deep and fatal wound beneath the ear where she had been struck an unerring blow that had severed the artery.

Those men — those men who buried her! I wonder who they were? my companion exclaimed in a hushed voice. We must follow them and ascertain. They are certainly the murderers who have returned in secret and concealed the evidence of this second crime.

Yes, I said. Let us go after them. They must not escape us.

Then, leaving the exhumed body beneath a tree, I caught Muriel by the waist and waded across the deep channel worn by the stream at that point, after which we both ascended the steep bank where the pair had disappeared in the darkness of the wood.

I blamed myself a thousand times for not following them, yet my suspicions had not been aroused until after they had disappeared. The back of the man in a snuff-colored suit was, she felt confident, familiar to her. She repeated what she had already told me, yet she could not remember where she had seen a similar figure before.

We went on through the gloomy forest, for the light had faded and evening was now creeping on. From time to time we halted and listened. But there was a dead silence, broken only by the shrill cry of a night bird and the low rustling of the leaves in the autumn wind. The men knew their way, it seemed, even though the wood was trackless. Yet they had nearly twenty minutes start of us, and in that time they might be already out in the open country. Would they succeed in evading us? Yet even if they did, I could describe the dress of one of them, while that of his companion was, as far as I made out, dark blue, of a somewhat nautical cut. He wore also a flat cap, with a peak.

We went on, striking straight for the open moorland which we knew bounded the woods in that direction, and before the light had entirely faded we found ourselves out amongst the heather with the distant hills looming dark against the horizon. But we saw no sign of the men who had so secretly concealed the body of their victim.

I will take you back to the castle, Miss Leithcourt, I said. And then Ill drive on into Dumfries and see the police. These men must be arrested.

Yes, do, she urged. I will get into the house by the stable-yard, for they must not see me in this terrible plight.

It was rough walking, therefore at my invitation she took my arm, and as she did so I felt that she was shivering.

You are very wet, I remarked. I hope you wont take cold.

Oh! Im used to getting wet. I drive and cycle a lot, you know, and very often get drenched, was her reply. Then after a pause she said: We must discover who that woman was. She seems, from her complexion and her hair, to be a foreigner, like the man.

Yes, I think so, was my reply. I will tell the police all that we have found out, and they will go there presently and recover the body.

If they can only find those two men, then we should know the truth, she declared. One of them — the one in brown — was unusually broad-shouldered, and seemed to walk with a slight stoop.

You expected to discover another woman, did you not, Miss Leithcourt? I asked presently, as we walked across the moor.

Yes, she answered. I expected to find an entirely different person.

And if you had found her it would have proved the guilt of someone with whom you are acquainted?

She nodded in the affirmative.

Then what we have found this evening does not convey to you the identity of the assassins?

No, unfortunately it does not. We must for the present leave the matter in the hands of the police.

But if the identity of the dead woman is established? I asked.

It might furnish me with a clue, she exclaimed quickly. Yes, try and discover who she is.

Who was the woman you expected to find?

A friend — a very dear friend.

Will you not tell me her name? I inquired.

No, it would be unfair to her, she responded decisively, an answer which to me was particularly tantalizing.

On we plodded in silence, our thoughts too full for words. Was it not strange that the mysterious yachtsman should be her lover, and stranger still that on recognizing me he should have escaped, not only from Scotland, but away to the Continent?

Was not that, in itself, evidence of guilt and fear?

It was quite dark when I took leave of my bright little companion, who, tired out and yet uncomplaining, pressed my hand and wished me good fortune in my investigations.

I shall await you to-morrow afternoon. Call and tell me everything, wont you?

I promised, and then she disappeared into the great stable-yard behind the castle, while I went on down the dark road and then struck across the open fields to my uncles house.

At half-past nine that night I pulled up the dog-cart before the chief police-station in Dumfries, and alighting at once sought the big fair Highlander, Mackenzie, with whom I had had the consultation on the previous day.

When we were seated in his room beneath the hissing gas-jet, I related my adventure and the result of my investigation.

What? he cried, jumping up. Youve unearthed another body — a womans?

I have. And what is more, I can identify her, I replied. Her name is Armida, and she was wife of the murdered man Olinto Santini.

Then both husband and wife were killed?

Without a doubt — a double tragedy.

But the two men who concealed the body! Will you describe them?

I did so, and he wrote at my dictation, afterwards remarking — 

We must find them. And calling in one of his sub-inspectors, he gave him instructions for the immediate circulation of the description to all the police-stations in the county, saying the two men were wanted on a charge of willful murder.

When the official had gone out again and we were alone, Mackenzie turned to me and asked — 

What induced you to search the wood? Why did you suspect a second crime?

His question nonplused me for the moment.

Well, you see, I had identified the young man Olinto, and knowing him to be married and devoted to his wife, I suspected that she had accompanied him here. It was entirely a vague surmise. I wondered whether, if the poor fellow had fallen a victim to his enemies, she had not also been struck down.

His lips were pressed together in distinct dissatisfaction. I knew my explanation to be a very lame one, but at all hazards I could not import Muriels name into the affair. I had given her my promise, and I intended to keep it.

Then the body is still in the glen, where you left it?

Yes. If you wish, I will take you to the spot. I can drive you and your assistant up there.

Certainly. Let us go, he exclaimed, rising at once and ringing his bell.

Get three good lanterns and some matches, and put them in this gentlemans trap outside, he said to the constable who answered his summons. And tell Gilbert Campbell that I want him to go with me up to Rannoch Wood.

Yes, sir, answered the man; and the door again closed.

Its a pity — a thousand pities, Mr. Gregg, that you didnt stop those two men who buried the body.

They were already across the stream, and disappearing into the thicket before I mounted the rock, I explained. Besides, at the moment I had no suspicion of what theyd been doing. I believed them to be stragglers from a neighboring shooting-party who had lost their way.

Ah, most unfortunate! he said. I hope they dont escape us. If theyre foreigners, they are not likely to get away. But if theyre English or Scots, then I fear theres but little chance of us coming up with them. Yesterday at the inquest the identity of the murdered man was strictly preserved, and the inquiry was adjourned for a fortnight.

Of course my name was not mentioned? I said.

Of course not, was the detectives reply. Then he asked: When do you expect to get a telegram from your friend, the Consul at Leghorn? I am anxious for that, in order that we may commence inquiries in London.

The day after to-morrow, I hope. He will certainly reply at once, providing the dead mans father can still be found.

And at that moment a tall, thin man, who proved to be Detective Campbell, entered, and five minutes later we were all three driving over the uneven cobbles of Dumfries and out in the darkness towards Rannoch.

It was cloudy and starless, with a chill mist hanging over the valley; but my uncles cob was a swift one, and we soon began to ascend the hill up past the castle, and then, turning to the left, drove along a steep, rough by-road which led to the south of the wood and out across the moor. When we reached the latter we all descended, and I led the horse, for owing to the many treacherous bogs it was unsafe to drive further. So, with Mackenzie and Campbell carrying lanterns, we walked on carefully, skirting the wood for nearly a mile until we came to the rough wall over which I had clambered with Muriel.

I recognized the spot, and having tied up the cob we all three plunged into the pitch-darkness of the wood, keeping straight on in the direction of the glen, and halting every now and then to listen for the rippling of the stream.

At last, after some difficulty, we discovered it, and searching along the bank with our three powerful lights, I presently detected the huge moss-grown boulder whereon I had stood when the pair of fugitives had disappeared.

Look! I cried. Theres the spot! And quickly we clambered down the steep bank, lowering ourselves by the branches of the trees until we came to the water into which I waded, being followed closely by my two companions.

On gaining the opposite side I clambered up to the base of the boulder and lowered my lantern to reveal to them the gruesome evidence of the second crime, but the next instant I cried — 

Why! Its gone!

Gone! gasped the two men.

Yes. It was here. Look! this is the hole where they buried it! But they evidently returned, and finding it exhumed, theyve retaken possession of it and carried it away!

The two detectives gazed down to where I indicated, and then looked at each other without exchanging a word.

As we stood there dumbfounded at the disappearance of the body, the Highlanders quick glance caught something, and stooping he picked it up and examined the little object by the aid of his lantern.

Within his palm I saw lying a tiny little gold cross, about an inch long, enameled in red, while in the center was a circular miniature of a kneeling saint, an elegant and beautifully executed little trinket which might have adorned a ladys bracelet.

This is a pretty little thing! remarked the detective. It may possibly lead us to something. But, Mr. Gregg, he added, turning to me, are you quite certain you left the body here?

Certain? I echoed. Why, look at the hole I made. You dont think I have any interest in leading you here on a fools errand, do you?

Not at all, he said apologetically. Only the whole affair seems so very inconceivable — I mean that the men, having once got rid of the evidence of their crime, would hardly return to the spot and re-obtain possession of it.

Unless they watched me exhume it, and feared the consequences if it fell into your hands, I suggested.

Of course they might have watched you from behind the trees, and when you had gone they came and carried it away somewhere else, he remarked dubiously; but even if they did, it must be in this wood. They would never risk carrying a body very far, and here is surely the best place of concealment in the whole country.

The only thing remaining is to search the wood at daylight, I suggested. If the two men came back here during my absence they may still be on the watch in the vicinity.

Most probably they are. We must take every precaution, he said decisively. And then, with our lanterns lowered, we made an examination of the vicinity, without, however, discovering anything else to furnish us with a clew. While I had been absent the body of the unfortunate Armida had disappeared — a fact which, knowing all that I did, was doubly mysterious.

The pair had, without doubt, watched Muriel and myself, and as soon as we had gone they had returned and carried off the ghastly remains of the poor woman who had been so foully done to death.

But who were the men — the fellow with the broad shoulders whom Muriel recognized, and the slim seafarer in his pilot-coat and peaked cap? The enigma each hour became more and more inscrutable.

At dawn Mackenzie, with four of his men, made a thorough examination of the wood, but although they continued until dusk they discovered nothing, neither was anything heard of the mysterious seafarer and his companion in brown tweeds.

I called on Muriel as arranged, and explained how the body had so suddenly disappeared, whereupon she stared at me pale-faced, saying — 

The assassins must have watched us! They are aware, then, that we have knowledge of their crime?

Of course, I said.

Ah! she cried hoarsely. Then we are both in deadly peril — peril of our own lives! These people will hesitate at nothing. Both you and I are marked down by them, without a doubt. We must both be wary not to fall into any trap they may lay for us.

Her very words seemed an admission that she was aware of the identity of the conspirators, and yet she would give me no clue to them.

We went out and up the drive together to the kennels, where her father, a tall, imposing figure in his shooting-kit, was giving orders to the keepers.

Hulloa, Gregg! he cried merrily, extending his hand. Youll make one of a party to Glenlea to-morrow, wont you? Paton and Phillips are coming. Ten sharp here, and the ladies are coming out to lunch with us.

Thanks, I said, accepting with pleasure, for by so doing I saw that I might be afforded an opportunity of being near Muriel. The fact that the assassins were aware of our knowledge seemed to have caused her the greatest apprehension lest evil should befall us. Then, as we turned away to go back to the house, Leithcourt said to me — 

You know all about the discovery up at the wood the other day! Horrible affair — a young foreigner found murdered.

Yes. Ive heard about it, I responded.

And the police are worse than useless, he declared with disgust. They havent discovered who the fellow is yet. Why, if it had happened anywhere else but in Scotland, theyd have arrested the assassin before this.

Hes an entire stranger, I hear, I remarked. And then added: You often go up to the wood of an evening after pigeons. Its fortunate you were not there that evening, eh?

He glanced at me quickly with his brows slightly contracted, as though he did not exactly comprehend me. In an instant I saw that my remark had caused him quick apprehension.

Yes, he answered with a sickly smile which he intended should convey to me utter unconcern. They might have suspected me.

It certainly is a disagreeable affair to happen on ones property. I said, still watching him narrowly. And then Muriel at his side managed with her feminine ingenuity to divert the conversation into a different channel.

Next day I accompanied the party over to Glenlea, about five miles distant, and at noon at a spot previously arranged, we found the ladies awaiting us with luncheon spread under the trees. As soon as we approached Muriel came forward quickly, handing me a telegram, saying that it had been sent over by one of my uncles grooms at the moment they were leaving the castle.

I tore it open eagerly, and read its contents. Then, turning to my companions, said in as quiet a voice as I could command — 

I must go up to London to-night, whereat the men, one and all, expressed hope that I should soon return. Leithcourts party were a friendly set, and at heart I was sorry to leave Scotland. Yet the telegram made it imperative, for it was from Frank Hutcheson in Leghorn, and read — 

Made inquiries. Olinto Santini married your servant Armida at Italian Consulate-General in London about a year ago. They live 64B, Albany Road, Camberwell: he is employed waiter Ferraris Restaurant, Westbourne Grove. — British Consulate, Leghorn

The lunch was a merry one, as shooting luncheons usually are, and while we ate the keepers packed our morning bag — a considerable one — into the Perth-cart in waiting. Then, when we could wander away alone together, I explained to Muriel that the reason of my sudden journey to London was in order to continue my investigations regarding the mysterious affair.

This puzzled her, for I had not, of course, revealed to her that I had identified Olinto. Yet I managed to make such excuses and promises to return that I think allayed all her suspicions, and that night, after calling upon the detective Mackenzie, I took the sleeping-car express to Euston.

The restaurant which Hutcheson had indicated was, I found, situated about half-way up Westbourne Grove, nearly opposite Whiteleys, a small place where confectionery and sweets were displayed in the window, together with long-necked flasks of Italian chianti, chump-chops, small joints and tomatoes. It was soon after nine oclock when I entered the long shop with its rows of marble-topped tables and greasy lounges of red plush. An unhealthy-looking lad was sweeping out the place with wet saw-dust, and a big, dark-bearded, flabby-faced man in shirt-sleeves stood behind the small counter polishing some forks.

I wish to see Signor Ferrari, I said, addressing him.

There is no Ferrari, he is dead, responded the man in broken English. My name is Odinzoff. I bought the place from madame.

You are Russian, I presume?

Polish, msieur — from Varsovie.

I had seen from the first moment we had met that he was no Italian. He was too bulky, and his face too broad and flat.

I have come to inquire after a waiter you have in your service, an Italian named Santini. He was my servant for some years, and I naturally take an interest in him.

Santini? he repeated. Oh I you mean Olinto? He is not here yet. He comes at ten oclock.

This reply surprised me. I had expected the restaurant-keeper to express regret at his disappearance, yet he spoke as though he had been at work as usual on the previous day.

May I have a liqueur brandy? I asked, seeing that I would be compelled to take something. Perhaps you will have one with me?

Ach no! But a kümmel — yes, I will have a kümmel! And he filled our glasses, and tossed off his own at a single gulp, smacking his lips after it, for the average Russian dearly loves his national decoction of caraway seeds.

You find Olinto a good servant, I suppose? I said, for want of something else to say.

Excellent. The Italians are the best waiters in the world. I am Russian, but dare not employ a Russian waiter. These English would not come to my shop if I did.

I looked around, and it struck me that the trade of the place mainly consisted in chops and steaks for chance customers at mid-day, and tea and cake for those swarms of women who each afternoon buzz around that long line of windows of the worlds provider. I could see that his was a cheap trade, as revealed by the printed notice stuck upon one of the long fly-blown mirrors: Ices 4d and 6d.

How long has Olinto been with you? I inquired.

About a year — perhaps a little more. I trust him implicitly, and I leave him in charge when I go away for holidays. He does not get along very well with the cook — who is Milanese. These Italians from different provinces always quarrel, he added, laughing. If you live in Italy you know that, no doubt.

I laughed in chorus, and then glancing at my watch, said: Ill wait for him, if he will be here at ten. Id much like to see him again.

The Russian was by no means nonplused, but merely remarked — 

He is late sometimes, but not often. He lives on the other side of London — over at Camberwell. His confidence that the waiter would return struck me as extremely curious; nevertheless I possessed myself in patience, strolled up and down the restaurant, and then stood watching the traffic in the Grove outside.

The man Odinzoff seemed a quick, hard-working fellow with a keen eye to business, for he fell to polishing the top of the marble tables with a pail and brush, at the same time directing the work of the pallid-looking youth. Suddenly a side door opened, and the cook put his head in to speak with his master in French. He was a typical Italian, about forty, with dark mustaches turned upwards, and an easy-going, careless manner. Seeing me, however, and believing me to be a customer, he turned and closed the door quickly. In that instant I noticed the high broadness of his shoulders, and his back struck me as strangely similar to that of the man in brown whom we had seen disappearing in Rannoch Wood.

The suspicion held me breathless.

Was this Russian endeavoring to deceive me when he declared that Olinto would arrive in a few minutes? It seemed curious, for the man now dead must, I reflected, have been away at least four days. Surely his absence from work had caused the proprietor considerable inconvenience?

That was your cook, wasnt it? The Milanese who is quarrelsome? I laughed, when the side door had closed.

Yes, msieur. But Emilio is a very good workman — and very honest, even though I had constantly to complain that he uses too much oil in his cooking. These English do not like the oil.

I stood in the doorway again watching the busy throng passing outside towards Royal Oak. Ten oclock struck from a neighboring church, and I still waited, knowing only too well that I waited in vain for a man whose body had already been committed to the grave outside that far-away old Scotch town. But I waited in order to ascertain the motive of the bearded Russian in leading me to believe that the young fellow would really return.

Presently Odinzoff went outside, carrying with him two boards upon which the menu of the Eight-penny Luncheon! This Day! was written in scrawly characters, and proceeded to affix them to the shop-front.

This was my opportunity, and quick as thought I moved towards where the unhealthy youth was at work, and whispered:

Ill give you half-a-sovereign if youll answer my questions truthfully. Now, tell me, was the cook, the man Ive just seen, here yesterday?

Yes, sir.

Was he here the day before?

No, sir. Hes been away ill for four days.

And your master?

Hes been away too, sir.

I had no time to put any further question, for the Russian re-entered at that moment, and the youth busied himself rubbing the front of the counter in pretense that I had not spoken to him. Indeed, I had some difficulty in slipping the promised coin into his hand at a moment when his master was not looking.

Then I paced up and down the restaurant, waiting patiently and wondering whether the absence of Emilio had any connection with the tragedy up in Rannoch Wood.

While I stood there a rather thin, respectably-dressed man entered, and seating himself upon one of the plush lounges at the further end, removed his bowler hat and ordered from the proprietor a chop and a pot of tea. Then, taking a newspaper from his pocket, he settled himself to read, apparently oblivious to his surroundings.

And yet as I watched I saw that over the top of his paper he was carefully taking in the general appearance of the place, and his eyes were keenly following the Russians movements. The latter shouted — in French — the order for the chop through the speaking-tube to the man Emilio, and then returning to his customer he spread out a napkin and placed a small cruet, with knife, fork, and bread before him. But the customer seemed immersed in his paper, and never looked up until after the Russians back was turned. Then so deep was his interest in the place, and so keen those dark eyes of his, that the truth suddenly dawned upon me. Mackenzie had telegraphed to Scotland Yard, and the customer sitting there was a detective who had come to investigate. I had advanced to the counter to chat again with the proprietor, when a quick step behind me caused me to turn.

Before me stood the slim figure of a man in a straw hat and rather seedy black jacket.

Dio Signor Padrone! he cried.

I staggered as though I had received a blow.

Olinto Santini in the flesh, smiling and well, stood there before me!


CHAPTER VIII

LIFES COUNTER-CLAIM
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NO WORDS OF mine can express my absolute and abject amazement when I faced the man, whom I had seen lying cold and dead upon that gray stone slab in the mortuary at Dumfries.

My eye caught the customer who, on the entry of Olinto, had dropped his paper and sat staring at him in wonderment. The detective had evidently been furnished with a photograph of the dead man, and now, like myself, discovered him alive and living.

Signor Padrone! cried the man whose appearance was so absolutely bewildering. How did you find me here? I admit that I deceived you when I told you I worked at the Milano, he went on rapidly in Italian. But it was under compulsion — my actions that night were not my own — but those of others.

Yes, I understand, I said. But come out into the street. I dont wish to speak before these people. Your padrone knows Italian, no doubt.

Ah! only a very little, he answered, smiling. Have no fear of him.

But there is Emilio, the cook?

Then you have met him! he exclaimed quickly, with a strange look of apprehension. He is an undesirable person, signore.

So I gather, I answered. But I desire to speak to you outside — not here. And then turning with a smile to the Pole, I apologized for taking away his servant for a few minutes. Recollect, I am his old master, I added.

Of course, msieur, answered the Pole, bowing politely. Speak with him where and how long you will. He is entirely at your service.

And when we were outside in Westbourne Grove, Olinto walking by my side in wonderment, I asked suddenly:

Tell me. Have you ever been in Scotland — at Dumfries?

Never, signore, in my life. Why?

Answer me another question, I said quickly. You married Armida at the Italian Consulate. Where is she now — where is she this morning?

He turned pale, and I saw a complete change in his countenance.

Ah, signore! he responded, I only wish I could tell.

It is untrue that she is an invalid, I went on, or that you live in Lambeth. Your address is in Albany Road, Camberwell. You cant deny these facts.

I do not deny them, Signor Commendatore. But how did you learn this?

The authorities in Italy know everything, I answered. Like that of all your countrymen, your record is written down at the Commune.

It is a clean one, at any rate, signore, he declared with some slight warmth. I have a permesso to carry a revolver, which is in itself sufficient proof that I am a man of spotless character.

I cast no reflection whatever upon you, Olinto, I answered. I have merely inquired after your wife, and you do not give me a direct reply.

We had walked to the Royal Oak, and stood talking on the curb outside.

I give you no reply, because I cant, he said in Italian. Armida — my poor Armida — has left home.

Why did you tell me such a tale of distress regarding her?

As I have already explained, signore, I was not then master of my own actions. I was ruled by others. But I saved your life at risk of my own. Some day, when it is safe, I will reveal to you everything.

Let us allow the past to remain, I said. Where is your wife now?

He hesitated a moment, looking straight into my face.

Well, Signor Commendatore, to tell the truth, she has disappeared.

Disappeared! I echoed. And have you not made any report to the police?

No.

Why not?

For reasons known only to myself I did not wish the police to pry into my private affairs.

I know. Because you were once convicted at Lucca of using a knife — eh? I recollect quite well that affair — a love affair, was it not?

Yes, Signor Commendatore. But I was a youth then — a mere boy.

Then tell me the circumstances In which Armida has disappeared, I urged, for I saw quite plainly that his sudden meeting with me had upset him, and that he was trying to hold back from me some story which he was bursting to tell.

Well, signore, he said at last in a low tone of confidence, I dont like to trouble you with my private affairs after those untruths I told you when we last met.

Go on, I said. Tell me the truth.

After the exciting incidents of our last meeting, I was half inclined to doubt him.

The truth is, Signor Commendatore, that my wife has mysteriously disappeared. Last Saturday, at eleven oclock, she was talking over the garden wall with a neighbor and was then dressed to go out. She apparently went out, but from that moment no one has seen or heard of her.

It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him the ghastly truth, yet so strange was the circumstance that his own double, even to the mole upon his face, should be lying dead and buried in Scotland that I hesitated to relate what I knew.

She spoke English, I suppose?

She could make herself understood very well, he said with a sigh, and I saw a heavy, thoughtful look upon his brow. That he was really devoted to her, I knew. With the Italian of whatever station in life, love is all-consuming — it is either perfect love or genuine hatred. The Tuscan character is one of two extremes.

I glanced across the road, and saw that the detective who had ordered his chop and coffee had stopped to light his pipe and was watching us.

Have you any idea where your wife is, or what has induced her to go away from home? Perhaps you had some words!

Words, signore! he echoed. Why, we were the happiest pair in all London. No unkind word ever passed between us. There seems absolutely no reason whatever why she should go away without wishing me a word of farewell.

But why havent you told the police?

For reasons that I have already stated. I prefer to make inquiries for myself.

And in what have your inquiries resulted?

Nothing — absolutely nothing, he said gravely.

You do not suspect any plot? I recollect that night in Lambeth you told me that you had enemies?

Ah! so I have, signore — and so have you! he exclaimed hoarsely. Yes, my poor Armida may have been entrapped by them.

And if entrapped, what then?

Then they would kill her with as little compunction as they would a fly, he said. Ah! you do not know the callousness of those people. I only hope and pray that she may have escaped and is in hiding somewhere, and will arrive unexpectedly and give me a startling surprise. She delights in startling me, he added with a laugh.

Poor fellow, I thought, she would never again be able to startle him. She had actually fallen a victim just as he dreaded.

Then you think she must have been called away from home by some urgent message? I suggested.

By the manner in which she left things, it seemed as though she went away hurriedly. There were five sovereigns in a drawer that we had saved for the rent, and she took them with her.

I paused again, hesitating whether to tell him the terrible truth. I recollected that the body had disappeared, therefore what proof had I of my allegation that she had been murdered?

Tell me, Olinto, I said as we moved forward again in the direction of Paddington Station, have you any knowledge of a man named Leithcourt?

He started suddenly and looked at me.

I have heard of him, he answered very lamely.

And of his daughter — Muriel?

And also of her. But I am not acquainted with them — nor, to tell the truth, do I wish to be.

Why?

Because they are enemies of mine — bitter enemies.

His declaration was strange, for it threw some light upon the tragedy in Rannoch Wood.

And of your wife also?

I do not know that, he responded. My enemies are my wifes also, I suppose.

You have not told me the secret of that dastardly attempt upon me when we last met, I said in a low voice. Why not tell me the truth? I surely ought to know who my enemies really are, so as to be warned against any future plot.

You shall know some day, signore. I dare not tell you now.

You said that before, I exclaimed with dissatisfaction. If you are faithful to me, you ought at least to tell me the reason they wished to kill me in secret.

Because they fear you, was his answer.

Why should they fear me?

But he shrugged his shoulders, and made a gesture with his hands indicative of utter ignorance.

I ask you one question. Answer yes or no. Is the man Leithcourt my enemy?

The young Italian paused, and then answered:

He is not your friend. I am quite well aware of that.

And his daughter? She is engaged, I hear.

I think so.

Where did you first meet Leithcourt?

I have known him several years. When we first met he was poor.

Suddenly became rich — eh?

Bought a fine house in the country; lives mostly at the Carlton when he and his wife and daughter are in London — although I believe they now have a house somewhere in the West End — and he often makes long cruises on his steam-yacht.

And how did he make his money?

Again Olinto elevated his shoulders, without replying.

If he would only betray to me the reason he had been induced to entice me to that house, I might then be able to form some conclusion regarding the tenants of Rannoch and their friends.

Who was the man who, having represented the man now before me, had been struck dead by an unerring hand? Was it possible that Armida had been called by telegram to meet her husband, and recognizing the fraud perpetrated upon her threatened to disclose it and, for that reason, shared the same fate as the masquerader?

This was the first theory that occurred to me; one which I believed to be the correct one. The motive was a mystery, yet the facts seemed to me plain enough.

As the young Italian had refused to give any satisfactory explanation, I resolved within myself to wait until the unfortunate womans body was recovered before revealing to him the ghastly truth. Without doubt he had some reason in withholding from me the true facts, either because he feared that I might become unduly alarmed, or else he himself had been deeply implicated in the plot. Of the two suggestions, I was inclined to believe in the latter.

He walked with me as far as the end of Bishops Road, endeavoring with all the Italians exquisite diplomacy to obtain from me what I knew concerning the Leithcourts. But I told him nothing, nor did I reveal that I had only that morning returned from Scotland. Then at last we parted, and he retraced his steps to the little restaurant in Westbourne Grove, while I entered a hansom and drove to the well-known photographers in New Bond Street, whose name had been upon the torn photograph of the young girl in the white piqué blouse and her hair fastened with a bow of black ribbon, the picture that I had found on board the Lola on that memorable night in the Mediterranean, and a duplicate of which I had seen in Muriels cosy little room up at Rannoch.

I recollected that she had told me the name of the original was Elma Heath, and that she had been a schoolfellow of hers at Chichester. Therefore I inquired of the photographers lady-clerk whether she could supply me with a print of the negative.

For a considerable time she searched in her books for the name, and at last discovered it. Then she said:

I regret, sir, that we cant give you a print, for the customer purchased the negative at the time.

Ah, Im very sorry for that, I said. To what address did you send it?

The customer who ordered it was apparently a foreigner, she said, at the same time turning round the ledger so that I could read. And I saw that the entry was: Heath — Miss Elma — 3 dozen cabinets and negative. Address: Baron Xavier Oberg, Vosnesenski Prospect 48, St. Petersburg, Russia.

Did this gentleman come with the young lady when her portrait was taken? I inquired.

I cant tell, sir, she replied. Ive only been here a year, and you see the date — over two years ago.

The photographer would know, perhaps?

Hes a new man, sir. He only came a month ago. In fact, the business changed hands a year ago, and none of the previous employees have remained.

Ah! thats unfortunate, I said, greatly disappointed; and having copied the address to which the negative and prints had been sent, I thanked her and left.

Who, I wondered, was this Baron Oberg, and what relation was he to Elma Heath?

The picture of the girl in the white blouse somehow exercised a strange attraction for me.

Have you never experienced the fascination of a photograph, inexplicable and yet forcible — a kind of magnetism from which you cannot release yourself? Perhaps it was the curious fact that some person had taken it from its frame on board the Lola and destroyed it that first aroused my interest; or it might have been the discovery of it in Muriels room at Rannoch. Anyhow, it had for me an absorbing interest, for I often wondered whether the unknown girl who had secretly gone ashore from the yacht when I had left it was not Elma Heath herself.

Who was this Baron Oberg? The name was German undoubtedly, yet he lived in the Russian capital. From London to Petersburg is a far cry, yet I resolved that if it were necessary I would travel there and investigate.

At the German Embassy, in Carlton House Terrace, I found my friend Captain Nieberding, the second secretary, of whom I inquired whether the name of Baron Oberg was known, but having referred to a number of German books in his Excellencys library, he returned and told me that the name did not appear in the lists of the German nobility.

He may be Russian — Polish most probably, added the captain, a tall, fair fellow in gold spectacles, whom I had known when he was third secretary of Embassy at Rome. His opinion was that it was not a German name, for there was a little place called Oberg, he said, on the railway between Lodz and Lowicz.

Then, after luncheon, I went to Albany Road, one of those dreary, old-fashioned streets that were pleasant back in the early Victorian days when Camberwell was a suburb and Walworth Common was still an open waste. I found the house where Olinto lived — a small, smoke-blackened, semi-detached place standing back in a tiny strip of weedy garden, with a wooden veranda before the first floor windows. The house, according to the woman who kept a general shop at the corner, was occupied by two families. The Eye-talians, as she termed them, lived above, while the Gibbonses rented the ground floor.

Oh, yes, sir. The foreigners are respectable enough. Always pays me ready money for everythink, except the milk. That they pays for weekly.

I understand that the wife has disappeared. What have you heard about that?

They do say, sir, that they ad some words together the other day, and that the womans took herself off in a tantrum. Only you cant believe all you ear, you know.

Did they often quarrel?

Not to my knowledge, sir. They were really very quiet, respectable persons for foreigners.

I repassed the house of the dead woman, and then regaining the busy Camberwell Road I took an omnibus back to the Hotel Cecil in the Strand where I had put up, tired and disappointed.

Next day I ran down to Chichester, and after some difficulty found the Cheverton College for Ladies, a big old-fashioned house about half-a-mile out of the town on the Drayton Road. The seminary was evidently a first-class one, for when I entered I noticed how well everything was kept.

To the principal, an elderly lady of a somewhat severe aspect, I said:

I regret, madam, to trouble you, but I am in search of information you can supply. It is with regard to a certain Elma Heath whom you had as pupil here, and who left, I believe, about two years ago. Her parents lived in Durham.

I remember her perfectly, was the womans response as she sat behind the big desk, having apparently at first expected that I had a daughter to put to school.

Well, I said, there has been some little friction in the family, and I am making inquiries on behalf of another branch of it — an aunt who desires to ascertain the girls whereabouts.

Ah, I regret, sir, that I cannot tell you that. The Baron, her uncle, came here one day and took her away suddenly — abroad, I think.

Had she no school-friend to whom she would probably write?

There was a girl named Leithcourt — Muriel Leithcourt — who was her friend, but who has also left.

And no one else? I asked. Girls often write to each other after leaving school, until they get married, and then the correspondence usually ceases.

The principal was silent and reflective.

Well, she said at last, there was another pupil who was also on friendly terms with Elma — a girl named Lydia Moreton. She may have written to her. If you really desire to know, sir, I dare say I could find her address. She left us about nine months after Elma.

I should esteem it a great favor if you would give me that young ladys address, I said, whereupon she unlocked a drawer in her writing-table and took therefrom a thick, leather-bound book which she consulted for a few minutes, at last exclaiming:

Yes, here it is— Lydia Moreton, daughter of Sir Hamilton Moreton, K.C.M.G., Whiston Grange, Doncaster. And she scribbled it in pencil upon an envelope, and handing it to me, said:

Elma Heath was, I fear, somewhat neglected by her parents. She remained here for five years, and had no holidays like the other girls. Her uncle, the Baron, came to see her several times, but on each occasion after he had left I found her crying in secret. He was mean and unkind to her. Now that I recollect, I remember that Lydia had said she had received a letter from her, therefore she might be able to give you some information.

And with that I took my leave, thanking her, and returned to London.

Could Lydia Moreton furnish any information? If so, I might find this girl whose photograph had aroused the irate jealousy of the mysterious unknown.

The ten oclock Edinburgh express from Kings Cross next morning took me up to Doncaster, and hiring a musty old fly at the station, I drove three miles out of the town on the Rotherham Road, finding Whiston Grange to be a fine old Elizabethan mansion in the center of a great park, with tall old twisted chimneys, and beautifully-kept gardens.

When I descended at the door and rang, the footman was not aware whether Miss Lydia was in. He looked at me somewhat suspiciously, I thought, until I gave my card and impressed upon him meaningly that I had come from London purposely to see his young mistress upon a very important matter.

Tell her, I said, that I wish to see her regarding her friend, Miss Elma Heath.

Miss Elma Eath, repeated the man. Very well, sir. Will you walk this way?

And then I followed him across the big old oak-paneled hall, filled with trophies of the chase and arms of the civil wars, into a small paneled room on the left, the deep-set window with its diamond panes giving out upon the old bowling-green and the flower-garden beyond.

Presently the door opened, and a tall dark-haired girl in white entered with an enquiring expression upon her face as she halted and bowed to me.

Miss Lydia Moreton, I believe? I commenced, and as she replied in the affirmative I went on: I have first to apologize for coming to you, but Miss Sotheby, the principal of the school at Chichester, referred me to you for information as to the present whereabouts of Miss Elma Heath, who, I believe, was one of your most intimate friends at school. And I added a lie, saying: I am trying, on behalf of an aunt of hers, to discover her.

Well, responded the girl, I have had only one or two letters. Shes in her uncles hands, I believe, and he wont let her write, poor girl. She dreaded leaving us.

Why?

Ah! she would never say. She had some deep-rooted terror of her uncle, Baron Oberg, who lived in St. Petersburg, and who came over at long intervals to see her. But possibly you know the whole story?

I know nothing, I cried eagerly. You will be furthering her interests, as well as doing me a great personal favor, if you will tell me what you know.

It is very little, she answered, leaning back against the edge of the table and regarding me seriously. Poor Elma! Her people treated her very badly indeed. They sent her no money, and allowed her no holidays, and yet she was the sweetest-tempered and most patient girl in the whole school.

Well — and the story regarding her?

It was supposed that her people at Durham did not exist, she explained. Elma had evidently lived a greater part of her life abroad, for she could speak French and Italian better than the professor himself, and therefore always won the prizes. The class revolted, and then she did not compete any more. Yet she never told us of where she had lived when a child. She came from Durham, she said — that was all.

You had a letter from her after the Baron came and took her away?

Yes, from London. She said that she had been to several plays and concerts, but did not care for life in town. There was too much bustle and noise and study of clothes.

And what other letters did you receive from her?

Three or four, I think. They were all from places abroad. One was from Vienna, one was from Milan, and one from some place with an unpronounceable name in Hungary. The last — —

Yes, the last? I gasped eagerly, interrupting her.

Well, the last I received only a fortnight ago. If you will wait a moment I will go and get it. It was so strange that I havent destroyed it. And she went out, and I heard by the frou-frou of her skirts that she was ascending the stairs.

After five minutes of breathless anxiety she rejoined me, and handing me the letter to read, said:

It is not in her handwriting — I wonder why?

The paper was of foreign make, with blue lines ruled in squares. Written in a hand that was evidently foreign, for the mistakes in the orthography were many, was the following curious communication:

My Dear Lydia:

Perhaps you may never get this letter — the last I shall ever be able to send you. Indeed, I run great risks in sending it. Ah! you do not know the awful disaster that has happened to me, all the terrors and the tortures I endure. But no one can assist me, and I am now looking forward to the time when it will all be over. Do you recollect our old peaceful days in the garden at Chichester? I think of them always, always, and compare that sweet peace of the past with my own terrible sufferings of to-day. Ah, how I wish I might see you once again; how that I might feel your hand upon my brow, and hear your words of hope and encouragement! But happiness is now debarred from me, and I am only sinking to the grave under this slow torture of body and of soul.

This will pass through many hands before it reaches the post. If, however, it ever does get despatched and you receive it, will you do me one last favor — a favor to an unfortunate girl who is friendless and helpless, and who will no longer trouble the world? It is this: Take this letter to London, and call upon Mr. Martin Woodroffe at 98 Cork Street, Piccadilly. Show him my letter, and tell him from me that through it all I have kept my promise, and that the secret is still safe. He will understand — and also know why I cannot write this with my own hand. If he is abroad, keep it until he returns.

It is all I ask of you, Lydia, and I know that if this reaches you, you will not refuse me. You have been my only friend and confidante, but I now bid you farewell, for the unknown beckons me, and from the grave I cannot write. Again farewell, and for ever.

Your loving and affectionate friend,

Elma.

A very strange letter, is it not? remarked the girl at my side. I cant make it out. You see there is no address, but the postmark is Russian. She is evidently in Russia.

In Finland, I said, examining the stamp and making out the post town to be Abo. But have you been to London and executed this strange commission?

No. We are going up next week. I intend to call upon this person named Woodroffe.

I made no remark. He was, I knew, abroad, but I was glad at having obtained two very important clues: first, the address of the mysterious yachtsman, Woodroffe, alias Hornby, and, secondly, ascertaining that the young girl I sought was somewhere in the vicinity of the town of Abo, the Finnish port on the Baltic.

Poor Elma, you see, speaks in her letter of some secret, Mr. Gregg, my companion said. She says she wishes this Mr. Woodroffe, whoever he is, to know that she has kept her promise and has not divulged it. This only bears out what I have all along suspected.

What are your suspicions?

Well, from her deep, thoughtful manner, and from certain remarks she at times made to me, I believe that Elma is in possession of some great and terrible secret — a secret which her uncle, Baron Oberg, is desirous of learning. I know she holds him in deadly fear — she is in terror that she may inadvertently betray to him the truth!


CHAPTER IX

STRANGE DISCLOSURES ARE MADE
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THE STRANGE LETTER of Elma Heath, combined with what Lydia Moreton had told me, aroused within me a determination to investigate the mystery. From the moment I had landed from the Lola on that hot, breathless night at Leghorn, mystery had crowded upon mystery until it was all bewildering.

It was now proved that the sweet-faced girl, the original of the torn photograph, held a secret, and that, by her own words, she knew that death was approaching. The incomprehensible attempt upon my life, the strange actions of Hornby and Chater — who, by the way, seemed to have entirely disappeared — the assassination of the man who by masquerading as the Italian waiter had met his death, and the murder of Olintos wife were all problems which required solution.

Had it not been for the mystery of it all — and mystery ever arouses the human curiosity — I should have given up trying to get at the truth. Yet as a man with some leisure, and knowing by that letter of Elma Heaths that she was in sore distress, I redoubled my efforts to ascertain the reason of it all.

The mystery of the Lola was still a mystery along the Mediterranean. At every French and Italian port the yachts false name and general build was written in the police-books, while at Lloyds the name Lola was marked down as among the mysterious craft at sea.

Chater was missing, while Hornby was abroad. Perhaps they were both cruising again, with their yacht repainted and bearing a fresh name. But why? What had been their motive?

Stirred by the complete mystery which now seemed to enshroud the unfortunate girl, I set before myself the task of elucidating it. Hitherto I had remained passive rather than active, but I now realized by that curious letter that at least one womans life was at stake — that Elma Heath was in possession of some secret.

On leaving Leghorn I had given up all hope of tracing the mysterious yachtsman, and had left the matter in the hands of the Italian police. But, without any effort on my own part, I seemed to have been drawn into a veritable network of strange incidents, all of which combined to form the most complete and remarkable enigma ever presented in life. Surely no man was ever confronted by so many mysteries at one time as I was at this moment.

Fortunately I had been careful not to show my hand to anyone, and this perhaps gave me a distinct advantage. On my journey back to London, as the train swung through Peterborough and out across the rich level lands towards Hitchin, I recollected Jack Durnfords words when I had mentioned the Lola. What, I wondered, did he know?

Next month, in November, he was due back in London after his three years service on the Mediterranean station. Then we should meet in a few weeks I hoped. Would he tell me anything when he became aware of all I knew? He held some secret knowledge. Was it possible that his secret was the same as that held by the unfortunate girl in far-off, dreary Finland?

I called at the house in Cork Street indicated by Elma, and learned from the old commissionaire who acted as lift-man and porter, that Mr. Woodroffes chambers were closed.

Es nearly always away, sir — abroad, I think, was all I could get out of the old soldier, who, like his class, was no doubt well paid to keep his mouth closed.

For two days I lounged about Westbourne Grove watching Ferraris restaurant. In such a busy, bustling thoroughfare, with so many shop windows as excuses for loitering, the task was easy. I saw that Olinto came regularly at ten oclock in the morning, worked hard all day, and left at nine oclock at night, taking an omnibus home from Royal Oak. His exterior was calm and unconcerned, unlike that of a man whose devoted wife had disappeared.

I would have approached him and explained the ghastly truth, had it not been for the fact that the poor womans body was missing.

Those September days were full of anxiety for me. Alone and unaided I was trying to solve one of the greatest of problems, plunged as I was in a veritable sea of mystery. I wanted to see Muriel Leithcourt, and to question her further regarding Elma Heath. Therefore again I left Euston, and, traveling through the night, took my seat at the breakfast-table at Greenlaw next morning.

Sir George, who was sitting alone — it not being my aunts habit to appear early — welcomed me, and then in his bluff manner sniffed and exclaimed:

Nice goings on up at Rannoch! Have you heard of them?

No. What? I cried breathlessly, staring at him.

Well, my suspicions that those Leithcourts were utter outsiders turns out to be about correct.

Why?

Well, its a very funny story, and there are a dozen different distorted versions of it, he said. But from what I can gather the true facts are these: About seven oclock the night before last, as Leithcourt and his house-party were dressing for dinner, a telegram arrived. Mrs. Leithcourt opened it, and at once went off into hysterics, while her husband, in a breathless hurry, slipped off his evening clothes again and got into an old blue serge suit, tossed a few things into a bag, and then went along to Muriels room to urge her to prepare for secret flight.

Flight! I gasped. What, have they gone?

Listen, and Ill tell you. The servants have described the whole affair down in the village, so theres no doubt about it. Leithcourt showed Muriel the telegram and urged her to fly. At first she refused, but for her fathers sake was induced to prepare to accompany him. Of course, the guests were in ignorance of all this. The brougham was ordered to be ready in the stable-yard and not to go round, while Mrs. Leithcourts maid tried to bring the lady back to her senses. Leithcourt himself, it seemed, rushed hither and thither, seizing the jewel-cases of his wife and daughter and whatever valuables he could place his hand upon, while the mother and daughter were putting on their things. As he rushed down the main staircase to the library, where his check-book and some ready cash were locked in the safe, he met a stranger who had just been admitted and shown into the room. Leithcourt closed the door and faced him. What afterwards transpired, however, is a mystery, for two hours later, after he and the two women had escaped, leaving the house-party to their own diversions, the stranger was found locked in a large cupboard and insensible. The sensation was a tremendous one. Cowan, the doctor, was called, and declared that the stranger had been drugged and was suffering from some narcotic. The servant who admitted him declared that the man had said he had an appointment with his master, and that no card was necessary. He, however, gave the name of Chater.

Chater! I cried, starting up. Are you certain of that name?

I only know what Cowan told me, was my uncles reply. But do you know him?

Not at all. Only Ive heard that name before, I said. I knew a man out in Italy of the same name. But where is the visitor now?

In the hospital at Dumfries. They took him there in preference to leaving him alone at Rannoch.

Alone?

Of course. Everyone has left, now the host and hostess have slipped off without saying good-bye. Scandalous affair, isnt it? But, my boy, youll remember that I always said I didnt like those people. Theres something mysterious about them, I feel certain. That telegram gave them warning of the visit of the man Chater, depend upon it, and for some reason theyre afraid of him. It would be interesting to know what transpired between the two men in the library. And these are people whove been taken up by everybody — mere adventurers, I should call them! And old Sir George sniffed again at thought of such scandal happening in the neighborhood. If Gilrae must let Rannoch, then why in the name of Fortune doesnt he let it to respectable folk and not to the first fellow who answers his advertisement in The Field? Its simply disgraceful!

Certainly, it is a most extraordinary story, I declared. Leithcourt evidently wished to escape from his visitor, and thats why he drugged him.

Why he poisoned him, you mean. Cowan says the fellow is poisoned, but that hell probably recover. He is already conscious, I hear.

I resolved to call on the doctor, who happened to be well known to me, and obtain further particulars. Therefore at eleven oclock I drove into Dumfries and entered his consulting-room.

He was a spare, short, fair man, a trifle bald, and when I was shown in he welcomed me warmly, speaking with his pronounced Galloway accent.

Well, it is a very mysterious case, Mr. Gregg, he said, after I had told him the object of my visit. The gentleman is still in the hospital, and I have to keep him very quiet. He was poisoned without a doubt, and has had a very narrow escape of his life. The police got wind of the affair, and Mackenzie called to question him. But he refused to make any statement whatever, apparently treating the affair very lightly. The police, however, are mystified as to the reason of Mr. Leithcourts sudden flight, and are anxious to get at the bottom of the curious affair.

Naturally. And more especially after the tragedy up in Rannoch Wood a short time ago, I said.

Thats just it, said the doctor, removing his pince-nez and rubbing them. Mackenzie seems to suspect some connection between Leithcourts sudden disappearance and that mysterious affair. It seems very evident that the telegram was a warning to Leithcourt of the man Chaters intention of calling, and that the last-named was shown in just at the moment when the fugitive was on the point of leaving.

Chater. I echoed. Do you know his Christian name?

Hylton Chater. He is apparently a gentleman. Curious that he will tell us nothing of the reason he called, and of the scene that occurred between them.

Knowing all that I did, I was not surprised. Leithcourt had undoubtedly taken him unawares, but knights of industry never betray each other.

My next visit was to Mackenzie, for whom I had to wait nearly an hour, as he was absent in another quarter of the town.

Ah, Mr. Gregg! he cried gladly, as he came in to find me seated in a chair patiently reading the newspaper. You are the very person I wish to see. Have you heard of this strange affair at Rannoch?

I have, was my answer. Has the man in the hospital made any statement yet?

None. He refuses point-blank, answered the detective. But my own idea is that the affair has a very close connection with the two mysteries of the wood.

The first mystery — that of the man — proves to be a double mystery, I said.

How? Explain it.

Well, the waiter Olinto Santini is alive and well in London.

What! he gasped, starting up. Then he is not the person you identified him to be?

No. But he was masquerading as Santini — made up to resemble him, I mean, even to the mole upon his face.

But you identified him positively?

When a person is dead it is very easy to mistake countenances. Death alters the countenance so very much.

Thats true, he said reflectively. But if the man weve buried is not the Italian, then the mystery is considerably increased. Why was the real mans wife here?

And where has her body been concealed? Thats the question.

Again a mystery. We have made a thorough search for four days, without discovering any trace of it. Quite confidentially, Im wondering if this man Chater knows anything. It is curious, to say the least, that the Leithcourts should have fled so hurriedly on this mans appearance. But have you actually seen Olinto Santini?

Yes, and have spoken with him.

I sent up to London asking that inquiries should be made at the restaurant in Bayswater, but up to the present I have received no report.

I have chatted with Olinto. His wife has mysteriously disappeared, but he is in ignorance that she is dead.

You did not tell him anything?

Nothing.

Ah, you did well. There is widespread conspiracy here, depend upon it, Mr. Gregg. It will be an interesting case when we get to the bottom of it all. I only wish this fellow Chater would tell us the reason he called upon Leithcourt.

What does he say?

Merely that he has no wish to prosecute, and that he has no statement to make.

Cant you compel him to say something? I asked.

No, I cant. Thats the infernal difficulty of it. If he dont choose to speak, then we must still remain in ignorance, although I feel confident that he knows something of the strange affair up in the wood.

And although I was silent, I shared the Scotch detectives belief.

The afternoon was chill and wet as I climbed the hill to Greenlaw.

The sudden disappearance of the tenants of Rannoch was, I found, on everyones tongue in Dumfries. In the smoke-room of the railway hotel three men were discussing it with many grimaces and sinister hints, and the talkative young woman behind the bar asked me my opinion of the strange goings-on up at the Castle.

As I walked on alone, with the dark line of woods crowning the hill-top before me, the scene of that double tragedy, I again calmly reviewed the situation. I longed to go to the hospital and see Hylton Chater, yet when I recollected the part he had played with Hornby on board the Lola, I naturally hesitated. He was allied with Hornby, apparently against Leithcourt, although the latter was Hornbys friend.

What, I wondered, had transpired in the library of that gray old castle which stood out boldly before me, dark and grim, as I plodded on through the rain? How had Leithcourt succeeded in rendering his enemy insensible and hiding him in that cupboard? Did he believe that he had killed him?

If I went boldly to Chater, then it would only be the betrayal of myself. No. I decided that the man who had smoked and chatted with me so affably on that hot, breathless night in the Mediterranean must remain in ignorance of my presence, or of my knowledge. Therefore I stayed for a week at Greenlaw with eyes and ears ever open, yet exercising care that the patient in the hospital should be unaware of my presence.

Mackenzie saw him on several occasions, but he still persisted in that tantalizing silence. The inquiry into the death of the unidentified man in Rannoch Wood had been resumed, and a verdict returned of willful murder against some person unknown, while of the second crime the public had no knowledge, for the body was not discovered.

Time after time I searched the wood alone, on the pretense of shooting pigeon, but discovered nothing. When not having sport on my uncles property, I joined various parties in the neighborhood, not because Scotland at that time attracted me, but because I desired to watch events.

Chater, as soon as he recovered, left the hospital and went south — to London, I ascertained — leaving the police utterly in the dark and filled with suspicion of the fugitives from Rannoch.

I longed to know the whereabouts of Muriel, hoping to gain from her some information regarding their visitor who had so nearly escaped with his life. That she was aware of the object of his visit was plain from the statements of the servants, all of whom had been left without either money or orders.

One day I called at the castle, the front entrance of which I found closed. Gilrae, the owner, had come up from London, met his factor there, and discharged all the late tenants servants, keeping on only three of his own who had been in service there for a number of years. Ann Cameron, a housemaid, was one of these, and it was she whom I met when entering by the servants hall.

On questioning her, I found her most willing to describe how she was in the corridor outside the young mistresss room when Mr. Leithcourt dashed along in breathless haste with the telegram in his hand. She heard him cry: Look at this! Read it, Muriel. We must go. Put on your things at once, my dear. Never mind about luggage. Every minute lost is of consequence. What! he cried a moment later. You wont go? Youll stay here — stay here and face them? Good Heavens! girl, are you mad? Dont you know what this means? It means that the secret is out — the secret is out, you hear! We must fly!

The woman told me that she distinctly heard Miss Muriel sobbing, while her father walked up and down the room speaking rapidly in a low tone. Then he came out again and returned to his dressing-room, while Miss Muriel presumably changed from her evening-gown into a dark traveling-dress.

Did she say anything to you? I inquired.

Only that they were called away suddenly, sir. But, the domestic added, the young lady was very pale and agitated, and we all knew that something terrible had happened. Mrs. Leithcourt gave orders that nothing was to be told to the guests, who dined alone, believing that their host and hostess had gone down to the village to see an old man who was dying. That was the story we told them, sir.

And in the meantime the Leithcourts were in the express going to Carlisle?

Yes, sir. They say in Dumfries that the police telegraphed after them, but they had reached Carlisle and evidently changed there, and so got away.

By the administration of a judicious tip I was allowed to go up to Miss Muriels room, an elegantly furnished little chamber in the front of the fine old place, with a deep old-fashioned window commanding a magnificent view across the broad Nithsdale.

The room had been tidied by the maids, but allowed to remain just as she had left it. I advanced to the window, in which was set the large dressing-table with its big swing-mirror and silver-topped bottles, and on gazing out saw, to my surprise, it was the only window which gave a view of that corner of Rannoch Wood where the double tragedy had taken place. Indeed, any person standing at the spot would have a clear view of that one distant window while out of sight of all the rest. A light might be placed there at night as signal, for instance; or by day a towel might be hung from the window as though to dry and yet could be plainly seen at that distance.

Another object in the room also attracted my attention — a pair of long field-glasses. Had she used these to keep watch upon that spot?

I took them up and focused them upon the boundary of the wood, finding that I could distinguish everything quite plainly.

Thats where they found the man who was murdered, explained the servant, who still stood in the doorway.

I know, I replied. I was just trying the glasses. Then I put them down, and on turning saw upon the mantelshelf a small, bright-red candleshade, which I took in my hand. It was made, I found, to fit upon the electric table-lamp.

Miss Muriel was very fond of a red light, explained the young woman; and as I held it I wondered if that light had ever been placed upon the toilet-table and the blind drawn up — whether it had ever been used as a warning of danger?

As I expressed a desire to see the young ladys boudoir, the maid Cameron took me down to the luxurious little room where, the first moment I entered, one fact struck me as peculiar. The picture of Elma Heath was no longer there. The photograph had been taken from its frame, and in its place was the portrait of a broad-browed, full-bearded man in a foreign military uniform — a picture that, being soiled and faded, had evidently been placed there to fill the empty frame.

Whose hand had secured that portrait before the Leithcourts flight? Why, indeed, should I, for the second time, discover the unhappy girls picture missing?

Has the gentleman who called on the evening of Mr. Leithcourts disappearance been back here again since he left the hospital? I inquired as a sudden idea occurred to me.

Yes, sir. He called here in a fly on the day he came out, and at his request I took him over the castle. He went into the library, and spent half-an-hour in pacing across it, taking measurements, and examining the big cupboard in which he was found insensible. It was a strange affair, sir, added the young woman, wasnt it?

Very, I replied.

The gentleman might have been in there now had I not gone into the library and found a lot of illustrated papers, which I always put in the cupboard to keep the place tidy, thrown out on to the floor. I went to put them back but discovered the door locked. The key I afterwards found in the grate, where Mr. Leithcourt had evidently thrown it, and on opening the door imagine the shock I had when I found the visitor lying doubled up. I, of course, thought he was dead.

And when he returned here on his recovery, did he question you?

Oh, yes. He asked about the Leithcourts, and especially about Miss Muriel. I believe hes rather sweet on her, by the way he spoke. And really no better or kinder lady never breathed, Im sure. Were all very sorry indeed for her.

But she had nothing to do with the affair.

Of course not. But she shares in the scandal and disgrace. You should have seen the effect of the news upon the guests when they knew that the Leithcourts had gone. It was a regular pandemonium. They ordered the best champagne out of the cellars and drank it, the men cleared all the cigar-boxes, and the women rummaged in the wardrobes until they seemed like a pack of hungry wolves. Everybody went away with their trunks full of the Leithcourts things. They took whatever they could lay their hands on, and we, the servants, couldnt stop them. I did remonstrate with one lady who was cramming into her trunk two of Miss Muriels best evening dresses, but she told me to mind my own business and leave the room. One man I saw go away with four of Mr. Leithcourts guns, and there was a regular squabble in the billiard-room over a set of pearl and emerald dress-studs that somebody found in his dressing-room. Crane, the valet, says they tossed for them.

Disgraceful! I ejaculated. Then as soon as the host and hostess had gone, they simply swept through the rooms and cleared them?

Yes, sir. They took away all that was most valuable. Theyd have had the silver, only Mason had thrown it into the plate-chest, all dirty as it was, locked it up and hid the key. The plate was Mr. Gilraes, you know, sir, and Mason was responsible.

He acted wisely, I said, surprised at the domestics story. Why, the guests acted like a gang of thieves.

They were, sir. They rushed all over the house like demons let loose, and they even stole some of our things. I lost a silver chain.

And what did the stranger say when you told him of this?

He smiled. It did not seem to surprise him in the least, for after all his visit was the cause of the sudden breaking up of the party, wasnt it?

And did you show him over the whole house? I inquired.

Yes, sir, responded the servant. Curiously enough he had with him what seemed to be a large plan of the castle, and as we went from room to room he compared it with his plan. He was here for hours, and told me he wanted to make a thorough examination of the place and didnt want to be disturbed. He also said that he might probably take the place for next season, if he liked it. I think, however, he only told me this because he thought I would be more patient while he took his measurements and made his investigations. He was here from twelve till nearly six oclock, and went through every room, even up to the turrets.

He came into this room, I suppose?

Yes, sir, she responded, with just a slight hesitation, I thought. This was the room where he stayed the longest. There was a photograph in that frame over there, she added, indicating the frame that had held the picture of Elma Heath, a portrait of a young lady, which he begged me to give him.

And you gave it to him? I cried quickly.

Well — yes, sir. He begged so hard for it, saying that it was the portrait of a friend of his.

And he gave you something handsome for it — eh?

The young woman, whom I knew could not refuse half-a-sovereign, colored slightly and smiled.

And who put that picture in its place? I asked.

I did, sir. I found it upstairs.

He didnt tell you who the young lady was, I suppose?

No, sir. He only said that that was the only photograph that existed, and that she was dead.

Dead! I gasped, staring at her.

Yes, sir. That was why he was so anxious for the picture.

Elma Heath dead! Could it be true? That sweet-pictured face haunted me as no other face had ever impressed itself upon my memory. It somehow seemed to impel me to endeavor to penetrate the mystery, and yet Hylton Chater had declared that she was dead! I recollected the remarkable letter from Abo, and her own declaration that her end was near. That letter was, she said, the last she should write to her friend. Did Hylton Chater actually possess knowledge of the girls death? Had he all along been acquainted with her whereabouts? What the young woman told me upset all my plans. If Elma Heath were really dead, then she was beyond discovery, and the truth would be hidden forever.

After he had put the photograph in his pocket, the gentleman made a most minute search in this room, the domestic went on. He consulted his plan, took several measurements, and then tapped on the paneling all along this wall, as though he were searching for some hidden cupboard or hiding place. I looked at the plan, and saw a mark in red ink upon it. He was trying to discover that spot, and was greatly disappointed at not being able to do so. He was in here over an hour, and made a most careful search all around.

And what explanation did he give?

He only said, If I find what I want, Ann, I shall make you a present of a ten-pound note. That naturally made me anxious.

He made no other remark about the young ladys death? I inquired anxiously.

No. Only he sighed, and looked steadily for a long time at the photograph. I saw his lips moving, but his words were inaudible.

You havent any idea of the reason why he called upon Mr. Leithcourt, I suppose?

From what he said, Ive formed my own conclusions, was her answer.

And what is your opinion?

Well, I feel certain that there is, or was, something concealed in this house that hes very anxious to obtain. He came to demand it of Mr. Leithcourt, but what happened in the library we dont know. He, however, believes that Mr. Leithcourt has not taken it away, and that, whatever it may be, it is still hidden here.


CHAPTER X

I SHOW MY HAND
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ON MY RETURN to London next day I made inquiry at the Admiralty and learned that the battleship Bulwark was lying at Palermo, therefore I telegraphed to Jack Durnford, and late the same afternoon his reply came at the Cecil: — 

Due in London twentieth. Dine with me at club that evening — Jack.

The twentieth! That meant nearly a month of inactivity. In that time I could cross to Abo, make inquiries there, and ascertain, perhaps, if Elma Heath were actually dead as Chater had declared.

Two facts struck me as remarkable: Baron Oberg was said to be Polish, while the dark-bearded proprietor of the restaurant in Westbourne Grove was also of the same nationality. Then I recollected that pretty little enameled cross that Mackenzie had found in Rannoch Wood, and it suddenly occurred to me that it might possibly be the miniature of one of the European orders of chivalry. In the club library at midnight I found a copy of Cappellettis Storia degli Ordini Cavallereschi, the standard work on the subject, and on searching the illustrations I at length discovered a picture of it. It was a Russian order — the coveted Order of Saint Anne, bestowed by the Czar only upon persons who have rendered eminent services to the State and to the sovereign. One fact was now certain, namely, that the owner of that tiny cross, the small replica of the fine decoration, must be a person of high official standing.

Next day I spent in making inquiries with a view to discovering the house said to be occupied by Leithcourt. As it was not either in the Directory or the Blue Book, I concluded that he had perhaps rented it furnished, and after many inquiries and considerable difficulties I found that such was the fact. He had occupied the house of Lady Heathcote, a few doors from Grosvenor Square, for the previous season, although he had lived there but very little.

Where the fugitives were in hiding I had no idea. I longed to meet Muriel again and tell her what I had discovered, yet it was plain that the trio were concealing themselves from Hylton Chater, whom I supposed to be now back in London.

The autumn days were dull and rainy, and the streets were muddy and unpleasant, as they always are at the fall of the year. Compelled to remain inactive, I idled in the club with the recollection of that pictured face ever before me — the face of the unfortunate girl who wished her last message to be conveyed to Philip Hornby. What, I wondered, was her secret? What was really her fate?

This latter question troubled me until I could bear it no longer. I felt that it was my duty to go to Finland and endeavor to learn something regarding this Baron Oberg and his niece. Frank Hutcheson had written me declaring that the weather in Leghorn was now perfect, and expressing wonder that I did not return. I was his only English friend, and I knew how dull he was when alone. Even his Majestys Consuls sometimes suffer from homesickness, and long for the smell of the London gutters and a glass of homely bitter ale.

But you, my reader, who have lived in a foreign land for any length of time, know well how wearisome becomes the life, however brilliant, and how sweet are the recollections of our dear gray old England with her green fields, her muddy lanes, and the bustling streets of her gray, grimy cities. You have but one home, and England Is still your home, even though you may become the most bigoted of cosmopolitans and may have no opportunity of speaking your native tongue the whole year through.

Duty — the duty of a man who had learned strange facts and knew that a defenseless woman was a victim — called me to Finland. Therefore, with my passport properly viséd and my papers all in order, I one night left Hull for Stockholm by the weekly Wilson service. Four days of rough weather in the North Sea and the Baltic brought me to the Swedish capital, whence on the following day I took the small steamer which plies three times a week around the Aland Islands, and then across the Gulf of Bothnia to Korpo, and through the intricate channels and among those low-lying islands to the gray lethargic town of Abo.

It was not the first occasion on which I had trod Russian soil, and I knew too well the annoyances of the bureaucracy. Finland, however, is perhaps the most severely governed of any of the Czars dominions, and I had my first taste of its stern, relentless officialdom at the moment of landing on the half-deserted quay.

In the wooden passport office the uniformed official, on examining my passport, discovered that at the Russian Consulate-General they had forgotten to date the visé which had been impressed with a rubber stamp. It was signed by the Consul-General, but the date was missing, whereupon the man shook his head and handed back the document curtly, saying in Russian, which I understood fairly well, although I spoke badly — 

This is not in order. It must be returned to London and dated before you can proceed.

But it is not my fault, I protested. It is the fault of the clerk at the Consulate-General.

You should have examined it before leaving. You must send it to London, and return to Stockholm by to-nights boat.

But this is outrageous! I cried, as he had already taken the papers of a passenger behind me and was looking at them with unconcern.

Enough! he exclaimed, glaring at me. You will return to-night, or if you choose to stay you will be arrested for landing without a passport.

I shall not go back! I declared defiantly. Your Consul-General viséd my passport, and I claim, under international law, to be allowed to proceed without hindrance.

The steamer leaves at six oclock, he remarked without looking up. If you are in Abo after that it will be at your own risk.

I am English, recollect, I said.

To me it does not matter what or who you are. Your passport, undated, is worthless.

I shall complain to the Ambassador at Petersburg.

Your Ambassador does not interest me in the least. He is not Ambassador here in Finland. There is no Czar here.

Oh! Who is ruler in this country, pray?

His Excellency the Governor-General, an official who has love for neither England nor the pigs of English. So recollect that.

Yes, I said meaningly, I shall recollect it. And I turned and went out of the little wooden office, replacing my passport in my pocket-book.

I had already been directed to the hotel, and walked there, but as I did so I saw that I was already under the surveillance of the police, for two men in plain clothes who were lounging outside the passport-office strolled on after me, evidently to watch my movements. Truly Finland was under the iron-heel of autocracy.

After taking my rooms, I strolled about the flat, uninteresting town, wondering how best to commence my search. If I had but a photograph to show people it would give me a great advantage, but I had nothing. I had never, indeed, set eyes upon the unfortunate girl.

Six oclock came. I heard the steam siren of the departing boat bound for Sweden, but I was determined to remain there at whatever cost, therefore I returned to the hotel, and at seven dined comfortably in company with a German who had been my fellow-passenger across from Stockholm.

At eight oclock, however, just as we were idling over dessert, two gray-coated police officers entered and arrested me on the serious charge of landing without a passport.

I accompanied them to the police-office, where I was ushered into the presence of the big, bristly Russian who held the town of Abo in terror, the Chief of Police. The officials which Russia sends into Finland are selected for their harsh discipline and hide-bound bureaucracy, and this human machine in uniform was no exception. Had he been the Minister of the Interior himself, he could not have been more self-opinionated.

Well? he snapped, looking up at me as I was placed before him. Your name is Gordon Gregg, English, from Stockholm. No passport, and decline to leave even though warned — eh?

I have a passport, I said firmly, producing it.

He looked at it, and pointing with his finger, said: It has no date, and is therefore worthless.

The fault is not mine, but that of a Russian official. If you wish it to be dated, you may send it to your Consulate-General in London.

I shall not, he cried, glaring at me angrily. And for your insult to the law, I shall commit you to prison for one month. Perhaps you will then learn Russian manners.

Oh! so you will commit an Englishman to prison for a month, without trial — eh? Thats very interesting! Perhaps if you attempt such a thing as that they may have something to say about it in Petersburg.

You defy me!

Not in the least. I have presented my passport and demand common courtesy.

Your passport is worthless, I tell you! he cried. There, thats how much it is worth to me! And snatching it up he tore it in half and tossed the pieces of blue paper in my face.

My blood was up at this insult, yet I bit my lips and remained quite calm.

Perhaps you will kindly tell me who you are? I asked in as quiet a voice as I could command.

With pleasure. I am Michael Boranski, Chief of Police of the Province of Abo-Biornebourg.

Ah! Well, Michael Boranski, I shall trouble you to pick up my passport, stick it together again, and apologize to me.

Apologize! Me apologize! And the fellow laughed aloud, while the police officers on either side of me grinned from ear to ear.

You refuse?

Refuse? Certainly I do!

Very well, then, I said, re-opening my pocket-book and taking out an open letter. Perhaps you will kindly glance at that. It is in Russian, so you can read it.

He snatched it from me with ill-grace, but not without curiosity. And then, as he read the lines, his face changed and he went paler. Raising his head, he stood staring at me open-mouthed in amazement.

I apologize to your Excellency! he gasped, blanched to the lips. I most humbly apologize. I — I did not know. You told me nothing!

Perhaps you will kindly mend my passport, and give it a proper visé.

In an instant he was up from his chair, and having gathered the torn paper from the floor, proceeded to paste it together. On the back he endorsed that it had been torn by accident, and then gave it the proper visé, affixing the stamps.

I trust, Excellency, he said, bowing low as he handed it to me, I trust that this affair will not trouble you further. I assure you I had no intention of insulting you.

Yes, you had! I said. You insulted me merely because I am English. But recollect in future that the man who insults an Englishman generally pays for it, and I do not intend to let this pass. There is a higher power in Finland than even the Governor-General.

But, Excellency, whined the fellow who only ten minutes ago had been such an insulting bully, I shall lose my position. I have a wife and six children — my wife is delicate, and my pay here is not a large one. You will forgive, wont you, Excellency? I have apologized — I most humbly apologize.

And he took up the letter I had given him, holding it gingerly with trembling fingers. And well he might, for the document was headed:

MINISTER OF THE IMPERIAL HOUSEHOLD,
PALACE OF PETERHOF.

The bearer of this is one Gordon Francis Gregg, British subject, whom it is Our will and command that he shall be Our guest during his journey through our dominion. And we hereby command all Governors of Provinces and minor officials to afford him all the facilities he requires and privileges and immunities as Our guest.

The above decree was in a neat copper-plate handwriting in Russian, while beneath was the sprawling signature of the ruler of one hundred and thirty millions of people, that signature that was all-powerful from the gulf of Bothnia to the Pacific— Nicholas.

The document was the one furnished to me a year before when, at the invitation of the Russian Government, I had gone on a mission of inquiry into the state of the prisons in order to see, on behalf of the British public, whether things were as black as some writers had painted them. It had been my intention to visit the far-off penal settlements in Northern Siberia, but having gone through some twenty prisons in European Russia, my health had failed and I had been compelled to return to Italy to recuperate. The document had therefore remained in my possession because I intended to resume my journey in the following summer. It was in order that I should be permitted to go where I liked, and to see what I liked without official hindrance, that his Majesty the Emperor had, at the instigation of the Ministry of the Interior, given me that most valuable document.

Sight of it had changed the Chief of Police from a burly bully into a whining coward, for he saw that he had torn up the passport of a guest of the Czar, and the consequence was most serious if I complained. He begged of me to pardon him, urging all manner of excuses, and humbling himself before me as well as before his two inferiors, who now regarded me with awe.

I will atone for the insult in any way your high Excellency desires, declared the official. I will serve your Excellency in any way he may command.

His words suggested a brilliant idea. I had this man in my power; he feared me.

Well, I said after some reluctance, there is a little matter in which you might be of some assistance. If you will, I will reconsider my decision of complaining to Petersburg.

And what is that, Excellency? he gasped eagerly.

I desire to know the whereabouts of a young English lady named Elma Heath, I said, and I wrote down the name for him upon a piece of paper. Age about twenty, and was at school at Chichester, in England. She is a niece of a certain Baron Oberg.

Baron Oberg! he repeated, looking at me rather strangely, I thought.

Yes, as she is a foreigner she will be registered in your books. She is somewhere in your province, but where I do not know. Tell me where she is, and I will say nothing more about my passport, I added.

Then your high Excellency wishes to see the young lady? he said reflectively, with the paper in his hand.

Yes.

In that case, it being commanded by the Emperor that I shall serve your Excellency, I will have immediate inquiries made, was his answer. When I discover her whereabouts, I will do myself the pleasure of calling at your Excellencys hotel.

And I left the fellow, very satisfied that I had turned his officiousness and hatred of the English to very good account.

On that gray, dreary northern coast the long winter was fast setting in. Poor oppressed Finland suffers under a hard climate with August frosts, an eight months winter in the north, and five months of frost in the south. Idling in sleepy Abo, where the public buildings were so mean and meager and the houses for the most part built of wood, I saw on every hand the disastrous result of the attempted Russification of the country. The hand of the oppressor, that official sent from Petersburg to crush and to conquer, was upon the honest Finnish nation. The Russian bureaucracy was trying to destroy its weaker but more successful neighbor, and in order to do so employed the harshest and most unscrupulous officials it could import.

My fellow-traveler from Stockholm, who represented a firm of paper-makers in Hamburg, and who paid an annual visit to Abo and Helsingfors, acted as my guide around the town, while I awaited the information from the humbled Chief of Police. My German friend pointed out to me how, since Russia placed her hand upon Finland, progress had been arrested, and certainly plain evidences were on every hand. There was growing discontent everywhere, for many of the newspapers had recently been suppressed and the remainder were under a severe censorship; agriculture had already decreased, and many of the cotton-spinning and saw mills were silent and deserted. The exploitation of those gigantic forests from which millions of trunks were floated down to the sea annually had now been suspended, the great landowners were deserting the country, and there was silence and depression everywhere. Finland had been separated for economic purposes from the more civilized countries, and bound to the poverty-stricken, artificially isolated and oppressed Russia. The double-headed eagle was everywhere, and the people sat silent and brooding beneath its black shadow.

There will be an uprising here before long, declared the German confidentially, as we were taking tea one day on the wooden balcony of the hotel where the sea and the low-lying islands stretched out before us in the pale yellow of the autumn sundown. The people will revolt, as they did in Poland. The Finnish Government can only appeal to the Czar through the Governor-General, and one can easily imagine that their suggestions never reach the Emperor. It is said here that the harsher and more corrupt the official, the greater honor does he receive from Petersburg. But trouble is brewing for Russia, he added. A very serious trouble — depend upon it.

I looked upon the gray dismal scene, the empty port, the silent quay, the dark line of gloomy pine forest away beyond the town, the broken coast and the wide expanse of water glittering in the northern sunset. Yes. The very silence seemed to forbode evil and mystery. Truly what I saw of Finland impressed me even more than what I had witnessed in the far-off eastern provinces of European Russia.

My object, however, was not to inquire into the internal condition of Finland, or of her resentment of her powerful conqueror. I was there to find that unfortunate girl who had written so strangely to her old school friend and whose portrait had, for some hidden reason, been destroyed.

On the morning of the third day after my arrival at Abo, while sitting on the hotel veranda reading an old copy of the Paris Journal, many portions of which had been blacked out by the censor, the Chief of Police, in his dark green uniform, entered and saluted before me.

Your Excellency, may I be permitted to speak with you in private?

Certainly, I responded, rising and conducting him to my bedroom, where I closed the door, invited him to a seat, and myself sat upon the edge of the bed.

I have made various inquiries, he said, and I think I have found the lady your Excellency is seeking. My information, however, must be furnished to you in strictest confidence, he added, because there are reasons why I should withhold her whereabouts from you.

What do you mean? I inquired. What reasons?

Well — the lady is living in Finland in secret.

Then she is alive! I exclaimed quickly. I thought she was dead.

To the world she is dead, responded Michael Boranski, stroking his red beard. For that reason the information I give you must be treated as confidential.

Why should she be in hiding? She is guilty of no offense — is she?

The man shrugged his shoulders, but did not reply.

And this Baron Oberg? You tell me nothing of him, I said with dissatisfaction.

How can I when I know nothing, Excellency? was his response.

I felt certain that the fellow was not speaking the truth, for I had noticed his surprise when I had first uttered the mysterious noblemans name.

As I have already said, Excellency, I am desirous of atoning for my insult, and will serve you in every manner I can. For that reason I had sought news of the young English lady — the Mademoiselle Heath.

But you have all foreigners registered in your books, I said. The search was surely not a difficult one. I know your police methods in Russia too well, I laughed.

No, the lady was not registered, he said. There was a reason.

Why?

I have told you, Excellency. She is in hiding.

Where?

I regret that much as I desire, I dare not appear to have any connection with your quest. But I will direct you. Indeed, I will give you instructions to a second person to take you to her.

Is she in Abo?

No. Away in the country. If your Excellency will be down at the end of the quay to-morrow at noon you will find a carriage in waiting, and the driver will have full instructions how to take you to her and how to act. Follow his directions implicitly, for he is a man I can trust.

To-morrow! I cried anxiously. Why not to-day? I am ready to go at any moment.

The Chief of Police remained thoughtful for a few moments, then said — 

Well, if I could find the man, you might go to-day. Yet it is a long way, and you would not return before to-morrow.

The roads are safe, I suppose? I dont mind driving in the night.

The official glanced at the clock, and rising exclaimed — 

Very well, I will send for the man. If we find him, then the carriage will be at the same spot at the eastern end of the quay in two hours.

At noon. Very well. I shall keep the appointment.

And after seeing her, you will of course keep your promise of secrecy regarding our little misunderstanding? he asked anxiously.

I have already given my word, was the response; and the man bowed and left, much, I think, to the surprise of the hotel-proprietor and his staff. It was an unusual thing for such a high official as the Chief of Police to visit one of their guests in person. If he desired to interview any of them, he commanded them to attend at his office, or they were escorted there by his gray-coated agents.

The day was cold, with a biting wind from the icy north, when after a hasty luncheon I put on my overcoat and strolled along the deserted quay where I lounged at the further end, watching the approach of a great pontoon of pine logs that had apparently floated out of one of the rivers and was now being navigated to the port by four men who seemed every moment in imminent danger of being washed off the raft into the sea as the waves broke over and drenched them. They had, however, lashed themselves to their raft, I saw, and now slowly piloted the great floating platform towards the quay.

I think I must have waited half an hour, when my attention was suddenly attracted by the rattle of wheels over the stones, and turning I saw an old closed carriage drawn by three horses abreast, with bells upon the harness, approaching me rapidly. When it drew up, the driver, a burly-looking, fair-headed Finn in a huge sheepskin overcoat, motioned me to enter, urging in broken Russian — 

Quickly, Excellency! — quickly! — you must not be seen!

And then the instant I was seated, and before I could close the door, the horses plunged forward and we were tearing at full gallop out of the town.

For five miles or so we skirted the sea along a level, well-made road through a barren wind-swept country whence the meager harvest had already been garnered. There were no villages. All around was a houseless land, rolling miles of brown and green, broken and checkered by bits of forest and clumps of dark melancholy pines. The road ran ever and anon right down to where the cold, green waves broke upon the rocky shore. In a few weeks that coast would be ice-bound and snow-covered, and then the silence of the God-forsaken country would be complete.

After five miles or so, the driver pulled up and descended to readjust his harness, whereupon I got out and asked him in the best Russian I could command:

Where are we going?

To Nystad.

How far is that?

Sixty-eight, was his reply.

I took him to imply kilometres, as being a Finn he would not speak of versts.

The Chief of Police has given you directions? I asked.

His high Excellency has told me exactly what to do, was the mans answer, as he took out his huge wooden pipe and filled it. You wish to see the young lady?

Yes, I answered, to first see her, and I do not know whether it will be necessary for me to make myself known to her. Where is she?

Beyond Nystad, was his vague answer with a wave of his big fat hand in the direction of the dark pine forest that stretched before us. We shall be there about an hour after sundown.

Then I re-entered the stuffy old conveyance that rocked and rolled as we dashed away over the uneven forest road, and sat wondering to what manner of place I was being conducted.

Elma Heath was in hiding. Why? I recollected her curious letter and remembered every word of it. She wished Hornby to know that she had never revealed her secret. What secret, I wondered?

I lit an abominable cigar, and tried to smoke, but I was too filled with anxiety, too bewildered by the maze of mystery in which I now found myself. Two hours later we pulled up before a long log-built post-house just beyond a small town in a hollow that faced the sea, and I alighted to watch the steaming horses being replaced by a trio of fresh ones. The place was Dadendal, I was informed, and the proprietor of the place, when I entered and tossed off a liqueur-glass of cognac, pointed out to me a row of granite buildings fallen much to decay as the ancient convent.

Then, resuming our journey, the short day quickly drew to a close, the sun sank yellow and watery over the towering pines through which we went mile after mile, a dense, interminable forest wherein the wolves lurked in winter, often rendering the road dangerous.

The temperature fell, and it froze again. Through the window in front I could see the big Finn driver throwing his arms across his shoulders to promote circulation, in the same manner as does the London cabby.

When night drew on we changed horses again at a small, dirty post-house in the forest, at the edge of a lake, and then pushed forward again, although it was already long past the hour at which he had said we should arrive.

Time passed slowly in the darkness, for we had no light, and the horses seemed to find their way by instinct. The rolling of the lumbering old vehicle after six hours had rendered me sleepy, I think, for I recollect closing my eyes and conjuring up that strange scene on board the Lola.

Indeed, I suppose I must have slept, for I was awakened by a light shining into my face and the driver shaking me by the shoulder. When I roused myself and, naturally, inquired the reason, he placed his finger mysteriously upon my lips, saying:

Hush, your high nobility, hush! Come with me. But make no noise. If we are discovered, it means death for us — death. Come, give me your hand. Slowly. Tread softly. See, here is the boat. I will get in first. We shall not be heard upon the water. So.

And the fellow led me, half-dazed, down to the bank of a broad, dark river which I could just distinguish — he led me to an unknown bourne.


CHAPTER XI

THE CASTLE OF THE TERROR

[image: img199.jpg]

THE BIG FINN had, I found, tied up his horses, and in the heavy old boat he rowed me down the swollen river which ran swift and turbulent around a sudden bend and then seemed to open out to a great width. In the starlight I could distinguish that it stretched gray and level to a distance, and that the opposite bank was fringed with pines.

Where are we going? I asked my guide in a low voice. But he only whispered:

Hush! Excellency! Remain patient, and you shall see the young Englishwoman.

So I sat in the boat, while he allowed it to drift with the current, steering it with the great heavy oars. The river suddenly narrowed again, with high pines on either bank, a silent, lonesome reach, perhaps indeed one of the loneliest spots in all Europe. Once the dismal howl of a wolf sounded close to where we passed, but my guide made no remark.

After nearly a mile, the stream again opened out into a broad lake where, in the distance, I saw rising sheer and high from the water, a long square building of three stories, with a tall round tower at one corner — an old medieval castle it seemed to be. From one of the small windows of the tower, as we came into view of it, a light was shining upon the water, and my guide seeing it, grunted in satisfaction. It had undoubtedly been placed there as signal.

With great caution he approached the place, keeping in the deep shadow of the bank until we came exactly opposite the flanking-tower. In the lighted window I distinctly saw a dark figure of someone appear for a moment, and then my guide struck a match and held it in his fingers until it was wholly consumed.

Almost instantly the light was extinguished, and then, after waiting five minutes or so, he pulled straight across the lake to the high, dark tower that descended into the water. The place was as grim and silent as any I had ever seen, an impregnable stronghold of the days before siege guns were invented, the fortress of some feudal prince or count who had probably held the surrounding country in thraldom.

I put my hand against the black, slimy wall to prevent the boat bumping, and then distinguished just beyond me a small wooden ledge and half-a-dozen steps which led up to a low arched door. The latter had opened noiselessly, and the dark figure of a woman stood peering forth.

My guide uttered some reassuring word in Finnish in a low half-whisper, and then slowly pushed the boat along to the ledge, saying:

Your high nobility may disembark. There is at present no danger.

I rose, gripped a big rusty chain to steady myself, and climbed into the narrow doorway in the ponderous wall, where I found myself in the darkness beside the female who had apparently been expecting our arrival and watching our signal.

Without a word she led me through a short passage, and then, striking a match, lit a big old-fashioned lantern. As the light fell upon her features I saw they were thin and hard, with deep-set eyes and a stray wisp of silver across her wrinkled brow. Around her head was a kind of hood of the same stuff as her dress, a black, coarse woolen, while around her neck was a broad linen collar. In an instant I recognized that she was a member of some religious order, some minor order perhaps, with whose habit we, in Italy, were not acquainted.

The thin ascetic countenance was that of a woman of strong character, and her funereal habit seemed much too large for her stunted, shrunken figure.

The sister speaks French? I hazarded in that language, knowing that in most convents throughout Europe French is known.

Oui, msieur, was her answer. And a leetle Engleesh, too — a ve-ry leetle, she smiled.

You know why I am here? I said, gratified that at least one person in that lonesome country could speak my own tongue.

Yes, I have already been told, was her answer with a strong accent, as we stood in that small, bare stone room, a semicircular chamber in the tower, once perhaps a prison. But are you not afraid to venture here? she asked.

Why?

Well — because no strangers are permitted here, you know. If your presence here was discovered you would not leave this place alive — so I warn you.

I am prepared to risk that, I said, smiling; at the same time my hand instinctively sought my hip-pocket to ascertain that my weapon was safe. I wish to see Miss Elma Heath.

The old nun nodded, fumbling with her lantern. I glanced at my watch and found that it was already two oclock in the morning.

Remember that if you are discovered here you exonerate me of all blame? she said, raising her head and peering into my face with her keen gray eyes. By admitting you I am betraying my trust, and that I should not have done were it not compulsory.

Compulsory! How?

The order of the Chief of Police. Even here, we cannot afford to offend him.

So the fellow Boranski had really kept faith with me, and at his order the closed door of the convent had been opened.

Of course not, I answered. Russian officialdom is all-powerful in Finland nowadays. But where is the lady?

You are still prepared to risk your liberty and life? she asked in a hoarse voice, full of grim meaning.

I am, I said. Lead me to her.

And when you see her you will make no effort to speak with her? Promise me that.

Ah, Sister! I cried. You are asking too great a sacrifice of me. I come here from England, nay, from Italy in search of her, to question her regarding a strange mystery and to learn the truth. Surely I may be permitted to speak with her?

You wish to learn the truth, sir! remarked the woman. I thought you were her lover — that you merely wished to see her once again.

No, I am not her lover, I answered. Indeed, we have never yet met. But I am in search of the truth from her own lips.

That you will never learn, she said, in a hard, changed voice.

Because there is a conspiracy to preserve the secret! I cried. But I intend to solve the mystery, and for that reason I have traveled here from England.

The woman with the lantern smiled sadly, as though amused by my impetuosity.

You are on Russian soil now, msieur, not English, she remarked in her broken English. If your object were known, you would never be spared to return to your own land. Ah! she sighed, you do not know the mysteries and terrors of Finland. I am a French subject, born in Tours, and brought to Helsingfors when I was fifteen. I have been in Finland forty-five years. Once we were happy here, but since the Czar appointed Baron Oberg to be Governor-General — — and she shrugged her shoulders without finishing her sentence.

Baron Oberg — Governor-General of Finland! I gasped.

Certainly. Did you not know? she said, dropping into French. It is four years now that he has held supreme power to crush and Russify these poor Finns. Ah, msieur! this country, once so prosperous, is a blot upon the face of Europe. His methods are the worst and most unscrupulous of any employed by Russia. Before he came here he was the best hated man in Petersburg, and that, they say, is why the Emperor sent him to us.

And he is uncle of this young lady, Elma Heath?

Uncle? Ah! I dont know that, msieur. I have never been told so. His niece — poor young lady! — can that be? Surely not!

Why not? I asked.

But the woman gave me no reason; she only exhibited her palms and sighed. She seemed to have compassion upon the girl I sought; her heart was really softer than I had believed it to be.

Where does this Baron live? I asked, surprised that he should occupy so high a place in Russian officialdom — the representative of the Czar, with powers as great as the Emperor himself.

At the Government Palace, in Helsingfors.

And Elma Heath is here — in this grim fortress! Why?

Ah, msieur, how can I tell? By reason of family secrets, perhaps. They account for so much, you know.

That is exactly my opinion, I said. She has been brought here against her will.

Most probably. This is not a cheerful place, as you see. We have five months of ice and snow, and for four months are practically cut off from civilization and see no new face.

Terrible! I gasped, glancing round at those dark stone walls that seemed to breathe an air of tragedy and mystery. The old castle had, I supposed, been turned into a convent, as many have been in Germany and Austria. Back in feudal times it no doubt had been a grand old place. And have you been here long? I asked.

Seven years only. But I am leaving. Even I, used as I am to a solitary life, can stand it no longer. I feel that its cold silence and dreariness will drive me mad. In winter the place is like an ice-well.

The fact that the Baron was ruler of Finland amazed me, for I had half-expected him to be some clever adventurer. Yet as the events of the past flashed through my brain, I recollected that in Rannoch Wood had been found the miniature of the Russian Order of Saint Anne, a distinction which, in all probability, had been conferred upon him. If so, the coincidence, to say the least, was a remarkable one. I questioned my companion further regarding the Baron.

Ah, msieur, she declared, they call him The Strangler of the Finns, It was he who ordered the peasants of Kasko to be flogged until four of them died — and the Czar gave him the Star of White Eagle for it — he who suppressed half the newspapers and put eighteen editors in prison for publishing a report of a meeting of the Swedes in Helsingfors; he who encourages corruption and bribery among the officials for the furtherance of Russian interests; he who has ordered Russian to be the official language, who has restricted public education, who has overtaxed and ground down the people until now the mine is laid, and Finland is ready for open revolt. The prisons are filled with the innocent; women are flogged; the poor are starving, and The Strangler, as they call him, reports to the Czar that Finland is submissive and is Russianized!

I had heard something of this abominable state of affairs from time to time from the English press, but had never taken notice of the name of the oppressor. So the uncle of Elma Heath was The Strangler of Finland, the man who, in four years, had reduced a prosperous country to a state of ruin and revolt!

Cannot I see her? I asked, feeling that we had remained too long there. If my presence in that place was perilous the sooner I escaped from it the better.

Yes, come, she said. But silence! Walk softly, and holding up the old horn lantern to give me light, she led me out into the low stone corridor again, conducting me through a number of intricate passages, all bare and gloomy, the stones worn hollow by the feet of ages. On we crept noiselessly past a number of low arched doors studded with big nails in the style of generations ago, then turning suddenly at right angles, I saw that we were in a kind of cul de sac, before the door of which at the end she stopped and placed her finger upon her lips. Then, motioning me to remain there, she entered, closing the door after her, and leaving me in the pitch darkness.

I strained my ears, but could hear no sound save that of someone moving within. No word was uttered, or if so, it was whispered so low that it did not reach me. For nearly five minutes I waited in impatience outside that closed door, until again the handle turned and my conductress beckoned me in silence within.

I stepped into a small, square chamber, the floor of which was carpeted, and where, suspended high above, was a lamp that shed but a faint light over the barely-furnished place. It seemed to me to be a kind of sitting-room, with a plain deal table and a couple of chairs, but there was no stove, and the place looked chill and comfortless. Beyond was another smaller room into which the old nun disappeared for a moment; then she came forth leading a strange wan little figure in a gray gown, a figure whose face was the most perfect and most lovely I had ever seen. Her wealth of chestnut hair fell disheveled about her shoulders, and as her hands were clasped before her she looked straight at me in surprise as she was led towards me.

She walked but feebly, and her countenance was deathly pale. Her dress, as she came beneath the lamp, was, I saw, coarse, yet clean, and her beautiful, regular features, which in her photograph had held me in such fascination, were even more sweet and more matchless than I had believed them to be. I stood before her dumbfounded in admiration.

In silence she bowed gracefully, and then looked at me with astonishment, apparently wondering what I, a perfect stranger, required of her.

Miss Elma Heath, I presume? I exclaimed at last. May I introduce myself to you? My name is Gordon Gregg, English by birth, cosmopolitan by instinct. I have come here to ask you a question — a question that concerns yourself. Lydia Moreton has sent me to you.

I noticed that her great brown eyes watched my lips and not my face.

Her own lips moved, but she looked at me with an inexpressible sadness. No sound escaped her.

I stood rigid before her as one turned to stone, for in that instant, in a flash indeed, I realized the awful truth.

She was both deaf and dumb!

She raised her clasped hands to me in silence, yet with tears welling in her splendid eyes.

I saw that upon her wrists were a pair of bright steel gyves.

What is this place? I demanded of the woman in the religious habit, when I recovered from the shock of the poor girls terrible affliction. Where am I?

This is the Castle of Kajana — the criminal lunatic asylum of Finland, was her answer. The prisoner, as you see, has lost both speech and hearing.

Deaf and dumb! I cried, looking at the beautiful original of that destroyed photograph on board the Lola. But she has surely not always been so! I exclaimed.

No. I think not always, replied the sister quietly. But you said you intended to question her, and did I not tell you that to learn the truth was impossible?

But she can write responses to my questions? I argued.

Alas! no, was the old womans whispered reply. Her mind is affected. She is, unfortunately, a hopeless lunatic.

I looked straight into those sad, wide-open, yet unflinching brown eyes utterly confounded.

Those white wrists held in steel, that pale face and blanched lips, the inertness of her movements, all told their own tragic tale. And yet that letter I had read, dictated in secret most probably because her hands were not free, was certainly not the outpourings of a madwoman. She had spoken of death, it was true, yet was it not to be supposed that she was slowly being driven to suicide? She had kept her secret, and she wished the man Hornby — the man who was to marry Muriel Leithcourt — to know.

The room in which we stood was evidently an apartment set apart for her use, for beyond was the tiny bedchamber; yet the small, high-up window was closely barred, and the cold bareness of the prison was sufficient indeed to cause anyone confined there to prefer death to captivity.

Again I spoke to her slowly and kindly, but there was no response. That she was absolutely dumb was only too apparent. Yet surely she had not always been so! I had gone in search of her because the beauty of her portrait had magnetized me, and I had now found her to be even more lovely than her picture, yet, alas! suffering from an affliction that rendered her life a tragedy. The realization of the terrible truth staggered me. Such a perfect face as hers I had never before set eyes upon, so beautiful, so clear-cut, so refined, so eminently the countenance of one well-born, and yet so ineffably sad, so full of blank unutterable despair.

She placed her clasped hands to her mouth and made signs by shaking her head that she could neither understand nor respond. I therefore took my wallet from my pocket and wrote upon a piece of paper in a large hand the words: I come from Lydia Moreton. My name is Gordon Gregg.

When her eager gaze fell upon the words she became instantly filled with excitement, and nodded quickly. Then holding her steel-clasped wrists towards me she looked wistfully at me, as though imploring me to release her from the awful bondage in that silent tomb.

Though the woman who had led me there endeavored to prevent it, I handed her the pencil, and placed the paper on the table for her to write.

The nun tried to snatch it up, but I held her arm gently and forcibly, saying in French:

No. I wish to see if she is really insane. You will at least allow me this satisfaction.

And while we were in altercation, Elma, with the pencil in her fingers, tried to write, but by reason of her hands being bound so closely was unable. At length, however, after several attempts, she succeeded in printing in uneven capitals the response:

I know you. You were on the yacht. I thought they killed you.

The thin-faced old woman saw her response — a reply that was surely rational enough — and her brows contracted with displeasure.

Why are you here? I wrote, not allowing the sister to get sight of my question.

In response, she wrote painfully and laboriously:

I am condemned for a crime I did not commit. Take me from here, or I shall kill myself.

Ah! exclaimed the old woman. You see, poor girl, she believes herself innocent! They all do.

But why is she here? I demanded fiercely.

I do not know, msieur. It is not my duty to inquire the history of their crimes. When they are ill I nurse them; that is all.

And who is the commandant of this fortress?

Colonel Smirnoff. If he knew that I had admitted you, you would never leave this place alive. This is the Schusselburg of Finland — the place of imprisonment for those who have conspired against the State.

The prison of political conspirators, eh?

Alas, msieur, yes! The place in which some of the poor creatures are tortured in order to obtain confessions and information with as much cruelty as in the black days of the Inquisition. These walls are thick, and their cries are not heard from the oubliettes below the lake.

I had long ago heard of the horrors of Schusselburg. Indeed who has not heard of them who has traveled in Russia? The very mention of the modern Bastille on Lake Ladoga, where no prisoner has ever been known to come forth alive, is sufficient to cause any Russian to turn pale. And I was in the Schusselburg of Finland!

I turned over the sheet of paper and wrote the question — 

Did Baron Oberg send you here?

In response, she printed the words — 

I believe so. I was arrested in Helsingfors. Tell Lydia where I am.

Do you know Muriel Leithcourt? I inquired by the same means, whereupon she replied that they were at school together.

Did you see me on board the Lola? I wrote.

Yes. But I could not warn you, although I had overheard their intentions. They took me ashore when you had gone, to Siena. After three days I found myself deaf and dumb — I was made so.

Her allegation startled me. She had been purposely afflicted!

Who did it?

A doctor, I suppose. They put me under chloroform.

Who?

People who said they were my friends.

I turned to the woman in the religious habit, and cried — 

Do you see what she has written? She has been maimed by some friends who intended that the secret she holds should be kept. They feared to kill her, so they bribed a doctor to deliberately operate upon her so that she could neither speak nor hear. And now they are driving her to suicide!

Msieur, I am astounded! declared the nun. I have always believed that she was not in her right mind, yet assuredly she seems to be as sane as I am, only willfully mutilated by some pretended friend who determined that no further word should pass her lips.

A shameful mutilation has been committed upon this poor defenseless girl! I cried in anger. And I will make it my duty to discover and punish the perpetrators of it.

Ah, msieur. Do not act rashly, I pray of you, the woman said seriously, placing her hand upon my arm. Recollect you are in Finland — where the Baron Oberg is all-powerful.

I do not fear the Baron Oberg, I exclaimed. If necessary, I will appeal to the Czar himself. Mademoiselle is kept here for the reason that she is in possession of some secret. She must be released — I will take the responsibility.

But you must not try to release her from here. It would mean death to you both. The Castle of Kajana tells no secrets of those who die within its walls, or of those cast headlong into its waters and forgotten.

Again I turned to Elma, who stood in anxious wonder of the subject of our conversation, and had suddenly taken the old nuns hand and kissed it affectionately, perhaps in order to show me that she trusted her.

Then upon the paper I wrote — 

Is the Baron Oberg your uncle?

She shook her head in the negative, showing that the dreaded Governor-General of Finland had only acted a part towards her in which she had been compelled to concur.

Who is Philip Hornby? I inquired, writing rapidly.

My friend — at least, I believe so.

Friend! And I had all along believed him to be an adventurer and an enemy!

Why did he go to Leghorn? I asked.

For a secret purpose. There was a plot to kill you, only I managed to thwart them, were the words she printed with much labor.

Then I owe my life to you, I wrote. And in return I will do my utmost to rescue you from here, if you do not fear to place yourself in my hands.

And to this she replied — 

I shall be thankful, for I cannot bear this awful place longer. I believe they must torture the women here. They will torture me some day. Do your best to get me out of here and I will tell you everything. But, she wrote, I fear you can never secure my release. I am confined here on a life sentence.

But you are English, and if you have had no trial I can complain to our Ambassador.

No, I am a Russian subject. I was born in Russia, and went to England when I was a girl.

That altered the case entirely. As a subject of the Czar in her own country she was amenable to that disgraceful blot upon civilization that allows a person to be consigned to prison at the will of a high official, without trial or without being afforded any opportunity of appeal. I therefore at once saw a difficulty.

Yet she promised to tell me the truth if I could but secure her release!

A flood of recollections of the amazing mystery swept through my mind. A thousand questions arose within me, all of which I desired to ask her, but there, in that noisome prison-house, it was impossible. As I stood there a womans shrill scream of excruciating pain reached me, notwithstanding those cyclopean walls. Some unfortunate prisoner was, perhaps, being tortured and confession wrung from her lips. I shuddered at the unspeakable horrors of that grim fortress.

Could I allow this refined defenseless girl to remain an inmate of that Bastille, the terrors of which I had heard men in Russia hint at with bated breath? They had willfully maimed her and deprived her of both hearing and the power of speech, and now they intended that she should be driven mad by that silence and loneliness that must always end in insanity.

I have decided, I said suddenly, turning to the woman who had conducted me there, and having now removed the steel bonds of the prisoner with a key she secretly carried, stood with folded hands in the calm attitude of the religious.

You will not act with rashness? she implored in quick apprehension. Remember, your life is at stake, as well as my own.

Her enemies intended that I, too, should die! I answered, looking straight into those deep mysterious brown eyes which held me as beneath a spell. They have drawn her into their power because she had no means of defense. But I will assume the position of her friend and protector.

How?

The man is awaiting me in the boat outside. I intend to take her with me.

But, msieur, why that is impossible! cried the old woman in a hoarse voice. If you were discovered by the guards who patrol the lake both night and day they would shoot you both.

I will risk it, I said, and without another word dashed into the tiny bed chamber and tore an old brown blanket from off the narrow truckle bed.

Then, linking my arm in that of the woman whose lovely countenance had verily become the sun of my existence, I made a sign, inviting her to accompany me.

The sister barred the door, urging me to reconsider my decision.

Leave her alone in secret, and act as you will, appeal to the Baron, to the Czar, but do not attempt, msieur, to rescue a prisoner from here, for it is an impossibility. The man who brought you here from Abo will not dare to accept such responsibility.

Come, I said to Elma, although, alas! she could not hear my voice. Let us at least make a dash for freedom.

She recognized my intentions in a moment, and allowed herself to be conducted down the long intricate corridor, walking stealthily, and making no noise.

I had seized the old horn lantern, and as the nun held back, not daring to accompany us, we stole on alone, turning back along the stone corridor until I recognized the door of the room to which I had been first conducted. All was silent, and as we crept along on tiptoe I felt the girls grip upon my arm, a grip that told me that she placed her faith in me as her deliverer.

I own that it was a rash and headstrong act, for even beyond the lake how could we ever hope to penetrate those interminable inhospitable forests, so far from any hiding-place. Yet I felt it my duty to attempt the rescue. And besides, had not her marvelous beauty enmeshed me; had I not felt by some unaccountable intuition at the first moment we had met that our lives were linked in the future? She clung to me as though fearful of discovery, as we went forward in silence along that dark, low corridor where I knew the strong door in the tower opened upon the lake. Once in the boat, and we could row back to where the horses awaited us, and then away. The woman had not arrested our progress or raised an alarm, after all. Once I had mistrusted her, but I now saw that her heart was really filled with pity for the poor girl now at my side.

Without a sound we crept forward until within a few yards from that unlocked door where the boat awaited us below, when, of a sudden, the uncertain light of the lantern fell upon something that shone and a deep voice cried out of the darkness in Russian — 

Halt! or I fire!

And, startled, we found ourselves looking down the muzzle of a loaded carbine.

A huge sentry stood with his back to the secret exit, his dark eyes shining beneath his peaked cap, as he held his weapon to his shoulder within six feet of us.

The big, bearded fellow demanded fiercely who I was.

My heart sank within me. I had acted recklessly, and had fallen into the hands of his Excellency, the Baron Xavier Oberg, the unscrupulous Governor-General — fallen into a trap which, it seemed, had been very cleverly prepared for me.

I was a prisoner in the terrible fortress whence no single person save the guards had ever been known to emerge — the Bastille of The Strangler of Finland!

I saw I was lost.

The muzzle of the sentrys carbine was within two feet of my chest.

Speak! cried the fellow. Who are you?

At a glance I took in the peril of the situation, and without a seconds hesitation made a dive for the man beneath his weapon. He lowered it, but it was too late, for I gripped him around the waist, rendering his gun useless. It was the work of an instant, for I knew that to close with him was my only chance.

Yet if the boat was not in waiting below that closed door? If my Finn driver was not there in readiness, then I was lost. The unfortunate girl whom I was there to rescue drew back in fright against the wall for a single second, then, seeing that I had closed with the hulking fellow, she sprang forward, and with both hands seized the gun and attempted to wrest it from him. His fingers had lost the trigger, and he was trying to regain it to fire and so raise the alarm. I saw this, and with an old trick learned at Uppingham I tripped him, so that he staggered and nearly fell.

An oath escaped him, yet in that moment Elma succeeded in twisting the gun from his sinewy hands, which I now held with a strength begotten of a knowledge of my imminent peril. My whole future, as well as hers, depended upon my success in that desperate encounter. He was huge and powerful, with a strength far exceeding my own, yet I had been reckoned a good wrestler at Uppingham, and now my knowledge of that most ancient form of combat held me in good stead.

The man shouted for help, his deep, hoarse voice sounding along the stone corridors. If heard by his comrades-in-arms, then the alarm would at once be given.

We struggled desperately, swaying to and fro, he trying to throw me, while I, at every turn, practiced upon him the tricks learned in my youth. It seemed an even match, however, for he kept his feet by sheer brute force, and his muscles seemed hard and unbending as steel.

Suddenly, however, as we were striving so vigorously and desperately, the English girl slipped past us with the carbine in her hand, and with a quick movement dragged open the heavy door that gave exit to the lake.

At that instant I unfortunately made a false move, and his hand closed upon my throat like a band of steel. I fought and struggled to loose myself, exerting every muscle, but alas! he gained the advantage. I heard a splash, and saw that Elma no longer held the sentrys weapon in her hands, having thrown it into the water.

Then at the same moment I heard a voice outside cry in a low tone: Courage, Excellency! Courage! I will come and help you.

It was the faithful Finn, who had been awaiting me in the deep shadow, and with a few strokes pulled his boat up to the narrow rickety ledge outside the door.

Take the lady! I succeeded in gasping in Russian. Never mind me, and I saw to my satisfaction that he guided Elma to step into the boat, which at that moment drifted past the little platform.

I struggled valiantly, but against such a man of brute strength I was powerless. He held my throat, causing me excruciating pain, and each moment I felt my chance of victory grow smaller. My strength was failing. While I held his arms at his sides, I could keep him secure without much effort, but now with his fingers pressing in my windpipe I could not breathe.

I was slowly being strangled.

To be vanquished meant imprisonment there, perhaps even death. Victory meant Elmas life, as well as my own. Mine was therefore a fight for life. A sudden idea flashed across my mind, and I continued to struggle, at the same time gradually forcing my enemy backward towards the door. He shouted for help, but was unheard. He cursed and swore and shouted until, with a sudden and almost superhuman effort, I tripped him, bringing his head into such violent contact with the stone lintel of the door that the sound could surely be heard a considerable distance. For a moment he was stunned, and in that brief second I released his grip from my throat and hurled him backwards beyond the door.

There was the sound of the crashing of wood as the rotten platform gave way, a loud splash, and next instant the dark waters closed over the big, bearded fellow who would have snatched Elma Heath from me, and have held me prisoner in that castle of terrors. He sank like a stone, for although I stood watching for him to rise, I could only distinguish the woodwork floating away with the current.

In a moment, however, even as I stood there in horror at my deed of self-defense, the place suddenly resounded with shouts of alarm, and in the tower above me the great old rusty bell began to swing, ringing its brazen note across the broad expanse of waters.

The fair-bearded Finn again shot the boat across to where I stood, crying — 

Jump, Excellency! For your life, jump! The guards will be upon us!

Behind me in the passage I saw a light and the glitter of arms. A shot rang out, and a bullet whizzed past me, but I stood unharmed. Then I jumped, and nearly upset the boat, but taking an oar I began to row for life, and as we drew away from those grim, black walls the fire belched forth from three rifles.

Row! I shrieked, turning to see if my fair companion had been hit.

Keep cool, Excellency, urged the Finn. See, right away there in the shadow. We might trick them, for the patrol-boat will be at the head of the river waiting to cut us off.

Again the guards fired upon us, but in the darkness their aim was faulty. Lights appeared in the high windows of the castle, and we could see that the greatest commotion had been caused by the escape of the prisoner. The men at the door in the tower were shouting to the patrol-boats, which were nowhere to be seen, calling them to row us down and capture us, but by plying our oars rapidly we shot straight across the lake until we got under the deep shadow of the opposite shore, and then crept gradually along in the direction we had come.

If we meet the boats, Excellency, we must run ashore and take to the woods, explained the Finn. It is our only chance.

Scarcely had he spoken when out in the center of the lake we could just distinguish a long boat with three rowers going swiftly towards the entrance to the river, which we so desired to gain.

Look! cried our guide, backing water, and bringing the boat to a standstill. They are in search of us! If we are discovered they will fire. It is their orders. No boat is allowed upon this lake.

Elma sat watching our pursuers, but still calm and silent. She seemed to intrust herself entirely to me.

The guards were rowing rapidly, the oars sounding in the rowlocks, evidently in the belief that we had made for the river. But the Finlander had apparently foreseen this, and for that reason we were lying safe from observation in the deep shadow of an overhanging tree.

A gray mist was slowly rising from the water, and the Finn, noticing it, hoped that it might favor us. In Finland in late autumn the mists are often as thick as our proverbial London fogs, only whiter, denser, and more frosty.

If we disembark we shall be compelled to make a detour of fully four days in the forest, in order to pass the marshes, he pointed out in a low whisper. But if we can enter the river we can go ashore anywhere and get by foot to some place where the lady can lie in hiding.

What do you advise? We are entirely in your hands. The Chief of Police told me he could trust you.

I think it will be best to risk it, he said in Russian after a brief pause. We will tie up the boat, and I will go along the bank and see what the guards are doing. You will remain here, and I shall not be seen. The rushes and undergrowth are higher further along. But if there is danger while I am absent get out and go straight westward until you find the marsh, then keep along its banks due south, and drawing up the boat to the bank the shrewd, big-boned fellow disappeared into the dark undergrowth.

There were no signs yet of the break of day. Indeed, the stars were now hidden, and the great plane of water was every moment growing more indistinct as we both sat in silence. My ears were strained to catch the dipping of an oar or a voice, but beyond the lapping of the water beneath the boat there was no other sound. I took the hand of the fair-faced girl at my side and pressed it. In return she pressed mine.

It was the only means by which we could exchange confidences. She whom I had sought through all those months sat at my side, yet powerless to utter one single word.

Still holding her hands in both my own I gripped them to show her that I intended to be her champion, while she turned to me in confidence as though happy that it should be so. What, I wondered, was her history? What was the mystery surrounding her? What could be that secret which had caused her enemies to thus brutally maim and mutilate her, and afterwards send her to that grim, terrible fortress that still loomed up before us in the gloom? Surely her secret must affect some person very seriously, or such drastic means would never be employed to secure her silence.

Suddenly I heard a stealthy footstep approaching, and next moment a low voice spoke which I recognized as that of our friend, the Finn.

There is danger, Excellency — a grave danger! he said in a low half whisper. Three boats are in search of us.

And scarcely had he uttered those words when there was the flash of a rifle from the haze, a loud report, and again a bullet whizzed past just behind my head. In an instant the truth became apparent, for I saw the dark shadow of a boat rapidly rowed, bearing full upon us. The shot had been fired as a signal that we had been sighted, and were pursued. Other shots rang out, mingled with the wild exultant shouts of the guards as they bore down full upon us, and then I knew that, notwithstanding our escape, we were now lost. They were too close upon us to admit of eluding them. The peril we had dreaded had fallen. The Finns presence on the bank had evidently been detected by a boat drawn up at the shore, and he had been followed to where we had lain in what we had so foolishly believed to be a safe hiding-place. Nought else was to be done but to face the inevitable. Three times the red fire of a rifle belched angrily in our faces, and yet, by good fortune, neither of us was struck. Yet we knew too well that the intention of our pursuers was to kill us.

Quick, Excellency! Fly! while there is yet time! gasped the Finn, grasping my hand and half dragging me from the boat, while, I, in turn, placed Elma upon the bank.

Hoida! This way! Swiftly! cried our guide, and the three of us, heedless of the consequences, plunged forward into the impenetrable darkness, just as our fierce pursuers came alongside where we had only a moment ago been seated. They shouted wildly as they sprang to land after us, but our guide, who had been born and bred in these forests, knew well how to travel in a semi-circle, and how to conceal himself. It was a race for freedom — nay, for very life.

So dark that we could see before us hardly a foot, we were compelled to place our hands in front of us to avoid collision with the big tree trunks, while ever and anon we found ourselves entangled in the mass of dead creepers and vegetable parasites that formed the dense undergrowth. Around us on every side we heard the shouts and curses of our pursuers, while above the rest we heard an authoritative voice, evidently that of a sergeant of the guard, cry — 

Shoot the man, but spare the woman! The Colonel wants her back. Dont let her escape! We shall be well rewarded. So keep on, comrades! Mene edemmäski!

But the trembling girl beside me heard nothing, and perhaps indeed it was best that she could not hear. My only fear was that our pursuers, of whom there now seemed to be a dozen, had extended, with the intention of encircling us. They, no doubt, knew every inch of that giant forest with its numerous bogs and marshes, and if they could not discover us would no doubt drive us into one or other of the bogs, where escape was impossible.

Our gallant guide, on the other hand, seemed to utterly disregard the danger and kept on, every now and then stretching out his hand and helping along the afflicted girl we had rescued from that living tomb. Headlong we went in a straight line, until suddenly we began to feel our feet sinking into the soft ground, and then the Finlander turned to the left, at right angles, and we found ourselves in a denser undergrowth, where in the darkness our hands and faces became badly scratched.

Another gun was fired as signal, echoing through the wood, but the sound came from the opposite direction to that we were traveling; therefore we hoped that we had eluded those whose earnest desire it was to capture us for the reward. Suddenly, however, a second gun, an answering signal, was fired from straight before us, and that revealed the truth. We were actually between the two parties, and they were closing in upon us! They had already driven us to the edge of the bog. The Finlander recognized our peril as quickly as I did, and halted.

Let us turn straight back, he urged breathlessly. We may yet elude them.

And then we again turned off at right angles, traveling as quickly as we were able back towards the lake shore. It was an exciting chase in the darkness, for we knew not whither we were going, nor into what pitfall or ravine or treacherous marsh we might fall. Once we saw afar through the trees the light of a lantern held by a guard, and already the sweet-faced girl beside me seemed tired and terribly fatigued. But we hurried on and on, striving to make no noise, and yet the crackling of wood beneath our feet seemed to us to sound like the noise of thunder.

At last, breathless, we halted to listen. We were already in sight of the gray mist where lay the silent lake that held so many secrets. There was not a sound. The guards had gone straight on, believing they had driven us into that deadly bog wherein, if we had entered, we must have been slowly sucked down and engulfed. They were surrounding it, no doubt, feeling certain of their prey.

But we crept along the waters edge, until in the gray light we could distinguish two empty boats — that of the guards and our own. We were again at the spot where we had disembarked.

Let us row to the head of the lake, suggested the Finn. We may then land and escape them. And a moment later we were all three in the guards boat, rowing with all our might under the deep shadow of the bank northward, in the opposite direction to the town of Nystad.

We kept a sharp look-out for any other boat, but saw none. The signals ashore had attracted all the guards to that spot to join in the search, and now, having doubled back and again embarked, we were every moment increasing the distance between ourselves and our pursuers. I think we must have rowed several miles, for ere we landed again, upon a low, flat and barren shore, the first gray streak of day was showing in the east.

Elma noticed it, and kept her great brown eyes fixed upon it thoughtfully. It was the dawn for her — the dawn of a new life. Our eyes met; she smiled at me, and then gazed again eastward, full of silent meaning.

Having landed, we drew the boat up and concealed it in the undergrowth so that the guards, on searching, should not know the direction we had taken, and then we went straight on northward across the low-lying lands, to where the forest showed dark against the morning gray. The mist had now somewhat cleared, but the air was keen and frosty.

This wood, we found, was of tall high pines, where walking was not difficult, a wide wilderness of trees which, hour after hour, we traversed in the vain endeavor to find the rough path which our guide told us led for a hundred miles from Alavo down to Tammerfors, the manufacturing center of the country. But to discover a path in a forest forty miles wide is a matter of considerable difficulty, and for hours we wandered on and on, but alas! always in vain.

Faint and hungry, yet we still kept courage. Fortunately we found a little spring, and all three of us drank eagerly with our hands. But of food we had nothing, save a small piece of hard rye bread which the Finn had in his pocket, the remains of his evening meal; and this we gave to Elma, who, half famished, ate it quickly. We knew quite well that it would be an easy matter to die of starvation in that great trackless forest, therefore we kept on undaunted, while the yellow autumn sun struggled through the dark pines, glinting on the straight gray trunks and reflecting a golden light in that dead unbroken silence.

How many miles we trudged I have no idea. It was a consolation to know that we now had no pursuers, yet what fate lay before us we knew not. If we could only find that forest-road we might come across some wood-cutters hut, where we could obtain rough food of some sort, yet our guide, used as he was to those enormous woods of central Finland, was utterly out of his bearings, and no mark of civilization attracted his quick, experienced eye. The light above gradually faded, and over a sharp stone Elma stumbled and ripped her shoe.

I looked at my watch, and found that it was already five oclock. In an hour it would be dark, the beginning of the long northern night. Elma, who was weary and footsore, asked by signs to be permitted to lay down and rest. Therefore we gathered a bed of dried leaves for her, and she lay down, and while we watched she was soon asleep. The Finn, who declared that he did not suffer from the cold, removed his coat and placed it tenderly upon her shoulders.

While there was still a ray of light I watched her white refined features as she slept, and was sorely tempted to bend and imprint a kiss upon that soft inviting cheek. Yet I had no right to do so — no right to take such an advantage.

The long cold night passed wearily, and the howling of the wolves caused me to grip my revolver, yet at daybreak we arose refreshed, and notwithstanding the terrible pangs of hunger now gnawing at our vitals, we were prepared to renew our desperate dash for liberty.

Although I had paper, I possessed no pencil with which to write, therefore I could only communicate by signs with the mysterious prisoner of Kajana, the beautiful dark-eyed girl who held me irrevocably beneath the spell of her beauty. All the little acts of homage I was able to perform she accepted with a quiet, calm dignity, while in her deep luminous eyes I read an unfathomable mystery.

The mist had not cleared, for it was soon after dawn when we again moved along, hungry, chill, and yet hopeful. At a spring we obtained some water, and then, in silent procession, pressed forward in search of the rough track of the woodcutters.

Elmas torn shoe gave her considerable trouble, and noticing her limping, I induced her to sit down while I took it off, hoping to be able to mend it, but, having unlaced it, I saw that upon her stocking was a large patch of congealed blood, where her foot itself had also been cut. I managed to beat the nails of the shoe with a stone, so that its sole should not be lost, and she readjusted it, allowing me to lace it up for her and smiling the while.

Forward we trudged, ever forward, across that enormous forest where the myriad treetrunks presented the same dismal scene everywhere, a forest untrodden save by wild, half-savage lumbermen. Throughout that dull gray day we marched onward, faint with hunger, yet suffering but little pain, for the first pangs were now past, and were succeeded by slight light-headedness. My only fear was that we should be compelled to spend another night without shelter, and what its effect might be upon the delicately-reared girl whose hand I held tenderly in mine. Surely my position was a strange one. Her terrible affliction seemed to cause her to be entirely dependent upon me.

Suddenly, just as the yellow sunlight overhead had begun to fade, the flat-faced Finn, whose name he had told me was Felix Estlander, cried joyfully — 

Polushaite! Look, Excellency! Ah! The road at last!

And as we glanced before us we saw that his quick, well-trained eyes had detected away in the twilight, at some distance, a path traversing our vista among the gray-green tree-trunks. Then, hurrying along, we found ourselves upon a track, on which we turned to the right — a track, rough and deeply-rutted by the felled trunks that were dragged along it to the nearest river.

Elma made a gesture of renewed hope, and all three of us redoubled our pace, expecting every moment to come upon some log hut, the owner of which would surely give us hospitality for the night. But darkness came on quickly, and yet we still pushed forward. Poor Elma was limping, and I knew that her injured foot was paining her, even though she could tell me nothing.

At last, however, after walking for nearly four hours in the almost impenetrable forest gloom, always fearing lest we might miss the path, our hearts suddenly beat quickly by seeing before us a light shining in a window, and five minutes later Felix was knocking at the door, and asking in Finnish the occupant to give hospitality to a lady lost in the forest.

We heard a low growl like a muttered imprecation within, and when the door opened there stood upon the threshold a tall, bearded, muscular old fellow in a dirty red shirt, with a big revolver shining in his hand. A quick glance at us satisfied him that we were not thieves, and he invited us in while Felix explained that we had landed from the lake, and our boat having drifted away we had been compelled to take to the woods. The man heard the Finns picturesque story, and then said something to me which Felix translated into Russian.

Your Excellency is welcome to all the poor fare he has. He gives up his bed in the room yonder to the lady, so that she may rest. He is honored by your Excellencys presence.

And while he was making this explanation the herculean wood-cutter in the red shirt stirred the red embers whereon a big pot was simmering, and sending forth an appetizing odor, and in five minutes we were all three sitting down to a stew of capercailzie, with a foaming light beer as a fitting beverage. We finished the dish with such lightning rapidity that our host boiled us a number of eggs, which, I fear, denuded his larder.

The place was a poor one of two low rooms, built of rough log-pines, with double windows for the winter and a high brick stove. Cleanliness was not exactly its characteristic, nevertheless we all passed a very comfortable hour, and received a warm welcome from the lonely old fellow who passed his life so far beyond European civilization, and whose house, he told us, was often snowed up and cut off from all the world for three or four months at a time.

After we had finished our meal, I asked the sturdy old fellow for a pencil, but the nearest thing he possessed was a stick of thick charcoal, and with that it was surely difficult to communicate with our fair companion. Therefore she rose, gave me her hand, bowed smilingly, and then passed into the inner room and closed the door.

The old wood-cutter gave us some coarse tobacco, and after smoking and chatting for an hour we threw ourselves wearily upon the wooden benches and slept soundly.

Suddenly, however, at early dawn, we were startled by a loud banging at the door, the clattering of hoofs, and authoritative shouts in Russian. The old wood-cutter sprang up, and looking through a chink in the heavy shutters turned to us with blanched face, whispering breathlessly — 

The police! What can they want of me?

Open! shouted the horsemen outside. Open in the name of his Majesty!

Felix and I sprang up facing each other.

We are entrapped!

In an instant our guide Felix made a dash for the door of the inner room where Elma had retired, but next second he reappeared, gasping in Russian — 

Excellency! Why, the door is open! The lady has gone!

Gone! I cried, dismayed, rushing into the little room, where I found the truckle couch empty, and the door leading outside wide open. She had actually disappeared!

The police again battered at the opposite door, threatening loudly to break it in if it were not opened at once, whereupon the old wood-cutter drew the bolt and admitted them. Two big, hulking fellows in heavy riding-coats and swords strode in, while two others remained mounted outside, holding the horses.

Your names? demanded one of the fellows, glancing at us as we stood together in expectation.

Our host told them his name, and asked why they wished to enter.

We are searching for a woman who has escaped from Kajana, was the reply. Have you seen any woman here?

No, responded the wood-cutter. We never see any woman out in these woods.

The police-officer strode into the inner room, glanced around to make certain that no one was concealed there, and then returning to me asked, Who are you?

That is my own affair, I answered.

The mystery of Elmas disappearance while we had slept annoyed me. She seemed to have fled from me in secret. Yet could she have received some warning that the police were in search of her? She was deaf, therefore she could not have been alarmed by the banging on the door.

Your identity is my affair, declared the man with the fair, bristly beard, an average type of the uncouth officer of police.

Who is your chief? I inquired, as a sudden thought occurred to me.

Melnikoff, at Helsingfors.

Then this is not in the district of Abo?

No. But what difference does it make? Who are you?

Gordon Gregg, British subject, I replied.

And you are the drosky-driver from Abo, remarked the fellow, turning to Felix. Exactly as I thought. You are the pair who bribed the nun at Kajana, and succeeded in releasing the Englishwoman. In the name of the Czar, I arrest you!

The old wood-cutter turned pale as death. We certainly were in grave peril, for I foresaw the danger of falling into the hands of Baron Oberg, the Strangler of Finland. Yet we had a satisfaction in knowing that, be the mystery what it might, Elma had escaped.

And on what charge, pray, do you presume to arrest me? I inquired as coolly as I could.

For aiding a prisoner to escape.

Then I wish to say, first, that you have no power to arrest me; and, secondly, that if you wish me to give you satisfaction, I am perfectly willing to do so, providing you first accompany me down to Abo.

It is outside my district, growled the fellow, but I saw that his hesitancy was due to his uncertainty as to whom I really might be.

I desire you to take me to the Chief of Police Boranski, who will make all the explanation necessary. Until we have an interview with him, I refuse to give any information concerning myself, I said.

But you have a passport?

I drew it from my pocket, saying — 

It proves, I think, that my name is what I have told you.

The fellow, standing astride, read it, and handed it back to me.

Where is the woman? he demanded. Tell me.

I dont know, was my reply.

Perhaps you will tell me, he said, turning to the old wood-cutter with a sinister expression upon his face. Remember, these fugitives are found in your house, and you are liable to arrest.

I dont know — indeed I dont! protested the old fellow, trembling beneath the officers threat. Like all his class, he feared the police, and held them in dread.

Ah, you dont remember, I suppose! he smiled. Well, perhaps your memory will be refreshed by a month or two in prison. You are also arrested.

But, your Excellency, I—

Enough! blared the bristly officer. You have given shelter to conspirators. You know the penalty in Finland for that, surely?

But these gentlemen are surely not conspirators! the poor old man protested. His Excellency is English, and the English do not plot.

We shall see afterwards, he laughed. And then, turning to the agent of police at his side, he gave him orders to search the log-hut carefully, an investigation in which one of the men from the outside joined. They upset everything and pried everywhere.

You may find papers or letters, said the officer. Search thoroughly. And in every corner they rummaged, even to taking up a number of boards in the inner room which Elma had occupied. But they found nothing.

A dozen times was the old wood-cutter questioned, but he stubbornly refused to admit that he had ever set eyes upon Elma, while I insisted on my right to return to Abo and see Boranski. I knew, of course, by what we had overheard said by the prison-guards, that the Governor-General was extremely anxious to recapture the girl with whom, I frankly admit, I had now so utterly fallen in love. And it appeared that no effort was being spared to search for us. Indeed, the whole of the police in the provinces of Abo and of Helsingfors seemed to be actively making a house-to-house search.

But what could be the truth of Elmas disappearance? Had she fled of her own accord, or had she once more fallen a victim to some ingenious and dastardly plot. That gray dress of hers might, I recollected, betray her if she dared to venture near any town, while her affliction would, of itself, be plain evidence of identification. All I hoped was that she had gone and hidden herself in the forest somewhere in the vicinity to wait until the danger of recapture had passed.

For nearly half an hour I argued with the police officer whose intention it was to take me under arrest to Helsingfors. Once there, however, I knew too well that my liberty would be probably gone for ever. Whatever was the Barons motive in holding the poor girl a prisoner, it would also be his motive to silence me. I knew too much for his liking.

I refuse to go to Helsingfors, I said defiantly. I am a British subject, and demand to be taken back to the port where my passport was viséd. This argument I repeated time after time, until at length I succeeded in convincing him that I really had a right to be taken to Abo, and to seek the aid of the British Vice-Consul if necessary.

For as long as possible I succeeded in delaying our departure, but at length, just as the yellow sun began to struggle through the gray clouds, we were all three compelled to depart in sorrowful procession.

What, we wondered, had really happened to Elma? It was evident that she had not fallen into the hands of the police; nevertheless, the fact that the door of the inner room was open caused them to look upon the statement of the wood-cutter with distinct suspicion and disbelief.

Our captors seemed quite well aware of all the circumstances of our escape from Kajana, and were consequently filled with chagrin that Elma, the person they so much desired to recapture, had slipped through their fingers. While the police rode, we were compelled to walk before them, and after trudging ten miles or so through the forest we came across another small posse of police, who were apparently in search of us, for they expressed delight when they saw us under arrest.

Where is the woman? inquired one officer of the other.

Still at liberty, replied the man who held us as prisoners. In hiding twenty versts back, I think.

Ah, we shall find her before long, he said confidently. Within twelve hours we shall have searched the whole forest. She cannot escape us.

Our captors explained who we were, and then we were pushed forward again, skirting a great wide lake called the Nasjarvi, along the wooded shore of which we walked the whole day long until, at sundown, we came to a picturesque little log-built town facing the water, called Filppula. Here we obtained a hasty meal, and afterwards took the train down to Abo, where we arrived next morning, after a very uncomfortable and sleepless journey.

At nine oclock I stood in the big bare office of Michael Boranski, where only a few days before we had had such a heated argument. As soon as the Chief of Police entered, he recognized me under arrest, and dismissed my guards with a wave of the hand — all save the officer who had brought me there. The Finnish driver and the old wood-cutter were in another room, therefore I stood alone with the police-officer of Helsingfors and the Chief of Police at Abo. The latter listened to the officers story of my arrest without saying a word.

The prisoner, your Excellency, desired to be brought here to you before being taken to Helsingfors. He said you would be aware of the facts.

And so I am, remarked Boranski, with a smile. There is no conspiracy. You must at once release this gentleman and the other two prisoners.

But, Excellency, the Governor-General has issued orders for the prisoners arrest and deportation to Helsingfors.

That may be. But I am Chief of Police in Abo, and I release him.

The officer looked at me in such blank astonishment that I could not resist smiling.

I am well aware of the reason of this Englishmans visit to the north, added Boranski. More need not be said. Has the lady been arrested?

No, your Excellency. Every effort is being made to find her. Colonel Smirnoff has already been relieved of his post as Governor of Kajana, and many of the guards are under arrest for complicity in the plot to allow the woman to escape.

Ah, yes. I see from the despatches that a reward is offered for her recapture.

The Governor-General is determined that she shall not escape, remarked the other.

She is probably hidden in the forest, somewhere or other.

Of course. They are making a thorough search over every verst of it. If she is there, she will most certainly be found.

No doubt, remarked Boranski, leaning back in his padded chair and looking at me meaningly across the littered table. And now I wish to speak to this Englishman privately, so please leave us. Also inform the other two prisoners that they are at liberty.

But your Excellency does this upon his own responsibility, he said anxiously. Remember that I brought them to you under arrest.

And I release them entirely at my own discretion, he said. As Chief of Police of this province, I am permitted to use my jurisdiction, and I exercise it in this matter. You are liberty to report that at Helsingfors, if you so desire, but I should suggest that you say nothing unless absolutely obliged — you understand?

The manner in which Boranski spoke apparently decided my captor, for after a moments hesitation he said, saluting:

If that is really your wish, then I will obey. And he left.

Excellency! exclaimed the Chief of Police, rising quickly and walking towards me as soon as the door was closed, and we were alone, you have had a very narrow escape — very. I did my best to assist you. I succeeded in bribing the water-guards at Kajana in order that you might secure the ladys release. But it seems that just at the very moment when you were about to get away one of the guards turned informer and roused the governor of the castle, with the result that you all three nearly lost your lives. The whole matter has been reported to me officially, and, he added with a grim smile, my men are now searching everywhere for you.

But why is Baron Oberg so extremely anxious to recapture Miss Heath? I asked earnestly.

I have no idea, was his reply. The secret orders from Helsingfors to me are to arrest her at all hazards — alive or dead.

Which means that the Baron would not regret if she was dead, I remarked, in response to which he nodded in the affirmative.

I told him of the faithful services of Felix, the Finlander, whereupon he said simply:

I told you that you might trust him implicitly.

But now that you have shown yourself my friend, I said, you will assist Miss Heath to escape this man, who desires to hold her prisoner in that awful place. They are driving her mad.

I will do my best, he answered, but shaking his head dubiously. But you must recollect that Baron Oberg is Governor-General of Finland, with all the powers of the Czar himself.

And if Elma Heath again falls into his unscrupulous hands, she will die, I declared.

Ah! he sighed, looking me straight in the face, I fear that what you say is only too true. She evidently holds some secret which he fears she will reveal. He wishes to rearrest her in order — well— he added in a low tone, in order to close her lips. It would not be the first time that persons have been silenced in secret at Kajana. Many fatal accidents take place in that fortress, you know.


CHAPTER XII

THE STRANGLER
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WHERE WAS ELMA? What was the cause of her inexplicable disappearance into the gloomy forest while we had slept?

I returned to the hotel where I had stayed on my arrival, a comfortable place called the Phoenix, and lunched there alone. Both Felix, the Finn, and my host, the wood-cutter, had received their douceurs and left, but to the last-named I had given instructions to return home at once and report by telegraph any news of my lost one.

A thousand conflicting thoughts arose within me as I sat in that crowded salle-à-manger filled with a gobbling crowd of the commercial men of Abo. I had, I recognized, now to deal with the most powerful man in that country, and I suffered a distinct disadvantage by being in ignorance of the reason he held that sweet English girl a prisoner. The tragedy of the dastardly manner in which she had been willfully maimed caused my blood to boil within me. I had never believed that in this civilized twentieth century such things could be.

Michael Boranski had given his pledge to assist me, yet he had most plainly explained to me his fears. The Baron was intent upon again getting Elma into his power. Was it at his orders, I wondered, that the sweet-faced girl had been deprived of speech and hearing? Had she fallen an innocent victim to his infamous scheming?

About me men were eating strange dishes and talking in Finnish, while others were smoking and drinking their vodka; but I was in no mood for observation. My only thought was of she who was now lost to me.

Why had she disappeared without warning I was at loss to imagine, yet I could only surmise that her flight had been compulsory. Some women possess a mysterious sense of intuition, a curious and indescribable faculty of knowing when evil threatens them, that presents a strange and puzzling problem to our scientists. It is unaccountable, and yet many women possess it in a very marked degree. Was it, therefore, possible that Elma had awakened, and being warned of her peril had fled without arousing us? The suggestion was possible, but I feared improbable.

Another very curious feature in the affair was the sudden manner in which Michael Boranski had exerted his power and influence in order to render me that service. He had actually bribed the guards of Kajana; he had instructed the faithful Felix, he had provided our boat, and he had ordered the nun to open the water-gate to me. Why?

There was, I felt convinced, some hidden motive in all that sudden and marked friendliness. That he really hated the English I had seen plainly when we had first met, and I had only compelled him to serve me by presenting the order signed by the Emperor, which made me his guest within the Russian dominions. Even that document did not account for the length he had gone to secure the release of the woman I now loved in secret. The more I thought it over, the more anxious did I become. I could discern no motive for his friendliness, and, truth to tell, I always distrust those who are too friendly. What straight and decided line of action should I take? Carefully I went over all the strange events that had happened in England, and while anxious to obtain some solution of the amazing problem, yet I could not bring myself to leave Finland, and allow Elma to fall into the clutches of that high official who so persistently sought her end. No. I would go to him and face him. I was anxious to see what manner of man was The Strangler of Finland. Therefore, that same evening I left Abo, and traveled by rail up to the junction Toijala, whence, after a wait of six hours, I resumed by slow journey to Helsingfors. I put up at Kamps, an elegant hotel on the long esplanade overlooking the port, and found the town, with its handsome streets and spacious squares, to be a much finer place than I had believed. When I inquired of the French director of my hotel for the residence of his Excellency, the Governor-General, he regarded me with some surprise, saying:

The Baron lives up at the Palace, msieur — that great building opposite the Salutong. The driver of your drosky will point it out to you.

Is his Excellency in Helsingfors at the present moment? I asked.

The Baron never leaves the Palace, msieur, responded the man. This is a strange country, you know, he added, with a grin. It is said that his Excellency is in hourly fear of assassination.

Perhaps not without cause, I remarked in a low voice, at which he elevated his shoulders and smiled.

At noon I descended from a drosky before a long, gray, massive building, over the big doorway of which was a large escutcheon bearing the Russian arms emblazoned in gold, and on entering where a sentry stood on either side, a colossal concierge in livery of bright blue and gold came forward to meet me, asking in Russian:

Whom do you wish to see?

His Excellency, the Governor-General.

Have you an appointment?

No.

His Excellency sees no one without an appointment, the man told me somewhat gruffly.

I am not here on public business, but upon a private matter, I explained. Perhaps I may see his Excellencys secretary?

If you wish, but I repeat that his Excellency sees no one without a previous appointment.

I knew this quite well, for the Strangler of Finland, fearful of assassination, was as unapproachable as the Czar himself. Following the directions of the concierge, however, I crossed a great bare courtyard, and, ascending a wide stone staircase, was confronted by a servant, who, on hearing my inquiry took me into a waiting-room, and left with my card to Colonel Luganski, whom he informed me was the Barons private secretary.

After ten minutes or so the man returned, saying:

The Colonel will see you if you will please step this way, and following him he conducted me into the richly furnished private apartments of the Palace, across a great hall filled with fine paintings, and then up a long thickly-carpeted passage to a small, elegant room, where a tall bald-headed man in military uniform stood awaiting me.

Your name is Msieur Gregg, he exclaimed in very good French, and I understand you desire audience of his Excellency, the Governor-General. I regret, however, that he never gives audience to strangers.

The matter upon which I desire to see his Excellency is of a purely private and confidential nature, I said, for used as I was to the ways of foreign officialdom, I spoke with the same firm courtesy as himself.

I am very sorry, msieur, but I fear it will be necessary in that case for you to write to his Excellency, and mark your letter personal. It will then go into the Governor-Generals own hands.

What I have to say cannot be committed to writing, was my reply. I must see Baron Oberg upon a matter which affects him personally, and which admits of no delay.

He glanced at me quickly, and then in a low voice inquired:

Is it in regard to a — well, a conspiracy?

His question instantly suggested to me a ruse, and I replied in the affirmative.

Then you can place the facts before me without the slightest hesitation, he said, going to the door and slipping the bolt into its socket. Anything spoken into my ear is as though it were spoken into that of his Excellency himself.

I much regret, Msieur the Colonel, that I must see the Baron in person.

Has the plot assassination as its object — or revolt? he asked pointedly.

That I will explain to the Baron only.

But I tell you he will not see you. We have so many persons here with secret information concerning Finnish conspiracies against our Russian rule. Why, if his Excellency saw everyone who desired to see him, he would be compelled to give audience the whole twenty-four hours round.

At a glance I saw that this elegant Colonel, who seemed to take the greatest pride over his exquisitely kept person and his spotless uniform, did not intend to allow me the satisfaction of an audience of that most hated official of the Czar. The latter was in fear of the dagger, the pistol, or the bomb, and consequently hedged himself in by persons of the Colonels type — courteous, diplomatic, but utterly unbending. After some further argument, I said at last in a firm tone:

I wish to impress upon you the extreme importance of the information I have to impart, and can only repeat that it is a matter concerning his Excellency privately. Will you therefore do me the favor to take my name to him?

His Excellency refuses to be troubled with the names of strangers, was his cold reply, as he turned over my card in his hand.

But if I write upon it the nature of my business, and enclose it in an envelope, will you then take it to him? I suggested.

He hesitated for a short time, twisting his mustache, and then replied with great reluctance:

Well, if you are so determined, you may write your business upon your card.

I therefore took out one, and on the back wrote in French the words which I knew must have the effect of obtaining an audience for me:

To give information regarding Miss Elma Heath.



This I enclosed in the envelope he handed to me, when, ringing a bell, he handed it to the footman who appeared, with orders to take it to his Excellency and await a reply. The response came in a few minutes.

His Excellency will give audience to the English msieur.

Then I rose and followed the footman through several wide corridors filled with palms and flowers, which formed a kind of winter-garden, until we crossed a red-carpeted ante-room, where two statuesque sentries stood on guard, and the man conducting me rapped at the great polished mahogany doors of the room beyond.

A voice responded, the door was opened, and I found myself in a high, beautifully-painted room, with long windows hung with pastel-blue silk with heavy gilt fringe, a pastel-blue carpet, and upon the opposite wall a great canopy of rich purple velvet bearing the double-headed eagle embroidered in gold. The apartment was splendidly decorated, and in the center of the parquet floor, with his back to the light, was the thin, wiry figure of an elderly man in a funereal frock-coat, in the lapel of which showed the red and yellow ribbon of the Order of Saint Anne. His hands were behind his back, and he stood purposely in such a position that when I entered I could not at first see his face against the strong, gray light behind.

But when the footman had bowed and retired and we were alone, he turned slightly, and I then saw that his bony face, with high cheek-bones, slight gray side-whiskers, hard mouth and black eyes set closely together, was one that bore the mark of evil upon it — the keen, sinister countenance of one who could act without any compunction and without regret. Truly one would not be surprised at any cruel, dastardly action of a man with such a face — the face of an oppressor.

Well? he snapped in French in a high-pitched voice. You want to see me concerning that mad English girl? What picturesque lies do you intend to tell me concerning her?

I have no intention of telling any untruths concerning her, was my quick response, as I faced him unflinchingly. She has told me sufficient to—

She has told you something! Ah! I guessed as much. I expected this! And I saw that his thin, crafty face went pale, while his eyes glanced evilly upon me. He believed that she had revealed to me her secret. He placed his hand upon the back of a chair wherein was concealed an electric button, and next instant a little stout man in shabby black appeared as though by magic through a secret door hidden in the dark paneling of the audience chamber — the man who was his personal guard against the plots for his assassination.

His Excellency spoke, and the words he uttered staggered me. I stood aghast.

Seize that man! he cried, pointing to me. He is armed! He has just threatened to kill me! He is the man against whom we were recently warned — the Englishman!

Ah! I cried, standing before the thin-faced official of the Czar, the unscrupulous man who had crushed Finland beneath the iron heel of Russia, and who, by his lying allegation, now held me in his power. I see your object, Baron Oberg! You intend to arrest me as a conspirator!

Search the fellow. He has a revolver there in his hip-pocket, declared the Governor-General, and in an instant the short, ferret-eyed little man had run his hands down me and felt my weapon.

I drew it forth and handed it to him, saying:

You are quite welcome to it if you fear that I am here with any sinister motive.

He obtained admission by a clever ruse, the Baron explained to the police agent. And then he threatened me.

Its untrue, I protested hotly. I have merely called to see you regarding the young English lady, Elma Heath — the unfortunate lady whom you consigned to the fortress of Kajana.

The mad woman, you mean! he laughed.

She is not mad, I cried, but as sane as you yourself. It is you who intended that the horrors of the castle should drive her insane, and thus your secret should be kept!

What do you suggest? he demanded, stepping a few paces towards me.

I mean, Xavier Oberg, that you would kill Elma Heath if you dared to do so, I answered plainly, as I faced him unflinchingly.

You see? he laughed, turning to the stout man at my side. The fellow is insane. He does not know what he is talking about. Ah, my dear Malkoff, Ive had a narrow escape! He came here intending to shoot me.

I did not, I protested. I am here to demand satisfaction on behalf of Miss Heath.

Oh! — well, if the lady cares to come here herself, I will give her the satisfaction she desires, was his crafty reply.

The lady has escaped you, and it is therefore hardly likely she will willingly return to Helsingfors, I said.

It was you who succeeded, by throwing the guard into the water, in abducting her from the castle, he remarked. But, he added sneeringly, with a sinister smile, I presume your gallantry was prompted by affection — eh?

That is my own affair.

A deaf and dumb woman is surely not a very cheerful companion!

And who caused her that affliction? I cried hotly. When she was at Chichester she possessed speech and hearing as other girls. Indeed, she was not afflicted when on board the Lola in Leghorn harbor only a few months ago. Perhaps you recollect the narrow escape the yacht had on the Meloria sands?

His eyes met mine, and I saw by his drawn face and narrow brows that my words were causing him the utmost consternation. My object was to make him believe that I knew more than I really did — to hold him in fear, in fact.

Perhaps the man whom some know as Hornby, or Woodroffe, could tell an interesting story, I went on. He will, no doubt, when he meets Elma Heath, and finds the terrible affliction of which she has been the victim.

His thin, bony countenance was bloodless, his mouth twitched and his gray brows contracted quickly.

I havent the least idea what you mean, my dear sir, he stammered. All that you say is entirely enigmatical to me. What have I to do with this mad Englishwomans affairs?

Send out this man, I said, pointing to the detective Malkoff, who had appeared from behind the paneling of the audience-chamber. Send him out, and I will tell you.

But the representative of the Czar, always as much in dread of assassination as his imperial master, refused. I saw that what I had said had upset him, and that he was not at all clear as to how much or how little of the true facts I knew.

The connection between the little miniature cross of the Order of St. Anne and that red and yellow ribbon in his button-hole struck me forcibly at that moment, and I said:

I have no desire to make any statements before a second person. I came here to see you privately, and in private will I speak. I have certain information that will, I feel confident, be of the utmost interest to you — concerning another woman, Armida Santini.

His lips were pressed together, and I noticed how he started when I uttered the name of that woman whom I had found dead in Rannoch Wood, and whose body had so mysteriously disappeared.

And what on earth can the woman concern me? he asked, with a brave attempt to remain cool, still speaking in French.

Only that you knew her, was my brief reply. Then, with my eyes still fixed upon his, I asked: Will you not now request this gentleman to retire?

He hesitated a moment, and then with a wave of his hand dismissed the man he had summoned to his aid. A moment later the Stranglers personal protector had disappeared through that secret door in the paneling by which he had entered.

Well? asked the Baron, turning quickly to me again, his dark, evil eyes trying to fathom my intentions.

Well? I asked. And what, pray, can you profit by denouncing me as an assassin? Remember, Baron, that your secret is mine, I said in a clear voice full of meaning.

And your intention is blackmail — eh? he snapped, walking to the window and back again. How much do you want?

My intention is nothing of the kind. My object is to avenge the outrageous injury to Elma Heath.

Of course. That is only natural, msieur, if you have fallen in love with her, he said. But are not your intentions somewhat ill-advised considering her position as a criminal lunatic?

She is neither, I protested quickly.

Very well. You know better than myself, he laughed. The offense for which she was condemned to confinement in a fortress was the attempted assassination of Madame Vakuroff, wife of the General commanding the Uleaborg Military Division.

Assassination! I cried. Have you actually sent her to prison as a murderess?

I have not. The Criminal Court of Abo did so, he said dryly. The offense has since been proved to have been the outcome of a political conspiracy, and the Minister of the Interior in Petersburg last week signed an order for the prisoners transportation to the island of Saghalien.

Ah! I remarked with set teeth. Because you fear lest she shall write down your secret.

You are insulting! You evidently do not know what you are saying, he exclaimed resentfully.

I know what I am saying quite well. You have requested her removal to Saghalien in order that the truth shall be never known. But Baron Oberg, I added with mock politeness, you may do as you will, you may send Elma Heath to her grave, you may hold me prisoner if you dare, but there are still witnesses of your crime that will rise against you.

In an instant he went ghastly pale, and I knew that my blind shot had struck its mark. The man before me was guilty of some crime, but what it was only Elma herself could tell. That he had had her arrested for an attempted political assassination only showed how ingeniously and craftily the heartless ruler of that ruined country had laid his plans. He feared Elma, and therefore had conspired to have her sent out to that dismal penal island in the far-off Pacific.

You do not fear arrest, msieur? he asked, as though with some surprise.

Not in the least — at least, not arrest by you. You may be the representative of the Emperor in Finland, but even here there is justice for the innocent.

A sinister smile played around the thin, gray lips of the man whose very name was hated through the great empire of the Czar, and was synonymous of oppression, injustice, and heartless tyranny.

All I can repeat, he said, is that if you bring the young Englishwoman here I shall be quite prepared to hear her appeal. And he laughed harshly.

You ask that because you know it is impossible, I said, whereat he again laughed in my face — a laugh which made me wonder whether Elma had not already fallen into his hands. The uncertainty of her fate held me in terrible suspense.

I merely wish to impress upon you the fact that I have not the slightest interest whatsoever in the person in question, he said coldly. You seem to have formed some romantic attachment towards this young woman who attempted to poison Madame Vakuroff, and to have succeeded in rescuing her from Kajana. You afterwards disregard the fact that you are liable to a long term of imprisonment yourself, and actually have the audacity to seek audience of me and make all sorts of hints and suggestions that I have held the woman a prisoner for my own ends!

Not only do I repeat that, Baron Oberg, I said quickly. But I also allege that it was at your instigation that in Siena an operation was performed upon the unfortunate girl which deprived her of speech and hearing.

At my instigation?

Yes, at yours!

He laughed again, but uneasily, a forced laugh, and leaned against the edge of the big writing-table near the window.

Well, what next? he inquired, pretending to be interested in my allegations. What do you want of me?

I desire you to give the Mademoiselle Heath her complete freedom, I said.

Is that all?

All — for the present.

But her future is not in my hands. The Minister in Petersburg has decreed her removal to Saghalien as a person dangerous to the State.

Which means that she will be ill-treated — knouted to death, perhaps.

We do not use the knout in the Russian prisons nowadays, he said briefly. His Majesty has decreed its abolition.

But you adopt torture in Kajana and Schusselburg instead.

My time is too limited to discuss our penal system, msieur, he exclaimed impatiently, while I could well see that he was anxious to escape before I made any further charges against him. I had already shown him that Elma had spoken, and he feared that she had told the truth. While this would embitter him against her and cause him to seek to silence her at all hazards, it was of course in my own interests that he should fear any revelations that I might make.

You have posed in England as the uncle of Elma Heath, and yet you here hold her prisoner. For what reason? I demanded.

She is held prisoner by the State — for conspiracy against Russian rule — not by herself personally.

Who enticed her here? Why you, yourself. Who conspired to throw the guilt of this attempted murder of the generals wife upon her? You — you, the man whom they call The Strangler of Finland! But I will avenge the cruel and abominable affliction you have placed upon her. Her secret — your secret, Baron Oberg — shall be published to the world. You are her enemy — and therefore mine!

Very well, he growled between his teeth, advancing towards me threateningly, his fists clenched in his rage. Recollect, msieur, that you have insulted me. Recollect that I am Governor-General of Finland.

If you were Czar himself, I should not hesitate to denounce you as the tyrant and mutilator of a poor defenseless woman.

And to whom, pray, will you tell this romantic story of yours? he laughed hoarsely. To your prison walls below the lake at Kajana? Yes, Msieur Gregg, you will go there, and once within the fortress you shall never again see the light of day. You threaten me — the Governor-General of Finland! he laughed in a strange, high-pitched key as he threw himself into a chair and scribbled something rapidly upon paper, appending his signature in his small crabbed handwriting.

I do not threaten, I said in open defiance, I shall act.

And so shall I, he said with an evil grin upon his bony face as he blotted what he had written and took it up, adding: In the darkness and silence of your living tomb, you can tell whatever strange stories you like concerning me. They are used to idiots where you are going, he added grimly.

Oh! And where am I going?

Back to Kanaja. This order consigns you to confinement there as a dangerous political conspirator, as one who has threatened me — it consigns you to the cells below the lake — for life!

I laughed aloud, and my hand sought my wallet wherein was that all-powerful document — the order of the Emperor which gave me, as an imperial guest, immunity from arrest. I would produce it as my trump-card.

Next second, however, I held my breath, and I think I must have turned pale. My pocket was empty! My wallet had been stolen! Entirely and helplessly I had fallen into the hands of the tyrant of the Czar.

His own personal interest would be to consign me to a living tomb in that grim fortress of Kajana, the horrors of which were unspeakable. I had seen enough during my inspection of the Russian prisons as a journalist to know that there, in strangled Finland, I should not be treated with the same consideration or humanity as in Petersburg or Warsaw. The Governor-General consigned me to Kajana as a political, which was synonymous with a sentence of death in those damp, dark oubliettes beneath the water-dungeons every whit as awful as those of the Paris Bastile.

We faced each other, and I looked straight into his gray, bony face, and answered in a tone of defiance:

You are Governor-General, it is true, but you will, I think, reflect before you consign me, an Englishman, to prison without trial. I know full well that the English are hated by Russia, yet I assure you that in London we entertain no love for your nation or its methods.

Yes, he laughed, you are quite right. Russia has no use for an effete ally such as England is.

Effete or powerful, my country is still able to present an ultimatum when diplomacy requires it, I said. Therefore I have no fear. Send me to prison, and I tell you that the responsibility rests upon yourself. And folding my arms I kept my eyes intently upon his, so that he should not see that I wavered.

As for the responsibility, I certainly do not fear that, msieur, he said.

But the exposure that will result — are you prepared to face that? I asked. Perhaps you are not aware that others beside myself — one other, indeed, who is a diplomatist — is aware of my journey here? If I do not return, your Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Petersburg will be pressed for a reason.

Which they will not give.

Then if they do not, the truth will be out, I said laughing harshly, for I saw how determined he had become to hold me prisoner. Come, call up your myrmidon and send me to Kajana. It will be the first step towards your own downfall.

We shall see, he growled.

Ah! you surely do not think that I, after ten years service in the British diplomatic service, would dare to come to Finland upon this quest — would dare to face the rotten and corrupt officialdom which Russia has placed within this country — without first taking some adequate precaution? No, Baron. Therefore I defy you, and I leave Helsingfors to-night.

You will not. You are under arrest.

I laughed heartily and snapped my fingers, saying:

Before you give me over to your police, first telegraph to your Minister of Finance, Monsieur de Witte, and inquire of him who and what I am.

I dont understand you.

You have merely to send my name and description to the Minister and ask for a reply, I said. He will give you instructions — or, if you so desire, ask his Majesty yourself.

And why, pray, does his Majesty concern himself about you? he asked, at once puzzled.

You will learn later, after I am confined in Kajana and your secret is known in Petersburg.

What do you mean?

I mean, I said, I mean that I have taken all the necessary steps to be forearmed against you. The day I am incarcerated by your order, the whole truth will be known. I shall not be the sufferer — but you will.

My words, purposely enigmatical, misled him. He saw the drift of my argument, and being of course unaware of how much I knew, he was still in fear of me. My only uncertainty was of the actual fate of poor Elma. My wallet had been stolen — with a purpose, without a doubt — for the thief had deprived me of that most important of all documents, the open sesame to every closed door, the ukase of the Czar.

You defy me! he said hoarsely, turning back to the window with the written order for my imprisonment as a political still in his hand. But we shall see.

You rule Finland, I said in a hard tone, but you have no power over Gordon Gregg.

I have power, and intend to exert it.

For your own ruin, I remarked with a self-confident smile. You may give your torturers orders to kill me — orders that a fatal accident shall occur within the fortress — but I tell you frankly that my death will neither erase nor conceal your own offenses. There are others, away in England, who are aware of them, and who will, in order to avenge my death, speak the truth. Remember that although Elma Heath has been deprived of both hearing and of speech, she can still write down the true facts in black and white. The Czar may be your patron, and you his favorite, but his Majesty has no tolerance of officials who are guilty of what you are guilty of. You talk of arresting me! I added with a smile. Why, you ought rather to go on your knees and beg my silence.

He went white with rage at my cutting sarcasm. He literally boiled over, for he saw that I was quite cool and had no fear of him or of the terrible punishment to which he intended to consign me. Besides which, he was filled with wonder regarding the exact amount of information which Elma had imparted to me.

There are certain persons, I went on, to whom it would be of intense interest to know the true reason why the steam-yacht Lola put into Leghorn; why I was entertained on board her; why the safe in the British Consulate was rifled, and why the unfortunate girl, kept a prisoner on board, was taken on shore just before the hurried sailing of the vessel. And there are other mysteries which the English police are trying to solve, namely, the reason Armida Santini and a man disguised as her husband died in Scotland at the hand of an assassin. But surely I need say no more. It is surely sufficient to convince you that if the truth were spoken, the revelations would be distinctly awkward.

For whom? he asked, opening his eyes.

For you. Come, Baron, I said, can we not yet speak frankly?

But he was silent for a moment, a fact which was in itself proof that my pointed argument had caused him to reconsider his intention of sending me under escort back to that castle of terror.

If my journey there was in order to meet my love, I would not have cared. It was the ignorance of her whereabouts or of her fate that held me in such deep, all-consuming anxiety. Each hour that passed increased my fond and tender affection for her. And yet what irony of circumstance! She had been cruelly snatched from me at the very moment that freedom had been ours.

I think it was well that I assumed that air of defiance with the man who had ground Finland beneath his heel. He was unused to it. No one dared to go against his will, or to utter taunt or threat to him. He was paramount, with all the powers of an emperor — the power, indeed, of life and death. Therefore he was not in the habit of being either thwarted or criticised, and I could see that my words had aroused within him a boiling tumult of resentment and of rage. I told him nothing of the loss of my wallet or of the precious document that it had contained. My defiance was merely upon principle.

Arrest me if you like. Denounce me by means of any lie that arises to your lips, but remember that the truth is known beyond the confines of the Russian Empire, and for that reason traces will be sought of me and full explanation demanded. I have taken precaution, Xavier Oberg, I added, therefore do your worst. I repeat again that I defy you!

He paced the big room, his thin claw-like hands still clenched, his yellow teeth grinding, his dark, deep-set eyes fixed straight before him. If he had dared, he would have struck me down at his feet. But he did not dare. I saw too plainly that even though my wallet was gone I still held the trump-card — that he feared me.

The mention I had made of the Minister of Finance, however, seemed to cause him considerable hesitation. That high official had the ear of the Emperor, and if I were a friend there might be inquiries. As I stood before him leaning against a small buhl table, I watched all the complex workings of his mind, and tried to read the mysterious motive which had caused him to consign poor Elma to Kajana.

He was a proud bully, possessing neither pity nor remorse, an average specimen of the high Russian official, a hide-bound bureaucrat, a slave to etiquette and possessing a veneer of polish. But beneath it all I saw that he was a coward in deadly fear of assassination — a coward who dreaded lest some secret should be revealed. That concealed door in the paneling with the armed guard lurking behind was sufficiently plain evidence that he was not the fearless Governor-General that was popularly supposed. He, The Strangler of Finland, had crushed the gallant nation into submission, ruining their commerce, sapping the country by impressing its youth into the Russian army, forbidding the use of the Finnish language, and taxing the people until the factories had been compelled to close down while the peasantry starved. And now, on the verge of revolt, there had arisen a band of patriots who resented ruin, and who had already warned his Majesty by letter that if Baron Oberg were not removed from his post he would die.

These and other thoughts ran through my mind in the silence that followed our heated argument, for I saw well that he was in actual fear of me. I had led him to believe that I knew everything, and that his future was in my hands, while he, on his part, was anxious to hold me prisoner, and yet dared not do so.

My wallet had probably been stolen by some lurking police-spy, for Russian agents abound everywhere in Finland, reporting conspiracies that do not exist and denouncing the innocent as politicals.

The Baron had halted, and was looking through one of the great windows down upon the courtyard below where the sentries were pacing. The palace was for him a gilded prison, for he dared not go out for a drive in one or other of the parks or for a blow on the water across to Hogholmen or Dagero, being compelled to remain there for months without showing himself publicly. People in Abo had told me that when he did go out into the streets of Helsingfors it was at night, and he usually disguised himself in the uniform of a private soldier of the guard, thus escaping recognition by those who, driven to desperation by injustice, sought his life.

A long silence had fallen between us, and it now occurred to me to take advantage of his hesitation. Therefore I said in a firm voice, in French — 

I think, Baron, our interview is at an end, is it not? Therefore I wish you good-day.

He turned upon me suddenly with an evil flash in his dark eyes, and a snarling imprecation in Russian upon his lips. His hand still held the order committing me to the fortress.

But before I leave you will destroy that document. It may fall into other hands, you know, and I walked towards him with quick determination.

I shall do nothing of the kind! he snapped.

Without further word I snatched the paper from his thin white fingers and tore it up before his face. His countenance went livid. I do not think I have ever seen a mans face assume such an expression of fiendish vindictiveness. It was as though at that instant hell had been let loose within his heart.

But I turned upon my heel and went out, passing the sentries in the ante-room, along the flower-filled corridors and across the courtyard to the main entrance where the gorgeous concierge saluted me as I stepped forth into the square.

I had escaped by means of my own diplomacy and firmness. The Czars representative — the man who ruled that country — feared me, and for that reason did not hold me prisoner. Yet when I recalled that evil look of revenge on my departure, I could not help certain feelings of grave apprehension arising within me.

Returning to my hotel, I smoked a cigar in my room and pondered. Where was Elma? was the chief question which arose within my mind. By remaining in Helsingfors I could achieve nothing further, now that I had made the acquaintance of the oppressor, whereas if I returned to Abo I might perchance be able to obtain some clue to my loves whereabouts. I call her my love because I both pitied and loved the poor afflicted girl who was so helpless and defenseless.

Therefore I took the midnight train back to Abo, arriving at the hotel next morning. After an hours rest I set out anxiously in search of Felix, the drosky-driver. I found him in his log-built house in the Ludno quarter, and when he asked me in I saw, from his face, that he had news to impart.

Well? I inquired. And what of the lady? Has she been found?

Ah! your Excellency. It is a pity you were not here yesterday, he said with a sigh.

Why? Tell me quickly. What has happened?

I have been assisting the police as spy, Excellency, as I often do, and I have seen her.

Seen her! Where? I cried in quick anxiety.

Here, in Abo. She arrived yesterday morning from Tammerfors accompanied by an Englishman. She had changed her dress, and was all in black. They lunched together at the Restaurant du Nord opposite the landing stage, and an hour later left by steamer for Petersburg.

An Englishman! I cried. Did you not inform the Chief of Police, Boranski?

Yes, your Excellency. But he said that their passports being in order it was better to allow the lady to proceed. To delay her might mean her rearrest in Finland, he added.

Then their passports were viséd here on embarking? I exclaimed. What was the name upon that of the Englishman?

I have it here written down, Excellency. I cannot pronounce your difficult English names. And he produced a scrap of dirty paper whereon was written in a Russian hand the name — 

Martin Woodroffe.


CHAPTER XIII

A DOUBLE GAME AND ITS CONSEQUENCES
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I WENT TO the railway station, and from the time-table gathered that if I left Abo by rail at noon I could be in Petersburg an hour before noon on the morrow, or about four hours before the arrival of the steamer by which the silent girl and her companion were passengers. This I decided upon doing, but before leaving I paid a visit to my friend, Boranski, who, to my surprise and delight, handed me my wallet with the Czars letter intact, saying that it had been found upon a German thief who had been arrested at the harbor on the previous night. The fellow had, no doubt, stolen it from my pocket believing I carried my paper money in the flap.

The affair of the English lady is a most extraordinary one, remarked the Chief of Police, toying with his pen as he sat at his big table. She seems to have met this Englishman up at Tammerfors, or at some place further north, yet it is curious that her passport should be in order even though she fled so precipitately from Kajana. There is a mystery connected with her disappearance from the wood-cutters hut that I confess I cannot fathom.

Neither can I, I said. I know the man who is with her, and cannot help fearing that he is her bitterest enemy — that he is acting in concert with the Baron.

Then why is he taking her to the capital — beyond the jurisdiction of the Governor-General?

I am going straight to Petersburg to ascertain, I said. I have only come to thank you for your kindness in this matter. Truth to tell, I have been somewhat surprised that you should have interested yourself on my behalf, I added, looking straight at the uniformed official.

It was not on yours, but on hers, he answered, somewhat enigmatically. I know something of the affair, but it was my duty as a man to help the poor girl to escape from that terrible place. She has, I know, been unjustly condemned for the attempted assassination of the wife of a General — condemned with a purpose, of course. Such a thing is not unusual in Finland.

Abominable! I cried. Oberg is a veritable fiend.

But the man only shrugged his shoulders, saying — 

The orders of his Excellency the Governor-General have to be obeyed, whatever they are. We often regret, but we dare not refuse to carry them out.

Russian rule is a disgrace to our modern civilization, I declared hotly. I have every sympathy with those who are fighting for freedom.

Ah, you are not alone in that, he sighed, speaking in a low whisper, and glancing around. His Majesty would order reforms and ameliorate the condition of his people, if only it were possible. But he, like his officials, are powerless. Here we speak of the great uprising with bated breath, but we, alas! know that it must come one day — very soon — and Finland will be the first to endeavor to break her bonds — and the Baron Oberg the first to fall.

For nearly an hour I sat with him, surprised to find how, although his exterior was so harsh and uncouth, yet his heart really bled for the poor starving people he was so constantly forced to oppress.

I have ruined this town of Abo, he declared, quite frankly. To my own knowledge five hundred innocent persons have gone to prison, and another two hundred have been exiled to Siberia. Yet what I have done is only at direct orders from Helsingfors — orders that are stern, pitiless and unjust. Men have been torn from their families and sent to the mines, women have been arrested for no offense and shipped off to Saghalien, and mere children have been cast into prison on charges of political conspiracy with their elders — in order to Russify the province! Only, he added anxiously, I trust you will never repeat what I tell you. You have asked me why I assisted the English Mademoiselle to escape from Kajana, and I have explained the reason.

We ate a hearty meal in company at the Sampalinna, a restaurant built like a Swiss châlet, and at noon I entered the train on the first stage of my slow, tedious journey through the great silent forests and along the shores of the lakes of Southern Finland, by way of Tavestehus and Viborg, to Petersburg.

I was alone in the compartment, and sat moodily watching the panorama of wood and river as we slowly wound up the tortuous ascents and descended the steep gradients. I had not even a newspaper with which to while away the time, only my own apprehensive thoughts of whither my helpless love was being conducted.



Surely to no man was there ever presented such a complicated problem as that which I was now trying so vigorously to solve. I loved Elma Heath. The more I reflected, the deeper did her sweet countenance and tender grace impress themselves upon my heart. I loved her, therefore I was striving to overtake her.

The steamer, I learned, would call at Hango and Helsingfors. Would they, I wonder, disembark at either of those places? Was the man whom I had known as Hornby, the owner of the Lola, taking her to place her again in the fiendish hands of Xavier Oberg? The very thought of it caused me to hold my breath.

Daylight came at last, cold and gray, over those dreary interminable marshes where game, especially snipe, seemed abundant, and at a small station at the head of a lake called Davidstadt I took my morning glass of tea; then we resumed our journey down to Viborg, where a short, thick-set Russian of the commercial class, but something of a dandy, entered my compartment, and we left express for Petersburg.

We had passed by a small station called Galitsina, near which were many villas occupied in summer by families from Petersburg, and were traveling through the dense gloomy pine-woods, when my fellow-traveler, having asked permission to smoke, commenced to chat affably. He seemed a pleasant fellow, and told me that he was a wool merchant, and that he had been having a pleasant vacation trout fishing in the Vuoski above the falls of the Imatra, where the pools between the rapids abound with fish.

He had told me that on account of the shore being so full of weeds and the clearness of the water, fishing from the banks was almost an impossibility, and how they had to accustom themselves to troll from a boat so small as to only accommodate the rower and the fisherman.

Then he remarked suddenly — 

You are English, I presume — possibly from Helsingfors?

No, I answered. From Abo. I crossed from Stockholm, and am going to Petersburg.

And I also. I live in Petersburg, he added. We may perhaps meet one day. Do you know the capital?

I explained that I had visited it once before, and had done the usual round of sight-seeing. His manner was brisk and to the point, as became a man of business, but when we stopped at Bele-Ostrof, on the opposite side of the small winding river that separates Finland from Russia proper, the Customs officer who came to examine our baggage exchanged a curious meaning look with him.

My fellow-traveler believed that I had not observed, yet, keenly on the alert as I now was, I was shrewd to detect the least sign or look, and I at once resolved to tell the fellow nothing further of my own affairs. He was, no doubt, a spy of The Stranglers, who had followed me all the way from Abo, and had only entered my carriage for the final stage of the journey.

This revelation caused me some uneasiness, for even though I was able to evade the man on arrival in Petersburg, he could no doubt quickly obtain news of my whereabouts from the police to whom my passport must be sent. I pretended to doze, and lay back with my eyes half-closed watching him. When he found me disinclined to talk further, he took up the paper he had bought and became engrossed in it, while I, on my part, endeavored to form some plan by which to mislead and escape his vigilance.

The fellow meant mischief — that I knew. If Elma was flying in secret and he watched me, he would know that she was in Petersburg. At all hazards, for my loves sake as well as for mine, I saw that I must escape him. The ingeniousness and cleverness of Obergs spies was proverbial throughout Finland, therefore he might not be alone, or in any case, on arrival in Petersburg would obtain assistance in keeping observation upon me. I knew that the Baron desired my death, and that therefore I could not be too wary of pitfalls. That fatal chair so cunningly prepared for me in Lambeth was still vividly within my memory.

As we passed Lanskaya, and ran through the outer suburbs of Petersburg, my fellow-traveler became inquisitive as to where I was going, but I was somewhat unresponsive, and busied myself with my bag until we entered the great echoing terminus whence I could see the Neva gleaming in the pale sunlight and the city beyond. The fellow made no attempt to follow me — he was too clever a secret agent for that. He merely wished me sdravstvuite raised his hat politely and disappeared.

A porter carried my bag out of the station, and I drove across the bridge to the large hotel where I had stopped before, the Europe, on the corner of the Nevski Prospect and the Michael Street. There I engaged a front room looking down into the broad Nevski, had a wash, and then watched at the window for the appearance of the spy. I had already a good four hours before the steamer from Abo was due, and I intended to satisfy myself whether or not I was being followed.

Within twenty minutes the fellow lounged along on the opposite side of the road, just as I had expected. He had changed his clothes, and presented such a different appearance that at first sight I failed to recognize him. He knew that I had driven there, and intended to follow me if I came forth. My position was one of extreme difficulty, for if I went down to the quay he would most certainly follow me.

Having watched his movements for ten minutes or so I descended to the big salle-à-manger and there ate my luncheon, chatting to the French waiter the while. I sat purposely in an alcove, so as to be away from the other people lunching there, and in order that I might be able to talk with the waiter without being overheard.

Just as I had finished my meal, and he was handing me my bill, I bent towards him and asked — 

Do you want to earn twenty roubles?

Well, msieur, he answered, looking at me with some surprise. They would be acceptable. I am a married man.

Well, I want to escape from this place without being observed. There is a disagreeable little matter regarding a lady, and I fear a fracas with a man who is awaiting me outside in the Nevski. Then, seeing that he hesitated, I assured him that I had committed no crime, and that I should return for my baggage that evening.

You could pass through the kitchen and out by the servants entrance, he said, after a moments reflection. If msieur so desires, I will conduct him out. The exit is in a back street which leads on to the Catherine Canal.

Excellent! I said. Let us go. Of course you will say nothing?

Not a word, msieur, and he gathered up the notes plus twenty roubles with which I paid my bill, and taking my hat I followed him to the end of the salle-à-manger behind a high wooden screen, across the huge kitchen, and then through a long stone corridor at the end of which sat a gruff old doorkeeper. My guide spoke a word to him, and then the door opened and I found myself in a narrow back slum with the canal beyond.

My first visit was to a clothiers, where I purchased and put on a new light overcoat and then to a hatters for a hat of different shape to that I was wearing. I carried the hat back to a quiet alley which I had noticed, and quickly exchanged the one I was wearing for it, leaving my old hat in a corner. Then I entered a café in order to while away the hours until the vessel from Finland was due.

At four oclock I was out upon the quay, straining my eyes seaward for any sign of smoke, but could see nothing. The sun was sinking, and the broad expanse of water westward danced like liquid gold. The light died out slowly, the cold gray of evening crept on. A chill wind sprang up and swept the quay, causing me to shiver. I asked of a dock laborer whether the steamer was usually late, whereupon he told me that it was often five or six hours behind time, depending upon the delay at Helsingfors.

Twilight deepened into night, and the rain fell heavily, yet I still paced the wet flags in patience, my eyes ever seaward for the light of the vessel which I hoped bore my love. My presence there aroused some speculation among the loungers, I think; nevertheless, I waited in deepest anxiety whether, after all, Elma and Hornby had not disembarked at Helsingfors.

Soon after ten oclock a light shone afar off, and the movement of the police and porters on the quay told me that it was the vessel. Then after a further anxious quarter of an hour it came, amid great shouting and mutual imprecations, slowly alongside the quay, and the passengers at last began to disembark in the pelting rain.

One after another they walked up the gangway, filing into the passport-office and on into the Custom House, people of all sorts and all grades — Swedes, Germans, Finns, and Russians — until suddenly I caught sight of two figures — one a man in a big tweed traveling-coat and a golf-cap, and the other the slight figure of a woman in a long dark cloak and a woolen tam-o-shanter. The electric rays fell upon them as they came up the wet gangway together, and there once again I saw the sweet face of the silent woman whom I had grown to love with such fervent desperation. The man behind her was the same who had entertained me on board the Lola — the man who was said to be the lover of the fugitive Muriel Leithcourt.

Without betraying my presence I watched them pass through the passport-office and Custom House, and then, overhearing the address which Martin Woodroffe gave the isvoshtchik, I stood aside, wet to the skin, and saw them drive away.

At eleven oclock on the following day I found myself installed in the Hotel de Paris, a comfortable hostelry in the Little Morskaya, having succeeded in evading the vigilance of the spy who had so cleverly followed me from Abo, and in getting my suit-case round from the Hotel Europe.

I was beneath the same roof as Elma, although she was in ignorance of my presence. Anxious to communicate with her without Woodroffes knowledge, I was now awaiting my opportunity. He had, it appeared, taken for her a pleasant front room with sitting-room adjoining on the first floor, while he himself occupied a room on the third floor. The apartments he had engaged for her were the most expensive in the hotel, and as far as I could gather from the French waiter whom I judiciously tipped, he appeared to treat her with every consideration and kindness.

Ah, poor young lady! the man exclaimed as he stood in my room answering my questions, What an affliction! She writes down all her orders — for she can utter no word.

Has the Englishman received any visitors? I asked.

One man — a Russian — an official of police, I think.

If he receives anyone else, let me know, I said. And I want you to give Mademoiselle a letter from me in secret.

Bien, msieur.

I turned to the little writing-table and scribbled a few hasty lines to my love, announcing my presence, and asking her to grant me an interview in secret as soon as Woodroffe was absent. I also warned her of the search for her instigated by the Baron, and urged her to send me a line in reply.

The note was delivered into her hand, but although I waited in suspense nearly all day she sent no reply. While Woodroffe was in the hotel I dared not show myself lest he should recognize me, therefore I was compelled to sham indisposition and to eat my meals alone in my room.

Both the means by which she had met Martin Woodroffe and the motive were equally an enigma. By that letter she had written to her schoolfellow it was apparent that she had some secret of his, for had she not wished to send him a message of reassurance that she had divulged nothing? This would seem that they were close friends; yet, on the other hand, something seemed to tell me that he was acting falsely, and was really an ally of the Barons.

Why had he brought her to Petersburg? If he had desired to rescue her he would have taken her in the opposite direction — to Stockholm, where she would be free — whereas he took her, an escaped prisoner, into the very midst of peril. It was true that her passport was in order, yet I remembered that an order had been issued for her transportation to Saghalien, and now once arrested she must be lost to me for ever. This thought filled me with fierce anxiety. She was in Petersburg, that city where police spies swarm, and where every fresh arrival is noted and his antecedents inquired into. No attempt had been made to disguise who she was, therefore before long the police would undoubtedly come and arrest her as the escaped criminal from Kajana.

For several hours I sat at my window watching the life and movement down in the street below, my mind full of wonder and dark forebodings. Was Martin Woodroffe playing her false?

Just after half-past six oclock the waiter entered, and handing me a note on a salver, said — 

Mademoiselle has, I believe, only this moment been able to write in secret.

I tore it open and read as follows: — 

DEAR FRIEND. — I am so surprised. I thought you were still in Abo. Woodroffe has an appointment at eight oclock on the other side of the city, therefore come to me at 8.15. I must see you, and at once. I am in peril. — ELMA HEATH.

My love was in peril! It was just as I had feared. I thanked Providence that I had been sent to help her and extricate her from that awful fate to which The Strangler of Finland had consigned her.

At the hour she named, after the waiter had come to me and announced the Englishmans departure, I descended to her sitting-room and entered without rapping, for if I had rapped she could not, alas! have heard.

The apartment was spacious and comfortable, thickly carpeted, with heavy furniture and gilding. Before the long window were drawn curtains of dark green plush, and on one side was the high stove of white porcelain with shining brass bands, while from her low lounge-chair a slim wan figure sprang up quickly and came forward to greet me, holding out both her hands and smiling happily.

I took her hands in mine and held them tightly in silence for some moments, as I looked earnestly into those wonderfully brilliant eyes of hers. She turned away laughing, a slight flush rising to her cheeks in her confusion. Then she led me to a chair, and motioned me to be seated.

Ours was a silent meeting, but her gestures and the expression of her eyes were surely more eloquent than mere words. I knew well what pleasure that re-encounter caused her — equal pleasure with that it gave to me.

Until that moment I had never really loved. I had admired and flirted with women. What man has not? Indeed, I had admired Muriel Leithcourt. But never until now had I experienced in my heart the real flame of true burning affection. The sweetness of her expression, the tender caress of those soft, tapering hands, the deep mysterious look in those magnificent eyes, and the incomparable grace of all her movements, combined to render her the most perfect woman I had ever met — perfect in all, alas! save speech and hearing, of which, with such dastard wantonness, she had been deprived.

She touched her red lips with the tip of her forefinger, opened her hands, and shrugged her shoulders with a sad gesture of regret. Then turning quickly to some paper on the little table at her side she wrote something with a gold pencil and handed to me. It read — 

Surely Providence has sent you here! Mr. Woodroffe must have followed you from England. He is my enemy. You must take me from here and hide me. They intend to send me into exile. Have you ever been in Petersburg before? Do you know anyone here?

Then when I had read, she handed me her pencil and below I wrote — 

I will do my best, dear friend. I have been once in Petersburg. But is it not best that we should escape at once from Russia?

Impossible at present, she wrote. We should both be arrested at the frontier. It would be best to go into hiding here in Petersburg. I believed Woodroffe to be my friend, but I have found only this day that he is my enemy. He knew that I was in Kajana, and was in Abo when he learned of my escape. He went with two other men in search of us, and discovered us that night when we sought shelter at the wood-cutters hut. Without making his presence known he waited outside until you were asleep, and then he came and looked in at my window. At first I was alarmed, but quickly I saw that he was a friend. He told me that the police were in the vicinity and intended to raid the hut, therefore I fled with him, first down to Tammerfors and then to Abo, and on here. At that time I did not see the dastardly trap he had laid in order to get me out of the Barons clutches and wring from me my secret. If I confess, he intends to give me up to the police, who will send me to the mines.

Does your secret concern him? I asked in writing.

Yes, she wrote in response. It would be equally in his interests as well as those of Baron Oberg if I were sent to Saghalien and my identity effaced. I am a Russian subject, as I have already told you, therefore with a Ministerial order against me I am in deadliest peril.

Trust in me, I scribbled quickly. I will act upon any suggestion you make. Have you any female friend in whom you could trust to hide you until this danger is past?

There is one friend — a true friend. Will you take a note to her? she wrote, to which I instantly nodded in the affirmative.

Then rising, she obtained some ink and pen and wrote a letter, the contents of which she did not show me before she sealed it. I sat watching her beautiful head bent beneath the shaded lamplight, catching her profile and noticing how eminently handsome it was, superb and unblemished in her youthful womanhood.

I watched her write the superscription upon the envelope: Madame Olga Stassulevitch, modiste, Scredni Prospect, 231, Vasili Ostroff. I knew that the district was on the opposite side of the city, close to the Little Neva.

Take a drosky at once, see her, and await a reply. In the meantime, I will prepare to be ready when you return, she wrote. If Olga is not at home, ask to see the Red Priest — in Russian, Krasny-pastor. Return quickly, as I fear Woodroffe may come back. If so, I am lost.

I assured her I would not lose a single instant, and five minutes later I was tearing down the Morskaya in a drosky along the canal and across the Nicholas Bridge to the address upon the envelope.

The house was, I found, somewhat smaller than its neighbors, but not let out in flats as the others. Upon the door was a large brass plate bearing the name, Olga Stassulevitch: modes. I pressed the electric button, and in answer a tall, clean-shaven Russian servant opened the door.

Madame is not at home, was his brief reply to my inquiry.

Then I will see the Red Priest, I said in a lower tone. I come from Elma Heath. Thereupon, without further word, the man admitted me into the long, dark hall and closed the door with an apology that the gas was not lighted. But striking a match he led me up the broad staircase and into a small, cosy, well-furnished room on the second floor, evidently the sitting-room of some studious person, judging from the books and critical reviews lying about.

For a few minutes I waited there, until the door reopened, and there entered a man of medium height, with a shock of long snow-white hair and almost patriarchal beard, whose dark eyes that age had dimmed flashed out at me with a look of curious inquiry, and whose movements were those of a person not quite at his ease.

I have called on behalf of Mademoiselle Elma Heath, to give this letter to Madame Stassulevitch, or if she is absent to place it in the hands of the Red Priest, I explained in my best Russian.

Very well, sir, the old man responded in quite good English. I am the person you seek, and taking the letter he opened it and read it through.

I saw by the expression on his furrowed face that its contents caused him the utmost consternation. His countenance, already pale, blanched to the lips, while in his eyes there shot a fire of quick apprehension. The thin, almost transparent hand holding the letter trembled visibly.

You know Mademoiselle — eh? he asked in a hoarse, strained voice as he turned to me. You will help her to escape?

I will risk my own life in order to save hers, I declared.

And your devotion to her is prompted by what? he inquired suspiciously.

I was silent for a moment. Then I confessed the truth.

My affection.

Ah! he sighed deeply. Poor young lady! She, who has enemies on every hand, sadly needs a friend. But can we trust you — have you no fear?

Of what?

Of being implicated in the coming revolution in Russia? Remember I am the Red Priest. Have you never heard of me? My name is Otto Kampf.

Otto Kampf!

I stood before him open-mouthed. Who in Russia had not heard of that mysterious unknown person who had directed a hundred conspiracies against the Imperial Autocrat, and yet the identity of whom the police had always failed to discover. It was believed that Kampf had once been professor of chemistry at Moscow University, and that he had invented that most terrible and destructive explosive used by the revolutionists. The ingredients of the powerful compound and the mode of firing it was the secret of the Nihilists alone — and Otto Kampf, the mysterious leader, whose personality was unknown even to the conspirators themselves, directed those constant attempts which held the Emperor and his Government in such hourly terror.

Rewards without number had been offered by the Ministry of the Interior for the betrayal and arrest of the unseen man whose power in Russia, permeating every class, was greater than that of the Emperor himself — at whose word one day the people would rise in a body and destroy their oppressors.

The Emperor, the Ministers, the police, and the bureaucrats knew this, yet they were powerless — they knew that the mysterious professor who had disappeared from Moscow fifteen years before and had never since been seen was only waiting his opportunity to strike a blow that would stagger and crush the Empire from end to end — yet of his whereabouts they were in utter ignorance.

You are surprised, the old man laughed, noticing my amazement. Well, you are not one of us, yet I need not impress upon you the absolute necessity, for Mademoiselles sake, to preserve the secret of my existence. It is because you are not a member of The Will of the People, that you have never heard of The Red Priest — red because I wrote my ultimatum to the Czar in the blood of one of his victims knouted in the fortress of Peter and Paul, and priest because I preach the gospel of freedom and justice.

I shall say nothing, I said, gazing at the strangely striking figure before me — the unknown man who directed the great upheaval that was to revolutionize Russia. My only desire is to save Mademoiselle Heath.

And you are prepared to do so at risk of your own liberty — your own life? Ah! you said you love her. Would not this be a test of your affection?

I am prepared for any test, as long as she escapes the trap which her enemies have set for her. I succeeded in saving her from Kajana, and I intend to save her now.

Was it you who actually entered Kajana and snatched her from that tomb! he exclaimed, and he took my hand enthusiastically, adding— I have no further need to doubt you. And turning to the table he wrote an address upon a slip of paper, saying, Take Mademoiselle there. She will find a safe place of concealment. But go quickly, for every moment places you both in more deadly peril. Hide yourself there also.

I thanked him and left at once, but as I stepped out of the house and re-entered the drosky I saw close by, lurking in the shadow, the spy of The Strangler of Finland, who had traveled with me from Abo.

Our eyes met, and he recognized me, notwithstanding my light overcoat and new hat.

Then, with heart-sinking, the ghastly truth flashed upon me. All had been in vain. Elma was lost to me.


CHAPTER XIV

HER HIGHNESS IS INQUISITIVE
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INSTANTLY THE DANGER was apparent, and instead of driving back to the hotel, I called out to the man to take me to the Moscow railway station, in order to put the spy off the scent. I knew he would follow me, but as he was on foot, with no drosky in sight, I should be able to reach the station before he could, and there elude him.

Over the stones we rattled, leaving the lurking agent standing in the deep shadow, but on turning back I saw him dash across the road to a by-street, where, in all probability, he had a conveyance in waiting.

Then, after we had crossed the Neva, I countermanded my order to the man, saying — 

Dont go right up to the station. Turn into the Liteinoi Prospect to the left, and put me down there. Drive quickly, and Ill pay double fare.

He whipped his horses, and we turned into that maze of dark, ill-lit, narrow streets that lies between the Vosnesenski and the Nevski, turning and winding until we emerged at last into the main thoroughfare again, and then at last we turned into the street I had indicated — a wide road of handsome buildings where I knew I was certain to be able to instantly get another drosky. I flung the man his money, alighted, and two minutes later was driving on towards the Alexander Bridge, traveling in a circle back to the hotel. Time after time I glanced behind, but saw nothing of the Barons spy, who had evidently gone to the station with all speed, expecting that I was leaving the capital.

I found Elma in her room, ready dressed to go out, wearing a long traveling-cloak, and in her hand was a small dressing-case. She was pale and full of anxiety until I showed her the slip of paper which Otto Kampf had given me with the address written upon it, and then together we hurried forth.

The house to which we drove was, we discovered, a large one facing the Fontanka Canal, one of the best quarters of the town, and on descending I asked the liveried dvornick for Madame Zurloff, the name which the Red Priest had written.

You mean the Princess Zurloff, remarked the man through his red beard. Whom shall I say desires to see her?

Take that, I said, handing to him the piece of paper which, beside the address, bore a curious cipher-mark like three triangles joined.

He closed the door, leaving us in the wide carpeted hall, the statuary in which showed us that it was a richly-furnished place, and when a few minutes later he returned, he conducted us upstairs to a fine gilded salon, where an elderly gray-haired lady in black stood gravely to receive us.

Allow me to present Mademoiselle Elma Heath, Princess, I said, speaking in French and bowing, and afterwards telling her my own name.

Our hostess welcomed my love in a graceful speech, but I said — 

Mademoiselle unfortunately suffers a terrible affliction. She is deaf and dumb.

Ah, how very, very sad! she exclaimed sympathetically. Poor girl! poor girl! and she placed her hand tenderly upon Elmas shoulder and looked into her eyes. Then, turning to me, she said: So the Red Priest has sent you both to me! You are in danger of arrest, I suppose — you wish me to conceal you here?

I would only ask sanctuary for Mademoiselle, was my reply. For myself, I have no fear. I am English, and therefore not a member of the Party.

The Mademoiselle fears arrest?

There is an order signed for her banishment to Saghalein, I said. She was imprisoned at Kajana, the fortress away in Finland, but I succeeded in liberating her.

She has actually been in Kajana! gasped the Princess. Ah! we have all heard sufficient of the horrors of that place. And you liberated her! Why, she is the only person who has ever escaped from that living tomb to which Oberg sends his victims.

I believe so, Princess.

And may I take it, msieur, that the reason you risked your life for her is because you love her? Pardon me for suggesting this.

You have guessed correctly, I answered. Then, knowing that Elma could not hear, I added: I love her, but we are not lovers. I have not told her of my affection. Hers is a long and strange story, and she will perhaps tell you something of it in writing.

Well, exclaimed the gray-haired lady smiling, leading my love across the luxurious room, the atmosphere of which was filled with the scent of flowers, and taking off her cloak with her own hands, you are safe here, my poor child. If spies have not followed you, then you shall remain my guest as long as you desire.

I am sure it is very good of you, Princess, I said gratefully. Miss Heath is the victim of a vile and dastardly conspiracy. When I tell you that she has been afflicted as she is by her enemies — that an operation was performed upon her in Italy while she was unconscious — you will readily see in what deadly peril she is.

What! she cried. Have her enemies actually done this? Horrible!

She will perhaps tell you of the strange romance that surrounds her — a mystery which I have not yet been able to fathom. She is a Russian subject, although she has been educated in England. Baron Oberg himself is, I believe, her worst and most bitter enemy.

Ah! the Strangler! she exclaimed with a quick flash in her dark eyes. But his end is near. The Movement is active in Helsingfors. At any moment now we may strike our blow for freedom.

She was an enthusiastic revolutionist, I could see, unsuspected, however, by the police on account of her high position in Petersburg society. It was she who, as I afterwards discovered, had furnished the large sums of money to Kampf for the continuation of the revolutionary propaganda, and indeed secretly devoted the greater part of her revenues from her vast estates in Samara and Kazan to the Nihilist cause. Her husband, himself an enthusiast of freedom, although of the high nobility, had been killed by a fall from his horse six years before, and since that time she had retired from society and lived there quietly, making the revolutionary movement her sole occupation. The authorities believed that her retirement was due to the painful loss she had sustained, and had no suspicion that it was her money that enabled the mysterious Red Priest to slowly but surely complete the plot for the general uprising.

She compelled me to remove my coat, and tea was served by a Tartar footman, whose family she explained had been serfs of the Zurloffs for three centuries, and then Elma exchanged confidences with her by means of paper and pencil.

Who is this man Martin Woodroffe, of whom she speaks? asked the Princess presently, turning to me.

I have met him twice — only twice, I replied, and under strange circumstances. Then, continuing, I told her something concerning the incidents of the yacht Lola.

He may be in love with her, and desires to force her into marriage, she suggested, expressing amazement at the curious narrative I had related.

I think not, for several reasons. One is because I know she holds some secret concerning him, and another because he is engaged to an English girl named Muriel Leithcourt.

Leithcourt? Leithcourt? repeated the Princess, knitting her brows with a puzzled air. Do you happen to know her fathers name?

Philip Leithcourt.

And has he actually been living in Scotland?

Yes, I answered in quick anxiety. He rented a shoot called Rannoch, near Dumfries. A mysterious incident occurred on his estate — a double murder, or murder and suicide; which is not quite clear — but shortly afterwards there appeared one evening at the house a man named Chater, Hylton Chater, and the whole family at once fled and disappeared.

Princess Zurloff sat with her lips pressed close together, looking straight at the silent girl before her. Elma had removed her hat and cloak, and now sat in a deep easy chair of yellow silk, with the lamplight shining on her chestnut hair, settled and calm as though already thoroughly at home. I smiled to myself as I thought of the chagrin of Woodroffe when he returned to find his victim missing.

Your Highness evidently knows the Leithcourts, I hazarded, after a brief silence.

I have heard of them, was her unsatisfactory reply. I go to England sometimes. When the Prince was alive, we were often at Claridges for the season. The Prince was for five years military attaché at the Embassy under de Staal, you know. What I know of the Leithcourts is not to their credit. But you tell me that there was a mysterious incident before their flight. Explain it to me.

At that moment the long white doors of the handsome salon were thrown open by the faithful Tartar servitor, and there entered a man whose hair fell over the collar of his heavy overcoat, but whom, in an instant, I recognized as Otto Kampf.

Both Elma and I sprang to our feet, while advancing to the Princess he bent and gallantly kissed the hand she held forth to him. Then he shook hands with Elma, and acknowledging my own greetings, took off his coat and threw it upon a chair with the air of an accustomed visitor.

I come, Princess, in order to explain to you, he said. Mademoiselle fears rearrest, and the only house in Petersburg that the police never suspect is this. Therefore I send her to you, knowing that with your generosity you will help her in her distress.

It is all arranged, was her Highnesss response. She will remain here, poor girl, until it is safe for her to get out of Russia. Then, after some further conversation, and after my well-beloved had made signs of heartfelt gratitude to the man known from end to end of the Russian empire as The Red Priest, the Princess turned to me, saying:

I would much like to know what occurred before the Leithcourts left Scotland.

The Leithcourts! exclaimed Kampf in utter surprise. Do you know the Leithcourts — and the English officer Durnford?

I looked into his eyes in abject amazement. What connection could Jack Durnford, of the Marines, have with the adventurer Philip Leithcourt? I, however, recollected Jacks word, when I had described the visit of the Lola to Leghorn, and further I recollected that very shortly he would be back in London from his term of Mediterranean service.

Well, I said after a pause, I happen to know Captain Durnford very well, but I had no idea that he was friendly with Leithcourt.

The Red Priest smiled, stroking his white beard.

Explain to her Highness what she desires to know, and I will tell you.

My eyes met Elmas, and I saw how intensely eager and interested she was, watching the movement of my lips and trying to make out what words I uttered.

Well, I said, a mysterious tragedy occurred on the edge of a wood near the house rented by Leithcourt — a tragedy which has puzzled the police to this day. An Italian named Santini and his wife were found murdered.

Santini! gasped Kampf, starting up. But surely he is not dead?

No. Thats the curious part of the affair. The man who was killed was a man disguised to represent the Italian, while the woman was actually the waiters wife herself. I happen to know the man Santini well, for both he and his wife were for some years in my employ.

The Princess and the director of the Russian revolutionary movement exchanged quick glances. It was as though her Highness implored Kampf to reveal to me the truth, while he, on his part, was averse to doing so.

And upon whom does suspicion rest? asked her Highness.

As far as I can make out, the police have no clue whatever, except one. At the spot was found a tiny miniature cross of one of the Russian orders of chivalry — the Cross of Saint Anne.

There is no suspicion upon Leithcourt? she asked with some undue anxiety I thought.

No.

Did he entertain any guests at the shooting-box?

A good many.

No foreigners among them?

I never met any. They seemed all people from London — a smart set for the most part.

Then why did the Leithcourts disappear so suddenly?

Because of the appearance of the man Chater, I replied. It is evident that they feared him, for they took every precaution against being followed. In fact, they fled leaving a big party of friends in the house. The man Woodroffe, now at the Hotel de Paris, is a friend of Leithcourt as well as of Chater.

He was not a guest of Leithcourt when this man representing Santini was assassinated? asked Kampf, again stroking his beard.

No. As soon as Woodroffe recognized me as a visitor he left — for Hamburg.

He was afraid to face you because of the ransacking of the British Consuls safe at Leghorn, remarked the Princess, who, at the same moment, took Elmas hand tenderly in her own and looked at her. Then, turning to me, she said: What you have told us to-night, Mr. Gregg, throws a new light upon certain incidents that had hitherto puzzled us. The mystery of it all is a great and inscrutable one — the mystery of this poor unfortunate girl, greatest of all. But both of us will endeavor to help you to elucidate it; we will help poor Elma to crush her enemies — these cowardly villains who had maimed her.

Ah, Princess! I cried. If you will only help and protect her, you will be doing an act of mercy to a defenseless woman. I love her — I admit it. I have done my utmost: I have striven to solve the dark mystery, but up to the present I have been unsuccessful, and have only remained, even till to-day, the victim of circumstance.

Let her stay with me, the kindly woman answered, smiling tenderly upon my love. She will be safe here, and in the meantime we will endeavor to discover the real and actual truth.

And in response I took the Princesss hand and pressed it fervently. Although that striking, white-headed man and the rather stiff, formal woman in black were the leaders of the great and all-powerful movement in Russia known through the civilized world as The Terror, yet they were nevertheless our friends. They had pledged themselves to help us thwart our enemies.

I scribbled a few hasty words upon paper and handed it to Elma. And for answer she smiled contentedly, looking into my eyes with an expression of trust, devotion and love.


CHAPTER XV

JUST OFF THE STRAND
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A WEEK HAD gone by. The Nord Express had brought me posthaste across Europe from Petersburg to Calais, and I was again in London. I had left Elma in the care of the Princess Zurloff, whom I knew would conceal her from the horde of police-agents now in search of her.

The mystery had so increased until now it had become absolutely bewildering. The more I had tried to probe it, the more inexplicable had I found it. My brain was awhirl as I sat in the wagon-lit rushing across those wide, never-ending plains that lie between the Russian capital and Berlin and the green valleys between the Rhine-lands and the sea. The maze of mystery rendered me utterly incapable of grasping one solid tangible fact, so closely interwoven was each incident of the strange life-drama in which, through mere chance, I was now playing a leading part. I was aware of one fact only, that I loved Elma with all my soul, even though I knew not whom she really was — or her strange life story. Her sweet face, with those soft, brown eyes, so tender and intense, stood out ever before me, sleeping or waking. Each moment as the express rushed south increased the distance between us, yet was I not on my way back to England with a clear and distinct purpose? I snatched at any clue, however small, with desperate eagerness, as a drowning man clutches at a straw.

The spy from Abo had seen me on the railway platform on my departure from Petersburg. He had overheard me buy a ticket for London, and previous to stepping into the train I had smiled at him in glad triumph. My journey was too long a one for him to follow, and I knew that I had at last outwitted him. He had expected to see Elma with me, no doubt, and his disappointment was plainly marked. But of Woodroffe I had neither seen nor heard anything.







It was a cold but dry November night in London, and I sat dining with Jack Durnford at a small table in the big, well-lit room of the Junior United Service Club. Easy-going and merry as of old, my friend was bubbling over with good spirits, delighted to be back again in town after three years sailing up and down the Mediterranean, from Gib. to Smyrna, Maneuvering always, yet with never a chance of a fight. His well-shaven face bore the mark of the southern suns, and the backs of his hands were tanned by the heat and the sea. He was, indeed, as smart an officer as any at the Junior, for the Marines are proverbial for their neatness, and his men on board the Bulwark had received many a pleasing compliment from the Admiral.

Glad to be back! he exclaimed, as he helped himself to a peg. I should rather think so, old chap. You know how awfully wearying the life becomes out there. Lots going on down at Palermo, Malta, Monte Carlo, or over at Algiers, and yet we can never get a chance of it. Were always in sight of the gay places, and never land. I dont blame the youngsters for getting off from Leghorn for two days over here in town when they can. Three years is a bigger slice out of a fellows life than anyone would suppose. But, by the way, I saw Hutcheson the other day. We put into Spezia, and he came out to see the Admiral — got despatches for him, I think. He seems as gay as ever. He lunched at mess, and said how sorry he was youd deserted Leghorn.

I havent exactly deserted it, I said. But I really dont love it like he does.

No. A year or two of the Mediterranean blue is quite sufficient to last any fellow his lifetime. I shouldnt live in Leghorn if I had my choice. Id prefer somewhere up in the mountains, beyond Pisa, or outside Florence, where you can have a good time in winter.

Then a silence fell between us, and I sat eating on until the end of the meal, wondering how to broach the question I so desired to put to him.

I shall try if I can get on recruiting service at home for a bit, he said presently. Theres an appointment up in Glasgow vacant, and I shall try for it. Itll be better, at any rate, than China or the Pacific.

I was just about to turn the conversation to the visit of the mysterious Lola to Leghorn, when two men he knew entered the dining-room, and, recognizing him, came across to give him a welcome home. One of the newcomers was Major Bartlett, whom I at once recollected as having been a guest of Leithcourts up at Rannoch, and the other a younger man whom Durnford introduced to me as Captain Hanbury.

Oh, Major! I cried, rising and grasping his hand. I havent seen you since Scotland, and the extraordinary ending to your house-party.

No, he laughed. It was an amazing affair, wasnt it? After the Leithcourts left it was like pandemonium let loose; the guests collared everything they could lay their hands upon! Its a wonder to me the disgraceful affair didnt get into the papers.

But wheres Leithcourt now? I asked anxiously.

Havent the ghost of an idea, replied the Major, standing astride with his hands in his pockets. Young Paget of ours told me the other day that he saw Muriel driving in the Terminus Road at Eastbourne, but she didnt notice him. They were a queerish lot, those Leithcourts, he added.

Hulloa! What are you saying about the Leithcourts, Charley? exclaimed Durnford, turning quickly from Hanbury. I know some people of that name — Philip Leithcourt, who has a daughter named Muriel.

Well, they sound much the same. But if you know them, my dear old chap, I really dont envy you your friends, declared the Major with a laugh.

Why not?

Well, Gregg will tell you, he said. He knows, perhaps, more than I do. But, he added, they may not, of course, be the same people.

I first met them yachting over at Algiers, Jack said. And then again at Malta, where they seemed to have quite a lot of friends. They had a steam-yacht, the Iris, and were often up and down the Mediterranean.

Must be the same people, declared the Major. Leithcourt spoke once or twice of his yacht, but we all put it down as a non-existent vessel, because he was always drawing the long bow about his adventures.

And how did you first come to know him? I asked of the Major eagerly.

Oh, I dont know. Somebody brought him to mess, and we struck up an acquaintance across the table. He seemed a good chap, and when he asked me to shoot I accepted. On arrival up at Rannoch, however, one thing struck me as jolly strange, and that was that among the people I was asked to meet was one of the very worst blacklegs about town. He called himself Martin Woodroffe up there — although Id known him at the old Corinthian Club as Dick Archer. He was believed then to be one of a clever gang of international thieves.

When I first met him he gave me the name of Hornby, I said. It was in Leghorn, where he was on board a yacht called the Lola, of which he represented himself as owner.

He left Rannoch very suddenly, remarked Bartlett. We understood that he was engaged to marry Muriel. If so, Im sorry for her, poor girl.

What! cried Durnford, starting up. That man to marry Muriel Leithcourt?

Yes, I said. Why?

But his countenance had turned pale, and he gave no answer to my question.

If these same Leithcourts are really friends of yours, Durnford, old fellow, Im sorry Ive said anything against them, the Major exclaimed in an apologetic tone. Only the end of my visit was so abrupt and so extraordinary, and the company such a mixed one, that — well, to tell you the truth, the people are a mysterious lot altogether.

Perhaps our Leithcourts are not the same as those Jack knows, I remarked, in order to escape from a rather difficult situation; whereupon Durnford, as though eager to conceal his surprise, said with a forced laugh, Oh! probably not, and reseated himself at table. Then the Major quickly changed the topic of conversation, and afterwards he and his friend passed along to their table and sat down to eat.

I could not help noticing that Jack Durnford was upset at what he had learnt, yet I hesitated just then to put any question to him. I resolved to approach the subject later, so as to allow him time to question me if he wished to do so.

After smoking an hour we went across to the Empire, where we spent the evening in the grand circle, meeting many men we knew and having a rather pleasant time among old acquaintances. If a man who had lived the club life of London returns from abroad, he can always run across someone he knows in the circle of the Empire about ten oclock at night. Jack was, however, not his old self that he had been before dinner. His brow was now heavy and thoughtful, and he appeared deeply immersed in some intricate problem, for his eyes were fixed vacantly when opportunity was afforded him to think, and he appeared to desire to avoid his friends rather than to greet them.

After the theater I induced him to come round to the Cecil, and in the wicker chair in the big portico before the entrance we sat to smoke our final cigars. It is a favorite spot of mine when in London, for at afternoon, when the string band plays and the Americans and other cosmopolitans drink tea, there is a continual coming and going, a little panorama of life that to a student of men like myself is intensely interesting. And at night it is just as amusing to sit there in the shadow and watch the people returning from the theaters or dances and to speculate as to whom and what they are. At that one little corner of London just off the Strand you see more variety of men and women than perhaps at any other spot. All grades pass before you, from the pushful American commercial man interested in a patent medicine, to the proud Indian Rajah with his turbaned suite; from the variety actress to the daughter of a peer, or the wife of a millionaire pork-butcher doing Europe.

Youve been a bit down in the mouth to-night, Jack, I said presently, after we had been watching the cabs coming up, depositing the home-coming revelers from the Savoy or the Carlton.

Yes, he sighed. And surely I have enough to cause me — after what Ive heard from Bartlett.

What! Did the facts he told us convey any bad news to you? I inquired with pretended ignorance.

Yes, he said hoarsely, after a brief pause. Then he added: Bartlett said you could tell me what happened up in Scotland, where Leithcourt had shooting. Tell me everything, he added with the air of a man in whom all hope is dead.

Well, I began, the Leithcourts took Rannoch Castle, close to my uncles place, near Dumfries. I got to know them, of course, and often shot with his party. One day, however, I was amazed to notice in one of the rooms the photograph of a lady, the exact counterpart of that picture which, I recollect, I told you when in Leghorn I had found torn up on board the Lola. You recollect what I narrated about my strange adventure, dont you?

I remember every word, was his answer. Go on. What did you do?

Nothing. I held my tongue. But when I discovered that the fellow who called himself Woodroffe — the man who had represented himself as the owner of the Lola, and who, no doubt, had had a hand in breaking open Hutchesons safe in the Consulate — was engaged to Muriel, I became full of suspicion.

Well?

Woodroffe, after meeting me, disappeared — went to Hamburg, they said, on business. Then other things occurred. A man and woman were found murdered up in the wood about a mile and a half from the castle. The man was made up to represent my man Olinto — I believe youve seen him in Leghorn?

What! Theyve killed Olinto? he gasped, starting from his chair.

No. The fellow was made up very much like him. But his wife Armida was killed.

They killed the woman, and believed they had also killed her husband, eh? he said bitterly through his teeth, and I saw that his strong hands grasped the arms of his chair firmly. And Martin Woodroffe is engaged to Muriel Leithcourt. Are you certain of this?

Yes; quite certain.

And is there no suspicion as to who is the assassin of the woman Santini and this mysterious man who posed as her husband?

None whatever.

For some time Jack Durnford smoked in silence, and I could just distinguish his white, hard face in the faint light, for it was now late, and the big electric lamps had been turned out and we were in semi-darkness.

That fellow shall never marry Muriel, he declared in a fierce, hoarse voice. What you have just told me reveals the truth. Did you meet Chater?

He appeared suddenly at Rannoch, and the Leithcourts fled precipitately and have not since been heard of.

Ah, no wonder! he remarked with a dry laugh. No wonder! But look here, Gordon, Im not going to stand by and let that scoundrel Woodroffe marry Muriel.

You love her, perhaps? I hazarded.

Yes, I do love her, he admitted. And, by heaven! he cried, I will tell the truth and crush the whole of their ingenious plot. Have you met Elma Heath? he asked.

Yes, I said in quick anxiety.

Then listen, he said in a low, earnest voice. Listen, and Ill tell you something.

There is a greater mystery surrounding that yacht, the Lola, than you have ever imagined, my dear old chap, declared Jack Durnford, looking me straight in the face. When you told me about it on the quarter-deck that day outside Leghorn, I was half a mind to tell you what I knew. Only one fact prevented me — my disinclination to reveal my own secrets. I loved Muriel Leithcourt, yet, afloat as I was, I could never see her — I could not obtain from her own lips the explanation I desired. Yet I would not prejudge her — no, and I wont now! he added with a fierce resolution.

I love her, he went on, and she reciprocates my love. Ours is a secret engagement made in Malta two years ago, and yet you tell me that she has pledged herself to that fellow Woodroffe — the man known here in London as Dick Archer. I cant believe it — I really cant, old fellow. She could never write to me as she has done, urging patience and secrecy until my return.

Unless, of course, she desired to gain time, I suggested.

But my friend was silent; his brows were deep knit.

Woodroffe is at the present moment in Petersburg, I said. Ive just come back from there.

In St. Petersburg! he gasped, surprised. Then he is with that villainous official, Baron Oberg, the Governor-General of Finland.

No; Oberg is living shut up in his palace at Helsingfors, fearing to go out lest he shall be assassinated, was my answer.

And Elma? What has become of her?

She is in hiding in Petersburg, awaiting such time as I can get her safely out of Russia, and then, continuing, I explained how she had been maimed and rendered deaf and dumb.

What! he cried fiercely. Have they actually done that to the poor girl? Then they feared that she should reveal the nature of their plot, for she had seen and heard.

Seen and heard what?

Be patient; we will elucidate this mystery, and the motive of this terrible infliction upon her. Muriel wrote to me saying that poor Elma, her friend, had disappeared, and she feared that some evil had also happened to her. So Oberg had sent her to his fortress — his own private Bastille — the place to which, on pretended charges of conspiracy against Russia, he sends those who thwart him to a living tomb.

I have seen him, and I have defied him, I said.

You have! Man alive! be careful. Hes not a fellow who sticks at trifles, said Jack warningly.

I dont fear, I replied. Elmas enemies are also mine.

Then I take it, old fellow, that notwithstanding her affliction, you are actually in love with her?

I intend to rescue, and to marry her, I answered quite frankly.

But first we must tear aside this veil of mystery and ascertain all the facts concerning her, he said. At present I only know one or two very vague details. The baron is certainly not her uncle, as he represents himself to be, but it seems certain that she is the daughter of Anglo-Russian parents, and was born in Russia and brought to England when a child.

But from whom do you expect I can obtain the true facts concerning her, and the reason of the barons desire to keep her silent?

Ah! he said, twisting his mustache thoughtfully. Thats just the question. For a solution of the problem we must first fathom the motive of the Leithcourts and the reason they fled in fear before that fellow Chater. That Muriel is innocent of any complicity in their plot, whatever it may be, I feel convinced. She may be the victim of that blackleg Woodroffe, who, as Bartlett has told you, is one of the most expert swindlers in London, and who has already done two terms of penal servitude.

But what was the motive in breaking open the Consuls safe, if not to obtain the Foreign Office or Admiralty ciphers? Perhaps they wanted to steal them and sell them to a foreign government?

No; that was not their object. Ive thought over it many, many times since you told me, and I feel convinced that Woodroffe is too shrewd a fellow not to have known that no Consul goes away on leave and allows his ciphers to remain behind. When he leaves his post he always deposits those precious books either at the Foreign Office here or with his Consul-General, or with a Consul at another port. Theyd surely ascertain all that before they made the raid, you bet. The affair was a risky one, and Dick Archer is known as a man of many precautions.

But he is on extremely friendly terms with Elma. It was he who succeeded in finding her in Finland, and taking her beyond Obergs sphere of influence to Petersburg.

Then it is certainly only an affected friendship, with some sinister motive underlying it.

She wrote a letter from her island prison to an old schoolfellow named Lydia Moreton, asking her to see Woodroffe at his rooms in Cork Street, and tell him that through all she was suffering she had kept her promise to him, and that the secret was still safe.

Exactly. And now the fellow fears that as you are so actively searching out the truth, she may yield to your demands and explain. He therefore intends to silence her.

What! to kill her, you mean? I gasped, in quick apprehension.

Well, he might do so, in order to save himself, you see, Jack replied, adding: He certainly would have no compunction if he thought that it would not be brought home to him. Only he, no doubt, fears you, because you have found her, and are in love with her.

I admitted the force of his argument, but recollected that my dear one was safe in concealment, and that the Princess was our friend, even though I, as an Englishman, had no sympathy with the doctrine of the bomb and the knife.

I tried to get from him all that he knew concerning Elma, but he seemed, for some curious reason, disinclined to tell. All I could gather was that Leithcourt was in league with Chater and Woodroffe, and that Muriel had acted as an entirely innocent agent. What the conspiracy was, or what was its motive, I could not discern. I was as far off the solution of the problem as ever.

We must first find Muriel, he declared, when I pressed him to tell me everything he knew. There are facts you have told me which negative my own theories, and only from her can we obtain the real truth.

But surely you know where she is? She writes to you, I said.

The last letter, which I received at Gib. ten days ago, was from the Hotel Bristol, at Botzen, in the Tyrol, yet Bartlett says she has been seen down at Eastbourne.

But you have an address where you always write to her, I suppose?

Yes, a secret one. I have written and made an appointment, but she has not kept it. She has been prevented, of course. She may be with her parents, and unable to come to London.

You did not know that they had fled, and were in hiding?

Of course not. What Ive heard to-night is news to me — amazing news.

And does it not convey to you the truth?

It does — a ghastly truth concerning Elma Heath, he answered in a low voice, as though speaking to himself.

Tell me. What? Im dying, Jack, to know everything concerning her. Who is that fellow Oberg?

Her enemy. She, by mere accident, learned his secret and Woodroffes, and they now both live in deadly fear of her.

And for that reason she was taken to Siena, where some villainous Italian doctor was bribed to render her deaf and dumb.

He nodded in the affirmative.

But Chater?

I know very little concerning him. He may have conspired with them, or he may be innocent. It seems as though he were antagonistic to their schemes, if Leithcourt and his family really fled from him.

And yet he was on board the Lola. Indeed, he may have helped to commit the burglary at the Consulate, I said.

Quite likely, he answered. But our first object must be to rediscover Muriel. Paget says she is in Eastbourne. If she is there, we shall easily find her. They publish visitors lists in the papers, dont they, like they do at Hastings? Then he added: Visitors lists are most annoying when you find your name printed in them when you are supposed officially to be somewhere else. I was had once like that by the Bournemouth papers, when I was supposed to be on duty over at Queenstown. I narrowly escaped a terrible wigging.

Shall we go to Eastbourne? I suggested eagerly. Ill go there with you in the morning.

Or would it not be best to send an urgent wire to the address where I always write? She would then reply here, no doubt. If shes in Eastbourne, there may be reasons why she cannot come up to town. If her people are in hiding, of course she wont come. But shell make an appointment with me, no doubt.

Very well. Send a wire, I said. And make it urgent. It will then be forwarded. But as regards Olinto? Would you like to see him? He might tell you more than he has told me.

No; by no means. He must not know that I have returned to London, declared my friend quickly. You had better not see him — you understand.

Then his interests are — well, not exactly our own?

No.

But why dont you tell me more about Elma? I urged, for I was eager to learn all he knew. Come, do tell me! I implored.

Ive told you practically everything, my dear old fellow, was his response. The revelation of the true facts of the affair can be made only by Muriel. I tell you, we must find her.

Yes, we must — at all hazards, I said. Lets go across to the telegraph office opposite Charing Cross. Its open always. And we rose and walked out along the Strand, now nearly deserted, and despatched an urgent message to Muriel at an address in Hurlingham Road, Fulham.

Afterwards we stood outside on the curb, still talking, I loth to part from him, when there passed by in the shadow two men in dark overcoats, who crossed the road behind us to the front of Charing Cross station, and then continued on towards Trafalgar Square.

As the light of the street lamp fell upon them, I thought I recognized the face of one as that of a person I had seen before, yet I was not at all certain, and my failure to remember whom the passer-by resembled prevented me from saying anything further to Jack than:

A fellow I know has just gone by, I think.

We seem to be meeting hosts of friends to-night, he laughed. After all, old chap, it does one good to come back to our dear, dirty old town again. We abuse it when we are here, and talk of the life in Paris, and Vienna, and Brussels, but when we are away there is no place on earth so dear to us, for it is home. But there! he laughed, Im actually growing romantic. Ah! if we could only find Muriel! But we must to-morrow. Ta-ta! I shall go around to the club and sleep, for I havent fixed on any diggings yet. Come in at ten to-morrow, and we will decide upon some plan. One thing is plainly certain; Elma must at once be got out of Russia. Shes in deadly peril of her life there.

Yes, I said. And you will help me?

With all my heart, old fellow, answered my friend, warmly grasping my hand, and then we parted, he strolling along towards the National Gallery on his way back to the Junior, while I returned to the Cecil alone.


CHAPTER XVI

MARKED MEN
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CAPTAIN DURNFORD? I inquired of the hall-porter of the club next morning.

Not here, sir.

But he slept here last night, I remarked. I have an appointment with him.

The man consulted the big book before him, and answered:

Captain Durnford went out at 9:27 last night, sir, but has not returned.

Strange, I thought, but although I waited in the club nearly an hour, he did not put in an appearance. I called again at noon, and he had not come in, and again at two oclock, but he had not even then made his appearance. Then I began to be anxious. I returned to the hotel, resolved to wait for a few hours longer. He might have altered his mind and gone to Eastbourne in search of Muriel; yet, had he done so, he would surely have telegraphed to me.

About four oclock, as I was passing through the big hall of the hotel, I heard a voice behind me utter a greeting in Italian, and turning in surprise, found Olinto, dressed in his best suit of black, standing hat in hand.

In an instant I recollected what Jack had told me, and regarded him with some suspicion.

Signor Commendatore, he said in a low voice, as though fearing to be overheard, may I be permitted to speak in private with you?

Certainly, I said, and I took him in the lift up to my room.

I have come to warn you, signore, he said, when I had given him a seat. Your enemies mean harm to you.

And who are they, pray? I asked, biting my lips. The same, I suppose, who prepared that ingenious trap in Lambeth?

I am not here to reveal to you who they are, signore, only to warn you to have a care of yourself, was the Italians reply.

Look here, Olinto! I exclaimed determinedly, Ive had enough of this confounded mystery. Tell me the truth regarding the assassination of your poor wife up in Scotland.

Ah, signore! he answered sadly in a changed voice, I do not know. It was a plot. Someone represented me — but he was killed also. They believed they had struck me down, he added, with a bitter laugh. Poor Armidas body was found concealed behind a rock on the opposite side of the wood. I saw it — ah! he cried shuddering.

Then you are ignorant of the identity of your wifes assassin?

Entirely.

Tell me one thing, I said. Did Armida possess any trinket in the form of a little enameled cross — like a miniature cross of cavaliere?

Yes; I gave it to her. I found it on the floor at the Mansion House, where I was engaged as odd waiter for a banquet. I know I ought to have given it up to the Lord Mayors servants, but it was such a pretty little thing that I was tempted to keep it. It probably had fallen from the coat of one of the diplomatists dining there.

I was silent. The faint suspicion that Oberg had been at that spot was now entirely removed. The only clue I had was satisfactorily accounted for.

Why do you ask, Signor Commendatore? he added.

Because the cross was found at the spot, and was believed to have been dropped by the assassin, I said.

The police had, it seemed, succeeded in discovering the unfortunate woman after all, and had found that she was his wife.

You know a man named Leithcourt? I asked a few moments later. Now, tell the truth. In this affair, Olinto, our interests are mutual, are they not?

He nodded, after a moments hesitation.

And you know also a man named Archer — who is sometimes known as Hornby, or Woodroffe — as well as a friend of his called Chater.

Si, signore, he said. I have met them all — to my regret.

And have you ever met a Russian — a certain Baron Oberg — and his niece, Elma Heath?

His niece? She isnt his niece.

Then who is she? I demanded.

How do I know? I have seen her once or twice. But shes dead, isnt she? She knew the secret of those men, and they intended to kill her. I tried to prevent them taking her away on the yacht, and I would have gone to the police — only I dare not.

Why?

Well, because my own hands were not quite clean, he answered after a pause, his eyes fixed upon mine the while. I knew they intended to silence her, but I was powerless to save her, poor young lady. They took her on board Leithcourts yacht, the Iris, and they sailed for the Mediterranean, I believe.

Then the name and appearance of the yacht was altered on the voyage, and it became the Lola, I said.

No doubt, he smiled. The Iris was a steamer of many names, and had, I believe, been painted nearly all the colors of the rainbow at various times. It was a mysterious vessel, but she exists no more. They scuttled her somewhere up in the Baltic, Ive heard.

And who is this Oberg? I inquired, urging him to reveal to me all he knew concerning him.

He stands in great fear of the poor young lady, I believe, for it was at his instigation that Leithcourt and his friends took her on that fatal yachting cruise.

And what was your connection with them?

Well, I was Leithcourts servant, was his reply. I was steward on the Iris for a year, until I suppose they thought that I began to see too much, and then I was placed in a position ashore.

And what did you see?

More than I care to tell, signore. If they were arrested I should be arrested, too, you see.

But I mean to solve this mystery, Olinto, I said fiercely, for I was in no trifling mood. Ill fathom it if it costs me my life.

If the signore solves it himself, then I cannot be charged with revealing the truth, was the mans diplomatic reply. But I fear that they are far too wary.

Armida has lost her life. Surely that is sufficient incentive for you to bring them all to justice?

Of course. But if the law falls upon them, it will also fall upon me.

I explained the terrible affliction to which my love had been subjected by those heartless brutes, whereupon he cried enthusiastically:

Then she is not dead! She can tell us everything!

But cannot you tell us?

No; not all. The secret she knows has never been revealed. They feared she might be incautious, and for that reason Oberg made the villainous suggestion of the yachting trip. She was to be drowned — accidentally, of course.

She is in St. Petersburg now. I left her a week ago.

In Russia! Ah, signore, for her sake, dont allow the young lady to remain there. The Baron is all-powerful. He does what he wishes in Russia, and the more merciless he is to the people he governs, the greater rewards he receives from the Czar. I have never been in Russia, but surely it must be a strange country, signore!

Well, I said, sitting upon the edge of the bed and looking at him. Are you prepared to denounce them if I bring the Signorina Heath here, to England?

But what is the use, if we have no clear proof? was his evasive reply. I could see plainly that he feared being himself implicated in some extraordinary plot, the exact nature of which he so steadfastly refused to reveal to me.

We talked on for fully half an hour, and from his conversation I gathered that he was well acquainted with Elma.

Ah, signore, she was such a pleasant and kind-hearted young lady. I always felt very sorry for her. She was in deadly fear of them.

Because they were thieves? I hazarded.

Ah, worse!

But why did they induce you to entice me to that house in Lambeth? Why did they so evidently desire that I should be killed?

By accident, he interrupted, correcting me. Always by accident, and he smiled grimly.

Surely you know their secret motive? I remarked.

At the time I did not, he declared. I acted on their instructions, being compelled to, for they hold my future in their hands. Therefore I could not disobey. You knew too much, therefore you were marked down for death — just as you are now.

And who is it who is now seeking my life? I inquired gravely. I only returned from Russia yesterday.

Your movements are well known, answered the young Italian. You cannot be too careful. Woodroffe has been in Russia with you, has he not?

I replied in the affirmative, whereupon he said:

I thought so, but was not quite sure.

And Chater? I inquired; where is he?

In London.

And the Leithcourts?

He shrugged his shoulders with a gesture of ignorance, adding: The Signorina Muriel returned to London from Eastbourne this morning.

Where can I find her? I inquired eagerly. It is of the utmost importance that I should see her.

She is with a relation, a cousin, I think, at Bassett Road, Notting Hill. The house is called Holmwood.

You have seen her?

No. I heard she had returned.

And her father is still in hiding from Chater?

He is still in hiding, but Chater is his best friend.

That is curious, I remarked, recollecting the hurried departure from Rannoch. Theyve made it up, I suppose?

They never quarreled, to my knowledge.

Then why did Leithcourt leave Scotland so hurriedly on Chaters arrival? You know all about the affair, of course?

He nodded, saying with a grim smile, Yes; I know. The party up there must have been a very interesting one. If the police could have made a raid on the place they would have found among the guests certain persons long wanted. But the arrival of Chater and the flight of Leithcourt had an ulterior object. Chater had never been Leithcourts enemy.

But I cant understand that, I said. Why should Leithcourt have attacked Chater, rendered him unconscious, and shut him up in the cupboard in the library?

Was it Leithcourt who did that? he asked dubiously. I think not. It was another of the guests who was Chaters bitterest enemy. But Philip Leithcourt took advantage of the fracas in order to make believe that he had fled because of Chaters arrival. Ah! he added, you havent any idea of their ruses. They are amazing!

So it seems, I said, nevertheless only half convinced that the Italian was telling me the truth. If it was really, as he had said, that the arrival of Chater and the flight was merely a blind, then the mystery was again deepened.

Then who was the man who attacked Chater? I asked.

Only Chater himself knows. It was one of the guests, that is quite evident.

And you say that the flight had been prearranged? I remarked.

Yes, with a distinct motive, he said; then, after a pause, he added, with a strange, earnest look in his dark eyes, Pardon me, Signor Commendatore, if I presume to suggest something, will you not?

Certainly. What do you suggest?

That you should remain here, in this hotel, and not venture out.

For fear of something unfortunate happening to me! I laughed. Im really not afraid, Olinto, I added. You know I carry this, and I drew out my revolver from my hip-pocket.

I know, signore, he said anxiously. But you might not be afforded opportunity for using it. When they lay a trap they bait it well.

I know. Theyre a set of the most ingenious scoundrels in London, it is very evident. Yet I dont fear them in the least, I declared. I must rescue the Signorina Heath.

But, signore, have a care for yourself, cried the Italian, laying his hand upon my arm. You are a marked man. Ah! do I not know, he exclaimed breathlessly. If you go out you may run right into — well, the fatal accident.

Never fear, Olinto, I said reassuringly. I shall keep my eyes well open. Here, in London, ones life is safer than anywhere else in the world, perhaps — certainly safer than in some places I could name in your own country, eh? at which he grinned.

The next moment he grew serious again, and said:

I only warn the signore that if he goes out it is at his own peril.

Then let it be so, I laughed, feeling self-confident that no one could lead me into any trap. I was neither a foreigner nor a country cousin. I knew London too well. He was silent and shook his head; then, after telling me that he was still at the same restaurant in Westbourne Grove, he took his departure, warning me once more not to go forth.

Half an hour later, disregarding his words, I strode out into the Strand, and again walked round to the Junior. The short wintry day had ended, the gas-lamps were lit, and the darkness of night was gradually creeping on.

Jack had not been to the club, and I began now to grow thoroughly uneasy. He had parted from me at the corner of the Strand with only a five minutes walk before him, and yet he had apparently disappeared. My first impulse was to drive to Notting Hill to inquire of Muriel if she had news of him, but somehow the Italians warning words made me wonder if he had met with foul play.

I suddenly recollected those two men who had passed by as we had talked, and how that the features of one had seemed strangely familiar. Therefore I took a cab to the police-station down at Whitehall, and made inquiry of the inspector on duty in the big bare office with its flaring gas-jets in wire globes. He heard me to the end, then turning back the book of occurrences before him, glanced through the ruled entries.

I should think this is the gentleman, sir, he said. And he read to me the entry as follows:

P.C. 462A reports that at 2.07 a.m., while on duty outside the National Gallery, he heard a revolver shot, followed by a mans cry. He ran to the corner of Suffolk Street, where he found a gentleman lying upon the pavement suffering from a serious shot-wound in the chest and quite unconscious. He obtained the assistance of P.C.s 218A and 343A, and the gentleman, who was not identified, was taken to the Charing Cross Hospital, where the house-surgeon expressed a doubt whether he could live. Neither P.C.s recollect having noticed any suspicious-looking person in the vicinity.

JOHN PERCIVAL, Inspector.

I waited for no more, but rushed round to the hospital in the cab, and was, five minutes later, taken along the ward, where I identified poor Jack lying in bed, white-faced and unconscious.

The doctor was here a quarter of an hour ago, whispered the sister. And he fears he is sinking.

He has uttered no words? I asked anxiously. Made no statement?

None. He has never regained consciousness, and I fear, sir, he never will. It is a case of deliberate murder, the police told me early this morning.

I clenched my fists and swore a fierce revenge for that dastardly act. And as I stood beside the narrow bed, I realized that what Olinto had said regarding my own peril was the actual truth. I was a marked man. Was I never to penetrate that inscrutable and ever-increasing mystery?


CHAPTER XVII

THE TRUTH ABOUT THE LOLA
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THROUGHOUT THE LONG night I called many times at the hospital, but the reply was always the same. Jack had not regained consciousness, and the doctor regarded his case as hopeless.

In the morning I drove in hot haste to Bassett Road, Notting Hill, and at the address Olinto had given me found Muriel. When she entered the room with folding doors into which I had been shown, I saw that she was pale and apprehensive, for we had not met since her flight, and she was, no doubt, at a loss for an explanation. But I did not press her for one. I merely told her that the Italian Santini had given me her address and that I came as bearer of unfortunate news.

What is it? she gasped quickly.

It concerns Captain Durnford, I replied. He has been injured in the street, and is in Charing Cross Hospital.

Ah! she cried. I see. You do not explain the truth. By your face I can tell there is something more. Hes dead! Tell me the worst.

No, Miss Leithcourt, I said gravely, not dead, but the doctors fear that he may not recover. His wound is dangerous. He has been shot by some unknown person.

Shot! she echoed, bursting into tears. Then they have followed him, after all! They have deceived me, and now, as they intend to take him from me, I will myself protect him. You, Mr. Gregg, have been in peril of your life, that I know, but Jacks enemies are yours, and they shall not go unpunished. May I see him?

I fear not, but we will ask at the hospital. And after the exchange of some further explanations, we took a hansom back to Charing Cross.

At first the sister refused to allow Muriel to see the patient, but she implored so earnestly that at last she consented, and the distressed girl in the black coat and hat crept on tiptoe to the bedside.

He was conscious for a quarter of an hour or so, whispered the nurse who sat there, He asked after some lady named Muriel.

The girl at my side burst into low sobbing.

Tell him, she said, that Muriel is here — that she has seen him, and is waiting for him to recover.

We were not allowed to linger there, and on leaving the hospital I took her back again to Notting Hill, promising to keep her well informed of Jacks condition. He had returned to consciousness, therefore there was now a faint hope for his recovery.

Day succeeded day, and although I was not allowed to visit my friend, I was told that he was very slowly progressing. I idled at the Hotel Cecil longing daily for news of Elma. Only once did a letter come from her, a brief, well-written note from which it appeared that she was quite well and happy, although she longed to be able to go out. The Princess was very kind indeed to her, and, she added, was making secret arrangements for her escape across the Russian frontier into Germany.

I knew what that meant. Use was to be made of certain Russian officials who were secretly allied with the Revolutionists in order to secure her safe conduct beyond the power of that order of exile of the tyrant de Plehve. I wrote to her under cover to the Princess, but there had been no time yet for a reply.

I saw Muriel many times, but never once did she refer to Rannoch or their sudden departure. Her only thought was of the man she loved.

I always believed that you were engaged to Mr. Woodroffe, I said one day, when I called to tell her of Jacks latest bulletin.

It is true that he asked me to marry him, she responded. But there were reasons why I did not accept.

Reasons connected with his past, eh?

She smiled, and then said:

Ah, Mr. Gregg, it is all a strange and very tragic story. I must see Jack. When do you think they will allow me to go to him?

I explained that the doctor feared to cause the patient any undue excitement, but that in two or three days there was hope of her being allowed to visit him. Several times the police made inquiry of me, but I could tell them nothing. I could not for the life of me recollect where I had before seen the face of that man who had passed in the darkness.

One afternoon, ten days after the attempt upon Jack, I was allowed to sit by his bedside and question him.

Ah, Gordon, old fellow! he said faintly, Ive had a narrow escape — by Jove! After I left you I walked quickly on towards the club, when, all of a sudden, two scoundrels sprang out of Suffolk Street, and one of them fired a revolver full at me. Then I knew no more.

But who were the men? Did you recognize them?

No, not at all. Thats the worst of it.

But Muriel knows who they were! I said.

Ah, yes! Bring her here, wont you? the poor fellow implored, Im dying to see her once again.

Then I told him how she had looked upon him while unconscious, and how I had taken the daily bulletin to her. For an hour I talked with him, urging him to get well soon, so that we could unite in probing the mystery, and bringing to justice those responsible for the dastardly act.

Muriel knows, and if she loves you she will no doubt assist us, I said.

Oh, she does love me, Gordon, I know that, said the prostrate man, smiling contentedly, and when I left I promised to bring her there on the morrow.

This I did, but having conducted her to the bed at the end of the ward I discreetly withdrew. What she said to him I am not, of course, aware. All I know is that an hour later when I returned I found them the happiest pair possible to conceive, and I clearly saw that Jacks trust in her was not ill-placed.

But of Elma? No further word had come from her, and I began to grow uneasy. The days went on. I wrote twice, but no reply was forthcoming. At last I could bear the suspense no longer, and began to contemplate returning to Russia.

Jack, when at last discharged from the hospital, came across to the Cecil and lived with me in preference to the Junior. He was very weak at first, and I looked after him, while every day Muriel came and ate with us, brightening our lives by her smart and merry chatter. She knew that I loved Elma and was also aware of the exciting events in Russia, Jack having told her of them during their long drives in hansoms when he went out with her to take the air.

One day I received a brief note from the Princess in Petersburg, urging me to remain patient and saying Elma was quite safe and well. There were reasons, however, why she was unable to write, she added. What were they, I wondered? Yet I could only wait until I received word to travel back to Russia and fetch her home. The Princess had promised to arrange everything.

December came, and we still remained on at the hotel. Once Olinto had written me repeating his warning, but I did not heed it. I somehow distrusted the fellow.

Jack, now thoroughly recovered, called almost daily at Bassett Road, and would often bring Muriel to the Cecil to tea or to luncheon. Often I inquired the whereabouts of her father and of Hylton Chater, but she declared herself in entire ignorance, and believed they were abroad.

One afternoon, shortly before Christmas, as we were idling in the American bar of the hotel, my friend told me that Muriel had invited us to tea at her cousins that afternoon, and accordingly we went there in company.

The drawing-room into which we were ushered was familiar to me as the apartment wherein I had told Muriel of the attempt upon her lovers life.

As we sat together Muriel, a smart figure in a pale blue gown, poured tea for us and chatted more merrily, I thought, than ever before. She seemed quick and nervous and yet full of happiness, as she should indeed have been, for Jack Durnford was one of the best fellows in the world, and his restoration to health little short of miraculous.

Gordon, he said to me with a sudden seriousness when tea had ended and we had placed down our cups. I want to tell you something — something Ive been longing always to tell you, and now I have got dear Muriels consent. I want to tell you about her father and his friends.

And about Elma, too? I said in quick eagerness. Yes, tell me everything.

No, not everything, for I dont know it myself. But what I know I will explain as briefly as I can, and leave you to form your own conclusions. It is, he went on, a strange — most amazing story. When I myself became first cognizant of the mystery I was on board the flagship the Renown, under Admiral Sir John Fisher. We were lying in Malta when there arrived the English yacht Iris, owned by Mr. Philip Leithcourt, and among those on board cruising for pleasure were Mr. Martin Woodroffe, Mr. Hylton Chater, and the owners wife and daughter Muriel.

Muriel and I met first at a tennis-party, and afterwards frequently at various houses in Malta, for anyone who goes there and entertains is soon entertained in return. A mutual attachment sprang up between Muriel and myself, he said, placing his hand tenderly upon hers and smiling, and we often met in secret and took long walks, until quite suddenly Leithcourt said that it was necessary to sail for Smyrna to pick up some friends who had been traveling in Palestine. The night they sailed a great consternation was caused on the island by the news that the safe in the Admiral Superintendents office had been opened by expert safe-breakers, and certain most important secret documents stolen.

Well? I asked, much interested.

Again, two months later, when the villa of the Prince of Montevachi, at Palmero, was broken into and the whole of the famous jewels of the Princess stolen, it was a very strange fact that the Iris was at the moment in that port. But it was not until the third occasion, when the yacht was at Villefranche, and our squadron being at Toulon I got four days leave to go along the Riviera, that my suspicions were aroused, for at the very hour when I was dining at the London House at Nice with Muriel and a schoolfellow of hers, Elma Heath — who was spending the winter there with a lady who was Baron Obergs cousin — that a great robbery was committed in one of the big hotels up at Cimiez, the wife of an American millionaire losing jewels valued at thirty thousand pounds. Then the robberies, coincident with the visit of the yacht, aroused my strong suspicion. I remarked the nature of those documents stolen from Malta, and recognized that they could only be of service to a foreign government. Then came the Leghorn incident of which you told me. The yachts name had been changed to the Lola, and she had been repainted. I made searching inquiry, and found that on the evening she was purposely run aground in order to strike up a friendship at the Consulate, a Russian gunboat was lying in the vicinity. The Consuls safe was rifled, and the scheme certainly was to transfer anything obtained from it to the Russian gunboat.

But what was in the safe? I asked.

Fortunately nothing. But you see they knew that our squadron was due in Leghorn, and that some extremely important despatches were on the way to the Admiral — secret orders based upon the decision of the British Cabinet as to the vexed question of Russian ships passing the Dardanelles — they expected that they would be lodged in the safe until the arrival of the squadron, as they always are. They were, however, bitterly disappointed because the despatches had not arrived.

And then?

Well, the only Russian who appeared to have any connection with them was Baron Oberg, the Governor-General of Finland, whose habit it was to spend part of the winter in the Mediterranean. From Elma Heaths conversation at dinner that evening at Nice I gathered that she and her uncle had been guests on the Iris on several occasions, although I must say that Muriel was extremely reticent regarding all that concerned the yacht.

Of course, she said quickly. Now that I have told you the truth, Jack, dont you think it was only natural?

Most certainly, dear, he answered, still holding her hand. Yours was not a secret that you could very well tell to me until you could thoroughly trust me, especially as your father had been implicated in the theft of those documents from Malta. The truth is, he said, turning to me, Philip Leithcourt has all along been the catspaw of Baron Oberg. A few years ago he was a well-known money-lender in the city, and in that capacity met the Baron, who, being in disgrace, required a loan. He was also in the habit of having certain shady transactions with that daring gang of continental thieves of whom Dick Archer and Hylton Chater were leaders. For this reason he purchased a yacht for their use, so that they might not only use it for the purpose of storing the stolen goods, but for the purpose of sailing from place to place under the guise of wealthy Englishmen traveling for pleasure. Upon that vessel, indeed, was stored thousands and thousands of pounds worth of jewels and objects of value, the proceeds of many great robberies in England, France and Belgium. Sometimes they traveled for the purpose of disposing of the jewels in various inland towns where the gems, having been recut, were not recognized, while at other times, Chater and Archer, assisted by Mackintosh, the captain, and Olinto Santini, the steward, sailed for a port, landed, committed a robbery, and then sailed away again, quite unsuspected, as rich Englishmen.

And the crew? I asked, after a pause.

They were, of course, well paid, and were kept in ignorance of what the supposed owner and his friends did ashore.

But Obergs connection with it? I asked, surprised at those revelations.

Ah! exclaimed Muriel. The ingenuity of that crafty villain is fiendish. Before he got into the Czars favor he owed my father a large sum, and then sought how to evade repayment. By means of his spies he discovered the real purpose of the cruises of the Iris — for I was often taken on board with a maid in order to allay any suspicion that might arise if only men were cruising. Then he not only compelled my father to cancel the debt, but he impressed the vessel and those who owned and navigated it into the secret service of Russia. A dozen times did we make attempts to obtain secret papers from Italian, French and English dockyards, but only once in the case of Malta and once at Toulon did we succeed. Ah! Mr. Gregg, she added, you do not know all the anxiety I suffered, how at every hour we were in danger of betrayal or capture, and of the hundred narrow escapes we have had of Custom House officers rummaging the yacht for contraband. You will no doubt recollect the sensation caused by the theft of the jewels of the Princess Wilhelmine of Schaumbourg-Lippe from the ladys-maid in the rapide between Cannes and Les Arcs, the robbery from the Marseilles branch of the Crédit Lyonnais, and the great haul of plate from the château of Bardon, the Paris millionaire, close to Arcachon.

Yes, I said, for they were all robberies of which I had read in the newspapers a couple of years before.

Well, she said, they were all committed by Archer or Woodroffe and his gang — with accomplices ashore, of course — and never once did it seem that any suspicion fell upon us. While the police were frantically searching hither and thither, we used to weigh anchor and calmly steam away with our booty on board. We had with us an old Dutch lapidary, and one of the cabins was fitted as a workshop, where he altered the appearance of the stones, and prepared them ready for sale, while the gold was melted in a crucible and put ashore to be sent to agents in Hamburg.

But that night in Leghorn? I said. What happened to poor Elma?

I do not know, was Muriels reply. We were both on board together, and standing at the crack of the door watched you sitting at dinner that evening. Elma told me that she believed that there was a plot against your life, but why she would not tell me. She evidently knew of the proposed rifling of the safe at the Consulate. Oberg himself was also on board, locked in his own cabin. Elma must have overheard some conversation between the Baron and one of the others, for she was in great fear the whole time lest they might injure you. Yet it seemed, after all, as though their idea was the same as always, to worm themselves into your confidence. The instant, however, you went ashore, Chater, Woodroffe — whom you called Hornby — and Mackintosh, the captain — who, by the way, was an old ticket-of-leave man — went ashore, and, of course, broke into the Consulate. Then, as soon as they returned, Elma came to my cabin, awoke me, and said that the Baron was taking her ashore, and that they were to travel overland back to London. She was ready dressed to go, therefore I kissed her, and promising to meet her soon, we parted. That was the last I saw of her. What happened to her afterwards only she alone can tell us.

But she is not the Barons niece? I said.

No. There is some mystery, declared Muriel. She holds some secret which he fears she may divulge. But of what nature, I am in ignorance.

Then you say that your father has never taken any active part in the robberies? I remarked.

No. He commenced by lending money, and amassed a considerable fortune. Then avarice seized him, as it does so many men, and coming into contact with Archer and his friends, he saw that the idea of the yacht was a safe and profitable one. Therefore he purchased the vessel, and ran it at the disposition of the thieves, and subsequently under compulsion in the secret service of Russia, as I have already described to you. The profits were colossal. In one year my fathers share was eighty thousand pounds.

And where is your father now? I asked.

Ah! she exclaimed sadly, her face pale and haggard.

I have heard that the vessel was scuttled somewhere in the Baltic.

That is true. Obergs purpose having been served, he demanded half the property on board, or he would give notice to the Russian naval authorities that the pirate yacht was afloat. He attempted to blackmail my father, as he had already done so many times, but his scheme was frustrated. My father, because of his inhuman treatment of poor Elma, defied him, when it appears that Oberg, who was in Helsingfors, telegraphed to the admiral of the Russian fleet in the Baltic. The crew from the Iris were at once landed at Riga, and only Mackintosh and my father put to sea again. Ah! my father was desperate, for he knew the merciless character of that man whose victim he had been for so long. They watched a Russian cruiser bearing down upon them, when, just as it drew near, they got off in a boat and blew up the yacht, which sank in three minutes with its ill-obtained wealth on board.

And your father?

She was silent, and I saw tears standing in her eyes.

There was a tragedy, Jack explained in a low, hoarse voice. He and the captain did not, unfortunately, get sufficiently far from the yacht when they blew her up, and they went down with her.

And I looked in silence at Muriel, who stood with her head bent and her white face covered with her hands.

Almost at the same moment there was a low tap at the door, and the servant-maid announced:

Mr. Santini, miss.

Ah! exclaimed Jack quickly, as Olinto entered the room. Then you had my note! We have asked you here to reveal to us this dastardly plot which seemed to have been formed against Mr. Gregg and myself. As you know, Ive had a narrow escape.

I know, signore. And the Signor Commendatore is also threatened.

By whom?

By those who killed my poor wife, and who intended also to silence me, was his answer.

The same who compelled you take me to that house where the fatal chair was prepared, eh?

It was Archer, who, fearing that you came to London in search of them, devised that devilish contrivance, he said in his broken English. Then continuing, he went on fiercely: Now that I have discovered why my poor Armida was killed, I will tell the truth, and not spare them. Since you left Scotland, signore, I have been up in Dumfries, and have discovered several facts which prove that for some reason known only to himself, Leithcourt, while at Rannoch, wrote to both Armida and myself separately, making an appointment to see us at the same time at that spot on the edge of the wood, as he had some secret commission to entrust to us. The letter addressed to me apparently fell into someone elses hands — probably one of the secret agents of Baron Oberg, who were always watching Leithcourts doings, and he, anxious to learn what was intended, made himself up to look like me, and kept the appointment in my place. Armida, having received the letter unknown to me, went up to Scotland, and was also there at the appointed time. What actually transpired can only be surmised, yet it seems that Leithcourt was in the habit of going up to that spot and loitering there in the evening in order to meet Chater in secret, as the latter was in hiding in a small hotel in Dumfries. Therefore those who formed the plot must have endeavored to throw suspicion upon Leithcourt. It is plain, however, as both myself and Armida knew the gang, it was to their interest to get rid of us, because the suspicions of the police had at last become aroused. Poor Armida was therefore deliberately enticed there to her death, while the inquisitive man whom the assassin took to be myself was also struck down.

By whom?

Not by Chater, for he was in London on that night.

Then by Woodroffe? Durnford said.

Without a doubt. It was all most cleverly thought out. It was to his advantage alone to close our lips, because in that same fatal chair in Lambeth old Jacob Moser, the Jew bullion-broker of Hatton Garden, met his death — a most dastardly crime, with which none of his friends were associated, and of which we alone held knowledge. He therefore wrote to us as though from Leithcourt, calling us up to Rannoch, in order to strike the blows in the darkness, he added in his peculiar Italian manner. Besides, he feared we would tell the signore the truth.

You have not told the police?

I dare not, signore. Surely the less the police know about this matter the better, otherwise the Signorina Leithcourt must suffer for her fathers avarice and evil-doing.

Yes, cried Jack anxiously. Thats right, Olinto. The police must know nothing. The reprisals we must make ourselves. But who was it who shot me in Suffolk Street?

The same man, Martin Woodroffe.

Then the assassin is back from Russia?

He followed closely behind the Signor Commendatore. Markoff, a clever secret agent of Baron Obergs, came with him.

Then for the first time I recollected that the man I had recognized in the Strand was a fellow I had seen lounging in the ante-room of the palace of the Governor-General of Finland. The pair, fearing that I should reveal what I knew, were undoubtedly in London to take my life in secret. Now that Leithcourt was dead, Woodroffe had united forces with Oberg, and intended to silence me because they feared that Elma, besides escaping them, had also revealed her secret.

I trust that the Signorina Leithcourt has explained the story of the yacht and its crew, Olinto remarked. And has also shown you how I was implicated. You will therefore discern the reason why I have hitherto feared to give you any explanation.

Yes, I said, Miss Leithcourt has told me a great deal, but not everything. I cannot yet gather for what reason she and her father fled from Rannoch.

Then I will tell you, said Muriel quickly. My father suspected Woodroffe of being the assassin in Rannoch Wood, for he knew that he had broken away from the original compact, and had now allied himself with Oberg. Yet it was also my fathers object to appear in fear of them, because he was only awaiting an opportunity to lay plans for poor Elmas rescue from Finland. Therefore one evening Woodroffe called, and my father encountered him in the avenue, and admitted him with his own latchkey by one of the side doors of the castle, afterwards taking him up to the study. He knew that he had come to try and make terms for Oberg, therefore he saw that he must fly at once to Newcastle, where the Iris was lying, get on board, and sail away.

With some excuse he left him in the study, and then warned my mother and myself to prepare to leave. But while we were packing, it appeared that Chater, who had followed, was shown into the study by the butler, or rather he entered there himself, being well acquainted with the house. Thus the two men, now bitter enemies, met. A fierce quarrel must have ensued, and Chater was poisoned and concealed, Woodroffe, of course, believing he had killed him. My father entered the study again, and seeing only Woodroffe there, did not know what had occurred. Some words probably arose, when my father again turned and left. Then we fled to Carlisle and on to Newcastle, and next morning were on board the yacht out in the North Sea, afterwards landing at Rotterdam. Those, she added, are briefly the facts, as my poor father related them to me.

And what of poor Elma — and of her secret? When, I wonder, shall I see her? I cried in despair.

You will see her now, signore, answered Olinto. A servant of the Princess Zurloff brought her to London this afternoon, and I have just conveyed her from the station. She is in the next room, in ignorance, however, that you are here.

And without another word I fled forward joyfully, and threw open the folding-doors which separated me from my silent love.

Silent, yes! But she could, nevertheless, tell her story — surely the strangest that any woman has ever lived to tell.


CHAPTER XVIII

CONTAINS ELMAS STORY
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BEFORE ME STOOD my love, a slim, tragic, rather wan figure in a heavy dark traveling-coat and felt toque, her sweet lips parted and a look of bewildered amazement upon her countenance as I burst in so suddenly upon her.

In silence I grasped her tiny black-gloved hand, and then, also in silence, raised it passionately to my eager lips. Her soft, dark eyes — those eyes that spoke although she was mute — met mine, and in them was a look that I had never seen there before — a look which as plainly as any words told me that my wild fevered passion was reciprocated.

She gazed beyond into the room where the others had assembled, and then looked at me inquiringly, whereupon I led her forward to where they were, and Muriel fell upon her and kissed her with tears streaming from her eyes.

I prepared this surprise for you, Mr. Gregg, Muriel said, laughing through her tears of joy. Olinto learnt that she was on her way to London, and I sent him to meet her. The Princess has managed magnificently, has she not?

Yes. Thank God she is free! I exclaimed. But we must induce her to tell us everything.

Muriel was already helping my love out of her heavy Russian coat, a costly garment lined with sable, and when, after greeting Jack and Olinto, she was comfortably seated, I took some notepaper from the little writing-table by the window and scribbled in pencil the words:

I need not write how delighted I am that you are safe — that the Almighty has heard my prayers for you. Jack and Muriel have told me all about Leithcourt and his scoundrelly associates. I know, too, dear — for I may call you that, may I not? — how terribly you must have suffered in silence through it all. Leithcourt is dead. He sank the yacht with all the stolen property on board, but by accident was himself engulfed.

Bending and watching intently as I wrote, she drew back in horror and surprise at the words. Then I added: We are all four determined that the guilty shall not go unpunished, and that the affliction placed upon you shall be adequately avenged. You are my own love — I am bold enough to call you so. Some strong but mysterious bond of affinity between us caused me to seek you out, and your pictured face seemed to call me to your side although I was unaware of your peril. I was sent to you by the unseen power to extricate you from the hands of your enemies. Therefore tell us everything — all that you know — without fear, for now that we are united no harm can assail us.

She took the pencil, and holding it in her white fingers sat staring first at us, and then looking hesitatingly at the white paper before her. Her position, amid a hundred conflicting emotions, was one of extreme difficulty. It seemed as though even now she was loth to reveal to us the absolute truth.

Muriel, standing behind her chair, tenderly stroked back the wealth of chestnut hair from her white brow. Her complexion was perfect, even though her face was pale and jaded, and her eyes heavy, consequent upon her long, weary journey from the now frozen North.

Presently, when by signs both Jack and Olinto had urged her to write, she bent suddenly, and her pencil began to run swiftly over the paper.

All of us stood exchanging glances in silence, neither looking over her, but each determined to wait in patience until the end. Once started, however, she did not pause. Sheet after sheet she covered. The silence for a long time was complete, broken only by the rapid running of the pencil over the rough surface of the paper. She had apparently become seized by a sudden determination to explain everything, now that she saw we were in real, dead earnest.

I watched her sweet face bent so intently, and as the firelight fell across it found it incomparable. Yes; she was afflicted by loss of speech, it was true, yet she was surely inexpressibly sweet and womanly, peerless above all others.

With a deep-drawn sigh she at last finished, and, her head still bowed in an attitude of humiliation, it seemed, she handed what she had written to me.

In breathless eagerness I read as follows:

Is it true, dear love — for I call you so in return — that you were impelled towards me by the mysterious hand that directs all things? You came in search of me, and you risked your life for mine at Kajana, therefore you have a right to know the truth. You, as my champion, and the Princess as my friend, have contrived to effect my freedom. Were it not for you, I should ere this have been on my way to Saghalien, to the tomb to which Oberg had so ingeniously contrived to consign me. Ah! you do not know — you never can know — all that I have suffered ever since I was a girl.

Here the statement broke off, and recommenced as follows:

In order that you should understand the truth, I had better begin at the beginning. My father was an English merchant in Petersburg, and my mother, Vera Bessanoff, who, before her marriage with my father, was celebrated at Court for her beauty, and was one of the maids-of-honor to the Czarina. She was the only daughter of Count Paul Bessanoff, ex-Governor of Kharkoff, and before marrying my father she had, with her mother, been a well-known figure in society. Immediately after her marriage her father died, leaving her in possession of an ample fortune, which, with my fathers own wealth, placed them among the richest and most influential in Petersburg.

Among my fathers most intimate friends was Baron Xavier Oberg — who, at that time, held a very subordinate position in the Ministry of the Interior — and from my earliest recollections I can remember him coming frequently to our house and being invited to the brilliant entertainments which my mother gave. When I was thirteen, however, my father died of a chill contracted while boar-hunting on his estate in Kiev, and within a few months a further disaster happened to us. One night, while I was sitting alone reading aloud to my mother, two strangers were announced, and on being shown in they arrested my dear mother on a charge of complicity in a revolutionary plot against the Czar which had been discovered at Peterhof. I stood defiant and indignant, for my mother was certainly no Nihilist, yet they said that the bomb had been introduced into the palace by the Countess Anna Shiproff, one of the ladies-in-waiting, who was an intimate friend of my mothers and often used to visit her. They alleged that the conspiracy had been hatched in our house, color being lent to that theory by the fact that a year before a well-known Russian with whom my father had had many business dealings had been proved to be the author of the plot by which the Czars train was blown up near Lividia. They tore my mother away from me and placed her in that gray prison-van, the sight of which in the streets of Petersburg strikes terror into the heart of every Russian, for a person once in that rumbling vehicle is, as you know, lost for ever to the world. I watched her from the window being placed in that fatal conveyance, and then I think I must have fainted, for I recollect nothing more until I found myself upon the floor, with the gray dawn spreading, and all the horrible truth came back to me. My mother was gone from me for ever!

In sheer desperation I went to the Ministry of the Interior and sought an interview with the Baron, who, when I told him of the disaster, appeared greatly concerned, and went at once to the Police Department to make inquiry. Next day, however, he came to me with the news that the charge against my mother had been proved by a statement of the woman Shiproff herself, and that she had already started on her long journey to Siberia — she had been exiled to one of those dreaded Arctic settlements beyond Yakutsk, a place where it is almost eternal winter, and where the conditions of life are such that half the convicts are insane. The Baron, however, declared that, as my fathers friend, it was his duty to act as guardian to me, and that as my father had been English I ought to be put to an English school. Therefore, with his self-assumed title of uncle, he took me to Chichester. For years I remained there, until one day he came suddenly and fetched me away, taking me over to Helsingfors — for the Czar had now appointed him Governor-General to Finland. There, for the first time, he introduced me to his son Michael, a pimply-faced lieutenant of cavalry, and said in a most decisive manner that I must marry him. I naturally refused to marry a man of whom I knew so little, whereupon, finding me obdurate, he quickly altered his tactics and became kindness itself, saying that as I was young he would allow me a year in which to make up my mind.

A week later, while living in the palace at Helsingfors, I overheard a conversation between the Governor-General and his son, which revealed to me a staggering truth that I had never suspected. It was Oberg himself who had denounced my mother to the Minister of the Interior, and had made those cruel, baseless charges against her! Then I discerned the reason. She being exiled, her fortune, as well as that of my father, came to me. The reason they were scheming for Michael to marry me was in order to obtain control of my money. I saw at once how helpless I was in the hands of that unscrupulous pair, and I recognized, too, sufficient of the Barons methods as The Strangler of Finland, to show me what kind of character he was beneath that calm, eminently respectable black-coated exterior. After deliberately sending my poor mother to Siberia, he had assumed the role of my guardian in order that he might, when I came of age, obtain control of my inheritance, the idea no doubt being that I should marry Michael, and then, after the necessary legal formalities, I should, on a trumped-up charge of conspiracy, share the same fate as my mother had done.

The infernal scoundrel! I ejaculated, when I read her words, while from Jack, who had been looking over my shoulder, escaped a fierce and forcible vow of vengeance.

The Baron took me with him to Petersburg when he went on official business, and we remained there nearly a month, the narrative went on. While there I received a secret message from The Red Priest, the unseen and unknown power of Nihilism, who has for so many years baffled the police. I went to see him, and he revealed to me how Oberg had contrived to have my mother banished upon a false charge. He warned me against the man who had pretended to be my fathers friend, and also told me that he had known my father intimately, and that if I got into any further difficulty I was to communicate with him and he would assist me. Oberg took me back to Helsingfors a few months later, and in summer we went to England. He was a marvelously clever diplomatist. His tactics he could change at will. When I was at school he was rough and brutal in his manner towards me, as he was to all; but now he seemed to be endeavoring to inspire my confidence by treating me with kindly regard and pleasant affability.

In London, at Claridges, we met my old schoolfellow Muriel and her father — a friend of Obergs — and in response to their invitation went for a cruise on their yacht, the Iris, from Southampton. Our party was a very pleasant one, and included Woodroffe and Chater, while our cruise across the Bay of Biscay and along the Portuguese coast proved most delightful. One night, while we were lying outside Lisbon, Woodroffe and Chater, together with Olinto, went ashore, and when they returned in the early hours of the morning they awoke me by crossing the deck above my head. Then I heard someone outside my cabin-door working as though with a screwdriver, unscrewing a screw from the woodwork. This aroused my interest, and next day I made a minute examination of the paneling, where, in one part, I found two small brass screws that had evidently been recently removed. Therefore I succeeded in getting hold of a screwdriver from the carpenters shop, and next night, when everyone was asleep, I crept out and unscrewed the panel, when to my surprise I saw that the secret cavity behind was filled with beautiful jewelry, diamond collars, tiaras, necklets, fine pearls, emeralds and turquoises, all thrown in indiscriminately.

I replaced the panel and kept careful watch. At Marseilles, where we called, more jewelry and a heavy bagful of plate was brought aboard and secreted behind another panel. Then I knew that the men were thieves.

But surely, continued the strange story my mute love had written, I need not describe all that occurred upon that eventful voyage, except to tell you of one very curious incident which occurred. I had spoken confidentially with Muriel regarding my suspicions of the men who were our fellow-guests, and when in secret I showed her several places on board the yacht where valuables were secreted, she also became convinced that the men were expert thieves to whom her father, for some unexplained reason, rendered assistance and asylum. She told me that since she had left school she had been on quite a number of cruises, and that the same party always accompanied her father. She had, however, never suspected the truth until I pointed it out to her. Well, one hot summers night we were lying off Naples, and as it was a grand festa ashore and there was to be a gala performance at the theater, Leithcourt took a box and the whole party were rowed ashore. The crew were also given shore-leave for the evening, but as the great heat had upset me I declined to accompany the theater-party, and remained on board with one sailor named Wilson to constitute the watch. We had anchored about half a mile from land, and earlier in the evening the Baron had gone ashore to send telegrams to Russia, and had not returned.

About ten oclock I went below to try and sleep, but I had a slight attack of fever, and was unable. Therefore I redressed and sat with the light still out, gazing across the starlit bay. Presently from my port-hole I saw a shore-boat approaching, and recognized in it the Baron with a well-dressed stranger. They both came on board, and the boatman, having been paid, pulled back to the shore. Then the Baron and his friend — a dark, middle-aged, full-bearded man, evidently a person of refinement — went below to the saloon, and after a few moments called to the man Wilson who was on the watch, and gave him a glass of whisky and water, which he took up on deck to drink at his leisure.

The unusual character of my fellow-guests on board that craft was such that my suspicion was constantly on the alert, therefore curiosity tempted me to creep along and peep in at the crack of the door standing ajar. A closer view revealed the fact that the stranger was a high Russian official to whom I had once been introduced at the Government Palace at Helsingfors, the Privy-Councillor and Senator Paul Polovstoff. They were smoking together, and were discussing in Russian the means by which he, Polovstoff, had arranged to obtain plans of some new British fortifications at Gibraltar. From what he said, it seemed that some Russian woman, married to an Englishman, a captain in the garrison, had been impressed into the secret service against her will, but that she had, in order to save herself, promised to obtain the photographs and plans that were required. I heard the Englishmans name, and I resolved to take some steps to inform him in secret of the intentions of the Russian agent.

Presently the two men took fresh cigars, ascended on deck, and cast themselves in the long cane chairs amidships. Still all curiosity to hear further details on the ingenious piece of espionage against my own nation, I took off my shoes and crept up to a spot where I could crouch concealed and overhear their conversation, for the Italian night was calm and still. They talked mainly about affairs in Finland, and with some of Obergs expressions of opinion Polovstoff ventured to differ. This aroused the Barons anger, and I knew from the cold sarcasm of his remarks, and the peculiarly hard tone of his voice, that he was more incensed than he outwardly showed himself to be. He rose and stood with his back to the bulwarks facing his friend, who still sat leaning back in his deck-chair insisting upon his own views. He was quite calm, and not in the least perturbed by the evil glint in the Barons eye. Perhaps he did not know him so well as I did. He did not know what that look meant. Suddenly, while the Privy-Councillor lay back in his chair pulling thoughtfully at his cigar, there was a bright, blood-red flash, a dull report, and a mans short agonized cry. Startled, I leaned around the corner of the deck-house, when, to my abject horror, I saw under the electric rays the Czars Privy-Councillor lying sideways in his chair with part of his face blown away. Then the hideous truth in an instant became apparent. The cigar which Oberg had pressed upon him down in the saloon had exploded, and the small missile concealed inside the diabolical contrivance had passed upwards into his brain. For a moment I stood utterly stupefied, yet as I looked I saw the Baron, in a paroxysm of rage, shake his fist in the dead mans face, and cry with a fearful imprecation: You hound! You have plotted to replace me in the Czars favor. You intended to become Governor-General of Finland! You knew certain facts which you intended to put before his Majesty, knowing that the revelations would result in my disgrace and downfall. But, you infernal cur, you did not know that those who attempt to thwart Xavier Oberg either die by accident or go for life to Kajana or the mines! And he spurned the body with his foot and laughed to himself as he gloated over his dastardly crime.

I watched his rage, unable to utter a single word. I saw him, after he had searched the dead mans pockets, raise the inert body with its awful featureless face and drag it to the bulwarks. Then I rushed forward and faced him.

In an instant he sprang at me, and I screamed. But no aid came. The man Wilson was sleeping soundly in the bows, for the whisky he had given him had been doctored, went on the narrative. Upon his face was a fierce, murderous look such as I had never seen before. You! he screamed, his dark eyes starting from their sockets as he realized that I had been a witness of his cowardly crime. You have spied upon me, girl! he hissed, and you shall die also! I sank upon my knees imploring him to spare me, but he only laughed at my entreaty. See! he cried, as you saw how he enjoyed his cigar, you may as well see this! And with an effort he raised the dead body in his arms, poised it for a moment on the vessels side, and then, with a hoarse laugh of triumph, heaved it into the sea. There was a splash, and then we were alone. And you! he cried in a fierce voice— you who have spied upon me — you will follow! The water there will close your chattering mouth! I shrieked, begged, and implored, but his trembling hands were upon my throat. First he dragged me to my feet, then he threw me upon my knees, and at last, with that grim brutality which characterizes him, he directed me to go and get a mop and bucket from the forecastle and remove the dark red stains from the chair and deck. This he actually forced me to do, gloating over my horror as I removed for him the traces of his cowardly crime. Then, with his hand upon my shoulder, he said, Girl! Recollect that you keep to-nights work secret. If not, you shall die a death more painful than that dog has died — one in which you shall experience all the tortures of the damned. Recollect, not a single word — or death! Now, go to your cabin, and never pry into my affairs again.

I went back to my cabin as I was bid, and sat speechless in abject horror. The fiendish actions of the man who was my guardian frightened me. And yet I was utterly helpless. What could I do? Who in holy Russia would hear me? Oberg was a power in the Empire; the Czar himself trusted him. If I spoke, who would believe me; who would heed the words of a defenseless girl whom he would at once declare to be hysterical? Thus I waited alone in the darkness, watching the lights of the port gleaming across the placid waters until nearly one oclock, when the gay party returned, and the Baron greeted them merrily as though nothing had happened. But my heart was frozen within me by the recollection of the awful crime that had been committed.







Why! Now I remember! cried Muriel, amazed. I remember that night quite well, how white you were when you came to my cabin and asked to be allowed to sleep in my spare berth. You would tell me nothing, and only said you were ill. None of us had any idea that such a terrible tragedy had been enacted. But of course the Baron had arranged it all, for it was at his instigation, I recollect, that the crew had been given shore-leave. Mackintosh suggested that only half the crew should go, but he declared that if Wilson alone were left it would be sufficient.

I, too, recollect the affair quite well, Jack declared, tugging at his mustache, utterly amazed at my loves strange story. It was a plain statement of hard, astounding facts, and she now stood clinging to me, looking eagerly into my eyes, reading every thought that passed through my mind. A great sensation was caused when the body was discovered. The squadron was lying off Naples about a week after the Iris had left, and while we were there the body was washed up near Sorrento. At first but little notice was taken of it, but by the marks on the dead mans linen it was discovered that he was Polovstoff, one of the highest Russian officials who had, it was said, been warned on several occasions by the Nihilists. It was, therefore, concluded that his death had been due to Nihilist vengeance.

Elma pointed to the paper, and made a sign that I was to read on. This I did, and the statement ran as follows:

The real reason why the Baron spared my life was because, if I died, my fortune would pass to a distant cousin living at Durham. Yet his manner towards me was now most polite and pleasant — a change that I felt boded no good. He intended to obtain my money by marrying me to his son Michael, whose evil reputation as a gambler was well known in Petersburg. We traveled back to Finland in the autumn, and in the winter he took me to stay with his sister in Nice. Yet almost daily he referred to that tragedy at Naples, and threatened me with death if ever I uttered a single word, or even admitted that I had ever seen the man who was his rival and his victim.

Last June, commenced another paragraph, we were in Helsingfors, when one day the Baron called me suddenly and told me to prepare for a journey. We were to cross to Stockholm and thence to Hull, where the Iris was awaiting us, for Mr. Leithcourt and Muriel had invited us for a summer cruise to the Greek Islands. We boarded the yacht much against my will, yet I was powerless, and dare not allege the facts that I had already established concerning our fellow-guests. Muriel and I, it seems, were taken merely in order to blind the shore-guards and Customs officials as to the real nature of the vessel, which when safely out of the Channel, was repainted and renamed the Lola, until her exterior presented quite a different appearance from the Iris.

The port of Leghorn was our first place of call, and for some reason we ran purposely upon a sandbank and were towed off by Italian torpedo-boats. Next evening you came on board and dined, Muriel and myself having strict orders not to show ourselves. We, however, watched you, and I saw you pick up my photograph which I had that day torn up. Then immediately after you had left, Woodroffe, Chater and Mackintosh went ashore and were away a couple of hours in the middle of the night. Just before they returned the Baron rapped at the door of my cabin saying that he must go ashore, and telling me to dress and accompany him. He would never allow me the luxury of a maid, fearing, I suppose, that she might learn too much. In obedience I rose and dressed, and when I went forth he told me to get my traveling-cloak and dressing-bag, adding that he was compelled to go north, as to continue the cruise would occupy too much time. He was due back at his official duties, he said. As soon as I had finished packing, the three men returned to the vessel, all of them looking dark-faced and disappointed. Woodroffe whispered some words to the Baron, after which I went to Muriels cabin and wished her good-bye, and we went ashore, taking the train first to Colle Salvetti, thence to Pisa, and afterwards to the beautiful old city of Siena, which I had so longed to see. One of my teeth gave me pain, and the Baron, after a couple of days at the Hotel de Sienne, took me to a queer-looking little old Italian — a dentist who, he said, enjoyed an excellent reputation. I was quick to notice that the two men had met before, and as I sat in the chair and gas was given to me I saw them exchange meaning glances. In a few moments I became insensible, but when I awoke an hour later I was astounded to feel a curious soreness in my ears. My tongue, too, seemed paralyzed, and in a few moments the awful truth dawned upon me. I had been rendered deaf and dumb!

The Baron pretended to be greatly concerned about me, it went on, but I quickly realized that I had been the victim of a foul and dastardly plot, and that he had conceived it, fearing lest I might speak the truth concerning the Privy-Councillor Polovstoff, for of exposure he lived in constant fear. To encompass my end would be against his own interests, as he would lose my fortune, so he had silenced me lest I should reveal the terrible truth concerning both him and his associates. He was not rich, and I have reason to believe that from time to time he gave information as to persons who possessed valuable jewels, and thus shared in the plunder obtained by those on the yacht.

From Italy we traveled on to Berlin, thence to Petersburg, and back to dreary Helsingfors, journeying as quickly as we could, yet never allowing me opportunity of being with strangers. Both my ears and tongue were very painful, but I said nothing. He was surely a fiend in a black coat, and my only thought now was how to escape him. From the moment when that so-called dentist had ruined my hearing and deprived me of power of speech, he kept me aloof from everyone. The fear that I should reveal everything had apparently grown to haunt him, and he had conceived that terrible mode of silencing my lips. But the true depth of his villainy was not yet apparent until I was back in Finland.

On the night of our arrival he called in his son, who had traveled with us from Petersburg, and in writing again demanded that I should marry him. I wrote my reply — a firm refusal. He struck the table angrily with his fist and wrote saying that I should either marry his son or die. Then next day, while walking alone out beyond the town of Helsingfors, as I often used to do, I was arrested upon the false charge of an attempt upon the life of Madame Vakuroff and transported, without trial, to the terrible fortress of Kajana, some of the horrors of which you have yourself experienced. The charge against me was necessary before I could be incarcerated there, but once within, it was the scheme of the Governor-General to obtain my consent to the marriage by threats and by the constant terrors of the place. He even went so far as to obtain a ministerial order for my banishment to Saghalien and brought it to me to Kajana, declaring that if in one month I did not consent he should allow me to be sent to exile. While I was in Kajana he knew that his secret was safe, therefore by every means in his power he urged me to consent to the odious union.

All the rest is known to you — how Providence directed you to me as my deliverer, and how Woodroffe followed you in secret, and pretending to be my friend took me with him to Petersburg. He had learnt of my fortune from the Baron, and intended to marry me himself. But now that all is over it appears to me like some terrible dream. I never believed that so much iniquity existed in the world, or that men could fight a defenseless woman with such double-dealing and cruel ingenuity. Ah! the tortures I endured in Kajana are beyond human conception. Yet surely Oberg and Woodroffe will obtain their well-merited deserts — if not in this world, then in the world to come. Are we not taught by Holy Writ to forgive our enemies? Therefore, let us forgive.







There my silent loves strange story ended. A bald, straightforward narrative that held us all for some moments absolutely speechless — one of the strangest and most startling stories ever revealed.

She watched every expression of my countenance, and then, when I had finished reading and placed my arm tenderly about her slim waist, she raised her beautiful face to mine to receive the passionate kiss I imprinted upon those soft, full lips.

This, of course, makes everything plain, exclaimed Jack. Polovstoff was a very liberal-minded and upright official who was greatly in the favor of the Czar, and a serious rival to Oberg, whose drastic and merciless methods in Finland were not exactly approved by the Emperor. The Baron was well aware of this, and by ingeniously enticing him on board the Iris he succeeded by handing that small bomb concealed in a cigar — a Nihilist contrivance that had probably been seized by his police in Finland — in freeing himself from the rival who was destined to occupy his post.

Yes, I said with a sigh. The mystery is cleared up, it is true, yet my poor Elma is still the victim. And I kissed my love passionately again and again upon the lips.


CONCLUSION
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NEARLY TWO YEARS have now gone by.

There have been changes in holy Russia — many great and amazing changes consequent upon war and its disasters. Russia is no longer the great power that she once was supposed to be. Many events that have startled the world have occurred since that day when I first enfolded my silent love within my arms. One of them is known to you all.

You read in the newspapers, without a doubt, how the Baron Xavier Oberg, the persecutor of Finland, the enemy of education, the relentless foe of the defenseless, the man who ordered women to be knouted to death in Kajana, the heartless official whom the Finns called The Strangler, was blown to pieces by a bomb thrown beneath his carriage as he drove to the railway station at Helsingfors on his way to have audience with the Emperor.

The secret truth was that the Red Priest decreed that Oberg should die, and the plot was swiftly put into execution, and although five hundred arrests were made the police are unaware to this day of the identity of the person who directed it, or of who threw the fatal missile. From pillar to post the revolutionists have been hunted by the bloodhounds of police, yet the Red Priest still lives on quietly in Petersburg, and the Princess Zurloff, still unsuspected, devotes the greater part of her enormous income to the cause of freedom.

Of Jack and Muriel I need only say they were married about three months after Elmas return from Russia, and at the present time they are living on the outskirts of Glasgow, where Jack has secured the shore appointment which he so long coveted.

By some means — exactly how is not quite certain — the police discovered that Dick Archer, alias Woodroffe, alias Hornby, was concerned in the clever robbery of a dressing-bag, containing the Dowager Lady Lancashires jewels, from her footman on Euston platform, and after a long search they found him hiding at an hotel in Liverpool. When, however, they went to arrest him, he laughed in the faces of the detectives, placed something swiftly in his mouth and swallowed it before they could prevent him — then ten minutes later he fell dead. He knew what terrible revelations must be made if we gave evidence against him, and he therefore preferred death by his own hand to that following a judicial sentence.

Chater, although one of the most expert jewel thieves in Europe, had never been actually guilty of any graver offense, and when we heard that he was in San Francisco, where he had opened a small bar and was trying to live honestly, we resolved to allow him to remain there. Indeed, Jack wrote to him about nine months ago warning him never to set foot on English soil again on pain of arrest.

Olinto Santini has recently opened a small restaurant in Western Road, Brighton, and is, I believe, doing very well.

And ourselves! Well, what can I really tell you? Mere words fail to tell you of the completeness of our happiness. It is idyllic — that is all I can say.

My proposal of marriage was made to Elma a very few days after she wrote down her startling and romantic story, and a year ago at a little village church in Hertfordshire we became man and wife, there being present at our wedding Madame Heath, my brides mother, to whom, by my exertions in official quarters in Petersburg, the Czars clemency was extended, and she was released from that far-off Arctic prison to which she had been sent with such cruel injustice.

Two of the greatest London specialists have continually treated my dear wife, and under them she has already recovered her speech — so far, indeed, that she can now whisper in a low, soft voice. But they tell me they are hopeful that ere long her voice will become stronger, and speech practically restored. Already, too, she can begin to hear.

After all the storms and perils of the past, our lives are now indeed full of a calm, sweet peace. In our own comfortable little house, with its trellised porch covered with roses and honeysuckle, that faces the blue Channel at St. Margarets Bay, beyond Dover, we lead a life of mutual trust and boundless love. We are supremely content — the happiest pair in all the world, we think.

Often as we sit together at evening, gazing out upon the great ships passing darkly away into the mysterious afterglow, our hands clasp mutually in a silence more eloquent than words, and as we gaze into each others eyes there occurs to us the Divine injunction: WHOM GOD HATH JOINED, LET NO MAN PUT ASUNDER.

THE END


Behind the Throne (1905)
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Chapter One.

The Cats-Paw.
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OF COURSE THE transaction is a purely private one. There is, I suppose, no chance of the truth leaking out? If so, it might be very awkward, you know.

None whatever. Your Excellency may rely upon me to deal with these people cautiously. Besides, they have their own reputation to consider — as well as ours.

And how much do you say they offer? asked His Excellency in Italian, so that the English servants, if they were listening, should not understand.

If you accept their conditions as they stand, they pay one hundred thousand francs — four thousand pounds sterling — into your account at the Pall Mall branch of the Credit Lyonnais on Monday next, replied the other in the same language.

And your share, my dear Angelo?

That is apart. I have arranged it.

And theyll profit a million, and dress our unfortunate infantry in shoddy?

Possibly, but what does it really matter? A soldiers clothes are of little concern, as long as he is well armed.

But the boots? — the contract is for boots as well.

Your Excellency forgets that the English soldiers have more than once been sent into the field in boots made of brown paper. And they were of English make! Ours are German — and we must expect the foreigner to take advantage of us.

Yes, but we know well the reputation of these people.

Of course. But from the English firm we get nothing — the English are too honest; and the thin, sallow-faced Sicilian laughed scornfully towards his superior, Signor Camillo Morini, senator of the kingdom of Italy and Minister of War.

His Excellency, a tall, well-built, well-dressed man of sixty or so, in a suit of light grey tweed, whose hair was only just turning white, whose carefully trained moustache showed but few silver threads, and whose dark, deep-set eyes were sharp and observant, stood at the window gazing thoughtfully out upon the green level English lawn where his daughter Mary and some visitors were playing tennis.

He remained silent, his back to Angelo Borselli, the man in black who had travelled from Rome to Leicestershire to urge him to accept the bribe of four thousand pounds from the German firm of army contractors. Camillo Morini was a man with a strange, adventurous history — a man who, had he not lived entirely in the political world, would have been termed a knight of industry, a self-made man who, by his own ingenious craft and cunning, had risen to become one of Italys chief Ministers, and a senator of the kingdom. He entertained some scruples as regards honesty, both political and financial, yet General Angelo Borselli, the bureaucrat, who was Under-Secretary, for the past ten years had been busily engaged in squeezing all the profit possible out of the office he held.

Morini and Borselli had for years assisted each other, or, to be more truthful, Morini, who seemed to exercise a kind of animal magnetism over men, had used Borselli for his own ends, and the Under-Secretary had been the Ministers cats-paw ever since the days of Victor Emmanuel when they were deputies together at Montecitorio. Upon the stormy sea of Italian politics they had sailed together, and although many times they had run before the wind towards the shoals of exposure, they had somehow always managed to escape disaster.

Borselli had, by His Excellencys clever manoeuvring, been given the rank of general although a comparatively young man, and had been appointed Under-Secretary of War, while the pair had, in secret, reaped a golden harvest, even against Morinis will. When deputy, and little better than a political adventurer, he had been compelled to make his politics pay; but as Minister, with the responsibility of office upon him, he had at first worked for the benefit of Italy. Yet, alas! so contaminating had been the corruption about him that he found it well-nigh impossible to act disinterestedly, and very soon all his highest resolves had been cast aside, and with Borselli ever scheming and ever prompting at his elbow, he was constrained, like his fellow-members of the Cabinet, to seek profit where he could.

In Italy, under the régime of the late King Humbert, Ministers soon became millionaires — in francs — and Camillo Morini was no exception.

A born leader of men, gifted with a marvellous tact, a keen, clear foresight, a wide knowledge of men, and a deep, wily cunning, he held the confidence of his sovereign, the late lamented king, and took care that nothing occurred to shake or to imperil it. He was a poseur, and owed his position to his ingenious methods and his plausible tongue. His highly respectable exterior was inspiring, and the veneer of elegant refinement of manner had opened to him the best social circles in Rome and Paris. He was a good linguist, and had been an advocate in Florence in the days when he made the law a stepping-stone into politics and fat emoluments.

General Angelo Borselli, the soldierly, middle-aged man of the sallow face in funereal black, always acted the part of the cringing underling, yet at heart he really hated and despised the man whom he was bound to call His Excellency. It was, however, Borsellis active brain which evolved those neat schemes by which a portion of the public funds of poor strangled Italy went into their joint pockets, he who inspired the Press and kept at bay the horde of political opponents. It was General Borselli who made suggestions, who juggled so cleverly with figures, and who ruled the Ministry of War with a rod of iron.

The two men detested each other, yet, held together by the bond of mutual peculation, they played constantly into each others hands, and both had become wealthy in consequence.

Noticing that the Minister remained silent, still looking forth upon the lawn, the other, with a strange glance of evil envy, remarked — 

You are surely not becoming scrupulous! The commission is only a fair one. If those pigs of Germans want the contract they must pay for it.

Camillo Morini snapped his bony fingers, but still remained silent. At heart he longed to free himself of all this dishonesty at the expense of the comfort and safety of the army. Indeed he knew that by such transactions his country was being imperilled. Recent disasters in Abyssinia had been due directly to the defective arms and ammunition supplied to the troops. The contractors had all paid him heavy bribes, and the brave sons of Italy had gone forth armed with rubbish, and were defeated in consequence.

Yes. He longed to become honest, and yet with all his heavy expenses, his splendid palace in Rome, his magnificent old villa on the hillside outside Florence, his great tracts of wine-lands and olive-gardens in the Apennines, and that house he rented as a summer residence in England, how could he refuse these alluring presents? They were necessary for his position — for his existence. His eyes were fixed upon his daughter Mary, a neat, trim figure in a cream flannel dress; his daughter who believed so implicitly in him, and who regarded him as her ideal of probity and uprightness. He sighed.

Perhaps you consider a hundred thousand francs not quite enough? remarked the man behind him. I told the agent in London yesterday, when he came to Claridges, that I expected you would want another twenty thousand, but he said his firm could not possibly afford it. He is remaining in London until to-morrow for your decision. He intended to come down here and see you, but I forbade it.

Quite right! Quite right! Keep all such persons as far from me as possible, Angelo, was the Ministers quick reply. Ive had more than enough of them.

The other smiled, still standing erect on the hearthrug, his back to the fireplace, his hands in his trousers pockets, smoking a cigarette.

Of course, he said, I tried to get all I could out of him, but a hundred thousand was his absolute limit. Indeed I wanted to make it German marks, not francs, but it was useless. I have brought with me the acceptance of the contract, he added. The decree only requires your endorsement, and he drew from his pocket a paper which he opened and spread upon the big old-fashioned writing-table of the library.

The Minister, however, still hesitated, while his companion smiled within himself at what he regarded as a sudden and utterly unnecessary pang of conscience.

This cheap contracting is simply sacrificing the lives of our poor men, declared Morini suddenly, turning at last from the window and facing the man who was so constantly his tempter.

Bah! There are cheap contracts and secret commissions in all the departments — marine, public-works — even at the Ministry of Justice.

I know, I know, groaned the Minister. The whole system is rotten at the core. Ive tried to be honest, and have failed.

Your Excellency must admit that our department does not stand alone. It is to be regretted that our poor conscripts are half starved, and our soldiers armed with faulty ammunition, but surely we must live as well as those in the other ministries!

At the sacrifice of Italy? remarked the Minister in a hard tone. I really do not believe, Angelo, that you possess any conscience, he added bitterly.

I possess, I think, about the same quantity as your Excellency, was the others satirical reply, as he twisted his dark moustache. Conscience and memory are the two most dangerous operations of the politicians intellect. Happy the man who indulges in neither.

Then you must be very happy indeed, remarked His Excellency, with a dry laugh. But, he added, sighing, I suppose I must fall in with your suggestion for this, the very last time. You say that the money will be placed to my account at the Credit Lyonnais next Monday — eh?

The Under-Secretary nodded in the affirmative, and then the Minister took up a pen and with a quick flourish scribbled his signature at the head of the document which gave slop-made uniforms and brown-paper boots to fifteen regiments of Italian infantry.


Chapter Two.

Friends of her Excellency.
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HER EXCELLENCY SIGNORA Morini was an Englishwoman, and for that reason the Minister rented Orton Court, that picturesque old Queen Anne house in Leicestershire, where, with their daughter Mary, they each year spent August and September, the two blazing months of the Italian summer.

Standing back amid wide level lawns, high box-hedges, quaint old flower-gardens, and spreading cedars, about four miles out of Rugby on the Leicester road, it dominated a wide stretch of rich, undulating pastures of bright fresh green, so pleasing to the eye after the sun-baked, thirsty land of Italy. The house, a quaint, rambling old place full of odd nooks and corners, was of time-mellowed red brick, partly ivy-covered, with a wide stone portico, spacious hall, and fine oak staircase. One wing, that which faced the tennis-lawn, was covered with roses, while around the lawn itself were iron arches over which trailing roses also grew in abundant profusion.

The Morinis kept but little company when in England. They came there for rest after the mad whirl of the Roman season, and so careful was His Excellency to keep his true position a secret, and thus avoid being compelled to make complimentary calls upon the English Ministers and officials in London, that very few persons, if indeed anyone in the neighbourhood, were really aware that the tall, courteous foreigner who came there for a few weeks each year — Mr Morini, as they called him — was actually one of the most powerful Ministers in Europe.

They were civil to their neighbours in a mild, informal way, of course. Foreigners are always regarded with suspicion in England. Madame Morini made calls which were returned, and they usually played tennis and croquet in the afternoon; for Mary, on account of her bright, cosmopolitan vivacity, was a particular favourite with everyone.

The local clergy, headed by the rural dean and his wife, were fond of drinking tea on the pretty lawn of Orton Court, and on this afternoon among the guests were several rectors and their curates, together with their women-folk. The wife of the Minister of War had been the daughter of a poor Yorkshire clergyman. She had, while acting as English governess in the family of a Roman prince, met her husband, then only a struggling advocate in the Florence courts, and, notwithstanding that she was a Protestant, they had married, and she had never for one moment repented her choice. Husband and wife, after those years of strange ups and downs, were still entirely devoted to each other; while Mary, their only child, they mutually idolised.

The scene upon that sunny lawn was picturesque and purely English.

Madame Morini, a dark-haired, well-preserved woman in pale mauve, was seated at a bamboo table in the shade serving tea and gossiping with her friends — for the game had been suspended, and cake and biscuits were being handed round by the men in flannels.

An elderly woman, wife of a retired colonel, inquired for Mr Morini, whereupon madame answered — 

He is in the house, detained on business, I think. A gentleman has come down from London to see him. And thus was her husbands presence excused.

Ten minutes later, however, when Mary, watching her opportunity, saw her mother alone, she ran up to her, whispering in her ear — 

That man Borselli has come from Rome, mother! I saw his face at the study window. Why cant he leave father alone when we are here on holiday?

I suppose it is some affair of state, my dear, was her mothers calm reply. Your father told me he was to arrive this afternoon. He is to remain the night.

I hate the man! declared the pretty, dark-haired girl with emphasis. I watched him through the window just now, and saw him look so black at father behind his back. I believe they have quarrelled.

I think not, my dear. Your father and General Borselli are very old friends, remember.

Of course. But hes a Sicilian, and you know what youve always told me about the Livornese and the Sicilians.

Dont be silly, Mary, exclaimed the Ministers wife, laughing. Matters of state do not concern us women. Go and continue your game.

The girl shrugged her shoulders with the queer little foreign gesture due to her cosmopolitan upbringing, and turned away to rejoin the young man in grey flannels who stood awaiting her on the other side of the court.

She was twenty-one, with perfect, regular features, a pointed chin, dark chestnut hair, and a pair of large, lustrous eyes in which gleamed all the fire and passion of the sunny South. Her figure, neat-waisted and well-proportioned, was always admired in the salons of Rome and Florence, and she had for the past couple of years been the reigning beauty in the official and diplomatic world of the Eternal City.

Possessed of an easy grace, a natural modesty, with a sweet, pleasant expression, she had, soon after returning from school at Broadstairs, been chaperoned into Roman society by her mother, and had now, at twenty-one, become essentially a woman of the world, well-dressed, chic, and full of vivacity. A remarkable linguist — for she spoke English, Italian, French, and Spanish with equal fluency — she had quickly made her mark in that very difficult circle, Italian society, a fact which pleased her parents, and induced her father to increase her allowance until she was enabled to have her ball dresses from Paris and her tailor-made gowns from London.

Morini, compelled, for the sake of his prominent position, to make a show of affluence, saw that by dressing his daughter better than other girls he was exhibiting a prosperity that would be noticed and talked about.

As she crossed the lawn that warm August afternoon, plainly attired in her cream flannel skirt and pale blue blouse, there could be no two opinions regarding her marvellous beauty. It was of an unusual kind, a combination of the handsome classic model of the ancients with the sweet womanliness of modern life. Her carriage, too, was superb. The casual observer, watching her retreating form, would not require to look twice to recognise that she was of foreign birth; for no Englishwoman carries herself with that easy, elastic swing which is inherent in the Italian girl of the upper class. Yet, perhaps owing to her mothers English birth and teaching, she admired to the full everything that was British. She was a keen, outspoken critic of all things Italian, and was never so happy as when they were living unostentatiously in semi-privacy for those two welcome months each year in rural Leicestershire.

At heart, she hated that brilliant circle in which they were compelled to move when at home — the continual functions, the official balls, the court receptions, the gay, irresponsible world of intrigue and scandal, of dazzling uniforms and glittering decorations, in which she was so continually courted and flattered. Already she had become nauseated by its vices and its shams, and longed always for the rural peace of the country, early hours, and the ease of old frocks. Yet it was impossible, she knew. She was compelled to live in that fevered atmosphere of wealth and officialdom that revolved around the throne of His Majesty King Humbert, to receive the admiration and homage paid to her because of her striking beauty, and to act her part, as her father instructed her — a prominent part in one of the most brilliant courts of Europe.

Was it any wonder that, scarce out of her teens, she was already a femme du monde, with a wide knowledge of the hypocrisies of society, the tortuous ways of political intrigue, and the foetid moral atmosphere of those gilded salons and perfumed boudoirs?

I wonder if youll forgive me if I dont play any more, Mr Macbean? she asked of the dark-haired young man in grey who stood, racquet in hand, awaiting her return. I am very tired. I played in the tournament at your uncles yesterday, you know, and we from the South are exotic plants, after all.

Forgive you! Of course! cried the young man gallantly. The sun is still too warm to be comfortable. Perhaps you will show me the gardens instead?

Willingly, she answered. But theres not much to see here, I fear, and they strolled together between the high box-hedges, into the well-kept flower-garden with its grey old sundial and beds edged with curbs of lichen-covered stone. Beyond lay another lawn, which rose gently until it gave entrance into a small shady wood of high old oaks and elms wherein the rooks were cawing.

The pair were comparatively strangers. A fortnight before, he had called with his uncle, the rector of Thornby, whom he was visiting, and on several occasions since they had met at tennis or at tea in the drawing-rooms of various houses in the neighbourhood.

They chatted while strolling around the great sloping lawn, and he was expressing admiration at the excellent game she had played. She inwardly reflected that he seemed a very pleasant companion — so different from those over-dressed young Roman nobles, all elegance, swagger, and pose.

To George Macbean Nature had been kind and Chance had been cruel.

He was tall, slender, and athletic, with pale, refined features and a look of thoughtful and reticent calm. People looked at him far oftener than they did at handsomer men. It was one of those faces which suggest the romance of fate, and his eyes, under their straight brows and their drooping lids, could gaze at women with an honest, open look. And yet women seldom saw him for the first time without thinking of him when he had passed from sight. He aroused at a first glance a vague speculative interest — he was a man whom women loved, and yet he was utterly unconscious of it all.

He was son of a younger son of the Macbeans of Castle Douglas; the blood of the ancient Galloway lairds ran in his veins; yet it was all that remained to him of the vanished greatness of a race that had fought so valiantly on the Border. He had, on his fathers death, been compelled to come down from Cambridge only to find himself launched upon the world practically penniless, when, by good fortune, an influential friend of his fathers in the City had contrived to obtain for him a situation as private secretary to Mr Morgan-Mason, a wholesale provision merchant, who, having made a fortune in business, sought to enter society by the parliamentary back door. He sat for South-West Norfolk, and was mainly distinguished in the House by his loudness of dress and his vulgar ostentation.

The post of secretary to such an impossible person was by no means a congenial occupation for a gentleman. The white-waistcoated vulgarian smiled at the poverty of the peerage, and treated his secretary as he would one of his shopmen in the Goswell Road; yet George Macbean could only grin and bear it, for upon this aspiring merchant of cheese and bacon his very living depended. He could not afford to lose the one hundred and eighty pounds a year which the bacon merchant paid him.

It being the recess, and Mr Morgan-Mason having followed in the wake of a needy earl and his wife to Vichy, Macbean was spending a month with the Reverend Basil Sinclair, his bachelor uncle, when he had become acquainted with that bright, vivacious girl who was walking beside him.

She was speaking of Italy, and life there in winter, without, of course, mentioning the official position of her father, when he said — 

Ah! I too love Italy. I have been to Rome and Florence several times. Both cities are delightful — even to the mere visitor like myself.

Perhaps you speak Italian? she hazarded in that language.

I am fairly well acquainted with it, he responded in the purest Tuscan, laughing the while. Before I went to Cambridge I lived five years with my mothers brother, who was a priest in Pisa.

Why, you speak like a born Italian! she laughed. It is so difficult for us English to roll our rs — to give the exact accent, for instance, to cane and to carne. Over those two words we make ourselves ridiculous. They had entered the wood, where the damp smell of decaying leaves, so essentially English, met their nostrils, and were strolling up one of the mossy paths in the cool shadow. Yes, she was certainly lovely, he reflected. Report had not lied about her. She was more beautiful than any woman he had ever before beheld, more graceful, more cosmopolitan.

Morini? Morini? Yes, he had heard the name before. It was not at all uncommon in Tuscany. She was Anglo-Italian, and the girl born of Anglo-Italian parents is perhaps the most charming and cosmopolitan of any in Europe.

Chatting gaily, they lingered in the wood, strolled through the long range of hothouses, and then back again to the lawn, where they found the guests bidding farewell to their hostess and departing.

The Reverend Basil Sinclair was bending over Madame Morinis hand, an example which his nephew, though loth to leave the side of the girl who had so entirely charmed him, was bound to follow, and five minutes later the two men mounted into the rectors pony-cart, raised their hats, and drove away.

Later that evening, as General Borselli, ready dressed for dinner, stood, a well-set-up figure in the long, low, old-fashioned drawing-room, with its perfume of pot-pourri, awaiting the appearance of the ladies, the door suddenly opened, and there entered a dark, good-looking, brown-bearded man of about thirty, who was a guest at Orton, but having been up to London for the day, had only just returned in time to slip into his dinner-jacket.

The two men faced each other.

The new-comer, also a foreigner, started back, halting on the threshold as he recognised the sallow, sinister countenance of the other in the dim half-light. Angelo Borselli was the very last man he expected to meet beneath the Ministers roof in England, and the encounter was, to him, somewhat disconcerting.

You! cried the general in surprise, speaking in French. So you actually have the audacity to pose as a friend of His Excellency, after those very plain words I spoke in the Florence Club! You accept my friends invitation and dare pay court to mademoiselle! Is this not a dangerous game you are playing, my friend?

I conceive no danger in it — as far as I am concerned, replied the young Frenchman, Jules Dubard, coolly. Besides, my private affairs are surely no concern of yours! If His Excellency does me the great honour to invite me to his English home, I shall certainly accept, even at risk of incurring your displeasure, he added, with a supercilious smile.

You recollect what I told you?

Perfectly, replied the well-dressed young count, with an air of extreme politeness, as he rearranged his cravat in the mirror. But you appear to overlook one rather important fact.

And what is that, pray? inquired the Sicilian, with an evil flash in his dark eyes.

Exposure to His Excellency is synonymous with exposure of yourself in quite another quarter, my dear general, replied the guest, in a meaning tone. You cannot afford to risk that, you know. We both of us may threaten, but it is, after all, what these English call a fools game. Neither of us dare give each other away. So we may just as well be friends as enemies — eh?


Chapter Three.

In which Mary Reveals Certain Suspicions.
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DINNER, SERVED WITH that same stiff stateliness that characterised everything in the Morini household, was over, and the three men had rejoined the ladies in the drawing-room.

Mary, in a pretty décolleté dinner-gown of pale pink chiffon, with a single tea-rose in her corsage, had, at Dubards suggestion, gone to the piano, and in a sweet contralto had sung some of those old Florentine folk-songs, or stornelli, as they are called, those weirdly mediaeval songs that are still sung by the populace in the streets of Florence to-day. Then as conclusion she ran her fingers lightly over the keys and sang — 

Fiorin Fiorello!
Di tutti i fiorellin che fioriranno,
Il fior del amor mio sara il piu bello?

Brava! Brava! cried the young Frenchman standing by the piano, and as she raised her eyes to his, it was patent that the pair entertained a regard for each other.

Your songs of old Florence are so charming, so different from everything else in music, mademoiselle, he declared. We have nothing like them in France. Our chansons are, after all, inharmonious rubbish. It is not surprising that you in Italy have a contempt for our literature, our music, and our drama, for it cannot compare with yours. We have had no poet like Dante, no composer like Verdi, no musician like Paganini — and, he added, dropping his voice to a low whisper as he bent quickly to her ear, no woman so fair as Mary Morini.

She blushed, and busied herself with her music books in order to conceal her confusion. The general was chatting with her father and mother at the farther end of the long room, and therefore did not notice that swift passage of admiration on the part of Jules Dubard.

The Frenchman was a friend of the family, mainly because he had been helpful to Morini in a variety of ways, and also on account of his pleasant, easy-going manner and quiet elegance. He was from the South. The old family château — a grey, dismal place full of ghostly memories and mildewed pictures of his ancestors — stood high up in the Pyrenees above Bayonne, five miles from the Spanish frontier; yet he had always lived in Paris, and from the days when he left college on his fathers death he had led the gay, irresponsible life of the modern Parisian of means, was a member of the Jockey Club, and a well-known figure at the Café Américain and at Maxims.

As a young man about the French capital he gave frequent bachelor parties at his cosy flat in the Avenue Macmahon, and possessing a very wide circle of friends, he had been able to render the Italian Minister of War several confidential services.

Two years ago, while in Rome, he had received an invitation to dine one evening at His Excellencys splendid old palace — once the residence of a Roman prince — and from that time had been on terms of intimacy with the family and one of Marys most ardent admirers. He spent a good deal of his time in the Eternal City, and had during the past season become a familiar figure in society.

His Excellency, quick of observation, had, however, detected Borsellis antipathy towards the young man, even though it was so cleverly concealed. And he had wondered. As fellow-guests beneath his roof they had that evening chatted and laughed together across the dinner-table, had referred to each other by their Christian names, and had fraternised as though they were the best friends in the world. Yet those words uttered by Angelo Borselli while awaiting the ladies had been full of hidden meaning.

The Morinis were in ignorance of the truth — and Mary most of all.

Dubard was not a handsome man — for it is difficult to find a man of the weak, anaemic type of modern Parisian who can be called good-looking from an English standpoint. He was thin-featured, lantern-jawed, with a pale complexion, dark eyes, and a brown moustache. He wore his hair parted in the centre, and as an élégant was proud of his white almost waxen hands and carefully manicured finger-nails. His dress, too, often betrayed those signs of effeminacy which in Paris just now are considered the height of good form in a man. His every movement seemed studied, yet his stiff elegance was on the most approved model of the Bois and the ballroom. He played frequently at his cercle, he wore the most hideous goggles and fur coat and drove his motor daily, and he indulged in le sport in an impossible get-up, not because he liked tramping about those horrid muddy fields, but because it was the correct thing for a gentleman to do.

But his greatest success of all had, he told himself, been the attraction of Mary Morini. All through the past winter in Rome he had danced with her, flirted with her, raised his hat to her as she had driven on the Pincio, and had joined her in her mothers box at the Constanzi. To the Quirinale he had, of course, not been bidden, but he lived in the hope of next season receiving the coveted royal command.

With Camillo Morini as his friend, everything in Italy was possible.

Yet Angelo Borsellis presence disturbed him that evening. He knew the man who had been given the post of Under-Secretary. They had met long before he had known Morini — under circumstances that in themselves formed a strange and remarkable story — a story which he feared might one day be made public.

And then?

Bah! Why anticipate such a terrible contretemps? he asked himself. Then he bit his under lip as he glanced at his enemy standing beneath the light of the rose-shaded lamp talking with madame, and afterwards turned again to laugh and chat with mademoiselle.

I lunched at the Junior United Service Club to-day with a friend of yours, he was saying; for she had risen from the piano and they had gone out upon the moon-lit verandah together, where, obtaining her permission, he lit a cigarette.

A friend of mine?

Captain Houghton, the British naval attaché at Rome. He is home for a months leave, and sent his compliments to you.

Oh, Freddie Houghton? she exclaimed. He was longing to get home all the winter, but couldnt get leave. Hes engaged, they say, and of course he wanted to see his enchantress. Hes the best dancer in Rome.

Then suddenly lowering his voice, he asked abruptly — 

Why is Borselli here? I had no idea he was to be a guest!

Ah! I know you dont like the fellow, she remarked, glancing back into the room. Neither do I. He is my fathers evil genius, I believe.

What makes you suspect that? inquired the Frenchman, with considerable interest.

Several circumstances, was her vague response, as she twisted her curious old snake bracelet, a genuine sixteenth-century ornament which she had bought one day in a shop on the Ponte Vecchio in Florence.

You mistrust him — eh?

He poses as my fathers friend, but I believe that all the time he is jealous of his position and is his bitterest enemy.

But they are very old friends, are they not?

Oh yes. The general owes his present position entirely to my father; otherwise he would now be in garrison in some obscure country town.

I only wish he were, declared Dubard fervently. He is jealous of our friendship. Did you notice how he glared at me while you were singing?

And yet at table you were such good friends, she laughed.

It is not polite to exhibit ill-feeling in a friends house, mademoiselle, was his calm response. Yet I admit that I entertain no greater affection for the fellow than you do.

But why should he object to our friendship? she exclaimed. If he were unmarried, and in love with me, it would of course be different.

No, he said. He hates me.

Why?

Jules Dubard was silent, his dark eyes were fixed away across the moon-lit lawn.

Why? she repeated. Tell me!

Well, he has cause to hate me — thats all, and he smiled mysteriously.

But hes a dangerous man, she declared, with quick apprehension. You probably dont know so much of him as I do. He would betray his own father if it suited his purpose.

I know, laughed the man drily. Ive heard sufficient stories concerning him to be quite well aware of his unscrupulous character. It is a thousand pities that he is an associate of your fathers.

Ah yes! she sighed. But how can it be avoided? They are in office in the same ministry, and are bound to be in constant touch with each other. The only thing I fear is that he has, by some intrigue, contrived to get my father in his power, she said confidentially.

How? What causes you to suspect such a thing? he inquired quickly.

Because once or twice of late I have noticed how when he has called in Rome and in Florence my father has been disinclined to see him, and that after the fellows departure he has seemed very thoughtful and preoccupied. More than once, too, Ive heard high words between them when theyve been closeted together in the study in Rome. I once heard him threaten my father, she added.

Threaten him! cried her companion quickly. What did the man say? Tell me. All that the girl was telling him was confirming what, in his heart, he already suspected.

Well, she said, in a low voice of confidence, it was early one morning, after the last court ball, and he had driven home with us. Afterwards my father had taken him to the study, and I had said good-night, when, on going to my room half an hour later, I found my maid very unwell. Therefore I went down again, intending to get from the study the key of the medicine cupboard, when I heard voices within, and naturally stopped to listen. I heard my father say distinctly, I wont. Ill never be a party to such a piece of audacious robbery — why, its treason — treason, do you hear? No, Angelo, not even you can induce me to betray my country! Then in reply I heard the general say, Very well. I have told you the course I intend to adopt. Your refusal places me in a critical situation, and I shall therefore save myself. At my expense? asked my father in a low, hoarse voice. Yes, the man replied. I shall certainly not fall without an effort to retain my place, my liberty, depend upon it. And when the truth is out regarding the Sazarac affair, this high moral standard that you are now adopting will avail you but little. Then there was a silence. At last my father asked in a tone of reproach, You actually intend to betray me, Angelo? — you, who owe your rank, your position, everything to me! Tell me, you are surely joking? No, replied the fellow, I am in earnest. You must act as I have suggested, or take the consequences?

You are certain — quite certain — that Borselli mentioned the Sazarac affair? asked the Frenchman, in deep earnestness and surprise. I mean that you distinctly heard the name of Sazarac mentioned?

Distinctly. Why?

But the Frenchman made no reply. How could he tell her? What she had related revealed to him a strange and startling truth — a truth which held him amazed, aghast.


Chapter Four.

Contains a Mystery.
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IN THE RECTORS cosy little study at Thornby, George Macbean sat that same evening smoking his pipe, perplexed and puzzled.

In the zone of light shed by the green-shaded reading-lamp the rector, a stout, good-humoured, round-faced man of forty, sat writing a letter, while his nephew, lounging back in the old leather arm-chair before the fireplace, drew heavy whiffs at his pipe, with his eyes fixed straight upon the well-filled bookcase before him.

That day he had become a changed man.

From the first moment he had bowed to Mary Morini, when his uncle had introduced him at Orton, he had been struck by her marvellous grace and beauty, and this admiration had daily increased until now he was compelled to acknowledge within himself that he was deeply in love with her.

He smiled bitterly as the truth made itself manifest. He had been over head and ears in love with half a dozen women in his time, but he had always in a few weeks discovered their defects, their ambitions, and their lack of womanliness, without which a woman is no woman. He supposed it would be the same again, for he was not a man who wore his heart upon his sleeve.

And yet he had discovered that a mystery surrounded her — a mystery that attracted him.

The dead quiet of the night was unbroken save for the scratching of the rectors pen, for the village of Thornby, like all agricultural villages, goes to bed early and rises with the dawn. The solemn bell in the old church-tower struck ten as Mr Sinclair scribbled the superscription, blotted it, and rose from the table to fill his own pipe.

Why, George, my boy, youre glum to-night. Whats the matter?

I really didnt know I was, laughed his nephew. I was only thinking. And I didnt want to disturb you.

Nothing disturbs me — except babies in church, declared the big fellow, laughing deeply. He was a good type of the easy-going bachelor parson in the enjoyment of a comfortable living and popularity in local society. He was fond of golf and cricket, was a good judge of a horse, a good shot, and frequently rode to hounds.

He filled his well-coloured briar carefully, lit it, and then casting himself into the chair opposite his nephew, said with a laugh — 

I noticed you were very chummy with Mary Morini. Well, what do you think of her?

Very charming, responded the young man, rather annoyed at his uncles chaff.

All the men about here rave over her beauty — and they have cause to, no doubt. Shes a very entertaining companion and possesses a keen sense of humour — one of those girls who attract a man without being aware of it. Thats the chief essential in a womans grace.

But who are these Morinis? inquired Macbean, removing his pipe from his mouth. Nobody seems to know exactly who or what they are.

Youre quite right, responded his uncle, in a rather changed tone. Quite between ourselves, Ive heard that question asked a good many times. Morini himself seems a bit of a recluse, for he seldom goes anywhere. Indeed, I havent spoken to him more than half a dozen times in my life. But Madame Morini and her daughter are taken up by the local people because of their apparent affluence and because they rent Orton from Lady Straker.

What kind of man is this Morini? asked Macbean, in an idle tone.

Oh, rather gentlemanly, with a lot of elegant pose. Speaks English very well for a foreigner, and smokes a very excellent brand of cigar. But, if the truth were told, hes looked upon here with a good deal of suspicion. Ill-natured people say that hes a foreign adventurer who comes here in hiding from the police, he added, laughing.

The young man blew a long cloud of smoke from his lips, and remained silent. He was trying to recall a face he had seen — the face of a man, evidently a foreigner, who had passed them in a dogcart as they were on the road home from Orton. The mans features had puzzled him ever since. They were familiar, yet he could not recollect in what circumstances they had met before.

In his position as secretary to the Member for South-West Norfolk he met many men, yet somehow he held a distinct idea that in the misty past this man had created upon him some impression of evil.

You recollect, he exclaimed at last, that just before we came to the cross-roads to Calthorpe we passed a dogcart coming out from Rugby, with a groom in dark green livery.

Yes. It was Morinis cart. The man in it is a guest at Orton, was the rectors reply. More than that, he added, hes said to be engaged — or about to be engaged — to the girl you admire so much.

Oh, thats interesting! remarked Macbean. Do you know the mans name?

Hes a young French count named Dubard. Ive met him here several times; he seems quite a decent fellow for a Frenchman.

Dubard? Dubard? repeated the young man aloud, starting forward as though a sudden revelation had flashed upon him. Surely he cant be Jules Dubard, the—

The what? asked the rector quickly.

His nephew hesitated, recognising how he had narrowly betrayed the secret of that recognition. Then he added quite coolly — 

The Frenchman.

Basil Sinclair, disappointed at this clever evasion, looked his nephew straight in the face, and from the pallor of his cheeks saw that whatever recollections had been conjured up by mention of that name they were evidently the reverse of pleasing.

His name is certainly Jules, and he is a Frenchman, he said gravely. But you know something about him. I see it in your face.

The young man smiled, and lolling back again in the big easy-chair, answered with admirable coolness, considering the bewildering truth that had at that moment flashed upon him — 

I am only surprised that Miss Morini should become engaged to a Frenchman. She told me to-day that her greatest regret is that they cannot live in England always.

Ah, my boy, shes a thorough-going cosmopolitan, replied the rector, his pipe still between his teeth. Such women always marry foreigners. I daresay her father would object if she wanted to marry an Englishman. Hes a man who evidently means his daughter to marry a title.

In Italy it is rather a claim to distinction not to possess a title, laughed his nephew, recollecting how many penniless counts and marquises he had come across during those happy years when he lived with his Uncle Pietro in the white, half-deserted old city of Pisa.

Morini is Italian to the backbone, with all the Italians admiration for England and yet with all the Italians prejudices. Youll say so when you know him.

But this count? exclaimed Macbean. Tell me what you know about him.

You know more than I do, my dear George, declared Sinclair, with a sly smile, only you dont choose to tell me. You hold an opinion that he is not a fit and proper person to become the husband of Morinis daughter. Admit it.

I dont yet know who Morini really is, responded his nephew, with a clever diplomacy. You have not yet told me the general impression in the neighbourhood regarding the family.

As I have already said, theyre looked upon with distinct suspicion.

Because they are foreigners — eh?

Possibly. We are very insular here in Leicestershire, notwithstanding the increasing foreign element in the hunting-field.

George slowly knocked the ashes from his pipe, saying — 

We English hold the foreigner in too great contempt. We are apt to forget that there are other Powers constantly conspiring to undermine our strength and to overthrow our sovereignty. The rural stay-at-home entertains a belief in Englands security that is really childish in its simplicity, and if we have not a wise king, a strong Cabinet, and shrewd men in our diplomatic service, the mine must explode some day, depend upon it.

Ah, laughed the rector, I suppose its your parliamentary associations that make you talk like that. You told me you sometimes prepare speeches for Morgan-Mason to deliver to his constituents. Is that one of his texts?

No, not exactly, replied the other, with a good-humoured smile. I only speak what I think. The ignorance of the public regarding foreigners is simply appalling. They are in utter ignorance of the state of advancement of certain foreign nations as compared with our own. We are always slow and conservative, while they are quick to adopt new inventions, new ideas, and new schemes of progress.

Mostly gingerbread, remarked the rector.

Argument upon that point is unnecessary, said Macbean, growing serious. I only emphasise the fact that a foreign family in England is at a far greater disadvantage than an English family on the Continent. The former is held in suspicion or shunned, while the latter is fêted and welcomed. Ah, my dear uncle, society, with all its sins and vices, is full of amazing prejudices.

But of course there is another side to the question of the Morinis, his uncle said. It got abroad last year that Morini held some very high position in Rome. Young Barton, the schoolmaster at Kilworth, went with one of Lunns tours to Italy, and when he came back he told an extraordinary story of how the party were being shown the outside of one of the public offices when a gentleman descended from a carriage which drove into the courtyard, and as he entered the sentries saluted. To his surprise he recognised him as Mr Morini, and on inquiry understood from one of the doorkeepers that he was His Excellency the Minister of War. Of course nobody believed him. But Ive looked in Whitaker, and, strangely enough, it gives Signor Camillo Morini as Minister of War!

Ah, my dear uncle, laughed Macbean, of course regard it as entirely confidential, but what Barton discovered is the truth. Signor Morini is a member of the Italian Cabinet, and one of the most prominent personages in Italy — and they actually believe him here to be an adventurer! he laughed. But, he added, you havent told me about Dubard.

I know practically nothing, except that he stayed at Orton for a month last summer, and was very attentive to Mary. And as hes here again this season, the gossips say they are engaged. He is a rich man, I hear, with estates in the Pyrenees.

George Macbeans lip curled slightly, and he gave vent to a distinct sniff of dissatisfaction. He had recognised him as they had passed on the highroad, and yet, until his uncle had mentioned the name of Dubard, he had been puzzled as to the mans actual identity.

To him, the fact that the Frenchman was guest at Orton, and engaged to the Ministers daughter, was utterly staggering. Yet rumour did not say there was really an engagement — or at least it had not been formally announced.

The young man relit his pipe and smoked on in silence, his brows knit, his mind full of a certain scene of the past — a scene conjured up in his memory by sight of that pale, narrow face with the brown moustache — a scene that caused his hands to clench themselves and his teeth to close together firmly.

Do tell me what you know about the Frenchman, urged the rector.

No, thank you, my dear uncle, responded the other. I know too well these gossiping villages, and I hold the law of slander in too great a dread. The count is all right, he laughed. A very nice fellow, you said.

His uncle saw that he had no intention of saying a word against the visitor at Orton, and yet at the same time it was apparent that he held him in distinct mistrust. Yet, after all, reflected the rector, it was curious that George had not recognised him at once.

Macbean sat back watching the smoke curl slowly up, plunged in deep reflection. That man of all others was to marry Mary Morini! What a cruel vagary of Fate! Did she really love the fellow? he wondered. Had his elegant airs and graces, his stiff poses, and French effeminacy really attracted her? To him it seemed impossible. She was too sweet and womanly, too modest and full of the higher ideals of life, to allow that veneer of polish to deceive her. It might be, of course, that the marriage was to be one of convenience — that the Minister wished his daughter to become a French countess with an ancient title like that of Dubard — yet he could not conceive that she would of her own free will marry such a man.

Evidently His Excellency Camillo Morini was in blind ignorance of the character of his guest, or he would never for a moment entertain him in the bosom of his family.

If they were really engaged, then her future was at stake. He alone knew the truth — that ghastly, amazing truth — and it was therefore his bounden duty to go to her and frankly tell her all that he knew — or better, to seek an interview with the Minister and place the facts before him.

When he had bidden his uncle good-night and mounted to the small old-fashioned bedroom, he blew out the candle and sat at the open window gazing out upon the wide stretch of pasture land white in the moonbeams, reviewing the whole situation and endeavouring to decide upon the best course of action.

Mary Morini had charmed him with her sweet face and piquante cosmopolitan manner, yet at that same moment he had made a discovery that held him dumb in amazement. He recognised that she was in deadly peril — how deadly she little dreamed, and that to save her — to save the honour of her family — he must tell the truth.

He saw before him the tragedy of silence, and yet, alas! his lips were sealed.

To utter one single word of what he knew would be to bring upon himself opprobrium, disgrace, ruin!


Chapter Five.

Is Mainly about a Woman.
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GEORGE MACBEAN HAD, after a long, sleepless night, made up his mind.

When he descended to breakfast next morning he announced to his uncle his intention of cycling into Rugby, well knowing that the rector had to give a lesson in religious instruction in the village school, and would therefore not be able to accompany him.

So, in determination to meet the Frenchman face to face, to expose him and thus save Mary, even at risk of his own disgrace, he mounted and rode away down the white, dusty highroad.

Instead of going into Rugby, however, he turned off at Lilbourne, and rode over the road along which they had driven the previous evening, to Orton.

Eleven oclock was certainly a rather unconventional hour for calling, but as he dismounted at the gates and walked his machine up the long, well-kept drive he had already invented an excuse. As he passed the study window he saw within a tall, elderly, grave-faced man in a suit of light grey tweed, and at once recognised that it was His Excellency himself.

In answer to his ring at the door, a young English footman appeared, whereupon he asked — 

Is Count Dubard at home?

The count left this morning by the nine oclock train.

Left! echoed Macbean. And is he not returning?

I think not, sir. He took his luggage. But I will inquire if youll step in a moment.

The man had conducted him across the wide old-fashioned stone hall into a pleasant morning-room which looked out upon the flower-garden and was flooded with sunshine, and after the lapse of a few moments the door reopened and there entered Mary herself, a charming figure in a fresh white blouse and linen skirt.

Why, Mr Macbean! she cried, extending her hand gaily. You are quite an unexpected visitor! Davis says you want to see Count Dubard. He left for Paris this morning.

And is he not coming back?

No, I believe not, was her answer. He received a letter this morning calling him to Paris at once, and dashed off to try and catch the eleven oclock service from Charing Cross. He just had time, he said. He was anxious to see you, I think.

Anxious to see me — why? asked Macbean quickly.

Last night he told me that he recognised you as you were driving home with Mr Sinclair, and asked if I knew you. I, of course, told him that you had been playing tennis here. He seemed very eager to see you, and made quite a lot of inquiries about you.

Her companion was silent. The recognition had been mutual, then, and the story of the urgent letter was only an excuse of the Frenchmans to escape from a very ugly and compromising position! His flight showed Macbean that the fellow was in fear of him, and yet he had fortunately avoided a scene between them, and a result which, in all probability, might have caused his own ruin.

He looked at the bright, sweet-faced woman before him, and wondered — wondered how she could allow her affection to be attracted towards such a fellow. And yet what an admirable actor the man was! She was, alas! in ignorance of it all.

How could he tell her? To explain, would only be to condemn himself. No. He resolved that for the present he must conceal his secret — for his own sake. Nevertheless how strange it was, he thought, that he should thus suddenly be drawn so closely towards her. Yesterday she was a mere acquaintance of the tea-table and the tennis-lawn, like dozens of other girls he knew, while to-day he was there as her friend and protector, the man who intended to save her and her family from the ingenious trap that he now saw was already prepared.

Im sorry hes gone, he remarked in a tone of regret, adding, I knew him long ago, and only after we had passed, my uncle told me that he was a guest here.

He too said he wanted very much to see you, she remarked brightly. But youll meet again very soon, no doubt. I shall tell him of your inquiries when I write, for he spoke of you in the warmest terms. I did not know your address in London, so I gave him Mr Sinclairs. Im so sorry hes gone, she added. We were to have all gone for a picnic to-day over to Kenilworth.

And instead of that the central attraction has disappeared, he hazarded, with a smile.

What do you mean by central attraction? she asked, flushing slightly.

My friend Dubard, of course. I suppose what everyone says is correct, Miss Morini, and therefore I may be permitted to congratulate you upon your engagement to my friend?

Oh, there is no engagement, I assure you, was her reply, as she looked at him with open frankness, her cheeks betraying a slightly heightened colour. I know theres quite a lot of gossip about it, but the rumours are entirely without foundation, she laughed; and as she sat there in the deep old window-seat, he recognised that, notwithstanding the refined and dignified beauty of a woman who was brilliant in a brilliant court, she still retained a soft simplicity and a virgin innocence; she was a woman whose first tears would spring from compassion, suffering with those that she saw suffer. She had no acquired scruples of honour, no coy concealments, no assumed dignity standing in its own defence. Her bashfulness as they spoke together was less a quality than an instinct; like the self-folding flower, spontaneous and unconscious. Cosmopolitan life in that glare and glitter of aristocratic Rome — that circle where, from the innate distrust women have of each other, the dread of the betrayed confidence and jealous rivalry, they made no friends, and were indeed ignorant of the true meaning of friendship, where flattery and hypocrisy were the very air and atmosphere and mistrust lay in every hand-clasp and lurked in every glance — had already opened Mary Morinis eyes to the hollow shams, the manifold hypocrisies, and the lamentable insincerity of social intimacies, and she had recoiled from it with disgust.

She had retained her womans heart, for that was unalterable and inalienable as a part of her being; but her looks, her language, her thoughts, assumed to George Macbean, as he stood there beneath the spell of her beauty, the cast of the pure ideal.

And yet she loved Jules Dubard!

He bit his lip and gazed out of the old diamond panes upon the tangle of red and white roses around the lawn.

Ah! how he longed to speak to her in confidence — to reveal to her the secret that now oppressed his heart until he seemed stifled by its ghastliness.

But it was utterly impossible, he told himself. Now that Dubard had fled, he must find other and secret means by which to acquaint her with the truth, and at the same time shield himself from the Frenchmans crushing revenge.

He contrived to conceal the storm of emotion that tore his heart, and laughed with her about the unfounded rumours that had got abroad concerning her engagement, saying — 

Of course in a rural neighbourhood like this the villagers invent all kinds of reports based upon their own surmises.

Yes, she declared. They really know more about our business than we do ourselves. Only fancy! That I am engaged to marry Count Dubard — ridiculous!

Why ridiculous? he asked, standing before her.

Well — because it is! she laughed, her fine eyes meeting his quite frankly. Im not engaged, Mr Macbean. So if you hear such a report again you can just flatly deny it.

I shall certainly do so, he declared, and I shall reserve my congratulations for a future occasion.

She then turned the conversation to tennis, evidently being averse to the further discussion of the man who had courted and flattered her so assiduously — the man who was her fathers friend — and presently she took Macbean out across the lawn to introduce him to her father, who had seated himself in a long cane chair beneath the great cedar, and was reading his Italian paper.

His Excellency looked up as they approached, whereupon Mary exclaimed — 

This is Mr Macbean, father. He wishes to salute you. He was here yesterday playing tennis, but you were not visible.

Very glad to meet you, sir, exclaimed Camillo Morini, rising, grasping the young mans hand, and raising his grey felt hat. You know, he explained, as he reseated himself, I am a busy man, and so I have but little opportunity of meeting my wifes English friends. But, he added, in very good English, after a slight pause, as he readjusted his gold-rimmed glasses and looked harder at the young man, if I am not mistaken, we have met before, have we not? I seem to recognise your face.

Yes, your Excellency, laughed Macbean, whereupon both Mary and her father started in surprise, for it was apparent that their visitor was aware of Morinis true position. I had the honour of having an audience of your Excellency in Rome. I am secretary to Mr Morgan-Mason, and accompanied him to Rome on the deputation which waited upon you regarding the concession of supplying army stores in Abyssinia.

Of course, of course! exclaimed the Minister, suddenly interested. I recollect quite well. You introduced the deputation, and I remember remarking how well you spoke Italian for an Englishman. Ah yes. I could not give the concession, as it had already been given to a German firm, he added, omitting, however, the real reason, namely, because the English company had offered no secret commission. And you are secretary to Morgan-Mason? He is a deputy, I believe.

Macbean explained that his employer sat for South-West Norfolk, and in response to other inquiries gave certain information concerning his politics and his social influence, facts of which the clever Minister made a note; for an idea had occurred to him that the monied provision-dealer whose pompousness had struck him as he had sat in his private cabinet at the Ministry of War might be one day of service to him.

All through his career it had been part of Camillo Morinis creed to note persons who might be of assistance to him, and to afterwards use their influence, or their weaknesses, to his advantage. A keen judge of character, he read mens minds as he would an open book. He had recognised the weakness of that white-waistcoated Englishman who was struggling into society, and he resolved that one day both the Member of Parliament and his secretary should be put to their proper uses.

Mr Macbean called to see Count Dubard, who is a friend of his, his daughter explained.

Oh, you are acquainted! How curious! exclaimed His Excellency. Dubard unfortunately left this morning — because he received a letter which recalled him at once to Paris. But as my valet tells me that no letters arrived for the count this morning, I can only surmise that he was tired of us here, and found country life in England too dull, he laughed knowingly. Ive received the same fictitious letter myself before now, when Ive been tired of a host and hostess.

And they all three laughed in chorus. His Excellency was of course unaware of the real reason of Jules Dubards flight, and the young Englishman smiled within himself as he reflected upon the staggering surprise it would cause that calm, astute man who was such a power in the south of Europe if he knew the actual truth.

Of course, added Signor Morini, turning to the young man, you will do me one kind favour? You will not mention to anyone here my true position. I come to England each year for rest and quiet, and if I am unknown no political significance can be attached to my summer visits — you understand?

Certainly, your Excellency, I shall respect your wishes, was Macbeans reply, and a few minutes later he took leave of the great statesman and his daughter, and, full of strange conflicting reflections, rode out upon the broad highway back to Thornby.


Chapter Six.

Discloses Certain Strange Facts.
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AS BIG BEN boomed forth twelve oclock over London that same night the supper-room at the Savoy was filled to overflowing with a boisterous, well-dressed crowd of after-theatre revellers. The scene was brighter and gayer perhaps than any other scene at that hour in all the giant city. The smart set, that slangy, vulgar result of societys degeneration, was as largely represented as usual; the women were fair, the jewels sparkled, the dresses were rich, and in the atmosphere was that restlessness, that perpetual craze for excitement which proves so attractive to habitués of the place.

Every table in the great room was engaged, and the company was essentially le monde ou lon samuse. But you probably have sat there amid the hurrying of the waiters, the hum of voices, the loud laughter of smart women, the clinking of champagne-glasses, that babel of noise drowned by the waltzes played by the Hungarian band. The air was heavy with the combined odour of a hundred perfumes, the fresh flowers drooped upon the tables, and the merry company crowded into that last half-hour all the merriment they could before the lights were lowered.

At such places one sees exhibited in public the full, true, and sole omnipotence of money — how it wins the impoverished great ones to be guests of its possessor, how it purchases the smiles of the haughtiest, the favours of the most exclusive.

Lazily watching that animated scene, the two men who had been guests at Orton, Dubard and Borselli, were sitting apart at a small table near the window. A bottle of Krug stood between them, and as they leaned their elbows on the table they criticised their fellow-guests, speaking in Italian, so that their remarks should not be understood by their neighbours.

The band had just concluded Desgranges Jalouse, that air so reminiscent of the terrace of the Café de Paris at Monte Carlo, the leader had bowed to the company, and the waiters were busy collecting the banknotes with which the bills were in most cases paid, when the Italian drained his glass, saying — 

Let us go! Ive had enough of this! Come on to Claridges with me for a final cigar.

A moment? exclaimed Dubard, his eyes fixed across the room. Do you see over there, just behind the column, two ladies with a stout man with grey side-whiskers? One of the ladies is in blue. What a terrible vulgarian the fellow is! Ive been watching him.

The general glanced in the direction indicated and replied — 

Oh yes, I noticed him as we came in. Youre right, my dear Jules, that fellow is a vulgarian. I met him once in Rome. His name is Morgan-Mason, a deputy and very wealthy.

Morgan-Mason! echoed the Frenchman, looking hard at him. Ah! he added, Ive heard of him, of course. Yes. Let us go, and they both rose, descended by the lift, and drove in a hansom to Claridges.

In the Under-Secretarys elegant little sitting-room — the room wherein that afternoon he had accepted the German contractors bribe on Morinis behalf — he drew forth a box of choice cigars, and they both commenced to smoke.

A brief and rather painful silence fell between them. Both men had that evening exhibited towards each other a strained politeness, each knowing that the other hated him. Dubards defiance on the previous night had upset all the calculations of that past-master of intrigue, Angelo Borselli, whose dark eyes now darted a swift glance at his companion lolling back in the big arm-chair apparently perfectly at his ease.

To Borsellis surprise, and believing that his departure had been due to his threat on the previous night, Dubard had left Rugby for London an hour before he had, but at four oclock that afternoon he had sent an invitation to the Carlton, suggesting that they should spend the evening together at a theatre, which they had done.

There was a mystery in the Frenchmans sudden departure from Orton, and in it Borselli suspected an ingenious move. Throughout the whole day he had reasoned within himself, finally coming to the conclusion that it was better to be friendly with such a man as Jules Dubard than to be his enemy.

Dubard had seen during the evening that his companion wished to speak with him but was hesitating. At last, however, after they had smoked in silence for some minutes, the crafty Sicilian stroked his moustache and exclaimed — 

I fear, my dear Jules, that I was rather hasty, perhaps rude, last night. Yet, after all, I am very glad that you took my hint and left Orton.

The Frenchman opened his eyes widely at the mans calm audacity.

I did not take your hint in the least, I assure you, he exclaimed, with quick indignation. I left Orton for quite another reason.

The sallow-faced man smiled, as though quite unconscious of his companions anger.

Yes, he said. I know. You cannot deceive me.

You know? cried the Frenchman, starting to his feet. What do you know? Have you invited me up here to threaten me again?

I merely say that I know the reason why you received the letter calling you to Paris this morning, replied the Under-Secretary in a cold, calm voice. It was because you met and were recognised by a certain Englishman named Macbean, the secretary of that vulgar fellow we saw eating his supper half an hour ago.

Dubards jaw fell. He saw that by some utterly unaccountable means his enemy was aware of the real reason which compelled him to fly from Leicestershire.

Was it possible that he could know the whole truth? No; it was impossible. Macbean dare not speak. Of that he felt quite assured.

Ah? continued the general, a grim smile crossing his thin, hard features as he narrowly watched his companion. You see I am not quite as ignorant of the past as you believe, my dear Jules.

Nor am I! cried the Frenchman, turning upon him savagely. Last night you threatened me, remember!

And to-night I have invited you here, my dear friend, to arrive at some amicable agreement that will be to our mutual advantage, answered the clever Under-Secretary, with a suavity of manner which showed him to be a born diplomat.

Yes, I know, answered the other in a dry, hard voice. This is not the first time you and I have discussed matters, General Borselli. I know that if it suited you youd betray your own mother. You have no conscience, no code of honour?

My code of honour is exactly the same as yours, caro mio, replied the Italian, laughing. I try to turn all I can into profit for myself, just as you are trying to do. My maxim is self first.

And for that reason you are plotting the downfall of Morini and the whole Ministry!

A work in which you are actively assisting, added the Under-Secretary.

I did not come here to be insulted, Dubard protested.

Neither did I invite you here to pose as a censor of political morality, responded his shrewd companion, looking straight and determinedly into his pale face. But why should we quarrel, when it is to our mutual interests to remain friendly?

I have not quarrelled. Last night you objected to me visiting the Morinis.

Because I am well aware of your object.

I admit that I intend to marry Mary, and he removed his cigar from his mouth and examined it.

And you have also a further object in view, my dear count — one that is even more interesting, declared Borselli, a plan that I can very easily frustrate.

Well, you told me that last night, he said. And I, on my part, frankly declare that I do not in the least fear any revelations you can make.

Not of the affair of General Sazarac? whispered the cunning Italian, his dark eyes fixed upon the younger man as he bent towards him. Have you so completely forgotten certain events which, if recalled, would mean — well, they would mean that you would neither marry Morinis daughter nor be successful in the next very ingenious trick by which you intend to make a grand coup at the expense of my country.

At the mention of the name of General Sazarac the others face blanched, and holding his breath he stood glaring at the man who with raised eyebrows smiled so calmly at him. He saw that this political adventurer was aware of a certain deep, terrible secret of the past which he believed was buried for ever. His enemys attitude of cool confidence was sufficient to bring him at once to a sense of his insecurity.

Well? he managed to gasp. And what is your proposal?

Ah, my dear friend, I am glad you are ready to listen to reason, responded the Sicilian. We must both face the future unshrinkingly, you know. You have your own schemes; I have mine. By acting in accord we shall succeed, but if we are enemies then we shall commit the very foolish and unpardonable error of exposing each other. I know quite well that there are certain rather unfortunate incidents regarding my own career, those disagreeable little matters of which you have knowledge, and by which you could retaliate. You see, I do not for a single moment intend to deny them. On the contrary, I frankly suggest that by an agreement of silence we can be helpful in each others interests. We both desire advancement, and can gain it through the medium of Morini. Are you not agreed?

Dubard, slowly convinced that without the generals aid he must be powerless and in peril, nodded in the affirmative. He did not discern the wily mans ulterior motive, or the secret reason of the proposed compact.

Your primary object, my dear Jules, is of course money, the general went on. Now, by a simple written declaration I shall absolve you from all connection with the Sazarac affair, while you, on your part, will deny my connection with that ugly little matter in Rome two years ago. Both of us will then emerge again honest and upright — models of virtue. Bygones will be bygones. I shall go my way, you will go yours; I to assist you, and you to help me — a perfectly reciprocal arrangement. I shall become Minister, while you — well, you will by a single coup become a rich man, and at the same time gain a very charming wife.

And Morini?

The Under-Secretary elevated his shoulders and exhibited his palms.

And the Englishman Macbean?

He is a mere fly in amber, declared the Sicilian, with a sinister smile. Fortune lies before us in Italy, my dear Jules — for you wealth and a wife; for me, office and distinction. By acting in accord we have nothing whatever to fear. Morini dare not disobey us, and Macbean, being a poor man, will easily fall into our power. Leave him entirely to me. I have a scheme by which he will shortly discover that his whole future depends upon his silence, and that a single indiscreet word will mean his ruin.

And if that fails?

Then there is still that effective method which was adopted towards Sazarac — you understand?

The Frenchman nodded, darting a swift glance at the thin-featured man before him.

He understood too well.


Chapter Seven.

An Afternoon at Thornby.
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THE THORNBY FLOWER-SHOW was held a week later in the rectory grounds, the work of arrangement chiefly devolving upon the bluff, good-natured rector and his nephew George.

The little rural fête, encouraged by the richer residents, was, like other village flower-shows, the annual occasion for the cottagers to exhibit their twelve best varieties of vegetables, their six best pot-plants, the ferns from their windows, and such-like horticultural possessions. Though quite a small show, it was typically English, well managed, and therefore always attended by people from the big houses in the neighbourhood, whose gardeners themselves competed in the open classes.

The judges — three gardeners from a distance — had inspected the exhibits in the marquee, and having made their awards, had, together with the committee, consisting of the local butcher and baker and two or three cottagers, all in their Sunday clothes and wearing blue rosettes, been entertained to luncheon by Mr Sinclair, when just before two oclock the village band in uniform filed in at the garden-gate and put up their music-stands on the lawn. Then, as the church clock struck two, the villagers were admitted, each exhibitor making a rush for the tent, anxious to ascertain whether his exhibit bore the coloured card indicative of a prize.

At half-past two several smart carriages had driven up, and at last came the Morini landau, containing Mr Morini and his wife and daughter Mary. Basil Sinclair and George having welcomed them at the gate, Mr Morini was conducted to a small platform on the lawn, where, after a few words of introduction from the rector, he made a short speech in fairly good English, declaring the flower-show open.

Afterwards the party were conducted round the show by Sinclair, while George, of course, walked with Mary, who looked cool and sweet in a simple gown of pale grey voile, with a large grey hat to match.

As they walked around the tent, close beneath the noonday sun and heavy with the odour of vegetables and perfume of flowers, she congratulated him upon the success of the show.

Thornby always looked forward to the flower-show, for it was a gala day for the village; its four shops were closed, across the road at the top of the hill the committee stretched a string of gay bunting, and when dusk came the rectory garden was illuminated and there was dancing on the lawn. Thornby made every occasion an excuse for a dance, and the annual al fresco ball on the rectors lawn was the chief event of the year.

It was His Excellencys first visit to the rectory, therefore Mr Sinclair showed him the old-fashioned house, the grounds, the quaint old fifteenth-century church with its curious sculptured tombs, old carved oak and monumental brasses, while Mrs Morini, meeting several ladies of her acquaintance on the lawn, left Mary free to walk and talk with George Macbean.

For a whole long week of never-ending days he had been eagerly anticipating that meeting. Never for one moment had he ceased to think of her. The sweet, fair-faced girl was in peril, he knew, and if it were possible he intended to save her. But how? Ah! that was the question.

Although so deeply in love with her, he was judicious enough to save appearances, knowing well that the eyes of the whole countryside were upon him. The rustic is ever on the alert to discover defects in his master, and gossip in a village generally errs on the side of ill-nature. Therefore he was careful to appear gallant, and yet not too pressing in his attentions — a somewhat difficult feat with the strong ardour of love burning within him.

They were strolling together through the quaint old flower-garden sloping gently away towards the placid river, where they found themselves alone, when Mary, turning her beautiful face to him, suddenly said — 

I had no idea, Mr Macbean, that you had met my father in Rome. He was very much interested the other day, and after you had gone made quite a lot of inquiries about you.

It was very kind of him, was the young mans laughing reply. I merely went as interpreter to Mr Morgan-Mason, who had business at your Ministry of War.

Then, as they halted beneath the trees at the waters edge, where there was a cool, refreshing breeze, she exclaimed suddenly, with a slight sigh, Ah, how I wish we always lived in dear old England! I always look back upon my schooldays by the sea as the happiest in all my life; but now, — and she drew a long breath again. It is so different in Italy.

Yes. She was sad, he recognised — very sad. But why? Her young heart seemed oppressed by some hidden grief. He saw it in her fine dark eyes at the moments when she was serious. Time after time, as he spoke to her and she answered, he recognised that upon her mind rested some heavy burden which oppressed and crushed her. Her resolute yet gentle spirit, her simple, serious, domestic turn of mind distinguished her from all the other women of his acquaintance. Her reveries, her simplicity, her melancholy, her sensibility, her fortitude, her perfectly feminine bearing, even though that of a cosmopolitan, were the characteristics of a womanly woman — a woman who would struggle unsubdued against the strangest vicissitudes of fortune, meeting with unshaken constancy reverses and disasters such as would break the most masculine spirit.

George Macbean recognised all this, and more. He saw that she was at heart a thoroughly English girl, fond of tennis, hockey, and a country life, who had been transplanted into an artificial world of glare and glitter, of empty etiquette and false friendships, and yet who, at the same time, seemed to be held transfixed by some secret upon her conscience.

What was it? he wondered. Was he, after all, mistaken?

The longer he remained in her company, the more mystified did he become. He knew too well the character of Jules Dubard; he knew that she was marked down a victim, and he intended to stand as her friend — her champion if need be — even at peril to himself.

As she leaned over the old wooden rail at the river brink, gazing across the calm, unruffled waters, she chatted with gay vivacity about their mutual friends in the neighbourhood, and related her failure at a tennis tournament held on the previous day by a colonels wife on the other side of Rugby.

I suppose you often see Count Dubard in Rome, he said at last, with some attempt at indifference. He is in Italy a great deal nowadays, I have heard.

He was in Rome this winter, she answered. He often came to my mothers receptions.

He has a very wide circle of acquaintances, has he not?

Yes, mostly military men. He seems to know half of the officers in Rome. I thought I knew a good many, for crowds come to us every Thursday, but he knows far more.

And of course your father sends him cards for the official receptions at the Ministry of War?

Certainly — why? she asked, glancing quickly at her companion with some surprise.

Oh, nothing, he laughed uneasily. I was only reflecting that he must have a very pleasant time in Italy, thats all.

I believe he enjoys himself, she said. But every foreigner who has money and is recognised by his Embassy can have a pleasant time in Rome if he likes.

But not every foreigner enjoys the friendship of the Minister of War, he remarked— nor of his daughter, he added, with a smile.

Her cheeks flushed slightly.

Ah! she protested, with one of those quaint little foreign gestures. There you are again, Mr Macbean! Teasing me because these ignorant people here say that Im engaged to the count. It is really too bad of you! Did I not assure you the other day that it is quite untrue?

Forgive me! he exclaimed, raising his panama hat, bowing as though she were an entire stranger, and yet laughing the while. I had no intention of giving offence. Envy is permitted, however — is it not?

Oh, it hasnt given me offence at all? she laughed frankly. You see, theres no truth in the rumour, therefore I can afford to laugh.

Her words struck him as very strange. They seemed to convey that if the engagement were really a fact it would cause her regret and annoyance.

I wanted to meet Dubard so much, he remarked in a tone of regret. I suppose there is no chance he will return to Orton?

Not this summer, I think. He left us to go direct to Paris, and then I believe he goes to his estate in the Pyrenees.

But he came here intending to spend a week or so at Orton, did he not?

Yes; but he received a letter recalling him to France, she said. Father says he didnt receive any letter. If he really didnt, he surely could have left without telling us a lie.

Macbean smiled. How little she knew of the real character of Jules Dubard, the plausible élégant who was such a prominent character at the Jockey Club and in the Bois.

Very soon, she added, in a tone of regret, we shall have to return. My father is due back at the Ministry on the fourth of next month, and while he is there we shall go up to San Donato, our villa above Florence, and stay for the vintage, which, to me, is the best time in Italy in all the year.

Ah yes, he sighed. I have always heard so. Myself I love Italy — I only wish I could escape from this country with its long dismal winters and live in sunshine always.

You would very soon tire of it, she assured him, looking him straight in the face with her fine eyes. Even our bright sun gives one fever, and our blue sky becomes so monotonous that one longs for the calm of a grey English day.

I would like to try it for a year or two, he declared wistfully.

Then why dont you?

He was silent, and their eyes met again.

Because I am not my own master, Miss Morini, was his low response. My living, such as it is, lies here in England. I am the factotum of a man who has elevated money to be his god, and I am compelled to serve him in silence and without complaint because it happens to be my lot in life.

A rather unhappy and uncomfortable one, I should imagine, she remarked, suddenly growing grave.

At times, yes, was his brief reply. He did not wish to burden her with his own disappointments and misfortunes. She knew what was his position, a mere secretary, and that was sufficient. What hope could he ever have of daring to aspire to her hand? He might stand as her friend, but become her lover, never!

And when, a week later, he called at Orton to wish her farewell, as his vacation was at an end and he was compelled to return to his chambers in the Temple, and to that room in Mr Morgan-Masons flat in Queen Annes Mansions, he looked in vain in her eyes for some sign of genuine regret. There was none. No, she too had realised that on account of his position love was forbidden him.

We shall meet here again, I hope, Mr Macbean — next summer, she exclaimed, laughing airily, as she gave him her small white hand.

I hope so, was his fervent reply in a low, meaning voice, as their hands clasped.

And then, with sinking heart and full of grave apprehensions regarding her future, he bowed and left her, left her, alas! to Jules Dubard — Jules Dubard of all men!


Chapter Eight.

The Traitor.
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CAMILLO MORINI STOOD at the big window of his private cabinet in the Ministry of War at Rome, gazing down upon the silent courtyard, white in the glaring heat of afternoon.

He was dressed in a cool suit of clean white linen, as is the summer mode in the South, and as he stood gazing out at the sentry standing in his box motionless as a statue, he calmly smoked his after-luncheon cigar — a good Havanna he had brought from England. The man who was so constantly juggling with a nations future pressed his lips together, and afterwards heaved a big sigh — a sigh that echoed through the big, lofty room.

The Ministers cabinet, like all the rooms in the new War Office, was big and bare, with a marble floor for summer, and a high stove of white terra-cotta with broad brass bands for winter. Upon the ceiling were fine modern frescoes; the walls, however, unlike those of the other rooms, which were mostly colour-washed, were papered dark red, and the heavy furniture was covered with thick red plush; while in one corner was a handsome marble bust of Victor Emmanuel upon a pedestal, and above hung a large framed portrait of King Umberto, the reigning sovereign, and a huge shield bearing the arms of Italy. In the centre stood a huge writing-table of carved walnut, with a great high-backed chair, the seat of the man who ruled the army of Italy.

The doors were double, with a wide space between, so that the messenger in uniform who lounged outside should overhear nothing, while so hemmed in by secretaries was the Minister that he was as difficult of approach as the very sovereign himself.

That huge square block of new stuccoed buildings, with long corridors, enormous clerks room, and big courtyard, the echoes of which were awakened day and night by the regular tramp of the sentries and the clank of arms, was at that moment a veritable hive of industry — for of all the government departments in Rome, the War Office, with its tremendous responsibilities, is the best conducted.

His Excellency was reflecting upon something that Angelo Borselli, the Under-Secretary, had told him while they had been lunching together at the club. He recognised the seriousness of it all, and he sighed in consequence.

Presently, while his eyes were still fixed upon that sentry erect and motionless in his box, upon which the sun beat down so fiercely, there was a rap at the door, and there entered the uniformed messenger who had been on guard outside, who saluted, saying — 

General Arturo Valentini of the 6th Alpine Regiment, together with a captain of the same regiment, crave an audience with your Excellency.

What is the captains name? grunted the Minister of War.

The messenger looked at the card that had been given him, and replied — 

Captain Felice Solaro, your Excellency.

Ah! Solaro! Solaro! exclaimed Morini, tossing away his cigar. Show them in.

And as he passed before the tiny mirror he glanced at himself to adjust his cravat and see that not a single hair was awry — a habit of his before giving audience.

A few moments later two men in uniform were ushered in. The general, short of stature, white-haired, with firm military step, a red face, and white moustache, saluted and stood at attention as he entered the Ministers presence; while the captain, a smart-looking, dark-haired man of forty, followed his superiors example, yet as Morini darted a quick glance at him, he visibly trembled at it. The captains face was white as death, and as he stood for a moment in the awkward silence that followed, his gloved fingers chafed his sword hilt nervously.

Well, general? inquired the Minister, who had never before met that distinguished officer, but whom he, of course, knew well by repute. Valentini had been Inspector-General of Genio fifteen years ago, and had served Italy well in those fierce campaigns of the early sixties, as his row of medals and decorations showed. Why do you wish for audience? he asked sharply.

Your Excellency, I am here to crave for a more merciful sentence upon this man, the kindly old officer answered, turning to the captain, who stood with head bowed at his side. I am his commanding officer, and in justice I wish to intercede for him.

The Minister raised his eyes in surprise, and asked — 

And what is this mans name, pray?

I am Felice Solaro, your Excellency, faltered the captain, as though fearing to pronounce his own name. My general has travelled with me from Piedmont to obtain audience and to implore your mercy.

Solaro! echoed the Minister, looking straight at him. Ah yes, I remember! Then turning to the general, Morini added in a hard, impatient tone — 

I cannot see why you should have troubled yourself to come to Rome on such an errand — and without leave too! I thought this man was under arrest? Is this the way you execute military justice in the north?

I took it upon myself to bring the captain here, was the fine old officers answer.

And he wears his sword, I see! remarked the Minister, with a sneer. I suppose you have taken it upon yourself to give it back to him — eh?

I returned him his sword temporarily, your Excellency, in order that during our journey here no one should recognise him as the man who has been sentenced, and further, in order that he should stand before you in the full possession of his rights as an officer, and ask your leave to explain.

I have no time to hear any explanations from men who have been condemned by court-martial, General Valentini. It is your duty to hear his excuses — not mine. The whole matter is quite clear. I have had the papers before me, and have gone through them carefully. They were sent to me in England. And if you ask me my private opinion, general, I think that dismissal from the army and fifteen years imprisonment is a very light sentence upon a traitor. Had I been on the court-martial I should have given a life sentence.

But, your Excellency! gasped the unhappy captain, his face blanched, his hands trembling, I am innocent. I am the victim of some clever conspiracy, by which the real culprit has shielded himself. I had no chance of defending myself at the court-martial, for—

Silence! cried the Minister. You have been tried and found guilty of treason against your king and country. The evidence is as plain as the light of day, and yet you deny your guilt?

I do deny it, declared the unhappy captain. They refused to hear my explanation.

That is true, your Excellency, interposed the general. The court sat for four days in Turin with closed doors, and as three of the officers composing it were due to go on their annual leave, the sitting on the fourth day was terminated hurriedly, sentence was given, and sent to you for confirmation. Your Excellency has confirmed it, therefore Captain Solaro has no appeal except to yourself.

You, as his commanding officer, were not a member of the court?

No, your Excellency.

Then why should you interest yourself in a matter which does not concern you, pray? inquired Morini impatiently.

Because this unfortunate affair reflects upon the honour of my command.

Oh, of course. It is all very well to speak heroically after the event! exclaimed the Minister of War, with a hard, dry laugh. The mischief has been done, and one of your officers has been found guilty of treason — of selling a military secret to a foreign power.

Found guilty, yes, exclaimed the unfortunate captain. But innocent, nevertheless!

Morini shrugged his shoulders, and seating himself in his writing-chair took some official memoranda from a drawer in the table. Then, having glanced quickly at it, he said — 

The facts are quite plain. This man, Felice Solaro, of the 6th Alpine Regiment, is in garrison on Mont Gran Paradiso in the Alps, where on the other side of the mountain, at Tresenta, we have recently constructed a new fortress, for the protection of the frontier at that point. This fortress, which is sunk out of sight, has taken four and a half years to construct, and was only completed and garrisoned six months ago. It commands the Oreo valley, which, in the event of hostilities with France, would be one of the most vulnerable points on the frontier. French agents have, time after time, endeavoured to learn something of our works up there; but so well has the spot been guarded that only two agents have succeeded in obtaining sight of it, and both were arrested and are now in prison as spies. And yet, in spite of all this, there was found in Solaros quarters by an orderly fragments of a curious letter in French addressed to Mon cher Felice, acknowledging receipt of the plans, thanking him, and enclosing the sum agreed upon in Italian banknotes.

The letter was never addressed to me, the captain cried. I know nothing of it. The whole thing was a conspiracy to ruin and disgrace me!

But there are other facts supplied by the secret service, went on the Minister in a dry, hard tone, turning to the accused man. You spent your last leave in Paris; you were seen by one of our agents in the company of a man well-known to be a French spy. You went to various places of amusement with him, drank with him at the Hôtel Chatham, at the Grand Café, and other places, and, added Morini, looking him straight in the face, and what is more, he lent you money. Do you deny that?

The captain stood glaring at his accuser, utterly dumbfounded. This latter truth had not been given in evidence against him. The Minister therefore held certain secret information of which he was in entire ignorance. He had been watched in Paris! He held his breath, and was silent. Even the general looked at him in surprise and suspicion.

No, he answered hoarsely at last, I do not deny it. The man did lend me money.

For what purpose — eh? In order to obtain from you in secret the plans of the Tresenta fortress, declared His Excellency. French agents do not lend money to Italian officers without some quid pro quo.

I did not know that the fellow was a spy until afterwards.

Until it was too late, I suppose. You were entrapped, so you were compelled to give the plans to France. Now admit it.

I assert that I am entirely innocent, he declared. It is true that I spent my leave in Paris, where I met a man who called himself Georges Latrobe, an engineer from Bordeaux, who spoke Italian I ran short of cash, and he lent me five hundred francs, which I repaid to him ten days after my return to barracks. It was only on the last day when I was with him that my suspicions were aroused regarding his real character. We were sitting together in the Café Terminus, when he turned the conversation to our defences on the Alpine frontier, expressing a desire to visit me at Gran Paradiso. I at once told him that the admission of strangers within the military zone was prohibited. But he pressed me, and even went so far as to offer me a receipt for the money he had lent me, together with a like sum if I could gain him admission, in order, so he said, to see the latest feat of Italian engineering. But my suspicions were at once aroused. I told him that his suggestion was impossible, and from that day I have not seen him.

But you furnished him with plans and details of the fortifications? snapped the Minister of War.

I did not, denied the captain stoutly. I admit that I very narrowly escaped falling into a clever trap, but fortunately saved myself. If the plans have actually been furnished, then they have been given by someone else, not by me; and that letter was placed in my quarters in order to divert suspicion from the guilty person.

Ah, a very ingenious story! the Minister laughed incredulously. You admit being friendly with the spy?

I admit all that is the truth, your Excellency, but I flatly deny that I am a traitor to my king, was the accused mans quick, response.

But you see you were watched while on leave, the Minister went on, referring to his report. On your return from Paris you travelled by way of Milan to Bologna, where you visited a certain Signora Nodari and her daughter.

The latter was my betrothed, the unhappy man explained.

Exactly. Then how do you account for the agent Latrobe calling upon her a month later and obtaining from her a packet which she had received by post from the garrison of Gran Paradiso? It was only afterwards that this fact was known, otherwise the spy would not have escaped from Italy.

Captain Solaro stood rigid.

Have you really proof of this, your Excellency? he demanded in a low, hoarse voice. I — I cannot think that she would betray me.

Ah! Never trust a woman, observed the Minister, with a grim smile. She has made a statement — a statement which proves everything.

Which proves? he cried wildly. Which proves I am innocent.

No, declared Morini calmly. Which proves that you are guilty.

Ah, but let me tell you how—

No more! cried Morini, rising with quick anger from his chair and snapping his fingers in impatience. You have been found guilty and sentenced, and I think that even your general, after your own admissions, is now convinced of his injudicious and ridiculous attempt to shield a traitor.

Ah! cried the unfortunate man, hot tears springing to his eyes, I see now how I have been betrayed — and I know by whom!

I have no further time to waste upon hearing any counter-charges, abruptly answered the Minister. From to-day you are dismissed the army in disgrace. My decree will appear in to-nights Gazette, and, General Valentini, he added meaningly, turning to the stern old officer who had writhed beneath the civilians rebuke, convey your prisoner back to Turin, and do not again become the gaoler of a traitor.

You absolutely refuse to hear me further, then! cried the captain in wild desperation, dismayed to find that all attempt to clear his character had failed.

I do.

The accused man with set teeth drew his sword, and with one quick wrench across his knee broke the gleaming blade and cast it ringing upon the marble floor.

Take my sword! he cried, drawing himself up to the salute. Take my honour — take my life! But you — even you, Camillo Morini — cannot condemn me with justice! One day you shall know that I am innocent — you hear! — innocent!

And with firm tread he strode out of the Ministers private room, followed by his general, who merely saluted in stiff silence, his scabbard trailing upon the marble.


Chapter Nine.

His Excellency Learns the Truth.
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THE MINISTER OF War was seated busily writing beneath the green-shaded reading-lamp in the big library of the great old Antinori Palace, his handsome residence in Rome.

Five years ago he had bought that enormous old place in the Via Nazionale — a place full of historic interest — together with its old furniture, its gallery of cinquecento paintings, and its corridor filled with armour. It was a high, square, ponderous place of princely dimensions, with a great central courtyard where an old fountain plashed on in the silence as it had done for three centuries or more, while around the arched cloisters were the carved arms of the various families through whose hands the place had passed in generations bygone.

The library was a high room on the first floor, with long cases filled with parchment-covered books, many of them illuminated codices and rare editions, a fine frescoed ceiling, and a great open hearth over which was an ornamentation of carved marble of the Renaissance with a grinning mascherino. The floor was of marble, except that the littered writing-table was set upon an oasis of thick Turkey carpet, giving to the room an austere character of comfortless grandeur, like everything else in that huge old palace of the days when every house of the Roman nobility was a fortress.

An Italian Ministers life is not by any means an easy one, as Camillo Morini had long ago discovered. He was often in his private cabinet at the Ministry of War at nine oclock in the morning, and frequently sent home by his private secretary urgent papers which he could examine and initial after dinner, as he had done that day. His wife and daughter were up at the villa near Florence for the vintage, and he was alone and undisturbed. He had not even troubled to change for dinner, but was still in the linen suit he had worn during the day, and had merely exchanged his white coat for an easy black alpaca one.

As Minister of War, his salary was one thousand pounds sterling per annum, an amount quite inadequate for his needs. True, he travelled free in his private saloon on the railway, but yet he had a most uncomfortable time of it owing to the fact that he was expected by his friends to repay them for services rendered with the gift of offices, favours, introductions, and recommendations. Wherever he went he was besieged by a host of people who wanted favours, exemptions of their sons from military service, increased stipend, or the redressing of some act of official injustice or petty tyranny.

His wife, too, was pestered with recommendations to him; for without recommendations nothing could be obtained. If he went to inspect the garrison of a provincial town, the prefect, the mayor, the head of the carabinieri, and the most prominent citizens called on him every day; while when in the country the wheezy village band played operatic airs outside his window every evening, alternated with a chorus of children from the elementary schools.

His sovereign, King Humbert, although good-natured and brave, was too easy-going and lacking in moral stamina to make a really strong monarch, hence the whole Cabinet, from the Prime Minister downwards, were guilty of grave irregularities, if not of actual corruption. The fault, however, lay with the system, rather than with the men. How could a Cabinet Minister entertain lavishly and keep up appearances upon a mere thousand pounds a year, when he had no private means?

Happily, the present hard-working, cultivated king, Victor Emmanuel the Third, has mastered all the details of state business, and has swept his Cabinet clean of those men who abused their position under his lamented father, until the whole face of Italian politics has entirely changed since the days when Camillo Morini held office as head of the army.

Under the late King Humbert, Ministers were often chosen, not because they were capable statesmen, but simply because it was necessary that a particular region should be represented in the Cabinet, so as not to arouse local jealousies. In any case, their tenure of office was too precarious and too short to enable them to do much good work, and whatever the Minister managed to do would probably be undone by his successor.

Morini would have gone out of office half a dozen times had he not succeeded, by judicious bribery, in obtaining protection from his enemies. Indeed, he only retained office by dint of his own ingenuity and clever diplomacy towards those who were ever trying to hound him down. Not only did he bear the great responsibility of the army, but, in common with other members of the Cabinet, the greater part of his activity was absorbed in the manipulation of party groups in the Chamber and in studying parliamentary exigencies. He had to judiciously subsidise certain newspapers in view of a general election, make use of the secret service fund in certain quarters, and be careful not to shower too many favours on one province; for if he offended any particular town, the local deputy, hitherto a staunch ministerialist, would turn and rend him.

Truly his position, head of an army costing sixteen millions annually, and with a multitude of people bent on getting something out of him, was the reverse of comfortable. He would have resigned long ago had he dared, but resignation or dismissal from office would, he knew only too well, spell ruin to him. So he was held there in an office of bribery and dishonesty, which he had grown to regard with bitter hatred. He had served through three administrations, it was true, and was a trusted servant of his king, yet the daily worry of it all, the ever-present fear of exposure and of downfall, held him in constant apprehension of a future ruin and obscurity.

The dead silence of the night was unbroken save by the scratching of his quill as he scribbled his signature upon one after another of the pile of various papers at his elbow.

He wrote mechanically, for he was reflecting upon that scene in his cabinet when the captain of Cacciatori Alpini had broken his sword across his knee.

A clever fellow! he murmured. He thought to bluff me, but he did not know how closely I had had him watched. If I did not know all that I do, I really believe I should have thought him innocent. A good actor. I will send his broken sword as a present to that doddering old fool, his general — as a souvenir of his visit to Rome without leave! he laughed to himself, still continuing to sign the commissions and decrees.

Of a sudden there was a rap at the big white doors at the end of the dimly lit room, and a gorgeously dressed man-servant in stockings and gold-laced coat advanced to the table, saying — 

The Onorevole Ricci desires to see your Excellency.

Pigs head! Didnt I give orders that I was not at home? he cried, turning furiously upon the man.

But your Excellency is always at home to the Signor Deputato? the servant reminded him, surprised at the sudden outburst of anger.

Ah! growled his master. Yes, you are right, Antonio! I forgot that I told you I was always at home to him. I must see him, I suppose, he sighed, and when the man had gone his brow contracted, his teeth clenched; yet almost before he could recover his self-possession the long white doors reopened, and his visitor — a short, dark-bearded, middle-aged man in evening dress — was ushered in.

Ah, my dear Camillo! he cried enthusiastically, advancing towards the Minister, who rose and took his hand. I only arrived in Rome this afternoon, and heard you had returned from England. Well, and how are you after your holiday? I suppose I may take a cigar? he asked, crossing to the cigar-box, opening it, and selecting one.

The rest was welcome, answered the other calmly, stretching his arms above his head and glancing furtively at the new-comer as though he held him in some suspicion. He was a pleasant-looking man, a trifle stout, with a round, sun-bronzed face, as though fond of good living, while his perfectly fitting dress-suit was cut in a style which showed it to be the garment of a London tailor. He possessed the careless, easy manner of the gentleman, striking a match and lighting his cigar with a familiarity which showed that he was no stranger to the Ministers roof.

I too have been in the country for quite a long while, he said— at Asti. I have to visit the electors now and then just to make them promises and put them in a good-humour.

Or they would hound you out, Vito — eh? — just as the Socialists would throw me out if they could, laughed His Excellency drily, walking to the cigar-box, selecting one, and lighting it.

And Her Excellency and the signorina? inquired the deputy.

They are up at the villa. They always go there for the vintage.

Of course, Rome in September is only fit for us politicians and the English tourists. I wonder you are back so early.

Duty, my dear Vito, replied the other. One day, when you are Minister, you will find that you had much more leisure as advocate in Turin and deputy for Asti.

I suppose so, he laughed. Then he added, I met Angelo in the club an hour ago. He has also been in England, it seems. I think I shall go to England next summer — if you invite me.

Which is not likely.

Why?

Because when I am in England I like to be away from all my official duties, frankly answered Morini. They dont even know who or what I am — and I delight in keeping them in ignorance.

Then why did you invite Angelo? I am jealous, you see.

Because I wished to consult him upon a confidential matter.

Regarding an army contract tendered you by a German firm, replied the other, carelessly blowing a cloud of smoke from his lips as he stood with his back to the huge open grate. You may as well tell the truth, my dear friend.

The Minister, starting, looked at him sharply, and asked — 

How did you know?

Never mind how I know, Camillo. It is, as you see, useless for you to try and deceive me. You have given the contract to those Germans — for a consideration. But dont think that I blame you. Why, I should do the very same thing myself. I get a little in my own small way out of certain people in Asti, but not enough. Thats why I am compelled, so much against my will, to come to you.

Ah! groaned the Minister, facing him quickly and determinedly. The same old story — eh? Money.

Like air, it is a necessity of life, he replied, smiling. I have been in want of it for a month past, but preferred to wait rather than to trouble you while you were on holiday.

But you surely get enough now! protested His Excellency. Ive obtained a dozen different favours for you; Ive given you appointments; Ive allowed you to make recommendations for military decorations in Piedmont; Ive allowed you to handle the secret service funds; and Ive done all I could so as to place you in a position to receive secret commission. But of course, if you fail to make use of your opportunities, it is not my fault.

Never fear. I do not stir a finger without some consideration, he laughed. You surely know me too well after all these years. No; I find that it is not sufficient. Money I want, and money I must have. Recollect what services I have rendered to you in the Camera, my dear Camillo, he went on. You surely do not forget the dead set made against you a year ago, and how I succeeded in uniting the various groups and inducing them to pass a vote of confidence! You never were nearer downfall than you were that afternoon — except, perhaps, to-night. You have enemies, my dear friend — enemies in the Socialist groups, who declare that you have held office too long, he added.

I know, exclaimed the other hoarsely. I know that, and he tossed his cigar away with a quick, impatient gesture.

While youve been abroad I have been active in secretly ascertaining the real state of political opinion in the north, and much as I regret to tell you, it is distinctly antagonistic. Now that Milan is such a strong Socialist centre the other large towns are following, and an agitation is spreading against you. They want a fresh man in office as Minister of War — the man who is so cleverly scheming to replace you.

To replace me! exclaimed Morini. And who is this man, pray?

The words which Vito Ricci had spoken sank like iron into his soul. He knew, alas! how very precarious was his office.

The man is our friend Angelo, slowly replied the crafty deputy. Already in the north he is looked upon as your successor. If the groups in the Camera fall asunder, then your dismissal is imminent. I know this is a very unwelcome piece of news, my dear Camillo, but it is a hard fact which I have come here to-night to reveal to you.


Chapter Ten.

For Marys Sake.
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HIS EXCELLENCYS FACE fell. He was silent for several moments.

The easy-going, well-dressed political adventurer before him was, he knew, in the secrets of the strong party who were his opponents and who were ever plotting his downfall. He had, since his return to Rome, heard rumours through certain quarters in which secret service money was spent that an agitation had been set afoot by his antagonists, but he had never dreamed that the prime mover of it all was the very man in whom he had so implicitly trusted, one of the men who owed everything to him — Angelo Borselli! The revelation staggered him. He really could not believe it to be actually true.

And so he intends to become Minister — eh? remarked Morini bitterly, when he at last found tongue.

He is working for that end, replied Ricci. I was in Milan and Parma a week ago, and on every hand I saw how cleverly he was stirring up ill-feeling against you. He is secretly allied to the Socialists — of that I am certain.

Because he sees that through them he can obtain office, replied His Excellency, his pale face now very serious. You have done well to tell me this, caro mio, he added. I shall know now how to deal with the man who learns my secrets and then seeks to betray me.

But your position is daily becoming one of graver peril, exclaimed the wily advocate, placing his hand confidentially upon the Ministers arm. The agitation is widespread. The Socialists intend that the Government shall fall.

But you will help me, Vito, as before? Morini urged quickly. Those shrieking Socialist maniacs shall not gain the ascendency? he declared, clenching his hands and pacing the room quickly.

Vito Ricci, deputy for the town of Asti, shrugged his shoulders, but did not reply. In the Italian Camera every politician of any prominence had a small body of adherents, and political ability consisted in so manipulating a number of these bodies as to form a majority; therefore for this purpose each Minister secretly bribed one or more of the most unscrupulous deputies to juggle with the party. A group might to-day be on the side of the Government, and to-morrow with the Opposition. There were no real political principles at stake in the policy of these groups, and the only important question was that of party management and judicious bribery.

Vito Ricci was a professional politician, with whom politics was a regular trade. The Government granted him a free railway pass — as it did all the other deputies at Montecitorio — and he made money wherever he could. His position enabled him to obtain many favours for himself and his friends. The system of recommendations and parliamentary influence was one of the worst features of Italian political life, for it was generally regarded as one of the deputys chief duties that, for a consideration, he should help his friends and constituents to procure favours, promotions, decorations, and concessions of contracts which would not be otherwise obtainable. Political jobbery was regarded as inevitable.

Indeed, Vito Ricci lived upon the bribes he received — and lived well.

You are silent, remarked His Excellency, looking him straight in his face. Why?

Because I have nothing to say.

You dont promise to assist me! he exclaimed. You dont declare your readiness to unite the groups again in our favour!

Because I fear it would be a useless task, responded the other in a calm, mechanical voice.

A useless task! gasped the elder man, whose face was blanched. What do you mean?

I mean that matters have assumed an ugly appearance, replied the deputy. Even the journals who have received so much money from you are silent when they ought to be loudest in your eulogy. They are evidently awaiting the advent of their new masters.

Then you actually anticipate a catastrophe? exclaimed Morini hoarsely, halting before the man who had rendered him so many valuable services — the clever, unscrupulous adventurer who had several times turned the parliamentary tide in his favour.

Vito nodded slowly, his bearded face grave and hard set.

If what you say is really true regarding Angelo, then I am fully aware of the great peril in which I stand, the Minister exclaimed at last, his voice faltering in his agitation. Borselli will hesitate at nothing in order to gain power.

Ah, I told you so a year ago, my dear Camillo, was the deputys reply. But you would not listen. He was your friend, you said — as though there was such a thing as friendship in any of the ministries.

I have been deceived, admitted the other in a low voice.

A silence fell between the pair, until the deputy suddenly said hesitatingly — 

I suppose Angelo could make some rather awkward revelations — eh?

The Minister slowly nodded.

Hm. I thought as much from what I gathered in Milan. He would denounce you, and by reason of his big Socialist following he would come out with clean hands. He has laid his plans well, without a doubt. Sirena, the Socialist deputy for Pesaro, told me, in confidence, all that is intended.

They mean to strike a blow at me?

Yes, by criticising the army, and by bringing forward some curious story about the plans of the fortress of Tresenta in the Alps being sold to France. Do you know anything about it?

Yes. The plans have unfortunately been given to France by a captain named Solaro, who has been dismissed the army and sent to prison. So they intend to make political capital out of that, do they?

It seems so, was the others answer.

Morini slowly repaced the room, his chin upon his breast, deep in thought, the dead silence being broken only by his footsteps upon the marble floor.

Borselli has formed a plot against me — a deep, dastardly plot! he exclaimed in a desperate tone, halting again suddenly, a determined look upon his grey features. He intends that I shall fall. But you, Vito, can save me, if you will — you know you can. With a little of this, and he rubbed his thumb and forefinger together, you can unite the groups as you did before, and show the country that the Minister of War still possesses the confidence of the kingdom.

I doubt it, answered Ricci dubiously.

But you will not desert me now? implored His Excellency, laying his hand firmly upon the deputys shoulder. Recollect the past, Vito. Remember the day when you, a lieutenant, prevented my horse throwing me at the manoeuvres in the Chianti. That was long ago, but both of us have had cause to congratulate ourselves upon that meeting.

Ricci nodded. He recollected well how the Minister, then only a few months in office, had allowed him to resign from the army and complete his studies as an advocate, and how, by a clever stroke of political jobbery, he had been elected deputy for Asti, in order that he should serve the Minister as his secret agent in the Camera. He had become rich in a few years, owing to the various grants and concessions His Excellency had made to him, yet somehow his personal extravagance kept him always poor, always in want of money. He feared to calculate how much of the secret service funds had already found its way into his pocket, and yet with wily ingenuity he was there again for a grant, not from the secret service fund — for he knew well that the sum voted for the present year was already exhausted — but from Camillo Morinis own private purse.

Vito Ricci, with all the outward appearance of a gentleman, was utterly unscrupulous. He worked in the Camera for the master who paid him best — a fact which Morini knew too well. If the Socialists were prepared to pay his price, then the man whom he had trained so cleverly and promoted to place and power would calmly throw him over, and hound him down with just as great an enthusiasm as he now supported him.

I suppose, he went on at last, it is, as usual, a matter of price with you — eh, Vito?

Well, I must live, just as you must, responded the other with a faint smile as he discerned how terrified the Minister had become at the information he had just given him. I have no private income, and therefore must make money somehow.

You have made plenty of it, the other remarked. Only three months ago you had fifty thousand lire out of the secret service fund.

And I am now badly in want of an exactly similar amount, the deputy declared.

Ah! so that is the price — eh? Fifty thousand?

Yes. But of course I cannot guarantee success for that sum. It may cost more. I have to bribe the leaders of each of the groups in the Chamber, and I flatter myself that I am the only man who can work them in favour of the Ministry.

I admit that, my dear Vito. You are a marvel of tact and cunning. What a pity you did not enter the Diplomatic service! But the price. It is too high. I cant really afford to pay so much. Ah! if you knew how heavy my personal expenses are, and how—

Of course, the other cried, interrupting. You made the same excuse last time, but you paid these screaming hounds all the same. It is surely useless to waste breath upon argument. The facts are quite plain, as Ive already told you. If you pay for triumph you will probably receive it; if you dont, you must fall, and Angelo Borselli will be given your portfolio. Pardon me for saying it, Camillo, but of late you have lived with your eyes shut. I have watched, and I have observed certain things. Recently you have held me aloof from you, just at a moment when I could be of greatest service. This, I confess, has hurt me. I believed you reposed confidence in me, but it seems that you mistrust me.

I mistrust all blackmailers, was the Ministers quick reply, his dark eyes flashing at the speaker.

Because you are one yourself, the other retorted quickly, with a grin. You yourself taught me the gentle art of blackmailing. But no! do not let us revile each other. Rather let us face the critical situation. I tell you that you are blind — otherwise you would realise how cleverly and with what devilish ingenuity your power is being undermined. You must bribe the groups — you must pay the sum I ask. It is your duty, not only for your own sake, but for that of your family — the signora and the Signorina Mary.

The Minister of War stood undecided. Mention of his family brought home to him the terrible responsibility upon him. Ruin, exposure, condemnation, disgrace, all stared him in the face. Yet by paying what his creature demanded he could once again steer clear of the shoals of the stormy parliamentary waters, and the country would have renewed confidence in Camillo Morini.

He knew that he was — as indeed he had been for years — entirely at the mercy of this man whom he had trained as his secret agent both in the Camera and out of it.

Well, he answered at last in a deep, hoarse, broken voice, and suppose I pay? What then?

Then I shall do my best, was Vitos response. I cant, of course, be certain that I shall succeed, but as the groups require my influence in another quarter, they will probably render me assistance in this.

Morini was pacing the room again. His appearance was that of a man filled with apprehension. He saw that the situation was most critical, and recognised that ruin was before him. He glanced across at his writing-table, when his lips compressed and a strange, half-triumphant smile overspread his grey countenance.

Very well, he exclaimed, and his sigh ran through the great old chamber. I suppose you must have the money to throw to those howling dogs. Call at the Ministry to-morrow and you shall have a draft.

For sixty thousand, said the deputy quickly. Better be on the safe side. I shall have to distribute money freely this time, you know.

But the Minister refused, knowing that the extra ten thousand lire would go into Vitos pocket. Then they argued, long and hotly, Ricci, the accomplished blackmailer, refusing openly to lend his influence for any less sum, until at length the man who was so completely in his power was reluctantly compelled to yield — for the sake of his wife and Mary, he said in sheer desperation.

And now that you are again reposing confidence in me, my dear friend, said the deputy, let me give you a word of warning.

Speak. I am all attention.

Last season there was here in Rome a man named Dubard. You introduced us one night when I dined here. I have since heard that he is aspiring to your daughters hand.

Well?

Watch him, and you will discover something that will surprise you. I shall say no more. The future is in your own hands.


Chapter Eleven.

The Secret Agent.
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A FAT WAITER conducted a well-dressed, lady-like girl up the great marble staircase of the Hôtel Brun, in Bologna, rapped lightly at the door of a private sitting-room, and ushered her in.

Angelo Borselli, who rose to meet her, bowed politely, with a smile on his sallow face, and welcomed his visitor.

She was about twenty-three, with very dark hair, fine big eyes, and a well-formed figure, rather stout, as are most of the Bolognese.

I had given you up, signorina, he said. I have waited for you over an hour.

I could not get away before, she replied somewhat timidly. At home they seemed suspicious, and I had the greatest difficulty in coming here. And she smiled, a faint flush suffusing her sunburnt cheeks.

You came in a closed cab?

No, I went to the station and drove here in the hotel omnibus, as though I had arrived by train. I thought it would excite less suspicion.

Excellent! laughed the Under-Secretary, glancing to see that the door was closed. You are clever — always clever, Filoména. You will make a first-class agent of the Ministry some day, he added approvingly.

She laughed as she seated herself in the chair he politely offered, and laid the little fan she carried upon the table, replying — 

I always do my best. But my mother watches so closely that I have to be most cautious.

You have done exceedingly well, declared the schemer. In this last affair you have rendered me the greatest assistance. Without you we should have failed. But I have invited you here to learn all the details. I was in Paris at the time, and all I have gathered is from the official reports of the court-martial. They did not call you up to Turin, I hope?

No. They took my evidence in secret at the barracks here.

And what did you tell them?

I described exactly what had happened. How the captain had a year ago declared his love for me, and how he came to Bologna from Paris.

And what else?

I described how I had received in confidence the mysterious packet from him, with instructions to hand it to a friend of his, a Frenchman, who would make an appointment to meet me. What I told the three officers who took down my statement seemed to create a great impression upon them.

Of course it would, because it is your statement that has condemned Solaro.

Condemned! she gasped in blank surprise. What, has he already been tried?

Yes, and dismissed the army.

But he is—

There are no buts, signorina, he quickly interrupted in a hard voice. If you render secret service to the Ministry you must never reason as to the why or the wherefore. Always rest assured that we are acting solely for the benefit and safety of Italy.

She thought deeply for a moment.

When I met the Frenchman by appointment at a seat in the Montagnola garden, and gave him the packet, he broke it open, and I saw that some tracings were inside.

And what did the Frenchman say? inquired Borselli. Oh, he was very polite, she laughed, blushing slightly. We walked about the garden for nearly half an hour; for he was a pleasant man, who spoke Italian exceedingly well — evidently an officer.

Most of the men in the French secret service are recruited from the army or the detective police, he remarked. But I intend that Italy, like Russia, shall in future rely upon the shrewdness of clever women like yourself. This Frenchman said nothing regarding Solaro?

He merely remarked that he supposed the captain trusted me implicitly, and I, of course, replied in the affirmative. He wrote to me from the Hôtel National in Lucerne, making the appointment in the Montagnola, indicating a certain seat, which showed that he was well acquainted with Bologna.

Did he mention me?

No. He urged me, however, to deny all knowledge of the mysterious packet if taxed with receiving it. From that I concluded that he was in ignorance of how the whole affair had been arranged.

Of course, he answered, with a laugh. It would never do for France to learn our motives. We allow them to have the secrets of Tresenta because we have other ends in view. What they are you will know later.

And in the meantime Felice Solaro is dismissed the army in disgrace?

The sallow-faced man nodded. He did not tell her that he had been sentenced to fifteen years imprisonment, for he knew how soft-hearted women are towards the innocent.

Do you know, she said presently, I have a suspicion which I think I ought to tell you. It is that the address upon the envelope which contained the packet of papers was not in Captain Solaros own handwriting.

He looked quickly into her face, frowning slightly and saying — 

Suspicions do not concern you, signorina. When I give you orders, it is for you first to execute them as secretly and expeditiously as possible, and secondly to have a care that your association with me is never discovered. You understand? I am merely Filipo Florena, shipping agent, of Genoa, and you write to me always to my office in the Via Balbi. Should you ever be in real peril, you have that code address by which a telegram will find me, either at home or abroad.

She saw that her remark caused him annoyance, therefore she began to apologise and declare her readiness to serve the War Department of her country in every way possible.

As I have already said, he remarked in a quiet voice, obtaining her permission to smoke, you have shown yourself in every way adapted to the responsible office I intend that you shall hold. You come of good family, although at present in straitened circumstances; you possess good looks, and you are a perfect model of all the virtues. Your mother, the widow of my old friend, Colonel Nodari, would, of course, object to the capacity in which you have once or twice served Italy. Yet it is for the honour and safety of your country, recollect. You are an agent of the Ministry of War, and being in its employ should act obediently, without expressing any surprise at the information you are asked to obtain, or attempting to deduct any logical conclusion.

She sat silent, listening to the advice the schemer gave her. Her late father, a colonel of cavalry, had been the Under-Secretarys friend, and the latter had been a frequent guest at their house. Indeed, she had known General Borselli ever since she had been a child, and of late, by clever ruses, this man had contrived to use her quick womans intelligence for his own ends. In recognition of her services, he had sent her small sums of money, which she found very useful for her dress bills, and on one or two occasions had sent her little trinkets, which she had locked up carefully from her mothers prying eyes.

The Under-Secretary for War, far-seeing and deeply scheming always, recognised in her a very valuable assistant. She was known to the officers of a dozen garrisons, for she had been reared in the military atmosphere, therefore she was enabled to discover for him facts about persons that it would otherwise have been impossible for the Ministry to obtain.

A dozen times had she been successful in elucidating various sources of discontent, and gaining other information of greatest value to the War Office in Rome, information which Borselli used for his own ends and with the purpose of undermining the power of the Minister Camillo Morini. As the dead colonels daughter, and very popular on account of her bright disposition and good looks, she was the last person suspected of collecting that information which so mysteriously found its way to headquarters. And yet, under Borsellis secret tuition, she had become as clever and ingenious an agent as any the Government employed.

Truth to tell, however, the part she had played in the Solaro affair, now that she realised how the unfortunate captain had been entrapped, caused her a deep pang of conscience. Several months before, in that very room, she had met the Under-Secretary by appointment, and he had, after some preliminaries, remarked upon her acquaintance with Captain Solaro, whereupon she blushingly explained that they had known each other for some years, ever since her father was in garrison on the frontier at Ventimiglia. He put some direct questions to her, and discovered that, although they corresponded frequently, she was in no way in love with him. Then he gave her instructions how to act, declaring that the captain was strongly suspected of secret dealing with a French agent, and that if she received a sealed packet by post from the Alpine garrison she was to hold it, and deal with it exactly in the manner which the captain ordered, but in the meantime she was also to communicate with the supposed shipping agent in the Via Balbi in Genoa — himself. In brief, she was to appear very friendly with the captain, inspire him with every confidence, and yet betray him into the hands of the authorities. To her, the suggestion was a very unwelcome one, but Borselli urged her to carry out the delicate negotiation from patriotic motives — as daughter of a brave soldier who had served Italy so faithfully and well in the struggles of the sixties. It was this claptrap appeal to her loyalty that had caused her to become a secret agent of the Under-Secretary, which had now resulted, she knew, in the disgrace of an innocent man.

Why had the trap been baited so cunningly? she wondered within herself. There was some hidden motive in the expulsion of Solaro from the army; what could it be? Surely that packet she had given the polite Frenchman had not really contained plans, for it was not likely that the War Office would actually connive at its own betrayal to France?

I know that this recent little affair in the north has puzzled you, signorina, the general remarked slowly, his eyes fixed upon her. But you will see that we have right on our side one day. Act with care, exercise a wise discretion always, and you will not only be able to assist us, but you will, in future, receive a secret payment from the Ministry of seven thousand lire per annum, together with a fair allowance for expenses. The first payment has already been made to you in recognition of your tact towards Solaro, he added, and taking from his wallet a slip of paper, he handed it to her, adding, This is a draft on the Bank of Italy for the amount. Leave it in the bank if you wish — you will probably find it useful one day. You see it is upon the private account of Filipo Florena.

She, wondering, held the draft between her fingers. It was the first she had ever seen, and she told him so.

Put it away in your writing-desk or your jewel-case. And when you want it you can cash it on sight at any branch of the Bank of Italy — or, indeed, at any moneychangers.

She folded it carefully, and slowly placed it in her purse, while he, glancing at her furtively and seeing that possession of such a sum had given her confidence, suddenly exclaimed — 

And now let me tell you the real reason why I am here.


Chapter Twelve.

Concerns some Curious Instructions.
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WELL? SHE ASKED, as he paused and looked at her. Why are you in Bologna?

I am here, he answered, for the purpose of sending you to England.

To England! she echoed, half rising from her chair.

Yes. You speak English quite well, therefore I have obtained for you a situation as governess in a highly respectable and wealthy family, he said. You remember you asked me a year ago to arrange that you might leave home and become your own mistress, for you told me you were tired of living on your mothers narrow means.

But I—

As I have already said, signorina, he interrupted, there are no buts where the safety of Italy is concerned. You are wanted to go to England for two reasons: the change will be beneficial to you, and you will render a service to the Ministry.

Then I am to accept the post with an ulterior object in view? she remarked quickly.

Of course, he replied, with a smile. There are certain matters of which we desire information, and it lies with you to supply it. You are well educated, a good linguist, and just the stamp of young lady who goes as governess in a wealthy family. Therefore, the post being vacant, I at once secured it for you by giving you a very strong recommendation.

I would rather remain in Italy, the girl implored, recognising almost for the first time how entirely she was in that mans hands.

No, he declared. They expect you in England next week. The young lady, your pupil, is to begin her studies at once — while you will commence to study other matters on our behalf, he added, his dark face relaxing into a meaning grin.

She was silent, twisting her handkerchief nervously in her gloved hand. She realised that so cleverly during the past three years had this man weaved a net about her she was now bound to obey him. But she had never dreamed that the services she rendered to the Ministry of War were to take her abroad — to England.

There, in Bologna, her status as the daughter of a colonel who had served with distinction and had died a commendatore gave her the entrée into what was a select circle of society for a provincial town, but strange perhaps to English ideas — a society composed mostly of needy counts and seedy countesses, marquises who lived in bare, half-furnished palaces upon the remnant of what past generations of gamblers and spendthrifts had left them, and government employees, together with the officers of the garrison. It was a degrading thing that she should go out as a governess, yet if it were really necessary, she must, she knew, bow to the inevitable.

At first she resisted his request, urging that it was impossible. She had only made the suggestion as a joke; she was ready to serve the Ministry of War at home in her own small way, but to go abroad, to become a secret agent of Italy in England, was quite another matter.

He smoked on in silence, standing at the window and pretending to be interested in the people passing in the street below.

My dear signorina, he exclaimed at last, turning his thin, unprepossessing face to her, and looking straight at her with his dark, crafty eyes, I quite admit that to leave your home and friends is not a pleasant outlook. But you see it is imperative — absolutely imperative. You can render us most valuable assistance. Indeed, we are relying entirely upon you.

My mother will never consent to it, she assured him.

Leave the signora to me, he laughed drily. She will believe that you have become companion to an English lady. I will arrange it all. You know what entire confidence the signora has in me!

Filoména smiled. This man, who held such a high office in the Ministry, had always been a friend of her family. Indeed, the colonels widow was greatly indebted to him, for, through him, the War Office now paid her a small sum annually in recognition of her late husbands services to the kingdom, a payment which was not legal, but which had been ordered by Borselli and made law by decree of the Minister Morini himself.

You will have a very pleasant time of it in England, I assure you, he went on. As governess you will, of course, be treated as an underling, but remain patient, watchful, and attentive always to your instructions. Remember that upon you depends much, that you may render greater service to Italy than even her ambassadors. Knowledge is power, is an old and trite saying — and knowledge is in no place more powerful than the Ministry of War.

He treated her with a certain fatherly solicitude and confidence which impressed her. Four years ago, when she left the convent school at Ravenna and resumed the acquaintance formed in her childhood, he had gradually taken her into his confidence. He required certain information regarding certain officers in the Bologna garrison which with her womans subtle way of learning secrets she could obtain, while on his part he was ready to further her interests, to obtain that very necessary income for her mother — to act, in fact, as her friend, and to place her, in secret, under the protection of the Ministry of War. But secrecy was to be observed — secrecy in everything. To him alone was she to report, by letter or verbally. She was to act the spy on his behalf with cunning, care, and caution.

In the various tasks he had set her she had acquitted herself well, more especially in the mysterious affair of Captain Solaro, the man who, to his cost, had fallen in love with her. At heart she hated herself for the despicable part she had been compelled to play, yet she had become Borsellis spy in order that she and her mother should receive that small but very necessary pension from the War Department.

In character she was one of those silent, watchful women whom nothing escapes, and who note every look and every gesture — one of the few women, indeed, who can keep a secret. Borselli, the man who used the Minister Morini as his cats-paw, and was as cunning an adventurer as there was in all the length of Italy, had recognised these qualities as those of a secret agent of the most successful type, and therefore had resolved to turn to account his ascendency over her.

She had taken up her little fan and was fanning herself with quick nervousness. The evening was a stifling one in September, for in that month Bologna, with its long streets of stucco porticos, is a veritable oven.

The address of your new mistress is here, remarked the Under-Secretary, producing a card from his pocket-book, whereon was written in pencil in an English hand: Mrs Charles Fitzroy, 186, Brook Street, Grosvenor Square, W.

It is in the best and most fashionable part of London, he added. And they have a fine place out in the country. The child whom you are to teach is aged eight — a little friend of mine. So you see I have arranged it all for you. You have only to go there and commence your duties.

She shrugged her shoulders. The idea of taking a situation as governess did not appeal to her. She would, indeed, have refused point-blank if she dared, only refusal might mean the cessation of her mothers slender income.

She knew Angelo Borsellis wife and son, and had visited them in Rome. The Signora Borselli was a stout woman of rather coarse type, proud of her position, fond of crude colours and a dazzling show. Her carriage in Rome was painted a bright grass green, and the livery of her servants was a blue-grey with yellow cockades. She dressed expensively, but without taste, as might be expected of one who was daughter of a straw hat manufacturer at Sancasciano. The son was aged eighteen, a superb young cub, who was now at the University of Ferrara studying law. Filoména Nodari was of gentle birth, and therefore despised the woman who had treated her so patronisingly. She looked upon Angelo Borselli as her dead fathers most devoted friend and her mothers benefactor, but the wife of the Under-Secretary she held in disdain as an uncouth countrywoman aspiring to a great position — as indeed she really was.

England is a long way off, signore, she remarked in a blank voice, after a long pause, the silence being unbroken save for the strains of the military band playing outside in the piazzi, as it does every evening in summer. Cannot you send someone else? she begged.

There is no one so well adapted as yourself, he declared. You know English and French, and could act the part of governess to perfection. I admit that to accept a menial office is not really pleasant, yet you must recollect that as a servant of the Ministry you are acting your part for the benefit of Italy — just as your poor father so valiantly acted his part through all his life.

She sighed, and lapsed again into thought. Like a thousand other girls living at home upon slender means, she had often longed for a change of life and for sight of those foreign places about which she had read so much — and most of all of London. And here, he pointed out, was an opportunity of serving Italy abroad.

She believed all that he told her — how the information she furnished was necessary for the successful conduct of the Ministry in order to thwart the machinations of Italys enemies. She had no idea that her actions and inquiries, directed by him, were always with one end in view — to oust from office the Minister himself.

On the one hand, Filoména Nodari was extremely clever and far-seeing, a veritable genius in the discovery of secrets, while on the other she was as wax in the hands of this man whom for so many years she had regarded as her friend.

Am I to write to this person, my employer? she asked with a slight sigh, still holding the card in her hand.

Only to announce the day and hour of your arrival in London — at the station of Charing Cross, remember. I told Mrs Fitzroy who and what you are — that you are tired of sleepy Bologna, that you were an officers daughter, and all the rest of it. Your wages are seven hundred francs a year, or twenty-four pounds in English money, with your railway fare paid to London, and your return fare if you dont suit. But, he added, with a meaning laugh, you will suit, signorina — you must suit, recollect?

She shrugged her shoulders dubiously, saying — 

Of course, if it is really necessary, I will go. But I fear I may fail.

Not if you are determined to succeed, he assured her. You have good looks, and they go such a very long way. That is why a pretty woman is so successful as a secret agent.

She flushed slightly at his flattery.

Well, and what am I to do? What information do you require? she asked, speaking almost mechanically and gazing fixedly across the room.

The facts, simply told, are these, he said, tossing his cigarette into the ash-tray and halting before her. This Mrs Fitzroy is the wife of a Mr Charles Fitzroy, a London fur merchant, and Alderman of the City, and sister to a man named Morgan-Mason, a member of the English House of Commons. This man you must watch. Recollect his name. Although he is a bachelor and lives in an apartment in Westminster, he spends much of his time at his sisters house; hence you will have an opportunity of forming his acquaintance and keeping observation upon his movements. He is clever, crafty, and quite unscrupulous, therefore be cautious in all your movements. You must try and seize an opportunity to get a glimpse through his private papers if possible, and see if there are any documents in Italian of an unusual character.

Then you suspect him to be an enemy of Italy? she remarked seriously.

We suspect that this blatant, pompous orator, who is now gathering such a following in the House of Commons, is forming certain plans to undermine our strength, to turn English opinion against an Italian alliance. Therefore it is necessary that we should be in possession of all the details, and you alone can obtain knowledge of the truth. He does not know Italian, a fact which gives you distinct advantage. Watch him very carefully, and report each week to Genoa; while, on my part, if I have any important instructions to send, I shall address the letter to the Poste Restante at Charing Cross — which is opposite the railway station. Your aim must be to find out all you can; to discover with whom this man is in association in Italy, remembering that whatever secret information, or more especially any documentary evidence you can secure, will be of the utmost service to us. Go, my dear signorina, he added, placing his hand upon her shoulder, go to London, and carry with you my very best wishes for success.

The woman sat silent, thinking over his instructions, while through the open window on the evening air came the strains of military music.

And as he watched her his thin, sallow face slowly relaxed into a sinister smile, when he reflected within himself the real reason why he was sending the pretty spy to England.


Chapter Thirteen.

The Villa San Donato.
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THE SKY WAS aflame in all the crimson glory of the Tuscan sunset.

The Angelus of a sudden clashed forth from the high castellated tower of the village church away over the Arno, winding deep in its beautiful fertile valley, that veritable paradise of green vale and purple mountain, and was echoed by a dozen other bells clanging discordantly from the hillsides, while from afar came up the deep-toned note of the big bell in the campanile of brown old Florence.

It was the hour of the venti-tre, and those patient toilers, the contadini, in the vineyards, who had been busy since dawn plucking the rich red grapes that hung everywhere in such luscious profusion, crossed themselves with a murmured prayer to the Madonna, and prodded their ox-teams homeward with the last load for the presses. All day long babbo, with his wife and children of all ages, had worked on beneath that fiery sun, singing as they laboured; for the grape harvest was a rich one, the wine would be abundant, and they, sharing half the profits with the padrone in lieu of payment, would receive a good round sum.

Like most of the great estates in Tuscany, that of San Donato, the property of His Excellency Camillo Morini, was held by the peasantry on what is known as the messeria system, by which the whole of the land was divided into a number of fields, or poderi, half the produce of which was retained by the mezzadro, or peasant who cultivated the soil, and the other half went to the landlord as rent. The poderi varied in size, but were usually about thirty acres in extent, each with its contadinos house colour-washed in pale pink, and upon the wall, painted in distemper, a heraldic shield bearing the bulls head erased argent, the arms of the proprietor.

The estate of San Donato, with its huge old fourteenth-century villa — a great castellated place with high, square towers, that would in England be called a castle, on the crest of a hill — and its fattoria, or residence of the bailiff, another great rambling place with its oil mills and wine-presses, in the valley below, was one of the largest in Tuscany.

The villa, with its long façade of many windows, its flanking towers, its enormous salons of the cinquecento, its splendid frescoes, its antique marbles, its grey old terraces and broken statuary, was indeed in a delightful situation. Perched on the summit of a lofty and broken eminence, it looked down upon the vale of the Arno and commanded Florence with all its domes, towers, and palaces, the villas that encircle it and the roads that lead to it. The recesses, swells, and breaks of the hill on which it stood were covered with groves of pines, ilex, and cypress. Behind, deep below, lay quiet old Pistoja in the distance, and still farther off swelled the giant Apennines.

From the villa ran a broad open road, straight to the ancient gate of the little walled village of San Donato itself — a remote, ancient place, almost the same to-day as when in the days of Dante it guarded the valley against the incursions of the Pisans. From its high brown walls, now crumbling to decay, the view was, like that from the villa of its lord, without rival in all Italy. Its tiny piazza was grass-grown, and outside the walls, in a shady cypress grove, stood a ruined calvary with some of Gerinos wonderful frescoes.

San Donato, though only seven miles from Florence as the crow flies, was an un-get-at-able place, inaccessible to the crowd of inquisitive English, and therefore unchanged and its people unspoilt. Indeed, in winter a week often went by without communication with the world below; for the post did not reach there, and the little place was self-supporting. The people, descendants of the men who had shot their arrows from those narrow slits in the walls, were proud that they had the great Minister of War for their lord, and that the estate was not like that adjoining, going to decay through the neglect and gambling propensities of its owner, who had not visited it for twenty years! On the contrary, San Donato, still almost feudal, was prosperous under a generous padrone, and the few weeks each year which the Minister and his family spent there was always a time of rejoicing with the whole countryside. Then the contadini made excuse for many festas, and there was much dancing, playing of mandolines, and chanting of siomelli. The padrone delighted to see his people happy, and the signorina was always so good to the poor and the afflicted.

Out upon the great wide stone terrace that ran the whole length of the villa, where spread such a wonderful panorama of river and mountain, Mary was standing beneath an arbour of trailing vines; for even though the venti-tre was ringing, the suns rays were still too strong to stand in them bareheaded. She presented a slim, neat figure, delightfully cool in her plain white washing gown with a bow of pale blue tulle at the throat, yet, as her face was turned towards the far-distant heights of Vallombrosa, there was in her handsome countenance a look of deep anxiety.

Jules Dubard, leaning against the grey old wall at her side, noticed it and wondered. He too was dressed all in white, in a suit of linen so necessary in the blazing Tuscan summer, and as he folded his arms he smiled within himself at the effect of his words upon her.

But you dont really anticipate that my fathers enemies are plotting his downfall? she asked seriously turning her great dark eyes upon him.

Unfortunately, I fear they are, was his reply. What I heard in Paris is sufficient to show that here, in Italy, you are on the eve of some grave political crisis.

For what reason? she inquired earnestly. Tell me all you know, for your information may be of the greatest use to my father. I will write to him to-night, she added, in a voice full of apprehension.

No. Do not write, he urged. You will see him in a week or ten days, and then you can tell him the rumours I have heard. It seems, he went on, that there is a group of Socialists fiercely antagonistic to the Government, and that they have formed a most ingenious conspiracy to secure its downfall. Other men, rivals of the present Ministry, are eager for office and for the pecuniary advantages to be thereby obtained.

What is the character of the conspiracy? she inquired seriously. Perhaps my father can thwart it.

It is to be hoped that he can, but I confess I doubt it very much, was his slow answer. Downfall seems imminent. Indeed, a friend of mine, whom I met the other day in Biffis café, in Milan, was discussing it openly. It seems that our French secret service has been at work on your Alpine frontier, and that the plans of the new fortress at Tresenta have been sold by one of the officers of the garrison. Out of this the Opposition intend to make capital, by charging your father with neglect, even connivance at the traitorous dealings with France, and thereby hounding him from office.

But it is unjust! cried the girl wildly. It is disgraceful! If the spies of France have been successful, it is surely not my fathers fault, but the fault of the officer who prepared and sold them. What is his name?

I hear it is Solaro.

Solaro! she gasped hoarsely. Not Captain Felice Solaro, of the Alpine Regiment?

Yes, signorina, that was the name.

She stood staring at him, utterly amazed and mystified. Felice Solaro! — a traitor!

But it is impossible! she declared quickly. There must surely be some mistake!

I heard it on the very best authority, was the young Frenchmans calm answer. A court-martial has, it seems, been held with closed doors, and as a result the man Solaro has been dismissed and sentenced to imprisonment for a term of fifteen years.

Dismissed the army! she exclaimed blankly. Then the court-martial found him guilty?

Certainly. But did you know the man?

She hesitated a moment, then faltered — 

Yes, I knew him once. But what you tell me seems utterly impossible. He was the very last man to betray Italy.

They say that a woman induced him to prepare the plans, remarked the Frenchman. But how far that is true I have no idea.

Marys face was paler than before. Her brows were contracted, and in her dark, luminous eyes was a look of quick determination.

Is my father aware of all this? she demanded.

Undoubtedly. He, of course, must have signed the decree dismissing Solaro from the army. I believe the matter is being kept as quiet as possible, but unfortunately the Socialists have somehow obtained knowledge of the true facts, and will go to the country with the cry that Italy, under the present Cabinet, is in danger. Then, after a slight pause, he went on, I look upon your father as my friend, you know, signorina, therefore I think he ought to know the plot being formed against him. They intend to make certain distinct charges against him, of bribery, of receiving money from contractors who have supplied inferior goods, and of being directly responsible for the recent reverses in Abyssinia. If they do— Pausing, he elevated his shoulders without concluding the sentence.

But it is impossible, Count Dubard, that the man you name could have sold our military secrets?

You know him sufficiently well, then, to be aware of his loyalty? sniffed her companion suspiciously.

I know that he would never be guilty of an act of treason, she answered quickly. Therefore if he really has been convicted of such an offence, he must be the victim himself of some conspiracy.

The count regarded her heated declaration as the involuntary demonstration of a bond of friendship, and looked into her eyes in undisguised wonder. She stood facing him, her white hand upon the broken marble of an ancient vase, yellow and worn smooth by time.

You appear to repose the utmost confidence in him, he remarked, surprised. Why?

Because I am certain that he has fallen the victim of a plot, she declared, her face hard set and desperate. If those enemies of my fathers are endeavouring so cleverly to oust him from office, is it not quite feasible that they have laid the blame purposely upon Captain Solaro?

Why purposely?

She paused, and again his eyes met hers.

Because they knew that if Captain Solaro were accused, she said slowly, my father, as Minister, would show him no clemency.

Why?

There is a reason, she responded hoarsely, adding, I know that he is innocent — he must be innocent.

But he has been tried by a competent court-martial, and found guilty, remarked her companion.

With closed doors?

And is not that the usual procedure in cases of grave offence? It would never do for the public to learn that the loyalty of Italys officers had been found wanting. That would shake the confidence of the country.

And yet my fathers enemies are preparing to strike a crushing blow at him by making capital out of it? she exclaimed. Ah yes. I see — I see it all! she cried. It is a vile, despicable conspiracy which has sent to prison in disgrace an innocent man — a second case of Dreyfus!

The Frenchman shrugged his shoulders but made no reply.

You said that a womans name had been mentioned in connection with the affair, she went on. Was her name Nodari — Filoména Nodari — and does she not live in Bologna?

Her companions lips pressed themselves together, but so slightly that she did not notice the almost imperceptible expression of annoyance upon his face.

I do not know, he declared. I merely heard that there was a woman in the case, and that she had given certain evidence before the military court that left no doubt of the guilt of the accused. But, he added, half apologetically, I had no idea, signorina, that Solaro was a friend of yours.

Oh, he is not a friend, only an acquaintance, she protested.

Then why are you so intensely interested in his welfare? he inquired.

Because I have certain reasons. An injustice has been done, and I shall at once ask my father to have the most searching inquiry made. He will do so, if it is my wish, she added confidently.

Then you intend to champion the cause of the man who is accused of being a traitor to Italy? remarked the wily Parisian, regarding her furtively as he spoke. I fear, signorina, if you adopt any such course you will only place in the hands of your fathers enemies a further weapon against him. No; if you desire to assist His Excellency at this very critical moment, you must refrain from taking any action which they could construe into your own desire, or your fathers intention, to liberate the man who is convicted of having sold his country to its enemy.

But it is unjust! He is innocent.

Be that how it may, your duty surely is to help your father, not to act in a manner which would convince the public that he had connived at the sale of the military secrets of Tresenta.

Her dark eyes fixed themselves upon the distant towers and cupolas of Florence, down where the grey mists were now rising. They were filled with tears, and her chest beneath her laces heaved slowly and then fell again.

And the man lounging at her side with studied grace laughed within himself, triumphant at his own clever diplomacy.


Chapter Fourteen.

In the Silence of Night.
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DINNER AT THE Villa San Donato was always a stately meal, served in that huge, lofty sala di pranzo, or dining-room, with its marble floor, its high prison-like windows closely barred with iron, its antique frescoed walls, and old low settees covered with dark green damask running right round the apartment.

In that enormous echoing room nothing had been touched for two hundred years. The old oak furniture had been well-preserved, the great high-backed chairs, covered with leather and studded with big brass nails, the fine carved buffet, and the graven shield over the door bearing the arms of the princely house that had once owned the place, all spoke of a brilliant magnificence of days bygone when those huge halls had echoed to the tread of armed men, and the lord of San Donato entertained his retainers and bravoes with princely generosity. The villa was so huge that the guest easily lost himself in its ramifications, its long corridors and huge salons each leading from one to the other. Like all the fortified villas of the cinquecento, every window on the ground floor was closely barred, and this, combined with the bareness of the rooms, gave to them an aspect of austerity. Over the whole place was a comfortless air, like that of most Italian houses, save in Madame Morinis rose boudoir, and the little sitting-room which Mary had arranged in English style, and called her own.

In the great dining-room there was sitting accommodation for two hundred, and yet on that evening the party only numbered six: Her Excellency, Mary, Jules Dubard, an English schoolfellow of Marys named Violet Walters, the fair-haired daughter of an eminent KC, and two sisters, named Anna and Eva Fry, daughters of an English merchant at Genoa whom Her Excellency had invited up for the vintage.

The voices of the little party echoed strangely in that enormous old apartment, and from time to time a peal of laughter came back from the corners of the place with weird and startling repetition. The party had that day made an excursion over to another estate which the Minister possessed above the Arno, at Empoli, where the vintage was in full swing. The trip had been delightful, and the peasantry had received them with that deep homage and generous hospitality which the Tuscan contadini extend to their lord.

All were in good spirits except Mary, who, in a gown of pale carnation pink, sat conversing mechanically in English with her friend Violet, a pretty girl, about a year her senior, but within herself reflecting deeply upon what the man sitting opposite her had told her when out upon the terrace an hour before.

Her father was in peril; it was her duty to warn him. Felice Solaro had fallen a victim of some dastardly plot, but for what reason and how was an utter mystery.

She longed to explain to her father all that the count had told her, but in reply to a question, her mother had said that she did not expect him to leave Rome for at least a fortnight. Therefore she remained thoughtful, apprehensive, and undecided how to act. At first she had contemplated explaining everything to her mother, but on reflection she saw that there were certain reasons why her anxiety should not be aroused. Her Excellency was in very delicate health, and while in London had consulted a physician, who had told her that she must have as little mental worry as possible. For that reason Mary resolved to hide the serious truth from her.

Dubard, with his studied elegance of manner, was entertaining the ladies with droll stories, for he was something of a humourist, and essentially a ladies man. Once or twice as Marys eyes met his he saw in them an expression of deep anxiety, and of course knew well the reason.

The Fry girls were particularly interested in the young Frenchman, of whom they had heard as a new star in the social firmament in Rome during the previous season, but, being provincials, they had not met him. Both were dark and fairly good-looking; Eva aged about twenty-one, and Anna two years her senior. Their father, Henry Fry, was an exporter of marble and of olive oil, who, like his father before him, carried on business in Genoa, and had amassed a considerable fortune; but Mrs Frys death three years previously had left the girls to shift for themselves in the social world, and their mother having long been an intimate friend of Her Excellency, the latter each year invited the girls up to San Donato as company for Mary.

Dinner ended at last, and the little party passed through the three great salons lit by the thousand wax candles in their antique sconces, into the minor drawing-room beyond, which was always used of an evening because it was cosier and small enough to be carpeted.

The Fry girls were clever mandolinists, and taking up their instruments at Madame Morinis invitation, played and sang that sweet old Tuscan serenade — 

Io ti amerò finchè le Rondinelle
Avranno fatto il nido dell amore;
Io ti amero fin che nel Cielo stelle
Vi saran sempre a illuminarmi il cora.
Io ti amerò,
Io ti amerò,
Fin che avrò vita
Mio bel tesor!

As they sang, Dubard stood beside Mary and looked into her dark eyes for some responding glance.

But there was none. She was not thinking of him, but of that unfortunate man convicted of treason, disgraced and languishing in gaol — and of Filoména Nodari, the woman who had foully betrayed him.

You are sad to-night, he managed to whisper to her as they turned together from the singers.

She nodded, but no response escaped her lips.

Her feelings towards Jules Dubard were mixed ones. She found him a very pleasant and entertaining companion, always courteous, elegant of manner, and excessively polite — the kind of man who at once attracted a woman. And yet somehow, when she came to calmly analyse her regard for him, she found it to be based merely upon his attractive personality; or, in other words, it was little more than a mere flirtation, which may be forgiven of every woman who is courted and flattered as she was.

True, he had, in a kind of joking manner, more than once declared his love for her. But she had always affected to treat his words as empty and meaningless, and to assume that they were good friends and nothing more. At heart, however, she knew that both her parents would be pleased to see her marry this man; for not only would she be the wife of a wealthy landowner, but would also obtain the ancient and honoured title of Comtesse Dubard.

Sometimes, in the secrecy of her room, she sat and reflected upon the whole situation, but on each occasion she arrived at the same distinct and unalterable conclusion. She admired Jules; she was fond of his society, and he was, even though his Gallic elegance of manner was a trifle forced, nevertheless a perfect gentleman. But surely there was a great breach between admiration and actual affection.

What he had told her out on the terrace in the sundown, however, showed plainly that he was really her fathers friend. And yet, strangely enough, he did not wish her to alarm her father unduly. Why? she wondered. If that grave peril actually existed he should surely be forewarned!

What I told you this evening has, I fear, upset you, signorina, Dubard said in a low, sympathetic voice. But do not be disquieted. I will assist your father in thwarting this conspiracy against him. Do not tell Her Excellency a word. It would be harmful for her, you know.

I shall say nothing, was her reply. But, she added, I cannot help feeling anxious, especially as you suggest that I shall not write to my father and warn him.

Oh, write if you wish, he exclaimed quickly. Only recollect all that I have told you is only hearsay. Therefore, I think it unwise to arouse your fathers apprehensions if the rumour of the conspiracy is baseless. No? he went on. Remain patient, and leave everything to me.

She sighed, without replying; then, in order to reassure her, he whispered, at the same time looking into her eyes intensely — 

You know, Mary, that I will do my very best — for your sake. You know me sufficiently well for that.

He would have continued his protestations of affection had not the singers at that moment ceased, and they were both compelled to rejoin the little group, much to Marys relief, for at that moment she had no thought beyond her fathers peril. She did not exactly mistrust the count, yet some strange intuition told her that his solicitude for her fathers safety was feigned. What made her think so she knew not, but she experienced that evening a strange, unaccountable presage of evil.

He asked her to sing, and then, being pressed by the others, she responded, chanting one of those old stornelli of the countryfolk which she was so fond of collecting and writing in a book, the weird love-chants that have been handed down from the Middle Ages. It was one she had taken down from the lips of a contadino at Castellina a few days previously — 

Giovanottino dal cappel di paglia,
Non ti voglio amar più, non nho più voglia...
Voglio piuttosto vincer la battaglia!

And while she sang, Violet Walters, standing with Dubard, looked at him with an expression which told him that he had created a favourable impression upon her. Thus the evening passed quietly, until the bell over the private chapel of the castle tolled eleven, and the guests rose and parted to their rooms, being conducted through the long ghostly corridors by the domestics with candles.

Mary allowed her Italian maid Teresa to brush her long brown tresses before the mirror, as was her habit, but the faithful servant remarked in surprise upon the signorinas preoccupied look.

Im very tired, thats all, Mary replied, and as quickly as possible dismissed the girl and locked her door.

Her room she had furnished in English style with furniture she had chosen in London. It was a delightful little place, bright with clean chintzes and a carpet of pastel blue. Upon the toilet-table was a handsome set of silver-mounted bottles and brushes, a birthday gift from her devoted father, and around the bed, suspended like a canopy from the ceiling, were the long white mosquito curtains.

For a long time she sat before the glass in her pale blue dressing-gown, her pointed chin sunk upon her breast in thought. Ruin was before her father — and if so, it meant ruin for them all!

Should she disregard the counts suggestion and write to him, urging him to come from Rome and see her; or if not, to allow her to travel alone to Rome? Should she write in secret?

How long she remained pondering, she had no idea. Twice the clock struck solemnly over the deep dark valley that spread beneath her window, until presently, with her mind made up, she rose and crossed to her little writing-table on the opposite side of the apartment, but was dismayed to find the stationery rack empty of notepaper.

If she wrote, it was necessary to do so at once in order to give the letter to Teresa when she came with the coffee in the morning, for the young peasant who took the postbag each day left at eight in the morning, so as to catch the midday mail from Pistoja. There was paper in the library at the farther end of the mansion, therefore she resolved to go and obtain some.

Wrapping a white shawl about her shoulders, she took her candle, and opening her door noiselessly, crept down the long marble corridor past her mothers door, and then, turning at right angles, proceeded to the door at the end which gave entrance to the splendid book-lined room full of priceless editions.

As she crept along in her little felt-soled slippers she suddenly halted, fancying that she heard an unusual noise. The peasantry entertained an absurd belief that at night supernatural noises were heard in the place, but of course she did not believe in them. In fact, she believed that the story had been invented by the agent, and circulated among the superstitious folk in order to give the house better protection against thieves.

She listened intently, her ears strained to catch every sound.

Yes, someone was moving in the library!

Her first thought was of burglars, but holding her breath and determined to first make certain before raising the alarm, she advanced cautiously to the door, placed her candle upon the floor, and peered through the keyhole.

She was not mistaken.

A light shone within. The great green door of her fathers safe stood open before her, revealing the nest of iron drawers within, while someone was moving at the writing-table a little distance away, beyond her range of vision.

Her heart beat quickly as her eye was glued to the keyhole.

The thieves, whoever they were, had opened the safe with a key and were calmly rifling it!

She heard a noise as of crisp papers being turned over slowly, and then a few seconds later a dark figure crossed to the safe and took a further packet from one of the drawers.

As the man turned towards her his face became revealed in the dim light. Sight of it staggered her.

The man who had opened the safe, and who was methodically examining her fathers confidential papers in secret, was none other than Jules Dubard!


Chapter Fifteen.

The Peril of a Nation.
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THE REVELATION OF the truth that Jules Dubard was making a methodical examination of her fathers private papers held Mary spellbound.

From where she bent her eye at the big old-fashioned keyhole, she saw that the ponderous steel door had been opened by a key, for it was still in the shining lock. Within that safe her father kept a number of important state papers relating to the army, and quantities of correspondence had, from time to time, been brought up from Rome by official secretaries and he had placed them there for safety.

Once, while she had been helping him to arrange a quantity of technical documents and tie them in bundles with pink tape, he had remarked — 

These are safer here than in Rome, my dear. There are thousands who long to get sight of them, but they would never think of looking here.

But there had been a still further curious incident, one which she recalled vividly at that moment as she watched the man intently examining the documents by the light of his candle. It had happened back in April, when some matters connected with the estate called His Excellency from Rome, and he had brought Mary with him up to San Donato, where they had remained only two days. The country was delightful in the bright springtime, and Mary had desired to remain longer, but it was impossible, for her fathers official duties took him back to the Eternal City — and besides, to live in the country in spring is not considered fashionable.

On the second night, while they were at the villa, he being alone, she sat with him in the library after dinner watching him rearrange a series of papers in the safe. It was eleven oclock when he concluded and locked the great green door, then, carrying the key in his hand, he crossed to where she sat, and said in a calm, earnest voice — 

Mary, I know that you will keep a secret if I reveal one to you, wont you?

Most certainly, father, was her answer, not without some surprise.

Then put on your cloak and a shawl around your head, my dear. I want to take you out.

Her curiosity was increased, for although it was moonlight it was late to walk in the country. Nevertheless she obeyed, and together they passed down the steep, narrow bypath through the dark pine woods, deeper and deeper, until before them in the silence the Arno spread shimmering in the moonbeams.

At the rivers edge His Excellency suddenly halted, saying — 

Mary, I wish you to bear witness to my action, so that if you are ever questioned you may be able to tell the truth. Recollect that to-night is the ninth of April — is it not?

Yes; why? she inquired, more puzzled than ever.

Because I have decided that that safe in the library shall never again be reopened while I live. See! Here is the key! and he gave it into her hand, urging her to examine it, which she did under the bright moonbeams.

Then he took it from her hand, and with a sudden movement tossed it as far as he could towards the centre of the deep stream, where it fell with a splash.

He sighed, as though a great weight had been lifted from his mind, and as they turned to re-ascend the hill he said with a grim laugh — 

If anyone wishes to open it now, hell have a good deal of difficulty, I think.

That was all. She had never questioned him further. She had been witness of the wilful concealment of the key, but the reason she knew not. There were state secrets, she supposed, and she always regarded them as mysterious and inexplicable.

Yet the safe had been reopened — if not by the actual key flung into the river, then by a copy.

But what motive had Dubard in coming there on a visit during the Ministers absence, and making careful examination of the documents which had been so zealously hidden?

Out on the terrace that evening Dubard had, by giving her that warning, shown himself to be her fathers friend. Yet surely this secret prying was no act of friendship?

And this was the man who had courted and flattered her — the man whom more than once she had believed that she could love!

Her heart beat quickly, for she scarce dared to breathe, lest she should betray her presence. The silence was unbroken save that within the room was the rustle of papers as the man carefully glanced over folio after folio.

The writing-table stood a little to the left, beyond the range of her sight, therefore he was for a long time invisible to her. Yet in the dead silence she could distinctly hear the scratching of a pen, as though he were making some extracts or memoranda. He had evidently lit the lamp upon the table, for his candle still stood on the floor before the open safe.

As she listened she heard him laugh lightly to himself, a harsh, low, mocking laugh, which echoed through the big old room, and then he rose and carried back the bundle of documents carefully retied, and placed them in their drawer, afterwards taking out another, and looking at the docket upon it.

From the latter he saw it was of no interest to him, therefore he tossed it back, as he did a second and a third. He seemed to be searching for something he could not find, and his failure caused him considerable chagrin.

His actions held her utterly dumbfounded. Although she had been attracted by his personality and his courtesy, she had, with that curious intuition which women possess, regarded him with some vague distrust. What she now discovered made it plain that she had not been mistaken. Her father had welcomed him to his house, had entertained him, and had regarded him as a man of sterling worth, notwithstanding his Parisian elegance of manner and foppishness of attire.

In their family circle her father had, indeed, more than once expressed admiration of the counts high qualities, which showed how completely the man had insinuated himself into the Ministers confidence. But the truth was now revealed, and he was unmasked.

Her natural indignation that he, a comparative stranger, should seek to inquire into her fathers most carefully guarded private affairs, prompted her to burst in upon him and demand the reason of his duplicity; but as she watched, she recognised that the most judicious course would be to remain silent, and to describe to her father all that she had witnessed.

Therefore she remained motionless with strained eyes, set teeth, and quickly beating heart, gazing upon the man who had accepted her mothers hospitality only to make an examination of her fathers secrets.

An hour passed. The deep-toned clock struck the hour of four, followed by the far-distant bell of Florence. She was cramped, chilled, and in darkness, for she had extinguished her light in order that he should not be attracted by it shining beneath the door.

Presently, however, she saw from his dark, heavy countenance, lit by the uncertain light of the candle, that he was deeply disappointed. He had searched, but had evidently failed to find what he expected. Therefore he commenced busily to rearrange the packets in the steel drawers, just as he had found them, preparatory to relocking the safe and retiring to his room.

She recognised that he had concluded his search — for that night, at any rate — for there still remained four or five drawers full of papers unexamined. Servants rise early in Italy, and he feared, perhaps, that he might be discovered. The remaining papers he reserved for the following night.

She watched him close the safe door and place the key in his pocket, then she rose, caught up her candle, and sped along the corridors back to her own room.

She relit her candle, and as she did so caught the reflection of her own face in the long mirror, and was startled to see how ghastly pale it was.

The discovery amazed her. She realised that the man who courted her so assiduously and who flattered her so constantly was in search of something which he believed to be in her fathers possession. How he had recovered that key which had been thrown deep into the Arno at that lonely reach of the river beneath the tall cypresses, was an utter mystery.

Should she go to her mother and tell her of all she had seen? Her first impulse was to reveal everything, and seek her mothers counsel; yet on reflection she deemed it wiser to tell her father all she knew. The natural impulse of a daughter was, of course, to take her mother into her confidence, but one fact alone prevented this — only a few days previously her mother had been so loud in praise of the count, in order, it seemed, to recommend him to her daughter. Madame Morini was, with her husband, equally eager to see a formal engagement between the pair, and was surprised and disappointed to notice the cold, imperturbable manner in which Mary always treated him. Mary had realised this long ago, and for that reason now hesitated to tell her mother the truth.

Next morning, while she was puzzling over what excuse she could make to go to Rome, her mother came to her with an open letter in her hand, saying that her father had been called to Naples to be present at an official reception of King Humbert by that city, and would not return to the Ministry for three days. This news caused Marys heart to sink within her, for she saw the uselessness of going to Rome until he returned.

That day she avoided Dubard, making an excuse that she had a headache, and spending most of the time alone in her little boudoir. The Frenchman took the other girls for an excursion through the woods, and during his absence she entered the great old library and carefully examined the lock of the safe.

It showed no sign of having been tampered with, having evidently been opened with its proper key — or an exact copy of it. The waste-paper basket was empty, the maid having taken it away that morning; but the blotting-pad caught her eye, and she held it before the long old empire mirror and tried to read the impressions of the words he had copied. But in vain. One or two disjointed words in French she made out, but they told her absolutely nothing. He had evidently made memoranda of the documents in French, or else the documents themselves had been written in French.

She knew, by his actions on the previous night, that he intended to return and conclude his investigations, and a sudden idea occurred to her to thwart his plans. The real object of his search he had apparently not discovered, therefore it was her duty to prevent him from obtaining it, and yet at the same time remain secret and appear to possess no knowledge of his attempt. She reflected for some time how best to accomplish this, when at last a mode essentially feminine suggested itself — one which she hoped would be effective.

Again she crossed to that huge green-painted safe let into the wall, which contained her fathers secrets — and many of the military secrets of the kingdom of Italy — and taking a hairpin from her tightly bound tresses — always the most handy feminine object — she broke off a piece of the wire about an inch long, which she carefully inserted in the keyhole, poking it well in by means of the other portion of the pin until she heard it fall with a click into the delicate mechanism of the lock.

Then, smiling to herself, she withdrew, knowing that whatever attempt Dubard now made to reopen that door would be without avail. There was nothing to show that anyone had interfered with the mechanism, therefore he would be entirely unsuspecting, and would attribute the non-working to some defect in the lock itself, or in the key.

That night she sat next him at dinner, bearing herself as bravely bright and vivacious as ever, and determined that his suspicions should not be aroused; while he, on his part, thought her more charming than ever.

The evening passed as usual in the small drawing-room with music and gossip, and later, after all had retired and one oclock had struck, Mary crept out in the darkness to the library, where, sure enough, she saw, on peering through the keyhole, the man who was so cleverly courting her actively trying to open the safe door.

The key would only half turn, and in French he muttered some low words of chagrin and despair. He tried and tried, and tried again, but all to no purpose. He withdrew the key, blew into the barrel, examined it in the light, and then tried once more.

But the lock had become jammed, and neither by force nor by light manoeuvring could he turn the key sufficiently to shoot back the huge shining bolts that held the door on every side.

Marys effort had been successful. By that tiny piece of wire her fathers secrets were held in safety.


Chapter Sixteen.

Father and Daughter.
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MY DEAR CHILD, you really must have been dreaming, walking in your sleep! declared Camillo Morini, looking at his daughter and laughing forcedly.

I was not, father! she declared very seriously. I saw the man take out those bundles of papers I helped you to tie up.

But the key! There was only one made, and you know where it is. You saw me do away with it.

He has a duplicate.

The Minister of War shook his head dubiously. What his daughter had told him about Jules Dubard was utterly inconceivable. He could not believe her. Truth to tell, he half believed that she had invented the story as an excuse against her engagement to him. Though so clever and far-seeing as a politician he was often unsuspicious of his enemies. Good-nature was his fault. He believed ill of nobody, and more especially of a man like Dubard, who had already shown himself a friend in several ways, and had rendered him a number of important services.

And you say that you put a piece of your hairpin in the lock, and that prevented him reopening it on the second night?

Yes. Had it not been for that he would have made a complete examination of everything, she said. If he had done so, would he have discovered much of importance?

His Excellency hesitated, and his grey brows contracted.

Yes, Mary, he answered, after a brief pause. He would. There are secrets there — secrets which if revealed might imperil the safety of Italy.

And they are in your keeping?

They are in my keeping as Minister of War.

And some of them affect you — personally? Tell me the truth, she urged, her gloved hand laid upon the edge of the table.

They affect me both as Minister and as a loyal subject of His Majesty, was His Excellencys response, his face growing a trifle paler.

If the truths contained within that safe really leaked out, the result, he knew, would be irretrievable ruin. Even the contemplation of such a catastrophe caused him to hold his breath.

Then I assure you, father, that nearly half the documents within have been carefully and methodically examined by this man who poses as your friend.

And to tell you the truth, dear, I cannot credit it. He can have no key that would open the door, unless he recovered it from the Arno — which is not likely. They never dredge that part, for it is too deep. Besides, that portion of the river is my own property, and before it could be dredged they would have to give me notice.

But a duplicate — could he not possess one?

Impossible. That safe was specially manufactured in London for me, and is one of the strongest ever constructed. I had it made specially of treble strength which will resist any drill or wedge — even dynamite would only break the lock and leave the bolts shot. The only manner it could be forced without the key would be to place it in a furnace or apply electrical heat, which would cause the steel to give. The makers specially designed it so that no second key could ever be fitted.

Then you disbelieve me? she said, looking into her fathers face.

No, I dont actually disbelieve you, my dear, he responded, placing his hand tenderly upon hers; only the whole affair seems so absolutely incredible.

Everything is credible in the present situation, she said, and then went on to relate what Dubard had told her regarding the conspiracy of the Socialists, who intended to hound the Ministry from office.

She was seated in her fathers private cabinet at the Ministry of War, in the large leather-covered chair opposite his big littered table, the chair in which sat so many high officials day after day discussing the military matters of the Italian nation. The double doors were closed, as they always were, against eavesdroppers.

She had, at her own request, managed to have a telegram sent her by him, and with Teresa had arrived in Rome only an hour ago. She had driven straight to the Ministry, and on her arrival Morini had quickly dismissed the general commanding in Sicily, to whom at that moment he was giving audience.

The story his daughter had related seemed utterly incredible. He knew from Ricci of the deep plot against him, but that the safe should really have been opened, and by Dubard of all men, staggered belief. That was why, in his astonishment, he declared that she must have been dreaming.

But in a few moments he became convinced, by her manner, that it was no dream, but an actual fact. Dubard, who had shown himself a friend, had actually pried into what was hidden from all. Why?

What had he discovered? That was the question.

Mary told him of the memoranda, and of the impressions upon the blotting-pad, whereupon he exclaimed quickly — 

Ill send someone up to San Donato to-night to bring the blotting-pad here. Granati, the handwriting expert, shall examine it. Then after a brief pause, he bent towards her, saying, You do not believe that he really discovered what he was in search of?

No; he seemed disappointed.

His Excellency heaved a sigh of relief. If Jules Dubard really had opened the safe, then he feared too well the reason — the motive of the search was plain enough to him.

His teeth set themselves hard, his face blanched at thought of it; and he brushed the scanty grey hair from his forehead with his hand.

And yet it seemed impossible — utterly impossible — that the safe could really have been opened and its contents examined.

I cant understand Count Dubards reason for accepting our hospitality and then acting as a thief during your absence, father, the girl remarked, looking him full in the face. Ive told mother nothing, as I preferred to come straight to you. That is why I asked you to call me here by telegraph.

Quite right, my dear; quite right, he said. It would upset your mother unnecessarily.

But there is another matter about which I want to talk, she said, after some hesitation; something that the count has told me in confidence.

Oh! Whats that? he asked quickly.

It concerns yourself, father. He says that there is a deep political plot against you — to secure the downfall of the Cabinet and to bring certain unfounded charges against you personally.

Her father smiled quite calmly.

That news, my dear, is scarcely fresh, he replied. For twenty-five years my political enemies have been seeking to oust me from every office Ive ever held. Therefore that they should be doing so now is only natural.

I know! I know! she said, with earnest apprehension. But he says that the plot is so formed that its result will reflect upon you personally, and then she went on to describe exactly what Dubard had told her.

His Excellency, nervously toying with the quill, listened, and as he did so reflected upon what Ricci had already told him.

How was it, he wondered, that the Frenchman, who was outside the inner ring of Italian politics, knew all this? He must have some secret source of knowledge. That was plain.

Morini looked into his daughters great brown eyes, and read the deep anxiety there. Within his own heart he was full of apprehension for the future lest the Socialists might defeat the Government; yet, with the tact of the old political hand, he betrayed no concern before her. What she told him, however, revealed certain things that he had not hitherto suspected, and rendered the outlook far blacker than he had before regarded it.

The count has also told me that there is a charge of treason against Captain Solaro.

Instantly her fathers face changed.

Well? he snapped.

The captain is innocent, she declared. He must be. He would never betray the military secrets of his country.

That is a matter which does not concern you, Mary, he exclaimed quickly. He has been tried by court-martial and been dismissed the army.

But you surely will not allow an innocent man to suffer, father! she urged in a voice of quick reproach.

It is not a matter that concerns either of us, my dear, he answered in a hard tone. He has been found guilty — that is sufficient.

She was silent, for suddenly she recollected what the count had said, namely, that any effort on her part to prove poor Solaros innocence must reflect upon her father, whose enemies would use the fact to prove that Italy had been betrayed with the connivance of the Minister of War.

She sighed. She had suspicions — grave ones; but she knew that at least Felice Solaro had been made the scapegoat of some cunning plot, and that his sentence was unjust. Yet what could she do in such circumstances? She was powerless. She could only remain patient and wait — wait, perhaps, for the final blow to fall upon her father and her house! A silence fell, broken only by the low ticking of the marble clock and the measured tramp of the sentry down in the sun-baked courtyard.

Her father sighed, rose from his chair, and with his hands behind his back paced anxiously up and down the room.

Mary! he exclaimed suddenly, in a changed voice, hoarsely in earnest, if the secrets hidden in that safe have actually fallen into the hands of my enemies, then I must resign from office? His face was now blanched to the lips, for all his self-possession seemed to have deserted him in an instant as the ghastly truth became revealed. I know — I know too well — how cleverly the conspiracy has been formed, but I never dreamed that that safe could be opened, and the truth known. No, he said in a low voice of despair, his chin sunk upon his breast; it would be better to resign, and fly from Italy.

His daughter looked at him in silence and surprise. She had never seen him plunged in such despair. A bond of sympathy had always existed between father and daughter ever since her infancy.

Then you dare not face your enemies if they are actually in possession of what is contained in the safe? she said slowly, rising and placing her hand tenderly upon her fathers shoulder. She realised for the first time that her father, the man whom she had trusted so implicitly since her childhood, held some guilty secret.

No, my dear, I dare not, was his reply, placing his trembling hand upon her arm.

But you are unaware of how much knowledge Count Dubard has obtained, she pointed out.

Sufficient in any case to cause my ruin, replied the grey-haired Minister of War. That is, of course, if he is not after all my friend.

But he is your friend, father, she was compelled to exclaim, in order to give him courage, for she had never in her life seen him so overcome.

Those midnight investigations are, as you have said, a curious way of demonstrating friendship, he remarked blankly. No, he added in a dry, hard tone. To-day is the beginning of the end. These are my last days of office, Mary. The vote may be taken in the Chamber any day, and then— and his eyes wandered involuntarily to that drawer in his writing-table wherein reposed his revolver, which, alas! more than once of late he had handled so fondly.

And after that — what? his daughter asked anxiously.

But only a deep sigh ran through the lofty room, and then she realised that her fathers kindly eyes were filled with tears.


Chapter Seventeen.

The Sazarac Affair.
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THE GREAT GILDED ballroom of the French Embassy in Rome was thronged by a brilliant crowd, even though it was out of the season and the majority of the official and diplomatic world were still absent from the Eternal City, in the mountains or at the baths.

The bright uniforms, the glittering stars and coloured ribbons worn by the men, and the magnificent toilettes of the women, combined to form a perfect phantasmagoria of colour beneath the huge crystal electroliers.

The orchestra was playing a waltz, and many of the guests were dancing; for the floor at the Farnese Palace was the best in Rome. Camillo Morini, though in no mood for gaiety and obliged to attend, was wandering aimlessly through the rooms, exchanging salutes with the men he knew and now and then bowing low over a womans hand. In his brilliant uniform as Minister of War, with the cerise and white ribbon of the Order of the Crown of Italy and a number of minor decorations, he presented a strikingly handsome figure, tall, erect, and distinguished-looking, as he strode through the huge painted salons dazzling with their heavy gilt mirrors and giant palms, a man of power in that complex nation, modern Italy.

After Mary had sought him and revealed the amazing fact of Dubards secret investigations, she had gone on home to the palace with her maid Teresa, where he had joined her about six oclock.

Father and daughter had dined alone in the long, high, old frescoed room. Few words they exchanged, for both felt that a crisis was imminent, and that if the blow fell the catastrophe must be overwhelming and complete. A true bond of deepest sympathy had always existed between them, for, as an only child, he had lavished upon her all his affection, while she, in turn, regarded him with a strong affection unusual in these decadent days. More than once since she had returned from the Broadstairs school she had been his assistant and adviser in the hours when she had found him alone and agitated as he so often was. More than once, indeed, he had confided in her, telling her of affairs which he withheld even from his wife for fear of unduly disturbing her in her delicate state of health. Often he had, of his own accord, sought his daughters counsel. Hence she was in possession of many confidential facts concerning persons and politics in Rome, and with her womans keen perception had already in consequence become a trained diplomat.

In the long and painful silence during dinner he urged her to accompany him to the French Ambassadors reception, adding with a sigh, I would rather remain at home with you, my dear; but I must go. It will not do for me to betray any sign of fear.

Go, certainly. It is your duty, father. But I am really too tired after my journey.

And so she excused herself from accompanying him, and went off early to her room.

His Excellency had been chatting with the Prince Demidoff, the Russian Ambassador, and was passing into the great ballroom, where the gaiety was then at its height, when he came face to face with Angelo Borselli, gorgeous in his brilliant generals uniform.

Ah, my dear Camillo! exclaimed the latter. I only returned from Paris to-day, and called upon you on my way here. I must see you at once — privately.

The Minister, who had not met the Under-Secretary since the adventurer Ricci had revealed to him the truth regarding the Socialist conspiracy, controlled his feelings with marvellous calmness, and greeted his friend effusively.

Why? asked His Excellency under his breath. Has anything happened?

A good deal. But here the very walls have ears, was the answer. I have come in search of you.

Well? asked the Minister of War in abrupt surprise, recollecting the warning Ricci had already given him.

Come with me. I know my way about this place, Borselli said. There is an anteroom at the end of the south corridor where we can talk without risk of eavesdroppers.

Their host, Baron Riboulet, the French Ambassador, a tall, handsome, brown-bearded man, stopped and greeted the pair at that moment, while several other personages well-known in Roman society came up to pay their respects to His Excellency the Minister. Then at last the Under-Secretary managed to whisper — 

Lets get away. I must see you without further delay. Come.

And together they strolled through the magnificent salons with their brilliant crowds and presently entered a small, barely furnished room in a distant part of the historic old palace which is now the residence of the representative of the French Republic. As soon as they were within Borselli switched on the electric light, closed the door and locked it.

When he turned to the Minister the latter saw that his countenance had changed. He was pale and anxious, as though he had information of the highest importance to impart.

Well? asked Morini, wondering why he had brought him there so mysteriously.

I have been in London again, the other exclaimed. The truth of the Sazarac affair is known!

Camillo Morini held his breath, his brows knit themselves, and his teeth were set hard. If this were a fact, then Borselli himself must have revealed the truth, for he alone knew it. What Ricci had told him had opened his eyes to this fellows secret intentions. This was, no doubt, part of the vile, despicable conspiracy to secure the downfall of the Ministry. He knew that Angelo Borselli, the ambitious schemer with the rank of general, who owed everything to him, was his bitterest opponent, and he now saw an opportunity of fathoming the ingenious ramifications of the plot that was to effect his ruin. He was, however, too well versed in statesmanship to betray in his face the inner workings of his mind, and Borselli, notwithstanding that consummate craft which was his most prominent characteristic, had no suspicion that his chief was aware of the conspiracy.

If the truth regarding General Sazarac is out, my dear Angelo, he said quite calmly, then you must forgive me for suspecting that the catastrophe is due to your own indiscretion.

Ah, my dear friend, there you are entirely wrong! the other declared in a low, intense voice. A man whom you know in England is well aware of the whole of the facts.

And who is he, pray? inquired the Minister, still preserving an outward calm that was perfect.

The young Englishman George Macbean — the man who was staying with Sinclair of Thornby.

Macbean? slowly repeated His Excellency, gradually recalling to his memory the young Englishman whom Mary had introduced to him upon his own lawn. Ah, of course! I recollect. He is Sinclairs nephew, and secretary to that fellow Morgan-Mason who came to Rome to see us about provisioning.

The same. He knows everything.

The Minister was silent. His brows were knit. He recollected Macbean quite well, and wondered whether what Borselli was telling him were the actual truth. Since Vito Ricci had revealed the amazing cunning with which the Under-Secretary was working, he naturally mistrusted him.

Well, and what does it matter? asked Morini, still quite cool.

Matter? gasped the other. Matter? Why, if he reveals what he knows it will mean ruin for us both — ruin?

You have expressed fear several times, my dear Angelo, laughed the Minister, leaning easily with his back to the table. For myself, I entertain no fear. How did you discover that he held this knowledge?

I had my suspicions, and I therefore returned to England and found him in London. I did not approach him myself, of course, but from information I gathered I know that he must be aware of the whole truth. That being so, we must not risk any revelations.

But even if he really does know, what motive could he ever have in bringing any distinct charge? queried Morini, facing the man who, he knew, intended to himself occupy the post of Minister of War.

You forget that he is secretary to that overbearing parvenu Morgan-Mason, and that the latter was Sazaracs most intimate friend.

Camillo Morini bit his lip. He had never thought of that. The affair of General Sazarac was to the public a mystery — one which the English Member of Parliament had actively endeavoured to solve. The young Englishman Macbean, if he really knew the truth, might be induced by his employer to speak! In an instant he recognised a further peril in a quarter hitherto entirely unexpected.

You are quite certain he knows?

Absolutely.

By what means did he learn the truth?

Ah, that is not clear! responded the thin-faced man. He knows; but how, is more than we can tell. The merchant of provisions, his employer, was the generals friend. Therefore the general probably knew the secretary, and may have taken him into his confidence! Cannot you therefore see that the fellow must be given an appointment in our Ministry? We cannot afford to allow him to remain the secretary of this parvenu, treated worse than a dog, ill-paid and sneered at on account of his superior birth and education. We must run no risk.

Then the English Member of Parliament is not a very good employer — eh?

The reverse; a very bad one. He is a man who rose from being an assistant in a grocers shop in a London suburb to be what he is, the greatest dealer in provisions in all the world — a man who is worshipped in London society because of his millions, and upon whose smile even an English duchess will hang. Ah, my dear Camillo! You, although you have a house in England, do not know those English. They are a people of millions; and in society they count their virtues by the millions they possess. I know a man who was a waiter in an hotel in South Africa a few years ago who now has the proud English nobility — their milords and their miladies — around his table. They eat his dinners, they shoot his birds, they use his yacht, they beg of him for loans — and yet they jeer and laugh at him behind his back. It is so with this member of the English Parliament to whom our young friend now acts as secretary.

I cannot see your point, said the Minister of War, his uniform-hat tucked beneath his arm.

Cannot you see that if this Englishman really knows the story of Sazarac it is to our mutual interests that he should not speak of it? It might mean ruin for us, Borselli pointed out in a low, earnest voice. Cannot you see that, being in the employ of that pompous hog-merchant Morgan-Mason, and badly paid for his services he is longing for a higher and more lucrative position? Is it not but natural? He knows Italy, and would be only too eager to accept an appointment in the Ministry — where we really want a good English secretary. Such a man would be of the utmost value to both of us.

Then you suggest that we should offer him an appointment?

Exactly, was Borsellis reply. If you agree to give the fellow a secretaryship, leave the rest to me. He will be only too eager to accept an appointment under the Government, and once in Rome and in our employ, he will never dare to open his mouth regarding the ugly affair.


Chapter Eighteen.

Counting the Cost.
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NEXT DAY AT noon Mary, who was out driving in the smart English victoria, called at the Ministry and again sat alone with her father trying to persuade him to order an inquiry into the case of the unfortunate Felice Solaro.

It is useless, my dear, was his impatient answer. He has already been here himself, but the case is proved up to the very hilt. I therefore cannot interfere.

Proved by that woman Nodari? she cried, with fierce indignation. Then, after a pause, she leaned towards him and said in a low, earnest voice, You will not allow an inquiry because you fear its result, father?

Hush! Who told you that? he gasped, staring at her.

No one. It is only a logical conclusion. The captain is the victim of a wicked conspiracy, and he is suffering in silence because he knows the utter futility of appeal.

He has already appealed to me.

And you have refused him justice! was his daughters quick reproachful declaration. You are surely not unjust, father? You cannot be.

The tall, distinguished-looking man was silent, and rising, walked up the long strip of carpet placed upon the marble floor. Then slowly he returned to her, and looking straight into her face, said — 

My hands are tied, my girl. I am powerless, I confess to you.

But in your heart you believe that he is innocent? Tell me the truth.

Yes, he whispered in a broken voice. I do — I do.

She made no response. His admission was full of a poignant meaning. She saw that he was somehow fettered, held in some mysterious bondage of which she was in ignorance.

Again she spoke of the examination of the safe by Dubard, but this matter he seemed disinclined to discuss, and pleading other affairs, he urged her to return home and await him at luncheon.

At three oclock, after eating his midday meal with her, he went forth again to make a round of official calls, when, a quarter of an hour later, the Italian footman threw open the long white doors of the small salon where Mary was sitting writing letters, and announced — 

Comte Dubard!

She started quickly, held her breath, and rose to greet her visitor, who, foppishly dressed in a pale grey flannel suit, came forward smiling, and, drawing his heels together, bowed low over her white hand. The mans calm impertinence and cool unscrupulousness held her speechless.

I thought you were still at San Donato, she stammered, when at last she found tongue. I had no idea you were here, in Rome.

I have followed you, he declared, smiling. You left the villa unknown to me, and therefore I have come to you.

For what reason? she inquired, her brows slightly elevated.

Because — well, because I fear that the reason of your sudden journey is to reveal to your father those things which I told you in confidence the other day. Remember the future rests entirely in your own hands. He must know nothing — at least at present.

And is that the only reason you are here, count? she asked meaningly, standing before him with her hands behind her back, her splendid dark eyes fixed upon him.

I come here as your friend to warn you that silence is best at this moment. A word to your father will precipitate the crisis. I know, he went on, that you are convinced that an injustice has been done in the case of poor Solaro. Your attitude the other evening showed me that. But I beg of you to make no effort to clear his character, because, in the first place, any such attempt must of necessity fail; and secondly, your fathers enemies would at once shriek of the insecurity of the French frontier. No, he argued, speaking in a low tone in French, you must keep your own counsel, mademoiselle. If this catastrophe is to be averted, if the Cabinet is to be saved, then it must be by some ingenious means that are not apparent to your fathers enemies.

She stood listening to this declaration of friendship by the man who had pried into her fathers secrets. It was on the tip of her tongue to openly charge him with ulterior motives, nevertheless her better judgment prevailed. She recognised, as her father had pointed out, that no good end could be served by showing her hand at that juncture, therefore she allowed him to argue without raising her voice in protest. He had followed her from Tuscany because he was apprehensive lest she should tell her father the truth. Why? He was in fear of something; of what, she could not tell.

A great conspiracy, ingenious and widespread, was afoot to encompass her fathers ruin, therefore she resolved to remain at his side and at any cost face the perils of exposure. The few hours she had spent in her fathers society had shown that, so full was he of his responsible official duties and affairs concerning the army of Italy, he had, in a few weeks, become an entirely changed man. His face was now pale and drawn, and when he sat alone with her there rested upon his countenance a haunted look — the look of a man who was face to face with ruin. Loving her father, she had been quick to recognise the truth. At first it had staggered her, but her surprise and horror had given place to a deep filial sympathy, and while determined to hide her secret from her mother, she had become at the same time her fathers confidante and friend.

I am quite well aware of the intentions of the Opposition, she answered coldly, after a painful pause. But I am not in the least apprehensive. My father has for so many years been a faithful servant of his sovereign that the Italian people still have confidence in him. Neither the country nor the Camera can fail to recognise the many reforms he has introduced into the army, or how he has alleviated the lot of the common conscript.

Ah! he exclaimed, with a deep sigh. I am glad that you recognise your fathers strong position — the strongest of any man in the Italian Government. Nevertheless, he added, those shrieking firebrands can, if they so desire, set Italy aflame. We have that truth to face, and we must face it.

Her lips were pressed together, for she saw how cleverly he was changing his tactics towards her. She also recognised how, by appearing to have confidence in the future, she could place him off his guard. Her fathers honour was, she felt, in her hands, and the magnitude of the issue aroused within her all her womans innate tact and courage.

I came to Rome because my father telegraphed to me, she said quite simply. He wanted to take me with him to Palermo to visit my aunt, but the kings programme is changed, so we are not going after all. I intend to return to San Donato the day after to-morrow. It is still too hot in Rome.

Ah! then I own myself quite mistaken, he laughed. I have been unduly anxious, for I attributed your sudden departure to your natural desire to tell His Excellency all that I had explained in confidence. We men, you know, are in the habit of saying that women cannot keep secrets.

I can keep one, she declared.

Yes, he answered. I know you can. Upon your secrecy in this affair the very fate of the Ministry depends, believe me. You know that I am your fathers true friend — as well as yours.

She held her breath, and her eyes met his.

You have told me that several times before, she remarked in a quiet, mechanical voice and with an assumed air of unconcern.

And I mean it, he said earnestly. Only you had better not tell your father that I am here. It is, perhaps, unwise to let him know that I have followed you from San Donato — he may suspect.

Suspect what?

Well, suspect the reason of my visit to you to-day, he said, surprised at her quick question. You see I have come here because — well, to tell you the truth, he faltered, I am here to tell you something which I wanted to say at San Donato — yet I dared not.

What — is it bad news? she asked, looking at him with some apprehension.

A long silence fell between them. He was watching her, hesitating whether he should speak. At length, however, he suddenly took her hand and said — 

As I have told you, I am your fathers friend. You may doubt me; probably you do. But one day I shall prove to you that I am acting solely from motives of friendship — that I am endeavouring to shield your father from the impending blow.

If you are, why do you not go to my father and tell him everything? she asked, inwardly filled with doubt and mistrust.

Because, as I have told you, it is impolitic to do so at this moment. We must wait.

And while we wait his enemies may take advantage.

No, not yet. Their plans are not yet complete, he answered. I was at the Camera last evening, and discovered the exact situation. If we are patient and watchful we may yet turn the weapon of our enemies against themselves.

He saw that she was grave and thoughtful, that his advice caused her to reflect; while she, on her part, did not divulge what she had already told His Excellency.

They stood together at the window, where the long green sun-shutters were closed to keep out the blazing heat of afternoon, and as he looked upon her handsome profile in that dim half-light he saw that her face and figure in her cool white dress was the most perfect that he had ever gazed upon even in the haut monde of Paris. In the air was the stifling oppression of the storm-cloud: You are sad, he said presently in a calm, low voice as he leaned against the broad marble sill of the window, where a welcome breath of air reached them from the silent sun-baked street below.

Her dark eyes were fixed upon the opposite wall, and her hands were clasped in pensive attitude; for his manner had mystified her, knowing all that he had done in the silence of the night at San Donato.

I fear the future, she declared frankly, starting at his words and turning her gaze upon him.

But what have you to fear? he asked, bending slowly towards her with an intense look in his eyes. I am your friend equally with your fathers, as I have already declared, and fortunately I know the intentions and the dastardly intrigues of those who are plotting his ruin.

Then you can save him by exposing their plot? she cried, utterly amazed at his words. You will — will you not? she implored breathlessly.

I can save him — yes, I can, within twelve hours, cause the very men who now seek the downfall of the Ministry to fly in fear from Rome, he said. Then, after a pause, he added, I know the truth.

And you will tell it? she urged breathlessly, advancing towards him. My fathers future, my own future, the honour of our house all depend upon you. He had examined her fathers private papers, and undoubtedly knew the truth on both sides. He had acted with the enemy, and yet he declared himself to be her friend? You will save my father? she implored.

With a sudden movement he took her hand in his and whispered in a quick, earnest voice into her ear — 

Yes, I will save him — on one condition. Of late, Mary, I have noticed that you have avoided me — that — that you somehow appear to shun me in suspicion and mistrust. You doubt my good intentions towards you and your family. But I will give proof of them if you will only allow me.

She felt his hot breath upon her cheek, and trembled.

Save my father from the hands of these unscrupulous office-seekers, she panted. His honour — his very life is to-day at stake.

Upon two conditions, Mary, was his low, quiet answer, still holding her hand firmly in his. That he gives his consent to our marriage, and that you are willing to become my wife.

Your wife! she gasped, drawing her hand away, starting back, and looking blankly at him with her magnificent eyes. Your wife!

Yes. I love you, Mary, he cried passionately, taking her hand again, I love you. You must have seen how for months past I have lived for you alone, yet I dared not, until to-day, reveal the truth. Say one word — only say that you will be mine — and your father shall crush those who intend to wreck and ruin him.

You — then you make marriage the price of my fathers triumph? she faltered hoarsely, as the ghastly truth gradually dawned upon her.

Yes, he cried, raising her inert hand to his hot lips. Because I love you, Mary! — because I cannot live without you! Be mine. Speak the word, and I will reveal the truth and save your father from ruin.

But, realising the cleverly laid trap into which she had fallen, she stood silent and rigid, her eyes fixed upon him in an agony of blank, unutterable despair.


Chapter Nineteen.

The Sacrifice.
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THE GLARING AFTERNOON had drawn to a close.

Camillo Morini, after a heavy days work in the silence of the big old library at San Donato shaded from the sun-glare, rose, and joining Mary, went out along the hill to enjoy the bel fresco of the departing day. The Italian habit is to go out and wander at sundown, and when up at his villa His Excellency always made it a rule to take a stroll through the cool pine woods, generally accompanied by Mary; for his wife was not a good walker, and seldom ventured far. Therefore father and daughter, in the two hours preceding dinner, frequently made excursions on foot through the smiling vineyards and great pine forests around the magnificent old mansion.

They had skirted the mediaeval walls of the village and passed down the old cypress avenue, saluted on every side by their contadini, then striking off on a bypath through the wood they halted at a point known by the countryfolk as the Massa del Fate — or Fairys Rock — where there opened suddenly before them a magnificent view — Tuscany, the paradise of Europe, in the sundown.

Surely nothing could be so beautiful as the lines of the Arno valley, the gentle inclination of the hills, and the soft fugitive outlines of the mountains which bounded them. A singular tint and most peculiar harmony united the earth, the sky, and the wide winding river. All the surfaces were blended at their extremities by means of an insensible gradation of colour, and without the possibility of ascertaining the point at which one ended or another began. It appeared ideal, possessing a beauty beyond nature; it was nevertheless the genuine light of old-world Tuscany.

The Minister of War, in his white drill suit and straw hat, a trifle negligent of attire as he always was when he was up there in that remote retreat, halted at the break in the high dark pines, gazed out upon the marvellous panorama, and inhaled a deep breath of the cool, refreshing wind that came up from the valley with the sundown.

After hours of intricate work in his darkened study he stood there to refresh himself, while Mary, in pale blue with a big straw hat, was at his side, her eyes turned away up the valley, reflecting upon some meaning words he had just uttered.

Mary often came to that lonely point on the high-up estate to enjoy the grand scene of departing day. In that hour, when the evening bells came up from the white villages dotted far below, the summits of the Apennines appeared to consist of lapis-lazuli and pale gold, while their bases and sides were enveloped in a vapour which had a tint now violet, now purple. Beautiful clouds like light chariots borne on the wind with inimitable grace that came from seaward made one easily comprehend the appearance of the Olympian deities under that mythological sky. Ancient Florence seemed to have stretched out all the purple of her Cardinals, her Signori, and her Medici, and spread it under the last steps of the God of Day.

Well? asked the Minister, as he watched the girls beautiful face set full to the dying sunset and saw the far-off look in her wonderful eyes.

I have nothing to say, father — nothing, was her quiet answer as she turned to him, and he saw that she was on the point of tears.

Then you are content that it should be so? I mean you will permit me to give a favourable reply to the count? he said, not without some hesitation. He had aged visibly since those quiet days in rural England, and the lines upon his pale brow gave him an expression of deep anxiety.

She sighed, and for a few moments made no response.

Is it your wish that I should marry him? she asked in a low, mechanical tone, her face pale, her hands trembling.

I have no desire to place undue pressure upon you, my dear, he said, placing his hand kindly upon her shoulder. I merely ask you what response you wish me to give. He came to me while I was sitting alone in Rome three nights ago, and requested permission to pay his court to you.

And what response did you give? she inquired in a voice scarcely above a whisper.

I told him that I desired to hear your own views before giving him an answer.

She was again silent, her face turned to the darkening valley. The sundown in Italy disappears less quickly than in England, for when the tints are on the point of vanishing they suddenly break out again and illumine some other point of the horizon. Twilight succeeds twilight, and the charm of closing day is prolonged.

And what is your wish, father? she asked presently, still looking blankly before her; for those grey fading lights seemed to be but the reflection of her own fading life and happiness.

Well, Mary, he said, his hand still upon her shoulder, let me speak frankly and candidly. This morning I discussed the matter fully with your mother, and we both came to the conclusion that the count is a very eligible man. Neither of us desire you to marry if you entertain no love for him, but both in England and in Italy we have noticed for a year past that you have not been averse to his attentions, and — well, I may as well tell you quite plainly, my dear — we have been much gratified to think that the attraction has been mutual. Yet, he added, it lies with you entirely to accept or to reject him.

It would please you, father, if I became the Comtesse Dubard, would it not? she asked, tears that were beyond her control springing to her eyes.

It would please both of us, he said in a low, earnest voice. But you yourself must decide. That he will make you a good husband, I have no doubt. Yet, as I have already said, as your father I would be the very last to endeavour to force you to marry a man you do not love.

She did not reply. He stood gazing upon her face, and his own thoughts were sad ones. Soon, very soon, the blow might fall, and then his wife and daughter would be left alone. He was, therefore, anxious to see her married before that catastrophe, which he knew was inevitable.

When the count had sat with him that evening making his request, he recollected the strange story Mary had told him regarding the secret examination of his papers. It was curious — so curious and so utterly devoid of motive that he could see no reason in it. Yet if that Frenchman had really discovered certain things concealed behind that green-painted steel door, it was to his interest that he should become his son-in-law and so preserve the secret.

Yes, he was anxious to see his daughter married to that man to whom he had taken such a personal liking, yet he affected to leave the decision entirely in her own hands.

She spoke at last in a hard, tuneless voice, as though her youth and life were slowly dying just as surely as the day was fading.

If it is your wish, father, that I should become his wife, you may give him an affirmative answer. But—

And she suddenly burst into a torrent of hot tears.

Ah no! no! her father cried, touching her pale cheek tenderly. No. Do not give way, dear. I have no desire that you should marry this man if you yourself do not really love him. Perhaps your mother has been mistaken, but by various signs and looks that both of us noticed in Rome and in England, we believed that you entertained for him a warm affection.

I know that my marriage would please you, she said. Mother gave me to understand that two months ago, therefore, — and she paused as though she could not utter the words which were to decide her fate— therefore I am willing to accept him.

Ah, Mary! he exclaimed quickly, his face brightening, for her decision aroused hope within him. I need not tell you what happiness your words bring to me. I confess to you that I have hoped that you would give your consent, for I would rather see you the wife of the count, with wealth and position, than married to any other man I know. He loves you — of that I am convinced. Has he never told you so?

She did not answer for a few moments. She was reflecting upon that scene in the little salon in Rome when he had revealed himself to her in his true colours.

Yes, she answered at last in that same hard, colourless voice. He told me so once.

He attributed her blank, despairing look to the natural emotion of the moment. It was the great crisis of her young life, for she was deciding her future. He was in ignorance of how already she had made the compact with Dubard — of how she had decided to sacrifice herself in order to save him.

Her father, in ignorance of the truth of how nobly she was acting, went on to analyse the young Frenchmans good qualities and relate to her all that he had learnt regarding him.

His youth has been no better and no worse than that of any young man brought up in Paris, he said, yet from the information I have gathered it seems that he has sown his wild oats long ago, and for the past couple of years he has given up racing and gambling and all such vices of youth, and has become a perfect model of what a young man should be. Men who know him in Paris speak highly of him as a man of real grit — a man with a future before him. You do not think, Mary, he went on, that I should have welcomed him as a guest at my table if I were not sure that he was a man worthy the name of friend?

Ah! she sighed, you have, my dear father, sometimes been disappointed in your friendships, I fear. Angelo Borselli, for instance, has been your friend through many years.

Angelo! he exclaimed impatiently. Yes, yes, I know. But I am speaking of Jules — of the man you have consented to marry.

A slight hardness showed at the corners of her mouth at mention of the man who had so cleverly entrapped her. She knew that escape was impossible. He could place her father in a position of triumph over his enemies, and in return claimed herself. Ah! if she could only speak the truth; if she could only take her father into her confidence, and show him the reason she so readily gave her consent to a union that was odious to her! Yet she knew that if she gave him the slightest suspicion of her self-sacrifice he would withhold his consent, and the result would be dire disaster.

She knew her fathers brave, unflinching nobility of character. Rather than he would allow her to marry a man whom she hated and mistrusted, he would face ruin — even death.

And for that reason she, pale and silent, gazing into the rising mists, accepted the man who had made her fathers honour the price of her own life.

Tell the count, she said, in a voice broken by emotion, tell him that I am ready to be his wife.

And her father, gladdened at what he, in his ignorance, believed to be a wise decision, bent to her and pressed his lips to her cheek with fatherly affection, in a vain endeavour to kiss her tears away.

They were not tears of emotion, but of a sweet and tender womans blank despair.


Chapter Twenty.

Tells the Truth.
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ON THE FOLLOWING afternoon, in consequence of a telegram, the Minister of War drove into Florence, and met Vito Ricci at the club.

He seldom took the train to Florence because, on account of his position, the obsequious officials treated him with so much ceremony. He was a modest man, who at heart hated all bowing officialdom, much preferring to drive through the rich vineyards of the Arno valley to being received at the station by all the officials and having the ordinary traffic stopped on his arrival.

The Florence Club, an institution run upon English lines, is one of the most exclusive in Europe. It occupies the whole of a huge flat in the new Piazza Vittorio Emmanuele, handsomely appointed, with fine spacious rooms overlooking the busy centre of Florentine life. Its members are mostly men of the highest social standing in Italy, together with a select few of rich English and Americans, to whom membership gives the hall-mark of rank in that complex cosmopolitan world. In winter and spring its rooms are well-filled and its bridge-tables are well patronised, but in summer and autumn, when all Florence is away in the mountains or at the sea, it is deserted and handed over to the care of a couple of waiters, who scarcely see a member from one weeks end to the other.

The Deputy Ricci had telegraphed that he had no time to come up to San Donato, as he could only spend three hours in Florence; therefore the club was the most convenient place where they could meet and consult undisturbed. The urgency of Riccis message had aroused the others apprehensions that something was amiss.

Ah! cried the deputy in relief as the Minister entered the small card-room where he stood impatiently awaiting him. I began to fear that my telegram had not reached you. And the pair having shaken hands, Ricci went to the door and locked it.

Then when they crossed to the window, which gave a view of the wide-open piazza with its colossal statue in the centre, Ricci said — 

I left Rome this morning at nine, and I return by the express at six. I came here purposely to see you.

Has something occurred? asked His Excellency quickly, glancing at the dark face of the Piedmontese lawyer who sat in the Chamber of Deputies and made politics his living.

Yes, was Riccis answer in a low half-whisper. You recollect our conversation when we met last — about the impending crisis?

Yes. You promised, for certain considerations, to turn the political tide in my favour.

I have tried to do so, but have failed, said the other in a deep, serious voice.

Failed? gasped the Minister as, in an instant, all the light died out of his face.

The Opposition is too strong, he explained. Borselli has so completely won over the Socialists that he can cause them to dance to any tune he pleases.

Camillo Morinis face was blanched. Ruin was before him — ruin, utter and complete. He had trusted in Vito, feeling confidence in that adventurers ingenuity and influence. More than once this adventurer had cleverly turned the tide of popular thought, for certain journals were always open to write what the popular deputy for Asti dictated, and of course received substantial bribes for so doing. Yet at this most crucial moment he had failed!

I made you the payment on condition that you were successful in rendering me the service, remarked His Excellency hoarsely.

I know, I know, was the others response. I have brought back the money to repay you. And he took from his leather wallet a bankers draft, which he handed to the Minister.

The tall, thin, refined-looking man stood motionless, his eyes fixed for a moment upon the slip of paper thus offered back to him. He recognised that the efforts of his secret agent, whose services had so often been invaluable, were of no avail, that his doom was sealed.

No. Keep it, Vito, he said hoarsely, with a dry, hollow laugh, that sarcasm born of desperation. You have earned it — keep it.

The other raised his shoulders in regret, and then, with a word of thanks, replaced the draft in his pocket.

There was a long silence. A company of bersaglieri, those well-set-up men with their round hats and cocks plumes, were crossing the piazza, marching to the fanfare of trumpets, and behind them came a company of the Misericordia, that mediaeval confraternity disguised in their long black gowns with slits for their eyes, passing with their ambulance on an errand of mercy.

Morini gazed upon that weird, tragic procession hurrying across the square, and within him there arose grave and morbid reflections. He had worked for Italy, had given his whole soul to the reform of the army and the perfecting of the defences of the nation he had loved so well. It was more the fault of the system than his own that he had been guilty of dishonesty. The other members of the Cabinet were equally guilty of misappropriating the national funds. They were, indeed, compelled to do so in order to keep up their position, to maintain and pay the secret agents they employed, and to bribe the men of influence from seeking to expose their thefts.

Surely poor strangled Italy under the régime of his lamented Majesty King Umberto was in very evil case!

I have trusted in you, Vito, the Minister said simply, when he again found tongue, for the ugly truth had utterly staggered him.

And I have done my best, your Excellency, was the others reply. In the Camera and out of it, I have worked unceasingly in order to try and win you back into favour, but Borselli is far too strong. He has influential friends, who believe they will obtain appointments and money if he is in office as Minister of War. Hence they are working by every means to place him in power.

And to cause my downfall and ruin! murmured the unhappy man, staring blankly down at the piazza, still dazzlingly white in the hot sun-glare.

The adventurer sighed. To Camillo Morini he owed everything, and was conscious of the fact. He had no words to express his regret at his failure, for he knew too well all that it meant to the man before him.

The success of the French secret service upon the Alpine frontier is the chief capital of the Opposition, Ricci explained. They say you have connived at it, and that Solaro was assisted by your daughter, the Signorina Mary.

Solaro assisted by her! How?

They have discovered that he was her friend. They were noticed together in Rome a year ago, when they allege that she gave him certain information gathered from your papers, which, in due course, reached the French Ministry of War!

Impossible? declared the Minister. They are acquainted, I know. But my daughter would never assist a traitor. It is infamous?

I quite agree with you. I cannot believe the signorina guilty of any such action. Yet the truth remains that the secrets of the Tresenta are actually in the hands of France.

I know, groaned the unhappy man. I know, Vito. But Solaro is disgraced and imprisoned. Surely that is enough for them?

No. You misunderstand. They are raising the cry everywhere that Italy is in danger — that you personally are culpable.

They will say next that I myself have sold the plans to France! he cried bitterly.

Ah! you know the kind of men Borselli has behind him — the most unscrupulous set of office-seekers in Italy. They will hesitate at nothing in order to arouse the public indignation against you. The fire is already kindled, and they are now fanning it into a flame. I tried to extinguish it. I offered a dozen bribes in various quarters, knowing that you would willingly pay to secure safety — but all were rejected because of Borsellis promise to them of fat emoluments in the future.

Italy! cried the Minister. Oh, Italy! Must you fall into the hands of such a gang of thieves? I have done my best. Dishonesty has been forced upon me by this very man who now seeks to hound me out of office and take my place. I have been blind, Vito, he added, utterly blind.

Yes, sighed the other, I fear you have. Borselli has laid his plans too well, and arranged the conspiracy with too deep a cunning, to fail. I naturally believed that he could be fought with his own weapons, but I have found myself mistaken. We must, alas! face the worst! To-morrow the Socialists are to raise the question of Tresenta in the Camera; the vote will be taken, the Government defeated, and the whole blame will fall upon yourself. Borsellis organs of the Press all have their orders to shriek and scream at you, to demand a searching inquiry regarding the disposal of certain sums set apart for the army — even to the giving of contracts to German contractors.

Morini started, and his grave face went paler.

Then Borselli has betrayed me — he, who is equally guilty with myself?

To his friends who intend to obtain Government appointments at high salaries he is innocent, while you alone are guilty, Ricci pointed out. Then, sighing again, he added in a sympathetic voice, — for although a political adventurer he was nevertheless a firm personal friend of the Ministers,— I declare to you, Camillo, I have done my very utmost. But the weak point in our armour is the Tresenta affair, and the signorinas acquaintance with the traitor Solaro. The natural conclusion, of course, is that she assisted him.

But what do they say of his friendship for her?

They allege that she was in love with him, but that, being only an officer with little else but his pay, he feared to approach you to obtain your permission to pay court to her, and that she, in order that he might obtain money from the French War Intelligence Department, gave him copies of certain secret documents which were in your possession.

But I have no plans of the Tresenta, he declared quickly.

There are other matters of which they allege the French have gained knowledge — details of the new mobilisation scheme.

Those papers are safely locked up at the Ministry, he answered. Mary has no knowledge of their existence.

If France obtained copies of them, would they be of service to her?

Of course. They would reveal our vulnerable points, and would show where she might strike us in order to destroy the concentration of our troops upon the frontier. Those papers are the most important of any we possess. The commanders of the various military districts have their secret orders, but they would be useless without the key to the complete scheme, which is kept safely from prying eyes in the Ministry. The French have surely not obtained a copy of that! he gasped.

It seems that they have — through your daughter, it is alleged. Then he added, with a sigh, They have all their facts ready to launch against you.

Their untruths — their lies! he cried desperately, clenching his fist. Ah, it is cruel! It is infamous! They even go so far as to brand my daughter — my dear Mary — as a traitress!

And the strong man of Italy — the ruler of a European army — covered his face with his hands and sobbed aloud.

Vito Ricci had failed, yet was it any wonder that Morinis enemies sought to attack his honour by making false and ignominious allegations against his daughter?

The unhappy man looked into the future of ruin, disgrace, perhaps prosecution by those very men who had been his friends, and saw but one way open from that shame — death.

And yet was not such a thought irreligious and cowardly? If they intended to attack his daughter, was it not his duty to defend her and vindicate her good name?

Ricci, unscrupulous as he had been through years of political life, sometimes holding by his intrigues the very fate of Italy in his hands, stood by in silence, his chin sunk upon his breast, for he knew too well that the ill-judged man to whom he was indebted for so much was to be made the scapegoat of the corrupt Ministry — he knew that the man before him was doomed, and yet he was utterly powerless to save him, even though he was prepared to go to any length to attain that end.

Then, a moment later, when Camillo Morini thought of that degraded officer, silent and suffering in the gloom of his prison, his mouth hardened, he held his breath, and his jaws became hard set. He remembered how that accused man had broken his sword before him and cast the pieces at his feet as guage of his innocence.

Yet the die was cast. To-day he, Camillo Morini, was Italian Minister of War, and the trusted adviser of his sovereign, King Umberto. But to-morrow — to-morrow? Ah! would that the morrow could not come.


Chapter Twenty One.

The Ear of the Minister.
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AFTER LUNCHEON CAMILLO Morini left his wife, Mary, and the three young English girls, Anna and Eva Fry and Violet Walters, and retired as usual to his study. He had been silent and thoughtful at table, and his wife, ignorant of the crisis, attributed it to worry over state affairs, as was so often the case. A Ministers life is never a happy one, and always full of grave responsibilities.

Her Excellency had seen her husband, to whom she was so devoted, age before his time, and in the years gone by she had greatly assisted him by her wise counsels and womanly help.

He looked at her in silence from where he sat at the head of the table, and sighed bitterly to himself. If he told her all, the shock would be too great for her. It might, indeed, have serious consequences. Therefore he was compelled to keep his secret from everyone save Mary.

The long green sun-shutters were closed, and the great, high, old frescoed room in which he sat alone was in half-darkness. He had told the liveried servant Francesco that he did not wish to be disturbed, and on entering had locked the door behind him. It was a dull, depressing room at any time, for the ponderous cases of old vellum-bound books breathed an atmosphere of a glorious but forgotten past. Gerinos frescoed angels looked down upon him from the ceiling, and the ponderous beams still bore traces of bright colouring and faded gilt. Closed against the stifling heat outside, only a few rays of light struck across the big writing-table where His Excellency was sitting dejectedly, his head buried in his hands. From without came the monotonous hum of the insects and the harsh chirp of the cicale, the only live things astir under the burning Tuscan sun.

His wife and the girls had gone to their rooms for the siesta, previous to driving over to Montelupo to visit the Marchioness Altieri, and he was alone with his bitter grief and blank despair.

Little sleep had come to his eyes for the past week. Last night he had spent the hours under the steely sky, first down in the valley and then away over the mountains until he reached a point high up on a barren summit, where he sank down upon a heap of stones and watched the breaking of day over the Apennines. His thoughts were always of what Vito had revealed to him, and of his failure.

His return to the house had passed unnoticed, and after a wash he had taken his coffee and entered that room with a firm and desperate resolve. The whole morning he had occupied in placing his papers in order, arranging them carefully, tying them in bundles, and scribbling certain instructions upon each, with the names of the secretaries or other officials to whom they were to be handed.

He had worked on in grim silence, sighing sometimes and laughing bitterly to himself at others. More than once he murmured Marys name or that of his beloved wife, while nearly the whole time his kind eyes were filled with tears.

At luncheon he had motioned Francesco to give him a liqueur-glass of cognac with his coffee, a most unusual proceeding, for he was a very abstemious man, and now he sat motionless, his fingers in his grey hair, staring thoughtfully at the blotting-pad before him.

For fully half an hour he remained in that position, often murmuring to himself. He was reflecting upon all the bitterness of the past. He, the man whose name was one to conjure with in Italy, was at that moment without one single friend to give him help or sympathy.

Suddenly the silence of the room was broken by the whir-r of the telephone bell — the private line that connected him direct with his secretary at the Ministry at Rome three hundred miles away.

Quickly he rose, walked to the corner where the instrument was placed, and responded.

The Onorevole Ricci desires to speak with your Excellency in private, announced the voice which he recognised as one of his private secretaries.

Va bene! was the Ministers anxious response.

Vito had, before they parted at the club, arranged to telephone to him in case of necessity.

Are you there? inquired the voice of the deputy for Asti.

Yes. What is it? asked the Minister, as through the instrument he distinctly heard the snap of the padded door of the telephone cabinet in the Ministry, which was now closed against listeners.

It is as I thought, Ricci said in a slow, distinct voice. I have been active ever since my return, and it is just as I believed. Last night at the club, Lapi, Marchesi, Prosperi, and Montebruno were playing bridge together, and when they had finished at half-past two I joined them, and from their conversation learned that Montebruno is to bring forward the question of the French frontier in the Camera. This morning I saw Borselli and that young Frenchman Dubard walking together in the Corso. They were talking earnestly, and it seemed as though the count was telling Angelo something which surprised him. I stopped and spoke to them, but they appeared to betray some uneasiness at meeting me. What do you know about the Frenchman?

Nothing to his detriment, was the Ministers reply. It is at present a secret, but he has asked me for Marys hand.

Then dont give it.

Why?

Because I dont like his intimate friendship with Borselli.

It was I who first introduced them. They met at dinner at my table, Morini said, surprised at his spys warning. What do you suspect?

I have no suspicions, was the reply. Only if he is an intimate friend of yours, as he seems to be if he is to marry the signorina, it is strange that he should at this moment be so constantly in Borsellis company. I hear that nowadays the pair are inseparable. They walked to the Ministry, and were closeted together for over an hour. This has struck me as very curious, especially as I have just heard from a secret socialistic source that the question is to be asked by Montebruno in the Camera at five oclock this afternoon.

This afternoon? gasped His Excellency, his countenance in an instant white to the lips. Then they really mean to ask the question?

Yes. I understand that the Opposition have made a sudden resolve, and that they intend to strike the blow against the Government immediately. To-morrow, unfortunately, all Italy will be aflame. I only regret that I am powerless to prevent it. I miscalculated my influence — I admit it.

Then I must face the worst, Vito! remarked the unhappy man in a low, desperate voice, starting at his own whispered words as they seemed to ring through the lofty, old-world room.

The instant I heard their intentions I made investigations, and found that nearly every Socialist deputy is in Rome ready to shriek that the safety of the kingdom is at stake. Our friend Borselli has indeed laid his plans very cleverly. But what puzzles me most is the reason Dubard is associating himself so closely with your enemy if he intends to marry your daughter! He surely cannot anticipate becoming your son-in-law and at the same time conspire to cause your downfall! To me it is a mystery, and that is why I urge you to be wary. That man has some hidden motive — depend upon it.

Morini glanced mechanically across at that big green-painted steel door of the safe, and recollected Marys curious story of what she had witnessed.

But he is very fond of Mary, and as I have given my consent to their marriage and my daughter has accepted him, he can surely have no motive in acting contrary to my interests.

He is your enemy, I repeat, declared Vito Ricci. I have made inquiries, and the results all point to one conclusion, namely, that he is acting with Angelo; and, moreover, I have been told on the best authority that certain of the charges to be made against you are based upon information supplied by him.

I cant believe it.

Be patient, and you will soon see whether the facts I have gathered are true. The question is to be put at five oclock. I will telephone to you the result as soon as it occurs. I am going down to the Chamber at once, and will do my very utmost; but, as you can see, against such overwhelming opposition I am utterly powerless. If we could prevent Montebruno from putting the fatal question we might gain time and perhaps succeed, but how can we prevent Borselli carrying out his ingenious conspiracy when he is assisted in it by a hundred hungry office-seekers and adventurers of the Socialist party?

Try! Try! urged Camillo in a wild, desperate voice. Try, Vito — for the sake of my poor wife and daughter.

Remain firm, came back the voice of the deputy. Be patient, and watch the result of the attempt to wreck the Government.

You are hopeless. I recognise it in your voice! wailed the desperate man. I know too well that all the blame and opprobrium must fall upon me. They intend, as you have already told me, that I shall be the scapegoat, and that Angelo shall take my portfolio.

The deputy returned no answer. What, indeed, could he say? His Excellency, who was a shrewd, far-seeing man, spoke the truth.

Ah, I know! cried the Minister. The plot is complete. For me, the future is hopeless. Yet I am more than mystified at what you tell me regarding Dubard. Try and discover his motive. Do not fail me in this, Vito, I beg of you. My poor daughters future depends on that.

Trust me, my dear friend, was the response. Spinola is awaiting me outside, and we are going down to Montecitorio together. Have courage, and after five oclock I will ring you up again. Addio!

And a moment later the tiny bell rang, which showed that the communication had been cut off.

Then Camillo Morini, after glancing at his watch and finding that it was already three oclock, stood immovable, his dark eyes staring across the silent room like a man in a dream.

Courage! Courage! he repeated to himself hoarsely, with a bitter laugh. Courage — and for a man who has no to-morrow!

In two short hours that voice from the Eternal City would, he knew, sound his doom.

I am ready? he laughed to himself. I am quite ready. They think to place all the blame upon me, to hound me down and charge me with having sold Italy into the hands of her enemies? And from his vest-pocket he took tenderly a tiny glass tube containing three small pink tabloids, and held it in the ray of light to satisfy himself that they were still there under the plug of cotton wool.

Then, as he replaced the tube in his pocket and slowly paced the room, his thoughts wandered to what Ricci had said regarding the man whom he had given leave to marry his daughter Mary.

He has suspicions — but of what? he asked, speaking to himself in a voice scarcely above a whisper. That he should be friendly with the man who has so suddenly turned my enemy is certainly curious. But he surely cannot be seeking my ruin if he is to marry dear Mary?

His eye caught the shining brass knobs of the safe door, and he halted before it. If Dubard had really examined those papers he might be aware of the truth! The very thought caused him to hold his breath. But next instant, when he reflected upon the morrow, his countenance relaxed into a bitter smile.


Chapter Twenty Two.

Concerns a Mans Duty.
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THE MAN WHOSE brilliant career had ended, longed to open the safe and to see whether certain papers it contained had really been disturbed. But even if he possessed the key which he had flung into the Arno on that memorable night, it could not be opened on account of the piece of wire which prevented the lever from working. The truth was therefore withheld from him.

Sometimes he regarded Marys story as ridiculous, while at others he wondered whether Dubard had really opened the safe in order to investigate. He had been inclined to think that Mary, watching through the keyhole as she had done, had not been able to see distinctly, and that in her limited range of vision had imagined that the safe was being tampered with. Riccis words on the telephone were, however, ominous. Apparently Dubard was in some mysterious way taking part in that vile and despicable plot which sought to brand Mary as a traitress equally with himself.

He turned from the safe and again flung himself into his writing-chair, where he remained a long time with his arms folded, staring straight in front of him.

At last he stirred himself, reached down a sheet of notepaper, and commenced to write rapidly a letter commencing, My dear wife. Briefly and to the point, he explained that he had fallen the victim of circumstances, although he had done his best for his king and country, and prayed for her forgiveness.

The next letter he wrote was upon the big official paper headed Ministro della Guerra: Divisione prima, and with tears in his eyes and hand trembling with emotion he penned his resignation to his sovereign. He sought to make neither explanation nor excuse.

I have been your Majestys obedient and trusted servant and the servant of the Italian nation for twenty-one years, he wrote, and during my term of office as Minister of War my endeavour has been to improve the condition of the army and place it upon a level with those of other nations. Your Majesty has been pleased to signify your gracious pleasure at my efforts, and that, in itself, has been for me my highest reward. Circumstances which I could not foresee have, however, so conspired against me and mine that I am unable to remain longer in office, and therefore beg of your Majesty to relieve me of the portfolio I have so long held. I have enjoyed your Majestys marks of favour through many years, and I only beg most humbly to express a fervent hope that justice may be done to me, for, if so, it will be proved that I have never abused either my sovereigns confidence nor disgraced the honour of the Italian people. I pen this resignation with deep and heartfelt regret — the regret of a man whose life has been for his country, and who is taking leave of an office he was proud to hold, and of a high and gratifying position in his sovereigns gracious esteem.

He read and re-read the words he had penned with such difficulty. Such was the ignominious end of his brilliant ministerial career! The resignation would go direct into the hands of His Majesty, yet before it could reach the Quirinale he would have escaped his enemies.

The third note he wrote was to Mary, a long and tender letter, in which he sought her forgiveness and declared himself innocent of the grave offences with which his enemies were charging him.

I admit that I have had faults, that I have misappropriated the public money under dire necessity, in order to sustain my position as Minister. Yet it is an open secret that every member of the Cabinet has done the same. I am no better and no worse than the others. But as regards the sale of our military secrets to France, I am as innocent as I believe you to be. They may attack you, but do not heed their charges. Marry, be happy, and when you recollect your father, remember him only as one who has been more sinned against than sinning; one who has been the victim of a foul conspiracy, ruined and broken by the false and exaggerated charges of adventurers, but also one who, having given his life for his king and his country, has also forgiven his enemies. My estates will be sold — confiscated, probably — and you and your mother will be comparatively poor. Yet you will, at least, have your husband Jules to guard and protect you even though your father has left you. I need not speak of my regrets — for they are but vain ones. My reputation has been undermined, and I have fallen. I must face the inevitable, and do so with courage, and in the knowledge that you, Mary, my daughter, will forgive me. There are charges — base, false charges — which I cannot refute. Why should I give my enemies satisfaction by facing them? I cannot hope for justice either at their hands in a court of law or of the people themselves, on account of the widespread intrigue to secure my downfall. It is therefore best to turn my back upon them in contempt, and bid you, my beloved child, farewell.

And as his thin, unsteady hand penned those final words in Italian, the hot tears dropped, blurring the writing and blistering the paper — the tears of a man bidding adieu to the one he most cherished — nay, to life.

Having folded the paper and addressed the envelope with the simple words, To my daughter Mary, he took from his finger a curious old Etruscan ring he wore, an ornament that had been found years ago during the excavations of the amphitheatre at Fiesole, and imprinting a kiss upon it, enclosed it in the envelope for her.

Then he glanced anxiously at his watch. Soon the dread news would be spoken into his ear. He sighed again, his face white and hard set, his pale lips trembling.

He leaned back in his padded chair, and all the past came before him in rapid review. Now he saw clearly how Angelo Borselli had, through all those years, been his cringing underling and for what object. The cunning Under-Secretary had squeezed secret commissions out of everyone for their mutual pecuniary benefit, yet at the same time he was always careful to incriminate the man whose position he was so cleverly scheming to occupy.

Mary had never liked him. A dozen times had she openly expressed her suspicion and distrust. But he had been blind — blind to everything. He was a man with, few vices himself, and never recognised them in others. Had his wife enjoyed good health she would nowadays have been his helpmate. But, unfortunately, owing to a carriage accident at Vichy five years before, her nerves were unstrung, and she was nearly always under medical treatment.

But there were mysteries connected with the curious conspiracy that had arisen against him — mysteries which he could not solve.

Had he acted rightly in suggesting to Mary that she should marry Jules Dubard? That point sorely troubled him. Riccis words over the telephone caused him to reflect deeply. His devotion to his daughter was complete, and he had suggested marriage with that man because he was an honourable gentleman of means, and had, during their acquaintance, rendered him certain valuable services in Paris. He looked upon Dubard as a friend of the family, and therefore had been much gratified when he had asked for Marys hand. Now, however, in those moments of despair as he reviewed the past, he recollected his daughters calm dignity when he had approached the subject, and how she had accepted the man with an inert disregard, as though she had only done so to obey his wish.

And this man was in active association with his bitterest enemy!

He remembered how at Orton, when the pair had met beneath his roof, they had betrayed no desire for each others company. Indeed, Borselli had dropped a plain hint that Dubards presence was unwelcome. And yet at the moment of the crisis they had become warm friends!

Was it possible that the man who only a few days before had asked for Mary as his wife could actually be plotting against him in secret? The idea seemed too absurd, and he dismissed it. Dubard had already shown himself as his friend, and with that open generosity that had caused his downfall, he declined to prejudge him until he received absolute proof. He was shrewd and far-seeing concerning affairs of state, but to his own interests he was often utterly indifferent.

He rose again, and for half an hour he paced up and down the marble floor of the long darkened room. The carriage-bells sounded outside, and as the noise of wheels died away he knew that his wife and the girls had gone out visiting.

Mary! Mary! he cried aloud to himself. Have I done right? If not, forgive me!

Of a sudden he thought of what Vito had told him in the club on the previous day regarding the startling allegation that his daughter had furnished information to the man now degraded and imprisoned as a traitor. Why had she begged for his release? That very fact in itself went far to prove that the allegation had some foundation in fact. He saw how his enemies, not content with attacking him, intended to denounce her as a traitress.

She had declared that Felice Solaro was innocent. Yet if his last decree as Minister of War was one of clemency, releasing the accused man, his action would surely be misconstrued into one of connivance at the betrayal of the secrets of that high-up Alpine fortress.

Was Solaro really guilty after all? At times he was convinced of it, because the proofs had been so plain, and the evidence of that young woman Nodari had been borne out by witnesses. Sometimes, however, he doubted. And if there was doubt, should not the accused be given the benefit of it? Ought not his last act to be one of fearless clemency?

Slowly he walked to the window and then back again.

Yes. He shall have the benefit of the doubt, he murmured, recollecting how the man had defiantly broken his sword before him. It shall not be said that Camillo Morini did an injustice even to shield himself. My enemies will regard my action as proof of my guilt, and they are welcome to do so, he added in a blank, hoarse voice. My last action shall at least be one of justice.

And reseating himself at his table, he took out a big sheet of official paper, upon which he wrote — 

It is hereby ordered that Felice Solaro, ex-captain of the 6th Alpine Regiment, convicted of treason, degraded, dismissed from the army of Italy, and imprisoned at the military prison of Turin, shall be immediately released and reinstated in his former rank, with pay to date from his arrest, as he is found not guilty of the false charges brought against him.

The governor of the military prison at Turin and General Arturo Valentini commanding the forces on the Alpine frontier are ordered to execute this decree given under my hand this first day of October in the year one thousand nine hundred and one.

Then, beneath, he signed that name that was magical with everything concerning the defences of Italy: Camillo Morini, Il Ministro della Guerra, after which he placed the document in an envelope and directed it to the prison governor.

He drew a deep breath. At risk of being branded as one who sold Italys secrets to the French War Office, he had extended to the accused man a clemency which he might not deserve. Nevertheless, he felt convinced that he had acted with justice, and hoped that after all his enemies would not denounce Mary as Solaros accomplice.

The allegation was, to him, a mystery. It was true that she had met the good-looking young captain in society, for he recollected perfectly well how, about eighteen months before, at a ball given by the Princess Capellari in Rome, he had noticed them dancing together. But Mary, being a great favourite, was much sought after by her male acquaintances, and he had never regarded the young Alpine captain as anything more than her mere acquaintance.

He, however, could not disguise from himself the fact that she had had access to those carefully guarded papers which constituted the complete scheme by which the millions of Italys armed men were to be mobilised in case of war. In order to preserve greater secrecy, he had employed her in his study in the palace in Rome to copy certain portions of the secret scheme relative to the army of the north — portions which it was necessary to place in the hands of the general commanding in case of necessity. He preferred her assistance in this rather than to employ one of the secretaries, for his confidence in her was complete. It was therefore amazing that this should actually be known to those who were seeking his ruin. They charged her with gaining knowledge of the whole scheme — which, indeed, she might easily have done — and with having afterwards handed a copy of it to Felice Solaro.

Such an imputation upon his daughters honour was infamous. That was Italys reward for all he had done for her!

He glanced at his watch again, and saw that it was already five oclock, the fatal hour when that thin-faced adventurer, Paolo Montebruno — an advocate, of course, as well as a Socialist deputy — was to rise and launch his bombshell into the Chamber!

He held his breath, and as he sat staring before him fixedly in desperation and despair, he pictured to himself the scene at Montecitorio at that moment. He knew well that huge, semicircular Camera, and he had often sat listening to Montebruno shrieking in that quick, impetuous, high-pitched voice which inflamed the members of his wild-haired party. Yes! he knew well what hard invectives he would use when, as the mouthpiece of Angelo Borselli, he poured forth his terrible charges against the Minister of War.

In that silent room, now darker as the sun declined, the man whose doom was sealed conjured up to himself the staggering sensation which would be caused by those allegations that he, the trusted adviser of his sovereign, had foully betrayed his country. Already he was speaking, without doubt, and already the wires were flashing the astounding charges to every corner of Italy. In a few brief hours those irresponsible journals inspired and subsidised by Borselli would be full of the sensation, screaming that Italy had been betrayed, and demanding a prosecution.

He knew, from what Ricci had told him, that the charges could not fail to set all Italy aflame. The plot against him had been too cleverly prepared. The hour had passed. The Camera were already staggered at the magnitude and seriousness of the charges. He was already hounded down as a thief and a traitor.

His nervous hand went to his vest-pocket, and drawing forth the small glass tube, he gazed upon it with a bitter smile of satisfaction.

Of a sudden the telephone bell rang sharply behind him, causing him to start. The voice from across those high misty mountains would speak his doom.

For a few moments the despairing man sat motionless, bent forward upon the table staring at the tube, then rising slowly, he staggered across to the instrument, took the receiver in his trembling fingers, and mechanically placed it to his ear.


Chapter Twenty Three.

The Plot.
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ON THAT SAME hot afternoon, while His Excellency was pacing the library in the high-up old villa in the Apennines, Dubard alighted from a cab in the Via Salaria, in Rome, and entered a fine modern mansion, the home of Angelo Borselli, Under-Secretary for War. He was conducted to a small sitting-room, where, in the dim light of the closed sun-shutters, the arch-schemer was taking his siesta in a long wicker lounge-chair, half dozing, and yet revolving within his brain every detail of his ingenious plan to oust the Minister from office and to replace him.

Why, my dear Jules! he cried in surprise as the young Frenchman entered. I thought you had gone up to San Donato in order to be near your charmer when the blow fell.

No, responded Dubard in a rather hard voice. I am still here — in Rome. Then after a brief pause he looked the sallow man straight in the face and added, The question must not be asked in the Chamber. The blow must not be struck — do you understand?

What do you mean? cried Borselli, starting to his feet. What has happened? I see by your face that something has occurred.

It has, was the others answer. Montebruno must be stopped.

Why?

Because to seek to overthrow Morini at this moment is against our interests.

Oh! laughed the other. So you have just discovered that fact, have you? It is against your interest, of course, because you intend to marry his daughter; but not against mine.

I tell you that no revelation must be attempted, said Dubard firmly.

But why do you say this? What is there to prevent the question being put and the Ministry criticised?

It is unwise. It would be a serious blunder on your part.

And yet you have assisted me! My dear Jules, I dont really understand you! Do you not recollect what we arranged in London when our reconciliation took place? Have you forgotten what we agreed only the day before yesterday?

I have forgotten nothing. I only speak plainly, and say that by making the revelations at the present moment you will imperil your own position.

No. I shall become Minister on Morinis downfall. All is arranged. I am not the man to pick the chestnuts out of the fire for others — you surely know that?

But will you not be incriminated in the matter of certain secret commissions? Did you not rather unfortunately arrange matters and act as the go-between?

Of course. But I shall be careful enough that my own interest in the matter does not appear. The Minister of Justice is no friend of Morini, he added, with a grin upon his thin, hard features.

Montebruno must be stopped, declared Dubard determinedly after a pause. Let us telephone to him to come here.

He is already down at the Camera, said the Under-Secretary, glancing at the little French timepiece on the mantelshelf. The question is to be put at five, and it is already half-past four.

But it shall not be put! cried the young man.

Who will prevent it? inquired Borselli, looking at him defiantly.

I will, he said sternly. Let us be quite plain and outspoken, my dear Angelo. I tell you that you shall not imperil the future by this premature action. Morini knows of the conspiracy against him, and is prepared.

Well — and if he is? What then?

He may seek to defend himself in a manner of which you little dream.

Borselli regarded his companion suspiciously, for he saw that he was in possession of some information which he was keeping to himself.

You know something, he said, fixing his dark eyes upon Dubard. What is it?

I only know that it would be most injudicious to make any revelations, or to stir up the public indignation at the present moment, was the response. There is no time to lose. You must telephone at once to Montebruno and stop him.

Impossible. The whole matter is arranged. All the Socialist deputies are in their places awaiting the bolt to be launched.

Then let them wait. It shall not be launched to-day, replied Dubard in a clear, distinct voice.

But it shall? exclaimed Borselli. It has taken me nearly three years to complete preparations for this coup, and I do not intend to abandon it merely because you hint mysteriously that it is premature. I speak quite candidly upon this point.

And I speak equally candidly when I tell you that Montebruno must not put the question to the Chamber. There are reasons — serious reasons.

He said nothing of his compact with Mary or of his demand of His Excellency for her hand.

And what are they, pray?

Well, — and he hesitated. Well, if the coup is made at the present moment you will merely imperil yourself, that is all I can say. Morini will retaliate, and charge you with certain things which will place you in a very awkward position.

A silence fell between the two men. Borselli was reflecting upon a certain agreement at which they had arrived when in London.

I really cant understand you, Jules, he exclaimed at last. You have rendered us the most valuable assistance until the present moment, and now, when all is prepared, you suddenly withdraw and make mysterious hints that our efforts may result in serious consequences. What do you mean?

I mean that the revelations are premature.

But tell me the truth, once and for all. Are you still on our side, or has the girls beauty appealed to you, and you now intend to save her father? I know what a soft, impressionable heart you have — like all your race.

I am still united with you, the Frenchman declared quickly. It is because of that I give you warning. Borsellis dark eyes were fixed upon the others with a look of quick shrewdness. He was a man whose mind, when once made up, was not easily turned from its purpose.

And your warning I shall certainly not heed, he said slowly. You know my intentions, and I shall carry them out to-day to the letter.

You shall not? the other exclaimed defiantly.

Oh! and who will prevent it? asked the Under-Secretary.

I will. You shall not seek your own ruin blindly like this!

Dubard very cleverly endeavoured to convince his companion of his own interest in the conspiracy against Morini, while Borselli, of course, had no knowledge of his compact with Mary. Nevertheless, he saw plainly that the Frenchmans sudden withdrawal from the affair was due to some hidden motive, and he refused to be turned from his object. To him the overthrow of Morini meant wealth and power, and he had no intention of relinquishing his efforts just at the moment when the reins of office were within his grasp. All was prepared. The revelations were to be made, and charges of misappropriation and treason hurled at the unfortunate Minister; charges which would, on the morrow, be taken up by the subsidised Press and exaggerated and distorted into a public scandal which no statesman, however popular, could withstand. The plot had cost him three years of clever scheming, during which time he had acted as Morinis humble underling, expressing profound thanks for any small benefits, but secretly hating and despising him, and yet always seeking to worm himself further into his confidence. And Dubard wished him to abandon it all at the very hour when success was assured! No. He flatly refused. And he told his companion so in plain, forcible language.

The other, however, merely shrugged his narrow shoulders and was silent, allowing the Under-Secretary to upbraid him without offering a word in self-defence. Then, when Borselli paused to gain breath, he said — 

I merely repeat what I have said — the question must not be put.

I say it shall be put? cried the other fiercely.

Dubard was silent again and quite cool, only the slight flush upon his high cheeks told that a fierce anger consumed him.

If it is put, it will be at your own risk, he exclaimed at last, placing his forefinger on the table to emphasise his words. Remember there are many who would gloat over the downfall of Angelo Borselli.

And there are more who would like to see me Minister of War.

You will never obtain office if you carry out the scheme you have arranged, Dubard declared. I think up to the present I have shown myself your friend, for without me you surely could not have done what you have. You have many times admitted that. Why, therefore, do you not take my advice?

Because, my dear Jules, you have suddenly turned round and are now championing Morini.

No, you mistake me. I am merely warning you in our mutual interests. Morini will retaliate — and if he does — ! And again he shrugged his shoulders significantly.

Well, and if he does? What can he do?

He can make some ugly revelations, you know.

I have no fear of anything he may allege, laughed the other. He cannot establish his innocence.

Then you will not listen to reason and postpone the public sensation you have arranged for this afternoon?

No, replied Angelo. I will not.

Then, if you intend to imperil both of us by acting so injudiciously, I, for one, do not intend to suffer.

What do you mean?

Simply this. If you are determined not to interfere, and to allow the question to be put and the stream of allegations to pour forth from the Socialists, I shall, in order to save myself, place myself on the side of Morini.

Of course, my dear Jules. You are always on the side which pays you best, sneered the other.

And in your company, remarked the Frenchman quite coolly, adding in a firm voice, I wish you to give me a line to Montebruno now, this moment, and I will take it to him in the Camera — a word to him to postpone the question.

I shall do nothing of the sort. I do not intend to sacrifice my future because of your sentimentalities. You are defending Morini.

Yes, he cried. I will defend him! I tell you again, and very clearly, that if Montebruno speaks in the Camera to-day you will be relieved of office.

Oh, hows that?

I am speaking plainly, Dubard said, with knit brows.

Time does not admit of more words, otherwise Montebruno will rise and put the question. I therefore tell you that if you do not give me the letter I require at once, I shall make a clean breast of the whole affair. And he glanced at his watch as he spoke.

You! gasped Borselli quickly, staring at the speaker. Ah yes! I was a fool to have trusted you after all. I recognised it when too late. You have turned in Morinis favour.

I have my own interests to serve as well as yours, Dubard remarked quite frankly. It is to my interest that the question is postponed.

And it is to mine that it should be put.

But you will not allow Montebruno to proceed, and risk your own position. Remember that in this affair my interests at the moment are not the same as yours.

And you actually declare that you will tell the truth if Montebruno speaks? said Borselli hoarsely, realising how completely the man before him held his future in his hands.

I do, was the response. You surely know me well enough! In such moments as these I do not trifle. Give me the letter! It is already a quarter to five, and I have only just time to drive to the Camera and place it in Montebrunos hand.

But I cant understand your motive, exclaimed Borselli, realising that his companion meant what he said. Remember what we agreed that night in London.

Perfectly. While our interests are similar, I am your friend; but where they divide, I am friend of myself alone. Come, Angelo, we cannot afford to waste further words — the letter, just two lines, or exposure of the truth. The latter would, I think, he laughed, be even a greater sensation to the public than the allegations against the Minister.


Chapter Twenty Four.

In the Chamber of Deputies.
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THE MAN WHO had laid such an elaborate plot against His Excellency stood hesitating and confounded. He had never dreamed that Dubard, upon whom he had relied so implicitly, would be seized with this sudden caprice to defend Morini. Mary might have persuaded him to adopt this course, he reflected, yet he knew Jules too well as a man in whose heart there did not exist a single spark of either respect or true affection for the opposite sex.

Come, exclaimed the elegant Frenchman, with a look of determination on his pallid countenance. Write the note quickly, or it will be too late. Recollect, if Montebruno speaks, I shall tell the truth.

And betray me?

Of necessity.

Then Angelo Borselli, seeing that all his elaborate preparations for a coup were checkmated by the very man who had rendered him such valuable help, threw himself into a chair, and muttering some hard words, scribbled three lines to the man, his puppet, who was to hurl those terrible charges against the Minister of War.

Good, exclaimed Dubard airily, as he took the letter and thrust it into his pocket. You have done well to save your own reputation, my dear Angelo. It would not be wise for the public to know everything, would it? Excuse me running away so quickly, but I have only just time to drive down to the Camera. And snatching up his hat he rushed out, leaving the Under-Secretary standing in the centre of the room, silent in disappointment and chagrin.

Meanwhile, in the Chamber the excitement among the Socialist group had gradually increased as the hands of the big clock moved on towards the hour of five. They watched Montebruno seated in his place armed with many formidable documents, and saw how he was preparing himself for one of those oratorical efforts for which he was so famous. He was a thin, black-bearded man with small dark eyes and aquiline features — a man who had made the law a stepping-stone to politics like so many of his confrères. Time after time he fidgeted, changed his position, stroked his beard thoughtfully, and re-examined his papers, every action being watched anxiously by his party, among whom it was whispered that he was to put some sensational question — but of what character was to them a mystery.

The hand of the big clock pointed to the hour of five, and the Chamber was occupied with other business. Vito Ricci, sitting in his place almost opposite Montebruno in the great horseshoe chamber, waited breathlessly, well knowing that the words which would fall from his lips would seal the doom of that man waiting so patiently in his library in the far-off Apennines.

The tension of those moments of expectancy was terrible.

The clock marked five, ten, fifteen minutes past the hour, when, of a sudden, the voluble Socialist rose, and began by expressing regret at being compelled to take up the time of the Chamber upon a most important and very pressing matter. He had just arrived at that point, holding the whole Camera in attention by his clever oratory, when a prominent member of his own party pulled his coat-tails and handed him a letter. This he tore open mechanically while still speaking, but on glancing at the contents, he hesitated and stopped short in utter confusion.

Go on! Go on! urged his party wildly, eager to hear what allegations he was about to make against the Government.

But regaining his self-possession in a moment, he turned to them, and with a smile said — 

Gentlemen, I have just learned, and very fortunately perhaps, that I have been somewhat misinformed regarding certain matters to which I intended directing the attention of the Camera, and therefore I will no longer occupy your time.

And he sat down abruptly, whereat those in opposition jeered at him, and even the Socialists themselves rose and went out in disgust, disappointed at relinquishing what was promised to be a staggering blow against the Government. With them went Vito Ricci, who, ten minutes later, was in the Ministry of War describing the curious scene to Camillo Morini over the telephone.

The words he spoke put fresh life and hope into the despairing Minister. He breathed again when he heard how he had been saved almost by a miracle. Then he walked to his table, and the letters he had written he carried to the fireplace and there lit them with a wax vesta and watched them consume — all save the order for Solaros release and reinstatement.

He held the latter in his hand for a long time thinking deeply. But at last the temptation grew too strong within him, for slowly, and with seeming reluctance, he opened it, applied a match, destroying it as he had done the others, and as he watched it burn to black tinder he murmured to himself — 

No! I dare not release him. If I did they might suspect — suspect. And yet Mary declares that he is innocent! What, I wonder, can she know?

New life had been created within him, new hope, new aspirations. A moment before he had looked upon that tiny tube with its fatal tabloids as the only means by which he could escape his enemies, but now he laughed to himself as he placed it in a drawer of the writing-table — laughed at his own cowardice.

He never dreamed that he had been saved by Marys self-sacrifice. The incident, as related by Ricci over the telephone, was curious and mysterious. The letter handed to the man who had risen to denounce him had evidently contained something which prevented him making the charges, but what it was he could not imagine.

To him the whole affair was a complete mystery, which he left to Vito Ricci to unravel and report.

When his wife and the girls returned, they found him idling on the terrace beneath the pretty arbour from which spread that glorious view of the Arno valley up to Florence. He was a changed man from an hour before — that hour when he had come face to face with ruin and death. By the mysterious turn which events had taken a new life had suddenly opened to him. The blow they intended to aim at him had apparently been abandoned, even though all preparations had been made. The reason was an utter enigma.

He laughed merrily with Mary and the English girls as they came along the terrace where he was sitting idly smoking a cigar, inquiring where they had been and how they had found the lady they had visited.

All three began to chatter, as was their wont, while Her Excellency, fatigued after the drive, entered the house to rest before dinner. She, however, did not fail to notice her husbands unusual good-humour, for of late he had been thoughtful and depressed, silent and moody when in her presence, and apparently full of serious state affairs.

The instant Mary saw her fathers countenance she read the truth. She had left the villa well knowing — through Dubard, who had sent her word in secret — that the blow was to be dealt that afternoon. She knew all that her father was suffering, and she feared the worst, even though she had made that compact with the man she suspected and despised. She had dreaded to return lest some hideous tragedy should have occurred, and all the time she was absent she had reproached herself that she had not remained at his side to support and encourage him in face of the threatened peril.

But the danger was over. He had no doubt received word over the telephone, for he was his own old self again, and began chaffing Violet Walters, the blue-eyed daughter of the London barrister, regarding a young lieutenant of the bersaglieri, an aristocrat of Florence, who had dined with them on the previous evening, and towards whom she had been very much attracted.

It is really too bad! declared the English girl, blushing to her eyes. You declare that Im in love with every good-looking man, and Im sure Im not.

We Italians always find English girls very charming, His Excellency said, smiling. That is why I married an Englishwoman myself, whereat the two Fry girls, pale-faced and insipid, tittered to themselves.

Really it was most disgraceful of Violet to flirt with young Capponi as she did last night! exclaimed Mary mischievously, upholding her fathers view.

I did not! protested the barristers daughter. You know I didnt, Mary!

Hell be proposing next Monday when he comes again to dinner, and youll be the Marchesa Capponi, Mary said, spreading out her skirts and bowing with mock obeisance.

Her father, full of good-humour now that the terror of those anxious hours had passed, rose, and placing his hand kindly on Violets shoulder, assured her that his words were not meant to be taken seriously; for he saw the girls indignation was rising, and that she resented being accused of flirtation before the two daughters of the Genoese merchant.

They all gossiped together for some time, until presently Mary went forth, as usual, to accompany her father on his evening stroll through the pine woods.

When alone, His Excellency was the first to speak, explaining to her all that Vito Ricci had related over the telephone.

Then the crisis is prevented, she remarked, in a strange, mechanical voice, he thought. He had expected her to betray surprise and joy, but, on the contrary, she received the information of his escape with an inertness which surprised him. It must have been the letter handed to the Socialist deputy, she added.

Without doubt, he remarked. But how annoyed and disappointed Angelo must be at the failure of his scheme just at the very moment when his triumph was assured.

I expect so, his daughter said, walking slowly at his side, her eyes fixed upon the ground. Her father had been saved at the cost of her own happiness, her own life. But would that man adhere to his compact? she wondered. Was the crisis only postponed until after her marriage — until after she had given herself to him in exchange for her fathers life? She knew too well that he would never face exposure; she knew, alas! that, like many before him, he would rather take his own life than bear the brunt of those scurrilous and unscrupulous attacks. He had more than once told her so — not directly, of course, but in language that was unmistakable.

She had had no confidence in Dubard since the night when he had examined the safe in the library. He would, she felt assured, play her false. His ingenuity was unparalleled, and he was, moreover, a friend of her fathers bitterest enemy. Therefore, what had she to hope from him? The attack upon the Minister and his methods was only postponed in order to lure her and her father into a sense of security. What was to prevent the allegation being made after she had given herself to him in marriage? As she walked there in the evening light beneath the high dark pines she fully realised the insecurity of the position. In the end the man Borselli must triumph, and she, with her father, would be equally a victim.

What her father had told her of the incident in the Chamber that afternoon revealed the truth. Dubard had, by his clever scheming, succeeded in postponing the blow until after she had become his wife. She knew well his intimate friendship with Angelo Borselli, and felt assured that it was in the interests of the Under-Secretary that he had opened that safe which His Excellency had believed to be closed so effectively to everyone.

You will seek to retaliate, will you not? she asked her father suddenly. You will surely not allow Borselli another opportunity of conspiring against you! He should be removed from office upon some pretext or other.

Her father smiled at her words, and replied — 

It would be easy to retaliate, my dear, but it would be unwise.

Why? If he remains in office, he may to-morrow, or on some occasion when you least expect it, level a blow that might crush you?

I know! I know! he groaned. I am not safe by any means. Until Vito discovers what has really occurred I must remain patiently inactive.

But why not remove Borselli from office? You could surely do that! It is your duty to yourself to do so!

Ah! You do not know everything, Mary, answered her father very gravely. To attempt his dismissal at the present moment would be a most injudicious course. By making charges against him I should also implicate myself. If I spoke a single word to his detriment, it would be suicidal. I should be seeking my own downfall.

Then, to speak plainly, you are unable to dismiss him? she said in a low, distinct voice, looking her father straight in the face with a glance of reproach. You are entirely in that mans hands?

His Excellency, grave and thoughtful again, nodded in the affirmative, sighed heavily, and then admitted — 

You know the truth, my dear. My secrets are, unfortunately, his?

And she echoed his sigh with her white lips compressed. She foresaw, alas! that for her there was no hope of escape from that hideous compact she had been compelled to make. She had given herself as the price of her fathers honour, the price of his very life, to a man whom she could neither trust nor love — a man who, when it suited his own interests, would break his bond without the slightest compunction, and allow the crushing blow to fall upon her house — a blow that must be fatal to her beloved father, who stood there so grave and thoughtful at her side.

She contemplated the future, but saw in it only a grey, limitless sea of blank despair.


Chapter Twenty Five.

Billy Grenfell is Philosophic.
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THEN WE MUST break up the home, I suppose?

I suppose so, Billy, much as I regret it. But a fellow has to take advantage of the main chance in his life, you know, and this is mine? declared George Macbean, leaning back in his padded chair at the breakfast-table in their high-up old room in Fig Tree Court, Temple.

I should think so! An appointment in the Italian Ministry of War at such a salary isnt an offer that comes to every man, and youd be a fool if you didnt accept it. You must have some high official friend whom youve never told me about — eh? And William Grenfell, barrister-at-law, known as Billy to his intimates, with whom Macbean shared chambers, took up his friends letter and re-read it, asking, Whats the signature? These foreigners sign their names in such an abominable manner that nobody can ever read them.

Angelo Borselli, the Under-Secretary. I met him in the summer, while I was staying with my uncle near Rugby.

And he offers you a billet like this? By Jove, youre lucky! And the big, burly, clean-shaven fellow of about thirty-five, one of the ever-increasing briefless brigade, rose and looked out across the quiet courtyard. Youll throw over that pompous ass Morgan-Mason, wont you? I wonder how you stood the cad so long.

Necessity, my dear fellow. It has been writing letters for Morgan-Mason or starve — I preferred the former, remarked Macbean, with a smile.

The old panelled sitting-room, with its well-filled bookcase, its pipe-rack, its threadbare carpet, and its greasy, leather-covered chairs, worn but comfortable, differed but little from any other chambers in that old-world colony of bachelors. Macbean and Grenfell had had diggings together and employed the same laundress for the past three years, the former spruce and smart, mixing with the West End world in which his employer moved, while the latter was a thorough-going Bohemian, eccentric in many ways, unsuccessful, yet nevertheless a man brimming over with cleverness. They had been fast friends ten years before, and when opportunity had offered to share chambers they had eagerly embraced it.

Billy never had a brief. He idled in the Courts with a dummy brief before him in order to impress the public, but his slender income was mostly derived from contributions to certain critical reviews, who took his stuff and paid him badly for it.

George Macbean, though he could so ill afford it, bore the major portion of the expenses of their small household, for he knew well the little reverses of fortune that had been Billys, and what a good, generous fellow he really was at heart.

Through those three years they had lived together no wry word had ever arisen between them, but this letter which Macbean had received caused them both to ponder.

Grenfell was a man of even temper and full of good-humour. He bubbled over with high spirits, even in the face of actual adversity, while over at the Courts he was recognised as a wit of no mean order. But thought of the breaking up of their little home and their separation filled him with deepest regret.

Macbean realised all that his friend felt, and said simply — 

Im very sorry to go, Billy. You know that. But what can I do? I must escape my present soul-killing drudgery. You dont know of half the insults Ive had to swallow from Morgan-Mason because I happen to be the son of a gentleman.

I know, old chap; I know well. Of course you must accept this appointment, said the other in a tone of quiet sadness. I can shift for myself — or at least I hope so.

To leave you is the only regret I have in leaving England, Billy, declared Macbean, taking his friends hand and grasping it firmly.

But the big fellow, with his eyes fixed before him across the square, remained sad and silent.

The letter had come to George as a complete surprise, reviving within his mind pleasant memories of Orton, of the Minister Morini who had lived incognito, of Borselli, and of Mary most of all. He would, if he accepted, meet them again, and become on friendly terms with the most powerful men in Italy. The offer seemed almost too good to be real. Had it been the first of April he would have suspected fooling. But he read the big official letter headed Under-Secretary for War — Rome offering him the appointment, and saw that no fraud had been attempted.

Both men filled their pipes mechanically, lit them from the same match, as was their habit, and smoked in silence. Both were too full of regret for mere words. They understood each other, and neither was surprised at the others heavy thought. Their friendship had been a very close and pleasant one, but in future their lives lay apart. Grenfell regarded it philosophically with a little smile, as was his wont whenever things went wrong with him, while Macbean pondered deeply as to what the future had in store for him.

Before his eyes rose a vision of a lithe and dainty figure in a white dress on the tennis-lawn at Orton, that woman who was so delightfully cosmopolitan, with the slight roll of the rs when she spoke that betrayed her foreign birth — the woman whom rumour had engaged to the young French count upon whom the honest village folk looked with considerable suspicion.

Youll be glad to leave the service of that hog-merchant, Billy remarked at last, for want of something better to say, and I congratulate you upon your escape from him. What youve told me in the past is sufficient to show that he only regards you as a kind of superior valet. Had I been you I should have kicked the fellow long ago.

The pauper may not kick the millionaire, my dear old chap, said Macbean, smiling,— or at least, if he does he kicks against the pricks.

I cant make out how some men get on, remarked Grenfell between the whiffs of his huge pipe. Why, it seems only the other day that Morgan-Mason had a shop in the Brompton Road, and used to make big splashes with advertisements in the cheap papers. I remember my people used to buy their butter there. An editor I know used to laugh over the puff paragraphs he sent out about himself. Hes made his money and become a great man all in ten years or so.

My dear Billy, money makes money, remarked his friend, with a dry laugh. Society worships wealth nowadays. Such men as Morgan-Mason have coarsened and cheapened the very entourage of Court and State. Let the moneyed creature be ever so vulgar, so illiterate, so vicious, it matters naught. Money-bags are the sole credentials necessary to gain admission to the most exclusive of houses, the House, even to Buckingham Palace itself. Men like Morgan-Mason smile at the poverty of the peerage, and with their wealth buy up heritage, title, and acceptance. The borrower is always servant to the lender, and hence our friend has many obsequious servants in what people call smart society.

And mores the pity! Society must be rotten! declared Billy emphatically. I dont know what were coming to nowadays. I should think that the post of secretary to such an arrant cad must be about the worst office a gentleman can hold. Id rather earn half-crowns writing paragraphs for the evening papers myself.

Yes, Macbean admitted, with a sigh, I shall be very glad to leave his service. I only regret on your account.

Oh, dont mind me. Im a failure, dear boy, like lots of others! Grenfell declared. There are dozens in the Temple like myself, chronically hard up and without prospect of success. I congratulate you with all my heart upon your stroke of good fortune. Youve waited long enough for your chance, and it has now come to you just when you least expected it. Death and fortune always come unexpectedly: to all of us the former, and to a few of us the latter. But, he added, this Italian politician — Bore-something — must have taken a violent fancy to you.

On the contrary, I only met him once or twice, responded Macbean. Thats what puzzles me. I dont see what object he has in offering me the appointment.

I do. They want an English secretary who knows Italian well. Youll just fill the post. Foreign Governments make no mistakes in the men they choose, depend upon it. They dont put Jacks-in-office like we do. Didnt you tell me once that you met the Italian Minister of War? Perhaps he had a hand in your appointment.

Possibly so, Macbean admitted, recollecting that well-remembered day when he had greeted His Excellency on the lawn at Orton and the statesman had at once recognised him.

Well, however it has been arranged, it is a jolly good lift for you, old man, declared Billy, smoking vigorously. You should take a leaf out of Morgan-Masons book, and use everyone, even the most vulgar of moneyed plutocrats and the most hide-bound of bureaucrats, for your own advantage. If you do, youll get on in the world. Its the only way nowadays, depend upon it. New men, new methods. All the old traditions of life, all the dignity and delicacy and pride of birth, have gone by the board in these days of brainy smartness and pushful go. Lifes book to-day, old fellow, is full of disgraced and blotted leaves.

George sighed. He was used to Billys plainly expressed philosophy. His criticisms were always full of a grim humour, and he was never tired of denouncing the degenerates of the present in comparison with bygone days. He was a Bohemian, and prided himself on that fact. He entertained a most supreme and withering contempt for modern place-hunters and for the many wind-bags in his own profession who got on because of their family influence or by the fortunate circumstance of being in a celebrated case. He declared always that no man at the bar came forward by sheer merit nowadays, and that all depended upon either luck or influence. Not, however, that he ever begrudged a man his success. On the contrary, he liked to see the advancement of his friends, and even though downhearted and filled with poignant regret at being compelled to part with George Macbean, yet he honestly wished him all the good fortune a true friend could wish.

Mrs Bridges, the shuffling old laundress, whose chief weakness was a drop o something, who constantly spoke of her poor husband, and whose tears were ever flowing, cleared away the remains of their breakfast, and the two men spent the whole morning together smoking and contemplating the future.

I suppose theyll put you into a gorgeous uniform and a sword when you get to Rome, laughed Grenfell presently. Youll send me a photo, wont you? And his big face beamed with good-humour.

Secretaries dont wear uniforms, was the others response.

No, but youll soon rise to be something else, the barrister assured him. A fellow isnt singled out by a foreign Government like you are unless he gets something worth having in a year or two! Theyll appreciate you more than our friend the provision-dealer has done. I shant forget the way the fellow spoke to me when I called upon you that morning. He couldnt have treated a footman worse than you and me. I felt like addressing the Court for the defence.

Well, its all over now, laughed his friend. This evening I shall give him notice to leave his service, and I admit frankly that I shall do so with the greatest pleasure.

I should think so, indeed, Billy remarked. And dont forget to tell him our private opinion of such persons as himself. He may be interested to know what a mere man-in-the-street thinks of a moneyed dealer in butter and bacon. By Jove! if I only had the chance I should make a few critical remarks that he would not easily forget.

I quite believe it! exclaimed George merrily. But now Im leaving him we can afford to let bygones be bygones. I only pity the poor devil who becomes my successor.

And both men again lapsed into a thoughtful silence, Georges mind being filled with recollections of those warm summer days of tea-drinking and tennis when he was guest of his uncle, the Reverend Basil Sinclair, at Thornby.

What, he wondered, could have induced that tall, sallow-faced foreigner, the Italian Under-Secretary for War, to offer him such a lucrative appointment? He had only met him once, for a few moments, when the Ministers wife had introduced them in an interval of tennis on the lawn at Orton.

There was a motive in it. But what it was he could not discern.


Chapter Twenty Six.

A Millionaires Tactics.
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MR MORGAN-MASON, THE Member for South-West Norfolk, sat alone in his gorgeous gilt and white dining-room with the remains of dessert spread before him. A coarse-faced, elderly man with grey side-whiskers, a wide expanse of glossy shirt-front, and a well-cut dinner coat, he was twisting his wineglass between his fingers while a smile played about his lips. His obese figure, with shoulders slightly rounded, a bull neck, and gross, flabby features, gave one the impression that he lived for himself alone, that his life was a selfish, idle one.

His house in town and his place in the country were the typical abodes of a nouveau riche. His motors, his yacht, and his racehorses were the very best that money could command, and yet with all his display of wealth he still carried the tenets of the counting-house into his private life. He gave fifty-guinea-a-head dinners at the Carlton, it was true, but his entertainments were not on a large scale. He lent the aristocracy money, and allowed them to entertain him in return. He considered it an honour to be made use of by the hard-up earl or by the peeress whose debts at bridge were beyond her means. A knighthood had been offered him, but he had politely declined, letting it be distinctly known to the Prime Minister that nothing less than a peerage would be acceptable; and this had actually been half promised! He was the equal, nay, the superior, of those holders of once-exclusive titles who left their cards upon him and who shot his grouse; for, as a recent writer has declared, the god Mammon is to-day gradually drawing into its foetid embrace all the rank and beauty and nobility that once made England the glorious land she is.

He had taken a telegram from his pocket, and re-read it — a message from a woman bearing one of the noblest titles in the English peerage, asking audaciously for a loan, and inviting him up to her country-house in Durham, where an exclusive party was being entertained. He smiled with gratification, for the sovereign was among her ladyships guests.

He touched the bell, and in answer the butler entered. Tell Macbean to come here, he ordered, without looking up. And give me a liqueur. I dont want coffee to-night.

The elderly, grave-faced servant served his master obsequiously, and noiselessly disappeared.

A few minutes later there came a light rap at the door and George Macbean entered.

Just reply to this wire, the millionaire said, handing it to his secretary. Tell her ladyship that Ill leave Kings Cross at eleven to-morrow, and that what she mentions will be all right. You need not mention the word loan; shell understand. I cant dictate to-night, as Im going to the club. Be here at seven in the morning, and Ill reply to letters while Im dressing.

Macbean took the telegram and hesitated.

Well? What are you waiting there for? Havent you had your dinner — eh?

Yes, I have had my dinner, Mr Morgan-Mason, was the young mans quick reply, his anger rising. I wish to speak a word to you.

Well, whats the matter? Work too hard? If so, you can take a months notice and go. Lots more like you to be got, added the man with the fat, flabby face.

The work is not too hard, was Macbeans response, speaking quite calmly. I only wish to say that I intend leaving you, having accepted a Government appointment.

A Government appointment? echoed the millionaire. Has Balfour given you a seat in the Cabinet, or are you going to be a doorkeeper or something of that sort down at the House?

Neither. My future is my own affair.

Well, I wish you good luck in it, sneered his employer. Ill see that the next secretary I get isnt a gentleman. Airs and graces dont suit me, my boy. I see too much of em in Mayfair. I prefer the people of the Mile End Road myself. I was born there, you know, and Im proud of it.

Shall I send the telegram from the Strand office? asked Macbean, disregarding the vulgarians remarks. It is Sunday night, remember.

Send it from where you like, was the mans reply. And then, as the secretary turned to leave, he called him back, saying in a rather more conciliatory tone — 

You havent told me what kind of appointment youve accepted. Whatever it is, you can thank my influence for it. They know that I wouldnt employ a man who isnt up to the mark.

I thank you for your appreciation, Macbean said, for it was the first kindly word that he had ever received from the millionaire during all the time he had been in his service.

Oh, I dont mean that you are any better than five hundred others in my employ, the other returned. Ive got a hundred shop-managers who would serve me equally well at half the wages I pay you. Ive all along considered that you dont earn what you get.

In that case, then, I am very pleased to be able to relieve you of my services, and to take them where they will be at last appreciated.

Do you mean to be insolent?

I have no such intention, replied Macbean, still quite cool, although his hands were trembling with suppressed anger. The Italian Government will pay me well for my work, and will not hurl insults at me on every possible occasion and before every visitor. I have been your servant, Mr Morgan-Mason, your very humble servant, but after despatching this telegram I shall, I am glad to inform you, no longer be yours to command.

The Italian Government! exclaimed the millionaire, utterly surprised. In what department are you to be employed?

In the Ministry of War.

What! — in the office of that man we saw regarding the Abyssinian contracts? — Morini his name was, wasnt it?

No. In the office of the Under-Secretary, Borselli.

I suppose you made it right with them when I took you with me to Rome — made good use of your ability to speak the lingo — eh?

I had then no intention of entering the Italian service, was his reply. The offer has come to me quite spontaneously.

Morgan-Mason was silent, twisting his glass before him and thinking deeply. The name Borselli recalled something — an ugly affair that he would have fain forgotten.

I thought you had secured an appointment in one of the English Government offices, he said at last, with a sudden change of tactics. Why go abroad? Why not remain with me? Ill give you an increase of fifty pounds a year. You know my ways, and I hate strangers about me.

I much regret that I cannot accept your offer, replied George. I have already accepted the appointment, which is at a salary very considerably in advance of that you have been paying me.

But Ill pay you the same as they offer. You are better off in England. How much do they intend to give you?

I am too fond of Italy to refuse a chance of going out there, Macbean replied. I spent some years in Pisa in my youth, and have always longed to return and live in the warmth and sunshine.

A brief silence fell.

Presently, after reflection, the Member of Parliament exclaimed, in a tone more pleasant than he had ever used before — 

Let me speak candidly, Macbean. I would first ask you to forget the words I uttered a few moments ago. I am full of business, you know, and am often out of temper with everything. I was out of temper just now. Well, you want to leave me and go to Italy, while I desire you to remain. Tell me plainly what salary you will accept and continue in my service.

I am as perfectly frank as you are, George replied. No inducement you could offer would keep me in England.

Mr Morgan-Mason bit his lip. He never expected this refusal from the clever man whom he had treated as an underling. It was his habit to purchase any service with his money, and this rebuff on the part of a mere servant filled him with chagrin — he who so easily bought the smiles of a duchess or the introduction of a marquis into the royal circle itself.

He did not intend that Macbean should enter the service of Angelo Borselli. He had suspicion — a strong suspicion — and for that reason desired to keep the pair apart. His mind was instantly active in an attempt to devise some scheme by which his own ends could be attained. But if his secretary flatly refused to remain?

I think you are a consummate fool to your own interests, remarked his employer. Foreign Governments when they employ an Englishman only work him for their own ends, and throw him aside like a sucked orange.

English employers often do the same, answered Macbean meaningly.

The millionaire was full of grave reflections, and in order to obtain time to form some plan, he ordered Macbean to despatch the telegram and return.

An hour later, when George entered the splendidly appointed study wherein his employer was lounging, the latter rose, lit a cigar, and turning to him in the dim light — for they were standing beyond the zone of the green-shaded writing-lamp upon the table — said — 

I wish very much, Macbean, that you would listen to reason, and refuse the appointment these Italians offer you. You know as well as I do the insecurity of Governments in Italy; how the man in power to-day may be disgraced to-morrow, and how every few years a clean sweep is made of all officials in the ministries. You have told me that yourself. Recollect the eye-opener into Italian methods we had when we saw the Minister of War regarding the contracts for Abyssinia. I wonder that you, honest man as you are, actually contemplate associating yourself with such a corrupt officialdom. The arrogant moneyed man was clever enough to appeal to Macbeans honour, knowing well that his words must cause him to reflect.

I shall only be an obscure secretary — an employee. Such men have no opportunity of accepting bribes or of pilfering. Theft is only a virtue in the higher grade.

Well, since youve been out Ive very carefully considered the whole matter. I should be extremely sorry to lose you. You have served me well, although I have shown no appreciation — I never do. When a man does his best, I am silent. But I am prepared to behave handsomely if you will remain. Your salary shall be raised to five hundred a year. Thats handsome enough for you, isnt it?

Macbean slowly shook his head, and declared that no monetary inducement would be availing. He intended to go to Italy at all hazards.

The millionaire stroked his whiskers, for he was nonplussed. Yet he was shrewd, and gifted with a wonderful foresight. If Macbean really intended to go to Rome, then some other means must be found by which to ingratiate himself with the man he had so long ill-treated and despised. There might come a day when Macbean would arise against him, and for that day he must certainly be prepared.

He flung himself into his big morocco arm-chair and motioned George to the seat at the writing-table, having first ascertained that the door was closed. Then, with a few preliminary words of regret that the young man preferred service abroad, he said in a low, earnest voice — confidential for the first time in his life — 

If you go to Rome it is for the purpose of improving your position — of making money. Now, I am desirous of obtaining certain information, for which I am prepared to pay very handsomely, and at the Ministry of War you can, if you go cautiously to work, obtain it.

You mean some military secret? remarked Macbean, looking quickly at his master. I certainly shall never betray my employers.

No, no, not at all, protested the arrogant man before him, with a dry laugh. It is a secret which I desire to learn — one for which I will willingly pay you ten thousand pounds in cash, if you can give me proof of the truth — but it is not a military one. You need have no fear that I am asking you to act the traitor to your employers. The two men regarded each other fixedly. Each was suspicious of double-dealing. The millionaire was searching to discover whether the sum named was sufficiently tempting to induce his secretary to act as his spy, while the latter, scanning the large eyes of the other, endeavoured to read the motive of the mysterious offer.

You can earn ten thousand pounds easily if you are only wary and act with careful discretion, went on the millionaire, seeing that Macbean had become interested. It only requires a little tact, a few judicious inquiries, and the examination of a few official documents. To the latter you will no doubt have access, and if so it will be easy enough.

And what is it? asked George Macbean after a brief pause, shifting in his chair as he spoke. What is it you desire to know?

The truth regarding the exact circumstances of the death of poor Sazarac.

The other held his breath.

I desire to avenge his death, went on the millionaire quietly, looking straight into the face of the astonished man, and I intend to do so. He was my friend, you know. Discover the truth, and I will willingly pay you the sum I have named — ten thousand pounds. George Macbean sat before his employer utterly bewildered, stupefied.


Chapter Twenty Seven.

Vito is Inquisitive.
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THREE MONTHS HAD gone by.

The winter season in Florence had commenced in real earnest, and the streets of the grey old city were agog with the crowd of wealthy foreigners who migrate there for blue sky and sunshine. The Via Tornabuoni was bright with smart toilettes, the Lung Arno was crowded with handsome equipages, the Cascine was full of life at the fashionable hour of four, while Vieusseuxs and the Floreal tea-shop overflowed, and there was gay laughter and cosmopolitan chatter everywhere.

Florence had awakened from her summer siesta beneath the glare and heat, and with her streets still sun-blanched she had put on that air of irresponsibility which is always so attractive to the leisured foreigner. Florentine hostesses were already beginning to receive, and the mass of small and jealous cliques, which calls itself English society, had started their five oclock and teacup scandals.

The Englishman who visits Florence to inspect her art treasures and to bask in the sunshine of the Lung Arno or the heights of Fiesole is entirely ignorant of its curious complex society — of the blood pride of the Florentines, or of the narrow-minded prejudices of those would-be cosmopolitan Britons, mostly with double-barrelled names, who are residents. Probably there is no circle in all the world so select and so conservative as the society of the aristocratic Florentines. The majority of the princes, marquises, or counts are on the verge of bankruptcy, be it said; nevertheless, they still retain all their pride of race, and neither man nor woman is judged by his pocket. Those huge, ponderous cinquecento palaces, with their gloomy cortiles and their closely barred windows, may have been stripped of their pictures, their sculptures, and their antique furniture long ago, yet at the receptions given in those bare skeletons of ancestral homes no one comments upon the pinch of poverty that is so painfully displayed.

Your Florentine aristocrat makes a brave show to the world and to the little English cliques around him. He has a grand carriage with his arms and coronet boldly emblazoned on every panel, he drives fine horses, he has his clothes made in London, and his wifes dresses come from the Rue de la Paix; he gambles at the circolo, and he lounges picturesquely at Giacosas or Doneys. And yet in his great palace, the doors of which are rigorously closed, he lives frugally in a few huge, barely furnished rooms, and is scarcely able to make both ends meet.

The American invasion has, however, commenced to break down even this barrier of caste, for several men of the bluest Florentine blood have, of necessity, married American wives, in order to save themselves from ruin, and have been loudly condemned for so doing.

In those bright January days all Florence was agog regarding the engagement of Count Jules Dubard with Mary Morini, daughter of the popular War Minister. By reason of her mothers health, they had remained on at the villa all the autumn; for neither had any desire for the wild gaieties and entertaining which residence in Rome entailed upon them, and preferred the quiet life of their ancient hillside home.

Daily through the streets of Florence Mary and Dubard flashed in the Ministers motor-brougham, hither and thither, paying calls or shopping, being greeted and congratulated on every hand. Her fathers official position had given Mary the entrée to the most exclusive set, and in Florence she was always as popular as she was in the court circle at the Quirinale. She dressed usually in cream flannel, with a large black hat and a huge ostrich boa; while Dubard, smiling and elegant, was ever at her side in the smart conveyance which rushed everywhere with loud trumpeting.

Her family, in ignorance of the tragedy of her young life, were delighted with the engagement, and on every hand had she received heartiest good wishes. For a girl to marry an Englishman or Frenchman is considered the height of chic in Italy, and Marys social prestige was increased a hundredfold by her prospect of becoming a French countess. The young pair became the most striking and popular figures in the best Florentine society, while the English sets all vainly struggled to get them to their houses. Madame Morini being too unwell to go out at night, Mary was usually chaperoned by the old Princess Piola, a well-known society leader; and solely in order to please her mother, Mary went to all the functions to which she was bidden.

The Ministers wife, however, had never entertained any great affection for the English set in Florence. She had once been an English governess herself, and having known them all well through twenty years, had become thoroughly disgusted with their petty bickerings and constant scandal-mongering. Strange that the English on the Continent always divide into a quantity of small cliques. The French, the Germans, even the Scots, all join harmoniously and patriotically in a continental tour; but, as the Italians are so fond of saying, the English is a good but strange nation.

With the exception of the British Consul-Generals wife, who was an old friend of her mothers, Mary visited no other English house.

The Italian law of caste is bad enough, my dear, her mother had said to her one day, but the English backbiting is infinitely worse.

And so, with the man she was engaged to marry, she was seen night after night at those huge old mediaeval palaces, often dimly lit on account of the penury of their owners, and where the refreshments frequently consisted of home-made lemonade and tarts from the pastrycooks.

One night at a dance at the great Cusani Palace on the Lung Arno, where the old Marchioness Cusani was entertaining her friends, she found herself chatting with Vito Ricci, the deputy, who, wearing on the lapel of his coat the dark green ribbon and white cross of the Order of Saints Maurice and Lazarus, had bowed low over her hand and murmured his congratulations.

The great salon, with its polished floor, faded gilding, and crumbling frescoes, was of the ornate style of three centuries before, but over everything was a faded and neglected aspect. Those empty niches in the wall had once contained statues by Donatello, Niccolo Pisano, and Montorsoli, all of which had been sold and exported from Italy to America years ago; while the two large panels painted white had each contained a Raphael, long since disposed of to the National Gallery in London. And although the supper consisted of sandwiches from Doneys, and in lieu of champagne sweet Asti at two-francs-fifty the bottle, yet the nobility of Florence far preferred gathering there to being patronised by the wealthy Americans or English.

The music was good, and Ricci invited Mary to the waltz which at that moment was just commencing. She had known her fathers secret agent ever since she had been a child; therefore, nothing loth, she gave him the favour he requested. Both were excellent dancers. Ricci went into society of necessity, in order to keep in touch with the trend of affairs, and was equally well known in Rome as in Florence, in Turin, or in Naples. His sponsor had been Morini himself, and he was one of the very few of the rank and file of the Camera who moved actually in the best sets.

I have wanted to meet you for quite a long time, Miss Mary, he said in Italian, after they had finished dancing and were strolling through one of the high old ante-rooms, where two or three cavalry officers were lounging with their partners. At dances in Italy a hostess is always careful to have a sprinkling of the military on account both of the brilliant uniforms and of the fact that they are all dancing men. I suppose, however, he added, bending to her and speaking in a low tone that could not be overheard, I suppose that, now you are to marry Jules, any question that concerns him is debarred — eh?

What do you mean? she inquired, looking at him quickly with her fine dark eyes.

I mean that I hesitate to put a question to you lest you should be offended.

It all depends upon the nature of the question, she answered, as they turned into a long, dim corridor, where they found themselves alone.

Well, he said, as you are aware, I am your fathers friend, and have been so through many years. Recently there was a — well, a crisis, which was averted in a very unexpected and mysterious manner.

I know, she remarked, turning rather pale. She wore turquoise blue that night, a beautiful gown of Paquins which suited her admirably. My father has told me everything. You made every effort to wreck the Socialist conspiracy — and you were fortunately successful. I return you my very warmest thanks. You saved my father.

No; you are quite mistaken. I did not. The questions were abandoned for some mysterious motive which I am still endeavouring to discover. It is in pursuance of my inquiries that I am now approaching you. Do you follow me?

Perfectly.

As far as I can gather, your fathers enemies have only postponed their blow. It may fall at any time, therefore we must be prepared for it. Montebruno received orders in secret to postpone his attack, and there must have been a reason for this. Perhaps the time was not yet ripe — perhaps the Socialists feared a retaliation which might crush them. In any case, we must get at the truth, and thus be forearmed.

And how can I assist you? she asked, knowing the bitter truth of her self-sacrifice, but determined to keep her secret to herself.

By being frank with me.

Well?

You are to marry Jules Dubard?

Yes.

At your fathers instigation?

She was silent, and her cheeks turned slightly paler. Their long acquaintance gave him the right to put such a question to her, yet within her heart she resented it. Why should this secret agent, this man who was an adventurer, although so useful in her fathers service, seek to learn the truth?

My father gave his consent to our marriage, she replied simply.

I know that. He has already told me so. I speak plainly, and say that I am desiring to get at the truth.

The truth of what? I dont understand you.

The truth regarding certain circumstances which are exceedingly curious. I have been for three months in active pursuit of knowledge, and in my inquiries have discovered some very strange things. Remember, I am working in the interests of your father, and anything you may say to me is in strict confidence. We have known each other for a long time, Miss Mary, he added— indeed, ever since you wore short frocks and used to flirt with me in the salon at San Donato. Do you recollect it?

She laughed as a slight blush suffused her cheeks at recollection of her girlhood days before she went to school at Broadstairs. She recollected how in those youthful days she had admired Vito Ricci, the well-dressed, debonair deputy who was her fathers closest friend.

I remember, she admitted, laughing.

Then let us speak in confidence, he went on, deeply in earnest. You were acquainted with Felice Solaro, captain in the 6th Alpine Regiment, who fell in love with you?

She nodded, with eyes open in surprise.

He declared his love, and you refused him. Your father, who suspected that the young captain had had the audacity to court you, was furious, and forbade you to receive him. But you saw him in secret one day to bid him farewell as he was ordered to a garrison on the French frontier. Your father being absent, you received him, at his own suggestion, in the library of the palace in Rome. While you were talking with him you heard some visitors approaching, and you rushed out, locking him in the library, pretending that your father had taken the key. He remained there in secret for over two hours, until you could escape from the callers, release him, and let him out in secret. Is that so?

She blushed to the roots of her hair at recollection of that youthful escapade, and admitted that all he had alleged was the truth.

And that man is now in prison, charged with having sold military secrets to France — a copy of a confidential document which was in a drawer in your fathers writing-table.

She stood staring at him, utterly speechless.

But that is not the charge against him, she hastened to declare. He is believed to have sold the plans of the Tresenta fortress.

That is so, but there is also the graver charge — the copying of that document which was in your fathers keeping, and one of the most secret and important concerning our army.

But he is innocent? she exclaimed. I know he is innocent, Signor Ricci. He is the victim of a woman named Nodari, at Bologna, who gave perjured evidence against him.

I know the whole facts. I have read the depositions given at the secret court-martial, but I have no means of judging whether he is innocent or guilty. One fact, however, I desire to learn, and it is this. Has the count ever mentioned to you the captains name, or has he ever admitted acquaintance with him?

Never to my knowledge, was her frank answer. Felice Solaro once declared his love for me, and therefore, in order not to arouse the counts jealousy, I have never referred to him.

Naturally. But the fact is all the more curious that the allegation of Solaros sale of the copy of the secret document to France — the copy of that obtained from your fathers writing-table — was actually made by the count.

By the count? she cried. Then it was actually upon his evidence that poor Felice has been degraded and condemned?

Exactly. But the motive is utterly incomprehensible, for it would really seem as though the captain was actually guilty of the treasonable offence.

Mary was silent as they paced down the long, deserted corridor. Then at last she turned slowly to her companion, and in a strange, hoarse voice said — 

Yes, it is incomprehensible why an innocent man should be made to suffer, unless — unless my father and the count have acted in accord to secure poor Felices ruin and disgrace.

But why?

No words escaped her. She only shrugged her white shoulders. Yet the man at her side saw in her fine dark eyes the light of unshed tears. But even he did not suspect the truth.


Chapter Twenty Eight.

Was Sazarac your Friend?
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IT WAS A bright morning in Rome.

You will recollect, Miss Mary, that when I congratulated you at Orton upon your engagement to Dubard, you declared that you had no thought of any such thing, exclaimed George Macbean, with a smile. I suppose I may now be permitted to repeat my congratulations?

If you wish, was the girls mechanical reply. And I thank you very much, she added, her face quite serious.

They were standing together one morning in one of the smaller reception-rooms of her fathers palace. He had called on the Minister on official business, and they had met quite accidentally in the great mediaeval courtyard, where the plashing of the old marble fountain broke the quiet, playing on as it had done for nearly four hundred years; that courtyard that was so full of stirring memories of the long past ages, and the stones of which had echoed to the tramp of the armed retainers of the great prince whose ancestral home it once was.

Since his arrival in Rome two months ago fortune had certainly smiled upon George Macbean General Borselli had given him a lucrative appointment in the Ministry at a salary which enabled him to rent a comfortable little bachelor apartment in the Via Sistina. The work was very different from the drudgery from Morgan-Masons correspondence, and he had quickly found that his position at once gave him the entrée to the official society of the Italian capital. The Under-Secretary was kindness itself, and he soon found that his office was one of those sinecures with fat emoluments which are found more or less in every Government department.

For three weeks or so after his arrival he had no occasion to meet His Excellency the Minister, but when he one day entered Morinis private cabinet, he took the opportunity of thanking him for the appointment. The Minister thereupon, as though suddenly recollecting their previous acquaintanceship, made a number of inquiries as to what office he was filling in the Ministry and the nature of his work, the outcome of which was that within six weeks of his arrival in the Eternal City he found himself appointed private secretary to the Minister himself.

This displeased Borselli, he thought; for when he informed him of the Ministers order, he remained silent and his sallow face assumed an expression of distinct disapproval. The general had not expected that Morini would take the young man into his service, or he would probably have hesitated to call him from London. Nevertheless, the Under-Secretary was too clever to openly exhibit any annoyance at the chiefs decision. Indeed, he was always humble and obedient, bowing to every decree of his superior, even though in his heart he was ever plotting against him. And so George Macbean had become one of His Excellencys private secretaries, and very soon enjoyed a good deal of the confidence of his principal.

Hitherto, however, his work lying always at the Ministry, he had never had occasion to go to the palace. From the first moment of his arrival in Rome his mind had been full of recollections of Mary. He had seen her driving on the Pincio on the bright winter afternoons; he had passed her in the Corso, and had seen her, exquisitely gowned, seated with her mother in a box at the Constanzi. But she had never once noticed him, and on that morning, when he had been compelled to call at the palace to receive instructions from his chief, who was unwell, they had come suddenly face to face for the first time.

The meeting gave them mutual satisfaction. There was no doubt upon that point. She had looked hard at him ere she recognised him, for, like all the corridors in those mediaeval palaces, it was not very light, and she would have passed him without acknowledgment had he not uttered her name.

While standing there in that painted room with the tarnished gold furniture and mosaic floor, so different from the country drawing-room at Orton, with its bright chintzes and flowers, he had briefly told her of the unexpected offer that had reached him in England, of his acceptance, and of his ultimate appointment to be one of her fathers private secretaries.

Only fancy! she laughed. The world is really very small, is it not? I never thought, when we played tennis together at your uncles tournament at Thornby, that you would be given an office in the Ministry of War. But I remember now how well you spoke Italian, and that you told me how fond you were of Italy.

I owe all my good fortune to your father, Miss Morini. Believe me, it has lifted me out of a world of drudgery and insult — for, as I think I told you, I have been secretary to a Member of Parliament named Morgan-Mason.

Ah! of course! she exclaimed quickly, regarding him with a curious, fixed look. You were secretary to Mr Morgan-Mason.

Yes. Do you know him?

Not personally, she faltered, with some confusion. I — well, Ive heard of him. Some English friends of mine know him very well, and through them I have heard of the fellows pompous egotism.

Then you can well understand how very deeply I thank your father for his kindnesses towards me. And then he spoke of her engagement, about which everyone in Rome was at that moment talking.

He noticed her disinclination to speak of the man whom she was to marry — that man whom he knew so well.

The count is in Paris, she answered briefly, when he inquired about him. Have you not met him yet? I recollect when in England he was very anxious to meet you.

No. I have not seen him to congratulate him upon his good fortune, replied George, with a touch of bitterness; but no doubt he will soon return, and we shall come across each other.

He is due back in a week in order to go to the royal reception at the Quirinale on the nineteenth, she said. When I write to-morrow I will tell him that you are now in Rome.

No, exclaimed Macbean quickly. Dont tell him. I like giving old friends pleasant surprises. When he returns I will call on him unexpectedly.

His was a good excuse, and he was gratified to see that she accepted it. It would, he knew, never do for her to write and inform her lover of his presence in Rome. If she did, he certainly would not dare to return to the Eternal City. George had resolved to conceal his presence from the Frenchman and to carefully watch his movements. Therefore he induced the Ministers daughter to make no mention of him.

He found her somewhat more wan and pale than she had been in England. She seemed preoccupied, distraite, with a touch of sadness in her deep, liquid eyes that was scarcely in keeping with the passion and ecstasy of an engagement. She was not her old self, bright, lighthearted, and careless, as she had been in those summer days in England. Something had occurred, but what it was he had no means of ascertaining.

The one thought that held him spellbound was the reflection that she was actually to marry Jules Dubard.

She was about to sacrifice herself, and yet he dare not tell her the terrible truth. He stood gazing into her great brown eyes, speechless before that calm and wondrous beauty that had for months arisen constantly before his eyes amid the whirl of London life. Yes, he loved her — he had fallen to worship at her shrine ever since those warm afternoons when they had played tennis on the level English lawns, and now this re-encounter had awakened within him all the wild passion of his yearning heart.

During those days in Rome he had heard much of her, for she was popular everywhere, a reigning beauty in the gay, exclusive circle which surrounded the royal throne, and one of the most courted of all the unmarried girls in the capital. The season was at its height, therefore she was seen everywhere, mostly in company with Dubard. If the truth were told, however, it was much against her own inclination. She was in no mood for gaiety. All the life and gaiety had been crushed from her heart, and she only attended the various functions because it was her duty towards her father to do so. Many a sleepless night she spent in prayer and in tears.

Long ago she had become nauseated by all the glare and glitter, the chatter and music of those gilded salons where smart Rome amused themselves each evening. Whenever she could, she made excuses to stay at home in the quiet and silence of her own room; but as it was part of her fathers statecraft that she should be seen and congratulated, she was compelled very often to put on her magnificent gowns with a sigh, dance when her heart was leaden, and smile even though she was bursting with grief.

Yet she rigorously kept the secret of her self-sacrifice, and none suspected that the young French élégant had compelled her to accept him as husband. Indeed, Dubard was already very popular in Rome. He was possessed of means, belonged to the most exclusive Italian club, and drove a smart phaeton and pair each afternoon, frequently with Mary at his side.

The men and women who were Dubards friends were among the highest in society, yet none knew the truth save Borselli and George Macbean, neither of whom dare, for their own sakes, utter one single word in denunciation.

You told me at Orton that the count was an old friend, Mr Macbean, exclaimed Mary, after a brief pause. She had met his gaze unflinchingly, and then lowered her eyes to the ground. She looked fresh and neat in her plain black tailor-made gown, for she was dressed ready to go out for her morning walk in the Corso.

Yes. We met several years ago, was Macbeans reply.

Where?

In London.

You must have been close friends, she remarked, for he has on several occasions asked whether I had heard of you.

George smiled, for his reflections were bitter ones. Yes, he said, I knew him quite well; but we drifted apart, as friends so often do.

Then you will, of course, be glad to meet him again.

For one reason, very glad. Because I want to inquire of him what has become of one who was our mutual friend, and who mysteriously disappeared — a very curious affair.

Was it a man? asked Mary, suddenly interested.

Yes — a French army officer — a General Felix Sazarac.

Sazarac! she gasped, with open mouth and cheeks suddenly blanched as the name recalled to her the strange conversation between Borselli and her father. Was Sazarac your friend?


Chapter Twenty Nine.

Around the Throne.
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MARY, ACCOMPANIED BY the faithful Teresa, a stout, middle-aged woman in black, who had seen fifteen years of service in the family, went out along the Corso, at that hour crowded by the Roman idlers and foreign visitors.

The bright air of the spring morning was refreshing after the dull gloom of the great old Antinori palace, and all Rome was full of life, movement, and gaiety. Carnival had passed, and the Pasqua was fast approaching, that time when the Roman season is its gayest and when the hotels are full of wealthy foreigners from the north.

The court receptions and balls had brought the Italian aristocracy from the various cities, and the ambassadors were mostly at their posts because of the weekly diplomatic receptions.

As Mary went along the Corso to an artists colour shop, in order to purchase some tubes for the painting which occupied her spare time, she was saluted on every hand, for she was well-known and popular everywhere. Her beauty was remarked wherever she went.

She bowed and smiled her acknowledgments, but, alas! only mechanically. She really did not recognise any of those men who raised their hats, the smart officers who drew their heels together and saluted, or the well-dressed women who nodded to her. Truth to tell, she was thinking of the man with whom she had so suddenly come face to face, the straight, athletic man who had spoken so openly and so frankly about himself when they had stood upon that green, level tennis-lawn at Orton. The recollection of him had almost faded from her memory until only half an hour ago, and now she found herself reflecting deeply, wondering whether he had really schemed to enter her fathers service, and, if so, with what motive.

He had acknowledged himself to be a friend of Dubard, the man she held in such suspicion and distrust, and yet there was something so frank and honest in his manner that it held her mystified. As she walked along that narrow, crowded thoroughfare in the heart of Rome, memories of those idle summer days in England arose vividly before her, of the rural tennis tournament at Thornby, of the village flower-show held in the old-world rectory garden, and of George Macbeans visit to Orton.

Teresa spoke to her, but she heeded not. Her mind was filled with thoughts of the pleasant past when her life was free and she was unfettered. Now, however, that compact she had made to secure her fathers freedom had crushed all light and hope from her young heart, so that day by day, as her marriage approached, she became more inert and melancholy.

Her delicacy, grace, and simplicity were astonishing when one viewed that irresponsible and artificial world of modern chic in which she lived. Her character, indeed, resolved itself into the very elements of womanhood. She was beautiful, modest, and tender, so perfectly unsophisticated, so delicately refined that she was peerless among all others in that vain, silly, out-dressing set, where religion was only the cant of the popular confessor and the scandal of a promenade through Saint Peters or San Giovanni, the brilliant glittering crowd who formed the court circle of modern Italy around King Umbertos throne.

She had sprung up into beauty in that far-off modest school that faced the grey English Channel at Broadstairs, and on making her bow before her sovereign she had instantly created a sensation and a vogue for herself that still continued, one which, was fostered by the Minister and his wife, although at heart she hated all the hollow shams and scandalous gossip. True, she had had her little flirtations the same as other girls, yet she had never caught from society one imitated or artificial grace. She preferred the society of her father or her mother to that of girl friends; for most of the latter of her own world she found giddy and empty-headed, generally boasting of conquests they had made among men, and ridiculing them as fools.

She tolerated society only under sheer compulsion. Through these three wild years of whirling excitement she had fortunately retained her womans heart, for it was unalterable and inalienable, as part of her being. And it was because of that she had now sacrificed herself to become the wife of Jules Dubard.

Oh, the tragedy of it all! No single person was there in whom to confide, or of whom to seek advice. The bitter truth was forced upon her more and more each day. The compact with the man whose artificiality and mannerisms she held in such abhorrence she was bound to keep, for did she not hold her beloved fathers future in her hands?

Of a sudden, when she was half-way up the Corso towards the Porta del Popolo, she heard the musical sounds of harness bells as a fine landau and pair swept up behind her.

Every mans head was uncovered and every woman bowed, for there flashed by Umberto the Good and his Queen Margherita, both worshipped by the people, and on every hand there rose the cry, Viva il Re! Viva la Regina!

Mary bowed with the rest, and Her Majesty, quick to notice her, gave her a nod of recognition and gracious smile; for, as the world of Rome knew quite well, she was one of those behind the throne, a personal friend of the queen, who was never tired of admiring the wondrous beauty of the Ministers daughter.

The royal pair passed on at a gallop up the Corso, and Mary sighed to herself as the carriage disappeared. It recalled to her that she was compelled to attend the state ball at the Quirinale that night, much as she hated all those glittering official functions. Her dress, a marvellous creation in yellow, had arrived from Paris the day before; but when Teresa had taken it from its long box and shaken out the magnificent skirt, she had scarcely glanced at it. She wore those gorgeous gowns which were so admired at court only because it gratified her father. Personally, she delighted in a short, tailor-made skirt and a blouse like those she could wear at Orton. The vagaries of the mode never interested her in the least. Paquin had her model, and made her dresses as he liked. She simply wore them, annoyed at those long and difficult trains he gave her — that was all.

The gay world around the throne believed that she studied the fashions and wore those costly gowns because she delighted in them. But such was not a fact. Her tastes were of the simplest, and her ideal always was a life in the rural quiet of Orton Court, with an occasional shopping visit to London as a dissipation. The very atmosphere of Rome, with its false appearances, its bartering of a girls bright youth, loveliness, and purity for titles, its gambling and its drug habits, stifled her. She loathed it all, and longed to enjoy lifes good gifts in rural England. Yet, alas! such an ideal was to her but a dream. It was her fate to be drawn into that maelstrom where each man and woman must be seen, must be known, and must be notorious in some way or other, no matter how.

And because she was born in the official world, she was bound, for her fathers sake, to act her part in it.

Through all that day she reflected upon the words which the young Englishman had uttered regarding Sazarac — that unusual name she had once overheard spoken, and which she recollected so well. She remarked how her father had distinctly betrayed fear at mention of it, and therefore the reason had ever since been a puzzling mystery to her.

For months she had wondered at what Borselli meant when he had threatened her father. The latter had reproached him of his intention to betray him, whereupon the Under-Secretary had said — 

I am in earnest. You act as I have suggested — or you take the consequences!

That in itself showed plainly that the Sicilian still held power over her father on account of what had been mentioned between them as the Sazarac affair.

After luncheon she casually mentioned to her father her meeting with George Macbean, whereupon he said — 

Oh, I quite thought I had told you of his appointment. I wanted an English secretary, and he was the very man to fill the post. You recollect that he visited us once or twice at Orton, but I had previously met him when he came to interpret for his employer Morgan-Mason regarding an army contract for Abyssinia.

Did you offer him the appointment? she asked.

No; Angelo did. He apparently knew of him.

His Excellencys reply surprised Mary. Why, she wondered, had her fathers enemy appointed the young Englishman to a post in order to transfer him to her fathers cabinet as private secretary? She was suspicious of Borselli, and discerned in this some hidden motive.

And yet was it not more than strange that the young Englishman was Dubards friend, while Dubard himself was in the secrets of Angelo Borselli! The more she pondered over the problem the more bewildering did it become.

At midnight she alighted with her mother from the brougham in the great courtyard of the Quirinale, and gathering up her train, passed through the long flower-decked corridors, up the great staircase of marble and porphyry, where stood the tall, statuesque guards, and on into the magnificent Hall of the Ambassadors, where the guests at the court ball were assembling.

As she let down her train and entered the magnificent salon with its gilt ceiling and myriad electric lights her appearance caused a murmur of approbation as every eye was turned upon her. The assembly was perhaps the most brilliant of any that could be gathered in any European capital. The men were in uniforms of every colour, with the crosses and ribbons of the various orders of chivalry. The ambassadors and their staffs were all there, from the Chinese representatives in their national dress to the cunning old gentleman from St. Petersburg in his white uniform tunic with the blue ribbon of St. Andrew at his throat. Lord Elton, the British Ambassador, a dark-bearded, elderly man, wearing the star of Knight Commander of the Bath, came forward to greet the War Ministers wife and daughter, and there came up also to salute the ambassador Morini himself in his gorgeous uniform with the cerise and white ribbon of the Order of the Crown of Italy and the green and white cross of Saints Maurice and Lazarus, as well as a number of minor foreign orders across his breast.

In uniform Camillo Morini always looked his best, tall, refined, distinguished, a man who would be marked out anywhere as a leader among men. He was pale and haggard, however, having risen from his bed to come there and be seen because it was policy — always policy.

Around on every side were high Italian officers in their gala uniform with golden epaulettes, women dressed exquisitely, and aged diplomatists and politicians bent beneath the weight of their gold-laced coats and many decorations. The room was a bewildering blaze of colour, diamonds gleaming in the tiaras of the women and in the crosses of the men, while on every hand was the loud, excited chatter of the gay, laughing crowd bidden there by royal command.

Lord Elton was chatting in English with Mary and her mother, explaining that only yesterday he had returned from London, where he had been on leave, when of a sudden three loud, distinct knocks were heard, and in an instant there was silence. Then, a moment later, at the farther end of the apartment two long white doors were thrown open by the royal flunkeys bearing white wands in their hands, and through them flowed the crowd into the magnificent ballroom, one of the finest both in proportions and in decoration of any palace in the world. And here and in the suite of huge gilded reception-rooms beyond the gay court of Italy commenced its revels as the splendid orchestra in the balcony struck up the first dance upon the programme.

From the ballroom there opened out through the open doors a vista of magnificent salons unequalled in grandeur even in that city of ancient palaces, and the elderly folk who did not care for dancing strolled away, greeting their friends at every step, and forming little groups for gossip.

Mary, who had quickly become separated from her mother, found herself, almost before she was aware of it, in the arms of her friend Captain Fred Houghton, the British naval attaché, dancing over the magnificent floor and receiving his compliments, while in a corner of the room, apart from the others, stood Angelo Borselli in his generals uniform, watching her with a strange smile upon his thin lips.

And all around was in progress that drama of intrigue, of statecraft and duplicity, of diplomacy, of unscrupulous scheming for office and power which is inseparable from the vicinity of every European throne.

In that gold and white room, while the orchestra played waltz-music, the prosperity of the gallant Italian nation often trembled in the balance, for those polished floors formed the stage whereon some of the strangest of modern dramas were enacted.


Chapter Thirty.

The Path of the Tempter.
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AN HOUR HAD passed, and Mary, against her inclination, had danced with various partners, and had heard around her comments regarding her personal beauty and her dress such as always reached her ears on such occasions. Everyone courted and flattered her, for in that gay court circle she was one of its reigning queens. Yet the hot air stifled her; the mingled perfumes of flowers and chiffons nauseated her. She hated it all, and was longing to get away back to the solitude of her own room, where, after old Teresa had brushed her hair, she might sit in her big easy-chair and think.

Blasé of life before her time, she was disappointed, world-weary, and heart-broken, although as yet only in her early womanhood. She had been dancing with the young Prince de Sarsina, a well-known figure in Roman society, and he had led her to a seat beside the old Duchess de Rovigor, when, in the lull of the music, those mysterious knocks were again repeated, and at the farther end of the ballroom there stood the black-habited royal chamberlain.

There was silence at once. Then the royal official announced in Italian in a loud, ringing voice — 

His Majesty the King!

And at the same moment a pair of long gilt and blue doors were flung open, and into the room there advanced the sovereign, a well-set-up, pleasant-faced figure with white moustache, before whom all bowed low three times in obeisance as he strode with regal gait into the centre of the enormous ballroom. In his splendid uniform outrivalling all, and wearing the grand crosses of the Crown of Italy, Maurice and Lazarus, and Savoy orders of which he was master, his figure presented a fitting centre to that brilliant assembly; and soon, when the obeisances were made and he had saluted in return, he moved away in conversation with Morini, who, as all were aware, was one of his most intimate friends.

Then, when the queen, wearing her wonderful pearls, entered with the same ceremony, together with the Crown Prince and Princess of Naples, the orchestra struck up again and the revelry continued notwithstanding the presence of the sovereigns, who mixed freely with their guests and laughed and talked with them.

Presently, as Mary on the arm of a partner was passing near to where Her Majesty was sitting upon the raised daïs at the end of the room, the queen suddenly beckoned to her, whereupon she left the man who was her escort, curtseyed as etiquette demanded, and approached the royal presence.

I only heard the news the day before yesterday on our return from Berlin, exclaimed Her Majesty in English, with a kindly smile as the girl came up to her. But of course your engagement scarcely comes as a surprise. Let me congratulate you. You must present the count to me at the first opportunity. Is he now in Rome?

No, Madame, was the girls blushing reply. But I thank your Majesty for your kind thought of me.

I wish you every happiness, my dear, declared the queen, for Mary was an especial favourite with her. Perhaps I may be able to attend your wedding. When will it be?

In June, Madame.

Very well. Give me good notice of the date, and Ill see if I can come. And then she dismissed the Ministers daughter by turning to speak with one of her ladies-in-waiting who had returned from executing some commission upon which her royal mistress had sent her.

What irony, thought the girl, as she curtseyed and left the royal the trap into which she had fallen!

Through those high-roofed, magnificent chambers, with their wonderful friezes, priceless paintings, and gilt furniture, she wandered on, acknowledging greetings on every hand, yet only mechanically, for her thoughts were far away from that scene of royal revelry. The atmosphere held her asphyxiated, the music jarred upon her ears, and the gossip she heard on every side was for her devoid of all interest.

One face alone arose before her amid that glittering throng, the face of the Englishman she had met so unexpectedly that morning — George Macbean.

And why? She asked herself that question, and yet to it could give no direct response. His frank honesty of countenance and his muscular English form attracted her, but when the suggestion crossed her mind that she loved him, she laughed such an idea to scorn. They were comparative strangers, and she prided herself on being one who had never fallen into the error of affection at first sight as so many other girls did. Her character, it was true, was too well balanced for that.

Yet the truth remained that all her thoughts that day had been of him.

Both the Baron Riboulet, the French Ambassador, and old Prince Demidoff had grasped her hand and paid their compliments, while the princess managed to whisper in French, I never saw you looking so well as to-night, my dear. That gown suits you admirably, and is by far the most striking here. One cannot wonder at Count Dubards choice. He has always been known in Paris as a connoisseur of beauty, you know, and Her Excellency the Princess showed her yellow teeth in a broad grin at what she meant as humour.

Wherever Mary went, half a dozen of the younger men followed in her train like bees about their queen. She laughed with them, made humorous remarks, and chatted to them with that air of bright, irresponsible gaiety by which she so cleverly concealed the heavy burden of grief and disappointment that filled her heart. In Roman society the younger men vied with each other to become friends of Mary Morini, hence at such functions as these they liked to be seen in her company, laughing or dancing with her.

The young Duke di Forano, who had recently returned from Paris, where he had acted as first secretary of the Italian Embassy, had taken her in to supper in the huge winter garden where the tiny tables were set beneath the palms, and they had been waited upon by the royal servants. In the dim light of the Chinese lanterns the duke, an old friend, had taken her hand in his; but she had withdrawn it in indignation, saying — 

You have no right to do that, now that I am engaged.

Ah yes! of course, he exclaimed, with a word of apology, at once interested. I heard something about it in Paris, but quite forgot. Jules Dubard is the lucky fellow — isnt he?

She nodded.

And as she looked into his dark, well-cut features in the half-light she fancied she discerned a curious look, half of pity and half of surprise.

I hope youll be happy, he remarked in a hard voice. I always thought you would marry Solaro — poor devil! Do you remember him?

Remember! she echoed. Yes; I recollect everything. You may well say poor devil. He has been convicted of being a traitor — of selling army secrets to France.

I know — I know, answered her companion quickly. We had all the papers concerning the charges through the Embassy, and I am aware of all the facts. My own idea is that hes innocent, yet how can it be proved? He was betrayed by some heartless woman in Bologna, it seems. She made all sorts of charges against him.

She lied! cried Mary quickly. He is innocent. I know he is, and some day I hope to be able to prove it.

Ah, I wish I could help you! was his fervent declaration. He was my friend, you know. Perhaps the real truth may be known some day, but until then we can only wait, and he must bear his unjust punishment.

But it is a crying scandal that he should have been degraded when he is innocent! declared the daughter of the Minister of War.

Your father, no doubt, ordered the most searching inquiry. It is strange that, if he is really innocent, his innocence has not been proved.

You are quite right, she said. That very fact is always puzzling me.

There may be some reason why he has been consigned to prison, remarked the diplomatist, thoughtfully twisting his champagne-glass by the stem, some reason of State, of which we are ignorant.

But my father would never willingly be party to such an injustice.

Probably not; but what seems possible is that Solaro is held in prison by some power greater than your fathers — the power of your fathers enemies.

She thought deeply over those strange words of his. It almost seemed as though he were actually in possession of the truth, and yet feared to reveal it to her!

Presently they rose again, and returned to where the cotillon had commenced. She did not take part in it, because her heart was too full for such frivolities. The young diplomatist had left her at a seat, when almost immediately her fathers enemy, Angelo Borselli, approached, and bowed low over her hand.

She knew well how he had endeavoured to ruin and disgrace her father, and how he intended to hold the office of Minister himself; yet, owing to the instructions His Excellency had given her, she treated him with that clever diplomacy which is innate in woman. In common with her father, she never allowed him to discern that she entertained the slightest antipathy towards him, and treated him with calm dignity as she had always done.

Borselli, in ignorance that the Minister was aware of all the ramifications of his shrewd scheming, still affected the same friendship for Morini and his family, and affected it with a marvellous verisimilitude of truth. One of the cleverest political schemers in Europe, he was unrivalled even by Vito Ricci, who in the past had performed marvels of political duplicity. Yet Marys tact was a match for him.

Only three days ago she and her father had dined at his big new mansion in the Via Salaria, and neither man had betrayed any antagonism towards the other. It is often so in this modern world of ours. Men who inwardly hate each other are outwardly the best of friends. Neither Morini nor Mary had any trust in him, however, for both knew too well that he intended by some clever coup one day to deal the blow and triumph as usurper. Yet both, while wary and silent, masked their true feelings of suspicion beneath the cloak of indifference and friendliness.

Having taken a seat beside her, he began to gossip pleasantly, while his dark eyes were darting quick glances everywhere, when suddenly he asked — 

Is not Jules here? I thought he was commanded here to-night.

No. To the next ball. He is in Paris, she said simply, without desire to discuss the man to whom she had engaged herself.

And you do not regret his absence — eh? remarked the Sicilian in a low voice, bringing his sallow, sinister face nearer to hers.

I do not understand you, she exclaimed, drawing herself up with some hauteur. What is your insinuation?

Nothing, was his low response. You need not be offended, for I do not mean it in that sense. I merely notice how you are enjoying yourself this evening during his absence, and the conclusion is but natural. And his face relaxed into a smile.

Well, she declared, as across her fair face fell a shadow of quick annoyance, I consider, general, your remark entirely uncalled for. And she rose stiffly to leave him.

But he only smiled again, a strange, crafty smile, that rendered his thin, sallow face the more forbidding, as he answered in a low voice, speaking almost into her ear, and fixing his eyes on hers — 

I may surely be forgiven as an old friend if I approach the truth in confidence, signora. You have accepted that mans offer of marriage, but you have done so under direct compulsion. You desire to escape from your compact. You see I am aware of the whole truth. Well, there is one way by which you may escape. But recollect that what I tell you is in the strictest secrecy and confidence from your father — from everyone. I speak as your friend. There is a way by which you can avoid making this loveless alliance which is naturally distasteful to you — a way by which, if you choose to adopt it, you may save yourself!

She faced the man, her brown eyes meeting his in speechless surprise and wonder at his enigmatical words.

What could he mean?


Chapter Thirty One.

In which a Double Game is Played.
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I DO NOT quite follow you, general, faltered Mary after a brief pause, regarding him with a puzzled air.

Then let us find a quiet corner where we can be alone, and I will explain, said Borselli, rising and offering the girl his arm. Both were well acquainted with all the ramifications of the splendid state apartments, the ante-chambers, the winter garden, and the corridors, therefore he led her through the Throne Room to a small apartment at the rear of the Hall of the Princess, an elegant little room hung with pale green silk and the gilt furniture of which bore embroidered on the backs of the chairs the royal crown with the black eagle and white cross of Savoy.

So cleverly did Angelo Borselli conceal his schemes and his hatreds that through years he had deceived so shrewd and far-seeing a man as his chief Morini. His insinuating address and rather handsome exterior rendered him, if not welcome in Roman society, at least tolerated, more especially as through him recommendations could be made to Morini, whose word was law on every point concerning the army of Italy. A certain degree of suspicion and some feeling of awe attended him, though it was rather in his absence than his presence, for his ready wit and fluent conversation were not calculated to inspire other than agreeable thoughts.

It was only as he cast himself into a chair at her side, hesitating how to put the matter before her, that in the glance of his dark, sparkling, deeply set eyes might have been detected a sinister motive and a searching and eager expression at variance with the frank and joyous manner of a moment before.

That glance betrayed the depth of the mans cunning.

You have no love for Dubard, he remarked slowly. I have watched, and I have seen it plainly. Yet you are engaged to him because he has compelled you to accept him as your husband. He holds a certain power over you — when he orders you dare not disobey! Am I not correct? he asked, looking straight into her brown, wide-open eyes.

She nodded in the affirmative, and a slight sigh escaped her. She was suspicious of him, but did not recognise the trend of his argument.

Then let us advance a step further, he said, in the same quiet, serious manner. It is but natural you desire to escape from him. He is repugnant to you; perhaps you loathe him, and yet you wear a mask of pretended happiness! Surely you cannot take up life beside a husband whom you secretly despise! You are a woman who desires to love and be loved, a woman who should marry a man worthy your reverence and self-sacrifice, he added, in a voice which seemed to her full of a genuine solicitude for her future.

His attitude was full of mystery. The sudden interest which he — her fathers bitterest enemy — betrayed on her behalf was inexplicable.

Well, she faltered at last, and if I really desire to break off my engagement with the count? What course do you suggest?

You must break your engagement, signorina, he exclaimed quickly. For several weeks I have desired to speak plainly and frankly to you, but I feared that certain distorted facts having perhaps come to your ears, you might treat me as your enemy rather than your friend. But to-night, finding you alone, I resolved to speak, and, if possible, to save you from sacrificing yourself to a man so unworthy of you.

But I always thought he was your friend! she exclaimed in surprise, looking straight at the man before her and toying with her big feathered fan.

We are friends. We have been guests together under your fathers roof in England, you will remember, he admitted. Yet I entertain too much respect for your father and his family to stand by and see you become the victim of such a man as Jules Dubard.

You are his friend, and yet you speak evil of him behind his back! she remarked.

No, I do not speak evil in the least. You misunderstand my motive. It is in the interests of your own well-being and future happiness. We must not allow that man to force you into an odious union. He is clever, but you must outwit him. Your duty to yourself is to do so.

But how can I? she asked, with a desperation in her voice that came involuntarily, but which revealed to Borselli her eagerness to escape from the web which Dubard had weaved about her.

The future of that beautiful girl, the most admired of all that brilliant throng at court, was the future of Italy. Angelo Borselli knew it, and recognised what an important part that handsome daughter of the Minister was destined to play.

There is one way — only one way, he answered, bending towards her, speaking confidentially, and keeping his deep-set eyes fixed upon hers. The man Dubard has very cleverly succeeded in forcing you to accept him as husband. But you must escape from your present peril by revealing the truth.

The truth of what?

The truth of that mans motives.

But they are all a mystery. How can I ascertain the truth?

There is one man who knows — one man who, if he chose to speak, could at once give you freedom.

But who is he? she inquired eagerly.

Felice Solaro — your friend.

Solaro! she gasped. But he is in prison in Turin, condemned for fifteen years for treason!

For an offence of which he is not guilty, declared the Under-Secretary quickly.

Ah! And that is your opinion, as mine, general! she cried eagerly. I know he is innocent.

Then secure his release. Persuade your father to sign a decree reversing the finding of the court-martial, and he, in turn, can save you from falling victim to this man to whom you are giving yourself in marriage.

Angelo Borselli met her piercing glance unmoved. She seemed to be trying to divine the schemers secret thoughts.

You will do this — for your own sake, he whispered earnestly. It is unjust that the poor captain should be kept in prison for a crime of which he is innocent.

But if you know that he is not guilty, why have you not already used your own influence as Under-Secretary to secure his release? she asked, with distinct suspicion, a thousand uneasy thoughts agitating her bosom.

Because I am powerless. It is only His Excellency, your father, who can sign decrees, was his reply, adding, I have more than once directed his attention to the act of gross injustice, but his reply has in each case been the same — namely, that he had examined the evidence, and that he could discover no doubt about the captains culpability in selling the secrets of Tresenta and of our mobilisation scheme for the protection of the French frontier. Both secrets actually reached the Intelligence Department of the French Ministry of War, for that has been proved beyond doubt by our secret agents in Paris; and, further, they passed through the hands of a lady friend of Solaros — Filoména Nodari.

Where is that woman now? Still in Bologna?

No, I think not, was his reply, without, however, telling her how he had taken the woman into his service and sent her to England. I learned a short time ago that she had left, and gone abroad.

It was through her false evidence that Felice was convicted. She told foul untruths concerning him, his companion cried angrily.

I know. Perhaps it is owing to fear of the truth being exposed that she has left Bologna. But in any case, it is only common justice that poor Solaro should be released. He has never had a chance of a proper appeal — your father refused it to him.

But why? Has my father any reason why the poor fellow should be kept in prison?

Angelo Borselli raised his shoulders and exhibited his palms in a gesture more forcible than mere words.

And if he has, then how can I hope to succeed in turning his favour towards the accused man?

Try. Do your utmost, signorina, he urged, with perhaps more eagerness than was really warrantable in such circumstances. Appeal to your fathers sense of justice, to his honour, to his reputation as one always ready to redress wrongs. You, as his daughter, can accomplish everything if you wish — even the freedom of Felice Solaro.

And if I do?

Then he will speak the truth, and you need have no fear of the man who has so cleverly entrapped you into this engagement. When the truth is out he will at once relinquish his claim to your hand.

She hesitated. She was wondering whether the crafty statesman who had risen by her fathers favours was really aware of the secret compact she had made with Dubard; whether he knew that she had given her hand to him in exchange for his protection of her fathers honour.

Jules had seen her a few days after the curious scene in the Chamber of Deputies. He had come to her to receive the payment he had demanded in the shape of a formal engagement of marriage. But he had told her nothing concerning the manner in which he had managed to avert the crisis, and she only knew the story of the letter to Montebruno through Vito Ricci, her fathers spy. She was unaware of Jules visit to the man now before her, or of his threat to make revelations if the fatal question were asked in the Chamber.

Women of Mary Morinis type rise to higher heights of sacrifice and, when determined, act with a courage rare among men. She is herself in a thousand ways men never dare to be, and a fine woman is worth a hundred of the finest men.

But if you are really speaking in my own interests as my friend, general, why cannot you furnish me with the weapon by which I can defend myself from him? she suggested at last.

For two reasons. First, your parents, ignorant of the real facts, are delighted at the prospect of your marriage; secondly, Solaro alone holds the truth. He can speak and prove his facts.

Regarding what?

Regarding Jules Dubard.

Regarding the man whom you still allege is your friend? Really, general, the manner in which you exhibit friendship towards others is a rather curious one, if this is an example of it?

He was unprepared for such a remark from her. But it showed him, nevertheless, how frank and fearless she had become.

I merely offer you my advice, signorina, he answered, shifting slightly in his chair and settling his sword. It is surely a thousand pities that you should become the victim of a man of Dubards stamp when, by a little clever manoeuvring, you may not only do an act of justice by freeing poor Solaro, but also free yourself from the engagement into which you have entered against your will.

But you tell me that my father has already refused to release the captain? she remarked, regarding him with a puzzled air. If this is so, then what can I do further?

Persuade him. You alone can induce him to act as you desire. Recollect that upon that mans liberty your own future depends.

The Sicilian, careful student of the human character as he was, knew well that a generous, magnanimous woman, like the one before him, is more ingenious and confident in well-doing than any man. He had carefully watched her, and by means of his secret agents knew that she entertained no love for the man to whom she had become engaged. Therefore, with his unequalled cunning, he had devised a fresh means of making his coup and attaining his end in spite of Jules Dubard.

He watched her beautiful countenance, and saw that his words had created an impression. A grave injustice had been done in degrading and imprisoning the handsome young captain who had once admired her so, and he knew that she would seek to remedy it. He had given her a strong and direct motive for securing Solaros release — her own liberty.

Very well, she sighed at last. I thank you, general, for speaking to me so frankly. I will see what I can do in order to obtain a pardon for him. But if I do, will you promise to assist me in the matter which concerns me personally?

I promise you that Solaro shall tell the truth; that on the day following his release you shall be placed in a position to defy this man who believes that you have fallen his victim. Do you agree?

She was silent for a moment, still distrustful of the man who had so narrowly encompassed her fathers downfall. Yet she recollected that the face of politics changes quickly, and in a low voice and with sudden resolution answered — 

I do.

He stretched forth his white gloved hand, and without further word she took it in pledge of good faith. She had in her desperation made terms with the enemy, and as the Under-Secretary rose to escort her back through the gay assembly in the state-rooms, a faint, good-humoured smile flitted across his sallow features.

He felt confident that his craft and cunning must succeed — that she would obtain Solaros release, and then the triumph for which he had so long and patiently waited would be his.

True, the fate of mens lives and nations destinies was often juggled with in those great gilded halls where the air was heavy with perfume, the ear charmed with delightful music, and the eye dazzled by the glitter of that brilliant court, every member of which, man or woman, schemed, struggled, and intrigued to satisfy their own vices or their own ambitions.


Chapter Thirty Two.

The Birth of Love.
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GEORGE AND MARY met frequently in the days that followed. His Excellency was still suffering from an attack of that prostrating malady Roman fever, and George, as his private secretary, was daily in attendance upon him.

Morini liked the young man for his honest English sturdiness of character, his diligent application to his duties, and his enthusiasm for all that was beneficial to the army. He had quickly picked up his duties, and already the Minister of War found his assistance indispensable.

He worked a good deal in the big old library of the palace, wherein the Ministers daughter and wife often entered to salute him and sometimes to give him an invitation to remain to luncheon, when the conversation would generally be upon English matters in general and things at Orton and Thornby in particular. Both mother and daughter delighted in their English home, and always regretted leaving it for that fevered existence they were compelled to lead continually in the Italian capital.

Mary was already engaged, otherwise neither Morini nor his wife would probably have allowed the two young people to be thrown so constantly into each others society. Thus, however, the bond of friendship gradually became strengthened between them, he loving her fondly in secret, while she regarded him as a man in whom she might one day confide. She had no friend in whom she could trust, save her father. Amid her thousand acquaintances in that brilliant world around the throne there was not one who would not betray her confidence at the moment any profit might be made out of it. Therefore she kept herself to herself, and mixed with them only as etiquette or her fathers policy demanded.

George Macbean was, on his part, filled with wonder. She was actually to marry Jules Dubard — that man of all men!

Surely her parents were in ignorance of who and what the fellow had been; surely by his clever cunning and shrewd manoeuvring he had misled even the sharp-eyed Minister himself, and induced him to give his consent to his daughters marriage.

He pitied Mary — pitied her from the bottom of his heart. He knew that there must be some secret which she held and would not divulge; for if not, why should she regard her forthcoming marriage with such a lack of enthusiasm — why, indeed, should she purposely abstain from discussing Dubard? He closely watched her, and recognised how she had sadly changed since those bright days at Orton. Upon her brow was now a settled expression of deep thought and sadness, and when she thought herself unobserved a low sigh would sometimes escape, her, as though her thoughts were bitter ones.

Was it possible that she suspected the truth concerning Jules Dubard? Was it even possible that she was marrying him under compulsion?

In the silence of his own apartment he sat for hours, smoking his English pipe and wondering, while the babel of sounds of the foreign city came up from the street below. How strange were the ways of the world, how bitter the ironies of life! He loved her — ah yes! He loved her with all the passion of his soul, with all the deep and earnest devotion of which an honest man is capable. Yet, poor as he was, merely her fathers underling, how could he ever hope to gain her hand? No, he sighed day after day, it was hopeless — utterly hopeless. Hers was to be a marriage of convenience — she was to wed Dubard, and become a countess.

But if he only dared to speak! He might save her — but at what cost? His own disgrace and ruin.

And he bit his lip to the blood.

Fortune had lifted him out of the drudgery of Morgan-Masons service and brought him there to Rome, to a position of confidence envied by ten thousand others. Could he possibly sacrifice his future, his very life, just as it had suddenly opened up to him?

And he pondered on, meeting her, talking with her, and each hour falling deeper under the spell of her marvellous grace and beauty.

Mary, on her part, was full of thought. A frightful gulf was opened before her; she could not fly from its brink; she was goaded onwards though she saw it yawning beneath her feet.

While sitting alone with her father in his room one evening she approached the subject of Felice Solaro; but he instantly poured forth such a flood of invectives upon the condemned man that she was compelled to at once change the subject. To her it seemed that for some unaccountable reason he was prejudiced against the imprisoned man, and anything she might say in his favour only served to condemn him the more.

On looking back upon the past, she found that she had regarded love as a matter of everyday occurrence. She heard of it, saw it wherever she moved; every man who approached her either felt or feigned it; and so accustomed was she to homage and devotion that its absence alone attracted her attention. She had considered it part of her state — and yet of the real nature of true affection she had been perfectly unconscious.

She had more than once imagined herself in love, as in the case of Felice Solaro, mistaking gratified vanity for a deeper emotion — had felt pleasure in the presence of its object, and regret in absence; but that was a pastime and no more — until now.

But now! She held within her heart a deep secret — the secret of her love.

And this rendered her future all the more serious — her marriage all the more a fearful undertaking. She had no escape from her fate; she must marry a man who at least was indifferent to her. Could she ever suffer herself to be decked for this unpromising bridal, this union with a man who at heart was the enemy of her family and whom she hated?

One evening she again met George Macbean. He had returned from Naples, where he had executed a commission given him by the Minister, and had reported to his chief his visit to the commandant of the military district. He afterwards sat with Mary and her mother in one of the smaller reception-rooms of the ponderous old mansion. Mary, who was in a black dinner-dress slightly décolleté, took up her mandoline — the instrument of which he was so fond — and sang the old Tuscan song, in which, with his heart so overburdened, he discerned a hidden meaning — 

Io questa notte in sogno lho veduto,
Era vestito tutto di broccato;
Le piume sul berretto di velluto,
Ed una spada doro aveva allato.
E poi mha detto con un bel sorriso.
Io non posso piu star da te diviso!
Da te diviso non ci posso stare,
E torno per mai piu non ti lasciare!

These words sank as iron into his soul. Did she, he wondered, really reciprocate his concealed and unexpressed feelings? Ah no, it was impossible — all impossible.

And when she had laid aside her instrument, he commenced to describe to them the grand review of troops which he had witnessed outside Naples that morning, and how the general staff had treated him as an honoured guest.

Ah! sighed Madame Morini. If we were to tell the truth, Mr Macbean, both Mary and I are tired of the very sight of uniforms and the sound of military music. Wherever my husband goes in Italy a review is always included in the programme, and we have to endure the heat and the dust of the march past. Once, when I was first married, I delighted in all the glitter and display of armed forces, but nowadays I long and ever long for retirement at dear old Orton.

And so do I, declared her daughter quickly. When I was at school in England I used to look forward to the day when I would be presented at the Quirinale and enter Roman society. But oh, the weariness of it all! I have already become sick of its glare, its uncharitableness, and its intrigues. England — yes — give me dear England, or else the quiet of San Donato. You have never been there yet, Mr Macbean, she added, looking into his face. When you do go, you will find it more quiet and more beautiful than Orton.

I have no doubt, he said. If it is in the Arno valley, I know how beautiful the country is there, having passed up and down from Pisa many times. Those are photographs of it in madames boudoir — are they not?

Oh yes. Ah! then youve noticed them, she exclaimed. It is a delightful old place, is it not? His eyes were fixed upon hers, and he read in their dark depths the burden of sorrow that was there. Dubard was due back in Rome, but he had not returned, nor had she mentioned the reason. He wished to meet him — to observe what effect his presence would have upon that man who had robbed him of all the happiness of life.

The chiming of the little French clock reminded him that it was the hour to take his leave, therefore he rose, grasped the hands of the grave, kind-faced Englishwoman and her daughter, and went forth into the old-world street, striding blindly on towards his own rooms.

Really a delightful fellow, remarked her mother when the door had closed behind him. His English manners are refreshing after those of all the apeish young fools whom we are compelled for the sake of policy to entertain. But, she added, with a laugh, suddenly recollecting, I ought not to say that, my dear, now that you are to marry a Frenchman. I married an Italian, and as far as my choice of a husband has gone, I am thankful to say I have never regretted it — even though our natures and our religions are different.

I will never become a Catholic — never! declared Mary decisively. I do not, and I shall never, believe in the confessional.

Nor do I, responded her mother. But there is no need for you to change your religion. The count has already told me that he has no such desire. By the way, he was due back the day before yesterday. Why has he not returned?

I heard from him yesterday. He has gone down to the Pyrenees — on business connected with the estate, he says; and then, after some further gossip regarding a charity bazaar at the German Embassy, at which they were to hold a stall on the morrow, the unhappy girl rose, and with uneven steps went along the gloomy, echoing corridors to her own room.

Teresa brushed her long brown tresses as she sat before her long mirror looking at the reflection of her pale face and wondering if the young Englishman guessed the truth. Then as soon as possible she dismissed her faithful serving-woman, and still sat in her chair, her mind occupied by a thousand thoughts which chased each other in quick succession.

One thought, in spite of all her efforts, she was unable to banish; it returned again and again, and would intrude in spite of her struggles to suppress it — the image of George Macbean, the man who had so suddenly become her friend.

The night wore on, and in the silence of her pretty chamber she wept for some time, abandoning herself to melancholy fancies; at length, reproaching herself for thus permitting sorrow to usurp the place of that resignation which the pure faith she had adopted ought to inspire, she threw herself upon her knees and offered to Heaven the homage of an afflicted and innocent heart.

As she rose from her knees the church bells of Rome were chiming one. She shuddered at the solemn stroke, for every hour seemed to bring her nearer the terrible self-sacrifice which she was compelled to make for her fathers sake. Her fears had risen almost to distraction, and she had wept and prayed alternately in all the agonies of anxiety.

The truth that had now forced itself upon her held her aghast, immovable. She loved George Macbean. Yes, she murmured his name aloud, and her words sounded weird and distinct in the silence of the night.

Yet if she withdrew from her unholy agreement with the man who had forced her to give her promise, then the hounds of destruction would be let loose upon her house.

And her father? She had discovered in the drawer of his carved writing-table at San Donato that tiny tube of innocent-looking tabloids; and though she kept the secret to herself, she had guessed his intention.

Could she deliberately allow him to sacrifice his life when there was still a means open whereby to save him?

She sank again upon her knees by the bedside, and greyed long for Divine help and deliverance.


Chapter Thirty Three.

Mrs Fitzroys Governess.
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MRS CHARLES FITZROY was delighted with her new Italian governess.

She had contemplated engaging a Frenchwoman or a Swiss to teach little Bertha, but most fortunately, General Borselli, whom she had met during a season spent with her husband in Rome, came to her aid and recommended the daughter of the deceased Colonel Nodari. She came, and her slight, rather tall figure in neat black, her well-cut, handsome features, and her plainly dressed hair, almost black, had attracted her mistress from the first. She was refined, unobtrusive, merry-eyed, and just the kind of bright companion and governess she required for her child. She noticed that although her dresses were well made there were tokens, in more ways than one, that since her fathers death she and her mother had fallen upon evil days.

Fitzroy himself liked her. There was something interesting in her quaint broken English and in her foreign gestures that commended itself to him in preference to the angular blue-stocking Miss Gardener, who had recently left his wifes service. So Mademoiselle, as they called her in preference to the rather ugly word Signorina, quickly became as one of the family, and within a week of her arrival she met that pompous millionaire of eggs and bacon, Mr Morgan-Mason.

The latter became as much attracted by her as were the others, but she exerted no effort to captivate or to gain admiration, merely acting her part modestly as became the humble governess in a wealthy family. Nevertheless she recollected the generals instructions, and more than once, in the secrecy of her room, wrote to that address in Genoa reporting her progress.

Mrs Charles Fitzroy, a pretty and rather extravagant woman, still on the right side of forty, moved in a very good set, and entertained a good deal at her house in Brook Street. Her husband was a magnate in the city, and the fact that Morgan-Mason was her brother gave her the entrée to houses which would have otherwise been closed to her. Fitzroy, a rather short, grey-bearded man with a florid countenance, had risen from a clerks stool to be what he was, and differed in little particular from thousands of well-off city men who live in the West End and enter the anteroom of society.

Nevertheless, through the influence of the white-waistcoated Member for South-West Norfolk, a good many well-known people dined at Brook Street from time to time, while to Morgan-Masons smart gatherings at his house or his dinners at the Carlton his sister and her husband were always invited.

It was pleasant enough to mix with such people as surrounded her employers, but, truth to tell, Filoména Nodari quickly found the post of governess monotonous and irksome. First of all, it was difficult for her to preserve her unassuming character as a paid menial; secondly, she hated children; thirdly, Bertha was a spoilt child, with no leaning towards lessons; and fourthly, the small bare schoolroom at the top of the house was a gloomy place in which to spend those bright spring days. Still, she never complained. She was well paid by the Minister of War, and with a womans love of intrigue, she had set herself to carefully accomplish the difficult task which Borselli had given her.

She was fortunate, inasmuch as Mrs Fitzroy treated her with such consideration. Indeed, sometimes when there were no visitors, she would invite her in to lunch with her, when they would generally talk French, a language with which her mistress was well acquainted.

So well did she act her part that the governess was quickly voted a treasure, and as Bertha was a particular favourite of her Uncle Morgan-Mason, the latter became gradually interested in her. Sometimes, indeed, he would come up to the schoolroom while lessons were in progress with an excuse to leave a packet of sweetmeats for his niece; but Filoména, with her womans shrewd intuition, knew that he came to have a little chat with her.

He was inquisitive — always inquisitive.

One day as he sat with Bertha upon his knee in the schoolroom he asked about her parentage.

You are a native of Bologna — where the sausages come from? he laughed.

Perhaps he sold that comestible at his many shops, she reflected, but she answered in her broken English — 

Yes. But just as none of straw hats are made in Leghorn, so there are none of Bologna sausages made in Bologna.

You must be already tired of life here in London after your beautiful Italy? he remarked.

Ah! non, she assured him. I like your London — what leetle I have seen of it. But that is not very much. I take Bertha for one walk in the park, or down to what you call Kensington, every day. And many times we ascend to the roof of an omnibus. But omnibuses are so puzzling, she added, with a laugh. You never know where one goes. We always ascend and seet there till we come to the end of the voyage. But we make some amusing errors many times. Only the day before to-day we ascended on a bus outside the Gallery Nationale, where are the fountains, paid twenty centimes — I mean two pennies — eh bien! the next street-corner past a church they turned us off — the omnibus went no farther!

The millionaire laughed aloud, saying — 

It must have been a Royal Oak or Cricklewood bus coming home. They go no farther than Charing Cross.

But oh! she continued, we go many time a long, long way — out into the country — away from London. Once we went on and on till I thought we would never arrest — right on till we came to a small town down by the river — Tweet-ham — Tweek-ham — the conductor called it, or something like that. Your English names are so very difficult. There was an island in the river, and an old church close by.

Twickenham! You mean Twickenham! he exclaimed. Fancy your going so far on an omnibus! Your adventures, mademoiselle, must have been amusing.

Ah yes. But poor madame! We did not return till seven of the clock, and she was fearing something had happened.

Naturally, he said. But let me give you a word of advice, mademoiselle. Be very careful where you go. London is not at all safe for a foreign lady like yourself, more especially if her face is as attractive as yours.

Oh! she laughed. Mine has no attraction, surely. And I tell you, msieur, that I am not in the least afraid.

He had expected her to be impressed by his flattery, but she was not. On the contrary, she passed his remark as though it had never been uttered, and continued to relate to him her impressions of London and London life, some of which were distinctly humorous, for the streets of our metropolis always strike the foreigner as full of quaint incongruities, from the balancing of the hansom cab to the kilt of the Highland soldier.

He found her conversation amusing and interesting. She was somehow different from the wide circle of women of his acquaintance, those society dames who borrowed his money, ate his dinners, and gave tone to his entertainments. And this was exactly how she desired to impress him.

As the weeks went on, the society swallows returned from wintering in the South, and the London season began in earnest. The millionaire, a frequent visitor at his sisters house, often met the pleasant-faced governess, who very cleverly succeeded in increasing her popularity until she was well-known to Mrs Fitzroys lady friends, and declared by them all to be a perfect treasure.

None knew, however, save little Bertha — who feared to speak lest mademoiselle should punish her — of a rather curious incident which occurred one morning as she was sitting with her charge in Kensington Gardens. A tall, dark-faced, middle-aged man with black moustache, well-dressed in frock coat and silk hat, a fine diamond pin in his scarf, approached, raised his hat, uttered some mysterious words in Italian, and then took a seat at her side.

At first mademoiselle regarded the stranger with distrust, until he drew a paper from his pocket and allowed her to read it. Then, apparently satisfied, she listened to all he told her. But as it was in Italian, the child could not understand. She only noticed that mademoiselle turned rather pale, and seemed to be expressing deep regret.

The dark-faced man spoke slowly and calmly, while, on her part, she shrugged her shoulders and showed her palms, and responded with quick volubility, while the child sat at her side regarding the stranger in open-eyed wonder.

Presently, after a long argument, the man took from his pocket a small tin box of matches which he gave to her. Without examining it, she transferred it quickly to her coat-pocket, and then, after a few parting words, the man rose, raised his hat, and strode away towards Queens Gate, swinging his cane airily as he walked.

Who was that? inquired the child after he had gone. What did he give you, mademoiselle?

Nothing that concerns you, dearest, was her governesss reply. Remember you must say nothing of that msieur — nothing, you recollect. You must never mention him to your mother or to anyone, because if you do I shall punish you very severely, and I shall never, never take you out with me again. You understand — eh?

The childs face fell, and her eyes were fixed straight before her as she answered, Very well, mademoiselle. I wont say anything.

Thats a good girl, her governess responded. Some day you shall have a watch like your uncles if you are very good, she added, for Bertha was very fond of watches, and especially of Morgan-Masons gold repeater. She liked to hear it chime upon its musical bell.

One afternoon a few days later Filoména watched from her window the millionaire descend from his motor and enter the house. First she hurried into the schoolroom, where Bertha was sitting with the maid, and then she leisurely descended to the drawing-room, where she found Mrs Fitzroy and her brother talking together.

Oh, msieur, laughed the governess, Mademoiselle Bertha saw you arrive, and has sent me to ask a favour.

A favour! he exclaimed. Of course, I always grant the young ladys requests when she asks nicely.

Mademoiselle wants to know if you will let her hear your watch. Since you showed it to her a fortnight ago she has allowed me no peace. So I promised I would come and ask of you.

Certainly, was the millionaires reply, taking his repeater and the gold albert from his pocket. You know how to make it strike. I showed you the other day, he laughed as he handed it to her.

I will be ve-ry careful of it, msieur, and will bring it back when mademoiselle is satisfied. She desires greatly one like it.

Some day Ill give her one, when shes older, laughed Morgan-Mason good-humouredly.

And then, when the door had closed behind her, his sister remarked — 

Mademoiselle is most devoted to Bertha. So very different to Miss Gardener. She humours her in every way, and at the same time is a very good teacher. It is really wonderful how the child is improving.

I quite agree, Maud. Shes an excellent girl — and I hope you pay her well. She deserves it.

And then they fell to discussing plans for a big dinner-party at the Carlton on the following Friday.

Meanwhile, mademoiselle ran upstairs with the watch in her hand, first to her own room, where she remained five minutes or so, and then took it to the schoolroom, where she delighted her little pupil by making the watch strike.

Make it go again, mademoiselle, exclaimed little Bertha, delighted at being allowed to hold it in her hand. And again and again the governess pressed the ring and caused it to chime, until at last she was compelled to take it forcibly from the childs hand and carry it back again to the grey-whiskered man in the drawing-room, returning a word of thanks as she handed it back to him.

That same evening, after her charge had been put to bed, and during Mrs Fitzroys absence at Lady Claridges dance, she went out and dropped into the pillar-box at the corner of Grosvenor Square a small packet in a strong linen-lined envelope addressed to Giuseppe Gallo, Esq., care of H. Bird, Newsagent, 386 Westminster Bridge Road, S.E.

And then she returned to the little sitting-room set apart for her, and smiled confidently to herself as she settled to read the Tribuna, which her mother sent her regularly each day.

A week later the household at Brook Street was thrown into a state of agitation and surprise when the vulgarian dashed round in a cab and informed his sister of a most audacious entry made by thieves into his splendid flat at Queen Annes Mansions, and how they had turned it topsy-turvy. He had, it appeared, been absent, speaking for a parliamentary candidate up at Leicester, and his valet had slept in the flat alone, the other servants being on holiday, when during the night burglars had entered by a window from some leads adjoining, and had opened everything, even to his safe, and had apparently made a minute examination of every private paper he possessed.

He had missed nothing, except a few cigars; but what puzzled the detectives most was the manner in which safe, writing-table, and two chests of drawers, which he always kept locked, had been opened. Either the thieves possessed all the keys — and this did not appear possible, as they were all in the trusted valets room — or else they possessed a master-key to everything, the same as that which the Member of Parliament wore upon his watch-chain.

The millionaire was furious. He even spoke to the Home Secretary about it when he met him in the lobby of the House. But the manner in which the safe had been opened was a complete mystery — a mystery to all except to mademoiselle.

The vulgarian little suspected, when he so innocently lent his watch to his niece, that the handsome governess had taken an impression in wax of the small master-key upon the other end of his chain, or that she had that very same evening posted the wax impression in the tin matchbox to the clever secret agent of the Italian War Office — the man who with two colleagues had come over from Paris specially, who had met Mademoiselle in Kensington Gardens, and who was known at the newsagents in the Westminster Bridge Road as Giuseppe Gallo, a civil engineer, seeking employment.


Chapter Thirty Four.

In Confidence.
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GENERAL ARTURO VALENTINI, commanding the Italian forces on the Alpine frontier of France, sprang nimbly from an open cab, and helped out his companion — a young lady in deep mourning, with her long crape veil down, as is the custom in Italy.

The sentries at the big arched gateway of the military prison of Turin, recognising the commanding officer, stood at the salute, and in response, the short, dapper little man in his uniform and row of ribbons on his breast raised his hand to his peaked cap quickly in acknowledgment, and passed at once into the great bare courtyard surrounded by the high, white, inartistic outer offices of the prison.

The soldiers off duty, who were lounging and gossiping, quickly drew themselves up to attention as he crossed the courtyard to the office of the governor, walking with his firm military gait and spurs clinking, and his sword trailing over the stones. He was one of the smartest and best soldiers Italy possessed, a man who had shown an iron nerve in those turbulent days of the struggle for unity, a man of rigid discipline and yet of kindly heart. The loss of his only son in the reverses in Abyssinia two years before had left him without kith or kin, and although he commanded a military district as large as England, and was also in possession of a private income, he led a simple life at his headquarters there in Turin, going into society as little as possible, and ever working to improve the condition of his command. His district was the most important of any in Italy, for in case of hostilities it would be the first point attacked; and as triumph usually lies with those who strike the first blow, it was his object to enter France effectively and on the instant, if the dogs of war were ever let loose.

With this end in view, he was untiring in his efforts to perfect the defences of those many valleys and Alpine passes by which the enemy might gain admittance if not perfectly secure. In both summer and winter his troops were ever manoeuvring in those high misty mountains, skirmishing, throwing bridges over the deep gorges, and executing evolutions always in secret, always fearing that the French might learn their intentions in case of war.

That enormous army on the Italian frontier which one never sees, those regiments upon regiments which dwell far up in the remote heights of the Alps, away from the civilisation of the towns, are kept a mystery by the Ministry of War. They are there, ever ready, one knows, but where all the hidden fortresses are situated, or where the death-dealing mines are laid, are secrets which only the War Office and the commander know.

And it is those secrets which French spies are ever endeavouring to discover. Indeed, one of General Valentinis chief anxieties was the ingenuity displayed by the emissaries of France, who crossed the frontier in all kinds of disguises in the endeavour to learn the military secrets. Not a year went past but two or three of these spies were arrested and condemned — and, be it said, the same state of things existed on French territory, where the secret service of Italy, the men from the bureau at headquarters there in Turin, boldly took their liberty in their hands and went forth to gain the secrets of their friends in the opposite valleys.

It required an officer of clear foresight, great tact, and wide experience to control such a command, and in Arturo Valentini, the short, stout, red-faced little man, Italy certainly had one in whom she could repose the most absolute confidence.

In the office of the prison governor the pair stood for a few minutes, until the dark-bearded, spectacled official entered, saluted the commander, invited both him and his companion to seats, and settled himself at his table.

I wish to have an interview with Felice Solaro, the general explained. He is still here, I suppose?

Until Thursday next, when he is to be transferred to Gorgona.

To Gorgona! exclaimed the general in surprise; for the name of that lonely penal island in the Mediterranean opposite Leghorn was sufficient to cause him to shudder. Then it is fortunate we came to-day, he added.

But, hesitated the grave-faced man, looking inquiringly at his company, but of course this lady cannot see him. It is against the regulations, you know, general. No prisoner can be seen by anyone except yourself, save by order of the Minister of War.

I know, was the old officers reply. But this lady happens to be the daughter of the Minister Morini. Whereupon the governor bowed politely at the figure, whose face he could not well distinguish through her veil.

You therefore need have no hesitation in allowing the interview, added the general. If you wish, Ill sign an order for it now.

No, certainly not. If the lady is the Ministers daughter, it is of course different.

But this fact is confidential, recollect. It must not appear in any report that she has visited here.

The governor nodded. It was not the first time that ladies, high born and well-dressed some of them, had, on presenting orders from Camillo Morini, had interviews with officers and men undergoing imprisonment for various offences.

Solaros crime was, however, the most serious of that of any prisoner who had been incarcerated there since he had held the post of governor — the unpardonable crime of treason, of selling his country into the hands of its enemy! He only knew that the court-martial had found the charges proved, and therefore he was guilty. It surprised him that the daughter of the Minister should wish to see the man condemned of such an offence, but he made no comment. He only touched his bell and gave instructions for the prisoner Solaro to be brought from his cell to the parlatorio, or speaking-room.

You of course wish, general, to see the prisoner in private, remarked the governor, when the chief warder had gone.

If you please, responded the old officer, in his sharp habit of speech.

Then I will not accompany you. But I may tell you that the prisoner has become much changed since his sentence. He declares his innocence, and sits pondering all day in idleness.

The general sighed, without replying. They discussed the matter until the chief warder returning they rose and followed him out across the courtyard, through a small iron-bound door before which a sentry stood at the salute, into the inner courtyard of the prison itself, the small, dismal, bare stone place which formed the exercise-yard, while all around were the small, barred, high-up windows of the cells.

They passed through a door, and walking along a short corridor entered a small room divided in half by long iron bars from floor to ceiling, like the cage of some ferocious animal in captivity. Behind those bars stood the bent, pale-faced figure of Felice Solaro, different indeed from the straight, well-set-up man who had stood before the Minister of War and defiantly broken his sword across his knee. Dressed in an ill-made suit of coarse canvas, the beard he had grown gave him an unkempt and neglected appearance, the aspect of one in whom all hope was dead.

On recognising his visitors, he sprang forward to the bars.

Ah! my general? he cried. How good of you to come to me! And he put out his thin white hand through the iron cage to greet the man who had stood his friend and endeavoured to get his verdict reversed. Then, as the gallant old officer took his hand, he turned inquiringly towards the figure in black.

She threw her long veil aside, and when he saw her face revealed he gasped — 

Signorina Mary! You — you have come here — to see me!

Tears rose to her eyes and almost blinded her. Recollections of the past crowded upon her in that moment, and her heart was overburdened by pity for him.

The signorina has done her best to induce her father to sign the order for your release, captain, but, alas! — And the general sighed without concluding his sentence.

The Minister refuses! said the unfortunate man behind the bars. And yet I tell you I am innocent — innocent.

I believe you are, captain. If I did not, I should not interest myself on your behalf. But, unfortunately, the powers in Rome are greater than mine. They are sending you out to Gorgona, it seems.

To Gorgona! he gasped hoarsely, all the light dying from his pale, emaciated face. Ah! then they mean to drive me mad by solitary confinement. My enemies have, indeed, triumphed!

But have courage, Felice, exclaimed Mary, speaking to him for the first time and taking his thin hand. Surely one day you will have justice done to you. I cannot understand why my father so steadily refuses to release you.

Because he fears to do so, declared the condemned man. I am victim of a foul intrigue in which that woman Filoména was one who conspired against me.

And yet you loved her, remarked the girl reproachfully.

Ah! I believe I did. I know that to you I ought not to mention her, signorina. But forgive me. Do you recollect that night in Rome — at the ball at the Colonna Palace — when I asked you a question?

I do, she responded, now very pale. I was younger, and did not know my own mind then. I thought — I thought I loved you. It was our flirtation that has brought you to this. I am to blame for everything.

No, no, he declared. It is I who committed the indiscretion of falling in love with you when I knew that I, a poor captain, could never hope to marry the daughter of the Minister of War.

She sighed, and tears welled again in her dark brown eyes. The general at her side was no womans man, but even he became affected at this meeting.

They allege that you sold to France a copy of the mobilisation scheme, she went on. They say that I purposely locked you in my fathers library at Rome for three hours in order that you might have access to the secret documents which were in a drawer in his writing-table.

The prisoner, smiling bitterly, answered — 

Let them allege whatever it pleases them; they cannot make my unjust punishment greater than it is. You yourself know that the charge is an unjust one — and my general knows that I would never betray Italy!

But to whom do you attribute this ingenious plot by which you have been made the scapegoat of someone elses offence? asked Mary, looking straight into his deep-sunken eyes. That the plans of the Tresenta as well as the copy of the mobilisation scheme have reached the French Intelligence Department is proved beyond doubt. Our secret service in Paris has ascertained that.

I have enemies — bitter ones, he answered in a strange tone, his eyes fixed upon her. They fear me, and have taken this course in order to close my mouth — in order to prevent me making certain revelations that would effect their ruin.

But who are they? she demanded. The general has brought me here on purpose to put this question to you. If we are aware of all the facts, we may be able, after all, to rescue you from the horrors of Gorgona.

The pale-faced man shook his unkempt head sorrowfully, his lips pressed together, his eyes upon hers.

No. You can never secure my release, he declared, with despair. They dare not give me my liberty for their own sakes. Jules Dubard and that Englishman George Macbean will take good care that I never come forth to denounce them.

George Macbean? she gasped open-mouthed, all the colour fading from her cheeks. Do you know him? Is he actually one of those who is responsible for this?

For answer, the man behind the bars clenched his teeth and nodded in the affirmative.


Chapter Thirty Five.

The Captain is Outspoken.
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BUT TELL ME, cried Mary, utterly amazed at the unhappy mans startling allegations, do you actually declare that Dubard and Mr Macbean have conspired in order to throw the opprobrium upon you?

I do, he answered in a low, hard tone. I am convinced of it. Macbean is an Englishman living in London — secretary to an English deputy named Morgan-Mason.

He is a friend of mine, she remarked quietly. I know him quite well.

Then do not trust him, Solaro urged. He is the— But he hesitated, as though fearing to make any direct charge against one who was her friend.

The what? she inquired eagerly.

For a few moments he remained silent.

He is the man who, with Dubard, was the cause of my downfall, he responded, although from his hesitating tone she felt assured that those words were not what he had first intended to utter.

And Dubard? she asked, her face now very grave.

What use is it to discuss either of them? he said bitterly. I am their victim — that is all.

But with what motive? she asked, bewildered at this revelation. What connection can Mr Macbean possibly have with these false scandalous charges against you?

Ah! the motive is more than I can tell, he declared. I can only surmise it.

But there surely must be some motive! she remarked, at the same time recollecting what she had learnt, that the information furnished by Dubard formed the basis of the charges intended to be levelled by the Socialists against her father.

I have never had an opportunity of ascertaining it, he said. I would, however, desire to warn you most strongly against that man Macbean.

Mary remained silent. What he had said puzzled and mystified her. His words were not prompted by motives of jealousy. That was impossible, for he was unaware of Macbeans presence in Rome. As far as she knew, the two men had never been acquainted — the one an officer in garrison in the Alps, and the other living in far-off London. She endeavoured to induce him to speak more plainly, but it was evident that her acknowledgment that Macbean was her friend prevented him from opening his mind concerning him.

All her sympathies being with the imprisoned man, she felt a distinct suspicion arising within her concerning the young Englishman. — She wondered whether after all he had really schemed to obtain an appointment in the Ministry; if his present position was only in furtherance of some sinister object?

She spoke of Dubard, but the prisoner was equally silent concerning him.

What I can tell you about either of them amounts to nothing without proof, and without my liberty I cannot obtain that. They know it! he said angrily. They know that while I am here, in prison, my lips are sealed!

But it is infamous! exclaimed the red-faced old general. If you were the victim of a plot laid by these two fellows, whoever they are, the matter ought to be sifted to the bottom. I dont believe you are guilty, Solaro! I told His Excellency the Minister so!

Ah, my dear general, you have been my best friend, declared the man now clothed in sacking in lieu of a uniform. But your efforts must all be unavailing. They are sending me to the loneliness of Gorgona, that place where many a better man than myself has been driven insane by solitude. They know that on Gorgona I shall not live very long — indeed, they will take very good care of that.

They — who are they? inquired Mary quickly.

My enemies.

Mr Macbean and Dubard, you mean?

No, others — others I need not name, he responded vaguely, with a careless shrug of his shoulders.

But if you are the victim of a plot it must have been a most elaborate one, for the mass of evidence against you seems overwhelming. What object could the conspirators have had in view? Were they friends of yours?

Yes — once. Their object was probably not of their own — but that of others, he added.

His words left the impression upon her that his conviction was part of the elaborate scheme of Angelo Borselli. And yet was not that very man now urging her to secure his release!

The affair was increased in mystery a thousandfold.

Then if Mr Macbean was only slightly known to you why should he have plotted to secure your ruin and imprisonment? she queried in eagerness.

As I have already said, they were both in peril as long as I was at liberty. It was to their own interests — indeed for their own safety — that I should be sent here.

What do they fear?

They fear what I could reveal — the facts that I could prove if I were not held here a prisoner, he said bitterly.

And would those facts be strange ones?

They would be startling — they would create a sensation throughout Italy. They would throw a new light on certain affairs connected with the Ministry of War that would come as a thunderclap upon the people.

You defied the Minister, remember, his general remarked gravely.

I know. I lost my head. I broke my sword and threw the pieces at his feet in defiance. I was foolish — ah! very foolish. Only I was angry at his refusal to order a revision of my trial.

Yes, the general admitted. You have prejudiced yourself in His Excellencys eyes, I fear. Your indignation was but natural, but it was ill-advised at that moment. The Minister Morini is not the man to brook defiance in that manner.

But I do defy him still! cried the desperate man, turning to the tragic figure in black. Although he is your father, signorina, I repeat that he has done me an injustice — and that injustice is because he, like the others, fears to give me my liberty!

But if you were released — if I could manage to obtain for you a pardon — would you make the revelations of which you have spoken?

For some minutes he was silent, thinking deeply, apparently reflecting upon the consequences of speaking the truth. Then he answered — 

No. I think not.

Why not?

Because — well, because there are one or two facts of which I have no absolute proof.

But you are certain of Dubards connection with the false charges against you?

Positive. He arranged with Filoména Nodari for my betrayal.

But why? I cannot see the motive, and yet he must have had one!

In his own interests, as well as those of the Englishman.

You mean Macbean?

Yes — the betrayer!

Marys heart beat quickly. She could not grasp his meaning, yet he refused to tell her plainly the whole of the strange circumstances, apparently fearing to give her pain because she had declared herself to be a friend of the Englishman. He was, of course, in ignorance of their friendship, just as he was in ignorance of her engagement to Jules Dubard.

She was in a dilemma — a dilemma absolute and complete. What Borselli had declared — namely, that the unfortunate captain was in possession of some facts which he would prove if he regained his liberty — seemed to be the truth. Yet if she secured his liberty by pressing her father to pardon him, she would only be deliberately giving to his political enemies a weapon whereby they might hound him from office. While, further, he refused to make her a direct promise to tell the truth, or make the revelations — even if liberated.

What could she do? How could she act? His allegations held her amazed, speechless. He had declared himself to be the victim of the ingenious conspiracy formed by the Frenchman and by George Macbean — the latter, of all men! The whole affair was an enigma that was inexplicable.

That Macbean had entered into a plot against him was utterly beyond her comprehension. He was essentially a Londoner, and had surely no interest whatsoever in the Alpine defences of Italy! Dubard was certainly his friend. Had he not, indeed, told her so? He had, only a fortnight before, expressed a hope that Dubard would soon return from the Pyrenees.

And yet that broken, desperate man — the man with whom she had had that pleasant flirtation during one Roman season — had fallen their victim!

But if so, why was Borselli now anxious that he should be freed in order to make his revelations against the very man Dubard who was his intimate friend — the man who it was said had furnished the Opposition with facts — most of them false — regarding her fathers political shortcomings?

She tried to reason it all out, but became the more and more utterly bewildered.

The reason of the captains denunciation of George Macbean was a mystery. When he mentioned the Englishmans name she had noticed a flash in his deep-set eyes betokening a deadly, deep-rooted hatred. And yet it was upon this very man that all her thoughts and reflections had of late been centred.

As they were alone in that grim, gloomy room with its barred partition — the governor having granted them a private conference — she explained how the Socialists had endeavoured to make capital out of the charges against him with a view to obtaining her fathers dismissal from office. She made no mention of her compact with Dubard or her engagement to him, but merely explained how at the eleventh hour, while Montebruno was on his feet in the Chamber of Deputies, the mysterious note had been placed in his hand which had had the effect of arresting the charges he was about to pour forth.

Solaro listened to her in silence while she gave a description of the scene in the Chamber, and related certain details of the conspiracy which she had learned through her father, the details gathered in secret by Vito Ricci.

Ah? he sighed at last, having listened open-mouthed. It is exactly as I expected. Your fathers enemies are mine. Having drawn me safely into their net, they intend to use my condemnation as proof of the insecurity of the frontier and the culpability of the Minister of War.

But if they attack the Minister they must attack me personally? exclaimed the general in surprise; for he had been in ignorance of the widespread intrigue to hold the Ministry of War up to public ridicule and condemnation. As the frontier is under my command, I am personally responsible for its security?

Exactly, Solaro said in a somewhat quieter tone. If His Excellency had ordered a revision of my trial, I should most certainly have been proved innocent, and that being so, the Socialists would have had no direct charge which they could level against the Ministry. But as it is, I stand here condemned, imprisoned as a traitor, and therefore my general is culpable, and above him the Minister himself.

My father should have pardoned you long ago. It is infamous! Mary declared, with rising anger. By refusing your appeal for a new trial he placed himself in this position of peril!

Had I been released I would have given into his hands certain information by which he could have crushed the infamous intrigue against him, said the man behind the bars in a low, desperate tone. But now it is too late for a revision of my sentence. Our enemies have triumphed. I am to be sent to Gorgona, sent to my death, while the plot against His Excellency still exists, and the coup will be made against him at the very moment when he feels himself the most secure. Then, watching the pale face, he added suddenly, Forgive me, signorina, for speaking frankly like this; he is, I recollect, your father. But he has done me a grave injustice; he could have saved me — saved himself — if he had cared to do so.

But you have said that my father fears to give you your liberty? She remarked. If that is so, it is fear, and not disinclination, that has prevented him granting you a pardon?

It is both, he declared hoarsely.

But is there no one else who could assist you — who would expose these enemies and their plot? she asked.

No one, he answered. The most elaborate preparations were made to set the trap into which I unfortunately fell. I was watched in Paris, in Bologna, in Turin — in garrison and out of it. My every movement was noted, in order that it might be misconstrued. That Frenchman who struck up an acquaintance with me in Paris, and who afterwards lent me money, was in the pay of my enemies; and from that all the damning evidence against me was constructed with an ingenuity that was fiendish. I, an innocent man, was condemned without being given any opportunity of proving my defence! Ask Dubard, or the Englishman. Ask them to tell the truth — if they dare!

But tell me more of Mr Macbean, she cried eagerly. What do you allege against him?

I make no allegations, he answered in a low, changed voice. I can suffer in silence. Only when you meet that man tell him that Felice Solaro, from his prison, sends him his warmest remembrances. Then watch his face — that is all. His countenance will tell you the truth.


Chapter Thirty Six.

In the Twilight Hour.
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FOR MARY MORINI the world was full of base intrigue and uncharitableness, of untruth and false friendship. Four years ago she had returned to Italy from that quiet school at Broadstairs to find herself plunged suddenly into a circle of society, torn by all the conflicting failings of the human heart. The world which she had believed to be so full of beauty was only a wild, stormy waste, whereon each traveller was compelled to fight and battle for reputation and for life. Already world-weary before her time, she was nauseated by the hollow shams about her, tired of the glare of those gilded salons, and appalled by the intrigues on every hand — the intrigues which had for their object her fathers ruin and the sacrifice of all her love, her youth, and happiness.

Often she asked herself if there could be any element of good remaining in such a world as hers. She tried it by the test of her religious principle and found it selfish, indolent, and vain, attracting and swallowing up all who lived within the sphere of its contaminating influence. She had believed herself adapted to the exercise of her affections, that she might love, and trust, and hope to the utmost of her wishes; but, alas! hers had been a rude awakening, and the stern realities of life were to her a cruel and bitter revelation.

In her Christian meekness she constantly sought Divine guidance, even though compelled to live amid that gay whirl of Rome; for the date of her marriage was rapidly approaching, the day when the man to whom she had bartered herself in exchange for her fathers life would come forward and claim her.

The season, as society knew it, was far advanced, and although her mind was filled by those grave suspicions conjured up by Solaros allegations, she frequently met and talked with George Macbean. His duties as her fathers secretary took him to the palace a great deal, and sometimes of an evening they met at various official functions to which the young Englishman had also been bidden.

Out of the very poverty and the feebleness of her life, out of sheer desperation, she became drawn towards him, and the bond of friendship became still more closely cemented, even though those suspicions ever arose within her. He was Dubards friend — he had admitted that to her — and as Dubards friend she mistrusted him.

She had no friend in whom she could confide, or of whom she might ask advice. She exchanged few such confidences with her mother, while she was unable to reveal to her father her secret visit to Solaros prison for fear of his displeasure. It was at this crisis of her young life that she felt the absolute want of a participator in her joys, a recipient of her secrets, and a soother of her sorrows, and it was this sense of utter loneliness which rendered the young Englishmans society so welcome to her.

Weeks had passed since her painful interview with poor Solaro. The dull burden of accumulated sorrows hung heavily upon her. She had begun afresh. She had made a fresh dedication of her heart to God. She had commenced her patient work of unravelling the mystery of the great intrigue by which to save her father, and to escape herself from the fate to which she was consigned — she had commenced the work as though it had never been undertaken before, supported by Christian faith, and ever striving not to prejudge the man whose friendship had now become so necessary to her existence.

What the unfortunate prisoner had told her, however, had opened her eyes to many plain facts, the chief of them being that Borselli had, by his suggestion that she should secure the captains release, endeavoured to induce her to bring ruin upon her own father. For the Minister to sign a decree of pardon now was impossible. Such an action must inevitably cause his downfall; therefore it was necessary that the captain should remain in prison, although innocent.

In Rome a sudden tranquillity had fallen upon the face of that ever-changing political world around the throne. Mary, who was seen at every ball and at every official dinner, still retained her golden and exuberant youth, her joyous step, her sweet smile, and the world believed her very happy. She was to marry Jules Dubard. But at home, in the hours of loneliness in her own room, there fell upon her the grim tragedy of it all, and she shed tears, bitter tears, because she was still fettered, still unable to discover the truth.

Two years ago she had possessed all the freshness of unwearied nature, the glow of health, that life-spring of all the energies of thought and action — the power to believe as well as to hope — the earnestness of zeal unchilled by disappointment, the first awakening of joy, the clear perception of a mind unbiassed in its search of truth, the fervour of an untroubled soul. But alas! the world had now disappointed her. Like Felice Solaro, like her father, she too had fallen a victim of those unscrupulous persons whose base craft and low cunning were alike mysterious and unfathomable.

George Macbean, watching her as closely as he did, realised the gradual change in her, and was much puzzled. True, she wore the same magnificent Paris-made gowns, was as humorous and irresponsible, and laughed as gaily as she had done in those summer days in England. Yet sometimes, as they sat alone, he detected that burden of grief and sadness that oppressed her mind. Soon she was to marry Dubard, yet her attitude was by no means that of the self-satisfied bride. Ignorant of the bitter reflections within her, he was, of course, much mystified at those gloomy, despairing words that sometimes involuntarily fell from her lips. He did not know, as she so vividly realised, that the day she married Jules Dubard her beloved father would again be at the mercy of those who sought his downfall.

Her Excellency had suggested a visit to Paris for the trousseau, but this she had declined. She had no desire for the gaiety which a visit to the French capital would entail. Therefore all the dresses and lingerie were being made in Florence and Rome; a magnificent trousseau, which a princess of the blood might have envied, for Camillo Morini never spared any expense where his daughter was concerned.

Yet she scarcely looked at the rich and costly things as they arrived in huge boxfuls, but ordered Teresa to put them aside, sighing within herself that the world was so soon to make merry over the great tragedy of her life.

Dubard was still at Bayonne, detained on business connected with his estate. He wrote frequently, and, much against her own inclination, she was compelled to reply to his letters. More than one person in her own set remarked upon the prolonged absence of the popular young Frenchman who had become so well known in the Eternal City, but only one person guessed the true reason — and that person was George Macbean.

Late one afternoon she had been driving on the Pincio, as was her habit each day. She was alone, her mother being too unwell to go out, and just as the passeggiata, or fashionable promenade, was over, she passed the young Englishman walking alone. She bowed and drove on, but presently stopped her victoria, alighted, and telling the coachman that she would walk home, dismissed him.

Most of the carriages had already left that beautiful hill-garden from the terraces of which one obtains such wonderful panoramas of the ancient city, and it being nearly six oclock, the promenaders were now mostly Cookites, the women bloused and tweed-skirted, and the men in various costumes of England, from the inevitable blue serge suit to the breeches and golf-cap of the seaside, — people with whom she was unacquainted. In a few moments they met, and he turned happily and walked in her direction.

Im cramped, she declared. Ive been in the carriage nearly three mortal hours, first paying calls with father, and then here alone. I saw you, so it was a good opportunity of getting a walk. You go to the Princess Palmieris to-night, I suppose?

Yes, Her Highness has sent me a card, he answered— thanks to your father, I suppose. As she walked beside him, in a beautiful gown of pale dove grey with a large black hat, he glanced at her admiringly and added, I saw in to-days Tribuna that the count is expected back in two or three days. Have you had news of him?

I received a letter yesterday — from Biarritz. He is with his aunt, who is very unwell, and is paying a dutiful visit before coming here.

In silence they walked on, passing the water-clock and descending the hill until they came to that small piazza with the stone balustrade that affords such a magnificent vista of the ancient city. Here they halted to enjoy the view, as the tourists were enjoying it. The wonderful Eternal City with its hundred towers lay below them in the calm golden mist of evening. It was a scene she had looked upon hundreds of times, yet at that moment she was attracted by the crowd of personally conducted who stood at the stone balustrade and gazed away in the direction of where the huge dome of St. Peters loomed up through the haze. Like many a cosmopolitan, she took a mischievous delight in mingling with a crowd of English tourists and hearing their comments upon things Italian — remarks that were often drily humorous. She stood at her companions side, chatting with him while the light faded, the glorious afterglow died away, and the tourists, recollecting the hour of their respective tables dhôte, descended the hill to the city. And then, when they were alone, he turned to her and, with a touch of bitterness in his voice, said — 

I suppose very soon you will leave Rome and live in Paris. Has the count made any plans?

We live this summer at the château, was her answer. The winter he intends to spend on the Riviera.

And Rome will lose you! he exclaimed in regret. At the Countess Bardis last night they were discussing it, and everyone expressed sorrow that you should leave them.

She sighed deeply, and in her eyes he thought he detected the light of tears.

For many things I shall really not be sorry to leave Rome, she answered blankly. Only I wish I were going to live in dear old England. I have no love for Paris, and the artificiality of the Riviera I detest. It is the plague-spot of Europe. What people can really see in it beyond the attraction of gambling I never can understand. The very atmosphere is hateful to anyone with a spark of self-respect.

They were leaning on the old grey stonework, their faces turned to the darkening valley where wound the Tiber, the centre of the civilisation of all the ages, the great misty void wherein the lights were already beginning to twinkle.

Furtively he glanced at her countenance, and saw upon her white brow a look of deep, resigned despair. He loved her — this beautiful woman who was to sacrifice herself to the man who he knew had entrapped her, and yet whom he dare not denounce for fear of incriminating himself. He, who worshipped her — who loved her in truth and in silence as no man had ever loved a woman — was compelled to stand by and witness the tragedy! Night after night, when he thought of it as he paced his room, he clenched his hands in sheer despair and cried to himself in agony.

Dubard was to be her husband — Jules Dubard, the man who, knowing of his presence in Rome, feared to return to claim her as his wife!

You are very silent, Miss Mary! he managed to say at last, watching her pale, beautiful face set away towards the dark valley.

I was thinking, she answered, turning slowly, facing him, and looking straight into his eyes.

Of what?

Shall I tell you frankly?

Certainly, he said, smiling. You are always frank with me, are you not?

Well, I was thinking of a man who was once my friend — a man whom I believe you have cause to remember, she replied in a meaning tone— a man named Felice Solaro!

Felice Solaro! he gasped, quickly starting back, his cheeks blanching as he repeated the name. If Felice Solaro is a friend of yours, Miss Mary, then he has probably told you the truth — the ghastly truth? he cried hoarsely, as his face fell. He has revealed to you the mystery concerning General Sazarac! Tell me — tell me what allegation has he made against me?


Chapter Thirty Seven.

At Orton Court Again.
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GEORGE MACBEAN STOOD at the window of the rectors little study at Thornby, gazing out across the level lawn.

Outside, the typical old-fashioned English garden, bright in the June sunlight, was a wealth of flowers, while the old house itself was embowered in honeysuckle and roses. Beyond the tall box-hedge stood the ancient church-tower, square and covered with ivy, round which the rooks were lazily circling against the blue and cloudless sky. Through the open diamond-paned window came the fragrant perfume of the flowers, with a breath of that open English air that was to him refreshing after the dust and turmoil of the Eternal City.

Getting tired of being a cosmopolitan — eh? laughed the big, good-humoured man, turning to him. I thought you would.

No. Im not altogether tired, he answered. But a change is beneficial to us all, you know. I suppose my wire surprised you?

Yes, and no. Of course I heard three weeks ago that the Morinis were returning to Orton for the wedding, and I naturally expected you to put in an appearance. What a lucky dog you are to have got such an appointment! And yet you grumble at your bread and cheese. Look at me! Two sermons, Sunday school, religious instruction, mothers meeting, coal club — same thing each week, year in, year out — and cant afford to do the swagger and keep a curate! I never get a change, except now and then a day with the hounds or a dinner from some charitably disposed person. But what about the marriage? We all thought it was to be in Italy. Hes French and shes Italian, so to be married in England they must have had no end of formalities.

Mary is a Protestant, remember — and a Cabinet Minister can do anything — so they are to be married in Orton church, he added in a strange tone, his eyes turned towards the sunlit lawn, over which old Hayes, the groom-gardener, was running the machine.

I ought to have called to congratulate her, but as you know I only returned last night from doing duty over at Eye. I ought to drive over after tea. Is the count there?

No. When we left Rome I came straight to London on some urgent private business of His Excellencys, and they remained a week in Paris, where Dubard was — to complete the trousseau, I suppose.

It is one of Marys whims to be married by special licence by the Canon at Orton, Ive heard. Is that so? asked Sinclair.

The young man nodded. He had no desire to discuss the tragedy, for he knew well that the marriage was a loveless one, and although his own affection had been unspoken, he was beside himself with grief and despair. He, who knew the truth, yet dare not utter one single word to save her!

For ten days he had been in London, staying at his old chambers with Billy Grenfell, and transacting business at the Italian Consulate-General connected with the formalities of the marriage, formalities which were expedited because his employer was Minister of War. Paragraphs had crept into the press, the ladies papers had published Marys portrait, and the marriage, because it was to take place in a village church, was called a romantic one.

George Macbean smiled bitterly when he recollected how much more of tragedy than romance there was in it. He adored her; for months her face had been the very sun of his existence, and in those recent weeks they had become so closely associated that even her mother had looked somewhat askance at the secretarys attentions, to which she had seemed in no way averse. A bond of sincerest sympathy had drawn them together. She was in no way given to flirtation; not even her bitterest enemies, those jealous women who were always ready to create scandal and invent untruths about her, could charge her with that. No. She had accepted Georges warm, platonic friendship in the spirit it was given, at the same time ever struggling to stifle down that strange and startling allegation which Felice Solaro had made against him.

The very world seemed united against her, for even in George Macbean, the man whom she had believed to be the ideal of honesty and uprightness, she dared not put her absolute trust.

The Court is full of visitors, George remarked a few minutes later, so I thought Id come here and stay. I can drive over there every day. Next week we go back to Rome again for another month, and then his Excellency returns on leave to England.

Youre cultivating quite an official air, my dear boy, exclaimed the rector, refilling his pipe and glad to change the subject of conversation. Your letters to me headed Ministry of War — First Division are most imposing documents. Id like to have a trot round Rome with you. Ive never been farther than Boulogne — seven-and-sixpence worth of sea-sickness from Folkestone — and I dont think much of foreign parts, if thats a specimen of them.

Macbean smiled at his uncles bluff remarks, and then fell to giving him some description of the Ministers palace in Rome, and of his position in the society of the Eternal City.

After early tea Hayes brought round the trap, and the two men drove over to Orton Court, where, on entering, there were signs everywhere for the coming event, which, now that it was known who Camillo Morini really was, created much excitement throughout the countryside. The decision that the marriage should take place in England had been quite a sudden one — but, curiously enough, it had been at Dubards own instigation. George had gathered that fact, and it held him mystified. The bridegroom had some hidden reason in making that suggestion.

The instant the rector saw Mary he recognised what a change had taken place in her. Within himself he asked whether it was due to the secret that his nephew had confessed to him. Standing in the long, old-fashioned drawing-room, with its big bowls of roses, he apologised for not calling earlier, and congratulated her; whereupon she responded in a quiet, inert voice — 

It is very kind of you, Mr Sinclair — very kind indeed. I dont know if youve had a card, it has all been done in such a rush, but you will come on Thursday, wont you?

He accepted with pleasure, and glancing at his nephew, saw that the young mans face told its own sad tale.

Has not the count arrived? asked Macbean of her.

No. I had a wire this morning. He leaves Paris to-night, so hell be here after luncheon to-morrow.

Leaving Sinclair with Mary, George went along to the study, where he found the Minister busy with some important despatches which had just arrived by special messenger from the Italian Embassy in London, therefore he was compelled to seat himself at the table opposite and assist his chief.

So long did the correspondence take that the rector and his nephew were invited to remain to dine informally, George being placed, to his great delight, next the unhappy woman whom he so dearly loved. It was the last time he would dine with her, he told himself during the meal, and through his brain crowded memories of those happy hours spent at her side amid the brilliant glitter of the salons in Rome when, although hundreds were around him, he had only eyes for her, and her alone. And he, by that relentless fate that held him silent, was compelled to stand by and watch her noble self-sacrifice!


Chapter Thirty Eight.

Silence for Silence!
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ON THE FOLLOWING night, as eleven oclock slowly chimed from the pointed steeple of Orton church, George Macbean was walking along the narrow path that led from the highroad to Rugby first across the wide cornfields and then through the small dark wood until he reached the river bank. Here he halted at a low stile which barred the path, and waited.

Before him ran the river grey and placid beneath the clouded moon, behind him the pitch darkness of the covert where hounds were always certain of finding a fox or two in the course of the season. The cry of a night bird, the rustling of a rat among the rushes, and the distant howl of a dog up at the village were the only sounds that broke the quiet. Not a breath of wind ruffled the surface of the deep stream, not a leaf was stirred until of a sudden there came the sound of footsteps, and the dark figure of a man loomed up against the misty grey.

Eh bien? inquired the man in French as he approached; for the new-comer was none other than Jules Dubard. He was staying at an hotel in Rugby, and they had met that afternoon under Morinis roof, greatly to the Frenchmans surprise. But he had managed to conceal his chagrin, to greet the secretary so that none should suspect the truth, and now, at Macbeans suggestion, had come forth to meet him alone.

The pair were once again face to face.

And well? George asked, speaking in the same language the Frenchman had used. It is I who should demand the reason of your presence here, msieur.

Ah, my dear friend, replied the other, this is a meeting very fortunate for me, for it enables me to say something which I have long wanted to say.

I have no wish to hear you. I only demand the reason you are here — a guest in the Ministers house.

You surely know, he laughed airily. Am I not to marry Mademoiselle Marie?

You have schemed to do so, I know.

Well, well, he remarked philosophically, we are both schemers — are we not, my dear George? In scheming, however, so very little is certain. But in this world one thing is certain — namely, that Mademoiselle Marie will become Comtesse Dubard at three oclock on the day after to-morrow.

The two men were standing quite close to each other, and in that grey light could readily watch the expression of each others faces.

It is your intention, no doubt, answered Macbean. But during the month I have been in Rome I have not been idle. I have learned how Angelo Borselli still holds you in the hollow of his hand, and how cleverly he has made you his cats-paw to ruin and disgrace Morini. Listen, and if I speak an untruth deny it. Ever since the Sazarac affair you and Borselli have actively conspired against Camillo Morini. The Under-Secretary, with your assistance, had arranged a political coup, but in order to compel Miss Mary to give her consent to this scandalous marriage, you have induced Borselli to stay his hand. You are forcing her to marry you, in order to save her father from ruin and probably from suicide, well knowing, however, what Borsellis intentions are, as soon as she is your wife and you have obtained her dot! You intend—

Look here, hound! Did you ask me to come here to insult me? cried the Frenchman in fury, advancing a pace in a threatening manner.

You have said you have something to say to me, was his response. But before you say it, I wish to make plain what are my intentions.

And what are they, pray?

I intend to prevent Mary Morini making this sacrifice, was his quiet, determined reply.

You love her yourself! Friends of mine have watched you in Rome. Although I was absent, I knew quite well that you were in her fathers service; but believe me, I was in no manner anxious, first because of your menial position — a mere secretary — and secondly, because of the past.

The past! cried Macbean. The past! Surely you ought not to speak of the past — you, to whom the family of Morini, the father of the innocent woman you have schemed to marry, owes the peril in which he now exists. You shall never marry her! he added angrily. Never!

There was a brief silence, then Dubard responded with a defiant laugh.

You cannot prevent it, my friend.

But I will.

And expose yourself?

I shall at least expose a man who has marked down a pure and innocent woman as his victim.

Dubard laughed again, saying — 

Of course. Youve fallen in love with her, and are jealous that she should become my wife!

I am her friend, he declared. And I will protect her.

And allow the charges to be made against her father.

They will be brought whether you marry her or not — you know that quite well. I have not been private secretary to Morini without discovering the insecurity of his official position, and the deadly rivalry and crafty cunning of Angelo Borselli. Again, answer me one question — why is Felice Solaro, your friend, condemned as a traitor?

He doesnt concern me in the least, was the others reply.

But the matter concerns me, Macbean went on. Recollect how studiously you have avoided me ever since August, when I recognised you driving over in that road yonder — when an evil fate threw me again across your path.

You appear, then, to believe that I am in fear of you? he said. But let me tell you that I have no such anxiety whatsoever. Try and prevent my marriage — but recollect it will be at your own peril?

George knew well at what his enemy had hinted — he knew too well that if he uttered one word it would bring upon him a deadly peril — that he would be hurled to ruin and disgrace. Nevertheless, he was determined to sacrifice himself rather than all that he held most dear should be snatched away from him by that man whose very existence and position was an adventure and a fraud.

But feeing the Frenchman determinedly, he said — 

The reason I invited you out here was to tell you frankly my intention, and so allow you opportunity to leave the place before the truth is known. I intend to go to-morrow to the Minister and tell him exactly the true state of affairs. He is in utter ignorance that it was you who stayed the adverse tide against him in the Chamber of Deputies — in ignorance that you made that vile, despicable agreement with his poor unfortunate daughter. When I have spoken we shall see whether he will allow the marriage to take place.

And when you have spoken we shall also see whether he will not hear my own story.

I am prepared for any allegation you may make against me, responded George. You may ruin me — you may do what you and your friends will — but you shall never marry Mary Morini!

I defy you!

Very well — we shall see.

Tell the Minister what you choose, but remember that if you endeavour to create friction between us, I will show you no mercy, he cried between his teeth. Until now I have been silent, but—

Youve been silent because you know too well that you fear to speak — you fear to make any allegations against me. I know rather too much! declared the Englishman, with confidence.

Much or little, it does not concern me in the least, replied the foreigner. You create unpleasantness, and eh bien! I do the same.

Then you actually intend that that desperate woman, in deadly fear of her fathers ruin, shall become your wife?

I do.

Then I tell you, Dubard, he cried, that I will not allow it! I will never allow it. I will tell the truth, and bear the consequences.

The consequences! exclaimed the Frenchman in a deep, serious voice, his teeth hard set in anger which he strove to suppress, but which nevertheless rose by reason of his quick foreign nature. The consequences! Have you realised them all? You seem to have a short memory, my dear friend — and a short memory is often convenient. Shall I refresh it for you? he asked, as the man before him clutched at the wooden rail of the stile for support, although striving valiantly to preserve a defiant calm. Shall I recall to you the memory of those sunny winter days when your employer Morgan-Mason took you with him to the Villa Puget at Mentone, when he was the guest of his brother-in-law, General Felix Sazarac? Shall—

I know! I know! cried the young Englishman. I know all — why should you recall all that?

To refresh your memory, my dear friend, responded Dubard, with withering sarcasm. Do you recollect how that we were friends in those days — you, Felice Solaro, and myself? Solaro and I were at the Hôtel National, and you were given a room at the villa by your employers hostess, his elder sister, Madame Sazarac — who had married the general. Do you not remember these days, spent at Monte Carlo, or up at La Turbie, our luncheons, our dinners at the Paris, and our little games at the tables? Oh yes, you had a merry time then — we all had — even the poor general himself. And then—

Stop! Macbean implored, raising both his hands. Enough! — I know! Heavens! — as though I could ever forget!

But you have forgotten, it seems, or you — of all persons — would never seek to come between me and the woman I am to marry. Therefore hear me — once and for all. And when you have heard, reflect well before you adopt a course which must inevitably reflect upon yourself — nay more, which must cause your own ruin. Do you recollect how your employer Morgan-Mason had gone alone to Marseilles to meet his Indian manager who was returning to England, and how you, being alone, the general often invited you to ride with him up the Corniche road, and sometimes into the mountains? He was fond of the English because his wife was English, and he had taken a great fancy to you. Being in command of the Alpine frontier defences in France, he had often to make inspections of those high-up fortresses that guard the passes into Italy, and one day he invited you to ride with him away up to the fortress of Saint Martin Lantosque that overlooks Monte Malto.

I will not hear you! cried Macbean hoarsely. Enough! Enough!

But the Frenchman continued in the same quiet, hard, meaning tone, his voice sounding clear in the quiet of night.

With Solaro I chanced to call at the villa just as your horses were brought round, and we stood upon the steps and saw you mount. You waved your hand triumphantly to us, and trotted away at the side of the man who held the south-east frontier of France under his command. Do you recollect, as you rode down the drive bordered by its flowering azaleas, how you turned and looked back at us, in wonder whether we suspected your intentions? Perhaps not — the truth remains the same, he added, his face now closer to that of the man against whom he was making that withering accusation. You rode nearly twenty miles into the mountains, and were high up above the Vesubie, in a wild, solitary district devoid of any human habitation, when, it being hot, you offered your brandy-flask to the general, who was without one — for you yourself had surreptitiously taken it from his holster prior to setting out. Being thirsty, he took a long drink. Half an hour later he felt ill, and dismounted. And in an hour the poor fellow was dead!

George Macbean stood still, gripping the moss-grown rail, glaring at his accuser, though no word escaped his lips.

The cognac you gave to the general was never suspected by the doctors, who declared the fatality to be due to an internal malady from which he had long suffered, and which was known might cause sudden death. The gallant officer was buried with military honours in Nice, and none were aware of the truth save Solaro and I. We knew that a sum of money which the general had upon him had been stolen, and further, that the brandy you had given him you had not dared to drink yourself. In secret, we charged you with the generals murder, for the sake of the money upon him; but you defied us, and made a gallant fight to brave it out. But it was useless. Solaro declared that you had concealed the money, whereupon you offered to allow us to search your possessions, and we found a draft on the Credit Lyonnais in the flap of your writing-case. You offered to allow us to seal, before your eyes, the brandy in the bottle in your room, together with that remaining in your flask, and we sent it to be analysed by an analyst in Paris whom you yourself named. You hoped to mislead us, to disarm our suspicions by allowing us to make all the inquiries we, as friends of the general, thought fit! Ah! that was a fatal mistake, my friend! You condemned yourself. The analysts report does not lie. I still have it here, in my pocket-book, and do you know what it says? It states that the contents of both bottle and the flask filled from it were submitted to the tests of Marsh, Reinsch, and Fresenius, and in each case the result was the same — the cognac contained sufficient of a specific irritant poison of an arsenical nature to render a single mouthful of it a fatal dose! This document, he added, touching his breast-pocket as he spoke, proves you to be the murderer of Felix Sazarac — you poisoned him deliberately when up alone in that mountain pass, and Solaro found in your effects part of the money you stole from the dead mans pockets?

Macbean tried to speak, but his throat contracted; he was unable. Alas! that terrible truth had been ever before him since that fatal day in spring, when his life had been fettered. Try how he would, he could not put from him the horror of those awful hours. There were, unfortunately, witnesses against him, witnesses who could prove his guilt and send him to an assassins punishment.

Well? he managed to gasp at last in a low, half-frightened voice, his heart beating quickly as he half turned and faced his accuser.

Only this, answered Jules Dubard determinedly; silence for silence! You understand now, my friend — silence for silence!

And then the two men parted.

The morning dawned bright and sunny — the morning of Marys wedding day — one of those fresh, brilliant days in June when the grass-country looks its gladdest and best.

The bells were pealing merrily from the old church-tower of Orton in honour of the event, upon the lawn a large marquee had been erected, and the men down from London with the wedding breakfast were bustling everywhere, while the excitement out in the village was intense.

Morini and his wife were both happy at the match, and in the long dining-room some of the presents were displayed, including a splendid pearl collar from Her Majesty the Queen of Italy. The house was full of visitors, several of them being persons of the highest aristocracy in Italy, who had been specially invited over for the wedding, and there was gaiety everywhere.

The only person who took no part in the bustle was the bride herself, for alone in her bright little room she was upon her knees imploring the Divine aid for strength in that hour of her greatest trial.

During those past weeks, as each day brought her nearer that hateful union, she had pondered deeply, trying to devise some means by which to escape, but alas! she saw too well that refusal would only bring ruin upon her fathers head; while, if she did marry Dubard, she had no security that the blow would not fall upon her family afterwards. So she had been compelled to bow to the inevitable, to make that sacrifice of her love, of her very life.

Those who had seen her in Rome lolling in her splendid carriage drawn by that perfect pair of English bays, dancing in those gilded salons, or laughing with her neighbour at dinner at one or other of the foreign embassies, had surely never dreamed that that bright, happy girl, whose engagement was discussed everywhere, had such a heavy burden of sorrow within her young heart.

Before her lay her bridal gown, a magnificent creation from the Rue de la Paix, with old lace that had once belonged to the extinct royal house of Naples. But when she gazed upon it she burst into a flood of tears, and sank again upon her knees in desperation.

Teresa came at last and tried to calm her.

Signorina! signorina! she exclaimed, stroking the dark hair, which, unbound, fell upon her shoulders. Your eyes will look so red. Oh, surely you should be happy to-day!

Happy! groaned the unfortunate girl bitterly, as she slowly staggered to her feet. There is no happiness for me — none — none.

At last the pale-faced girl, summoning up all the courage she possessed, seated herself before the mirror, and having allowed Teresa to dress her hair for the bridal, proceeded, with the help of Santina, her mothers maid, her mother, and Vi Walters — who was one of the wedding guests — to put on the gown with its wonderful train and real orange-blossoms from the orangery at San Donato.

Meanwhile, however, in the study below, Camillo Morini was sitting with his enemy, Angelo Borselli, who had practically invited himself on a flying visit to the ceremony, and whom he could not well refuse without giving him a direct insult. Morini hated the man who had ever been his evil genius, but in the present circumstances dared not openly quarrel with him. Therefore he treated him with diplomatic friendliness.

They were smoking their cigars together when Dubard, elegantly dressed, entered merrily, and greeted them. Borselli had only arrived late on the previous night, therefore he had not seen him before.

Well, my friend! cried the Sicilian, I congratulate you. You will have the best of wives in all the world — and the best of fathers-in-law, that Im sure.

Ah, Im certain I shall, replied the bridegroom. But what great preparations are being made!

Half the country will be here to the reception later on, Morini remarked, laughing.

Where is your secretary — Macbean? inquired Dubard.

He is not here yet. He is staying with his uncle over at Thornby, was His Excellencys reply.

And the bridegroom smiled to himself. His words of the previous night would, he knew, have their effect.

Silence for silence!


Chapter Thirty Nine.

Revelations.
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AT THAT MOMENT, however, the door suddenly opened, causing the three men to turn and glance, when, to their surprise, they saw, standing before them, the man whose name had just been mentioned. Dubard held his breath. Macbeans face was bloodless, his lips quivered, his hands were clenched, his whole countenance seemed to have altered in those moments of tension and determination, and as he closed the door behind him and advanced boldly into the room, trying to speak in a cool voice, he addressed the Minister — 

Your Excellency, the tragedy of this marriage must not take place — for your own sake, as well as for your daughters.

In an instant the three men were upon their feet, electrified by the Englishmans startling words.

What do you mean? asked Morini, looking at him amazed.

Yes, cried Dubard, stepping forward angrily. Let us hear what this fellow means.

You wish to hear, exclaimed Macbean, facing the Frenchman boldly. Then listen! I allege that Miss Morini has been forced into this marriage by you — and by that man there, he added, pointing to the sallow-faced Sicilian. If you doubt me, he said, turning to the Minister of War, ask her yourself. This man Dubard made a promise to her that, in exchange for her hand, he would prevent the crisis which Borselli had arranged to bring ruin and disgrace upon you. You will recollect the mysterious letter received by Montebruno when he was already upon his feet in the Chamber. That letter was sent by your enemy, Borselli, at Dubards instigation, because your poor daughter had consented to sacrifice herself in order to save you. It is my duty to tell you this, your Excellency. You have been pleased to take me into your service, to treat me almost as a confidential friend, and it is my duty therefore to speak the truth and to save Miss Mary from falling the victim of this man?

Victim! cried Dubard quickly. What do you mean?

I mean that you intend to marry her, and having done so, your friend here, General Angelo Borselli, will strike his blow at His Excellency — a merciless blow, that will crush and ruin him.

Bah! exclaimed the Sicilian. All this is a mere fiction! He loves your daughter himself, my dear Camillo. There is lots of gossip about it in Rome.

During my employment in the Ministry I have kept both ears and eyes open, Macbean went on. I know well with what devilish ingenuity you have plotted against your chief, how you have forced him deeper and deeper into financial intrigue, in order that your revelations may be the greater, and how, in order to propitiate your accomplice Dubard, you have stayed your hand until this marriage is effected.

Basta! cried the Sicilian. I will not be insulted by a common employee like you!

Nor I! exclaimed Dubard, his face white with passion, as he turned to Macbean. My affairs are no concern of yours — they concern myself and the lady who is to become my wife. I am amazed that you, of all men, should dare to come forward and make these unfounded charges against us. Hitherto I have kept my silence, but as you have sought exposure I will speak the truth. Then your employer shall judge as to which of us is worthy of confidence, and which—

I make no plea for myself, declared George, quickly interrupting him. I merely intervene on behalf of a broken and defenceless woman — the woman you have so cleverly entrapped.

But Dubard only laughed drily, and said — 

Very well. Let His Excellency listen to you — and afterwards to me.

Then let me speak first, cried the Englishman desperately. Let me tell you myself the truth of the Sazarac affair.

Borsellis face fell, and Morinis countenance changed colour in an instant. Mention of that name was sufficient to cause both men quick apprehension.

You need not do that, the Sicilian managed to say. But I will, Macbean went on. You shall hear me. I know the truth is an unwelcome one, but lest others shall tell you any garbled version of it, I will be frank and fearless with you. In the winter three years ago I was taken by Mr Morgan-Mason, whose secretary I was, to stay with General Felix Sazarac, whose wife was my employers elder sister, the younger sister having married a Mr Fitzroy. The general, who was in command of the French garrisons on the Alpine frontier, lived at the Villa Puget, at Mentone, and at the Hôtel National there was staying his friend Dubard — the man before you. We became friendly, for the general often invited Dubard to dine at the villa, and after a time there arrived in Mentone at the same hotel an acquaintance of the counts — a young Italian gentleman of means named Solaro, who was also introduced at the Villa Puget, and who also became one of our intimate friends. Curiously enough, however, the general did not seem to care for Solaros company, yet he frequently invited me to ride out with him, and gave me good mounts from the barracks. Well, he went on, after a slight pause, all went merrily for over two months, until one day, when Mr Morgan-Mason had gone to Marseilles, the general invited me to ride with him up into the mountains to the fortress above Saint Martin Lantosque, which he had to inspect. The morning was a bright one, with all the prospects of a blazing day, and we first rode across the plain behind Mentone, and then began to ascend the rough mountain paths into the Alps. We had ridden some fourteen miles or so, when the general suddenly exclaimed, That rascally servant of mine has forgotten my flask again! Never mind, I called to him. I have mine. I filled it with cognac and water before starting. Thats good! he laughed.— We shall want a drink before long. Its going to be a blazer to-day! And then we toiled on and on, up the steep rough paths that wound higher and higher over the mountains. Just before midday, however, the general pulled up, removed his cap, and declaring that he was thirsty, took a long pull at the flask I handed to him.

And then? asked Morini almost involuntarily, as he stood listening to the story.

I was not thirsty myself, so I put the flask back into the holster, and we rode on again, laughing together and enjoying the glorious panorama at our feet. Half an hour later, however, my companion complained of queer pains in his head and giddiness, which he attributed to the sun, and pulling up he dismounted. We were then in a lonely spot in a district utterly unknown to me. The general grew worse, being seized by strange cramping pains in the stomach and a curious twitching of the face. I gave him some water from a spring close by, and bathed his head, but he grew worse, and seemed to lapse into a state of coma. Suddenly he opened his eyes, and motioning to me that he wished to speak, he gasped faintly, Tell them I did it because those Jews were pressing me — I regret it — regret — but it is useless! Then after a pause he managed to articulate, My wife! — my dear wife — my love to her, Msieur Macbean — my love to her — I — I — Then his jaw dropped, and I found him dead upon my arm! This fatal seizure appalled me. I shouted, but no one heard. I was miles and miles from civilisation in the centre of the wildest district of the Alps, therefore I covered the dead mans face with his handkerchief, tethered his horse, and rode back ten miles or so to a little village we had passed. The general was brought back to Mentone that night, and at the Villa Puget the scene was a sad and tragic one. I gave poor madame her husbands dying message, but his words about the Jews puzzled her. She could not understand them in the least. It was a mystery.

They were words invented by you, declared Dubard in a hard tone. Tell these gentlemen the truth! It was you who gave the poor fellow the cognac — you who poisoned him!

I gave him the brandy, I admit, exclaimed Macbean quickly, but I swear I was unaware that it was poisoned!

You filled it from the bottle in your room. Now you have gone so far, tell the whole truth.

I am not afraid, Macbean went on boldly. On the night when the body of the general was brought home you came with Solaro to my room, locked the door, and charged me with administering poison — although three doctors had seen him, and as they had all previously treated him for a malady which they knew might terminate fatally on too violent exercise, they had decided that no post-mortem examination was necessary. Your allegation astounded me, but you asked for the key of the cupboard wherein I kept the bottle of brandy. There was some remaining, as well as the remains of that mixed with water in the flask. As I denied that I had poisoned him you both urged that, in satisfaction, I should seal both bottle and flask and submit them to some analyst in Paris. This I willingly did, entirely unsuspecting any plot. I packed them in a box, and myself saw them despatched.

And the analysts report is here! exclaimed Dubard, waving the paper triumphantly before the speakers eyes. It proves that you deliberately poisoned General Sazarac, while Solaro, if he were here, could prove further that he found in your writing-case the draft which you stole from the dead mans pocket?

I know only too well the circumstantial evidence that was against me, said Macbean, addressing Morini. I had been the victim of a clever and ingenious plot in which the unfortunate officer had lost his life. But why? There seemed no motive whatever. I returned to England a suspected man, and from that day I did not come face to face with Dubard until I recognised him last year driving on the Rugby road, and heard to my amazement that he was engaged to your daughter Mary. Ever since then I have desired to re-encounter this man, and to clear myself of the terrible charge he brings against me.

And how do you propose to do that? inquired His Excellency, astonished at the entirely new complexion placed upon that tragic affair which had caused him so much mental anxiety and so many sleepless nights.

I can only declare my complete innocence. I was, no doubt, the agent who administered the fatal cognac, but I certainly was ignorant of it, and would never have poisoned the man who had showed me so many kindnesses.

Then I think it is only in the interests of justice if this report of the analyst is given into the hands of the Paris police, remarked the Sicilian, who had remained silent, but whose active mind nevertheless had been at work to discern some means of effectually closing Macbeans mouth.

The young Englishman started. He had not expected such a suggestion. He foresaw the difficulty of proving his innocence when such witnesses as Solaro and Dubard were against him.

For the present, we will leave that aside, said the Minister, in as quiet a voice as he could. My first duty, as father of my child, is to investigate this allegation of Macbeans, and he touched the bell. To the man who answered his summons he said in English in a determined tone — 

Ask Miss Mary to kindly step down here for one moment. I desire to see her without a minutes delay. Say that I have some urgent news for her.

Very good, your Excellency. And the door was closed again.

Dubard and Borselli exchanged uneasy glances; but a dead silence had fallen between the four men — a silence that was broken by the sound of wheels out on the gravelled drive. There were lots of coming and going in that bustling day, wedding guests arriving, and the brides luggage being despatched, so as to meet her in London before they left for Paris on the following morning.

The pause was painful. Macbean looked at the pair who had for so long been united hand and glove against the Minister, and recognised the spirit of murder in their glance. They would have killed him had they dared, for they knew too well that he had now revealed to the Minister the actual truth. Borselli, who had enticed him to Rome hoping to ensure his secrecy over the Sazarac affair, had placed his own head in the lions mouth by so doing. It was seldom he made an error in his clever schemes, but he knew that he had done so on this occasion, and that it would require all his ingenuity and cunning to escape from such a compromising situation.

The minutes passed, but neither spoke a word. Each man feared to utter a sentence lest it should be seized upon and misconstrued, while the Minister himself, silent and distinguished-looking, glanced from one to the other, and waited for his beloved daughter to enter and to speak.


Chapter Forty.

The Story of Captain Solaro.
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AT LAST THERE was a light footstep out in the hall. The door opened, and she entered, radiant in her wonderful bridal gown and orange-blossoms, her long sweeping train behind, but without her veil, of course, her beautiful face revealed in all its haggard pallor.

Dubard sprang forward to welcome her; but ere he could take her hand he fell back in utter dismay, for behind her, silhouetted in the doorway, stood the figure of a man in a grey felt hat and a light overcoat.

Great heavens! gasped Macbean, who at the same moment recognised the new-comer. Solaro! Felice Solaro!

Yes, replied the other, in a quiet, distinct voice, as he came into the room behind the Ministers daughter in her rustling silks. I am fortunately here, not by His Excellencys decree, but by the generous clemency of the king himself, who, on the occasion of his birthday, three days ago, and in consequence of a petition of my family, gave me my liberty with others. I heard what was in progress, and so I have travelled here to ascertain the truth, and to clear myself of the base and scandalous charges those men who stand there have brought against me, and he raised his finger and pointed to the Sicilian and the Frenchman, both of whose faces had, on the instant of recognising him, become entirely changed.

It seems, signorina, he said in Italian, turning his pale, emaciated face to Mary, who stood in the centre of the room utterly dumbfounded at the dramatic scene, it seems that by good fortune I am here in order to save you, your father, and the Signor Macbean from these two men who have so very cleverly plotted your fathers ruin, your own marriage, the disgrace of the Signor Englishman, and my own imprisonment.

Do you allege that they conspired to obtain the conviction against you? cried the Minister, amazed.

Listen, and I will tell you everything. Then you yourself shall take what steps against them that you desire.

I shall not remain to hear that traitors insults! cried the Sicilian, moving quickly towards the door; but Solaro, noticing his action, stepped back, locked the door behind him, and placed the key in his pocket, saying, You will remain, general. You have to answer to me. Then, after a brief pause, he commenced — 

It may be news to you all, except the Under-secretary, that Jules Dubard is not a member of the French nobility at all, but a person who, while posing as a count, is one of the secret agents of the French Minister of War. It was for this reason that he desired to be married in England, as the unwelcome truth would have been shown upon his papers.

A spy! gasped the bride, standing open-mouthed on the eve of her deliverance.

That is the vulgar term for such persons, Solaro said. It happened about four years ago that Borselli and he met, and the former, finding him a shrewd and clever adventurer, resolved to make use of him to gain a triumph over the Minister Morini. Borselli had also met General Sazarac at the Jockey Club in Paris, and had won from him several large sums at cards, accepting from him a number of promissory notes. Having done this, he discovered, to his delight, that Sazarac was actually in command of the Alpine frontier of France, therefore he proceeded with slow deliberation to win over Dubard from the French service, by promises of position when the Minister Morini was overthrown, and to unfold a plot which is a good specimen of his amazing ingenuity. Briefly, it was to place the promissory notes in the hands of some unscrupulous Jews in Antwerp, in order that they should press for payment, and when they did so, Dubard, who was attached to Sazaracs division of the French army, should suggest a course out of the difficulty — namely, to sell to the Italian Ministry of War certain plans of the frontier defences which we were very anxious to obtain. This was done. Sazarac, in desperate straits for money, listened to his friend Dubards evil counsel, and agreed to allow the plans of the whole of the defences from Mount Pelvoux to the sea to be copied for a sum of two hundred thousand francs. These were the secrets which we had desired for many years to know, and the first I knew of the matter was a summons to the Ministry in Rome, where I saw Borselli, who introduced me to Dubard, and instructed me, because I spoke French perfectly and was a good draughtsman, to go to Mentone, take quarters at the Hôtel National, and make copies in secret of certain documents which Dubard would hand me from time to time.

You were in our service! declared the Sicilian.

Certainly, he answered; and then proceeding he said, I went to Mentone, and commenced the work of copying those plans which the general allowed Dubard to abstract from the safe at headquarters and bring to me in secret. While there we both became on friendly terms with the Englishman Macbean, who was secretary to the French generals brother-in-law, and who was of course in entire ignorance of what was in progress. After about two months, during which Dubard and I led the life of wealthy idlers on the Riviera, the copying was complete, I had sent the last batch of tracings to Rome by the official of the Ministry who came specially to convey them, and was awaiting further instructions, when one evening, after we had seen Macbean and the general going out for a ride together, Dubard entered the hotel and said he had heard in a café the startling report of the generals sudden death. We at once went round to the Villa Puget, and there sure enough he was lying dead, with madame inconsolable with grief. The doctors had declared death due to natural causes, as he had long been an invalid, and had been warned against riding too far. But Dubard took me aside in the garden and told me that he held a distinct suspicion that the general had been poisoned. The sum agreed to be paid for the plans had, he said, been paid on the previous day, and probably he had some of it upon him, which might serve as a motive for the crime. He suggested poison, and declared that he had suspicion of Macbean. At first I refused to entertain such a theory, but he persisted in it, and at his suggestion I accompanied him when he openly charged the Englishman with the crime. Macbean at once offered us every facility for the analysing of the cognac and the contents of his flask, sealed them up with his own seal, and packed them before our eyes, addressing them to a well-known chemist in the Rue Rivoli in Paris, and I despatched them. The report came back that there was an arsenical poison in both the bottle and the flask. It seemed that Macbean had tried to bluff us to the very last, but the most damning fact was that on searching his effects I discovered a draft on the Credit Lyonnais for fifty thousand francs from a firm in Genoa, but really emanating from our Ministry of War, and part of the agreed payment for the plans. This was concealed in the flap of his writing-case.

So the natural conclusion was that Mr Macbean was a poisoner! remarked Mary, standing dumbfounded.

Of course, he said. I certainly believed that he was, and that he was only allowed his liberty through Dubards clemency, until about three months after the affair, when Dubard and I being together at the Grand Hotel in Venice, my curiosity was one day aroused, and I pried into his despatch-box during his absence. Among other papers I found this letter, he said, producing one from his pocket. It is undated and unsigned, but it suggests that if some secret means were employed to induce Ss (meaning Sazarac, of course) fatal illness, two ends would be achieved. France would never suspect that he had sold the plans, and the payment of two hundred thousand francs need not be made.

Fifty thousand francs of that money Borselli handed back to me, the Minister admitted.

And he kept the remainder himself, declared Solaro. This letter is in his handwriting — and is in itself evidence that he instigated the generals death, and that this man, who is his accomplice, carried it out so cleverly that the whole of the evidence pointed to Macbean. Indeed, this is proved by recent events, and by the manner in which the pair have sought to close my mouth regarding the ugly affair. Last summer I was suddenly arrested, and was amazed to discover how very neatly the man Dubard, whom I thought my friend, had had me watched in Paris and in Bologna, had bogus plans of the Tresenta prepared and sent to Filoména Nodari, and how these and other documents — one purporting to be the mobilisation scheme itself — passed through that womans hands into those of a French agent. Evidence — foul lies, all of it — was given against me; I was condemned as a traitor — I, the man who had copied all the plans of France in the interests of my own country — and then I realised how cleverly Borselli and Dubard, the ex-agent of France, were acting in conjunction, and that whoever was guilty of poor Sazaracs assassination it certainly was not the Englishman. I had, before my arrest, mentioned the death of Sazarac casually to Dubard, and inquired of the whereabouts of Macbean. It was this remark of mine which apparently aroused his suspicions, and which caused both he and Borselli to secure my imprisonment for a twofold reason: first, to ensure my silence; and secondly, so as to give the Socialists a weapon by which they might hound your Excellency from office for countenancing a traitor. This was the only way in which your Excellencys popularity and power could be undermined; but so craftily did they go to work, and so cleverly was every detail of the conspiracy thought out, even to the opening of your safe at San Donato with a key made from the impression of the original key taken by Borselli two years before. You made away with the key, hoping to conceal the evidences of your peculations; but their ingenuity was simply marvellous, for they were playing with the safety and prosperity of a kingdom.

But General Borselli asked me recently to induce my father to release you, said Mary.

In order to still further incite the popular feeling against His Excellency. He probably believed that I dared not denounce him as the instigator of the assassination of Sazarac, and that with my release his coup could be effected against your father after your marriage with his accomplice. It is, indeed, intended to strike the blow at the first sitting of the Chamber next month.

Then I think we are now fully prepared to combat it, remarked the tall, grey-haired Minister in a cool tone, as he glanced at the Sicilian. When I received the fifty thousand francs of the sum which was to have been paid from the secret service fund to General Sazarac, I was led to believe that, owing to a certain plan not being forthcoming, only half the sum had been paid to him. I had no knowledge of a tragedy until long afterwards, when, to my horror, I discovered for myself that there had been some foul play, and that I was morally responsible as an accessory.

I am not to blame altogether, declared the Frenchman desperately. Borselli sent me the cognac from Rome already prepared, and according to his directions I substituted the bottle in the Englishmans room and at the same time abstracted the generals flask from his holster. I also concealed, at Angelos suggestion, the bankers draft in Macbeans writing-case.

You scoundrel! cried George, turning upon the white-faced criminal whom his well-beloved had so narrowly escaped. And you, Borselli, have sent your spy, that woman Nodari, to investigate Mr Morgan-Masons papers because you fear he holds something that incriminates you?

Silence! cried the Minister, holding up his hand. There must be no recriminations here in my house. I have been misled by Borselli as to this mans position and antecedents. The wedding will not take place, after these scandalous revelations, but there is still one duty before me, as Minister of War, and turning to his writing-table he took two sheets of paper, and upon each he scribbled some hurried words. One he handed to Borselli, who glanced at it and threw it from him with an imprecation.

It was his dismissal from the office of Under-Secretary of War.

The other, which he handed to Solaro, caused him to cry aloud with joy, for it was his reinstatement in the army and a declaration of his innocence of the crime of which he had been charged.

Then Solaro unlocked the door, and turning to the Sicilian and Dubard, who were standing together pale, crestfallen, and ashamed, he said — 

Go, you pair of assassins. Dont either of you put foot in Italy again, or Ill take it upon myself to prosecute you for your vile plot and my own false imprisonment. Then, at your trial, the whole affair will come out. You hear?

Yes! muttered Dubard, with flashing eyes. We hear your threats.

And in silence both the elegant bridegroom and his dark-faced friend passed from the study and out of the house, never to re-enter it.

Then, when they had gone, Mary, a pale, tragic figure in her bridal dress, flung herself into Georges ready arms, crying — 

You have saved me — saved me! and she burst into tears of joy, the outpourings of an overburdened heart.

For the first time Camillo Morini guessed the truth, yet then and there, before Felice Solaro, whose statement had liberated both of them, George Macbean openly confessed his great passion for her, a declaration of purest and strongest affection, of which she, by her own action, had already acknowledged reciprocation.

And so the Minister, on recovering from his surprise, gladly gave the hand of his daughter to the gallant, upright man who had placed himself in such jeopardy in order to save her and to unmask the conspirators, while Felice Solaro was the first to offer the pair his hearty congratulations. Hand in hand they stood, content in each others love.

In order to preserve appearances, it was arranged that Mary should feign a sudden illness to necessitate the postponement of the wedding, and while there was great disappointment among the guests and the curious crowds of villagers, there was, in secret, a great rejoicing in Madame Morinis little boudoir when the glad news was revealed to her.

The pealing bells were stopped. Mary had thrown off her wedding-gown merrily, and when she tossed her orange-blossoms into the grate of the boudoir, she said to George laughingly — 

When we marry privately in London next month, I shall require no white satin — a travelling gown will be sufficient, will it not?

Yes, dearest, he said, kissing her fondly upon the lips, now that she was really his very own. The dress does not matter when the union of our hearts is so firm and true. You know how fondly and passionately I love you, and how I have suffered in silence at the thought of your terrible sacrifice.

I know, she answered softly, looking up into his eyes trustingly. I know, George — only too well! Ah! you cannot think how happy I am, now that it is all past — and you are mine? And then she raised her sweet face and kissed him of her own accord upon the cheek.


Chapter Forty One.

A Womans Freedom.
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WITHIN A MONTH of the abandoned wedding at Orton, Mary Morini and George Macbean were married quietly at St. Jamess Church, in Piccadilly, the Rev. Basil Sinclair assisting, and Billy Grenfell, as full of his bluff humour as ever, acting as best man, while among the various handsome presents the happy pair received was an acceptable cheque from Mr Morgan-Mason for ten thousand pounds — the sum he had offered to George for information as to the actual means by which his brother-in-law met with his death.

The millionaire was determined to place the assassins on their trial, and notwithstanding Morinis efforts to preserve secrecy regarding the affair, he actually gave information to the Chief of Police in Mentone. By some secret means, Angelo Borselli obtained knowledge of this fact, and on the very morning of Georges wedding day he was found in a room in an obscure hotel in Brussels, quite dead, having committed suicide by swallowing some arsenical poison, probably the same as that used in the cognac which caused the unfortunate generals tragic end.

Felice Solaro was soon gazetted major, and is now transferred to the gaiety of Naples. As for Dubard, he did not long enjoy his freedom, for he was arrested as a traitor by the French police while passing through Bordeaux, and is now spending the remainder of his days on the penal island of New Caledonia.

George Macbean and his charming wife still live in Rome, and all in the Eternal City know them well by sight. The Cavaliere Macbean has been promoted to a very high and responsible position in the Ministry of War, but last year Camillo Morini, owing to failing health, resigned office, greatly to the regret of his new sovereign, King Victor Emmanuel, and of the gallant Italian people at large.

But before resigning he endeavoured by every means in his power to atone for the peculations of his earlier career, and by selling his palace and other properties, he paid back the whole of the money he had appropriated.

San Donato, the old-world estate above Florence, is, however, still his, and there, enjoying the greatest fame perhaps of any living Italian, he is spending with his wife the evening of his days.

Orton Court is still rented by him, and each summer they go there with Mary and her husband. But the village is still mystified why Miss Mary did not marry the Frenchman, and whether, after all, there was not a scene on that memorable day when the wedding was so abruptly postponed.

But in her fine dark eyes they now see the light of perfect love and sweet contentment, and they know too well the sterling worth and kindly heart of the man who is her husband.

In Orton village in summer, however, perhaps the most popular and important personage of any is the little round-faced, chubby boy, who so often sits between the happy pair when on bright afternoons they drive out in the smart victoria.

Much as she prefers England, Madame Macbean is compelled, on account of her husbands official position, to still move in Roman society, where, for her great personal beauty and the sweetness of her character, she is the most admired of women in the Quirinale set, that bright and brilliant circle of Italys bluest blood— The World behind the Throne.


The Pauper of Park Lane (1906)
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Chapter One.

Introduces a Man and a Mystery.
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THERES SOME MYSTERY about that girl — Im certain of it.

What makes you suspect that?

Well, first, shes evidently a lady — the daughter of a man who has come down in the world most probably: and secondly—

Ah! You mean the secret lover — the man who was here yesterday and bought a twenty-guinea evening gown of her to send to his sister — eh? exclaimed Mr Warner, buyer of the costume department of the great drapery house of Cunningtons, in Oxford Street, that huge store which, as everybody knows, competes with Whiteleys and Harrods for the premier place of the middle-class trade in London.

Yes, laughed Miss Thomas, the rather stout middle-aged woman who was head saleswoman of the department, as she stood in the small, glass-partitioned office of the buyer, a pleasant-faced man of forty-five who was an expert in ladies costumes, and twice yearly bought his stock personally in Paris and in Berlin. Yes. Shes a really nice girl, but I cant quite make her out, although shes been here for over a year now.

And the lover? asked the buyer, with a glance across the long square room where autumn costumes of every description were displayed upon stands, or hanging by the hundred in long rows, while ranged round the walls were many expensive evening-dresses exhibited in glass cases. It was afternoon, and the place was full of customers, the assistants in their neat black holding ready-made skirts to their sides to try the effect, or conducting the prospective purchaser to the fitting-rooms. And yet they were not what Mr Warner termed busy.

The man, too, is a mystery, like Miss Rolfe. Nobody knows his name. He comes in sometimes, goes up to her, and asks to be served with a skirt or something, and has it sent to Mr Evans at some chambers in Dover Street. The name is, of course, not the right one, said the head assistant. But Miss Rolfe knows it, of course?

Probably she does.

And she meets him after business hours?

I think so. But she keeps herself very much to herself, and is always at home early.

Mr Warner glanced across at the tall, fair-haired, handsome girl, whose figure showed to such advantage in her black satin gown. At that moment she was displaying a cheap tweed skirt to two middle-aged women. Her face, as he caught its profile, was very soft and refined, the contour of her cheeks perfect, and the stray wisp of hair across the brow gave a softness to her countenance that was charming. Many a stage girl whose photograph was displayed in the shop-windows was not half so beautiful as the demure, hard-working shop-assistant, Marion Rolfe.

The air of mystery surrounding her, Mr Warner found interesting, and the love-romance now in progress he intended to watch. Towards his assistants, he was always lenient. Unlike some buyers, he was never hard, and never bullied them. He believed that by treating them with kindliness and with the courtesy every man should show towards a woman he obtained the best of their business abilities, as no doubt he did. Warner of the Costumes was known through the whole house as one of the most considerate of men, and one of the most trusted of old Mr Cunningtons advisers. Those in his department were envied by all the other seven hundred odd assistants in the employment of the great firm.

While Mr Warner and Miss Thomas were speaking, a smart-looking, fair-haired, fair-moustached young man of about twenty-five, in frock coat and silk hat, entered, and walking up to the little office, greeted the buyer saying — 

Mr Warner, Im sorry to worry you, but may I speak to my sister for a moment on some important family business? I wont keep her but a few moments, for I see shes busy.

Why, certainly, Mr Rolfe, was the good-humoured reply, as Miss Thomas went away to serve a customer. Its against our rules, as you know, but for my own part I can never see why a young lady need be debarred from speaking to her own brother.

Youre always very good, Mr Warner, responded the young man, and Id like to thank you for many little kindnesses youve shown to Marion.

Oh, nothing, nothing, my dear Mr Rolfe, Warner said. Your sister is an excellent business woman — one of the best I have, I may tell you. But look! Shes disengaged now. Go over to her. And he watched the young man crossing the department.

Marion, surprised when her brother stood before her, immediately asked whether he had received Mr Warners permission.

Of course I have, was his quick reply in rather an excited manner, she thought. I just ran up to tell you that I have to go abroad suddenly to-night, and to say good-bye. Old Sam Statham is sending me out to Servia. He only told me at one oclock that I must go, and Ive been buying some things necessary.

To Servia! exclaimed the girl, amazed that her brother, to whom she was devoted, was to go so far from her.

Yes. We have some mining interests and some other things out there, and old Sam suddenly decided to send me out to make certain inquiries. I shall be away a month or two, I daresay, as I have to go to see a new mine in the course of preparation down on the banks of the Danube somewhere.

But do take care of yourself, Charlie, urged the girl, looking up into her brothers face. Ive heard that its an unsafe country.

Unsafe! Why thats quite a fallacy. Servia is as safe as the Strand nowadays. Bland, our chief clerk, was out there a year, and hes been telling me how delightful the people are. Servia is entirely misjudged by us.

Then youll go to-night?

Yes, by the mail from Charing Cross, he replied. But dont come and see me off. I hate people to do that. And when you see dear old Max, tell him that Im sorry I had no time to go round before leaving. Ive just telephoned, and his man says he wont be back till seven. That will be too late for me.

Very well, replied his sister. But—

But what?

Well, Charlie, Im sorry youre going. I feel — well, I feel that you are going to a place where an accident might happen to you. I know nothing about Servia, and besides—

Well?

The mystery about old Sam Statham always haunts me. I dont somehow like that man.

You only met him once, and he was very courteous to you. Besides, he is my master. Were it not for him I should most probably be going about London penniless.

I know, I know, she said. Have you been to his house in Park Lane lately?

I was there this morning, but only for five minutes. He gave me some instructions about a call I had to make in the city.

I wish you could leave him and get some other work as secretary. I dont like him. He isnt what he pretends to be, Im sure he isnt.

He pretends to be nothing, laughed her brother. Old Sam is a millionaire, and millionaires need no pretence. He could buy up this show twice over, and then leave a million for the death duties. Youve taken a prejudice against him.

A womans prejudice — which often is not very far wrong.

I know that you women see much further than we men do, but in this, Marion, you are quite wrong. Old Sam is eccentric and mean, but at heart hes not at all a bad old fellow.

Well, I tell you frankly, I dont half like your going to Servia under his auspices.

Charlie Rolfe laughed aloud.

My dear Marion, of what are you apprehensive? he asked. I go in a very responsible position, as his confidential secretary, to inquire into certain matters in his interests. If I carry out my mission successfully, I shall get a rise of salary.

Granted. But you know what youre told me about the queer stories afloat regarding Samuel Statham and his house in Park Lane.

Ive never believed them, although they are, of course, curious. Yet you must remember that every man of great wealth has mysterious stories put about by his enemies. Every man and every woman has enemies. Who has not?

But youve admitted yourself that youve never been in more than one room in the mansion, she said, looking him straight in the face.

Thats true. But it doesnt prove anything, does it? he asked. And Marion saw that he was nervous and agitated, quite unlike his usual self. Perhaps, however, it was on account of her apprehensions, she thought.

She had only seen Samuel Statham, the well-known millionaire, on one occasion. She had called at the offices in Old Broad Street one afternoon to see her brother, who was his confidential secretary, when the old fellow had entered, a short, round-shouldered, grey-bearded old man, rather shabbily-dressed, who, looking at her, bluntly asked who she was and what she wanted there.

One of his eccentricities was that he hated women, and Marion knew that.

In a faltering tone she replied that she was sister of his secretary, whereupon his manner instantly changed. He became the acme of politeness, asked her into his private room, offered her a glass of port — which, of course, she refused — and chatted to her most affably till her brothers return.

Why she had taken such a violent dislike to the old man she herself could not tell. Possibly it was his sudden change of manner, and that his pleasant suavity was feigned. And this, combined with the extraordinary rumours regarding his past, and the mystery of his great mansion in Park Lane, had caused her to view him with bitter prejudice.

Several customers were waiting to be served, and Marion saw Mr Warners eye upon her.

Well, Charlie, she said, perhaps Ill get down to Charing Cross to see you off. You go to Paris first, I suppose?

Yes. I take the Orient Express from there, by way of Vienna and Budapest to Belgrade. But, he added, dont come and see me off, theres a good girl.

Why? Ive been before, when youve gone to the Continent.

Yes, I know, he answered impatiently; but — well, it makes me feel as if I shant come back. Dont come, will you?

Marion smiled. His anxiety that she should not come struck her as distinctly curious.

He was not himself. Of that she was convinced. To her, ever since her fathers death, he had been a good friend, and for a year prior to her engagement at Cunningtons he had divided his salary with her. No girl ever had a better brother than he had been, yet of late she had noticed a complete change in his manner. He was no longer frank with her, as he used to be, and he seemed often to hide from her facts which, with her womans keen intelligence, she afterwards discovered.

Miss Rolfe! exclaimed Mr Warner, emerging from his office. Disengaged? And he pointed to a pair of somewhat obese ladies who were examining a costume displayed on a stand.

Well, good-bye, Charlie, she said, shaking his hand. I must go. Were very busy this afternoon. Perhaps I shall see you at Charing Cross. If not — then take care of yourself, dear. Good-bye.

And she turned and left him to attend to the two ladies, while he, with a nod across to Mr Warner, strode out of the shop.

I hope to goodness Marion doesnt come, he muttered to himself. Women are so infernally inquisitive. And if she does go to Charing Cross shes sure to suspect something!


Chapter Two.

Concerns a Silent Secret.
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THAT SAME AFTERNOON, while Charlie Rolfe was bidding farewell to his sister Marion, Max Barclay was sitting in the cosy study of one of the smaller houses in Cromwell Road, smoking cigarettes with a thin-faced, grey-haired, grey-bearded man whose cast of features at once betrayed him to be a foreigner.

The well-furnished room was the typical den of a studious man, as its owner really was, for about it was an air of solid comfort, while upon the floor near where the elder man was lying back in his leather easy-chair were scattered some newspapers with headings in unfamiliar type — the Greek alphabet.

The air was thick with cigarette smoke, giving forth an aroma unusual to English nostrils — that pleasant aroma peculiar to Servian tobacco.

The younger man, dressed in well-fitting, dark grey flannels, his long legs sprawled out as he lay back in his chair taking his ease and gossiping with his friend, was, without doubt, a handsome fellow. Tall beyond the average run of men, with lithe, clean-cut limbs, smart and well-groomed, with closely-cropped dark hair, a pair of merry dark eyes, and a small dark moustache which had an upward trend, his air was distinctly military. Indeed, until a few months before he had held a commission, in a cavalry regiment, but had resigned on account of the death of his father and his consequent succession to the wide and unencumbered Barclay estates in Lincolnshire and up in the Highlands.

Though now possessor of a fine old English home and a seventeenth-century castle in Scotland, Max Barclay preferred to divide his time between his chambers in Dover Street and wandering about the Continent. There was time enough to settle down, he always declared. Besides, both the houses were too big and too gloomy to suit his rather simple bachelor tastes. His Aunt Emily, an old lady of seventy, still continued to live at Water Newton Hall, not far from that quaint, old world and many-spired town, Stamford; but Kilmaronock Castle was unoccupied save for six weeks or so when he went up with friends for the shooting season.

Agents were frequently making tempting offers to him to let the place to certain wealthy Americans, but he refused all inducements. The fine old place between Crieff and Perth had never been let during his fathers lifetime, and he did not intend that any stranger, except his own friends, should enjoy the splendid shooting now.

My dear Petrovitch, he was saying between whiffs of his cigarette, It is indeed reassuring what you tell me regarding the settled state of the country. You have surely had sufficient internal troubles of late.

Ah, yes! sighed the elder man, a deep, thoughtful expression upon his pleasant, if somewhat sallow, countenance. Servia has passed through her great crisis — the crisis through which every young nation must pass sooner or later; and now, heaven be thanked, a brighter day has dawned for us. Under our new régime prosperity is assured. But — and pausing, he looked Max straight in the face, and in a changed voice, a voice of increased earnestness and confidence, he added with only a slight accent, for he spoke English very well— I did not ask you here to discuss politics. We Servians are, I fear, sad gossips upon our own affairs. I wanted to speak to you upon a subject of greatest importance to myself personally, and of someone very dear to me. Now we have been friends, my dear Max, you and I, through some years, and I feel — nay, I know, that you will regard what I say in entire confidence.

Most certainly, was the young Englishmans reply, though somewhat surprised at his friends sudden change of manner.

It was true that he had known Dr Michael Petrovitch for quite a number of years.

Long ago, when he had first visited Belgrade, the Servian capital, the man before him, well-known throughout the Balkans as a patriot, was occupying the position of Minister of Finance under King Milan. Both his Excellency and his wife had been extremely kind to him, had introduced him to the smart social set, had obtained for him the entrée to the Palace festivities, and had presented him to Queen Nathalie. Thus a firm friendship had been established between the two men.

But affairs in Servia had considerably changed since then. Madame Petrovitch, a charming English lady, had died, and his Excellency, after becoming Minister of Commerce and subsequently Foreign Minister in several succeeding Cabinets, had gone abroad to represent his country at foreign Courts, first St. Petersburg, then Berlin, and then Constantinople, finally returning and coming to live in England.

Even now he was not more than fifty, and it had long ago been whispered that his Majesty was constantly urging him to return and accept the portfolio of Finance or of Commerce. But he steadily declined. As a statesman, his abilities had long ago been recognised by Europe, and none knew his value or appreciated him more than his own sovereign; yet for private reasons he preferred to live quietly in the Cromwell Road to returning to all the worries of State and those eternal bickerings in the Servian Skuptchina.

He was a man of even temper, of charming manner, and of scrupulous honesty. Had he been dishonest in his dealings he might have amassed a great fortune while occupying those posts in the various ministries. But he had preferred to remain as he was, upright, even though comparatively poor.

Well? asked Max, after a long silence. I am waiting.

It is a matter to which I refer not without some hesitation, declared his friend. I want to speak to you about Maud.

About Maud. Well?

I am worried about the child — a good deal.

For what reason? asked Max, considerably surprised.

Maud was Petrovitchs only daughter, a very beautiful girl, now nineteen years of age, who had been brought up in England and to whom he was entirely devoted.

Well, she has fallen in love.

All girls do sooner or later, replied Max, philosophically.

But shes too young yet — far too young. Twenty-five is quite early enough for a girl to marry.

And whos the man?

Your friend — Charlie Rolfe.

Charlie! he exclaimed, in great surprise. And hes in love with Maud. Are you quite sure of this?

Quite. She meets him in secret, and though Rolfe is your friend, Max, I tell you I dont like it, he declared.

I am not surprised. Secret affections never meet with a parents approbation. If Charlie is in love with her, and the affection is mutual, why doesnt he come straight and tell you?

Exactly my argument, declared Petrovitch, lighting a fresh cigarette with the end of one half-consumed. But tell me, Rolfe is an intimate friend of yours, is he not?

Very, was Maxs reply, though he did not inform his friend of his love for Marion.

What is his exact position?

As far as I know, he is private secretary to old Samuel Statham, the great financier. His position is quite a good one — as far as confidential secretaryships go.

Statham! Ive heard of him. Theres some extraordinary story about his house in Park Lane, isnt there? Nobody has ever been inside, or something.

There is, I believe, some cock and bull story, responded Max. The old fellow is a bit eccentric, and doesnt care for people prying all over his house. He lives alone, and has no friends. Do you know, one can be very lonely in London. It is a perfect Sahara to those who are friendless.

Yes, said Petrovitch, huskily. I know it by experience myself. When I was a youth I lived here. I was a foreign clerk in an insurance office in the city, and I lived perfectly alone — among all these millions. I remember it all as though it were only yesterday. I was indeed glad to get back to Servia.

But why are you worried about Maud, old fellow? Max asked. Dont you like Rolfe — or what?

I like him very much, indeed I took a great fancy to the young fellow when you introduced him to me last year at Aix-les-Bains. From the very first I noticed that he was attracted towards the child, and I did not object because I thought a little flirtation would amuse her. These secret meetings, however, I dont like. It is not right. Shes met him in St. Jamess Park, and at other places of late, and they have gone for long walks together without my knowledge or sanction.

Max thought for a moment.

Does she know that you are aware of the meetings?

No.

Well, I must admit that I had no idea matters had gone so far as they evidently have, he said. I, of course, knew that he has greatly admired Maud from the very first. He was, in fact, always speaking of her in admiration, yet I believed that he did not consider his position to be sufficiently established in warranting him to declare his love to her. Shall I throw out a gentle hint to him that the secret meetings would be best discontinued?

If he were to discontinue his visits here altogether it would, I think, be best, said Petrovitch in a hard voice, quite unusual to him.

Max was surprised at this. Had any unpleasantness occurred between the two men, which his friend was concealing, knowing that Rolfe was his most intimate chum?

Does he come often?

He calls about once a week — upon me, ostensibly, but really in excuse to see the child.

And now — let us speak frankly, old fellow, Max said, bending slightly towards the man seated opposite him. Do you object to Rolfe paying his attentions to your daughter?

Yes — I do.

Then I very much regret that I ever introduced him. We were together at Aix-les-Bains for three weeks last summer, and, as you know, we met. You were my old friend, and I could not help introducing him. I regret it now, and can only hope you will forgive me such an indiscretion.

It was not indiscreet at all — only unfortunate, he answered, almost snappishly.

But tell me straight out — what do you wish me to do? Max urged. Recollect that if I can serve you in any way you have only to command me.

Even at the expense of your friends happiness? asked Petrovitch, his sharp eyes fixed upon the young man.

If he really loves her, the circumstances of the cue are altered, was the diplomatic answer.

And if he does not? If it is, as I suspect, a mere flirtation — what then?

Then I think you should leave the matter to me, to act with my discretion, young Barclay replied. He recollected that Charlie was Marions brother, and he saw himself already in a somewhat difficult position. My own idea is, he went on, that it is something more than a mere flirtation, and that the reason of the secret meetings is because he fears to ask your consent to be allowed to pay court to your daughter.

What makes you think so?

From some words that his sister Marion let drop the other day.

Ah! Marion is a sweet and charming girl, the elder man declared. What a pity she should be compelled to drudge in a shop!

Yes, replied Max, quickly. It is a thousand pities. Shes far too refined and good for that life.

A matter of unfortunate necessity, I suppose.

Necessity! Max Barclay bit his lips when he recollected how very easily she might leave that shop-life if she would only accept money from him. But how could she? How could he offer it to her without insult?

No. Until she consented to be his wife she must still remain there, at the beck and call of every irritating tradesmans wife who cared to enter the department to purchase a ready-made costume or a skirt with material for bodice.

Im sorry for Marion, Dr Petrovitch went on. She frequently comes here of an evening, and often on Sundays to keep Maud company. They get on most excellently together.

Yes; she is devoted to Maud. She has told me so.

I believe she is, Petrovitch said. And yet it is unfortunate, for friendliness with Marion must also mean continued friendliness with her brother.

Ah! I see now that you do not like him, Max said, openly, for he could not now fail to see from his friends expression that something had occurred. What it was he was utterly unable to make out.

No, I dont, was the ex-Ministers plain, determined answer. And to tell you the truth, I have other views regarding Mauds future. So just tell the young man whatever you think proper. Only request him neither to call here, nor to attempt to see the child again!


Chapter Three.

Tells of a Womans Love.
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IN THE DULL hazy London sunset Fopstone Road, which leads from Earls Court Road into Nevern Square, was quite deserted.

There is a silence and monotony in the eminently respectable thoroughfares in that particular district that, to their residents, is often very depressing. Traffic there is none save a stray hansom or a tradesmans cart at long intervals, while street organs and even the muffin men avoid them because, unlike the poorer districts, they find no stray coppers and no customers.

On the same evening as the events recorded in the previous chapters, about six oclock, just as the red dusky after-glow was deepening into twilight, Charlie Rolfe emerged from Earls Court Station, walked along to the corner of Fopstone Road, and, halting, looked eagerly down it.

But there was not a soul. Indeed there was no sound beyond that of a distant cab whistle somewhere in Nevern Square.

For about five minutes he waited, glancing impatiently at his watch, and then, turning upon his heel, strolled along in the direction of the Square.

A few moments later, however, there hurried up behind him a sweet-faced, smartly-dressed girl who, as he turned to meet her, laughed merrily, saying:

I do hope, Charlie, I havent kept you waiting, but Ive had such trouble to get out. Dad asked me to write some private letters in English for him; I really believe he suspects something. We meet too often.

No, darling, answered Rolfe, raising his hat and taking her small gloved hand. We dont meet frequently enough for me. And I think that your father is entirely unsuspicious. I was with him last night, and he did not strike me as possessing any knowledge of these secret meetings of ours.

Yes, but you know how dangerous it is, replied the pretty girl, glancing round. Somebody might pass, recognise me, and tell dad.

And what then, dearest? he laughed. Why your fears are utterly groundless.

I know, but—

But what?

Well, dad would be annoyed — thats all — annoyed with both of us.

He must already have seen, darling, that I love you. He isnt blind, said Charlie Rolfe, moving slowly along at her side.

Hers was, indeed, a face that would attract attention anywhere, oval, delicately moulded, slightly flushed by the momentary excitement of meeting her lover. Her hair was well-dressed, her narrow-waisted figure still girlish; her dress, a pale biscuit-coloured cloth, which, in its refined simplicity, suited well the graceful contour of the slender form, and contrasted admirably with the soft white skin; the dark hair, a stray coquettish little wisp of which fell across her brow beneath her neat black hat, and the dark brown eyes, so large, luminous, and expressive.

Her gaze met his. Every sensitive feature, every quiet graceful movement told plainly of her culture and refinement, while on her face there rested an indescribable charm, a look of shy, sweet humility, of fond and all-consuming love for the man beside her.

As she lifted her eyes at the words of affection he was whispering into her ear as they went along the quiet, deserted street, she perceived how tall and athletic he was, and noticed, woman-like, the masculine perfection of his dress, alike removed from slovenliness and foppery.

No, she said at last, her eyes gazing in abstraction in front of her. I dont suppose dad is in any way blind. He generally is too wide-awake. I have to make all sorts of excuses to get out — dressmakers, painting-lessons, buying evening gloves, a broken watch — and all sorts of thing like that. The fact is, she declared, laughing sweetly and glancing again at him, I have almost exhausted all the subterfuges.

Ah, dearest, a woman can always find some excuse, he remarked, joining in her laughter.

Yes, but thats all very well; you havent a father, she protested, so you dont know.

She had only left school at Brighton two years before, therefore her clandestine meetings with Charlie Rolfe were adventures which she dearly loved. And, moreover, they both of them were devoted to each other. Charlie absolutely adored her. Hitherto women had never attracted him, but from the day of their introduction on the gravelled walk in front of the Villa des Fleurs at Aix, his whole life had changed. He was hers — hers utterly and entirely.

For three months he had existed in constant uncertainty, until one warm evening at Scarborough — where she and her father were staying at the Grand — while they were alone together in the sloping garden of the Spa he summoned courage to tell her the secret of his heart, and to his overwhelming joy found that his passion was reciprocated. Thus had they become lovers.

As Max rightly guessed, he had feared for the present to tell Dr Petrovitch the truth lest he should object and a parting be the result. His position was not what he wished it to be. As secretary to the eccentric old financier, his salary was an adequate one, but not sufficient to provide Maud with a home such as her own. He therefore intended in a little while to tell old Statham the truth, and to ask for more. And until he had done so, he hesitated to demand of the Doctor his daughters hand.

Together they strolled slowly on, chatting as lovers will. At the bottom of Fopstone Road they continued round the crescent of Philbeach Gardens, along Warwick Road, and crossing Old Brompton Road, entered that maze of quiet, eminently respectable streets in the neighbourhood of Redcliffe Square, strolling slowly on in the falling gloom.

Do you know, darling, he exclaimed at last, I wanted to see you very particularly this evening, because I am leaving London to-night for Servia.

For Servia! she cried, halting and fixing her great eyes upon his in quick surprise.

Yes.

Her countenance fell.

Then you — you are leaving me?

It is imperative, my darling, he said, in a low, tender voice, taking her hand in his. He wished to kiss her sweet lips, but there in the open street such action was impossible. Courtship in our grimy, matter-of-fact London has many drawbacks, even though every house contains its life-romance and every street holds its man or woman with a broken heart.

But you never told me, she complained. Youve left it until the last minute. Do you start from Charing Cross to-night?

Yes. I would leave to-morrow at nine, and catch the Orient express from Calais for Belgrade, but I have business to do in Paris to-morrow.

Ah! Belgrade! sighed the girl. I wonder if I shall ever see it again? Long ago I used to be so fond of it, and we had so very many good friends. Dear old dad is so popular. Why, when we drove out the people in their brown homespun clothes used to run after the carriage and cheer Petrovitch the Patriot, as they call dad.

Of course you will return soon, Charlie said. No doubt your father will be induced to enter the new Pashitch Cabinet.

The girl shook her head dubiously.

I know the King has several times asked him to return to Servia, but for some mysterious reason he has always declined.

But he is the most popular man in the country, and he cannot remain away much longer. It is his duty to return and assist in the Government.

Yes. But my mother died in Belgrade, you know, and I think that may be the reason he does not care to return, replied the girl. Why are you going there? she asked.

On a mission for Statham — regarding a mining concession, he answered. You know we have a lot of interests out there. Perhaps I shall be away only a week or two — perhaps six months.

Six months! she cried in a blank voice. It is such a long, long time to look forward to.

I have no desire to leave you, my own darling, he declared, looking straight into her beautiful face. But the mission is confidential, and for that reason I have received orders to go.

Your train leaves at nine, she said, and it is already nearly seven — only two hours! And those two remaining hours I cannot spend with you, for I must be in to dinner at seven. I must leave you in a moment, she added, and the faint flush in her face died away.

Her voice ceased. He looked down musing, without replying. He was impressed by her utter loneliness — impressed, too, without knowing it by the time and place. The twilight of the short evening was gathering fast. A cold damp feeling was mingled with the silence of the dull, drab London street. It struck him that it felt like a grave.

A slight nervous trembling came over his well-beloved, and a weary little sigh escaped her lips.

That sigh of hers recalled him to a sense of her distress at his departure, and the face that met her troubled eyes was, in an instant, as full as ever of resolute hopefulness.

What matters, my own, if I am away? he asked with a smile. We love each other, and that is all-sufficient.

All the pity of his strong, tender nature went forth to the lovely girl whom he loved with such strong passionate devotion.

What matter, indeed! she cried, hoarsely, tears springing to her eyes. Is it no matter that I see you, Charlie? Ah! you do not know how I count the hours when we shall meet again — how — how— And unable to further restrain her emotion, she burst into tears.

He was silent. What, indeed, could he say?

Reflections, considerations, possibilities crowded in upon his mind, already disturbed and perplexed. The sweetness of the hours passed in her society had increased insensibly ever since that well-remembered afternoon in Aix; the tones of her voice, the notes of those melodious old Servian songs she so often sang, her slightest action held a charm for him such as his earnest nature had never experienced before.

And they must part.

Within himself he doubted whether they would ever meet again. He had secret fears — fears of something that was in progress — something that might entirely change his life — something he held secret from her.

But he put the thought away. It was a horrible reflection — a qualm of conscience. What would she think of him if she actually knew the truth?

He bit his lip, and in resolution again took her white-gloved hand.

No, darling, he said, softly, in an earnest effort to cheer her. I will return very soon. Be brave, and remember that my every thought is of you always — of you, my love.

I know, she sobbed. I know, Charlie, but — but I cannot really help it. Forgive me.

Forgive you! Of course I do, sweetheart; only do not cry, or they will certainly suspect something when you sit down to dinner.

His argument decided her, and she slowly dried her tears, saying:

I only wish I could go to Charing Cross to see you off. But an hour ago I telephoned to your sister Marion to come and dine with us, and go with me to a concert at Queens hall.

And she accepted? he asked, quickly, almost breathlessly.

Rolfe gave a sigh of relief. At any rate neither his sister nor his well-beloved would be at Charing Cross at nine that evening.

I must try and bring her to the station, if possible. Does she know you are going? asked the girl.

Oh, yes. But I particularly asked her not to see me off.

In order that I might come alone. Oh! how very good of you, Charlie!

No. Forgive me for saying so, but like a good many men who travel a lot I never like being seen off — not even by you, yourself, my darling!

Very well, she sighed, looking up into his serious eyes. I must, I suppose, act as you wish. May God protect you, my dearest, and bring you back again in safety to me. Then as he whispered into her ear words of courage and ardent affection, with linked arms they re-traced their steps back to Earls Court Road, where, with lingering reluctance, he took affectionate leave of her.

Having watched her turn the corner, he went slowly back towards Earls Court Station, and as he did so, beneath his breath he murmured Ah! if she knew — if she knew! But she must never know — she shall never know — never as long as I have breath. I love her — love her better than my life — and she is mine. Yet — yet how can I, after — after—

And he sighed deeply without concluding the sentence, while his face went ashen pale at the thought which again crossed his mind — a thought, secret and terrible.


Chapter Four.

Which is Distinctly Mysterious.

[image: img199.jpg]

MAX BARCLAY, ON leaving Dr Petrovitch, had taken a cab straight to Charlies chambers in Jermyn Street, arriving there shortly before six. Green, his man, had told him, however, that his master had returned soon after luncheon, ordered two big bags to be packed, and had left with them upon a hansom, merely saying that he should be absent a week, or perhaps two, and that no letters need be forwarded.

Max was not surprised at this sudden departure, for old Statham had a habit of sending his confidential secretary hither and thither at almost a moments notice. The old fellows financial interests were enormous, and widely dispersed. Some of them were in Servia and Bulgaria, where he held concessions of great value.

He had had a finger in most of the financial undertakings in the Near East during the past fifteen years or so. Out of the Oriental Railway extension from Salonica to the Servian frontier alone he had, it was said, made a huge fortune, for he was the original concessionaire. For some years he had lived in the Balkans, looking after his interests in person, but nowadays he entrusted it all to his agents with occasional visits by this confidential secretary.

Therefore Max suspected that Charlie had left for the East, more especially that at the hour he had left Jermyn Street he could have caught the afternoon Continental service from Charing Cross viâ Boulogne.

So he went on to his own rooms, changed, dined at the Automobile Club, his mind being full of what the Doctor had told him concerning Charlie and Maud. He had, of course, suspected it all along. Marion knew the truth, but, loyal to her brother, she had said no word. Yet when he had seen Rolfe with the ex-statesmans pretty daughter, he had long ago guessed that the pair were more than mere friends.

That the Doctor disapproved of the affair was somewhat disconcerting, more especially as he had openly declared that he had other ideas of Mauds future. What were they? Was her father hoping that she would marry some young Servian — a man of his own race?

He sat in the club over a cigar till nearly nine oclock, wondering how he could assist the man who was not only his dearest friend but brother of the girl to whom he was so entirely devoted and whom he intended to make his wife.

He sighed with regret when he thought of her undergoing that shop drudgery to which she had never been accustomed. The early rising, the eternal drive of business, the calm, smiling exterior towards those pettish, snapping women customers, and those hasty scrambles for meals. He had seen her engaged in her business, and he had met her after shop hours, pale, worn, and fagged out.

And yet he — the man who was to be her husband — lived in that ease and idleness which an income of twelve thousand a year secured.

Had Petrovitch not told him that Marion was dining at Cromwell Road and going to a concert with Maud afterwards, he would have wired to her to meet him. But he knew how devoted the two girls were to each other, notwithstanding the difference of their stations, and how Maud welcomed Marions company at concerts or theatres to which her father so seldom cared to go.

Suddenly it occurred to him that if he returned to the Doctors he would meet Marion there later on, when she came back from Queens Hall, and be able to drive her home to that dull street at the back of Oxford Street where the assistants of Cunningtons, Limited, lived in.

This reflection aroused him, and, glancing at the smoking-room clock, he saw it wanted a quarter to ten.

Two other men, friends of his, were sitting near, discussing motoring matters, and their eternal chatter upon cylinders, tyres, radiators, and electric horns bored him. Therefore he rose, put on his coat, and, hailing a cab, told the man to drive to Victoria, where he took the underground railway to Gloucester Road Station.

From there to the house of the ex-Minister was only a very short walk. The night was mild, bright, and starlight, for the haze of sundown which had threatened rain had been succeeded by a brilliant evening. Cromwell Road is always deserted at that hour before the cabs and carriages begin to return from restaurants and theatres, and as he strolled along, knowing that he was always welcome at the Doctors house to chat and smoke, his was the only footfall to be heard in the long open thoroughfare.

Ascending the steps beneath the wide portico, he pressed the visitors bell, but though he waited several minutes, there was no response. Again and again he rang, but the bell was apparently out of order, so he gave a sounding rat-tat with the knocker.

Then he listened intently; but to his surprise no one stirred.

Over the door was a bright light, as usual, revealing the number in great white numerals, and through the chinks of the Venetian blinds of the dining-room he could see that the electric lamps were on.

Again and again he rang and knocked. It was surely curious, he thought, that all the servants should be out, even though the Doctor might be absent. The failure to arouse anybody caused him both surprise and apprehension. Though the electric bell might be out of order, yet his loud knock must be heard even up to the garrets. London servants are often neglectful in the absence of their masters, and more especially if there is no mistress, yet it seemed hardly creditable that they would go out and leave the place unattended.

Seven or eight times he repeated his summons, standing upon the door-steps with his ears strained to catch the slightest sound.

Once he thought he heard distinctly the noise of stealthy footsteps in the hall, and he held his breath. They were repeated. He was quite certain that his ears had not deceived him, for in the street all was silent as the grave. He heard someone moving within as though creeping slowly from the door.

What could it mean? Were thieves within?

He examined the door to see if the lock had been tampered with, but, so far as he could discern, it was untouched. He was undecided how to act, though now positively certain that something unusual was in progress.

He glanced up and down the long road, with its rows of gas lamps, but no one was visible. The only sound was the far-distant rat-tat of the postman on his last round.

For the Doctor to be out of an evening was very unusual; and that stealthy footstep had alarmed him. If there were actually thieves, then they had probably entered by the area door. Max was by no means a coward. There was a mystery there — a mystery he intended to at once investigate.

Doctor Petrovitch was one of his dearest friends and he meant to act as a friend should act.

What puzzled him most of all was the absence of the servants. All of them were apparently highly trustworthy, yet the foreigner in London, he remembered, often engaged servants without sufficient inquiry into their past.

For a few moment he stood motionless, his ears strained, at the door.

The movement was repeated. Someone seemed to be leaving the dining-room, for he distinctly heard the light footfall.

Therefore, with scarce a sound, he crept down the steps to the pavement and descended the winding flight to the area door. With great caution he turned the handle, but alas! the knob went right round in his hand, the door remaining still fastened.

A light showed in the kitchen, but whether anyone was there he of course could not tell. Again he tried the door, but without avail. It was securely fastened, while, as far as he could ascertain, there were no marks of any forcible entry.

Should he rap at the door? Or would that further alarm the intruders? He had knocked many times at the front door, it was true, but they would no doubt wait until they believed he had gone. Or else they might escape by the rear of the premises.

What should he do?

He hesitated again, with bated breath.

Next instant, however, he heard upon the stone steps above him, leading from the pavement to the front door, the light tread of feet quickly descending. Someone, having watched him descend there, was leaving the house! And yet so noiselessly that at first Max believed himself mistaken.

In a second he had dashed up the area steps and stood upon the pavement. But already he realised the truth. The front door stood ajar, and the intruder was flying as fast as his feet could carry him in the direction of the Brompton Road.

Swiftly, without looking back, the man sped lightly along the pavement to the next corner, which he turned and was a moment later lost to view.

Max Barclay did not follow. He stood there like a man in a dream.

What — in Heavens name — is the meaning of this? as, held powerless, he stood staring in the direction the fugitive had taken.

His first impulse had been to follow, but next moment, as the escaping intruder had passed beneath a street lamp he recognised the figure unmistakably, both by the clothes and hat, as none other than his friend Charles Rolfe!

He fell back, staggered by the discovery.

For quite a brief space he stood unable to move. Then, seeing the door ajar, he ascended the steps and entered the house. The lights were switched on everywhere, but, on going in, something — what it was he could never describe — struck him as peculiar. Hardly had he crossed the threshold than he became instinctively aware that some mystery was there.

In a few seconds the amazing truth became apparent, for when he entered the dining-room, to the left of the hall, he started, and an involuntary exclamation of surprise escaped him. The place was empty, devoid of every stick of furniture!

From room to room he dashed, only to find that everything had been mysteriously removed. In the few brief hours or his absence Doctor Petrovitch had apparently fled, taking with him all his household effects.

He stood in the hall utterly dumbfounded.

Why had Rolfe been there? What had he been doing in the empty house?

The swift manner in which the removal had been effected increased the mystery, for he had not left the Doctor till five oclock. Besides, he had no doubt dined with his daughter Maud and with Marion, and they would not leave until about eight oclock.

Again, a removal of that magnitude, requiring at least two vans, after dark could not possibly be effected without attracting the notice of the constable on duty!

Perhaps the police really did know who carried out the sudden change of residence. Anyhow, the whole affair was a complete enigma which amazed and stupefied him.

Presently, when he had somewhat recovered from his surprise, he ascended the stairs, his footsteps now echoing strangely through the empty place, and there found that the drawing-room, and, in fact, all the other rooms, had been completely and quickly cleared. The carpets had in some cases been left, but in the hasty removal curtains had been torn down from the rings, leaving cornices and poles, and the grand piano remained, it being apparently too large and heavy for rapid transit.

He ascended, even to the servants rooms on the top floor, but found scarcely a vestige of furniture left.

In one back room, a small half-garret with a slightly eloping roof, he noticed a cupboard which curiosity led him to open, as he had opened other cupboards. As he did so, he saw a bundle upon the floor, as though it had been hastily thrown there.

As he pulled it forth it unrolled, and he then saw that it was a womans light grey tweed skirt and coat.

The latter felt damp to his touch, and as he held it up to examine it he saw that the breast and sleeve were both saturated with blood!

It dropped from his nerveless fingers. Some secret crime had been committed in that house, so suddenly and mysteriously divested of its furniture.

But what?

Max Barclay, pale as death, stood gazing around him, staggered, bewildered, horrified, scarce daring to breathe.

Why had Charles Rolfe fled so hurriedly and secretly from the place?


Chapter Five.

What a Constable Saw.
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SLOWLY MAX BARCLAY regained possession of his senses. The discovery had so staggered him that, for a few moments, he had stood there in that room, staring at the womans tweed coat, transfixed in horror.

There was some great and terrible mystery there, and with it Charlie Rolfe, the man whom he had so implicitly trusted, his most intimate friend, and brother of the woman who was all the world to him, was closely associated.

He glanced around the bare garret in apprehension. All was so weird and unexpected that a queer, uncanny feeling had crept over him. What could have occurred to have caused this revolution in the Doctors house?

Here in that house, only a few hours ago, he had smoked calmly with Petrovitch, the studious Servian patriot, the man whom the Servians worshipped, and who was the right hand of his sovereign the King. When they had chatted of Mauds flirtation there had been no suggestion of departure. Indeed, the Doctor had invited him to return after dinner, as he so often did. Max was an easy, gay, careless man of the world, yet he was fond of study, and fond of the society of clever men like Petrovitch. The latter was well-known in literary circles on the Continent by reason of having written a most exhaustive history of the Ottoman Empire. That night Marion, his well-beloved, had no doubt dined at that house, prior to going to the concert with Maud. At least she would be aware of something that might give a clue to this extraordinary and hurried flight, if not to the ugly stain upon the womans dress lying upon the floor at his feet.

He was undecided how next to act. Should he go to the police-station and inquire of the inspector whether removing vans had been noticed by the constable on the beat, or should he take a cab to Queens Hall to try and find Marion and Maud?

He glanced at his watch, and saw that by the time he got to the concert they would in all probability have left. Marion was compelled to be in by eleven oclock, therefore Maud would no doubt come out with her. Indeed, in a quarter of an hour his friends daughter would be due to return there.

This decided him, and, without more ado, he left the house. Was it worth while at present, he reflected, saying anything to the police regarding the blood-stained garment? Charlie might give the explanation. He would see him before the night was out.

Therefore, finding a constable at the corner of Earls Court Road, he inquired of him if he had noticed any removing vans before the house in question. The man replied that he had only come on duty at ten, therefore, it would be best if he went to the police-station, to which he directed him.

If the man on duty saw any removing vans in the evening, he would certainly report it, the constable added politely, and Barclay then went in the direction he indicated.

A quarter of an hour later he stood in the police-office, while the inspector turned over the leaves of the big book in which reports of every untoward or suspicious occurrence are entered for reference, in case of civil actions or other eventualities.

At first he could find nothing, but at last he exclaimed:

Theres something here. I suppose this is it. Listen: P.C. Baldwin, when he came off duty, reported to the station-sergeant that two large pantechnicon vans and a small covered van of Harmers Stores, Knightsbridge, drove up at 8:10 to Number 127a, Cromwell Road, close to Queens Gate Gardens, and with seven men and a foreman removed the whole of the furniture. The constable spoke to the foreman, and learned that it was a sudden order given by the householder, a Dr Petrovitch, a foreigner, for his goods to be removed before half-past ten that night, and stored at the firms depository at Chiswick.

But they must have done it with marvellous alacrity! Max remarked, at the same time pleased to have so quickly discovered the destination of the Doctors household goods.

Bless you, sir, answered the inspector, Harmers can do anything. Theyd have sent twenty vans and cleared out the place in a quarter of an hour if theyd contracted to do so. You know they can do anything, and supply anything from a tin-tack to a live monkey.

Then theyve been stored at Chiswick, eh?

No doubt, sir. The constable would make all inquiry. You know Harmers place at Chiswick, not far from Turnham Green railway station? At the office in Knightsbridge theyd tell you all about it. This foreign doctor was a friend of yours, I suppose?

Yes, a great friend, replied Barclay. The fact is, Im much puzzled over the affair. Only late this afternoon I was in his study, smoking and talking, but he told me nothing about his sudden removal.

Ah, foreigners are generally pretty shifty customers, sir, was the officers remark. If youd seen as much as I have of em, when I was down at Leman Street, youd think twice before you trusted one. Of course, no reflection intended on your friend, sir.

But there are foreigners who are gentlemen, Max ventured to suggest.

Yes, there may be. I havent met many, and we have to deal with all classes, you know. But tell me the circumstances, added the inspector, scenting mystery in this sudden flight. Petrovitch might be some City speculator who had suddenly been ruined, or a bankrupt who had absconded.

Max Barclay was, however, not very communicative. Perhaps it was because of Charlies inexplicable presence in that deserted house, or perhaps on account of the inspectors British antipathy towards foreigners; nevertheless, he said nothing regarding that womans coat with the tell-tale mark of blood.

Besides, the Doctor and Maud must be somewhere in the vicinity. No doubt he would come round to Dover Street in the morning and explain his unusual removal. The discovery of Rolfes presence there was nevertheless inexplicable. The more he reflected upon it, the more suspicious it seemed. The inspectors curiosity had been aroused by Maxs demeanour. The latter had briefly related how he had called, to find the house empty, and both occupier, his daughter, and the servants gone.

Did you see any servant when you were there this evening?

Yes; the man-servant Costa.

Ah, a foreigner! Old or young?

Middle-aged.

A devoted retainer of his master, of course.

I believe so.

Then he may have been in his masters secret — most probably was. When a master suddenly flies he generally confides in his man. Ive known that in many instances. What nationality was this Petrovitch?

Servian.

Oh, we dont get many of those people in London. They come from the East somewhere, dont they — a half-civilised lot?

Doctor Petrovitch is perfectly civilised, and a highly-cultured man, Max responded. He is a statesman and diplomat.

What! Is he the Minister of Servia?

He was — in Berlin, Constantinople, and other places.

Then there may be something political behind it, the officer suggested, beaming as though some great flash of wisdom had come to him. If so, it dont concern us. Englands a free country to all the scum of Europe. This doctor may be flying from some enemy. Russian refugees often do. Ive heard some queer tales about them, more strange than what them writers put in sixpenny books.

Yes, remarked Barclay, I expect youve had a pretty big experience of foreigners down in Whitechapel.

And at Vine Street, too, sir, was the mans reply, as he leaned against the edge of his high desk, over which the flaring gas jets hissed. Nineteen years in the London police gives one an intimate acquaintance with the undesirable alien. Your story to-night is a queer one. Would you like me to send a man round to the house with you in order to give it a look over?

Max reflected in an instant that if that were done the womans dress would be discovered.

Well — no, he replied. At present I think it would be scarcely worth while. I think I know where I shall find the Doctor in the morning. Besides, a friend of mine is engaged to his daughter, so hell be certain to know their whereabouts.

Very well — as you wish. But, he said, if you cant find where theyre all disappeared to, give us a call again, and well try to assist you to the best of our ability.

Max thanked him. A ragged pickpocket, held by two constables, was at that moment brought in and placed in the railed dock, making loud protests of Im quite innocent, guvnor. It warnt me at all. I was only a-lookin on!

So Barclay, seeing that the inspector would be occupied in taking the charge, thanked him and left.

Outside, he reflected whether he should go direct to Charlies chambers in Jermyn Street. His first impulse was to do so, but somehow he viewed Rolfe with suspicion. If his friend had not seen him — and he believed he had not — then for the present it was best that he should hold his secret.

Perhaps the Doctor had sent a telegram to his own chambers. He would surely never leave London without sending him word. Therefore Max hailed a passing cab and drove to Dover Street.

His chambers, on the first floor, were cosy and well-furnished, betraying a taste in antique of the Louis XIV period. Odd articles of furniture he had picked up in out-of-the-way places, while several of the pictures were family portraits brought from Kilmaronock Castle.

The red-carpeted sitting-room, with its big inlaid writing-table, bought from an old château on the Loire, its old French chairs and modern book-case, was lit only by the green-shaded reading lamp, beneath which were some letters where his man had placed them.

On a small table at the side was a decanter of whisky, a syphon, glasses, and cigars, and beside them his letters. Eagerly he turned them over for a telegram, but there was none. Neither was there a letter from the Doctor. On the writing-table stood the telephone instrument. It might have been rung while his man Gustave had been absent. That evening he had sent him on a message down to Croydon, and he had not yet returned.

He pushed his opera-hat to the back of his head, and stood puzzled as to how he should act. Green had told him that is master had left for the Continent, and yet had he not with his own eyes seen him fly from that house in Cromwell Road?

Yes; there was a mystery — a deep, inexplicable mystery. There was not a doubt of it!


Chapter Six.

Mentions a Curious Confession.
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WHEN ABOUT TEN oclock next morning Mr Warner, buyer of the costumes at Cunningtons, noticed the tall, athletic figure of the young man in brown tweeds known as Mr Evans of Dover Street advance across the drab carpet with which the department was covered, he smiled within himself.

The young ladies of Cunningtons were not allowed any flirtations. It was the sack at a moments notice for any girl being found flirting either with one of the male assistants or with an outsider, though he be a good customer. Cunningtons hundred and one rules, with fines ranging from threepence to half-a-crown, were stringent ones. Mr Cunnington himself, a short, black-bearded man, of keen business instinct, was a kindly master; but in such a huge establishment with its hundreds of employees, rules must of necessity, be adhered to. Nevertheless, the buyers or headmen of the various departments each controlled their own assistants, and some being more lenient than others towards the girls, rules were very often broken.

Cunningtons was, therefore, known to be one of the most comfortable cribs in the trade. Assistants who came up to London in search of a billet always went to see Mr Cunnington, and happy he or she who obtained a personal introduction to him. He had earned his success by dint of hard work. Originally an assistant himself in a Birmingham shop, he had gone into business for himself in Oxford Street, in one small establishment, and had, by fair dealing and giving good value, prospered, until great rows of windows testified to the fortune he had amassed.

Unlike most employers in the drapery trade, he was generous to a degree, and he appreciated devoted service. In his great shops he had many old hands. Some, indeed, had been with him ever since his first beginning. Those were his trusted lieutenants, of whom Warner of the Costumes was one.

What Warner said was never queried, and, being a kindly man, the girls in his department did pretty much as they liked.

Max Barclay, or Mr Evans as he had several times given his name, had run the gauntlet of the shopwalkers of the outer shops, and penetrated anxiously to the costumes. At that hour there were no customers. Before eleven there is but little shopping in Oxford Street. Buyers then see travellers, who come in their broughams, and assistants re-arrange and display their stocks.

On entering the department, Max at once caught sight of the tall fair-haired girl who, with her back to him, was arranging a linen costume upon a stand.

Two other girls glanced across at him, but, knowing the truth, did not ask what he required. He was Miss Rolfes admirer, they guessed, for men did not usually come in alone and buy twenty-guinea ready-made costumes for imaginary relatives as he had done.

He was standing behind her before she turned suddenly, and blushed in surprise. Warner, sitting in his little glass desk, noticed the look upon the girls face and fully realised the situation. He liked Marions brother, while the girl herself was extremely modest and an excellent saleswoman. He knew that Charles Rolfe and this Mr Evans were friends, and that fact had prevented him from forbidding the flirtation to continue.

Evans was evidently a gentleman. Of that he had no doubt.

Why! she exclaimed to her lover. This is really a great surprise. You are early?

Because I wanted to see you, Marion, he answered, quickly.

She noticed his anxiety, and in an instant grew alarmed.

Why, whats the matter? she asked, glancing round to see whether the other girls were watching her. You ought not to come here, you know, Max. I fear Mr Warner will object to you seeing me in business hours.

Oh! never mind him, darling, he replied, in a low voice. I want to ask you a question or two. Where did you see Maud last night?

I met her at the door at Queens Hall. I was to go to Cromwell Road to call for her, but she telegraphed to me at the last moment. She was with Charlie, she told me.

And where is Charlie?

Gone to Servia. He left Charing Cross by the mail last night.

Max reflected that his friend had not left as his sister supposed.

And where did you leave Maud?

I walked to the tube station at Piccadilly Circus, and left her there. She went to Earls Court Station, and I took a bus home. She told me that youd been to see the Doctor earlier in the evening. But why do you ask all this?

Because — well, because, Marion, something unusual has occurred, he replied.

Unusual! she echoed. What do you mean?

Did Maud tell you anything about her future movements last night — or mention her fathers intentions?

Intentions of what?

Of leaving the house in Cromwell Road.

No; she told me nothing. Only—

Only what?

Well, it struck me that she had something on her mind. You know how bright and merry she usually is. Well, last night she seemed very thoughtful, and I wondered whether she had had any little difference with Charlie.

You mean that they may have quarrelled?

I hardly think that likely, she said, quickly. Charlie is far too fond of her, as you know.

And her father does not altogether approve of it, Max remarked. He has told me so.

Poor Charlie! the girl said, for she was very fond of her brother. He was always a good friend to her, and gave her money to buy her dresses and purchase the few little luxuries which her modest stipend as a shop-assistant would not allow her to otherwise possess. Im sure hes devoted to Maud. And shes one of the best girls I know. Theyd make a perfect pair. But the Doctors a foreigner, and doesnt really understand Englishmen.

Perhaps thats it, Max said, trying to assume a careless air, for he felt that a hundred eyes were upon him.

Their position was not a very comfortable one, to say the least. He knew that he ought not to have come there during business hours, but the mystery had so puzzled him that he felt he must continue his inquiries. He had fully expected the morning post to bring him a line from the Doctor. But there had been nothing.

Both he and Maud had disappeared suddenly, leaving no trace behind — no trace except that womans coat with the stain of blood upon the breast.

Was it one of Mauds dresses, he wondered. In the band he had noticed the name of its maker — Maison Durand, of Conduit Street — one of the best dressmakers in London. True he had found it in the servants quarters, but domestics did not have their clothes made by Durand.

But tell me, Max, said the girl, her fine eyes fixed upon her lover, what makes you suggest that the Doctor is about to leave Cromwell Road.

He has left already, was Maxs reply. Thats the curious part of it.

Left! Moved away!

Yes. I came to ask you what you know about it. Theyve gone away without a word!

How? Why, you were there last evening!

I was. But soon after I left, and while Maud was with you at the concert, three vans came from Harmers Stores and cleared out the whole of the furniture.

There wasnt a bill of sale, or something of that sort, I suppose? she suggested.

Certainly not. The Doctor is a wealthy man. The copper mines of Kaopanik bring him in a splendid income in themselves, Max said. No; theres a mystery — a very great mystery about the affair.

A mystery! Tell me all about it! she cried, anxiously, for Maud was her best friend, while the Doctor had also been extremely kind to her.

I dont know anything, he responded. Except that the whole place by half-past ten last night had been cleared out of furniture. Only the grand piano and a few big pieces have been left. Harmers have taken the whole of it to their depository at Chiswick.

Well, thats most extraordinary, certainly, she said, opening her eyes in blank surprise. Maud must have known what was taking place. Possibly that is why she was so melancholy and pensive.

Did she say nothing which would throw any light upon their sadden disappearance?

Marion reflected for a few moments, her brows slightly knit in thought.

Well, she said something about her father being much worried, but she did not tell me why. About a fortnight ago she told me that both she and her father had many enemies, one of whom would not hesitate to kill him if a chance occurred. I tried to get from her the reason, but she would not tell me.

But you dont think that the Doctor has been the victim of an assassin, do you? Max asked in apprehension.

No; but Maud may have been, she answered. Killed?

I hope not, yet—

Why do you hesitate, Marion, to tell me all you know? he urged. There is a mystery here which we must fathom.

My brother knows nothing yet, I suppose.

Barclay hesitated.

I suppose not, was his reply.

Then, before I say anything, I must see him.

But hes away in Servia, is he not? He wont be back for six months.

Then I must wait till he returns, she answered, decisively.

Maud has told you something. Come, admit it, he urged.

The girl was silent for a full minute.

Yes, she sighed. She did tell me something.

When?

Last night, as we were walking together to the station — something that I refused to believe. But I believe it now.

Then you know the truth, he cried. If there had not been some unfair play, the Doctor would never have disappeared without first telling me. He has many times entrusted me with his secrets.

I quite believe that he would have telegraphed or written, she said. He looked upon you as his best friend in London.

And, Marion, this very fact causes me to suspect foul play, he said, the recollection of that fugitive in the night flashing across his brain. What do you, in the light of this secret knowledge, suspect?

Her lips were closed tightly, and there was a strange look in her eyes.

I believe, Max, she replied, in a low, hard voice, that something terrible must have happened to Maud!

Did she apprehend something?

I cannot tell. She confessed to me something under a bond of secrecy. Before I tell you I must consult Charlie — the man she loved so dearly.

But are we not lovers, Marion? he asked, in a low intense voice. Cannot you tell me what she said, in order that I may institute inquiries at once. Delay may mean the escape of the assassin if there really has been foul play.

I cannot betray Mauds confidence, Max, was her calm answer.

This response of hers struck him as implying that Maud had confessed something not very creditable to herself, something which she, as a woman, hesitated to tell him. If this were actually true, however, why should she reveal the truth to Mauds lover? Would she not rather hide it from him?

But you will not see Charlie for months, he exclaimed, in dismay. What are we to do in the meantime?

We can only wait, she answered. I cannot break my oath to my friend.

Then you took an oath not to repeat what she told you?

She told me something amazing concerning—

And she hesitated.

Concerning herself, he added. Well?

It was a confession, Max — a — a terrible confession. I had not a wink of sleep last night for her words rang in my ears, and her face, wild and haggard, haunted me in the darkness. Ah! it is beyond credence — horrible! — but — but, Max — leave me. These people are noticing us. I will see you to-night, where you like. Only go — go! I cant bear to talk of it! Poor Maud! What that confession must have cost her! And why? Ah, I see it all now! Because — because she knew that her end was near!


Chapter Seven.

Contains Several Revelations.
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MAX BARCLAY RE-TRACED his steps along Oxford Street much puzzled. What Marion had told him was both startling and curious in face of the sudden disappearance of the Doctor and his daughter. If the latter had made a confession, as she apparently had, then Marion was, after all, perfectly within her right in not betraying her friend.

Yet what could that confession be? Marion had said it was a terrible confession, and as he went along he tried in vain to imagine its nature.

The morning was bright and sunlit, and Oxford Street was already busy. About the Circus the ebb and flow of traffic had already begun, and the windows of the big drapery shops were already attracting the feminine crowds with their announcements of summer sales and baits of great bargains.

For a moment he paused at the kerb, then, entering a hansom, he drove to Mariners Stores, the great emporium in Knightsbridge, which had been entrusted with the removal of the Doctors furniture.

Without much difficulty he found the manager, a short, dapper, little frock-coated freckled-faced business man, and explained the nature of his inquiry.

The man seemed somewhat puzzled, and, going to a desk, opened a big ledger and slowly turned the pages.

I think there must be some mistake, sir, was his reply. We have had no removal of that name yesterday.

But they were at Cromwell Road late last night, Max declared. The police saw them there.

The police could not have seen any of our vans removing furniture from Cromwell Road last night, protested the manager. See here for yourself. Yesterday there were four removals only — Croydon to Southsea, Fitzjohns Avenue to Lower Norwood, South Audley Street to Ashley Gardens, and Elgin Avenue to Finchley. Here they are, and he pointed to the page whereon the particulars were inscribed.

The goods in question were removed by you from Cromwell Road, and stored in your depository at Chiswick.

I think, sir, you really must be mistaken, replied the manager, shaking his head. Did you see our vans there yourself?

No. The police did, and made inquiry.

With the usual result, I suppose, that they bungled, and told you the wrong name.

Theyve got it written down in their books.

Well, all I can say is, that we didnt remove any furniture from the road you mention.

But it was at night.

We do not undertake a job at night unless we receive a guarantee from the landlord that the rent is duly paid, and ascertain that no money is owing.

Max was now puzzled more than ever.

The police say that the effects were sent to your depository, he remarked, dissatisfied with the managers assurance.

In that case inquiry is very easy, he said, and walking to the telephone he rang up the depository at Chiswick.

Is that you, Merrick? he asked over the phone. I say! Have you been warehousing any goods either yesterday or to-day, or do you know of a job in Cromwell Road, at the house of a Doctor Petrovitch?

For a full minute he waited the reply. At last it came, and he heard it to the end.

No, he said, putting down the receiver and turning to Barclay. As I expected. They know nothing of the matter at the depository.

But how do you account for your vans — two pantechnicons and a covered van — being there? he asked.

The manager shook his head.

We have here the times when each job in London was finished, and when the vans returned to the yard. They were all in by 7:30. Therefore, they could not have been ours.

Well, thats most extraordinary.

Is it somebody who has disappeared?

Yes.

Ah! the vans were, no doubt, painted with our names specially, in order to mislead the police, he said. Theres some shady transaction somewhere, sir, depend upon it. Perhaps the gentleman wanted to get his things away, eh?

No. He had no necessity for so doing. He was quite well off — no debts, or anything of that kind.

Well, its evident that if our name is registered in the police occurrences the vans were painted with our name for some illegal purpose. The gentlemans disappeared, you say.

Yes. And — well, to tell you the truth, I suspect foul play.

Have you told the police that? asked the man, suddenly interested.

No; not yet. Ive come to you first.

Then if I were you Id tell the police the result of your inquiries, the manager said. No doubt theres a crooked incident somewhere.

Thats just what I fear. Quite a number of men most have been engaged in clearing the place out.

Have you been over it? Is it entirely cleared?

Nearly. The grand piano and a big book-case have been; left.

I wonder if its been done by professional removers, or by amateurs? suggested the manager.

Ah! I dont know. If you saw the state of the place youd know, wouldnt you?

Most probably.

Then if youll come with me Ill be delighted to show you, and you can give me your opinion.

So the pair entered a cab, and a quarter of an hour later were passing along the hall of the empty house. The manager of Harmers removals inspected room after room, noticed how the curtains had been torn down, and noted in the fire grate of the drawing-room a quantity of tinder where a number of papers seemed to have been burned.

No, he said presently. This removal was carried out by amateurs, who were in a very violent hurry. Those vans were faked — bought, perhaps, and repainted with our name. Its evident that they deceived the constable very cleverly.

But the whole affair is so extraordinary? gasped Max, staring at his companion.

Yes. It would appear so. Your friend, the Doctor, evidently wished to get his goods away with the least possible delay and in the greatest secrecy.

But the employment of so many men did not admit of much secrecy, surely!

They were only employed to load. They did not unload. Only the three drivers probably know the destination of the furniture. It was valuable old stuff, I should say, if one is to judge by what is remaining.

Yes, the place was well and comfortably furnished.

Then I really think, sir, that if you suspect foul play its your duty to tell the police. In cases like this an hours delay is often fatal to success in elucidating the mystery. Max was undecided how to act. It was his duty to tell the police his suspicions and show them that blood-stained coat. And yet he felt so certain that the Doctor must in the course of the day take him into his confidence that he hesitated to make a suggestion of foul play and thus bring the affair into public prominence.

The fact that Harmers name had been upon vans not belonging to that firm was in itself sufficient proof that there had been a conspiracy somewhere.

But of what nature was it? What could possibly have been its object? What was Mauds terrible confession!

The expert in removals was examining some litter in the dining-room.

They evidently did not stop to pack anything, he remarked, but simply bundled it out with all possible speed. One fact strikes me as very peculiar.

What is that?

Well, if they wanted to empty the place they might have done so, leaving the curtains up, and the palms and things in the windows in order to lead people to believe that the house was still occupied. Apparently, however, they disregarded that precaution altogether.

Yes. Thats true. The object of the sudden flight is a complete mystery, Max remarked. He had not taken the man to the top room, where, in the cupboard, the womans dress was hidden.

You say that the Doctor was rich. Therefore, it wasnt to escape from an execution threatened by the landlord.

Certainly not.

Well, you may rest assured, sir, that the removal was not effected by professional men. The way in which carpets have been torn up and damaged, curtains torn from their rings, and crockery smashed in moving, shows them to have been amateurs.

They had ascended to the front bedroom, wherein remained a large, heavy old-fashioned mahogany chest of drawers, and he had walked across to them.

Indeed, he added. It almost looks as though it were the work of thieves?

Thieves! Why?

Well — look at this. They had no keys, so they broke open the drawers, and removed the contents, he answered. And look across there!

He pointed to a small iron fireproof safe let into the wall — a safe evidently intended originally as a place for the lady of the house to keep her jewels.

The door stood ajar, and Max, as he opened it, saw that it was empty.

The curious part of the affair was that Max was convinced within himself that when he had searched the house on the previous night that safe was not there. If it was, then the door must have been closed and concealed.

He remembered most distinctly entering that room and looking around. The chest of drawers had been moved since he was last there. When he had seen them they had been standing in their place concealing the iron door of the safe, which, when shut, closed flush with the wall. Someone had been there since! And whoever it was, had moved the heavy piece of furniture and found the safe.

He examined the door, and from its blackened condition, the twisted iron, and the broken lock, no second glance was needed to ascertain that it had been blown open by explosives.

Whatever valuables Dr Petrovitch had kept there had disappeared.

The theory of theft was certainly substantiated by these discoveries. Max stood by the empty safe silent and wondering.

I noticed downstairs in the study that a board had been prised up, as though somebody has been searching for something, the man from Harmers remarked. Probably the Doctor had something in his possession of which the thieves desired to get possession.

Well, said Max, I must say that this safe being open looks as though the affair has actually been the work of thieves. If so, then where is the Doctor, where is his daughter Maud, and where are the servants?

Yes. I agree. The whole affair is a complete mystery, sir, the other replied. There have been thieves here without a doubt. Perhaps the Doctor knows all about it, but for some reason dare not utter a word of complaint. Indeed, thats my theory. He may be in fear of them, you know. Its a gang that have done it, without a doubt.

And a pretty ingenious gang, too, declared Max, with knit brows.

They evidently made short work of all the furniture. I wonder why they took it, and where it is at present.

If it has gone to a sale room the police could trace it, Max suggested.

Certainly. But suppose it was transferred from the vans it was taken away in to the vans of some depository, and removed, say, to Portsmouth or Plymouth, and there stored? It could be done quite easily, and would never be traced.

Yes. But its a big job to have made a whole houseful of furniture disappear in a couple of hours.

It is not so big as it first seems, sir. Id guarantee to clear a house of this size in one hour, if necessary. And the way they turned out the things didnt take them very long. They were in a desperate hurry, evidently.

Do you think that thieves did the work?

Im very strongly of that opinion. Everything points to it. If I were you Id go back to the police and tell them about the safe, about that chest of drawers, and the flooring in the study. Somebodys been prying about here, depend upon it.

Max stood, still undecided. Did it not seem very much as though the thieves had visited there after Charles Rolfe had fled so hurriedly?


Chapter Eight.

The Pauper of Park Lane.
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ABOUT HALF-WAY UP Park Lane — the one-sided row of millionaires residences that face Hyde Park — not far from the corner of that narrow little turning, Deanery Street, stood a great white house, one of a short row. The windows were protected from the sun by outside blinds of red and buff-striped holland, and the first floor sills were gay with, geraniums.

The house was one of imposing importance, and dwarfed its neighbours, being both higher, larger, and more artistic. On the right side dwelt one of Manchesters cotton kings, and on the other a duke whose rent-roll was one of the biggest in the United Kingdoms. The centre house, however, was far more prosperous-looking than the others, and was often remarked upon by country cousins as they passed up and down upon omnibuses. It was certainly one of the finest in the whole of that select thoroughfare where rents alone were ruinous, and where the possession of a house meant that ones annual income must run into six figures. The mere nobility of England cannot afford to live in Park Lane nowadays. It is reserved for the kings of Britains commerce, the Stock Exchange speculator, or the get-rich-quick financier.

Those who read these lines know well the exterior of many of the houses of notable people who live there. Some are in excellent taste, while others betray the blatant arrogance of the man who, risen from penury, has suddenly found himself a controller of Englands destinies, a Birthday Knight, and the husband of a woman whom the papers have suddenly commenced to dub the beautiful Lady So-and-So. Other houses are quiet and sober in their exterior, small, modest, and unobstructive, the town residences of men of great wealth, who, posing as gentlemen, are hoping for a peerage.

The hopes in Park Lane are many. Almost every household possesses a secret ambition, some to shine in Society, other in politics, and some even in literature. The really wealthy man sneers at a baronetcy, an honour which his tea-merchant received last year, and as for a knighthood, well, he can plank down his money this afternoon and buy one just as he bought a cigar half an hour ago in Bond Street. He must have a title, for his wife wants to be known by the name of his country place, and he has secret ambitions for a seat in the Lords. And so in every house in that long, one-sided row are hopes eternal which rise regularly every year towards the end of June.

Diamond, copper, soap, pork, and railway kings who dwell there are a curious assortment, yet the combined wealth of that street alone would be sufficient to pay off our National Debt and also run a respectable-sized kingdom for a year or two.

Almost every man could realise a million sterling, and certainly one of the very wealthiest among them was old Samuel Statham, the man who owned and lived in that house with the red-striped sun-blinds.

While Max Barclay was engaged in his investigations at the deserted house in Cromwell Road, old Sam was standing at the window of his study, a large front room on the ground floor overlooking the Park. It was a quiet, soberly-furnished apartment, the carpet of which was so soft that ones feet fell noiselessly, while over the mantelshelf was a large life-sized Venus by a modern French artist, the most notable picture in the Salon five years ago.

The leather-covered chairs were all heavy and old-fashioned, the books in uniform bindings of calf and gold, and the big writing-table of the early Victorian period. Upon the table stood a great silver candelabra fitted with electric lamps, while littered about the floor were quantities of folded papers and business documents of various kinds.

There was but little comfort about the room. Artistic taste and luxury are commonly associated with Park Lane, therefore the stranger would have been greatly surprised if he had been allowed a peep within. But there was a curious bet about the house.

No stranger had ever been known to pass beyond the big swing-glass doors half-way down the hall. No outsider had ever set foot within.

Levi, the hook-nosed old butler, in his well-cut clothes and spotless linen, was a zealous janitor. No one, upon any pretext whatsoever, was allowed to pass beyond the glass doors. His master was a little eccentric, it was said, and greatly disliked intruders. He hated the inquisitiveness of the modern Press, and always feared lest his house should be described and photographed as those of his neighbours constantly were. Therefore all strangers were rigorously excluded.

Some gossip had got about concerning this. A year ago the wealthy old financier had been taken suddenly ill, and his doctor was sent for from Cavendish Square. But even he was not allowed to pass the rigidly-guarded frontier. His patient saw him in the hall, and there he diagnosed the ailment and prescribed. The doctor in question, a well-known physician, remarked upon old Sams eccentricity over a dinner-table in Mayfair, and very soon half smart London were talking and wondering why nobody was ever invited to the table of Samuel Statham.

In the City, as head of Statham Brothers, foreign bankers, whose offices in Old Broad Street are known to every City man, he was always affable, yet very shrewd. He and his brother could drive hard bargains, but they were always charitable, and the name of the firm constantly figured for a substantial amount in the lists in response to any charitable appeal.

From small beginnings — the early days of both brothers being shrouded in mystery — they had risen to become what they now were, a house second only to the Rothschilds in financial power, a house whose assistance was sought by kings and emperors, and whose interests were world-wide.

That morning old Sam Statham appeared unusually agitated. Rising at five oclock, as was his habit summer and winter, he had been hard at work for hours when Levi brought him his tiny cup of black Turkish coffee. Then, glancing at the clock upon his desk, he had risen, gone to the window, and gazed out eagerly, as though in search of someone.

It was eight oclock, and there were plenty of people about. But, though he looked up and down the thoroughfare, he was disappointed. So he snapped his thin fingers impatiently and returned to his writing.

His personal appearance was truly insignificant. When, in the street, he was pointed out to people as the great Samuel Statham, they invariably expressed astonishment. There was nothing of the blatant millionaire about him. On the contrary, he was a thin, grey, sad-looking man, rather short of stature, with a face very broad in the brow and very narrow at the chin, ending with a small, scraggy white beard clipped to a point. His cheeks were hollow, his dark eyes sunken, the skin upon his brow tightly stretched, his lips pale and thin, and about his clean-shaven upper lip a hardness that was in entire opposition with his generous instincts towards his less fortunate fellow men.

One of his peculiarities of dress was that he always wore a piece of greasy black satin ribbon, tied loosely in a bow as a cravat. The same piece did duty both by day and at evening.

His clothes, for the most part, hung upon his lean, shrunken limbs as though they had been made for a much more robust man, and his hats were indescribably greasy and out of date. When he went to the City Levi compelled him to put on his best silk hat and a decent frock coat, but often of an afternoon he might be seen sitting alone in the Park and mistaken for some poor, broken-down old man the sadness of whose face compelled sympathy.

This carelessness of dress appears to be one of the inevitable results of great fortune. A man should never be judged by his coat nowadays. The struggling clerk who lives in busy Brixton or cackling Croydon usually gives himself greater airs, and dresses far better than the head of the firm, while the dainty typewriter wears prettier blouses and neater footgear than his own out-door daughters, with their slang, their pals, and their distorted ideas of maiden modesty.

But old Sam Statham had neither kith nor kin. He was a lonely man — how utterly lonely only he himself knew. He had only his perpetual calculations of finance, his profit and loss accounts, and occasional chats with the ever-faithful Levi to occupy his days. He seldom if ever left London. Even the stifling August days, when his clerks went to the mountains or the sea, he still remained in London, because, as he openly declared, he hated to mix with strangers.

Curiously enough, almost the only man he trusted was his private secretary, Charlie Rolfe, the smart young man who came there from ten oclock till two each day, wrote his private letters, and was paid a very handsome salary.

Usually old Sam was a very quiet-mannered man whom nothing disturbed. But that morning he was distinctly upset. He had scarcely slept a single wink, and his deep-sunken eyes and almost haggard face told of a great anxiety wearing out his heart.

He tried to add up a long column of figures upon a sheet of paper before him, but gave it up with a deep sigh. Again he rose, glanced out of the window, audibly denounced in unmeasured terms a motor-bus which, tearing past, caused his room to shake, and then returned to his table.

But he was far too impatient to sit there long, for again he rose and paced the room, his grey brows knit in evident displeasure, his thin, bony hands clenched tightly, and from his lips escaping muttered imprecations upon some person whom he did not name.

Once he laughed — a hard little laugh. His lip curled in exultant triumph as he stuck his hands into the pockets of his shabby jacket and again went to look over the brisé-brisé curtains of pale pink silk into the roadway.

For a moment he looked, then, with a start, he stood glaring out. Next instant he sprang back from the window with a look of terror upon his blanched cheeks. He had caught sight of somebody whose presence there was both unwelcome and unexpected, and the encounter had filled him with anxiety and dismay.

As he had gazed inquiringly forth, with his face close to the window-pane, his eyes had met those of a man of about his own age, shabby, with grey, ragged hair, threadbare clothes, broken boots, and a soft grey felt hat, darkly stained around the band — a tramp evidently. The stranger was leaning idly against the park railings, evidently regarding the house with some wonder, when the sad face of its master had appeared.

The pair glared at each other for one single second. Then Sam Statham, recognising in the others crafty eyes a look of cruel, relentless revenge, started back into the room, breathless and deathly pale. He staggered to his chair, supporting himself by clutching at its back.

Then they did not lie! he gasped aloud. He — hes alive — therefore so its all over! I — I saw his intentions plainly written in his face. Ive played the game and lost! He has returned, therefore I must face the inevitable. Yes, he added, with that same bitter laugh, only this time it was the hoarse, discordant laugh of a man who found himself cornered, without any possible means of escape. Yes — this is the end — I must die! — to-day! And he whispered, glancing round the room as though in terror of his own voice, Yes — before the sun sets.


Chapter Nine.

In which Levi Gives Advice.
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For fully five minutes Samuel Statham stood steadying himself by the back of his chair. His face was white and rigid, his jaw set, his breathing quick and excited, his hands trembling, his face full of a sudden horror.

He had entirely changed. The sight of that shabby stranger had filled him with fear.

Once or twice he glanced furtively at the window. Then, straightening himself in a vain endeavour to remain calm, he bent and crept back to the window in order to ascertain whether the man still remained. Bent and out of sight he approached the lace-edged curtain and peered through unseen.

Yes; the fellow was still there. He had lit his pipe with calm unconcern, and was leaning back against the railings in full view of the house. The mans attitude was that of complete triumph. Ah! what a fool he had been to have shown himself so openly as he had done! To think that this man of all men was still alive!

He crept back again, trembling. His face was haggard and bloodless, the countenance of a man whose future was but a blank — the dismal blank of the grave.

His whole body trembled as he sank into his writing-chair, and, leaning his elbows upon the desk, he buried his face in his hands and sobbed. Yes; he, the hard-headed financier, whose influence was felt in every corner of the world, the man who controlled millions and who loaned great sums to certain of the rulers of Europe, sobbed aloud.

Ah! he cried to himself, I was a fool when I disbelieved them. I thought that blackmail was their object in telling me the story of how that man was alive and had been seen. Therefore I only laughed at them and took no precaution. Ah! I was a fool, and my foolishness must end fatally. There is no way out of it for me — only death. Ive been a fool — a confounded fool. I ought to have made certain; I ought not to have taken any risk. Im wiser now than I was then. Age has brought me wisdom as well as destroying my belief in the honesty of men and the loyalty of friends; and as he sighed heavily, his brow still bent upon his hand, he touched the bell, and old Levi appeared.

Levi, he said, in a low unusual voice, go quietly to that window and, without attracting attention, look outside at a man opposite.

The faithful old servant, somewhat surprised at these rather unusual instructions, walked stealthily to the window and peered through the lace insertion of the brisé-brisé.

Scarcely had he done so than, with a cry, he withdrew, and facing his master, stood staring at him.

Did you see anyone, Levi? asked his master, raising his head suddenly.

Yes, was the hoarse whisper of the man who stood there, white-faced in fear. Its him! I — I thought you said he was dead.

No; he isnt! Hes there in the flesh.

And what are we to do?

What can we do? He recognised me a moment ago, and hes watching the house.

Which means that you had better leave England for a considerable time.

What! cried Statham, in quick reproof. What — run away? Never!

But — well, in the circumstances, dont you scent danger — a very grave danger? asked the old servant whose devotion to his master had always been so marked.

When I am threatened I always face my accuser. I shall do so now, was the great mans calm reply, even though it were in absolute contradiction to his attitude only a few moments before. Perhaps it was that he did not wish old Levi to know his fear.

But — but that can only result in disaster, remarked the old servant, who never addressed his master as sir — the pair were on too intimate terms for that. If I might presume to advise, I think—

No, Levi, snapped the other; you havent any right to give advice in this affair. I know my own business best, surely?

And that man knows as much as you do — and more.

They told me he was alive, and I — fool that I was — disbelieved them! the old millionaire cried. And there he is now, watching outside like a terrier outside a rat-hole. And Im the rat, Levi — caught in my own trap!

Is there no way out of this? asked the other. Surely you can escape if you so desire — get away to America, or to the Continent.

And whats the use. Hed follow. And even if he didnt, think of what he can tell if he goes to the police.

Yes; he could tell sufficient to cause Statham Brothers to close their doors — eh? remarked the old servant very seriously.

Thats just it. Ive been a confounded idiot. Rolfe warned me only the other day that the fellow was in London, but I said I wouldnt believe him until I saw the man with my own eyes. To-day I have actually seen him, and there can be no mistake. Hes the man that — that I—

His sentence remained unfinished, for he sank into his chair and groaned, covered his face again with his hands in an attitude of deep remorse, while Levi stood by watching in silence.

Rolfe could help you in this matter, the man exclaimed at last. Where is he?

I dont know. I sent him yesterday to Belgrade, but last night he telephoned that he had lost the train.

Then he may have left at nine oclock this morning?

Most probably.

Then you must recall him by wire.

No telegram can reach him till he gets to Servia, for I dont know whether hes gone from Ostend or Paris.

Theyd know in the City. Why not ask them?

No; they wouldnt know.

Why?

Because Rolfe had with him a big sum in German notes and a quantity of securities belonging to the National Bank of Servia. In that case he would not let anyone know his route, for fear of thieves. It is one of my strictest orders to him. Why he lost the train last night I cant tell.

Well, its a thousand pities we cant get at him, for hes the only man to help you out — of this difficulty.

Yes; I quite agree. That shabby, down-at-heel man waiting outside is my master, Levi — the master of Statham Ltd. My future is in his hands!

He had raised his head, and sat staring at the beautiful picture upon the wall before him, the picture with its wonderful tints which had been copied in a hundred different places.

His countenance was haggard and drawn, and in his eyes was a look of unspeakable terror, as though he were looking into his own grave, as indeed at that moment he was.

The sombre melancholy-looking Levi stood watching for a moment, and then, creeping to the window, looked out into the sunshine of Park Lane.

The ragged tramp was still there, idling against the railings, and smoking a short, dirty pipe quite unconcernedly. He was watching for the re-appearance of that white, startled face at the window — the face of the great Samuel Statham. Hes still outside, I suppose? queried the man at the other end of the room.

Levi replied in the affirmative, whereat old Samuel clenched his teeth and muttered something which sounded like an oration. He was condemning himself for his disbelief in his secretarys warnings.

Had I listened to him I could easily have saved myself — I could have prevented him from coming here, he said in a meaning voice.

Yes; it would not have been difficult to have prevented this. After what has occurred that blackguard has no right to live.

Aha! then you believe me, Levi? cried the wretched man. You do not blame me? he asked, anxiously.

He was to blame — not you.

Then I was right in acting as I did, you think — right to protect my interests.

You were right in your self-defence, the man answered, somewhat grey, sphinx-like, for Levi was a man whose thoughts one could never read from his thin, grey, expressionless face. But you were injudicious when you disregarded Rolfes warning.

I thought he had his own interests to serve, was Stathams reply.

Frankly, you believed it to be an attempt at blackmail. I quite follow you. But do you think Rolfe would be guilty of such a thing?

My dear Levi, when a poor man is in love, as Rolfe is, it is a sore temptation to obtain by any means, fair or foul, sufficient to marry and support a wife. You and I were both young once — eh? And we thought that our love would last always. Where is yours to-day, and — he sighed— where is mine?

You are right, replied the old servant slowly, with a slight sigh. You refer to little Marie. Ah! I can see her now, as plainly as she was then, forty years ago. How beautiful she was, how dainty, how perfect, and — ah! — how well you loved her. And what a tragedy — the tragedy of your life — the tragedy that has ever been hidden from the world — the—

No! Enough, Levi! cried his master hoarsely, staring straight before him. Do not recall that to me, especially at this moment. It was the great tragedy of my life, until — until this present one which — which threatens to end it.

But you are going to face the music. You have said!

I may — and I may not.

Levi was silent again. Only the low ticking of the dock broke the quiet, and was followed by the rumble of a motor-bus and the consequent tremor in the room.

At any rate, Samuel Statham will never act the coward, the millionaire remarked at last, in a soft but distinct voice.

Rolfe can help you. Where is he — away just at the moment that hes wanted, Levi said.

My fault! My fault, Levi! his master declared. I disbelieved him, and sent him out to Servia to show him that I did not credit what he told me.

You were a fool! said Levi, bluntly. He never minced words when his master spoke confidentially.

I know I was. I have already admitted it, exclaimed the financier. But what puzzles me is that that man outside is really alive and in the flesh. I never dreamed that he would return to face me. He was dead — I could have sworn it.

So you saw him dead — eh?

Old Statham drew a quick breath, and his face went ashen, for he saw how he had betrayed himself. Next instant he had recovered from his embarrassment and, bracing himself with an effort, said:

No — no, of course not. I — I only know what — well, what Ive been told. I was misled wilfully by my enemies.

Levi looked straight into his face with a queer expression of disbelief. Statham noticed it, and it unnerved him.

He had inadvertently made confession, and Levi did not credit his denial.

The peril of the situation was complete!


Chapter Ten.

Shows a Womans Peril.
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SEVERAL HOURS HAD gone by, hours which Samuel Statham spent, seated in a deep easy-chair near the empty fire grate, reviewing his long and eventful life.

With his head buried in his hands, he reflected upon all the past — its tragedy and its prosperity. True, he had grown rich, wealthier than he had ever dreamed, but, ah! at what a cost! The world knew nothing. The world of finance, known in the City, looked upon him as a power to be reckoned with. By a stroke of that stubby, ink-stained pen which lay upon the writing-table he could influence the markets in Paris or Berlin. His aid and advice were sought by men who were foremost in the countrys commerce and politics, and he granted loans to princes and to kingdoms. And yet the tragedy of his own heart was a bitter one, and his secret one that none dreamed.

He, like many another world-famous man, had a skeleton in his cupboard. And that day it had seen the light, and the sight of it had caused him to begin the slow and painful process of putting his house in order, prior to quitting it for ever — prior to seeking death by his own hand.

For nearly an hour he had been huddled up in the big leather armchair almost immovable. He had scrawled two or three letters, and written the superscription upon their envelopes, and from his writing-table he had taken a bundle of letters tied with a faded blue ribbon. One by one he had read them through, and then, placing them in the grate, he had applied a match and burnt them all. Some other business documents followed, as well as an old parchment deed, which he first tried to tear, but at last burned until it was merely twisted tinder.

It was now afternoon, and the silence of that house of mystery, wherein no one save Charles Rolfe ever penetrated, was unbroken. Across the soft green carpet lay a bar of warm sunlight that seemed strangely out of place in that sombre apartment, with its despairing owner, while outside the shabby stranger was no longer to be seen.

He might be lurking in the vicinity, but Levi had an hour ago entered and informed his master that the patient vigil had been relaxed.

Old Sam had dismissed him with a grunt of dissatisfaction. Those last hours of his life he wished to spend alone.

He had been trying to see some way out of the cul-de-sac in which he found himself, but there was none. That shabby wayfarer — his worst enemy, had found him. Years ago he had sworn a terrible vengeance, but for secret reasons, known only to Statham himself, he had laughed his threats to scorn. Then came his death, and Statham was free, free to prosper, become rich and powerful, and use his great wealth for good or for evil as he felt so inclined.

He had, however, used it for good. His contributions to charities were many and handsome. Among other things, he had built and endowed a wing of the London Hospital, for which his Majesty signified his intention of conferring a baronetcy upon him. But that honour he declined. To his brother in the City he had said, I dont wish for any honour, and Ill remain plain Sam to the end of my days. There was a reason — a secret reason — why he was unable to receive the distinction. None knew it — none even dreamed.

The papers expressed wonder at the refusal, and people called him a fool. In Old Broad Street men were envious, and laughed in their sleeves. Yet if they had known the real reason they would surely have stood aghast.

One day, however, his private secretary, young Rolfe, had come to him with a strange and improbable tale. His enemy was alive and well, and was, moreover, actually in England! He questioned the young man, and found certain discrepancies in the statement. Therefore, shrewd and far-seeing, he refused to believe it, and suspected blackmail to be the ultimate intention. He did not, however, suspect Rolfe of any inclination that way. He was both faithful and devoted.

Five years before, Rolfes father, a man of considerable means who had been interested in his financial undertakings, burnt his fingers badly over a concession given by the Persian Government and became bankrupt. A year later he died, a ruined man, leaving a son Charles and a daughter Marion. The latter had been compelled, he understood, to earn her living in a London shop, and the former, who had only recently come down from Oxford, he had engaged as his confidential secretary.

He had indeed done this because he had felt that Charlies father had made the ruinous speculation upon his advice, and it therefore behoved him to do some little for the dead mans children. Few men in the City of London in these modern days are possessors of consciences, and those who have are usually too busy with their own affairs to think of the children of ruined friends.

Old Sam Statham was a hard man, it must be admitted. He would drive a bargain to the last fraction of percentage, and in repayment of loans he was relentless sometimes. Yet the acts of private charity that he did were many, and he never sought to advertise them.

In Charles Rolfe he had not been disappointed. Never once had he disobeyed the orders he had given, and, what was more, never once had he sought to penetrate beyond the door at the head of the staircase which shut off the ground floor from the one above.

The first day that Rolfe came to attend to his correspondence he had told him that he must never ascend those stairs, and that if he did he would be discharged at a moments notice.

This prohibition struck the young man as curious and lent additional colour to the whispers of mystery concerning the fine fashionable house. A thousand weird suggestions arose within his mind of what was concealed upstairs, yet he was powerless to investigate, and, after a few weeks, grew to regard his masters words as those of an eccentric man whose enormous wealth had rendered a trifle extraordinary at times.

Old Levi was janitor of that green baize door. Situated round the corner, no one standing in the hall could see it. Therefore its existence was unsuspected. But it was an iron door covered with green baize, and always kept locked. Levi kept the key, and to all Rolfes inquisitiveness he was dumb.

The master allows nobody upstairs, was always his reply. I sleep downstairs because I am not permitted to ascend.

What other servants might be there he knew not. Levi was the only other person he ever saw. The curtains at the upper windows always looked fresh and smart, and often as he went up Park Lane at night and glanced up at them, he saw lights in them, showing that they must be inhabited.

At first all this puzzled him sorely. He had told Marion about it, and also Maud Petrovitch, both girls being intensely interested in the mystery of the house and the character of the unseen occupants of its upper floors.

But as Charlie declared that old Statham was eccentric in everything, the mystery had gradually worn off and been forgotten.

The old mans face had sadly changed since early morning. His countenance now was that of a man in sheer despair. He had looked up the Continental Bradshaw and had scrawled half a dozen telegrams, addressed to his secretary, now on his way to Servia, and these had been taken to the post-office by Levi.

But it was all in vain. The message to Belgrade could not possibly reach Rolfe for another three days, and then, alas! it would be too late.

Before then he would be finished with all earthly things, and the world would denounce him as a coward. Yet even that would be preferable to standing and hearing his enemys denunciation than facing exposure, ridicule, and ruin.

Levi was right when he suggested flight, he was murmuring to himself. Yet where can I go? Im too well-known. My portrait is constantly in the papers, and, save Greece, there is no country in which I could obtain sanctuary. Again, suppose I got safely to Greece, what about the firms credit? It would be gone. But if I die to-day, before this man returns, they cannot accuse the dead, and the firm, being in a sound financial position, cannot be attacked. No, only by my own death can I save the situation. I must sacrifice myself. There is no help for it! None! I must die!

He gazed wildly around the big old-fashioned room as though his eyes were searching for some means of escape.

But there was none. His past had that day risen against him, and he was self-condemned.

His chin sank again upon his chest, and his deep-set eyes were fixed upon the soft, dark-green carpet. The marble clock chimed the hour of four, and recalled him to a sense of his surroundings.

He stretched himself, sighing deeply. He was wondering, when that shabby watcher, who held his life in his dirty talons, would return.

Thoughts of the past, tragic and bitter, arose within him, and a muttered imprecation escaped his thin, white lips. He was faced with a problem that even the expenditure of his millions could not solve. He could purchase anything on earth, but he could not buy a few more years of his own life.

He envied the man who was poor and struggling, the man with a cheerful wife and loving children, the man who worked and earned and had no far-reaching interests. The wage-earner was to him the ideal life of a man, for he obtained an income without the enormous responsibility consequent upon being a principal. His vast wealth was but a millstone about his neck.

That little leather book, with its brass lock, wherein was recorded his financial position in a nutshell, was lying upon the table. When he had consulted it he had been appalled. He was worth far more than he had ever imagined. And yet, by an irony of fate, the accumulation of that wealth was now to cost him his life!

The long bar of sunlight had been moving slowly across the carpet, all the afternoon. Old Sam Statham has risen and crossed again to his writing-table, searching among some papers in a drawer, and finding a silver cigarette case, much tarnished by long neglect. This he opened, and within was displayed one tiny object. It was not a cigarette, but a tiny glass tube with a glass stopper, containing a number of very small white pilules.

He was gazing thoughtfully upon these, without removing the tube from its hiding-place, when, of a sudden, the door opened, and Levi, his pale face flushed with excitement and half breathless, entered, exclaiming in a low whisper:

Rolfe is here! Shall I show him in?

Rolfe! gasped the millionaire in a voice of amazement. Are you serious, Levi?

Serious? Of course. He has just called and asked if you can see him.

Show him in instantly, was Stathams answer, as hope became at that instant renewed. We may find a way out of this difficulty yet — with his aid.

We may, echoed Levi, closing the door for a moment behind him, so that the young man might not overhear his words. We may; but recollect that he is a man in love.

Well?

And he loves that girl Maud Petrovitch. Dont you understand — eh? asked Levi, with an evil flash in his eyes.

Ah! I see, replied his master, biting his under lip. I follow you, Levi. It is good that you warned me. Leave the girl to me. Show him in.

You know what I told you a few days ago — of his friendship with Petrovitch, the old servant went on. Recollect that what I said was the truth, and act upon the confidential information I gave you. In this matter youve a difficult task before you, but dont be chicken-hearted and generous, as you are so very often. Youre in a tight corner, and you must get out of it somehow, by hook or by crook.

Trust me to look after myself, responded the millionaire, with a sudden smile upon his pale, haggard face, for he saw that with his secretary in London he might after all escape, and he had already closed the tarnished cigarette case that contained those pilules by which he had been contemplating ending his stormy existence. Tell him to come in.

But I beg of you to be firm. Youre not a fool, urged Levi, bending earnestly towards him. What is a womans honour as compared with your future? You must sacrifice her — or yourself. There are many women in the world, recollect — but there is only one Samuel Statham!


Chapter Eleven.

Samuel Statham Makes Confession.
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WHEN ROLFE ENTERED old Sams presence he saw that something was amiss.

Was it possible that his employer knew his secret — the secret of his visit to Cromwell Road on the previous night? Perhaps he did. The suggestion crossed his mind, and he stood breathless for a few seconds.

I thought you had left for Servia, Rolfe, exclaimed the old man in his thin, weak voice. He had seated himself at the writing-table prior to his secretarys appearance, and had tried to assume a businesslike air. But his face was unusually drawn and haggard.

I missed the train last night, was the young mans reply. It is useless to leave till to-night, as I can then catch the Orient Express from Paris to-morrow morning. Therefore I thought Id call to see if you have any further instructions.

The old man grunted. His keen eyes were fixed upon the others face. The explanation was an unsatisfactory one.

Samuel Statham, as became a great financier, had a wonderful knack of knowing all that passed. He had his spies and secret agents in every capital, and was always well informed of every financial move in progress. To him, early information often meant profits of many thousands, and that information was indeed paid for generously.

In London, too, his spies were ever at work. Queer, mysterious persons of both sexes often called there in Park Lane, and were admitted to private audience of the king of the financial world. Rolfe knew them to be his secret agents, and, further, that his employers knowledge of his own movements was often wider than he had ever dreamed.

No man in the whole City of London was more shrewd or more cunning than old Sam Statham. It was to the interest of Statham Brothers to be so. Indeed, he had once remarked to his secretary that no secret, however carefully kept, was safe from his agents, and that he could discover without difficulty anything he wanted to know.

Had he discovered the truth regarding the strange disappearance of the Doctor and his daughter?

Why did you lose the train last night, Rolfe? asked the great financier. You did not go to Charing Cross, he added.

Rolfe held his breath again. Yes, as he had feared, his departure had been watched for.

I — well, it was too late, and so I didnt attempt to catch the train.

Why too late? asked Statham, reprovingly. In a matter of business — and especially of the magnitude of yours at this moment — one should never be behindhand. Your arrival in Belgrade twenty-four hours late may mean a loss of about twenty thousand to the firm.

I hope not, sir, Rolfe exclaimed, quickly. I trust that the business will go through all right. I — I did my best to catch the train!

Your best! Why, you had half a day in which to pack and get to Charing Cross!

I quite admit that, but I was prevented.

By what? asked Statham, fixing his eyes upon the young man before him.

By a matter of private business.

Yes — a woman! You may as well admit it, Rolfe, for I know all about it. You cant deceive me, you know.

The others face went ghastly white, much to Stathams surprise. The latter saw that he had unconsciously touched a point which had filled his secretary with either shame or fear, and made a mental note of it.

I dont deny it, sir, he faltered, much confused. He had no idea that his employer had any knowledge of Maud.

Well — youre an idiot, he said, very plainly. Youll never get on in the world if youre tied to a womans shoe strings, depend upon it. Girls are the ruin of young men like you. When a man is free, hes his own master, but as soon as he becomes the slave of a pretty face then hes a lost soul both to himself and to those who employ him. Take the advice of an old man, Rolfe, he added, not unkindly. Cast off the trammels, and be free to go hither and thither. When I was your age, I believed in what men call love. Bah! Live as long as I have, and watch human nature as I have watched it, and youll come to the same conclusion as I have arrived at.

And what is that? asked Rolfe, for such conversation was altogether unusual.

That woman is mans ruin always — that the more beautiful the woman the more complete the ruin, he answered, in the hard, unsympathetic way which he sometimes did when he wished to emphasise a point.

Charlie Rolfe was silent. He was familiar with old Sams eccentricities, one of which was that he must never be contradicted. His amazing prosperity had induced an overbearing egotism. It was better to make no reply.

At heart the old man was beside himself with delight that his secretary had not left London, but it was his policy never to betray pleasure at anything. He seldom bestowed a single word of praise upon anyone. He was silent when satisfied, and bitterly sarcastic when not pleased.

I do not think, sir, that whatever you may have heard concerning the lady in question is to her detriment, he could not refrain from remarking.

All that I have heard is very favourable, I admit. Understand that I say nothing against the lady. What I object to is the principle of a young man being in love. Why court unhappiness? Youll meet with sufficient of it in the world, I can assure you. Look at me! Should I be what I am if I had saddled myself with a woman and her worries of society, frocks, children, petty jealousies, flirtations, and the thousand and one cares and annoyances which make a mans life a burden to him.

No. Take my advice, and let those fools who run after trouble go their own way. Sentimentalists may write screeds and poets sonnets, but youll find, my boy, that the only true friend youll have in life is your own pocket.

Charlie was not in the humour to be lectured, and more especially upon his passionate devotion to Maud. He was annoyed that Statham should have found it out, and yet, knowing the wide-reaching sources of information possessed by the old millionaire, it was scarcely to be wondered at.

Of course, he admitted, somewhat impatiently, there is a good deal of truth in your argument, even though it be a rather blunt one. Yet are not some men happy with the love of a good wife?

A few — alas! a very few, Statham replied. Think of our greatest men. Nearly all of them have had skeletons in their cupboards because of their early infatuations. Of some, their domestic unhappiness is well-known. Others have, however, hidden it from the world, preferring to suffer than to humiliate themselves or admit their foolishness, he said, with a calm cynicism. To-day you think me heartless, without sentiment, because you are inexperienced. Twenty years hence recollect my words, and you will be fully in accord with me, and probably regret deeply not having followed my advice.

With his thin hand he turned over some papers idly, and then, after a moments pause, his manner changed, and he said, with a good-humoured laugh:

You wont listen to me, I know, Rolfe. So what is the use of expounding my theory?

It is very valuable, the young man declared, deferentially. I know that you are antagonistic towards women. All London is aware of that.

And they think me eccentric — eh? he laughed. Well, I do not want them. Society I have no use for. It is all too shallow, too ephemeral, and too much make-believe. If I wished to go into Society to-morrow, it would welcome me. The door of every house in this neighbourhood would be opened to me. Why? Because my money is the key by which I can enter.

The most exclusive set would be delighted to come here, eat my dinners, listen to my music, and borrow my money. But who among the whole of that narrow, fast-living little world would care to know me as a poor man? I have known what it is to be poor, Rolfe, he went on; poorer than yourself. The world knows nothing of my past — of the romance of my life. One day, when I am dead, it may perhaps know. But until then I preserve my secret.

He was leaning back in his padded chair, staring straight before him, just as he had been an hour ago.

Yes, he continued; I recollect one cold January night, when I passed along the pavement yonder, and jerked his finger in the direction of the street. I was penniless, hungry, and chilled to the bone. A man in evening-dress was coming from this very house, and I begged from him a few coppers, for I had tasted nothing that day, and further, my poor mother was dying at home — dying of starvation. The man refused, and cursed me for daring to beg charity. I turned upon him and cursed him in return; I vowed that if ever I had money I would one day live in his house. He jeered at me and called me a maniac.

But, strangely enough, my words were prophetic. My fortune turned. I prospered. I am to-day living in the house of the man who cursed me, and that man himself is compelled to beg charity of me! Ah, yes! he exclaimed suddenly, rising from his chair with a sigh. The world little dreams of what my past has been. Only one man knows — the man whom you told me, Rolfe, a little time ago, is in England and alive.

What — the man Adams? exclaimed Rolfe, in surprise.

Yes, replied his employer, in a hoarse, changed voice. He knows everything.

Things that would be detrimental to you? asked his private secretary slowly.

He is unscrupulous, and would prove certain things that — well, I — I admit to you in strictest confidence, Rolfe, that it would be impossible for me to face.

Charlie stared at him in utter amazement.

Then you have satisfied yourself that what I told you is correct?

I disbelieved you when you told me. But I no longer doubt.

Why?

Because I have seen him to-day — seen him with my own eyes. He was standing outside, there against the railings, watching the house.

And did he see you?

He saw and recognised me.

Charlie gave vent to a low whistle. He recognised the seriousness of the situation. As private secretary he was in old Stathams confidence to a certain extent, but never before had he made such an admission of fear as that he had just done.

Where is he now?

I dont know. Gone to prepare his coup for my ruin, most probably, was the old mans response, in a strained unnatural voice. But listen, Rolfe. I have told you to-day what I would tell no other man. In you I have reposed many confidences, because I know you well enough to be confident that you will never betray them.

You honour me, sir, by those words, the young man said. I endeavour to serve you faithfully as it is my duty. I am not forgetful of all that you have done for my sister and myself.

I know that you are grateful, Rolfe, he said, placing his bony hand upon the young mans shoulder. Therefore I seek your aid in this very delicate affair. The man Adams has returned from the grave — how, I do not know. So utterly bewildering is it all that I was at first under the belief that my eyes were deceiving me — that some man had been made up to resemble him and to impose upon me. Yet there is no imposture. The man whom I know to be dead is here in London, and alive!

But did you actually see him dead? asked Rolfe, innocently.

Old Statham started quickly at the question.

Er — well — no. I mean, I didnt exactly see him dead myself, he faltered.

Then how are you so very positive that he died?

Well, there was a funeral, a certificate, and insurance money was, I believe, paid.

That does not prove that he died, remarked Rolfe. I thought I understood you to say distinctly when we spoke of it the other day that you had actually stood beside the dead body of John Adams, and that you had satisfied yourself that life was extinct.

No! no! cried the old man, uneasily, his face blanched. If I led you to suppose that, I was wrong. I meant to imply that, from information furnished by others, I was under the belief that he had died.

Charlie Rolfe was silent. Why had his employer altered his declaration so as to suit the exigencies of the moment?

He raised his eyes to old Sams countenance, and saw that it was the face of a man upon whom the shadow of a crime had fallen.


Chapter Twelve.

In which a Womans Honour is at Stake.
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JOHN ADAMS HAS seen you! exclaimed Rolfe, slowly. Therefore the situation is, I understand, one of extreme peril. Is that so?

Exactly, responded the millionaire, in a thin, weak voice. But by your aid I may yet extricate myself.

The younger man saw that the other was full of fear. Never had he seen his employer so nervous and utterly unstrung. The mystery of it all fascinated him. Statham had unwittingly acknowledged having been present at the presumed death of John Adams, and that in itself was a very suspicious circumstance.

Whatever assistance I can give I am quite ready to render it, he said, little dreaming what dire result would attend that offer.

Ah, yes! cried the old man, thankfully, grasping his secretarys hand. I knew you would not refuse, Rolfe. If you succeed I shall owe my life to you; you understand — my life! And he looked straight into the young mans face, adding, And Samuel Statham never forgets to repay a service rendered.

I look for no repayment, he said. You have been so very good to my sister and myself that I owe you a deep debt of gratitude.

Ah! your sister. Where is she now?

At Cunningtons, in Oxford Street.

Oh, yes! I forgot. I wrote to Cunnington myself regarding her, didnt I? I hope shes comfortable. If not, tell me. Im the largest shareholder in that business.

You are very kind, replied the young man. But she always says she is most comfortable, and all the principals are very kind to her. Of course, it was hard for her at first when she commenced to earn her own living. The hours, the confinement, and the rigorous rules were irksome to a girl of her character, always been used as she had to freedom and a country life.

Yes, replied the old man rather thoughtfully. I suppose so. But if shes getting on well, I am quite satisfied. Should she have any complaint to make, dont fail to let me know.

Rolfe thanked him. The old fellow, notwithstanding his eccentricities, was always a generous master.

There was a pause, during which the millionaire walked to the window, peered out to see if the shabby watcher had returned, and then came back again to his table.

Rolfe, he commenced, as he seated himself, with surprising calmness, I have spoken more openly to you this afternoon than I have spoken to anyone for many years. First, you must remain in London. Just ring them up in the City, and tell them to send Sheldon here, and say that he must leave for Belgrade to-night. I will see him at seven oclock.

The secretary took up the transmitter of the private telephone line to the offices of Statham Brothers in Old Broad Street, and in a few moments was delivering the principals message to the manager.

Sheldon will be here at seven for instructions, he said, as he replaced the transmitter.

Then sit down, Rolfe — and listen, the old man commanded, indicating a chair at the side of the table.

The younger man obeyed, and the great financier commenced.

You have promised your help, and also complete secrecy, have you not?

I shall say nothing, answered the other, at the same time eager to hear some closed page in the old mans history. Rely upon my discretion.

He was wondering whether the grey-faced old fellow was aware of the startling events of the previous evening in Cromwell Road. His spies had told him of Maud. They perhaps had discovered that amazing truth of what had occurred in that house, now deserted and empty.

Was it possible that old Statham, being in possession of his secret, did not now fear to repose confidence in him, for he knew that if he were betrayed he could on his part make an exposure that must prove both ruinous and fatal. The crafty old financier was not the person to place himself unreservedly in the hands of any man who could possibly turn his enemy. He had an ulterior motive, without a doubt. But what it was Charles Rolfe was unable to discover.

The mouth of that man Adams must be closed, said the old man, in a slow, deliberate voice, and you alone are able to accomplish it. Do this for me, and I can afford to pay well, and he regarded the young man with a meaning look.

Was it possible that he suggested foul play. Rolfe wondered. Was he suggesting that he should lurk in some dark corner and take the life of the shabby wayfarer, who had recently returned to England after a long absence?

It is not a question of payment, Rolfe replied. It is whether any effort of mine can be successful.

Yes; I know. I admit, Rolfe, that I was a fool. I ought to have listened to you when you first told me of his re-appearance, and I ought to have approached him and purchased his silence. I thought myself shrewd, and my cautiousness has been my undoing.

From the little I know, I fear that the purchase of the fellows silence is now out of the question. A week ago it could have been effected, but now he has cast all thought of himself to the winds, and his only object is revenge.

Revenge upon myself, sighed the old man, his face growing a trifle paler as he foresaw what a terrible vengeance was within the power of that shabby stranger. Ah! I know. He will be relentless. He has every reason to be if what has been told him had been true. A man lied — the man who is dead. Therefore the truth — the truth that would save my honour and my life — can never be told, he added, with a desperate look upon his countenance.

Then you have been the victim of a liar? Rolfe said. Yes — of a man who, jealous of my prosperity, endeavoured to ruin me by making a false statement. But his reward came quickly. I retaliated with my financial strength, and in a year he was ruined. To recoup himself he committed forgery, was arrested, and six months later died in prison — but without confessing that what he had said concerning me was a foul invention. John Adams believed it — and because of that, among other things, is my bitterest enemy.

But is there no way of proving the truth? asked Rolfe, surprised at this story.

None. The fellow put forward in support of his story proofs which he had forged. Adams naturally believed they were genuine.

And where are those proofs now?

Probably in Adams possession. He has no doubt hoarded them for use at the moment of his triumph.

Rolfe did not speak for several moments.

A week ago those proofs might, I believe, have been purchased for a round sum.

Could they not be purchased now? From the mans appearance he is penniless.

Not so poor as you think. If what Ive heard is true, he is in possession of funds. His shabbiness is only assumed. Have you any knowledge of a certain man named Lyle — a short man slightly deformed.

Lyle! gasped his employer. Do you mean Leonard Lyle? What do you know of him?

I saw him in the company of Adams. It is he who supplies the latter with money.

Lyle! cried Statham, his eyes glaring in amazement. Lyle here — in London?

He was here a week ago. You know him?

Know him — yes! answered the old millionaire, hoarsely. Are you certain that he has become Adams friend?

I saw them together with my own eyes. They were sitting in the Café Royal, in Regent Street. Adams was in evening-dress, and wore an opera-hat. Theyd been to the Empire together.

Why didnt you tell me all this before? asked Statham, in a tone of blank despair. I — I see now all the difficulties that have arisen. The pair have united to wreak their vengeance upon me, and I am powerless and unprotected.

But who is this man Leonard Lyle? inquired the secretary.

A man without a conscience. He was a mining engineer, and is now, I suppose — a short, white-moustached man, with a slightly humped back and a squeaky voice.

The same.

Why didnt you tell me this before? If Lyle knows Adams, the position is doubly dangerous, he exclaimed, in abject dismay. No, he added, bitterly; there can be no way out.

I said nothing because you had refused to believe.

You saw them together after you had told me of Adams return, or before?

After, he replied. Even though you refused to believe me, I continued to remain watchful in your interests and those of the firm. I spent several evenings in watching their movements.

Ah! you are loyal to me, I know, Rolfe. You shall not regret this. Hitherto I have not treated you well, but I will now try and atone for the manner in which I misjudged you. I ask your pardon.

For what? inquired Rolfe, in surprise.

For believing ill of you, was all the old man vouchsafed.

I tried to do my duty as your secretary, was all he said.

Your duty. You have done more. You have watched my enemies even though I sneered at your well-meant warning, he said. But if you have watched, you perhaps know where the pair are in hiding.

Lyle lives at the First Avenue Hotel, in Holborn. Adams lives in a small furnished flat in Addison Mansions, close to Addison Road railway station.

Lives there in preference to an hotel because he can go in and out shabby and down-at-heel without attracting comment — eh?

I suppose so. I had great difficulty in following him to his hiding-place without arousing his suspicions.

Does he really mean mischief? asked the principal of Statham Brothers, bending slightly towards his secretary.

Yes; undoubtedly he does. The pair are here with the intention of bringing ruin upon you and upon the house of Statham, was Rolfes quiet reply.

Then only you can save me, Rolfe, cried the old man, starting up wildly.

How? Tell me, and I am ready to act upon your instructions, Rolfe said.

The millionaire placed his hand upon the young mans shoulder and said:

Repeat those words.

Rolfe did so.

And you will not seek to inquire the reason of a request I may make to you, even though it may sound an extraordinary and perhaps mysterious one?

I will act as you wish, without desiring to know your motives.

The great financier stood looking straight into his secretarys eyes. He was deeply in earnest, for his very life now depended upon the others assent. How could he put the proposal to the man before him?

Then I take that as a promise, Rolfe, he said at last. You will not withdraw. You will swear to assist me at all hazards — to save me from these men.

I swear.

Good! Then to-day — nay, at this very hour — you must make what no doubt will be to you a great sacrifice.

What do you mean? asked Rolfe, quickly.

I mean, the old man said, in a very slow distinct voice— I mean that you must first sacrifice the honour of the woman you love — Maud Petrovitch.

Maud Petrovitch! he gasped, utterly mystified.

Yes, he answered. You have promised to save me — you have sworn to assist me, and the sacrifice is imperative! It is her honour — or my death!


Chapter Thirteen.

Describes the Man from Nowhere.
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LATE THAT SAME night, in the small and rather well-furnished dining-room of a flat close to Addison Road station, the beetle-browed man known to some as John Adams and to others as Jean Adam was seated in a comfortable armchair smoking a cigarette.

He was no longer the shabby, half-famished looking stranger who had been watching outside Stathams house in Park Lane, but rather dandified in his neat dinner jacket, glossy shirt-front, and black tie. Adventurer was written all over his face. He was a man whose whole life history had been a romance and who had knocked about in various odd and out-of-the-way corners of the world. A cosmopolitan to the backbone, he, like his friend Leonard Lyle, whom he was at that moment expecting, hated the trammels of civilised society, and their lives had mostly been spent in places where human life was cheap and where justice was unknown.

Alone in that small room where the dinner-cloth had been removed and a decanter and glasses had been placed by his one elderly serving-woman, who had now gone for the night, he was muttering to himself as he smoked — murmuring incoherent words that sounded much like threats.

It was difficult to recognise in this well-groomed, gentlemanly-looking man, with the diamond in his shirt-front and the sparkling ring upon his finger, the low-looking tramp whose eyes had encountered those of the man whose ruin he now sought to encompass.

In half a dozen capitals of the world he was known as Jean Adam, for he spoke French perfectly, and passed as a French subject, a native of Algiers; but in London, New York, and Montreal he was known as the wandering and adventurous Englishman John Adams.

Whether he was really English was doubtful. True, he spoke English without the slightest trace of accent, yet sometimes in his gesture, when unduly excited, there was unconsciously betrayed his foreign birth.

His French was as perfect as his English. He spoke with an accent of the South, and none ever dreamed that he could at the same time speak the pure, unadulterated Cockney slang.

He had just glanced at his watch, and knit his brows when the electric bell rang, and he rose to admit a short, triangular-faced, queer-looking little old man, whose back was bent and whose body seemed too large for his legs. He, too, was in evening-dress, and carried his overcoat across his arm.

I began to fear, old chap, that you couldnt come, Adams exclaimed, as he hung his friends coat in the narrow hall. You didnt acknowledge my wire.

I couldnt until too late. I was out, the other explained, in a tone of apology. Well, he asked, with a sigh, as he stretched himself before he seated himself in the proffered chair, what has happened?

A lot, my dear fellow. We shall come out on top yet.

Be more explicit. What do you mean?

What I say, was Adams response. Ive seen old Statham to-day.

And hes seen you — eh?

Of course he has. And hes scared out of his senses — thinks hes seen a ghost, most likely, he laughed, in triumph. But hell find Im much more than a ghost before hes much older, the canting old blackguard.

Lyle thought for a second.

The sight of you has forearmed him! It was rather injudicious just at this moment, wasnt it?

Not at all. I meant to give him a surprise. If Id have gone up to the house, rung the bell, and asked to see him, I should have been refused. He sees absolutely nobody, for theres a mystery connected with the house. Nobody has ever been inside.

What! exclaimed the old hunchbacked mining engineer. Thats interesting! Tell me more about it. Is it like the haunted house in Berkeley Square about which people used to talk so much years ago?

I dont think its ever been alleged to be haunted, responded Adams. Yet there are several weird and amazing stories told of it, and of the grim shadows which overhang it both night and day.

What stories have you heard? asked his companion, taking a cigarette from the box, for he had suddenly become much interested.

Well, it is said that the place is the most gorgeously furnished of any house in that select quarter, and that it is full of art treasures, old silver, miniatures, and antique furniture, for old Statham is a well-known collector and is known to have purchased many very fine specimens of antiques during the past few years. They say that, having furnished the place from kitchen to garret in the most costly manner possible, he sought out the old love of his earlier days — a woman who assisted him in the foundation of his fortune, and invited her to inspect the house. They went round it together, and after luncheon he proposed marriage to her. To his chagrin, she declined the honour of becoming the wife of a millionaire.

She was a bit of a fool, I should suppose, remarked the hunchback.

They were fond enough of each other. She was nearly twenty years his junior, and though they had been separated for a good many years, he was still devoted to her. When she refused to marry him, there was a scene. And at last she was compelled to admit the truth — she was the wife of another! A quarter of an hour later she left the house in tears, and from that moment the beautiful mansion, with the exception of two or three rooms, has been closed. He will allow nobody to pass upstairs, and the place remains the same as on that day when all his hopes of happiness were shattered.

But you said there were stories concerning the house, Lyle remarked, between the whiffs of his cigarette.

So there are. Both yesterday and to-day Ive been making inquiries and been told many curious things. A statement, for instance, made to me is to the effect that one night about a month ago the chauffeur of the great Lancashire cotton-spinner living a few doors away was seated on the car at two oclock in the morning, ready to take two of his masters guests down to their home near Epsom, when he noticed Stathams windows all brilliantly lit.

From the drawing-room above came the sounds of waltz music — a piano excellently played. This struck the man as curious, well knowing the local belief that the upper portion of the house was kept rigorously closed. Yet, from all appearances, the old millionaire was that night entertaining guests, which was further proved when a quarter of an hour later the door opened and old Levi, the man-servant, came forth. As he did so, a four-wheeled cab, which had been waiting opposite, a little further up the road, drew across, and a few moments later both Levi and Statham appeared, struggling with a long, narrow black box, which, with the cabmans aid, was put on top of the vehicle. The box much resembled a coffin, and seemed unusually heavy.

So hurried and excited were the men that they took no notice of the motor car, and the cab next moment drove away, the man no doubt having previously received his orders. The music had ceased, and as soon as the cab had departed the lights in the windows were extinguished, and the weird home remained in darkness.

Very curious. Looks about as though there had been some foul play, doesnt it? Lyle suggested.

Thats what the chauffeur suspects. Ive spoken with him myself, and he tells me that the box was so like a coffin that the whole incident held him fascinated, Adams said. And, of course, this story getting about, has set other people on the watch. Indeed, only last night a very curious affair occurred. It was witnessed by a man who earns his living washing carriages in the mews close by, and who has for years taken an interest in the mysterious home of Samuel Statham.

He had been washing carriages till very late, and at about half-past two in the morning was going up Park Lane towards Edgware Road, where he lives, when his attention was drawn to the fact that as he passed Stathams house the front door was slightly ajar. Somebody was waiting there for the expected arrival of a stranger, and, hearing the carriage washers footstep, had opened the door in readiness. There was no light in the hall, and the mans first suspicion was that of burglars about to leave the place.

Next instant, however, the reputation for mystery which the place had earned, occurred to him, and he resolved to pass on and watch. This he did, retiring into a doorway a little farther down, and standing in the shadow unobserved he waited.

Half an hour passed, but nothing unusual occurred, until just after the clock had struck three, a rather tall, thin man passed quietly along. He was in evening-dress, and wore pumps, for his tread was noiseless. The man describes him as an aristocratic-looking person, and evidently a foreigner. At Stathams door he suddenly halted, looked up and down furtively to satisfy himself that he was not being watched, and then slipped inside.

And what then? inquired Lyle, much interested.

A very queer circumstance followed, went on the cosmopolitan. There was, an hour and a half later, an exact repetition of the scene witnessed by the chauffeur.

What! the black trunk?

Yes. A cab drove up near to the house, and, at signal from Levi, came up to the kerb. Then the long, heavy box was brought out by the servant and his master, heaved up on to the cab, which drove away in the direction of the Marble Arch.

Infernally suspicious, remarked the hunchback, tossing his cigarette end into the grate. Didnt the washer take note of the number of the cab?

No. Thats the unfortunate part of it. Apparently he didnt notice the crawling four-wheeler until he saw Levi come forth and give the signal.

And the aristocratic-looking foreigner? Could he recognise him again?

He says he could.

That was last night — eh?

Yes.

There may be some police inquiries regarding a missing foreigner, remarked Lyle, thoughtfully. If so, his information may be valuable. How did you obtain it?

From his own lips.

Then we had better wait, and watch to see if anybody is reported missing. Certainly that house is one of mystery.

Sam Statham is unscrupulous. I know him to my cost, Adams remarked.

And so do I, Lyle declared. If what I suspect is true, then we shall make an exposure that will startle and horrify the world.

You mean regarding the foreigner of last night?

Yes. I have a suspicion that I can establish the identity of the foreigner in question — a man who has to-day been missing?


Chapter Fourteen.

Reveals a Clever Conspiracy.
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AND WHO WAS he? asked Adams, quickly.

For the present that is my own affair, the hunchback replied. Suffice it for you to know that we hold Samuel Statham in the hollow of our hand.

I dont know so much about that, remarked Adams, dubiously. I thought so until this morning.

And why, pray, has your opinion changed?

Because when he came a second time to the window and looked out at me, there was a glance of defiance in his eye that I scarcely lie. Hes wealthy and influential — we are not, remember.

Knowledge is power. We shall be the victors.

You are too sanguine, my dear fellow, declared the other. We are angling for big game, and to my idea the bait is not sufficiently attractive.

Statham is unscrupulous — so are we. We can prove our story — prove it up to the hilt. Dare he face us? Thats the question.

I think he dare, Adams replied. You dont know him as well as I do. His whole future now depends upon his bluff, and he knows it. We can ruin both the house of Statham Brothers and its principal. In the circumstances, it is only natural that he should assume an air of defiance.

Which we must combat by firmness. We are associated in this affair, and my advice is not to show any sign of weakness.

Exactly. Thats the reason I asked you here to-night, Lyle — to discuss our next step.

The hunchback was silent and thoughtful for a few moments. Then he said:

There is but one mode of procedure now, and that is to go to him and tell him our intentions. Hell be frightened, and the rest will be easy.

Sam Statham is not very easily frightened. You wouldnt be, if you were worth a couple of million pounds. Adams remarked, with a dubious shake of the head.

I should be if upon me rested the burden of guilt.

Then your suggestion is that I should go and tell him openly my intentions?

Decidedly. The more open you are, the greater will be the old mans terror, and the easier our ultimate task.

Hell refuse to see me.

He goes down to the City sometimes. Better call there and present a false card. He wont care to be faced in the vicinity of his managers and clerks. It will show him from the first that the great home of Statham is tottering.

And it shall fall! declared Adams, with a triumphant chuckle. We hold the trump cards, it is true. The only matter to be decided is how we shall play them.

They must be played very carefully, if we are to win.

Win? echoed the other. Why, man, we cant possibly lose.

Suppose he died?

He wont die, Ill take care of that, said Adams, with a fierce expression upon his somewhat evil countenance. No; the old blackguard shall live, and his life shall be rendered a hell of terror and remorse. He made my life so bitter that a thousand times Ive longed for death. He taunted me with my misfortunes, ruined me and laughed in my face, jeered at my unhappiness and flaunted his wealth before me when I was penniless. But through all these years I have kept silence, laughing within myself because of his ignorance that I alone held his secret, and that when I chose I could rise and crush him.

He had no suspicion of my knowledge until one blazing day in a foreign city I betrayed myself. I was a fool, I know. But very soon afterwards I repaid the error by death. I died and was buried, so that he then believed himself safe, and has remained in self-satisfied security until this morning, when his gaze met mine through the window. I have risen from the dead, he added, with a short, dry laugh; risen to avenge myself by his ruin.

And his death, added the hunchback.

Dont I tell you he shall not die? cried Adams. What satisfaction should I have were he to commit suicide? No; I mean to watch his agony, to terrify him and drive him to an existence constantly fearing exposure and arrest. He shall not enjoy a moments peace of mind, but shall be tortured by conscience and driven mad by terror. I will repay his evil actions towards me and mine a hundredfold.

How can you prevent him escaping you by suicide?

Hell never do that, for he knows his suicide would mean the ruin of Statham Brothers, and perhaps the ruin of hundreds of families. The canting old hypocrite would rather do anything nowadays than ruin the poor investor.

Yet look at his operations in earlier days! Did he not lay the foundation of the house by the exercise of cunning and unscrupulous double-dealing? Was it not mainly by his influence that a great war was forced on, and did he not clear, it is declared, more than half a million by sacrificing the lives of thousands? And he actually has the audacity to dole out sums to charities, and contributions to hospitals and convalescent homes!

The world always looks at a mans present, my dear old chap, never at his past, responded the hunchback.

Unfortunately that is so, otherwise the truth would be remembered and the name of Statham held up to scorn and universal disgust. Yet, Adams went on, I grant you that he is not much worse than others in the same category. The smug frock coat and light waistcoat of the successful City man so very often conceals a black and ungenerous heart.

But if you really make this exposure as you threaten, it will arouse the greatest sensation ever produced in England in modern years, Lyle remarked, slowly lighting a fresh cigarette.

I will make it — and more! he declared, bringing his fist down heavily upon the table. I have waited all these years for my revenge, and, depend upon it, it will be humiliating and complete.

For a few moments neither man spoke. At last Lyle said: I have more than once wondered whether you are not making a mistake in your association with that young man Barclay.

Max Barclay is a fool. He doesnt dream the real game we are playing with him.

No. If he did, he wouldnt have anything to do with us.

I suppose he wouldnt. But the whole thing appears to him such a gilt-edged one that weve fascinated him — and hell be devilish useful to us in the near future.

Youve inquired about that girl, I suppose?

Yes. Shes in a drapery shop — at Cunningtons, in Oxford Street, and, funnily enough, is sister of old Sams secretary.

His sister! By Jove! we ought to know her — one of us. She might be able to find out something.

No: we must keep away from her at present, Adams urged. Then, in a curious voice, he added: We may find it necessary to become her enemy, you know. And if so, she ought not to be personally acquainted with either of us. Do you follow me?

You mean that we may find it necessary to secure Max Barclays aid at sacrifice of the girl — eh?

His companion smiled meaningly.

We must be careful how we use Barclay, Lyle said. The young man has his eyes open.

I know. Im well aware of that, Adams said, quickly. He will be of the greatest assistance to us.

If he has no suspicions.

What suspicion can he have? laughed the other. All that weve told him he believes to be gospel truth. Only the night before last we dined together at Romanos, and after an hour at the Empire he took me to his club to chat and smoke.

He, of course, believes the story of the railway concession to be genuine, Lyle suggested. Let me see, the concession is somewhere in the Balkans, isnt it?

Yes; the railroad from Nisch, in Servia, across Northern Albania, to San Giovanni di Medua, on the Adriatic. A grand scheme thats been talked of for years, and which the Sultan has always prevented by refusing to allow the line to pass through Turkish territory.

Our story is, added Adams, that his Majesty has at last signed an iradé granting permission, and that within a month or so the whole concession will be given over to an English group of whom I am the representative. I saw that the scheme appealed to him from the very first. He recognised that there was money in it, for such a line would tap the whole trade of the Balkans, and by a junction near the Iron Gates of the Danube, take the trade of Roumania, Hungary, and South-Western Russia to the Adriatic instead of as at present into the Black Sea.

For the past week Ive met Barclay nearly every day. He suggested that, as the railway would be a matter of millions, he should approach old Sam Statham and ask him to lend us his support.

Does he know Statham?

Slightly. But I at once declined to allow him to speak about the scheme.

Why?

Because old Sam, with the aid of his spies and informants in diplomatic circles, could in three days satisfy himself whether our story was true or false. It would have given the whole story away at once. So I made an excuse for continued secrecy.

Quite right. We must not court failure by allowing any inquiry to be prematurely made, said Lyle. Make the project a secret one, and speak of it with bated breath. Hint at diplomatic difficulties between Turkey and England, if the truth were known.

Thats just what I have done, and hes completely misled. I explained that Germany would try and bring pressure upon the Sultan to withdraw the iradé as soon as it were known that the railway had fallen into British hands. And he believed me implicitly!

He had no suspicion of whom you really are?

Certainly not. He believes that Ive never met Statham but that I have the greatest admiration for his financial stability and his excellent personal qualities, Adams replied: He knows me as Jean Adam, of Paris, as they do here in these flats — a man who has extensive business relations in the Near East, and therefore well in with the pashas of the Sublime Porte and the officials of the Yildiz. I tell you, Lyle, the young fellow believes in me.

Because youre such a confoundedly clever actor, Adams. Youd deceive the cutest business man in London, with your wonderful documents, your rosy prospectuses, and your tales of fortunes ready to be picked up if only a few thousands are invested. Youve thoroughly fascinated young Max Barclay, who, believing that youve obtained a very valuable concession, is seized with a laudable desire to share the profits and to obtain a lucrative occupation as a director of the company in question.

Once he has fallen entirely in our power, the rest will be easy, answered the adventurer. I mean to have my revenge, and you receive thirty thousand as your share.

But what form is this revenge of yours to take? the hunchback inquired. You have never told me that.

It is my own affair, answered Adams, leaning back against the mantelshelf.

Well, I think between friends there should not be any distrust, Lyle remarked. You dont think Id give you away, do you? Its to my interest to assist you and obtain the thirty thousand.

And you will, if you stick to me, Adams answered.

But Id like to know your main object.

You know that already.

But only yesterday you told me that you dont want a farthing of old Stathams money.

Nor do I. His money has a curse upon it — the money filched from the pockets of widows and orphans, money that has been obtained by fraud and misrepresentation, cried Adams. To-day he is respected and lauded on account of his pious air and his philanthropy; yet yesterday he floated rotten concerns and coolly placed hundreds of thousands in his pocket by reason of the glowing promises that he never fulfilled. No! cried the man, clenching his strong, hard fist; I dont want a single penny of his money. You, Lyle, may have what you want of it — thirty thousand to be the minimum.

You talk as though you contemplated handling his fortune, the other remarked, in some surprise.

When I reveal to him my intentions, his banking account will be at my disposal, depend upon it, Adams said. But I dont want any of his bribes. I shall refuse them. I will have my revenge. It shall be an eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth. He showed me no mercy — and I will show him none — none. But it is Max Barclay who will assist me towards that end, and the girl at Cunningtons, Marion Rolfe, who must be made the catspaw.

Lyle remained thoughtful, his eyes upon the carpet.

Yes, he said, slowly, at last. I quite follow you and divine your intentions. But, remember shes a woman. Is it just — is it human?

Human! echoed the cosmopolitan, removing his cigarette as he shrugged his shoulders with a nonchalant air. To me it matters nothing, so long as I attain my object. Surely you are not chicken-hearted enough to be moved by a womans tears.

I dont understand you, his friend declared.

No; I suppose you dont, he answered. And, to be frank with you, Lyle, I dont intend at this moment that you shall. My intention is my own affair. I merely foreshadow to you the importation into the affair of a woman who will, through no fault of her own, be compelled to suffer in order to allow me to achieve the object I have in view.

The hunchback turned slightly towards the curtained window. He moved quickly in order to conceal an expression upon his face, which, had it been detected by his companion, the startling and amazing events recorded in the following chapters would surely never have occurred.

But John Adams, standing there in ignorance, was chuckling over the secret of the terrible triumph that was so very soon to be his — a triumph to be secured by the sacrifice of an honest woman!


Chapter Fifteen.

More about Marion.
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THE FOLLOWING SUNDAY afternoon was warm and bright, perfect for up-river excursions, and, as was their usual habit, Max and Marion were spending the day together.

Released from the eternal bustle of Oxford Street, the girl looked forward with eager anticipation to each Saturday afternoon and Sunday — the weekly period of rest and recreation. To the assistant in shops where the living-in system pertains, Sunday is the one bright interval in an otherwise dull, dreary, and monotonous life, the day when he or she gets away from the weariness of being businesslike, the smell of the goods, and the keen eye of the buyer or shop-walker, and when one is ones own master for a few happy hours.

To those not apprenticed in their youth to shop-life who, being born in a higher status, have been compelled to enter business as a means of livelihood, the long hours are terribly irksome, especially in winter, when artificial light is used nearly the whole day. The work is soul-killing in its monotony and the pay very meagre, therefore customers need hardly be surprised when a tired assistant does not take the trouble to exert herself unduly to satisfy her requirements.

In summer, Marion loved the river. The air was fresh and healthful, after the vitiated atmosphere of the costume department at Cunningtons. Usually Max brought his little motor-boat from Biffens, at Hammersmith Bridge, where he kept it, up to Kew, and there they would embark in the morning and run up to Hampton Court, Staines, or even Windsor, getting their luncheon or tea at one or other of the old riverside inns, and spending a lazy afternoon up some quiet, leafy backwater, where, though so near the metropolis, the king-fishers skimmed the surface of the stream and the water-lilies lay upon their broad, green leaves.

Those lazy hours spent together were always delightful, therefore, to the devoted pair, a wet Sunday was indeed a calamity. On the afternoon in question they had met at Kew Bridge at four oclock, and as she sat upon the crimson cushions in the stern, they were ascending the broad Thames, the motor running as evenly as a clock, and leaving a small wash in their wake. Marion could not meet her lover before, because she had spent the morning with a poor girl who had been a fellow assistant at Cunningtons, and was now in Guys Hospital. The girl was friendless and in a dangerous condition, therefore Marion had given up her morning and taken her some grapes.

There were not many people on the river, for pleasure-seekers usually prefer the reaches above Richmond. The craft they passed was mostly sailing boats, belonging to the club Chiswick, and the inevitable launch of the Thames Conservancy.

In a well-cut gown of plain white cotton, with lace and muslin at the throat, a straw hat of mushroom shape, with a band of pale blue velvet, and a white sunshade over her shoulder, she looked delightfully fresh and cool. He was in navy serge suit and a peaked cap, and in his mouth a pipe.

Seated sideways in the boat, with the throbbing motor at his feet, he thought he never had seen her looking so chic and indescribably charming. Those stiff black dresses, which custom forced her to wear in business, did not suit her soft beauty. But in her river dress she looked delightfully dainty, and he tried to conjure up a vision of what figure she would present in a well-cut evening gown. The latter, however, she did not possess. The shop-assistant has but little need of décolleté, and, indeed, its very possession arouses comment among the plainer, more prudish, and more elderly section of the girls in the house.

More than once Max had wanted to take her to the stalls of a theatre in an evening gown, but she had always declared that she preferred wearing a light blouse. As a man generally is, he was a blunderer, and she could not well explain how, by the purchase of evening clothes, she would at once debase herself in the eyes of her fellow-assistants. As was well-known, her salary at Cunningtons certainly did not allow of such luxuries as theatre gowns, and from the very first she had always declined to accept Maxs well-meant presents.

The only present of his that she had kept was the pretty ring now upon her slim, white hand, a ring set with sapphires and diamonds and inscribed within From Max to Marion, with the date.

As she leaned back enjoying the fresh air, after the dust and stifling heat of London, she was relating how pleased the poor invalid had been at her visit, and he was listening to her description of her friends desperate condition. A difficult operation had turned out badly, and the surgeons held out very little hope. Not a soul had been to see the poor girl all the week, the nurse had said, for she had no relatives, and all her friends were in business and unable to get out, except on Sunday.

I very much fear she wont live to see next Sunday, Marion was saying, with a sigh, a cloud passing over her bright face. It is so very sad. Shes only twenty, and such a nice girl. Her father was a naval officer, but she was left penniless, and had to earn her own living.

Like you yourself, dearest, he answered. Ah! how I wish I could take you from that life of drudgery. I cant bear to think of you being compelled to slave as you do, and to wait upon those crotchety old cats, as many of your customers are. Its a shame that you should ever have gone into Cunningtons.

Mr Statham, Charlies employer, holds the controlling interest in our business. It was through him that I got in there. Without his influence they would never have taken me, for I had no experience. As a matter of fact, she added, Im considered very lucky in obtaining a situation at Cunningtons, and Mr Warner, our buyer, is extremely kind to me.

I know all that; but its the long hours that most wear you out, he said, especially in this close, muggy weather.

Oh! Im pretty strong, she declared lightly, her beautiful eyes fixed upon him. At first I used to feel terribly tired about tea-time, but nowadays I can stand it very much better.

But you really must leave the place, Max declared. Charlie should so arrange things that you could leave. His salary from old Statham is surely sufficient to enable him to do that!

Yes; but if he keeps me, how can he keep a wife as well? asked Marion. Dear old Charlie is awfully good to me. I never want for anything; but hell marry Maud before long, I expect, and then I shall—

Marry me, darling, he exclaimed, concluding her sentence.

She blushed slightly and smiled.

Ah! she said, in mock reproof. That may occur perhaps in the dim future. Well first see how Charlies marriage turns out — eh?

No, Marion, he cried. Come, that isnt fair! You know how I love you — and you surely recollect your promise to me, dont you? he asked seriously.

Of course I do, she replied. You dear old boy, you know Im only joking.

He seemed instantly relieved at her words, and steered across to the Middlesex banks as they approached Brentford Dock in order to get the full advantage of the rising tide.

Has Charlie seen Maud of late? he asked, a few moments later.

I dont know at all. I suppose hes in the East. I havent seen him since he came to the shop to say good-bye to me.

I wonder if the Doctor and his daughter have returned to their own country? he suggested.

What! Have you heard nothing of them?

Nothing, he replied. I have endeavoured to discover where their furniture was taken, or where they themselves went, but all has been in vain. Both they and their belongings have entirely disappeared.

The girl did not utter a word. She was leaning back, with her fine eyes fixed straight before her, reflecting deeply.

It is all very extraordinary, she remarked at last.

Yes. I only wish, darling, you were at liberty to tell me the whole truth regarding Maud, and what she has told you, he said, his gaze fixed upon her pale, beautiful face.

I cannot do that, Max, was her prompt answer, so please do not ask me. I have already told you that in this matter my lips are sealed by a solemn promise — a promise which I cannot break.

I know! Yet I somehow cannot help thinking that you could reveal to me some fact which might expose the motive of this strange and unaccountable disappearance, he said. Do you know, I cannot get rid of the suspicion that the Doctor, and possibly Maud herself, have been victims of foul play. Remember that as a politician he had many enemies in his own country. A political career in the Balkans is not the peaceful profession it is here at St. Stephens. Take Bulgaria, for instance, and recall the political assassinations of Stambuloff, Petkoff, and a dozen others. The same in Servia and in Roumania. The whole of the Balkans is permeated by an air of political conspiracy, for there life is indeed cheap, more especially the life of the public man.

What! Then you really suspect that both Maud and her father have actually been the victims of some political plot? she asked, regarding him with a strange expression.

Well — how can I conjecture otherwise? The Doctor would never have left suddenly without sending word to me. Have you written to Charlie telling him of the sudden disappearance?

Yes. I wrote the same day that you told me, and addressed the letter to the Grand Hotel, at Belgrade.

Then he has it by now?

Certainly. Im expecting a wire from him asking for further particulars. He should have got my letter the day before yesterday, but up to the present Ive received no acknowledgment.

Max did not tell her that her brother had not left London on the night when he was believed to have done so, and that it was more than probable he had never started from Charing Cross. He kept his own counsel, at the same time wondering what was the real reason why Marion so steadfastly refused to tell him the nature of Mauds confession. That it had been of a startling nature she had already admitted, therefore he could only suppose that it had some direct connection with the astounding disappearance of both father and daughter.

On the other hand, however, he was suspicious of some ingenious plot, because he felt convinced that the Doctor would never have effaced himself without giving him confidential news of his whereabouts.

Have you written to Maud? he asked, after a fen; moments.

No. I dont know her address.

And you have not seen her?

No.

But you dont seem in the least alarmed about her disappearance?

Why should I be? I rather expected it, she answered; and it suddenly occurred to him whether, after all, she had been with Maud to the concert at Queens Hall on the night of the sudden removal.

A distinct suspicion seized him that she was concealing from him some fact which she feared to reveal — some fact that concerned herself more than Maud. He could see, in her refusal to satisfy him as to the girls confession, an attempt to mislead and mystify him, and he was just a trifle annoyed thereby. He liked open and honest dealing, and began to wonder whether this pretended promise of loyalty to her friend was not being put forward to hide some secret that was her own!

The two girls had, during the past few months, been inseparable. Had Maud really made a startling confession, or was the girl seated before him, with that strangely uneasy expression upon her beautiful countenance, endeavouring to deceive him?

He tried to put such thoughts behind him as unworthy of his devotion to her. But, alas! he could not.

Mystery was there — mystery that he was determined to elucidate.


Chapter Sixteen.

On Dangerous Ground.
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IN THE GLORIOUS sundown glinting across the river, and rendering it a rippling flood of gold, Max and Marion were seated in the long upstairs room of that old-fashioned riparian inn, the London Apprentice, at Isleworth, taking their tea at the open window.

Before them was the green ait, with the broad, tree-fringed river beyond, a quiet, peaceful old-world scene that, amid the rapidly changing metropolitan suburbs, remains the same to-day as it has been for the past couple of centuries or so.

They always preferred that quiet, old-fashioned upstairs room — the club-room, it was called — of the London Apprentice, at Isleworth, to the lawns and string bands of Richmond, the tea-gardens of Kew, or the pleasures of Eel Pie Island.

That long, silent, old, panelled room with its big bow-window commanding a wide reach of the river towards St. Margarets was well suited to their idyllic love. They knew that there they would at least be alone, away from the Sunday crowd, and that after tea they could sit at the window and enjoy the calm sundown.

The riverside at Isleworth does not change. Even the electric trams have passed close by it on their way to Hampton Court from Hammersmith but they have not modernised it. The old square-towered church, the row of ancient balconied houses, covered with tea-roses and jasmine, and the ancient watermans hostelry, the London Apprentice, are just the same to-day as they have ever been in the memory of the oldest inhabitant; and the little square in the centre of the riverside village is as silent and untrodden as in the years when Charles II loved to go there on his barge and dine in that very room at the inn, and when, later, David Garrick and Pope sang its praises.

Max and his well-beloved had finished their tea, and, with her hat and gloves off, she was lying back in a lounge chair in the deep bay window, watching the steamer Queen Elizabeth, with its brass band and crowd of excursionists, slowly returning to London. Near her he was seated, lazily smoking a cigarette, his eyes upon her in admiration, but still wondering, as he always wondered.

The truth concerning Maud Petrovitch had not been told.

He was very fond of the Doctor. Quiet, well-educated, polished, and pleasant always, he was, though a foreigner, and a Servian to boot, the very essence of a gentleman. His dead wife had, no doubt, influenced him towards English ways and English thought, while Maud herself — the very replica of his lost wife, he always declared — now held her father beneath her influence as a bright and essentially English girl.

The disappearance of the pair was an enigma which, try how he would, he could not solve. His efforts to find Rolfe had been unavailing, and Marion herself had neither seen nor heard from him. At Charlies chambers his man remained in complete ignorance. His master had left for Servia — that was all.

Max had been trying in vain to lead the conversation again up to the matter over which his mind had become so much exercised; but, with her womans keen ingenuity, she each time combated his efforts, which, truth to tell, only served to increase his suspicion that her intention was to shield herself behind her friend.

Why this horrible misgiving had crept upon him he could not tell. He loved her with his whole heart and soul, and daily he deplored that, while he lived in bachelor luxury in artistic chambers, and with every whim satisfied, she was compelled to toil and drudge in a London drapery store. He wished with his whole heart that he could take her out of that soul-killing business life, with all its petty jealousies and its eternal make-believe towards customers, and put her in the companionship of some elderly gentlewoman in rural peace.

But he knew her too well. The mere offer she would regard as an insult. A hundred times she had told him that, being compelled to work for her living, she was proud of being able to do so.

Charlie, her brother, he could not understand. He had just made a remark to that effect, and she had asked— Why? Hes awfully good to me, you know. Lots of times he sends me unexpectedly five-pound notes, and they come in very useful to a girl like me, you know. I dare say, she laughed, you spend as much in a single evening when you go out with friends to the theatre and supper at the Savoy as I earn in a month.

Thats just it, he said. I cant understand why Charlie, in his position, secretary to one of the wealthiest men in England, allows you to slave away in a shop.

He does so because I refuse to leave, was her prompt answer. I dont care to live on the charity of anybody while I have the capacity to work. My parents were both proud in this respect, and I take after them, I suppose.

That is all to your credit, dearest, he said; but I am looking forward to the future. I love you, as you well know, and I cant bear to think that you are bound to serve at Cunningtons from nine in the morning till seven at night — waiting on a set of old hags who try to choose dresses to make them appear young girls.

She laughed, her beautiful face turned towards him. Arent you rather hard on my sex, Max? she asked. We all of us try to present ourselves to advantage in order to attract and please.

All except yourself, darling, he said courteously. You look just as beautiful in your plain black business gown as you do now.

Thats really very sweet of you, she said, smiling. Then a moment later a serious look overspread her countenance, and she added: Why worry yourself over me, Max, dear. I am very happy. I have your love. What more can I want?

Ah! my darling! he cried, rising and bending till his lips touched hers, those words of yours fill me with contentment. You are happy because I love you! And I am happy because I have secured your affection! You can never know how deeply I love you — or how completely I am yours. My only thought is of you, my well-beloved; of your present life, and of your future. I have friends — men of the world, who spend their time at clubs, at sport, or at theatres — who scoff at love. I scoff with them sometimes, because there is but one love in all the world for me — yours!

Yes, she said, slowly fixing her eyes upon his, and tenderly stroking his hair. But sometimes — sometimes I am afraid, Max — I—

Afraid! he echoed. Afraid of what?

That you cannot trust me.

He started. Was it not the unconscious truth that she spoke? He had been doubting her all that afternoon.

Cannot trust you! he cried. What do you mean? How very foolish!

But she shook her head, and a slight sigh escaped her. She seemed to possess some vague intuition that he did not entirely accept her statement regarding Maud. Yet was it, after all, very surprising, having in view the fact that she had admitted that Maud had made confession. It was the truth regarding that admission on the part of the Doctors daughter that he was hoping to elicit.

Marion, he said presently, in a low, intense voice, Marion, I love you. If I did not trust you, do you think my affection would be so strong for you as it is?

She paused for a moment before replying.

That all depends, she said. You might suspect me of double-dealing, and yet love me at the same time.

But I do not doubt you, darling, he assured her, at the same time placing his arm around her slim waist and kissing her upon the lips. I love you; surely you believe that?

Yes, Max, I do, she murmured. I do — but I—

But what? he asked, looking straight into her fine eyes and waiting for her to continue.

She averted his gaze, and slowly but firmly disengaged herself from his embrace, while he, on his part, wondered.

She was silent, her face pale, and in her eyes a look of sudden fear.

Tell me, darling, he whispered. You have something to say to me — is not that so?

He loved her, he told himself, as truly as any man had ever loved a woman. It was only that one little suspicion that had arisen — the suspicion that she had not been to Queens Hall with his friends daughter.

He took her hand lightly in his and raised it courteously to his lips, but she drew it away, crying, No! No, Max! No.

No? he gasped, staring at her. What do you mean, Marion. Tell me what you mean.

I — I mean that — that though we may love each other, perfect trust does not exist between us.

As far as Im concerned it does, he declared, even though he knew that his words were not exactly the truth. Why have you so suddenly changed towards me, Marion? You are my love. I care for no one save yourself. You surely know that — have I not told you so a hundred times? Do you still doubt me?

No, Max. I do not doubt you. It is you who doubt me!

I do not doubt, he repeated. I have merely made inquiry regarding Maud, and the confession which you yourself told me she made to you. Surely, in the circumstances, of her extraordinary disappearance, together with her father, it is not strange that I should be unduly interested in her?

No, not at all strange, she admitted. I am quite as surprised and interested over Mauds disappearance as you are.

Not quite so surprised.

Because I view the whole affair in the light of what she told me.

Did what she tell you in any way concern the Doctor? he asked eagerly.

Indirectly it did — not directly.

Had you any suspicion that father and daughter intended to suddenly disappear?

No; but, as I have before told you, I am not surprised.

Then they are fugitives, I take it? he remarked, in a changed tone.

Certainly. They were no doubt driven to act as they have done. Unless there — there has been a tragedy!

But the men who removed the furniture must be in some way connected with the Doctors secret, he remarked. There were several of them.

I know. You have already described to me all that you have discovered. It is very remarkable and very ingenious.

A moment ago you were about to tell me something, Marion, he said, fixing his gaze upon hers; what is it?

Oh! she answered uneasily. Nothing — nothing, I assure you!

Now, dont prevaricate! he exclaimed, raising his forefinger in mock reproof. You wanted to explain something to me. What was it?

She tried to laugh, but it was only a very futile attempt, and it caused increased suspicion to arise within his already overburdened mind. Here he was, endeavouring to elucidate the mystery of the disappearance of a friend, yet she could not assist him in the least. His position was sufficiently tantalising, for he was convinced that by her secret knowledge she held the key to the whole situation.

Usually, women are not so loyal to friends of their own sex as are men. A woman will often give away another woman without the least compunction, where a man will be staunch, even though the other may be his enemy. This is a fact well-known to all, yet the reason we may leave aside as immaterial to this curious and complex narrative which I am endeavouring to set down in intelligible form.

Marion, the woman he loved better than his own life, was assuring him that she had nothing to tell, while he, at the same moment, was convinced by her attitude that she was holding back from him some important fact which it was her duty to explain. She knew how intimate was her lovers friendship with the missing man, and the love borne his daughter by her own brother. If foul play were suspected, was it not her bounden duty to relate all she knew?

The alleged confession of Maud Petrovitch struck him now more than ever as extraordinary. Why did Marion not openly tell him of her fears or misgivings? Why did not she give him at least some idea of the nature of her companions admissions? On the one hand, he admired her for her loyalty to Maud; while, on the other, he was beside himself with chagrin that she persistently held her secret.

In that half-hour during which they had sat together in the crimson sundown, her manner seemed to have changed. She had acknowledged her love for him, yet in the same breath she had indicated a gulf between them. He saw in her demeanour a timidity that was quite unusual, and he put it down to guiltiness of her secret.

Marion, he said at last, taking her hand firmly in his again, and speaking in earnest, you said just now that you believed I loved you, but — something. But what? Tell me. What is it you wish to say? Come, do not deny the truth. Remember what we are both to each other. I have no secrets from you — and you have none from me!

She cast her eyes wildly about her, and then they rested upon his. A slight shudder ran through her as he still held her soft, little hand.

I know — I know it is very wrong of me, she faltered, casting her eyes to the floor, as though in shame. I have no right to hold anything back from you, Max, because — because I love you — but — ah! — but you dont understand — it is because I love you so much that I am silent — for fear that you—

And she buried her head upon his shoulder and burst into tears.


Chapter Seventeen.

In which a Scot Becomes Anxious.
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THAT SAME SUNDAY evening, at midnight, in a cane chair in the lounge of the Central Station Hotel, in Glasgow, Charlie Rolfe sat idly smoking a cigar.

Sunday in Glasgow is always a dismal day. The weather had been grey and depressing, but he had remained in the hotel, busy with correspondence. He had arrived there on Saturday upon some urgent business connected with that huge engineering concern, the Clyde and Motherwell Locomotive Works, in which old Sam Statham held a controlling interest, but as the manager was away till Monday, he had been compelled to wait until his return.

The matter which he was about to decide involved the gain or loss of some 25,000 pounds, and a good deal of latitude old Statham had allowed him in his decision. Indeed, it was Rolfe who practically ran the big business. He reported periodically to Statham, and the latter was always satisfied. During the last couple of years, by his clever finance, Rolfe had made much larger profits with smaller expenditure, even though his drastic reforms had very nearly caused a strike among the four thousand hands employed.

He had spent a most miserable day — a grey day, full of bitter reflection and of mourning over the might-have-beens. The morning he had idled away walking through Buchanan Street and the other main thoroughfares, where all the shops were closed and where the general aspect was inexpressibly dismal. In the afternoon he had taken a cab and gone for a long drive alone to while away the hours, and now, after dinner, he was concluding one of the most melancholy days of all his life.

There were one or two other men in the lounge, keen-faced men of commercial aspect, who were discussing, over their cigars, prices, freights, and other such matters. In the corner was a small party of American men and women, stranded for the day while on their round tour of Scotland — the West Highlands, the Trossachs, Loch Lomond, Stirling Castle, the Highlands, and the rest — anxious for Monday to come, so as to be on the move again.

Rolfe stretched his legs, and from his corner surveyed the scene through the smoke from his cigar. He tried to be interested in the people about him, but it was impossible. Ever and anon the words of old Sam Statham rang in his ears. If the house of Statham — which, after all, seemed to be but a house of cards — was to be saved, it must be saved at the sacrifice of Maud Petrovitch!

Why? That question he had asked himself a thousand times that day. The only reply was that the charming half-foreign girl held old Stathams secret. But how could she? As far as he knew, they had only met once, years ago, when she was but a child.

And Statham, the elderly melancholy man who controlled so many interests, whose every action was noted by the City, and whose firm was believed to be as safe as the Bank of England, actually asked him to sacrifice her honour. What did he mean? Did he suggest that he was to wilfully compromise her in the eyes of the world?

Ah, if he knew — if he only knew! murmured Rolfe to himself, his face growing pale and hard-set. Sam Statham believes himself clever, and so he is! Yet in this game I think I am his equal. And he smoked on in silence, his frowning countenance being an index to his troubled mind.

He was reviewing the whole of the curious situation. In a few years he had risen from a harum-scarum youth to be the private secretary, confidant, and frequent adviser to one of the wealthiest men in England. Times without number, old Sam, sitting in his padded writing-chair in Park Lane, had commended him for his business acumen and foresight. Once, by a simple suggestion, daring though it was, Statham had, in a few hours, made ten thousand pounds, and, with many words of praise the dry, old fellow took out his chequebook and drew a cheque as a little present to his clever young secretary. Charlie Rolfe was however, unscrupulous, as a good many clever men of business are. In the world of commerce the dividing-line between unscrupulousness and what the City knows as smartness is invisible. So Marions brother was dubbed a smart man at Statham Brothers and in those big, old-fashioned, and rather gloomy offices he was envied as being the governors favourite.

Charlie intended to get on. He saw other men make money in the City by the exercise of shrewdness and commonsense, and he meant to do the same. The business secrets of old Sam Statham were all known to him, and he had more than once been half tempted to take into partnership some financier who, armed with the information he could give, could make many a brilliant coup, forestalling even old Statham himself. Up to the present, however, he had never found anybody he could implicitly trust. Of sharks he knew dozens, clever, energetic men, he admitted, but there was not one of these who would not give away their own mother when it came to making a thousand profit. So he was waiting — waiting until he found the man who could go in with him and make a fortune.

Again, he was reflecting upon old Sams appeal to him to save him.

Suppose he knew, he murmured again. Suppose— and his eyes were fixed upon the painted ceiling of the lounge.

A moment later he sighed impatiently, saying, Phew! how stifling it is here! and, rising, took up his hat and went down the stairs and out into the broad street to cool his fevered brain. He was haunted by a recollection — the tragic recollection of that night when the Doctor and his daughter had so mysteriously disappeared.

I wonder, he said aloud, at last, I wonder if Max ever dreams the extraordinary truth? Yet how can he? — what impressions can he have? He must be puzzled — terribly puzzled, but he can have no clue to what has actually happened! and then he was again silent, still walking mechanically along the dark half-deserted business street. But suppose the truth was really known! — suppose it were discovered? What then? Ah! he gasped, staring straight before him, what then?

For a full hour he wandered the half-deserted streets of central Glasgow, till he found himself down by the Clyde bank, and then re-traced his steps to the hotel, hardly knowing whither he went, so full was he of the terror which daily, nay, hourly, obsessed him. Whether Max Barclay had actually discovered him or not meant to him his whole future — nay his very life.

I wonder if I could possibly get at the truth through Marion? he thought to himself. If he really suspects me he might possibly question her with a view of discovering my actual movements on that night. Would it be safe to approach her? Or would it be safer to boldly face Max, and if he makes any remark, to deny it?

Usually he was no coward. He believed in facing the music when there was any to face. One of the greatest misfortunes of honest folks is that they are cowards.

As he walked on he still muttered to himself — 

Hasnt Boileau said that all men are fools, and, spite of all their pains, they differ from each other only more or less, Im a fool — a silly, cowardly ass, scenting danger where there is none. What could Max prove after all? No! When I return to London Ill go and face him. The reason I didnt go to Servia is proved by Statham himself. Of excuses Im never at a loss. Its an awkward position, I admit, but I must wriggle out of it, as Ive wriggled before. Stathams peril seems to me even greater than my own, and, moreover, he asks me to do something that is impossible. He doesnt know — he never dreams the truth; and, whats more, he must never know. Otherwise, I — I must—

And instinctively his hand passed over his hip-pocket, where reposed the handy plated revolver which he always carried.

Presently he found himself again in front of the Central Station Hotel, and, entering, spent an hour full of anxious reflection prior to turning in. If any had seen him in the silence of that hotel room they would have at once declared him to be a man with a secret, as indeed he was.

Next morning he rose pale and haggard, surprised at himself when he looked at the mirror; but when, at eleven oclock, he took his seat in the directors office at the neat Clyde and Motherwell Locomotive Works his face had undergone an entire change. He was the calm, keen business man who, as secretary and agent of the great Samuel Statham, had power to deal with the huge financial interests involved.

The firm had a large contract for building express locomotives for the Italian railways, lately taken over by the State, and the first business was to interview the manager and sub-manager, together with the two engineers sent from Italy, regarding some details of extra cost of construction.

The work of the Clyde and Motherwell Company was always excellent. They turned out locomotives which could well bear comparison with any of the North-Western, Great Northern, or Nord of France, both as to finish, power, speed, and smoothness of running. Indeed, to railways in every part of the world, from Narvik, within the Arctic circle, to New Zealand, Clyde and Motherwell engines were running with satisfaction, thanks to the splendid designs of the chief engineer, Duncan Macgregor, the white-bearded old Scot, who at that moment was seated with Stathams representative.

The conference between the engineers of the Italian ferrovia and the managers was over, and old Macgregor, who had been engineer for years to Cowan and Drummond, who owned the works before Statham had extended them and turned them into the huge Clyde and Motherwell works, still remained.

He was a broad-speaking Highlander, a native of Killin, on Loch Tay, whose services had long ago been coveted by the London and North-Western Railway Company, on account of his constant improvements in express engines, but who always refused, even though offered a larger salary to go across the border and forsake the firm to whom, forty years ago, he had been apprenticed by his father, a small farmer.

As a Scotsman, he believed in Glasgow. It was, in his opinion, the only place where could be built locomotives that would stand the wear and tear of a foreign or colonial line. An engine that was cleaned and looked after like a watch, as they were on the English or Scotch main lines, was easily turned out, he was fond of saying; but when it became a question of hauling power, combined with speed and strength to withstand hard wear and neglect, it was a very different matter.

Managers and sub-managers, secretaries and accountants there might be, gentlemen who wore black coats and went out to dine in evening clothes, but the actual man at the head of affairs at those great works was Duncan Macgregor — the short, thick-set man, in a shabby suit of grey tweed, who sat there closeted with Rolfe.

You wrote to London asking to see me, Macgregor, exclaimed the young man. Were always pleased to hear any suggestions youve got to make, I assure you, said Charlie, pleasantly. Have a cigarette? and he pushed the big box over to the man who sat on the other side of the table.

Thank ye, no, Mr Rolfe, sir. Im better wanting it, replied Macgregor, in his broad tongue. And then, with a preliminary cough, he said I — I want very badly to speak with Mr Statham.

Whatever you say to me, Macgregor, I will tell him.

I want to speak to him masel.

Im afraid thats impossible. He sees nobody — except once a week in the city, and then only for two hours.

E wouldna see me — eh? asked the man, whose designs had brought the firm to the forefront in the trade.

I fear it would be impossible. You would go to London for nothing. Im his private secretary, you know; and anything that you tell me I shall be pleased to convey to him.

But, mon, I want to see im masel!

That cant be managed, declared Rolfe. This business is left to Mr Smale and myself. Mr Statham controls the financial position, but details are left to me, in conjunction with Smale and Hamilton. Is it concerning the development of the business that you wish to see Mr Statham?

No, it aint. It concerns Mr Statham himself, privately.

Rolfe pricked up his ears.

Then its a matter which you do not wish to discuss with me? he said. Remember that Mr Statham has no business secrets from me. All his private correspondence passes through my hands.

I know all that, Mr Rolfe, Macgregor answered, with impatience; but I must, an I will, see Mr Statham! Im coming to London to-morrow to see him.

My dear sir, laughed Rolfe, its utterly useless! Why, Mr Statham has peers of the realm calling to see him, and he sends out word that hes not at home.

Eh! Es a big mon, I ken; but when e knows ma bizniss ell verra soon see me, replied the bearded old fellow, in confidence.

But is your business of such a very private character? asked Rolfe.

Aye, it is.

About the projected strike — eh? Well, I can tell you at once what his attitude is towards the men, without you going up to London. He told me a few days ago to say that if there was any trouble, hed close down the works entirely for six months, or a year, if need be. He wont stand any nonsense.

An starve the poor bairns — eh? mentioned the old engineer, who had grown white in the service of the firm. Ay, when it was Cowan and Drummond they wouldna ha done that! I remember the strike in 82, an how they conciliated the men. But it was na aboot the strike at all I was wanting to see Mr Statham. It was aboot himself.

Himself! What does he concern you? Youve never met him. Hes never been in Glasgow in his life.

Whether Ive met im or no is my own affair, Mr Rolfe, replied the old fellow, sticking his hairy fist into his jacket pocket. I want to see im now, an at once. I shall go to the London office an wait till e comes.

And when he comes hell be far too busy to see you, the secretary declared. So, my dear man, dont spend money unnecessarily in going up to London, I beg of you.

By the old mans attitude Rolfe scented that something was amiss, and set himself to discover what it was and report to his master.

Is there any real dissatisfaction in the works? he asked Macgregor, after a brief pause.

There was a wee bittie, but its a passed away.

Then it is not concerning the works that you want to see Mr Statham?

Nay, mon, not at all.

Nor about any new patent?

Nay.

Rolfe was filled with wonder. The attitude of the old fellow was sphinx-like and yet he seemed confident that the millionaire would see him when he applied for an interview. For a full half-hour they chatted, but canny Macgregor told his questioner nothing — nothing more than that he was about to go to London to have a talk with the great financier upon some important matter which closely concerned him.

Therefore by the West Coast evening express, Rolfe left Glasgow for the south, full of wonder as to what the white-bearded old fellow meant by his covert insinuations and his proud confidence in the millionaires good offices. There was something there which merited investigation — of that he was convinced.


Chapter Eighteen.

The Outsider.
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ON THE LEFT-HAND side of Old Broad Street, City, passing from the Royal Exchange to Liverpool Street Station, stands a dark and dingy building, with a row of four windows looking upon the street. On a dull day, when the green-shaded lamps are lit within, the passer-by catches glimpses of rows of clerks, seated at desks poring over ledgers. At the counter is a continual coming and going of clerks and messengers, and notes and gold are received in and paid out constantly until the clock strikes four. Then the big, old doors are closed, and upon them is seen a brass plate, with the lettering almost worn off by continual polishing, bearing the words Statham Brothers.

Beyond the counter, through a small wicket, is the managers room — large, but gloomy, screened from the public view, and lit summer and winter by artificial light. In a corner is a safe for books, and at either end big writing-tables.

In that sombre room deals representing thousands upon thousands were often made, and through its door, alas! many a man who, finding himself pressed, had gone to the firm for financial aid and been refused, had walked out a bankrupt and ruined.

Beyond the managers room was a narrow, dark passage, at the end of which was a door marked Private, and within that private room, punctually at eleven oclock, three mornings after Rolfes conversation with Macgregor, old Sam Statham took his seat in the shabby writing-chair, from which the stuffing protruded.

About the great financiers private room there was nothing palatial. It was so dark that artificial light had to be used always. The desk was an old-fashioned mahogany one of the style of half a century ago, a threadbare carpet, two or three old horsehair chairs, and upon the green-painted wall a big date-calendar such as bankers usually use, while beneath it was a card, printed with old Sams motto: — 

TIME FLIES; DEATH URGES.

That same motto was over every clerks desk, and, because of it, some wag had dubbed the great financier, Death-head Statham.

As he sat beneath the lamp at his desk, old Sams appearance was almost as presentable as that of his clerks. Levi always smartened his master up on the day he went into the City, compelling him to wear a frock coat, a light waistcoat, a decent pair of trousers, and a proper cravat, instead of the bit of greasy black ribbon which he habitually wore.

And how much have we gained over the Pekin business, Ben? Mr Samuel was asking of the man who, though slightly younger, was an almost exact replica of himself, slightly thinner and taller. Benjamin Statham, Sams brother, was the working manager of the concern, and one of the smartest financiers in the whole City of London. He was standing with his back to the fireplace, with his hands thrust deep in his trousers-pockets.

Ah! he laughed. When I first suggested it you wouldnt touch it. Didnt owe for Chinese business, and all that! Youd actually see the French people go and take the plums right from beneath our noses — and—

Enough, Ben. I own I was a little short-sighted in that matter. Perhaps the details you sent me were not quite clear. At any rate, he said, I was mistaken, for you say weve made a profit. How much?

Twelve thousand; and not a cent of hazardous risk.

How did we first hear of the business?

Through the secret channel in Paris.

The woman?

Yes.

Better send her something.

How much? Shes rather hard-up, I hear.

Women like her are always hard-up, growled old Sam. Leave it to me. Ill get Rolfe to send her something to-morrow.

I promised her a couple of hundred. You mustnt send her less, or we shall queer business for the future.

I shall send her five hundred, responded the head of the firm. Shes a very useful woman — and pretty, too, Ben — by Jove! she is! She called on me in her automobile at the Elysée Palace about eighteen months ago, and I was much struck by her. She knows almost everybody in Paris, and can get any information she wants from her numerous male admirers.

Shes well paid — gets a thousand a year from us, Ben remarked.

And we sometimes make twenty out of the secret information she obtains for us, laughed old Sam. Remember the Morocco business, and how she gave us the complete French programme which she got from young Delorme, at the Quai dOrsay. We were as much in the dark as the newspapers till then, and if we hadnt have got at the French intentions, we should have made a terribly heavy loss. As it was, we left it to others — who went under.

She got an extra five hundred as a present for that, Ben pointed out.

And it was worth it.

Delorme doesnt know who gave the game away to us. If he did, it would be the worse for Her Daintiness.

No doubt it would. But shes a fly bird, and as only you and I and Rolfe know the truth, shes pretty confident that shell never be given away.

Shes in town — at Claridges — just now, so you need not write her to Paris. She asked me to call the night before last, and I went, said Ben. She wanted to get further instructions regarding a matter about which I wrote her. I dined with her.

Sam grunted as he turned slightly in his chair.

Rather undesirable company — eh — Ben? he exclaimed, with some surprise. Suppose you were seen by anyone who knows her? And recollect that all Paris knows her. It is scarcely compatible with our standing in the City for you to be seen in her company.

My dear Sam, I took very good care not to be seen in her company. Im not quite a fool. I accepted her invitation with a distinct purpose. I wanted to question her about one of her friends — a man who may in future prove of considerable use to us. Hes, as usual, in love with her, and she can twist him inside out.

Ah! any mans a fool who allows himself to fall under the fascination of a womans smiles, remarked the dry-as-dust old millionaire. Weve been wise, Ben, to remain bachelors. Its the unmarried who taste the good things of this world.

Benjamin sighed, but said nothing. He, like Sam himself, had had his love-romance years ago, and it still lingered within him, lingered as it does within the heart of every man who has loved a woman that has turned out false and broken her pledge of affection. Ben Stathams was a sorry story. Before his eyes, even now that thirty years had gone, there often arose the vision of a sweet, pale-faced, slim figure in white muslin, girdled with blue; of green meadows, where the cattle stood knee-deep in the rich grass, and of a cool Scotch glen where the trees overhung the rippling burn and where the trout darted in the pools.

But it had all ended, as many another love-romance has, alas! ended, in the woman forsaking the man who loved her, and in marrying another for his money.

Three years later her husband — the man whom she had wedded because of his position — was in the bankruptcy court, and six months afterwards he had followed her to her grave. But the sweet recollection of her still remained with Ben, and beneath that hard and wizened countenance beat a heart foil of tender memories of a day long since dead.

His brother Samuels romance was even more tragic. Nobody knew the story save himself, and it had never passed his lips. The society gossips who so often wrote their tittle-tattle about him never dreamed the strange story of the life of the great financier, nor the extraordinary romance that underlay his marvellous success. What a sensation would be produced if they ever learnt the truth! In those days long ago both of them had been poor, and had suffered in consequence. Now that they were both wealthy, the bitterness of the past still remained with them.

They were discussing another matter, concerning a project for an electric tramway in a Spanish city, the concession for which had been brought to them. They both agreed that the thing would not pay, therefore it was dismissed.

During their discussion Rolfe entered, and, taking his seat at the small table near his master, busied himself with some letters.

Suddenly Benjamin Statham exclaimed — 

Oh! by the way, theres a queer-looking Scot from the Clyde and Motherwell works whos been hanging about for a couple of days to see you, Sam. Says he must see you at all coats.

I dont want to see anybody from Glasgow, snapped Statham. Tell him Im not here, whoever he is.

Hes the old engineer, Macgregor, Rolfe said. He mentioned to me when I was in Glasgow the other day that he particularly wished to see you, and that he was coming up on purpose. I told him it was a wild-goose chase.

Engineer? What does he do? Mind the engine — one of the men who threaten to go on strike, I suppose, remarked old Sam.

No, laughed Rolfe. Hes a little more than engineer. It is he who has designed nearly every locomotive weve turned out.

Oh! valuable man — eh? Then raise his salary, Rolfe, and send him back to Glasgow to make a few more engines.

Hes waiting outside at the counter now, and wont go away, exclaimed the secretary.

Then go to him and say he shall have fifty pounds more a year. I cant be bothered to see the fellow.

Rolfe rose and went to the outer office, where Macgregor stood patiently. He had waited there for best part of two days and, with a Scots tenacity, refused to be put off by any of the clerks. He wanted to see Mr Samuel Statham, an I mean to see im, mon, he told everybody, his grey beard bristling fiercely as he spoke.

He was evidently a man with a grievance. Such men came to Old Broad Street sometimes, and on rare occasions Mr Benjamin saw them. There were hard cases of men ignorant of the ways of business as the City to-day knows it, having been deliberately swindled out of their rights by sharks, concessions filched from their rightful owners, and patents artfully stolen and registered. But old Duncan Macgregor, with his white beard, was of a different type — the type of honest, hard-working plodder, out of whose brains the great Clyde and Motherwell works were practically coining money daily.

As Rolfe advanced to him he said: — 

Im sorry, Macgregor, that Mr Statham is quite unable to see you to-day. Hes engaged three deep. Ive told him you wished to see him, and he says that he much appreciates the great services youve rendered to the firm, and that you are to receive a rise of salary of fifty pounds a year, beginning the first of last January.

What! cried the old man. What— e offers me another fifty pounds! Es guid an generous; but I have na come here for that. Ive come to London to see him — ye hear! — to see him — dye hear, Mr Rolfe, an I must.

But, my dear sir, you cant!

Tell him I dont want his fifty pound, cried the old man so derisively that the clerks looked up from their ledgers. I must speak to him, an him alone.

Impossible, exclaimed Rolfe, impatiently.

Why impossible? asked the old fellow. When Mr Statham knows the business Ive come upon he wont thank ye for keepin us apart. Dye ken that, mon? and his beard wagged as he spoke.

I know nothing, Macgregor, because youve told me nothing, was the others reply.

Well, I tell ye I mean to see him, an thats sufficient for Duncan Macgregor.

Mr Duncan Macgregor will, if he continues to create a scene here, find himself discharged from the employ of the Clyde and Motherwell works, remarked Rolfe, drily.

An Duncan Macgregor can go to the North-Western to-morrow at a bigger rise than the fifty pounds a year. Dye ken that? replied the man from Glasgow.

Then you refuse to accept Mr Stathams offer to you?

Of course, mon. Ye dont think that I come to London a cringin for more pay, do ye? If I wanted it I could ha got it from another company years ago, replied the independent old fellow. No, I must see Mr Statham. Go back an tell him so. Im here to see him on a very important matter, and, dropping his voice, he added, a matter which closely concerns himself.

Then tell me its nature.

Its private, sir. Until Mr Statham gives me leave to tell you, I cant.

But he wants to know the nature of the business, answered the secretary, again struck by the old fellows pertinacity. It was not every man who would decline a rise of a pound a week in his salary. Rolfe was puzzled, but he knew old Sam well enough to be aware that even if a duke called he would refuse to see him. He only came to the City once a week to discuss matters with his brother Ben, and saw no outsider.

I cant tell ye why I want to see Mr Statham; thats only his business and mine, replied the bearded Scot. The clerks were now smiling at Rolfes vain attempts to get rid of him.

Will you write it? Here — write on this slip of paper, the secretary suggested.

The old fellow hesitated.

Yes — if youll let me seal it up in an envelope.

Rolfe at once assented, and, with considerable care, the old fellow wrote some pencilled lines, folded the paper, sealed it in the envelope, and wrote the superscription.

A few moments later, when Rolfe handed it to the old millionaire, who was still at his table chatting with his brother, he asked, in the snappish way habitual to him:— Whos this from — eh? Why am I bothered?

From the man Macgregor, from Glasgow. He wont go away.

Then discharge the brute, he replied, and with the note in his hand he finished a remark he had addressed to his brother.

At last, mechanically, he opened it, and his eyes fell upon the scribbled words.

His jaw dropped. The colour left his cheeks, and, sitting back, he glared straight at Rolfe as though he had seen an apparition.

For a few moments he seemed too confused to speak. Then, when he recovered himself, he said, half apologetically:— Ben, I must see this man alone — a — a private matter. I — I had no idea — I—

Of course, Sam, exclaimed his brother, leaving the room. Let me know when hes gone.

Rolfe, show him in, the millionaire ordered. The instant his secretary had gone he sprang to his feet, examined his face in the small mirror over the mantelshelf for a moment, and then stood bracing himself up for the interview.


Chapter Nineteen.

The Man who Loved.
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A FEW NIGHTS later Max Barclay was seated in the stalls of the Empire Theatre with Marion.

They never went to the legitimate theatre because she had no evening-dress. Even to be seen in one would have caused comment among her fellow employés at Cunningtons. The girls were never very charitable to each other, for in the pernicious system of living-in there is no privacy or home life, no sense of responsibility or of freedom.

The average London shop girl has but little leisure and little rest. Chronically over-tired, she cares little to go out of an evening after the long shop hours, and looks forward to Sunday as the day when she can read in bed till noon if she chooses, snooze again in the afternoon, and perhaps go to a café in the evening. It was so with Marion. The sales were on, and there were spiffs, or premiums, placed by Mr Warner upon some out-of-date goods which it was every girls object to sell and thus earn the commission. So she was working very hard, and already held quite a respectable number of tickets representing spiffs.

In a dark blue skirt, white silk blouse and black hat, she looked extremely pretty and modest as she sat beside her lover in the second row of the stalls, watching the ballet with its tuneful music, clever groupings, and phantasmagoria of colour. She glanced at the watch upon her wrist, and saw that it was nearly ten oclock. In half an hour she would have to be in.

The bondage of his well-beloved galled Max, yet he could say nothing. Her life was the same as that of a hundred thousand other girls in London. Indeed, was she not far better off that those poor girls who came up from their country homes to serve a year or twos drudgery without payment in order to learn the art and mystery of serving a customer — girls who were orphans and without funds, and who very soon found the actual necessity of having a little pocket-money for dress and for something with which to relish the stale bread and butter doled out to them.

The public have never yet adequately realised the hardships and tyranny of shop-life, where man is but a mere machine, liable to get the sack at a moments notice, and where woman is but an ill-fed, overworked drudge, liable at any moment to be thrown out penniless upon the great world of London.

Some day ere long the revelation will come. There are certain big houses in London with pious shareholders and go-to-meeting directors which will earn the opprobrium of the whole British public when the naked truth regarding their female assistants is exposed. In the trade it is known, and one day there will arise a man bolder and more fearless than the rest, who will speak the truth, and, moreover, prove it.

If in the meantime you want to know the truth concerning shop-life, ask the director of any of the numerous rescue societies in London. What you will be told will, I assure you, open your eyes.

The couple of hours Max had spent with Marion proved delightful ones, as they always were. Promenading in the lounge above were many men-about-town whom he knew, and who, seeing him with the modest-looking girl, smiled knowingly. They never guessed the truth — that he loved her and intended to make her his wife.

Charlie is back from Glasgow, she was saying. He came to the shop this afternoon to ask if I had seen you, and to explain how the other night he, by a most fortunate circumstance, missed the Continental train, for next morning Mr Statham wanted him to do some very important business, and was delighted to find that he had not left. Another man has gone out to the East.

If he wanted to know my movements he might have called at Dover Street, Max remarked thoughtfully, the recollection of that night in Cromwell Road arising within him.

He seemed very busy, and said he had not a moment to spare. He was probably going north again. They have, he told me, some big order from Italy at the locomotive works.

I thought Statham couldnt do without him, remarked Max. Nowadays, however, he seems always travelling.

Hes awfully kind to me — gave me a five-pound note this afternoon.

What did he say about me? inquired Max.

Oh! nothing very much. He asked me, among other things, whether I knew where you were on the night of the disappearance of the Doctor and his daughter.

Max started.

And what did you reply?

That I hadnt the slightest idea. I never saw you that evening, was the girls frank response.

Her lover nodded thoughtfully. It was now plain that Charlie suspected that he had detected him leaving the house and was endeavouring to either confirm his suspicion or dismiss it.

Did he tell you to-day where he was going?

Back to Glasgow, I believe — but only for two days.

Max was seated at the end of the second row of the stalls, and beyond Marion were three or four vacant seats. At this juncture their conversation was interrupted by a man in well-cut evening-dress, his crush hat beneath his arms, advancing down the gangway and putting his hand out heartily to Max, exclaiming — 

My dear Barclay! Excuse me, but I want very much a few words with you to-night, on a matter of great importance. Then, glancing at Marion, he added: I trust that Mademoiselle will forgive this intrusion?

The girl glanced at the new-comer, while her lover, taking the mans hand, said — 

My dear Adam, I, too, wanted to see you, and intended to call to-morrow. You are not intruding in the least. Heres a seat. Allow me to introduce Miss Rolfe — Mr Jean Adam.

The man of double personality bowed again, and passing Marion and her lover, seated himself at her side, commencing to chat merrily, and explaining that he had recognised Max from the circle above. He had, it appeared, been to Dover Street an hour before, and Maxs man had told him where his master was spending the evening.

Marion rather liked him. Max had already told her of this Frenchman who spoke English so well, and with whom he was doing business. In his speech he had the air and polish of the true cosmopolitan, and he also possessed a keen sense of humour.

Presently Marion, glancing again at her watch, declared that she must leave. Max scarcely ever took her home. He always put her into a cab, and she descended at the corner of the street off Oxford Street, where Cunningtons assistants had their big barrack-like dwelling, and walked home alone. It was her wish to do so, and he respected it.

Therefore all three rose, and Max went outside with her and put her into a cab, promising to meet her on the following evening. In the bustle of Leicester Square at that hour, he could not kiss her; but as their hands grasped, their eyes met in a glance which both knew was one of trust and mutual affection.

And so they parted, Max returning to the lounge where the Frenchman, Jean Adam, alias the Englishman John Adams, awaited him.

They had a drink at the American bar, and then promenaded up and down in the gay crowd that nightly assembles in that popular resort. Max nodded to one or two men he knew — clubmen and habitués like himself, and then, after the show was over, they took a cab down to the Savoy to supper.

The gay restaurant, with its crimson carpet and white decorations was crowded. To Gustave, who allotted the tables, Max was well-known, therefore a table for two in the left-hand corner of the big room — the table he usually occupied — was instantly secured, and the couple who had engaged were moved elsewhere. In the season Max had supper there on an average three nights a week, for at the Savoy one meets all ones friends, and there is always music, life, and brightness after the theatre, until the licensing regulations cut off the merriment so abruptly.

That night was no exception. The place was filled to overflowing with the smart world, together with many American visitors, the latest musical-comedy actresses and their male appendages, country cousins, men whose names were household words, and women whose pasts had appeared in black and white in the newspapers. A strange crowd, surely. Half the people were known to each other by sight, if not personally, and the other half were mere onlookers, filled with curiosity when Lord This or Dolly That were pointed out to them.

Max and Jean Adam were seated with a bottle of Krug between them when the former exclaimed — 

Well, how does our business go?

Thats the reason I wanted to see you to-night, was his companions reply with just a slight French accent. I had some news from Constantinople to-day — confidential news from the Palace, he added in an undertone, bending across the table. I want you to read it and give your opinion. And producing an envelope and letter on thin paper closely written in French, he handed it across to Barclay, as he added: Now what is written there is the bed-rock fact, I know from independent inquiries I have made in an entirely different quarter.

Between mouthfuls of the perfectly-cooked filet de sole placed before him Max read the letter carefully. It was signed your devoted friend Osman, and was evidently from a Turkish official at the Yildiz Kiosk. Briefly, it was to the effect that the iradé of the Sultan for the construction of the railway from Nisch in Servia to San Giovanni di Medua, on the Adriatic, was in the hands of Muhil Pasha, one of his Majestys most intimate officials, and had been granted to him for services rendered in the Asiatic provinces.

Muhil had offered to part with it for twelve thousand pounds sterling, and that the agent of a French Company had arrived in Constantinople in order to treat with him. Muhil, however, had no love for the French, since he was Ottoman Ambassador in Paris a few years ago, and got into disgrace there, hence he would be much more ready to sell to an English syndicate.

The letter of Osman concluded by urging Adam to send instructions at once to a certain box at the British post-office in Constantinople, and to if possible secure the valuable document which would enable a line of railway to be built which would pay its shareholders enormously.

Well, exclaimed Max, as he replaced the letter in its envelope, noting the surcharge in black—1 piastre — upon the blue English stamp. What shall you do?

Do? Why we must get the twelve thousand, of course. Its a mere bagatelle compared with the magnitude of the business. Ive got some reports in my overcoat pocket which Ill show you after supper. We must get the thing through, my dear Barclay. Theres a big fortune in it for both of us — a huge fortune. Why, for the past ten years every diplomat at the Sublime Porte has been at work to get it through, but has been unsuccessful. The Sultan has always refused to let the line run through Turkish territory, fearing lest it should be used for military transport in the event of another war. His Majesty is not particularly partial to Austria, Servia, or Bulgaria, you know, he laughed.

And hardly surprising, in view of past events, eh? exclaimed Max, entirely ignorant of the real character of this man, who seemed a smart man of business combined with a genial companion. Adam was a past-master in the art of fraud. He did not press the point, but merely went on with his supper, swallowed a glass of champagne, and turned the conversation by admiring the graceful carriage of the head of a girl sitting near with a wreath of forget-me-nots across her fluffy fair hair.

Yes, replied Max. The poise of her head is full of grace, but — well, her face is like the carved handle of an umbrella! Whereat his companion laughed heartily. Barclay was full of quaint expressions, and of a quiet but biting sarcasm. Some of his bons mots had been repeated from month to mouth in the clubs until they became almost popular sayings. He was now in love entirely and devotedly with Marion, and no other woman of the thousand who passed before his eyes and smiled into his face had the least attraction for him.

A moment later a pretty girl in pink, the Honourable Eva Townley, who was at supper with her mother and same friends, bowed to him and laughed, while another woman, the rather go-ahead wife of a leader at the Chancery Bar, waved a menu at him.

Society knew Max, and many a woman had set her cap at him, hoping to capture the tall, well-set-up and easy-going young fellow, together with the ease and comfort which his substantial estates would afford.

Max, however, had done a few years of town life. He had become blasé and nauseated. Since he had met Marion Rolfe the quiet, modest, unassuming and hard-working shop-assistant, the haute monde bored him more than ever. He went only where he was compelled, yet he nowadays preferred the cheap Italian restaurant and Marions society to the tables of the rich with their ugly women striving to fascinate, and their small-talk of scandal, gossip and cruel innuendo.

There is surely no world in the world like that of London — nothing so complex, so tragic, and yet so grimly humorous, so soul-killing, and yet so reckless as our little, lax world of vanity and display that calls itself Society, the world which the nouveau riche are ever seeking to enter by the back-door, and which the suburbs rush to see portrayed upon the stage of the theatre.

Everywhere the manner and morals of Mayfair are aped nowadays. Mrs Browne-Smythe, the City clerks wife of tattling Tooting, has her day, and gives her bridge-parties just as does the Duchess of Dorsetshire in Grosvenor Square; and Mrs Claude Greene, the wife of the wholesale butcher, who was once a barmaid near the Meat Market, and now lives in matrimonial felicity in cliquey Clapham, requests the company of upon the self-same cards and with the self-same formula as the wife of Jimmy James the South African magnate in Park Lane.

Max, glad that supper was over, rose and walked with his friend out into the big lounge where the Roumanian band were playing weird gipsy melodies, and sat at one of the little tables to smoke and sip Grand Marnier cordon rouge, being joined a few moments later by a couple of men whom he knew at the club, and who appeared to be at a loose end.

At last the lights were turned down as signal that in five minutes it would be closing time, and then rifling, Max, ignorant of the ingenious plot, invited his friend Adam round to Dover Street for a final smoke.


Chapter Twenty.

Explains Jean Adams Suggestion.
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OVER WHISKEY AND soda in Barclays chambers, Jean Adam pushed his sinister plans a trifle further.

He was aware that Max had taken the opinion of a man he knew on the Stock Exchange as to the probable value of the concession for the Danube-Adriatic Railway, and that his reply had been highly favourable. Therefore he was confident that such an opportunity of making money by an honest deal Max would not let slip.

They had known each other several months, and Adam, with his engaging manner and courteous bearing, had wormed himself into the younger mans confidence. A dozen times Max had been his host, but on each occasion the other took good care to quickly return the hospitality. To Max he represented himself as resident in Constantinople. A few years ago he had been fortunate enough to obtain a concession from the Ottoman Government which, being floated in Paris, had placed him in a very comfortable position; and he was now about to aim for bigger and more lucrative things.

You see, he was saying as he produced an official report to the Foreign Office — a pamphlet-like document in a blue paper cover— here is what our consul in Belgrade reported on the scheme two years ago. Such a line, he says, would tap nearly half the trade that now goes to Odessa, besides giving Servia a seaport. It will be the biggest thing in railways for years, depend upon it.

Max went to the writing-table, where the lamp was burning, and glanced through the paragraphs of the consular report and several other printed documents which his friend handed to him in succession. Then Adam produced a map, and upon it traced the route of the proposed line.

Well, Barclay said at last, rising and lighting a cigar.

It all seems pretty plain sailing. Ill go to-morrow and see old Statham about it. His secretary, Rolfe, is a friend of mine.

No, Mr Barclay, said the wily Adam. If I were you I would not.

Why?

Well, if you do, youll queer all our plans — both yours and mine, he mused vaguely.

How?

Sam Statham has agents in Constantinople — agents who could offer Muhil double the price immediately, and the ground would be cut from under our feet. Statham knows a good thing when he sees it, you bet, and if he knew anything about this he wouldnt stick at a thousand or two.

Then he doesnt know?

At present he cant know. It is a secret between Muhil, Osman, and myself?

And what about the French people?

Of course they know; but theyre not such fools as to let out the secret, replied Adam.

Well, what do you suggest? Max asked, taking a pull at the long tumbler.

That we keep the affair strictly to ourselves. Once we have the concession in our hands therell be a hundred men in the City ready to take it up. Why, old Statham would give us a big profit on it, especially if, as you say, you know his secretary.

That was his secretarys sister whom you met with me to-night, Max remarked.

What an extremely pretty girl, exclaimed Adam enthusiastically.

Think so? asked Barclay with a smile of satisfaction. Why, of course. A face like here isnt seen every day. I was much struck with it when I first noticed you from the circle, and wondered whom she might be. Rolfes her name, is it? he added with a feigned air of uncertainty.

Yes. Charlie Rolfe is old Sams confidential secretary.

Well, afterwards, through him, we might interest Sam, remarked Adam. What we have first to do is to get hold of the concession.

But how?

By buying it.

The two men smoked in silence. Adams quick eye saw that the affair was full of attraction for the man he had marked down as victim.

You mean that I should put twelve thousand into it? he said.

Not at all, responded the wily Adam at once. In any case I do not propose that you should put up the whole sum. My idea is that we should put up six thousand each.

And go shares?

And go shares, repeated Adam, knocking the ash from his cigar. But prior to doing so I think it would be only right for you to go out to Constantinople, see Muhil, and ascertain the truth of the whole affair. You have only my word for it all — and the letter. I quite admit that they are not sufficient guarantee for you to put down six thousand. You are too good a business man for that.

Max was flattered by that last sentence.

Well, he said smiling, I really think it would be more satisfactory if I had — well, some confirmation of all these comments.

You can obtain that at once by going out to Constantinople, declared Adam. Youll be out and home in ten days, and Ill go with you, he added persuasively.

Well, I shall have to consider it, the younger man replied after a brief pause.

There is very little time to consider, Adam said. The French people are at work, and if they raise the purchase price to Muhil we shall be compelled to do the same.

But we can get an option, I suppose?

I have it. But it expires in ten days from to-morrow. After that Muhil will make the best terms he can with the French. The latter will have to pay through the nose, no doubt, but theyll get it, without doubt. Their Embassy is helping them.

And how long can I have to decide?

To reach Constantinople in time we have six days more. We might then take the Orient Express from Paris and just do it. But, he added, of course if your inclination is against the journey and inquiry I hope youll allow me to assess it before somebody else. Personally, he laughed, I cant afford to miss this chance of making a fortune. This, remember, is no wild mining speculation: its solid, bed-rock enterprise. The Servians surveyed the line four years ago and got out plans and estimates. Theres a printed copy of them at the Servian Consulate here in London. So its all cut-and-dried.

Well I hope, Adam, youll allow me a little time to reflect. Six thousand is a decent sum, you know.

I dont want it until youve been out there and seen Muhil, Mr Barclay, Adam declared. Indeed, I refuse to touch it until you have personally satisfied yourself of the bonâ fides of the scheme. Muhil himself must first assure you of the existence of the iradé, and that it is actually in is possession. Then I will put up six thousand if you will put up the balance.

And if it is more than twelve?

Why, we share the increase equally, of course.

Very well. So far as it goes it is agreed, said Max. It only remains whether I go out to Turkey, or not.

Thats all. The sooner you can decide, the better for our plans, Adam remarked. Only take good care that old Statham does not learn whats in the wind. You know him, I believe?

Yes, slightly. Hes a queer old fellow — very eccentric.

So Ive heard, said the other, betraying ignorance. What would Max Barclay have thought if he had witnessed that scene so recently when the millionaire had glanced out of his cosy library and seen the shabby stranger lounging against the railings of the Park? What, indeed, would he have thought if he had witnessed old Sams consequent agitation, or overheard his confession to Rolfe?

But he knew nothing of it all. Adam had shown him the best side of his nature — the easy-going and keen money-making cosmopolitan whose manner was so gentlemanly and so very charming. He had not seen the other — the side which Samuel Statham knew too well.

Adam, seated there in the big saddle-bag chair, in the full enjoyment of the excellent cigar, knew that with the exercise of a little further ingenuity he would make the first step towards the goal he had in view. He was a man who took counsel of nobody, and even the old hunchback Lyle, his closest friend, knew nothing of his object in drawing Max Barclay, until recently a perfect stranger, into the fatal net spread for him.

He smiled within himself as he calmly contemplated his victim through the haze of tobacco smoke. The dock upon the mantelshelf had struck two.

He took a final drink, slipped on his coat, and with a merry bon soir and an injunction to make up his mind and wire him at the earliest moment, he shook his friends hand and went out.

Max sat alone for a long time, still smoking. In his ignorance he was reflecting that the business seemed a sound one. Adam had not asked him to put down money before full inquiry, and had, at the same time, offered to put up half. This latter fact, in itself, showed that his friend had confidence in the scheme.

And so, before he turned in that night, he had practically made up his mind to pay a flying visit to the Sultans capital. There could be no harm done, he argued. He had never been in Constantinople, and to go there with a resident like Adam was in itself an opportunity not to be missed.

Meanwhile the astute concession-hunter, as he drove to Addison Road in a cab, was calmly plotting a further step in the direction he was slowly but surely following. His daring and ingenuity knew no bounds. He was a man full of energy and resource, unabashed, undaunted, unscrupulous, and yet to all, even to his most intimate friend, a perfect sphinx.

The second step in his progress he took on the evening of the day after.

In the afternoon, about four, a shabbily-dressed man called upon him at his flat, and they remained together for ten minutes or so. At half-past eight, as Marion was about to enter a bus at Oxford Circus to take her up to Hampstead for a blow — a trip she frequently took in the evening when alone — she heard her name uttered, and turning, found Maxs polite French friend behind her, about to mount on the same conveyance.

To avoid him was impossible, therefore they ascended to the top together, he declaring that he was on his way to Hampstead.

Im going there too, she told him, although he already knew it quite well. Have you seen Mr Barclay to-day?

Not to-day. I have been busy in the City, Adam explained. He glanced at her, and could not refrain from noting her neat appearance, dressed as she was in a black skirt, white cotton blouse, and a black hat which suited her beauty admirably. He knew that she was at Cunningtons, but, of course, appeared in ignorance of the fact. He was most kind and courteous to her, and so well had he arranged the meeting that she believed it to be entirely an accident.

Presently, after they had chatted for some time, he sighed, saying — 

In a few days I suppose I must leave London again.

Oh! are you going abroad?

Yes, to Constantinople. I live there, he said.

In Constantinople! How very strange it must be to live among the Turks!

It is a very charming life, I assure you, Miss Rolfe, he answered. The Turk is always a gentleman, and his country is full of beauty and attraction, even though his capital may be muddy under foot.

Oh, well, she said laughing, I dont think I should care to live there. I should be afraid of them!

Your fears would be quite ungrounded, he declared. A lady can walk unmolested in the streets of Constantinople at any hour of the day or night, which cannot be said, of your London here.

Then, after a pause, he added — 

I think your friend Mr Barclay is coming with me.

With you? — to Constantinople? she exclaimed in dismay. When?

In two or three days, he replied. But you mustnt tell him I said so, he went on. We are going out on business — business that will bring us both a sum of money that will be a fortune to me, if not to Mr Barclay. We are in partnership over it.

What nature is the business?

The building of a railroad to the Adriatic. We are obtaining permission from the Sultan for its construction.

And Max — I mean Mr Barclay — will make a large sum? she asked with deep interest.

Yes, if he decides to go, replied Adam; but I fear very much one thing, and he fixed his dark eyes upon hers.

What do you fear?

Well — how shall I put it, Miss Rolfe? he asked. I — I fear that he will refuse to go because he does not wish to leave London just now.

Why not?

He has an attraction here, the man laughed— yourself.

She coloured slightly. Max had probably told this friend that they were lovers.

Oh! thats quite foolish. He must go, if it is really in his interests.

Exactly, declared Adam. I have all my life been looking for such a chance to make money, and it has at last arrived. He must go.

Most certainly. I will urge him strongly.

A word from you, Miss Rolfe, would decide him — but — well, dont you think it would be best if you did not tell him that we had met. He might not like it if he knew we had discussed his business affairs — eh?

Very well, she said. I will say nothing. When he speaks to me about the suggested journey I will strongly advise him to go in his own interests.

Yes; do. It will be the means of putting many thousands of pounds into both our pockets. The matter is, in fact, entirely in your hands. May I with safety leave it there?

With perfect safety, Mr Adam, was her reply. It is, perhaps, fortunate that we should have met like this to-night.

Fortunate! he echoed. Most fortunate for all of us. If you are really Mr Barclays friend you will see that he goes with me.

I am his friend, and he shall go if it is to his interest to do go.

Ask him, and he will tell you, was the reply of the man who had lounged in Park Lane as a shabby stranger, and of whom old Sam Statham went in such deadly fear.

He went with Marion to the end of her journey, and then left her in pretence of walking to his destination.

But after he had raised his hat to her so politely, and bent over her hand, he turned on his heel muttering to himself — 

You think you are his friend, my poor, silly little girl! No. You will compel him to go with me to the East, and thus become my catspaw — the tool of Jean Adam.

And giving vent to a short, dry laugh of triumph, he went on his way.


Chapter Twenty One.

Shows Mr Statham at Home.
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MANY A MAN and many a woman, as they passed up Park Lane on motor-buses, in cabs, or on foot, glanced at the white house of Samuel Statham, and wondered.

The mystery concerning it and its owner always attracted them. Many were the weird stories afloat concerning it, stories greatly akin to those already told in a previous chapter. Men had watched, it was said, and had seen queer goings and comings. But as the matter concerned nobody in particular it merely excited public curiosity.

That Sam Statham was eccentric all the world knew. Society gossips in the papers were fond of referring to the millionaire as the recluse of Park Lane when recording some handsome donation to a charitable institution, or expressing a surprise that he was never seen at public functions such as the opening of hospitals or childrens homes which he had himself endowed.

But the word eccentric explained it all. As regards the mansion in Park Lane they were always silent, for the elastic law of libel is ever before the eyes of the journalist who deals in tittle-tattle.

Though the stories concerning the millionaires residence were curious and sometimes sensational — many of them of course invented — yet colour was certainly lent to them by the fact that the old man saw nobody except Levi and his secretary, and nobody had ever been known to pass that closed door at the head of the staircase.

Anyone, however, catching a glimpse of the interior of the hall when passing, saw old Levi in black, with his strip of spotless shirt-front, and behind, a wide hall with thick Turkey carpet, huge blue antique vases, carved furniture, and several fine pictures, the whole possessing an air of solidity and wealth. Beyond, however, was the Unknown and the Mysterious.

In the clubs and over dinner-tables the mystery of that Park Lane house was often spoken of. Men usually shook their heads and said little, but women expressed their opinion freely, and formed all sorts of wild theories.

Among the men who had always been attracted by the stories afloat were Charlie Rolfe, because of his close association with the old man, and Max Barclay, because of his intimate friendship with Rolfe. The latter had always been full of suspicion. Sam and Levi, master and man, were the only two who knew the truth of what lay behind that locked door. And the servant guarded his masters secret well. He was janitor there, and no one passed the threshold into old Sams library without a very good cause, and without the permission of the master himself.

A thousand times, as Rolfe had gone in and out of the place, he had glanced up the broad, well-carpeted stairs, at the foot of which stood the fine marble Aphrodite, holding the great electrolier, and at the head, to the corner out of sight, was the locked door upon which half London had commented.

Had Samuel Statham thrown open his house only once, and given a reception, all gossip would be allayed. Indeed, as Rolfe sat with his master in the library the morning following Adams meeting with Marion, he, without telling Sam the reason, suggested an entertainment in November. He said that Society were wondering he did not seek to make their acquaintance. There were hundreds of people dying to know him.

Yes, snapped the old man, glancing around the darkened room, for the morning sun was full upon the house. I know them. Theyd come here, crush and guzzle, eat my dinners, drink my wine, and go away without even remembering my name. Oh! I know what the so-called aristocracy we like, never fear. Most of them live upon people like myself who are vain-glorious enough to be pleased to number the Earl of So-and-So and the Countess of Slush among their personal friends.

Men with wives cant help being drawn into it. The womenfolk like to speak of dear Lady Longneck, slobber over some old titled hag at parting, or find their names in the Court and Society column of the Daily Snivel. Its their nature to be ambitious; but when a mans single, like myself, Rolfe, he can please himself. Thats why I shut my door in their faces.

Of course, you can afford to, the secretary replied, leaning both his elbows on the table and looking straight into his masters face. Few men could do as you do. It would be against their interests.

It may be even against my interests, the old man said thoughtfully, leaning back in his chair, for I might get a good deal of fun out of watching them trying to squeeze a little money out of me, or worm from me what men call tips regarding investments. Why, my dear Rolfe, once my door is opened to them, my life would no longer be worth living. Instead of one secretary Id want a dozen, and Levi would be at the door all day long answering callers. Other men who live in this street on either side of me have done it to their cost.

Ive heard it said in the clubs that you, with your vast means and huge interests, owe a duty to Society, Rolfe remarked.

I owe no duty to Society, the old fellow declared angrily. Society owes nothing to me, and I owe nothing to it. You know, Rolfe, how — well — how I hate women — and I wont have a pack of chatterboxes about my place. If I was a man with five hundred a year they wouldnt want to know me.

Thats very true, Rolfe remarked with a slight sigh. Nowadays, when a man has money he is at once called a gentleman. A lady is the wife of a man with money, whatever may have been her past — or her present.

The old man laughed.

And there is the perfect lady, he said. A genus usually associated with the police-court. But you are quite right, Rolfe, nowadays, according to our modern code, a poor man cannot be a gentleman. No, as long as I live, the needy aristocracy which calls itself Society shall never my threshold. I will remain independent of them, for I have no womankind, and no fish to fry. I dont want a baronetcy, or a peerage. I dont want shooting, or deer-stalking, or yachting, or hunting, or any of those pastimes. I merely want to be left alone here in peace — if it is possible. And he drew a long breath as the ugly recollection of the shabby stranger crossed his mind.

Rolfe knew well that the old mans objections were because he dare not throw open the mansion. Some secret was hidden there which he could not reveal. What was it? Why were those brilliant lights sometimes at night in the upper windows? He had seen them himself sometimes as he passed along near midnight on his way to his chambers in Jermyn Street, and had been sorely puzzled. More than once he had been convinced that somebody lived in the upper floors — somebody who was never seen. Yet if that were so, why should there be such secrecy regarding it. The occupant, whoever it was, could easily vacate the place while a reception was held.

As he sat there listening to the old mans tirade against the West-End and its ways he felt that there must be some far greater mystery than an unseen tenant.

That old Sam knew quite well the rumour concerning the house, was evident. Keeping secret agents in every capital as he was forced to do — agents, male and female, who knew everything and reported exactly what he wished to know — it was certain that public opinion concerning him was well-known to him. Yet, as in a scandal, the man most concerned is always the last to get wind of it. Perhaps after all he might be in ignorance of what people were saying, although it was hardly credible that Ben, his brother, would not tell him.

For craft and cunning few men in London could compare with Sam Statham, yet at the same time he was just in his judgment and honest in his transactions. The weak and needy he befriended, but woe betide any who endeavoured to mislead him or impose upon his generosity.

More than one man had, by receiving a word of good advice from Sam Statham and the temporary loan of a few thousand as capital, awakened in a weeks time to find himself wealthy. One man in particular, now a well-known baronet, had risen in ten years from being a small draper in Launceston to his present position with an estate in Suffolk and a town house in Green Street, merely by taking Sam Stathams advice as to certain investments.

It was owing to this fact, and others, that old Sam, as he rose from the table and crossed the room to the window, where he pulled aside the blind to look out upon the sunny roadway, said — 

I myself, Rolfe, have made one or two so-called gentlemen. But, he added, drawing a deep breath, lets put all that aside and get on with the letters. Im expecting that Scotch friend of yours, the locomotive designer of Glasgow.

Oh, Macgregor! remarked the secretary. He was most pertinacious the other day.

All Scots are, replied the old man simply. Lets get on. And returning to the table he took up letter after letter and dictated replies in his sharp, snappy way which, to those who did not know him, would have appeared priggish and uncouth.

The reason of Macgregors visit to Old Broad Street had caused Rolfe a good deal of curiosity. He recollected how, on the instant his master had read the old engineers scribbled lines, his face fell. The visitor was at all events not a welcome one. Yet, on the other hand, he had seen him without delay, and they had been closeted together for quite a long time.

When the bearded Scot left, and he had re-entered the millionaires room, two facts struck him as peculiar. One was that a strong smell of burnt paper and a quantity of black tinder in the empty grate showed that some papers had been burned there, while the other was that old Sam was in the act of lighting a cigar, in itself showing a buoyancy of mind.

He never smoked when down at the bank, and very seldom when at home. His cigars, too, were of a cheap quality which even his clerks would be ashamed to offer their friends. Indeed, while all connected with the house in Old Broad Street possessed an air of solid prosperity, the head of the firm was usually of a penurious and hard-up aspect, as though he had a difficulty in making both ends meet. His smart electric brougham he used only once a week to take him to the City and back again. At other times he strolled about the streets so shabby as to pass unnoticed by those desirous of making his acquaintance and worming themselves into his good graces; or else he would idle in the park where he passed for a lounger who, crowded out by reason of his age, was down on his luck.

Samuel Statham loved the Park. Often and often he would get into conversation with the flotsam and jetsam of London life — the unemployed, and the men who, in these days of hustle, alas! find themselves too old at forty. The neer-do-wells he knew quite well, and they believed him to be one of themselves. But he was ever on the look-out for a deserving case — the starving, despondent man with wife and children hungry at home. He would draw the mans story from him, hear his complaint against unfair treatment, listen attentively to his wrongs, and pretending all the time to have suffered in a similar way himself.

Usually the man would, in the end, invite him to the home or the lodging-house where his wife and children were, and then, on ascertaining that the case was genuine, he would suddenly reveal himself as the good Samaritan.

To such men he gave himself out as Mr Jones, agent of a benevolent society which was nameless, and which did its work without advertisement, and extracted a pledge of secrecy. By such means many a dozen honest, hard-working men, who through no fault of their own had been thrown out of employment, had been put upon their legs again and gained work, and yet not one of them ever suspected that the shabby, down-at-heel man Jones was actually the millionaire Samuel Statham, who lived in the white house in fall view of the seat whereon they had first met.

Even from Rolfe he sought to conceal this secret philanthropy, yet the young man had guessed something of it. He had more than once caught him talking to strange men whose pinched faces and trim appearance told the truth.

The man whose vast wealth had brought him nothing but isolation and loneliness, delighted in performing these good works, and in rescuing the unfortunate wives and families of the deserving ones who were luckless. He loved to see the brightness overspread those dark, despairing faces, and to hear the heartfelt thanks which he was told to convey to the mythical society.

Never but once did he allow a man to suspect that the money he gave came from his own pocket. That single occasion was when, after giving a man whom he believed to be deserving a sovereign, he next evening found him in the park the worse for liquor.

He said nothing that night, but a few days later, when he met him, he gave him a piece of his mind which the plausible good-for-nothing would not quickly forget.

Such frauds as you, he had said, prevent people from assisting the deserving poor. Ive made inquiry into your story, and found it false from beginning to end. You have no wife, and the four children starving and ill that you described to me do not exist. You live for the most part in the bar of the Star, off the Edgware Road, and on the night after I gave you the money you were so drunk that they wouldnt serve you. Such men like you, he went on with withering sarcasm, his grey beard bristling as he spoke, and his fist clenched fiercely, are a disgrace to the human race, for you are a liar, a drunkard, and a blackguard — a man who deserves the death that will, I hope, overtake you — death in the gutter.

And he turned upon his heel, leaving the accused man standing staring at him open-mouthed, utterly unable to offer a single word in self-defence.

This secret charity was Sam Stathams only recreation. By it he made many friends whom he had taken out of the slums — friends who were perhaps more devoted and true to him than those to whom he had given financial tips, and who had made many thousands thereby. In many a modest home was Mr Jones a welcome guest whenever he called to see how his friends were progressing, and many a time had he drunk a humble glass of bitter sent out for by his thankful and devoted host who was all unconscious of who his guest really was. The world would have laughed at the idea of a working man standing Samuel Statham a glass of ale.

One case was old Sams particular pride. About eighteen months before, in the park one day, he came across a despairing but well-educated, middle-aged man, who at first was not at all communicative, but whose bearing and manner was that of refinement and culture. Three times they met, and it was very evident that the sad-faced man was starving.

At last Sam offered to stand him a meal, and over it the man told a pathetic story, how that he was a fully-qualified medical man in practice in York, but owing to his unfortunate habit of drinking he had lost everything, sold his practice, and had been compelled to leave the city. The proceeds of his practice had soon gone in drink, and now, with all the bitter remorse upon him, he and his wife and two small children were faced with starvation. Friends and relations would not assist him because of his intemperance. There was only one way out of it all, he declared — suicide.

Sam had taken him in hand. He had seen the wife and children, and then explained, as usual, that he was Mr Jones. Small sums he first gave them, and finding that his charity was never abused, and that the doctor withstood the temptation to drink, he had gone to an agency, the address of which he had found in the Lancet, and bought a comfortable little practice with a furnished house in West Norwood, where the doctor and his family were now installed and doing well.

In West Norwood to-day that doctor is the most popular and the most sought after. His practice is ever increasing, and already he has nearly repaid the whole of the sum which Mr Jones lent him, and has been compelled to take an assistant.

The doctor is still in ignorance, however, for he has never identified Mr Jones with Statham the millionaire. But was it surprising that at his house no guest was more welcome than the man who had rescued him from ruin and from death?

Truly money, if properly applied, can do much to alleviate the sufferings of the world, and as it is the root of all evil, so it is also the root of all good.


Chapter Twenty Two.

Tells of the Three.
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WELL?

Weel? asked Duncan Macgregor, who was seated in an easy attitude in Sam Stathams library. At the table sat the millionaire himself, while near by, in the enjoyment of a cigar, sat old Levi. The latter was still in his garb of service, but his attitude was certainly more like that of his masters intimate friend than that of butler.

It was from his thin lips that the query had escaped in response to a fact which the Scot had emphasised with his hairy fist.

Well, exclaimed Statham after a pause, and what do you suppose should be done, Mr—

Macgregor — still Duncan Macgregor, exclaimed the bearded man, concluding the millionaires sentence. Thats the verra thing that puzzles me, mon. Praps wed best wait a wee bittie an see.

Levi dissented. He knew that whatever his position in that strange household, his master always listened to him and took his advice — sometimes when it involved the risk of many thousands. He was a kind of oracle, for generally when Ben came there to consult his brother upon some important point, the old servant remained in the room to hear the discussion and to give his dry but candid opinion.

My own opinion is that we should act at once — without fear. The slightest hesitation now will be our undoing, depend upon it, he said.

Ah! Mr Levi, exclaimed the Scot, Im aways for caution. Hasna our ain Bobbie said that facts are chiels that winna ding, and downa be disputed?

Yes; but weve not yet quite established the facts yet, you see, Statham said.

Why, mon, isnt it as plain as plain can be? What mair dye want?

A good deal, Levi chimed in in his squeaky voice. We cant act on that. Its too shadowy altogether.

I tell ye it isnt! cried Duncan, shaking his clenched fist again. Mr Statham is in sair peril, I tell ye he is, an Ive proved it.

Mr Statham must be allowed to be the best judge of that, Levi said, placing his hands together, and holding his cigar between his teeth.

Mr Statham knows me weel. He knows Id nae tell him what I didnt ken masel.

The great financier rose thoughtfully and stood with his back to the mantelshelf.

Look here, Macgregor, he said, fixing his eyes upon the man seated before him. When you called at the office and was fool enough not to give your proper name you had a difficulty in getting an interview with me. I hadnt any idea till I received your note that — well, that you were in the land of the living. When we met before it was under different circumstances — very different, werent they? and the millionaire smiled. Shall I recall to your memory one scene — long ago — a scene that lives in my memory this moment as though the events happened but yesterday. We were both younger, and more active then — you and I — and—

Nae, Mr Statham. Were better not bearin it, he protested, holding up his hands. I jalouse what youre again to say.

To you, my friend, I owe much, the old man went on. The place was in a sun-baked South American city, the time was sunset, fierce and blood-red like the deeds of that never-to-be-forgotten day. There was war — a revolution was in progress, and the Government forces had been that day driven back into the capital followed by us. I remember you, with that great bullet furrow down your cheek and the blood streaming from it as you fought at my side. I see you bear the scar even now. Then, with a quick movement he pulled up his sleeve and showed on his right forearm a great cicatrice, asking: Do you remember how I received this?

Nae, nae, Mr Statham, enough! cried the Scot. Our days of war are long since past. Theyll come again nae mair.

You remember how we followed the troops of Hernandez into the capital, shooting and killing as we drove them before us, and how you and I and a few more of the younger bloods made a dash for the Palace to secure the President himself. I recollect the wild excitement of those moments. I was tearing along the street shouting and urging on my men, when of a sudden I found myself surrounded by a dozen soldiers of Hernandez. I fought for life, though well knowing I was lost. As a prisoner I should be tortured, for they had long sworn to serve me as they had served our friends José and Manuel. This recollection flashed across me, and with my back to the wall I fired my pistol full in a mans face and blew it out of all recognition. A man had raised his rifle and covered me, but next moment I gave him an upward cut with my sword.

At the same instant I felt a sharp twinge upon my right arm, and my sword dropped from my grasp. I was maimed, and stood there at their mercy. A dark-faced, beetle-browed fellow raised his sabre with a fierce Spanish oath to cut me down, but in the blood-red sunlight another blade flashed high, and the man sank dying in the dust.

It was you, Macgregor — you alone had come to my aid, and four of my attackers fell beneath your blows in that hand-to-hand struggle as you, with your own body placed before mine, fought on, keeping them back and yet without assistance. Shall I ever forget those moments, or how near both of us were to death? I was already half-fainting, but you shouted to me to keep courage, and in the end we were discovered by our men and saved. If ever a deed deserved the Victoria Cross, yours did. You, Macgregor — as you now call yourself — saved my life.

An Im here, Mr Statham, to save it again, if yell only let me, was the Scots dry reply.

Years have gone since that day, the millionaire went on, with a distinct catch in his voice. I lost sight of you soon afterwards, and heard once that you were in Caracas. Then there was no further news of you. We drifted apart — our lives lay in opposite directions. Yet to you — and to you alone — I owe my present life, for were it not for your aid at that moment I should have been put to the torture in that terrible castle where Hernandez did his prisoners to death, and my body given to the rats like others of our friends.

Eh, mon, ye really make me blush, laughed Macgregor. So please dont talk of it. Thats all over the noo. Let the past take care of itsel. Weve got the present to face.

I have never ceased reflecting upon the past, Sam declared in a rather low and husky voice. I never dreamed that the man Macgregor, in the employ of the Clyde and Motherwell Works, was the same man to whom I am indebted for my life.

Ah! mans a problem that puzzles the devil hissel, laughed Macgregor. Id nae ha kenned ye were the Statham I knew out there in the old days till I saw the picture of ye in the Glasgie News one nicht when I bought it at the corner of Polmadie Street on me way hame. An there was a biography of ye — which didnt mention very much. But it was the real Sam Statham — and Sam Statham was my friend of long ago.

Most extraordinary! remarked Levi, who had been smoking quietly and listening to the conversation. I had so idea of all this!

There are many incidents in my career, Levi, of which you are unaware, remarked his master drily.

I have no doubt, retorted the servant in a tone quite as dry as that of his masters. This was Duncan Macgregors first visit to Park Lane, and Levi did not approve of him. He always looked askance at any friend of Mr Samuels of the old days. Everybody who had ever known him in the unknown and struggling period, now claimed his acquaintance as his intimate friend, and various and varied were the ruses adopted in order to endeavour to obtain an interview.

He suspected this hairy Scot — whose bravery in his youth had saved Sams life — of working for his own ends.

This is a strange story of yours, Duncan, remarked the millionaire a few moments later, his eyes fixed upon the seated man— so strange that I should not believe it, but for one thing.

An whats that?

Other information in my possession goes to prove that your surmise is actually correct, and that your apprehension has foundation. I know that Adam is in London. Ive seen him!

An hes seen you — eh? cried Macgregor, starting up in alarm.

Yes, hes seen me.

Did he speak to ye?

No. He watched me through the window from yonder pavement outside.

A silence fell in that warm room where the blinds were still down to exclude the sun, a silence unbroken save by the buzzing of the flies and the low, solemn ticking of the clock.

At last the Scot spoke.

He means mischief. Depend on it.

I quite believe he does, Statham admitted.

That is why we should act at once, Levi chimed in.

And perhaps by a premature move spoil the whole of our chance of victory! remarked the millionaire, very thoughtfully.

Remember that Adam holds very strong cards in the game, the butler urged, knocking the ash slowly from his cigar. Surely it was a queer, unusual scene, this conference of three!

I have suspected something for some time past, Levi, was his masters response. And I took steps to combat my enemies; but, unfortunately, I was not sufficiently wary, and I failed.

What, mon! gasped the man from Glasgow; ye dont say yere at the mercy of those devils?

I tell you, Macgregor, that my position is more insecure than even you believe it to be, was the response, in a low voice, almost of despair.

Levi and Duncan exchanged glances. The millionaires words were somewhat enigmatical, but the truth was apparent. Samuel Statham was in fear of some revelation which could be made by that shabby stranger whom he had seen idling at the Park railings.

Tell me, Macgregor. Does Adam know you?

No.

Youve seen him, and you know him?

Perfectly weel. I kept ma eye on him when he didnt dream that anybody was nigh him.

And what you told me in the City you are prepared to stand by?

The Scot put out his big hands, saying:

Mr Statham, what Ive told ye I stick to.

Duncan, said the great man, clasping the hand offered him. You were my friend once — my best friend — and you will be so again.

If yell let me be, answered the other warmly. Statham could read a mans innermost character at a glance. He was seldom, if ever, mistaken. He looked into Macgregors eyes, and saw truth and friendship there.

As Levi watched the two men his lip curled slightly. He was a cynic, and did not approve of this outburst of sentimentality on the part of his master. Samuel Statham, the man of millions and the controller of colossal interests, should, he declared within himself, be above such an exhibition of his own heart.

Is it not strange, remarked Statham, as though speaking to himself, that you should actually have been engaged in my works without knowing that it was the head of the firm who was indebted to you for his life?

Ay, the worlds only a sma space, after all, Duncan replied. I was apprenticed to the firm, but soon got sick of a humdrum life. So I went out to South America to try ma fortune, an we met. After the war I went to Caracas, and then back to Glasgie to the old firm, where Ive been ever since. I thought that when the new company took the place over Id be discharged as too old. Indeed, more than once Mr Rolfe has hinted at it.

I dont think youd need fear that, Duncan. Both you and I recollect scenes set in strong remembrance — scenes that are never to return. I had no idea it was you to whom the creditable work turned out at Glasgow was due until Rolfe told me all about you, and as he uttered those words a twinge of conscience shot through his mind as he recollected how he had ordered the man to be summarily discharged for daring to seek an interview. And then how, when he had entered his presence, he had handed him something that was far better destroyed. They had indeed destroyed it together.

He saw that Macgregor had no great love for Rolfe, but put it down to the fact that his secretary, being practically in charge of the works, had become out of favour with the men over the question of labour. The Scot had said nothing derogatory regarding Charlie, but merely expressed surprise that he had not been accorded an interview at once. Then he had urged that he had something of importance and of interest to impart.

Well, you see, Macgregor, replied the millionaire, half apologetically; the fact is I have to make it a rule to see nobody. Of course, to old friends, like yourself, I am always accessible, and delighted to have a chat, but if it were known that I received people, I should be besieged here all day long. I make it a rule not to allow anybody here in my house.

Why? asked the Scot, quite unconscious of the gravity of his inquiry. He was in entire ignorance of the strange stories concerning the house wherein he was at that moment. The papers never mentioned them for fear of an action for libel. As far as he had seen there was nothing peculiar or extraordinary about the place. The hall and the library were very handsomely furnished, as befitted the home of one of Englands wealthiest men. The fact that Levi had been called into conference even was not remarkable, for the reason had already been explained to him briefly, in half-a-dozen words.

But you have your ain circle of good friends here, I suppose? suggested the Scot, as the great man had not replied to his question.

No, replied Statham. Nobody comes here — nobody enters my door.

But why?

Master and servant exchanged glances. It was a direct question to which it was impossible to give a truthful reply without the revelation of a secret.

And so Samuel Statham lied to his best, humble yet most devoted friend.


Chapter Twenty Three.

London Lovers.
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Nearly three weeks had now passed since the extraordinary disappearance of Dr Petrovitch and his daughter from the house in Cromwell Road.

The cleverness with which the removal of their household goods had been effected, and the cunning and ingenuity displayed regarding them, showed Max Barclay plainly that the disappearance had been carefully planned, and that those assisting had been well paid for keeping their secret.

And yet, after all, it was quite possible that the men who had removed the furniture from the house were merely hired for the job, and had gone away thinking they had acted quite legitimately. Harmers Stores often engage extra hands, and what would have been easier than for the foreman to have paid them, and driven the van with the false name upon it to another part of London. That was, no doubt, what had really been done.

Max had devoted the greater part of his time to endeavouring to elucidate the mystery, but had failed ignominiously. The statement made by Marion concerning what seemed to be some confession of Mauds greatly puzzled him. His well-beloved was loyal to her friend, and would not betray her. Times without number he had reverted to the question, but she always evaded his questions.

Only a few evenings before, while they were seated at one of the little tables on the lawn of the Welcome Club at the Earls Court Exhibition, of which he was a member, he had again referred to Maud, and asked her, in the interests of his inquiry, to give him some idea of what she had stated on that night when they last met.

I really cannot tell you, Max, was her reply, as she lifted her eyes to his in the dim light shed by the coloured lamps with which the place was illuminated. Have I not already told you of the promise I gave her? You surely do not wish me to break it! Would it be fair, or just? Im sure you, who are always loyal to a woman, would never wish me to mention what she told me.

Of course. If it is anything against her reputation — her honour — then it is certainly best left unsaid, he replied quickly. Only — well, I — I thought, perhaps, it might give us a clue to the motive of their unaccountable flight.

Perhaps it might, she admitted; and yet I cannot tell you.

Does Charlie know? Would he tell me, do you think?

I dont think Charlie knows. At any rate, she would not tell him. If he does know, it must be through some other source.

And you anticipate that what Maud told you had some connection with their sudden disappearance? he asked, looking steadfastly into the face of the woman he dearly loved.

Ive already told you so.

But when you parted from her that night, did you believe that you would not meet her again?

She was silent, looking straight before her at the crowd of idlers circulating around the illuminated bandstand and enjoying the music and the cool air after the stifling London day.

At last she spoke, saying in a low, rather strained voice:

I can hardly answer that question. Had I suspected anything unusual I think I should have mentioned my apprehension to you.

Yes, I feel sure you would have done, dearest, he declared. I quite see the difficulty of your present position. And you understand, Im quite sure, how anxious I feel regarding the safety of the doctor, who was such a dear friend of mine.

But why are you so anxious, Max? she asked.

Because if — well, if there had not been foul play, I should have heard from the doctor before this! he said seriously.

Foul play? she gasped, starting forward. Do you suspect some — some tragedy, then?

Yes, Marion, was his low, earnest reply. I do.

But why? she queried. Remember that the doctor was a diplomat and statesman. In Servia politics are very complex, as they are, Im told, in every young nation. Our own English history was a strange and exciting one when we were the present age of Servia. The people killed King Alexander, it is true; but did we not kill King Charles?

Then you think that some political undercurrent is responsible for this disappearance? he suggested.

That has more than once crossed my mind.

Yet would he not have sent word to me in secret?

No. He might fear spies. You yourself have told me how secret agents swarm in the Balkan countries, and that espionage is as bad there as in Russia.

But we are in London — not in Servia.

There are surely secret agents of the Servian Opposition party here in London! she said. You were telling me something about them once — some facts which the doctor had revealed to you.

Yes, I remember, he remarked thoughtfully, feeling that in her argument there was much truth. Yet I have a kind of intuition of the occurrence of some tragedy, Marion, he added, recollecting how her brother had stolen in secret from that denuded house.

Well, I think, dear, that your fears are quite groundless, she declared. I know how the affair is worrying you, and how much you respected the dear old doctor. But, if I were you, I would wait in patience. He will surely send you word some day from some remote corner of the earth. Suppose he had sailed for India, South America, or South Africa, for instance? There would have been no time for him to write to you from his hiding-place.

Then he is in hiding — eh? asked Max, eager to seize on any word of, hers that might afford a clue to the strange statement of Maud.

He may be.

Is that your opinion?

I suspect as much.

Then you do not believe there has been a tragedy?

I believe only in what I know, replied the girl with wisdom.

And you know there has not been a tragedy?

Ah! no. There you are quite mistaken. I have no knowledge whatsoever.

Only surmise?

Only surmise.

Based upon what Maud told you — eh? he asked at last, bringing the conversation to the point.

What Maud told me has nothing whatever to do with my surmise, was her quick reply. It is a surmise, pure and simple.

And you have no foundation of fact for it?

None, dear.

Max was disappointed. He sat smoking, staring straight before him. At the tables around, beneath the trees, well-dressed people were chatting and laughing in the dim light, while the military band opposite played the newest waltz. But he heard it not. He was only thinking of how he could clear up the mystery of the strange disappearance of his dearest friend. He glanced at the soft face of the sweet girl at his side, that was so full of affection and yet so sphinx-like.

She would tell him nothing. Again and again she had refused to betray the confidence of her friend.

For the thousandth time he reflected upon that curious and startling incident which he had seen with his own eyes in Cromwell Road, and of the inexplicable discovery he had made. He had not met Rolfe. That he should keep away from him was, in itself, suspicious. Without a doubt he knew the truth.

Max wondered whether Charlie had told his sister anything — whether he had told her the truth, and the reason of her determination not to speak was not to incriminate him. He knew in what strong affection she held her brother — how she always tried to shield his faults and magnify his virtues. Yet was it not only what might be very naturally supposed that she would do? Charlie was always very good to her. To him, she owed practically everything.

And so he pondered, smoking in silence while the band played and the after-dinner idlers gossiped and flirted on that dimly-lit lawn. He pondered when later on he took her to Oxford Street by the tube, and saw her to the corner of the street in which Cunningtons barracks were situated, and he pondered as he drove along Piccadilly to the Travellers to have a final drink before going home.

Next morning, about eleven, he was in his pleasant bachelor sitting-room in Dover Street going over some accounts from his factor up in Scotland, when the door opened and Charlie Rolfe entered, exclaiming in his usual hearty way:

Hulloa, Max, old chap, how are you?

Barclay looked up in utter surprise. The visit was entirely unexpected, and so intimate a friend was Rolfe that he always entered unannounced.

In a moment, however, he recovered himself.

Why, Charlie, he exclaimed, motioning him to a low easy-chair on the other side of the fireplace, youre quite a stranger. Where have you been all this long time?

Oh! I thought you knew through Marion. Ive been up in Glasgow. Had a lot of worries at the works — labour trouble and all that sort of thing, he replied. Those Scotch workmen are utterly incorrigible, but I must say that its due to agitators from our side of the border.

Yes; I saw something in the papers the other day about an impending strike. Have a cigar? and he pushed the box towards his friend.

There would have been a strike if the old man hadnt put his foot down. The men held a meeting and reconsidered their position. Its well for them they did, otherwise I had orders to close down the whole works for six months — or for a year, if need be.

But youd have lost very heavily, wouldnt you?

Lost? I should rather think so. We should have had to pay damages for breach of contract with the Italian railways to the tune of a nice round sum. But what does it matter to the guvnor. When he takes a stand against what he calls the tyranny of labour he doesnt count the cost.

Well, sighed Max, looking across at Marions brother, its rather nice to be in such a position, and yet—

And yet it isnt all honey to be in his shoes — eh? No, Max, it isnt, he said. I know more about old Sam than most men, and I tell you Id rather be as I am than stifled by wealth as he is. Hes a millionaire in gold, but a pauper in happiness.

I cant help thinking that his unhappiness must, in a great measure, be due to himself, Max remarked, wondering why Charlie had visited him after this length of time. I think if I had his money I should try and get some little enjoyment out of it. Other wealthy men have yachts, or motor cars, or other hobbies. Why doesnt he?

Because he doesnt care for sport. He told me once that in his younger days abroad he was as keen a sportsman as anybody. But now-a-days hes too old for it, and prefers his armchair.

And yet he isnt a very old man, is he?

Sometimes wealth rejuvenates a man, but more often the worry of it ages him prematurely, Rolfe remarked. I only got back from Glasgow again last night, and I thought Id look in and see you. Seen Marion lately?

I was with her at Earls Court last night. Shes all right.

Then a silence fell between the pair. Rolfe lit the cigar he had been slowly twisting between his fingers. Max looked furtively into his friends face, trying to read what secret thought lay behind. Charlie, however, preserved his usual easy, nonchalant air as he leaned back in his chair, his weed between his teeth and his hands clasped behind his head.

Look here, Charlie, Max exclaimed at last, in a tone of confidence. I want to ask you something.

The other started visibly, and his cheeks went just a trifle paler.

Well, go on, old chap. He laughed uneasily. What is it? And then he held his breath.

Its about old Statham.

About old Statham! the other echoed, breathing freely again.

Yes. Do you know that there are going about London a lot of queer stories regarding that house of his in Park Lane — I mean a lot more stories.

More stories! laughed the private secretary. Well, what are people saying now?

Oh, all sorts of weird and ridiculous thing.

What is one of them? Im interested, for they never tell me anything.

Because they know you to be connected with the place, Max remarked. Well, just now there are about a dozen different tales going the rounds, and all sorts of hints against the old man.

Set about by those with whom he has refused to associate — eh?

Probably concocted by spiteful gossips, I should think. Some of them bear upon the face of them their own refutation. For instance, Ive heard that the reason lights are seen upstairs is because theres a mysterious Mrs Statham and her family living there in secret. Nobody has seen them, and they never go out.

Oh! And what reason is given for that?

Because they say shes a Turkish woman, and that he still keeps her secluded as she has been ever since a child. The story goes that shes a very beautiful woman, daughter of one of the most powerful Pashas in Constantinople, who escaped from her mothers harem and got away over the frontier into Bulgaria, where Statham joined her, and they were married in Paris.

Rolfe laughed aloud. The idea of old Sam being an actor in such a love-romance was distinctly amusing.

They call him Statham Pasha, I suppose! Well, really, it is the very latest, just as though there may not be lights upstairs when the old man goes to bed.

Of course, said Max. But the fact that the old man refuses to allow anybody in the house has given rise to all these stories. You really ought to tell him.

What shall I tell him? Is there any other gossip?

Yes, replied Max, looking the secretary straight in the face in suspicion that he knew more about the mysteries of that house than he really did. Theres another strange story, which I heard two or three days ago, to the effect that one night recently a person was seen to go there secretly, being admitted at once. Then, after the lapse of an hour or so, old Levi came forth, signalled to a four-wheeled cab which was apparently loitering about on the chance of a fare. Then from out of the house was carried a long, heavy box, which was placed on the cab and driven away to an unknown destination.

A box! gasped Rolfe in surprise, bending quickly across to the speaker. What do you mean — what do you suggest?

Well the natural suggestion is that the body of the midnight visitor was within that box?

Charlie Rolfe did not reply. He sat staring open-mouthed, as though Maxs story had supplied the missing link in a chain of suspicions which had for a long time existed in his mind — as though he now knew the terrible and astounding truth.


Chapter Twenty Four.

Truth or Untruth.
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THE TWO MEN exchanged glances, each suspicious of the other.

Max tried to imagine the motive of his friends visit, while Rolfe, on his part, was undecided as to the extent of the others knowledge. To come there and boldly face Max had cost him a good many qualms. At one moment he felt certain that Max suspected, but at the next he laughed at his own fears, and declared himself to be a chicken-hearted fool. And so days had gone on until, unable to stand it further, he had at last resolved to call at Dover Street.

Youre quite a stranger, Charlie, Max remarked at last. I havent seen you since the doctor disappeared so mysteriously.

He watched Rolfes face as he spoke, yet save a very slight flush upon the cheeks he was in no way perturbed.

Well, Ive been away nearly the whole time, was the others reply. The whole affair is most curious.

And havent you seen Maud since?

He hesitated slightly, and in that hesitation Max detected falsehood.

No, was his reply.

What? And havent you endeavoured to find out her whereabouts? cried Max, staring at him. If Marion had disappeared, I think I should have left no stone unturned in order to discover the truth.

I have tried to solve the mystery, and failed, was his rather lame response.

But where are they — where can they be? Its most extraordinary that the doctor should not send me word in confidence of their secret hiding-place. I was his most intimate friend.

Well, he said. The fact is that until this moment I believed you were well aware of their whereabouts, but could not, in face of your friendship, betray them.

Max looked him straight in the face. Was he lying?

Such a statement was, indeed, ingenious, to say the least. Yet how, recollecting that he had left the empty house in secret, could he believe that Max knew the truth and was concealing it? Was it really possible that he was in ignorance? Barclay thought. Had he gone to Cromwell Road expecting to find the doctor at home, just as he had done? If he had, then why had he crept out of the place and made his escape so hurriedly?

Again, he recollected the result of the search in company with the man from Harmers, and the finding of the open safe. Somebody had been there after his visit; somebody who had robbed the safe! That person must have been aware of the departure of the doctor. Who was it if not the man seated there before him?

Well, Rolfe, Max remarked at last. Youre quite mistaken. I havent the slightest notion of where they are. Ive done my best to try and discover some clue to the direction of their flight, but all in vain. The more I have probed the affair, the more extraordinary and more mystifying has it become.

What have you discovered? asked Charlie quickly.

Several strange things. First, I have found that the furniture was removed in vans painted with the name of Harmers Stores, but they were not Harmers vans. The household goods were spirited away that night, nobody knows whither.

And with them the Doctor and Maud.

Exactly. But — well, tell me the truth, Charlie. Have you had no message of whatever sort from Maud?

None, he replied, his face full of pale anxiety.

But, my dear fellow she loved you, did she not? It was impossible for her to conceal it.

Yes, I know. Thats why I cant make it out at all. I sometimes think that—

That what?

Well, that theres been foul play, Max, he said hoarsely. You know what the people of those Balkan countries are — so many political conspirators in every walk of life. And the doctor was such a prominent politician in Servia.

Was he telling an untruth? If so, he was a marvellous actor.

Then you declare that you have received no word from either Maud or the Doctor.

I have heard nothing from them.

But, Charlie, he said slowly, has it not struck you that Marion knows something — that if she liked she could furnish us with a clue to the solution of the mysterious affair?

Yes, he said, his face brightening at once. How curious! That thought struck me also. She knows something, evidently, but refuses to say a word.

Because she is Mauds most intimate friend.

Yet she ought, merely to set my mind at rest. She knows how fondly I love Maud.

What has she told you?

Shes merely urged me to be patient. Thats all very well, because I feel sure that if Maud were allowed to do so she would write to me.

Her father may prevent her. He does not write to me, remember, said Max.

I cant understand Marion; she is so very mysterious over it all. Each time Ive seen her Ive tried to get the truth from her, but all in vain, Rolfe declared. My own idea is that on the night in question, when they went together to Queens Hall, Maud told Marion something — something that is a secret.

Max pondered. His friends explanation tallied exactly with his own theories; but the point still remained whether or not there had been foul play.

But why doesnt the Doctor send me word of his own safety? asked Barclay. I was with him only a few hours before, smoking and chatting. He surely knew then of his impending flight. It had all been most ingeniously and cleverly arranged.

No doubt. When I knew of it I was absolutely staggered, Rolfe said.

It was curious, thought his friend, that he did not admit visiting the house after the furniture had been removed.

I thought you left at nine that night to go to Belgrade. Marion told me you had gone, Max remarked.

Yes. I had intended to go, but I unfortunately missed my train. The next day the old gentleman sent somebody else, as he wanted me at home to look after affairs up in Glasgow.

And how did you first know of Mauds disappearance? asked Max, thinking to upset his calm demeanour.

I called at the house, he replied, vouchsafing no further fact.

And after that? Max inquired, recollecting that tell-tale stain upon the womans bodice.

I made inquiries in a number of likely quarters, without result.

And whats your theory? Max asked, looking him straight in the face, now undecided whether he was lying or not.

Theory? Well, my dear fellow, I havent any. Id like to hear yours. The doctor and his daughter have suddenly disappeared, as though the earth has swallowed them, and theyve not left the least trace behind. What do you believe the real truth to be?

At present Im unable to form any actual theory, his friend replied. There has either been foul play, or else they are in hiding because of some act of political vengeance which they fear. That not a word has come from either tends to support the theory of foul play. Yet if there has been a secret tragedy, why should the furniture have been made to disappear as well as themselves? Then, after a pause, he fixed his eyes suspiciously upon Charlie, and added, I wonder if the Doctor kept any valuables or securities that thieves might covet in his house?

Rolfe shrugged his shoulders. Mention of that point in no way disturbed him.

I have never heard Maud speak of her father having any valuable possessions there, he said simply.

But he may have done so, and a theft may have been committed!

Of course. But the whole affair from beginning to end is most puzzling. I wonder the papers didnt get hold of it. They could have concocted lots of theories if it had become known.

And now, at this lapse of time, the Press could not mention it for fear of libel. Theyll think that the Doctor had done a moonlight flit, instead of paying his rent.

It certainly looks like that, remarked Max with a laugh. But I only wish we could induce Marion to tell us all she knows.

Charlie sighed.

Yes, he said. I only wish she would say something. But she refuses absolutely, and so were left entirely in the dark.

Well, all I can say is, that the Doctor would never wilfully leave me in ignorance of his whereabouts, especially at this moment. We have certain business matters together involving a probable gain of a good round sum. Therefore, it was surely to his interest to keep me in touch with him! Max declared.

The man before him was silent.

Was it possible that he had misjudged him? Was he lying; or had he really gone to Cromwell Road in search of the Doctor and found the house untenanted and empty?

It is a complete mystery, was all that Rolfe could say.

Do you know, Charlie, a curious thought struck me the other day, and I mention it to you in all confidence. It may be absurd — but — well, somehow I cant get it out of my head.

And what is it? asked his friend with an eagerness just a little unusual.

Max paused. Should he speak? Or should he preserve silence? The mystery now held him bewildered. What had become of the dear old Doctor and the pretty girl with the tiny wisp of hair straying across her white brow? Yes. He would speak the vague impression that had, of late, been uppermost in his mind.

Well, he said, old Statham has financial interests in Servia, has he not?

Certainly. Quite a number. He floated their loan a few years ago.

And has it not struck you then that he and the Doctor might be acquainted?

They were strangers, he exclaimed quickly, darting a strange look across at Barclay.

Max was somewhat surprised at the vehement and decisive nature of Charlies declaration.

And Maud never met the old fellow?

Never — to my knowledge.

Statham has a number of friends and acquaintances whom you do not know. The Doctor may have been one of them.

Oh, Sam has very few secrets from me. I am his confidential secretary, was the others rather cold response.

I know — I know. But would it not be to Stathams interest to be on friendly terms with such a powerful factor in the Servian political world as Dr Petrovitch?

Well, it might. But you know how independent he is. He never goes into society, and has no personal friends. Hes utterly alone in the world — the loneliest man in London.

Then let us go a trifle further, said Max at last. Answer me one question. Is it or is it not, a fact that you were at the house in Cromwell Road on the night of — of their disappearance?

Rolfes countenance changed in an instant. His lips went white.

Why? he faltered— what do you mean to imply? — why — ?

Because, Rolfe, the other said in a hard, determined voice, because I saw you there — saw you with my own eyes!


Chapter Twenty Five.

Two Men and a Woman.
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THE FACE OF Charlie Rolfe went pale as death.

He was in doubt, and uncertain as to how much, or how little, was known by this man who loved his sister.

I saw you there, Rolfe, with my own eyes, repeated Max, looking straight into his face.

He tried to speak. What could he say? For an instant his tongue clave to the roof of his mouth.

I — I dont quite understand you, he faltered. What do you mean?

Simply that I saw you at the Doctors house on the night of their disappearance.

My dear fellow, he laughed, in a moment, perfectly cool, you must have been mistaken. You actually say you saw me?

Most certainly I did, declared Max, his eyes still upon his friend.

Then all I can say is that you saw somebody who resembled me. Tell me exactly what you did see.

Max was for a moment silent. He never expected that Rolfe would flatly deny his presence there. This very fact had increased his suspicions a hundredfold.

Well, the only person I saw, Charlie, was you yourself — leaving the house. Thats all.

Somebody who closely resembled me, I expect.

Then you deny having been at the house that evening? asked Max in great surprise.

Why, of course I do. Youre absolutely mistaken, old chap, was Charlies response. Of course, I can quite see how this must have puzzled you. But what now arises in my mind is whether someone has not endeavoured to personate me. It seems very much as though they have. You say that I left the house. When?

After the removal. You were in the empty house, which you left secretly.

And you were there also, then? he asked.

Of course. I called, ignorant that they had left. Charlie Rolfe did not speak for several moments.

Well, he exclaimed at last, it seems that somebody has been impersonating me. I certainly was not there.

Why should they impersonate you?

Who knows? Is there not mystery in the whole affair?

But if somebody went there dressed to resemble you, there must have been a motive in their visit, Max said.

Well, old fellow, as you know, I have kept away from the house of late — at Mauds request. She feared that her father did not approve of my too frequent visits.

And so you met her at dusk in the quiet streets about Nevern Square and the adjacent thoroughfares?

Certainly. I told you so. I made no secret of it to you. Why should I?

Then why make a secret about your visit to the house on that particular evening?

I dont make any secret of it, he protested. As Ive already told you, I was not there.

But you didnt leave Charing Cross, as you made people believe you had done. You didnt even go to the station, returned Max.

Certainly I did not.

You had no intention, when you saw Marion at Cunningtons, of leaving at all. Come, admit that.

You are quite right. I did not intend to leave London.

But Statham had given you orders to go.

I do not always obey his orders when it is to his own interest that I should disregard them, he replied enigmatically.

Then you had a reason for not going to Servia?

I had — a very strong one.

Connected with Maud Petrovitch?

In no way whatever. It was a purely personal motive.

And you thought fit to disregard Stathams injunctions in order to attend to your own private business!

It was his business, as well as mine, declared Charlie, who, after a pause, asked: Now tell me, Max, why are you cross-examining me like a criminal lawyer? What do you suspect me of?

Well — shall I be frank?

Certainly. We are old enough friends for that.

Then Im sorry to say, Charlie, that I suspect you of telling a lie.

Lies are permissible in certain cases — for instance, where a womans honour is at stake, he replied, fixing his eyes steadily upon those of his friend.

Then you admit that what you have just told me is not the truth?

I admit nothing. I only repeat that I was not in Cromwell Road on the evening in question.

But my eyes dont deceive me, man! I saw your face, remember.

If it was actually my face, it was not in Cromwell Road. Thats quite certain? laughed old Stathams secretary. But it was your face.

It was, I repeat, somebody who resembled me, he declared. But you havent told me what the person was doing in the empty house.

Thats just what I dont know, Barclay replied. I only know this: When I entered that night I saw nothing of a safe let into the wall. But on going there the next day the safe stood revealed, the door was open, and it was empty.

And so you charge me with being a thief! cried Rolfe, his cheek flushing.

Not at all. You asked me for the truth, and Ive told you.

Well, its evident that you suspect me of sneaking into the house, breaking open the Doctors safe, and taking the contents, he said plainly, annoyed.

The Doctor may have returned himself in secret, Max replied. But such could hardly be the case, for the door had been blown open by explosives.

That would have created a noise, Charlie remarked quickly. Shows that whoever did it was a blunderer.

Exactly. Thats just my opinion. What I want to establish is the motive for the secret visit, and who made it.

Well, I can assure you that Im in entire ignorance of the existence of any safe in the Doctors house.

And so was I. It was concealed by the furniture until my second visit, on the following morning.

Curious, Rolfe said. Very curious indeed. The whole thing is most remarkable — especially how both father and daughter got away without leaving the least trace of their flight.

Then you dont anticipate foul play? Max asked quickly.

Why should one?

The Doctor had a good many political enemies.

We all have enemies. Who has not? But they dont come and murder one and take away ones household goods.

Then I am to take it that it was not you I saw at Cromwell Road, Charlie? asked his friend in deep earnestness, at the same time filled with suspicion. He felt that his eyes could not deceive him.

In all seriousness, was the others reply. I was not there. This personation of myself shows that there was some very clever and deeply-laid scheme.

But youve just declared that a falsehood was permissible where a womans honour was concerned?

Well, and will not every man with a sense of honour towards a woman hold the same opinion? You yourself, Max, for instance, are not the man to give a woman away?

I know! I know — only—

Only what? Surely you do not disagree with me!

In a sense I dont, but Im anxious to clear up this matter as far as you yourself are concerned.

Rolfe saw that he had shaken his friends fixed belief that he had seen him in Cromwell Road. Max was now debating in his mind whether he had not suspected Charlie unjustly. It is so easy to suspect, and so difficult to satisfy ones self of the actual truth. The mind is, alas! too apt to receive ill-formed impressions contrary to fact.

It is already cleared up, Rolfe answered without hesitation. I was not there. You were entirely mistaken. Besides, my dear chap, why should I go there when I had been particularly asked by Maud not to visit the house?

When did she ask you?

Only the night before. That very fact is, in itself, curious. She urged me that whatever might occur, I was not to go to the house.

Then she anticipated something — eh?

It seems as though she did.

And she told Marion something on the night when she and her father disappeared.

I know.

You know what she told her?

No. Marion refuses to tell me, I wish I could induce her to speak. Marion knows the truth — thats my firm belief.

And mine also.

The two girls have some secret in common, Rolfe said. Cant you get Marion to tell you?

She refuses. Ive asked her half a dozen times already.

I wonder why! There must be some reason.

Of course there is. She is loyal to her friend. But tell me honestly, Charlie. Do you know the Doctors whereabouts?

I tell you honestly that I havent the slightest idea. The affair is just as great a mystery to me as to you.

But why have you kept away from me till to-day? Barclay asked. It isnt like you.

Well, answered Rolfe, with a slight hesitation, to tell you the truth, because I thought your manner had rather changed towards me of late.

Why, my dear fellow, Im sure it never has.

But you suspected me of being in that house on the night of the disappearance!

Of course, because I saw you.

Because you thought you saw me, Charlie said, correcting him. You surely would not misjudge me for that.

No. But your theory regarding falsehoods has, I must admit, caused some suspicion in my mind.

Of what?

Well, of prevaricating in order to shield a woman — Maud it may be.

I am not shielding her! he declared. There is nothing to shield. I love her very dearly indeed, and she loves me devotedly in return. Cannot you imagine, Max, my perturbed state of mind now that she has disappeared without a word?

Has she sent you no secret message of her safety? Max asked, seriously.

Not a word.

And you do not know, then, if she has not met with foul play?

I dont. Thats just it! Sometimes— And he rose from his chair and paced the room in agony of mind. Sometimes — I — I feel as if I shall go mad. I love her — just as you love Marion! Sometimes I feel assured of her safety — that she and her father have been compelled to disappear for political or other reasons — and then at others a horrible idea haunts me that my love may be dead — the victim of some vile, treacherous plot to take from me all that has made my life worth living!

Stop! cried Max, starting to his feet and facing him. You love her — eh?

Better — ah! better than my own life! he cried in deep earnestness, his troubled face being an index of his mind.

Then — then upon her honour — the honour of the woman you love — swear to me that you have spoken the truth!

He looked into his friends eyes for a moment. Then he answered:

I swear, Max! I swear by my love for Maud that I have spoken the truth!

And Barclay stood silent — so puzzled as to be unable to utter a word.


Chapter Twenty Six.

Which Puts a Serious Question.
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AT LAST MAX spoke, slowly and with great deliberation.

And you declare yourself as ignorant as I am myself of their whereabouts?

I do, was Rolfes response. Then after a seconds hesitation he added in a changed voice: I really think, Max, that you are scarcely treating me fairly in this matter. Sorely it is in my interests to discover the whereabouts of Maud! I have done my best.

Well?

And Ive failed to discover any clue whatever — except one — that—

And he broke off, without finishing his sentence.

What have you discovered? Tell me. Be frank with me.

Ive not yet established whether it is a real clue, or whether a mere false surmise. When I have, I will tell you.

But cannot we join forces in endeavouring to solve the problem? Max suggested, his suspicion of his friend now removed.

That is exactly what I would wish. But how shall we begin? Where shall we commence? asked Rolfe.

The truth that it was not you whom I saw leaving the house in Cromwell Road adds fresh mystery to the already astounding circumstance, Max declared. The man who so closely resembled you was purposely made up to be mistaken for you. There was some strong motive for this. What do you suggest it could be?

To implicate me! But in what?

The thought of that blood-stained bodice ever haunted Max. It was on the tip of his tongue to reveal his discovery to his friend, yet on second thoughts he resolved to at present retain his secret. He had withheld it from the police, therefore he was perfectly justified in withholding it from Charlie.

The flat denial of the latter regarding his visit to Cromwell Road caused him deep reflection. He watched his friends attitude, and was compelled to admit within himself that now, at any rate, he was speaking the truth.

The only reason for the visit of the man whom I must have mistaken for yourself, Charlie, he said, must have been to open that safe.

Probably so.

Then Max explained, in detail, the position of the safe, and how he had discovered it being open, and its contents abstracted.

On your first visit, then, the safe was hidden?

Yes. But when I went in the morning it stood revealed, the door blown open by some explosive.

By an enemy of the Doctors, remarked Charlie.

Max did not reply. The Doctors words regarding his friend on the last occasion they had sat together recurred to him at that moment with a queer significance. The Doctor certainly did not like Rolfe. For what reason? he wondered. Why had he taken such a sudden dislike to him?

Hitherto, they had been quite friendly, ever since the well-remembered meeting at the Villa des Fleurs, in Aix-les-Bains, and the Doctor had never, to his knowledge, objected to Mauds association with the smart young fellow whose keen business instincts had commended him to such a man as old Sam Statham. The Doctor held no doubt, either secret knowledge of something detrimental to Rolfe, or else entertained one of those sudden and unaccountable prejudices which some men form, and which they are unable to put behind them.

The one main point we have first to decide, Charlie, he said at last, standing at the window and gazing thoughtfully down into the narrow London street, is whether or not then has been foul play.

Rolfe made no reply, a circumstance which caused him to turn and look straight into his friends face. He saw a change there.

His countenance was blanched; but whether by fear of the loss of the woman he loved, or by a guilty knowledge, Max knew not.

Marion can tell us, he answered at last. But she refuses.

You, her brother, can surely obtain the truth from her?

Not when you, her lover, fail, Charlie responded, his brows knit deeply.

But a moment ago you said you had a clue?

I think I have one. It is only a surmise.

And in what direction does it trend?

Towards foul play, he said hoarsely.

Political?

It may be.

And were both victims of the plot?

I cannot tell. At present Im making all the secret inquiries possible — far afield in a Continental city. It takes time, care, and patience. As soon as I obtain anything tangible, I will tell you. But first of all, Max, he added, I wish to have your assurance that you no longer suspect me. I am not your enemy — why should you be mine?

I am not, my dear fellow, declared Barclay. How can I be the enemy of Marions brother? I was only suspicious. You would have been the same in similar circumstances, Im sure.

Probably, laughed Charlie. Yet what youve told me about the endeavour to implicate myself in the affair is certainly extraordinary. I dont see any motive.

Except that you were known by the conspirators, whoever they are, to be Mauds lover.

If so, then they intend, most probably, to bring some false charge against me. And — and—

And what? asked Max in some surprise.

Why, dont you see? he said hoarsely, staring straight into his friends face with a horrified expression as a terrible truth arose within him. Dont you see that you yourself, Max, would become the principal witness against me!

Max stood wondering at the others sudden anticipation of disaster. What could he dread if this denial of his was the actual truth?

Again he grew suspicious.

How can I be witness against you if you are innocent of any connection with the affair? he queried.

Because the Doctors enemies have done this, in order to shield themselves.

But if the Doctor is really still alive, what have you to fear?

Is he alive? That is the point.

Marion gives me to understand that both he and Maud are safe, Max responded quickly.

The other shook his head dubiously, saying: If she has told you that, then it is exactly contrary to what she has given me to understand.

What? She has expressed a suspicion of foul play?

Yes — more than a suspicion.

Well — this is certainly strange, Max declared. Marion has all along been trying to allay my fears.

Because she feared to upset you, perhaps. With me it is different. She does not mind my feelings.

Im sure she does, Charlie. Shes devoted to you. And she ought to be. Few brothers would do what you have done.

Thats quite outside the question, he said, quickly pacing anxiously up and down the room. She told me distinctly the other day that her fears were of the worst.

Ah! if you could only induce her to tell us what Maud confessed to her. It was a confession — a serious and tragic one, I believe.

Yes. It was, no doubt; and if she would only speak we could, I believe, quickly get at the truth, Rolfe said. To me it seems incredible that the Doctor, your most intimate friend, should not have found some secret manner by which to communicate with you, and assure you of his safety.

There was a pause. Suddenly Max turned to the speaker and exclaimed — 

Tell me, Charlie. Be perfectly frank with me. Have you, do you think, at any time recently given some cause for offence to the Doctor?

Why do you ask that? inquired the other in quick surprise.

I have reasons for asking. Ill tell you after youve answered my question.

I dont know, he laughed uneasily. Some men, and especially foreigners, are very easily offended.

But have you offended the Doctor?

Perhaps. A man never knows when he gives unintentional offence.

Are you aware of having done anything to offend him?

No, except that Maud asked me not to visit there so often, as her father did not approve of it.

Did she ever tell you that the Doctor had suddenly entertained a dislike of you?

Certainly not. I always believed that he was very friendly disposed towards me. But — well — why do you ask all this?

I merely ask for information.

Of course, but you promised to tell me the reason.

Well, the fact is this. On the afternoon prior to their disappearance, the Doctor expressed feelings towards you that were not exactly friendly. It seemed to me that he had formed some extraordinary prejudice. Fathers do this often towards the men who love their daughters, you know. They are sometimes apt to be over-cautious, with the result that the girl loses a very good chance of marriage, he added. Ive known several similar cases.

Well, said Charlie thoughtfully, thats quite new to me. I had flattered myself that the Doctor was very well disposed towards me. This is quite a revelation?

Didnt Maud ever tell you?

Not a word.

She feared, of course, to hurt your feelings. It was quite natural. She loves you.

If what we fear be true, you should put your words into the past tense, Max, was his reply in a hard voice. Barclay knew that his friend loved the sweet-faced girl with the stray, unruly wisp of hair which fell always across her white brow and gave her such a piquante appearance. And if he loved her so well, was it possible that he could have been author of, or implicated, in a foul and secret crime?

Recollection of that dress-bodice with the ugly stain still wet upon it flashed upon him. Was it not in itself circumstantial evidence that some terrible crime had been committed?

The man before him denied all knowledge of the disappearance of his well-beloved, and yet Max, with his own eyes, had seen him slinking from the house!

Had he spoken the truth, or was he an ingenious liar?

Such was the problem which Max Barclay put to himself — a question which was the whole crux of the extraordinary situation. If what Rolfe had declared was the truth, then the mystery became an enigma beyond solution.

But if, on the other hand, he was now endeavouring to shield himself from the shadow of guilt upon him, then at least one fact was rendered more hideous than the rest.

The question was one — and only one.

Had this man, brother of his own dear Marion, sworn falsely upon what he had held to be most sacred — his love for Maud?

What was the real and actual truth?


Chapter Twenty Seven.

In the Web.
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IT WAS FOUR oclock on the following afternoon, dark and threatening outside, precursory of a thunderstorm.

In that chair in Maxs room, where Charlie Rolfe had sat on the previous morning, was the polished cosmopolitan, Jean Adam, lazily lolling back, smoking a cigarette.

Max had lunched over at Whites, and just come in to find Adam awaiting him. The Frenchman had risen and greeted him merrily, took the proffered Russian cigarette, and they; had settled themselves to chat.

Ive been expecting every day to hear from you, Adam exclaimed at last. When do you propose starting for Constantinople?

Well, Ive been thinking over the matter, and Ive come to the conclusion that just at present it is impossible for me to leave London. I have other interests here.

Adam stirred uneasily in his chair. This reply filled him with chagrin, yet so clever was he, and such a perfect type of ingenious adventurer, that he never showed the least trace of surprise.

Really, he laughed, thats very unfortunate — for you!

Why, for me?

Well, the missing of such a chance would be unfortunate, even to a Rothschild, he said. Theres hundreds of thousands in the deal, if youll only go out with me. Youre not a man of straw. You can afford to risk a thousand or two, just as well as I can — even better.

I would willingly go if it were not for the fact that I find I must remain in London.

Adam laughed, with just a touch of sarcasm.

Ah! the lady! I quite understand, my dear fellow. The charming young lady whom I met with you the other night does not wish you to leave her side — eh? We have all of us been through that stage of amorous ecstasy. I have myself, I know that; and if I may tell you with the frankness of a friend, Ive regretted it, he added, holding up his white palms.

All men do not regret I hope to be the exception, remarked Max Barclay, pensively watching the smoke from his lips rise to the ceiling.

Of course. But is it wise to turn ones back upon Fortune in this way? asked Adam, in that insidious manner by which he had entrapped many a man. Review the position calmly. Here is a project which, by good luck, has fallen into my hands. I want somebody to go shares with me in it. You are my friend, I like you. I know you are an upright man, and I ask you to become my partner in the venture. Yet you refuse to do so because — well, merely because a womans pretty face has attracted you, and you think that you please her by remaining here in London!

Is it not rather foolish in your own interests? Constantinople is not the Pole. A fortnight will suffice for you to get there and back and clinch the bargain. Muhil is awaiting us. I had a wire only yesterday. Do reconsider the whole question — theres a good fellow.

Max had said nothing about the meeting with Marion. Therefore he believed that she had not told her lover. Adam was reflecting whether she might not, after all, be a woman to be trusted. This refusal of Maxs to go out to Turkey interfered seriously with the plans he had formed. Yet what those plans actually were he had not even told the hunchback. He was a man who took counsel of nobody. His ingenious schemes he evolved in his own brain, and carried them into effect by his own unaided efforts.

The past history of Jean Adam, alias John Adams, had been one of amazing ups-and-downs and clever chicanery. He knew that Samuel Statham held him in awe, and was now playing upon his fears, and gloating over the success which must inevitably be his whenever he thought fit to deal the blow. It would be irresistible and crushing. He held the millionaire in his power. But before he moved forward to strike, he intended that Max should be induced to go abroad. And if he went — well, when he thought of his victims departure his small, near-set eyes gleamed, and about the corners of his mouth there played an expression of evil.

My decision does not require any reconsideration, said the young fellow, after a pause. I shall remain in London.

And lose the chance of a lifetime — eh? exclaimed Adam, as though perfectly unconcerned.

I have some very important private matters to attend to.

I, too, used to have when I was your age.

They do not concern the lady, Max said quickly. It is purely a personal matter.

Of business? Why, youd make as much in an hour over this Railway business as youd make in twenty years here in London, Adam declared. Besides, you want a change. Come out to the Bosphorus. Its charming beside the Sweet Waters.

All sounds very delightful; but even though I may let the chance of a fortune slip through my fingers, I cannot leave London at present.

But why?

A purely private matter, was his reply, for he did not wish to tell this man anything concerning the strange disappearance of the Doctor and his grave suspicions of Charlie Rolfe. I can tell you nothing more than that.

Well, Im sure the lady, if she knew that it was in your interests to go to Turkey, would urge you to go, declared Adam. She would never keep you here if she knew that you could pull off such a deal as I have put before you.

She does know.

Oh! And what does she say?

She suggested that I should go with you.

Then why not come?

Because, as Ive already told you, it is impossible. I am kept in London by something which concerns the welfare of a very dear friend, Max answered. You must put it before somebody else. I suppose the affair cannot wait?

I dont want to put it before anybody else. If we do business, I want you and I to share the profits.

Very good of you, Im sure; but at present I am quite unable to leave London.

Max was wondering for the first time why this man was so pressing. If the thing was a really good one — as it undoubtedly was, according to the friend he had consulted in the City — then there could not be any lack of persons ready to go into the venture. Was it sheer luck that had led this man Adam to offer to take him into it, or had the man some ulterior motive? Max Barclay was no fool. He had sown his wild oats in London, and knew the ways of men. He had met many a city shark, and had been the poorer in pocket through the meeting. But about this man Adam was something which had always fascinated him. The pair had been drawn together by some indescribable but mutual attraction, and the concession by the Sultan which must result in great profits was now within his reach. Nevertheless, he felt that in the present circumstances it was impossible to leave London. Before doing so he was desirous of solving the problem of the disappearance of Doctor Petrovitch, and clearing up the question of whether or not there had been foul play.

Rolfes denial of the previous day had complicated matters even further. He was convinced, now that he had reflected calmly, that his friend was concealing something from him — some fact which had an important bearing upon the astounding affair.

Was Charlie playing a straight game? After long consideration he had come again to the conclusion that he was not!

In his ear was the voice of the tempter Jean Adam. Fortune awaited him in that sunlit city of white domes and minarets beside the Bosphorus — the city of veiled women and of mystery he had always hoped to visit. Would he not spare fourteen days, travel there, and obtain it?

It was a great temptation. The concession for that railway would indeed have been a temptation to any man. Did not the late Baron Hirsch lay the foundation of his huge fortune by a similar iradé of his Majesty the Sultan?

The man seated in the deep armchair with the cigarette between his lips looked at his victim through his half-closed eyes, as a snake watches the bird he fascinates.

Jean Adam was an excellent judge of human nature. He had placed there a bait which could not fail to attract, if not to-day, then to-morrow — or the next day. He had gauged Max Barclay with a precision only given to those who live upon their wits.

To every rule there are, of course, exceptions. Every man who lives upon his wits is not altogether bad. Curious though it may be, there are many adventurers to be met with in every capital in Europe, who, though utterly unscrupulous, have in their nature one point of the most scrupulous honour — one point which redeems them from being classed as utter blackguards.

Many a man, who will stick at nothing where money can be made, is loyal, honest, and upright towards a woman; while another will with one hand swindle the wealthy, and with the other give charity to the poor. Few men, indeed, are altogether bad. Yet when they are, they are, alas! outsiders indeed.

Adam was a man who had no compunction where men were concerned, and very little when a woman stood in his way. His own adventures would have made one of the most interesting volumes ever written. Full of ingenuity and tact, fearless when it came to facing exposure, and light-hearted whenever the world smiled upon him, he was a marvellous admixture of good fellow and scoundrel.

He knew that his clever story had fascinated the man before him, and that it was only a question of time before he would fall into the net so cleverly spread.

When do you anticipate you could go East — that is, providing I can get the matter postponed? asked Adam at last, as he placed his cigarette end in the ash-tray.

I cant give you a date, replied Max. It is quite uncertain. Why not go to somebody else?

I tell you I have no desire to do so, my dear friend, was the Frenchmans reply. I like you. That is why I placed the business before you. I know, of course, there are a thousand men in the City who would only jump at this chance of such a big thing.

Then why not go to them? repeated Max, a little surprised and yet a little flattered.

As I have told you, I would rather take you into partnership. We have already decided to do the thing on a sound business basis. Indeed, I went to my lawyers only yesterday and gave orders for the agreement to be drawn up between us. Youll receive it to-night or to-morrow.

Well, replied Max with some hesitation, if it is to be done, it must be done later. At present I cannot get away. My place is in London.

Beside the lady to whom you are so devoted, eh? the Frenchman laughed.

Max was irritated by the mans veiled sarcasm.

No. Because I have a duty to perform towards a friend, and even the temptation of a fortune shall not cause me to neglect it.

A friend. Whom?

The matter is my own affair. It has nothing to do with our business, was Maxs rather sharp response.

Very well, said the other, quite unruffled. I can only regret. I will wire to-night to Muhil Pasha, and endeavour to obtain a postponement of the agreement.

As you wish, Max said, still angered at this importation of the woman he loved into the discussion. I may as well say that it is quite immaterial.

To you it may be so. But I am not rich like yourself, the other said. I have to obtain my income where I can by honest means, and this is a chance which I do not intend to lose. I look to you — I hold you to your promise, Barclay — to assist me.

I do not intend to break my promise. I merely say that I cannot go out to Turkey at once.

But you will come — you will promise that in a few days — in a week — or when you have finished this mysterious duty to your friend, that you will come with me? he urged. Come, give me your hand. I dont want to approach anybody else.

Well, if you really wish it, Max replied, and he gave the tempter his hand in pledge.

When, a few seconds later, Jean Adam turned to light a fresh cigarette there was upon his thin lips a smile — a sinister smile of triumph.

Max Barclay had played dice with the Devil, and lost. He had, in his ignorance of the net spread about him, in that moment pledged his own honour.


Chapter Twenty Eight.

Old Sam has a Visitor.
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IT WAS PAST midnight.

At eleven oclock old Sam Statham had descended from the mysterious upper regions, emerged from the green baize door upon the stairs, which concealed another white-enamelled door — a door of iron, and, passing down to the study, had switched on the electric light, thrown himself wearily into an armchair, and lit a cigar.

Upon his grey, drawn countenance was a serious apprehensive look, as of a man who anticipated serious trouble, and who was trying in vain to brave himself up to face it. For nearly half an hour he had smoked on alone, now and then muttering to himself, his bony fingers clenched as though anticipating revenge. The big room was so silent at that hour that a pin if dropped might have been heard. Only the clock ticked on solemnly, and striking the half-hour upon its silvery bell.

The old millionaire who, on passing through that baize-covered door, had locked the inner door so carefully after him, seemed strangely agitated. So apprehensive was he that Levi, entering some time afterwards, said in his sharp, brusque manner:

I thought you had retired long ago. Whats the matter?

I have an appointment, snapped his master; an important one.

Rather late, isnt it? suggested the old servant. Remember that there are spies about. That little affair the other night aroused some curiosity — Im certain of it.

Among a few common passers-by. Bah! my dear Levi, they dont know anything.

But they may talk! This house has already got a bad name, you know.

Well, thats surely not my fault, cried the old man with a fiery flash in his eyes. Its more your fault for acting so infernally suspiciously and mysteriously. I know quite well what people say of me.

A good deal thats true, declared old Levi in open defiance of the man in whose service he had been so long.

Sam Statham grinned. It was a subject which he did not wish to discuss.

You can go to bed, Levi. Ill open the door, he said to the man who was his janitor.

Whos coming? inquired Levi abruptly.

A friend. I want to talk to him seriously and alone.

Whats his name?

Dont be so infernally inquisitive, Levi. Go to bed, I tell you, he croaked with a commanding wave of the hand.

The servant never thwarted his masters wishes. He knew Sam Statham too well. A strange smile played about the corners of his mouth, and he looked around to see that the whisky, syphons and glasses were on the side table. Then with a rather ill-grace said:

Very well — good-night, and, bowing, he retired.

When the door had closed the old millionaire ground his teeth, muttering:

You must always poke your infernal long nose into my affairs. But this matter Ill keep to myself just for once. Im tired of your constant interference and advice. Ah! he sighed. How strange life is! Samuel Statham, millionaire, they call me. I saw it in the Pall Mall to-night. Rather Sam Statham, pauper — the Pauper of Park Lane! Ah! If the public only knew! If they only knew! he gasped, halting suddenly and staring wildly about him. What would be my future — what will it be when my enemies, like a pack of wolves, fall upon me and tear me limb from limb? Yes, yes, theyll do that if I am unable to save myself.

But why need I anticipate failure? What does the sacrifice of one woman matter when it will mean the assurance of my future — my salvation from ruin? he went on, speaking to himself in a low, hoarse voice. Its a thing I cannot tell Levi. He must find it out. He will — one day — when the police inquiries give him the clue, and he snapped his own white fingers nervously and glanced at the clock in apprehension.

He threw down his cigar, for it had gone out a long time ago. Sam Stathams life had been made up of many crises, and one of these he was passing through on that hot, breathless night after the motor-buses had ceased their roar in Park Lane and tinkling cab-bells were few and far between.

One oclock, the sound of the gong arousing him. He switched off the light, and, walking to the window, raised one of the slats of the Venetian blinds and peered out upon the pavement where so recently he had first recognised that man from the grave — the man Jean Adam.

He stood behind the blue brocade curtains, watching eagerly. The passers-by were few — very few. Lower-class London was mostly at Margate and Ramsgate, while the West-End was totally absent, in Scotland or at the sea.

He was wondering if Levi had really gone to bed. Or was he lurking there to ascertain who might be the visitor expected? Old Sam crept noiselessly to the door, and, opening it, peered out. The wide hall was now in darkness. Levi had, apparently, obeyed his orders and gone below to bed. And yet, so faithful was he to his trust that nobody could ever enter that house without him being aware of the identity of the visitor.

Sometimes old Sam would regret the brusque manner in which he treated the man who was so entirely devoted to him and who shared so many of his secrets.

But the secret of that night he did not intend Levi to share. It was his — and should be his alone. And for that person he was waiting to himself open the door to his midnight caller.

He was about to close the study door again when he fancied he heard a slight movement in the darkness of the hall. Levi! he exclaimed angrily. What are you doing here when I ordered you to retire?

Im doing my duty, responded the old servant, advancing out of the shadow. I do not wish you to go to the door alone, and at night. You do not take sufficient care of your personal safety.

Rubbish! I have no fear, he answered as both stood there in the darkness.

Yes, but, you are injudicious, declared the old servant. If not, you would have heeded young Rolfes warning, and your present dangerous position might have been avoided. Adams means mischief. You surely cant close your eyes to that!

I know he does, answered the millionaire in a voice that seemed harsh and hollow. I know I was a fool.

You took a false step, and cant retrace it. If you had consulted me I would have given you my views upon the situation.

Yes, Levi. Youre far too fond of expounding your view on subjects of which you have no knowledge. Your incessant chatter often annoys me, was his masters response. If I have committed an error, it is my affair — not yours. So go to bed, and leave me alone.

I shall not, was Levis open reply.

Im master here. I order you to go! cried Sam Statham in an angry, commanding tone.

And I refuse. I will not allow you to run any further risk.

What do you anticipate? his master asked with sarcasm. Are you expecting that my enemies intend to kill me in secret. If so, I can quickly disabuse your mind. It would not be to their interests if I were dead, for they could not then bleed me, as is, no doubt, their intention. I know Adams and his friends.

So do I, declared Levi. Whatever plot they have formed against you is no doubt clever and ingenious. They are not men to act until every preparation is complete.

Then why fear for my personal safety? asked the millionaire. I always have this — and I can use it, and he drew from his pocket something which glistened in the darkness — a neat plated revolver.

I fear, because of late youve acted so injudiciously.

Through ignorance. I believed myself to be more shrewd than I really am. You see I admit my failing to you, Levi. But only to you — to nobody else. The City believes Sam Statham to possess the keenest mind and sharpest wits of any man between Temple Bar and Aldgate. Strange, isnt it, that each one of us earns a reputation for something in which really does not excel?

You excel in disbelieving everybody, remarked Levi outspokenly. If you believed that there was some little honesty in human nature you might have been spared the present danger.

You mean Im too suspicious — eh? My experience of life has made me so, he growled. Of the thousand employees I possess, is there a man among them honest? And as for my friends, is there one I can trust — except Ben and yourself, of course?

What about Rolfe?

Sam Statham hesitated. It was a question put too abruptly — a question not easily decided on the spur of the moment. Of course, ever since his failure to go to Belgrade, he had entertained some misgivings regarding his secretary. There was more than one point of fact which did not coincide with Rolfes statements. The old man was quickly suspicious, and when he scented mystery, it was always a long time before his doubts were allayed. Like every man of great wealth, he had been surrounded by sycophants, who had endeavoured to get rich at his expense. The very men he had helped to fortune had turned round afterwards and abused and libelled him. It was that which had long ago soured him against his fellow men, and aroused in his heart a disbelief in all protestation of honesty and uprightness.

Levi recognised his masters lack of confidence in Rolfe, and it caused him to wonder. Hitherto he had been full of praise of the clever and energetic young secretary by whose smart business methods several great concerns in which he had controlling interest had been put into a flourishing condition. But now, quite of a sudden, there was a hesitancy which told too plainly of lack of confidence. Was the star of Rolfes prosperity on the wane?

If so, Levi felt sorry, for he was attached to the young man, whom he felt confident had the interests of his master thoroughly at heart. Old Levi was a queer fish. He had seldom taken to anybody as he had done to Mr Rolfe, who happily cracked a joke with him and asked after his rheumatics.

Levi, exclaimed Statham after a few moments of silence, is it not absurd for us to chatter here, in the darkness? Its past one. I wish you to go downstairs and leave me alone.

Why? demanded the old retainer.

Because I have a strong reason for opening the door myself. I — well I promised that my visitor should be seen by no one except myself. Now, do you understand?

Levi did not answer for a few moments.

Then in that case, he said with reluctance, I suppose I must do as you wish, only Im very much against you opening the door yourself. You know that!

And grunting, his dark figure moved along the hall, and he disappeared down the stairs, wishing his master good-night.

Statham, having listened to his retreating footsteps, re-entered the library, which was still unlit, and, going again to the window, peered forth into Park Lane.

Rain was falling, and the street-lamps cast long lines of light upon the shining pavements. In the faint ray of light that fell across the room from without he bent and looked at his watch. It was half-past one — the hour of the appointment.

The old fellow raised both hands to his head and smoothed back his grey hair. Then he drew a long sigh, and waited in patience, peering forth in eager expectancy.

For another ten minutes he remained almost motionless until at last his ear caught the sound of a footstep coming from the direction of Oxford Street, and a dark figure, passing the window, stopped beneath the porch.

Next second he flew along the hall to the door, opening it noiselessly to admit a woman in a black tailor-made gown and motor-cap, her features but half concealed by a thin veil of grey gauze.

She crossed the threshold without speaking, for he raised his finger as though to command her silence. Then, when he had closed the door behind her and slipped the bolt into its socket, he conducted her along to the dark study, without uttering a word.

Her attitude and gait was that of fear and hesitancy; as though she already regretted having come there, and would fain make her escape — if escape were possible.


Chapter Twenty Nine.

In which Marion is Indiscreet.
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ON ENTERING, OLD Statham switched on the electric light quietly, the soft glow revealing the pale countenance of his guest.

The blanched face, with its apprehensive, half-frightened expression, was that of Marion Rolfe.

Well, he said in his thin, rather squeaky voice, after he had closed the door behind her and drawn forward a chair, you have at last summoned courage to come — eh? He smiled at her triumphantly. Why have you refused my invitation so many times? My house, I know, bears a reputation for mystery, but I am no ogre, I assure you, Miss Rolfe.

Whispers have come back to me that I am believed by some to be a modern Blue Beard, or by others a kind of seducer; but I trust you will disbelieve the wild rumours put out by my enemies, and regard me as your friend.

She had sunk into the soft depths of the green silk upholstered chair, and, with her motor-veil thrown back, was gazing at the old man, half in fear, half in wonder. To his words she made no response.

I hope the car I sent came for you as arranged? he said, at once changing the subject.

Yes. The man arrived punctually, she answered at last. But—

But what?

I ought never to have come here, she declared uneasily. I will have to go before Mr Cunnington to-morrow for being absent all night, and shall certainly be discharged. He will never hear excuse in any case. Instant dismissal is the hard and fast rule.

Not in your case, Miss Rolfe, replied the old millionaire. Remember that it is not Mr Cunnington who controls Cunningtons, Limited. I have asked you here in order to speak to you in strictest confidence. Indeed, I want to take you into my confidence, if youll allow me. Perhaps you will be absent from Oxford Street a week — perhaps a month. But when you return you will not find the vacancy filled. His cold eyes were fixed upon hers. She found a strange fascination in the old mans glance, for he seemed to fix her and hold her immovable. Now, for the first time she experienced what Charlie had so often told her, namely, that Samuel Statham could, when he so desired, exercise an extraordinary power over his fellow men.

Absent a month? she echoed, staring at him. What do you mean?

What I say. The car is awaiting you at the Marble Arch, isnt it?

I suppose so. The chauffeur put me down there — at your orders, I believe.

I told you to put on a thick coat and motor-veil. I see you have done as I wished. I want you to go on a long journey. She looked at the grey, immovable face before her in sheer astonishment. To this man both her brother Charlie and she herself owed their present happiness. And yet he was a man of millions and of mystery. Charlie had always been reticent regarding the strange tales concerning the house in which she now found herself, a visitor there under compulsion. Max, on the other hand, had often expressed wonder whether or not there was really any substratum of truth.

As she sat there she recollected how, only a fortnight before, Max had told her the latest queer story regarding the mysterious mansion and its eccentric owner. What would he say if he knew that she had dared to go alone there — that she was seated in the old mans private room?

Dared! If the truth were told, Sam Statham had written to her fully half-a-dozen times, asking her to call upon him in secret in the evening when her brother would have left, as he wished to speak with her. Each time she had replied making excuses, for within herself she could not imagine upon what business he wished to see her. She had only met him once, on the day her brother took her to the City and asked his master to secure her a berth at Cunningtons. The interview only lasted five minutes, and the impression he left upon her was that of a peevish, snappy old man who held all women in abhorrence.

Very well, very well, Rolfe, he had replied impatiently, Ill write to Cunningtons about your sister. Remind me to-morrow. Then, turning to her, he had wished her a hasty good-bye, and resumed his writing. He had hardly taken the trouble to look at her.

Now, for the first time, he was gazing straight into her face, and she thought she detected in his eyes an expression of sadness, combined with kindliness. An expert in the reading of character, however, would have noticed beneath that assumed kindliness was an expression of triumph. He had brought her there against her will. She was there at his bidding, merely because she dare not offend the man to whom both Charlie and herself owed their daily bread.

For a long time she had held out against all his strongly-expressed desires to see her. His letters had been placed in her hand by a special messenger, and Mr Warner, the buyer, had on two occasions witnessed their delivery, and wondered who might be his assistants correspondent. He never dreamed that it was Samuel Statham, the man who held the controlling interest in the huge concern.

The writer of those letters particularly requested her not to mention the matter to her brother, therefore she more than once thought of consulting Max. But Stathams instructions was that she should regard the matter as confidential so she had refrained, and at the same time had met all his invitations with steady excuses.

At last on the previous day came a tersely worded note, which made it plain that the millionaire would brook no refusal. She was to purchase a motor-cap and veil, and, wearing them, was, at an hour he appointed, to meet a dark red motor car that would be awaiting her at Addison Road station. In it she was to drive back to the Marble Arch, where he was to alight and walk along Park Lane direct to the house, where he himself would admit her in secret. The writer added that she was to ask no questions, and that no reply was needed. He would be expecting her.

And so she had come there in utter ignorance of his motive for inviting her, and as she sat before him she became filled with apprehension. Hers was, she knew, an adventure of which neither Charlie nor Max would approve.

The clever old man read the girls mind like an open book, and at once sought to allay her misgivings.

I see, he said, smiling, that you are not altogether at your ease. Youre afraid of what people might say — eh? Your fellow-assistants wouldnt approve of you coming to see me at this hour, I suppose. Yes, he laughed. What is considered discreditable among the middle classes is deemed quite admissible in society. But who need know unless you yourself tell them?

It will be known to-morrow morning that I was absent, she said.

Leave that to me. Only one person will know — Cunnington himself. So make your mind quite easy upon that point, my dear young lady. I can quite understand your hesitation in coming here. It is, of course, only natural. But you must remember in what high esteem I held your father, and how for the sake of his memory I have taken your brother into my service.

Before we go further, Mr Statham, exclaimed the girl, I would like to take this opportunity of thanking you for all youve done for both of us. Had it not been for your generosity Im sure Charlie would never have been in such a position.

Ah! youre very fond of your brother, eh? he asked in his quick, brusque way, leaning back in his armchair and placing his hands together.

Yes. He is so very good to me.

And you probably know something of his affairs?

Very little. He doesnt tell me much.

He talks of me sometimes, I suppose? remarked the old man with a good-humoured smile.

With the greatest admiration always, Mr Statham. He is devoted to you, she declared.

The old man moved uneasily, and gave a sniff of suspicion combined with a low grunt of satisfaction.

Hes engaged to some foreign woman, I hear, he said. You know her, of course.

You mean Maud Petrovitch. Yes, she is my friend.

Petrovitch — Petrovitch, he repeated, as though in ignorance of the fact. Ive heard that name before. Sounds like a Russian name.

Servian. She is the daughter of Doctor Petrovitch, the well-known Servian statesman.

Of course. I recollect now. Hes been in the Ministry once or twice. I recollect having some dealings with him over the Servian Loan. He was Finance Minister then. And so he is in love with her! he said, reflectively. If I remember aright, shes the only daughter. His Excellency invited me to dine at his house in Belgrade one night a few years ago, and I saw her — a very pretty, dark-haired girl; she looked more French than Servian.

Her mother was English.

Ah!

And a dead silence fell, broken only by the low tinkle of a cab-bell outside.

So your brother is in love with the pretty daughter of the ex-Minister! What a happy circumstance is youth! sighed the old man. And you yourself? he went on, staring straight at her. You have a lover also! How can I ask? Of course, a beautiful girl like you must have a lover.

Marion blushed deeply — dropping her eyes from his. She was annoyed that he should make such an outspoken comment, and yet she forgave him, knowing full well what an eccentric person he was.

The truth was that the old man now, for the first time, realised how extremely good-looking was the sister of his secretary. He had been told so by Mr Cunnington on one occasion, but he had heard without paying attention. Yet as he now sat with his gaze fastened upon her he saw how uneasy she was, and how anxious to escape from his presence.

This rather piqued him. He had a suspicion that her brother might have said something to prejudice him in her estimation; therefore he exerted all his efforts to place her at her ease — efforts which, alas! had but little avail. The silence of that sombre but gorgeous room, the weird mystery of the house itself, and the thin-faced man of millions himself all combined to fill her with some instinctive dread. Alone there at that hour, she felt herself completely in that mans power.

Only three days before she had read a paragraph in M.A.P. regarding his enormous wealth and his far-reaching power and influence. The writer said that Samuel Statham was a man who seldom smiled, and whose own secretary scarcely knew him, so aloof did he hold himself from the world. And it was added that he, possessor of millions, preferred hot baked potatoes on a winters night to the finest dishes which a French chef could contrive.

He was a man of simplest tastes, yet strangely erratic in his movements; a man whose foresight in business matters was little short of miraculous, and whose very touch seemed to turn dross to gold. He had declined half-a-dozen invitations to meet royalty at royaltys express wish, and when offered a peerage by the Prime Minister before the late Government went out of office he had respectfully declined the preferred honour. Sam Statham sneered at society, and turned a cold shoulder to it — a fact which caused society to be all the more eager to know him.

Marion recollected every word of this as she sat in wonder at the actual motive of her visit. Her eyes wandered around the fine room with its beautiful pictures, its priceless pieces of statuary, and its great Chinese vases that were loot from the Summer Palace at Pekin. The air of wealth and luxury impressed her, while even the arrangement of the electric lights, placed out of sight behind the book-cases and reflected into the centre of the apartment, was so cunningly devised that the illumination was bright without being glaring.

And so you have a lover in secret — eh? he laughed, leaning back and regarding her with half-closed eyes. Like every other girl, you dream of marriage and happiness — a shadowy dream, I can assure you. Happiness is as tangible as the moonbeams, and love as fleeting as the sunset. But you are young, and will disbelieve me. I dont ask you to heed me, indeed, for I am old and world-weary and soured of life. I only urge upon you to pause, and think deeply, very deeply and earnestly, before you plight your troth to any man. Most men are unworthy, and all men are liars.

Had he brought her there at that unusual hour to deliver a discourse upon the perils of affection?

She sat listening to him without uttering a word. But she thought of Max — her Max, who loved her so dearly and so well — and she laughed within herself at the old mans well-meant warnings.

His words were those of a man whose happiness had been wrecked by some woman, vain and worthless.

Why had he insisted that she should visit him in secret? To her, his motive was a complete enigma, rendered the more complicated by his vigorous denunciation of affection, and all that appertained to it.


Chapter Thirty.

The Spiders Parlour.
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WHAT YOU HAVE told me, Miss Rolfe, concerning your brothers engagement, interests me greatly, the old fellow said at last. He is entirely in my confidence, and a most valuable assistant, therefore I, naturally, am very anxious that he should not make an unhappy marriage.

I — I hope that you will not say that I have told you, exclaimed the girl quickly. I know I ought not to—

Whatever is said between us in this room, Miss Rolfe, is said in strictest confidence, the millionaire declared. I have a good many secrets in my keeping, you know. Therefore rest assured that whatever you tell me goes no further.

You are against his marriage, she suggested, looking him boldly in the face.

I have not said so. I am only seeking information abort the lady — Maud Petrovitch, I think you said was her name?

Whatever I can tell you is only in her favour. She was a dear — a very dear friend of mine.

Ah! then you have quarrelled — eh? he said, looking at her sharply.

You said she was your friend — you used the past tense.

I know.

Why?

Because, — and she grew confused— well, because something has happened.

To interrupt pure friendship?

She did not reply. He had craftily led up the conversation to Maud, and was, as he had openly told her, seeking information. He watched the flush upon her cheeks, and the nervous manner in which she picked at her skirt.

And yet, though you are friends no longer, you are in favour of your brothers marriage with the lady? That appears strange. I suppose he loves her. Every man loves at his age, and lives to regret it at forty, he added with that touch of biting sarcasm that was never absolutely absent from his remarks.

Yes; Charlie does love her. Im convinced of that. And her devotion to him has always been very marked, from the first time they were introduced at Aix-les-Bains. She has told me how deep is her affection for him.

At Aix-les-Bains, Statham exclaimed in surprise: I thought Doctor Petrovitch lived in London?

And so he did — until recently.

Where is he now? I would much like to meet him again.

I do not know. He left London suddenly with his daughter.

Your brother would know, of course.

No. He also is unaware of their present whereabouts, she answered quickly, adding: Recollect your promise not to mention the matter to him.

When I make a promise, Miss Rolfe, I keep it, was his grave response. Only forgive me for saying so, but you appear to be a little evasive regarding the Doctors daughter.

Evasive? she echoed. I dont understand you, Mr Statham.

Well, you are trying to mislead me, he answered, knitting his brows and looking her straight in the face. And let me say that when you try to mislead Sam Statham you have a difficult task.

She started at his sudden change of manner, and again became confused.

Now, he said, bending forward to her from his chair, let us understand each other at the outset. You were the most intimate friend of this girl Maud who, with her father, suddenly disappeared from London. The facts of their disappearance are already known to me, I may as well tell you that much. They vanished, and took their household goods with them. Perhaps they were afraid of anarchists or political enemies, or perhaps the Doctor is wanted by the police. Who knows? It was a mystery, and as such remains, is not that so?

She nodded. This knowledge of his astounded her. She had believed that the disappearance was only known to the two or three persons who had been the Petrovitchs personal friends. She little dreamed of the many spies in the pay of the great financier, men and women who reported to him any political move at home or abroad which might influence the markets. The world had often believed that Sam Statham was omnipresent. They knew nothing of his agents, or of their secret visits.

Now, Miss Rolfe, let us advance one step further, the old man said, still keeping his keen gaze upon hers. If you will kindly carry your mind back to the day of their disappearance, you will remember that you accompanied the Doctors daughter to a concert at Queens Hall.

How do you know that? she cried, starting up from her chair.

How I know it is immaterial, he said firmly. Kindly re-seat yourself.

I will not, she declared boldly. You are cross-examining me as though I were a criminal. This is outrageous!

I politely request you to sit down, Miss Rolfe, he said, never moving a muscle.

Her beautiful face was flushed with resentment and anger, as, standing erect before him, she faced him in open defiance.

I see no further point in this interview, was her cool reply. I will go.

I think it would be wiser for you to remain, he responded in a low, determined voice; wiser for you to answer my questions.

I have already answered them.

I wish to know something further, he said, stirring again in his chair, and waving his hand with a repeated request that she would be re-seated.

I have nothing to conceal, was her reply, attempting to smile. Why should I?

Why, indeed, he said, I may as well tell you that I have reasons — very strong business reasons — for elucidating this mystery concerning Doctor Petrovitch. To me it involves a question of many thousands of pounds. I have considerable interests out in Servia, as your brother may have explained to you. I must find the Doctor, and the reason I have asked you here to-night is to invoke your aid in assisting me to do so. Can I be more explicit?

He looked in her face, but a shrewd observer would have known by the wavering smile at the corners of his mouth that he was not speaking the exact truth. There was some trick or motive underlying it all.

Though she did not detect this, she was still undecided. Anger was aroused within her by his commanding manner. His attitude had changed so suddenly that she had been taken thoroughly aback.

I am afraid, Mr Statham, that I cannot render you any assistance in discovering the whereabouts of the Petrovitchs.

But, my dear young lady! he cried. They had servants. Surely there is one who could give us some very valuable information.

Perhaps so, if he or she could be found, she remarked. They, no doubt, took every precaution against being followed. As a matter of fact, so great a care has the Doctor taken that his most intimate friend in London is in ignorance.

And who is he, pray? asked the millionaire quickly.

A gentleman named Barclay — Mr Max Barclay.

Max Barclay! Ive heard of him. A friend of your brothers, eh? And so he was the Doctors friend?

They were inseparable, but the Doctor left without a word of farewell.

And also the daughter — except to you, Miss Rolfe, he said, looking at her meaningly.

To me?

Yes, he went on, his keen gaze again upon her. It is useless to assume ignorance. You know quite well that the doctors daughter, on the night of their disappearance, made a statement to you — an important statement.

My brother told you that! she cried. He has told you everything!

He has told me nothing, replied the old man coldly. I only ask whether you deny that she made a statement.

The girl hesitated.

She certainly spoke to me, she admitted at last. I was her most intimate friend, and it was only natural perhaps that she told me what was most uppermost in her mind.

And what was that?

I regret, she replied, that I cannot repeat it; Mr Statham.

What! You refuse to say anything?

Under compulsion — yes, was her firm answer. I did not know, she added, that you had invited me here to ply me with questions in this manner.

Or you would not have come, eh? he laughed. Well, my dear young lady, you apparently dont quite realise how very important it is to me to discover Doctor Petrovitch. I have asked you here in order to beg a favour of you. I may be rough and matter-of-fact, but I trust you will pardon my apparent rudeness.

There is nothing to forgive, Mr Statham, was her quiet, dignified response. My reply, quite brief and at the same time unalterable, is that I have nothing to say.

You mean you refuse to tell me?

She nodded.

He thrust his hands deep into the pockets of his old grey trousers, and stared down at the carpet. Marion Rolfe was more difficult to question than he had anticipated. She possessed the same firm, resolute nature of her father and her brother. That Maud Petrovitch had made a statement to her which possessed a most important bearing upon the serious interests involved, he was absolutely certain. Ever since the day following the strange disappearance, certain secret agents of his had been at work, but they had discovered next to nothing. Marion Rolfe alone was in possession of the actual facts. He knew that full well, and was therefore determined that she should be compelled to speak and explain.

I wish, Miss Rolfe, that I could impress upon you the extreme importance of this matter to myself personally, he said, assuming an air quite conciliatory in the hope that he might induce her to reveal the truth. I have begged of you to assist me in a very difficult task — one which, if I fail in accomplishing, will mean an enormous financial revenue. Your brother is in my service, while you yourself are also indirectly in my service, he added; and if, as result of your information, I am able to discover the Doctor, I need not tell you that I shall mark your services in an appreciable manner.

You have already been very generous to us both, Mr Statham, but I think you cannot know much of me if you believe that for sake of reward I will betray the Doctor, was her dignified answer.

It is not a question of betrayal, he hastened to reassure her. It is to his own interest as well as to mine that we should meet. If we do not, it will mean ruin to him.

And if he is dead? suggested Marion.

My own belief is that he is not dead, was the millionaires reply. I know more of him and of his past than you imagine. There is every reason why he should live.

And Maud — what of her?

He shrugged his shoulders, and replied:

As regards her — you know best. She told you the truth.

Yes — and which I will not repeat.

Oh! but, my dear young lady, you must! Why waste time like this? Every day, nay every hour, causes the affair to assume increased gravity. I would have gone to the police long ago, only such a course would have brought the Doctor into a criminal dock. I have his interests, as well as my own at heart.

I have given my promise of secrecy, Mr Statham, and I will not betray it, she repeated, again rising from her chair, anxious to leave the house.

You still refuse! he cried starting to his feet also, and standing before her. You still refuse — even to save yourself!

To save myself! she exclaimed. I do not follow you, Mr Statham.

A sinister grin spread over his grey face.

You are perfectly free to leave this place, Miss Rolfe, he said in a hard, meaning voice, but first reflect what they will say at Cunningtons regarding your visit here to-night!

You — you will tell them! she gasped, drawing back from him, pale as death as she realised, for the first time, how she had imperilled her good name, and how completely she was in his power. I — I believed, Mr Statham, that you were an honourable man!

Where a mans life is concerned it is not a question of honour, was his reply. You refuse to assist me — and I refuse to assist you. That is all!


Chapter Thirty One.

His Name!
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NOT A QUESTION of honour, Mr Statham! she cried. Is it not a question of my own honour! and she stood before him, erect and defiant.

My dear young lady, he laughed, pray calm yourself. Let us discuss the matter quietly.

There is nothing to discuss, she exclaimed resentfully, looking straight into the old mans grey face. You have threatened to divulge the secret of my visit to you to-night if — if I refuse to betray my friend! Is such an action honourable? Does such a threat against a defenceless woman do you credit? she asked.

You misunderstand me, he hastened to assure her, realising the mistake he had made.

I understand that you ask me a question, she said. You wish me to repeat what was told to me in confidence — the secret imparted to me by the girl who was my beat friend!

Yes; I wish to know what Maud Petrovitch told you, he answered, standing with his thin hands behind his back.

Then I regret that I am unable to satisfy your curiosity, was her firm response. I now realise your motive in inviting me here at this hour to see you in secret. You meant me to compromise myself — to remain away from Cunningtons and be punished for my absence — the punishment of dismissal, she went on, her fine eyes flashing in anger at his dastardly tactics. You know quite well, Mr Statham, that the world is only too ready to think ill of a woman! You anticipate that I will betray my friend, in order to save myself from calumny and dismissal from the service of the firm. But in that you are mistaken. No word shall pass my lips, and I wish you good-night, she added with serve hauteur, moving towards the door.

No, Miss Rolfe! he cried, quickly intercepting her. Surely it is unnecessary to create this scene. I hate scenes. Life is really not worth them. You have denounced what you are pleased to call my ungentlemanly tactics. Well, I can only say in my defence that Samuel Statham, although he is not all that he might be, has never acted the blackguard towards a woman, and more especially, towards the daughter of his dear friend.

You have told me that you will refuse to assist me further! she said. In other words, you decline to preserve the secret of my visit here, although you made a promise that my absence to-night from Cunningtons should not be noted!

I have given you a promise, Miss Rolfe, and I shall keep it, was his quiet and serious response.

She looked at him with distrust.

You have asked me a question, Mr Statham — one to which I am not permitted to reply, she said.

Why not?

Because — well, because I have made a vow to regard what was told me as strictly in confidence.

Sam Statham pursed his lips. Few were the secrets he could not learn when he set his mind upon learning them. In every capital in Europe he had his agents, who, at orders from him, set about to discover what he wished to know, whether it be a carefully-guarded diplomatic secret, or whether it concerned the love affair of some royal prince to whom he was making a loan. He knew as much of the internal affairs of various countries as their finance ministers did themselves, and with the private affairs of some of his clients he was as well acquainted as were their own valets.

To the possession of sound but secret information much of the old mans success was due. The mysterious men and women who so often came and went to that house all poured into his ear facts they had gathered — facts which he afterwards duly noted in the locked green-covered book which he kept in the security of his safe.

Surely the contents of that book would, if published, have created a huge sensation; for there were noted there many ugly incidents in the lives of the men who were most prominent in Europe, together, be it said, with facts concerning them that were highly creditable, and sometimes counterbalanced the black pages in their history.

And this man of many secrets stood there thwarted by a mere chit of a girl!

He regarded her coldly with expressionless eyes. His gaze caused her to shudder. She withdrew from him with instinctive dislike. About this man of millions, whose touch turned everything to gold, there seemed to her something superhuman, something indescribably fearsome. His very gaze seemed to fascinate her, and yet at the same time she regarded him with distrust and horror. She was a fool, she told herself, ever to have listened to his appeal. She ought to have had sense enough to know that by bringing her there at that hour he had some sinister motive.

His motive was to wring from her the words of Maud Petrovitch.

Suddenly he altered his tactics, and, drawing her chair forward again, said:

Let us sit down and talk of something else. You look pale. May I offer you something?

No, thank you, she replied. It was true that his threatening words a few moments ago had upset her, therefore she was glad to be seated again. He evidently did not intend that she should leave yet.

Having re-seated himself near his writing-table, he said: As I explained, I want you, if you will, to go on a journey for me. The car is awaiting you round in Deanery Street.

A journey? Is it far?

That all depends — if you are prepared to render me this service, he replied.

I am prepared to render you any service, Mr Statham, that is within my power, and my conscience permits me, she said in a firm voice.

Ah, now, thats better. Were beginning to be friends. When you know me, you will not accuse me of ungentlemanly conduct — especially towards a woman. But, he added with a laugh, Im a woman hater. I daresay youve heard that about me — eh?

She smiled also.

Well — yes. Ive heard that you are not exactly a ladies man. But surely you are not alone in the world in that!

If all men were like me, Miss Rolfe, he said, there wouldnt be much work for the parsons in the matter of marrying.

Youve been unfortunate, perhaps, in your female acquaintances, she ventured to suggest. His manner towards her had altered, therefore she was again perfectly at her ease.

Yes, he sighed. You have guessed correctly — unfortunate.

And then a dead silence fell, and Marion, watching his face, saw that he was reflecting deeply.

Of a sudden, he looked straight into her face again, and said:

You have a lover, Miss Rolfe — and you are happy. Is not that so?

The girl blushed deeply at this unexpected statement. How could the old man possibly know, unless some of the people at Cunningtons had carried tales to him. Perhaps Mr Warner had told Mr Cunnington, and he had spoken to the millionaire!

I see, he laughed, that Ive spoken the truth. Max Barclay loves you, doesnt he? Hes a friend of your brothers. I know him, and allow me to congratulate you. Hes a thoroughly good fellow, and would be better if hed keep off hazardous speculation.

She did not reply. The old mans final sentence impressed her. Maxs speculations were hazardous. This was news to her.

You dont deny that you love young Barclay, do you? the old man demanded.

She hesitated, her cheeks crimsoning.

Well, why should I? she asked. He is very good to me — very good, indeed.

Thats right, he said approvingly. If I did not think him an honest, upright fellow I should warn you against him. Girls in your dependent position, you know, are too frequently victims of men whom the world call gentlemen. You know that, dont you?

Yes, she answered in a low voice. She was impressed by his solicitude on her behalf. In his eyes was a kindly glance, and she began to declare within herself that she had misjudged him.

Well, he went on, when it came to my knowledge that Max Barclay was paying court to you, and that you were seen together of an evening and on Sundays, it gave me great satisfaction. I owe a debt of gratitude to your poor father, Miss Rolfe, and I am endeavouring to repay it to his children. Therefore I admit to you now that more than once I wondered what kind of lover would be yours. I anticipated annoyance, but, on the contrary, I have only the most complete satisfaction.

I am sure, Mr Statham, it is very kind of you to say this. And surely it is very generous of you to take in interest in Charlie and myself.

It is not a matter of kindness, but a matter of duty, he said. We were talking of Barclay. How did you meet him?

Charlie introduced him to me one Sunday afternoon in the Park.

And he has promised you marriage? Tell me frankly. She nodded, again blushing deeply.

Then you have my very heartiest wishes for your future happiness, he declared with a pleasant smile. Mind I am told the date, so that I can send you the usual teapot!

Whereat they both laughed in chorus. The old man could be charming when he wished.

Oh! we shant be married for a long time yet, I suppose! Marion exclaimed. Max talks of going with a shooting party up the Zambesi next spring. Theyll be away a full year, I expect.

And youll be left all alone? he said in a tone of surprise. No, I dont think hell do that. He ought not to leave you alone at Cunningtons.

Oh, but hes going out to Turkey now — in a few days I think. He has some financial business out there. Something which will bring him in a very big sum of money.

Oh, whats its nature? asked the old financier, instantly pricking up his ears.

I believe its a concession from the Sultan for the construction of a railway from some place on the Servian frontier, across Northern Albania, down to San Giovanni di Medua — if I pronounce the name aright — on the Adriatic.

What! cried Statham, starting up. Are you quite certain of this?

Yes; why? she asked, surprised at the sudden effect her words had produced upon him.

Well — well, because this is a surprise to me, Miss Rolfe, he said. Tell me the details, as far as you know them. Has he spoken to you about it?

Yes. He is hesitating to go, not wishing to leave me.

Of course. Did I not tell you so a moment ago? he remarked with a smile. But are you aware that this concession, if the Sultan really gives it, is of the greatest importance to the commercial development of the Near East? There are big interests involved, and correspondingly big profits. Curious that I have not heard anything of the scheme lately! Its a dream that every Balkan statesman has had for the past fifteen years — the creating of an outlet for trade to the Adriatic; but the Sultan could never be induced to allow the line to run through his dominion. He is not too friendly with either Bulgaria or Servia. I thought I was being kept well informed of all the openings in Constantinople where British capital can be employed. Yet I havent heard anything of this long discussed scheme for quite a year.

Your informants believe, perhaps, that it would not interest you?

Interest me! he echoed. Why, they could not successfully carry it through in London without my aid — or, at least, without my consent. Whoever is getting the concession — if it is being obtained at all, which I very much doubt — knows full well that in the long run he must come to Sam Statham. Do you happen to know who, besides Barclay, is interested in the scheme?

There is a French gentleman — a friend of Maxs — who wants him to go to Constantinople with him.

What is his name? I may probably know him?

Adam — Jean Adam.

Jean Adam! gasped the old man. Jean Adam — a friend of Max Barclay?

Yes, she answered, staring at him. Why?

Why, girl! he cried roughly. Dont ask me why? But tell me all about it — tell me at once!


Chapter Thirty Two.

Mans Broken Promises.
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I KNOW VERY little of the details, replied the girl. Max could, of course, tell you everything. He introduced me one night to Mr Adam, who seemed a very polite man.

All bows and smiles, like the average Frenchman — eh? Oh, yes. I happen to know him. Well?

He seems a most intimate friend of Maxs.

Is he really? remarked the millionaire. Then Max doesnt know as much about him as I do.

What? asked Marion in quick alarm. Isnt he all that he pretends to be?

No, he isnt. I must see Barclay to-morrow — the first thing to-morrow. I wonder if hes put any money into the venture?

Of that I dont know. He only told me that it would mean a big fortune.

So it would — if it were genuine.

Then isnt it genuine? she asked anxiously.

Genuine! Why, of course not! Nothing that Jean Adam has anything to do with, my dear young lady, is ever genuine. Depend upon it that his Majesty the Sultan will never grant any such concession. He fears Bulgaria far too much. If it could have been had, I may tell you at once I should already have had it. There is, as you say, a big thing to be made out of it — a very big thing. But while the Sultan lives the line will never be constructed. Pachitch, the Prime Minister of Servia, told me so the last time I was in Belgrade, and Im entirely of his opinion.

But what you tell me regarding Mr Adam surprises me.

Ah! you are still young, Miss Rolfe! You have many surprises yet in store for you, he replied with a light laugh. Do you know Adam personally?

Yes.

Then beware of him, my girl — beware of him! he snapped, his grey face darkening in remembrance of certain ugly facts, and in recollection of the sinister face of the shabby lounger against the park railings.

Is he such a bad man, then?

Sam Statham pressed his thin lips together.

He is one of those men without conscience, and without compunction; a man whose plausible tongue would deceive even Satan himself.

Then he has deceived Max — I mean Mr Barclay, she exclaimed, quickly correcting her slip of the tongue, her cheeks slightly crimsoning at the same time.

Without doubt, was the millionaires reply. I must see Barclay to-morrow, and ascertain what are Adams plans.

He is persuading Mr Barclay to go to Constantinople. I know that because he asked me to use my influence upon him in that direction.

Oh, so he has approached you, also, has he? Then there is some strong motive for this journey, without a doubt! Barclay will be ill-advised if he accepts the invitation. The bait held out is a very tempting one; but when Ive seen your gentleman friend he will not be so credulous.

Im very surprised at what you told me. I thought Mr Adam quite a nice person — for a foreigner.

No doubt he was nice to you, for he wished to enlist your services to induce your lover to go out to Turkey. For what reason?

How can I tell? asked the girl. Mr Barclay mentioned that the railway concession would mean the commercial development of the Balkan States, and that it would be one of the most paying enterprises in Europe.

That is admitted on all hands. But as the concession is not granted, and never will be granted, I cannot see what object Adam has in inducing your friend to visit Constantinople. Was he asked to put money into the scheme, do you know?

Mr Adam did not wish him to put up any money until he had thoroughly satisfied himself regarding the truth of his statements.

Statham was silent.

Thats distinctly curious, he remarked at last, apparently much puzzled by her statement. Underlying it all is some sinister motive, depend upon it.

You alarm me, Mr Statham, the girl said, apprehensive of some unexpected evil befalling the man she loved.

It is as well to be forearmed in dealing with Jean Adam, was the old mans response. More than one good man owes the ruin of his lifes happiness, nay his death, to the craft and cunning of that man, who, under a dozen different aliases, is known in a dozen different capitals of the world.

Then hes an adventurer?

Most certainly. Tell Barclay to come and see me. Or better, I will write to him myself. It is well that youve told me this, otherwise— and he broke off short, without concluding his sentence.

The pretty clock chimed the half-hour musically, reminding Marion of the unusual hour, and she stirred as if anxious to leave. Her handkerchief dropped upon the floor. The old man noticed it, but did not direct her attention to it.

Then if you wish it, Mr Statham, I will say nothing to Mr Barclay, she remarked.

No. You need say nothing. I will send him a message in the morning. But, he added, looking straight into the girls beautiful face, will you not reconsider your decision, Miss Rolfe?

My decision! Of what? she asked.

Regarding the statement made to you by Maud Petrovitch. She told you something. What was it? Come, tell me. Some very great financial interests are involved in the ex-Ministers disappearance. Your information may save me from very heavy losses. Will you not assist me?

I regret that it is impossible.

Have I not even to-night been your friend? he pointed out. Have I not warned you against the man who is Max Barclays secret enemy — and yours — the man Jean Adam?

I am very grateful indeed to you, she answered; and if it were in my power, I would tell you what she told me.

In your power! he laughed. Why, of course, it is in your power to speak, if you wish?

Maud made a confession to me, she declared, and I hold it sacred.

A confession! he exclaimed, regarding her in surprise. Regarding her father, I suppose?

No; regarding herself.

Ah! A confession of a womans weakness — eh?

Its nature is immaterial, she responded in a firm tone. I was her most intimate friend, and she confided in me.

And because it concerns her personally, you refuse to divulge it?

I am a woman, Mr Statham, and I will not betray anything that reflects upon another womans honour.

Women are not usually so loyal to each other! he remarked, not without a touch of sarcasm. You appear to be unlike all the others I have known.

I am no better than anybody else, I suppose, she replied. Every woman must surely possess a sense of what is right and just.

Very few of them do, the old man snarled, for woman was a subject upon which he always became bitterly sarcastic. In his younger days he had been essentially a ladies man, but the closed page in his history had surely been sufficient to sour him against the other sex.

The world, had it but known the truth, would not have pondered at Sam Stathams hatred of society, and more especially the feminine element of it. But, like many another man, he was misjudged because he was compelled to conceal the truth, and was condemned unjustly because it was not permitted to him to make self-defence.

How many men — and women, too — live their lives in social ostracism, and perhaps disgrace, because for family or other reasons they are unable to exhibit to the world the truth. Many a man, and many a woman, who read these lines, are as grossly misjudged by their fellows as was Samuel Statham, the millionaire who was a pauper, the man who lived that sad and lonely life in his Park Lane mansion, daily gathering gold until he became crushed beneath the weight of its awful responsibility, his sole aim and relaxation being the mixing with the submerged workers of the city, and relieving them by secret philanthropy.

The sinner assumes the cloak of piety, while too often the denounced and maligned suffer in silence. It was so in Samuel Stathams case; it is so in more than one case which has come under my own personal observation during the inquiries I made before writing this present narrative of east and west.

The old millionaire was surprised at the girls admission that what the Doctors daughter had told her was a confession. He realised how, in face of the fact that her brother loved Maud Petrovitch, it was not likely that she would betray her. Still, his curiosity was excited. The girl before him knew the truth of the ex-Ministers strange disappearance — knew, most probably, his whereabouts.

Was the confession made to you by the Doctors daughter of such a private nature that you really cannot divulge it to me? he asked her, appealingly. Remember, I am not seeking to probe the secrets of a young girls life, Miss Rolfe. On the contrary, I am anxious — most anxious — to clear up what is at present a most mysterious and unaccountable occurrence. Doctor Petrovitch disappeared from London just at a moment when his presence here was, in his own interests, as well as in mine, most required. I need not go into the details, he went on, fixing her with his sunken eyes. It is sufficient to explain to you that he and I had certain secret negotiations. He came here on many occasions, always in secret — at about this hour. He preferred to visit me in that manner, because of the spies who always haunted him and who reported all his doings to Belgrade.

I was not aware that you were on friendly terms, Marion remarked. Maud never told me that her father visited you.

Because she was in ignorance, Statham replied. The Doctor was a diplomatist, remember, and could keep a secret, even from his own daughter. From what Ive told you, you can surely gather how extremely anxious I am to know the truth.

Marion was silent. She realised to the full that financial interests of the millionaire were at stake — that her statement might save huge losses if she betrayed Maud, and told this man the truth. He was her friend and benefactor. To him both she and Charlie owed everything. Without him they would be compelled to face the world, she friendless and practically penniless. The penalty of her silence he had already indicated. By refraining from assisting her, he could to-morrow cast her out of her employment, discredited and disgraced!

What would Max think? What would he believe?

If she remained silent she would preserve Mauds honour and Charlies peace of mind. He was devoted to the sweet-faced, half-foreign girl with the stray little wisp of hair across her brow. Yet if he knew what she had told him he would hate her — he must hate her. Ah! the mere thought of it drove her to a frenzy of despair.

She set her teeth, and, with her face pale as death, she rose slowly to go. Her brows were knit, her countenance determined.

Come what might, she would be loyal to her friend. Charlie should never know the truth. Rather than that she would sacrifice herself — sacrifice her love for Max Barclay, which was to her the sweetest and most treasured sentiment in all the world.

I have asked you to assist me, Miss Rolfe, the old man said, in a low, impressive voice, leaning his arm upon the edge of his writing-table and bending towards her. Surely when you know all that it means to me, you will not refuse?

I refuse to betray my friend, was her firm response, her face white to the lips. You may act as you think proper, Mr Statham. You may allow my friends to think ill of me; you may stand aside and see me cast to-morrow at a moments notice out of Cunningtons employ because of my absence to-night, but my lips are closed regarding the confession made to me in confidence. In anything else I am ready to serve you. You have asked me to go upon a journey in your interests — in a motor car that is awaiting me. This I am willing and anxious to do. You are my benefactor, and it is my duty to do what you wish.

It is your duty, Miss Rolfe, to tell me what I desire to know.

No! she cried, facing him boldly, her bright eyes flashing defiantly upon him. It is not my duty to betray my friend — even to you!

Very well, he answered, with a smile upon his thin lips. It is getting late. They may be wondering at Cunningtons. I will see you to the door.

And the expression upon his face showed her, alas! too plainly that for her there was no future.

The present was already dead, the future — ?


Chapter Thirty Three.

Against the Rules.
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MISS ROLFE, MR Cunnington wants you in the counting-house, exclaimed a youth approaching Marion just after ten oclock the following morning. She had been in the department early, and was busy re-arranging an autumn costume upon a stand, with a ticket bearing the words, Paris model, 49 shillings, 11 pence.

The dread words that broke upon her ear caused her young heart to sink within her. As she feared, she was carpeted.

To be absent at night without leave was the sack at a moments notice to any of Cunningtons girls. There was no leniency in that respect as in certain other large stores in London which I could name, where the girls are so very badly paid that it is a scandal and disgrace to the smug, church-going shareholders who grow fat upon their dividends. But who among those who bold shares in the big drapery concerns of London, or who among the millions of customers on the look-out for bargains at sales, care a jot for the poor girl-assistant, the drudgery she has to undergo, or the evils she suffers by the iniquitous system of living-in?

It is a dull, drab life indeed, the life of the London shop, with its fortnights holiday each year and its constant strain of the telling of untruths in order to sell goods. But the supply of shop labour is always greater than the demand. Girls and youths are always coming up from the country in constant streams, cribbing, as it is called — or on the lookout for a berth — and as soon as a girl loses her freshness, or a mans hair begins to show silver threads, he is thrown out in favour of a youth — from Scotland or Wales by preference.

London, alas! little dreams of the callous heartlessness of employers in the drapery trade.

Marion knew this. Since she had been at Cunningtons her eyes had been opened to the scant consideration she need expect. Girls who had worked in her department had been discharged merely because, suffering from a cold or from the stress of overwork, they had been absent a couple of days. And all the information vouchsafed them was that the firm could not afford to support invalids. Once, indeed, she had sat beside a dying girl in the Brompton Hospital — a girl to whom the close, vitiated atmosphere of the shop had brought consumption, and she had been sent forth, at a moments notice, homeless, and to die.

And so, when the youth made the announcement, she knit her brows, brushed the hair from her brow, placed down the pincushion in her hand, and followed him through the several shops into another building where Mr Cunningtons private room was situated.

In the outer office of the counting-house several persons, buyers, callers, and others, were waiting audience with the chief.

One girl, a saucy, dark-haired assistant in the ribbons, exclaimed:

Hullo, Rolfe! What are you up for?

Marion flushed slightly, and answered:

I — I hardly know.

Well, Im going in for a rise, and if the guvnor dont give it to me Im going to Westobys to-morrow. Ive got a good crib there. My young man is shop-walker, so Ill get on like a house on fire.

Westobys is a lot better than here, remarked a pale-faced male assistant. I was there for a sale once. I only wish theyd have kept me.

Ive heard that the food is wretched, remarked Marion, for the sake of something to say.

It isnt good, declared the young man, but the girls get lots more freedom. They do as they like almost. Old Westoby dont care, as long as the business pays. Its a public company, like this, but they do a bit lower-class trade, which means more spiffs.

I havent made a quid this last three months out of spiffs, declared the ribbon-girl. Thats why I want a rise.

Marion smiled within herself, for beyond the glass partition were quite a dozen girls, all of them young, several quite good-looking, waiting to see if any berths were vacant, and ready that very hour to take the ribbon-girls place — and hers.

Every girl who came up to London went first to Cunningtons, for the assistants there were declared to be of better class than those of the other drapery houses that jostle each other on the north side of Oxford Street.

Marion waited, full of deep anxiety. Every detail of that midnight interview with the man who held controlling interest in the huge concern came back to her — his clever attempt to ingratiate himself with her in order to learn Mauds secret, and her curt dismissal when she had met his request with point-blank refusal.

One by one the applicants for a hearing were received by Mr Cunnington, again emerging from his room, some dark and angry, and others smiling and happy. At last her turn came, and she walked into the small office with the severe-looking writing-table and the dark blue carpet.

The dark-bearded man, by whose enterprise that big business had been built up, turned in his chair and faced her.

Miss Rolfe! he exclaimed. Ah! yes, and he referred to a memorandum upon his desk. You were absent without leave last night, the housekeeper reports. You are aware of rule seventy-three — eh?

Most certainly, sir, was the trembling girls reply, for this meant to her all her future, and more. It meant Maxs love. But I think I ought to explain that—

I have no time, miss, for explanations. You know the rule. When you were engaged here you signed it, and therefore I suppose youve read it. It states as follows: Any assistant absent after eleven oclock without previously obtaining signed leave from Mr Hemmingway or myself will be discharged on the following day. The firm have, therefore, dispensed with your services. As regards character, Miss Rolfe, please understand that the firm is silent.

But, Mr Cunnington, cried the girl, I was absent at the express request of Mr Statham. He wished to see me. The head of the firm frowned slightly, answering:

I have no desire to enter into the reasons of your absence. You could easily have asked for leave. If Mr Statham had wished to see you, he would have sent me a note, no doubt. It was at his request I engaged you, I recollect. Therefore, I think that the least said regarding last night the better.

But Mr Statham promised me he would send you a message this morning, the girl declared in her distress.

Parker, has Mr Statham been on the phone this morning? asked Mr Cunnington of the young man seated near him.

No, sir, was the prompt reply.

But will you not ask him? cried the girl. He promised me he would communicate with you.

Mr Cunnington hesitated for a moment. He reflected that the girl was a protégée of the millionaire. Therefore he gave Parker orders to ring up the man whose millions controlled the concern.

Marion waited in breathless anxiousness. The secretary asked for Mr Statham, and spoke to him, inquiring if he knew anything of Miss Rolfes absence from the firms dormitory on the previous night. Mr Statham says, sir, said Parker at last, that he is too busy to be troubled with the affaire of any of Cunningtons shop-assistants.

The reply filled Mr Cunnington with suspicion. It showed him plainly that Statham had at least no further interest in the girl, and that her discharge would be gratifying.

You hear the reply, he said to her. That is enough. And he scribbled something upon a piece of paper. Take it to the cashier, and he will pay your wages up to date.

Then I am discharged! asked the girl, crimsoning— sent out from your establishment without a character?

By reason of your own action, was the rough reply. You know the rules. Please leave. I am far too busy to argue.

But Mr Statham wrote asking me to call and see him. I have his letter here.

I have no desire or inclination to enter into Mr Stathams affairs, Cunnington replied. You are discharged for being absent at night without leave. Will you go, Miss Rolfe? he asked angrily.

Mr Cunnington, she said, quite quietly, you misjudge me entirely. Mr Statham asked me to call upon him in secret, because he desired me to give him some private information. He promised at the same time to send you word, so that my absence should not be mentioned. You are a man of honour, with daughters of your own, she went on appealingly. Because I refused to betray a friend of mine, a woman, he has refused to stretch forth a hand to save me from the disgrace of this discharge, and tears welled in her fine eyes as she spoke.

It is a matter that does not concern me in the least, Miss Rolfe, Mr Statham put you here, and if he wishes for your discharge I have nothing to say in the matter. Good morning.

And he turned from her and busied himself with the heap of papers on his desk.

She did not move. She stood as one turned to stone. Therefore he touched the electric button beneath the arm of his chair, and a clerk appeared.

Send in Mortimer, he said coldly, disregarding the girls presence. Then Marion, seeing that all appeal was in vain, turned upon her heel and went out — broken and bitter — a changed woman.

Mr Cunnington turned and watched her disappearing. Suddenly, as though half uncertain whether his action might not be criticised by Statham, he exclaimed:

Call that young lady back!

Marion returned, her face full of anger and dignity.

Do I really understand you that Mr Statham invited you to his house? he asked her. I mean that you received letters from him?

Yes.

The dark-bearded man, alert and businesslike, eyed her critically, and asked:

You have those letters, I presume.

Certainly. I have them here, was her reply, as she fumbled in the pocket of her black skirt. I refused to call upon him, but he pressed me so much that I felt it imperative. He has been so very good to me that I feared to displease him.

And she placed several letters upon Mr Cunningtons desk.

I see they are marked private, he said, with a good deal of curiosity. Have I your permission to glance at them?

Certainly, was the cool reply. You refuse to hear me, therefore I am compelled to give you proof.

The man opened them one after the other, scanned them, and placed them aside. Stathams refusal to answer the query upon the telephone was for him all-sufficient.

You had better leave these letters with me, Miss Rolfe, he said decisively, for he saw that at all hazards he must obtain that correspondence and hand it back to the writer.

But—

There are no buts, he exclaimed, quickly interrupting her. Had Mr Statham desired you to remain in our service he would have replied to that effect. Come, you are wasting my time. Good morning.

And a moment later, almost before she was aware of it, Marion found herself outside the room, with the door closed behind her.

She was no longer in the service of Cunningtons. She had been discharged in disgrace.

What would Charlie say? What explanation could she offer to Max?


Chapter Thirty Four.

The Mysterious Mademoiselle.
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THE FUTURE, NAY, the very life, of Samuel Statham depended, according to his own admission to his secretary, upon the honour of Maud Petrovitch.

The position was, to say the least, strangely incongruous. Here was a man whose power and wealth were world-famous, a man whom kings and princes sought to conciliate and load with honours, which he steadfastly refused to accept, dependent for his life upon a woman, little more than a child.

Charlie Rolfe had thought over his masters strange, enigmatical words many times. Maud — his Maud whom he loved so dearly, and who had so suddenly and mysteriously gone out of his life — was to be sacrificed. Why? What did old Sam mean when he uttered those words, each of which had burnt indelibly into his soul.

You have promised to save me; you have sworn to assist me, and the sacrifice is imperative? Statham had said. It is her honour — or my death!

Each time he entered the grim portals of the silent house in Park Lane those fateful words recurred to him. The house of mystery seemed dark and chilly, even on those sunny days of early September, and old Levi seemed more sphinx-like and solemn. A dozen times had he been on the point of referring again to the matter, but each time he had refrained, for the millionaires manner had now changed. He was less anxious, and far more bright and hopeful. The discovery of Duncan Macgregor seemed to have wrought a great change in him, for the old Scot frequently spent the evening there, being telegraphed for from Glasgow, ostensibly to discuss business matters.

On the day following Marions visit to Park Lane Charlie was in Paris, having been sent there overnight upon a pressing message to the branch house in the Avenue de lOpéra, for Statham Brothers were as well-known for their stability in France as in England.

Just before twelve oclock, as he was issuing from the fine offices of the firm into the street, he stumbled against a rather short but well-dressed girl of about twenty-four. He raised his hat, and in English asked her pardon, whereupon, with a light laugh, she replied in the same tongue.

Oh, really no apology is needed, Mr Rolfe.

He glanced at her inquiringly.

I — I really havent the pleasure of your name, he said, still upon the doorstep of the office. At all events, she was rather good-looking and well-bred, even if her stature was a trifle diminutive. Her gown was in excellent taste, too.

My name really doesnt matter, she laughed. I know you quite well. You are Mr Charles Rolfe, old Mr Stathams secretary.

Then, in an instant, the troth flashed across his mind. This girl must be one of old Sams friends — one of his secret agents controlled and paid from the office in Old Broad Street.

You wish to speak to me — eh? he asked, in a quick, businesslike way.

Yes; I do. Let us stroll somewhere where we can talk. Then after a moments reflection she added: The Tuileries Gardens would be a good place. We might avoid eavesdroppers there.

Certainly, he said, and, rather interested in the adventure, he strolled along at her side. She put up her pale blue sunshade, for it was a hot day, and at that hour the Avenue was deserted, for the work-girls were not yet out from the numerous ateliers in the neighbourhood, and half Paris was away at the spas or at the sea.

Rolfe knew many of old Sams spies, but had never seen this English girl before. That she was a lady seemed evident by her manner and speech, and that she had something of importance to tell him was plain. She had, no doubt, learned of his flying visit to Paris — for he meant to leave for London at four oclock — and had come to the office in order that he could not escape her.

As he walked beside her, a well-set-up figure in dark grey flannel, he cast a furtive glance at the pretty, dark-complexioned face beneath the turquoise sunshade. She looked younger than she was, for her skirts only reached to her ankles, displaying a neat brown shoe tied with large bows. Across her brow was just a tiny wisp of stray hair, reminding him forcibly of the sweet countenance of his lost love. He recollected how he used to tease her about that unruly little lock, and how often he used to tenderly brush it back from her eyes.

You live in Paris? he asked as they walked together.

Sometimes, was her rather vague reply. Im always fond of it, for it is so bright and pleasant after— and she was on the point of giving him a clue to her place of abode, but stopped her words in time.

After what? he asked.

After other places, she answered evasively.

He glanced at her again, wondering whom she might be. A girl of her age could scarcely act as secret agent in financial matters. Her white gown perhaps gave her a more girlish appearance than she otherwise possessed, but there could be no two opinions that she was really good-looking.

She had approached him with timidity and modesty, yet in those few minutes of their acquaintance she had already become quite friendly, and they were already laughing together as they crossed the Rue de Rivoli.

I knew you were in Paris, and came here specially to meet you, Mr Rolfe, she said at last. Im afraid you must think me very dreadful to purposely compel you to apologise and speak to me.

Not at all. Only — well, I think you know you have a rather unfair advantage of me. You ought to give me your name, he urged.

I have my own reasons for not doing so, she laughed. It is sufficient for you to know that I am your friend.

And a very charming little friend, too, he laughed. I only wish all my friends were so dainty as yourself.

Ah! so you are a flatterer — eh? she said, reproving him with a smile.

Not flattery — but the truth, he declared, filled with curiosity as to whom she might be. Why, he wondered, had she sought him? Perhaps if he described her at the office they had just left, she might be known there.

Though out of the season, there was still life and movement in the Rue de Rivoli, as there always is between the Magasins du Louvre and the Rue Castiglione. The tweeds and blouses of the Cooks tourists were in evidence as usual, and the little midinette tripped gaily through the throng.

At last they entered the gate of the public gardens, which in the afternoons are given over to nurses in white caps and children with air-balls, and, walking some distance, still chatting, presently found a seat in full view of the Quai with its traffic and the sluggish Seine beyond.

Then as he seated himself beside her she, with her sunshade held behind her head, threw herself back slightly and laughed saucily in his face, displaying her red lips and even, pearly teeth.

Isnt this a rather amusing meeting? she asked, with tantalising air. I know you are dying to know who I am. Just think. Have you never seen me before?

Charlie was puzzled — sorely puzzled. He tried to think, but to his knowledge he had never previously set eyes upon the dark-haired little witch before in all his life.

I — well I really dont recollect. Youve asked me a riddle, and Ive given it up.

But think. Have you never seen me before?

In London?

No; somewhere else — a long way from here.

He shook his head. She was a complete enigma this girl not yet out of her teens.

I must apologise to you, but I do not recollect, he said. If you refuse to tell me who you are, you can surely give me your Christian name.

Why?

Well, because—

Because of your natural curiosity! she declared. Men are always curious. They always want to get at hard facts. Half the romance of life is taken away by their desire to go straight to the truth of things. Women are fond of a little imagination.

Was she merely carrying on a mild flirtation with him because of a sheer love of romance? He had heard of girls of her age, overfed upon romantic novels and filled with daydreams, starting out upon adventures similarly perilous. He looked into her eyes, and saw that they danced with tantalising merriment. She was making fun of him!

My curiosity is certainly natural, he said, a little severely, piqued by her superiority. You have told me that you wish to speak with me in confidence. How can I repose equal confidence in you if you refuse me your name?

I do not ask you to repose confidence in me, Mr Rolfe, was her quick response, opening her eyes widely. I have brought you here to tell you something — something which I know will greatly interest you, more so, indeed, than the question of whom and what I am.

Then tell me your Christian name, so that I may address you by that.

For a moment she did not reply. Her gaze was fixed straight before her. The wind stirred the dusty leaves above them, causing them to sigh slightly, while before them along the Quai a big cream-coloured automobile sped swiftly, trumpeting loudly.

At last she turned to him, and with a smile upon her fresh dimpled cheeks, she said:

My name is a rather unusual one — Lorena.

Lorena! he echoed. What a very pretty name! Almost as charming as its owner!

She moved with a gesture of mock impatience, declaring: You are really too bad, Mr Rolfe! Why do you say these things?

I only speak the truth. I feel flattered that you should deign to take notice of such an unimportant person as myself.

Unimportant! she cried, again opening her eyes and making a quick gesture which showed foreign residence. Is Mr Stathams secretary an unimportant man?

Certainly.

But he is of importance to one person at least.

To whom?

For a moment she did not answer. Then, she turned her dark eyes full upon his, and replied:

To the woman who loves him!

Charlie started perceptibly. What could the girl mean? Did she mean that she herself entertained affection for him, or was she merely hinting at what she believed might possibly be the case — that he was beloved.

He was more than ever dumbfounded by her attitude. There was something very mysterious about her — a mystery increased by her own sweet, piquante and unconventional manner. In his whole career he had never met with a similar adventure. At one moment he doubted her genuineness, but at the next he reflected how, at the first moment of their meeting, she had been extremely anxious to speak with him alone. Her attitude was of one who had some confidential information to impart — something no doubt in the interests of the world-renowned firm of Statham Brothers.

Other secret agents of Sam Statham whom he had seen on their visits to Park Lane had been mostly men and women advanced in age, for the most part wearing an outward aspect of severe respectability. Some were, however, the reverse. One was a well-known dancer at the music-halls of Paris and Vienna, whose pretty face looked out from postcards in almost every shop on the Continent.

But the question was, who could be this dainty girl who called herself Lorena?

What do you mean by the woman who loves me? he asked her presently, after a pause. I dont quite follow you. Who does me the great honour of entertaining any affection for me?

Who? Can you really ask that? she said. Ask yourself?

I have asked myself, he laughed, rather uneasily, meeting her glance and wavering beneath it.

Ah! you will not admit the truth, I see, she remarked, raising her finger in shy reproof.

Of what?

That you are beloved — that you are the lover of Maud Petrovitch!

Maud Petrovitch! he gasped. You know her? Tell me, he cried quickly.

I have told you, she answered. I have stirred your memory of a fact which you have apparently forgotten, Mr Rolfe.

Forgotten — forgotten Maud! he exclaimed. I have never for a moment forgotten her. She is lost to me — and you know it. Tell me the truth. Where is she? Where can I see her?

But the girl only shook her head slowly in sadness. Over her bright, merry face had fallen a sudden gloom, a look of deep regret and dark despair.

Where is she? he demanded, springing up from the seat and facing his companion.

But she made no response. She only stared blankly before her at the dark sluggish waters of the Seine.


Chapter Thirty Five.

In which there is another Mystery.
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THE GIRL PUZZLED him.

Her attitude was as though she delighted in tantalising him, as if she held knowledge superior to his own. And so she did. She was evidently aware of the whereabouts of Maud — his own lost love.

He repeated his question, his eyes fixed upon her pale, serious countenance. But she made no response.

Why have you brought me here, Miss Lorena? he asked. You told me you had something to tell me.

So I have, she answered, looking up at him again. I dont know, Mr Rolfe, what opinion you must have of me, but I hope you will consider my self-introduction permissible under the circumstances.

Why, of course, he declared, for truth to tell he was much interested in her. She seemed so charmingly unconventional, not much more than a schoolgirl, and yet with all the delightful sweetness of budding womanhood. But you have mentioned the name of a woman — a woman who is lost to me.

Ah! Maud Petrovitch, she sighed. Yes. I know. I know all the tragic story.

The tragic story? he echoed, staring at her. What do you mean?

I mean the tragic story of your love, was her slow, distinct reply. Pray forgive me, Mr Rolfe, for mentioning a subject which must be most painful, but I have only done so to show you that I am aware of the secret of your affection.

Then you are a friend of Maud?

She nodded, without uttering a word.

Where is she? I must see her, he said quickly, with a fierce, anxious look upon his countenance. This suspense is killing me.

She was silent. Slowly she turned her fine eyes upon his, looking straight into his face.

You ought surely to know, she said, unflinchingly.

I — I know! Why? Why do you say that?

Because you know the truth — you know why they so suddenly disappeared.

I know the truth! he repeated. Indeed I do not. You are speaking in enigmas, just as you yourself are an enigma, Miss Lorena.

Her lips relaxed into a smile of incredulity.

Why, Mr Rolfe, do you make a pretence of ignorance, when you are fully aware of the whole of the combination of circumstances which led Doctor Petrovitch and his daughter to escape from London?

But, my dear girl! he cried; you entirely misjudge me. I am in complete ignorance.

And yet you were present at Cromwell Road on the night in question! she said slowly, fixing her eyes calmly upon him.

Who are you, Miss Lorena, that you should make these direct allegations against me? he cried, staring at her.

I am your friend, Mr Rolfe, if you will allow me to act as such.

My friend! he cried. But you are alleging that I have secret knowledge of the Doctors disappearance — that I make a pretence of ignorance. If I were in possession of the facts, is it feasible that I should be so anxious of the welfare of Maud?

No anxiety is necessary.

Then she is alive?

I believe so.

And well?

Yes, she is quite well. But—

But what? he demanded. Speak, Lorena. Speak, I beg of you.

She had hesitated, and he saw by her contracted brow that anxiety had arisen within her mind.

Well — she is safe, I believe, up to the present. Yet if what I fear be true, she is daily nay, hourly, in peril — in deadliest peril.

Peril! he gasped. Of what?

Of her life. You know that the political organisations of the East are fraught with murder plots. Dr Petrovitch has opponents — fierce, dastardly opponents, who would hesitate at nothing to encompass his end. They have intrigued to induce the King to place him in disgrace, but at Belgrade the Petrovitch party are still predominant. It is only in the country — at Nisch and Pirot — where the Opposition is really strong.

You seem to know Servia and the complication of Servian politics, mademoiselle? he remarked.

Yes, I happen to know something of them. I have made them a study, and I assure you it would be very fascinating if there were not quite so many imprisonments in the awful fortress of Belgrade, and secret assassination. But Servia is a young country, the girl added, with a philosophic air, and all young countries must go through the same periods of unrest and internal trouble. At any rate, all parties in Servia acknowledge that King Peter is a constitutional monarch, and is doing his utmost for the benefit of his people.

You are a partisan of the Karageorgevitch?

I am. I make no secret of it. Alexander and Draga were mere puppets in the hands of Servias enemies. Under King Peter the country is once more prosperous, and, after all, political life there is no more fraught with danger than it is in go-ahead Bulgaria. Did they not kill poor Petkoff the other day in the Boris Garden in Sofia? That was a more cruel and dastardly murder than any in Servia, for Petkoff had only one arm, and was unable to defend himself. The other was shot away at the Shipka where he fought for his country against the Turk.

How is it you know so much of Servia? Charlie inquired, for he found himself listening to the girls sound arguments with much interest. Her views upon the complicated situation in the Near East were almost identical with his. Did you ever see Petkoff, for instance?

I knew him well. Twice Ive dined at his house is Sofia. Strangely enough, he was with his bosom friend Stambuloff when the latter was assassinated, and for years was a marked man. As Prince Ferdinands Prime Minister, which he was at the time he was shot, he introduced many reforms into Bulgaria, and was a patriot to the core.

He was surprised. Who could this girl be who dined with Prime Ministers, and who was, apparently, behind the scenes of Balkan politics?

And you fear lest the same fate should befall Maud. Why? he asked.

Because the Opposition has a motive — a strong motive.

For the secret assassination of the daughter of the man who has made Servia what she is! he exclaimed.

Yes. Maud is in peril.

And for that reason, I suppose, is living incognito?

Possibly, she answered, not without hesitation. There is, I believe, a second reason.

What is that?

I scarcely like to tell you, Mr Rolfe. We are strangers, you and I.

But do tell me. I am very anxious to know. If she is your friend, she has, no doubt, told you of our love.

Well, she wishes to avoid you.

Avoid me — why?

Because acquaintance with you increases her peril.

How absurd! he cried. How can her love for me affect her fathers political opponents in Servia?

I am ignorant of the reasons. I only know the broad facts.

But the Doctor had retired from active political life long ago! He told me one day how tired he was of the eternal bickerings of the Skuptchina.

Of course he had ostensibly retired, but he secretly directed the policy of the present Government. In all serious matters King Peter still consults him.

And that is why you have brought me into the privacy of these gardens, Miss Lorena — to tell me this! he laughed, bending to her and drawing a semi-circle in the gravel with the point of his stick.

No, she replied sharply, with just a little frown of displeasure. You do not understand me, Mr Rolfe. Have I not said, a few moments ago, that I wanted to be your friend?
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You are a most delightful little friend, was his courteous reply.

Ah! I see. You treat me as a child, was her rather impatient reply. You are not serious.

I am most serious, he declared, with a solemn face. Indeed, I was never more serious in my life than I am at this moment.

She burst out laughing — a peal of light, merry, irresponsible, girlish laughter.

And before I met you, she said, I thought you a most terribly austere person.

So I am — at times. I have to be, Miss Lorena. Im secretary to a very serious old gentleman, remember.

Yes. And that was the very reason why I threw the convenances to the winds — if there are any in the Anglo-French circle in Paris — and spoke to you — a perfect stranger.

You spoke because I was Mr Stathams secretary? he asked, somewhat puzzled.

Yes. I wanted to speak to you privately.

Well, nobody can overhear us here, he said glancing around, and noticing only a fat bonne wheeling a puny child in a gaudily-trapped perambulator.

I wanted to speak to you regarding Mr Statham, she said, after a long pause. I ascertained you were coming to Paris, and waited in order to see you.

Why? he asked, much surprised. The refusal of her name, her determination to conceal her identity, her friendship for Maud, and her intimate acquaintance with thing Servian, all combined to puzzle him to the verge of distraction. Who was she? What was she?

The mystery of the Doctor and his daughter was an increasing one. His pretended ignorance of certain facts had been unmasked by her in a manner which showed that she was aware of the actual truth. Was she really a secret messenger from the girl he loved so devotedly — the girl with whom he had last walked and talked with in the quietness of the London sundown in Nevern Square?

He glanced again at her pretty but mysterious face. She was a lady — refined, well-educated, with tiny white hands and well-shod feet. There was nothing of the artificial chic of the Parisienne about her, but a quiet dignity which seemed almost incongruous in one so young. Indeed, he wondered that she was allowed about in the streets of Paris alone, without a chaperone.

Her piquante manner, and her utter disregard of all conventionality, amused him. True, she was older than Maud but most possibly her bosom friend. If so, Maud was probably in hiding in Paris, and this pretty girl had been sent to him as Cupids messenger.

I wanted to see you on a matter which closely concerns Mr Statham.

Anything that concerns Mr Statham concerns myself, Miss Lorena, he said. I am his confidential secretary.

I have ascertained that, otherwise I would not have dared to speak to you. I want to warn you.

Of what?

Of a deeply-laid conspiracy to wreck Mr Stathams life, she said. There have arisen recently two men who are now determined to lay bare the secret of the millionaires past, in revenge for some old grievance, real or fancied.

For the purposes of blackmail — eh? he asked. Every rich man is constantly being subjected to attempted blackmail in some form or other.

No. They have no desire to obtain money. Their sole intention is to expose Mr Statham.

Most men who are unsuccessful are eager to denounce the methods of their more fortunate friends, he said, smiling. Mr Statham has no fear of exposure, I assure you. The girl looked him straight in the face with a long, steady gaze.

Ah! I see? she exclaimed, after a pause. You treat me as an enemy, Mr Rolfe; not as a friend.


Chapter Thirty Six.

The Locked Door in Park Lane.
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EXCUSE ME, MISS Lorena, I do not, he declared quickly. Only we have heard so many threats of exposure that to cease to regard them seriously. Mr Stathams high reputation is sufficient guarantee to the public.

I quite admit that, answered the girl. It is not the present that is in question, but the past.

In these days of hustle, a mans past matters but little. It is what he is, not what he was, which the public recognise.

Personally, she said, I hold Mr Statham in highest esteem. I have never met him, its true, but I have knowledge of certain kind and generous actions on his part, actions which have brought happiness and prosperity to those who have fallen upon misfortune. For that reason I resolved to speak to you and warn you of the plot in progress. Do you happen to know a certain Mr John Adams?

Rolfe started, and stared at her. What could she know of the Damoclean sword suspended over the house of Statham?

Well, he answered guardedly, I once met a man of that name, I think.

Recently?

About a month ago.

You knew nothing of him prior to that?

Rolfe hesitated. Well, no, he replied.

He made pretence of being friendly with you.

Yes. But to tell you the truth I was somewhat suspicions of him. What do you know of him? Tell me.

I happen to be well acquainted with him, the girl responded. It is he who has arisen like one from the grave, and intends to avenge the wrong which he declares that Mr Statham had done him.

Recently?

No, years ago, when they were abroad together — and Mr Statham was still a poor man.

Charlie Rolfe was silent. He knew Adams; he knew, too, that evil was intended. He had warned old Sam Statham, but the latter had not heeded. Adams had had the audacity to approach him in confidence, believing that he might be bought over. When he had discovered that the millionaires secretary was incorruptible, he openly declared his sinister intentions.

I had no idea you were acquainted with Adams, he said, still puzzled to know who she was, and what was her motive.

I happen to know certain details of the plot, she answered.

And you will reveal them to me? he asked in quick anxiety.

Upon certain conditions.

And what are they? I am all attention.

The first is that you will not seek to learn the identity of the person who is associated with Mr Adams in the forthcoming exposure; and the second is that you say nothing to Mr Statham regarding our secret meeting.

Why? he asked, not quite understanding the reason of her last stipulation. I thought you wished to warn Mr Statham?

No. I warn you. You can take measures of precaution, on Mr Stathams behalf without making explanation.

Mr Statham has already seen John Adams and recognised him. He is already forewarned.

And he has not taken any steps in self-defence? she cried quickly.

Why need he trouble?

Why, because that man Adams has sworn to hound him to self-destruction.

Rolfe shrugged his shoulders, and replied:

Mr Statham has really no apprehension of any unpleasantness, Miss Lorena. It is true that in the old days the two men were friends, and, apparently, they quarrelled. Adams was lost for years to all who knew him, and now suddenly reappears to find his old acquaintance wealthy beyond the dreams of avarice, and seeks, as many more before him have done, to profit by his former friendship.

Or enmity, added the girl, lowering her sunshade a little until for a moment it hid her features. I do not think you realise the dastardly cunning of the plot in progress. It has not only as its object the ruin of the credit of the house of Statham Brothers, but the creation of a scandal which Mr Samuel Statham will not dare to face. He must either fly the country, or commit suicide.

Well?

The latter is expected by the two men who have combined and are now perfecting their ingenious conspiracy. It is believed by them that he will take his own life.

Charlie Rolfe reflected for a moment. He recollected old Sams terrible agitation on the day when he recognised John Adams leaning against the railings of the Park. Of late, the great financier had betrayed signs of unusual nervousness, and had complained several times of insomnia. To his secretary knowledge he had spent two nights that very week in walking the streets of London from midnight until dawn, ostensibly to do charitable actions to the homeless, but in reality because his mind was becoming unbalanced by the constant strain of not knowing from one moment to another when Adams would deal his staggering blow.

Had there been any question of blackmail, the aid of solicitors and of Scotland Yard could have been invoked. But there had been no threat beyond the statement made openly to Rolfe by the man who intended to encompass the ruin of the eccentric millionaire and philanthropist.

I think, Miss Lorena, that we need have no fear of Mr Statham doing anything rash, he said. But why is it hoped that he will prefer to take his life rather than face any exposure?

Because they will profit by his death — profit to an enormous degree.

But how can Adams profit? He has had no dealings with Mr Statham of late.

Not Adams, but his friend. The latter will become wealthy.

And may I not know his name?

No. That is the stipulation which I make. For the present it is sufficient that you should be made aware of the broad lines of the plot, and that its main object is the death of Samuel Statham.

And you wish me to tell him all this?

Certainly, only without explaining that I was your informant.

Why do you wish to conceal the fact, Miss Lorena? he asked. Surely he would be only too delighted to be able to thank you for your warning?

She shook her head, saying:

If it were known that I had exposed their plans it would place me in peril. They are determined and relentless men, who would willingly sacrifice a woman in order to gain their ends, which in this case is a large fortune.

And you will not tell me the name of Adamss associate in the matter?

No. I — I cannot do that. Please do not ask me, she answered hurriedly.

Rolfe was again silent for a few moments. At last he asked:

Cannot you tell me something of the past relations between Adams and Statham? You seem to know all the details of the strange affair.

Adams makes certain serious allegations which he can substantiate. There is a certain witness whom Mr Statham believes to be dead, but who is still alive, and is now in England.

A witness — of what? asked Rolfe quickly.

Of the crime which Adams alleges.

Crime — what crime? ejaculated the young man in surprise, staring at his pretty companion.

Some serious offence, but of what nature I am not permitted to explain to you.

Why not, Miss Lorena? You must! Remember that Mr Statham is in ignorance of this — I mean that Adams intends to charge him with a crime. Surely the position is most serious! I imagined that Adamss charges were criticism of Mr Stathams methods of finance.

Finance does not enter into it at all, said the girl. The delegation is a secret crime by which the millionaire laid the foundation of his fortune; a crime committed abroad, and of which there are two witnesses still living, men who were, until a few weeks ago, believed to be dead.

But you tell me that Adamss associate will, if Mr Statham commits suicide, profit to an enormous amount. Will you not explain? If this is so, why have they not attempted to levy blackmail? If the charge has foundation — which I do not for one moment believe — then surely Mr Statham would be prepared to make payment and hush up the affair? He would not be human if he refused.

The pair are fully alive to the danger of any attempt to procure money by promise of secrecy, she replied. They have already fully considered the matter, and arrived at the conclusion that to compel Mr Statham to take his own life is the wiser and easier course.

You seem to be in their confidence, Miss Lorena? he said, gazing at the pretty girl at his side.

Yes, I am. That is why I am unable to reveal to you the name of Adamss companion, she replied. All I can tell you is that the intention is to make against him a terrible charge of which they possess evidence which is, apparently, overwhelming.

Then you know the charge it is intended to bring against him — eh?

Yes, was her prompt answer. To me it seems outrageous, incomprehensible — and yet—

Well?

And yet, if it is really true, it would account to a very great degree for Mr Stathams eccentricity of which Ive so often read in the papers. No one enters his house in Park Lane. Is not that so?

He is shy, and does not care for strangers, was Rolfes response.

But it said in the paper only a week ago that nobody has ever been upstairs in that house except himself. There is a door on the stairs, they say, which is always kept locked and bolted.

And if that is so?

Well — have you ever been upstairs, Mr Rolfe. Tell me; Im very anxious to know.

I make no secret of it, was his reply, smiling the while. I have never been upstairs. Entrance there is forbidden.

Even to you — his confidential secretary?

Yes, even to me.

And yet there are signs of the upstairs rooms being occupied, she remarked. I have seen lights there myself, as Ive passed the house. I was along Park Lane late one evening last week.

So you have been recently in London?

London is my home. I am only here on a visit, was her reply. And ascertaining you were coming here, I resolved to see you.

And has this serious allegation which Adams intends to bring any connection with the mystery concerning the mansion?

Yes. It has.

In what way?

She paused, as though uncertain whether or not to tell the truth.

Because, she said at last, because I firmly believe, from facts known to me, that confirmation of the truth of Adamss charge will be discovered beyond that locked door!


Chapter Thirty Seven.

Max Barclay is Inquisitive.
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MISS ROLFE HAS left the firms employ, sir.

Left — left Cunningtons? gasped Max Barclay, staring open-mouthed at Mr Warner, the buyer.

Yes, sir. She left suddenly yesterday morning, repeated the dapper little man with the pen behind his ear.

But this is most extraordinary — to leave at a moments notice! I thought she was so very comfortable here. She always spoke so kindly of you, and for the consideration with which you always treated her.

It was very kind of her, Im sure, replied the buyer; but it is the rule here — a moments notice on either side.

But why? Why has she left?

Warner hesitated. He, of course, knew the truth, but he was not anxious to speak it.

Some little misunderstanding, I think.

With you?

Oh, dear no. She was called down to the counting-house yesterday morning, and she did not return.

Then shes been discharged — eh? asked Max in a hard voice.

I believe so, sir. At least, it would appear so.

And are they in the habit of discharging assistants in this manner — throwing them out of a home and out of employment at a moments notice? Is Mr Cunnington himself aware of it?

It would be Mr Cunnington himself who discharged her, was the buyers answer. No other person has authority either to engage or discharge.

But there must be a reason for her dismissal! exclaimed Max.

Certainly. But only Mr Cunnington knows that.

Can I see him?

Well, at this hour hes generally very busy indeed; but if you go down to the counting-house in the next building, and ask for him, he may give you a moment.

Thank you, Mr Warner, Barclay said, a little abruptly, and, turning on his heel, left the department.

She hasnt told him evidently, remarked one girl-assistant to the other. Im sorry Rolfies gone. She wasnt half a bad sort. She was old Warners favourite, too, or her young gentleman would never have been allowed to talk to her in the shop. If you or I had had a young man to come and see us as she had, wed have been fired out long ago.

I wonder who her young man really is, remarked the second girl, watching him as he strode out, a lithe figure in a well-cut suit of grey tweeds.

Well, hes a thorough gentleman, just like her brother, remarked her companion. I saw him in his motor-boat up at Hampton the Sunday before last. Hes completely gone on her. I wonder whatll happen now. I dont think much of the new girl; do you? Does her hair awfully badly. Unconscious of the criticism he had evoked, Max Barclay descended the stairs, passed through the long shops — crowded as they always were in the afternoon — into the adjoining building, and sought audience of the titular head of the great firm.

After waiting for some time in an outer office he was shown in. The moment he asked his question Mr Cunnington grasped the situation.

I very much regret, sir, that it is not my habit to give information to a second party concerning the dismissal of any of my assistants. If the young lady applies for her character, she is perfectly entitled to have it.

But I apply for her character, said Max promptly.

You are not an employer, sir. She has not applied to you for a situation.

No; but I may surely know the reason she has left your service? Max pointed out. Her brother, who is abroad just now, is my most intimate friend.

Mr Cunnington stroked his dark beard thoughtfully, but shook his head, saying:

I much regret, Mr Barclay, that I am unable to give you the information you seek. Would it not be better to ask the young lady herself?

But she has left, and I have no idea of her address! exclaimed Barclay. Can you furnish me with it?

The head of Cunningtons, Limited, took up the telephone receiver and asked for a certain Mr Hughes, of whom he made inquiry if Miss Rolfe had left her address.

There was a wait of a few moments, then Mr Cunnington turned and said:

The young lady left no address. She was asked, but refused to give one.

Maxs heart sank within him. She had been dismissed at an instants notice, and was lost to him. He turned upon Mr Cunnington in quick anger and said:

So I am to understand that you refuse me all information concerning her?

I merely adhere to my rule, sir. Any dismissal of my assistants is a matter between myself and the person dismissed. I am not called upon to give details or reasons to outsiders. I regret that I am very busy, and must wish you good afternoon.

Max Barclay bit his lip. He did not like the brisk, business-ike air of the man.

I shall call upon Mr Statham, whom I happen to know, he said. And I shall invoke his aid.

You are perfectly at liberty to do just as you like, my dear sir. Even Mr Statham exercises no authority over the assistants in this establishment. It is my own department and I brook no interference.

Max did not reply, but left the office and strode out into Oxford Street, pushing past the crowd of women around the huge shop-windows admiring the feminine finery there displayed so temptingly.

Marion — his Marion — had disappeared. She had been dismissed — in disgrace evidently; probably for some petty fault or for breaking one of the hundred rules by which every assistant was bound. He had always heard Mr Cunnington spoken of as a most lenient, and even generous, employer, yet his treatment of Marion had been anything but just or humane.

When he thought of it his blood boiled. Charlie was away, he knew. He had telephoned to his rooms that very morning, but his man had replied that his master had left hurriedly for the Continent — for Paris, he thought.

At the corner of Bond Street he halted, and glanced at his watch. Should he try and find Charlie by telegraph or should he take the bull by the horns and go and see old Sam Statham. His well-beloved had disappeared. Would the old financier assist him to discover the truth?

He was well aware that for a comparative stranger to be deceived in that big house in Park Lane was exceptional. Old Levi had his orders, and few among the many callers ever placed their foot over the carefully-guarded threshold. Still, he resolved to make the attempt, and, with that object, jumped into a taxi-cab which happened at the moment to be passing.

Alighting at the house, he presented his card to old Levi, who opened the door, and asked the favour of a few moments conversation with Mr Statham? The old servant scrutinised the card closely, and took stock of the visitor, who, noticing his hesitation, added: Mr Statham will remember me, I believe.

Levi asked him into the hall, with a dissatisfied grunt, and disappeared, to return a few moments later, and usher the visitor into the presence of the millionaire.

Old Samuel, who had been dozing over a newspaper in the his easy-chair near the fireplace, rose, and, through his spectacles, regarded his visitor with some suspicion. The blinds were drawn, shading the room from the afternoon sun, therefore Max found the place was in comparative darkness after the glare outside.

In a few moments, however, when his eyes grew accustomed to the semi-darkness, he saw the old fellow wave his hand in the direction of a chair, saying:

Im very glad you called, Mr Barclay — very glad. Indeed, curiously enough, I intended to write to you only yesterday upon a business matter, but I was too busy.

Barclay seated himself, full of surprise that the great financier should wish to consult him upon any business matter.

Well, Mr Statham, he said, I may as well tell you at once that I am here to seek your kind assistance and help in a purely personal matter — a matter which closely concerns my own happiness.

Statham pricked up his ears. He knew what was coming. Marion Rolfe had told him of her visit there.

Well? he asked coldly, in a changed manner.

You possibly are unaware that I am engaged to be married to Marion Rolfe, the sister of your secretary, a young lady in whom you were kind enough to take an interest am obtain for her a situation at Cunningtons.

The old man nodded, his countenance sphinx-like.

The lady in question has been dismissed by Mr Cunnington at a moments notice, and he refuses to tell me the reason of his very remarkable action. I want you to be good enough to obtain a response for me.

And where is the young lady? asked the wary Statham.

Nobody knows. She would leave no address.

Then you are unaware of her whereabouts?

She has disappeared.

Extraordinary! the old fellow remarked, reflecting deeply for a moment.

Yes. I cannot imagine why, in the circumstances, she has not written to me, Max declared, the expression upon his face betraying his deep distress.

It is certainly somewhat strange, the old man agreed. Girls at Cunningtons are not often discharged in that manner. Cunnington himself is always most lenient. Have you seen him?

Yes; and he absolutely refuses any information.

In that case, Mr Barclay, I dont see very well how I can assist you. The management and organisation of the concern are left to him, as managing director. I really cannot interfere.

But was it not through you that Marion, without previous experience or apprenticeship, was engaged there?

Yes; I have some recollection of sending a line of recommendation to Cunnington, was the millionaires response. But, of course, my interest ended there. My secretary asked me to write the note, and I did so.

Then you really cannot obtain for me the information I desire?

But why are you so inquisitive — eh? snapped the old man. Surely the lady will tell you the reason of her dismissal!

I dont know where she is.

A fact which is — well — rather curious — shall we designate it? the old man remarked meaningly.

You mean to imply that her instant dismissal has cast a slur upon her character, and that she fears to meet me lest she be compelled to tell me the truth? he said slowly as the suggestion dawned upon him. Ah! I see. You refuse to help me, Mr Statham, because — because I love her.

And his face became pale, hard-set, and determined.


Chapter Thirty Eight.

Friend or Foe?
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THE TWO MEN were silent for some moments. Statham was watching his visitors face. To him it was, at least, satisfactory to know that Marion had disappeared, fearing to let her lover know the reason of her sudden dismissal lest he should misjudge her.

Truth to tell, he had anticipated that she would have gone straight to Barclay and told him the truth. Within himself he acknowledged that he had played the poor girl a scoundrelly trick, but consoled himself with the thought that when a mans life was at stake, as his was, any mode of escape became justifiable.

At last the old man stirred in his chair, and, turning to Max, said:

Please understand plainly it is not because I refuse to help you, but because it is not within my province to dictate to Cunnington replies regarding his assistants.

But you hold a controlling interest in the firm, declared the other.

That may be so, but I have nothing to do with the details of organisation, he replied. No, Mr Barclay, let us end this matter with an expression of my regret at being unable to assist you. Perhaps, however, I may be able to do so in another direction.

In another direction! he echoed. How?

In a small matter of business.

Max Barclay was both surprised and interested. He knew quite well that Statham could if he wished, give him previous knowledge that would enable him to make a considerable coup. Ignorance of Marions visit to the old man or the cause of her dismissal allowed him to regard the millionaire with feelings of friendliness, and to reflect that, after all, he had no power to dictate to Cunnington.

You know, Mr Barclay, he said, I frequently obtain confidential knowledge of what is transpiring in the world of finance. The other day it came to my ears, through a source it is unnecessary to mention, that the Adriatic railway concession has been placed before you.

Max opened his eyes. He believed that not a soul except the man who had joined him in partnership was aware of this. The information must have come from Constantinople, he thought.

That is true, he admitted.

A big thing! remarked the old man in his croaking voice. A very big thing indeed — means prosperity to the Balkan countries. But pardon me if I ask one or two questions. Do not think I have any intention of going behind your back, or attempting to upset your plans. I merely ask for information, because, as perhaps you know, there is but one man in London who could float such a thing, and it is myself.

I know, Mr Statham, that we shall be compelled to come to you when we have the concession all in order.

You will, he said with a smile. But can you, without injury to yourself, tell me who is your associate in this business?

A Frenchman — Mr Jean Adam, of Constantinople. Stathams face never moved a muscle. Of this he was already quite well aware.

An old friend of yours, I suppose?

Not — not exactly an old friend. I met him for the first time about a month or so ago, responded Max.

And what do you know of him?

Nothing much except that I believe him to be a man of the highest integrity and the possessor of many friends interested in high finance.

Oh! and what causes you to believe that?

Well, we first met in Paris, where, having mooted the idea of a partnership, he introduced me to several well-known people, among them Baron Tellier, who arranged the match monopoly of Turkey, and Herr Hengelmann, of Frankfort, whom, no doubt, you know as the concessionaire of the German railway from the Bosphorus to Bagdad.

The old man gave vent to a dissatisfied grant.

Both men stand very high in the financial world, do they not? Max asked.

Well — they did, replied old Sam, smiling.

Did? What, have they gone under?

No. Only Hengelmann has been in his coffin fully two years, and the Baron died at Nice last winter.

What? cried Max, starting forward.

I repeat what I say, Mr Barclay. Your friend Adam has been indulging in a pretty fiction.

Are you sure? Are you quite sure they are dead?

Most certainly. I was staying in the same hotel at Nice when the Baron died, and I followed him to the grave. He was a great friend of mine.

Max Barclay sat stunned. Until that moment he had believed in Jean Adam and his plausible tales, but he now saw how very cleverly he had been deceived and imposed upon.

Youre surprised, he laughed. But you must remember that you can get a decent suit of gentlemanly clothes for five pounds, and visiting-cards are only two shillings a hundred. People so often overlook those two important facts in life. Thousands of men can put off their identity with their clothes.

But Adam — do you happen to know him? Max asked. If you do, it will surely be a very friendly act to tell me the truth.

Well, replied the elder man with some hesitancy, I may as well tell you at once that the Sultan has never given any concession for the railway from Nisch to San Giovanni di Medua to cross Turkish territory — and will never give it. He fears Bulgaria and Servia too much, for he never knows what Power may be behind them. And, after all, who can blame him? Why should he open his gates to an enemy? Albania is always in unrest, for in the north the Christians predominate, and there is bound to be trouble ere long.

Then you believe that the whole thing is a fiction?

Most certainly it is. If there was any idea of the Sultan giving an iradé, I should most certainly know of it. I have good agents in Constantinople. No. Take it from me that the concession will never be given. It is not to Turkeys interest to allow the development of Servia and Bulgaria, therefore your friends pretty tale is all a fairy story.

Then why is he pressing me to go out to Constantinople? Max asked.

Statham shrugged his shoulders, indicative of ignorance.

Perhaps he thinks you will plank down money? he suggested.

He wants nothing until I myself am satisfied with the bonâ fides of the business.

Stuff on his part, most likely. Hes a past-master of the art.

How well do you know him?

Sufficiently well to have nothing to do with him.

Then that accounts for his refusal to allow me to confide in you, said Barclay. I see the reason now.

Of course, act just as you think fit. Only recollect that what Ive told you is bed-rock fact. The man who calls himself Adam is a person to be avoided.

Have you had dealings with him?

Just once — and they had a very unpleasant result.

He reflected upon certain remarks and criticisms which the Frenchman had uttered concerning Statham and his normal methods. In the light of what he now knew, he saw that the two men were enemies. It seemed as though one man wished to tell him something, and yet was hesitant.

Have you put any money into the scheme? the millionaire asked.

Not yet.

Then dont. Tell him to take it somewhere else. Better still, tell him to bring it to me. You need not, however, say that it is I who warned you. Leave him in the dark in that direction. Hes a clever fellow — extraordinarily clever. Who is with him now?

Well, he has a friend named Lyle — a mining engineer.

Leonard Lyle — a hunchback? asked Statham quickly.

The millionaires countenance went a trifle paler, and about the corners of his thin lips was a hard expression. To him, the seriousness of the conspiracy was only too apparent.

Those two men intended that he should be driven to take his own life — to die an ignominious death.

Youve spoken to this man Lyle? he asked in as steady a voice as he could.

Once or twice. He seems to possess a very intimate knowledge of Servia, Bulgaria, and European Turkey. Is he an adventurer like Adam?

Not exactly, was the rather ambiguous reply. But his association with Adam shows plainly that fraud is intended.

But why does he want me to go post-haste out to Turkey? queried Max, who had risen from his chair in the excitement of this sudden revelation which caused his brilliant scheme to vanish into thin air.

To induce confidence, I expect he would have introduced you to some men wearing fezzes, and declared them to be Pashas high in favour at the Yildiz Kiosk. Then before you left Constantinople he would have held you to your bargain to put money into the thing. Oh! never fear, you would have fallen a victim in one way or another. So its best that you should know the character of the two men with whom you are dealing. Take my advice; treat them with caution, but refuse to stir from London. They will, no doubt, use every persuasion to induce you to go, but your best course is to hear all their arguments, watch the gradual development of their scheme, and inform me of it. Will you do it?

Will my information assist you in any way, Mr Statham?

Yes, it will — very materially, the old man answered.

I have revealed to you the truth, and I ask you, in return, to render me this little assistance. What I desire to know, is their movements daily, and how they intend to act.

Towards whom?

Towards myself.

Then they are associated against you, you believe?

I suspect them to be, the old man replied. I know them to be my enemies. They are, like thousands of other men, jealous of my success, and believe they have a grievance against me — one that is entirely unfounded.

And if I do this will you assist me to obtain knowledge of the reason why Marion Rolfe has been dismissed? asked Max eagerly.

The old man hesitated, but only for a second. It was easy enough to give him a letter to Cunnington, and afterwards to telephone to Oxford Street instructions to the head of the firm to refuse a reply.

So, consenting, he took a sheet of note-paper, and scribbled a few lines of request to Mr Cunnington, which he handed to Max, saying:

There, I hope that will have the desired effect, Mr Barclay. On your part, remember, you will keep in with Adam and Lyle, and give me all the information you can gather. I know how to repay a friendly service rendered to me, so you are, no doubt, well aware. You will be welcome here at any hour. I shall tell Levi to admit you.

Thats a bargain, the younger man asserted. When will Rolfe return?

To-morrow, or next day. Hes in Paris. Shall I tell him you wish to see him?

Please.

But say nothing regarding Adam or his friend. Our compact is a strictly private one, remember.

And then Max, grasping the hands of the man whom he believed was his friend, placed the note in his pocket and went out into the blazing hot September afternoon.

As he disappeared along the pavement the old millionaire watched him unseen from behind the blind.

To the friendship of that man — that man whom I have wronged — I shall owe my life, he murmured aloud.

And then, crossing to the telephone on his table, he asked for Mr Cunnington.


Chapter Thirty Nine.

The City of Unrest.
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TEN DAYS HAD passed since Charlie had met the mysterious Lorena in Paris.

To both Charlie and Max — though now separated by the breadth of Europe — they had been breathless, anxious, never-to-be-forgotten days.

The ominous words of Lorena ever recurred to him. Apparently the girl knew far more than she had told him, and her declaration that confirmation of Adamss charges would be found beyond that white-enamelled door in Park Lane gripped his senses. He could think of nothing else.

She had left him in the Rue de Rivoli, outside the Gardens, refusing her address or any further account of herself. She had warned him — that was, she said, all-sufficient.

He blamed himself a thousand times for not having followed her; for not having sought some further information concerning the peril of old Sam Statham.

Yet the afternoon following, just as he was about to drive from the Grand Hotel to the Gare du Nord, to return to London, one of the clerks from Old Broad Street had arrived, bearing a letter from the head of the firm, giving him instructions to proceed to Servia at once and transact certain business with the Government regarding certain copper concessions in the district of Kaopanik. The deal meant the introduction of a considerable amount of British capital into Servia, and had support from his Majesty King Peter downwards. Indeed, all were in favour save the Opposition in the Skuptchina, or Parliament, a set of unruly peasants who opposed every measure the Pashitch Government put forward.

The business brooked no delay. Therefore Charlie, that same night, entered the Orient express, that train of dusty wagons-lit which runs three times a week between Paris and Constantinople, and three days later arrived in Belgrade, the Servian capital.

He was no stranger in that rather pleasant town, perched high up at the junction of the Save with the broad Danube. The passport officer at Semlin station recognised him, and gave him a visa at once, and on alighting at Belgrade the little ferret-eyed man idling outside the station did not follow him, for he knew him by sight and was well aware that the Grand Hotel was his destination.

There are more spies in Belgrade than in any other city in Europe. So much foreign intrigue is ever in progress that the Servian authorities are compelled to support a whole army of secret agents to watch and report. Hence it is that the stranger, from the moment he sets foot in Belgrade to the moment he leaves it, is watched, and his every movement noted and reported. Yet all is so well managed that the foreigner is never aware of the close surveillance upon him, and Belgrade is as gay a town in the matter of entertaining and general freedom as, well, as any other you may choose to name.

During the days when, owing to the unfortunate events which terminated the reign of the half-imbecile King Alexander and the designing woman who became his Queen, when England had suspended diplomatic negotiations, the great stakes held in the country by Statham Brothers were in a somewhat precarious condition. For two years Servian finance had been in anything but a flourishing condition, but now, under the rule of King Peter, who had done his very utmost to reinstate his country in its former flourishing position, the confidence of Europe had been restored, and Statham Brothers were ready to make further investments.

In Charles Rolfe the great millionaire had the most perfect confidence. The letter he had sent him to Paris was clear and explicit in its instructions. If the concessions were confirmed by the Prime Minister Pashitch and the Council, a million dinars (or francs) were already deposited in the National Bank of Servia, and could be drawn at an hours notice upon Charlies signature.

So he drove to the Grand, the hotel with its great garish café, its restaurant where the sterlet is perhaps more delicious than at the Hermitage in Moscow, and its excellent Tzigane band. It was evening, so he ate a light meal, and, fagged out by the journey, retired early.

He tried to sleep, but could not. The noise and clatter of the café below, the weird strains of the gipsy music, the rattle of the cabs over the cobbles, all combined to prevent slumber.

And, over all, was the vivid recollection of that rather handsome girl who had called herself Lorena, and who had declared that the reason of Stathams peril lay behind the door which he always kept so carefully secured.

The hours passed slowly. He thought far more of Maud Petrovitch, and of what Lorena had told him, than of the business he had to transact on the morrow. He was there, in the city where Doctor Petrovitch had been worshipped almost as a demi-god, where the people cheered lustily as he drove out, and where he was called The Servian Patriot. Where was the statesman now? What was the actual truth of that sadden disappearance?

Why had not Maud written? Sorely she might at least have trusted him with her secret!

The noise below had died away, and he knew that it must be two oclock in the morning, the hour when the café closed. Presently there came a rap at his door, and the night-porter handed him a telegram. He tore it open mechanically, expecting it to be in cipher from old Sam, but instead saw the signature Max.

Scanning it eagerly, he held his breath. The news it contained staggered him. It stated that his sister Marion had been discharged from Cunningtons, and her whereabouts were unknown.

Have seen Statham, but cannot discover where your sister has gone. Can you suggest any friend she may have gone to visit? What shall I do? Am distracted. Wire immediately.

Marion left Cunningtons! Discharged, the telegram said. Was it possible, he thought, that old Sam would allow her discharge. He was certain he would not. He was his sisters friend, as he was his own.

Maxs telegram added further to the burden of mystery upon him. What could it all mean?

Marion has evidently left Cunningtons and disappeared! He tried to think to whom she would go in her distress. There was her Aunt Anne at Wimborne, her cousin Lucy who had married the bank manager at Hereford, and there was her old schoolfellow Mary Craven who had only recently married Pelham, the manager of an insurance company in Moorgate Street.

Those three addresses he wrote on a telegraph form, urging Max to make inquiry and report progress. This he despatched, and again threw himself down, full of dark forebodings.

If Marion had really been discharged, she was in some disgrace. What could it possibly be? That it was something which she dared not face was proved by the fact that she had not confided in Max. She knew Mauds place of concealment, without a doubt; therefore, what more natural than she should have joined her?

The whole affair was a complete enigma, rendered the more tantalising by the distance which now separated him from London.

Next morning he rose, took his coffee, and went out along the broad central boulevard, gay and lively in the sunlight, thronged by well-dressed ladies and smart officers in uniforms on the Russian model — as bright and pleasant a scene as can be witnessed anywhere outside Paris. Up the hill, past the royal palace, he went. In the royal garden, separated from the roadway by high iron railings, the band of the Guards were playing, and over the palace floated the royal standard, showing that his Majesty was in residence.

Adjoining the palace was a large square castellated building, painted white, and into this he turned, saluted by the gendarmes on duty. Ascending a broad flight of steps, he passed through the swing doors, presented his card, and was shown into the large antechamber of the President of the Council of Ministers, the strongest man in Servia, Monsieur Nicholas Pashitch.

The long windows commanded a wide view of the tows and of the broad Danube shining in the morning sun, while upon the walls of the sombre apartment with its floor of polished oak and antique furniture covered with crimson plush, was a portrait of King Peter and several full length paintings of dead and gone statesmen.

His Excellency is engaged for a few moments with the Turkish Minister, exclaimed a frock-coated secretary in French. But he will give msieur audience almost immediately. His Excellency was going to Pirot, but has remained in order to see you. He received your telegram from Budapest.

And so Charlie Rolfe remained, gazing out of the window upon the quaint eastern town, watching the phantasmagoria of life up and down its principal thoroughfare. A company of infantry, headed by their band, marched past, hot and dusty, on their return from the early morning manoeuvres which the King had attended, as was his daily habit; and as it passed out of his sight the long doors opened, and he was ushered into the adjoining room, the private cabinet of his Excellency the Premier, an elderly, pleasant-faced old gentleman with a long grey beard, who rose from his big writing-table to greet his visitor. The meeting was a most cordial one, his Excellency inquiring after the health of his old personal friend Mr Statham.

Then, at the Prime Ministers invitation, Charlie seated himself, and explained the nature of his mission. Monsieur Pashitch heard him with interest to the end. Then he said: Only yesterday his Majesty expressed to me his desire that we should attract British capital into Servia, therefore all that you tell me is most gratifying to us. Mr Statham, on his last visit here, had audience of his Majesty — on the occasion of the loan — and I think they found themselves perfectly in accord. The development of the Kaopanik has long been desired, and I will this afternoon inform his Majesty of your visit and your proposals.

Charlie then produced certain documents, reports of two celebrated mining engineers who had been sent out to Kaopanik by Statham Brothers, and these they discussed for a long time.

Presently Rolfe said:

By the way, your Excellency, have you heard of late anything from Doctor Petrovitch?

Petrovitch! exclaimed the old statesman, starting quickly. Petrovitch? No! he almost snapped.

He has been living in England quite recently, but of late — well, of late Ive lost sight of him. I know, he went on, that you and he had some little difference of opinion upon the Customs war with Austria.

Yes, we did, remarked the grey-bearded old gentleman, with a smile. We differed upon one point. Afterwards, however, I found that my ideas were unsound, and I admitted it in the Skuptchina. I heard that Petrovitch was in London. The King invited him to come to Belgrade about six months ago, as he wished to consult him in private, but he declined the invitation.

Why?

I think he feared on account of a political conspiracy which is known to have been formed against him. As you know, the Opposition are his bitter opponents.

And they are opponents of his Majesty also, Rolfe remarked.

Exactly — a fact which for the peace of Servia is most unfortunate.

Then you have no idea where I could find the Doctor?

Not the least. But— and he paused, thinking for a moment.

Well?

If I remember aright my wife told me that she had met his daughter Maud at dinner at the British Legation one night recently.

Then shes here — in Belgrade! Rolfe cried.

Im not quite certain. I did not pay much attention to what she told me. I was preoccupied with other things. But I will ask her, and let you know. Or you might ask the wife of the British Minister. You know her, of course?

Yes, Rolfe answered, excitedly. I will call upon her this afternoon. Im sure Im very much indebted to your Excellency for this information.

And his spirits rose again at the thought that his sweet-faced well-beloved was safe and well, and that, in all probability, she was actually in that city.


Chapter Forty.

Gives a Clue.
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THAT AFTERNOON, AT as early an hour as he decently could, he called at the British Legation, the big white mansion in the centre of the town. Both Sir Charles Harrison, the Minister, and his charming wife were well-known to him, for more than once he had been invited to dine on previous visits to Belgrade.

The Minister was out, but Lady Harrison received him in the big drawing-room on the first floor, a handsome apartment filled with exquisite Japanese furniture and bric-à-brac, for, prior to his appointment to Belgrade, the Minister had been Secretary of the British Embassy in Tokio.

The first greetings over, Charlie explained the object of his call. Whereupon the Ministers wife replied:

I think Mr Pashitch is mistaken, Mr Rolfe. I havent seen Maud Petrovitch for quite a year. She was on a visit to her aunt, Madame Constantinovitch, about a year ago, and used to come here very often.

Charlies hopes fell again.

Perhaps the Minister-President has made a mistake. It may have been at some other house Madame Pashitch met the Doctors daughter, he said.

Well, if she were in Belgrade she surely would come to see me. All her friends come to me on Thursdays, as you know, replied the Ministers wife, as the man brought in tea — with lemon — in the Russian style.

He glanced around the handsome room, and recollected the brilliant receptions at which he had been present. The British Legation was one of the finest mansions in Belgrade, and Sir Charles gave weekly dinners to the diplomatic corps and his personal friends. He and his wife entertained largely, to keep up the prestige of Great Britain amid that seething area of intrigue, political conspiracy, and general unrest.

Within a small room off the drawing-room, which was Sir Charles private den, many a diplomatic secret had been brewed, and many an important matter affecting the best interests of Servia had been decided. Surely the post of Belgrade was one of the most difficult in the whole range of British diplomacy abroad.

Before Charlie rose to go Sir Charles entered, a middle-aged, merry, easy-going man, who greeted him cheerily, saying: — 

Hullo, Rolfe! Whod have thought of seeing you here? and how is Mr Statham? When will he buy us all up to-day?

Rolfe briefly explained the nature of his mission to the ex-President, and then, after a few minutes chat, followed his host into the smaller room for a cigarette and chat. Eventually Rolfe, lying back in an easy-chair, said: Do you know, Sir Charles, a very curious thing has happened recently in London?

Oh, I see by the papers that lots of curious things have happened, was the diplomats reply, as he smiled upon his guest.

Oh, yes; I know. But this is a serious matter. Doctor Petrovitch and his daughter Maud have disappeared.

Sir Charles raised his eyebrows, and was in a moment serious.

Disappeared! Theres been nothing about it in the papers.

No; it is being kept dark. The police havent been stirred about it. It was only a sudden removal from Cromwell Road, but both father, daughter, and household furniture disappeared.

How? In what manner did the furniture disappear?

Rolfe explained, while Sir Charles sat listening open-mouthed.

Extraordinary! he ejaculated, when the younger man concluded. What can be the reason of it. Petrovitch is an old and dear friend of mine. Why, I knew him years ago when I was attaché here. He often wrote to me. The last letter I had was from London about four months ago.

And hes my friend also.

Yes; I know, was the others reply. It was whispered, Rolfe, that you were in love with the pretty Maud — eh?

I dont deny it?

Why should you, if you love her.

But shes disappeared — without a word.

And you are in search of her? Most natural. Well, Ill make inquiries and ascertain if shes been in Belgrade. I dont believe she has, or we should certainly have seen something of her. My wife is very fond of her, you know.

I fear theres been foul play? Rolfe remarked.

The Minister shrugged his shoulders.

Its curious, to say the least, isnt it? he observed. There, in confidence, Charlie told the Minister of Marions friendship with Maud, of the strange and mysterious confession on the night of the disappearance, and her steadfast refusal to betray the girls secret.

Sir Charles paused and reflected.

Political intrigue is at the bottom of this — depend upon it, Rolfe, he said at last. Petrovitch has enemies here, unscrupulous enemies, who would not hesitate to attempt his life. They fear that if he returns to power as the King had invited him, they will find themselves prisoners in the fortress — and that means death, as you know. When the Doctor acts, he acts boldly for the benefit of his country. He would make a clean sweep of his enemies once and for all.

Then you think theyve anticipated this, and killed him in secret? cried Rolfe.

It is, I fear, quite possible, was the diplomats reply.

What causes you to believe this?

I possess secret knowledge.

Of a plot against him?

He was fully aware of it himself. That is why he lived in England, the Minister replied.

But, surely, if he knew this, he might have taken steps for his self-protection! Rolfe exclaimed. The fact that his furniture was spirited away to some unknown place makes it almost appear as though he was in accord with the conspirators.

No; I think not. The conspirators removed his furniture in order to prevent undue inquiries as to the Doctors disappearance. The emptying of the house may have been one to make it appear to the police that the Doctor had suddenly removed — perhaps to avoid his creditors.

Rolfe shook his head. His opinion hardly coincided with that of the British diplomat. Besides, Max Barclays story of having seen a man there closely resembling him wanted explanation. With what motive had an unknown man represented him on the night in question?

Maud Petrovitch has never written to you? asked Harrison.

Not a line.

The Minister pursed his lips.

Well, he said, Im perfectly sure if shes been in Belgrade she would certainly have come to see us. My wife used to have frequent letters from her in London.

I have not told Lady Harrison the reason of my inquiry — or any of the facts, Rolfe said. I thought I would leave it to you to tell her if you think proper. Up to the present, the Doctors disappearance has been kept secret between my friend Max Barclay, who was the Doctors most intimate chum in London, and myself.

At present I shall not tell my wife, declared the diplomat. He was a man of secrets, and knew how to keep one. Who is Max Barclay? asked the Minister, after a pause. Rolfe explained, but said nothing regarding his engagement to his sister Marion. To it all Sir Charles listened attentively, without comment.

At last, after a long silence, he said:

Well, look here, Rolfe. A sudden thought has occurred to me. I think it possible that to-morrow, in a certain quarter, I shall be able to make a confidential inquiry regarding the whereabouts of the Doctor. All that youve told me interests me exceedingly, because I have all along believed that very shortly Petrovitch was returning to power and join forces with Pashitch.

But didnt they quarrel a short time ago? Rolfe remarked.

Oh, a mere trifle. It was nothing. The Austrian press made a great stir about it, as they always do. All news from Servia emanates from the factory across the river yonder, at Semlin. If the journalists dared to put foot on, Servian soil theyd soon find themselves under arrest, I can tell you. No, the broad lines of policy of both Petrovitch and Pashitch are identical. They intend to develop the country by the introduction of foreign capital. The king himself told me so at an audience I had a month ago. He then told me, in confidence, that he had invited the Doctor to return and rejoin the Ministry. That is why I firmly believe that the poor Doctor, one of the best and most straightforward statesmen in Europe, has fallen a victim to his enemies.

Then you will set to work to discover what is known among the Opposition? urged the young man.

I promise you I will. But, of course, in strictest confidence, was the Ministers reply. Petrovitch is my friend, as well as yours. I know only too well of the bitter enmity towards him in some quarters, especially among the partisans of the late king and a certain section of the Opposition in the Skuptchina. Mention of his name there causes cheers from the Government benches, but howls from the enemies of law and order. There was, some three years ago, a dastardly plot against his life, as you know.

No, I dont know it. I have never heard about it, was Rolfes reply.

Ah! he never speaks about it, of course, Sir Charles said, reflectively. While driving out at Topschieder with his little orphan niece, of whom he was very fond, a bomb was thrown at the carriage. The poor child was blown to atoms, the horses were maimed, the carriage smashed to matchwood, and the coachman so injure that he died within an hour. The Doctor alone escaped with nothing more serious than a cut across the cheek. But that terrible death of his dead sisters child was a terrible blow to him, and he has not been since in Belgrade. Because of that, I expect, he has hesitated to obey the kings command to return to office.

Awful! I never knew of that. Maud has never told me, said Rolfe. What blackguards to kill an innocent child! Was the man who threw the bomb caught?

Yes. And the conspiracy was revealed by me activity of the secret police. They made a report to the Minister of Justice, who showed it to me in confidence.

Then you actually know who threw the explosive?

I know also who was responsible for the dastardly conspiracy — who aided and abetted it, and who furnished the assassins with money and promised a big reward if they encompassed the Doctors death! said the Minister, slowly and seriously.

You do! Who? cried Rolfe.

It was someone well-known to you, was his reply. The inquiries made by the Servian secret police led them far afield from Belgrade. They traced the conspiracy to its source — a source which would amaze you, as it would stagger the world. And if I am not much mistaken, Rolfe, this second plot has been formed and carried out by the same person whose first plot failed!

A person I know? gasped the young man.


Chapter Forty One.

The Gateway of the East.
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THE DIPLOMAT WOULD say nothing more. When pressed by Charlie Rolfe he said that it was a surmise. Until the truth was proved he refused to speak more plainly.

You declare that the plot by which an innocent child died was formed by a friend of mine! the younger man exclaimed.

I tell you that such is my firm belief, Sir Charles repeated. To-morrow I will endeavour to discover whether the same influence that caused the explosion of the bomb at Topschieder is responsible for the Doctors disappearance.

But cannot you be more explicit? asked Rolfe. Who is the assassin — the murderer of children?

At present I can say no more than what I have already told you, was the diplomats grave response.

You believe that the same motive has led to the Doctors disappearance as was the cause of the bomb outrage at Topschieder?

I do.

Then much depends upon the Doctors death?

Very much. His enemies would reap a large profit.

His enemies in the Skuptchina, you mean?

Those — and others.

He had private enemies also — secret ones that were even more dangerous than the blatant political orators.

Then private vengeance was the cause?

No — not exactly; at least, I think not, Sir Charles replied. But please ask no more. I will tell you the truth when I have established it.

I wish I could discover where Maud is. Surely it is strange that the Prime Ministers wife should have said she met her lately here, in Belgrade.

Maud Petrovitch is not in Servia. I am certain of that point.

Why?

Because her father would never allow her to return here after that tragedy at Topschieder.

The assassin — the man who threw the bomb. Where is he?

In the fortress — condemned to a life sentence, the diplomat answered. He was caught while running away from the scene — a raw peasant from Valjevo, hired evidently to hurl the bomb. He was subjected to a searching examination, but would never reveal by whom he was employed. He was tried and condemned to solitary confinement, which he now is undergoing. You know the horrors of the fortress here, on the Danube, with its subterranean cells — eh?

Ive heard of them, responded the younger man. But even that fate is too humane for a man who would deliberately kill an innocent child!

A life sentence in the fortress is scarcely humane, the British Minister remarked grimly. No one has ever entered some of those underground dungeons built by the Turks centuries ago. Their horrors can only be surmised. To all outsiders, who have wished to inspect the place, the Minister of Justice has refused admission.

Then the assassin has only received his deserts.

The person who formed the plot and used the ignorant peasant as his cats-paw should be there too — or even instead of him, declared Sir Charles angrily. The peasant suffers, while the real culprit gets off scot-free and unknown.

Then he is still unknown? exclaimed Rolfe in surprise.

Save to perhaps three persons, of whom I am one.

And also the man who threw the bomb!

I have heard that the solitary confinement in a dark cell already worked its effect upon him. He is hopelessly insane.

Rolfe drew a long breath, and glanced around the cosy room with its long row of well-filled book-cases, its big writing-table, and its smaller tables filled with Japanese bric-à-brac, of which Sir Charles was an ardent collector.

In the silence that fell the footman tapped at the door and presented a card. Then Rolfe, declaring that he must go, rose, gripped the grey-haired Ministers hand, and extracting from him a promise to tell the truth as soon as he had established it, followed the smart English footman down the stairs.

That night, as he sat amid the clatter and music of the brilliantly lit Grand Café, he reflected deeply on all that had been told him, wondering who was the friend who had been responsible for the outrage, which had induced the Doctor to forsake his native land never to return. Servia was a country of intrigue and unrest, as is every young country. He looked around the tables at the gay crowd of smart officers with their ribbons and crosses upon their breasts and their well-dressed womenkind, and wondered whether any fresh conspiracy was in progress.

The rule of King Peter — maligned though that monarch had been — had brought beneficent reforms to Servia. And yet there was an opposition who never ceased to hurl hard epithets against him, and to charge him with taking part in a plot, of the true meaning of which he certainly had had no knowledge.

Belgrade is a city in which plots against the monarchy are hinted at and whispered in the corners of drawing-rooms, where diplomacy is a mass of intrigue, a city of spies and sycophants, of concession-hunters and political cliques. Gay, pleasant, and easy-going, with its fine boulevard, its pretty Kalamegdan Garden, and its spick-and-span new streets, it is different to any other capital of Europe; more full of tragedy, more full of plot and counter-plot.

Austria is there ever seeking by her swarm of secret agents to stir up strife and to organise demonstrations against the reigning dynasty. Germany is there seeking influence and making promises, while Bulgaria is ever watchful; Turkey is silent and spectral, and Great Britain looks on neutral, but noting every move of the deep diplomatic juggling of the Powers.

At night amid the clatter, the laughter, and the gipsy music of the Grand Café, with its billiard tables in the centre and its restaurant adjoining, the stranger would never dream of its close proximity to the tragedy of a throne. Just as the bright lights and calm, moonlit sea throw a glamour over that plague spot Monte Carlo, until the visitor believes that no evil can lurk in that terrestrial paradise, so in Belgrade is everything so pleasant, so happy, so careless that the stranger would never dream that the whole city sits ever upon the edge of a volcano, and that the red flag of revolt is ready at any, moment to be hoisted.

Charlie Rolfe knew Belgrade, and knew the tragedy that underlay its brightness. What greater tragedy could there be than the death of the innocent child blown to atoms by the bomb?

Who could be the culprit whom Sir Charles had told him was his friend. He had known the Doctor well, but not intimately as Max Barclay had done. Curious that Max had told him nothing concerning that tragic incident which had caused the Servian statesman and patriot to turn his back upon his beloved country and live in studious seclusion in England. Max had told him many things, but had never mentioned that subject.

Was Max Barclay the friend to whom Sir Charles had referred. Was it really possible? He held his breath, contemplating the end of his half-smoked cigar and wondering.

It was a strange suspicion. Of late, ever since Max had charged him with having been present at Cromwell Road on the night of the disappearance, he had somehow held aloof from the man to whom Marion was so devoted.

And now? Even she had disappeared! What could it mean?

Did Max Barclay really know how and why Marion had disappeared, and for motives of his own was making a mystery?

The message from Barclay worried him. Marion was missing. Why had she left Cunningtons? She must have left of her own accord, he felt confident. She would never be discharged. Sam Statham would never, for a moment, allow that.

A tall man with a fair, pointed beard approached him, raised his hat, and gripped his hand. It was Drukovitch, the director of the National Theatre, and a friend of his. The new-comer seated himself at the table, and the waiter brought a tiny glass of slivovitza, or plum gin, that liqueur so dear to the Servian palate. Drukovitch was one of the best-known and most popular men in Belgrade; a thorough-going cosmopolitan, and a man of the world. Sometimes he went to London, and whenever there Charlie entertained him at his club, or they went to the theatre and supped at the Savoy.

As they chatted, Rolfe explaining that he was in Servia upon financial matters as usual, Drukovitch nodded to the officers and civilians whom he knew, many of them famous for the part they had played in the recent coup détat. Some of them, indeed, wore the white-enamelled cross, which decoration marked them as partisans of the dynasty of the Karageorge. And meanwhile the orchestra were playing the popular waltz from The Merry Widow, the air haunting everybody and everyone.

That night there was a court hall at the Palace, and the forthcoming event was upon everyones lips. There was seldom any entertainment at the New Konak, for his Majesty led a very quiet life, the almost ascetic life of a soldier — riding out at dawn, attending to duties of state during the day, and retiring early.

Perhaps the most maligned man in all Europe, King Peter of Servia was, nevertheless, known to those intimate around the throne to be a most conscientious ruler, fully aware of all his responsibilities, and striving ever to pacify the various political factions, sustaining the prestige of Servia abroad, and ameliorating the condition of his people at home.

The truth regarding King Peter had never been written. Of libels and vile calumnies there had been volumes, but no journalist had ever dared to put into print the real facts of King Peters innocence of any connivance at the dastardly murder of Alexander and Draga.

Those who knew the real facts admired King Peter as a man and fearless patriot, but those who gathered their information from sensational newspapers and scurrilous books emanating from Austria believed every lie that the back-stairs scribes chose to write.

Drukovitch was one of the men who knew the truth, and many a time he had explained them to his friend, who, in turn, had told old Sam Statham, the hard-headed misanthrope whose prejudices were so strong, and yet the chords of whose heart-strings were so readily touched.

Sam had lent money to Servia — huge sums. And why? Because he knew his Majesty personally, and had heard from his own lips the story of his tragic difficulties and his high aspirations.

Once, indeed, in that silent study in Park Lane he had been reading a confidential report from Belgrade, predicting a black outlook, when he turned to his secretary and said:

Rolfe. There will be trouble in Servia. But even though I may lose the million sterling I have loaned it will not trouble me. I have tried to assist an honest man who is at the same time a philanthropist and a king.

Charlie Rolfe recollected these words at that moment as he sat amid the noise and chatter of the café, where, above every other sound, rose the sweet, tuneful strains of the waltz that had within the past few weeks gripped all Europe.

There was something bizarre, something incongruous with it all.

He was thinking of his lost love — his sweet-faced Maud with the unruly wisp of hair straying across her white brow.

Where was she? Ay, where was she?


Chapter Forty Two.

Advances a Theory.
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NEXT DAY, AND the next, Charlie called upon the British Minister, but could obtain no further information.

Sir Charles had failed to establish his suspicion, and therefore declined to say anything further.

Rolfe, on his part, had learned from Drukovitch the full details of the dastardly attempt upon the Doctors life at Topschieder, and how the little child had been blown to atoms. The escape of Petrovitch had been little short of miraculous, and it was now whispered that the conspiracy had no political significance, but was an act of private vengeance.

Whatever its motive might have been, it had had the desired effect of preventing the Doctor from returning to Servia.

In various quarters Rolfe made diligent inquiry, and established without a doubt that Maud Petrovitch had within the past ten days or so been in Belgrade.

A young officer of the Kings guard, a Lieutenant Yankovitch, had seen her in the Zar Duschanowa Uliza. He described her as wearing a white serge gown and a big black hat. She was walking with a short, elderly, grey-haired woman, undoubtedly a foreigner — English or American. He was marching with his company, or would have stopped and spoken to her.

Another person discovered by Drukovitch was a domestic who had once been in the Doctors service. She declared that early one morning when going from her home to the house in the Krunska where she was now employed, she met her young mistress Maud with the same elderly woman — a woman rather shabbily-dressed. The pair were passing the Russian Legation, and she stopped and spoke.

The young lady had told her that she was only on a flying visit to Belgrade, and that she was leaving again on the morrow. To the servants inquiries regarding the Doctor his daughter was silent, as though she did not wish to mention her father.

According to the servants description. Mademoiselle Maud looked very wan and pale, as though she had passed many sleepless nights full of anxiety and dread.

The Prime Ministers wife had no recollection of telling her husband about meeting the Doctors daughter. Somebody else must have mentioned it to the grey-bearded statesman, who, full of the cares of office, had forgotten who it had been.

A third person who had seen Maud, however, was one of the agents of secret police on duty at the railway station. It was this mans work to watch arriving passengers, and detail agents to watch any suspected to be foreign spies. According to his report, made to the chief of police, Mademoiselle Petrovitch arrived in Belgrade late one night with an elderly Englishwoman and a tall, thin man, probably a German. They hired a cab and drove out to an address near the Botanical Gardens, on the opposite side of the city. Recognising who she was, he did not instruct an agent to follow her. The two ladies returned to the railway station four days later and left again by the Orient express for Budapest.

The officials of the international express, in passing through Servia, are compelled to furnish to the secret police the names and nationalities of all passengers travelling. When the train arrives in Belgrade the commissario is always handed the list, which is filed for reference. Upon the list on that particular day was shown the names of Mademoiselle Maud Pavlovitch, of Belgrade, and Mrs Wood, of London.

The girl had only slightly disguised her name.

These results of Charlies inquiry showed quite plainly that his well-beloved was alive, and that she had been in Servia with some secret object. The police were unaware of the exact address near the Botanical Gardens where the couple stayed. It is only within their province to watch suspected foreigners. Of Servians they take no account.

Therefore, beyond the facts already stated, Rolfe could discover nothing.

Day after day he remained in Belgrade, sometimes spending the afternoon by going for a trip across the Danube to that dull and rather uninteresting frontier town of Hungary, Semlin, and always hoping to be able to discover something further — some clue to the strange disappearance of the Doctor, or the real reason why his Maud was so determined to hold aloof from him.

Thrice he received wild telegrams from Max Barclay, asking for information as to where he might best seek news of Marion. News of her? Her brother was just as staggered by her disappearance as was her lover.

He telegraphed that she might perhaps be at the house of an old servant of their fathers at Boston, in Lincolnshire. But next day came a report despatched from Boston that the good man and his wife had heard nothing of their late masters daughter.

Again to Bridlington he sent Max, to some friends there; but from that place came a similar response. Marion was, like Maud, in hiding! But why?

In the bright morning sunshine he strolled the streets, which were so full of quaint and interesting types. There in Belgrade, the gateway of the East, one saw the Servian peasant in his high boots, his white shirt worn outside his trousers, and his round, high cap of astrakhan. The better-class peasant wore his brown homespun, while the women with the gay coloured kerchiefs on their heads wore their heavy silver girdles and their ornaments reminiscent of the Turkish occupation. Big, burly men in scarlet waistbands and fur caps, women in pretty peasant costumes from the distant provinces, officers gay with ribbons and crosses, and ladies in gowns and hats that spoke mutely of Bond Street and the Rue de la Paix; all were seen in the ever moving panorama of that cosmopolitan little capital where East meets West.

The financial business which Charlie had come there to transact had already been concluded, to the mutual satisfaction of his Excellency the Prime Minister and of the grey-faced old misanthrope seated in the silent room in Park Lane. Many cables in cipher had been exchanged, and Charlie had placed his signature to half a dozen documents, which in due course would be countersigned with old Sams scrawly calligraphy. The stake of Statham Brothers in Servia represented considerably over one million sterling, and nobody had been more conscious of old Sams readiness to assist in the development of the countrys rich resources than his Majesty the King.

Upon a side table in Stathams study in Park Lane was a big autographed portrait in a silver frame, which King Peter had given him at his last audience. Therefore it was with feelings of gratification that Charlie heard from the Minister-Presidents lips the verbal message which the King had sent — a message of thanks to Mr Rolfe for doing all that he had done to arrive at a satisfactory arrangement whereby with English capital Servias wealth was to be exploited and work provided for her industrial population.

Though he knew that Maud Petrovitch was no longer in Belgrade, yet he still lingered on at the Grand Hotel amid all its clatter, its hustle, and its music. Truth to tell, he earnestly desired to obtain the truth from Sir Charles Harrison. For that dastardly attempt at Topschieder a friend of his was responsible!

It was the identity of the friend in question that he was deeply anxious to establish, so that in future he would know whom to doubt and whom to trust.

Was Max Barclay really his friend?

Hour upon hour he reflected upon that problem. He recollected incidents which, in his present state of mind, filled him with misgivings. Why had he openly charged him with having been present at the house in Cromwell Road after the disappearance of the Doctor and his daughter? Indeed, had he not practically charged him with opening the Doctors safe and abstracting its contents? He had not made the charge directly, it was true, but his remarks had certainly been made in a spirit of antagonistic suspicion.

A long letter from Max explained the sudden disappearance of Marion from Cunningtons, and begged him to give all information regarding any likely quarter where the girl had sought refuge. It was now plain enough to Charlie that his sister had been discharged from the establishment in Oxford Street — and in disgrace! In what disgrace?

When he read the letter in his room at the hotel, he crushed it in his hand with an imprecation upon his lips. Cunnington should answer to him for this indignity. He would compel the fellow to tell him the truth. His sisters honour was at stake.

Disgraced by her sudden discharge, she had disappeared. She had, no doubt, been ashamed to face the man who loved her, ashamed, too, to write to her brother. Instead, she preferred to go away and efface herself, as, alas! so many London shop-girls have done before her.

Charlie Rolfe knew the cruelty practised by many a shop-keeper in London in discharging their female employées at a moments notice. For a man it matters little. Perhaps, indeed, it is best for both parties. But for a helpless girl without friends, without money, and without home to be cast suddenly upon the great world of London, filled as it is with lures and temptations, is a grave sin which no tradesman ought to commit. And yet there are to-day in London and its suburbs hundreds of smug, top-hatted, frock-coated tradesmen, who, though pillars of their chapels and churches and stalking round the aisles with their plush collecting-bags on Sundays, will on six days in the week cast forth any poor girl in their employ without a grain of sympathy or compunction merely because she may break a rule, or even because she does not lie to customers sufficiently well to induce them to make purchases.

The general public are ignorant of the tyranny of shop-life in London. There have been strikes — strikes quickly suppressed because, by lifting his finger the employer is overwhelmed with assistants glad to live on a mere bread and butter wage — and those strikes have been treated humorously by the evening papers. Ah! the tragedy of it all.

Charles Rolfe, though secretary and trusted factotum of a millionaire, knew it all. His sister had been in a snug billet, one from which he had fondly believed she could never have been dislodged.

But the hard, bitter truth was now apparent. Even his own brotherly protection had availed her nothing. She had been consigned to disgrace.

It was with such bitter thoughts he resolved to return to London. He went to the telegraph office and sent a long message to Sam Statham, explanatory of what had occurred, and beseeching his intervention with Cunnington.

Through the night he waited, but received no response.

Then he went round in the morning to bid Sir Charles adieu.

Well, Rolfe! exclaimed the representative of the British Government; Im sorry youre off so quickly. My wife was asking you to dine to-morrow night — usual weekly dinner, you know.

And have you discovered nothing regarding Petrovitch? asked Charlie quickly.

Well, replied the diplomat, after a moments hesitation, to tell the truth, I have.

You have! gasped the young man eagerly. What? The other knit his brows, and was for a moment silent.

Something — something! he said, that is astounding. I — I cannot give it credence. It is all too amazing — too tragic — too utterly incomprehensible.


Chapter Forty Three.

The Lost Beloved.
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WEEKS HAD DRAGGED by. To Max Barclay they had been weeks of keen anxiety and unceasing search to discover traces of his lost beloved.

Once, and only once, had he seen Jean Adam, against whom Sam Statham had warned him. He had met the man of brilliant financial ideas by appointment at lunch at the Savoy, and had told him plainly that he had reconsidered the whole matter of the Turkish concession, and had decided to have nothing to do with it.

His excuse was lack of funds at that moment. To the old millionaire he owed a good deal for giving him the tip regarding the plausible Anglo-Frenchman. Adam, alias Adams, received Maxs decision without the alteration of a muscle of his face. He was a perfect actor, and betrayed no sign of surprise or of chagrin.

Well, my dear fellow, he remarked, raising his glass of Brauneberger and contemplating it before placing it to his lips; youre losing the chance of a lifetime. If Baron Hirsch had been alive he wouldnt have allowed such a thing to slip. When old Statham knows of it hell move heaven and earth to come in.

Max was silent. He did not allow his companion to know that Statham had been responsible for his refusal to join in the project.

Im sorry, too, he said. But just now Im rather pressed. I was hard hit last week over those Siberians.

But the money required is a mere bagatelle. I have mine ready.

I regret, answered Max, but my decision is final.

Very well, my dear fellow, replied Adam lightly. I dont want to persuade you. There are a thousand men in the City wholl be ready to put up money to-morrow morning.

And the pair finished their luncheon and parted, Adam, of course, entirely unsuspicious of the part Statham had played in upsetting his deeply-laid plans.

To every address which Marions brother had furnished he had gone at post-haste, only to draw blank every time. Charlie had, at Stathams instructions, gone first to Constantinople, then to Odessa and Batoum, after which he had returned direct to London.

In Odessa he had been met by a special messenger from the London office bearing a number of documents, and his business in that city had occupied him nearly a fortnight. Therefore it was early in October when, arriving by the evening train at Charing Cross from Paris, he took a cab straight to Park Lane.

In greeting him, old Sam was rather curious in his manner, he thought. There was a lack of cordiality. Usually, when he came off a long journey, the old fellow ordered Levi to bring the decanter of whisky and a syphon. But on this occasion the head of the great financial house merely sat in his chair at his desk and heard his secretarys report without even suggesting that he might be fagged by his rush across Europe.

Rolfe related, briefly and plainly, the various points upon which he had failed, and those upon which he had been successful. Some of his decisions had brought many thousands of pounds into the already overflowing coffers of Statham Brothers, and yet the old man made no sign. He heard all without any comment save now and then a grunt of satisfaction.

The younger man could not disguise from himself the fact that the millionaire was not himself. His face was paler and more transparent, while the green-shaded electric lamp shed upon it a hue that was unreal and ghastly. Old Levi, too, as he flitted in and out like a white-breasted shadow, seemed to regard him with unusual suspicion and distrust.

What could it all mean?

He looked from one to the other in puzzled surprise.

He was unaware that only on the previous night a thin, dark, bearded man had been ushered into that very room and had sat for two hours with the great financier. His countenance, his gestures, the cut of his clothes, all showed plainly that he was not English. Besides, the consultation was in French, a language which old Sam knew fairly well.

That man was a spy, and he was from Belgrade.

From the moment Charlie Rolfe had descended at the station to the moment he had left it, secret observation had been kept upon his movements. And to furnish the report to his master the spy had travelled from Servia to London. Samuel Statham trusted nobody. Even his most confidential assistant was spied upon, and his own reports compared with those of a spys.

More than once, as Charlie Rolfe, all unconscious of the surveillance upon him, related what had occurred in King Peters capital, the old man smiled — in disbelief. This the younger man could not understand. He was in ignorance of the great conspiracy in progress, or of the millionaires ulterior motives. The old mans face was sphinx-like, as it ever was — a countenance in which no single trait was visible, neither was there human joy or human sympathy. It was the face of a statue — the face of a man whose greed and avarice had rendered him pitiless.

And yet, strangely enough, this very man was, to Charlies knowledge, a philanthropist in secret, giving away thousands yearly to the deserving poor without any thought of laudatory comment of either press or public.

Samuel Statham was not well; of that Charlie felt assured. He noticed the slight trembling of the thin white hands, the fixed, anxious look in his eyes, the curl of the thin grey lips, all of which caused him anxiety. In his ignorance he had grown to be greatly fond of the eccentric old man who pulled so many of the financial wires of Europe and whose word could cause the stock markets to fluctuate. A scribbled word of his that night would be felt in Wall Street on the morrow, whilst the pulses of the Bourse of Berlin, Paris, and Vienna were ready at any moment to respond instantly to the transactions of Statham Brothers, often so gigantic as to cause a sensation.

Presently Sam Statham commenced his cross-questioning regarding the exact situation in Belgrade, the attitude of the Minister-President, and the strength of the Opposition in that wooden shed-like Parliament-house, the Skuptchina, of whom he had seen, and what information he had gathered regarding the tariff-war with Austria.

To all the questions Charlie replied in a manner which showed him to be perfectly alive to all the requirements of the firm. To those in Old Broad Street, City, secret information regarding the future policy of Servia means the gain or loss of many thousands, and though during his sojourn in the City of the White Fortress his mind had been so perturbed over his own private affairs, he had certainly not neglected those of the great firm who employed him.

The old man gave little sign of approbation, and after nearly an hour suddenly dismissed him abruptly, saying:

Very well. Youre tired, I expect. Youd better go to dinner. Ill see you in the morning.

Theres another matter I wanted to speak to you about, Charlie said, still remaining in his chair, watching the old fellow as he turned towards his desk and drew some papers on to his blotting-pad.

Eh? What? asked the old fellow sharply, turning again to the other.

You did very well in Odessa. I was very pleased to receive that last cable from you. Souvaroff grew frightened evidently — afraid I should withdraw and let the whole business go into air. And he chuckled to himself in delight at how he had worsted a powerful Russian banker who was his enemy.

It was not of that I wish to speak, remarked Rolfe quietly. It was with regard to my sister Marion.

The old fellow started uneasily at his secretarys words. Eh? Your sister? he said. What about her?

Shes left Cunningtons, Charlie said. According to what I hear, shes been discharged in some disgrace.

Ah! yes, was the old mans response, as though recalling the fact. Ive heard so. Your friend Barclay came to see me, and told me some long story about her. I wrote to Cunnington, but I havent seen any reply from him. It may have gone to the office.

My sister has left Oxford Street — and hidden herself, in disgrace. We cant find her.

Then if you cant find her, Rolfe, I dont see how I can assist you, remarked the elder man. Girls entertain strange fancies, you know — especially the sentimental-minded. Been reading novels, perhaps — eh? Was she given to that?

The girls at Cunningtons have little time for reading, he said, piqued at Stathams careless manner. Hitherto he had believed that the old man was genuinely interested in her, but he now saw that her future was to him nothing. He was too much occupied in piling up wealth to trouble his head over a girls distress, even though that girl might be the sister of the man who by his acute business foresight often won for him thousands in a single day.

Charlie rose, full of suppressed anger. He did not notice the look of anxiety and shame upon the old mans face, for his head was bowed beneath the lamplight as he pretended to fumble with his papers.

Perhaps your sister was tired of the place — too much hard work. Thought to better herself.

My sister was, like myself, much indebted to you, Mr Statham, was Rolfes reply. If she has been discharged in disgrace, it is, I feel confident, through no fault of her own. Therefore, I beg of you, to ask fit. Cunnington to make full inquiry.

What is the use? It is Cunnington himself who engages the hands and discharges them, replied Statham evasively. I cant interfere.

But, Rolfe argued, for the sake of my sisters good name you will surely do me this one small favour?

I have already seen Barclay, who says hes engaged to her. Call on him, and hell explain what I have already said and the inquiry I have already made, replied the old man in growing impatience.

But weeks have gone by, and youve received no reply from Cunnington. He does not usually treat you with such discourtesy.

I can only think that he acted as his own judgment directed him, the millionaire replied. You know how strict the rules are that govern shop-assistants, and I suppose he could not favour your sister any more than the others.

Marion wanted no favours, he declared. She never asked one of anybody at Oxford Street. She only desires justice and troth — and I mean to have them for her.

Then go and see Cunnington for yourself, snapped the old man. Ive done all I can do. If your sister chooses to go away and hide herself, how can I help it?

But she was sent away? cried Rolfe in anger. Sent away in disgrace, and I intend to discover what charge there is against her — and the truth concerning it?

Dear me, Rolfe! snapped the old man impatiently. Do go home, for heavens sake. Youre tired and hungry — consequently out of temper.

Yes, he cried, I am out of temper because you refuse to render my sister justice! But she shall have it — she shall?

And he stalked out of the room and closed the door noisily behind him.

Then, after the door had closed, old Sam raised his head, and his eyes followed the young man. In them was a look such as was seldom seen there — a look of double cunning which spoke mutely of false and double-dealing.


Chapter Forty Four.

Tells of a Determination.
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ENTERING HIS CHAMBERS in Jermyn Street half an hour later, Rolfe was met by the faithful Green, to whom he gave orders to ring up Mr Barclay at Dover Street.

Then he went along to his room to wash and dress.

A few moments later Green came in, saying:

Mr Barclay left town five days ago, sir. Hes up at Kilmaronock.

His master made no reply for some moments. Then at last he said:

Pack my suit-case, and phone to Euston to reserve me a seat to Perth on the ten-five to-morrow morning.

Yes, sir.

And to everybody except my sister, if she calls, you dont know where Ive gone — you understand?

Perfectly, sir.

And the man set about packing up his masters traps.

You may as well put in a dinner-coat Max may have friends, Rolfe said.

Very well, sir.

His master dressed quickly and went alone to the club for a late dinner. Most of his friends were away shooting, therefore he idled alone for an hour over the paper and then returned to his chambers.

Next morning he scribbled a hasty note to Mr Statham, making an excuse for his sudden absence, and directly after ten was seated in the Scotch express travelling out of London.

At eight that evening he stepped out upon the big, dark station at Perth, sent a telegram to the Crown Inn at Kilmaronock village for a machine, as a fly is called, and then took the slow branch line that runs by Crieff and skirts Loch Earn to the head of Glen Ogle, where lay the old castle and fine shooting of which Max Barclay was possessor.

A drive of three miles on the road beside Loch Voil brought him to the lodge-gates, and then another mile up through the park he came to the great portico of the castle.

It was nearly midnight. Lights were still in the billiard-room of the fine old castellated mansion, which Maxs father had modernised and rendered so comfortable, and when Charlie rang, Burton, the butler, could not suppress an exclamation of surprise.

In a few moments, however, Charlie burst into the room where Max and five other men were playing snooker before retiring.

The hosts surprise was great, but the visitor received a hearty welcome, and an hour later, when the guests had gone to their rooms, the two friends stood alone together in the long old-fashioned drawing-room which, without a womans artistic hand to keep things in order, was rapidly going to decay.

A big wood fire blazed cheerfully in the wide old-fashioned grate, for October evenings in the Highlands are damp and chill, and as the two men stood before it they looked at one another, both hesitating to speak.

Across Charlies mind flashed those suspicions which had oppressed him in Belgrade. Was the man before him his enemy or his friend?

Well, he blurted forth, Ive come straight up to see you, Max. I only arrived home last night. I want to see you concerning Marion.

His companions lips hardened.

Marion! he exclaimed. I have done all I can. Ive left no effort untried. I have sought the aid of the best confidential inquiry agency in London, and all to no avail. Shes disappeared — as completely as Maud has done!

Yes, I know, replied her brother, thrusting his hands deep into the trousers-pockets of his blue serge travelling-suit. Ive seen Statham.

And so have I. He wrote to Cunningtons, but the latter has not replied. I saw Cunnington myself.

And what did he say?

The fellow refused to say anything, he replied in a hard tone.

Silence again fell between the pair.

The long, old-fashioned room, with its blue china, its chintz coverings, its grand piano, and its bowls of autumn roses, though full of quaint charm, was weird and unsuited to the home of a bachelor. Indeed, Kilmaronock was a white elephant to Max. He received a fair rental from the farms on the estate, but he never went near the place except for sport for six weeks or so each autumn. The old place possessed some bitter memories for him, for his mother had died there quite suddenly of heart disease on the night of a large dinner-party. He was only eighteen then, but he remembered it too well. It was that tragic memory which had caused him to abandon the place except when he invited a few of his friends to shoot over the estate.

Lets go into my own room to talk, he suggested. Its more cosy there. As a man hates all drawing-rooms, so did Max Barclay detest his. It was for him full of recollections of his dear dead mother.

And so they passed along the corridor to Maxs own little den in the east wing of the house, a pleasant little room overlooking the deep shady glen from whence rose the constant music of the ever-rippling burn.

As Charlie sank into the big armchair near the fire Max pushed the cigar-box towards him. Then he seated himself, saying:

Now, old fellow, what are we to do? Marion must be found.

She must. But youve failed, you say?

Utterly, he sighed. She was discharged from Cunningtons — disgraced!

Why?

Max shrugged his shoulders. Both men knew well that the reason of the girls disappearance was the shame of her dismissal. Both men knew also that by lifting his finger Sam Statham could have reinstated her — or could at least have had inquiry made as to the truth of what had really occurred.

But he had refused. Therefore both were indignant and angry. During the next half-hour they discussed the matter fully and seriously, and were agreed upon one main point, that Statham had acted against them both in refusing his aid to clear the unfortunate girl.

Whatever fault she has committed, declared Max, the truth should be told. I went to him acknowledging my love for her and beseeching his aid. And yet he has refused.

Then let us combine, Max, in trying to discover the truth, her brother suggested. Marion shall not be cast aside into oblivion by these drapery capitalists who gain fat profits upon the labour and lives of women.

You may imperil your position with Statham if you act without discretion, remarked Max warningly.

I shall do nothing without full consideration, depend upon it. Statham refused his assistance, therefore we must act for ourselves.

How? Where shall we begin? asked Max.

His friend raised his palms in a gesture of bewilderment.

Look here, Charlie, said the other in a confidential tone. Has it not occurred to you that there may be a method in old Stathams eccentricity regarding that house of his. Now tell me, what do you know of its interior? Lets be frank with each other. You have lost both your sister and the woman you adored, while I have lost Marion, my well-beloved. Let us act together. During these past weeks Ive been thinking deeply regarding the mystery of that house in Park Lane.

So have I, many times. I only know the ground floor and basement. I have never ascended the stairs, through that white-enamelled iron door concealed by the one of green baize.

Where does old Levi sleep?

In a room at the back of the kitchen — when he sleeps at all. Hes like a watch-dog, on the alert always for the slightest sound.

Max paused for a moment before making any further remark. Then he said in a quiet voice:

There are some very queer stories afloat concerning that place, Charlie.

I know. Ive heard them — about mysterious people who enter there at night — and dont come forth again. But I dont believe them. Old Sam has earned a reputation for being eccentric, and his enemies have tacked on all sorts of sensational fictions.

But Ive heard lately from half a dozen sources most extraordinary stories. Up at the Moretouns at Inversnaid the night before last, they were talking of it at dinner. They were unaware that I knew Statham.

Just as the gossips are unaware that the persons who come and go so mysteriously at the Park Lane mansion are secret agents of the great financier, Rolfe said. Of course it would not do to say so openly, but thats who they are. The allegation that they dont come forth again is, I feel confident, mere embroidery to the tale.

But, exclaimed Max with some hesitation, has it not ever occurred to you somewhat curious that, so deeply involved in Servian finance, Statham has never sought to solve the mystery of the doctors disappearance? Remember, they knew each other. The doctor, when he was in power at Belgrade, was probably the old mans cats-paw. Is it not therefore surprising that he has never expressed a desire to seek out the truth?

Rolfe held his breath as a new and terrible suspicion arose within him. He had never regarded the affair in that light. Was it possible that his master knew well all the circumstances which had led the doctor to disappear in that manner so extraordinary? Had he really had a hand in it?

Was he the friend of whom Sir Charles had spoken in Belgrade?

But no! He would not believe such a thing. Sam Statham was always honest in his dealings — or, at least, as honest as any millionaire can ever be. The man who habitually deals in colossal sums must now and then, of necessity ruin his opponents and wreck the homes of honest men. And strange it is that the world is ever ungrateful. If a very wealthy man gave every penny of his profits to the poor he would only be dubbed a fool or an idiot for his philanthropy.

He recollected that afternoon when, at work in old Sams room, he had mentioned the doctors sudden departure, and how deftly the old man had turned the conversation into a different channel.

Until two days ago he would hear no word nor believe any ill against the man who had befriended him. But the mans refusal to assist him to discover the truth concerning the charge against Marion or to order her to be reinstated had turned his heart.

He was now Sam Stathams enemy, as before he had been his friend.

The two men seated together discussed the matter carefully and seriously for the greater part of the night, and when they parted to go to their rooms they took each others hands in solemn compact.

We will investigate that house, Rolfe, Max declared; and well lay bare the mystery it conceals!


Chapter Forty Five.

The Impending Blow.
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FOUR NIGHTS LATER Max and Charlie alighted from the Scotch express at Euston on their return to London to make investigation.

Next morning Rolfe went as usual to Park Lane, and spent some hours attending to the old mans correspondence. The excuse Charlie made for his absence was that he had been away in an endeavour to find his sister, whereat the millionaire merely grunted in dissatisfaction. Both Charlie and Max were full of sorrow and anxiety on Marions behalf. What had befallen her they dreaded to guess. She had left Oxford Street, and from that moment had been swallowed in the bustling vortex of our great cruel London, the city where money alone is power and where gold can purchase everything, even to the death of ones enemy. Perhaps the poor girl had met with some charitable woman who had taken her in and given her shelter; but more probable, alas! she was wandering hungry and homeless, afraid to face the shame of the dastardly charge against her — the charge that to neither her brother nor her lover none would name.

That morning Charlie wrote on, mechanically, speaking little, with the old man seated near him sucking the stump of a cheap cigar. His mind was too full of the action he was about to execute — an action which in other circumstances would have indeed been culpable.

Both he and his friend had carefully considered all ways and means by which they might enter those premises. To get in would be difficult. Old Levi bolted the heavy front door each night at eleven, and then retired to his room in the basement, where he slept with one ear and his door open to catch the slightest sound.

And even though they obtained access to the hall and study there was the locked iron door at the head of the staircase — the door through which they must pass if their investigation of the house was to be made.

That morning he made excuse to leave the old man seated in his study, saying that he wanted to speak to Levi and give him a message for one of the clerks from Old Broad Street. Outside in the hall he sprang noiselessly up the stairs, and, pulling open the baize-covered door, swiftly examined the great iron fireproof door so carefully concealed and secured. His heart failed when he recognised the impossibility of passing beyond. The door was enamelled white like the panelling up the stairs, only over the small keyhole was a flap of shining brass bearing the name of a well-known safe-maker. At imminent peril of discovery by Levi, who often shuffled in noiseless slippers of felt, he lifted the flap and peered eagerly beyond. He could, however, see nothing. The hole did not penetrate the door.

Then, fearing that he might be discovered, he slipped downstairs again, and went to examine the front door. The bolts were long and heavy, and the chain was evidently in use every night.

In the kitchen he found Levi, preparing his masters frugal meal, which usually consisted of a small chop, a piece of stale bread, and one glass of light claret. His visit below gave him an opportunity of examining the fastenings of the windows. They were all patent ones, and, besides, the whole were protected from burglars by iron bars.

Patent fastenings were also upon the windows of the study, looking forth upon Park Lane, while often at night the heavy oaken shutters were closed and barred. He had never before noticed how every precaution had been taken to exclude the unwelcome intruders.

Through the whole morning his brain was actively at work to discover some means by which an entry might be effected, but there seemed none.

The secret, whatever it might be, was certainly well guarded.

He went across to the club to lunch, and returned again at three oclock. About four he rose, asking old Sam, who was seated writing, for a document from the safe, the key of which was upon his watch-guard. The millionaire took out his watch and chain and handed them to his secretary, as he so often did, while the latter, crossing the room, opened the safe and fumbled about among some papers in one of the drawers.

Then he re-locked the safe, handed back the watch and chain, and re-seated himself at the table. Those few brief moments had been all-sufficient, for upon the bunch was the latch-key of the front door, an impression of which he had taken with the wax he had already prepared. The duplicate key could, he knew, be filed out of the handle of an old spoon, and such was his intention.

He had hoped to find upon the bunch the key to the iron door on the stairs, but it was not among them. He knew each key by sight. The old man evidently kept it in a safer place — some place where the hand of none other might be placed upon it.

Where did he keep it?

Its hiding-place must be somewhere handy, Charlie reflected, for at least half a dozen times a day the old man passed that iron barrier which shut off the upper part of the mansion. He wondered where he could find that key, but remained wondering.

That evening he took the impression of the latchkey to Dover Street, and with Maxs help tried to fashion a key to that pattern, but though they tried for hours it was in vain. So they gave it up. Next day Max took train to Birmingham, and handed the impression to a locksmith he chanced to know. The latter, having looked at it, shook his head, and said:

This impression is no use, sir. Its what they call a paracentric lock, and you must have impressions of both sides, as well as the exact width back and front before I can make you a duplicate.

The man showed how the impressions should be taken. Max, of course, concocting a story as to why it was wanted, and then back to London he travelled that same night to consult with his friend.

The outcome of this was that two days later complete impressions were taken of the small latchkey, and within three days came the duplicate by post.

Max bought two electric torches, two pairs of felt slippers, a piece of thin but very strong rope, screwdriver, chisel, and other implements, until he had a full burglars equipment. The preparations were exciting during the next few days, yet when they came down to bed-rock fact there was that locked door which stood between them and the truth.

Charlies object in obtaining a duplicate latchkey was to enter noiselessly one night shortly before eleven, and secrete, themselves somewhere until Levi bolted the door and retired. They must take their chance of making any discovery they could. Both were well aware of Levis vigilance, and his quickness of hearing. Therefore they would be compelled to work without noise, and also to guard against any hidden electric burglar alarms which might be secreted in the sashes of windows or in lintels of doors.

Investigation by Charlie had not revealed the existence of any of these terrors to thieves; yet so many were the precautions against intruders that the least suspected contrivance for their detection was to be expected.

Nearly a fortnight passed before all arrangements were complete for the nocturnal tour of investigation. Daily Rolfe, though attentive to his duties as the old mans secretary, was always on the alert to discover the existence of that key to the iron door. By all manner of devices he endeavoured to compel Statham to unwittingly reveal its whereabouts. He made pretence of mistaking various keys to deed boxes and nests of drawers, in order that the old man should produce other keys. But he was too wary, and never once did he fall into the trap.

Yet often he left the study, passed up the stain, and through the door swiftly, until the younger man began to suspect that it might be opened by means of some secret spring.

Standing below, he could not obtain sight of the old fellow as he opened the door, and to follow him half-way up was too dangerous a proceeding. He had risked a good deal, but he dare not risk the old mans wrath in that.

Still that he passed the door quickly and without hindrance was plainly shown. He had a key secreted somewhere — a key which, when applied, turned quickly, with ease and without noise, to admit the owner of the great mansion to the apartments where his secret was so successfully hidden.

Sometimes he would descend pale, haggard, and agitated, his hand upon his heart, as though to recover his breath. At others he was flushed and angry, like a man who had a moment before taken part in a heated discussion which had ended in a serious difference.

Charlie watched all this, and wondered.

What secret could possibly be hidden in those upper storeys that were at times so brilliantly lit?

Each evening he called on Max at Dover Street, and with closed door, so that the man should not hear, they discussed the situation.

Of Jean Adam nothing further had been seen. Neither had the hunchback engineer, Leonard Lyle, been at all it evidence. Ever since Max had given the Frenchman his decision not to go to Constantinople Adam had held aloof from him. They had parted perfectly good friends, but Max could detect the bitter chagrin that his reply had caused.

One evening as the two sat together Charlie related his curious experience of the short, dark, good-looking girl who had met him in Paris and talked so strangely of Maud in the Tuileries Gardens.

Max sat smoking his cigar listening to every word.

Curious — very curious! he ejaculated. Didnt she tall you her name?

She gave it as Lorena.

Lorena! gasped the other, starting up. Lorena — why, it must have been Lorena Lyle — old Lyles daughter?

His daughter! I never knew he had one.

No; perhaps not. He doesnt often speak of her, I believe. I saw her once, not long ago.

They have quarrelled — father and daughter! exclaimed Rolfe. And that accounts for her exposure of the plot against Statham to compel him to commit suicide rather than to face exposure. Remember, she would not betray who was Adams associate in the matter. Because it is her own father, without a doubt.

She alleged that Statham committed a secret crime, by which he laid the foundation of his great fortune, Max remembered. And, further, that confirmation of the charge brought by Adam will be found beyond that locked door?

Yes, said his companion, in a hollow voice; I see it all. The girl wishes to exclude her father from the business. Yet she knows more than she has told me.

No doubt. She probably knew Maud also, for she has lived for years — indeed, nearly all her life — in Belgrade, Barclay remarked. She quarrelled with her father, and went on the stage as a dancer in the Opera at Vienna. She is now in Paris in the same capacity. If I remember aright she was here at Covent Garden last season. They say she has great talent and that shes now being trained in Paris for the part of première danseuse.

She alleged that there still live two witnesses of Stathams crime, whatever it was, Charlie went on.

And they are probably Adam and her hunchback father — both men who have lived the life of the wilds beyond the fringe of civilisation — both men who are as unscrupulous as they are adventurous.

But from all I knew of Lyle he was a most highly respectable person. In Belgrade they still speak of him with greatest respect.

Leonard Lyle in Belgrade, my dear chap, may have been a very different person to Leonard Lyle in other countries, you know, was his friends reply.

But why has his daughter given me this warning, at the same time taking care to conceal her identity.

She was a short, dark-haired girl, rather good-looking, except that her top teeth protruded a little; about nineteen or so — eh?

Exactly.

And depend upon it that she has warned you at Mauds request, in order that you may be forearmed against the blow which the pair are going to strike.

And which we — you and I, Max — are going to assist — eh? added the other, grimly.


Chapter Forty Six.

To Learn the Truth.

[image: img205.jpg]

THE MYSTERY BY which old Sam Statham sometimes passed beyond that white-enamelled door was inexplicable.

Whenever he left the library to ascend the stairs, Charlie Rolfe stole quietly out behind him, and listened. Sometimes he distinctly heard the key in the lock; at others it sounded as though the closed door yielded to his touch and swung aside for him to pass beyond. It closed always with a thud, as though felt had been placed upon it to prevent any metallic clang.

While Charlie watched the great financiers every movement, Max was unceasing in his inquiries regarding Marion. Advertisements had Men published in the personal columns of various newspapers, and the private inquiry agents whose aid he had sought had been unremitting in their vigilance.

The whole affair from beginning to end now showed the existence of some powerful hand which had directed and rendered the mystery beyond solution. The strange re-appearance of Jean Adam and Leonard Lyle had been followed quickly by the extraordinary flight of Doctor Petrovitch and Maud. The latter had only an hour before she had disappeared into space made some remarkable confession to Marion — a confession which might or might not save Samuel Statham from an ignominious death.

But the girl had preserved the secret of the confession confided to her by her friend, and, preferring shame and misjudgment, she in turn had disappeared, whither no one knew.

The two men, brother and lover, who had now united their forces to solve the problem and at the same time ascertain for themselves what the secret of the house in Park Lane really was, were at their wits ends. Their inquiries and their efforts always led them into a cul-de-sac. At every turn they seemed foiled and baffled. And was it surprising when it was considered the power of Samuel Statham and the means at his command for the preservation of a secret?

Charlie felt that he was being watched hourly by one or other of those spies who sometimes gave such valuable information to the head of the firm. Some of these secret agents of Statham he knew by sight, but there were others unseen and unknown.

Even though Max and his friend were able to enter unheard and secrete themselves before the place was locked up by old Levi, yet there was that white door barring their passage to the mystery beyond. Many times they discussed the possibilities, and each time hesitated. Charlie was sorely puzzled regarding the key of the iron door. Sometimes it was undoubtedly used, sometimes not.

At last one evening, after both men had dined at the St. Jamess, of which Max was a member, they resolved upon a bold move. Charlie suggested it, and the other was at once ready and eager.

So after Max had been round to his rooms to put on a suit of dark tweeds, he went to Charlies chambers where the various implements were produced and laid upon the table. It was then nearly ten oclock.

Rolfe, having sent Green to the other end of Jermyn Street out of the way, drew out the whisky decanter from the tantalus stand, poured out two pegs with soda, and drank:

Success to the elucidation of old Stathams secret.

Then, carefully stowing the various articles in their pockets, they slipped down into the street and were out of sight before the inquisitive Green had returned.

Arrived in Park Lane, after a hasty walk, they strolled slowly along by the park railings past the house. All was in darkness save the hall, where the electric lamp showed above the fanlight. Old Sam was probably in his study, smoking his last cigar, for the shutters were that night closed, as they sometimes were. The shutters of the basement were also closed behind their iron bars, while at the upstairs windows all the blinds were carefully drawn.

Indeed, the exterior of the house presented nothing unusual. It was the same as any other mansion in Park Lane. Yet there were many who on going up and down the thoroughfare afoot or on the motor-buses jerked their thumbs at it and whispered. The house had earned a reputation for mystery. Sam Statham was a mystery in himself, and of his house many weird things were alleged.

Thrice the pair passed and repassed. At the corner of Deanery Street stood a constable, and while he remained there it was injudicious to attempt an entry with a latchkey. So they strolled back in the direction of the fountain, conversing in undertones.

Max glanced at his watch, and found that it wanted a quarter to eleven. At last they crossed the road and passed the door. All seemed quiet. At that moment the only object in sight was a receding motor-bus showing its red tail-light. Not a soul was on the pavement.

All clear! cried Charlie, scarce above a whisper, as he slipped up the two or three steps, followed by his companion.

That moment was an exciting one. Next second, however, the key was in the latch, and without a sound the wards of the lock were lifted.

In another moment the pair stood within the brightly-lit hall, and the door was closed noiselessly behind them.

Standing there, within a few yards of the door of the library, where from the smell of tobacco smoke it was evident that old Sam was taking his ease, they were in imminent risk of discovery. Besides, Levi had a habit of moving without sound in his old felt slippers, and might at any moment appear up the stairs from the lower regions.

Instinctively Charlie glanced upstairs towards the locked door. But next second he motioned his companion to follow, and stole on tiptoe over the thick Turkey carpets past the millionaires door and on into a kind of small conservatory which lay behind the hall and was in darkness.

Though leading from the room behind the library, it was a fairly good spot as a place of hiding, yet so vigilant was old Levi that the chances were he would come in there poking about ere he retired to rest.

The two men stood together behind a bank of what had once been greenhouse plants, but all of them had died by neglect and want of water long ago. The range of pots and dried stalks still remained, forming an effectual barrier behind which they could conceal themselves.

Through the long French window of the room adjoining the light shone, and Charlie, slowly creeping forward, peered within.

Then he whispered to his friend, and both men bent to see what was transpiring.

The scene was unusual.

A full view of the library could be obtained from where they stood in the darkness. In the room two of the big armchairs had been pulled up, with a small coffee table between them. On one side was old Sam, lazily smoking one of his big cigars, while on the other was Levi, lying back, his legs stretched out, smoking with perfect equanimity and equally with his master. Upon the table was a decanter of whisky and two glasses, and, judging from the amused countenances of both men, Sam had been relating to Levi something which struck the other as humorous.

It was curious, to say the least, that Levi, the humble, even cringing, servant should place himself upon an equality with his master. That he was devoted to old Sam, Charlie knew well, but this friendship he had never suspected. There was a hidden reason for it all, without a doubt.

The two intruders watched with bated breath, neither daring to make a sound.

They saw Levi, his cigar stuck in the side of his mouth, lean back and thrust his hands deep into his trousers-pockets, uttering some words which they could not catch. His manner had changed, and so had Sams. From gay the pair had suddenly grown grave. Upon the millionaires brow was a dark shadow, such as Charlie, who knew him intimately in all his moods, had seldom seen there.

Levi was speaking quickly, his attitude changed, as though giving serious advice, to which his master listened with knit brows and deep attention. Then, with a suddenness that caused the two watchers to start, the electric bell at the hall-door sounded.

In an instant Levi tossed his cigar into the fire, whipped off his glass from the table, and in a single instant became the grave family servant again, as with a quick gesture of his hand he left the room to answer the summons at the door.

In a few moments he returned, closing the door quickly after him, so that whoever was in the hall could not overhear what was said.

Approaching his master he made some announcement in a whisper, whereat the millionaire clenched his fist, and struck violently in the air. Levi urged calmness; that was evident from his manner.

Then Sam, with a resigned air, shrugged his shoulders, paced the room in quick agitation, and turned upon his servant with his eyes flashing with anger.

Again Levi placed his thin hand on the old mans arm which calmed him into almost instant submission.

Then the grave-faced old servant went out, and an instant later ushered in a woman, all in black — a woman who, in instant, both Max and Charlie recognised.

They both stood watching, breathless — rooted to the spot.

The mystery, as they afterwards discovered, was even greater than they had ever anticipated.

It was beyond human credence.


Chapter Forty Seven.

Contains More Mystery.
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THE OLD-FASHIONED, ILL-CUT gown of black stuff and the rather unbecoming big black hat gave Sams visitor an appearance of being older than she really was. A spotted veil concealed her features, but as she entered the room she raised it quickly.

The face revealed was the soft, sweet countenance of Maud Petrovitch.

Charlie gripped his companions arm and gave vent to an exclamation of amazement as he stood peering forth open-mouthed.

As the girl entered the old man turned fiercely upon her and uttered some inquiry. What it was the watchers could not distinguish, for thick plate glass stood between the conservatory and the library. Yet whatever he said or however caustic and bitter his manner, the young girl stood defiant.

Her chin was raised, her eyes flashed upon him, and her gloved hand was outstretched in a gesture of calm denunciation as she replied with some words that caused the old fellow to draw back in surprise and confusion.

The door had closed, for Levi had left the pair together. Max wondered whether the old servant would now come and search the back premises prior to locking up. If so, they might easily be discovered. Those felt-soled boots of old Levi struck fear into their hearts. Charlie was, however, too occupied in watching the old man and the girl at that moment to think of any danger of detection.

His well-beloved stood pale, beautiful, and yet defiant before the man who a moment before had shaken his fist and clenched his teeth on hearing of her demand to see him. The words she had uttered had caused an instant change in his manner. His sudden anger had been succeeded by fear. Whatever she had said was evidently straight to the point.

For a moment he regarded her in silence, then over his grey face came a crafty smile as with mock courtesy he offered her a chair, still remaining standing himself.

She leaned her elbow on the arm of the chair, and, bending towards him, was speaking again, uttering slow, decisive words, each of which seemed to bite into his very soul. His countenance again changed; from mock humour it became hard, drawn, almost haggard.

Charlie, who knew the old man in every mood, had never witnessed such an expression upon his face. Beneath it all, however, he detected a look of unrelenting, almost fiendish revenge. He longed to rush forward and grasp his loved one in his arms, but Max, seeing his agitation, laid his hand firmly upon his shoulder.

Let us watch in patience, Charlie, he urged. We may learn something interesting.

Maud had altered but little since that afternoon when, in the haze of the red London sunset, Charlie had last walked with her in Nevern Square. She was, perhaps, a trifle pinched in the cheeks, but the sweet dimples were still there, and the little wisp of hair still strayed across her white brow. Her gown, however, seemed shabby and ill-fitting. Perhaps she had borrowed it in order to come there in garments by which she would not be recognised. For a young girl to make a visit at that late hour was, to say the least, somewhat unusual.

Both men standing in the shadow behind the thick glass longed to hear what the pair were saying. It was tantalising to be so near the disclosure of a secret — indeed, to have it enacted before ones eyes — and yet be debarred from learning the truth.

Max examined the door, hoping to open it ever so slightly, but to his chagrin he found it locked and bolted. Old Levi had already prepared to retire before they had made their surreptitious entrance there.

That he had at last found Maud again was to both a source of immense gratification. At last the truth of the doctors strange disappearance would now be known. But what connection could old Statham have with the affair?

Charlie recollected what Sir Charles Harrison had told him in Belgrade — that the bomb outrage by which a poor innocent child had lost her life had been planned by one of his friends.

He had suspected Max. But in the light of Mauds secret visit to Statham, he now held the last-named in distinct suspicion. Was it part of the millionaires cunning policy in Servia to rid the country of its greatest statesman?

No. That was impossible. The Doctor and Statham had been friends. When Petrovitch was in power they had worked hand-in-glove, with the result that the millionaire had lent money to the Servian Government upon very second-class security. Unrest in Servia would, Charlie was well aware, mean loss to Statham Brothers of perhaps a million sterling. It was therefore to the interest of the firm that the present Government should remain in power, and that the country should be allowed to develop and progress peacefully.

He tried to put behind him that increasing suspicion that Old Sam was the friend to whom the diplomat had so mysteriously referred.

And yet as he watched every movement, every gesture of the pair within that long room where the lights were so artistically shaded — the room wherein deals involving the loss or gain of hundreds of thousands of pounds were decided — he saw that the girl remained still defiant, and that the man stood vanquished by her slow, deliberate accusation.

Old Sams bony fingers were twitching — a sign of suppressed wrath which his secretary knew well. He held his thin lower lip between his yellow teeth, and standing with his back to the fireplace, he now and then cast a supercilious smile upon the pretty girl who had come there in defiance of the convenances — in defiance, evidently, of his own imperious commands.

Samuel Statham at that moment was not the hard-faced old benefactor who haunted the seats in the park and gave so much money anonymously to the deserving among the submerged tenth. He was a man fighting for his honour, his reputation, his gold — nay, his very life. He was a man whose keen wit was now pitted against that of a clear, level-headed girl — one who had right and justice on her side.

Was it possible, Charlie thought, that his well-beloved knew the old mans secret — that secret which, before he would face its exposure, he would prefer the grave itself?

He watched Maud and noted how balanced was her beautiful countenance, and yet how calm and how determined she was. When the old man spoke she listened with attention, but her replies, brief and pointed, were always made with a gesture and expression of triumph, as of one who knew the naked and astounding truth.

What can it all mean? whispered Max. Why is she here? How tantalising it is that we cannot catch a single word she is uttering!

The doors bolted, Charlie said in a tone of chagrin. We can only watch. See! — shes evidently telling him some home truths that are the reverse of palatable. He looks as though he could kill her!

Hed better not attempt it, remarked Max grimly, and they both stood again in silence, peering forward in breathless eagerness.

For fully ten minutes longer the old man and the young girl were in heated discussion. Sometimes Statham spoke quickly and angrily, with that caustic assertiveness that most people found so overbearing. Of a sudden both watchers were aware of a slow, stealthy movement behind them — a shuffling of feet it seemed.

It was old Levi, on his tour of inspection to reassure himself that all was secure. In an instant both intruders drew back into the deep shadow behind a high stand upon which stood choice plants in tiers, or rather the dried-up pots which had once contained them.

They were only just in time, for old Levi, peering forth into the semi-darkness as he stood in the doorway leading from the hall, searched around. Then, finding all quiet and detecting nobody, he closed the door and locked it.

They were thus locked out by both doors!

To re-enter the house would be difficult. It was a contingency for which they had not been prepared.

Still, they were too interested in watching the pair within to think much of the contretemps that had occurred. Old Levi had shuffled away, and was waiting, no doubt, to usher out the dainty little visitor before returning to the regions below.

Maud, however, showed no sign of haste to leave. Comfortably ensconced in her chair, with her veil thrown back, she sat facing him, and replying without hesitation to his allegations.

The sinister expression upon the old mans face told its own tale. His impatient bearing and quick gesture showed his eagerness to get rid of her. But she, on her part, seemed to have no intention of leaving just yet. She was speaking, her gloved finger raised to emphasise her words — hard words, which, from the expression upon her face seemed full of bitter sarcasm and reproach.

Of a sudden he turned upon the girl with a fierceness which took her by surprise. He uttered a few words, which she answered quickly. Then, striking his hands into the pockets of his trousers, he bent towards her with an evil grin upon his grey face and made some remarks which caused in her a quick change of attitude.

She rose from her chair, her face aflame with anger, and, taking a couple of paces towards him, replied with a vehemence which neither of the unseen onlookers suspected.

The battle of words continued. He was making some allegations, the truth of which she was denying. This girl, not yet out of her teens, was defiant of the man whose life had been one long struggle to grow rich, and whose gigantic wealth was now crushing the very soul from his body. Surely they were an incongruous pair. His defiance of her was only a half-hearted one. His sarcasm had irritated her, and now, alleging something, which was a lie, he had goaded her into all the fierce ebullition of anger which a woman, however calm and level-headed she may be, cannot at times restrain.

I wonder what the old blackguard has said? whispered Max to the man at his side.

It seems as though he has made some charge against her.

Or against her father, Max suggested.

You suspected me of being privy to the Doctors disappearance, Max, Charlie said, still in a whisper. You said that you saw me at Cromwell Road that night. Are you still of that opinion?

No, responded his friend. There was a plot — a cleverly devised plot. Someone went there dressed exactly like you.

But you say you saw his face.

So I did. And I could have sworn it was you.

It is that conspiracy which we have to fathom, Charlie said. At least, we have established the fact that Maud is alive. And having found Maud, we may also find Marion. Possibly she went to her into safe hiding from us.

More than possible, I think.

But while they were whispering something occurred which made them both start. The girl, crimson with anger, suddenly dived her hand into her dress pocket, and, taking out a bundle of paper, flung it at the man before her.

They saw, to their amazement, that it was a bunch of crisp banknotes. She had cast it at his feet in open defiance.

Perhaps the money was the price of her silence — money he had sent to her or to her father to purchase secrecy!

The old man gave a glance at the notes crushed into a bundle and lying upon the carpet, and then, turning to her, snapped his bony finger and thumb in defiance, and laughed in her face — a grim, evil laugh, which Charlie knew from experience meant retaliation and bitter vengeance.


Chapter Forty Eight.

Not Counting the Cost.
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THE GIRL TURNED to leave, but the old man placed himself between her and the door.

She stamped her little foot angrily in command to be allowed to pass.

He saw her determination, and hesitated. Then he seemed to commence to argue, to place before her the probable result of her action in casting aside the money, but she would hear nothing. Her mind seemed fully made up. She had spoken her last word, and wished to leave him.

He saw in her decision an attitude antagonistic to himself. He was in deadly peril. Though his wealth could command all that was good and all that was bad, though it placed him above his fellow men and rendered him immune from much, yet it could not ensure her goodwill.

Both Max and Charlie realised plainly that Maud was in possession of some great secret, and that she had refused a bribe of silence. This man who had believed that his money could purchase anything had discovered, to his dismay, that it could not seal her lips. He saw himself facing an imminent peril, and was undecided how to act.

He argued. But she would not listen. He appealed. But she only smiled and shook her head.

Her mind was made up. She had decided to refuse the money. He picked it from the floor and handed it to her again, but she would not take it in her hand.

Then he crossed to his writing-table, took out his chequebook and scribbled a cheque — one for a large amount in all probability. Tearing it from its counterfoil, he gave it to her.

But with an expression of defiance she tore it into four and cast it upon the floor with a gesture of disgust. And in triumph, before he could prevent her, she opened the door, and disappeared from the room.

We must follow her? whispered Charlie eagerly.

But, my dear fellow, we cant! Were locked in!

Rolfe, realising the truth that they were prevented from overtaking his well-beloved, for whom they had been so long in active search, and that she must again dip from them into oblivion, gave vent to a forcible expression of despair.

Lets remain here, urged Max. We may learn something else.

The old man will go to bed, was Charlies response. And we will follow and explore above.

How? asked Rolfe.

That remains to be seen. We must, in this case, act discreetly, and trust to luck.

But Maud? I must see her.

Thats impossible at present. You have seen her — thats enough for to-night. To-morrow we may discover something further — or even to-night.

Both men, scarce daring to breathe, were watching old Sam.

After the girl had gone, he placed his hand upon his heart, and, with face white and haggard, he sank into his writing-chair. He had collapsed as though he had received a sudden blow.

Levi entered hurriedly a few moments later, and, finding his master leaning forward upon his table muttering to himself, tried to rouse him.

A glance at his face showed that he had collapsed. Levi therefore rushed across the room, poured out some brandy from the tantalus, and compelled the old man to swallow it. This, after a few moments, revived him. The faithful servant, however, stood by in wonderment. He seemed puzzled as to what had occurred.

But the fragments of the torn cheque scattered upon the carpet showed defiance on the part of the visitor whom he had just shown out into the night.

Levi stooped as far as his rheumatism would allow, and slowly, very slowly, gathered up the torn pieces of paper and placed them in the basket, his eyes the whole time upon his master.

Straightening himself again, he spoke, making inquiry as to what had occurred. But his master, with a wave of his hand, commanded his silence. Then, sinking back in his chair, he remained, staring straight before him like a man in a dream. He seemed peering into the future — and he saw only exposure and ruin!

Hands and teeth were clenched, for he realised that he had taken a false step. He had misjudged his own power and influence. He had believed that a good and truthful woman could be purchased, as he might purchase any other thing or chattel.

She had cast his gold into his face. She had insulted him, for she had spoken a truth which he could not deny. Indeed, that slim, pale-faced girl, scarce more than a child, held over him power supreme — power for life, or for death.

The scene within that room was a strange one.

Old Levi, standing statuesque at his masters side, uttered some words. But the millionaire was silent. He only raised his grey head and sat staring at the great painting opposite — staring like a man peering into the grim unknown.

The door that divided the watchers from the watched prevented the words from being overheard. The thickness of its glass prevented the truth being known to the two men standing breathless behind it. Had it been ordinary glass they would no doubt have overheard the conversation between the old man and his fair visitor.

The anger of both men had been aroused by Stathams attitude towards the girl. Even Charlie, faithful and devoted as he had been to the millionaire, had now become fiercely antagonistic, for he had seen by the old mans countenance that some terrible revenge was intended upon the girl he loved so dearly.

Levi bent and placed his hand tenderly upon his masters shoulder.

But Statham shook him off, and, straightening himself, staggered to his feet and paced the room in a frenzy of despair.

Charlie recollected his agitation after the unexpected discovery of Jean Adam lounging outside the park railings. This repetition of his apprehension showed him to be in terror of exposure and denunciation.

Maud, so slim, sweet-faced, and innocent, had defied him. She held him, the man whose power in every European capital was recognised and feared, in the hollow of her hand.

Why? Ay, to that question there was no answer. They had witnessed the scene, but they had caught no sound of one single word.

At last Levi succeeded in calming his master. He mixed him another brandy and soda and handed it to him. The old man seized it with unsteady hand, and tossed it off at a single gulp.

Then he walked slowly from the room, followed by Levi.

An instant later the old servant turned the switch, and the room, and with it the neglected conservatory, were plunged in darkness.

The two intruders listened. Voices sounded, and then died away. A moment later they heard a thud, and knew that the old man had passed beyond the white-enamelled door and had closed it behind him.

For another few minutes they remained in silence, then Max whispered:

What shall we do?

We must get out of here, answered his friend promptly. Were caught like a rat in a trap. To open either of the doors leading into the house is impossible. We must try and make our exit by the back, and, groping his way, he moved to the door, which opened on to a small, paved backyard.

But it had been secured. Levi, indeed, kept it always locked, and the key was not there.

To break this open will create a noise, and arouse somebody, Max remarked.

Well, we must get out at all hazards. We cant stay here till morning and court discovery, Rolfe argued. If we only had a little light we might see what were doing. By Jove! Youve got a pocket-lamp, Max. Where is it?

Is it safe yet to show a light? Barclay asked dubiously. It may be seen from outside, you know!

It cant. Theres a blank wall opposite.

But will not the reflection be seen by Levi from below? asked Max.

Rolfe saw that, after all, there was some danger of detection, and admitted it.

Then lets wait a bit, his companion whispered. By patience we may be able to escape without detection. Dont let us act indiscreetly.

So the pair, leaning against one of the stands of dead flowers, waited in silence, their ears strained to catch every sound. The moments seemed hours, until at last, all being quiet, Max, at his friends suggestion pressed the electric button of the little hand-lamp and showed a light upon the door.

It was half of glass, with strong lock and double bolts. To escape meant to break away a hole large enough for a mans body to pass. Max suggested that they might find the key hanging somewhere upon a nail, as conservatory keys are often kept, in that manner. But though they searched the whole place, treading lightly as they went, they were unable to discover it.

Levi keeps it upon his bunch, I expect, Charlie remarked. Ive never seen this door open in my life.

Thats why the flowers are all dead, perhaps, Max remarked grimly with a low laugh.

Flowers! Old Sam declared that they were no use to him, therefore he forbade Levi to give them any water, and they all died. The old man isnt fond of flowers. Says theyre only useful at weddings and funerals.

There wont be many at his obsequies! laughed Max beneath his breath, as he made another examination of the door.

Both agreed that to open it was impossible, while to break out the glass was far too risky a proceeding, for some of it must fall upon the paving outside.

Rain had begun to fall, pattering heavily upon the glass roof above; and as they were both searching about blindly for some other mode of egress Max suddenly exclaimed:

Why, look here! and pointed to a portion of the glass side of the conservatory which had opened outwardly upon a hinge, but which had been securely screwed up.

Excellent! cried Charlie, realising that an exit lay there, and, quickly drawing from his pocket a serviceable-looking screwdriver, set to work upon the screws.

They were long, and hard to withdraw, but ten minutes later all six of them were taken out, and, pushing back the movable frame upon its hinges, they found themselves outside in the narrow backyard.

Once free, Max turned his face upwards to the dark windows of the first floor of the mysterious mansion, saying: We must get up there, Charlie, somehow or other. Im not going from this place until Ive learnt its secret.

No, responded his friend. Neither am I.


Chapter Forty Nine.

What Lay behind the Door.
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ABOVE THE DOME-SHAPED roof of the conservatory was a row of four long dark windows, and still above them two further storeys. On the second storey in the centre of the house was a high window covered with wire network, evidently a staircase window of stained glass.

The whole place was in darkness, as were the houses on either side, while at rear of them rose a blank wall, the back of one of the houses in Park Street. The only light showing was in the basement — a faint glimmer behind the green holland blinds, which showed the presence of Levi in the lower regions.

He sleeps in the front, remarked Charlie. I expect, however, he keeps this on all night.

Where does old Sam sleep?

That I dont know. Well have to discover.

The windows above the conservatory were their objective, but to ascend there was full of peril, for, even though they could climb up, one false step and they would come crashing through the glass roof. This would mean both serious personal injury as well as instant discovery.

In the whispered consultation that followed, both recognised the danger, but both were equally determined to risk it. They had plenty of time. The night was still young, therefore there was no need for haste.

They made careful examination as far as they could in the very faint light. Max was afraid to flash his electric lamp too often lest the attention of any neighbour might be attracted and an alarm of burglars given. Neither knew whether a servant might not be looking out upon the night. The house they desired to enter had earned a reputation as a house of mystery, therefore it was more than likely that some watchful eye of a curious neighbour, master or servant, was kept upon the rear of the premises.

At last, Max, who was the more athletic and nimble of the two, decided that the only way by which to reach the roof of the conservatory was by the spouting at the side. The ascent was a difficult one, but he resolved to attempt it.

Taking a small coil of thin but very strong rope which Charlie produced from the capacious pocket of the shooting-jacket he wore for that purpose, he mounted upon his friends shoulders, and then climbed slowly up, with an agility which surprised his friend.

Once upon the roof he made fast the rope to one of the iron stays of the spouting, and let it down to Charlie, who a few moments later swarmed up it and stood on the edge of the glass roof beside his companion.

Their position there was one of greatest peril. They stood together upon the narrow edging of lead by which the glass roof was joined to the wall of the house. They moved slowly and gingerly, for it was quite uncertain whether it would bear their weight. Besides, there was nothing to grasp by which to relieve their weight, for above them rose the wall sheer to the ledges of the row of windows, too high for them to reach.

A step in the wrong direction, and down they must come with a crash into the neglected conservatory.

Max could hear his own heart beating. The risk was greater than he had ever anticipated. Yet so greatly was their curiosity now aroused that nothing could brook their attempt to learn the secret that dark mysterious house contained.

They stood together, not daring to move. At a short distance away was a thin iron support running into the wall — part of the framework of the roof — and towards that Max crept carefully, until at last he reached it and stood in a safer position.

The weight of both men caused the curved roof to give slightly, and more than once they heard sharp noises where the glass, fitting too tightly, cracked across by the undue pressure.

Neither spoke. Max was eagerly searching for some means by which to reach one of the windows above. In his ascent there he had torn his coat, and a great strip of it was hanging. He had left his hat below, and the light rain was falling upon his uncovered head.

Slowly he crept forward from iron to iron until he reached the opposite side of the big glass roof, and there found, as he had hoped, another iron rain-spout which led straight up past the end window, to the roof of the house.

Back he came to his companion in order to obtain the rope, and then, with it bulging in his pocket, he stole along and ascended the second pipe as he had done the first. This proceeding was, however, far more dangerous, for to fall with the glass beneath him meant almost certain death.

Charlie watched his form ascending in the darkness, scarce daring to breathe. Slowly he went up, until, on a level with the window, he halted. Around the ledge, six inches above, was an iron bar let into the wall in order to prevent flowerpots from being blown down upon the conservatory roof. This iron proved Maxs salvation, for gripping it he steadied himself while he secured the rope to the spout as he had previously done on the first ascent.

Then, with a firm grip upon the strong bar, and his knee upon the stone ledge, he tried the window.

It was fastened. The green holland blind was drawn, but as far as he could ascertain the shutters were not closed.

From his pocket he drew a glaziers putty-knife, and, inserting it between the sashes, worked quietly until his heart gave a bound of satisfaction at feeling the latch slowly give.

A second later it went back with a sharp snap, and the window was free!

He lifted the sash, pushed the blind aside, and crept within.

Then leaning forth he whispered to Charlie to follow. Up the latter came by means of the rope as quickly as he was able, and a few moments later both men stood within the room.

By its sound, and by the fact that it was carpetless, they knew it was devoid of furniture. Max flashed on the light, and the truth was at once made plain. The apartment was square and of fair size, but within was not a single thing; was perfectly empty.

In a second a thought occurred to Charlie.

If the doors locked on the outside were done! he gasped.

They both crossed to the door in an instant, and Max placed his hand upon it. The handle turned slowly, and the door yielded. By great good fortune it was not locked.

Creeping noiselessly outside, they found themselves upon a big square landing above half a dozen broad stairs. Below them was the white-enamelled iron door, which opened only to its owner and which no person had been known to pass.

The landing and stairs were thickly-carpeted, just as they were below the door. But about the place was the close musty smell of a house that for years had remained closed and neglected.

From the landing were three other doors beside the one at which they stood, all of them closed.

Charlie took his bearings, and, pointing to the door farthest away from them, whispered:

Thats the drawing-room, no doubt. And thats the door of the room adjoining. I expect its a big room opening from back to front like all drawing-rooms in these houses.

Awkward if it proves to be the old mans bedroom, Max replied, with a laugh.

We must risk that. My own belief is that he sleeps up on the next floor. These are all reception-rooms, without a doubt, was Charlies answer. It was strange, after all the time he had been in the old mans employ, that this should be the first occasion he should explore the house.

Those moments of pitch darkness were exciting ones.

They resolved to enter the door furthest away, the door which they believed led to the drawing-room, and together they moved noiselessly across with that purpose.

The key was in the lock. Without noise Max turned it, and slowly pushed open the door.

Both entered, holding their breath and fearing to make the slightest sound, for they knew not whether old Sam was asleep there.

For a full ten minutes they paused listening for sounds of breathing in the pitch darkness. But there were none, only the beating of their own hearts.

Then, with Charlies whispered consent, Max pressed the button of the pocket-lamp, and it shed a streak of light across to the opposite wall of the big apartment.

What was revealed held them aghast and amazed.

This is indeed strange? gasped Charlie. What can it be?

Max was turning the light from side to side of the room, examining every corner.

What they saw had held them both speechless.

Charlie saw an electric switch near his hand, and touched it. In an instant the great room was flooded with light, revealing a scene, curious, unusual, extraordinary.

There was no thick carpet or upholstered furniture; no painted ceiling or pictures upon the walls; no cabinet or bric-à-brac, or grand piano, or palms, or anything connected with drawing-room furniture.

Instead, the two intruders found themselves inside a peasants cottage in some far-off country — a house, it seemed, with quaint furniture painted and carved. Before them was an old-fashioned oak press, black with smoke and age, and along the wall a row of shining cooking utensils of copper. In the centre was a long old table, with big high-backed wooden chairs; at the side a high brick stove.

The men stepped within and gazed around, bewildered.

At one end was a small square window, where beyond lay a snow-clad scene, lit by the moons rays — a cleverly contrived piece of scenery, showing the white road winding into the distance lined on each side by the dark forest of firs.

The scene was intended to be Russian, without a doubt, for over the stove a holy ikon hung against the wall, a small painted head surrounded by a square of highly burnished gold.

Every object was quaintly shaped and foreign. In one corner stood an old spinning-wheel with the flax upon it, while in another was an old-fashioned gun. A couple of wolves skins were spread upon the floor, while upon the cleanly-scrubbed table showed a large brown stain — it might be of coffee, or it might be of blood!

The walls had been whitewashed, and across the ceiling, once gilt and adorned, no doubt, ran blackened beams in exact imitation, it seemed, of some house in the far east of Russia beyond the Volga.

Upon a side table lay a big, rather thin book, bearing upon its black, greasy cover the Imperial Russian arms — the double-headed eagle. Charlie opened it, and found it ruled like an attendance book, with careful entries in Russian in various hands. Neither could read the language, therefore it was to them unintelligible. By the stove was a low wooden settle, upon which lay a mans fur cap and big sheepskin winter coat, as though the owner of the place had just risen and left.

What can this possibly mean? asked Max, gazing around in sheer wonderment.

To this query, however, Charlie could venture no suggestion.

They stood amid surroundings that were to both a complete mystery.

Charlie touched the switch when, lo! the lights in the room were extinguished, and only a line of white brilliance as that of the full moon entering the window from the snow-covered land beyond, fell across the silent place full upon the table which bore that ugly dark brown stain.

Both men stood motionless and wondering, fascinated by the extraordinary and striking effect.

Was that stain shown so vividly beneath the white moonbeams actually the stain of blood?


Chapter Fifty.

Face to Face.
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THAT A PARK Lane drawing-room should be transformed into the interior of a log-built house of the Russian steppe was surely unsuspected by any of those who passed up and down that renowned thoroughfare every day.

The popular idea associated that long row of millionaires houses facing Hyde Park with luxuriant saloons, priceless paintings, old Persian carpets, and exquisite furniture. Who would believe that behind those windows with their well-kept curtains, and brisé-brisé of silk and lace, was a room arranged with such care, with the snowy road and moonlight shown beyond the false window?

With what object, I wonder, is all this? asked Charlie, speaking in an undertone, as though to himself. There was something weird and uncanny about the scene with that white streak of brilliance falling like a bar across the place, an indescribable something which made it plain that all had been arranged with some evil design by the old man.

No second glance was needed to show that every bit of furniture, and every article in the place was genuine. They were no stage properties, but real things, brought from some far-distant spot in Eastern Russia. But with what motive?

Ay, that was the question!

They had turned, and were about to withdraw from the place, Max leading the way, when suddenly he halted, for his quick ears caught some sound. It was a curious, low, whirring noise, followed almost instantly by a swift swish close to him, so near, indeed, that it caused a current of air in his face as some object passed him from above.

At the same moment the noise of mechanism ceased.

For a few seconds both intruders hesitated.

Charlie asked breathlessly what it could be, whereupon his friend turned on the light, and the truth stood revealed.

By an ace he had escaped with his life!

At the door, in order to prevent the egress of any intruder, a cunning but dastardly mechanical device had been placed. A long iron lever, to which was attached a keen-edged Japanese cutlass, had come forth from its hiding-place in the lintel of the door, and, descending with terrific force, had only just escaped cutting Max down.

Both men saw the means by which old Statham guarded the secret of that room, and shuddered. To enter was easy, but it was intended that he who entered might not emerge alive.

Apparently one of the floor boards just within the door was loose, and, being trodden upon, the weight released the spring or mechanism, and the razor-edged cutlass shot forth with murderous force.

By Jove! gasped Charlie. I had no idea the old man set traps for the unwary. Wed better be careful!

Yes. That was indeed a narrow escape! whispered Max. It would have been certain death. Lets get out of it.

The steel lever was down, the point of the cutlass touching the floor. Therefore they were both compelled to step over the death-trap in order to leave the remarkable apartment.

Then with careful hands Charlie tried the next door. It was locked.

Brief examination showed it to be the door of the back drawing-room, which had been thrown into the larger room with the mysterious purpose of constructing that striking rural interior.

So they crossed to the third door, on the opposite side of the landing, and, with greatest caution lest another pitfall should lurk there, opened it.

That night of investigation was full of surprises.

The instant Max flashed on his light the pair drew back with low exclamations of horror.

The small apartment was unfurnished. It contained only one object — gruesome and unexpected. In the centre of the place, upon the black trestles, stood a coffin of polished oak with shining electro handles and fittings.

The lid, they noticed, was screwed down. Was it possible that it contained an unburied corpse. Did that white-enamelled door upon the stairs conceal from the world the evidence of a crime?

For a moment both men stood in that bare, uncarpeted room, rooted to the spot.

The secret of Sam Statham stood revealed.

Then with a sudden effort Charlie crept forward, nearer the coffin, and read upon its plate the words, plainly engraved:

JEAN ADAM. AGED 49.

Then Adam had been entrapped there — and had lost his life!

Both men started as the tragic truth dawned upon them. Adam was old Sams most bitter enemy. He was dead — in his coffin — yet the millionaire had, up to the present, been unable to dispose of the remains. There was no medical certificate, therefore burial was impossible.

The weird stories which both men had heard of nocturnal visitors to that house who had never been seen to emerge, and of long boxes like coffins which more than one person said they had seen being brought out and loaded upon four-wheeled cabs all now flashed across their minds.

Of a verity that house was a house of grim shadows, for murder was committed there. Men entered alive, and left it dead.

Max stood by the coffin of the man who had so cleverly sought to entice him away to Constantinople with stories of easily obtained wealth, and remained there breathless in wonder. He recollected Sams words, and saw in them a bitter hatred of the Franco-English adventurer. Had he carried this hatred to the extreme limit — that of secret assassination?

Charlie, on his part, stood silent also. He knew well that upon the death of Adam depended the future prosperity of his master. He was well aware, alas! that Adam, having suddenly reappeared, had vowed a terrible and crushing vengeance upon the head of the great firm of Statham Brothers.

But old Sam, with his usual crafty forethought and innate cunning, had forestalled him. The adventurer had been done to death, and was already in his coffin!

In his cool audacity old Sam had actually prepared the lead-lined coffin with its plate ready inscribed!

Its secret arrival at night had evidently been witnessed, and had given rise to strange and embellished stories.

The last occasion Max had seen Adam was one night three weeks before when, dining with two other men in the gallery of the Trocadero Restaurant, he had seen him below seated with a rather young and good-looking lady in an evening-dress of black net. The pair were laughing together, and it struck him that the companion of the adventurer might be French. He had afterwards discovered that she was Lorena Lyle, daughter of the old hunchback engineer who was his partner in certain ventures.

The girl who met me in Paris and gave me warning! Rolfe exclaimed.

Yes, the same. They dined together that night and hurried out to get to the theatre.

And youve never seen him since?

No. Ten days ago, I wrote to the National Liberal Club giving him an appointment, but he never kept it.

Because he was lying here, I suppose, remarked Charlie with bated breath, adding: This, Max, is all utterly incomprehensible. How dare the old man do such a thing?

Hes been driven into a corner, and as long as he preserves his secret he will still remain a power in the land.

But his secret is out — we have laid it bare.

At risk of our lives — eh? remarked Max, shuddering again as he recollected his own narrow escape of a few minutes before.

They stood before the mortal remains of the man who had sworn vengeance upon Statham, neither of them speaking. Presently, however, Charlie proposed that they should make further investigation on the floor above.

Closing the door of the death-chamber, they stole noiselessly up the wide, thickly-carpeted staircase to the next landing, where four white doors opened. Which they should enter first they were undecided. They were faced by a serious problem. In either of those four chambers the old millionaire might be asleep. To enter might awaken him.

This they had no desire to do. They expected to be able to open the iron door from within and pass down the stairs into the hall, and so into the street without detection. That was their intention. To return by the way they had come would be impossible.

Together they consulted in low whispers, and, both agreed, Charlie very carefully turned the handle of the door nearest them. It yielded, and they crept forward and within. At first Max feared to show his light, yet as they found no carpet beneath their feet, and as they felt a vague sense of space in the darkness, he became bolder, and pressed the button of his little lamp.

It was, like the other apartments, entirely devoid of furniture! The upper part of those premises, believed by the world to be filled with costly furniture and magnificent antiques, seemed empty. Charlie was amazed. He had heard many romantic stories of why the old man never allowed a stranger to ascend the stairs, but he had never dreamed that the fine mansion was unfurnished.

The next room they examined was similar in character, rather larger, with two long windows overlooking the Park. They were, however, carefully curtained, and the blinds were down. Beyond a rusty old fender before the fireplace and a roll of old carpet in a corner, it, however, contained nothing.

They passed to the third apartment, likewise a front room, and Max slowly turned the door-handle. In the darkness they stepped within, and again finding it uncarpeted, he shone his light across the place.

Next instant the pair drew back, for sitting up upon a low, iron camp bedstead, glaring at them with eyes haggard and terrified, was old Sam Statham himself.

The room was bare save an old painted washstand and chest of drawers, dirty, uncarpeted, and neglected. The low, narrow bed was covered by an old blue and white counterpane, but its occupant sat glaring at the intruders, too terrified to speak.

In the darkness he probably could not recognise who it was. The electric light blinded him. Next second, however, he touched the switch near his hand, and the wretched room became illuminated, revealing the two intruders.

He tried to speak, but his lips refused to articulate. The old mans tongue clave to the roof of his mouth.

He knew that his carefully-guarded secret was out!


Chapter Fifty One.

Describes Another Surprise.

[image: img205.jpg]

TO WHAT, PRAY, do I owe this intrusion? demanded the old man fiercely, rising from his bed, and standing erect and defiant before them.

To your own guilt, Mr Statham, was Max Barclays quiet but distinct response.

My guilt? gasped the old man. Of what crime am I guilty?

Thats best known to yourself, answered the younger man. But I think, now that weve investigated your house and discovered your death-trap, we will bid you good-night.

Youve — youve found it — eh? gasped the old fellow, pale as death.

Yes; and, furthermore, we know how Maud Petrovitch had cast your money at your feet, and defied you.

I — I must explain, he cried, as in frantic eagerness he put on his clothes. Dont leave me. Come below, and — andll tell you.

The pair remained in the wretchedly uncomfortable room, while the old man finished dressing. Then all three descended, the millionaire walking first. They passed the door of the room where stood the coffin, and by touching a spring the iron door opened, and they descended to the library.

The noise wakened old Levi, who appeared at the head of the back stairs, full of surprise.

A reassuring word from his master, however, caused him to at once retire again.

Within the library old Sam switched on the light, and invited both his unwelcome visitors to be seated. Then, standing before them, he said:

I presume, gentlemen, that your curiosity led you to break into my house?

Max Barclay nodded.

I can understand you acting thus, sir; but I cannot understand Rolfe, who knows me so well and who has served me so faithfully.

And, in return, how have I been served? asked Charlie, bitterly. My poor sister has been turned adrift, and you have refused to lift a finger to reinstate her.

I admit that on the face of it, Rolfe, I have been hard and cruel, declared the old man. But when you know the truth you will not, perhaps, think so unkindly of me as at this moment.

The old fellow was perfectly calm. All his fear had vanished, and he now stood his old and usual self, full of quiet assurance.

Well, Rolfe said, perhaps you will tell us the truth. Why, for instance, did Maud Petrovitch visit you to-night?

She came upon her own initiative. She wished to ask me a question.

Which you refused to answer.

It was not judicious for me to tell her what she desized to know — not at present, at least.

But now that we are here together, in confidence you will, no doubt, allow us to know where she and her father are in hiding, Charlie asked, breathlessly.

Certainly, if you will promise not to communicate with them or call upon them without my consent.

We promise, declared Max.

Then they are living in strictest seclusion at Fordham Cottage, Arundel, in Sussex.

But you have quarrelled with Maud? Charlie remarked, at the same time remembering that closed coffin in the room above.

Upon one point only — a very small and unimportant one, responded the old man.

Where is my sister?

Unfortunately, I have no knowledge of where she is at present.

But you have just assured me that when I know the truth I shall not regard you so harshly, Rolfe exclaimed.

And I repeat it, Statham said.

The old mans attitude amazed them both. He was perfectly calm and quite unperturbed by the grim discoveries they had made.

You mean that you refuse to tell me anything concerning my sister? Charlie asked, seriously.

For the present — yes.

Why not now? Why forbid us also from seeking the Doctor and his daughter?

For reasons of my own. I am expecting a visitor.

Max laughed sarcastically. The reason put forward seemed too absurd.

Ah! you dont believe it! cried the old fellow. But you will see. Your curiosity has, no doubt, led you to misjudge me. It was only to have been expected. I ought to have guarded my secret better.

Neither man spoke. Both had their eyes fixed upon the grey face of the old millionaire before them. They recollected his despair before he had retired to rest, and remembered, too, the tender care of his faithful Levi.

The clock chimed the half-hour — half-past three in the morning.

The night had been fraught by so many surprises that neither Charlie nor his friend could believe in the grim reality of it all. They never suspected that that fine mansion was practically unfurnished, or that its millionaire owner practically lived the life of a pauper. Had not Charlie been well aware of his masters shrewdness in his business and clearness in his financial operations, he would have believed it all due to an unbalanced brain. But there was no madness in Samuel Statham. He was as sane as they were. All his eccentricity was evidently directed towards one purpose.

As he stood there he practically told them so.

You misjudge me! said he, his grey face relaxing in a smile. You think me mad — eh? Well, you are not alone in that. A good many people believe the same of me. I am gratified to think they believe it. It is my intention that they should.

But, Mr Statham, we have asked you a question to which you have refused to answer. We wish to know what has become of Marion Rolfe.

You were engaged to her — eh? Yes, I know, responded the old man. For that very reason I refuse to tell you. I can only reassure you, however, that you need experience no anxiety.

But I do. I love her!

Then I am very sorry, your mind must still continue to be exercised. At present I cannot tell you anything.

Why?

Have I not already told you? I am expecting a visitor.

It was all the satisfaction they could obtain.

Charlie longed for an opportunity to refer to the gruesome object in that locked room upstairs. The man who had so suddenly reappeared and sworn vengeance upon the great financier was dead — fallen a victim, no doubt, to the old mans clever cunning. He had, without doubt, been enticed there to his death. The secret reason of the white-enamelled door at the top of the stairs was now quite plain. In that house was a terrible death-trap, as deadly as it was unexpected.

They held knowledge of the truth. How would the old man act?

Contrary to their expectations, he remained quite indifferent. He even offered them a drink, which they refused.

His refusal to tell them anything regarding Marion and his treatment of Maud had incensed them, and they both were bitterly antagonistic towards him. He was, no doubt, playing a huge game of bluff. His disregard of their discoveries was in order to lessen their importance, and his story of a visitor told to gain time.

Probably he intended to make good his escape.

Both were expecting every moment that his coolness would break down, and that he would suggest that they kept silence as to what lay concealed on the floor above.

Indeed, they were not mistaken, for of a sudden he turned to them, and in rather strained voice said:

Now, gentlemen, I admit that you have discovered my secret; that my position is — well — a disagreeable one, to say the least. Is there any real reason why you should divulge it — at least for the present?

Charlie shrugged his shoulders, and Max at the same time realised that a deadly fear was creeping back upon the old man, whose enormous wealth had stifled all human feeling from his soul.

I merely ask your indulgence, said the old man, in a low, eager tone.

For how long?

For a day — maybe for a week — or perhaps a month. I cannot tell.

That means that we preserve the secret indefinitely?

Until the arrival of my visitor.

Ah! the visitor! repeated Max, with a grin of disbelief. When do you expect the visit?

I have expected it during many months, was the millionaires brief reply.

And you can tell us nothing more? Is not your story a somewhat lame one?

Very — I quite admit it. But I can only assure you of its truth.

It is not often you speak the truth, Mr Statham, is it? asked Max, pointedly.

I suppose I am like many another man, was his reply. I only speak it when obliged!

As he uttered those words there sounded in the hall the loud electric bell of the front door. It was rung twice, whereupon old Sam drew himself up in an instant in an attitude of alertness.

The visitor! he gasped, raising his bony finger. The long-expected caller!

The two rings were evidently a pre-arranged signal.

They heard old Levi shuffling outside. The door opened, and he stood expectant, looking at his master, but uttering no word.

Gentlemen, exclaimed old Sam. If you will permit me, I will go and receive my visitor. May I ask you to remain here until I return to you — return to answer any inquiries you may be pleased to put to me?

The old fellow was quite calm again. He seemed to have braced himself up to meet his visitor, whoever he or she might be. It was one of his secret agents, Charlie thought, without a doubt.

Both men consented, and old Sam withdrew with Levi.

Please remain here. I ask you both to respect my wishes, he said, and going out, closed the door behind him.

The two men listened with strained ears.

They heard the sound of footsteps outside, but as far as they could distinguish, no word was spoken. Whether the mysterious visitor was male or female they could not ascertain.

For several moments they stood at the door, listening.

Then Max, unable to resist his own curiosity, opened the door slightly, and peered into the hall.

But only Levi was there, his back turned towards the door. His master and his visitor had ascended the stairs together, passing the iron door which now stood open for the first time.

Max beckoned Charlie, who, looking outside into the hall, saw Levi standing with both hands pressed to his brow in an attitude of wildest despair.

His agitation was evidently for his masters safety.

A visitor at a quarter to four in the morning was unusual, to say the least. Who could it be?

Levi turned, and as he did so Max closed the door noiselessly, for he did not wish the faithful old servant to discover him as an eavesdropper.

Fully ten minutes elapsed, when of a sudden the sharp crack of a pistol-shot echoed through the empty upstairs rooms.

It caused both men to start, so unexpected was it.

For a second they hesitated; then opening the door, they both dashed up the forbidden stain.


Chapter Fifty Two.

Contains a Complete Revelation.
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A COMPLETE SURPRISE awaited them.

The door of the small room on the first floor stood open, and within the light was switched on.

Upon the threshold they both paused, dumbfounded by the scene before them.

Just as they had left it, the coffin stood upon its trestles, but lying on the floor beside was the body of the man whose name it bore upon its plate — the man Jean Adam!

In his nerveless grasp was a big service revolver, while the small round hole in his white temple told its own tale — a tale of sudden denunciation and of suicide.

The dead man wore evening-dress. On his white shirt-front was an ugly crimson splash, while his fast-glazing eyes, still open, stared blankly into space. At the opposite wall, leaning against it for support, was old Sam Statham, his countenance blanched, his jaw set, unable to utter a word.

The sudden unexpectedness of the tragedy had appalled him. He stood speechless. He could only point to the inanimate form upon the floor.

Max lifted the body and sought eagerly for signs of life. There were, however, none. The bullet had penetrated his brain, causing instant death.

Sam Stathams enemy — the man whom they had presumed was already in his coffin was dead! Yet what was the meaning of it all? The whole affair was a complete enigma. Why had Jean Adam, the adventurer who had lived by his wits for years and the hero of a thousand thrilling adventures, taken his own life beside his own coffin?

Rolfe and Barclay turned away from the gruesome scene, and in silence descended the stairs, where, standing back in the shadow, trembling like an aspen, stood old Levi.

As they passed down, the servant entered the room to join his master, with whispered words of awe.

Then, at the millionaires suggestion, when he descended to them five minutes later, Charlie went forth into Park Lane, and, walking hastily towards the fountain, found a constable, whom he informed of the tragedy.

As he went back to the house with the policeman at his side, he wondered whether, after all, he had not misjudged old Sam. In any case, there was a great and complete mystery which must now be elucidated.



Just outside the little old town of Arundel in rural Sussex at the top of the steep hill which leads on to the high road to Chichester, a road rendered dusty in summer and muddy in winter by the constant succession of motor cars which tear along it, stands Fordham Cottage, a small unpretentious redbrick house, surrounded by a pretty garden, and divided from the road by a high old wall clothed completely by ivy.

It was three oclock in the afternoon.

Within the neat old-fashioned front parlour — for the owners of the house were two prim maiden ladies — stood Rolfe and Barclay, together with the grey-haired, grey-bearded man who, having rented the place furnished, was living there in complete seclusion — Doctor Michael Petrovitch.

They were in earnest conversation, but Charlie kept his eyes upon the window, as though in expectation of the arrival of someone. The autumn day was fine and dry, and Maud, returning from London by the first train, which had arrived at half-past six that morning, had, after luncheon, gone out upon her cycle as was her daily habit.

Her lover, anxious and impatient, scarcely heeded what the Doctor was explaining to Max.

For the past hour both men had been describing in brief what had occurred since the ex-Ministers disappearance from Cromwell Road, relating practically what has already been chronicled in the preceding chapters. They had told him of Adams threats, of the warning given to Charlie by Lorena Lyle, of Adams endeavour to entice Max to Constantinople and of Stathams evident terror of Adams vengeance. To it all the grave grey-bearded statesman had listened attentively.

Only when they described their secret visit to the house in Park Lane, and the extraordinary discoveries they had made there, did their hearer evince surprise. Then, knitting his brows, he nodded as though he understood. And when they told him of Adams suicide, he drew a deep breath of apparent relief.

That man, he said, in a low, distinct voice, with scarce a trace of accent— that man was my enemy, as well as Stathams. It was he who, in order to further his speculative financial schemes, paid an assassin to throw a bomb at my carriage — the bomb that killed the poor little child! He was an adventurer who had filched money from widows and orphans — a scoundrel, and an assassin. The assassin, when in the fortress at Belgrade, confessed to the identity of his employer. But in the meantime he disappeared — to South America, it is believed. Prior to the attempt upon me, Lyle, the mining engineer, was his cats-paw, as he has ever since been — a good fellow at heart, but weak and at the same time adventurous. Once or twice they made big profits out of concessions for copper mining obtained from my predecessor in office. When Adam found that I refused to participate in business that was a fraud upon the public in Paris and London, he plotted to get rid of me. Fortunately he did not succeed; but when the truth was exposed to the Servian Government that he was the real assassin, certain valuable concessions were at once withdrawn from him, and he was thereby ruined. He vowed vengeance upon me, and also upon Statham — to whom the concessions had been transferred — a terrible vengeance. But soon afterwards he disappeared, and we heard, upon what seemed to be good authority, that he was dead. He had been shot in a drunken brawl in Caracas.

And then he suddenly turned up again — eh? Max remarked.

Yes; and for that reason Mr Statham suggested that I and my daughter Maud should disappear to some place to which he could not trace us. Statham defied his threats, but at the same time thought that if we disappeared in such a manner that the police would not seek us, it would be a wise step. For that reason I arranged that the furniture, as well as ourselves, should disappear, in order to make it appear that we had suddenly removed, and also to prevent the police searching too inquisitively for missing persons. Had they done this, our hiding-place would soon have been discovered. I disappeared more for Mauds sake, than for my own. I knew the desperate character of the man, and the mad vengeance within his villainous heart.

But Statham also feared him, remarked Charlie, recollecting the occasion when his employer had betrayed such terror.

Yes. The exact facts I do not know. He will tell you himself, answered the ex-Minister.

Maud was in London last night, and called upon Statham, Max remarked.

She called in secret lest she might be seen and followed by Adam, her father replied. She went there to return to Statham a sum of money he had sent her.

For what?

He wished to know the whereabouts of Lorena Lyle, who had been her schoolfellow in Belgrade. Statham, I fear, intended, in some way, to avenge himself upon Lyle — and on his daughter more especially — on account of his association with his enemy. The girl is in London, and he wished to know where she was living.

And the money which she returned was given her in order, to induce her to divulge?

The Doctor nodded in the affirmative, adding:

You see that Statham, surrounded by unscrupulous enemies as he has been, was bound to act always for his own protection. He has been misjudged — by you — by everybody. I, who know him more intimately, perhaps, than anyone save his own brother Levi, assure you that it is so.

His brother Levi! cried Charlie.

Of course, Levi, who poses as his servant, is his brother. They have been inseparable always, from the early days when Sam Statham was a mining prospector and concession-hunter — the days before fortune smiled upon the three Statham brothers, and they were able to open the doors of the offices in Old Broad Street. The romance of old Sams life is the romance of the great firm.

He treated my sister badly, declared Charlie. For that I can never forgive him.

No; there you are wrong. It is true that he would not allow her to be reinstated at Cunningtons, and, on the face of it, treated her unjustly. But he had a motive. True, she refused to betray to him something which my daughter had told her in confidence. For that refusal he allowed her to be dismissed from her situation; but on the following day he sent her down to me here to remain in concealment.

Why?

Because of that man Adam. He had been attracted by her good looks, and had begun to pester her with his attentions. Statham knew this from the report of one who had watched her in secret. Therefore, by sending her here into hiding, he was acting in her best interests.

Then she is here? cried Max, anxiously, his face suddenly brightening.

Yes. See! here she comes — with Maud! and as both men turned quickly to the window they saw the two laughing girls, flushed by their ride, wheeling their cycles up the path from the road.

Next moment both men dashed outside, and both girls, utterly amazed and breathless, found themselves suddenly in the arms of their lovers.

The Doctor looked on, smiling, and in silence. He saw the lips of both girls covered with the hot fervent kisses of good and honest men. He heard their whispered words, and then he turned away.

Those long black days of suspicion and despair were at an end. The mystery of it all was now being rapidly solved, and both girls within that little parlour wept tears of joy upon the shoulders of the men whom they had chosen as their husbands.

The happiness of four young hearts was complete. The grim shadow had lifted, and upon them now fell at last the bright sunshine of life and of love.

The self-effacement of that little household was at an end. Freed from the bondage of silence, the truth was at last told. Maud, with her own lips, explained to Charlie the confession she had made to Marion on the night of their disappearance. She had told her how the man Adam, whom she had known in Belgrade, had followed her several times in the neighbourhood of Earls Court, had spoken to her, and had declared his love for her. She never suspected that he had been her fathers enemy — the man who had been the instigator of the dastardly outrage — until on the previous evening, her father had, in confidence, told her the truth, and added that, because of his re-appearance, they had to fly. She dared not tell him they had met, but she had made Marion her confidante. It was the story of the bomb outrage that had held Marion horrified.

Charlie, when he had listened open-mouthed to the explanation of his well-beloved, cried:

The assassin! And he dared to speak to you of love!

He is dead, dearest, answered the girl, quietly stroking his hair from his brow. Let us forgive him — and forget. For answer he took her again in his arms, and kissed her tenderly upon the lips.



Three days later.

The coroners jury had returned a verdict of suicide while of unsound mind, and the body of Jean Adam had, with the undertakers assistance, been buried in Highgate Cemetery in the actual coffin which had been so long prepared for him. It was surely a weird revenge of old Sams.

But the whole occurrence was a grim and terrible repayment of an old debt.

In the fading twilight of the wet and gloomy day on which the dead mans body was, without a single follower, committed to the grave, Rolfe and Barclay were seated with the millionaire in the familiar library in Park Lane.

Old Sam had been making explanations similar to those made by the Doctor down at Arundel. Suddenly he said, looking from one to the other:

And now I have to apologise to you both. In arranging the disappearance of my dear friend the Doctor, I contrived to mislead you, in order to add mystery to the occurrence. I knew, Rolfe, you lost your train at Charing Cross that night; that you did not wish to be seen off by your sister Marion because you had — in my interests — quarrelled with Adam and had made murderous threats against him — perhaps unwisely. These threats, however, you believed Adam had told to Barclay, hence your fear of the last-named later on. I arranged that a man should be present at Cromwell Road in clothes resembling your own, that a garment should be placed in the house with a bloodstain upon it, and that the doctors safe should be blown open as though thieves had visited the place after the removal of the furniture. I knew from the Doctor that you, Barclay, would go there that evening, and my object was to puzzle and mislead you, at the same time believing that, having suspicions of your friend Rolfe, you would not go to the police. Again, in order to test Rolfes devotion to myself, I suggested that the honour of the woman he loved, if sacrificed, could save me. I made this suggestion in order to put Rolfe off the scent.

Then it was all your own doing? Max cried, in surprise.

Entirely, was the old mans response. In the interests of myself, as well as of both of you. Adam believed that you were aware of his secret intentions, therefore he was plotting to entice you to Turkey — a country where you might have disappeared with ease. That was undoubtedly his object.

For a few moments he paused; then, clearing his throat, the old man said, in a distinct voice:

The other night you were no doubt both surprised to find my drawing-room transposed into the interior of a Russian house. Well, it was done with a distinct purpose — to defeat my enemy. He, with his friend and accomplice Lyle, had made a false charge against me — a charge supported by the perjured evidence of the hunchback — a charge of having in the old days, years ago, murdered a woman — the woman who was my wife.

A shadow of pain crossed the old mans brow at what seemed a bitter remembrance. Then, after a moments pause, he went on:

She was worthless! Ah! yes, I admit that. But I swear I am innocent of the charge they brought against me. She was killed in Caracas in a brutal manner, but by whom I could never discover. After her death I left South America. Adam and his friend dropped their foul charge against me, and I lost sight of them for years. Later on, I was prospecting in the Timan Mountains, in Northern Russia, within the Arctic Circle, a wild snow-covered country outside the edge of civilisation. Both gold and emeralds had been discovered along the Ishma Valley, and there had been a rush there. Among the many adventurous spirits attracted thither was Jean Adam, with his attendant alter ego Lyle. We met again. It was in winter, and we were in a state of semi-starvation, all three of us. Not a word was said regarding the charge they had made against me. Both were without means, and both down on their luck. For a fortnight we remained together, then, finding things hopeless resolved to struggle back to civilisation at the nearest little Russian village, a miserable little place called Ust Ussa, four hundred and fifty versts south. On the way we all three nearly succumbed to the intense cold and want of food. At last, however, late one night we came across a lonely house in a clearing in the pine forest on the outskirts of the village which was our goal. Sinking with fatigue, we begged shelter of the white-bearded old man who lived there. He took us in, gave us food, and allowed us to sleep. I was drowsy and slept heavily. It was late when I awoke — when I awoke to find lying beside the table opposite me the old man stone dead, stabbed to the heart! The place had been ransacked; the old mans hoard of money — for there are no banks there — had been found, and my two companions were missing. They had gone — no one knew whither! What could I do? To remain, would mean to be accused of the crime, and probably sent to Siberia. Well, I reflected for a moment. Then I took some food, stole out, and made my way again into the snow-covered wilderness. Ah! the recollection of it all is still upon me, though years have since elapsed.

And then? asked Max, when he found tongue.

Since then I and my brothers Levi and Ben have abandoned the old life, but I have ever since been determined to avenge the brutal murder of that poor old peasant. I made a vow not to enjoy the luxuries which my money brought me until my conscience had been cleared and the assassin brought to justice. Hence, I have lived in the desolation attendant upon pauperism. I have been the Pauper of Park Lane. Seven years ago I sent an agent to the place, and purchased all the interior of the house. Then, when I came to live here, I had the drawing-room fitted as you see it, and have since awaited my opportunity. The other night, as you know, Jean Adam came to renew his false charge against me, and I took him upstairs and ushered him suddenly into the scene of his crime. Ah! his terror was horrible to witness: he trembled from head to foot. He saw the hangmans rope around his neck. Then I took him into the next room, and showed him in silence what I had prepared for him. He read his own name inscribed there, and with a curse upon his lips, drew his revolver and put an end to his life.

Both his hearers remained in silence. It had surely been a just vengeance — blood for blood!



A year has now passed.

Marion is now the wife of Max Barclay, and the pair spend the greater part of their time at the beautiful old castle Kilmaronock, up in Perthshire, for in her perfect happiness she prefers a healthy out-door life to that of London.

Rolfe, who is still confidential secretary to Mr Samuel Statham, has married Maud, and has abandoned his bachelor chambers in Jermyn Street for a pretty little house in Curzon Street, where he is quite near to the mansion in Park Lane.

Doctor Petrovitch has returned to Servia at the invitation of the King, and is expected every day to accept the portfolio of Prime Minister. Old Duncan Macgregor has been promoted to be general manager of the great Clyde and Motherwell Locomotive Works; while Levi acts as servant to his brother, their secret still being kept, and the position of Statham Brothers in the City is to-day higher than it has ever been.

As regards the Park Lane mansion, with the red-striped sun-blinds — the house you know well, without doubt — there is now no further mystery concerning it. The rumours regarding its beautiful interior, and the sounds of piano-playing were all of course, the outcome of gossip. The truth, however, is now common knowledge, and society during the past nine months or so has been amazed to see painters, decorators, and upholsterers so busily at work. It is evident that old Sam intends to entertain largely during this coming season.

The house is now exquisitely furnished from top to bottom. He no longer sleeps on his little camp bed, or dines off a chump chop cooked over a gas-stove by old Levi. The dark shadow has now been lifted from his life.

In fact, he no longer lives in the squalor of an empty house as The Pauper of Park Lane.

THE END


The Counts Chauffeur (1906)
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CHAPTER I

A MOVE ON THE FORTY
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IN PARIS, IN Rome, in Florence, in Berlin, in Vienna — in fact, over half the face of Europe, from the Pyrenees to the Russian frontier — I am now known as The Counts Chauffeur.

An Englishman, as my name George Ewart denotes, I am of cosmopolitan birth and education, my early youth having been spent on the Continent, where my father was agent for a London firm.

When I was fourteen, my father, having prospered, came to London, and established himself as an agent in Wood Street, City, representing a great firm of silk manufacturers in Lyons.

At twenty I tried City life, but an office with a high stool, a dusty ledger, and sandwich lunches, had no attraction for me. I had always had a turn for mechanics, but was never allowed to adopt engineering as a profession, my fathers one idea being that I should follow in his footsteps — a delusive hope entertained by many a fond parent.

Six months of office life sufficed me. One day I went home to Teddington and refused to return again to Wood Street. This resulted in an open quarrel between my father and myself, with the result that a week later I was on my way to Canada. In a year I was back again, and, after some months of semi-starvation in London, I managed to obtain a job in a motor factory. I was then entirely in my element. During two years I learned the mechanism of the various petrol-driven cars, until I became classed as an expert driver and engineer.

At the place I was employed there was manufactured one of the best and most expensive makes of English car, and, being at length placed on the testing staff, it was my duty to take out each new chassis for its trial-run before being delivered to a customer.

Upon my certificate each chassis was declared in perfect running order, and was then handed over to the body-makers indicated by the purchaser.

Being an expert driver, my firm sent me to drive in the Tourist Trophy races in the Isle of Man, and I likewise did the Ardennes Circuit and came in fourth in the Brescia race for the Florio Cup, my successes, of course, adding glory and advertisement to the car I drove.

Racing, however, aroused within me, as it does in every motorist, an ardent desire to travel long distances. The testing of those chassis in Regents Park, and an occasional run with some wealthy customer out on the Great North Road or on the Bath or Brighton roads, became too quiet a life for me. I was now seized by a desire to tour and see Europe. True, in my capacity of tester, I met all classes of men. In the seat beside me have sat Cabinet Ministers, Dukes, Indian Rajahs, Members of Parliament, and merchant princes, customers or prospective purchasers, all of whom chatted with me, mostly displaying their ignorance of the first principles of mechanics. It was all pleasant enough — a merry life and good pay. Yet I hated London, and the height of my ambition was a good car to drive abroad.

After some months of waiting, the opportunity came, and I seized it.

By appointment, at the Royal Automobile Club one grey December morning, I met Count Bindo di Ferraris, a young Italian aristocrat, whose aspect, however, was the reverse of that of a Southerner. About thirty, he was tall, lithe, and well dressed in a dark-brown lounge suit. His complexion, his chestnut hair, his erect, rather soldierly bearing, his clean-shaven face, and his open countenance gave him every appearance of an English gentleman. Indeed, I at first took him for an Englishman, for he spoke English so perfectly.

When he had examined my testimonials and made a number of inquiries, he asked — 

You speak French?

Yes, was my reply; a little Italian, and a little German.



Italian! he exclaimed in surprise. Excellent!

Then, while we sat alone, with no one within hearing, he told me the terms upon which he was willing to engage me to drive on the Continent, and added — 

Your salary will be doubled — providing I find you entirely loyal to me. That is to say, you must know how to keep your mouth closed — understand?

And he regarded me rather curiously, I thought.

No, I answered; I dont quite understand.

Well, well, there are matters — private family matters — of which you will probably become cognisant. Truth to tell, I want help — the help of a good, careful driver who isnt afraid, and who is always discreet. I may as well tell you that before I wrote to you I made certain secret inquiries regarding you, and I feel confident that you can serve me very much to our mutual advantage.

This puzzled me, and my curiosity was further aroused when he added — 

To be plain, there is a certain young lady in very high society in the case. I need not tell you more, need I? You will be discreet, eh?

I smiled and promised. What did it all mean? I wondered. My employer was mysterious; but in due course I should, as he prophesied, obtain knowledge of this secret — a secret love affair, no doubt.

The Counts private affairs did not, after all, concern me. My duty was to drive on the Continent, and for what he was to pay me I was to serve him loyally, and see that his tyre and petrol bills were not too exorbitant.

He went to the writing-table and wrote out a short agreement which he copied, and we both signed it — a rather curiously worded agreement by which I was to serve him for three years, and during that time our interests were to be mutual. That last phrase caused me to wonder, but I scribbled my name and refrained from comment, for the payment was already double that which I was receiving from the firm.

My car is outside, he remarked, as he folded his copy of the agreement and placed it in his pocket. Did you notice it?

I had not, so we went out into Piccadilly together, and there, standing at the kerb, I saw a car that caused my heart to bound with delight — a magnificent six-cylinder forty horse-power Napier, of the very latest model. The car was open, with side entrance, a dark green body with coronet and cipher on the panels, upholstered in red, with glass removable screen to the splashboard — a splendid, workmanlike car just suitable for long tours and fast runs. Of all the cars and of all the makes, that was the only one which it was my ambition to drive.

I walked around it in admiration, and saw that every accessory was the best and very latest that money could buy — even to the newly invented gas-generator which had only a few weeks ago been placed upon the market. I lifted the long bonnet, looked around the engine, and saw those six cylinders in a row — the latest invention of a celebrated inventor.

Splendid! I ejaculated. Theres nothing yet to beat this car. By Jove! we can get a move on a good road!

Yes, smiled the Count. My man Mario could make her travel, but hes a fool, and has left me in a fit of temper. He was an Italian, and we Italians are, alas! hot-headed, and he laughed again. Would you like to try her?

I assented with delight, and, while he returned inside the Club to get his fur coat, I started the engine and got in at the steering-wheel. A few moments later he seated himself beside me, and we glided down Piccadilly on our way to Regents Park — the ground where, day after day, it had been my habit to go testing. The car ran perfectly, the engines sounding a splendid rhythm through the Regent Street traffic into broad Portland Place, and on into the Park, where I was afforded some scope to see what she could do. The Count declared that he was in no hurry, therefore we went up through Hampstead to Highgate Station, and then on the Great North Road, through East End, Whetstone, Barnet, and Hatfield, to Hitchin — thirty-five miles of road which was as well known to me as the Strand.

The morning was dry and cold, the roads in excellent condition bar a few patches of new metal between Codicote and Chapelfoot, and the sharp east wind compelled us to goggle. Fortunately, I had on my leather-lined frieze coat, and was therefore fully equipped. The North Road between London and Hitchin is really of little use for trying the speed of a car, for there are so many corners, it is mostly narrow, and it abounds in police-traps. That twenty miles of flat, straight road, with perfect surface, from Lincoln to New Holland, opposite Hull, is one of the best places in England to see what a car is worth.

Nevertheless, the run to Hitchin satisfied me perfectly that the car was not a roundabout, as so many are, but a car well within the meaning of the Act.

And what is your opinion of her, Ewart? asked the Count, as we sat down to cold beef and pickles in the long, old-fashioned upstairs room of the Sun Inn at Hitchin.

Couldnt be better, I declared. The brakes would do with re-lining, but thats about all. When do we start for the Continent?

The day after to-morrow. Im staying just now at the Cecil. Well run the car down to Folkestone, ship her across, and then go by Paris and Aix to Monte Carlo first; afterwards well decide upon our itinerary. Ever been to Monty?

I replied in the negative. The prospect of going on the Riviera sounded delightful.

After our late luncheon we ran back from Hitchin to London, but, not arriving before lighting-up time, we had to turn on the head-lights beyond Barnet. We drove straight to the fine garage on the Embankment beneath the Cecil, and after I had put things square and received orders for ten oclock next day, I was preparing to go to my lodgings in Bloomsbury to look through my kit in preparation for the journey when my employer suddenly exclaimed — 

Come up to the smoking-room a moment. I want to write a letter for you to take to Boodles in St. Jamess Street, for me, if you will.

I followed him upstairs to the great blue-tiled smoking-room overlooking the Embankment, and as we entered, two well-dressed men — Englishmen, of aristocratic bearing — rose from a table and shook him warmly by the hand.

I noticed their quick, apprehensive look as they glanced at me as though in inquiry, but my employer exclaimed — 

This is my new chauffeur, Ewart, an expert. Ewart, these are my friends — Sir Charles Blythe, indicating the elder man, and Mr. Henderson. These gentlemen will perhaps be with us sometimes, so you had better know them.

The pair looked me up and down and smiled pleasantly. Sir Charles was narrow-faced, about fifty, with a dark beard turning grey; his companion was under thirty, a fair-haired, rather foppishly dressed young fellow, in a fashionable suit and a light fancy vest.

Then, as the Count went to the table to write, Sir Charles inquired where we had been, and whether I had driven much on the Continent.

When the Count handed me the letter, I saw that he exchanged a meaning glance with Sir Charles, but what it was intended to convey I could not guess. I only know that, for a few seconds, I felt some vague distrust of my new friends, and yet they treated me more as an equal than as a mere chauffeur.

The Counts friends were certainly a merry, easy-going pair, yet somehow I instinctively held them in suspicion. Whether it was on account of the covert glance which Sir Charles shot across at my employer, or whether there was something unusual about their manner, I cannot tell. I am only aware that when I left the hotel I went on my way in wonder.

Next day, at ten punctually, I ran the car from the Strand into the courtyard of the hotel and pulled up at the restaurant entrance, so as to be out of the way of the continuous cab traffic. The Count, however, did not make his appearance until nearly half an hour later, and when he did arrive he superintended the despatch by cab of a quantity of luggage which he told me he was sending forward by grande vitesse to Monte Carlo.

After the four-wheeler had moved off, the hall-porter helped him on with his big fur coat, and he, getting up beside me, told me to drive to Piccadilly.

As we were crossing Trafalgar Square into Pall Mall, he turned to me, saying — 

Remember, Ewart, your promise yesterday. If my actions — I mean, if you think I am a little peculiar sometimes, dont trouble your head about it. You are paid to drive — and paid well, I think. My affairs dont concern you, do they?



Not in the least, I answered, nevertheless puzzled.

He descended at a tobacconists in Bond Street, and bought a couple of boxes of cigars, and then made several calls at shops, also visiting two jewellers to obtain, he remarked, a silver photograph frame of a certain size.

At Gillings — the third shop he tried — he remained inside some little time — quite twenty minutes, I should think. As you know, it is in the narrowest part of Bond Street, and the traffic was congested owing to the road at the Piccadilly end being partially up.

As I sat in my place, staring idly before me, and reflecting that I should be so soon travelling due South over the broad, well-kept French roads, and out of the gloom and dreariness of the English winter, I suddenly became conscious of a familiar face in the crowd of hurrying foot-passengers.

I glanced up quickly as a man bustled past. Was I mistaken? I probably had been; but the thin, keen, bearded countenance was very much like that of Sir Charles Blythe. But no. When I looked back after him I saw that his figure was much more bent and his appearance was not half so smart and well groomed as the Counts friend.

At one moment I felt absolutely positive that the man had really been watching me, and was now endeavouring to escape recognition, yet at the next I saw the absurdity of such a thought. Sir Charless face had, I suppose, been impressed upon my memory on the previous evening, and the passer-by merely bore some slight resemblance.

And so I dismissed it from my mind.

A few moments later a man in a frock-coat, probably the jewellers manager, opened the door, looked up and down the street for a few moments, shot an inquisitive glance at me, and then disappeared within.

I found that the clock on the splashboard required winding, and was in the act of doing this when my eyes fell upon a second person who was equally a mystery. This time I felt convinced that I was not mistaken. The fair-moustached young man Henderson went by, but without recognising me.

Did either of the pair recognise the car? If so, what object had they in not acknowledging me?

My suspicions were again aroused. I did not like either of the two men. Were they following my master with some evil intent? In London, and especially in certain cosmopolitan circles, one cannot be too cautious regarding ones acquaintances. They had been slightly too over-dressed and too familiar with the Count to suit me, and I had resolved that if I had ever to drive either of them I would land them in some out-of-the-world hole with a pretended breakdown. The non-motorist is always at the mercy of the chauffeur, and the so-called breakdowns are frequently due to the vengeance of the driver, who gets his throttle stuck, or some trouble which sounds equally serious, but which is remedied in one, two, three, or four hours, according to how long the chauffeur decides to detain his victim by the roadside.

I wondered, as I sat ruminating, whether these two men were really crooks; and so deep-rooted were my suspicions that I decided, when the Count returned, to drop him a hint that we were being watched.

I am not nervous by any means, and, moreover, I always carry for my own protection a handy little revolver. Yet I admit that at that moment I felt a decidedly uncomfortable feeling creeping over me.

Those men meant mischief. I had detected it in their eyes on the previous night. By some kind of mysterious intuition I became aware that we were in peril.

Almost at that moment the shop door was opened by the manager, and the Count, emerging, crossed to me and said — 

Go into the shop, Ewart, and wait there till I return. Im just going round to get some money, and seeing a boy passing, he called him, saying, Just mind this car for ten minutes, my boy, and Ill give you half a crown. Never mind the police; if they say anything, tell them Ill be back in ten minutes.

The lad, eager to earn a trifle, at once consented, and descending, I entered the shop, the door of which was being still held open for me, while the Count hailed a hansom and drove away.



The shop is one of the finest in Bond Street, as you know. At that moment there were, however, no other customers. The manager politely invited me to be seated, saying — 

His lordship will only be a short time, and then, standing with his hands behind his back, he commenced to chat with me.

Thats a very fine car of yours, he said. You ought to be able to travel pretty fast, eh?

Well, we do, as a matter of fact, I replied.

Then he went to the door, and looking over the panes of frosted glass, asked what horse-power it was, and a number of other questions with which non-motorists always plague the chauffeur.

Then, returning to me, he remarked what a very nice gentleman his lordship was, adding that he had been a customer on several occasions.

Have you been long in his service? he inquired.

Oh yes, I replied, determined not to be thought a new hand. Quite a long time. As you say, he is a very charming man.

Hes very wealthy, according to report. I read something about him in the papers the other day — a gift of some thousands to the Hospital Fund.

This rather surprised me. I never remembered having seen the name of Count Bindo di Ferraris in the papers.

Presently I got up, and wandering about the shop, inspected some of the beautiful jewels in the fine show-cases, many of them ornaments of enormous value. The manager, a pleasant, elderly man, took me round and showed me some of the most beautiful jewellery I had ever seen. Then, excusing himself, he retired to the office beyond the shop, and left me to chat with one of the assistants.

I looked at the clock, and saw that nearly half an hour had elapsed since the Count had left. A constable had looked in and inquired about the car, but I had assured him that in a few minutes we should be off, and begged, as a favour, that it might be allowed to remain until my masters return.

Another quarter of an hour elapsed, when the door opened, and there entered two respectably dressed men in dark overcoats, one wearing a soft brown felt hat and the other a bowler.

They asked to see the manager, and the assistant who had been chatting to me conducted them through the shop to the office beyond. Both men were of middle age and well set up, and as they entered, I saw that a third man, much younger, was with them. He, however, did not come in, but stood in the doorway, idly glancing up and down Bond Street.

Within the office I distinctly heard the manager utter an exclamation of surprise, and then one of the men, in a deep, low voice, seemed to enter into a long explanation.

The elder of the two strangers walked along the shop to the door, and going outside, spoke some words to the man who had accompanied them. On re-entering, he passed me, giving me a sharp glance, and then disappeared again into the office, where, for five minutes or so, he remained closeted with the manager.

Presently the last-named came out, and as he approached me I noticed an entire change in his manner. He was pale, almost to the lips.

Will you step into my office for one moment? he asked. Theres — well, a little matter upon which I want to speak to you.

This surprised me. What could he mean?

Nevertheless, I consented, and in a few moments found myself in a large, well-lit office with the manager and the two strangers.

The man in the brown felt hat was the first to speak.

We want to ask you a question or two, he said. Do you recognise this? and he produced a small square photograph of a man upon whose coat was a white ticket bearing a bold number. I started when my eyes fell upon it.

My master! I ejaculated.

The portrait was a police photograph! The men were detectives!

The inspector, for such he was, turned to the jewellers manager, and regarded him with a significant look.

Its a good job weve arrested him with the stuff on him, he remarked, otherwise youd never have seen the colour of it again. Hes worked the same dodge in Rome and Berlin, and both times got clear away. I suppose he became a small customer, in order to inspire confidence — eh?



Well, he came in this morning, saying that he wished to give his wife a tiara for the anniversary of her wedding, and asked that he might have two on approval, as he was undecided which to choose, and wished her to pick for herself. He left his car and chauffeur here till his return, and took away two worth five thousand pounds each. I, of course, had not the slightest suspicion. Lord Ixwell — the name by which we know him — is reputed everywhere to be one of the richest peers in the kingdom.

Yes. But, you see, Detective-Sergeant Rodwell here, chanced to see him come out of the shop, and, recognising him as the jewel-thief weve wanted for months past, followed his cab down to Charing Cross Station, and there arrested him and took him to Bow Street.

I stood utterly dumbfounded at this sudden ending of what I had believed would be an ideal engagement.

Whats your name? inquired the inspector.

George Ewart, was my answer. I only entered the Counts service yesterday.

And yet you told me you had been his chauffeur for a long time! exclaimed the jewellers manager.

Well, said the elder of the detectives, we shall arrest you, at any rate. You must come round to Bow Street, and I warn you that any statement you may make will be taken down and used as evidence against you.

Arrest me! I cried. Why, I havent done anything! Im perfectly innocent. I had no idea that — —

Well, you have more than an idea now, havent you? laughed the detective. But come along; we have no time to lose, and he asked the manager to order a four-wheeled cab.

I remonstrated in indignation, but to no avail.

What about the car? I asked anxiously, as we went outside together and stepped into the cab, the third police-officer, who had been on guard outside, holding open the door, while the constable who had been worrying me about the car stood looking on.

Diplock, you can drive a motor-car, exclaimed the inspector, turning to the detective at the cab door. Just bring that round to Bow Street as quick as you can.

The constable took in the situation at a glance. He saw that I had been arrested, and asked the detectives if they needed any assistance. But the reply was negative, and with the inspector at my side and the sergeant opposite, we moved off towards Piccadilly, the jewellers manager having been requested to attend at Bow Street Police Station in an hour, in order to identify the stolen property. By that time the charge would be made out, and we should, the inspector said, be up before the magistrate for a remand before the Court rose.

As we drove along Piccadilly, my heart fell within me. All my dreams of those splendid, well-kept roads in the sunny South, of touring to all the gayest places on the Continent, and seeing all that was to be seen, had been shattered at a single blow. And what a blow!

I had awakened to find myself under arrest as the accomplice of one of the most expert jewel-thieves in Europe!

My companions were not communicative. Why should they have been?

Suddenly I became aware of the fact that we had driven a considerable distance. In my agitated state of mind I had taken no notice of our route, and my captors had, it seemed, endeavoured to take my attention off the direction we had taken.

Collecting my scattered senses, however, I recollected that we had crossed one of the bridges over the Thames, and looking out of the window, I found that we were in a long, open road of private houses, each with a short strip of railed-off garden in front — a South London thoroughfare evidently.

This isnt the way to Bow Street! I exclaimed in wonder.

Well, not exactly the straight way, grinned the inspector. A roundabout route, lets call it.

I was puzzled. The more so when I recognised a few minutes later that we had come down the Camberwell New Road, and were passing Camberwell Green.

We continued up Denmark Hill until, at the corner where Champion Hill branches off, the inspector called to the cabman to stop, and we all descended, the detective-sergeant paying the fare.



Where were they taking me? I wondered. I asked, but they only laughed, and would vouchsafe no reply.

Together we walked up the quiet, semi-rural Champion Hill, until we reached Green Lane, when at the sharp right angle of the road, as we turned, I saw before me an object which caused me to hold my breath in utter amazement.

The car was standing there, right before me in the lonely suburban road, and in it, seated at the wheel, a man whom I next second recognised as the Count himself! He was evidently awaiting me.

He was wearing a different motor-coat, the car bore a different number, and as I approached I noticed that the coronet and cipher had been obliterated by a dab of paint!

Come on, Ewart! cried the Count, jumping down to allow me to take his place at the steering.

I turned to my captors in wonder.

Yes, away you go, Ewart, the inspector said, and good luck to you!

Without another seconds delay, I sprang upon the car, and while the Count, as he jumped up at my side, shouted good-bye to my captors, I started away towards Lordship Lane and the open country of Surrey.

Where shall we go? I inquired breathlessly, utterly amazed at our extraordinary escape.

Straight on through Sydenham, and then Ill tell you. The sooner were out of this, the better. Well run along to Winchester, where I have a little house at Kingsworthy, just outside the city, and where we can lie low comfortably for a bit.

But shant we be followed by those men? I asked apprehensively.

Followed — by them? Oh dear no! he laughed. Of course, you dont understand, Ewart. They all three belong to us. Weve played a smartish game upon the jeweller, havent we? They had to frighten you, of course, because it added a real good touch of truth to the scheme. We ought to be able to slip away across the Channel in a weeks time, at latest. Theyll leave to-night — in search of me! and he laughed lightly to himself.

Then they were not detectives? I exclaimed, utterly staggered by the marvellous ingenuity of the robbery.

No more than you are, Ewart, was his reply. But dont bother your head about them now. All youve got to look after is your driving. Lets get across to Winchester as quickly as possible. Just here! — sharp to the right and the first to the left takes us into the Guildford road. Then we can move.


CHAPTER II

A SENTIMENTAL SWINDLE
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COUNT BINDOS RETREAT near Winchester proved to be a small, rather isolated house near Kingsworthy. It stood in its own grounds, surrounded by a high wall, and at the rear was a very fair garage, that had been specially constructed, with inspection-pit and the various appliances.

The house was rather well furnished, but the only servant was a man, who turned out to be none other than the yellow-haired young fellow who had been introduced to me at the Cecil as Mr. Henderson.

He no longer wore the light fancy vest and smartly-cut clothes, but was in a somewhat shabby suit of black. He smiled grimly as I recognised him, while his master said — 

Got back all right, Henderson — eh?

I arrived only ten minutes ago, sir. All was quiet, wasnt it?

Absolutely, replied the Count, who then went upstairs, and I saw him no more that evening.

For nearly a fortnight the car remained in the garage. It now bore a different identification-plate, and to kill time, I idled about, wondering when we should start again. It was a strange ménage. Count Bindo was a very easy-going cosmopolitan, who treated both Henderson and myself as intimates, inasmuch as we ate at table with him, and smoked together each evening.

We were simply waiting. The papers were, of course, full of the clever theft from Gillings, and the police, it appeared, were doing their utmost to track the tricksters — but in vain. The Count, under the name of Mr. Claude Fielding, seemed to be very popular in the neighbourhood, though he discouraged visitors. Indeed, no one came there. He dined, however, at several houses during the second week of his concealment, and seemed to be quite confident of his safety.

At last we left, but not, however, before Sir Charles Blythe had stayed one night with us and made some confidential report to his friend. It being apparent that all was clear, some further alteration was made both in the appearance of the car and in the personal aspect of Count Bindo and myself, after which we started for the Continent by way of Southampton.

We crossed and ran up to Paris, where we stayed at the Ritz. The Count proved a devil-may-care fellow, with plenty of friends in the French capital. When with the latter he treated me as a servant; when alone as a friend.

Whatever the result of the clever piece of trickery in Bond Street, it was quite clear that my employer was in funds, for he spent freely, dined and supped at the expensive restaurants, and thoroughly enjoyed himself with his chums.

We left Paris, and went on the broad good road to Lyons and to Monte Carlo. It was just before Christmas, and the season had, of course, not yet commenced. We stayed at the Hôtel de Paris — the hotel where most men en garçon put up — and the car I put into the Garage Meunier.

It was the first time I had seen Monty, and it attracted me, as it does every man and woman. Here, too, Bindo di Ferraris seemed to have hosts of friends. He dined at the Grand, the Métropole, or the Riviera Palace, and supped each night at Ciros, indulging in a little mild play in the Rooms in the interval between the two meals.

He did not often go out in the car, but frequently went to Nice and Cannes by train. About a fortnight after our arrival, however, we ran, one bright morning, along the lower road by Beaulieu to Nice — bad, by the way, on account of the sharp corners and electric trams — and called at a small hotel in the Boulevard Gambetta.

The Count apparently had an appointment with a tall, dark-haired, extremely good-looking young French girl, with whom he lunched at a small restaurant, and afterwards he walked for an hour on the Promenade, talking with her very earnestly.

She was not more than nineteen — a smart, very chic little Parisienne, quietly dressed in black, but in clothes that bore unmistakably the cachet of a first-class dressmaker. They took a turn on the Jetée Promenade, and presently returned to the hotel, when the Count told her to go and get a close hat and thick coat, and he would wait for her.

Then, when she had gone, he told me that we were about to take her over to the Bristol at Beaulieu, that great white hotel that lies so sheltered in the most delightful bay of the whole Riviera.

It was a clear, bright December afternoon. The roads were perfect, though dusty as the Corniche always is, and very soon, with the Count and his lady friend, I swung into the curved drive before the hotel.

You can go to the garage for an hour or so, Ewart, my employer said, after they had descended. Therefore I turned the car and went to the huge garage at the rear of the hotel — the garage which every motorist on the Riviera knows so well.

After an hour I re-entered the hotel to look for the Count and receive orders, when I saw, in the great red-carpeted lounge, my employer and the little Parisienne seated with the man whom I knew as Sir Charles Blythe, but who really was one of Count Bindos confederates.

We exchanged glances, and his was a meaning one. That some deep and ingenious game was in progress I felt certain, but what it was I had no idea.

Blythe was smartly dressed in a grey flannel suit and white shoes — the costume de rigueur on the Riviera — and as he smoked his cigar, easily reclining in the wicker lounge-chair, he presented the complete picture of the English aristocrat putting in a month or two for sunshine.

Both men were talking earnestly in French with the dark-eyed little lady, who now and then laughed, or, raising her shoulders, looked from one to the other and protruded her chin in a gesture of uncertainty.

I retired and watched closely. It was quite plain in a few moments that the young lady was entirely devoted to the handsome Bindo. Both manner and glances betrayed it. I saw him look at Blythe, and knew that they were working in accord towards some prearranged end.

Presently a noisy party of American girls who had just returned from Monty entered and sat close to them, calling for tea. Therefore the trio rose and went out into the evening dusk. They wished, it seemed, to talk in private, and they did so until, half an hour later, I received orders to bring round the car, and drove them all three back to Nice, which we reached in plenty of time for dinner.

Now, you will not forget, Gabrielle? Youre sure? said Bindo in French as he handed her out of the car and shook her hand as he bared his head.

I have promised, msieur, was her reply in a low, rather musical voice. I shall not forget.

And then she bowed to Blythe, ascended the steps, and disappeared into the hotel.



Her quietness and neatness of dress were, to me, attractive. She was a dainty little thing, and yet her plain black dress, so well cut, was really very severe. She had the manner of a lady, sweet and demure. The air of the woman-of-the-world was, somehow, entirely absent.

Well, to confess it, I found myself admiring her very much. She was, I thought, delightful — one of the prettiest, sweetest girls I had ever seen.

Evidently our run to Beaulieu and back was her first experience of motoring, for she laughed with girlish delight when, on an open piece of road here and there, I put on a move. And as she disappeared into the hotel she turned and waved her tiny black-gloved hand back at the handsome Bindo.

Done, my dear chap! chuckled Blythe in a low voice to his companion as the neat figure disappeared behind the glass swing-doors. The rest is easy — if we keep up pluck.

Its a big thing, of course; but Im sanguine enough, declared my employer. That little girl is a perfect brick. Shes entirely unsuspicious. Flatter and court a woman, and if she falls in love with you shell go any length to serve you!

Youre a splendid lover! declared Sir Charles as he mounted into the car beside the Count, while the latter, laughing lightly, bent to me, saying — 

Back to Monte Carlo, as quick as we can get.

I slipped along out of Nice, through Villefranche, round Beaulieu, slowing up for the corners, but travelling sharply on the open road, and we were soon back at the Paris.

Having put the car into the garage, I walked round to the hotel, transformed myself from a leather-coated chauffeur into a Monte Carlo lounger, and just before ten oclock met the Count going across the flower-scented Place to the Rooms.

He was alone, and, recognising me, crossed and said — 

Ewart, lets walk up through the gardens. I want to have a word with you.

I turned on my heel, and strolled with him.

You know what weve done to-day — eh? You stand in, so you can just shut your eyes to anything that isnt exactly in order — understand? Theres a big thing before us — a very big thing — a thing thats simply dropped from the clouds. You want money, so do I. We all want money. Just keep a still tongue, and obey my orders, and youll see that well bring off the biggest coup that the Riviera has yet known.

I know how to be silent, I said, though I did not at all like the aspect of affairs.

Yes, you do. I give you credit for that. One word of this and I go to durance vile. Silence, and the whole of us profit and get the wherewithal to live. I often think, Ewart, that the public, as they call it — the British public — are an extraordinary people. They are so confoundedly honest. But, nowadays, there surely isnt any honesty in life — at least, Ive never found any. Why, your honest business man who goes to church or chapel each Sunday, and is a model of all the virtues, is, in the City, the very man wholl drive a hard bargain, pay a starvation wage, and button his pockets against the widow! Who are your successful men in business? Why, for the most part, the men who, by dint of sharp practice or unscrupulousness, have been able to get in front of their competitors. Therefore, after all, am I very much worse than the successful City man? I live on my brains — and Im happy to say Ive lived very well — up to the present. But enough of this philosophy, laughed the easy-going young scoundrel. I want to give you instructions. You stand in with us, Ewart. Your share of the Gilling affair is to your credit, and youll have it before long. At present, we have another little matter in hand — one which requires extremely delicate handling, but will be successful providing Mademoiselle Gabrielle doesnt change her mind. But women are so often fickle, and the morning brings prudence far too frequently. Youll see some strange happenings to-morrow or the next day. Keep your eyes and ears closed; thats all you have to do. You understand — eh?

Perfectly, was my reply, for my curiosity was now thoroughly whetted.

There was a desperate project in the air, and the spirit of adventure had now entered thoroughly into me.



Early next morning I drove the Count back to Nice, where, at a quiet spot beyond the Magnan, he met the pretty Gabrielle clandestinely.

When we drew up to where she was apparently awaiting us, I saw that she was annoyed at my presence.

Ewart, my chauffeur, he explained, introducing me, will say nothing about this meeting. He knows how to be discreet.

I raised my peaked motor-cap, as our eyes met. I thought I detected a curiously timid glance in them, for in an instant she dropped her gaze.

That she was an intimate friend of the Count was shown by the instructions he gave her.

You two walk along the Promenade des Anglais, and Ill meet you at the other end, by the Hôtel Suisse. Ill take the car myself on to the garage.

This meant that I was to walk with her a full three-quarters of an hour along the whole of the beautiful sea-front of Nice. Why? I wondered.

But, Bindo, cant you come?

Ill meet you outside the Suisse. Its better to do that, was his answer. Go along; youll find Ewart a clever fellow. Hell tell you how to drive a motor-car.

She laughed lightly, and then, as Bindo mounted into the car again and turned away, we strolled together on the broad asphalte back towards the town.

The morning was delightful, with bright sunshine and blue sea. The sweet-smelling wallflowers were already out, and the big palms waved lazily in the soft breeze.

I quickly found my companion most charming, and envied the Count his acquaintanceship. Was she marked down as a victim? Or was she an accomplice? I could not grasp the motive for being sent to walk the whole length of the Promenade with her. But the Count and his companions were, they admitted, working a big thing, and this was part of it, I supposed.

This is the first time you have been in Nice, eh? she asked in her pretty broken English as she stopped a moment to open her sunshade.

Yes, I answered; but the Count is an old habitué, I believe?

Oh yes, she laughed; he knows everybody. Last year he was on the Fêtes Committee and one of the judges at the Battle of Flowers.

And so we gossiped on, walking leisurely, and passing many who, like ourselves, were idling in the winter sunshine.

There was an air of refined ingenuousness about her that was particularly attractive. She walked well, holding her skirt tightly about her as only a true Parisienne can, and displaying a pair of extremely neat ankles. She inquired about me — how long had I been in the Counts service, how I liked him, and such-like; while I, by careful questioning, discovered that her name was Gabrielle Deleuse, and that she came to the Côté dAzur each season.

Just as we were opposite the white façade of the Hôtel Westminster we encountered a short, rather stout, middle-aged lady, accompanied by a tall, thin, white-haired gentleman. They were well dressed, the lady wearing splendid sables.

My companion started when she recognised them, instantly lowering her sunshade in order to hide her face. Whether the pair noticed her I cannot say. I only know that, as soon as they passed, she exclaimed, in annoyance — 

I cant think why Bindo sent you along here with me.

I regret, mademoiselle, that my companionship should be distasteful to you, I replied, mystified.

No, no, not that, msieur, she cried anxiously. I do not mean that. You do not know — how can you know what I mean?

You probably mean that you ought not to be seen walking here, on the Promenade des Anglais, with a common chauffeur.

If you are a chauffeur, msieur, you are also a gentleman, she said, looking straight into my face.

I thank mademoiselle for her high compliment, I said, bowing, for really I was in no way averse to a little mild flirtation with such a delightful companion. And yet what, I wondered, was my rôle in this latest piece of complicated trickery?

She quickened her pace, glancing anxiously at everyone we met, as though wishing to arrive at the end of our walk.

I was sorry our little chat was drawing to a close. I would like to have had her at my side for a days run on the car, and I told her so.

Perhaps you will take me for a long trip one day — who knows? she laughed. Yesterday it was perfect.

A few moments later we arrived before the Suisse, and from a seat on the Promenade Count Bindo rose to greet us. He had left his motor-coat and cap in the car, and stood before us in his grey flannels and white soft felt hat — a smart, handsome figure, such as women mostly admire. Indeed, Bindo was essentially a ladys man, for he seemed to have a bowing acquaintance with hundreds of the fair sex.

Well, Gabrielle, and has Ewart been saying lots of pretty things to you — eh?

How unkind of you! she protested, blushing slightly. You really ought not to say such things.

Well, well, forgive me, wont you? said the Count quickly; and together we strolled into the town, where we had an aperatif at the gay Café de lOpéra, opposite the public gardens.

Here, however, a curious contretemps occurred.

She accidently upset her glass of Dubonnet over her left hand, saturating her white glove so that she was compelled to take it off.

Why! ejaculated the Count in sudden amazement, pointing to her uncovered hand. What does that mean?

She wore upon her finger a wedding ring!



Her face went crimson. For a moment the pretty girl was too confused to speak.

Ah! she cried in a low, earnest tone, as she bent towards him. Forgive me, Bindo. I — I did not tell you. How could I?

You should have told me. It was your duty to tell me. Remember, we are old friends. How long have you been married?

Only three weeks. This is my honeymoon.

And your husband?

Four days ago business took him to Genoa. He is still absent.

And, in the meanwhile, you meet me, and are the merry little Gabrielle of the old days — eh? remarked Bindo, placing both elbows upon the marble-topped table and looking straight into her face.

Do you blame me, then? she asked. I admit that I deceived you, but it was imperative. Our encounter has brought back all the past — those summer days of two years ago when we met at Fontainebleau. Do you still remember them? Her eyelids trembled.

I saw that, though married, she still regarded the handsome Bindo with a good deal of affection.

I dont blame you, was his soft reply. I suppose it is what anybody else would have done in the circumstances. Do I remember those days, you ask? Why, of course I do. Those picnics in the forest with you, your mother, and your sister Julie were delightful days — days never to return, alas! And so you are really married! Well, you must tell me all about it later. Lets lunch together at the London House. Then he added reflectively, Well, this really is a discovery — my little Gabrielle actually married! I had no idea of it.

She laughed, blushing again.

No; I dont suppose you had. I was very, very foolish to take off my glove, yet if I had kept up the deception any longer I might perhaps have compromised myself.

Was it not — well, a little risky of you to go to Beaulieu with me yesterday?

Yes. I was foolish — very foolish, Bindo. I ought not to have met you to-day. I ought to have told you the truth from the very first.

Not at all. Even if your husband is away, there is surely no reason why you should not speak to an old friend like myself, is there?

Yes; Im known in Nice, as you are well aware.

Known as the prettiest woman who comes on the Riviera, he declared, taking her hand and examining the wedding ring and the fine circle of diamonds above it. Bindo di Ferraris was an expert in gems.

Dont be a flatterer, she protested, with a light laugh. Youve said that, you know, hundreds of times before.

Ive said only whats the truth, and Im sure Ewart will bear me out.



I do, most certainly. Madame is most charming, I asserted; and it was undoubtedly my honest opinion. I was, however, disappointed equally with the Count to discover that my dainty divinity in black was married. She was certainly not more than nineteen, and had none of the self-possessed air of the matron about her.

Twice during that conversation I had risen to go, but the Count bade me stay, saying with a laugh — 

There is nothing in this that you may not hear. Madame has deceived us both.

He treated the situation as a huge joke, yet I detected that the deception had annoyed him. Had the plans he had laid been upset by this unexpected discovery of the marriage? From his demeanour of suppressed chagrin I felt sure they had been.

Suddenly he glanced at his watch, and then taking from his pocket an envelope containing some small square hard object, about two inches long by one inch broad, he said — 

Go to the station and meet the twelve-fifteen from Beaulieu to Cannes. Youll find Sir Charles Blythe in the train. Give him this from me, and say that Ill meet him at the Beau Site at Cannes at four oclock. Have the car ready at two. Ill come to the garage. You havent much time to spare, so take a cab.

I rose, raised my hat to the dark-eyed little woman, who bowed gracefully and then, mounting into a fiacre, drove rapidly up the Avenue de la Gare.

The situation was decidedly interesting. My ideal of that sunny morning had been shattered. Gabrielle of the luminous eyes was already a wife.

I met the train, and discovered Sir Charles looking out for me. I handed him the packet, and gave him the Counts message. I noticed that he had some light luggage with him, and presumed that he was moving from Beaulieu to Cannes — to the tea-and-tennis Beau Site.

Then, when the train had moved off, I wandered across to a small restaurant opposite the station, and lunched alone, thinking and wondering about the dainty little girl-wife who had so completely fascinated me.

That she was still in love with Bindo was quite clear, yet he, on his part, was distinctly annoyed at being deceived.

At two oclock, almost punctually, he entered the garage, flung his hat into the car, put on his cap, goggles, and motor-coat, and without a word I drew the forty Napier out into the road.

To Cannes — quick! he snapped. Round to the right into the Rue Magnan, then straight along. You saw Blythe?

Yes; I gave him the packet and the message.

Good! then we havent any time to lose. Get a move on her whenever you can.

On we flew, as fast as the sharp corners would allow, until presently we slipped down the long hill into Cannes, and passing through the town, pulled up at the Beau Site, where we found Sir Charles awaiting us.

The latter had changed his clothes, and was now in a smart blue serge suit, and was idly smoking a cigar as we swept round to the entrance.

The two men met enthusiastically, some words were exchanged in an undertone, and both burst out laughing — a laugh of triumph. Was it at the expense of poor little Gabrielle?

I was left outside to mind the car, and waited for fully an hour and a half. The wind blew bitterly cold at sundown, as it always does on the Riviera in December, and I was glad of my big fur coat.

Whatever was the subject of discussion it was evidently a weighty one. Both men had gone to Blythes room and were closeted there.

A little after five Blythe came out, hailed a cab, and drove away into the town; while the Count, whose appearance was so entirely changed that I scarcely knew him, sauntered slowly down the hall after his friend. Blythe had evidently brought him some fresh clothes from Monte Carlo, and he had used his room as a dressing-room. He looked very much older, and the dark-brown suit he now wore was out of shape and ill-fitting. His hair showed grey over the ears, and he wore gold spectacles.



Instantly I saw that the adventurous scheme was still in progress, so I descended and lit the big head-lights. About a dozen idlers were in the vicinity of the car, and in sight of them all, he struggled into his big motor-coat, and entering, gave me orders to drive into the centre of the town. Then, after we had got clear of the hotel, he said — 

Stop at the station; we have to pick up Blythe.

Directed by him, we were soon at the spot where Sir Charles awaited us.

Ive got it! he exclaimed in a low voice as he took out a big coat, motor-cap, and goggles. Quick work, wasnt it?

Excellent! declared the Count, and then, bending to me, he added, Round there to the left. The high road is a little farther on — to Marseilles!

To Marseilles? I echoed, surprised that we were going so far as a hundred odd miles, but at that moment I saw the wide highway and turned into it, and with our big search-lights throwing a white radiance on the road, I set the car westward through St. Raphael and Les Arcs. It commenced to rain, with a biting wind, and turned out a very disagreeable night; but, urged on by both men, I went forward at as quick a pace as I dared go on that road, over which I had never before travelled.

At Toulon we pulled up for a drink — for by that time we were all three chilled to the bone, notwithstanding our heavy leather-lined coats. Then we set out again for Marseilles, which we reached just after one oclock in the morning, drawing up at the Louvre et Paix, which every visitor to the capital of Southern France knows so well. Here we had a good hearty meal of cold meat and bock. Prior, however, to entering Marseilles, we had halted, changed our identification-plate, and made certain alterations, in order more thoroughly to disguise the car.

After supper we all got in again, and Bindo directed me up and down several long streets until we were once more in the suburbs. In a quiet, unfrequented road we pulled up, where from beneath the dark shadow of a wall a man silently approached us.

I could not distinguish his face in the darkness, but from his voice I knew it was none other than Henderson, the servant from Kingsworthy.

Wait here for half an hour. Then run the car back to that church I pointed out to you as we came along. The one at the top of the Cannebière. Wait for us there. We shall be perhaps an hour, perhaps a little more, said the Count, taking a stick from the car, and then the trio disappeared into the darkness.

Fully an hour elapsed, until at length, along in the shadow the three crept cautiously, each bearing a heavy bundle, wrapped in black cloth, which they deposited in the car. The contents of the bundles chinked as they were placed upon the floor. What their booty was I knew not.

Next instant, however, all three were in, the door was closed, and I drew off into the dark open road straight before me — out into the driving rain.

The Count, who was at my side, seemed panting and agitated.

Weve brought it off all right, Ewart, he whispered, bending to me a few minutes later. In behind, theres over twenty thousand pounds worth of jewellery for us to divide later on. We must get into Valence for breakfast, and thence Henderson will take the stuff away by train into Holland.

But how — what have you done? I asked, puzzled.

Ill explain in the morning, when weve got rid of it all.

He did explain. Blythe and Henderson both left us at Valence with the booty, while Bindo and myself, in the morning sunshine, went forward at an easy pace along the Lyons road.

The affair wanted just a little bit of delicate manœuvring, he explained. It was an affair of the heart, you see. We knew that the pretty little Gabrielle had married old Lemaire, the well-known jeweller in the Cannebière, in Marseilles, and that she had gone to spend her honeymoon at Nice. Unknown to either, I took a room next theirs at the hotel, and, thanks to the communicating doors they have in foreign hotels, overheard her husband explain that he must go to Genoa on pressing business. He also left her his safe-keys — the duplicates of those held by his manager in Marseilles — with injunctions to keep them locked in her trunk. I allowed him to be absent a couple of days, then, quite unexpectedly, I met her on the Promenade, pretending, of course, that I was entirely unaware of her marriage with old Lemaire. In case of accident, however, it was necessary that the little woman should be compromised with somebody, and as you were so discreet, I sent you both yesterday morning to idle along the whole length of the Promenade. In the meantime, I nipped back to the hotel, entered Gabrielles room, obtained the two safe-keys, and took impressions of them in wax. These I put into a tin matchbox and sent them by you to Blythe at the station. Blythe, with his usual foresight, had already engaged a locksmith in Cannes, telling him a little fairy-story of how he had lost his safe-keys, and how his manager in London, who had duplicates, had sent him out impressions. The keys were made to time; Blythe took a cab from the hotel, and got them, rejoined us at Cannes station, and then we went on to Marseilles. There the affair became easier, but more risky. Henderson had already been reconnoitring the shop for a week and had conceived a clever plan by which we got in from the rear, quickly opened the two big safes with the copied keys, and cleared out all old Lemaires best stock. Im rather sorry to have treated little Gabrielle so — but, after all, it really doesnt hurt her, for old Lemaire is very rich, and he wont miss twenty thousand pounds as much as were in need of it. The loving husband is still in Genoa, and poor little Gabrielle is no doubt thinking herself a fool to have so prematurely shown her wedding ring.


CHAPTER III

THE STORY OF A SECRET
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THIS STORY OF a secret is not without its humorous side.

Before entering Paris, on our quick run up from Marseilles after the affair of the jewellers shop, we had stopped at Melun, beyond Fontainebleau. There, a well-known carriage-builder had been ordered to repaint the car pale blue, with a dead white band. Upon the panels, my employer, the impudent Bindo, had ordered a counts coronet, with the cipher G. B. beneath, all to be done in the best style and regardless of expense. Then, that same evening, we took the express to the Gare de Lyon, and put up, as before, at the Ritz.

For three weeks, without the car, we had a pleasant time. Usually Count Bindo di Ferraris spent his time with his gay friends, lounging in the evening at Maxims, or giving costly suppers at the Americain. One lady with whom I often saw him walking in the streets, or sitting in cafés, was, I discovered, known as Valentine of the Beautiful Eyes, for I recognised her one night on the stage of a music-hall in the Boulevard de Clichy, where she was evidently a great favourite. She was young — not more than twenty, I think — with wonderful big coal-black eyes, a wealth of dark hair worn with a bandeau, and a face that was perfectly charming.

She seemed known to Blythe, too, for one evening I saw her sitting with him in the Brasserie Universelle, in the Avenue de lOpéra — that place where one dines so well and cheaply. She was laughing, and had a demi-blonde raised to her lips. So essentially a Parisienne, she was also something of a mystery, for though she often frequented cafés, and went to the Folies Bergères and Olympia, sang at the Marigny, and mixed with a Bohemian crowd of champagne-drinkers, she seemed nevertheless a most decorous little lady. In fact, though I had not spoken to her, she had won my admiration. She was very beautiful, and I — well, I was only a man, and human.

One bright morning, when the car came to Paris, I called for her, at Bindos orders, at her flat in the Avenue Kléber, where she lived, it appeared, with a prim, sharp-nosed old aunt, of angular appearance, peculiarly French. She soon appeared, dressed in the very latest motor-clothes, with her veil properly fixed, in a manner which showed me instantly that she was a motorist. Besides, she would not enter the car, but got up beside me, wrapped a rug about her skirts in a business-like manner, and gave me the order to move.



Where to, mademoiselle? I asked.

Did not the Count give you instructions? she asked in her pretty broken English, turning her great dark eyes upon me in surprise. Why, to Brussels, of course.

To Brussels! I ejaculated, for I thought the run was to be only about Paris — to meet Bindo, perhaps.

Yes. Are you surprised? she laughed. It is not far — two hundred kilometres, or so. Surely that is nothing for you?

Not at all. Only the Count is at the Ritz. Shall we not call there first?

The Count left for Belgium by the seven-fifty train this morning, was her reply. He has taken our baggage with his, and you will take me by road alone.

I was, of course, nothing loth to spend a few hours with such a charming companion as La Valentine; therefore in the Avenue des Champs Elysées I pulled up, and consulting my road-book, decided to go by way of Arras, Douai, St. Amand, and Ath. Quickly we ran out beyond the fortifications; while, driving in silence, I wondered what this latest manœuvre was to be. This sudden flight from Paris was more than mysterious. It caused me considerable apprehension, for when I had seen the Count in his room at midnight he had made no mention of his intention to leave so early.

At last, out upon the straight highway that ran between lines of high bare poplars, I put on speed, and quickly the cloud of white dust rose behind us. The northerly wind that grey day was biting, and threatened snow; therefore my pretty companion very soon began to feel the cold. I saw her turning up the collar of her cloth motor-coat, and guessed that she had no leather beneath. To do a days journey in comfort in such weather one must be wind-proof.

You are cold, mademoiselle, I remarked. Will you not put on my leather jacket? Youll feel the benefit of it, even though it may not appear very smart. And I pulled up.

With a light merry laugh she consented, and I got out the garment in question, helped her into it over her coat, and though a trifle tight across the chest, she at once declared that it was a most excellent idea. She was, indeed, a merry child of Paris, and allowed me to button the coat, smiling the while at my masculine clumsiness.

Then we continued on our way, and a few moments later were going for all we were worth over the dry, well-kept, level road eastward, towards the Belgian frontier. She laughed and chatted as the hours went by. She had been in London last spring, she told me, and had stayed at the Savoy. The English were so droll, and lacked cachet, though the hotel was smart — especially at supper.

We pass Douai, she remarked presently, after we had run rapidly through many villages and small towns. I must call for a telegram. And then, somehow, she settled down into a thoughtful silence.

At Arras I pulled up, and got her a glass of hot milk. Then on again, for she declared that she was not hungry, and preferred getting to Brussels than to linger on the road. On the broad highway to Douai we went at the greatest speed that I could get out of the fine six-cylinder, the engines beating beautiful time, and the car running as smoothly as a watch. The clouds of whirling dust became very bad, however, and I was compelled to goggle, while the talc-fronted veil adequately protected my sweet-faced travelling-companion.

At Douai she descended and entered the post-office herself, returning with a telegram and a letter. The latter she handed to me, and I found it was addressed in my name, and had been sent to the Poste-restante.

Tearing it open in surprise, I read the hastily pencilled lines it contained — instructions in the Counts handwriting which were extremely puzzling, not to say disconcerting. The words I read were: — 

After crossing the frontier you will assume the name of Count de Bourbriac, and Valentine will pass as the Countess. A suitable suite of rooms has been taken for you at the Grand Hotel, Brussels, where you will find your luggage on your arrival. Mademoiselle will supply you with funds. I shall be in Brussels, but shall not approach you. — B. DI F.



The pretty Valentine who was to pose as my wife crushed the blue telegram into her coat-pocket, mounted into her seat, wrapped her rug around her, and ordered me to proceed.

I glanced at her, but she was to all appearances quite unconscious of the extraordinary contents of the Counts letter.

We had run fully twenty miles in silence when at last, on ascending a steep hill, I turned to her and said — 

The Count has sent me some very extraordinary instructions, mademoiselle. I am, after passing the frontier, to become Count de Bourbriac, and you are to pass as the Countess!

Well? she asked, arching her well-marked eyebrows. Is that so very difficult, msieur? Are you disinclined to allow me to pass as your wife?

Not at all, I replied, smiling. Only — well — it is somewhat — er — unconventional, is it not?

Rather an amusing adventure than otherwise, she laughed. I shall call you mon cher Gaston, and you — well, you will call me your petite Liane — Liane de Bourbriac will sound well, will it not?

Yes. But why this masquerade? I inquired. I confess, mademoiselle, I dont understand it at all.

Dear Bindo does. Ask him. Then, after a brief pause, she added, This is really a rather novel experience; and she laughed gleefully, as though thoroughly enjoying the adventure.

Without slackening speed I drove on through the short winter afternoon. The faint yellow sunset slowly disappeared behind us, and darkness crept on. With the fading day the cold became intense, and when I stopped to light the head-lamps I got out my cashmere muffler and wrapped it around her throat.

At last we reached the small frontier village, where we pulled up before the Belgian Custom House, paid the deposit upon the car, and obtained the leaden seal. Then, after a liqueur-glass of cognac each at a little café in the vicinity, we set out again upon that long wide road that leads through Ath to Brussels.

A puncture at a place called Leuze caused us a little delay, but the pseudo Countess descended and assisted me, even helping me to blow up the new tube, declaring that the exercise would warm her.

For what reason the pretty Valentine was to pass as my wife was, to me, entirely mysterious. That Bindo was engaged in some fresh scheme of fraud was certain, but what it was I racked my brains in vain to discover.

Near Enghien we had several other tyre troubles, for the road had been newly metalled for miles. As every motorist knows, misfortunes never come singly, and in consequence it was already seven oclock next morning before we entered Brussels by the Porte de Hal, and ran along the fine Boulevard dAnspach, to the Grand Hotel.

The gilt-laced hall-porter, who was evidently awaiting us, rushed out cap in hand, and I, quickly assuming my rôle as Count, helped out the Countess, and gave the car over to one of the employés of the hotel garage.

By the manager we were ushered into a fine suite of six rooms on the first floor, overlooking the Boulevard, and treated with all the deference due to persons of highest standing.

At that moment Valentine showed her cleverness by remarking that she had not brought Elise, her maid, as she was to follow by train, and that I would employ the services of one of the hotel valets for the time being. Indeed, so cleverly did she assume the part that she might really have been one of the ancient nobility of France.

I spoke in English. On the Continent just now it is considered rather smart to talk English. One often hears two German or Italian women speaking atrocious English together, in order to air their superior knowledge before strangers. Therefore that I spoke English was not remarked by the manager, who explained that our courier had given him all instructions, and had brought the baggage in advance. The courier was, I could only suppose, the audacious Bindo himself.

That day passed quite merrily. We lunched together, took a drive in the pretty Bois de la Cambre, and after dining, went to the Monnaie to see Madame Butterfly. On our return to the hotel I found a note from Bindo, and saying good-night to Valentine I went forth again to keep the appointment he had made in a café in the quiet Chausée de Charleroi, on the opposite side of the city.

When I entered the little place I found the Count seated at a table with Blythe and Henderson. The two latter were dressed shabbily, while the Count himself was in dark-grey, with a soft felt hat — the perfect counterfeit of the foreign courier.

With enthusiasm I was welcomed into the corner.

Well? asked Bindo, with a laugh, and how do you like your new wife, Ewart? and the others smiled.

Charming, I replied. But I dont see exactly where the joke comes in.

I dont suppose you do, just yet.

Its a risky proceeding, isnt it? I queried.

Risky! What risk is there in gulling hotel people? he asked. If you dont intend to pay the bill it would be quite another matter.

But why is the lady to pass as my wife? Why am I the Count de Bourbriac? Why, indeed, are we here at all?

Thats our business, my dear Ewart. Leave matters to us. All youve got to do is just to play your part well. Appear to be very devoted to La Comtesse, and itll be several hundreds into your pocket — perhaps a level thou — who knows?

A thou each — quite, declared Blythe, a cool, audacious international swindler of the most refined and cunning type.

But what risk is there? I inquired, for my companions seemed to be angling after big fish this time, whoever they were.

None, as far as you are concerned. Be advised by Valentine. Shes as clever a girl as there is in all Europe. She has her eyes and ears open all the time. A lover will come on the scene before long, and you must be jealous — devilish jealous — you understand?

A lover? Who? I dont understand.

Youll see, soon enough. Go back to the hotel — or stay with us to-night, if you prefer it. Only dont worry yourself over risks. We never take any. Only fools do that. Whatever we do is always a dead certainty before we embark upon the job.

Then Im to understand that some fellow is making love to Valentine — eh?

Exactly. To-morrow night you are both invited to a ball at the Belle Vue, in aid of the Hospital St. Jean. You will go, and there the lover will appear. You will withdraw, and allow the little flirtation to proceed. Valentine herself will give you further instructions as the occasion warrants.

I confess I dont half like it. Im working too much in the dark, I protested.

Thats just what we intend. If you knew too much you might betray yourself, for the people weve got to deal with have eyes in the backs of their heads, declared Bindo.

It was five oclock next morning before I returned to the Grand, but during the hours we smoked together, at various obscure cafés, the trio told me nothing further, though they chaffed me regarding the beauty of the girl who had consented to act the part of my wife, and who, I could only suppose, stood in with us.

At noon, surely enough, came a special invitation to the Comte et Comtesse de Bourbriac for the great ball that evening at the Hôtel Belle Vue, and at ten oclock that night Valentine entered our private salon splendidly dressed in a low-cut gown of smoke-grey chiffon covered with sequins. Her hair had been dressed by a maid of the first order, and as she stood pulling on her long gloves she looked superb.

How do you find me, my dear Msieur Ewart? Do I look like a comtesse? she asked, laughing.

You look perfectly charming, mademoiselle.

Liane, if you please, she said reprovingly, holding up her slim forefinger. Liane, Comtesse de Bourbriac, Château de Bourbriac, Côtes du Nord! and her pretty lips parted, showing her even, pearly teeth.

When, half an hour later, we entered the ballroom we found all smart Brussels assembled around a royal prince and his wife who had given their patronage in the cause of charity. The affair was, I saw at a glance, a distinctly society function, for many men from the Ministries were present, and several of the Ambassadors in uniform, together with their staffs, who, wearing their crosses and ribbons, made a brave show, as they do in every ballroom.

We had not been there ten minutes before a tall, good-looking young man in a German cavalry uniform strode up in recognition, and bowing low over Valentines outstretched hand, said in French — 

My dear Countess! How very delighted we are to have you here with us to-night! You will spare me a dance, will you not? May I be introduced to the Count?

My husband — Captain von Stolberg, of the German Embassy.

And we shook hands. Was this fellow the lover? I wondered.

I met the Countess at Vichy last autumn, explained the Captain in very good English. She spoke very often of you. You were away in Scotland, shooting the grouse, he said.

Yes — yes, I replied for want of something better to say.

We both chatted with the young attaché for a few minutes, and then, as a waltz struck up, he begged a dance of my wife, and they both whirled down the room. Valentine was a splendid dancer, and as I watched them I wondered what could be the nature of the plot in progress.

I did not come across my pretty fellow-traveller for half an hour, and then I found that the Captain had half filled her programme. Therefore I lay low, danced once or twice with uninteresting Belgian matrons, and spent the remainder of the night in the fumoir, until I found my wife ready to return to the Grand.

When we were back in the salon at the hotel she asked — 

How do you like the Captain, Msieur Ewart? Is he not — what you call in English — a duck?

An over-dressed, swaggering young idiot, I call him, was my prompt reply.

And there you are right — quite right, my dear Msieur Ewart. But you see we all have an eye to business in this affair. He will call to-morrow, because he is extremely fond of me. Oh! if you had heard all his pretty love phrases! I suppose he has learnt them out of a book. They couldnt be his own. Germans are not romantic — how can they be? But he — ah! he is Adonis in the flesh — with corsets! And we laughed merrily together.

He thinks you are fond of him — eh?

Why, of course. He made violent love to me at Vichy. But he was not attaché then.

And how am I to treat him when he calls to-morrow?

As your bosom friend. Give him confidence — the most perfect confidence. Dont play the jealous husband yet. That will come afterwards. Bon soir, msieur; and when I had bowed over her soft little hand, she turned and swept out of the room with a loud frou-frou of her silken train.

That night I sat before the fire smoking for a long time. My companions were evidently playing some deep game upon this young German, a game in which neither trouble nor expense was being spared — a game in which the prize was a level thousand pounds apiece all round. I quite appreciated that I had now become an adventurer, but I had done so out of pure love of adventure.

About four oclock next afternoon the Captain came to take fif-o-clock, as he called it. He clicked his heels together as he bowed over Valentines hand, and she smiled upon him even more sweetly than she had smiled at me when I had helped her into my leather motor-coat. She wore a beautiful toilette, one of the latest of Doeillets she had explained to me, and really presented a delightfully dainty figure as she sat there pouring out tea, and chatting with the infatuated Captain of Cuirassiers.

I saw quickly that I was not wanted; therefore I excused myself, and went for a stroll along to the Café Métropole, afterwards taking a turn up the Montagne de la Cour. All day I had been on the look-out to see either Bindo or his companions, but they were evidently in hiding.

When I returned, just in time to dress for dinner, I asked Valentine what progress her lover was making, but she merely replied — 

Slow — very slow. But in things of this magnitude one must have patience. We are invited to the Embassy ball in honour of the Crown Prince of Saxony to-morrow night. It will be amusing.

Next night she dressed in a gown of pale rose chiffon, and we went to the Embassy, where one of the most brilliant balls of the season was in progress, King Leopold himself being present to honour the Crown Prince. Captain Stolberg soon discovered the woman who held him beneath her spell, and I found myself dancing attendance upon the snub-nosed little daughter of a Burgomaster, with whom I waltzed the greater part of the evening.

On our return my wife told me with a laugh that matters were progressing well. Otto, she added, is such a fool. Men in love will believe any fiction a woman tells them. Isnt it really extraordinary?

Perhaps Im one of those men, mademoiselle, I said, looking straight into her beautiful eyes; for I own she had in a measure fascinated me, even though I knew her to be an adventuress.

She burst out laughing in my face.

Dont be absurd, Msieur Ewart, she cried. Fancy you! But you certainly wouldnt fall in love with me. We are only friends — in the same swim, as I believe you term it in English.

I was a fool. I admit it. But when one is thrown into the society of a pretty woman even a chauffeur may make speeches he regrets.

So the subject dropped, and with a mock curtsey and a saucy wave of the hand, she went to her room.

On the following day she went out alone at eleven, not returning until six. She offered no explanation of where she had been, and of course it was not for me to question her. As we sat at dinner in our private salle-à-manger an hour later she laughed at me across the table, and declared that I was sitting as soberly as though I really were her dutiful husband. And next day she was absent again the whole day, while I amused myself in visiting the Law Courts, the picture galleries, and the general sights of the little capital of which Messieurs the brave Belgians are so proud. On her return she seemed thoughtful, even triste. She had been on an excursion somewhere with Otto, but she did not enlighten me regarding its details. I wondered that I had had no word from Bindo. Yet he had told me to obey Valentines instructions, and I was now doing so. At dinner she once clenched her little hand involuntarily, and drew a deep breath, showing me that she was indignant at something.

The following morning, as she mentioned that she should be absent all day, I took a run on the car as far as the quaint little town of Dinant, up the Meuse, getting back to dinner.

In the salon she met me, already in her dinner-gown, and told me that she had invited Otto to dine.

To-night you must show your jealousy. You must leave us together here, in the salon, after dinner, and then a quarter of an hour later return suddenly. I will compromise him. Then you will quarrel violently, order him to leave the hotel, and thus part bad friends.



I hardly liked to be a party to such a trick, yet the whole plot interested me. I could not see to what material end all this tended.

Well, the gay Captain duly arrived, and we dined together merrily. His eyes were fixed admiringly upon Valentine the whole time, and his conversation was mainly reminiscent of the days at Vichy. The meal over, we passed into the salon, and there I left them. But on re-entering shortly afterwards I found him standing behind the couch, bending over and kissing her. She had her arms clasped around his neck so tightly that he could not disengage himself.

In pretended fury I dashed across to the pair with my fists clenched in jealous anger. What I said I scarce remember. All I know is that I let forth a torrent of reproaches and condemnations, and ended by practically kicking the fellow out of the room, while my wife sank upon her knees and implored my forgiveness, which I flatly refused.

The Captain took his kicking in silence, but in his glance was murder, as he turned once and faced me ere he left the room.

Well, Valentine, I asked, when he was safely out of hearing, and when she had raised herself from her knees laughing. And what now?

The whole affair is now plain sailing. To-morrow you will take the car to Liège, and there await me outside the Cathedral at midnight on the following night. You will easily find the place. Wait until two oclock, and if I am not there go on to Cologne, and put up at the Hôtel du Nord.

Without baggage?

Without baggage. Dont trouble about anything. Simply go there and wait.

At midday on the following day the pretty Valentine dressed herself carefully, and went out. Then, an hour later, pretending that I was only going for a short run, I mounted into the car and set out for Liège, wondering what was now to happen.

Next day I idled away, and at a quarter to twelve that night, after a run around the town, I pulled up in the shadow before the Cathedral and stopped the engines. The old square was quite quiet, for the good Liègois retire early, and the only sound was the musical carillon of the bells.

In impatience I waited. The silent night was clear, bright, and frosty, with a myriad shining stars above. Time after time the great clock above me chimed the quarters, until just before two oclock there came a dark female figure round the corner, walking quickly. In an instant I recognised Valentine, who was dressed in a long travelling coat with fur collar, and a sealskin toque. She was carrying something beneath her coat.

Quick! she said breathlessly. Let us get away. Get ready. Count Bindo is following me! And ere I could start the engines, my employer, in a long dark overcoat and felt hat, hurriedly approached us, saying — 



Come, lets be off, Ewart. Weve a long journey to-night to Cassel. We must go through Aix, and pick up Blythe, and then on by way of Cologne, Arnsburg, and the Hoppeke-Tal.

Quickly they both put on the extra wraps from the car, entered, and wrapped the rugs about them, while two minutes later, with our big head-lamps shedding a broad white light before us, we turned out upon the wide high road to Verviers.

Its all right, cried Bindo, leaning over to me when we had covered about five miles or so. Everything went off perfectly.

And Msieur made a most model husband, I assure you, declared the pretty Valentine, with a musical laugh.

But what have you done? I inquired, half turning, but afraid to take my eyes from the road.

Be patient. Well explain everything when we get to Cassel, responded Valentine. And with that I had to be content.

At the station at Aix we found Blythe awaiting us, and when he had taken the seat beside me we set out by way of Duren to Cologne, and on to Cassel, a long and bitterly cold journey.

It was not until we were dining together late the following night in the comfortable old König von Preussen, at Cassel, that Valentine revealed the truth to me.

When I met the German at Vichy I was passing as Countess de Bourbriac, and pretending that my husband was in Scotland. At first I avoided him, she said. But later on I was told, in confidence, that he was a spy in the service of the War Office in Berlin. Then I wrote to Count Bindo, and he advised me to pretend to reciprocate the fellows affections, and to keep a watchful eye for the main chance. I have done so — thats all.

But what was this main chance? I asked.

Why, dont you see, Ewart, exclaimed the Count, who was standing by, smoking a cigarette. The fact that he was in the Intelligence Department in Berlin, and that he had been suddenly appointed military attaché at Brussels, made it plain that he was carrying out some important secret-service work in Belgium. On making inquiries I heard that he was constantly travelling in the country, and, speaking French so well, he was passing himself off as a Belgian. Blythe, in the guise of an English tourist, met him in Boxtel two months ago, and satisfied himself as to the character of the task he had undertaken, a risky but most important one. Then we all agreed that, when completed, the secrets he had possessed himself of should become ours, for the Intelligence Department of either France or England would be certain to purchase them for almost any sum we liked to name, so important were they. About two months we waited for the unsuspecting Otto to complete his work, and then suddenly the Countess reappears, accompanied by her husband. And — well, Valentine, you can best tell Ewart the remainder of the story, added the audacious scoundrel, replacing his cigarette in his mouth.

As Msieur Ewart knows, Captain Stolberg was in love with me, and I pretended to be infatuated with him. The other night he kissed me, and my dear Gaston saw it, and in just indignation and jealousy promptly kicked him out. Next day I met him, told him that my husband was a perfect hog, and urged him to take me from him. At first he would not sacrifice his official position as attaché, for he was a poor man. Then we talked money matters, and I suggested that he surely possessed something which he could turn into money sufficient to keep us for a year or two, as I had a small income though not absolutely sufficient for our wants. In fact, I offered, now that he had compromised me in the eyes of my husband, to elope with him. We walked in the Bois de la Cambre for two solid hours that afternoon, until I was footsore, and yet he did not catch on. Then I played another game, declaring that he did not love me sufficiently to make such a sacrifice, and at last taking a dramatic farewell of him. He allowed me to get almost to the gates of the Bois, when he suddenly ran after me, and told me that he had a packet of documents for which he could obtain a large sum abroad. He would take them, and myself, to Berlin by that nights mail, and then we would go on to St. Petersburg, where he could easily dispose of the mysterious papers. So we met at the station at midnight, and by the same train travelled Bindo and Msieurs Blythe and Henderson. In the carriage he told me where the precious papers were — in a small leathern hand-bag — and this fact I whispered to Blythe when he brushed past me in the corridor. At Pepinster, the junction for Spa, we both descended to obtain some refreshment, and when we returned to our carriage the Captain glanced reassuringly at his bag. Bindo passed along the corridor, and I knew the truth. Then on arrival at Liège I left the Captain smoking, and strolled to the back end of the carriage, waiting for the train to move off. Just as it did so I sprang out upon the platform, and had the satisfaction of seeing, a moment later, the red tail-lights of the Berlin express disappear. I fancy I saw the Captains head out of the window and heard him shout, but next instant he was lost in the darkness.

As soon as you had both got out at Pepinster Blythe slipped into the compartment, broke the lock of the bag with a special tool we call the snipper, and had the papers in a moment. These he passed on to me, and travelled past Liège on to Aix.

Here are the precious plans, remarked the Count, producing a voluminous packet in a big blue envelope, the seal of which had been broken.

And on opening this he displayed to me a quantity of carefully drawn plans of the whole canal system, and secret defences between the Rhine and the Meuse, the waterway, he explained, which one day Germany, in time of war with England, will require to use in order to get her troops through to the port of Antwerp, and the Belgian coast — the first complete and reliable plans ever obtained of the chain of formidable defences that Belgium keeps a profound secret.

What sum was paid to the pretty Valentine by the French Intelligence Department for them I am not aware. I only know that she one day sent me a beautiful gold cigarette-case inscribed with the words From Liane de Bourbriac, and inside it was a draft on the London branch of the Crédit Lyonnais for eight hundred and fifty pounds.

Captain Otto Stolberg has, I hear, been transferred as attaché to another European capital. No doubt his first thoughts were of revenge, but on mature consideration he deemed it best to keep his mouth closed, or he would have betrayed himself as a spy. Bindo had, no doubt, foreseen that. As for Valentine, she actually declares that, after all, she merely rendered a service to her country!


CHAPTER IV

A RUN WITH ROSALIE
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SEVERAL MONTHS HAD elapsed since my adventure with Valentine of the Beautiful Eyes.

From Germany Count Bindo di Ferraris had sent me with the car right across Europe to Florence, where, at Nencis, the builders of motor-bodies, I, in obedience to orders, had it repainted a bright yellow — almost the colour of mustard.

When, a fortnight later, it came out of the Nenci works, I hardly recognised it. At Bindos orders I had had a second body built, one made of wicker, and lined inside with glazed white leather, which, when fixed upon the chassis, completely transformed it. This second body I sent by rail down to Leghorn, and then drove the car along the Arno valley, down to the sea-shore.

My orders were to go to the Palace Hotel at Leghorn, and there await my master. The hotel in question was, I found, one of the best in Italy, filled by the smartest crowd of men and women, mostly of the Italian aristocracy, who went there for the magnificent sea-bathing. It was a huge white building, with many balconies, and striped awnings, facing the blue Mediterranean.

Valentine had travelled with me as far as Milan, while Bindo had taken train, I believe, to Berlin. At Milan my pretty companion had wished me adieu, and a month later I had taken up my residence in Leghorn, and there led an idle life, wondering when I was to hear next from Bindo. Before we parted he gave me a fairly large sum of money, and told me to remain at Leghorn until he joined me.

Weeks passed. Leghorn in summer is the Brighton of Italy, and everything there was delightfully gay. In the garage of the hotel were many cars, but not one so good as our 40-h.p. Napier. The Italians all admired it, and on several occasions I took motoring enthusiasts of both sexes out for short runs along the old Maremma sea-road.

The life I led was one of idleness, punctuated by little flirtations, for by Bindos order I was staying at the Palace as owner of the car, and not as a mere chauffeur. The daughters of Italian countesses and marchionesses, though brought up so strictly, are always eager for flirtation, and therefore as I sat alone at my table in the big salle-à-manger I caught many a glance from black eyes that danced with merry mischievousness.

Valentine, when she left me in Milan, had said, laughingly — 

I may rejoin you again ere long, Msieur Ewart, but not as your pretended wife, as at Brussels.

I hope not, mademoiselle, I had answered quite frankly. That game is a little too dangerous. I might really fall in love with you.

With me? she cried, holding up her small hands in a quick gesture. What an idea! Oh! la la! Jamais.

I smiled. Mademoiselle was extremely beautiful. No woman I had ever met possessed such wonderful eyes as hers.

Au revoir, mon cher, she said. And a pleasant time to you till we meet again. Then as I mounted on the car and traversed the big Piazza del Duomo, before the Cathedral, she waved her hand to me in farewell.

It was, therefore, without surprise that, sitting in the hall of the hotel about five oclock one afternoon, I watched her in an elegant white gown descending the stairs, followed by a neat French maid in black.

Quickly I sprang up, bowed, and greeted her in French before a dozen or so of the idling guests.

As we walked across to Pancaldis baths she told her new maid to go on in front, and in a few quick words explained.

I arrived direct from Paris this morning. Here, I am the Princess Helen of Dornbach-Laxenburg of the Ringstrasse, in Vienna, the Schloss Kirchbüehl, on the Drave, and Avenue des Champs Elysées, Paris, a Frenchwoman married to an Austrian. My husband, a man much older than myself, will arrive here in a few days.

And the maid?



She knows nothing to the contrary. She has been with me only a fortnight. Now you must speak of me in the hotel. Say that you knew me well at Monte Carlo, Rome, Carlsbad, and Aix; that you have stayed at Kirchbüehl, and have dined at our house in Paris. Talk of our enormous wealth, and all that, and to-morrow invite me for a run on the car.

Very well — Princess, I laughed. But whats the new scheme — eh?

At present nothing has been definitely settled. I expect Bindo in a few days, but he will appear to us as a stranger — a complete stranger. At present all I wish to do is to create a sensation — you understand? A foreign princess is always popular at once, and I believe my arrival is already known all over the hotel. But it is you who will help me, Msieur Ewart. You are the wealthy Englishman who is here with his motor-car, and who is one of my intimate friends — you understand?

Well, I said, with some hesitation. Dont you think all this kind of thing very risky? Candidly, I expect before very long we shall all find ourselves under arrest.

She laughed heartily at my fears.

But, in any case, you would not suffer. You are simply Ewart, the Counts chauffeur.

I know. But at this moment Im posing here as the owner of the car, and living upon part of the proceeds of that little transaction in the train between Brussels and the German frontier.



Ah, mon cher! never recall the past. It is such a very bad habit. Live for the future, and let the past take care of itself. Just remain perfectly confident that you run no risk in this present affair.

Whats your maids name?

Rosalie Barlet.

And she knows nothing?

Absolutely nothing.

I watched the neat-waisted figure in black walking a little distance ahead of us. She was typically Parisienne, with Louis XV. shoes, and a glimpse of smart lingerie as she lifted her skirt daintily. Rather good-looking she was, too, but with a face as bony as most of the women of Paris, and a complexion slightly sallow.

By this time we had arrived at the entrance to the baths, where, on the asphalte promenade, built out into the clear crystal Mediterranean, all smart Leghorn was sitting in chairs, and gossiping beneath the awnings, as Italians love to do.

Pancaldis is essentially Italian. English, French, or German visitors are rarely if ever seen, therefore the advent of the Princess, news of whose arrival had spread from mouth to mouth but an hour ago, caused a perceptible flutter among the lounging idlers of both sexes.

My companion was, I saw, admired on every hand, while surprise was being expressed that I should turn out to be a friend of so very distinguished a person.

In the brilliant sundown, with just a refreshing breath of air coming across the glassy sea, we sat watching the antics of the swimmers and the general merriment in the water. I lit a cigarette and gossiped with her in French, ostentatiously emphasising the words your Highness when I addressed her, for the benefit of those passing and re-passing behind us.

For an hour she remained, and then returning to the hotel, dressed, and dined.

As she sat with me at table that night in the handsome restaurant, she looked superb, in pale turquoise chiffon, with a single row of diamonds around her throat. Paste they were, of course, but none of the women who sat with their eyes upon her even dreamed that they were anything but the family jewels of the princely house of Dornbach-Laxenburg. Her manner and bearing were distinctly that of a patrician, and I saw that all in the hotel were dying to know her.

Yes, Her Highness was already a great success.

About ten oclock she put on a wrap, and, as is usual with the guests at the Palace, at Leghorn, we went for a brief stroll along the promenade.

As soon as we were entirely alone she said — 

To-morrow you will take me for a run on the car, and the next day you will introduce me to one or two of the best people. I will discover who are the proper persons for me to know. I shall say that you are George Ewart, eldest son of a Member of the English Parliament, and well known in London — eh?



As we were walking in the shadow, through the small leafy public garden lying between the roadway and the sea, we suddenly encountered the figure of a young woman who, in passing, saluted my companion with deep respect. It was Rosalie.

Shes wandering here alone, and watching for me to re-enter the hotel, remarked Valentine. But she need not follow me like this, I think.

No, I said. Somehow, I dont like that girl.

Why not? Shes all right. What more natural than that she should be on the spot to receive me when I come in?

But you dont want to be spied upon like this, surely! I said resentfully. Have you done anything to arouse her suspicions that you are not — well, not exactly what you pretend yourself to be?

Nothing whatever; I have been a model of discretion. She never went to the Avenue Kléber. I was staying for two nights at the Grand — under my present title — and after engaging her I told her that the house in the Avenue des Champs Elysées was in the hands of decorators.

Well, I dont half like her following us. She may have overheard something of what weve just been saying — who knows?

Rubbish! Ah! mon cher ami, you are always scenting danger where there is none.

I merely shrugged my shoulders, but my opinion remained. There was something mysterious about Rosalie — what it was I could not make out.

At ten oclock next morning Her Highness met me in the big marble hall of the hotel dressed in the smartest motor-clothes, with a silk dust-coat and the latest invention in veils — pale blue with long ends twisted several times around her throat. Even in that costume she looked dainty and extremely charming.

I, too, was altered in a manner that certainly disguised my true calling; and when I brought the car round to the front steps, quite a crowd of visitors gathered to see her climb to the seat beside me, wrap the rug around her skirts, and start away.

With a deep blast on the electric horn I swept out of the hotel grounds to the left, and a few moments later we were heading away along the broad sea-road through the pretty villages of Ardenza and Antignano, out into that wild open country that lies between Leghorn and the wide deadly marshes of the fever-stricken Maremma. The road we were travelling was the old road to Rome, for two hundred miles along it — a desolate, dreary, and uninhabited way — lay the Eternal City. Over that self-same road on the top of the brown rocks the conquering Roman legions marched to Gaul, and war-chariots once ran where now sped motor-cars. Out there in those great solitudes through which we were passing nothing has changed since the days of Nero and of the Cæsars.

Twenty-five miles into the country we ran, and then pulled up to smoke and chat. She was fond of a cigarette, and joined me, laughing merrily at the manner in which we were so completely deceiving the gay world of Leghorn. The local papers that morning had announced that Her Highness the Princess Helen of Dornbach-Laxenburg, one of the most beautiful women in Europe, had descended at the Palace Hotel, and had been seen at Pancaldis later in the afternoon.

As soon as I came down this morning I was pounced upon for information, I explained. A young Italian marquis, who has hitherto snubbed me, begged that I would tell him something concerning Her Highness. He is deeply smitten with your beauty, thats very evident, I laughed.

My beauty! You are really incorrigible, Msieur Ewart, she answered reprovingly, as she blew the tobacco-smoke from her lips. And what, pray, is the name of this admirer?

The Marquis of Rapallo — the usual hard-up but well-dressed elegant, you know. He wears two fresh suits of white linen a day, with socks to match his ties. Last night he sat at the table next to us, and couldnt keep his eyes off you — a rather short fellow, with a little black moustache turned upwards.

Ah yes, I recollect, she replied, and then I thought that her countenance changed. And so hes been inquiring about me? Well, lets run back to déjeuner — or collazione, as they call it here in Italy, I believe.

An hour later we drew up again at the hotel, and Her Highness disappeared within. Then, after I had taken the car to the garage in the rear, and entered the hotel myself, I quickly became surrounded by people who wanted introductions to my charming acquaintance, and to whom I romanced about her wealth, her position, and her home surroundings.

On the following day, Valentine allowed me to introduce her to four persons — an Italian marchioness who moved in the most exclusive Roman set, the wife of a Sicilian duke, the wife of Jacobi, the wealthy Jew banker of Turin, and a Captain of Bersaglieri.

One night a lonely but well-dressed stranger entered the restaurant and seated himself in a corner almost unnoticed, save by Valentine and myself. The new-comer was the audacious Bindo, passing as Mr. Bellingham, an Englishman, but he gave us no sign of recognition. Indeed, the days went on, but he never approached either of us. He simply idled about the hotel, or across at Pancaldis, having picked up one or two acquaintances, kindred spirits in the art of graceful idling. He never even wrote me a note.

Some deep game was in progress, but its nature I was entirely unable to gather.

Now, truth to tell, I experienced a growing uneasiness concerning Rosalie. To me she was always the modest maid devoted to Her Highness, and yet I thought I once detected a glance of mischief in her dark eyes. Determined to discover all I could, I at once commenced a violent flirtation with her, unknown, of course, to Valentine.

Mademoiselle seemed flattered by the attentions of one whom she believed to be an English gentleman. Therefore I met her out one evening and took her for a long walk, pretending to be deeply smitten by her charms. From the first moment I began to talk with her I saw that she was not the shallow giddy girl I had believed her to be. She, no doubt, appreciated my attentions, for I took her to a café on the opposite side of the town, where we should not be recognised, and there we sat a long time chatting. She seemed extremely curious to know who I really was, yet the queries she put to me were just a trifle blundering. They betrayed an earnest desire to know more than I intended that she should know.

I wish Her Highness would go back to Aix-les-Bains, or to Vichy, or to Luchon. Im tired of this wretched hole, where I know nobody, she complained presently. I had quite sufficient of Italy when I was with the Duchess of Pandolfini. I did not know we were coming here, otherwise I should not have accepted the engagement, and yet — well, the Princess is very kind and considerate.

She certainly is to her friends, and I hope the same to her servants, I said; and then we rose to walk back, for it was nearly eleven, and Her Highness, who had gone to the Opera with two of the ladies to whom I had introduced her, would soon be due back, and the dainty Rosalie must be there to receive her.

Upon our walk across the town I flattered her, pretending to be her devoted admirer, but when I left her I felt more convinced than ever upon three points — namely, that she was much older than twenty-two, as she had declared; that she was unduly inquisitive; and that she certainly was no fool.

That night I sent my master a note to his room warning him to be wary of her, and on the following morning I told Her Highness my suspicions.

From that moment I made it my object in life to keep a watchful eye upon the new French maid. Each evening, after her services were no longer required, she went forth alone and wandered idly up and down the esplanade. Sometimes she walked out to Ardenza, a village a mile and a half distant, halted always at the same stone seat in the little public garden, and then strolled back again, in blissful ignorance of being so closely watched.

If Rosalie had any suspicion that Valentine was not the Princess Helen, then there was, I foresaw, a grave and constant danger. And I, for one, did not intend to run any further risk.

Her Highness had been in Leghorn just over three weeks, and had become intensely popular everywhere, being invited to the houses of many of the principal residents, when one night an incident occurred which afforded me grave food for reflection.



Just after ten oclock at night I had followed Rosalie along by the sea to Ardenza, where she was sitting alone upon her usual seat in a secluded spot, at the edge of the public garden, on a kind of small promontory that ran in a semicircle out to the sea. Behind her was a dark thicket of azaleas, and in front the calm moonlit Mediterranean.

I was standing back in the shadow at a spot where I had often stood before, when, after about five minutes, I saw the tall dark figure of a man in a grey deer-stalker hat join her, and sit down unceremoniously at her side.

As soon as they met she began to tell him some long story, to which the stranger listened without comment. Then he seemed to question her closely, and they remained together fully a quarter of an hour, until at last they rose and parted, she walking calmly back to the hotel.

Was it possible that the dainty Rosalie was a spy?

When I got half-way back to the Palace I regretted deeply that I had not followed the stranger and ascertained whom he might be. Next day I told Valentine, but she merely smiled, saying that Rosalie could know nothing, and the fellow was probably some secret lover. The next night, and the next, I watched, until, on the third evening, they met again at the same time and place, and on that occasion I followed the mysterious stranger. He was a thin, cadaverous-looking Frenchman, hollow-cheeked, rather shabbily dressed, and wore pince-nez. I watched him back into the town, and lingered near him in a café until nearly one oclock, when he entered his quarters at an uninviting, unfashionable hotel, the Falcon, in the Via Vittorio. From the manner he had treated her I judged him to be a relation, probably her uncle. Yet why she should meet him clandestinely was an utter mystery.

In order still to keep watch upon the maid I made a fervent protest of affection, and frequently met her between the dinner-hour and midnight. Through all this time, however, Bindo never gave a sign, even in secret, that he was acquainted with Valentine or myself, and this very fact in itself aroused my suspicions that he knew our movements were being closely watched.

Meanwhile, Princess Helen, who had become the most popular figure in Leghorn, and had given her patronage to several functions in the cause of charity, went out a great deal, and I accompanied her very frequently to the best houses.

Poor Bindo is having a pretty quiet time, I fear, she laughed to me one day in her easy, irresponsible way. He is lying low.

Waiting for the coup — eh?

She smiled, but would, even then, tell me nothing.

Among the most devoted of her admirers was the Jew banker of Turin, Jacobi, and his wife, a stout, vulgar, over-dressed person, who was constantly dancing attendance upon her dear Princess, as she called her. Valentine rather liked her, or pretended to, for on several occasions she lent her Rosalie to dress her hair. Jacobi himself was, it seemed, on friendly terms with Bindo. Sometimes I saw the pair strolling together at Pancaldis, and once the young Marquis of Rapallo was with them.

One hot, stifling night, a brilliant ball was held, arranged at the Princesss instigation, in the cause of charity. All the smart world attended, and dancing was almost at an end when Bindo met me alone out upon one of the balconies.

Go, and change at once, he whispered. Take the car out of the town beyond the railway station, a little way on the Pisa road. There wait, but attract no attention. And the next instant he had re-entered the ballroom and was making his most elegant bow over a ladys hand.

Wondering what was the nature of the coup, I presently slipped away to my room, but as I walked along the corridor I felt almost certain that I saw Rosalies black skirts flouncing round the corner. It was as though I had discovered her on the wrong floor, and that she had tried to escape me. The movements of that girl were so constantly suspicious.

I threw off my evening clothes, and putting on a rough suit, an overcoat, and motor-cap, went down the back staircase and along to the garage, where, amid the coming and going of the cars of departing guests, I was able to run out without being noticed.



Ten minutes later I was outside the town, and drawing up in the dark lonely road that leads across the plain for fifteen miles to quaint old Pisa, I got down and examined my tyres, pretending I had a puncture should anyone become too inquisitive. Glancing at my watch, I found it was already twenty minutes to two. The moon was overcast, and the atmosphere stifling and oppressive, precursory of a thunderstorm.

Each minute seemed an hour. Indeed, I grew so nervous that I felt half inclined to escape upon the car. Yet if I left that spot I might leave my audacious friend in the lurch, and in peril of arrest most likely.

It was close upon half-past two, as nearly as I could judge, when I heard a quick footstep in the road. I took off one of the acetylene head-lamps of the car and turned it in that direction, in order to ascertain who was coming along.

A woman in a dark stuff dress, and wearing a veil, approached quickly. A moment later, to my mingled surprise and dismay, I saw it was none other than the dainty Rosalie herself, in a very admirable disguise, which gave her an appearance of being double her age.

Ah! monsieur! she gasped, quite out of breath from walking so rapidly. Drive me at once to Pisa. Dont lose a single instant. The Paris express passes at four minutes past three, and I must catch it. The last train left here three hours ago.



You — alone?

Yes. I go alone.

But — well, let us speak quite frankly. Is no one else coming? I inquired.

Non, msieur. You will take me to Pisa at once, please, she said impatiently.

So perforce I had to mount into the car, and when she had settled herself beside me, I drew off upon the dark and execrable road to the city she had indicated, in order to catch the Rome-Paris express.

Was it all a trap? I wondered. What had occurred? I dared not ask her anything, while she, on her part, preserved an absolute silence. Her only fear seemed lest she lost her train. That something had occurred was very evident, but of its nature I still remained in entire ignorance, even when, a short distance from the great echoing station, I dropped the chic little maid with whom I had for the past three weeks pretended to be so violently in love.

On getting down she told me to await her. She would be only a few minutes. This surprised me, as I thought she was leaving for Paris.

She hurried away, and as I watched her going down the road towards the station I saw the dark figure of a man emerge from the shadow and join her. For a moment he became silhouetted against the station lights, and I recognised that it was her mysterious friend.

Five minutes later she rejoined me. Then, on turning back, I was forced to remain at the level crossing until the Paris express, with its long wagon-lit, had roared past, and afterwards I put on a move, and we were soon back in Leghorn. She did not return to the hotel with me, but at her request I dropped her just before we entered the town.

Morning revealed the startling truth. Three women, occupying adjacent rooms, had lost the greater part of their valuable jewels which they had had sent from home on purpose to wear at the ball. The police were ferreting about the hotel, questioning everybody. There was commotion everywhere, and loud among those expressing amazement at the audaciousness of the thief were both Bindo and Her Highness, the latter declaring herself lucky that no attempt had been made to secure any of her own valuable jewels.

At noon I took her for a run on the car, in order to have an opportunity to chat. When we were alone on the road she said — 

You entertained a foolish but quite reasonable suspicion of Rosalie. She and Kampf, the man you saw her with, always work together. They indeed suggested this present little affair, for they knew that Italian women bring lots of jewellery here, in order to show it off. Besides, hotels are their speciality. So there seemed to Bindo no reason why we should not have a little of the best of it. The diamond necklace of the Signora Jacobi is well known to be one of the finest in all Italy; therefore, on several occasions, I lent her Rosalie for hair-dressing, and she, clever girl, very soon discovered where all the best of the stuff was kept. Bindo, in the meantime, was keeping his keen eye open in other quarters. Last night, when the Jewess went up to her room, she found her own maid had gone to bed very unwell, and the faithful Rosalie had, at my orders, taken her place. How kind it was of the dear Princess! she said. When Rosalie left the room she carried with her the necklace, together with several other trifles which she had pretended to lock in the jewel-case. Ten minutes later Bindo also slipped into her hands all that he had obtained in a swift raid in two other rooms during the dance, and she left the hotel carrying away gems worth roughly, we believe, about sixteen thousand pounds sterling. Kampf was awaiting her in Pisa, and by this time is already well on his way to the frontier at Modane, with the precious packet in his pocket.

And there is really no suspicion of us? I asked apprehensively.

Certainly not. Not a soul knows that Rosalie left the hotel last night. She re-entered by a window Bindo left open.

But the garage people know that I was out, I said.

Well, and what of that? You have had no hand in it, have you, mon cher? No. We shall remain here another week. It is quite pleasant here — and quite safe. To leave might arouse suspicion.



Have not the police questioned Rosalie?

Certainly. But they have no suspicion of the maid of Princess Helen of Dornbach-Laxenburg. How could they? Especially as the Prefect and his wife were my guests at dinner last night!

Well, I declared, the way the whole affair has been managed is perfectly artistic.

Of course, she said. We do not blunder. Only poor people and fools do that.


CHAPTER V

THE SIX NEW NOVELS

[image: img205.jpg]

THE CAR HAD again undergone a transformation.

With a new racing-body, built in Northampton, and painted dead white picked out with gilt, no one would have recognised it as the car which had carried away the clever jewel-thief from Bond Street.

Since the adventure at Leghorn I had seen nothing of La Belle Valentine. With Bindo, however, I had driven the car across from Rome to Calais by way of Ventimiglia and Marseilles, and, after crossing the Channel, I had gone alone to Northampton, and there awaited the making of the smart new racing-body.

Count Bindo di Ferraris, who seemed ever on the move, with an eye open for a good thing, wrote me from Ilfracombe, Southampton, Manchester, Perth, Aberdeen, and other places, remitting me the necessary money, and urging me to push on the work, as he wanted the car again immediately.

At last, when it was finished, I drove it to a garage I knew at the back of Regent Street, and that same evening met him at the Royal Automobile Club. At his request, I dressed smartly and gave no outward appearance of the chauffeur; therefore he invited me to dine, and afterwards, while we sat alone in a corner of the smoking-room, he began to unfold a series of plans for the future. They were, however, hazy, and only conveyed to me an idea that we were going on a long tour in England.

I ventured to remark that to be in England, after the little affair in Bond Street, might be somewhat dangerous. He replied, however, with his usual nonchalant air — 

My dear Ewart, theres not the slightest fear. Act as I bid, and trust in me. To-morrow, at eleven, we go North together — into Yorkshire. You will be my servant again after to-night. You understand — eh?

Perfectly. Shall we start from here?

Yes. But before we set out I can only warn you that youll want all your wits about you this time. If we have luck, we shall bring off a big thing — a very big thing.

And if we have no luck?

Well — well, we shant bring it off — thats all, he laughed.

Where are we going?

Yorkshire. To spend a week at the seaside. It will do us both good. Ive decided that the Scarborough air will be extremely beneficial to us. One of our friends is already there — at the Grand.



Sir Charles?

Exactly. Hes very fond of Scarborough — likes the church parade on Sundays, the music on the Spa, and all that kind of thing. So well join him. I wonder if we shall get through in a day?

We ought to — with luck, was my response; and then, after urging me to leave everything in his hands, he told me that Id better get early to bed, and thoroughly overhaul the car early next morning, before starting.

So next day at ten he took his seat by my side outside the Club in Piccadilly, and we drove away into the traffic towards Regents Park, on our way to that much overrated highway, the Great North Road. The day was warm and dusty, and as it was a Saturday there were police-traps out everywhere. Therefore progress was slow, for I was forced at every few miles to slow down, to escape a ten-pound fine.

Leafy Hatfield, crooked Hitchin, quaint old Stamford, we passed, until we swung into the yard of The Angel, that antique and comfortable hotel well known to all motorists at Grantham, where we had a hasty meal.

Then out again in the sunset, we headed through Doncaster to York, and in the darkness, with our big head-lamps shining, we tore through Malton, and slipped down the hill into Scarborough. The run had been a long and dusty one, the last fifty miles in darkness and at a high speed, therefore when we pulled up before the Grand I leaned heavily upon the steering-wheel, weary and fagged.

It was about eleven oclock at night, and Sir Charles, who had evidently been expecting our arrival in the big hall of the hotel, rushed out and greeted Bindo effusively. Then, directed by a page-boy, who sat in the Counts seat, I took the car round to Huttons garage, close by.

With Sir Charles I noticed another man, young, with very fair hair — a mere boy, he seemed — in evening clothes of the latest cut. When I returned to the hotel I saw them all seated in the big hall over whiskies and sodas, laughing merrily together. It was late, all the other guests having retired.

Next day Bindo took the young man, whose name I discovered to be Paul Clayton, for a run on the car to Bridlington. Bindo drove, and I sat upon the step. The racing-body gave the forty a rakish appearance, and each time we went up and down the Esplanade, or across the Valley Bridge, we created considerable interest. After lunch we went on to Hornsea, and returned to Scarborough at tea-time.

That same evening, after dinner, I saw Bindos new friend walking on the Esplanade with a fair-haired, well-dressed young girl. They were deep in conversation, and it struck me that she was warning him regarding something.

Days passed — warm, idle August days. Scarborough was full of visitors. The Grand was overrun by a smartly dressed crowd, and the Spa was a picturesque sight during the morning promenade. The beautiful Belvedere grounds were a blaze of roses, and, being private property, were regarded with envy by thousands who trod the asphalte of the Esplanade. Almost daily Bindo took Paul for a run on the car. To York, to Castle Howard, to Driffield, and to Whitby we went — the road to the last-named place, by the way, being execrable. Evidently Bindos present object was to ingratiate himself with young Clayton, but with what ulterior motive I could not conceive.

Sir Charles remained constantly in the background. Well dressed and highly respectable, he presented a rather superior air, and walked on the Spa at certain hours, establishing a kind of custom from which he did not depart. He had now changed his name to Sinclair, while Bindo di Ferraris went under the less foreign cognomen of Albert Cornforth. I alone kept my own name, George Ewart.

As day succeeded day, I kept wondering what was really in the wind. Why were they so friendly with Paul Clayton? Of one fact I felt assured, and it was that jewels were not the object of the manœuvre on this occasion. That Bindo and his friends had laid some deep plot was, of course, quite certain, but the Count never took me into his confidence until the last moment, when the coup was made. Therefore, try how I would, I could not discover the intentions of the gang.

From Leghorn to Scarborough is a far cry. At least we were safe from detection from all our little business affairs, save that of the Bond Street jewellers. Continually I reflected that our description had been circulated by the police, and that some enterprising constable or detective might pick upon us on the off-chance of being correct.

Count Bindo — or Albert Cornforth, as he now chose to be known — was having a most excellent time. He soon grew to know many people in the hotel, and being so essentially a ladies man was greatly in request at the dances. Continually he apologised to the ladies for being unable to take them motoring, but, as he explained, the space on a racing-car is limited.

Thus a fortnight passed. Round at the garage were a number of cars from London, Manchester, and elsewhere, and I soon grew friendly with several expert chauffeurs, two of whom were old friends.

One day Bindo and I had been to Harrogate, dined at the Majestic, and returned. After taking the car to the garage, I went out for a turn along the Esplanade, in order to stretch my legs. It was midnight, brightly starlit, and silent save for the low soughing of the waves upon the shore. I had lit my pipe and walked nearly to the Holbeck Gardens, at the extreme end of the South Cliff, when, in the darkness, I discerned two figures sitting upon a seat in the shadow. One was a man, and the other a woman in a light evening dress, with a wrap thrown over her head and shoulders. As I passed I managed to get a glimpse of their faces. One was Paul Clayton, and the other the pretty, fair-haired young woman I had seen him with before. They were sitting in the attitude of lovers. He held her hand and, I believe, had just raised it to his lips.

I hurried on, annoyed with myself for being so inquisitive. But the beautiful face of the girl became impressed upon my memory.

Count Bindo, the nonchalant, audacious cosmopolitan, who spent money so freely, was a veritable marvel of cleverness and cunning in all matters of chicanery and fraud. He was evidently a man who, though still young, had a pretty dark record. But what it really was he carefully concealed from me. I can only admit that I had now become an adventurer like the others, for in each case I had received a certain portion of the profits of the coups which we had assisted each other in effecting. True, we lived a life full of excitement and change, but it was a life I liked, for at heart I was nothing if not a wanderer and adventurer. I liked adventure for adventures sake, and cared nothing for the constant peril of detection. Strange how easily one can be enticed from a life of honesty into one of fraud, especially if the inducements held out are an adequate recompense for any qualm of conscience.

The actions of our friend, Sir Charles Blythe, were also rather puzzling. He seemed to be taking no part in whatever scheme was in progress. If I met him in public on the Esplanade, or elsewhere, I saluted him as a chauffeur should, but when we met unobserved I was his equal, and on several occasions I made inquiries which he refused to satisfy.

We had been nearly three weeks in Scarborough when, after dinner one evening in the big hall of the hotel I saw the audacious Bindo seated drinking coffee with a little, queer, wizen-faced, but rather over-dressed old lady, towards whom he seemed to be particularly polite. She was evidently one of those wrinkled, yellow-toothed old tabbies who still believe themselves to be attractive, for, as I watched covertly, I saw how she assumed various poses for the benefit of those seated in her vicinity. Though so strikingly dressed, in a gown trimmed with beautiful old lace, she wore no jewellery, save her wedding ring. Her airs and mannerisms were, however, amusing, and quickly made it apparent that she moved in a good set.

From the hall-porter I presently learned that she was a Mrs. Clayton, of St. Mellions Hall, near Peterborough, the widow of a wealthy Oldham cotton-spinner, who generally spent a month at that hotel each year.

Shes a quaint old girl, he informed me in confidence. Thinks no end of herself, and always trying to hang on to some woman with a title, even if shes only a baronets wife. Some ill-natured woman has nicknamed her the Chameleon — because she changes her dresses so often and is so fond of bright colours. But shes a good old sort, he added. Always pretty free with her tips. Her son is here too.

Whoever or whatever she was, it was evident that Bindo was busily engaged ingratiating himself with her, having previously established a firm friendship with her son, who, by the way, had left Scarborough on the previous day.

I happened to have a friend who was chauffeur to a doctor in Peterborough, therefore I wrote to him that evening, making inquiries regarding St. Mellions and its owner. Three days later a reply came to the effect that the Hall was about ten miles from Peterborough, and one of the finest country seats in Northamptonshire. It had been the property of a well-known earl, who, having become impoverished by gambling, had sold it, together with the great estate, to old Joshua Clayton, the Lancashire millionaire. She keeps a couple of cars, my friend concluded. One is a Humber voiturette, and the other a twenty-four Mercedes. You know her chauffeur — Saunders — from the Napier works.

Of course I knew Saunders. He was once a very intimate friend of mine, but for the past couple of years I had lost sight of him.



Why, I wondered, was Bindo so intensely interested in the over-dressed old crone? He walked with her constantly on the Spa, or along the Esplanade; he lounged at her side when she sat to watch the parading summer girls and their flirtations, and he idled at coffee with her every evening. After a few days Sir Charles Blythe, alias Sinclair, was introduced. By prearrangement the bogus baronet chanced to be standing by the railings looking over the Spa grounds one morning when Bindo and his companion strolled by. The men saluted each other, and Bindo asked Mrs. Claytons leave to introduce his friend. The instant the magic title was spoken the old lady became full of smiles and graces, and the trio walking together passed along in the direction of Holbeck.

Two days later Henderson appeared on the scene quite suddenly. I was walking along Westborough late one evening when somebody accosted me, and, turning, I found it was our friend — whom I believed to be still on the Continent. He was dressed as foppishly as usual, and certainly betrayed no evidence that he was a crook.

Well, Ewart? he asked. And how goes things? Whos this old crone weve got in tow? A soft thing, Bindo says.

I told him all I knew concerning her, and he appeared to be reassured. He had taken a room at the Grand, he told me, and I afterwards found that on the following morning Bindo pretended to discover him at the hotel, and introduced him to the unsuspecting old lady as young Lord Kelham. Mrs. Clayton was delighted at thus extending her acquaintanceship with Englands bluest blood.

That same afternoon the old lady, who seemed to be of a rather sporting turn of mind, expressed a desire to ride upon a racing-car; therefore I brought round the forty, and Bindo drove her over to Malton, where we had tea, and a quick run back in the evening. There are no police-traps on the road between Scarborough and York, therefore we were able to put on a move, and the old lady expressed the keenest delight at going so fast. As I sat upon the step at her feet, she seemed constantly alarmed lest I should fall off.

My own cars never go so quickly, she declared. My man drives at snails pace.

Probably because you have traps in Northamptonshire, Bindo replied. There are always lurking constables along the Great North Road and the highways leading into it. But you must let me come and take your drivers place for a little while. If the cars are worth anything at all, Ill get the last mile out of them.

I only wish you would come and pay me a visit, Mr. Cornforth. I should be so very delighted. Do you shoot?

A little, Bindo answered. My friend, Sir Charles Sinclair, is said to be one of the best shots in England. But Im not much of a shot myself.



Then cant you persuade him to come with you?

Well, Ill ask him, my employer replied. He has very many engagements, however. Hes so well known — you see.

Hell come if you persuade him, Im sure, the old lady said, with what she believed to be a winning smile. You can drive my Mercedes, and he can shoot. I always have a house-party through September, so you both must join it. Ill make you as comfortable as I can in my humble house. Paul will be at home.

Humble, Mrs. Clayton? Why, I have, years ago, heard St. Mellions spoken of as one of the show-houses of the Midlands.

Then youve heard an exaggeration, my dear Mr. Cornforth, was her response, as she laughed lightly. Remember, I shall expect you, and you can bring your own car if you like. Our roads are fairly good, youll find.

Bindo accepted with profuse thanks, and shot me a glance by which I knew that he had advanced one step further towards the consummation of his secret intentions — whatever they were. Sir Charles would, no doubt, go with us. What, I wondered, was intended?

Three weeks later we arrived one evening at St. Mellions, and found it a magnificent old Tudor mansion, in the centre of a lordly domain, and approached from the high road by a great beech avenue nearly a mile in length. The older wing of the house — part of an ancient Gothic abbey — was ivy-covered, while in front of the place was a great lake, originally the fish-pond of the Carmelite monks.

It wanted an hour before dinner when we arrived, and at sound of our horn nearly a dozen merry men and women of the house-party came forth to greet us.

They seem a pretty smart crowd, remarked Bindo under his breath to Sir Charles, seated beside him.

Yes, but well want all our wits about us, replied the other. I hear that the wife of Gilling, the jeweller in Bond Street, is here with her daughter. Suppose her husband takes it into his head to run down here for the week-end — eh?

We wont suppose anything of the sort, my dear fellow. I always hate supposing. Its a bad habit when youve got your living to earn, as we have.

And with those words he ran along to the main entrance, and pulled up sharply, being greeted by our hostess herself, who, in a cream serge dress, stood upon the steps and shouted us a warm welcome.

My two friends were quickly introduced by Paul to the assembled party, while several of the men came around the car to admire it, one of them questioning me as to its horse-power, its make, and other details, inquiries which showed his ignorance. Round in the garage I found my friend Saunders, and later on he took me over the splendid old place, filled as it was with the relics of the noble but now decadent English family.

My eyes and ears were open everywhere. The house-party, numbering eighteen, consisted mostly of the parvenu set, people who having made money by trade were now attempting to pass as county families. The men possessed for the most part the air of the City, and the womenkind were painfully smart without the good breeding necessary to carry it off.

After dinner, under the guidance of Saunders, I managed to get a glimpse of the great hall, where the party had assembled for coffee. It was a fine, lofty, oak-panelled old place, once the refectory of the monks, with great Gothic windows of stained glass, antique cabinets, and stands of armour. Against the dark oak, from floor to ceiling, the dresses of the women showed well, and, amid the laughter and chatter, I saw the gay, careless Bindo — a well-set-up, manly figure in his evening clothes — standing beside his hostess, chatting and laughing with her, while Sir Charles was bending over the chair of a pretty, fair-haired girl in turquoise, whom I recognised as the same girl I had seen with Paul at Scarborough. Her name was Ethel Gilling, Saunders said, and told me that young Clayton was, in secret, deeply in love with her. Would her father arrive and put a premature end to our conspiracy? I feared that he might.

Saunders asked me a good deal about my berth and position, and I fancy he envied me. He did not know that I had become a crook like my master, but believed me to be a mere chauffeur whose duties took him hither and thither across Europe. No chauffeur can bear private service with a cheap car in a circumscribed area. Every man who drives a motor-car — whether master or servant — longs for wide touring and a high-power car.

Contrary to Bindos declaration, he proved to be a very good shot, while Sir Charles provoked the admiration of all the men when, next morning, they went forth in search of birds. That same afternoon Bindo drove the Mercedes containing Mrs. Clayton and three ladies of the party, while I drove one of the men — a Captain Halliday — in our own car, and we all went over to the ruins of Crowland Abbey. Saunders had told me that he had never driven the Mercedes to her full power, as his mistress was so nervous. But, with Bindo driving, the old lady now seemed to want to go faster and faster. Our car was, of course, the more powerful, and ere we had gone ten miles I put on a move, and passed my master with ease, arriving at Crowland fully twenty minutes before him.

It was, however, very apparent that Bindo, the good-looking adventurer, had wormed himself entirely into the Chameleons good graces. Both he and Halliday escorted the ladies over the ruins, and after tea at the old-fashioned George, we made a quick and enjoyable run home in the sunset by way of Eye, Peterborough, Castor, and Wansford.

The autumn days went by, and, amid such pleasant surroundings, our visit was proving a most merry one. Yet, try how I would, I could not see what Bindo and his friend intended.

The girl in turquoise who flirted so outrageously with young Clayton was, I discovered, also very friendly with Sir Charles. Then I saw that his partiality towards her was with a distinct object — namely, in order to be aware of her fathers movements.

Truly, Bindo and Blythe were past-masters in the art of genteel scoundrelism. Adventurers of the very first water, they seldom, if ever, let me into their secrets until their plans were actually matured. Their reason for this reticence was that they believed I might show the white feather. They could not yet rely upon my audacity or courage.

Within a week Bindo was the most popular man in the house-party, the humorist of the dinner-table, and an expert in practical jokes, of which many were being played, one half the party being pitted against the other half, as is so often the case.

In the servants hall we were also having a pretty merry time. Medhurst, the maid of Mrs. Clayton, was a particularly prepossessing young woman, and I had many chats and a few walks with her. From her, at Bindos instigation, I learned a good deal regarding her mistresss habits and tastes, all of which I, in due course, reported to my master. A shrewd girl was Medhurst, however, and I was compelled to exercise a good deal of judicious tact in putting my questions to her.

One evening, however, while sitting alone in the park smoking, just before going to bed, I saw Bindo himself strolling at her side. She was speaking softly, but what about I could not make out. They were in a part of the park into which the guests never went, and it seemed as though she had kept a secret tryst. Not wishing to disturb them, I slipped away unobserved.

Next morning Paul Clayton went up to London in order to see his mothers solicitors, and that same afternoon, about four oclock, Mrs. Clayton received a very urgent telegram to come at once, as her lawyers desired some instructions immediately. The message she received evidently caused her very great anxiety, for she took Medhurst, and drove in the Mercedes to Peterborough Station, where she caught the up-express at seven oclock.

She had apologised to her house-party for her absence, explained the urgency of her presence in London, and promised to be back in time for dinner on the morrow.

She left the Hall at half-past six. At seven Bindo called me out of the servants hall and whispered — 

Hold yourself in readiness. Go to my room at nine punctually, and youll find on the table half a dozen novels done up in a strap. Just take them carefully, put them in the car, and then get away, first to Northampton to change the body of the car, and then to Parkeston Quay. Wait for me there at the Great Eastern Hotel, in the name of Parker. Take great care of the books. I shall give you other instructions before people presently, but take no notice of them. Ill join you as soon as its safe.

And with that, he turned upon his heel and left me.

The dressing-gong was just sounding as I walked across to the garage, in order to look through the car and charge the lamps, prior to my night journey. I was wondering what was about to happen. That some coup was to be made that night was very evident. I spent half an hour on the car, and had all in order, when a servant came to say that my master wanted me.

I found Bindo in the hall, laughing gaily with some ladies, prior to going in to dinner.

Oh, Ewart, he said, when I entered, cap in hand, I want you to run the car over to Birmingham to-night, and bring Colonel Fielding here to-morrow. You know where he lives — at Welford Park. Hes expecting you. The roads are all right, so youll make good time. Youd better get a couple of outer covers, too, when youre there. Youll bring the Colonel back in time for dinner to-morrow — you understand?

Yes, sir, I replied, and, bowing, went out, while with the ladies he turned in the direction of the dining-room.

I idled about until the stable clock was just on the point of striking nine, when I made my way by the servants staircase to my masters room. The corridor was in semi-darkness. I rapped, but there being no one there, I entered, switched on the light, and there upon the table found the small pile of new, cloth-bound six-shilling novels, held together with a strap of webbing, such as lawyers use to tie up their papers.

I took them up, switched off the light, and carried them downstairs to the car, which I had previously brought out into the stable-yard. My lamps were already lit, and I was in the act of putting on my frieze coat when Saunders, driving the Mercedes, passed me, going towards the main entrance of the Hall. He had a passenger — a guest from the station, judging from his dress.

As the stranger descended from the car the light over the steps revealed his face. I started. It was the jeweller I had spoken to in Bond Street — the man I had taken for the manager, but who was none other than Mr. Gilling himself!

I saw that all was lost. In a few moments he would come face to face with Bindo!

In an instant, however, I had made up my mind, and, re-entering the house, I made my way quickly through into the large hall. But Gilling was already there, kissing his wife and daughter. I glanced round, but was reassured to see both Bindo and Sir Charles were absentees. Did they know of Gillings impending arrival?

I ran up to the rooms of both my friends, but could not find them. In Bindos room a dress-coat had been thrown upon the bed. He had changed since I had been up there for the books. Alarmed by the news of the jewellers arrival, they had, in all probability, changed hurriedly and slipped away. Therefore I ran down to the car, and, telling Saunders that I was off to Birmingham and should return on the morrow, I ran quietly down the long, dark avenue.

From St. Mellions to Harwich, as the crow flies, is about one hundred and thirty miles. First, however, I went to Northampton, and put the previous body on the car. Then the road I took was by Huntingdon, Cambridge, Halstead, and Colchester — in all, about one hundred and seventy miles. The night was dark, but the roads were in fairly good condition, therefore I went at as high a speed as I dared, full of wonder as to what had really happened.

Bindos dress-coat on the bed showed that he had left, therefore I had every hope that he had not been recognised by the jeweller. After I had changed the body at the coachbuilders at Northampton, the run to the Essex coast proved an exciting one, for I had one narrow escape at a level crossing. But to give details of the journey would serve no purpose. Suffice it to say that I duly arrived at the Great Eastern Hotel at Parkeston next morning, and registered there in the name of Parker.

Then I waited in patience until, two days later, I received a note from Bindo, and met him at some distance from the hotel. His personal appearance was greatly altered, and he was shabbily dressed as a chauffeur.

By Jove! he said, when we were alone, weve had a narrow squeak. We had no idea when Henderson sent that telegram from London calling the old crone up to town that Gilling had been invited. We only heard of his impending arrival at the very moment we were bringing off the coup. Then, instead of remaining there, becoming indignant, and assisting the police, we were compelled to fly, thus giving the whole game away. If we had stayed, Gilling would have recognised us. By Jove! I never had such a tough quarter of an hour in all my life. Blythe has gone up to Scotland, and we shall ship the car across to Hamburg by to-nights boat from Parkeston. Youve got those books all right? Dont lose them.

Ive left them in the car, I replied.

Left them in the car! he cried, glaring at me. Are you mad?

Mad! Why?

Go and get them at once and lock them up in your bag. Ill show you something when we get an opportunity.

The opportunity came three days later, when we were alone together in a room in Höfers Hotel, in the Bahnhofs-Platz, in Hamburg. He took the books from me, undid the buckle, and, to my surprise, showed me that the centres of the popular books had been cleverly cut out, so that they were literally boxes formed by the paper leaves. And each book was filled with splendid jewels!

The haul was a huge one, for several of the diamond ornaments which had been taken from the Chameleons safe were of great value. The old lady was passionately fond of jewellery, and spent huge sums with Mr. Gilling. We afterwards discovered that several of the finest pieces we had taken had actually been sent to her on approval by Gilling, so, curiously enough, we had touched his property on a second occasion.

It was a difficult affair, Bindo declared. I had to pretend to make love to Medhurst, or I should never have been able to get a cast of the safe-key. However, weve been able to take the best of the old ladys collection, and theyll fetch a good price in Amsterdam, or Im a Dutchman myself. Of course, theres a big hue-and-cry after us, so we must lie very low over here for a bit. Fancy your leaving those novels kicking about in the car! Somebody might have wanted to read them!


CHAPTER VI

THE GENTLEMAN FROM LONDON
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MONTHS HAD PASSED since the affair of the six new novels.

In Hamburg Bindo had left me and gone to see the old Jew in Amsterdam, while I had driven the forty south through Lüneburg, Brunswick, and Nordhausen to Erfurt, where, passing as an English gentleman of means, I remained for three weeks at a very comfortable hotel, afterwards moving on to Dresden.

At regular intervals the Count sent me money, but he was, as usual, travelling constantly. I wrote to him to a newspaper-shop in the Tottenham Court Road, reporting my movements and my whereabouts; therefore I knew not from one day to another when I should receive sudden orders to rejoin him.

The London papers had been full of the affair of the six novels, for it was now well known that the person who had abstracted the jewels was the same who had executed such a neat manœuvre at Gillings. One or two of the papers actually published leaderettes upon the subject, severely criticising the incompetency of the police in such matters. I have since heard, however, that at Scotland Yard there is a proverb that the wealthier the thief the less chance of his being caught. Bindo and his friends certainly did not lack funds. The various hauls they had made, even since my association with them, must have put many thousands into their pockets.

They were a clever and daring trio. They never met unless absolutely necessary in order to arrange some ingenious piece of trickery, and they could all live weeks at the same hotel without either, by word or sign, betraying previous knowledge of each other. Indeed, Count Bindo di Ferraris was the very acme of well-dressed, well-groomed scoundrelism.

Under the name of Ernest Crawford I was idling away some pleasant weeks at the Europäischer Hof, in the Alstadt, in Dresden, where I had made the acquaintance of a fair-haired Englishman named Upton, and his wife, a fluffy little woman some five years his junior. They had arrived at the hotel about a week after I had taken up my quarters, and as they became friendly I often took them for runs. Upton was the son of a rich Lancashire cotton-spinner, and was, I believe, on his honeymoon. Together we saw the sights of Dresden, the Royal Palace, the Green Vault, the museums and galleries, and had soon grown tired of them all. Therefore, almost daily we went for runs along the Elbe valley, delightful at that season of the vintage.



One evening, while we were sitting at coffee in the lounge and I was chatting with Mrs. Upton, her husband was joined by a friend from London, a tall, rather loud-spoken, broad-shouldered man, with a pair of merry, twinkling eyes and a reddish moustache. He was a motor-expert, I soon discovered, for on the afternoon following his arrival, when I brought the car round to the hotel, he began to examine it critically.

I had invited him to go with us to the Golden Höhe, about six miles distant, and take tea at the restaurant, and he sat at my side as I drove. While passing through the little village of Rächnitz, Mr. Gibbs — for that was his name — suddenly asked — 

What make of car is yours?

No wonder he asked, for so constantly had its identity been disguised that it nowadays bore about as much resemblance to a Napier as it did to a Panhard. I had always before me the fact that the police were on the look-out for a forty Napier; therefore I had managed to disguise it outwardly, although a glance within the bonnet would, of course, reveal the truth.

Oh, I replied lightly, its quite an unknown make — Bellini, of Turin. Ive come to the conclusion that small makers can turn out just as good a car as, and perhaps even better than, the larger firms — providing you pay a fair price.

I suppose so, he said rather thoughtfully. From her general build I took her to be an English Napier.

She has the Napier cut, I remarked. I think Bellini imitates the English style.

It was fortunate, I thought, that the bonnet was strapped down and locked, for the engines were stamped with their makers name.

You travel about a lot on her, I suppose, he went on. Its a fine car, certainly. Did you come across the Continent?

Yes. Ive been about Europe a good deal, I answered. Saves railway fares, you know. And I laughed.

We were travelling quickly, and, the dust being troublesome, we pulled up, and then, after all four of us goggling, went forward again.

After tea at the Golden Höhe Mr. Gibbs again evinced a keen interest in the car, examining it carefully, and declaring it to be a most excellent one. Then, on the run back, he again turned the conversation to motoring topics, with a strenuous desire, it seemed, to know my most recent movements.

A couple of days passed, and I found Uptons friend a most congenial companion. Each afternoon we all went out for a run, and each evening, after dining, we went to the theatre.

On the fourth day after Mr. Gibbss arrival a messenger brought me a note which, to my surprise, I found to be from Blythe, who directed me to meet him in secret in a certain café in the Grosse Garten at eleven oclock that night.

Then I knew that something further had been planned.

In accordance with the request, I went to the café at the hour appointed. It was crowded, but I soon discovered him, smartly dressed, and seated at a table in the corner. After we had finished our beer I followed him out into the park, where, halting suddenly, he said — 

Ewart, youve placed yourself in a pretty fine predicament!

What do you mean? I asked in surprise.

Well, I saw you yesterday afternoon driving down the Prager-strasse with the very gentleman to whom you ought to give the widest berth.

You mean Gibbs?

I mean that cunning old fox, Inspector Dyer, of Scotland Yard.

What! I gasped. Dyer — is that the famous Dyer?

He is. I once, to my cost, had occasion to meet him, and its hardly likely that Id forget his face. I saw you coming along with him, and you could have knocked me down with a feather.

But I — well, I really cant believe that hes a detective, I declared, utterly incredulous.

Believe it, or disbelieve it — its a fact, I tell you. Youve been given away somehow, and Dyer has now just got you in his palm.



Briefly I explained how I had met Upton, and how Mr. Gibbs had been introduced.

Upton may not be what he pretends, you know, Blythe replied. They want us very badly at Scotland Yard, and thats why the affair has been given over to Dyer. Hes the man who generally does the travelling on the Continent. But you know him well enough by reputation, of course. Everyone does.

Mr. Gibbss intense interest in the car and its maker was thus accounted for. I saw how completely I had been taken in, and how entirely I was now in the renowned detectives hands. He might already have been round to the garage, unlocked the bonnet with a false key, and seen the name Napier stamped upon the engine.

How, I wondered, had he been able to trace me? No doubt the fact that we had shipped the car across from Parkeston to Hamburg was well known to Scotland Yard, yet since that night it had undergone two or three transformations which had entirely disguised it. I was rapidly growing a moustache, too, and had otherwise altered my personal appearance since I posed as Bindos chauffeur in Scarborough.

The Count, who is lying low in a small hotel in Düsseldorf, wants you to meet him with the car in Turin in a fortnights time — at the Hotel Europe. A Russian princess is staying there — and we have a plan. But it seems very probable that youll be waiting extradition to Bow Street if you dont make a bold move, and slip out of Dyers hands.

Yes, I said thoughtfully. If Gibbs is really Dyer himself, then, I fear, that although Ive been discreet — for I make a point of never telling my business to strangers — yet he has more than a suspicion that the car is the same as the one I drove daily on the Esplanade at Scarborough.

And if he has a suspicion he has probably wired to England for one of the witnesses to come out and identify you — Gilling himself, most probably.

Then were in a most complete hole! I declared, drawing a long face.

Absolutely. What are you going to do?

What can I do?

Get out of it — and at once, replied Blythe coolly. If Dyer discovers and tries to prevent your escape, make a bold fight for it, and from his hip-pocket he drew a serviceable-looking plated revolver, and handed it to me with the remark that it was fully loaded.

I saw that my position was one of peril. Even now, Dyer might have watched me keeping this appointment with Blythe.

I shall leave for Leipzig in an hour, my friend said. Youd better return to the hotel, get the car, and make a dash for it.

Why should I get the car? I queried Why not slip away at once?

If you tried to youd probably be pinched at the station. Dyer is an artful bird, you know. Once up with you, he isnt likely to lose sight of you for very long.

As he was speaking I recognised, seated at a table before the café some distance away, my friend Upton, idly smoking a cigar, and apparently unconscious of my proximity.

Thats all right, declared Blythe, when I had pointed him out. It proves two things — first, that this Mr. Upton is really one of the younger men from the Yard, and, secondly, that Dyer has sent him after you to watch where you went to-night. Thats fortunate, for if Dyer himself had come its certain he would have recognised me. I gave him a rather nasty jag when he arrested me four years ago, so it isnt very likely he forgets. And now lets part. At all hazards, get away from Dresden. But go back to the hotel first, so as to disarm suspicion. When you are safe, wire to the address in the Tottenham Court Road. So long.

And without another word the well-dressed jewel-thief turned on his heels, and disappeared in the darkness of the leafy avenue.

My feelings were the reverse of happy as I made my way back to the Europäischer Hof. To obtain the car that night would be to arouse suspicion that I had discovered Mr. Gibbss identity. My safety lay in getting away quietly and without any apparent haste. Indeed, when I gained my room and calmly thought it all over, I saw that it would be policy to wait until next day, when I could obtain the car from the garage as usual, and slip away before the crafty pair were aware of my absence.

The reason they had not applied to the German police to arrest me could be but one. They had sent to London for someone to come and identify me. This person might arrive at any moment. Dyer had been in Dresden already four days; therefore, every minutes delay was dangerous.

After long and careful consideration, I resolved to wait until the morrow. No sleep, however, came to my eyes that night, as you may well imagine. All the scandal of arrest, trial, and imprisonment rose before me as the long night hours dragged on. I lit the stove in my room, and carefully destroyed everything that might give a possible clue to my identity, and then sat at the window, watching for day to break.

Surely Dyer and Upton had achieved a very clever piece of detective work to discover me as they had. I had done my utmost, as I thought, to efface my identity and to give the car an entirely different appearance from that which it had presented at Scarborough. The only manner in which I had been given away was, I believed, by means of some English five-pound notes which Bindo had sent me from Stettin, and which I had cashed in Dresden. If these had been stolen — as most probably they had been — then it would well account for the sudden appearance of Mr. Upton and his very charming wife, who had come holiday-making to Germany. Upton had, in his turn, sent information to his superior officer, Inspector Dyer, who had come out to see for himself.

What an awful fool I had been! How completely I had fallen into the cunningly baited trap!

At last the grey dawn came, spreading to a bright autumn morning. The roads outside were dry and dusty. I meant, in a few hours, to make a breakneck dash out of Dresden, and to hide somewhere in the country. To attempt to escape by rail would be folly. But if either man was on the watch and invited himself to go for a run with me? What then?

I grasped the weapon in my pocket and set my teeth hard, recollecting Blythes words.

At eight I ordered my coffee, and, drinking it in feverish haste, went down to the rear of the hotel where the garage was situated. While crossing the courtyard, however, I met Upton, who had a habit of early rising, and was apparently idling about. I purposely did not wear my motor-cap, but my pockets were stuffed with all my belongings that were portable.

Hulloa! he cried cheerily. What are you doing to-day — eh?

Well, I said, with apparent indifference, Im just going to look round the car before breakfast. Perhaps Ill go for a run later on. The roads are still in perfect condition.



Then Ill go with you, was his prompt reply. My wife has a bad headache, and wont go out to-day. Gibbs, too, is full of business in the town. So lets go together.

Instantly I saw the ruse. He had been awaiting me, and did not mean that I should go for a run unaccompanied.

Certainly, I replied promptly. Shall you be ready in half an hour?

Im ready now. Ive had my coffee. His response was, to say the least, disconcerting. How was I to get rid of him? My only chance lay in remaining perfectly calm and indifferent. A witness to testify to my identity was, no doubt, on his way out from England, and the two detectives were holding me up until his arrival.

Together we walked to the car, and for nearly half an hour I was occupied in filling the petrol-tank and putting everything in order for a long and hard journey. A breakdown would probably mean my arrest and deportation to Bow Street. My only safety lay in flight. During the night I had studied the road-book with infinite care, and decided to make a dash out of Dresden along the Elbe bank as far as Meissen, and thence by Altenburg across to Erfurt. Uptons self-invitation to go with me had, however, entirely upset my plans.

At last I returned to my room, obtained my motor-cap, coat, and goggles, and, having started the engine, got up at the wheel. My unwelcome friend swung himself up beside me, and we glided out into the Prager-strasse and through the fine capital of Saxony.

My friend, in his smart motor coat and cap, certainly gave no outward sign of his real profession. Surely no one would have taken him to be an emissary of the Metropolitan Police. As he sat beside me he chatted merrily, for he possessed a keen sense of humour, and it must have struck him that the present position was really amusing — from his point of view.

In half an hour we were out upon a fine level road running on the left bank of the Elbe. It was a bright sunny autumn morning, and, travelling swiftly as we were, it was delightfully exhilarating. Passing through old-world Meissen, with its picturesque gabled houses, we continued on another fifteen miles to a small place called Riesa, and when about three miles farther on I summoned courage to carry out a scheme over which, during the run, I had been deeply pondering.

We were in a lonely part of the road, hidden by the long row of poplars lining the broad winding river. On the one side were the trees, and on the other high sloping vine-lands. The road curved both before and behind us, therefore we were well concealed.

Pulling up suddenly, I said — 

Theres something wrong. One cylinder is not working — sparking-plug broken, I suppose.

To allow me to descend he got down. Then having unlocked the bonnet and pretended to fiddle with the plug, I again relocked it. Afterwards I felt the axles all round, saw to the tyres, and, having watched my opportunity, while he was at that moment standing with his back to me, his face turned towards the river, I suddenly sprang into the wheel and drew off.

In an instant, with a loud shout, No, you dont! he sprang forward upon the step and raised himself into the seat he had occupied. Quick as thought, I whipped my revolver out with my left hand, and, guiding the car with my right, cried — 

I know you, Mr. Upton. Get down, or Ill shoot you!

His face blanched, for he had no idea I was armed.

Get down — quick! I ordered. I shant ask you again.

The car was gathering speed, and I saw that if he attempted to drop off he would probably be hurt. He glanced at the road and then at me.

You wont escape so easily as this, Mr. Ewart! he cried. We want you for several jewel robberies, you know. Dont you think youd better go quietly? If you shoot me youll only hang for it. Now do you think thats really worth while? Is such a game worth the candle?

Without replying, I slowed down again.

I tell you to get off this car — otherwise you must take the consequences, was my cool response. Those were terribly exciting moments, and how I remained so calm I cannot tell. My whole future depended upon my extrication from that impasse. Perhaps that is why my wits had, in that moment, become so sharpened.

I shall stay with you, was the police-officers defiant reply, as, with a sudden movement, he grabbed my left wrist in an endeavour to wrest the weapon from my grasp. Next second I had stopped the car, pressed down the brake, and thus had both my hands free.

In a moment the struggle became desperate. He fought for his life, for he saw that, now he had defied me, I meant what I threatened. No doubt he was physically stronger than myself, and at first he had the advantage; but not for long, because, resorting to a ruse taught me long ago by a man who was a professional wrestler at the music-halls, I succeeded in turning the muzzle of the weapon into his face.

If I had liked, I could have pulled the trigger and blown half his head away. Yet, although I had become the accomplice of a daring gang of jewel-thieves, and though one of them had given me the weapon to use in case of need, I had neither desire nor intention of becoming a murderer.

For fully six or seven minutes we were locked in deadly embrace. Upton, time after time, tried to turn the weapon upon me, and so compel me to give it up under threats of death. In this, however, he was unsuccessful, though more than once he showered at me fierce imprecations.

He had his thin, sinewy hands in my collar, and was pressing his bony knuckles into my throat, until I was half throttled, when, of a sudden, by dint of an effort of which I had never believed myself capable, I gave his arm a twist which nearly dislocated his shoulder and forced him to release his hold. I still had the revolver tightly clenched in my right hand, for I had now succeeded in changing it from my left, and at last slipped it back into my hip-pocket, leaving both hands free. Then, in our desperate struggle, he tried to force me backwards over the steering-wheel, and would have done so had I not been able to trip him unexpectedly. In a second I had flung my whole weight upon him and sent him clutching at the air over the splashboard, and so across the bonnet to the ground.

In a moment I restarted the car, but not before he had risen and remounted upon the step.

You shant get away! he cried. Even if you leave me here youll be arrested by the German police before night. They already have your description.

Enough! I cried savagely, again whipping out my weapon. Get down — or Ill shoot!

Shoot, then! he shouted defiantly.

Take that instead! I replied, and, with the butt-end of the weapon, I struck him full between the eyes, causing him to fall back into the road, where he lay like a log.



Without a second glance at him, I allowed the car to gather speed, and in a few moments was running across a flat, level plain at quite fifty miles an hour. Upton lay insensible, and the longer he remained so the farther afield I should be able to get without information being sent before me.

Mine was now a dash for liberty. Having gone twenty miles, I pulled up, and, unfastening one of the lockers within the car, I drew out the complete disguise which Bindo always kept there for emergencies. I had purposely halted in a side road, which apparently only led to some fields, and, having successfully transformed myself into a grey-bearded man of about fifty-five, I drew out a large tin of dark-red enamel and a brush, and in a quarter of an hour had transformed the pale-blue body into a dark-red one. So, within half an hour, both myself and the car were utterly disguised, even to the identification-plates, both back and front. The police would be on the look-out for a pale-blue car, driven by a moustached young man in a leather-peaked motor-cap, while they would only see passing a dark-red car driven by its owner, a respectable-looking middle-aged man in a cloth golf-cap, gloves, and goggles.

I looked at myself in satisfaction by aid of the little mirror, and then I regarded the hastily-daubed car. Very soon the dust would cling to the enamel, and thus effectually disguise the hurriedness of my handiwork. There was, of course, no doubt that Upton and Dyer would move heaven and earth to rediscover me, therefore in my journey forward I was compelled to exercise all caution.

On consulting my road-book I found that the spot where I had pulled up was about three miles from Wurzen, on the main Leipzig road, therefore I decided to give the latter city a wide berth, and took a number of intricate by-roads towards Magdeburg, hoping to be able to put the car in safe keeping somewhere, and get thence by rail across to Cologne and Rotterdam, in which city I might find a safe asylum.

Any attempt to reach Turin was now impossible, and when late that night I entered the little town of Dessau I sent a carefully worded telegram to Bindo at the little newspaper-shop in the Tottenham Court Road, explaining that, though free, I was still in peril of arrest.

Shortly after midnight, while passing through a little town called Zerbst, half-way between Dessau and Magdeburg, I heard a loud shouting behind me, and, turning, saw a policeman approaching hurriedly.

Where are you from? he inquired breathlessly.

From Berlin, was my prompt answer. I left there at six oclock this evening. I know a little German, and made the best use I could of it.

By the light of his lantern he examined my identification-plates, and noted the colour of the car.



Im sorry to trouble you, sir, but I must ask you to come with me to the police-office.

Why? I inquired, with well-assumed indignation. My lamps are all alight, and I have contravened no law, surely!

You are an Englishman. I hear that from your speech.

That is so. My name is Hartley — William Hartley, and I live in Liverpool.

We shall not detain you long, was his reply. I am only carrying out an order we have received.

An order — what order?

To arrest an Englishman who is escaping on a motor-car.

And am I the Englishman, pray? I asked sarcastically. Come, this is really too huge a joke! Havent you got the gentlemans personal description? What has he done that you should be in search of him?

I dont know. The chief has all particulars. Let us go together.

Oh, very well, I laughed reluctantly. Just get up here, and Ill drive you to the office. Which way is it?

Straight along, he said, climbing clumsily into the seat beside me. Straight along almost to the end of the town, and then sharp to the left. I will show you.

As soon as he had settled himself I put such a move on the car that his breath was almost taken away. Should I take him out into the darkness beyond the town and there drop him? If I did so, I should surely be arrested, sooner or later. No. The car was disguised by its dark-red enamel, and though I had no intention of going into a brilliantly-lighted office, I felt certain that, if I kept cool, I could allay the suspicion of the police-official on night-duty.

Ten minutes later I pulled up before the police-office and got down. In order not to enter into the light, I made an excuse that my engine was not running properly, unlocked the bonnet and tinkered with it until the official came out to inspect me.

He was a burly, fair-bearded man, with a harsh, gruff voice.

In his hand he carried a slip of paper, which he consulted by the light of my glaring head-lamps. I saw that it was a copy of a telegram he had received giving my description, for the previous identification-number of the car was written there.

For a few moments he stood in silence with the man who had arrested my progress, then, seeing from his face that he found both myself and the car the exact opposite of what was reported, I said, in an irritated tone of indignation — 

I must really object to being thus brought here against my will. As a foreigner, I cannot entertain a very high estimate of the intelligence of the police of Zerbst.

I trust you will pardon us, was the gruff mans reply, bowing. It was the very fact that you were an Englishman that caused suspicion to rest upon you. It is an Englishman who is wanted for extensive jewel robberies. His name is Ewart.

A very common name in England, was my reply. But will it not appear a little too high-handed if you arrest every Englishman who rides in a motor-car in any part of Germany on suspicion that he is this thief Ewart? How do they describe the car?

Pale-blue, he admitted.

Well, mine is scarcely that — is it? I asked, as he stood beside me.

The bonnet was open, and by the light of the policemans lantern he was admiring the six bright cylinders.

No, he responded. Even now, however, the bearded fellow seemed only half convinced. But German officials are a particularly hide-bound genus of mankind.

He saw, however, that I had now grown exasperated, and presently, after putting a few further questions to me, he expressed his regret that I should have suffered any delay or inconvenience, and politely wished me a pleasant journey to my destination.

A lucky escape, I thought, when once again I was out on the broad high road to Magdeburg, my head-lamps showing a stream of white light far along the dusty way.

Instead of getting into Magdeburg, as I believed, I found myself, an hour later, in a dark, ill-lit town upon a broad river, and discovered that I was in Schönebeck, on the main road to Hanover. The distance to the latter city was one hundred miles, and, as I could get away from there by half a dozen lines of railway, I decided to push forward, even though for the past eighteen hours I had only had a piece of bread and a mug of beer at Dessau.

About eleven oclock on the following morning, after two tyre troubles, I was passing out of the quaint mediæval town of Hildesheim, intending to reach Hanover before noon. I had come around the Haupt Bahnhof and on to the highway beyond the railroad, when my heart gave a leap as a policeman dashed out into the road in front of me and held up his hand.

Your name? he demanded gruffly.

William Hartley — an Englishman, was my prompt response.

I must, I regret, insist on your presence at the police-office, he said authoritatively.

Oh! I cried, annoyed. I suppose I must go through the same farce as at Zerbst last night.

You were at Zerbst — you admit that? asked the man in uniform.

The instant those words left his lips I saw that I was trapped. It was, no doubt, as I had suspected. The superintendent of police at Zerbst had seen stamped upon the engines the makers name, Napier, and this he had reported by telegraph to Dyer in Dresden. Then a second telegraphic order had gone forth for my arrest.

Well, I laughed, it is surely no crime to admit having been to Zerbst, is it? There seems an unusual hue-and-cry over this mysterious Englishman, isnt there? But if you say I must go to the police-office, I suppose I must. Get up here beside me and show me the way.

The man clambered up, when, in a moment, I put on all speed forward. The road was wide and open, without a house on it.

No! he cried; back — into the town!

I, however, made no response, but let the car rip along at a good fifty miles an hour. She hummed merrily.

Stop! stop! I order you to stop! he shouted, but I heeded him not. I saw that he had grown frightened at the fearful pace we were travelling.

Suddenly, when we had gone about seven miles, I pulled up at a lonely part of the road, and, pointing my revolver at his head, ordered him to descend.

He saw that I was desperate. It was a moment for deeds, not words. I saw him make a movement to draw out his own weapon; therefore, ere he was aware of it, I struck him a blow full in the face, practically repeating my tactics with Upton. The fellow reeled out of the car, but before I could get started again he fired twice at me, happily missing me each time.



He made a desperate dash to get on the footboard again, but I prevented him, and in turn was compelled to fire.

My bullet struck his right shoulder, and his weapon fell to the ground. Then I left him standing in the road, uttering a wild torrent of curses as I waved my hand in defiant farewell.

A mile from Hanover I threw off my grey beard and other disguise, washed my face in a brook, abandoned the car, and at three oclock that afternoon found myself safely in the express for Brussels, on my way to Paris, the city which at that moment I deemed safest for me.

From that moment to this I have not been upon German soil.


CHAPTER VII

THE LADY OF THE GREAT NORTH ROAD

[image: img205.jpg]

IT OCCURRED ABOUT a month after my return from Germany. A strange affair, assuredly; and stranger still that my life should have been spared to relate it.

After luncheon at the Trocadero I mounted into the car, a new forty six-cylinder Napier that we had purchased only a week before, to drive to Barnack, an old-world Northamptonshire village near Stamford, where I had to meet the audacious rascal Count Bindo. From Piccadilly Circus, I started forth upon my hundred-mile run with a light heart, in keen anticipation of a merry time. The Houghs, with whom Bindo was staying, always had gay house-parties, for the Major, his wife, and Marigold, his daughter, were keen on hunting, and we usually went to the meets of the Fitzwilliam, and got good runs across the park, Castor Hanglands, and the neighbourhood.

Through the grey, damp afternoon I drove on up the Great North Road, that straight, broad highway which you who motor know so well. Simmons, Bindos new valet, was suffering from neuralgia; therefore I had left him in London, and, sitting alone, had ample time for reflection.



The road surface was good, the car running like a clock, and on the level, open highway out of Biggleswade through Tempsford and Eaton Socon along to Buckden the speed-indicator was registering thirty-five and even forty miles an hour. I was anxious to get to Barnack before dark; therefore, regardless of any police-traps that might be set, I let her rip.

The cheerless afternoon had drawn to a close, and rain had begun to fall. In a week or ten days we should be on the Riviera again, amid the sunshine and the flowers; and as I drew on my mackintosh I pitied those compelled to bear the unequal rigour of the English winter. I was rushing up Alconbury Hill on my second, having done seventy miles without stopping, when of a sudden I felt that drag on the steering-wheel that every motorist knows and dreads. The car refused to answer to the wheel — there was a puncture in the near hind tyre.

For nearly three-quarters of an hour I worked away by the light of one of the acetylene head-lamps, for darkness had now fallen, and at last I recommenced to climb the hill and drop down into Sawtry, the big French lamps illuminating the dark, wet road.

About two miles beyond Sawtry, when, by reason of the winding of the road, I had slackened down to about fifteen miles an hour, I came to cross-roads and a sign-post, against which something white shone in the darkness. At first I believed it to be a white dog, but next moment I heard a womans voice hailing me, and turning, saw in the lamp-light as I flashed past, a tall, handsome figure, with a long dark cloak over a light dress. She raised her arms frantically, calling to me. Therefore I put down the brakes hard, stopped, and then reversed the car, until I came back to where she stood in the muddy road.

The moment she opened her mouth I recognised that she was a lady.

Excuse me, she exclaimed breathlessly, but would you do me a great favour — and take us on to Wansford — to the railway? And looking, I made out that she held by the hand a fair-haired little lad about seven years of age, well dressed in a thick overcoat and knitted woollen cap and gloves. You will not refuse, will you? she implored. The life of a person very dear to me depends upon it. And in her voice I detected an accent by which I knew she was not English.

Seeing how deeply in earnest she was, and that she was no mere wayfarer desirous of a lift, I expressed my readiness to do her a favour, and, getting down, opened the door of the tonneau, removed the waterproof rug, and assisted the little lad and herself to get in.

Ah, sir, this kindness is one for which I can never sufficiently thank you. Others may be able to render you some service in return, she said, but for myself I can only give you the heartfelt thanks of a distressed woman.



In her refined voice there was a ring of deep earnestness. Who could she be?

The hood of her heavy, fur-lined cape was drawn over her head, and in the darkness I could not distinguish her features. The little boy huddled close to her as we tore on towards Wansford Station, her destination, fifteen miles distant. The ceaseless rain fell heavier as we entered the long, old-world village of Stilton, and noticing they had no mackintoshes, I pulled up before the Bell, that well-known inn of the coaching days where the York coaches changed horses.

You are not surely going to make a stop here, are you? No one must see us. Let us go on! she urged in apprehension.

But you cant go through this storm, I said. No one shall see you. There is a little sitting-room at the side that we may have until the rain has ceased. And then, with apparent reluctance, she allowed me to lead her and the boy through the old stone hall and into the little, low, old-fashioned room, the window of which, with its red blind, looked out upon the village street.

As she seated herself in the high-backed arm-chair beside the fire, her dark, refined face was turned towards me, while the little lad stood huddled up against her, as though half afraid of me. That she was a lady was at once apparent. Her age was about twenty-two, and her countenance one of the most beautiful that I had ever gazed upon. Her dark, luminous eyes met mine with an expression half of innate modesty, half of fear. The white hand lying in her lap trembled, and with the other she stroked the childs head caressingly.

She had unhooked her dripping cloak, and I saw that beneath she wore a well-cut travelling-gown of pale-grey cloth that fitted admirably, and showed off her neat figure to perfection. Her dress betrayed her foreign birth, but the accent when she spoke was only very slight, a rolling of the rs, by which I knew that she was French.

Im so afraid that someone may see me here, she said, after a slight pause.

Then I take it, mademoiselle, that you are leaving the neighbourhood in secret? I remarked in French, with some suspicion, still wondering who she might be. The boy was certainly not her child, yet he seemed to regard her as his guardian.

Yes, msieur, was her brief reply; and then in French she said, after a pause, I am wondering whether I can trust you further.

Trust me? I echoed. Certainly you can, mademoiselle. And taking out a card, I handed it to her, declaring my readiness to serve her in any way in my power.

She was silent for some moments.

To-morrow, or the next day, there will be a sensation in the neighbourhood where I joined you, she said at last.

A mystery, you mean? I exclaimed, looking straight into her handsome face.



Yes, she answered in a deep, hoarse voice. A mystery. But, she added quickly, you will not prejudge me until you know — will you? Recollect me merely as an unhappy woman whom you have assisted, not as — — She sighed deeply, without concluding the sentence.

I saw that her splendid eyes were filled with tears — tears of regret, it seemed.

Not as what? I inquired softly. May I not at least know your name?

Ah! she said bitterly. Call me Clotilde, if you like. The name will be as good as any other — until you know the truth.

But, mademoiselle, you are in distress, I see. Cannot I do anything else for you now than merely dropping you at the roadside station? I am on my way to Stamford.

No, she sighed; you can do nothing more at present. Only deny that you have ever met me.

Her words puzzled me. At one moment I wondered if she were not some clever woman who was abducting the lad, and by whose plausible tale I was being led into rendering her assistance. And yet as I stood with my back to the fire gazing at her as she sat, I recognised a something about her that told me she was no mere adventuress.

Upon her finger was a magnificent ring — a coronet of fine diamonds that flashed and sparkled beneath the lamp-light, and when she smiled at me her face assumed a sweet expression that held me in fascination.

Cannot you tell me what has occurred? I asked at last, in a quiet, earnest voice. What is the nature of the sensation that is imminent?

Ah no! she answered hoarsely. You will know soon enough.

But, mademoiselle, I confess I should like to meet you again in London, and offer you my services. In half an hour we shall part.

Yes, we shall part; and if we do not meet again I shall always remember you as one who performed one of the greatest services a man can perform. To-night, msieur, you have saved my life — and his, she added, pointing to the little lad at her side.

Saved your lives? How?

You will know one day, was her evasive reply.

And who is he?

I regret that I am not permitted to tell you, she answered.

At that instant heavy footsteps sounded in the hall, and gruff voices exchanged greetings.

Hark! she gasped, starting to her feet in alarm. Is the door locked?

I sprang to it, and, as the waiting-maid had left it slightly ajar, I could see the new-comers. I closed it, and slid the bolt into its socket.

Who are they? she inquired.



Two men in dark overcoats and soft felt hats. They look like foreigners.

Ah! I know! she gasped, terrified, her face blanched in an instant. Let us go! They must not see me! You will help me to escape, wont you? Can I get out without them recognising me?

Was it possible that she had committed some crime, and they were detectives? Surely this adventure was a strange and mysterious one.

Remain here, I exclaimed quickly. Ill go out and prepare the car. When all is ready, I will keep watch while you and the boy slip out.

I went forth into the pelting rain, took off the rugs from the seats, and started the motor. Then returning, and finding no one in the passage — the two men having evidently passed on into the tap-room — I beckoned to her, and she and the lad stole softly along and out into the roadway.

In a moment they were both in the car, and a few seconds later we were tearing along the broad road out of Stilton village at a pace that might have cost me a five-pound fine.

What was the forthcoming sensation? Why was she flying from the two strangers?

She feared we might be followed, therefore I decided to drive her to Peterborough. We tore on through the biting wind and driving rain, past Water Newton and Orton, until we drew up at the Great Northern Station at Peterborough, where she descended, and for a moment held my hand in a warm grasp of heartfelt thankfulness.

You must thank this gentleman, she said to the lad. Recollect that to-night he has saved your life. They meant to kill you.

Thank you, sir, said the little lad simply, holding out his hand.

When they had gone I remounted and drove away to Barnack, utterly dumbfounded. The fair stranger, whoever she was, held me in fascination. Never in all my life had I met a woman possessed of such perfect grace and such exquisite charm. She had fled from her enemies. What startling event had occurred that evening to cause her and the lad to take to the road so ill-prepared?

What was the sensation which she had prophesied on the morrow? I longed for day to dawn, when I might learn the truth.

Yet though I chatted with the grooms and other outdoor servants at Barnack during the next day, I heard nothing.

Over the dinner-table that evening, however, old Colonel Cooper, who had driven over from Polebrook, near Oundle, related to the guests a strange story that he had heard earlier in the day.

A mysterious affair has happened over at Buckworth, near the Great North Road, they say, he exclaimed, adjusting his monocle and addressing his hostess and Bindo, who sat on her right. It seems that a house called The Cedars, about a mile out of the village, has been rented furnished by some foreigners, a man named Latour and his wife and son, whose movements were rather suspicious. Yesterday they received three visitors, who came to spend a week; but just before dinner one of the servants, on entering the drawing-room, was horrified to find both her master and mistress lying upon the floor dead, strangled by the silken cords used to loop up the curtains, while the visitors and the little boy were missing. So swiftly and quietly was it all done, he added, that the servants heard nothing. The three visitors are described as very gentlemanly-looking men, evidently Frenchmen, who appeared to be on most intimate terms of friendship with their hostess. One of them, however, is declared by the groom to be a man he had met in the neighbourhood two days before; therefore it would seem as though the affair had been very carefully planned.

Most extraordinary! declared Bindo, while a chorus of surprise and horror went around the table. And the boy is missing with the assassins?

Yes; they have apparently taken him away with them. They say that theres some woman at the bottom of it all — and most probably, sniffed the old Colonel. The foreigners who live here in England are mostly a queer lot, whove broken the laws of their own country and efface their identity here.

I listened at the open door with breathless interest as the old fellow discussed the affair with young Lady Casterton, who sat next him, while around the table various theories were advanced.

I met the man Latour once — one day in the summer, exclaimed Mr. Molesworth, a tall, thin-faced man, rector of a neighbouring parish. He was introduced to me at the village flower-show at Alconbury, when I was doing duty there. He struck me as a very pleasant, well-bred man, who spoke English perfectly.

I stood in the corridor like a man in a dream. Had I actually assisted the mysterious woman to abduct the child? Every detail of my adventure on the previous night arose vividly before me. That she had been aware of the terrible tragedy was apparent, for without doubt she was in league with the assassins. She had made me promise to deny having seen her, and I ground my teeth at having been so cleverly tricked by a pretty woman.

Yet ought I to prejudge her when still ignorant of the truth, which she had promised to reveal to me? Was it just?

Next day, making excuse that I wished to test the car, I ran over to the sleepy little village of Buckworth, which lay in a hollow about two miles from the sign-post where I had been stopped by Clotilde. The Cedars was a large, old-fashioned house, standing away from the village in its own grounds, and at the village inn, where I called, I learned from the landlord many additional details of how the three mysterious visitors had arrived in a station-fly from Huntingdon, how eagerly Mr. Latour had welcomed them, and how they had disappeared at nightfall, after accomplishing their object.

I hear it said that a woman is at the bottom of it all, I remarked.

Of course we cant say, sir, he replied; but a little while ago Mr. Latour was seen several times by men working in the fields to meet, down at Alconbury Brook, a rather handsome, dark young lady, and walk with her.

Was that lady Clotilde? I wondered.

The inquest, held two days later, revealed nothing concerning the antecedents of the Latours, except that they had taken The Cedars furnished a year before, and very rarely received visitors. Mr. Latour was believed to be French, but even of that nobody was certain.

A week afterwards, after taking Bindo up to Nottingham, I returned to London, and watched daily for some communication, as Clotilde had promised. Weeks passed, but none came, and I gradually became more and more convinced that I had been the victim of an adventuress.

One afternoon, however, I received at my rooms in Bloomsbury a brief note in a womans handwriting, unsigned, asking me to call at an address in Eccleston Street, Pimlico, that evening, at half-past nine. I desire to thank you for your kindness to me, was the concluding sentence of the letter.



Naturally, I kept the appointment, and on ringing at the door was shown up by a man-servant to a sitting-room on the first floor, where I stood prepared again to meet the woman who held me entranced by her beauty.

But instead of a woman there appeared two dark-faced, sinister-looking foreigners, who entered without a word and closed the door behind them. I instantly recognised them as those I had seen in the passage of the Bell at Stilton.

Well? So you have come? laughed the elder of the two. We have asked you here because we wish to know something. And I saw that in his hand he held some object which glistened as it caught my eye. It was a plated revolver. I had been trapped!

What do you want to know? I inquired, quickly on the alert against the pair of desperate ruffians.

Answer me, Mr. Ewart, said the elder of the two, a man with a grey beard and a foreign accent. You were driving an automobile near Alconbury on a certain evening, and a woman stopped you. She had a boy with her, and she gave you something — a packet of papers, to keep in safety for her. Where are they? We want them.

I know nothing of what you are saying, I declared, recollecting Clotildes injunction. I think you must be mistaken.

The men smiled grimly, and the elder made a signal, as though to someone behind me, and next instant I felt a silken cord slipped over my head and pulled tight by an unseen hand. A third man had stepped noiselessly from the long cupboard beside the fireplace, to which my back had been turned.

I felt the cord cutting into my throat, and tried to struggle and shout, but a cloth was clapped upon my mouth, and my hands secured by a second cord.

Now, said the elder man, tell us the truth, or, if not, you die. You understand? Where is that packet?

I know nothing of any packet, I gasped with great difficulty.

Its a lie! She gave it to you! Where did you take her to?

I was silent. I had given my promise of secrecy, and yet I was entirely helpless in their unscrupulous hands. Again and again they demanded the papers, which they said she had given me to keep for her, and my denial only brought upon me the increased torture of the cord, until I was almost black in the face, and my veins stood out knotted and hard.

I realised, to my horror, that they intended to murder me, just as they had assassinated Latour and his wife. I fought for life, but my struggles only tightened the cord, and thus increased my agony.

Tell us where you have put those papers, demanded the younger of the villainous, black-eyed pair, while the third man held me helpless with hands of steel. Where is the boy?

I have no idea, I replied.

Then die, laughed the man with the grey beard. We have given you a chance of life, and you refuse to take it. You assisted her to escape and you will share the fate of the others.

I saw that to save myself was impossible, but with a superhuman effort I succeeded in slipping the noose from my hands and hooking my fingers in the cord around my throat. The fellow behind placed his knee in my back, and drew the cord with all his might to strangle me; but I cried hoarsely for help, and clung to the fatal cord.

In an instant the two others, joined by a fourth, fell upon me, but by doing so the cord became loosened, and I ducked my head. For a second my right hand was freed, and I drew from my belt the long Italian knife which I often carry as a better weapon in a scrimmage than a revolver, and struck upward at the fellow who had sentenced me to death. The blade entered his stomach, and he fell forward with an agonised cry. Then slashing indiscriminately right and left, I quickly cleared myself of them. A revolver flashed close to me, but the bullet whizzed past, and making a sudden dash for the door I rushed headlong down the stairs and out into the Buckingham Palace Road, still holding my knife, my hands smeared with the blood of my enemies, and the cord still around my neck.

I went direct to the police-station, and within five minutes half a dozen constables were on their way round to the house. But on arrival they found that the men, notwithstanding their severe wounds, had fled, fearing the information I should give. The owner of the house knew nothing, save that he had let it furnished a fortnight before to the grey-bearded man, who had given the name of Burton, although he was a foreigner.

The shock had upset my nerves considerably, but, accompanied by Blythe and Bindo, I drove the car down to Dover, took her across to Calais, and then drove across France to Marseilles, and along the Riviera to Genoa and Pisa, and on to Florence — a delightful journey, which I had accomplished on three previous occasions, for we preferred the car to the stuffy wagon-lit of the Rome express.

Times without number I wondered what was the nature of those documents, and why the gang desired to obtain possession of them. But it was all a mystery, inscrutable and complete. And I told the Count nothing.

Our season at Florence was a gay one, and there were many pleasant gatherings at Bindos villa. The season was, however, an empty one as far as coups were concerned. The various festas had succeeded one another, and the month of May, the brightest and merriest in Italy, was nearly at an end, when one afternoon I was walking in the Cascine, the Hyde Park of the Florentines, idly watching the procession of carriages, many of whose fair occupants were known to me. Of a sudden there passed a smart victoria-and-pair, among the cushions of which lolled the figure of a well-dressed woman.

Our eyes met. In an instant the recognition was mutual, and she gave an order to stop. It was the sweet-faced wayfarer of the Great North Road — the woman who had enchanted me!

I stood in the roadway, hat in hand, as Italian etiquette requires.

Ah! I am so pleased to meet you again, she said in French. I have much to tell you. Can you call on me — to-night at seven, if you have no prior engagement? We have the Villa Simoncini, in the Viale. Anyone will direct you to it. We cannot talk here.

I shall be delighted. I know the villa quite well, was my answer; and then, with a smile, she drove on, and somehow I thought that the idlers watching us looked at me strangely.

At seven oclock I was conducted through the great marble hall of the villa, one of the finest residences on the outskirts of Florence, and into the beautiful salon, upholstered in pale-green silk, where my pretty companion of that exciting run on the Great North Road rose to greet me with eager, outstretched hand; while behind her stood a tall, white-headed, military-looking man, whom she introduced as her father, General Stefanovitch.



I asked you here for seven, she said, with a sweet smile; but we do not dine until eight, therefore we may talk. How fortunate we should meet to-day! I intended to write to you.

I gathered from her subsequent conversation that we might speak frankly before her father, therefore I described to her the exciting adventure that had happened to me in Eccleston Street, whereupon she said — 

Ah! it is only to-day that I am able to reveal to you the truth, relying upon you not to make it public. The secret of the Latours must still be strictly kept, at all hazards.

What was their secret? I inquired breathlessly.

Listen, and I will tell you, she said, motioning me to a seat and sinking into a low lounge-chair herself, while the General stood astride upon the bear-skin stretched before the English fire-grate. Those men sought the life of one person only — the boy. They went to England to kill him.

And would have done so, Clotilde, had you not saved him, declared her father.

It was not I, she said quickly. It was Mr. Ewart, who snatched us from them. They were following, and we both should have shared the fate of the Latours had he not taken us up and driven us away. The thanks of the State are due to Mr. Ewart. And at that moment the little lad entered shyly, and, walking towards her, took her hand.

The State — what do you mean? I asked, puzzled.



The truth is this, she said, smiling. Little Paul, here, lived in England incognito as Paul Latour, but he is really His Royal Highness the Crown Prince Paul of Bosnia, heir to the throne. Because there was a conspiracy in the capital to kill him, he was sent to England in secret in the care of his tutor and his wife, who took the name of Latour, while he passed as their son. The revolutionists had sworn to kill the Kings son, and by some means discovered his whereabouts in England; whereupon four of them were chosen to go there and assassinate him. By good fortune I learnt the truth, and as maid-of-honour to the Queen resolved to say nothing, but to go alone to England in secret and rescue the Crown Prince. The four conspirators had already left our capital; therefore I went in hot pursuit, travelling across Europe, and reaching London on the day before we met. I managed to overtake them, and, watching their movements, I travelled by the same train down to Huntingdon. On arrival there, while they were bargaining with a fly-man to take them on their fateful errand, I got into a cab and drove with all speed out to Buckworth. I had been there before, and knew the place well. I crossed the lawn, entered the drawing-room by the French window, and found little Paul alone. The Latours were out, he said; so I induced him to leave the place with me without the knowledge of the servants. I desired to see the Latours, and also to watch the movements of the assassins; therefore we hid in the wood close to the house at a spot where I had once met Latour secretly with a message from Her Majesty, who somehow mistrusted Latours wife. In half an hour three of the men arrived, and were met by Latour, who had returned almost at the same moment. They entered, carrying some hand-baggage with them, and I was compelled to remain in hiding, awaiting an opportunity to speak with him. At half-past seven, however, to my great surprise I saw them slip out one by one, and disappear into the wood close to where little Paul and I were hiding in the undergrowth. Then, suspecting something was wrong by the stealthiness of their movements, I crept across the grounds and re-entered the drawing-room from the lawn, where, to my horror, I found Latour and his wife lying dead. I saw that a tragedy had been enacted, and, regaining the wood, hastened on with little Paul in the opposite direction, until I came to the Great North Road, and there met you driving your car. They had heard from Latour that the child had wandered out somewhere, and were, I knew, scouring the country for him. Only by your aid the Crown Prince was saved, and we came here into hiding, the King sending my father to meet me and to live here as his sons protector.

But why did they kill the Latours?



It was part of the conspiracy. Latour, who had recently been back in Bosnia, had, they discovered, given information to the chief of police regarding a plot against the Queen, and they, the revolutionists, had condemned both him and his wife to death.

And the packet which they demanded of me?

It contains certain papers concerning the royal family of Bosnia, secrets which the revolutionists desire to obtain and publish, she explained. The King, distrustful of those about him, gave the packet into the hands of his faithful subject Latour, in England, and he, in preference to putting it into a safe, which might attract the spies of the conspirators, kept it in a small cavity behind the wainscoting in the drawing-room at Buckworth — a spot which he showed me, so that if any untoward event occurred I should at least know where the documents were secreted. When I realised the terrible fate of the unfortunate Latour and noticed the disordered state of the room and study beyond, I suspected that search had been made for them, and going to the spot I pressed the spring, and, finding them still safe, secured them. The revolutionists undoubtedly saw us leaving the inn at Stilton together, and believed that I had secured the documents as well as the boy, and that I had probably, in my flight, handed them to you for safe keeping.



And the assassins? What has become of them?

They returned to Bosnia when they had recovered from the wounds you inflicted, but were at once arrested on information supplied by me, and have all four been condemned to solitary confinement for life — a punishment which is worse than death.

Since that evening I have been a frequent visitor at the Stefanovitchs, who still live in Florence under the name of Darfour, and more than once has the little Crown Prince thanked me. The pretty, dark-eyed Clotilde and her father are quite popular in society, but no one dreams that little Paul, who is so carefully guarded by the old General and his trusty soldier-servant, is heir to a European throne, or that his life was saved in curious circumstances by the Counts chauffeur.


CHAPTER VIII

THE RED ROOSTER
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AS CHAUFFEUR TO one of the most ingenious adventurers who ever staked a louis at the tables, and travelling constantly up and down Europe, as I did, I frequently came across strange romances in real life — stranger by far than any in fiction. My profession often took me amid exciting scenes, for wherever there was a centre of unusual excitement on the Continent, and consequent opportunities for pilfering, there we generally were.

I have acquaintances in every capital; I chatter in half a dozen tongues; I have the reputation of being an authority on hotels and the best routes hither and thither; while I believe I am known in most of the chief garages in the capitals.

Yes, mine was a strange life, full of romance, of constant change, of excitement — sometimes of peril.

The latter was quickly apparent when last winter, after two days of hard travelling over those endless frozen roads and through the dark forests of Eastern Poland, I pulled up before a small inn on the outskirts of the dismal-looking town of Ostrog. The place, with its roofs covered with freshly fallen snow, lay upon the slight slope of a low hill, beneath which wound the Wilija Goryn, now frozen so hard that the bridge was hardly ever used. It was January, and that month in Poland is always a cold one.

I had come up from Budapest to Tarnopol, crossed the frontier at the little village of Kolodno, and thence driven the forty along the valleys into Volynien, a long, weary, dispiriting run, on and on, until the monotony of the scenery maddened me. Cramped and cold I was, notwithstanding the big Russian fur shuba I wore, the fur cap with flaps, fur gloves, and fur rug. The country inns in which I had spent the past two nights had been filthy places, where the stoves had been surrounded by evil-smelling peasantry, where the food was uneatable, and where a wooden bench had served me as a bed.

I was on my way to meet Bindo, who was to be the guest of a Russian countess in Ostrog. Whenever I mentioned my destination, the post-house keepers held up their hands. The Red Rooster was crowing in Ostrog, they said significantly.

It was true. Russia was under the Terror, and in no place in the whole empire were the revolutionists so determined as in the town whither I was bound.

As I stood up and descended unsteadily from the car my eyes fell upon something upon the snow near the door of the inn. There was blood. It told its own tale.



From the white town across the frozen river I heard revolver shots, followed by a loud explosion that shook the whole place.

Inside the long, low common room of the inn, with its high brick stove, against which half a dozen frightened-looking men and women were huddled, I asked for the proprietor, whereupon an elderly man with shaggy hair and beard came forth, pulling his forelock.

I want to stay here, I said.

Yes, your Excellency, was the old fellows reply in Polish, regarding the car in surprise. Whatever accommodation my poor inn can afford is at your service; and he at once shouted orders to a man to bring in my kit, while the women, all of them flat-faced peasants, made room for me at the stove.

From where I stood I could hear the sound of desultory firing across the bridge, and inquired what was in progress.

But there was an ominous silence. They did not reply; for, as I afterwards discovered, they had taken me for a high police official from Petersburg, thus accounting for the innkeepers courtesy.

Tell me, I said, addressing the wrinkle-faced old Pole, what is happening over yonder?

The Cossacks, he stammered. Krasiloff and his Cossacks are upon us! They have just entered the town, and are shooting down people everywhere. The fight for freedom has commenced, Excellency. But it is horrible. A poor woman was shot dead before my door half an hour ago, and her body taken away by the soldiers.

Terrible reports of the Russian revolution had filtered through to England, but I had no idea when I started that I was bound for the disturbed district. I inquired for the house of the Countess Alexandrovsky, and was directed to it — across the town, they said. With a glance to see that my revolver was loaded, I threw aside my shuba, and leaving the inn walked across the bridge into a poor narrow street of wretched-looking houses, many of them built of wood. A man limped slowly past me, wounded in the leg, and leaving blood-spots behind him as he went. An old woman was seated in a doorway, her face buried in her hands, wailing — 

My poor son! — dead! — dead!

Before me I saw a great barricade composed of trees, household furniture, paving-stones, overturned carts, pieces of barbed wire — in fact, everything and anything the populace could seize upon for the construction of hasty defence. Upon the top, silhouetted against the clear, frosty sky, was the scarlet flag of the Revolution — the Red Rooster was crowing!

Excited men were there, armed with rifles, shouting and giving orders. Then I saw that a small space had been left open against the wall of a house so that persons might pass and repass.

As I approached, a wild-haired man shouted to me and beckoned frantically. I grasped his meaning. He wished me to come within. I ran forward, entered the town proper, and a few moments later the opening was closed by a dozen slabs of stone being heaped into it by as many willing hands.

Thus I, an inoffensive chauffeur, found myself in the very centre of the Revolution, behind the barricades, of which there were, it seemed, six or seven. From the rear there was constant firing, and the streets in the vicinity were, I saw to my horror, already filled with dead and wounded. I wondered why Count Bindo should come there — except, perhaps, that the Countess owned certain jewels that my master intended to handle. Women were wailing over husbands, lovers, brothers; men over their daughters and wives. Even children of tender age were lying helpless and wounded, some of them shattered and dead.

Ah! that sight was sickening. It was wholesale butchery.

Above us bullets whistled as the Cossacks came suddenly round a side street and made a desperate attack upon the barricade I had entered only a few minutes before. A dozen of those fighting for their freedom fell back dead at my feet at the first volley. They had been on top of the barricade, offering a mark to the troops of the Czar. Before us and behind us there was firing, for behind was another barricade. We were, in fact, between two deadly fires.



Revolver in hand, I stood ready to defend my own life. In those exciting moments I disregarded the danger I ran from being struck in that veritable hail of lead. Men fell wounded all around me, and there was blood everywhere. A thin, dark-haired young fellow under thirty — a Moscow student I subsequently heard — seemed to be the ringleader, for above the firing could be heard his shouts of encouragement.

Fight, my comrades! he cried, standing close to me and waving the red flag he carried — the emblem of the Terror. Down with the Czar! Kill the vermin he sends to us! Long live freedom! Kill them! he shrieked. They have killed your wives and daughters. Men of Ostrog, remember your duty to-day. Set an example to Russia. Do not let the Moscow fiasco be repeated here. Fight! Fight on as long as you have a drop of life-blood in you, and we shall win, we shall win. Down with the Autocrat! Down with the — —

His sentence was never finished, for at that instant he reeled backwards, with half his face shot away by a Cossack bullet.

The situation was, for me, one of greatest peril. The whole place was in open revolt, and when the troops broke down the defences, as I saw they must do sooner or later, then we should all be caught in a trap, and no quarter would be given.

The massacre would be the same as at Moscow, and many other towns in Eastern Russia, wherein the populace had been shot down indiscriminately, and official telegrams sent to Petersburg reporting Order now reigns.

I sought shelter in a doorway, but scarcely had I done so than a bullet embedded itself in the woodwork a few inches from my head. At the barricade the women were helping the men, loading their rifles for them, shouting and encouraging them to fight gallantly for freedom.

A yellow-haired young woman, not more than twenty, emerged from a house close by where I stood, and ran past me to the barricade. As she passed I saw that she carried something in her hand. It looked like a small cylinder of metal.

Shouting to a man who was firing through a loophole near the top of the barricade, she handed it up to him. Taking it carefully, he scrambled up higher, waited for a few moments, and then raising himself, he hurled it far into the air, into the midst of an advancing troop of Cossacks.

There was a red flash, a terrific explosion which shook the whole town, wrecking the houses in the immediate vicinity, and blowing to atoms dozens of the Czars soldiers.

A wild shout of victory went up from the revolutionists when they saw the havoc caused by the awful bomb. The yellow-haired girl returned again, and brought another, which, after some ten minutes or so, was similarly hurled against the troops, with equally disastrous effect.

The roadway was strewn with the bodies of those Cossacks which General Kinski, the governor of the town, had telegraphed for, and whom Krasiloff had ordered to give no quarter to the revolutionists. In Western Russia the name of Krasiloff was synonymous with all that was cruel and brutal. It was he who ordered the flogging of the five young women at Minsk, those poor unfortunate creatures who were knouted by Cossacks, who laid their backs bare to the bone. As everyone in Russia knows, two of them, both members of good families, died within a few hours, and yet no reprimand did he receive from Petersburg. By the Czar, and at the Ministry of the Interior, he was known to be a hard man, and for that reason certain towns where the revolutionary spirit was strongest had been given into his hands.

At Kiev he had executed without trial dozens of men and women arrested for revolutionary acts. A common grave was dug in the prison-yard, and the victims, four at a time, were led forward to the edge of the pit and shot, each batch being compelled to witness the execution of the four prisoners preceding them. With a refinement of cruelty that was only equalled by the Inquisition, he had wrung confessions from women and afterwards had them shot and buried. At Petersburg they knew these things, but he had actually been commended for his loyalty to the Czar!

And now that he had been hurriedly moved to Ostrog the people knew that his order to the Cossacks was to massacre the people, and more especially the Jewish portion of the population, without mercy.

Where was Bindo? I wondered.

Krasiloff is here! said a man whose face was smeared with blood, as he stood by me. He intends that we shall all die, but we will fight for it. The Revolution has only just commenced. Soon the peasants will rise, and we will sweep the country clean of the vermin the Czar has placed upon us. To-day Kinski, the Governor, has been fired at twice, but unsuccessfully. He wants a bomb, and he shall have it, he added meaningly. Olga — the girl yonder with the yellow hair — has one for him! and he laughed grimly.

I recognised my own deadly peril. I stood revolver in hand, though I had not fired a shot, for I was no revolutionist. I was only awaiting the inevitable breaking down of the barricade — and the awful catastrophe that must befall the town when those Cossacks, drunk with the lust for blood, swept into the streets.

Around me, men and women were shouting themselves hoarse, while the red emblem of terror still waved lazily from the top of the barricade. The men manning the improvised defence kept up a withering fire upon the troops, who, in the open road, were afforded no cover. Time after time the place shook as those terrible bombs exploded with awful result, for the yellow-haired girl seemed to keep up a continuous supply of them. They were only seven or eight inches long, but hurled into a company of soldiers their effect was deadly.

For half an hour longer it seemed as though the defence of the town would be effectual, yet of a sudden the redoubled shouts of those about me told me the truth.

The Cossacks had been reinforced, and were about to rush the barricade.

I managed to peer forth, and there, sure enough, the whole roadway was filled with soldiers.

Yells, curses, heavy firing, men falling back from the barricade to die around me, and the disappearance of the red flag, showed that the Cossacks were at last scaling the great pile of miscellaneous objects that blocked the street. A dozen of the Czars soldiers appeared silhouetted against the sky as they scrambled across the top of the barricade, but next second a dozen corpses fell to earth, riddled by the bullets of the men standing below in readiness.

In a moment, however, other men appeared in their places, and still more and more. Women threw up their hands in despair and fled for their lives while men — calmly prepared to die in the Cause — shouted again and again, Down with Krasiloff and the Czar! Long live the Revolution! Victory for the Peoples Will!

I stood undecided. I was facing death. Those Cossacks with orders to massacre would give no quarter, and would not discriminate. Krasiloff was waiting for his dastardly order to be carried out. The Czar had given him instructions to crush the Revolution by whatever means he thought proper.

Those moments of suspense seemed hours. Suddenly there was another flash, a stunning report, the air was filled with débris, and a great breach opened in the barricade. The Cossacks had used explosives to clear away the obstruction. Next instant they were upon us.

I flew — flew for my life. Whither my legs carried me I know not. Womens despairing shrieks rent the air on every hand. The massacre had commenced. I remember I dashed into a long, narrow street that seemed half deserted, then turned corner after corner, but behind me, ever increasing, rose the cries of the doomed populace. The Cossacks were following the people into their houses and killing men, women, and even children.

Suddenly, as I turned into a side street, I saw that it led into a large open thoroughfare — the main road through the town, I expect. And there, straight before me, I saw that an awful scene was being enacted.

I turned to run back, but at that instant a womans long, despairing cry reached me, causing me to glance within a doorway, where stood a big brutal Cossack, who had pursued and captured a pretty, dark-haired, well-dressed girl.

Save me! she shrieked as I passed. Oh, save me, sir! she gasped, white, terrified, and breathless with struggling. He will kill me!

The burly soldier had his bearded face close down to hers, his arms clasped around her, and had evidently forced her from the street into the entry.

For a second I hesitated.

Oh, sir, save me! Save me, and God will reward you! she implored, her big dark eyes turned to mine in final appeal.

The fellow at that moment raised his fist and struck her a brutal blow upon the mouth that caused the blood to flow, saying with a savage growl — 

Be quiet, will you?

Let that woman go! I commanded in the best Russian I could muster.

In an instant, with a glare in his fiery eyes, for the blood-lust was within him, he turned upon me and sneeringly asked who I was to give him orders, while the poor girl reeled, half stunned by his blow.

Let her go, I say! I shouted, advancing quickly towards him.

But in a moment he had drawn his big army revolver, and ere I became aware of his dastardly intention, he raised it a few inches from her face.

Quick as thought I raised my own weapon, which I had held behind me, and being accredited a fairly good shot, I fired, in an endeavour to save the poor girl.

Fortunately my bullet struck, for he stepped back, his revolver dropped from his fingers upon the stones, and stumbling forward he fell dead at her feet without a word. My shot had, I saw, hit him in the temple, and death had probably been instantaneous.

With a cry of joy at her sudden release, the girl rushed across to me, and raising my left hand to her lips, kissed it, at the same time thanking me.

Then, for the first time, I recognised how uncommonly pretty she was. Not more than eighteen, she was slim and petite, with a narrow waist and graceful figure — quite unlike in refinement and in dress to the other women I had seen in Ostrog. Her dark hair had come unbound in her desperate struggle with the Cossack and hung about her shoulders, her bodice was torn and revealed a bare white neck, and her chest heaved and fell as in breathless, disjointed sentences she thanked me again and again.

There was not a second to lose, however. She was, I recognised, a Jewess, and Krasiloffs orders were to spare them not.

From the main street beyond rose the shouts and screams, the firing and wild triumphant yells, as the terrible massacre progressed.

Come with me! she cried breathlessly. Along here. I know of a place of safety.

And she led the way, running swiftly, for about two hundred yards, and then turning into a narrow, dirty courtyard, passed through an evil, forbidding-looking house, where all was silent as the grave.

With a key, she quickly opened the door of a poor, ill-furnished room, which she closed behind her, but did not lock. Then, opening a door on the opposite side, which had been papered over so as to escape observation, I saw there was a flight of damp stone stairs leading down to a cellar or some subterranean regions beneath the house.

Down here! she said, taking a candle, lighting it and handing it to me. Go — I will follow.

I descended cautiously into the cold, dank place, discovering it to be a kind of unlighted cellar hewn out of the rock. A table, a chair, a lamp, and some provisions showed that preparation had been made for concealment there, but ere I had entirely explored the place my pretty fellow-fugitive rejoined me.

This, I hope, is a place of safety, she said. They will not find us here. This is where Gustave lived before his flight.

Gustave? I repeated, looking her straight in the face.



She dropped her eyes and blushed. Her silence told its own tale. The previous occupant of that rock chamber was her lover.

Her name was Luba — Luba Lazareff, she told me. But of herself she would tell me nothing further. Her reticence was curious, yet before long I recognised the reason of her refusal.

Candle in hand, I was examining the deepest recesses of the dark cavernous place, while she lit the lamp, when, to my surprise, I discovered at the farther end a workmans bench upon which were various pieces of turned metal, pieces of tube of various sizes, and little phials of glass like those used for the tiny tabloids for subcutaneous injections.

I took one up to examine it, but at that instant she noticed me and screamed in terror.

Ah! sir, for Heavens sake, put that down — very carefully. Touch nothing there, or we may both be blown to pieces! See! she added in a low, intense voice of confession, as she dashed forward, there are finished bombs there! Gustave could not carry them all away, so he left those with me.

Then Gustave made these — eh?

Yes. And see, he gave me this! and she drew from her breast a small shining cylinder of brass, a beautifully-finished little object about four inches long. He gave this to me to use — if necessary! the girl added, a meaning flash in her dark eyes.



For a moment I was silent.

Then you would have used it upon that Cossack? I said slowly.

That was my intention.

And kill yourself as well as your assailant?

I have promised him, was her simple answer.

And this Gustave? You love him? Tell me all about him. Remember, I am your friend, and will help you if I can.

She hesitated, and I was compelled to urge her again and again ere she would speak.

Well, he is French — from Paris, she said at last, as we still stood before the bomb-makers bench. He is a chemist, and being an Anarchist, came to us, and joined us in the Revolution. The petards thrown over the barricades to-day were of his make, but he had to fly. He left yesterday.

For Paris?

Ah! how can I tell? The Cossacks may have caught and killed him. He may be dead, she added hoarsely.

Which direction has he taken?

He was compelled to leave hurriedly at midnight. He came, kissed me, and gave me this, she said, still holding the shining little bomb in her small white hand. He said he intended, if possible, to get over the hills to the frontier at Satanow.

I saw that she was deeply in love with the fugitive, whoever he might be.



Outside, the awful massacre was in progress we knew, but no sound of it reached us down in that rock-hewn tomb.

The yellow lamp-light fell upon her sweet, dimpled face, but when she turned her splendid eyes to mine I saw that in them was a look of anxiety and terror inexpressible.

I inquired of her father and mother, for she was of a superior class, as I had, from the first moment, detected. She spoke French extremely well, and we had dropped into that language as being easier for me than Russian.

What can it matter to you, sir, a stranger? she sighed.

But I am interested in you, mademoiselle, I answered. Had I not been, I should not have fired that shot.

Ah yes! she cried quickly. I am an ingrate! You saved my life; and again she seized both my hands and kissed them.

Hark! I cried, startled. Whats that? for I distinctly heard a sound of cracking wood.

The next moment mens gruff voices reached us from above.

The Cossacks! she screamed. They have found us — they have found us! and the light died out of her beautiful countenance.

In her trembling hand she held the terrible little engine of destruction.

With a quick movement I gripped her wrist, urging her to refrain until all hope was abandoned, and together we stood facing the soldiers as they descended the stairs to where we were. They were, it seems, searching every house.

Ah! they cried, a good hiding-place this! But the wall was hollow, and revealed the door.

Well, my pretty! exclaimed a big leering Cossack, chucking the trembling girl beneath the chin.

Hold! I commanded the half-dozen men who now stood before us, their swords red with the life-blood of the Revolution. But before I could utter further word the poor girl was wrenched from my grasp, and the Cossack was smothering her face with his hot, nauseous kisses.

Hold, I tell you! I shouted. Release her, or it is at your own peril!

Hulloa! they laughed. Who are you? and one of the men raised his sword to strike me, whilst another held him back, exclaiming, Let us hear what he has to say.

Then, listen! I said, drawing from my pocket-book a folded paper. Read this, and look well at the signature. This girl is under my protection; and I handed the document to the man who held little Luba in his arms. It was only my Foreign Office passport, but I knew they could not read English and that it was a formidable screed, with its coat-of-arms and visa.

The men, astounded at my announcement, read what they took to be some all-powerful ukase beneath the lamp-light, and took counsel among themselves.



And who, pray, is this Jewess? inquired one.

My affianced wife, was my quick reply. And I command you at once to take us under safe escort to General Krasiloff — quickly, without delay. We took refuge in this place from the Revolution, in which we have taken no part.

I saw, however, with sinking heart, that one of the men was examining the bomb-makers bench, and had recognised the character of what remained there.

He looked at us, smiled grimly, and whispered smoothly to one of his companions.

Again, in an authoritative tone, I demanded to be taken to Krasiloff; and presently, after being marched as prisoners across the town, past scenes so horrible that they are still vividly before my eyes, we were taken into the chief police-office, where the hated official, a fat, red-faced man in a generals uniform — the man without pity or remorse, the murderer of women and children — was sitting at a table. He greeted me with a grunt.

General, I said, addressing him, I have to present to you this order of my sovereign, King Edward, and to demand safe conduct. Your soldiers found me and my — —

I hesitated.

Your pretty Jewess — eh? and a smile of sarcasm spread over his fat face. Well, go on; and he took the paper I handed him, knitting his brows again as his eyes fell upon the Imperial arms and the signature.

We were found in a cellar where we had hidden from the revolt, I said.

The place has been used for the manufacture of bombs, declared one of the Cossacks.

The General looked my pretty companion straight in the face.

What is your name, girl? he demanded roughly.

Luba Lazereff.

Native of where?

Of Petersburg.

What are you doing in Ostrog?

She is with me, I interposed. I demand protection for her.

I am addressing the prisoner, sir, was his cold remark.

You refuse to obey the request of the King of England? Good! Then I shall report you to the Minister, I exclaimed, piqued at his insolence.

Speak, girl! he roared, his black eyes fixed fiercely upon her. Why are you in Ostrog? You are no provincial — you know.

She is my affianced wife, I said, and in face of that document she need make no reply to any of your questions. Read what His Majesty commands.

Thank you, sir. I have already read it. But I knew he could not read English.



A short, stout little man, shabbily dressed, pushed his way forward to the table, saying — 

Luba Lazareff is a well-known revolutionist, your excellency. The French maker of bombs, Gustave Lemaire, is her lover — not this gentleman. Gustave only left Ostrog yesterday. The speaker was, it was plain, an agent of secret police.

And where is Lemaire now? I gave orders for his arrest some days ago.

He was found this morning by the patrol on the road to Schumsk, recognised and shot.

At this poor little Luba gave vent to a piercing scream, and burst into a torrent of bitter tears.

You fiends! she cried. You have shot my Gustave! He is dead — dead!

There was no doubt, I suppose, as to his identity? asked the General.

None, your Excellency. Some papers found upon the body have been forwarded to us with the report.

Then let the girl be shot also. She aided him in the manufacture of the bombs.

Shot! I gasped, utterly staggered. What do you mean, General? You will shoot a poor defenceless girl — and in face of that ukase before you — in face of my demand for her protection! I have promised her marriage, I cried in desperation, and you condemn her to execution!

My Emperor has given me orders to quell the rebellion, and all who make bombs for use against the Government must die. His Majesty gave me orders to execute all such, said the official sternly. You, sir, will have safe-conduct to whatever place you wish to visit. Take the girl away.

But, General, reflect a moment whether this is not — —

I never reflect, sir, he cried angrily; and rising from his chair with outstretched hand, he snapped — 

How much of my time are you going to lose over the wench? Take her away — and let it be done at once.

The poor condemned girl, blanched to the lips and trembling from head to foot, turned quickly to me, and in a few words in French thanked me and again kissed my hand, with the brief words, Farewell, you have done your best. God will reward you!

Then, with one accord, we all turned, and together went mournfully forth into the street.

A lump arose in my throat, for I saw, as the General pointed out, that my pretended ukase did not extend beyond my own person. Luba was a Russian subject, and therefore under the Russian martial law.

Of a sudden, however, just as we emerged into the roadway, the unfortunate girl, at whose side I still remained, turned, and raising her tearful face to mine, with sudden impetuosity kissed me.



Then, before any of us were aware of her intention, she turned, and rushed back into the room where the General was still sitting.

The Cossacks dashed back after her, but ere they reached the chamber there was a terrific explosion, the air was filled with débris, the back of the building was torn completely out, and when, a few minutes later, I summoned courage to enter and peep within the wrecked room, I saw a scene that I dare not describe here in cold print.

Suffice it to say that the bodies of Luba Lazareff and General Stephen Krasiloff were unrecognisable, save for the shreds of clothing that still remained.

Luba had used her bomb in revenge for Gustaves death, and she had freed Russia of the heartless tyrant who had condemned her to die.

An hour later I found the blackened ruins of the house of Countess Alexandrovsky, but hearing no news of Bindo I returned to the car, and set out again towards the Austrian frontier.

Yes, that brief run in Russia was full of excitement.


CHAPTER IX

CONCERNING THE OTHER FELLOW
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LAST SPRING COUNT Bindo again renewed his lease of the furnished villa on the Viale dei Colli, that beautiful drive that winds up behind the Arno from the Porta Romana, in Florence, past San Miniato. It was a fine old place, standing in its own grounds, and was the German Embassy in the days when the Lily City was the Italian capital.

There were reasons for this. Sir Charles Blythe was living at the Grand, and Henderson was at the Hôtel de la Ville. A coup was intended at one of the jewellers on the Ponte Vecchio — a place where it was known that there were a quantity of valuable pearls.

It was not, however, successful; for certain difficulties arose that were insurmountable.

The trio left Florence at the beginning of May, but I was left alone with the car and with the Italian servants to idle away the days as best I could. They had all three gone to Aix, I think.

The only other Englishman left in Florence appeared to be a man I had recently re-encountered, named Charlie Whitaker. He and I had become great friends, as we had been several years before. I often took him for a run on the car, to Bologna, Livorno, or Siena, and we used to meet nearly every evening.

One stifling August night Florence lay gasping.

Above the clatter of the café, the music, the laughter of women and the loud chatter in Italian, the strident cries of the newsvendors rose in the great moonlit Piazza, with its huge equestrian statue of the beloved Vittorio looming dark against the steely sky.

Only the popolo, the merry, brown-faced, easy-going Florentines, were still in the sun-baked city. All Society, even the richer tradesmen, and certainly all the foreign residents, had fled — all of the latter save two, Charlie and myself.

You, who know the quaint old mediæval city in the winter season, when the smart balls are given at the Corsini or the Strozzi, when the Cascine is filled with pretty women at four oclock, and the jewellers on the Ponte Vecchio put forth their imitation cinquecento wares, would not know it in August, when beneath that fiery Tuscan sun it is as a city of the dead by day, while at night the lower classes come forth from their slums to idle, to gossip, and to enjoy the bel fresco after the heat and burden of the day.

On an August night the little dark-eyed seamstress sits and enjoys her ice at the same tin-topped table at the Gambrinus where the foreign Princess has sat in April. In winter Florence is a city of the wealthy; in summer it is given over entirely to the populace. So great is the sweltering, breathless heat, that everyone who can leave Florence in August leaves it. The great villas and palaces are closed; the Florence Club, that most exclusive institution in Europe, is shut up; the hotels move up to Camaldoli, to Pracchia, or to Abetone; and to be seen in Florence in those blazing days causes wonder and comment.

Charlie and I were the only two foreigners in Florence. I had remained on at the orders of Bindo, and Charlie — well, he remained for the best of reasons, because he hadnt the money with which to go up into the mountains, or down to the sea.

Charlie Whitaker was an outsider, I knew, but not by any fault of his own. He lived in Florence mostly on the charity of his friends. A tall, lithe, good-looking fellow of thirty-two, he came of a Yorkshire stock, and for seven or eight years had lived the gay life of town, and been a member of the Stock Exchange. Left very well off, he had developed keen business instincts, and had been so successful that in three years he had gained a comfortable fortune by speculation. He bought a bijou house in Deanery Street, off Park Lane, turned it inside out, and made a pretty bachelor residence of it.

Half London knew Charlie Whitaker. I first met him when he was about to purchase a new Napier. He gave smart luncheon-parties at the Bachelors, dinners at the Savoy, and was the pet of certain countesses of the smart set. Indeed, he led the London life of a man of ample means untrammelled with a woman, until, of a sudden, he failed. Why, nobody knew; even to his most intimate friends the crisis was a complete mystery.

I only know that I met him in the Strand one night. He seemed sad and pensive. Then, when he grasped my hand in farewell, he said — 

Well, Ewart, good-night. I may see you again some day.

That some day came very soon. Two months later he was living en pension at twenty-five lire a week in the attic of a great old mediæval palace close to the Piazza Santa Trinità. Florence, the greatest city for gossip in the whole world, quickly knew his past, and nobody would receive him. Snubbed everywhere, jeered at by the stuck-up foreign colony of successful English shopkeepers, he received no invitations, and I believe I was his only friend.

Even my friendship with him brought criticism upon me — modest chauffeur that I was. Why did I make an intimate of such a man? Some declared him to be an absconding bankrupt; others cast suspicion that he had fled from England because of some grave scandal; while others made open charges against him in the Club that were cruel to a degree.



Up at the villa, however, he was always welcome. I alone knew that he was a man of sterling worth, that his misfortunes were none of his own seeking, and that the charges against him were all false. He had made a big speculation and had unfortunately burnt his fingers — that was all.

And on this hot, feverish night, with the clear white moon shining down upon the Piazza, we sat to gossip, to drink our iced bock, and to smoke our long Toscano cigars, which, to the resident in Italy, become so palatable.

I knew that Charlie had had his romance, one of the strangest of all that I had known. Crushed, hipped, bankrupt, almost penniless, he had never mentioned it to me. It was his own private affair, and I, as his friend, never referred to so painful a subject.

It is strange how one takes to some men. All my friends looked askance when I walked about Florence with Charlie Whitaker. Some insinuated that his past was a very black one, and others openly declared that he never dare face the Consul, or go back to England, because a warrant was out for him. Truly he was under a cloud, poor fellow, and I often felt sorry for all the open snubs he received.

As we sat that night smoking outside on the pavement, with the merry, careless populace idling to and fro, he seemed a trifle more pensive than usual, and I inquired the reason.

Nothing, Ewart, he declared, with a faint smile; nothing very particular. Thoughts — only thoughts of — —

Of what?

Of town — of our dear old London that I suppose I shall never see again, and his mouth hardened. Do you remember Pall Mall, the Park, the Devonshire — and Vivi?

I nodded, and pulled at my cheap cigar.

Vivi! Did I remember her? Why, I had often driven the Honourable Victoria Violet Finlay, the girl — for she was only eighteen — who had once flirted with me when I was in her fathers service. Why, I wondered, did he mention her? Could he know the truth? Could he know the galling bitterness of my own heart? I think not. Through the many months I had been the Counts chauffeur I had held my secret, though my heart was full of bitterness.

Mention of her name recalled, under that white Italian moonlight, a vision of her — the tall, slim, graceful girlish figure, the oval delicate face with clear blue eyes, and the wealth of red-gold hair beneath her motor-cap. She rose before me with that sad, bitter smile of farewell that she had given me when, as she was seated beside me in the car, on our way from Guildford to London, I bent over her small white hand for the last time.

Whew! Why are we men given memories? Half ones life seems to be made up of vain regrets. Since that day I had, it was true, never ceased to think of her, yet I had lived a lonely, melancholy life, even though it were fraught with such constant excitement.

You knew Vivi, of course? I remarked, after a long silence, looking my fellow-exile straight in the face.

I met her once or twice at the house of my aunt, Lady Ailesworth, was his reply. I wonder where she is now? There was some talk of her marrying Baron de Boek, the Belgian banker. Did you hear it?

I nodded. The rumour was, alas! too well known to me. How is it that the memory of one woman clings to a man above all others? Why does one womans face haunt every man, whatever age he may be, or whether he be honest or a thief?

Whitaker was watching my countenance so intently that I was filled with surprise. I had never told a soul of my flirtation.

Three youths passed along the pavement playing upon their mandolines an air from the latest opera at the Arena, laughing at two hatless girls of the people who were drinking coffee at the table next to us, and next moment the al fresco orchestra in the balcony above struck up a waltz.

Faugh! cried my companion, starting up. Lets go. This music is intolerable! Lets walk along the Lung Arno, by the river.

I rose, and together we strolled to the river-side along that embankment, the favourite walk of Dante and of Petrarch, of Raphael and of Michelangelo. All was silent, for the great ponderous palaces lining the river were closed till winter, and there were no shops or cafés.

For a long time we walked in the brilliant night without uttering a word. At last he said in a strange, hard voice — 

Ive received news to-day which every other man beside myself would regard as the very worst information possible, and yet, to me, it is the most welcome.

Whats that? I inquired.

I saw two doctors, Pellegrini and Gori, to-day, and both have said the same thing — I am dying. In a few weeks I shall have ceased to trouble anybody.

Dying! I gasped, halting and staring at him. Why, my dear fellow, you are the very picture of health.

I know, he smiled. But I have for a long time suspected myself doomed. I have a complaint that is incurable. Therefore I wonder if you would do me one small favour. Will you keep this letter until I am dead, and afterwards open it and act upon its instructions? They may seem strange to you, but you will ascertain the truth. When you do know the truth, recollect that though dead I beg of you one thing — your forgiveness.

Forgiveness? For what? I dont understand you.



No, he said bitterly. Of course you dont. And I have no wish that you should — until after I am dead. You are my only friend, and yet I have to ask you to forgive. Here is the letter, he added, drawing an envelope from his pocket and handing it to me. Take it to-night, for I never know if I may live to see another day.

I took it, and noting its big black seal, placed it carefully in my inner pocket. Two loafers were standing in the shadow in front of us, and their presence reminded me that that end of the Lung Arno is not very safe at night. Therefore we turned, slowly retracing our steps back to the quaint old bridge with the houses upon it — the Ponte Vecchio.

Just before we reached it my companion stopped, and grasping my hand suddenly, said in a choking voice — 

You have been my only friend since my downfall, Ewart. Without you, I should have starved. These very clothes I wear were bought with money you have so generously given me. I can never thank you sufficiently. You have prolonged a useless and broken life, but it will soon be at an end, and I shall no longer be a burden to you.

A burden? What rubbish! Youre not yourself to-night, Whitaker. Cheer up, for Heavens sake.

Can a condemned man laugh? Well, he added, with a mocking smile, Ill try. Come, old fellow, lets go back to the Gambrinus and have another bock — before we part. Ive got a franc — one of yours — so Ill stand it!

And we walked on to the big Piazza, with its music and its garish cafés, the customers of which overflowed into the square, where they sat in great groups.

Italy is indeed a complex country, and contains more of the flotsam and jetsam of English derelicts than any other country in all Europe. Every Italian town has its own coterie of broken-down Englishmen and Englishwomen, the first-mentioned mostly sharks, and the latter mostly drunkards. Truly the shifty existence led by these exiles presents a strange phrase of life, so essentially cosmopolitan and yet so essentially tragic.

It was half-past one when I left my friend to walk home out of the town through the narrow Via Romana. The ill-lit neighbourhood through which I had to pass was somewhat unsafe late at night, but being well known in Florence I never feared, and was walking briskly, full of thought of my own love-romance, when, of a sudden, two rough-looking men coming out of a side street collided with me, apologised, and went off hurriedly.

At first I felt bewildered, so sudden was the encounter. My thoughts had been very far away from that dark ancient street. But next moment I felt in my pocket. My wallet — in which one carries the paper currency of Italy — was gone, and with it Whitakers precious letter!

Those men had evidently watched me take out my wallet when on the Lung Arno, and waited for me as I walked home.

I turned to look after them, but they had already disappeared into that maze of crooked, squalid streets around the Pitti. Fortunately, there was not more than a sovereign in it. I was filled with regret, however, on account of my friends letter. He had trusted me with some secret. I had accepted the confidence he reposed in me, and yet, by my carelessness, the secret, whatever it was, had passed into other hands. Should I tell him? I hesitated. What would you have done in such circumstances?

Well, I decided to say nothing. If the thief knew me, as he most probably did, he might return the letter anonymously when he discovered that it was of no value. And that there was anything of value within was entirely out of the question.

So months went by. I was ordered to take the car back to England, and then went to Germany and to France. Only once Whitaker wrote to me. Florence, he declared, was very dull now I had left.

A coup had been made in Biarritz, — a little matter of a few sparklers, — and Bindo and I found ourselves living, early in January, at the Villa Igiea, at Palermo.



As I sat alone, smoking and gazing out upon the blue bay, with the distant mountains purple in the calm sundown, the quick frou-frou of silken skirts passed close by me, and a tall, slender girl, very elegantly dressed, went forth alone into the beautiful gardens that slope down to the sea. I noted her neat figure, her gait, the red-gold tint of her hair, and the peculiar manner in which she carried her left hand when walking.

Could it be Vivi? I sat up, staring after her in wonder. Her figure was perfect, her elegant cream gown was evidently the creation of one of the man-milliners of the Rue de la Paix, and I noticed that the women sitting around had turned and were admiring her for her general chic.

She turned into the gardens ere I could catch a glimpse of her face, and I sat back again, laughing at my own foolishness. Somehow, during the past three years, I had fancied I saw her a dozen times — in London, in Rome, in Paris, in Nice, and elsewhere. But I had always, alas! discovered it to be an illusion. The figure of this girl in cream merely resembled hers, that was all. I tried to convince myself of it, and yet I was unable to do so. Why, I cannot tell, but I had been seized with a keen desire to see her face. I half rose, but sat back again, ridiculing my own thoughts. And so five minutes passed, until, unable to resist longer, I rose, went forth into the gardens, and wandered among the palms in search of her.

At last I found her standing by a low wall, her face turned towards the sea. Alone, she had paused in her walk, and with her eyes turned across the bay she was in a deep reverie. Then, as she heard my footstep, she turned and faced me.

Vivi! I cried, rushing toward her.

You! — George! she gasped, starting back in sudden amazement.

Yes, I said madly. At last, after all this long time, I have found you!

She held her breath. Her beautiful countenance changed, her sweet mouth hardened; I fancied I saw tears welling in her great blue eyes that were so fathomless.

I — I did not dream that you were here, or I would never have come, she faltered. Never!

Because you still wish to avoid me — eh? Your memory still remains to me — but, alas! only a memory, I said sadly, taking her hand again and holding it firmly within my own. I am only a chauffeur.

Our eyes met. She looked at me long and steadily. Her chest rose and fell, and she turned her gaze from me, away to the purple mountains across the bay.

Let me still remain only a memory, she answered in a low, strained voice. It is as painful to me to meet you — as to you.

But why? Tell me why? I demanded, raising her soft hand again to my lips. Do you remember that day on the Ripley road — the day when we parted?

She nodded, and her chest rose and fell again, stirred by her own deep emotions.



You would give me no reason for your sudden decision.

And I still can give you none.

But why?

She was silent, standing there with the brilliant Southern afterglow falling full upon her beautiful face. Behind her was a background of feathery palms, and we were alone.

I still held her hand, though she endeavoured to withdraw it.

Ah! I cried, you always withhold your reason from me. I am not rich like other men who admire and flatter you, yet I tell you — ah yes, I swear to you — that only you do I love. Ever since you came fresh from your school in Germany I admired you. Do you remember how many times you sat at my side on the old Panhard? Surely you must have known that? Surely you must have guessed the reason why I always preferred you in the front seat?

Yes — yes! she faltered, interrupting me. I know. I loved you, but I was foolish — very foolish.

Why foolish?

She made no reply, but burst suddenly into tears.

Tenderly I placed my arm about her waist. What could I do, save to try and comfort her? In the three years that had passed she had grown into womanhood, and yet she still preserved that sweet girlishness that, in these go-ahead days, is so refreshing and attractive in a woman in her early twenties.

In those calm moments in the glorious Sicilian sundown I recollected those days when at seventeen she had admitted her love for me, and we were happy. Visions of that blissful past arose before me — and then the crushing blow I had received prior to our parting.

Vivi, tell me, I whispered at last, why do you still hold aloof from me?

Because I — I must.

But why? You surely are now your own mistress?

Her eyes were fixed upon me again very gravely for some moments in silence. Then she answered in a low voice — 

But I can never marry you. It is impossible.

No, I know. There is such a wide difference in our stations, I said regretfully.

No, it is not that. The reason is one that is my own secret, was her answer, as she drew her breath and her little hands clenched themselves.

May I not know it?

No — never. It — well, it concerns myself alone.

But you still love me, Vivi? You still think of me? I cried.

Occasionally.

And then she turned away in the direction of the hotel.

I followed, and grasping her by the hand, repeated my question.

My secret is my own, was all the satisfaction she would give me.



And I was forced at last to allow her to walk back to the hotel, and to follow her alone.

What was the nature of her secret?

If ever a mans heart sank to the depths of despair mine sank at that moment. She had been all the world to me, and, cosmopolitan adventurer that I had now become, I met a thousand bright-eyed chic and attractive women, yet I revered her memory as the one woman who was pure and perfect.

I watched her disappear into the green-carpeted hotel-lounge, where an orchestra of mandolinists were playing an air from La Bohème. Then I turned away, full of my own sad thoughts, and strolled in the falling twilight beside the grey sea.

Just before dinner, after re-entering the hotel, I wrote a note and gave it to the hall-porter to send to the Signorina.

The Signorina and the Signora have left, Signore. They went down to the boat for Naples half an hour ago.

I tore up the note, and next day left Palermo.

Next night I was in Naples, but could find no trace of them. So I went on to Rome, where I was equally unsuccessful. From the Eternal City I took the express to Calais, and on to London, where I learnt that the Viscount her father had died six months before, and that she was travelling on the Continent with her aunt.



Nearly a year passed without any news of my love.

I spent the spring at Monte Carlo, and in May, the month of flowers, found myself back at Bindos old villa in Florence, gloomy to me on account of my own loneliness. The two English dogs barked me welcome, and Charlie Whitaker that night came and dined; for Bindo was away.

After dinner we sat in the long wicker chairs out in the garden beneath the palms, taking our coffee in the flower-scented air, with the myriad fire-flies dancing about us.

At table Charlie had been in his best mood, telling me all the gossip of Florence, but out in the garden, with his face in the shadow, he seemed to become morose and uncommunicative. I asked how he had got on during my absence, for I knew he was friendless.

Oh, fairly well, was his answer. A bit lonely, you know. But I used to come up here every day and take the dogs out for a run. An outsider like I am cant expect invitations to dinners and dances, you know; and he sighed, and drew vigorously at his cigar.

By the way, I said presently, you remember you once mentioned that you knew Vivi Finlay in the old days in town. I met her in Palermo in the winter.

He started from his chair, and leaning towards me, echoed — 



You met her! — you? Tell me about her. How did she look? What is she doing? he asked, with an earnest eagerness that surprised me.

Briefly I explained how I had walked and chatted with her in the gardens of the Igiea at Palermo, though I did not tell him the subject of our conversation. I tried, too, to induce him to tell me what he knew of her, but he would say nothing beyond what I already knew.

I wonder she dont marry, I remarked at last; but to this he made no response, though I fancied that in the half light I detected a curious smile upon his face, as though he was aware that we had been lovers.

He deftly turned the conversation, though he became more bitter, as if his life was now even more soured than formerly. Then, at midnight, he took his hat and stick, and I opened the gate of the drive and let him out upon the road.

As he left, he grasped my hand warmly, and in a voice full of emotion said — 

Good-night, Ewart. May you be rewarded one day for keeping from starvation a good-for-nothing devil like myself!

And he passed on into the darkness beneath the trees, on his way back to his high-up humble room down in the heart of the town.

At eight oclock next morning, when I met Pietro, Bindos man, I noticed an unusual expression upon his face, and asked him what had happened.



I have bad news for you, Signor Ewart, he answered with hesitation. At four oclock this morning the Signor Whitaker was found by the police lying upon the pavement of the Lung Arno, close to the Porta San Frediano. He was dead — struck down with a knife from behind.

Murdered! I gasped.

Yes, Signore. It is already in the papers; and he handed me a copy of the Nazione.

Dumbfounded, unnerved, I dressed myself quickly, and driving down to the police-office, saw the head of the detective department, a man named Bianchi.

The sharp-featured little man sitting at the table, after taking down a summary of all I knew regarding my poor friend, explained how the discovery had been made. The body was quite cold when found, and the deep wound between the shoulders showed most conclusively that he had fallen by the hand of an assassin. I was then shown the body, and looked upon the face of poor Charlie, the outsider, for the last time.

He had no money upon him, I told Bianchi. Indeed, before leaving me he had remarked that he was almost without a soldo.

Yes. It is that very fact which puzzles us. The motive of the crime was evidently not robbery.

In the days that succeeded the police made most searching inquiries, but discovered nothing. My only regret — and it was indeed a deep one — was that I had lost the letter he had given me with injunctions to open it after his death. Did he fear assassination? I wondered. Did that letter give any clue to the assassin?

But the precious document, whatever it might be, was now irretrievably lost, and the death of Mr. Charles Whitaker, late of the Stock Exchange, as the papers put it, remained one of the many murder-mysteries of the city of Florence.



Months had gone by — months of constant travel and loneliness, grief and despair.

I was in my room at the Hotel Bonne Femme in Turin, having a wash after a dusty run with the forty, when the waiter announced Mr. Bianchi, and the sharp-featured, black-haired little man, recently promoted from Florence to watch the Anarchists in Milan.

I am very glad, Signor Ewart, that I have been able to catch you here; you are such a bird of passage, you know, he said in Italian. But in searching the house of a thief in Florence the other day our men found this letter, addressed to you; and he produced from his pocket the missive that Charlie had on that hot night entrusted to my care.

I broke the black seal and read it eagerly. Its contents held me speechless in amazement.

Do you know anything of a young man named Giovanni Murri, a Florentine? I inquired quickly.

Murri? he repeated, knitting his brows. Why, if I remember aright, a young man of that name was found drowned in the Arno on the same day that your friend the Signor Whitaker was discovered dead. He had been a waiter in London, it was said.

That was the man. He killed my poor friend, and then committed suicide; and I briefly explained how Whitaker had given me the letter which two hours afterwards had been stolen from me.

The thief was the son of Count di Ferraris gardener — a bad character. Finding that it was addressed to you, he evidently intended to return it unopened, and forgot to do so, Bianchi said. But may I not read the letter?

No, I replied firmly. It concerns a purely private affair. All that I can tell you is that Murri killed my friend. It explains the mystery.

Three nights later, I stood with my well-beloved in the elegant drawing-room of a house just off Park Lane, where she was living with her aunt.

I had placed the dead mans letter in her hand, and she was reading it breathlessly, her sweet face blanched, her tiny hands trembling.

Mr. Ewart, she faltered hoarsely, her eyes downcast as she stood before me, it is the truth. I ought to have told you long ago. Forgive me.

I have already forgiven you. You must have suffered just as bitterly as I have done, I said, taking her hand.



Ah yes. God alone knows the wretched life I have led, loving you and yet not daring to tell you my secret. As Charlie has written here, the young Italian, my fathers valet, fell in love with me when I came home from school in Germany, and once I foolishly allowed him to kiss me. From that moment he became filled with a mad passion for me, and though I induced my father to dismiss him, he haunted me. Then I met Charlie Whitaker, and fancied that I loved him. Every girl is anxious to secure a husband. He was rich, kind, good-looking, and all that was eligible, save that he was not of the nobility, and for that reason he knew that my father would discountenance him. He, however, induced me to take a step that I afterwards bitterly regretted. I met him one morning at the registry office at Kensington, and we were married. We lunched together at the Savoy, and then I drove home again. That very afternoon the crash came, and on that same night he was compelled to leave England for the Continent, a ruined man.

He must have known of the impending crisis, I remarked simply.

I fear he did, was her reply. But it was only a week later that you, who had known me so long, spoke to me. You told me of your love, alas! too late. What could I reply? What irony of Fate!

Yes, yes. I see. You could not tell me the truth.

No. For several reasons. I loved you, yet I knew that if you were in ignorance you would remain Charlies friend. Ah! you cannot know the awful suspense, and the thousand and one subterfuges I had to adopt. Murri, who was still in London, employed at the Carlton Club, continued to pester me with his passionate letters — the letters of an imbecile. Somehow, a year later, he discovered our marriage, by the official record, I think, and then he met me in secret one day and vowed a terrible vengeance.

His threat he carried out, I said; and you, my darling, are at last free.

Her head fell upon my shoulder, her chiffons rose and fell again, and our lips met in a long, hot, passionate caress, by which I knew that she was still mine — still my own sweet love.

But I was merely a chauffeur — and an adventurer.

That is why I have not married.


CHAPTER X

THE LADY IN A HURRY
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AH! YOUR LONDON is such a strange place. So dull, so triste — so very damp and foggy.

Not always, mademoiselle, I replied. You have been there in winter. You should go in June. In the season it is as pleasant as anywhere else in the world.

I have no desire to return. And yet — —

Well?

And yet I have decided to go straight to Boulogne, and across the Channel.

I had met Julie Rosier under curious circumstances only a few hours before. I was on a run alone, with the forty Napier, from Limoges to London, and on that particular winters night had pulled up at the small station of Bersac to send a telegram. I had written out the message, leaving the car outside, and was walking along the platform, when the stationmaster, who had been talking with a tall, dark-haired, good-looking girl, approached me, cap in hand.

Excuse me, msieur, but a lady wishes to ask a great favour of you.



Of me? What is it? I inquired, rising.

Glancing at the tall figure in black, I saw that she was not more than twenty-two at the outside, and that she had the bearing and manner of a lady.

Well, msieur, she will explain herself, the man said; whereupon the fair stranger approached, bowing, and exclaimed — 

I trust Msieur will pardon me for what I am about to ask. I know it is great presumption on my part, a total stranger, but the fact is that I am bound to get to Paris to-morrow morning. It is imperative — most imperative — that I should be there and keep an appointment. I find, however, that the last train has gone. I thought — — and she hesitated, with downcast eyes.

You mean that you want me to allow you to travel in the car, mademoiselle? I said, with a smile.

Ah! msieur, if you would — if you only would! It would be an act of friendship that I would never forget.

She saw my hesitation, and I detected how anxious she became. Her gloved hands were trembling, and she seemed agitated and pale to the lips.

Again I scrutinised her. There was nothing of the police spy or adventuress about her. On the contrary, she seemed a very charmingly modest young woman.

But surely it would be rather wearisome, mademoiselle? I said.



No, no, not at all. I must get to Paris at all costs. Ah! msieur, you will allow me to do as I ask, will you not? Do, I implore you!

I made no reply; for, truth to tell, although I was not suspicious, I hesitated to allow the fair stranger to be my travelling companion. It was against my principle. Yet, reading disinclination in my silence, she continued — 

Ah! msieur, if you only knew in what deadly peril I am! By granting this favour to me you can — — and she broke off short. Well, she went on, I may as well tell you the truth, msieur; and in her eyes there was a strange look that I had never seen in those of any woman before,— you can save my life.

Your life? I echoed, but at that moment the stationmaster, standing at the buffet door, said — 

Pardon, msieur. I am just closing the station. The last train has departed.

Do take me! implored the girl. Do, msieur! Do!

There was no time for further discussion, therefore I did as she requested, and a few moments later, with a dressing-case, which was all the baggage she had, she mounted into the car beside me, and we moved off northward to the capital.

I offered her the fur rug, and she wrapped it about her knees with the air of one used to motoring.



And so, hour after hour, we sat and chatted. I asked her if she liked a cigarette, and she gladly accepted. So we smoked together, while she told me something of herself. She was a native of Nimes, where her people had been wealthy landowners, she said, but some unfortunate speculation on her fathers part brought ruin to them, and she was now governess in the family of a certain Baron de Moret, of the Château de Moret, near Paris.

A governess! I had believed from her dress and manner that she was at least the daughter of some French aristocrat, and I confess I was disappointed to find that she was only a superior servant.

I have just come from Nice, she explained, on very urgent business — business that concerns my own self. If I am not in Paris this morning I shall, in all probability, pay the penalty with my life.

How? What do you mean?

In the grey dawn, as we went on towards Paris, I saw that her countenance was that of a woman who held a secret. At first I had been conscious that there was something unusual about her, and suspected her to be an adventuress; but now, on further acquaintance, I became convinced that she held possession of some knowledge that she was yearning to betray, yet feared to do so.

One fact that struck me as curious was that, in the course of our conversation, she showed that she knew my destination was London. This puzzled me.

When we arrive in Paris I must leave you to keep my appointments, she said. We will meet again at the corner of the Rue Royale, if you really will take me on to Boulogne with you?

Most certainly, was my reply.

Ah! she sighed, looking straight into my face with those great dark eyes that were so luminous, you do not know — you can never guess what a great service you have rendered me by allowing me to travel here with you. My peril is the gravest that — well, that ever threatened a woman; yet now, by your aid, I shall be able to save myself. Otherwise, to-morrow my body would have been exposed in the Morgue — the corpse of a woman unknown.

These words of yours interest me.

Ah! msieur, you do not know. And I cannot tell you. It is a secret — ah! if I only dare speak you would help me, I know; and I saw in her face a look full of apprehension and distress.

As she raised her hand to push the dark hair from her brow, as though it oppressed her, my eyes caught sight of something glistening upon her wrist, half concealed by the lace on her sleeve. It was a magnificent diamond bangle.

Surely such an ornament would not be worn by a mere governess! I looked again into her handsome face, and wondered if she were deceiving me.

If it be in my power to assist you, mademoiselle, I will do so with the greatest pleasure. But of course I cannot without knowing the circumstances.

And I regret that my lips are closed concerning them, she sighed, looking straight before her despairingly.

Do you not fear to go alone?

I fear them no longer, was her reply, as she glanced at the little gold watch in her bracelet. We shall be in Paris before ten oclock — thanks to you, msieur.

Well, when you first made the request I had no idea of the urgency of your journey, I remarked. But Im glad, very glad, that Ive had an opportunity of rendering you some slight service.

Slight, msieur? Why, you have saved me. I owe you a debt which I can never repay — never; and the laces at her throat rose and fell as she sighed, her wonderful eyes still fixed upon me.

Gradually the yellow sun rose over the bare frozen lands over which we were speeding, and when at last we entered Paris, I set her down in the Place Vendôme.

Au revoir, msieur, till twelve, at the Rue Royale, she exclaimed, with a merry smile and a bow, as she drove away in a cab, leaving me upon the kerb gazing after her and wondering.

Was she really a governess, as she pretended?

Her clothes, her manner, her smart chatter, her exquisite chic, all revealed good breeding and a high station in life. There was no touch of cheap shabbiness — or at least I could not detect it.

A few moments before twelve she alighted from the cab at the corner of the Rue Royale and greeted me merrily. Her face was slightly flushed, and I thought her hand trembled as I took it. But together we mounted into the car again.

You seem a constant traveller on the road, msieur, she said, as we went along.

Im a constant traveller, I replied, with a laugh. A little too constant, perhaps. One gets wearied with such continual travel as I am forced to undertake. I never know to-morrow where I may be, and I move swiftly from one place to another, never spending more than a day or two in the same place.

I did not, for obvious reasons, tell her my profession.

But it must be very pleasant to travel so much, she declared. I would love to be able to do so. Im passionately fond of constant change.

Together we went on to Boulogne, crossed to Folkestone, and that same night at midnight entered London.



On our journey she gave me an address in the Vauxhall Bridge Road, where, she said, a letter would find her. She refused to tell me her destination or to allow me to see her into a hansom. This latter fact caused me considerable reflection. Why had she so suddenly made up her mind to come to London? and why should I not know whither she went, when she had told me so many details concerning herself?

Of one fact I felt quite convinced — namely, that she had lied to me. She was not a governess, as she pretended. Besides, I had been seized by suspicion that a tall, thin-faced elderly man, rather shabbily dressed, whom I had noticed idling in the Rue Royale, had followed us by rail. I thought I saw him outside the Tivoli, in the Strand, where she descended.

His reappearance there recalled to me that he had watched us in the Rue Royale, and had appeared intensely interested in all our movements. Whether my pretty travelling-companion noticed him I do not know. I, however, watched her as she walked along the Strand carrying her dressing-bag, and saw the tall man striding after her. Adventurer was written upon the fellows face. His grey moustache was upturned, and his keen grey eyes looked out from beneath shaggy brows, while his dark threadbare overcoat was tightly buttoned across his chest for greater warmth.

Without approaching her, he stood back in the shadow, and saw her enter a hansom and drive towards Charing Cross. It was clear that she was not going to the address she had given me, for she was driving in the opposite direction.

My duty was to drive direct to Clifford Street and report to Bindo, but so interested was I in the thin-faced watcher that I turned the car into the courtyard of the Cecil in the Strand and left it there, in order to keep further observation upon the stranger.

Had not mademoiselle declared herself to be in danger of her life? If so, was it not possible that this fellow, whoever he was, was a secret assassin?

I did not like the aspect of the affair at all. I ought to have warned her against him, and I now became filled with regret. She was a complete mystery, and as I dogged the footsteps of the unknown foreigner — for that he undoubtedly was — I became more deeply interested in what was in progress.

He walked to Trafalgar Square, where he hesitated in such a manner as to show that he was not well acquainted with London. He did not know which of the converging thoroughfares to take. At last he inquired of the constable on point duty, and then went up St. Martins Lane.

As soon as he had turned I approached the policeman and asked what the stranger wanted, explaining that he was a suspicious character whom I was following.



Es a Frenchman. E wants Burton Crescent.

Wheres that?

Why, just off the Euston Road — close to Judd Street. Ive told im the way.

I took a hansom, and drove to the place in question, a semicircle of dark-looking, old-fashioned houses of the Bloomsbury type — most of them let out in apartments. Then, alighting, I loitered for half an hour up and down, to await the arrival of the stranger.

He came at last, his tall meagre figure looming dark in the lamp-light. Very eagerly he walked round the Crescent, examining the numbers of the houses, until he came to one, rather cleaner than the others, of which he took careful observation.

I, too, took note of the number.

Afterwards, the stranger turned into the Euston Road, crossed to Kings Cross Station, where he sent a telegram, and then went to one of the small uninviting private hotels in the neighbourhood. Having seen him there, I returned to Burton Crescent, and for an hour watched the house, wondering whether the mysterious Julie had taken up her abode there. To me it seemed as though the stranger had overheard the directions she had given the cabman.

The windows of the house were closed by green venetian blinds. I could see that there were lights in most of the rooms, while over the fan-light of the front door was a small transparent square of glass, bearing what seemed to be the representation of some Greek saint. The front steps were well kept, and in the deep basement was a well-lighted kitchen.

I had been there about half an hour when the door opened, and a middle-aged man in evening dress, and wearing a black overcoat and crush hat, emerged. His dark face was an aristocratic one, and as he descended the steps he drew on his white gloves, for he was evidently on his way to the theatre. I took good notice of his face, for it was a striking countenance — one which once seen could never be forgotten.

A man-servant behind him blew a cab-whistle, a hansom came up, and he drove away. Then I walked up and down in the vicinity, keeping a weary vigil; for my curiosity was now much excited. The stranger meant mischief. Of that I was certain.

The one point I wished to clear up was whether Julie Rosier was actually within that house. But though I watched until I became half frozen in the drizzling rain, all was in vain. So I took a cab and drove to Clifford Street, to report my arrival to Count Bindo.

That same night, when I got to my rooms, I wrote a line to the address Julie had given me, asking whether she would make an appointment to meet me, as I wished to give her some very important information concerning herself, and to this on the following day I received a reply asking me to call at the house in Burton Crescent that evening at nine oclock.

Naturally I went. My surmise was correct that the house watched by the stranger was her abode. The fellow was keeping observation upon it with some evil intent.

The man-servant, on admitting me, showed me into a well-furnished drawing-room on the first floor, where sat my pretty travelling-companion ready to receive me.

In French she greeted me very warmly, bade me be seated, and after some preliminaries inquired the nature of the information which I wished to impart to her.

Very briefly I told her of the shabby watcher, whereupon she sprang to her feet with a cry of mingled terror and surprise.

Describe him — quickly, Msieur Ewart! she urged in breathless agitation.

I did so, and she sat back again in her chair, staring straight before her.

Ah! she gasped, her countenance pale as death. Then they mean revenge, after all. Very well! Now that I am forewarned I shall know how to act.

She rose, and pacing the room in agitation, pushed back the dark hair from her brow. Then her hands clenched themselves, and her teeth were set, for she was desperate.

The shabby man was an emissary of her enemies, she told me as much. Yet in all she said was mystery. At one moment I was convinced that she had told the truth when she said she was a governess, and at the next I suspected her of trying to deceive.

Presently, after she had handed me a cigarette, the servant tapped at the door, and a well-dressed man entered — the same man I had seen leave the house two nights previously.

May I introduce you? mademoiselle asked. Msieur Ewart — Msieur le Baron de Moret.

Charmed to make your acquaintance, sir, the Baron said, grasping my hand. Mademoiselle here has already spoken of you.

The satisfaction is mutual, I assure you, Baron, was my reply, and then we re-seated ourselves and began to chat.

Suddenly mademoiselle made some remark in a language which I did not understand. The effect it had upon the new-comer was almost electrical. He started from his seat, glaring at her. Then he began to question her rapidly in the unknown tongue.

He was a flashily-dressed man, of overbearing manner, with a thick neck and square, determined chin. It was quite evident that the warning I had given them aroused their apprehensions, for they held a rapid consultation, and then Julie went out, returning with another man, a dark-haired, lowbred-looking foreigner, who spoke the same tongue as his companions.

They disregarded my presence altogether in their eager consultation, therefore I rose to go; for I saw that I was not wanted.

Julie held my hand and looked into my eyes in mute appeal. She appeared anxious to say something to me in private. At least that was my impression.

When I left the house I passed, at the end of the Crescent, a shabby man idly smoking. Was he one of the watchers?

Four days went by. Soon my rest would be at an end, and I should be travelling at a moments notice with Blythe and Bindo to the farther end of Europe.

One evening I was passing through the great hall of the Hotel Cecil to descend to the American bar, where I frequently had a cocktail, when a neatly-dressed figure in black rose and greeted me. It was Julie, who had probably been awaiting me an hour or more.

May I speak to you? she asked breathlessly, when we had exchanged greetings. I wish to apologise for the manner in which I treated you the other evening.

I assured her that no apologies were needed, and together we strolled up and down the courtyard between the hotel entrance and the Strand.

I really ought not to trouble you with my affairs, she said presently, in an apologetic tone, but you remember what I told you when you so kindly allowed me to travel with you — I mean of my peril?



Certainly. But I thought it was all over.

I foolishly believed that it was. But I am watched; I — Im a marked woman. Then, after some hesitation, she added, I wonder if you would do me another favour. You could save my life, Msieur Ewart — if you only would.

Well, if I can render you such a service, mademoiselle, I shall be only too delighted. As I told you the other day, my next journey is to Petersburg, and I may have to start any hour after midnight to-morrow. What can I do?

At present my plans are immature, she answered after a pause. But why not dine with me to-morrow night? We have some friends, but we shall be able to escape them, and discuss the matter alone. Do come.

I accepted, and she taking a hansom in the Strand, drove off.

On the following night at eight I entered the well-furnished drawing-room in Burton Crescent, where three well-dressed men and three rather smart ladies were assembled, including my hostess. They were all foreigners, and among them was the Baron, who appeared to be the most honoured guest. It was now quite plain that, instead of being a governess as she had asserted, she was a lady of good family and the Barons social equal.

The party was a very pleasant one, and there was considerable merriment at table. My hostesss apprehension of the previous day had all disappeared, while the Barons demeanour was one of calm security.

I sat at my hostesss left hand, and she was particularly gracious to me, the whole conversation at table being in French.

At last, after dessert, the Baron remarked that, as it was New Years Day, we should have snap-dragon, and, with his hostesss permission, left the dining-room and prepared it. Presently it appeared in a big antique Worcester bowl, and was placed on the table close to me.

Then the electric light was switched off, and the spirit ignited.

Next moment, with shouts and laughter, the blue flames shedding a weird light upon our faces, we were pulling the plums out of the fire — a childish amusement permissible because it was the New Year.

I had placed one in my mouth and swallowed it, but as I was taking a second from the blue flames I suddenly felt a faintness. At first I put it down to the heat of the room, but a moment later I felt a sharp spasm through my heart, and my brain swelled too large for my skull. My jaws were set. I tried to speak, but was unable to articulate a word.

I saw the fun had stopped and the faces of all were turned upon me anxiously. The Baron had risen, and his dark countenance peered into mine with a fiendish, murderous expression.

Im ill! I gasped. I — Im sure Im poisoned!



The faces of all smiled again, while the Baron uttered some words which I could not understand, and then there was a dead silence, all still watching me intently — all except a fair-haired young man opposite me, who seemed to have fallen back in his chair unconscious.

You fiends! I cried, with a great effort, as I struggled to rise. What have I done to you that you should — poison — me?

I know that the Baron grinned in my face, and that I fell forward heavily upon the table, my heart gripped in the spasm of death.

Of what occurred afterwards I have no recollection, for when I slowly regained knowledge of things around me, I found myself lying beneath a bare, leafless hedge in a grass field. I managed to struggle to my feet, and discovered myself in a bare, flat, open country. As far as I could judge it was midday. I got to a gate, skirted a hedge, and gained the main road. With difficulty I walked to the nearest town, a distance of about four miles, without meeting a soul, and to my surprise found myself in Hitchin. The spectacle of a man entering the town in evening dress and hatless in broad daylight was no doubt curious, but I was anxious to return to London and give information against those who had, without any apparent motive, laid an ingenious plot to poison me.

At the Sun I learned that the time was eleven in the morning. The only manner in which I could account for my presence in Hitchin was that, believed to be dead by the Baron and his accomplices, I had been conveyed in a car to the spot where I was found.

What, I wondered, had become of the fair-haired young man whom I had seen unconscious opposite me?

A few shillings remained in my pocket, and, strangely enough, beside me when I recovered consciousness I had found a small fluted phial marked Prussic acid — poison. The assassins had attempted to make it apparent that I had committed suicide!

Two hours later, after a rest and a wash, I borrowed an overcoat and golf-cap, and took the train to Kings Cross. At Judd Street Police Station I made a statement, and with two plain-clothes officers returned to the house in Burton Crescent, only to find that the fair Julie and her friends had flown.

On forcing the door, we found the dining-table just as it had been left after the poisoned snap-dragon of the previous night. Nothing had been touched. Only Julie, the Baron, the man-servant, and the guests had all gone, and the place was deserted.

The police were utterly puzzled at the entire absence of motive.

On my return to my rooms I found orders from Bindo to start at once for Petersburg, which I was compelled to do. So I left London full of wonder at my exciting experience, and not until my arrival at Wirballen, the Russian frontier, six days later, did I discover that, though my passport remained in my wallet, a special police permit to enable me to pass in and out of the districts affected by the revolutionary Terror, was missing! It was a permit which Blythe had cleverly obtained through one of his friends, a high diplomatist, and without which I could not move rapidly in Russia.

Was it possible that Julie and her friends had stolen it? Was it to be believed that the scoundrelly Baron had attempted to take my life by such dastardly trickery in order to secure that all-powerful document?

That it was of greatest value to any revolutionist I knew quite well, for upon it was the signature of the Minister of the Interior, and its bearer, immune from arrest or interference by the police, might come and go in Russia without let or hindrance.

Were they Russians? Certainly the language they had spoken was not Russian, but it might have been Polish. Where was the young man who had been my fellow-victim?

Loss of this special permit caused me considerable inconvenience, for I had to go to Moscow, and the Terror raging there, I had to get another permit before I could pass and repass the military cordon.

Yes, Julie Rosier was a mystery. Indeed, the whole affair was a complete enigma.



I duly returned to London, after assisting Bindo in trying to make a coup that was unfortunately in vain, and then learnt that the body of an unknown young man in evening dress had been found in the river Crouch in Essex, and from the photograph shown me at Scotland Yard I identified it as that of my fellow-guest.

Through the whole year the adventure has sorely puzzled me, and only the other day light was thrown upon it in the following manner — 

I was in Petersburg again, when I received a polite note from General Zuroff, the chief of police, requesting me to call upon him. The summons caused me considerable apprehension I must admit.

On entering his room at the Ministry, he gave me a cigarette, and commenced to chat. Then suddenly he touched a bell, another door opened, and I was amazed at seeing before me, between two grey-coated police-officers, a woman — Julie Rosier!

For an instant she glared at me as though she saw an apparition. Then, with a loud scream, she fainted.

Ah! exclaimed Zuroff. Then what is reported is correct — eh? You and your friend the Baron enticed this Englishman to your house in London, for you knew by some means that he carried the order of the Minister allowing the bearer free passage everywhere in Russia. You saw that if you merely stole it he would give information, and it would be immediately cancelled. Therefore you cleverly plotted to take his life and make it appear as a case of suicide. Then, with a wave of his hand, he said, Take the prisoner back to the fortress.

The woman uttered no word. She only fixed her big dark eyes upon me with an expression of abject terror, and then the guards led her out.

From a drawer Zuroff took the precious document that had been stolen from me, saying — 

Julie Rosier — or Sophie Markovitch, as her real name is — was arrested in a house in the Nevski yesterday, while the Baron was discovered at the Hôtel dAngleterre. Both are most violent revolutionists, and to them is due the terrible rioting in Moscow a few months ago. The Baron was hand in hand with Gapon and his colleagues, but escaped to England, and has been there for nearly a year, until, as the outcome of the dastardly plot against you, he altered his appearance, and returned as George Ewart, chauffeur to Baron Bindo di Ferraris of Rome. The arrests yesterday were very smartly made.

But how do you know the details of the attempt upon me?

All men can be bought at a price. They were watched constantly while in London. Besides, one of your fellow-guests of that night — revolutionists all of them — recently turned police spy and reported the facts. It was he who gave us information regarding the whereabouts of Sophie and the Baron.



But another man — a young fellow with fair hair — ate some of the plums from the snap-dragon and died.

Yes; he was young Ivan Kinski — a Pole, who, though a Terrorist, was suspected by his friends of being a spy. You took one plum only, while he probably took more. At any rate, you had a very narrow escape. But you at least have the satisfaction of knowing that Julie will never again fascinate, and the Baron will never again be given an opportunity of preparing his fatal snap-dragon.

My friendliness with Zuroff stood us in good stead; for, a week later, Bindo and Blythe contrived to get a very pretty diamond necklet and pair of earrings from a lady in Petersburg, which fetched six hundred golden louis in Amsterdam.


CHAPTER XI

THE PERIL OF PIERRETTE
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I

CONCERNS A STRANGE CONSPIRACY

Dusk was falling early in Piccadilly as I sat in the car outside the Royal Automobile Club, awaiting the reappearance of my master.

The grey February afternoon had been bitterly cold, and for an hour I had waited there half frozen. Since morning Count Bindo di Ferraris and myself had been on the road, coming up from Shrewsbury, and, tired out, I was anxious to get into the garage.

As chauffeur to a trio of perhaps the most expert crooks in Europe, my life was the reverse of uneventful. I was constantly going hither and thither, often on all-night journeys, and always moving rapidly from place to place, often selling the old car and buying a new one, and constantly on the look-out for police-traps of more than one variety.



Only a week previously the Count had handed me five hundred pounds in Bank of England notes, telling me to sell the forty horse-power six-cylinder Napier, which, still a magnificent car, might easily be spotted, and to purchase a sixty of some other make. By that I knew that some fresh scheme was afoot, and our run to Shrewsbury and Barmouth, in North Wales, had been to test the capabilities of the new Mercedes I had purchased a couple of days previously, and in which I now sat.

It was certainly as fine a car as was on the road, its open exhaust a little noisy perhaps, but capable of getting up a tremendous speed when occasion required. A long, dark-red body, it was fitted with every up-to-date convenience, even to the big electric horn placed in the centre of the radiator, an instrument which emitted a deep warning blast unlike the tone of air-horns, and sounding as long as ever the finger was kept upon the button placed on the driving-wheel.

In every way the car was perfect. I fancy that I know something about cars, but even with my object to lower the price I failed to discover any defect in her in any particular.

Suddenly the Count, in a big motor coat and cap, emerged from the Club, ran hurriedly down the steps, and mounting into the seat beside me, said — 



To Clifford Street, Ewart, as quick as you can. I want to have five minutes talk with you.

So next instant we glided away into the traffic, and I turned up Bond Street until I reached his chambers, where, when Simmons the valet came out to mind the car, I ascended to Count Bindos pretty sitting-room.

Sit down, Ewart, exclaimed the debonnair young man, who was so thoroughly a cosmopolitan, and who in his own chambers was known as Mr. Bellingham, the son of a man who had suddenly died after making a fortune out of certain railway contracts in the Argentine. Have a drink; and he poured me out a peg of whisky and soda. He always treated me as his equal when alone. At first I had hated being in his service, yet now the excitement of it all appealed to my roving nature, and though I profited little from a monetary point of view, save the handsome salary I was paid for keeping a still tongue between my teeth, I nevertheless found my post not at all an incongenial one.

Look here, Ewart, the Count exclaimed, with scarcely a trace of his Italian accent, after he had lit a cigarette: I want to give you certain instructions. We have a very intricate and ticklish affair to deal with. But I trust you implicitly, after that affair of the pretty Mademoiselle Valentine. I know youre not the man to lose your head over a pretty face. Only fools do that. One can seek out a pretty face when one has made a pile. You and I want money — not toys, dont we?

I nodded assent, smiling at his bluntness.

Well, if this thing comes off, it will mean a years acceptable rest to us — not rest within four walls, we can easily obtain that, but rest out on one or other of the Greek islands, or on the Bosphorus, or somewhere where we shall be perfectly safe, he said. Now I want you to start to-night for Monte Carlo.

To-night! I exclaimed, dismayed.

Yes. You have plenty of time to catch the Dieppe boat at Newhaven. Ill wire to them to say you are coming — name of Bellingham, of course. I shall leave by train in the morning, but youll be at Monty — the Hôtel de Paris — almost as soon as I am. I wouldnt attempt to go by the Grenoble road, because I heard the other day that theres a lot of snow about there. Go down to Valence and across to Die.

I was rather sick at being compelled to leave so suddenly. Of late I had hardly been in London at all. I was very desirous of visiting some aged relations from whom I had expectations.

Bindo saw that my face had fallen.

Look here, Ewart, he said, Im sorry that you have to do this long run at such short notice, but you wont be alone — youll pick up a lady, and a very pretty young lady, too.

Where?



Well, now Ill explain. Go around Paris, run on to Melun, and thence to Fontainebleau. You remember we were there together last summer, at the Hôtel de France. At Fontainebleau ask for the road through the Forest for Marlotte — remember the name. About seven kilometres along that road youll come to cross-ways. At eight oclock to-morrow morning she will be awaiting you there, and you will take her straight on to Monty.

How shall I know her?

Shell ask if you are from Mr. Bellingham, was his reply. And look here, he added, drawing a long cardboard box from beneath the couch, put this in the car, for she wont have motor-clothes, and these are for her. Youd better have some money, too. Heres a thousand francs; and he took from a drawer in the pretty inlaid Louis XV. writing-table two five-hundred-franc notes and handed them to me, adding, At present I can tell you nothing more. Go out, find Pierrette — thats her name — and bring her to Monty. At the Paris I shall be Bellingham; and recollect well have to be careful. They havent, in all probability, forgotten the other little affair. The police of Monaco are among the smartest in Europe, and though they never arrest anybody within their tin-pot Principality, they take jolly good care that the Monsieur le Prefect at Nice knows all about their suspects, and leave him to do their dirty work.



I laughed. Count Bindo, so thoroughly a cosmopolitan man-of-the-world, so resourceful, so utterly unscrupulous, so amazingly clever at any subterfuge, and yet so bold when occasion required, held the police in supreme contempt. He often declared that there was no police official between the town of Wick and the Mediterranean who had not his price, and that in many Continental countries the Minister of Police himself could be squared for a few hundreds.

But whats the nature of our new scheme? I inquired, curious to know what was intended.

Its a big one — the biggest weve ever tried, Ewart, was his answer, lighting a fresh cigarette, and draining his glass as he wished me a successful run due South. If it works, then we shall bring off a real good thing.

Do the others come out with you?

I hardly know yet. I meet them to-night at supper at the Savoy, and we shall then decide. At any rate, I shall go; and walking to the little writing-table, he took up the telephone receiver and asked for the Sleeping Car Companys office in Pall Mall. Then, when a reply came, he asked them to reserve a small compartment in the Mediterranean Express on the morrow.

And, he exclaimed, turning again to me, I want to impress upon you one thing, Ewart. You and I know each other well, dont we? Now in this affair there may be more than one mysterious feature. Youll be puzzled, perhaps, — greatly puzzled, — but dont trouble your head over the why or the wherefore until we bring off the coup successfully. Then Ill tell you the whole facts — and, by Jove! youll find them stranger than ever youve read in a book. When you know the truth of the affair youll be staggered.

My curiosity was, I admit, excited. Count Bindo, the dare-devil Italian adventurer, who cared not a jot for any man living, and who himself lived so well upon the proceeds of his amazing audacity and clever wits, was not in the habit of speaking like this. I pressed him to tell me more, but he only said — 

Go, Ewart. Get a bite of something to eat, for you must surely want it; buy what you want for the car — oil, carbide, and the rest, and get away to meet the pretty Pierrette. And — again good luck to you! he added, as he mixed a little more whisky and tossed it off.

Then he shook my hand warmly. I left his cosy quarters, and within an hour was crossing Westminster Bridge on the first stage of my hasty run across Europe.

I had plenty of time to get down to Newhaven to catch the boat, but if I was to be in the Forest of Fontainebleau by eight oclock next morning I would, I knew, be compelled to travel as hard as possible. The road was well known to me, all the way from the Channel to the Mediterranean. Bindo and I had done it together at least a dozen times.



Since leaving Clifford Street I had eaten a hasty meal, picked up a couple of new non-skids at the depôt where we dealt, oiled up, filled the petrol tank, and given the engine a general look round. But as soon as I got out of London the cold became so intense that I was compelled to draw on my fur gloves and button my collar up about my chin.

Who was Pierrette? I wondered. And what was the nature of this great coup devised by the three artists in crime who were conjointly my masters?

An uneventful though very cold run brought me to the quay at Newhaven, where the car was shipped quite half an hour before the arrival of the train from London. It proved a dark and dirty night in the Channel, and the steamer tossed and rolled, much to the discomfort of the passengers by the cheapest route, which, by the way, is the quickest for motorists. But the sea never troubling me, I took the opportunity of having a good square meal in the saloon, got the steward to put a couple of cold fowls and some ham and bread into a parcel, and within half an hour of the steamer touching Dieppe quay I was heading out towards Paris, with my new search-light shining far ahead, and giving such a streak of brilliancy that a newspaper could be read by it half a mile away.

Dark snow-clouds had gathered, and the icy wind cut my face like a knife, causing me to assume my goggles as a slight protection. My feet on the pedals were like ice, and my hands were soon cramped by the cold, notwithstanding the fur gloves.

I took the road viâ Rouen as the best, though there is a shorter cut, and about two kilometres beyond the quaint old city, just as it was getting light, I got a puncture on the off back tyre. A horse-nail it proved, and in twenty minutes I was on the road again, running at the highest speed I dared along the Seine valley towards Paris. The wind had dropped with the dawn, and the snow-clouds had dispersed with the daybreak. Though grey and very cheerless at first, the wintry sun at last broke through, and it was already half-past seven when, avoiding Paris, I had made a circuit and joined the Fontainebleau road at Charenton, south of the capital.

I glanced at the clock. I had still half an hour to do nearly thirty miles. So, anxious to meet the mysterious Pierrette, I let the car rip, and ran through Melun and the town of Fontainebleau at a furious pace, which would in England have certainly meant the endorsement of my licence.

At the end of the town of Fontainebleau, a board pointed to Marlotte — that tiny river-side village so beloved by Paris artists in summer — and I swung into a great, broad, well-kept road, cut through the bare Forest, with its thousands of straight lichen-covered tree trunks, showing grey in the faint yellow sunlight.



Those long, broad roads through the Forest are, without exception, excellently kept, and there being no traffic, I put on all the pace I dared — a speed which can be easily imagined when one drives a sixty Mercedes. Suddenly, almost before I was aware of it, I had flashed across a narrower road running at right angles, and saw, standing back out of the way of the car, a female figure.

In a moment I put on the brakes, and, pulling up, glanced back.

The woman was walking hurriedly towards me, but she was surely not the person of whom I was in search.

She wore a blue dress and a big white-winged linen headdress.

She was a nun!

I glanced around, but there was no other person in sight. We were in the centre of that great historic Forest wherein Napoleon the Great loved to roam alone and think out fresh conquests.

Seeing the Sister hurrying towards me, I got down, wondering if she meant to speak.

Pardon, msieur, she exclaimed in musical French, rendered almost breathless by her quick walk, but is this the automobile of Msieur Bellingham, of London?

I raised my eyes, and saw before me a face more pure and perfect in its beauty than any I had ever seen before. Contrary to what I had believed, she was quite young — certainly not more than nineteen — with a pair of bright dark eyes which had quite a soupçon of mischief in them. For a moment I stood speechless before her.

And she was a nun! Surely in the seclusion of the religious houses all over the Continent the most beautiful of women live and languish and die. Had she escaped from one of the convents in the neighbourhood? Had she grown tired of prayers, penances, and the shrill tongue of some wizen-faced Mother Superior?

Her dancing eyes belied her religious habit, and as she looked at me in eager inquiry, and yet with modest demeanour, I felt that I had already fallen into a veritable vortex of mystery.

Yes, I replied, also in French, for fortunately I could chatter that most useful of all languages, this car belongs to Msieur Bellingham, and if I am not mistaken, Mademoiselle is named Pierrette?

Yes, msieur, she replied quickly. Oh, I have been waiting half an hour for you, and Ive been so afraid of being seen. I — I thought — you were never coming — and I wondered whatever I was to do.

I was delayed, mademoiselle. I have come straight from London.

Yes, she said, smiling, you look as though you have come a long way; and she noticed that the car was very dusty, with splashes of dried mud here and there.

You are coming to Monte Carlo with me, I said, but you cannot travel in that dress — can you? Mr. Bellingham has sent you something, I added, taking out the cardboard box.

Quickly she opened it, and drew out a ladys motor-cap and veil with a talc front, and a big, heavy, fur-lined coat.

For a moment she looked at them in hesitation. Then, glancing up and down the road to see if she were observed, she took off her religious headdress and collar, twisted around her neck the silk scarf she found in the box, pinned on her hat and adjusted her veil in such a manner that it struck me she was no novice at motoring, even though she were a nun, and then, with my assistance, she struggled into the fur-lined coat.

The stiff linen cap and collar she screwed up and put into the cardboard box, and then, fully equipped for the long journey South, she asked — 

May I come up beside you? Id love to ride in front.

Most certainly, mademoiselle, I replied. It wont then be so lonely for either of us. We can talk.

In her motor-clothes she was certainly a most dainty and delightful little companion. The hat, veil, and coat had completely transformed her. From a demure little nun she had in a few moments blossomed forth into a piquante little girl, who seemed quite ready to set the convenances at naught as long as she enjoyed herself.

From the business-like manner in which she wrapped the waterproof rug about her skirts and tucked it in herself, I saw that this was not the first time by many that she had been in the front seat of a car.

But a few moments later, when she had settled herself, and I had given her a pair of goggles and helped her to adjust them, I also got up, and we moved away again along that long white highway that traverses France by Sens, Dijon, Maçon, Lyons, Valence, and Digue, and has its end at the rocky shore of the blue Mediterranean at Cannes — that land of flowers and flashy adventurers, which the French term the Côte dAzur.

From the very first, however, the pretty Pierrette — for her beauty had certainly not been exaggerated by Bindo — was an entire mystery — a mystery which seemed to increase hourly, as you will quickly realise.

II

PIERRETTE TELLS HER STORY

Pierrette Dumont — for that was her name, she told me — proved a most charming and entertaining companion, and could, I found, speak English quite well.

She had lived nearly seven years in England — in London, Brighton, and other places — and as we set the car along that beautiful road that runs for so many miles beside the Yonne, she told me quite a lot about herself.

Her admiration for Msieur Bellingham was very pronounced. It was not difficult to see that this pretty girl, who, I supposed, had escaped from her convent, was madly in love with the handsome Bindo. The Count was a sad lady-killer, and where any profit was concerned was a most perfect lover, as many a woman possessed of valuable jewels had known to her cost. From the pretty Pierrettes bright chatter, I began to wonder whether or not she was marked down as a victim. She had met the gay Bindo in Paris, it seemed, but how and in what circumstances, having regard to her religious habit, she did not inform me.

That Bindo was using the name of Bellingham showed some chicanery to be in progress.

By dint of careful questioning I tried to obtain from her some facts concerning her escape from the convent, but she would tell me nothing regarding it. All she replied was — 

Ah! Msieur Bellingham! How kind and good he is to send you for me — to get me clean away from that hateful place! and then, drawing a deep breath, she added, How good it is to be free again — free!

The car was tearing along, the rush of wind already bringing the colour to her soft, delicate cheeks. The bulb of a wind-horn was at her side, and she sat with her hands upon it, sounding a warning note whenever necessary as we flashed through the long string of villages between Sens and Chatillon. The wintry landscape was rather dull and cheerless, yet with her at my side I began to find the journey delightful. There is nothing so dreary, depressing, and monotonous as to cross France alone in a car without a soul to speak to all day through.

I wonder when we shall arrive at Monte Carlo? she queried presently in English, with a rather pronounced accent, turning her fresh, smiling face to me — a face that was typically French, and dark eyes that were undeniably fine.

It all depends upon accidents, I laughed. With good fortune we ought to be there to-morrow night — that is, if we keep going, and you are not too tired.

Tired? No. I love motoring! It will be such fun to go on all night, she exclaimed enthusiastically. And what a fine big lamp youve got! Ive never been in Monte Carlo, and am so anxious to see it. Ive read so much about it — and the gambling. Msieur Bellingham said they will not admit me to the Casino, as Im too young. Do you think they will?

I dont think there is any fear, I laughed. How old are you?

Nineteen next birthday.

Well, tell them you are twenty-one, and they will give you a card. The paternal administration dont care who or what you are as long as you are well dressed and you have money to lose. At Monte Carlo you must always keep up an appearance. Ive known a millionaire to be refused admittance because his trousers were turned up.

At this she laughed, and then lapsed into a long silence, for on a stretch of wide, open road I was letting the car rip, and at such a pace it was well-nigh impossible to talk.

A mystery surrounded my chic little travelling-companion which I could not make out.

At about two oclock in the afternoon we pulled up just beyond the little town of Chauceaux, about thirty miles from Dijon, and there ate our cold provisions, washing them down with a bottle of red wine. She was hungry, and ate with an appetite, laughing merrily, and thoroughly enjoying the adventure.

I was so afraid this morning that you were not coming, she declared. I was there at seven, quite an hour before you were due. And when you came you flew past, and I thought that you did not notice me. Msieur Bellingham sent me word last night that you had started.

And where are you staying when you get to Monte Carlo?

At Beaulieu, I think. Thats near Monte Carlo, isnt it? The Hôtel Bristol, I believe, is where Madame is staying.

Madame? Who is she?

Madame Vernet, was all she vouchsafed. Who the lady was she seemed to have no inclination to tell me.



Through Dijon, Beaune, and Châlons-sur-Saône we travelled, but before we ran on to the rough cobbles of old-world Maçon darkness had already fallen, and our big search-light was shedding a shaft of white brilliancy far ahead.

With the sundown the cold again became intense, therefore I got out my thick mackintosh from the back and made her get into it. Then I wrapped a fur rug around her legs, and gave her a spare pair of fur gloves that I happened to have. They were somewhat oily, but warm.

We reached Lyons half an hour before midnight, and there got some bouillon and roast poulet outside the Perache, then off again into the dark cold night, hour after hour ever beside the broad Rhone and the iron way to the Mediterranean.

After an hour I saw that she was suffering intensely from the cold, therefore I compelled her to get inside, and having tucked her up warmly with all the wraps we had, I left her to sleep, while I drove on due south towards the Riviera.

The Drome Valley, between Valence and Die, was snow-covered, and progress was but slow. But now and then, when I turned back, I saw that the pretty Pierrette, tired out, had fallen asleep curled up among her rugs. I would have put up the hood, only with that head-wind our progress would have been so much retarded. But in order to render her more comfortable I pulled up, and getting in, tucked her up more warmly, and placed beneath her head the little leather pillow we always carried.

I was pretty fagged myself, but drove on, almost mechanically, through the long night, the engines running beautifully, and the roar of my open exhaust resounding in the narrow, rocky gorges which we passed through. Thirty kilometres beyond Die is the village of Aspres, where I knew I should join the main road from Grenoble to Aix in Provence, and was keeping a good look-out not to run past it. Within a kilometre of Aspres, however, something went wrong, and I pulled up short, awakening my charming little charge.

She saw me take off the bonnet to examine the engines, and inquired whether anything was wrong. But I soon diagnosed the trouble — a broken sparking-plug — and ten minutes later we were tearing forwards again.

Before we approached the cross-road the first faint flash of dawn showed away on our left, and by the time we reached Sisterton the sun had risen. At an auberge we pulled up, and got two big bowls of steaming café au lait, and then without much adventure continued our way down to Mirabeau, whence we turned sharp to the left for Draguignan and Les Arcs. At the last-mentioned place she resumed her seat at my side, and with the exception of her hair being slightly disarranged, she seemed quite as fresh and merry as on the previous day.

Late that night, as in the bright moonlight we headed direct for Cannes, I endeavoured to obtain from her some further information about herself, but she was always guarded.

I am searching for my dear father, she answered, however. He has disappeared, and we fear that something terrible has happened to him.

Disappeared? Where from?

From London. He left Paris a month ago for London to do business, and stayed at the Hotel Charing Cross — I think you call it — for five days. On the sixth he went out of the hotel at four oclock in the afternoon, and has never been seen or heard of since.

And that was a month ago, mademoiselle? I remarked, surprised at her story.

Nearly, was her answer. Accompanied by Madame Vernet, I went to see Msieur Lepine, the Prefect of Police of Paris, and gave him all the information and a photograph of my father. And I believe the police of London are making inquiries.

And what profession is your father? I asked.

He is a jeweller. His shop is in the Rue de la Paix, on the right, going down to the Place Vendôme. Maison Dumont — perhaps you may know it?

Dumonts, the finest and most expensive jewellers in Paris! Of course I knew it. Who does not who knows Paris? How many times had I — and in all probability you also — lingered and looked into those two big windows where are displayed some of the most expensive jewels and choicest designs in ornaments in the world.

Ah! so Monsieur Dumont is your father? I remarked, with some reflection. And did he have with him any jewels in London?

Yes. It was for that very reason we fear the worst. He went to London expressly to show some very valuable gems to the Princess Henry of Salzburg, at Her Highnesss order. She wanted them to wear at a Court in London.

And what was the value of the jewels?

They were diamonds and emeralds worth, they tell me at the magasin, over half a million francs.

And did nobody go with him to London?

Yes, Monsieur Martin, my fathers chief clerk. But he has also disappeared.

And the jewels — eh?

And also the jewels.

But may not this man Martin have got rid of your father somehow or other and decamped? That is a rather logical conclusion, isnt it?

That is Monsieur Lepines theory; but — and she turned to me very seriously— I am sure, quite sure, Monsieur Martin would never be guilty of such a thing. He is far too devoted.

To your father — eh? I asked, with a smile.

Yes, she answered, with a little hesitation.

And how can you vouch for his honesty? Half a million francs is a great temptation, remember.

No, not so much — for him, was her reply.

Why?

She looked straight into my face through the talc front of her motor-veil, and after a moments silence exclaimed, with a girls charming frankness — 

I wonder, Monsieur Ewart, whether I can trust you?

I hope so, mademoiselle, was my reply. Mr. Bellingham has entrusted you to my care, hasnt he?

I hoped she was about to confide in me, but all she said was — 

Well, then, the reason I am so certain of Monsieur Martins honesty is because — because I — Im engaged to be married to him; and she blushed deeply as she made the admission.

Oh, I see! Now I begin to understand.

Yes. Has he not more than half a million francs at stake? — for I am my fathers only child.

Certainly, that places a fresh complexion on matters, I said; but does Monsieur your father know of the engagement?

Mon Dieu! no! I — I dare not tell him. Monsieur Martin is only a clerk, remember.

And how long has he been in the service of the house?

Not a year yet.

I was silent. There was trickery somewhere without a doubt, but where?



As the especial line of the debonnair Count Bindo di Ferraris and his ingenious friends was jewellery, I could not help regarding as curious the coincidence that the daughter of the missing man was travelling in secret with me to the Riviera. But why, if the coup had really already been made in London, as it seemed it had, we should come out to the Riviera and mix ourselves up with Pierrette and the mysterious Madame Vernet was beyond my comprehension. To me it seemed a distinct peril.

Didnt the Princess purchase any of the jewels of your father? I asked. Tell me the facts as far as you know them.

Well, as soon as they found poor father and Monsieur Martin missing they sent over Monsieur Boullanger, the manager, to London, and he called upon Her Highness at Claridges Hotel — I think that was where she was staying. She said that after making the appointment with my father she was compelled to go away to Scotland, and could not keep it until the morning of the day on which he disappeared. My father, accompanied by Monsieur Martin, called upon her and showed her the gems. One diamond tiara she liked, but it was far too expensive; therefore she decided to have nothing, declaring that she could buy the same thing cheaper in London. The jewels were repacked in the bag, and taken away. That appears to be the last seen of them. Four hours later my father left the Hotel Charing Cross alone, got into a cab, drove away, and nobody has seen him since. Monsieur Boullanger is still in London making inquiries.

And now, mademoiselle, permit me to ask you a question, I said, looking straight at her. How came you to be acquainted with Mr. Bellingham?

Her countenance changed instantly. Her well-marked brows contracted slightly, and I saw that she had some mysterious reason for not replying to my inquiry.

I — I dont think I need satisfy you on that point, msieur, she replied at last, with a slight hauteur, as though her dignity were offended.

Pardon me, I said quickly, I meant to offer you no offence, mademoiselle. You naturally are in distress regarding the unaccountable disappearance of your father, and when one mentions jewels thoughts of foul play always arise in ones mind. The avariciousness of man, and his unscrupulousness where either money or jewels are concerned, are well known even to you, at your age. I thought, however, you were confiding in me, and I wondered how you, in active search of your father as you are, could have met my employer, Mr. Bellingham.

I met him in London, I have already told you.

How long ago?

Three weeks.

Ah! Then you have been in London since the supposed robbery? I exclaimed. I had not gathered that fact.

Her face fell. She saw, to her annoyance, that she had been forced into making an admission which she hoped to evade.

I now saw distinctly that there was some deep plot in progress, and recognised that in all probability my pretty little friend was in peril.

She, the daughter of the missing jeweller of the Rue de la Paix, had been entrapped, and I was carrying her into the hands of her enemies!

Since my association with Bindo and his friends I had, I admit, become as unscrupulous as they were. Before my engagement as the Counts chauffeur I think I was just as honest as the average man ever is; but there is an old adage which says that you cant touch pitch without being besmirched, and in my case it was, I suppose, only too true. I had come to regard their ingenious plots and adventures with interest and attention, and marvelled at the extraordinary resource and cunning with which they misled and deceived their victims, and obtained by various ways and means those bright little stones which, in regular consignments, made their way to the dark little den of the crafty old Goomans in the Kerk Straat at Amsterdam, and were exchanged for bundles of negotiable bank-notes.

The police of Europe knew that for the past two years there had been actively at work a gang of the cleverest jewel-thieves ever known, yet the combined astuteness of Scotland Yard with that of the Paris Sureté and the Pubblica Sicurezza of Italy had never suspected the smart, well-dressed, good-looking Charlie Bellingham, who lived in such ease and comfort in Clifford Street, and whose wide circle of intimate friends at country houses included at least two members of the present Cabinet.

The very women who lost their jewels so unaccountably — wives of wealthy peers or City magnates — were most of them Charlie Bellinghams pals, and on more than one occasion it was Charlie himself who gave information to the police and who interviewed thirsty detectives and inquisitive reporters.

The men who worked with him were only his assistants, shrewd clever fellows each of them, but lacking either initiative or tact. He directed them, and they carried out his orders to the letter. His own ever-active brain formulated the plots and devised the plans by which those shining stones passed into their possession, while such a thoroughgoing cosmopolitan was he that he was just as much at home in the Boulevard des Capucines, or the Ringstrasse, as in Piccadilly, or on the Promenade des Anglais.

Yes, Count Bindo, when with his forty Napier, he had engaged me, and I had on that well-remembered afternoon first made the acquaintance of his friends in the smoking-room at the Hotel Cecil, had promised me plenty of driving, with a leaven of adventure.

And surely he had fulfilled his promise!

The long white road, winding like a ribbon through the dark olives, with the white villas of Cannes, the moonlit bay La Croisette, and the islands calm in the glorious night, lay before us.

And beside me, interested and trustful, sat the pretty Pierrette — the victim.

III

IN WHICH THE COUNT IS PUZZLED

My sweet-faced little charge had returned into the back of the car, and was sound asleep nestling beneath her rugs when, about three oclock in the morning, we dashed through the little village of Cagnes, and ran out upon the long bridge that crosses the broad, rock-strewn river Var, a mile or two from Nice.

My great search-light was shining far ahead, and the echoes of the silent, glorious night were awakened by the roar of the exhaust as we tore along, raising a perfect wall of dust behind us.

Suddenly, on reaching the opposite bank, I saw a man in the shadow waving his arms, and heard a shout. My first impression was that it was one of the gendarmes, who are always on duty at that spot, but next instant, owing to the bend of the road, my search-light fell full upon the person in question, and I was amazed to find it to be none other than the audacious Bindo himself — Bindo in a light dust-coat and a soft white felt hat of that type which is de rigueur each season at Monty among smartly-groomed men.

Ewart! he shouted frantically. Ewart, its me! Stop! stop!

I put the brakes down as hard as I could without skidding, and brought the car up suddenly, while he ran up breathlessly.

Youre through in good time. I was prepared to wait till daylight, he said. Everything all right?

Everything. The young ladys asleep, I think.

No, she is not, came a voice in French from beneath the rugs. Whats the matter? Whos that?

Its me, Pierrette, replied the handsome young adventurer, mounting upon the step and looking within.

You! Ah! Why — its Msieur Bellingham! she cried excitedly, raising herself and putting out her hand encased in one of my greasy old fur gloves. Were you waiting for us?

Of course I was. Didnt I tell you I would? replied Bindo in French — a language which he spoke with great fluency. You got my telegram to say that Ewart had started — eh? Well, how has the car been running — and how has Ewart treated you?

He has treated me — well, as you say in your English, like a father! she laughed merrily; and, oh! Ive had such a delightful ride.

But you must be cold, little one, he said, patting her upon the shoulder. Its a long run from Paris to Nice, you know.

Im not tired, she assured him. Ive slept quite a lot. And Msieur Ewart has looked after me, and given me hot bouillon, coffee, eggs, and all sorts of things — even to chocolates!

Ah! Ewart is a sad dog with the ladies, Im afraid, he said in a reproving tone, glancing at me. But if youll make room for me, and give me a bit of your rug, Ill go on with you.

Of course, my dear friend, she exclaimed, rising, throwing off the rugs, and settling herself into the opposite corner, you will come along with us to Monte Carlo. Are those lights over there, on the right, Nice?

They are, and beyond that lighthouse there, is Villefranche. Right behind it lies Beaulieu.

And then, the pair having wrapped themselves up, we moved off again.

Run along the Promenade des Anglais, and not through the Rue de France, Ewart, ordered the Count. Mademoiselle would like to see it, I daresay, even at this hour.

So ten minutes later we turned out upon that broad, beautiful esplanade which is one of the most noted in all the world, which is always flower-bordered, and where feathery palms flourish even when the rest of Europe is under snow.

When did you arrive? I heard the girl ask.

At eight oclock last night. I havent been to Monte Carlo yet. I went over to Beaulieu, but unfortunately Madame is not yet at the Bristol. I have, however, taken a room for you, and we will drop you there as we pass. Your baggage arrived by rail this afternoon.

But where is Madame, I wonder? inquired the girl in a tone of dismay. She would surely never disappoint us?

Certainly she would not. She told me once that she had stayed at the Métropole at Monty on several occasions. She may be there. Ill inquire in the morning. For the next couple of days I may be away, as perhaps Ill have to go on to Genoa on some business; but Ewart and the car will be at your disposal. Ill place you in his hands again, and he will in a couple of days show you the whole Riviera from the Var to San Remo, with the Tenda, the upper Corniche, and Grasse thrown in. He knows this neighbourhood like a Niçois.

That will be awfully jolly, she responded. But — —

Well?

Well, Im sorry you are going away, declared Pierrette, with regret so undisguised that though she had admitted her engagement to her fathers missing clerk, showed me only too plainly that she had fallen very violently in love with the handsome, good-for-nothing owner of the splendid car upon which they were travelling.

I could see that curious developments were, ere long, within the bounds of probability, and I felt sorry for the pretty, innocent little girl; for her journey there was, I felt assured, connected in some way or other with her fathers mysterious disappearance from the Charing Cross Hotel.

Why had Bindo taken the trouble to await me there at the foot of the Var bridge, when he had given me instructions where to go at Monte Carlo?

As I drove out of Nice and up the hill to Villefranche, I turned over the whole of the queer facts in my mind, but could discern no motive for Pierrettes secret journey South. Why was she, so young, a nun? Why had she left her convent, if not at the instigation of the merry-eyed, devil-may-care Bindo?

Around Mont Boron and down into Villefranche we went, until around the sudden bend, close to the sea-shore, showed the great white façade of the Bristol at Beaulieu, that fine hotel so largely patronised by kings, princes, and other notabilities.

The gate was open, and I swung the car into the well-kept gravelled drive which led through the beautiful flower-garden up to the principal entrance. The noise we created awoke the night-porter, and after some brief explanation, Pierrette got out, wished us a merry Bon jour! and disappeared. Then, with the Count mounted at my side, I backed out into the roadway, and we were soon speeding along that switchback of a road with dozens of dangerous turns and irritating tram-lines that leads past Eze into the tiny Principality of His Royal Highness Prince Rouge et Noir — the paradise of gamblers, thieves, and fools.

Well, Ewart, he said, almost before we got past Mr. Gordon Bennetts villa, I suppose the girls been chattering to you — eh? What has she said?

Well, she hasnt said much, was my reply, as I bent my head to the mistral that was springing up. Told me who she is, and that her father and his jewels have disappeared in London.

What! he cried in a voice of amazement. Whats that about jewels? What jewels?

Why, you surely know, I said, surprised at his demeanour.

I assure you, Ewart, this is the first I know about any jewels, he declared. You say her father and some shiners have disappeared in London. Tell me quickly, under what circumstances. What has she been telling you?

Well, first tell me — are you aware of who she really is?

No, I dont, and thats a fact. I believe shes the daughter of an old broken-down Catholic marquise — one of the weedy sort — who lives at Troyes, or some such dead-alive hole as that. Her mother tried to make her take the veil, and hasnt succeeded.

She prefers the motor-veil, it appears, I laughed. But that isnt the story shes told me.

The red light of a level-crossing gave warning, and I pulled up, and let out a long blast on the electric horn, until the gates swung open.

Her real name is, I believe, Pierrette Dumont, only daughter of that big jeweller in the Rue de la Paix.

What! cried Bindo, in such a manner that I knew he was not joking. Old Dumonts daughter? If thats so, we are in lucks way.

Yes, Dumont went to London, and took his clerk, a certain Martin, with him, and a bagful of jewels worth the respectable sum of half a million francs. They stayed at the Charing Cross Hotel, but five days later both men and the jewels disappeared.

Bindo sank back in his seat utterly dumbfounded.

But, Ewart, he gasped, do you really think it is true? Do you believe that she is actually Dumonts daughter, and that the shiners have really been stolen?

The former question is more difficult to answer than the latter. A wire to London will clear up the truth. In all probability the police are keeping the affair out of the papers. The girl went over to London to try and find her father, and met you, she says.

She met me, certainly. But the little fool told me nothing about her fathers disappearance or the missing jewels.

Because the Paris police had warned her not to, in all probability.

Well — — he gasped. If that story is really true, it is the grandest slice of luck weve ever had, Ewart, he declared.

How? What do you mean?

What I say, was his brief answer. I shall go back to London after breakfast. Youll remain here, look after the girl and Madame Vernet. I dont envy you the latter. Shes got yellow teeth, and is ugly enough to break a mirror, he laughed.

But why go to London? I queried.

For reasons best known to myself, Ewart, he snapped; for he never approved of inquisitiveness when forming any plans.

Then for a long time he was silent, his resourceful brain active, plunged in thought.

Well! he exclaimed, this is about the queerest affair that Ive ever had on hand. I came out here to-day from London on one big thing, and in an hour or two Im going back on another!

Presently, just as we were ascending the hill from La Condamine, and within a few hundred yards of the big Hôtel de Paris garage, which was our destination, he turned to me and said — 

Look here, Ewart! weve got a big thing on here — bigger than either of us imagine. I wonder what the fellows will think when they hear of it? Now all you have to do is to be pleasant to the little girl — make her believe that youre a bit gone on her, if you like.

But shes over head and ears in love with you, I observed.

Love be hanged! he laughed carelessly. Were out for money, my dear Ewart — and well have a lot of it out of this, never fear!

A moment later I swung into the great garage, where hundreds of cars were standing — that garage with the female directress which every motorist knows so well.

And I stopped the engines, and literally fell out, utterly done up and exhausted after that mad drive from the Thames to the Mediterranean.

The circumstances seemed even more complicated and mysterious than I had imagined them to be.

But the main question was whether the dainty little Pierrette had told me the truth.

IV

IS STILL MORE MYSTERIOUS

At ten oclock that same morning I saw Bindo off by the Paris rapide.

Though he did not get to his room at the Hôtel de Paris till nearly six, he was about again at eight. He was a man full of activity when the occasion warranted, and yet, like many men of brains, he usually gave one the appearance of an idler. He could get through an enormous amount of work and scheming, and yet appear entirely unoccupied. Had he put his talents to legitimate and honest business, he would have no doubt risen to the position of a Napoleon of finance.

As it was, he made a call at the Métropole at nine, not to inquire for Madame Vernet, but no doubt to consult or give instructions to one of his friends, who, like himself, was a crook.

Bindo had a passing acquaintance with many men who followed the same profession as himself, and often, I know, lent a helping hand to any in distress. There is a close fraternity among the class to which he belonged, known to the European police as the internationals.

The identity of the man in whose bedroom he had an interview that morning I was unaware. I only know that, as the rapide moved off from Monte Carlo Station on its way back to Paris, he waved his hand, saying — 

Remain here, and if anything happens wire me to Clifford Street. At all costs keep Pierrette at Beaulieu. Au revoir!

And he withdrew his head into the first-class compartment.

Then I turned away, wondering how next to act.

After a stroll around Monty, a cigarette on the terrace before the Casino, where the gay world was sunning itself beside the sapphire sea, prior to the opening of the Rooms, and a cocktail at my friend Ciros, I took my déjeuner at the Palmiers, a small and unpretentious hotel in the back of the town, where I was well known, and where one gets a very good lunch vin compris for three francs.

In order to allow Pierrette time to rest after her journey, I waited till three oclock before I got out the car and ran over to Beaulieu. The day was glorious, one of those bright, cloudless, sunny Riviera days in early spring, when the Mediterranean lay without a ripple and the flowers sent forth their perfume everywhere.

Mademoiselle was in the garden, the concierge of the Bristol told me; therefore I went out and found her seated alone before the sea, reading a book. Her appearance was the reverse of that of a religious Sister. Dressed in a smart gown of cream cloth, — one of those gowns that are so peculiarly the mode at Monte Carlo, — white shoes, and a white hat, she looked delightfully fresh and chic beneath her pale-blue sunshade.

Ah, Msieur Ewart! she cried, in her broken English, as I approached, I am so glad you have come. I have been waiting ever so long. I want to go to Monte Carlo.

Then Ill be delighted to take you, I answered, raising my hat. Mr. Bellingham has left already, and will be absent, I believe, a day or two. Meanwhile, if you will accept my escort, mademoiselle, I shall be only too willing to be yours to obey.

Bien! What a pretty speech! she laughed. I wonder whether you will say that to Madame.

Has Madame arrived?

She came this morning, just before noon. But, she added, look, here she comes.

I glanced in the direction she indicated, and saw approaching us the short, queer figure of a little old woman in stiff dark-green silk skirts of the style a decade ago.

Madame, here is Msieur Ewart! cried the pretty Pierrette, as the old lady advanced, and I bowed.

She proved to be about the ugliest specimen of the gentler sex that I had ever met. Her face was wrinkled and puckered, wizened and brown; her eyes were close set, and beyond her thin lips protruded three or four yellow fangs, rendering her perfectly hideous. Moreover, on her upper lip was quite a respectable moustache, while from her chin long white hairs straggled at intervals.

Where is Mr. Bellingham? she asked snappishly, in a shrill, rasping voice, like the sharpening of a file.

He has left, and will be absent a few days, I believe. He has placed this car and myself at your disposal, and ordered me to present his regrets that pressing business calls him away.

Regrets! she exclaimed, with a slight toss of her head. He need not have sent any. I know that he is a very busy man.

Msieur Ewart is going to take me to Monte Carlo, Pierrette said. You will be too fatigued to go, wont you? I will return quite early.

Yes, my dear, the old woman replied, speaking most excellent English, although I gathered that she was either German or Austrian. I am too tired. But do be back early, wont you? I know how anxious you are to see the Casino.

So my dainty little charge obtained her fur motor-coat, and ten minutes later we were leaving a trail of dust along the road that leads to the Principality, or — alas! — too often to ruin.

When at Monty I never wore chauffeurs clothes, for the Count treated me as his personal friend, and besides only by posing as a gentleman of means could I obtain the entrée to the Casino. So we put up the car at the garage, and together ascended the red-carpeted steps of the Temple of Fortune.

At the bureau she had no trouble to obtain her ticket, and a few moments later we passed through the big swing-doors into the Rooms.

For a moment she stood in the great gilded salon as one stupefied. I have noticed this effect often on young girls who see the roulette tables and their crowds for the first time. Above the clink of coin, the rustle of bank-notes, the click-click of the ivory ball upon the disc, and the low hum of voices, there rose the monotonous voices of the croupiers: Rien nva plus! Quatre premier deux pièces! Zéro! un louis! Dernier douzaine un pièce! Messieurs, faites vos jeux!

The atmosphere was, as usual, stifling, and the combined odours of perspiring humanity and Parisian perfumes nauseating, as it always is after the fresh, flower-scented air outside.

My little companion passed from one table to another, regarding the players and the play with keenest interest. Then she passed into the trente-et-quarante rooms, where at one of the tables she stood behind a pretty, beautifully-attired Parisienne, watching her play and lose the handful of golden coins her elderly cavalier had handed to her.

While we halted there an incident occurred which caused me considerable thought.

In front of us, on the opposite side of the table, stood a tall, thin-faced, elderly, clean-shaven man of sallow complexion, and very smartly dressed. In his black cravat he wore a splendid diamond pin, and on his finger, as he tossed a louis on the noir, another fine gem glistened. That man, though so essentially a gentleman from his exterior appearance, was known to me as one of us, as shrewd and clever an adventurer as ever trod those polished boards. He was Henri Regnier, known to his intimates as Monsieur le President, because he had once, by personating the President of the Chamber of Deputies, robbed the Crédit Lyonnais of one hundred thousand francs, and served five years at Toulon for it.

And across at him the pretty Pierrette shot a quick look of recognition and laughed. The President nodded slightly, and laughed back in return. He glanced at me. Our eyes met, but we neither of us acknowledged the other. It is the rule with men of our class. We are always strangers, except when it is to the interests of either party to appear friends.

But what did this nod to Pierrette mean? How could she be acquainted with Henri Regnier?

Do you know that man? I asked her, as presently we moved away from the table.

What man? she inquired, her eyes opening widely in assumed ignorance.

I thought you nodded recognition to a man across the table, I remarked, disappointed at her attempt to deceive me.

No, she replied; I didnt recognise anyone. You were mistaken. He perhaps nodded to somebody else.

This reply of hers increased the mystery. Had she deceived me when she told me that she was the daughter of old Dumont the jeweller? If so, then I had sent Bindo back to London on a wild goose-chase.

We passed back into the roulette rooms, and for quite a long time she stood at the first table at the left of the entrance, watching the game intently.

A man I knew passed, and I crossed to chat with him. In ten minutes or so I returned to her side, and as I did so she bent and took from the end of the croupiers rake three one-thousand-franc notes, while all eyes at the table were fixed upon her.

One of the notes she tossed upon the rouge, and the other two she crushed into her pocket.

What! I gasped, are you playing? And with such stakes?

Why not? she laughed, perfectly cool, and watching the ball, which had already begun to spin.

With a final click it fell into one of the red squares, and two notes were handed to her.

The one she had won she passed across to the noir, and there won again, and again a second time, until people at the table began to follow her lead. Gamblers are always superstitious when they see a young girl playing. It is amazing and curious how often youth will win where middle-age will lose.

Five times in succession she played upon the colours with a thousand francs each time, and won on each occasion.

I tried to remonstrate, and urged her to leave with her winnings; but her cheeks were flushed, and she was now excited. One of the notes she exchanged with the croupier for nine hundreds, and five louis. The latter she distributed à cheval, with one en plein on the number eighteen.

It won. She left her stake on the table, and again the same number turned up. Three louis placed on zero she lost, and again on the middle dozen.

But she won with two louis on thirty-six. Then what she did showed me that, if a novice at a convent, she was, at any rate, no novice at roulette, for she shifted her stake to the first four — a favourite habit of gamblers — and won again.

Then, growing suddenly calm again, she exchanged her gold for notes, and crushing the bundle into her pocket, turned with me from the table.

I was amazed. I could not make her out in the least. Had all her ingenuousness been assumed? If it had, then I had been sadly taken in over her.

Together we went out, crossed the Place, and sat on the terrace of the Café de Paris, where we took tea — with orange-flower water, of course. While there she took out her money and counted it — eleven thousand two hundred francs, or in English money the respectable sum of four hundred and forty-eight pounds.

What luck youve had, mademoiselle! I exclaimed.

Yes; I only had two hundred francs to commence, so I won exactly eleven thousand.

Then take my advice, and dont play again as long as you are in this place, for youre sure to lose it. Go away a winner. I once won five hundred francs, and made a vow never to play again. Thats a year ago, and I have never staked a single piece since. The game over there, mademoiselle, is a fools game, I added, pointing to the façade of the Casino opposite.

I know, she answered; I dont think I shall risk anything more. I wonder what Madame will say!

Well, she can only congratulate you and tell you not to risk anything further.

Isnt she quaint? she asked. And yet shes such a dear old thing — although so very old-fashioned.

I was extremely anxious to get to the bottom of her acquaintance with that veritable prince of adventurers, Regnier, yet I dare not broach the subject, lest I should arouse suspicion. Who was that ugly old woman at the Bristol? I wondered. She was Madame Vernet, it was true, but what relation they were to each other Pierrette never informed me.

At half-past six, after I had taken her along the Galerie to look at the shops, and through the Casino gardens to see the pigeon-shooting, I ran her back to Beaulieu on the car, promising to return for her in the morning at eleven.

Madame seemed a strange chaperon, for she never signified her intention of coming also.

About ten oclock that night, when in dinner-jacket and black tie I re-entered the Rooms again, I encountered Regnier. He was on his way out, and I followed him.

In the shadow of the trees in the Place I overtook him and spoke.

Hulloa, Ewart! he exclaimed, I saw you this afternoon. Is Bindo here?

Hes been, but has returned to London on business.

Coming back, I suppose? he asked. I havent seen anything of any of you of late. All safe, I hope?

Up to now, yes, I laughed. Weve been in England a good deal recently. But what I wanted to know was this: You saw me with a little French girl this afternoon. Who is she?

Pierrette.

Yes, I know her name, but who is she?

Oh, a little friend of mine — a very charming little friend.

And that was all he would tell me, even though I pressed him to let me into the secret.

V

WHAT THE REVELLERS REVEALED

After luncheon on the following day I called at Beaulieu and picked up both ladies, who expressed a wish for a run along the coast as far as San Remo.

Therefore I took them across the frontier at Ventimiglia into Italy. We had tea at the Savoy at San Remo, and ran home in the glorious sundown.

Like all other old ladies who have never ridden in a car, she was fidgety about her bonnet, and clung on to it, much to Pierrettes amusement. Nevertheless, Madame seemed to enjoy her ride, for just as we slipped down the hill into Beaulieu she suggested that we should go on to Nice and there dine.

Oh yes! cried Pierrette, with delight. That will be lovely. Ill pay for a nice dinner out of my winnings of yesterday. Ive heard that the London House is the place to dine.

You could not do better, mademoiselle, I said, turning back to her, my eyes still on the road, rendered dangerous by the electric trams and great traffic of cars in both directions. It struck me as curious that I, the Counts chauffeur, should be treated as one of themselves. I wondered, indeed, if they really intended to invite me to dinner.

But I was not disappointed, for having put the car into that garage opposite the well-known restaurant, Pierrette insisted that I should wash my hands and accompany them.

The ordering of the dinner she left in my hands, and we spent a very merry hour at table, even Madame of the yellow teeth brightening up under the influence of a glass of champagne, though Pierrette only drank Evian.

The Riviera was in Carnival. You who know Nice, know what that means — plenty of fun and frolic in the streets, on the Jetée Promenade, and in the Casino Municipal. Therefore, after dinner, Pierrette decided to walk out upon the pier, or jetée, as it is called, and watch the milk-and-water gambling for francs that is permitted there.

The night was glorious, with a full moon shining upon the calm sea, while the myriad coloured lamps everywhere rendered the scene enchanting. A smart, well-dressed crowd were promenading to and fro, enjoying the magnificent balmy night, and as we walked towards the big Casino at the end of the pier a man in a pierrots dress of pale-green and mauve silk, and apparently half intoxicated, for his mauve felt hat was at the back of his head, came reeling in our direction. A Parisian and a boulevardier evidently, for he was singing gaily to himself that song of Aristide Bruants, La Noire, the well-known song of the 113th Regiment of the Line — 

La Noire est fille du canton
Qui se fout du quen dira-t-on.
Nous nous foutons de ses vertus,
Puisquelle a les tetons pointus.
Voilà pourquoi nous la chantons:
Vive la Noire et ses tetons!

The reveller carried in his hand a wand with jingling bells, and was no doubt on his way to the ball that was to take place later that night at the Casino Municipal — the first bal masqué of Carnival.

He almost fell against me, and straightening himself suddenly, I saw that he was about thirty, and rather good-looking — a thin, narrow face, typically Parisian.

Pardon, msieur! he exclaimed, bowing, then suddenly glancing at Pierrette at my side he stood for a few seconds, glaring at her as though utterly dumbfounded. Nom dun chien! he gasped. Ptite Piertte! — Wouf!

And next second he placed his hand over his mouth, turned, and was lost in the crowd.

The girl at my side seemed confused, and it struck me that Madame also recognised him.

Who was he? I wondered.

The incident was, no doubt, a disconcerting one for them both, because from that moment their manner changed. The gambling within the big rotunda had no interest for either of them, and a quarter of an hour later Madame, with her peculiar rasping voice, said — 

Pierrette, ma chère, it is time we returned, to which the girl acquiesced without comment.

Therefore I took them along to Beaulieu and deposited them at the door of their hotel.

Having seen them safely inside, I turned the car round and went back to Nice.

It was then about ten oclock, but on the night of a Carnival ball the shops in the Avenue de la Gare are all open, and the dresses necessary for the ball are still displayed. Therefore, having put the car into the garage again, I purchased a pierrots kit similar to that worn by the reveller, a black velvet loup, or mask, put them on in the shop, and then walked along to the Casino.

I need not tell you of the ball, of the wild antics of the revellers of both sexes, of the games of leap-frog played by the men, of the great rings of dancers, joining hand in hand, or of the beautiful effect of the two shades of colour seen everywhere. It has been described a hundred times. Moreover, I had not gone there to dance, I was there to watch, and if possible to speak with the man who had so gaily sung La Noire among the smart, aristocratic crowd on the Jetée.

But in that great crowd, with nearly everyone wearing their masks, it was impossible to recognise him. The only part I recollected that was peculiar about him was that he had a white ruffle around his neck, instead of a mauve or green one, and it occurred to me that on entering the masters of the ceremonies would compel him to remove it as being against the rules to wear anything but the colours laid down by the committee.

I was looking for a pierrot without a ruffle, and my search was long and in vain.

Till near midnight I went among that mad crowd, but could not recognise him. He might, I reflected, be by that hour in such a state of intoxication as to be unable to come to the ball at all.

Suddenly, however, as I was brushing past two masked dancers who were standing chatting at one of the doors leading from the Casino into the theatre where the ball was in progress, one of them exclaimed with a French accent — 

Hulloa, Ewart!

Hulloa! I replied, for I had removed my mask for a few moments because of the heat. Who are you?

The President, he responded in a low voice, and I knew that it was Henri Regnier.

Youre the very man I want to see. Come over here, and lets talk.

Both of us moved away into a corner of the Casino where it was comparatively quiet, and Regnier removed his mask, declaring that the heat was stifling.



Look here, he said in a tone of confidence, I want to know — Im very interested to know — how you became acquainted with little Pierrette Dumont. I hear youve been about with her all day.

How did you know? I asked.

I was told, he laughed. I find out things I want to know.

Then her name is really Dumont? I asked quickly.

I suppose so. That will do as well as any other — eh? and he laughed.

But last night you were not open with me, my dear Henri, I replied; therefore why should I be open with you?

Well — for your own sake.

What do you mean?

I mean this, said Regnier, with a glance at his silent friend, who still retained his mask, and to whom he had not introduced me. Youre putting your head into a noose by going about with her. You should avoid her.

Why? Shes most charming.

I admit that. But for your own sake you should exercise the greatest care. I follow the same profession as you and your people do — and I merely warn you, he said very seriously.

The man standing by him exclaimed in French — 

Phew! What an atmosphere! and removed his velvet mask.



It was the gay boulevardier whom I had seen on the Jetée Promenade.

Why do you warn me? I inquired, surprised at the revellers grave face, so different from what it had been when he had shaken his bells and sung the merry chorus of La Noire.

Because youre acting the fool, Ewart, Regnier replied.

Im merely taking them about on the car.

But how did you first come across them? he repeated.

Thats my own affair, mon cher, I responded, with a laugh; for I could not quite see why he took such an interest in us both, or why he should have been watching us.

Oh, very well, he answered in a tone of slight annoyance. Only tell your people to be careful. And dont say I didnt warn you. I know her — and you dont.

Yes, interposed his companion. We both know her, Henri, dont we — to our cost, eh?

She recognised you this evening, I said.

I know. I was amazed to find her here, in Nice — and with the old woman, too!

But who is she? Tell me the truth, I urged.

Shes somebody you ought not to know, Ewart, replied The President. She can do you no good — only harm.

How?

Well, I tell you this much, that I wouldnt care to run the risk of taking her about as you are doing.

Youre talking in riddles. Why not? I queried.

Because, as Ive already told you, its dangerous — very dangerous.

You mean that she knows who and what we are?

She knows more than you think. I wouldnt trust her as far as I could see her. Would you, Raoul? he asked his companion.

But surely she hasnt long been out of the schoolroom.

Schoolroom! echoed Regnier. And both men burst out laughing.

Look here, Ewart, he said, youd better get on that demon automobile of yours and run back to your own London. Youre far too innocent to be here, on the Côte dAzur, in Carnival time.

And yet I fancy I know the Riviera and its ways as well as most men, I remarked.

Well, however much you know, youre evidently deceived in Pierrette.

Shed deceive the very devil himself, remarked the man whom my friend had addressed as Raoul. Did she mention me after I had passed?

No. But she seemed somewhat upset at the encounter.

No doubt, he laughed. No doubt. Perhaps shell express a sudden desire to return to Paris to-morrow! I shouldnt wonder.

But tell me, Regnier, I urged, why should I drop her?

I suppose Bindo has placed her in your hands, eh? Hes left the Riviera, and left you to look after her!

Well, and what of that? Do you object? Were not interfering with any of your plans, are we?

The pair exchanged glances. In the countenances of both was a curious look, one which aroused my suspicion.

Oh, my dear fellow, not at all! laughed Regnier. Im only telling you for your own good.

Then you imply that she might betray us to the police, eh?

No, not that at all.

Well, what?

The pair looked at each other a second time, and then Regnier said — 

Unfortunately, Ewart, you dont know Pierrette — or her friend.

Friend! Is it a male friend?

Yes.

Who is he?

I dont know. Hes a mystery.

Well, I declared, I dont fear this Mister Mystery. Why should I?

Then I tell you this — if you continue to dance attendance on her as you are doing youll one night get a knife in your back. And you wouldnt be the first fellow whos received a stab in the dark through acquaintanceship with the pretty Pierrette, I can tell you that!

Then this mysterious person is jealous! I laughed. Well, let him be. I find Pierrette amusing, and she adores motoring. Your advice, mon cher Regnier, is well meant, but I dont see any reason to discard my little charge.

Then you wont take my advice? he asked in an irritated tone.

Certainly not. I thank you for it, but I repeat that Im quite well able to look after myself in case of a scrap — and further, that I dont fear the jealous lover in the least degree.

Then, if you dont heed, he said, you must take the consequences.

And the pair, turning on their heels, walked off without any further words.

VI

THE MAN WITH THE LONG NOSE

The next day, the next, and three other succeeding days, I spent nearly wholly with Pierrette and Madame.

A telegram I received from Bindo from the Maritime Station at Calais asked if Mademoiselle was still at Beaulieu, and to this I replied in the affirmative to Clifford Street.

I took the pair up the beautiful Var valley to Puget Theniers, to Grasse and Castellane, and through the Tenda tunnel to Cuneo, in Piedmont — runs which, in that clear, cloudless weather, both of them enjoyed. When alone with my dainty little companion, as I sometimes contrived to be, I made inquiry about her missing father.

Mention of him brought to her a great sadness. She suddenly grew thoughtful and apprehensive — so much so, indeed, that I felt convinced her story as told to me was the truth.

Once, when we were seated together outside a little café up at Puget Theniers, I ventured to mention the matter to Madame.

Ah! Msieur Ewart, exclaimed the old lady, holding up both her hands, it is extraordinary — very extraordinary! The whole affair is a complete mystery.



But is there no suspicion of foul play? Do not the police, for instance, suspect Monsieur Martin?

Suspect him? Certainly not, was her quick response. Why should they?

Well, he has disappeared also, I understand. He is missing, as well as the jewels.

Depend upon it, msieur, both gentlemen are victims of some audacious plot. Your London is full of clever thieves.

I smiled within myself. Little did Madame dream that she was at that moment talking with a member of the smartest and boldest gang of jewel-thieves who had ever emerged from the foggy island.

Yes, I said sympathetically, there are a good many expert jewel-thieves in the metropolis, and it seems very probable that they knew, by some means, that Monsieur Dumont and his clerk were staying at the Charing Cross Hotel and — — I did not finish my sentence.

And — what? asked Madame.

I shrugged my shoulders.

It must be left to the police, I think, to solve the mystery.

But they are powerless, complained Madame. Monsieur Lepine, in Paris, expressed his utter contempt for your English police methods. And, in the meantime, Monsieur the father of Mademoiselle has disappeared as completely as if the earth had opened and swallowed him up.



What I fear is that my dear father is dead, exclaimed the pretty Pierrette, with tears in her fine eyes. One reads of such terrible things in the journals.

No, no, I hastened to reassure her. I do not think so. If one man alone lay between the thieves and jewels of that value — well, then we might perhaps apprehend such a catastrophe. But there were two — two able-bodied men, who were neither children nor fools. No, I went on, my own opinion is that there may be reasons — reasons of which you are entirely unaware — which have led your father to bury himself and his clerk for the present, to reappear later. Men often have secrets, mademoiselle — secrets that they do not tell others — not even their wives or daughters.

Mine was a somewhat lame opinion, I knew, but I merely expressed it for want of something better to say.

But he would never have kept me in this suspense, she declared. He would have sent me word in secret of his safety.

He may have gone on a long sea-voyage, and if so, would be unable. Suppose he has gone to Rio de Janeiro or Buenos Ayres?

But why should he go? asked the dark-eyed girl. His affairs are all in order, are they not, madame?

Perfectly, declared the old woman. As I was saying last evening to the English gentleman whom we have met in the hotel — what was his name, Pierrette?

Sir Charles Blythe, replied the other.

I could not help giving a start at mention of that name.

Blythe was there — at Beaulieu!

I think Pierrette must have noticed the change in my countenance, for she asked — 

Do you happen to know him? Hes a most charming gentleman.

Ive heard of him, but do not know him personally, was my response.

I had last seen Sir Charles in Brussels, three months before; but his reappearance at Beaulieu showed quite plainly that there was more in progress concerning the pretty Pierrette than even I imagined.

Then you told Sir Charles Blythe about Monsieur Dumonts disappearance? I asked Madame, much interested in this new phase of the affair, and yet at the same time puzzled that Pierrette had apparently not told Bindo about the affair when they met in London.

Yes, answered the queer old lady with the rough voice. He was most sympathetic and interested. He said that he knew one of the chiefs at your Scot-len Yarde, and that he would write to him.

The idea of an old thief like Blythe writing to Scotland Yard was, to me, distinctly amusing.

Had Bindo sent him to Beaulieu to keep in touch with Pierrette? I wondered. At any rate, I felt that I must contrive to see him in secret and ascertain what really was in progress.

Sir Charles has, I believe, great influence with the police, I remarked, with the idea of furthering my friends interests, whatever they were. No doubt he will write home, and whatever can be done to trace Monsieur Dumont will be done.

He is extremely courteous to us, Madame said. A lady in the hotel tells me that he is very well known on the Riviera.

I believe he is. In fact, if Im not mistaken, he is one of the English members of the Fêtes Committee at Nice.

Well, I only hope that he will carry out his kind promise, declared Pierrette. He seems to know everybody. Last night he was taking coffee with the Duchess of Gozzano and her friends, who seem a most exclusive set.

She was not mistaken. Blythe certainly had a very wide circle of friends. It was he who idled about the most expensive hotels at Aix, Biarritz, Pau, Rome, or Cairo, and after fixing upon likely jewels displayed by their proud feminine possessors, mostly wives of aristocrats or vulgar financiers, would duly report to Bindo and his friends, and make certain suggestions for obtaining possession of them.

To the keen observation of the baronet, who moved always in the smartest of cosmopolitan society, were due those robberies of jewels, reports of which one read so constantly in the papers. He was the eye of the little ring of clever adventurers who, with capital at their command, were able to effect coups so daring, so ingenious, and so cleverly devised that even Monsieur Lepine and his department in Paris were from time to time utterly aghast and dumbfounded.

That night I wrote a note to him, and at eleven oclock next morning we met in a small café down in La Condamine. It was never judicious for any of our quartette to meet openly, and when on the Riviera we usually used the quiet little place if we wished to consult.

When the pseudo-baronet lounged in and seated himself at my table, he certainly did not present the appearance of a crook. Tall, erect, of peculiarly aristocratic bearing, and dressed in a suit of light flannels and a soft brown felt hat set jauntily on his head, he was the picture of easy affluence. His face was narrow, his eyes sparkling with good humour, and his well-trimmed beard dark, with a few streaks of grey.

He ordered a Dubonnet, and then, finding that we were practically alone, with none to overhear, he asked — 

Why did you write to me? What do you want?

To know the truth about Pierrette Dumont, I said. Madame has been telling me about you. When did you arrive?



The day before yesterday. Bindo sent me out.

What for?

I cant tell. He never gives reasons. His only instructions were to go to the Bristol, make the acquaintance of Mademoiselle and her chaperon, and create an impression on them.

Well, youve done that, if nothing else, I assured him, laughing. But the whole affair is such a complete mystery that it certainly is to the interests of all of us if Im let into the secret. At present Im working in the dark.

And so am I, my dear fellow, was Sir Charless response. Bindo met me in the Constitutional, gave me a hundred pounds, and told me to go out at once. So I came.

And when is he returning?

Only he himself knows that. He seems tremendously busy. Henderson is with him. When I left he was just going to Birmingham.

You know who Pierrette is?

Yes. Daughter of old Dumont, the jeweller in the Rue de la Paix. Bindo told me that much. Her father disappeared from the Charing Cross Hotel, as well as his clerk and a bagful of jewellery.

Exactly. I suspect Martin, the clerk, dont you?

He smiled, his eyes fixed upon me.

Perhaps, he remarked vaguely.

And you know more about the little affair, Blythe, than you intend to tell me?



Bindo ordered me to say nothing, was his reply. You ought surely to know by this time that when he has a big thing on he never talks about it. That is, indeed, the secret of his success.

Yes, but in certain circumstances he ought to let me know what is intended, so that I may be forearmed against treachery.

Treachery! he echoed. What do you mean?

What I say. There are other people about here who know Mademoiselle.

Who?

The President, for one.

What! he cried, starting up. Do you mean to say that? Are you sure of it?

Quite. I saw them recognise each other in the Rooms the other afternoon. I afterwards met him alone, and he admitted that he knew her.

Then the affair is far more complicated than I believed, exclaimed my companion, knitting his brows thoughtfully. I wonder — —

Wonder what?

I wonder if Bindo knows this? Have you told him?

No. It was after he had left.

Then we ought to let him know at once. Where is Regnier staying?

At the Hermitage, as usual.

Hm.



Anybody with him?

Nobody we know.

Have you spoken to Pierrette?

Yes. But, curiously enough, she denied all knowledge of him.

Ah! Then it is as I suspected! Blythe said. Well have to be careful — confoundedly careful; otherwise we shall be given away.

By whom?

By our enemies, was his ambiguous response. Did Regnier tell you anything about the girl?

He warned me to have nothing whatever to do with her.

Exactly. Just as I thought. It was to his interests to do so. We must wire at once to Bindo.

While we were talking, however, a thin, rather well-dressed, long-nosed Frenchman, in a brown suit and grey suede gloves, entered, and sat at a table near. He was not thirty, but about him was the unmistakable air of the bon viveur.

At his entry we broke off our conversation and spoke of other things. Neither of us desired the presence of a stranger in our vicinity.

Presently, after the lapse of ten minutes, we paid, rose, and left the café.

Who was that fellow? I asked Sir Charles, as we walked through the narrow street down to the quay.



Couldnt make him out, was my friends reply. Looks very suspiciously like an agent of police.

Thats just my opinion, I said anxiously. We must be careful — very careful.

Yes. We mustnt meet again unless absolutely necessary. Im just going up the hill to the post-office to send a cipher message to Bindo. He ought to be here at once. Good-bye.

And he turned the corner and left me.

The sudden appearance of the long-nosed person puzzled me greatly.

Was it possible that we had fallen beneath the active surveillance of the Sureté?

VII

ON DANGEROUS GROUND

I dont think that in the whole course of my adventurous career as chauffeur to Count Bindo di Ferraris, alias Mr. Charles Bellingham, I spent such an anxious few days as I did during the week following my meeting with the redoubtable Sir Charles Blythe.

On several occasions when I called at the Bristol I saw him sitting in the garden with Madame and Mademoiselle, doing the amiable, at which he was an adept. He was essentially a ladies man, and the very women who lost their diamonds recounted to him their loss and received his assistance and sympathy.

Of course, on the occasions I met him either at Beaulieu, on the Promenade des Anglais, or in the Rooms, I never acknowledged acquaintance with him. More than once I had met that long-nosed man, and it struck me that he was taking a very unnecessary interest in all of us.

Where was Bindo? Day after day passed, and I remained at the Paris, but no word came from him — or from Sir Charles, for the matter of that.

Pierrettes ardour for motoring seemed to have now cooled; for, beyond a run to St. Raphael one morning, and another to Castellane, she had each day other engagements — luncheon up at La Turbie, tea with Sir Charles at Rumpelmeyers, or at Vogardes. I was surprised, and perhaps a little annoyed, at this; for, truth to tell, I admired Mademoiselle greatly, and she had on more than one occasion flirted openly with me.

Bindo always declared that I was a fool where women were concerned. But I was, I know, not the perfect lover that the Count was.

There were many points about the mysterious affair in progress that I could not account for. If Mademoiselle had really taken the veil, then why did she still retain such a wealth of dark, silky hair? And if she were not a nun, then why had she been masquerading as one? But, further, if her father was actually missing in London, why had she not told Bindo when they had met there?

Day after day I kept my eye upon the Journal, the Temps, and the Matin, as well as upon the Paris edition of the Daily Mail, in order to see whether the mystery of Monsieur Dumont was reported.

But it was not.

Regnier was still about, smart and perfectly attired, as usual. When we passed and there was nobody to observe, he usually nodded pleasantly. At heart The President was not at all a bad fellow, and on many an occasion in the past season we had sipped manhattans together at Ciros.

Thus more than a week passed — a week of grave apprehension and constant wonderment — during which time the long-nosed stranger seemed to turn up everywhere in a manner quite unaccountable.

Late one night, on going to my room in the Paris, I found a welcome telegram from Bindo, dated from Milan, ordering me to meet him with the car at the Hotel Umberto, in Cuneo, on the following day. Now, Cuneo lay over the Italian frontier, in Piedmont, half-way between Monte Carlo and Turin. To cross the Alps by the Col di Tenda and the tunnel would, I knew, take about six hours from Nice by way of Sospel. The despatch was sent from Milan, from which I guessed that for some reason Bindo was about to enter France by the back door, namely, by the almost unguarded frontier at Tenda. At Calais, Boulogne, or Ventimiglia there are always agents of police, who eye the traveller entering France, but up at that rural Alpine village are only idling douaniers, who never suspected the affluent owner of a big automobile.

What, I wondered, had occurred to cause the Count to travel around viâ Ostend, Brussels, and Milan, as I rightly suspected he had done?

At nine oclock next morning I ran along to Nice, and from there commenced to ascend by that wonderful road which winds away, ever higher and higher, through Brois and Fontan to the Tenda, which it passes beneath by a long tunnel lit by electricity its whole length, and then out on to the Italian side. Though the sun was warm and balmy along the Lower Corniche, here was sharp frost and deep snow, so deep, indeed, that I was greatly delayed, and feared every moment to run into a drift.

On both sides of the Tenda were hidden fortresses, and at many points squads of Alpine soldiers were manœuvring, for the frontier is very strongly guarded from a military point of view, and both tunnel and road is, it is said, so mined that it might be blown up and destroyed at any moment.

In the twilight of the short wintry day I at last ran into the dull little Italian town, where there is direct railway communication from Turin, and at the small, uninviting-looking Hotel Umberto I found Bindo, worn and travel-stained, impatiently awaiting me.

An hour only I remained, in order to get a hot meal, for I was half perished by the cold, and then, after refilling my petrol-tank and taking a look around the engines, we both mounted, and I turned the car back into the road along which I had travelled.

It was already nearly dark, and very soon I had to put on the search-light.

Bindo, seated at my side, appeared utterly worn-out with travel.

I was, I found, quite right in my surmise.

Ive come a long way round, Ewart, in order to enter France unobserved. Ive been travelling hard these last three days. Blythe is with Mademoiselle, I suppose? he asked, as we went along.

I responded in the affirmative.

Tell me all thats happened. Go on, Im listening — everything. Tell me exactly, for a lot depends upon how matters now stand, he said, buttoning the collar of his heavy overcoat more tightly around his neck, for the icy blast cut one like a knife at the rate we were travelling.



I settled down to the wheel, and related everything that had transpired from the moment he had left.

Fully an hour I occupied in telling him the whole story, and never once did he open his mouth. I saw by the reflection of the light upon the snowy road that his eyes were half closed behind his goggles, and more than once feared that he had gone to sleep.

Suddenly, however, he said — 

And who is the long-nosed stranger?

I dont know.

But its your place to know, he snapped. We cant have fellows prying into our affairs without knowing who they are. Havent you tried to discover?

I thought it too risky.

Then you think hes a police-agent, eh?

Thats just what Blythe and I both think.

Describe him.

I did so to the best of my ability.

And Bindo gave vent to a grunt of dissatisfaction, after which a long silence fell between us.

The President is at the Hermitage, eh? he asked at last. Does he know where Ive been?

Im not sure. He knows you have not lately been in Monty.

But you say he nodded to Mademoiselle, and that afterwards she denied acquaintance with him? Didnt that strike you as curious?



Of course, but I feared to press her. You dont let me into your secrets, therefore Im compelled always to work in the dark.

Let you into a secret, Ewart! he laughed Why, if I did, youd either go and give it away next day quite unconsciously, or else youd be in such a blue funk that youd turn tail and clear out just at the very moment when I want you.

Well, in London, before we started, you said you had a big thing on, and Ive been ever since trying to discover what it is.

The whole affair has altered, was his quick reply. I gave up the first idea for a second and better one.

And whats that? Tell me.

You wait, my dear fellow. Have the car ready, and leave the brain-work to me. You can drive a car with anybody in Europe, Ewart, but when it comes to a tight corner you havent got enough brains to fill a dolls thimble, he laughed. Permit me to speak frankly, for we know each other well enough now, I fancy.

Yes, you are frank, I admitted. But, I added reproachfully, in working in the dark theres always a certain element of danger.

Danger be hanged! If I thought of danger Id have been at Portland long ago. Successful men in any walk of life are those who have courage and are successfully unscrupulous, he said, for he seemed in one of his quaint, philosophic moods. Those who are unsuccessfully unscrupulous are termed swindlers, and eventually stand in the dock, he went on. What are your successful politicians but successful liars? What are your great South African magnates, before whom even Royalty bows, but successful adventurers? And what are your millionaire manufacturers but canting hypocrites who have got their money by paying a starvation wage and giving the public advertised shoddy, a quack medicine, or a soap which smells pleasantly but is injurious to the skin? No, my dear Ewart, he laughed, as we turned into the long tunnel, with its row of electric lights, the public are not philosophers. They worship the golden calf, and that is for them all-sufficient. At the Old Bailey I should be termed a thief, and they have, I know, a set of my finger-prints at Scotland Yard. But am I, after all, any greater thief than half the silk-hatted crowd who promote rotten companies in the City and persuade the widow to invest her little all in them? No. I live upon the wealthy — and live well, too, for the matter of that — and no one can ever say that I took a pennyworth from man or woman who could not afford it.

I laughed. It always amused me to hear him talk like that. Yet there was a good deal of truth in his arguments. Many an open swindler nowadays, because he has successfully got money out of the pockets of other people by sharp practice just once removed from fraud, receives a knighthood, and struts in Pall Mall clubs and in the drawing-rooms of Mayfair.

We had emerged from the tunnel, successfully passed the douane, and were again in France.

With our engines stopped, we were silently descending the long decline which runs for miles towards Sospel, when my companion suddenly aroused himself and said — 

You mentioned Regniers friend — Raoul, I think you called him. Go over that incident again.

I did as I was bidden. And when I had concluded he drew a long breath.

Ah! Regnier is a wary bird, he remarked, as though to himself. I wonder what his game could be in warning you? Then, after a pause, he asked, Has Mademoiselle mentioned me again?

Several times. She is your great admirer.

Little fool! he blurted forth impatiently. Has she said any more about her missing father?

Yes, a good deal — always worrying about him.

Thats not surprising. And her lover, the man Martin, what about him?

She has said very little. You have taken his place in her heart, I said.

Quite against my will, I assure you, Ewart, he laughed. But, by Jove! he added, the whole affair is full of confounded complications. I had no idea of it all till I returned to town.

Then youve made inquiries regarding Monsieur Dumont and his mysterious disappearance?

Of course. Thats why I went.

And were they satisfactory? I mean did you discover whether Mademoiselle has told the truth? I asked anxiously.

She told you the exact truth. Her father, her lover, and the jewels are missing. Scotland Yard, at the express request of the Paris police, are preserving the secret. Not a syllable has been allowed to leak out to the Press. For that very reason I altered my plans.

And what do you now intend to do?

Not quite so fast, my dear Ewart. Just wait and see, answered the man who had re-entered France by the back door.

And by midnight Monsieur Charles Bellingham, de Londres, was sleeping soundly in his room in the Hôtel de Paris at Monte Carlo.

VIII

IN WHICH THE TRUTH IS EXPLAINED

During the next three days I saw but little of Bindo.

His orders to me were not to approach or to worry him. I noticed him in a suit of cream flannels and Panama hat, sunning himself on the terrace before the Casino, or lunching at the Hermitage or Métropole with people he knew, appearing to the world to lead the idle life of a well-to-do man about town — one of a thousand other good-looking, wealthy men whose habit it was annually to spend the worst weeks in the year beside the blue Mediterranean.

To the monde and the demi-monde Bindo was alike a popular person. More than one member of the latter often received a substantial sum for acting as his spy, whether there, or at Aix, or at Ostend. But so lazy was his present attitude that I was surprised.

Daily I drove him over to Beaulieu to call upon Mademoiselle and her chaperon, and nearly every evening he dined with them.

Madame of the yellow teeth had introduced Sir Charles to him, and the pair had met as perfect strangers, as they had so often done before.

Both men were splendid actors, and it amused me to watch them when, on being introduced, they would gradually begin a conversation regarding mutual acquaintances.

But in this case I could not, for the life of me, discern what game was being played.

One afternoon I drove Bindo, with Blythe, Madame, and Mademoiselle, over to the Beau Site, at Cannes, to tea, and the party was certainly a very merry one. Yet it puzzled me to discover in what direction Bindos active brain was working, and what were his designs.

The only facts that were apparent were that first he was ingratiating himself further with Mademoiselle, — who regarded him with undisguised love-looks, — and secondly that, for some purpose known only to himself, he was gaining time.

The solution of the puzzle, however, came suddenly and without warning.

Bindo had been back in Monty a week, and one evening I had seen him with The President, leaning over the balustrade of the terrace before the Casino, with their faces turned to the moonlit sea and the gaily-lit rock of Monaco.

They were in deep, earnest conversation; therefore I turned back and left them. It would not do, I knew, if Bindo discovered me in the vicinity.

In crossing the Place I came face to face with the long-nosed stranger whom I suspected as a police-agent, but he seemed in a hurry, and I do not think he noticed me.

Next day I saw nothing of Bindo, who, strangely enough, did not sleep at the Paris. We did not meet till about eight oclock at night, when I caught sight of him ascending the stairs to go and dress for dinner.

Ewart! he called to me, come up to my room. I want you.

I went up after him, and followed him into his room. When the door had closed, he turned quickly to me and asked — 

Is the car ready for a long run?

Quite, I replied.

Is it at the same garage?

Yes.

Then give me the key. I want to go round there this evening.

I was surprised, but nevertheless took the key from my pocket and handed it to him.

Are you going to drive her away? I inquired.

Dont ask questions, he snapped. I dont know yet what Im going to do, except that I want you to go over to Nice and spend the evening. Go to the Casino, and watch to see if Raoul is there. Be back here by the twelve-twenty-five, and come up and report to me.

I went to my own room, dressed, and then took train to Nice. But though I lounged about the Casino Municipal all that evening, I saw nothing of either Regnier or Raoul. It struck me, however, that Bindo had sent me over to Nice in order to get rid of me, and this surmise was somewhat confirmed when I returned after midnight.



Bindo did not question me about the person he had sent me to watch for. He merely said — 

Ewart, you and I have a long run before us to-morrow. We must be away at seven. The quicker were out of this place, the better.

I saw he had hurriedly packed, and that his receipted hotel bill lay upon the dressing-table.

Where are we going?

Ill tell you to-morrow. Give this wire to the night-porter and tell him its to be sent at ten oclock to-morrow morning.

I read the message. It was to Mademoiselle, to say that he could not call, as he was compelled to go to Hyères, but that he would dine at the Bristol that evening.

And, he added, get your traps together. Were leaving here, and we leave no trace behind — you understand?

I nodded.

Was the game up? Were we flying because the police suspected us? I recollected the long-nosed man, and a serious apprehension seized me.

I confess I slept but little that night. At half-past six I went again to his room, and found him already dressed.

Motorists often start early on long excursions on the Riviera; therefore it was deemed nothing unusual when, at a quarter-past seven, we mounted on the car and Bindo gave orders — 

Through the town.

By that I knew we were bound east, for Italy.



He spoke but little. Upon his face was a business-like look of settled determination.

At the little douane post near Ventimiglia, the Italian frontier, we paid the necessary deposit for the car, got the leaden seal attached, and then drew out upon the winding sea-road which leads right along the coast by San Remo, Alassio, and Savona to Genoa.

Hour after hour, with a perfect wall of white dust behind us, we kept on until about three oclock in the afternoon, when we pulled up at an hotel close to the station in busy Genoa. Here we swallowed a hasty meal, and at Bindos directions we turned north up the Ronco valley for Alessandria and Turin, my companion explaining that it was his intention to re-enter France again by crossing the Mont Cenis.

Then I saw that our journey into Italy was in order to throw the French police off the scent. But even then I could not gather what had actually happened.

Through the whole night, and all next day, we travelled as hard as we could go, crossing the frontier and descending to Chambery, where we halted for six hours to snatch a brief sleep. Then on again by Bourg and Maçon. We took it in turns to drive — three hours each. While one slept in the back of the car, the other drove, and so we went on and on, both day and night, for the next forty-eight hours — a race against time and against the police.

From Dijon we left the Paris road and struck due north by Chaumont and Bar-le-duc to Verdun, Sedan, and Givet, where we passed into Belgium. At the Métropole, in Brussels, we spent a welcome twenty-four hours, and slept most of the time. Then on again, still due North, first to Boxtel, in Holland, and then on to Utrecht.

Until that day — a week after leaving Monte Carlo on our rush across Europe — Bindo practically preserved a complete silence as to his intentions or as to what had happened.

All I had been able to gather from him was that Mademoiselle was still at the Bristol, and that Blythe was still dancing attendance upon her and the ugly old lady who acted as chaperon.

With Utrecht in sight across the flat, uninteresting country, traversed everywhere by canals, we suddenly had a bad tyre-burst. Fortunately we had a spare one, therefore it was only the half-hour delay that troubled us.

Bindo helped me to take off the old cover, adjust a new tube and cover, and worked the pump with a will. Then, just as I was giving the nuts a final screw-up, preparatory to packing the tools away in the back, he said — 

I expect, Ewart, this long run of ours has puzzled you very much, hasnt it?

Of course it has, I replied. I dont see the object of it all.

The object was to get here before the police could trace us. Thats why we took such a roundabout route.



And now we are here, I exclaimed, glancing over the dull, grey landscape, what are we going to do?

Do? he echoed. You ought to ask what weve done, my dear fellow!

Well, what have we done? I inquired.

About the neatest bit of business that weve ever brought off in our lives, he laughed.

How?

Lets get up and drive on, he said; we wont stop in Utrecht, its such a miserable hole. Listen, and Ill explain as we go along.

So I locked up the back, got up to the wheel again, and we resumed our journey.



It was like this, you see, he commenced. I own I was entirely misled in the beginning. That little girl played a trick on me. Shes evidently not the ingenuous miss that I took her to be.

You mean Pierrette? I laughed. No, I quite agree with you. Shes been to Monte Carlo before, I believe.

Well, exclaimed the debonnair Bindo, I met her in London, as you know. Our acquaintance was quite a casual one, in the big hall of the Cecil — where I afterwards discovered she was staying with Madame. She was an adventurous little person, and met me at the lions, in Trafalgar Square, next morning, and I took her for a walk across St. Jamess Park. From what she told me of herself, I gathered that she was the daughter of a wealthy Frenchman. Our conversation naturally turned upon her mother, as I wanted to find out if the latter possessed any jewels worth looking after. She told me a lot — how that her mother, an old marquise, had a quantity of splendid jewellery. Madame Vernet, who was with her at the Cecil, was her companion, and her father had, I understood, a fine château near Troyes. Her parents, religious bigots, were, however, sending her, very much against her will, to the seclusion of a convent close to Fontainebleau — not as a scholastic pupil — but to be actually trained for the Sisterhood! She seemed greatly perturbed about this, and I could see that the poor girl did not know how to act, and had no outside friend to assist her. To me, it at once occurred that by aiding her I could obtain her confidence, and so get to know this mother with the valuable sparklers. Therefore I arranged that you should, on a certain morning, travel to Fontainebleau, and that she should manage to escape from the good Sisters and travel down to Beaulieu. Madame Vernet was to be in the secret, and should join her later.

Yes, I said, I understood all that. She misled you regarding her mother.

And she was still more artful, for she never told me the truth as to who her father really was, or the reason why they were there in London — in search of him, he remarked. I learnt the truth for the first time from you — the truth that she was the daughter of old Dumont, of the Rue de la Paix, and that he and his clerk were missing with jewels of great value.

Then another idea struck you, I presume?

Of course, he answered, laughing. I wondered for what reason Mademoiselle was to be placed in a convent; why she had misled me regarding her parentage; and, above all, why she was so very desirous of coming to the Riviera. So I returned, first to Paris — where I found that Dumont and Martin were actually both missing. I managed to get photographs of both men, and then crossed to London, and there commenced active inquiries. Within a week I had the whole of the mysterious affair at my fingers ends, and moreover I knew who had taken the sparklers, and in fact the complete story. The skein was a very tangled one, but gradually I drew out the threads. When I had done so, however, I heard, to my dismay, that certain of our enemies had got to know the direction in which I was working, and had warned the Paris Sureté. I was therefore bound to travel back to Monte Carlo, if I intended to be successful, so I had to come by the roundabout route through Italy and by the Tenda.

I suspected that, I said.

Yes. But the truth was stranger than I had ever imagined. As you know, things do not surprise me very often, but in this affair I confess Id been taken completely aback.



How?

Because when I returned to Monty I made some absolutely surprising discoveries. Among them was that Mademoiselle was in the habit of secretly meeting a long-nosed man.

A long-nosed man! I exclaimed. You mean the police-agent?

I mean Monsieur Martin, the clerk. Dont you recognise him? he asked, taking the photograph out of his pocket and handing it to me.

It was the same!

To be away from Martins influence, my dear Ewart, the good jeweller Dumont had arranged for Mademoiselle to go into the convent. The father had, no doubt, discovered his daughters secret love affair. Martin knew this, and with the connivance of Pierrette and Madame had decamped with the gems from the Charing Cross Hotel, in order to feather his nest.

And the missing Dumont?

Dumont, when he realised his enormous loss, saw that if he complained to the police it would get into the papers, and his creditors — who had lately been very pressing — would lose confidence in the stability of the business in the Rue de la Paix. So he resolved to disappear, get away to Norway, and, if possible, follow Martin and regain possession of the jewels. In this he very nearly succeeded, but fortunately for us, Martin was no fool.

How?



Why, he took the jewels to Nice with him when he went to meet Pierrette, and, having acquaintance with Regnier through his friend Raoul, gave them over to The President to sell for him, well knowing that Regnier had, like we ourselves, a secret market for such things. Ive proved, by the way, that this fellow Martin has had one or two previous dealings with Regnier while in various situations in Paris.

Well? I asked, astounded at all this. Thats the reason they warned me against her. What else?

What else? he asked. You may well ask what else? Well, I acted boldly.

How do you mean?

I simply told the dainty Mademoiselle, Raoul, Martin, and the rest of them, of my intention — to explain to the police the whole queer story. I knew quite well that Regnier had the jewels intact in a bag in his room at the Hermitage, and rather feared lest he might pitch the whole lot into the sea, and so get rid of them. That there were grave suspicions against him regarding the mysterious death of a banker at Aix six months before — you recollect the case — I knew quite well, and I was equally certain that he dare not risk any police inquiries. I had a tremendously difficult fight for it, I can assure you; but I stood quite firm, and notwithstanding their threats and vows of vengeance — Mademoiselle was, by the way, more full of venomous vituperation than them all — I won.



You won? I echoed. In what manner?

I compelled Regnier to disgorge the booty in exchange for my silence.

You got the jewels! I gasped.

Certainly. What do you think we are here for — on our way to Amsterdam — if not on business? he answered, with a smile.

But where are they? I havent seen them when our luggage has been overhauled at the frontiers, I said.

Stop the car, and get down.

I did so. He went along the road till he found a long piece of stick. Then, unscrewing the cap of the petrol-tank, he stuck in the stick and moved it about.

Feel anything? he asked, giving me the stick.

I felt, and surely enough in the bottom of the tank was a quantity of small loose stones! I could hear them rattle as I stirred them up.

The settings were no use, and would tell tales, so I flung them away, he explained; and I put the stones in there while you were in Nice, the night before we left. Come, lets get on again; and he re-screwed the cap over one of the finest hauls of jewels ever made in modern criminal history.

Well — Im hanged! I cried, utterly dumbfounded. But what of Mademoiselles father?

Bindo merely raised his shoulders and laughed. Mademoiselle may be left to tell him the truth — if she thinks it desirable, he said. Martin has already cleared out — to Buenos Ayres, minus everything; Regnier is completely sold, for no doubt the too confiding Martin would have got nothing out of The President; while Mademoiselle and Madame are now wondering how best to return to Paris and face the music. Old Dumont will probably have to close his doors in the Rue de la Paix, for we have here a selection of his very best. But, after all, Mademoiselle — whose plan to go to London in search of her father was a rather ingenious one — certainly has me to thank that she is not under arrest for criminal conspiracy with her long-nosed lover!

I laughed at Bindos final remark, and put another move on the car.

At ten oclock that same night we took out the petrol-tank and emptied from it its precious contents, which half an hour later had been washed and were safely reposing from the eyes of the curious between tissue paper in the safe in the old Jews dark den in the Kerk Straat, in Amsterdam.

That was a year ago, and old Dumont still carries on business in the Rue de la Paix. Sir Charles Blythe, who is our informant, as always, tells us that although the pretty Pierrette is back in her convent, the jeweller is still in ignorance of Martins whereabouts, of how his property passed from hand to hand, or of any of the real facts concerning its disappearance.



One thing is quite certain: he will never see any of it again, for every single stone has been re-cut, and so effectually disguised as to be beyond identification.

Honesty spells poverty, Bindo always declares to me.

But some day very soon I intend, if possible, to cut my audacious friends and reform.

And yet how hard it is — how very hard! One can never, alas! retract ones downward steps. I am The Counts Chauffeur, and shall, I suppose, continue to remain so until the black day when we all fall into the hands of the police.

Therefore the story of my further adventures will, in all probability, be recounted in the Central Criminal Court at a date not very far distant.

For the present, therefore, I must write

THE END


The Invasion of 1910 (1906) 
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WITH A FULL ACCOUNT OF THE SIEGE OF LONDON

Written with H. W. Wilson

The Invasion of 1910 was first published in Britain in serial form in the Daily Mail from 19 March 1906. The novel was commissioned by Alfred Harmsworth, the founder and editor of the Daily Mail, who was one of the most powerful press barons in the world. His paper was an immediate success after it was launched in 1896 and it is still owned by the Harmsworth family today. The serialisation of the novel in the Daily Mail led to its being widely read; it went on to sell more than a million copies when it was released in book format. H. W. Wilson, a historian and journalist for the Daily Mail, co-authored the book and used his expertise in naval history to assist Le Queux, who wrote the novel in the style of a military history. 

The plot involves an invasion of the East coast of England by powerful and well organised German forces. It is believed the book was inspired by speeches of Field Marshal Earl Roberts, who was concerned about Britains lack of preparation for war and the growing threat of the German Empire. The anti-German sentiment of the novel was further entrenched by Harmsworths overt xenophobia and particular loathing of Germans, which he gleefully whipped up in his paper. The shift from France to Germany as the menacing and antagonistic country in Le Queuxs novels was due to a change in British diplomatic relations after the Entente Cordiale was signed in 1904, which marked an end to the intermittent conflicts between France and Britain.
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The first edition of the novel
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PREFACE
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I SOMETIMES DESPAIR of the country ever becoming alive to the danger of the unpreparedness of our present position until too late to prevent some fatal catastrophe.

This was the keynote of a solemn warning made in the House of Lords on July 10th of the present year by Earl Roberts. His lordship, while drawing attention to our present inadequate forces, strongly urged that action should be taken in accordance with the recommendations of the Elgin Commission that no military system could be considered satisfactory which did not contain powers of expansion outside the limit of the regular forces of the Crown.

The lessons of the late war appear to have been completely forgotten. The one prevailing idea seems to be, said Earl Roberts, to cut down our military expenditure without reference to our increased responsibilities and our largely augmented revenue. History tells us in the plainest terms that an Empire which cannot defend its own possessions must inevitably perish. And with this view both Lord Milner and the Marquis of Lansdowne concurred. But surely this is not enough. If we are to retain our position as the first nation in the world we must be prepared to defend any raid made upon our shores.

The object of this book is to illustrate our utter unpreparedness for war, to show how, under certain conditions which may easily occur, England can be successfully invaded by Germany, and to present a picture of the ruin which must inevitably fall upon us on the evening of that not far-distant day.

Ever since Lord Roberts formulated his plans for the establishment of rifle-clubs I have been deeply interested in the movement; and after a conversation with that distinguished soldier the idea occurred to me to write a forecast, based upon all the available military and naval knowledge — which would bring home to the British public vividly and forcibly what really would occur were an enemy suddenly to appear in our midst. At the outset it was declared by the strategists I consulted to be impossible. No such book could ever be written, for, according to them, the mass of technical detail was far too great to digest and present in an intelligible manner to the public.

Lord Roberts, however, gave me encouragement. The skeleton scheme of the manner in which England could be invaded by Germany was submitted to a number of the highest authorities on strategy, whose names, however, I am not permitted to divulge, and after many consultations, much criticism, and considerable difference of opinion, the general idea, with amendment after amendment, was finally adopted.

That, however, was only a mere preliminary. Upon questions of tactics each tactician consulted held a different view, and each criticised adversely the others suggestions. With the invaluable assistance of my friend Mr. H. W. Wilson, we had decided upon the naval portion of the campaign; but when it came to the operations on land, I found a wide divergence of opinion everywhere.

One way alone remained open — namely, to take the facts exactly as they stood, add the additional strength of the opposing nations as they will be in 1910, and then draw logical conclusions. This, aided by experts, was done; and after many days of argument with the various authorities, we succeeded at last in getting them in accord as to the general practicability of an invasion.

Before putting pen to paper it was necessary to reconnoitre carefully the whole of England from the Thames to the Tyne. This I did by means of a motor-car, travelling 10,000 miles of all kinds of roads, and making a tour extending over four months. Each town, all the points of vantage, military positions, all the available landing-places on the coast, all railway connections, and telephone and telegraph communications, were carefully noted for future reference. With the assistance of certain well-known military experts, the battlefields were carefully gone over and the positions marked upon the Ordnance map. Thus, through four months we pushed on day by day collecting information and material, sometimes in the big cities, sometimes in the quietest and remotest hamlets, all of which was carefully tabulated for use.

Whatever critics may say, and however their opinions may differ, it can only be pointed out, first, that the general idea of the scheme is in accordance with the expressed and published opinions of the first strategists of to-day, and that, as far as the forecast of events is concerned, it has been written from a first-hand knowledge of the local colour of each of the scenes described. The enemys Proclamations reproduced are practically copies of those issued by the Germans during the war of 1870.

That the experts and myself will probably be condemned as alarmists and denounced for revealing information likely to be of assistance to an enemy goes without saying. Indeed, on March 15th last, an attempt was made in the House of Commons to suppress its publication altogether. Mr. R. C. Lehmann, who asked a question of the Prime Minister, declared that it was calculated to prejudice our relations with the other Powers, while Sir H. Campbell-Bannerman, in a subsequent letter apologising to me for condemning in the House a work he had not read, repeated that it was likely to produce irritation abroad and might conceivably alarm the more ignorant public at home.

Such a reflection, cast by the Prime Minister upon the British nation, is, to say the least, curious, yet it only confirms the truth that the Government are strenuously seeking to conceal from our people the appalling military weakness and the consequent danger to which the country is constantly open.

Mr. Haldanes new scheme has a number of points about it which, at first sight, will perhaps commend themselves to the general public, and in some cases to a proportion of military men. Foremost among these are the provision made for training the Militia Artillery in the use of comparatively modern field-guns, and the institution of the County Associations for the administration of the Volunteers and the encouragement of the local military spirit. Could an ideal Association of this kind be evolved there is little doubt that it would be capable of doing an immense amount of good, since administration by a central staff, ignorant of the widely differing local conditions which affect the several Volunteer corps, has already militated against getting the best work possible out of their members. But under our twentieth-century social system, which has unfortunately displaced so many influential and respected county families — every one of which had military or naval members, relations or ancestors — by wealthy tradesmen, speculators, and the like, any efficient County Association will be very hard to create. Mr. Haldanes scheme is a bold and masterly sketch, but he will find it very hard to fill in the details satisfactorily. Unfortunately, the losses the Army must sustain by the reduction of so many fine battalions are very real and tangible, while the promised gains in efficiency would appear to be somewhat shadowy and uncertain.

To be weak is to invite war; to be strong is to prevent it.

To arouse our country to a sense of its own lamentable insecurity is the object of this volume, and that other nations besides ourselves are interested in Englands grave peril is proved by the fact that it has already been published in the German, French, Spanish, Danish, Russian, Italian, and even Japanese languages.

William Le Queux.

London, July 26, 1906.


BOOK I. THE ATTACK
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CHAPTER I. THE SURPRISE
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TWO OF THE myriad of Londons night-workers were walking down Fleet Street together soon after dawn on Sunday morning, 2nd September.

The sun had not yet risen. That main artery of London traffic, with its irregular rows of closed shops and newspaper offices, was quiet and pleasant in the calm, mystic light before the falling of the smoke-pall.

Only at early morning does the dear old City look its best; in that one quiet, sweet hour when the nights toil has ended and the days has not yet begun. Only in that brief interval at the birth of day, when the rose tints of the sky glow slowly into gold, does the giant metropolis repose — at least, as far as its business streets are concerned — for at five oclock the toiling millions begin to again pour in from all points of the compass, and the stress and storm of London life at once recommences.

And in that hour of silent charm the two grey-bearded sub-editors, though engaged in offices of rival newspapers, were making their way homeward to Dulwich to spend Sunday in a well-earned rest, and were chatting shop as Press men do.

I suppose you had the same trouble to get that Yarmouth story through? asked Fergusson, the news-editor of the Weekly Dispatch, as they crossed Whitefriars Street. We got about half a column, and then the wire shut down.

Telegraph or telephone? inquired Baines, who was four or five years younger than his friend.

We were using both — to make sure.

So were we. It was a rattling good story — the robbery was mysterious, to say the least — but we didnt get more than half of it. Somethings wrong with the line, evidently, Baines said. If it were not such a perfect autumn morning, I should be inclined to think thered been a storm somewhere.

Yes — funny, wasnt it? remarked the other. A shame we havent the whole story, for it was a first-class one, and we wanted something. Did you put it on the contents-bill?

No, because we couldnt get the finish. I tried in every way — rang up the Central News, P.A., Exchange Telegraph Company, tried to get through to Yarmouth on the trunk, and spent half an hour or so pottering about, but the reply from all the agencies, from everywhere in fact, was the same — the line was interrupted.

Just our case. I telephoned to the Post Office, but the reply came back that the lines were evidently down.

Well, it certainly looks as though thered been a storm, but — — and Baines glanced at the bright, clear sky overhead, just flushed by the bursting sun— there are certainly no traces of it.

Theres often a storm on the coast when its quite still in London, my dear fellow, remarked his friend wisely.

Thats all very well. But when all communication with a big place like Yarmouth is suddenly cut off, as it has been, I cant help suspecting that something has happened which we ought to know.

Youre perhaps right after all, Fergusson said. I wonder if anything has happened. We dont want to be called back to the office, either of us. My assistant, Henderson, whom Ive left in charge, rings me up over any mares nest. The trunk telephones all come into the Post Office exchange up in Carter Lane. Why not look in there before we go home? It wont take us a quarter of an hour, and we have several trains home from Ludgate Hill.

Baines looked at his watch. Like his companion, he had no desire to be called back to his office after getting out to Dulwich, and yet he was in no mood to go making reporters inquiries.

I dont think Ill go. Its sure to be nothing, my dear fellow, he said. Besides, I have a beastly headache. I had a heavy nights work. One of my men is away ill.

Well, at any rate, I think Ill go, Fergusson said. Dont blame me if you get called back for a special edition with a terrible storm, great loss of life, and all that sort of thing. So long. And, smiling, he waved his hand and parted from his friend in the booking-office of Ludgate Hill Station.

Quickening his pace, he hurried through the office and, passing out by the back, ascended the steep, narrow street until he reached the Post Office telephone exchange in Carter Lane, where, presenting his card, he asked to see the superintendent-in-charge.

Without much delay he was shown upstairs into a small private office, into which came a short, dapper, fair-moustached man with the bustle of a person in a great hurry.

Ive called, the sub-editor explained, to know whether you can tell me anything regarding the cause of the interruption of the line to Yarmouth a short time ago. We had some important news coming through, but were cut off just in the midst of it, and then we received information that all the telephone and telegraph lines to Yarmouth were interrupted.

Well, thats just the very point which is puzzling us at this moment, was the night-superintendents reply. It is quite unaccountable. Our trunk going to Yarmouth seems to be down, as well as the telegraphs. Yarmouth, Lowestoft, and beyond Beccles seem all to have been suddenly cut off. About eighteen minutes to four the operators noticed something wrong, switched the trunks through to the testers, and the latter reported to me in due course.

Thats strange! Did they all break down together?

No. The first that failed was the one that runs through Chelmsford, Colchester, and Ipswich up to Lowestoft and Yarmouth. The operator found that he could get through to Ipswich and Beccles. Ipswich knew nothing, except that something was wrong. They could still ring up Beccles, but not beyond.

As they were speaking, there was a tap at the door, and the assistant night-superintendent entered, saying — 

The Norwich line through Scole and Long Stratton has now failed, sir. About half-past four Norwich reported a fault somewhere north, between there and Cromer. But the operator now says that the line is apparently broken, and so are all the telegraphs from there to Cromer, Sheringham, and Holt.

Another line has gone, then! exclaimed the superintendent-in-charge, utterly astounded. Have you tried to get on to Cromer by the other routes — through Nottingham and Kings Lynn, or through Cambridge?

The testers have tried every route, but theres no response.

You could get through to some of the places — Yarmouth, for instance — by telegraphing to the Continent, I suppose? asked Fergusson.

We are already trying, responded the assistant superintendent.

What cables run out from the east coast in that neighbourhood? inquired the sub-editor quickly.

There are five between Southwold and Cromer — three run to Germany, and two to Holland, replied the assistant. Theres the cable from Yarmouth to Barkum, in the Frisian Islands; from Happisburg, near Mundesley, to Barkum; from Yarmouth to Emden; from Lowestoft to Haarlem, and from Kessingland, near Southwold, to Zandyport.

And you are trying all the routes? asked his superior.

I spoke to Paris myself an hour ago and asked them to cable by all five routes to Yarmouth, Lowestoft, Kessingland, and Happisburg, was the assistants reply. I also asked Liverpool Street Station and Kings Cross to wire down to some of their stations on the coast, but the reply was that they were in the same predicament as ourselves — their lines were down north of Beccles, Wymondham, East Dereham, and also south of Lynn. Ill just run along and see if theres any reply from Paris. They ought to be through by this time, as its Sunday morning, and no traffic. And he went out hurriedly.

Theres certainly something very peculiar, remarked the superintendent-in-charge to the sub-editor. If theres been an earthquake or an electrical disturbance, then it is a most extraordinary one. Every single line reaching to the coast seems interrupted.

Yes. Its uncommonly funny, Fergusson remarked. I wonder what could have happened. Youve never had a complete breakdown like this before?

Never. But I think — —

The sentence remained unfinished, for his assistant returned with a slip of paper in his hand, saying — 

This message has just come in from Paris. Ill read it. Superintendent Telephones, Paris, to Superintendent Telephones, London. — Have obtained direct telegraphic communication with operators of all five cables to England. Haarlem, Zandyport, Barkum, and Emden all report that cables are interrupted. They can get no reply from England, and tests show that cables are damaged somewhere near English shore.

Is that all? asked Fergusson.

Thats all. Paris knows no more than we do, was the assistants response.

Then the Norfolk and Suffolk coasts are completely isolated — cut off from post office, railways, telephones, and cables! exclaimed the superintendent. Its mysterious — most mysterious! And, taking up the instrument upon his table, he placed a plug in one of the holes down the front of the table itself, and a moment later was in conversation with the official in charge of the traffic at Liverpool Street, repeating the report from Paris, and urging him to send light engines north from Wymondham or Beccles into the zone of mystery.

The reply came back that he had already done so, but a telegram had reached him from Wymondham to the effect that the road-bridges between Kimberley and Hardingham had apparently fallen in, and the line was blocked by débris. Interruption was also reported beyond Swaffham, at a place called Little Dunham.

Then even the railways themselves are broken! cried Fergusson. Is it possible that theres been a great earthquake?

An earthquake couldnt very well destroy all five cables from the Continent, remarked the superintendent gravely.

The latter had scarcely placed the receiver upon the hook when a third man entered — an operator who, addressing him, said — 

Will you please come to the switchboard, sir? Theres a man in the Ipswich call office who has just told me a most extraordinary story. He says that he started in his motor-car alone from Lowestoft to London at half-past three this morning, and just as it was getting light he was passing along the edge of Henham Park, between Wangford village and Blythburgh, when he saw three men apparently repairing the telegraph wires. One was up the pole, and the other two were standing below. As he passed he saw a flash, for, to his surprise, one of the men fired point-blank at him with a revolver. Fortunately, the shot went wide, and he at once put on a move and got down into Blythburgh village, even though one of his tyres went down. It had probably been pierced by the bullet fired at him, as the puncture was unlike any he had ever had before. At Blythburgh he informed the police of the outrage, and the constable, in turn, woke up the postmaster, who tried to telegraph back to the police at Wrentham, but found that the line was interrupted. Was it possible that the men were cutting the wires, instead of repairing them? He says that after repairing the puncture he took the village constable and three other men on his car and went back to the spot, where, although the trio had escaped, they saw that wholesale havoc had been wrought with the telegraphs. The lines had been severed in four or five places, and whole lengths tangled up into great masses. A number of poles had been sawn down, and were lying about the roadside. Seeing that nothing could be done, the gentleman remounted his car, came on to Ipswich, and reported the damage at our call office.

And is he still there? exclaimed the superintendent quickly, amazed at the motorists statement.

Yes. I asked him to wait for a few moments in order to speak to you, sir.

Good. Ill go at once. Perhaps youd like to come also, Mr. Fergusson?

And all four ran up to the gallery, where the huge switchboards were ranged around, and where the night operators, with the receivers attached to one ear, were still at work.

In a moment the superintendent had taken the operators seat, adjusted the ear-piece, and was in conversation with Ipswich. A second later he was speaking with the man who had actually witnessed the cutting of the trunk line.

While he was thus engaged an operator at the farther end of the switchboard suddenly gave vent to a cry of surprise and disbelief.

What do you say, Beccles? Repeat it, he asked excitedly.

Then a moment later he shouted aloud — 

Beccles says that German soldiers — hundreds of them — are pouring into the place! The Germans have landed at Lowestoft, they think.

All who heard those ominous words sprang up dumbfounded, staring at each other.

The assistant-superintendent dashed to the operators side and seized his apparatus.

Halloa — halloa, Beccles! Halloa — halloa — halloa!

The response was some gruff words in German, and the sound of scuffling could distinctly be heard. Then all was silent.

Time after time he rang up the small Suffolk town, but in vain. Then he switched through to the testers, and quickly the truth was plain.

The second trunk line to Norwich, running from Ipswich by Harleston and Beccles, had been cut farther towards London.

But what held everyone breathless in the trunk telephone headquarters was that the Germans had actually effected the surprise landing that had so often in recent years been predicted by military critics; that England on that quiet September Sunday morning had been attacked. England was actually invaded. It was incredible!

Yet Londons millions in their Sunday morning lethargy were in utter ignorance of the grim disaster that had suddenly fallen upon the land.

Fergusson was for rushing at once back to the Weekly Dispatch office to get out an extraordinary edition, but the superintendent, who was still in conversation with the motorist, urged judicious forethought.

For the present, let us wait. Dont let us alarm the public unnecessarily. We want corroboration. Let us have the motorist up here, he suggested.

Yes, cried the sub-editor. Let me speak to him.

Over the wire Fergusson begged the stranger to come at once to London and give his story, declaring that the military authorities would require it. Then, just as the man who had been shot at by German advance spies — for such they had undoubtedly been — in order to prevent the truth leaking out, gave his promise to come to town at once, there came over the line from the coastguard at Southwold a vague, incoherent telephone message regarding strange ships having been seen to the northward, and asking for connection with Harwich; while Kings Cross and Liverpool Street Stations both rang up almost simultaneously, reporting the receipt of extraordinary messages from Kings Lynn, Diss, Harleston, Halesworth, and other places. All declared that German soldiers were swarming over the north, that Lowestoft and Beccles had been seized, and that Yarmouth and Cromer were isolated.

Various stationmasters reported that the enemy had blown up bridges, taken up rails, and effectually blocked all communication with the coast. Certain important junctions were already held by the enemys outposts.

Such was the amazing news received in that high-up room in Carter Lane, City, on that sweet, sunny morning when all the great world of London was at peace, either still slumbering or week-ending.

Fergusson remained for a full hour and a half at the Telephone Exchange, anxiously awaiting any further corroboration. Many wild stories came over the wires telling how panic-stricken people were fleeing inland away from the enemys outposts. Then he took a hansom to the Weekly Dispatch office, and proceeded to prepare a special edition of his paper — an edition containing surely the most amazing news that had ever startled London.

Fearing to create undue panic, he decided not to go to press until the arrival of the motorist from Ipswich. He wanted the story of the man who had actually seen the cutting of the wires. He paced his room excitedly, wondering what effect the news would have upon the world. In the rival newspaper offices the report was, as yet, unknown. With journalistic forethought he had arranged that at present the bewildering truth should not leak out to his rivals, either from the railway termini or from the telephone exchange. His only fear was that some local correspondent might telegraph from some village or town nearer the metropolis which was still in communication with the central office.

Time passed very slowly. Each moment increased his anxiety. He had sent out the one reporter who remained on duty to the house of Colonel Sir James Taylor, the Permanent Under-Secretary for War. Halting before the open window, he looked up and down the street for the arriving motor-car. But all was quiet.

Eight oclock had just boomed from Big Ben, and London still remained in her Sunday morning peace. The street, bright in the warm sunshine, was quite empty, save for a couple of motor-omnibuses and a sprinkling of gaily dressed holiday-makers on their way to the day excursion trains.

In that centre of London — the hub of the world — all was comparatively silent, the welcome rest after the busy turmoil that through six days in the week is unceasing, that fevered throbbing of the heart of the worlds great capital.

Of a sudden, however, came the whirr-r of an approaching car, as a thin-faced, travel-stained man tore along from the direction of the Strand and pulled up before the office. The fine car, a six-cylinder Napier, was grey with the mud of country roads, while the motorist himself was smothered until his goggles had been almost entirely covered.

Fergusson rushed out to him, and a few moments later the pair were in the upstairs room, the sub-editor swiftly taking down the motorists story, which differed very little from what he had already spoken over the telephone.

Then, just as Big Ben chimed the half-hour, the echoes of the half-deserted Strand were suddenly awakened by the loud, strident voices of the newsboys shouting — 

Weekly Dispatch, spe-shall! Invasion of England this morning! Germans in Suffolk! Terrible panic! Spe-shall! Weekly Dispatch, Spe-shall!

As soon as the paper had gone to press Fergusson urged the motorist — whose name was Horton, and who lived at Richmond — to go with him to the War Office and report. Therefore, both men entered the car, and in a few moments drew up before the new War Office in Whitehall.

I want to see somebody in authority at once! cried Fergusson excitedly to the sentry as he sprang out.

Youll find the caretaker, if you ring at the side entrance — on the right, there, responded the man, who then marched on.

The caretaker! echoed the excited sub-editor bitterly. And England invaded by the Germans!

He, however, dashed towards the door indicated and rang the bell. At first there was no response. But presently there were sounds of a slow unbolting of the door, which opened at last, revealing a tall, elderly man in slippers, a retired soldier.

I must see somebody at once! exclaimed the journalist. Not a moment must be lost. What permanent officials are here?

Theres nobody ere, sir, responded the man in some surprise at the request. Its Sunday morning, you know.

Sunday! I know that, but I must see someone. Whom can I see?

Nobody, until to-morrow morning. Come then. And the old soldier was about to close the door when the journalist prevented him, asking — 

Wheres the clerk-in-residence?

How should I know? Gone up the river, perhaps. Its a nice mornin.

Well, where does he live?

Sometimes ere — sometimes in is chambers in Ebury Street, and the man mentioned the number.

Better come to-morrow, sir, about eleven. Somebodyll be sure to see you then.

To-morrow! cried the other. To-morrow! You dont know what youre saying, man! To-morrow will be too late. Perhaps its too late now. The Germans have landed in England!

Oh, ave they? exclaimed the caretaker, regarding both men with considerable suspicion. Our people will be glad to know that, Im sure — to-morrow.

But havent you got telephones, private telegraphs, or something here, so that I can communicate with the authorities? Cant you ring up the Secretary of State, the Permanent Secretary, or somebody?

The caretaker hesitated a moment, his incredulous gaze fixed upon the pale, agitated faces of the two men.

Well, just wait a minute, and Ill see, he said, disappearing into a long cavernous passage.

In a few moments he reappeared with a constable whose duty it was to patrol the building.

The officer looked the strangers up and down, and then asked — 

Whats this extraordinary story? Germans landed in England — eh? Thats fresh, certainly!

Yes. Cant you hear what the newsboys are crying? Listen! exclaimed the motorist.

Hm. Well, youre not the first gentleman whos been here with a scare, you know. If I were you Id wait till to-morrow, and he glanced significantly at the caretaker.

I wont wait till to-morrow! cried Fergusson. The country is in peril, and you refuse to assist me on your own responsibility — you understand?

All right, my dear sir, replied the officer, leisurely hooking his thumbs in his belt. Youd better drive home, and call again in the morning.

So this is the way the safety of the country is neglected! cried the motorist bitterly, turning away. Everyone away, and this great place, built merely to gull the public, I suppose, empty and its machinery useless. What will England say when she learns the truth?

As they were walking in disgust out from the portico towards the car, a man jumped from a hansom in breathless haste. He was the reporter whom Fergusson had sent out to Sir James Taylors house in Cleveland Square, Hyde Park.

They thought Sir James spent the night with his brother up at Hampstead, he exclaimed. Ive been there, but find that hes away for the week-end at Chilham Hall, near Buckden.

Buckden! Thats on the Great North Road! cried Horton. Well go at once and find him. Sixty miles from London. We can be there under two hours!

And a few minutes later the pair were tearing due north in the direction of Finchley, disregarding the signs from police constables to stop, Horton wiping the dried mud from his goggles and pulling them over his half-closed eyes.

They had given the alarm in London, and the Weekly Dispatch was spreading the amazing news everywhere. People read it eagerly, gasped for a moment, and then smiled in utter disbelief. But the two men were on their way to reveal the appalling truth to the man who was one of the heads of that complicated machinery of inefficient defence which we so proudly term our Army.

Bursting with the astounding information, they bent their heads to the wind as the car shot onward through Barnet and Hatfield, then, entering Hitchin, they were compelled to slow down in the narrow street as they passed the old Sun Inn, and afterwards out again upon the broad highway with its many telegraph lines, through Biggleswade, Tempsford, and Eaton Socon, until, in Buckden, Horton pulled up to inquire of a farm labourer for Chilham Hall.

Oop yon road to the left, sir. Bout a mile Huntingdon way, was the mans reply.

Then away they sped, turning a few minutes later into the handsome lodge-gates of Chilham Park, and running up the great elm avenue, drew up before the main door of the ancient hall, a quaint many-gabled old place of grey stone.

Is Sir James Taylor in? Fergusson shouted to the liveried man who opened the door.

Hes gone across the home farm with his lordship and the keepers, was the reply.

Then take me to him at once. I havent a second to lose. I must see him this instant.

Thus urged, the servant conducted the pair across the park and through several fields to the edge of a small wood, where two elderly men were walking with a couple of keepers and several dogs about them.

The tall gentleman is Sir James. The other is his lordship, the servant explained to Fergusson; and a few moments later the breathless journalist, hurrying up, faced the Permanent Under-Secretary with the news that England was invaded — that the Germans had actually effected a surprise landing on the east coast.

Sir James and his host stood speechless. Like others, they at first believed the pale-faced, bearded sub-editor to be a lunatic, but a few moments later, when Horton briefly repeated the story, they saw that whatever might have occurred, the two men were at least in deadly earnest.

Impossible! cried Sir James. We should surely have heard something of it if such were actually the case! The coastguard would have telephoned the news instantly. Besides, where is our fleet?

The Germans evidently laid their plans with great cleverness. Their spies, already in England, cut the wires at a pre-arranged hour last night, declared Fergusson. They sought to prevent this gentleman from giving the alarm by shooting him. All the railways to London are already either cut, or held by the enemy. One thing, however, is clear — fleet or no fleet, the east coast is entirely at their mercy.

Host and guest exchanged dark glances.

Well, if what you say is the actual truth, exclaimed Sir James, to-day is surely the blackest day that England has ever known.

Yes, thanks to the pro-German policy of the Government and the false assurances of the Blue Water School. They should have listened to Lord Roberts, snapped his lordship. I suppose youll go at once, Taylor, and make inquiries?

Of course, responded the Permanent Secretary. And a quarter of an hour later, accepting Hortons offer, he was sitting in the car as it headed back towards London.

Could the journalists story be true? As he sat there, with his head bent against the wind and the mud splashing into his face, Sir James recollected too well the repeated warnings of the past five years, serious warnings by men who knew our shortcomings, but to which no attention had been paid. Both the Government and the public had remained apathetic, the idea of peril had been laughed to scorn, and the country had, ostrich-like, buried its head in the sand, and allowed Continental nations to supersede us in business, in armaments, in everything.

The danger of invasion had always been ridiculed as a mere alarmists fiction; those responsible for the defence of the country had smiled, the Navy had been reduced, and the Army had remained in contented inefficiency.

If the blow had really been struck by Germany? If she had risked three or four, out of her twenty-three, army corps, and had aimed at the heart of the British Empire? What then? Ay! what then?

As the car swept down Regent Street into Pall Mall and towards Whitehall, Sir James saw on every side crowds discussing the vague but astounding reports now published in special editions of all the Sunday papers, and shouted wildly everywhere.

Boys bearing sheets fresh from the Fleet Street presses were seized, and bundles torn from them by excited Londoners eager to learn the latest intelligence.

Around both War Office and Admiralty great surging crowds were clamouring loudly for the truth. Was it the truth, or was it only a hoax? Half London disbelieved it. Yet from every quarter, from the north and from across the bridges, thousands were pouring in to ascertain what had really occurred, and the police had the greatest difficulty in keeping order.

In Trafalgar Square, where the fountains were plashing so calmly in the autumn sunlight, a shock-headed man mounted the back of one of the lions and harangued the crowd with much gesticulation, denouncing the Government in the most violent terms; but the orator was ruthlessly pulled down by the police in the midst of his fierce attack.

It was half-past two oclock in the afternoon. The Germans had already been on English soil ten hours, yet London was in ignorance of where they had actually landed, and utterly helpless.

All sorts of wild rumours were afloat, rumours that spread everywhere throughout the metropolis, from Hampstead to Tooting, from Barking to Hounslow, from Willesden to Woolwich. The Germans were in England!

But in those first moments of the astounding revelation the excitement centred in Trafalgar Square and its vicinity. Men shouted and threatened, women shrieked and wrung their hands, while wild-haired orators addressed groups at the street corners.

Where was our Navy? they asked. Where was our command of the sea of which the papers had always talked so much? If we possessed that, then surely no invader could ever have landed? Where was our Army — that brave British Army that had fought triumphantly a hundred campaigns, and which we had been assured by the Government was always ready for any emergency? When would it face the invader and drive him back into the sea?

When?

And the wild, shouting crowds looked up at the many windows of the Admiralty and the War Office, ignorant that both those huge buildings only held terrified caretakers and a double watch of police constables.

Was England invaded? Were foreign legions actually overrunning Norfolk and Suffolk, and were we really helpless beneath the iron heel of the enemy?

It was impossible — incredible! England was on the most friendly terms with Germany. Yet the blow had fallen, and London — or that portion of her that was not enjoying its Sunday afternoon nap in the smug respectability of the suburbs — stood amazed and breathless, in incredulous wonder.


CHAPTER II. EFFECT IN THE CITY
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MONDAY, 3RD SEPTEMBER 1910, was indeed Black Monday for London.

By midnight on Sunday the appalling news had spread everywhere. Though the full details of the terrible naval disasters were not yet to hand, yet it was vaguely known that our ships had been defeated in the North Sea, and many of them sunk.

Before 7 a.m. on Monday, however, telegrams reaching London by the subterranean lines from the north gave thrilling stories of frightful disasters we had, while all unconscious, suffered at the hands of the German fleet.

With London, the great cities of the north, Liverpool, Manchester, Sheffield, and Birmingham, awoke utterly dazed. It seemed incredible. And yet the enemy had, by his sudden and stealthy blow, secured command of the sea and actually landed.

The public wondered why a formal declaration of war had not previously been made, ignorant of the fact that the declaration preceding the Franco-German War was the first made by any civilised nation prior to the commencement of hostilities for one hundred and seventy years. The peril of the nation was now recognised on every hand.

Eager millions poured into the City by every train from the suburbs and towns in the vicinity of the metropolis, anxious to ascertain the truth for themselves, pale with terror, wild with excitement, indignant that our land forces were not already mobilised and ready to move eastward to meet the invader.

As soon as the banks were opened there was a run on them, but by noon the Bank of England had suspended all specie payments. The other banks, being thus unable to meet their engagements, simply closed the doors, bringing business to an abrupt standstill. Consols stood at 90 on Saturday, but by noon on Monday were down to 42 — lower even than they were in 1798, when they stood at 47¼. Numbers of foreigners tried to speculate heavily, but were unable to do so, for banking being suspended they could not obtain transfers.

On the Stock Exchange the panic in the afternoon was indescribable. Securities of every sort went entirely to pieces, and there were no buyers. Financiers were surprised that no warning in London had betrayed the position of affairs, London being the money centre of the world. Prior to 1870 Paris shared with London the honour of being the pivot of the money market, but on the suspension of cash payments by the Bank of France during the Franco-German War, Paris lost that position. Had it not been that the milliards comprising the French War indemnity were intact in golden louis in the fortress of Spandau, Germany could never have hoped to wage sudden war with Great Britain before she had made Berlin independent of London in a money sense, or, at any rate, to accumulate sufficient gold to carry on the war for at least twelve months. The only way in which she could have done this was to raise her rate so as to offer better terms than London. Yet directly the Bank of England discovered the rate of exchange going against her, and her stock of gold diminishing, she would have responded by raising the English bank-rate in order to check the flow. Thus competition would have gone on until the rates became so high that all business would be checked, and people would have realised their securities to obtain the necessary money to carry on their affairs. Thus, no doubt, the coming war would have been forecasted had it not been for Germanys already prepared war-chest, which the majority of persons have nowadays overlooked. Its possession had enabled Germany to strike her sudden blow, and now the Bank of England, which is the final reserve of gold in the United Kingdom, found that as notes were cashed so the stock of gold diminished until it was in a few hours compelled to obtain from the Government suspension of the Bank Charter. This enabled the Bank to suspend cash payment, and issue notes without a corresponding deposit of the equivalent in gold.

The suspension, contrary to increasing the panic, had, curiously enough, the immediate effect of somewhat allaying it. Plenty of people in the City were confident that the blow aimed could not prove an effective one, and that the Germans, however many might have landed, would quickly be sent back again. Thus many level-headed business men regarded the position calmly, believing that when our command of the sea was again re-established, as it must be in a day or two, the enemy would soon be non-existent.

Business outside the money market was, of course, utterly demoralised. The buying of necessities was now uppermost in everyones mind. Excited crowds in the streets caused most of the shops in the City and West End to close, while around the Admiralty were great crowds of eager men and women of all classes, tearful wives of bluejackets jostling with officers ladies from Mayfair and Belgravia, demanding news of their loved ones — inquiries which, alas! the casualty office were unable to satisfy. The scene of grief, terror, and suspense was heartrending. Certain ships were known to have been sunk with all on board after making a gallant fight, and those who had husbands, brothers, lovers, or fathers on board wept loudly, calling upon the Government to avenge the ruthless murder of their loved ones.

In Manchester, in Liverpool, indeed all through the great manufacturing centres of the north, the excitement of London was reflected.

In Manchester there was a panic on Change, and the crowd in Deansgate coming into collision with a force of mounted police, some rioting occurred, and a number of shop windows broken, while several agitators who attempted to speak in front of the Infirmary were at once arrested.

Liverpool was the scene of intense anxiety and excitement, when a report was spread that German cruisers were about the estuary of the Mersey. It was known that the coal staithes, cranes, and petroleum tanks at Penarth, Cardiff, Barry, and Llanelly had been destroyed; that Aberdeen had been bombarded; and there were rumours that notwithstanding the mines and defences of the Mersey, the city of Liverpool, with all its crowd of valuable shipping, was to share the same fate.

The whole place was in a ferment. By eleven oclock the stations were crowded by women and children sent by the men away into the country — anywhere from the doomed and defenceless city. The Lord Mayor vainly endeavoured to inspire confidence, but telegrams from London announcing the complete financial collapse, only increased the panic. In the Old Hay Market and up Dale Street to the landing-stages, around the Exchange, the Town Hall, and the Custom House, the excited throng surged, talking eagerly, terrified at the awful blow that was prophesied. At any moment the grey hulls of those death-dealing cruisers might appear in the river; at any moment the first shell might fall and burst in their midst.

Some — the wiseacres — declared that the Germans would never shell a city without first demanding an indemnity, but the majority argued that as they had already disregarded the law of nations in attacking our fleet without provocation, they would bombard Liverpool, destroy the shipping, and show no quarter.

Thus during the whole of the day Liverpool existed in hourly terror of destruction.

London remained breathless, wondering what was about to happen. Every hour the morning newspapers continued to issue special editions, containing all the latest facts procurable regarding the great naval disaster. The telegraphs and telephones to the north were constantly at work, and survivors of a destroyer who had landed at St. Abbs, north of Berwick, gave thrilling and terrible narratives.

A shilling a copy was no unusual price to be paid in Cornhill, Moorgate Street, Lombard Street, or Ludgate Hill for a halfpenny paper, and the newsboys reaped rich harvests, except when, as so often happened, they were set upon by the excited crowd, and their papers torn from them.

Fleet Street was entirely blocked, and the traffic stopped by crowds standing before the newspaper offices waiting for the summary of each telegram to be posted up upon the windows. And as each despatch was read, sighs, groans, and curses were heard on every hand.

The Government — the sleek-mannered, soft-spoken, self-confident Blue Water School — were responsible for it all, was declared on every hand. They should have placed the Army upon a firm and proper footing; they should have encouraged the establishment of rifle clubs to teach every young man how to defend his home; they should have pondered over the thousand and one warnings uttered during the past ten years by eminent men, statesmen, soldiers, and writers: they should have listened to those forcible and eloquent appeals of Earl Roberts, Englands military hero, who, having left the service, had no axe to grind. He spoke the truth in the House of Lords in 1906 fearlessly, from patriotic motives, because he loved his country and foresaw its doom. And yet the Government and the public had disregarded his ominous words.

And now the blow he prophesied had fallen. It was too late — too late! The Germans were upon English soil.

What would the Government now do? What, indeed, could it do?

There were some who shouted in bravado that when mobilised the British troops would drive the invader into the sea; but such men were unaware of the length of time necessary to mobilise our Army for home defence — or of the many ridiculous regulations which appear to be laid down for the purpose of hindering rather than accelerating the concentration of forces.

All through the morning, amid the chaos of business in the City, the excitement had been steadily growing, until shortly after three oclock the Daily Mail issued a special edition containing a copy of a German proclamation which, it was said, was now posted everywhere in East Norfolk, East Suffolk, and in Maldon in Essex, already occupied by the enemy.

The original proclamation had been found pasted by some unknown hand upon a barn door near the town of Billericay, and had been detached and brought to London in a motor-car by the Mails correspondent.

It showed plainly the German intention was to deal a hard and crushing blow, and it struck terror into the heart of London, for it read as will be seen on next page.

Upon the walls of the Mansion House, the Guildhall, outside the Bank of England, the Royal Exchange, and upon the various public buildings within the City wards a proclamation by the Lord Mayor quickly appeared. Even upon the smoke-blackened walls of St. Pauls Cathedral, where, at that moment, a special service was being held, big posters were being posted and read by the assembled thousands.

There was a sullen gloom everywhere as the hours went slowly by, and the sun sank into the smoke haze, shedding over the giant city a blood-red afterglow — a light that was ominous in those breathless moments of suspense and terror.

Westward beyond Temple Bar proclamations were being posted. Indeed, upon all the hoardings in Greater London appeared various broadsheets side by side. One by the Chief Commissioner of Police, regulating the traffic in the streets, and appealing to the public to assist in the preservation of order; another by the Mayor
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PROCLAMATION.

WE, GENERAL COMMANDING THE 3rd GERMAN ARMY,

HAVING SEEN the proclamation of His Imperial Majesty the Emperor William, King of Prussia, Chief of the Army, which authorises the generals commanding the different German Army Corps to establish special measures against all municipalities and persons acting in contradiction to the usages of war, and to take what steps they consider necessary for the well-being of the troops,

HEREBY GIVE PUBLIC NOTICE:

(1) THE MILITARY JURISDICTION is hereby established. It applies to all territory of Great Britain occupied by the German Army, and to every action endangering the security of the troops by rendering assistance to the enemy. The Military Jurisdiction will be announced and placed vigorously in force in every parish by the issue of this present proclamation.

(2) ANY PERSON OR PERSONS NOT BEING BRITISH SOLDIERS, or not showing by their dress that they are soldiers:

(a) SERVING THE ENEMY as spies;

(b) MISLEADING THE GERMAN TROOPS when charged to serve as guides;

(c) SHOOTING, INJURING, OR ROBBING any person belonging to the German Army, or forming part of its personnel;

(d) DESTROYING BRIDGES OR CANALS, damaging telegraphs, telephones, electric light wires, gasometers, or railways, interfering with roads, setting fire to munitions of war, provisions, or quarters established by German troops;

(e) TAKING ARMS against the German troops,

WILL BE PUNISHED BY DEATH.

IN EACH CASE the officer presiding at the Council of War will be charged with the trial, and pronounce judgment. Councils of War may not pronounce ANY OTHER CONDEMNATION SAVE THAT OF DEATH.

THE JUDGMENT WILL BE IMMEDIATELY EXECUTED.

(3) TOWNS OR VILLAGES in the territory in which the contravention takes place will be compelled to pay indemnity equal to one years revenue.

(4) THE INHABITANTS MUST FURNISH necessaries for the German troops daily as follows: — 



	
1 lb. 10 oz. bread.
13 oz. meat.
3 lb. potatoes.


	
1 oz. tea.
1½ oz. tobacco or 5 cigars. 
½ pint wine.


	
1½ pints beer, or 1
wine-glassful of
brandy or whisky.






The ration for each horse: — 



	
13 lb. oats.


	



	
3 lb. 6 oz. hay.


	



	
3 lb. 6 oz. straw.






(ALL PERSONS WHO PREFER to pay an indemnity in money may do so at the rate of 2s. per day per man.)

(5) COMMANDERS OF DETACHED corps have the right to requisition all that they consider necessary for the well-being of their men, and will deliver to the inhabitants official receipts for goods so supplied.

WE HOPE IN CONSEQUENCE that the inhabitants of Great Britain will make no difficulty in furnishing all that may be considered necessary.

(6) AS REGARDS the individual transactions between the troops and the inhabitants, we give notice that one German mark shall be considered the equivalent to one English shilling.

The General Commanding the Ninth German Army Corps, VON KRONHELM.

Beccles, September the Third, 1910.

of Westminster, couched in similar terms to that of the Lord Mayor; and a Royal Proclamation, brief but noble, urging every Briton to do his duty, to take his part in the defence of King and country, and to unfurl the banner of the British Empire that had hitherto carried peace and civilisation in every quarter of the world. Germany, whose independence had been respected, had attacked us without provocation; therefore hostilities were, alas, inevitable.

When the great poster printed in big capitals and headed by the Royal Arms made its appearance it was greeted with wild cheering.

It was a message of love from King to people — a message to the highest and to the lowest. Posted in Whitechapel at the same hour as in Whitehall, the throngs crowded eagerly about it and sang God Save our Gracious King, for if they had but little confidence in the War Office and Admiralty, they placed their trust in their Sovereign, the first diplomat in Europe. Therefore the loyalty was spontaneous, as it always is. They read the royal message, and cheered and cheered again.

As evening closed in yet another poster made its appearance in every city, town, and village in the country, a poster issued by military and police officers and naval officers in charge of dockyards — the order for mobilisation.

The public, however, little dreamed of the hopeless confusion in the War Office, in the various regimental dépôts throughout the country, at headquarters everywhere, and in every barracks in the kingdom. The armed forces of England were passing from a peace to a war footing; but the mobilisation of the various units — namely, its completion in men, horses, and material — was utterly impossible in the face of the extraordinary regulations which, kept a strict secret by the Council of Defence until this moment, revealed a hopeless state of things.

The disorder was frightful. Not a regiment was found fully equipped and ready to march. There was a dearth of officers, equipment, horses, provisions, of, indeed, everything. Some regiments simply existed in the pages of the Army List, but when they came to appear on parade they were mere paper phantoms. Since the Boer War the Government had, with culpable negligence, disregarded the needs of the Army, even though they had the object-lesson of the struggle between Russia and Japan before their eyes.

In many cases the well-meaning efforts on the part of volunteers proved merely a ludicrous farce. Volunteers from Glasgow found themselves due to proceed to Dorking, in Surrey; those from Aberdeen were expected at Caterham, while those from Carlisle made a start for Reading, and found themselves in the quiet old city of Durham. And in a hundred cases it was the same. Muddle, confusion, and a chain of useless regulations at Aldershot, Colchester, and York all tended to hinder the movement of troops to their points of concentration, bringing home to the authorities at last the ominous warnings of the unheeded critics of the past.

In that hour of Englands deadly peril, when not a moment should have been lost in facing the invader, nothing was ready. Men had guns without ammunition; cavalry and artillery were without horses; engineers only half-equipped; volunteers with no transport whatever; balloon sections without balloons, and searchlight units vainly trying to obtain the necessary instruments.

Horses were being requisitioned everywhere. The few horses that, in the age of motor-cars, now remained on the roads in London were quickly taken for draught, and all horses fit to ride were commandeered for the cavalry.

During the turmoil daring German spies were actively at work south of London. The Southampton line of the London and South-Western Railway was destroyed — with explosives placed by unknown hands — by the bridge over the Wey, near Weybridge, being blown up, and again that over the Mole, between Walton and Esher, while the Reading line was cut by the great bridge over the Thames at Staines being destroyed. The line, too, between Guildford and Waterloo was also rendered impassable by the wreck of the midnight train, which was blown up half-way between Wansborough and Guildford, while in several other places nearer London bridges were rendered unstable by dynamite, the favourite method apparently being to blow the crown out of an arch.

The well-laid plans of the enemy were thus quickly revealed. Among the thousands of Germans working in London, the hundred or so spies, all trusted soldiers, had passed unnoticed, but, working in unison, each little group of two or three had been allotted its task, and had previously thoroughly reconnoitred the position and studied the most rapid or effective means.

The railways to the east and north-east coasts all reported wholesale damage done on Sunday night by the advance agents of the enemy, and now this was continued on the night of Monday in the south, the objective being to hinder troops from moving north from Aldershot. This was, indeed, effectual, for only by a long détour could the troops be moved to the northern defences of London, and while many were on Tuesday entrained, others were conveyed to London by the motor-omnibuses sent down for that purpose.

Everywhere through London and its vicinity, as well as in Manchester, Birmingham, Sheffield, Coventry, Leeds, and Liverpool, motor-cars and motor-omnibuses from dealers and private owners were being requisitioned by the military authorities, for they would, it was believed, replace cavalry to a very large extent.

Wild and extraordinary reports were circulated regarding the disasters in the north. Hull, Newcastle, Gateshead, and Tynemouth had, it was believed, been bombarded and sacked. The shipping in the Tyne was burning, and the Elswick works were held by the enemy. Details were, however, very vague, as the Germans were taking every precaution to prevent information reaching London.


CHAPTER III. NEWS OF THE ENEMY
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TERROR AND EXCITEMENT reigned everywhere. The wildest rumours were hourly afloat. London was a seething stream of breathless multitudes of every class.

On Monday morning the newspapers throughout the kingdom had devoted greater part of their space to the extraordinary intelligence from Norfolk and Suffolk and Essex and other places.

That we were actually invaded was plain, but most of the newspapers happily preserved a calm, dignified tone, and made no attempt at sensationalism. The situation was far too serious.

Like the public, however, the Press had been taken entirely by surprise. The blow had been so sudden and so staggering that half the alarming reports were discredited.

In addition to the details of the enemys operations, as far as could as yet be ascertained, the Morning Post on Monday contained an account of a mysterious occurrence at Chatham, which read as follows: — 

Chatham, Sept. 1 (11.30 p.m.).

An extraordinary accident took place on the Medway about eight oclock this evening. The steamer Pole Star, 1200 tons register, with a cargo of cement from Frindsbury, was leaving for Hamburg and came into collision with the Frauenlob, of Bremen, a somewhat larger boat, which was inward bound, in a narrow part of the channel about half-way between Chatham and Sheerness. Various accounts of the mishap are current, but whichever of the vessels was responsible for the bad steering or neglect of the ordinary rules of the road, it is certain that the Frauenlob was cut into by the stem of the Pole Star on her port bow, and sank almost across the channel. The Pole Star swung alongside her after the collision, and very soon afterwards sank in an almost parallel position. Tugs and steamboats carrying a number of naval officers and the port authorities are about to proceed to the scene of the accident, and if, as seems probable, there is no chance of raising the vessels, steps will be at once taken to blow them up. In the present state of our foreign relations such an obstruction directly across the entrance to one of our principal warports is a national danger, and will not be allowed to remain a moment longer than can be helped.

Sept. 2.

An extraordinary dénoûement has followed the collision in the Medway reported in my telegram of last night, which renders it impossible to draw any other conclusion than that the affair is anything but an accident. Everything now goes to prove that the whole business was premeditated and was the result of an organised plot with the object of bottling up the numerous men-of-war that are now being hurriedly equipped for service in Chatham Dockyard. In the words of Scripture, An enemy hath done this, and there can be very little doubt as to the quarter from which the outrage was engineered. It is nothing less than an outrage to perpetrate what is in reality an overt act of hostility in a time of profound peace, however much the political horizon may be darkened by lowering warclouds. We are living under a Government whose leader lost no time in announcing that no fear of being sneered at as a Little Englander would deter him from seeking peace and ensuring it by a reduction of our naval and military armaments, even at that time known to be inadequate to the demands likely to be made upon them if our Empire is to be maintained. We trust, however, that even this parochially minded statesman will lose no time in probing the conspiracy to its depths, and in seeking instant satisfaction from those personages, however highly placed and powerful, who have committed this outrage on the laws of civilisation.

As soon as the news of the collision reached the dockyard the senior officer at Kethole Reach was ordered by wire to take steps to prevent any vessel from going up the river, and he at once despatched several picket-boats to the entrance to warn in-coming ships of the blocking of the channel, while a couple of other boats were sent up to within a short distance of the obstruction to make assurance doubly sure. The harbour signals ordering suspension of all movings, were also hoisted at Garrison Point.

Among other ships which were stopped in consequence of these measures was the Van Gysen, a big steamer hailing from Rotterdam, laden, it was stated, with steel rails for the London, Chatham, and Dover Railway, which were to be landed at Port Victoria. She was accordingly allowed to proceed, and anchored, or appeared to anchor, just off the railway pier at that place. Ten minutes later the officer of the watch on board H.M.S. Medici reported that he thought she was getting under way again. It was then pretty dark. An electric searchlight being switched on, the Van Gysen was discovered steaming up the river at a considerable speed. The Medici flashed the news to the flagship, which at once fired a gun, hoisted the recall, and the Van Gysens number in the international code, and despatched her steam pinnace, with orders to overhaul the Dutchman and stop him at whatever cost. A number of the marines on guard were sent in her with their rifles.

The Van Gysen seemed well acquainted with the channel, and continually increased her speed as she went up the river, so that she was within half a mile of the scene of the accident before the steamboat came up with her. The officer in charge called to the skipper through his megaphone to stop his engines and to throw him a rope, as he wanted to come on board. After pretending for some time not to understand him, the skipper slowed his engines and said, Ver vel, come longside gangway. As the pinnace hooked on at the gangway, a heavy iron cylinder cover was dropped into her from the height of the Van Gysens deck. It knocked the bowman overboard and crashed into the fore part of the boat, knocking a big hole in the port side forward. She swung off at an angle and stopped to pick up the man overboard. Her crew succeeded in rescuing him, but she was making water fast, and there was nothing for it but to run her into the bank. The lieutenant in charge ordered a rifle to be fired at the Van Gysen to bring her to, but she paid not the smallest attention, as might have been expected, and went on her way with gathering speed.

The report, however, served to attract the attention of the two picket-boats which were patrolling up the river. As she turned a bend in the stream they both shot up alongside out of the darkness, and ordered her peremptorily to stop. But the only answer they received was the sudden extinction of all lights in the steamer. They kept alongside, or rather one of them did, but they were quite helpless to stay the progress of the big wall-sided steamer. The faster of the picket-boats shot ahead with the object of warning those who were busy examining the wrecks. But the Van Gysen, going all she knew, was close behind, an indistinguishable black blur in the darkness, and hardly had the officer in the picket-boat delivered his warning before she was heard close at hand. Within a couple of hundred yards of the two wrecks she slowed down, for fear of running right over them. On she came, inevitable as Fate. There was a crash as she came into collision with the central deck-houses of the Frauenlob and as her bows scraped past the funnel of the Pole Star. Then followed no fewer than half a dozen muffled reports. Her engines went astern for a moment, and down she settled athwart the other two steamers, heeling over to port as she did so. All was turmoil and confusion. None of the dockyard and naval craft present were equipped with searchlights. The harbourmaster, the captain of the yard, even the admiral superintendent, who had just come down in his steam launch, all bawled out orders.

Lights were flashed and lanterns swung up and down in the vain endeavour to see more of what had happened. Two simultaneous shouts of Man overboard! came from tugs and boats at opposite sides of the river. When a certain amount of order was restored it was discovered that a big dockyard tug was settling down by the head. It seems she had been grazed by the Van Gysen as she came over the obstruction, and forced against some portion of one of the foundered vessels, which had pierced a hole in her below the water-line.

In the general excitement the damage had not been discovered, and now she was sinking fast. Hawsers were made fast to her with the utmost expedition possible in order to tow her clear of the piled-up wreckage, but it was too late. There was only just time to rescue her crew before she, too, added herself to the under-water barricade. As for the crew of the Van Gysen, it is thought that all must have gone down in her, as no trace of them has as yet been discovered, despite a most diligent search, for it was considered that, in an affair which had been so carefully planned as this certainly must have been, some provision must surely have been made for the escape of the crew. Those who have been down at the scene of the disaster report that it will be impossible to clear the channel in less than a week or ten days, using every resource of the dockyard.

A little later I thought I would go down to the dockyard on the off-chance of picking up any further information. The Metropolitan policemen at the gate would on no account allow me to pass at that hour, and I was just turning away when by a great piece of good fortune I ran up against Commander Shelley.

I was on board his ship as correspondent during the manœuvres of the year before last. And what are you doing down here? was his very natural inquiry after we had shaken hands. I told him that I had been down in Chatham for a week past as special correspondent, reporting on the half-hearted preparations being made for the possible mobilisation, and took the opportunity of asking him if he could give me any further information about the collision between the three steamers in the Medway. Well, said he, the best thing you can do is to come right along with me. I have just been hawked out of bed to superintend the diving operations which will begin the moment there is a gleam of daylight. Needless to say, this just suited me, and I hastened to thank him and to accept his kind offer. All right, he said, but I shall have to make one small condition.

 And that is? I queried.

 Merely to let me censor your telegrams before you send them, he returned. You see, the Admiralty might not like to have too much said about this business, and I dont want to find myself in the dirt-tub.

The stipulation was a most reasonable one, and however I disliked the notion of having probably my best paragraphs eliminated, I could not but assent to my friends proposition. So away we marched down the echoing spaces of the almost deserted dockyard till we arrived at the Thunderbolt pontoon. Here lay a pinnace with steam up, and, lighted down the sloping side of the old ironclad by the lantern of the policeman on duty, we stepped on board and shot out into the centre of the stream. We blew our whistles and the coxswain waved a lantern, whereupon a small tug that had a couple of dockyard lighters attached gave a hoarse toot in response, and followed us down the river. We sped along in the darkness against a strong tide that was making up-stream, past Upnor Castle, that quaint old Tudor fortress with its long line of modern powder magazines, and along under the deeper shadows beneath Hoo Woods till we came abreast of the medley of mud flats and grass-grown islets just beyond them. Here, above the thud of the engines and the plash of the water, a thin, long-drawn-out cry wavered through the night. Someone hailing the boat, sir, reported the lookout forward. We had all heard it. Ease down, ordered Shelley, and hardly moving against the rushing tideway we listened for its repetition. Again the voice was raised in quavering supplication. What the dickens does he say? queried the commander. Its German, I answered. I know that language well. I think hes asking for help. May I answer him?

 By all means. Perhaps he belongs to one of those steamers. The same thought was in my own mind. I hailed in return, asking where he was and what he wanted. The answer came back that he was a shipwrecked seaman, who was cold, wet, and miserable, and implored to be taken off from the islet where he found himself, cut off from everywhere by water and darkness. We ran the boats nose into the bank, and presently succeeded in hauling on board a miserable object, wet through, and plastered from head to foot with black Medway mud. The broken remains of a cork life-belt hung from his shoulders. A dram of whisky somewhat revived him. And now, said Shelley, youd better cross-examine him. We may get something out of the fellow. The foreigner, crouched down shivering in the stern-sheets half covered with a yellow oilskin that some charitable bluejacket had thrown over him, appeared to me in the light of the lantern that stood on the deck before him to be not only suffering from cold, but from terror. A few moments conversation with him confirmed my suspicions. I turned to Shelley and exclaimed, He says hell tell us everything if we spare his life, I explained. Im sure I dont want to shoot the chap, replied the commander. I suppose hes implicated in this bottling up affair. If he is, he jolly well deserves it, but I dont suppose anything will be done to him. Anyway, his information may be valuable, and so you may tell him that he is all right as far as Im concerned, and I will do my best for him with the Admiral. I daresay that will satisfy him. If not, you might threaten him a bit. Tell him anything you like if you think it will make him speak. To cut a long story short, I found the damp Dutchman amenable to reason, and the following is the substance of what I elicited from him.

He had been a deck hand on board the Van Gysen. When she left Rotterdam he did not know that the trip was anything out of the way. There was a new skipper whom he had not seen before, and there were also two new mates with a new chief engineer. Another steamer followed them all the way till they arrived at the Nore. On the way over he and several other seamen were sent for by the captain and asked if they would volunteer for a dangerous job, promising them £50 a-piece if it came off all right. He and five others agreed, as did two or three stokers, and were then ordered to remain aft and not communicate with any others of the crew. Off the Nore all the remainder were transferred to the following steamer, which steamed off to the eastward. After they were gone the selected men were told that the officers all belonged to the Imperial German Navy, and by orders of the Kaiser were about to attempt to block up the Medway.

A collision between two other ships had been arranged for, one of which was loaded with a mass of old steel rails into which liquid cement had been run, so that her hold contained a solid impenetrable block. The Van Gysen carried a similar cargo, and was provided with an arrangement for blowing holes in her bottom. The crew were provided with life-belts and the half of the money promised, and all except the captain, the engineer, and the two mates dropped overboard just before arriving at the sunken vessels. They were advised to make their way to Gravesend, and then to shift for themselves as best they could. He had found himself on a small island, and could not muster up courage to plunge into the cold water again in the darkness.

 By Jove! This means war with Germany, man! — War! was Shelleys comment. At two oclock this afternoon we knew that it did, for the news of the enemys landing in Norfolk was signalled down from the dockyard. We also knew from the divers that the cargo of the sunken steamers was what the rescued seaman had stated it to be. Our bottle has been fairly well corked.

This amazing revelation showed how cleverly contrived was the German plan of hostilities. All our splendid ships at Chatham had, in that brief half-hour, been bottled up and rendered utterly useless. Yet the authorities were not blameless in the matter, for in November 1905 a foreign warship actually came up the Medway in broad daylight, and was not noticed until she began to bang away her salutes, much to the utter consternation of everyone!

This incident, however, was but one of the many illustrations of Germanys craft and cunning. The whole scheme had been years in careful preparation.

She intended to invade us, and regarded every stratagem as allowable in her sudden dash upon England, an expedition which promised to result in the most desperate war of modern times.

At that moment the Globe reproduced those plain, prophetic words of Lord Overstone, written some years before to the Royal Defence Commission: Negligence alone can bring about the calamity under discussion. Unless we suffer ourselves to be surprised we cannot be invaded with success. It is useless to discuss what will occur or what can be done after London has fallen into the hands of an invading foe. The apathy which may render the occurrence of such a catastrophe possible will not afterwards enable the country, enfeebled, dispirited, and disorganised by the loss of its capital, to redeem the fatal error.

Was that prophecy to be fulfilled?

Some highly interesting information was given by Lieutenant Charles Hammerton, 1st Volunteer Battalion Suffolk Regiment, of Ipswich, who with his company of Volunteer cyclists reconnoitred the enemys position in East Suffolk during Monday night. Interviewed by the Ipswich correspondent of the Central News, he said:

We left Ipswich at eight oclock in order to reconnoitre all the roads and by-roads in the direction of Lowestoft. For the first twelve miles, as far as Wickham Market, we knew that the country was clear of the enemy, but on cautiously entering Saxmundham — it now being quite dark — we pulled up before Gobbetts shop in the High Street, and there learnt from a group of terrified men and women that a German reconnoitring patrol consisting of a group of about ten Uhlans under a sergeant, and supported by other groups all across the country to Framlingham and Tannington, had been in the town all day, holding the main road to Lowestoft, and watching in the direction of Ipswich. For hours they had patrolled the south end opposite Wallers, upon whose wall they posted a copy of Von Kronhelms proclamation.

They threatened to shoot any person attempting to move southward out of the town. Three other Germans were on the old church tower all day making signals northward at intervals. Then, as night closed in, the Uhlans refreshed themselves at the Bell, and with their black and white pennants fluttering
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PROCLAMATION.

—— — 

CITIZENS OF LONDON.

—— — 

THE NEWS OF THE BOMBARDMENT of the City of Newcastle and the landing of the German Army at Hull, Weybourne, Yarmouth, and other places along the East Coast is unfortunately confirmed.

THE ENEMYS INTENTION is to march upon the City of London, which must be resolutely defended.

THE BRITISH NATION and the Citizens of London, in face of these great events, must be energetic in order to vanquish the invader.

The ADVANCE must be CHALLENGED FOOT BY FOOT. The people must fight for King and Country.

Great Britain is not yet dead, for indeed, the more serious her danger, the stronger will be her unanimous patriotism.

GOD SAVE THE KING.

HARRISON, Lord Mayor.

Mansion House,
London, September 3rd, 1910.

THE LORD MAYORS APPEAL TO LONDON.

from their lances, clattered backward in the direction of Yoxford.

I had sent scouts off the main road from Woodbridge, through Framlingham, Tannington, and Wilby, with orders to push on if possible to Hoxne, to join the main road to Harleston, which I judged must be on the enemys flank. Each man knew those difficult crossroads well, which was necessary, we having to travel noiselessly without lights.

In the bar-parlour of the Bell at Saxmundham we held consultation with a sergeant of police and a couple of constables, from whom we gathered some further information, and then decided to push cautiously north and ascertain into what positions the Uhlans had retired for the night, and, if possible, the whereabouts of the enemys march outposts. I had with me twelve men. Nine of us were in uniform, including myself, but the other four preferred to go in mufti, though warned of the risk that they might be treated as spies.

Carefully, and in silence, we got past the crossroad, to Kelsale, on past the Red House, and down into Yoxford village, without meeting a soul. We were told in Yoxford by the excited villagers that there were foreign soldiers and motor-cyclists constantly passing and repassing all day, but that soon after seven oclock they had all suddenly retired by the road leading back to Haw Wood. Whether they had gone to the right to Blythburgh, or to the left to Halesworth, was, however, unknown. Our expedition was a most risky one. We knew that we carried our lives in our hands, and yet the War Office and the whole country were anxiously waiting for the information which we hoped to gain. Should we push on? I put it to my companions — brave fellows every one of them, even though the Volunteers have so often been sneered at — and the decision was unanimous that we should reconnoitre at all costs.

Therefore, again in silence, we went forward, determining to take the Lowestoft high road. Where the enemys outposts were, we had no idea. Quietly we skirted Thorington Park, and were just ascending the bridge over the Blyth, before entering Blythburgh, when of a sudden we saw silhouetted on the slope against the star-lit sky a small group of heavily-accoutred German infantry, who had their arms piled beside the road, while two were acting as sentries close at hand.

At once we were challenged in German. In an instant we flung ourselves from our machines, and took shelter in a hedge opposite. Several times was the gruff challenge repeated, and as I saw no possibility of crossing the bridge, we stealthily turned our cycles round and prepared to mount. Of a sudden we were evidently perceived, and next second shots whistled about us, and poor Maitland, a private, fell forward upon his face in the road — dead. We heard loud shouting in German, which we could not understand, and in a moment the place seemed alive with the foreigners, while we only just had time to mount and tear away in the direction we had come. At Haw Wood I decided to pass the river by a by-road I knew at Wissett, avoiding Halesworth on the right. As far as Chediston Green all was quiet, but on turning northward to Wissett at the cross-roads outside the inn we perceived three men lurking in the shadow beneath the wall.

With one of my men I abandoned my machine, and crept softly in their direction, not knowing whether they were farm labourers or the enemys outposts. Slowly, and with great caution, we moved forward until, on listening intently, I heard them in conversation. They were speaking in German! On my return to my section, Plunkett, one of the privates in mufti, volunteered to creep past without his machine, get to Aldous Corner, and so reconnoitre the country towards the enemys headquarters, which, from Von Kronhelms proclamation, we knew to be at Beccles.

Under our breath we wished him God-speed, and a moment later he disappeared in the darkness. What afterwards happened we can only surmise. All we know is that he probably stumbled over a length of barbed wire stretched across the road, for of a sudden the three lurking Germans ran across in his direction. There was a sound of muffled oaths and curses, a quick shuffling of struggling feet, and the triumphant shout in German as a prisoner was secured.

The truth held us breathless. Poor Plunkett was captured as a spy!

We could do nothing to save him, for to reveal ourselves meant capture or death. Therefore we were compelled to again retire. We then slipped along the by-roads until we reached Rumburgh, narrowly avoiding detection by sentries stationed at the fork leading to Redisham. Rumburgh was the native place of one of my men named Wheeler, and fortunately he knew every hedge, wall, ditch, and field in the vicinity. Acting as our guide, he left the main road, and by a series of footpaths took us to the main Bungay Road at St. Lawrence. Continuing again by circuitous footpaths, he took us to the edge of Redisham Park, where we discovered a considerable number of German infantry encamped, evidently forming supports to the advance line of outposts. It then became difficult how to act, but this dilemma was quickly solved by Wheeler suggesting that he being in mufti should take the other two plain-clothes men and push on to Beccles, we having now safely passed the outposts and being actually within the enemys lines. No doubt we had penetrated the advance line of outposts when we struck off from Rumburgh, therefore there only remained for us to turn back and make good our escape, which we did by crossroads in the direction of Bungay. Wheeler and his two brave companions had hidden their cycles and rifles in the ditch outside the park, and had gone forward with whispered good-byes.

Presently we found ourselves at Methingham Castle, where we again saw groups of Germans waiting for the dawn, while squadrons of cavalry and motor-cyclists were apparently preparing to move out along Stone Street to scour all the country to the south-west. These we at once gave a wide berth, and succeeded at last in getting down to the Waveney and crossing it, little the worse, save for a wetting. Near Harleston, four miles to the south-west, we came across two of our men whom we had left at Woodbridge, and from them learnt that we were at last free of the enemy. Therefore, by three oclock we were back again in Ipswich, and immediately made report to the adjutant of our regiment, who was anxiously awaiting our return to headquarters. The scene during the night in Ipswich was one of terror and disorder, the worst fears being increased by our report.

Would Wheeler return? That was the crucial question. If he got to Beccles he might learn the German movements and the disposition of their troops. Yet it was a terribly risky proceeding, death being the only penalty for spies.

Hour after hour we remained in eager suspense for news of the three gallant fellows who had risked their lives for their country, until shortly after eight I heard shouts outside in the street, and, covered with mud and perspiration, and bleeding from a nasty cut on his forehead, the result of a spill, Wheeler burst triumphantly in.

Of the others he had seen nothing since leaving them in the market-place at Beccles, but when afterwards he secured his own cycle, the two other cycles were still hidden in the ditch. Travelling by paths across the fields, however, he joined the road south of Wissett, and there in the grey morning was horrified to see the body of poor Plunkett suspended from a telegraph pole. The unfortunate fellow had, no doubt, been tried at a drum-head court-martial and sentenced to be hanged as a warning to others!

During the two and a half hours Wheeler was in Beccles, he made good use of eyes and ears, and his report — based upon information given him by a carter whom the enemy had compelled to haul supplies from Lowestoft — was full of deepest interest and most valuable.

From my own observations, combined with Wheelers information, I was enabled to draw up a pretty comprehensive report, and point out on the map the exact position of the German Army Corps which had landed at Lowestoft.

Repeated briefly, it is as follows: — 

Shortly before three oclock on Sunday morning the coastguard at Lowestoft, Corton, and Beach End discovered that their telephonic communication was interrupted, and half an hour later, to the surprise of everyone, a miscellaneous collection of mysterious craft were seen approaching the harbour; and within an hour many of them were high and dry on the beach, while others were lashed alongside the old dock, the new fish-docks of the Great Eastern Railway, and the wharves, disembarking a huge force of German infantry, cavalry, motor-infantry, and artillery. The town, awakened from its slumbers, was utterly paralysed, the more so when it was discovered that the railway to London was already interrupted, and the telegraph lines all cut. On landing, the enemy commandeered all provisions, including the stock at Kents, Sennetts, and Liptons, in the London Road, all motor-cars they could discover, horses and forage, while the banks were seized, and the infantry falling in, marched up Old Nelson Street into High Street and out upon the Beccles Road. The first care of the invaders was to prevent the people of Lowestoft damaging the Swing Bridge, a strong guard being instantly mounted upon it, and so quietly and orderly was the landing effected that it was plain the German plans of invasion were absolutely perfect in every detail.

Few hitches seemed to occur. The mayor was summoned at six oclock by General von Kronhelm, the generalissimo of the German Army, and briefly informed that the town of Lowestoft was occupied, and that all armed resistance would be punished by death. Then, ten minutes later, when the German war-flag was flying from several flagstaffs in various parts of the town, the people realised their utter helplessness.

The Germans, of course, knew that irrespective of the weather, a landing could be effected at Lowestoft, where the fish docks and wharves, with their many cranes, were capable of dealing with a large amount of stores. The Denes, that flat, sandy plain between the upper town and the sea, they turned into a camping-ground, and large numbers were billeted in various quarters of the town itself, in the better-class houses along Marine Parade, in the Royal, the Empire, and Harbour hotels, and especially in those long rows of private houses in London Road South.

The people were terror-stricken. To appeal to London for help was impossible, as the place had been cut entirely off, and around it a strong chain of outposts had already been thrown, preventing anyone from escaping. The town had, in a moment, as it seemed, fallen at the mercy of the foreigners. Even the important-looking police constables of Lowestoft, with their little canes, were crestfallen, sullen, and inactive.

While the landing was continuing during all Sunday the advance guard moved rapidly over Mutford Bridge, along the Beccles Road, occupying a strong position on the west side of the high ground east of Lowestoft. Beccles, where Von Kronhelm established his headquarters, resting as it does on the River Waveney, is strongly held. The enemys main position appears to run from Windle Hill, one mile north-east of Gillingham, thence north-west through Bulls Green, Herringfleet Hill, over to Grove Farm and Hill House to Ravingham, whence it turns easterly to Haddiscoe, which is at present its northern limit. The total front from Beccles Bridge north is about five miles, and commands the whole of the flat plain west towards Norwich. It has its south flank resting on the River Waveney, and to the north on Thorpe Marshes. The chief artillery position is at Toft Monks — the highest point. Upon the high tower of Beccles Church is established a signal station, communication being made constantly with Lowestoft by helio by day, and acetylene lamps by night.

The enemys position has been most carefully chosen, for it is naturally strong, and, being well held to protect Lowestoft from any attack from the west, the landing can continue uninterruptedly, for Lowestoft beach and docks are now entirely out of the line of any British fire.

March outposts are at Blythburgh, Wenhaston, Holton, Halesworth, Wissett, Rumburgh, Homersfield, and Bungay, and then north to Haddiscoe, while cavalry patrols watch by day, the line roughly being from Leiston through Saxmundham, Framlingham, and Tannington, to Hoxne.

The estimate, gleaned from various sources in Lowestoft and Beccles, is that up to Monday at midday nearly a whole Army Corps, with stores, guns, ammunition, etc., had already landed, while there are also reports of a further landing at Yarmouth, and at a spot still farther north, but at present there are no details.

The enemy, he concluded, are at present in a position of absolute security.


CHAPTER IV. A PROPHECY FULFILLED
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THIS AUTHENTIC NEWS of the position of the enemy, combined with the vague rumours of other landings at Yarmouth, along the coast at some unknown point north of Cromer, at Kings Lynn, and other places, produced an enormous sensation in London, while the Central News interview, circulated to all the papers in the Midlands and Lancashire, increased the panic in the manufacturing districts.

The special edition of the Evening News, issued about six oclock on Tuesday evening, contained another remarkable story which threw some further light upon the German movements. It was, of course, known that practically the whole of the Norfolk and Suffolk coast was already held by the enemy, but with the exception of the fact that the enemys cavalry vedettes and reconnoitring patrols were out everywhere at a distance about twenty miles from the shore, England was entirely in the dark as to what had occurred anywhere else but at Lowestoft. Attempts similar to that of the Ipswich cyclist volunteers had been made to penetrate the cavalry screen at various points, but in vain. What was in progress was carefully kept a secret by the enemy. The veil was, however, now lifted. The story which the Evening News had obtained exclusively, and which was eagerly read everywhere, had been related by a man named Scotney, a lobster-fisherman, of Sheringham, in Norfolk, who had made the following statement to the chief officer of coastguard at Wainfleet, in Lincolnshire: — 

Just before dawn on Sunday morning I was in the boat with my son Ted off the Robin Friend taking up the lobster pots, when we suddenly saw about three miles offshore a mixed lot of curious-looking craft strung out right across the horizon, and heading apparently for Cromer. There were steamers big and little, many of them towing queer flat-bottomed kind of boats, lighters, and barges, which, on approaching nearer, we could distinctly see were filled to their utmost capacity with men and horses.

Both Ted and I stood staring at the unusual sight, wondering whatever it meant. They came on very quickly, however — so quickly, indeed, that we thought it best to move on. The biggest ships went along to Weybourne Gap, where they moored in the twenty-five feet of water that runs in close to the shore, while some smaller steamers and the flats were run up high and dry on the hard shingle. Before this I noticed that there were quite a number of foreign warships in the offing, with several destroyers far away in the distance, both to east and west.

From the larger steamships all sorts of boats were lowered, including apparently many collapsible whale-boats, and into these in a most orderly manner, from every gangway and accommodation-ladder, troops — Germans we afterwards discovered them to be to our utter astonishment — began to descend.

These boats were at once taken charge of by steam pinnaces and cutters and towed to the beach. When we saw this we were utterly dumbfounded. Indeed, at first I believed it to be a dream, for ever since I was a lad I had heard the ancient rhyme my old father was so fond of repeating:

 He who would old England win,
Must at Weybourne Hoop begin.

As everybody knows, nature has provided at that lonely spot every advantage for the landing of hostile forces, and when the Spanish Armada was expected, and again when Napoleon threatened an invasion, the place was constantly watched. Yet nowadays, except for the coastguard, it has been utterly unprotected and neglected.

The very first soldiers who landed formed up quickly, and under the charge of an officer ran up the low hill to the coastguard station, I suppose in order to prevent them signalling a warning. The funny thing was, however, that the coastguards had already been held up by several well-dressed men — spies of the Germans, I suppose. I could distinctly see one man holding one of the guards with his back to the wall, and threatening him with a revolver.

Ted and I had somehow been surrounded by the crowd of odd craft which dodged about everywhere, and the foreigners now and then shouted to me words that unfortunately I could not understand.

Meanwhile, from all the boats strung out along the beach, from Sheringham right across to the Rocket House at Salthouse, swarms of drab-coated soldiers were disembarking, the boats immediately returning to the steamers for more. They must have been packed as tightly as herrings in a barrel; but they all seemed to know where to go to, because all along at various places little flags were held by men, and each regiment appeared to march across and assemble at its own flag.

Ted and I sat there as if we were watching a play. Suddenly we saw from some of the ships and bigger barges, horses being lowered into the water and allowed to swim ashore. Hundreds seemed to gain the beach even as we were looking at them. Then, after the first lot of horses had gone, boats full of saddles followed them. It seemed as though the foreigners were too busy to notice us, and we — not wanting to share the fate of Mr. Gunter, the coastguard, and his mates — just sat tight and watched.

From the steamers there continued to pour hundreds upon hundreds of soldiers who were towed to land, and then formed up in solid squares, which got bigger and bigger. Horses innumerable — quite a thousand I should reckon — were slung overboard from some of the smaller steamers which had been run high and dry on the beach, and as the tide had now begun to run down they landed only knee-deep in water. Those steamers, it seemed to me, had big bilge keels, for as the tide ebbed they did not heel over. They had, no doubt, been specially fitted for the purpose. Out of some they began to hoist all sorts of things, wagons, guns, motor-cars, large bales of fodder, clothing, ambulances with big red crosses on them, flat-looking boats — pontoons I think they call them — and great piles of cooking pots and pans, square boxes of stores, or perhaps ammunition, and as soon as anything was landed it was hauled up above high-water mark.

In the meantime lots of men had mounted on horseback and ridden off up the lane which leads into Weybourne village. At first half a dozen started at a time; then, as far as I could judge, about fifty more started. Then larger bodies went forward, but more and more horses kept going ashore, as though their number was never-ending. They must have been stowed mighty close, and many of the ships must have been specially fitted up for them.

Very soon I saw cavalry swarming up over Muckleburgh, Warborough, and Telegraph Hills, while a good many trotted away in the direction of Runton and Sheringham. Then, soon after they had gone — that is, in about an hour and a half from their first arrival — the infantry began to move off, and as far as I could see, they marched inland by every road, some in the direction of Kelling Street and Holt, others over Weybourne Heath towards Bodham, and still others skirting the woods over to Upper Sheringham. Large masses of infantry marched along the Sheringham Road, and seemed to have a lot of officers on horseback with them, while up on Muckleburgh Hill I saw frantic signalling in progress.

By this time they had a quantity of carts and wagons landed, and a large number of motor-cars. The latter were soon started, and, manned by infantry, moved swiftly in procession after the troops. The great idea of the Germans was apparently to get the beach clear of everything as soon as landed, for all stores, equipment, and other tackle were pushed inland as soon as disembarked.

The enemy kept on landing. Thousands of soldiers got ashore without any check, and all proceeding orderly and without the slightest confusion, as though the plans were absolutely perfect. Everybody seemed to know exactly what to do. From where we were we could see the coastguards held prisoners in their station, with German sentries mounted around; and as the tide was now setting strong to the westward, Ted and I first let our anchor off the ground and allowed ourselves to drift. It occurred to me that perhaps I might be able to give the alarm at some other coastguard station if I could only drift away unnoticed in the busy scene now in progress.

That the Germans had actually landed in England was now apparent; yet we wondered what our own fleet could be doing, and pictured to ourselves the jolly good drubbing that our cruisers would give the audacious foreigner when they did haul in sight. It was for us, at all costs, to give the alarm, so gradually we drifted off to the nor-westward, in fear every moment lest we should be noticed and fired at. At last we got around Blakeney Point successfully, and breathed more freely; then hoisting our sail, we headed for Hunstanton, but seeing numbers of ships entering the Wash, and believing them to be also Germans, we put our helm down and ran across into Wainfleet Swatchway to Gibraltar Point, where I saw the chief officer of coastguard, and told him all the extraordinary events of that memorable morning.

The report added that the officer of coastguard in question had, three hours before, noticed strange vessels coming up the Wash, and had already tried to report by telegraph to his divisional inspecting officer at Harwich, but could obtain no communication. An hour later, however, it had become apparent that a still further landing was being effected on the south side of the Wash, in all probability at Kings Lynn.

The fisherman Scotneys statement had been sent by special messenger from Wainfleet on Sunday evening, but owing to the dislocation of the railway traffic north of London, the messenger was unable to reach the offices of the coastguard in Victoria Street, Westminster, until Monday. The report received by the Admiralty had been treated as confidential until corroborated, lest undue public alarm should be caused.

It had then been given to the Press as revealing the truth of what had actually happened.

The enemy had entered by the back door of England, and the sensation it caused everywhere was little short of panic.

Some further very valuable information was also received by the Intelligence Department of the War Office, revealing the military position of the invaders who had landed at Weybourne Hoop.

It appears that Colonel Charles Macdonald, a retired officer of the Black Watch, who lived in the Boulevard at Sheringham, making up his mind to take the risk, had carefully noted all that was in progress during the landing, had drawn up a clear description of it, and had, after some narrow escapes, succeeded in getting through the German lines to Melton Constable, and thence to London. He had, before his retirement, served as military attaché at Berlin, and, being thoroughly acquainted with the appearance of German uniforms, was able to include in his report even the names of the regiments, and in some cases their commanders.

From his observations it was plain that the whole of the IVth German Army Corps, about 38,000 men, had been landed at Weybourne, Sheringham, and Cromer. It consisted of the 7th and 8th Divisions complete, commanded respectively by Major-General Dickmann and Lieutenant-General von Mirbach. The 7th Division comprised the 13th and 14th Infantry Brigades, consisting of Prince Leopold of Anhalt-Dessaus 1st Magdeburg Regiment, the 3rd Magdeburg Infantry Regiment, Prince Louis Ferdinand von Preussens 2nd Magdeburg Regiment, and the 5th Hanover Infantry Regiment. Attached to this division were the Magdeburg Hussars No. 10, and the Uhlan Regiment of Altmärk No. 16.

In the 8th Division were the 15th and 16th Brigades, comprising a Magdeburg Fusilier Regiment, an Anhalt Infantry Regiment, the 4th and 8th Thuringen Infantry, with the Magdeburg Cuirassiers, and a regiment of Thuringen Hussars. The cavalry were commanded by Colonel Frölich, while General von Kleppen was in supreme command of the whole corps.

Careful reconnaissance of the occupied area showed that immediately on landing, the German position extended from the little town of Holt, on the west, eastward, along the main Cromer Road, as far as Gibbet Lane, slightly south of Cromer, a distance of about five miles. This constituted a naturally strong position; indeed, nature seemed to have provided it specially to suit the necessities of a foreign invader. The ground for miles to the south sloped gently away down to the plain, while the rear was completely protected, so that the landing could proceed until every detail had been completed.

Artillery were massed on both flanks, namely, at Holt and on the high ground near Felbrigg, immediately south of Cromer. This last-named artillery was adequately supported by the detached infantry close at hand. The whole force was covered by a strong line of outposts. Their advanced sentries were to be found along a line starting from Thornage village, through Hunworth, Edgefield, Barningham Green, Squallham, Aldborough, Hanworth, to Roughton. In rear of them lay their picquets, which were disposed in advantageous situations. The general line of these latter were at North Street, Pondhills to Plumstead, thence over to Matlash Hall, Aldborough Hall, and the rising ground north of Hanworth. These, in their turn, were adequately supplemented by the supports, which were near Hempstead Green, Baconsthorpe, North Narningham, Bessingham, Sustead, and Melton.

In case of sudden attack, reserves were at Bodham, West Beckham, East Beckham, and Aylmerton, but orders had been issued by Von Kleppen, who had established his headquarters at Upper Sheringham, that the line of resistance was to be as already indicated — namely, that having the Holt-Cromer Road for its crest. Cuirassiers, hussars, and some motorists — commanded by Colonel von Dorndorf — were acting independently some fifteen miles to the south, scouring the whole country, terrifying the villagers, commandeering all supplies, and posting Von Kronhelms proclamation, which has already been reproduced.

From Colonel Macdonalds inquiries it was shown that on the night of the invasion six men, now known to have been advance agents of the enemy, arrived at the Ship Inn, at Weybourne. Three of them took accommodation for the night, while their companions slept elsewhere. At two oclock the trio let themselves out quietly, were joined by six other men, and just as the enemys ships hove in sight nine of them seized the coastguards and cut the wires, while the other three broke into the Weybourne Stores, and, drawing revolvers, obtained possession of the telegraph instrument to Sheringham and Cromer until they could hand it over to the Germans.

The panic in both Sheringham and Cromer when the astounded populace found the enemy billeted on them was intense. There were still many holiday-makers in the Grand and Burlington Hotels in Sheringham, as also in the Metropole, Grand, and Paris at Cromer, and these, on that memorable Sunday morning, experienced a rude awakening from their slumbers.

At Cromer the enemy, as soon as they landed, took possession of the post office, commandeered all the stores at shops, including the West-End Supply Stores and Rusts; occupied the railway station on the hill, with all its coal and rolling stock, and made prisoners of the coastguards, the four wires, as at Weybourne, having already been cut by advance agents, who had likewise seized the post office wires. A German naval party occupied the coastguard station, and hoisting the German flag at the peak of the staff in place of the white ensign, began to make rapid signals with the semaphore and their own coloured bunting instead of our coastguard flags.

In the clean, red-brick little town of Sheringham all the grocers and provision-dealers were given notice not to sell food to anyone, as it was now in possession of the invaders, while a number of motor-cars belonging to private persons were seized. Every lodging-house, every hotel, and every boarding-house was quickly crowded by the German officers, who remained to superintend the landing. Many machine guns were landed on the pier at Cromer, while the heavier ordnance were brought ashore at the gap and hauled up the fishermens slope.

Colonel Macdonald, who had carefully marked a cycling road-map of the district with his observations driving in his own dog-cart from one point to the other, met with a number of exciting adventures.

While in Holt on Monday evening — after a long day of constant observation — he suddenly came face to face with Colonel Frölich, commanding the enemys cavalry brigade, and was recognised. Frölich had been aide-de-camp to the Emperor at the time when Macdonald was attaché at the British Embassy, and both men were intimate friends.

They stopped and spoke, Frölich expressing surprise and also regret that they should meet as enemies after their long friendship. Macdonald, annoyed at being thus recognised, took the matter philosophically as the fortunes of war, and learnt from his whilom friend a number of valuable details regarding the German position.

The retired attaché, however, pushed his inquiries rather too far, and unfortunately aroused the suspicions of the German cavalry commander, with the result that the Englishmans movements were afterwards very closely watched. He then found himself unable to make any further reconnaisance, and was compelled to hide his map under a heap of stones near the Thornage Road, and there leave it for some hours, fearing lest he should be searched and the incriminating plan found upon him.
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At night, however, he returned cautiously to the spot, regained possession of his treasure, and abandoning his dog-cart and horse in a by-road near North Barningham, succeeded in getting over to Edgefield. Here, however, he was discovered and challenged by the sentries. He succeeded, nevertheless, in convincing them that he was not endeavouring to escape; otherwise he would undoubtedly have been shot there and then, as quite a dozen unfortunate persons had been at various points along the German line.

To obtain information of the enemys position this brave old officer had risked his life, yet concealed in his golf-cap was the map which would condemn him as a spy. He knew the peril, but faced it boldly, as an English soldier should face it.

His meeting with Frölich had been most unfortunate, for he knew that he was now a marked man.

At first the sentries disbelieved him, but, speaking German fluently, he argued with them, and was at last allowed to go free. His one object was to get the map into the hands of the Intelligence Department, but the difficulties were, he soon saw, almost insurmountable. Picquets and sentries held every road and every bridge, while the railway line between Fakenham and Aylsham had been destroyed in several places, as well as that between Melton Constable and Norwich.

Through the whole night he wandered on, hoping to find some weak point in the cordon about Weybourne, but in vain. The Germans were everywhere keeping a sharp vigil to prevent anyone getting out with information, and taking prisoners all upon whom rested the slightest suspicion.

Near dawn, however, he found his opportunity, for at the junction of the three roads near the little hamlet of Stody, a mile south of Hunworth, he came upon a sleeping Uhlan, whose companions had evidently gone forward into Briningham village. The horse was grazing quietly at the roadside, and the man, tired out, lay stretched upon the bank, his helmet by his side, his sabre still at his belt.

Macdonald crept up slowly. If the man woke and discovered him he would be again challenged. Should he take the mans big revolver and shoot him as he lay?

No. That was a cowards action, an unjustifiable murder, he decided.

He would take the horse, and risk it by making a dash for life.

Therefore, on tiptoe he crept up, passing the prostrate man, till he approached the horse, and in a second, old though he was, he was nevertheless in the saddle. But none too soon. The jingle of the bit awakened the Uhlan suddenly, and he sprang up in time to see the stranger mount.

In an instant he took in the situation, and before the colonel could settle himself in the saddle he raised his revolver and fired.

The ball struck the colonel in the left shoulder, shattering it, but the gallant man who was risking his life for his country only winced, cursed his luck beneath his breath, set his teeth, and with the blood pouring from the wound, made a dash for life, and succeeded in getting clean away ere the alarm could be raised.

Twelve hours later the valuable information the colonel had so valiantly gained at such risk was in the hands of the Intelligence Department at Whitehall, and had been transmitted back to Norwich and Colchester.

That the Fourth German Army Corps were in a position as strong as those who had landed at Lowestoft could not be denied, and the military authorities could not disguise from themselves the extreme gravity of the situation.


CHAPTER V. OUR FLEET TAKEN UNAWARES
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THE FIRST NEWS of the great naval battle, as generally happens in war, was confused and distorted. It did not clearly show how the victory had been gained by the one side, or what had brought defeat upon the other. Only gradually did the true facts appear. The following account, however, of the sudden attack made by the Germans upon the British Fleet represents as near an approach as can ever be made, writing after events, to the real truth:

On the fateful evening of September 1, it appears that the North Sea Fleet lay peacefully at anchor off Rosyth, in the Firth of Forth. It mustered sixteen battleships, four of them of the famous Dreadnought class, and all powerful vessels. With it, and attached to it, was a squadron of armoured cruisers eight ships strong, but no destroyers, as its torpedo flotilla was taking part in the torpedo manœuvres in the Irish Sea. Some excitement had been caused in the fleet by orders received on the previous day, directing it to remain under steam ready to put to sea at an hours notice. Officers and men had read the reports in the papers announcing some friction with Germany, and had recalled with ironical amusement certain speeches of the Premier, in which he had declared that since his advent to power war was impossible between civilised nations. On the morning of the First, however, the orders to hold the fleet in readiness were cancelled, and Admiral Lord Ebbfleet was instructed to wait at his anchorage the arrival of reinforcements from the reserve divisions at the great naval ports. The Admiral had reported some shortage of coal and ammunition, and had asked for further supplies of both. A promise was made him that more coal should be sent to Rosyth, but ammunition, he was told, it would be inconvenient and unnecessary to forward at this juncture. There was no reason for precipitation or alarm, a cipher telegram from Whitehall ran: Any sign of either would irritate Germany and endanger the situation. He was peremptorily enjoined to refrain from any act of preparation for war. The estimates could not be exceeded without good reason, and the necessary economies of the Admiralty had left no margin for unexpected expenses. Even the commissioning of the reserve ships, he was told, was not to be considered in any sense as pointing to the imminence of war; it was merely a test of the readiness of the fleet.

This remarkable despatch and the series of telegrams which accompanied it were produced at the Parliamentary investigation after the war, and caused simple stupefaction. There was not a hint in them of the peril which menaced the North Sea Fleet. Not the safety of England, but the feelings of the enemy, were considered. And yet the same utter absence of precautions had characterised the policy of the Government during the Fashoda crisis, when Mr. Goschen indignantly denied to an approving House of Commons the suggestion that the dockyards had been busy or that special efforts to prepare for war had been needed. In the North Sea crisis again, the safety of England had been left to chance, and the British fleets carefully withdrawn from the waters of the North Sea, or placed in a position of such weakness that their defeat was a probability.

Lord Ebbfleet, the Admiral, however, was wiser than the Admiralty. There were too many busybodies about, and the ships were too plainly under observation, to make the full battle toilet. But all that afternoon his crews were active in removing the woodwork, which could not, unfortunately, be sent ashore or thrown into the water — that would have caused excessive suspicion. He would personally have preferred to weigh anchor and proceed to sea, but his instructions forbade this. A great admiral at such a juncture might have disobeyed, and acted on his own responsibility; but Lord Ebbfleet, though brave and capable, was not a Nelson. Still, as well as he could, he made ready for war, and far into the night the crews worked with a will.

Torpedo-nets were got out in all the large ships; the guns were loaded; the watch manned and armed ship; the ships torpedo boats were hoisted out and patrolled the neighbouring waters; all ships had steam up ready to proceed to sea, though the Admiralty had repeatedly censured Lord Ebbfleet for the heinous offence of wasting coal. Unhappily, the fortifications on the Firth of Forth were practically unmanned and dismantled. Many of the guns had been sold in 1906 to effect economies. In accordance with the policy of trusting to luck and the kindness of the Germans, in fear, also, of provoking Germany, no steps had been taken to mobilise their garrisons. Under the latest scheme of defence which the experts in London had produced, it had been settled that fortifications were not needed to protect the bases used by the fleet. The garrison artillery had gone — sacrificed to the demand for economy. It was considered amply sufficient to man the works with mobilised Volunteers when the need arose. That the enemy might come like a thief in the night had seemingly not occurred to the Government, the House of Commons, or the Army reformers.

Thus the Admiral had to trust entirely to his own ships and guns. The very searchlights on the coast defences were not manned; everything after the usual English fashion was left to luck and the last minute. And, truth to tell, the pacific assurances of the Ministerial Press had lulled anxiety to rest everywhere, save, perhaps, in the endangered fleet. The nation wished to slumber, and it welcomed the leading articles which told it that all disquietude was ridiculous.

It was equally disastrous that no destroyers accompanied the fleet. The three North Sea flotillas of twenty-four boats were conducting exercises in the Irish Sea, whither they had been despatched after the grand naval manœuvres were over. No flotilla of destroyers, and not even a single one of those worn-out, broken-down torpedo boats which the Admiralty had persisted in maintaining as a sham defence for the British coast, was stationed in the Forth. For patrol work the Admiral had nothing but his armoured cruisers and the little launches carried in his warships, which were practically useless for the work of meeting destroyers. The mine defences on the coast had been abolished in 1905, with the promise that torpedo boats and submarines should take their place. Unluckily, the Admiralty had sold off the stock of mines for what it would fetch, before it had provided either the torpedo boats or the submarines, and now five years after this act of supreme wisdom and economy there was still no mobile defence permanently stationed north of Harwich.

At nightfall six of the battleships steam torpedo boats were stationed outside the Forth Bridge, east of the anchorage, to keep a vigilant watch, while farther out to sea was the fast cruiser Leicestershire with all lights out, in mid-channel, just under the island of Inchkeith. Abreast of her and close inshore, where the approach of hostile torpedo craft was most to be feared, were three small ships torpedo boats to the north and another three to the south, so that, in all, twelve torpedo boats and one cruiser were in the outpost line, to prevent any such surprise as that of the Russian fleet at Port Arthur on the night of February 8, 1904. Thus began this most eventful night in the annals of the British Navy.

Hour after hour passed, while the lieutenants in charge of the torpedo boats incessantly swept the horizon with night glasses; and on the bridge of the Leicestershire a small group of officers and signalmen directed their telescopes and glasses out to sea. The great cruiser in the darkness showed not a glimmer of light; gently her engines moved her to and fro upon her beat; she looked through the blackness like a monstrous destroyer herself; and as she went to and fro her guns were always kept trained out seawards, with the watch ready. Towards 2 a.m. the tide began to set strongly into the Forth, and at the same time the weather became misty. Captain Cornwall, noting with uneasiness that the horizon was becoming obscured, and that the field of vision was narrowing, exclaimed to his fellow-watchers on the bridge that it was an ideal night for destroyers — if they should come.

Barely had he spoken thus when he was called aft to the wireless telegraphy instruments. Out of the night Hertzian waves were coming in. The mysterious message was not in the British code; it was not in the international code; and it bore no intelligible meaning. It was in no language that could be recognised — was evidently a cipher. For two or three minutes the recorder rattled off dots and dashes, and then the aërial impulse ceased. Immediately, with a noise like the rattle of pistol shots, the Leicestershires transmitters began to send the news of this strange signal back to the flagship at the anchorage. The special tuning of the British instruments kept for fleet work would prevent a stranger taking in her news.

While the Leicestershires wireless instruments were signalling, a steamer was made out approaching Inchkeith. From her build she was a tramp; she carried the usual lights, and seemed to be heading for Queensferry. A flashlight signal was made to her to ask her name and nationality, and to direct her not to approach, as manœuvres were in progress. She made not the faintest response to these signals — a by no means unusual case with British and foreign merchant steamers. In the dim light she looked to be of about 2500 tons displacement as she steered straight for the Leicestershire. Captain Cornwall ordered one of the inshore torpedo boats to proceed to her, and examine her, and direct her, if she was not British, to go into Leith, thus taking upon his shoulders the considerable responsibility of interfering with a foreign ship in time of peace. But she paid no attention to the torpedo boat. She was about 3000 yards off the Leicestershire when the order to the boat was given, and she had now approached within 1500 yards. Disquieted by her proceedings, Captain Cornwall ordered one of the 3-pounders to fire a shot across her bow, and then, as this did not stop her, followed it up with two shots from a 3-pounder directed against her hull.

At the first shot across her bows she swung round, now little more than a thousand yards away from the British cruiser, bringing her broadside to bear. There was the noise of a dull report like the discharge of torpedo tubes, as an instant later the 3-pounder shells struck her hull. Immediately, at Captain Cornwalls order, the Leicestershire opened fire with all her guns that would bear. Through the water came two streaks of bubbles and foam, moving with lightning speed. One passed right ahead of the Leicestershire; the other swept towards the British cruisers stern; there was a heavy explosion; the whole hull of the cruiser was violently shaken and lifted perceptibly up in the water; a spout of water and smoke rose up astern, and the engines ceased to work. The Leicestershire had been torpedoed by the stranger.

The stranger caught the cruisers fire and reeled under it. The British gunners took their revenge. The searchlights came on; four 7.5s, in less time than it takes to tell, planted shell after shell upon her waterline, and the steamer began slowly to founder. Clouds of smoke and steam rose from her; her engine was apparently disabled, and the British launches closed about her to seize those of her crew that survived. In ten minutes all was over. The steamer had disappeared, her side torn open by a dozen 7.5-in. shells charged with lyddite. But the Leicestershire was in serious plight. The damage done by the German torpedo was of the gravest nature. The British cruiser was heavily down by the stern; her port engine and propeller would no longer revolve; two compartments on the port quarter had filled, and water was leaking into the port engine-room. Very slowly, with the help of the starboard engine, Captain Cornwall took her in towards Leith and beached his ship on the shoals near the new harbour.

The opening act had been cleverly thought out by the German staff. While the torpedo boats were picking up the crew of the steamer, three divisions of German torpedo craft, each six boats strong, had passed into the Forth under the shadow of the northern coast. They glided like shadows through the darkness, and they do not seem to have been seen by the British vessels off Inchkeith, whose crews attention was riveted upon the Leicestershire. A fourth division, moving rapidly in the shadow of the southern coast, was seen by the Leicestershire and by the British launches about her and with her, and at once she opened fire upon the dim forms. But, bereft of motive power, she could not use her battery to advantage, and though it was thought that one of the destroyers disappeared in the water, the others sped up the estuary, towards the British fleet.

Warned by wireless telegraphy that destroyers had been sighted, the British crews were on the qui vive. There was not time at this eleventh hour to weigh and put out to sea; the only possible course was to meet the attack at anchorage. The fleet was anchored off Rosyth, the battleships in two lines ahead, headed by the flagships Vanguard and Captain. The Vanguard and Captain, the leading ships in the starboard and port lines respectively, were just abreast of the Beamer Rock and Port Edgar. The seven armoured cruisers were moored in the St. Margarets Hope Anchorage. To torpedo craft coming from the sea and passing under the Forth Bridge, the fleet thus offered a narrow front, and comparatively few of its guns would bear.

About 2.30 a.m. on Sunday morning, the lookout of the Vanguard detected white foam, as from the bows of a destroyer, just under Battery Point; a few seconds later, the same sign was seen to the south of Inchgarvie, and as the bugles sounded and the 12-in. guns in the three forward turrets of the British flagship opened, and the searchlights played their steady glare upon the dark waters just under the Forth Bridge, the forms of destroyers or torpedo boats fast approaching were unmistakably seen.

In a moment the air trembled with the concussion of heavy guns; the quick-firers of the fleet opened a terrific fire; and straight at the battleships came eighteen German destroyers and large torpedo boats, keeping perfect station, at impetuous speed. The sea boiled about them; the night seemed ablaze with the flashing of the great guns and the brilliant flame of exploding shells. Now one destroyer careened and disappeared; now another flew into splinters, as the gunners sent home their huge projectiles. Above all the din and tumult could be heard the rapid hammering of the pom-poms, as they beat from the bridges with their steady stream of projectiles upon the approaching craft.

Four destroyers went to the bottom in that furious onrush; ten entered the British lines, and passed down them with the great ships on either side, not more than 200 yards away, and every gun depressed as much as it could be, vomiting flame and steel upon the enemy; the others turned back. The thud of torpedo firing followed; but the boats amid that tempest of projectiles, with the blinding glare of the searchlights in their gunners eyes, aimed uncertainly. Clear and unforgettable the figures of officers and men stood out of the blackness, as the searchlights caught the boats. Some could be seen heaving heavy weights overboard; others were busy at the torpedo tubes; but in the blaze of light the pom-poms mowed them down, and tore the upper works of the destroyers to flinders. Funnels were cut off and vanished into space; a conning-tower was blown visibly away by a 12-in. shell which caught it fairly, and as the smitten boat sank there was a series of terrific explosions.

Fifth ship in the starboard British line from the Vanguard lay the great battleship Indefatigable, after the four Dreadnoughts one of the four powerful units in the fleet. Four torpedoes were fired at her by the German destroyers; three of the four missed her, two of them only by a hairs breadth, but the fourth cut through the steel net and caught her fairly abreast of the port engine-room, about the level of the platform deck. The Germans were using their very powerful 17.7-in. Schwartzkopf torpedo, fitted with net-cutters, and carrying a charge of 265 lb. of gun-cotton, the heaviest employed in any navy, and nearly a hundred pounds heavier than that of the largest British torpedo.

The effect of the explosion was terrific. Though the Indefatigable had been specially constructed to resist torpedo attack, her bulkheads were not designed to withstand so great a mass of explosive, and the torpedo breached the plating of the wing compartments, the wing passage, and the coal-bunker, which lay immediately behind it. The whole structure of the ship was shaken and much injured in the neighbourhood of the explosion, and water began to pour through the shattered bulkheads into the port engine-room.

The pumps got to work, but could not keep the inrush down; the ship rapidly listed to the port side, and though out collision mat was ordered at once, and a mat got over the huge, gaping hole in the battleships side, the water continued to gain. Slipping her anchors, at the order of the Admiral, the Indefatigable proceeded a few hundred yards with her starboard screw to the shelving, sandy beach of Society Bank, where she dropped aground. Had the harbour works at Rosyth been complete, the value of them to the nation at this moment would have been inestimable, for there would have been plenty of time to get her into the dock which was under construction there. But in the desire to effect apparent economies the works since 1905 had been languidly pushed.

The calamities of the British fleet did not end with the torpedoing of the Indefatigable. A few seconds later some object drifting in the water, probably a mine — though in the confusion it was impossible to say what exactly happened — struck the Resistance just forward of the fore barbette. It must have drifted down inside the torpedo nets, between the hull and the network. There was an explosion of terrific violence, which rent a great breach in the side of the ship near the starboard fore torpedo tube, caused an irresistible inrush of water, and compelled her captain also to slip his anchors and beach his ship.

Two of the British battle squadron were out of action in the space of less than five minutes from the opening of fire.

Already the shattered remnants of the German torpedo flotilla were retiring; a single boat was steaming off as fast as she had come, but astern of her four wrecks lay in the midst of the British fleet devoid of motive power, mere helpless targets for the guns.

As they floated in the glare of the searchlights with the water sputtering about them, in the hail of projectiles, first one and then another, and finally all four, raised the white flag. Four German boats had surrendered; four more had been seen to sink in the midst of the fleet; one was limping slowly off under a rain of shells from the smaller guns of the Vanguard.

The British cruiser Londonderry was ordered to slip and give chase to her, and steamed off in pursuit down the Forth. A caution to beware of mines was flashed by the Admiral, and was needed. The German destroyers must have carried with them, and thrown overboard in their approach, a large number of these deadly agents, which were floating in all directions, greatly hampering the Londonderry in her chase.

But with the help of her searchlights she picked her way past some half-dozen mines which were seen on the surface, and she was so fortunate as not to strike any of those which had been anchored in the channel. Gathering speed, she overhauled the damaged destroyer. The crew could offer little resistance to the guns of a powerful cruiser.

A few shots from the three-pounders and a single shell from one of the Londonderrys 7.5s did the work. The German torpedo boat began to sink by the stern; her engines stopped; her rudder was driven by the explosion of the big projectile over to starboard, and the impulse of the speed at which she was travelling brought her head round towards the British vessel. The boat was almost flush with the water as one of her crew raised the white flag, and the fifth German boat surrendered.

The prisoners were rescued from the water with shaken nerves and quaking limbs, as men who had passed through the Valley of the Shadow of Death, who had endured the hail of shells and faced the danger of drowning.

So soon as the survivors of that most daring and gallant attack had been recovered from the water, and possession had been taken of the battered hulls in which they had made their onset, the Admiral ordered his torpedo launches to drag the channel for mines.

And while the dragging was proceeding, the prisoners were taken on board the flagship and interrogated. They would disclose little other than the fact that, according to them, war had been already declared. The ship which had attacked the Leicestershire, they said, was a tramp fitted for mine-laying and equipped with three torpedo tubes. Half of them were more or less seriously wounded; all admitted that the slaughter on board their boats caused by the British fire had been terrific. One lieutenant stated that all the men at one of his torpedo tubes had been mown down twice by the hail of small shells from the pom-poms, while a 12-in. shell which had hit the stern of his boat had blown it completely away. Yet the remnant of the boat had still floated.

Lord Ebbfleet surveyed the scene with rueful eyes. The Indefatigable and Resistance, two of his powerful battleships, were out of action, and could take no more part in operations for weeks. The Leicestershire was in the same plight. From sixteen battleships his force had fallen to fourteen; his armoured cruiser squadron was reduced from eight ships to seven. To remain in the anchorage without destroyers and torpedo boats to keep a lookout would be to court further torpedo attacks, and perhaps the even more insidious danger from German submarines, and might well imperil the safety of the British reserve ships. Only one course remained — to weigh and proceed to sea, endeavouring to pass south to meet the reserve ships.

Efforts to communicate his intention to the Admiralty failed. The roar of firing had awakened Leith and Edinburgh; people were pouring into the streets to know what this strange and sudden commotion meant, and what was the cause of the storm.

The windows at Queensferry had been shattered; the place was shaken as by a great earthquake. The three heavy bursts of firing, the continuous disquieting flashes of the searchlights, and the great hull of the Leicestershire ashore off Leith, indicated that something untoward had befallen the fleet.

For a moment it was thought that the Admiral had fallen to manœuvres at a most unseasonable hour, or that some accident had occurred on board the injured cruiser. Then suddenly the truth dawned upon the people. The crowd ashore, constantly increasing, as it gazed in alarm towards the anchorage, realised that war had begun, and that for the first time since the Dutch sailed up the Medway, more than two hundred years before, the sanctity of a British anchorage had been invaded by an enemy.

The coastguardsmen, who had been placed under the control of the civil authorities as the result of one of the numerous reforms effected in the interests of economy, had for the most part forgotten the art of quick signalling or quick reading of naval signals, else they might have interpreted to the crowd the history of that night, as it was flashed to the wireless station at Rosyth, for transmission to London.

But, as has been said, the attempt to despatch the news to headquarters failed. The private wire from the dockyard to Whitehall would not work, and though the post office wires were tried no answer could be obtained. It appeared that, as on the famous night of the North Sea outrage, there was no one at the Admiralty — not even a clerk. It was, therefore, impossible to obtain definite information.

Lord Ebbfleet had meantime received a report from his torpedo launches that a precarious passage had been cleared through the mines in the channel, and about four oclock on Sunday morning he ordered the armoured cruiser squadron to put to sea and ascertain whether the coast was clear, preceding the battle squadron, which, minus the two damaged battleships, was to follow at six.

The interval of two hours was required to take on board ammunition from the damaged ships, to land woodwork and all the impedimenta that could possibly be discarded before battle, and also to complete the preparations for action.

It was now almost certain that a German fleet would be encountered, but, as has been said, the risk of remaining in the Forth was even greater than that of proceeding to sea, while the Commander-in-Chief realised the full gravity of the fact that upon his fleet and its activity would depend the safety of England from invasion.

He knew that the other main fleets were far distant; that the reserve ships were much too weak by themselves to meet the force of the German Navy, and that the best chance of averting a fresh disaster to them was to effect as speedily as possible a junction with them. Where exactly they were or whether they had moved from the Nore he was not yet aware; the absence of information from the Admiralty left him in the dark as to these two important points.

The armoured cruisers were ordered, if they encountered the German cruisers in approximately equal or inferior force, to drive them off and push through them, to ascertain the strength and whereabouts of the German battle fleet; if, however, the Germans were in much superior force, the British squadron was to fall back on the battle fleet. One by one the armoured cruisers steamed off, first the Polyphemus, with the Rear-Admirals flag, then the Olympia, Achates, Imperieuse, Aurora, and Londonderry, and last of all the Gloucester bringing up the rear.

Upon these seven ships the duty of breaking through the enemys screen was to devolve. As they went out they jettisoned their woodwork and formed a line ahead, in which formation they were to fight.

Unfortunately, the shooting of the squadron was very uneven. Three of its ships had done superbly at battle practice and in the gun-layers test; but two others had performed indifferently, and two could scarcely be trusted to hit the target.

For years the uneven shooting of the fleet had been noted as a source of weakness; but what was needed to bring the bad ships up to the mark was a lavish expenditure of ammunition, and ammunition cost money. Therefore ammunition had to be stinted.

In the German Navy, on the other hand, a contrary course had been followed. For the two months before the war, as was afterwards disclosed by the German Staff History, the German ships had been kept constantly at practice, and if the best ships did not shoot quite so well as the best units in the British fleet, a far higher average level of gunnery had been attained.

Increasing the number of revolutions till the speed reached 18 knots, the cruiser squadron sped seawards. The east was flushed with the glow of dawn as the ships passed Inchcolm, but a grey mist lay upon the surface of the gently heaving sea and veiled the horizon. Leaving Inchkeith and the Kinghorn Battery soon after the Leith clocks had struck the half-hour, and steaming on a generally easterly course, the lookout of the Polyphemus saw right ahead and some ten or eleven miles away to the north-east the dark forms of ships upon the horizon. The British line turned slightly and headed towards these ships. All the telescopes on the Polyphemuss fore-bridge were directed upon the strangers, and the fact that they were men-of-war painted a muddy grey was ascertained as they drew nearer, and transmitted by wireless telegraphy to Lord Ebbfleet.

They were coming on at a speed which seemed to be about 17 knots, and were formed in line ahead, in a line perfectly maintained, so that, as they were approaching on almost exactly the opposite course, their number could not be counted. In another minute or two, as the distance between the two squadrons rapidly diminished, it was clear from her curious girdermasts that the ship at the head of the line was either the large German armoured cruiser Waldersee, the first of the large type built by Germany, or some other ship of her class. At six miles distance several squadrons of destroyers were made out, also formed in line ahead, and steaming alongside the German line, abaft either beam.

A battle was imminent; there was no time to issue elaborate orders, or make fresh dispositions.

The British Admiral signalled that he would turn to starboard, to reconnoitre the strange fleet, and reserve fire till closer quarters. He turned five points, which altered his course to an east-south-easterly one. For a fractional period of time the Germans maintained their original course, steering for the rear of the British line. Then the German flagship or leader of the line turned to port, steering a course which would bring her directly across the bows of the British line.

Simultaneously the two divisions of torpedo craft on the port beam of the German squadron increased speed, and, cutting across the loop, neared the head of the German line.

The German squadron opened fire as it began to turn, the Waldersee beginning the duel with the two 11-in. guns in her fore-turret.

A flash, a haze of smoke instantly dissipated, and a heavy shell passed screeching over the fore-turret of the Polyphemus.

Another flash an instant later, and a shell struck the British cruisers third funnel, tearing a great hole in it, but failing to burst. Then every German gun followed, laid on the Polyphemus, which blew her steam siren and fired a 12-pounder, the prearranged signal to the British ships for opening, and an instant later, just after 5 a.m., both squadrons were exchanging the most furious fire at a distance which did not exceed 5000 yards.

As the two lines turned, the British were able at last to make out the strength and numbers of their enemy. There were ten German armoured cruisers in line — at the head of the line the fast and new Waldersee, Caprivi, and Moltke, each of 16,000 tons, and armed with four 11-in. and ten 9.4-in. guns, with astern of them the Manteuffel, York, Roon, Friedrich Karl, Prince Adalbert, Prince Heinrich, and Bismarck.

The last four did not follow the first six in the turn, but maintained their original course, and headed direct for the rear of the British line. Thus the position was this: One German squadron was manœuvring to pass across the head of the British line, and the other to cross the rear of that line. Each German squadron was attended by two torpedo divisions.

Retreat for the British Admiral was already out of the question, even if he had wished to retire. But as he stood in the Polyphemuss conning-tower and felt his great cruiser reel beneath him under the concussion of her heavy guns — as he saw the rush of splinters over her deck, and heard the officers at his side shouting down the telephones amid the deafening din caused by the crash of steel on steel, the violent explosion of the shells, the heavy roar of the great guns, and the ear-splitting crack and rattle of the 12-pounders and pom-poms — he realised that the German squadrons were manœuvring perfectly, and were trying a most daring move — one which it would need all his nerve and foresight to defeat.


CHAPTER VI. FIERCE CRUISER BATTLE
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CONTRARY TO ANTICIPATION, in the interchange of fire the ships of the two combatants did not suffer any disabling injury. The armour on either side kept out the shells from the vitals, though great smoking gaps began to show where the unarmoured sides had been riven.

The Waldersees turrets flashed and smoked incessantly as she closed; the whole German squadron of six ships, which included her and followed her, turned its concentrated fire upon the Polyphemus, and the British cruisers to the rear of the British line were at some disadvantage, since their weapons could only fire at extreme range. The Germans aimed chiefly at the Polyphemuss conning-tower, wherein, they knew, dwelt the brain that directed the British force.

Amidst the smoke and fumes of high-explosive shells, with the outlook obscured by the hail of splinters and the nerves shaken by the incessant blast of shells, it was difficult to keep a perfectly cool head.

The next move of the British Admiral has been bitterly criticised by those who forget that the resolutions of naval war may have to be reached in two seconds, under a strain to which no General on land is subjected.

Seeing that the main German squadron was gaining a position to execute the famous manœuvre of crossing the T, and unable to turn away to starboard for want of sea-room, the British Admiral signalled to his fleet to turn simultaneously to port, reversing the direction of his movement and inverting the order of his fleet. His van became his rear, his rear his van.

Amidst all the uproar, the main German squadron replied with the same manœuvre, while the second German squadron instantly headed straight for the ships which had been to the rear of the British line, and now formed its van.

Simultaneously two of the four divisions of German destroyers attacked, one the rear and the other the head, of the British line, and the German ships let go their long-range torpedoes.

The range had fallen to a distance of not much over 3000 yards between the main German squadron and the Polyphemus. At the other extremity of the British line, as the four armoured cruisers forming the second German squadron closed on the British van, it rapidly decreased. The confusion was fearful on either side, and if the British had had destroyers with them the German official narrative acknowledges that it might have gone very hard with the German fleet. But here, as elsewhere, initial errors of disposition, in the famous words of the Archduke Charles, proved fatal beyond belief.

The smaller guns on board all the ships of both sides had been in many cases put out of action; even the heavier weapons had suffered. Several of the turrets no longer flashed and revolved. Funnels and bridges had sunk; wreckage of steel yawned where decks had been; dense clouds of smoke poured from blazing paint or linoleum, and the fires were incessantly renewed by fresh shell explosions. Blood covered the decks, the scuppers ran red; inside the fore barbette of the Imperieuse, which had been pierced by an 11-in. shell, was a scene of indescribable horror. The barbette had suddenly ceased firing.

An officer, sent to ascertain the cause, was unable to make his way in before he was swept away by a fresh projectile. Another volunteer climbed up through the top into the steel pent-house, for there was no other means of access — returned alive, and reported that the whole barbette crew were dead and that the place was like a charnel-house. There was no sign of disabling injury to the mechanism, but the problem was how to get a fresh crew of living men through the hail of shells to the guns.

The four German armoured cruisers of the second division turned within 1500 yards of the head of the British line, firing torpedoes and delivering and receiving a terrific shell fire. One torpedo boat followed each German cruiser closely, and as the four cruisers turned, the torpedo craft, instead of following them, charged home.

The manœuvre was so unexpected and so hazardous that it was difficult to meet. At twenty-five knots speed the German boats passed like a flash through the British line. A great hump of water rose under the British cruiser Londonderry, second in the inverted order of the line, and she reeled and settled heavily in the water. A torpedo had struck her abaft the fore-turret.

Almost at the same instant another German torpedo division attacked the rear of the British line, and a German torpedo boat made a hit upon the Olympia, last but one in the British line. She was struck abaft the starboard engine-room, and she too listed, and settled in the water.

As the German boats attempted to escape to the south they caught the fire of the British squadrons port broadsides, which sent two to the bottom and left two others in a sinking condition. Both the damaged British ships turned out of the British line and headed for the coast to the south. The only chance of saving the ships and crews was to beach the vessels and effect repairs. As they steered out of the battle, the tumult behind them increased, and their crews could see great tongues of flame shooting upwards from the Bismarck, which was held unmercifully by the British 9.2-in. shells. She was badly damaged and in sore trouble, but the rest of the German ships still appeared to be going well. The British torpedoes, fired from the cruisers tubes, seemed to have made no hits.

The Germans offered no hindrance to the withdrawal of the injured ships. They closed on the remnant of the British force, now reduced to five ships, all much damaged. On their side, without the Bismarck, which had fallen out of the line, they had nine ships in action and two intact flotillas of torpedo craft to bring to bear.

The second German squadron had wheeled to join the other division, which was now steering a generally parallel course, though well astern of the British ships. The two fleets had drawn apart after the short but fierce torpedo action, and the British were now heading north. A fierce cruiser battle ensued.

In this sharp encounter at close quarters, at a range which did not exceed 2000 yards, a grave catastrophe had befallen the Polyphemus. As the Admiral was giving orders for his squadron to turn, two heavy projectiles in quick succession struck the conning-tower, inside which he was standing with the captain, a midshipman, a petty officer, and two boys at his side. The first shell struck the base of the conning-tower, causing a most violent shock, and filling the interior of the tower with smoke and fumes.

The Admiral leant against the side of the tower and strove to ascertain through the narrow opening in the steel wall what had happened, when the second shell hit the armour outside, and exploded against it with terrific violence. Admiral Hardy was instantly killed by the shock or by the bolts and splinters which the explosion or impact of the projectile drove into the conning-tower. The flag-captain was mortally wounded; the petty officer received an insignificant contusion. The midshipman and the two boys escaped without a scratch, though stunned and much shaken by the terrific blow.

For some seconds the ship passed out of control; then, dazed and bewildered, the midshipman took charge, and shouted to the chamber below, where the steering gear was placed with the voice-pipes and all other appliances, — an improvement introduced after the war in the Far East, — orders to communicate the death of the Admiral and disablement of the captain to the commander. For some minutes the British squadron was without a chief, though under the system of follow my leader, which had been adopted for the cruiser squadron, the captain of the Gloucester which led the line was controlling the battle.

Some confusion resulted, and the opportunity of finishing off the Bismarck which undoubtedly offered at this moment was lost. Captain Connor, of the Gloucester, increased speed to eighteen knots, heading northward, to draw the German squadron away from the damaged British ships, and attempted to work across the head of the German line. The fleets now fought broadside to broadside, exchanging a steady fire, until Captain Connor, finding himself getting too close to the north coast, and with insufficient manœuvring room, turned southward, inverting the British line, and bringing the Polyphemus once more to its head.

The British squadron, after turning, steamed towards the Bismarck, which was crawling off eastwards, with a division of German torpedo boats near at hand to give her succour. The German squadrons had now formed up into one compact line, in which two of the ships appeared to be in serious difficulties. They copied the British manœuvre and steered a parallel course to the British cruisers, holding a position a little ahead of them. Simultaneously, their other intact torpedo division took station to leeward of their line near its rear, and the six remaining boats of the two divisions, which had executed the first attack, took station to leeward near the head of the line. The two fleets steamed 3500 yards apart, gradually closing, and fought an artillery battle, in which the greater gunpower, of the Germans, who had nine ships in action to the British five, speedily began to tell.

The Gloucester lost two of her four funnels; one of her masts fell with a resounding crash. The Olympia had a slight list; the Auroras forward works were shot away; the Achates had lost one of her funnels.

In the German line the Waldersees forward military mast tottered and could be seen swaying at each instant, the network of steel girders had been badly damaged. The Caprivi was on fire amidships, and smoke was pouring up from the fire. The Moltke was without one of her four funnels. The Manteuffels stern had been wrecked till the structure of the ship above the armour looked like a tangle of battered girders. The York and Roon were less shattered, but gaping wounds could be seen in their sides. The Friedrich Karl had lost the upper portion of her after military mast. The Prince Heinrich was slightly down by the bow, and was drooping astern.

Sparks and splinters flew upwards from the steel sides of the great ships as the projectiles went home; the din was indescribable; mingled with the dull note of the heavy guns was the crackling of the smaller guns and the beating of the pom-poms, playing a devils tattoo in this furious encounter of the mastodons.

The German Admiral saw that the two fleets were steadily nearing the Bismarck, and essayed once more the manœuvre which he had already tried, a manœuvre studiously practised in the German Navy, which had for ten years been daily experimenting with battle-evolutions, and testing its captains nerves till they were of steel. In these difficult and desperate manœuvres, it was remarked then — and it has since been proved by experience — the Germans surpassed their British rivals, not because the German officer was braver or more capable, but because he was younger taught to display initiative to a higher degree than the personnel of the British fleet, and better trained for actual battle.

The four last cruisers in the German line suddenly altered course and steered straight at the British line, while behind them, as before, followed six torpedo boats. Through the intervals at the head of the German line came the other six boats — an evolution which they had constantly rehearsed in peace, and which they carried out with admirable precision and dash in the crisis of battle — and charged the head of the British line. The rest of the German squadron maintained its original course, and covered the attack with a terrific fire, all its guns accelerating the rapidity of their discharge till the air hummed with projectiles.

The attack was suddenly and vigorously delivered. The British ships at the rear of the line met it and countered it with success by turning together south and steaming away, so that the German effort in this quarter ended with a blow to the air.

But the flagship at the head of the line was not so alert; the death of the Admiral was at this critical moment severely felt, and the Polyphemus, though she eluded three torpedoes which were fired at her at about 3000 yards by the German battleships, found two torpedo boats closing in upon her from right ahead. She charged one with the ram; there was no time for thinking, and she caught the boat fair under her steel prow, which cut through the thin plating of the boat like a knife through matchwood. Her huge hull passed with a slight shudder over the boat, which instantly foundered with a violent explosion.

The other boat, however, passed her only a hundred yards away in the spray of shells and projectiles which seemed as if by enchantment just to miss it. Her crew had a vision of wild-looking officers and men busy at the boats torpedo tubes; the flash of two torpedoes glinted in the sun as they leaped from the tubes into the water; then a great shell caught the boat and sent her reeling and sinking, but too late. The mischief had been done. One of the German torpedoes struck the Polyphemus full on the starboard engine-room, and, exploding with devastating effect, blew in the side and bulkheads. The engine-room filled at once, and bereft of half her power the great cruiser broke from the British line and headed for the shore with a heavy list. Almost at the same moment the fire on board the Caprivi blazed up so fiercely under the impact of the British shells that she, too, had to leave the line of battle.

The British line re-formed, heading east, now only four ships strong, faced by eight German ships. For some minutes both fleets steamed on a parallel course 4500 yards apart, the Germans, who had, on the whole, suffered less damage, since their injuries were distributed over a larger number of ships, steaming a little faster. Once more the German Admiral essayed a surprise. Suddenly the eight German ships made each simultaneously a quarter-turn, which brought them into line abreast. They stood in towards the four British survivors, to deal the culminating blow. End-on they caught the full vehemence of the British fire. But with forces so weakened, the British senior officer could not run the risk of a mêlée, and to avoid his antagonists he, too, turned away from the Germans in a line abreast, and at the same moment the Achates, Imperieuse, and Aurora fired their stern torpedo tubes. Realising the danger of pressing too closely in the course of a retiring fleet, the Germans again altered course to line ahead, and steered to cut the British ships off from their line of retreat up the Forth.

The four British cruisers now headed up the Forth, perceiving that victory was impossible and flight the only course. They again received the German fire, steering on a parallel course. At this juncture the Gloucester, the last ship in the British line, dropped far astern; she had received in quick succession half a dozen heavy German shells on her 6-in. armour and had sprung a serious leak. The German ships closed on her, coming in to less than 2000 yards, when their guns battered her with ever-increasing effect. She sank deeper in the water, heading for the coast, with the Germans in hot pursuit firing continuously at her. The other three cruisers were preparing to turn and go to her aid — a course which would certainly have involved the annihilation of the First Cruiser Squadron — when welcome help appeared.

To the west a column of great ships was made out coming up at impetuous speed from the Upper Forth. The new-comers were the British battleships steering to the scene of action.

At their approach the German cruisers wheeled and stood seaward, making off at a speed which did not exceed 16 knots, and leaving the Gloucester to beach herself. They were now in peril, in imminent danger of destruction — as it seemed to the British officers. Actually, however, the risk for them had not been great. Within touch of them the main German battle-fleet had waited off the Forth, linked to them by a chain of smaller cruisers and torpedo boats. It would have shown itself before, but for its commanders fear that its premature appearance might have broken off the battle and led to the retreat of the British squadron. As the British fleet came up, the German cruiser Bismarck, which had been for an hour in the gravest trouble, dropped astern of the other German ships, and it could be seen that one other German ship had been taken in tow and was falling astern.

Thus the preliminary cruiser action between the fleets had ended all to the disadvantage of the British, who had fought for two hours, and in that brief space lost four ships disabled. From seven ships on that disastrous morning, the British strength had been reduced to three. Impartial posterity will not blame the officers and men of the armoured cruiser squadron, who made a most gallant fight under the most unfavourable conditions.

The real criminals were the British Ministers, who neglected precautions, permitted the British fleet to be surprised, and compelled the British Admiral to play the most hazardous of games while they had left the coast without torpedo stations, and England without any military force capable of resisting an invading army.

Had there been a national army, even a national militia, the Commander-in-Chief could have calmly awaited the concentration of the remaining British fleets, which would have given the British Navy an overwhelming superiority. Had there been a fair number of destroyers always attached to his force, again, it is morally certain that he would have suffered no loss from the German torpedo attacks, while a number of torpedo stations disposed along the North Sea coast would have enabled him to call up torpedo divisions to his assistance, even if he had had none attached to his fleet.

Foresight would have provided for all the perils which menaced the British Navy on this eventful night; foresight had urged the rapid completion of the harbour at Rosyth, without which further strengthening of the North Sea fleet was difficult; foresight had pointed out the danger of neglecting the strengthening of the torpedo flotilla; foresight had called for a strong navy, and a nation trained to defend the fatherland.

It was the cry of the people and the politician for all manner of reforms at the expense of national security; the demand for old-age pensions, for feeding of children, for State work at preposterous wages for the work-shy; the general selfishness which asked everything of the State and refused to make the smallest sacrifice for it; the degenerate slackness of the Public and the Press, who refused to concern themselves with these tremendous interests, and riveted all their attention upon the trivialities of the football and cricket field, that worked the doom of England.

The nation was careless and apathetic; it had taken but little interest in its Fleet. Always it had assumed that the navy was perfect, that one British ship was a match for any two enemies. And now in a few hours it had been proved that the German Navy was as efficient; that its younger officers were better trained for war and more enterprising than the older British personnel; that its staff had perfectly thought out and prepared every move; and that much of the old advantage possessed by the British Navy had been lost by the too general introduction of short service.

The shooting of the British ships, it is true, had on the whole been good, and even the cruisers, which in battle practice had done badly, in action had improved their marksmanship to a remarkable degree. But it was in the art of battle manœuvring and in the scientific employment of their weapons that the British had failed.

The three surviving cruisers of the British squadron had all suffered much damage from the German fire, and had exhausted so much of their ammunition in the two hours fight that they were practically incapable of taking further part in the operations. They had to proceed to Rosyth to effect hasty repairs and ship any further ammunition that might with luck be found in the insignificant magazines at that place.

The Olympia had been struck three times on her fore barbette, but though one of the 9.2-in. guns which it contained had been put out of action by splinters, the barbette still worked well. Twice almost the entire crew of the barbette had been put out of action and had been renewed. The scenes within the barbette were appalling. Two of her 7.5-in. barbettes had been jammed by the fire; her funnels were so much damaged that the draught had fallen and the coal consumption enormously increased. Below the armour deck, however, the vitals of the ship were intact.

The Impérieuse and Aurora had serious hits on the water-line astern, and each of them was taking on board a good deal of water. They, too, were much mauled about their funnels and upper works. As for the four beached cruisers, they were in a parlous condition, and it would take weeks to effect repairs. The losses in men of the cruisers had not been very heavy; the officers in the conning-towers had suffered most, as upon the conning-towers the Germans had directed their heaviest fire.

Most serious and trying in all the ships had been the outbreaks of fire. Wherever the shells struck they appeared to cause conflagrations, and this, though the hoses were spouting water and the decks drowned before the action began. Once a fire broke out, to get it under was no easy task. Projectiles came thick upon the fire-parties, working in the choking smoke. Shell-splinters cut down the bluejackets and tore the hoses. The difficulty of maintaining communications within the ships was stupendous; telephones were inaudible in the terrible din; voice-pipes were severed; mechanical indicators worked indifferently.

The battle-fleet had spent its respite at the anchorage in getting on board the intact ships much of the ammunition from the Indefatigable and Triumph, and stripping away all remaining impedimenta; in rigging mantlets and completing the work of preparation.

While thus engaged at five a.m. the heavy boom of distant firing came in towards it from the sea — the continuous thundering of a hundred large guns, a dull, sinister note, which alternately froze and warmed the blood. Orders were instantly issued to make ready for sea with all possible speed, and hoist in the boats. Meantime the ships torpedo and picket boats had dragged carefully for mines, as Lord Ebbfleet dared to leave nothing to chance. Numerous mines were found floating on the water or moored in the channel, and it seemed a miracle that so many ships of the cruiser squadron had passed out to sea in safety.

Ten minutes later, at 5.10 a.m., Lord Ebbfleet signalled to weigh anchor, and the battle-fleet got under way and headed out to sea, its ships in a single line ahead, proceeding with the utmost caution. As it cleared the zone of danger, speed was increased to sixteen knots, and off Inchcolm the formation was modified.

Wishing to use to the utmost the high speed and enormous batteries of his four battleships of the Dreadnought class, Lord Ebbfleet had determined to manœuvre with them independently. They steamed three knots faster than the rest of his fleet; their armour and armament fitted them to play a decisive part in the approaching action. They took station to starboard, and to port steamed the other ten battleships, headed by the Captain, under Sir Louis Parker, the second in command, who was given full authority to control his division. Behind the Captain steamed the Sultan, Defiance, Active, Redoubtable, Malta, Excellence, Courageous, Valiant, and Glasgow — a magnificent array of two-funnelled, grey-painted monsters, keeping perfect station, with their crews at quarters, guns loaded, and battle-flags flying. To starboard were the enormous hulls of the four Dreadnoughts, the Vanguard leading, with astern of her the Thunderer, Devastation, and Bellerophon. The great turrets, each with its pair of giant 45 ft. long 12-in. guns, caught the eye instantly; the three squat funnels in each ship emitted only a faint haze of smoke; on the lofty bridges high above the water stood white-capped officers, looking out anxiously to sea. Nearer and nearer came the roll of the firing; presently the four Dreadnoughts increased speed and drew fast ahead of the other line, while the spray flew from under their bows as the revolutions of the turbines rose and the speed went up to nineteen knots.

The other ten battleships maintained their speed, and fell fast astern. Off Leith a vast crowd gathered, watching the far-off fighting, and listening in disquietude to the roar of the firing of the cruiser battle, and cheered the great procession as it swiftly passed and receded from view, leaving behind it only a faint haze of smoke. A few minutes before 7 a.m. the group of officers on the Vanguards bridge saw ahead of them three cruisers, evidently British, steaming towards them, and far away yet another British cruiser low in the water, smoking under the impact of shells, with about her a great fleet of armoured cruisers. The cruisers, as they approached, signalled the terrible news that Admiral Hardy was dead, three British cruisers out of action, and the Gloucester in desperate straits.

The battleships were just in time to effect the rescue. At 11,000 yards the Vanguards fore-turret fired the first shot of the battleship encounter, and as the scream of the projectile filled the air, the German cruisers drew away from their prey. The Dreadnoughts were now two miles ahead of the main squadron. Steaming fast towards the Bismarck, which had been abandoned by her consorts, the Vanguard fired six shells at her from her fore and starboard 12-in. turrets. All the six 12-in. shells went home; with a violent explosion the German cruiser sank instantly, taking with her to the bottom most of her crew. Yet there was no time to think of saving men, for on the horizon ahead of the British Fleet, out to sea, could be seen a dense cloud of smoke, betokening the presence of a great assemblage of ships. Towards this cloud the German cruisers were steaming at their best pace.

Lord Ebbfleet reduced speed to permit his other battleships to complete their formation and take up their positions for battle. The ten battleships of the second division simultaneously increased speed from fifteen to sixteen knots, which was as much as their engines could be trusted to make without serious strain.

About 7.15 a.m. the British Fleet had resumed its original order, and was abreast of North Berwick, now fast nearing the cloud of smoke which indicated the enemys presence, and rose from behind the cliffs of the Island of May.

The British admirals interchanged signals as the fleet steamed seaward, and Lord Ebbfleet instructed Vice-Admiral Parker and Rear-Admiral Merrilees to be prepared for the sudden charges of German torpedo craft.

That there would be many with the German Fleet was certain, for, although about twenty-four destroyers and torpedo boats had been sunk, damaged, or left without torpedoes as the result of the previous attacks during the night and early morning, the German torpedo flotilla had been enormously increased in the four years before the war, till it mustered 144 destroyers and forty large torpedo boats.

Even ruling thirty out of action and allowing for detachments, something like a hundred might have to be encountered.

Lord Ebbfleet was not one of those officers who expect the enemy to do the foolish thing, and he had no doubt but that the Germans would follow a policy of rigid concentration. They would bring all their force to bear against his fleet and strive to deal it a deadly blow.

Five minutes passed, and the smoke increased, while now at last the forms of ships could be made out far away. Rapidly approaching each other at the rate of some thirty knots an hour, the head ships of the two fleets were at 7.25 a.m. about nine miles apart. It could be seen that the German ships were in three distinct lines ahead, the starboard or right German line markedly in advance of the others, which were almost abreast. The German lines had wide intervals between them.

In the British ships the ranges were now coming down to the guns from the fire-control stations aloft: 18,000 yards! 17,000 yards! 16,000 yards! 15,000 yards! 14,000 yards! followed in quick succession; the sights were quietly adjusted, and the tension of the crews grew almost unendurable. The hoses were all spouting water to wet the decks; every eye was turned upon the enemy. Far away to the south the Bass Rock and the cliffs near Tantallon Castle rose out of a heaving sea, and behind them loomed the upland country south of Dunbar, so famous in Scottish story. To the north showed the rocky coast of Fife. The sun was in the eyes of the British gunners.

The guns of the Vanguard, and, indeed, of all the British battleships, were kept trained upon the leading German. It could now be seen that she was of the Kaiser class, and that five others of the same class followed her. Her tier on tier of turrets showed against the sun; the grim brownish-grey hulls produced an impression of resolute force.

In the centre German line appeared to be stationed several ships of the Braunschweig and Deutschland classes — how many the British officers could not as yet make out, owing to the perfect order of the German line, and the fact that it was approaching on exactly the opposite course to the British Fleet.

The port or left German line was headed by one of the new monster battleships, built to reply to the Dreadnought, and of even greater size and heavier battery than that famous ship. It was, in fact, the Sachsen, flying Admiral Helmanns flag, armed with twelve of the new pattern 46 ft. long 11-in. guns, twenty-four 4-in. quick-firers, and ten pom-poms.

The monster German battleship could be plainly distinguished by the Eiffel Tower-like structure of her masts, each with its two platforms carried on an elaborate system of light steel girders, which rendered them less liable to be shot away. End-on she showed her four 11-in. turrets, each bristling with a pair of muzzles. She brought two more heavy guns to bear ahead and on the broadside than did the Dreadnought, while her stern fire was incomparably more powerful, delivered from eight 11-in. guns.

It was the completion of two ships of this class that had caused Lord Ebbfleet so much anxiety for his position. Yet there were four of the class in the German line of battle, two of which did not appear in the official lists as ready for sea, but were given out to be only completing.

The range-finders in the fire-control stations in the British flagship were still sending down the distance. 13,000 yards! 12,000 yards! and the tension augmented. The centre and port German columns of ships slowed and turned slightly in succession, while the starboard line increased speed and maintained its original course. By this manœuvre the German Fleet looked to be formed in one enormous irregular line, covering four miles of sea.

The numbers of the enemy could at last be counted; the British Fleet of fourteen battleships had twenty-two battleships against it, and of those twenty-two, four were as good ships as the Vanguard. The British Fleet turned a little to starboard to bring its batteries to bear with the best effect, and take advantage, as Lord Ebbfleet intended, of the dispersion of the German formation. 11,000 yards! 10,000 yards! came down to the barbettes. The Vanguard fired a 12-pounder, and as the flash was seen both Fleets opened with sighting shots, and the great battle began.


CHAPTER VII. CONTINUATION OF THE STRUGGLE AT SEA
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BUT THE GERMAN Admiral had anticipated the British move, and as the two fleets closed, replied with a daring and hazardous blow. His irregular line dissolved once more into its elements as the flashes came from every heavy gun that would bear in his twenty-two battleships. The Germans, as they drew abreast of the British Fleet, steaming on an opposite course, broke into three columns in three lines ahead, one of which steered straight for the British rear, one for the centre, and one for the van.

The Vanguard and the other three large battleships with Lord Ebbfleet had increased speed, and moved ahead of their original station till their broadsides bore and they practically belonged the British line. They circled at full battle speed of nineteen knots to pass across the German rear. Sheltering under the lee of the German battleships several destroyers or torpedo-boats could be discerned, and there were other destroyer or torpedo-boat divisions away to the north-east, moving gently apart and aloof from the battle out at sea.

The fire on either side had now become intense and accurate; the range varied from minute to minute, but it constantly fell. The tumult was indescribable. The German third division of six Kaisers passed round the rear of the main British division, executing against it the manœuvre of crossing the T, but receiving serious injury in the process.

A stunning succession of blows rained upon the Glasgow, the sternmost battleship in the British line, and her excessively thin belt was pierced by three German 9.4-in. shells, one of which burst with dreadful effect inside the citadel, denting the armoured deck, driving bolts and splinters down into the boiler and engine-rooms, and for some instants rendering the ship uncontrollable. A great fire broke out where the shell had burst.

Almost at the same instant the Glasgows fore barbette put two shells in succession home just above the upper level of the Zahringens armour-belt amidships, and one of these shells bursting, wrecked and brought down the German battleships after-funnel, besides putting two of her Schultz boilers out of action. The Zahringen took fire, but the flames were quickly got under; she carried no wood and nothing inflammable.

Dense clouds of smoke from funnels, from bursting shells, from burning ships, began to settle over the water, and the air was acrid with the taint of burnt cordite and nitrous fumes from the German powder. In the twilight of smoke the dim forms of monster ships marched and countermarched, aglow with red flame.

The four Dreadnoughts passed round the first German division containing the four battleships of the Sachsen class, interchanging with them a terrific fire at about 5000 yards. Each side made many hits, and some damage was done to unarmoured portions of the huge hulls. An 11-in. shell struck the Thunderers centre 12-in. barbette, and jammed it for a few minutes; the Vanguard, at the head of the British division, received a concentrated fire, seven 11-in. shells striking her forward of her centre barbette. Several of her armour-plates were cracked; her port anchor gear was shot away, and her fore-funnel much shattered. Her whole structure vibrated under the terrific blows. Splinters swept her fore-bridge, and a hail of small projectiles from the German 40-pounder guns beat upon her conning-tower, rendering control of the battle exceedingly difficult.

The noise and concussion were terrible; the blast of the great 12-in. guns, when they fired ahead, shook the occupants of the tower, and extreme caution was needed to avoid serious injury. Lord Ebbfleet triumphantly achieved the manœuvre of crossing the T, or passing across the head of the German line and raking it with all his ships, against the Germans, though the enormous bow-fire of the Sachsen served her well at this point.

But the German Admiral diminished the effectiveness of the manœuvre by turning away a little, and then, when the danger had passed, resuming his original course. The second German division rapidly came up on the port beam of the British main division, its head ships receiving a fearful fire from the British line. Closing upon the first German division, it formed up astern of it into one long line, and attacked the British rear.

Thus the Germans had surrounded the British ten battleships under Sir Louis Parker, and had concentrated against them twenty-two battleships. The fire of this great host of German ships told heavily upon the weak armour of the Defiance and Valiant classes. The Sachsens, at about 4000 yards, put shot after shot from their 11-in. guns into the hull of the Glasgow, the last ship in the British line, and clouds of smoke and tongues of flame leapt up from her. She was now steaming slowly, and in evident distress.

The four Dreadnoughts worked to the north of the Germans, maintaining with them a long-range action, and firing with great effect. But seeing the German concentration against the other division of his fleet, Lord Ebbfleet turned and stood towards it, while at the same time Admiral Parker began to turn in succession and move to meet the Dreadnoughts. As his line turned, the rearward ships received further injuries.

Outside the armour the structure of many ships on both sides was fast being reduced to a tangle of shattered beams and twisted and rent plating. Most of the smaller guns were out of action, though the 6-in. guns in the casemates of the British ships were still for the most part intact. The Sultans 7.5s were firing with great effect; while the Captain, which headed the British main division, had resisted the battering superbly, and inflicted great injury on the Preussen by her fire. At moments, however, her guns were blanketed by the ships behind her, from the fact that the German columns were well astern. It was to bring his guns to bear as well as to rejoin his Commander-in-Chief that the British Vice-Admiral altered course and steamed south-westward.

The Germans now practised a masterly stroke.

Their third division of six Kaisers headed direct for the van of the British line, closing rapidly upon a generally opposite course. At the same time their other two divisions steered to prevent the British ships from making a countermarch and avoiding the charge which was now imminent.

Lord Ebbfleet saw the danger, and increased speed, closing on the Kaisers, well astern of them, and plying them with a terrific fire from the three 12-in. turrets which bore ahead in his flagship. Smoke and sparks flew upwards from the Friedrich III., the last ship in the division. Her after-turret was out of action; her after-military mast fell amidst a rain of splinters; her stern sank slightly in the water.

At the same time the Kaisers began to catch the full fire of the other British division, and they were doubled upon. The head of their line was being raked by Sir Louis Parker; the Captain put shell after shell into the bows of the Wilhelm II.; her 9.2s and 12-in. guns played with a steady stream of projectiles upon the German battleship, until, at 2000 yards, the Wilhelms upper works appeared to be dissolving in smoke and flame as before some irresistible acid.

The bows of the German battleship sank a little, but she turned, brought her broadside to bear, and the five ships behind her did the same. The range was short; the position favourable for torpedoes; and the six Germans fired, first their bow tubes as they came round, and then twice in quick succession their two broadside tubes at the British line. The thirty torpedoes sped through the sea; the British replied with the two broadside tubes in each ship, as those tubes bore.

There was amidst all the din and turmoil and shooting flame a distinct pause in the battle as the crews of both fleets, or all those who could see what was happening, watched spell-bound the issue of this attack and counter-attack. They had not long to wait. One of the huge German torpedoes caught the Excellent right astern and wrecked her rudder and propellers. Another struck the Sultan almost amidships, inflicting upon her terrible injury, so that she listed heavily. The Wilhelm II. was struck by a British torpedo right on her bows, and as she was already low in the water, began to fill and sink.

The scene at this point was one of appalling horror. One battleship, the Wilhelm II., was sinking fast, with none to rescue her crew; the men were rushing up on deck; the fire from her guns had ceased; she lay on the sea a shattered wreck, riddled with shell, and smoking with the fires which still burnt fiercely amidst the débris of her upper works.

Not far from her lay the Excellent, completely disabled, but still firing. Near the Excellent, again, moving very slowly, and clearly in a sinking condition, but still maintaining gallantly the battle, was the Glasgow, in a dense cloud of smoke caused by the bursting shell from the guns of sixteen enemies and the blazing fires on board.

Making off to the south to beach herself was the Sultan, in lamentable plight, with a heavy list. It was 8.40 a.m., or little more than an hour since the joining of battle, and the German Admiral at this moment signalled that victory was his.

The news was sent by wireless telegraphy to the German cruisers out at sea, and by them transmitted to Emden and Berlin.

At 11 that morning newspapers were selling in the streets of the German capital with the news that the British Fleet was beaten, and that Britain had lost the command of the sea. Five British battleships, it was added, in the brief wireless message, had been already sunk or put out of action.

Berlin um Eins! Berlin um Eins!
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The First News in Berlin of the
German Victory.

The German lines closed upon the two injured British ships, Exmouth and Glory, showering shells upon them. At once the two British Admirals turned and moved to the rescue, through the clouds of smoke which had settled on the sea, and which were rendering shooting at long range more than ever difficult. Through the smoke German torpedo-boats could be made out on the move, but they did not attempt as yet to close on the intact battleships, and kept well out of the range of the British guns. The first and most powerful German battleship division covered the other German ships in their attack upon the disabled British battleships, and encountered the fire of the eleven British battleships which still remained in action. Meantime the other thirteen German battleships closed to about 1000 yards of the injured British ships. The 11-in. shells from the German turrets at this distance inflicted terrible injury. The German guns were firing three shots in two minutes, and under their fire and the storm of 6-in. and 6.7-in. shells which their smaller guns delivered it was impossible for the British gunners to shoot with any effect. Great explosions occurred on board the Glory; an 11-in. shell struck her fore barbette, where the plating had already been damaged by a previous hit, and, perforating, burst inside with fearful effect, blowing the crew of the barbette to pieces, and sending a blast of fire and gas down into the loading chamber under the barbette, where it exploded a cordite charge. Another shell struck the conning-tower, and disabled or killed all inside it. The funnels fell; both the masts, which were already tottering, came down; the ship lay upon the water a formless, smoking hulk. Yet still her crew fought on, a hopeless battle. Then several heavy shells caught her waterline, as the Germans closed a little, and must have driven in the armour or pierced it. More explosions followed; from the centre of the ship rose a column of smoke and flame and fragments of wreckage; the centre lifted visibly, and the ends dropped into the sea. The Glory parted amidships, and went to the bottom still firing her after barbette in that supreme moment, having proved herself worthy of her proud name. Several German torpedo-boats steamed towards the bubbles in the water, and fell to work to rescue the crew. Others had drawn near the Wilhelm II., and in neither case were they molested by the fire of the British fleet.

A scene as terrible took place on board the Exmouth. To save her was impossible, for only a few brief minutes were needed to complete the torpedos work, and no respite was given by the German officers. They poured in a heavy fire from all their guns that remained battle-worthy upon the Exmouths barbettes and conning-tower, raining such a shower of projectiles upon the ship that, as in the case of the Glory, it was impossible for the British crew to fight her with effect. Her 7-in. armour did not keep out the German 11-in. projectiles at short range, and the citadel of the ship became a perfect charnel-house.

Amid the tangled steel-work, amid the blaze of the fires which could no longer be kept under, amid the hail of splinters, in the choking fumes of smoke from burning wood and linoleum and exploding shells, officers and men clung manfully to their posts, while under them the hull sank lower and lower in the water. Then the Braunschweig headed in to 500 yards, and at this range fired her bow torpedo at the British ship amidships. The torpedo struck the British battleship and did its dreadful work. Exploding about the base of the after-funnel, it blew in the side, and immediately the British ship listed sharply, showed her deck to her enemy, and with a rattle of objects sliding across the deck and a rush of blue figures, capsized amid a cloud of steam.

While the two disabled battleships were being destroyed, and the Swiftsure was crawling off to the south in the hope of reaching the shore and beaching herself, the fight between the rest of the British Fleet and the German divisions had reached its full intensity. For some minutes, indeed, both fleets had been compelled by the smoke to cease fire, but the heavy thunder of the firing never altogether stopped. The four big German battleships were still seemingly undamaged in any vital respect, though all showed minor injuries. The four British Dreadnoughts had stood the stern test as well.

But the other battleships had all suffered grievously. The Duncan and Russell had lost, one both her funnels and the other both her masts, and the speed of the Duncan could scarcely be maintained in consequence. The Montagu had one of her barbettes out of action, and one of the Albemarles 12-in. guns had either blown off its muzzle or else had it shot away. The Albemarle had received a shell forward below the waterline, and had a compartment full of water. In the German line the Lothringen was on fire amidships, had lost her fore and centre funnels, and was low in the water, but her heavy guns were still in action. On her the British line now concentrated most of its fire, while the Germans plied with shell the Duncan and Russell. The second and third German divisions used their port batteries against the British main fleet, while their starboard batteries were destroying the Exmouth and Glory.

At this juncture the Duncan fell astern and left the British line, and almost at the same moment the Lothringen quitted the German line. The British Admiral turned all his ships eight points simultaneously, inverting the order of his line, to rescue his injured vessel. To attempt an attack upon the Lothringen would have meant forcing his way through the German line, and with the ever-growing disparity of numbers he did not dare to risk so hazardous a venture. But before he could effect his purpose, the German Admiral closed on the Duncan, and from the Sachsens and Grosser Kurfuersts 11-in. turrets poured in upon her a broadside of twenty 11-in. shells, which struck her almost simultaneously — the range was now too short for the gunners to miss — and caused fearful slaughter and damage on board her. Two of the projectiles, which were alternately steel shell and capped armour-piercing shell, perforated her side-armour; two more hit her fore barbette; one exploded against the conning-tower; the others hulled her amidships; and when the smoke about her lifted for an instant in a puff of the wind, she was seen to be slowly sinking and motionless. One of her barbettes was still firing, but she was out of the battle and doomed. Four British battleships had gone and two German, though one of these was still afloat and moving slowly off to the north-east, towards two divisions of German destroyers, which waited the moment to close and deal a final blow against the British Fleet.

It was now about 10 a.m., and both fleets drew apart for some minutes. Another German battleship, the Westfalien, quitted the German line, and followed the Lothringen away from the fight. Her two turrets had been jammed temporarily by the British 12-in. shells, while most of her smaller guns had been put out of action by the Agamemnons 9.2-in. weapons, which had directed upon her a merciless fire. The Germans could be seen re-forming their divisions, and one of the battleships moved from the second to the first division. With seven battleships in each of these two divisions and five in the third, the Germans once more approached the British line, which had also re-formed, the Agamemnon taking station to the rear. The battle was renewed off Dunbar. Astern of the Germans, now that the smoke had cleared away, could be seen fifteen or twenty torpedo craft. Other destroyer and torpedo divisions were farther away to sea.

The German battleships steamed direct towards the British battleships, repeating the manœuvre which they had employed at the opening of the battle, and forming their two first divisions in one line, which moved upon the port bow of the British, while the other division, the third, advanced against the starboard bow. Both fleets reopened fire, and to avoid passing between the two German lines, Lord Ebbfleet turned towards the main German force, hoping, at even this eleventh hour, to retrieve the fortunes of the disastrous day by the use of his big ships batteries. Turning in succession in the attempt to cross his enemys bows, his ships received a very heavy fire from both German lines; simultaneously the conning-towers of the Vanguard and the Sachsen were struck by several shells. Two British 12-in. projectiles caught the Sachsens tower in succession; the first weakened the structure and probably killed every one inside, among them Admiral Helmann; the second practically demolished it, leaving it a complete wreck.

The blow of the German 11-in. shell upon the Vanguards tower was equally fatal. Lord Ebbfleet was killed by a splinter, and his chief-of-the-staff received mortal injuries. Not a man in the tower escaped untouched. The brains of both fleets were paralysed, and the Vanguard steered wildly. The German destroyers saw their opportunity, and rushed in. Four boats came straight at the huge hull of the British flagship from ahead, and before she could be got under control, a torpedo fired from one of them hit her right forward, breaching two compartments and admitting a great quantity of water. Her bows sank in the sea somewhat, but she clung to her place in the line for some minutes, then dropped out, and, in manifest difficulty, headed for the shore, which was close at hand to the south. Another division of four destroyers charged on her, but her great turrets were still intact, and received them with a murderous fire of 12-in. shrapnel.

Two of the six guns made hits and wrecked two boats past recognition; the other four missed the swiftly moving targets, and two boats survived the first discharge and closed, one to port, and one to starboard. Her smaller guns were out of action, or unable to stop the boats with their fire. Both boats discharged two torpedoes; three torpedoes missed, but the fourth struck the flagship under the fore-turret. She took in so much water that she grounded, east of Dunbar, and lay there submerged up to the level of her main deck, and unable to use her big guns lest the concussion should shake her in this position to pieces. The Germans detached the battleship Preussen to wreck her with its fire. With the rest of their fleet they followed the remaining British ships, which were now heading seawards. Admiral Parker had determined to make a vigorous effort to escape to the south-east along the British coast, and surviving, to fight again on a less disastrous day, with the odds more even. Nothing could be achieved with nine ships against eighteen, even though many of the eighteen were much damaged. Moreover, on board some of the British ships ammunition was beginning to run low.

The seventeen German ships formed into a single line and pursued the British, steering a parallel course, the head of the German line somewhat overlapping the head of the British line, so that the four German battleships of the Sachsen class could bring their entire fire to bear upon the three remaining Dreadnoughts. The other fourteen German battleships pounded the six older and weaker British battleships in the line. The distance between the two fleets was from 4500 to 6000 yards, and the fire of each fleet was slow, as the want of ammunition was beginning to be felt. For nearly five hours the two fleets had fought; it was now 11.30 a.m. Well out to sea, and some distance to leeward of the German battleships, the British captains could discern several German armoured cruisers, which, after having effected hasty repairs and shipped further ammunition from a store-ship in the offing, were closing once more. With them were at least four or five divisions of torpedo craft, shadowing and following the movements of the two fleets, prepared to rush in if a favourable opportunity offered. Both fleets were making about thirteen knots, for the worst damaged of the British battleships were not good for much more.

The fire of the Thunderers 12-in. guns, concentrated on the hull of the Sachsen, at last began to produce some effect. The conning-tower had already been wrecked by the Vanguards guns, which rendered the control and direction of the ship a matter of great difficulty. Two of her 11-in. turrets were also out of action, jammed by shells or completely disabled. She turned northward out of the German line, about twelve, leaving the Bayern at its head. About the same time the Albemarle signalled that she was in extreme difficulty; a great fire was raging on board her, her funnels were much damaged, both her masts were down, two compartments were full, and but few of her guns could fire. Looking down the British line from the battered afterbridge of the Thunderer, it was evident that other ships were finding difficulty in keeping station. Strange changes and transformations had been worked in their outward appearance. Funnels and cowls were gone, masts had been levelled, heaps of wreckage appeared in place of the trim lines of the grey-painted steel-work. The sea was red with the blood that poured from the scuppers. Great rents gaped everywhere in the unarmoured works.

In the German line the conditions were much the same. Certain ships were dropping from their stations and receding to the rear of the long procession; many of the German battleships had been grievously mauled; all showed evident traces of the British gunners handiwork. The huge steel superstructures of the Deutschland class were wrecked beyond recognition. The Braunschweig, as the result of receiving a concentrated broadside from the Bellerophon, which caught her near the foot of her foremast, had an immense opening in the hull extending from the fore-turret to the foremast 6.7-in. gun turret, and her fore-funnel and foremast were completely shot away; her conning-tower, with its armoured support, stood up out of the gap, from which poured volumes of smoke and steam. She was clearly in a parlous condition, and only her after-turret still fired.

About 1 p.m. the Albemarle could keep up with the British line no longer. Admiral Parker signalled to her, with extreme difficulty, for most of his signalling appliances were shot away, and his message had to be conveyed by flag-wagging, to beach herself if possible on the coast to the south. To have turned with his fleet to protect her would have meant annihilation of the rest of his force. She stood away to the south, and as the rest of the British fleet, now only six ships strong, increased speed to about fifteen knots, two German battleships were seen to follow her, shell her, and then rejoin the German fleet. The remnant of the British fleet, with the Agamemnon at the rear in the place of honour, began slowly to draw out of range, though still to the north the German torpedo craft followed in a sinister manner, and caused the more anxiety because, in view of the large quantity of ammunition that had been expended, and the great damage that had been done to all the smaller guns in the surviving British ships, their attacks would be extremely difficult to resist with success.

About 2 p.m. the German Admiral fired the last shot of the great battle of North Berwick at a range of 10,000 yards.


CHAPTER VIII. SITUATION IN THE NORTH
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MEANWHILE LET US turn to the state of affairs on land. When the intelligence of the invasion was received, Lancashire and Yorkshire were in a state of utter panic.

The first news, which reached Leeds, Bradford, Manchester, Liverpool, and the other great centres of commerce, about four oclock on Sunday afternoon, was at once discredited.

Everyone declared the story to be a huge hoax. As the people assembled in the places of worship that evening, the amazing rumour was eagerly discussed; and later on, when the Sunday evening crowds promenaded the principal thoroughfares — Briggate in Leeds, Market Street in Manchester, Corporation Street in Birmingham, Cheapside in Barnsley, and the principal streets of Chester, Liverpool, Halifax, Huddersfield, Rochdale, Bolton, and Wigan — wild reports of the dash upon our east coast were upon everyones tongue.

There was, however, no authentic news, and the newspapers in the various towns all hesitated to issue special editions — first because it was Sunday night, and secondly because the editors had no desire to spread a wider panic than that already created.

Upon the windows of the Yorkshire Post office in Leeds some of the telegrams were posted and read by large crowds, while the Manchester Courier, in Manchester, and the Birmingham Daily Post, in Birmingham, followed a similar example.

The telegrams were brief and conflicting, some from the London correspondents, and others from the Central News, the Press Association, and the Exchange Telegraph Company. Most of the news, however, in that early stage of the alarm was culled from the exclusive information obtained by the enterprise of the sub-editor of the Weekly Dispatch.

Leeds, the first city in Yorkshire, was the centre of most intense excitement on that hot, stifling Sunday night. The startling report spread like wildfire, first from the office of the Yorkshire Post among the crowds that were idling away their Sunday evening gossiping in Boar Lane, Briggate, and the Hunslett Road, and quickly the whole city from Burton Head to Chapel Town, and from Burmantofts to Armley Park, was in a ferment.

The sun sank with a misty, angry afterglow precursory of rain, and by the time the big clock in the tower of the Royal Exchange showed half-past seven the scene in the main streets was already an animated one. The whole city was agog. The astounding news, carried everywhere by eager, breathless people, had reached to even the remotest suburbs, and thousands of alarmed mill-hands and workers came flocking into town to ascertain the actual truth.

As at Leeds, so all through Lancashire and Yorkshire, Volunteers were assembling in breathless eagerness for the order to mobilise. But there was the same cry of unpreparedness everywhere. The Volunteer battalions of the Manchester Regiment at Patricroft, at Hulme, at Ashton-under-Lyne, at Manchester, and at Oldham; those of the Liverpool Regiment at Princes Park, at St. Annes, at Shaw Street, at Everton Brow, at Everton Road, and at Southport; those of the Lancashire Fusiliers at Bury, Rochdale, and Salford; the Hallamshire Volunteers at Sheffield; the York and Lancasters at Doncaster; the Kings Own Light Infantry at Wakefield; the battalions of the Yorkshires at Northallerton and Scarborough, that of the East Yorkshires at Beverley, and those of the West Yorkshires at York and Bradford.



BY THE KING.

PROCLAMATION

FOR CALLING OUT
THE ARMY RESERVE.

EDWARD R.

WHEREAS by the Reserve Forces Act, 1882, it is amongst other things enacted that in case of imminent national danger or of great emergency, it shall be lawful for Us, by Proclamation, the occasion being declared in Council and notified by the Proclamation, if Parliament be not then sitting, to order that the Army Reserve shall be called out on permanent service; and by any such Proclamation to order a Secretary of State from time to time to give, and when given, to revoke or vary such directions as may seem necessary or proper for calling out the forces or force mentioned in the Proclamation, or all or any of the men belonging thereto:

AND WHEREAS Parliament is not sitting, and whereas WE have declared in Council and hereby notify the present state of Public Affairs and the extent of the demands on our Military Forces for the protection of the interests of the Empire constitute a case of great emergency within the meaning of the said Act:

NOW THEREFORE We do in pursuance of the said Act hereby order that Our Army Reserve be called out on permanent service, and We do hereby order the Right Honourable Charles Leonard Spencer Cotterell, one of our Principal Secretaries of State, from time to time to give, and when given, to revoke or vary such directions as may seem necessary or proper for calling out Our Army Reserve, or all or any of the men belonging thereto, and such men shall proceed to and attend at such places and at such times as may be respectively appointed by him to serve as part of Our Army until their services are no longer required.

Given at our Court at James, this fourth day of September, in the year of our Lord, one thousand nine hundred and ten, and in the tenth year of Our Reign.

GOD SAVE THE KING.

In Halifax great crowds assembled around the office of the Yorkshire Daily Observer, at the top of Russell Street, where the news received by telephone from Bradford was being constantly posted up. Huddersfield, with its cloth and woollen factories, was paralysed by the astounding intelligence. The electric trams brought in crowds from Cliff End, Oakes Fartown, Mold Green, and Lockwood, while telephone messages from Dewsbury, Elland, Mirfield, Wyke, Cleckheaton, Overdon, Thornton, and the other towns in the vicinity all spoke of the alarm and excitement that had so suddenly spread over the West Riding.

The mills would shut down. That was prophesied by everyone. And, if so, then before many days wives and families would most certainly be crying for food. Masters and operatives alike recognised the extreme gravity of the situation, and quickly the panic spread to every home throughout that densely populated industrial area.

The city of Bradford was, as may well be imagined, in a state of ferment. In the red, dusky sunset a Union Jack was flying from the staff above Watsons shop at the corner of Market Street, and the excited throngs, seeing it, cheered lustily. Outside the Bradford Daily Telegraph and the Yorkshire Daily Observer offices the latest intelligence was posted, the streets being blocked by the eager people who had come in by car from Manningham, Heaton, Tyersall, Dudley Hill, Eccleshill, Idle, Thackley, and other places.

Bolton, like the neighbouring towns, was ruled by Manchester, and the masters eagerly went there on Monday to go on Change and ascertain the exact situation. They knew, alas! that the alarm must have a disastrous effect upon the cotton trade, and more than one spinner when the astounding news had been told him on the previous night, knew well that he could not possibly meet his engagements, and that only bankruptcy was before him.

In every home, rich and poor, not only in Bolton but out at Farnworth, Kearsley, Over Hulton, Sharples, and Heaton the terrible catastrophe was viewed with abject terror. The mills would eventually close, without a doubt; if Manchester sent forth its mandate, then for the thousands of toilers it meant absolute starvation.

Those not at work assembled in groups in the vicinity of the Town Hall, and in Cheapside, Moor Street, Newport Street, Bridge Street, and the various central thoroughfares, eagerly discussing the situation, while outside Messrs. Tillotsons, the Evening News office in Mealhouse Lane, the latest telegrams from London and Manchester were posted, being read by a great crowd, which entirely blocked the thoroughfare. The Evening News, with characteristic smartness, was being published hourly, and copies were sold as fast as the great presses could print them, while a special meeting of the Town Council was summoned and met at twelve oclock to discuss what steps should be taken in case the mills really did close and the great populace were thrown on the town in anger and idleness.

The cotton trade was already feeling the effect of the sudden crisis, for by noon startling reports were reaching Bolton from Manchester of unprecedented scenes on Change and of the utter collapse of business.

Most mill-owners were already in Manchester. All who were near enough at once took train — from Southport, Blackpool, Morecambe, and other places — and went on Change to learn what was intended. Meanwhile, through the whole of Monday authentic reports of the enemys movements in Norfolk, Suffolk, Essex, and East Yorkshire were being printed by the Evening News, each edition increasing the panic in that level-headed, hard-working Lancashire town.

Across at smoky Wigan similar alarm and unrest reigned. On that Monday morning, bright and sunny, everyone re-started work, hoping for the best. Pearson and Knowles and the Pemberton Collieries were running full time; Rylands mills and Ekersleys spinning mills were also full up with work, for there was an era of as great a prosperity in Wigan as in Bolton, Rochdale, Oldham, and other Lancashire towns. Never for the past ten years had the cotton and iron industries been so prosperous; yet in one single day — nay, in a few brief hours — the blow had fallen, and trade had become paralysed.

Spy mania was rife everywhere. In Oldham an innocent German, agent of a well-known firm in Chemnitz, while walking along Manchester Street about one oclock, was detected as a foreigner and compelled to seek protection inside a shop. From Chadderton to Lees, from Royton to Hollinwood, the crisis was on everyones lips. Here again was the crucial question: Would the mills close?

Meanwhile, across at Liverpool, the wildest scenes were also taking place on Change. News over the wires from London became hourly more alarming, and this, combined with the rumour that German warships were cruising off the Mersey estuary, created a perfect panic in the city. The port was already closed, for the mouth of the river had been blocked by mines; yet the report quickly got abroad that the Germans would send in merchant ships to explode them and enter the Mersey after thus clearing away the deadly obstacles.

Liverpool knew too well the ridiculously weak state of her defences, which had so long been a reproach to the authorities, and if the German ships that had done such damage at Penarth, Cardiff, and Barry were now cruising north, as reported, it seemed quite within the bounds of probability that a demonstration would really be made before Liverpool.

Outside and within the great Exchange the excitement was at fever heat. The Bank Charter was suspended, and the banks had closed with one accord. Upon the flags the cotton-brokers were shouting excitedly, and many a ruined man knew that that would be his last appearance there. Every moment over the telephones came news from Manchester, each record more disastrous than the last. Hot, perspiring men who had lived, and lived well, by speculation in cotton for years, surged around the great pediment adorned by its allegorical group of sculpture, and saw each moment their fortunes falling away like ice in the sunshine.

Thus trade in Lancashire — cotton, wool, iron, and corn — was, in the course of one single morning, utterly paralysed, all awaiting the decision of Manchester.

Thousands were already face to face with financial disaster, even in those first moments of the alarm.

The hours passed slowly. What was Manchester doing? Her decision was now awaited with bated breath throughout the whole of Lancashire and Yorkshire.

In Manchester, the Courier, the Daily Mail, and the several other journals kept publishing edition after edition, not only through the day, but also through the night. Presses were running unceasingly, and hour after hour were printed accounts of the calm and orderly way in which the enemy were completing their unopposed landing at Goole, Grimsby, Yarmouth, Lowestoft, Kings Lynn, and on the Blackwater.

Some British destroyers had interfered with the German plans at the latter place, and two German warships had been sunk, the Courier reported. But full details were not yet forthcoming.

There had been a good deal of skirmishing in the neighbourhood of Maldon, and again near Harleston, on the Suffolk border. The town of Grimsby had been half destroyed by fire, and the damage at Hull had been enormous. From a timber-yard there the wind had, it seemed, carried the flames across to the Alexandra Dock, where some stores had ignited and a quantity of valuable shipping in the dock had been destroyed at their moorings. The Paragon station and hotel had also been burned — probably by people of Hull themselves, in order to drive the German commander from his headquarters.

From Newcastle, Gateshead, and Tynemouth came harrowing details of bombardment, and the frightful result of those awful petrol bombs. Fire and destruction had been spread broadcast everywhere.

On the Manchester Exchange on Tuesday there was no longer any reason to doubt the accuracy of Sundays report, and the feeling on Change became panicky. It seemed as though the whole of the ten thousand members had made up their minds to be present. The main entrance in Cross Street was blocked for the greater part of the afternoon, and late comers dodged round to the two entrances in Market Street, and the third in Bank Street, in the hope of squeezing through into the vibrating mass of humanity that filled the floors, the corridors, and the telephone, reading, and writing rooms. The attendants found they had an impossible task set them to make their way to the many lanterns around the vast hall, there to affix the latest messages, recording astounding fluctuations of prices, and now and again some news of the invasion. The master and secretary in the end told the attendants to give up the struggle, and he made his way with difficulty to the topmost balcony, where, above the murmurings of the crowd below, he read the latest bulletins of commercial and general intelligence as they arrived.

But there were no efforts made to do business; and had any of the members felt so inclined, the crush and stress were so great that any attempt to book orders would have ended in failure. In the swaying of the crowd hats were lost and trampled under foot; men whose appearance on Change had always been immaculate were to be seen with torn collars and disarranged neckwear. Never before had such a scene been witnessed. Lancashire men had often heard of such a state of things having occurred in the pit of the New York Exchange, when wild speculation in cotton was indulged in, but they prided themselves that they were never guilty of such conduct. No matter how the market jumped, they invariably kept their heads, and waited until it assumed its normal condition, and became settled. It had often been said that nothing short of an earthquake would unnerve the Manchester commercial man; those who were responsible for the statement had evidently not turned a thought to a German invasion. That had done it completely.

In the cafés and the hotels, where the master-spinners and the manufacturers had been wont to forgather after high Change, there were the usual gatherings, but there was little or no discussion on business matters, except this: there was a common agreement that it would, in present circumstances, be inadvisable to keep the mills running. Work must be, and it was, completely suspended. The shippers, who had the manufacturers under contract to supply certain quantities of goods for transportation to their markets in India, China, and the Colonies, trembled at the very contemplation of the financial losses they would inevitably sustain by the non-delivery of the bales of cloth to their customers abroad; but, on the other hand, they also paid heed to the great danger of the vessels in which the goods were placed falling into the hands of the enemy when at sea. The whole question was full of grim perplexities, and even the most impatient among the shippers and the merchants had to admit that a policy of do-nothing seemed the safest course of procedure.

The chaotic scenes on Change in the afternoon were reproduced in the streets in the evening, and the Lord Mayor, towards eight oclock, fearful of rioting, sent special messengers to the headquarters of three Volunteer corps for assistance in regulating street traffic. The officers in command immediately responded to the call. The 2nd V.B.M.R. took charge of Piccadilly and Market Street; the 4th were stationed in Cross Street and Albert Square; and the 5th lined Deansgate from St. Marys Gate to Peter Street. Mounted constabulary, by the exercise of tact and good temper, kept the crowds on the move, and towards midnight the pressure became so light that the officers felt perfectly justified in withdrawing the Volunteers, who spent that night at their respective headquarters.

It was Wednesday, however, before Manchester people could thoroughly realise that the distressing news was absolutely true, and on the top of the confirmation came the startling report that the Fleet had been crippled, and immense troops of Germans were landing at Hull, Lowestoft, Yarmouth, Goole, and other places on the east, with the object of sweeping the country.


CHAPTER IX. STATE OF SIEGE DECLARED
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THE AUTHENTIC ACCOUNT of a further landing in Essex — somewhere near Maldon — was now published. The statement had been dictated by Mr. Henry Alexander, J.P., — the Mayor of Maldon, who had succeeded in escaping from the town, — to Captain Wilfred Quare, of the Intelligence Department of the War Office. This Department had, in turn, given it to the newspapers for publication.

It read as follows: — 



On Sunday morning, September 2, I had arranged to play a round of golf with my friend Somers, of Beeleigh, before church. I met him at the Golf Hut about 8.30. We played one round, and were at the last hole but three in a second round when we both thought we heard the sound of shots fired somewhere in the town. We couldnt make anything at all of it, and as we had so nearly finished the round, we thought we would do so before going up to inquire about it. I was making my approach to the final hole when an exclamation from Somers spoilt my stroke. I felt annoyed, but as I looked round — doubtless somewhat irritably — my eyes turned in the direction in which I now saw my friend was pointing with every expression of astonishment in his countenance.

 Who on earth are those fellows? he asked. As for me, I was too dumbfounded to reply. Galloping over the links from the direction of the town came three men in uniform — soldiers, evidently. I had often been in Germany, and recognised the squat pickel-haubes and general get-up of the rapidly approaching horsemen at a glance.

 I didnt know the Yeomanry were out! was what my friend said.

 Yeomanry be hanged! Theyre Germans, or Im a Dutchman! I answered; and what the dickens can they be doing here?

They were upon us almost as I spoke, pulling up their horses with a great spattering up of grass and mud, quite ruining one of our best greens. All three of them pointed big, ugly repeating pistols at us, and the leader, a conceited-looking ass in staff uniform, required us to surrender in quite a pompous manner, but in very good English.

 Do we look so very dangerous, Herr Lieutenant? inquired I in German.

He dropped a little of his frills when he heard me speak in his native language, asked which of us was the Mayor, and condescended to explain that I was required in Maldon by the officer at present in command of His Imperial Majesty the Kaisers forces occupying that place.

I was absolutely staggered.

When I left my house a couple of hours back I had just as much expectation of finding the Chinese there on my return as the Germans. I looked at my captor in complete bewilderment. Could he be some fellow trying to take a rise out of me by masquerading as a German officer? But no, I recognised at once that he was the genuine article. Everything about him, from the badly-cut riding-boots to the sprouting moustache curled up in feeble imitation of the Emperors characteristic adornment, bore witness to his identity. If anything were wanting, it was supplied by his aggressive manner.

I suggested that he might point his pistol some other way. I added that if he wanted to try his skill as marksman it would be more sporting to aim at the flag at the Long Hole near Beeleigh Lock.

He took my banter in good part, but demanded my parole, which I made no difficulty about giving, since I did not see any way of escape, and in any case was only too anxious to get back to town to see how things were.

 But you dont want my friend, do you — he lives out the other way? I queried.

 I dont want him, but he will have to come all the same, rejoined the German. It isnt likely were going to let him get away to give the alarm in Colchester, is it?

Obviously it was not, and without more ado we started off at a sharp walk, holding on to the stirrup leathers of the horsemen.

As we entered the town there was, on the bridge over the river, a small picket of blue-coated German infantry. The whole thing was a perfect nightmare. It was past belief.

 How on earth did you get here? I couldnt help asking. Did you come down from town in an excursion train or by balloon?

My German officer laughed.

 By water, he answered shortly, pointing down the river as he spoke, where I was still further astonished — if it were possible after such a morning — to see several steam pinnaces and boats flying the black and white German ensign.

I was conducted straight to the Moot Hall. He already knew his way about, this German, it seemed. There I found a grizzled veteran waiting on the steps, who turned round and entered the building as we came up. We followed him inside, and I was introduced to him. He appeared to be a truculent old ruffian.

 Well, Mr. Mayor, he said, pulling viciously at his white moustache, do you know that Ive a great mind to take you out into the street and have you shot?

I was not at all inclined to be browbeaten.

 Indeed, Herr Hauptman? I answered. And may I inquire in what way I have incurred the displeasure of the Hochwohlgeboren officer?

 Dont trifle with me, sir. Why do you allow your miserable Volunteers to come out and shoot my men?

 My Volunteers? I am afraid I dont understand what you mean, I said. Im not a Volunteer officer. Even if I were, I should have no cognisance of anything that has happened within the last two hours, as I have been down on the golf course. This officer will bear me out, I added, turning to my captor. He admitted that he had found me there.

 But, anyway, you are the Mayor, persisted my interrogator. Why did you allow the Volunteers to come out?

 If you had been good enough to inform us of your visit, we might have made better arrangements, I answered, but in any case you must understand that a mayor has little or no authority in this country. His job is to head subscription-lists, eat a dinner or two, and make speeches on public occasions.

He seemed to have some difficulty in swallowing this, but as another officer who was there, writing at a table, and who, it appears, had lived at some period in England, corroborated my statement, the choleric colonel seemed to be a little mollified, and contented himself with demanding my parole not to leave Maldon until he had reported the matter to the General for decision. I gave it without more ado, and then asked if he would be good enough to tell me what had happened. From what he told me, and what I heard afterwards, it seems that the Germans must have landed a few of their men about half an hour before I left home, down near the Marine Lake. They had not entered the town at once, as their object was to work round outside and occupy all the entrances, to prevent anyone getting away with the news of their presence. They had not noticed the little lane leading to the golf course, and so I had gone down without meeting any of them, although they had actually got a picket just beyond the railway arch at that time. They had completed their cordon before there was any general alarm in the town, but at the first reliable rumour it seems that young Shand, of the Essex Volunteers, had contrived to get together twenty or thirty of his men in their uniforms and foolishly opened fire on a German picket down by St. Marys Church. They fell back, but were almost instantly reinforced by a whole company that had just landed, and our men, rushing forward, had been ridden into by some cavalry that came up a side street. They were dispersed, a couple of them were killed and several wounded, among them poor Shand, who was hit in the right lung. They had bagged four Germans, however, and their commanding officer was furious. It was a pity that it happened, as it could not possibly have been of any use. But it seems that Shand had no idea that it was more than a very small detachment that had landed from a gunboat that someone said they had seen down the river. Some of the Volunteers were captured afterwards and sent off as prisoners, and the Germans posted up a notice that all Volunteers were forthwith to surrender either themselves or their arms and uniforms, under pain of death. Most of them did the latter. They could do nothing after it was found that the Germans had a perfect army somewhere between Maldon and the sea, and were pouring troops into the town as fast as they could.

That very morning a Saxon rifle battalion arrived from the direction of Mundon, and just afterwards a lot of spike-helmeted gentlemen came in by train from Wickford way. So it went on all day, until the whole town was in a perfect uproar. Another rifle battalion, then some sky-blue hussars and some artillery, then three more battalions of a regiment called the 101st Grenadiers, I believe. The infantry were billeted in the town, but the cavalry and guns crossed the river and canal at Heybridge, and went off in the direction of Witham. Later on, another infantry regiment came in by train and marched out after them.

Maldon is built on a hill that slopes gradually towards the east and south, but rises somewhat abruptly on the west and north, humping up a shoulder, as it were, to the north-west. At this corner they started to dig entrenchments just after one oclock, and soon officers and orderlies were busy all round the town, plotting, measuring, and setting up marks of one kind and another. Other troops appeared to be busy down in Heybridge, but what they were doing I could not tell, as no one was allowed to cross the bridge over the river.

The German officer who had surprised me down on the golf course did not turn out to be a bad kind of youth on further acquaintance. He was a Captain von Hildebrandt, of the Guard Fusilier Regiment, who was employed on the Staff, though in what capacity he did not say. Thinking it was just as well to make the best of a bad job, I invited him to lunch. He said he had to be off. He, however, introduced me to three friends of his in the 101st Grenadiers, who, he suggested, should be billeted on me. I thought the idea a fairly good one, and Von Hildebrandt, having apparently arranged this with the billeting officer without any difficulty, I took them home with me to lunch.

I found my wife and family in a great state of mind, both on account of the untoward happenings of the morning and my non-return from golf at the expected time. They had imagined all sorts of things which might have befallen me, but luckily seemed not to have heard of my adventure with the choleric colonel. Our three foreigners soon made themselves very much at home, but as they were undeniably gentlemen, they contrived to be about as agreeable as could be expected under the circumstances. Indeed, their presence was to a great extent a safeguard against annoyance, as the stable and back premises were stuffed full of soldiers, who might have been very troublesome had they not been there to keep them in order.

Of what was happening up in London we knew nothing. Being Sunday, all the shops were shut; but I went out and contrived to lay in a considerable stock of provisions one way and another, and it was just as well I did, for I only just anticipated the Germans, who commandeered everything in the town and put everybody on an allowance of rations. They paid for them with bills on the British Government, which were by no means acceptable to the shopkeepers. However, it was Hobsons choice — that or nothing. The Germans soothed them by saying that the British Army would be smashed in a couple of weeks, and the defrayment of such bills would be among the conditions of peace. The troops generally seemed to be well-behaved, and treated those inhabitants with whom they came in contact in an unexceptionable manner. They did not see very much of them, however, as they were kept hard at work all day with their entrenchments and were not allowed out of their billets after eight oclock that evening. No one, in fact, was allowed to be about the streets after that hour. On the other hand, a couple of poor young fellows in the Volunteers who had concealed their connection with the force and were trying to slip out of the town with their rifles after dark, were caught, and the next morning stood up against the three-cornered tower of All Saints Church and shot without mercy. Two or three other people were shot by the sentries as they tried to break out in one direction or the other. These affairs produced a feeling of horror and indignation in the town, as Englishmen, having such a long experience of peace in their own country, have always refused to realise what war really means.

The German fortifications went on at a rapid rate. Trenches were dug all round the northern and western sides of the town before dark on the first evening, and the following morning I woke up to find three huge gun-pits yawning in my garden, which looked to the northward. One was right in the middle of the lawn — or rather of where the lawn had been, for all the grass that had not been displaced in the digging had been cut up in sods to build up the insides of their parapets. During breakfast there was a great rattling and rumbling in the street without, and presently three big field howitzers were dragged in and planted in the pits. There they stood, their ugly snouts pointing skyward in the midst of the wreck of flowers and fruit.

Afterwards I went out and found that other guns and howitzers were being put in position all along the north side of Beeleigh Road, and round the corner by the Old Barracks. The high tower of the disused Church of St. Peters, now utilised for the safe custody of Dr. Plumes library, had been equipped as a lookout and signal station.

Such was the condition of affairs in the town of Maldon on Monday morning.



The excitement in London, and indeed all over the country, on Tuesday night was intense. Scotneys story of the landing at Weybourne was eagerly read everywhere.

As the sun sank blood-red into the smoke haze behind Nelsons Monument in Trafalgar Square, it was an ominous sign to the panic-stricken crowds that day and night were now assembled there.

The bronze lions facing the four points of the compass were now mere mocking emblems of Englands departed greatness. The mobilisation muddle was known; for, according to the papers, hardly any troops had, as yet, assembled at their places of concentration. The whole of the East of England was helplessly in the invaders hands. From Newcastle had come terrible reports of the bombardment. Half the city was in flames, the Elswick works were held by the enemy, and whole streets in Newcastle, Gateshead, Sunderland, and Tynemouth were still burning fiercely.

The Tynemouth fort had proved of little or no use against the enemys guns. The Germans had, it appeared, used petrol bombs with appalling results, spreading fire, disaster, and death everywhere. The inhabitants, compelled to fly with only the clothes they wore, had scattered all over Northumberland and Durham, while the enemy had seized a quantity of valuable shipping that had been in the Tyne, hoisted the German flag, and converted the vessels to their own uses.

Many had already been sent across to Wilhelmshaven, Emden, Bremerhaven, and other places to act as transports, while the Elswick works — which surely ought to have been properly protected — supplied the Germans with quantities of valuable material.

Panic and confusion were everywhere. All over the country the railway system was utterly disorganised, business everywhere was at a complete deadlock, for in every town and city all over the kingdom the banks were closed.

Lombard Street, Lothbury, and other banking centres in the City had all day on Monday been the scene of absolute panic. There, as well as at every branch bank all over the metropolis, had occurred a wild rush to withdraw deposits by people who foresaw disaster. Many, indeed, intended to fly with their families away from the country.

The price of the necessities of life had risen further, and in the East End and poorer districts of Southwark the whole population were already in a state of semi-starvation. But worst of all, the awful truth with which London was now face to face was that the metropolis was absolutely defenceless.

Would not some effort be made to repel the invaders? Surely if we had lost our command of the sea the War Office could, by some means, assemble sufficient men to at least protect London? This was the cry of the wild, turbulent crowd surging through the City and West End, as the blood-red sun sank into the west, flooding London in its warm afterglow — a light in the sky that was prophetic of red ruin and of death to those wildly excited millions.
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NOTICE.

TO ALL GERMAN SUBJECTS RESIDENT IN ENGLAND.

WILHELM.

To all OUR LOYAL SUBJECTS, GREETING.

We hereby COMMAND and enjoin that all persons born within the German Empire, or being German subjects, whether liable to military service or not, shall join our arms at any headquarters of either of our Army Corps in England within 24 hours of the date of this proclamation.

Any German subject failing to obey this our Command will be treated as an enemy.

By the EMPERORS Command.

Given at Beccles, Sept. 3rd, 1910.

VON KRONHELM,
Commanding the Imperial German Army in England.

FACSIMILE OF A PROCLAMATION POSTED BY UNKNOWN
HANDS ALL OVER THE COUNTRY.

Every hour the papers were appearing with fresh details of the invasion, for reports were so rapidly coming in from every hand that the Press had difficulty in dealing with them.

Hull and Goole were known to be in the hands of the invaders, and Grimsby, where the Mayor had been unable to pay the indemnity demanded, had been sacked. But details were not yet forthcoming.

Londoners, however, learnt late that night more authentic news from the invaded zone, of which Beccles was the centre, and it was to the effect that those who had landed at Lowestoft were the IXth German Army Corps, with General von Kronhelm, the Generalissimo of the German Army. This Army Corps, consisting of about 40,000 men, was divided into the 17th Division, commanded by Lieutenant-General Hocker, and the 18th by Lieutenant-General von Rauch. The cavalry was under the command of Major-General von Heyden, and the motor infantry under Colonel Reichardt.

According to official information which had reached the War Office and been given to the Press, the 17th Division was made up of the Bremen and Hamburg Infantry Regiments, the Grand Duke of Mecklenburgs Grenadiers, the Grand Dukes Fusiliers, the Lübeck Regiment No. 162, the Schleswig-Holstein Regiment No. 163, while the cavalry brigade consisted of the 17th and 18th Grand Duke of Mecklenburgs Dragoons.

The 18th Division consisted of the Schleswig Regiment No. 84, and the Schleswig Fusiliers No. 86, the Thuringen Regiment, and the Duke of Holsteins Regiment, the two latter regiments being billeted in Lowestoft, while the cavalry brigade forming the screen across from Leiston by Wilby to Castle Hill were Queen Wilhelminas Hanover Hussars and the Emperor of Austrias Schleswig-Holstein Hussars No. 16. These, with the smart motor infantry, held every communication in the direction of London.

As far as could be gathered, the German commander had established his headquarters in Beccles, and had not moved. It now became apparent that the telegraph cables between the East Coast and Holland and Germany, already described in the first chapter, had never been cut at all. They had simply been held by the enemys advance agents until the landing had been effected. And now Von Kronhelm had actually established direct communication between Beccles and Emden, and on to Berlin.

Reports from the North Sea spoke of the enemys transports returning to the German coast, escorted by cruisers; therefore the plan was undoubtedly not to move until a very much larger force had been landed.

Could England regain her command of the sea in time to prevent the completion of the blow?

The Eastminster Gazette, and similar papers of the Blue Water School, assured the public that there was but very little danger. Germany had made a false move, and would, in the course of a few days, be made to pay very dearly for it.

But the British public viewed the situation for itself. It was tired of these self-satisfied reassurances, and threw the blame upon the political party who had so often said that armed hostilities had been abolished in the twentieth century. Recollecting the Czars proposals for universal peace, and the Russo-Japanese sequel, they had no further faith in the pro-German party or in its organs. It was they, cried the orators in the streets, that had prevented the critics having a hearing; they who were culpably responsible for the inefficient state of our defences; they who had ridiculed clever men, the soldiers, sailors, and writers who had dared to tell the plain, honest, but unpalatable truth.

We were at war, and if we were not careful the war would spell ruin for our dear old England.

That night the London streets presented a scene of panic indescribable. The theatres opened, but closed their doors again, as nobody would see plays while in that excited state. Every shop was closed, and every railway station was filled to overflowing with the exodus of terrified people fleeing to the country westward, or reserves on their way to join the colours.

The incredulous manner in which the country first received the news had now been succeeded by wild terror and despair. On that bright Sunday afternoon they laughed at the report as a mere journalistic sensation, but ere the sun set the hard, terrible truth was forced upon them, and now, on Tuesday night, the whole country, from Brighton to Carlisle, from Yarmouth to Aberystwyth, was utterly disorganised and in a state of terrified anxiety.

The Eastern counties were already beneath the iron heel of the invader, whose objective was the worlds great capital — London.

Would they reach it? That was the serious question upon everyones tongue that fevered, breathless night.


CHAPTER X. HOW THE ENEMY DEALT THE BLOW
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THE MORNING OF Wednesday, September 5, dawned brightly, with warm sun and cloudless sky, a perfect day of English early autumn, yet over the land was a gloom and depression — the silence of a great terror. The fate of the greatest nation the world had ever known was now trembling in the balance.

When the first flush of dawn showed, the public clamoured for information as to what the War Office were doing to repel the audacious Teutons. Was London to be left at their mercy without a shot being fired? Was the whole of our military machinery a mere gold-braided farce?

Londoners expected that, ere this, British troops would have faced the foe, and displayed that dogged courage and grand heroism that had kept their reputation through centuries as the best soldiers in the world.

The Press, too, were loud in their demands that something should at once be done, but the authorities still remained silent, although they were in ceaseless activity.

They were making the best they could out of the mobilisation muddle.

So suddenly had the blow been struck that no preparation had been made for it. Although the printed forms and broadsides were, of course, in their dusty pigeon-holes ready to be filled up, yet where were the men? Many had read the proclamation which called them up for duty with their own corps, and in numberless cases, with commendable alacrity, they set out on a long and tiresome journey to join their respective units, which were stationed, as is the case in peace-time, all over the country.

A sturdy Scot, working in Whitechapel, was endeavouring to work his way up to Edinburgh; a broad-speaking Lancastrian from Oldham was struggling to get to his regiment down at Plymouth; while an easygoing Irishman, who had conducted an omnibus in London, gaily left for the Curragh, were a few examples of the hopeless confusion now in progress.

With the disorganised train and postal services, and with the railway line cut in various places by the enemy, how was it possible for these men to carry out the orders they received?

Meanwhile, the greatest activity was in progress in the regimental depôts in the Eastern counties, Norwich, Bury St. Edmunds, Bedford, Warley, Northampton, and Mill Hill. In London, at Wellington Barracks, Chelsea Barracks, and the Tower of London, were witnessed many stirring scenes. Veterans were rejoining, greeting their old comrades — many of whom had now become non-commissioned officers since they themselves left the ranks — while excited crowds pressed round the barrack squares, wildly cheering, and singing God save the King.

There was bustle and movement on every hand, for the sight of English uniforms aroused the patriotic enthusiasm of the mob, who, having never been trained to arms themselves, now realised their own incompetency to defend their homes and loved ones.

Farther afield in the Home counties, the Regimental depôts at Guildford, Canterbury, Hounslow, Kingston, Chichester, and Maidstone were filling up quickly with surplus infantry, reservists, and non-efficients of all descriptions. At Guildford the Royal West Surrey Regiment were at Stoughton; at Canterbury were the old Buffs; at Hounslow the Royal Fusiliers; at Kingston the East Surrey Regiment; at Chichester the Royal Sussex, and at Maidstone the Royal West Kent.

Cavalry were assembling at the riding establishments, while veteran gunners and Army Service Corps men were making the best of their way by steamer, rail, and road to Woolwich.

Horses for both cavalry and artillery were urgently required, but owing to the substitution of the motor-omnibus for the horse-drawn vehicle in the London streets, there was no longer that supply of animals which held us in such good stead during the South African War.

At the depôts feverish excitement prevailed, now that every man was ordered on active service. All officers and men who had been on leave were recalled, and medical inspection of all ranks at once commenced. Rations and bedding, stores and equipment were drawn, but there was a great lack of uniforms. Unlike the German Army, where every soldiers equipment is complete even to the last button on the proverbial gaiter, and stowed away where the owner knows where to obtain it, our officers commanding depôts commenced indenting for clothing on the Royal Army Clothing Department, and the Army Corps Clothing Department.

A large percentage of men were, of course, found medically unfit to serve, and were discharged to swell the mobs of hungry idlers. The plain clothes of the reservists coming in were disposed of, no man daring to appear in the ranks unless in uniform, Von Kronhelms proclamation having forbidden the tactics of the Boers of putting mere armed citizens into the field.

Horse-collecting parties went out all over the country, taking with them head-collars, head-ropes, bits, reins, surcingles, numnahs, horse-blankets, and nose-bags. These scoured every county in search of likely animals. Every farm, every livery stable, every hunting-box, all hound-kennels, and private stables were visited, and a choice made. All this, however, took time. Precious hours were thus being wasted while the enemy were calmly completing their arrangements for the long-contemplated blow at the heart of the British Empire.

While the War Office refused any information, special editions of the papers during Wednesday printed sensational reports of the ruthless completion of the impenetrable screen covering the operations of the enemy on the whole of the East Coast.

News had, by some means, filtered through from Yarmouth that a similar landing to those at Lowestoft and Weybourne had been effected. Protected as such an operation was, by its flanks being supported by the IVth and IXth Army Corps landing on either side, the Xth Army Corps under General von Wilburg had seized Yarmouth, with its many miles of wharves and docks, which were now crowded by the lighters craft of flotilla from the Frisian Islands.

It was known that the landing had been effected simultaneously with that at Lowestoft. The large number of cranes at the fish-docks were of invaluable use to the enemy, for there they landed guns, animals, and stores, while the provisions they found at the various ships chandlers, and in such shops as Blaggs and the International Stores in King Street, Peter Browns, Doughtys, Liptons, Pennys, and Barness, were at once commandeered. Great stores of flour were seized in Clarkes and Presss mills, while the horse-provender mills in the vicinity supplied them with valuable forage.

The hotels in the Market Place — the Bull, the Angel, the Cambridge, and Foulshams — were full of men billeted, while officers occupied the Star, the Crown and Anchor, and Cromwell House, as well as the Queens opposite the Britannia Pier, and the many boarding-houses along Marine Parade. And over all the effigy of Nelson looked down in silent contemplation!

Many men, it appeared, had also been landed at the red-brick little port of Gorleston, the Cliff and Pier Hotels being also occupied by officers remaining there to superintend the landing on that side of the Yare estuary.

Beyond these few details, as far as regarded the fate of Yarmouth nothing further was at present known.

The British division at Colchester, which comprised all the regular troops north of the Thames in the eastern command, was, no doubt, in a critical position, threatened so closely north and south by the enemy. None of the regiments, the Norfolks, the Leicestershire, and the Kings Own Scottish Borderers of the 11th Infantry Brigade, were up to their strength. The 12th Infantry Brigade, which also belonged to the division, possessed only skeleton regiments stationed at Hounslow and Warley. Of the 4th Cavalry Brigade, some were at Norwich, the 21st Lancers were at Hounslow, while only the 16th Lancers were at Colchester. Other cavalry regiments were as far away as Canterbury, Shorncliffe, and Brighton, and although there were three batteries of artillery at Colchester, some were at Ipswich, others at Shorncliffe, and others at Woolwich.

Therefore it was quite evident to the authorities in London that unless both Colchester and Norwich were instantly strongly supported, they would soon be simply swept out of existence by the enormous masses of German troops now dominating the whole eastern coast, bent upon occupying London.

Helpless though they felt themselves to be, the garrison at Colchester did all they could. All available cavalry had been pushed out past Ipswich, north to Wickham Market, Stowmarket, and across to Bury St. Edmunds, only to find on Wednesday morning that they were covering the hasty retreat of the small body of cavalry who had been stationed at Norwich. They, gallantly led by their officers, had done everything possible to reconnoitre and attempt to pierce the enemys huge cavalry screen, but in every instance entirely in vain. They had been outnumbered by the squadrons of independent cavalry operating in front of the Germans, and had, alas! left numbers of their gallant comrades upon the roads, killed and wounded.

Norwich had, therefore, on Wednesday morning, fallen into the hands of the German cavalry, utterly defenceless. Reports of the retiring troopers told a grim story of how the grand old city had fallen. From
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CITY OF NORWICH.

CITIZENS — 

AS IS WELL KNOWN, a hostile army has landed upon the coast of Norfolk, and has already occupied Yarmouth and Lowestoft, establishing their headquarters at Beccles.

IN THESE GRAVE CIRCUMSTANCES our only thought is for England, and our duty as citizens and officials is to remain at our post and bear our part in the defence of Norwich, our capital now threatened.

YOUR PATRIOTISM, of which you have on so many occasions in recent wars given proof, will, I have no doubt, again be shown. By your resistance you will obtain the honour and respect of your enemies, and by the individual energy of each one of you the honour and glory of England may be saved.

CITIZENS OF NORWICH, I appeal to you to view the catastrophe calmly, and bear your part bravely in the coming struggle.

CHARLES CARRINGTON,
Mayor.

Norwich, September 4, 1910.

APPEAL ISSUED BY THE MAYOR OF NORWICH.

the Castle the German flag was now flying, the Britannia Barracks were being used by the enemy, food had all been seized, the streets were in a state of chaos, and a complete reign of terror had been created when a company of British infantry, having fired at some Uhlans, were ruthlessly shot down in the street close by the Maids Head Hotel.

An attempt at a barricade had been erected at the top of Prince of Waless Road, but the enemy, who came down the Aylsham Road, had soon cleared it. Many motor cars were seized from Howes garage, and the Norfolk Imperial Yeomanry, who were assembled at their headquarters in Tombland, were quickly discovered, disarmed, and dispersed. Green & Wrights wholesale provision stores in Upper King Street, as well as Chandlers in Prince of Waless Road, Woods in London Street, and many other grocers and provision-dealers were seized, the telegraph lines at the post-office were taken over by Germans, while, by reason of a shot fired from a window upon a German soldier who was passing, the whole block of buildings from the East Anglia Daily Press office, with Singers and the railway receiving office, was deliberately set on fire, and produced an alarming state of things.

In addition to this, the Mayor of Norwich was taken prisoner, lodged in the Castle, and held as surety for the well-behaviour of the town.

Everywhere Von Kronhelms famous proclamation was posted, and as the invaders poured into the city the inhabitants looked on in sullen silence, knowing that they were now under German military discipline, the most rigorous and drastic in the whole world.

The nation had, unfortunately, passed by unheeded the serious warnings of 1905-6. The authorities had remained impotent, and Mr. Haldanes Army Scheme had proved useless. The War Office had only one power within it, that of the man who represented the Cabinet. The rest were mere instruments.

There were many reports of sharp brushes between our cavalry vedettes and those of the enemy. The latter belonged to the corps who had established their headquarters in Maldon, and among those killed was an officer named Von Pabst, who was a prisoner, and who was shot while escaping, and in whose pocket was found a letter addressed to a friend, a certain Captain Neuhaus, of Lothringen Pioneer Battalion, stationed at Darmstadt.

It was interesting, for it threw some light upon the manner that particular corps of the invaders had embarked at Antwerp, and had apparently been hurriedly written in the intervals of the writers duties with Prince Henry of Würtemburgs staff. Having been secured, it was sent to London, and was as follows: — 

Maldon, England,
Wednesday, September 5.

My dear Neuhaus, — Behold me, here at last in the tight little island, by the English so greatly boasted! So far, we have had absolutely our own way, and have hardly seen an enemy. But you will be glad to have some account of my experience in this never-to-be-forgotten expedition. I was, of course, overjoyed to find myself appointed to the staff of His Highness Prince Henry of Würtemburg, and having obtained leave to quit my garrison, started for Treves without a moments delay. Our troops were to enter Belgium ostensibly to quell the riots in Brussels. But the line was so continually blocked by troop-trains going west, that on arrival I found that he had gone with his army corps to Antwerp. There at last I was able to report myself — only just in time. My train got in at noon, and we sailed the same night.

Antwerp might have been a German city. It was simply crammed with our troops. The Parc, the Pépinière, the Jardin Zoologique, the Parc du Palais de lIndustrie, the Boulevards, and every open space, was utilised as a bivouac. Prince Henry had his quarters in a very nice house on the Place Vert, opposite the Cathedral, and in the Place itself were picketed the horses belonging to the squadron of Jäegers zu Pferde, attached to the XIIth Corps. I rode round with the Prince in the afternoon, and saw the various regiments in the bivouacs, and the green-coated artillery, and the train in their sky-blue tunics hard at work all along the quays, getting their guns and waggons on board. The larger steamers lay two and three moored abreast alongside the quays, and astern of each a dozen flats or barges in two lots of six, each lashed together with a planked gangway leading to the outer ones. More barges, and the Rhine and other river steamers, and tugs to tow the lighters, lay outside in midstream. How all this had been arranged in the short time that had elapsed is more than I can imagine. Of course, our people had taken good care that no news should reach England by any of the many telegraph routes; the arrangements for that were most elaborate. There was no appearance of enthusiasm among the men. The gunners were too busy, and the infantry and cavalry destined for the expedition were not allowed to leave their bivouacs, and did not know that they were in for a sea voyage. The Belgian troops have all been disarmed and encamped on the other side of the river, between the older fortifications known as the Tête de Flandre and the outer lines. The populace for the most part have a sulky appearance, but as there is a very large German colony we found plenty of friends. The Burgomaster himself is a Bavarian, and most of the Councillors are also Germans, so that in the evening Prince Henry and his staff were entertained right royally at the Hôtel de Ville. I assure you, my friend, that I did justice to the civic hospitality. But the banquet was all too short.

At eight oclock we had to be on board. The steamer told off for us was the Dresden, which, with many other British vessels, had been commandeered that day. She lay alongside the pontoon, near the Steen Museum. As soon as she cast off, a gun was fired from the Citadel, followed by three rockets, which shot up into the darkness from the Tête de Flandre. This was the signal for the flotilla to start, and in succession one steamer after another slid out into the stream from the shadows of the quays, and, followed by her train of tugs and barges, began to glide down the Scheldt. Our arrangements had been perfected, and everything went without a hitch.

The Dresden went dead slow along under the farther bank for a time, and we watched the head of the procession of transports pass down the river. It was an inspiring sight to see the densely-packed steamers and barges carrying their thousands of stout German hearts on their way to humble the pride of overbearing and threatening Albion. It brought to mind the highly prophetic utterance of our Emperor: Our Future lies on the Water. The whole flotilla was off Flushing shortly before midnight, and after forming in four parallel columns, stood away to the north-west. It was a quiet night, not very dark, and the surface of the water, a shining, grey sheet, was visible for a considerable distance from the ship. The steamers carried the usual steaming lights, and the barges and lighters white lights at bow and stern. The scuttles were all screened, so that no other lights might confuse those who were responsible for the safe conduct of the armada. I had no inclination to turn in.

The general excitement of the occasion, the fascination I found in watching the dim shades of the swarm of craft on all sides, the lines of red, white, and green lights slowly moving side by side with their flickering reflections in the gently-heaving waters, held me spellbound and wakeful as I leaned over the taffrail. Most of my comrades on the staff remained on deck, also muffled in their long cloaks, and talking for the most part in undertones. Prince Henry paced the bridge with the officer in command of the vessel. All of us, I think, were impressed with the magnitude of the venture on which our Fatherland had embarked,



GOD SAVE THE KING.

PROCLAMATION.

TO ALL WHOM IT MAY CONCERN.

In regard to the Decree of September 3rd of the present year, declaring a state of siege in the Counties of Norfolk and Suffolk.

In regard to the Decree of August 10th, 1906, regulating the public administration of all theatres of war and military servitude;

Upon the proposition of the Commander-in-Chief

IT IS DECREED AS FOLLOWS:

(1) There are in a state of war:

1st. In the Eastern Command, the counties of Northamptonshire, Rutlandshire, Cambridgeshire, Norfolk, Suffolk, Essex, Huntingdonshire, Bedfordshire, Hertfordshire, and Middlesex (except that portion included in the London Military District).

2nd. In the Northern Command, the counties of Northumberland, Durham, Cumberland, and Yorkshire, with the southern shore of the estuary of the Humber.

(2) I, Charles Leonard Spencer Cotterell, his Majestys Principal Secretary of State for War, am charged with the execution of this Decree.

War Office, Whitehall, September the Fourth, 1910.

This proclamation was posted outside the War Office in London at noon on Wednesday, and was read by thousands. It was also posted upon the Town Hall of every city and town throughout the country.



and although we felt that things had been so carefully thought out and so splendidly arranged that the chances were almost all in our favour, yet we could not but wonder what would be the end of it all. As Von der Bendt — whom you will doubtless remember when he was in the 3rd Horse Grenadiers at Bromberg, and who is also on the Princes staff — said that night as he walked the deck, Where would we be if, despite our precautions, the English had contrived to get wind of our intentions, and half a dozen destroyers came tearing up out of the darkness, and in among our flotilla? Our own particular future would then probably lie under the water instead of on it. I laughed at his croakings, but I confess I looked rather more intently at our somewhat limited horizon.

About two in the morning the moon rose. Her light was but fitful and partial on account of a very cloudy sky, but I received rather a shock when her first rays revealed a long grey line of warships with all lights out, and with the darker forms of their attendant destroyers moving on their flanks, slowly crossing our course at right angles. As it turned out, they were only our own escorts, ordered to meet us at this point, and to convoy us and the other portions of the XIIth Corps, which were coming out from Rotterdam and other Dutch ports to join us. In a few minutes after meeting the ironclads, a galaxy of sparkling points of light approaching from the northward heralded their arrival, and by three oclock the whole fleet was steaming due west in many parallel lines. Four battleships moved in line ahead on each flank, the destroyers seemed to be constantly coming and going in all directions, like dogs shepherding a flock of sheep, and I fancy there were several other men-o-war ahead of us. The crossing proved entirely uneventful. We saw nothing of the much-to-be-dreaded British warships, nor indeed of any ships at all, with the exception of a few fishing-boats and the Harwich-Antwerp boat, which, ablaze with lights, ran through the rear portion of our flotilla, luckily without colliding with any of our flats or lighters. What her crew and passengers must have thought of meeting such an array of shipping in mid-Channel can only be surmised. In any case, it was of no consequence, for by the time they arrived in Antwerp all our cards would be on the table.

Towards morning I got very drowsy, and eventually fell asleep on a bench behind the after deck-house. I seemed hardly to have closed my eyes when Von der Bendt woke me up to inform me that land was in sight. It was just dawn. A wan light was creeping up out of the east, bringing with it a cold air that made one shiver. There was but little light in the west, but there right ahead a long black line was just discernible on the horizon. It was England!

Our half of the fleet now altered course a few points to the southward, the remainder taking a more northerly course, and by five oclock we were passing the Swin Lightship, and stood in the mouth of the river Crouch, doubtless to the amazement of a few fishermen who gazed open-mouthed from their boats at the apparition of our grey warships, with their bristle of guns and the vast concourse of shipping that followed them. By six we were at Burnham-on-Crouch, a quaint little town, evidently a yachting centre, for the river was absolutely covered with craft — small cutters, yawls, and the like, and hundreds upon hundreds of boats of all sizes. Many large, flat-bottomed barges, with tanned sails, lay alongside the almost continuous wooden quay that bordered the river. The boats of the squadron carrying a number of sailors and detachments from the 2nd Marine Battalion that formed part of the expedition had evidently preceded us, as the German ensign was hoisted over the coastguard station, which was occupied by our men. Several of our steam pinnaces were busily engaged in collecting the boats and small craft that were scattered all over the estuary, while others were hauling and towing some of the barges into position beside the quays to serve as landing-places. The method employed was to lash one outside the other till the uttermost one was outside the position of low-water mark. Our lighter craft, at any rate, could then go alongside and disembark their men and stores at any time.

The first men I saw land were the residue of the Marine Battalion, who were in the next transport to us. As soon as they were ashore, Prince Henry and his staff followed. We landed at a little iron pier, the planking of which was so rotten that it had given way in many places, and as the remainder of the flooring threatened to follow suit if one placed ones weight on it, we all marched gingerly along the edge, clutching tight hold of the railings. The carpenters crew from one of the warships was, however, already at work on its repair. As we landed, I saw the Odin, followed by a steamer, towing several flats containing the 1st Battalion of the 177th Infantry, and a battery of artillery landing farther up the river. She did not go far, but anchored stem and stern. The steamer cast off her lighters close to the southern bank, and they ran themselves ashore, some on the river bank, and others in a little creek that here ran into the main stream. This detachment, I was informed, was to entrench itself in the little village of Canewdon, supposed to have been the site of Canutes camp, and situated on an eminence about three miles west of us, and about a mile south of the river. As it is the only high ground on that side the river within a radius of several miles of Burnham, its importance to us will be evident.

While we were waiting for our horses to be landed, I took a turn through the village. It consists of one street, fairly wide in the central portion, with a curious red tower on arches belonging to the local Rath-haus on one side of it. At the western exit of the town is a red-brick drill hall for the Volunteers. Our Marines were in possession, and I noticed several of them studying with much amusement a gaudily-coloured recruiting poster on the post-office opposite, headed: Wanted, recruits for His Majestys Army. One of their number, who apparently understood English, was translating the letterpress, setting forth the joys and emoluments which awaited the difficult-to-find Englishman patriotic enough to become a soldier. As if such a system of raising an army could ever produce an efficient machine! Was it not the famous Admiral Coligny who perished in the massacre of St. Bartholomew who said, Rather than lead again an army of voluntaries, I would die a thousand times.

By this time our horses, and those of a couple of troops of the Jäegers zu Pferde had been put on shore. Then having seen that all the exits of the village were occupied, the Mayor secured, and the usual notices posted threatening death to any civilian who obstructed our operations, directly or indirectly, we started off for the high ground to the northward, where we hoped to get into touch with the Division which should now be landing at Bradwell, on the Blackwater. With us went as escort a troop of the Jäegers in their soft grey-green uniforms — for the descent being a surprise one we were in our ordinary uniforms — and a number of mounted signallers.

The villagers were beginning to congregate as we left Burnham. They scowled at us, but said nothing. For the most part they appeared to be completely dumbfounded. Such an event as a real invasion by a real army of foreigners had never found any place in their limited outlook on life and the world in general. There were some good-looking girls here and there, with fresh, apple-red cheeks, who did not look altogether askance at our prancing horses and our gay uniforms. It was now about half-past eight, and the morning mists, which had been somewhat prevalent down by the river and the low-lying land on either bank, had thinned and drifted away under the watery beams of a feeble sun that hardly pierced the cloudy canopy above us. This, I suppose, is the English summer day of which we hear so much! It is not hot, certainly. The horses were fresh, delighted to escape from their cramped quarters on shipboard, and, trotting and cantering through the many turns of the muddy lanes, we soon skirted the village of Southminster, and began to mount the high ground between it and a little place called Steeple.

Here, just north of a steading known as Batts Farm, is the highest point on the peninsula formed by the Blackwater and Crouch Rivers. Though it is only 132 ft. above sea-level, the surrounding ground is so flat that a perfect panorama was spread before us. We could not distinguish Burnham, which was six miles or more to the southward, and hidden by slight folds of the ground and the many trees which topped the hedgerows, but the Blackwater and its creeks were in full view, and about seven miles to the north-west the towers and spires of Maldon, our principal objective in the first instance, stood up like grey pencillings on the sky-line. Our signallers soon got to work, and in a very few minutes picked up those of the Northern Division, who had established a station on a church tower about two miles to our north-east, at St. Lawrence. They reported a successful landing at Bradwell, and that the Ægir had gone up in the direction of Maldon with the 3rd Marine Battalion, who were being towed up in their flats by steam pinnaces.

I think, my dear Neuhaus, that it would be as well if I now gave you some general idea of our scheme of operations, so far as it is known to me, in order that you may be the better able to follow my further experiences by the aid of the one-inch English ordnance map which you will have no difficulty in procuring from Berlin.

As I have already said, Maldon is our first objective. It is situated at the head of the navigable portion of the Blackwater, and in itself — situated as it is on rising grounds suitable for defence, and surrounded to the north and north-west with a network of river and canal — offers a suitable position to check the preliminary attack that we may surely expect from the Colchester garrison. It is intended, then, to occupy this as quickly as possible, and place it in a state of defence. Our next move will be to entrench ourselves along a line extending southward from Maldon to the river Crouch, which has already been reconnoitred by our Intelligence Department, and the general positions selected and planned. Prince Henry will, of course, be able to make any modifications in the original design that he may consider called for by circumstances. The total length of our front will be nearly seven miles, rather long for the number of troops we have at our disposal, but as the English reckon that to attack troops in position a six-to-one force is required, and as they will be fully occupied elsewhere, I expect we shall be amply sufficient to deal with any attack they can make on us. The right half of the line — with the exception of Maldon itself — is very flat, and offers no very advantageous positions for defence, especially as the ground slopes upwards in the direction of the enemys attack. It is, however, but a gradual slope. Towards the left, though, there is higher ground, affording fairly good gun positions, and this we must hold on to at all hazards. This, in fact, will be the real key of the position. Holding this, even if we are beaten out of Maldon and forced to abandon our defences in the flat ground to the south of the town, we can use it as a pivot, and fall back on a second position along a line of low hills that run in a north-east direction across the peninsula to St. Lawrence, which will quite well cover our landing-places. In order to further protect us from surprise, the three battalions of the 108th Sharpshooter Regiment belonging to the 32nd Division left Flushing somewhat in advance of us under convoy of some of the older battleships in three or four average-sized steamers that could get alongside the long pier at Southend, and have been ordered to occupy Hockley, Rayleigh, and Wickford, forming as it were a chain of outposts covering us from any early interruption by troops sent over from Chatham, or coming from London
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Position of the Saxon Corps Twenty-Four Hours after Landing in Essex.

by either the southern branch of the Great Eastern Railway or the London, Tilbury, and Southend line. They took nothing with them but their iron ration, the ammunition in their pouches, and that usually carried in the company ammunition waggons (57.6 rounds per man). For the transport of this they were to impress carts and horses at Southend, and to move by a forced march to their positions. As soon as we are able, we also shall push forward advanced troops to South Hanningfield, East Hanningfield, Danebury, and Wickham Bishops, covering us in a similar manner to the west and north. Our flanks are well protected by the two rivers, which are tidal, very wide in parts, and difficult to cross, except at one or two places on the Crouch, which we shall make special arrangements to defend. Moreover — with the exception of Canewdon, which we have already occupied — there is no elevated ground within miles of them which would offer good positions from which the enemy might fire into the ground we occupy between them.

So much for the military portion of our programme. Now for the part allotted to the Navy. As I have told you, we had eight warships as our convoy, not counting destroyers, etc. These were the eight little armour-clads of the Ægir class, drawing only 18 ft. of water and carrying three 9.4 guns apiece, besides smaller ones. The Ægir and Odin are operating in the rivers on our flanks as far as they are able. The remaining six are busy, three at the entrance of each river, laying down mine-fields and other obstacles to protect us from any inroad on the part of the British Navy, and arranging for passing through the store-ships, which we expect to-night or to-morrow morning from various German and Dutch ports, with the provisions, stores, and ammunition for the use of the Northern Army Corps, when they have penetrated sufficiently far to the south to get into touch with us. Except by these rivers, I do not think that the English naval commanders can get at us.

What are known as the Dengie Flats extend for three miles seaward, all along the coast between the mouths of the two rivers, and broken marshy land extends for three miles more inland. Their big ships would have to lie at least seven or eight miles distant from our headquarters and store depôt, which we intend to establish at Southminster, and even if they were so foolish as to waste their ammunition in trying to damage us with their big guns firing at high elevations, they would never succeed in doing us any harm. I believe that the squadron of older battleships that escorted the 108th to Southend have orders to mine the mouth of the Thames, cover the mine-field with their guns as long as they can before being overpowered, and incidentally to try and capture Shoeburyness and destroy or bring off what guns they may find there. But this is not really in our particular section of the operations.

But to return to my own experiences. I told you that Prince Henry and his staff had arrived at Steeple Hill, and that the signallers had got through to the other division that had landed at Bradwell. This was soon after nine oclock. Not long afterwards the advanced guard of one of the Jäeger battalions, with their smart glazed shakoes, having the black plumes tied back over the left ear, and looking very workmanlike in their green red-piped tunics, came swinging along the road between St. Lawrence and the village of Steeple. They had some of their war-dogs with them in leashes. They were on their way to reinforce the 3rd Marine Battalion, which by this time we trusted had occupied Maldon and cut off all communication with the interior. They had a good nine miles before them. The Prince looked at his watch. If theyre there before noon its as much as we can expect, he said. Go and see if they are coming up from Burnham now, he added, turning sharply to me. Away I went at a gallop till I struck the main road out of Southminster. Here I just headed off the 1st Battalion of the 101st Grenadiers. Its Colonel informed me that the whole regiment was ashore and that the other two battalions were following close behind. When they left Burnham the three battalions of the 100th Body Grenadiers had nearly completed their disembarkation, and the horses of the Garde Reiter Regiment and the 17th Uhlans were being hoisted out by means of the big spritsail yards of the barges lying alongside the quays. The landing pontoons had been greatly augmented and improved during the last hour or two, and the disembarkation was proceeding more and more quickly. They had got two of the batteries of the 1st Brigade Division landed as well as the guns belonging to the Horse Artillery, but they were waiting for the horses. The Prince signalled to the officer superintending the disembarkation at Burnham to send forward the cavalry and horse artillery by batteries and squadrons as soon as they could be mounted.

Nothing could be done in the meantime but trust that the marines had been successful in occupying Maldon and in stopping any news of our presence from leaking out to Colchester. Presently, however, the signallers reported communication with a new signal station established by the Jäegers zu Pferde on Kits Hill, an eminence about six miles to the south-west. The officer in command of the troop reported: Have cut line at Wickham Ferrers. Captured train of eight coaches coming from Maldon, and have shunted it on to line to Burnham. Prince Henry signalled back: Despatch train to Burnham; and then also signalled to O.C. 23 Division at Burnham: Expect train of eight coaches at once. Entrain as many infantry as it will hold, and send them to Maldon with the utmost despatch.

While these signals were passing, I was employed in taking a careful survey with my glasses. This is what I saw, looking from right to left. The green and white lance pennons of a detachment of the hussars belonging to the 32nd Division came fluttering round the shoulder of the hill topped by the grey tower of St. Lawrence. Immediately below us a Jäeger battalion was winding through Steeple Village like a dark green snake. Away to my left front the helmets of the 101st Grenadier Regiment twinkled over the black masses of its three battalions as they wound downhill towards the village of Latchingdon, lying in a tree-shrouded hollow. Maldon was more distinct now, but there was nothing to indicate the presence of our men, though not so very far down the river the lofty mast of the Ægir, with its three military tops, was distinguishable over a line of willows. As I lowered my field-glasses the Prince beckoned me. Von Pabst, ordered he, as I raised my hand to the salute, take half a dozen troopers, ride to Maldon, and report to me the situation there. I shall be at Latchingdon, added he, indicating its position on the map, or possibly on the road between that and Maldon.

Followed by my six Jäegers in their big copper helmets, I dashed away on my mission, and before long was nearing my destination. Maldon perched on its knoll, with its three church towers and gabled houses, brought to my mind one of the old engravings of sixteenth-century cities by Merian. Nothing indicated the approach of war till we were challenged by a sentry, who stepped from behind a house at the entrance to a straggling street. We trotted on till just about to turn in the main street, when bang went a straggling volley from the right. Shot after shot replied, and this told me that our marines had arrived. Then a score of khaki-clad men ran across the entrance of the side street up which we were approaching. The English at last! thought I. It was too late to turn back. One or two of the enemy had caught sight of us as they rushed by, though most of them were too busily engaged in front to observe us. So with a shout of Vorwarts! I stuck in my spurs, and with my six troopers charged into the middle of them, though I had no idea of how many there might be up the street. There was a tremendous clatter and banging of rifles. I cut down one fellow who ran his bayonet into my wallet. At the same time I heard a loud German Hoch! from our right, and caught sight of a body of marines coming up the street at the double. It was all over in a moment. There were not more than thirty khakis all told. Half a dozen lay dead or wounded on the ground, some disappeared up side alleys, and others were made prisoners by the marines. It appeared afterwards that on the first boat-load landing, about an hour previously, the alarm had reached a local Volunteer officer, who had managed to collect some of his men and get them into uniform. He then made the foolish attack on our troops which had ended in so unsatisfactory a manner for him. He, poor fellow, lay spitting blood on the kerbstone. The colonel of marines appeared a moment later, and at once gave orders for the Mayor of Maldon to be brought before him.

The letter ended abruptly, the German officers intention being no doubt to give some further details of the operations before despatching it to his friend in Darmstadt. But it remained unfinished, for its writer lay already in his grave.


CHAPTER XI. GERMANS LANDING AT HULL AND GOOLE
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A SPECIAL ISSUE of the Times in the evening of 3rd September contained the following vivid account — the first published — of the happenings in the town of Goole, in Yorkshire: — 

Goole, September 3.

Shortly before five oclock on Sunday morning the night operator of the telephone call-office here discovered an interruption on the trunk-line, and on trying the telegraphs was surprised to find that there was no communication in any direction. The railway station, being rung up, replied that their wires were also down.

Almost immediately afterwards a well-known North Sea pilot rushed into the post-office and breathlessly asked that he might telephone to Lloyds. When told that all communication was cut off he wildly shouted that a most extraordinary sight was to be seen in the river Ouse, up which was approaching a continuous procession of tugs, towing flats, and barges filled with German soldiers.

This was proved to be an actual fact, and the inhabitants of Goole, awakened from their Sunday morning slumbers by the shouts of alarm in the streets, found to their abject amazement foreign soldiers swarming everywhere. On the quay they found activity everywhere, German being spoken on all hands. They watched a body of cavalry consisting of the 1st Westphalian Hussars and the Westphalian Cuirassiers land with order and ease at the Victoria Pier, whence, after being formed up on the quay, they advanced at a sharp trot up Victoria Street, Ouse Street, and North Street to the railway stations, where, as is generally known, there are large sidings of the North-East Lancashire and Yorkshire lines in direct communication both with London and the great cities of the north. The enemy here found great quantities of engines and rolling stock, all of which was at once seized, together with huge stacks of coal at the new sidings.

Before long the first of the infantry of the 13th Division, which was commanded by Lieutenant-General Doppschutz, marched up to the stations. They consisted of the 13th and 56th Westphalian Regiments, and the cavalry on being relieved advanced out of the town, crossing the Dutch River by the railway bridge, and pushed on as far as Thorne and Hensall, near which they at once strongly held the several important railway junctions.

Meanwhile cavalry of the 14th Brigade, consisting of Westphalian Hussars and Uhlans, were rapidly disembarking at Old Goole, and, advancing southwards over the open country of Goole Moors and Thorne Waste, occupied Crowle. Both cavalry brigades were acting independently of the main body, and by their vigorous action both south and west they were entirely screening what was happening in the port of Goole.

Infantry continued to pour into the town from flats and barges, arriving in endless procession. Doppschutzs Division landed at Aldan Dock, Railway Dock, and Ship Dock; the 14th Division at the Jetty and Basin, also in the Barge Dock and at the mouth of the Dutch River; while some, following the cavalry brigade, landed at Old Goole and Swinefleet.

As far as can be ascertained, the whole of the VIIth German Army Corps have landed, at any rate as far as the men are concerned. The troops, who are under the supreme command of General Baron von Bistram, appear to consist almost entirely of Westphalians, and include Prince Frederick of the Netherlands 2nd Westphalians; Count Bulow von Dennewitzs 6th Westphalians; but one infantry brigade, the 79th, consisted of men from Lorraine.

Through the whole day the disembarkation proceeded, the townsmen standing there helpless to lift a finger and watching the enemys arrival. The Victoria Pleasure Grounds were occupied by parked artillery, which towards afternoon began to rumble through the streets. The German gunners, with folded arms, sat unconcernedly upon the ammunition boxes as the guns were drawn up to their positions. Horses were seized wherever found, the proclamation of Von Kronhelm was nailed upon the church doors, and the terrified populace read the grim threat of the German field-marshal.

The wagons, of which there were hundreds, were put ashore mostly at Goole, but others up the river at Hook and Swinefleet. When the cavalry advance was complete, as it was soon after midday, and when reports had come in to Von Bistram that the country was clear of the British, the German infantry advance began. By nightfall they had pushed forward, some by road, some by rail, and others in the numerous motor-wagons that had accompanied the force, until march-outposts were established south of Thorne, Askern, and Crowle, straddling the main road to Bawtry. These places, including Fishlake and the country between them, were at once strongly held, while ammunition and stores were pushed up by railway to both Thorne and Askern.

The independent cavalry advance continued through Doncaster until dusk, when Rotherham was reached, during which advance scattered bodies of British Imperial Yeomanry were met and compelled to retreat, a dozen or so lives being lost. It appears that late in the afternoon of Sunday news was brought into Sheffield of what was in progress, and a squadron of Yeomanry donned their uniforms and rode forward to reconnoitre, with the disastrous results already mentioned.

The sensation caused in Sheffield when it became known that German cavalry were so close as Rotherham was enormous, and the scenes in the streets soon approached a panic; for it was wildly declared that that night the enemy intended to occupy the town. The Mayor telegraphed to the War Office appealing for additional defensive force, but no response was received to the telegram. The small force of military in the town, which consisted of the 2nd Battalion Yorkshire Light Infantry, some Royal Artillery, and the local Volunteers, were soon assembled, and going out occupied the strong position above Sheffield between Catcliffe and Tinsley, overlooking the valley of the Rother to the east.
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Position of the German Forces Twenty-Four Hours after Landing at Goole.

The expectation that the Germans intended an immediate descent on Sheffield was not realised because the German tactics were merely to reconnoitre and report on the defences of Sheffield if any existed. This they did by remaining to the eastward of the river Rother, whence the high ground rising before Sheffield could be easily observed.

Before dusk one or two squadrons of Cuirassiers were seen to be examining the river to find fords and ascertain the capacity of the bridges, while others appeared to be comparing the natural features of the ground with the maps with which they all appeared to be provided.

As night fell, however, the cavalry retired towards Doncaster, which town was occupied, the Angel being the cavalry headquarters. The reason the Germans could not advance at once upon Sheffield was that the cavalry was not strongly enough supported by infantry from their base, the distance from Goole being too great to be covered in a single day. That the arrangements for landing were in every detail perfect could not be doubted, but owing to the narrow channel of the Ouse time was necessary, and it is considered probable that fully three days must elapse from Sunday before the Germans are absolutely established.

An attempt has been made by the Yorkshire Light Infantry and the York and Lancaster Regiment, with three battalions of Volunteers stationed at Pontefract, to discover the enemys strength and position between Askern and Snaith, but so far without avail, the cavalry screen across the whole country being impenetrable.

The people of the West Riding, and especially the inhabitants of Sheffield, are stupefied that they have received no assistance — not even a reply to the Mayors telegram. This fact has leaked out, and has caused the greatest dissatisfaction. An enemy is upon us, yet we are in ignorance of what steps, if any, the authorities are taking for our protection.

There are wild rumours here that the enemy have burned Grimsby, but these are generally discredited, for telegraphic and telephonic communication has been cut off, and at present we are completely isolated. It has been gathered from the invaders that the VIIIth Army Corps of the Germans have landed and seized Hull, but at present this is not confirmed. There is, alas! no communication with the place, therefore the report may possibly be true.

Dewsbury, Huddersfield, Wakefield, and Selby are all intensely excited over the sudden appearance of German soldiers, and were at first inclined to unite to stem their progress. But the German proclamation showing the individual peril of any citizen taking arms against the invaders having been posted everywhere, has held everyone scared and in silent inactivity.

 Where is our Army? everyone is asking. The whole country has run riot in a single hour, now that the Germans are upon us. On every hand it is asked: What will London do?



The following account, written by a reporter of the Hull Daily Mail, appeared in the London Evening News on Wednesday evening, and was the first authentic news of what had happened on the Humber on Sunday: — 

Hull, Monday Night.

A great disaster has occurred here, and the town is in the hands of the Germans. The totally unexpected appearance in the river at dawn on Sunday of an extraordinary flotilla of all kinds of craft, filled with troops and being towed towards Goole, created the greatest alarm. Loud shouting in the street just before five oclock awakened me, and I opened my window. Shouting to a seaman running past, I asked what was the matter, when the mans astounding reply was: The whole river is swarming with Germans! Dressing hastily, I mounted my bicycle and ran along the Beverley road through Prospect Street to the dock office, where around the Wilberforce monument the excited crowd now already collected was impassable, and I was compelled to dismount.

On eager inquiry I learnt that half an hour before men at work in the Alexandra Dock were amazed to discern through the grey mists still hanging across the Humber an extraordinary sight. Scores of ocean-going tugs, each laboriously towing great Dutch barges and lighters, came into sight, and telescopes being quickly borrowed revealed every boat in question to be literally crammed with grey-coated men, evidently soldiers. At first it was believed that they were about to enter Hull, but they kept out in the channel, on the New Holland side, and were accompanied, it was seen, by a quantity of tramp steamers of small tonnage, evidently of such capacity as might get up to the port of Goole. It was at once patent that Goole was their objective.

The alarm was at once raised in the town. The police ran down to the quays and the Victoria Pier, while the townspeople hastily dressed and joined them to witness the amazing spectacle.

Somebody at the pier who had a powerful glass recognised the grey uniforms and declared them to be Germans, and then like wildfire the alarming news spread into every quarter of the town that the Germans were upon us.

The police ran to the telegraph office in order to give the alarm, but it was at once discovered that both telegraph and telephone systems had suddenly been interrupted. Repeated calls elicited no reply, for the wires running out of Hull in every direction had been cut.

In endless procession the strange medley of queer-looking craft came up out of the morning mist only to be quickly lost again in the westward, while the onlookers, including myself — for I had cycled to the Victoria Pier — gazed at them in utter bewilderment.

At the first moment of alarm the East Yorkshire Volunteers hurried on their uniforms and assembled at their regimental headquarters for orders. There were, of course, no regular troops in the town, but the Volunteers soon obtained their arms and ammunition, and after being formed, marched down Heddon road to the Alexandra Dock.

On every side was the greatest commotion, already bordering upon panic. Along Spring Bank, the Hessle road, the Anlaby road, and all the thoroughfares converging into Queen Victoria Square, came crowds of all classes eager to see for themselves and learn the truth of the startling rumour. The whole riverside was soon black with the excited populace, but to the astonishment of everyone the motley craft sailed on, taking no notice of us and becoming fewer and fewer, until ships appeared through the grey bank of fog only at intervals.

One thing was entirely clear. The enemy, whoever they might be, had destroyed all our means of appealing for help, for we could not telephone to the military at York, Pontefract, Richmond, or even to the regimental district headquarters at Beverley. They had gone on to Goole, but would they turn back and attack us?

The cry was that if they meant to seize Goole they would also seize Hull! Then the terrified crowd commenced to collect timber and iron from the yards, furniture from neighbouring houses, tramway-cars, omnibuses, cabs; in fact, anything they could lay their hands upon to form barricades in the streets for their own protection.

I witnessed the frantic efforts of the people as they built one huge obstacle at the corner of Queen Street, facing the pier. Houses were ruthlessly entered, great pieces of heavy furniture — wardrobes, pianos, and sideboards — were piled anyhow upon each other. Men got coils of barbed wire, and lashed the various objects together with seamanlike alacrity. Even paving-stones were prised up with pickaxes and crowbars, and placed in position. The women, in deadly terror of the Germans, helped the men in this hastily improvised barrier, which even as I watched grew higher across the street until it reached the height of the first-storey windows in one great heterogeneous mass of every article conceivable — almost like a huge rubbish heap.

This was only one of many similar barricades. There were others in the narrow Pier Street, in Wellington Street, Castle Street, south of Princes Dock, in St. Johns Street, between Queens Dock and Princes Dock, while the bridges over the river Hull were all defended by hastily improvised obstructions. In Jennings Street, on Sculcoates Bridge, and also the two railway bridges of the Hull and Barnsley and North-Eastern Railways were similarly treated. Thus the whole of the town west of the river Hull was at any rate temporarily protected from any landing eastward.

The whole town now seemed in a perfect ferment. Wildest rumours were afloat everywhere, and the streets by six oclock that morning were so crowded that it was almost impossible to move.

Hundreds found themselves outside the barriers; indeed, the people in the Southcoates, Drypool, and Alexandra Wards were in the threatened zone, and promptly began to force their way into the town by escalading the huge barricades and scrambling over their crests.

Foreigners — sailors and others — had a rough time of it, many of them being thrust back and threatened by the indignant townspeople. Each time a foreigner was discovered there was a cry of spy, and many innocent men had fortunate escapes.

The river seemed clear, when about seven oclock there suddenly loomed up from seaward a great, ugly, grey-hulled warship flying the German flag. The fear was realised. Her sight caused absolute panic, for with a sudden swerve she calmly moored opposite the Alexandra Dock.

Eager-eyed seamen, some of them Naval Reservists, recognised that she was cleared for action, and even while we were looking, two more similar vessels anchored in positions from which their guns could completely dominate the town.

No sooner had these swung to their anchors than, from the now sunlit horizon, there rose the distant smoke of many steamers, and as the moments of terror dragged by, there came slowly into the offing a perfect fleet of all sizes of steamers, escorted by cruisers and destroyers.

Standing behind the barricade in Queen Street I could overlook the Victoria Pier, and the next half-hour was the most exciting one in my whole life. Three dirty-looking steamers of, as far as I could judge, about 2500 tons each, anchored in a line almost midstream. From my coign of vantage I could hear the rattle of the cables in the hawse-pipes as many other vessels of about the same size followed their example farther down the river. No sooner had the anchors touched the bottom than boats were hoisted out, lowered from all the davits, and brought alongside, while into them poured hundreds upon hundreds of soldiers, all in a uniform dusky grey. Steam pinnaces quickly took these in charge, towing some of them to the Victoria Pier near where I stood, and others to the various wharves.

Armed and accoutred, the men sprang ashore, formed up, and were quickly told off by their officers in guttural accents, when, from our barricade, close beside me, a Volunteer officer gave the order to fire, and a ragged volley rang sharply out.

A young German infantry officer standing in Nelson Street, in the act of drawing his revolver from its pouch, pitched heavily forward upon his face with a British bullet through his heart. There were also several gaps in the German ranks. Almost instantly the order for advance was given. The defence was an ill-advised and injudicious one, having in view the swarm of invaders. Hundreds of boats were now approaching every possible landing-place right along the river front, and men were swarming upon every wharf and quay.

Shots sounded in every direction. Then, quite suddenly, some unintelligible order was given in German, and the crowd of the enemy who had landed at our pier extended, and, advancing at the double, came straight for our barricade, endeavouring to take it by assault. It was an exciting moment. Our Volunteers poured volleys into them, and for a time were able to check them, although the Germans kept up a withering fire, and I found myself, a non-combatant, with bullets whistling about me everywhere, in unpleasant proximity.

They were breathless moments. Men were continually falling on both sides, and one fierce-faced, black-haired woman, evidently a sailors wife, who had helped to build the barricade, fell dead at my side, shot through the throat. From the very beginning our defence at this point seemed utterly hopeless. The Volunteers — many of them friends of mine — very gallantly endeavoured to do what they could in the circumstances, but they themselves recognised the utter futility of fighting against what seemed to be a veritable army. They did their utmost, but the sudden rush of an enormous number of supports to strengthen the enemys advanced parties proved too much for them, and ten minutes later bearded Teutons came clambering over the barricades, ruthlessly putting to death all men in uniform who did not at once throw down their arms.

As soon as I saw the great peril of the situation I confess that I fled, when behind me I heard a loud crash as a breach was at last made in the obstruction. I ran up Queen Street to Drypool Bridge, where at the barricade there I found desperate fighting in progress. The scene was terrible. The few Volunteers were bravely trying to defend us. Many civilians, in their frantic efforts to guard their homes, were lying upon the pavement dead and dying. Women, too, had been struck by the hail of German bullets, and the enemy, bent upon taking the town, fought with the utmost determination. From the ceaseless rattle of musketry which stunned the ears on every side it was evident that the town was being taken by assault.

For five minutes or so I remained in Salthouse Lane, but so thick came the bullets that I managed to slip round to Whitefriargate, and into Victoria Square.

I was standing at the corner of King Edward Street when the air was of a sudden rent by a crash that seemed to shake the town to its very foundations, and one of the black cupolas of the dock office was carried away, evidently by a high explosive shell.

A second report, no doubt from one of the cruisers lying in the river, was followed by a great jet of flame springing up from the base of one of the new shops on the left side of King Edward Street — caused, as I afterwards ascertained, by one of those new petrol shells, of which we had heard so much in the newspapers, but the practicability of which our unprogressive Government had so frequently refused to entertain.

In a flash three shops were well alight, and even while I watched the whole block from Tylers to the corner was furiously ablaze, the petrol spreading fire and destruction on every hand.

Surely there is no more deadly engine in modern warfare than the terrible petrol bomb, as was now proved upon our unfortunate town. Within ten minutes came a veritable rain of fire. In all directions the houses began to flare and burn. The explosions were terrific, rapidly succeeding one another, while helpless men stood frightened and aghast, no man knowing that the next moment might not be his last.

In those never-to-be-forgotten moments we realised for the first time what the awful horror of War really meant.

The scene was frightful. Hull had resisted, and in retaliation the enemy were now spreading death and destruction everywhere among us.



Reports now reached London that the VIIth German Army Corps had landed at Hull and Goole, and taking possession of those towns, were moving upon Sheffield in order to paralyse our trade in the Midlands. Hull had been bombarded, and was in flames! Terrible scenes were taking place at that port.

The disaster was, alas! of our own seeking.

Lord Roberts, who certainly could not be called an alarmist, had in 1905 resigned his place on the Committee of National Defence in order to be free to speak his own mind. He had told us plainly in 1906 that we were in no better position than we were five or six years previous. Behind the Regular Army we had no practicable reserve, while military training was more honoured in the breach than in the observance. The outlook was alarming, and the reasons for reform absolutely imperative.

He had pointed out to the London Chamber of Commerce in December 1905 that it was most important that our present unpreparedness for war should not be allowed to continue. We should use every endeavour to prevent the feeling of anxiety as to our unpreparedness from cooling down. Englands military hero, the man who had dragged us out of the South African muddle, had urged most strongly that a committee of the leading men of London should be formed to take the matter into their earnest consideration. The voice of London upon a question of such vital importance could not fail to carry great weight throughout the country.

A citizen army, he had declared, was needed as well as the Regular Army. The only way by which a sufficient amount of training could be given — short of adopting the Continental practice — was by giving boys and youths such an amount of drill and practice in rifle shooting as was possible while they were at school, and by some system of universal training after they reached manhood. And that Lord Roberts had urged most strongly.

Yet what had been done? Ay, what?

A deaf ear had been turned to every appeal. And now, alas! the long prophesied blow had fallen.

On that memorable Sunday, when a descent had been made upon our shores, there were in German ports on the North Sea nearly a million tons gross of German shipping. Normally, in peace time, half a million tons is always to be found there, the second half having been quietly collected by ships putting in unobserved into such ports as Emden, Bremen, Bremerhaven, and Geestemunde, where there are at least ten miles of deep-sea wharves, with ample railway access. The arrival of these crafts caused no particular comment, but they had already been secretly prepared for the transport of men and horses while at sea.

Under the cover of the Frisian Islands, from every canal, river, and creek had been assembled a huge multitude of flats and barges, ready to be towed by tugs alongside the wharves and filled with troops. Of a sudden, in a single hour it seemed, Hamburg, Altona, Cuxhaven, and Wilhelmshaven were in excited activity, and almost before the inhabitants themselves realised what was really in progress the embarkation had well commenced.

At Emden, with its direct cables to the theatre of war in England, was concentrated the brain of the whole movement. Beneath the lee of the covering screen of Frisian Islands, Borkum, Juist, Norderney, Langebog, and the others, the preparations for the descent upon England rapidly matured.
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Troop-trains from every part of the Fatherland arrived with the punctuality of clockwork. From Düsseldorf came the VIIth Army Corps, the VIIIth from Coblenz, the IXth were already assembled at their headquarters at Altona, while many of them being stationed at Bremen embarked from there, the Xth came up from Hanover, the XIVth from Magdeburg, and the Corps of German Guards, the pride and flower of the Kaisers troops, arrived eagerly at Hamburg from Berlin and Potsdam, among the first to embark.

Each army corps consisted of about 38,000 officers and men, 11,000 horses, 144 guns, and about 2000 motor-cars, wagons, and carts. But for this campaign — which was more of the nature of a raid than of any protracted campaign — the supply of wheeled transport, with the exception of motor-cars, had been somewhat reduced.

Each cavalry brigade attached to an army corps consisted of 1400 horses and men, with some thirty-five light machine-guns and wagons. The German calculation — which proved pretty correct — was that each army corps could come over to England in 100,000 tons gross of shipping, bringing with them supplies for twenty-seven days in another 3000 tons gross. Therefore about 618,000 tons gross conveyed the whole of the six corps, leaving an ample margin still in German ports for any emergencies. Half this tonnage consisted of about 100 steamers, averaging 3000 tons each, the remainder being the boats, flats, lighters, barges, and tugs previously alluded to.

The Saxons who, disregarding the neutrality of Belgium, had embarked at Antwerp, had seized the whole of the flat-bottomed craft in the Scheldt and the numerous canals, as well as the merchant ships in the port, finding no difficulty in commandeering the amount of tonnage necessary to convey them to the Blackwater and the Crouch.

As hour succeeded hour, the panic increased.

It was now also known that, in addition to the various corps who had effected a landing, the German Guards had, by a sudden swoop into the Wash, got ashore at Kings Lynn, seized the town, and united their forces with Von Kleppens corps, who, having landed at Weybourne, were now spread right across Norfolk. This picked corps of Guards was under the command of that distinguished officer the Duke of Mannheim, while the infantry divisions were under Lieutenant-Generals von Castein and Von Der Decken.

The landing at Kings Lynn on Sunday morning had been quite a simple affair. There was nothing whatever to repel them, and they disembarked on the quays and in the docks, watched by the astonished populace. All provisions were seized at shops, including the Kings Lynn and County Stores, the Star Supply Stores, Ladymans and Liptons in the High Street, while headquarters were established at the municipal buildings, and the German flag hoisted upon the old church, the tower of which was at once used as a signal station.

Old-fashioned people of Lynn peered out of their quiet, respectable houses in King Street in utter amazement, but soon, when the German proclamation was posted, the terrible truth was plain.

In half an hour, even before they could realise it, they had been transferred from the protection of the British flag to the militarism of the German.

The Tuesday Market Place, opposite the Globe Hotel, was one of the points of assembly, and from there and from other open spaces troops of cavalry were constantly riding out of town by the Downham Market and Swaffham Roads. The intention of this commander was evidently to join hands with Von Kleppen as soon as possible. Indeed, by that same evening the Guards and IVth Corps had actually shaken hands at East Dereham.

A few cavalry, mostly Cuirassiers and troopers of the Gardes du Corps, were pushed out across the flat, desolate country over Sutton Bridge to Holbeach and Spalding, while others, moving south-easterly, came past the old Abbey of Crowland, and even to within sight of the square cathedral tower of Peterborough. Others went south to Ely.

Ere sundown on Sunday, stalwart, grey-coated sentries of the Guards Fusiliers from Potsdam and the Grenadiers from Berlin were holding the roads at Gayton, East Walton, Narborough, Markham, Fincham, Stradsett, and Stow Bardolph. Therefore on Sunday night, from Spalding on the east, Peterborough, Chatteris, Littleport, Thetford, Diss, and Halesworth were faced by a huge cavalry screen protecting the landing and repose of the great German Army behind it.

Slowly but carefully the enemy were maturing their plans for the defeat of our defenders and the sack of London.


CHAPTER XII. DESPERATE FIGHTING IN ESSEX
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LONDON WAS AT a standstill. Trade was entirely stopped. Shopkeepers feared to open their doors on account of the fierce, hungry mobs parading the streets. Orators were haranguing the crowds in almost every open space. The police were either powerless, or feared to come into collision with the assembled populace. Terror and blank despair were everywhere.

There was unrest night and day. The banks, head offices and branches, unable to withstand the run upon them when everyone demanded to be paid in gold, had, by mutual arrangement, shut their doors, leaving excited and furious crowds of customers outside unpaid. Financial ruin stared everyone in the face. Those who were fortunate enough to realise their securities on Monday were fleeing from London south or westward. Day and night the most extraordinary scenes of frantic fear were witnessed at Paddington, Victoria, Waterloo, and London Bridge. The southern railways were badly disorganised by the cutting of the lines by the enemy, but the Great Western system was, up to the present, intact, and carried thousands upon thousands to Wales, to Devonshire, and to Cornwall.

In those three hot, breathless days the Red Hand of Ruin spread out upon London.

The starving East met the terrified West, but in those moments the bonds of terror united class with mass. Restaurants and theatres were closed, there was but little vehicular traffic in the streets, for of horses there were none, while the majority of the motor buses had been requisitioned, and the transit of goods had been abandoned. The City, that great army of daily workers, both male and female, was out of employment, and swelled the idlers and gossips, whose temper and opinion were swayed each half-hour by the papers now constantly appearing night and day without cessation.

Cabinet Councils had been held every day, but their decisions, of course, never leaked out to the public. The King also held Privy Councils, and various measures were decided upon. Parliament, which had been hurriedly summoned, was due to meet, and everyone speculated as to the political crisis that must now ensue.

In St. Jamess Park, in Hyde Park, in Victoria Park, on Hampstead Heath, in Greenwich Park, in fact, in each of the lungs of London, great mass meetings were held, at which resolutions were passed condemning the Administration and eulogising those who, at the first alarm, had so gallantly died in defence of their country.

It was declared that by the culpable negligence of the War Office and the National Defence Committee we had laid ourselves open to complete ruin, both financially and as a nation.

The man-in-the-street already felt the strain, for the lack of employment and the sudden rise in the price of everything had brought him up short. Wives and families were crying for food, and those without savings and with only a few pounds put by looked grimly into the future and at the mystery it presented.

Most of the papers published the continuation of the important story of Mr. Alexander, the Mayor of Maldon, which revealed the extent of the enemys operations in Essex and the strong position they occupied.

It ran as below: — 

Of the events of the early hours of the morning I have no very clear recollection. I was bewildered, staggered, dumbfounded by the sights and sounds which beset me. Of what modern war meant I had till then truly but a very faint idea. To witness its horrid realities enacted in this quiet, out-of-the-way spot where I had pitched my tent for so many years, brought them home to me literally, as well as metaphorically. And to think that all this wanton destruction of property and loss of life was directly due to our apathy as a nation! The Germans had been the aggressors without a doubt, but as for us we had gone out of our way to invite attack. We had piled up riches and made no provision to prevent a stronger nation from gathering them. We had seen every other European nation, and even far-distant Japan, arm their whole populations and perfect their preparedness for the eventualities of war, but we had been content to scrape along with an apology for a military system — which was really no system at all — comforting ourselves with the excuse that nothing could possibly evade or compete with our magnificent navy. Such things as fogs, false intelligence, and the interruption of telegraphic and telephonic communication were not taken into account, and were pooh-poohed if any person, not content with living in a fools paradise, ventured to draw attention to the possibility of such contingencies.

So foolhardy had we become in the end, that we were content to see an immense and threatening increase in the German shipbuilding programme without immediately going one better. The specious plea that our greater rapidity in construction would always enable us to catch up our rivals in the race was received with acclamation, especially as the argument was adorned with gilt lettering in the shape of promised Admiralty economies.

As might have been foreseen, Germany attacked us at the psychological moment when her rapidly increasing fleet had driven even our laissez faire politicians to lay down new ships with the laudable idea of keeping our naval pre-eminence by the rapidity of our construction. Our wide-awake enemy, seeing that should these be allowed to attain completion the place he had gained in the race would be lost, allowed them to be half finished and then suddenly attacked us.

But to return to my personal experiences on this never-to-be-forgotten day. I had run down Cromwell Hill, and seeing the flames of Heybridge, was impelled to get nearer, if possible, to discover more particularly the state of affairs in that direction. But I was reckoning without the Germans. When I got to the bridge over the river at the foot of the hill, the officer in charge there absolutely prevented my crossing. Beyond the soldiers standing or kneeling behind whatever cover was offered by the walls and buildings abutting on the riverside, and a couple of machine guns placed so as to command the bridge and the road beyond, there was nothing much to see. A number of Germans were, however, very busy in the big mill just across the river, but what they were doing I could not make out. As I turned to retrace my steps, the glare of the conflagration grew suddenly more and more intense. A mass of dark figures came running down the brightly-illuminated road towards the bridge, while the rifle fire became louder, nearer, and heavier than ever. Every now and again the air became alive with, as it were, the hiss and buzz of flying insects. The English must have fought their way through Heybridge, and these must be the bullets from their rifles. It was dangerous to stay down there any longer, so I took to my heels. As I ran I heard a thundering explosion behind me, the shock of which nearly threw me to the ground. Looking over my shoulder, I saw that the Germans had blown up the mill at the farther end of the bridge, and were now pushing carts from either side in order to barricade it. The two Maxims, too, began to pump lead with their hammering reports, and the men near them commenced to fall in twos and threes. I made off to the left, and passed into the High Street by the end of St. Peters Church, now disused. At the corner I ran against Mr. Clydesdale, the optician, who looks after the library which now occupies the old building. He pointed to the tower, which stood darkly up against the blood-red sky.

 Look at those infernal Germans! he said. They cant even keep out of that old place. I wish we could have got the books out before they came.

I could not see any of our invaders where he was pointing, but presently I became aware of a little winking, blinking light at the very summit of the tower.

 Thats them, said Clydesdale. Theyre making signals, I think. My boy says he saw the same thing on Purleigh Church tower last night. I wish it would come down with them, that I do. Its pretty shaky, anyway.

The street was fairly full of people. The Germans, it is true, had ordered that no one should be out of doors between eight in the evening and six in the morning; but just now they appeared to have their hands pretty full elsewhere, and if any of the few soldiers that were about knew of or thought anything of the interdiction, they said nothing. Wat Miller, the postman, came up and touched his cap.

 Terrible times, sir, he said, aint they? There was a mort of people killed this afternoon by them shells. There was poor old Missis Reece in the London Road. Bed-ridden, she were, this dozen years. Well, sir, there aint so much as the head on her left. A fair mash up she were, poor old lady! Then there was Jones the carpenters three kids, as was left behind when their mother took the baby to Mundon with the rest of the women. The house was struck and come down atop of em. They got two out, but they were dead, poor souls! and theyre still looking for the other one.

The crash of a salvo of heavy guns from the direction of my own house interrupted the tale of horrors.

 Thatll be the guns in my garden, I said.

 Yes, sir; and theyve got three monstrous great ones in the opening between the houses just behind the church there, said Clydesdale.

As he spoke the guns in question bellowed out, one after the other.

 Look — look at the tower! cried the postman.

The light at the top had disappeared, and the lofty edifice was swaying slowly, slowly, over to the left.

 Shes gone at last! exclaimed Clydesdale.

It was true. Down came the old steeple that had pointed heavenward for so many generations, with a mighty crash and concussion that swallowed up even the noise of the battle, though cannon of all sorts and sizes were now joining in the hellish concert, and shell from the English batteries began to roar over the town. The vibration and shock of the heavy guns had been too much for the old tower, which, for years in a tottery condition, had been patched up so often.

As soon as the cloud of dust cleared off we all three ran towards the huge pile of débris that filled the little churchyard. Several other people followed. It was very dark down there, in the shadow of the trees and houses, despite the firelight overhead, and we began striking matches as we looked about among the heaps of bricks and beams to see if there were any of the German signal party among them. Why we should have taken the trouble under the circumstances I do not quite know. It was an instinctive movement of humanity on my part, and that of most of the others, I suppose. Miller, the postman, was, however, logical. I opes as theyre all dead! was what he said.

I caught sight of an arm in a light blue sleeve protruding from the débris, and took hold of it in a futile attempt to remove some of the bricks and rubbish which I thought were covering the body of its owner. To my horror, it came away in my hand. The body to which it belonged might be buried yards away in the immense heap of ruins. I dropped it with a cry, and fled from the spot.

Dawn was now breaking. I do not exactly remember where I wandered to after the fall of St. Peters Tower, but it must have been between half-past five and six when I found myself on the high ground at the north-western corner of the town, overlooking the golf links, where I had spent so many pleasant hours in that recent past that now seemed so far away. All around me were batteries, trenches, and gun-pits. But though the firing was still going on somewhere away to the right, where Heybridge poured black smoke skyward like a volcano, gun and howitzer were silent, and their attendant artillerymen, instead of being in cover behind their earthen parapets, were clustered on the top watching intently something that was passing in the valley below them. So absorbed were they that I was able to creep up behind them, and also get a sight of what was taking place. And this is what I saw: — 

Over the railway bridge which spanned the river a little to the left were hurrying battalion after battalion of green and blue clad German infantry. They moved down the embankment after crossing, and continued their march behind it. Where the railway curved to the right and left, about half a mile beyond the bridge, the top of the embankment was lined with dark figures lying down and apparently firing, while over the golf course from the direction of Beeleigh trotted squadron after squadron of sky-blue riders, their green and white lance pennons fluttering in the breeze. They crossed the Blackwater and Chelmer Canal, and cantered off in the direction of Langford Rectory.

At the same time I saw line after line of the Germans massed behind the embankment spring over it and advance rapidly towards the lower portion of the town, just across the river. Hundreds fell under the fire from the houses, which must have been full of Englishmen, but one line after another reached the buildings. The firing was now heavier than ever — absolutely incessant and continuous — though, except for an occasional discharge from beyond Heybridge, the artillery was silent.

I have but little knowledge of military matters, but it was abundantly evident, even to me, that what I had just seen was a very formidable counter-attack on the part of the Germans, who had brought up fresh troops either from the rear of the town or from farther inland, and launched them against the English under cover of the railway embankment. I was not able to see the end of the encounter, but bad news flies apace, and it soon became common knowledge in the town that our troops from Colchester had not only failed to cross the river at any point, but had been driven helter-skelter out of the lower town near the station and from the smoking ruins of Heybridge with great loss, and were now in full retreat.

Indeed, some hundreds of our khaki-clad fellow-countrymen were marched through the town an hour or two later as prisoners, to say nothing of the numbers of wounded who, together with those belonging to the Germans, soon began to crowd every available building suitable for use as an hospital. The wounded prisoners with their escort went off towards Mundon, and are reported to have gone in the direction of Steeple. It was altogether a disastrous day, and our hopes, which had begun to rise when the British had penetrated into the northern part of the town, now fell below zero.

It was a black day for us, and for England. During the morning the same officer who had captured me on the golf course came whirling into Maldon on a 24-h.p. Mercedes car. He drove straight up to my house, and informed me that he had orders to conduct me to Prince Henry, who was to be at Purleigh early in the afternoon.

 Was it in connection with the skirmish with the Volunteers? I asked.

 I dont know, was the reply. But I dont fancy so. In the meantime, could I write here for an hour or two? he asked politely. I have much to write to my friends in Germany, and have not had a minute up to now.

I was very glad to be able to oblige the young man in such a small way, and left him in my study till midday, very busy with pens, ink, and paper.

After a makeshift of a lunch, the car came round, and we got into the back seat. In front sat his orderly and the chauffeur, a fierce-looking personage in a semi-military uniform. We ran swiftly down the High Street, and in a few minutes were spinning along the Purleigh Road, where I saw much that amazed me. I then for the first time realised how absolutely complete were the German plans.

Tuesday, September 4.

About six oclock this morning I awoke rather suddenly. The wind had gone round to the northward, and I was certain that heavy firing was going on somewhere in that direction. I opened the window and looked out. The thud and rumble of a cannonade, with the accompaniment of an occasional burst of musketry, came clearly and loudly on the wind from the hills by Wickham Bishops village. The church spire was in plain view, and little faint puffs and rings of grey smoke were just visible in its vicinity every now and again, sometimes high up in the air, at others among the trees at its base. They were exploding shells; I had no doubt of that. What was going on it was impossible to say, but I conjectured that some of our troops from Colchester had come into collision with the Germans, who had gone out in that direction the day of their arrival. The firing continued for about an hour, and then died away.

Soon after eight Count von Ohrendorff, the general officer commanding the 32nd Division, who appeared to be the supreme authority here, sent for me, and suggested that I should take steps to arrange for the manufacture of lint and bandages by the ladies living in the town. I could see no reason for objecting to this, and so promised to carry out his suggestion. I set about the matter at once, and, with the assistance of my wife, soon had a couple of score of more or less willing workers busily engaged in the National Schoolroom. In the meantime, the roll of a terrible cannonade had burst forth again from Wickham Bishops. It seemed louder and more insistent than ever. As soon as I got away from the schools I hurried home and climbed out on the roof. The top of the Moot Hall, the tower of St. Peters, and other better coigns of vantage had all been occupied by the Germans. However, with the aid of a pair of field-glasses I was able to see a good bit. Black smoke was now pouring from Wickham Bishops in clouds, and every now and again I fancied I could see the forked tongues of flame shooting up above the surrounding trees. A series of scattered black dots now came out on the open ground to the south of the church. The trees of Eastland Wood soon hid them from my sight, but others followed, mingled with little moving black blocks, which I took to be formed bodies of troops. After them came four or five guns, driven at breakneck pace towards the road that passes between Eastland and Captains Woods, then more black dots, also in a desperate hurry. Several of these last tumbled, and lay still here and there all over the slope.

Other dots followed at their heels. They were not quite so distinct. I looked harder. Hurrah! They were men in khaki. We were hustling these Germans at last. They also disappeared behind the woods. Then from the fringe of trees about Wickham half a dozen big brilliant flashes, followed after an interval by the loud detonation of heavy cannon. I could not distinguish much more, though the rattle of battle went on for some time longer. Soon after eleven four German guns galloped in from Heybridge. These were followed by a procession of maimed and limping humanity. Some managed to get along unaided, though with considerable difficulty. Others were supported by a comrade, some carried between two men, and others borne along on stretchers. A couple of ambulance carts trotted out and picked up more wounded. Our bandages and lint had not long to wait before being required. After this there was a cessation of firing.

About one oclock the German general sent word to me that he thought an attack quite possible during the afternoon, and that he strongly advised me to get all the women and children out of the town — for the time being, at any rate. This was evidently well meant, but it was a pretty difficult matter to arrange for, to say nothing of raising a panic among the inhabitants. However, in an hour and a halfs time I had contrived to marshal several hundred of them together, and to get them out on to the road to Mundon. The weather was warm for the time of year, and I thought, if the worst came to the worst, they could spend the night in the old church. I left the sad little column of exiles — old, bent women helped along by their daughters, tiny children dragged along through the dust, clutching their mothers skirts, infants in arms, and other older and sturdier children staggering beneath the weight of the most precious home adornments — and made the best of my way back to arrange for the forwarding to them of their rations.

At every step on my homeward way I expected to hear the cannonade begin again. But beyond the twittering of the birds in the trees and hedgerows, the creak and rumble of a passing cart, and the rush of a train along the railway on my left — just the usual sounds of the countryside — nothing broke the stillness. As I stepped out on the familiar highway I could almost bring myself to believe that the events of the past twenty-four hours were but the phantasmagoria of a dream. After interviewing some of the town councillors who were going to undertake the transport of provisions to the women and children at Mundon, I walked round to my own house.

My wife and family had driven over to Purleigh on the first alarm, and had arranged to stay the night with some friends, on whatever shakedowns could be improvised, since every house in the peninsula harboured some of the ubiquitous German officers and men. I wandered through the familiar rooms, and came out into the garden — or rather what had been the garden. There I saw that the Saxon gunners were all standing to their pieces, and one of my none too welcome guests accosted me as I left the house.

 If youll take my advice, sare, youll get away out of this, he said in broken English.

 What! are you going to fire? I asked.

 I dont fancy so. It wouldnt hurt you if we were. But I think your English friends from Colchester are about to see if they can draw us.

As he spoke I became aware of a sharp, hissing noise like a train letting off steam. It grew louder and nearer, passed over our heads, and was almost instantly followed by a terrible crash somewhere behind the house. A deeper and more muffled report came up from the valley beyond Heybridge.

 Well, theyve begun now, and the best thing you can do is to get down into that gun epaulment there, said the German officer.

I thought his advice was good, and I lost no time in following it.

 Here comes another! cried he, as he jumped down into the pit beside me. Well have plenty of them now.

So we did. Shell after shell came hissing and screaming at us over the tree-tops in the gardens lower down the hill. Each one of them sounded to me as if it were coming directly at my head, but one after another passed over us to burst beyond. The gunners all crouched close to the earthen parapet — and so did I. I am not ashamed to say so. My German officer, however, occasionally climbed to the top of the embankment and studied the prospect through his field-glasses. At length there was a loud detonation, and a column of dirt and smoke in the garden next below us. Then two shells struck the parapet of the gun-pit on our left almost simultaneously. Their explosion was deafening, and we were covered with the dust and stones they threw up.

Immediately afterwards another shell passed so close over our heads that I felt my hair lift. It just cleared the parapet and plunged into the side of my house. A big hole appeared just to the right of the dining-room window, and through it came instantaneously the loud bang of the explosion. The glass was shattered in all the windows, and thick smoke, white and black, came curling from every one of them.

 The house is on fire! I shouted, and sprang madly from the pit. Heedless of the bombardment, I rushed into the building. Another crash sounded overhead as I entered, and a blaze of light shone down the stairway for an instant. Another projectile had found a billet in my home. I tried to make my way to my study, but found the passage blocked with fallen beams and ceiling. What with the smoke and dust, and the blocking of some of the windows, it was very dark in the hall, and I got quite a shock when, as I looked about me to find my way, I saw two red, glittering specks shining over the top of a heap of débris. But the howl that followed told me that they were nothing but the eyes of miserable Tim, the cat, who, left behind, had been nearly frightened out of his senses by the noise and concussion of the bursting shell. As I gazed at him another projectile struck the house quite close to us. Tim was simply smashed by a flying fragment. I was thrown down, and half buried under a shower of bricks and mortar. I think I must have lost consciousness for a time.

The next thing I recollect was being dragged out into the garden by a couple of Saxons. I had a splitting headache, and was very glad of a glass of water that one of them handed me. Their officer, who appeared to be quite a decent fellow, offered me his flask.

 The house is all right, he said, with his strong accent. It caught fire once, but we managed to get it under. Your friends have cleared off — at any rate for the present. They got too bold at last, and pushed their guns down till they got taken in flank by the warship in the river. They had two of their pieces knocked to bits, and then cleared out. Best thing you can do is to do the same.

I was in two minds. I could not save the house by staying, and might just as well join my people at Purleigh Rectory. On the other hand, I felt that it would better become me, as Mayor, to stick to the town. Duty triumphed, and I decided to remain where I was — at least for the present. All was now quiet, and after an early supper I turned in, and, despite the excitement of the day and my aching head, was asleep the moment I touched the pillow.

Wednesday, September 5.

It must have been about three in the morning when I awoke. My head was much better, and for a minute or two I lay comfortably in the darkness, without any recollection of the events of the preceding day. Then I saw a bright reflection pass rapidly over the ceiling. I wondered vaguely what it was. Presently it came back again, paused a moment, and disappeared. By this time I was wide awake. I went to the window and looked out. It was quite dark, but from somewhere over beyond Heybridge a long white ray was sweeping all along this side of Maldon. Now the foliage of a tree in the garden below would stand out in pale green radiance against the blackness; now the wall of a house half a mile away would reflect back the moving beam, shining white as a sheet of notepaper.

Presently another ray shone out, and the two of them moving backwards and forwards made the whole of our hillside caper in a dizzy dance. From somewhere far away to my right another stronger beam now streamed through the obscurity, directed apparently at the sources of the other two, and almost simultaneously came the crack of a rifle from the direction of Heybridge, sharp and ominous in the quiet darkness of the night. Half a dozen scattered shots followed; then a faint cheer. More and more rifles joined in, and presently the burring tap-tap-tap of a Maxim. I hurried on my clothes. The firing increased in volume and rapidity; bugles rang out here, there, and everywhere through the sleeping town, and above the rolling, rattling clamour of the drums I could distinguish the hurried tramp of hundreds of feet.

I cast one glance from the window as I quitted the room. The electric searchlights had increased to at least half a dozen. Some reached out long, steady fingers into the vague spaces of the night, while others wandered restlessly up and down, hither and thither. Low down over the trees of the garden a dull red glare slowly increased in extent and intensity. The rattle of musketry was now absolutely continuous. As I ran out of the house into the street I was nearly carried off my feet by the rush of a battalion that was pouring down Cromwell Hill at the double. Hardly knowing what I did, I followed in their wake. The glare in front got brighter and brighter. A few steps, and I could see the cause of it. The whole of Heybridge appeared to be on fire, the flames roaring skywards from a dozen different conflagrations.



England halted breathless. Fighting had commenced in real earnest.

The greatest consternation was caused by the publication in the Times of the description of the operations in Essex, written by Mr. Henry Bentley, the distinguished war correspondent, who had served that journal in every campaign since Kitchener had entered Khartum.

All other papers, without exception, contained various accounts of the British defence at the point nearest London, but they were mostly of the scrappy and sensational order, based more on report than upon actual fact. The Times account, however, had been written with calm impartiality by one of the most experienced correspondents at the front. Whether he had been afforded any special facilities was not apparent, but, in any case, it was the most complete and truthful account of the gallant attempt on the part of our soldiers to check the advance from Essex westward.

During the whole of that hot, stifling day it was known that a battle was raging, and the excitement everywhere was intense.

The public were in anxious terror as the hours crept by until the first authentic news of the result of the operations was printed in a special evening edition of the Times as follows: — 

(From our War Correspondent.)

Danbury, Essex, September 8.

To-day has been a momentous one for England. The great battle has raged since dawn, and though just at present there seems to be a lull, during which the opposing forces are, so to speak, regaining their breath, it can be by no means over.

Dead and living alike will lie out on the battlefield the whole night through, for we must hold on to the positions so hardly won, and be ready to press forward at the first glimmer of daylight. Our gallant troops, Regular and Volunteer alike, have nobly vindicated the traditions of our race, and have fought as desperately as ever did their forebears at Agincourt, Albuera, or Waterloo. But while a considerable success — paid for, alas! by the loss of thousands of gallant lives — has been achieved, it will take at least another days hard fighting before victory is in our grasp. Nowadays a soldier need not expect to be either victorious or finally defeated by nightfall, and although this battle, fought as it is between much smaller forces and extending over a much more limited area than the great engagement between the Russians and Japanese at Liaoyang, will not take quite so long a time to decide, the end is not yet in sight. I write this after a hard days travelling backwards and forwards behind our advancing line of battle.

I took my cycle with me in my motor-car, and whenever opportunity offered mounted it, and pushed forward as near to the fighting as I could get. Frequently I had to leave the cycle also, and crawl forward on hands and knees, sheltering in some depression in the ground, while the enemys bullets whined and whistled overhead. As reported in a previous issue, the Army which had assembled at Brentwood moved forward early on the 5th.

During the afternoon the advanced troops succeeded in driving the enemy out of South Hanningfield, and before sundown they were also in full retreat from the positions they had held at East Hanningfield and Danbury. There was some stiff fighting at the latter place, but after a pounding from the artillery, who brought several batteries into action on the high ground north-west of East Hanningfield, the Germans were unable to withstand the attack of the Argyll and Sutherlands and the London Scottish, who worked their way through Danbury Park and Hall Wood right into their position, driving them from their entrenchments by a dashing bayonet charge. Everything north and east of the enemys main position, which is now known to lie north and south, between Maldon and the river Crouch, was now in our hands, but his troops still showed a stout front at Wickford, and were also reported to be at Rayleigh, Hockley, and Canewdon, several miles to the eastward. All preparations were made to assault the German position at Wickford at daybreak to-day, but our scouts found that the place had been evacuated. The news that Rayleigh and Hockley had also been abandoned by the enemy came in shortly afterwards. The German invaders had evidently completed their arrangements for the defence of their main position, and now said, in effect, Come on, and turn us out if you can.

It was no easy task that lay before our gallant defenders. Maldon, perched on a high knoll, with a network of river and canal protecting it from assault from the northward, fairly bristles with guns, many of them heavy field howitzers, and has, as we know to our cost, already repulsed one attack by our troops. Farther south there are said to be many guns on the knolls about Purleigh. This little out-of-the-way hamlet, by the way, is noteworthy as having had as its Rector from 1632-1643 the great-great-grandfather of the famous George Washington, and the father of the first Washingtons who emigrated to Virginia. Great Canney Hill, standing boldly up like an immense redoubt, is reported to be seamed with entrenchments mounting many heavy guns. The railway embankment south of Maldon forms a perfect natural rampart along part of the enemys position, while the woods and enclosures south-west of Great Canney conceal thousands of sharpshooters. A sort of advanced position was occupied by the enemy at Edwin Hall, a mile east of Woodham Ferrers, where a pair of high kopjes a quarter of a mile apart offered command and cover to some of their field batteries.

Our scouts have discovered also that an elaborate system of wire entanglements and other military obstacles protects almost the whole front of the somewhat extensive German position. On its extreme left their line is said to be thrown back at an angle, so that any attempt to outflank it would not only entail crossing the river Crouch, but would come under the fire of batteries placed on the high ground overlooking it. Altogether, it is a very tough nut to crack, and the force at our disposal none too strong for the work that lies before it.

Further detail regarding our strength would be inadvisable for obvious reasons, but when I point out that the Germans are supposed to be between thirty and forty thousand strong, and that it is laid down by competent military authorities that to attack troops in an entrenched position a superiority of six to one is advisable, my readers can draw their own conclusions. For the same reason, I will not enumerate all the regiments and corps that go to compose our Army in Essex. At the same time there can be no harm in mentioning some of them which have particularly distinguished themselves in the hard fighting of the past twelve hours.

Among these are the Grenadier and Irish Guards, the Inns of Court Volunteers, and the Honourable Artillery Company from London, and the Oxfordshire and two battalions of the Royal Marines from Chatham, which, with other troops from that place, crossed over at Tilbury and joined our forces. The last-mentioned are the most veteran troops we have here, as, besides belonging to a long-service corps, they have in their ranks a number of their Reservists who had joined at a days notice. The Marines are in reality, though not nominally, the most territorial of our troops, since the greater number of their Reserve men settle down in the immediate neighbourhood of their headquarters. It is this fact which enabled them to mobilise so much quicker than the rest of our regiments. The Oxfordshire, for instance, coming from the same garrison, has very few Reservists as yet, while most of the others are in the same plight. And yet the fiat has gone forth that the Marine Corps, despite its past record, the excellence of its men, and its constant readiness for active service, is to lose its military status. Would that we had a few more of its battalions with us to-day. But to return to the story of the great battle.

The repairs to the railway line between Brentwood and Chelmsford, that had been damaged by the enemys cavalry on their first landing, were completed yesterday, and all night reinforcements had been coming in by way of Chelmsford and Billericay. The general headquarters had been established at Danbury, and thither I made my way as fast as my car could get along the roads, blocked as they were by marching horse, foot, and artillery. I had spent the night at South Hanningfield, so as to be on the spot for the expected attack on Wickford; but as soon as I found it was not to come off, I considered that at Danbury would be the best chance of finding out what our next move was to be.

Nor was I mistaken. As I ran up to the village I found the roads full of troops under arms, and everything denoted action of some kind. I was lucky enough to come across a friend of mine on the staff — Captain B —— , I will call him — who spared a moment to give me the tip that a general move forward was commencing, and that a big battle was imminent. Danbury is situated on the highest ground for many miles round, and as it bid fair to be a fine, clear day, I thought I could not do better than try and get a general look round from the summit of the church tower before proceeding farther. But I was informed that the General was up there with some of his staff and a signalling party, so that I could not ascend.

However, no other newspaper correspondents were in the immediate vicinity, and as there was thus no fear of my case being quoted as a precedent, my pass eventually procured me admission to the little platform, which, by the way, the General left a moment after my arrival. It was now eight oclock, the sun was fairly high in the heavens, and the light mists that hung about the low ground in the vicinity of Maldon were fast fading into nothingness. The old town was plainly distinguishable as a dark silhouette against the morning light, which, while it illumined the panorama spread out before me, yet rendered observation somewhat difficult, since it shone almost directly into my eyes. However, by the aid of my glasses I was able to see something of the first moves on the fatal chess-board where so many thousands of lives are staked on the bloody game of war.

I noticed among other things that the lessons of the recent war in the East had not passed unobserved, for in all the open spaces on the eastern slope of the hill, where the roads were not screened by trees or coppices, lofty erections of hurdles and greenery had been placed overnight to hide the preliminary movements of our troops from the glasses of the enemy. Under cover of these regiment after regiment of khaki-clad soldiers, batteries of artillery, and ammunition carts, were proceeding to their allotted posts down the network of roads and lanes leading to the lower ground towards the south-east. Two battalions stood in quarter column behind Thrift Wood. They were kilted corps, probably the Argylls and the London Scottish. Several field batteries moved off to the left towards Woodham Walter. Other battalions took up their position behind Hyde Woods, farther away to the right, the last of them, the Grenadier Guards, I fancy, passing behind them and marching still farther southward.

Finally two strong battalions, easily recognised as marines by their blue war-kit, marched rapidly down the main road and halted presently behind Woodham Mortimer Place. All this time there was neither sight nor sound of the enemy. The birds carrolled gaily in the old elms round my eyrie, the sparrows and martins piped and twittered in the eaves of the old church, and the sun shone genially on hill and valley, field and wood. To all appearance, peace reigned over the countryside, though the dun masses of troops in the shadows of the woodlands were suggestive of the autumn manœuvres. But for all this, the Real Thing was upon us. As I looked, first one then another long and widely scattered line of crouching men in khaki issued from the cover of Hyde Woods and began slowly to move away towards the east. Then, and not till then, a vivid violet-white flash blazed out on the dim grey upland five miles away to the south-east, which had been pointed out to me as Great Canney, and almost at once a spout of earth and smoke sprang up a little way ahead of the advancing British. A dull boom floated up on the breeze, but was drowned in an ear-splitting crash somewhere close to me. I felt the old tower rock under the concussion, which I presently discovered came from a battery of big 4.7 guns established just outside the churchyard.

There were at least six of them, and as one after another gave tongue, I descended from my rickety perch and went down to look at them. They were manned by a party of Bluejackets, who had brought them over from Chatham, and among the guns I found some of my acquaintances in the Boer War, Joe Chamberlain and Bloody Mary, to wit. But I must leave my own personal experiences, at least for the present, and endeavour to give a general account of the days operations so far as I was able to follow them by observation and inquiry. The movement I saw developing below me was the first step towards what I eventually discovered was our main objective — Purleigh. The open ground, flat as a billiard-table to the north of this towards Maldon, presented the weakest front to our attack, but it was considered that if we penetrated there we should in a very short time be decimated and swept away by the cross fire from Maldon and Purleigh, to say nothing of that from other positions we might certainly assume the enemy had prepared in rear.

Could we succeed in establishing ourselves at Purleigh, however, we should be beyond effective range from Maldon, and should also take Great Canney in reverse, as well as the positions on the refused left flank of the enemy. Maldon, too, would be isolated. Purleigh, therefore, was the key of the position. We have not got it yet, but have made a good stride in its direction, and if it is true that fortune favours the brave, ought certainly to be in possession of it by to-morrow evening. Our first move was in this direction, as I have already indicated. The scouts were picked men from the Line battalions, but the firing lines were composed of Volunteers and, in some cases, Militiamen. It was considered more politic to reserve the Regulars for the later stages of the attack. The firing from Canney, and afterwards from Purleigh, was at first at rather too long a range to be effective, even from the heavy guns that were in use, and later on the heavy long-range fire from Bloody Mary and her sisters at Danbury, and other heavy guns and howitzers in the neighbourhood of East Hanningfield, kept it down considerably, although the big, high-explosive shells were now and again most terribly destructive to the advancing British.

When, however, the firing line — which as yet had
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Battle of Purleigh, 6th September.

not been near enough to fire a shot in reply — arrived in the neighbourhood of Loddards Hill, its left came under a terrible rifle fire from Hazeleigh Wood, while its right and centre were all but destroyed by a tornado of shrapnel from some German field batteries to the north of Purleigh. Though dazed and staggered under the appalling sleet of projectiles, the Volunteers stuck doggedly to their ground, though unable to advance. They were intelligent men; and even if they had the inclination to fall back, they knew that there was no safety that way. Line after line was pushed forward, the men stumbling and falling over the thickly scattered bodies of their fallen comrades.

It was a perfect holocaust. Some other card must be played at once, or the attack must fail.



The second of Mr. Henry Bentleys descriptive articles in the Times told a terrible truth, and was as follows: — 

(From our War Correspondent.)

Chelmsford, September 7.

When I sent off my despatch by motor-car last night it was with very different feelings to those with which I take my pen in hand this evening, in the Saracens Head Hotel, which is the headquarters of my colleagues, the correspondents.

Last night, despite the hard fighting and the heavy losses we had sustained, the promise of the morrow was distinctly a good one. But now I have little heart with which to commence the difficult and unpleasant task of chronicling the downfall of all our high hopes, the repulse — ay, and the defeat — it is no use mincing matters — of our heroic and sorely tried Army.

Yes, our gallant soldiers have sustained a reverse which, but for their stubborn fighting qualities and a somewhat inexplicable holding back on the part of the Germans, might very easily have culminated in disaster. Defeat although it undoubtedly is, the darkness of the gloomy outlook is illuminated by the brilliancy of the conduct of our troops.

From General down to the youngest Volunteer drummer boy, our brave soldiers did all, and more, than could be humanly expected of them, and on none of them can be laid the blame of our ill-success. The plan of attack is agreed on all hands to have been as good a one as could have been evolved; the officers led well, their men fought well, and there was no running short of ammunition at any period of the engagement.

 Who, then, was responsible? it may well be asked. The answer is simple. The British public, which, in its apathetic attitude towards military efficiency, aided and abetted by the soothing theories of the extremists of the Blue Water school, had, as usual, neglected to provide an Army fitted to cope in numbers and efficiency with those of our Continental neighbours. Had we had a sufficiency of troops, more especially of regular troops, there is not the slightest doubt that the victory would have been ours. As it was, our General was obliged to attack the enemys position with a force whose numbers, even if they had been all regular soldiers, were below those judged necessary by military experts for the task in hand.

Having broken through the German lines, success was in his grasp, had he had sufficient reinforcements to have established him in the position he had won and to beat back the inevitable counter-attack. But it is best that I should continue my account of the fighting from the point at which I closed my letter of yesterday. I had arrived at the checking of our advance near Loddards Hill by the blast of shrapnel from the German field batteries. It was plain that the Volunteer Brigade, though it held its ground, could not advance farther. But, unnoticed by them, the General had been preparing for this eventuality.

On the left the two battalions of Marines that I noticed drawn up behind Woodham Mortimer Place suddenly debouched on Loddards Hill, and, carrying forward with them the débris of the Volunteer firing line, hurled themselves into Hazeleigh Wood. There was a sanguinary hand-to-hand struggle on the wire-entangled border, but the new-comers were not to be denied, and after a quarter of an hours desperate mêlée, which filled the sylvan glades with moaning and writhing wounded and stark dead bodies, we remained masters of the wood, and even obtained a footing on the railway line where it adjoins it.

Simultaneously a long line of our field batteries came into action near Woodham Mortimer, some trying to beat down the fire of the German guns opposite, while others replied to a battery that had been established near West Maldon Station to flank the railway, and which was now beginning to open on Hazeleigh Wood. The latter were assisted by a battery of 4.7 guns manned by Volunteers, which took up a position behind Woodham Walter. The firing on Great Canney from our batteries at East Hanningfield redoubled, the whole summit of the hill being at times obscured by the clouds of smoke and débris from the explosions of the big, high-explosive projectiles.

The main firing line, continually fed from the rear, now began slowly to gain ground, and when the Grenadiers and the Irish Guards, who had managed to work up through the series of plantations that run eastwards for nearly two miles from Woodham Hall without drawing any particular attention from the busily engaged enemy, came into action on the right, there was a distinct move forward. But the defence was too stubborn, and about midday the whole line again came to a standstill, its left still in Hazeleigh Wood, its right at Prentice Farm. Orders were passed that the men should try to entrench themselves as best they could, and spades and other tools were sent forward to those corps who were not provided with them already.

Here we must leave the main attack to notice what was going on elsewhere. On the north the Colchester Garrison again brought their heavy artillery into action on the slopes south of Wickham Bishops, while others of our troops made a show of advancing against Maldon from the west. These movements were, however, merely intended to keep the German garrison occupied. But on the right a rather important flanking movement was in progress.

We had a considerable body of troops at East Hanningfield, which lies in a hollow between two little ridges, both running from south-west to north-east, and about a mile apart. The most easterly ridge is very narrow for the most part, and behind it were stationed several batteries of our field howitzers, which fired over it at Great Canney at a range of about 5000 yards. A number of 4.7-inch guns, scattered over the western hill, were also concentrated on the same target. Although the range was an extremely long one, there is no doubt that they made a certain number of effective hits, since Great Canney offered a conspicuous and considerable target. But beyond this the flashes of their discharges drew off all attention from the howitzer batteries in front of them, and served to conceal their presence from the enemy. Otherwise, although invisible, their presence would have been guessed at. As it was, not a single German projectile came anywhere near them.

When the fighting began, those troops who were not intended to be held in reserve or to co-operate with the right of the main attack moved off in the direction of Woodham Ferrers, and made a feint of attacking the German position astride the two kopjes at Edwins Hall, their field guns coming into action on the high ground north of Rettendon, and engaging those of the enemy at long range. But the real attack on this salient of the German position came from a very different quarter.

The troops detailed for this movement were those who had advanced against Wickford at daybreak, and had found it abandoned by the enemy. They consisted of the Oxfordshire Light Infantry, the Honourable Artillery Company, and the Inns of Court Volunteers, together with their own and three or four other machine-gun detachments, their Maxims being mounted on detachable legs instead of carriages. Co-operating with them were the Essex and the East Kent Yeomanry, who were scouting in the direction of Hockley.

The troops had a long, wearisome march before them, the design being to take advantage of the time of low tide, and to move along out of sight of the enemy behind the northern bank of the river Crouch, as it had been discovered that the German line of defence turned back to the eastward at a mile or two north of the river at the point aimed at. Its guns still commanded it, and might be trusted to render abortive any attempt to throw a bridge across it. The Yeomanry had the task of occupying the attention of the enemy at Canewdon, and of preventing the passage of boats from the German warships. This part of our operations succeeded admirably. The long creeping lines of the Oxfordshires and the machine-gun detachments in their khaki uniforms were almost indistinguishable against the steep mud banks at any distance, and they escaped observation both from the German main lines and from their outpost at Canewdon until they had reached the entrances of the two branch creeks for which they were making.

Then, and not till then, came the sound of artillery from the left rear of the German position. But it was too late. The Oxford companies pushed forward at the double. Five companies lined the embankments of Stow Creek, the easternmost of the two, while the remainder, ensconced in Clementsgreen Creek, aligned the whole of their machine-guns on the southern of the two kopjes against which the manœuvre had been directed. Their fire, which, coming from a little to the rear of the left flank of the southern kopje, completely enfiladed it, created such slaughter and confusion that the Honourable Artillery Company and the Inns of Court, who had been working up the railway line from Battle Bridge, had little difficulty in establishing themselves at Woodham Ferrers Station and in an adjacent farm. Being almost immediately afterwards reinforced by the arrival of two regular battalions who had been pushed forward from Rettendon, a determined assault was made on the southern kopje. Its defenders, demoralised by the pelting shower of lead from the machine-gun battery, and threatened also by the advance from Woodham Ferrers village, gave way, and our people, forcing their way over every obstacle, seized the position amid frantic cheering.

Meanwhile the Oxfordshires had been subjected to a determined counter-attack from North Frambridge. Preceded by a pounding from the guns on Kits Hill, but aided by the fire of the Yeomanry on the south bank of the river, who galloped up and lined the embankment, thus flanking the defenders of Stow Creek, it was beaten back with considerable loss. The machine-guns were transferred to the neighbourhood of South Kopje, and used with such effect that its defenders, after repulsing several counter-attacks from the adjoining German entrenchment, were able to make themselves masters of the North Kopje also.

Elsewhere the fighting still continued strenuous and deadly. The main attack had contrived to make some little shelter for itself; but though three several attempts were made to advance from this, all ended in failure, one nearly in disaster. This was the last of the three, when the advancing line was charged by a mass of cavalry which suddenly appeared from behind Great Canney Hill. I myself was a witness of this attack, the most picturesque incident of the days fighting.

I was watching the progress of the engagement through my glasses from the high ground about Wickhams Farm, when I saw line after line of the German horsemen in their sky-blue tunics and glittering helmets trot out into the open, canter, and one after another break into a mad gallop as they bore down upon the advancing lines of our citizen soldiers. Staunchly as these had withstood the murderous fire which for hours had been directed upon them, this whirlwind of lance and sabre, the thunder of thousands of hoofs, and the hoarse cries of the riders, were rather more than such partially trained soldiers could stand. A scattering discharge from their rifles was followed by something very much approaching a sauve qui peut.

A large number of the Volunteers, however, sought shelter among the ruined houses of Cock Clarkes hamlet, from whence they opened a heavy fire on the adventurous horsemen. The Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, who were by this time in Mosklyns Copse, and the Guards and other troops on the right, also opened a rapid and sustained fire on the German cavalry, which, seconded by the shrapnel from our guns on Loddards Hill, caused them to turn and ride back for their lives. There was a tremendous outburst of firing from both sides after this, followed by quite a lull. One could well imagine that all the combatants were exhausted by the prolonged effort of the day. It was now between five and six in the evening. It was at this time that the news of the capture of the two kopjes reached me, and I made for Danbury to write my despatches.

Shortly after my arrival I heard of the capture of Spar Hill, a detached knoll about 12,000 yards to the north-west of Purleigh. The Marines from Hazeleigh Wood and the Highlanders from Mosklyns Copse had suddenly and simultaneously assaulted it from opposite sides, and were now entrenching themselves upon it. What wonder, then, that I reported satisfactory progress, and reckoned — too confidently, as it proved — on a victory for the morrow?

I spent a great part of that night under the stars on the hilltop near East Hanningfield, watching the weird play of the searchlights which swept over the country from a score of different positions, and listening to the crash of artillery and clatter of rifle fire which now and again told of some attempted movement under cover of the darkness. Just before daylight the continuous roar of battle began again, and when light dawned I found that our troops had cut right through the German lines, and had penetrated as far as Cop Kitchens farm, on the Maldon-Mundon road. Reinforcements were being hurried up, and an attack was being pushed towards the rear of Purleigh and Great Canney, which was being heavily bombarded by some of our large guns, which had been mounted during the night on the two kopjes.

But the reinforcements were not enough. The Germans held fast to Purleigh and to some reserve positions they had established about Mundon. After two or three hours of desperate effort, costing the lives of thousands, our attack was at a standstill. At this critical moment a powerful counter-attack was made from Maldon, and, outnumbered and almost surrounded, our gallant warriors had to give ground. But they fell back as doggedly as they had advanced, the Argylls, Marines, and Grenadiers covering the retreat on Danbury.

The guns at East Hanningfield and the two kopjes checked the pursuit to a great extent, and the Germans seemed unwilling to go far from their works. The kopjes had to be abandoned later in the day, and we now occupy our former line from Danbury to Billericay, and are busily engaged in entrenching ourselves.


CHAPTER XIII. DEFENCE AT LAST
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LATE ON WEDNESDAY night came tardy news of the measures we were taking to mobilise.

The Aldershot Army Corps, so complete in the Army List, consisted, as all the world knew, of three divisions, but of these only two existed, the other being found to be on paper. The division in question, located at Bordon, was to be formed on mobilisation, and this measure was now being proceeded with. The train service was practically suspended, owing to the damage done to the various lines south of London by the enemys emissaries. Several of these men had been detected, and being in plain clothes were promptly shot out of hand. However, their work had, unfortunately for us, been accomplished, and trains could only run as far as the destroyed bridges, so men on their way to join their respective corps were greatly delayed in consequence.

In one instance, at about four oclock in the morning, three men were seen by a constable acting suspiciously beneath the iron girder bridge of the South-Western Railway spanning the road on the London side of Surbiton Station. Of a sudden the men bolted, and a few moments later, with a terrific explosion, the great bridge crashed into the road.

The constable raised the alarm that the fugitives were German spies, whereupon a few unemployed workmen, rushing down Effingham Gardens, caught two of the men in Malpas Road. In the hands of these irate bricklayers the Germans were given short shrift, and, notwithstanding the protests of the constable, the two spies were dragged along the Portsmouth Road, pitched headlong into the Thames almost immediately opposite the water-works, and drowned.

All was confusion at Bordon, where men were arriving in hundreds on foot, and by the service of motor-omnibuses, which the War Office had on the day before established between Charing Cross and Aldershot. Perspiring staff officers strove diligently, without much avail, to sort out into their respective units this ever-increasing mass of reservists.

There was perfect chaos.

Before the chief constituent parts of the division — that is to say, regiments who were stationed elsewhere — had arrived little could be done with the reservists. The regiments in question were in many cases stationed at considerable distance, and although they had received orders to start, were prevented from arriving owing to the universal interruptions of the railway traffic south. By this, whole valuable days were lost — days when at any hour the invaders might make a sudden swoop on London.

Reports were alarming and conflicting. Some said that the enemy meant to strike a blow upon the capital just as suddenly as they had landed, while others reassured the alarmists that the German plans were not yet complete, and that they had not sufficient stores to pursue the campaign.

Reservists, with starvation staring them in the face, went eagerly south to join their regiments, knowing that at least they would be fed with regularity; while, in addition, the true patriotic spirit of the Englishman had been roused against the aggressive Teuton, and everyone, officer and man, was eager to bear his part in driving the invader into the sea.

The public were held breathless. What would happen?

Arrivals at Aldershot, however, found the whole arrangements in such a complete muddle that Army Service Corps men, who ought to have been at Woolwich, were presenting themselves for enrolment at Bordon, and infantry of the line were conducted into the camp of the Dragoons. The Motor Volunteer Corps were at this moment of very great use. The cars were filled with staff officers and other exalted officials, who were settling themselves in various offices, and passing out again to make necessary arrangements for dealing with such a large influx of men.

There were activity and excitement everywhere. Men were rapidly drawing their clothing, or as much of it as they could get, and civilians were quickly becoming soldiers on every hand. Officers of the Reserve were driving up in motor-cars and cabs, many of them with their old battered uniform-cases, that had seen service in the field in distant parts of the globe. Men from the Junior and the Senior wrung each others hands on returning to active duty with their old regiments, and at once settled down into the routine work they knew so well.

The rumour, however, had now got about that a position in the neighbourhood of Cambridge had been selected by the General Staff as being the most suitable theatre of action where an effective stand could, with any hope of success, be made. It was evident that the German tactics were to strike a swift and rapid blow at London. Indeed, nothing at present stood in their way except the gallant little garrison at Colchester, who had been so constantly driven back by the enemys cavalry on attempting to make any reconnaissance, and who might be swept out of existence at any hour.



During Tuesday and Wednesday large gangs of workmen had been busy repairing the damaged lines. The first regiment complete for the field was the 2nd Battalion of the 5th Fusiliers, who carried upon their colours the names of a score of battles, ranging from Corunna and Badajoz, all through the Peninsula, Afghanistan, and Egypt, down to the Modder River. This regiment left by train for London on Tuesday evening, and was that same night followed by the 2nd Battalion Kings Liverpool Regiment and the 1st Kings Shropshire Light Infantry, while the Manchester Regiment got away soon after midnight.

These formed the second infantry brigade of the 1st Division, and were commanded by Brigadier-General Sir John Money. They were several hours getting up to London, whence from Clapham Junction their trains circled London on to the Great Eastern system to Braintree, where the Horn Hotel was made the headquarters. By other trains in the small hours of the morning the last of the Guards Brigade under Colonel (temporary Brigadier-General) Lord Wansford departed, and duly arrived at Saffron Walden, to join their comrades on the line of defence.

The divisional troops were also on the move early on Wednesday. Six batteries of artillery and the field company of Royal Engineers left by road. There was a balloon section accompanying this, and searchlights, wireless instruments, and cables for field-telegraphy were carried in the waggons.

The 2nd Division, under Lieutenant-General Morgan, C.B., was also active. The 3rd Infantry Brigade, commanded by Major-General Fortescue, composed of 2nd Battalion Northamptonshire Regiment, the 2nd Bedfordshire, the 1st Princess of Wales Own, and the 1st Royal Welsh Fusiliers, were preparing, but had not yet moved. The 4th Infantry Brigade of the same division, consisting of the 3rd and 4th Battalions Kings Royal Rifle Corps, the 2nd Sherwood Foresters, and the 2nd South Lancashire, with the usual smartness of those distinguished regiments, were quick and ready, now as ever, to go to the front. They were entrained to Baldock, slightly east of Hitchin, where they marched out on the Icknield Way. These were followed by Fortescues Brigade, who were also bound for Baldock and the neighbourhood.

The bulk of the cavalry and field artillery of both divisions, together with the divisional troops, were compelled to set out by march-route from Aldershot for the line of defences. The single and all-sufficient reason of this delay in sending out the cavalry and artillery was owing to the totally inadequate accommodation on the railways for the transport of so many horses and guns. The troop-trains, which were, of course, necessary to transport the infantry, were not forthcoming in sufficient numbers, this owing to the fact that at several points the lines to London were still interrupted.

The orders to the cavalry who went by march-route were to get up to the line proposed to be taken up by the infantry as quickly as possible, and to operate in front of it to the east and north-east in screening and reconnoitring duties. The temporary deficiency of cavalry, who ought, of course, to have been the first to arrive at the scene, was made good as far as possible by the general employment of hordes of motor-cyclists, who scoured the country in large armed groups in order to ascertain, if possible, the dispositions of the enemy. This they did, and very soon after their arrival reported the result of their investigations to the general officers commanding the 1st and 2nd Divisions.

Meanwhile both cavalry and artillery in great bodies, and strings of motor-omnibuses filled with troops, were upon the white, dusty roads passing through Staines to Hounslow and Brentford, thence to London, St. Albans, en route to their respective divisions. Roughly, the distance was over fifty miles, therefore those marching were compelled to halt the night on the way, while those in the motor-omnibuses got through to their destination.

To cavalry, thirty-five miles is a long days march, and in view of the heavy work before them, stringent orders had been given them to spare the horses as much as possible. The heads of the columns did not, therefore, pass beyond Hounslow on the first night, and in that neighbourhood the thousands of all ranks made themselves as comfortable as circumstances would permit. The majority of the men were fed and billeted by the all-too-willing inhabitants, and upon their hot march they met with ovations everywhere.

At last we were defending ourselves! The sight of British troops hurrying to the front swelled the hearts of the villagers and townsfolk with renewed patriotism, and everywhere, through the blazing, dusty day, the men were offered refreshment by even the poorest and humblest cottagers. In Bagshot, in Staines, and in Hounslow the people went frantic with excitement, as squadron after squadron rapidly passed along, with its guns, wagons, and ambulances rumbling noisily over the stones, in the rear.

Following these came pontoon troops with their long grey wagons and mysterious-looking bridging apparatus, telegraph troops, balloon sections, supply columns, field bakery, and field hospitals, the last-named packed in wagons marked with the well-known red cross of the Geneva Convention.

No sooner was Aldershot denuded of its army corps, however, than battalions began to arrive from Portsmouth on their way north, while troops from the great camp on Salisbury Plain were rapidly being pushed to the front, which, roughly speaking, extended through Hitchin, Royston, to Saffron Walden, across to Braintree, and also the high ground commanding the valley of the Colne to Colchester.

The line chosen by the General Staff was the natural chain of hills which presented the first obstacle to the enemy advancing on London from the wide plain stretching eastward beyond Cambridge to the sea.

If this could be held strongly, as was intended, by practically the whole of the British forces located in the South of England, including the Yeomanry, Militia, and Volunteers — who were now all massing in every direction — then the deadly peril threatening England might be averted.

But could it be held?
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WE, WILHELM,

GIVE NOTICE to the inhabitants of those provinces occupied by the German Imperial Army, that — 

I MAKE WAR upon the soldiers, and not upon English citizens. Consequently, it is my wish to give the latter and their property entire security, and as long as they do not embark upon hostile enterprise against the German troops they have a right to my protection.

GENERALS COMMANDING the various corps in the various districts in England are ordered to place before the public the stringent measures which I have ordered to be adopted against towns, villages, and persons who act in contradiction to the usages of war. They are to regulate in the same manner all the operations necessary for the well-being of our troops, to fix the difference between the English and German rate of exchange, and to facilitate in every manner possible the individual transactions between our Army and the inhabitants of England.

WILHELM.

Given at Potsdam, September 4th, 1910.

The above is a copy of the German Imperial Decree, printed in English, which was posted by unknown German agents in London, and which appeared everywhere throughout East Anglia and in that portion of the Midlands held by the enemy.



This was the appalling question on everyones tongue all over the country, for it now became generally known that upon this line of defence four complete and perfectly equipped German army corps were ready to advance at any moment, in addition to the right flank being exposed to the attack of the XIIth Saxon Corps, entrenched on the Essex coast.

It was estimated that no fewer than two hundred thousand Germans were already upon English soil!

The outlook grew blacker every hour.

London was in a state of absolute stagnation and chaos. In the City, business was now at an entire standstill. The credit system had received a fatal blow, and nobody wanted to buy securities. Had people kept level heads in the crisis there would have been a moratorium, but, as it was, a panic had been created that nothing could allay. Even Consols were now unsaleable. Some of the smaller banks were known to have failed, and traders and manufacturers all over the country had been ruined on account of credit, the foundation of all trade, having been swept away. Only persons of the highest financial standing could have dealt with the banks, even if they had remained open.

The opinion held in banking circles was that if the invasion should unfortunately prove disastrous to England, and Germany demand a huge indemnity, there was still hope, however small. The experience of the Franco-German War had proved that though in such circumstances the Bank, for a considerable period, might not be able to resume cash payments, yet, with sound finance, there was no reason that the currency should greatly depreciate. During the period of suspension of cash payments by the Bank of France the premium on gold never went above 1.5 per cent., and during most of the period was 5, 4, or even less per mille. Therefore what the French by sound banking had been able to do, there was no reason why English bankers could not also do.

At the outbreak of the war of 1870, on August 1 French Three per Cent. Rentes were at 60.85, and Four and a Half per Cents. at 98. On the memorable day of Sedan, September 2, they were at 50.80 and 88.50 respectively, and on January 2, 1871, Three per Cents. were down to 50.95. At the commencement of the Commune, on March 18, they were at 51.50 and 76.25, and on the 30th of that month down to 50.60 and 76.25 respectively.

With so little money in England as there now was, securities had fallen to the value at which holders would as soon not sell as sell at such a great discount. High rates and the heavy fall in the value of securities had brought business in every quarter all over London to a standstill. Firms all over the country were now hard put to it in order to find the necessary money to carry on their various trades. Instantly, after the report of the reverse at Sheffield, there was a wild rush to obtain gold, and securities dropped even a few more points.

Therefore, there was little or nothing for the banks to do, and Lombard Street, Lothbury, and the other banking centres were closed, as though it had been Sunday or Bank Holiday. Despair was, alas! everywhere, and the streets presented strange scenes.

Most of the motor-omnibuses had been taken off the road and pressed into the service of the military. The walls bore a dozen different broadsides and proclamations, which were read by the gaping, hungry crowds.

The Royal Standard was flying from St. Stephens Tower, for Parliament had now met, and all members who were not abroad for their summer vacation had taken their places at the heated debates now hourly in progress. Over Buckingham Palace the Royal Standard also flew proudly, while upon every public building was displayed a Union Jack or a white ensign, many of which had done duty at the coronation of His Majesty King Edward. The Admiralty flew its own flag, and upon the War Office, the India Office, the Foreign Office, and all the dark, sombre Government buildings in Whitehall was bunting displayed.

The wild enthusiasm of Sunday and Monday, however, had given place to a dark, hopeless apprehension. The great mobs now thronging all the principal thoroughfares in London were already half-famished. Food was daily rising in price, and the East End was already starving. Bands of lawless men and women from the slums of Whitechapel were parading the West End streets and squares, and were camping out in Hyde Park and St. Jamess Park.

The days were stifling, for it was an unusually hot September following upon a blazing August, and as each breathless evening the sun sank, it shed its blood-red afterglow over the giant metropolis, grimly precursory of the ruin so surely imminent.

Supplies were still reaching London from the country, but there had been immediate panic in the corn and provision markets, with the result that prices had instantly jumped up beyond the means of the average Londoner. The poorer ones were eagerly collecting the refuse in Covent Garden Market and boiling it down to make soup in lieu of anything else, while wise fathers of families went to the shops themselves and made meagre purchases daily of just sufficient food to keep body and soul together.

For the present there was no fear of London being absolutely starved, at least the middle class and wealthier portion of it. At present it was the poor — the toiling millions now unemployed — who were the first to feel the pinch of hunger and its consequent despair. They filled the main arteries of London — Holborn, Oxford Street, the Strand, Regent Street, Piccadilly, the Haymarket, St. Jamess Street, Park Lane, Victoria Street, and Knightsbridge, overflowing northward into Grosvenor, Berkeley, Portman, and Cavendish Squares, Portland Place, and to the terraces around Regents Park. The centre of London became congested. Day and night it was the same. There was no sleep. From across the river and from the East End the famished poor came in their bewildering thousands, the majority of them honest workers, indignant that by the foolish policy of the Government they now found themselves breadless.

Before the Houses of Parliament, before the fine new War Office, and the Admiralty, before Downing Street, and before the houses of known members of the Government, constant demonstrations were being made, the hungry crowds groaning at the authorities, and singing God save the King. Though starving and in despair, they were nevertheless loyal, still confident that by the personal effort of His Majesty some amicable settlement would be arrived at. The French entente cordiale was remembered, and our Sovereign had long ago been declared to be the first diplomat in Europe. Every Londoner believed in him, and loved him.

Many houses of the wealthy, especially those of foreigners, had their windows broken. In Park Lane, in Piccadilly, and in Grosvenor Square, more particularly, the houses seemed to excite the ire of the crowds, who, notwithstanding special constables having been sworn in, were now quite beyond the control of the police. The German Ambassador had presented his letters of recall on Sunday evening, and together with the whole staff had been accorded a safe conduct to Dover, whence they had left for the Continent. The Embassy in Carlton House Terrace, and also the Consulate-General in Finsbury Square, had, however, suffered severely at the hands of the angry crowd, notwithstanding that both premises were under police protection.

All the German waiters employed at the Cecil, the Savoy, the Carlton, the Métropole, the Victoria, the Grand, and the other big London hotels, had already fled for their lives out into the country, anywhere from the vengeance of the London mob. Hundreds of them were trying to make their way within the German lines in Essex and Suffolk, and it was believed that many had succeeded — those, most probably, who had previously acted as spies. Others, it was reported, had been set upon by the excited populace, and more than one had lost his life.

Pandemonium reigned in London. Every class and every person in every walk of life was affected. German interests were being looked after by the Russian Ambassador, and this very fact caused a serious demonstration before Chesham House, the big mansion where lives the representative of the Czar. Audacious spies had, in secret, in the night actually posted copies of Von Kronhelms proclamation upon the Griffin at Temple Bar, upon the Marble Arch, and upon the Mansion House. But these had been quickly torn down, and if the hand that had placed them there had been known, it would certainly have meant death to the one who had thus insulted the citizens of London.

Yet the truth was, alas! too plain. Spread out across Essex and Suffolk, making leisurely preparations and laughing at our futile defence, lay over one hundred thousand well-equipped, well-fed Germans, ready, when their plans were completed, to advance upon and crush the complex city which is the pride and home of every Englishman — London.



On Friday night an official communication from the War Office was issued to the Press, showing the exact position of the invaders. It was roughly this: — 

The IXth German Corps, which had effected a landing at Lowestoft, had, after moving along the most easterly route, including the road through Saxmundham and Ipswich, at length arrived at a position where their infantry outposts had occupied the higher slopes of the rising ground overlooking the river Stour, near Manningtree, which town, as well as Ipswich, was held by them.

The left flank of this corps rested on the river Stour itself, so that it was secure from any turning movement. Its front was opposed to and directly threatened Colchester, while its outposts, to say nothing of its independent cavalry, reached out in a northerly direction towards Stowmarket, where they joined hands with the left flank of the Xth Corps — those under Von Wilburg, who had landed at Yarmouth — whose headquarters were now at Bury St. Edmunds, their outposts being disposed south, overlooking the valley of the upper reaches of the Stour.

Nor was this all. From Newmarket there came information that the enemy who had landed at Weybourne and Cromer — viz., the IVth Corps under Von Kleppen — were now encamping on the racecourse and being billeted in the town and villages about, including Exning, Ashley, Moulton, and Kentford. Frölichs cavalry brigade had penetrated South, covering the advance, and had now scoured the country, sweeping away the futile resistance of the British Yeomanry, and scattering cavalry squadrons which they found opposed to them, all the time maintaining communication with the Xth Corps on their left, and the flower of the German Army, the Guards Corps, from Kings Lynn, on their right. Throughout the advance from Holt, Von Dorndorfs motorists had been of the greatest utility. They had taken constantly companies of infantry hither and thither. At any threatened point, so soon as the sound of firing was heard in any cavalry skirmish or little engagement of outposts, the smart motor infantry were on the spot with the promptness of a fire brigade proceeding to a call. For this reason the field artillery, who were largely armed with quick-firing guns, capable of pouring in a hail of shrapnel on any exposed point, were enabled to push on much farther than would have been otherwise possible. They were always adequately supported by a sufficient escort of these up-to-date troops, who, although infantry, moved with greater rapidity than cavalry itself, and who, moreover, brought with them their Maxims, which dealt havoc far and near.

The magnificent troops of the Duke of Mannheim in their service uniforms, who had landed at Kings Lynn, had come across the wide, level roads, some by way of Downham Market, Littleport, and Ely, and arrived at Cambridge. The 2nd Division, under Lieutenant-General von Kasten, protecting the exposed flanks, had marched viâ Wisbech, March, Chatteris, and St. Ives, while the masses of the cavalry of the Guard, including the famous White Cuirassiers, had been acting independently around the flat fen country, Spalding and Peterborough, and away to quaint old Huntingdon, striking terror into the inhabitants, and effectively checking any possible offensive movement of the British that might have been directed upon the great German Army during its ruthless advance.

Beyond this, worse remained. It was known that the VIIth Corps, under Von Bristram, had landed at Goole, and that General Graf Haeseler had landed at Hull, New Holland, and Grimsby. This revealed what the real strategy of the Generalissimo had been. Their function seemed twofold. First and foremost their presence, as a glance at the map will show, effectually prevented any attack from the British troops gathered from the north and elsewhere, and who were, as shown, concentrated near Sheffield and Birmingham, until these two corps had themselves been attacked and repulsed, which we were, alas! utterly unable to accomplish.

These were two fine German army corps, complete to the proverbial last button, splendidly equipped, well fed, and led by officers who had had lifelong training, and were perfectly well acquainted with every mile of the country they occupied, by reason of years of careful study given to maps of England. It was now entirely plain that the function of these two corps was to paralyse our trade in Yorkshire and Lancashire, to commit havoc in the big cities, to terrify the people, and to strike a crushing blow at our industrial centres, leaving the siege of London to the four other corps now so rapidly advancing upon the metropolis.

Events meanwhile were marching quickly in the North.

The town of Sheffield throughout Tuesday and Wednesday was the scene of the greatest activity. Day and night the streets were filled with an excited populace, and hour by hour the terror increased.

Every train arriving from the North was crowded with Volunteers and troops of the line from all stations in the Northern Command. The 1st Battalion West Riding Regiment had joined the Yorkshire Light Infantry, who were already stationed in Sheffield, as had also the 19th Hussars, and from every regimental district and depot, including Scarborough, Richmond, Carlisle, Seaforth, Beverley, Halifax, Lancaster, Preston, Bolton, Warrington, Bury, Ashton-under-Lyne, came battalions of Militia and Volunteers. From Carlisle came the Reservists of the Border Regiment, from Richmond those of the Yorkshire Regiment, from Newcastle came what was left of the Reservists of the Durham Light Infantry, and the Northumberland Fusiliers, from Lancaster the Royal Lancashires, while field artillery came from Seaforth and Preston, and small bodies of Reservists of the Liverpool and the South Lancashire Regiments came from Warrington. Contingents of the East and North Lancashire Regiments arrived from Preston. The Militia, including battalions of the Liverpool Regiment, the South Lancashire Regiment, the Lancashire Fusiliers, and other regiments in the command, were hurried to the scene of action outside Sheffield. From every big town in the whole of the North of England and South of Scotland came straggling units of Volunteers. The mounted troops were almost entirely Yeomanry, and included the Duke of Lancasters Own Imperial Yeomanry, the East Riding of Yorks, the Lancashire Hussars, Northumberland Yeomanry, Westmorland and Cumberland Yeomanry, the Queens Own Yorkshire Dragoons, and the York Hussars.

These troops, with their ambulances, their baggage, and all their impedimenta, created the utmost confusion at both railway stations. The great concourse of idlers cheered and cheered again, the utmost enthusiasm being displayed when each battalion forming up was marched away out of the town to the position chosen for the defence, which now reached from Woodhouse on the south, overlooking and commanding the whole valley of the river Rother, through Catcliffe, Brinsworth, and Tinsley, previously alluded to, skirting Greasborough to the high ground north of Wentworth, also commanding the river Don and all approaches to it through Mexborough, and over the various bridges which spanned this stream — a total of about eight miles.

The south flank was thrown back another four miles to Norton, in an endeavour to prevent the whole position being turned, should the Germans elect to deliver their threatened blow from a more southerly point than was anticipated.

The total line then to be occupied by the defenders was about twelve miles, and into this front was crowded the heterogeneous mass of troops of all arms. The post of honour was at Catcliffe, the dominating key to the whole position, which was occupied by the sturdy soldiers of the 1st Battalion West Riding Regiment and the 2nd Battalion Yorkshire Light Infantry, while commanding every bridge crossing the rivers which lay between Sheffield and the invaders were concentrated the guns of the 7th Brigade Royal Horse Artillery, and of the Field Artillery, the 2nd, the 30th, the 37th, and 38th Brigades, the latter having hurriedly arrived from Bradford.

All along the crests of these slopes which formed the defence of Sheffield, rising steeply from the river at times up to five hundred feet, were assembled the Volunteers, all now by daybreak on Thursday morning busily engaged in throwing up shelter-trenches and making hasty earthwork defences for the guns. The superintendence of this force had merged itself into that of the Northern Command, which nominally had
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its headquarters in York, but which had now been transferred to Sheffield itself, for the best of reasons — that it was of no value at York, and was badly wanted farther south. General Sir George Woolmer, who so distinguished himself in South Africa, had therefore shifted his headquarters to the Town Hall in Sheffield, but as soon as he had begun to get the line of defence completed, he, with his staff, moved on to Handsworth, which was centrally situated.

In the command were to be found roughly twenty-three battalions of Militia and forty-eight of Volunteers; but owing to the supineness and neglect of the Government the former regiments now found themselves, at the moment when wanted, greatly denuded of officers, and, owing to any lack of encouragement to enlist, largely depleted in men. As regards the Volunteers, matters were even worse. During the past five years as much cold water as possible had been thrown upon all voluntary and patriotic military endeavour by the antimilitant Cabinets which had so long met at No. 10 Downing Street. The Volunteers, as a body, were sick to death of the slights and slurs cast upon their well-meaning efforts. Their paper organisation, like many other things, remained intact, but for a long time wholesale resignations of officers and men had been taking place. Instead, therefore, of a muster of about twenty-five thousand auxiliaries being available in this command, as the country would have anticipated, if the official tabulated statements had been any guide, it was found that only about fifteen thousand had responded to the call to arms. And upon these heroic men, utterly insufficient in point of numbers, Sheffield had to rely for its defence.

It might reasonably have been anticipated that in the majority of Volunteer regiments furnished by big manufacturing towns, a battalion would have consisted of at least five hundred efficient soldiers; but owing to the causes alluded to, in many cases it was found that from one hundred to two hundred only could pass the doctor, after having trained themselves to the use of arms. The catchword phrase, Peace, retrenchment, and reform, so long dinned into the ears of the electorate by the pro-German Party and by every socialistic demagogue, had sunk deeply into the minds of the people. Patriotism had been jeered at, and solemn warnings laughed to scorn, even when uttered by responsible and far-seeing statesmen. Yet the day of awakening had dawned — a rude awakening indeed!

Away to the eastward of Sheffield — exactly where was yet unknown — sixty thousand perfectly-equipped and thoroughly-trained German horse, foot and artillery, were ready at any moment to advance westward into our manufacturing districts!


CHAPTER XIV. BRITISH SUCCESS AT ROYSTON
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ARRESTS OF ALLEGED spies were reported from Manchester, Birmingham, Liverpool, Sheffield, and other large towns. Most of the prisoners were, however, able to prove themselves naturalised British subjects; but several men in Manchester, Birmingham, and Sheffield were detained pending investigation and examination of correspondence found at their homes. In Manchester, where there are always a number of Germans, it is known that many slipped away on Sunday night after the publication of the news of the invasion. Several houses in Eccles and Patricroft, outside Manchester, a house in Brown Street in the City itself, one in Gough Street, Birmingham, and another in Sandon Place, Sheffield, were all searched, and from the reports received by Scotland Yard it was believed that certain important correspondence had been seized, correspondence which had betrayed a widespread system of German espionage in this country. Details were wanting, as the police authorities withheld the truth, for fear, it was supposed, of increasing the public alarm. At the house in Sheffield, where lived a young German who had come to England ostensibly as pupil at one of the large steelworks, an accumulation of newspaper cuttings was discovered, together with a quantity of topographical information concerning the country over which the enemy was now advancing from Goole.

In most of the larger Midland towns notices had been issued by the mayors deprecating hostility towards residents of foreign origin, and stating that all suspicious cases were already receiving the attention of the police.

In Stafford the boot factories were idle, and thousands of despairing men were lounging about in Greengate, Eastgate, and other thoroughfares. In the Potteries all work was at a standstill. At Stoke-on-Trent, at Hanley, at Burslem, Tunstall, and Congleton all was chaos. Mintons, Copelands, Doultons, and Brown Westheads were closed, and thousands upon thousands were already wanting bread. The silk-thread industry at Leek was ruined, so was the silk industry at Macclesfield; the great breweries at Burton were idle, while the hosiery factories of Leicester and the boot factories of Northampton were all shut.

With the German troops threatening Sheffield, Nottingham was in a state of intense alarm. The lace and hosiery factories had with one accord closed on Tuesday, and the great Market Place was now filled day and night by thousands upon thousands of unemployed mill-hands of both sexes. On Friday, however, came the news of how Sheffield had built barricades against the enemy, and there ensued a frantic attempt at defence on the part of thousands of terrified and hungry men and women. In their frenzy they sacked houses in order to obtain material to construct the barricades, which were, however, built just where the fancy took the crowd. One was constructed in Clumber Street, near the Lion Hotel; another at Lister Gate; and a third, a much larger one, in Radford Road. Near the Carrington Station, on the road to Arnold, a huge structure soon rose, another at Basford, while the road in from Carlton and the bridges leading in from West Bridgford and Wilford were also effectually blocked.

The white, interminable North Road, that runs so straight from London through York and Berwick to Edinburgh, was, with its by-roads in the Midlands, now being patrolled by British cavalry, and here and there telegraphists around a telegraph post showed that those many wires at the roadside were being used for military communication.

At several points along the road between Wansford Bridge and Retford the wires had been cut and tangled by the enemys agents, but by Friday all had been restored again. In one spot, between Weston and Sutton-on-Trent, eight miles south of Newark, a trench had actually been dug during the night, the tube containing the subterranean telegraph lines discovered, and the whole system to the North disorganised. Similar damage had been done by German spies to the line between London and Birmingham, two miles south of Shipston-on-Stour, and again the line between Loughborough and Nottingham had been similarly destroyed.

The Post Office linesmen had, however, quickly made good the damage everywhere in the country not already occupied by the enemy, and telegraph and telephone communication North and South was now practically again in its normal state.

Through Lincolnshire the enemys advance patrols had spread South over every road between the Humber and the Wash, and in the city of Lincoln itself a tremendous sensation was caused when on Wednesday, market-day, several bodies of German motor-cyclists swept into the Stonebow and dismounted at the Saracens Head amid the crowd of farmers and dealers who had assembled there, not, alas! to do business, but to discuss the situation. In a moment the city was panic-stricken. From mouth to mouth the dread truth spread that the Germans were upon them, and people ran indoors and barricaded themselves within their houses.

A body of Uhlans came galloping proudly through the Stonebow a quarter of an hour later, and halted in High Street, opposite Wyatts clothing shop, as though awaiting orders. Then in rapid succession troops seemed to arrive from all quarters, many halting in the Cathedral Close and by Exchequer Gate, and others riding through the streets in order to terrify the inhabitants.

Von Kronhelms famous proclamation was posted by German soldiers upon the police station, upon the Stonebow, and upon the door of the grand old Cathedral itself, and before noon a German officer accompanied by his staff called upon the Mayor and warned him that Lincoln was occupied by the German troops, and that any armed resistance would be punished by death, as the Generalissimos proclamation stated. An indemnity was demanded, and then the powerless people saw upon the Cathedral and upon several of the public buildings the German flag rise and float out upon the summer wind.

Boston was full of German infantry, and officers had taken up temporary quarters in the Peacock and the other hotels in the market-place, while upon the stump the enemys colours were flying.

No news came from London. People in Norwich, Ipswich, Yarmouth, and other places heard vaguely of the invasion in the North, and of fighting in which the Germans were careful to report that they were always successful. They saw the magnificently equipped army of the Kaiser, and, comparing it with our mere apology for military force, regarded the issue as hopeless from the very first. In every town the German colours were displayed, and all kinds of placards in German and in English made their appearance.

The Daily Mail, on September 10, published the following despatch from one of its war correspondents, Mr. Henry Mackenzie: — 

Royston, September 9.

Victory at last. A victory due not only to the bravery and exertion of our troops, regular and auxiliary, but also to the genius of Field-Marshal Lord Byfield, our Commander-in-Chief, ably seconded by the energy and resource with which Sir William Packington, in command of the IVth Army Corps at Baldock, carried out that part of the programme entrusted to him.

But though in this success we may hope that we are seeing the first glimmerings of dawn, — of deliverance from the nightmare of German invasion that is now oppressing our dear old England, — we must not be led into foolishly sanguine hopes. The snake has been scotched, and pretty badly into the bargain, but he is far from being killed. The German IVth Army Corps under the famous General Von Kleppen, their magnificent Garde Corps commanded by the Duke of Mannheim, and Frölichs fine Cavalry Division, have been repulsed in their attack on our positions near Royston and Saffron Walden, and driven back with great loss and confusion. But we are too weak to follow up our victory as it should be followed up.

The menace of the IXth and Xth Corps on our right flank ties us to our selected position, and the bulk of our forces being composed of indifferently trained Volunteers and Militia, is much more formidable behind entrenchments than when attempting to manœuvre in a difficult and intricate country such as it is about here. But, on the other hand, we have given pause to the invaders, and have certainly gained a few days time, which will be invaluable to us.

We shall be able to get on with the line of fortifications that are being constructed to bar the approaches to London, and behind which it will be necessary for us to make our final stand. I do not conceive that it is possible for such an agglomeration of amateur troops as ours are in the main, to defeat in the open field such formidable and well-trained forces as the Germans have succeeded in throwing into this country. But when our Navy has regained command of the sea we hope that we may, before very long, place our unwelcome visitors between the devil and the deep sea — the part of the devil being played by our brave troops finally concentrated behind the strong defences of the metropolis. In short, that the Germans may run out of ammunition and provisions. For if communication with the Fatherland is effectively cut, they must starve, unless they have previously compelled our submission, for it is impossible for an army of the size that has invaded us to live on the country.

No doubt hundreds, nay thousands, of our non-militant countrymen — and, alas! women and children — will starve before the German troops are conquered by famine, that most terrible of enemies; but this issue seems to be the only possible one that will save the country.

But enough of these considerations of the future. It is time that I should relate what I can of the glorious victory which our gallant defenders have torn from the enemy. I do not think that I am giving any information away if I state that the British position lay mainly between Saffron Walden and Royston, the headquarters respectively of the IInd and IIIrd Army Corps. The IVth Corps was at Baldock, thrown back to cover the left flank, and protect our communications by the Great Northern Railway. A detached force, from what command supplied it is not necessary or advisable to say, was strongly entrenched on the high ground north-west of Helions Bumpstead, serving to strengthen our right. Our main line of defence — very thinly held in some parts — began a little to the south-east of Saffron Walden, and ran westwards along a range of high ground through Elmdon and Chrishall to Heydon. Here it turned south through Great Chrishall to Little Chrishall, where it again turned west, and occupied the high range south of Royston, on which stands the village of Therfield.

The night before the battle we knew that the greater portion of the German IVth and Garde Corps were concentrated, the former at Newmarket, the 1st Division of the latter at Cambridge, the 2nd on this side of St. Ives, while Frölichs Cavalry Division had been in constant contact with our outposts the greater part of the day previous. The Garde Cavalry Brigade was reported
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to be well away to the westward towards Kettering, as we suppose, on account of the reports which have been going about of a concentration of Yeomanry and Militia in the hilly country near Northampton. Our Intelligence Department, which appears to have been very well served by its spies, obtained early knowledge of the intention of the Germans to make an attack on our position. In fact, they talked openly of it, and stated at Cambridge and Newmarket that they would not manœuvre at all, and only hoped that we should hold on long enough to our position to enable them to smash up our IInd and IIIrd Corps by a frontal attack, and so clear the road to London. The main roads lent themselves admirably to such strategy, which rendered the reports of their intentions the more probable, for they all converged on our position from their main points of concentration.

The letter W will exactly serve to show the positions of the contending forces. St. Ives is at the top of the first stroke, Cambridge at the junction of the two shorter centre ones, Newmarket at the top of the last stroke, while the British positions at Royston and Saffron Walden are at the junctions of all four strokes at the bottom of the letter. The strokes also represent the roads, except that from Cambridge three good roads lead towards each of the British positions. The prisoners taken from the Germans in the various preliminary skirmishes also made no bones of boasting that a direct attack was imminent, and our Commander-in-Chief eventually, and rightly as it proved, determined to take the risk of all this information having been specially promulgated by the German Staff to cover totally different intentions, as was indeed quite probable, and to accept it as true. Having made up his mind, he lost no time in taking action. He ordered the IVth Corps under Sir William Packington to move on Potton, twelve miles to the north-west, as soon as it was dark. As many cavalry and mounted infantry as could possibly be spared from Royston were placed at his disposal.

It ought to be stated that while the auxiliary troops had been busily employed ever since their arrival in entrenching the British position, the greater part of the regular troops had been occupying an advanced line two or three miles to the northward on the lower spurs of the hills, and every possible indication of a determination to hold this as long as possible was afforded to the German reconnoitrers. During the night these troops fell back to the position which had been prepared, the outposts following just before daylight. About 6 a.m. the enemy were reported to be advancing in force along the Icknield Way from Newmarket, and also by the roads running on either bank of the river Cam. Twenty minutes later considerable bodies of German troops were reported at Fowlmere and Melbourn on the two parallel Royston-Cambridge roads. They must have followed very close on the heels of our retiring outposts. It was a very misty morning, — down in the low ground over which the enemy were advancing especially so, — but about seven a gust of wind from the westward dispelled the white fog-wreaths that hung about our left front and enabled our look-outs to get a glimpse along the famous Ermine Street, which runs straight as an arrow from Royston for twenty or thirty miles to the N.N.W.

Along this ancient Roman way, far as the eye could reach, poured a steady stream of marching men, horse, foot, and artillery. The wind dropped, the mists gathered again, and once more enveloped the invaders in an impenetrable screen. But by this time the whole British line was on the qui vive. Regulars, Militia, and Volunteers were marching down to their chin-deep trenches, while those who were already there busied themselves in improving their loopholes and strengthening their head cover. Behind the ridges of the hills the gunners stood grouped about their Long Toms and heavy howitzers, while the field batteries waited, ready horsed, for orders to gallop under cover of the ridge to whichever set of emplacements should first require to be manned and armed. We had not enough to distribute before the movements of the enemy should, to a certain extent, show his hand.

About seven oclock a series of crackling reports from the outskirts of Royston announced that the detachment of Mounted Infantry, who now alone held it, was exchanging shots with the advancing enemy, and in a few minutes, as the morning mistiness cleared off, the General and his staff, who were established at the northern edge of the village of Therfield, three or four hundred feet higher up than the German skirmishers, were able to see the opening of the battle spread like a panorama before them. A thick firing line of drab-costumed Germans extended right across from Holland Hall to the Coach and Horses on the Fowlmere Road. On their left moved two or three compact masses of cavalry, while the infantry reserves were easily apparent in front of the village of Melbourn. Our Mounted Infantry in the village were indistinguishable, but away on the spur to the north-east of Royston a couple of batteries of Horse Artillery were unlimbered and were pushing their guns up to the brow of the hill by hand. In two minutes they were in action, and hard at work.

Through the glasses the shrapnel could be seen bursting, half a dozen together, in front of the advancing Germans, who began to fall fast. But almost at once came an overwhelming reply from somewhere out of sight behind Melbourn. The whole hilltop around our guns was like a spouting volcano. Evidently big high-explosive shells were being fired from the German field-howitzers. In accordance with previous orders, our horse-gunners at once ran down their guns, limbered up, and started to gallop back towards our main position. Simultaneously a mass of German cavalry deployed into attack formation near the Coach and Horses, and swept down in their direction with the evident intention of cutting off and capturing them. But they reckoned without their escort of Mounted Infantry, who had been lying low behind the long, narrow line of copse north of Lowerfield Farm. Safely ensconced behind this — to cavalry — impassable barrier, the company, all good shots, opened a terrible magazine fire on the charging squadrons as they passed at close range. A Maxim they had with them also swept horses and men away in swathes. The charge was checked, and the guns saved, but we had not finished with the German reiters. Away to the north-east a battery of our 4.7 guns opened on the disorganised cavalry, firing at a range of four thousand yards. Their big shells turned the momentary check into a rout, both the attacking cavalry and their supports galloping towards Fowlmere to get out of range. We had scored the first trick!

The attacking lines of German Infantry still pressed on, however, and after a final discharge the Mounted Infantry in Royston sprang on their horses and galloped back over Whitely Hill, leaving the town to be occupied by the enemy. To the eastward the thunder of heavy cannon, gradually growing in intensity, proclaimed that the IInd Corps was heavily attacked. Covered by a long strip of plantation, the German IVth Corps contrived to mass an enormous number of guns on a hill about two miles north of the village of Elmdon, and a terrific artillery duel began between them and our artillery entrenched along the Elmdon-Heydon ridge. Under cover of this the enemy began to work his infantry up towards Elmdon, obtaining a certain amount of shelter from the spurs which ran out towards the north-east of our line. Other German troops with guns put in an appearance on the high ground to the north-east of Saffron Walden, near Chesterton Park.

To describe the fortunes of this fiercely-contested battle, which spread along a front of nearly twenty miles, counting from the detached garrison of the hill at Helions Bumpstead — which, by the way, succeeded in holding its ground all day, despite two or three most determined assaults by the enemy — to Kelshall on the left of the British position, would be an impossibility in the space at my disposal. The whole morning it raged all along the northern slopes of the upland held by our gallant troops. The fiercest fighting was, perhaps, in the neighbourhood of Elmdon, where our trenches were more than once captured by the Magdeburg battalions, only to be themselves hurled out again by the rush of the 1st Coldstream Guards, who had been held in reserve near the threatened point. By noon the magnificent old palace at Audley End was in flames. Art treasures which were of inestimable value and absolutely unreplaceable perished in this shocking conflagration. Desperate fighting was going on in the streets of the little town of Saffron Walden, where a mingled mass of Volunteers and Militia strove hard to arrest the advance of a portion of the German Army which was endeavouring to work round the right of our position.
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On our left the Foot Guards and Fusiliers of the 1st German Guard Division, after receiving a terrible pounding from our guns when they poured into Royston at the heels of our Mounted Infantry, had fought their way up the heights to within fifteen hundred yards of our trenches on the upper slopes of the ridge. Farther than that they had been unable to advance. Their close formations offered an excellent target to the rifles of the Volunteers and Militia lining our entrenchments. The attackers had lost men in thousands, and were now endeavouring to dig themselves in as best they could under the hail of projectiles that continually swept the hillside. About noon, too, the 2nd Division of the Garde Corps, after some skirmishing with the Mounted Infantry away on our left front, got into attack formation along the line of the Hitchin and Cambridge Railway, and after pouring a deluge of projectiles from field guns and howitzers upon our position, advanced upon Therfield with the greatest bravery and determination. They had succeeded by 2 p.m. in driving our men from the end of the spur running northward near Therfield Heath, and managed to get a number of their howitzers up there, and at once opened fire from the cover afforded by several copses out of which our men had been driven.

In short, things were beginning to look very bad for old England, and the watchers on the Therfield heights turned their glasses anxiously northward in search of General Sir William Packingtons force from Potton. They had not long to wait. At 2.15 the winking flash of a heliograph away near Wendy Place, about eight miles up Ermine Street, announced that the advance guard, consisting of the 1st Royal Welsh Fusiliers, was already at Bassingbourn, and that the main body was close behind, having escaped detection by all the enemys patrols and flank guards. They were now directly in the rear of the right of the German reserves, who had been pushed forward into the neighbourhood of Royston to support the attack of their main body on the British position. A few minutes later it was evident that the enemy had also become aware of their advent. Two or three regiments hurriedly issued from Royston and deployed to the north-west. But the guns of the Baldock Corps turned such a rafale fire upon them that they hesitated and were lost.

Every long-range gun in the British entrenchments that would bear was also turned upon them, leaving the infantry and field guns to deal with the troops assaulting their position. The three battalions, as well as a fourth that was sent to their assistance, were simply swept out of existence by this terrible cross-fire. Their remnants streamed away, a disorganised crowd of scattered stragglers, towards Melbourn; while, still holding on to Bassingbourn, the Baldock force moved down on Royston, driving everything before it.

The most advanced German troops made a final effort to capture our position when they saw what was going on behind them, but it was half-hearted; they were brought to a standstill, and our men, fixing bayonets, sprang from their trenches and charged down upon them with cheers, which were taken up all along the line for miles. The Germans here and there made a partial stand, but in half an hour they were down on the low ground, falling back towards the north-east in the greatest confusion, losing men in thousands from the converging fire of our guns. Their cavalry made a gallant attempt to save the day by charging our troops to the north of Royston. It was a magnificent sight to see their enormous masses sweeping over the ground with an impetus which looked capable of carrying everything before it, but our men, clustering behind the hedges of Ermine Street, mowed them down squadrons at a time. Not one of them reached the roadway. The magnificent Garde Corps was routed.

The combined IIIrd and IVth Corps now advanced on the exposed right flank of the German IVth Corps, which, fighting gallantly, fell back, doing its best to cover the retreat of its comrades, who, on their part, very much hampered its movements. By nightfall there was no unwounded German south of Whittlesford, except as a prisoner. By this time, too, we were falling back on our original position.


CHAPTER XV. BRITISH ABANDON COLCHESTER
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ON TUESDAY, 10TH September, the Tribune published the following telegram from its war correspondent, Mr. Edgar Hamilton: — 

Chelmsford, Monday, September 9.

I sit down, after a sleepless night, to indite the account of our latest move. We hear that Sheffield has fallen, and our troops are in flight. As, by the time this appears in print, the enemy will of necessity be aware of our abandonment of Colchester, the censor will not, I imagine, prevent the despatch of my letter.

For our move has been one of a retrograde nature, and I do not doubt that the cavalry of the German IXth Corps are close behind us and in touch with our own. But I must not, in using the word retrograde, be supposed to criticise in any way the strategy of our generals. For everyone here is, I am sure, fully persuaded of the wisdom of the step. Colchester, with its plucky little garrison, was altogether too much in the air, and stood a great risk of being isolated by a converging advance of the IXth and Xth Corps of the German invaders, to say nothing of the XIIth (Saxon) Corps at Maldon, which since the unfortunate battle of Purleigh has shown itself very active to the north and east.

The Saxons have refrained from attacking our Vth Corps since its repulse, and it has been left almost in peace to entrench its position from Danbury to the southward; but, on the other hand, while not neglecting to further strengthen their already formidable defences between the Blackwater and the Crouch, their cavalry have scoured the country up to the very gates of Colchester. Yesterday morning the 16th Lancers and the 17th Hussars — who had fallen back from Norwich — together with some of the local Yeomanry, moved out by the Tolleshunt dArcy and Great Totham roads, and drove in their patrols with some loss. At Tiptree Heath there was a sharp cavalry engagement between our red Lancers and several squadrons of a sky-blue hussar regiment. Our people routed them, but in the pursuit that followed would have fared badly, as they fell in with the four remaining squadrons supported by another complete regiment, had it not been for the opportune arrival of the Household Cavalry Brigade, which had moved north-east from Danbury to co-operate. This completely changed the aspect of affairs. The Germans were soundly beaten, with the loss of a large number of prisoners, and galloped back to Maldon in confusion. In the meantime the 2nd Kings Own Royal Lancaster Regiment and the 5th Battery R.F. Artillery had been sent down to Witham by train, whence they marched up to the high ground near Wickham Bishops. They and the Yeomanry were left there in a position to cover the main London road and the Great Eastern Railway, and at the same time threaten any movement of the enemy by the Great Totham road. When the news of our success reached Colchester soon after midday, we were all very jubilant. In fact, I fear that a great many people spent the afternoon in a species of fools paradise. And when towards the evening the announcement of our splendid victory at Royston was posted up on the red walls of the fine town hall, and outside the Cups, there was an incipient outbreak of that un-English excitement known as Mafficking. Gangs of youths paraded the High Street, Head Street, and the principal thoroughfares, shouting, yelling, and hustling passers-by, and even respectable members of society seemed bitten by the desire to throw up their hats and make idiots of themselves.

The hotels, the Lamb, the Red Lion, and other places, did a roaring trade, and altogether the town was more or less demoralised. But all this exultation was fated to be but short-lived, even though the Mayor appeared on the balcony of the town hall and addressed the crowd, while the latest news was posted outside the offices of the Essex Telegraph, opposite the post-office. The wind was in the north, and about 5.45 in the afternoon the sound of a heavy explosion was heard from the direction of Manningtree. I was in the Cups Hotel at the time arranging for an early dinner, and ran out into the street. As I emerged from the archway of the hotel I distinctly heard a second detonation from the same direction. A sudden silence, ominous and unnatural, seemed to fall on the yelping jingoes in the street, in the midst of which the rumble of yet another explosion rolled down on the wind, this time from a more westerly direction. Men asked their neighbours breathlessly as to what all this portended. I myself knew no more than the most ignorant of the crowd, till in an officer who rushed hastily by me in Head Street, on his way into the hotel, I recognised my friend Captain Burton, of the Artillery.

I buttonholed him at once.

 Do I know what those explosions were? repeated he in answer to my inquiry. Well, I dont know, but Im open to bet you five to one that its the sappers blowing up the bridges over the Stour at Manningtree and Stratford St. Mary.

 Then the Germans will have arrived there? I queried.

 Most probably. And look here, he continued, taking me aside by the arm, and lowering his voice, you take my tip. We shall be out of this to-night. So youd best pack up your traps and get into marching order.

 Do you know this? said I.

 Not officially, or I shouldnt tell you anything about it. But I can put two and two together. We all knew that the General wouldnt be fool enough to try and defend an open town of this size with such a small garrison against a whole army corps, or perhaps more. It would serve no good purpose, and expose the place to destruction and bring all sorts of disaster on the civil population. You could have seen that for yourself, for no attempt whatever has been made to erect defences of any kind, neither have we received any reinforcements at all. If they had meant to defend it they would certainly have contrived to send us some Volunteers and guns at any rate. No, the few troops we have here have done their best in assisting the Danbury Force against the Saxons, and are much too valuable to be left here to be cut off without being able to do much to check the advance of the enemy. If we had been going to try anything of that kind, we should have now been holding the line of the river Stour; but I know we have only small detachments at the various bridges, sufficient only to drive off the enemys cavalry patrols. By now, having blown up the bridges, I expect they are falling back as fast as they can get. Besides, look here, he added, what do you think that battalion was sent to Wickham Bishops for this morning?

I told him my theories as set forth above.

 Oh yes, thats all right, he answered. But you may bet your boots that theres more in it than that. In my opinion, the General has had orders to clear out as soon as the enemy are preparing to cross the Stour, and the Lancasters are planted there to protect our left flank from an attack from Maldon while we are retreating on Chelmsford.

 But we might fall back on Braintree? I hazarded.

 Dont you believe it. Were not wanted there — at least, I mean, not so much as elsewhere. Where we shall come in is to help to fill the gap between Braintree and Danbury. I think, myself, we might just as well have done it before. We have been sending back stores by rail for the last two days. Well, goodbye, he said, holding out his hand. Keep all this to yourself, and mark my words, well be off at dusk.

Away he went, and convinced that his prognostications were correct — as, indeed, in the main they proved — I hastened to eat my dinner, pay my bill, and get my portmanteau packed and stowed away in my motor. As soon as the evening began to close in I started and made for the barracks, going easy. The streets were still full of people, but they were very quiet, and mostly talking together in scattered groups. A shadow seemed to have fallen on the jubilant crowd of the afternoon, though, as far as I could ascertain, there were no definite rumours of the departure of the troops and the close advent of the enemy. Turning out of the main street, I had a very narrow escape of running over a drunken man. Indeed, I regret to say that there were a good many intoxicated people about, who had celebrated the days victory not wisely but too well.

When I arrived at the barracks, I saw at once that there was something in the wind, for there was a great coming and going of orderlies; all the men I could see were in marching order, and the Volunteers, who had been encamped on the drill-ground since the outbreak of hostilities, were falling in, surrounded by an agitated crowd of their relations and friends. I pulled up alongside the barrack railings, and determined to watch the progress of events. I had not long to wait. In about ten minutes a bugle sounded, and the scattered assemblage of men on the barrack-square closed together and solidified into a series of quarter columns. At the same time, the Volunteer battalion moved across from the other side of the road and joined the Regular troops. I heard a sharp clatter and jingling behind me, and looking round, saw the General and his staff with a squad of cavalry canter up the road. They turned into the barrack gate, greeted by a sharp word of command and the rattle of arms from the assembled battalions. As far as I could make out, the General made them some kind of address, after which I heard another word of command, upon which the regiment nearest to the gate formed fours and marched out.

It was the 2nd Dorsetshire. I watched anxiously to see which way they turned. As I more than expected, they turned in the direction of the London road. My friend had been right so far, but till the troops arrived at Marks Tey, where the road forked, I could not be certain whether they were going towards Braintree or Chelmsford. The Volunteers followed; then the Leicestershires, then a long train of artillery, field batteries, big 4.7 guns, and howitzers. The Kings Own Scottish Borderers formed the rearguard. With them marched the General and his staff. I saw no cavalry. I discovered afterwards that the General, foreseeing that a retirement was imminent, had ordered the 16th Lancers and the 7th Hussars, after their successful morning performance, to remain till further orders at Kelvedon and Tiptree respectively, so that their horses were resting during the afternoon.

During the night march the former came back and formed a screen behind the retiring column, while the latter were in a position to observe and check any movement northwards that might be made by the Saxons, at the same time protecting its flank and rear from a possible advance by the cavalry of Von Kronhelms Army, should they succeed in crossing the river Stour soon enough to be able to press after us in pursuit by either of the two eastern roads leading from Colchester to Maldon. After the last of the departing soldiers had tramped away into the gathering darkness through the mud, which after yesterdays downpour still lay thick upon the roads, I bethought me that I might as well run down to the railway station to see if anything was going on there. I was just in time.

The electric lights disclosed a bustling scene as the last of the ammunition and a certain proportion of stores were being hurried into a long train that stood with steam up ready to be off. The police allowed none of the general public to enter the station, but my correspondents pass obtained me admission to the departure platform. There I saw several detachments of the Royal Engineers, the Mounted Infantry — minus their horses, which had been already sent on — and some of the Leicestershire Regiment. Many of the men had their arms, legs, or heads bandaged, and bore evident traces of having been in action. I got into conversation with a colour-sergeant of the Engineers, and learned these were the detachments who had been stationed at the bridges over the Stour. It appears that there was some sharp skirmishing with the German advanced troops before the officers in command had decided that they were in sufficient force to justify them in blowing up the bridges. In fact, at the one at which my informant was stationed, and that the most important one of all, over which the main road from Ipswich passed at Stratford St. Mary, the officer in charge delayed just too long, so that a party of the enemys cavalry actually secured the bridge, and succeeded in cutting the wires leading to the charges which had been placed in readiness to blow it up. Luckily, the various detachments present rose like one man to the occasion, and despite a heavy fire, hurled themselves upon the intruders with the bayonet with such determination and impetus that the bridge was swept clear in a moment. The wires were reconnected, and the bridge cleared of our men just as the Germans, reinforced by several of their supporting squadrons, who had come up at a gallop, dashed upon it in pursuit. The firing key was pressed at this critical moment, and, with a stunning report, a whole troop was blown into the air, the remaining horses, mad with fright, stampeding despite all that their riders could do. The road was cut, and the German advance temporarily checked, while the British detachment made off as fast as it could for Colchester.
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NOTICE.

CONCERNING WOUNDED BRITISH SOLDIERS.

In compliance with an order of the Commander-in-Chief of the German Imperial Army, the Governor-General of East Anglia decrees as follows: — 

(1) Every inhabitant of the counties of Norfolk, Suffolk, Essex, Cambridge, Lincolnshire, Yorkshire, Nottingham, Derby, Leicester, Northampton, Rutland, Huntingdon, and Hertford, who gives asylum to or lodges one or more ill or wounded British soldier, is obliged to make a declaration to the mayor of the town or to the local police within 24 hours, stating name, grade, place of birth, and nature of illness or injury.

Every change of domicile of the wounded is also to be notified within 24 hours.

In absence of masters, servants are ordered to make the necessary declarations.

The same order applies to the directors of hospitals, surgeries, or ambulance stations, who receive the British wounded within our jurisdiction.

(2) All mayors are ordered to prepare lists of the British wounded, showing the number, with their names, grade, and place of birth in each district.

(3) The mayor, or the superintendent of police, must send on the 1st and 15th of each month a copy of his lists to the headquarters of the Commander-in-Chief. The first list must be sent on the 15th September.

(4) Any person failing to comply with this order will, in addition to being placed under arrest for harbouring British troops, be fined a sum not exceeding £20.

(5) This decree is to be published in all towns and villages in the Province of East Anglia.

Count VON SCHONBURG-WALDENBURG,
Lieutenant-General,
Governor of German East Anglia.

Ipswich, September 6, 1910.

COPY OF ONE OF THE ENEMYS PROCLAMATIONS.

I asked the sergeant how long he thought it would be before the Germans succeeded in crossing it. Bless you, sir, I expect theyre over by now, he answered. They would be sure to have their bridging companies somewhere close up, and it would not take them more than an hour or two to throw a bridge over that place. The bridges at Boxted Mill and Nayland had been destroyed previously.

The railway bridge and the other one at Manningtree were blown up before the Germans could get a footing, and their defenders had come in by rail. But my conversation was cut short, the whistle sounded, the men were hustled on board the train, and it moved slowly out of the station. As for me, I hurried out to my car. As I came out I noticed that it had begun to rain. However, I was fully equipped for it, and, except for the chance of skidding and the splashing of the flying mud, did not mind it. But I could not help thinking of the poor soldiers trudging along on their night march over the weary miles that lay before them. I determined to follow in their steps, and putting on speed, was soon clear of the town, and spinning along for Marks Tey. It is about five miles, and shortly before I got there I overtook the marching column. The men were halted, and in the act of putting on their greatcoats. I was stopped here by the rearguard, who took charge of me, and would not let me proceed until permission was obtained from the General.

Eventually this officer ordered me to be brought to him. I presented my pass; but he said, I am afraid that I shall have to ask you either to turn back, or to slow down and keep pace with us. In fact, you had better do the latter. I might, indeed, have to exercise my powers and impress your motor, should the exigencies of the Service require it. I saw that it was best to make a virtue of necessity, and replied that it was very much at his service, and that I was very well content to accompany the column. In point of fact, the latter was strictly true, for I wanted to see what was to be seen, and there were no points about going along with no definite idea of where I wanted to get to, with a possible chance of falling into the hands of the Saxons into the bargain. So a Staff officer, who was suffering from a slight wound, was placed alongside me, and the column, having muffled itself in its greatcoats, once more began to plug along through the thickening mire. My position was just in front of the guns, which kept up a monotonous rumble behind me. My companion was talkative, and afforded me a good deal of incidental and welcome information. Thus, just after we started, and were turning to the left at Marks Tey, a bright glare followed by a loudish report came from the right of the road. Whats that? I naturally ejaculated. Oh, that will be the sappers destroying the junction with the Sudbury line, he replied. Theres the train waiting for them just beyond.

So it was. The train that I had seen leaving had evidently stopped after passing the junction, while the line was broken behind it. They will do the same after passing the cross line at Witham, volunteered he.

A mile or two farther on we passed between two lines of horsemen, their faces set northwards, and muffled to the eyes in their long cloaks, Thats some of the 16th, he said, going to cover our rear.

So we moved on all night through the darkness and rain. The slow, endless progress of the long column of men and horses seemed like a nightmare. We passed through the long street of Kelvedon, scaring the inhabitants, who rushed to their windows to see what was happening, and with the first glimmer of dawn halted at Witham. We had about nine miles still to go to reach Chelmsford, which I learned was our immediate destination, and it was decided to rest here for an hour, while the men made the best breakfast they could from the contents of their haversacks. But the villagers brought out hot tea and coffee, and did the best they could for us, so we did not fare so badly after all. As for me, I got permission to go on, taking with me my friend the Staff officer, who had despatches to forward from Chelmsford. I pushed on at full speed. We were there in a very short space of time, and during the morning I learned that the Braintree Army was falling back on Dunmow, and that the Colchester garrison was to assist in holding the line of the river Chelmer.

Another despatch from Mr. Edgar Hamilton, of the Tribune, was published in that journal on Friday, the 14th September: — 

Brentwood, Thursday, September 13, 1910.

The events of the last three days have been so tremendous, so involved, and so disastrous to us as a nation, that I hardly know how to deal with them. It is no news now that we have again been beaten, and beaten badly. The whole right of our line of defence has been driven back in disorder, and we are now practically at the last ditch. The remnants of that fine force which has, up to now, not only been able to hold the Saxon Army in check, but even to be within an ace of beating it at the memorable battle of Purleigh, less than a week ago, is now occupying the entrenchments which have been under construction ever since the landing of the Germans, and which form a section of the works that have been planned for the defence of the metropolis.

Here, too, are portions of the Braintree Army Corps and some of the troops lately constituting the garrison of Colchester, whom I accompanied on their night march out of that city when it had been decided to abandon it. We have only the vaguest rumours as to what has happened to the other portion of the 1st Army Corps that was occupying Dunmow and the upper part of the river Chelmer. We can only hope that these troops, or at any rate a considerable portion of them, have been able to gain the shelter of the defensive enceinte to the north-westward. It is to be feared this reverse will necessitate the retreat of the Second, Third, and Fourth Armies from Saffron Walden, Royston, and Baldock, that position which they so gallantly defended against the flower of the German Army, emerging victorious from the glorious battle of Royston. For to stay where they are, in the face of the combined forward movement of the IXth, Xth, and XIIth Corps of the invaders, and the rumoured resumption of the offensive by the two corps defeated before Royston, would be to court being outflanked and cut off from the rest of our forces at a time when every single soldier is urgently required to man the northern portion of the defences of London.

But to return to the relation of our latest and most disastrous defeat, which I must preface by saying that my readers must not be deceived by the words Army Corps as applied to the various assemblages of our troops. As a matter of fact, Divisions, or even Brigades, would be nearer the mark. The Army Corps at Braintree had only four, or perhaps later six, regular infantry regiments, with a very small force of cavalry and not too many guns. Compare that with the Xth German Army Corps under General von Wilberg, which was more immediately opposed to it. This formidable fighting unit may be taken as a representative one, observing that the Garde Corps is yet stronger. Von Wilbergs Corps is a Hanoverian one, and comprises no less than twenty-three battalions of infantry, four regiments of cavalry, twenty-five batteries of artillery, a train battalion, and a pioneer battalion. What chance has a so-called army corps of half a dozen regular infantry battalions, perhaps a dozen Volunteer and Militia Corps, a scratch lot of cavalry, and half the number of guns, against such a powerful, well-organised, and well-trained force as this?

In the recent fighting about Chelmsford we have had at the outside thirty regular battalions to oppose the onslaught of three complete German Army Corps such as that described above. We have had a number of auxiliary troops in addition, as well as a preponderance in heavy long-ranging artillery, but the former cannot be manœuvred in the same way as regular soldiers, however brave and devoted they may be; while, if weaker in big guns, the enemy outnumbered our mobile horse and field artillery by five or six to one. So it must be understood that while a defeat is deplorable and heartbreaking, yet a victory against such odds would have been little less than a miracle. No blame can be attached either to our officers or their men. All did as much, or more, than could be humanly expected of them. The long and short of it is that since we, as a nation, have not chosen to have a sufficient and up-to-date Army, we must take the rub when an invasion comes.

We knew well enough — though most of us pretended ignorance — that we could not afford to pay for such an Army at a rate comparable to the current labour market rates, even if we had been twice as rich, and if shoals of recruits had been forthcoming. We were aware, in consequence, that some form of universal service was the only possible method of raising a real Army, but we shrank from making the personal sacrifices required. We were too indolent, too careless, too unpatriotic. Now we have got to pay for the pleasures of living in a fools paradise, and pay through the nose into the bargain. We have no right to grumble, whatever may be the outcome, and God only knows what the bitter end of this war may be, what final defeat may mean for our future as a nation. But I must quit moralising and betake myself to my narrative.

In my letter of the 9th I left the Colchester garrison making their breakfast at Witham. I had understood that they were coming on to Chelmsford, but, as it turned out, the Leicestershires and Dorsets got orders to turn off to the right just before reaching Boreham, and to take up a position on the high ground east of Little Waltham, which is about four miles due north of Chelmsford. With them went a number of the heavy 4.7-inch guns we brought away with us. The Volunteers, Scottish Borderers, and the Lancasters — the latter of whom had been covering the flank of the retreat at Wickham Bishops — came in to Chelmsford, and during the evening were marched out and billeted in the houses thickly scattered along the Braintree road. The cavalry, after some slight skirmishing with the advanced patrols of Von Kronhelms Army, who came up with them near Hatfield Peverell, turned up in the afternoon.

In Chelmsford, when I halted at the Saracens Head, I found there were the 2nd Lincolnshire and the 2nd Royal Scots Fusiliers, who had come up from Salisbury Plain, the 1st Hampshire and the 1st Royal Fusiliers from Portsmouth and the Isle of Wight. The 2nd South Wales Borderers from Tidworth and the 1st Border Regiment from Bordon Camp arrived in the afternoon, and were marched out to Great Baddow, half-way to Danbury. The 14th Hussars from Shorncliffe and the 20th from Brighton had also come in the day previously, and they at once moved out to the front to relieve the 16th Lancers and 7th Hussars, who had been covering the retiral from Colchester. The town was crowded with Volunteers in khaki, green, red, blue — all the colours of the rainbow — and I noticed two very smart corps of Yeomanry marching out to support the two regular cavalry regiments. Everyone seemed in good spirits on account of the news from Royston and the successful issue of the cavalry skirmish of the morning before. As Chelmsford lies in a kind of hollow, I could not see much from there, so in the afternoon I thought I would run out to the high ground near Danbury and see if I could get any idea of what was going on.

As I passed Danbury Place I heard the deafening report of heavy guns close at hand. I found that the firing came from some of the Bluejackets 4.7s near the church, where I had seen them at work at the opening of Purleigh Battle. I got out of my car and went up to the officer in charge, whom I met on that occasion. I asked him at what he was firing. Look over there, he said, pointing towards Maldon. I saw nothing at first. Look higher, said the sailor. I raised my eyes, and there, floating hundreds of feet over and on this side of the old town, a great yellow sausage-like something glistened in the sunlight. I recognised it at once from the photographs I had seen of the German manœuvres. It was their great military balloon, known as the Wurst, or sausage, from its elongated shape. Its occupants were doubtless hard at work reconnoitring our position.

Another gun gave tongue with an ear-splitting report, and then a second one, its long chase sticking up into the air like a monster telescope. They were firing high explosive shell at the balloon, hoping that the detonation would tear it if near enough. I saw the big shell explode apparently close to their target, but the distance was deceptive, and no apparent injury was done. After another round, however, it began slowly to descend, and soon disappeared behind the huddled roofs of the town. Might have got her, remarked Akers, the commander in charge of the guns, but I fancy not. But I reckon they thought it too warm to stay up. We had our balloon up this morning, he continued, and I expect shell go up again before dark. They had a few slaps at her, but didnt get within a mile of her. Shes in a field behind the woods at Twitty Fee, about half a mile over there, if you want to see her.

I thanked him and motored slowly off in the direction indicated. I noticed great changes on Danbury Hill since my last visit. Entrenchments and batteries had sprung up on every side, and men were still as busy as bees improving and adding to them. I found the balloon, filled with gas and swaying about behind a mass of woodland that effectually concealed it from the enemy, but as I was informed that there would be no ascent before half-past five, I continued my tour round the summit of the hill. When I arrived at the northern end I found that fresh defences were being constructed right away round to the westward side. The northern edge of Blakes Wood had been felled and made into a formidable abattis, the sharpened branches of the felled trees being connected together with a perfect web of barbed wire.

The same process was being carried out in the woods and copses at Great Graces. New Lodge had been placed in a state of defence. The windows, deprived of glass and sashes, were being built up with sand bags; the flower garden was trampled into a chaos; the grand piano stood in the back yard, forming a platform for a Maxim gun that peered over the wall. The walls were disfigured with loop-holes. Behind the house were piled the arms of a Volunteer Battalion who, under the direction of a few officers and N.C.O.s of the Royal Engineers, were labouring to turn the pretty country house into a scarred and hideous fortress. Their cooks had dug a Broad Arrow kitchen in the midst of the tennis lawn, and were busied about the big black kettles preparing tea for the workers. New Lodge was the most suggestive picture of the change brought about by the war that I had yet seen. From the corner of Great Graces Wood I could see through my glasses that the outskirts of Great Baddow were also alive with men preparing it for defence. I got back to the balloon just in time to see it rising majestically above the trees. Either on account of their failure to reach it in the morning, or for some other reason, the enemy did not fire at it, and the occupants of the car were able to make their observations in peace, telephoning them to a non-commissioned officer at the winding engine below, who jotted them down in shorthand. From what I afterwards heard, it seems that a long procession of carts was seen moving northwards from Maldon by way of Heybridge.

It was presumed that these contained provisions and stores for the IXth and Xth Corps from the big depôt which it had been discovered that the Saxons had established near Southminster. A few long-range shots were fired at the convoy from the big guns, but without any appreciable effect. The procession stopped though. No more carts came from the town, and those already out disappeared behind the woods about Langford Park. I understand that, apprised of this by signal from the balloon, the 14th Hussars made a gallant effort to attack the convoy, but they found the country east of the Maldon-Witham Railway to be full of the enemy, both infantry and cavalry, came under a heavy fire from concealed troops, and sustained considerable loss without being able to effect anything. It is believed that the movement of stores continued after dark, for our most advanced outposts and patrols reported that the rumble of either artillery or wagons was heard coming from the direction of the roads leading north out of Maldon almost the whole night through.

On my return to Chelmsford I visited Springfield, where I found the Scots Fusiliers, a Militia, and a Volunteer Regiment entrenching themselves astride the railway.

I dined with three brother newspaper men at the Red Lion Hotel. One of them had come from Dunmow, and reported that the First Army was busily entrenching itself on a long ridge a couple of miles to eastward of the town. He said he had heard also that the high ground about Thaxted had been occupied by some troops who had come up from the South on Sunday night, though he could not say what regiments they were. They had detrained at Elsenham, and marched the rest of the way by road. If his information is correct, the British Army on Monday night occupied an almost continuous line stretching from Baldock on the west to South Hanningfield, or perhaps Billericay on the south. A very extensive front, but necessary to be held if the forward march of the five German Army Corps operating in the Eastern Counties was to be checked. For though it would, of course, have been desirable to take the offensive and attack the Xth Corps during the temporary discomfiture of the Garde and IVth Corps, we were compelled in the main to adopt the tactics pursued by the Boers in South Africa and act almost entirely on the defensive on account of the poor quality of the bulk of our forces. There was this exception, however, that the few regular battalions were as far as possible placed in such positions that they would be available for local counter-attacks and offensive action. Our generals could not be altogether guided by the generally-accepted rules of tactics and strategy, but had to do the best they could with the heterogeneous material at their disposal.

As to what the enemy were doing during this day we had no information worth speaking of, although there was a rumour going about late in the afternoon that Braintree had been occupied by the Hanoverians, and that the head of General Von Kronhelms Army Corps had arrived at Witham. However this may have been, we neither saw nor heard anything of them during the night, and I much enjoyed my slumbers after the fatigues of the last twenty-four hours. But this was but the lull before the storm. About ten a.m. the low growl of artillery rolled up from the south-east, and it began to be bruited about that the Saxons were attacking South Hanningfield in force, doubtless with the object of turning our right flank. I ordered out my motor, thinking I would run down to the high ground at Stock, five miles to the southward, and see if I could get an inkling of how matters were progressing. That heavy fighting was in progress I felt certain, for the cannonade grew momentarily louder and heavier. Hardly had I cleared the town, when a fresh outburst of firing boomed out from a northerly direction. I stopped irresolute.

Should I go on or turn back and set my face towards Dunmow? I eventually decided to go on, and arrived at Stock about eleven. I could not get much information there, or see what was going on, so I decided to make for South Hanningfield. At the foot of the hill leading up to Harrow Farm I came across a battalion of infantry lying down in quarter column behind the woods on the left of the road. From some of the officers I ascertained that it was the 1st Buffs, and that they were in support of two Militia battalions who were holding the ridge above. The Saxons, they said, had come up from the direction of Woodham Ferris in considerable force, but had not been able to advance beyond the Rettendon-Battles-Bridge Road on account of the heavy fire of our artillery, which comprised several heavy guns, protected both from fire and sight, and to which their field batteries in the open ground below could make no effective reply.

I had noticed for some little time that the firing had slackened, so I thought I might as well get to the top of the hill and get a view of the enemy. I did not see much of them. By the aid of my glass I fancied I could distinguish green uniforms moving about near the copses in front of Rettendon Hall, but that was about all. I looked towards Danbury and saw our big balloon go up, and I also observed the big German sausage wobbling about over Purleigh. But there was no sign of military movement on either side. All the time, however, I was conscious of the distant rumble of guns away to the northward, and as there was apparently nothing more to be seen at South Hanningfield for the present, I regained my car and started back for Chelmsford. I found the town buzzing like a hive of bees.

The troops were falling in under arms, the station was full of people trying to get away by train, while the inhabitants were tramping away in crowds by the Brentwood and Ongar roads. The booming of the still distant guns sounded louder and faster, and rumour had it that the Hanoverians were trying to force the passage of the river at Ford Mill. I replenished my flask and luncheon basket, and started off in the direction of the firing.

All along the road to Little Waltham I caught glimpses of khaki uniforms in the trenches that zig-zagged about on the river slopes, while I passed two or three regiments stepping northwards as fast as they could get over the ground. There was a grim, set look on the mens faces that betokened both anger and determination.


CHAPTER XVI. FIERCE FIGHTING AT CHELMSFORD
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THE CONTINUATION OF the despatch from Brentwood, as follows, was published on Saturday, 15th September:

At Little Waltham I found myself close to the scene of action. About a mile ahead of me the hamlet of Howe Street was in flames and burning furiously. I could see the shells bursting in and all over it in perfect coveys. I could not make out where they were coming from, but an officer I met said he thought the enemy must have several batteries in action on the high ground about Littley Green, a mile and a half to the north on the opposite side of the river. I crossed over myself, and got up on the knoll where the Leicestershires and Dorsets had been stationed, together with a number of the 4.7-inch guns brought from Colchester.

This piece of elevated ground is about two miles long, running almost north and south, and at the top of it I got an extensive view to the eastward right away to beyond Witham, as the ground fell all the way. The country was well wooded, and a perfect maze of trees and hedgerows. If there were any Germans down there in this plain they were lying very low indeed, for my glasses did not discover the least indication of their presence. Due east my view was bounded by the high wooded ground about Wickham Bishops and Tiptree Heath, which lay a long blue hummock on the horizon, while to the south-east Danbury Hill, with our big war-balloon floating overhead, was plainly discernible.

While I gazed on the apparently peaceful landscape I was startled by a nasty sharp, hissing sound, which came momentarily nearer. It seemed to pass over my head, and was followed by a loud bang in the air, where now hung a ring of white smoke. It was a shell from the enemy. Just ahead of me was a somewhat extensive wood; and, urged by some insane impulse of seeking shelter, I left the car, which I ordered my chauffeur to take back for a mile and wait, and made for the close-standing trees. If I had stopped to think I should have realised that the wood gave me actually no protection whatever, and I had not gone far when the crashing of timber and noise of the bursting projectiles overhead and in the undergrowth around made me understand clearly that the Germans were making a special target of the wood, which, I imagine, they thought might conceal some of our troops. I wished heartily that I was seated beside my chauffeur in his fast-receding car.

However, my first object was to get clear of the wood again, and after some little time I emerged on the west side, right in the middle of a dressing station for the wounded, which had been established in a little hollow. Two surgeons, with their assistants, were already busily engaged with a number of wounded men, most of whom were badly hit by shrapnel bullets about the upper part of the body. I gathered from one or two of the few most slightly wounded men that our people had been, and were, very hardly put to it to hold their own. I reckon, said one of them, a bombardier of artillery, that the enemy must have got more than a hundred guns firing at us, and at Howe Street village. If we could only make out where the foreign devils were, continued my informant, our chaps could have knocked a good many of them out with our four-point-sevens, especially if we could have got a go at them before they got within range themselves. But they must have somehow contrived to get them into position during the night, for we saw nothing of them coming up. They are somewhere about Chatley, Fairstead Lodge, and Little Leighs, but as we cant locate them exactly and only have ten guns up here, it dont give us much chance, does it? Later I saw an officer of the Dorsets, who confirmed the gunners story, but added that our people were well entrenched and the guns well concealed, so that none of the latter had been put out of action, and he thought we should be able to hold on to the hill all right. I regained my car without further adventure, bar several narrow escapes from stray shell, and made my way back as quickly as possible to Chelmsford.

The firing went on all day, not only to the northward, but also away to the southward, where the Saxons, while not making any determined attack, kept the Vth Corps continually on the alert, and there was an almost continuous duel between the heavy pieces. As it appeared certain that the knoll I had visited in the forenoon was the main objective of the enemys attack, reinforcements had been more than once sent up there, but the German shell fire was so heavy that they found it almost impossible to construct the additional cover required. Several batteries of artillery were despatched to Pleshy and Rolphy Green to keep down, if possible, the fire of the Germans, but it seemed to increase rather than diminish. They must have had more guns in action than they had at first. Just at dusk their infantry made the first openly offensive movement.

Several lines of skirmishers suddenly appeared in the valley between Little Leighs and Chatley, and advanced towards Lyonshall Wood, at the north end of the knoll east of Little Waltham. They were at first invisible from the British gun positions on the other side of the Chelmer, and when they cleared the spur on which Hyde Hall stands they were hardly discernible in the gathering darkness. The Dorsetshire and the other battalions garrisoning the knoll manned their breastworks as they got within rifle range, and opened fire, but they were still subjected to the infernal rafale from the Hanoverian guns on the hills to the northward, and to make matters worse at this critical moment the Xth Corps brought a long line of guns into action between Flacks Green and Great Leighs Wood, in which position none of the British guns except a few on the knoll itself
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could reach them. Under this cross hurricane of projectiles the British fire was quite beaten down, and the Germans followed up their skirmishers by almost solid masses, which advanced with all but impunity save for the fire of the few British long-range guns at Pleshy Mount. There they were firing almost at random, as the gunners could not be certain of the exact whereabouts of their objectives. There was a searchlight on the knoll, but at the first sweep of its ray it was absolutely demolished by a blizzard of shrapnel. Every German gun was turned upon it. The Hanoverian battalions now swarmed to the assault, disregarding the gaps made in their ranks by the magazine fire of the defenders as soon as their close advance masked the fire of their own cannon.

The British fought desperately. Three several times they hurled back at the attackers, but, alas! we were overborne by sheer weight of numbers. Reinforcements summoned by telephone, as soon as the determined nature of the attack was apparent, were hurried up from every available source, but they only arrived in time to be carried down the hill again in the rush of its defeated defenders, and to share with them the storm of projectiles from the quick-firers of General Von Kronhelms artillery, which had been pushed forward during the assault. It was with the greatest difficulty that the shattered and disorganised troops were got over the river at Little Waltham. As it was, hundreds were drowned in the little stream, and hundreds of others killed and wounded by the fire of the Germans. They had won the first trick. This was indisputable, and as ill news travels apace, a feeling of gloom fell upon our whole force, for it was realised that the possession of the captured knoll would enable the enemy to mass troops almost within effective rifle range of our river line of defence. I believe that it was proposed by some officers on the staff that we should wheel back our left and take up a fresh position during the night. This was overruled, as it was recognised that to do so would enable the enemy to push in between the Dunmow force and our own, and so cut our general line in half. All that could be done was to get up every available gun and bombard the hill during the night, in order to hamper the enemy in his preparations for further forward movement and in his entrenching operations.

Had we more men at our disposal I suppose there is little doubt that a strong counter attack would have been made on the knoll almost immediately; but in the face of the enormous numbers opposed to us, I imagine that General Blennerhasset did not feel justified in denuding any portion of our position of its defenders. So all through the dark hours the thunder of the great guns went on. In spite of the cannonade the Germans turned on no less than three searchlights from the southern end of the knoll about midnight. Two were at once put out by our fire, but the third managed to exist for over half an hour, and enabled the Germans to see how hard we were working to improve our defences along the river bank. I am afraid that they were by this means able to make themselves acquainted with the positions of a great number of our trenches. During the night our patrols reported being unable to penetrate beyond Pratts Farm, Mount Maskell, and Porters Farm on the Colchester Road. Everywhere they were forced back by superior numbers. The enemy were fast closing in upon us. It was a terrible night in Chelmsford.

There was a panic on every hand. A man mounted the Tindal statue and harangued the crowd, urging the people to rise and compel the Government to stop the war. A few young men endeavoured to load the old Crimean cannon in front of the Shire Hall, but found it clogged with rust and useless. People fled from the villa residences in Brentwood Road into the town for safety, now that the enemy were upon them. The banks in High Street were being barricaded, and the stores still remaining in the various grocers shops, Luckin Smiths, Martins, Cramphorns, and Pearkes, were rapidly being concealed from the invaders. All the ambulance wagons entering the town were filled with wounded, although as many as possible were sent south by train. By one oclock in the morning, however, most of the civilian inhabitants had fled. The streets were empty, but for the bivouacking troops and the never-ending procession of wounded men. The General and his Staff were deliberating to a late hour in the Shire Hall, at which he had established his headquarters. The booming of the guns waxed and waned till dawn, when a furious outburst announced that the second act of the tragedy was about to open.

I had betaken myself at once to the round tower of the church, next the Stone-bridge, from which I had an excellent view both east and north. The first thing that attracted my eye was the myriad flashings of rifle fire in the dimness of the breaking day. They reached in a continuous line of coruscations from Boreham Hall, opposite my right hand, to the knoll by Little Waltham, a distance of three or four miles, I should say. The enemy were driving in all our outlying and advanced troops by sheer weight of numbers. Presently the heavy batteries at Danbury began pitching shell over in the direction of the firing, but as the German line still advanced, it had not apparently any very great effect. The next thing that happened was a determined attack on the village of Howe Street made from the direction of Hyde Hall. This is about two miles north of Little Waltham. In spite of our incessant fire, the Germans had contrived to mass a tremendous number of guns and howitzers on and behind the knoll they captured last night, and there were any quantity more on the ridge above Hyde Hall. All these terrible weapons concentrated their fire for a few moments on the blackened ruins of Howe Street. Not a mouse could have lived there. The little place was simply pulverised.

Our guns at Pleshy Mount and Rolphy Green, aided by a number of field batteries, in vain endeavoured to make head against them. They were outnumbered by six to one. Under cover of this tornado of iron and fire, the enemy pushed several battalions over the river, making use of the ruins of the many bridges about
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D E C R E E

CONCERNING THE POWER OF COUNCILS OF WAR.

WE, GOVERNOR-GENERAL OF EAST ANGLIA, in virtue of the powers conferred upon us by His Imperial Majesty the German Emperor, Commander-in-Chief of the German Armies, order, for the maintenance of the internal and external security of the counties of the Government-General: — 

Article I. — Any individual guilty of incendiarism or of wilful inundation, of attack, or of resistance with violence against the Government-General or the agents of the civil or military authorities, of sedition, of pillage, of theft with violence, of assisting prisoners to escape, or of exciting soldiers to treasonable acts, shall be PUNISHED BY DEATH.

In the case of any extenuating circumstances, the culprit may be sent to penal servitude with hard labour for twenty years.

Article II. — Any person provoking or inciting an individual to commit the crimes mentioned in Article I. will be sent to penal servitude with hard labour for ten years.

Article III. — Any person propagating false reports relative to the operations of war or political events will be imprisoned for one year, and fined up to £100.

In any case where the affirmation or propagation may cause prejudice against the German army, or against any authorities or functionaries established by it, the culprit will be sent to hard labour for ten years.

Article IV. — Any person usurping a public office, or who commit any act or issues any order in the name of a public functionary, will be imprisoned for five years, and fined £150.

Article V. — Any person who voluntarily destroys or abstracts any documents, registers, archives, or public documents deposited in public offices, or passing through their hands in virtue of their functions as government or civic officials, will be imprisoned for two years, and fined £150.

Article VI. — Any person obliterating, damaging, or tearing down official notices, orders, or proclamations of any sort issued by the German authorities will be imprisoned for six months, and fined £80.

Article VII. — Any resistance or disobedience of any order given in the interests of public security by military commanders and other authorities, or any provocation or incitement to commit such disobedience, will be punished by one years imprisonment, or a fine of not less than £150.

Article VIII. — All offences enumerated in Articles I.-VII. are within the jurisdiction of the Councils of War.

Article IX. — It is within the competence of Councils of War to adjudicate upon all other crimes and offences against the internal and external security of the English provinces occupied by the German Army, and also upon all crimes against the military or civil authorities, or their agents, as well as murder, the fabrication of false money, of blackmail, and all other serious offences.

Article X. — Independent of the above, the military jurisdiction already proclaimed will remain in force regarding all actions tending to imperil the security of the German troops, to damage their interests, or to render assistance to the Army of the British Government.

Consequently, there will be PUNISHED BY DEATH, and we expressly repeat this, all persons who are not British soldiers and — 

(a) Who serve the British Army or the Government as spies, or receive British spies, or give them assistance or asylum.

(b) Who serve as guides to British troops, or mislead the German troops when charged to act as guides.

(c) Who shoot, injure, or assault any German soldier or officer.

(d) Who destroy bridges or canals, interrupt railways or telegraph lines, render roads impassable, burn munitions of war, provisions, or quarters of the troops.

(e) Who take arms against the German troops.

Article XI. — The organisation of Councils of War mentioned in Articles VIII. and IX. of the Law of May 2, 1870, and their procedure are regulated by special laws which are the same as the summary jurisdiction of military tribunals. In the case of Article X. there remains in force the Law of July 21, 1867, concerning the military jurisdiction applicable to foreigners.

Article XII. — The present order is proclaimed and put into execution on the morrow of the day upon which it is affixed in the public places of each town and village.

The Governor-General of East Anglia,

COUNT von SCHONBURG-WALDENBURG,
Lieutenant-General.

Norwich, September 7th, 1910.

there which had been hastily destroyed, and which they repaired with planks and other materials they brought along with them. They lost a large number of men in the process, but they persevered, and by ten oclock were in complete possession of Howe Street, Langleys Park, and Great Waltham, and moving in fighting formation against Pleshy Mount and Rolphy Green, their guns covering their advance with a perfectly awful discharge of shrapnel. Our cannon on the ridge at Partridge Green took the attackers in flank, and for a time checked their advance, but, drawing upon themselves the attention of the German artillery, on the south end of the knoll, were all but silenced.

As soon as this was effected another strong column of Germans followed in the footsteps of the first, and deploying to the left, secured the bridge at Little Waltham, and advanced against the gun positions on Partridge Green. This move turned all our river bank entrenchments right down to Chelmsford. Their defenders were now treated to the enfilade fire of a number of Hanoverian batteries that galloped down to Little Waltham. They stuck to their trenches gallantly, but presently when the enemy obtained a footing on Partridge Green they were taken in reverse, and compelled to fall back, suffering terrible losses as they did so. The whole of the infantry of the Xth Corps, supported — as we understand — by a division which had joined them from Maldon, now moved down on Chelmsford. In fact, there was a general advance of the three combined armies stretching from Partridge Green on the west to the railway line on the east. The defenders of the trenches facing east were hastily withdrawn, and thrown back on Writtle. The Germans followed closely with both infantry and guns, though they were for a time checked near Scots Green by a dashing charge of our cavalry brigade, consisting of the 16th Lancers and the 7th, 14th, and 20th Hussars, and the Essex and Middlesex Yeomanry. We saw nothing of their cavalry, for a reason that will be apparent later. By one oclock fierce fighting was going on all round the town, the German hordes enveloping it on all sides but one. We had lost a great number of our guns, or at anyrate had been cut off from them by the German successes around Pleshy Mount, and in all their assaults on the town they had been careful to keep out of effective range of the heavy batteries on Danbury Hill. These, by the way, had their own work cut out for them, as the Saxon artillery were heavily bombarding the hill with their howitzers. The British forces were in a critical situation. Reinforcements — such as could be spared — were hurried up from the Vth Army Corps, but they were not very many in numbers, as it was necessary to provide against an attack by the Saxon Corps. By three oclock the greater part of the town was in the hands of the Germans, despite the gallant way in which our men fought them from street to street, and house to house. A dozen fires were spreading in every direction, and fierce fighting was going on at Writtle. The overpowering numbers of the Germans, combined with their better organisation, and the number of properly trained officers at their disposal, bore the British mixed Regular and Irregular forces back, and back again.

Fearful of being cut off from his line of retreat, General Blennerhasset, on hearing from Writtle soon after three that the Hanoverians were pressing his left very hard, and endeavouring to work round it, reluctantly gave orders for the troops in Chelmsford to fall back on Widford and Moulsham. There was a lull in the fighting for about half an hour, though firing was going on both at Writtle and Danbury. Soon after four a terrible rumour spread consternation on every side. According to this, an enormous force of cavalry and motor infantry was about to attack us in the rear. What had actually happened was not quite so bad as this, but quite bad enough. It seems, according to our latest information, that almost the whole of the cavalry belonging to the three German Army Corps with whom we were engaged — something like a dozen regiments, with a proportion of horse artillery and all available motorists, having with them several of the new armoured motors carrying light, quick-firing and machine guns — had been massed during the last thirty-six hours behind the Saxon lines extending from Maldon to the River Crouch. During the day they had worked round to the southward, and at the time the rumour reached us were actually attacking Billericay, which was held by a portion of the reserves of our Vth Corps. By the time this news was confirmed the Germans were assaulting Great Baddow, and moving on Danbury from east, north, and west, at the same time resuming the offensive all along the line. The troops at Danbury must be withdrawn, or they would be isolated. This difficult manœuvre was executed by way of West Hanningfield. The rest of the Vth Corps conformed to the movement, the Guards Brigade at East Hanningfield forming the rearguard, and fighting fiercely all night through with the Saxon troops, who moved out on the left flank of our retreat. The wreck of the Ist Corps and the Colchester Garrison was now also in full retirement. Ten miles lay between it and the lines at Brentwood, and had the Germans been able to employ cavalry in pursuit, this retreat would have been even more like a rout than it was. Luckily for us the Billericay troops mauled the German cavalry pretty severely, and they were beset in the close country in that neighbourhood by Volunteers, motorists and every one that the officer commanding at Brentwood could get together in this emergency.

Some of them actually got upon our line of retreat, but were driven off by our advance guard; others came across the head of the retiring Vth Corps, but the terrain was all against cavalry, and after nightfall most of them had lost their way in the maze of lanes and hedgerows that covered the countryside. Had it not been for this we should probably have been absolutely smashed. As it was, rather more than half our original numbers of men and guns crawled into Brentwood in the early morning, worn out and dead-beat.


CHAPTER XVII. IN THE ENEMYS HANDS
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WE MUST NOW turn to the position of Sheffield on Saturday, September 8. It was truly critical.

It was known that Lincoln had been occupied without opposition by General Graf Haesler, who was in command of the VIIIth Corps, which had landed at New Holland and Grimsby. The enemys headquarters had been established in the old cathedral city, and it was reported in Sheffield that the whole of this force was on the move westward. In fact, on Saturday afternoon the head of the advance-guard coming by way of Saxilby and Tuxford had arrived at East Retford, and during the night the rest of the main body, following closely on its heels, disposed itself for bivouac in rear of that sloping ground which reaches from Clarborough, through Grove and Askham, to Tuxford, on the south.

In advance was Major-General von Briefens splendid cavalry brigade, who, during the march, had scoured the county almost as far west as the River Rother itself. Chesterfield, with its crooked spire, had been approached by the 7th Westphalian Dragoons, supported by the Grand Duke of Badens Hussars and a company of smart motor infantry. Finding, however, that no resistance was offered, they had extended, forming a screen from that place to Worksop, examining and reconnoitring every road, farmstead, and hamlet, in order that the advance of the main body behind them could not be interfered with.

The cavalry brigade of the other division, the Cuirassiers of the Rhine No. 8, and the 7th Rhine Hussars, scouted along to the northward as far as Bawtry, where they were able to effect a junction with their comrades of the VIIth Corps, who, it will be remembered, had landed at Goole, and had now pushed on.

During Saturday afternoon a squadron of British Yeomanry had been pushed out from Rotherham as far as the high ground at Maltby, and hearing from the contact patrols that nothing appeared to be in front of them, moved on to Tickhill, a small village four miles west of Bawtry. Unknown to them, however, a force of Westphalian Dragoons, having had information of their presence, crept up by the lower road through Blythe and Oldcoats, effectively taking them in rear, passing as they did through the grounds of Sandbeck Hall.

The Yeomanry, at the alarm, pulled up, and, dismounting under cover, poured in a rattling volley upon the invaders, emptying more than one Westphalian saddle. Next instant the Germans, making a dash, got between them and their line of retreat on Maltby. It was palpable to the officer in charge of the Yeomanry that he must get back to Sheffield some other way. It would not do to stay and fight where he was, as there was every prospect of his small troop being annihilated, nor did he desire himself to be taken prisoner. His business was to report what he had seen. This latter he was bound to accomplish at all risks. So, hastily leaping into his saddle in the middle of a perfect hail of bullets — the result of which was that several horses went down and left their riders at the mercy of the invaders — the little band set off to regain their camp outside Rotherham, by the cross-country roads through Stainton and Braithwell. Here again they narrowly escaped falling into the hands of some cavalry, who evidently belonged to the VIIth Corps, and who had come down from the direction of Goole and Doncaster.

Eventually, however, they crossed the River Don at Aldwark, and brought in the first definite news which General Sir George Woolmer at Sheffield had yet received. It was thus proved that the German cavalry were now within the sphere of operations, and that in all probability they formed a screen covering the advance of the two great German corps, which it was quite certain now intended to make an attack upon the position he had selected for defence.

Night fell. On every road British yeomanry, cavalry, motor-cyclists, motor-infantry, and independent groups of infantry were endeavouring to penetrate the secret of the exact whereabouts of the enemy. Yet they found every road, lane, and pathway, no matter how carefully approached, held by Germans. Ever and anon, as they crept near the line of German outposts, came the low, guttural demand as sentries challenged the intruder.
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Here and there in the hot night shots rang out, and some daring spirit fell dead, while more than once a dying scream was heard as a German bayonet ended the career of some too inquisitive patriot.

Away in Sheffield the town awaited, in breathless tension and hot unrest, what was felt by everyone to be the coming onslaught. Through the night the heavy clouds that had gathered after sunset culminated in a terrific thunderstorm. The heavens seemed rent asunder by the vivid lightning, the thunder crashed and rolled, and rain fell in torrents upon the excited populace, who, through the dark hours, crowded around the barricades in the Sheffield streets. In the murky dawn, grey and dismal, portentous events were impending.

Information from the enemys camp — which was subsequently made public — showed that well before daylight the advance of the VIIth German Corps had begun from Doncaster, while along the main road through Warmsworth and Conisborough sturdily tramped the 13th Division, all Westphalians, formed into three infantry brigades and commanded by Lieut.-General Doppschutz. The 14th Division, under Lieut.-General von Kehler, moving through Balby and Wadworth, prolonged the flank to the south. The advance of both divisions was thus steadily continued south-westward parallel to the River Rother, which lay between themselves and the British. It was therefore plain that the plan of the senior officer — General Baron von Bistram, commanding the VIIth Corps — was that the attack should be carried out mainly by that corps itself, and that strong support should be given to it by the VIIIth Corps, which was coming, as has already been shown, from East Retford, and which could effectively assist either to strike the final blow against our Army, or, keeping well to the south, could threaten Sheffield from the direction of Staveley.

No one knew what resistance the British were prepared to offer. Full of courage and patriotism, they were dominated by the proud traditions of English soldiers; still, it was to be remembered that they consisted mainly of raw levies, and that they were opposed by a force whose training and equipment were unequalled in the world, and who outnumbered them in proportion of about four to one.

What was to be expected? Sheffield knew this — and was breathless and terrified.

The great thunderstorm of the night helped to swell the Rivers Don and Rother, and as the invaders would have to cross them, doubtless under a terrific fire, the battle must result in enormous casualties.

Early on Sunday morning it was evident that the all-important blow, so long threatened, was about to be struck. During the night great masses of German artillery had been pushed up to the front, and these now occupied most of the dominating hills, commanding not only all approaches to the British position over the River Rother, but they were even within effective range of the key of the British position itself.

Hundreds of guns — many of them coming under the head of siege-artillery — were concentrated a little to the east of Whiston, whence they were able to pour in an oblique fire upon the defences. This artillery belonged evidently to the VIIth German Corps, and had, with great labour and difficulty, been hauled by all available horses, and even by traction-engines, right across the country to where they were now placed. The heaviest metal of all had been posted on Bricks Hill, an eminence of some four hundred feet, immediately above the Rother, and about six thousand yards from Catcliffe, already referred to as the key of our defences.

Suddenly, at sunrise, a low boom was heard from this point. This was the opening German gun of the artillery preparation for the attack, which was now evidently developing, and although the distance was nearly six thousand yards, yet the bursts of the huge shells were seen to have been well timed. Another and another followed, and presently these huge projectiles, hurtling through the air and bursting with a greenish-yellow smoke, showed that they were charged with some high explosive. No sooner had this terrific tornado of destruction opened in real earnest from the enemy, than the field artillery, massed as has already been described, commenced their long-distance fire at a range of about three thousand five hundred yards, and for a period, that seemed hours, but yet was in reality only about fifty minutes, the awful cannonade continued.

The British guns had already come into action, and intermittent firing of shrapnel and other projectiles was now directed against the German batteries.

These latter, however, were mostly carefully concealed, effective cover having, by means of hard spade-work, been thrown up during the night. The British guns were mostly served by Volunteers and Militia-Artillerymen, who, although burning with patriotism, were — owing to the little real practice they had had in actually firing live shell, having mostly been drilled with dummy guns — utterly incompetent to make any impression upon the enemys lines of concealed artillery.

It was plain, then, that the Germans had adopted the principle of massing the bulk of the guns of their two divisions of the VIIth Corps at such a point that they might strike the heaviest blow possible at the defence, under cover of which, when resistance had been somewhat beaten down, the infantry might advance to the attack. This was now being done. But away to the south was heard the distant roar of other artillery, no doubt that of Haeslers Corps, which had apparently crossed the river somewhere in the neighbourhood of Renishaw, and advancing via Eckington had established themselves on the high ground, about five hundred and twenty feet in altitude, just north of Ridgeway, whence they were able to pour in an enfilading fire all along the British position from its centre at Woodhouse almost to Catcliffe itself. This rendered our position serious, and although the German guns had opposed to them the southernmost flank from Woodhouse to Norton Woodseats, yet it was plain that the main portion of the British defence was in process of being turned.

The heavy firing continued, and at last, under cover of it, the rear attack now began some two hours after the opening of the fight.

The 13th Division, under Doppschutz, were evidently advancing by the main Doncaster road. Their advance guard, which had already occupied Rotherham, had also seized the bridge which the invaders had neither time nor material to demolish, and now swept on across it, although exposed to a heavy onslaught from that line of the British position between Tinsley and Brinsworth. Those sturdy, stolid Westphalians and bearded men of Lorraine still kept on. Numbers dropped, and the bridge was quickly strewn with dead and dying. Yet nothing checked the steady advance of that irresistible wave of humanity.

Down the River Rother, at Kanklow Bridge, a similar scene was being enacted. The railway bridge at Catcliffe was also taken by storm, and at Woodhouse Mill the 14th Division, under Von Kehler, made a terrific and successful dash, as they also did at Beighton.

The river itself was about an average distance of a mile in front of the British position, and although as heavy a fire as possible was directed upon all approaches to it, yet the Germans were not to be denied. Utterly indifferent to any losses, they still swept on in an overwhelming tide, leaving at the most not more than ten per cent. of casualties to be dealt with by the perfectly equipped ambulances in their rear. So, for the most part, the various regiments constituting the divisions of the two German commanders found themselves shaken, but by no means thwarted. On the west bank of the river, the steep slopes rising from Beighton to Woodhouse gave a certain amount of dead ground, under cover of which the foreign legions took refuge, in order to dispose themselves for the final assault.

A similar state of things had taken place to the south. General Graf Haesler had flung both his divisions across the river, with but little opposition. The 15th, composed mainly of men of the Rhine, under Von Kluser, crossed at Killamarsh and Metherthorpe Station, while the 16th, under Lieut.-General Stolz, crossed at Renishaw, and, striking north-easterly in the direction of Ridgeway, closed in as they advanced, till at length they were enabled to be within effective reach of their comrades on the right.

The German attack had now developed into an almost crescent-shaped formation, and about noon Von Bistram, the commander-in-chief, issued his final orders for the assault.

The cavalry of the VIIth German Corps under Major-General von Landsberg, commanding the 13th Cavalry Brigade, and the 14th Cavalry Brigade, consisting of Westphalian Hussars and Uhlans, under Major-General von Weder, were massed in the neighbourhood of Greasborough, whence it might be expected that at the critical stage of the engagement if the British defences gave way they might be launched upon the retiring Englishmen. Similarly in the valley over by Middle Handley, a little south of Eckington, were found the 15th and 16th Cavalry Brigades of the VIIIth Corps, consisting of the 15th of Cuirassiers and Hussars of the Rhine, and the 16th of Westphalians, and the Grand Duke of Badens Hussars, under that well-known soldier, Major-General von Briefen. All these were equally ready to advance in a northerly direction to strike the crushing blow at the first of the many important cities which was their objective.

Unless the scheme of von Bistram, the German generalissimo in the North, was ill-conceived, then it was plain, even to the defenders, that Sheffield must eventually give way before the overpowering force opposed to it.

Within the city of Sheffield the excitement now rose to fever-heat.

It was known that the enemy had closed in upon the defences, and were now across the river, ready at any moment to continue their advance, which, as a matter of fact, had developed steadily without intermission, notwithstanding the heroic efforts of the defenders.

In these days of smokeless powder it was hard for the Germans to see where the British lines of defence were actually located, but the heavy pounding of the artillery duel, which had been going on since early morning, was now beginning to weaken as the German infantry, company by company, regiment by regiment, and brigade by brigade, were calmly launched to the attack. They were themselves masking the fire of the cannon of their own comrades as, by desperate rushes, they gradually ascended the slopes before them.

The objective of the VIIth Corps seemed to be the strongpoint which has already been referred to as dominating the position a little west of Catcliffe, and the VIIIth Corps were clearly directing their energies on the salient angle of the defence which was to be found a little south of Woodhouse. From this latter point the general line of the British position from Woodhouse north to Tinsley would then be turned.

The British stood their ground with the fearless valour of Englishmen. Though effective defence seemed from the very first futile, steady and unshaken volleys rang out from every knoll, hillock, and shelter-trench in that long line manned by the sturdy Yorkshire heroes. Machine-guns rattled and spat fire, and pom-poms worked with regularity, hurling their little shells in a ceaseless stream into the invaders, but all, alas! to no purpose. Where one German fell, at least three appeared to take his place. The enemy seemed to rise from the very ground. The more stubborn the defence, the more numerous the Germans seemed to become, gaps in their fighting line being reinforced in that ruthless manner which is such a well-known principle in German tactics — namely, that the commander must not be sparing in his men, but fling forward reinforcements at whatever cost.

Thus up the storm-swept glacis reaching from the Rother struggled thousands of Germans in a tide that could not be stemmed, halting and firing as they advanced, until it became clear that an actual hand-to-hand combat was imminent.

The British had done all that men could. There was no question of surrender. They were simply swept away as straws before a storm. Dead and dying were on every hand, ambulances were full, and groaning men were being carried by hundreds to the rear. General Woolmer saw that the day was lost, and at last, with choking emotion, he was compelled to give that order which no officer can ever give unless to save useless bloodshed— Retire! — Retire upon Sheffield itself!

Bugles rang out, and the whistles of the officers pierced the air. Then in as orderly a manner as was possible in the circumstances, and amid the victorious shouts from thousands of German throats, the struggling units fell back upon the city.

The outlook was surely black enough. Worse was, however, yet to follow. In the line of retreat all roads were blocked with endless masses of wagons and ambulances, and in order to fall back at all men had to take to the open fields and clamber over hedges, so that all semblance of order was very quickly lost.

Thus the retreat became little short of a rout.

Presently a shout rang out. The cavalry! The cavalry!

And then was seen a swarm of big Uhlans riding down from the north at a hand-gallop, evidently prepared to cut off the routed army.

By Tinsley Park a body of Volunteers were retreating in an orderly manner, when the alarm of the cavalry advance reached their ears. Their colonel, a red-faced, bearded old gentleman, wearing the green ribbon of the V.D., and who in private life was a brewerys manager at Tadcaster, rose in his stirrups and, turning round towards the croup of his somewhat weedy steed, ejaculated the words in a hoarse and raucous bellow: Soaky Poo!

His men wondered what he meant. Some halted, believing it to be a new order which demanded further attention, until a smart young subaltern, smiling behind his hand, shouted out, Sauve qui peut — Every man for himself!

And at this there was a helter-skelter flight on the part of the whole battalion.

The Uhlans, however, were not to be denied, and, circling round through Attercliffe, and thence south towards Richmond Park, they effectively placed themselves across the line of retreat of many of the fugitives.

The latter practically ran straight into the lines of the Germans, who called to them to lay down their arms, and in half an hour along the cordon over two thousand five hundred British of all arms found themselves prisoners in the hands of Von Landsberg, upon whose brigade the brunt of this attack had fallen.

General von Wedel, of the 14th Cavalry Brigade, was not inactive. He pursued the flying columns along all the roads and country north-east of the city. From the south came news of the cavalry of the VIIIth Corps, which had circled through Dronfield, Woodhouse, Totley, along Abbey Dale, till they made an unresisted entry into Sheffield from the south.

Within the town it was quickly seen that the day was lost. All resistance had been beaten down by the victorious invaders, and now, at the Town Hall, the British flag was hauled down, and the German ensign replaced it. From every street leading out of the city to the west poured a flying mob of disorganised British troops, evidently bent upon making the best of their way into the hilly district of the Peak of Derbyshire, where, in the course of time, they might hope to reorganise and re-establish themselves.

The German pursuit, although very strenuous on the part of the cavalry as far as effecting the occupation of the city was concerned, did not extend very much beyond it. Clearly the invaders did not want to be burdened with a large number of British prisoners whom they had no means of interning, and whom it would be difficult to place on parole. What they wanted was to strike terror in the great cities of the north.

Sheffield was now theirs. Nearly all the ammunition and stores of the defenders had fallen into their hands, and they were enabled to view, with apparent equanimity, the spectacle of retreating masses of British infantry, yeomanry, and artillery. Westwards along the network of roads leading in the direction of the High Peak, Derwent Dale, Bradfield, Buxton, and on to Glossop, the British were fast retreating, evidently making Manchester their objective.

Sheffield was utterly dumbfounded. The barricades had been broken down and swept away. The troops, of whom they had hoped so much, had been simply swept away, and now the streets were full of burly foreigners. George Street swarmed with Westphalian infantry and men of Lorraine; in Church Street a squadron of Uhlans were drawn up opposite the Sheffield and Hallamshire Bank, while the sidewalk was occupied by piled arms of the 39th Fusilier Regiment. In the space around the Town Hall the 6th Infantry Regiment of the Rhine and a regiment of Cuirassiers were standing at ease. Many of the stalwart sons of the Fatherland were seen to light their pipes and stolidly enjoy a smoke, while officers in small groups stood here and there discussing the events of the victorious day.

The saddest scenes were to be witnessed at the Royal Infirmary, in Infirmary Road, at the Royal Hospital in West Street, and even in some of the vacant wards in the Jessop Hospital for Women in Victoria Street, which had to be requisitioned for the accommodation of the crowds of wounded of both nations, so constantly being brought in by carts, carriages, motor-cars, and even cabs.

The St. Johns Ambulance Brigade, with many ladies, were doing all they could to render aid, while the Queen Victoria Jubilee Institute for Nurses was called upon for all available help. Every place where sick could be accommodated, including the well-known George Woofindin Convalescent Home, was crowded to overflowing with sufferers, while every doctor in Sheffield bore his part in unceasing surgical work. But the number of dead on both sides it was impossible to estimate.

At the Town Hall the Lord Mayor, aldermen, and councillors assembled, and met the German General, who sternly and abruptly demanded the payment of half a million pounds sterling in gold as an indemnity, together with the production of all stores that the German Army should require in order that they could re-victual.

In reply the Lord Mayor, after consulting with the Council, stated that he would call a meeting of all bank managers and heads of the great manufacturing firms in order that the demand might be, as far as possible, complied with. This answer was promised at five p.m.

Meanwhile, on the notice-board outside the Town Hall, a proclamation was affixed by the Chief of the German Staff, a sentry being posted on either side of it to prevent it being torn down.

Copies were sent to the offices of the local newspapers, and within half an hour its tenor was known in every part of the city. Throughout the night German cavalry patrolled all the main streets, most of the infantry being now reassembled into their brigades, divisions, and army corps on the southern outskirts of the city, and in Norton, Coal Aston, Dronfield, and Whittington were being established the headquarters of the four different divisions of which the VII. and VIII. Corps respectively were composed.


CHAPTER XVIII. THE FEELING IN LONDON
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REPORTS FROM SHEFFIELD stated that on Sunday the gallant defence of the town by General Sir George Woolmer had been broken. We had suffered a terrible reverse. The British were in full flight, and the two victorious Corps now had the way open to advance to the metropolis of the Midlands, for they knew that they had left behind them only a shattered remnant of what the day before had been the British Army of the North.

In both Houses of Parliament, hastily summoned, there had been memorable scenes. In the Commons, the Government had endeavoured to justify its suicidal actions of the past, but such speeches were howled down, and even the Government organs themselves were now compelled to admit that the party had committed very grave errors of judgment.

Each night the House had sat until early morning, every member who had been in England on the previous Sunday being in his place. In response to the ever-repeated questions put to the War Minister, the reply was each day the same. All that could be done was being done.

Was there any hope of victory? That was the question eagerly asked on every hand — both in Parliament and out of it. At present there seemed none. Reports from the theatres of war in different parts of the country reaching the House each hour were ever the same — the British driven back by the enemys overwhelming numbers.

The outlook was indeed a black one. The lobby was ever crowded by members eagerly discussing the situation. The enemy were at the gates of London. What was to be done?

In the House on Friday, September 7, in view of the fact that London was undoubtedly the objective of the enemy, it was decided that Parliament should, on the following day, be transferred to Bristol, and there meet in the great Colston Hall. This change had actually been effected, and the whole of both Houses, with their staff, were hurriedly transferred to the west, the Great Western Railway system being still intact.

The riff-raff from Whitechapel, those aliens whom we had so long welcomed and pampered in our midst — Russians, Poles, Austrians, Swedes, and even Germans — the latter, of course, now declared themselves to be Russians — had swarmed westward in lawless, hungry multitudes, and on Monday afternoon serious rioting occurred in Grosvenor Square and the neighbourhood, and also in Park Lane, where several houses were entered and pillaged by the alien mobs.

The disorder commenced at a great mass meeting held in the Park, just behind the Marble Arch. Orators were denouncing the Government and abusing the Ministers in unmeasured terms, when someone, seeing the many aliens around, set up the cry that they were German spies. A free fight at once ensued, with the result that the mob, uncontrolled by the police, dashed across into Park Lane and wrecked three of the largest houses — one of which was deliberately set on fire by a can of petrol brought from a neighbouring garage. Other houses in Grosvenor Square shared the same fate.

In every quarter of London shops containing groceries, provisions, or flour were broken open by the lawless bands and sacked. From Kingsland and Hoxton, Lambeth and Camberwell, Notting Dale and Chelsea, reports received by the police showed that the people were now becoming desperate. Not only were the aliens lawless, but the London unemployed and lower classes were now raising their voices. Stop the war! Stop the war! was the cry heard on every hand. Nearly all the shops containing provisions in Whitechapel Road, Commercial Road East, and Cable Street were, during Monday, ruthlessly broken open and ransacked. The police from Leman Street were utterly incompetent to hold back the rush of the infuriated thousands, who fought desperately with each other for the spoils, starving men, women, and children all joining in the fray.

The East End had indeed become utterly lawless. The big warehouses in the vicinity of the docks were also attacked and most of them emptied of their contents, while two at Wapping, being defended by the police, were deliberately set on fire by the rioters, and quantities of wheat burned.

Fierce men formed themselves into raiding bands and went westward that night, committing all sorts of depredations. The enemy were upon them, and they did not mean to starve, they declared. Southwark and Bermondsey, Walworth and Kennington had remained quiet and watchful all the week, but now, when the report spread of this latest disaster to our troops at Sheffield, and that the Germans were already approaching London, the whole populace arose, and the shopbreaking, once started in the Walworth and Old Kent Roads, spread everywhere throughout the whole of South London.

In vain did the police good-humouredly cry to them to remain patient; in vain did the Lord Mayor address the multitude from the steps of the Royal Exchange; in vain did the newspapers, inspired from headquarters, with one accord urge the public to remain calm, and allow the authorities to direct their whole attention towards repelling the invaders. It was all useless. The public had made up its mind.

At last the bitter truth was being forced home upon the public, and in every quarter of the metropolis those very speakers who, only a couple of years before, were crying down the naval and military critics who had dared to raise their voices in alarm, were now admitting that the country should have listened and heeded.

London, it was plain, had already abandoned hope. The British successes had been so slight. The command of the sea was still in German hands, although in the House the Admiralty had reassured the country that in a few days we should regain the supremacy.

A few days! In a few days London might be invested by the enemy, and then would begin a reign of terror unequalled by any in the history of the civilised world.

By day the streets of the city presented a scene of turmoil and activity, for it seemed as though City workers clung to their old habit of going there each morning, even though their workshops, offices, and warehouses were closed. By night the West End, Pall Mall, Piccadilly, Oxford Street, Regent Street, Portland Place, Leicester Square, Whitehall, Victoria Street, and around Victoria Station were filled with idle, excited crowds of men, women, and children, hungry, despairing, wondering.

At every corner men and boys shouted the latest editions of the newspapers.  Nother great Battle! Nother British Defeat! Fall of Sheffield! rose above the excited chatter of the multitude. The cries fell upon the ears of defenceless Londoners, darkening the outlook as hour after hour wore on.

The heat was stifling, the dust suffocating, now that the roads were no longer cleaned. The theatres were closed. Only the churches and chapels remained open — and the public-houses, crowded to overflowing. In Westminster Abbey, in St. Pauls Cathedral, in St. Martins-in-the-Fields, and in Westminster Cathedral special prayers were that night being offered for the success of the British arms. The services were crowded by all sorts and conditions of persons, from the poor, pinched woman in a shawl from a Westminster slum, to the lady of title who ventured out in her electric brougham. Men from the clubs stood next half-starved working men, and more than one of the more fortunate slipped money unseen into the hand of his less-favoured brother in adversity.

War is a great leveller. The wealthy classes were, in proportion, losing as much as the workers. It was only the grip of hunger that they did not feel, only the cry of starving children that did not reach their ears. For the rest, their interests were equal.

Meanwhile, from every hand rose the strident cries of the newsboys:

 Nother great Battle! British routed at Sheffield! Extrur spe-shall! — speshall!

British routed! It had been the same ominous cry the whole week through.

Was London really doomed?


BOOK II. THE SIEGE OF LONDON
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CHAPTER I. THE LINES OF LONDON
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THE GERMAN SUCCESSES were continued in the North and Midlands, and notwithstanding the gallant defence of Sir George Woolmer before Manchester and Sir Henry Hibbard before Birmingham, both cities were captured and occupied by the enemy after terrible losses. London, however, was the chief objective of Von Kronhelm, and towards the Metropolis he now turned his attention.

After the defeat of the British at Chelmsford on that fateful Wednesday Lord Byfield decided to evacuate his position at Royston and fall back on the northern section of the London defence line, which had been under construction for the last ten days. These hasty entrenchments, which would have been impossible to construct but for the ready assistance of thousands of all classes of the citizens of London and the suburbs, extended from Tilbury on the east to Bushey on the west, passing by the Laindon Hills, Brentwood, Kelvedon, North Weald, Epping, Waltham Abbey, Cheshunt, Enfield Chase, Chipping Barnet, and Elstree. They were more or less continuous, consisting for the most part of trenches for infantry, generally following the lines of existing hedgerows or banks, which often required but little improvement to transform them into well-protected and formidable cover for the defending troops. Where it was necessary to cross open ground they were dug deep and winding, after the fashion adopted by the Boers in the South African War, so that it would be difficult, if not impossible, to enfilade them.

Special bomb-proof covers for the local reserves were also constructed at various points, and the ground in front ruthlessly cleared of houses, barns, trees, hedges, and everything that might afford shelter to an advancing enemy. Every possible military obstacle was placed in front of the lines that time permitted, abattis, military pits, wire entanglements, and small ground mines. At the more important points along the fifty miles of entrenchments field-works and redoubts for infantry and guns were built, most of them being armed with 4.7 or even 6 and 7.5 in. guns, which had been brought from Woolwich, Chatham, Portsmouth, and Devonport, and mounted on whatever carriages could be adapted or improvised for the occasion.
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The preparation of the London lines was a stupendous undertaking, but the growing scarceness and dearness of provisions assisted in a degree, as no free rations were issued to any able-bodied man unless he went out to work at the fortifications. All workers were placed under military law. There were any number of willing workers who proffered their services in this time of peril. Thousands of men came forward asking to be enlisted and armed. The difficulty was to find enough weapons and ammunition for them, to say nothing of the question of uniform and equipment, which loomed very large indeed. The attitude of the Germans, as set forth in Von Kronhelms proclamations, precluded the employment of fighting men dressed in civilian garb, and their attitude was a perfectly natural and justifiable one by all the laws and customs of war.

It became necessary, therefore, that all men sent to the front should be dressed as soldiers in some way or another. In addition to that splendid corps, the Legion of Frontiersmen, many new armed organisations had sprung into being, some bearing the most fantastic names, such as the Whitechapel War-to-the-Knifes, the Kensington Cowboys, the Bayswater Braves, and the Southwark Scalphunters. All the available khaki and blue serge was used up in no time; even though those who were already in possession of ordinary lounge suits of the latter material were encouraged to have them altered into uniform by the addition of stand-up collars and facings of various colours, according to their regiments and corps.

Only the time during which these men were waiting for their uniforms was spent in drill in the open spaces of the metropolis. As soon as they were clothed, they were despatched to that portion of the entrenchments to which their corps had been allocated, and there, in the intervals of their clearing and digging operations, they were hustled through a brief musketry course, which consisted for the most part in firing. The question of the provision of officers and N.C.O.s was an almost insuperable one. Retired men came forward on every side, but the supply was by no means equal to the demand, and they themselves in many instances were absolutely out of date as far as knowledge of modern arms and conditions were concerned. However, every one, with but very few exceptions, did his utmost, and by the 11th or 12th of the month the entrenchments were practically completed, and manned by upwards of 150,000 men with muskets of stout heart and full of patriotism, but in reality nothing but an army pour rire so far as efficiency was concerned.

The greater part of the guns were also placed in position, especially on the north and eastern portions of the lines, and the remainder were being mounted as fast as it was practicable. They were well manned by Volunteer and Militia artillerymen, drawn from every district which the invaders had left accessible. By the 13th the eastern section of the fortifications was strengthened by the arrival of the remnants of the Ist and Vth Army Corps, which had been so badly defeated at Chelmsford, and no time was lost in reorganising them and distributing them along the lines, thereby, to a certain extent, leavening the unbaked mass of their improvised defenders. It was generally expected that the enemy would follow up the success by an immediate attack on Brentwood, the main barrier between Von Kronhelm and his objective — our great metropolis. But, as it turned out, he had a totally different scheme in hand. The orders to Lord Byfield to evacuate the position he had maintained with such credit against the German Garde and IVth Corps have already been referred to. Their reason was obvious. Now that there was no organised resistance on his right, he stood in danger of being cut off from London, the defences of which were now in pressing need of his men. A large amount of rolling stock was at once despatched to Saffron Walden and Buntingford by the G.E.R., and to Baldock by the G.N.R., to facilitate the withdrawal of his troops and stores, and he was given an absolutely free hand as to how these were to be used, all lines being kept clear and additional trains kept waiting at his disposal at their London termini.

The 13th of September proved a memorable date in the history of England.

The evacuation of the Baldock-Saffron Walden position could not possibly have been carried out in good order on such short notice, had not Lord Byfield previously worked the whole thing out in readiness. He could not help feeling that, despite his glorious victory on the ninth, a turn of Fortunes wheel might necessitate a retirement on London sooner or later, and, like the good General that he was, he made every preparation both for this, and other eventualities. Among other details, he had arranged that the mounted infantry should be provided with plenty of strong light wire. This was intended for the express benefit of Frölichs formidable cavalry brigade, which he foresaw would be most dangerous to his command in the event of a retreat. As soon, therefore, as the retrograde movement commenced, the mounted infantry began to stretch their wires across every road, lane, and byway leading to the north and north-east. Some wires were laid low, within a foot of the ground, others high up where they could catch a rider about the neck or breast. This operation they carried out again and again, after the troops had passed, at various points on the route of the retreat. Thanks to the darkness, this device well fulfilled its purpose. Frölichs brigade was on the heels of the retreating British soon after midnight, but as it was impossible for them to move over the enclosed country at night his riders were confined to the roads, and the accidents and delays occasioned by the wires were so numerous and disconcerting, that their advance had to be conducted with such caution that as a pursuit it was of no use at all. Even the infantry and heavy guns of the retiring British got over the ground nearly twice as fast. After two or three hours of this, only varied by occasional volleys from detachments of our mounted infantry, who sometimes waited in rear of their snares to let fly at the German cavalry before galloping back to lay others, the enemy recognised the fact, and, withdrawing their cavalry till daylight, replaced them by infantry, but so much time had been lost that the British had got several miles start.

As has been elsewhere chronicled, the brigade of four regular battalions with their guns, and a company of Engineers, which were to secure the passage of the Stort and protect the left flank of the retirement, left Saffron Walden somewhere about 10.30 p.m. The line was clear, and they arrived at Sawbridgeworth in four long trains in a little under an hour. Their advent did not arouse the sleeping village, as the station lies nearly three-quarters of a mile distant on the further side of the river. It may be noted in passing that while the Stort is but a small stream, easily fordable in most places, yet it was important, if possible, to secure the bridges to prevent delay in getting over the heavy guns and wagons of the retiring British. A delay and congestion at the points selected for passage might, with a close pursuit, easily lead to disaster. Moreover, the Great Eastern Railway crossed the river by a wooden bridge just north of the village of Sawbridgeworth, and it was necessary to ensure the safe passage of the last trains over it before destroying it to preclude the use of the railway by the enemy.

There were two road bridges on the Great Eastern Railway near the village of Sawbridgeworth, which might be required by the Dunmow force, which was detailed to protect the same flank rather more to the northward. The most important bridge, that over which the main body of the Saffron Walden force was to retire, with all the impedimenta it had had time to bring away with it, was between Sawbridgeworth and Harlow, about a mile north of the latter village, but much nearer its station. Thither, then, proceeded the leading train with the Grenadiers, four 4.7 guns, and half a company of Royal Engineers with bridging materials. Their task was to construct a second bridge to relieve the traffic over the permanent one. The Grenadiers left one company at the railway station, two in Harlow village, which they at once commenced to place in a state of defence, much to the consternation of the villagers, who had not realised how close to them were trending the red footsteps of war. The remaining five companies with the other four guns turned northward, and after marching another mile or so occupied the enclosures round Durrington House and the higher ground to its north. Here the guns were halted on the road. It was too dark to select the best position for them, for it was now only about half an hour after midnight. The three other regiments which detrained at Sawbridgeworth were disposed as follows, continuing the line of the Grenadiers to the northward. The Rifles occupied Hyde Hall, formerly the seat of the Earls of Roden, covering the operations of the Engineers, who were preparing the railway bridge for destruction, and the copses about Little Hyde Hall on the higher ground to the eastward.

The Scots Guards with four guns were between them and the Grenadiers, and distributed between Sheering village and Gladwyns House, from the neighbourhood of which it was expected that the guns would be able to command the Chelmsford Road for a considerable distance. The Seaforth Highlanders for the time being were stationed on a road running parallel to the railway, from which branch roads led to both the right, left, and centre of the position. An advanced party of the Rifle Brigade was pushed forward to Hatfield Heath with instructions to patrol towards the front and flanks, and, if possible, establish communication with the troops expected from Dunmow. By the time all this was completed it was getting on for 3 a.m. on the 13th. At this hour the advanced guard of the Germans coming from Chelmsford was midway between Leaden Roding and White Roding, while the main body was crossing the small River Roding by the shallow ford near the latter village. Their few cavalry scouts were, however, exploring the roads and lanes some little way ahead. A collision was imminent. The Dunmow force had not been able to move before midnight, and, with the exception of one regular battalion, the 1st Leinsters, which was left behind to the last and crowded into the only train available, had only just arrived at the northern edge of Hatfield Forest, some four miles directly north of Hatfield Heath. The Leinsters, who left Dunmow by train half an hour later, had detrained at this point at one oclock, and just about three had met the patrols of the Rifles. A Yeomanry corps from Dunmow was also not far off, as it had turned to its left at the crossroads east of Takely, and was by this time in the neighbourhood of Hatfield Broad Oak. In short, all three forces were converging, but the bulk of the Dunmow force was four miles away from the point of convergence.

It was still profoundly dark when the Rifles at Hatfield Heath heard a dozen shots cracking through the darkness to their left front. Almost immediately other reports resounded from due east. Nothing could be seen beyond a very few yards, and the men of the advanced company drawn up at the crossroads in front of the village inn fancied they now and again saw figures dodging about in the obscurity, but were cautioned not to fire till their patrols had come in, for it was impossible to distinguish friend from foe. Shots still rattled out here and there to the front. About ten minutes later the captain in command, having got in his patrols, gave the order to fire at a black blur that seemed to be moving towards them on the Chelmsford Road. There was no mistake this time. The momentary glare of the discharge flashed on the shiny pickel-haubes of a detachment of German infantry, who charged forward with a loud Hoch! The Riflemen, who already had their bayonets fixed, rushed to meet them, and for a few moments there was a fierce stabbing affray in the blackness of the night. The Germans, who were but few in number, were overpowered, and beat a retreat, having lost several of their men. The Rifles, according to their orders, having made sure of the immediate proximity of the enemy, now fell back to the rest of their battalion at Little Hyde Hall, and all along the banks and hedges which covered the British front, our men, rifle in hand, peered eagerly into the darkness ahead of them.

Nothing happened for quite half an hour, and the anxious watchers were losing some of their alertness, when a heavy outburst of firing re-echoed from Hatfield Heath. To explain this we must return to the Germans. Von der Rudesheim, on obtaining touch with the British, at once reinforced his advanced troops, and they, a whole battalion strong, advanced into the hamlet, meeting with no resistance. Almost simultaneously two companies of the Leinsters entered it from the northward. There was a sudden and unexpected collision on the open green, and a terrible fire was exchanged at close quarters, both sides losing very heavily. The British, however, were borne back by sheer weight of numbers, and, through one of those unfortunate mistakes that insist on occurring in warfare, were charged as they fell back by the leading squadrons of the Yeomanry who were coming up from Hatfield Broad Oak. The officer commanding the Leinsters decided to wait till it was a little lighter before again attacking the village. He considered that, as he had no idea of the strength of the enemy, he had best wait till the arrival of the troops now marching through Hatfield Forest. Von der Rudesheim, on his part, mindful of his instructions, determined to try to hold the few scattered houses on the north side of the heath which constituted the village, with the battalion already in it, and push forward with the remainder of his force towards Harlow. His first essay along the direct road viâ Sheering, was repulsed by the fire of the Scots Guards lining the copses about Gladwyns. He now began to have some idea of the British position, and made his preparations to assault it at daybreak.

To this end he sent forward two of his batteries into Hatfield Heath, cautiously moved the rest of his force away to the left, arranged his battalions in the valley of the Pincey Brook ready for attacking Sheering and Gladwyns, placed one battalion in reserve at
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Down Hall, and stationed his remaining battery near Newmans End. By this time there was beginning to be a faint glimmer of daylight in the east, and, as the growing dawn began to render vague outlines of the nearer objects dimly discernible, hell broke loose along the peaceful countryside. A star shell fired from the battery at Newmans End burst and hung out a brilliant white blaze that fell slowly over Sheering village, lighting up its walls and roofs and the hedges along which lay its defenders, was the signal for the Devils Dance to begin. Twelve guns opened with a crash from Hatfield Heath, raking the Gladwyns enclosures and the end of Sheering village with a deluge of shrapnel, while an almost solid firing line advanced rapidly against it, firing heavily. The British replied lustily with gun, rifle, and maxim, the big, high-explosive shells bursting amid the advancing Germans and among the houses of Hatfield Heath with telling effect. But the German assaulting lines had but six or seven hundred yards to go. They had been trained above all things to ignore losses and to push on at all hazards. The necessity for this had not been confused in their minds by maxims about the importance of cover, so the south side of the village street was taken at a rush. Von der Rudesheim continued to pile on his men, and, fighting desperately, the Guardsmen were driven from house to house and from fence to fence. All this time the German battery at Newmans End continued to fire star shells with rhythmical regularity, lighting up the inflamed countenances of the living combatants, and the pale upturned faces of the dead turned to heaven as if calling for vengeance on their slayers. In the midst of this desperate fighting the Leinsters, supported by a Volunteer and a Militia regiment, which had just come up, assaulted Hatfield Heath. The Germans were driven out of it with the loss of a couple of their guns, but hung on to the little church, around which such a desperate conflict was waged that the dead above ground in that diminutive Gods acre outnumbered the rude forefathers of the hamlet who slept below.

It was now past five oclock in the morning, and by this time strong reinforcements might have been expected from Dunmow, but, with the exception of the Militia and Volunteer battalions just referred to, who had pushed on at the sound of the firing, none were seen coming up. The fact was that they had been told off to certain positions in the line of defence they had been ordered to take up, and had been slowly and carefully installing themselves therein. Their commanding officer, Sir Jacob Stellenbosch, thought that he must carry out the exact letter of the orders he had received from Lord Byfield, and paid little attention to the firing except to hustle his battalion commanders, to try to get them into their places as soon as possible. He was a pig-headed man into the bargain, and would listen to no remonstrance. The two battalions which had arrived so opportunely had been at the head of the column, and had pushed forward on their own before he could prevent them. At this time the position was as follows: One German battalion was hanging obstinately on to the outskirts of Hatfield Heath; two were in possession of the copses about Gladwyns; two were in Sheering village, or close up to it, and the sixth was still in reserve at Down Hall. On the British side the Rifles were in their original position at Little Hyde Hall, where also were three guns, which had been got away from Gladwyns. The Seaforths had come up, and were now firing from about Quickbury, while the Scots Guards, after suffering fearful losses, were scattered, some with the Highlanders, others with the five companies of the Grenadiers, who with their four guns still fought gallantly on between Sheering and Durrington House.


CHAPTER II. REPULSE OF THE GERMANS
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THE TERRIBLE FIRE of the swarms of Germans who now lined the edges of Sheering village became too much for the four 4.7 guns on the open ground to the south.

Their gunners were shot down as fast as they touched their weapons, and when the German field battery at Newmans End, which had been advanced several hundred yards, suddenly opened a flanking fire of shrapnel upon them, it was found absolutely impossible to serve them. A gallant attempt was made to withdraw them by the Harlow Road, but their teams were shot down as soon as they appeared. This enfilade fire, too, decimated the Grenadiers and the remnant of the Scots, though they fought on to the death, and a converging attack of a battalion from Down Hall and another from Sheering drove them down into the grounds of Durrington House, where fighting still went on savagely for some time afterwards.

Von der Rudesheim had all but attained a portion of his object, which was to establish his guns in such a position that they could fire on the main body of the British troops when they entered Sawbridgeworth by the Cambridge Road. The place where the four guns with the Grenadiers had been stationed was within 3000 yards of any part of that road between Harlow and Sawbridgeworth. But this spot was still exposed to the rifle fire of the Seaforths who held Quickbury. Von der Rudesheim therefore determined to swing forward his left, and either drive them back down the hill towards the river, or at least to so occupy them that he could bring up his field-guns to their chosen position without losing too many of his gunners.

By six oclock, thanks to his enormous local superiority in numbers, he had contrived to do this, and now the opposing forces with the exception of the British Grenadiers, who still fought with a German battalion between Durrington House and Harlow, faced each other north and south, instead of east and west, as they were at the beginning of the fight. Brigadier-General Lane-Edgeworth, who was in command of the British, had been sending urgent messages for reinforcements to the Dunmow Force, but when its commanding officer finally decided to turn his full strength in the direction of the firing, it took so long to assemble and form up the Volunteer regiments who composed the bulk of his command, that it was past seven before the leading battalion had deployed to assist in the attack which it was decided to make against the German right. Meantime, other important events had transpired.

Von der Rudesheim had found that the battalion which was engaged with the Grenadiers could not get near Harlow village, or either the river or railway bridge at that place, both of which he wished to destroy. But his scouts had reported a lock and wooden footbridge immediately to the westward between Harlow and Sawbridgeworth, just abreast of the large wooded park surrounding Pishobury House on the farther side. He determined to send two companies over by this, their movements being hidden from the English by the trees. After crossing, they found themselves confronted by a backwater, but, trained in crossing rivers, they managed to ford and swim over, and advanced through the park towards Harlow Bridge. While this was in progress, a large force was reported marching south on the Cambridge Road.

While Von der Rudesheim, who was at the western end of Sheering hamlet, was looking through his glasses at the new arrivals on the scene of action — who were without doubt the main body of the Royston command, which was retiring under the personal supervision of Lord Byfield — a puff of white smoke rose above the trees about Hyde Hall, and at top speed four heavily loaded trains shot into sight going south. These were the same ones that had brought down the Regular British troops, with whom he was now engaged. They had gone north again, and picked up a number of Volunteer battalions belonging to the retreating force just beyond Bishops Stortford. But so long a time had been taken in entraining the troops in the darkness and confusion of the retreat, that their comrades who had kept to the road arrived almost simultaneously. Von der Rudesheim signalled, and sent urgent orders for his guns to be brought up to open fire on them, but by the time the first team had reached him the last of the trains had disappeared from sight into the cutting at Harlow Station. But even now it was not too late to open fire on the troops entering Sawbridgeworth.

Things were beginning to look somewhat bad for Von der Rudesheims little force. The pressure from the north was increasing every moment, his attack on the retreating troops had failed, he had not so far been able to destroy the bridges at Harlow, and every minute the likelihood of his being able to do so grew more remote. To crown all, word was brought him that the trains which had just slipped by were disgorging men in hundreds along the railway west of Harlow Station, and that these troops were beginning to move forward as if to support the British Grenadiers, who had been driven back towards Harlow. In fact, he saw that there was even a possibility of his being surrounded. But he had no intention of discontinuing the fight. He knew he could rely on the discipline and mobility of his well-trained men under almost any conditions, and he trusted, moreover, that the promised reinforcements would not be very long in turning up. But he could not hold on just where he was. He accordingly, by various adroit manœuvres, threw back his right to Down Hall, whose copses and plantations afforded a good deal of cover, and, using this as a pivot, gradually wheeled back his left till he had taken up a position running north and south from Down Hall to Matching Tye. He had not effected this difficult manœuvre without considerable loss, but he experienced less difficulty in extricating his left than he had anticipated, since the newly arrived British troops at Harlow, instead of pressing forward against him, had been engaged in moving into a position between Harlow and the hamlet of Foster Street, on the somewhat elevated ground to the south of Matching, which would enable them to cover the further march of the main body of the retreating troops to Epping.

But he had totally lost the two companies he had sent across the river to attack Harlow Bridge. Unfortunately for them, their arrival on the Harlow-Sawbridgeworth Road synchronised with that of the advanced guard of Lord Byfields command. Some hot skirmishing took place in and out among the trees of Pishobury, and finally the Germans were driven to earth in the big square block of the red-brick mansion itself.

Here they made a desperate stand, fighting hard as they were driven from one storey to another. The staircases ran with blood, the woodwork smouldered and threatened to burst into flame in a dozen places. At length the arrival of a battery of field guns, which, unlimbered at close range, induced the survivors to surrender, and they were disarmed and carried off as prisoners with the retreating army.



By the time Von der Rudesheim had succeeded in taking up his new position it was past ten oclock, and he had been informed by despatches carried by motor-cyclists that he might expect assistance in another hour and a half.

The right column, consisting of the 39th Infantry Brigade of five battalions, six batteries, and a squadron of Dragoons, came into collision with the left flank of the Dunmow force, which was engaged in attacking Von der Rudesheims right at Down Hall, and endeavouring to surround it. Sir Jacob Stellenbosch, who was in command, in vain tried to change front to meet the advancing enemy. His troops were nearly all Volunteers, who were incapable of quickly manœuvring under difficult circumstances; they were crumpled up and driven back in confusion towards Hatfield Heath. Had Von Kronhelm been able to get in the bulk of his cavalry from their luckless pursuit of the Ist and Vth British Army Corps, who had been driven back on Brentwood the evening previous, and so send a proportion with the 20th Division, few would have escaped to tell the tale. As it was, the unfortunate Volunteers were shot down in scores by the feu denfer with which the artillery followed them up, and lay in twos and threes and larger groups all over the fields, victims of a selfish nation that accepted these poor fellows gratuitous services merely in order that its citizens should not be obliged to carry out what in every other European country was regarded as the first duty of citizenship — that of learning to bear arms in the defence of the Fatherland.

By this time the greater portion of the retreating British Army, with all its baggage, guns, and impedimenta, was crawling slowly along the road from Harlow to Epping. Unaccustomed as they were to marching, the poor Volunteers, who had already covered eighteen or twenty miles of road, were now toiling slowly and painfully along the highway. The regular troops, who had been engaged since early morning, and who were now mostly in the neighbourhood of Moor Hall, east of Harlow, firing at long ranges on Von der Rudesheims men to keep them in their places while Sir Jacob Stellenbosch attacked their right, were now hurriedly withdrawn and started to march south by a track running parallel to the main Epping Road, between it and that along which the covering force of Volunteers, who had come in by train, were now established in position. The 1st and 2nd Coldstreamers, who had formed Lord Byfields rear-guard during the night, were halted in Harlow village.

Immediately upon the success obtained by his right column, General Richel von Sieberg, who commanded the 20th Hanoverian Division, ordered his two centre and left columns, consisting respectively of the three battalions 77th Infantry and two batteries of Horse Artillery, then at Matching Green, and the three battalions 92nd Infantry, 10th Pioneer Battalion, and five batteries Field Artillery, then between High Laver and Tilegate Green, to turn to their left and advance in fighting formation in a south-westerly direction, with the object of attacking the sorely harassed troops of Lord Byfield on their way to Epping.



The final phase of this memorable retreat is best told in the words of the special war correspondent of the Daily Telegraph, who arrived on the scene at about one oclock in the afternoon:

Epping, 5 p.m., September 9.

Thanks to the secrecy preserved by the military authorities, it was not known that Lord Byfield was falling back from the Royston-Saffron Walden position till seven this morning. By eight, I was off in my car for the scene of action, for rumours of fighting near Harlow had already begun to come in. I started out by way of Tottenham and Edmonton, expecting to reach Harlow by 9.30 or 10. But I reckoned without the numerous military officials with whom I came in contact, who constantly stopped me and sent me out of my way on one pretext or another. I am sure I hope that the nation has benefited by their proceedings. In the end it was close on one before I pulled up at the Cock Inn, Epping, in search of additional information, because for some time I had been aware of the rumbling growl of heavy artillery from the eastward, and wondered what it might portend. I found that General Sir Stapleton Forsyth, who commanded the Northern section of the defences, had made the inn his headquarters, and there was a constant coming and going of orderlies and staff-officers at its portals. Opposite, the men of one of the new irregular corps, dressed in dark green corduroy, blue flannel cricketing caps, and red cummerbunds, sat or reclined in two long lines on either side of their piled arms on the left of the wide street. On inquiry I heard that the enemy were said to be bombarding Kelvedon Hatch, and also that the head of our retreating columns was only three or four miles distant.

I pushed on, and, after the usual interrogations from an officer in charge of a picket, where the road ran through the entrenchments about a mile farther on, found myself spinning along through the country in the direction of Harlow. As I began to ascend the rising ground towards Potter Street I could hear a continuous roll of artillery away to my right. I could not distinguish anything except the smoke of shells bursting here and there in the distance, on account of the scattered trees which lined the maze of hedgerows on every side. Close to Potter Street I met the head of the retreating army. Very tired, heated, and footsore looked the hundreds of poor fellows as they dragged themselves along through the heat. It was a sultry afternoon and the roads inches deep in dust.

Turning to the right over Harlow Common, I met another column of men. I noticed that these were all Regulars, Grenadiers, Scots Guards, a battalion of Highlanders, another of Riflemen, and, lastly, two battalions of the Coldstreamers. These troops stepped along with rather more life than the citizen soldiers I had met previously, but still showed traces of their hard marching and fighting. Many of them were wearing bandages, but all the more seriously wounded had been left behind to be looked after by the Germans. All this time the firing was still resounding heavy and constant from the north-east, and from one person and another whom I questioned I ascertained that the enemy were advancing upon us from that direction. Half a mile farther on I ran into the middle of the fighting. The road ran along the top of a kind of flat ridge or upland, whence I could see to a considerable distance on either hand.

Partially sheltered from view by its hedges and the scattered cottages forming the hamlet of Foster Street was a long, irregular line of guns facing nearly east. Beyond them were yet others directed north. There were field batteries and big 4·7s. All were hard at work, their gunners working like men possessed, and the crash of their constant discharge was ear-splitting. I had hardly taken this in when Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! — four dazzling flashes opened in the air overhead, and shrapnel bullets rattled on earth, walls, and roofs, with a sound as of handfuls of pebbles thrown on a marble pavement. But the hardness with which they struck was beyond anything in my experience.

It was not pleasant to be here, but I ran my car behind a little public-house that stood by the wayside, and, dismounting, unslung my glasses and determined to get what view of the proceedings I could from the corner of the house. All round khaki-clad Volunteers lined every hedge and sheltered behind every cottage, while farther off, in the lower ground, from a mile to a mile and a half away I could distinguish the closely packed firing lines of the Germans advancing slowly but steadily, despite the gaps made in their ranks by the fire of our guns. Their own guns, I fancied I could make out near Tilegate Green, to the north-east. Neither side had as yet opened rifle fire. Getting into my car I motored back to the main road, but it was so blocked by the procession of wagons and troops of the retreating army that I could not turn into it. Wheeling round I made my way back to a parallel lane I had noticed, and
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turning to the left again at a smithy, found myself in a road bordered by cottages and enclosures. Here I found the Regular troops I had lately met lining every hedgerow and fence, while I could see others on a knoll further to their left. There was a little church here, and, mounting to the roof, I got a comparatively extensive view. To my right the long, dusty column of men and wagons still toiled along the Epping Road. In front, nearly three miles off, an apparently solid line of woods stretched along the horizon, surmounting a long, gradual, and open slope. This was the position of our lines near Epping, and the haven for which Lord Byfields tired soldiery were making. To the left the serried masses of drab-clad German infantry still pushed aggressively forward, their guns firing heavily over their heads.

As I watched them three tremendous explosions took place in their midst, killing dozens of them. Fire, smoke, and dust rose up twenty feet in the air, while three ear-splitting reports rose even above the rolling thunder of the gunfire. More followed. I looked again towards the woodland. Here I saw blaze after blaze of fire among the dark masses of trees. Our big guns in the fortifications had got to work, and were punishing the Germans most severely, taking their attack in flank with their big 6-inch and 7·5-inch projectiles. Cheers arose all along our lines, as shell after shell, fired by gunners who knew to an inch the distances to every house and conspicuous tree, burst among the German ranks, killing and maiming the invaders by hundreds. The advance paused, faltered, and, being hurriedly reinforced from the rear, once more went forward.

But the big high explosive projectiles continued to fall with such accuracy and persistence that the attackers fell sullenly back, losing heavily as they did so. The enemys artillery now came in for attention, and also was driven out of range with loss. The last stage in the retreat of Lord Byfields command was now secured. The extended troops and guns gradually drew off from their positions, still keeping a watchful eye on the foe, and by 4·30 all were within the Epping entrenchments. All, that is to say, but the numerous killed and wounded during the running fight that had extended along the last seven or eight miles of the retreat, and the bulk of the Dunmow force under Sir Jacob Stellenbosch, which, with its commander, had, it was believed, been made prisoners. They had been caught between the 39th German Infantry Brigade and several regiments of cavalry, that it was said had arrived from the northward soon after they were beaten at Hatfield Heath. Probably these were the advanced troops of General Frölichs Cavalry Brigade.


CHAPTER III. BATTLE OF EPPING
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THE FOLLOWING IS extracted from the Times of 15th September: — 

Epping, 14th September, Evening.

I have spent a busy day, but have no very important news to record. After the repulse of the German troops attacking Lord Byfields retreating army and the arrival of our sorely harassed troops behind the Epping entrenchments, we saw no more of the enemy that evening. All through the night, however, there was the sound of occasional heavy gun firing from the eastward. I have taken up my quarters at the Bell, an inn at the south end of the village, from the back of which I can get a good view to the north-west for from two to four miles. Beyond that distance the high ridge known as Epping Upland limits the prospect. The whole terrain is cut up into fields of various sizes and dotted all over with trees. Close by is a lofty red brick water-tower, which has been utilised by Sir Stapleton Forsyth as a signal station. Away about a mile to my left front as I look from the back of the Bell a big block of buildings stands prominently out on a grassy spur of high ground. This is Copped Hall and Little Copped Hall.

Both mansions have been transformed into fortresses, which, while offering little or no resistance to artillery fire, will yet form a tough nut for the Germans to crack, should they succeed in getting through our entrenchments at that point. Beyond, I can just see a corner of a big earthwork that has been built to strengthen the defence line, and which has been christened Fort Obelisk, from a farm of that name, near which it is situated. There is another smaller redoubt on the slope just below this hostelry, and I can see the gunners busy about the three big khaki-painted guns which are mounted in it. There are a 6-inch and two 4·7-inch guns, I believe. This morning our cavalry, consisting of a regiment of yeomanry and some mounted infantry, who had formed a portion of Lord Byfields force, went out to reconnoitre towards the north and east. They were not away long, as they were driven back in every direction in which they attempted to advance, by superior forces of the enemys cavalry, who seemed to swarm everywhere.

Later on, I believe, some of the German reiters became so venturesome that several squadrons exposed themselves to the fire of the big guns in the fort at Skips Corner, and suffered pretty severely for their temerity. The firing continued throughout the morning away to the eastward, and about noon I thought I would run down and see if I could find out anything about it. I therefore mounted my car and ran off in that direction. I found that there was a regular duel going on between our guns at Kelvedon Hatch and some heavy siege guns or howitzers that the enemy had got in the neighbourhood of the high ground about Norton Heath, only about 3000 yards distant from our entrenchments. They did not appear to have done us much damage, but neither, in all probability, did we hurt them very much, since our gunners were unable to exactly locate the hostile guns.

When I got back to Epping, about three oclock, I found the wide single street full of troops. They were those who had come in the previous afternoon with Lord Byfield, and who, having been allowed to rest till midday after their long fighting march, were now being told off to their various sections of the defence line. The Guard regiments were allocated to the northernmost position between Fort Royston and Fort Skips. The rifles were to go to Copped Hall, and the Seaforths to form the nucleus of a central reserve of Militia and Volunteers, which was being established just north of Gaynes Park. Epping itself and the contiguous entrenchments were confided to the Leinster Regiment, which alone of Sir Jacobs Stellenboschs brigade had escaped capture, supported by two Militia battalions. The field batteries were distributed under shelter of the woods on the south, east, and north-east of the town.

During the afternoon the welcome news arrived that the remainder of Lord Byfields command from Baldock, Royston, and Elmdon had safely arrived within our entrenchments at Enfield and New Barnet. We may now hope that what with Regulars, Militia, Volunteers, and the new levies, our lines are fully and effectively manned, and will suffice to stay the further advance of even such a formidable host as is that at the disposal of the renowned Von Kronhelm. It is reported, too, from Brentwood that great progress has already been made in reorganising and distributing the broken remnants of the 1st and 5th Armies that got back to that town after the great and disastrous battle of Chelmsford. Victorious as they were, the Germans must also have suffered severely, which may give us some breathing time before their next onslaught.



The following are extracts from a diary picked up by a Daily Mirror correspondent, lying near the body of a German officer after the fighting in the neighbourhood of Enfield Chase. It is presumed that the officer in question was Major Splittberger, of the Kaiser Franz Garde Grenadier Regiment, since that was the name written inside the cover of the diary.

From inquiries that have since been instituted, it is probable that the deceased officer was employed on the staff of the General commanding the IVth Corps of the invading Army, though it would seem from the contents of his diary that he saw also a good deal of the operations of the Xth Corps. Our readers will be able to gather from it the general course of the enemys strategy and tactics during the time immediately preceding the most recent disasters which have befallen our brave defenders. The first extract is dated September 15, and was written somewhere north of Epping:

Sept. 15. — So far the bold strategy of our Commander-in-Chief, in pushing the greater part of the Xth Corps directly to the west immediately after our victory at Chelmsford, has been amply justified by results. Although we just missed cutting off Lord Byfield and a large portion of his command at Harlow, we gained a good foothold inside the British defences north of Epping, and I dont think it will be long before we have very much improved our position there. The IVth Corps arrived at Harlow about midday yesterday in splendid condition, after their long march from Newmarket, and the residue of the Xth joined us about the same time. As there is nothing like keeping the enemy on the move, no time was lost in preparing to attack him at the very earliest opportunity. As soon as it was dark the IVth Corps got its heavy guns and howitzers into position along the ridge above Epping Upland, and sent the greater portion of its field batteries forward to a position from which they were within effective range of the British fortifications at Skips Corner.

The IXth Corps, which had arrived from Chelmsford that evening, also placed its field artillery in a similar position, from which its fire crossed that of the IVth Corps. This corps also provided the assaulting troops. The Xth Corps, which had been engaged all day on Thursday, was held in reserve. The howitzers on Epping Upland opened fire with petrol shell on the belt of woods that lies immediately in rear of the position to be attacked, and with the assistance of a strong westerly wind succeeded in setting them on fire and cutting off the most northerly section of the British defences from reinforcement. This was soon after midnight. The conflagration not only did us this service, but it is supposed so attracted the attention of the partially trained soldiers of the enemy that they did not observe the IXth Corps massing for the assault.

We then plastered their trenches with shrapnel to such an extent that they did not dare to show a finger above them, and finally carried the northern corner by assault. To give the enemy their due, they fought well, but we outnumbered them five to one, and it was impossible for them to resist the onslaught of our well-trained soldiers. News came to-day that the Saxons have been making a demonstration before Brentwood with a view of keeping the British employed down there so that they cannot send any reinforcements up here. At the same time they have been steadily bombarding Kelvedon Hatch from Norton Heath.

We hear, too, that the Garde Corps have got down south, and that their front stretches from Broxbourne to Little Berkhamsted, while Frölichs Cavalry Division is in front of them, spread all over the country, from the River Lea away to the westward, having driven the whole of the British outlying troops and patrols under the shelter of their entrenchments. Once we succeed in rolling up the enemys troops in this quarter, it will not be long before we are entering London.

Sept. 16. — Fighting went on all yesterday in the neighbourhood of Skips Corner. We have taken the redoubt at North Weald Basset and driven the English back into the belt of burnt woodland, which they now hold along its northern edge. All day long, too, our big guns, hidden away behind the groves and woods above Epping Upland, poured their heavy projectiles on Epping and its defences. We set the village on fire three times, but the British contrived to extinguish the blaze on each occasion.

I fancy Epping itself will be our next point of attack.

Sept. 17. — We are still progressing, fighting is now all but continuous. How long it may last I have no idea. Probably there will be no suspension of the struggle until we are actually masters of the metropolis. We took advantage of the darkness to push forward our men to within three thousand yards of the enemys lines, placing them as far as possible under cover of the numerous copses, plantations, and hedgerows which cover the face of this fertile country. At 4 a.m. the General ordered his staff to assemble at Latton Park, where he had established his headquarters. He unfolded to us the general outline of the attack, which, he now announced, was to commence at six precisely.
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I thought myself that it was a somewhat inopportune time, as we should have the rising sun right in our eyes; but I imagine that the idea was to have as much daylight as possible before us. For although we had employed a night attack against Skips Corner, and successfully too, yet the general feeling in our Army has always been opposed to operations of this kind. The possible gain is, I think, in no way commensurable with the probable risks of panic and disorder. The principal objective was the village of Epping itself; but simultaneous attacks were to be carried out against Copped Hall, Fort Obelisk, to the west of it, and Fort Royston, about a mile north of the village. The IXth Corps was to co-operate by a determined attempt to break through the English lining the burnt strip of woodland and to assault the latter fort in rear. It was necessary to carry out both these flanking attacks in order to prevent the main attack from being enfiladed from right and left. At 5.30 we mounted, and rode off to Rye Hill about a couple of miles distant, from which the General intended to watch the progress of the operations. The first rays of the rising sun were filling the eastern sky with a pale light as we cantered off, the long wooded ridge on which the enemy had his position standing up in a misty silhouette against the growing day.

As we topped Rye Hill I could see the thickly-massed lines of our infantry crouching behind every hedge, bank, or ridge, their rifle-barrels here and there twinkling in the feeble rays of the early sun, their shadows long and attenuated behind them. Epping with its lofty red water-tower was distinctly visible on the opposite side of the valley, and it is probable that the movement of the Generals cavalcade of officers, with the escort, attracted the attention of the enemys lookouts, for half-way down the hillside on their side of the valley a blinding violet-white flash blazed out, and a big shell came screaming along just over our heads, the loud boom of a heavy gun following fast on its heels. Almost simultaneously another big projectile hurtled up from the direction of Fort Obelisk, and burst among our escort of Uhlans with a deluge of livid flame and thick volumes of greenish brown smoke. It was a telling shot, for no fewer than six horses and their riders lay in a shattered heap on the ground.

At six precisely our guns fired a salvo directed on Epping village. This was the preconcerted signal for attack, and before the echoes of the thunderous discharge had finished reverberating over the hills and forest our front lines had sprung to their feet and were moving at a racing pace towards the enemy. For a moment the British seemed stupefied by the suddenness of the advance. A few rifle shots crackled out here and there, but our men had thrown themselves to the ground after their first rush before the enemy seemed to wake up. But there was no mistake about it when they did. Seldom have I seen such a concentrated fire. Gun, pom-pom, machine gun, and rifle blazed out from right to left along more than three miles of entrenchments. A continuous lightning-like line of fire poured forth from the British trenches, which still lay in shadow. I could see the bullets raising perfect sand-storms in places, the little pom-pom shells sparkling about all over our prostrate men, and the shrapnel bursting all along their front, producing perfect swathes of white smoke, which hung low down in the still air in the valley.

But our artillery was not idle. The field guns, pushed well forward, showered shrapnel upon the British position, the howitzer shells hurtled over our heads on their way to the enemy in constantly increasing numbers as the ranges were verified by the trial shots, while a terrible and unceasing reverberation from the north-east told of the supporting attack made by the IXth and Xth Corps upon the blackened woods held by the English. The concussion of the terrific cannonade that now resounded from every quarter was deafening; the air seemed to pulse within ones ears, and it was difficult to hear ones nearest neighbour speak. Down in the valley our men appeared to be suffering severely. Every forward move of the attacking lines left a perfect litter of prostrate forms behind it, and for some time I felt very doubtful in my own mind if the attack would succeed. Glancing to the right, however, I was encouraged to see the progress that had been made by the troops detailed for the assault on Copped Hall and Obelisk Fort, and, seeing this, it occurred to me that it was not intended to push the central attack on Epping home before its flank had been secured from molestation from this direction. Copped Hall itself stood out on a bare down almost like some mediæval castle, backed by the dark masses of forest, while to the west of it the slopes of Fort Obelisk could barely be distinguished, so flat were they and so well screened by greenery.

But its position was clearly defined by the clouds of dust, smoke, and débris constantly thrown up by our heavy high-explosive shells, while ever and anon there came a dazzling flash from it, followed by a detonation that made itself heard even above the rolling of the cannonade, as one of its big 7·5-in. guns was discharged. The roar of their huge projectiles, too, as they tore through the air, was easily distinguishable. None of our epaulments were proof against them, and they did our heavy batteries a great deal of damage before they could be silenced.

To cut a long story short, we captured Epping after a tough fight, and by noon were in possession of everything north of the Forest, including the war-scarred ruins that now represented the mansion of Copped Hall, and from which our pom-poms and machine guns were firing into Fort Obelisk. But our losses had been awful. As for the enemy, they could hardly have suffered less severely, for though partially protected by their entrenchments, our artillery fire must have been utterly annihilating.

Sept. 18. — Fighting went on all last night, the English holding desperately on to the edge of the Forest, our people pressing them close, and working round their right flank. When day broke the general situation was pretty much like this. On our left the IXth Corps were in possession of the Fort at Toothill, and a redoubt that lay between it and Skips Fort. Two batteries were bombarding a redoubt lower down in the direction of Stanford Rivers, which was also subjected to a cross fire from their howitzers near Ongar.

As for the English, their position was an unenviable one. From Copped Hall — as soon as we have cleared the edge of the Forest of the enemys sharp-shooters — we shall be able to take their entrenchments in reverse all the way to Waltham Abbey. They have, on the other hand, an outlying fort about a mile or two north of the latter place, which gave us some trouble with its heavy guns yesterday, and which it is most important that we should gain possession of before we advance further. The Garde Corps on the western side of the River Lea is now, I hear, in sight of the enemys lines, and is keeping them busily employed, though without pushing its attack home for the present.

At daybreak this morning I was in Epping and saw the beginning of the attack on the Forest. It is rumoured that large reinforcements have reached the enemy from London, but as these must be merely scratch soldiers they will do them more harm than good in their cramped position. The Xth Corps had got a dozen batteries in position a little to the eastward of the village, and at six oclock these guns opened a tremendous fire upon the north-east corner of the Forest, under cover of which their infantry deployed down in the low ground about Coopersale, and advanced to the attack. Petrol shells were not used against the Forest, as Von Kronhelm had given orders that it was not to be burned if it could possibly be avoided. The shrapnel was very successful in keeping down the fire from the edge of the trees, but our troops received a good deal of damage from infantry and guns that were posted to the east of the Forest on a hill near Theydon Bois. But about seven oclock these troops were driven from their position by a sudden flank attack made by the IXth Corps from Theydon Mount. Von Kleppen followed this up by putting some of his own guns up there, which were able to fire on the edge of the Forest after those of the Xth Corps had been masked by the close advance of their infantry. To make a long story short, by ten the whole of the Forest east of the London Road, as far south as the cross roads near Jacks Hill, was in our hands. In the meantime the IVth Corps had made itself master of Fort Obelisk, and our gunners were hard at work mounting guns in it with which to fire on the outlying fort at Monkhams Hall. Von Kleppen was at Copped Hall about this time, and with him I found General Von Wilberg, commanding the Xth Corps, in close consultation. The once fine mansion had been almost completely shot away down to its lower storey. A large portion of this, however, was still fairly intact, having been protected to a certain extent by the masses of masonry that had fallen all around it, and also by the thick ramparts of earth that the English had built up against its exposed side.

Our men were still firing from its loopholes at the edge of the woods, which were only about 1200 yards distant, and from which bullets were continually whistling in by every window. Two of our battalions had dug themselves in in the wooded park surrounding the house, and were also exchanging fire with the English at comparatively close ranges. They had, I was told, made more than one attempt to rush the edge of the Forest, but had been repulsed by rifle fire on each occasion. Away to the west I could see for miles, and even distinguish our shells bursting all over the enemys fort at Monkhams Hall, which was being subjected to a heavy bombardment by our guns on the high ground to the north of it. About eleven Frölichs Cavalry Brigade, whose presence was no longer required in front of the Garde Corps, passed through Epping, going south-east. It is generally supposed that it is either to attack the British at Brentwood in the rear, or, which I think is more probable, to intimidate the raw levies by its presence between them and London, and to attack them in flank should they attempt to retreat.

Just after eleven another battalion arrived at Copped Hall from Epping, and orders were given that the English position along the edge of the Forest was to be taken at all cost. Just before the attack began there was a great deal of firing somewhere in the interior of the Forest, presumably between the British and the advanced troops of the Xth Corps. However this may have been, it was evident that the enemy were holding our part of the Forest much less strongly, and our assault was entirely successful, with but small loss of men. Once in the woods, the superior training and discipline of our men told heavily in their favour. While the mingled mass of Volunteers and raw free-shooters, of which the bulk of their garrison was composed, got utterly disorganised and out of hand under the severe strain on them that was imposed by the difficulties of wood fighting, and hindered and broke up the regular units, our people were easily kept well in hand, and drove the enemy steadily before them without a single check. The rattle of rifle and machine gun was continuous through all the leafy dells and glades of the wood, but by two oclock practically the whole Forest was in the hands of our Xth Corps. It was then the turn of the IVth Corps, who in the meantime, far from being idle, had massed a large number of their guns at Copped Hall, from which, aided by the fire from Fort Obelisk, the enemys lines were subjected to a bombardment that rendered them absolutely untenable, and we could see company after company making their way to Waltham Abbey.

At three the order for a general advance on Waltham Abbey was issued. As the enemy seemed to have few, if any, guns at this place, it was determined to make use of some of the new armoured motors that accompanied the Army. Von Kronhelm, who was personally directing the operations from Copped Hall, had caused each corps to send its motors to Epping, so that we had something like thirty at our disposal. These quaint, grey monsters came down through the Forest and advanced on Epping by two parallel roads, one passing by the south of Warlies Park, the other being the main road from Epping. It was a weird sight to see these shore-going armour-clads flying down upon the enemy. They got within 800 yards of the houses, but the enemy contrived to block their further advance by various obstacles which they placed on the roads.

There was about an hours desperate fighting in the village. The old Abbey Church was set on fire by a stray shell, the conflagration spreading to the neighbouring houses, and both British and Germans being too busy killing each other to put it out, the whole village was shortly in flames. The British were finally driven out of it, and across the river by five oclock. In the meantime every heavy gun that could be got to bear was directed on the fort at Monkhams Hall, which, during the afternoon, was also made the target for the guns of the Garde Corps, which co-operated with us by attacking the lines at Cheshunt, and assisting us with its artillery fire from the opposite side of the river. By nightfall the fort was a mass of smoking earth, over which fluttered our black cross flag, and the front of the IVth Corps stretched from this to Gillwell Park, four miles nearer London.

The Xth Corps was in support in the Forest behind us, and forming also a front to cover our flank, reaching from Chingford to Buckhurst Hill. The enemy was quite demoralised in this direction, and showed no indication of resuming the engagement. As for the IXth Corps, its advanced troops were at Lambourne End, in close communication with General Frölich, who had established his headquarters at Haveringatte-Bower. We have driven a formidable wedge right into the middle of the carefully elaborated system of defence arranged by the English Generals, and it will now be a miracle if they can prevent our entry into the capital.

We had not, of course, effected this without great loss in killed and wounded, but you cant make puddings without breaking eggs, and in the end a bold and forward policy is more economical of life and limb than attempting to avoid necessary losses as our present opponents did in South Africa, thereby prolonging the war to an almost indefinite period, and losing many more men by sickness and in driblets than would have been the case if they had followed a more determined line in their strategy and tactics. Just before the sun sank behind the masses of new houses which the monster city spreads out to the northward I got orders to carry a despatch to General von Wilberg, who was stated to be at Chingford, on our extreme left. I went by the Forest road, as the parallel one near the river was in most parts under fire from the opposite bank.

He had established his headquarters at the Foresters Inn, which stands high up on a wooded mound, and from which he could see a considerable distance and keep in touch with his various signal stations. He took my despatch, telling me that I should have a reply to take back later on. In the meanwhile, said he, if you will fall in with my staff you will have an opportunity of seeing the first shots fired into the biggest city in the world. So saying, he went out to his horse, which was waiting outside, and we started off down the hill with a great clatter. After winding about through a somewhat intricate network of roads and by-lanes we arrived at Old Chingford Church, which stands upon a species of headland, rising boldly up above the flat and, in some places, marshy land to the westward.

Close to the church was a battery of four big howitzers, the gunners grouped around them silhouetted darkly against the blood-red sky. From up here the vast city, spreading out to the south and west, lay like a grey, sprawling octopus spreading out ray-like to the northward, every rise and ridge being topped with a bristle of spires and chimney-pots. An ominous silence seemed to brood over the teeming landscape, broken only at intervals by the dull booming of guns from the northward. Long swathes of cloud and smoke lay athwart the dull, furnace-like glow of the sunset, and lights were beginning to sparkle out all over the vast expanse which lay before us mirrored here and there in the canals and rivers that ran almost at our feet. Now, said Von Wilberg at length, commence fire. One of the big guns gave tongue with a roar that seemed to make the church tower quiver above us. Another and another followed in succession, their big projectiles hurtling and humming through the quiet evening air on their errands of death and destruction in I know not what quarter of the crowded suburbs. It seemed to me a cruel and needless thing to do, but I am told that it was done with the set purpose of arousing such a feeling of alarm and insecurity in the East End that the mob might try to interfere with any further measures for defence that the British military authorities might undertake. I got my despatch soon afterwards and returned with it to the General, who was spending the night at Copped Hall. There, too, I got myself a shakedown and slumbered soundly till the morning.

Sept. 19. — To-day we have, I think, finally broken down all organised military opposition in the field, though we may expect a considerable amount of street fighting before reaping the whole fruits of our victories. At daybreak we began by turning a heavy fire from every possible quarter on the wooded island formed by the river and various back-waters just north of Waltham Abbey. The poplar-clad islet, which was full of the enemys troops, became absolutely untenable under this concentrated fire, and they were compelled to fall back over the river. Our Engineers soon began their bridging operations behind the wood, and our infantry, crossing over, got close up to a redoubt on the further side and took it by storm. Again we were able to take a considerable section of the enemys lines in reverse, and as they were driven out by our fire, against which they had no protection, the Garde Corps advanced, and by ten were in possession of Cheshunt.

In the meanwhile, covered by the fire of the guns belonging to the IXth and Xth Corps, other bridges had been thrown across the Lea at various points between Waltham and Chingford, and in another hour the crossing began. The enemy had no good positions for his guns, and seemed to have very few of them. He had pinned his faith upon the big weapons he had placed in his entrenchments, and these were now of no further use to him. He had lost a number of his field guns, either from damage or capture, and with our more numerous artillery firing from the high ground on the eastern bank of the river we were always able to beat down any attempt he made to reply to their fire.

We had a day of fierce fighting before us. There was no manœuvring. We were in a wilderness of scattered houses and occasional streets, in which the enemy contested our progress foot by foot. Edmonton, Enfield Wash, and Waltham Cross were quickly captured; our artillery commanded them too well to allow the British to make a successful defence; but Enfield itself, lying along a steepish ridge, on which the British had assembled what artillery they could scrape together, cost us dearly. The streets of this not too lovely suburban town literally ran with blood when at last we made our way into it. A large part of it was burnt to ashes, including unfortunately the ancient palace of Queen Elizabeth, and the venerable and enormous cedar tree that overhung it.

The British fell back to a second position they had apparently prepared along a parallel ridge further to the westward, their left being between us and New Barnet and their right at Southgate.

We did not attempt to advance further to-day, but contented ourselves in reorganising our forces and preparing against a possible counter-attack, by barricading and entrenching the further edge of Enfield Ridge.

Sept. 20. — We are falling in immediately, as it has been decided to attack the British position at once. Already the artillery duel is in progress. I must continue to-night, as my horse is at the door.

The writer, however, never lived to complete his diary, having been shot half-way up the green slope he had observed the day previous.


CHAPTER IV. BOMBARDMENT OF LONDON
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DAY BROKE. THE faint flush of violet away eastward beyond Temple Bar gradually turned rose, heralding the suns coming, and by degrees the streets, filled by excited Londoners, grew lighter with the dawn. Fevered night thus gave place to day — a day that was, alas! destined to be one of bitter memory for the British Empire.

Alarming news had spread that Uhlans had been seen reconnoitring in Snaresbrook and Wanstead, had ridden along Forest Road and Ferry Lane at Walthamstow, through Tottenham High Cross, up High Street, Hornsey, Priory Road, and Muswell Hill. The Germans were actually upon London!

The northern suburbs were staggered. In Fortis Green, North End, Highgate, Crouch End, Hampstead, Stamford Hill, and Leyton the quiet suburban houses were threatened, and many people, in fear of their lives, had now fled southward into central London. Thus the huge population of greater London was practically huddled together in the comparatively small area from Kensington to Fleet Street, and from Oxford Street to the Thames Embankment.

People of Fulham, Putney, Walham Green, Hammersmith, and Kew had, for the most part, fled away to the open country across Hounslow Heath to Bedfont and Staines; while Tooting, Balham, Dulwich, Streatham, Norwood, and Catford had retreated farther south into Surrey and Kent.

For the past three days thousands of willing helpers had followed the example of Sheffield and Birmingham, and constructed enormous barricades, obstructing at various points the chief roads leading from the north and east into London. Detachments of Engineers had blown up several of the bridges carrying the main roads out eastwards — for instance, the bridge at the end of Commercial Road, East, crossing the Limehouse Canal, while the six other smaller bridges spanning the canal between that point and the Bow Road were also destroyed. The bridge at the end of Bow Road itself was shattered, and those over the Hackney Cut at Marshall Hill and Hackney Wick were also rendered impassable.

Most of the bridges across the Regents Canal were also destroyed, notably those in Mare Street, Hackney, the Kingsland Road, and New North Road, while a similar demolition took place in Edgware Road and the Harrow Road. Londoners were frantic, now that the enemy were really upon them. The accounts of the battles in the newspapers had, of course, been merely fragmentary, and they had not yet realised what war actually meant. They knew that all business was at a standstill, that the City was in an uproar, that there was no work, and that food was at famine prices. But not until German cavalry were actually seen scouring the northern suburbs did it become impressed upon them that they were really helpless and defenceless.

London was to be besieged!

This report having got about, the people began building barricades in many of the principal thoroughfares north of the Thames. One huge obstruction, built mostly of paving-stones from the footways, overturned tramcars, wagons, railway trollies, and barbed wire, rose in the Holloway Road, just beyond Highbury Station. Another blocked the Caledonian Road a few yards north of the police-station, while another very large and strong pile of miscellaneous goods, bales of wool and cotton stuffs, building material, and stones brought from the Great Northern Railway depôt, obstructed the Camden Road at the south corner of Hildrop Crescent. Across High Street, Camden Town, at the junction of the Kentish Town and other roads, five hundred men worked with a will, piling together every kind of ponderous object they could pillage from the neighbouring shops — pianos, iron bedsteads, wardrobes, pieces of calico and flannel, dress stuffs, rolls of carpets, floorboards, even the very doors wrenched from their hinges — until, when it reached to the second storey window and was considered of sufficient height, a pole was planted on top, and from it hung limply a small Union Jack.

The Finchley Road, opposite Swiss Cottage Station, in Shoot Up-hill, where Mill Lane runs into it; across Willesden Lane, where it joins the High Road in Kilburn; the Harrow Road close to Willesden Junction Station; at the junction of the Goldhawk and Uxbridge roads; across the Hammersmith Road in front of the Hospital, other similar obstructions were placed with a view to preventing the enemy from entering London. At a hundred other points, in the narrower and more obscure thoroughfares, all along the north of London, busy workers were constructing similar defences, houses and shops being ruthlessly broken open and cleared of their contents by the frantic and terrified populace.

London was in a ferment. Almost without exception the gunmakers shops had been pillaged, and every rifle, sporting gun, and revolver seized. The armouries at the Tower of London, at the various barracks, and the factory out at Enfield had long ago all been cleared of their contents; for now, in this last stand, every one was desperate, and all who could obtain a gun, did so. Many, however, had guns but no ammunition; others had sporting ammunition for service rifles, and others cartridges, but no gun.

Those, however, who had guns and ammunition complete mounted guard at the barricades, being assisted at some points by Volunteers who had been driven in from Essex. Upon more than one barricade in North London a Maxim had been mounted, and was now pointed, ready to sweep away the enemy should they advance.

Other thoroughfares barricaded, beside those mentioned, were the Stroud Green Road, where it joins Hanley Road; the railway bridge in the Oakfield Road in the same neighbourhood; the Wightman Road, opposite Harringay Station, the junction of Archway Road and Highgate Hill; the High Road, Tottenham, at its junction with West Green Road, and various roads around the New River reservoirs, which were believed to be one of the objectives of the enemy. These latter were very strongly held by thousands of brave and patriotic citizens, though the East London reservoirs across at Walthamstow could not be defended, situated so openly as they were. The people of Leytonstone threw up a barricade opposite the schools in the High Road, while in Wanstead a hastily constructed but perfectly useless obstruction was piled across Cambridge Park, where it joins the Blake Road.

Of course, all the women and children in the northern suburbs had now been sent south. Half the houses in those quiet, newly-built roads were locked up, and their owners gone; for as soon as the report spread of the result of the final battle before London and our crushing defeat, people living in Highgate, Hampstead, Crouch End, Hornsey, Tottenham, Finsbury Park, Muswell Hill, Hendon, and Hampstead saw that they must fly southward, now the Germans were upon them.

Think what it meant to those suburban families of City men! The ruthless destruction of their pretty, long-cherished homes, flight into the turbulent, noisy, distracted, hungry city, and the loss of everything they possessed. In most cases the husband was already bearing his part in the defence of the metropolis with gun or with spade, or helping to move heavy masses of material for the construction of the barricades. The wife, however, was compelled to take a last look at all those possessions that she had so fondly called home, lock her front door, and with her children join in those long mournful processions moving ever southward into London, tramping on and on — whither she knew not where.

Touching sights were to be seen everywhere in the streets that day.

Homeless women, many of them with two or three little ones, were wandering through the less frequented streets, avoiding the main roads with all their crush, excitement, and barricade-building, but making their way westward, beyond Kensington and Hammersmith, which was now become the outlet of the metropolis.

All trains from Charing Cross, Waterloo, London Bridge, Victoria, and Paddington had for the past three days been crowded to excess. Anxious fathers struggled fiercely to obtain places for their wives, mothers, and daughters — sending them away anywhere out of the city which must in a few hours be crushed beneath the iron heel.

The South-Western and Great Western systems carried thousands upon thousands of the wealthier away to Devonshire and Cornwall — as far as possible from the theatre of war; the South-Eastern and Chatham took people into the already crowded Kentish towns and villages, and the Brighton line carried others into rural Sussex. London overflowed southward and westward until every village and every town within fifty miles was so full that beds were at a premium, and in various places, notably at Chartham, near Canterbury, at Willesborough, near Ashford, at Lewes, at Robertsbridge, at Goodwood Park, and at Horsham, huge camps were formed, shelter being afforded by poles and rick-cloths. Every house, every barn, every school, indeed every place where people could obtain shelter for the night, was crowded to excess, mostly by women and children sent south, away from the horrors that it was known must come.

Central London grew more turbulent with each hour that passed. There were all sorts of wild rumours, but, fortunately the Press still preserved a dignified calm. The Cabinet were holding a meeting at Bristol, whither the Houses of Commons and Lords had moved, and all depended upon its issue. It was said that Ministers were divided in their opinions whether we should sue for an ignominious peace, or whether the conflict should be continued to the bitter end.

Disaster had followed disaster, and iron-throated orators in Hyde and St. Jamess Parks were now shouting Stop the war! Stop the war! The cry was taken up but faintly, however, for the blood of Londoners, slow to rise, had now been stirred by seeing their country slowly, yet completely, crushed by Germany. All the patriotism latent within them was now displayed. The national flag was shown everywhere, and at every point one heard God Save the King! sung lustily.

Two gunmakers shops in the Strand, which had hitherto escaped notice, were shortly after noon broken open, and every available arm and all the ammunition seized. One man, unable to obtain a revolver, snatched half a dozen pairs of steel handcuffs, and cried with grim humour as he held them up: If I cant shoot any of the sausage-eaters, I can at least bag a prisoner or two!

The banks, the great jewellers, the diamond merchants, the safe-deposit offices, and all who had valuables in their keeping, were extremely anxious as to what might happen. Below those dark buildings in Lothbury and Lombard Street, behind the black walls of the Bank of England, and below every branch bank all over London, were millions in gold and notes, the wealth of the greatest city the world has ever known. The strong rooms were, for the most part, the strongest that modern engineering could devise, some with various arrangements by which all access was debarred by an inrush of water; but, alas! dynamite is a great leveller, and it was felt that not a single strong room in the whole of London could withstand an organised attack by German engineers.

A single charge of dynamite would certainly make a breach in concrete upon which a thief might hammer and chip day and night for a month without making much impression. Steel doors must give to blasting force, while the strongest and most complicated locks would also fly to pieces.

The directors of most of the banks had met, and an endeavour had been made to co-operate and form a corps of special guards for the principal offices. In fact, a small armed corps was formed, and were on duty day and night in Lothbury, Lombard Street, and the vicinity. Yet what could they do if the Germans swept into London? There was but little to fear from the excited populace themselves, because matters had assumed such a crisis that money was of little use, as there was practically very little to buy. But little food was reaching London from the open ports on the west. It was the enemy that the banks feared, for they knew that the Germans intended to enter and sack the metropolis, just as they had sacked the other towns that had refused to pay the indemnity demanded.

Small jewellers had, days ago, removed their stock from their windows and carried it away in unsuspicious-looking bags to safe hiding in the southern and western suburbs, where people for the most part hid their valuable plate, jewellery, etc., beneath a floor-board, or buried them in some marked spot in their small gardens.

The hospitals were already full of wounded from the various engagements of the past week. The London, St. Thomass, Charing Cross, St. Georges, Guys, and Bartholemews were overflowing; and the surgeons, with patriotic self-denial, were working day and night in an endeavour to cope with the ever-arriving crowd of suffering humanity. The field hospitals away to the northward were also reported full.

The exact whereabouts of the enemy was not known. They were, it seemed, everywhere. They had practically overrun the whole country, and the reports from the Midlands and the North showed that the majority of the principal towns had now been occupied.

The latest reverses outside London, full and graphic details of which were now being published hourly by the papers, had created an immense sensation. Everywhere people were regretting that Lord Roberts solemn warnings in 1906 had been unheeded, for had we adopted his scheme for universal service such dire catastrophe could never have occurred. Many had, alas! declared it to be synonymous with conscription, which it certainly was not, and by that foolish argument had prevented the public at large from accepting it as the only means of our salvation as a nation. The repeated warnings had been disregarded, and we had, unhappily, lived in a fools paradise, in the self-satisfied belief that England could not be successfully invaded.

Now, alas! the country had realised the truth when too late.

That memorable day, September 20, witnessed exasperated struggles in the northern suburbs of London, passionate and bloody collisions, an infantry fire of the defenders overwhelming every attempted assault; and a decisive action of the artillery, with regard to which arm the superiority of the Germans, due to their perfect training, was apparent.

A last desperate stand had, it appears, been made by the defenders on the high ridge north-west of New Barnet, from Southgate to near Potters Bar, where a terrible fight had taken place. But from the very first it was utterly hopeless. The British had fought valiantly in defence of London, but here again they were outnumbered, and after one of the most desperate conflicts in the whole campaign — in which our losses were terrible — the Germans at length had succeeded in entering Chipping Barnet. It was a difficult movement, and a fierce contest, rendered the more terrible by the burning houses, ensued in the streets and away across the low hills southward — a struggle full of vicissitudes and alternating successes, until at last the fire of the defenders was silenced, and hundreds of prisoners fell into the German hands.

Thus the last organised defence of London had been broken, and the barricades alone remained.

The work of the German troops on the lines of communication in Essex had for the past week been fraught with danger. Through want of cavalry the British had been unable to make cavalry raids; but, on the other hand, the difficulty was enhanced by the bands of sharpshooters — men of all classes from London who possessed a gun and who could shoot. In one or two of the London clubs the suggestion had first been mooted a couple of days after the outbreak of hostilities, and it had been quickly taken up by men who were in the habit of shooting game, but had not had a military training.

Within three days about two thousand men had formed themselves into bands to take part in the struggle and assist in the defence of London. They were practically similar to the Francs-tireurs of the Franco-German War, for they went forth in companies and waged a guerilla warfare, partly before the front and at the flanks of the different armies, and partly at the communications at the rear of the Germans. Their position was one of constant peril in face of Von Kronhelms proclamation, yet the work they did was excellent, and only proved that if Lord Roberts scheme for universal training had been adopted the enemy would never have reached the gates of London with success.

These brave, adventurous spirits, together with The Legion of Frontiersmen, made their attacks by surprise from hiding-places or from ambushes. Their adventures were constantly thrilling ones. Scattered all over the theatre of war in Essex and Suffolk, and all along the German lines of communication, the Frontiersmen rarely ventured on an open conflict, and frequently changed scene and point of attack. Within one week their numbers rose to over 8000, and, being well served by the villagers, who acted as scouts and spies for them, the Germans found them very difficult to get at. Usually they kept their arms concealed in thickets and woods, where they would lie in wait for the Germans. They never came to close quarters, but fired at a distance. Many a smart Uhlan fell by their bullets, and many a sentry dropped, shot by an unknown hand.

Thus they harassed the enemy everywhere. At need they concealed their arms and assumed the appearance of inoffensive non-combatants. But when caught red-handed, the Germans gave them short shrift, as the bodies now swinging from telegraph poles on various high roads in Essex testified.

In an attempt to put a stop to the daring actions of the Frontiersmen, the German authorities and troops along the lines of communication punished the parishes where German soldiers were shot, or where the destruction of railways and telegraphs had occurred, by levying money contributions, or by burning the villages.

The guerilla war was especially fierce along from Edgware up to Hertford, and from Chelmsford down to the Thames. In fact, once commenced, it never ceased. Attacks were always being made upon small patrols, travelling detachments, mails of the field post-office, posts or patrols at stations on the lines of communication, while field-telegraphs, telephones, and railways were everywhere destroyed.

In consequence of the railway being cut at Pitsea, the villages of Pitsea, Bowers Gifford, and Vange had been burned. Because a German patrol had been attacked and destroyed near Orsett, the parish were compelled to pay a heavy indemnity. Upminster near Romford, Theydon Bois, and Fyfield, near High Ongar, had all been burned by the Germans for the same reason; while at the Cherrytree Inn, near Rainham, five Frontiersmen being discovered by Uhlans in a hay loft asleep, were locked in and there burned alive. Dozens were, of course, shot at sight, and dozens more hanged without trial. But they were not to be deterred. They were fighting in defence of London, and around the northern suburbs the patriotic members of the Legion were specially active, though they never showed themselves in large bands.

Within London every man who could shoot game was now anxious to join in the fray, and on the day that the news of the last disaster reached the metropolis, hundreds left for the open country out beyond Hendon.

The enemy, having broken down the defence at Enfield and cleared the defenders out of the fortified houses, had advanced and occupied the northern ridges of London in a line stretching roughly from Pole Hill, a little to the north of Chingford, across Upper Edmonton, through Tottenham, Hornsey, Highgate, Hampstead, and Willesden, to Twyford Abbey. All the positions had been well reconnoitred, for at grey of dawn the rumbling of artillery had been heard in the streets of those places already mentioned, and soon after sunrise strong batteries were established upon all the available points commanding London.

These were at Chingford Green, on the left-hand side of the road opposite the inn at Chingford; on Devonshire Hill, Tottenham; on the hill at Wood Green; in the grounds of the Alexandra Palace; on the high ground above Churchyard Bottom Wood; on the edge of Bishops Wood, Highgate; on Parliament Hill, at a spot close to the Oaks on the Hendon road; at Dollis Hill, and at a point a little north of Wormwood Scrubs, and at Neasden, near the railway works.

The enemys chief object was to establish their artillery as near London as possible, for it was known that the range of their guns even from Hampstead — the highest point, 441 feet above London — would not reach into the actual city itself. Meanwhile, at dawn the German cavalry, infantry, motor-infantry, and armoured motor-cars — the latter mostly 35-40 h.p. Opel-Darracqs, with three quick-firing guns mounted in each, and bearing the Imperial German arms in black — advanced up the various roads leading into London from the north, being met, of course, with a desperate resistance at the barricades.
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On Haverstock Hill, the three Maxims, mounted upon the huge obstruction across the road, played havoc with the Germans, who were at once compelled to fall back, leaving piles of dead and dying in the roadway, for the terrible hail of lead poured out upon the invaders could not be withstood. Two of the German armoured motor-cars were presently brought into action by the Germans, who replied with a rapid fire, this being continued for a full quarter of an hour without result on either side. Then the Germans, finding the defence too strong, again retired into Hampstead, amid the ringing cheers of the valiant men holding that gate of London. The losses of the enemy had been serious, for the whole roadway was now strewn with dead; while behind the huge wall of paving-stones, overturned carts, and furniture, only two men had been killed and one wounded.

Across in the Finchley Road a struggle equally as fierce was in progress; but a detachment of the enemy, evidently led by some German who had knowledge of the intricate side-roads, suddenly appeared in the rear of the barricade, and a fierce and bloody hand-to-hand conflict ensued. The defenders, however, stood their ground, and with the aid of some petrol bombs which they held in readiness, they destroyed the venturesome detachment almost to a man, though a number of houses in the vicinity were set on fire, causing a huge conflagration.

In Highgate Road the attack was a desperate one, the enraged Londoners fighting valiantly, the men with arms being assisted by the populace themselves. Here again deadly petrol bombs had been distributed, and men and women hurled them against the Germans. Petrol was actually poured from windows upon the heads of the enemy, and tow soaked in paraffin and lit flung in among them, when in an instant whole areas of the streets were ablaze, and the soldiers of the Fatherland perished in the roaring flames.

Every device to drive back the invader was tried. Though thousands upon thousands had left the northern suburbs, many thousands still remained bent on defending their homes as long as they had breath. The crackle of rifles was incessant, and ever and anon the dull roar of a heavy field gun and the sharp rattle of a Maxim mingled with the cheers, yells, and shrieks of victors and of vanquished.

The scene on every side was awful. Men were fighting for their lives in desperation.

Around the barricade in Holloway Road the street ran with blood; while in Kingsland, in Clapton, in West Ham, and Canning Town the enemy were making an equally desperate attack, and were being repulsed everywhere. Londons enraged millions, the Germans were well aware, constituted a grave danger. Any detachments who carried a barricade by assault — as, for instance, they did one in the Hornsey Road near the station — were quickly set upon by the angry mob and simply wiped out of existence.

Until nearly noon desperate conflicts at the barricades continued. The defence was even more effectual than was expected; yet, had it not been that Von Kronhelm, the German generalissimo, had given orders that the troops were not to attempt to advance into London before the populace were cowed, there was no doubt that each barricade could have been taken in the rear by companies avoiding the main roads and proceeding by the side streets.

Just before noon, however, it was apparent to Von Kronhelm that to storm the barricades would entail enormous losses, so strong were they. The men holding them had now been reinforced in many cases by regular troops, who had come in in flight, and a good many guns were now manned by artillerymen.

Von Kronhelm had established his headquarters at Jack Straws Castle, from which he could survey the giant city through his field-glasses. Below lay the great plain of roofs, spires, and domes, stretching away into the grey mystic distance, where afar rose the twin towers and double arches of the Crystal Palace roof.

London — the great London — the capital of the world — lay at his mercy at his feet.

The tall, thin-faced General, with the grizzled moustache and the glittering cross at his throat, standing apart from his staff, gazed away in silence and in thought. It was his first sight of London, and its gigantic proportions amazed even him. Again he swept the horizon with his glass, and knit his grey brows. He remembered the parting woods of his Emperor as he backed out of that plainly — furnished little private cabinet at Potsdam:

You must bombard London, and sack it. The pride of those English must be broken at all costs. Go, Kronhelm — go — and may the best of fortune go with you!

The sun was at the noon causing the glass roof of the distant Crystal Palace to gleam. Far down in the grey haze stood Big Ben, the Campanile, and a thousand church spires, all tiny and, from that distance, insignificant. From where he stood the sound of crackling fire at the barricades reached him, and a little behind him a member of his staff was kneeling on the grass with his ear bent to the field telephone. Reports were coming in fast of the desperate resistance in the streets, and these were duly handed to him.

He glanced at them, gave a final look at the outstretched city that was the metropolis of the world, and then gave rapid orders for the withdrawal of the troops from the assault of the barricades, and the bombardment of London.

In a moment the field-telegraphs were clicking, the telephone bell was ringing, orders were shouted in German in all directions, and next second, with a deafening roar, one of the howitzers of the battery in the close vicinity to him gave tongue and threw its deadly shell somewhere into St. Johns Wood.

The rain of death had opened! London was surrounded by a semicircle of fire.

The great gun was followed by a hundred others as, at all the batteries along the northern heights, the orders were received. Then in a few minutes, from the whole line from Chingford to Willesden, roughly about twelve miles, came a hail of the most deadly of modern projectiles directed upon the most populous parts of the metropolis.

Though the Germans trained their guns to carry as far as was possible, the zone of fire did not at first, it seemed, extend farther south than a line roughly taken from Notting Hill through Bayswater, past Paddington Station, along the Marylebone and Euston Roads, then up to Highbury, Stoke Newington, Stamford Hill, and Walthamstow.

When, however, the great shells began to burst in Holloway, Kentish Town, Camden Town, Kilburn, Kensal Green, and other places lying within the area under fire, a frightful panic ensued. Whole streets were shattered by explosions, and fires were breaking out, the dark clouds of smoke obscuring the sunlit sky. Roaring flames shot up everywhere, unfortunate men, women, and children were being blown to atoms by the awful projectiles, while others distracted sought shelter in any cellar or underground place they could find, while their houses fell about them like packs of cards.

The scenes within that zone of terror were indescribable.

When Paris had been bombarded years ago, artillery was not at the perfection it now was, and there had been no such high explosive known as in the present day. The great shells that were falling everywhere, on bursting filled the air with poisonous fumes, as well as with deadly fragments. One bursting in a street would wreck the rows of houses on either side, and tear a great hole in the ground at the same moment. The fronts of the houses were torn out like paper, the iron railings twisted as though they were wire, and paving-stones hurled into the air like straws.

Anything and everything offering a mark to the enemys guns was shattered. St. Johns Wood and the houses about Regents Park suffered seriously. A shell from Hampstead, falling into the roof of one of the houses near the centre of Sussex Place, burst and shattered nearly all the houses in the row; while another fell in Cumberland Terrace, and wrecked a dozen houses in the vicinity. In both cases the houses were mostly empty, for owners and servants had fled southward across the river as soon as it became apparent that the Germans actually intended to bombard.

At many parts in Maida Vale shells burst with appalling effect. Several of the houses in Elgin Avenue had their fronts torn out, and in one, a block of flats, there was considerable loss of life in the fire that broke out, escape being cut off owing to the stairs having been demolished by the explosion. Abbey Road, St. Johns Wood Road, Acacia Road, and Wellington Road were quickly wrecked.

In Chalk Farm Road, near the Adelaide, a terrified woman was dashing across the street to seek shelter with a neighbour when a shell burst right in front of her, blowing her to fragments; while in the early stage of the bombardment a shell bursting in the Midland Hotel at St. Pancras caused a fire which in half an hour resulted in the whole hotel and railway terminus being a veritable furnace of flame. Through the roof of Kings Cross Station several shells fell, and burst close to the departure platform. The whole glass roof was shattered, but beyond that little other material damage resulted.

Shots were now falling everywhere, and Londoners were staggered. In dense, excited crowds they were flying southward towards the Thames. Some were caught in the streets in their flight, and were flung down, maimed and dying. The most awful sights were to be witnessed in the open streets: men and women blown out of recognition, with their clothes singed and torn to shreds, and helpless, innocent children lying white and dead, their limbs torn away and missing.

Euston Station had shared the same fate as St. Pancras, and was blazing furiously, sending up a great column of black smoke that could be seen by all London. So many were the conflagrations now breaking out that it seemed as though the enemy were sending into London shells filled with petrol, in order to set the streets aflame. This, indeed, was proved by an eye-witness, who saw a shell fall in Liverpool Road, close to the Angel. It burst with a bright red flash, and next second the whole of the roadway and neighbouring houses were blazing furiously.

Thus the air became black with smoke and dust, and the light of day obscured in Northern London. And through that obscurity came those whizzing shells in an incessant hissing stream, each one, bursting in these narrow, thickly-populated streets, causing havoc indescribable, and a loss of life impossible to accurately calculate. Hundreds of people were blown to pieces in the open, but hundreds more were buried beneath the débris of their own cherished homes, now being so ruthlessly destroyed and demolished.

On every side was heard the cry: Stop the war — stop the war!

But it was, alas! too late — too late.

Never in the history of the civilised world were there such scenes of reckless slaughter of the innocent and peace-loving as on that never-to-be-forgotten day when Von Kronhelm carried out the orders of his Imperial master, and struck terror into the heart of Londons millions.


CHAPTER V. THE RAIN OF DEATH
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THROUGH THE WHOLE afternoon the heavy German artillery roared, belching forth their fiery vengeance upon London.

Hour after hour they pounded away, until St. Pancras Church was a heap of ruins, and the Foundling Hospital a veritable furnace, as well as the Parcel Post offices and the University College in Gower Street. In Hampstead Road many of the shops were shattered, and in Tottenham Court Road both Maples and Shoolbreds suffered severely, for shells bursting in the centre of the roadway had smashed every pane of glass in the fronts of both buildings.

The quiet squares of Bloomsbury were, in some cases, great yawning ruins — houses with their fronts torn out revealing the shattered furniture within. Streets were, indeed, filled with tiles, chimney pots, fallen telegraph wires, debris of furniture, stone steps, paving stones, and fallen masonry. Many of the thoroughfares, such as the Pentonville Road, Copenhagen Street, and Holloway Road, were, at points, quite impassable on account of the ruins that blocked them. Into the Northern Hospital, in the Holloway Road, a shell fell, shattering one of the wards, and killing or maiming every one of the patients in the ward in question, while the church in Tufnell Park Road was burning fiercely. Upper Holloway, Stoke Newington, Highbury, Kingsland, Dalston, Hackney, Clapton, and Stamford Hill were being swept at long range by the guns on Muswell Hill and Churchyard Bottom Hill, and the terror caused in those densely populated districts was awful. Hundreds upon hundreds lost their lives, or else had a hand, an arm, a leg blown away, as those fatal shells fell in never-ceasing monotony, especially in Stoke Newington and Kingsland. The many side roads lying between Holloway Road and Finsbury Park, such as Hornsey Road, Tollington Park, Andover, Durham, Palmerston, Campbell, and Forthill Roads, Seven Sisters Road, and Isledon Road were all devastated, for the guns for a full hour seemed to be trained upon them.

The German gunners in all probability neither knew nor cared where their shells fell. From their position, now that the smoke of the hundreds of fires was now rising, they could probably discern but little. Therefore the batteries at Hampstead Heath, Muswell Hill, Wood Green, Cricklewood, and other places simply sent their shells as far distant south as possible into the panic-stricken city below. In Mountgrove and Riversdale Roads, Highbury Vale, a number of people were killed, while a frightful disaster occurred in the church at the corner of Park Lane and Milton Road, Stoke Newington. Here a number of people had entered, attending a special service for the success of the British arms, when a shell exploded on the roof, bringing it down upon them and killing over fifty of the congregation, mostly women.

The air, poisoned by the fumes of the deadly explosives and full of smoke from the burning buildings, was ever and anon rent by explosions as projectiles frequently burst in mid-air. The distant roar was incessant, like the noise of thunder, while on every hand could be heard the shrieks of defenceless women and children, or the muttered curses of some man who saw his home and all he possessed swept away with a flash and a cloud of dust. Nothing could withstand that awful cannonade. Walthamstow had been rendered untenable in the first half-hour of the bombardment, while in Tottenham the loss of life had been very enormous, the German gunners at Wood Green having apparently turned their first attention upon that place. Churches, the larger buildings, the railway station, in fact anything offering a mark, was promptly shattered, being assisted by the converging fire from the batteries at Chingford.

On the opposite side of London, Notting Hill, Shepherds Bush, and Starch Green were being reduced to ruins by the heavy batteries above Park Royal Station, which, firing across Wormwood Scrubs, put their shots into Notting Hill, and especially into Holland Park, where widespread damage was quickly wrought.

A couple of shells falling into the generating station of the Central London Railway, or Tube, as Londoners usually call it, unfortunately caused a disaster and loss of life which were appalling. At the first sign of the bombardment many thousands of persons descended into the tube as a safe hiding-place from the rain of shell. At first the railway officials closed the doors to prevent the inrush, but the terrified populace in Shepherds Bush, Bayswater, Oxford Street, and Holborn, in fact, all along the subterranean line, broke open the doors, and descending by the lifts and stairs found themselves in a place which at least gave them security against the enemys fire.

The trains had long ago ceased running, and every station was crowded to excess, while many were forced upon the line itself and actually into the tunnels. For hours they waited there in eager breathlessness, longing to be able to ascend and find the conflict over. Men and women in all stations of life were huddled together, while children clung to their parents in wonder; yet as hour after hour went by, the report from above was still the same — the Germans had not ceased.

Of a sudden, however, the light failed. The electric current had been cut off by the explosion of the shells in the generating station at Shepherds Bush, and the lifts were useless! The thousands who, in defiance of the orders of the company, had gone below at Shepherds Bush for shelter, found themselves caught like rats in a hole. True, there was the faint glimmer of an oil light here and there, but, alas! that did not prevent an awful panic.

Somebody shouted that the Germans were above and had put out the lights, and when it was found that the lifts were useless a panic ensued that was indescribable. The people could not ascend by the stairs, as they were blocked by the dense crowd, therefore they pressed into the narrow semi-circular tunnels in an eager endeavour to reach the next station, where they hoped they might escape; but once in there women and children were quickly crushed to death, or thrown down and trampled upon by the press behind.

In the darkness they fought with each other, pressing on and becoming jammed so tightly that many were held against the sloping walls until life was extinct. Between Shepherds Bush and Holland Park Stations the loss of life was worst, for being within the zone of the German fire the people had crushed in frantically in thousands, and with one accord a move had unfortunately been made into the tunnels, on account of the foolish cry that the Germans were waiting above.

The railway officials were powerless. They had done their best to prevent anyone going below, but the public had insisted, therefore no blame could be laid upon them for the catastrophe.

At Marble Arch, Oxford Circus, and Tottenham Court Road Stations, a similar scene was enacted, and dozens upon dozens, alas! lost their lives in the panic. Ladies and gentlemen from Park Lane, Grosvenor Square, and Mayfair had sought shelter at Marble Arch Station rubbing shoulders with labourers wives and costerwomen from the back streets of Marylebone. When the lights failed, a rush had been made into the tunnel to reach Oxford Circus, all exit by the stairs being blocked, as at Shepherds Bush, on account of the hundreds struggling to get down.

As at Holland Park, the terrified crowd fighting with each other became jammed and suffocated in the narrow space. The catastrophe was a frightful one, for it was afterwards proved that over four hundred and twenty persons, mostly weak women and children, lost their lives in those twenty minutes of darkness before the mains at the generating station, wrecked by the explosions, could be repaired.

Then, when the current came up again, the lights revealed the frightful mishap, and people struggled to emerge from the burrows wherein they had so narrowly escaped death.

Upon the Baker Street and Waterloo and other tubes every station had also been beseiged. The whole of the first-mentioned line from north to south was the refuge of thousands, who saw in it a safe place for retreat. The tunnels of the District Railway, too, were filled with terror-stricken multitudes, who descended at every station and walked away into a subterranean place of safety. No trains had been running for several days, therefore there was no danger from that cause.

Meanwhile the bombardment continued with unceasing activity.

The Marylebone station of the Great Central Railway, and the Great Central Hotel, which seemed to be only just within the line of fire, were wrecked, and about four oclock it was seen that the hotel, like that at St. Pancras, was well alight, though no effort could be made to save it. At the first two or three alarms of fire the Metropolitan Fire Brigade had turned out, but now that fresh alarms were reaching the chief station every moment, the brigade saw themselves utterly powerless to even attempt to save the hundred buildings, great and small, now furiously blazing.

Gasometers, especially those of the Gas Light and Coke Company at Kensal Green, were marked by the German gunners, who sent them into the air; while a well-directed petrol bomb at Wormwood Scrubs Prison set one great wing of the place alight, and the prisoners were therefore released. The rear of Kensington Palace, and the fronts of a number of houses in Kensington Palace Gardens were badly damaged, while in the dome of the Albert Hall was a great, ugly hole.

Shortly after five oclock occurred a disaster which was of national consequence. It could only have been a mishap on the part of the Germans, for they would certainly never have done such irreparable damage willingly, as they destroyed what would otherwise have been the most valuable of loot.

Shots suddenly began to fall fast in Bloomsbury, several of them badly damaging the Hotel Russell and the houses near, and it was therefore apparent that one of the batteries which had been firing from near Jack Straws Castle had been moved across to Parliament Hill, or even to some point south of it, which gave a wider range to the fire.

Presently a shell came high through the air and fell full upon the British Museum, striking it nearly in the centre of the front, and in exploding carried away the Grecian-Ionic ornament, and shattering a number of the fine stone columns of the dark façade. Ere people in the vicinity had realised that the national collection of antiques was within the range of the enemys destructive projectiles, a second shell crashed into the rear of the building, making a great gap in the walls. Then, as although all the guns of that particular battery had converged in order to destroy our treasure-house of art and antiquity, shell after shell crashed into the place in rapid succession. Before ten minutes had passed, grey smoke began to roll out from beneath the long colonnade in front, and growing denser, told its own tale. The British Museum was on fire.

Nor was that all. As though to complete the disaster — although it was certain that the Germans were in ignorance — there came one of those terrible shells filled with petrol, which, bursting inside the manuscript room, set the whole place ablaze. In a dozen different places the building seemed to be now alight, especially the library, and thus the finest collection of books, manuscripts, Greek and Roman and Egyptian antiques, coins, medals, and prehistoric relics, lay at the mercy of the flames.

The fire brigade was at once alarmed, and at imminent risk of their lives, for shells were still falling in the vicinity, they, with the Salvage Corps and the assistance of many willing helpers — some of whom unfortunately lost their lives in the flames — saved whatever could be saved, throwing the objects out into the railed-off quadrangle in front.

The left wing of the Museum, however, could not be entered, although after most valiant efforts on the part of the firemen the conflagrations that had broken out in other parts of the building were at length subdued. The damage was, however, irreparable, for many unique collections, including all the prints and drawings, and many of the mediæval and historic manuscripts, had already been consumed.

Shots now began to fall as far south as Oxford Street, and all along that thoroughfare from Holborn as far as Oxford Circus, widespread havoc was being wrought. People fled for their lives back towards Charing Cross and the Strand. The Oxford Music Hall was a hopeless ruin, while a shell crashing through the roof of Frascatis restaurant, carried away a portion of the gallery and utterly wrecked the whole place. Many of the shops in Oxford Street had their roofs damaged or their fronts blown out, while a huge block of flats in Great Russell Street was practically demolished by three shells striking in rapid succession.

Then, to the alarm of all who realised it, shots were seen to be passing high over Bloomsbury, south towards the Thames. The range had been increased, for, as was afterwards known, some heavier guns had now been mounted upon Muswell Hill and Hampstead Heath, which, carrying to a distance of from six to seven miles, placed the City, the Strand, and Westminster within the zone of fire. The zone in question stretched roughly from Victoria Park through Bethnal Green and Whitechapel, across to Southwark, the Borough, Lambeth, and Westminster to Kensington, and while the fire upon the northern suburbs slackened, great shells now came flying through the air into the very heart of London.

The German gunners at Muswell Hill took the dome of St. Pauls as a mark, for shells fell constantly in Ludgate Hill, in Cheapside, in Newgate Street, and in the churchyard itself. One falling upon the steps of the Cathedral tore out two of the columns of the front, while another striking the clock tower just below the face, brought down much of the masonry and one of the huge bells, with a deafening crash, blocking the road with débris. Time after time the great shells went over the splendid Cathedral, which the enemy seemed bent upon destroying, but the dome remained uninjured, though about ten feet of the top of the second tower was carried away.

On the Cannon Street side of St. Pauls a great block of drapery warehouses had caught fire, and was burning fiercely, while the drapers and other shops on the Paternoster Row side all had their windows shattered by the constant detonations. Within the cathedral two shells that had fallen through the roof had wrought havoc with the beautiful reredos and choir-stalls, many of the fine windows being also wrecked by the explosions.

Whole rows of houses in Cheapside suffered, while both the Mansion House, where the London flag was flying, and the Royal Exchange were severely damaged by a number of shells which fell in the vicinity. The equestrian statue in front of the Exchange had been overturned, while the Exchange itself showed a great yawning hole in the corner of the façade next Cornhill. At the Bank of England a fire had occurred, but had fortunately been extinguished by the strong force of Guards in charge, though they gallantly risked their lives in so doing. Lothbury, Gresham Street, Old Broad Street, Lombard Street, Gracechurch Street, and Leadenhall Street were all more or less scenes of fire, havoc, and destruction. The loss of life was not great in this neighbourhood, for most people had crossed the river or gone westward, but the high explosives used by the Germans were falling upon the shops and warehouses with appalling effect.

Masonry was torn about like paper, ironwork twisted like wax, woodwork shattered to a thousand splinters as, time after time, a great projectile hissed in the air and effected its errand of destruction. A number of the wharves on each side of the river were soon alight, and both Upper and Lower Thames Streets were soon impassable on account of huge conflagrations. A few shells fell in Shoreditch, Houndsditch, and Whitechapel, and these, in most cases, caused loss of life in those densely populated districts.

Westward, however, as the hours went on, the howitzers at Hampstead began to drop high explosive shells into the Strand, around Charing Cross, and in Westminster. This weapon had a calibre of 4·14 inches, and threw a projectile of 35 lb. The tower of St. Clement Danes Church crashed to the ground and blocked the roadway opposite Milford Lane; the pointed roof of the clock-tower of the Law Courts was blown away, and the granite fronts of the two banks opposite the Law Courts entrance were torn out by a shell which exploded in the footpath before them.

Shells fell, time after time, in and about the Law Courts themselves, committing immense damage to the interior, while a shell bursting upon the roof of Charing Cross Station, rendered it a ruin as picturesque as it had been in December 1905. The National Liberal Club was burning furiously; the Hotel Cecil and the Savoy did not escape, but no material damage was done them. The Garrick Theatre had caught fire, a shot carried away the globe above the Coliseum, and the Shot Tower beside the Thames crashed into the river.

The front of the Grand Hotel in Trafalgar Square showed, in several places, great holes where the shell had struck, and a shell bursting at the foot of Nelsons monument turned over one of the lions — overthrowing the emblem of Britains might!

The clubs in Pall Mall were, in one or two instances, wrecked, notably the Reform, the Junior Carlton, and the Athenæum, into each of which shells fell through the roof and exploded within.

From the number of projectiles that fell in the vicinity of the Houses of Parliament it was apparent that the German gunners could see the Royal Standard flying from the Victoria Tower, and were making it their mark. In the west front of Westminster Abbey several shots crashed, doing enormous damage to the grand old pile. The hospital opposite was set alight, while the Westminster Palace Hotel was severely damaged, and two shells falling into St. Thomass Hospital created a scene of indescribable terror in one of the overcrowded casualty wards.

Suddenly one of the German high explosive shells burst on the top of the Victoria Tower, blowing away all four of the pinnacles, and bringing down the flagstaff. Big Ben served as another mark for the artillery at Muswell Hill, for several shots struck it, tearing out one of the huge clock faces and blowing away the pointed apex of the tower. Suddenly, however, two great shells struck it right in the centre, almost simultaneously, near the base, and made such a hole in the huge pile of masonry that it was soon seen to have been rendered unsafe, though it did not fall.

Shot after shot struck other portions of the Houses of Parliament, breaking the windows and carrying away pinnacles.

One of the twin towers of Westminster Abbey fell a few moments later, and another shell, crashing into the choir, completely wrecked Edward the Confessors shrine, the Coronation chair, and all the objects of antiquity in the vicinity.

The old Horse Guards escaped injury, but one of the cupolas of the new War Office opposite was blown away, while shortly afterwards a fire broke out in the new Local Government Board and Education Offices. Number 10 Downing Street, the chief centre of the Government, had its windows all blown in — a grim accident, no doubt — the same explosion shattering several windows in the Foreign Office.

Many shells fell in St. Jamess and Hyde Parks, exploding harmlessly, but others, passing across St. Jamess Park, crashed into that high building, Queen Annes Mansions, causing fearful havoc. Somerset House, Covent Garden Market, Drury Lane Theatre, and the Gaiety Theatre and Restaurant all suffered more or less, and two of the bronze footguards guarding the Wellington Statue at Hyde Park Corner were blown many yards away. Around Holborn Circus immense damage was being caused, and several shells bursting on the Viaduct itself blew great holes in the bridge.

So widespread, indeed, was the havoc, that it is impossible to give a detailed account of the days terrors. If the public buildings suffered, the damage to property of householders and the ruthless wrecking of quiet English homes may well be imagined. The people had been driven out from the zone of fire, and had left their possessions to the mercy of the invaders.

South of the Thames very little damage was done. The German howitzers and long-range guns could not reach so far. One or two shots fell in York Road, Lambeth, and in the Waterloo and Westminster Bridge Roads, but they did little damage beyond the breaking of all the windows in the vicinity.

When would it end? Where would it end?

Half the population of London had fled across the bridges, and from Denmark Hill, Champion Hill, Norwood, and the Crystal Palace they could see the smoke issuing from the hundred fires.

London was cowed. Those northern barricades, still held by bodies of valiant men, were making a last desperate stand, though the streets ran with blood. Every man fought well and bravely for his country, though he went to his death. A thousand acts of gallant heroism on the part of Englishmen were done that day, but, alas! all to no purpose. The Germans were at our gates, and were not to be denied.

As daylight commenced to fade the dust and smoke became suffocating. And yet the guns pounded away with a monotonous regularity that appalled the helpless populace. Overhead there was a quick whizzing in the air, a deafening explosion, and as masonry came crashing down the atmosphere was filled with poisonous fumes that half asphyxiated all those in the vicinity.

Hitherto the enemy had treated us, on the whole, humanely, but finding that desperate resistance in the northern suburbs, Von Kronhelm was carrying out the Emperors parting injunction. He was breaking the pride of our own dear London, even at the sacrifice of thousands of innocent lives.

The scenes in the streets within that zone of awful fire baffled description. They were too sudden, too dramatic, too appalling. Death and destruction were everywhere, and the people of London now realised for the first time what the horrors of war really meant.

Dusk was falling. Above the pall of smoke from the burning buildings the sun was setting with a blood-red light. From the London streets, however, this evening sky was darkened by the clouds of smoke and dust. Yet the cannonade continued, each shell that came hurtling through the air exploding with deadly effect and spreading destruction on all hands.

Meanwhile the barricades at the north had not escaped Von Kronhelms attention. About four oclock he gave orders by field telegraph for certain batteries to move down and attack them.

This was done soon after five oclock, and when the German guns began to pour their deadly rain of shell into those hastily improvised defences there commenced a slaughter of the gallant defenders that was horrible. At each of the barricades shell after shell was directed, and very quickly breaches were made. Then upon the defenders themselves the fire was directed — a withering, awful fire from quick-firing guns which none could withstand. The streets, with their barricades swept away, were strewn with mutilated corpses. Hundreds upon hundreds had attempted to make a last stand, rallied by the Union Jack they waved above, but a shell exploding in their midst had sent them to instant eternity.

Many a gallant deed was done that day by patriotic Londoners in defence of their homes and loved ones — many a deed that should have earned the V.C. — but in nearly all cases the patriot who had stood up and faced the foe had gone to straight and certain death.

Till seven oclock the dull roar of the guns in the north continued, and people across the Thames knew that London was still being destroyed, nay pulverised. Then with one accord came a silence — the first silence since the hot noon.

Von Kronhelms field telegraph at Jack Straws Castle had ticked the order to cease firing.

All the barricades had been broken.

London lay burning — at the mercy of the German eagle.

And as the darkness fell the German Commander-in-Chief looked again through his glasses, and saw the red flames leaping up in dozens of places, where whole blocks of shops and buildings, public institutions, whole streets in some cases, were being consumed.

London — the proud capital of the world, the home of the Englishman — was at last ground beneath the iron heel of Germany!

And all, alas! due to one cause alone — the careless insular apathy of the Englishman himself!


CHAPTER VI. FALL OF LONDON
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OUTSIDE LONDON THE September night had settled down on the blood-stained field of battle. With a pale light the moon had risen, partly hidden by chasing clouds, her white rays mingling with the lurid glare of the fires down in the great terrified metropolis below. Northward, from Hampstead across to Barnet — indeed, over that wide district where the final battle had been so hotly fought — the moonbeams shone upon the pallid faces of the fallen.

Along the German line of investment there had now followed upon the roar of battle an uncanny silence.

Away to the west, however, there was still heard the growling of distant conflict, now mounting into a low crackling of musketry fire, and again dying away in muffled sounds. The last remnant of the British Army was being hotly pursued in the direction of Staines.

London was invested and bombarded, but not yet taken.

For a long time the German Field-Marshal had stood alone upon Hampstead Heath apart from his staff, watching the great tongues of flame leaping up here and there in the distant darkness. His grey, shaggy brows were contracted, his thin aquiline face thoughtful, his hard mouth twitching nervously, unable to fully conceal the strain of his own feelings as conqueror of the English. Von Kronhelms taciturnity had long ago been proverbial. The Kaiser had likened him to Moltke, and declared that he could be silent in seven languages. His gaze was one of musing, and yet he was the most active of men, and perhaps the cleverest strategist in all Europe. Often during the campaign he had astonished his aides-de-camp by his untiring energy, for sometimes he would even visit the outposts in person. On many occasions he had actually crept up to the most advanced posts at great personal risk to himself, so anxious had he been to see with his own eyes. Such visits from the Field-Marshal himself were not always exactly welcome to the German outposts, who, as soon as they showed the least sign of commotion consequent upon the visit, were at once swept by a withering English fire.

Yet he now stood there — the conqueror. And while many of his officers were installing themselves in comfortable quarters in houses about North End, North Hill, South Hill, Muswell Hill, Roslyn Hill, Fitzjohns Avenue, Netherhall, and Maresfield Gardens, and other roads in that vicinity, the great Commander was still alone upon the Heath, having taken nothing save a nip from his flask since his coffee at dawn.

Time after time telegraphic despatches were handed to him from Germany, and telephonic reports from his various positions around London, but he received them all without comment. He read, he listened, but he said nothing.

For a full hour he remained there, strolling up and down alone in quick impatience. Then, as though suddenly making up his mind, he called three members of his staff, and gave orders for the entry into London.

This, as he knew, was the signal for a terrible and bloody encounter. Bugles sounded. Men and officers, who had believed that the storm and stress of the day were over, and that they were entitled to rest, found themselves called upon to fight their way into the city that they knew would be defended by an irate and antagonistic populace.

Still, the order had been given, and it must be obeyed. They had expected that the advance would be at least made at dawn, but evidently Von Kronhelm feared that six hours delay might necessitate more desperate fighting. He intended, now that London was cowed, that she should be entirely crushed. The orders of his master the Kaiser were to that effect.

Therefore, shortly before nine oclock the first detachments of German Infantry marched along Spaniards Road, and down Roslyn Hill to Haverstock Hill, where they were at once fired upon from behind the débris of the great barricade across the junction of Prince of Wales Road and Haverstock Hill. This place was held strongly by British Infantry, many members of the Legion of Frontiersmen, — distinguished only by the little bronze badge in their buttonholes, — and also by hundreds of citizens armed with rifles.

Twenty Germans dropped at the first volley, and next instant a Maxim, concealed in the first floor of a neighbouring house, spat forth its fire upon the invaders with deadly effect. The German bugle sounded the Advance rapidly, and the men emulously ran forward, shouting loud hurrahs. Major von Wittich, who had distinguished himself very conspicuously in the fighting around Enfield Chase, fell, being shot through the lung when just within a few yards of the half-ruined barricade. Londoners were fighting desperately, shouting and cheering. The standard-bearer of the 4th Battalion of the Brunswick Infantry Regiment, No. 92, fell severely wounded, and the standard was instantly snatched from him in the awful hand-to-hand fighting which that moment ensued.

Five minutes later the streets were running with blood, for hundreds, both Germans and British, lay dead and dying. Every Londoner struggled valiantly until shot down; yet the enemy, already reinforced, pressed forward, until ten minutes later the defenders were driven out of their position, and the house from which the Maxim was sending forth its deadly hail had been entered and the gun captured. Volley after volley was still, however, poured out on the heads of the storming party, but already the pioneers were at work clearing a way for the advance, and very soon the Germans had surmounted the obstruction and were within London.

For a short time the Germans halted, then, at a signal from their officers, they moved forward along both roads, again being fired upon from every house in the vicinity, many of the defenders having retired to continue their defence from the windows. The enemy therefore turned their attention to these houses, and after desperate struggles house after house was taken, those of the defenders not wearing uniform being shot down without mercy. To such no quarter was given.

The contest now became a most furious one. Britons and Germans fought hand to hand. A battalion of the Brunswick Infantry with some riflemen of the Guard took several houses by rush in Chalk Farm Road; but in many cases the Germans were shot by their own comrades. Quite a number of the enemys officers were picked off by the Frontiersmen, those brave fellows who had seen service in every corner of the world, and who were now in windows and upon roofs. Thus the furious fight from house to house proceeded.

This exciting conflict was practically characteristic of what was at that moment happening in fifty other spots along the suburbs of North London. The obstinate resistance which we made against the Germans was met with equally obstinate aggression. There was no surrender. Londoners fell and died fighting to the very last.

Against those well-trained Teutons in such overwhelming masses we, however, could have no hope of success. The rushes of the infantry and rifles of the Guards were made skilfully, and slowly but surely broke down all opposition.

The barricade in the Kentish Town Road was defended with valiant heroism. The Germans were, as in Chalk Farm Road, compelled to fight their way foot by foot, losing heavily all the time. But here, at length, as at other points, the barricade was taken, and the defenders chased, and either taken prisoner or else ruthlessly shot down. A body of citizens armed with rifles were, after the storming of the barricades in question, driven back into Park Street, and there, being caught between two bodies of Germans, slaughtered to a man. Through those unlit side-streets between the Kentish Town and Camden Roads — namely, the Lawford, Bartholomew, Rochester, Caversham, and Leighton Roads, there was much skirmishing, and many on both sides fell in the bloody encounter. A thousand deeds of bravery were done that night, but were unrecorded. Before the barricade in the Holloway Road — which had been strongly repaired after the breach made in it by the German shells — the enemy lost very heavily, for the three Maxims which had there been mounted did awful execution. The invaders, however, seeing the strong defence, fell back for full twenty minutes, and then, making another rush, hurled petrol bombs into the midst of our men.

A frightful holocaust was the result. Fully a hundred of the poor fellows were literally burned alive; while the neighbouring houses being set in flames, compelled the citizen free-shooters to quickly evacuate their position. Against such terrible missiles even the best-trained troops cannot stand, therefore no wonder that all opposition at that point was soon afterwards swept away, and the pioneers quickly opened the road for the victorious legions of the Kaiser.

And so in that prosaic thoroughfare, the Holloway Road, brave men fought gallantly and died, while a Scotch piper paced the pavement sharply, backwards and forwards, with his colours flying. Then, alas! came the red flash, the loud explosions in rapid succession, and next instant the whole street burst into a veritable sea of flame.

High Street, Kingsland, was also the scene of several fierce conflicts; but here the Germans decidedly got the worst of it. The whole infuriated population seemed to emerge suddenly from the side streets of the Kingsland Road on the appearance of the detachment of the enemy, and the latter were practically overwhelmed, notwithstanding the desperate fight they made. Then ringing cheers went up from the defenders.

The Germans were given no quarter by the populace, all of whom were armed with knives or guns, the women mostly with hatchets, crowbars, or edged tools.

Many of the Germans fled through the side streets towards Mare Street, and were hotly pursued, the majority of them being done to death by the maddened mob. The streets in this vicinity were literally a slaughter-house.

The barricades in Finchley Road and in High Road, Kilburn were also very strongly held, and at the first named it was quite an hour before the enemys pioneers were able to make a breach. Indeed, then only after a most hotly contested conflict, in which there were frightful losses on both sides. Petrol bombs were here also used by the enemy with appalling effect, the road being afterwards cleared by a couple of Maxims.

Farther towards Regents Park the houses were, however, full of sharpshooters, and before these could be dislodged the enemy had again suffered severely. The entry into London was both difficult and perilous, and the enemy suffered great losses everywhere.

After the breaking down of the defences in High Road, Kilburn, the men who had held them retired to the Town Hall, opposite Kilburn Station, and from the windows fired at the passing battalions, doing much execution. All efforts to dislodge them proved unavailing, until the place was taken by storm, and a fearful hand-to-hand fight was the outcome. Eventually the Town Hall was taken, after a most desperate resistance, and ten minutes later wilfully set fire to and burned.

In the Harrow Road and those cross streets between Kensal Green and Maida Vale the advancing Germans shared much the same fate as about Hackney. Surrounded by the armed populace, hundreds upon hundreds of them were killed, struck down by hatchets, stabbed by knives, or shot with revolvers, the crowd shouting, Down with the Germans! Kill them! Kill them!

Many of the London women now became perfect furies. So incensed were they at the wreck of their homes and the death of their loved ones that they rushed wildly into the fray with no thought of peril, only of bitter revenge. A German, whenever caught, was at once killed. In those bloody street fights the Teutons got separated from their comrades and were quickly surrounded and done to death.

Across the whole of the northern suburbs the scenes of bloodshed that night were full of horror, as men fought in the ruined streets, climbing over the smouldering débris, over the bodies of their comrades, and shooting from behind ruined walls. As Von Kronhelm had anticipated, his Army was compelled to fight its way into London.

The streets all along the line of the enemys advance were now strewn with dead and dying. London was doomed.

The Germans now coming on in increasing, nay, unceasing, numbers, were leaving behind them everywhere the trail of blood. Shattered London stood staggered.

Though the resistance had been long and desperate, the enemy had again triumphed by reason of his sheer weight of numbers.

Yet even though he were actually in our own dear London, our people did not mean that he should establish himself without any further opposition. Therefore, though the barricades had been taken, the Germans found in every unexpected corner men who shot at them, and Maxims which spat forth their leaden showers beneath which hundreds upon hundreds of Teutons fell.

Yet they advanced, still fighting. The scenes of carnage were awful and indescribable, no quarter being given to any armed citizens not in uniform, be they men, women, or children.

The German Army was carrying out the famous proclamation of Field-Marshal von Kronhelm to the very letter!

They were marching on to the sack of the wealthiest city of the world.

It wanted still an hour of midnight, London was a city of shadow, of fire, of death. The silent streets, whence all the inhabitants had fled in panic, echoed to the heavy tread of German infantry, the clank of arms, and the ominous rumble of guns. Ever and anon an order was shouted in German as the Kaisers legions went forward to occupy the proud capital of the world. The enemys plans appeared to have been carefully prepared. The majority of the troops coming from the direction of Hampstead and Finchley entered Regents Park, whence preparations were at once commenced for encampment; while the remainder, together with those who came down the Camden, Caledonian, and Holloway Roads turned along Euston Road and Oxford Street to Hyde Park, where a huge camp was formed, stretching from the Marble Arch right along the Park Lane side away to Knightsbridge.

Officers were very soon billeted in the best houses in Park Lane and about Mayfair, — houses full of works of art and other valuables that had only that morning been left to the mercy of the invaders. From the windows and balconies of their quarters in Park Lane they could overlook the encampment — a position which had evidently been purposely chosen.

Other troops who came in never-ending procession by Bow Road, Roman Road, East India Dock Road, Victoria Park Road, Mare Street, and Kingsland Road all converged into the City itself, except those who had come from Edmonton down the Kingsland Road, and who, passing along Old Street and Clerkenwell, occupied the Charing Cross and Westminster districts.

At midnight a dramatic scene was enacted when, in the blood-red glare of some blazing buildings in the vicinity, a large body of Prince Louis Ferdinand of Prussias 2nd Magdeburg Regiment suddenly swept up Threadneedle Street into the great open space before the Mansion House, whereon the London flag was still flying aloft in the smoke-laden air. They halted across the junction of Cheapside with Queen Victoria Street when, at the same moment, another huge body of the Uhlans of Altmark and Magdeburg Hussars came clattering along Cornhill, followed a moment later by battalion after battalion of the 4th and 8th Thuringen Infantry out of Moorgate Street, whose uniforms showed plain traces of the desperate encounters of the past week.
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The great body of Germans had halted before the Mansion House, when General von Kleppen, the commander of the IVth Army Corps — who, it will be remembered, had landed at Weybourne — accompanied by Lieutenant-General von Mirbach of the 8th Division, and Frölich, commander of the cavalry brigade, ascended the steps of the Mansion House and entered.

Within, Sir Claude Harrison, the Lord Mayor, who wore his robes and jewel of office, received them in that great, sombre room wherein so many momentous questions concerning the welfare of the British Empire had been discussed. The representative of the City of London, a short, stout, grey-haired man, was pale and agitated. He bowed, but he could not speak.

Von Kleppen, however, a smart, soldierly figure in his service uniform and many ribbons, bowed in response, and in very fair English said:

I regret, my Lord Mayor, that it is necessary for us to thus disturb you, but as you are aware, the British Army have been defeated, and the German Army has entered London. I have orders from Field-Marshal von Kronhelm to place you under arrest, and to hold you as hostage for the good behaviour of the City during the progress of the negotiations for peace.

Arrest! gasped the Lord Mayor. You intend to arrest me?

It will not be irksome, I assure you, smiled the German commander grimly. At least, we shall make it as comfortable as possible. I shall place a guard here, and the only restriction I place upon you is that you shall neither go out nor hold any communication with anyone outside these walls.

But my wife?

If her ladyship is here I would advise that she leave the place. It is better that, for the present, she should be out of London.

The civic officials, who had all assembled for the dramatic ceremonial, looked at each other in blank amazement.

The Lord Mayor was a prisoner!

Sir Claude divested himself of his jewel of office, and handed it to his servant to replace in safe keeping. Then he took off his robe, and having done so, advanced closer to the German officers, who, treating him with every courtesy, consulted with him, expressing regret at the terrible loss of life that had been occasioned by the gallant defence of the barricades.

Von Kleppen gave the Lord Mayor a message from Von Kronhelm, and urged him to issue a proclamation forbidding any further opposition on the part of the populace of London. With the three officers Sir Claude talked for a quarter of an hour, while into the Mansion House there entered a strong guard of men of the 2nd Magdeburg, who quickly established themselves in the most comfortable quarters. German double sentries stood at every exit and in every corridor, and when a few minutes later the flag was hauled down and the German Imperial Standard run up, wild shouts of triumph rang from every throat of the densely packed body of troops assembled outside.

The joyous hurrahs! reached the Lord Mayor, still in conversation with Von Kleppen, Von Mirbach, and Frölich, and in an instant he knew the truth. The Teutons were saluting their own standard. The civic flag had, either accidentally or purposely, been flung down into the roadway below, and was trampled in the dust. A hundred enthusiastic Germans, disregarding the shouts of their officers, fought for the flag, and it was instantly torn to shreds, and little pieces preserved as souvenirs.

Shout after shout in German went up from the wildly excited troops of the Kaiser when the light wind caused their own flag to flutter out, and then as with one voice the whole body of troops united in singing the German National Hymn.

The scene was weird and most impressive. London had fallen.

Around were the wrecked buildings, some still smouldering, some emitting flame. Behind lay the Bank of England with untold wealth locked within; to the right, the damaged façade of the Royal Exchange was illuminated by the flickering light, which also shone upon the piled arms of the enemys troops, causing them to flash and gleam.

In those silent, narrow City streets not an Englishman was to be seen. Everyone save the Lord Mayor and his official attendants had fled.

The Government offices in Whitehall were all in the hands of the enemy. In the Foreign Office, the India Office, the War Office, the Colonial Office, the Admiralty and other minor offices were German guards. Sentries stood at the shattered door of the famous No. 10 Downing Street, and all up Whitehall was lined with infantry.

German officers were in charge of all our public offices, and all officials who had remained on duty were firmly requested to leave. Sentries were stationed to guard the archives of every department, and precautions were taken to guard against any further outbreaks of fire.

Across at the Houses of Parliament, with their damaged towers, the whole great pile of buildings was surrounded by triumphant troops, while across at the fine old Abbey of Westminster was, alas! a different scene. The interior had been turned into a temporary hospital, and upon matresses placed upon the floor were hundreds of poor maimed creatures, some groaning, some ghastly pale in the last moments of agony, some silent, their white lips moving in prayer.

On one side in the dim light lay the men, some in uniform, others inoffensive citizens, who had been struck by cruel shells or falling débris; on the other side lay the women, some mere girls, and even children.

Flitting everywhere in the half light were nurses, charitable ladies, and female helpers, with numbers of doctors, all doing their best to alleviate the terrible sufferings of that crowded place, the walls of which showed plain traces of the severe bombardment. In places the roof was open to the angry sky, while many of the windows were gaunt and shattered.

A clergymans voice somewhere was repeating a prayer in a low, distinct voice, so that all could hear, yet above all were the sighs and groans of the sufferers, and as one walked through that prostrate assembly of victims more than one was seen to have already gone to that land that lies beyond the human ken.
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The horrors of war were never more forcibly illustrated than in Westminster Abbey that night, for the grim hand of Death was there, and men and women lying with their faces to the roof looked into Eternity.

Every hospital in London was full, therefore the overflow had been placed in the various churches. From the battlefields along the northern defences, Epping, Edmonton, Barnet, Enfield, and other places where the last desperate stand had been made, and from the barricades in the northern suburbs ambulance wagons were continually arriving full of wounded, all of whom were placed in the churches and in any large public buildings which had remained undamaged by the bombardment.

St. Georges, Hanover Square, once the scene of many smart weddings, was now packed with unfortunate wounded soldiers, British and Germans lying side by side, while in the Westminster Cathedral and the Oratory at Brompton the Roman Catholic priests made hundreds of poor fellows as comfortable as they could, many members of the religious sisterhoods acting as nurses. St. Jamess Church in Piccadilly, St. Pancras Church, Shoreditch Church, and St. Mary Abbotts, Kensington, were all improvised hospitals, and many grim and terrible scenes of agony were witnessed during that long eventful night.

The light was dim everywhere, for there were only paraffin lamps, and by their feeble illumination many a difficult operation had to be performed by those London surgeons who one and all had come forward, and were now working unceasingly. Renowned specialists from Harley Street, Cavendish Square, Queen Anne Street, and the vicinity were directing the work in all the improvised hospitals, men whose names were world-famous kneeling and performing operations upon poor unfortunate private soldiers or upon some labourer who had taken up a gun in defence of his home.

Of lady helpers there were hundreds. From Mayfair and Belgravia, from Kensington and Bayswater, ladies had come forward offering their services, and their devotion to the wounded was everywhere apparent. In St. Andrews, Wells Street, St. Peters, Eaton Square, in the Scottish Church in Crown Court, Covent Garden, in the Temple Church, in the Union Chapel in Upper Street, in the Chapel Royal, Savoy, in St. Clement Danes in the Strand, and in St. Martins-in-the-Fields there were wounded in greater or less numbers, but the difficulties of treating them were enormous owing to the lack of necessaries for the performance of operations.

Weird and striking were the scenes within those hallowed places, as, in the half darkness with the long, deep shadows, men struggled for life or gave to the women kneeling at their side their name, their address, or a last dying message to one they loved.

London that night was a city of shattered homes, of shattered hopes, of shattered lives.

The silence of death had fallen everywhere. The only sounds that broke the quiet within those churches were the sighs, the groans, and the faint murmurings of the dying.


CHAPTER VII. TWO PERSONAL NARRATIVES
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SOME ADEQUATE IDEA of the individual efforts made by the citizens of London to defend their homes against the invader may be gathered from various personal narratives afterwards printed in certain newspapers. All of them were tragic, thrilling, and struck that strong note of patriotism which is ever latent in the breast of every Englishman, and more especially the Londoner.

The story told to a reporter of the Observer by a young man named Charles Dale, who in ordinary life was a clerk in the employ of the Royal Mail Steam Packet Company, in Moorgate Street, depicted, in graphic details, the frightful conflict. He said:

When the Hendon and Cricklewood Rifle Club was formed in 1906 I joined it, and in a month we had over 500 members. From that time the club — whose practices were held at the Normal Powder Companys range, in Reuters Lane, Hendon — increased until it became one of the largest rifle clubs in the kingdom. As soon as news of the sudden invasion reached us, we all reported ourselves at headquarters, and out of four thousand of us there were only thirty-three absentees, all the latter being too far from London to return. We were formed into small parties, and, taking our rifles and ammunition, we donned our distinctive khaki tunics and peaked caps, and each company made its way into Essex independently, in order to assist the Legion of Frontiersmen and the Free-shooters to harass the Germans.

Three days after the enemys landing, I found myself, with seventeen of my comrades, at a village called Dedham, close to the Stour, where we opened our campaign by lying in ambush and picking off a number of German sentries. It was exciting and risky work, especially when, under cover of darkness, we crept up to the enemys outposts and attacked and harassed them. Assisted by a number of the Frontiersmen, we scoured the country across to Sudbury, and in that hot, exciting week that followed dozens of the enemy fell to our guns. We snatched sleep where we could, concealing ourselves in thickets and begging food from the cottagers, all of whom gave us whatever they could spare. One morning, when just outside Wormingford village, we were surprised by a party of Germans. Whereupon we retired to a barn, and held it strongly for an hour until the enemy were forced to retire, leaving ten of their number dead and eight wounded. Ours was a very narrow escape, and had not the enemy been compelled to fight in the open, we should certainly have been overwhelmed and exterminated. We were an irregular force, therefore the Germans would give us no quarter. We carried our lives in our hands always.

War brings with it strange companions. Many queer, adventurous spirits fought beside us in those breathless days of fire and blood, when Maldon was attacked by the Colchester garrison, and our gallant troops were forced back after the battle of Purleigh. Each day that went past brought out larger numbers of free-shooters from London, while the full force of the patriotic Legion of Frontiersmen had now concentrated until the whole country west of the line from Chelmsford to Saffron Walden seemed swarming with us, and we must have given the enemy great trouble everywhere. The day following the battle of Royston I had the most narrow escape. Lying in ambush with eight other men, all members of the Rifle Club, in College Wood, not far from Buntingford, I was asleep, being utterly worn out, when we were suddenly discovered by a large party of Uhlans. Two of my comrades were shot dead ere they could fire, while five others, including one of my best friends, Tom Martin, a clerk in the National Provincial Bank, who had started with me from Hendon, were taken prisoners. I managed to dodge the two big Uhlans who endeavoured to seize me, and into the face of one I fired my revolver, blowing half his bearded face away. In a moment a German bullet whistled past me; then another and another; but by marvellous good luck I was not hit, and managed to escape into the denser part of the wood, where I climbed a high tree, hiding among the branches, while the Germans below sought in vain for me. Those moments seemed hours. I could hear my own heart beat. I knew that they might easily discover me, for the foliage was not very thick. Indeed, twice one of the search parties passed right beneath me. Of my other comrade who had fled I had seen nothing. For three hours I remained concealed there. Once I heard loud shouts and then sounds of shots close by, and wondered whether any of our comrades, whom I knew were in the vicinity, had discovered the Germans. Then at last, just after sundown, I descended and carefully made my way out. For a long time I wandered about until the dusk was deepening into night, unable to discover my whereabouts. At last I found myself on the outskirts of the wood, but hardly had I gone a hundred yards in the open ere my eyes met a sight that froze my blood. Upon trees in close proximity to each other were hanging the dead bodies of my five comrades, including poor Tom Martin. They presented a grim, ghastly spectacle. The Uhlans had strung them to trees, and afterwards riddled them with bullets!

Gradually, we were driven back upon London. Desperately we fought, each one of us, and the personal risk of every member of our club, of any other of the rifle clubs, and of the Frontiersmen, for the matter of that, was very great. We were insufficient in numbers. Had we been more numerous, I maintain that we could have so harassed the enemy that we could have held him in check for many months. With the few thousands of men we have we made it extremely uncomfortable for Von Kronhelm and his forces. Had our number been greater we could have operated more in unison with the British regular arms, and formed a line of defence around London so complete that it could never have been broken. As it was, however, when driven in, we were compelled to take a stand in manning the forts and entrenchments of the London lines, I finding myself in a hastily constructed trench not far from Enfield. While engaged there with the enemy, a bullet took away the little finger of my left hand, causing me excruciating pain, but it fortunately did not place me hors-de-combat. Standing beside me was a costermonger from Leman Street, Whitechapel, who had once been in the Militia, while next him was a country squire from Hampshire, who was a good shot at grouse, but who had never before handled a military rifle. In that narrow trench in which we stood beneath the rain of German bullets we were of a verity a strange, incongruous crowd, dirty, unkempt, unshaven, more than one of us wearing hastily applied bandages upon places where we had received injury. I had never faced death like that before, and I tell you it was a weird and strange experience. Every man among us knit his brows, loaded and fired, without speaking a word, except, perhaps, to ejaculate a curse upon those who threatened to overwhelm us and capture our capital.

At last, though we fought valiantly — three men beside me having fallen dead through injudiciously showing themselves above the earthworks — we were compelled to evacuate our position. Then followed a terrible guerilla warfare as, driven in across by Southgate to Finchley, we fell back south upon London itself. The enemy, victorious, were following upon the heels of our routed army, and it was seen that our last stand must be made at the barricades, which, we heard, had in our absence been erected in all the main roads leading in from the Northern Heights.

On Hampstead Heath I found about a dozen or so of my comrades, whom I had not seen since I had left Hendon, and heard from them that they had been operating in Norfolk against the German Guards, who had landed at Kings Lynn. With them I went through Hampstead and down Haverstock Hill to the great barricade that had been erected across that thoroughfare and Prince of Wales Road. It was a huge, ugly structure, built of every conceivable article — overturned tramcars, furniture, paving stones, pianos, wardrobes, scaffold boards, in fact everything and anything that came handiest — while intertwined everywhere were hundreds of yards of barbed wire. A small space had been left at the junction of the two roads in order to allow people to enter, while on the top a big Union Jack waved in the light breeze. In all the neighbouring houses I saw men with rifles, while from one house pointed the menacing muzzle of a Maxim, commanding the greater part of Haverstock Hill. There seemed also to be other barricades in the smaller roads in the vicinity. But the one at which I had been stationed was certainly a most formidable obstacle. All sorts and conditions of men manned it. Women, too, were there, fierce-eyed, towsled-haired women, who in their fury seemed to have become half savage. Men shouted themselves hoarse, encouraging the armed citizens to fight till death. But from the determined look upon their faces no incentive was needed. They meant, every one of them, to bear their part bravely, when the moment came.

 Weve been here three whole days awaiting the enemy, one man said to me, a dark-haired, bearded City man in a serge suit, who carried his rifle slung upon his shoulder.

 Theyll be ere soon enough now, cockie, remarked a Londoner of the lower class from Notting Dale. Therell be fightin ere before long, depend ont. This



COUNTY OF LONDON.

—— — 

LOOTING, HOUSEBREAKING, AND
OTHER OFFENCES.

—— — 

TAKE NOTICE.

(1) That any person, whether soldier or civilian, who enters any premises whatsoever for the purposes of loot; or is found with loot in his possession; or who commits any theft within the meaning of the Act; or is guilty of theft from the person, or robbery, with or without violence; or wilfully damages property; or compels by threats any person to disclose the whereabouts of valuables, or who demands money by menaces; or enters upon any private premises, viz. house, shop, warehouse, office, or factory, without just or reasonable cause, will be at once arrested and tried by military court-martial, and be liable to penal servitude for a period not to exceed twenty years.

(2) That from this date all magistrates at the Metropolitan Police Courts will be superseded by military officers empowered to deal and adjudicate upon all offences in contravention to law.

(3) That the chief Military Court-martial is established at the Metropolitan Police Court at Bow Street.

FRANCIS BAMFORD, General, Military Governor of London.

Governors Headquarters,
New Scotland Yard, S.W.,
September 19th, 1910.

THE ABOVE PROCLAMATION WAS POSTED ALL OVER THE
METROPOLIS ON THE DAY PRIOR TO THE BOMBARDMENT.

is more excitin sport than Kempton Park, aint it — eh?

That man was right, for a few hours later, when Von Kronhelm appeared upon Hampstead Heath and launched his infantry upon London, our barricade became a perfect hell. I was on the roof of a house close by, lying full length behind a sheltering chimney-stack, and firing upon the advancing troops for all I was worth. From every window in the vicinity we poured forth a veritable rain of death upon the Germans, while our Maxim spat fire incessantly, and the men at the barricade kept up a splendid fusillade. Ere long Haverstock Hill became a perfect inferno. Perched up where I was, I commanded a wide view of all that was in progress. Again and again the Germans were launched to the assault, but such a withering fire did we keep up that we held them constantly in check. Our Maxim served us admirably, for ever and anon it cut a lane in the great wall of advancing troops, until the whole roadway was covered with dead and maimed Germans. To my own gun many fell, as to those of my valiant comrades, for every one of us had sworn that the enemy should never enter London if we could prevent it.

I saw a woman with her hair dishevelled deliberately mount to the top of the barricade and wave a small Union Jack; but next instant she paid for her folly with her life, and fell back dead upon the roadway below. If the enemy lost heavily, we did not altogether escape. At the barricade and in the houses in the immediate vicinity there were a number of dead and a quantity of wounded, the latter being carried away and tended to by a number of devoted ladies from Fitzjohns Avenue, and the more select thoroughfares in the neighbourhood. Local surgeons were also there, working unceasingly. For fully an hour the frightful conflict continued. The Germans were dogged in their perseverance, while we were equally active in our desperate resistance. The conflict was awful. The scenes in the streets below me now were beyond description. In High Street, Hampstead, a number of shops had been set on fire and were burning; while above the din, the shouts and the crackle of the rifles, there was now and then heard the deep boom of field guns away in the distance.

We had received information that Von Kronhelm himself was quite near us, up at Jack Straws Castle, and more than one of us only wished he would show himself in Haverstock Hill, and thus allow us a chance of taking a pot-shot at him.

Suddenly the enemy retreated back up Roslyn Hill, and we cheered loudly at what we thought was our victory. Alas! our triumph was not of long duration. I had descended from my position on the roof, and was walking at rear of the barricade, where the pavement and roadway were slippery with blood, when of a sudden the big guns, which it seemed had now been planted on Hampstead Heath, gave tongue, and a shot passed high above us far south into London. In a moment a dozen other guns roared, and within ten minutes we found ourselves beneath a perfect hail of high explosive projectiles, though being so near the guns we were comparatively safe. Most of us sought shelter in the neighbouring houses. No enemy was in sight, for they had now gathered up their wounded and retired back up to Hampstead. Their dead they left scattered over the roadway, a grim, awful sight on that bright, sunny morning.

 Theyre surely not going to bombard a defenceless city? cried a man to me — a man whom I recognised as a neighbour of mine at Hendon. Its against all the rules of war.

 They are bombarding London because of our defence, I said, and scarcely were those words out of my mouth when there was a bright red flash, a loud report, and the whole front of a neighbouring house was torn out into the roadway, while my friend and myself reeled by force of the terrific explosion. Two men standing near us had been blown to atoms.

Some of the women about us now became panic-stricken. But the men were mostly cool and determined, standing within the shelter walls of the houses, down areas, or in coal cellers beneath the street. Thus for over three hours we waited under fire, not knowing from one moment to another whether a shell might not fall among us.

Suddenly our fears were increased, when, soon after four oclock, the Germans again appeared in Haverstock Hill, this time with artillery, which, notwithstanding the heavy fire we instantly directed upon them, they established in such a position as to completely command our hastily-constructed defences. The fire from Hampstead Heath was slackening when suddenly one of those guns before us on Haverstock Hill sent a shell right into the centre of our barricade. The explosion was awful. The whole front of the house in which I was fell out into the roadway, while a dozen heroic men were blown out of all recognition, and a great breach made in the obstruction. Another shell, another and another, struck in our midst, utterly disorganising our defence, and each time making great breaches in our huge barricade. Neither Maxim nor rifle was of any use against those awful shells.

I stood in the wrecked room covered with dust and blood, wondering what the end was to be. To fire my rifle in that moment was useless. Not only did the German artillery train their guns upon the barricade, but on the houses which we had placed in a state of defence. They pounded away at them, and in a few minutes had reduced several to ruins, burying in the débris the gallant Londoners defending them. The house upon the roof of which I had, earlier in the day, taken up my position, was struck by two shells in rapid succession, and simply demolished, over forty brave men losing their lives in the terrible catastrophe.

Again the enemy, after wrecking our defences, retired smartly up the hill as the terrible bombardment of London ceased. Our losses in the shelling of the barricade had been terrible. The roadway behind us was strewn with dead and dying, and with others I helped to bandage the wounded and remove them to private houses in the Adelaide and King Henrys Roads, where the doctors were attending to their injuries. In Haverstock Hill lay the bodies of many women, more than one with a revolver still grasped in her stiffened hand. Ah! the scenes at that barricade defy description. They were awful. The pavements were like those of slaughter-houses and the whole road to beyond the Adelaide had been utterly wrecked, there being not a single house intact.

And yet we rallied. Reinforcements came up from the direction of Regents Park — a great, unorganised crowd of armed men and women, doubly enraged by the cruel bombardment and the burning of their homes. With these reinforcements we resolved to still hold the débris of our barricade — to still dispute the advance of the invader, knowing that one division must certainly come down that road. So we reorganised our force and waited — waited while the sun sank with its crimson afterglow and darkness crept on, watching the red fires of London reflected upon the night sky, and wondering each one of us what was to be our fate.

For hours we waited there, until the Kaisers legions came upon us, sweeping down Roslyn Hill to where we were still making a last stand. Though the street lamps were unlit, we saw them advancing by the angry glare of the fires of London, while we, too, were full in the light, and a mark for them. They fired upon us, and we returned their fusillade. We stood man to man, concealed behind the débris wherever we could get shelter from the rain of lead they poured upon us. They advanced by rushes, taking our position by storm. I was in the roadway, concealed behind an overturned tramcar, into the woodwork of which bullets were constantly imbedding themselves. The man next me fell backward — dead, without a word. But I kept on, well knowing that in the end we must give way. Those well-equipped hordes of the Kaiser I saw before me were, I knew, the conquerors of London. Yet we fought on valiantly for King and country — fought even when we came hand to hand. I shot a standard-bearer dead, but in an instant another took his place. For a second the German standard was trampled in the dust, but next moment it was aloft again, amid the ringing cheers of the conquerors. Again I fired, again, and yet again, as fast as I could reload, when of a sudden I knew that we were defeated, for our fire had slackened, and the Germans ran in past me. I turned, and as I did so I faced a big, burly fellow with a revolver. I put my hand to my own, but ere I could get it out a light flashed full in my face, and then I knew no more. When I recovered consciousness I found myself in the North-West London Hospital, in Kentish Town Road, with my head bandaged, and a nurse looking gravely into my face.

And that is very briefly my story of how I fared during the terrible siege of London. I could tell you of many and many horrible scenes, of ruthless loss of life, and of women and children the innocent victims of those bloody engagements. But why should I? The horrors of the war are surely known to you, alas, only too well — far too well.



Another narrative of great interest as showing the aspect of London immediately following its occupation by the Germans was that of a middle-aged linotype operator named James Jellicoe, employed on the Weekly Dispatch, who made the following statement to a reporter of the Evening News. It was published in the last edition of that journal prior to the suppression of the entire London Press by Von Kronhelm. He said:

When the barricades in North London had been stormed by the Germans, and they had fought their way down to Oxford Street and Holborn, I chanced to be in Farringdon Street. Right through the bombardment during the whole afternoon we compositors on the Mail, the Evening News, and the Dispatch were compelled to work, and it had been a most exciting time, I can tell you. We didnt know from one moment to another when a shell might fall through the roof among us. Two or three places in Whitefriars were struck, and Answers office in Tudor Street had been burned out. I had left work at eleven and gone to meet my boy Frank, who is on the Star in Stonecutter Street, intending to take him home to Kennington Park Road, where I live, when I first caught sight of the Germans. They were passing over the Viaduct, marching towards the City, while some of them ran down the steps into the Farringdon Road, ranging themselves along beneath the Viaduct as guards, in order to protect it, I suppose. They seemed a tall, sturdy, well-equipped body of men, and entirely surprised me, as they did the other people about me, who now saw them for the first time. I had been setting up copy about the enemy for the past ten days or so, but had never imagined them to be such a sturdy race as they really were. There was no disorder among them. They obeyed the German words of command just like machines, while up above them marched battalion after battalion of infantry, and troop after troop of clattering cavalry, away to Newgate Street and the City.

I heard it said that the Lord Mayor had already been taken a prisoner, and that the streets of the City proper were swarming with Germans. A quarter of an hour later I called for my boy, and together we made our way back along New Bridge Street to Blackfriars Bridge, when, to my amazement, I found such a great press of people flying south that many helpless women and children were being crushed to death. There was a frightful scene, illuminated by the red glare of the
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flames devouring St. Pauls Station. The railway bridge was thus cut off, otherwise it might have considerably relieved the frantic traffic. After half a dozen futile attempts to get across — for it seemed that there were two human tides meeting there, persons desirous of re-entering London after the bombardment, and those flying in terror from the enemy — I resolved to abandon it. Therefore, with my boy Frank, I walked along the Embankment until I got close to Waterloo Bridge, when, as I approached the great single arch that spans the roadway, I noticed a boat containing three men shoot out into the river from beneath the wall, close to where we were walking. It slipped silently beneath the shadow of the second arch, where there was some scaffolding, the fine old bridge being under repair.

The bridge above was just as crowded as that at Blackfriars, the throng struggling both ways, meeting and fighting among themselves for the mastery. In those frantic efforts to cross the river, men and women had their clothes literally torn from their backs. The men were demons in that hour of terror; the women became veritable furies. On the Embankment where I stood in the shadow, however, there were few persons. The great fires in the Strand threw their reflection upon the surface of the water, but the Savoy, Somerset House, and the Cecil also threw great black shadows. The mysterious movements of the three men beneath the bridge attracted me. They had rowed so suddenly out just as we passed that they startled me, and now my curiosity became aroused. Concealed in the deep shadow I leaned over the parapet, and watching saw them make fast the boat to the scaffold platform on a level with the water, and then one man, clinging to the ladder, clambered up into the centre of the arch beneath the roadway. I could not distinctly see what he was doing, for he was hidden among the scaffolding and in the darkness.

Presently a second man from the boat swung himself upon the ladder and ascended to his companion on the platform above. I could distinguish them standing together, apparently in consultation. Close to me was the pier of the Thames Police, and both of us slipped down there, but found nobody in charge. The police, Metropolitan, City, and Thames, were all engaged in the streets on that memorable night. Nevertheless, the trio beneath the bridge were acting suspiciously. What could we do? German secret agents had committed many outrages during the past ten days, more especially in blowing up bridges and wrecking public buildings with bombs, in order to disorganise any attempt at resistance, and strike terror into the hearts of Londoners. A bomb had been exploded on the terrace of the House of Commons two days before, causing great havoc, while the entrance hall of the Admiralty had also been wrecked. Penge tunnel had, by explosives, been rendered impassable, and an attempt in the tunnel at Merstham had very nearly been successful. Were these suspicious men engaged in the dastardly act of blowing up Waterloo Bridge?

It suddenly struck me that it might be part of Von Kronhelms scheme to blow up certain of the bridges in order to prevent those who had fled south from returning and harassing his troops, or else he wished to keep the inhabitants remaining north of the Thames, and prevent them from escaping. As I stood upon the police pier I saw the two men high upon the scaffold motion to the third man, still in the boat, when, after a few moments the last-named individual left the boat, carrying something very carefully, an object looking like a long iron cylinder, and slowly made his way up the perpendicular ladder to where the pair were standing right beneath the crown of the huge arch.

Then I knew that they were Germans, and realised their foul intention. A few feet above them hundreds were fighting and struggling, all unconscious of that frightful explosive they were affixing to the arch. What could I do? To warn the crowd above was impossible. I was far below, and my voice would not be heard above the din.

 What are those fellows doing, do you think, father? inquired my boy, with curiosity.

 Doing? I cried. Why, theyre going to blow up the bridge! And we must save it. But how?

I looked around, but there was unfortunately no one in the immediate vicinity. I had no weapon, but the fellows were no doubt armed and desperate. Into the dark police office I peered, but could see nothing. Then suddenly an idea occurred to me. If I raised the alarm at that moment, they would certainly escape. Both Frank and I could row, therefore I sprang into the police boat at the pier, unmoored her, and urged my son to take an oar with me. In less time than it takes to relate we had pulled across into the shadow of the big arch, and were alongside the empty boat of the conspirators.

 Row away for your life! I cried to Frank, as I sprang into the other boat. Then taking out my knife I cut her adrift in an instant and pulled out hard with the tide towards Cleopatras Needle, while Frank, grasping my intention, shot away towards the Surrey bank. Scarce had I taken out my knife to sever the cord, however, than the three men above noticed me and shouted down in broken English. Indeed, as I pulled off there was the sharp crack of a revolver above me, and I think I narrowly escaped being winged. Nevertheless, I had caught the three blackguards in a trap. The explosive had already been fixed to the crown of the arch, but if they lit the fuse they must themselves be blown to atoms.

I could hear their shouts and curses from where I rested upon my oars, undecided how to act. If I could only have found at that moment a couple of those brave Frontiersmen or Britons, or members of rifle clubs, who had been such trouble to the enemy out in Essex! There were hundreds upon hundreds of them in London, but they were in the streets still harassing the Germans wherever they could. I rested on my oars in full view of the spies, but beyond revolver range, mounting guard upon them, as it were. They might, after all, decide to carry out their evil design, for if they were good swimmers they might ignite the fuse and then dive into the water, trusting to luck to get to the steps around Cleopatras Needle. Would they dare do this?

They kept shouting to me, waving their hands excitedly; but I could not distinguish what they said, so great was the din on the bridge above. Frank had disappeared. Whither he had gone I knew not. He had, however, seen the revolver fired at me, and recognising what was taking place would, I felt certain, seek assistance. One of the men descending the ladder to the water, shouted again to me, waving his hand frantically and pointing upward. From this I concluded that he intended to convey that the time-fuse was already ignited and they were begging for their lives to be saved. Such men are always cowards at the supreme moment when they must face death. I saw the fellows pale, black-bearded face in the shadow, and an evil, murderous countenance it was, I assure you. But to his shouts, his threats, his frantic appeals I made no response. I had caught all three of them, and paused there triumphant. Would Frank ever return? Suddenly, however, I saw a boat in the full light out in the centre of the river, crossing in my direction, and hailed it frantically. The answering shout was my boys, and as he drew nearer I saw that with him were four men armed with rifles. They were evidently four Freeshooters who had been in the roadway above to hold the bridge against the enemys advance!

With swift strokes of the oars Frank brought the police boat up alongside mine, and in a few brief sentences I explained the situation and pointed to the three conspirators.

 Lets shoot them from where we are! urged one of the men, who wore the little bronze badge of a Frontiersman, and without further word he raised his rifle and let fly at the man clinging to the ladder. The first shot went wide, but the second hit, for with a cry the fellow released his hold and fell back into the dark tide, his lifeless body being carried in our direction.

The other three men in the boat, members of the Southfields (Putney) Rifle Club, opened a hail of fire upon the pair hidden in the scaffolding above. It was a dangerous proceeding, for had a stray bullet struck that case full of explosives, we should have been all blown to atoms in an instant. Several times all four emptied their magazines into that semicircular opening, but to no effect. The fusilade from the river quickly attracted the attention of those above, to whom the affair was a complete mystery. One rifleman upon the bridge, thinking we were the enemy, actually opened fire upon us; but we shouted who we were, and that spies were concealed below, whereupon he at once desisted.

A dozen times our party fired, when at last one mans dark body fell heavily into the stream with a loud splash; and about a minute later the third fell backwards, and the rolling river closed over him. All three had thus met with their well-merited deserts.

 I wonder if theyve lit the fuse? suggested one Frontiersman. Lets go nearer.

We both rowed forward beneath the arch, when, to our horror, we all saw straight above us, right under the crown, a faint red glow. A fuse was burning there!

 Quick! cried one of the sharpshooters. Theres not an instant to spare. Land me at the ladder, and then row away for your lives. Ill go and put it out if theres yet time.

In a moment Frank had turned the bow of the boat, and the gallant fellow had run nimbly up the ladder as he sheered off again. We saw him up upon the scaffolding. We watched him struggling to get the iron cylinder free from the wire with which it was bound against the stone. He tugged and tugged, but in vain. At any instant the thing might explode and cause the death of hundreds, including ourselves. At last, however, something suddenly fell with a big splash into the stream. Then we sent up a ringing cheer.

Waterloo Bridge was saved!

People on the bridge above shouted down to us, asking what we were doing, but we were too occupied to reply, and as the man who had so gallantly risked his life to save the grand old bridge from destruction regained the boat we pulled away back to the police pier. Hardly had we got ashore when we distinctly saw a bright red flash beneath the Hungerford railway bridge, followed by a terrific explosion, as part of the massive iron structure fell into the river, a tangled mass of girders. All of us chanced to have our faces turned towards Charing Cross at that moment, and so great was the explosion that we distinctly felt the concussion. The dastardly work was, like the attempt we had just foiled, that of German spies, acting under orders to cause a series of explosions at the time of the entry of the troops into London, thus to increase the terror in the hearts of the populace. But instead of terrifying them it only irritated them. Such wanton destruction was both unpardonable and inconceivable, for it seemed most probable that the Germans would now require the South-Eastern Railway for strategic purposes. And yet their spies had destroyed the bridge.

With the men who had shot the three Germans and my lad Frank I ascended to Waterloo Bridge by the steps from the Embankment, and there we fought our way through the entrance of the huge barricade that had been hastily erected. The riflemen who had so readily responded to Franks alarm explained to us that they and their companions, aided by a thousand armed civilians of all kinds, intended to hold the bridge in case the enemy attempted to come southward upon the Surrey side. They told us also that all the bridges were being similarly held by those who had survived the terrible onslaught upon the barricades in the northern suburbs. The Germans were already in the City, the Lord Mayor was a prisoner, and the German flag was flying in the smoke above the War Office, upon the National Gallery, and other buildings. Of all this we were aware, and from the aspect of those fierce, determined-looking men around us we knew that if the enemys hordes attempted to storm the bridges they would meet with a decidedly warm reception.

Behind the bridge the multitude pressed on both ways, so that we were stopped close behind the barricade, where I found myself held tightly beside a neat-looking little Maxim, manned by four men in different military uniforms — evidently survivors from the disaster at Epping or at Enfield. This was not the only machine gun, for there were, I saw, four others, so placed that they commanded the whole of Wellington Street, the entrances to the Strand and up to Bow Street. The great crowd in the open space before Somerset House were struggling to get upon the bridge; but news having been brought of bodies of the enemy moving along the Strand from Trafalgar Square, the narrow entrance was quickly blocked up by paving-stones and iron railings, torn up from before some houses in the vicinity.

We had not long to wait. The people left in Wellington Street, finding their retreat cut off, turned back into the Strand or descended the steps to the Embankment, and so had nearly all dispersed, when, of a sudden, a large body of the enemys infantry swept round from the Strand, and came full upon the barricade. Next second our Maxims spat their deadly fire with a loud rattle and din, and about me on every hand men were shooting. I waited to see the awful effect of our rain of lead upon the Germans. Hundreds dropped, but hundreds still seemed to take their place. I saw them place a field-gun in position at the corner of the Strand, and then I recognised their intention to shell us. So, being unarmed and a non-combatant, I fled with my son towards my own home in the Kennington Park Road. I had not, however, got across the bridge before shells began to explode against the barricade, blowing it and several of our gallant men to atoms. Once behind I glanced, and saw too plainly that the attempt to hold the bridge was utterly hopeless. There were not sufficient riflemen. Then we both ran on — to save our lives. And you know the rest — ruin, disaster, and death reigned in London that night. Our men fought for their lives and homes, but the Germans, angered at our resistance, gave no quarter to those not in uniform. Ah! the slaughter was awful.


CHAPTER VIII. GERMANS SACKING THE BANKS
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DAY DAWNED DISMALLY and wet on September the 21st.

Over London the sky was still obscured by the smoke-pall, though as the night passed many of the raging fires had spent themselves.

Trafalgar Square was filled with troops, who had piled arms and were standing at their ease. The men were laughing and smoking, enjoying a rest after the last forward movement and the street fighting of that night of horrors.

The losses on both sides during the past three days had been enormous; of the number of London citizens killed and wounded it was impossible to calculate. There had, in the northern suburbs, been wholesale butchery everywhere, so gallantly had the barricades been defended.

Great camps had now been formed in Hyde Park, in the Green Park between Constitution Hill and Piccadilly, and in St. Jamess Park. The Magdeburg Fusiliers were being formed up on the Horse Guards Parade, and from the flagstaff there now fluttered the ensign of the commander of an army corps in place of the British flag. A large number of Uhlans and Cuirassiers were encamped at the west end of the Park, opposite Buckingham Palace, and both the Wellington Barracks and the Cavalry Barracks at Knightsbridge were occupied by Germans.

Many officers were already billeted in the Savoy, the Cecil, the Carlton, the Grand, and Victoria hotels, while the British Museum, the National Gallery, the South Kensington Museum, the Tower, and a number of other collections of pictures and antiques were all guarded strongly by German sentries. The enemy had thus seized our national treasures.

London awoke to find herself a German city.

In the streets lounging groups of travel-worn sons of the Fatherland were everywhere, and German was heard on every hand. Every ounce of foodstuff was being rapidly commandeered by hundreds of foraging parties, who went to each grocers, bakers, or provision shop in the various districts, seized all they could find, valued it, and gave official receipts for it.

The price of food in London that morning was absolutely prohibitive, as much as two shillings being asked for a twopenny loaf. The Germans had, it was afterwards discovered, been all the time, since the Sunday when they landed, running over large cargoes of supplies of all sorts to the Essex, Lincolnshire, and Norfolk coasts, where they had established huge supply bases, well knowing that there was not sufficient food in the country to feed their armed hordes in addition to the population.

Shops in Tottenham Court Road, Holborn, Edgeware Road, Oxford Street, Camden Road, and Harrow Road were systematically visited by the foraging parties, who commenced their work at dawn. Those places that were closed and their owners absent were at once broken open, and everything seized and carted to either Hyde Park or St. Jamess Park, for though Londoners might starve, the Kaisers troops intended to be fed.

In some cases a patriotic shopkeeper attempted to resist. Indeed, in more than one case a tradesman wilfully set his shop on fire rather than its contents should fall into the enemys hands. In other cases the tradesmen who received the official German receipts burned them in contempt before the officers eyes.

The guidance of these foraging parties was, in very many cases, in the hands of Germans in civilian clothes, and it was now seen how complete and helpful the enemys system of espionage had been in London. Most of these men were Germans who, having served in the army, had come over to England and obtained employment as waiters, clerks, bakers, hairdressers, and private servants, and being bound by their oath to the Fatherland had served their country as spies. Each man, when obeying the Imperial command to join the German arms, had placed in the lapel of his coat a button of a peculiar shape, with which he had long ago been provided, and by which he was instantly recognised as a loyal subject of the Kaiser.

This huge body of German solders, who for years had passed in England as civilians, was, of course, of enormous use to Von Kronhelm, for they acted as guides not only on the march and during the entry to London, but materially assisted in the victorious advance in the Midlands. Indeed, the Germans had for years kept a civilian army in England, and yet we had, ostrich-like, buried our heads in the sand and refused to turn our eyes to the grave peril that had for so long threatened.

Systematically, the Germans were visiting every shop and warehouse in the shopping districts, and seizing everything eatable they could discover. The enemy were taking the food from the mouths of the poor in East and South London, and as they went southward across the river, so the populace retired, leaving their homes at the mercy of the ruthless invader.

Upon all the bridges across the Thames stood German guards, and none were allowed to cross either way without permits.

Soon after dawn Von Kronhelm and his staff rode down Haverstock Hill with a large body of cavalry, and made his formal entry into London, first having an interview with the Lord Mayor, and an hour afterwards establishing his headquarters at the new War Office in Whitehall, over which he hoisted his special flag as Commander-in-Chief. It was found that, though a good deal of damage had been done externally to the building, the interior had practically escaped, save one or two rooms. Therefore, the Field-Marshal installed himself in the private room of the War Minister, and telegraphic and telephonic communication was quickly established, while a wireless telegraph apparatus was placed upon the ruined summit of Big Ben for the purpose of communicating with Germany, in case the cables were interrupted by being cut at sea.

The day after the landing a similar apparatus had been erected on the Monument at Yarmouth, and it had been daily in communication with the one at Bremen. The Germans left nothing to chance. They were always prepared for every emergency.

The clubs in Pall Mall were now being used by German officers, who lounged in easy-chairs, smoking and taking their ease, German soldiers being on guard outside. North of the Thames seemed practically deserted, save for the invaders, who swarmed everywhere. South of the Thames the cowed and terrified populace were asking what the end was to be. What was the Government doing? It had fled to Bristol and left London to its fate, they complained.

What the German demands were was not known until midday, when the Evening News published an interview with Sir Claude Harrison, the Lord Mayor, which gave authentic details of them.

They were as follows: — 

1. Indemnity of £300,000,000, paid in ten annual instalments.

2. Until this indemnity is paid in full, German troops to occupy Edinburgh, Rosyth, Chatham, Dover, Portsmouth, Devonport, Pembroke, Yarmouth, Hull.

3. Cession to Germany of the Shetlands, Orkneys, Bantry Bay, Malta, Gibraltar, and Tasmania.

4. India, north of a line drawn from Calcutta to Baroda, to be ceded to Russia.

5. The independence of Ireland to be recognised.



Of the claim of £300,000,000, fifty millions was demanded from London, the sum in question to be paid within twelve hours.

The Lord Mayor had, it appeared, sent his secretary to the Prime Minister at Bristol bearing the original document in the handwriting of Von Kronhelm. The Prime Minister had acknowledged its receipt by telegraph both to the Lord Mayor and to the German Field-Marshal, but there the matter had ended.

The twelve hours grace was nearly up, and the German Commander, seated in Whitehall, had received no reply.

In the corner of the large, pleasant, well-carpeted room sat a German telegraph engineer with a portable instrument, in direct communication with the Emperors private cabinet at Potsdam, and over that wire, messages were continually passing and repassing.

The grizzled old soldier paced the room impatiently. His Emperor had only an hour ago sent him a message of warm congratulation, and had privately informed him of the high honours he intended to bestow upon him. The German Eagle was victorious, and London — the great, unconquerable London — lay crushed, torn, and broken.

The marble clock upon the mantelshelf chimed eleven upon its silvery bells, causing Von Kronhelm to turn from the window to glance at his own watch.

Tell His Majesty that it is eleven oclock, and that there is no reply to hand, he said sharply in German to the man in uniform seated at the table in the corner.

The instrument clicked rapidly, and a silence followed.

The German Commander waited anxiously. He stood bending slightly over the green tape in order to read the Imperial order the instant it flashed from beneath the sea.

Five minutes — ten minutes passed. The shouting of military commands in German came up from Whitehall below. Nothing else broke the quiet.

Von Kronhelm, his face more furrowed and more serious, again paced the carpet.

Suddenly the little instrument whirred and clicked as its thin green tape rolled out.

In an instant the Generalissimo of the Kaisers army sprang to the telegraphists side, and read the Imperial command.

For a moment he held the piece of tape between his fingers, then crushed it in his hand and stood motionless.

He had received orders which, though against his desire, he was compelled to obey.

Summoning several members of his staff who had installed themselves in other comfortable rooms in the vicinity, he held a long consultation with them.

In the meantime telegraphic despatches were received from Sheffield, Manchester, Birmingham, and other German headquarters, all telling the same story — the complete investment and occupation of the big cities and the pacification of the inhabitants.

One hours grace was, however, allowed to London — till noon.

Then orders were issued, bugles rang out across the parks, and in the main thoroughfares, where arms were piled, causing the troops to fall in, and within a quarter of an hour large bodies of infantry and engineers were moving along the Strand, in the direction of the City.

At first the reason of all this was a mystery, but very shortly it was realised what was intended when a detachment of the 5th Hanover Regiment advanced to the gate of the Bank of England opposite the Exchange, and, after some difficulty, broke it open and entered, followed by some engineers of Von Mirbachs Division. The building was very soon occupied, and, under the direction of General von Klepper himself, an attempt was made to open the strong-rooms, wherein was stored that vast hoard of Englands wealth. What actually occurred at that spot can only be imagined, as the commander of the IVth Army Corps and one or two officers and men were the only persons present. It is surmised, however, that the strength of the vaults was far greater than they had imagined, and that, though they worked for hours, all was in vain.

While this was in progress, however, parties of engineers were making organised raids upon the banks in Lombard Street, Lothbury, Moorgate Street, and Broad Street, as well as upon branch banks in Oxford Street, the Strand, and other places in the West End.

At one bank on the left-hand side of Lombard Street, dynamite being used to force the strong-room, the first bullion was seized, while at nearly all the banks sooner or later the vaults were opened, and great bags and boxes of gold coin were taken out and conveyed in carefully-guarded carts to the Bank of England, now in the possession of Germany.

In some banks — those of more modern construction — the greatest resistance was offered by the huge steel doors and concrete and steel walls and other devices for security. But nothing could, alas! resist the high explosives used, and in the end breaches were made, in all cases, and wealth uncounted and untold extracted and conveyed to Threadneedle Street for safe keeping.

Engineers and infantry handled those heavy boxes and those big bundles of securities gleefully, officers carefully counting each box or bag or packet as it was taken out to be carted or carried away by hand.

German soldiers under guard struggled along Lothbury beneath great burdens of gold, and carts, requisitioned out of the East End, rumbled heavily all the afternoon, escorted by soldiers. Hammersmith, Camberwell, Hampstead, and Willesden yielded up their quota of the great wealth of London; but though soon after four oclock a breach was made in the strong-rooms of the Bank of England by means of explosives, nothing in the vaults was touched. The Germans simply entered there and formally took possession.

The coin collected from other banks was carefully kept, each separate from another, and placed in various rooms under strong guards, for it seemed to be the intention of Germany simply to hold Londons wealth as security.

That afternoon very few banks — except the German ones — escaped notice. Of course, there were a few small branches in the suburbs which remained unvisited, yet by six oclock Von Kronhelm was in possession of enormous quantities of gold.

In one or two quarters there had been opposition on the part of the armed guards established by the banks at the first news of the invasion. But any such resistance had, of course, been futile, and the man who had dared to fire upon the German soldiers had in every case been shot down.

Thus, when darkness fell, Von Kronhelm, from the corner of his room in the War Office, was able to report to his Imperial Master that not only had he occupied London, but that, receiving no reply to his demand for indemnity, he had sacked it and taken possession not only of the Bank of England, but of the cash deposits in most of the other banks in the metropolis.

That night the evening papers described the wild happenings of the afternoon, and London saw herself not only shattered but ruined.

The frightened populace across the river stood breathless.

What was now to happen?

Though London lay crushed and occupied by the enemy, though the Lord Mayor was a prisoner of war and the banks in the hands of the Germans, though the metropolis had been wrecked and more than half its inhabitants had fled southward and westward into the country, yet the enemy received no reply to their demand for an indemnity and the cession of British territory.

Von Kronhelm, ignorant of what had occurred in the House of Commons at Bristol, sat in Whitehall and wondered. He knew well that the English were no fools, and their silence, therefore, caused him considerable uneasiness. He had lost in the various engagements over 50,000 men, yet nearly 200,000 still remained. His
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CITIZENS OF LONDON.

WE, the GENERAL COMMANDING the German Imperial Army occupying London, give notice that:

(1) THE STATE OF WAR AND OF SIEGE continues to exist, and all categories of crime, more especially the contravention of all orders already issued, will be judged by Councils of War, and punished in conformity with martial law.

(2) THE INHABITANTS OF LONDON and its suburbs are ordered to instantly deliver up all arms and ammunition of whatever kind they possess. The term arms includes firearms, sabres, swords, daggers, revolvers, and sword-canes. Landlords and occupiers of houses are charged to see that this order is carried out, but in the case of their absence the municipal authorities and officials of the London County Council are charged to make domiciliary visits, minute and searching, being accompanied by a military guard.

(3) ALL NEWSPAPERS, JOURNALS, GAZETTES, AND PROCLAMATIONS, of whatever description, are hereby prohibited, and until further notice nothing further must be printed, except documents issued publicly by the military commander.

(4) ANY PRIVATE PERSON OR PERSONS taking arms against the German troops after this notice will be EXECUTED.

(5) ON THE CONTRARY, the Imperial German troops will respect private property, and no requisition will be allowed to be made unless it bears the authorisation of the Commander-in-Chief.

(6) ALL PUBLIC PLACES are to be closed at 8 P.M. All persons found in the streets of London after 8 P.M. will be arrested by the patrols. There is no exception to this rule except in the case of German Officers, and also in the case of doctors visiting their patients. Municipal officials will also be allowed out, providing they obtain a permit from the German headquarters.

(7) MUNICIPAL AUTHORITIES MUST provide for the lighting of the streets. In cases where this is impossible, each householder must hang a lantern outside his house from nightfall until 8 A.M.

(8) AFTER TO-MORROW morning, at 10 oclock, the women and children of the population of London will be allowed to pass without hindrance.

(9) MUNICIPAL AUTHORITIES MUST, with as little delay as possible, provide accommodation for the German troops in private dwellings, in fire-stations, barracks, hotels, and houses that are still habitable.

VON KRONHELM,
Commander-in-Chief.

German Military Headquarters,
Whitehall, London, September 21, 1910.

VON KRONHELMS PROCLAMATION TO THE CITIZENS
OF LONDON.

army of invasion was a no mean responsibility, especially when at any moment the British might regain command of the sea. His supplies and reinforcements would then be at once cut off. It was impossible for him to live upon the country, and his food bases in Suffolk and Essex were not sufficiently extensive to enable him to make a prolonged campaign. Indeed, the whole scheme of operations which had been so long discussed and perfected in secret in Berlin was more of the nature of a raid than a prolonged siege.

The German Field-Marshal sat alone and reflected. Had he been aware of the true state of affairs he would certainly have had considerable cause for alarm. True, though Lord Byfield had made such a magnificent stand, considering the weakness of the force at his disposal, and London was occupied, yet England, even now, was not conquered.

No news had leaked out from Bristol. Indeed, Parliament had taken every precaution that its deliberations were in secret.

The truth, however, may be briefly related. On the previous day the House had met at noon in the Colston Hall — a memorable sitting, indeed. The Secretary of State for War had, after prayers, risen in the hall and read an official despatch he had just received from Lord Byfield, giving the news of the last stand made by the British north of Enfield, and the utter hopelessness of the situation.

It was received by the assembled House in ominous silence.

During the past week through that great hall the Ministers deep voice, shaken by emotion, had been daily heard as he was compelled to report defeat after defeat of the British arms. Both sides of the House had, after the first few days, been forced to recognise Germanys superiority in numbers, in training, in organisation — in fact, in everything appertaining to military power. Von Kronhelms strategy had been perfect. He knew more of Eastern England than the British Commander himself, and his marvellous system of spies and advance agents — Germans who had lived for years in England — had assisted him forward, until he had now occupied London, the city always declared to be impregnable.

Through the whole of September 20 the Minister constantly received despatches from the British Field-Marshal and from London itself, yet each telegram communicated to the House seemed more hopeless than its predecessor.

The debate, however, proceeded through the afternoon. The Opposition were bitterly attacking the Government and the Blue Water School for its gross negligence in the past, and demanding to know the whereabouts of the remnant of the British Navy. The First Lord of the Admiralty flatly refused to make any statement. The whereabouts of our Navy at that moment was, he said, a secret which must, at all hazards, be withheld from our enemy. The Admiralty were not asleep, as the country believed, but were fully alive to the seriousness of the crisis. He urged the House to remain patient, saying that as soon as he dared make a clear statement, he would do so.

This was greeted by loud jeers from the Opposition, from whose benches, members, one after another, rose, and, using hard epithets, blamed the Government for the terrible disaster. The cutting down of our defences, the meagre naval programmes, the discouragement of the Volunteers and of recruiting, and the disregard of Lord Roberts scheme in 1906 for universal military training, were, they declared, responsible for what had occurred. The Government had been culpably negligent, and Mr. Haldanes scheme had been all insufficient. Indeed, it had been nothing short of criminal to mislead the Empire into a false sense of security which did not exist.

For the past three years Germany, while sapping our industries, had sent her spies into our midst, and laughed at us for our foolish insular superiority. She had turned her attention from France to ourselves, notwithstanding the entente cordiale. She remembered how the much-talked-of Franco-Russian alliance had fallen to pieces, and relied upon a similar outcome of the friendship between France and Great Britain.

The aspect of the House, too, was strange; the Speaker in his robes looked out of place in his big uncomfortable chair, and members sat on cane-bottomed chairs instead of their comfortable benches at Westminster. As far as possible the usual arrangement of the House was adhered to, except that the Press were now excluded, official reports being furnished to them at midnight.

The clerks table was a large plain one of stained wood, but upon it was the usual array of despatch-boxes, while the Serjeant-at-Arms, in his picturesque dress, was still one of the most prominent figures. The lack of committee rooms, of an adequate lobby, and of a refreshment department caused much inconvenience, though a temporary post and telegraph office had been established within the building, and a separate line connected the Prime Ministers room with Downing Street.

If the Government were denounced in unmeasured terms, its defence was equally vigorous. Thus, through that never-to-be-forgotten afternoon the sitting continued past the dinner hour on to late in the evening.

Time after time the despatches from London were placed in the hands of the War Minister, but, contrary to the expectation of the House, he vouchsafed no further statement. It was noticed that just before ten oclock he consulted in an earnest undertone with the Prime Minister, the First Lord of the Admiralty, and the Home Secretary, and that a quarter of an hour later all four went out and were closeted in one of the smaller rooms with other members of the Cabinet for nearly half an hour.

Then the Secretary of State for War re-entered the House and resumed his seat in silence.

A few minutes afterwards, Mr. Thomas Askern, member for one of the metropolitan boroughs, and a well-known newspaper proprietor, who had himself received several private despatches, rose and received leave to put a question to the War Minister.

I would like to ask the Right Honourable the Secretary of State for War, he said, whether it is not a fact that soon after noon to-day the enemy, having moved his heavy artillery to certain positions commanding North London, and finding the capital strongly barricaded, proceeded to bombard it? Whether that bombardment, according to the latest despatches, is not still continuing at this moment; whether it is not a fact that enormous damage has already been done to many of the principal buildings of the metropolis, including the Government Offices at Whitehall, and whether great loss of life has not been occasioned?

The question produced the utmost sensation. The House during the whole afternoon had been in breathless anxiety as to what was actually happening in London; but the Government held the telegraphs and telephone, and the only private despatches that had come to Bristol were the two received by some roundabout route known only to the ingenious journalists who had despatched them. Indeed, the despatches had been conveyed the greater portion of the way by motor-car.

A complete silence fell. Every face was turned towards the War Minister, who, seated with outstretched legs, was holding in his hand a fresh despatch he had just received.

He rose, and, in his deep bass voice, said — 

In reply to the honourable member for South-East Brixton, the statement he makes appears, from information which has just reached me, to be correct. The Germans are, unfortunately, bombarding London. Von Kronhelm, it is reported, is at Hampstead, and the zone of the enemys artillery reaches, in some cases, as far south as the Thames itself. It is true, as the honourable member asserts, an enormous amount of damage has already been done to various buildings, and there has undoubtedly been great loss of life. My latest information is that the non-combatant inhabitants — old persons, women, and children — are in flight across the Thames, and that the barricades in the principal roads leading in from the north are held strongly by the armed populace, driven back into London.

He sat down without further word.

A tall, thin, white-moustached man rose at that moment from the Opposition side of the House. Colonel Farquhar, late of the Royal Marines, was a well-known military critic, and represented West Bude.

And this, he said, is the only hope of England! The defence of London by an armed mob, pitted against the most perfectly equipped and armed force in the world! Londoners are patriotic, I grant. They will die fighting for their homes, as every Englishman will when the moment comes; yet, what can we hope, when patriotism is ranged against modern military science? There surely is patriotism in the savage negro races of Central Africa, a love of country perhaps as deep as in the white mans heart; yet a little strategy, a few Maxims, and all defence is quickly at an end. And so it must inevitably be with London. I contend, Mr. Speaker, he went on, that by the ill-advised action of the Government from the first hour of their coming into power, we now find ourselves conquered. It only remains for them now to make terms of peace as honourable to themselves as the unfortunate circumstances will admit. Let the country itself judge their actions in the light of events of to-day, and let the blood of the poor murdered women and children of London be upon their heads. (Shame.) To resist further is useless. Our military organisation is in chaos, our miserably weak army is defeated, and in flight. I declare to this House that we should sue at this very moment for peace — a dishonourable peace though it be; but the bitter truth is too plain — England is conquered!

As he sat down amid the hear, hears and loud applause of the Opposition there rose a keen-faced, dark-haired, clean-shaven man of thirty-seven or so. He was Gerald Graham, younger son of an aristocratic house, the Yorkshire Grahams, who sat for North-East Rutland. He was a man of brilliant attainments at Oxford, a splendid orator, a distinguished writer and traveller, whose keen brown eye, lithe upright figure, quick activity, and smart appearance rendered him a born leader of men. For the past five years he had been marked out as a coming man.

As a soldier he had seen hard service in the Boer War, being mentioned twice in despatches; as an explorer he had led a party through the heart of the Congo and fought his way back to civilisation through an unexplored land with valiant bravery that had saved the lives of his companions. He was a man who never sought notoriety. He hated to be lionised in society, refused the shoals of cards of invitation which poured in upon him, and stuck to his Parliamentary duties, and keeping faith with his constituents to the very letter.

As he stood up silent for a moment, gazing around him fearlessly, he presented a striking figure, and in his navy serge suit he possessed the unmistakable cut of the smart, well-groomed Englishman who was also a man of note.

The House always listened to him, for he never spoke without he had something of importance to say. And the instant he was up a silence fell.

Mr. Speaker, he said, in a clear, ringing voice, I entirely disagree with my honourable friend the member for West Bude. England is not conquered! She is not beaten!

The great hall rang with loud and vociferous cheers from both sides of the House. Then, when quiet was restored by the Speakers stentorian Order-r-r! Order! he continued — 

London may be invested and bombarded. She may even be sacked, but Englishmen will still fight for their homes, and fight valiantly. If we have a demand for indemnity, let us refuse to pay it. Let us civilians — let the civilians in every corner of England — arm themselves and unite to drive out the invader! (Loud cheers.) I contend, Mr. Speaker, that there are millions of able-bodied men in this country who, if properly organised, will be able to gradually exterminate the enemy. Organisation is all that is required. Our vast population will rise against the Germans, and before the tide of popular indignation and desperate resistance the power of the invader must soon be swept away. Do not let us sit calmly here in security, and acknowledge that we are beaten. Remember, we have at this moment to uphold the ancient tradition of the British race, the honour of our forefathers, who have never been conquered. Shall we acknowledge ourselves conquered in this the twentieth century?

No! rose from hundreds of voices, for the House was now carried away by young Grahams enthusiasm.

Then let us organise! he urged. Let us fight on. Let every man who can use a sword or gun come forward, and we will commence hostilities against the Kaisers forces that shall either result in their total extermination or in the power of England being extinguished. Englishmen will die hard. I myself will, with the consent of this House, head the movement, for I know that in the country we have millions who will follow me and will be equally ready to die for our country if necessary. Let us withdraw this statement that we are conquered. The real, earnest fight is now to commence, he shouted, his voice ringing clearly through the hall. Let us bear our part, each one of us. If we organise and unite, we shall drive the Kaisers hordes into the sea. They shall sue us for peace, and be made to pay us an indemnity, instead of us paying one to them. I will lead! he shouted; who will follow me?

In London the Lord Mayors patriotic proclamations were now obliterated by a huge bill bearing the German Imperial arms, the text of which told its own grim tale. It is reproduced on next page, and at its side was printed a translation in German text.

In the meantime the news of the fall of London was being circulated by the Germans to every town throughout the kingdom, their despatches being embellished by lurid descriptions of the appalling losses inflicted upon the English. In Manchester, a great poster, headed by the German Imperial arms, was posted up on the Town Hall, the Exchange, and other places, in which Von Kronhelm announced the occupation of London; while in Leeds, Bradford, Stockport, and Sheffield, similarly worded official announcements were also posted. The Press in all towns occupied by the Germans had been suppressed, papers only appearing in order to publish the enemys orders. Therefore, this official intelligence was circulated by proclamation, calculated to impress upon the inhabitants of the country how utterly powerless they were.

While Von Kronhelm sat in that large sombre room in the War Office, with his telegraph instrument to Potsdam ever ticking, and the wireless telegraphy constantly in operation, he wondered, and still wondered, why the English made no response to his demands. He was in London. He had carried out his Emperors instructions to the letter, he had received the Imperial thanks, and he held all the gold coin he could discover in London as security. Yet, without some reply from the British Government, his position was an insecure one. Even his thousand and one spies who had served him so well ever since he had placed foot upon English soil could tell him nothing. The deliberations of the House of Commons at Bristol were a secret.

In Bristol the hot, fevered night had given place to a gloriously sunny morning, with a blue and cloudless
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NOTICE AND ADVICE.

—— — 

TO THE CITIZENS OF LONDON.

—— — 

I ADDRESS YOU SERIOUSLY.

We are neighbours, and in time of peace cordial relations have always existed between us. I therefore address you from my heart in the cause of humanity.

Germany is at war with England. We have been forced to penetrate into your country.

But each human life spared, and all property saved, we regard as in the interests of both religion and humanity.

We are at war, and both sides have fought a loyal fight.

Our desire is, however, to spare disarmed citizens and the inhabitants of all towns and villages.

We maintain a severe discipline, and we wish to have it known that punishment of the severest character will be inflicted upon any who are guilty of hostility to the Imperial German arms, either open or in secret.

To our regret any incitements, cruelties, or brutalities we must judge with equal severity.

I therefore call upon all local mayors, magistrates, clergy, and schoolmasters to urge upon the populace, and upon the heads of families, to urge upon those under their protection, and upon their domestics, to refrain from committing any act of hostility whatsoever against my soldiers.

All misery avoided is a good work in the eye of our Sovereign Judge, who sees all men.

I earnestly urge you to heed this advice, and I trust in you.

Take notice!

VON KRONHELM,
Commanding the Imperial German Army.

German Military Headquarters,
Whitehall, London, September 20, 1910.



sky. Above Leigh Woods the lark rose high in the sky, trilling his song, and the bells of Bristol rang out as merrily as they ever did, and above the Colston Hall still floated the Royal Standard — a sign that the House had not yet adjourned.

While Von Kronhelm held London, Lord Byfield and the remnant of the British Army, who had suffered such defeat in Essex and north of London, had, four days later, retreated to Chichester and Salisbury, where reorganisation was in rapid progress. One division of the defeated troops had encamped at Horsham. The survivors of those who had fought the battle of Charnwood Forest, and had acted so gallantly in the defence of Birmingham, were now encamped on the Malvern Hills, while the defenders of Manchester were at Shrewsbury. Speaking roughly, therefore, our vanquished troops were massing at four points, in an endeavour to make a last attack upon the invader. The Commander-in-Chief, Lord Byfield, was near Salisbury, and at any hour he knew that the German legions might push westward from London to meet him and to complete the coup.

The League of Defenders formed by Gerald Graham and his friends was, however, working independently. The wealthier classes, who, driven out of London, were now living in cottages and tents in various parts of Berks, Wilts, and Hants, worked unceasingly on behalf of the League, while into Plymouth, Exmouth, Swanage, Bristol, and Southampton more than one ship had already managed to enter laden with arms and ammunition of all kinds, sent across by the agents of the League in France. The cargoes were of a very miscellaneous character, from modern Maxims to old-fashioned rifles that had seen service in the war of 1870. There were hundreds of modern rifles, sporting guns, revolvers, swords — in fact, every weapon imaginable, modern and old-fashioned. These were at once taken charge of by the local branches of the League, and to those men who presented their tickets of identification the arms were served out, and practice conducted in the open fields. Three shiploads of rifles were known to have been captured by German warships, one off Start Point, another a few miles outside Padstow, and a third within sight of the coastguard at Selsey Bill. Two other ships were blown up in the Channel by drifting mines. The running of arms across from France and Spain was a very risky proceeding; yet the British skipper is nothing if not patriotic, and every man who crossed the Channel on those dangerous errands took his life in his hand.

Into Liverpool, Whitehaven, and Milford weapons were also coming over from Ireland, even though several German cruisers, who had been up at Lamlash to cripple the Glasgow trade, had now come south, and were believed still to be in the Irish Sea.


CHAPTER IX. WHAT WAS HAPPENING AT SEA
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OUR FLEET, HOWEVER, was not inactive. The Germans had mined the Straits of Dover, and one of the turbine Channel steamers had been sunk with great loss of life. They had bombarded Brighton, mined Portsmouth, and made a raid on the South Wales coal ports.

How these raiders were pursued is best described in the official history of the invasion, as follows: — 

The Trevose wireless station signalled that the Germans were off Lundy about 2 p.m., steaming west with fourteen ships of all kinds, some moving very slowly. The Lion and Kincardineshire at once altered course to the north, so as to intercept them and draw across their line of retreat. At the same time they learnt that two British protected cruisers had arrived from Devonport off the Longships, and were holding the entrance to the English Channel, and moving slowly north behind them.

About 3.30 the wireless waves came in so strongly from the north-east that the captain of the Lion, who was in charge of the cruiser division, became certain of the proximity of the German force. The signals could not be interpreted, as they were tuned on a different system from the British. The Germans must have also felt the British signals, since about this time they divided, the three fast liners increasing speed and heading west, while the rest of the detachment steered north-west. The older German vessels were delayed some fifteen minutes by the work of destroying the four colliers, which they had carried off forcibly with them from Cardiff, and removing their crews. Delay at such a moment was most dangerous.

Soon after 3.45 p.m. the lookout on board the Lion reported from the masthead, smoke on the horizon right ahead. The Lions head was set towards the smoke, which could be only faintly seen, and her speed was increased to twenty-one knots. The Kincardineshire altered course simultaneously — she was ten miles away on the port beam of the Lion, and in constant communication by wireless with the Selkirk, which was still farther out. Ten minutes later the Selkirk signalled that she saw smoke, and that with the ten destroyers accompanying her she was steering towards it. Her message added that the Irish Sea destroyers were in sight, coming in very fast from the north, nine strong, with intervals of two miles between each boat, still keeping their speed of thirty knots.

The cordon was now complete, and the whole force of twenty-two cruisers and torpedo craft turned in towards the spot where the enemy was located. At 4.5 the lookout on the Lion reported a second cloud of smoke on the horizon, rather more to starboard than the one first seen, which had been for some minutes steadily moving west. This second cloud was moving very slowly north-westwards.

The captain of the Lion determined to proceed with his own ship towards this second cloud, and directed the Kincardineshire, which was slightly the faster cruiser, to follow the movements of the first-seen smoke and support the Selkirk in attacking the ships from which it proceeded.

The enemys fleet soon came into view several miles away. Three large steamers were racing off towards the Atlantic and the west; seven smaller ships were steaming slowly north-west. In the path of the three big liners were drawn up the Selkirk and the ten destroyers of the Devonport flotilla, formed in line abreast, with intervals of two miles between each vessel, so as to cover as wide an extent of sea as possible. The Kincardineshire was heading fast to support the Selkirk and attack the three large German ships. Farther to the north, but as yet invisible to the Lion, and right in the path of the squadron of old German ships, were nine destroyers of the Irish Sea flotilla, vessels each of 800 tons and thirty-three knots, also drawn up in line abreast, with intervals of two miles to cover a wide stretch of water.

The moment the Germans came into view the two protected cruisers at Lands End were called up by wireless telegraphy, and ordered to steam at nineteen knots towards the Selkirk. The two Devonport battleships, which had now reached Lands End, were warned of the presence of the enemy.

Sighting the ten Devonport destroyers and the Selkirk to the west of them, the three fast German liners, which were the Deutschland, Kaiser Wilhelm II., and Kronprinz Wilhelm, all three good for twenty-three knots in any weather, made a rush for the gap between the Devonport destroyers and the Kincardineshire. Perceiving their intention, the Kincardineshire turned to cut them off, and the ten destroyers and the Selkirk headed to engage them. In danger of all being brought to action and destroyed if they kept together, the German liners scattered at 4.15: the Deutschland steered south-east to pass between the Kincardineshire and the Lion; the Kaiser Wilhelm steered boldly for a destroyer which was closing in on her from the starboard bow; and the Kronprinz Wilhelm ran due north.

The Deutschland, racing along at a tremendous speed, passed between the Kincardineshire and the Lion. The Lion at long range put three 9.2-inch shells into her without stopping her; the Kincardineshire gave her a broadside from her 6-inch guns at about 5000 yards, and hit her several times. But the British fire did not bring her to, and she went off to the south-west at a great pace, going so fast that it was clear the armoured cruisers would stand little chance of overhauling her.

The Kaiser Wilhelm charged through the line of destroyers, receiving a heavy fire from the 6-inch weapons of the Selkirk and Kincardineshire, and in her turn pouring a rapid fire upon two of the Devonport destroyers, which attempted to torpedo her, and missed her at about 900 yards. The Selkirk, however, was close astern of her, and with her engines going twenty-three knots, which was just a fraction less than what the German engineers were doing, concentrated upon her a very heavy fire from all her 6-inch guns that would bear.

The fore-turret with its two 6-inch weapons in two minutes put twenty shells into the German stern. One of these projectiles must have hit the steering gear, for suddenly and unexpectedly the Kaiser Wilhelm came round on a wide circle, and as she wheeled, the broadside of the British cruiser came into action with a loud crash, and at 3000 yards rained 100-lb. and 12-lb. shells upon the liner. The beating of the pom-poms in the Selkirk could be heard above the roar of the cannonade; and seeing that the liner was now doomed, the British destroyers drew off a little.

Under the storm of shells the German crew could not get the steering gear in working order. The great ship was still turning round and round in a gigantic circle, when the Lion came into action with her two 9·2s and her broadside of eight 6-inch weapons. Round after round from these was poured into the German ship. The British gunners shot for the water-line, and got it repeatedly. At 4.40, after a twenty minutes fight, the white flag went up on board the Kaiser Wilhelm, and it was seen that she was sinking. Her engines had stopped, she was on fire in twenty places, and her decks were covered with the dying and the dead. The first of the raiders was accounted for.

Meantime, the Kronprinz Wilhelm had with equal swiftness dashed north, receiving only a few shots from the Selkirk, as she passed her, 8000 yards away. The British armoured cruiser Kincardineshire followed in the German ships wake ten miles astern and quite out of range. The German liner was seen by the ocean-going destroyers of the Irish Sea flotilla, which headed after her, and four of them going thirty knots easily drew ahead of her. To attack such a vessel with the torpedo was an undertaking which had no promise of success.

The British destroyer officers, however, were equal to the occasion. They employed skilful tactics to effect their object. The four big destroyers took station right ahead of the German ship and about 1500 yards away from her. In this direction none of her guns would bear. From this position they opened on her bows with their sternmost 13-pounders, seeking to damage the bow of the Kronprinz Wilhelm, breach the forward compartments, and so delay the ship. If she turned or yawed, her turn must give time for the Kincardineshire to get at her.

The gunners in the four destroyers shot magnificently. Their projectiles were small, but for fifteen minutes they made incessant hits upon the German ships bow. At last their punishment had the desired effect upon her. Angry at the attack of these puny little antagonists, the German captain turned to bring his broadside to bear. As he did so, the destroyers quickened to thirty knots, and altered course. Though the German guns maintained a rapid fire upon them, they were going so fast that they escaped out of effective range without any serious damage, regained their station on their enemys bow, and then reduced speed till they were within easy range for their little guns. But in the interval the Kincardineshire had perceptibly gained on the German ship, and was now within extreme range. About 5.50 p.m. she fired a shot from her fore-turret, and, as it passed over the German ship, opened a slow but precise fire from all her 6-inch guns that would bear at about 9000 yards range.

The small shells of the destroyers were beginning to have some effect. The fore-compartment of the Kronprinz Wilhelm was riddled, and water was pouring into it at such a pace that the pumps could not keep the inrush down. The trim of the ship altered slightly, and with this alteration of trim her speed fell by nearly a knot. The Kincardineshire began to gain visibly, and her fire to tell more and more. At 6.50 she was only 7000 yards off the German ship, and her 6-inch guns began to make many hits on the enemys stern.

To increase his speed to the utmost the captain of the Kincardineshire set all his spare hands at work to jettison coal, and flung overboard every bit of lumber. The spare water in his tanks shared the fate of his surplus fuel. At the same time the stokers in the engine-rooms were told that the ship was closing the enemy, and worked with a redoubled will. Large parties of bluejackets led by lieutenants were sent down to pass coal from the bunkers; in the engine-rooms the water was spouting from half a dozen hoses upon the bearings. The engineer-lieutenants, standing in a deluge of spray, kept the pointer of the stokehold telegraphs always at more steam. Smoke poured from the funnels, for no one now cared about the niceties of naval war.

The ship seemed to bound forward, and with a satisfied smile the engineer-captain came down into the turmoil to tell his men that the cruiser was going twenty-four knots, her speed on her trials nearly six years before. Five minutes later the shock and heavy roar of firing from twenty guns told the men below that the broadside battery was coming into action, and that the race was won.

At 7.25 the Kincardineshire had closed the German ship within 5000 yards. About this time the Kronprinz Wilhelms speed seemed markedly to decline, and the big armoured cruiser gained upon her rapidly, spouting shell from all her guns that would bear.

At 7.40 the British warship was only 3000 yards off, and slightly altered course to bring her enemy broader on the beam and get the broadside into battle. Five minutes later a succession of 6-inch hits from the British guns caused a great explosion in the German ship, and from under the base of her fourth funnel rose a dense cloud of steam, followed by the glow of fire through the gathering darkness.

A minute later the Kronprinz Wilhelm stopped, and the chase was over. She hoisted the white flag, while her captain opened her sea-valves, to send her to the bottom. But the British destroyers were too quick for him; a boarding party dashed on board from the Camelopard, and closed the Kingston valves before enough water had been taken into the double bottom to endanger the liner.

In this brief action between two very unequally matched ships, the Germans suffered very severely. They had fifty officers and men killed or wounded out of a crew of 500, while in the British cruiser and the destroyers only fifteen casualties were recorded. The Kincardineshire stood by her valuable prize to secure it and clear the vessel of the German crew. The Kronprinz Wilhelm was on fire in two places, and was badly damaged by the British shells. One of her boilers had exploded, and her fore-compartment was full of water. But she was duly taken into Milford next morning, to be repaired at Pembroke Dockyard, and hoist the British flag.

Meantime, the Lion had been attending to the other German vessels. After taking part in the destruction of the Kaiser Wilhelm she had turned north and chased them, aided by the Selkirk. Five of the ocean-going destroyers and the ten Devonport destroyers had already proceeded to keep them under observation and harry them to the utmost.

They were still going north-west, and had obtained about twenty-five miles start of the two big British cruisers. But as they could only steam twelve or thirteen knots, while the British ships were good for twenty-one, they had little chance of escape, the less so as the 14,000-ton-protected cruiser Terrific, the flagship of the torpedo flotilla, was fast coming up at twenty knots from Kingstown, and at 6 p.m. had passed the Smalls, reporting herself by wireless telegraphy, and taking charge of the operations in virtue of the fact that she carried a rear-admirals flag.

The approach of this new antagonist must have been known to the Germans by the indications which her wireless waves afforded. On the way she had received the news of a serious British defeat in the North Sea, and her Admiral was smarting to have some share in reversing that great calamity.

Before dusk she was in sight of the seven German ships, with their attendant British destroyers. The Germans once more scattered. The Gefion, which was the only really fast ship, made off towards the west, but was promptly headed off by the Terrific and driven back. The Pfeil headed boldly towards Milford, and as the batteries at that place were not yet manned, caused some moments of great anxiety to the British. Two of the fast ocean-going destroyers were ordered to run in between her and the port and to torpedo her if she attempted to make her way in through the narrow entrance. Observing their manœuvre, the German captain once more turned south. The other five German ships kept in line, and attemped to pass between the Smalls and the Welsh coast.

The Terrific had now closed the Gefion sufficiently to open fire with her 9·2s and 6-inch guns. The fight was so unequal that it could not be long protracted. With every disadvantage of speed, protection, and armament, the German cruiser was shattered by a few broadsides, and, in a sinking condition, surrendered just after dark.

The Selkirk and Lion passed her and fired a few shots at her just before she struck, but were ordered by the Rear-Admiral to attend to the other German ships. Five shots from the Lions bow 9·2-inch gun settled the Pfeil, which beached herself in Freshwater Bay, where the crew blew up the ship, and were captured a few hours later. Thus four of the ten raiders were disposed of, and there now remained only five within reach of the British ships clearing the Bristol Channel.

It was 9 p.m. before the Lion and Selkirk had closed on the remnant of the German squadron which had raided the South Wales ports sufficiently to engage it. The five German ships had passed through the dangerous passage between the Smalls and the mainland without misadventure, and were slightly to the north-west of St. Davids Head.

Right ahead of them were the British destroyers, ready to co-operate in the attack as soon as the big cruisers came up; abreast of the German line were the two large British armoured cruisers; well astern of them was the Terrific, heading to cut off their retreat. The German ships were formed up with the Cormoran at the head, and astern of her in line the Sperber, Schwalbe, Meteor, and Falke. None of these poor old vessels mounted anything larger than a 4-inch gun, and none of them could steam more than twelve knots. The only course remaining for them was to make some show of fight for the honour of the German flag, and to their credit be it said that they did this.

The task of the British cruisers was a simple one. It was to destroy the German vessels with their powerful ordnance, keeping at such a distance that the German projectiles could do them no serious damage. At 9.10 the fight began, and the Lion and Selkirk opened with their entire broadsides upon the Cormoran and Falke. The Germans gallantly replied to the two great cruisers, and for some minutes kept up a vigorous fire.

Then the Cormoran began to burn, and a few minutes later the Falke was seen to be sinking. The British ships turned all their guns upon the three remaining vessels. The Meteor blew up with a terrific crash, and went to the bottom; the Sperber and Schwalbe immediately after this hoisted the white flag and made their surrender. The battle, if it could be called a battle, was over before ten, and the officers and men of the British ships set to work to rescue their enemies. The British casualties were again trifling, and the German list a heavy one. Of the officers and men in the five German cruisers over a hundred were drowned, killed, or wounded.

Thus the British Navy had made a speedy end of the raiders in the Bristol Channel, and, owing to the vigorous initiative of the Devonport commander and the Rear-Admiral in charge of the torpedo flotilla, had practically wiped out a German squadron. Only the Deutschland had got away to sea, but the Portsmouth armoured cruisers had been instructed to proceed in search of her, co-operating with the cruisers of the Channel Fleet.

The Channel Cruiser Squadron during the afternoon of Sunday had been ordered to deflect its movement and steer for Queenstown, so as to get across the line of retreat of the German ships. Constant communication with it was maintained by the great long-distance naval wireless station at Devonport, one of the three such stations for which funds had been obtained with the utmost difficulty by the Admiralty from a reluctant Treasury. Its value at the present juncture was immense.

As night came down, Rear-Admiral Hunter, in command of the Channel Cruiser Squadron, was informed that a large German liner had escaped from the Bristol Channel. His most advanced ship was now in touch with Queenstown, and about sixty miles from the place. The rest of his force was spaced at intervals of ten miles between each ship, covering eighty miles of sea.

The two protected cruisers of the Devonport Reserve Squadron, Andromache and Sirius, ships of 11,000 tons and about nineteen knots sea speed, had taken station to the north of the Scillies, with one of the battleships of the Devonport Reserve supporting them. The other battleship was posted between the Scillies and the Longships. Off Lands End a powerful naval force was fast assembling, as ships and torpedo vessels came up one by one from Devonport as soon as they had mobilised.

Ten more destroyers arrived at four on Sunday afternoon, and were at once extended north; at 8 p.m. the two fast Portsmouth armoured cruisers Southampton and Lincoln arrived, and steamed northwards to prolong the cordon formed by the ships to the north of the Scillies, and a few minutes later a third ship of the County class, hastily mobilised, the Cardigan, arrived, and placed herself under Rear-Admiral Armitage, commanding the Devonport Reserve. She was stationed just to the south of the Scillies.

All the evening, wireless signals had been coming in from the Channel Cruiser Squadron, as it moved northwards far out at sea beyond the advanced guard about Lands End. At 8.50 p.m. a signal from it announced that a large liner was in sight moving south-west, and that Admiral Hunters ships were in full chase of her. The British cruiser Andromache, off the Scillies, and the three ships of the County class off Lands End, were at once directed upon the point where Admiral Hunters signals had reported the enemy. Thirteen British vessels thus were converging upon her, twelve of them good for twenty-three knots or more.

The captain of the Deutschland, after dashing through the British cordon off Lundy Island, stood for several hours westwards at twenty knots, intending at dusk to turn and pass wide of the Scillies, and hoping to escape the British under cover of darkness. He was under no illusions as to the danger which threatened him. From every quarter British wireless signals were coming in — from the west, south, and north — while to the east of him was the cul-de-sac of the Bristol Channel. All lights were screened on board his gigantic liner.

About 8 p.m. his lookouts reported a large ship rapidly moving north, ten miles away. He slightly altered course, hoping that he had escaped observation, and stood more to the south. Two minutes later the lookouts reported another very large ship with four funnels passing right across the line of his advance.

The strange ship, which was the British armoured cruiser Iphigenia, fired a gun and discharged two rockets in quick succession. Another half-minute and the beam of a searchlight from her rose skywards, signalling to her sister ships that here at last was the prey. Five other searchlight beams travelled swiftly over the water towards the Deutschland and caught the liner in their glare. Forthwith from south and north came the flashing of searchlights and the heavy boom of guns, and the whole nine cruisers of the Channel Squadron over their front of eighty miles began to move in upon the German vessel.

Her only chance was to make a dash through one of the wide gaps that parted each pair of British cruisers, and this was not a very hopeful course. The German captain had already recognised the British ships from their build, and knew that the two nearest were good for 23½ knots, and that they each carried four 12-inch and eight 9·2-inch guns. He steered between the Iphigenia and Intrepid, fearful if he turned back that he would be cut off by the British cruisers behind him in the Bristol Channel.

Observing his tactics, the two British ships closed up, steaming inwards till the gap narrowed to five miles. The Deutschland turned once more, and endeavoured to pass south of the Iphigenia and between her and the next vessel in the British line, the Orion; but her change of course enabled the Iphigenia to close her within 7000 yards and to open fire from the forward 12-inch barbette. Five shots were fired with both vessels racing their fastest, the Deutschland to escape and the Iphigenia to cut her off, and the fifth shell caught the German vessel right amidships, exploding with great violence. The starboard 9·2-inch barbette simultaneously hit her three times astern, just between her fourth funnel and the mainmast, but all these shells seemed to pass right through the ship. The Deutschland doubled yet again, to avoid the fire, but now found the Orion coming up astern.

The German vessel was going about twenty-four knots, but the Orion put two 12-inch shells into her from the fore-barbette before she passed out of practical range. Just then the Sirius came up from the east, and steering across the bows of the Deutschland at about 5000 yards fired in a couple of minutes about 120 6-inch shells at her, hitting her repeatedly.

The arrival of this new antagonist from the east compelled the German captain to alter course afresh and make one more bid for safety. The damage done to his ship by the British shells had been exceedingly serious; two fires had broken out amidships, and were gaining; one of the funnels was so riddled that the draught in the group of boilers which it served had fallen, and the speed of the ship had diminished by a full knot. The big British armoured cruisers, after being for a few minutes left astern, were fast gaining on her. Nevertheless she now stood towards them and endeavoured to pass between them.

The desperate effort was doomed to fail. The Orion and Iphigenia closed her, one on each beam, and opened fire with their tremendous broadsides. The end came quickly. Three 12-inch shells from the Iphigenia caught her amidships, low down on the hull near the waterline, and amidst a series of explosions her engines stopped and she began to sink. The injury done to her was too extensive to save her, and at 9.50 p.m. the sea closed over the last of the German raiders in that vicinity.

Those of the crew who survived were rescued by the Orion. Meantime the rest of the British cruisers had set to work to scout in the entrance to the Channel in order to capture the German ships which had appeared off Portsmouth. No trace, however, could be discovered of them, and at dawn on Monday the British Admiral reported that the Channel was thoroughly cleared. The Sirius and Andromache were then instructed to proceed to the west coast of Ireland, off which three German liners had appeared, damaged the Atlantic cables at Valentia, and captured a British steamer in sight of Cape Clear.

After the hard work in the Channel, most of the cruisers needed coal. Detachments of the Fleet put into Falmouth, Portland, Milford, and Queenstown to fill their bunkers. Two of the County cruisers were sent north to watch off Cape Wrath for the approach of any German force from Lerwick. Two more of the same class were sent up the Channel and took station between Dungeness and Boulogne. Monday and Tuesday were quiet days from the naval point of view, as there was great delay in the coaling, owing to the damage done by the Germans in South Wales.

For military reasons, the Admiralty, which had now at last been freed from hampering civilian control and granted a free hand, issued orders on the Sunday night that all news of the British successes should be suppressed. It was publicly given out in London that the raiders had escaped after a sharp action in the Channel, and that only one of them had been captured. The officers and men in the British ships engaged most loyally observed secrecy, and the large number of prisoners were sent north to the Isle of Man, control of which island and the telegraph cables leading to it the Admiralty had now taken over.

It was strange and tragi-comic that, though the German ships which had made the raid were lying at the bottom of the sea or in British hands, the public furiously attacked the Navy for its failure to destroy them or prevent their attacks. The news had come during the afternoon of Sunday that heavy and continuous firing had been heard off the South Wales coast. From Newquay, reports had been telegraphed to much the same effect, of heavy gusts of cannonading during the afternoon and evening far out to sea, and had raised mens hopes and expectations.

No one was allowed to telegraph from Milford the news that a great German liner had arrived there under a British prize crew. The Press messages were accepted at the post-office and were quietly popped into the waste-paper basket by a lieutenant, who, with a file of marines, had been installed there to act as censor. The towns of Pembroke and Milford were placed under martial law by special proclamation, and on Sunday night a British general order appeared stating that any person found sending military or naval news would be shot by drum-head court-martial.

On Monday similar proclamations were posted up in Portsmouth, Devonport, and Chatham, and caused quite a scurry of correspondents from these towns. The Government and the Admiralty were most furiously attacked for this interference with liberty, and, but for the terrible series of defeats and the rapid progress of the German invasion, the Government would probably have thrown the Admiralty over and surrendered to the cries of the mob.

Most violent were the attacks upon the Admiralty for its foolish and unwise reductions in the Navy, for selling old ships which might in this emergency have done good service, for its failure to station torpedo craft along the east coast, and to instal wireless telegraph stations there. These attacks had reason behind them, and they greatly weakened the hand of the Admiralty at a dangerous moment. Fortunately, however, the young officers of the Navy had been taught fearlessness of all consequences, and they carried out with an iron hand the regulations which were essential for success in regaining the command of the sea.

Nor were the Germans even on the east coast, where they were as yet left undisturbed, to have matters all their own way. Their cruisers, indeed, were stationed right up the coast, maintaining an effective blockade and transmitting wireless signals. At Lerwick was a considerable squadron; off Wick was the Kaiserin Augusta; off Aberdeen, the Hansa; off Newcastle, the Vineta; off Hull, the Freya; and farther south the whole massed force of the German Navy. They levied ransoms, intercepted shipping, and did what they liked beyond the range of the few coast batteries.

But in the Straits of Dover they had one very serious misadventure. People on the cliffs of Dover on Tuesday morning, watching that stretch of water, which was now empty of all shipping but for the German torpedo vessels incessantly on the patrol, and but for the outlines of large German cruisers on the northern horizon, were certain that they saw one of the big German cruisers strike a mine.

There was a great cloud of smoke, and a heavy boom came over the sea; then a big four-funnelled vessel was seen to be steering for the French coast with a very marked list. On the Wednesday it was known that the German armoured cruiser Scharnhorst had struck one of the German mines adrift in the Straits of Dover, and had sustained such serious injury that she had been compelled to make for Dunkirk in a sinking condition.

There she was immediately interned by the French authorities, and when the German Government remonstrated, the French Ministry pointed out that a precisely similar course had been taken by Germany at Kiaochau, during the Far Eastern war, with the Russian battleship Tzarevitch.

* * * * * * *

Very late on Monday night the battleships of the Channel Fleet passed the Lizard, having received orders to proceed up Channel and join the great fleet assembling at Portland. Already there were concentrated at that point eleven battleships of the Devonport and Portsmouth reserve squadrons, seven armoured cruisers, and fifty torpedo vessels of all kinds. At Chatham, where the activity shown had not been what was expected of the British Navy, the Commander-in-Chief had been removed on Monday morning and replaced, and a fresh officer had also been appointed to the command of the reserve squadron.

The policy enjoined on him was, however, a waiting one; the vessels at Chatham, being exposed, if they ventured out, to attack by the whole force of the Germans, were to remain behind the guns of the forts, or such guns as had not been sold off by the War Office and the British Government in the general anxiety to effect retrenchments. The entire naval force was mobilised, though the mobilisation was not as yet quite complete.

On Tuesday night the British Admiralty had available the following ships: — 

AT PORTLAND — 
Eleven battleships of the Channel Fleet.
Eleven battleships of the Reserve.
Seven armoured cruisers.
Twelve ocean-going destroyers.
Twelve coastal destroyers.
Ten submarines.
Twenty older destroyers.
Ten protected cruisers.

OFF DUNGENESS — 
Two armoured cruisers.
Ten submarines.
Four sea-going destroyers.
Ten older destroyers.
Twelve coastal destroyers.

WEST COAST OF IRELAND — 
Two large protected cruisers.

MILFORD HAVEN — 
Nine armoured cruisers of the Channel Cruiser Squadron.
Eight ocean-going destroyers.

LANDS END — 
One large protected cruiser.
Ten older destroyers.

CAPE WRATH — 
Two armoured cruisers.
Ten older destroyers.
Twelve ocean-going destroyers.

And at various points along the south coast twelve coastal destroyers and a dozen old protected cruisers. The Chatham ships were not included in this force, and mustered eight battleships, four armoured cruisers, twelve coastal destroyers, twenty older destroyers, and twenty submarines, besides a number of smaller and older cruisers of doubtful value.

On Tuesday evening the Admiralty ordered the Channel Armoured Cruiser Squadron to put to sea from Milford, proceed north round the coast of Scotland, picking up on its way the two armoured cruisers and torpedo flotilla off Cape Wrath, which had taken up their position at Loch Eriboll, and then to attack the German detachment at Lerwick, and clear the northern entrance to the North Sea. A large number of colliers were to accompany or follow the fleet, which was strictly ordered not to risk an engagement with the main German forces, but to retire if they appeared, falling back on the Irish Sea.

The squadron at 6 p.m. that night, with bunkers full, weighed anchor and proceeded at 18 knots. It passed rapidly up the west coast of Scotland without communicating with the shore, and shortly before midnight on Wednesday joined the Loch Eriboll detachment, which was waiting its arrival, ready to proceed with it. At Loch Eriboll it refilled its bunkers from four colliers that had been sent in advance, and soon after daybreak on Thursday steamed out from that remote Scottish haven for the scene of action, leaving four destroyers to watch the harbour. Two more colliers arrived as it left.

One of the armoured cruisers and eight ocean-going destroyers were instructed to wait till the afternoon, and then move towards the Pentland Firth. Six of the older destroyers were to follow them, and hold the waters of the Firth if the Germans were not in any great force. The other ten armoured cruisers, with four ocean-going destroyers, would make a wide sweep at full speed round the north of the Orkneys, so as to cut off any German vessels in the Pentland Firth. Strict orders were given that if the German battleships or armoured cruisers in any force were encountered a prompt retreat must be beaten, and that until the approach of the British Fleet had been detected by the enemy, wireless signalling was not to be used.

The great expanse of ocean was troubled only by a heavy swell as the ten cruisers passed away from sight of land to the north-east. At 10 a.m. they passed to the north of Westray; at noon they rounded North Ronaldshay. Up to this point not a vessel had been seen, whether foe or friend or neutral. Now they steered south, keeping well out so as to come in upon the Orkneys, where the Germans were believed to have landed men, from the east. They were a little to the south of Fair Island when a large destroyer was seen running away fast to the north.

Two of the four ocean-going destroyers with the cruisers at once started in pursuit, and the armoured cruiser Lincoln followed in support. The rest of the British squadron continued towards the Pentland Skerries, and as it moved, felt the wireless signals of a strange force. Five minutes later a steamer was made out to the south, and, when the British cruisers neared her, was seen to be the Bremen, or one of her class. She fired guns, and stood away to the east.

The Orion at once gave chase to her, while the other eight British cruisers now divided, two making a wide sweep south for Wick, to look for the German cruiser reported off that place, and the remaining six steering for the Pentland Firth, in which, according to local reports, the German torpedo craft were constantly cruising. The Orion was soon lost to view as she went off fast to the east after the German ship.

Three hours after passing North Ronaldshay the six cruisers and their two destroyers drew in towards the Pentland Skerries from the east. The sound of shots from the Firth and from behind Stroma told that the co-operating division of the fleet was already at work. And presently through the Firth came racing, at top speed, two German torpedo boats, with eight British destroyers firing furiously at them, astern of them.

The chase was over in a minute. Finding themselves surrounded and their escape cut off, with the much faster British destroyers astern of them and the Armoured Cruiser Squadron ahead of them, the two German boats turned and ran ashore close under John o Groats House, where their crews blew them up and surrendered.

The Firth was cleared, and the co-operating squadron joined hands with the main force. A fresh detachment of two cruisers was sent off to steam direct for Aberdeen, and attack the German cruiser off that place, in case she had not already retired. If she had gone, the two cruisers were to move direct on Lerwick. But the arrival, two hours later, of the two cruisers which had been sent to look after the German ship at Wick, with the news that she had hurriedly left about the time when the Bremen was sighted, no doubt alarmed by the Bremens wireless signals, suggested that there was little chance of catching the enemy at Aberdeen.

The seven armoured cruisers and the ten big destroyers now steamed well out into the North Sea, going full speed to get upon the German line of retreat from Lerwick, before moving up along it on the Shetlands. For six hours they kept generally eastwards, and at 10 p.m. were extended over a front of about 100 miles, with six miles interval between each cruiser and destroyer. Two of the very fastest turbine destroyers, which could do 30 knots at sea, formed the north-eastern extremity of the line, to the east of the Bressay Bank.

These skilful tactics were rewarded with a measure of success. The wireless signals of the Bremen had alarmed the German squadron at Lerwick, about 1 p.m. on Thursday. Its division of fast cruisers put to sea without a moments delay. The older cruisers, Irene and Grief, however, were coaling, and were delayed two hours in getting to sea, while the two gun-boats Eber and Panther had not got steam up, and had to be left to co-operate with the garrison.

Two torpedo boats were also detached for the purpose of assisting the German land force, which had thrown up two batteries and mounted two 5-in. howitzers and two 4-in. guns to protect the mine-fields laid in the entrances to the harbour. The Germans knew every point and feature in the island group, as the British Admiralty had permitted them to use it for their manœuvres in 1904.

Of the German torpedo flotilla, one large destroyer had been cruising off the Orkneys, and had been seen and chased without success by the British Fleet. Two torpedo boats in the Pentland Firth had already been accounted for. Four large destroyers were lying with steam up at Lerwick, and put to sea with the fast German cruisers. Seven other destroyers, boats of 750 tons, were engaged in patrolling the waters eastwards from the Shetlands to the Norway coast, and were speedily warned.
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The faster German vessels successfully escaped round the front of the British cordon of cruisers and destroyers. The Irene and Grief were less fortunate. They were sighted soon after 10 p.m., steaming due east, and were easily overtaken and destroyed with little more than a show of resistance. The British vessels which were innermost in the long line were near Lerwick a couple of hours later, and sent in three ocean-going destroyers to watch the port, waiting till daylight before attacking it.

During the night the Orion communicated by wireless signals the news that, after a long chase, she had overtaken and sunk the Bremen, which had made a gallant fight against overwhelming odds. The Lincoln, with her two destroyers, rejoined the fleet, reporting that the German destroyer which they had pursued had got away. A British destroyer was sent south to Fair Island to watch the channel between the Orkneys and Shetlands. Another destroyer was sent off to Loch Eriboll to bring up the rest of the older British destroyers and the colliers to Kirkwall, where the British vessels intended to establish an advanced base. The news of the successes gained was at once communicated to the Admiralty by cipher message.

On Friday at daybreak one of the British ocean-going destroyers steamed into Lerwick under the white flag, with a demand from Rear-Admiral Hunter for the immediate surrender of the place. Failing surrender, the communication informed the German commandant that the British ships would shell the town, and would exact exemplary punishment from the German force. The commander of the destroyer was instructed, if the German commandant showed a bold front, to call upon him to clear the town of civilians and permit the British inhabitants to withdraw.

The British destroyer which took in this communication was not permitted to approach the mine-field. One of the German torpedo boats came out and received the letter. If the demand for the surrender was acceded to the German commandant was instructed to hoist a white flag within twenty minutes.

The officers of the destroyer could see that four large merchant steamers and some warships were inside Bressay Sound. Small guns could be made out on Fort Charlotte and the Wart of Bressay, and two heavy weapons in position near Lerwick behind newly-raised earthworks.

The British note stated that operations would be at once commenced against the town, but the Admiral gave his ships orders not as yet to train their weapons on it, hoping to escape the cruel necessity of shelling a British seaport. At the expiration of twenty minutes the German flag still flew over the German works, and it became clear that the enemy did not intend to surrender. Signals were therefore made in the international code that a respite of three and a half hours would be allowed for the civilians, women and children, to quit Lerwick, but that the British warships would forthwith attack the German positions away from the harbour.

Four of the smaller destroyers pushed carefully in under Hildesay, searching and sweeping for mines. They were fired upon from the shore, and replied with their 12-pounders, shelling the German works vigorously, but carefully avoiding the town. Apparently the Germans had not mined the waters to the west of the long and narrow peninsula upon which Lerwick stands. Mines were seen at both ends of Bressay Sound, but Deals Voe seemed to be clear.

At noon the Iphigenia steamed inside Hildesay to shell the town and works from the west. The Orion closed in cautiously from the north-east upon Deals Voe. The other armoured cruisers took up a position about 8000 yards from Lerwick, to the south of the southern entrance to Bressay Sound. The destroyers were close at hand, and one of the large cruisers was stationed to the south-east to give timely notice in case any German naval force should appear.

At 12.5 the first shot was fired by the Iphigenia, which trained her two forward 12-in. guns upon Fort Charlotte and fired them in succession. Both hit the target, and the two huge shells demolished the fort, putting the small German guns there out of action, and killing or wounding their gunners. Simultaneously the other cruisers had opened upon Lerwick and the German works on the Wart of Bressay, firing their 12-in. and 9·2-in. guns slowly, with extreme accuracy and prodigious effect. A few shots silenced the four heavy German guns.

The Orion did magnificent shooting with her 9·2s, which she chiefly used; these big guns tore down the German earthworks, and set the town on fire. The cruisers to the south directed several shells upon the German ships in the Sound, and sank one of the big steamers, setting another on fire, and badly damaging the gunboats Eber and Panther. Both the German torpedo boats were hit and damaged.

The German force was in a difficulty — indeed, a desperate position. Seemingly, the German Admiralty had not calculated upon such a rapid move of the British cruisers by the Irish Sea northward, but had rather expected them to come up the North Sea. Reports that a movement up the North Sea was intended had reached Berlin from the German secret agents in London late on Tuesday night, with the result that the German Fleet had concentrated off the Suffolk coast.

The troops at Lerwick had not had time to fortify the position or to construct bomb-proofs and shelters. If the bulk of the garrison withdrew from the town, the British ships might land parties of Marines and seize it; if the Germans remained, they must face a terrific fire, which did great execution, and this though a good many of the British shells failed to explode.

From time to time the British destroyers came in closer than the large ships, and, now that the German artillery was silenced, shelled the town and any troops that they saw with their 12-pounders and 3-pounders. They were also getting to work in the Sound to clear away the mines, exploding heavy charges in the minefield, and sweeping for mines under the guns of the big ships.

They made so much progress that late in the afternoon the Warspite was able to steam in to 4500 yards, at which range her 9·2-in. guns speedily completed the destruction of the war-vessels and shipping in the harbour. She was also able to fire with deadly effect upon the German earthworks. Her shells exploded a magazine of ammunition and set fire to a large depôt of food, consisting of boxes which had been hastily landed, and were lying ashore covered with tarpaulins.

Her smaller guns at this short range were most effective; the 3-pounders played on the German works on the Wart of Bressay, and drove the remnant of the force holding them to flight. But as the troops endeavoured to make their escape they were caught by the fire of two of the destroyers, which turned their 12-pounders and rained shells upon them.

At dusk the British cruisers to the east of Lerwick drew off, to avoid any mines that might have got adrift. The Iphigenia remained to the west of the town, and fired several shots during the night, while the British destroyers were most active, firing their small guns whenever they saw any sign of movement.

Early next day the attack was about to recommence, when the German colonel in command hoisted the white flag, and made his surrender. Owing to the destruction of his food depôt and the explosion of his magazine he was short both of ammunition and food. Thus, after a brief spell of German rule — for the place had been solemnly annexed to the German Empire by proclamation — the British took possession of a ruined town and captured a considerable German force, numbering about 1100 men.

While the British cruisers were busy recovering control of the Shetlands, the Atlantic Fleet, four battleships strong, had arrived at Portland, and joined the imposing fleet which was assembling at that splendid harbour. The Mediterranean Fleet, four battleships strong, was following in its wake, detaching its two armoured cruisers for work off Gibraltar and the entrance to the Mediterranean, where German commerce-destroyers were reported to be busy.

The British Admiralty had decided to evacuate the Mediterranean and leave Egypt to its fate. Orders were given to block the Suez Canal, and though this act was an obvious infraction of international law, it elicited only mild protests from the Powers, which anxiously hoped for a British victory in the war. The protests were formal, and it was intimated that there was no intention of supporting them by force, provided the British Government would defray the loss caused by its action to neutral shipping.

A conflict between the military and civil authorities occurred on the Saturday following the outbreak of war. The Admiralty up to this point had succeeded in throwing a veil of silence over the British movements, and not even the striking successes of the British Fleet were generally known. But Ministers, and the First Lord of the Admiralty in particular, fearing for their own lives, and appalled by the furious outcry against themselves, on Saturday insisted upon issuing an official notice to the effect that the German Fleet which had raided South Wales had been completely annihilated, and Lerwick recaptured by the British Navy. Hundreds of German prisoners, added the proclamation, had been made.

To such a degree had the public lost faith in the Government, that the news was received with scepticism. The official Press in Germany ridiculed the intelligence, though the German Government must have been aware of its truth. It was only with extreme difficulty that the civilian members of the Government were prevented from publishing the exact strength of the British naval force available for operations against the Germans, but a threat by the Sea Lords to take matters into their own hands and appeal to the nation, prevented such a crowning act of folly.

Four armoured cruisers of the County class, exceedingly fast ships, had been pushed up behind the Channel cruisers, with instructions to carry on the work of harassing the Germans while the Channel cruisers coaled. The new cruiser detachment was to join the two ships of the County class already at Kirkwall, move cautiously south, with six ocean-going destroyers and six of the older destroyers, along the Scotch coast, establish its base at Aberdeen or Rosyth, and raid the German line of communications.

It was to be known as the Northern Squadron, and was placed under the orders of Rear-Admiral Jeffries, an able and enterprising officer. In case the Germans moved against it in force, it was to retire northwards, but its commander was given to understand that on September 17 the main British Fleet would advance from the north and south into the North Sea and deliver its attack upon the massed force of the German Navy.

Meanwhile, in preparation for the great movement, assiduous drill and target practice proceeded in the neighbourhood of Portland. The British battleships daily put to sea to fire and execute evolutions. The most serious difficulty, however, was to provide the ample supplies of ammunition needed, now that the Germans were in possession of so much of England, that the railway service was disorganised, and that an enormous consumption of cordite by the British land forces was taking place. The coal question was also serious, as the South Wales miners had struck for higher wages, and had only been induced to return to their work by the promise of great concessions. The officers and men of the Navy could not but be painfully struck by the strange want of zeal and national spirit in this great emergency shown by the British people.

On the 11th two of the County cruisers steamed south from Dingwall to replace the two ships which had, earlier in the operations against the Shetlands, been despatched to Aberdeen, and which were now to rejoin the Channel cruisers and concentrate in the Dornoch Firth. They reported that the German cruiser off Aberdeen had made good her escape, and that they had scouted so far south as the entrance of the Forth without discovering any trace of German vessels.

On the 12th the four other cruisers of the County class and the destroyers reached Aberdeen early in the morning, and the Rear-Admiral set to work with zeal and energy to disturb and harass his enemy to the utmost. The Southampton and Kincardine, two of the fast cruisers, with two ocean-going destroyers, were instructed to steam direct for the German coast, and sink any vessel that they sighted. The Selkirk and Lincoln, with the rest of the destroyers, under his own orders, would clear the Forth entrance and move cautiously southward towards Newcastle, if no enemy were encountered. Yet another pair of cruisers, the Cardigan and Montrose, were to steam for the Dutch coast and there destroy German vessels and transports. Two of the older protected cruisers were brought to link up the advanced detachments by wireless telegraphy with the Forth, when the Germans were forced away from that point.

About noon the Rear-Admiral, with his cruisers, appeared off the Forth, and learnt that for three days no German vessels had been reported off the coast, but that the entrance to the estuary was believed to have been mined afresh by the Germans and was exceedingly unsafe. The armoured cruiser Impérieuse, which had been damaged in the battle of North Berwick, had now been sufficiently repaired to take the sea again. She had coaled and received ammunition, and was at once ordered to join the Northern Squadron.

The armoured cruisers Olympia and Aurora, and the battleship Resistance, which had been badly damaged in the torpedo attack that opened the war, were also nearly ready for service, and could be counted on for work in forty-eight hours. It had been supposed at the time that they were permanently injured, but hundreds of skilled Glasgow artisans had been brought over by train and set to work upon them, and with such energy had they laboured that the damage had been almost made good. For security against any German attack, the ships lay with booms surrounding them behind a great mine-field, which had been placed by the naval authorities.

The Rear-Admiral in command of the Northern Fleet ordered a passage through the German minefield to be cleared without delay, and the repaired ships to remain for the time being to guard the port, as their speed was not such as to enable them to run if the enemy appeared in force. Taking with him the Impérieuse, he moved down the coast towards Newcastle, steaming at 15 knots. At 8 p.m. he passed the mouth of the Tyne, and sighted the Southampton, one of the two cruisers which he had despatched to menace the German coast; they had chased and sunk a large German collier, apparently proceeding to Lerwick, and quite unaware of the sudden turn which the naval war had taken.

The Southampton had returned to report the fact that she had sighted three German destroyers, which went off very fast to the south, one now having rejoined the flag. The four British armoured cruisers — Southampton, Selkirk, Lincoln, and Impérieuse — extended in open order, with the four ocean-going destroyers in advance and the six older destroyers inshore, on the lookout for Germans.

In this order the Admiral moved, with all lights out, towards the German line of communications. Steering wide of Flamborough Head, and clearing the sandbanks off the Wash, he passed down what was now an enemys coast, carefully refraining from using his ships long-distance wireless instruments, which might have given the alarm.

At about 1 a.m. of the 13th the Southampton sighted a large steamer proceeding slowly eastwards. She gave chase forthwith, and in fifteen minutes was alongside the stranger. The vessel proved to be a German transport returning from Hull empty. A small prize-crew was placed on board, the German seamen were transhipped to the British cruiser, and the vessel was sent back to Newcastle under escort of one of the older destroyers.

At 3.30 a.m. the flagship Selkirk sighted another large steamer proceeding west, towards the Wash. Chase was instantly given to her, and in ten minutes the fast cruiser, running 21 knots, was within easy range. As the steamer did not obey the order to stop, even when shotted guns were fired over her bow, the Selkirk poured a broadside into her at 3000 yards. This brought her to, and two ocean-going destroyers were sent to overhaul her, while the Lincoln and Southampton steamed in towards her, with guns laid upon her to prevent any tricks.

A few minutes later the destroyers signalled that the vessel was laden with German troops, reserve stores, ammunition, and supplies of all kinds. It would have been awkward to sink her and tranship the men, and remembering the humanity which the Germans had displayed in the battles at the opening of the war, the Admiral ordered the Impérieuse to escort her to Newcastle, with instructions to sink her if she offered any resistance. A lieutenant and ten men were put on board her, to keep an eye on her crew and see that they obeyed the injunctions of the Impérieuse, which followed 300 yards astern with her 9·2-in. guns trained menacingly upon the transport.

Scarcely had possession been taken of this vessel, which proved to be the 10,000-ton Hamburg-American cargo-vessel Bulgaria, when two more ships were sighted, and the sound of alarm guns hurriedly firing was heard from the Leman lightship. To silence the lightship, which was known to be in German hands, a fast destroyer was despatched with orders to torpedo it and destroy it.

As the enemy had undoubtedly taken the alarm, and might be expected any minute to put in an appearance, the British cruisers made ready to retire. The destroyers were sent off to the north; the three remaining armoured cruisers hovered waiting for the Germans to show, as they intended to draw them off towards the north-east, and thus take them away from the Bulgaria and her escort.

At 4.20 a.m. a big ship, evidently an armoured cruiser, accompanied by two or three destroyers, was seen approaching from the direction of Hull. Simultaneously wireless waves came in strong from the south, and from that quarter there came into sight another big armoured cruiser, accompanied by at least six destroyers and two smaller cruisers. They were the scouts of the German Fleet, and before them ran at 30 knots the British destroyer which had been charged with the destruction of the Leman lightship, and which had accomplished her task only two or three minutes before the Germans appeared from the south.

Noting that his enemy was in no great strength, and feeling minded to deal him a blow, if possible, the British Admiral now fell back north-eastward, without increasing speed sufficiently to draw away from the Germans. His ships, of the County class, with their weak 6-in. batteries, were no match for the German cruisers, but if he could entice the Germans within reach of the armoured vessels at Rosyth it would be another matter. Moreover, at any moment his detached armoured cruisers might rejoin the fleet.

Both forces were keeping well together, the Germans not steaming more than 20 knots, so as not to draw away from their smaller cruisers, while the British cruisers and destroyers made their pace with perfect ease, and for hours maintained an interval of eight miles from the enemy.

After two hours chase the British Admiral altered course slightly, and began to edge away to the north-east. The Germans followed, and at five in the afternoon of the 13th both squadrons were abreast of St. Abbs Head, far out to sea. About this time another German cruiser was noted, following to the support of the German vessels, and simultaneously the British Admiral opened up wireless communication with the powerful armoured ships at Rosyth.


CHAPTER X. SITUATION SOUTH OF THE THAMES
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THE ENEMY ON land had operated rapidly and decisively upon a prearranged scheme that was perfect in every detail.

By September 24th, three weeks after the first landing, England had, alas! learnt a bitter lesson by the shells showered down upon her open towns if they made a show of resistance. She had been taught it by her burning villages, scientifically fired with petrol, for having harboured Frontiersmen or Free-shooters, whom the German Staff did not choose to acknowledge as belligerents, by the great sacrifice of lives of innocent children and women, by war contributions, crushing requisitions, and the ruin and desolation that had marked every bivouac of the invading army. And now, while the Germans stood triumphant in London north of the Thames, South London was still held by the desperate populace, aided by many infantry and artillery, who, after their last stand on the northern heights, had made a detour to the south by crossing the river at Richmond Bridge and coming up to the Surrey shore by way of Wandsworth. By their aid the barricades were properly reconstructed with paving-stones, sacks of sand and sawdust, rolls of carpet, linoleum and linen — in fact, anything and everything that would stop bullets.

The assault at Waterloo Bridge on the night of the enemys occupation had in the end proved disastrous to the Germans, for, once within, they found themselves surrounded by a huge armed mob in the Waterloo Road and in the vicinity of the South-Western terminus; notwithstanding their desperate defence, they were exterminated to a man, until the gutters beneath the railway bridges ran with blood. Meanwhile the breach in the barricade was repaired, and two guns and ammunition captured from the enemy mounted in defence. There was a similar incident on Vauxhall Bridge, the populace being victorious, and now the Germans were offering no further opposition, as they had quite sufficient to occupy them on the Middlesex side.

The division of Lord Byfields army which had gone south to Horsham had moved north, and on the 24th were holding the country across from Epsom to Kingston-on-Thames, while patrols and motorists were out from Ewell, through Cheam, Sutton, Carshalton, Croydon, and Upper Norwood, to the high ground at the Crystal Palace. From Kingston to the Tower Bridge all approaches across the Thames were barricaded and held by desperate mobs, aided by artillerymen.

In those early days after the occupation, military order had apparently disappeared in London, as far as the British were concerned. General Sir Francis Bamford had, on the proclamation of martial law in London, been appointed military governor, and had, on the advance of the Germans, retired to the Crystal Palace, where he had now established his headquarters in the palace itself, with a wireless telegraph apparatus placed upon the top of the left-hand tower, by means of which he was in constant communication with Lord Byfield at Windsor, where the apparatus had been hoisted upon the flagstaff of the Round Tower.

The military tribunals established by the Proclamation of the 14th still existed in the police courts of South London, but those north of the Thames had already been replaced by German officers, and the British officers went across the bridges into the British lines. Von Kronhelms clever tactics, by which he had established an advisory board of British officials to assist in the government of London, seemed to have had the desired effect of reassurance in the case of London north of the Thames. But south of the river the vast population in that huge area from Gravesend, through Dartford, Bexley, Bromley, Croydon, Merton, Wimbledon, and Kingston, lived still at the highest tension, while the defenders at the bridges and along the river-front kept up unceasing vigilance night and day, never knowing at what spot the Germans might throw across their pontoons. In peace time the enemy had for years practised the pontooning of the Rhine and the Elbe; therefore, they knew it to be an easy matter to cross the narrower reaches of the Thames if they so desired.

On the 24th the rumour became current, too, that during the night German wagons had moved large quantities of specie from the Bank of England out to their base at Southminster; but, though it was most probable, the news was not confirmed. On this date the position as regards London, briefly reviewed, was as follows: — 

London north of the Thames, eastward to the sea, and the whole of the country east of a line drawn from the metropolis to Birmingham, was in the hands of the Germans. The enemys Guard Corps, under the Duke of Mannheim, who had landed at Kings Lynn, had established their headquarters at Hampstead, and held North London, with a big encampment in Regents Park. The Xth Corps, under Von Wilberg, from Yarmouth, were holding the City proper; the IXth Corps, from Lowestoft, were occupying the outskirts of East London, and keeping the lines of communication with Southminster; the IVth Corps, from Weybourne, under Von Kleppen, were in Hyde Park, and held Western London; while the Saxons had been pushed out from Shepperton through Staines to Colnbrook, as a safeguard from attack by Lord Byfields force, so rapidly being reorganised at Windsor. The remnants of the beaten army had gone to Chichester and Salisbury, but were now coming rapidly north, as the British Commander-in-Chief, had, it appeared, decided to give battle again, aided by the infuriated populace of Southern London.

At no spot south of the Thames, except perhaps the reconnoitring parties who crossed at Egham, Thorpe, and Weybridge, and recrossed each night, were there any Germans. The ground was so vast and the population so great, that Von Kronhelm feared to spread out his troops over too great an area. The Saxons had orders simply to keep Lord Byfield in check, and see that he did not cross the river. Thus it became for the time a drawn game. The Germans held the north of the Thames, while the British were continually threatening and making demonstrations from the south.

So great, however, was the population now assembled in South London that food was rising to absolutely famine prices. The estuary of the river had been so thickly mined by the Germans that no ships bearing food dared to come up. The Straits of Dover and the Solent were still dangerous on account of the floating mines, and it was only at places such as Brighton, Eastbourne, Hastings, and Folkestone that supplies could be landed at that moment. Trucks full of flour, coffee, rice, brandy, canned meats, boots, uniforms, arms, were daily run up to Deptford, Herne Hill, Croydon, and Wimbledon, but such supplies were very meagre for the millions now crowded along the river front, full of enthusiasm still to defy the enemy. At the first news of the invasion all the coal and coke in London had been expressly reserved for public purposes, small quantities only being issued to printing establishments and other branches of public necessity; but to private individuals they were rigorously denied. Wood, however, was sold without restriction, and a number of barges, old steamers of the County Council, and such-like craft were broken up for fuel.

* * * * * * *

Through the past ten days the darkness, gloom, and ever-deepening hunger had increased, and though London retained the same spirit with which it had received the news of the audacious invasion, that portion south of the Thames was starving. Between the 20th and 24th September the price of every article of food rose enormously. On the 24th Ostend rabbits were sold in the Walworth Road for a sovereign each, and a hare cost double. An apple cost 1s. 6d., a partridge 15s., a fresh egg 2s., while bacon was 6s. 6d. a pound, and butter £1 per pound. Shops in the Old Kent Road, Camberwell, Brixton, Kennington, Walworth, Waterloo, and London Roads, which had hitherto been perhaps the cheapest places in which to buy provisions in the whole of London, were now prohibitive in their prices to the poor, though ladies habitually living in the West End and driven there through force of circumstances readily paid the exorbitant charges demanded. Indeed, there was often a fight in those shops for a rabbit, a ham, or a tin of pressed beef, one person bidding against another for its possession. Tallow was often being used for the purposes of cookery, and is said to have answered well.

If South London was in such a state of starvation, even though small quantities of food were daily coming in, Von Kronhelms position must have been one of extreme gravity when it is remembered that his food supply was now cut off. It was calculated that each of his five army corps operating upon London consumed in the space of twenty-four hours 18,000 loaves weighing 3 lb. each, 120 cwt. of rice or pearl barley, seventy oxen or 120 cwt. of bacon, 18 cwt. of salt, 30 cwt. of coffee, 12 cwt. of oats, 3 cwt. of hay, 3500 quarts of spirits and beer, with 60 cwt. of tobacco, 1,100,000 ordinary cigars, and 50,000 officers cigars for every ten days.

And yet all was provided for at Southminster, Grimsby, Kings Lynn, Norwich, and Goole. Huge food bases had been rapidly established from the first day of the invasion. The German Army, whatever might be said of it, was a splendid military machine, and we had been in every way incapable of coping with it. Yet it was impossible not to admire the courage and patriotism of the men under Byfield, Hibbard, and Woolmer in making the attempt, though from the first the game had been known to be hopeless.

West of London the members of the Hendon and other rifle clubs, together with a big body of Frontiersmen and other free-shooters, were continually harassing the Saxon advanced posts between Shepperton and Colnbrook, towards Uxbridge. On the 24th a body of 1,500 riflemen and Frontiersmen attacked a company of Saxon Pioneers close to where the Great Western Railway crosses the River Crane, north of Cranford. The Germans, being outnumbered, were obliged to withdraw to Hayes with a loss of twenty killed and a large force of wounded. Shortly afterwards, on the following day, the Pioneers, having been reinforced, retraced their steps in order to clear the districts on the Crane of our irregular forces; and they announced that if, as reported, the people of Cranford and Southall had taken part in the attack, both places would be burned.

That same night the railway bridges over the Crane and the Grand Junction Canal in the vicinity were blown up by the Frontiersmen. The fifty Saxons guarding each bridge were surprised by the British sharpshooters, and numbers of them shot. Three hours later, however, Cranford, Southall, and Hayes were burned with petrol, and it was stated by Colonel Meyer, of the Saxons, that this was to be the punishment of any place where railways were destroyed. Such was the system of terrorism by which the enemy hoped to terminate the struggle. Such proceedings — and this was but one of a dozen others in various outlying spots beyond the Metropolitan area — did not produce the effect of shortening the duration of hostilities. On the contrary, they only served to prolong the deadly contest by exciting a wild desire for revenge in many who might otherwise have been disposed towards an amicable settlement.

With the dawn of the 25th September, a grey day with fine drizzling rain in London, the situation seemed still more hopeless. The rain, however, did not by any means damp the ardour of the defenders at the bridges. They sang patriotic songs, while barrel-organs and bands played about them night and day. Though hungry, their spirits never flagged. The newspapers printed across the river were brought over in small boats from the Surrey side, and eagerly seized and read by anxious thousands. The lists of British casualties were being published, and the populace were one and all anxious for news of missing friends.

The chief item of news that morning, however, was a telegram from the Emperor William, in which he acknowledged the signal services rendered by Field-Marshal Von Kronhelm and his army. He had sent one hundred and fifty Orders of the Iron Cross for distribution among officers who had distinguished themselves, accompanied by the following telegraphic despatch, which every paper in London was ordered to print: — 

THE KAISERS TELEGRAM.

Potsdam, Sept. 21st, 1910.

GENERAL VON KRONHELM, — Your heroic march, your gallant struggle to reach London, your victorious attack and your capture of the Capital of the British Empire, is one of the greatest feats of arms in all history.

I express my royal thanks, my deepest acknowledgments, and bestow upon you the Grand Cross of the Red Eagle, with the sword, as proof of this acknowledgment.

Your grateful Emperor,

WILHELM.

THE TELEGRAM SENT BY THE GERMAN EMPEROR TO
FIELD-MARSHAL VON KRONHELM.



The wharves and embankments of the Surrey shore of the Thames, from Erith to Kingston, were being patrolled day and night by armed men. Any boat crossing the river was at once challenged, and not allowed to approach unless under a flag of truce, or it was ascertained that its occupants were non-belligerents. Everywhere the greatest precaution was being taken against spies, and on the two or three occasions when the Germans had reconnoitered by means of balloons, sharpshooters had constantly fired at them.

As may well be imagined, spy-mania was now rife in every quarter in South London, and any man bearing a foreign name, no matter of what nationality, or known to be a foreigner, was at once suspected, and often openly insulted, even though he might be a naturalised Englishman. It was very unsafe for any foreigner now to go abroad. One deplorable incident occurred that afternoon. A German baker, occupying a shop in Newington Butts, and who had lived in England twenty-five years and become a naturalised British subject, was walking along the Kennington Road with his wife, having come forth in curiosity to see what was in progress, when he was met by a man with whom he had had some business quarrel. The man in question, as he passed, cried out to the crowd that he was a German. Hes one of Von Kronhelms spies! he shouted.

At the word spy the crowd all turned. They saw the unfortunate man had turned pale at this charge, which was tantamount to a sentence of death, and believed him to be guilty. Some wild and irrepressible men set up a loud cry of Spy! Spy! Down with him! Down with the traitor! and ere the unfortunate baker was aware of it he was seized by a hundred hands, and lynched.

More than once real spies were discovered, and short shrift was meted out to them; but in several instances it is feared that gross mistakes were made, and men accused as spies out of venomous personal spite. There is little doubt that under cover of night a number of Von Kronhelms English-speaking agents were able to cross the river in boats and return on the following night, for it was apparent by the tone of the newspapers that the German generalissimo was fully aware of what was in progress south of the river.

To keep a perfect watch upon a river-front of so many miles against watermen who knew every landing-place and every point of concealment, was utterly impossible. The defenders, brave men all, did their best, and they killed at sight every spy they captured; but it was certain that the enemy had established a pretty complete system of intelligence from the camp of the defiant Londoners.

At the barricades was a quiet, calm enthusiasm. Now that it was seen that the enemy had no immediate intention of storming the defences at the bridges, those manning them rested, smoked, and, though ever vigilant, discussed the situation. Beneath every bridge men of the Royal Engineers had effected certain works which placed them in readiness for instant destruction. The explosives were there, and only by the pressing of the button the officer in command of any bridge could blow it into the air, or render it unsafe for the enemy to venture upon.

The great League of Defenders was in course of rapid formation. Its proclamations were upon every wall. When the time was ripe, London would rise. The day of revenge was fast approaching.

London, north of the Thames, though shattered and wrecked, began, by slow degrees, to grow more calm.

One half of the populace seemed to have accepted the inevitable; the other half being still terrified and appalled at the havoc wrought on every hand. In the case of Paris, forty years before, when the Germans had bombarded the city, their shells had done but little damage. In those days neither guns nor ammunition were at such perfection as they now were, the enemys high-power explosives accounting for the fearful destruction caused.

A very curious fact about the bombardment must here be noted. Londoners, though terrified beyond measure when the shells began to fall among them and explode, grew, in the space of a couple of hours, to be quite callous, and seemed to regard the cannonade in the light of a pyrotechnical display. They climbed to every point of vantage, and regarded the continuous flashes and explosions with the same open-mouthed wonder as they would exhibit at the Crystal Palace on a firework night.

The City proper was still held by the Xth Corps under General von Wilburg, who had placed a strong cordon around it, no unauthorised person being allowed to enter or leave. In some of the main roads in Islington, Hoxton, Whitechapel, Clapton, and Kingsland, a few shops that had not been seized by the Germans had courageously opened their doors. Provision shops, bakers, greengrocers, dairies, and butchers were, however, for the most part closed, for in the Central Markets there was neither meat nor vegetables, every ounce of food having been commandeered by German foraging parties.

As far as possible, however, the enemy were, with the aid of the English Advisory Board, endeavouring to calm the popular excitement and encourage trade in other branches. At certain points such as at Aldgate, at Oxford Circus, at Hyde Park Corner, in Vincent Square, Westminster, at St. Jamess Park near Queen Annes Gate, and in front of Hackney Church, the German soldiers distributed soup once a day to all comers, Von Kronhelm being careful to pretend a parental regard for the metropolis he had occupied.

The population north of the Thames was not, however, more than one quarter what it usually was, for most of the inhabitants had fled across the bridges during the bombardment, and there remained on the Surrey side in defiance of the invader.

Night and day the barricade-builders were working at the bridges in order to make each defence a veritable redoubt. They did not intend that the disasters of the northern suburbs — where the bullets had cut through the overturned carts and household furniture as through butter — should be repeated. Therefore at each bridge, behind the first hastily-constructed defence, there were being thrown up huge walls of sacks filled with earth, and in some places where more earth was obtainable earthworks themselves with embrasures. Waterloo, Blackfriars, Southwark, London, and Cannon Street bridges were all defended by enormous earthworks, and by explosives already placed for instant use if necessary. Hungerford Bridge had, of course, been destroyed by the Germans themselves, huge iron girders having fallen into the river; but Vauxhall, Lambeth, Battersea, Hammersmith, and Kew and other bridges were equally strongly defended as those nearer the centre of London. Many other barricades had been constructed at various points in South London, such as across the Bridge End Road, Wandsworth, several across the converging roads at St. Georges Circus, and again at the Elephant and Castle, in Bankside, in Tooley Street, where it joins Bermondsey Street, at the approach to the Tower Bridge, in Waterloo Road at its junction with Lower Marsh, across the Westminster Bridge and Kennington Roads, across the Lambeth Road where it joins the Kennington Road, at the junction of Upper Kennington Lane with Harleyford Road, in Victoria Road at the approach to Chelsea Bridge, and in a hundred other smaller thoroughfares. Most of these barricades were being built for the protection of certain districts rather than for the general strategic defence of South London. In fact, most of the larger open spaces were barricaded, and points of entrance carefully blocked. In some places exposed barricades were connected with one another by a covered way, the neighbouring houses being crenellated and their windows protected with coal sacks filled with earth. Cannon now being brought in by Artillery from the south were being mounted everywhere, and as each hour went by the position of South London became strengthened by both men and guns.


CHAPTER XI. DEFENCES OF SOUTH LONDON
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PREPARATIONS WERE BEING continued night and day to place the working-class districts in Southwark and Lambeth in a state of strong defence, and the constant meetings convened in public halls and chapels by the newly-formed League of Defenders incited the people to their work. Everybody lent a willing hand, rich and poor alike. People who had hitherto lived in comfort in Regents Park, Hampstead, or one or other of the better-class northern suburbs, now found themselves herded among all sorts and conditions of men and women, and living as best they could in those dull, drab streets of Lambeth, Walworth, Battersea, and Kennington. It was, indeed, a strange experience for them. In the sudden flight from the north parents had become separated from their children and husbands from their wives, so that in many cases haggard and forlorn mothers were in frantic search of their little ones, fearing that they might have already died of starvation or been trampled under foot by the panic-stricken multitudes. The dense population of South London had already been trebled. They were penned in by the barricades in many instances, for each district seemed to be now placing itself in a state of defence, independent of any other.

Kennington, for instance, was practically surrounded by barricades, tons upon tons of earth being dug from the Oval and the Park. Besides the barricades in Harleyford Road and Kennington Lane, all the streets converging on the Oval were blocked up, a huge defence arm just being completed across the junction of Kennington and Kennington Park roads, and all the streets running into the latter thoroughfare from that point to the big obstruction at the Elephant were blocked by paving stones, bags of sand, barrels of cement, bricks, and such-like odds and ends impervious to bullets. In addition to this, there was a double fortification in Lambeth Road — a veritable redoubt — as well as the barricade at Lambeth Bridge, while all the roads leading from Kennington into the Lambeth Road, such as St. Georges Road, Kennington Road, High Street, and the rest, had been rendered impassable and the neighbouring houses placed in a state of defence. Thus the whole district of Kennington became therefore a fortress in itself.
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This was only a typical instance of the scientific methods of defence now resorted to. Mistakes made in North London were not now repeated. Day and night every able-bodied man, and woman too, worked on with increasing zeal and patriotism. The defences in Haverstock Hill, Holloway Road, and Edgware Road, which had been composed of overturned tramcars, motor buses, household furniture, etc., had been riddled by the enemys bullets. The lesson had been heeded, and now earth, sand, tiles, paving stones, and bricks were very largely used.

From nearly all the principal thoroughfares south of the river, the paving-stones were being rapidly torn up by great gangs of men, and whenever the artillery brought up a fresh Maxim or field-gun the wildest demonstrations were made. The clergy held special services in churches and chapels, and prayer-meetings for the emancipation of London were held twice daily in the Metropolitan Tabernacle at Newington. In Kennington Park, Camberwell Green, the Oval, Vauxhall Park, Lambeth Palace Gardens, Camberwell Park, Peckham Rye, and Southwark Park a division of Lord Byfields army was encamped. They held the Waterloo terminus of the South-Western Railway strongly, the Chatham Railway from the Borough Road Station — now the terminus — the South-Eastern from Bricklayers Arms, which had been converted into another terminus, as well as the Brighton line, both at Battersea Park and York Road.

The lines destroyed by the enemys spies in the early moments of the invasion had long ago been repaired, and up to the present railway and telegraphic communication south and west remained uninterrupted. The Daily Mail had managed to transfer some of its staff to the offices of a certain printers in Southwark, and there, under difficulties, published several editions daily despite the German censorship. While northern London was without any news except that supplied from German sources, South London was still open to the world, the cables from the south coast being, as yet, in the hands of the British, and the telegraphs intact to Bristol and to all places in the West.

Thus, during those stifling and exciting days following the occupation, while London was preparing for its great uprising, the South London Daily Mirror, though a queer, unusual-looking sheet, still continued to appear, and was read with avidity by the gallant men at the barricades.

Contrary to expectation, Von Kronhelm was leaving South London severely alone. He was, no doubt, wise. Full well he knew that his men, once within those narrow, tortuous streets beyond the river, would have no opportunity to manœuvre, and would, as in the case of the assault of Waterloo Bridge, be slaughtered to a man. His spies reported that each hour that passed rendered the populace the stronger, yet he did nothing, devoting his whole time, energy, and attention to matters in that half of London he was now occupying.

Everywhere the walls of South London were placarded with manifestoes of the League of Defenders. Day after day fresh posters appeared, urging patience and courage, and reporting upon the progress of the League. The name of Graham was now upon everyones lips. He had, it seemed, arisen as saviour of our beloved country. Every word of his inspired enthusiasm, and this was well illustrated at the mass meeting on Peckham Rye, when, beneath the huge flag of St. George, the white banner with the red cross, — the ancient standard of England, — which the League had adopted as theirs, he made a brilliant and impassioned appeal to every Londoner and every Englishman.

Report had it that the Germans had set a price upon his head, and that he was pursued everywhere by German spies — mercenaries who would kill him in secret if they could. Therefore he was compelled to go about with an armed police guard, who arrested any suspected person in his vicinity. The Government, who had at first laughed Grahams enthusiasm to scorn, now believed in him. Even Lord Byfield, after a long council, declared that his efforts to inspire enthusiasm had been amazingly successful, and it was now well known that the Defenders and the Army had agreed to act in unison towards one common end — the emancipation of England from the German thraldom.

Some men of the Osnabrück Regiment, holding Canning Town and Limehouse, managed one night, by strategy, to force their way through the Blackwall Tunnel and break down its defence on the Surrey side in an attempt to blow up the South Metropolitan Gas Works close by.

The men holding the tunnel were completely overwhelmed by the numbers that pressed on, and were compelled to fall back, twenty of their number being killed. The assault was a victorious one, and it was seen that the enemy were pouring out, when, of a sudden, there was a dull, heavy roar, followed by wild shouts and terrified screams, as there rose from the centre of the river a great column of water, and next instant the tunnel was flooded, hundreds of the enemy being drowned like rats in a hole.

The men of the Royal Engineers had, on the very day previous, made preparations for destroying the tunnel if necessary, and had done so ere the Germans were aware of their intention. The exact loss of life is unknown, but it is estimated that over 400 men must have perished in that single instant, while those who had made the sudden dash towards the Gas Works were all taken prisoners, and their explosives confiscated.

The evident intention of the enemy being thus seen, General Sir Francis Bamford from his headquarters at the Crystal Palace gave orders for the tunnels at Rotherhithe and that across Greenwich Reach, as well as the several tube tunnels and subways, to be destroyed, a work which was executed without delay, and was witnessed by thousands, who watched for the great disturbances and upheavals in the bed of the river.

In the Old Kent Road the bridge over the canal, as well as the bridges in Wells Street, Sumner Road, Glengall Road, and Canterbury Road, were all prepared for demolition in case of necessity, the canal from the Camberwell Road to the Surrey Docks forming a moat behind which the defenders might, if necessary, retire. Clapham Common and Brockwell Park were covered with tents, for General Bamfords force, consisting mostly of auxiliaries, were daily awaiting reinforcements.

Lord Byfield, now at Windsor, was in constant communication by wireless telegraphy with the London headquarters at the Crystal Palace, as well as with Hibbard on the Malvern Hills and Woolmer at Shrewsbury. To General Bamford at Sydenham came constant news of the rapid spread of the national movement of defiance, and Lord Byfield, as was afterwards known, urged the London commander to remain patient, and invite no attack until the League were strong enough to act upon the offensive.

Affairs of outposts were, of course, constantly recurring along the river bank between Windsor and Egham, and the British free-shooters and Frontiersmen were ever harassing the Saxons.

Very soon Von Kronhelm became aware of Lord Byfields intentions, but his weakness was apparent when he made no counter-move. The fact was that the various great cities he now held required all his attention and all his troops. From Manchester, from Birmingham, from Leeds, Bradford, Sheffield, and Hull came similar replies. Any withdrawal of troops from either city would be the signal for a general rising of the inhabitants. Therefore, having gained possession, he could only now sit tight and watch.

From all over Middlesex, and more especially from the London area, came sensational reports of the drastic measures adopted by the Germans to repress any sign of revolt. In secret, the agents of the League of Defenders were at work going from house to house, enrolling men, arranging for secret meeting-places, and explaining in confidence the programme as put forward by the Bristol committee. Now and then, however, these agents were betrayed, and their betrayal was in every case followed by a court-martial at Bow Street, death outside in the yard of the police station, and the publication in the papers of their names, their offence, and the hour of the execution.

Yet, undaunted and defiantly, the giant organisation grew as no other society had ever grown, and its agents and members quickly developed into fearless patriots. It being reported that the Saxons were facing Lord Byfield with the Thames between them, the people of West London began in frantic haste to construct barricades. The building of obstructions had, indeed, now become a mania north of the river as well as the south. The people, fearing that there was to be more fighting in the streets of London, began to build huge defences all across West London. The chief were across King Street, Hammersmith, where it joins Goldhawk Road, across the junction of Goldhawk and Uxbridge Roads, in Harrow Road where it joins Admiral Road, and Willesden Lane, close to the Paddington Cemetery, and the Latimer Road opposite St. Quintin Park Station. All the side streets leading into the Goldhawk Road, Latimer Road, and Ladbroke Grove Road, were also blocked up, and hundreds of houses placed in a state of strong defence.

With all this Von Kronhelm did not interfere. The building of such obstructions acted as a safety-valve to the excited populace, therefore he rather encouraged than discountenanced it. The barricades might, he thought, be of service to his army if Lord Byfield really risked an attack upon London from that direction.

Crafty and cunning though he was, he was entirely unaware that those barricades were being constructed at the secret orders of the League of Defenders, and he never dreamed that they had actually been instigated by the British Commander-in-chief himself.

Thus the Day of Reckoning hourly approached, and London, though crushed and starving, waited in patient vigilance.

At Enfield Chase was a great camp of British prisoners in the hands of the Germans, amounting to several thousands. Contrary to report, both officers and men were fairly well treated by the Germans, though with his limited supplies Von Kronhelm was already beginning to contemplate releasing them. Many of the higher grade officers who had fallen into the hands of the enemy, together with the Lord Mayor of London, the Mayors of Hull, Goole, Lincoln, Norwich, Ipswich, and the Lord Mayors of Manchester and Birmingham, had been sent across to Germany, where, according to their own reports, they were being detained in Hamburg and treated with every consideration. Nevertheless, all this greatly incensed Englishmen. Lord Byfield, with Hibbard and Woolmer, was leaving no stone unturned in order to reform our shattered Army, and again oppose the invaders. All three gallant officers had been to Bristol, where they held long consultation with the members of the Cabinet, with the result that the Government still refused to entertain any idea of paying the indemnity. The Admiralty were confident now that the command of the sea had been regained, and in Parliament itself a little confidence was also restored.

Yet we had to face the hard facts that nearly two hundred thousand Germans were upon British soil, and that London was held by them. Already parties of German commissioners had visited the National Gallery, the Wallace Collection, the Tate Gallery, and the British and South Kensington Museums, deciding upon and placing aside certain art treasures and priceless antiques ready for shipment to Germany. The Raphaels, the Titians, the Rubenses, the Fra Angelicos, the Velasquezes, the Elgin Marbles, the best of the Egyptian, Assyrian, and Roman antiques, the Rosetta Stone, the early Biblical and classical manuscripts, the historic charters of England, and suchlike treasures which could never be replaced, were all catalogued and prepared for removal. The people of London knew this; for though there had been no newspapers, information ran rapidly from mouth to mouth. German sentries guarded our world-famous collections, which were now indeed entirely in the enemys hands, and which the Kaiser intended should enrich the German galleries and museums.

One vessel flying the British flag had left the Thames laden with spoil, in an endeavour to reach Hamburg, but off Harwich she had been sighted and overhauled by a British cruiser, with the result that she had been steered to Dover. Therefore our cruisers and destroyers, having thus obtained knowledge of the enemys intentions, were keeping a sharp lookout along the coast for any vessels attempting to leave for German ports.

Accounts of fierce engagements in the Channel between British and German ships went the rounds, but all were vague and unconvincing. The only solid facts were that the Germans held the great cities of England, and that the millions of Great Britain were slowly but surely preparing to rise in an attempt to burst asunder the fetters that now held them.

Government, Army, Navy, and Parliament had all proved rotten reeds. It was now every man for himself — to free himself and his loved ones — or to die in the attempt.

Through the south and west of England, Grahams clear, manly voice was raised everywhere, and the whole population were now fast assembling beneath the banner of the Defenders, in readiness to bear their part in the most bloody and desperate encounter of the whole war — a fierce guerilla warfare, in which the Germans were to receive no quarter. The firm resolve now was to exterminate them.

The swift and secret death being meted out to the German sentries, or, in fact, to any German caught alone in a side street, having been reported to Von Kronhelm, he issued another of his now famous proclamations, which was posted upon half the hoardings in London, but the populace at once amused themselves by tearing it down wherever it was discovered. Von Kronhelm was the arch-enemy of London, and it is believed that there were at that moment no fewer than five separate conspiracies to encompass his death. Londoners detested the Germans, but with a hatred twenty times the more intense did they regard those men who, having engaged in commercial pursuits in England, had joined the colours and were now acting as spies in the service of the enemy.

Hundreds of extraordinary tales were told of Germans who, for years, had been regarded as inoffensive toilers in London, and yet who were now proved by their actions to be spies. It was declared, and was no doubt a fact, that without the great army of advance-agents — every man among them having been a soldier — Germany would never have effected the rapid coup she had done. The whole thing had been carefully thought out, and this invasion was the culmination of years of careful thought and most minute study.


CHAPTER XII. DAILY LIFE OF THE BELEAGUERED
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THEY WERE DARK days in London — days of terror, starvation — death.

Behind the barricades south of the Thames it was vaguely known that our Admiralty — whose chief offices had been removed to Portsmouth before the entry of the enemy into London — were keenly alive to the critical position. Reports of the capture of a number of German liners in the Atlantic, and of several ships laden with provisions, attempting to cross the North Sea were spread from mouth to mouth, but so severe was the censorship upon the Press that no word of such affairs was printed.

The London Gazette, that journal which in ordinary circumstances the public never sees, was published each evening at six oclock, but, alas, in German. It contained Von Kronhelms official orders to his army, and the various proclamations regarding the government of London. The Daily Mail, as the paper with the largest circulation, was also taken over as the German official organ.

At the head of each newspaper office in and about Fleet Street was a German officer, whose duty was to read the proofs of everything before it appeared. He installed himself in the editorial chair, and the members of the staff all attempted to puzzle him and his assistants by the use of London slang. Sometimes this was passed by the officer in question, who did not wish to betray his ignorance, but more often it was promptly crossed out. Thus the papers were frequently ridiculous in their opinions and reports.

The drawn game continued.

On one side of the Thames the Germans held complete possession, while on the other the people of London were defiant behind their barricaded bridges. West London was occupied in building barricades in all quarters to prevent any further entry into London, while Von Kronhelm, with his inborn cunning, was allowing the work to proceed. In this, however, the German Commander-in-Chief did not display his usual caution, as will be seen in later chapters of this history.

Once it was rumoured that the enemy intended to besiege the barricades at the bridges by bringing their field howitzers into play, but very soon it became apparent that Von Kronhelm, with discreet forbearance, feared to excite further the London populace.

The fact that the Lord Mayor had been deported had rendered them irritable and viciously antagonistic, while the terms of the indemnity demanded, now known everywhere — as they had been published in papers at Brighton, Southampton, Bristol, and other places — had aroused within the hearts of Londoners a firm resolve to hold their own at no matter what cost.

Beyond all this remained the knowledge of Gerald Grahams movement — that gigantic association, the League of Defenders, which had for its object the freeing of England from the grip of the now detested eagle of Germany.

Daily the League issued its bulletins, notices, manifestoes, and proclamations, all of which were circulated throughout South London. South Coast resorts were now crowded to excess by fugitive Londoners, as well as towns inland. Accommodation for them all was, of course, impossible, but everywhere were encampments over the Kentish hop fields and the Sussex pastures.

Some further idea of life in South London at this time may be obtained from the personal narrative of Joseph Cane, a tram driver, in the employ of the London County Council, living at Creek Road, Battersea. His story, written by himself, and subsequently published in the Daily Express, was as follows: — 

Five days have passed since the Germans bombarded us. I have been out of work since the seventh, when the Council suspended greater part of the tramway service, my line from Westminster Bridge included. I have a wife and four children dependent upon me, and, unfortunately, all of them are starving. We are waiting. The Defenders still urge us to wait. But this waiting is very wearisome. For nineteen days have I wandered about London in idleness. I have mixed with the crowds in the West End; I have listened to the orators in the parks; I helped to build the big barricade in the Caledonian Road; I watched the bombardment from the waterside at Wandsworth, and I saw, on the following day, German soldiers across on West Wharf.

Since that day we South Londoners have barricaded ourselves so strongly that it will, I am certain, take Von Kronhelm all his time to turn us out. Our defences are abundant and strong. Not only are there huge barricades everywhere, but hundreds of houses and buildings have been put in a state of defence, especially the positions commanding the main thoroughfares leading to the bridges. As a member of the League of Defenders, I have been served with a gun, and practise daily with thousands of others upon the new range in Battersea Park. My post, however, is at the barricade across Tarns Corner and Newington Causeway, opposite the Elephant and Castle.

Every road to the bridges at that converging point is blocked. The entrances to St. Georges Road, London Road, Walworth Road, and Newington Butts are all strongly barricaded, the great obstructions reaching up to the second storey windows. The New Kent Road remains open, as there is a barricade at the end of Great Dover Street. The houses all round are also fortified. From Tarns, quantities of goods, such as bales of calico, flannel, and dress materials, have been seized and utilised in our barriers. I assisted to construct the enormous wall of miscellaneous objects, and in its building we were directed by a number of Royal Engineers. Our object is to repel the invader should he succeed in breaking down the barrier at London Bridge.

All is in readiness, as far as we are concerned. Seven maxims are mounted on our defence, while inside Tarns are hundreds of Frontiersmen, sharpshooters, members of rifle clubs, and other men who can shoot. Yesterday some artillery men arrived with five field guns, and upon our barricade one has been mounted. The men say they have come across from Windsor, and that other batteries of artillery are on their way to strengthen us. Therefore, old Von Kronhelm, notwithstanding all his orders and daily proclamations about this and about that, has us Cockneys to deal with yet. And hell find the Elephant and Castle a tough nut to crack. Hundreds of the men in our tram service are at the barricades. We never thought, a month ago, when we used to drive up and down from the bridges, that wed so soon all of us become soldiers. Life, however, is full of ups and downs. But nowadays London doesnt somehow seem like London. There is no traffic, and the side streets all seem as silent as the grave. The main thoroughfares, such as the Walworth, Old Kent, Kennington Park, Clapham, and Wandsworth Roads, are crowded night and day by anxious, hungry people, eager for the revenge which is declared by the Defenders to be at hand. How soon it comes no one cares. There is still hope in Walworth and Kennington, and though our stomachs may be empty we have sworn not to capitulate.

Food is on its way to us, so it is said. We have regained command of the sea, therefore the ports are reopened, and in a day or two food will no longer be scarce.

I saw this morning a poster issued by the League of Defenders, the Daily Bulletin, it is called, declaring that relief is at hand. I hope it is, for the sake of my distracted wife and family. The County Council have been very good to us, but as money wont buy anything, what is the good of it? The supply is growing daily more limited. Half a crown was paid yesterday by a man I know for a small loaf of bread at a shop in the Wandsworth Road.

Our daily life at the barricade is monotonous and very wearying. Now that the defences are complete and there is nothing to do, everyone is anxious to have a brush with the enemy, and longing that he may make an attack upon us. As newspapers are very difficult to get within the barricades, several new ones have sprung up in South London, most of them queer, ill-printed sheets, but very interesting on account of the news they give.

The one most in favour is called The South London Mirror. I think it is in connection with the Daily Mail. It now and then gives photographs, like the Daily Mirror. Yesterday it gave a good one of the barricade where I am stationed. The neighbourhood of the Elephant presents an unusual picture, for everywhere men are scrambling over the roofs, and windows of the houses are being half-covered with sheet iron, while here and there is seen protruding the muzzle of a Maxim.

I hear on the best authority that explosives are already in position under all the bridges, ready to blow them up at any moment. Yesterday I went along to Southwark Bridge to see the defences there. They are really splendid. Before they can be taken by assault the loss of life must be appalling to the enemy. There are mines laid in front by which the Germans could be blown to atoms. Certainly our first line of defence is at least a reliable one. Now that Londoners have taken the law into their own hands, we may perhaps hope for some success. Our Army, our Navy, our War Office, our Admiralty, have proved themselves utterly incompetent.

By day and by night we guard our barricades. The life is an idle one, now that there is no further work to do. Imagine a huge wall erected right across the road from Tarns front to the public-house opposite, an obstruction composed of every conceivable object that might resist the German bullets, and with loopholes here and there to admit of our fire. Everything, from paving-stones torn up from the footpath to iron coal-scuttles, has been used in its construction, together with thousands of yards of barbed wire. Roughly, I believe that fully a thousand men are holding my own particular defence, every one of them members of this new League, which, encouraged and aided by Government, is making such rapid progress in every direction. Every man who stands shoulder to shoulder with me has sworn allegiance to King and Country, and will fight and die in the defence of the city he loves. During the past four days I have only been home once. Alas! my clean little home is now one of suffering and desolation. I cannot bear to hear the children cry for bread, so I now remain at my post, bearing my own humble part in the defence of London. The wife bears up in patience, as so many thousands of the good wives of humble folk are now doing. She is pale-faced and dark-eyed, for privation is fast telling upon her. Yet she uttered no word of complaint. She only asked me simply when this cruel war would end.

When? Ay, when?

It will end when we have driven the Germans back into the sea — when we have had blood for blood — when we have avenged the lives of those innocent Englishmen and Englishwomen who have been killed in Suffolk, Norfolk, Essex, and Yorkshire. Then the war will end — with victory for our dear old England.

Of tobacco and drink there is still an abundance. Of the latter, alas, we see examples of its abuse every day. Men and women, deprived of food in many cases, have recourse to drink, with terrible effect. In every quarter, as one walks through South London, one sees riotous drunkenness, and often a lawlessness, which, if not put down by the people themselves, would quickly assume alarming proportions. There are no police now; but the Defenders act the part of officers of the law, and repress any acts of violence or riotous behaviour.

A certain section of the public are, of course, in favour of stopping the war at all costs, and towards that end are continually holding meetings, and have even gone the length of burning the barricade outside the police station in Kennington Road. This shameful act was committed last night, and one of its perpetrators was, I hear, caught and promptly lynched by the infuriated mob. The barricade is now in rapid process of re-building. On every hand, horses — or the few that now remain in South London — are being killed and used as food. Even such meat as that is at a price almost prohibitive. This afternoon a company of military telegraph engineers came to our barricade, and established telephonic communication between us and the similar obstructions at London Bridge, and on our right in Great Dover Street. From one hour to another we never know when Von Kronhelm may give the order to attack the bridges, therefore through the whole twenty-four hours we have to be alert and watchful, even though we may smoke and gossip around our stacks of piled arms. When the conflict comes it will be a long and bloody one, that is certain. Not a man in South London will shirk his duty to the Empire. The future, whether England shall still remain Mistress of the World, lies with us. It is that important all-present fact that the League of Defenders is impressing upon us from all the hoardings, and it is also the fact which stimulates each one of us to bear our part in the defence of our homes and our loved ones.

Germany shall yet rue the day when she launched her legions upon us.



Life in London north of the Thames at that moment was more exciting than that within the fortress of South London. In the latter, everyone was waiting in hunger and patience the march of events, while north of the river the ever-present Germans in foraging parties were a constant source of annoyance and anger.

All roads leading into London from the west, right across from Hammersmith Bridge nearly to the Welsh Harp, were now heavily barricaded. More than once Von Kronhelm was inclined to forbid this, but the real fact was that he was pleased to allow the people some vent for their outraged feelings. Londoners declared that they would allow no more Germans to enter, and for that reason they were blocking the roads.

Had it not been for the fact that the bulk of Londons millions had been driven south of the Thames by the bombardment and subsequent street fighting, Von Kronhelm, with his men now seriously reduced, would have found himself in a very queer position.

As it was, London was, for him, a hornets nest.

The disposition of his troops was as follows: Along the northern heights of London was spread Frölichs cavalry division. The IXth Corps from Essex, who were still practically fresh, were guarding the lines of communication to Southminster and Harwich; the Xth Corps were occupying the City proper, the IVth Corps were encamped in Hyde Park and held West London, the Garde Corps were holding the Regents Park neighbourhood, while the Saxons were outside London at Staines. From this latter quarter constant brushes with the British and with bodies of auxiliaries were being reported, and Staines Bridge had at last been blown up by the Germans.

Notwithstanding all Von Kronhelms cunning and diplomacy, London was nevertheless a city of growing unrest. Union Jacks still flew, though the Germans were on the alert everywhere, and the Daily Bulletin of the Defenders, encouraging the people of London to hold out, made its appearance upon hoardings and walls in every quarter. Many homeless people were living in the ruins of houses, but, alas, hardly living, such was the acute state of affairs. Daily the enemy distributed soup, but only in meagre quantities, for, truth to tell, the portion of the Metropolis under German rule was quite as badly off for food as the huge fortress across the Thames.

Courage was everywhere the Londoners watchword. A band of adventurous spirits, having captured a small party of German engineers in Pentonville Road as they were about to demolish some unsafe houses with explosives, seized the latter, and got safely away. The next day, the 26th, with great daring they made an attempt to blow up Von Kronhelms apartments in the new War Office.

The manner in which it was accomplished, it appears, was by two of the number obtaining German infantry uniforms — exactly how it is not stated, but probably from dead soldiers — of the regiment who were mounting guard in Whitehall. Thus disguised, they were enabled to pass the sentries, obtain access to the long corridor leading past the big room of the Commander-in-Chief, and there place the explosive already prepared in the form of a bomb fired by clockwork, just beside the door. They ran for their lives, and just succeeded in escaping when there was a terrific explosion, and the whole front behind those columns of the façade on the principal floor was blown, with its furniture, etc., out into Whitehall.

Four German clerks and a secretary were killed; but Von Kronhelm himself, who was believed to have been at work there, had, half an hour before, gone across the road to the Horse Guards.

The sensation caused among Londoners was enormous, for it was at first rumoured that Von Kronhelm had really been killed. Upon this there were wild demonstrations on the part of the more lawless section of the public, a section which was indeed increasing hourly. Even quiet, respectable citizens found their blood boiling when they gazed upon their wrecked homes and realised that their fortunes were ruined.

The explosion at Whitehall resulted in a most vigorous inquiry. The German Field-Marshals headquarters were removed to another portion of the building, and within an hour of the outrage the telegraph instrument — which had been blown to atoms — was replaced by another, and communication with Berlin re-established.

Most rigorous measures were now ordered to be taken for the preservation of law and order. That evening still another of those famous proclamations made its appearance, in which the regulations were repeated, and it was also ordered that in consequence of the outrage any person found in the possession of arms or of explosives was liable to be shot at sight and without any form of trial.

The vagabond part of London was, however, to the fore in giving the Germans all the trouble they could. As the soldiers patrolled the streets they were closely scanned, pointed at, hooted, and assailed with slang that they could not understand. Often the people, in order to show their antagonism, would post themselves in great numbers across a street, say, in Piccadilly, Oxford Street, or the Strand, and refuse to move, so that the troops, to avoid a collision, were obliged to go round by the side streets, amid the loud jeers of the populace.

Whenever a German flag was discovered, a piece of crape was tied to it, or it received some form of insult. The Germans went about with self-possession, even with bravado. In twos or threes they walked together, and seemed as safe as though they were in large numbers. Sometimes a mob of boys would follow, hooting, ridiculing them, and calling them by opprobrious epithets. Occasionally men and women formed around them in groups and engaged in conversation, while everywhere during that first week of the occupation the soldiers of the Kaiser were objects of great curiosity on the part of the alien rabble of the East End.

Hundreds upon hundreds of German workers from Whitechapel fraternised with the enemy, but woe betide them when the angry bands of Londoners watched and caught them alone afterwards. In dozens of cases they paid for their friendliness with the enemy with their lives.

From the confident tone of the Berlin Press, coupled with the actions of Von Kronhelm, it was quite plain to all the world that the German Emperor was now determined to take the utmost advantage of his success, and, having England in his power, to make her drink the cup of adversity to the very dregs.

Many a ghastly tale was now reaching London from West Middlesex. A party of eleven Frontiersmen, captured by the Saxons five miles north of Staines, were obliged to dig their own graves, and were then shot as they stood before them. Another terrible incident reported by a reliable war correspondent was that, as punishment for an attack on a requisitioning party, the entire town of Feltham had been put to the sword, even the children. Eighty houses were also burnt down. At Bedfont, too, a whole row of houses had been burned, and a dozen men and women massacred, because of a shot fired at a German patrol.

The German Army might possess many excellent qualities, but chivalry was certainly not among them. War with them was a business. When London fell there was no sentimental pity for it, but as much was to be made out of it as possible.

This was apparent everywhere in London. As soon as a German was quartered in a room his methods were piratical. The enemy looted everywhere, notwithstanding Von Kronhelms orders.

Gradually to the abyss of degradation was our country thus being brought. Where would it end?

Englands down-trodden millions were awaiting in starvation and patience the dawn of the Day of Revenge.

It now became known that the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs had sent to the British diplomatic agents abroad (with a view to its ultimate submittal to the various European Cabinets) a protest of the British Government against the bombardment of London.


CHAPTER XIII. REVOLTS IN SHOREDITCH AND ISLINGTON
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ON THE NIGHT of the 27th September, a very serious conflict, entailing much loss of life on both the London civilian and German side, occurred at the point where Kingsland Road joins Old Street, Hackney Road, and High Street. Across both Hackney and Kingsland Roads the barricades built before the bombardment still remained in a half-ruined state, any attempt at clearing them away being repulsed by the angry inhabitants. Dalston, Kingsland, Bethnal Green, and Shoreditch were notably antagonistic to the invaders, and several sharp encounters had taken place. Indeed, those districts were discovered by the enemy to be very unsafe.

The conflict in question, however, commenced at the corner of Old Street at about 9.30 in the evening, by three German tailors from Cambridge Road being insulted by two men, English labourers. The tailors appealed in German to four Westphalian infantrymen who chanced to be passing, and who subsequently fired and killed one of the Englishmen. This was the signal for a local uprising. The alarm given, hundreds of men and women rushed from their houses, many of them armed with rifles and knives, and, taking cover behind the ruined barricades, opened fire upon a body of fifty Germans, who very quickly ran up. The fire was returned, when from the neighbouring houses a perfect hail of lead was suddenly rained upon the Germans, who were then forced to retire down High Street towards Liverpool Street Station, leaving many dead in the roadway.

Very quickly news was sent over the telephone, which the Germans had now established in many quarters of London, and large reinforcements were soon upon the scene. The men of Shoreditch had, however, obtained two Maxim guns, which had been secreted ever since the entry of the Germans into the Metropolis, and as the enemy endeavoured to storm their position they swept the street with a deadly fire. Quickly the situation became desperate, but the fight lasted over an hour. The sound of firing brought hundreds upon hundreds of Londoners upon the scene. All these took arms against the Germans, who, after many fruitless attempts to storm the defences, and being fired upon from every side, were compelled to fall back again.
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They were followed along High Street into Bethnal Green Road, up Great Eastern Street into Hoxton Square and Pitfield Street, and there cut up, being given no quarter at the hands of the furious populace. In those narrow thoroughfares they were powerless, and were therefore simply exterminated, until the streets ran with blood.

The victory for the men of Shoreditch was complete, over three hundred and fifty Germans being killed, while our losses were only about fifty.

The conflict was at once reported to Von Kronhelm, and the very fact that he did not send exemplary punishment into that quarter was quite sufficient to show that he feared to arouse further the hornets nest in which he was living, and more especially that portion of the populace north of the City.

News of the attack, quickly spreading, inspired courage in every other part of the oppressed Metropolis.

The successful uprising against the Germans in Shoreditch incited Londoners to rebel, and in various other parts of the Metropolis, especially in Westbourne Grove, in Notting Hill, in Marylebone Road, and in Kingsland, there occurred outbreaks of a more or less serious nature.

Between invaders and defenders there was now constant warfare. Von Kronhelm had found to his cost that London was not to be so easily cowed, after all, notwithstanding his dastardly bombardment. The size and population of the Metropolis had not been sufficiently calculated upon. It was as a country in itself, while the intricacies of its by-ways formed a refuge for the conspirators, who were gradually completing their preparations to rise en masse and strike down the Germans wherever found. In the open country his great army could march, manœuvre, and use strategy, but here in the maze of narrow London streets it was impossible to know in one thoroughfare what was taking place in the next.

Supplies, too, were now running very short. The distress among our vanquished populace was most severe; while Von Kronhelms own army was put on meagre rations. The increasing price of food and consequent starvation had not served to improve the relations between the invaders and the citizens of London, who, though they were assured by various proclamations that they would be happier and more prosperous under German rule, now discovered that they were being slowly starved to death.

Their only hope, therefore, was in the efforts of that now gigantic organisation, the League of Defenders.

A revolt occurred in Pentonville Road, opposite Kings Cross Underground Station, which ended in a fierce and terrible fray. A company of the Bremen Infantry Regiment No. 75, belonging to the IXth Corps, were marching from the City Road towards Regents Park, when several shots were fired at them from windows of shops almost opposite the station. Five Germans fell dead, including one lieutenant, a very gorgeous person who wore a monocle. Another volley rang out before the infantrymen could realise what was happening, and then it was seen that the half-ruined shops had been placed in such a state of defence as to constitute a veritable fortress.

The fire was returned, but a few moments later a Maxim spat its deadly fire from a small hole in a wall, and a couple of dozen of the enemy fell upon the granite setts of the thoroughfare. The rattle of musketry quickly brought forth the whole of that populous neighbourhood — or all, indeed, that remained of them — the working-class district between Pentonville Road and Copenhagen Street. Notwithstanding the wreck of London, many of the poorer classes still clung to their own districts, and did not migrate with the middle and upper classes across the Thames.

Quickly the fight became general. The men of Bremen endeavoured to take the place by assault, but found that it was impossible. The strength of the defences was amazing, and showed only too plainly that Londoners were in secret preparing for the great uprising that was being planned. In such a position were the houses held by the Londoners, that their fire commanded both the Pentonville and Kings Cross Roads; but very soon the Germans were reinforced by another company of the same regiment, and these being attacked in the rear from Rodney Street, Cumming Street, Weston Street, York Street, Winchester Street, and other narrow turnings leading into the Pentonville Road, the fighting quickly became general.

The populace came forth in swarms, men and women, armed with any weapon or article upon which they could lay their hands, and all fired with the same desire.

And in many instances they succeeded, be it said. Hundreds of men who came forth were armed with rifles which had been carefully secreted on the entry of the enemy into the metropolis. The greater part of those men, indeed, had fought at the barricades in North London, and had subsequently taken part in the street fighting as the enemy advanced. Some of the arms had come from the League of Defenders, smuggled into the metropolis nobody exactly knew how. All that was known was that at the various secret headquarters of the League, rifles, revolvers, and ammunition were forthcoming, the majority of them being of foreign make, and some of them of a pattern almost obsolete.

Up and down the Kings Cross, Pentonville, and Caledonian Roads the crowd swayed and fought. The Germans against that overwhelming mass of angry civilians seemed powerless. Small bodies of the troops were cornered in the narrow by-streets, and then given no quarter. Brave-hearted Londoners, though they knew well what dire punishment they must inevitably draw upon themselves, had taken the law into their own hands, and were shooting or stabbing every German who fell into their hands.

The scene of carnage in that hour of fighting was awful. The Daily Chronicle described it as one of the most fiercely-contested encounters in the whole history of the siege. Shoreditch had given courage to Kings Cross, for, unknown to Von Kronhelm, houses in all quarters were being put in a state of defence, their position being carefully chosen by those directing the secret operations of the League of Defenders.

For over an hour the houses in question gallantly held out, sweeping the streets constantly with their Maxim. Presently, however, on further reinforcements arriving, the German colonel directed his men to enter the houses opposite. In an instant a door was broken in, and presently glass came tumbling down as muzzles of rifles were poked through the panes, and soon sharp crackling showed that the Germans had settled down to their work. The movements of the enemy throughout were characterised by their coolness and military common sense. They did the work before them in a quiet, business-like way, not shirking risk when it was necessary, but, on the other hand, not needlessly exposing themselves for the sake of swagger.

The defence of the Londoners was most obstinate. In the streets, Londoners attacked the enemy with utter disregard for the risks they ran. Women, among them many young girls, joined in the fray, armed with pistols and knives.

After a while a great body of reinforcements appeared in the Euston Road, having been sent hurriedly along from Regents Park. Then the option was given to those occupying the fortified house to surrender, the colonel promising to spare their lives. The Londoners peremptorily refused. Everywhere the fighting became more desperate, and spread all through the streets leading out of St. Pancras, York, and Caledonian Roads, until the whole of that great neighbourhood became the scene of a fierce conflict, in which both sides lost heavily. Right across Islington the street fighting spread, and many were the fatal traps set for the unwary German who found himself cut off in that maze of narrow streets between York Road and the Angel. The enemy, on the other hand, were shooting down women and girls as well as the men, even the non-combatants — those who came out of their houses to ascertain what was going on — being promptly fired at and killed.

In the midst of all this somebody ignited some petrol in a house a few doors from the chapel in Pentonville Road, and in a few moments the whole row of buildings were blazing furiously, belching forth black smoke and adding to the terror and confusion of those exciting moments. Even that large body of Germans now upon the scene were experiencing great difficulty in defending themselves. A perfect rain of bullets seemed directed upon them on every hand, and to-days experience certainly proves that Londoners are patriotic and brave, and in their own districts they possess a superiority over the trained troops of the Kaiser.

At length, after a most sanguinary struggle, the Londoners position was carried, the houses were entered, and twenty-two brave patriots, mostly of the working class, taken prisoners. The populace now realising that the Germans had, after all, overpowered their comrades in their fortress, fell back; but being pursued northward towards the railway line between Highbury and Barnsbury Stations, many of them were despatched on the spot.

What followed was indeed terrible. The anger of the Germans now became uncontrollable. Having in view Von Kronhelms proclamation, — which sentenced to death all who, not being in uniform, fired upon German troops, — they decided to teach the unfortunate populace a lesson. As a matter of fact, they feared that such revolts might be repeated in other quarters.

So they seized dozens of prisoners, men and women, and shot them down. Many of these summary executions took place against the wall of the St. Pancras Station at the corner of Euston Road. Men and women were pitilessly sent to death. Wives, daughters, fathers, sons were ranged up against that wall, and, at signal from the colonel, fell forward with German bullets through them.

Of the men who had so gallantly held the fortified house, not a single one escaped. Strings of men and women were hurried to their doom in one day, for the troops were savage with the lust of blood, and Von Kronhelm, though he was aware of it by telephone, lifted not a finger to stop those arbitrary executions.

But enough of such details. Suffice it to say that the stones of Islington were stained with the blood of innocent Londoners, and that those who survived took a fierce vow of vengeance. Von Kronhelms legions had the upper hand for the moment, yet the conflict and its bloody sequel had the effect of arousing the fiercest anger within the heart of every Briton in the metropolis.

What was in store for us none could tell. We were conquered, oppressed, starved; yet hope was still within us. The League of Defenders were not idle, while South London was hourly completing her strength.

When the day dawned for the great revenge — as it would ere long — then every man and woman in London would rise simultaneously, and the arrogant Germans would cry for quarter that certainly would never be given them.

It seems that after quelling the revolt at Kings Cross wholesale arrests were made in Islington. The guilt or innocence of the prisoners did not seem to matter, Von Kronhelm dealing out to them exemplary and summary punishment. In all cases the charges were doubtful, and in many cases the innocent have, alas! paid the penalty with their lives.

Terror reigns in London. One newspaper correspondent — whose account is published this morning in South London, having been sent across the Thames by carrier pigeon, many of which were now being employed by the newspapers — had an opportunity of witnessing the wholesale executions which took place yesterday afternoon outside Dorchester House, where Von Kleppen has established his quarters. Von Kleppen seems to be the most pitiless of the superior officers. The prisoners, ranged up for inspection in front of the big mansion, were mostly men from Islington, all of whom knew only too well the fate in store for them. Walking slowly along and eyeing the ranks of these unfortunate wretches, the German General stopped here and there, tapping a man on the shoulder or beckoning him out of the rear ranks. In most cases, without further word, the individual thus selected was marched into the Park at Stanhope Gate, where a small supplementary column was soon formed.

Those chosen knew that their last hour had come. Some clasped their hands and fell upon their knees, imploring pity, while others remained silent and stubborn patriots. One man, his face covered with blood and his arm broken, sat down and howled in anguish, and others wept in silence. Some women — wives and daughters of the condemned men — tried to get within the Park to bid them adieu and to urge courage, but the soldiers beat them back with their rifles. Some of the men laughed defiantly, others met death with a stony stare. The eye-witness saw the newly-dug pit that served as common grave, and he stood by and saw them shot and their corpses afterwards flung into it.

One young fair-haired woman, condemned by Von Kleppen, rushed forward to that officer, threw herself upon her knees, implored mercy, and protested her innocence wildly. But the officer, callous and pitiless, simply motioned to a couple of soldiers to take her within the Park, where she shared the same fate as the men.

How long will this awful state of affairs last? We must die, or conquer. London is in the hands of a legion of assassins — Bavarians, Saxons, Würtembergers, Hessians, Badeners — all now bent upon prolonging the reign of terror, and thus preventing the uprising that they know is, sooner or later, inevitable.

Terrible accounts are reaching us of how the Germans are treating their prisoners on Hounslow Heath, at Enfield, and other places; of the awful sufferings of the poor unfortunate fellows, of hunger, of thirst, and of inhuman disregard for either their comfort or their lives.

At present we are powerless, hemmed in by our barricades. Behind us, upon Sydenham Hill, General Bamford is in a strong position, and his great batteries are already defending any attack upon London from the south. From the terrace in front of the Crystal Palace his guns can sweep the whole range of southern suburbs. Through Dulwich, Herne Hill, Champion Hill, and Denmark Hill are riding British cavalry, all of whom show evident traces of the hard and fierce campaign. We see from Sydenham constant messages being heliographed, for General Bamford and Lord Byfield are in hourly communication by wireless telegraphy or by other means.

What is transpiring at Windsor is not known, save that every night there are affairs of outposts with the Saxons, who on several occasions have attempted to cross the river by pontoons, and have on each occasion been driven back.

It was reported to Parliament at its sitting at Bristol yesterday that the Cabinet had refused to entertain any idea of paying the indemnity demanded by Germany, and that their reply to Von Kronhelm is one of open defiance. The brief summary of the speeches published shows that the Government are hopeful, notwithstanding the present black outlook. They believe that when the hour comes for the revenge, London will rise as a man, and that Socialists, Nonconformists, Labour agitators, Anarchists, and demagogues will unite with us in one great national, patriotic effort to exterminate our conquerors as we would exterminate vermin.

Mr. Gerald Graham has made another great speech in the House, in which he reported the progress of the League of Defenders and its widespread ramifications. He told the Government that there were over seven millions of able-bodied men in the country ready to revolt the instant the word went forth. That there would be terrible bloodshed he warned them, but that the British would eventually prove the victors he was assured. He gave no details of the organisation, for
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The League of Defenders of the British Empire publicly announce to Englishmen, although the North of London is held by the enemy:

(1) That England will soon entirely regain command of the sea, and that a rigorous blockade of the German ports will be established.
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to a great measure it was a secret one, and Von Kronhelm was already taking active steps to combat its intentions; but he declared that there was still a strong spirit of patriotism in the country, and explained how sturdy Scots were daily making their way south, and how men from Wales were already massing in Oxford.

The speech was received on both sides of the House with ringing cheers, when, in conclusion, he promised them that, within a few days, the fiat would go forth, and the enemy would find himself crushed and powerless.

South London, he declared, is our stronghold, our fortress. To-day it is impregnable, defended by a million British patriots, and I defy Von Kronhelm — indeed, I dare him to attack it!

Von Kronhelm was, of course, well aware of the formation of the Defenders, but treated the League with contempt. If there was any attempt at a rising, he would shoot down the people like dogs. He declared this openly and publicly, and he also issued a warning to the English people in the German official Gazette, a daily periodical printed in one of the newspaper offices in Fleet Street in both German and English.

The German Commander fully believed that England was crushed; yet, as the days went on, he was puzzled that he received no response to his demand for indemnity. Twice he had sent special despatch-bearers to Bristol, but on both occasions the result was the same. There was no reply.

Diplomatic representations had been made in Berlin through the Russian Ambassador, who was now in charge of British interests in Germany, but all to no purpose. Our Foreign Minister simply acknowledged receipt of the various despatches. On the Continent the keenest interest was manifested at what was apparently a deadlock. The British had, it was known, regained command of the sea. Von Kronhelms supplies were already cut off. The cables in direct communication between England and Germany had been severed, and the Continental Press, especially the Paris journals, gleefully recounted how two large Hamburg-American liners attempting to reach Hamburg by passing north of Scotland had been captured by British cruisers.

In the Channel, too, a number of German vessels had been seized, and one that showed fight off the North Foreland was fired upon and sunk. The public at home, however, were more interested in supremacy on land. It was all very well to have command of the sea, they argued, but it did not appear to alleviate perceptibly the hunger and privations on land. The Germans occupied London, and while they did so all freedom in England was at an end.

A great poster headed Englishmen, here reproduced, was seen everywhere. The whole country was flooded with it, and thousands upon thousands of heroic Britons, from the poorest to the wealthiest, clamoured to enrol themselves. The movement was an absolutely national one in every sense of the word. The name of Gerald Graham, the new champion of Englands power, was upon everyones tongue. Daily he spoke in the various towns in the west of England, in Plymouth, Taunton, Cardiff, Portsmouth, and Southampton, and, assisted by the influential committee, among whom were many brilliant speakers and men whose names were as household words, he aroused the country to the highest pitch of hatred against the enemy. The defenders, as they drilled in various centres through the whole of the west of England, were a strange and incongruous body. Grey-bearded Army pensioners ranged side by side with keen, enthusiastic youths, advised them and gave them the benefit of their expert knowledge. Volunteer officers in many cases assumed command, together with retired drill sergeants. The digging of trenches and the making of fortifications were assigned to navvies, bricklayers, platelayers, and agricultural labourers, large bodies of
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Your Loved Ones are Dead!

WILL YOU REMAIN IN COWARDLY INACTIVITY?

The German Eagle flies over London. Hull, Newcastle, and Birmingham are in ruins. Manchester is a German City. Norfolk, Essex, and Suffolk form a German colony.

The Kaisers troops have brought death, ruin, and starvation upon you.

WILL YOU BECOME GERMANS?

NO!

Join THE DEFENDERS and fight for England.

You have Englands Millions beside you.

LET US RISE!

Let us drive back the Kaisers men.

Let us shoot them at sight.

Let us exterminate every single man who has desecrated English soil.

Join the New League of Defenders.

Fight for your homes. Fight for your wives. Fight for England.

FIGHT FOR YOUR KING!
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A COPY OF THE MANIFESTO OF THE LEAGUE OF
DEFENDERS ISSUED ON 21st SEPTEMBER 1910.

whom were under railway gangers, and were ready to perform any excavation work.

The Maxims and other machine guns were mostly manned by Volunteer artillery; but instruction in the working of the Maxim was given to select classes in Plymouth, Bristol, Portsmouth, and Cardiff. Time was of utmost value, therefore the drilling was pushed forward day and night. It was known that Von Kronhelm was already watchful of the movements of the League, and was aware daily of its growth. Whether its gigantic proportions would place him upon his guard was, however, quite uncertain.

In London, with the greatest secrecy, the defenders were banding together. In face of the German proclamation posted upon the walls, Londoners were holding meetings in secret and enrolling themselves. Such meetings had, perforce, to be held in unsuspected places, otherwise all those present would be arrested and tried for conspiracy by martial law. Many of the smaller chapels in the suburbs, schoolrooms, mission halls, and such-like buildings were used as meeting-places; but the actual local headquarters of the League were kept a profound secret except to the initiated.

German spies were everywhere. In one case at a house in Tottenham Court Road, where a branch of the League was discovered, no fewer than twenty-seven persons were arrested, three of whom were on the following day shot on the Horse Guards Parade as warning to others who might seek to incite the spirit of revolt against German rule.

Nevertheless, though there were many arrests, and though every branch of the Defenders was crushed vigorously and stamped out wherever found, the movement proceeded apace, and in no city did it make greater headway, nor were the populace more eager to join, than in our dear old London.

Though the German Eagle flew in Whitehall and from the summit of St. Stephens Tower, and though the heavy tramp of German sentries echoed in Trafalgar Square, in the quiet, trafficless streets in the vicinity, England was not yet vanquished.

The valiant men of London were still determined to sell their liberty dearly, and to lay down their lives for the freedom of their country and honour of their King.


BOOK III. THE REVENGE
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CHAPTER I. A BLOW FOR FREEDOM
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DAILY MAIL OFFICE, Oct. 1st, 2 p.m.

Three days have passed since the revolt at Kings Cross, and each day, both on the Horse Guards Parade and in the Park, opposite Dorchester House, there have been summary executions. Von Kronhelm is in evident fear of the excited London populace, and is endeavouring to cow them by his plain-spoken and threatening proclamations, and by these wholesale executions of any person found with arms in his or her possession. But the word of command does not abolish the responsibility of conscience, and we are now awaiting breathlessly for the word to strike the blow in revenge.

The other newspapers are reappearing, but all that is printed each morning is first subjected to a rigorous censorship, and nothing is allowed to be printed before it is passed and initialled by the two gold-spectacled censors who sit and smoke their pipes in an office to themselves. Below, we have German sentries on guard, for our journal is one of the official organs of Von Kronhelm, and what now appears in it is surely sufficient to cause our blood to boil.

To-day, there are everywhere signs of rapidly-increasing unrest. Londoners are starving, and are now refusing to remain patient any longer. The Daily Bulletin of the League of Defenders, though the posting of it is punishable by imprisonment, and it is everywhere torn down where discovered by the Germans, still gives daily brief news of what is in progress, and still urges the people to wait in patience for the action of the Government, as it is sarcastically put.

Soon after eleven oclock this morning a sudden and clearly premeditated attack was made upon a body of the Bremen infantry who were passing along Oxford Street from Holborn to the Marble Arch. The soldiers were suddenly fired upon from windows of a row of shops between Newman Street and Rathbone Place, and before they could halt and return the fire they found themselves surrounded by a great armed rabble, who were emerging from all the streets leading into Oxford Street on either side.

While the Germans were manœuvring, some unknown hand launched from a window a bomb into the centre of them. Next second there was a red flash, a loud report, and twenty-five of the enemy were blown to atoms. For a few moments the soldiers were demoralised, but orders were shouted loudly by their officers, and they began a most vigorous defence. In a few seconds the fight was as fierce as that at Kings Cross; for out of every street in that working-class district lying between the Tottenham Court Road and Great Portland Street on the north, and out of Soho on the south, poured thousands upon thousands of fierce Londoners, all bent upon doing their utmost to kill their oppressors. From almost every window along Oxford Street a rain of lead was now being poured upon the troops, who vainly strove to keep their ground. Gradually, however, they were, by slow degrees, forced back into the narrow side-turnings up Newman Street, and Rathbone Place into Mortimer Street, Foley Street, Goodge Street, and Charlotte Street; and there they were slaughtered almost to a man.

Two officers were captured by the armed mob in Tottenham Street, and after being beaten were stood up and shot in cold blood as vengeance for those shot during the past three days at Von Kleppens orders at Dorchester House.

The fierce fight lasted quite an hour; and though reinforcements were sent for, yet, curiously enough, none arrived.

The great mob, however, were well aware that very soon the iron hand of Germany would fall heavily upon them; therefore, in frantic haste they began soon after noon to build barricades, and block up the narrow streets in every direction. At the end of Rathbone Place, Newman Street, Berners Street, Wells Street, and Great Titchfield Street huge obstructions soon appeared, while on the east all by-streets leading into Tottenham Court Road were blocked up, and the same on the west in Great Portland Street, and on the north where the district was flanked by the Euston Road. So that by two oclock the populous neighbourhood bounded by the four great thoroughfares was rendered a fortress in itself.

Within that area were thousands of armed men and women from Soho, Bloomsbury, Marylebone, and even from Camden Town. There they remained in defiance of Von Kronhelms newest proclamation, which stared one in the face from every wall.

* * * * * * *

Daily Telegraph Office, Fleet Street,
Oct. 1st, 2 p.m.

The enemy were unaware of the grave significance of the position of affairs, because Londoners betrayed no outward sign of the truth. Now, however, nearly every man and woman wore pinned upon their breasts a small piece of silk about two inches square, printed as a miniature Union Jack — the badge adopted by the League of Defenders. Though Von Kronhelm was unaware of it, Lord Byfield, in council with Greatorex and Bamford, had decided that, in order to demoralise the enemy and give him plenty of work to do, a number of local uprisings should take place north of the Thames. These would occupy Von Kronhelm, who would experience great difficulty in quelling them, and would no doubt eventually recall the Saxons from West Middlesex to assist. If the latter retired upon London they would find the barricades held by Londoners in their rear and Lord Byfield in their front, and be thus caught between two fires.

In each district of London there is a chief of the Defenders, and to each chief these orders had been conveyed in strictest confidence. Therefore, to-day, while the outbreak occurred in Oxford Street, there were fully a dozen others in various parts of the metropolis, each of a more or less serious character. Every district has already prepared its own secret defences, its fortified houses, and its barricades in hidden by-ways. Besides the quantities of arms smuggled into London, every dead German has had his rifle, pistol, and ammunition stolen from him. Hundreds of the enemy have been surreptitiously killed for that very reason. Lawlessness is everywhere. Government and Army has failed them, and Londoners are now taking the law into their own hands.

In King Street, Hammersmith; in Notting Dale, in Forest Road, Dalston; in Wick Road, Hackney; in Commercial Road East, near Stepney Station; and in Prince of Wales Road, Kentish Town, the League of Defenders this morning — at about the same hour — first made their organisation public by displaying our national emblem, together with the white flags, with the scarlet St. Georges Cross, the ancient battle-flag of England.

For that reason, then, no reinforcements were sent to Oxford Street. Von Kronhelm was far too busy in other quarters. In Kentish Town, it is reported, the Germans gained a complete and decisive victory, for the people had not barricaded themselves strongly; besides, there were large reinforcements of Germans ready in Regents Park, and these came upon the scene before the Defenders were sufficiently prepared. The flag was captured from the barricade in Prince of Wales Road, and the men of Kentish Town lost over four hundred killed and wounded.

At Stepney the result was the reverse. The enemy, believing it to be a mere local disturbance and easily quelled, sent but a small body of men to suppress it. But very quickly, in the intricate by-streets off Commercial Road, these were wiped out, not one single man surviving. A second and a third body were sent, but so fiercely was the ground contested that they were at length compelled to fall back and leave the men of Stepney masters of their own district. In Hammersmith and in Notting Dale the enemy also lost heavily, though in Hackney they were successful after two hours hard fighting.

Everyone declares that this secret order issued by the League means that England is again prepared to give battle, and that London is commencing by her strategic movement of local rebellions. The gravity of the situation cannot now, for one moment, be concealed. London north of the Thames is destined to be the scene of the fiercest and most bloody warfare ever known in the history of the civilised world. The Germans will, of course, fight for their lives, while we shall fight for our homes and for our liberty. But right is on our side, and right will win.

Reports from all over the metropolis tell the same tale. London is alert and impatient. At a word she will rise to a man, and then woe betide the invader! Surely Von Kronhelms position is not a very enviable one. Our two censors in the office are smoking their pipes very gravely. Not a word of the street fighting is to be published, they say. They will write their own account of it before the paper goes to press!

10 p.m.

There has been a most frightful encounter at the Oxford Street and Tottenham Court Road barricades — a most stubborn resistance and gallant defence on the part of the men of Marylebone and Bloomsbury.

From the lips of one of our correspondents who was within the barricades I have just learned the details. It appears that just about four oclock General Von Wilberg sent from the City a large force of the 19th Division under Lieutenant-General Frankenfeld, and part of these, advancing through the squares of Bloomsbury into Gower Street, attacked the Defenders position from the Tottenham Court Road, while others coming up Holborn and New Oxford Street entered Soho from Charing Cross Road and threw up counter barricades at the end of Dean Street, Wardour Street, Berwick, Poland, Argyll, and the other streets, all of which were opposite the defences of the populace. In Great Portland Street, too, they adopted a similar line, and without much ado the fight, commenced in a desultory fashion, soon became a veritable battle.

Within the barricades was a dense body of armed and angry citizens, each with his little badge, and every single one of them was ready to fight to the death. There is no false patriotism now, no mere bravado. Men make declarations, and carry them out. The gallant Londoners, with their several Maxims, wrought havoc among the invaders, especially in the Tottenham Court Road, where hundreds were maimed or killed.

In Oxford Street, the enemy being under cover of their counter-barricades, little damage could be done on either side. The wide, open, deserted thoroughfare was every moment swept by a hail of bullets, but no one was injured. On the Great Portland Street side the populace made a feint of giving way at the Mortimer Street barricade, and a body of the enemy rushed in, taking the obstruction by storm. But next moment they regretted it, for they were set upon by a thousand armed men and by wild-haired women, so that every man paid for his courage with his life. The women, seizing the weapons and ammunition of the dead Germans, now returned to the barricade to use them.

The Mortimer Street defences were at once repaired, and it was resolved to relay the fatal trap at some other point. Indeed, it was repeated at the end of Percy Street, where about fifty more Germans, who thought themselves victorious, were set upon and at once exterminated.

Until dusk the fight lasted. The Germans, finding their attack futile, began to hurl petrol bombs over the barricades, and these caused frightful destruction among our gallant men, several houses in the vicinity being set on fire. Fortunately, there was still water in the street hydrants, and two fire-engines had already been brought within the beleaguered area in case of necessity.

At last, about seven oclock, the enemy, having lost very heavily in attempting to take the well-chosen position by storm, brought down several light field guns from Regents Park; and, placing them at their counter-barricades — where, by the way, they had lost many men in the earlier part of the conflict while piling up their shelters — suddenly opened fire with shell at the huge obstructions before them.

At first they made but little impression upon the flagstones, etc., of which the barricades were mainly composed. But before long their bombardment began to tell; for slowly, here and there, exploding shells made great breaches in the defences that had been so heroically manned. More than once a high explosive shell burst right among the crowd of riflemen behind a barricade, sweeping dozens into eternity in a single instant. Against the fortified houses each side of the barricades the German artillery trained their guns, and very quickly reduced many of those buildings to ruins. The air now became thick with dust and smoke; and mingled with the roar of artillery at such close quarters came the screams of the injured and the groans of the dying. The picture drawn by the eye-witness who described this was a truly appalling one. Gradually the Londoners were being overwhelmed, but they were selling their lives dearly, fully proving themselves worthy sons of grand old England.

At last the fire from the Newman Street barricade of the Defenders was silenced, and ten minutes later, a rush being made across from Dean Street, it was taken by storm. Then ensued fierce and bloody hand-to-hand fighting right up to Cleveland Street, while almost at the same moment the enemy broke in from Great Portland Street.

A scene followed that is impossible to describe. Through all those narrow, crooked streets the fighting became general, and on either side hundreds fell. The Defenders in places cornered the Germans, cut them off, and killed them. Though it was felt that now the barricades had been broken the day was lost, yet every man kept courage, and fought with all the strength left within him.

For half an hour the Germans met with no success. On the contrary, they found themselves entrapped amid thousands of furious citizens, all wearing their silken badges, and all sworn to fight to the death.

While the Defenders still struggled on, loud and ringing cheers were suddenly raised from Tottenham Court Road. The people from Clerkenwell, joined by those in Bloomsbury, had arrived to assist them. They had risen, and were attacking the Germans in the rear.

Fighting was now general right across from Tottenham Court Road to Grays Inn Road, and by nine oclock, though Von Wilberg sent reinforcements, a victory was gained by the Defenders. Over two thousand Germans are lying dead and wounded about the streets and squares of Bloomsbury and Marylebone. The League had struck its first blow for Freedom.

What will the morrow bring us? Dire punishment — or desperate victory?



Daily Mail Office, Oct. 4, 6 p.m.

The final struggle for the possession of London is about to commence.

The metropolis is in a ferment of excitement. Through all last night there were desultory conflicts between the soldiers and the people, in which many lives have, alas! been sacrificed.

Von Wilberg still holds the City proper, with the Mansion House as his headquarters. Within the area already shown upon the map there are no English, all the inhabitants having been long ago expelled. The great wealth of London is in German hands, it is true, but it is Dead Sea fruit. They are unable either to make use of it or to deport it to Germany. Much has been taken away to the base at Southminster and other bases in Essex, but the greater part of the bullion still remains in the Bank of England.

Here, in Whitefriars, the most exciting stories have been reaching us during the last twenty-four hours, none of which, however, have passed the censor. For that reason I, one of the sub-editors, am keeping this diary, as a brief record of events during the present dreadful times.

After the terrific struggle in Marylebone three days ago, Von Kronhelm saw plainly that if London were to rise en masse she would at once assume the upper hand. The German Commander-in-Chief had far too many points to guard. On the west of London he was threatened by Lord Byfield and hosts of auxiliaries, mostly sworn members of the National League of Defenders; on the south, across the river, Southwark, Lambeth, and Battersea formed an impregnable fortress, containing over a million eager patriots ready to burst forth and sweep away the vain, victorious army; while within central London itself the spirit of revolt was rife, and the people were ready to rise at any moment. The train is laid. Only the spark is required to cause an explosion.

Reports reaching us to-day from Lord Byfields headquarters at Windsor are numerous, but conflicting. As far as can be gathered, the authentic facts are as follows: Great bodies of the Defenders, including many women, all armed, are massing at Reading, Sonning, Wokingham, and Maidenhead. Thousands have arrived, and are hourly arriving by train, from Portsmouth, Plymouth, Exeter, Bristol, Gloucester, and, in fact, all the chief centres of the West of England, where Gerald Grahams campaign has been so marvellously successful. Sturdy Welsh colliers are marching shoulder to shoulder with agricultural labourers from Dorset and Devon, and clerks and citizens from the towns of Somerset, Cornwall, Gloucestershire, and Oxfordshire are taking arms beside the riff-raff of their own neighbourhoods. Peer and peasant, professional man and pauper, all are now united with one common object — to drive back the invader, and to save our dear old England.

Oxford has, it seems, been one of the chief points of concentration, and the undergraduates who re-assembled there to defend their colleges now form an advance-guard of a huge body of Defenders on the march, by way of Henley and Maidenhead, to follow in the rear of Lord Byfield. The latter holds Eton and the country across to High Wycombe, while the Saxon headquarters are still at Staines. Frölichs Cavalry Division are holding the country across from Pinner through Stanmore and Chipping Barnet to the prison camp at Enfield Chase. These are the only German troops outside west London, the Saxons being now barred from entering by the huge barricades which the populace of West London have during the past few days been constructing. Every road leading into London from West Middlesex is now either strongly barricaded or entirely blocked up. Kew, Richmond, and Kingston Bridges have been destroyed, and Lord Byfield, with General Bamford at the Crystal Palace, remains practically in possession of the whole of the south of the Thames.

The conflict which is now about to begin will be one to the death. While, on the one hand, the Germans are bottled up among us, the fact must not be overlooked that their arms are superior, and that they are trained soldiers. Yet the two or three local risings of yesterday and the day previous have given us courage, for they show that the enemy cannot manœuvre in the narrow streets, and soon become demoralised. In London we fail because we have so few riflemen. If every man who now carries a gun could shoot we could compel the Germans to fly a flag of truce within twenty-four hours. Indeed, if Lord Robertss scheme of universal training in 1906 had been adopted, the enemy would certainly never have been suffered to approach our capital.

Alas! apathy has resulted in this terrible and crushing disaster, and we have only now to bear our part, each one of us, in the blow to avenge this desecration of our homes and the massacre of our loved ones.

To-day I have seen the white banners with the red cross — the ensign of the Defenders — everywhere. Till yesterday it was not openly displayed, but to-day it is actually hung from windows or flown defiantly from flagstaffs in full view of the Germans.

In Kilburn, or, to be more exact, in the district lying between the Harrow Road and the High Road, Kilburn, there was another conflict this morning between some of the German Garde Corps and the populace. The outbreak commenced by the arrest of some men who were found practising with rifles in Paddington Recreation Ground. One man who resisted was shot on the spot, whereupon the crowd who assembled attacked the German picket, and eventually killed them to a man. This was the signal for a general outbreak in the neighbourhood, and half an hour later, when a force was sent to quell the revolt, fierce fighting became general all through the narrow streets of Kensal Green, especially at the big barricade that blocks the Harrow Road where it is joined by Admiral Road. Here the bridges over the Grand Junction Canal have already been destroyed, for the barricades and defences have been scientifically constructed under the instruction of military engineers.

One of our reporters despatched to the scene has just given me a thrilling account of the desperate struggle, in which no quarter was given on either side. So overwhelming were the number of the populace, that after an hours hard fighting the Germans were driven back across Maida Vale into St. Johns Wood, where, I believe, they were held at bay for several hours.

From an early hour to-day it has been apparent that all these risings were purposely ordered by the League of Defenders to cause Von Kronhelm confusion. Indeed, while the outbreak at Kensal Green was in progress, we had another reported from Dalston, a third from Limehouse, and a fourth from Homerton. Therefore, it is quite certain that the various centres of the League are acting in unison upon secret orders from headquarters.

Indeed, South London also took part in the fray this morning, for the Defenders at the barricade at London Bridge have now mounted several field-guns, and have started shelling Von Wilbergs position in the City. It is said that the Mansion House, where the General had usurped the apartments of the deported Lord Mayor, has already been half reduced to ruins. This action is, no doubt, only to harass the enemy, for surely General Bamford has no desire to destroy the City proper any more than it has already been destroyed. Lower Thames Street, King William Street, Gracechurch Street, and Cannon Street have, at any rate, been found untenable by the enemy, upon whom some losses have been inflicted.

South London is every moment anxious to know the truth. Two days after the bombardment we succeeded at night in sinking a light telegraph cable in the river across from the Embankment at the bottom of Temple Avenue, and are in communication with our temporary office in Southwark Street. Over this we report the chief incidents which occur, and they are printed for the benefit of the beleaguered population over the water. The existence of the cable is, however, kept a strict secret from our pair of gold-spectacled censors.

The whole day has been one of tension and excitement. The atmosphere outside is breathless, the evening overcast and oppressive, precursory to a storm. An hour ago there came, through secret sources, information of another naval victory to our credit, several German warships being sunk and captured. Here, we dare not print it, so I have just wired it across to the other side, where they are issuing a special edition.
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LEAGUE OF DEFENDERS.

CITIZENS OF LONDON AND LOYAL PATRIOTS.

The hour has come to show your strength, and to wreak your vengeance.

TO-NIGHT, OCT. 4, AT 10 P.M., rise, and strike your blow for freedom.

A MILLION MEN are with Lord Byfield, already within striking distance of London; a million follow them, and yet another million are ready in South London.

RISE, FEARLESS AND STERN. Let England for Englishmen be your battle-cry, and avenge the blood of your wives and your children.



AVENGE THIS INSULT TO YOUR
NATION.

REMEMBER: TEN OCLOCK TO-NIGHT!

Almost simultaneously with the report of the British victory, namely, at five oclock, the truth — the great and all-important truth — became revealed. The mandate has gone forth from the headquarters of the League of Defenders that London is to rise in her might at ten oclock to-night, and that a million men are ready to assist us. Placards and bills on red paper are everywhere. As if by magic, London has been flooded with the defiant proclamation of which the copy here reproduced has just been brought in to me.

Frantic efforts are being made by the Germans all over London to suppress both posters and handbills, but without avail. The streets are littered with them, and upon every corner they are being posted, even though more than one patriot has paid for the act with his life.

It is now six oclock. In four hours it is believed that London will be one huge seething conflict. Night has been chosen, I suppose, in order to give the populace the advantage. The by-streets are for the most part still unlit, save for oil-lamps, for neither gas nor electric light are yet in proper working order after the terrible dislocation of everything. The scheme of the Defenders is, as already proved, to lure the Germans into the narrower thoroughfares, and then exterminate them. Surely in the history of the world there has never been such a bitter vengeance as that which is now inevitable. London, the greatest city ever known, is about to rise!

Midnight.

London has risen! How can I describe the awful scenes of panic, bloodshed, patriotism, brutality, and vengeance that are at this moment in progress? As I write, through the open window I can hear the roar of voices, the continual crackling of rifles, and the heavy booming of guns. I walked along Fleet Street at nine oclock, and I found, utterly disregarding the order that no unauthorised persons are to be abroad after nightfall, hundreds upon hundreds of all classes, all wearing their little silk Union Jack badges pinned to their coats, on their way to join in their particular districts. Some carried rifles, others revolvers, while others were unarmed. Yet not a German did I see in the streets. It seemed as though, for the moment, the enemy had vanished. There was only the strong cordon across the bottom of Ludgate Hill, men who looked on in wonder, but without bestirring themselves.

Is it possible that Von Kronhelms strategy is to remain inactive, and refuse to fight?

The first shot I heard fired, just after ten oclock, was at the Strand end of Fleet Street, at the corner of Chancery Lane. There, I afterwards discovered, a party of forty German infantrymen had been attacked, and all of them killed. Quickly following this, I heard the distant booming of artillery, and then the rattle of musketry and pom-poms became general, but not in the neighbourhood where I was. For nearly half an hour I remained at the corner of Aldwych; then, on going farther along the Strand, I found that the defenders from the Waterloo Road had made a wild sortie into the Strand, but could find no Germans there.

The men who had for a fortnight held that barricade at the bridge were more like demons than human beings; therefore I retired, and in the crush made my way back to the office to await reports.

They were not long in arriving. I can only give a very brief résumé at the moment, for they are so numerous as to be bewildering.

Speaking generally, the whole of London has obeyed the mandate of the League, and, rising, are attacking the Germans at every point. In the majority of cases, however, the enemy hold strong positions, and are defending themselves, inflicting terrible losses upon the unorganised populace. Every Londoner is fighting for himself, without regard for orders or consequences. In Bethnal Green the Germans, lured into the maze of by-streets, have suffered great losses, and again in Clerkenwell, St. Lukes, Kingsland, Hackney, and Old Ford. Whitechapel, too, devoid of its alien population, who have escaped into Essex, has held its own, and the enemy have had some great losses in the streets off Cable and Leman Streets.

With the exception of the sortie across Waterloo Bridge, South London is, as yet, remaining in patience, acting under the orders of General Bamford.

News has come in ten minutes ago of a fierce and sudden night attack upon the Saxons by Lord Byfield from Windsor, but there are, as yet, no details.

From the office across the river I am being constantly asked for details of the fight, and how it is progressing. In Southwark the excitement is evidently most intense, and it requires all the energy of the local commanders of the Defenders to repress another sortie across that bridge.

There has just occurred an explosion so terrific that the whole of this building has been shaken as though by an earthquake. We are wondering what has occurred.

Whatever it is, one fact is only too plain. Both British and Germans are now engaged in a death-struggle.

London has struck her first blow of revenge. What will be its sequel?


CHAPTER II. SCENES AT WATERLOO BRIDGE
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THE FOLLOWING IS the personal narrative of a young chauffeur named John Burgess, who assisted in the defence of the barricade at Waterloo Bridge.

The statement was made to a reporter at noon on October 5, while he was lying on a mattress in the Church of St. Martins-in-the-Fields, so badly wounded in the chest that the surgeons had given him up.

Around him were hundreds of wounded who, like himself, had taken part in the sudden rising of the Defenders, and who had fallen beneath the hail of the German Maxims. He related his story with difficulty, in the form of a farewell letter to his sister, who was a telegraph clerk at the Shrewsbury Post Office. The reporter chanced to be passing by the poor fellow, and, overhearing him asking for someone to write for him, volunteered to do so.

We all did our best, he said, every one of us. Myself, I was at the barricade for thirteen days — thirteen days of semi-starvation, sleeplessness, and constant tension, for we knew not, from one moment to another, when a sudden attack might be made upon us. At first our obstruction was a mere ill-built pile of miscellaneous articles, half of which would not stop bullets; but on the third day our men, superintended by several non-commissioned officers in uniform, began to put the position in a proper state of defence, to mount Maxims in the neighbouring houses, and to place explosives in the crown of two of the arches of the bridge, so that we could instantly demolish it if necessity arose.

Fully a thousand men were holding the position, but unfortunately few of them had ever handled a rifle. As regards myself, I had learned to shoot rooks when a boy in Shropshire, and now that I had obtained a gun I was anxious to try my skill. When the League of Defenders was started, and a local secretary came to us, we all eagerly joined, each receiving, after he had taken his oath and signed his name, a small silk Union Jack, the badge of the League, not to be worn till the word went forth to rise.

Then came a period — long, dreary, shadeless days of waiting — when the sun beat down upon us mercilessly and our vigilance was required to be constant both night and day. So uncertain were the movements of the enemy opposite us that we scarcely dared to leave our positions for a moment. Night after night I spent sleeping in a neighbouring doorway, with an occasional stretch upon somebodys bed in some house in the vicinity. Now and then, whenever we saw Germans moving in Wellington Street, we sent a volley into them, in return receiving a sharp reply from their pom-poms. Constantly our sentries were on the alert along the wharves and in the river-side warehouses, watching for the approach of the enemys spies in boats. Almost nightly some adventurous spirits among the Germans would try and cross. On one occasion, while doing sentry duty in a warehouse backing on Commercial Road, I was sitting with a comrade at a window overlooking the river. The moon was shining, for the night was a balmy and beautiful one, and all was quiet. It was about two oclock in the morning, and as we sat smoking our pipes, with our eyes fixed upon the glittering water, we suddenly saw a small boat containing three men stealing slowly along in the shadow cast by the great warehouse in which we were.

For a moment the rowers rested upon their oars, as if undecided, then pulled forward again in search of a landing-place. As they passed below our window I shouted a challenge. At first there was no response. Again I repeated it, when I heard a muttered imprecation in German.

 Spies! I cried to my comrade, and with one accord we raised our rifles and fired. Ere the echo of the first shot had died away I saw one man fall into the water, while at the next shot a second man half rose from his seat, threw up his hands, and staggered back wounded.

The firing gave the alarm at the barricade, and ere the boat could approach the bridge, though the survivor pulled for dear life, a Maxim spat forth its red fire, and both boat and oarsman were literally riddled.

Almost every night similar incidents were reported. The enemy were doing all in their power to learn the exact strength of our defences, but I do not think their efforts were very successful. The surface of the river, every inch of it, was under the careful scrutiny of a thousand watchful eyes.

Day after day passed, often uneventfully. We practically knew nothing of what was happening across the river, though we could see the German standard flying upon the public buildings. The ruins of London were smoking for days after the bombardment, and smouldering fires broke out again in many instances.

Each day the Bulletin of our national association brought us tidings of what was happening beyond the barricades. We had regained command of the sea, which was said to be a good deal, though it did not seem to bring us much nearer to victory.

At last, however, the welcome word came to us, on the morning of October 4th, that at ten that night we were to make a concerted attack upon the Germans. A scarlet bill was thrust into my hand, and as soon as the report was known we were all highly excited, and through the day prepared ourselves for the struggle. I regret to say that some of my comrades, prone to drink, primed themselves with spirits obtained from the neighbouring public-houses in York Road and Waterloo Road. Not that drunkenness had been the rule. On the contrary, the extreme tension of those long, hot days had had a sobering effect, and even men used to drink refrained from taking any. Ah! I have of late seen some splendid examples of self-denial, British patriotism, and fearless valour. Only Englishmen could have conducted themselves as my brave comrades have done. Only Englishmen could have died as they have done.

Through all yesterday we waited, watching every movement of the enemy in our line of fire. Now and then we, as usual, sent him greetings in the form of a shell or two, or else a splutter from a Maxim, and in reply there came the sweeping hail of bullets, which flattened themselves upon our wall of paving-stones. The sunset was a red, dusky one, and over London westward there spread a blood-red light, as though precursory to the awful catastrophe that was about to fall. With the after-glow came the dark oppression of a thunderstorm — a fevered electrical quiet that could be felt. I stood upon the barricade gazing over the river, and wondering what would happen ere the dawn. At ten oclock London, the great, mysterious, unknown city, was to rise and cast off the German yoke. How many who rebelled would live to see the sunrise?

I had watched the first flash of the after-glow beyond Blackfriars Bridge every morning for the past ten days. I had breathed the fresh air, unsullied by smoke, and had admired the beauty of the outlines of riverside London in those early hours. I had sat and watched the faint rose turn to purple, to grey, and then to the glorious yellow sunrise. Yes. I had seen some of the most glorious sunrises on the river that I have ever witnessed. But should I ever see another?

Dusk crept on, and deepened into night — the most momentous night in all the history of our giant city. The fate of London — nay, the fate of the greatest Empire the world has ever seen, was to be decided! And about me in groups waited my comrades with fierce, determined faces, looking to their weapons and gossiping the while. Each of us had brought out our precious little badge and pinned it to our breasts. With the Union Jack upon us we were to fight for country and for King.

Away, across, upon a ruined wall of Somerset House the German standard floated defiantly; but one and all of us swore that ere the night was past it should be pulled down, and our flag — the flag of St. George of England, which flapped lazily above our barricades — should replace it.

Night fell — a hot, fevered night, breathless and ominous of the storm to come. Before us, across the Thames, lay London, wrecked, broken, but not yet conquered. In an hour its streets would become, we knew, a perfect hell of shot and shell. The oil lamps in Wellington Street, opposite Somerset House, threw a weird light upon the enemys counter-barricade, and we could distinctly see Germans moving, preparing for a defence of their position, should we dare to cross the bridge. While we waited three of our gallant fellows, taking their lives in their hands, put off in a boat and were now examining the bridge beneath to ascertain whether the enemy had imitated our action in placing mines. They might have attached them where the scaffold was erected on the Middlesex side, that spot which had been attacked by German spies on the night of the bombardment. We were in a position to blow up the bridge at any moment; but we wanted to ascertain if the enemy were prepared to do likewise.

Minutes seemed like hours as we waited impatiently for the appointed moment. It was evident that Von Kronhelm feared to make further arrests, now that London was flooded by those red handbills. He would, no doubt, require all his troops to keep us in check. On entering London the enemy had believed the war to be over, but the real struggle is only now commencing.

At last the low boom of a gun sounded from the direction of Westminster. We looked at our watches, and found that it was just ten oclock. Next moment our bugle sounded, and we sprang to our positions, as we had done dozens, nay, hundreds, of times before. I felt faint, for I had only had half a pint of weak soup all day, for the bread did not go round. Nevertheless the knowledge that we were about to strike the blow inspired me with fresh life and strength. Our officer shouted a brief word of command, and next moment we opened a withering fire upon the enemys barricade in Wellington Street.

In a moment a hundred rifles and several Maxims spat their red fire at us, but as usual the bullets flattened themselves harmlessly before us. Then the battery of artillery which Sir Francis Bamford had sent us three days before, got into position, and in a few moments began hurling great shells upon the German defences. We watched, and cheered loudly as the effect of our fire became apparent.

Behind us was a great armed multitude ready and eager to get at the foe, a huge, unorganised body of fierce, irate Londoners, determined upon having blood for blood. From over the river the sound of battle was rising, a great roaring like the sound of a distant sea, with ever and anon the crackling of rifles and the boom of guns, while above the night sky grew a dark blood-red with the glare of a distant conflagration.

For half an hour we pounded away at the barricade in Wellington Street with our siege guns, Maxims, and rifles, until a well-directed shell exploded beneath the centre of the obstruction, blowing open a great gap and sending fragments high into the air. Then it seemed that all resistance suddenly ceased. At first we were surprised at this; but on further scrutiny we found that it was not our fire that had routed the enemy, but that they were being attacked in their rear by hosts of armed citizens surging down from Kingsway and the Strand.

We could plainly discern that the Germans were fighting for their lives. Into the midst of them we sent one or two shells; but fearing to cause casualties among our own comrades, we were compelled to cease firing.

The armed crowd behind us, finding that we were again inactive, at once demanded that our barricade should be opened, so that they might cross the bridge and assist their comrades by taking the Germans in their rear. For ten minutes our officer in charge refused, for the order of General Greatorex, Commander-in-Chief of the League, was that no sortie was to be made at present.

At last, however, the South Londoners became so infuriated that our commander was absolutely forced to give way, though he knew not into what trap we might fall, as he had no idea of the strength of the enemy in the neighbourhood of the Strand. A way was quickly opened in the obstruction, and two minutes later we were pouring across Waterloo Bridge in thousands, shouting and yelling in triumph as we passed the ruins of the enemys barricade, and fell upon him with merciless revenge. With us were many women, who were, perhaps, fiercer and more unrelenting than the men. Indeed, many a woman that night killed a German with her own hands, firing revolvers in their faces, striking with knives, or even blinding them with vitriol and allowing them to be despatched by others.

The scene was both exciting and ghastly. At the spot where I first fought — on the pavement outside the Savoy — we simply slaughtered the Germans in cold blood. Men cried for mercy, but we gave them no quarter. London had risen in its might, and as our comrades fought all along the Strand and around Aldwych, we gradually exterminated every man in German uniform. Soon the roadways of the Strand, Wellington Street, Aldwych, Burleigh Street, Southampton Street, Bedford Street, and right along to Trafalgar Square, were covered with dead and dying. The wounded of both nationalities were trodden underfoot and killed by the swaying, struggling thousands. The enemys loss must have been severe in our particular quarter, for of the great body of men from Hamburg and Lübeck holding their end of Waterloo Bridge I do not believe a single one was spared, even though they fought for their lives like veritable devils.

Our success intoxicated us, I think. That we were victorious at that point cannot be doubted, but with foolish disregard for our own safety we pressed forward into Trafalgar Square, in the belief that our comrades were similarly making an attack upon the enemy there. The error was, alas! a fatal one for many of us. To fight an organised force in narrow streets is one thing, but to meet him in a large open space with many inlets, like Trafalgar Square, is another.

The enemy were no doubt awaiting us, for as we poured out from the Strand at Charing Cross we were met with a devastating fire from German Maxims on the opposite side of the square. They were holding Whitehall — to protect Von Kronhelms headquarters — the entrances to Spring Gardens, Cockspur Street, and Pall Mall East, and their fire was converged upon the great armed multitude which, being pressed on from behind, came out into the open square only to fall in heaps beneath the sweeping hail of German lead.

The error was one that could not be rectified. We all saw it when too late. There was no turning back now. I struggled to get into the small side-street that runs down by the bar of the Grand Hotel, but it was blocked with people already in refuge there.

Another instant and I was lifted from my legs by the great throng going to their doom, and carried right in the forefront to the square. Women screamed when they found themselves facing the enemys fire.

The scene was awful — a massacre, nothing more or less. For every Germans life we had taken, a dozen of our own were now being sacrificed.

A woman was pushed close to me, her grey hair streaming down her back, her eyes starting wildly from her head, her bony hands smeared with blood. Suddenly she realised that right before her red fire was spitting from the German guns.

Screaming in wild despair, she clung frantically to me.

I felt next second a sharp burning pain in my chest.... We fell forward together upon the bodies of our comrades.... When I came to myself I found myself here, in this church, close to where I fell.

What has happened, I wonder? Is our barricade at the bridge still held, and still defiant? Can you tell me?

* * * * * * *

On that same night desperate sorties were made from the London, Southwark, and Blackfriars Bridges, and terrible havoc was committed by the Defenders.

The German losses were enormous, for the South Londoners fought like demons and gave no quarter. South London had, at last, broken its bounds.


CHAPTER III. GREAT BRITISH VICTORY
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THE FOLLOWING DESPATCH from the war correspondent of the Times with Lord Byfield was received on the morning of the 5th October, but was not published in that journal till some days later, owing to the German censorship, which necessitated its being kept secret: — 

Willesden, 4th October (Evening).

After a bloody but successful combat, lasting from early dawn till late in the afternoon, the country to the immediate west of the metropolis has been swept clear of the hated invaders, and the masses of the League of Defenders can be poured into the West of London without let or hindrance. In the desperate street-fighting which is now going on they will be much more formidable than they were ever likely to be in the open field, where they were absolutely incapable of manœuvring. As for the Saxons — what is left of them — and Frölichs Cavalry Division, with whom we have been engaged all day, they have now fallen back on Harrow and Hendon, it is said; but it is currently reported that a constant movement towards the high ground near Hampstead is going on. These rumours come by way of London, since the enemys enormous force of cavalry is still strong enough to prevent us getting any first-hand intelligence of his movements.

As has been previously reported, the XIIth Saxon Corps, under the command of Prince Henry of Würtemberg, had taken up a position intended to cover the metropolis from the hordes of Defenders which, supported by a small leaven of Regulars, with a proportion of cavalry and guns, were known to be slowly rolling up from the west and south. Their front facing west, extended from Staines on the south, to Pinner on the north, passing through Stanwell, West Drayton, and Uxbridge. In addition they had a strong reserve in the neighbourhood of Hounslow, whose business it was to cover their left flank by keeping watch along the line of the Thames. They had destroyed all bridges over the river between Staines and Hammersmith. Putney Bridge, however, was still intact, as all attacks on it had been repulsed by the British holding it on the south side. Such was the general state of affairs when Lord Byfield, who had established his headquarters at Windsor, formed his plan of attack.

As far as I have been able to ascertain, its general idea was to hold the Saxons to their position by the threat of the 300,000 Defenders that were assembled and were continually increasing along a roughly parallel line to that occupied by the enemy at about ten miles distance from it, while he attacked their left flank with what Regular and Militia regiments he could rapidly get together near Esher and Kingston. By this time the southern lines in the neighbourhood of London were all in working order, the damage that had been done here and there by small parties of the enemy who had made raids across the river having been repaired. It was, therefore, not a very difficult matter to assemble troops from Windsor and various points on the South of London at very short notice.

General Bamford, to whom had been entrusted the defence of South London, and who had established his headquarters at the Crystal Palace, also contributed every man he could spare from the remnant of the Regular troops under his command who were in that part of the metropolis and its immediate neighbourhood that was still held by the British.

It was considered quite safe now that the Germans in the City were so hardly pressed to leave the defence of the Thames bridges to the masses of irregulars who had all along formed the bulk of their defenders. The risk that Prince Henry of Würtemberg would take the bull by the horns, and by a sudden forward move attack and scatter the inert and invertebrate mass of Defenders who were in his immediate front had, of course, to be taken; but it was considered that in the present state of affairs in London he would hardly dare to increase the distance between the Saxon Corps and the rest of the German Army. Events proved the correctness of this surmise; but owing to unforeseen circumstances, the course of the battle was somewhat different from that which had been anticipated.

Despite the vigilance of the German spies our plans were kept secret till the very end, and it is believed that the great convergence of Regular troops that began as soon as it was dark from Windsor and from along the line occupied by the Army of the League on the west, right round to Greenwich on the east, went on without any news of the movement being carried to the enemy.

Before dawn this morning every unit was in the position to which it had been previously detailed, and everything being in readiness, the Royal Engineers began to throw a pontoon bridge over the Thames at the point where it makes a bend to the south just above the site of Walton Bridge. The enemys patrols and pickets in the immediate neighbourhood at once opened a heavy fire on the workers, but it was beaten down by that which was poured upon them from the houses in Walton-on-Thames, which had been quietly occupied during the night. The enemy in vain tried to reinforce them, but in order to do this their troops had to advance into a narrow peninsula which was swept by a cross-fire of shells from batteries which had been placed in position on the south side of the river for this very purpose.

By seven oclock the bridge was completed, and the troops were beginning to cross over covered by the fire of the artillery and by an advance guard which had been pushed over in boats. Simultaneously very much the same thing had been going on at Long Ditton, and fierce fighting was going on in the avenues and gardens round Hampton Court. Success here, too, attended the British arms. As a matter of fact, a determined attempt to cross the river in force had not at all been anticipated by the Germans. They had not credited their opponents with the power of so rapidly assembling an army and assuming an effective and vigorous offensive so soon after their terrible series of disasters.

What they had probably looked for was an attempt to overwhelm them by sheer force of numbers. They doubtless calculated that Lord Byfield would stiffen his flabby masses of defenders with what trained troops he could muster, and endeavour to attack their lines simultaneously along their whole length, overlapping them on either flank.

They realised that to do this he would have to sacrifice his men in thousands upon thousands, but they knew that to do so would be his only possible chance of success in this eventuality, since the bulk of his men could neither manœuvre nor deploy. Still they reckoned that in the desperate situation of the British he would make up his mind to do this.

On their part, although they fully realised the possibility of being overwhelmed by such tactics, they felt pretty confident that, posted as they were behind a perfect network of small rivers and streams which ran down to join the Thames, they would at least succeed in beating off the attack with heavy loss, and stood no bad chance of turning the repulse into a rout by skilful use of Frölichs Cavalry Division, which would be irresistible when attacking totally untrained troops after they had been shattered and disorganised by artillery fire. This, at least, is the view of those experts with whom I have spoken.

What, perhaps, tended rather to confirm them in their theories as to the action of the British was the rifle firing that went on along the whole of their front all night through. The officers in charge of the various units which conglomerated together formed the forces facing the Saxons, had picked out the few men under their command who really had some little idea of using a rifle, and, supplied with plenty of ammunition, had sent them forward in numerous small parties with general orders to approach as near the enemys picket line as possible, and as soon as fired on to lie down and open fire in return. So a species of sniping engagement went on from dark to dawn. Several parties got captured or cut up by the German outlying troops, and many others got shot by neighbouring parties of snipers. But, although they did not in all probability do the enemy much damage, yet they kept them on the alert all night, and led them to expect an attack in the morning. One way and another luck was entirely on the side of the patriots that morning.

When daylight came the British massed to the westward of Staines had such a threatening appearance from their immense numbers, and the fire from their batteries of heavy guns and howitzers on the south side of the river, which took the German left flank in, was so heavy that Prince Henry, who was there in person, judged an attack to be imminent, and would not spare a man to reinforce his troops at Shepperton and Halliford, who were numerically totally inadequate to resist the advance of the British once they got across the river.

He turned a deaf ear to the most imploring requests for assistance, but ordered the officer in command at Hounslow to move down at once and drive the British into the river. So it has been reported by our prisoners. Unluckily for him, this officer had his hands quite full enough at this time; for the British, who had crossed at Long Ditton, had now made themselves masters of everything east of the Thames Valley branch of the London and South-Western Railway, were being continually reinforced, and were fast pushing their right along the western bank of the river.

Their left was reported to be at Kempton Park, where they joined hands with those who had effected a crossing near Walton-on-Thames. More bridges were being built at Piatts Eyot, Taggs Eyot, and Sunbury Lock, while boats and wherries in shoals appeared from all creeks and backwaters and hiding-places as soon as both banks were in the hands of the British.

Regulars, Militia, and, lastly, Volunteers, were now pouring across in thousands. Forward was still the word. About noon a strong force of Saxons was reported to be retreating along the road from Staines to Brentford. They had guns with them, which engaged the field batteries which were at once pushed forward by the British to attack them. These troops, eventually joining hands with those at Hounslow, opposed a more determined resistance to our advance than we had hitherto encountered.

According to what we learned subsequently from prisoners and others, they were commanded by Prince Henry of Würtemberg in person. He had quitted his position at Staines, leaving only a single battalion and a few guns as a rearguard to oppose the masses of the Defenders who threatened him in that direction, and had placed his troops in the best position he could to cover the retreat of the rest of his corps from the line they had been occupying. He had, it would appear, soon after the fighting began, received the most urgent orders from Von Kronhelm to fall back on London and assist him in the street fighting that had now been going on without intermission for the best part of two days. Von Kronhelm probably thought that he would be able to draw off some of his numerous foes to the westward. But the message was received too late. Prince Henry did his best to obey it, but by this time the very existence of the XIIth Corps was at stake on account of the totally unexpected attack on his left rear by the British regular troops.

He opposed such a stout resistance with the troops under his immediate command that he brought the British advance to a temporary standstill, while in his rear every road leading Londonward was crowded with the rest of his army as they fell back from West Drayton, Uxbridge, Ruislip, and Pinner. Had they been facing trained soldiers they would have found it most difficult, if not impossible, to do this; but as it was the undisciplined and untrained masses of the League of Defenders lost a long time in advancing, and still longer in getting over the series of streams and dykes that lay between them and the abandoned Saxon position.

They lost heavily, too, from the fire of the small rearguards that had been left at the most likely crossing-places. The Saxons were therefore able to get quite well away from them, and when some attempt was being made to form up the thousands of men who presently found themselves congregated on the heath east of Uxbridge, before advancing farther, a whole brigade of Frölichs heavy cavalry suddenly swept down upon them from behind Ickenham village. The débâcle that followed was frightful. The unwieldy mass of Leaguers swayed this way and that for a moment in the panic occasioned by the sudden apparition of the serried masses of charging cavalry that were rushing down on them with a thunder of hoofs that shook the earth. A few scattered shots were fired without any perceptible effect, and before they could either form up or fly the German Reiters were upon them. It was a perfect massacre. The Leaguers could oppose no resistance whatever. They were ridden down and slaughtered with no more difficulty than if they had been a flock of sheep. Swinging their long, straight swords, the cavalry-men cut them down in hundreds, and drove thousands into the river. The Defenders were absolutely pulverised, and fled westwards in a huge scattered crowd. But if the Germans had the satisfaction of scoring a local victory in this quarter, things were by no means rosy for them elsewhere. Prince Henry, by desperate efforts, contrived to hold on long enough in his covering position to enable the Saxons from the central portion of his abandoned line to pass through Hounslow, and move along the London road, through Brentford.

Here disaster befell them. A battery of 4·7 guns was suddenly unmasked on Richmond Hill, and, firing at a range of 5000 yards, played havoc with the marching column. The head of it also suffered severe loss from riflemen concealed in Kew Gardens, and the whole force had to extend and fall back for some distance in a northerly direction. Near Ealing they met the Uxbridge brigade, and a certain delay and confusion occurred. However, trained soldiers such as these are not difficult to reorganise, and while the latter continued its march along the main road the remainder moved in several small parallel columns through Acton and Turnham Green. Before another half-hour had elapsed there came a sound of firing from the advanced guard. Orders to halt followed, then orders to send forward reinforcements.

During all this time the rattle of rifle fire waxed heavier and heavier. It soon became apparent that every road and street leading into London was barricaded and that the houses on either side were crammed with riflemen. Before any set plan of action could be determined on, the retiring Saxons found themselves committed to a very nasty bout of street fighting. Their guns were almost useless, since they could not be placed in positions from which they could fire on the barricades except so close as to be under effective rifle fire. They made several desperate assaults, most of which were repulsed. In Goldhawk Road a Jäeger battalion contrived to rush the big rampart of paving-stones which had been improvised by the British; but once over, they were decimated by the fire from the houses on either side of the street. Big high explosive shells from Richmond Hill, too, began to drop among the Saxons. Though the range was long, the gunners were evidently well informed of the whereabouts of the Saxon troops, and made wonderfully lucky shooting.

For some time the distant rumble of the firing to the south-west had been growing more distinct in their ears, and about four oclock it suddenly broke out comparatively near by. Then came an order from Prince Henry to fall back on Ealing at once. What had happened? It will not take long to relate this. Prince Henrys covering position had lain roughly between East Bedfont and Hounslow, facing south-east. He had contrived to hold on to the latter place long enough to allow his right to pivot on it and fall back to Cranford Bridge. Here they were, to a certain extent, relieved from the close pressure they had been subjected to by the constantly advancing British troops, by the able and determined action of a portion of Frölichs Cavalry Brigade.

But in the meantime his enemies on the left, constantly reinforced from across the river — while never desisting from their so far unsuccessful attack on Hounslow — worked round through Twickenham and Isleworth till they began to menace his rear. He must abandon Hounslow, or be cut off. With consummate generalship he withdrew his left along the line of the Metropolitan and District Railway, and sent word to the troops on his right to retire and take up a second position at Southall Green. Unluckily for him, there was a delay in transmission, resulting in a considerable number of these troops being cut off and captured. Frölichs cavalry were unable to aid them at this juncture, having their attention drawn away by the masses of Leaguers who had managed to get over the Colne and were congregating near Harmondsworth.

They cut these up and dispersed them, but afterwards found that they were separated from the Saxons by a strong force of British regular troops who occupied Harlington and opened a fire on the Reiters that emptied numerous saddles. They, therefore, made off to the northward. From this forward nothing could check the steady advance of the English, though fierce fighting went on till dark all through Hanwell, Ealing, Perivale, and Wembley, the Saxons struggling gamely to the last, but getting more and more disorganised. Had it not been for Frölichs division on their right they would have been surrounded. As it was, they must have lost half their strength in casualties and prisoners.

At dark, however, Lord Byfield ordered a general halt of his tired though triumphant troops, and bivouacked and billeted them along a line reaching from Willesden on the right through Wembley to Greenford. He himself established his headquarters at Wembley.

I have heard some critics say that he ought to have pushed on his freshest troops towards Hendon to prevent the remnant of our opponents from re-entering London; but others, with reason, urge that he is right to let them into the metropolis, which they will now find to be merely a trap.

* * * * * * *

Extracts from the diary of General Von Kleppen, Commander of the IVth German Army Corps, occupying London: — 

Dorchester House, Park Lane, Oct. 6.

We are completely deceived. Our position, much as we are attempting to conceal it, is a very grave one. We believed that if we reached London the British spirit would be broken. Yet the more drastic our rule, the fiercer becomes the opposition. How it will end I fear to contemplate. The British are dull and apathetic, but once aroused, they fight like fiends.

Last night we had an example of it. This League of Defenders, which Von Kronhelm has always treated with ridicule, is, we have discovered too late, practically the whole of England. Von Bistram, commanding the VIIth Corps, and Von Haeslen, of the VIIIth Corps, have constantly been reporting its spread through Manchester, Leeds, Bradford, Sheffield, Birmingham, and the other great towns we now occupy; but our Commander-in-Chief has treated the matter lightly, declaring it to be a kind of offshoot of some organisation they have here in England, called the Primrose League....

Yesterday, at the Council of War, however, he was compelled to acknowledge his error when I handed him a scarlet handbill calling upon the British to make a concerted attack upon us at ten oclock. Fortunately, we were prepared for the assault, otherwise I verily believe that the honours would have rested with the populace in London. As it is, we suffered considerable reverses in various districts, where our men were lured into the narrow side streets and cut up. I confess I am greatly surprised at the valiant stand made everywhere by the Londoners. Last night they fought to the very end. A disaster to our arms in the Strand was followed by a victory in Trafalgar Square, where Von Wilberg had established defences for the purpose of preventing the joining of the people of the East End with those of the West....


CHAPTER IV. MASSACRE OF GERMANS IN LONDON
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DAILY MAIL OFFICE, Oct. 12, 6 p.m.

Through the whole of last week the Germans occupying London suffered great losses. They are now hemmed in on every side.

At three oclock this morning, Von Kronhelm having withdrawn the greater part of the troops from the defence of the bridges, in an attempt to occupy defensive positions in North London, the South Londoners, impatient with long waiting, broke forth and came across the river in enormous multitudes, every man bent upon killing a German wherever seen.

The night air was rent everywhere by the hoarse, exultant shouts as London — the giant, all-powerful city — fell upon the audacious invader. Through our windows in Carmelite Street came the dull roar of Londons millions swelled by the Defenders from the west and south of England, and by the gallant men from Canada, India, the Cape, and other British colonies who had come forward to fight for the Mother country as soon as her position was known to be critical.

In the streets are seen Colonial uniforms side by side with the costermonger from Whitechapel or Walworth, and dark-faced Indians in turbans are fighting out in Fleet Street and the Strand. In the great struggle now taking place many of our reporters and correspondents have unfortunately been wounded, and, alas! four of them killed.

In these terrible days a mans life is not safe from one moment to another. Both sides seem to have now lost their heads completely. Among the Germans all semblance of order has apparently been thrown to the winds. It is known that London has risen to a man, and the enemy are therefore fully aware of their imminent peril. Already they are beaten. True, Von Kronhelm still sits in the War Office directing operations — operations which he knows too well are foredoomed to failure.

The Germans have, it must be admitted, carried on the war in a chivalrous spirit until those drastic executions exasperated the people. Then neither side gave quarter, and now to-day all through Islington, Hoxton, Kingsland, and Dalston, right out eastward to Homerton, a perfect massacre of Germans is in progress.

Lord Byfield has issued two urgent proclamations, threatening the people of London with all sorts of penalties if they kill instead of taking an enemy prisoner, but they seem to have no effect. London is starved and angered to such a pitch that her hatred knows no bounds, and only blood will atone for the wholesale slaughter of the innocent since the bombardment of the metropolis began.

The Kaiser has, we hear, left the Belvedere at Scarborough, where he has been living incognito. A confidential report, apparently well founded, has reached us that he embarked upon the steam-trawler Morning Star at Scarborough yesterday, and set out across the Dogger, with Germany, of course, as his destination. Surely he must now regret his ill-advised policy of making an attack upon England. He had gauged our military weakness very accurately, but he had not counted upon the patriotic spirit of our Empire. It may be that he has already given orders to Von Kronhelm, but it is nevertheless a very significant fact that the German wireless telegraph apparatus on the summit of Big Ben is in constant use by the German Commander-in-Chief. He is probably in hourly communication with Bremen, or with the Emperor himself upon the trawler Morning Star.

Near Highbury Fields about noon to-day some British cavalry surprised a party of Germans, and attempted to take them prisoners. The latter showed fight, whereupon they were shot down to a man. The British held as prisoners by the Germans near Enfield have now been released, and are rejoining their comrades along the northern heights. Many believe that another and final battle will be fought north of London, but military men declare that the German power is already broken. Whether Von Kronhelm will still continue to lose his men at the rate he is now doing, or whether he will sue for peace, is an open question. Personally, he was against the bombardment of London from the very first, yet he was compelled to carry out the orders of his Imperial master. The invasion, the landing, and the successes in the North were, in his opinion, quite sufficient to have paralysed British trade and caused such panic that an indemnity would have been paid. To attack London was, in his opinion, a proceeding far too dangerous, and his estimate is now proved to have been the correct one. Now that they have lost command of the sea and are cut off from their bases in Essex, the enemys situation is hopeless. They may struggle on, but assuredly the end can only be an ignominious one.

Yet the German Eagle still flies proudly over the War Office, over St. Stephens, and upon many other public buildings, while upon others British Royal Standards and Union Jacks are commencing to appear, each one being cheered by the excited Londoners, whose hearts are now full of hope. Germany shall be made to bite the dust. That is the war-cry everywhere. Many a proud Uhlan and Cuirassier has to-day ridden to his death amid the dense mobs, mad with the lust of blood. Some of the more unfortunate of the enemy have been lynched, and torn limb from limb, while others have died deaths too horrible to here describe in detail.

Each hour brings to us further news showing how, by slow degrees, the German army of occupation is being wiped out. People are jeering at the audacious claim for indemnity presented to the British Government when the enemy entered London, and are asking whether we will not now present a claim to Germany. Von Kronhelm is not blamed so much as his Emperor. He has been the catspaw, and has burned his fingers in endeavouring to snatch the chestnuts from the fire.

As a commander, he has acted justly, fully observing the international laws concerning war. It was only when faced by the problem of a national uprising that he countenanced anything bordering upon capital punishment. An hour ago our censors were withdrawn. They came and shook hands with many members of the staff, and retired. This surely is a significant fact that Von Kronhelm hopes to regain the confidence of London by appearing to treat her with a fatherly solicitude. Or is it that he intends to sue for peace at any price?

An hour ago another desperate attempt was made on the part of the men of South London, aided by a large body of British regulars, to regain possession of the War Office. Whitehall was once more the scene of a bloody fight, but so strongly does Von Kronhelm hold the place and all the adjacent thoroughfares — he apparently regarding it as his own fortress — that the attack was repulsed with heavy loss on our side.

All the bridges are now open, the barricades are in most cases being blown up, and people are passing and repassing freely for the first time since the day following the memorable bombardment. London streets are, however, in a most deplorable condition. On every hand is ruin and devastation. Whole streets of houses rendered gaunt and windowless by the now spent fires meet the eye everywhere. In certain places the ruins were still smouldering, and in one or two districts the conflagrations spread over an enormous area. Even if peace be declared, can London ever recover from this present wreck? Paris recovered, and quickly too. Therefore we place our faith in British wealth, British industry, and British patriotism.

Yes. The tide has turned. The great Revenge now in progress is truly a mad and bloody one. In Kilburn this afternoon there was a wholesale killing of a company of German infantry, who, while marching along the High Road, were set upon by the armed mob, and practically exterminated. The smaller thoroughfares, Brondesbury Road, Victoria Road, Glendall Road, and Priory Park Road, across to Paddington Cemetery, were the scene of a frightful slaughter. The Germans died hard, but in the end were completely wiped out. German-baiting is now, indeed, the Londoners pastime, and on this dark and rainy afternoon hundreds of men of the Fatherland have fallen and died upon the wet roads.

Sitting here, in a newspaper office, as we do, and having fresh reports constantly before us, we are able to review the whole situation impartially. Every moment, through the various news-agencies and our own correspondents and contributors, we are receiving fresh facts — facts which all combine to show that Von Kronhelm cannot hold out much longer. Surely the Commander-in-Chief of a civilised army will not allow his men to be massacred as they are now being! The enemys troops, mixed up in the maze of London streets as they are, are utterly unable to cope with the oncoming multitudes, some armed with rifles and others with anything they can lay their hands upon.

Women — wild, infuriated women — have now made their reappearance north of the Thames. In more than one instance where German soldiers have attempted to take refuge in houses these women have obtained petrol, and, with screams of fiendish delight, set the houses in question on fire. Awful dramas are being enacted in every part of the metropolis. The history of to-day is written in German blood.

Lord Byfield has established temporary headquarters at Jack Straws Castle, where Von Kronhelm was during the bombardment, and last night we could see the signals exchanged between Hampstead and Sydenham Hill, from whence General Bamford has not yet moved. Our cavalry in Essex are, it is said, doing excellent work. Lord Byfield has also sent a body of troops across from Gravesend to Tilbury, and these have regained Maldon and Southminster after some hard fighting. Advices from Gravesend state that further reinforcements are being sent across the river to operate against the East of London and hem in the Germans on that side.

So confident is London of success that several of the railways are commencing to reorganise their traffic. A train left Willesden this afternoon for Birmingham — the first since the bombardment — while another has left Finsbury Park for Peterborough, to continue to York if possible. So wrecked are the London termini, however, that it must be some weeks before trains can arrive or be despatched from either Euston, Kings Cross, Paddington, Marylebone, or St. Pancras. In many instances the line just north of the terminus is interrupted by a blown-up tunnel or a fallen bridge, therefore the termination of traffic must, for the present, be at some distance north on the outskirts of London.

Shops are also opening in South London, though they have but little to sell. Nevertheless, this may be regarded as a sign of renewed confidence. Besides, supplies of provisions are now arriving, and the London County Council and Salvation Army are distributing free soup and food in the lower-class districts. Private charity, everywhere abundant during the trying days of dark despair, is doing inestimable good among every class. The hard, grasping employer, and the smug financier, who hitherto kept scrupulous accounts, and have been noteworthy on account of their uncharitableness, have now, in the hour of need, come forward and subscribed liberally to the great Mansion House Fund, opened yesterday by the Deputy Lord Mayor of London. The subscription list occupies six columns of the issue of to-morrows paper, and this, in itself, speaks well for the open-heartedness of the moneyed classes of Great Britain.

No movement has yet been made in the financial world. Bankers still remain with closed doors. The bullion seized at Southminster and other places is now under strong British guard, and will, it is supposed, be returned to the Bank immediately. Only a comparatively small sum has been sent across to Germany. Therefore all Von Kronhelms strategy has utterly failed. By the invasion Germany has, up to the present moment, gained nothing. She has made huge demands, at which we can afford to jeer. True, she has wrecked London, but have we not sent the greater part of her fleet to the bottom of the North Sea, and have we not created havoc in German ports?

The leave-taking of our two gold-spectacled censors was almost pathetic. We had come to regard them as necessities to puzzle and to play practical jokes of language upon. To-day, for the first time, we have received none of those official notices in German, with English translations, which of late have appeared so prominently in our columns. The German Eagle is gradually disentangling his talons from London, and means to escape us — if he can.

10.30 p.m.

Private information has just reached us from a most reliable source that a conference has been arranged between Von Kronhelm and Lord Byfield. This evening the German Field-Marshal sent a messenger to the British headquarters at Hampstead under a flag of truce. He bore a despatch from the German Commander asking that hostilities should be suspended for twenty-four hours, and that they should make an appointment for a meeting during that period.

Von Kronhelm has left the time and place of meeting to Lord Byfield, and has informed the British Commander that he has sent telegraphic instructions to the German military governors of Birmingham, Sheffield, Manchester, Bradford, Leeds, Northampton, Stafford, Oldham, Wigan, Bolton, and other places, giving notice of his suggestion to the British, and ordering that for the present hostilities on the part of the Germans shall be suspended.

It seems more than likely that the German Field-Marshal has received these very definite instructions by wireless telegraph from the Emperor at Bremen or Potsdam.

We understand that Lord Byfield, after a brief consultation by telegraph with the Government at Bristol, has sent a reply. Of its nature, however, nothing is known, and at the moment of writing hostilities are still in progress.

In an hours time we shall probably know whether the war is to continue, or a truce is to be proclaimed.

Midnight.

Lord Byfield has granted a truce, and hostilities have now been suspended.

London has gone mad with delight, for the German yoke is cast off. Further information which has just reached us from private sources states that thousands of prisoners have been taken by Lord Byfield to-day, and that Von Kronhelm has acknowledged his position to be absolutely hopeless.

The great German Army has been defeated by our British patriots, who have fought so valiantly and so well. It is not likely that the war will be resumed. Von Kronhelm received a number of British officers at the War Office half an hour ago, and it is said that he is already making preparations to vacate the post he has usurped.

Lord Byfield has issued a reassuring message to London, which we have just received with instructions to print. It declares that although for the moment only a truce is proclaimed, yet this means the absolute cessation of all hostilities.

The naval news of the past few days may be briefly summarised. The British main fleet entered the North Sea, and our submarines did most excellent work in the neighbourhood of the Maas Lightship. Prince Stahlberger had concentrated practically the whole of his naval force off Lowestoft, but a desperate battle was fought about seventy miles from the Texel, full details of which are not yet to hand. All that is known is that, having now regained command of the sea, we were enabled to inflict a crushing defeat upon the Germans, in which the German flagship was sunk. In the end sixty-one British ships were concentrated against seventeen German, with the result that the German Fleet has practically been wiped out, there being 19,000 of the enemys officers and men on the casualty list, the greatest recorded in any naval battle.

Whatever may be the demands for indemnity on either side, one thing is absolutely certain, namely, that the invincible German Army and Navy are completely vanquished.

The Eagles wings are trailing in the dust.


CHAPTER V. HOW THE WAR ENDED
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DAYS PASSED — weary, waiting, anxious days. A whole month went by. After the truce, London very gradually began to resume her normal life, though the gaunt state of the streets was indescribably weird.

Shops began to open, and as each day passed, food became more plentiful, and consequently less dear. The truce meant the end of the war, therefore thanksgiving services were held in every town and village throughout the country.

There were great prison-camps of Germans at Hounslow, Brentwood, and Barnet, while Von Kronhelm and his chief officers were also held as prisoners until some decision through diplomatic channels could be arrived at. Meanwhile a little business began to be done; thousands began to resume their employment, bankers re-opened their doors, and within a week the distress and suffering of the poor became perceptibly alleviated. The task of burying the dead after the terrible massacre of the Germans in the London streets had been a stupendous one, but so quickly had it been accomplished that an epidemic was happily averted.

Confidence, however, was not completely restored, even though each day the papers assured us that a settlement had been arrived at between Berlin and London.

Parliament moved back to Westminster, and daily meetings of the Cabinet were being held in Downing Street. These resulted in the resignation of the Ministry, and with a fresh Cabinet, in which Mr. Gerald Graham, the organiser of the Defenders, was given a seat, a settlement was at last arrived at.

To further describe the chaotic state of England occasioned by the terrible and bloody war would serve no purpose. The loss and suffering which it had caused the country had been incalculable; statisticians estimated that in one month of hostilities it had amounted to £500,000,000, a part of which represented money transferred from British pockets to German, as the enemy had carried off some of the securities upon which the German troops had laid their hands in London.

Let us for a moment take a retrospective glance. Consols were at 50; bread was still 1s. 6d. per loaf; and the ravages of the German commerce-destroyers had sent up the cost of insurance on British shipping sky-high. Money was almost unprocurable; except for the manufacture of war material, there was no industry; and the suffering and distress among the poor could not be exaggerated. In all directions men, women, and children had been starving.

The mercantile community were loud in their outcry for peace at any price, and the pro-German and Stop-the-War Party were equally vehement in demanding a cessation of the war. They found excuses for the enemy, and forgot the frightful devastation and loss which the invasion had caused to the country. They protested against continuing the struggle in the interests of the capitalists, who, they alleged, were really responsible for the war.

They insisted that the working class gained nothing, even though the British Fleet was closely blockading the German coast, and their outcry was strengthened when a few days after the blockade of the Elbe had begun two British battleships were so unfortunate as to strike German mines, and sink with a large part of their crews. The difficulty of borrowing money for the prosecution of the war was a grave obstacle in the way of the party of action, and preyed upon the mind of the British Government.

The whole character of the nation and the Government had changed since the great days when, in the face of famine and immense peril, the country had fought Napoleon to the last and overthrown him. The strong aristocratic Government had been replaced by a weak Administration, swayed by every breath of popular impulse. The peasantry who were the backbone of the nation had vanished, and been replaced by the weak, excitable population of the towns.

Socialism, with its creed of Thou shalt have no other god but Thyself, and its doctrine, Let us eat and drink, for to-morrow we die, had replaced the religious beliefs of a generation of Englishmen taught to suffer and to die sooner than surrender to wrong. In the hour of trial, amidst smoking ruins, among the holocausts of dead which marked the prolonged, bloody, and terrible battles on land and at sea, the spirit of the nation quailed, and there was really no great leader to recall it to ways of honour and duty.

Seven large German commerce-destroyers were still at sea in the Northern Atlantic. One of them was the splendid ex-Cunarder Lusitania, of 25 knots, which had been sold to a German firm a year before the war, when the British Government declined to continue its subsidy of £150,000 per annum to the Cunard Company under the agreement of 1902. The reason for withdrawing this subsidy was the need for economy, as money had to be obtained to pay members of Parliament. The Cunard Company, unable to bear the enormous cost of running both its huge 25-knot steamers, was compelled to sell the Lusitania, but with patriotic enterprise it retained the Mauretania, even though she was only worked at a dead loss.

The Mauretania, almost immediately after the outbreak of war, had been commissioned as a British cruiser, with orders specially to hunt for the Lusitania, which had now been renamed the Preussen. But it was easier to look for the great commerce-destroyer than to find her, and for weeks the one ship hunted over the wide waters of the North Atlantic for the other.

The German procedure had been as follows: — All their commerce-destroyers had received orders to sink the British ships which they captured when these were laden with food. The crews of the ships destroyed were collected on board the various commerce-destroyers, and were from time to time placed on board neutral vessels, which were stopped at sea and compelled to find them accommodation. For coal the German cruisers relied at the outset upon British colliers, of which they captured several, and subsequently upon the supplies of fuel which were brought to them by neutral vessels. They put into unfrequented harbours, and there filled their bunkers, and were gone before protests could be made.

The wholesale destruction of food, and particularly of wheat and meat, removed from the worlds market a large part of its supplies, and had immediately sent up the cost of food everywhere, outside the United Kingdom as well as in it. At the same time, the attacks upon shipping laden with food increased the cost of insurance to prohibitive prices upon vessels freighted for the United Kingdom. The underwriters after the first few captures by the enemy would not insure at all except for fabulous rates.

The withdrawal of all the larger British cruisers for the purpose of defeating the main German fleets in the North Sea left the commerce-destroyers a free hand, and there was no force to meet them. The British liners commissioned as commerce-protectors were too few and too slow, with the single exception of the Mauretania, to be able to hold their adversaries in check.

Neutral shipping was molested by the German cruisers. The German Government had proclaimed food of all kinds and raw cotton contraband of war, and when objection was offered by various neutral Governments, it replied that Russia in the war with Japan had treated cotton and food as contraband, and that no effective resistance had been offered by the neutral Powers to this action. Great Britain, the German authorities urged, had virtually acquiesced in the Russian proceedings against her shipping, and had thus established a precedent which became law for the world.

Whenever raw cotton or food of any kind was discovered upon a neutral vessel bound for British ports, the vessel was seized and sent into one or other of the German harbours on the West Coast of Africa. St. Helena, after its garrison had been so foolishly withdrawn by the British Government in 1906, remained defenceless, and it had been seized by a small German expedition at the very outset. Numerous guns were landed, and it became a most useful base for the attacks of the German commerce-destroyers.

Its natural strength rendered its recapture difficult, and the British Government had not a man to spare for the work of retaking it, so that it continued in German hands up to the last week of the struggle, when at last it was stormed after a vigorous bombardment by a small force despatched from India.

The absurd theory that commerce could be left to take care of itself was exploded by the naval operations of the war. The North Atlantic had continued so dangerous all through September that British shipping practically disappeared from it, and neutral shipping was greatly hampered. All the Atlantic ports of the United States and the South American seaboard were full of British steamers, mainly of the tramp class, that had been laid up because it was too dangerous to send them to sea. The movement of supplies to England was carried on by only the very fastest vessels, and these, as they ran the blockade-runners risks, demanded the blockade-runners compensating profits.

In yet another way the German Government enhanced the difficulty of maintaining the British food supply. When war broke out, it was discovered that German agents had secured practically all the spot wheat available in the United States, and had done the same in Russia. Germany had cornered the worlds available supply by the outlay of a modest number of millions, and its agents were instructed not to part with their supplies except at an enormous price. In this way Germany recouped her outlay, made a large profit, and caused terrific distress in England, where the dependence of the country upon foreign supplies of food had been growing steadily all through the early years of the twentieth century.

The United Kingdom, indeed, might have been reduced to absolute starvation, had it not been for the fact that the Canadian Government interfered in Canada to prevent similar German tactics from succeeding, and held the German contracts for the cornering of Canadian wheat, contrary to public policy.

The want of food, the high price of bread and meat in England, and the greatly increased cost of the supplies of raw material sent up the expenditure upon poor relief to enormous figures. Millions of men were out of employment, and in need of assistance. Mills and factories in all directions had closed down, either because of the military danger from the operations of the German armies, or because of the want of orders, or, again, because raw materials were not procurable. The British workers had no such accumulated resources as the French peasant possessed in 1870 from which to meet distress. They had assumed that prosperity would continue for all time, and that, if it did not, the rich might be called upon to support them and their families.

Unfortunately, when the invasion began, many rich foreigners who had lived in England collected what portable property they possessed and retired abroad to Switzerland, Italy, and the United States. Their example was followed by large numbers of British subjects who had invested abroad, and now, in the hour of distress, were able to place their securities in a handbag and withdraw them to happier countries.

They may justly be blamed for this want of patriotism, but their reply was that they had been unjustly and mercilessly taxed by men who derided patriotism, misused power, and neglected the real interests of the nation in the desire to pander to the mob. Moreover, with the income-tax at 3s. 6d. in the pound, and with the cost of living enormously enhanced, they declared that it was a positive impossibility to live in England, while into the bargain their lives were exposed to danger from the enemy.

As a result of this wholesale emigration, in London and the country the number of empty houses inordinately increased, and there were few well-to-do people left to pay the rates and taxes. The fearful burden of the extravagant debts which the British municipalities had heaped up was cruelly felt, since the nation had to repudiate the responsibility which it had incurred for the payment of interest on the local debts. The Socialist dream, in fact, might almost be said to have been realised. There were few rich left, but the consequences to the poor, instead of being beneficial, were utterly disastrous.

Under the pressure of public opinion, constrained by hunger and financial necessities, and with thousands of German prisoners in their hands, the British Government acceded to the suggested conference to secure peace. Von Kronhelm had asked for a truce, his proposals being veiled under a humanitarian form. The British Government, too, did not wish to keep the German prisoners who had fought with such gallantry longer from their hearths and homes. Nothing, it added, was to be gained by prolonging the war and increasing the tale of bloodshed and calamity. A just and honourable peace might allay the animosity between two great nations of the same stock, if both would let bygones be bygones.

The response of the German Government was chilling and discouraging. Germany, it practically said, had no use for men who had surrendered. Their hearths and homes could well spare them a little longer. The destruction of the German Navy mattered nothing to Germany, who could build another fleet with her flourishing finances. Her army was in possession of Holland and the mainland of Denmark, and would remain so until the British Army — if there were any — arrived to turn it out. The British Government must state what indemnity it was prepared to pay to be rid of the war, or what surrender of territory it would make to obtain peace.

At the same time the German Press, in a long series of inspired articles, contended that, notwithstanding the ultimate British successes, England had been the real sufferer by the war. The struggle had been fought on British soil, British trade had been ruined, British finances thrown into utter disorder, and a great stretch of territory added to the German Empire. Holland and Denmark were ample recompense for the reverses at sea.

The British blockade of the German coast was derided as ineffective, and the British losses due to German mines were regarded as a sign of what the British Navy had to expect if it continued the war. Then a picture was painted of Germany, strong, united, triumphant, confident, firm in her national spirit, efficient in every detail of administration, while in England corruption, inefficiency, and incompetence were alleged to be supreme.

But these Press philippics and the haughty attitude of the German Government were, in reality, only attempts to impose upon the British people and the British Government. Subsequent information has shown that German interests had suffered in every possible way, and that there was grave danger of foreign complications. Unfortunately, the behaviour of the German Press had the expected effect upon England. The clamour for peace grew, and the pro-Germans openly asserted that a cessation of hostilities must be purchased at any price.

At the mediation of the French Government negotiations between the British and German Governments were resumed in the first days of November. But the Germans still adhered inflexibly to their demand for the status quo. Germany must retain Holland and Denmark, which were to become States of the German Empire, under their existing dynasties. Turkey must retain Egypt, whither the Turkish troops had penetrated during the chaos caused by the invasion of England. The Dutch East Indies must become a part of the German Empire.

Certain foreign Powers, however, which had been friendly to England now avowed their readiness to support her in resisting these outrageous demands. But the outcry for peace in England was growing continually, and the British Ministry was helpless before it. The Germans must have got wind of the foreign support which was secretly being given to this country, since at the eleventh hour they waived their demands as regards Egypt and the Dutch East Indies.

The lot of these two territories was to be settled by an International Congress. But they finally secured the consent of the British Government to the conclusion of a peace on the basis that each Power should retain what it possessed at the opening of October. Thus Germany was to be confirmed in her possession of Holland and Denmark, while England gained nothing by the peace. The British surrender on this all-important head tied the hands of the foreign Powers which were prepared to resist vehemently such an aggrandisement of Germany.

As for the Congress to deal with Egypt and the East Indies, this does not fall within the sphere of our history.

* * * * * * *

Peace was finally signed on 13th January 1911. The British Empire emerged from the conflict outwardly intact, but internally so weakened that only the most resolute reforms accomplished by the ablest and boldest statesmen could have restored it to its old position.

Germany, on the other hand, emerged with an additional 21,000 miles of European territory, with an extended seaboard on the North Sea, fronting the United Kingdom at Rotterdam and the Texel, and, it was calculated, with a slight pecuniary advantage. Practically the entire cost of the war had been borne by England.

Looking back upon this sad page of history — sad for Englishmen — some future Thucydides will pronounce that the decree of Providence was not undeserved. The British nation had been warned against the danger; it disregarded the warning. In the two great struggles of the early twentieth century, in South Africa and the Far East, it had before its eyes examples of the peril which comes from unpreparedness and from haphazard government. It shut its eyes to the lessons. Its soldiers had called upon it in vain to submit to the discipline of military service; it rebelled against the sacrifice which the Swiss, the Swede, the German, the Frenchman, and the Japanese made not unwillingly for his country.

In the teeth of all entreaties it reduced in 1906 the outlay upon its army and its fleet, to expend the money thus saved upon its own comfort. The battalions, batteries, and battleships sacrificed might well have averted invasion, indeed, have prevented war. But to gain a few millions, risks were incurred which ended ultimately in the loss of hundreds of millions of money and thousands of lives, and in starvation for myriads of men, women, and children.

As is always the case, the poor suffered most. The Socialists, who had declaimed against armaments, were faithless friends of those whom they professed to champion. Their dream of a golden age proved utterly delusive. But the true authors of Englands misfortunes escaped blame for the moment, and the Army and Navy were made the scapegoats of the great catastrophe.

That the Army Council and the Admiralty had been criminally weak could not be denied. Their weakness merely reflected the moral tone of the nation, which took no interest in naval or military affairs, and then was enraged to find that, in the hour of trial, everything for a time went wrong. When success did come, it came too late, and could not be utilised without a great British Army capable of carrying the war into the enemys country, and thus compelling a satisfactory peace.

THE END


The Mysterious Mr Miller (1906)
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Chapter One.

A Stranger in Shepherds Bush.
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WHY! LOOK! HES dead, doctor! I gasped, standing aghast.

The sudden change in the thin sallow face, the lack of expression in the brilliant eyes, and the dropping of the jaw were sufficient to convince me that the strangers life had ebbed away.

The doctor bent, placed his hand upon the prostrate mans breast for a moment, and then, straightening himself, he turned to me and answered gravely: — 

Yes, Godfrey; it is as I feared from the first. Nothing could save him. Remember what I told you this morning — it was simply a matter of hours.

He appears to have been a rather strong, athletic man, I remarked, looking down upon the wan, furrowed face.

Unusually so. The disease, however, has thoroughly wrecked his constitution. He was addicted to the morphia habit of late. And pulling down the sheet he pointed to the marks of recent punctures upon the dead mans forearm.

We were standing together in the small shabby bedroom of the boarding-house wherein I lived in Granville Gardens, facing the recreation ground close to Shepherds Bush Railway Station. The stifling July day was at an end, and the narrow room was lit by the soft hazy glow of the fast-fading London sunset.

Through the open window came the shouts of children at play upon the green opposite, mingled with the chatter of the passers-by and the ever-increasing whirr of the electric trams. Within that faded, smoke-grimed chamber of the dead was silence. Upon the bed between us lay the dead stranger — the man who was a mystery.

Well, has he told you anything after all? inquired my friend, Dr Tulloch.

Very little, was my reply. He was uncommunicative. He had a reason, I believe, for concealing his identity.

Perhaps we shall discover something when we search his things, my friend remarked.

Well do that to-morrow, I said. It isnt decent to do so at once.

Then, as Tulloch bent again, to reassure himself that his patient was actually lifeless, a silence once more fell between us. The glow of the summer sunset deepened, shining through the smoke-haze, and lighting up those dead features for a moment, but next instant the doctor, having been satisfied that no spark of life remained, tenderly drew the sheet over the white sphinx-like countenance.

The unfortunate man was a perfect stranger to us all.

On the previous day, at a little before six oclock in the evening, he had called upon old Mrs Gilbert, who with her daughter kept the boarding-house where I chanced to be staying, and had, it appeared, taken a top room, where his two leather portmanteaux were placed. I knew nothing of the mans advent until Miss Gilbert had tapped at the door of the sitting-room and informed me that she had a new guest, a foreign gentleman who could speak only a few words of broken English.

This is his name, she said, handing me a scrap of paper whereon he had written Michele Massari.

An Italian, I remarked. There is a noble family of the Massari, in Ferrara. He may belong to it.

Its fortunate, Mr Leaf, that you speak Italian, Miss Gilbert said, laughing. Youll help us if we are in any difficulty, wont you?

Most certainly, I assured her, for I knew that a foreigner is often a great trouble in a purely English pension. Many people speak French or German, but few know Italian.

Then the landladys daughter, a pleasant-faced, florid young woman of about thirty, thanked me and withdrew.

The reason I found myself at Mrs Gilberts pension was in order to be near my old schoolfellow, Sammy Sampson, who had made the place his pied-à-terre in town for several years past. I had to spend six months in London upon business affairs, therefore we had agreed to share his sitting-room, a cosy little bachelors den leading from his bedroom at the back of the house.

An hour later at dinner the stranger made his appearance and, with my consent, was placed next to me. There were eleven guests in all — two married couples of the usual genre to be found in London boarding-houses of that order, and the rest men with various occupations in the City. We were usually a merry party, with Miss Gilbert at the head of the long table, and the chatter was generally amusing.

The advent of the stranger, however, awakened every ones curiosity, and as he took his seat, glancing sharply around, there fell a dead silence.

He was a tall, thin, wiry man with sharp aquiline features, hair with silver threads in it, and fierce black moustaches carefully waxed. His eyes were black and penetrating, his complexion sallow, his cheeks sunken, and the glance he gave at his fellow-guests was quick and apprehensive, as though he feared recognition.

He wore evening dress, which was out of place at Mrs Gilberts, and also showed that he was not used to boarding-houses of that class. And as he bowed towards me and seated himself, I saw that upon his lean, claw-like hand was a fine diamond ring.

All eyes were directed upon him, and at once I detected that, being a foreigner, he was viewed with considerable disfavour and distrust. The guests at Mrs Gilberts were not cosmopolitan. The only foreigners accepted at their own estimation in London boarding-houses are the Indian law students. Every girl believes her tar-brush table-companion to be a prince.

Signor Massari ate his tinned soup in silence. He had tucked the end of his napkin into his collar in true Italian fashion, and from the fact that attached to his watch-chain was a small golden hand with the index-finger pointing, I put him down as a superstitious Tuscan. That hand was the survival of a mediaeval Tuscan charm to avert the evil eye.

Having spent some years of an adventurous youth in old-world Tuscany, and being well acquainted with the soft musical tongue of the flower-scented land, I ventured presently to make a casual remark with my cs well aspirated, as became the true-born Florentine.

My companion started, looking at me in quick suspicion. In his keen piercing eyes was a glance of sharp apprehension and inquiry — but only for a moment. Sight of me seemed instantly to dispel his fears, and his countenance resumed its normal appearance. But his response was a rather cold and formal one — in the patois of the Genoese. He evidently desired that I should not put him down as Tuscan.

Though somewhat puzzled I allowed the incident to pass. Yet I made a mental note of it. Signor Massari, I decided, was a somewhat queer customer. He was a man with enemies — and he feared them. That fact was quite evident.

We chatted in Italian, much to Miss Gilberts fussy satisfaction, but our conversation was rather formal and strained. He had no intention, it seemed, to have anything to do with his fellow-guests, and he only tolerated me because it would have been uncivil not to do so.

A friend in Italy had recommended him to Mrs Gilberts, he explained. He had only arrived from the Continent at 4:50 that evening, and had come straight there in a cab.

Then this is your first visit to London? I asked.

No, he replied. I was here once before — long ago. And I thought he sighed slightly, as though the recollection of the previous visit was painful.

His was a sad face; hard, furrowed — a countenance that bore trouble written indelibly upon it. He ate but little, and drank only a glass of mineral water.

I tried to get him to tell me from what province of Italy he came, but he studiously avoided all my ingenious questions. He spoke of Italy vaguely, and yet with the tenderness of one who loved his fatherland. Among all the nations of Europe, the Italian is surely the most patriotic and the most eager to serve his country.

On several occasions remarks, meant to be courteous, were addressed to him in English by my companions, but it was plain that he did not understand our tongue. Or if he did, he gave no sign.

Therefore, from the very first moment of his entry into our boarding-house circle we put him down as a complete mystery.

Sammy Sampson, my irresponsible friend, sat opposite me and, as usual, kept the table laughing at his clever witticisms. Once I saw the Italian scowl in displeasure, and wondered whether he had conceived the idea that my friend was joking at his expense.

The stranger was not aware that I had detected the fierce look of hatred that, for a single instant, showed in his dark shining eyes. It was an expression that I did not like — an expression of fierce, relentless, even murderous resentment.

I was about to assure him of Sammys utter disinclination to poke fun at any foreigner, when I saw that if I did so I should only aggravate the situation. Therefore I let it pass.

The Italian was a man of refinement, exquisite of manner towards the ladies as was all his race, and though I cannot explain it he struck me as being well-born, and superior to those sitting at table with him. Yet he vouchsafed but little as regards himself. Italy was his home — that was all. And Italy is a great place; a country of a hundred nations. The Venetian is of a different race from the Sicilian, the Tuscan from the Calabrian. I still suspected he was a Tuscan, yet he spoke the Italian tongue so well that at one moment I put him down as a born Florentine, while at the next as a Livornese or a Roman.

He saw that I knew Italy and the Italians, and was purposely endeavouring to mislead me.

That same night, just after midnight, Jane, one of the maids-of-all-work, rapped at my door, saying: — 

Please, sir, the Italian gentlemans been taken awful ill. We cant make out what e wants. Would you kindly go to im?

I dressed hurriedly, and, ascending to the strangers room, asked, in Italian, permission to enter.

A faint voice responded, and a moment later I was at the strangers bedside. The feeble light of the single candle showed a great change in his countenance, and I saw that he was suffering severely and seemed to be choking.

I — I thank you very much, signore, for coming to me, he said, with considerable difficulty. I am having one of my bad attacks — I — I—

Had you not better see a doctor? Ill call a friend of mine, if youll allow me.

Yes. Perhaps it would really be best, was his reply, and I saw that his hands were clenched in sudden pain.

Therefore, after telling Sammy of the foreigners illness, I put on my hat and went round into the Holland Road for my friend Tulloch.

The latter came with me at once, and as soon as I had interpreted the strangers symptoms, and he had made a careful examination, he turned to me and said in English: — 

The mans very bad — cancer in the stomach. Hes evidently been near death half a dozen times, and this will probably prove fatal. Dont frighten him, Godfrey, but just put it to him as quietly as you can. Tell him that hes really very much worse than he thinks.

Is it worth while to tell the poor fellow the truth? I argued. It may only have a bad effect upon him.

His other doctors have, no doubt, already warned him. Besides its only fair that he should know his danger. I never keep the truth from a patient when things are desperate, like this.

Then you hold out but little hope of him?

Bob Tulloch, who had been with me at Charterhouse, stroked his dark beard and replied in the negative, while the stranger, who had been watching us very closely, said in Italian in a low faint voice: — 

I know! I know! Im dying — dying! and he laughed curiously, almost triumphantly. Im dying — and I shall escape them. Ah! signore, he added, with his bright black eyes fixed upon mine, if you only knew the truth — the terrible, awful truth — you would pity me — you would, I am convinced, stand my friend. You would not believe the evil that men say of me.

Then tell me the truth, I urged quickly, bending down to him in eagerness.

But he only shook his head and clenched his even white teeth.

No, he said, with a fierce imprecation in Italian. Mine is a secret — her secret — a secret that I have kept until now — a secret that none shall know!


Chapter Two.

Touches a Womans Honour.
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TULLOCH LEFT HALF an hour later, and Sammy, whose curiosity had been aroused concerning the foreigner, entered the room and inquired after the patient.

But hoping to learn more from the stricken man, I sent my friend back to bed and remained there through the night, administering to the patient what my friend Tulloch had ordered.

The long hours dragged on in silence. Only the ticking of the cheap American clock broke the quiet. Lying upon his back the stranger fixed his dark eyes upon me, until his hard gaze caused me quite an uncomfortable feeling. It is unpleasant to have a dying mans eyes fixed so attentively upon one. Therefore I shifted my chair, but even then I could not escape that intent penetrating gaze. He seemed as if he were reading my very soul.

If I spoke he answered only in low monosyllables. Whenever I attempted to put a question he made a quick gesticulation, indicating his impossibility to reply. And so passed the whole long vigil until day broke in brightening grey, and the sun shone forth again.

Yet the mans hard stony stare was horrifying. Somehow it utterly unnerved me.

Had Tulloch not declared that the fellow was dying, I should certainly have left him; yet I felt it was my duty as a man to remain there, for was I not the only person in that household acquainted with the Italian tongue?

Ever and anon he clenched his teeth tightly and drew a long hard breath, as though bitterly vengeful at thought of some incident of the past.

Accidenti! was an ejaculation that escaped his lips now and then, and by it I knew that he was praying that an accident might befall his enemies — whoever they were. He uttered the most bitter curse that an Italian could utter.

Presently, about five oclock, just as the suns rays entering through the opening between the dingy old rep curtains fell across the threadbare carpet in a golden bar, he became quiet again.

Ah, signore, he said gratefully, it is really extremely good of you to put yourself out on my account — a perfect stranger.

Nothing, nothing, I assured him. It is only what you would do for me if I were ill in a foreign country where I could not speak the language.

Ay, that I would, he declared. And after a pause he added: Nearness to death causes us to make strange friendships — doesnt it?

Why? I asked, somewhat puzzled.

Well — in me, for instance, you are making a strange friend, he said, with a queer, harsh laugh.

Why strange?

Because you are utterly unaware of who or what I am.

I know your name — that is all, I responded quietly. You know the name by which I choose to be known here. It is not likely that I should disclose my real identity.

Why not?

Because — well, there are strong reasons, was his vague answer, and his mouth shut with a snap, as though he discerned that he had already said too much. Then a moment later he added: As Ive already told you, you have made a strange acquaintance in me. You will probably be surprised if ever you really do ascertain the truth, which is, however, not very likely, I think. At least I hope not.

I recollected that he had spoken of a secret — some womans secret — which he intended, at all hazards, to preserve. What was it, I wondered?

The thin drawn face upon the white pillow wore a wild, desperate expression. The stranger had actually laughed in triumph at the suggestion of death. A man must be desperate ere he can face the open grave with a smile upon his lips.

After a few minutes he raised his thin yellow finger beckoning me closer, and in a fainter voice said: — 

You are the only friend I have in this great capital, Signor Leaf, — for at table I had told him my name and something about my wandering life on the Continent— you will not allow them to bury me as a pauper? There is money — see, in that left-hand top drawer — over there. Will you get my purse?

I rose, opened the drawer he indicated, and handed him a bulky red morocco wallet, one of those in which Italians carry their paper currency.

He opened it and I saw that it was crammed with hundred-franc and even thousand-franc notes. In the wallet there was probably over a thousand pounds.

Will you take charge of it? he asked, handing it back. I shall never want it again. Pay all the expenses, and I would ask of you one favour. Upon the stone over my grave put no name — only the words: In Memory of one who was Unfortunate — that is all.

And the balance of the money — to whom shall I hand that?

He thought a few moments, his eyes fixed upon the low, smoke-blackened ceiling.

If there is no just claimant within one year take five thousand francs as a souvenir of me, and present the remainder to a hospital — whatever hospital in London you think the most deserving. You will also find the directions for obtaining certain securities deposited in Italy. Obtain them and deal with them as you deem advisable.

But have you no relations? I inquired, foreseeing a great difficulty in carrying out these verbal instructions.

Relations! Bah! what are relations? he cried excitedly. Only an infernal encumbrance. I suppose I have some somewhere — everybody has more or less.

And dont you know where yours are?

No, nor do I wish to know, he snapped. I am alone — you understand — entirely alone. And, moreover, I trust that if you are my friend, as you seem to wish to be, you will so far respect my memory as not to believe all that will probably be said against me. To you only I admit that I am not what I have represented myself to be — that is all. I accept your kindness, but, alas! with considerable shame.

I drew the Italian notes from the wallet, and counted them.

There are twenty-eight thousand lire here, I remarked, one thousand one hundred and twenty pounds.

What does it concern me how much there is? he asked, smiling. Use it as Ive directed. Indeed, he added, after a pause, you need not tell any one that you have it.

I shall tell my friend Sampson, or people may think that Ive stolen it, I said.

Yes, he remarked hoarsely, with a sigh, people are always ready to think ill of one, are they not?

And then, as the bar of sunlight crept slowly across the worn-out carpet, a deep silence again fell, broken only by the strangers fierce, vengeful mutterings which to me conveyed no distinct meaning.

Madonna mia! he cried aloud once, cringing in excruciating pain. How I suffer! I wonder how long it must be before I give out. Dio! Is this the punishment of hell?

Then he turned his eyes upon me — those wide-open, horrified eyes — in a look the remembrance of which is even to-day still before me, the recollection of which I shall carry with me to the grave.

There was something indescribable about that expression, uncanny, fascinating, inhuman. They were the eyes of a man who, though still alive, was obtaining his first glance into the awful mysteries of the eternity.

At half-past seven Tulloch returned and brought him a soothing draught, so that he slept, and I then left the sick-room to dress and breakfast.

With Mrs Gilbert, Sammy and I agreed that no word of the painful affair should be told to our fellow-guests, because illness in a boarding-house always causes the visitors to make excuses for departure. So we said nothing.

Sampson had some urgent business with his solicitor in the City that day, therefore I remained at home, acting as nurse to the unfortunate man whose end was now so near.

Three times during the day Tulloch returned, but all he did proved unavailing. The stranger could not possibly live, he said. It was a wonder that he had had strength to withstand the journey to England. It was the reaction that was proving fatal — internal haemorrhage.

Just before six oclock, when I crept on tiptoe back to the mysterious mans darkened room to see if he still slept, he called me eagerly in a low whisper, saying that he wished to speak to me in strict confidence.

I therefore seated myself at his bedside and bent down, so that the effort of speaking should be as little as possible.

There is still one further favour I would beg of you, Signor Leaf. I wonder whether — whether you would grant it? he asked very feebly, stretching out his thin hand until it rested upon my wrist.

If it is within my power, I will, I assured him.

Then you see this! he exclaimed, drawing from beneath his pillow a small flat packet in white paper about four inches square and secured by three large black oval seals evidently impressed by some old monastic seal of the middle ages.

I want you, he said, to accept the responsibility of this. They are papers of considerable value to certain relatives in Italy. Will you take charge of it, and three years after my death hand it intact to the Italian Ambassador? I appeal to you to do so, for you are my only friend, and I am dying, he added, in a tone of intense earnestness.

If you wish, I said, somewhat reluctant, however, to undertake such responsibility. And I took the packet, and, after examining the seals, transferred it to my pocket.

The mysterious Massari firmly declined my offer to go to the Italian Church in Hatton Garden and fetch a priest.

I dont wish to see anybody, he snapped. I have a reason. At least let me die in peace.

And an hour later, just as Tulloch returned, he again fixed those bright staring eyes upon me and silently passed away, carrying with him his secret to the grave.

It concerned a woman. That much he had admitted. Who was the woman, I wondered? What was her secret?

This man had a strange history, I feel convinced, I remarked in a low voice to Tulloch as we left the chamber of death together and quietly closed the door.

Yes, he said. He seemed a queer fellow. But in my profession, old chap, we often meet strange people, you know. Men, when they are dying, frequently have curious fancies and extraordinary hallucinations.

And then we went down into Mrs Gilberts sitting-room to inform her of the unfortunate occurrence in her house.

I locked the sealed packet and the bulky wallet safely away in my despatch-box, and when Sammy returned a little later I told him all that had occurred.

My friend, a short, fair-haired, round-faced fellow of thirty-eight, a splendid type of the muscular athletic Englishman, flung himself into the big leather armchair with a cigarette and listened. Like mine, his life had been full of adventure. Some years before he had thrown up his commission in the Scots Greys in order to go on active service, anywhere so long as there was fighting. He had been through three South American revolutions; had served with the Americans in Cuba; had been mentioned in despatches for his services before Ladysmith, and was now contemplating volunteering for service against the Mad Mullah. Possessed of comfortable private means he was soldier, traveller, big-game hunter and champion tennis-player, a good all-round man bubbling over with good-humour, and a great favourite with the ladies.

Well, Godfrey, old chap, he remarked, stretching himself out when I had concluded my story. Certainly the fellows a bit of a mystery. Do you know, I watched him very closely at table last night, and it somehow struck me that he feared to be recognised. Each time the door opened he started and looked apprehensively in its direction. Besides, a man of his stamp doesnt usually come to a boarding-house of this sort. Hed go to the Savoy, or the Cecil. Depend upon it he had a motive in coming here, and that motive was in order to hide himself. He may have done something wrong in Italy and fled to London, as so many do. Who knows?

Truth to tell, my friends suggestion exactly coincided with my own suspicion. Jane, the maid-of-all-work, had told me, to my surprise, that when she had entered his room that morning during my absence he had spoken to her in most excellent English! The fact, too, that he had refused to see a priest seemed to point to a fear lest his hiding-place might be discovered.

But he was dead, and I had, rather unwisely perhaps, accepted a curious responsibility. Even the money he had placed in my charge might be the proceeds of some theft!

That night I arranged with a neighbouring undertaker that the remains of the stranger should be taken away on the following night when the whole house was asleep, a service for which I received the heartfelt gratitude of Mrs Gilbert.

About seven oclock the next evening when I returned from the club, Miss Gilbert met me excitedly in the hall, and asked whether I would mind stepping into her mothers sitting-room for a moment.

Seated within, I found a tall, dark-haired, sweet-faced girl in neat black who looked at me with shy inquiry as I entered. I saw she was very beautiful. Her delicately moulded features were perfect, and upon her cheeks was the fresh bloom of youth. I judged her to be about twenty-five, with slim, narrow-waisted, graceful figure, eyes of soft dark brown, well-defined brows and tiny shell-like ears. Her air and manner was of the chic Parisienne, rather than the Londoner. The instant our gaze met I saw that she was a woman of exquisite sweetness — perhaps one of the most attractive I had ever seen in all my wide wanderings over the face of the globe.

This lady desires to see you, Mr Leaf, explained the landladys daughter. She has called with regard to our friend, Signor Massari.

I bowed to her, and as I did so she said quickly in English: — 

I am in active search of Signor Massari, and have come post-haste across Europe in order to find him. This lady says he has been here, but has left. You, I understand, speak Italian and have had several conversations with him?

I glanced quickly at Miss Gilbert. She had not told the visitor the sad truth, therefore I was compelled to sustain the fiction that the dead man had left.

The landladys daughter, apparently unable to further evade her visitors eager questions, excused herself and left us alone together.

The instant she had gone the visitor rose with a quick frou-frou of silken underskirts, and closing the door turned to me with a deep earnest look, saying in a low voice scarcely above a whisper: — 

Let me confess the truth, sir! I am in a most deadly peril, and yet utterly defenceless. I have come direct from Rome in order to overtake the man who has called himself Massari. I must find him, at all hazards. If he chooses to speak — to tell the truth — then he can save my life. If not, Im lost. Will you help me to discover him? Perhaps you know where he has gone? I throw myself upon your sympathy — upon your mercy. See! she cried hoarsely, with a wild look in her beautiful eyes, for she was indeed desperate, I am begging of you, a perfect stranger, begging for my freedom, for my womans honour — nay for my life!

I stood before her stunned.

What could I reply? What would you have replied in such circumstances?


Chapter Three.

Gives some Explanations.
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HER VOICE WAS soft and refined. She was evidently a lady.

The mysterious stranger had held the secret which might liberate her, yet he had carried it with him to the grave!

Who was he? Who was she?

The situation was certainly one of the most difficult in which a man could find himself. Miss Gilbert, in order to conceal the fact that a death had occurred in her boarding-house, had pretended that Massari had left. I saw, however, that the pale-faced girl before me was desperate, and felt convinced that the melancholy truth should be revealed to her.

The mans death sealed her doom. She had made that entirely plain to me.

I now distinguished that her dress was dusty, her dark hair slightly dishevelled, and she bore traces of long travel. She had evidently, on arrival from the Continent, come straight from Charing Cross out to Shepherds Bush. Therefore, by some secret means, she knew of Massaris intention of hiding himself at Mrs Gilberts.

You do not reply, she said, in a voice full of reproach. Do you really refuse to render me assistance, sir? Remember, I am a helpless woman who begs her life of you. You have seen and spoken with that man. Where is he now?

For a moment I hesitated. Then seeing that she must sooner or later know the truth I drew my breath and said: — 

Come, follow me. And opening the door we ascended the stairs.

Ah! she cried excitedly. He is still here! That woman lied when she told me he had gone, eh? He is still in the house!

I made no reply, but went on, she following closely behind.

Then a few moments later, having gained the top landing, I threw open the door of the darkened chamber of death and drew aside the curtains.

She dashed to the bed and tore the sheet from the dead, white face.

Then she staggered back as though she had received a blow.

My God! she cried. Too late! — too late!

Dull, dazed, she stood there, with the stare of blank despair in her eyes and pale as ashes. The dead white face seemed to wear a smile — the smile of cheerful resignation, as though his body had parted with its spirit in gladness and in triumph.

For a little while she stood stock-still and speechless — the living dead! Suddenly — ah! it is nothing in the telling; one should have heard and seen to realise — suddenly there welled up from the depths of her heart the sigh of its aching, the sob of its breaking. Then she shrieked with the ghastly laughter of despair. Then she lashed out to a cursing of the dead man and all his deeds; and her execrations were the most shocking because they proceeded from the tongue of a sweet-mouthed woman.

Of a sudden her eyes fell upon the strangers two portmanteaux, and dashing across she knelt to open them.

No, I said quietly, I cannot permit you to touch anything there.

You cannot permit — you! she cried, facing me.

And who, pray, are you? Have I not more right to know what he has here than you?

And with a sudden wrench she broke the hasp of the weak, foreign-made lock, and next instant turned the whole of the contents, clothes and papers, out upon the floor.

Quickly she searched among the quantity of papers, as though looking for something. Yet she was disappointed.

I took up several of the folded documents and found that they were bonds and other securities. It almost seemed as though the mysterious Massari had fled at an instants warning and taken all the valuables he had at hand.

The second portmanteau resisted her efforts to break it open, therefore I handed her the key. If, as she said, that man had held her future in his hands, she certainly had a right to look through what he had left behind.

In her eagerness she tossed the papers hither and thither, now pausing to scan a letter and now breaking open a sealed envelope and hastily ascertaining the contents.

No, she cried hoarsely at last, turning fiercely to where the dead body lay. You have left no written record. Brute! coward! assassin! she hissed between her teeth, shaking her fist in the dead mans face. You refused to give me my freedom — to clear my honour — you laughed in my face — you who knew the truth but refused to speak!

The scene was terrible, the living execrating the dead. I took her by the arm and tried to lead her away. But she shook me off, crying: — 

He has died of the terrible disease with which God had afflicted him. He knew, too well, that after his death I should be helpless and defenceless. He was wealthy, but what did all his wealth serve him — compelled to fly at night and hide himself here, hoping that I should not discover him. He little dreamed that I knew of his hiding-place.

Then he could have cleared you of some false charge, had he been so inclined? I inquired, hoping that she would reveal the truth to me.

Yes. A foul dastardly charge has been made against me — one of the cruellest and blackest that can be laid against a woman, she answered. By a word he could have established my innocence. He knew I was innocent, yet he refused — he laughed in my face, and told me that he would not lift a little finger to help either me or my father.

Why not?

Because the establishment of my innocence would have given me my happiness.

And he denied it to you. He had a motive, I suppose?

Yes — oh yes! she said. Even my tears did not move him. I went upon my knees and begged him to speak, but he was obdurate. That was eight days ago. And how soon has Fate overtaken him! Two days later he was compelled to fly in secret in order to avoid arrest, and to-day he is lying there dead — his lips, alas! sealed.

Ah! unfortunately, I sighed, he can no longer bear witness on your behalf, miss — I have not the pleasure of your name? I said, hesitating purposely.

Miller — Lucie Miller, she replied. And yours?

Godfrey Leaf.

Yes, Mr Leaf, it is unfortunate for me, she said, with a dark look of desperation. I am a doomed woman!

Oh, no, you must not speak like that, I urged. Surely the charge against you is not so very serious! To me it seemed impossible that such a sweet-faced girl should have any grave imputation against her.

I have enemies, bitter, relentless enemies, was her brief response. She had grown a little calmer, and I had replaced the sheet over the cold, lifeless countenance of the man who had refused to tell the world the truth and thus save her.

Have you travelled from Rome alone? I inquired.

No. I had a companion, she answered, but did not satisfy me whether it was a male or female.

You live in Rome, perhaps? I asked, for I saw that she had a cosmopolitan air which was not that of an English-bred woman.

No. I generally live in Leghorn.

Ah! in Tuscany. I know Leghorn quite well — the Brighton of Italy, a very gay place in summer. Pancaldis at four oclock in the season is always bright and amusing.

You really know Pancaldis? she exclaimed, brightening. Only fancy! We have so very few English in Leghorn. They prefer Vallombrosa or the Bagni di Lucca. Indeed an Englishman in Leghorn, beyond the shipping people, is quite a rarity.

And this man Massari — it was not his real name? I said.

No. But I regret that I am not permitted to tell you who he really was. He was a person very well-known in Italy — a person of whom you read frequently in the newspapers. That is all I may tell you.

Well, really, Miss Miller, all this is very mystifying, I said. Why did he come here?

Because he thought that he would be able to live in hiding. He feared lest I might follow him.

But you said that he also feared arrest.

That is so. He was compelled to escape. His enemies laid a trap for him, just as he did for my father and myself.

But why did he refuse to give you back your happiness by clearing you of the charge? To me it seems almost incredible that a man should thus treat an innocent woman.

Ah! Mr Leaf, you didnt know him. He was one of the most unscrupulous and hard-hearted men in the whole of Italy. Every soldo he possessed bore upon it the blood and tears of the poor. He lent money at exorbitant interest to the contadini, and delighted to ruin them from the sheer love of cruelty and oppression. Those papers there, and she pointed to the securities she had scattered upon the dingy carpet, and every franc he possessed are accursed.

And he had given me the sum of two hundred pounds for accepting the responsibility of his funeral and of the sealed packet.

You mean that he was, by profession, a moneylender?

Oh, dear no. He lent money merely for the purpose of ruining people. He was heartless and cruel by nature, and if a man committed suicide — as many did because he had ruined them — he would laugh at the poor fellow as a fool, and take the very bread from the mouths of the widow and family.

The brute! A Jew, I suppose?

No. The people believed him to be one, but he was not. In his methods he was more fiendish than any Hebrew. He did not lend money for profit, but in order to bring misery to others. The one kind, generous action he might have performed towards me, the giving back to me my honour, he refused. To him, it was nothing; to me, everything. It meant my life.

And I saw in her eyes a desperate look that deeply impressed me.

I wish you would be more explicit, Miss Miller. If I can be of any service to you or assist you in any way, I shall be delighted. Really I dont like to hear you talk as you do. If you are in a quandary there must be some way out of it, and two heads, you know, are always better than one.

She sighed, and raising her fine eyes to mine, replied: — 

Ah! I fear, Mr Leaf, that your kind assistance would be unavailing, although I thank you all the same. That man yonder held my life in his hand. One word from him would have saved me. But he refused, and before I could overtake him Death had claimed him.

He told me that he felt no regret in having to die, I said.

Of course not. Had he lived the truth would have been revealed, and he would have dragged out his remaining days in a convict prison. I know that truth — a strange and startling one — a truth which would assuredly amaze and astound you. But he is dead, she added, and though he refused to give me back my honour and my life I will never seek a vendetta upon one whom the Avenger has already claimed — one whom God Himself has justly judged.

And together we turned, and left the silent chamber wherein lay the remains of the man who was a mystery.


Chapter Four.

Arouses Certain Suspicions.
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SAMMY CHANCED TO be out, therefore I conducted her to our cosy little sitting-room at the back of the house on the first floor, and after a few minutes she had so far recovered from the shock of seeing her dead enemy that she seated herself and allowed me to talk further to her.

I told her of the request which Massari had made respecting his epitaph, and of his fearless encounter with death.

Naturally. He was unfortunate, and he wished to die, she said, quite coolly. Had he lived he would only have fallen into disgrace and been placed in the criminal dock.

Towards me he was very pleasant, though not very talkative.

Ah! you have had a narrow escape, she said, with her dark eyes fixed upon me mysteriously.

A narrow escape? What of, pray? I dont understand you.

Of course not, she answered, smiling strangely.

Tell me more, I said eagerly. This statement of yours is very puzzling, and has aroused my curiosity. Do you mean that Massari had some sinister design upon me?

She fixed her dark eyes upon me for a few moments, then said: — 

You were once, about three years ago, in Pisa — at the Minerva, I think?

I stood before her open-mouthed. What did this sweet-faced woman know regarding that closed page of my lifes history?

Mention of that hotel in the quiet old marble-built city where stands the wonderful Leaning Tower recalled to me a certain unsavoury incident that I would fain have forgotten, yet could never put from me its remembrance.

Well? I asked at last, summoning all my strength to remain calm. What of it?

She was silent for a moment, gazing straight into my eyes.

Something occurred there, did it not? she said slowly.

And he knew of that?

Then I recollected how the dying man had fixed his eyes upon me with that hard, intense look; how his gaze had followed me about the room, and I saw his fierce hatred and deep regret that while he himself was dying I still lived.

Perhaps he had intended that our positions should be reversed, but God had willed it otherwise.

Did Lucie Miller herself know what had taken place in Pisa?

I asked her point-blank, but from her replies I became reassured that she was entirely ignorant of the real facts. She knew that some extraordinary incident that concerned me had taken place there — that was all.

By what means had the stranger obtained knowledge of my secret? To me, her allegation that I had had some narrow escape seemed incredible. I could not discern sufficient motive. Yet she repeated her allegation, adding: — 

His motives were always hidden ones.

Well, I declared, to me the thing is really beyond credence. I cant see what I can have done to injure him. Was it in connection with the affair in Pisa, do you think?

I believe it was, but of course Im not quite certain, was her somewhat vague reply. Perhaps she desired to mislead me.

The position was certainly a strange one. Had the dead man been a secret enemy of both of us?

The sweet face had changed as she sat with her neat patent-leather shoe stretched forth upon the shabby hearth-rug. It was even paler and more serious, while her eyes were fixed upon mine with a curious, intense gaze that caused me surprise.

You have fortunately escaped, she said mechanically, after a brief pause. I am, however, a victim, and doomed.

And sighing her eyes fell upon the carpet.

But you will be able to clear yourself of this charge against you, Miss Miller — you must — you will. If the brute refused to clear you, then you must find other means. Why did he refuse? What had he to gain by refusing?

Everything, was her low, hoarse answer. If he had spoken the truth and cleared me then a terrible vengeance would have fallen upon him. But death overtook him instead.

I wondered whether I should tell her of the commission he had entrusted to me, but decided that, for the present, I would say nothing.

Are you returning at once to Italy? I inquired presently, for our mutual connection with the dead man had aroused my curiosity concerning her. I longed to know who she was, and who was the man who lay in that darkened upstairs room.

I hardly know what my future movements are to be, she replied. I came post-haste to London to face him and to compel him to speak and clear me of the foul imputation against me. Now that all is in vain — now that the future holds no hope for me — I dont know what I shall do.

You have friends in England, of course?

I have an aunt living in the country. Perhaps I shall go to her. I must first hear what my father counsels, now that our enemy is dead. Then after a pause she raised her eyes to mine and added: I think you are acquainted with a certain lady named Hardwick, are you not?

I started. She seemed to be aware of all my private affairs. It was extraordinary. Surely these people had not spied upon me?

I knew a lady of that name some time ago.

She smiled mysteriously, for she had watched my face and seen my expression of surprise.

And the recollection of her is not a very pleasant one, eh?

How did you know that? I asked quickly.

She shrugged her shoulders with that foreign air which showed her to be a born cosmopolitan and laughed, but made no reply. That she knew more concerning me than she admitted was quite plain.

And what has the woman Hardwick to do with the affair? I asked in surprise.

She is not your friend, she answered, in a low, serious voice. You have seen her lately, I presume.

I met her last while at supper at the Savoy about a fortnight ago, I said. She then pressed me to go and dine with her.

Of course. Hitherto you had not seen her for several months.

No. She has been abroad, I understand.

Yes. In Italy.

And she invited me with some sinister motive? I exclaimed in surprise.

She wishes to resume your acquaintance, and to regain your confidence. It was, I think, part of an intrigue.

I refused her invitation, I said. I had long ago discovered that she was not my friend.

That is fortunate. Otherwise you might have cause to deeply regret it. The woman is an adventuress of the worst type — a fact which I daresay you are already aware of.

I discovered it by mere accident, and for that reason I dropped her acquaintance. But what you have told me is utterly astounding.

That mans end relieves you of all further anxiety, yet at the same time it dooms me to shame — and to death! she remarked hoarsely, rising suddenly to her feet with quick resolution.

I made no remark. What she had revealed to me was so bewildering. That the woman, before me had interests in common with myself was now plain. She was in deep distress — in fear of what the dark future held in store for her, abandoned by the one man who could clear her of this mysterious allegation, so infamous that she dare not repeat it to me, a stranger.

Her grace and beauty, too, were assuredly incomparable. Truly she was one of the prettiest women I had ever met — yet at the same time the most despairing. I saw tragedy in her countenance — the shadow of death was in her eyes, and I stood before her silent and fascinated by the mystery which enveloped her.

I must go, Mr Leaf, she said. I must telegraph to my father and inform him of the contretemps which has occurred. He will direct me how to act. But before I go I would like to thank you very very much for your great kindness and sympathy towards me. I am sure that, if possible, you would seek to assist me. But it is out of the question — entirely out of the question. What must be, must be.

And she put out her small hand to me in farewell.

There must, I am sure, be some way in which to evade this misfortune which you apprehend, I said. At any rate we may meet again, may we not? Where shall you stay in London?

I really dont know, she said, in a vague, blank manner which showed that she wished to evade me, fearing perhaps lest I might make unwelcome inquiries concerning her. As to our meeting again, I hardly think such a course would be wise. My friendship might imperil you still further, therefore let us end it now, as pleasantly as it has commenced.

What do you mean? I asked.

You will know what I mean, Mr Leaf, some day, she answered, with a strange look in her dark eyes. Then sighing she added: Farewell.

And I was compelled to take the hand she offered. Refusing to tell me where she lived, and holding out no fixed promise of returning, she at once went down with me to the front door.

After I had bowed farewell and she had descended the steps, I closed the door, and was returning along the hall when suddenly Sammy emerged from the dining-room, where he had evidently been standing, and facing me with a strange, serious expression upon his features, such as I had never seen there before, asked: — 

Godfrey! whats that woman doing here — in this house? Do you know who she is? By Jove, you dont, thats certain, otherwise you would never have let her cross this threshold. Why has she dared to come here?


Chapter Five.

The Villa Du Lac.
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LOOK HERE, SAMMY! I exclaimed, when we were together in our little den a few minutes later, whats the good of beating about the bush? Why dont you tell me straight out what you have against her?

My dear fellow! surely it isnt for me to cast a slur upon any ladys character. I merely warn you that she has a very queer reputation — thats all. And he stretched out his legs and blew a cloud of smoke from his lips.

Every woman seems to enjoy a reputation more or less queer nowadays, I declared. Have you ever come across a woman about whom something detrimental was not whispered by her enemies? I havent.

Perhaps youre right there, Godfrey, was my friends reply. You discovered the truth concerning Ina Hardwick, and that was a hard blow for you, eh? But didnt I give you a hint long before which you refused to take?

And now you give me a hint regarding Lucie Miller. Well, tell me straight out — who and what she is.

First tell me why she came to see you.

She certainly didnt come to see me, I protested. She came to see the stranger — shes a friend of the dead mans.

He turned, knit his brows, and stared straight into my face.

A friend of Massaris! Who told you so?

She did.

Sammy smiled incredulously. He was a man who had passed through life having singularly escaped all the shadows that lie on it for most men; and he had far more than most what may be termed the faculty for happiness.

Hm. Depend upon it she came here more on your account than to visit the mysterious Italian.

But she saw Miss Gilbert and asked for Massari! I exclaimed. It was Miss Gilbert who called me and introduced me. I took her up to the dead mans room, and the sight of him was a terrible shock to her. Shes not exactly his friend; more his enemy, I think.

How could she know Massari was here, pray?

Ah! I dont know that. The Italian was probably followed here after his arrival at Charing Cross.

Did she explain why the fellow came here?

Yes, she told me various things that have utterly stupefied me, I answered. She hints that the Italian and the woman Ina Hardwick were in league to take my life.

Your life? he cried. What absurd romance has she been telling you? Why you didnt know Massari until yesterday!

Thats just it. But nevertheless theres some truth in what she alleges. Of that Im quite convinced.

Why?

For several reasons. One is because she is aware of one curious incident in my life, one of which even you, Sammy, are in ignorance. It is my secret, and I thought none knew it. Yet Massari was aware of it, and she also knows something about it, although, fortunately, not the whole of the details.

Sammy twisted his small, fair moustache, and was puzzled.

She actually knows a secret of yours, eh? Then depend upon it she intends to profit by it. Be careful of her, thats all, Godfrey. She may have known Massari, for shes mixed up with a very queer lot. But its quite evident that she came really to see you. Did she enlist your sympathies in any way; did she ask you to do anything for her — any service, I mean?

For a few moments I hesitated; then, in order to further convince him, I told him all that had occurred, and repeated her strange story of how the man we knew as Massari had refused to tell the truth and liberate her.

He probably had sufficient reason, declared Sammy, in a hard voice, quite unusual to him. The truth, however, is quite plain. She has spread out her net for you, and you bid fair to fall an easy prey, old fellow.

But, my dear chap, Im pretty wary. Remember Im thirty-two and am past the adolescence of youth.

Shes uncommonly good-looking. Youve told me so yourself. Admiration is the first stage always, he sneered.

But tell me what you know of her, I urged. Where did you first come across her?

At Enghien, just outside Paris, nearly three years ago. They lived in a rather fine villa, the grounds of which went down to the lake. You know Enghien — a gay little place, with pretty villas and a casino on the lake. Brunet, the dramatic critic of the Temps, introduced her father to me in the American bar at the Grand, and he invited me to go down to his place and dine. I did so, and found several other male guests, men of the smartest sporting set in Paris — mostly Frenchmen. At first I believed Mr Miller was a person of means, but one day a man who said he had known him, told me that he was a crook. I admit I could not discover what was the source of his income. I only knew that his friends were mostly rich racing men and chevaliers dindustrie, and that he frequently gave very delightful dinners. Though she never dined with her fathers friends, Lucie was often to be seen. She seemed then to be a mere slip of a girl of nineteen or so, extremely pretty, with her dark hair dressed low and tied with a broad bow of black ribbon. The men who frequented the place always addressed her as Bébé, and would sometimes take her boxes of chocolate. One evening after dinner somebody suggested a hand at cards, when suddenly I caught Miller doing a trick, and I stood up and openly denounced him. It may have been foolish of me, but I spoke without reflecting. He denied my accusation fiercely, and was supported by his friends. Therefore I took my hat and left the house, now convinced that the fellow was a crook. After that I made inquiries about him of a man who had been in the Paris sûreté whom I know very well, with the result that I found the Englishman enjoyed half a dozen aliases and was undoubtedly a queer character. His associates were mostly persons known to the police. Even his butler at the villa was a man who had done five years for burglary. The theory of my friend, the ex-detective, was that he was allied with a gang of international thieves, those clever gentry of means who operate in the principal cities throughout Europe, and who are so ingenious that they in most cases outwit the police. Though there was not sufficient evidence to justify any direct allegation it was strongly suspected that the source of Mr Millers wealth at that moment was the proceeds of a very cleverly planned robbery at the Commercial Bank in Bordeaux. When I told my friend how I had denounced Millers trick, he looked grave and said: That was very injudicious. Those people might seek revenge. I laughed in derision, but he was so serious, and so strongly urged me to be careful, that I began to repent my boldness in making the charge. Miller and his friends were, so my friend told me, a dangerous lot.

But if Lucie has the misfortune to have a father who is a scoundrel, it surely is no reason why she herself should be bad? I remarked.

You cant touch pitch without being soiled, my dear fellow. Think of the life of a young girl among such a crowd as that! Ah! youve never seen them — you can have no idea what theyre like.

But what direct charge do you allege against her? I asked. Speak quite plainly, for Im neither her friend nor her enemy. She has to-day told me certain things that have held me bewildered, and naturally Im all curiosity to ascertain something concerning her.

Well, he said, casting himself again into the big chair and smoking vigorously, it was like this. One day about a month afterwards there came to stay with me at the Continental a wealthy young Chilian, Manuel Carrera by name, whom I had first met when, two years before, we had fought side by side in the streets of Valparaiso during the revolution. He and I were partisans of the Government, of which his father was Minister of the Interior. Now that the Government had been restored he occupied a very important post in the Treasury, and had come to Paris to transact some business with the Banque de France. At first we were together every evening, and very often the greater part of the day, but of a sudden he seemed to prefer to go about Paris alone, for he had, he told me, met some other friends. For a fortnight or so I had very little of his company; but one afternoon he surprised me by saying that he was going down to Enghien to make a call. I offered to accompany him, saying that I could amuse myself at a café while he was calling, and that we might afterwards dine together at the Casino. Truth to tell, I had not been to Enghien since that well-remembered night, and I wanted to see whether the Villa du Lac was still occupied. To my surprise, his destination proved to be that very villa. He left me and entered the big gates before I had time to warn him of Miller, therefore I turned on my heel and took a cab to the café of the Casino situated on the opposite shore of the lake. Where I sat, at one of the little tin tables beneath the trees, the water stretched before me, and beyond a green, well-kept lawn and the big white villa were shining through the trees. I lit a cigar and sat wondering. Suddenly across the lawn I saw two figures strolling slowly. One was a slim young girl in a white muslin dress girdled with pale blue, her companion a man in grey flannels and a panama. Then the truth was plain. My friend had fallen in love with Lucie Miller. His frequent absences were thus accounted for. I watched them as they sat together upon the garden seat facing the lake, and saw that he was telling her something to which she was listening very attentively, her head bowed as though in deep emotion. Was he declaring his love, I wondered? For fully half an hour they sat there, when at last he rose, threw off his coat, and then both stepping into the boat at the bottom of the lawn he slowly rowed her away up the lake until behind the island they passed from my sight.

Sammy was silent, thinking deeply. A sigh escaped him.

And then?

What happened immediately afterwards will probably never be known, he said, in a hard, hoarse voice. I only know that somewhere about nine oclock that same evening Carreras despatch-box in his room at the Continental was opened with its proper key, and Chilian Government securities which he had only that day redeemed from the bank and intended to carry back to Valparaiso as well as a lot of negotiable bonds were all abstracted, together with a large sum in French bank-notes — the value altogether being about eighty thousand pounds. At midnight the poor fellow lay in the same room with a bullet in his brain. He realised how he had been tricked; how the key had been taken from his jacket pocket while he had taken the fair Lucie out upon the lake, and in a fit of chagrin and despair he took his revolver and ended his life.

He committed suicide! I gasped. Didnt you see him after he went out upon the lake; didnt you warn him?

No. I meant to. But, alas! I was too late. I waited an hour at the Casino; then returned to Paris; and imagine my horror when I discovered next morning what had happened.

What did you do?

I went at once to the Prefecture of Police and gave information. With three detectives I went down to Enghien, but we found the Villa du Lac uninhabited. The mysterious Mr Miller and his pretty daughter had already flown. That was three years ago, and from that afternoon until half an hour ago I have never set eyes upon the dark-eyed girl who so cleverly assisted her father in his ingenious schemes.

But are you sure she is the same? I asked. You admit that she has changed.

She has. Shes grown more beautiful, but she is the same, my dear fellow — the same. Is it any wonder that I hate her?


Chapter Six.

The Truth about the Stranger.
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I SAT STARING at my friend, unable to utter a word.

In the past twenty-four hours, through no fault or seeking of my own, I had suddenly been plunged into a maze of mystery, and there had been revealed to me a grave personal peril of which I had been in utter ignorance.

What the sweet, open-faced girl had divulged to me had caused me much amazement, yet this extraordinary story of Sammys was utterly dumbfounding. I could not bring myself to believe that the girl who had so simply confessed to me her distress had wilfully assisted her father in robbing young Carrera, thereby causing him to take his life. To me it was utterly incredible.

Yet the fact that she had any connection with the mysterious Italian now lying dead above caused me to ponder. She knew the secret of that incident in quiet old Pisa. Yes. She was a mystery.

Had she told me the actual truth? That was the question which greatly puzzled me.

Through the following day and the next when, with Sammy, I followed the Italian to his lonely grave at Highgate, I recalled every incident of that strange sequence of circumstances, and longed again to see and question her.

Sammy, with that easy irresponsibility which was one of his chief characteristics, declared that Lucie, for obvious reasons, would not show herself again. But, on the other hand, I argued that if his allegation that she had come to Granville Gardens in order to meet me were correct, then she would return. She had, I pointed out, no suspicion that he was there and had recognised her. Therefore there was nothing to prevent her seeking me.

The whole circumstances were both romantic and puzzling.

The very man who she had alleged had plotted with the woman Hardwick against me had entrusted his most valuable possessions to me. Why? Had the small kindness I had shown him turned his heart towards me? Certainly he had paid me for my services — the sum of two hundred pounds.

Once or twice I wondered how I stood legally. The man was dead, yet I had a faint suspicion that I had no legal right whatsoever to administer his estate. There might be a will somewhere, and if legatees came forward I might one day find myself in a very queer and awkward position.

But I told Sammy nothing of this. I deemed it best to preserve silence both as regards the money and the curious packet that I was to keep three years.

A week went by. The man who had given his name as Massari had been interred, the expenses paid, and life at Mrs Gilberts had resumed its normal quiet. Indeed, not until three days after the funeral were the other guests let into the tragic secret of the strangers sudden death. Then for a day or two the whole place was agog and various theories formed. In London a foreigner is always viewed with a certain amount of suspicion, perhaps on account of our insular proclivities, perhaps because the majority of Londoners know no other language beyond a smattering of elementary French.

Often and often, when alone in our little den at the back of the house, Sammy and I discussed the curious affair, but neither of us was able to arrive at any satisfactory conclusion.

To be in order, I called in a solicitor named Price whom I knew, and a week after Massaris death we opened his portmanteaux together and examined the contents.

They presented several surprises. Sammy was, of course, with us, taking an eager interest in the affair and helping to examine the documents which we found. He was of little use, however, for they were mostly in Italian, a language of which both my companions were almost entirely ignorant.

The first fact I established was that the name of the deceased was not Massari but Giovanni Nardini. This surprised us all, for Nardini was very well-known in Italy, having held the portfolio of Justice in the Ministry overthrown only a week before, and having made himself conspicuous in his perpetual war with the Socialist party in the Chamber. Only two days ago I had read telegrams from Rome in the morning papers saying that there were serious charges against the Minister of appropriating the public funds while in office, and that the Government were considering what steps they should take for his prosecution.

I had never connected the notorious Minister of Justice Nardini with the stranger who had died so suddenly. Yet had not Lucie Miller told me that he was a person well-known in Italy?

He was a thief who absconded, thats very evident, Sammy remarked dryly. We shall perhaps find something interesting presently.

The lawyer Price and myself were seated at the table in the room where the ex-Minister had died, and we both carefully examined paper after paper, I reading aloud a rough translation.

Many of the documents were, I recognised, of extreme importance to the Government. Some were the official records of sentences pronounced by the Tribunal upon various persons and had evidently been extracted from the archives of the Ministry.

I wonder what he intended to do with these? Price remarked presently. Perhaps his idea was to sell them to the persons who had been condemned to enable them to destroy the record.

Or perhaps he held them for the purposes of levying blackmail? Sammy suggested. No man, if he were leading an honest life, would like to have his police record hawked about.

But here, I said, holding up a paper, here are the confidential notes of the President of the Court of Assizes at Milan concerning two very important cases, showing the lines on which the prosecution was to be conducted. These would surely be of the utmost value to the prisoners, for upon them they could form a complete defence. The prosecution is a political one, and the weak points in the evidence are indicated and commented upon. Yes, I added, all these official documents have been carried off because they could easily be turned into money. We shall be compelled to restore them to the Italian Government.

His Excellency, when he fled from Rome, took care to carry away all he could that was of value, remarked the solicitor. Fate, however, very quickly overtook him before he had time to negotiate any of the documents.

The letters occupied us some considerable time. They were in two packets secured by broad elastic bands, and all were, without exception, letters from poor unfortunate victims who were in his clutches financially and who begged for further time in which to pay. Some of them, written in illiterate calligraphy, were heartrending appeals for wife, family, honour — even life. They were the collection of a hard-hearted man whose delight it was to crush and oppress rich and poor alike. The letters showed that. More than one was full of bitter reproach and withering sarcasm, revealing plainly that what the English girl had said concerning him was the actual truth.

And yet in my short acquaintance with him prior to his decease I had never dreamed that his character was as such.

Nevertheless at that moment, as I afterwards discovered, the Italian press was full of bitter abuse of the man who for the past four years or so had been one of the most popular in Italy. But he had been found out, and in ignorance of his death they were now hounding him down and appealing to the Government to arrest and prosecute him.

We had nearly completed our investigation, Price taking a careful inventory of the contents of the portmanteaux, when I discovered an envelope in which was a large yellow printed form filled in with a quantity of microscopic writing.

Within was a folded sheet of grey notepaper — a letter in Italian which I read eagerly, holding my breath, for what was contained there staggered me.

My companions watched my change of countenance in wonder. And well, indeed, they might, for it was the appeal of a desperate woman, a letter that revealed to me an amazing truth — a letter signed Lucie.

And when I had finished reading it, I sat there, staring as the written lines danced before my eyes, amazed, unable to utter a single word in response to their questions.


Chapter Seven.

Describes some Confidential Documents.
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I HAD NO right to divulge the girls secret to my two companions. I recognised this in an instant.

She had told me in confidence, and here was plain proof of what she had explained.

What is it? asked Price. Something that surprises you?

Well, yes, I answered as carelessly as I could. Its a letter from a woman.

From Lucie Miller! cried Sammy, whose sharp eyes had caught the signature. What does she say? Tell us, he asked eagerly.

No, I said firmly. Recollect that whatever or whoever this man is, he is dead. Therefore let his private affairs rest. It is surely no concern of ours.

No — of yours, perhaps, my friend laughed. Remember what I told you about her.

I recollect every word.

And yet you are all the time anxious to meet her again, Godfrey! Do you know, I really believe the girl has captivated you — like she has so many others.

You dont take me for a fool — do you? I snapped, rather annoyed. She was in distress and I am wondering if she has yet extricated herself.

Price made inquiry as to whom we were discussing, but in a few quick sentences I satisfied his curiosity.

I should be very sorry if she ever comes here again, declared Sammy. I have no wish to meet her. The memory of my poor friend Carrera is far too painful.

You believe, then, that his death was due to her — that she induced him to leave his jacket upon the lawn?

I make no direct charge, my dear fellow. I only say that shes daughter of one of the most ingenious crooks in Europe — a member, if not the actual leader, of one of the cleverest of the international gangs. They are possessed of ample means, and the police are no match for their ingenuity.

You have your opinion, my dear old chap; I have mine, I said, glancing round the room and recollecting vividly how she had stood there and looked upon the white drawn face of the man who had refused to extricate her from her deadly peril.

He took up the yellow paper, glanced it over, and put it down again without being able to make anything out of it.

I said I would translate it later, and placed it aside, together with the strange letter of appeal.

Neither of my companions was very well satisfied, I could see. They wished to know what the mysterious Lucie had written, while I, on my part, was equally determined not to tell them. It was surely not fair to her to divulge what had been meant for Nardinis eye alone; therefore, I intended to keep possession of the letter, and to hand it to her to destroy, should we ever meet again.

Now that I recall those hours following the strangers decease and the English girls mysterious visit I cannot even now explain why I so suddenly commenced to take an interest in her. She was beautiful, it was true, but man-of-the-world that I was, and a constant wanderer across the face of Europe, I knew dozens of women quite as graceful, if not even more beautiful. Besides, there was the dark stigma upon her which Sammy had alleged, and which, by what I had now discovered, seemed fully borne out.

No. I think the mystery of the affair was responsible for my undue interest in her. Sammy, of course, put it down to her personal attractions, but he was decidedly and distinctly in error. She had told me of her perilous position, and of the dead mans refusal to assist her. Therefore it was but natural that I was curious to know how she fared.

Again, was she not in some mysterious way acquainted with a secret of my own life? Perhaps it was also that fact which caused me a longing to know the real truth concerning her.

There was certainly nothing of the adventuress about her. She was quiet, refined, graceful, neatly dressed, and spoke with easy, well-bred accents that were essentially those of a lady.

I do not think my worst enemy has ever declared me to be impressionable where women were concerned, for truth to tell, an incident that had occurred four years before had soured my life, and caused my resolution to ever remain a bachelor.

Ah! It was all over — the old story of the mad passion of a man for one who proved — well, unworthy. Ah! how I had adored my Ella; how I worshipped the very ground upon which she trod; how I would have conquered the very world for her sake. Yes. I saw her now, so young in her white muslin dress with her gold-brown hair falling upon her shoulders, her laughing blue eyes, and the red rose in her breast as we walked that June afternoon along those white English cliffs with the blue Channel at our feet. That never-to-be-forgotten afternoon we pledged our love, our hot lips met in their first fierce caress, our hearts beat in unison. She was my all in all. For months we lived in a world that was entirely our own — a bright rosy world of high ideals and ineffable sweetness, for we loved, ay we loved in a manner, I believe, that man and maiden never loved before. Even the remembrance of it now was sweet and yet — ah! so intensely bitter.

But why need I trouble you with that incident of long ago? Suffice it to say that my little Ella preferred money to a mans love, and she became engaged to a stout, grey-haired fellow old enough to be her father. Six months later she sickened, and then I heard that she was dead. Ah! the blow was to me terrible! I became from that day a changed man.

Since my little Ella preferred money to my love, I had again been wandering hither and thither, a careless, aimless man, just as I had wandered before meeting her. If I had had a profession it would have been different, but my father committed the unpardonable folly of leaving me comfortably off, therefore I simply developed into an idler, preferring life at the gay continental resorts — now in Monte Carlo, now in Paris, now in Rome, or elsewhere, just as my inclinations led me — to the dull humdrum existence of chambers in London. Ella — Ella! I thought of none save of my sweet dead love, now lost to me for ever.

Therefore, when Sammy hinted that I had become bewitched by Lucie Miller I firmly and frankly denied such assertion. Four years is a breach in a mans life, but even four years had not caused me to forget my first and only true passion — the passion that had ended so tragically. Sometimes life does not count by years. Some suffer a lifetime in a day, and so grow old between the rising and the setting of the sun.

When Price had concluded the inventory of the dead mans papers, I sorted out all those which had any official bearing. Perhaps I ought to have communicated at once with the Italian Consulate, seeing that the dead man was an Italian subject, but at the time it never occurred to me. The papers which had so evidently been abstracted from the archives of the Ministry of Justice in Rome I tied up in a bundle and placed them apart. The others, with the exception of the yellow folio and the letter of appeal, we replaced in the portmanteaux.

Later that afternoon, when alone, I drew out the letter again and re-read it. Translated into English it was as follows: — 

Your Excellency Signor Nardini — For the last time I throw myself upon your charity and ask you to speak and clear me of this disgraceful allegation they have made against me. You alone know that I am entirely innocent. You alone know that on the evening of the affair I was at the Villa Verde. Therefore, how could I have been in Rome? How can I be culpable? A single word from you will vanquish these lying, unscrupulous enemies of mine who have thus attacked my honour and seek to connect me with an affair of which I swear I am in utter ignorance.

Surely you will not refuse to make this one single declaration to save me! Reflect well all that it means to me — this disgraceful accusation against my honour. I know your reluctance. You fear that your own admission that I was at your villa out at Tivoli on that night may give rise to some scandalous gossip. But will you not risk it in order to save a womans life? Shall I not suffer more than you — a man? Yet I am quite ready to face the scandal of our names being connected in order to free myself from this most disgraceful charge. Say what you wish concerning me — tell all you know, if it suits your purpose — only I pray of you to shield me from these fierce, relentless enemies of mine.

I, a defenceless and desperate woman, beg of you to speak the truth and clear me. Will you not hear my appeal?

To-morrow, at noon, I shall call upon you personally for a reply.

Speak — speak, I beg of you most humbly and with all my heart. You are the only person who can save me, and I pray that God in His justice may direct your action of mercy. Lucie.

Was not the truth plainly written there? Surely she had not misled me in her motive in coming to England, to make one final appeal to the man whose lips had, alas! been closed by death!

I re-read the piteous letter, sighing the while. Every word of it showed her mad desperation at being unable to prove her innocence of this mysterious allegation. The reason of the mans silence was now obvious. If he had spoken he would have had to tell the truth — which from her letter appeared to be an unpleasant one and likely to cause scandal. Yet she asserted that she was fearless of anything the world might say; therefore did not that very fact suggest that there was no ground for any scandal?

Then I opened the yellow official paper which had been preserved with the letter of appeal.

Headed Amministrazione di Pubblica Sicurezza and bearing the number 28,280, it was, I saw, the Italian police record regarding an Englishman named James Harding Miller, son of William Miller, born at Studland, in Dorsetshire, widower, and resident in Rome. After the name and the statement that he was sometimes known as Milner, a minute description was given of the person whom the record concerned, and in that column headed Connotati, or personal appearance, was the following: — 

Statura: alto.
Corporature: secco.
Colorito: bruno.
Capelli: castagna.
Barba: c.
Occhi: c.
Naso: greco.
Bocca: reg.
Fronte: guista.
Segni: porta lenti.

The meaning of this was that Mr Milner, or Miller, was tall of stature, dark complexion, chestnut beard, hair and eyes, Greek nose, and that he habitually wore pince-nez. In fact upon the back of the document were pasted four photographs, taken in different positions, and probably by different photographers.

The information contained in the record was, however, of more interest to me, and I read it through very carefully from end to end.

Briefly, what was chronicled there was to the effect that the Englishman Miller had on several occasions been suspected of being implicated in various schemes of fraud in association with certain persons against whom were previous convictions. It appeared that so strong were the suspicions concerning him in the case of an extensive fraud upon Frenchs bank in Florence by means of forged securities two years before that Miller was arrested, but after exhaustive inquiries was allowed his freedom as there was insufficient evidence.

The lines of even writing went on to state: The mans daughter, Lucie Lilian Miller, is constantly with him, and may participate in his schemes. There is, however, no direct allegation against her. Miller, it continued, evidently possessed a secret source of income which was believed to be derived from dishonest sources, though the actual truth had not yet been discovered. The record ended with the words added as a postscript in another handwriting: After exhaustive inquiries made by the Questura in Rome, in Florence and in Leghorn, it is now established beyond doubt that the Englishman is in active communication with a clever international association of sharpers.

After reading that I was compelled to accept the truth of Sammys statement. The man Miller had evidently plotted and obtained the securities in the young Chilians despatch-box.

Yet had Lucie, I wondered, any knowledge of that dastardly conspiracy which had ended in a tragedy?


Chapter Eight.

The Mysterious Mr Miller.
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ON THE FOLLOWING day, about noon, I took a cab to the Italian Embassy, that fine stone-built mansion in Grosvenor Square.

A tall footman with powdered hair asked me into the great reception-room where, at one end, hung a great portrait of the late King Humbert, the other end of the room opening upon a large conservatory where stood a grand piano. It was a sombre apartment, furnished with solid, old-fashioned taste and embellished with a number of photographs of noteworthy persons presented to the popular Ambassador and his wife in the various cities wherein His Excellency had represented his sovereign.

Like most London reception-rooms, it looked its best at night under the myriad electric lamps. At noon, as I sat there, it looked a trifle too dull and gloomy. Presently one of the staff of the Embassy, a short, pleasant-faced, elderly Italian of charming manner, and speaking perfect English, greeted me courteously and inquired the object of my request to see His Excellency.

I have called, I said, in order to give some confidential information which may be of interest to His Excellency. The fact is I have been present at the death of the ex-Minister for Justice Nardini.

His death! exclaimed the pleasant official. What do you mean? Is he dead?

He died here, in London, and unrecognised. It was only on searching his papers that I discovered his identity. He came to an obscure boarding-house in Shepherds Bush, giving the name of Massari, but on the following day he died. He had for a long time been suffering from an internal complaint and suddenly collapsed. The effort of the rapid journey from Rome and the anxiety were evidently too great for him.

This is astounding! We had no idea he was here! There were orders given for his arrest, you know, remarked the Embassy archivist, for such I afterwards found him to be — a trusted official who for many years has held that position, and is well-known and popular in the diplomatic circle in London. But, he added suddenly, how were you enabled to establish his identity?

By these, I answered, drawing out a packet of official papers from my pocket, opening them and handing him one of them to read.

The instant his eyes fell upon it he started, turned it over, and looked up at me amazed.

I presume you know Italian? he asked quickly.

I nodded in the affirmative.

Then you are aware what these papers are — most important Government documents, abstracted from the archives of the Ministry of Justice in Rome?

I know, I replied briefly. That is why I secured them, and why I have brought them to His Excellency. They certainly should not be allowed to go into the hands of any one, for they contain much confidential information regarding certain well-known persons.

Of course, he said. His Excellency will, Im sure, be extremely indebted to you for acting with such discretion. Had they fallen into the hands of the London police they might have been copied, and the secret of our methods known. Besides, in any case, it surely would be most detrimental to our prestige, if the public knew that confidential reports of this character were being allowed to pass from hand to hand for any one to read.

I viewed the matter from exactly the same standpoint, I said. My own opinion is that Nardini intended either to sell them, or to levy blackmail by their means.

But the official only shrugged his shoulders in ignorance. It was not likely that he would condemn his own compatriot, even though at heart he despised both the man and his dishonest methods.

Each paper he examined carefully, and once or twice gave vent to ejaculations of surprise when he read facts concerning certain persons in high positions in Rome which amazed him.

At this moment His Excellency is unfortunately out, but I trust, Mr Leaf, you will leave these with me, he suggested. We shall send them back under seal to Rome.

Of course, that was my intention, I said. And then, in reply to some further questions, I described to him the circumstances in which Nardini had died. Of course I made no mention of Lucie Miller nor of her strange story of the dead mans mysterious hatred of myself. I only apologised that I had not thought of communicating with the Italian Consulate, and expressed a hope that the restoration of these documents might partly atone for my remissness.

There is, I suppose, nothing else among the dead mans belongings to interest us? he asked seriously. You have, of course, made careful search?

Yes. I have had an inventory made by a solicitor. There is nothing else, I answered; and after giving my courteous friend my club address, and chatting for some ten minutes longer, I received his renewed thanks, and departed.

My one thought now was of Lucie Miller, the woman whose piteous appeal to the fugitive had been in vain. Several matters puzzled me and held me mystified.

Sammy now seemed reluctant to discuss the matter any farther. Light-hearted, easy-going and irresponsible, he declared that he wasnt going to trouble his head about mysteries. The Italian was dead and buried, and there let him rest. And as for Lucie, he had told me the truth concerning her, and it ought to suffice me.

But it did not suffice me.

That desperate appeal she had written to the man who had held her future in his hands showed me that she was in dire straits. What could be the allegation against her?

As day succeeded day and she did not return I became convinced that it was not her intention to do so. From the Embassy I received an official letter of thanks signed by His Excellency himself, but it was evident that they had not revealed the truth to the press, for the newspapers were still full of hue-and-cry after the absconding ex-Minister.

I recollected that the desperate girl had told me that she had an aunt living in the country, but she had not told me in what locality, and the country was a big place in which to search, more especially as I did not know the ladys name. She had told me also that she lived in Leghorn where, being English, it would be easy to find her. Yet somehow I held a strong belief that she had not returned to Italy.

The police record gave Millers place of birth as Studland, in Dorsetshire, therefore I began to wonder whether, if I went there, I should be able to discover any of the family. Surely somebody would know some facts concerning the family. From the Gazetteer I discovered that the place was a small village on the sea, not far from Swanage, and on the following morning, without saying anything to Sammy, I took train from Waterloo. At Swanage I hired a fly from that hotel which faces the bay so pleasantly with grounds sloping to the water, and an hour later I descended at the inn in Studland village.

It was a quiet, quaint old-world place, I found, with a queer ancient little church hidden away among the trees at the back. In the bar-parlour of the Lion I ordered some tea, and then, in the course of a chat with the stout, cheery old publican I casually inquired after some friends of mine named Miller.

Oh! yes, he said. Old Miss Miller lives ere still — at the Manor Ouse just beyond the village. You passed it just before you came down the hill from Swanage way. Theyre one of the oldest families ere in Studland. One of the Millers — Sir Roger e was called — was governor of Corfe Castle under Queen Elizabeth, so Ive eard say.

Then the Millers have always lived at the Manor? I remarked.

Of course. The property really belongs to Mr James, but es always abroad, so is sister, old Miss Catherine, lives in the ouse and looks after it.

Is this Mr Miller named James Harding Miller? I asked.

Yes. Thats im. They calls im the mysterious Mr Miller. E always was a wild rascal when e wor a boy, they say. The old gentleman could do nothing with him, so e was sent abroad, and has lived there mostly ever since.

Has he any children?

A girl. The servants at the Manor talk a lot about er, and say shes very nice. Shes often ere.

Hes well off, I suppose?

Oh, dear no, sir, declared the innkeeper. The Millers are as poor as church mice. The value of lands gone down so of late years. The old place is mortgaged up to the hilt to some Jews in London, an its a pity — a thousand pities.

All this, together with other facts and gossip which the garrulous old fellow revealed to me, was of extreme interest, and I congratulated myself upon the success of my first investigation.

When did you last see that mysterious Mr Miller, as you call him?

Oh! Its a long time now e avent been in Studland. Once, about three years ago, e came without any luggage they say — and stayed over a twelvemonth. Es a queer man. E never speaks to the likes of us.

I resolved to act boldly and call upon old Miss Miller and inquire after her niece. Therefore I went out and up the hill in the bright sunshine until I came to the old and rather tumble-down lodge gate, and then, after walking a short distance up the drive, I came within sight of a large old Elizabethan mansion, long and rambling and time-mellowed — a typical English home surrounded by great trees in the centre of a small park.

A neat maid answered my summons, and I was at once ushered into a quaint old oak-panelled room off the hall, the furniture of which was undoubtedly Elizabethan, with rich old brocades dropping to pieces with age. I examined everything with interest, and then walked to the deep diamond-paned window and was looking across the park admiring the delightful vista when, of a sudden, I heard a movement behind me, and turning, confronted a tall, thin, dark-haired man, slightly grey, with bony features, a pair of sharp, closely-set eyes and scraggy brown beard. He was dressed in dark grey tweeds, and wore white spats over his boots.

Mr Leaf? he inquired, glancing at the card I had sent in. I am Miss Millers brother, he explained. My name is James Harding Miller. Do you wish to see my sister very urgently? She has a headache, and has sent me to make her apologies.

I started when he introduced himself.

I was actually face to face with the ingenious scoundrel whom Sammy had denounced, and whom the Italian police so strongly suspected to be the leader of one of the cleverest gangs of malefactors in Europe.


Chapter Nine.

Contains a Surprise.
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JAMES HARDING MILLER was a thoroughgoing cosmopolitan of most gentlemanly exterior. His grey face was deeply lined and bore that curious washed-out look of a man who had lived many years in a hot climate. After ten years or so the fiery Italian sun no longer tans the face of the northerner, but on the contrary his hair goes prematurely grey, and each year as the burning summer comes he is less able to withstand the heat of the lion days. His leanness, his foreign-cut clothes, and the slight gesticulation as he spoke all showed him to be a man more at home in the bright Italian land of song and sunlight than there, in an English village, the proprietor of that charming old home of his honourable ancestors.

In reply to his question I was rather evasive, saying that I happened to be in Swanage, and had driven out to pay a complimentary call upon his sister. She was not to put herself out of the way in the least, I urged. I should remain in Swanage for some days and hoped to have the pleasure of calling again.

Then turning and glancing around, I exclaimed:— What a delightful old room! To me it is a real pleasure to enter a thoroughly English home, as this is.

Why? he inquired, eyeing me with some surprise. Because I live almost always on the Continent, and after a time foreign life and foreign ways jar upon the Englishman. At least Ive found it so.

Ah! He sighed, rather heavily I thought. And I, too, have found it so. I quite agree with you. One may travel the world over, as I have done these past twenty years, yet theres no place like our much-abused old England, after all.

Oh, then youve been a rolling stone, like myself, I remarked, delighted at the success of my ruse.

Yes. And I still am, was his answer, given rather sadly. Ever since my poor wifes death, now nearly twenty years ago, Ive been a wanderer. This place is mine, but Im scarcely ever here. Why? I cant for the life of me tell you. Ive tried to settle down, but cannot. After a week here in this quiet rural dulness, the old fever sets up in my blood, a longing for action, a longing to go south to Italy — the country which seems to hold me in a kind of magnetism which I have never been able to resist.

And I, too, love Italy, I said. Is it not strange that most of us who have lived any length of time in that country of blossoming magnolias and gentle vines always desire to return to it. We may abuse its defects, we may revile its people as dishonest idlers, we may execrate its snail-like railways and run down its primitive hotels, yet all the same we have a secret longing to return to that glowing land where life is love, where art is in the very atmosphere, where the sun brings gladness to the heaviest heart, and the night silence is broken by love stornelli and the mandoline.

You are right, he said, gazing straight out of the old leaded window and speaking almost as though to himself. Byron found it so, Shelley, Smollet, Trollope, the Brownings and hosts of others. They were fascinated by the fatal beauty of Italy — just as a man is so often drawn to his doom by the face of a beautiful woman. And after all we are but straws on the winds of the hour.

Then, turning to a cabinet, I bent and admired a fine old Lowestoft tea-set and a collection of old blue posset-pots, whereupon he said: — 

Ah! I see you are interested in antiques. Do you care for pictures? I have one or two.

I do. I should delight to see them, I answered with enthusiasm; therefore he led me across the low old-fashioned hall with its great oak beams and open fireplace into a long gallery where the floor was polished, and along one side was hung a choice collection of masters of the Bolognese, Tuscan and Venetian schools.

At a glance I saw that they were of considerable value, and as I walked along slowly examining them I half feared lest I might come face to face with the daughter of the house.

Mine was a bold adventure, and surely it was fortunate for me that old Miss Catherine had a headache.

Through room after room he conducted me with all the pride of a collector showing his treasures. Indeed, I was amazed to find such a perfect museum of Italian art hidden away in that picturesque old Manor House. Yes, he said presently, as we entered the long old-fashioned drawing-room upholstered in antique rose-pattern chintz, Ive collected in Italy for a good many years. One can pick up bargains, even now, in the less frequented towns, say Ravenna, Verona, Bologna or Rimini; while in Leghorn there are still lots of genuine Sheraton and Chippendale which was imported from England by the English merchants of that time. I once made a splendid find of seventeenth-century English silver — two porringers and some spoons — in the Ghetto in Leghorn.

I was at the moment looking at a circular Madonna on panel, evidently of the Bolognese school of the cinquecento, hanging at the end of the long pleasant old room when, in glancing round, my eye fell upon two small tables where stood photographs in frames.

In an instant I bent over one and recognised it as that of the girl who had come to me so mysteriously at Shepherds Bush.

That is my daughter, he remarked.

Curious, I said, feigning to reflect. I think Ive met her somewhere abroad. Perhaps it was in Italy. Could it have been in Leghorn?

You know Leghorn?

Ive been there many times. I know the Camerons, the Davises, the Matthews, and most of the English colony there.

Then you may possibly have met her there, he said. We have a small flat on the sea-front, and my daughter often plays tennis.

Of course! I exclaimed, as though the mention of tennis brought back to me full recollection of the incident. It was at tennis that I saw her — last season when I was at the Palace Hotel. I remember now, quite well. Our Mediterranean fleet were lying there at the time, and there were lots of festivities, as there are every summer. Is your daughter now in England?

Oh, yes. Shes up in London, but returns to-morrow.

And are you going back to Italy soon? I inquired.

I hardly know. My movements are never very certain. Im quite a creature of circumstances, and nowadays drift about with the wind of chance, he laughed.

But this is a lovely old place, I remarked. If I had it I should certainly not prefer a flat in a sun-baked Italian town, like Leghorn.

Circumstances, he remarked simply, with a mysterious smile upon his grey face.

What, I wondered, was his meaning?

Did he really intend to convey that the circumstances of his dishonourable profession compelled him to hide himself in a small flat in that somewhat obscure town — obscure as far as English life went?

When he learnt that I knew some of his friends in Leghorn he became enthusiastic, and began to discuss the town and its notabilities. What did I think of the English parson? And whether I did not think that seeing the small English congregation the church ought not to be removed to some town with a larger English colony. It was absurd to keep a parson there for half a dozen people.

And while my sharp eyes were busy examining the photographs set among vases of fresh-cut flowers, I made replies and sometimes laughed at his witty criticisms of persons known to both of us in the Brighton of Italy.

What a contrast is the quiet rural life here, with all its old-world English tranquillity, to that of the gay, garish, sun-blanched passeggiata of Leghorn, with its bright-eyed women, its oleanders, its noise, movement, the glare and strident music of the café-chantants, and the brightness of the newly discovered spa, I said.

He sighed, pursing his lips.

Yes, Mr Leaf, you are quite right, he answered. I love Italy, but I confess I very often long to be back here at Studland, in my own quiet old home. Lucie is always begging me to forsake the Continent and return. But it is impossible — utterly impossible.

Why impossible? I asked, looking into his deeply furrowed face.

Well — there is a reason, was his response. A strong reason, one of health, which induces — nay, compels me to live abroad. And I greatly prefer Italy to any other country.

Little did he dream that I had that secret document of the Italian Detective Department in my possession, or that I had learnt the truth from my friend Sampson, the friend of the young Chilian Carrera.

We were chatting on, having halted at the open window which looked across the old-fashioned garden with its rose arbours, moss-grown terrace and grey weather-beaten sundial, away to the park beyond, when I suddenly crossed to another table, whereon were other photographs.

One of them I thought I recognised even in the distance.

Yes! I was not mistaken! I took it in my trembling hand with a word of apology, and looked into the picture intently. Sight of it staggered me.

Who is this? I asked hoarsely, and my host must, I think, have noticed the great change in my countenance.

A friend of my daughters, I think. Do you know her?

I knew her, I replied in a hard, low tone, for sight of that smiling face brought back to me all the bitter remembrance of a part that I would have fain forgotten. It is Ella Murray!

Ah! — yes, thats her name. I recollect now, he said; and I saw by his face that he was interested. I think they were at school together.

Again I looked upon the portrait of my dear dead love, my eyes fascinated, for I beheld there, at her throat, the small brooch I had given her on her birthday, a green enamelled heart with two hearts in diamonds entwined upon it.

Those sweet, wide-open eyes, clear blue and wondering like a childs, gazed out upon me; her well-formed lips were slightly parted, as though she were speaking again, uttering those soft words that had so charmed me when she was mine, and mine only. I recollected the dress, too, one she had worn one night at dinner at the big country-house where we had been fellow-guests. Every feature of that lovely face was indelibly photographed upon my memory. Through those dark years, after that paroxysm of grief that had overtaken me when I discovered her false, I had, sleeping and waking, seen that smiling countenance as before my vision. Even in death Ella was still mine.

That smile! Ah! did it not mock me? Had not Avarice and Death cheated me out of Happiness? A great darkness was over my mind, like the plague of an unending night.

I set my teeth, swallowed the lump that arose in my throat, and with a sigh replaced the photograph upon the table.

A pretty face, remarked the man whose police record was in my possession.

Yes, very, I remarked casually.

Ah! what a storm of bitter recollections surged through my burning brain.

Had she but lived and loved how different would my own wasted, aimless life have been!

Yes. She was, after all, my dear dead love — my Ella!


Chapter Ten.

My Own Confession.
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THE LION INN was a pleasant, old-fashioned little hostelry overlooking the bay, with Bournemouth beyond the distant haze. My room was small and clean, with white dimity curtains and hangings, and framed religious texts upon the walls. As I sat at the window in the hour before my dinner was ready, I reflected upon the strange incidents of those past few days — a chain of curious circumstances that seemed to enmesh and to entangle me.

Lucie Miller — the girl whose peril was such a mysterious and yet deadly one — had actually known my Ella. That very fact seemed somehow as a further link between us. What, I wondered, did she know of those later days of my dead loves life? To me they were shrouded in mystery.

That cold winters night in damp, dismal London, when I had met her in secret at the corner of Queens Gardens, would ever remain in my memory. She was staying with an aunt in Porchester Terrace, and we had always preserved the secret of our affection. She came dressed in black, wearing a thick veil and carrying a muff in which was a bunch of violets. Her voice, when I greeted her, was, alas! not the same. Quick to recognise that something had occurred, I inquired the reason. Had she had any difference with her father or her aunt — as she sometimes had? No, she said, shaking her head, it was not that.

And then, almost in silence, we strolled on side by side over those wet shining London pavements through the quieter streets and squares of Bayswater, while I glanced wonderingly at her face showing pale behind her spotted veil. At last her trembling hand suddenly rested upon my wrist, and halting she turned to me. In hoarse tones quite unusual to her she blurted forth the truth — the bitter truth that froze my heart. I remember even the spot where we stood, beside a red letter-box at the corner of Chepstow Place. There the greatest blow of all my life fell upon me; and we parted.

I went straight along the Westbourne Grove, blinded by tears. She was to wed the very last man she ought to have chosen. The coarse, fat-necked parvenu had bought her from her father with his gold won in gambles on the Stock Exchange. Yes, my Ella, my sweet-faced love, was not satisfied with the prospect of being the wife of a man comfortably off. Like so many other girls who are dazzled by the lights of life, she longed to shine as a hostess, to wear Paquin frocks and have her portraits in the papers. I was deeply disappointed with her, for, fool that I was, I really believed that she honestly loved me. How often, alas! is a man deceived! I was but one of thousands, after all. And yet I had adored her with all my heart and all my soul.

Away in the country the very song of the birds seemed to be in praise of her — she whose beauty was sweet and delicate as the petals of the flowers; chaste and sweet as the rose itself. Love to the looker-on may be blind, unwise, unworthily bestowed, a waste, a sacrifice, a crime; yet none the less is love the only thing that, come weal or woe, is worth the loss of every other thing; the one supreme and perfect gift of earth in which all common things of daily life become transfigured and divine.

I was crushed, benumbed, broken. At first my brain refused to accept her declaration that that meeting was to be our last, until she told me the truth in all its hideous detail, and that on the morrow her engagement was to be announced in the Morning Post. I opened my lips to upbraid her, but my tongue refused to utter a syllable of reproach. I only bit my lips in silence. Ah! yes, I loved her! — I loved her!

From that moment we never again met. Next day I saw the announcement in the papers, and, disappointed and heart-broken, I went abroad, and it was a year after when one of my intimate friends, Jack Davies, a lieutenant on board the Cornwall, in a letter which I received at a lonely post-house on the snow-bound road in the extreme north of Russia, wrote those words which caused my heart to burst within me: — 

You recollect little Ella Murray, who was, with her stepmother, up at the Graingers shoot two years ago? The poor little girl was engaged to some City fellow, an entire outsider, I heard, but I hear she caught typhoid at a hotel in Sheringham and died six months ago. A pity, isnt it? I rather liked her — so did you, I remember.

I stood at the door of that filthy, log-built place with the letter in my hand, gazing across the great snow-covered plain with its long row of telegraph-wires and verst-posts stretching away from Pokrovskoi to the grey horizon. My big bearded driver whispered to the post-house keeper, for both saw that I had received bad news. The man in sheepskins who kept the place went in without a word and returned with a glass of vodka. I recognised his kindly thought, gulped down the spirit, and mounting into the sledge drove on — on, whither I did not care. Ella — my own dear Ella was dead!

All this came back vividly to me on that evening as I ate my dinner alone in the little inn at Studland, and then in the golden sunset strolled by the sea — that same wide, mysterious sea beside which I had so long ago declared my love. She lived then, smiling, sighing, loving. But now, alas! she was no more. Of her memory there only remained that shadowy picture that I had seen in Millers drawing-room, the portrait of the dead that smiled upon me in such mocking happiness.

I threw myself upon a bank and watched the glorious crimson and purple of the summer afterglow. Yes, the face of the world was for me now changed. The past had been full enough of bitterness, what, I wondered, did the future contain? Ah! if I could have but known at that moment! Yet perhaps after all the Divine power is merciful in keeping from us the happiness and tragedy that lie before.

Till the summer twilight darkened into night I sat therefore before the sea, smoking and thinking. The dark vista of silent waters before me harmonised with my thoughts. Mine was, alas! a wasted, useless life, I had never known one moments financial worry, and yet I had somehow never found happiness. In my life where I might be, at home or abroad, there was always something wanting — the love of a good woman.

Through the following day I idled, mostly in the Lion, for it was too hot for walking. But at half-past two I sauntered to the station and, unseen by Lucie, I saw her alight from the train from London, climb into the smart dogcart that was awaiting her, and drive away in the direction of the Manor.

Then when I returned and had my tea I remarked casually to the stout, round-faced innkeeper: — 

I hear that Mr Miller is at the Manor House just now. I learnt so yesterday.

An so did I, was his reply. Dear me! wonders ull never cease. Fancy Mr Miller coming back again! An they say that Miss Lucies a-comin, too.

Is she his daughter? I inquired, as though in ignorance.

Of course she is; an a very good girl, too. When shes ere — which aint very often, mores the pity — she does a great deal of good in the village — visits the old people, looks after the coal club, and gives away quite a lot of money to the deserving people who are destitute. I only wish there were more like er in these ere parts.

Does she often come here?

Oh! two or three times a year, answered the landlord. Some say she lives up in London with er aunt, and others declare that shes mostly abroad with er father. I believe the latter story. She as a foreign way about er, and Ive eard the servants say as ow all er things are made abroad.

Then nobody knows her address? I said.

Seems not. But shes very fond of er father, and no doubt is always with him.

Do they have many friends at the Manor when Mr Miller and his daughter are at home?

Not many. Dr Haviland often dines with em.

I dont mean local friends — visitors from London.

Very few. Ive known one or two, but theyve all been forriners. Mr Miller seems to like them forriners someow. But I dont, declared the old fellow. Theyre too infernal polite and sleeky for me. I wouldnt trust any of em for a pint o beer.

They were gentlemen, I suppose?

Oh, dear, yes — full of fine graces and fine manners. They wore shoes like women, and shirts pleated like womens blouses — great swells, I can assure you.

You never heard of any of their names?

No, how was I to ear? Once two of em came in one hot day and jabbered, sayin boch! boch! an grinnin all over their faces. It was quite a long time before I discovered that they wanted two half-pints o bitter. I suppose boch is what they calls it in French.

Yes, I laughed. Youre quite right.

The strangers had evidently been French, I reflected. Had they been Italian they would have asked for birra.

Regarding Lucie, I learnt that on several occasions, while she had been at home, a young, black-moustached foreigner had been guest at the Manor, and that she frequently drove him out in the dogcart. My host did not know the visitors name. He described him, however, as tall and thin with a narrow hatchet face, black eyes and moustaches that turned up at the ends.

They passed up and down the village once or twice on their way to the post-office, and I eard em talking in some gibberish, added the old fellow, as he raised his tankard to his lips. Like all his race in the rural districts, he had no love for the foreigner, be he whatever he might. In his estimation every person from beyond the Channel was a froggie.

That evening I went for my usual lonely stroll by the sea, while all next day I spent in watchful vigil in the vicinity of the Manor. Though for hours I idled concealed in the park, within view of the stately old home of the Millers, my patience was unrewarded. No sign of Lucie did I see, either at any of the windows or in the old rose-garden.

Next evening, however, having learnt from the landlord that she was much interested in a decrepit old woman who had been her nurse, and who lived in a cottage at the farther end of Studland, I idled in wait for her in a narrow green lane which ran at the back of the church, and was at length rewarded by seeing her approaching. She was dressed in white muslin with a large lace garden hat, and beside her walked her pet dog, a beautiful fawn collie.

Boldly I went towards her, my hat in my hand in respectful greeting.

In an instant she recognised me, and drew back, half in surprise, half in alarm.

Her countenance went white as death.

You — Why — Mr Leaf! she gasped, attempting to smile. Only fancy — to meet you here!

Miss Miller, I said calmly, taking the hand she offered me, and glancing around in order to see that we were not observed, I came here on purpose to meet you — to speak with you!

With me? she cried in cold surprise, her brows contracting in marked displeasure. What have you to say? Explain quickly, for we must not be seen together here. And I recognised from her trembling lips how anxious and agitated she had become. She was in some great fear. I was convinced of that.

She tried to smile me welcome, but it died from her white lips. The expression upon her face told me that she was in deadly fear lest I should discover her secret.

I was, I felt certain, the very last person whom she desired to meet.

The very fact of my presence there told her that I knew something concerning her — something concerning the past that she intended at all costs to hide from me.


Chapter Eleven.

Lucie is Confidential.
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THIS IS NOT altogether an accidental meeting, Miss Miller, I confessed at once to her. The fact is I have waited in vain for your return to Granville Gardens, and at length have thought it wise to come here in search of you.

Who told you that we lived here? she inquired breathlessly.

No one told me, I discovered the fact quite accidentally, was my answer. Remember that your family is an old one, and in Debrett, therefore it was easy to find out the home of the Dorsetshire Millers. My rather plausible explanation apparently satisfied her, for looking sharply around, she said: — 

If we are to talk, Mr Leaf, let us cross yonder stile and slip across the fields. We shall not be seen there. So I helped her over the stile she indicated and we passed together along a steep path beside a high hawthorn hedge, and a few minutes later descended into the hollow where the village and sea were lost to view.

I certainly expected you to return, I said, half reproachfully. I believed that you would wish to hear something further regarding the dead man. You refused to tell me his name, but I have discovered it. He was Nardini, the absconding ex-Minister of Justice in Rome.

Who told you so? she inquired, looking at me with considerable suspicion.

I took possession of his papers. They explained everything, I replied simply. And now, I added, the reason I am here is to inquire if I can assist you in any way, and to repeat my readiness to do so.

No, she answered, shaking her head sadly. No assistance that you could render me, Mr Leaf, would, I regret to say, be of any avail, and I saw tears welling in her eyes.

But you must not give up like this, I urged. You must endeavour to shield yourself, even if you fail, after all. The man is dead; his mouth is closed.

Ah, yes. That is just it. If he lived he might, perhaps, have had compassion upon me.

He refused to tell the truth — that you were at his villa at Tivoli on that evening, and therefore could not have been in Rome, eh?

She halted, glaring at me open-mouthed. She saw that I knew the truth, and after a few moments silence with her eyes fixed upon mine, she exclaimed in a low, hoarse voice: — 

He preserved silence because he dared not tell the truth. He was a cur and a coward.

And also a thief, it would seem, I added.

Yes — you have seen what the papers are saying about him, I suppose? The police are searching for him all over Europe. They have no idea that he is already dead and buried.

Perhaps it is as well; otherwise the papers would have fallen into their hands. As it is I took possession of them all and restored them to the Italian Embassy — all but this, and I drew out her letter of appeal, and, opening it, handed it to her.

She glanced at it, crushed it in her hand with a sigh, her dark eyes still fixed upon mine, as though she were trying to read my innermost thoughts.

Who are your enemies? I asked in a kindly tone of sympathy. Tell me, Miss Miller, what have they alleged against you?

Her brows again contracted. She set her lips hard but remained silent, determined not to satisfy me regarding the charge against her.

I pressed her to speak, but she was firm and quite immovable.

Now that Nardini is dead I am helpless in the hands of my unscrupulous enemies, was her low, inert answer.

That letter is best destroyed, I said. Then with murmured thanks she tore it into tiny fragments and scattered it to the wind which carried the pieces away across the wide field of ripe corn.

I told her nothing of the yellow document, that hideous record which Nardini had preserved with her letter.

On the contrary, I implored her pardon for my visit and for my piece of audacious imposture, and, as we walked on together, explained how her father and myself had become friends.

At first she seemed full of fear and suspicion, but gradually, as I gave a full description of how Miller had taken me over the house to see the pictures and antiques, and she saw how enthusiastic I was over the beautiful old place, she became reassured. Did she know the secret of her fathers double life? In any case I could see that she was prepared to go to any length in order to shield him.

I expect my aunt has been very much puzzled by your card, she said. She will probably be wondering whoever you can be.

If you so desire, Miss Miller, you can explain to your aunt that I am a friend of yours, and that by a mistake of the servant the card was sent to her.

A most excellent excuse, she laughed. Ill tell her so, and then if you are still remaining here over to-morrow, perhaps you will call.

I shall be only too delighted, I assured her. Your father I found a most charming man — almost as charming as his daughter.

Now no compliments please, Mr Leaf, she exclaimed, flushing slightly.

It is not an idle one, I assure you, I said. The compliment is equally to your father as to yourself. And then we strolled forward again along the banks of a small rippling brook overhung by willows and hawthorns. Was it possible that she, so full of grace and sweetness, was actually the woman who Sammy had declared her to be? No, I could not bring myself to believe it. She spoke with such feeling and sympathy, and she was so full of an ineffable charm that I refused to believe that she was a mere adventuress assisting her father in his direction of some ingenious gang of thieves who worked in secret.

Her father, too, was the very last man whom I should have believed to be an adventurer had not the proof been so plain. Was not that appeal of Lucies to Nardini an ugly and suspicious truth?

The more suspicious, too, that she would give me no idea of the allegation against her. She evidently feared lest I should make inquiry and discover the disgraceful truth.

Presently, as we came to a bend in the stream where the water was deeper, its unruffled surface shining like a mirror, I halted, and looking straight into her face, said: — 

Miss Miller, yesterday at your house I made a discovery — one that utterly astounded me.

Her countenance went ashen grey.

A discovery! she faltered. What — what do you mean?

Instantly I saw that I had quite unintentionally alarmed her and hastened to set her at her ease.

I saw upon a table in your drawing-room the photograph of a very dear friend — Ella Murray. She was your friend, so your father told me. How curious that we should both have been acquainted with her!

Oh! Ella! Did you really know poor Ella? she exclaimed quickly, reassured that my discovery was not of a compromising character.

I knew her very well indeed, was my slow response. When were you acquainted with her?

Oh! years ago. We were together at the Sacré Coeur at Evreux, and both left the convent the same year. She was my most intimate friend, and once or twice came with me here, to Studland, when we had our holidays together.

She actually visited here! I exclaimed in surprise.

Several times. Mr Murray was my fathers friend. As you know, he lived at Wichenford, in Worcestershire. Then we went to reside entirely abroad, and for quite a long time, a year or more, I lost sight of her. She was very beautiful. From a child her wonderful face was everywhere admired. In the convent we girls nicknamed her The Little Madonna, for she bore a striking likeness to the Van Dycks Madonna in the Pitti in Florence, a copy of which hung in the convent chapel.

Ah, of course! I cried. Now that she recalled that picture, I recognised the extraordinary likeness. Perhaps you, who read this chronicle of strange facts, know that small canvas a foot square which hangs in a corner of one of the great gold-ceilinged salons, almost unnoticed save by the foreign art enthusiast. The expression of sweetness and adoration distinguishes it as a marvellous work. What do you know further concerning her? I asked. Tell me all — for she was my friend.

About a year before we went to live at Enghien, near Paris, Mrs Murray died. Then her father let Wichenford Place to an American, and went to Australia for a sea-trip, leaving Ella in charge of an old aunt who lived in London. I saw her once, at her aunts house in Porchester Terrace. She was very unhappy, and when I asked her the reason she told me in bitter tears that she loved a man who adored her in return. She would not tell me the mans name, but only said that her father and her aunt were compelling her to marry a wealthy elderly man who was odious, and whom she hated. Poor little Ella! I pitied her, and tried to comfort her, but it was quite useless, for that very evening her father, who was then back in London, compelled her to go out and meet her secret lover and give him his congé. Who he was or what became of him I do not know. I only know that she loved him as dearly as any woman has ever loved a man — poor little Ella!

I stood before her motionless, listening to those words. Was this true? Had Fate any further shaft of bitterness to thrust into my already broken heart?

Miss Miller! I managed to exclaim, in a very low voice I fear, what you tell me is utterly astounding. You know the man who loved Ella Murray. He was none other than myself — I who loved her, ay better than my own life — I who received that dismissal from the sweet lips that I so adored — the lips that I now know were compelled to lie to me.

You — Mr Leaf! she cried. Impossible. You were actually Ellas secret lover!

Ah, yes! God alone knows how I have suffered all these years, I said, half-choked. You were her friend, Miss Miller, therefore you will forgive me if even to-day I wear my heart upon my sleeve. You will say, perhaps, that I am foolish, yet when a man loves a woman honestly, as I did, and he craves for affection and happiness, the catastrophe of parting is a very severe one — often more so to the man than to the woman. But, I added quickly, pardon me, I am talking to you as though you were as old as myself. You, at your age, have never experienced the bitterness of a blighted love.

Unfortunately I have, she answered, in a low, trembling voice. I, too, loved once — and only once. But, alas! after a few short weeks of affection, of a bliss that I thought would last always, the man I loved was cruelly snatched from me for ever. And she sighed and tears welled in her fine eyes, as she looked aimlessly straight before her — her mind filled with painful recollections.

She told me no more, and left me wondering at the secret love romance that, to my great surprise, seemed to have already hardened her young heart.

Every girl, even in her school years, has her own little affair of the heart, generally becoming hopelessly infatuated with some man much her senior, who is in ignorance of the burning he is awakening within the girlish breast. But hers was, I distinguished, a real serious affection, one which, like my own, had ended in black grief and tragedy.

But she had told me one truth — a ghastly truth. I had misjudged my dear dead love! She had still loved me — she had still been mine — in heart my own!


Chapter Twelve.

In which a Strange Thing Happens.
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IF YOUR LOVE has ended in tragedy, as mine has done, then we can surely sympathise with each other, Miss Miller, I said, looking into her tearful eyes. You know well how I have suffered. I believed that Ella really preferred that man to myself, and what you have now told me amazes me. I believed that she was false to me — and yet you tell me that she was true. Ah! how dearly I loved her! I do not believe that any man ever loved a woman so fondly, and with such fierce passion as I did. I was hers — body and soul. My love for her was that deep, all-consuming affection which sometimes makes a man as wax in a womans hands — to be moulded for good or for evil as she wills it. I lost all count of time, of friends, of everything, for I lived only for her. The hours when we were parted were to me like years, her words were music, her smiles the sunlight of my life, her sighs the shadows, her kisses the ecstatic bliss of terrestrial paradise in which I lived. Ah! yes, you who have loved and lost can well understand all that her love meant to me — you can understand why one dark foggy night I stood upon Charing Cross platform and swore an oath that never again would I put foot in the country which, though my native land, held for me only a poignant memory.

Yes, she answered, with a slight sigh, I quite understand how you must have suffered. Yet how strange it is that you should actually have been Ellas lover — the man who she declared to me was the only one she would ever love. I did not know you, of course, yet I sympathised with you when she told me that she was going that evening to meet you, and to lie to you under compulsion.

But why — why did she consent to do this? I asked.

She confessed to me the reason. She spoke in confidence, but now that it is all past, I may surely tell you. The fact was that her father, owing to the great depreciation in the value of land, had got into the hands of the Jews, and was on the verge of bankruptcy. Blumenthal, who had lent him a large sum upon mortgage, had offered to return the deeds on the day that he married Ella.

Then she actually sacrificed herself to save her father! I cried.

Without a doubt. And what a sacrifice! She loved you, Mr Leaf, and yet she dismissed you in order to save her father from ruin.

Blumenthal was a brute to have ever suggested such a condition, I declared savagely. I never saw him. What kind of man was he? Did you meet him?

Yes. He was at Porchester Terrace on the afternoon when I called, she replied. A short, stout, black-whiskered man, of a decidedly Hebrew cast. He was dressed loudly and wore a white waistcoat with heavy gold albert — a typical City man such as one sees in Cornhill or Lothbury.

She showed no sign of affection towards him?

None whatever. He was introduced to me by Mr Murray as Ellas affianced husband, and I was, of course, amazed that she should entertain a spark of affection for him. But half an hour later, when we were alone, she confessed in tears everything to me, just as I have related it to you.

Well, you utterly astound me, was all I could exclaim.

What she had revealed to me placed my little Ella in an entirely new light. I never dreamed of her self-martyrdom. I sighed heavily, and a big lump arose in my throat as I reflected that, perhaps, after all death was preferable to life with a man whom she could not love.

The calm twilight was deepening into night, and the silence was broken only by the low murmuring of the water, the swift swish of some rat or water-hen in the rushes startled at our presence, and the dismal cry of a night-bird in the willows on the opposite bank.

Did you hear nothing more of Ella after that day at Porchester Terrace — that 12th of November that was, alas! fatal to my happiness?

She wrote to me twice. One letter I received in Rome a month afterwards, and the second followed me about some weeks, and at last found me at Lindau, on the Lake of Constance. Both letters were full of her own unhappiness. In the first she reproached herself bitterly for having lied to the man she really loved — though she never mentioned your name — and said that she was back at Wichenford, but for her the world was dead. The man whom she had dismissed had left her in disgust and despair and had gone abroad, whither she knew not. A friend of yours had, it seemed, told her that you had gone to Algeria, and her letter concluded with the words: I am alone to blame for this, yet how could I, in the circumstances, have acted otherwise?

And the second letter? I asked eagerly.

It was written a month later, from Blumenthals shooting-box near Blair Athol. She and her father were guests there at the great house-party consisting mostly of wealthy City men and their wives. She described it and said how she hated it all. She had, she told me, tried to escape. She had even thought of writing to you to tell you the truth and ask your counsel, yet what use was it when she knew that she must save her father from the ruin that threatened. Wichenford Place had been the home of the Murrays ever since the days of James the First, when the King himself, granted it to his faithful partisan, Donald Murray of Parton, in Dumfriesshire. No Murray had ever before mortgaged it, therefore it was clearly her duty to her family to redeem it from the hands of usurers and vandals, even at cost of her own happiness.

A noble sacrifice! I sighed.

Yes, Mr Leaf. She was a noble girl, declared my handsome companion. I, who knew her through ten years or so, knew her, perhaps, better than even you yourself did. The Little Madonna was never accused of an unkind or unjust action.

And after that letter?

A few months later she came to visit us at Enghien. She and her father were in Paris, where she was buying her trousseau. But she made no mention of Blumenthal. Afterwards we were continually moving from place to place, and if she wrote, her letter never reached me. I heard no more.

A long deep silence fell between us. We were still standing there in the grey twilight at a small gate that led into the next field, our path still continuing beside the stream.

Strange that it should be I who should tell you the truth, she remarked, almost as though speaking to herself. You, a perfect stranger, offered to do me a service — indeed you have done me a very great service by restoring that letter to me — and in return, I have been able to tell you the truth regarding your lost love, and she looked into my face with her sad, serious eyes.

Yes, it is indeed curious, I said. Our circumstances are, in a measure, identical. We have both been the victims of dire misfortunes, both broken by the tragedy of an unhappy love. But you have told me hardly anything concerning yourself, I added.

The laces of her muslin blouse rose slowly and fell again. In that dim light I detected a hardness at the corners of her mouth, a hardness that, to me, was all-sufficient proof of the bitterness wearing out her young heart.

Myself! she echoed sadly. What need I say about myself? It is of the past, and the memory of it all is a very bitter one. Like you, I believed that happiness was to be mine, the more so, because my father entirely approved of our union. He made confidential inquiries concerning him, and found that he was all that he represented himself to be. But love and happiness were not for me. I, alas! am one of those who are debarred the sweetness of life, she added hoarsely, her small white hands clenching themselves, as thoughts of the past crowded upon her.

For some time we were again silent. I was anxious to know the truth of the love romance of my sweet-faced little friend — the girl whom Sammy had denounced as an adventuress. Yet surely there was nothing of the adventuress about her as she stood there in her plain white frock amid that purely English scene. I glanced at her countenance and saw that it was pale and agitated, and that her nervous lips were trembling. Her chin had sunk upon her breast and she stood deep in thought as though unconscious of my presence.

Where did it occur? Here?

No, abroad, she answered, in a thin, mechanical voice. I met him when we were living at Enghien, and from the first moment of our meeting we discovered that by some strange magnetism we were drawn irresistibly together. He was a foreigner, it is true, but his mother had been English, and his father was a Chilian.

Chilian! I cried, in a voice of surprise. But she never guessed the reason of my amazement.

Yes. My father discovered that we met in secret, and then invited him to dine with us. From that evening he came daily out from Paris, and we used to spend each afternoon boating on the lake or playing tennis on the island. Before long we had pledged our love, and then commenced days of bliss such as I had never before experienced. I knew at last what was meant by perfect happiness, for we adored each other. I loved him just as dearly as Ella loved you. I would have died for him. Yet in all too short a time the blow fell upon me — the blow that has crushed all life from me, that has already made me a world-weary woman before my time.

And what was the end? I asked with deep sympathy, yet, alas! knowing too well the story of the tragedy.

The end — ah? she sighed. How can I tell you? On the very night when we had secretly fixed the date of our marriage — a night when my father invited several friends to dine — he returned to Paris, and— but she broke off short and burst into a wild passion of tears.

For some time I waited, my hand placed tenderly upon her shoulder, striving to comfort her, and urging her to bear up against her heavy burden of trouble. Then at last when she grew calm again, she said in a hard tone: — 

On his return to Paris he found that during his absence thieves had obtained access to his room at the hotel, and securities for a very large amount, for the safe custody of which he was personally responsible, had been stolen. He saw that his own honour was at stake, that he alone was to blame for not leaving them in the bank, and in a fit of despondency — a mad paroxysm of temporary insanity — he took out his revolver and ended his life. I only knew of it four days after, when I chanced to read of it in the Indépendance Belge, for early on the morning following the dinner, my father had received a telegram and been compelled to go to Brussels, and I accompanied him. Before I knew the awful truth, poor Manuel was already dead and buried! Since that day, she added bitterly, all hope of happiness has been crushed within me. I know now that the love of an honest man is not for me.

I made no response. I was too absorbed in my own thoughts. Every word of hers bore out Sammys story, yet I saw that she herself was innocent of the foul plot which had, as a sequel, the suicide of the poor girls lover.

Miller knew the truth; he was, indeed, in all probability the instigator of the ingenious theft that had had such a tragic sequel.

In silence I held the small gate open for her, and together we passed on along the path beside the winding stream. Both our hearts were too full for words after that unusual exchange of confidences.

Of a sudden before us, advancing in our direction, there appeared the figure of some one in the shadow beneath the trees.

Lucie detected it at the same instant as myself, and halting drew back in quick alarm.

We must not be seen here together, she gasped. People would talk, and it would quickly get to my fathers ears.

And what harm if it did? I asked, but ere she could reply a strange thing happened — an incident more startling and more amazing than any I could have ever imagined in my wildest dreams.

I held my breath, and stood rooted to the spot.


Chapter Thirteen.

Beneath the Love-Light.
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WHAT FOLLOWED WAS amazing, mystifying.

With a loud cry that startled me the grey figure had come swiftly towards us, and I then saw that it was a woman.

My companion and she flew into each others arms and exchanged wild joyful greetings, while I, catching sight of her face, stood there open-mouthed, breathless in sheer astonishment.

At that moment I doubted whether I were actually sane and in possession of all my senses. I doubted even my own eyes. And had you been there, in my place, I think you also would have been dumbfounded.

Fancy you — of all persons in this whole world! Lucie cried, then turning to me after kissing the newcomer with wild enthusiasm, she laughed, adding: — 

This gentleman is not altogether a stranger, I believe?

The woman turned her flushed countenance to mine, and in the dim twilight our eyes met.

She started back with a loud cry, then, next instant, dashed forward to me, grasping both my hands.

Ella! I ejaculated. It was all I could say.

Godfrey! — you?

And she looked from me to Lucie inquiringly, for having met us walking at that hour by that lonely brook she doubtless believed us to be lovers.

I am Godfrey Leaf, I said, grasping both her hands. Yes, I cannot realise that you are really Ella — my own Ella — from the grave? And I still stood there stupefied.

From the grave? What do you mean? she asked, surprised.

They told me that you were dead, I cried quickly. They said that you had caught typhoid, and that it ended fatally.

It is true that I had a bad attack of fever, and the doctors gave me up, yet somehow — I suppose by the perverseness of Fate, because I had no further desire to live — I recovered. But you were abroad constantly, and therefore heard nothing of me.

I was in Russia when I received news of your death, Ella, I said in a low voice, for there, in the presence of my love, I had become a changed man. I have mourned for you until to-day.

I had no idea of this! she exclaimed. I have been living in Ireland with my father. I have scarcely ever been in London since — since that night when we parted, she faltered, lowering her eyes, as though fearing to meet my reproachful gaze.

And how came you here? Lucie asked, as amazed as I was at her appearance.

We came over from Bournemouth to Swanage this afternoon, and it suddenly occurred to me to come and see if you were in England. I wanted to see the dear old Manor again — the house where you and I have spent so many very happy hours long ago. Minton did not recognise me at first, but when he did he told me that you had gone out to the village two hours ago. I then made inquiries as to the direction you had taken, and fortunately found you here.

Then your father is now at Swanage?

Yes. We are staying the night there. To-night a motor-car belonging to a friend of my fathers is coming from Winchester to take us for a trip through Devonshire and Cornwall.

Well, Ella, you certainly gave us both a turn, appearing so suddenly, declared Lucie. Only half an hour ago we were speaking of you, and, like every one else, believed that you were dead.

I wonder who started such a report? she said. Why did they say that I had died?

To trace the source of a false report is always difficult, I said. Somebody surmises something and tells some one else, and the second person, in recounting it, declares the surmise to be the truth. It is almost always so.

There certainly could be no motive in saying that Ella was dead, as far as I can see, Lucie declared. But, she added, why let us worry about the past? You have come back to us — back really from the grave.

Yes, I said, still holding her hand. I believed, Ella, that you were dead long ago. The memory of that last night when we walked through the wet streets of Bayswater has ever remained a bitter one.

No, no, she cried. Do not recall it. I, too, have suffered agonies of regret. Why is it that we meet again — like this? and I noted that her splendid eyes were turned upon her friend in askance.

Yes. She suspected that Lucie and I were lovers, and such a conclusion was, after all, but natural.

You are surprised, no doubt, to meet us together, laughed Lucie. But if you knew the truth regarding our acquaintance you would be even more surprised.

Then Godfrey is not—

He is certainly not my lover, she exclaimed. I may as well make that quite clear to you at once, dear. We came here because he had something to explain to me, and we naturally had no desire that the villagers should gossip.

My Ella turned again to me, and I saw that all anxiety had faded from her beautiful countenance. She was sweet and smiling — her old delightful self again.

What had happened in those years I knew not. My love might be married, for aught I knew. She wore gloves, therefore I could not tell if her hand bore a wedding ring. She made no mention of Blumenthal, and I could not well inquire of him. So we were both of us somewhat restrained, neither knowing of the exact position of the other.

I only knew that all the great passion I had entertained for her swelled within my heart, filling it to overflowing. The touch of her had thrilled me and I longed to kiss those sweet red lips once again — to repeat to her my love and to assure her that I was still unchanged.

But with Lucie present I could say nothing. I could ask no question, nor could I make any declaration. Yet in those few moments I had been lifted from the depths of despair and despondency to the pinnacle of happiness.

Ella, my well-beloved, still lived! And while she lived she was still mine in heart, even though, perish the thought, she might be wife of another.

Darkness was now falling, yet there was still sufficient light to reveal her wondrous beauty. As she stood before me in her pale grey dress and large black hat I recognised that she had grown even more beautiful than she had been in the days of our love romance. Her figure was perfect in its symmetry; her countenance so lovely that even the uncommon beauty of Lucie paled before her. Those blue eyes that I knew were so unfathomable were turned upon me, and even there I saw in them the love-light that was unmistakable, that expression mysterious and indescribable that no woman is ever able to feign — the look, often unconscious, that tells a man that he is the object of passionate affection.

My heart leapt within me with wild ecstasy, yet I could not speak.

I only grasped her hand more tightly. Then in order to cover the emotion that I saw was rising within her, I turned and made a casual remark to Lucie that it was almost time we returned.

Of course, she said quickly, recognising the situation. You two have much to talk over alone. Let us go.

And together we moved forward along the path by, which my lost love had returned to me.

How can I describe to you my feelings in those moments? Sometimes I found myself doubting whether it was not all some dream or some strange chimera of my unbalanced brain. But I held her hand, and found that it was real flesh and blood. My well-beloved still lived; she for whom I had mourned so long had returned, even more sweet and beautiful.

The village bells were pealing, the ringers practising probably.

Hark! I said, as I walked at her side, treading on air from sheer buoyancy of spirits. They are joy bells, Ella. They ring because you have returned to me. She laughed, turning those dear, wide-open eyes to mine, and said: — 

How often have I wondered where you were, and whether— and she paused without completing the sentence.

Whether what?

Well — whether you had, after all, forgotten me, she said. I never dreamed that you believed me dead. I thought, of course, that if you really loved me, as you used to say, that you would surely write to me or endeavour to see me when you knew that, after all, I had not married that man.

Then you did not marry Blumenthal after all! I cried quickly. Was the engagement broken off?

Yes. Because of his ill-health. He released me when the doctors told him the truth — that he had only a few months to live. He died three months later. And she grew silent again, and yet it seemed as if she wished to tell me something further. Indeed she was about to do so, but checked herself.

Well! I asked, in order to allow her an opportunity to speak.

He was generous to me after all, she went on. The day before he died he sent for me, and I went and sat at his bedside. He knew his end was near, and after he had expressed deep regret that he had come between us — for he knew quite well that I loved you very dearly — he drew from beneath his pillow a large sealed envelope, making me promise to take it home, but not to open it until the day after his decease. Next day he died, and on the day following I broke the seals and discovered, to my amazement and joy, that he had presented me with the mortgage deeds of Wichenford. Some years before my father had mortgaged our old home to him, and those very deeds he had made my price as his wife.

Then for the great injustice he did you, Ella, the fellow endeavoured to atone, I said. The mortgage, therefore, does not now exist.

Of course not. I gave the deeds at once to my father, and they were that day destroyed, much to the chagrin of the heirs of the estate, who had long been scheming to become possessors of Wichenford.

A most generous action, Lucie declared.

Yes, whatever I may have said of him, and however much I have hated him in the past, I cannot help acknowledging that before his death he rendered me the greatest service.

Yet you were prepared to perform a noble self-sacrifice, Ella, I said, in a low, serious voice. You kept your secret, and before we parted told me what was untrue. But Lucie has revealed to me the astounding truth. Only to-night, for the first time, have I realised all that your self-martyrdom meant — only to-night have I discovered that, after all, you still loved me just as fondly and with a passion just as fierce as my own — that even though engaged to Blumenthal your dear heart was still my own.


Chapter Fourteen.

Cruel Destiny.
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JAMES HARDING MILLER was seated alone in a long cane deck-chair on the terrace that ran the whole length of the beautiful old house. He had drawn it out through the French windows of the smoking-room, and was idly drawing out a cigar in the semi-darkness.

Father! cried Lucie, rushing forward as we approached, do you recognise our visitor?

Instantly he jumped up, exclaiming: — 

Why Ella — Ella after all this time! Minton told me that you had called and had gone in search of Lucie. And how is your father?

Hes very well, thanks, was my loves reply. I left him at Swanage, and drove out to see if Lucie was at home.

And Mr Leaf, exclaimed Lucie. I think you have met him before, father?

Certainly, Miller said pleasantly, extending his hand to me. You are staying here, in Studland?

For a couple of days or so, I answered.

You mentioned that you had met my daughter, he remarked, and then after welcoming Ella and pressing her to remain there the night, he ordered Minton to bring us chairs, and pushed the cigars across to me.

To Miller, Ella gave the same account of herself as she had given to us. The identity of the person who had spread the false report concerning her death — a report which had passed from mouth to mouth among all her friends — was a mystery, and Miller was just as surprised and just as pleased as ourselves at her reappearance.

As we sat there in the starlight I listened to Ellas account of her free, open-air life in County Galway, for Wichenford was still let to the wealthy American; and her father, she said, preferred Ireland as a place of residence when he could not live on his own estate.

But you never wrote to us, Miller remarked. Often we have spoken of you, and regretted that you were no longer with us. Indeed, your portrait is still yonder in the drawing-room. Only the day before yesterday Mr Leaf noticed it, and inquired whether I knew you.

My loves eyes met mine in a long wistful look.

I believed that you were always abroad, she answered him. And — well, to tell the truth, I had an idea that you had altogether forgotten me.

Forgotten you, dear? cried Lucie. We have never forgotten you. How could I ever forget my dearest friend — and more especially when I knew what a terrible self-sacrifice you had made?

Whats that? inquired Miller, quickly interested.

Shall I tell him? asked Lucie, turning to me.

If you wish. It is only right, I think, that Mr Miller should know the truth.

Therefore, receiving Ellas consent as well, Lucie explained to her father how I had been her friends secret lover, and how she had broken off our affection by force of circumstance, sacrificing herself in order to save her father from ruin.

He listened to his daughter in surprise, then sighing heavily, turned to Ella, saying sympathetically: — 

How noble of you! Ah! what you both must have suffered! You need not tell me, either of you, for I know myself what it is to lose the woman one loves. I recollect my poor dear wife and still adore her memory. And this from a man who was suspected of being leader of a gang of international criminals!

The bitterness of the past, I said, will perhaps render the joy of the present all the sweeter.

It certainly ought to. Surely your delight at finding Ella alive and well when you, like all of us, believed her dead, must be beyond bounds?

It is! It is! I cried. I, who believed that she preferred wealth to my honest love; I, who have these long years been filled with a thousand regrets and reproaches, now know the truth. I have misjudged her!

The soft hand of my well-beloved sought my wrist and gripped it. That action conveyed more to me than any words of hers could have done.

Presently it grew chilly, and we went into the long old-fashioned drawing-room, where we found Miss Miller, a pleasant grey-faced old lady, in a cap with cherry-coloured ribbons, idling over a book.

Upon the table still stood the portrait of my dear heart, the picture which only two days before had awakened within me such bitter remembrances. The silk-shaded lamps shed a soft light over everything, illuminating for the first time my Ellas beautiful face. In the twilight by the river I had seen that she had become even more beautiful, yet the light that now fell upon her revealed a calmness and sweetness of expression that I had not hitherto been able to distinguish. She was far more lovely than I had believed — more beautiful even than in those days of our secret love.

Those great blue eyes looked out upon me with that same love-flame as of old — eyes that were clear and bright as a childs, the glance of which would have made any mans head reel — cheeks that were more delicately moulded than the marbles of Michael Angelo, and a grace that was perfect, complete, adorable.

And she was mine — still my own!

Strange that this sudden happiness was actually the sequel of a tragedy!

It is really delightful to be back here again, she remarked to Lucie, glancing round the room. How well I remember the old days when, in the holidays, I came and stayed with you. Nothing has changed. The dear old place is just the same.

Yes, replied Lucie. I only wish we lived here more. But father and I are always abroad — always moving from place to place through France, Germany, Spain, Italy, just as the fit takes us. Nowadays, dear old dad is really like the Jew-errant. He cant remain more than a few days in one place — can you, dad? she asked, laughing across at him.

No, my dear, was his response in a strange voice. I must travel — travel — always travel. To keep moving is part of my nature, I believe.

Only fancy! hes here in England! she remarked to Ella. Its really wonderful!

While this conversation was in progress I was afraid that old Miss Miller might refer to my call upon her; but fortunately she either did not catch my name when introduced, or did not connect me with her mysterious visitor.

The owner of Studland Manor was, I saw, somewhat uneasy when his daughter began to explain how constantly they travelled. He seemed a little annoyed that Lucie should tell us that they were constantly moving, instead of living quietly by the Mediterranean outside Leghorn, as he would have me believe.

The old-fashioned Empire clock beneath its glass shade, standing on the chimney-piece, struck eleven, and I rose resolutely to take my leave. I had expressed pleasure at my new-found happiness, shook hands all round, and asked leave to call on the morrow.

Certainly — most certainly, answered Miller, in that breezy manner that he had sometimes assumed towards me on our last meeting. He was essentially a man of moods, sometimes brooding and strange, at others full of buoyant good-humour, You are always welcome here, remember. Perhaps youll dine with us — just pot-luck — at seven to-morrow night? I dont expect you get much thats worth eating down at the Lion. Well induce Ella to stay over to-morrow, eh?

My love protested that she would be compelled to return to Swanage in the morning, but we would not hear of it.

Then Miller, with a delicacy which further showed that he had taken a fancy to me, suggested that Ella might, perhaps, like to accompany me as far as the lodge-gates, and a few moments later I went forth with my love into the darkness.

For the first hundred paces, until we entered the black shadows of the old beech hedge, we walked hand-in-hand, uttering no single word.

After that long interval of mourning and black despair, I was again at her side — alone. I was beside myself for very joy.

We halted. It seemed an almost involuntary action. Then taking her tenderly in my arms I pressed my lips to hers in a first long passionate caress.

My love! I murmured, with heart overflowing, my dearest love — you for whom I have mourned, and whose dear memory I have ever revered — God has given you back to me. We have met again — you have been given to me from the grave, never to part — never — never!

To my blank amazement she turned her pale white face from mine, without reciprocating my passionate kisses. She sighed, and a shiver ran through her slight frame. Her lips were cold, and with her hands she pushed me from her with averted face.

Ella! I gasped, holding her, and looking into her fine eyes, though I could see no expression there, so dark was it. Ella! Darling, may I not at least kiss you welcome on your return to me? Are you not mine — my own?

She made no response, only pushing me farther from her very firmly, although I felt that her tiny hands trembled. She was overcome with emotion, which she was in vain striving to suppress.

I held my breath — startled at her sudden and unaccountable change of manner. My heart was bursting. What did it mean?

Speak, dearest! I implored. Tell me the reason of this? Are you not still my love? Are you not mine — as you were in the old days?

Slowly she shook her head, and in a faltering voice, hoarse and low, responded: — 

No, Godfrey! After to-night we must never again meet. Forgive me, but I thought you had long ago forgotten me as utterly worthless.

I have never forgotten, darling. You are my own dear Ella, as always. Therefore we are now inseparable — we shall meet again.

Impossible! she declared decisively in that same hard tone, her voice so entirely changed. I am no longer your love, Godfrey. I may as well confess to you the bitter truth at once — I am anothers!


Chapter Fifteen.

Betrays some Hidden Intrigue.
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I FELL BACK at Ellas words, as though I had received a blow full in the chest.

You — you are married! I gasped.

No — not yet, was her low answer, in the same blank, mechanical voice.

Then you love another man! I cried fiercely.

In a months time I am to be married.

But you shall not, Ella! I exclaimed quickly and determinedly. You are mine. Surely I have a prior claim to you! You loved me in the old days — you surely cannot deny that!

I do not deny it, Godfrey, she said, in that same sweet, soft voice that had so long rung in my ears. Unfortunately I did not know that you still retained any affection for me. I made inquiries, but no one knew where you were, except that you were always abroad. For aught I knew you might already be married. Therefore, I am not altogether to blame.

Who is the man? I asked, with a fierce jealousy rising within me. Was this fellow, whoever he might be, to rob me, after all, of my love, whom I had so fortunately rediscovered?

I regret it, but I cannot tell you his name.

Not tell me his name! I cried. Why not? What mystery need there be if you are to be married?

I have promised to say nothing until we are man and wife, she answered. You alone, Godfrey, have I told because — well, because I dare not again deceive you.

Then you still love me! I exclaimed quickly. Confess the truth.

What is the use of discussing affection? she asked. The die is cast. At the very moment when we meet again after this long separation, we find ourselves debarred from happiness. We can never become man and wife.

Why not?

Because I must marry this man.

Must?

Yes, she whispered hoarsely.

But you were in that position regarding Blumenthal, I remarked, much puzzled. In the darkness I could not distinguish the expression of her countenance, but from her voice I knew that she was in desperation, and that she was actually telling me a hideous truth.

Misfortune seems to follow upon me, was her somewhat enigmatical answer.

Then be frank with me, Ella. This man whom you will not name is forcing you to marry him.

She was, however, silent. Either she feared to commit herself, or she was reflecting upon how much she dare tell me.

I heard her breath going and coming in quick gasps, and I could distinguish that her pointed chin had sunk upon her chest in an attitude of deep dejection.

Why not tell me everything, darling? I went on, hoping to persuade her to confess. Remember what I am to you; remember that our lives have for so long been linked together, that ever in these years of our separation you have been mine always, in heart and soul. I have smiled upon no other woman but your own sweet self, and never once has my heart been stirred by the zephyr of love since that dark wet night when we parted in London, and I went forth into the wide grey ocean of despair. Ella, you—

Enough! Enough! she cried, suddenly interrupting me. Do not recall the past. All is too bitter, too melancholy. Every single detail of our last interview I have lived over and over again — I, who lied to you, even though my heart was breaking. Blumenthal gave me my freedom — and yet—

And yet, I said very slowly, in a low, intense voice— and yet you have again fallen the victim of a mans ingenious wiles. Tell me the truth, dearest. You have been entrapped — and you see no way of escape.

But she only shook her head sadly, saying: — 

No, I can say nothing — not even to you, Godfrey.

Why? I cried, dismayed. Why all this secrecy and mystery? Surely I may, at least, know the mans name?

That I cannot tell you.

Then he has forbidden you to reveal his real identity?

She nodded in the affirmative.

Which plainly shows that the fellow is in fear of something. Hes afraid of exposure in some way or other. I will not allow you, my own dear love, to become the victim of this fellow! I said fiercely. He may be an adventurer, for all you know — a man with an evil past. He has, without doubt, ascertained that on your fathers death Wichenford will be yours. No, Ella, I will not allow you to marry this man who forbids you to reveal his name.

But what will you do? she cried in alarm.

What will I do? I will tell him to his face that you are mine — that he has no right to you. And you will refuse to become his wife.

Ah! — yes — but you must not do that, she declared. Why not?

No. I beg of you to do nothing rash, she urged in breathless anxiety, laying her hand upon my arm.

But I will not allow you — my own well-beloved — to become the wife of another!

Godfrey, she said, in so low a voice that it was scarcely above a whisper, you must. There is no way of escape for me.

Then you are a victim of this nameless man!

She nodded in the affirmative.

Who is he? Tell me, I demanded. I have a right to know.

Yes, you have, indeed, a right, but I have given my word of honour to say nothing. I cannot tell his name — even to you.

The mystery of it all somehow aroused my suspicions. Was she deceiving me? Had she invented this nameless lover with some ulterior object? No man can ever fathom the ingenuity of a woman who intends to deceive.

Permit me to say so, Ella, but you are not frank with me, I exclaimed reproachfully. Why do you not tell me the whole truth, and allow me to take what steps I think proper? Cannot you realise all I feel at the thought of losing you again — for the second time? The past has been black enough, but the future for me will be even darker if I go away in the knowledge that you are the victim of a man unworthy of you. Tell me, dearest, do you doubt my love?

No, she sighed. I have never doubted it, Godfrey. I know how passionate is your affection; that you love me truly and well. Yet it is all to no purpose. We have met again, it is true, and under the strangest circumstances. It would almost seem as though Fate has brought us together, merely in order to tear us apart. For us, Godfrey, there, alas! can be no happiness, she added sadly, with a deep-drawn sigh.

Why not?

For a few moments she did not reply. I repeated my question, again kissing the cold lips.

Because — because, she faltered, I am compelled to marry this man.

He is compelling you, eh? I asked, between my teeth.

Yes.

And may I not stand as your champion? May I, who love you so dearly, extricate you from this trap?

She shook her head slowly.

It is not a trap, Godfrey, she answered. Rather call it force of circumstances. Those who told you I was dead lied to you, while I, hearing nothing from you, naturally concluded that you had forgotten. Therefore it is best for us to part again at once — to-night — for the memories of the past are to us both too painful.

Part from you, Ella! I cried. Never — never. You must be mad. While you breathe and live I shall remain near you as your friend, your protector, nay, your lover — the man who loves you better than his own life! I declared, taking her small hand and raising it reverently to my lips. It is cruel of you, darling, to suggest us parting.

No, it is the more merciful to both of us. We must part — so the sooner the better.

You told me this on that never-to-be-forgotten night in London, I said reproachfully. Therefore I cannot think that you are now in earnest.

I am, Godfrey, she declared quickly. I do not deny to you that I love you, but love between us is debarred. I am unhappy — ah! God alone knows what trials I have borne — what horrors have been mine to witness — and now to fill the cup of my grief I have met you only to find that you still love me, she cried hoarsely, in a voice broken by emotion.

I held her trembling hand, and again kissed her cold, hard lips.

But she drew herself from me firmly, saying in a low, broken voice, full of pathos: — 

No, Godfrey. Let us say good-night here. Let both of us go our own way, as we have done before; both of us, however, now confident in each others love, even though our lives lie far apart. Remember me only as an unhappy woman who, through no fault of her own, is prevented from becoming your wife. Think of me still as your Ella of the old sweet days, and I will remember you, my Godfrey — the — the man I love. I—

But she could utter no further word, for she burst into a flood of bitter tears.


Chapter Sixteen.

Introduces Mr Gordon-Wright.
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NEXT MORNING, AFTER a night of dark reflections, spent at the dormer window of the village inn, I called at the Manor House as early as the convenances would permit.

Lucie, cool in a white blouse and piqué skirt, met me in the hall, and, to my surprise, told me that Ella had already departed. At seven oclock she asked that she might be driven back to Swanage to rejoin her father, as they were leaving early on the motor-car.

She was as surprised as I myself was at this sudden decision to leave, for she expected that she would remain there for another day at least, now that we had again met.

Didnt she tell you that she was leaving early? Lucie asked, looking me straight in the face.

No. I certainly expected to find her here, I said, as she led me into the old-fashioned morning-room sweet with the odour of pot-pourri in the big Oriental punch-bowls.

I was utterly taken aback by her announcement.

When I had parted from my love she had declared that to meet again was useless, but I had assured her that in the morning I would call — that now we had met I would not again leave her. Had she not confessed her love for me? Did we not love each other with a fond, mad passion? And yet my darling had, it appeared, fallen beneath the influence of some nameless fellow, who was, no doubt, a scoundrel and an adventurer! Should I calmly stand by and allow her to ruin her life and mine? No. A thousand times, no. And as I stood there in silence in the low-ceilinged old room with Lucie Miller at my side, I made a firm and furious resolve that my Ella should not again escape me. Our love, however, seemed ill-fated. The remembrance of that night in Bayswater ever arose within my memory. Again how curious it was, that through the dead I had found the living. By the death of Nardini I had rediscovered my lost love.

I wondered whether I should confide in Lucie and explain what my love had told me, or whether it was best to allow her, at least for the present, to remain in ignorance? I decided, after due reflection, upon the latter course.

I, of course, thought that she had wished you good-bye, and made an appointment for another meeting, Lucie said. In fact, both my father and myself were greatly surprised when she came and asked that the horse might be put to. And yet— and without finishing her sentence, she looked mysteriously into my face.

And yet what? I asked.

For a few moments she was silent, hesitating to explain. I saw by her face that something had puzzled her. We had so quickly become friends, and our friendship had been cemented by our mutual acquaintanceship with Ella Murray, that we had found ourselves speaking perfectly frankly as though we had known each other for years.

Well — will you pardon me for asking you a rather impertinent question, Mr Leaf? she said.

Why, certainly.

Youll perhaps think me curiously inquisitive, but how long were you with Ella in the avenue after you left last night?

About half an hour.

Not more?

No. I can fix it, because I noted the time by that long grandfather clock in the hall as we went out, and I looked at my watch when I got back to the inn. I was three-quarters of an hour in getting back to Studland.

Thats rather strange, she remarked, with a distinct note of suspicion in her voice.

Why?

Well — because Ella was gone nearly two hours and a half. My father went to bed, and I remained up for her. Wasnt she with you?

Certainly not, was my prompt answer, much surprised at her statement.

Then something must have occurred after she left you, my companion said.

After she left me! What do you mean?

A very long time elapsed before her return, Lucie remarked. She may have been alone — but I think not.

Who was with her?

How can we tell?

But what causes you to think that Ella was not alone?

By her strange manner when she returned. She was pale and breathless, as though she had been hurrying, and although she had pinned it up I noticed that the sleeve of her blouse was torn, and that her wrist bore dark marks as though she had had a desperate struggle with some one.

Was she attacked by some tramp or other, I wonder? I cried, amazed.

She refused to tell me anything save that she was rather upset. She seemed in great fear that my father should have knowledge of the affair, and made me faithfully promise not to tell him. Her hair was awry, and some of the lace at the throat was torn as though some person had seized her and tried to strangle her. Indeed, while speaking to me she placed her hand at her throat, as if it pained her. Alarmed at her appearance, I inquired what was the matter, but she would only tell me vaguely that she was not very well. I at once jumped to the conclusion that you had quarrelled.

We certainly had no quarrel, Miss Miller, I quickly reassured her.

Then it is evident that she was attacked by some one! Yet it is curious that, intimate friends that we are, she would tell me nothing of the incident.

She wished to shield her assailant, perhaps, I remarked, much puzzled.

It certainly seems so. Seeing her so pale, and believing her about to faint, I took her to the dining-room and gave her some brandy. She sipped it, and a moment afterwards burst into tears. I sat with her for nearly half an hour trying to learn the mystery of her unhappiness. I asked her quite frankly if she had quarrelled with you, but she replied in the negative. Under the light, as she sat in the dining-room, I remarked the great change in her. Her countenance was pale as death, her lips white, and her eyes bore a look of terror in them. She was undoubtedly in great fear. But of what, I am unable to tell.

Your surmise is, no doubt, correct. She met some one unexpectedly — some one who attacked her. I wonder who it is?

She was evidently followed here this evening, and was, perhaps, seen walking with you. Your conversation, as you walked down to the lodge, might have been overheard.

Probably. But surely, Miss Miller, the incidents of last night were very remarkable ones. I followed you and I met my love. And then, just at the moment of my re-found happiness, she has gone again without a word. Indeed, when I reflect, the incidents of last night hardly seem real. I find myself doubting whether it was not all a dream, and would really hesitate to believe in its reality if you, too, had not been present — if you, too, had not seen and spoken with her.

Yes, it is curious — very curious. I was quite as startled by her sudden appearance as you were. It is inexplicable. I, too, believed she was dead. I heard so from half a dozen people, and I cant help thinking, Mr Leaf, that there was some deep ulterior motive in spreading such a report concerning her.

Shes a mystery, I declared; a complete mystery.

She is — and yet do you not find her far more beautiful than in the old days? I do.

Perhaps her beauty is fatal — like that of so many women, I sighed. The source of many a womans unhappiness is to be found in her face.

Last night tragedy was written deeply upon hers, my companion said, in a low, sympathetic voice. I wonder what has occurred?

I, too, wondered. Her firm refusal to allow me to kiss her upon the lips showed her either to be in deadly fear of the jealousy of another; or that she was true to the vow she had given, even though she still loved me. Yet who could be this person whom she had undoubtedly met after we had parted? Why had he attacked her? Why had she fled again so quickly? Was she in fear of some one who was still lurking in the vicinity? A sense of deadly chilliness stole over me.

The whole affair was, indeed, a mystery, yet not so utterly bewildering as were certain of the events which followed — events which were so strange and startling that they formed a problem that was for so long beyond solution.

Being so passionately devoted to Ella I determined to follow her, demand an explanation of the attack upon her and seek to discover the identity of her unknown lover — the man whom she had admitted to me she was to marry under compulsion.

I had risen from my chair, expressing my intention of driving into Swanage in the hope that she had not already left, when the door opened, and a dark, well-dressed man about forty, clean-shaven, having the appearance of a naval officer and dressed in a dark grey flannel suit, came forward with extended hand to my companion, wishing her good-morning.

From his easy manner I saw that he was a guest in the house, although on the previous night I had not seen him.

Will you allow me to introduce you? Lucie said, and next instant presented the newcomer to me as My fathers friend, Mr Gordon-Wright.

The visitor turned to take the hand I extended to him, and raised his eyes to mine.

The conventional greeting and assurance of pleasure at the meeting froze upon my lips.

We had met before — under circumstances that were, to say the least, both startling and strange.

In that instant I recognised how that the mystery had deepened a thousandfold.


Chapter Seventeen.

What Happened in the Night.
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WHETHER THE RECOGNITION had been mutual I was unable to decide.

If it had the newcomer made no sign, but extended his hand and greeted me, while I, striving to remain unconcerned, returned his welcome.

Your father tells me hes driving over to Swanage at half-past ten, Miss Lucie. Are you coming with us? he asked, as he lounged with his hands deep in his jacket pockets, and an after-breakfast cigarette between his lips.

I dont think so, was her reply. Im lunching with the Strong girls.

Oh, do come, urged the dark-faced man. Youd be back before one. You promised me yesterday that youd drive me somewhere.

So I will — to-morrow, perhaps.

I watched the mans thin shaven face, and looked into his grey eyes in silence. His was a countenance striking on account of its clear-cut features, its mobile mouth, its high intellectual forehead, and its protruding jaws — an eminently clever, good-humoured face, and yet the expression in the eyes was, somehow, out of keeping with the rest of the countenance.

He laughed lightly, making some chaffing remarks, whereat the slight flush that arose in Lucies cheeks told me that she was not altogether averse to his evident admiration. He was a pleasant fellow — but, nevertheless, a mystery.

His appearance there had, for two reasons, startled me. The first was because I had no idea that Miller had a male visitor, and the second was because I recognised him as a person whom I had long desired to rediscover.

The last occasion I had seen him he had called himself Lieutenant Shacklock, R.N. It was in very different circumstances. He had worn a moustache and beard, and affected a gold-rimmed monocle. His personal appearance as he stood there laughing with Lucie was, however, very different, yet those cold grey, close-set eyes were the same. They wore an expression that could never be altered or disguised.

We spoke together once or twice, and I began to feel convinced that he was unaware of our previous meeting.

Yes, he remarked to me. Beautiful old place this. I wonder my friend Miller doesnt live here more. If I were in his place Im sure Id prefer it to wandering about the Continent.

Youve been here before, I suppose?

Many times. Miller, when hes home, generally invites me, and then he turned to Lucie, by whom he was undoubtedly attracted. Little wonder, indeed, when one recognised how handsome she was.

I again stood silent, my eyes turned upon the spruce mans face — the face that brought back to my mind a curious and mysterious incident in my wandering life abroad.

When one travels on the Continent as I had travelled, spending years of aimless wandering and lazy idling in the halls and smoking-rooms of hotels of the first order, making passing acquaintances of men and women of all grades and all nations, listening to music in illuminated gardens, and sometimes wandering with some fair table-dhôte acquaintance beneath the stars, one meets with some queer adventures. I had met with a good many. One of them I now found myself recalling.

Three winters before I found myself, after the brilliant season at Monte Carlo, at a little sea-side resort called Nervi, which, as travellers know, is a few miles beyond Genoa, on the way to Rome. You have possibly looked out of the train and there obtained a glimpse of the blue Mediterranean beating upon its brown rocks; you have admired the splendid white villas of the Genoese merchants, and you have, probably, noticed behind the little railway station a great hotel garden, with green lawns and a splendid avenue of spreading palms.

In that garden one April night after dinner I was strolling and smoking with two men, who were friends. We had met casually in the hotel a few days before; a pleasant word or two, cocktails in company, a proffered cigar, and we at once became acquaintances, as is the way of cosmopolitans. The elder was named Blenkap, a man of sixty, a wealthy ironmaster from Pittsburg; while Shacklock, the other, was much younger, smart, and had just retired from the Navy.

That night we wandered through the gardens to the sea, which lay like glass beneath the light of the white Italian moon, with the waves sighing softly upon the shingle. But Blenkap, after half an hour, complained of being rather unwell, and while the lieutenant went into the town to purchase some cigarettes I accompanied his friend back to the hotel.

It was then about ten oclock, and refusing to allow me to call a doctor, the American went to his room. At two oclock in the morning I was awakened by the night-porter, who said that number ninety-seven had asked him to call me. Hastily I dressed, and, on going along the corridor, found Blenkap in bed in a state of collapse.

Im very ill; the pains in my head are terrible, he whispered to me. Will you call a doctor — somebody who speaks English, if possible?

His white face alarmed me, and I left him and went along to the lieutenants room at the other end of the corridor. To my knock there was, however, no response, but on turning the handle and opening the door, I found the room in darkness and empty. He had not returned. Therefore I hurried out, and in half an hour returned with an Italian doctor who spoke a little English.

On entering the room I noticed that the doctor sniffed the air mysteriously as he crossed to the patient, who I now saw was unconscious. He examined him, asked me a few brief questions, and then fixing his eyes upon me, exclaimed in Italian: — 

This is a rather curious affair, signore.

Why? I inquired. The gentleman was taken this evening while we were walking together. He complained of bad pains in his head and stomach.

Yes, but who gave him the anaesthetic? asked the doctor.

Anaesthetic! I exclaimed. Why nobody, as far as I know.

Well, chloroform has been given him, and quite recently. He struggled against it — dont you see? and he indicated the Americans clenched hands and the disordered bed. How long were you absent?

About half an hour.

Then some one must have come here while you were away, the doctor declared, stroking his dark beard very thoughtfully. At first I was alarmed lest the unfortunate American might die, but the doctor, after due examination, assured me that there was really no danger. For half an hour we sat and waited, until at length the man to whom the anaesthetic had been so mysteriously administered regained consciousness. It was a slow recovery, but when at length his dull eyes fell upon me he beckoned me to him and with excited gestures pointed to a leather-covered box beneath a table opposite. I pulled it out and tried the lock. It was still secure, and he nodded in satisfaction. Presently the doctor left, and I returned to bed, but imagine my blank amazement next morning when, just as I was sipping my coffee in my room, Blenkap dashed in, crying: — 

Ive been robbed! That fellow, Shacklock, did it! He must have crept into my room while you were away, rendered me senseless, took the key from the gold chain I always wear around my neck, opened the box, extracted the whole of the money and jewellery, relocked the box, and then had the audacity to replace the chain around my neck!

But he is your friend? I exclaimed, with astonishment.

I only met him a fortnight ago at the Grand at San Remo, he answered. He was there with a friend of his — probably a thief also. But he came on here alone with me. The fellow has taken over eighty thousand dollars!

I hurried with him to the questore, or chief of police, and telegrams were quickly despatched hither and thither, but the thief had evidently got back to Genoa by the train at three oclock in the morning, and embarked at once upon some ship for a Mediterranean port — Naples, Marseilles or Algiers. At any rate, though I remained a month in Nervi, we never heard further either of the easy-going naval man, or of the eighty thousand dollars in American notes and negotiable securities. Without doubt it was intended by the thief, or thieves, to throw the first suspicion upon myself, but fortunately the night-porter stated most positively that he had seen the lieutenant coming from his friend, Blenkaps room, ten minutes before my return with the doctor. The man had left the main door of the hotel ajar in order to admit us, and it was evident that by that means the thief got away unnoticed.

The robbery had been an ingenious and audacious one, and showed the clever cunning of a master-hand.

As you have, no doubt, already guessed, the man who so cleverly got hold of Blenkaps money, and who had escaped so swiftly, I now recognised as the affable Lieutenant Shacklock, the intimate friend and guest of James Harding Miller.

Was not his presence in that house sufficient to convince me that what had been suspected of Miller was more than a mere surmise? It had been declared that Lucies father, though a county gentleman, was also head of the most daring association of criminals in Europe. It seemed to me that Gordon-Wright, alias Shacklock, was one of his ingenious lieutenants whom he was entertaining in his cosy retreat — planning some new scheme perhaps — and who was, at the same time, an ardent admirer of the beautiful girl whose unhappiness and deadly peril was so great a mystery.


Chapter Eighteen.

Plight and Pursuit.
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I LEFT THE Manor with my eyes dim and my heart beating fast with a sickening pain. I moved down the road without quite well knowing where I went.

My well-beloved had again escaped me. It was my duty to follow her, to learn the truth, to save her — my duty to her, as well as to myself.

Mystery followed upon the back of mystery. In those brief days, since the advent of the fugitive Italian at Shepherds Bush, I had become enmeshed in a veritable web of entangled events which seemed to grow more extraordinary and more inexplicable every hour.

My meeting with the man Shacklock proved, beyond doubt, the source of Mr Millers income. Finding Lucies father such an affable and gentlemanly man, I had entirely refused to credit Sammys story. Nevertheless, Lucie herself had corroborated it, inasmuch as she had described her love at Enghien and its tragic sequel; while I, myself, had recognised in Gordon-Wright the clever international thief who had decamped with Blenkaps valuables. And this man was actually Millers most intimate friend!

To Lucie I made no mention of my intention, but half an hour later I was in a dogcart hired from the Lion, driving at a furious pace over the Ballard Down into Swanage, where, at the hotel I had previously visited on my arrival, I inquired for Miss Murray.

The lady left with a party in a motor-car an hour ago, was the reply of the young person in black satin, whose duty appeared to be to keep the books and order about the waiters.

Gone! I ejaculated. Where?

Well, when people go off in a car we dont generally know their destination. Motor-cars are so very uncertain, you see.

Did they arrive here on the car? I inquired eagerly. No. Mr Murray and his daughter came over by boat from Bournemouth. The motor arrived last night with a gentleman, a lady and the chauffeur.

Pardon me, exclaimed a mans voice at my elbow — the hotel proprietor who had overheard all our conversation. Are you a detective? he asked, in a rather low, confidential tone.

No. Why?

Well— he hesitated. Only because there seemed to be something rather funny about Mr Murray — thats all.

Something funny about him? How?

Well, from the moment he came here, till the moment he went away, he never came out of his room. And when he did, he was wearing a motor-coat with the collar turned up around his chin and goggles which entirely disguised him.

Not at all a suspicious circumstance, surely? I remarked, though inwardly much interested. On these white dusty roads every one must wear goggles.

Of course. But when people come to Swanage they generally go out and look about the town and the bay. Mr Murray, however, shut himself up and saw nobody, while his daughter drove over to Studland, where she stayed the night and returned about an hour before the motor started.

Im going to follow that motor. I have a reason, I said. Dont you think the chauffeur might have told one of the stable-hands or garage-men — if you have a garage here — as to his destination? Theres a kind of freemasonry among chauffeurs, by which all of them know each others roads.

Ill see, replied the obliging proprietor. Come with me.

He conducted me through to the back of the house, where a large courtyard had been recently converted into a garage. There were several cars in the coach-houses around, while in the centre of the yard a clean-shaven young man was turning a hose upon a dark red 16-horse Fiat.

Gibbs, where has that blue car gone to this morning — the one that left an hour ago?

The 40 Mercédès, sir? Gone to some place beyond Exeter, sir. Theyre on a big tour.

You dont know the name of the place? I asked the man anxiously.

The chauffeur did tell me, but it was a funny name, an Ive forgotten.

Theyve gone direct to Exeter, in any case?

Yes — by Dorchester, Chard and Honiton. E asked me about the road.

How far is it to Exeter?

About seventy-eight or eighty miles.

I could get there by train before they arrived, I remarked.

Ah! I doubt it, sir, was the mans reply. Thats a good car theyve got, and if you went by train youd ave to go right up to Yeovil. Theyd be through Exeter long before you got there.

Thats so, remarked the hotel proprietor. From here to Exeter by rail is a long cross-country journey.

Then could I get a car? Is any one of these for hire?

This one ere belongs to Saunders, down in the town. E lets it out sometimes, replied Gibbs, indicating the red car he had been cleaning.

Then Ill have it — and youll drive me, eh? We must overtake them.

Very good, sir, replied the man, and then I returned to the hotel to telephone to the owner and fix the price.

Gibbs quickly filled the tank with petrol, poured water into the radiator, examined the tyres, pumping one that he found a little down; then he washed himself, put on his leather jacket and cap, and mounted to the wheel.

A quarter of an hour after I had first entered the garage I was sitting at the chauffeurs side as the car slowly made its way up the crooked quaint old-fashioned main street of Swanage and out on the big white road that ran up hill and down valley, the picturesque highway to Dorchester. Up to Corfe Castle the way was nearly all uphill, but the Fiat ran splendidly, and in the narrow winding road where we met many pleasure parties in chars-à-banc Gibbs quickly showed himself a competent driver.

Seldom he blew his horn, yet he handled the car with a care that at once convinced me that he was a reliable chauffeur.

As we skirted the great mound upon which stood the cyclopean walls of Corfe, magnificent relics of the bygone feudal age, and ran again out of the little village and up on to Purbeck Hill, he handed me a pair of goggles, saying: — 

Youd better have these, sir. Were going through a lot of dust presently, and weve a dead head-wind.

I put them on, and as I did so he increased the speed, remarking: — 

Fortunately, there aint any police traps ere. We arent like they are in Surrey. I got fined a fiver at Guildford a month ago, an I was only goin fourteen miles an our. But it aint any good defendin. The police are always in the right, he added, with a sigh.

Do you think that we shall overtake them? I inquired anxiously, for at all hazards I wanted to see and speak again with Ella. What she had told me excited my curiosity and aroused my determination that she should make no further self-sacrifice.

It all depends, was his vague answer. Theyve got a forty, you know, an can do these hills much better than we can. But they may get a puncture or a tyre-burst.

But as to speed. They wont go quicker than we are travelling? I inquired.

Not if they dont want to get ad up, he grinned, and I then recognised that we were on a wide flat road, travelling at nearly forty miles an hour, and raising a perfect wall of dust behind us. Theres one or two level-crossings, too, that may delay em.

And us also, eh?

Perhaps, he said. But what Im going to do is to go at a greater speed than theyve gone. Weve got nearly an hour and a half to make up, by some means or other.

And lowering his head he set his shoulders in his seat and still increased the speed until we flew at a pace such as I had never before travelled in any motor-car. The engines ticked away with rhythmical music, the machinery hummed with that even tone which tells the practised motorist that his cylinders are working properly, and without once pulling up, we soon found ourselves slowing down to enter the quiet old county town of Dorchester.

At Charminster, where the two high-roads parted, we had news of the blue car we were following. A man breaking stones at the roadside informed us that it had passed about half an hour in front of us.

It was going at a terrible speed, he added, in broad Dorset dialect. Theyll get summoned — you see.

This caused us to put on more pace, heedless of whether any pair of constables — or hedgehogs as motorists call them — were lurking near the road. Gibbs put on all the speed he could get out of his engines, and we literally flew through Stratton and Frampton. He was, it seemed, determined to earn the couple of sovereigns I had promised him as reward if successful.

The afternoon went slowly by. The sky became overcast, and there was a slight shower, but we did not pull up, tearing ever onward through Chard, over the Devonshire border and round the big hill of Dumpdon to old-fashioned but unpicturesque Honiton.

We had now only seventeen miles or so before reaching Exeter. Slowly we descended the main street which dropped very steeply to a bridge over a small stream, and then out again upon the broad white undulating road, fringed almost continuously by trees and whitewashed and thatched cottages — the main road that runs from London through Hounslow to the west.

Suddenly we dipped beneath a railway bridge, and the road rising again our eager eyes saw about a mile in front of us a travelling cloud of dust. As we looked the car before us went round a slight bend in the flat open road, and there showed a flash of bright blue.

Look! cried Gibbs excitedly, thats the car! We must overtake them, and setting his teeth again he put on all speed possible.

Slowly, almost imperceptibly, we seemed to be overtaking my fugitive love who was, of course, all unconscious of being followed, when, just as we ran over the bridge which crosses the Clyst, there was a loud report like a pistol shot, and Gibbs was compelled to instantly apply the brake, uttering a loud exclamation of disappointment and chagrin.

Our off rear tyre had burst!

My love would be in Exeter and beyond reach long before we could put on a new tube and tyre.

I stood watching the fast receding car, my heart sinking within me. Ella was before my very eyes, escaping me — never to return.

I knew that the intention was to evade me in future. And yet how madly I loved her. No matter what she said or what she did, she was still mine — mine!


Chapter Nineteen.

The Blue Motor-Car.
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GIBBS WAS THE first to speak. He examined the burst critically, glanced at the fast disappearing car, and, turning to me, asked: — 

Shall we still try, sir? If youll help me well be on the road again in twenty minutes.

Yes, I cried, lets try, and throwing off my coat, I began in earnest to take out the spare tyre while he got out the jack and tools.

While I unscrewed the bolts, he jacked up the car, and in ten minutes the burst tyre was off, and we were adjusting the new one. A new inner tube I found under the front seat, and we soon adjusted it, Gibbs pumping it up while I put away the tools and strapped on the broken tyre.

I glanced at the clock on the car, and saw that we had been just eighteen minutes, then up we got, and, without much preliminary, moved away again tearing at breakneck speed through Ottery St. Mary and a dreary little place called Honiton Clyst, then over a bad road among small and dingy houses from Heavitree into Exeter. At the Gordon memorial-lamp we took the right-hand road, found the tram-line and passed up Paris Street into High Street, and on to the cathedral, where we pulled up before the Clarence, hoping to obtain some news of the blue Mercédès.

It, however, had not been seen. At Poples, at the Globe and the Half Moon we inquired, but without success. The car had not been seen in any of the main streets of the city, therefore we could only conclude that it had passed round the outskirts and taken either the Crediton or the Teignmouth road. From south of the city a dozen different ways lead off the Okehampton road, therefore it seemed certain that our unfortunate accident had negatived all our attempts to overtake Mr Murray and his party.

Again we were thwarted, until Gibbs suddenly recollected that in Paris Street we had passed a cycle works where petrol was sold, and we turned the car and made eager inquiry there.

Yes. A big blue car had stopped there, and refilled its tank about an hour before. The chauffeur had inquired the road to Plymouth, and the manager had advised him to take the road by Bickington, Buckfastleigh and Ivybridge. The distance to Plymouth, we were told, was forty-four miles, therefore thanking our informant we reversed the car and were soon out again on the old coach-road through Alphington and Shillingford, hoping that some similar mishap to that which had occurred to us might delay the party we were endeavouring to overtake.

Again we raced along against time, up over the Great Haldon hills where we had grand views across the open country, through old-fashioned villages of the true Devon type, past a quaint old mill with high sloping roof, and narrowly escaping a collision with a farmers cart just as we were entering Bickington.

Twice we inquired of men we met on the road whether they had seen the car, and each reply was in the affirmative. Therefore we kept an eager look-out far ahead to distinguish the receding cloud of dust which would betray its presence.

At full speed we tore along, the motor humming its rhythmic music and the dust rising in a dense column behind. I shrewdly suspect that before starting Gibbs had smeared a little oil across part of the number both front and rear, in order that the dust should render it puzzling to any lurking constable.

If we dont get fined for this, sir, we ought to, declared Gibbs, with a laugh, looking at me through his goggles, as we sped across a wide-open stretch of moor with the head-wind blowing the white dust full in our faces. Down a steep hill we ran until, rounding a sudden bend in the road, an exclamation of joy escaped us both, as we saw the car that had evaded us so long, stationary.

The chauffeur was in the act of putting in a new inner tube to one of the back tyres, while the passengers had descended and were walking about the road. A couple of farm labourers were looking on, their hands stuck idly in their pockets, and as we approached all turned to look.

My first impulse was to stop and greet Ella, but next instant it occurred to me that as I wore goggles, and an overcoat that she had never seen, I was effectively disguised.

Slow down, but dont stop, I said to Gibbs, and a few moments later we passed the party, without, however, taking any notice of them.

The car was, as the man beside me had said, a splendid Mercédès of the latest type, one of the best I had ever seen upon the road. The chauffeur was a smart fellow in uniform, probably French, and the party who were awaiting the repairs consisted of Ella — in a neat champagne-coloured motor-coat, with flat hat and a veil of the same colour with a plate of talc in front instead of glasses — a dark-haired lady somewhat older, also in motor clothes, a youngish man with a round boyish clean-shaven face, and lastly Mr Murray. The latter had so altered that had I met him in the street I should certainly not have recognised him. His beard was now white, his hair grey, and upon his face was a hard careworn look, in place of the easy nonchalant air he wore in those well-remembered days when I had been a welcome guest at Wichenford.

Ella was seated upon a stile chatting to her female companion, while her father was standing on the road some distance away, in earnest conversation with the young man.

Owing to my disguising dark goggles, I was able to look straight into their faces without fear of recognition. This was fortunate, for at present I had no intention of revealing my identity.

Could that round-faced, fresh-complexioned man be the fellow who, according to my loves own admission, held her in his power?

The very suspicion maddened me, causing my blood to rise.

Murray appeared to be speaking to him in confidence, giving him certain instructions to which he was enlisting attentively, with brows knit, as though what he heard was far from reassuring.

Who was the man?

His identity and his relation towards my well-beloved I determined to ascertain.

Lets go on slowly into the next place, whatever it is, I said.

Were about five miles from Ashburton, sir, Gibbs replied.

I want them to overtake us, and then we can follow them to their destination, I said.

Theyre going to Plymouth. Wouldnt it be better for us to go on there an wait for em? suggested the man. Its now five oclock, and theyll probably put up there for the night.

No. They are going farther than Plymouth, I said. Its a thousand pities you cant remember where the chauffeur said they were going.

Perhaps the ladies ull want tea. If so, theyll probably pull up at the Golden Lion, just as we go into Ashburton. Its the place where the coaches stop.

Then lets stop there. If they also pull up, well and good. If they dont, we can follow them, I said, and five minutes later we came to a standstill before the inn where, at the back, I found a delightful garden sloping down towards the valley, where the blaze of colour and the scent of flowers were refreshing after the heat and dust of the great highway. Without removing my goggles I cast myself into a seat, and ordered a glass of shandygaff. Gibbs I had left outside with the car, ordering him to come and tell me when the party passed. That peaceful old garden was just the place in which to sit on a hot summers afternoon with all sight and sound of town shut out; only the green hills opposite and their all-pervading fragrance.

Suddenly, from where I sat, I heard the whirr of an approaching car which came to a standstill before the inn. Would Ella come through into the garden?

I did not wish to meet her with her friends. It was my desire to see her alone. Therefore I jumped to my feet and walked away to the farther end of the garden.

As I expected they came, all four of them, seated themselves at the table I had just vacated, and ordered tea.

For five minutes or so I watched them. Ella, with her veil raised, was talking and laughing merrily with the round-faced young man, while he, bending towards her across the table, appeared fascinated by her glance.

I bit my lip, and turning, made my way through the inn and out into the road, where both cars were standing, and both chauffeurs were gossiping.

For another five minutes I waited, then Gibbs, approaching me, touched his cap, and inquired if I were ready, adding under his breath: — 

Ive found out where theyre goin, sir. Theres some mystery about them, I believe. Ill tell you when we get away.


Chapter Twenty.

Reveals the Truth.
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THEYRE GOIN TO a place called Upper Wooton, about half way between Saltash and Callington, on the Launceston road. I know the village — quite a tiny place, Gibbs said, as we went up the picturesque street of Ashburton.

Then wed better go straight on there.

Theyre goin through Plymouth, but the most direct way, and much shorter, is through Tavistock, which would bring us right into the cross-roads at Callington. Wed save a couple of hours by that, and, after all, theyve got a forty, you know, while ours is only a sixteen. Theyll make better pace than us up the hills.

Very well, I said, I leave it to you. We must be there first, in any case. Are they staying the night there?

Their man says so. Es a stranger, however, and e says theyre a rum party.

Oh! Why? I asked in quick surprise.

Well — sir, responded Gibbs, somewhat reluctantly, it aint for me to repeat what e said, seein as theyre friends o yourn.

Oh! whatever you say will make no difference, I assured him. Besides, theyre not exactly my friends. Two of them Ive never seen before in my life. So you can speak quite frankly. Indeed, Im very anxious to hear what makes their man think they are mysterious. I recollected that Murrays reticence had aroused the curiosity of the hotel proprietor at Swanage, and wondered what else had occurred to cause the chauffeur to suspect that something was wrong.

The car belongs to somebody named Rusden, who lives in Worcestershire, and the chauffeur is in his employ. Mr Rusden has lent the car to the party, Gibbs explained. The chauffeur started from Stourbridge yesterday morning, with orders to meet a lady and gentleman at Chippenham station at midnight last night, and take em on all through the night to Swanage. There e picked up the gentleman and the young lady, and after two hours rest was ordered to drive on down to Plymouth with all possible speed.

But what makes him think theres any mystery about them? He, no doubt, received orders from his master.

No, e didnt. Thats just it. Mr Rusden told him to go to Chippenham and take the lady and gentleman to Aylesbury, whereas they gave him orders entirely different. An besides that, the chauffeur overheard something this morning.

What did he overhear?

The two men were talking together, and the elder said e hoped as ow they wouldnt be followed, or the whole show ud be give away.

Curious, I remarked. Very curious.

Yes, sir. E told me as ow all along the road theyve been urgin im to go faster, but e wasnt goin to risk being caught by a hegog. Es evidently rather troubled, because e dont know what is master ull say at im comin down here. Perhaps theyre flyin from the police — who knows?

I laughed his suggestion into ridicule, yet at heart I was much puzzled. What could it mean?

Why were they in such fear of being followed?

Well, I said, at any rate well push on to Upper Wooton, and see what theyre going to do there.

Then well go by Tavistock. The road is just off on the right, about a mile or so farther on, my companion said. We ought to be there before dark, if we get no punctures, and he drew down his goggles from his cap and increased the speed of the car.

Once or twice I looked back, but saw no sign of the blue car following us. Murray and his friends were, no doubt, quietly having their tea in that pretty old garden.

For nearly an hour I sat in rigid silence, as one so often does for long periods when motoring. Was that round-faced fellow upon whom Ella had smiled actually her lover? Who, I wondered, was the elder woman? And why had they come to Chippenham at midnight to be met by a motor-car and drive on through the night? There was certainly some motive in that long night ride.

Was it possible that they were really escaping? It certainly seemed very much like it.

Ellas movements in leaving Lucie and her father so suddenly, and in flying from me when she had confessed that she still loved me, were all suspicious. Some very strong and sinister motive underlay it all — of that I felt absolutely convinced.

Darker clouds gathered over the hills between Two Bridges and Tavistock, and another sharp shower fell, making us uncomfortably wet, but we never, for one moment, slackened speed. The rain laid the dust, for which we were thankful. At Gunnislake, just as the twilight was falling, we crossed the Cornish border, and by lighting-up time we were at the cross-roads outside Callington, with only four miles farther to negotiate.

This we quickly accomplished, at last running into a quaint old-world Cornish village which Gibbs informed me was the destination of the suspicious quartette.

There was but one inn, The Crown, and putting the car into the coach-house there, we ordered dinner. Cold meat and beer were all that the landlord could offer, but I ate ravenously, my ears all the while keenly on the alert for the hum of the car which we had outstripped.

After I had eaten I went out into the semi-darkness and looked round the quiet peaceful old village street of snug thatched cottages, the row broken by a red brick chapel and a corrugated iron church-room.

Only one gentleman lived in the vicinity, so the landlord informed me. His name was Mr Gordon-Wright, a London gentleman, and he lived at the Glen, which we had passed about half a mile before entering the village. Gordon-Wright! And this was his hiding-place!

Twilight had deepened into night as I sat upon a rough bench outside the inn, my ears still strained in order to catch sound of the approach of the car.

Gibbs theory was that they had probably stopped to dine in Plymouth, and certainly that seemed a very feasible one.

Would they put up at the inn, I wondered? Or were they making their way to Gordon-Wrights? Out of curiosity, and in order to kill time, I rose and strolled along the village across the bridge and up the steep hill on to the road down which we had descended.

In passing in the car I had no recollection of having noticed a house, but as I now approached on foot I saw on the left a large clump of trees, surrounding a big white house.

On nearer approach the Glen proved to be one of those ugly, inartistic, early Georgian structures which a later generation had covered with stucco, surrounded by a large but ill-kept flower-garden, and beyond a thick spinney, all being allowed to run wild and unattended.

The garden was shut off from the high-road by a high wall of red brick, but the gates were iron, and through them, as I passed, I could obtain a good view of the house, inasmuch as the drawing-room windows were open, and the lamps beneath their white silk shades revealed that the place was cheaply upholstered in a rather gaudy chintz. The hall door, too, was open, and within I recognised an air of need. The hall of every house is an index to the state of the finances of its owner.

I halted for a moment and peered through the gate. From what I saw I at once concluded that either the house had been let furnished for the summer or that Mr Gordon-Wright, alias Lieutenant Shacklock, was not overburdened with surplus wealth.

As I looked, a middle-aged and most respectable, but round-shouldered old man-servant crossed the hall, carrying a tray. He was evidently laying the dinner table.

A moment later a shadow within the drawing-room betrayed the presence of some one there, while to my nostrils came the fragrant smell of a very good cigar.

A suit-case had been deposited in the hall, and the man-servant, on his return, caught it up and disappeared with it up the red-carpeted stairs.

All this I was watching with idle curiosity, having nothing better to do, when of a sudden the distant note of a motor-horn reached my ear, causing me to start away from where I stood and turn back a few steps in the direction of the village.

My heart leaped within me. Far off I could see the reflection of the head-lights as the car came tearing through the village and up the road at headlong pace.

Was it the blue car? Would it pass on, and leave me behind, after all?

In a few moments the white lights swept into full view, and I stepped to the side of the road to allow them to pass, when, to my joy, the driver began to blow his horn violently, as though to announce his approach.

Yes! They were halting at the Glen, after all!

With loud trumpeting that echoed among the trees the car flashed past me, and came to a sudden stop before the iron gates, but ere it did so the gates were flung open wide by the servant, and a man came out of the house shouting them a warm and cheery welcome.

The bright rays from the head lamps shone full upon him, dazzling him and preventing my presence being revealed.

I saw his face, and my eyes became riveted upon it.

And while I stood there, breathless and stupefied, the party descended, laughing boisterously and exchanging greetings.

I looked again. Was it only some strange chimera of my vision? Could it be the amazing truth? What further bitterness had life in store for me?

My Ella was standing enfolded in the arms of the man who had greeted them, and he was at that moment kissing her fondly upon the lips before them all.

And the man? His countenance was, alas! only too familiar to me.

He was the fellow I had met only that very morning under Millers roof — the man whom I had known in Nervi as Lieutenant Shacklock, R.N.!


Chapter Twenty One.

The Peril of Ella Murray.
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IN AN INSTANT the bewildering mystery of it all became apparent.

The fellow Shacklock, the dark-faced man whom I could at once denounce to the police as a rogue and a thief, held her enthralled!

Welcome, dearest! he said, as his lips touched hers. I hope you are not too tired.

But I saw that she was pale, and that she shrank from his touch. Ah! yes! she loathed him.

Standing there in the shadow of the overhanging trees, I watched them all disappear into the house.

The servant in black, after carrying up their luggage, shut the gate, therefore I crept forward and peered into the drawing-room. It was, however, empty, for they had all passed upstairs to remove the stains of travel before sitting down to dinner.

A thousand weird thoughts surged through my brain. That man Gordon-Wright was my enemy, and I intended that he should not win my love.

The whole position of affairs was utterly incomprehensible. This man, whom I could prove to be a clever international thief, was the most intimate friend of James Harding Miller, gentleman, of Studland. While he had been visiting there, Ella had escaped from her father and gone to Studland, in all probability to see him, or to consult him upon some important matter. She had made no sign to the Millers that she was previously acquainted with their guest. The conclusion, therefore, was that both Lucie and her father were in utter ignorance of the curious truth. Ella had left suddenly and travelled by motor-car to Upper Wooton, while he must have left immediately after my departure from Studland, and travelled by train by way of Yeovil.

To Mr Murray and the rest of the party he appeared as though he had not been away from home. Only Ella knew the truth, and she was silent. That there was some extraordinary manoeuvre in progress I was convinced. The Murrays of Wichenford were one of the county families of Worcestershire, and Ellas father had always been an upright, if rather proud man. He was, I knew, the very last person to associate with a man of Shacklocks stamp had he but known his real character.

On the contrary, however, he had grasped the mans hand warmly when he descended, saying: — 

Why, my dear fellow, its quite two months since we met! How are you?

And the pseudo-lieutenant was equally enthusiastic in his welcome in return. He was the host; the London gentleman known locally as Mr Gordon-Wright.

This was by no means extraordinary. In our country villages and their vicinity hundreds of people are, at this moment, occupying big houses, and under assumed names passing themselves off for what they are not. Summer visitors to the rural districts are often a queer lot, and many a gentleman known as Mr Brown, the smug attendant at the village church, is in reality Mr Green whose means of livelihood would not bear looking into. From time to time a man is unmasked, and a paragraph appears in the papers, but such persons are usually far too wary when it is a matter of effacing their identity under the very nose of the police, and enjoy the confidence and esteem of both the villagers and the county.

So it evidently was with Mr Gordon-Wright.

Consumed by hatred, and longing to go forward and unmask him as the ingenious swindler who stole Blenkaps money, I stood at the gate, eager to obtain another glimpse of the woman who he intended should be his victim.

What was the nature of his all-powerful influence over her, I wondered? She loved me still. Had she not admitted that? And yet she dare not break from this man whose life was one long living lie!

Fortunately Ive discovered you, I said, between my teeth, speaking to myself. You shall never wreck her happiness, that Im determined! A word from me to Scotland Yard, and you will be arrested, my fine gentleman. And I laughed, recollecting how entirely his future was in my hands.

He had already dressed for dinner before the arrival of the party, and I overheard him shouting to Murray not to trouble to change, it being so late. Then he came along the hall, and stood at the door, gazing straight in my direction, his hands in the pockets of his dinner-jacket, awaiting his guests.

He could not see me, I knew, for the roadway was rendered very dark at that point by the trees that almost met overhead. Therefore I watched his thin clean-shaven face, and saw upon its evil features an expression of intense anxiety which was certainly not there when we had met earlier that day in Dorsetshire.

Ella was the first to descend. She had exchanged her dark dress for a gown of pale blue Liberty silk, high at the throat, and, though simply made, it suited her admirably. The fellow turned at the sound of her footstep, and hurrying towards her, took her hand, and led her outside upon the gravelled drive.

The others, of course, have no idea that Ive been to Studland! I heard him whisper to her anxiously as they stood there together in the shadow, away from the stream of light that shone from the open door.

I told them nothing, was her calm answer, in a voice that seemed inert and mechanical.

I only arrived here an hour ago. I feared that you might be here before me. You, of course, delayed them by excuses, as I suggested.

Yes. We had tea on the way, and we came the longer way round, by Plymouth, as you told me.

It was lucky for you that you left the Millers as early as you did, he said.

Why?

Because they had a visitor. He came an hour or so after youd gone. I found him talking to Lucie, and she introduced me. His name was Leaf.

I saw that she started at mention of my name. But with admirable self-control she asked: — 

Well, and what did he want?

Wanted to see you. And whats more, Lucie told me after hed gone that he had once been engaged to you. Is that true?

Ive known him a good many years, was my loved ones evasive answer, as though she feared to arouse his anger or jealousy by an acknowledgment of the truth.

I ask you, Ella, a simple question — is what Lucie Miller has said true? Were you ever engaged to that man? he asked very seriously.

There was not an actual engagement, was her answer, and I saw that she feared to tell him the truth.

What right had the fellow to question her? I had difficulty in restraining myself from rushing forward and boldly exposing him as the thief and adventurer he was.

Lucie, in answer to my question, told me that you had lost sight of each other for several years, and that you believed him dead.

That is so.

And that he has been travelling on the Continent the whole time?

I believe he has, was her reply, whereupon he remained in silence for some moments, as though reflecting deeply. Was it possible that, after all, he had recognised me as the man who he had intended should be his cats-paw in the Blenkap affair?

I felt certain that he was endeavouring to recall my face.

Your father knows nothing of my friendship with Miller? he asked suddenly, with some apprehension.

I have told him nothing, as you forbade me.

Good. He must not know. Its better not.

Why?

Well, because your father has a long-standing quarrel with Miller, has he not? If he knew we were friends he might not like it. Some men have curious prejudices, he added.

His explanation apparently satisfied her, but he, on his part, returned to his previous questions regarding myself.

Tell me, he urged, who is this fellow Leaf? If you were fond of him I surely have a right to know who and what he is?

Hes a gentleman whom I first knew years ago, soon after I came home from school.

And you fell in love with him, like every school-girl does, eh?

She nodded in the affirmative, but vouchsafed no further information.

Well, he said, in a tone of authority, you will not meet him again under any consideration. I forbid it. Remember that.

She was silent, her head downcast, for in that mans hands she was as wax. He held her in some thraldom that I saw was as complete as it was terrible. His very presence seemed to cause her to hold her breath, and to tremble.

Last night, he continued, you crept downstairs after you had gone to your room, and you listened at the door of the smoking-room, where I was talking with Miller, and he laughed as he saw how she started at his accusation. Yes, you see I know all about it. The faithful Minton, who saw you, told me, he went on in a hard voice. You overheard something — something that has very much surprised you. Now theres an old adage that says listeners never hear any good of themselves. Therefore we must come to a thorough understanding as soon as we can get a quiet half-hour alone together.

I think it is perfectly unnecessary, she said, with some attempt at defiance.

There, I beg to differ, he answered. You have learnt a secret, and I must have some adequate guarantee that that secret is kept — that no single word of it is breathed to a living soul. You understand, Ella, he added, in a low, fierce half-whisper, lowering his dark clean-shaven face to hers. You understand! My life depends upon it!


Chapter Twenty Two.

At Dawn.
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THE DARK-HAIRED WOMAN who had accompanied Ella in the motor-car came forth and joined the pair, preventing any further confidences, and a few minutes later the dinner-gong sounded, and all three went in to join Mr Murray and his companion.

The windows of the dining-room were closed almost immediately, therefore I neither saw nor heard anything more of that strange household.

My one desire was to see Ella alone, but how could I give her news of my presence?

I turned on my heel and strolled slowly back down the dark road in the direction of the village. The first suggestion that crossed my mind was to send her a telegram making an appointment for the following morning, but on reflection I saw that if they had fled in secret, as they seemed to have done, then the arrival of a telegram would arouse Mr Gordon-Wrights suspicions. Indeed he might actually open it.

I was dealing with a queer fish, a man who was a past-master in alertness and ingenious conspiracy. As Minton, at the Manor, was in the confidence of Miller, so that round-shouldered old fellow was, no doubt, Gordon-Wrights trustworthy sentinel.

A dozen different modes of conveying a note to her suggested themselves, but the one I adopted was, perhaps, the simplest of them all. I returned to the inn, scribbled upon a small piece of paper a few lines to my well-beloved asking her to meet me at a spot I indicated at six oclock next morning, and then I called Gibbs, took him into my confidence, and gave him instructions to take the pair of ladys gloves with fur gauntlets that I had found in one of the pockets of the car, go boldly to the house, ask to see the young lady who had just arrived by motor-car, and tell her a fictitious story how he had found the gloves where they had stopped at Plymouth, and as he was passing through Upper Wooton on the way to Launceston he thought he would like to restore them to her.

Shell, of course, at once deny that they are hers, I said. But in handing them to her you must contrive to slip this little bit of folded paper into her hand — so, and I gave him a lesson in pressing the small note, folded until it was only the size of a sixpence, into her palm.

He quickly entered into the spirit of the adventure, and three-quarters of an hour later re-entered the low-ceilinged little sitting-room announcing triumphantly that he had been successful.

At first, sir, their man said I could not see the lady, as she was at dinner, but on pressing him that I wished to see her particularly, he went an told her, he explained. My request seemed to create quite a hubbub among em, for as I stood in the all, I heard the conversation suddenly break off, and a chap with a clean-shaven face come to the door an had a good straight look at me. Seein, however, that I was only a chauffeur, he went back, and a minute later the young lady herself appeared alone. I told er the story, slipped the bit o paper into her hand, and gave her the gloves. The instant she felt the paper in her palm she started and looked at me, surprised like. Then, carryin the gloves into the drawing-room, as if to examine them, she glanced at what youd written, and when she returned a few seconds afterwards, she whispered: Tell the gentleman all right. Then, sayin aloud that the gloves wasnt hers, she thanked me, an dismissed me.

I congratulated him on his success. So far, so good. I had to wait in patience until six oclock on the following morning.

That night I slept but little, but when daylight came a certain hope and gladness came with it. At half-past five I went out, and strolled along to the cross-roads I had noticed between the Glen and the village. The roads traversing the highway were merely green lanes leading to adjoining fields, and with high hedges on either side were admirably adapted for a secret meeting.

Not without fear of being noticed by some yokel on his way to work, I idled there until the clock from the old ivy-clad church tower below struck the hour. For the first ten minutes I saw no sign of her, and every moment increased my peril of being noticed and my presence commented upon. The villagers were certainly not used to seeing a gentleman wait at the cross-roads at six oclock in the morning.

Presently, however, my heart leaped with sudden joy, for I saw her in a fresh pale blue cotton dress hurrying towards me, and in order not to be seen meeting her in the main road I withdrew into the lane.

Five minutes later we were standing side by side, in a spot where we could not be observed, she panting and breathless, and I full of eager questions as to the reason of her flight.

So you actually followed me all the way here, Godfrey! she exclaimed anxiously, turning those dear eyes upon me, those eyes the expression of which was always as wondering and innocent as a childs.

Because I am determined that you shall not again escape me, Ella, was my answer, grasping her hand and raising it with reverence to my lips.

Are we ever truly read, I wonder, save by the one that loves us best? Love is blind, the phrase runs; yet, I would rather say Love sees as God sees, and with infinite wisdom has infinite pardon.

What was it I felt? I hardly know. I acted without knowing — only stung into a bitter, burning, all-corroding jealousy that drove me like a whip of scorpions.

You should never have done this, she answered calmly, though her voice trembled just a little. Have I not already told you that — that our meeting was unfortunate, and that we must again part?

But why? I demanded fiercely.

It is imperative, she faltered. I can never be yours.

But you shall — Ella! I cried fiercely, in this past twenty-four hours I have discovered a great deal. Unknown to me there was a man staying with Miller at Studland. The real object of your visit there was to speak with him in secret. You did so and left by motor car, while he travelled here by train. Your father has no idea that he and Miller are friends nor has he any idea of his true identity. He believes him to be Gordon-Wright, yet I know him under the name of Lieutenant Harold Shacklock.

You — you know him? she gasped.

Yes. After you left the Manor I called, and Lucie introduced me — as though I needed any introduction to him, I laughed bitterly.

Then where have you met him before? she asked, deeply anxious.

Abroad. I know who and what he is, Ella, I said determinedly. And you shall never be his wife.

But I must, she declared. It is all arranged. I cannot break my engagement. I dare not.

Then I shall simply go to the police and tell them what I know. I will never allow you to wreck your happiness because this fellow holds some mysterious power over you. You are mine, Ella — remember — mine!

I know! I know! she gasped, her face pale, her eyes terrified. But you must not say a word. I beg you, if you really love me, not to say a word.

Why not?

Because he would revenge himself upon me. I know certain of his secrets — secrets that I discovered by the merest chance. Any information given to the police he would suspect of coming from me. Therefore, dont you see that any such attempt to free me will only bring upon me disaster — even death!

You fear he may take your life! I gasped. Ah! I see! He might even kill you, in order to close your lips!

And I recollected the fellows ominous words I had overheard on the previous night, when he had told her that upon her secrecy his very life depended.

He was as ingenious and unscrupulous a criminal as there was in the whole length and breadth of the kingdom.

I saw in what deadly peril was my sweet well-beloved. She was in fear of him. Perhaps he, on his part, held some secret of hers. From her attitude I suspected this. If so, then any word of mine to the police would bring to her only ruin and disgrace!


Chapter Twenty Three.

Children of Circumstance.
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WAS ANY MAN more pitiful, more foolish, more pathetically lonely, more grotesquely fooled by Fate than I?

Was all the world a lie?

Upon the face of my love was a trouble that for once clouded its wondrous beauty. I tried to touch her hair, but she avoided me by a gesture that made me shrink a little.

The years, the tranquil sorrow of my late life dropped from me; I became again only the fierce, fearless, thoughtless lover; the man who had walked with her and adored her beside that summer sea so long ago.

A madness of determination came to me. At all hazards she should be mine. Shacklock was a liar and a schemer, a thief and an adventurer. I would bear witness against him, even at risk of the vendetta which would inevitably fall upon me.

She saw my changed face, and for the first time clung to me.

Godfrey! she whispered hoarsely, have pity upon me, and remain silent. Any word from you must reflect upon myself.

I will not allow you to make this self-sacrifice, I cried fiercely. Remember Blumenthal.

It was for my fathers sake, she replied. To save him.

And now?

She did not answer for several moments. Then in a low voice broken by emotion she said: — 

To save myself.

But it is madness! I cried. In what manner can you be in the power of such a man? You surely know what he is?

Alas! I do — too well. If he had one grain of sympathy or feeling he would surely release me.

And your father approves of this shameful engagement?

He does, because he is ignorant of the truth.

Then I will tell him, I said. You shall never fall into that mans hands. I love you, Ella — I love you with all the strength of my being — with all my soul. If you are beneath the thrall of this adventurer, it is my duty to extricate you.

Ah! you cant — you cant, she cried. If you only could, how gladly would I welcome freedom — freedom to love you, Godfrey! and she clung to me tremblingly. But it is all a vague dream of the unattainable, she went on. My whole life is on fire with shame, and my whole soul is sick with falsehood. Between your life and mine, Godfrey, there is a deep gulf fixed. I lied to you long ago — lied to save my dear father from ruin, and you have forgiven. And now — Oh! God! I shudder as I think — my life will be alone, all alone always.

I held her trembling hand in silence, and saw the tears streaming down her white cheeks. I could utter no word. What she had said thrust home to me the bitter truth that she must bow to that mans will, even though I stood firm and valiant as her champion. My defiance would only mean her ruin.

I had met my love again only to lose her in that unfathomable sea of plot and mystery.

All the dark past, those years of yearning and black bitterness, came back to me. I had thought her dead, and lived with her sweet tender remembrance ever with me. Yet in future I should know that she lived, the wife of an adventurer, suffering a good womans martyrdom.

My heart grew sick with dread and longing. Again I would mourn the dead indeed; dead days, dead love. It pressed upon my life like lead. What beauty now would the daybreak smile on me? What fragrance would the hillside bear for me as I roamed again the face of Europe?

I should see the sun for ever through my unshed tears. Around me on the summer earth of Italy or the wintry gloom of the Russian steppe there would be for ever silence. My love had passed beyond me.

Unconsciously we moved forward, I still holding her hand and looking into the tearful eyes of her whom I had believed dead. Was it not the perversity of life that snatched her again from me, even though we had met to find that we still loved one another? Yes, it was decreed that I should ever be a cosmopolitan, a wanderer, a mere wayfarer on the great highways of Europe, always filled with longing regrets of the might-have-been.

I remembered too well those gay Continental cities wherein I had spent the most recent years of my weary life; cities where feasts and flowers reign, where the golden louis jingle upon the green cloth, where the passionate dark faces of the women glow, where voices pour forth torrents of joyous words, where holiday dresses gleam gaily against the shadows; cities of frolic and brilliancy, of laughter and music, where vice runs riot hand in hand with wealth, and where God is, alas! forgotten. Ah! how nauseous was it all to me. I had lived that life, I had rubbed shoulders with those reckless multitudes, I had laughed amid that sorry masquerade, yet I had shut my eyes to shut out from me the frolic and brilliancy around, and stumbled on, sad, thoughtful, and yet purposeless.

The gladness made me colder and wearier as I went. The light and laughter would have driven me homeward in desolation, had I a home to shelter me.

But, alas! I was only a wanderer — and alone.

Tell me, darling, I whispered to my love, my heart bursting, is there absolutely no hope? Can you never free yourself from this man?

Never, was her despairing response.

And in that one single word was my future written upon my heart.

I spoke to her again. What I uttered I hardly knew. A flood of fierce, passionate words arose to my lips, and then bending I kissed her — kissed her with that same fierce passion of long ago, when we were both younger, and when we had wandered hand in hand beside the lapping waves at sunset.

She did not draw back, but, on the contrary, she kissed me fondly in return. Her thin white hand stroked my brow tenderly, as though she touched a child.

No words left her lips, but in her soft dear eyes I saw the truth — that truth that held me to her with a band that was indivisible, a bond that, though our lives lay apart, would still exist as strong as it had ever been.

Ella, I whispered at last, holding her slight, trembling form in my embrace, and kissing her again upon the lips, will you not tell me the reason you dare not allow me to denounce this fellow? Is it not just that I should know?

She shook her head sadly, and, sighing deeply, answered: — 

I cannot tell you.

You mean that you refuse?

I refuse because I am not permitted, and further, I—

You what?

I should be revealing to you his secret.

And what of that?

If you knew everything, you would certainly go to the police and tell them the truth. They would arrest him, and I — I should die.

Die? What do you mean? I asked quickly.

I could not live to face the exposure and the shame. He would seek to revenge himself by making counter-charges against me — a terrible allegation — but — but before he could do so they would find me dead.

And I?

Ah! you, dear one! Yes, I know all that you must suffer. Your heart is torn like my own. You love just as fondly as I do, and you have mourned just as bitterly. To you, the parting is as hard as to myself. My life had been one of darkness and despair ever since that night in London when I was forced to lie to you. I wrecked your happiness because circumstances conspired against us — because it was my duty as a daughter to save my father from ruin and penury. Have you really in your heart forgiven me, Godfrey?

Yes, my darling. How can I blame you for what was, after all, the noblest sacrifice a woman could make?

Then let me go, she urged, speaking in a low, distinct voice, pale almost to the lips. We must part — therefore perhaps the sooner the better, and the sooner my life is ended the more swiftly will peace and happiness come to me. For me the grave holds no terrors. Only because I leave you alone shall I regret, she sobbed.

And yet I must in future be alone, I said, swallowing the lump that arose in my throat. No, Ella! I cried, I cannot bear it. I cannot again live without your presence.

Alas! you must, was her hoarse reply. You must — you must.

Wandering full of grief and bitter thoughts, vivid and yet confused, the hours sped by uncounted.

To the cosmopolitan, like I had grown to be, green plains have a certain likeness, whether in Belgium, Germany or Britain. A row of poplars quivering in the sunshine looks much alike in Normandy or in Northamptonshire. A deep forest all aglow with red and gold in autumn tints is the same thing, after all, in Tuscany, as in Yorkshire.

But England, our own dear old England, has also a physiognomy that is all her own; that is like nothing else in all the world; pastures intensely green, high hawthorn hedges and muddy lanes, which to some minds is sad and strange and desolate and painful, and which to others is beautiful, but which, be it what else it may, is always wholly and solely English, can never be met with elsewhere, and has a smile of peace and prosperity upon it, and a sigh in it that make other lands beside it seem as though they were soulless and were dumb.

We had unconsciously taken a path that, skirting a wood, ran up over a low hill southward. To our left lay the beautiful Cornish country in the sweet misty grey of the morning light. The sun was shining and the tremulous wood smoke curled up in the rosy air from a cottage chimney.

Was that to be our last walk together, I wondered? I sighed when I recollected how utterly we were the children of circumstance.

Beside her I walked with a swelling heart. I consumed my soul in muteness and bitterness, my eyes set before me to the grey hills behind which the sun had risen.


Chapter Twenty Four.

I am not Fit!
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OF A SUDDEN, she turned her head and glanced full in my eyes. Her thoughts were, like mine, of the past — of those glad and gracious days.

I stood still for a moment, and catching her hands kissed them; my own were burning.

We went on by the curving course outside the wood quite silent, for the gloom of the future had settled upon us.

The past! Those days when my Ella was altogether mine! I loved to linger on those blissful days, for they were lighted with the sweetest sunlight of my life. Never since, for me, had flowers blossomed, and fruits ripened, and waters murmured, and grasshoppers sung, and waves beat joyous music as in the spring and summer of that wondrous time.

To rise when all the world was flushed with the soft pink of the earliest dawn, and to go hand in hand with her through the breast-high corn with scarlet poppies clasping the gliding feet; to see the purple wraith of rain haunting the silvery fairness of the hills; to watch the shadows chase the sun rays over the wide-open mysterious sea; to feel the living light of the cloudless day beat us with a million pulses amid the hum of life all around; to go out into the lustre of the summers night; to breathe the air soft as the first kisses of our own new-found love, and rich as wine with the strong odours of a world of flowers. These had in those never-to-be-forgotten days been her joys and mine, joys at once of the senses and the soul.

I loved her so — God knows! and yet almost I hated her. She had, on that night in Bayswater, deceived me! She had deceived me!

This was the iron in my soul. It is an error so common. Women lie to men — and men to women for the matter of that — out of mistaken tenderness or ill-judged compassion, or that curious fear of recrimination from which the firmest courage is not exempt. A woman deceives a man with untruth, not because she is base, but because she fears to hurt him with the truth; fears his reproaches; fears a painful scene, and even when he is quite worthless she is reluctant to wound his weakness. It is an error so common in this everyday life of ours: an error that is fatal always.

Had she been quite frank with me on that night when we had parted we might not have found ourselves fettered as we now were — she held to a man who was clearly an adventurer and a blackguard to boot.

Yet how could I reproach her for what was a great and complete self-sacrifice. No. She had done what was, perhaps, strictly her duty, even though both our lives had been wrecked in consequence.

My love! I murmured passionately, as with a cry I caught her in my arms, and held her close to me, as a man will hold some dear dead thing. And was she not, alas! now dead to me?

Our lips met again, but she was still silent. How many moments went I do not know; as there are years in which a man does not live a moment, so there are moments in which one lives a lifetime.

Her soft blue eyes closed beneath my kisses, my sense grew faint, the world became dark, all light and life shut out from me — all dark. But it was the sweet warm darkness, as though of the balmy night in June; and even then I know I prayed, prayed to Him that she might still be mine.

The trance of passion passed. How long it lasted I cannot tell.

After a while, the cloud that had enveloped my senses seemed suddenly to lift; the sweet unconsciousness died away. I lifted my head and strained myself backward, still holding her, and yet I shivered as I stood.

I remembered.

She, with a quick vague fear awakening in her eyes, held herself from me.

Why look at me like that? she cried. I — I cannot bear it. Let us part now — at once. I must return, or my absence will be known and I shall be questioned.

I do not know what I said in answer. All madness of reproach that ever mans tongue could frame left my lips in those blind cruel moments. All excuse for her; all goodness in her I forgot! Ah! God forgive me, I forgot! She had deceived me; that was all I knew, or cared to know.

In that mad moment all the pride in me, fanned by the wind of jealousy, flamed afresh, and burned up love. In that sudden passion of love and hate my brain had gone.

Yet she stood motionless, pale as death, and trembling, her eyes filled with the light of unshed tears.

I do not know what she said in response to my cruel bitter reproaches.

All I know is that I next became suddenly filled with shame. I knelt then before her, asking forgiveness, kissing her hands, her dress, her feet, pouring out to her in all the eager impetuousness of my nature the rapture, the woe, the sorrow, the shame and the remorse that turn by turn had taken possession of my heart.

I love you, Ella! I cried. I love you and as I love am I jealous. Mine is no soulless vagary or mindless folly. You are mine — mine though you may be bound to this blackguard whose victim you have fallen. I am jealous of you, jealous of the wind that touches you, of the sun that shines upon you, of the air you breathe, of the earth you tread, for they are with you while I am not.

Her head was bowed. She shut her ears to the pleading of my heart. She wrenched her hands from me, crying: — 

No, no, Godfrey! Enough — enough! Spare me this!

And she struggled from my arms.

My darling! I cried, I know! I know! Yet you cannot realise all that I suffer now that we are to part again and for ever. I hate that man. Ah! light of my eyes, when I think that you are to be his I — I would rather a thousand times see you lying cold and dead at my feet, for I would then know that at least you would be spared unhappiness.

It seemed that she dared not trust herself to look on me. She flung back her head and eluded my embrace.

My love! I cried, all life in me is yearning for your life; for the softness of silent kisses; for the warmth of clasped hands; for the gladness of summer hours beside the sea. Do you remember them? Do you remember the passion and peace of our mutual love that smiled at the sun, and knew that heaven held no fairer joys than those which were its own, at the mere magic of a single touch?

Yes, dear, she sighed, I remember — I remember everything. And you have a right to reproach me as you will, she added very gently.

She was still unyielding; her burning eyes were now tearless, and she stood motionless.

But you have forgiven me, my love? I cried humbly. I was mad to have uttered those words.

I have forgiven, Godfrey, she answered. A heavy sigh ran through the words and made them barely audible.

And you still love me?

All the glow and eagerness and fervour or passion had died off her face; it grew cold and colourless and still, with the impenetrable stillness of a desperate womans face that masks all pain.

Do you doubt I loved you — I?

That reproach cut me to the quick. I was passionate with mans passion; I was cruel with childrens cruelty.

My face, I felt, flushed crimson, then grew pale again. I shrank a little, as though she had struck me a blow, a blow that I could not return.

Then — then why should we part? I asked, as all my love for her welled up in my faint heart. Why should we not defy this man and let him do his worst? At least we should be united in one sweet, sacred and perfect faith — our love.

For a few moments she made no reply, but looked at me very long — very wistfully, with no passion in those dear eyes, only a despair that was so great that it chilled me into speechless terror.

No, no, she cried at last, covering her face with her white hands, as though in shame, and bursting into a flood of tears. You do not know all — I pray that you, the man I love so fondly, may never know! If you knew you would hate me and curse my memory. Therefore take back those words, and forget me — yes, forget — for I am not fit to be your wife!


Chapter Twenty Five.

By the Tyrrhenian Waters.
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ELLA WAS ALL mine — all mine! Mine all the glad fearless freedom of her life; mine all the sweet kisses, the rapturous tenderness, the priceless passion of her love; mine all! And I had lost them.

The grave had given her back for those brief hours, but she was, alas! dead to me.

I stood there as a man in a dream.

I, athirst for the sound of her sweet voice as dying men in deserts for the fountains of lost lands.

But all was silence, save the lark trilling his song high above me in the morning air.

I turned upon my heel, and went forward a changed man.

At the inn I made further inquiries regarding the tenant of the Glen.

The stout yellow-haired maid-of-all-work who brought me in my breakfast was a native of the village and inclined to be talkative. From her I learned that Mr Gordon-Wright had had the place about four years. He spent only about three months or so each summer there, going abroad each year for the winter. To the poor he was always very good; he was chairman of the Flower Show Committee, chairman of the Parish Council, and one of the school managers as well as a church-warden.

I smiled within myself at what the girl told me. He was evidently a popular man in Upper Wooton.

He had friends to stay with him sometimes, mostly men. Once or twice he had had foreign gentlemen among his visitors — gentlemen who had been in the post-office and could not speak English.

My sister was ousemaid there till last Michaelmas, she added. So Ive often been up to the Glen. When old Mrs Auker had it she used to ave us girls of the Friendly Society there to tea on the lawn.

I think that a friend of mine comes to visit Mr Gordon-Wright sometimes. His name is Miller. Do you remember him?

Mr Miller — a tall middle-aged gentleman. Of course, sir. E was here in the spring. I remember the name because e and Mr Wright gave a treat to the school children.

Was a lady with him — a young lady?

Yes, sir. His daughter, Miss Lucie.

The girl knew little else, except, as she declared, Mr Gordon-Wright was a rich man and a thorough gentleman.

An hour later, while I was out in the yard of the inn watching Gibbs going round the car, we suddenly heard the whirr of an approaching motor, and down the street flashed the blue car which we had pursued so hotly on the previous day. It carried the same occupants, with the addition of one person — Mr Gordon-Wright.

The latter, in peaked cap and motor-coat, was driving, while behind were the two strangers, with Mr Murray and Ella.

The latter caught sight of me as she flashed past. Our eyes met for an instant, and then she was lost to me in a cloud of dust — lost for ever.

Theyre going back again, it seems, I remarked to Gibbs.

No, sir. I saw their man this morning. Theyre going to Bristol. Hes heard from is master that its all right. The young gentleman and the lady are his masters friends, after all — even though theyre such a queer pair, and then he added: Did you think of startin this morning, sir?

Yes. As soon as you are ready.

Where to, sir?

Back to Swanage.

We ran across Devon and Dorset at a somewhat lower speed to what we had travelled when overtaking the 40 Mercédès. Gibbs had no desire to put in an appearance before any local bench. Indeed nowadays lit is useless to make an appearance. So prejudiced are magistrates, and such hard swearing is there on the part of the police, that motorists must pay up cheerfully. There is no justice for the pioneers of locomotion.

We returned by another road, which proved better than that by which we had come, and just before eleven at night I descended from the car at the Lion, and after some supper with the fat genial landlord, who took a deep interest in my journey and hardly credited that I had been into Cornwall and back, I went up to the room I had previously occupied.

Tired after the heat and dust of the road I slept well, but was up betimes, and at half-past nine walked out to the Manor House.

A maid-servant came to the door in response to my ring. Mr Miller and the young lady have gone away, sir, the girl replied to my inquiry. They went up to London yesterday.

Are they staying in London? I asked eagerly. Im sure I dont know, sir.

Is Miss Miller at home? If so, Id like to see her. And I handed her my card.

I was shown into the morning-room, and in a few minutes Millers sister appeared.

Im so sorry, Mr Leaf, she said, in her thin, weak voice, but my brother and his daughter left quite suddenly yesterday. He received a telegram recalling him.

Where?

To Italy. He left by the mail from Charing Cross last night — direct for Leghorn, I believe.

Is he likely to be away long?

He wont be back, I suppose, before the spring.

And Miss Lucie has gone with him?

Of course. She is always with him.

It was upon my tongue to ask her brothers address in Leghorn, but I hesitated, for I recollected that, being an Englishman, he could be easily found.

The receipt of that telegram was suspicious. What new conspiracy was in progress, I wondered? Evidently something had occurred. Either he had been warned that the police were in search of him, and had escaped back to the Continent, or else certain of his plans had been matured earlier than he anticipated.

As I sat there in the old-fashioned room, with its punch-bowls full of sweet-smelling roses, I resolved to travel south to the Mediterranean, see Lucie, and endeavour to find some way in which to rescue my love from her fathers accomplice.

From that Dorsetshire village to the old sun-blanched port of Leghorn is a far cry — thirty-six hours in the express from Calais on the road to Rome — yet that night I was back in Granville Gardens; and hastily packing up my traps, chatting with Sammy the while, I next morning left London for Italy.

I told my friend but little. The circumstances were too complicated and puzzling, and the tragedy of it all was so complete that I preferred to remain silent.

I was going south, upon one of those erratic journeys I so very often took. I might return in a fortnight, or in six months. All depended upon the mood in which I found myself.

Therefore he accepted my explanation, knowing well as a constant traveller and thoroughgoing cosmopolitan himself, and he saw me off from Charing Cross, wishing me bon voyage.

The journey by way of Calais, Paris, Modane and Turin you yourself have done often, so why need I describe it? You have lunched between Calais and Paris, dined at the Gare de Lyon, turned into your narrow sleeping berth between Paris and the frontier, lunched in the wagon-restaurant between Modane and Busseleno, scrambled through your dinner in the big buffet at Genoa, and cursed those stifling tunnels between Genoa and Spezia, where between them you get your first glimpses of the moonlit Mediterranean, and you have alighted at old marble-built Pisa, the quaint dead city that contains one of the wonders of the world — the Leaning Tower.

From Pisa you have gone on to Rome, or to Florence, but I question if you have ever travelled over that ten-mile branch line down to the ancient seaport of the Medici, Leghorn. The English, save the mercantile marine and a stray traveller or two, never go to Livorno, as it is called in Italian, and yet it is in summer the Brighton of Italy, and one of the gayest places in Europe during the bathing season.

It was nearly two oclock in the morning when I alighted at the Palace, that great white hotel on the sea-front, and went to the room allotted to me — one with an inviting balcony overlooking the promenade and the fashionable bathing establishment of Pancaldi.

Livorno was full, the night-porter informed me. It was the height of the season, and there was not another vacant bed in any hotel in the town that night.

I knew the place well, therefore early next morning I went forth, and took a turn across at Pancaldis, which is a kind of stone pier built out upon the rocks into the clear sunlit waters. Though so early there were already quite a number of smartly dressed people; the men in clean white linen suits and the women in white muslins, mostly of the Italian aristocracy from Florence, Bologna, Milan and Rome.

It was delightful there, seated in a chair with the waves lapping lazily at ones feet, and the brown sails of the anchovy and sardine boats showing afar against the dark purple island of Gorgona in the distance. On every hand was the gay chatter of men — for Italians are dreadful chatterboxes — the light laughter of pretty dark-eyed women, or the romping of a few children in the care of their nurses.

I was fatigued after my journey, and as I idled there my eyes were open about me to recognise any friends.

Suddenly, approaching me, I saw a stout elderly lady in white, accompanied by a slim young girl of seventeen, whom I recognised as the Countess Moltedo and her daughter Gemma. I rose instantly, removed my hat, and drawing my heels together in Italian fashion, bowed.

Ah! my dear Signor Leaf! cried the Countess in English merrily, for she was American born, and like so many other countesses in Italy had been attracted by a title, and had long ago found her husband to be a worthless fellow who had married her merely in order to replenish his impoverished purse. Why, this is a surprise! Gemma was speaking of you only the other day, and wondered if you had deserted Italy entirely.

No, Countess, I replied. Once one really knows Italy, she is ones mistress — and you can never desert her.

And I took the young girls hand she offered, and bowed over it.

You are here at your villa at Antigniano, I suppose? I went on.

Yes. Weve been here already two months. It is too hot still to return to Rome. The season has been a most gay one, for the new spa, the Acque della Salute, has, they say, attracted nearly twenty thousand persons more than last year.

Leghorn in summer is always charming, I said, as I drew chairs for them at the edge of the water, and they seated themselves. And your villa is so very delightful, out there, beyond the noise and turmoil.

Yes, we find it very nice. Myself, I prefer the quiet village life of Antigniano to this place. We only come up here at rare intervals, when Gemma gets dull.

The pretty dark-eyed young girl laughing at me said: — 

Mother likes all the old fogies, Mr Leaf, while I like to see life. Out yonder at Antigniano they are all old frumps, and the men never remain there. They always take the tram and come into Leghorn.

Like a flash it occurred to me to make an inquiry of them.

By the way, I said, you know all the Americans and English here. Do you happen to know a man named Miller?

Miller? No, was the American womans reply.

Havent you mistaken the name? Theres a man named Milner, who has a daughter, a tall, rather smart dark-haired girl.

Milner, I repeated, recognising at once that in Leghorn the final r was added. Yes, perhaps thats the name. Hes a tall elderly man — a gentleman. His daughters name is Lucie.

I know her, exclaimed Gemma quickly. Weve met them lots of times. They live in a flat at the other end of the promenade, towards the town.

I want to call. Do you know the number?

Number nine in the Viale, replied the Countess promptly, with her slight American accent. Second floor. Where did you meet them?

In England. I returned from London only last night.

I dont think they are here, she said. The week we arrived at the villa, nearly two months ago, Lucie called and said that they were going to spend the summer up at Roncegno, in the Trentino, a place that is becoming quite fashionable with the Italians. They left Leghorn, and I havent seen them since.

I believe they are back, I said. Anyhow I will leave a card.

Because the handsome Lucie has attracted you, eh? asked the Countess, laughing mischievously.

Not at all, I protested. Im a confirmed bachelor, as youve known long ago.

Ah! men always say so, she remarked. Why do you take such an intense interest in Milner and his daughter?

Because they were kind to me in England, I replied briefly.

Well — hes a peculiar man, she said. They have very few friends, I believe. Hes a gentleman, no doubt, but in very reduced circumstances. My own idea is that when Lucies dresses are paid for he has very great difficulty in making both ends meet. Hes a bit of a mystery, they say.

You surprise me, I said. I had no idea he was as poor as that.

It was evident that James Harding Miller feigned poverty in Leghorn, in order to conceal his true calling.

The house is sufficient indication that they are not overburdened by money. In fact, a couple of years ago Lucie used to give English lessons to Baroness Borellis two girls. Nowadays, however, Milner himself is away a great deal. Ive often met him in the Corso in Rome, idling about outside the Aragno, and in Florence, Milan and other places, while Lucie stays at home with their old servant Marietta.

Why do you say hes a peculiar man?

Well — I have heard it whispered among the Italians here that he associates with some queer people sometimes. Of course, hes an Inglese, and quite in ignorance of what they really are. The better-class Italians have nothing to do with him, and as the English colony here is so very small, poor Lucies life cant be a very gay one. Indeed, Im often sorry for the girl. Except for visiting us sometimes, and going to the houses of two or three of the English business people here, they go nowhere. Milner, when hes here, spends each morning alone on the Squarci baths, reading the newspaper, and in the evening takes one turn up and down the promenade.

Yes, declared her daughter. Hes a most lonely, melancholy man.

Theres some mystery behind him, I suppose, remarked the Countess. We have so many queer English and Americans out here nowadays. Italy is really becoming the dumping-ground for all people who, from some reason or other, find their own country too sultry for them. Take Rome, for instance: why, the place is simply full of people one cant possibly know, while Florence is proverbial for undesirables.

But you dont think this man Milner is an undesirable, do you? I mean youve never heard anything against him?

Well, nothing absolutely direct, was her answer. Only if I were you I wouldnt be too friendly with them. It will go very much against you, more especially in Italian society.

Italian society, Countess, doesnt interest me really very much, I exclaimed. I know you think me a terrible barbarian, but remember Im only a wanderer and a Bohemian at that.

Ah! she sighed, you men are free. It is unfortunately not so with us women, especially with a woman like myself, who, though I love freedom, am compelled to exist in this narrow-minded little world of the Italian aristocracy. I need not tell you how exclusive we all are — you know us too well. Why, when an English royal prince or princess comes to an Italian city hardly any one ever goes out of his way to call. They actually wait for the royalty to make the first call! And if you hear three school-girls of fourteen talking together, you will most certainly hear them discussing the nobiltà, and sneering at their schoolfellows whose parents are without titles. Yes, Mr Leaf, she sighed, ours is a strange complex life here, in modern Italy.

The Countess was, I knew, hipped and embittered. Her husband, a good-looking good-for-nothing fellow, who spent his days idling in the Via Tornabuoni, in Florence, and his nights gambling at the Florence club, possessed a large estate with a fine old castle, away in the Cresentino, but every metre of the land was mortgaged, and in order to redeem the place had married Mary Plant, of Boston, Mass., the daughter of a rich coal-owner. Within three years they had been separated, and now only at rare intervals they met, sometimes finding themselves at the same entertainment in one or other of the palaces in Rome or Florence and greeting each other as comparative strangers. Like thousands of other similar cases in Italy, she had bought her title very dearly, and now bitterly regretted that she had ever been attracted by a handsome face and elegant manner, that she had been entrapped by a man who had never entertained one single spark of affection for her, and who had, in his heart, despised her on account of her readiness to sacrifice herself and her money for the sake of becoming a Countess.

We continued to chat, for it was delightful there, with the clear blue waves lapping close to our feet. In the course of conversation she and her daughter told me several other interesting facts concerning the Millers. They had lived in Rome for two successive winter seasons, the Countess said, in a little furnished flat in the Via Grottino, one of those narrow streets that lead off the Corso.

Was it while there, I wondered, that Lucie had become acquainted with the great politician, Nardini — the man who had died refusing to give her her liberty?

I longed to approach the subject, yet there were matters upon which I could not touch while Gemma was present.

So I sat there idling, laughing and chatting, and recalling the last occasion we had met, up in the pine woods of Camaldoli in the previous August, when I was staying at their hotel, where we had many mutual friends.

I had known the Countess fully ten years, when Gemma was but a child in the nursery, and when she was still a very pretty young woman.

Somehow I saw that she was anxious that I should not know the Milners. Why, I could not discern.

If I were you, she said, in a low, confidential tone, when she had sent her daughter along to the kiosque for a newspaper, I shouldnt call upon that man. I havent told Gemma, but Ive dropped the girl. After she called upon me the last time I sent her a letter hinting that I should prefer that she did not call again.

Why? I asked, much surprised.

Well, I have a reason, was her response. Quite lately Ive discovered something that requires a good deal of explaining away. To tell you the truth, I believe Milner is sailing under entirely false colours, and besides I have no intention that Gemma should associate with his daughter any further. Take my advice, Godfrey, and dont go near them.

Then what have you heard?

Ive heard a good deal that surprises me, replied the Countess. In fact, the whole affair is a very grave scandal, and I, for one, dont mean to be dragged into it.


Chapter Twenty Six.

The Home of the Mysterious Englishman.
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AT HALF-PAST FIVE oclock that same afternoon, heedless of the Countess Moltedos mysterious warning, I was standing by Lucies side at the long French window that opened upon the balcony. Below, hundreds of visitors, mostly dressed in white, as is the mode of Leghorn, were promenading in the little pine wood that lies between the roadway and the sea, while beyond stretched the broad glassy Mediterranean aglow in the fiery rays of the Tuscan sunset, the mystic islands showing dark purple on the far-off horizon.

It was the hour when all Leghorn was agog after the siesta, that period from two oclock till five, when all persiennes are closed, the streets are silent and deserted, and the city dazzlingly white lies palpitating beneath the blazing sun that blanches everything — the hour for the evening bath, and the stroll and gossip before dinner.

Perhaps nowhere else in all Europe can be seen such a living panorama of beautiful girls as there, upon the Passeggio at Leghorn on a summers evening at six oclock, those dark-haired, dark-eyed, handsome-featured children of the people walking in twos and threes, with figure and gait perfect, and each with her santuzza, or silken scarf of pale blue, mauve, pink, or black, twisted around her head with the ends thrown carelessly over the shoulders.

As the white veil is part of the costume of the Turkish woman so is the santuzza part of that of the merry, laughing coral-pickers, milliners and work-girls of Leghorn. It enhances their marvellous beauty and is at the same time the badge of their servitude.

Of all the people in the whole of proud old Tuscany assuredly none were so easy-going and vivacious, none so light-hearted and full of poetry as those Livornese people passing to and fro below us. The more I had dwelt among the Tuscan people the more I loved them. There is surely no other people on the face of the earth so entirely lovable, even with their many sad faults, as they; none so gregarious, so neighbourly, so courteous, kindly or poetic, none so content upon the most meagre fare that ever held body and soul together.

Your popolano even in his rags will bring a flower to a woman with the air of a king, and he will resent an insult with a withering scorn to which no regal trappings could lend further dignity. It is the land where Love still reigns just as supreme as it did in the days of La Fiammetta, of Beatrice, of Laura, or of Romeo — the Land of Amore — the sun-kissed land where even in this prosaic century of ours men and women live and die — often by the knife-thrust, be it said — for amore, that king who is greater and more powerful even than good Vittorio Emanuele himself.

At Lucies side I stood in silence, gazing down upon the gay scene below. In those peoples eyes were always dreams, and in the memories there was always greatness.

A writer has asked with deep truth, who, having known fair Tuscany, can forsake her for lesser love? Who, having once abode with her, can turn their faces from the rising sun and set the darkness of the Pisan mountains betwixt herself and them?

Yes. I had been back again in Tuscany for those few brief hours only, yet the glamour of Italy had again fallen upon me, that same glamour that holds so many of the English-speaking race — irrevocably compelling them to return again and again to those amethystine hills and mystical depths of seven-chorded light — the land that is grey-green with sloes and rich with trailing vines, the land of art and antiquity, of youth and of loveliness.

And your father went on from Pisa? I said at last, turning to my neat-waisted little companion. He did not come home with you?

No. He has some urgent business down in Rome, and sent me back here to wait for him.

When does he arrive?

He does not know. His business is very uncertain always. Sometimes when he goes away hes absent only three days, and at other times three months. Dear old dad is awfully tiresome. He never writes, and Marietta and I wait and wait, and wonder whats become of him.

Is he staying with friends in Rome?

With Dr Gavazzi, a great friend of ours.

You left Studland very suddenly, I said.

Because of a telegram. We left at once, with hardly an hour to pack up. But how did you know we had gone to Italy?

I called after you had left, and your aunt told me. I wanted to speak to you, Miss Miller, I added, turning to her seriously. I came here to Leghorn purposely to see you.

Its surely a long way to travel, she said, turning her soft dark eyes upon mine and regarding me with wonder.

Yes. But the reason I am here is to consult you regarding something which very closely concerns myself — regarding Ella.

Ah! It was strange that she left us so suddenly, she remarked, and stranger still the events of that night. I wonder who attacked her? She recognised her assailant, otherwise she would have said something to me. Ive thought over it several times. The whole thing is an utter enigma. She evidently left us because she feared that her assailant would either call to see her, or perhaps make another attempt upon her.

Then she said nothing to you?

Absolutely not a word, even though when she came in she was half fainting. I naturally concluded that you and she had had some words, and therefore I made no inquiry.

We had no words, Miss Miller, I said, in a low, serious voice. Our hearts were too full of tragedy for that.

Of tragedy? she cried. What do you mean?

Ella is already engaged to be married.

Engaged? she cried. Why, I thought she was to be yours? I was congratulating you both!

No, I answered, my heart sinking. Though we have come together again after that long blank in both our lives, we are yet held apart by a cruel circumstance. She is already engaged to be married to another man.

But she will break it, never fear. Ella loves you — you cant doubt that.

I know. I know that. But it is an engagement she cannot break. She will be that mans wife in a month.

You absolutely amaze me. She told me nothing of this, but on the contrary led me to believe that she was still free, and that you were to be her affianced husband.

There is some reason — some secret reason why I cannot be, I said. It was to discuss this point with you that I have travelled from London. I must ask you to forgive me, Miss Miller, for troubling you with my private affairs, but you are, you know, Ellas most intimate and most devoted friend.

You are not troubling me in the least, my companion declared. We are friends, you and I, and if I can help you, I will with pleasure do so.

Then I want to ask you a few questions, I said eagerly. First, tell me how long you have known Mr Gordon-Wright?

Oh! ever since I was quite a little girl. He used to give me francs and buy me bon-bons long ago in the old days in Paris. Why?

Because I had an idea that he might perhaps be a new acquaintance.

Oh, dear no. My father and he have been friends for many years. He comes here to stay, sometimes for a couple of months at a time. He has bad health, and his London doctor often orders him abroad.

Who is he?

A gentleman. He was in the Navy on the China station, I think. Hes a most amusing companion, full of droll anecdotes, and seems to know everybody. Dad says that hes one of the most popular men about London. He has a splendid steam yacht and once or twice he has taken us for cruises. It was in port here for a week at the beginning of the year.

Where does he live?

In Half Moon Street in London.

Has he a country place?

I never heard of it.

Then she was unaware, I saw, that he lived on the Cornish border. Her father, of course, knew the truth, and kept it concealed from her. The fact that he came there to hide for months at a time, and that he travelled about in a steam yacht were sufficient to show that he was one of the clever and ingenious band who had, during the past ten years, effected certain coups so gigantic that they had startled Europe.

When I met him how long had he been staying with you at the Manor?

Only one day. He came on the previous morning, and he left an hour after you did. He wished to consult my father about something — some securities he contemplates purchasing, I think.

Was Ella acquainted with him?

No. Ella never saw him. He was upstairs in his room, you remember, when we brought her home, and she left in the morning before he was up.

You dont think that it was he who met her in the park after she left me? I suggested.

She looked at me strangely, as though endeavouring to read my innermost thoughts.

No, I hardly think that. Why should he, of all men, attack a woman who was a perfect stranger to him?

But was Ella a perfect stranger? I queried. How do you know that?

Of course we cant say so. He might have met her somewhere else before, the dark-eyed girl was forced to admit.

Do not the circumstances all point to the fact that she fled, fearing to face him? I said.

Well, it certainly is a theory — but a very strange one, she answered, her eyes fixed thoughtfully away to the distant horizon. But what you have told me is so extraordinary. Ella is engaged to be married in a month. To whom? You have not told me that.

I was silent for a moment, wondering whether I should tell her. So complete were the confidences now between us that I saw I need conceal nothing from her. We entertained a mutual sympathy for each other — I broken and despairing, and she a woman with the mark of fate upon her countenance.

She is to marry Gordon-Wright, I said in a low, hard voice.

Gordon-Wright! she gasped, drawing back and staring at me open-mouthed. Ella to marry that man! Impossible!

The fellow is compelling her to become his wife. He holds her in his power by some mysterious bond which she fears to break. She is in terror of him. Ella — my own Ella — is that mans victim.

But — but you mustnt allow this, Mr Leaf! she cried quickly, and from the anxious expression in her countenance I saw that my announcement had struck her a-heap in amazement. Ella must never marry him! she added. But are you sure of this — are you quite sure?

She had admitted it to me with her own lips.

Then she must be warned — she cannot know.

Know what?

Know the facts that are known to me. She is in ignorance, or she would never consent to become that mans wife!

She has been entrapped. She admitted as much. My companion made no answer. Her brows were knit in thought. What I had revealed to her was both unexpected and puzzling. She evidently knew Gordon-Wrights true character, though it was hardly likely she would admit it to me.

Yet I wondered, as I had lately very often wondered, whether she were actually in ignorance of her fathers true profession.

If she has been entrapped, Mr Leaf, she said slowly, then she must find a way in which to extricate herself. We must never allow her to become that mans wife.

He is your fathers friend, and yet you hold him in little esteem? I remarked.

What I know is my own affair, was her hard response. It is sufficient for us to say that Ella is yours, and must be yours.

Ah! yes, I sighed in despair, if only she could be. Yet I fear that it is impossible. This fellow for some mysterious reason holds her future in his hands. She refuses to reveal anything to me, except that to break away from him is impossible. Indeed, the real reason of her flying visit to you at Studland was to consult him. She knew he was visiting there, and slipped away from her father in order to call upon you.

But we had no idea that they were acquainted, Lucie declared.

After she had gone to bed your father and Gordon-Wright remained up, talking, she crept back downstairs, I believe, and overheard their conversation.

She did! she gasped, her cheeks going pale. She heard what they said! Are you quite sure of this?

Yes.

Then — then she really came to spy upon Gordon-Wright — to spy upon us indeed!

Not with any sinister motive, I hastened to assure her. She is evidently endeavouring to discover something concerning this man who holds her so utterly powerless in his hands. It is but natural, is it not? It is only what you or I would do in similar circumstances.

My companions face had changed. She was pale and anxious, eager to learn all that I had ascertained.

She told you this — how she had overheard my father talking to him?

No, Gordon-Wright himself charged her with eaves-dropping — and she admitted it.

Ah! Then if this be true, Mr Leaf, she had better marry him.

Marry him! I cried. Why?

Because I have a suspicion that she knows something concerning my father. What it is sorely puzzles me.

I — I dont quite understand you, I said.

Well — I thought I had spoken plainly enough, she answered. You have told me that she admitted to him that she overheard his conversation with my father.

Well, and what if she did? I asked. Was the consultation between your father and his friend of such a secret nature?

She hesitated a moment, then lifting her eyes to mine, said: — 

I believe it was.

You believe, I echoed. You must know, if you are prepared to sacrifice Ella to that man!

He probably is in possession of some secret of hers, she remarked slowly.

And she on her part, it appears, is in possession of some secret of his.

And of my fathers.

What is it she knows? I asked. Come, give me some hint of it, I urged. A moment ago you were my friend, prepared to assist poor Ella to escape — yet now you declare that they must marry.

Yes, was her hard response. I did not know that she had acted the spy in my fathers house — that she was in love with Gordon-Wright and had come to see him while he was under our roof.

Shes not in love with him, I protested. She denies it. Unfortunately she is his victim.

She deceived you once, remember. Why do you still trust her?

Her deception was one for self-sacrifice — to save her father.

And my refusal to assist you in saving her from Gordon-Wright is from the same motive.

To save your father?

How do I know? I tell you I am puzzled.

Then the secret is perhaps a guilty one? I said seriously.

She must marry this man, was all her response.

And this from you, Miss Miller — you, who have always posed as her friend! I exclaimed reproachfully, for her change of manner had utterly confounded me. I had relied upon her as my friend.

I am certainly not her enemy, she hastened to assert. To see her the wife of Gordon-Wright is my very last desire. Yet it is unfortunately imperative for— and she stopped short, without concluding her sentence.

For what?

For — well — for my peace of mind, she said, though I was sure that she had intended saying something else.

You have already told me that this fellow is unfitted to be her husband, I exclaimed. Surely you, her oldest friend, will never allow her to commit this fatal error — to wreck her own happiness and mine, without lifting a finger to save her. Need I repeat to you what I told you at the riverside at Studland, with what a fierce passion I adore her, how that she is mine — my very life?

I know, my companion said, in a voice slightly more sympathetic. I admit that she ought to marry you — that she is yours in heart. Yet in her secret engagement to Gordon-Wright there is a mystery which makes me suspicious.

Suspicious of what?

She sighed, and moving forward rested her hands upon the balcony, gazing again towards the fiery sunset.

Well — to put it plainly — that she is deceiving both of us.

Deceiving us! In what way?

Ah! that is what we have not yet discovered, replied the girl. Think of her ingenuity in coming to our house in order to see that man in secret, of how cleverly she made us believe that they were strangers — of her listening to my fathers words when he spoke with Gordon-Wright! All this proves to me that she is working with some mysterious end.

She has been endeavouring to effect her emancipation from that scoundrel, I protested hotly. She has been trying to break away from him, but in vain. Her motive, Miss Miller, is not an evil one as regards either your father or yourself, you may rest assured. She only desires freedom — freedom to live and to love, the freedom that you, if you will, can assist her to obtain.

I— she cried. How can I?

You know who this fellow Gordon-Wright really is. If you will, you can save her.

I cant. Thats just where the difficulty lies.

Then if you will not, I will! I cried, angry at her sudden withdrawal after all the sympathy I had shown her, and goaded by thoughts of my loves martyrdom. Fortunately I happen to know that Gordon-Wright alias Lieutenant Shacklock is wanted by the police of half a dozen different countries, as well as certain of his associates, and a word from me will effect his arrest. She started, and her face went ashen pale. She saw that I knew the truth, and in an instant held me in dread.

You— she gasped. You would do this — you?


Chapter Twenty Seven.

From a Womans Lips.
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THE HANDSOME, DARK-HAIRED girl had placed her hand upon my arm, and stood with her eyes anxiously fixed upon mine.

Do you really mean this? she asked, in a hoarse, strained voice.

I have told you quite frankly my intention, was my answer. I know that scoundrel — in fact I am myself a witness against Him.

In what manner? she asked naïvely.

That man is one of a clever gang of thieves who for years have eluded the police, I replied. In England he lives in security in a Cornish village under the name of Gordon-Wright, while here, on the Continent, he frequents the best hotels, and with his friends makes enormous hauls of money and jewels.

A thief! she exclaimed, with amazement that I thought well feigned. And can you really actually prove this?

The coward robbed a friend of mine who, being ill, could not take care of himself, I said. I have only to say one single word to the nearest police office and they will arrest him wherever he may be. And now, to speak quite openly, I tell you that I mean to do this.

You will have him arrested?

Yes, and by so doing I shall at least save Ella. The thing is really very simple after all. I intend to defy him. Ella is mine and he shall not snatch her from me.

Then you know him — I mean you knew him before I introduced you? she asked, after a brief pause.

I know him rather too well, I answered meaningly. It is curious, Miss Miller, I added, that your father should be the intimate friend of a man of such bad reputation. He surely cannot be aware of his true character.

She knit her brows again, for she saw that she was treading on dangerous ground. She was not an adventuress herself but a sweet and charming girl, yet I had no doubt but that she participated in her fathers many guilty secrets. Perhaps it was her easy-going cosmopolitan air that suggested this, or perhaps it may have been owing to her earnest desire that Ella should marry that man, and thus be prevented from betraying what she had learnt on that fateful night at Studland.

Dear old dad always makes friends far too easily, was her evasive reply, the response of a clever woman. Ive told him so lots of times. Travelling so much as he does, half over Europe, he is for ever making new acquaintances, and queer ones they are, too, sometimes, I can tell you. Weve had visitors here, in this flat, of all grades, from broken-down English jockeys and music hall artists trying to borrow their fare third-class back to England, to lords, earls, Stock Exchange men and company promoters whose names are as household words in the halfpenny papers. Yet I suppose its so with many men. They are big-hearted, make friends easily, and everybody takes advantage of their hospitality. It is so with my father. All his friends impose on him without exception.

Well, its a pity that hes intimate with the man I knew as Lieutenant Shacklock, for when he is in the hands of the police some curious revelations will be made — revelations that will reveal the existence of a most ingenious and daring Continental gang. You see, I added, with a smile, Im not making a mere idle statement — I know. These men once robbed a friend of mine, and it is only just to him that, having discovered Shacklock, I should give information against him.

You mean you will win Ella by freeing her of that man? said my companion, apparently following me for the first time.

Exactly. If he holds any secret of hers, he is quite welcome to speak. Neither I nor Ella will fear anything, you may depend upon that. A man of his stamp always seeks some low-down revenge. It is only what may be expected. Perhaps I may as well tell you that I recognised him when you introduced us, and that I have already been down to Cornwall and seen the smug scoundrel at his home. Hes a church-warden, a parish councillor and all the rest of it, and the people believe hes worth thousands. He poses as a philanthropist in a mild way, opens local bazaars, and makes speeches in support of the local habitation of the Primrose League. All this is to me most amusing. The fellow little dreams that he sits upon the edge of a volcano that to-morrow may engulf him — as it certainly must.

But is this worth while — to denounce such a man? Youll be compelled to support your allegations, she said.

Oh! I can do that, never fear, I laughed. I shall bring his victim forward — the man he robbed so heartlessly. English juries have no compassion for the swell-mobsman or the elegant hotel-thief.

I watched her face as I spoke, and saw the effect my words were having upon her. If I denounced him her own father would at once be implicated. Hers were alarming apprehensions, no doubt.

I saw that I was gradually gaining the whip-hand over circumstance. She recognised now that her father was in deadly peril of exposure.

And yet did she know the truth, after all? If she actually knew that the young Chilian Carrera, the man she loved when they lived outside Paris, had met with his death through her own fathers treachery, she surely would not hold him in such esteem.

Yet was it likely that such skilled scoundrels as the mysterious Miller, Milner — or whatever he chose to call himself — and Gordon-Wright alias Lieutenant Harold Shacklock would risk exposure by betraying their true occupation to a sweet high-minded girl such as Lucie really was? Had she been their decoy; had there, indeed, been any suspicion that she had assisted them in their clever conspiracies of fraud then it would have been different.

There was, however, no suspicion except that she had spoken of her fathers secret, which she feared that Ella had learned when she overheard her fathers conversation with his friend. That was a curious and unaccountable feature. She knew that her father held some secret that was shared by Gordon-Wright, that gallant ladies-man who had wormed himself into the confidence of so many English and American women travelling on Continental railways, women whose jewels and valuables had subsequently disappeared.

She, however, held her father in the highest regard and esteem, and that fact in itself was sufficient to convince me that she was after all in ignorance of his true profession.

She might have entertained suspicions of the lieutenant, suspicions that were verified by the denunciation I had just made, but as I looked into her pale dark face I could not bring myself to believe that she knew her fathers true source of income. There was some secret of her fathers, a secret that she knew must be kept at any cost. It was that which she feared Ella might betray, and for that reason she deemed it best that my love should be allowed to become the false lieutenants wife.

Thus I argued within myself as I stood there beside her with the blood-red light of the dying day streaming in from across the sea.

I recollected Sammys warning; I recollected, too, the strange circumstances of Nardinis death in Shepherds Bush, and of what had been told me by this woman now at my side. She was doomed, she said — and, true enough, there was black despair written in that dark face, now so pale and agitated.

She was as much a mystery as she had been on that first day when we had met — even though through her instrumentality the mystery of my well-beloveds self-effacement had actually been cleared up.

That she detested the lieutenant had been palpable from the first mention I had made of him. Therefore I argued that she suspected him of playing her father false, even though she might be unaware of their real relationship. Indeed it was not natural for a father of Millers stamp to allow his daughter to know of his shameful calling. She had told me that she remained at home with old Marietta — the grey-haired Tuscan woman who had admitted me — while her father travelled hither and thither across Europe. Those unscrupulous birds of prey, known to the police as international thieves, migrate in flocks, travelling swiftly from one frontier to another and ever eluding the vigilance of the agents in search of them. The international thief is a veritable artist in crime, the cleverest and most audacious scoundrel of the whole criminal fraternity.

I quite understand your feelings and all that you must suffer, Mr Leaf, she said at last in a mechanical voice. I know how deeply you love Ella, and, after all that has passed, it is not in the least surprising that you will not stand by and see her married to such a man as Gordon-Wright. Yet is it really prudent to act without carefully considering every point? That she is about to become that mans wife shows that she is in his power — that he possesses some mysterious hold over her. And suppose you denounced him to the police, would he not, on his part, revenge himself upon her?

Probably. But I will risk that.

Personally I think that Ella will be the greater sufferer from such an injudicious action.

Curious. Her words bore out exactly what Ella herself had said. Yet she surely could know nothing of the secret between them. Until half an hour ago, when I had told her, she was not even aware that Gordon-Wright was acquainted with the woman who had been betrothed to me.

But I do not intend that she shall fall the victim of this adventurer, I said quickly, for I recognised in her words a fear that her fathers secret might be exposed.

If he really possesses a hold over her sufficient to compel her to marry him, any attempt to rescue her may only cause her complete ruin, she said. Have you any idea of the nature of this extraordinary influence he seems to have over her?

None. I am in entire ignorance.

When we met that night at Studland I certainly was deceived, she went on. I believed that she was beside herself with delight at finding you again, and still unmarried — I never dreamed that she was engaged to another — and to Gordon-Wright of all men.

Why do you say of all men?

Because — well, because hes the last man a girl of her stamp should marry.

Then you know more about him than you care to admit, Miss Miller?

We need not discuss him, was her brief answer. It is Ella we have to think of, not of him.

Yes, I said, we have to think of her — to extricate her from the horrible fate that threatens her — marriage to a scoundrel. Then turning again to my pretty companion I said, in a voice intended to be more confidential: Now, Miss Miller, your position and mine are, after all, very curious. Though we have been acquainted so short a time, yet the fact of your having been Ellas most intimate friend has cemented our own friendship to an extraordinary degree. We have exchanged confidences as old friends, and I have told you the secrets of my heart. Yet you, on your part, have not been exactly open with me. You are still concealing from me certain facts which, if you would but reveal, would, I know, assist me in releasing Ella from her bondage. Why do you not speak plainly? I have travelled here, across Europe, to beg of you to tell me the truth, I added, looking straight into her pale serious face.

How can I tell you the truth when I am ignorant of it myself? she protested.

What I have told you this evening concerning Ellas engagement to that blackguard has surprised you, and it has also shown you that the mysterious secret of your fathers of which you have spoken may be imperilled, eh?

She nodded. Then, after some hesitation, she said:— Not only that, but something further. That Gordon-Wright should aspire to Ellas hand is utterly mystifying.

Why?

Well — you recollect what I told you regarding — regarding that man who died in the house where you were living in London, she said, in a low, faltering voice.

You mean the ex-Minister of Justice, Nardini?

She nodded an affirmative.

I remember perfectly all that you told me. He refused to speak the truth concerning you.

He laughed in my face when I asked him to make a confession that would save me, she said hoarsely, her dark eyes flashing with a dangerous fire. He was a coward; he sacrificed me, a woman, because he feared to speak the truth. Ah! she cried, clenching her hands, you see me here wearing a mask of calm and tranquillity, but within my heart is a volcano of bitterness, of scorn for that wretched embezzler who carried his secret to the grave.

I can quite understand it, and fully sympathise with you, I said, in a kindly tone, recollecting all that had passed between us after she had discovered the mysterious Italian dead in that upstairs room at Shepherds Bush. But I hope you are not still disturbed over what may, after all, be merely an ungrounded fear?

Ungrounded! she cried. Ah! would to Heaven it were ungrounded. No. The knowledge that the blow must fall upon me sooner or later — to-day, to-morrow, in six months time, or in six years — holds me ever breathless in terror. Each morning when I wake I know not whether I shall again return to my bed, or whether my next sleep will be within the grave.

No, no, I protested, dont speak like this. It isnt natural. But I saw how desperate she had now become.

I intend to cheat them out of their revenge, she said, in a low whisper, the red glow of the sundown falling full upon her haggard face. They shall never triumph over me in life. With my corpse they may do as they think proper.

They? Who are they?

Shall I tell you? she cried, her starting eyes fixing themselves upon mine. That man Gordon-Wright is one of them.

He is your enemy? I gasped.

One of my bitterest. He believes I am in ignorance, but fortunately I discovered his intention. I told Nardini, and yet he refused to speak. He knew the peril in which I existed, and yet, coward that he was, he only laughed in my face. He fled from Rome. I followed him to England only to discover that, alas! he was dead — that he had preserved his silence.

It was a blackguardly thing, I declared. And this fellow, Gordon-Wright, or whatever he calls himself, though your fathers friend, is at the same time your worst enemy?

That is unfortunately so, even though it may appear strange. To me he is always most charming, indeed no man could be more gallant and polite, but I know what is lurking behind all that pleasant exterior.

And yet you are opposed to me going to the police and exposing him? I said in surprise.

I am opposed to anything that must, of necessity, reflect upon both Ella and myself, was her answer. Remember the lieutenant knows that you and I are acquainted. I introduced him to you. If you denounced him as a thief he would at once conclude that you and I had conspired to effect his ruin and imprisonment.

Well — and if he did?

If he did, my own ruin would only be hastened, she said. Ah! Mr Leaf, you have no idea of the strange circumstances which conspired to place me in the critical position in which I to-day find myself. Though young in years and with an outward appearance of brightness, I have lived a veritable lifetime of woe and despair, she went on, in a voice broken by emotion.

In those happy days at Enghien I loved — in those sweetest days of all my life I believed that happiness was to be mine always. Alas! it was so short-lived that now, when I recall it, it only seems like some pleasant dream. My poor Manuel died and I was left alone with a heritage of woe that gradually became a greater burden as time went on, and I was drawn into the net that was so cleverly spread for me — because I was young, because I was, I suppose, good-looking, because I was inexperienced in the wickedness of the world. Ah! when I think of it all, when I think how one word from Giovanni Nardini would have liberated me and showed the world that I was what I was, an honest woman, I am seized by a frenzy of hatred against him, as against that man Gordon-Wright — the man who knows the truth and intends to profit by it, even though I sacrifice my own life rather than face their lying denunciation without power to defend myself. Ah! you cannot understand. You can never understand! and her eyes glowed with a thirst for revenge upon the dead man who had so unscrupulously thrust her back into that peril so deadly that she was hourly prepared to take her own life without compunction and without regret.

But all this astounds me, I said, in deep sympathy. I am your friend, Miss Miller, I went on, taking her slim hand in mine and holding it as I looked her straight in the face. This man, Gordon-Wright, is, we find, our mutual enemy. Cannot you explain to me the whole circumstances? Our interests are mutual. Let us unite against this man who holds you, as well as my loved one, in his banal power! Tell me the truth. You have been compromised. How?

She paused, her hand trembled in mine, and great tears coursed slowly down her white cheeks. She was reflecting whether she dare reveal to me the ghastly truth.

Her thin lips trembled, but at first no word escaped them. Laughter and the sound of gaiety came up from the promenade below.

I stood there in silence in the soft fading light await her confession — confession surely of one of the strangest truths that has ever been told by the lips of any woman.


Chapter Twenty Eight.

The Voice in the Street.
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AT LAST SHE spoke.

But in those moments of reflection her determination had apparently become more fixed than ever.

Either she feared to confess lest she should imperil her father, or else she became seized with a sense of shame that would not allow her to condemn herself.

No, she said, in a firm voice, I have already told you sufficient, Mr Leaf. My private affairs cannot in the least interest you.

My heart sank within me, for I had hoped that she would reveal to me the truth. I was fighting in the dark an enemy whose true strength I could not gauge. The slightest ray of light would be of enormous advantage to me, yet she steadily withheld it, even though she lived in hourly danger, knowing not when, by force of circumstances, she might be driven to the last desperate step.

She was a woman of strong character, to say the least, although so sweet, graceful and altogether charming.

I was disappointed at her blank refusal, and she saw it.

If it would assist you to extricate Ella, I would tell you, she assured me quickly. But it would not.

Any fact to the scoundrels detriment is of interest to me, I declared.

But you have already said that you yourself are a witness against him, she remarked. What more do you want? The evidence which you and your friend whom you say he robbed could give would be sufficient to send him to prison, would it not?

I know. But I must prove more. Remember he has entrapped my Ella. She is struggling helplessly in the web which he has woven about her.

Much as I regret all the circumstances, Mr Leaf, I can see that it is against my own interests if I say anything further, was her calm reply. I have already given you an outline of the strange combination of circumstances and the unscrupulousness of two villains which has resulted in my present terrible position of doubt in the present and uncertainty of the future. The story, if I related it, would sound too strange to you to be the truth. And yet it only illustrates the evil that men do, even in these prosaic modern days.

Then you intend to again leave me in ignorance, even though my loves happiness is at stake?

My own life is also at stake.

And yet you refuse to allow me to assist you — you decline to tell me the truth by which I could confound this man who is your bitterest enemy!

Because it is all hopeless, was her answer. Had Nardini but spoken, I could have defied him. His refusal has sealed my doom, she added, in a voice of blank despair.

But your words are so mysterious I cant understand them! I declared, filled with chagrin at her refusal to make any statement. She was in fear of me, that was evident. Why, I could not for the life of me discern.

I have merely told you the brief facts. The details you would find far more puzzling.

Then to speak frankly, although you have never openly quarrelled with the lieutenant, you fear him?

That is so. He can denounce me — I mean he can make a terrible charge against me which I am unable to refute, she admitted breathlessly.

And yet you will not allow me to help you! You disagree with my plan to denounce the scoundrel and let him take his well-deserved punishment! I must say I really cant understand you, I declared.

Perhaps not to-day. But some day you will discern the reason why I decline to confess to you the whole truth, was her firm reply.

And I looked at her slim tragic figure in silence and in wonder.

What was the end to be? Was she aware that her father was the leader of that association of well-dressed thieves, or was she in ignorance of it? That was a question I could not yet decide.

I thought of Ella — my own Ella. It was she whom I had determined to save. That was my duty; a duty to perform before all others, and in defiance of all else. She loved me. She had admitted that. Therefore I would leave no stone unturned on her behalf, no matter how it might affect the stubbornly silent girl at my side.

I saw that I could not serve them both. Ella was my chief thought. She should, in future, be my only thought.

I much regret all this, I said to Lucie somewhat coldly. And pardon me for saying so, but I think that if you had spoken frankly this evening much of the trouble in the future would be saved. But as you are determined to say nothing, I am simply compelled to act as I think best in Ellas interests.

Act just as you will, Mr Leaf, was her rather defiant response. I trust, however, you will do nothing rash nor injudicious — nothing that may injure her, instead of benefit her. As for myself, to hope to assist me is utterly out of the question. The die is cast. Nardini intended that disgrace and death should fall upon me, or he would have surely spoken, and sighing hopelessly she added: I have only to await the end, and pray that it will not be long in coming. This suspense I cannot bear much longer, looking as I daily do into the open grave which, on the morrow, may be mine. Heaven knows the tortures I endure, the bitter regrets, the mad hatred, the wistful longing for life and happiness, those two things that never now can be mine. Place yourself in my position, and try and imagine that whatever may be your life, there is but one sudden and shameful end — suicide.

You look upon things in far too morbid a light, I declared, not, however, without some sympathy. There is a bright lining to every cloud the old adage says. Try and look forward to that.

She shook her head despairingly.

No, she answered, with a short bitter laugh. Proverbs are for the prosperous — not for the condemned.

I remained with her for some time longer, trying in vain to induce her to reveal the truth. In her stubborn refusal I recognised her determination to conceal some fact concerning her father, yet whether she knew the real truth or not I was certainly unable to determine.

The revelation that Ella was acquainted with Gordon-Wright alias the Lieutenant held her utterly confounded. She seemed to discern in it an increased peril for herself, and yet she would tell me nothing — absolutely nothing.

The situation was tantalising — nay maddening. I intended to save my well-beloved at all costs, yet how was I to do so?

To denounce the adventurer would, she had herself declared, only bring ruin upon her. Therefore my hands were tied and the cowardly blackguard must triumph.

The soft Italian twilight fell, and the street lamps along the broad promenade below were everywhere springing up, while to the right the high stone lighthouse, that beacon to the mariner in the Mediterranean, shot its long streams of white light far across the darkening sea.

From one of the open-air café-chantants in the vicinity came up the sound of light music and the trill of a female voice singing a French chansonette, for a rehearsal was in progress. And again a youth passing chanted gaily one of those stornelli damore which is heard everywhere in fair Tuscany, in the olive groves, in the vineyards, in the streets, in the barracks, that ancient half dirge, half-plaintive song, the same that has been sung for ages and ages by the youths in love: — 

Mazzo di fiori!
Si vede il viso, e non si vede il core
Tu se un bel viso, ma non minnamori.

Lucie heard the words and smiled.

The song just described my position at that moment. I saw her face but could not see her heart. She was beautiful, but not my love.

And as the voice died away we heard the words: — 

Fiume di Lete!
Come la calamita mi tirate,
E mi fate venir dove velete.

Old Marietta, the Tuscan sewing-woman, entered and lit the gas. She looked askance at me, wondering why I remained there so long I expect.

It is growing late, I exclaimed in Italian; I must go. It is your dinner-hour, and glancing round the room, carpetless, as all Italian rooms are in summer, I saw that it was cheaply furnished with that inartistic taste which told me at once that neither she nor her father had chosen it. It struck me that they had bought the furniture just as it had stood from some Italian, perhaps the previous occupier.

Old Marietta was a pleasant, grey-faced old woman in cheap black who wore large gold rings in her ears and spoke with the pleasant accent of Siena, and who, I saw, was devoted to her young mistress.

This is Mr Leaf, she explained in Italian. He is an English friend of my fathers. Then turning to me she said, laughing, Marietta always likes to know whos who. All Italians are so very inquisitive about the friends of their padrone.

The old woman smiled, showing her yellow teeth and wished me buona sera, to which I replied in her own tongue, for the position of servants in Italy is far different from their position with us. Your Tuscan house-woman is part of the family, and after a few years of faithful service is taken into the family council, consulted upon everything, controls expenditure, makes bargains, and is, to her padrone, quite indispensable. Old Marietta was a typical donna di casa, one of those faithful patient women with a sharp tongue to all the young men who so continuously ran after the young padrona, and only civil to me because I was a friend of the signore.

She was shrewd enough to continue to be present at our leave-taking, though it was doubtful whether she knew English sufficiently to understand what passed between us. I saw that Marietta intended I should go, therefore I wished her young padrona adieu.

She held her breath for a moment as our hands clasped, and I saw in her brown eyes a look of blank despair.

Be courageous, I said, in a low voice. The future may not hold for you such terrors as you believe.

Future! she echoed. I have no future. Addio. And I went down the wide, ill-lit stone staircase full of dismal foreboding, and out from the secret lair of the thief who was notorious, but whom the police of Europe had always failed to arrest.


Chapter Twenty Nine.

Contains Another Surprise.
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I DINED AT a small table alone in the big crowded table-dhôte room of the hotel. About me were some of the most exclusive set in Italy, well-dressed men and women, Roman princes, marquises and counts, with a fair sprinkling of the Hebrew fraternity. At the table next mine sat a young prince of great wealth together with the fair American girl to whom he was engaged to be married, and the young ladys mother. The prince and his fiancée were speaking Italian, and the old lady from Idaho City, understanding no other language but her own, seemed to be having anything but an amusing time.

All this, however, interested me but little. I was reflecting upon the events of that afternoon, trying to devise some means by which to solve the enigma that was now driving me to desperation.

My well-beloved was in a deadly peril. How could I save her?

I saw that rapid and decided action was necessary. Should I return to England and watch the actions of the man I had known as Lieutenant Shacklock, or should I go on to Rome and try and discover something both regarding the object of Millers journey there and the part of the Italian who, prior to his death, had consigned to me that mysterious packet?

As I ate my dinner in silence I decided to first take a flying visit to Rome. I could return to England afterwards. Ellas marriage was not for three weeks or so, therefore I might, in that time, succeed in solving the enigma as far as Miller was concerned, and by doing so obtain further information against his accomplice, Gordon-Wright.

Therefore at midnight I left Leghorn by way of Colle Salvetti, and through the night travelled across the Maremma fever-marshes, until at nine oclock next morning the train drew into the great echoing terminus of the Eternal City.

I went to the Hotel Milano, where it was my habit to stay. I knew Rome well and preferred the Milano — which, as you know, is opposite the Chamber of Deputies in the Piazza Colonna — to the Grand, the Quirinale, or the new Regina. At the Milano there was an unpretentious old-world comfort appreciated too by the Italian deputies themselves, for many of them had their pied-à-terre there while attending to their parliamentary duties in the capital.

Rome lay throbbing beneath the August heat and half deserted, for every one who can get away in those breathless blazing days when the fever is prevalent does so. Numbers of the shops in the Corso and the Via Vittorio were closed, the big doors and persiennes of the palaces and embassies were shut, showing that their occupants were away at the sea, or in the mountains, in France, Switzerland or England for cool air, while the cafés were deserted, and the only foreigners in the streets a few perspiring German and American sightseers.

Unfortunately I had not inquired of Lucie her fathers address and knew nothing except that he was staying with a doctor named Gavazzi. Therefore at the hotel I obtained the directory and very soon discovered that there was a doctor named Gennaro Gavazzi living in the Via del Tritone, that long straight thoroughfare of shops that run from the Piazza S. Claudio to the Piazza Barberini.

It was about midday when I found the house indicated by the directory, a large palazzo which in Italian style was let out in flats, the ground floor being occupied by shops, while at the entrance an old white-haired hall-porter was dozing in a chair.

I awoke him and inquired in Italian if the Signore Dottore Gavazzi lived there.

Si signore. Terzo piano, was the old fellows reply, raising his forefinger to his cap.

Thank you, I said, slipping five francs into his ready palm. But by the way, I added as an afterthought, do you know whether he has an English signore staying with him — a tall dark-haired thin man?

Theres a gentleman staying with the Signore Dottore, but I do not think he is an Englishman. He spoke perfect Italian to me yesterday.

Ah, of course, I forgot. He speaks Italian perfectly, I said. And this Dottore Gavazzi. How long has he lived here?

A little over a year. He acted as one of the private secretaries to His Excellency the Minister Nardini — he who ran away from Rome a little time ago, and hasnt since been heard of.

Oh! was he, I exclaimed at once, highly interested. Nardini played a sharp game, didnt he?

Embezzled over a million francs, they say, remarked the porter. But whenever he came here, and it was often, he always gave me something to get a cigar with. He was very generous with the peoples money, I will say that for him, and the old fellow laughed. They say there was a lady in the case, and thats why he fled from Rome.

A lady! Who was she?

Nobody seems to know. Theres all sorts of reports about, of course. I hope the police will find him. They must arrest him some day, dont you think so, signore?

Perhaps, I said, thinking deeply. But Im interested to hear about the lady. What is it youve heard?

Only very little. According to the rumour, the police found at the Villa Verde, out at Tivoli, after he had gone, the dead body of a young lady locked in the study. It was at once hushed up, and not a word of it has been allowed to get into the papers. The Government gave orders to the police, I suppose, to suppress it, fearing to make the scandal graver. I heard it, however, on very good authority from my son who is in the carabinieri and stationed at Tivoli. The body, he says, was that of a well-dressed young lady about twenty-six or seven. When the carabineers went with the commissario to seal up the fugitives effects, they found the body lying full length on the carpet. She still had her hat on and seemed as though she had suddenly fallen dead. Another curious thing is that the doctors discovered no wound, and dont seem to know what was the cause of her death.

Thats strange! I remarked. I suppose they photographed the body?

Of course. But the portrait hasnt been published because the police are compelled to hush up the affair.

Does your son know any further particulars, I wonder?

No more than what hes told me. He says that quite a number of secret police agents have been over to Tivoli trying to establish the ladys identity, and that they think they know who she was. He was here only yesterday and we were talking about it.

And who do they think she was?

Well, my son has, of course, a lot to do with the police, and a few days ago a friend of his of the squadra mobile told him that they had established the fact that the dead girl was English.

English! Do they know her name?

No, only they say that she was in Rome a great deal last winter, and was seen generally in the company of a tall, dark, English girl, her friend. Indeed, they say that both of them were seen in the Corso, accompanied by a middle-aged English gentleman, about a week before Nardini took to flight. They had apparently returned to Rome.

And they know none of their names?

Theyve found out that the English signore stayed at the Grand, they dont know where the young ladies were living, probably at some small pension. They are now doing all they can to find out, but it is difficult, as most of the pensions are closed just now. Theyve, however, discovered the name of the dead girls friend — through some dressmaker, I think. It was Mille — Milla — or some name like that. The English names are always so puzzling.

Miller! I gasped, staring at the old fellow, as all that Lucie had admitted to me regarding her visit to the villa at Tivoli flashed through my bewildered brain. And she was the intimate friend of this unknown girl who has been found dead in the empty house and whose tragic end has been officially hushed up!


Chapter Thirty.

Some Discoveries in Rome.

[image: img260.jpg]

THE MYSTERIOUS FLIGHT of Nardini, the prominent politician and Minister for Justice, was, it seemed, still the one topic of conversation in the Eternal City, Only that morning I had read a paragraph in the Tribuna that the fugitive was believed to have reached Buenos Ayres. The Embassy in London had evidently kept the secret I had divulged, and even the Italian police were in ignorance that the man wanted for that gigantic embezzlement — for the sum stated to have disappeared was now known to be a very large one — was already in his grave.

The mysterious discovery at the dead mans villa out at Tivoli, that pleasant little town with the wonderful cascade twenty miles outside Rome, greatly complicated the problem. And the girl who had been found in such strange circumstances was actually an intimate friend of Lucie Miller! The whole thing was assuming a shape entirely beyond my comprehension.

I presently thanked the old porter for his information, slipped another tip into his hand, and walked back to the Corso, hugging the shade, and reflecting deeply upon what the old fellow had told me.

Two or three facts were quite plain. The first was that Miller would most certainly not be in Rome if he had the slightest suspicion that the police were in search of Lucie. Therefore, although the doctor had acted as the fugitives secretary, he was in ignorance of the discovery made at the Villa Verde. Again, had not Nardini himself for some reason abstracted from the archives of the Questura the official record of Miller, his description and the suspicions against him?

Therefore I saw that the police were hampered in their inquiries, because they were without information. Again, the name of Gennaro Gavazzi, though not an uncommon one in Italy, struck me as familiar from the first moment that Lucie had uttered it in Leghorn.

Now, as I walked the streets of Rome, I remembered. It came upon me like a flash. It had been written in that confidential police record that the doctor was a Milanese, and that he was suspected of being an accomplice of the Englishman.

And yet Nardini, being aware of this, had actually appointed him one of his private secretaries!

That latter fact was one that showed either conspiracy or that Nardini, crafty and far-seeing, employed the doctor with some ulterior motive.

I was anxious to see what sort of person this Gavazzi might be.

I begrudged every moment I spent in Rome, anxious as I was to be back near my well-beloved and shield her from the blackguard who held her in his power. Yet this new development of the mystery held me anxious and eager.

Already I was in possession of greater knowledge of the affair than the police themselves; therefore I hoped that I might, by careful action and watching, learn the truth.

Somehow, by instinct it might have been, I felt that if I could but elucidate the mystery of the Villa Verde I should gain some knowledge that would release my love from her hideous bondage. I dont know why, but it became a fixed idea with me. Therefore I resolved to remain in Rome at least a few days and carefully watch Miller and his friend.

Every moment, every hour, I thought of my sweet one who I knew loved me as passionately as I loved her, and yet who was now separated from me by a gulf which I was determined to bridge. She was ever in my thoughts, her beautiful face with those dear sad eyes ever before me, the music of her voice ever ringing in my ears. Yes. She should be mine — mine if I died myself in order to save her!

Towards evening I loitered up and down the Via del Tritone hoping to catch sight of the doctor and his English visitor, for I calculated that their probable habit was to dine at a restaurant. From the porter I had learnt that Gavazzi was a bachelor, therefore he probably had arrangements en pension at one or other of the restaurants, in the manner of most single men in Rome.

Though I waited nearly two hours, from half-past six to half-past eight, I saw nothing of Miller or of his host. The old porter noticed me, therefore having gauged his character pretty accurately I crossed to him and explained that I was waiting to see the doctor come out, as I was not certain whether he was the Dr Gavazzi whom I had known in Venice some years ago. This little fiction, combined with another small tip, satisfied the old man, and I went forth into the street again, fearing that if I remained in the entrance Miller, in passing, might recognise me.

It was a weary vigil, and one that required constant attention, for on a summers evening the streets of Rome are crowded by the populace who come out to enjoy the cool air after the blazing heat of the day. Another hour passed without sign of them. In any case they must have dined in their rooms — perhaps sent a servant out to a neighbouring cook-shop.

Therefore I went round to the Piccolo Borsa, the small restaurant in the Via della Mercede, at which I always ate when in Rome, and there snatched a hasty meal.

Shortly before ten I returned to my vigil and learnt from my friend the porter that the doctor was still in casa. Therefore I idled in patience, glancing from time to time up at the windows of the apartment in question. There were lights there, but the green persiennes were still closed, as they had been all day.

As the night wore on the street became extra full of idling promenaders, for it was festa and all Rome was out to gossip, to lounge and to obtain a breath of the bel fresco. Men were crying the evening newspaper in loud strident tones, and here and there walked the police in couples, with their epaulettes and festa plumes. Before every café the chairs overflowed into the roadway, and every table was occupied by men and women, mostly in white cotton clothes, sipping sirops. Rome is cosmopolitan only in winter. Rome is the Romans Rome in summer, bright, merry and light-hearted by night; silent and lethargic by day — a city indicative of the Italian temperament and the Italian character.

I was just about to relinquish my watch, believing that the doctor and his English friend did not intend to come forth that evening, when I suddenly saw Miller in a white linen suit and straw hat emerge from the big doorway into the street, accompanied by a short, black-bearded, dark-faced Italian of about thirty-five, who also wore a straw hat, fashionably-cut suit of dark cloth, and a drab cotton waistcoat across which was a thick gold albert.

They turned towards the Piazza Colonna, and I at once followed, keeping them well in sight. The doctor appeared to be something of a dandy, for he carried yellow gloves, notwithstanding the oppressive heat, and the crook of his walking-stick was silver gilt. He wore a red cravat, a high collar, and his jacket was cut narrow at the waist with ample skirts, slit up at the back, and turned-over cuffs.

He was a typical Roman elegant, but his face had craft and cunning plainly written upon it. Those dark searching eyes were set too closely together, and although there was a careless, easy-going expression upon his countenance I could see that it was only feigned.

What, I wondered, was the urgent business which had brought Mr Miller post-haste from England?

Deep in conversation they passed up the Corso for a little distance, then turning at the Puspoli Palace they traversed the small streets leading to the Tiber until they reached the Via di Repetta, up which they continued until they suddenly turned into a narrow, ill-lit, dirty street to the right and disappeared into an uninviting wine-shop, one of those low little drinking-houses which abound in the poorer quarters of Rome.

That it was a low neighbourhood I could see at a glance. I had never explored that part of the Eternal City before, and had not had time to notice the name of the street.

A few moments after the two men had disappeared I sauntered past and glanced inside. The ceiling was low, and blackened by the lamp suspended in the centre. Upon shelves around were many rush-covered flasks of wine, while at the end was a pewter counter where a coarse tousled-haired woman was standing washing glasses.

At the table three forbidding-looking men, with their felt hats drawn over their eyes, were drinking and throwing dice, shouting excitedly at each throw, while one man rather better dressed was sitting apart writing a letter, with a long cigar between his lips.

There was, however, no sign of the doctor and his companion who, it seemed, had passed straight into the room beyond. It was hardly the place in which one would have expected to find the owner of that Dorsetshire manor, and I now saw the reason why the doctor had, ever and anon, looked round as though in suspicion that they might be followed.

They had an important appointment there, without a doubt. And, moreover, they were no strangers to the place.

I would have given worlds to have been able to get a peep behind that closed door.

I was, however, forced to remain idling up and down the street, watched and commented upon by the groups of women gossiping at their doors, and scowled at by the men who seemed to lurk smoking in the shadows. They recognised by my clothes and my walk that I was a forestiero, a stranger, and wondered probably whether I was not an agent of police.

After half an hour Miller and his friend came out, accompanied by a young girl, hatless, as is the mode among the people, and with a bright yellow scarf twisted around her neck. She was about seventeen, good-looking, wore big gold ear-rings and showed an even set of white teeth as she spoke to Miller and laughed.

Together they set off along the Lugo Tevere, crossed the Ponte S. Angelo, and plunged into that labyrinth of narrow dirty streets that lay between the river and St. Peters. Presently, in a dark street off the Borgo Pia, the girl left them, and halting they stood talking together after lighting cigarettes.

The girl hurried on and was lost in the darkness, yet they were evidently awaiting her return.

My own position was a difficult one, for I feared that at any moment Gavazzis quick eyes might detect me and point me out to Miller who would recognise me. For fully a quarter of an hour the pair remained there, until at last the girl returned, bringing with her a young man about twenty-two, a low-born swaggering young fellow who wore his soft grey hat askew, and walked with his hands in his pockets, a man of distinctly criminal type who had probably never done an honest days work in his life. By the light of the street lamp I saw that he bore across his cheek an ugly cicatrice from an old knife-wound, and that upon his chin was a mole upon which the hair was allowed to grow. The latter was significant — it was the mark of that powerful secret society of criminals, the Camorra.

The girl, who was probably his inamorata, introduced them, whereupon he lifted his hat with his finger and thumb and swung it back upon his head with a twist — an action by which one Camorrist betrays his allegiance to the initiated.

For a few moments they conversed together, then the girl, wishing the trio buona sera, sped away, and passing me was again lost in the darkness, while the men, walking together slowly, came on in my direction. The doctor was conversing with the young man in low whispers, and it seemed to me that he was giving him certain instructions. But I could not, of course, approach sufficiently near to overhear what was said. Miller was listening, but said nothing, except when addressed by his friend.

Outside the massive Castel S. Angelo there is a cab-rank, and all three entered a closed cab.

That there was some dark conspiracy in progress I could not doubt. The presence of that young swaggerer — a man capable of committing any crime I could see — was distinctly suspicious. Besides they dare not be seen with him; therefore they took a closed cab, the only one upon the rank on that hot night.

They moved off across the bridge, and when they were a hundred yards away I got into one of the open cabs and told the driver to follow, for I was determined at all hazards to ascertain what cunning scheme was in progress.

Fortunately, on account of my linen suit being dirty, I had exchanged it for one of dark blue serge, therefore I was not so conspicuous in the darkness as was Miller. To my surprise they drove direct to the railway station, where they alighted and the doctor went to take tickets. Noticing this, I told my driver to jump down and overhear their destination, promising him five francs for the information.

In a moment he was gone, while I minded his horse.

Five minutes later he returned, saying: — 

The Signore has taken three second-class tickets to Tivoli.

Tivoli! What, I wondered, was their object in going out to Tivoli at that hour?

I watched them pass the barrier on to the platform; then I myself took a ticket for the same destination, passed through, and entered an empty compartment of the waiting train. I saw, however, that while Miller and his friend were in a second-class carriage, the young man in the grey felt hat was in a third-class compartment. They were evidently taking precautions not to be seen in his company.

I was sorely tempted to slip across to the police office and ask the delegato to allow a detective to accompany me. Yet if I did this I should only be giving Miller into the hands of the police, and thus quite ruin all my chances of discovering the truth. No. If I wished to find out what was in progress I was, I saw, compelled to continue fearless and alone.

Something desperate was in progress, otherwise they would never have sought the services of that young Camorrist. Miller was far too gentlemanly a rascal to associate with common criminals.

The train was a slow omnibus one, and it was past midnight before we drew into the station of Tivoli. I held back, allowing all three to alight before me, and saw that, on the platform, they separated and passed out singly, as though unacquainted. A detective was idling at the barrier as is always the case in Italy, but their appearance did not attract him and they took the dark road leading towards the ancient town which in the daytime commands such beautiful views of Rome and the Campagna, the town that has always been a popular summer resort even since the Augustan age when Maecenas, Hadrian and the Emperor Augustus himself had their villas there, and gave their marvellous fêtes.

As I followed the trio, who still walked separately, I could hear the quiet of the night was broken by the thunder of the giant waterfalls, for me a fortunate circumstance, as the sounds of my footsteps were deadened. In Miller a strange transformation had been effected. He had been conspicuous in his suit of white, yet now he was in dark clothes. He had adopted the trick often practised by malefactors of wearing one suit over the other, so as to be able to enter a place wearing a light suit and gay-coloured scarf, and leave it three minutes afterwards dressed entirely differently. He had simply slipped off his white cotton suit while in the train and had either thrown it out of the window, or left it beneath the seat of the railway-carriage.

Railway searchers and platelayers, even in England, find complete suits of clothes more often than one would imagine.

From the station at Tivoli the road to the town, part of the ancient Valeria, runs down to the St. Angelo Gate. There it branches out in two ways, one entering the town across a high bridge, and the other continuing up the hill and out into the country.

The three men took this latter road, a winding tortuous one which led up past an ancient castle and away to the heights behind. There were no lights, but the night was not exactly dark, and I could distinctly see the white road before me and the figures moving forward. One had gone on rapidly in front, while the other two also walked separately as though strangers.

Suddenly I saw the figure nearest me leave the road and pass into a vineyard. Then a few minutes later, as I went on, I lost sight of the other two and at the same time found that we had reached a splendid old cinquecento villa, an enormous place the back of which abutted on to the road. Its great square windows were closely barred as they had been in those old turbulent days when every house had been a fortress, and from the great entrance gate with its crumbling stone lions on either side ran a long dark cypress avenue. The ponderous gate was covered with sheet iron so that I could see only the tops of the trees within.

This was, I supposed, the Villa Verde, the country-house of the man who had died unrecognised in the boarding-house in Shepherds Bush.

There was no door leading to the roadway save the great entrance gate. Through that Miller and his companions had certainly not passed, therefore I concluded that they had reached the house by a secret way through the vineyard.

Careful to remain always in the shadow, and moving with greatest caution, I retraced my steps, entered the vineyard at the point where I had seen one figure disappear, and after a few moments discovered a narrow path through the trailing richly laden vines which led through an open gate to a small side door in a wing of the great old building.

I tried it. The handle yielded. They had passed through there, without a doubt!

Should I enter there? Was I not perhaps risking my life in so doing? They were a desperate trio. I knew well my fate, if they discovered that I had learned their secret.

I held my breath. Then with sudden resolve, I slowly pushed the door open and peered eagerly within.

Next instant I drew back aghast.

What I saw there staggered me. I was not prepared for it.

I could distinctly hear my own heart beating within me.


Chapter Thirty One.

The Secret of the Villa Verde.
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THE UNEXPECTED SIGHT that met my eyes within that narrow stone passage was truly horrifying.

An oil lamp shed a faint light at the farther end of the narrow tunnel-like place, and revealed the body of a man lying in a heap in such a position that I saw, in an instant, that some tragedy had occurred.

Creeping forward I bent beside him and touched his hand. It was still warm, yet I saw across the stones a large dark pool — a pool of blood, and at the same moment discovered that it issued from an ugly knife-wound just over the heart.

He was a respectably dressed man of forty, robust, heavily built, with dark moustache and shaven chin. As I touched his hand, which lay helpless at his side, my fingers came into contact with something hard, and I found that strapped around his waist he carried a revolver.

Quickly I took it out, for I had no weapon myself, and at a glance saw that it was the regulation pattern as supplied to the agents of police.

The man who had been stabbed to the heart so unerringly was probably a detective who had been left in charge of the villa after the police had taken possession of the place. Hearing a summons at the door he had perhaps gone to open it, when the ready knife had struck him down, and the desperate trio had passed over his body and entered the villa to prosecute their mysterious object.

I listened. There was no sound. The intruders, whatever their object, were in the main building; for it seemed that this narrow passage merely gave entrance to the servants quarters. The place was an enormous, rambling one, built, as I afterwards found, by Prince Torlonia in the days of the Borgia Pope, once full of splendour and magnificence, but sadly neglected and degenerated in these modern days.

Again I examined the prostrate man, placing my hand upon his heart but failing to detect any movement. He was dead without a doubt.

Noiselessly I crept forward, my ears strained to catch every sound, my hand gripping the dead mans revolver. If I were discovered I could now, at least, make a fight for life. The fearless way in which they had struck down the detective was sufficient to show me that they would hesitate at nothing.

Those were exciting moments, for at the end of the narrow stone passage I passed through a door, and found myself in a great dark chamber which seemed to be unfurnished. The faint grey light that struggled in through the barred windows was sufficient to allow me to see that it opened into a great square hall, around which was set a number of ancient high-backed chairs of the same epoch as the house itself. The rooms were lined with ancient tapestries falling to decay, and there was everywhere a damp mouldy smell as though that wing of the place had long been closed and uninhabited.

Passing along another corridor, I opened a door at the farther end and found myself at once in the modernised portion of the place, in a corridor where, upon the thick dark red carpet, my feet fell noiselessly, and where a candle which the intruders had probably lit was set upon a table.

Again I listened. I fancied I caught the sound of voices, but was not quite certain.

For some moments I remained there, holding my breath in hesitation. To search for them in that great place was full of danger and difficulty. And yet, having gone so far, I was determined that I would ascertain their object in coming there.

At last, reassuring myself that the voices I had heard were only sounds in my imagination, I went forward again through an open door into a fine long picture-gallery, well carpeted as was the corridor. At the end showed another faint light, for the men had, I now saw, lit a childs night-light which they had probably brought with them.

In that portion of the house there was evidence of wealth and luxury everywhere. Nardini had probably spent a good deal of the public money upon embellishing that fine old place with its wonderful sculptured fireplaces and frescoed and gilt ceilings.

Still scarcely daring to breathe lest my presence be detected, I went forward again, until of a sudden voices, plain and unmistakable, broke upon my ear, causing me to halt suddenly and stand motionless as a statue.

They were in some room in the vicinity. But where? It was quite dark where I stood, but from a door slightly open at some distance before me shone a thin streak of faint light, evidently from a candle.

Dare I approach and peep within?

At first I hesitated, for the risk was very great, but at last summoning courage I moved across the thick carpet to the open door and peered in.

It was a great salon, I found, a huge, high-roofed place with old gilt furniture upholstered in red silk brocade and some marvellous buhl cabinets full of rare china and bric-à-brac. The place was in darkness, save for the single night-light placed upon a chair — the intruders fearing, of course, to ignite the lamps as the light would shine outside and perhaps attract attention.

The great salon led into an inner room, and in there I saw their moving figures by the light of two candles that had been put upon the carpet. They were conversing only in low whispers and seemed to be groping about the floor in the farther corner of the room, as though in search of something.

I slipped into the big salon, and creeping from table to chair, bending double so as to be concealed the whole time, I managed to approach near the door of the inner room, and took up a position where I could both observe their movements and overhear their words.

Now that I reflect upon my actions of that night, I see how utterly reckless of life I was. A single slip, a cough, a sneeze, and I should be lost. And yet, holding my breath, I knelt behind that big gilt armchair wherein the princes of the cinquecento had once sat, and watched those men at their mysterious work.

The heavy red plush curtains had been drawn across the long windows, and I recognised that the apartment was a library or study, for there were big cases filled with old parchment-covered volumes, and set before one of the windows was a big carved writing-table. As I watched, the doctor lit the gas-lamp upon it, removing the green silk shade so as to give a better light in the room, and as he did so the young man in the grey hat, who had thrown off his coat and was on his hands and knees on the floor, suddenly picked up something which he handed to Miller, saying in Italian with a grin:— This looks a little suspicious, does it not, signore? Miller took the object in his hand, and started. Then I saw that it was a narrow gold bangle — a womans bracelet. He took it to the light, and read some words inscribed in the inside. Then he stood in silence and wonder.

Whats the matter? inquired Gavazzi, in broken English. What is it?

His friend handed it to him without a word.

But the doctor only shrugged his shoulders, smiled, and handed back the bangle.

At that moment the truth flashed across my mind — the truth unknown to those men. In that room — if that were Nardinis study — the mysterious discovery had been made. The body of an unknown young Englishwoman had been found there.

Was that bangle her property? Miller had certainly recognised the inscription upon it, and knew its owner.

I saw that he stood there with knit brows, still glancing at the bracelet, as though mystified.

Come, urged Gavazzi, in the brisk businesslike way which appeared to be natural to him. We have no time to lose if we really intend to be successful. And he went down upon his knees in the farther corner of the room, carefully feeling the surface of the blue velvet-pile carpet with his hands.

Wed better have it up, he declared at last. I feel sure its somewhere in this corner.

Then you never actually saw it? remarked Miller, a trifle disappointed.

No. But it isnt likely he would ever reveal to me where he kept his most private secrets. We were friends, intimate friends, but Giovanni Nardini was not the man to reveal to even his own father what he considered was a secret. See this! And rising he walked to the oak-panelled wainscotting, touched a spring, and there was revealed a small secret door leading down to a short flight of steps in the wall somewhere into the cellars below — a secret mode of egress.

Again he went to a book-case, part of which proved false, and there on pulling it away revealed a large iron safe let into the wall.

You see I am aware of some of his secrets. The police think theyve searched the place, but theyve never discovered either of these, thats very certain, he laughed.

Then, with the younger man, he proceeded to tear up the carpet, showing that the floor, unlike that in most Italian houses, was boarded and not of mosaic.

All three moved the furniture and gradually rolled the carpet back until they had half-uncovered the room. It was heavy, exciting work, and the perspiration rolled from their brows in great beads.

Once the chair behind which I was concealed moved a little and the wheel squeaked.

Millers quick ear caught the sound.

Hark! he cried, starting up. Whats that?

A mouse, exclaimed the doctor, laughing. I heard it. Dont worry yourself, my dear James, we are safe enough now with that guard out of the way.

By the aid of the candles they examined every floorboard, trying each to see if it were movable. But they were all fast, and gave no sign of covering any place of concealment. They seemed to be in search of some cavity where something they believed was concealed.

With their knuckles they tapped all over the floor, but the sound emitted was exactly the same everywhere.

For a full hour they searched until suddenly the doctor, who had been indefatigable, while running his hand along the floor close to the oak wainscoting quite near the writing-table, made a discovery which instantly brought his companions upon their knees at his side.

Look! he cried. See! There is a little piece of a different wood let in here — round like a large wooden stud! I wonder what it is? He pressed it with his fingers, but to no avail. Therefore he took out his pocket-knife and with the end pressed down hard, throwing all his weight upon his hand. It gives! he cried excitedly. Theres some spring behind it! You are stronger, he exclaimed, turning to the younger man. Try. Push down, so!


Chapter Thirty Two.

The Ticking of the Clock.
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THE MAN WITH the grey hat took the pocket-knife, knelt over the spot, placed the knife in position, and pressed with all his might, when slowly a panel of the oak wainscoting about two feet square fell forward until it lay flat at right angles, disclosing a small locked door behind.

This is it, no doubt! cried the doctor, tugging at the door. It yielded, disclosing a secret cupboard.

A clock set upon a cabinet on the side of the room near where I was hidden was ticking. I had not noticed that sound before, and I thought it strange.

Miller held the candle while the others peered within. They all had their backs turned to me, and in my eagerness I bent forward in order to obtain a better view of what was concealed there.

See! cried Gavazzi. I was not mistaken! I knew he had some secret hiding-place here. In this room he spent days, sometimes with me, but more often locked in here alone. Fortunately for us, the police know nothing of this.

Yes, exclaimed Miller. Let us see what his treasures are. I wonder what he would say if he saw us handling his secrets, he added, with a short dry laugh. The papers to-day say that hes been seen in Bahia.

Evidently Lucie had for some reason kept her knowledge of the fugitives death from her father.

He was always methodical, remarked the Italian. And he seems to have carried out his methods here. Look at all these pigeon-holes! Made by himself, it seems, from their roughness. He dared not call in a carpenter. But he was of a very mechanical turn of mind, and probably constructed the whole thing himself.

It certainly would escape observation, remarked the young man, examining the thick old panel of polished oak that had fallen back.

The doctor had drawn from one of the pigeon-holes a bundle of official-looking papers folded and secured with tape. He glanced at them with critical eye and cast them aside as being without interest. Another, and another, he drew out, but none of them attracted his attention for more than a few moments.

They are merely secret information collected against various politicians and personages — information that he thought might one day be useful, said Gavazzi.

And profitable, eh? added Miller, with a laugh.

Quite so. We may find it equally profitable to us one day, remarked his companion. They will prove interesting reading when we have time to go through them.

They were evidently in search of something else. Surely they had not deliberately sacrificed a mans life to obtain those few dusty papers? What, I wondered, was contained in that precious packet which the owner of that villa had given me before his death?

Two large matrices of official seals Miller drew out and examined.

Ah! yes! exclaimed Gavazzi, I suspected he had those. They are copies of the seal of the Ministry, and with them he fabricated quite a number of official documents. By means of those he sent an order to the convict prison at Volteria to release Rastelli, the forger, who was a friend of his. The Governor at once set him at liberty, and does not know to this day that the order was a forgery. Indeed, I believe that, for a consideration, he used to give out these orders.

And he made them himself! Miller laughed. A pretty profitable business! And he turned over the brass seals in his hand, while the little clock ticked on.

Of course. If he had only been satisfied and not attempted too much, he would have remained years in office without any suspicion falling upon him. I, however, knew something of what was in progress, and yet he defied me and absolutely refused to let me share. Well — you know the rest, he laughed. I didnt see why he should take all the profits and I do the work.

But you managed to be pretty well paid, his friend remarked.

I merely looked after myself. Yet, if Giovanni had not been a fool and taken me into the affair when he knew that Id discovered everything, we might have run the Ministry as a joint concern until — well, until the next Cabinet crisis or King Umberto dismissed us. Its a pity — a thousand pities — he was such a fool. But you see he got unnerved, he was afraid of his enemies, and so he acknowledged his peculations by bolting.

A fatal mistake, Miller declared. I wonder he didnt get across to Greece. The police couldnt have touched him there. He knew the law of extradition quite as well as you or I. To go to South America is simply running into the arms of the police.

I question whether he is in America, the doctor said, examining deliberately the contents of another of the pigeon-holes. The report may have been circulated by the police themselves — as reports so often are — to put the fugitive off his guard. No, I should think that he is more likely in Paris, or Vienna, or Berlin. He could reach either capital by the through train from Rome. He probably put on a suit of workmans clothes and travelled third-class with a stick and a bundle. Thats the safest way to get out of the country — dont you think so? Weve both done it more than once, he laughed.

There was something distinctly humorous to me in the owner of the Manor at Studland travelling as an Italian labourer among the unwashed third-class passengers and passing the guards at the frontier with his worldly belongings tied up in a dirty handkerchief.

And yet that is a course very often adopted by the international thief as the safest way in which to pass from one country to another.

Gran Dio! ejaculated Gavazzi a moment later, as he held a small packet open in his hand. Money! Look!

Both men bent eagerly, and I saw that the doctor held in his hand a thick packet of yellow bank-notes secured by an elastic band — thousand-franc notes they were, and there could not be less than fifty of them.

What good fortune! cried Miller. It was worth doing after all.

I told you it was. This was his secret bank. Probably theres more inside.

In an instant the three men tore out the contents of the pigeon-holes and scattered them upon the floor in their eagerness to secure what the dead man had hidden there.

Heres another lot! exclaimed the young man, holding up a second packet, while a few minutes later Miller himself discovered two fat packets, each note for one thousand francs. A fourth packet was discovered containing English twenty-pound notes and some German paper money.

Those were exciting moments. The men scrambled and snatched the packets from each other, tearing them open in their fierce eagerness to ascertain whether they contained notes. In the eyes of all three was that terrible lust for gold that impels men to great crimes, that fierce passion that renders men unconscious of their actions.

Time after time smaller packets were discovered, which they thrust into their pockets uncounted.

There was wealth there — wealth that would place all three of them beyond the necessity of those subterfuges by which they had previously lived — an ill-gotten hoard of bank-notes which I calculated to be of the value of many thousands of English pounds sterling.

And I was witness of their unexpected good fortune, for which the poor unfortunate man in charge had been foully done to death.

Miller suddenly discovered a large packet of thousand-franc notes in the back of the cupboard and pocketed them — a packet double the size of the first — whereupon a fierce quarrel instantly ensued.

Both the doctor and the young man declared that the money should be properly divided, while Miller flatly refused.

Hot words arose — quick accusations and recriminations, the men raising their voices all unconsciously, when of a sudden something entirely unexpected occurred.

The men were silent in an instant — silent in awe.

The clock, hitherto unnoticed by them, had stopped ticking.


Chapter Thirty Three.

Certain Persons are Inquisitive.
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THE HALF-OPEN DOOR through which I had been watching the mens mysterious movements, and the discovery of the fugitives hidden wealth, suddenly closed of its own accord, with the heavy clang of iron.

Besides startling me, it left me in semi-darkness in the great salon.

I heard them rush frantically towards it, trying to open it, but their efforts were unavailing. Loud imprecations escaped them, for they believed that some person had imprisoned them. If they succeeded in escaping they would certainly discover me, therefore my position was one of extreme peril.

But I recollected the strange ticking of that clock which had commenced when the secret cupboard had been opened. The ticking had now ceased, therefore the door had closed automatically upon the intruders. By some clever contrivance Nardini had connected his secret hiding-place with the door that had been strengthened and lined with steel, enamelled white to match the wood-work of the salon. By a clockwork arrangement the door would evidently close upon the inquisitive person who opened the cupboard at a certain time afterwards.

When the little clock standing upon the pearl-inlaid cabinet had suddenly broken the silence by ticking it had attracted my attention, but I quickly forgot it in watching the trio so narrowly. The study window was evidently strongly barred, as were all the windows of the ground floor of the villa, the bars being built into the wall outside the house in such a manner that they could only be filed through, an operation which would take considerable time even with proper tools.

They hammered upon the door and threw their weight upon it, but it did not budge. Evidently by the same mechanical contrivance several strong steel bolts had been shot into their sockets.

The trio at the very moment of their sudden acquisition of Nardinis dishonestly obtained wealth had been entrapped.

Were discovered! I heard Miller cry in English.

Whoever has found us has locked us in!

It never occurred to them that the cupboard and the door were connected, or that Nardini had invented such an ingenious contrivance in order to entrap any thief who might discover his secret.

We must get out of this as quickly as possible! Gavazzi exclaimed breathlessly. Lets make the division of the money afterwards.

The window! suggested the younger man, but a rapid examination proved it to be too strongly barred.

I heard them within the room consulting with each other as to what could be done, and was amused at their chagrin, having discovered the dead mans hoard only to be so unexpectedly imprisoned with the wealth upon them.

The two Italians showered fierce imprecations upon whoever had bolted them in, and vowed that the police should never take them alive. They knew, too well, the serious charge they would have to face, for they knew that the body of the detective left in charge would be discovered behind the side door.

A heavy piece of furniture was brought to play upon the study door, but the sound made as they battered with it revealed to them that they were endeavouring to break down iron.

Hush! cried Miller suddenly. We mustnt make a noise like that. There are probably contadini living in the vicinity, and it will awaken them.

Bah! responded the doctor. Theyll only believe that its a ghost. Here the contadini are most superstitious.

But the carabinieri are not, remarked the young accomplice apprehensively. My own idea is that weve been followed. I noticed a man in a dark suit looking very hard at us when we left the train.

What kind of man? the doctor inquired quickly.

Looked like an Inglese signore, rather tall, about thirty, and wore a dark suit.

Why in the name of Fate didnt you mention it to us at the time? cried Miller. An Inglese! Who could he possibly be? Have you ever seen him before?

Never.

Then he may have followed us here and alarmed the carabinieri! gasped the doctor. We must escape — before they arrest us!

I saw that the young thief had noticed me when I had followed them out into the darkness from the station at Tivoli. He would therefore recognise me if we met again.

They would, no doubt, make a desperate attempt at escape. Yet should I raise the alarm and call the police? Was it policy on my part to do so? If Lucies father were arrested, Lucie herself must surely be implicated, and perhaps through Gordon-Wright my own dear love might also find herself in the criminals dock.

The mystery had grown so complicated and so inexplicable that I feared to take any step towards the denunciation of the thieves.

My only policy was to wait and to watch.

I recollected Ellas appeal to me to remain silent concerning the scoundrel under whose banal thrall she had so mysteriously fallen, and I feared that if I made my statement it might lead to the fellows arrest.

What, I wondered, was the true explication of the mystery of the unknown girl being found in that room wherein the three thieves were entrapped? Who was she? What did Lucie know concerning her?

A great fear possessed me that the police, in searching, would discover Lucie in Leghorn, though in Italy the detectives always find more difficulty in tracing foreigners than the Italians themselves. Every Italian, when he moves his habitation even from one street to the other, is compelled to give notice to the police. But not so the large foreign floating population who are for ever moving over the face of what is essentially a tourists country.

Another great crash upon the door awakened me to a sense of my peril, should these men succeed in escaping. With as little compunction as they had struck down the guard, they would, I knew, strike me down, and even though I had a revolver they were three to one. Besides, a pistol is no use against a knife in the hands of such an expert as the young thief in the grey hat whom they had so swiftly taken into their confidence.

With regret that they had seized that large amount in money, and yet in the hope that they might regain their liberty and remain for some time longer — at least until I had learned the truth concerning my well-beloved — I crept softly back along the great salon, feeling my way before me with my hands. So thick was the carpet that my feet fell noiselessly, and my escape was rendered all the more easy by the noise the men were making by trying to batter down the door.

Swiftly I retraced my steps along the corridors, through the picture-gallery and the older wing of the great house, until I came to the long dim stone corridor. I shuddered as I passed into it, for there lay still undiscovered, and in the same position in which the assassins had left it, the body of the unfortunate police agent who had been left in charge of the fugitives property which had been seized by the Government. On tiptoe I approached it, and bending, replaced the revolver.

Then with a final glance at the evidence of a horrible deed — a deed committed for the lust of gold — I crept out into the early morning air which blew fresh and cool from over the mountains, causing the leaves of the vines to rustle while a loose sun-shutter creaked mournfully as it swung to and fro overhead.

Retracing my steps through the vineyard I gained the high-road, when the fancy took me to ascend to the back of the villa and listen if I could hear the imprisoned intruders.

Hardly had I reached the top of the hill when the truth was revealed to me, as I expected. Their voices could be distinctly heard, for one of those strongly barred windows that looked out upon the roadway was that of the room wherein the absconding ex-Minister had concealed the money he had filched from the public purse.

I halted in the darkness beneath the window, trying to catch the drift of the conversation, and even while I stood there one of them pulled aside the heavy curtains and allowed a stream of light to fall across the roadway. It was surely an injudicious action, yet they could not examine the bars without so doing.

Standing back in the shadow I saw them open the window and feel the strength of that thick prison-like grating, the defence in those turbulent days when the place had been a miniature fortress.

Without a file, its impossible to break them, declared Gavazzi, in a tone of deep disappointment. But we must get out somehow. Every moments delay places us in graver peril. What shall we do?

I saw that their position was utterly hopeless. They had been caught like rats in a trap. Therefore I crept along under the old stone wall of the villa and made my way down the hill in the direction of where the electric street lamps of the town of Tivoli were shining.

It was, I saw by my watch, already half-past two.

After walking near half a mile, at a bend in the road two carabineers in uniform, with their guns slung upon their shoulders, emerged suddenly upon me and called me to halt.

Imagine my confusion. I held my breath, and perhaps it was fortunate for me that the darkness hid the pallor of my face.

Who are you? demanded one of the rural guards in Italian, with a strong northern accent. He was Piedmontese, I think.

I am an Englishman, I answered, quite frankly, but making a strenuous effort to remain calm.

So I hear by your speech, the man replied gruffly. And what are you doing here? The English dont usually walk about here at this hour?

Ive walked from Palestrina, and lost myself in the darkness. Is that Tivoli down yonder?

Yes it is. But whats your name? he inquired, as though my quick reply had aroused his suspicions. I regretted my words next instant. I intended to mislead the man, but he evidently did not believe me. I saw that if I was not now perfectly frank I might be arrested on suspicion and detained in the carabineer barracks until morning.

I recognised into what deadly peril my intrepidity had now led me. If they detained me the discovery of the tragedy and robbery at the Villa Verde would certainly be made, and I should find myself implicated with those three assassins. The circumstantial evidence against me would be very strong, and it might be many months before I regained my freedom. In such circumstances I should, alas! lose my Ella for ever!

My name is Godfrey Leaf, native of London, was my reply.

And what brings you here? You certainly havent walked from Palestrina. Youd be more dusty than you are.

Of course he would, remarked the mans companion, shifting his carbine to his other shoulder. Hes lying.

Well, I said, feigning to be insulted by the fellows inquiries, why should I tell you my business? It is no affair of yours, surely. Do you think Im an assassin, or on my way to rob some contadini of his poultry?

We can never tell a man by his dress. Besides, how are we to know who you are — that you are really the person you say?

I was silent. His question was an awkward one. But suddenly I recollected.

Well, perhaps this will convince you that Im a respectable person, eh? And taking from my pocket-book my Italian revolver licence I handed it to him. He opened it suspiciously, then said; Come farther down with us, to that light, and lets have a good look at you.

Now an Italian licence to carry a revolver is a very different document from that in England. It is issued only in very rare cases by the police themselves to responsible persons who first have to show that they are in danger of their lives from vendetta or some other cause, and that to carry a weapon is for them personal defence. Upon the licence is the minute police description of the person to whom it is issued, as well as his signature, while the document is also countersigned by the Prefect of the city whence it is issued. It is therefore the best of all identification papers.

Obeying the guards, I walked with them down to the light at the town gateway where they read the official permit, closely scrutinising me as they reached each individual description, colour of hair and eyes, shape of nose, forehead and head, and the dozen other small details, all of which they found tallied with the licence.

Born in London and domiciled in Milan, I see, remarked the carabineer.

I was living in Milan when I applied to the Public Security Department for the permit.

Well, he said, its lucky for you you had it upon you, otherwise you might have spent a day or two in prison for the untruth you told us. And he handed back the licence to me with a grim smile. Perhaps youll tell me now where you really have been?

I saw it necessary to alter my tactics, therefore I answered with a laugh: — 

To tell the truth I came out from Rome last night to keep an appointment — a secret one — with a lady — if you really must know.

Then youd better go back again to Rome, was his answer, apparently well satisfied, and believing that story more probable. Theres a train in twenty minutes or so, and well see you into it. We are on our way to the station.

From that moment we grew friendly, for the carabineers are a splendid body of picked men, and are always polite to the foreigner.

You were coming down from the villa yonder, explained the man who had interrogated me half apologetically. Therefore we had to ascertain who you were.

What villa do you mean?

The Onorovele Nardinis. Hes absconded, as I daresay youve heard.

Ah? I said, I did read in the English journals something about it. And did he live up there?

Yes. At the big villa. You must have passed it. He used to live here a great deal, and every one believed him to be an honest man.

Wasnt he?

Dio no! He got a million francs of the public money, and no one knows what has become of it. Was either of these men the son of the old concierge in the Via del Tritone, I wondered? I longed to ask them, but dare not. They, of course, told me nothing regarding the mysterious discovery of a womans body in the ex-Ministers study. Perhaps, indeed, they, like all others outside the confidential branch of the police service, were ignorant of it.

And doesnt any one know where he is? I asked, as we strolled at length upon the dark platform of the railway station.

Oh! Hes in estero somewhere. We shall never get him, you may be sure. When once a man like that gets over the frontier hes gone for ever.

What, I wondered, would these two men think when, on the morrow, the truth of what had occurred at the Villa Verde became revealed! The body of the detective would be found, and another mystery would succeed the one which was being so carefully suppressed.

Both men accepted cigarettes from my case as we idled up and down the platform awaiting the train for Rome. It was their duty to meet all the night trains and note all arrivals and departures, therefore we passed an idle half-hour gossiping pleasantly until the train drew up, and entering a first-class compartment I bade them farewell and breathed freely again as we moved off towards the Eternal City.

The instant the train was clear of the station I saw my imminent peril. By ill-fortune these guards had met me, they had read my name, seen my description, and knew me well. As soon as the discovery was made in the Villa Verde — indeed, at any moment — they would telegraph those details all over the country and eagerly seek to arrest me as an accomplice. Whether Miller and his friends were arrested or not, they would naturally connect me with the affair. That was but natural.

Fortunately I had succeeded in impressing upon them that I was a respectable person, but I recognised that if I desired to retain my liberty — my liberty to free my love from that mysterious bond which held her to a scoundrel — I must escape from Italy both immediately and secretly.

Before arrival in Rome I took off the gold pince-nez I habitually wore, discarded my collar and cravat, tied my handkerchief around my neck in attempt at disguise, and so passed the barrier. Afterwards I walked some distance, and then took a cab to the hotel.

At eight oclock, with a ticket for Florence by way of Pisa, I was in the express for the frontier at Modane. I purposely took a ticket for Florence, and then from Pisa, at two oclock in the afternoon, I took another ticket to Turin. If my departure had been noted, they would search for me in Florence.

That journey was, perhaps, one of the most exciting in all my life. I travelled third-class, attired in an old suit, old boots, and a handkerchief tied about my neck. In Turin I had four hours to wait, as the express to Paris did not convey third-class passengers, and those four hours passed slowly, for being a constant traveller I was known by sight by the waiters in the buffet and many officials. Therefore I was compelled to avoid them. Besides, was I not still in Italy? The police had no doubt already discovered what had occurred at the Villa Verde, and from Rome my description had probably been telegraphed along every line of railway.

Next morning, however, before it was light, I descended from the omnibus-train that had crawled up the Alpine slopes and through the Mont Cenis tunnel, and found myself upon the long dreary platform at the French frontier, Modane.

I had now to face the pair of scrutinising Italian detectives who I knew stood at the door of the Custom House watching every one who leaves the country.

It was a breathless moment. If I passed them without recognition I should be free. If not — well it would mean disaster, terrible and complete, both for me and to the woman I so dearly loved.

I was risking all, for her sake, because she was mine. I was striving to solve the mystery, and to gain knowledge that would place her beyond the reach of that blackguard who held her so irrevocably in his power.

Summoning all my courage I gripped the bundle which contained a few necessaries — for the remainder of my luggage I had sent direct to Charing Cross and posted the receipt for it to my club — and went forward into the Custom House, displaying my belongings to the French douanier.

They had been viséd, I had tied them up again in the big handkerchief, and was passing out.

Another moment and I should be upon French territory.

Suddenly, however, a heavy hand was placed upon my shoulder, and a voice exclaimed in Italian: — 

One moment! Excuse me. I have a word to say to you!

Turning with a start I faced a short man in a light tweed suit, while behind him stood the two detectives.

My heart sank within me. I knew that the affair at the Villa Verde had been discovered, and that I was lost!


Chapter Thirty Four.

Love in Fetters.
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JUST STEP IN here one moment, said the man in the grey suit. I want to ask you a question. And he conducted me to a small office at the farther end of the platform, the bureau of the Italian police.

Now who are you? he asked, fixing me with his keen dark eyes, while the two detectives, who had evidently been expecting my arrival and identified me from the telegraphed description, stood by watching.

My name is Sampson — Samuel Sampson, was my prompt reply, for during the whole of the previous day I had gradually concocted a story in readiness for any emergency.

Oh! exclaimed the delegato in disbelief. And what are you?

Under-steward on board the Italia of the Anchor Line between Naples and New York. I landed yesterday morning at Leghorn, and am going home on a holiday to London. Why? I asked, with feigned surprise.

You left Rome yesterday, he said, and your name is Godfrey Leaf, — he pronounced it Lif.

Oh! I laughed, thats something new. What else? If you doubt me heres my passport. Its an English passport with the Italian visé, and I fancy it ought to be good enough for you.

And I handed him Sammy Sampsons passport which had been in the writing-book in my suit-case for close upon a year — ever since he and I had taken a short trip to San Sebastian, over the Spanish border.

The police inspector opened the document, glanced at the visa of the Italian Consulate-General in London, and carefully spelt the name of Sampson.

There is no description or profession, he remarked dubiously.

Well, I said, I suppose that is not the first English passport youve seen, is it? But I dont think you have ever seen one different, or with fuller detail than that!

Then you are not Godfrey Lif? he asked, still dubious.

Im what Ive already told you. What do you suspect of me? Im an Englishman travelling home, Ive committed no crime or offence against the law, and I dont see why I should suffer this indignity! But if you desire to be satisfied, you are perfectly at liberty to search me and my belongings. And I handed him my bundle.

Weve already seen it when it was examined in the dogana, remarked one of the detectives.

My revolver licence, card-case, cigarette-case and other articles that might betray me I had been careful to put in my trunk which was registered through to London. Therefore I had thoroughly assumed my friends identity. English passports are so vague and lax that the greatest abuses are often committed with them.

I was quick to notice that my prompt reply to the questions rather nonplussed my interrogator. He took the official telegram from the table, read what it contained very carefully, and then looked long and earnestly at me.

I remained firm and unmoved, well knowing that all my future happiness depended upon my calm indifference. Yet indifference at such a moment was a matter of extreme difficulty.

He began to put other questions to me, in the hope, it appeared, of making me commit myself to a falsehood. But I was now thoroughly on the alert, and gave quick, unhesitating replies.

Had the inspector been an Englishman he would probably have detected by my speech that I was not an under-steward, but being Italian he was thus handicapped. Indeed, so circumstantial an account did I give of getting two months leave from my ship to visit my mother in London, and in addition presenting a passport perfectly in order, that just before the train was leaving for France he and his companions, filled with doubt as to whether I was actually the person wanted, allowed me to walk out again upon the platform — a free man!

Five minutes later I had mounted into an empty third-class compartment, but I dare not breathe before the train slowly moved away in the direction de Paris.

The terrible anxiety of those moments will surely live with me until my dying day, for I had both love and life at stake; my own love, my well-beloveds life!

After thirty hours of slow travelling and constant stoppages and shuntings I arrived at the Gare de Lyon, and again resuming the luxury of a collar and cravat I purchased a ready-made suit of blue serge, a hard felt hat and a few necessaries, for no longer I needed the disguise of a workman.

Contrary to my usual custom of going to the Grand, I put up at the Athenée, which is greatly patronised by Americans, and where I had a New York friend staying at that moment. Then, after dinner, I telegraphed to Leghorn to Lucie Miller telling her that I had left Italy, and that if she wished to communicate with me she should write or telegraph. My idea was that if her father had been arrested, as he most probably had been, she would certainly require the assistance of some friend, and might probably prefer me. Of course she would not willingly admit to me her fathers disgrace, yet by her own actions I should be pretty well able to judge what had taken place.

I was eager to be back near Ella, yet before I crossed to England I determined to await a reply to my message to Lucie.

For three days I remained in suspense, idling with my American friend in cafés and restaurants, and showing him Paris in a mild kind of way.

I had searched the French and English newspapers diligently to learn any details of the affair at the Villa Verde, but in vain, until one evening in the reading-room of the hotel I came across a copy of the Corriere della Sera, the journal of Milan, in which was a long telegram from Rome, headed: The Escape of the Minister Nardini: Mysterious Tragedy at the Villa Verde.

In breathless eagerness I read how the police, on going in the morning to relieve the guard placed at the villa, found the unfortunate man lying dead with a knife-wound in his heart. Thieves had evidently entered the house by the window of the study which looked out upon the roadway, for the iron bars had been filed through and a space made sufficient to admit a man. Nothing, however, had been taken, as far as could be ascertained. The study was in complete order, and the police theory was that the man in charge, hearing the noise, had entered the room only to be confronted by several men. He then fled across the house intending to get out and raise the alarm, when he was overtaken in the passage and stabbed.

The theory was, of course, quite a natural one.

The thieves had, it seemed, before their escape placed the room in order, closed the secret cupboard, replaced the panel, and put down the carpet as they had found it. The action of reclosing the panel had, of course, released the bolts that held the door, but they had already, by some means or other, cut through the bars. Probably they escaped without knowing that the door had been automatically released.

In any case they were clear away with a sum amounting to many thousands of pounds sterling — probably the greatest haul Miller had made in all his career.

There was, however, a second telegram which stated that two carabineers patrolling the road near the villa had stopped and questioned a mysterious Englishman who was now suspected to be one of the assassins, and after whom the police were in active search.

Miller and his companions were actually scot-free — and with their enormous booty!

No word was published regarding the mysterious discovery previously made in that house. The police were still hushing up the affair that was so shrouded in mystery, yet at the same time they evidently connected the two curious circumstances, and regarded them as a problem altogether beyond solution. Little, however, did they dream that the missing mans secret hoard had been carried off in its entirety!

Next morning, when the waiter brought my coffee, a telegram lay upon the tray. It was from Lucie, despatched the previous day from the Swiss frontier at Chiasso, announcing that she and her father were on their way to Paris and would arrive that night at the Hôtel de Grand, which proved to be a modest little place in the Rue de la Michodière, near the Boulevard des Italiens.

Miller was escaping with those thick packets of thousand-franc notes which I had seen him secure, though Lucie was, of course, in entire ignorance of what had occurred.

Next morning I anxiously sought her. She came to me in the little salon of the unpretending hotel, a neat figure in her blue serge travelling-dress and smart little toque. Greeting me enthusiastically, she exclaimed: — 

How suddenly you went from Leghorn! I sent down to the Palace Hotel, for I wanted to see you again, but you had gone. I wanted to tell you that Ive heard from Ella. The tenant of Wichenford has been recalled suddenly to America, and she and Mr Murray are back there for a little while. I thought you would like to know this.

Know it? Of course I do. I shall leave Paris to-night, I said, glad to have news of my well-beloved.

We also leave to-night. We are on our way back to Studland. Father wired me to meet him in Milan, and I did so. Then he explained that we were going home again, and that we should not return to Italy till the spring.

He would probably never return to Italy, I thought, though I said nothing, except to congratulate her upon the prospect of spending a few months in Dorsetshire at the old home she loved so well.

At that moment Miller himself entered, surprised to find me there, but shaking my hand warmly said:— Why, my dear Leaf! who would have thought to find you here? I believed you were in England.

Miss Lucie sent me word that you were passing through Paris, I explained, so it was my duty to call and pay my compliments.

Weve just been on a flying visit to Italy, he said. I had some rather pressing affairs to attend to in Rome. To-night, however, we go back to Studland.

Mr Leaf is also crossing with us, remarked his daughter.

Oh! excellent! exclaimed the man whom I had last seen cramming those ill-gotten notes into his pockets, his face flushed with the eager lust for wealth, his voice raised loudly in angry protest against an equal division of the booty. Well meet at the Gare du Nord, eh?

Calm, grey-faced, distinguished-looking and of gentlemanly bearing, surely no one would have ever dreamed that his character was such as it really had been proved to be. He offered me a cigarette, lit one himself, and all three of us went out for a stroll along the Boulevard and the Rue de la Paix. We lunched together in one of the little restaurants in the Palais Royal, but neither by word nor deed did Miller display any fear of recognition.

I wondered in what direction Gavazzi had fled; and would have given a good deal to know how they had managed to get through those formidable bars which I had believed unbreakable.

Lucies father being with us the whole time, I had no opportunity of speaking to her alone. At three oclock I left them at the hotel, and at nine that evening joined them in the night-mail for Calais and London.

On board the steamer, Miller went below, while I got Lucie a deck-chair, wrapped her in an oilskin borrowed from a seaman, and sat beside her.

The night was a perfect one, with a bright full moon shining over the Channel, and as we sat we watched the flashing light of Calais slowly disappearing at the stern.

Your father seems to be returning quite unexpectedly to England, I said presently, after she had been admiring the reflection of the moon upon the glittering waters.

Yes. I was quite surprised. He gave me no warning. Poor old dad is always so very erratic. He told me to meet him at the Metropole in Milan, and hardly gave me time to get there. I had to leave the house within an hour of receiving his wire.

Did he telegraph from Rome?

No. From Ancona, on the Adriatic.

So he had escaped at once to the other side of Italy without returning to Rome.

What has Ella told you in her letter?

Nothing more than what I have already explained. She makes no mention of — of the man whom we need not name.

I am now going home to expose him, I said determinedly. I have fully considered all the risks, and am prepared to run them.

Ah! she cried, turning to me in quick alarm, do not do anything rash, I beg of you, Mr Leaf! There is some mystery — a great mystery which I am, as yet, unable to fathom — but to speak at this juncture would assuredly only implicate her. Of that I feel sure from certain information already in my possession.

Youve already told me that. But surely you dont think I can stand by and see her go headlong to her ruin without stretching forth a hand to save her. It is my duty, not only as her lover but also as a man. The fellow is a thief and a scoundrel.

When we love much we ourselves are nothing, and what we love is all.

I only beg of you to be patient and be silent — at least for the present, she urged.

Was she in fear, I wondered, lest any revelation I made should implicate her father? Was it possible that she had any suspicion that he was at that moment seeking asylum in his comfortable English home?

All the disjointed admissions which she had made regarding her acquaintance with the dead Minister for Justice, her appeal to him to speak the truth and clear her of some mysterious stigma, and her mention of the Villa Verde out at Tivoli crowded upon me. When we suffer very much everything that smiles in the sun seems cruel.

Beneath that beautiful face, pale in the bright moonbeams shining upon it, was mystery — a great unfathomable mystery. Was she not daughter of one of the cleverest thieves in Europe? And, if so, could she not most probably keep a secret if one were entrusted to her?

For some ten minutes or so I was silent. The engines throbbed, the dark waters hissed past, and swiftly we were heading for the lights of Dover.

At any moment Miller, who had gone below to get a whisky and soda with a friend he had met, a gentlemanly-looking Englishman, might return. I wondered whether it were judicious to tell her one fact.

At last I spoke.

You recollect, Miss Miller, that you once mentioned the Villa Verde, at Tivoli, where, I think, Nardini lived the greater part of the year?

Yes, was her rather mechanical answer. Why? What causes you to recollect that?

Because — well, because the other day I learnt something in confidence concerning it.

Concerning the villa! she gasped, starting and turning to me with a changed expression of fear and apprehension. What — what were you told? Who told you?

Well, probably it is a fact of which you are unaware, for only the police know it, and they have hushed it up, I said. After the flight of Nardini the police who went to search the villa and seize his effects made a very startling discovery.

Discovery! What did they find? she inquired eagerly, her face now blanched to the lips.

The body of a young woman — the young Englishwoman who was your friend! I said, with my eyes fixed upon her.

She started forward, glaring at me open-mouthed. She tried to speak, but no sound escaped her lips. Her gloved hands were trembling, her dark eyes staring out of her head.

Then the police have searched! she gasped at last.

They know the truth! I — I am—

And she fell back again into the long deck-chair, rigid and insensible.


Chapter Thirty Five.

An Evening at Hyde Park Gate.
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WHEN MILLER RETURNED and found his daughter conscious but prostrate, he naturally attributed it to mal-de-mer, and began to poke fun at her for being ill upon such a calm sea.

She looked at me in meaning silence.

Then, when he had left us to walk towards the stern, she said in a low, apologetic voice: — 

Forgive me, Mr Leaf. I — Im so very foolish. But what you have told me is so amazing. Tell me further — what have the police found at the villa?

I wondered whether she had seen in any of the Italian papers an account of the second discovery — the man who had been so brutally done to death.

Well, from what I gather the police found a dead woman locked in Nardinis study.

And has she been identified? she asked eagerly.

I believe not. All that is known about her is that she was your friend.

Ah, yes! she sighed, as though she had previous knowledge of the tragedy. And they know that — do they? Then they will probably endeavour to find me, eh?

Most probably.

Perhaps it is best that I should return to England, then, she remarked, as though speaking to herself. I wonder if they will discover me here?

I understand that they know your name, but are ignorant of where you reside. Besides, in England your name is not an uncommon one.

I hope theyll never find me, for I have no desire to answer their inquiries. The affair is an unpleasant one, to say the least.

The police have some ulterior object in view by hushing it up, I remarked.

Yes. But how did you know?

A friend told me, was my vague reply. She, of course, never dreamed that I had been in Rome.

He told you my name?

He was an Italian, therefore could not pronounce it properly. The police evidently do not know, even now, that Nardini is dead.

No, I suppose not, she said. But — well, what youve told me is utterly staggering.

Then you were not aware of the mysterious affair?

Aware of it! How should I be?

Well, you were Nardinis friend. You were a frequent visitor at the Villa Verde. You told me so yourself, remember.

She did not reply, but sat staring straight before her at the stream of moonlight upon the rolling waters.

Whether she were really acquainted with the details of the tragic affair or not, I was unable to decide. She, however, offered me no explanation as to who the unknown woman was, and from her attitude I saw that she did not intend to reveal to me anything. Perhaps the mere fact that I had gained secret knowledge caused her to hold me in fear lest I should betray her whereabouts.

The situation was hourly becoming more complicated, but upon one point I felt confident, namely, that she held no knowledge of the second tragedy at the villa — a tragedy in which her father was most certainly implicated.

The tall grey-faced man in the long overcoat — the mysterious Mr Miller who was carrying thousands of pounds in stolen notes upon him — returned to us, and a few minutes later we had landed at Dover and were seated in the train for Charing Cross.

I got my pretty travelling companion a cup of tea, and soon after we had started she closed her eyes, and, tired out, dropped off to sleep. Miller, however, as full of good-humour as ever, kept up a continual chatter. Little did he dream that I had been an eye-witness of that wild scene of excitement when the dead mans hoard had been discovered, or that I knew the truth concerning the unfortunate guard who had been struck down by a cowardly but unerring hand.

Oh! he sighed. After all, its good to be back again in England. A spell at home will do Lucie good. Shes growing far too foreign in her ways and ideas. For a long time shes wanted to spend a year or so in England, and now Im going to indulge her.

Then you wont be returning abroad for some time?

Not for a year, I think. This winter I shall do a little hunting up in the Midlands, I know a nice hunting-box to let at Market Harborough. Years ago I used to love a run with the hounds, and even now the sight of the pink always sends a thrill through me.

Does Lucie ride?

Ride, of course. Shes ridden to hounds lots of times. She had her first pony when she was eight.

Then shell enjoy it. Theres very good society about Market Harborough, Ive heard.

Oh! yes. I know the hunting lot there quite well, and a merry crowd they are. The Continents all very well for many things, but for real good sport of any kind you must come to England. In the Forest of Fontainebleau they hunt with an ambulance waggon in the rear! he laughed.

And in the same strain he chattered until just after dawn we ran into Charing Cross, where we parted, he and Lucie going to the Buckingham Palace Hotel, while I took a cab out to Granville Gardens, Shepherds Bush.

When I walked into Sammys room at seven oclock he sat up in bed and stared at me.

Why? What on earth has brought you back so soon, old chap? I thought you were going to be away all the autumn and winter! he exclaimed.

Oh, got a bit sick of travelling, you know, I laughed, so I simply came back, thats all. They can give me a room here, I hear, so Ill stay.

Youll stay here till you go away again, eh? my friend laughed, for he knew what an erratic wanderer I was.

I sat on the edge of the bed and chatted to him while he shaved and dressed.

While we breakfasted together in his sitting-room he suddenly said: — 

There was a fellow here the other day making inquiries regarding our dead Italian friend.

Oh, what was he? A detective?

No. I dont think so. Miss Gilbert referred him to me. He was a thin-faced, clean-shaven chap, and gave his name as Gordon-Wright.

Gordon-Wright! I gasped, starting to my feet. Has that fellow been here? What did you tell him?

Well, I told him nothing that he wanted to know. I didnt care about him, somehow, so I treated him to a few picturesque fictions, Sammy laughed.

You didnt tell him that the dead man was Nardini?

Not likely. You recollect that you urged me to say nothing, as the Italian Embassy did not wish the fact revealed.

Ah! Thats fortunate! I cried, much relieved. What did you tell him?

I said that it was true an Italian gentleman did die here, but he was a very old man named Massari. Before he died his son joined him, and after his death took all his belongings away. Was that right?

Excellent.

The stranger made very careful inquiries as to the appearance of the man who died, and I gave an entirely wrong description of him. I said that he had white hair and a long white beard, and that he walked rather lame, with the help of a stick. In fact I showed him a stick in the hall which I said belonged to the dead man. He was also very inquisitive regarding the mans son who I said had taken away all his belongings. I described him as having a short reddish beard, but a man of rather gentlemanly bearing. The fellow Gordon-Wright struck me as an awful bounder, and thats why I filled him up with lies. Do you know him? Is he a friend of yours?

Friend! I echoed. No, the reverse. I wonder what he wanted to discover. You didnt mention me, I suppose?

No. Why should I?

Im glad of that, for theres evidently some fresh conspiracy in progress.

Probably there is. Hes a shrewd fellow without a doubt.

An outsider, my dear Sammy, I declared. That fellows a thief — a friend of Millers.

Of Millers! he cried, in his turn surprised. Is he really one of the gang?

Certainly he is. Moreover, I happened to be present when he robbed an American in a hotel at Nervi, near Genoa, and if I said a word to the police hed do time, depend upon it.

Then why dont you?

Because just at the present time it doesnt suit my purpose, was my reply. I want first to find out the reason of his visit here.

Wants to establish the death of the fugitive, I suppose. He certainly, however, got nothing out of me. You know me too well, and can trust me not to give away anything thats a secret.

Was he alone?

Yes. He came here alone, but Miss Gilbert says that a lady was waiting for him in a hansom a few doors along the road — a young lady, she thinks.

Was it my Ella, I wondered? If so, she might be in London staying with her aunt, as she so frequently did in the old days.

How long ago did all this occur? I asked.

On Saturday — that would be four days ago. He came about five in the afternoon. When Miss Gilbert referred him to me he apparently resented it, believing that he could induce her to tell him all he wanted.

But even she doesnt know that it was the notorious Nardini who died up stairs.

No, but I dont fancy shes such a ready liar as I am, old chap, laughed Sammy. He started the haw-haw attitude, and with me that dont pay — as you know. I did the haw-haw likewise, and led him to believe that I was most delighted to be of any assistance to him in helping him to trace his friend.

His friend! Did he say that Nardini was his friend?

He didnt mention his name. He only said that an intimate friend of his, an Italian from Rome, had, he knew, arrived in London and suddenly disappeared. He had prosecuted most diligent search, and having ascertained from the registrar of deaths that an Italian had died there he wondered whether it might not be his friend. Whereupon I at once described a man something like Father Christmas without his muff and holly, and at length he went away quite satisfied that the man who died upstairs was not the person he was in search of.

He didnt say where he was living, or leave any address?

He wasnt likely to if hes one of Millers crowd, my friend exclaimed. But I wonder whats in the wind? He has some distinct object in establishing Nardinis death.

Probably fears some revelation which the fugitive might make if he had fallen into the hands of the police, I suggested. The ex-Minister wasnt a very bright specimen himself from all accounts and from those papers we discovered. He was a blackmailer and a brute, as well as an embezzler.

Well, declared Sammy, if you really have direct evidence against this fellow Gordon-Wright, I should just tell the truth at Scotland Yard. Id dearly love to see Miller in the dock, too, for if any one deserves to pick oakum for a few years, he does. But hes such a cunning knave, and passes so well as a gentleman, that nobody ever suspects.

They say hes dined and slept at half the best country-houses in Dorsetshire and Devonshire, and I believe hes going to hunt from Market Harborough this coming season.

The deuce he is! What infernal audacity! I feel myself like denouncing him.

Better not — at least at present, my dear fellow. Besides — for his daughters sake.

Daughter be hanged! Shes as bad as her father, every bit.

No, I disagree with you there, I protested. The girl is innocent of it all. She believes implicitly in her father, but beyond that she is in some deadly fear — of what I cant yet make out.

Then youve seen her lately, eh?

Quite recently, I replied, though I told him nothing of the exciting events of the past seven or eight days. The knowledge I had gathered I intended to keep to myself, at least for the present.

About four oclock that afternoon I called upon Ellas aunt, a widow named Tremayne, who lived in a comfortable house in Porchester Terrace. I was ceremoniously shown into the drawing-room by the grey-headed old butler, and presently Mrs Tremayne, an angular old person in a cap with yellow ribbons, appeared, staring at me through her gold-rimmed spectacles and carrying my card in her hand.

I had met her on one occasion only, in the days when Ella and I used to meet in secret in those squares about Bayswater, and I saw that she did not recollect me.

I have called, I said, to ask if you can tell me whether your brother, Mr Murray, is in London. I heard that he and Miss Ella have gone back to Wichenford, but I think that they may possibly be in town just now. I have only to-day returned from abroad, and do not want to journey down to Worcestershire if they are in London.

She regarded me for a few moments with a puzzled air, then said in a hard, haughty voice: Your name is somehow familiar to me. Am I right in thinking that you were the Mr Leaf whom my niece knew two or three years ago?

I am, I replied. I have met Miss Murray again, and our friendship has been resumed.

Then if that is so, sir, replied the old lady, glaring at me, I have no information whatever to give you concerning her. I wish you good-afternoon. And the sour old lady touched the bell.

Well, madam, I said, in rising anger, I believed that I was calling upon a lady, but it seems that I am mistaken. I fail to see any reason for this treatment. You surely can tell me if your brother is in town?

I refuse to say anything. My brothers affairs are no concern of mine, neither are yours. There was quite sufficient unpleasantness on the last occasion when you were running after Ella. It seems you intend to resume your tactics.

On the contrary, I hear that your niece is engaged to be married to a gentleman named Gordon-Wright.

That is so, she answered, thawing slightly and readjusting her glasses. They are to be married very soon, I believe. The wedding was fixed for Thursday week, but it has been postponed for a short time. My brother is much gratified at the engagement. Mr Gordon-Wright is such a nice gentleman, and just fitted to be her husband. He dined here a week ago, but has now gone abroad.

And you found him charming? I asked, though I fear that my voice betrayed my sarcasm.

Most charming. They appear to be an extremely happy couple.

And because you think I have an intention to come between them, Mrs Tremayne, you refuse to answer a simple question!

I am not bound to answer any question put to me by a stranger, was her haughty reply.

Neither am I bound to return civility for incivility, I said. I congratulate this Mr Gordon-Wright upon his choice, and at the same time will say that when we meet again, madam, you will perhaps be a trifle less insulting.

Perhaps, she said; and as the butler was standing at the open door I was compelled to bow coldly and follow him out.

As he opened the front door I halted a moment and said, as though I had forgotten to make inquiry of his mistress: — 

Miss Ella is staying here — is she not?

Yes, sir, was the mans prompt reply. She came up from the country yesterday.

I thanked the man, descended the steps, and walked along Porchester Terrace wondering how best to act. Of love there is very little in the world, but many things take its likeness.

I must see my love at all costs. She had continued to postpone her marriage so as to allow me time to unmask her enemy and free her from the peril which threatened.

Gordon-Wright was abroad. Therefore a secret meeting with Ella was all the easier. Yes, I would keep watch upon that house, as I had done in the days long ago, and see if I could not meet her and make an appointment. To write to her would be unwise. It was best that I should see her and reassure her.

Therefore through all the remainder of the afternoon I waited about in the vicinity, but in vain. Even if she went out to dine, or to the theatre, she certainly would return to her aunts to dress, and, sure enough, just before seven, she came along in a hansom in the direction of the Park.

I was about to raise my hat as my dear one passed, when I suddenly discovered that she was not alone. By her side, elegant in silk hat and frock-coat, sat the clean-shaven man who held her enthralled.

He was therefore not abroad, as the snappy old woman had said.

I turned my face quickly to the wall, so that neither should recognise me, and passed on.

For three days in succession I kept almost constant watch along that wide-open thoroughfare. Several times I saw Mr Murray, but hesitated to come forward and greet him. Mrs Tremayne drove out each afternoon in her heavy old landau and pair, but curiously enough I saw nothing further either of Ella or of the man to whom she was betrothed.

The hours of that vigil were never-ending. I wanted my dear one to know that I was awaiting her. Time after time I passed the house in the hope that she would recognise me from the window, but never once did I catch sight of her.

One afternoon I received a telegram from Miller asking me to call at the hotel. I did not know that they were still in London. On arrival I found him with Lucie. There was another caller, a middle-aged American named George Himes, who appeared to be an intimate friend. After some conversation we all four went out together, and subsequently Mr Himes, who seemed a very amusing type of shrewd New Yorker, invited all of us to his rooms to dinner — to take pot-luck, as he called it.

At first I declined, feeling myself an interloper. Millers friends were such a mixed lot that one never knew whether they were thieves, like himself, or gentlemen. Himes appeared to be a gentleman. Therefore on being pressed to join the party I consented, and later on we drove to a cosy little flat at Hyde Park Gate, where we dined most excellently, Lucie joining us when we smoked our cigars.

Himes, a rather stout rosy-faced man, seemed a particularly pleasant companion and full of a keen sense of humour, therefore the evening passed quite merrily. Miller and he were old friends, I gathered, and had not met for quite a long time.

You wont go for a minute or two, Mr Leaf, he said, when, soon after eleven oclock, Miller drained his glass and with Lucie rose to leave. Youll get home to Shepherds Bush quickly from here. And thus persuaded, I remained and joined him in a final glass of whisky and soda.

We were alone in the pretty little smoking-room, lounging in the long low cane chairs. My host was lazily blowing rings of smoke towards the ceiling and remarking what a very excellent fellow Miller was, when I raised my whisky to my lips and took a gulp. It tasted curious, yet I did not like to spit it out or to make any remark.

My host, I noticed, had his eyes fixed strangely upon me, as though watching my countenance.

In an instant I grew alarmed. His face had changed. Its good-humour had given place to an expression of hatred and triumph.

At the same moment I felt a strange sensation of nausea creeping over me, a chill feeling ran down my spine, while my throat contracted, and my limbs became suddenly paralysed.

You scoundrel! I cried, staggering to my feet and facing him. I know now! Youve poisoned me — you devil!

Yes, he laughed, with perfect sangfroid. You are one of Jimmy Millers crowd, and one by one I shall exterminate the lot of you! I owe this to you!

I swayed forward as I drew my revolver to defend myself, but next instant he had wrenched it from my nerveless grasp.

I saw his grinning exultant face in mine. There was the fire of murder in his eyes.

Then I sank to the floor and knew no more. He had mistaken me for one of Millers accomplices, and I was helpless in his revengeful hands.


Chapter Thirty Six.

Two Mysteries.
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MY FIRST RECOLLECTIONS were of endeavouring to see through a blood-red cloud that hid everything from my distorted vision.

The pains in my head and through my spine were excruciating, while my throat burned as though it had been skinned by molten lead poured down it. I tried to speak, but my tongue refused to move. I could articulate no sound.

I felt the presence of persons about me, people who moved and spoke softly as though in fear of awaking me. My eyes were, I believe, wide-open, and yet I could not see.

Some liquid was forced between my teeth by an unseen hand, and I drank it eagerly, for it was deliciously cold and refreshing.

Then I fell asleep again, and I believe I must have remained unconscious for a long time.

When at last I opened my eyes, I found myself in a narrow, hospital bed. A row of men in other beds were before me, and a nurse in uniform was approaching from the opposite side of the ward.

I turned my head, and saw that a rather plain-faced nurse was seated beside me, holding my hand, her finger, I believe, upon my pulse, while on the opposite side sat a bald-headed man in uniform — a police constable.

Where am I? I managed to ask the nurse.

In St. Georges Hospital, and you may congratulate yourself that youve had a very narrow escape. Whatever made you do such a thing?

Do what? I asked.

Take poison.

Take poison? What do you mean?

Well, sir, exclaimed the constable, in a not unkind tone, I found you the night before last on a seat in Kensington Gardens. There was this empty bottle beside you, and he held up a small dark blue phial.

Then you think that I attempted suicide! I exclaimed, amazed.

I didnt think youd only attempted it — I believed youd done the trick, was the mans reply. Youve got the orspitel people to thank for bringing you round. At first they thought you a dead un.

And I do thank them, I said. And you also, constable. I suppose, however, Im in custody for attempted suicide, eh?

Thats about it, sir. At least thats why Im on duty ere!

Well, I exclaimed, smiling, I wonder if youd like me to make a statement to your inspector. I could tell him something that would interest him.

Not now, not now, protested the nurse. Youre not strong enough. Go to sleep again. Youll be better this evening.

Well, will you ask the inspector to come and see me this evening? I urged.

All right, sir. Ill see im when I go off duty, and tell im what you say.

Then the nurse shook a warning finger at me, and gave me a draught, after which I fell again into a kind of dreamy stupor.

It was evening when I awoke, and I found a grey-bearded inspector at my bedside.

Well? he said gruffly. You want to see me — to say something? What is it?

I want to tell you the truth, I said.

Oh! yes, you all want to do that. You go and make a fool of yourself, and then try and get out of it without going before the magistrate, was his reply.

I have not made a fool of myself, I declared. A deliberate attempt was made upon my life by an American named George Himes, who had a flat at Hyde Park Gate. I never went into Kensington Gardens. I must have been taken there.

Oh! he exclaimed, rather dubiously. Do you know what youre saying? Just tell me your story again.

I repeated it word for word, adding that I dined at the Americans flat with my friend James Harding Miller and his daughter, who were staying at the Buckingham Palace Hotel.

I want to see Miss Miller. Will you send word to her that I am here?

You say then that she and her father can testify that you dined at Hyde Park Gate. Can they also testify that you were given poison?

No. They left previous to Himes giving me the whisky.

And why did he do it?

I think because he mistook me for another man.

Poisoned you accidentally, eh? he said, in doubt.

Yes.

Very well, he answered, with some reluctance, Ill make inquiries of these people. Whats your name and address?

I told him, and he wrote it down in his pocket-book. Then he left, and so weak was I that the exertions of speaking had exhausted me.

My one thought was of Ella. I cared nothing for myself, but was filled with chagrin that just at the moment when I ought to be active in rescuing her from the trap into which she had fallen I had been reduced to impotence. Through the whole night I lay awake thinking of her. Twice we were disturbed by the police bringing in accidents, and then towards morning, tired out, I at length fell asleep.

My weakness was amazing. I could hardly lift my hand from the coverlet, while my brain was muddled so that all my recollections were hazy.

I was, of course, still in custody, for beside my bed a young constable dozed in his chair, his hands clasped before him and his tunic unloosened at the collar. Just, however, before I dropped off to sleep another constable stole in on tiptoe and called him outside. Whether he came back I dont know, for I dozed off and did not wake again until the nurse came to take my temperature, and I found it was morning.

I was surprised to see that the constable was no longer there, but supposed that he had gone outside into the corridor to gossip, as he very often did.

At eleven oclock, however, the inspector came along the ward, followed by two men in plain-clothes, evidently detectives.

Well, he commenced, Ive made some inquiries, and I must apologise, sir, for doubting your word. Still suicides tell us such strange tales that we grow to disbelieve anything they say. You notice that youre no longer in custody. I withdrew the man at five this morning as soon as I had ascertained the facts.

Have you found that fellow Himes?

We havent been to look for him yet, was the inspectors reply. But— And he hesitated.

But what? I asked.

Well, sir, I hardly think you are in a fit state to hear what I think I ought to tell you.

Yes. Tell me — tell me everything.

Well, Ill do so if you promise to remain quite calm — if you assure me that you can bear to hear a very extraordinary piece of news.

Yes, yes, I cried impatiently. What is it? Whom does it concern?

He hesitated a moment, looking straight into my eyes. Then I regret to have to give you sad news, concerning your friend.

Which friend?

Mr Miller. He is dead.

Miller dead! I gasped, starting up in bed and staring at him.

He died apparently from the effects of something which he partook of at the house of this American.

And Lucie, his daughter?

She is well, though prostrated by grief. I have seen and questioned her, was his answer. She is greatly distressed to hear that you were here.

Did you give her my message?

Yes. She has promised to come and see you this afternoon. I would not allow her to come before, the inspector said. From her statement, it seems that on leaving the house in Hyde Park Gate she and her father walked along Kensington Gore to the cab-rank outside the Albert Hall, and entering a hansom told the man to drive to the Buckingham Palace Hotel. Ten minutes later, when outside the Knightsbridge Barracks, Mr Miller complained of feeling very unwell, and attributed it to something he had eaten not being quite fresh. He told his daughter that he had a strange sensation down his spine, and that in his jaws were tetanic convulsions. She grew alarmed, but he declared that when he reached the hotel he would call a doctor. Five minutes later, however, he was in terrible agony, and the young lady ordered the cab to stop at the next chemists. They pulled up before the one close to the corner of Sloane Street, but the gentleman was then in a state of collapse and unable to descend. The chemist saw the gravity of the case and told the man to drive on here — to this hospital. He accompanied the sufferer, who, before his arrival here, had breathed his last. The body was therefore taken to the mortuary, where a post-mortem was held this morning. Ive just left the doctors. They say that he has died of some neurotic poison, in all probability the akazza bean, a poison whose reactions must resemble those of strychnia — in all probability the same as was administered to you.

Poor Miller! I exclaimed, for even though he were a thief he possessed certain good qualities, and was always chivalrous where women were concerned. Could nothing be done to save him?

All was done that could possibly be done. The chemist at Knightsbridge gave him all he could to resuscitate him, but without avail. He had taken such a large dose that he was beyond human aid from the very first. The doctors are only surprised that he could walk so far before feeling the effects of the poison.

It was a vendetta — a fierce and terrible revenge, I said, in wonder who that man Himes might be. That he owed a grudge against Miller and his accomplices was plain, but for what reason was a mystery.

A vendetta! exclaimed one of the detectives who had been listening to our conversation. For what?

The reason is an enigma, I replied, with quick presence of mind. When I accused him of poisoning me, he merely laughed and said he would serve all Millers friends in the same way. It was the more extraordinary, as I had not known the fellow more than four or five hours.

And you were not previously acquainted with him? asked the detective.

Never saw him before in my life, I declared.

Well, youve had a jolly narrow squeak of it, the plain-clothes officer remarked. Whatever he put into Millers drink was carefully measured to produce death within a certain period, while that given to you was perhaps not quite such a strong dose.

No. I only took one drink out of my glass. Miller, I remember, swallowed his at one gulp just before leaving. It was his final whisky, and Himes mixed them both with his own hand.

He had two objects, you see, in inducing you to stay behind, first to prevent you both being struck down together, and secondly he intended that it should appear that you had committed suicide. Miss Miller does not recollect the number of the house — do you?

No. I never saw the number, but would recognise it again. Besides, Hyde Park Gate is not a large place. You could soon discover the house.

He probably lived there under another name.

He had only recently come over from America, he told us, I said.

And in all probability is by this time on his way back there, laughed the detective. At any rate well have a look about the neighbourhood of Hyde Park Gate and gather what interesting facts we can. We want him now on charges of wilful murder and of attempted murder.

How long will it be before I can get out? I asked. Well, the doctor last night said youd probably be in here another fortnight, at the least.

A fortnight! What might not happen to Ella in that time! Would Millers death change the current of events, I wondered?

For poor Lucie I felt a deep sympathy, for she had regarded her father as her dearest friend, and had, I think, never suspected the dishonest manner in which he made his income.

Himes was a clever scoundrel, without a doubt. He had thoroughly misled a shrewd, far-seeing man like Miller, as well as myself, by his suave manner and easy-going American bonhomie.

And now youd better rest again, said the inspector to me. Dont worry over the affair any more to-day. Leave it to us. When we find this interesting American, who gives his friends poisoned whisky, well let you know.

I thanked all three, and they withdrew.

A moment later, however, the detective who had spoken returned to me, and leaning over the bed said in a low, confidential whisper so that none could hear: — 

The dead man — Mr Miller — he bore rather a bad reputation, didnt he? Was a bit of a mystery, I mean? Now, tell me the truth.

What do you mean? I asked, in feigned surprise.

Well, you know what we mean when we say that, he exclaimed, smiling. I dont know how intimate you were with him, but the fact is that the bodys been identified as that of a man weve wanted for a very long time. He was generally known as Milner, and lived on the Continent a good deal. The French police sent us his photograph and description nearly three years ago. This is it. And he showed me in secret an unmounted police portrait taken in two positions, full face and side face.

This surprises me, I said. Of course Ive never had anything to do with his business. Indeed, although I knew his daughter well, I only knew him very slightly.

Oh, his daughters all right. We have no suspicion of her.

Then for her sake I hope you wont reveal to her the truth concerning her father. If he is wanted she need never know. What use is it to revile the dead?

Of course not, Mr Leaf, replied the officer. Ive got a daughter of her age myself, therefore if the truth can possibly be kept from her Ill keep it. Rely on me. Now, he added, lowering his voice, tell me — did you ever suspect Miller of being a thief?

Well, I said hesitatingly, to tell you the truth I did. Not so much from his actions as from the friends he kept. Besides, a friend of mine once declared to me that he was a black sheep.

My dear sir, if our information is true, he was wanted upon twenty different charges, of fraud, forgery, theft, and other things. A report from Italy is that he was chief of a very dangerous international gang. Himes may have been one of his accomplices, and quarrelled with him. In fact thats my present theory. But we shall see.

Remember your promise regarding Miss Lucie, I urged.

Ill not forget, never fear, was the detectives answer, and he turned and rejoined the other at the end of the ward.

I had only admitted my suspicions in order to make friends with the officer, and in the hope of preventing him revealing the truth to poor Lucie.

About six oclock that evening I opened my eyes and found my neat little friend, pale and tearful, standing by my bedside.

She tried to speak, but only burst into a flood of tears.

I took her hand and held it, while the nurse, realising the situation, placed a chair for her.

You know the terrible blow that has fallen upon me! she faltered, in a low voice. My poor father!

They have told me, I answered, in sympathy. How can I sufficiently express my regret!

She shook her head in sorrow, and her great dark eyes met mine.

Blow after blow has fallen upon me, she sighed. This is the heaviest!

I know, Miss Lucie, I said. But you must bear up against the terrible misfortune. We were both victims of an ingenious blackguard. What did you know of the fellow? I was under the impression that he was your friend?

Friend! she echoed. He always pretended to be — and yet he killed my poor father in secret, and tried also to take your life.

He believed me to be a friend of your fathers, I said, He told me so when I accused him of having poisoned me — he said his intention was to kill all your fathers friends, one by one.

He said that! she gasped. He actually told you that!

Yes. He admitted that he had poisoned me, and laughed in my face, I answered. But who is he? Where did you know him?

He was once my fathers most intimate friend.

And while she bent over my bed, her blanched, haggard face near mine as she spoke, another figure came between myself and the light.

I turned, and saw that it was my friend the detective, while Lucie also recognised and greeted him instantly.

As I was passing, I thought Id just drop in and tell you, feeling sure youd be interested, he said, addressing me; the fact is that this afternoon weve made a most amazing discovery. Perhaps you will be able to throw some light upon it. At present it is a complete and profound mystery.


Chapter Thirty Seven.

Needs some Explanation.
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WHAT IS IT? I asked anxiously.

Well, said the officer, looking meaningly at me, I would rather speak with you alone.

You mean that you want me to go away, exclaimed Lucie quickly. Have you discovered anything further regarding my poor fathers death?

No, miss. Unfortunately not. I want to consult Mr Leaf in private — only for a few minutes.

Certainly, she said; and, rising, passed along the ward and out into the corridor.

Well? I inquired. What is it?

Something that closely concerns yourself, Mr Leaf, he said, with a curious expression upon his face. Perhaps you will explain it.

Explain what?

The reason the Italian people have sent an agent over here to apply for your arrest and extradition upon the charge of murdering a police officer in a villa at Tivoli, near Rome.

Theyve done that! I gasped, recollecting, however, that I had showed my revolver licence to the carabineer, and therefore they knew my proper name and description.

Yes. And there is a second point which requires clearing up, he said, rather severely. You told me that you were only slightly acquainted with this man Miller, whereas it has been established by the Italian police that he was at that villa with you.

How established?

It appears, as far as we can gather from the police agent sent from Rome, that a young man of very bad character was seen in the vicinity of the villa on the night of the affair, and was afterwards arrested in Rome. He gave the description of one of his accomplices, an Englishman, and it proves to have been the man Miller, whom the Italian police, like ourselves, have wanted for a long time. So you see what a serious charge there is against you.

I quite see it, I answered, utterly amazed that I should find such an allegation against me, after I had congratulated myself upon my clever escape.

The Italian police ask for the arrest of both yourself and Miller.

Well, they wont arrest him, at any rate, I said. And I doubt whether they will arrest me when I tell the whole story. You say they have made only one arrest in Rome? I added.

Only one.

Then Dr Gavazzi was still at liberty. He had decamped and was in some place of safety with those packets of bank-notes with which his pockets had bulged.

It certainly seemed as though I was to be placed under arrest a second time. Formal application had been made to Scotland Yard, and the fact that I had admitted acquaintance with Miller, a known thief, did not allow them any alternative but to obey.

The detective told me that, whereupon I asked to speak with the Italian Agent.

Ill bring him to you in an hours time, or so, was the inspectors answer, and when he had gone Lucie returned to my side.

You are upset, Mr Leaf. What has he discovered? Anything startling?

No, was my response. Only a fact that surprises me. Really nothing which has any important bearing upon the affair. Ah! I sighed, how I long to be strong enough to leave this place and to see Ella. Will you endeavour to see her? Tell her I am here. I must see her — must, you understand.

Ill go straight to Porchester Terrace, she promised. But if you see that man Gordon-Wright say nothing. Do not mention me, remember.

I quite understand. And as the nurse approached, Lucie took my hand, bending for a moment over my bed, and then left me.

An hour later my friend the detective was again at my bedside, accompanied by a short, thick-set, black-bearded little man, typically Italian.

I hear you have been sent to England to effect my arrest, I exclaimed in his own language.

That is so, signore, though I much regret it.

You need not regret. You are only doing your duty, I said. But I merely wish to assure you that I have no intention of trying to escape you. In fact, I couldnt walk the length of this room at present to save my life. Im too weak. But before you place a constable on duty here, I would ask you one favour.

What is that?

To convey a letter for me to the secretary at the Italian Embassy in Grosvenor Square. He will give you instructions regarding me.

Then you are known at the Embassy! the police agent exclaimed, in surprise.

I think you will find that I am.

The nurse brought a pen, ink and a sheet of paper, upon which after great difficulty I wrote a note recalling my confidential visit regarding Nardinis death, and explaining that the police were in error in thinking that I had any hand in the death of the guardian of the Villa Verde. I had been at the villa, I admitted, but out of curiosity, as I had watched the action of Miller and his companions. If any one were sent to me from the Embassy, I said, I would make a confidential statement.

When I had sealed the letter, the police agent took it, and next morning I received a call from the official with whom I had had a chat on the occasion of my visit to the Embassy. To him I explained the whole circumstances in strictest confidence, and described the secret hiding-place in the dead mans library where were concealed a number of official papers that were evidently of great importance.

He heard me to the end, and afterwards reassured me by saying: — 

We have already given the police commissario instructions not to take any further steps against you, Mr Leaf. We quite accept your explanation, and at the same time thank you for this further information you are able to give us. A search shall be made at the spot you indicate.

And then I took a piece of paper and pencil, and drew a plan of the concealed cupboard and how to open the panel.

Shortly after the Embassy official had left the police agent again visited me, presented his apologies for having disturbed me, and then throughout the day I remained alone with my own apprehensive thoughts regarding Ella.

She was prevented from coming to me on account of that man in whom she went in such deadly terror. Nothing had yet got into the papers concerning the dastardly attempt upon me, for the police had been very careful to keep it from those inquisitive gentlemen-of-the-press who called at the hospital every few hours to gather news of the latest accidents or tragedies. But if Lucie had told her I knew how alarmed and anxious she would be. She loved me — ah, yes, she loved me. Of that I felt confident.

Yet would she ever be mine? Was it the end — the end of all? Was the old sweet life of that summer beside the sea dead and gone for evermore? Should I never see a red rose, her favourite flower, bloom upon its bush without this sickness of soul upon me? Should I never smell the salt of the sea, or drink the cornfields breaths on a moonlit night without this madness of memory that is worse than all death?

Was she lost to me — lost to me for ever?

I forgot that the inquest upon Miller was to be held that afternoon, and that Lucie was the principal witness. The Coroner, a sharp-featured, grey-bearded man, came to my bedside, and with a clerk and the foreman of the jury, put me upon oath and took my evidence — evidence to the effect that I had dined in company with the deceased at the Americans flat. I explained how our host had mixed those final drinks — draughts that he intended should be fatal.

Then when I had concluded by declaring that I had no previous knowledge of Himes, the Coroner made me sign the statement, and returned to where the jury awaited him.

The Coroners officer, a police-sergeant in uniform, told me that they were taking precautions to keep the affair out of the papers, as they feared that the publication of the evidence might defeat their efforts to trace Himes.

Shortly after five oclock Lucie came again, looking pale and agitated after the ordeal of giving evidence. A verdict of death from poison wilfully administered had been returned.

The Coroner and jury had questioned her closely regarding her fathers mode of life and his recent movements. Of the latter she was, of course, unaware. She only knew that he had been called unexpectedly to Rome, and had returned direct to England. Of the reason of his flying visit to Italy she was entirely unaware. He seldom, she said, ever told her about his own affairs, being naturally a close man regarding everything that concerned himself.

They asked me about the man Himes, she said, as she sat by my bedside, and I was compelled to tell them how he had once been poor dads most intimate friend.

Did he ever meet Ella, do you think? I asked suddenly.

Never to my knowledge. Why?

I was only wondering — thats all. Perhaps he knew Gordon-Wright.

I believe he did. They met one night when we were living in rooms at Fulham, if I recollect aright, and about six months later they went for a holiday together in Germany.

Did you ever meet that Italian doctor Gennaro Gavazzi who lived in Rome?

She looked at me with a quick suspicion that she was unable to disguise.

Why do you ask that? she inquired, without reply to my question.

Because he was a friend of your fathers. You told me so. I once knew him slightly, I added, in order to reassure her.

And you didnt know much good concerning him, eh? she asked, looking at me apprehensively.

He was private secretary to Nardini, I believe, was he not?

Yes, and his factotum. He did all his dirty work — a scoundrel of the very first water.

And yet your father was very friendly with him. He has been staying in Rome with him.

I believe he did. But I could never discover why poor dad was so fond of that mans society. To me, it was always a mystery. And then she went on, in a low, broken voice, to describe to me all that had occurred at the inquest.

There was a short, dark-bearded Italian present who asked me quite a number of questions regarding poor old dad. I wonder who he was.

One of your fathers Italian friends most probably, I said, reassuring her, for I did not wish her to learn that the man was a police agent from Rome seeking to establish the dead mans identity. But, I added, suddenly changing the subject because she had grown despairing, you have told me nothing of Ella. Did you go to Porchester Terrace last night, as you promised?

I did, but she has left London with her father. She returned to Wichenford the day before yesterday.

Gone! And where is Gordon-Wright?

All Ive been able to find out is that he is absent from London. I called myself at his rooms in Half Moon Street, and his man told me that he was out of town — on the Continent, he believes, but is not certain.

Or he may be with my love, I remarked bitterly, clenching my hands in my fierce antagonism. For me nothing lived or breathed save one life, that of my love; for her alone the sun shone and set.

The days dragged wearily by, for I was still kept in the hospital. The shock my system had suffered had been a terrible one, and according to the doctors it had been little short of a miracle that my life had been saved.

The funeral of Mr Miller, attended by his sister and three other friends, had taken place, and Lucie had accompanied her aunt back to Studland, taking with her all the dead mans effects.

She had said nothing about the large sum in Italian bank-notes that must have been in his possession, and this somewhat puzzled me. The proceeds of the great theft at the Villa Verde must be concealed somewhere — but where?

As soon as I was able to travel I went down to Worcester, and hiring a dogcart drove out six miles along the Tenbury Road through a picturesque and fertile country glorious in its autumn gold, when of a sudden the groom raised his whip, and pointing to the left across the hedgerow to a church spire on rising ground in the distance said: — 

Thats Wichenford yonder, sir. The Place is a mile and a half farther on.

I had never been to Ellas home, and was wondering what kind of house it was.

At about two miles along a road to the left we came to fine lodge-gates that swung open to allow us to pass, and then driving up a long beech avenue there suddenly came into view a splendid old Tudor mansion of grey stone half covered with ivy. It had no doubt gone through some changes in modern times, but the older parts, including the Great Hall and the Tapestry Gallery, certainly were of pure Tudor structure. To me it seemed probable that the original purpose was to erect a manor house of the E form, so common in Tudor times; but if that was the intention it was never carried out, for only one block with the central projection had been completed, and the house must have taken its present form about the time of Charles the First, when two wings had been added in the rear of the then existing building.

In any case I had no idea that Wichenford Place, the home of the Worcestershire Murrays for the past three centuries, was such a magnificent old mansion.

The great oak door was open, therefore, after ringing the bell, I passed through the porch, entered the hall and glanced around, finding it most quaint and interesting, and full of splendid old furniture. Its high flat ceiling was of large size and excellent proportions, the panelling was of oak, rich in character and colouring, with beautiful carving along the top in many places. The fireplace I noticed had fluted pilasters of an early type and a mantel surmounted by arches of wood finely carved with caryatid figures supporting the frieze. The ancient fire-back bore the date 1588, while in the old armorial glass of the long windows could be seen the rose of the Tudors with the Garter and the shield of the Murrays emblazoned with various quarterings. It was a delightful old home, typically English.

Above the panelling hung many time-mellowed old family portraits, while at the far end a fine old long clock in marquetrie case ticked solemnly, and the door was guarded by the figure of a man armed cap-à-pie.

A clean-shaven man-servant in livery came along the hall towards me, and I inquired for Mr Murray.

Not at home, sir, was his prompt answer.

Miss Ella?

What name, sir?

I gave the man a card, and he disappeared through another door.

Three minutes later I heard a bright voice calling me: — 

Godfrey! Is it actually you! And looking up, I saw my well-beloved standing upon the oak minstrels gallery, fresh and sweet in a white serge gown, and little changed from those old well-remembered days when we had met and wandered together beside the sea. Ah! how my heart leapt at sight of her.

She ran swiftly down the stairs, and next moment I held both her soft hands in mine and was looking into those beautiful blue eyes that for years had been ever before me in my day-dreams. Assuredly no woman on earth was fairer than she! Love does not come at will; and of goodness it is not born, nor of gratitude, nor of any right or reason on the earth.

Fancy! she cried. Fancy your coming here. But why have you come? she asked anxiously. You dont know in what peril your presence here places me.

Have you seen Lucie? I asked.

Not since she went to Italy. Has she returned?

Yes. I am here in order to tell you something.

Then lets go into the garden. My father has gone in the car to Bewdley. And she led me through the old stone-paved corridor and across the quiet ancient courtyard and out into a beautiful rose-garden where the high box-hedges were clipped into fantastic shapes, and the roses climbed everywhere upon their arches.

What a delightful place! I exclaimed. I had no idea that Wichenford was like this.

Hadnt you? she laughed. Then sighing, she added: Yes. I love it just as much as dear old dad does. Let us sit here. And she sank upon an old seat of carved stone, grey and lichen-covered. It was in a spot where we were hidden by the foliage, yet before us spread the beautiful gardens with the long terrace, and beyond the broad undulating park with the great old oaks in all their autumn glory.

There in the quiet tranquillity, the silence only broken by the song of the birds, I briefly told my love of the attempt made upon my life and of the death of Lucies father — a story which held her speechless in amazement.

We sat there hand in hand.

I had no idea that you were ill, otherwise I should have, of course, gone at once to see you, she said, with the old love-looking in her dear eyes as she looked at me.

Ah! I knew you would, my darling! I cried, raising her hand to my lips. I dare not write for fear that my letter might fall into that mans hands. I called upon your aunt, and she told me that you are to be married shortly. Is that really so? I asked huskily.

Alas! Godfrey, it is, she murmured. I have tried and struggled and schemed, but I cannot escape. Ah! if my father only knew the truth concerning him! But I am compelled to wear a mask always — always. It is horrible! And she covered her face with her hands.

Yes, horrible! I echoed. Why dont you let me stand before that thief and accuse him?

And reveal my secret to my father. Never — never! I would die rather than he should know. And her face grew pale and hard, and her small hand trembling in mine.

Ella! I cried, kissing her passionately on her cold white lips. How can I save you? How can I gain you for my own? This awful suspense is killing me.

Godfrey, she answered, in a low, distinct voice, we can never be man and wife — impossible, why therefore let us discuss it further? We love each other with a fond true love, it is true, fonder than man and woman ever loved before, yet both of us are longing for the unattainable, she sighed. My future, alas! is not in my own hands.

Ah! yes! I cried in despair. I see it all! Your fear prevents you from allowing me to unmask this man — you fear that your father should learn your secret!

I fear that you, too, should learn it — that instead of loving me, she said, with a wild look in her splendid eyes, you would hate me!


Chapter Thirty Eight.

Tells the Truth.

[image: img260.jpg]

IN THE RICH glow of the autumn evening we sat together for some time, our hearts too full of grief for words. The future of both of us was filled with blank despair. My presence there brought back to her all the sweet recollections of those long-past days when she was free, and when to save her father from ruin she had so nobly sacrificed her love.

Presently the whirr of the motor-car announced Mr Murrays return, and rising we went into the house to greet him. He welcomed me, but none too warmly I noticed. Probably he did not approve of my calling upon Ella now that she was engaged to marry the man who had so firmly established himself in his confidence.

Nevertheless, he asked me to remain to dinner, which I did gladly. He was a slow-speaking gentlemanly man, dark-eyed and dark-bearded, whom I had always liked.

From him I learned that Ellas marriage was to take place in the village church of Wichenford in the first week in October, and that the honeymoon was to be spent in St. Petersburg. His words cut me like a knife.

Gordon-Wright is down at his country place just now, he remarked an hour later, as we all three sat at table in the great old panelled dining-room with the wax candles burning in the antique Sheffield candelabra. We go to town next week, and he meets us there. Hes a good fellow. Do you know him?

I met him quite casually once, I replied, glancing across at my well-beloved who had now exchanged her white dress for a black lace dinner gown, in the corsage of which was a single red rose — her favourite flower.

Ah! as I looked at her my heart was aflame. I loved her better than my life. Alas! She could never now be mine — never.

I left early and drove back to Worcester through the pelting rain — with her rose that she had slipped into my hand at parting, a silent pledge that spoke volumes to me.

Good-bye, dear heart! she whispered. We shall perhaps meet again in London.

Yes, I said earnestly. We must meet once again before your marriage. Promise me you will — promise?

Ill try. But you know how very difficult it is to see you when Im at Porchester Terrace. Aunt Henrietta is such an impossible person.

You must, I whispered. And I would have clasped her to my heart and kissed her in adieu had not the statuesque man-servant stood by to hand me the mackintosh which Murray had lent me.

Adieu! she said again, and then touching her hand I mounted into the cart and went forth into the rain and darkness — into the night that was so like my own life.

After my return to Shepherds Bush ten weary days passed — each day bringing my love nearer that odious union. One morning I received an unexpected note from Lucie Miller, saying that she and her aunt were in London again, at the Hotel Russell, in order to see her late fathers lawyers.

I called and left a card, for they were out.

Next day, just as I rose from Mrs Gilberts luncheon table and was about to enjoy a pipe in Sammys den — he being away at the club — visitors were announced.

It was Lucie, flushed and agitated, and with her was Ella, who, the instant the door of the little sitting-room was closed, fell upon my neck, and without a word burst into a passion of tears.

What does this mean? I asked of Lucie, utterly taken aback.

This will explain it. And she drew out a green evening newspaper, one of those editions published at eleven oclock in the morning. Read for yourself, she added, pointing to a bold headline.

I swiftly scanned the lines, and stood staring at them both.

What was printed there was utterly bewildering. I held my breath. Could it actually be true?

I cried aloud for joy, and pressing my love to my breast covered her pale sweet face with passionate kisses.

Is this a fact? I cried. Is it really true?

Yes, answered Lucie. I have been to Half Moon Street myself and made inquiries. Mr Gordon-Wright, it appears, returned home late last night after supper at the Savoy. He must have met some friends afterwards, for the hall-porter says he did not return till nearly two oclock, and then seemed dazed and incoherent in his speech. He frequently saw gentlemen like that, and therefore pretended to take no notice. At eight oclock this morning, when his valet took him his early tea, he found him half-dressed doubled up on the bed quite dead. Death from poisoning, the doctor has declared. To us the truth is quite plain. He is another victim of Himes terrible revenge!

And you, my darling, are free — actually free! I cried, again kissing my dear hearts face and beside myself with an unexpected joy.

Himes was evidently keeping his vow to exterminate all Millers friends — for what reason, however, was still an enigma.

The situation now became utterly bewildering. In an instant I recognised the exact position. My well-beloved was not so enthusiastic as myself. She seemed terrified at the mans terribly sudden end, and at the same time she held herself aloof from me. She held a secret, one which, as she had frankly told me, she would never divulge — not even to me. How could there be perfect love without perfect confidence? Again another difficulty was presented.

I saw the report upon the posters in the streets, bought a paper, and learnt the truth, explained Lucie. I then took a cab at once to Porchester Terrace in search of Ella, and brought her straight here to you.

The fellow has got his deserts, I said, in triumph. He richly deserved such an ignominious end.

He supped with my father and myself at the Savoy last night, and drove home with us, Ella said. He left us about one oclock, and promised to call and take me shopping in Bond Street at ten this morning, but never came.

And he will never trouble you more, darling, I exclaimed, amazed that Himes should have acted with such daring so quickly after his terrible revenge upon Miller. It showed how unscrupulous and determined he was to carry out the threat that had escaped his lips. You are mine at last — mine! mine! I cried, pressing her again to me and covering her lips with kisses.

But she did not return my caresses. She only pushed me forcibly from her, saying huskily: — 

It is true that man is dead, Godfrey — that I have no further fear of him — that my secret is safe. But you must give me time to think, Godfrey.

Yes, urged her friend. You must allow her time. The news of the fellows sudden end has upset her. The release has been so sudden that she cannot yet realise it. Release has also come to me, she added. Ah! you do not know the truth, Mr Leaf — it is surely stranger than any fiction ever written.

And may I not know it? I asked quickly. Remember that you have taken me into your confidence up to a certain point. Is Ella aware of the truth?

I think not, she faltered, with a hard expression on her face. It is a disgraceful truth. Since my poor fathers death I have made certain startling discoveries that place matters in an entirely new light. I have been examining his private papers, and they have revealed to me facts which, so infamous, cause me to hide my face from you in shame. I — I am not fit to be your associate or friend of Ella, she added, in a hoarse painful whisper. I confess to you both, because you have been my friends. I confess everything, even the fact that I learnt only three days ago.

Whats that? I inquired.

That I am, after all, what the world calls an adventuress — the daughter of an international thief! was her low answer, her chin sunk upon her breast in an attitude of shame. My poor father, whom I adored, was only a thief! and she burst into tears.

For some moments I was silent. The door opened behind us, and Sammy, who had returned, stood upon the threshold, surprised that I had visitors.

I motioned to him to enter and close the door. Then I said: — 

Mr Sampson is my friend; we can speak before him, Miss Miller. Were you entirely unaware of your fathers real profession?

I swear that I was. I had no idea of it until three days ago, when I discovered proof positive that he was in association with certain men who were expert thieves.

Then your association with the fugitive Nardini was in no way connected with your fathers dishonesty? I asked. You have just said that Gordon-Wrights death has set you at liberty. Will you not now tell us the truth, so that all may be open and straightforward?

She hesitated, and I saw that she naturally felt disinclined to condemn the man of whom she had all her life been so fond, and in whom she had so implicitly trusted. Many fathers act mysteriously in the eyes of their children. Mr Miller had ever been a mystery, and yet with filial affection she had never once suspected him of leading a double life.

Yes, urged Ella, tell us all. Half an hour ago you told me that you are at last free — that the man who held me so entirely in his power also held you in his unscrupulous hands.

Sammy said nothing. He had already condemned Lucie, and in his eyes she was but a mere adventuress.

If I confess, Mr Leaf, I wonder if you and Ella will forgive me? she exclaimed at last, in a hard, strained voice. I assure you that I, like yourselves, have been merely a victim of circumstances.

Explain the truth, I said, in a voice of sympathy, for I saw by the shame upon her countenance that she had been an innocent victim.

Well, she said, it happened like this. We had been living at Enghien, outside Paris. The man I loved, Manuel Carrera, a young Chilian, had committed suicide because thieves had stolen a large sum of money of which he had accepted the responsibility, and I was broken-hearted and grief-stricken. We had left Paris and were in Brussels when the news reached me; therefore, when my father proposed that we should go on to Salsomaggiore, I welcomed the change. I never wished to place foot in Paris again. We had kept on the little apartment we had in Rome, where we usually spent the winter, but before going there we decided to take the cure. About a week after our arrival at the hotel at Salsomaggiore there came one of Italys best known statesmen, the Onorevole Giovanni Nardini, Minister of Justice, accompanied by his private secretary, a doctor named Gavazzi. My father — whom I have since discovered had obtained private information of Nardinis shady financial transactions — at once cultivated his acquaintance, as well as that of Gavazzi, and while we were taking the cure we became quite intimate friends.

On our return to Rome His Excellency often invited us to his fine house in the Via Vittorio Emanuele, and several times we went out to luncheon at the Villa Verde at Tivoli. Two years went by and each winter we saw a great deal of His Excellency. Last January a pretty fair-haired English girl named Alice Woodforde, niece of Gavazzi — she being daughter of Gavazzis sister who married a civil engineer in London named Woodforde — came out to Rome for the winter, and as Gavazzi was a bachelor we offered her the hospitality of our house. She was a delightful girl, about nine years older than myself, and we soon became inseparable.

Before very long I discovered the true situation. Nardini had met and fallen violently in love with his secretarys niece, while Gavazzi himself was contemplating that, by such a marriage, he himself would reap considerable benefit. Though much older than Alice, Nardini was a pleasant companion, and occupying as he did one of the highest positions in the kingdom, it was but natural that she should be flattered by his attentions. I, however, who had watched closely and heard certain facts from my father, knew well that the pleasant exterior only concealed a character that was cruel, dishonest, and utterly unscrupulous. The motive of my fathers friendship with Nardini was, I regret to admit it, no doubt a dishonest one, while he, on his part, with clever cunning intended eventually to make use of my father in certain blackmailing operations which he contemplated. There was no limit to Nardinis ingenuity or power. Rich and poor alike knew him to be cruel and heartless. He somehow learnt the truth regarding my father, and desired to get me also into his power. There was no charge he could make against me, therefore he resorted to a fiendish conspiracy which was characteristic of the man.

Late one afternoon last April I was crossing the Piazza di Spagna in Rome when I was stopped by two police agents who asked me to accompany them to the Questura, where, to my speechless amazement, a cruel and wicked charge was made against me. I was accused of robbing a commercial traveller of Milan of a portfolio containing eighteen thousand francs! At first I laughed in the Commissarys face, but when, an hour later, the Italian, a man whom I had never before seen in my life, was brought and identified me, I was stupefied. The charge was infamous. It was against my honour! The man, a loudly dressed person of Hebrew type, stated that on the previous evening he was in the Café Colonna and spoke to me. He afterwards invited me to dinner at Bordonis, in the Via Nazionale, and after we parted he found that his portfolio had been stolen. A waiter at Bordonis also identified me, and an agent of police also declared that I was known to them. The whole charge was false, and I stood speechless when I heard their disgraceful accusations. I had never been in either the Colonna or in Bordonis in all my life. Yet there was still something more extraordinary to follow. The detectives went to our apartments, and, having searched, found the empty portfolio concealed at the bottom of a drawer in my room. I saw at once that it was the work of some secret enemy. Yet who had done it was, to me, a complete enigma.

I at once wrote a line of appeal to His Excellency explaining that the police had made a terrible mistake. At first he regretted that he could not assist me, but after a second appeal he sent a line to the Questore, or chief of police, giving me my liberty until my trial, which is to take place at the assizes next November. I at once went to Nardini and asked him to speak the truth — namely, that on the evening in question I was at the Villa Verde at Tivoli, where I had gone on a message to him from my father and had found him there alone. But he refused to make this statement, ostensibly because he did not wish the fact known that he had received a lady visitor alone, but in reality because he himself had trumped up the whole of the infamous charge against me.

To my chagrin, also, I found that Lieutenant Shacklock — as Gordon-Wright was known in Rome — knew of the charge. He was an intimate friend of my fathers, but a man utterly without principle. I had to beg him not to tell my father. For Nardini, who had so many creatures in his pay, such an allegation was so very easy. As I afterwards established, the portfolio was placed in my drawer by a man who entered on pretence of examining the electric light. Nardinis object was to hold me in his power, to compel me to do his bidding, and assist in certain schemes he was contemplating before his fall. Surely it was the gravest charge that could have been made against a woman. It touched my honour, and that is the reason why when he fled I followed post-haste here to beg of him to say the word which must put an end to the proceedings pending against me. But, although I was successful in tracing him here, alas! I was too late. He died without clearing my honour, and on the third of November the charge against me will be heard by the Tribunal. How, now, can I hope to escape an unjust condemnation?

Why didnt you make this explanation before? I asked. I might have assisted you to clear yourself.

How could I while Gordon-Wright lived? He was present in our apartment when the police found the portfolio, and even though Nardini might have caused the accusation to have been withdrawn he would have still been a witness against me.

But you knew who and what he was?

Not at that time. I only knew that he was a great friend of my fathers and lived at the Grand Hotel. But in looking through my fathers private letters I have learned the ghastly truth — that he and Himes who were such constant visitors to our flat, both in Rome, Leghorn, or in fact anywhere where we took up our abode, were expert thieves working under my fathers directions. True, I held both of them in dislike, but I never dreamed that living apart, Shacklock at the Grand and Himes at the Quirinale, they were in such active accord.

Then this charge against you will be made in Rome in November? Sammy said, addressing her for the first time.

Yes, she sighed despairingly. I shall be condemned in my absence, for how can I now hope to prove that I am innocent — that I was not even in Rome on that evening?

Nardini was a blackguard! Sammy cried. If I had known that Id have rung the truth out of him before he died — by Jove, I would! A man who plots against a womans honour like that is the worst cad conceivable.

Ah, yes! cried the unhappy girl. It is that — it is my honour that is at stake. The man alleges that he found me alone in a common café — and — and—

She burst into tears.

I had listened to Lucies extraordinary statement like a man in a dream.

Ella tried to comfort her, but with very little avail. She had utterly broken down.

I am surely the most unhappy of girls! she sobbed. They have killed my poor father, and now they will take from me my honour as a woman! Then, after a pause, she added: — 

You remember what I told you regarding the woman Hardwick? Nardini knew of that scandal long ago in Pisa, when you accidentally met Inas married sister travelling, and were forced into the Divorce Court by her husband to give evidence against her. As Minister of Justice, he knew well all the secrets of hushed-up scandals, and often turned them to his own profit.

Miss Miller, Sammy exclaimed, in a soft tone now full of sympathy for the poor suffering girl, you mentioned just now the unfortunate death of my friend Manuel Carrera, in Paris. You recollect that I—

Manuel Carrera! cried Ella, suddenly releasing Lucie and facing Sammy. Was he your friend? Then let me also tell you the truth! Hear my confession, Godfrey, and then you shall judge me!


Chapter Thirty Nine.

Unites Two Hearts.
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THE REVELATIONS AMAZED me. I held my breath and faced her. There was a terrible eloquence in the silence of that room.

Listen, exclaimed my well-beloved, her pale, desperate, but beautiful countenance turned full towards me. Listen, and Ill tell you everything, just as it occurred.

About three years ago, very soon after I parted from you on that memorable night in Bayswater, my father and I were staying at the Hotel Continental in Paris, and received a call from Mr Miller and Lucie. I was of course delighted to see my old schoolfellow again, but only once was your name mentioned — with regret — for I was already engaged to marry Mr Blumenthal. Mr Miller asked us down to his house at Enghien, and we went several times, generally finding there a young Chilian, Manuel Carrera, for a great affection had sprung up between Lucie and him. The young fellow chanced to be staying at the same hotel as ourselves in Paris, and sometimes we returned by the same train together. At Mr Millers we also met Himes, in whom I must say I was much mistaken. I believed him to be an American gentleman, but I now know that he was what is known as a sharp. One night my father and I dined at the Villa du Lac, Carrera being also invited. He left rather early, for some reason or other, and when we went an hour or so later Lucie asked me to deliver to him a secret message which she had forgotten — a request that he would meet her at the Gare du Nord at eleven oclock next morning, as she was going shopping and would be alone.

On arrival at the hotel just after midnight, I saw my father into his room, and then slipped along to the farther end of the corridor and tapped at the young mans door. There was no reply. Again I tapped, but without response. Then, intending to leave a note for him, I turned the handle and entered. Judge my horror when I saw him standing before the mirror in a frenzy of despair with a revolver in his hand. I dashed in, for I saw his intention was to commit suicide. I grasped his wrist and tried to wrench the weapon from his grasp. For several moments we struggled desperately, but, alas! he was the stronger, and with an imprecation he placed the barrel of the weapon in his mouth and fired. Ah! it was awful!

I twisted the revolver from his hand, but, alas! too late. He fell to the floor in a helpless heap, and I stood dazed and horrified at the awful tragedy. A moment later I heard a movement behind me, and started to see a stranger standing there — an Englishman. He had closed the door behind him, and we were alone with the dead man. I charge you with the murder of my friend, he said gravely. I saw you fire. You did this out of jealousy. You met at Nice eighteen months ago. Manuel is the lover of the girl who lives at Enghien, and is your friend! I saw you together yesterday in the Rue Rivoli!

I fell back and stared at him utterly speechless. Then I protested that he had committed suicide, but he pointed out that I still held the revolver. No, he added, I saw you fire! I am witness that you murdered poor Manuel, who met you on the Riviera and fell violently in love with you. I asked the stranger if he really meant what he alleged, but he only smiled mysteriously and said:— As no one seems to have been awakened, perhaps it will save you much trouble if you place the revolver near the body and allow the authorities to believe in your theory of suicide. I am English, like yourself, and in our country no gentleman betrays a woman. Then you withdraw this allegation? I asked. But he urged me to fly quickly, while there was time, and taking the weapon he placed it on the floor close to the dead mans right hand. Because I allowed him to do this, I committed myself, and was lost. But at that moment I was so upset that I knew not what I did. I slipped out of the door and down the corridor, and from that instant I never saw the mysterious stranger again until — until about four months ago.

And who was he? I asked eagerly. What was his name?

He proved to be Gordon-Wright alias Lieutenant Shacklock, and many other names. He called upon me in Ireland and claimed acquaintance. Then, judge my astonishment when, a week later, he told me that I must marry him or he would denounce me to Lucie as the murderess of her lover!

The scoundrel! I cried. Then he actually held both of you enthralled?

Yes, Godfrey, she exclaimed, in that soft sweet voice that always charmed me so. It was true that I had previously met Manuel Carrera in Nice, but he certainly was never my lover, as he alleged. But now I have told you the truth you can easily see why I dare not speak while he lived, for he would have brought against me a cruel charge of jealous murder which he might easily have substantiated.

Our eyes met, and her gaze wavered.

Why — how could he? inquired Sammy.

Because early next morning I found out the number of his room and most foolishly wrote to him urging him to keep the secret that I had been in the dead mans room. This letter, combined with his testimony, would have been, no doubt, sufficient to condemn me. Again, the night you met me at Studland he followed me out and found me almost the moment after we parted. He taunted me with that letter, and we struggled for its possession.

I recollect! Sammy exclaimed. It was I who was one of the first to enter poor Carreras room, and I remember the revolver lay in a position that much puzzled the police. They questioned the servants if it had been moved. That fellow Shacklock, who was living in the hotel, evidently stole the contents of the poor fellows despatch-box and handed them to Himes, who came that evening to call upon him. It is an old trick of hotel thieves: the man who commits the theft remains in the hotel and expresses the greatest indignation and sympathy with the victim, while his accomplice gets safely away across the frontier with the booty.

And this is the actual truth! I cried, staring at her amazed.

The truth, Godfrey — the whole truth! declared Ella, in a faltering tone, her cheeks flushed with shame. You must have mistrusted me, but though bound to that blackguard by a secret my love for you has, I swear, ever been unwavering. Surely you must have seen what I have suffered, she cried. That man who has now met with such an untimely end wished to marry me for my position, and because—

Because you are beautiful, my sweetheart! I said, holding her in my arms and kissing her fondly. I know. I see it all now.

And — and you really forgive me, Godfrey? she asked seriously.

For what?

For refusing to tell you this.

You were silent, darling, because you were that mans victim. You feared to speak. But his own enemy has fortunately released you. The thieves have quarrelled among themselves — and fatally. We can now afford to watch in silence.

Our hands clasped, our lips met, and our hearts beat in unison — hearts that were true to each other with a love that was real love.

Lucie, I said at last, turning to the despairing girl, who now knew, for the first time, her fathers shameful secret, there is one point which is still a mystery. Have you any explanation to offer? At the Villa Verde, after Nardinis flight, a young lady, said to be a friend of yours, was found dead in his study. Who was she?

It was Alice Woodforde, she replied promptly. Nardini had fallen deeply in love with her, and knowing that revelations and downfall were imminent, and that he would be compelled to fly, he gave her in secret this address in London. He begged her to return to England where they would marry, and she, still in ignorance of his true character, gave her promise. She showed me the address he had written down, asking me if I knew in what part of London it was, and thinking it strange I made a mental note of it. I saw that His Excellency was playing a double game, and suspected that he contemplated flight. In addition to this, one evening, when her uncle the doctor was dining with my father and myself she related, with her natural innocence, how one afternoon, when a guest at the Villa Verde, she had entered the study unexpectedly and had discovered His Excellency with a secret cupboard in the wainscot opened, into which he was in the act of placing a packet of bank-notes.

Now, Gavazzi, who had narrowly watched the situation, daily expected His Excellency to fly from Italy. He knew that his enemies had gained the ascendency, and that revelations to King Humbert were only a matter of hours. Therefore the moment his master had left Rome he went out to Tivoli and discharged all the servants at the villa, paying them all off handsomely. On the following day, as I understand from a letter I have found among my fathers papers, he went out there on the pretext of a necessity of obtaining certain important documents, taking Alice with him. He entered the villa with his key, and when in the study suddenly demanded that she should reveal the spot where the notes had been concealed. Being loyal to Nardini, whom she had promised to marry, she refused. They were alone in the great house, and she, in defiance of him, declared that she would tell the man who was to be her husband. A violent scene then ensued. He threatened her and she grew furious, when of a sudden she fell back in a dead faint. He laughed, and awaited her recovery, still hoping to obtain from her the secret of the Ministers hoard. He waited until, in alarm, he saw a sudden change in her. She grew white and rigid. She suffered from a weak heart from her birth, and died of syncope. Poor Alice! the excitement had proved fatal!

But I cant understand this fellow Himes. Why is he so full of a fierce revenge? asked Sammy, whose manner towards Lucie was now entirely changed. He saw that she had been the victim of a scoundrel, just as my dear love had been.

Well, I think I can also explain that, she said. My father, in order that nothing compromising might be found if the police ever searched our apartments abroad, kept all his private papers in an old bureau at Studland. For several days I have been going through them, and they throw light upon many things which have hitherto been to me mysteries. The reason of his rapid journeys hither and thither, the motives of his friendships and the causes of his hatreds are explained.

Last winter, while we were in Rome, Lieutenant Shacklock, as he called himself, lived in style at the Grand, while Himes had a room at the Quirinale. To every one they appeared as strangers to each other, and only met at our house. They both had committed a number of clever robberies of jewels and money, when Shacklock managed to ingratiate himself with a wealthy American widow, a Mrs Clay Hamilton, and after giving several little dinner-parties and escorting her here and there he succeeded, by a clever piece of trickery, in passing over her jewel-case full of valuable gems to Himes. The theft was quickly discovered, but no suspicion ever rested upon him. Indeed he actually went himself to the Questura with Mrs Clay Hamilton and reported the theft to the police! The jewel-case was, however, already at our house when, on the following night, the two men met.

I was out at the theatre with Dr Gavazzi and Alice, but I can only suppose there must have been a violent quarrel over the distribution of the booty. At any rate, Himes declared that he would have nothing further to do with either my father or Shacklock, and next day left Rome for Paris. My father and Shacklock suspected that, out of spite, he meant to expose them to Nardini or to the Rome police, therefore, knowing with what object he had gone to Paris, Shacklock followed him and gave certain secret information at the Prefecture. The result of this was that Himes was arrested red-handed while committing an audacious robbery at Asnières, and sent to prison. He, of course, suspected that the friends with whom he had quarrelled had given information, yet he could not absolutely prove it. His first impulse was to retaliate by revealing all he knew regarding his late associates, but this was not enough for a man of his criminal instincts.

In his heart there rankled through those long months of his confinement a murderous revenge. He swore that he would kill the men who betrayed him — and he has kept his vow!

Yes, I said. And he evidently believed that, being on such intimate terms with your father and yourself, I, too, was the latest recruit.

Ah! Your escape, dear, was a most fortunate one! declared Ella, gazing up into my eyes with that love-look that told me volumes.

I wonder where Himes is now? queried Sammy. He certainly seems absolutely fearless in his revenge.

What matters? I said. Let us remain silent. If he is captured, well and good. If not, we at least know the truth.

He killed my father — recollect, Lucie remarked, in a hard voice.

And was it not through your father — whose memory we should bury from to-day — that my poor friend and your lover, Manuel Carrera, died? asked Sammy gravely.

Then a silence fell between all four of us. I was looking into the clear blue eyes of my well-beloved. All of us were preoccupied by our own thoughts. From out the dark tragedy had at last shone the light of truth.

After those years of grief and bitterness, of loneliness and yearning, Ella, my dear one, had been given back to me once more. She no longer wore the iron mask that she had borne so staunchly.

Our lips met again. She gazed into my eyes, and then she burst into tears — tears of joy. The fetters that bound her to the man she hated had been broken, and she stood there, sweet, pure, innocent and free — free to be mine — mine for ever.

My love, I said, heedless that we were not alone, this affection of ours is greater than death, great as eternity itself; a love that shall leave earth with us when our souls leave our bodies and reach its uttermost perfection in other lives, in other worlds; a love that time cannot chill, nor any woe appal, nor any man unsever. God Himself has united us, and none can now place us asunder.


Chapter Forty.

Conclusion.
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TO-DAY I AM seated in the long old library at Wichenford where, at the big writing-table set in the deep window, I have spent so many hours putting down in black and white this curious chronicle of the evil that men do. The last blank folios lie before me.

What more need I tell you?

To describe the perfect happiness that now is mine would require still another volume. Ella — my own sweet Ella who was so nearly lost to me — became my wife a little over a year ago. She is seated in a long wicker chair at my side, while the summer sunset falling through the high old diamond-panes shines upon her fresh open countenance and tints her beautiful hair with gold.

It is the evening of a calm day, and a similar tranquillity seems to have fallen upon our lives, for a great peace has come to us in this stately old place that everywhere speaks mutely of the dignity of the Murrays.

Delightful indeed it is to be back again in England and no longer a wanderer, for Mr Murray has given over Wichenford to us for our home, and he in his turn is travelling in the Far East.

Of Dr Gavazzi we heard news not long ago. He is in Vienna, living, we suppose, upon his share of that money taken from his masters secret hiding-place, while Himes, having returned to America, was, we saw in the papers, two months ago sentenced in New York to three years with hard labour for stealing a dressing-bag from a lady while travelling on the Chicago Limited.

A week after the death of Gordon-Wright and that eventful meeting at Granville Gardens when the enigma was solved, Lucie discovered in an old kit-bag of her fathers, at Studland, the packets of bank-notes obtained from the Villa Verde, and, suspecting them to be the proceeds of some robbery, she brought them to me. I suggested that as the money was not hers she should devote the whole of it to charity in Italy. Although fearing to put her foot on Italian soil again owing to the false and infamous charge against her, she at once adopted my suggestion, with the result that an orphan home at Poggio Imperiale, outside Florence, which she founded and endowed, now bears her name.

And the end? Well, I think you will agree that it is as it should be.

About three months after our return from our honeymoon in Norway Sammy came to me and made an announcement which caused me to clap him heartily on the back and grip his hand. He had discovered that he had misjudged poor Lucie, that he loved her, and they were now already engaged.

To-day as I pen this final page they have been man and wife already three whole months. Not long, it is true, but sufficient to show us how happy they are in each others love. They have taken The Cedars, a charming old ivy-covered house a mile from Melton Mowbray, for both are passionately fond of hunting, and both are looking forward to good runs this next season.

The summer sun is sinking lower. Over everywhere is a faint ethereal golden mist that rises from the water and the woods; the colour deepens; the scent of the blossoms grows stronger. The charm of perfect freedom and perfect faith are ours. This modern world sneers at the isolation and absorption of passion as an egotism, but surely it is its highest sublimity. Love that remembers aught save the one beloved may be affection, but it certainly is not love.

And while Ella and I are leading a life of peace undisturbed and of love infinite — a God-given love that surpasses any that man has known within his heart — Italian police agents in various parts of the world are still in active search of Giovanni Nardini, and Scotland Yard is still sorely puzzled over the antecedents and tragic end of the Mysterious Mr Miller.

THE END


Whatsoever a Man Soweth (1906)
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Chapter One.

Concerns a Proposal of Marriage.
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THEN YOU REALLY dont intend to marry me, Wilfrid?

The honour of being your husband, Tibbie, I must respectfully decline, I said.

But Id make you a very quiet, sociable wife, you know. I can ride to hounds, cook, sew clothes for old people, and drive a motor. What higher qualifications do you want?

Well — love, for instance.

Ah! Thats what Im afraid I dont possess, any more them you do, she laughed. It isnt a family characteristic. With us, its everyone for herself, and she beat a tattoo upon the window-pane with the tips of her slim, white fingers.

I know, I said, smiling. We are old friends enough to speak quite frankly, arent we?

Of course. Thats why I asked you your intentions — as the mater calls them. But it seems that you havent any.

Not in your direction, Tibbie.

And yet you told me you loved me! said the pretty woman at my side in mock reproach, pouting her lips.

Lets see — how long ago was that? You were thirteen, I think, and I was still at Eton — eh?

I was very fond of you, she declared. Indeed, I like you now. Dont you remember those big boxes of sweets you used to smuggle in to me, and how we used to meet in secret and walk down by the river in the evening? Those were really very happy days, Wilfrid, and she sighed at the memory of our youthful love.

We were standing together in the sunset at one of the old diamond-paned windows of the Long Gallery at Ryhall Place, the ancient home of the Scarcliffs in Sussex, gazing away over the broad park which stretched as far as the eye could reach, its fine old avenue of beeches running in a straight line to East Marden village, and the Chichester high road.

My companion, the Honourable Eva Sybil Burnet, third daughter of the late Viscount Scarcliff, was known to her intimates as Tibbie, because as a child she so pronounced her Christian name. In the smart set in London and at country houses she was well known as the prettiest of a handsome trio, the other two sisters being Cynthia, who married Lord Wydcombe, and Violet, who a year ago became Countess of Alderholt. Young Lady Wydcombe, who was perhaps one of the smartest women in town, noted for her dinners and her bridge parties in Curzon Street, and her smart house parties up in Durham, had unfortunately taken Tibbie under her care after she had come out, with the result that although unmarried she had prematurely developed into one of the most blasé and go-ahead women in town. The gossips talked of her, but the scandal was invented by her enemies.

The country people whispered strange things of Miss Sybil and her whims and fancies. The family had been known as the reckless Burnets ever since the Georgian days, when the sixth Viscount had, in one night at Crockfords, gambled away the whole of his vast Yorkshire estate, and his son on the following night lost forty-five thousand guineas at the same table. Dare-devilry ran in the Scarcliff blood. From the Wars of the Roses down to the present day the men had always been fearless soldiers — for some of their armour, and that of their retainers, still stood in long, grim rows in the dark-panelled gallery where we were — and the women had always been notable for their beauty, as proved by the famous portraits by Gainsborough, Lawrence, Lely, Reynolds, Hoppner, and others, that hung in the splendid gallery beyond.

But surely none of those time-mellowed portraits that I could see from where I stood was half so beautiful as the little friend of my youth beside me. In those long-past days of our boy-and-girl affection she had been very fragile and very beautiful, with wondrous hair of that unusual gold-brown tint, and eyes of clear bright blue. But even now, at twenty-three, she had in no way lost her almost child-like grace and charm. Those deep blue eyes, turned upon me in mock reproach, were still fathomless, her cheeks were perfect in their symmetry, her mouth smiling and sweet, and her brows well arched and well defined, while her chin, slightly protruding, gave her that piquant air that was so delightful.

Though unmarried, she was entirely unconventional, just as the Scarcliffs had ever been. Smart London knew Tibbie well. Some day she would many, people said, but the wiseacres shook their heads and secretly pitied the man who became her husband.

As a friend Tibbie was perfect. She was a mans woman. She could shoot or fish, she would play bridge and pay up honourably, she rode well, and she drove her 60 h.p. Mercedes better even than her own chauffeur. Old Lady Scarcliff — a delightful old person — had long ago given her up as hopeless. It was all Cynthias doing, for, truth to tell, her extravagances and her utter disregard for the convenances were the outcome of her residence with the Wydcombes.

I own frankly that I was sorry to see this change in her. The slim, rather prudish little love of my youth had now developed into that loud-speaking, reckless type of smart woman who nowadays is so much in evidence in Society. I much preferred her as I had known her years ago when my father and hers were intimate friends, and when I came so often to stay at Ryhall. True, our friendship had been a firm one always, but alas! I now detected a great change in her. Though so handsome, she was, as I had so very frankly told her, not exactly the kind of woman I should choose as a wife. And yet, after all, when I reflected I often thought her very sweet and womanly at home in the family circle.

My visit to Ryhall was to end on the morrow, and she had promised to drive me up to town on her car.

The men of the party had not yet returned from shooting, and in that calm sunset hour we were alone in the fine old gallery, with its splendid tapestries, its old carved coffers and straight-backed chairs, its rows of antlers and its armour of the dead-and-gone Scarcliffs. High in the long windows were the rose en soleil of Edward IV, the crown in the hawthorn bush of Henry VII, the wolfs head crowned, the badge of the Scarcliffs, and other armorial devices, while the autumn sunlight slanting in threw coloured reflections upon the oaken floor worn smooth and polished by the feet of generations.

She was dressed in cream serge, a slight, dainty, neat-waisted figure, thrown into relief as she leaned back against the dark old panelling, laughing at my retort.

Her musical voice echoed down the long corridor, that old place that always seemed so far remote from the present day, and where the country folk declared that at night could be heard the footfall of the knight and the rustle of the ladys kirtle.

Ryhall was indeed a magnificent old place, built by Sir Henry Burnet in the Tudor days, and pre-eminent to-day among the historic mansions of England, an architectural triumph that still remained almost the same as it was on the death of its builder. Its great vaulted hall with the wonderful fireplace and carved minstrels gallery, its fine old tapestries in King Jamess room, the yellow drawing-room, the red boudoir, and the Barons hall, full of antique furniture, were all splendid apartments breathing of an age long past and forgotten.

Being something of an antiquary myself, I loved Ryhall, and took a keen delight in exploring its quaint passages and discovering its secret doors in picture-frames and panelling. Tibbie, however, who had no love for old things, hated Ryhall. She preferred everything essentially modern, the art nouveau, art colourings, and the electric light of her mothers house in Grosvenor Street. She only came down to Ryhall when absolutely necessary, and then grumbled constantly, even worrying Jack, her brother — now Lord Scarcliff — to put some decent new furniture into the place, and declaring to her mother that the house was full of moths and rats.

Look! she suddenly exclaimed at last. The boys are coming home! Cant you see them there, down in the avenue? and she pointed with her finger. Well, she added, youre not a bit entertaining, Wilfrid. You refuse to become my husband, so I suppose I shall have to marry someone else. The mater says I really must marry somebody.

Of course, you must, I said. But who is to be the happy man? Have you decided?

M-well, I dont quite know. Ellice Winsloe is a good fellow, and were very friendly, she admitted. The mater approves of him, because hes well off.

Then she wouldnt approve of me, I laughed. You know I havent got very much.

Ive never asked her. Indeed, if you would marry me I shouldnt ask her, I should marry first and ask afterwards.

But do you really mean to marry Ellice? I asked seriously. Is he — well, such a very particular friend?

He proposed to me a fortnight ago after the Jardines dance, and I refused him — I always refuse, you know, and she smiled again.

She was as gay and merry as usual, yet there was about her face a look of strange anxiety that greatly puzzled me.

Then youve had other offers?

Of course, but mostly from the undesirables. Oh! you would laugh if you could hear them laying open their hearts, as they call it, she said gaily. Why does a man call his love his secret — as though hed committed some awful crime? It is most amusing, I can assure you. Mason and I have some good laughs over it very often.

But you surely dont tell your maid such things? I said, surprised, but knowing well her hoydenish spirit.

Indeed I do. Mason enjoys the joke just as much as I do.

Ah! Tibbie, I said reproachfully, you are a sad breaker of mens hearts! By Jove! you are so good-looking that if I didnt know you I, too, should fall in love with you.

Why dont you? Thats just what I want. Then we should marry and live happy ever after. It would be so delightful. Id marry you to-morrow, dear old boy, if you wished, she declared unblushingly.

And regret it the day after, I laughed. Why, Tibbie, you know how horribly badly off the poor old governor left me — a bare thousand a year when all expenses of Netherdene are paid. The place is an absolute white elephant, shabby, worn out, dilapidated — certainly not the house to take a bride to. I havent been up there for nearly two years. A cotton-spinner in Oldham rents the shoot, and his cheque is always helpful.

Yes, she remarked thoughtfully, gazing down upon the oak floor, Netherdene certainly isnt a very cheerful spot. It would make a nice home for incurables, or a lunatic asylum. Why dont you try and form a company, or something in the City, and run it? Other fellows do.

Whats the use? I asked. Im no hand at business; I only wish I were. Then I could make money. Now, I only wander about and spend it.

Well, you have a decent time, so what more can you want? she asked, looking at me with those wonderful eyes that had caused many a mans head to reel. You ought, after all, to be satisfied, and thank your stars youre not worse off.

Youre not satisfied yourself, even though you are one of the most popular girls in town? I said. You want a husband.

I shouldnt want one if the mater gave me a decent allowance. I hate to be continually borrowing from Cynthia when the mater has plenty and Jack is throwing it away on the Stock Exchange. Hes always learning of good things from his friends, but they generally result in losses.

A silence fell between us for some moments, broken only by the slow, solemn ticking of the long old clock near by.

And so, Tibbie, you intend to marry Ellice! I remarked at last, looking straight into her handsome face. Yes; after all, there was an indescribable sweetness in her manner, whatever the world might say regarding her.

Its a secret. Ive told nobody; therefore youll not say a word, will you?

Certainly not. But I congratulate you. Winsloe is, I believe, a real good fellow, and I can only hope you will love him.

I shall learn to love him in time, I suppose, she answered. Look! there he is!

And glancing down I saw the well-set-up figure, in drab tweeds with his gun across his shoulder, striding over the park, together with her brother Jack, my old friend Eric Domville, Lord Wydcombe, and several ladies of the house-party in shooting kit, followed by the keepers and dogs.

Tibbie, I said, seriously, turning to her. You know weve known each other many years. I was your first sweetheart, and afterwards your friend. I am still your firm friend, and as such I may be permitted to give you a single word of advice — to urge you not to marry that man unless you really love him.

I know, my dear old Wilfrid, she said, smiling prettily. You are such a philosopher. You ought to have been a parson. Nowadays women dont marry for love. They unfortunately put that away with their short skirts. They marry for convenience.

And she gazed again out of the lead-lighted window.

But is it wise of you? Remember I am still your platonic friend, and have every regard for your future happiness. To serve you I am always ready. That you know. Only command me, Tibbie.

She hesitated for a moment, then turning to me with that strange, anxious look upon her countenance, an expression most unusual for her, she said in a low, intense voice, — 

I wonder if I might actually take you at your word, Wilfrid. I wonder if — if— and she hesitated, pursing her lips, and I saw that her hand trembled.

Of course Im always ready to assist you, I said, somewhat surprised at her sudden change of manner.

Ah! no! she gasped, suddenly pale to the lips, a strange look of terror in her eyes. My secret! I am very foolish. I cannot tell it to you — you of all men. It is too terrible. You would hate me!

Your secret! I echoed. What secret, Tibbie? Tell me?

But she turned away from me, and covering her white face with her hands, burst into a flood of tears.


Chapter Two.

Reveals a Womans Secret.
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THAT EVENING, AS I changed for dinner in the quaint old tapestried room, with its ancient carved four-poster and green silk hangings, I reflected deeply.

What, I wondered, was Tibbies secret?

That it was something she feared to reveal to me was quite plain, and yet were we not firm, confidential friends? It had been on the tip of her tongue to tell me, and to ask my help, yet on reflection she realised that her confession would estrange us. What could its nature possibly be?

Her manner had so entirely and quickly changed, that more than once I had wondered whether she had witnessed something, or seen some person from the window, and that the sight had struck terror into her heart. Was she conscience-stricken? I recollected how she had suddenly turned from the window, and how ashen her face had gone in a single instant.

What was her secret?

I, Wilfrid Hughes, confess that I admired her, though I was in no way a ladys man. I was comparatively poor. I preferred to lead a wandering life as an independent bachelor, pursuing my favourite antiquarian studies, than to settling down to the humdrum existence of a country gentleman with the appended J.P. and D.L. after ones name. I had just enough to make both ends meet, and while Netherdene was let I occupied, when not travelling on the Continent, a decently comfortable set of chambers in Bolton Street. My friend Tibbie Burnet was, without a doubt, one of the smartest unmarried girls in London, a woman whose utter disregard of all the laws of conventionality would ten years ago have shocked, but which, alas! now was regarded as the height of chic and smartness. Half-a-dozen times report had engaged her, but all rumours had proved false, while one could scarcely take up an illustrated paper without finding a photograph or paragraph concerning her. Hundreds of girls envied her, of course, therefore it was not after all surprising that evil tongues were ready to say bitter things of her. Every woman who is popular, be it in merry Mayfair or tattling Tooting, blasé Belgravia or busy Brixton, is sure to make a host of enemies. There is no more bitter enmity in this world of ours than the jealousy between woman and woman.

So I had always dismissed the stories I had heard in various quarters concerning Tibbie as unjust and untrue. One rumour, however, a strange, faint echo, had reached me in a curious roundabout way while staying at a country house up in Yorkshire, and of late it had caused me to pause and wonder — as I still paused and wondered that night. Could it be true? Could it really be true?

I stood looking in the long old-fashioned mirror, gazing unconsciously at my own reflection.

No. What was said was a foul lie. I was quite sure of it. Country yokels are always inventing some story or other concerning the gentlefolk. It was a fable, and I refused to believe it. Tibbie was my friend, and if she was in distress I would help her.

And with that resolve I went down to dinner. I found her in the great oak-panelled hall, where hung the faded and tattered banners of the Scarcliffs, a brilliant figure in pale rose, laughing gaily with her brother-in-law, Lord Wydcombe, her sweet face betraying no sign of either terror or of tears.

She glanced at me, waving her hand merrily as I lounged across the big vaulted apartment to join the tall, distinguished-looking man of thirty-eight, whom she had told me in secret she intended was to be her husband, Ellice Winsloe.

Why didnt you come with us this afternoon, old chap? he asked. We had excellent sport across at Whitewater.

I had letters to write, I pleaded. Ill go with you to-morrow.

Tibbie promised to come out to lunch, but didnt turn up, he remarked, folding his arms, a habit of his when conversing.

No. She went out to make a call, I think. She said she had some old people to visit down in the village. She came in half-an-hour before you did, and then at that moment Adams, the white-headed old butler, announced that dinner was served.

It was a gay party who assembled in the fine old dining-room panelled from floor to ceiling, with the great hearth, the high old Tudor mantelpiece and the white ornamented ceiling with the gilded armorial bearings of the Scarcliffs in the centre. In all we were eleven, including old Lady Scarcliff herself, who, seated at the head of her sons table, had Eric and Ellice on either hand. My seat was between Lady Wydcombe and a fair-haired, rather pretty young girl named Hilda Tracey, and although the meal was a pleasant one, I noticed that never once did Tibbie address the man who had proposed to her. Indeed, she rather avoided us both. Once or twice I addressed a question directly to her, but she replied briefly, and I saw that she regretted that involuntary outburst of a couple of hours before.

The conversation of the men, keen sportsmen all, was mostly regarding the bag of the day, while the women discussed the forthcoming fancy ball over at Arundel, and made plans for it. Cynthia was a tall, striking brunette, a go-ahead woman who entertained lavishly, and whose husband, a thin, fair-haired, fair-moustached man, disapproved of his wifes gaiety, but said nothing. He was a keen sportsman, who had shot big game in the Andes and in Somaliland, and who each year gave a good time to his friends up at his fine grouse-moor in the Highlands. Jack, otherwise the tenth Viscount Scarcliff, was a slim, dark-haired young fellow of twenty-five, with a small black moustache, of a rather indolent, easy-going type, who hated town, and whose chief hobbies were speculating on the Stock Exchange and driving his motor.

Three years ago he had been in London, reading for the Bar, or rather making a pretence of reading, when suddenly he found himself possessor of the title and estates with a substantial rent-roll and the wherewithal to lead an easy existence. Therefore he at once cast aside all ideas of the Law and settled down to a country life, which he now thoroughly enjoyed.

Eric Domville was, however, my intimate friend. Although young — for he was not more than thirty-five— Whos Who recorded to him a long record of distinguished services as traveller, explorer, Government agent and soldier, a man who during the past ten years or so had lived a charmed life in the African forests and in the great burning Sahara. A big, broad-shouldered fellow of that manly, muscular type of Englishman with a hand-grip like iron, a dark, clean-shaven face, bronzed by the Southern suns, and a long swinging stride, he was essentially a leader of men, and yet at the same time a most charming companion. We had been Etonians together, and afterwards at Oxford, but even when he had gone to Africa we had never lost sight of each other, and often on his brief sojourn at home he had been my guest at Bolton Street. To his intrepid courage the Government were indebted for much geographical knowledge, and considerable prestige in those dark, unknown forest lands beyond the Aruwimi, and to his tact with the native tribes the Colonial Office owed certain important treaties, much to the chagrin of the Belgians. He had fought and conquered savages, he had been bitten by venomous snakes, and had been shot in the back by a treacherous slave-trader, yet he still survived, ever and anon turning up in England recounting his thrilling adventures and difficulties, and laughing over them.

And with all he was one of the most modest of men, and never talked of himself before strangers.

The evening passed as the evenings at Ryhall usually passed, with music in the red drawing-room, afterwards a hand at bridge, and billiards and cigars when the ladies had retired. Yet, watching Tibbie as I did all the evening, I did not fail to notice that her spirits were not nearly so high as usual. Though she very cleverly sought to conceal it, I saw that she was nervous and anxious, and that each time Ellice addressed her she shrank from him as though she held him in abhorrence, instead of having decided to accept him as her husband.

She possessed some secret, the knowledge of which held her in fear. Of that I became convinced.

We usually retired rather late at Ryhall. With the other men I had been smoking and gossiping in one of the smaller rooms leading from the billiard-room, a panelled apartment known as Dame Graces Room, and at two oclock in the morning, Jack and his guests having taken their candles, I found myself alone with Eric.

I had just stretched myself yawning in my chair, and remarked that it was quite time we turned in, when my friend rose, closed the door, and returned to me, saying in a very low, mysterious voice,— Wilfrid, Ive been waiting all the evening to speak to you, only I couldnt get you alone. Theyve all gone at last, so we can talk.

Well, I said, throwing away my cigar, and bending towards him eagerly. What is it, old fellow? Something serious, I know, from your manner. For I saw that his good-humoured face was now pale and troubled.

Yes. It is serious — very serious, he said in a hard, low voice. It concerns Sybil — your friend.

What about her? I exclaimed, in quick surprise.

Ive learnt something to-day — something that utterly amazes me. I feel that it cant be true. Therefore, Im bound to confide in you, as you are her friend as well as mine. We must act together.

Tell me, I said anxiously, what have you heard? Some foolish story concerning her, of course.

Well. I know that I may rely on your secrecy, so Ill relate the whole facts. About three oclock this afternoon I left the others to try the turnips around Charlton Wood, and while walking on the edge of the thickets that fringe the forest I thought I heard voices. I have a quick ear for sound, you know. Well, wondering who might be there, I resorted to an old trick taught me by the African natives, and leaving my gun, crept in through the undergrowth without stirring a leaf until I was close to the strangers. Then parting the branches I saw to my utter amazement, Tibbie standing there with a man — a tallish fellow in a dark suit.

Tibbie! I gasped. With a man — in the wood?

Yes, said my friend. And mere. I overheard some of their conversation. The fellow looked to me like some farmers lout, yet he spoke with an air of refinement — he spoke to her, Wilfrid — as her lover!

Her lover! I echoed, bewildered. Then the strange rumour I had heard had actually some foundation! The Honourable Sybil Burnet, one of the smartest women in London, was in the habit of meeting a lover in secret. I held my breath, utterly confounded.

Well, I asked, stunned by the revelation, and what else — what else did you see?

Imagine my utter surprise, my dear old chap, to witness Tibbie — our own Tibbie — allowing the fellow to kiss her! And yet she did, without repelling him. She stood and heard him to the end. He told her that he loved her and that he intended to marry her, whatever the world might say. You are mine, Miss Sybil — mine — mine! he kept on repeating, while she stood, allowing him to take her in his arms, and kiss her passionately. Who the fellow is I dont know. Im only certain that for some reason shes in deadly fear of him.

Why? I asked, eagerly.

Because a lady would surely never allow herself to be caressed by such a rank outsider. Why, my dear old chap, he seemed to be a mere shabby wayfarer with down-at-heel boots, and an old dusty suit. At last, after a quarter of an hour, during which time I learned that he had loved her in secret for two years, she suddenly pushed him from her, and spoke quite seriously, saying, All this is entirely useless, my dear Charles. I may as well tell you the truth at once, and end this folly for ever. I am engaged to Mr Winsloe! In an instant the fellows affection turned to an ungovernable fury. He raved and threatened, declaring that she was his, and no one elses, and that she should never marry Winsloe. At all this, however, Tibbie only laughed defiantly, apparently treating his words as mere empty threats, until of a sudden he took her roughly by the shoulders, and glaring into her face said, Sybil! You will marry me, or I will tell the world the truth! You know what I mean. Im not to be trifled with. Decide. Then occurred a terrible scene between them. She openly accused him of attempting to blackmail her, while he, on his part, reiterated his love, declaring that while he lived she should never marry another. I would have gone forward to protect her, but how could I? By so doing I should only have acknowledged myself as a mean eavesdropper. Therefore, overhearing that which I had no desire to hear, I turned and crept back into the field as noiselessly as I came. Then, and he lowered his voice, and speaking slowly, then five minutes later, as I was making my way back to the party I heard a shot from the wood — a revolver shot I knew by the sound. But I went on in wonder and fear. I looked at my watch, and saw that it was just four oclock.

And at a little after half-past she was with me in the Long Gallery. Perhaps the fellow fired at her? I suggested, staring at him.

Or she at him? Eric said in a low, very hard tone. Recollect this ruffian is a lover, and moreover is in possession of some secret which she fears may be revealed. I saw a revolver in her hand, Wilfrid, he added hoarsely. She threatened him with it. And she shot him! What can we do to save her?

Scarcely had he whispered this serious question when Rainer, the under-butler, entered to inquire if we desired anything further, and on my replying in the negative, the man said, — 

Theres been a terrible affair up in Charlton Wood, sir, John Harris, the keeper, on going his round to-night found a man shot dead. They sent down to the house to telephone to the doctor half-an-hour ago.

Whos the man? I gasped, springing up at the servants startling declaration, while Eric stood rigid.

Nobody knows. They havent brought him down to the village yet.

Eric and I exchanged glances. But we were silent — and our silence was surely more expressive than words.


Chapter Three.

Describes a Man and a Mystery.
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ITS PROBABLY SOME poor beggar whos committed suicide, I remarked, in order to allay Rainers suspicions, if he had noticed the change in our countenances when he made his startling announcement.

Hes badly-dressed, Harris says. Perhaps hes a tramp, remarked the servant.

Perhaps so. We want nothing more, Rainer, to-night, I added.

Very good, sir, and the man bowed and withdrew, closing the door after him.

What shall we do? whispered Eric, quickly, his face pale beneath the sun-tan.

I stood staring at my friend, unable to utter a word.

Was that Sybils secret — the secret that she had been so very near revealing to me? I recollected those strange words of hers, You would hate me! Yes, her secret was a guilty one.

Do? I echoed at last in a low whisper, fearing Rainer might be listening. Why, we must make our own inquiries before those local busybodies of police step in and bungle the affair. She must be saved — dont you agree?

Yes. At all costs we must save her, he cried quickly. Lets go out and see who the fellow is.

Not yet. Wait for half an hour or so, until theyre all gone to bed. The servants hall is all in a flutter, it seems, and the maids will be about frightened and whispering. If we are to get away unseen we must slip out of yonder window. All the doors are closed now, and the dogs are loose in the courtyard.

Youre right, old fellow. We must wait a bit, he agreed. But whats your private opinion of the affair?

I have none, was my blank reply. Until I have some proof, I suspect nobody.

Quite so. Lets leave Tibbie entirely out of the question. Remember, not a word to anyone of what Ive told you, for Im the principal witness against her. Think, if they called me. My evidence would condemn her!

I regard all that youve told me, Eric, as unsaid, I responded. Tibbie is my friend.

But you dont think Ive lied, do you? he asked quickly, not grasping my meaning.

Of course not. Why should you? We know each other too well to make false charges against our friends, I answered. It is a mystery — a complete mystery.

Absolutely. I was struck dumb when I discovered her in the arms of the fellow. I couldnt really believe my own eyes. Then, after a pause, he asked in a lower tone, What secret of hers did he hold, I wonder?

Ah! what indeed.

To me, it is very evident that she met the fellow at that lonely spot under compulsion. She may have reciprocated his affection at one time, but her manner was inert and unresponsive. She allowed him to caress her because she was in deadly fear — Im absolutely certain of that.

Then she didnt betray any love for him?

None whatever. In his reproaches, however, he reminded her of how she had once loved him and allowed him to think that he might aspire to her hand. He reproached her with cruelty and double-dealing, saying that she had betrayed him to his enemies, and that now, in return, he would reveal to the world her dark and terrible secret. This announcement electrified her. Until that moment she apparently had no idea of her peril, but instantly she saw that he held her future entirely in his hands — and — well, thats all.

I stood upon the hearthrug, my hands deep in my trouser-pockets, my back to the high, old stone overmantel that bore emblazoned the arms of the Scarcliffs, and remained silent. What could I say? What could I think of the woman who was in her room somewhere above in that great old mansion — the woman who was, no doubt, still awake in terror of the morrow?

The stable clock clanged out half-past two, and presently Eric stepped on tip-toe to the door, opened it and looked down the great hall, dark, gloomy and mysterious, with its stands of armour, its tattered banners and its old carved furniture of centuries ago.

Across the hall he crept until lost in the darkness, and a few minutes later returned carrying two hats, and saying that all was quiet in the servants hall, and that everybody had gone to bed.

Then we closed the door, took a wooden chair to the window, opened it, and scrambled through, dropping noiselessly down upon the grass beyond.

We closed the old window behind us lest the night-watchman should discover it open and raise an alarm, and then started off together straight across the park, in the direction of the Long Avenue that led away for a mile and a half down to the village.

The night was bright and starlit, but over the grass hung a heavy white mist, especially in the hollows.

For a long time neither of us spoke, but presently, as we sped briskly along, Eric said, — 

We must pretend that Rainer has aroused our curiosity, otherwise the villagers will think our visit strange at this hour. Our first object must be to establish the fellows identity. At present we know his name to be Charles — and thats all.

With this I agreed, and presently we arrived at the fine old Tudor gate-house, and passed out from the park into the broad highway that ran over Bow Hill to Chichester. Half a mile along the road we entered the quaint, peaceful little village of East Marden, with its ancient church and long row of comfortable cottages, now, however, in darkness. Five miles from the railway, it still preserved its rural traditions. There was no inn, and consequently little distress; the village retired early and rose with the sun, a pleasant little place prosperous under the proprietorship of the Scarcliffs.

Along the deserted little street we searched until we came to the constables cottage, in the window of which a light was burning, and knocking at the door it was opened by Mr Booth, as the villagers called him, a big, round-faced officer in constabulary uniform.

Oh! beg pardon, gentlemen! he exclaimed, recognising us. I thought it were Dr Richards. Theyve telephoned from the house to call him. He ought to be here by now.

Whats the matter, Booth? What has happened? I asked, stepping into his clean little parlour where his wife greeted us with a curtsey. Rainer came to us and said that somebody had been found dead, so we came out to hear all about it.

Yes, sir, thats right. John Harris found him some hours ago; but I was out on my beat across at Elsted, and they ad to fetch me. Ive been up to Charlton Wood and seen im, but Ive left im there till the govnor comes. Weve strict orders never to move a body without the superintendent sees it first.

But tell us all about it, I urged. Whos the man, and what has happened?

Well, John Harris was goin is round as usual, when is dog found a man lyin just inside the wood — stone dead. Shot in the chest. The sight, of course, gave im a fright, an he comes down here quick and informs my missis. She told him to keep it dark, as we didnt want the whole village up there, an sent him up to the house to telephone to Midhurst to the divisional surgeon. Then they came out and found me.

You dont recognise the dead man? I asked with trepidation.

No. Es a stranger — maybe a tramp.

You havent searched him?

Not yet. Im waiting for the doctor and the govnor. Ive telephoned to him in Chichester, only e may be out on inspection-duty.

And meanwhile the body is up in the wood? Is anybody there with it?

No, sir. We think it better to leave it there alone, otherwise the newsll spread and theyll tread out whatever marks of a struggle there maybe there. In an instant a serious thought occurred to me. Had the dead man on him any letter of Sybils or anything to connect her with him?

Well, I said a moment later in as unconcerned a tone as I could, were interested to see who the poor fellow is. Therefore well walk on up in the direction of the wood, and when Richards comes youll overtake us.

Very well, gentlemen, was the constables reply. But you wont tell anyone yet, will you? And you wont go into the wood and tread about? If theres been murder committed, as there seems to have been, then we must find the guilty party, he added seriously, this no doubt being the first really grave case he had ever had in all his eighteen years career.

Of course not, answered Eric. We shall wait for you, as we dont know where the body is.

Ah! I never thought o that, was Booths reply. All right, gentlemen, Ill be after you as soon as the doctor comes. Hell drive me on in his trap. And we said good-night to Mrs Booth, a rather frail, hard-working little woman, and went once more out into the broad high road.

We must act quickly. Come, hurry along, I exclaimed, as soon as we were beyond the village. We havent a second to spare.

Why? asked Domville in some surprise.

Didnt you say that we must save Tibbie? I asked. Cant you see her serious peril? The fellow may have on him some letter or something that may incriminate her. We must get there and search him before Booth brings the doctor. What fortune that the body has been left unattended.

But is it? Eric queried. Dont you think that Harris has spread the news among the other keepers and one or other of them are lurking near out of curiosity? Wouldnt it be infernally awkward for us if we were discovered rifling the dead mans pockets?

We must risk everything — for Tibbies sake — for the sake of the family, I declared decisively, and impelled by my words he hurried along at my side.

You have given it as your opinion that they were once lovers, I continued. Therefore, if he had come there to blackmail her, what more natural than that he should carry with him something by which to impress her with his power over her? At all costs, therefore, we must try and satisfy ourselves that there is nothing to incriminate her.

Ah! my dear Wilfrid, he sighed. It is really terrible — too terrible.

This is not the moment to discuss the affair. We must act, I urged, and together we got over a gate and turned into a grass field which was a shorter cut to the wood.

This way, my friend directed. The spot is up at that corner, pointing away up the hill, where the wood loomed darkly against the sky.

Truth to tell, I shared Erics fear that Harris or one of his sons might be lurking in the neighbourhood, yet I said nothing. My only thought was for the woman who had been my friend, my playmate, the dainty love of my early youth. She might be all that her enemies said of her, yet for her mothers sake, for Jacks sake, I meant — if possible — to save her.

Keeping in the shadow of the hedgerows and walls, I allowed my companion to direct my footsteps. With his long practice in those boundless forests of eternal night in Equatorial Africa, he had learnt how to creep along with scarce a sound. He motioned to me to be silent, and presently we crossed the big turnip field and entered the thicket at the point where he had entered it that afternoon.

This will destroy my track, he whispered. Tread always on your toes.

His example I followed, malting my way through the brambles and undergrowth until, of a sudden, we came out into a small open space beneath some big trees on the edge of the wood itself, and there upon the ground I saw something lying. In the darkness I could not distinguish what it was, but Eric advanced slowly, and bending, turned to me, saying in a low whisper, — 

Here it is. But how can we search him without a light? If we strike a match it can be seen by anyone coming up the hill.

I knelt at his side and ran my hands over the cold corpse. Ah! it was a gruesome moment. My eager fingers unbuttoned his jacket that was wet and clammy with blood, and quickly I put my fingers in his inner pocket. Yes! there were papers there. Quick as thought I thrust them into my own pocket, and then in the darkness searched his clothes thoroughly. In his hip-pocket I felt a small leather wallet or card-case, and in his left-hand trousers pocket was a pen-knife, both of which I secured; while Eric, making another search of his waistcoat, discovered an inner pocket which contained some paper or other, which he handed to me.

To search a dead man in the darkness is not the easiest thing, and even though we had gone through his pockets, yet I was not satisfied.

My friend urged me to creep away and go back to meet Booth, but I hesitated. I wanted a light in order to satisfy myself thoroughly that I had overlooked nothing, and I told him so.

In a moment he threw off his jacket, and covering the prostrate figure with it, said, Strike a match underneath. This will hide the light.

I did so, and the fickle flame from the wax vesta fell upon the hard white face, a face that in death bore a wild, desperate look that was truly horrifying.

The pockets were, however, my chief concern, and, striking match after match, I made a methodical examination, finding a screwed-up piece of paper, the receipt for a registered letter. In feeling within his vest my hand touched something hard beneath his shirt.

I felt again. Yes, there was something next his skin. Therefore I carefully opened his saturated shirt, and placing my hand within, drew out something about the size of a penny, a kind of medallion that he wore suspended around his neck by a fine gold chain.

A quick twist broke the latter, and I secured both medallion and chain.

Make haste! cried my companion in quick alarm. Lights are coming up the hill! Its Richardss dog-cart with Booth. Lets fly. We must get back to the road, or they may suspect.

A moment! I cried. Let me adjust his clothes, and with eager, nervous fingers I re-buttoned the dead mans clothing, and carefully rearranged the body as we had found it.

Those moments were exciting ones, for already the trap was coming on at a brisk pace, the lights shining clear along the road, and we yet had two large fields to cross before reaching the point where it was necessary to meet the doctor and constable.

Eric slipped on his coat, and we scrambled through the undergrowth by the way we had come, and then under the shadow of the wall, tore on as quickly as our legs would carry us.

Just, however, as we got out of the turnip field, my companion turned to me, and gasped, — 

Look there — to the left! Theres someone over in that clump of bushes there. By Heaven! old fellow, weve been seen!

Are you sure? I cried hoarsely, glancing at the same moment in the direction he had indicated.

Certain. I saw the figure draw back as we passed. My eyes dont deceive me in the dark — Im used to it.

Then were betrayed! I said breathlessly.

Yes. Thats quite certain, was his hard response. Weve been watched — just as I feared.


Chapter Four.

Is Astounding.
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TO HALT WOULD be to reveal our visit to the wood to the village constable, therefore we sprang across a stile, skirted the grass land, keeping beneath the high hawthorn hedge, and emerging into the roadway just as the lights of the gig came around the bend.

Halloa! doctor! I shouted, as he approached with the constable at his side, and the groom behind.

Whos that? he inquired, peering into the darkness.

Hughes — Wilfrid Hughes, I answered, and a moment later he pulled up, and both Eric and I greeted him.

We can go across the fields from here, Booth remarked. Therefore they all three descended, and leaving the groom with the horse, we allowed ourselves to be guided by the constable to the spot where the body was lying.

I hope, gentlemen, you havent been waitin long, said Booth, addressing us, as he lit the hurricane lamp he had brought.

Not at all, declared Eric, quite unconcernedly, but were naturally very anxious to ascertain who the poor fellow is.

From what Booth says, it seems a clear case of murder, remarked Richards, the hard-working country practitioner.

A mystery, evidently, said Domville. Has no weapon been found?

We havent searched yet, sir, the constable replied. Well have to wait till daylight.

And so, our way lit by the officers lantern, we went on past the dump of bushes where my friend declared that some person was in hiding. Both of us glanced across eagerly, but all was quiet — not a leaf stirred.

Who was concealed there, I wondered? I knew Eric Domville too well to doubt that his practised eye had been deceived.

I longed to go forward and search, but that was entirely out of the question. Some unknown person had witnessed our visit to the body. Our actions had been watched.

Presently, when we reached the spot, and the light shone upon the prostrate man, I was enabled to obtain my first clear sight of him.

The face, white and waxen in death, bore a hard, terrible look in the eyes, an expression that caused me to shudder. It was the look of one who shrank in awe and horror from the great Unknown. His clothes, a suit of rough, cheap dark tweed, the vest of which bore a large dark stain, showed evidence of hard wear, frayed at the elbows and cuffs, his linen was not over clean, and his boots bore traces of long tramping.

His cloth golf-cap had fallen off, and lay near, disclosing that his close-cropped dark hair was somewhat curly, while his face was clean-shaven, and around his collar was a dark blue cravat tied in a bow.

I wonder who he is? remarked Booth, as he bent down, and, opening his vest, disclosed the small shot-wound.

I wonder, I echoed, at the same time feeling in my pocket the papers and other objects which no doubt would establish his identity. I longed to return to the house and examine them.

Shot clean through the heart! exclaimed Richards, kneeling upon the carpet of dead leaves and making as thorough an examination as the fickle light afforded. He must have fallen and died almost instantly.

Could it have been suicide? inquired Booth.

I think not. Of course, he might have shot himself, but from the position of the wound I think not. Besides, where is the revolver?

We looked about, but could not discover it, and at the same time Booth constantly urged upon us not to move about lest we might destroy any footmarks that would lead to a clue.

While Booth was searching the dead mans pockets of course finding nothing, Eric noticed a light approaching up the road, and pointed it out.

Thats the govnor on is bike, declared the constable. I left word with my missis to send im up ere. Im glad es come.

We awaited the arrival of the superintendent, a short, elderly, thick-set man in a dark suit, who spoke sharply to his officer, listened to the doctors opinion, and then proceeded to make a methodical examination for himself.

He held the lantern to the dead mans face, and looked for some moments into his features.

No. Hes a perfect stranger to me, the officer declared. Was there nothing in his pockets?

Only some money, sir — a shillin or two, answered the village policeman.

On tramp, no doubt, and he examined the palms of both hands, feeling them with his fingers. Not used to hard work — clean-shaven, too — done it to disguise himself probably. No razor?

No, sir.

Found the revolver?

No, sir.

Not searched yet, I suppose?

No, sir. I waited until you came, to hear your instructions.

Quite right. Youd better move him down to the village, and when its light well search all around. Then, turning to Richards, he added, Therell have to be an inquest, doctor. Shall we fix it for the day after to-morrow, at the Spread Eagle at Midhurst? Will that suit you?

Yes. I can make the post-mortem to-morrow, Richards said, and thus it was arranged.

Its a mystery — murder without a doubt, declared the superintendent a few minutes later, while chatting with the doctor. How long has he been dead, do you think?

Eight or nine hours, I should say.

Then it was done about dusk, you think?

Most probably.

He was shot from the front, you notice, not in the back. Therefore, it seems quite evident that some secret meeting took place here before it grew dark. Bear that in mind, Booth, and make every inquiry to find out whether anybody was seen going over the fields.

His lordship and his friends were about the farms a-shootin all day, the constable replied.

Yes, laughed Eric, but we didnt shoot with revolvers, at which we all three laughed.

I admired my friend for his clever sally, for if anyone actually did see him crossing the turnips there would be no suspicion aroused that he had been witness of any meeting.

The police superintendent made a cursory examination of the surroundings by aid of the lantern, but saw nothing that led him to believe that a struggle had taken place; then eager to return and examine those papers I had in my pocket, we both bade the doctor and policeman good-night, and returned across the fields and along the drift skirting the park, scaling the wall, and so reaching the house by a much shorter route than by re-passing the village.

I wonder who was in that thicket, I said, as we walked down the hill, after leaving the scene of the tragedy.

I saw something white, but whether it was a mans shirt-front or a womans blouse I dont know, Eric replied. Whoever it was may tell the police of our visit there, and we may find ourselves in a most awkward position. It wouldnt be nice to be charged with trying to defeat the ends of justice, would it?

No, I said, thinking deeply, and recognising the seriousness of the situation. But how could we have acted otherwise? If we are to save Tibbie we must accept the risk.

Its terrible — terrible, he murmured. I wonder who the fellow is?

Lets get back. Come up to my room, and well have a look through what weve found, I said, and then we went on in silence until we managed to reopen the smoking-room window and creep in without attracting the attention of either the dogs or the night-watchman.

Eric mixed two stiff glasses of whisky, and we drank them. I confess that my hand trembled with excitement, while before me as I had walked through the night I saw that staring terror-stricken face — the face of the man who had looked into the Unknown and had been appalled.

Together we crept up to my room, first taking off our boots, as in order to reach the wing in which I was placed we had to pass Jacks room, and also that of old Lady Scarcliff, who was, I knew, always nervous of burglars. Besides, we had no desire that it should be known that we had been out at that hour — otherwise Sybil might suspect.

Up the Long Gallery we went, past the grim row of armed knights so ghostly in the darkness, past the loudly-ticking old clock, past the deep window-seat wherein Sybil had so nearly betrayed her secret in the sunset hour, and on into my room.

Once within we locked the door, drew the portière to shut out the sound of our voices, and I took from my various pockets all that we had secured from the dead man.

It was a strange collection of papers, letters and various odds and ends, rendered gruesome by the stains of a mans life-blood upon them.

They lay upon the table in the window and I scarce dared to touch them; stolen as they had been from that silent, staring corpse.

I switched on the table-lamp, and we drew chairs eagerly forward, so excited that neither of us spoke.

The first thing I took in my hand was the small circular medallion of gold with the thin chain which I had taken from the dead mans neck. About the size of a penny it was, smooth and polished on either side. I turned it over in wonder, and as I did so noticed that although so thin it was really a locket, one of those which is sometimes worn by ladies upon a long chain.

With trembling fingers I inserted my thumb nail into the slit and prised it open.

Upon one side a small ivory miniature of the Honourable Sybil smiled mockingly at us, and on the other was engraved an inscription.

I put it down and took up a letter folded in half without an envelope, the paper of which was crumpled and blood-stained.

I quickly scanned over what was written there, Eric looking over my shoulder meanwhile.

What I learnt staggered me. It told us the awful truth.

We turned and faced each other, looking into each others eyes without uttering a word.

The problem was, we saw, far more intricate and amazing than we had ever dreamed.

Yes, there, spread before us, was the dead mans secret!


Chapter Five.

Which Puzzles both of us.
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HOLDING OUR BREATH in our eagerness, we turned over the letters and hastily scanned them through, save where the writing was obliterated by those dark stains.

They were a revelation to us both. They told a story which utterly amazed us.

Within the flat circular locket were engraved the words: From Sybil — August 14th, but there was no year. It was a love token which the unknown had worn around his neck, a beautiful miniature signed by one of the most fashionable modern miniaturists.

The letters were, for the most part, in a womans large, rather sprawling hand, which I at once recognised as Sybils, and signed either by her Christian name or by her initials, S.B.

The first we read was written on the notepaper of Hethe Hall, in Cumberland, a country house near Keswick, where she often visited. Undated, it ran: — 

I do wish, Ralph, you would be more careful. Your actions every day betray the truth, and I fear somebody may suspect. You know how carefully I am watched and how my every action is noted. Every hour I live in dread. Think what exposure would mean to me. I shall walk down to Braithwaite Station to-morrow evening about 5:30. Do not write to me, as I fear Mason may get hold of one of your letters. She is so very curious. If you are free to-morrow evening perhaps I shall meet you accidentally. But I do warn you to be careful for my sake. Till to morrow. — S.

What was meant by the truth? Was that ill-dressed, low-born fellow actually her secret lover? The love token showed that such was actually the case. Yet who was he?

Another note, written hurriedly upon a plain sheet of common notepaper, was as follows: — 

I dont know if I can escape them. If so, I shall try and get hold of one of Masons dresses and hats and meet you in Serle Street, outside Lincolns Inn. But it is very risky. Do be careful that you are not followed.

The next was upon pale green notepaper, bearing in gold the heading, S.Y. Regina, with the added words, Off the Faroe Islands: — 

I am longing to be back again in town, but it cannot be for another four or five weeks. We have decided to do the Fiords. Do not write, as your letter must go through so many hands before it reaches me. What you tell me makes me suspicious. Why should they ask you that question if there had not been some whisper? Find out. Remember I have enemies — very bitter ones. It was hazardous of you to come to Glasgow. I saw you on the quay when we sailed. But you may have been recognised. If so, think of my position. Again I do beg of you to be as cautious as I am. From me the world shall never know the truth. I can keep a secret. See if you cannot do so, for my sake.

Apparently the fellow had preserved all her letters, either because he was so deeply in love with her, or with that ulterior motive of which she had so openly accused him.

Why did you speak to me on the stairs last night? she asked, reproachfully, in another hastily-written note upon plain paper. You imperil me at every moment. You may love me as fervently as you declare you do, but surely you should do nothing that may imperil my good name!

In another, evidently of more recent date, she wrote:

I cannot understand you. Our love has been a very foolish romance. Let us part and agree to forget it. I have been injudicious, and so have you. Let us agree to be friends, and I will, I assure you, do all I can for your interests in the future. Sometimes I think that Mason suspects. She may have seen you speak to me, or overheard you. She looks at me so very strangely sometimes, and Im sure she watches me.

Again in another communication, which was besmirched by the dead mans blood, writing from the Hotel Ritz, in Paris, she said: — 

We are in deadly peril, both of us — but you more especially. E — knows the truth. Avoid him. He intends to betray you. I met J — in the Bois to-day, and he asked if you were in Paris. I pretended to be ignorant of your very existence, but he told me that E — had explained certain things, and he promised to keep my secret. I send you fifty pounds enclosed. Dont acknowledge it. Burn this letter.

The longest, written on thin blue foreign paper, was even more enigmatical. It was dated from her sisters place up in Durham, and read: — 

You are right when you declared last night that I am very fond of Wilfrid Hughes. It is a pity, perhaps, that I did not marry him three years ago. If I had I should have been spared this awful anxiety and double life that I am now forced to lead. You say that I am giddy and heartless, thoughtless and reckless. Yes. I am all that, I admit. And yet I am only like many women who are seeking to forget. Some take morphia, others drink brandy, and I — well, I try and amuse myself as far as my remnant of a conscience will allow me. Ah! when I look back upon my quiet girlhood down at Ryhall I recollect how happy I was, how easily satisfied, how high were my ideals when I loved Wilfrid Hughes. And now? But will you not give me back my freedom? I ask, I beg, I implore of you to give me liberty — and save my life. You have always said that you loved me, therefore you surely will not continue this cruel persecution of a woman who is defenceless and powerless. I feel that your heart is too noble, and that when we meet to-morrow you will release me from my bond. Up to the present I have been able to close the lips of your enemies, yet how have you repaid me? But I do not reproach you. No. I only crave humbly at your feet.

The last, written from Ryhall, and dated three days before, was brief but to the point: — 

If you are absolutely determined that I should see you then, I will keep your appointment. Recollect, however, that I have no fear of you. I have kept my mouth closed until to-day, and it will remain closed unless you compel me to open it. — S.

The other papers, of which we made methodical examination, were mysterious and puzzling. Upon a sheet of ruled sermon paper was drawn in red ink a geometrical device — the plan of a house we took it to be — while another piece of paper was covered with long lists of letters, words and phrases in a masculine but almost microscopic hand, together with their cipher equivalents.

Was this the cipher used by the dead man to communicate with Sybil?

This will assist us, no doubt, remarked Eric, scrutinising it beneath the light. Probably she sent him cipher messages from time to time.

There was also a mans visiting card, bearing the name, — 

Mr John Parham, Keymer, Sydenham Hill, S.E. As I turned it over I remarked, This also may tell us something. This Mr Parham is perhaps his friend. The card-case was empty, but a couple of pawn tickets for a watch and ring, showing them to be pawned at a shop in the Fulham Road in the name of Green, completed the miscellaneous collection that I had filched from the dead mans pockets, and showed that, at any rate, he had been in want of money, even though he had a few shillings upon him at the time of his death.

To say the least, it was a strange, gruesome collection as it lay spread upon the table. To my chagrin one of the blood-stained letters made an ugly mark upon the long hem-stitched linen toilet-cover.

Eric took up letter after letter, and with knit brows re-read them, although he vouchsafed no remark.

Who was the man? That was the one question which now occupied our minds.

How fortunate weve been able to possess ourselves of these! I remarked. Think, if they had fallen into the hands of the police!

Yes, answered my friend, you acted boldly — more boldly than I dare act. I only hope that the person who saw us will not gossip. If he does — well, then it will be decidedly awkward.

If he does, then we must put the best face upon matters. He probably didnt see us take anything from the body.

He may have followed and watched. Most likely.

Weve more to fear from somebody having seen Sybil go to the spot this afternoon. At that hour people would be at work in the fields, and anybody crossing those turnips must have been seen half a mile off.

Unless they made a détour and came through the wood from the opposite side, as I expect she did. She would never risk discovery by going there openly.

But what shall we do with all this? I asked.

Burn the lot; thats my advice.

And if weve been discovered. What then? It would be awkward if the police came to us for these letters and we had burnt them. No, I declared. Let us keep them under lock and key — at least for the present.

Very well, as you like. All I hope is that nobody will identify the fellow, my friend said. If they do, then his connection with Sybil may be known. Recollect what the letters say about the maid Mason. She suspects.

Thats so, I said, seriously. Mason must be sent to London on some pretence the first thing in the morning. She must not be allowed to see the body.

It seems that Sybil held some secret of the dead mans, and yet was loyal to him throughout. I wonder what it was?

The fellow was an outsider, without a doubt. Sybil foolishly fell in love with him, and he sought to profit by it. He was an adventurer, most certainly. I dont like that cipher. Its suspicious, I declared.

Then youll keep all these things in your possession. Better seal them up and put them in your bank or somewhere safe.

Yes, I said, Ill take them to my bank. At any rate, theyll be put away from prying eyes there.

And how shall we face her? Eric asked.

How will she face us, thats the question? I said, in a low voice.

Then almost at the same moment we were both startled by hearing a low tapping upon my door.

Eric and I turned and looked inquiringly at each other.

Its Budd, your man, I expect, he whispered. He must not see me. Perhaps hes heard of the affair and come to tell you. Look, Ill get in there, and springing across to a big old-fashioned oak wardrobe he slipped inside and I closed the door noiselessly.

Then, quick as thought, I swept up the letters and other articles upon the table, placed them in one of the drawers, and stood awaiting a further summons.

In a moment the low tapping was repeated.

Whos there? I inquired, crossing and drawing aside the heavy portière.

Wilfrid! whispered a low voice. Can you see me? I must speak with you at once.

I started as though I had received a blow. It was Sybil herself!


Chapter Six.

Contains a Curious Confession.
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I UNLOCKED THE door, and opening it, met the love of my youth standing there in the darkness.

Wilfrid! she gasped, in a low whisper, I — I want to speak to you. Forgive me, but it is very urgent. Come along here — into the blue room. Come, there is no time to lose.

Thus impelled, I followed her along the corridor to the small sitting-room at the end, where she had apparently left her candle.

By its light I saw that she was dressed in a black tailor-made gown, and that her face was white and haggard. She closed the door, and noticing that I was still dressed, said, — 

Have you only just come up to bed?

Yes, was my answer. Eric and I have been gossiping. The others went up long ago, but he began telling me some of his African yarns.

But everyone is in bed now? she inquired, quickly.

Of course, I answered, wondering why she had come to me thus, in the middle of the night. She had changed her dinner-gown for a walking dress, but there was still the bow of blue velvet in her gold-brown hair which she had apparently forgotten to remove.

Wilfrid! she said, in a low, hard voice, suddenly grasping both my hands. Although you refused to marry me you are still my friend, are you not?

Your friend! Of course I am, I answered rather hoarsely. Did I not tell you so before dinner?

I know you did, but— and she dropped her fine eyes, still holding my hands in hers. Her own hands trembled, and apparently she dared not look me full in the face.

But what — ? I asked. What troubles you? Why are you dressed like this?

I — I have been very foolish, she whispered. I am, after all, a woman, and very weak. Ah! Wilfrid — if I only dare tell you the truth — if I only dare? she gasped, and I saw how terribly agitated she was.

Why not? Why not confide in me? I urged, seriously. I can keep a secret, you know.

No, no, she cried. How can I? No, I only beg and implore of you to help me, and not to misjudge me.

Misjudge you, why? I dont understand, I said, in pretence of ignorance.

Ah! of course not. But to-morrow you will know everything, and— but she did not conclude her sentence.

There was a change in her countenance, and I saw that she was fainting. I drew her to a big armchair, and a second later she sank into it unconscious.

Next instant I dashed along to my room for the water-bottle, whispered to Eric what had taken place and ran back to assist my little friend.

Ten minutes later she opened her eyes again and gazed steadily at the candle. Then, finding me at her side, she whispered, — 

Yes, ah — yes, I remember. How very foolish I have been. Forgive me, Wilfrid, wont you? I miscalculated my strength. I thought myself stronger, and her soft hand again sought mine, and she looked into my eyes steadily, with a long, earnest gaze.

You are in distress, Tibbie, I said, as kindly as I could. What is it? How can I help you?

You can save me, she said in an intense, earnest voice. You can save my life if you will.

If I will? Why, of course I will, was my quick response.

Then you will really help me?

Only tell me what you wish me to do and Ill do it at once, I replied.

You will have no fear?

Fear of what?

Well, she exclaimed, hesitating, suppose you were suspected of something — that the police believed you to be guilty of a crime?

Guilty of a crime? I echoed, with a forced smile. Well, they might suspect whatever they like, so long as I was innocent.

Then you are really prepared to bear any suspicion if it would be for my salvation?

Have I not already said that I am quite ready to help you, Tibbie?

Ah, yes, because you do not yet realise your grave peril, she said. If only I dare be frank with you — if only I dare tell you the awful, bitter truth! Yet I cant, and you must remain in ignorance. Your very ignorance will cause you to court danger, and at the same time to misjudge me.

I shall not misjudge you, I assured her. But at the present I am, as you say, entirely in the dark. What is it you want me to do?

For a moment she was silent, apparently fearing to make the suggestion lest I should refuse. At last she looked straight into my face and said, — 

What I ask you to do is to make a great sacrifice in order to save me. I am in peril, Wilfrid, in a grave, terrible peril. The sword of fate hangs over me, and may fall at any instant. I must fly from here — I must fly to-night and hide — I—

She hesitated again. Her words were an admission of her guilt. She was a murderess. That unknown man that I had left lying cold and dead beneath the trees had fallen by her hand.

Well? I asked, rather coldly, I fear.

I must hide. I must efface my identity, and for certain reasons — indeed to obtain greater security I must marry.

Marry! I echoed. Well, really, Sybil, I dont understand you in the least. Why?

Because I can, I hope, save myself by marrying, she went on quickly. To-night I am going into hiding, and not a soul must know of my whereabouts. The place best of all in which to hide oneself is London, in one of the populous working districts. They would never search for me there. As the wife of an industrious working-man I should be safe. To go abroad would be useless.

But why should you leave so hurriedly? I asked her.

Ah! you will know in due course, was her answer. Ask me no questions now, only help me to escape.

How?

Listen, and I will tell you of the plans I have formed. To-night I have thought it all out, and have made resolve. The car is in the shed over against the kennels. I backed it in yesterday, therefore it will run down the hill along the avenue, and right out through the lodge gates without petrol and noiselessly. Once in the Chichester road, I can drive it away without awakening either the house or the Grants who keep the gate. Youll come with me.

Where?

To London.

And what would people say when it was known that you and I left together in the middle of the night?

Oh! theyd only say it was one of Tibbies mad freaks. It is useful sometimes, she added, to have a reputation for eccentricity. It saves so many explanations.

Yes, thats all very well, but it is not a judicious course in any way.

Suddenly I recollected the woman Mason whom I saw at all costs must be got out of the way. As a servant she might get a view of the dead man out of curiosity and identify him as her mistresss lover.

No, I added, after a moments reflection. If you really want to escape to London go in exactly the opposite direction. Run across the New Forest to Bournemouth, for instance. Take Mason with you. Go to the Bath Hotel, and then slip away by train say up to Birmingham, and from there to London.

Yes, but I cant take Mason. She must remain in ignorance. She knows far too much of my affairs already.

Well, I cant go with you. It would be madness. And you cannot go alone.

She was silent, her lips pressed together, her brows knit. Her countenance was hard and troubled, and there was a look of unmistakable terror in those wonderful eyes of hers.

And if I act on your advice, Wilfrid, will you meet me in secret in London to-morrow or the next day?

Certainly. I will do all I can to help you — only accept my advice and take Mason with you. Mislead her, just as you are misleading everyone.

You will not think ill of me if I ask you something? she said, seriously, looking very earnestly up into my face.

Certainly not. You can be perfectly open and straightforward with me, surely.

Then I want you to do something — although Im almost afraid to ask you.

And whats that?

I have no one else I can trust, Wilfrid, as I trust you. You are a man of honour and I am an honest woman, even though my enemies have whispered their calumnies regarding me. You are my friend; if you were not I surely dare not ask you to help me in this, and her voice faltered as she averted her gaze. I want you — I want you to pretend that you are my husband.

Your husband, I exclaimed, staring at her.

Yes, she cried quickly. To place myself in a position of safety I must first live in a crowded part of London where I can efface my identity; and secondly, for appearances sake, as well as for another and much stronger motive, I must have a husband. Will you, Wilfrid, pretend to be mine?

Her request utterly nonplussed me, and she noticed my hesitation.

If you will only consent to go into hiding with me I can escape, she urged, quickly. You can easily contrive to live in Bolton Street and pose as my husband in another part of the world; while I — well, I simply disappear. There will be a loud hue and cry after me, of course, but when Im not found, the mater and the others will simply put my disappearance down to my eccentricity. They will never connect us, for you will take good care to be seen in London leading your usual life, and indeed seriously troubled over my disappearance. They will never suspect.

But why must you appear to have a husband? I asked, extremely puzzled.

I have a reason — a strong one, she answered, earnestly. I have enemies, and my hand will be strengthened against them the instant they believe that I have married.

That may be so, I said, dubiously. But where do you suggest taking up your abode?

Camberwell would be a good quarter, she responded. There is a large working-class population there. We could take furnished apartments with some quiet landlady. You are a compositor on one of the morning newspapers, and are out at work all night. Sometimes, too, you have to work overtime — I think they call it — and then you are away the greater part of the day also. I dont want you to tie yourself to me too much, you see, she added, smiling. We shall give out that weve been married a year, and by your being a compositor, your absence wont be remarked. So you see you can live in Bolton Street just the same, and pay me a daily visit to Camberwell, just to cheer me up.

But surely you could never bear life in a back street, Tibbie, I said, looking at her utterly bewildered at her suggestion. You would have to wear print dresses, cook, and clean up your rooms.

And dont you think I know how to do that? she asked. Just see whether I cant act the working-mans wife if you will only help to save me from — from the awful fate that threatens me. Say you will, Wilfrid, she gasped, taking my hand again. You will not desert me now, will you? Remember you are the only friend I dare go to in my present trouble. You will not refuse to be known in Camberwell as my husband — will you?

I was silent. Was any living man ever placed in dilemma more difficult? What could I reply? That she was in real deep earnest I saw from her white, drawn countenance. The dark rings around her eyes told their own tale. She was desperate, and she declared that by acting as she suggested I could save her.

The dead, staring, clean-shaven countenance of that man in the wood arose before me, and I held my breath, my eyes fixed upon hers.

She saw that I hesitated to compromise her and implicate myself.

Then slowly she raised my hand to her lips and kissed it, saying in a strange voice, so low that I hardly caught the words, — 

Wilfrid, I — I can tell you no more. My life is entirely in your hands. Save me, or — or I will kill myself. I dare not face the truth. Give me my life. Do whatever you will. Suspect me; hate me; spurn me as I deserve, but I crave mercy of you — I crave of you life — life!

And releasing me she stood motionless, her hands clasped in supplication, her head bent, not daring to look me again in the face.

What could I think? What, reader, would you have thought? How would you have acted in such circumstances?


Chapter Seven.

In which I Play a Dangerous Game.
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WELL — I agreed.

Yes — I agreed to pose as the hard-working compositor upon a daily newspaper and husband of the Honourable Sybil Burnet, the woman by whose hand the unknown man had fallen.

At first I hesitated, refusing to compromise her, yet she had fallen upon her knees imploring me to help her, and I was bound to fulfil the promise I had so injudiciously made.

There was no love between us now, she had declared. The flame had flickered and died out long ago.

If you will only consent to act as though I were your wife, then I may be able to save myself, she urged. You will do so, will you not?

But why? I had asked. I cannot see how our pretended marriage can assist you?

Leave it all to me, was her confident reply. One day you will discern the reason.

And then, with tears in her beautiful eyes, and kneeling at my feet, she begged again of me to act as she suggested and thus save her life.

So I consented. Yes — you may say that I was foolish, that I was injudicious, that I was still beneath the spell of her exquisite grace and matchless beauty. Perhaps I was: yet I tell you that at the moment so stunned was I by the tragedy, by what Eric had revealed, and by her midnight visit, that I hardly knew what I did.

Very well, Sybil, I said at last. Let it be so. I will help you to escape, and I will act as though I were your husband. For your sake I will do this, although I tell you plainly that I see in it a grave and deadly peril.

There is a far greater peril if I remain unmarried, she answered. You recollect my question this afternoon. I asked whether you would not really marry me. I asked because I feared that the blow might fall, and that I should have to seek protection.

And the blow has fallen? I asked.

Yes, she answered, in a low, desperate voice. And were it not for you I — I should go to my room now and kill myself, Wilfrid! You, however, have promised to save me. There is no time to lose. I must get away at once. You will help me to get out the car?

Of course. And you will take Mason? You must take her, I added.

Why?

Because it is dangerous for her to remain here. She may raise the alarm, I said, rather lamely. Take my advice and carry her with you down to Bournemouth.

Very well, she answered, hurriedly, and raising my hand to her soft lips, kissed it before I could prevent her, and said, Wilfrid, let me thank you. You have given me back my life. An hour ago I was in my room and made preparations to bid adieu to everything. But I thought of you — my last and only chance of salvation. Ah! you do not know — no, no — I — I can never tell you! I can only give you the thanks of a desperate and grateful woman! And then she slipped out, promising to meet me again there with Mason in a quarter of an hour.

I crept back to my room, and when I had closed the door Eric stepped from his hiding-place.

She intends to fly, I explained. She is going away on the car, and I have persuaded her to take Mason.

On the car? At this hour?

In brief I explained all that had taken place between us, and he listened to me in silence till the end.

What? he cried. You are actually going to make people believe that youre her husband?

Im going to make people in Camberwell believe it, I answered.

But isnt that a very dangerous bit of business? he queried. Suppose any of her people knew it. What would be said?

I only shrugged my shoulders.

Well, he remarked at last, please yourself, old chap, but I cant help thinking that its very unwise. I cant see either how being married protects her in the least.

Nor can I. Yet Ive resolved to shield her, and at the same time to try and solve the mysterious affair, therefore, Im bound to adopt her suggestions. She must get away at once, and we must get Mason out of the neighbourhood — those two facts are plain. The motor will run down the avenue without any noise, so shell be miles away when the household awake.

Wheres she going?

I told him, and he agreed that my suggestion had been a good one.

Leaving him in my room, I crept again down the corridor, and presently both she and Mason came noiselessly along in the dark. My little friend had on a thick box-cloth motor coat with fur collar, a motor-cap and her goggles hanging round her neck, while Mason, who often went in the car with her, had also a thick black coat, close cap and veil.

I hope we shant get a break-down, Tibbie said, with a laugh. I really ought to take Webber with me, she added, referring to her smart chauffeur. But how can I?

No, I said. Drive yourself and risk it. I know you can change a tyre or mend a puncture as well as any man. Whereat she laughed.

Very well, she said, let us go, and we crossed the Long Gallery and descended the wide oak stairs, Mason carrying the candle, which she afterwards blew out.

Upon my suggestion, we made our exit by that same window through which Eric and I had passed earlier in the night. Mistress and maid scrambled through, and I assisted them down upon the grass.

Then we slipped across to where the car was, opened the door, and after Sybil had mounted into her place Mason and I pushed the fine Mercedes slowly out, while she steered it down the incline to the avenue.

She let it run twenty yards or so, and afterwards put on the brake to allow her maid to mount beside her. Then after I had tucked the rug round her legs, she gripped my hand tightly and meaningly, saying in a low voice, — 

Thanks so much, Mr Hughes. Good-bye.

Good-bye, I whispered. Bon voyage.

And slowly the long powerful car glided off almost noiselessly down the incline, and was a moment later lost in the darkness of the great avenue.

I stood peering into the blackness, but in a few moments could hear no further sound. She had escaped, leaving me utterly mystified and wondering.

When, ten minutes later, I returned to Eric and described her silent departure, he said, — 

So youre going to meet her in town — eh?

Yes, in secret, on Thursday night. She has made an appointment. She will leave Mason in Bournemouth, and then simply disappear. By the time Mason returns here the dead man will be in his coffin, therefore she wont have any opportunity of identifying him.

But therell be a hue and cry after her. The police will think that something has happened to her.

Let them think. We shall pretend to make inquiries and assist them. In the meantime, with all these letters and things in our hands, we hold the trump cards.

If Tibbie knew that we had her letters, I wonder what she would say — how she would act?

She no doubt fears that they may fall into the hands of the police. That is why she is disappearing.

Of course. And for the present she must be allowed to remain in that belief, Eric replied. I wonder who the man Parham is? We must inquire. On Sydenham Hill are some rather nice houses. I once knew a rather pretty girl who lived in that neighbourhood, and used to take her for evening walks up the hill to the Crystal Palace.

Yes, I said. We must discover all we can about the dead mans friends. We must also call and see the pawnbroker in the Fulham Road. He may be able to tell us who pledged the watch and ring. Indeed, we might get them out of pawn and see whether there are any remarks or inscription that will tell us anything.

With my suggestion he entirely agreed, and for a second time we re-read those curious letters of the woman who was now flying into hiding, and whom I had promised to meet and assist.

I had placed myself in a very difficult and dangerous position. Of that I was well aware. I hoped, however, to save her. Too well I knew that she was in desperation, that she had seriously contemplated suicide until she had resolved to make her appeal for my sympathy and help.

Yet she was under the impression that I was as yet in ignorance of this tragedy, although in her white, terrified countenance I saw guilt distinctly written.

I took counsel with Eric. He was entirely against the very dangerous part that I had now promised to play, saying,— I cant for the life of me see what motive she can have. To hide is all very well — to bury herself in a working-class suburb and pretend to be poor is certainly a much safer plan than endeavouring to slip across to the Continent. But why does she want you to act as her husband? Not for appearances sake, surely! And yet if she hadnt a very strong motive she would not thus run the very great risk of compromising herself. She respects you, too, therefore all the stronger reason why she would never ask you to place yourself in that awkward position. No, old fellow, he declared, seating himself upon the edge of my bed, I cant make it out at all.

Of course, it has to do with the affair of yesterday, I remarked.

Undoubtedly. It has some connection with it, but what it is we cant yet discern.

I can only act as she suggests, I remarked.

I fear you cant do anything else, he said, after a pause. Only youll have to be most careful and circumspect, for I can foresee danger ahead. Tibbies clever enough, but she is erratic sometimes, and one untimely word of hers may upset everything. I hardly like the idea of you posing as her husband, Wilfrid. I tell you plainly that I have some distinct premonition of evil — forgive me for saying so.

I hope not. Im only consenting to it for her sake.

Because you are still just a little bit fond of her, old fellow. Now, confess it.

Im not, Eric. I swear to you Im not. We could never marry. We are no longer lovers.

I hope not, he said in an altered tone. But pretended love-making is always dangerous, you know.

Well, I said, pacing up the old tapestried room and down again, lets leave love out of the question. What I intend to do is to save Tibbie, and at the same time find out the truth. You, Eric, will help me, wont you?

With all my heart, my dear chap, he said. But — well, somehow I have had lately a very faint suspicion of one thing; and that is, I believe Ellice Winsloe is deeply in love with her. Ive seen it in his face. If so, you and I have to reckon with him.

How?

Because as soon as she disappears hell commence making eager inquiries and trying to trace her. His inquiries may lead him in our direction, dont you see. Besides, it would be awkward if he found you down at Camberwell.

I was silent. There was a good deal of truth in what he said. Eric Domville always had a knack of looking far ahead. He was what is vulgarly known as a far-seeing man.

But dont you think that when Im a compositor in a well-worn tweed suit and a threadbare overcoat with wages of two pounds a week Ill be beyond the pale and safe from recognition?

Thats all very well, but the working-class are intelligent. Theyll easily see through a gentlemans disguise.

I quite agree, I said. There is no more intelligent class than the working-class in London, or indeed in any of the big cities of the North. It is the working-man who is the back-bone of England, after all. The capitalist may direct and public companies may manoeuvre, but it is the skilled labourer who has made England what she is. Yes, Im quite with you there. I shall have to exert all my tact if Im to pass as a printer among working-men. Yet Tibbies idea that I should be on a morning paper and be out at work at night is an ingenious one, isnt it?

Ingenious? Why, isnt she one of the very cleverest women in England? he asked. I say that she is as unequalled for her ingenuity as for her beauty. Therefore, Wilfrid, have a care. Ill help you — unknown to Tibbie, of course — but I beg of you to be careful. And now lets turn in for an hour or so. We must be astir and alert to-morrow, for our work of fathoming the mystery must commence at once. We must be all ears and eyes. We already hold the honours in our hand, it is true; but much very difficult and dangerous work lies before us.

Never mind, I said. We must save her, Eric. We must save her at all hazards!


Chapter Eight.

Mainly about the Stranger.
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WHEN NEXT MORNING the tragedy in the wood became known the whole household was agog.

It was discussed at the breakfast-table, and Scarcliff, Wydcombe, Ellice Winsloe and myself agreed to walk down to the village and ascertain the facts. Eric remained behind to drive Lady Wydcombe into Chichester as he had arranged on the previous evening.

About half-past ten we four men walked down the avenue into the village, where we found the constable with two other officers in plain clothes. Great consternation had, of course, been created by the startling news, and the whole village seemed to be gossiping at the doors, and forming wild theories concerning the death of the unfortunate unknown.

After making inquiries of the constables, and hearing details of which I, of course, was already aware, Scarcliff asked leave to view the body.

Certainly, mlord, was Booths prompt reply, and we moved off together.

My great fear was that the village constable should remark upon my previous visit to him, therefore I walked with him, keeping him a considerable distance behind the others as we went up the street.

The superintendent is not here now? I remarked casually, in order that he should recall our meeting up in the wood while we were alone, and not before my friends.

No, sir. The guvnor went back to Chichester about an hour ago, was his answer, and a few minutes later we turned into a farmyard, where in a barn, the door of which was unlocked by one of the men, we saw the body lying face upwards upon a plank on trestles.

Booth drew the handkerchief from the dead face that seemed to stare at us so grimly in the semi-darkness of the barn, and from my companions escaped exclamations of surprise and horror.

Awful! gasped the young viscount — who was known as The Scrambler to his intimates — a name given to him at Eton; I wonder who murdered him?

I wonder! echoed Ellice Winsloe in a hard, hushed voice.

His strange tone attracted me, and my eyes fell upon his countenance. It had, I was amazed to see, blanched in an instant, and was as white as that of the dead man himself.

The sudden impression produced upon the others was such that they failed to notice the change in Ellice. I, however, saw it distinctly.

I was confident of one thing — that he had identified the victim.

Yet he said nothing beyond agreeing with his companions that a dastardly crime had been committed, and expressing a hope that the assassin would be arrested.

Hes a stranger, declared Scarcliff.

Yes — an entire stranger, said Winsloe, emphatically, and at the same time he bent forward to get a better view of the lifeless countenance. Standing behind, I watched him closely.

The sight of the body had produced a remarkable change in him. His face was wild and terrified, and I saw that his lips trembled.

Nevertheless he braced himself up with a great effort, and said, — 

Then its a complete mystery. He was found by Harris, the keeper, last night?

Yes, sir, answered Booth. Hed been dead then some hours. Dr Richards says its murder. Hes goin to make the post-mortem this afternoon.

Has the revolver been found? he asked.

No, sir. Weve been searching all the morning, but can find nothing.

And what was in his pockets? inquired Winsloe, his anxiety well disguised.

Nothing.

Nothing at all? he demanded.

Oh! a knife, a piece of pencil, a little money and a few odds and ends. But nothing of any use to us.

Then you cant identify him?

Unfortunately we cant, sir, was the mans reply.

We hope to find out who he is, but from all appearances hes a total stranger in these parts.

Its very evident that the murderer searched the poor fellows pockets, Jack said. He was afraid lest his victim might be identified.

Thats what we think, mlord, remarked one of Booths companions. The tab off the back of his jacket, which bore the makers name, has been cut out.

By the murderer? asked Wydcombe.

Probably so, mlord.

Then whoever killed him took good care to remove every scrap of evidence which might lead to his victims identification, Ellice Winsloe remarked, standing with his eyes fixed steadily upon the dead face.

Thats what our superintendent thinks. He believes that if we establish who the poor fellow is, that we shall have no difficulty in putting our hand upon the guilty person.

But did no one hear the shot? Winsloe inquired.

Nobody. The doctor thinks the affair took place late in the afternoon, answered Booth.

Winsloe pursed his white lips, and turned away. For an instant a haggard, fearsome look crossed his hard countenance — the look of a man haunted by a guilty secret — but a moment later, when Wydcombe turned to join him, his face changed, and he exclaimed lightly, — 

Lets get out of this. The things a complete mystery, and we must leave it to the police to puzzle it all out. Of course, therell be an inquest, and then we may hear something further.

At present the affair is a complete enigma, Jack remarked. Then, bending again towards the dead mans face, he added, Do you know, Ellice, I cant help thinking that Ive seen him before somewhere, but where, I cant for the life of me recollect.

I saw that Winsloe started, and he turned again. I dont recognise him in the least, he said quickly. A face is always altered by death. He now resembles, perhaps, somebody youve known.

Ah, perhaps so, remarked the young viscount. Yet I certainly have a faint impression of having seen him somewhere before — or somebody very like him.

I hope your lordship will try and remember, urged the village constable. It would be of the greatest assistance to us.

Ill try and think, Booth. If I recollect Ill send for you, he answered.

Thank you, mlord, the constable replied, and as I glanced covertly at Winsloe I saw that his face had fallen.

Would Scarcliff recall who he really was?

To identify a dead person is always most difficult, Winsloe remarked with assumed disinterestedness. Ive heard of cases where half a dozen different families have laid claim to one dead body — wives, mothers, children and intimate friends. No doubt lots of people are buried from time to time under names that are not their own. Richards, of any doctor, will tell you that a countenance when drawn by death is most difficult to recognise.

By those remarks I saw that he was trying very ingeniously to arouse doubt within Jacks mind, in order to prevent him making any statement. His attitude increased the mystery a hundredfold.

I recollected the secret Sybil had revealed to me on the previous afternoon when we had stood together in the Long Gallery — how she had told me that she intended to many Winsloe. What he had said now aroused my suspicions.

Winsloe knew the victim. That he had identified him I was fully convinced, and yet he held his tongue. What motive had he in that? Was he, I wondered, aware of the terrible truth?

Fortunately, I held in my possession those injudicious letters of Sybils, and that miniature; fortunately, too, I knew the real facts, and was thus enabled to watch the impression produced upon Winsloe by sight of the victim.

As we left the barn I walked by his side.

A queer affair, isnt it? I remarked. Strange that a man could be murdered here, close to the village in broad daylight, and nobody hear the shot!

But we were shooting until late yesterday afternoon, remember, he said quickly. The villagers thought it was one of our shots, I expect.

I wonder who he is? I exclaimed.

Ah! I wonder, he said. He walked a long way, evidently. Hes probably some tramp or other. He might have quarrelled with his companion — who knows? Perhaps the police will find out all about him.

It will be interesting to see if they discover anything, I said, glancing at him at the same instant.

Yes, he said, it will, and then he turned to speak with Wydcombe, who was walking at Booths side.

Whatever his knowledge, his self-command was marvellous. The others, who had not seen that expression on his face when he had first gazed upon the dead countenance, had no suspicion of the truth.

Yes. Ellice Winsloe was playing a double game; therefore I resolved to wait and to watch.

Together we walked up through the park again, discussing the strange affair. Jack advanced more than one theory.

Charlton Wood doesnt lead to anywhere, he pointed out. Therefore the dead man kept an appointment there. Perhaps he was lured to his death, he added. There may have been two or more assassins.

No, I rather disagree, said Wydcombe. If there had been a plot to kill him they wouldnt have risked firing a revolver, as it would attract too much attention. No, depend upon it that the affair was not a premeditated one. Did you notice his boots? Although dusty and badly worn they were evidently by a good maker. Besides, I felt his hand. It was as soft as a womans.

But you surely dont believe that he was a gentleman, do you? asked Winsloe. To me the fellow was more like a tramp.

I hardly know what to think, Ellice, was his lordships reply as he lit a cigarette. Its a mystery, and thats all one can say. Whoever killed him was a confoundedly good shot.

You dont think it was suicide? Winsloe asked slowly, looking the speaker straight in the face.

Suicide! Of course not. Why dont you hear? They havent found a revolver.

And with such remarks as these we went back to the house for lunch.

When we had all assembled at table, Eric and Lady Wydcombe alone being absent, old Lady Scarcliff exclaimed suddenly, — 

Tibbie has broken out again. She took Mason and went off in the car early this morning without telling anyone where she was going. Did anybody hear the car go off? she inquired, looking around the table.

But all expressed surprise at Tibbies absence, and of course nobody had heard her departure. Where had she gone, and why, we all asked. Whereupon her ladyship merely replied, — 

Im sure I cant tell you anything. Simmons brought me a scribbled note at nine oclock this morning, saying that she had found it in her room. It was from Tibbie to say that as she couldnt sleep she had got up and gone out with Mason. Perhaps I shall be back to-morrow, she says, but if I am not, please dont worry after me. I shall be all right and will write.

Gone to see Aunt Clara down at Hove, perhaps, remarked Jack. She said something about running down there a few days ago.

But it isnt proper for a young girl tearing about the country by herself and driving her own car, protested the old lady. She knows that I most strongly disapprove of it.

And therefore does it all the more, laughed the man who had identified the victim in Charlton Wood.

Tibbie is really quite incorrigible.

Quite, Mr Winsloe, declared her ladyship. My only fear is that one day something terrible may happen to her. The driving of a big car is, I always say, not a proper occupation for a girl. Shell come to grief some day — depend upon it!

Ellice looked straight at the old lady, without uttering any word of reply. What did he know, I wondered? Was he, too, aware of her secret?

But the others were chattering gaily, and next moment he turned from me and joined in their merry gossip.

That afternoon I remained at home, but he drove out with two ladies of the party to make a call on some people about five miles away.

After he had gone Eric returned, and I told him all that I had seen, and of my suspicions.

He stood at the end of the grey old terrace, and heard me through to the end, then said, — 

This puts an entirely new complexion upon matters, old fellow. You suspect him of knowing something. If so, then we must act at once, and fearlessly — just as we did last night.

What do you mean? I dont understand.

Hes out. Therefore we must go to his room and see whether he has anything there — any letters, for instance. To me, it seems plain that he was in expectation of the tragedy, and that he fears lest the dead man should be identified.

Then your suggestion is to search his belongings?

Certainly. Lets go up there. Theres no time to lose. He may be back at any moment.

And so we crossed the great hall and quickly ascended to his room unseen by the servants. Then after looking rapidly through the drawers we found that one of Erics keys fitted the strong brown kitbag at the foot of the bed.

In a moment it was open, and a few seconds later its contents were out upon the floor.

Among them we saw something lying which caused us to stare blankly at each other in utter amazement. The sight of it staggered us completely.

Again the mystery was still further increased. It was inexplicable.

I recognised my own grave peril if I dared to carry out Tibbies bold and astounding suggestion.


Chapter Nine.

Strictly in Secret.
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THURSDAY NIGHT WAS wet and dismal in London as I stood outside the underground railway station at Kings Cross at eight oclock, keeping my appointment with the Honourable Sybil.

There was a good deal of traffic and bustle in the Pentonville Road; the shops were still open, and the working-class population, notwithstanding the rain, were out with their baskets, making their purchases after their days labour.

At that spot in the evening one sees a veritable panorama of London life, its humours and its tragedies, for there five of the great arteries of traffic converge, while every two minutes the subterranean railway belches forth its hurrying, breathless crowds to swell the number of passers-by.

The station front towards the Kings Cross Road is somewhat in the shadow, and there I stood in patience and in wonder.

What Eric and had discovered in Winsloes kitbag had rendered the mystery the more tantalising, it being a cheap carte-de-visite photograph of the dead stranger — a picture which showed him in a dark tweed suit and golf-cap stuck slightly askew, as many young men of the working-class wear their caps.

We were both greatly puzzled. How came the portrait in Ellices possession? And why, if he were not in fear of some secret being divulged, did he not identify the stranger?

Again I recollected well how Sybil had declared her intention to marry Ellice. For what reason? Was it in order to prevent her own secret being exposed?

We had replaced the photograph — which, unfortunately, bore no photographers name — re-locked the bag, and left the room utterly confounded.

During the two days that followed both of us had watched Winsloe carefully, and had seen his ill-concealed anxiety lest the dead man should be identified by Jack. Once or twice, as was but natural, at table or in the billiard-room, Scarcliff had referred to the strange affair and declared, — 

Im sure Ive seen the poor chap before, but where, I cant for the life of me recollect.

The face was constantly puzzling him, and thus Winsloe remained anxious and agitated.

In order to watch and learn what I could, I remained Jacks guest until after the inquest. The inquiry was duly held at the Spread Eagle at Midhurst, with the usual twelve respectable tradesmen as Jurymen, and created great excitement in the little town. Ellice went out shooting with Wydcombe on that day, while Jack, Eric and myself drove over to hear the evidence.

There was very little to hear. The affair was still a complete mystery. According to the two doctors who had made the examination the stranger had been shot through the heart about eight hours prior to his discovery — murdered by an unknown hand, for although the police had made a strict search the weapon had not been discovered.

The fact that not a scrap of anything remained to lead to the dead mans identity puzzled the police, more especially the absence of the tab from the back of the coat. The two detectives from London sat beside us and listened to the evidence with dissatisfaction. Booth made his statement, and then the inquiry was formally adjourned.

There was nothing else. Both police and public were puzzled and the coroner remarked to the jury that he hoped when they next met some information would be forthcoming which might lead to the strangers identity.

We drove back in the dog-cart, and on the way Jack turned to me, saying, — 

Id give worlds to know the real truth of that affair. Im quite positive Ive seen the face somewhere, but where, I cant fix.

Thats a pity, Eric remarked. One day, however, itll come to you, and when it does we may hope to discover the guilty person.

That night in the billiard-room Winsloe asked us what had taken place at the inquest, endeavouring to put his question unconcernedly. Eric and I could, however, see how anxious he was.

Nobody knows yet who he is, Jack answered, as he chalked his cue preparatory to making a shot. The police have discovered nothing — except that a woman was seen coming from the wood just about four oclock.

A woman! I cried, staring at him. Who said so? It was not given in evidence.

No, he replied. Booth told me just as we came out that somebody had said so, but that he did not give it in evidence, as he considered it wiser to say nothing.

I held my breath.

Who was the woman? asked Winsloe, apparently as surprised as myself.

He didnt tell me. In fact, I dont think she was recognised. If she had been, he would, of course, have interrogated her by this time.

Ellice Winsloe was silent. I saw as he stood back in the shadow from the table that his brows had contracted and that he was pensive and puzzled. And yet upstairs in his bag he had a portrait of the dead man, and was, therefore, well aware of his identity.

Now that we reflected we agreed that we really knew very little of Ellice Winsloe. He was Jacks friend rather than ours. The son of a Cornishman whose income was derived from his interest in certain tin mines, he had, on his fathers death, been left well off. Jack had known him at Magdalen, but had lost sight of him for some years, when of a sudden they met again one night while at supper at the Savoy, and their old friendship had been renewed. Ellice, it appeared, was well known in a certain set in town, and up to the present moment we had both voted him as a good all-round sportsman, a good fellow and a gentleman. But this secret knowledge which he refused to betray, and his evident fear lest the dead man be identified, aroused our serious suspicions.

I wonder, suggested Eric, when we were alone in my room on the night of the inquest, I wonder whether Ellice was in hiding in those bushes watching us search the body? Do you know, the idea has been in my mind all day, he added.

If he was, then we are placed in a very awkward position, I said. He may make a statement to the police.

No. I dont think hell do that. If he did he would betray his own knowledge, was my friends answer.

The next day passed uneventfully, and beyond the general surprise at Tibbies continued absence there was nothing unusual in the household at Ryhall Place.

Late that night Mason returned, saying that her mistress had driven the car to the Bath Hotel, at Bournemouth, and put it into the garage. Three hours later she left the hotel to go for a walk, but did not return. After she had gone the maid had, it seemed, found a letter in which her mistress ordered her to remain there until Wednesday, and telling her that if she did not return then she was to go back to Ryhall and send the chauffeur to Bournemouth for the car.

Mason, used to Tibbies erratic ways, thought little of it. Her mistress travelled a great deal, had a very large circle of friends, and besides, was entirely unconventional and knew well how to take care of herself. Therefore the maid had remained until midday on Wednesday and then returned to Ryhall.

Im getting a little anxious about Tibbie, remarked old Lady Scarcliff in the drawing-room that evening. This kind of thing is not at all proper — flying about the country alone.

Jack laughed.

No good worrying about Tibbie, mater. Shell turn up all right to-morrow, or youll get a wire from her. You remember that time she met the Hursts in Nice and went off yachting with them down the Mediterranean, and we didnt know where she was for three weeks. And then she calmly said shed quite forgotten to tell us where she was going.

Ah, I remember, said the viscountess, a kind-faced old lady whom I liked immensely. I do wish she would consider my feelings a little more.

With that the subject dropped.

Next morning I took leave of them all, and promising to meet Eric a few days later, took the train up to town to keep the secret tryst with my little friend who had so suddenly disappeared.

As I stood at the kerb looking up and down the wet pavement with its busy, hurrying crowd carrying umbrellas, I knew that I had commenced a very dangerous game. Would she keep her appointment? Did she really intend to go into voluntary exile in some mean street in one of the dismal southern suburbs? Was it possible that she who had from her birth been used to every luxury and extravagance could pose successfully as the wife of a compositor with forty shillings a week?

Ah! would not her very voice, her smart expressions, betray her as a lady?

I heard the rumbling of a train below, and once again up the grimy stairs came a long string of eager men and women returning from the City to their homes, tumbling over each other in their anxiety to get back after the days toil. They swept past me along the Pentonville Road, and then I stood again, reflecting and watching, until suddenly a figure in neat black halted before me, and I found myself face to face with the fugitive.

Tibbie! I cried. Then youve really come, after all?

Of course, was her answer in a low, half-frightened tone. When I make an appointment I keep it. Where shall we go? We cant talk here, can we?

A hansom was passing, and hailing it we got in hurriedly. I told the man to drive across Waterloo Bridge to the Elephant and Castle, a neighbourhood where we would be both quite unknown. Then, as I sank beside her, she asked, with a pretty, mischievous smile, — 

Well, Wilfrid, and how do you like me as your wife?

My wife! I echoed. By Jove, yes. I forgot that, and I recollected the strange game I was playing.

Dont Masons things fit me well? Shes just my figure. I took this dress, jacket and hat from her box and put them into mine when I left Ryhall in the car. I thought theyd come in useful.

I looked at her, and saw that with her brown hair brushed severely from her forehead, her small close-fitting hat and slightly shabby black jacket she was quite a demure little figure. The exact prototype of the newly-married wife of a working-man.

Its really quite a suitable get-up, I think, I said, laughing.

Yes. Ive decided to explain to the curious that I was a ladys-maid, and that weve been married nearly a year. Recollect that — in order to tell the same story. Wheres the ring? Did you think of that? Yes, I had thought of it. I felt in my vest pocket, and taking out the plain little band of gold that I had bought in a shop in Regent Street that afternoon, placed it upon the finger, she laughing heartily, and then bending to examine it more closely in the uncertain light of the gas-lamps in Grays Inn Road.

If I told you the truth, Wilfrid, youd be horribly annoyed, she said, looking at me with those wonderful eyes of hers.

No. What is it? I asked.

Well — only — only that I wish you were my real husband, she answered frankly. If you were, then I should fear nothing. But it cannot be — I know that.

What do you fear, Tibbie? I asked, very seriously. Tell me — do tell me.

I — I cant — I cant now, was her nervous response in a harder voice, turning her gaze away from mine. If I did, you would withdraw your help — you would not dare to risk your own reputation and mine, as you are now doing, just because we are old boy-and-girl friends.

On we went through the streaming downpour along Chancery Lane and the Strand, the driver lowering the window, for the rain and mud were beating into our faces.

Well, I said, and what do you suggest doing?

To-night I must disappear. I shall sleep in some obscure hotel across the water, and to-morrow you must call for me, and well go together to fix upon our future home. Then she inquired eagerly what impression her absence had produced at Ryhall, and I told her.

For a time she remained serious and thoughtful. Her countenance had changed.

Then Mason came back, as I ordered her?

Yes, I answered, but wont she miss those things of hers you are now wearing?

No. Because they were in a trunk that she had packed ready to send up to town. She wont discover theyve gone for some weeks, I feel sure.

She described her night run from Chichester to Bournemouth, how she had escaped from Mason, taken train direct up to Birmingham, remained that night at the Grand, then went on to Leicester, where she had spent a day, arriving in London that evening at seven oclock. In Bull Street, Birmingham, she had been recognised by a friend, the wife of an alderman, and had some difficulty in explaining why she was there alone.

Our present position was not without its embarrassments. I looked at the pretty woman who was about to pose as my wife, and asked, — 

And what name shall we adopt? Have you thought of one?

No. Lets see, she said. How about Morton — Mr and Mrs William Morton?

All right, then after to-morrow I shall be known as William Morton, compositor?

And I shall be your very loving and devoted wife, she laughed, her eyes dancing. In any case, life in Camberwell will be an entirely new experience.

Yes, I said. I only hope we shant be discovered. I must be careful — for I shall be compelled to lead a double life. I may be followed one day.

Yes, but it is for my sake, Wilfrid, she exclaimed, placing her small trembling hand upon my arm. Remember that by doing this you are saving my life. Had it not been for you I should have been dead three days ago. My life is entirely in your hands. I am in deadly peril, she added, in a low, desperate whisper. You have promised to save me — and you will, Wilfrid — I know you will!

And she gripped my arm tightly, and looked into my face.

Notwithstanding her assumed gaiety of manner, she was in terror.

Was that dead, white face still haunting her — the face of the stranger who had, in secret, fallen by her hand?


Chapter Ten.

Explains Certain Important Facts.

[image: img260.jpg]

THAT NIGHT SHE remained at a small quiet hotel near Waterloo Station, a place patronised by third-class passengers from the West of England, and at ten oclock next morning I called for her.

To disguise oneself as a working-man is no easy matter. I had experienced one difficulty which I had not foreseen, namely, how to allay the suspicions of my man, Budd, when he found me going out in the cheap clothes and hat I had purchased at an outfitters in the Lambeth Road on the previous night.

On getting up I dressed myself in them, and then examined myself in the glass. I cut a figure that was, in my eyes, ridiculous. The suit bore a stiff air and odour of newness that was tantalising, yet I saw no way of altering it, save by pressing out the creases, and with that object I called Budd, who first looked me up and down, and then regarded me as though I had taken leave of my senses.

Is that a new suit, sir? he asked, scrutinising it.

Yes, Budd, I replied. Now, you see what it is. I want to appear like a working-man, I added confidentially. The truth is Im watching somebody, though, of course, youll say nothing.

Of course not, sir, he answered discreetly, for he was a reliable servant.

Then I took counsel with him how to take off the palpable newness of the clothes, and he, like the clever valet he was, took them out, and after a while returned with them greatly improved.

So when dressed in a cheap cotton shirt, a dark red tie, a suit of dark grey tweed, and a drab cap, I at last looked the typical working-man from South London wearing his best clothes.

With Budds ready assistance I slipped out of my chambers into Bolton Street, and half an hour later arrived by omnibus at the obscure hotel where Tibbie awaited me.

When she saw me she smiled merrily; and when we were alone together in the Waterloo Bridge Road she burst out laughing, saying, — 

What an interesting pair we really do make. Your get-up is delightful, Wilfrid. You look a real compositor. But just put your cap a little on one side — its more graceful. What does Budd say?

He first thought Id taken leave of my senses; but Ive allayed all his suspicions.

And so we went jauntily on along the wide road to the Obelisk and then up the London Road, where the costermongers barrows were ranged and hoarse-voiced men were crying their cheap wares to thrifty housewives.

All was strange to her. She knew nothing of working London, and viewed everything with keen interest. I could not help smiling at her demure little figure in the cheap black dress.

At the bottom of the London Road we entered a tram and went as far as Camberwell Gate, the neighbourhood where she had decided to establish herself as Mrs William Morton.

Leaving the main road we turned down a long, dreary street of uniform smoke-blackened houses with deep areas in search of a card showing apartments to let furnished, and at last discovering one, we ascended the steps with considerable trepidation and knocked.

You talk to them, I whispered. You want three rooms furnished, and next second the door opened and we were face to face with a big, red-faced woman whose bloated countenance was certainly due to the undue consumption of alcohol — probably that spirit so dear to the lower class feminine palate — Old Tom.

Sybil explained that we were in search of apartments, and we were conducted up to the second floor and shown three dirty, badly-furnished rooms, the very sight of which was depressing.

Tibbies gaze met mine, and then she inquired the price.

Of course, youd want the use of the kitchen. Thats downstairs, replied the woman.

Oh! theres no kitchen, I see, Tibbie remarked quickly, seizing that defect as a means of escape from the miserable place. Im afraid then they wont suit us. My husband is always so very particular about having the kitchen on the same floor.

And then with many regrets we withdrew, and found ourselves once more out upon the pavement.

House after house we visited, some very poor but clean, others dirty, neglected and malodorous. Surely there are no more dismal dwelling-places in England than furnished lodgings in South London. Through the Boyson and Albany Roads, through Villa Street and Faraday Street we searched, but discovered no place where Tibbie could possibly live. Tousled-haired women were mostly the landladies, evil-faced scowling creatures who drank gin, and talked with that nasal twang so essentially the dialect of once-rural Camberwell.

At last in Neate Street, a quiet thoroughfare lying between the Camberwell and Old Kent Roads, we saw a card in the parlour window of a small house lying back from the street behind a strip of smoke-dried garden. On inquiry the landlady, a clean, hard-working, middle-aged woman, took us upstairs, and there we found three cheaply-furnished rooms with tiny kitchen all bearing the hall-mark of the hire system.

The woman, who seemed a respectable person, told us that she had been a parlour-maid in the employ of a lady at Kensington, and her husband was foreman in a mineral-water factory in the neighbourhood.

Tibbie was struck with the womans homely manner. She was from Devonshire, and the way she spoke of her own village showed her to be a true lover of the country.

My husband, Mr Morton, is a compositor on a newspaper in Fleet Street and is always away at nights, Tibbie explained. Weve been married nearly a year. I, too, was in service — a ladys-maid.

Ah! I thought you ad been, replied the landlady, whose name was Williams. You speak so refined.

So after re-examining the rooms Tibbie seated herself in the wicker armchair of the little parlour, and leaning back suggested that we should engage the apartments.

To this I, of course, agreed, and having given Mrs Williams half a sovereign as deposit, we left promising to take possession with our personal belongings — that same evening.

Outside, Tibbie expressed herself well pleased.

I rather like that woman. Shes honest and genuine, Im sure, she declared. Now I must buy a second-hand trunk and some clothes suited to my station as your humble and obedient wife, she laughed.

So we went through into the Old Kent Road, and there purchased two big old travelling trunks, into which we afterwards placed the parcels which she had purchased at a cheap drapers. Then, just before dusk, we returned to our new abode and entered into possession. We had tea together, prepared for us by Mrs Williams.

You really make a model husband, Wilfrid, she laughed when we were alone, holding her cup in her hand. I suppose youll have to go to work very soon. I wonder what time compositors go to work at night?

I havent the ghost of an idea, I declared. I must find out. I suppose about seven or eight. But, I added, I hope you will be comfortable, and that you wont be too dull.

I shall work, she said. Ill keep the rooms clean and dusted, and when Ive got nothing to do theres always needlework.

We must pretend to be very frugal, you know, I urged. A compositors wages are not high.

Of course. Leave that to me. Youll have to buy some more clothes. A Sunday suit, for instance, and a pair of squeaky boots.

She had made no mention of the affair in Charlton Wood, but on the excuse that she might be lonely when I had left her, she had bought both the morning and evening papers, although as yet she had not glanced at them.

Besides posing as William Morton I had much else to do, and many inquiries to make. I intended to lose no time in ascertaining who was the man living on Sydenham Hill, and whether he had any acquaintance with the dead unknown.

For quite an hour we were alone in the rather cosy little parlour, the blind down and the gas lit. The furniture was indeed a strange contrast to that at Ryhall, yet the couple of wicker armchairs were decidedly comfortable, and the fire gave out a pleasant warmth as we sat near it.

Ours is a curious position, Wilfrid, isnt it? she whispered at last, looking at me with those wonderful eyes of hers.

What would the world think if they knew the truth?

If they knew the truth, she said, seriously, they would admire you for your self-sacrifice in assisting a helpless woman. Yet it is really very amusing, and Tibbie, so well known and popular in the smart set of London, leaned back and smiled.

I was about to refer to the mystery of her flight, yet I hesitated. There was time for that, I thought, when she was more settled in her hiding-place.

It was certainly a novel experience to pose as the husband of Tibbie — the gay, merry, vivacious Tibbie Burnet, who was the life and soul of the go-ahead set in which she moved, and as we sat chatting we had many a good laugh over the ludicrous situation in which we found ourselves.

Youll have to pretend, in any case, to be very fond of me, she laughed.

I suppose I ought to call you dear sometimes, I remarked humorously.

Yes, dear, she responded, with the final word accentuated. And I shall call you William — my dear Willie.

And what am I to call you?

Oh! Molly would be a good name. Yes. Call me Molly, and she held her new wedding ring before my eyes with a tantalising laugh.

We shall have to be very careful to keep up the fiction, I said. These people will, no doubt, watch us at first.

I shall soon make friends of Mrs Williams, she said. Leave that to me. I can be circumspect enough when occasion requires. But — oh — Id so love to smoke a cigarette.

A cigarette! I cried, horrified; women dont smoke in this neighbourhood. Whatever you do, dont smoke when Im not here, theyll smell it at once.

Yes, she sighed. The ideas of the poor people are quite different to ours, arent they? she reflected.

At that moment there was a tap at the door, and the landlady begged leave to introduce her husband, a rather tall, well-set-up man with a closely-cropped dark beard.

He greeted me pleasantly, and expressed a hope that we should be comfortable.

The missis will do all she can for Mrs Morton, Im sure, she said. I hear youre on night-work.

Yes, unfortunately, I said, our work is mostly at night, you know — getting ready the next days paper.

He was affable from the first, and apparently entirely unsuspicious, for he sent his wife downstairs for a jug of ale, and I was compelled to take a glass with him in order to cement our acquaintanceship, after which he and his wife discreetly withdrew with, I hope, the opinion that we were a very nice, quiet couple.

At eight oclock I took leave of Tibbie after we had had a supper of cold meat. She rather missed her dinner, but assured me that she would soon get used to dining in the middle of the day. Then, after seeing that she was quite comfortable, and that the locks on the doors acted, I shook hands with her.

Good-bye, Willie dear, she laughed. Come home early, wont you?

Of course, I replied, echoing her laugh, and then as William Morton I went out to my work.

Walking through Trafalgar Road I found myself in the Old Kent Road, and presently hailing a hansom I drove as far as Piccadilly Circus, where I alighted and went on foot to my rooms.

As I entered Eric Domville came to the door of my sitting-room to meet me. He had been awaiting my return.

I saw from his face that something had occurred.

Why, Eric — you? I gasped. What has happened?

He placed his forefinger to his lips, indicative of silence, and glanced behind me along the hall to the room wherein Budd had disappeared. Then, when I had passed into my own cosy den, he closed the door carefully.

Yes, he said, in a low, strained voice, something has happened, old fellow — something serious. Ive discovered a fact that puts an entirely new complexion upon the affair. You are both in gravest peril. Listen, and Ill explain.


Chapter Eleven.

Shows a Womans Weakness.
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ERIC, STANDING WITH his back to the mantelshelf, revealed to me a fact that was both extraordinary and startling.

After youd left Ryhall yesterday, he said, I was walking across the park to meet Cynthia, whod gone out to pay a visit to that thin old parsons wife over at Waltham, when, quite unexpectedly, I came across Ellice standing talking to a rather badly-dressed young woman. She was in shabby black, with a brown straw hat trimmed with violets, and an old fur tippet around her neck. They were under a tree a little aside from the by-path that leads across to Waltham, and were speaking excitedly. I was walking on the grass and they did not hear me approach. Suddenly she made some statement which caused him to hesitate and think. Then he gave her some money hurriedly from his pocket, and after a further conversation they parted, she proceeding towards the high road, while Winsloe went in the direction of the house. I followed at a respectable distance, and that afternoon, when we assembled in the hall for tea, he announced that he had been suddenly recalled to town. In this I suspected something, so when he left by the seven-thirty-five express I followed him here.

Well? I asked, looking straight into his face.

Well, hes in search of Tibbie.

Of Tibbie! What does he know?

That woman who met him in the park told him something. She probably knew of your appointment.

Why?

Because this morning he went to Harkers Hotel in Waterloo Road, and inquired for her. But you had very fortunately taken her away.

Then if he knows of our appointment he will certainly follow me! I said, in utter amazement.

Most certainly he will. You recognise the grave peril of the situation?

I do, I said, for I saw that Sybil must at once be seriously compromised. But who could have known our secret? Who was the woman?

Ive never seen her before. Shes an entire stranger. But that she is aware of Tibbies movements is beyond doubt. You were evidently seen together when you met last night — or how would he know that she slept at Harkers Hotel?

I was silent. I saw the very serious danger that now lay before us. Yet why was this man in search of Tibbie? He had proposed to her, she had said, and had been refused.

I recalled to my companion the fact of the photograph of the dead man being found in his bag.

Yes, Eric said. He has recognised the victim but has some secret motive in remaining silent. Is it, I wonder, a motive of revenge?

Against whom?

For a few moments he did not speak. Then he answered — 

Against Tibbie.

I pursed my lips, for I discerned his meaning. Was it possible that Ellice Winsloe knew the truth?

Therefore, what are we to do? What do you suggest? I asked.

You must not risk going to see Sybil to-morrow. Where is she?

I briefly explained all that we had done that day, and how and where she had gone into hiding.

Then you must send her an express letter in the morning. We must not go to see her. You are certainly watched.

But think of her, I said. I am posing as her husband, and she will require my presence there to-morrow in order to complete the fiction.

Its too risky — far too risky, Eric declared, shaking his head dubiously.

The only way is for you to keep watch upon Winsloe, I suggested, and warn me of his movements.

But the woman — the woman who met him by appointment in the park? She may be in his employ as spy.

Did Mason overhear anything that night when Sybil came to my room, I wonder, I said.

Never mind how they got to know, he exclaimed. I tell you that you mustnt go near Tibbie. Its far too dangerous at this moment.

His words caused me considerable apprehension. How could I leave Sybil there alone? Would not Mrs Williams and her husband think it very strange? No. She had craved my assistance, and I had promised it. Therefore, at all risks I intended to fulfil my promise.

To allay Erics fears, however, I pretended to agree with him, and made him promise to still keep watch upon Winsloe. Eric was my guest whenever in London; therefore I ordered Budd to prepare his room, and after a snack over at the club we sat smoking and talking until far into the night.

Next morning my companion was early astir. He was in fear of Winsloe ascertaining the whereabouts of Sybil, and went forth to keep watch upon him, promising to return again that same evening. Winsloe had well-furnished rooms in King Street, St. Jamess Square, was one of a go-ahead set of men about town, and a member of several of the gayest clubs frequented by the jeunesse dorée.

It was both risky and difficult for me to get down to Neate Street, Camberwell, in my dress as a printer; yet against Erics advice I succeeded, travelling by a circuitous route to South Bermondsey Station and along the Rotherhithe New Road, in reaching Mr Williams a little after eleven oclock.

Sybil, looking fresh and neat, was eagerly awaiting me at the window, and when I entered the room she flew across to me, saying in a voice loud enough for the landlady to overhear, — 

Oh! Willie, how very late you are. Been working overtime, I suppose?

Yes, dear, was my response; and we grinned at each other as we closed the door.

The time passes here awfully slowly, she declared in a low voice. I thought you were never coming. I shall have to get a few books to read.

I was delayed, I said, taking off my cloth cap and flinging it upon the sofa. I found Eric Domville awaiting me. He came up from Ryhall to-day and told me some strange news.

Strange news! she gasped, turning deathly pale and clutching at the back of a chair in order to steady herself. What — what news?

The truth was instantly plain. Her fear was that the mystery of the unknown had been discovered.

I had quite inadvertently struck terror into her heart, for upon her countenance was that same haunted look as on that night when she had left Ryhall in secret.

What Eric has told me concerns Ellice Winsloe, I said, much surprised, and yet allowing her agitation to pass unnoticed.

Ellice Winsloe. Is he — has he come to London? she gasped, staring at me and starting.

Yes, and more. He knows that you slept the night before last at Harkers. He called to see you an hour after we had left yesterday.

He knows! she cried in a low, terrified voice.

Ellice knows that I was there! Then he has followed me — he — he means to carry out his threat!

What threat?

Ah, no. I — Im mad, Wilfrid. I — I dont know what Im saying! she cried, pushing her hair from her brow with both her hands and pacing up and down the room. But you will help me — wont you? she implored, halting before me and looking me straight in the face.

Help you — of course, I said. But I confess I cant understand. This man only proposed marriage to you a fortnight ago.

I know. I know. And I refused him. Ah! Wilfrid. I would rather kill myself than marry that man!

Then you know something concerning him that is not in his favour?

I know a great deal. I often wonder why Jack and he are such intimate friends.

Hes rich, you said, and Lady Scarcliff approved of him.

That is so, she answered thoughtfully. But the mater is ignorant of it all. Ah! if I only dare tell you. It would astound and stagger you.

He is in search of you, thats very clear, I said, hoping to induce her to tell me something further.

But he must not find me, she declared. The day he discovers me I shall take my life, she added in a hard, desperate voice.

Why? Do you fear him?

She made no answer, but her chin sank upon her breast.

Then tell me the truth, Tibbie, I said. He tried to compel you to marry him because he held some secret of yours that you do not wish to be known. Am I not right?

She nodded in the affirmative, and I saw that tears were in her fine eyes.

What was the secret, I wondered? Was it the existence of that low-born lover, a photograph of whom he had carried in his bag? Did he hold over her a threat of exposure because he had become seized by a desire that she should be his wife? Many a woman has been forced into an odious marriage in order to preserve her secret.

I looked into her pale haggard face and wondered. How beautiful she was in her terror and distress. She was in fear of that man, whose life was, when viewed in the plain light of day, somewhat mysterious. But what did she fear? Who was the man who had fallen by her hand?

We had arranged that Mrs Williams should cook for us, and presently she came smilingly to lay the table, simply, but cleanly. Thus, our conversation was interrupted, but when alone again I returned to the subject, and she said, with a serious look, — 

Wilfrid, he must not discover me. If he does — if he does, then all is at an end. Even you cannot save me.

But I fear I may be followed here, I said. He knew that we met last night, or he would not have been aware that you slept at Harkers. He, or someone employed by him, is watching me. I must remain away from you.

Yes, she remarked. I quite foresee the danger, yet I shall be very lonely. And besides, what can I say to Mrs Williams?

Well have to make an excuse that Ive been sent into the country to work, I said. If I come daily here Im quite certain Winsloe will discover you. This knowledge of his regarding our meeting the day before yesterday makes me suspicious.

You are right, she declared sadly. He has means of knowing everything. No secret seems safe from that man, Wilfrid. I sometimes think — sometimes I think that— and she hesitated.

That what?

But she did not reply. She was standing at the window gazing fixedly down into the grey, dismal street. The words she had uttered mechanically, just as though she were speaking to herself.

You told me, Tibbie, that if I pretended to be your husband that I might save you, I remarked presently.

And so you may, providing Ellice Winsloe does not discover me. If he does — then all is useless — quite useless. I shall have compromised myself and placed you in an invidious position, all to no purpose.

But by discretion — by my remaining away from you, and only coming here by stealth when I know that Winsloe is not watchful, I may still remain your husband in the eyes of these people.

Yes, yes, Wilfrid, she said eagerly, placing her nervous hand upon my shoulder and looking deeply into my eyes. That is the only way. I must live here alone — in hiding. They must not find me. Let us have patience — patience always — and we may foil that mans evil intentions. Ah! If you knew everything you would pity me. But you do not. You believe that I hold some guilty secret. Yes, she added hoarsely, it is a guilty secret, and how can I sufficiently thank you for trusting me as blindly as you do? I am very unworthy. You are the best friend, Wilfrid, that woman ever had. Can you wonder at the suggestion I made to you in the Long Gallery the other day? Then she hesitated, still looking me straight in the face. But you have forgiven me, she went on with a sigh. I thought that you loved me still — yes — I was very foolish. All women are so sometimes — all women who are terrified and unhappy, as I am!

And the tears again stood in her eyes as she bowed her beautiful head before me.


Chapter Twelve.

In the House of the Parhams.
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THAT EVENING, WHEN I returned to Bolton Street, I found Eric awaiting me.

Unseen, he had followed Winsloe to various places during the afternoon, but his movements were in no way suspicious. At Harkers Hotel he had, it appeared, lost all trace of Sybil, and had probably employed a private detective to watch my movements.

The adjourned inquest had been held at Midhurst, for in the Globe there appeared a four-line paragraph saying that in the case of an unknown man found shot in Charlton Wood, a verdict of wilful murder had been returned, and the matter had been left in the hands of the police. A village tragedy attracts but little notice in London, and all the papers dismissed it in a paragraph of practically the same wording.

That night we dined with two friends at the Trocadero, and next morning I set forth again upon my inquiries, leaving Eric to act as he thought best. My only promise to him was not to go near my pseudo wife.

My first visit was to the pawnbrokers in the Fulham Road, to whom I presented the vouchers I had found upon the dead man, and received on redeeming them a cheap silver Geneva watch and heavy antique gold ring, in which a single ruby was set.

You dont recollect the gentleman who pledged these, I suppose? I asked of the assistant.

The young man, a smart, shrewd fellow, reflected a moment, and answered, — 

Well, yes, I do remember something of him. We had an argument about the ring. He wanted five pounds on it, and I wouldnt give it.

What kind of fellow was he? I asked, explaining that I had bought the tickets from a third person.

Oh, youngish — with a short brown beard. Evidently a gentleman who was hard up. We get lots of them in here.

A brown beard! Had he shaved and disguised himself before his interview with Tibbie?

Tall? I asked.

No. Not very.

The description did not answer to that of the dead unknown.

A stranger?

Quite. Id never seen him before. But the truth is I recollect him because that ruby there is a valuable one. I had my doubts at the moment as to its genuineness, and as there were a lot of people waiting I had no time to examine it. So I lent him only a couple o quid on it.

Then its worth more?

Yes. If you bought the ticket cheap youve got a bargain. The guvnor here would give you eighty quid for it, and be pleased.

I looked at it, and saw that it was a very fine stone. To me it seemed evident that the man who had pawned the watch and ring was not the man who had lost his life in Charlton Wood.

You think he was a gentleman?

Well, he spoke like one, and seemed very much afraid of being seen. He hesitated when I asked him his name, so I wrote down the usual one — Green.

And the address?

I put that in also.

So finding I could discover nothing further, I carried away both watch and ring to add to the strange collection of objects which the dead mans pockets had contained.

Close to the corner of Park Lane I came face to face with Winsloe, dressed sprucely as usual in silk hat and frock coat, and he at once stopped and offered me his hand. Then, after greeting me, he turned on his heel and walked by my side, saying, — 

Im just strolling back to the Burlington. Ill come with you.

You left the Scarcliffs earlier than you expected, didnt you? I remarked.

Yes. I had some business in town, was his brief response.

I see from the papers that theyve discovered nothing regarding that affair in Charlton Wood.

No, he remarked in a mechanical tone. And I dont expect they ever will. The assassin, whoever he was, got away without leaving a trace, and then he cleverly diverted our conversation into a different channel.

I feared to discuss it further. The man was Sybils enemy, and therefore mine. He evidently knew that we had met on that evening of her arrival in London, and was actively at work to trace her.

Indeed, when I afterwards reflected, I saw that in all probability he had watched me that morning, and had purposely encountered me.

To each other we were outwardly still extremely friendly. Indeed I invited him to my rooms that evening to smoke, and he accepted, for he had a motive in so doing, while I, on my part, had resolved to watch him carefully.

I lunched at the Bachelors, and though anxious to go and see Sybil, I was compelled to content myself with sending her a telegram, saying that I had been ordered by my foreman to go up to Manchester in connection with some new linotype machinery, and must therefore be absent two or three days. I sent the message so that she might show it to Mrs Williams.

Soon after four oclock I set forth upon another expedition, namely, by train from Victoria to Upper Sydenham Station. The autumn dusk was falling when I turned into Sydenham Hill, the wide winding road of large detached houses leading from Forest Hill up to the Crystal Palace. Essentially the residence of the wealthy City man, and an eminently respectable district, the houses stand in their own grounds with big old trees around, commanding fine views of South London. I was in search of Keymer, and being directed by a postman, found it a little way higher up than the turning known as Rock Hill, a large old-fashioned red brick place, with fine old elms standing in the grounds. An oak fence divided it from the footway, and as I passed I saw that the pink-shaded electric lamps in the drawing-room were alight, while at the grand piano was sitting a neat female figure in black.

A servant in a smart French cap was letting down the Venetian blinds, and as I watched through the gate I saw that the lady had stopped playing and turned upon the stool to speak to her.

At the same instant the figure of a man stole across the room, a tall, shadowy figure, and came up behind the woman, causing her to start from her seat, while at that moment the blind was lowered, and the artistic interior was suddenly shut out from my view.

One thing caused me to remain there in wonder. Perhaps my eyes had deceived me, but I could not help thinking that when that vague male figure crossed the room the woman started up with a look of terror. From where I stood I could not see distinctly, yet I felt certain that the person who had entered was unwelcome and unexpected.

The other blinds had already been lowered, for it was now nearly dark, and beneath the wide portico a light shone above the door. The grounds were well kept, and the greenhouse beside the drawing-room showed careful attention, while on the gravelled drive were the wheel-marks of carriages. Mr John Parham was evidently well off, in all probability a City man, like most of his neighbours. I sauntered past, wondering by what means I could ascertain something about him.

The doleful sound of the muffin-bell rang in the distance, and far up the road I saw the lamplighter going his round, the street lamps springing up from the darkness at regular intervals. I went towards him, and stopping him, made inquiries regarding the tenant of Keymer.

Es a very nice gentleman, sir, replied the man. Always gives good Christmas-boxes.

Married?

Yes, sir. But e has no children. They keep a carriage — one o them there open ones.

Now I want to know something about him, I said, slipping a coin into the mans hand. Do you happen to know anybody who could tell me?

The man looked at me suspiciously, and asked,— Pardon me, sir, but youre a detective, praps?

No, I laughed. Not at all. It is merely private curiosity — over — well, over a little matter of business. Im a business man — not a policeman.

Well, he said, theres Arry Laking, what keeps the gate of the Crystal Palace grounds in Palace Park Road. Es their cooks brother. Ed tell you something, for e often goes there when the family are out.

Wheres Palace Park Road?

Go up to the front of the Palace and keep round to the left till you come to the gate. Its almost the other side of the grounds.

I acted upon his suggestion, and after walking some distance I came to the turnstile in the wall dividing the Palace grounds from the road, and there I found a middle-aged man in uniform idling over the evening paper, for that gate was little used, save by season-ticket holders.

On inquiry I discovered that he was the man of whom I was in search, and after a little judicious greasing of the palm I induced him to tell me what he knew of his sisters master and mistress.

Mr Parham is a wholesale jeweller in the city, he said. He often goes abroad for weeks at a time to buy. His wife is young, but Annie tells me she leads a very lonely life. Theyre a wealthy, but an unhappy pair, thats my opinion. Yet they know all the best people in Sydenham, and Mr Parham gives grand at-homes and dinner-parties.

Shes unhappy, you say, I ventured, recollecting the curious scene I had witnessed at the instant of lowering the blinds.

Yes. Annie has overheard their quarrels. The master, she says, has such a hold over the mistress that she dare not call her soul her own. There was a scene between them about three weeks ago. They quarrelled at the dinner-table, and Mrs Parham left the room, went upstairs, wrote a letter and tried to commit suicide by drinking some sublimate. Her maid got hold of the letter, and then succeeded in saving her mistresss life, for fortunately the solution wasnt strong enough. But it made her very ill, and she was in bed a week, while her husband took himself off, and never inquired after her. The servants all pity poor little Mrs Parham, and say that her husbands a brute to her. There was another terrible row once, when her brother called and overheard Mr Parham threaten her in the next room. They say that the two men came to blows, and that he gave Parham a thorough good hiding, which he richly deserved. Mrs Parhams brother is not a fellow to be trifled with, they say, for Parham had to plead for his life. Afterwards, the beaten dog vowed vengeance, and the poor wife had a terrible time of it.

A rather unhappy household, I remarked.

Very. Annie tells me a lot. She wouldnt stay there — nor would any of the servants — only the wages are so good.

I saw that the man knew more than he cared to divulge. He was no friend of Parhams, and was certainly on the side of the ill-used wife.

Is Parham young or old?

Not very old — fat, fairish, rather bald, with a round face and a long nose. Mrs Parham is quite young, about twenty-six, and people call her good-lookin, but myself Im no judge o women. Ive my missus, and shes the best-lookin of em all in my eyes. Of course, Mrs Parham dresses smartly, and drives in a fine carriage. She comes to the Saturday concerts sometimes.

You dont like Parham, I said. Come, tell the truth.

No, I dont, he declared, after a slight hesitation. Hes a wrong un — I know that. Only, of course, thats strictly between you and me, he added in confidence.

Id like to know your sister, I said, quite frankly. Ill make it worth her while if shell ask me in and let me see the house. She might do it when her mistress is out.

He shook his head dubiously.

I dont think shed let a stranger see inside, sir.

Well, theres no harm in trying. Will you take me and introduce me? I asked. Take me this evening. When do you go off duty?

In about half an hour.

Then well walk down there and call, I suggested. Heres my card, and I handed him the card of a barrister friend of mine which bore an address in the Temple.

He hesitated, but when he found another half-sovereign in his palm he consented, not, however, without a good deal of curiosity as to my real object.

What he had told me regarding the Parhams, in addition to that strange scene I had witnessed from the roadway, aroused my suspicion. I somehow felt confident that there was some connection between this man who ill-treated his wife so brutally and the unfortunate victim of the tragedy in rural Sussex I waited in a neighbouring bar until Laking came off duty, and then we walked together down Sydenham Hill to the house called Keymer.

My companion entered by the tradesmens lych-gate, and going up to the kitchen door, rapped at it, whereupon a big buxom woman in an apron opened it, and recognising him, gasped, — 

Oh! Arry, Im so glad youve come! They told you about it, I suppose?

About what? I dont know anything, he replied, surprised at her white, scared face and the terrified look of one of the maids who stood behind her.

Then go into the drawin-room and look! Its awful. Theres a curse on this ouse. Go and see for yourself.

Startled, he hurried quickly through the kitchen and along the big, well-furnished hall, I following closely behind him, eager and bewildered.

And what we saw was amazing.


Chapter Thirteen.

Tells of Another Mystery.
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IN THE DRAWING-ROOM a startling scene presented itself.

Lying in a heap across the blue silk-covered sofa lay the figure of the lady whom I had seen from without, seated at the piano, while beside her were the gardener and a scared female servant bending over her, and trying to restore her to consciousness.

A short distance away a second female figure was lying face downwards upon the carpet near the window — a young woman in cap and apron whom I recognised as the maid who had lowered the Venetian blinds. Around her face a long black scarf had been twisted tightly, and she lay there motionless.

Oh! Mr Taking! gasped the woman, bending over her mistress, Im so glad youre here. Theres been men in the house!

Men! he cried, amazed. Whats happened to Mrs Parham?

We dont knew. Weve sent for the doctor and the perlice.

But look at Jane! he exclaimed, crossing to her. Shell be suffocated; and falling on his knees he quickly untied the slip-knot by which the black scarf — a long narrow one with coloured stripes at the ends like an Italian santuzza — had been secured around the girls face.

As we turned her over we saw that her drawn countenance was white to the lips. There was no movement that either of us could discover.

I stood gazing at the startling scene, wondering what had occurred.

Mrs Parham was, I saw, a brown-haired, good-looking young lady of about twenty-six. Her black silk blouse was fastened at the throat by a beautiful diamond brooch — one from her husbands stock perhaps — but she wore no other ring except the badge of matrimony.

Her eyes were closed, and it appeared as though she had fainted, yet across her left cheek from mouth to ear was a deep livid ridge. A scarf somewhat similar to that used to stifle the cries of the maid had been used upon her.

Tell us whats happened? inquired Laking, eagerly. Whos done this?

The housemaid, turning from her mistress, replied, — 

Jane went to pull down the blinds about three-quarters of an hour ago, and I heard the mistress playing the piano in here. Then she suddenly stopped, but knowing that Jane was here I thought she was talking to her. Then I didnt think any more about it till I found that the hot water hadnt been put in the mistresss bedroom, and that the blinds were still up. I went down to the kitchen, but cook said that Jane was still with the mistress. I said shed been there a long time, and cook said perhaps she was getting a blowing up. It was er night out last night, and she was a half-hour late, and Mrs Parham is very particular, as you know.

And didnt you hear anything? I asked, surprised.

Not a sound. It was the quietness of the place that first aroused my suspicion, said the girl. I crept along the hall and listened at the door to hear what the mistress was saying to Jane. But there was no sound. Then I went back and told cook, and we thought that theyd both gone upstairs perhaps. Presently I went back and tapped at the door, for it was nearly an hour since Jane had gone into the room. Nobody answered, so I pushed the door open, and there, to my horror, saw em both lying on the floor with these black things round their faces.

And you rushed out and gave the alarm?

I called in Lane, whod just finished work and was going home. Then we hailed a telegraph boy who was passing and sent him for the doctor and the police. At first we thought the poor mistress was dead, but, you see, shes still breathing, although very slightly. Look! she added, holding up the scarf, theres a funny smell about it.

Chloroform! declared the gardener, Lane. I ad it when I ad my operation in the orspital. I know that smell well enough.

But what was the motive? I asked, puzzled, glancing around the room and noticing that beyond a chair having been overturned and an antimacassar lying on the floor there was no sign of disorder.

The electric bell rang sharply, the cook went to answer the door, and a few moments later a constable in uniform entered.

To him I briefly explained the circumstances, without, however, telling him of the strange scene I had witnessed when I halted outside the gate. Then after the housemaid and gardener had told their stories, he bent over the prostrate lady, listening intently.

Shes still alive, thats quite certain, was his remark, then crossing over to the girl he knelt beside her.

He made a cursory examination and shook his head dubiously. Like ourselves, he had doubts whether she still breathed. I had placed my hand upon her heart, but could discover no palpitation. There was a rigidity about the body, too, that caused me to suspect that the scarf had been around her mouth too long, and that she had expired under the effects of the drug.

We explained to the constable that a doctor in the vicinity had been called, and while we awaited his arrival I made a tour of the room with the officer.

It was a beautifully furnished apartment in the Louis Quinze style, with massive gold-framed mirrors and consoles, and furniture in gilt and pale blue, a room which betrayed everywhere the hand of a woman of culture and artistic taste.

Upon the wall was a large velvet-lined frame, on which were a number of beautiful old miniatures, and behind the grand piano stood a huge palm that reached nearly to the ceiling. Suddenly as I advanced to the window, close to where the maid had been lying — for the gardener and the cooks brother had now lifted her on to a small couch — I noticed that there was a little glass-topped table in which were displayed some fine pieces of antique silver, and standing upon it was a cabinet portrait in a dark red leather frame.

The picture caught my eye and caused me to start. I stood glaring at it in utter bewilderment, scarce believing my own eyes.

Was I mistaken in those features? No. It was the same face — undoubtedly the same face!

The portrait was exactly similar, but somewhat larger, than that which Eric and I had discovered in Winsloes kitbag — the picture of the dead unknown!

A sudden suggestion occurred to me to obtain possession of it. It might be of the greatest use to us in establishing the unfortunate mans identity. I therefore took it up, glanced at it, and in an abstracted manner placed it upon a side table near a curtain, intending later on to transfer it to the pocket of my overcoat — even at the risk of committing the offence of theft. In this I saw no harm. I was seeking to solve a mystery; and surely every mode was fair, now that a man had been done to death.

I recollected Erics terrible accusation, and held my breath.

Yes, he was Sybils secret lover without a doubt. Those letters were sufficient proof of that.

And yet was it not strange that Mrs Parham should place the portrait in her room in a position so conspicuous?

The constable was as much puzzled as myself regarding the motive of the attack.

My own theory was that there had been two men lurking in the house, and hearing Mrs Parham playing the piano, they managed to enter the room unobserved, for there was a large Japanese screen before the door. An instant afterwards the maid entered, switched on the light, and let down the blinds, but while doing so, the men so suddenly discovered made a bold attack upon both, deftly twisting the scarves about their faces ere either of them could call for assistance.

The maid had evidently been attacked from behind by one of the men concealed at the back of the curtain at the moment when she had lowered the last blind. From this fact I suspected that the girl knew them and they feared recognition.

Yet the reason of that bold, desperate attack was surely an entire mystery.

Subsequent examination showed that they must have entered the front door with a duplicate key, probably almost immediately before, otherwise the gardener or Mrs Parham herself must have seen them approaching the house.

But when they had so successfully silenced both mistress and maid, what had been their next action? That was the mystery.

At first my impulse was to explain what I had seen from the pavement, yet I saw, on due reflection, that it was far better to keep that knowledge to myself, more especially if I could manage to obtain possession of that very valuable piece of evidence, the dead mans photograph.

Laking went into the other rooms on the ground floor, and switched on the light in all of them, while the constable and myself made a careful examination in order to see whether any robbery had taken place. As far as we could ascertain, however, nothing had been disturbed. No drawer stood open, and although in both dining-room and library were large glass cases filled with valuable antiques, china, enamels, miniatures and old glass, nothing had apparently been touched.

I wonder if the men are in the ouse now? suggested the maid-servant suddenly, the word man being always very expressive in the vocabulary of the kitchen.

Not likely, declared the constable. Theyve gone long ago. I wonder who they were?

Perhaps they thought that only Mrs Parham and Jane were at home, remarked the cooks brother. And then, when they found Lane, my sister and Emily they got frightened, and cleared out.

Most probably, was the policemans reply. They were disturbed by something; thats very evident. They intended to have the silver, because its easy got rid of. Perhaps its the gang what worked Norwood a couple of months ago. Two of em got five years at the Old Bailey last week.

They were a desperate pair, whoever they were, I said. Men dont carry scarves like these and chloroform all ready if they dont mean to do some big piece of business. The affair, whatever it was, must have been well planned.

They had their pals outside this house, no doubt. Men like those dont work without spies watching the house to give alarm.

His words caused me to ponder.

If one of the gang had been outside, then I had certainly been noted, for I had stood before the gate for quite a minute. I had been noticed, without a doubt! They knew that I had seen that thin, tall figure crossing the room so stealthily!

Perhaps I had quite unintentionally frightened them and prevented them from fully carrying out their object! When I had gone the spy outside might have given the signal which caused them to make their escape.

Now that I recollected, I remembered most distinctly that while I had spoken to the lamplighter, somebody a little distance down the road was whistling gaily a music-hall air.

There was a muffin-man, too, who had suddenly commenced to ring his bell as I had stopped to speak and was balancing his tray upon his head as he passed by us, glancing into my face.

Was he the spy?

I was in the study, discussing the affair with the constable, when the doctor was announced.

I followed him into the drawing-room and noted his surprise when he saw Mrs Parham lying there.

Quickly he made his examination and relieved our minds by declaring that she would before long return to consciousness.

Then he crossed to the maid Jane, placed his hand upon her heart, opened her eyes, felt her hands, and bent the fingers.

For a long time he scrutinised her very carefully, taking up a small mirror and holding it close to her mouth, while we stood anxiously awaiting his verdict.

At last he turned to us, shook his grey head, and said, — 

The poor girl is dead?


Chapter Fourteen.

Relates what we Discovered.
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WHILE THE DOCTOR occupied himself with restoring the mistress of the house to consciousness, I stood by watching, and then turned to the window abstractedly, and awaiting my opportunity, succeeded in transferring the photograph of the dead unknown to my overcoat pocket.

Suddenly the housemaid, on returning to the room with some water, pointed to a corner, exclaiming, — 

Why? Look there, sir!

We all glanced in the direction she indicated, and noticed that from the corner of the room the blue carpet had been torn up, and lay back disclosing about a foot of flooring.

Quickly I bent down to examine it, and found to my surprise that one of the boards had been cut across about nine inches from the wainscoting, and was hinged, so that it could be pulled up. There had evidently been a strong fastening which had been forced, for the wood was newly splintered.

After some little difficulty I pulled it up, revealing a small box-like cavity lined with sheet-iron, well designed in order to hide plate or valuables secretly and securely. I placed my hand down, but could feel nothing. It was empty. The men, whoever they were, knew of that secret hiding-place, and had taken whatever it had contained.

I struck a vesta in order to examine the place more closely, and the others grouped eagerly around me, when I distinguished at the bottom of the box a further flap, which I lifted, and saw something concealed in the false bottom. It was a small red morocco jewel-case about four inches square, which I opened very carefully.

Next instant those around me with one breath gave vent to exclamations of surprise and horror. And well they might.

The object which the jewel-case contained was truly startling. I stood staring at it amazed. Since that moment when I had stood with Sybil in the Long Gallery at Ryhall every hour seemed to bring with it some fresh mystery, or some gruesome problem.

That jewel-case contained a most curious and uncommon object, a dark and somewhat shrivelled, but yet well-preserved, human eye!

The doctor, leaving the unconscious womans side, took it from me, and putting on his pince-nez examined it long and carefully beneath the light.

It was a horrid thing, the white bloodshot, and the pupil a dark leaden grey.

Its a mans eye, declared the doctor, after long and very careful scrutiny. It was removed by somebody unskilled in anatomy, and has been treated with some preservative. Theres mystery here, he added, looking round at the scared faces of those grouped around him.

I wonder if the men wanted to get hold of that? the constable suggested, a theory which Lane and the housemaid at once declared to be a sound one. At any rate, he added, I think Id better report the affair at the station. Theyll certainly want to make some inquiry about that eye.

For the present Ill take possession of it, said the doctor, replacing the ghastly-looking little object in the velvet-lined case, and closing it with a snap.

Then he returned to Mrs Parham, who a few minutes afterwards stirred slightly, while her eyelids quivered. It was a good sign, as he pointed out, and ten minutes later the poor lady opened her eyes and looked wonderingly around.

Remain quiet, madam, the doctor urged in a gentle voice. You are not very well.

No, she gasped faintly. I — I dont think I—

Then her jaws became fixed. She could not conclude the sentence, and lapsed again into unconsciousness.

The constable had sent Lane round to the police station, and an inspector, entering the room, was told what had occurred, and was shown the human eye.

When he saw it he knit his brows. Like ourselves, he scented tragedy, especially as the poor girl Jane was lying dead.

The inspector was also shown the secret cavity beneath the carpet. He examined the windows of all the rooms on the ground floor, made a tour of the exterior of the house, and closely questioned all the servants.

The absence of the master of the house somewhat puzzled him, for the cook explained that Mr Parham returned from the country two days before and remained at home all the afternoon, packed another big travelling bag and left again about seven oclock, telling his wife that he had to go to Birmingham.

When, a little later, we returned to the drawing-room we found Mrs Parham propped up with pillows and attended by the doctor and the housemaid. She was talking with them, and looked at me inquiringly as I entered with the inspector. She probably took me for a police officer in plain clothes.

I was sitting at the piano playing when Jane entered and drew down one of the blinds, she said, in a low voice, speaking with some difficulty. Then she switched on the light and drew down the other blind. At that instant I heard a movement behind me, and turning I saw a man, but next moment something was slipped over my head and eyes. I struggled and at the same time heard Jane cry out. While my assailant held me tightly I heard Jane struggling, therefore there must have been two men in the room at least. A few moments later I lost consciousness and know nothing else until I found you all here standing around me. What has happened? she inquired, in a refined voice, looking from the doctor across to me.

We dont quite know yet, mum, answered the police inspector. It seems as though the men were thieves who being disturbed slipped away.

Thieves! she gasped, open-mouthed. Have they taken anything?

We cant make out. When you feel a little better you must come round the house with us.

Theyve opened a place under the floor, across there, explained the doctor, pointing to the corner where the carpet was still laid back from the boards.

She raised herself quickly upon her elbow and glanced in the direction indicated, staring straight at the spot with a look of terror in her eyes. No word escaped her lips. Her jaws seemed again fixed, her breath held, her fingers clenched into the palms.

She realised that the secret hiding-place had been discovered.

What have they taken? she gasped, in a low, terrified tone, when at last she found tongue.

Apparently everything, I replied. The place is empty.

Empty! she echoed, raising herself to her feet with an effort, but reeling unsteadily back to the couch, for her head was still swimming after the effects of the chloroform. The fiends! she cried.

And poor Jane. How is she?

I much regret, madam, that the chloroform administered to her has had a fatal effect, said the doctor, gravely.

Dead! Jane dead?

Yes. Theyve killed her, declared the inspector. Its wilful murder, thats what it is, mum. Therefore, if you can give us any information as to who these ruffians may be well be very glad. We must arrest them at all costs. Who do you think they might be?

But Mrs Parham, although a strange look crossed her white, haggard features, made no response to the officers question.

Poor Jane! Poor Jane — the brutes! she kept on repeating, her wild eyes staring across to where the body of the dead maid-servant was lying.

From her manner I felt convinced that she suspected who the intruders were, now that she knew that their motive had been to search in that secret cavity beneath the floor of the drawing-room, and possess themselves of something concealed there.

Would she denounce them?

The inspector again questioned her, but her answers were evasive.

My husband is in the country, she explained. He is very often away, for his business often takes him on the Continent, to Paris and Amsterdam.

But how do you think these men got into the house? the officer asked. I notice that the inner glass door of the hall closes with a latch which can only be opened from the inside. Therefore, if they had entered the front door with a false key they could not have passed the inner door.

This fact was interesting, and one which I had entirely overlooked.

I have no idea how they could have entered. Perhaps by a window.

Or perhaps by the servants entrance, Lane suggested.

They couldnt have got in that way, mum, because theyd have to pass through the kitchen, and cook was there all the time. Besides, were always very careful that that door is never left ajar.

Its evident that they were concealed in the house, I remarked, recollecting that tall shadowy figure that had crossed the room on tip-toe at the instant that the blind had been lowered.

Of course, agreed the inspector. But what we want to know is whether this lady has any suspicion of anyone to whose advantage it would be to obtain possession of what was concealed there.

I dont know what was in there, she declared, in a weak, nervous voice. My husband made the place himself a few months ago, as he often has valuable jewellery here. In the City he has a strong room, of course, but here he deemed it best to make a secret hiding-place rather than have a fire-proof safe, which is always discussed by servants, and the knowledge of which in a private house so soon becomes common property.

Then he used to keep valuables there? asked the inspector.

I believe so, but I never looked inside. It opened with a spring, the secret of which he alone knew.

Who made it? The man who constructed it knew the secret, no doubt. He may be one of those implicated.

The piece of board with the spring he brought home with him from Paris one day. It was made there, he said. The steel box was made somewhere in Chelsea.

And who fitted the board so evenly?

He did himself. He is an amateur cabinetmaker, and at one time used to make furniture. He made that table over there, she added, pointing to a small round table standing near the corner where was the secret cavity.

Then no workman was actually employed in fitting it up? remarked the inspector, disappointedly.

No. He did it himself, so that nobody should know. And he would not even let me know the secret of the spring.

Which showed some distrust, remarked the inspector. He evidently possessed something there which he did not wish you to see.

Yes. That, however, is not surprising, she remarked. Many husbands have secrets — family affairs and such like — with which they hesitate to trouble their wives.

Certainly, he said, glancing dubiously at me, and no doubt recollecting that gruesome object now in the doctors pocket. But it seems very strange that thieves should come here so boldly, attack both you and the maid-servant, and go straight to that secret hiding-place if there was not some very strong motive. They evidently knew there was something there — something of which they desired to obtain possession.

But they didnt know the secret of the spring, for they prised it open.

I placed my hand in my overcoat pocket, and it came in contact with the portrait which I had succeeded in taking — the picture of the dead unknown.

Why had it been kept in such a prominent position in her room? I longed to question her, but at that moment was unable.

The mystery of the murderous attack in which the maid had lost her life; the mystery of that tall, thin man who crept across the apartment; the mystery of the theft; the mystery of the human eye, were all enigmas utterly beyond solution.

I took Laking aside and obtained a promise from him not to explain the circumstances under which we had met. Then to Mrs Parham I introduced myself later as a casual passer-by who had been alarmed by the startling discovery. I did this because I intended to call again and make the acquaintance of her husband.

Half an hour later, after all inquiry of Mrs Parham had failed to elicit a single fact regarding any person who might have a motive for the outrage and robbery, I left the house, and walked down the dark, deserted suburban thoroughfare accompanied by the police inspector, who was on his way back to the station to telegraph the curious facts to Scotland Yard.

Well? I asked, when we were out in the roadway, and what do you make of the affair?

What do I think? Why, the lady is lying. She knows who did it, but fears to tell us the truth. There was something hidden under the floor which those people intended to get, and got it. Mark me! She dare not speak, otherwise shell ruin her own reputation. When we fathom the mystery of to-night it will be found to be a very interesting one, depend upon it.

Then you really suspect her? I remarked. Yes, I suspect her. She has some secret from her husband — and she fears that through this robbery he may learn the truth.

You know Mr Parham, perhaps — I mean you know something about him?

Well, yes, he answered, smiling curiously. We happen to know Mr Parham — and if what I suspect is true, then the affair of to-night is not surprising. Wait and see. The real facts, when they come to light, will very probably amaze you.


Chapter Fifteen.

By which Sybil Explains Something.
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THREE WEEKS WENT by — dull, dreary weeks of constant anxiety. With the assistance of Eric — to whom I had, of course, explained the tragic incident in the home of John Parham — I was ever on the alert, compelled to go down to Neate Street at infrequent intervals in secret from Eric and pose for a few hours in the daytime as the husband of little Mrs Morton.

Poor Tibbie led a dreary life in that drab mean street. Mrs Williams was kind and pleasant, pitying the young wife so constantly separated from her husband. But if my work took me away, well, she ought not to grumble, the good woman declared. There were lots of compositors out of work she had heard, now that those linotypes were so universally adopted. And so she cheered Tibbie up, and the latter sought distraction by doing fancy needlework.

Each time I visited her I ran the risk of being followed by some person in the employ of Winsloe, who was, we knew, ever active in his efforts to discover her whereabouts. Her mother had raised a terrible hue-and-cry after a week had passed without news of her. Jack had unfortunately gone to Scotland Yard and given his sisters description, as Cynthia had begun to express a fear that she had met with foul play.

As soon as I heard of this I persuaded Tibbie to write a letter to her mother, assuring her that she was quite well and happy, that she was with friends, and that she would return in the course of a few days. This letter I sent to a friend in Glasgow, and it was posted from there.

Time after time I looked in wonder at the photograph of the dead unknown which I had abstracted from Mr Parhams drawing-room. And time after time I reflected whether it would be wise to suddenly confront Tibbie with it and demand the truth. Sometimes I was sorry that I had not left the portrait where I had found it, for I might, when calling upon Mrs Parham, have made casual inquiry regarding the original. Now that it was in my possession, however, I was unable to approach the subject. Undoubtedly she had missed it, and perhaps believed that in the confusion of that memorable evening it had been stolen, perhaps for the value of its frame.

One night about ten oclock, while Eric and I sat by the fire in my chambers, my friend cast aside the Pall Mall Gazette which he had been reading, exclaiming, — 

So the Parham affair seems to have concluded to-day. At the adjourned inquest theyve returned the usual verdict — wilful murder against someone unknown. Poor girl! She was an entirely innocent victim.

Yes, I remarked, smoking my pipe reflectively, strange that the police havent a scrap of a clue as to who did it.

We have the only clue that exists, was his answer. You saw one of the men.

Yes, but I doubt if Id recognise him again. It was only like a shadow passing across the room. He was tall and thin, but I was too far away to distinguish his features.

Mrs Parham has apparently made no statement to the police of any value, and Parham himself is still absent. He fears, I suppose, certain inquiries regarding the possession of that gruesome object which we found in the false bottom of the secret hiding-place.

Id like to meet this man Parham, I said. Recollect that he undoubtedly knew the man who was killed in Charlton Wood.

Yes, remarked Eric, slowly. It certainly seems strange that he doesnt turn up again. He may, of course, be travelling abroad, as his wife seems to think he is. She has told the police that hes often abroad, and she frequently does not hear from him for a fortnight or three weeks. It appears that only a short time ago he remarked that he might be compelled to go out to India on business connected with some jewels which an Indian prince has for sale. Perhaps he has gone, and will write to her from Port Said. That is what the police believe.

And if he does?

Well, I should think it most probable that hell be detained at Bombay and asked to return at once to London, to explain how the human eye came into his possession.

I wish we could get sight of a photograph of Parham, I said. It would help us so much.

Hes never had his portrait taken — objects to it, I hear. The police told me so. They always look with suspicion upon a man who objects to being photographed.

I entertained the same suspicions regarding Parham as did the police, and resolved to revisit his wife and endeavour to discover something further.

Next day, however, receiving an urgent express letter from Tibbie, I was compelled to assume the guise of William Morton and travel by a circuitous route down to Camberwell. She had the midday dinner of roast sirloin and vegetables ready prepared for me, cooked by herself, and looked a thoroughly capable housewife in her cheap black gown and white apron. The clothes she had bought were well fitted to the station she had assumed, and beyond a smart saying or two which now and then escaped her, she passed well as the ladys-maid married to an honest, hard-working compositor.

The only thing I cant do, she confided to me, as we sat together at the clean little dinner-table, is the washing. I put it out, and I fear that the landlady thinks me horribly extravagant. But the truth is I dont know how to wash, and if I tried Id at once betray my ignorance, she laughed.

I glanced at her hands, now rather red and rough by unaccustomed work, and smiled.

Let them think what they may, I said. You play your part far better than I ever thought you would.

Oh, sometimes I find it quite amusing, she declared. One sees more of the realities of life in Camberwell than in Mayfair. Here I see how the poor live, and I pity them. I was ignorant of how hard are the lives of the working people; how they have to struggle to keep the wolf from the door, or of the long hours of work, and the cutting down, of wages. Do you know, Wilfrid, I sometimes hear stories of poverty and distress that make my heart bleed. I want to help them, but how can I? To give them money would be to arouse suspicion against myself. Ive found a method, however. I send them groceries and meat from certain shops in the Old Kent Road and Camberwell Road, and pay for it myself. They dont then know where it comes from.

I was somewhat surprised to discover this sympathetic trait in her character. I had never believed that, gay butterfly of fashion as she was, she entertained any thought of the poor seamstress who worked all night upon her ball-dress, or the consumptive shop-girl who danced attendance upon her, compelled to indulge her every whim. The Scarcliffs, if a wild race, were a proud one. They regarded the people as being different from themselves and treated all their underlings, save grave old Adams at Ryhall, without thought or consideration.

Yes, the few weeks that Tibbie had lived estranged from her fast, exotic set, and with the example of the workaday world before her eyes, had wrought a great change in her.

Yet, was this really so? To what cause could I attribute this sudden outburst of charitable feeling?

I held my breath as one suggestion occurred to me.

Was it repentance?

I had told her nothing concerning the strange occurrence at Sydenham Hill. The name of Parham had been found in the dead mans pocket, therefore, connected as the two crimes seemed to be, I made no explanation. Without doubt, however, she had read the details in the paper which she took daily, and had that morning seen the verdict given at the adjourned inquest.

How I longed to show her the photograph and to ask her to tell me the truth.

One afternoon, a fortnight ago, she had casually remarked to me that she had seen in the paper the report of a man being found in Charlton Wood, whereupon I merely replied that I, too, had heard the details, and that I supposed the victim was some unfortunate tramp who had been killed by an enemy.

He may have been shot accidentally by one of the keepers, who fears to tell the truth, she suggested.

But I remained silent. I remembered Erics terrible denunciation.

I passed that afternoon with her in the cheaply-furnished little sitting-room, smoking and chatting. After she had removed the cloth she threw aside her apron, and sat in the low wicker armchair with a cigarette. Only when I was present dared she smoke, and I saw how thoroughly she enjoyed it.

You, Wilfrid, seem like a visitor from the other world — the world which nowadays exists only in my dreams, she said, throwing her head lazily back and blowing a cloud of smoke from her pursed-up lips. As I sit here alone hour after hour, I wonder how it is that I have lived the life I have. Our foibles and follies and false appearances are, after all, wretchedly insincere, and surely the enemies of a smart woman are the bitterest in the world. Cynthia taught me to believe that our set was the world, but I now know different, for I see that there is happiness, yes, far greater happiness in the poor struggling homes about me here than in our own world of pleasure. Happiness? she repeated to herself, looking blankly across the room and sighing, I wonder if I shall ever know what real happiness means?

I hope so, I exclaimed quickly. Surely there is no reason why you should be unhappy. You are young, wealthy, courted, flattered, and one of the best-looking women in London. You are well aware of that, Tibbie.

Aware of it! she exclaimed hoarsely, in a low, broken voice. Everyone tells me so. Yes, she added bitterly, I have everything except the one thing debarred me — happiness.

And why not that?

Can one be happy if one does not possess peace of mind? That, alas! I do not possess.

Because you hold a secret, I remarked slowly, looking into her eyes as they suddenly met mine. Will you never reveal it to me, Tibbie? I asked. I could surely assist you.

But she shook her head, replying, — 

No. The error is mine, and I must bear the punishment. Ah! she cried, suddenly starting up, placing both palms to her brow, and pacing up and down the little room. Ah! you dont know what I suffer. Day and night I sit here and think and think, and wonder, and fear. Yes! she cried, her eyes starting as she glared at me in her desperation. I fear! I fear lest I may be discovered by those enemies who have sworn to effect my ruin! But — but you will save me, Wilfrid, she gasped, suddenly advancing, turning her white face to mine, and clutching my hand. You will protect me from them, wont you?

Of course, I answered, greatly surprised at her sudden terror, when only a few moments before she had been so calm in the enjoyment of her cigarette.

But who are these enemies of whom you are in such fear? Tell me, and I may then act accordingly. Surely it is only just that I should be aware of their identity? I urged.

No. I — I — I mean I cant explain. If I did, I should lose even you, Wilfrid — the only true friend I have in the whole world.

Her hand holding mine trembled as I looked straight into her white, frightened countenance.

A silence fell between us. I gazed into those wonderful eyes of hers and noted her marvellous beauty now accentuated by her distress.

Tibbie. I exclaimed at last in a low, soft voice, scarcely above a whisper, you are in deadly fear of the man with whom only the other day you contemplated marriage — Ellice Winsloe — the man who now intends to denounce you!

Who told you so? she gasped, drawing back in an instant, and turning paler. Who — who has betrayed my secret?


Chapter Sixteen.

Friends and Foes.

[image: img260.jpg]

AT SEVEN OCLOCK that evening I took the train from Camberwell Gate to Westminster Bridge, like the industrious compositor that I represented myself to be.

In order to assert myself more prominently in the neighbourhood I had accepted the invitation of Williams, the mineral-water foreman, who was my landlord, to have a glass of ale at the neighbouring public-house; and in the bar was introduced by him to several other working-men as his tenant. They seemed a sober, good-humoured set, all having their glass after the thirst of the days labour.

My landlord remarked that my wife saw little of me, but I explained how my employers sent me to various parts of the country in connection with a new patent type-composing machine in which they were interested.

Well, my missus does er best for Mrs Morton and cheers her up, the man said. Only it ud be more pleasant for er if you were at ome a bit more. The poor young lady mopes dreadfully sometimes. You neednt say anything, you know, but my old woman has found her a-cryin to herself lots of times.

I recollected his words as I sat on the top of the tram passing up those long broad roads lit by the flare of costermongers lights and rendered noisy by the strident cries of the butchers and greengrocers shouting their wares. In South London commercial life seems to commence with the sundown, for thrifty working-class housewives go out shopping after dark.

And Tibbie, the woman whom all smart London knew, who was so brilliant a figure at receptions, balls and weddings, and of whose beauty the ladies papers so constantly spoke, was living amid that poverty and squalor alone, terrified and crying her heart out.

For what? Had remorse seized her? Was it the awful recollection of that fatal moment in Charlton Wood, combined with the constant fear that Ellice Winsloe, whom she had now acknowledged as her enemy, would discover her and bring against her the terrible charge?

That night, after I had slipped unrecognised into my chambers, I changed quickly into my own clothes and went along to the Wellington Club to find Domville. The hall-porter had not, however, seen him that day; therefore, after strolling through the rooms, I was just on the point of leaving when, in the hall, I encountered Ellice Winsloe.

Hulloa! old fellow! he cried cheerily. What are you doing to-night? Come along and dine with me at Boodles.

I hesitated. I had no wish for the company of the man who was Tibbies secret enemy. Once I had distrusted him; now I hated him, for I saw how ingeniously he had kept observation upon my movements, and how his invitation, so warmly given, was with the ulterior object of ascertaining my movements.

In an instant it occurred to me that I might fight him with his own weapons. I could be as alert as he was. Therefore, I laughed and declared that I had no prior engagement.

Come along, then, he said; and we both went out and crossed Hyde Park corner together.

I was at the Wydcombes this afternoon. It was Lady Wydcombes day. Theyre till most anxious about Tibbie. Nobody knows where she is, he added, with a covert glance at my countenance to watch the effect of his words.

Yes, I said, shes certainly a bit erratic. I hear, however, that she has written to her mother saying that shes all right.

The police think the letter was written under compulsion. Jack took it to Scotland Yard, with the result that the Criminal Investigation Department have redoubled their efforts to trace her. Whats your opinion?

I shrugged my shoulders. The fellows object was to get me to talk; but I knew how to be silent when it suited me, and was determined to tell him nothing.

Old Lady Scarcliff is very upset, I hear, he went on as we walked along Piccadilly to St. Jamess Street.

It is really too bad of Tibbie, dont you think so? She ought to draw the line at disappearing like this. She may have met with foul play for all one knows. It seems, according to Mason, that she took a lot of her jewellery with her on the night she left Ryhall in the car.

Does Mason know or suspect anything? I asked quite innocently.

Nothing, as far as Im aware. The detectives have made every inquiry, but discovered nothing. Then he added, in a voice which sounded to me to convey a distinct hidden meaning, Theyve been just as successful regarding Tibbie as they have been in the case of the mystery up in Charlton Wood.

I said nothing. My object was to allow him to do all the talking.

At Boodles we sat down to an excellent dinner, though it was rather late.

As he sat before me, his elbows on the table and his hands clasped as he chatted, I looked into his face and wondered what were the inner workings of his ingenious mind. He made no mention of his call at that obscure hotel in Lambeth in search of Tibbie, but merely expressed a fervent hope that the jewellery which she had carried with her when she left on her midnight motor-drive had not been the cause of any attempt upon her by malefactors.

In order to watch his attitude I suddenly exclaimed, — 

That affair in Charlton Wood seems still a mystery. And yet I hear, I added, making a bold shot, that the police have at last found a clue.

His countenance remained perfectly unchanged. He merely responded, — 

I hope they have. It was a dastardly thing. The poor fellow must have been shot treacherously — murdered in cold blood. Jack is most anxious to find the culprit, and I dont wonder. It isnt nice to have a murder committed upon ones own estate.

Its curious that the man has not yet been identified, I said, regarding him keenly.

And has it not also struck you as strange that Tibbie should suddenly disappear on the night of the murder? he asked, his eyes fixed upon mine.

No, I replied, quite unconcernedly. I had never given that a thought. It is curious, now that you recall it. A mere coincidence, of course.

Of course, he said, pouring me out a glass of still Moselle. His air of refinement was irritating.

Then, after a brief silence, he said, — 

Do you know, Hughes, I cant help thinking that something serious has happened to Tibbie. The letter Lady Scarcliff received was posted in Glasgow, but of course that was only a blind. Shes in London somewhere. I told Wydcombe to-day that they ought to advertise and offer a reward for her.

His suggestion suddenly gave me an idea. In the pockets of the unknown man in Charlton Wood I had found the key to a cipher which he had evidently used to correspond with his friends. Why should I not through the medium of the papers open up some correspondence? Would anyone reply?

You know how erratic Tibbie always is, I remarked. Ive perhaps known her longer than you have. She was always the same, even as a girl — the despair of the old viscount.

And yet she is very charming, dont you think so? asked the man whom she declared to be one of her bitterest enemies.

Delightfully amusing, I agreed. The set she mixes with spoils her. If she could only sever herself entirely from Cynthias friends she would be a very different woman.

Oh, shell marry some day and settle down, laughed Winsloe. I used at one time to hear that you were likely to be the lucky man.

I think not, was my quick reply, somewhat annoyed at his remark. I cant afford to marry, whereat he laughed, as though in disbelief of my poverty.

He questioned me with a subtle ingenuity worthy of a counsel at the criminal bar, but my replies were all of them empty ones, while at the same time I was watching him narrowly, noting that this warm friendliness was merely assumed, and that beneath that veneer of good fellowship was a fierce and bitter antagonism that I had never before suspected. Ever since Scarcliff had introduced us eighteen months ago we had been very good friends, and had seen quite a good deal of each other on the Riviera the previous season. I was staying at the Métropole at Monte Carlo, while he was at the Hermitage.

He seemed to have many friends there, well-dressed men whom I did not know. But ones acquaintances on the Riviera are generally somewhat doubtful, and need not be recognised beyond the confines of the Principality. He became one of Jacks most intimate friends. They often went over to Paris together, and on such occasions it was believed that young Lord Scarcliff played baccarat at a certain private house in the Avenue Kleber and lost considerable sums. Tibbie had told me so in confidence, but Jack naturally never mentioned his losses. If this were true, then it looked very much as though Ellice Winsloe was a shark, as my friend Domville declared him to be.

In a London club a white shirt and well-cut evening clothes enables many a scoundrel to pass himself off as a gentleman. Few young men who come into their inheritance and lead the fevered life of the West End escape the traps laid for them by those well-dressed blackguards who pose as friends and advisers, and at the same time cleverly contrive to pluck the pigeon. By some clever ruse or other they get him into their power, threatening exposure or the police for some fancied offence, and then the question of hush-money is mooted and the rest is so very easy. The fly is caught in the net, and the spiders grow fat at their leisure.

Ask any official at Scotland Yard, and what he will reveal to you regarding this will surely astound you.

Sitting with Winsloe and listening to his clever chatter I was rather amused than otherwise. Inwardly I laughed at his shrewd but futile efforts to obtain from me something concerning Tibbie.

We smoked a cigar, and about ten oclock strolled along to the Empire, where we took a turn round the crowded grand circle. Variety performances, however, possess but little attraction for me, and we soon went out again. In the vestibule a fair-moustached, bald-headed man in evening dress greeted my companion effusively, exclaiming, — 

Why, Ellice — actually! My dear old fellow, how are you? — how are you? and he wrung his hand in warmest greeting.

And you, Sidney! Whod ever thought of finding you in town again? Why, I thought you were still somewhere up the Zambesi.

Got back yesterday, my dear fellow. And not sorry either, I can tell you. The surveying for the new railroad was a far tougher job than I anticipated. I went down with fever, so they sent me home on six months leave.

But youre all right now, Winsloe said, and then introduced his friend as Sidney Humphreys who, he explained, had been out in Africa in connection with the Cape to Cairo railway.

Where are you fellows going? asked the newcomer.

Home, I think, Winsloe replied. Hughes doesnt care for ballets.

Come round to my rooms and see the curios Ive brought back, he urged. Ive still kept on the old chambers. The things Ive got were mostly dug out of the ruins of an ancient city — relics of the time of King Solomon, I believe. Youre fond of antiques, Ellice, so come and spend an hour and have a look at them. Youll be interested, I promise you, and Id like to know your opinion.

Winsloe hesitated for a moment, then, turning to me, said, — 

Youll come too, wont you?

At first I excused myself, for I was anxious to find Eric, but presently I allowed myself to be persuaded, for truth to tell, I, too, was very fond of antiquities, and was therefore anxious to see this latest find.

We drove in a hansom along Regent Street, and then through several side streets, until presently we alighted before the door of a dark, respectable-looking house, into which Humphreys let us with his latchkey.

Go on up, he exclaimed, when we were in the hall. You know your way, Ellice — the old rooms, second floor.

And so while he held back in the hall looking at some cards that had been left, I climbed the broad old-fashioned stairs with Winsloe.

At the first landing my companion held back for me to go on before, laughing, and saying, — 

Go straight on — the room right before you, and compelling me to ascend first, he followed.

Suddenly I heard mens voices raised in angry altercation, apparently proceeding from another room, and what was more, I was struck by a distinct belief that one voice was Erics. Yet surely that could not be possible.

I defy you! I heard the voice cry. Say no more. You hear! You may kill me, but I defy you!

I halted, startled. The voice was so very like Erics that I could have sworn it was his.

A sharp cry of pain — a mans cry — rang out from behind a closed door on the landing I was approaching. Then there followed a long-drawn-out groan, ending almost in a sigh.

A tragedy was being enacted there!

I clapped my hand upon the revolver I always carried in my hip-pocket, and went forward quickly, eager and puzzled, but just as I placed my feet upon the last steps to gain the landing where the mans chambers were, four or five of the stairs suddenly gave way beneath me, and I fell feet foremost into the great yawning opening there revealed. I was the victim of a dastardly treachery!

I know that I clutched wildly at air when I felt myself falling down, down to what seemed an unfathomable depth. I held my breath, for at that instant a mans wild shriek rang in my ears. Then next second I felt my skull crushed, and with it all consciousness became blotted out.

I was entrapped — helpless in the hands of quondam friends who were really my bitterest and most unscrupulous enemies.


Chapter Seventeen.

Is Extraordinary.
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THE AGONY WAS excruciating. A burning bubbling seethed in my brain, as though my skull were filled with molten metal. My mouth was parched, my neck stiff, and my jaws were fixed when I opened my eyes and found myself in a great chasm of cavernous darkness.

How long I had lain there I have no idea.

The thunder of rolling, roaring waters deafened me, and my lower limbs were so benumbed that at first I was unable to move them. I felt my leg, and then discovered the reason. Wet to the skin, I was lying half in water, my head alone being on some slightly higher ground — a fortunate circumstance that had certainly saved me from being drowned.

Where was I?

For fully ten minutes — minutes that seemed hours, I was utterly unable to move, but presently I managed, by dint of supreme effort, to struggle to my feet and grope about me unsteadily, at last finding a smooth arched wall. I lifted my hand above my head and found that I could touch the roof.

In that pitch darkness, with the roaring torrent at my side, I dare not move two paces lest I might lose my foothold.

I felt frantically in my pocket, and my heart leapt when I found that I still possessed a box of wax vestas. The silver box was water-tight. One of these I struck quickly, but its light was lost in that cavernous blackness.

It only showed me the bricked walls, high to the roof, wet and slimy, and revealed to me that I was in one of the main sewers of London! At my side the great black torrent flowed on towards the outfall with deafening roar in that long, interminable tunnel beneath the Metropolis.

Rats, hundreds of them, grey and scuttling, ran helter-skelter on seeing the fickle light; but I stood motionless leaning against the wall and gazing around at my weird surroundings until the match went out. My head reeled, I feared to walk lest I should stagger into the Stygian stream.

Knowledge of where I was gave me courage, however. My head was very painful with strange fancies dancing through my imagination. I think that the blow had unbalanced my brain.

Which way should I turn? To right or left? Was mortal man ever in such a predicament? I recognised the truth. I remembered one appalling fact. The scoundrels had sent me through into that deadly place, knowing that even if the fall did not kill me outright, I must be drowned when, at regular intervals, the sewer was automatically flushed, and my body washed out to the Thames estuary.

I had seen the walls still wet to the roof from the last flushing, and as I recognised my awful peril, my blood ran cold. At any moment might come that gigantic flood to sweep me away into eternity in an instant. Somewhere, higher up, was that mechanism which at certain hours of day and night automatically let loose the great sweeping wave through the long, black tunnel sweeping to the sea, the cleansing of London.

My only hope was to find safety somewhere, therefore in frantic haste, all forgetful of the pain I was suffering, I turned to the right and groped along the wall by aid of a match, the light of which was not sufficient to show the true dimensions of the sewer.

On, on, I went, how far I have no idea. It seemed to be miles. My matches burned only dimly, so bad was the air. Time after time I came to side channels, small arches belching forth their black stream into the roaring torrent like tributaries of a river, until I suddenly saw something white upon the wall, and, raising my match, discerned the painted words: Poland Street.

Then I knew that I was beneath Poland Street, close to Oxford Street.

I was in search of a manhole by which to ascend to the roadway, but, alas! could not discover one. A great terror seized me lest the flush should come before I could gain a place of safety.

I was in the act of striking another match, in order to proceed more quickly, when I felt my head reeling, and in clutching at the wall for support the matchbox fell from my nerveless fingers into the water.

My disaster was thus complete. Without light how could I find a place in which to raise myself above the level of the flood?

My heart stood still. In that moment the recollection of all the sequence of strange and startling events of the past few weeks passed in rapid review before me. My enemies had entrapped me, and I now knew that I was doomed.

Erics shout of defiance, followed by that groan and shriek, still rang in my ears, but, most tantalising of all, I had no idea where the house to which I had been enticed was situated. It was somewhere off Regent Street, but further than that I had no knowledge.

I saw how cleverly the whole affair had been arranged; how the man introduced to me as Humphreys had met us by appointment in the vestibule of the Empire, and how, knowing my interest in antiques, the bait had been so cleverly placed.

I had now no doubt that Ellice Winsloe was an adventurer, therefore my eager desire was to reveal to Scarcliff the astounding truth.

And yet this was actually the man who had the audacity to propose marriage to Sybil, and she had contemplated accepting him!

To old Lady Scarcliff the fellow had posed as a gentleman of means, and had so ingratiated himself with Jack that the pair had become inseparable. The situation was monstrous.

In sheer desperation I groped forward slowly and carefully, my face to the black, slimy wall, feeling it forward with my hands. If I stumbled the force of the torrent would, I knew, take me off my feet and I should most probably meet with an awful death. Cautiously I crept along, how far I cannot tell. Each moment seemed an hour, and each step a mile, until of a sudden the wall ended!

Only the black swiftly-flowing flood lay before me. I put out my hand in the darkness, but only grasped the air.

Next moment, however, I discovered that the sewer took a sudden turn, almost at right angles, and that I had come to the corner. Yes. The wall continued! So I groped on and on, my hands travelling over bricks worn smooth by the action of the cleansing flood.

I hoped to encounter one of those men whom I had often seen descend from the street in high boots and carrying a miners lamp, but I was, alas! alone. The very absence of the workmen told me the terrible truth. It was the time for the automatic flushing!

On I groped in frantic haste, the rats scuttling from my path, the darkness complete; the noise of the black waters deafening. I recollected that as we had driven from the Empire it had commenced to rain, and thus was the torrent accounted for.

Of a sudden, I discerned before me something. What it was I could not distinguish. I crept on, and saw that it was like a small patch of faint grey. Then, approaching nearer, I found that it was a single ray of faint daylight which, penetrating from far above, fell upon the black waters. It was day. I had been in that gruesome place all night.

My heart leapt within me as I went forward to it, finding that above was a round, well-like shaft, which led to the surface, while in the wall were iron footholds.

I gained the bottom, and grasping the small, rusted iron rails commenced a slow and difficult ascent.

Not an instant too soon, however, for ere I had placed my foot upon the first rung of the ladder a noise like thunder sounded from the tunnel, and the black waters rose angrily to meet me, washing about my legs as I climbed higher up, and filling the sewer to its roof.

For a few moments the water remained at that level, and then the torrent slowly receded to its original height as the flushing wave rushed on towards the outfall.

A cold perspiration broke out upon me. I saw how I had been within an ace of death, and shuddered as I glanced below.

Then, ascending as quickly as my shattered nerves and swimming head would allow, I found above me a closed grating, through which I could hear the roar of the London traffic above.

I shouted, but could attract no attention.

To push up the iron was impossible, for I saw that it was locked.

A woman passed close by, and I shouted to her. She turned and looked in an opposite direction, surprised to see no one. She never suspected anyone being beneath the roadway.

An omnibus rumbled over me, and I saw that it was a green Bayswater, from which I concluded that I must be beneath Oxford Street.

Again and again I shouted for help, but could attract no notice. My position was far from secure, compelled to cling on to those iron footholds in the brickwork.

At last I saw a newsboy close to me. My shout startled him, but when he discerned my face beneath the bars he came closer, and asked, — 

Alloa, guvnor! Whats up?

Im a prisoner here, I explained. Go and fetch a policeman.

My gum! exclaimed the urchin in his surprise. Its the first time Ive ever eard of a bloke gettin locked down the sewer. And he went off at once to call a constable.

The officer came quickly, and after a brief explanation he sent the lad somewhere to the house of one of the sewermen, I think, for the key.

Meanwhile, a small crowd quickly collected around the grating, and I was subjected to a good deal of good-humoured banter until the man came with the key, and I once again found myself at the surface, a dirty, dishevelled, pitiable-looking object in evening dress. I was in Oxford Street, at the corner of Hart Street, Bloomsbury.

Both constable and sewer-man were curious to know how I got in, whereupon I explained that I had been the victim of a plot in some house, of the exact situation of which I was unaware.

The two men exchanged glances — meaning glances I saw them to be.

Was it anywhere near Portland Place? asked the big fellow in blue jersey and sea-boots.

I dont know. I saw Poland Street written up. Why?

Well, because theres something mysterious goes on in a house somewhere near here. Only a month ago we found the body of a young woman drowned in the main sewer at the corner of Charing Cross Road, and the affair is a mystery. The police ave kept it out of the papers while they make inquiries. Were trying to find out what house has direct communication with the sewer, but up to the present weve not been successful. Its a good job, he added, that you werent caught by the flush, for it must just be going down at this time.

I explained how narrowly I had escaped death, and then in reply to the constable described the dastardly plot of which I had been the victim.

Of course, sir, you wont mind making a full statement at the police station, will you? the officer said. The discovery of the poor woman in the sewer the other day has shown that there is some house in which people mysteriously disappear. It is evidently to that house you were invited. You will be able to assist us to identify it.

I shook my head, saying: I fear that Ill never be able to recognise it again, for I really took no notice of its exterior. It lies somewhere east of Regent Street, that is all I know.

Depend upon it that more than one person has been swept down by the flush, declared the sewer-man. A mans body was found down at the outfall at Beckton about three months ago. He was in evening dress, and evidently a gentleman, our foreman said, but where he came from was a complete mystery. My own idea is that the house has no direct communication with the sewer, for if it had, we should have discovered it. You say, sir, that you fell through a hole in the stairs?

I replied in the affirmative.

Exactly. You dropped down into a cellar or somewhere in the basement, and then, while you were insensible, they put you into the sewer — through some manhole, perhaps, of which they have a duplicate key. The house must be near a manhole. Thats my belief.

Then you dont think that I fell plumb into the sewer?

Certainly not. You were thrown into the sewer while insensible down a manhole, without a doubt. Its lucky you just escaped the flush. The villain evidently knew that the flush is at eight oclock in the morning, and that we dont go down till afterwards. And when we go, well, the victim has, of course, disappeared. By Jove! sir, added the big muscular man, standing astride in his big, high boots, youve had a narrow shave, and no mistake.

I admitted I had. I was forced to repeat my explanation to a brown-bearded, good-humoured inspector who came up, and who afterwards gave me his name as Pickering. The officer was most interested, therefore promising to call at the Tottenham Court Road police station later I gave him a card and took a hansom back to Bolton Street.


Chapter Eighteen.

Arouses Suspicions Regarding Sybil.
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ELLICE WINSLOE BELIEVED me dead.

There was no doubt about that. And knowing what I now did, I intended that he should remain secure in that belief.

Domville had not returned, a fact which caused me the gravest apprehensions. I recollected that defiant voice in the night. Had he also fallen a victim?

Budd called in my doctor, who dressed the wound in my head and carefully bandaged it. He was curious to know the cause, but I merely explained that I had sustained a rather bad fall. Perhaps he attributed it to too much wine on the previous night — probably he did.

Youll have to rest for a day or two, he said, you had a nasty blow.

But I was uncommunicative, therefore he soon afterwards left.

Budd was, of course, inquisitive, but my explanation was that I had had an accident, and had fallen in the mud. My clothes were, of course, ruined, my hands grazed and torn, and across my eye was a nasty gash where I must have struck a sharp stone.

My brain was awhirl, and after the doctors departure I swallowed some brandy and lay down on the bed awaiting Eric.

Had he shared the same fate? If so, to try and find him in the sewer was useless. The flush had passed, and would sweep him away to his death.

Of course, I had no real proof that he had been in that house other than overhearing his voice. I recalled every word, and now more than ever was I convinced that he had been behind that closed door, held by enemies.

From Budd I learned that my friend had gone out about two oclock, and had not returned. He had, however, left me a message to say that I was not to be alarmed by his absence. He was still making inquiries, I supposed. What I had related regarding the strange affair at Sydenham Hill had puzzled him greatly. Perhaps he had gone down there.

I gave my man strict instructions to say to everyone that I too was absent from home.

Tell everybody that I went out to dinner last night and have not yet returned, I said. Express surprise and anxiety. I want to pretend to be missing — you understand, Budd?

Yes, sir, was the mans prompt response. You expect somebody will call and inquire, and to everyone I am to know nothing.

I went out to the club last night and havent been seen since.

I quite understand, sir. But what about the doctor?

He doesnt matter. The person whom I wish to believe in my absence does not know the doctor. I shall remain indoors for a day or two. Mind nobody knows Im here.

I shall take good care of that, sir, was the mans reply; and I knew that I could trust him.

I scribbled a line to Inspector Pickering explaining my inability to make the statement on account of my injured head, but promising to call in a few days. I urged him not to send to me, as my chambers were probably watched. This note I sent by express messenger.

Then thoroughly exhausted I dropped off to sleep.

It was evening when I awoke, but Eric had not made his appearance. I was now thoroughly alarmed. Who were the men whom he had defied in that house of mystery?

He always carried a revolver, and was a dead shot; but what is a weapon against such black treachery as that to which I had been subjected? He was fearless, and would fight to the last; yet after my experience in that house I was apprehensive lest he should, like myself, have fallen a victim.

Many a man and woman disappears in this roaring metropolis of ours and is never again heard of; many an undiscovered crime takes place within a stones-throw of the great London thoroughfares; and many a death-cry is unheard in the hum of traffic and unheeded in the bustle of our everyday life. The London sewers hold many a secret, and the London chimneys have smoked with the cremated remains of many an innocent victim.

I wrote to Tibbie an affectionate letter explaining that my absence was due to the fact that I had fallen and met with a slight accident to the head, and signed it Willie in order that, if necessary, she might show it to her landlady. It was strange to write to her with so much affection when inwardly I was aware of her terrible secret. Yet had I not promised to save her? Had I not given her that foolish pledge which had been the cause of all my exciting adventures and my narrow escape from death?

Night came. I sat alone in the armchair before the fire listening for my old friends footstep, but all in vain. Something had happened, but what the something was I feared to contemplate.

I unlocked a drawer in my old-fashioned bureau, a quaint old piece of Queen Anne furniture from Netherdene, and took out the paper with the cabalistic jumble of figures and letters which I had found on the body of the dead man in Charlton Wood.

For a long while I sat and studied the cipher and its key, finding it very ingeniously contrived — evidently a secret code established for some evil purpose, a code that had been given to the dead man to enable him to have secret communication with some persons who desired to remain unseen and unknown.

My curiosity aroused, my eye chanced to fall upon the mornings paper and I took it up and turned to the agony column, where I saw several cipher advertisements. One of them I endeavoured to read by the aid of the dead mans key, but was unable. Therefore I tried the second, and afterwards the third. The latter only consisted of two lines of a meaningless jumble of letters and numerals, but taking a pencil I commenced to write down the equivalent of the cipher in plain English.

In a few moments my heart gave a bound.

I had deciphered the first word of the message, namely, White.

Very carefully, and after considerable search and calculation, I presently transcribed the secret message thus: — 

White Feather reports W.H. gone home. Nothing to fear.

That was all. But was it not very significant? The initials were my own, and did not the announcement that I had gone home mean that I had gone to my death. There was nothing to fear, it was plainly stated.

They therefore had feared us, and that was the motive of their ingenious crime.

For whose eyes was that curious advertisement intended, I wondered. Who was White Feather?

Ah! If I could only discover, then I should obtain a clue to the mystery that was now puzzling me and driving me to despair.

At two oclock Eric was still absent, therefore I turned in. My head troubled me. It was very painful, and the horrors of that past night ever rose before me, while my unbalanced brain was distracted by wonder at the reason of that desperate attempt upon my life. Man of the world that I was, I knew well enough that there was some deep motive. They feared me — but why?

Next morning, there being no word from Eric, my anxiety was greatly increased. My friend might have shared the same fate as myself and remained unconscious till the flood had overwhelmed him. If so, then all trace of him might have disappeared and his body was now floating slowly out to sea.

Those hard defiant words of his still rang in my ears. What did he mean? Who were the persons who held him in their power?

To remain inactive was impossible. Every moment I remained increased the danger of my discovery by Winsloe and his companions. I could, of course, have gone forth to King Street with a constable and given him in charge for the attempt upon me. Indeed, that was my first impulse, yet on reflection I saw that by adopting such a course I might imperil Sybil. Without a doubt the fellow knew her secret, and for that reason was in such active search of her.

Therefore I decided to remain patient and watchful. Winsloe believed that I was dead, and perhaps it was as well, for I should now be afforded an opportunity of watching his movements.

For three whole days I was compelled to remain a prisoner on account of my annoying bandages, which were too conspicuous to allow me to go forth. I had several callers, including Jack and Lord Wydcombe, but to everyone Budd replied that both his master and Mr Domville were absent, where, he had no idea.

My anxiety for Eric increased hourly, yet what could I do?

The doctor, at my request, removed the bandages so that my wound was hidden when I wore a golf-cap, and about eleven oclock that same night, dressed in my working clothes, I crept forth into Bolton Street unseen, and in Piccadilly mingled with the crowd homeward bound from the theatre.

I went into Regent Street confident in my excellent disguise, and taking one of the streets to the right, wandered on and on in search of the house with the fatal stairs. On that disastrous night the villainous pair had engaged me deeply in conversation as we drove along, in order to take my attention off the route we were traversing, therefore I own that I was absolutely without any landmark. All I knew was that we had turned off Regent Street about half-way up and that the house was situated in a quiet, rather dark street, an old-fashioned house of three storeys.

Eagerly in search of the place from which I had so narrowly escaped with my life I wandered in the night up and down those narrow thoroughfares, that puzzling maze of streets that lie between Regent Street and Soho Square — Brewer Street, Bridle Lane, Lexington Street, Poland Street and Berwick Street. I could not, however, find any house answering to the very vague impression I retained of it, though I went on and on until far into the night.

Fearing to return to Bolton Street, I took a bed at an obscure hotel in the Euston Road, and next morning went over to Camberwell, where Tibbie warmly welcomed me. I attributed the cut on my head to a fall on the kerb, and when we sat together I saw how thoroughly resigned she had become to her strange surroundings.

With womanly enthusiasm she told me of the kindness of the landlady, who would not allow her to mope there alone. She had taken her out to see her friends, wives of working-men like herself, and they had gossiped, had high tea and discussed the affairs of the neighbourhood.

Tibbie, I said, presently, after we had been chatting some time, I am compelled to leave London, and I confess I am very apprehensive on your behalf.

Leave London! she exclaimed. Why?

It is imperative. Winsloe is watching me, and is doing all he can to discover you. Every time I come here I run a great risk.

I know, she said, frowning. His spies are no doubt dogging your footsteps everywhere.

Then your position here is unsafe. You would do better to escape from London now, and hide in the country — say in one of the larger towns in the north.

Yes; but the police are in search of me, remember. The mater and Jack have raised a hue and cry. They think Ive met with foul play.

Then all the more reason why you should slip out of London. The country police are slower, and you will stand less chance of recognition.

She sighed, exclaiming, — 

Ah, Wilfrid! It is cruel — cruel of them to hunt me down as they are now doing. Where shall I go? Where do you intend going?

Anywhere — out of London. What about Leeds? Neither of us know anyone there.

She was silent a moment. Then said, I am in your hands entirely, Wilfrid, and will go to Leeds if you think I can travel without being recognised.

If I anticipated any risk I would not allow you to undertake it, I said. We will go this evening by the 5:45 from Kings Cross— Oswins train, as they call it, because he is the caterer for the dining-car.

Very well, she answered. As you wish. But before we go will you do me a favour? Go to the Daily Telegraph office and put in an advertisement for me.

An advertisement! I exclaimed, in surprise.

Yes, she laughed, rather nervously. I want to — I mean it is necessary that I should communicate with a friend.

I said nothing, but stood watching her as she took out half a sheet of notepaper and commenced to print three lines of jumbled capitals and numerals — an advertisement apparently in the cipher which I had taken from the dead unknown.

Her action astounded me, but I managed to remain as though interested but ignorant.

Why in this cipher? I asked, when she handed it to me, requesting me to go to Fleet Street after our midday dinner.

Because — well, because I dont wish it to be read by other people. It is for the eye of one person only.

I placed it in my pocket without further comment, and after we had eaten together I went out to do her bidding.

While seated in the tram-car in the Old Kent Road I took out the mystic message she had written, and with the key which I had fortunately carried away with me from Bolton Street I deciphered the words she had penned.

They read, — 

To Nello. — Will make appointment when safe for us to meet. Note that Eric is in Paris. I still trust you. — S.

I sat staring at the paper like a man in a dream.

Was Tibbie, the woman I had promised to save and for whose sake I was sacrificing everything, reputation, honour, even my life, actually playing me false?

How did she know that Eric was in Paris? Was that really true?

And who was Nello to whom she sent that message of trust?


Chapter Nineteen.

Gives a Message to Nello.
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A LITTLE AFTER ten oclock that same evening, in our guise as working people, we walked along the Briggate, in Leeds, and presently found a small eating-house, where Tibbie obtained accommodation for the night.

Dressed as we were, Tibbies trunk at the station, and a small bag in my hand, I was unable to go to any of the larger hotels. Therefore, after supping off a chop and tomatoes, washed down with a tankard of ale, I bade her good-night and went off to find a bed round in Commercial Street.

Next day, in the dull grey morning, we walked the busy streets of Leeds — Kirkgate, Bond Street, Albion Street, and the neighbouring thoroughfares — and took counsel with each other. Her advertisement, which I saw printed in that mornings Telegraph puzzled me. Yet I could not admit knowledge of the cipher without also admitting that I was in possession of the key.

I showed it to her in the paper, but she only smiled and thanked me, saying, — 

I suppose you suspect that I am communicating with some lover — eh?

Well, Tibbie, I remarked, in as calm a voice as I could command, I must admit that Im much surprised. You seem, somehow, to be misleading me.

Because I am compelled to do so, was her frank, outspoken answer.

I longed to ask right out who was the man Nello — brief for Lionel — the man to whom she sent a secret message of trust.

We were passing St. Johns Churchyard towards North Street, and had been discussing the advisability of her taking a furnished room in one of the respectable houses in Roundhay Road, where we had seen Apartments to let: Furnished, when, catching her countenance, I suddenly said, — 

Eric has disappeared. He left Bolton Street some days ago, and Ive heard nothing of him. Im getting very anxious.

Eric! she echoed. Well, hes hardly the kind of a man to disappear, is he? Ive often heard from his friends that he goes away abroad frequently and forgets to write. Perhaps hes abroad now.

She did not tell me that he was in Paris, the statement which she made in secret to the man she called Nello.

I discussed the subject further, but she steadfastly refused to admit that she knew of his whereabouts. By her attitude I was much mystified.

Neither the Sussex Constabulary nor the Scarcliffs themselves entertained the slightest suspicion that the sudden departure of the Honourable Sybil from Ryhall had any connection with the mysterious affair in Charlton Wood. I had made careful inquiry when I had visited old Lady Scarcliff at Grosvenor Street, and young Lady Wydcombe, visits which I had purposely made in town in order to allay any suspicion that I was aware of Tibbies place of hiding.

The whole family were, of course, extremely anxious, and I was compelled to play a double game, pretending to make every inquiry in those quarters in London where she was so well known. I had even invented stories as to her having been seen at Oddeninos at supper, with two other ladies, and accompanied by both ladies on the departure platform at St. Pancras, stories concocted with a dual purpose, to reassure Jack and his mother that she was well, and also to mislead those who were so eagerly in search of her.

As we walked side by side through that busy centre of commercial life, all of which was so strange to her, I expressed regret that she could tell me nothing further.

If I knew the truth, I said, it would enable me to steer clear of pitfalls, and render your life happier and brighter.

You are posing as my husband, she said, looking straight into my face with those wonderful eyes of hers. Your self-sacrifice is surely great, Wilfrid, for one who entertains no affection. When a man loves he will do anything — he will ruin himself for the sake of a woman, as so many do. But when love is absent it is all so different.

And she sighed and turned her head away. She was a neat, demure little figure in her cheap black dress, her small toque, and her black cotton gloves, with the false badge of matrimony underneath.

I cannot for the life of me imagine what safeguard I am to you — pretending to be your husband.

Ah? she said. You will know everything some day — some day you will realise my awful peril, and her mouth closed tightly as tears welled in her eyes. Did she refer to the crime in Charlton Wood? That afternoon we engaged apartments in what seemed to be a pleasant little house in Roundhay Road, kept by an honest old Yorkshire woman, who spoke broadly and welcomed us warmly. Therefore Tibbie obtained her trunk from the cloak-room, and took up her abode there, while I explained my enforced absence from my wife, saying that I was compelled to go to Bradford. Instead of that, however, I returned to my quarters in Commercial Street, and met her in Kirkgate at eleven oclock next morning.

Ours was a strange, adventurous life in the days that followed, and were it not for the veil of mystery upon everything, and the grave suspicion which I still entertained of my dainty little companion, it would have all been very pleasant.

In order to kill time, as well as to avoid being met in Leeds together by our landlady, we visited the various outlying places of interest, Kirkstall with its ruined abbey and its umbrageous landscapes, the old church of Adel with the pretty glen, par excellence a walk for lovers, Cookridge Hall, Chapeltown, the village on the Great North Road where one obtains such magnificent views, and lastly the splendid old mansion of Temple Newsham, where walking in the park one sunny, afternoon Tibbie halted, and looking away to the distant Tudor mansion, said, — 

How strange life is, Wilfrid. Only two years ago I was staying here with Cynthia, and now you and I come here as working-class holiday makers. Ah! she sighed, bitterly, I was happy then, before— and she did not conclude her sentence.

Before what? I asked, standing at her side beneath the great old elm with the sheep grazing quietly around.

Before evil fell upon me, she said, hoarsely, with poignant bitterness.

We remained in Leeds a week, and although I had given Budd my address at the post-office I received no word from him concerning Eric.

Day by day I watched the columns of the Telegraph until one morning there came an answer to Tibbies cipher advertisement, a reply which I read as, — 

To S. — You have been betrayed! Exercise caution, and escape at once, the instant you see this. — Your Friend.

I lost no time in seeking her, and with affected carelessness handed her the paper, making a casual remark upon the news of the day. I watched her, however, and saw that she at once turned to the column which held the greatest interest for her.

Her eyes fell upon the reply to her secret message. In a few moments she had deciphered it, and sat with the journal still in her hand, staring straight before her.

Wilfrid! she exclaimed, in a low, strained voice when she at length found tongue, I must leave here at once. Every moments delay increases my peril. I must escape.

Why?

But again she refused any explanation, merely saying that her departure from Leeds was imperative, and expressing despair that her enemies would never relinquish their hot pursuit. They were hounding her down, she said in despair, and they must sooner or later triumph over her.

No, I exclaimed. Hope on, Tibbie. You must escape — you will escape. They shall never harm you as long as I have strength to be your protector.

Ah! she cried. How can I thank you, Wilfrid. To you I owe my very life. Without you I should have ended it all long ago.

Never mind that now, I urged. You must escape. Where shall you go?

Anywhere. It is just the same to me, was her answer.

Then I suggest you take the midday train up to Newcastle. Theres a quiet hotel where you may live comfortably and unnoticed, the Douglas, in Grainger Street West. Remain there a few days, and then move on across to Carlisle.

I know Carlisle, she said. Ive broken the journey there often when going to Scotland.

But you are not known there?

Only at the County Hotel. I can go somewhere else, of course. But are you not coming? she asked, quickly. Remember my whole future depends upon you passing yourself off as my husband, William Morton.

For the next few days I think it would be as well for us to remain apart, I replied, for truth to tell I had suddenly formed a plan, and was now anxious to make a flying visit up to London in order to put it into execution.

Her face fell.

But you will return to me? she asked, very anxiously.

Yes — I will meet you in Carlisle in a weeks time. Go to Newcastle for four days, and thence to Carlisle. Indeed, change your address constantly. In Newcastle assume another name, and in Carlisle another. Do not go in the name of Morton again until we meet. I shall write to you at the post-office in Carlisle. To-day is Tuesday. Next Tuesday you shall hear from me.

Why do you leave me alone? she pouted. How can I spend a whole week wandering about without a companion?

Dont you see, Tibbie, that it is very necessary that I should show up to your mother and Jack in order to still pretend to make an effort to find traces of you? I asked.

Ah! yes, she sighed. I suppose you are right. You do all you can in my interests, so I ought not to complain.

I am glad you are convinced that my return to London is with the object of averting suspicion, I said. Go up to Newcastle and escape these enemies of yours — whoever they are. Travel constantly if possible. You have money. If not I can give you some.

Thanks — I have plenty, was her reply; and then she reluctantly commenced packing her trunk preparatory to her hurried departure.

And at noon we had grasped hands on the platform and I had seen her into a third-class compartment of the express bound for Newcastle.

Au revoir, she said, bending to me from the carriage window. Remember, next Tuesday in Carlisle. You are my friend — promise you will not desert me.

Next Tuesday, I repeated, lifting my cloth cap. I promise. Till then, adieu.

And she smiled sadly as the express glided out of the station.

Half an hour later I was on my way to London again, and a little after five oclock entered the offices of the Daily Telegraph and handed in a cipher advertisement, which read, — 

To Nello. — Meet me outside Baker Street Station to-night at eight. Very urgent. Nothing to fear. — S.

I was convinced that the mysterious Nello lived in London, and therefore would see the paper next morning. I was determined to ascertain who it was in whom Tibbie placed such implicit trust.

I feared to approach Bolton Street; therefore I took a room at the Caledonian Hotel on Adelphi Terrace and sent a note to Budd to come and see me.

In an hour my man stood before me, telling me of the eager inquiries made for me by Mr Ellice Winsloe, and the message he had left, asking me to call and see him as soon as ever I returned.

The scoundrel never believed that I would return. He expected that my body was far out to sea by this time, just as other bodies had been despatched from that house of mystery.

Budd brought me some clean linen and my letters, but I still retained my guise as a working-man, for I had yet a very difficult and delicate task before me, namely, the watching of the man whom Tibbie addressed as Nello.

At noon next day I received a telegram from the woman upon whom rested the dark shadow of a secret crime, telling me of her safe arrival in Newcastle, and reminding me of my promise to return. Then I went forth and lounged about the Burlington in the hope of catching a glimpse of the man who was her enemy as well as mine.

He generally strolled through the Arcade about five oclock, for he went daily to old General Taylor, in the Albany. I knew his haunts well, therefore, keeping away from his path, I watched until I saw him pass in deep conversation with a man of his own age, whose sharp, clean-shaved face gave me the impression that he was a barrister. Winsloe looked more refined, more fashionably dressed, with his frock coat cleanly brushed and his glossy silk hat apparently only that moment out of the ironers hands.

I pretended to be deeply interested in a hosiers window as he passed. But even had we met face to face I doubt if he would have recognised me in the disguise of a working-man.

His face was harder and more evil-looking and his shifty eyes were everywhere. From the way the pair were talking, I could not resist the conviction that the clean-shaven fellow was one of his associates or accomplices.

To that elegant man who passed as a gentleman, and was invited to half the best houses in London, I owed all my present distress and anxiety, while at the same time he was Sybils enemy, the man who held her future in his merciless hands.

I watched him out of sight, and then turning upon my heel went back citywards.

That night, just before eight, I strolled along the Marylebone Road, and slowly passed Baker Street Station and along by Madame Tussauds, without, however, seeing traces of anyone. A couple of newsboys were idling on the kerb gossiping, but all else was bustle, and there were no lingerers.

I could not well remain there fearing lest Winsloe or any of his associates who knew me might recognise me. Therefore I was compelled to stroll up and down on the opposite side of the way, my eyes eager to discern any man who halted there in expectation.

One man dressed like a City clerk came to a sudden standstill just after eight, looked at his watch and peered inside the station. But I was disappointed, for a few moments later a young woman, in brown, probably his sweetheart, met him, and they both walked away in company. Again a second man emerged from the station and stood for a long time in indecision. He, too, was keeping an appointment, for he was joined presently by a much older man, and they went into a neighbouring saloon-bar.

Half-past eight struck; even nine oclock. But the appointment was not kept. Perhaps the mysterious Nello had not seen the message?

I was beginning to fear that such was the case, or that my ruse had failed, when a dark-eyed rather handsome young girl, dressed plainly, like a shop assistant, alighted from a hansom about a hundred yards from the station, paid the driver, and hurriedly approached the spot where I stood.

She took no notice of my presence, but crossing the roadway entered the station and searched eagerly everywhere as though she were late for her appointment.

She came forth again upon the pavement, looked up and down, and then strolled patiently along the kerb.

She never gave me a single glance. This fact I noted, causing me to wonder if she were not waiting for a woman.

Was she awaiting Sybil? Could she be a messenger from the mysterious Nello, in whom my dainty little friend seemed to place such implicit trust?

I crossed the road and idled past her in order to get a good look at her face.

Then I sauntered on, wondering and perplexed.


Chapter Twenty.

Contains Another Surprise.
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FOR SOME TWENTY minutes or so I watched her, undecided whether she were actually the representative of the mysterious Nello, or whether she was merely a shop-girl in the vicinity who expected to meet a friend.

Time after time, although she was ignorant of the constant observation I kept upon her, I managed to get close sight of her, and after a time began to doubt whether she really was a shop assistant. Her black coat and skirt was of some cheap but effective material, and the boa about her neck was of the type usually worn by the employees of Westbourne Grove; yet once as she passed, my eyes caught a gleam beneath the sleeve of her coat, and I saw that she wore, only half-concealed, one of those curious New Zealand bracelets of pale green stone which are so shaped upon the wrist that they can never be removed. Solid and circular, it was a strange, almost barbarous-looking ornament and yet very striking, for in one part was a small band of gold, wherein was set a single diamond, the gleam of which had attracted my attention.

Now if she were a shop assistant, I argued, she could not sell ribbons and laces with such an ornament upon her wrist. No employer would allow such personal adornment. And as she could not remove it there was doubt that she really was what she appeared to be.

It commenced to rain and she put up her umbrella. It was old, and in it were several slits.

I was in half a mind to raise my hat, wish her good-evening, and inquire if she were there in response to the advertisement addressed to Nello, yet on reflection I saw that such a movement would be very indiscreet, and that if she were really there as Nellos representative then I could gain more by watching her. So, unnoticed, I stood within the station, my back turned to her, and my head buried in an evening paper. To her I was, I suppose, only an ordinary working-man, and if I had approached her she would have at once snubbed me.

Fortunately I so constantly changed my position that she never gave me a look, and was entirely unconscious of being watched. Greater part of the time I stood apart some distance, on the opposite side of the street at the corner of York Place.

From the eager way in which she watched every female approaching, I knew that she was waiting for a woman.

At last she became convinced that her vigil was in vain. The rain had ceased, she closed her umbrella and entered an omnibus which had pulled up before the station, and an instant afterwards moved on towards the Edgware Road.

It passed close to where I was standing on the kerb, and a few moments afterwards I was in a hansom following it at a respectable distance, my head again hidden in a newspaper. Down Edgware Road, past the Marble Arch and along Park Lane we went to Victoria Station, where the dark-eyed girl alighted, and entering the Chatham and Dover terminus passed through the barrier with the return half of a first-class ticket.

Without reflection I went to the booking-office, obtained a third for Loughborough Junction, a station through which most trains passed, and five minutes later was seated in a compartment near her. If she had really responded to my invitation, then it was my duty to discover her destination and learn something concerning her.

For half an hour I sat in the train looking out at every stopping-place, but seeing nothing of her.

At last, at a half-lit suburban station she descended and hurried out. I followed quickly, handing the collector a two-shilling piece as excess fare.

I glanced at the name on the station lamp. It was Lordship Lane.

Outside was the foot of Sydenham Hill.

I allowed her to get on well in front and then followed her along the silent ill-lit suburban road for half a mile up the steep hill, flanked on either side by large detached houses. For some reason best known to herself she had not gone on to the next station, Upper Sydenham. Perhaps she was too well known there.

Half-way up the hill I walked more quickly and gained upon her, so that I saw into which gateway she went.

She disappeared through the gate of the house called Keymer — the house of the mysterious John Parham!

Then I was, of course, convinced that she had kept the appointment on behalf of the unknown Nello.

I had not called upon Mrs Parham since that tragic incident which I had witnessed from the pavement, and longed now to follow the dark-eyed girl and learn the reason of her presence at Baker Street. But a visit at that hour was entirely out of the question. Besides, my disguise as a working-man would arouse suspicion.

Therefore I was compelled to retrace my steps, return to my hotel in Adelphi Terrace, and send a line to Budd, ordering him to bring me a hat and a decent suit of clothes in a kitbag.

Erics complete silence now alarmed me. How did Tibbie know that he was in Paris? Surely she possessed some means of communication with certain persons of which I was in entire ignorance. There might be other advertisements in other journals which I had not seen — by pre-arrangement in some obscure country journal possibly.

Jack and Lord Wydcombe were now anxious regarding the absence of both of us from London, and must, of course, regard our silence as curious. Yet so far as I could gather they never for one moment connected my absence with Tibbies disappearance. Tibbie they regarded as erratic and utterly uncontrollable, just as she had ever been from the time she was expelled from her school at Versailles for defying the principal, and causing the other pupils to revolt over some fancied grievance.

Next day about twelve, risking recognition by any person who might know me, I assumed my frock coat, silk hat and gloves and visited Keymer.

Mrs Parham was in the drawing-room, arranging some flowers in a vase, and turned to me quickly when I was announced.

Forgive me for calling, madam, but you will, of course, recollect me, I said. I was in this neighbourhood and thought I would pay my respects and ascertain how you were.

Ah! of course, she exclaimed. I remember you perfectly — on that night — that night when they came here, she faltered, rather tamely, I thought, and she motioned me to a chair and seated herself.

The poor girl has, of course, been buried, I said. I saw accounts of the inquest in the papers.

Yes. They brought in a verdict of murder, but up to the present the police have discovered nothing, it appears. Ah! she sighed. They are so very slow. Its monstrous that such a thing could happen here, in the centre of a populated district. Out in the lonely country it would be quite another thing. I should have left the house at once, only I feared that my husband would be annoyed. He is abroad, you know.

And have you had no word from him?

Not a line. Im expecting a letter from India by every mail. He is in India, I know, as he told one of his City friends that he was going. He sailed on the Caledonia from Marseilles nearly five weeks ago. He may have written me from Paris and the letter miscarried. Thats the only explanation I can think of.

I recollected that I had never given her a card, therefore she very fortunately did not know my name, and I did not intend that she should, if concealment were at all possible.

There was a mystery about that house and its occupants which caused me to act with circumspection.

I looked around the room. Nothing had been altered save that the couch upon which they had laid the dead girl was now gone, and the corner of the carpet which had been torn up had been re-nailed down. The piano at which my hostess had sat when attacked was still in its place, and the table whereon had stood the photograph which I had stolen still contained that same silver and bric-à-brac.

As Mrs Parham was speaking the door suddenly opened, and the dark-eyed young girl whom I had watched on the previous night came gaily into the room. The instant I saw her I recognised that she was a lady. In a clean, fresh cotton blouse and neat tailor-made skirt she presented a much smarter appearance them in that cheap black coat and skirt as she stood in the muddy roadway. The green stone bracelet was still upon her wrist, the one object which alone had showed me that she was no shop assistant.

This is Miss OHara, my hostess exclaimed, introducing us; she has kindly come to stay with me until my husbands return.

And as we bowed to each other I saw that the newcomer had no previous knowledge of me.

I was present at the unfortunate affair, I said. Mrs Parham must have been very upset by it.

She was, declared the girl, in a quiet, refined voice. But shes getting over it now. The worst shock was the maids death. It was a most dastardly piece of business, and moreover, no one knows with what motive it was done.

To get possession of something which Mr Parham had concealed here, I said.

That may be, but as far as Mrs Parham is aware they took nothing beyond a few of her husbands private papers.

Nothing except a photograph that stood on the table over there, remarked my hostess.

A photograph! I exclaimed, in pretended surprise. Of whom?

Of a friend, was the vague response, and I saw that the two women looked at each other meaningly.

They intended to keep the identity of the original of the stolen portrait a secret. Yet they were in utter ignorance that it was in my possession.

Why had this Miss OHara gone to meet Sybil in Nellos place? I wondered.

I chatted with them both for a long time, but without being able to discover any additional fact. They were both clever women, and knew how to hold their tongues.

Presently Mrs Parham said suddenly, — 

Im sure my husband will feel very indebted to you when he knows all the facts. I have not the pleasure of your name.

Morton, I said, William Morton, and feeling in my pocket expressed regret that I had forgotten my card-case.

A quarter of an hour later I took my leave and was walking down Sydenham Hill when I suddenly encountered my friend the police inspector of the night of the strange affair at Keymer.

He glanced at me, and our recognition was mutual.

Then when he had greeted me he turned on his heel and walked in my direction. After some conversation regarding the mysterious attempt and its fatal termination, he said in a hard voice, — 

Our people are rather surprised at your attitude, you know.

My attitude! What do you mean? I exclaimed, looking at him in surprise.

Well. You might have given information when you knew that we wanted to question that man Parham.

Information of what?

Of his whereabouts. You were seen one evening not long ago talking to him.

Where?

In the entrance to the Empire, replied the inspector. One of our plain-clothes men saw you with Parham and another man. But the fellow managed to get away, as he always does.

I stood aghast.

Was he a fair bald-headed man?

Of course.

I was silent. The truth was plain, the revelation a staggering one. Winsloe had introduced his accomplice, John Parham, to me as the traveller and engineer named Humphreys!

It was in John Parhams house that the dastardly attempt had been made upon my life — in his house that other persons had met with mysterious and untimely ends.


Chapter Twenty One.

What Occurred in Deans Yard, Westminster.

[image: img260.jpg]

THAT SAME EVENING, attired in my working clothes, I watched Winsloes chambers in King Street at the hour when I knew his habit was to return to dress for dinner.

From five oclock till half-past seven I lingered in the vicinity; then returning to my hotel in the Adelphi I there met Budd, whom I sent round to the mans chambers to inquire when he would be in.

Half an hour later my valet returned with the information that Mr Winsloe was out of town, and was not expected back for several days. He had gone to the north, his man believed, but he had no instructions to forward letters.

Gone north! Had he discovered Tibbies whereabouts and gone after her?

Mine was a tantalising position, unable to return to my own rooms for fear that Winsloe and Parham should discover that I was still alive. They believed me to be dead — that I had gone home, as White Feather reported.

That night I spent several hours wandering through those streets behind Regent Street, trying to recognise the house with the fatal stairs. All, however, was to no purpose. I had, I think, mistaken the direction which we had taken. Tired and worn out, I ate supper about ten oclock in a small and rather uncleanly little foreign restaurant in Dean Street, and then returned to the Adelphi, where I sat a long time in my room overlooking the Embankment and the Thames, lost in the mazes of mystery that now presented themselves.

Where was Eric Domville? Where was Ellice Winsloe? Where was John Parham, alias Humphreys?

Tibbie evidently knew a great deal more than she would admit. She had told me that my friend was in Paris. How could she know if she held no communication with anyone?

No — the more I reflected the more evident did it become that she was playing a double game.

As I sat at the window with the dark deserted gardens below me, the row of gas-lamps and the wide river before me, I tried to analyse my real feelings towards the dainty little love of my youth.

She was a woman guilty of the terrible crime of murder, and yet I had promised to shield her because she had declared that her enemies intended to crush her. Had I really acted rightly? I asked myself. Truly, I was endeavouring to defeat the ends of justice. Nevertheless, I recollected her wild earnest appeal to me, how she had fallen upon her knees and implored my help and protection. I remembered, too, that in her desperation she would have taken her own life rather than face her enemies.

What did it all mean?

So extraordinary had been the sequence of amazing events that my mind failed to grasp the true significance of all the facts.

Of one truth, however, I was well aware, namely, that the dull life of workaday Camberwell had worked a wonderful change in my little friend. She was more sedate, more composed, more womanly, while her calmness accentuated her sweetness of manner. Yet why did she wish to pose as a married woman? What did she fear beyond the exposure of her crime?

She was fascinating, I own that. But upon her beauty and grace was resting that dark, gruesome shadow, the shadow of the sword of retribution, which hung over her, and from which she, alas! would never escape.

What did the family think of her prolonged absence? What did the police think?

I knew well that both old Lady Scarcliff and Jack were leaving no stone unturned to try to discover her, while Wydcombe had left word with Budd that as soon as ever I returned he wished to see me. I would dearly have liked to have gone round to Curzon Street, but by doing so, I saw that Jack would know I had been there, and he might mention my visit to Winsloe, who, without doubt, was still his friend.

My cipher advertisement had been so successful that, after due consideration, I resolved to try and draw White Feather, and ascertain the identity of that mysterious person.

Therefore I sat at the table, and after half an hour had reduced to the cipher the following announcement, — 

To White Feather. — Must see you. Very urgent. Meet me to-night at entrance to Deans Yard, Westminster, at nine, without fail. — S.

If White Feather was in London he or she would certainly keep the appointment with Sybil. My only fear was that she might see the paper up in Newcastle, and detect the forgery.

Before midnight I handed in the advertisement at the newspaper office in Fleet Street, and next morning had the satisfaction of seeing it in print.

The day I spent in comparative idleness. Budd, to whom I explained my strange conduct by saying that I was still engaged in watching someone, called with my letters and executed several commissions for me. I wrote to Mrs William Morton at the post-office at Carlisle, and spent the afternoon reading in the hotel. Budd had instructions to let me know immediately anything was heard of Eric, and was now acting as my secret agent, eager to serve me in every particular.

It was a wet, unpleasant night, as, a little before nine, I alighted from an omnibus in Victoria Street, and passing up Great Smith Street, approached Deans Yard from the Great College Street side, the opposite entrance to the spot where the appointment was to be kept.

Deans Yard is a quiet square of ancient smoke-blackened houses, a cloister of the abbey in the old days, quiet and secluded even in these modern go-ahead times. In all Westminster there is no quieter, old-world spot, frequented in the daytime only by the few persons who use it as a short cut to Tufton Street and Horseferry Road, and at night quiet and deserted.

Entering the small secluded square from the opposite side, I slipped along half-way on the south side to a position where I could have a good view of the great arched gate communicating with Victoria Street, and there found a deep, dark doorway which afforded me admirable concealment.

I stood and waited. Scarcely had I settled myself there when the chimes of Big Ben rang out the hour, and then I strained my eyes towards the great ill-lit Gothic gateway.

Not a soul was in the place, not even a policeman. Presently a poor woman with a shawl over her head hurried past in the falling rain, and afterwards came the postman, who, very fortunately, had no letters for the door where I stood concealed in the shadow. The place seemed dark, mysterious, almost ghostly, in the dead silence of the night.

The quarter chimed, but no person lingered at the gateway. Perhaps the advertisement had not been seen; or, more likely, White Feather was absent from London.

At last, however, I heard the rattle of a four-wheeled cab outside the gateway. I saw it stop, and a man alighted. Then the vehicle moved on slowly, and again stopped, as though awaiting him. A dark figure in black overcoat and low felt hat loomed up in the darkness of the gateway, and entering the Yard glanced eagerly around.

Next moment another person, a rather taller man, entered and passed him by, but without speaking. Indeed, they passed as strangers, the second man strolling slowly along the pavement in the direction of where I was in hiding. He passed by me, and as the street lamp shone upon his face I saw that he was young and his features were aquiline, dark and evil-looking. I had never to my knowledge seen him before. He seemed well-dressed, for his overcoat did not conceal the fact that he was wearing evening clothes. His collar was turned up, but he went on heedless of the rain, his sharp eyes searching everywhere. My hiding-place was a most excellent one, however, and he failed to detect my presence.

A few minutes later a third man entered the Yard, a youngish man with the air of the Cockney from the East End. He wore a hard hat of the usual costermonger type, a red woollen comforter about his neck, and his trousers were bell-bottomed and adorned with pearl buttons. He, however, gave no sign to either of the other two, although it was apparent that they were acquainted, for sorely three men could not be keeping appointments at that unfrequented spot at the same moment.

The first comer still stood in the gateway, but too far away to allow me to clearly distinguish his features. He stood back in the shadow, his face turned expectantly out to the open roadway, where ever and anon I saw the lights of cabs passing and re-passing. Meanwhile, the two men in the quiet little square had walked to the opposite gateway, and there halted, though at a respectable distance from each other.

The man who had arrived in a cab stood for a long time in patience, the other two giving no sign whatever of their presence. At first I was half inclined to think that the trio were strangers to each other, but on watching their movements I saw that something was premeditated — but what it was I could not gather.

While the man dressed as a costermonger — or perhaps he was a real costermonger — remained near the exit to the Yard ready to give warning of anyone approaching, the man in evening clothes slowly re-passed me, while at the same time the watcher at the gate came forward in his direction.

When not far from me he halted and struck a vesta in order to light a cigarette. The fickle flame betrayed his countenance.

It was the man John Parham, the person believed by his wife to be in India.

What was contemplated? The four-wheeled cab was still in waiting in the little open space which divides Deans Yard from Victoria Street, while the exit to Great College Street was being watched, and the thin-faced man lurked there ready for Sybils arrival.

Within myself I smiled to think that all their elaborate arrangements were futile, and wondered if Parham was the man who signed himself White Feather? In that fellows house were the fatal stairs, therefore if I followed him I should now be enabled to fix the actual place to which I had, on that never-to-be-forgotten night, been enticed.

While the costermonger remained on vigil, Parham and his companion passed and re-passed, but still without acknowledging each other.

Once the costermonger suddenly began to whistle a popular music-hall air, and turning I saw that it was a preconcerted signal. A man had entered the Yard from Great College Street and was crossing to where Parham was standing.

For fully three-quarters of an hour they waited patiently until ten oclock struck. Then Parham approached his companion, and they stood in earnest conversation.

Almost at the same moment a female figure in deep black came swiftly through the gateway into the Yard, causing both to start quickly and draw back. Next instant, however, Parham started off briskly, walking past me to where the costermonger was standing, while his thin-faced accomplice slipped past the newcomer and disappeared into Victoria Street.

It was evident that the womans appearance had instantly upset all their calculations.

The newcomer stopped, glanced around and strained her eyes into the darkness. She wore a close black hat, a long mackintosh, and carried an umbrella, yet so swiftly had Parham disappeared that she had not noticed his presence in the Yard, while the other man had so cleverly slipped past her and out through the gateway that she had not seen his face.

For a few moments she stood expectant. I could see that she had hurried, in fear of being too late.

Then, as she approached me, I discerned that she was the girl OHara.

And of her, Parham and his lurking accomplices were evidently in fear, as they separated and disappeared.

I watched her standing there and wondered why she had come. Was it in order to save Sybil from some plot that had been prepared for her?

Was it their intention to take her to that dark, mysterious house with the fatal stairs?

I felt convinced that it was. The truth was plain. There was a plot against Sybil. The cab had been in waiting there to convey the victim to her grave!


Chapter Twenty Two.

Is an Echo from Charlton Wood.
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MY BITTEREST REGRET was that I had not been able to follow Parham and trace him to the house of doom, but at the moment of his disappearance I had been unable to emerge from my hiding-place, otherwise the girl OHara would have seen me. Perhaps, indeed, she might have recognised me. So, by sheer force of adverse circumstances, I was compelled to remain there and see the trio escape under my very nose.

I had learnt one important fact, however, namely, that a deep conspiracy was afoot against Sybil.

It was beyond comprehension how Tibbie, daughter of the noble and patrician house of Scarcliff, could be so intimately associated with what appealed to me to be a daring gang of malefactors. The treatment I had received at their hands showed me their utter unscrupulousness. I wondered whether what the police suspected was really true, that others had lost their lives in that house wherein I had so nearly lost mine. What was the story of Tibbies association with them — a romance no doubt, that had had its tragic ending in the death of the unknown in Charlton Wood.

To me, it seemed plain that he was a member of the gang, for had he not their secret cipher upon him, and did not both Winsloe and Parham possess his photograph?

I recollected the receipt for a registered letter which I had found among the letters in the dead mans pocket, and next morning told Budd to go and unlock the drawer in my writing-table and bring it to me. He did so, and I saw that the receipt was for a letter handed in at the post-office at Blandford in Dorset, addressed to: Charles Denton, 16b Bolton Road, Pendleton, Manchester.

I turned over the receipt in my hand, wondering whether the slip of paper would reveal anything to me. Then, after some reflection, I resolved to break my journey in Manchester on my return to Tibbie in Carlisle, and ascertain who was this man to whom the dead unknown had sent a letter registered.

Next afternoon I passed through Salford in a tram-car, along by Peel Park, and up the Broad Street to Pendleton, alighting at the junction of those two thoroughfares, the one leading to aristocratic Eccles and Patricroft, and the other out to bustling Bolton.

The Bolton road is one over which much heavy traffic passes, and is lined with small houses, a working-class district, for there are many mills and factories in the vicinity. I found the house of which I was in search, a small, rather clean-looking place, and as I passed a homely-looking woman was taking in the milk from the milkman.

Without hesitation I stopped, and addressing her, exclaimed, — 

Excuse me, mum, but do you happen to know a Mr Charles Denton?

The woman scanned me quickly with some suspicion, I thought, but noticing, I supposed, that although a working-man I seemed highly respectable, replied bluntly, in a pronounced Lancashire dialect, — 

Yes, I do. What may you want with him?

I want to see him on some important business, was my vague reply. Is he at home?

No, he aint, was the womans response. Mr Denton lodges with me, but es up in London just now, and es been there this four months.

In London! I exclaimed.

Yes, but I dont know his address. When he goes away e never leaves it. Hes lodged with me this two years, but I dont think es been here more than six months altogether the whole time.

Then you have a lot of letters for him, I suppose?

Yes, quite a lot, answered the good woman. The letter sent by the dead man might be among them!

It was about a letter that I wanted to see Mr Denton — about a registered letter. Ive come from London on purpose.

From London! ejaculated the woman, a stout, good-humoured person.

Yes. I wonder whether youd mind me looking at the letters, if it is among them Id know he had not received it. The fact is, I added in confidence, theres a big lawsuit pending, and if he hasnt got the letter then the other side cant take any action against him.

Then youre on his side? she asked shrewdly.

Of course I am. I came down to explain matters to him. If I can ascertain that he didnt get the letter then thats all I want. Im a stranger, I know, I added, but as it is in Mr Dentons interest I dont think youll refuse.

She hesitated, saying she thought she ought to ask her husband when he returned from the mill. But by assuring her of her lodgers peril, and that I had to catch the six-thirty train back to London, I at last induced her to admit me to the house, and there in the small, clean, front parlour which was given over to her lodger when he was there, she took a quantity of letters from a cupboard and placed them before me.

Among the accumulated correspondence were quite a number of registered letters, and several little packets which most likely contained articles of value.

While I chatted with the woman with affected carelessness, pretending to be on very friendly terms with her lodger, I quickly fixed upon the letter in question, a registered envelope directed in a mans educated hand, and bearing the Blandford post-mark.

In order, however, to divert her attention, I took up another letter, declaring that to be the important one, and that the fact of his not having received it was sufficient to prevent the action being brought.

Im very glad of that, she declared in satisfaction. Mr Denton is such a quiet gentleman. When hes here he hardly ever goes out, but sits here reading and writing all day.

Yes, I agreed, hes very studious — always was — but a very excellent friend. One of the very best.

So my husband always says. We only wish he was here more.

I saw him in London about a month ago, I remarked, in order to sustain the fiction.

How I longed to open that letter that lay so tantalisingly before me. But what could I do? Such a thing was not to be thought of. Therefore, I had to watch the woman gather the correspondence together and replace them in the cupboard.

I rose and thanked her, saying, — 

Im delighted to think that Charlie will escape a very disagreeable affair. Its fortunate he wasnt here to receive that letter.

And Im glad, too. When he returns Ill tell him how you came here, and what you said. What name shall I give him?

Williams — Harry Williams, I answered. He will know.

Then as I walked round to the window I examined the room quickly, but to my disappointment saw that there were no photographs. He might, I thought, keep the portraits of some of his friends upon the mantelshelf, as so many men do. Was this Denton one of the conspirators, I wondered? His absence without an address for four months caused me to suspect that he was.

Just as I had given her my assumed name, somebody knocked at the door, and she went to open it.

Next instant a thought flashed across to me. Should I take that letter? It was a theft — that I recognised, yet was it not in the interests of justice? By that communication I might be able to establish the dead mans identity.

There was not a second to lose. I decided at once. I heard the woman open the door and speak to someone, then swift as thought I opened the cupboard, glanced at the packet of letters, and with quickly-beating heart took the one which bore the Blandford post-mark.

In a moment it was in my pocket. I re-closed the cupboard, and sprang to the opposite side of the room just as the good woman re-entered.

Then, with profuse thanks and leaving kind messages to the man of whom I spoke so familiarly as Charlie, I took my leave and hurried along the broad road into Salford, where I jumped upon a tram going to the Exchange.

I was in the train alone, in a third-class compartment, travelling north to Carlisle, before I dared to break open the letter.

When I did so I found within a scribbled note in cipher written on the paper of the Bear Hotel, at Devizes. After some difficulty, with the aid of the key which the writer had evidently used in penning it, I deciphered it as follows: — 

Dear Denton, — I saw you in the smoking-room of the Midland at Bradford, but for reasons which you know, I could not speak. I went out, and on my return you had gone. I searched, but could not find you. I wanted to tell you my opinion about Ellice and his friend. They are not playing a straight game. I know their intentions. They mean to give us away if they can. Sybil fears me, and will pay. I pretend to know a lot. Meet me in Chichester at the Dolphin next Sunday. I shall put up there, because I intend that she shall see me. Come and help me, for I shall have a good thing on, in which you can share. She can always raise money from her sister or her mother, so dont fail to keep the appointment. Ellice has already touched a good deal of the Scarcliffs money from young Jack, and I now mean myself to have a bit. Shell do anything to avoid scandal. Its a soft thing — so come. — Yours, — 

R.W.

The dead man was, as I had suspected, one of the gang, and he was a blackmailer. He had compelled her to meet him and had made demands which she had resisted. Yes — the letter was the letter of a barefaced scoundrel.

I clenched my hands and set my teeth.

Surely I had done right to endeavour to protect Sybil from such a band of ruffians. Once I had pitied the dead man, but now my sympathy was turned to hatred. He had written this letter to his friend Denton, suggesting that the latter should assist him in his nefarious scheme of blackmail.

He confessed that he pretended to know a lot. What did he pretend to know, I wondered? Ah! if only Sybil would speak — if only she would reveal to me the truth.

Yet, after all, how could she when that man, the fellow who had written that letter, had fallen by her hand?

The letter at least showed that her enemies had been and were still unscrupulous. Winsloe, even now, was ready to send her to her grave, just as I had been sent — because I had dared to come between the conspirators and their victim. And yet she trusted Nello — whoever the fellow was.

Who was the man Denton, I wondered? A friend of the mysterious R.W., without a doubt, and a malefactor like himself.

I placed my finger within the linen-lined envelope, and to my surprise found a second piece of thin blue paper folded in half. Eagerly I opened it and saw that it was a letter written in plain English, in bad ink, and so faint that with difficulty I read the lines.

It was in the scoundrels handwriting — the same calligraphy as that upon the envelope.

I read the lines, and so extraordinary were they that I sat back upon the seat utterly bewildered.

What was written there complicated the affair more than ever. The problem admitted of no solution, for the mystery was by those written lines rendered deeper and more inscrutable than before.

Was Sybil, after all, playing me false?

I held my breath as the grave peril of the situation came vividly home to me.

Yes — I had trusted her; I had believed her.

She had fooled me!


Chapter Twenty Three.

Places Matters in a New Light.
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THE WORDS UPON the second slip of paper were, — 

Ellice believes that Sybil still loves Wilfrid Hughes. This is incorrect. Tell him so. The girl is merely using Hughes for her own purposes. She loves Arthur Rumbold. I have just learnt the truth — something that will astonish you.

Rumbold! Who was Arthur Rumbold? I had never heard mention of him. This was certainly a new feature of the affair. Sybil had a secret lover of whom I was in ignorance. She was no doubt still in communication with him, and through him had learnt of Erics whereabouts and other facts that had surprised me.

I read and re-read the letter, much puzzled. She was only using me for her own purposes — or in plain English she was fooling me!

I was angry with myself for not being more wary.

The train stopped at Preston, and then rushed north again as I sat alone in the corner of the carriage thinking deeply, and wondering who was this man Rumbold.

At Carlisle another surprise was in store for me, for I found a hurried note from Sybil saying that she had unfortunately been recognised by a friend and compelled to leave. She had gone on to Glasgow, and would await me there at the Central Station Hotel. Therefore, by the Scotch express at two oclock that morning I travelled up to Glasgow, and on arrival found to my chagrin that she had stayed there one night, and again left. There was a note for me, saying that she had gone to Dumfries, but that it would be best for me not to follow.

Return to Newcastle and await me, she wrote. My quick movements are imperative for my own safety. I cannot tell you in a letter what has happened, but will explain all when we meet.

By what train did the lady leave? I inquired of the hall-porter who had handed me the letter.

The six-twenty last night, sir, was the mans answer. I got her ticket — a first-class one to Fort William.

Then she went north — not south, I exclaimed, surprised.

Of course.

Sybil had misled me in her letter by saying that she had gone to Dumfries, when really she had travelled in the opposite direction. She had purposely misled me.

The lady left hurriedly, it would appear.

Yes, sir. About five oclock a gentleman called to see her, and she met him in the hall. She was very pale, I noticed, as though she was surprised at his visit, or rather upset. But they went out together. She returned an hour later, wrote this letter, which she told me to give to you if you called, and then left for Fort William.

And did the man call again?

Yes. She said he would, and she told me to tell him that she had gone to Edinburgh. I told him that, and he seemed very surprised, but went away. He was in evening dress, and it seemed as though they had intended dining together. She seemed, added the man rather sneeringly, to be more like a ladys-maid than a lady.

But the gentleman, describe him to me.

Oh! he was a rather short, podgy man, fair, with a baldish head.

Was it Parham? the description suited him.

He gave no card?

No. He met the young lady here in the hall. My idea was that his presence was very unwelcome, as she seemed in great fear lest he should return before she could get away.

Has the man left Glasgow?

I think so. I saw him on the platform about nine, just before the Edinburgh express left. Hes probably gone on there. He seemed quite a gentleman.

They appeared to be friendly?

Perfectly. Only she evidently did not expect to meet him. She asked the name of a hotel at Fort William, and I told her to go to the Station.

Then shes there! I exclaimed quickly.

Probably. She arrived there this morning.

I tipped the man, and after idling in Glasgow some hours, left for Fort William, determined to disobey Sybils order to go back to Newcastle.

It was a long but picturesque journey. When I arrived I went at once to the hotel to inquire if Mrs Morton were there.

The manageress shook her head, saying, — 

There was a Mrs Morton, a young woman like a ladys-maid, who arrived here yesterday morning, and left here last evening. A lady was awaiting her — her mistress, I think.

What was her name?

Mrs Rumbold, was the answer, after referring to the visitors book.

Rumbold! The name of the secret lover.

Was she old or young?

Elderly, with grey hair. A rather stiff, formal kind of person.

Where have they gone?

I heard Mrs Rumbold say that she wanted to go to Oban. So perhaps theyve gone there.

There was a boat down to Oban in three hours time, therefore I took it, passed down the beautiful Loch and by the island of Lismore, places too well known to the traveller in Scotland to need any description, and that same evening found myself in Oban, the Charing Cross of the Highlands. I had been there several times before, and always stayed at the Great Western. Therefore I took the hotel omnibus, and on alighting asked if a Mrs Rumbold was staying there.

The reply was a negative one, therefore I went round to several other hotels, finding at last that she and her maid had taken a room at the Alexandra that morning, but had suddenly changed their plans, and had left at two oclock by train for the south, but whether for Glasgow or Edinburgh was not known.

I therefore lost track of them. Sybil had apparently successfully escaped from her male visitor at Glasgow, while at the same time Mrs Rumbold — probably the mother of the man she loved in secret — had awaited her up at Fort William.

For what reason? Why was she now masquerading as maid of the mother of her lover?

Again, if her visitor in Glasgow was really Parham, he must have very quickly obtained knowledge of her whereabouts, for only a few days before I had watched him arrange that ingenious plot against her in Deans Yard — a plot which would have no doubt been carried into execution if Sybil had been present.

I hesitated how to act.

If they had gone south, it was useless for me to remain in Oban. Her appointment with me was in Newcastle, and it seemed certain that she would sooner or later seek me there. But at that moment my curiosity was aroused regarding this Mrs Rumbold, as to who and what she was, and further, as to the identity of Arthur, about whom the dead man had known so much.

I left Oban and went back to Glasgow. My friend, the hall-porter at the Central Station, was talkative, but had not seen the lady again. It struck me that as the bald-headed man had met her in Glasgow, and as she had left a message for him that she had gone to Edinburgh, she would naturally avoid both places, or at any rate not halt there.

Had she gone on to Dumfries? She had left a message for me that she was there. Would she now go there in order to see if I were awaiting her instead of at Newcastle?

Dumfries, the town of Burns, was on my way down to Carlisle, therefore I resolved to make a halt there for an hour or two to inquire.

I remained the night in Glasgow, for I was fagged out by so much travelling, and next day, just before twelve, I alighted at Dumfries. I had never been there before, but outside the station I saw the Railway Hotel, and entering, asked whether Mrs Rumbold was staying there.

Yes, she was. Did I wish to see her? asked the lady clerk in the bureau.

I replied in the affirmative, and sent her my name, Mr Morton, written on a slip of paper.

The waiter returned with a curious look upon his face. I saw in an instant that something had occurred and was not surprised when he said, — 

Mrs Rumbold has a bad headache, sir, and would be glad if youd call again about five or six. The chambermaid says shes lying down.

Is there another person with her? I inquired. Her own maid, I mean.

No, sir. Shes alone.

Are you quite sure of that?

Quite. I took her name when she arrived in the hotel. She has no maid.

And no lady friend?

No. Shes entirely alone.

That surprised me. Had Sybil parted from her and gone straight on to Newcastle in order to find me? There was nothing to be done but to wait till half-past five, and call again on Mrs Rumbold. I therefore took a room at the hotel, and lunched in the coffee-room.

The womans excuse made me suspicious that she wished to avoid meeting me, and that when I returned at six I should find her gone.

So I passed the time in writing letters, and remained in patience until half-past five, when I sent up again to know if she would receive me. The answer came back that she was still too unwell, and I sent word to her that I could wait, as I wished to see her upon a very important matter.

My determination showed her that I did not intend that she should escape; therefore, just before the dinner gong rang the waiter came to me and said that the lady was in the small drawing-room upstairs and would see me.

I ascended the stairs wondering what would be the outcome of my interview. I wanted to ascertain who the woman was and the nature of the relations between her and Sybil.

When I entered the room a rather elderly lady with whitish hair severely brushed back and attired in deep black rose to meet me, bowing stiffly and saying — 

I have not the honour of your acquaintance, Mr Morton, and am rather curious to know what you want with me.

Well, madam, I replied, the fact is I want to ask you a question. The Honourable Sybil Burnet has been travelling with you dressed as a ladys-maid, and I am here to learn where she has now gone.

The woman started in surprise, and glared at me. She probably, from my disguise as a working-man, put me down as a detective.

And my reply to you, sir, is that Miss Sybils destination is her own affair. We parted, and she has gone south. That is all I know.

But you also know the reason why she is masquerading as a maid; why at Fort William and at Oban you made people believe she was your maid. You had a motive, and I think you may as well admit it.

I do not see your right to question me about my private affairs! she exclaimed angrily. This is monstrous!

I have no desire to pry into your affairs, madam, I answered, quite coolly. The Honourable Sybil is a friend of mine, and I am anxious to know her whereabouts, I said.

But I cannot tell you what I dont know myself. She went on to Carlisle — thats all I know.

She parted from you suddenly. Why? I asked. Shall I tell you? Because she is in fear of being followed, I exclaimed, and, smiling, added, I think, madam, that I hold greater knowledge of the family than perhaps even you do yourself. I have known the Scarcliffs all my life. Old Lady Scarcliff is greatly upset regarding Sybils protracted absence. They are beginning to think that something has happened to her. I can now tell her that she has been with you, masquerading as your maid, and that you refuse all information concerning her. You know, I daresay, that the police are actively trying to find her on the application of her brother, Lord Scarcliff?

My threat caused her some consternation. I could see that from the way she fumed and fidgeted.

To tell Lady Scarcliff such a thing would only be to throw a blame upon myself of which I am entirely innocent, she protested. I assure you that if I knew where she had gone, I would tell you.

No, pardon me, madam. You would not. You believe that Im a detective.

Your actions certainly betray you, she exclaimed resentfully. Youve been watching us closely — for what reason?

Well, I replied slowly. The fact is, I am fully aware of the secret love existing between Sybil Burnet and Arthur Rumbold.

Sybil and Arthur? she cried, turning pale and looking me straight in the face. What do you mean? Arthur — my boy, Arthur!

I nodded in the affirmative.

Who are you? she exclaimed, starting up breathlessly from her chair. She was in fear of me, I saw. Who are you that you should know this? she gasped.

William Morton, was my cool reply. I thought I sent my name up to you this morning!


Chapter Twenty Four.

Complications and Confessions.
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NEXT MORNING, AFTER a night journey, I called at the Douglas Hotel, in Newcastle, and was informed that Mrs Morton had arrived on the previous evening.

At last I had run her to earth.

She sent word that she would see me in half an hour, therefore I idled along Grainger Street West, killing time until she made her appearance. She approached me in the hall of the hotel smiling merrily and putting out her hand in welcome. Her black dress seemed slightly the worse for wear owing to her constant travelling, yet she was as neat and dainty as ever, a woman whose striking beauty caused every head to be turned as she passed.

We went out, turning to walk towards Blackett Street, and then amid the bustle of the traffic began to talk. She asked me when I had arrived, and how I had fared in London.

I told her nothing of the success of my advertisements, or the discovery of the plot so ingeniously formed against her, and allowed her to believe that I had only just arrived from London. I was waiting to see whether she would explain her journey to Scotland, and her companionship with Mrs Rumbold.

But she said nothing. We walked on together through Albion Place, and presently found ourselves in Leazes Park, that pretty promenade, gay in summer, but somewhat cheerless on that grey wintry morning.

You were recognised in Carlisle, I exclaimed after we had been chatting some time. Tell me about it. I was surprised to get your note, and I confess I was also somewhat alarmed. Was the person who recognised you an enemy or a friend?

A friend, was her prompt reply. But his very friendliness would, I knew, be fatal to my interests, so I had to fly. He recognised me, even in this dress, stopped me in the street, raised his hat and spoke. But I discerned his intention, therefore I passed on with affected indignation and without answering. Had I opened my mouth my voice might have betrayed me. I went on to Glasgow.

And there? What happened?

She glanced at me in quick suspicion. I saw she was embarrassed by my question.

Happened? she echoed, nervously. What do you mean?

We were in the Park, and quite alone, therefore I halted, and looking her straight in the face exclaimed, — 

Something happened there, Sybil. Why dont you tell me?

Sybil, she said in a tone of reproach. Am I no longer Tibbie to you, as of old? You are changed, Wilfrid — changed towards me. There is something in your manner so very unusual. What is it?

I desire to know the truth, I said in a hard voice. You are trying to keep back things from me which I ought to know. I trust you, and yet you do not trust me in return. Indeed, it seems very much as though you are trying to deceive me.

I am not, she protested. You still misjudge me, Wilfrid, and merely because there are certain things which it would be against my own interests to explain at this moment. Every woman is permitted to have secrets; surely I may have mine. If you were in reality my husband, then it would be different. Hitherto, you have been generosity itself towards me. Why withdraw it now, at the critical moment when I most require your aid and protection.

Why?

Because in Glasgow I was recognised by one of my enemies, she said. Ah! you dont know what a narrow escape I had. He traced me — and came from London to hunt me down and denounce me. Yet I managed to meet him with such careless ease that he was disarmed, and hesitated. And while he hesitated I escaped. He is still following me. He may be here, in Newcastle, for all I know. It we meet again, Wilfrid, she added in a hoarse, determined voice, if we meet again it will all be hopeless. My doom will be sealed. I shall kill myself.

No, no, I urged. Come, dont contemplate such a step as that!

I fear to face him. I can never face him.

You mean John Parham.

Who told you? she started quickly. How did you know his name?

I guessed it. They told me at the hotel that you had had a visitor, and that you had soon afterwards escaped to the north.

Do you actually know Parham?

I met him once, was my reply, but I did not mention the fellows connection with the house with the fatal stairs.

Does he know that we are friends?

How can I tell? But why do you fear him?

Ah, it is a long story. I dare not face that man, Wilfrid. Surely that is sufficient.

No. It is not sufficient, I replied. You managed to escape and get up to Fort William.

Ah! The man at the hotel told you so, I suppose, she said. Yes, I did escape, and narrowly. I was betrayed.

By whom?

Unwittingly betrayed by a friend, I think, she replied, as we walked on together towards the lake. On a winters morning there are few people in Leazes Park, therefore we had the place to ourselves, save for the keeper strolling idly some distance away.

Sybil, I exclaimed presently, halting again, and laying my hand upon her shoulder, why are you not straightforward and outspoken with me?

I recollected the postscript of the dead mans letter which I had secured in Manchester — the allegation that she was playing me false.

Her eyes were cast down in confusion at my plain question, yet the next instant she assumed a boldness that was truly surprising.

I dont understand you, she declared with a light nervous little laugh.

Then I suppose I must speak more plainly, I said. It is a pity, Sybil, that you did not tell me the truth from your own lips.

She went pale as her eyes met mine in quick anxiety.

The truth — about what?

About your love for Arthur Rumbold, I said very gravely, my gaze still fixed steadily upon hers.

In an instant her gloved hands clenched themselves, her lips twitched nervously, and she placed her hand upon her heart as though to stop its wild beating.

My love? she gasped blankly— my love for Arthur Rumbold?

Yes, your love for him.

Ah! Surely you are cruel, Wilfrid, to speak of him — after — after all that has lately happened, she burst forth in a choking voice. You cannot know the true facts — you cannot dream the truth, or that mans name would never pass your lips.

No, I said gravely. I do not know the truth. I am in utter ignorance. I only know that you met Mrs Rumbold at Fort William and travelled back with her to Dumfries.

That is quite true, she answered. I have no wish to conceal it.

But your love for her son — you have concealed that!

A woman who loves truly does not always proclaim it to the world, was the reply.

Then if you love him why are you in hiding? Why are you masquerading as my wife? I demanded seriously. I was, I admit, piqued by her attitude, which I perhaps misjudged as defiant.

She shrugged her shoulders slightly, but met my gaze unflinchingly.

You promised me your assistance, she sighed. If you now regret your promise I willingly release you from it.

I have no wish to be released, I answered. I only desire to know the truth. By a fortunate circumstance, Sybil, I have discovered your secret love for Arthur Rumbold — and yet at Ryhall you said you had decided to marry Ellice Winsloe.

A woman does not always marry the man she really loves, she argued. It is a regrettable fact, but horribly true.

Then you love this man, Arthur Rumbold? Come, do not tell me an untruth. We are old enough friends to be frank with each other.

Yes, we are. I am frank with you, and tell you that you have blamed yourself for assisting me, now that you have discovered my folly.

Folly of what?

Of my love. Is it not folly to love a man whom one can never marry?

Then he is already married, perhaps?

She was silent, and glancing at her I saw that tears stood in her magnificent eyes. She was thinking of him, without a doubt.

I recollected those words penned by the dead man; that allegation that she was fooling me. Yes. What he said was correct. The scales had now fallen from my eyes. I read the truth in her white countenance, that face so very beautiful, but, alas! so false.

Who was Nello, the man with whom she corresponded by means of that cipher — the man she trusted so implicitly? Was he identical with Arthur Rumbold? Had she killed the writer of that extraordinary letter because he knew the truth — because she was in terror of exposure and ruin?

My knowledge of Rumbold had entirely upset all her calculations. In those moments of her hesitancy and confusion she became a changed woman. Her admission had been accompanied by a firm defiance that utterly astounded me.

I noticed how agitated she had become. Her small hands were trembling; and she was now white to the lips. Yet she was still determined not to reveal her secret.

Ah! you can never know, Wilfrid, what I have suffered — what I am suffering now, she said in a deep intense voice, as we stood there together in the gardens. You have thought me gay and careless, and youve often told me that I was like a butterfly. Yes, I admit it — I admit all my defects. When I was old enough to leave the schoolroom, society attracted me. I saw Cynthia, the centre of a smart set, courted, flattered, and admired, and like every other girl, I was envious. I vied with her successes, until I, too, became popular. And yet what did popularity and smartness mean? Ah! I can only think of the past with disgust. Then, with a sigh, she added, You, of course, cannot believe it, Wilfrid, but I am now a changed woman.

I do believe you, Tibbie, was my blank reply, for want of something else to say.

Yes, she went on, I see the folly of it all now, the emptiness, the soul-killing wear and tear, the disgraceful shams and mean subterfuges. The woman who has success in our set stands alone, friendless, with a dozen others constantly trying to hurl her from her pedestal, and ever ready with bitter tongues to propagate grave insinuations and scandal. It is woman to woman; and the feuds are always deadly. Im tired of it all, and have left it, I hope, for ever.

Then it was some adventure in that gay circle, I take it, that is responsible for your present position? I said slowly.

Ah! she sighed in a low, hoarse voice, I — I never dreamed of the pitfalls set for me, and in my inexperience believed in the honesty of everyone. But surely I was not alone! Beneath a dress shirt beats the heart of many a blackguard, and in our London drawing-rooms are to be found persons whose careers, if exposed, would startle the world. There are men with world-famous names who ought to be in the criminal dock, but whose very social position is their safeguard; and women with titles who pose as charity patrons, but are mere adventuresses. Our little world, Wilfrid, is, indeed, a strange one, a circle of class and criminality utterly inconceivable by the public who only know of us through the newspapers. I had success because, I suppose, of what people are pleased to call my good looks, but — but, alas! I fell a victim — I fell into a trap ingeniously set for me, and when I struggled to set myself free I only fell deeper and deeper into the blackguardly intrigue. You see me now! she cried after a brief pause, a desperate woman who cares nought for life, only for her good name. I live to defend that before the world, for my poor mothers sake. Daily I am goaded on to kill myself and end it all. I should have done so had not Providence sent you to me, Wilfrid, to aid and counsel me. Yet the blow has again fallen, and I now see no way to vindicate myself. The net has closed around me — and — and — I must die!

And she burst into a sudden torrent of tears.

Were they tears of remorse, or of heart-broken bitterness?

There is no other way! she added in a faint, desperate voice, her trembling hand closing upon my wrist. You must leave me to myself. Go back to London and remain silent. And when they discover me dead you will still remain in ignorance — but sometimes you will think of me — think of me, Wilfrid, she sobbed, as an unhappy woman who has fallen among unscrupulous enemies.

But this is madness! I cried. You surely will not admit yourself vanquished now?

No, not madness, only foresight. You, too, are in deadly peril, and must leave me. With me, hope is now dead — there is only the grave.

She spoke those last words so calmly and determinedly that I was thoroughly alarmed. I refused to leave her. The fact that Parham had discovered her showed that all hope of escape was now cut off. This she admitted to me. Standing before me, her countenance white and haggard, I saw how terribly desperate she was. Her chin then sank upon her breast and she sobbed bitterly.

I placed my hand tenderly upon her shoulder, full of sympathy.

The story of your unhappiness, Tibbie, is the story of your love. Is it not? I asked, slowly.

Her chest rose and fell slowly as she raised her tearful eyes to mine, and in reply, said in a low, faltering voice, — 

Listen, and I will tell you. Before I die it is only right that you should know the truth — you who are my only friend.

And she burst again into a flood of tears, stirred by the painful remembrance of the past.

I stood there holding her for the first time in my arms. And she buried her face upon my shoulder, trembling and sobbing as our two hearts beat in unison.


Chapter Twenty Five.

Makes Plain a Womans Fear.
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TELL ME, I said at last, full of sympathy for her in her dire unhappiness, tell me, Tibbie, about this man Rumbold.

For some moments she was silent. Her pale lips trembled.

What is there to tell? she exclaimed hoarsely. There was nothing extraordinary in our meeting. We met at a country house, as I met a hundred other men. Together we passed some idle summer days, and at last discovered that we loved each other.

Well?

Well — that is all, she answered in a strange, bitter voice. It is all at an end now.

I never recollect meeting him, I remarked, reflectively.

No — you never have, she said. But please do not let us discuss him further, she urged. The memories of it all are too painful. I was a fool!

A fool for loving him? I asked, for so platonic were our relations that I could speak to her with the same frankness as her own brother.

For loving him! she echoed, looking straight at me. No — no. I was a fool because I allowed myself to be misled, and believed what I was told without demanding proof.

Why do you fear the man who found you in Glasgow?

Ah! That is quite another matter, she exclaimed quickly. I warn you to be careful of John Parham. A word from me would place him under arrest; but, alas! I dare not speak. They have successfully closed my lips!

Was she referring, I wondered, to that house with the fatal stairs?

He is married, I suppose?

Yes — and his wife is in utter ignorance of who and what he is. She lives at Sydenham, and believes him to be something in the City. I know the poor woman quite well.

It was upon the tip of my tongue to make inquiry about Miss OHara, but by so doing I saw I should admit having acted the spy. I longed to put some leading questions to her concerning the dead unknown in Charlton Wood, but in view of Erics terrible denunciation how could I?

Where was Eric? I asked her, but she declared that she was in ignorance.

Some time ago, she said, I heard that he was in Paris. He left England suddenly, I believe.

Why?

The real reason I dont know. I only know from a friend who saw him one day sitting before a café in the Boulevard des Italiens.

Your friend did not speak to him? I inquired quickly.

No.

Then it might have been a mistake. The person might, I mean, have merely resembled Eric Domville. Was your informant an intimate friend?

A friend — and also an enemy.

Ah! Many of us have friends of that sort! I remarked, whereat she sighed, recollecting, no doubt, the many friends who had played her false.

The wild, irresponsible worldliness, the thoughtless vices of the smart woman, the slangy conversation and the loudness of voice that was one of the hall-marks of her go-ahead circle, had now all given place to a quietness of manner and a thoughtful seriousness that utterly amazed me. In her peril, whatever it was, the stern realities of life had risen before her. She no longer looked at men and things through rose-coloured spectacles, she frankly admitted to me, but now saw the grim seriousness of life around her.

Dull drab Camberwell had been to her an object-lesson, showing her that there were other peoples and other spheres beside that gay world around Grosvenor Square, or bridge parties at country houses. Yet she had, alas! learned the lesson too late. Misfortune had fallen upon her, and now she was crushed, hopeless, actually seriously contemplating suicide.

This latter fact caused me the most intense anxiety.

Apparently her interview with Arthur Rumbolds mother had caused her to decide to take her life. The fact of Parham having found her in Glasgow was, of course, a serious contretemps, but the real reason of her decision to die was the outcome of her meeting with Mrs Rumbold.

What had passed between the two women? Was their meeting at Fort William a pre-arranged one, or was it accidental? It must have been pre-arranged, or she would scarcely have gone in the opposite direction to that of which she left word for me.

The situation was now growing more serious every moment. As we stood together there I asked her to release me from my imposture as her husband, but at the mere suggestion she cried, — 

Ah! no, Wilfrid! You surely will not desert me now — just at the moment when I most need your protection.

But in what way can this pretence of our marriage assist you?

It does — it will, she assured me. You do not know the truth, or my motive would be quite plain to you. I have trusted you, and I still trust in you that you will not desert or betray me.

Betray you? Why, Tibbie, what are you saying? I asked, surprised. Could I betray her? I admired her, but I did not love her. How could I love her when I recollected the awful charge against her?

Do you suspect that I would play you false, as some of your friends have done? I asked, looking steadily into her fine eyes.

No, no; forgive me, Wilfrid, she exclaimed earnestly, returning my gaze. I sometimes dont know what I am saying. I only mean that — you will not leave me.

And yet you asked me to go back to London only a few minutes ago! I said in a voice of reproach.

I think Im mad! she cried. This mystery is so puzzling, so inscrutable, and so full of horror that it is driving me insane.

Then to you also it is a mystery! I cried, utterly amazed at her words. I thought you were fully aware of the whole truth.

I only wish I knew it. If so, I might perhaps escape my enemies. But they are much too ingenious. They have laid their plans far too well.

She referred, I supposed, to the way in which those scoundrels had forced money from her by threats. She was surely not alone in her terrible thraldom. The profession of the blackmailer in London is perhaps one of the most lucrative of criminal callings, and also one of the safest for the criminal. A demand can cleverly insinuate without making any absolute threat, and the blackmailer is generally a perfect past-master of his art. The general public can conceive no idea of the widespread operations of the thousands of these blackguards in all grades of society. When secrets cannot be discovered, cunning traps are set for the unwary, and many an honest man and woman is at this moment at the mercy of unscrupulous villains, compelled to pay in order to hush up some affair of which they are in reality entirely innocent. No one is safe. From the poor squalid homes of Whitechapel to the big mansions of Belgravia, from garish City offices to the snug villadom of Norwood, from fickle Finchley to weary Wandsworth, the blackmailer takes his toll, while it is calculated that nearly half the suicides reported annually in London are of those who take their own lives rather than face exposure. The unsound mind verdict in many instances merely covers the grim fact that the pockets of the victim have been drained dry by those human vampires who, dressed smugly and passing as gentlemen, rub shoulders with us in society of every grade.

I looked at Sybil, and wondered what was the strange secret which she had been compelled to hush up. Those letters I had filched from the dead man were all sufficient proof that she was a victim. But what was the story? Would she ever tell me? I looked at her sweet, beautiful face, and wondered. We moved on again, slowly skirting the picturesque lake. She would not allow me to release myself from my bond, declaring that I must still pose as William Morton, compositor.

But everyone knows we are not married, I said. Mrs Rumbold, for instance!

Not everyone. There are some who believe it, or they would not hesitate to attack me, was her vague and mysterious response.

For my own part, Tibbie, I think weve carried the masquerade on quite long enough. Im beginning to fear that Jack, or some of his friends, may discover us. Your description is circulated by the police, remember; besides, my prolonged absence has already been commented upon by your people. Jack and Wydcombe have been to my rooms half a dozen times, so Budd says.

No. They will not discover us, she exclaimed, quite confidently.

But walking here openly, and travelling up and down the country is really inviting recognition, I declared. You were recognised, youll remember, in Carlisle, and again in Glasgow. To-morrow you may be seen by one of your friends who will wire to Jack. And if we are found together — what then?

What then? she echoed. Why, I should be found with the man who is my best — my only friend.

But a scandal would be created. You cant afford to risk that, you know.

No, she answered slowly in a low, hard voice, I suppose you are right, I cant. Neither can you, for the matter of that. Yes, she added, with a deep sigh, it would be far better for me, as well as for you, if I were dead.

I did not reply. What could I say? She seemed filled by a dark foreboding of evil, and her thoughts now naturally reverted to the action over which she had perhaps for weeks or months been brooding.

I had endeavoured to assist her for the sake of our passionate idyllic love of long ago, but all was in vain, I said. I recognised that sooner or later she must be discovered, and the blow — the exposure of her terrible crime — must fall. And then?

She had killed the man who had held her in thraldom. That was an undoubted fact. Eric had fully explained it, and could testify to the deed, although he would, I knew, never appear as witness against her. The unknown blackguard scorning her defiance had goaded her to a frenzy of madness, and she had taken her revenge upon the cowardly scoundrel.

Could she be blamed? In taking a life she had committed a crime before God and man, most certainly. The crime of murder can never be pardoned, yet in such circumstances surely the reader will bear with me for regarding her action with some slight degree of leniency — with what our French neighbours would call extenuating circumstances.

And the more so when I recollected what the dead unknown had written to his accomplice in Manchester. The fellow had laid a plot, but he had failed. The woman alone, unprotected and desperate, had defended herself, and he had fallen dead by her hand.

In my innermost heart I decided that he deserved the death.

Why Ellice Winsloe had recognised the body was plain enough now. The two men were friends — and enemies of Sybil Burnet.

I clenched my fingers when I thought of the dangerous man who was still posing as the chum of young Lord Scarcliff, and I vowed that I would live to avenge the wrong done to the poor trembling girl at my side.

She burst into hot tears again when I declared that it would be better for us to return again to the obscurity of Camberwell.

Yes, she sobbed. Act as you think best, Wilfrid. I am entirely in your hands. I am yours, indeed, for you saved my life on — on that night when I fled from Ryhall.

We turned into the town again through Gallowgate when she had dried her eyes, and had lunch at a small eating-house in New Bridge Street, she afterwards returning to her hotel to pack, for we had decided to take the afternoon train up to Kings Cross.

She was to meet me at the station at half-past three, and just before that hour, while idling up and down Neville Street awaiting the arrival of her cab, of a sudden I saw the figure of a man in a dark travelling ulster and soft felt hat emerge from the station and cross the road to Grainger Street West.

He was hurrying along, but in an instant something about his figure and gait struck me as familiar; therefore, walking quickly after him at an angle before he could enter Grainger Street, I caught a glimpse of his countenance.

It was John Parham! And he was going in the direction of the Douglas Hotel.

He had again tracked her down with an intention which I knew, alas! too well could only be a distinctly evil one.


Chapter Twenty Six.

Takes me a Step Further.
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WE WERE BACK again in Neate Street, Camberwell.

In Newcastle we had a very narrow escape. As Parham had walked towards the hotel, Sybil had fortunately passed him in a closed cab. On her arrival at the station she was in entire ignorance of the fellows presence, and as the train was already in waiting we entered and were quickly on our way to London, wondering by what means Parham could possibly have known of her whereabouts.

Was she watched? Was some secret agent, of whom we were in ignorance, keeping constant observations upon us and reporting our movements to the enemy? That theory was Sybils.

Those men are utterly unscrupulous, she declared as we sat together in the little upstairs room in Camberwell. No secret is safe from them, and their spies are far better watchers than the most skilled detectives of Scotland Yard.

At that moment Mrs Williams entered, delighted to see us back again, for when we had left, Tibbie had, at my suggestion, paid rent for the rooms for a month in advance and explained that we were returning.

Two gentlemen came to inquire for you a week ago, Mr Morton, she exclaimed, addressing me. They first asked whether Mrs Morton was at home, and I explained that she was away. They then inquired for you, and appeared to be most inquisitive.

Inquisitive? About what? asked my pseudo wife.

Oh! all about your private affairs, mum. But I told them I didnt know anything, of course. One of the men was a foreigner.

What did they ask you? I inquired in some alarm.

Oh, how long youd been with me, where you worked, how long youd been married — and all that. Most impudent, I call it. Especially as they were strangers.

How did you know they were strangers?

Because they took the photograph of my poor brother Harry to be yours — so they couldnt have known you.

Impostors, I expect, I remarked, in order to allay the good womans suspicions. No doubt they were trying to get some information from you in order to use it for their own purposes. Perhaps to use my wifes name, or mine, as an introduction somewhere.

Well, they didnt get much change out of me, I can tell you, she laughed. I told them I didnt know them and very soon showed them the door. I dont like foreigners. When I asked them to leave their names they looked at each other and appeared confused. They asked where you were, and I told them you were in Ireland.

Thats right, I said, smiling. If they want me they can come here again and find me.

Then, after the landlady had gone downstairs, I asked Tibbie her opinion.

Did I not tell you that inquiries would be made to ascertain whether I were married? she said. The woman evidently satisfied them, for she has no suspicion of the true state of affairs.

Then you are safe?

Safe only for the present. I may be in increased peril to-morrow.

And how long do you anticipate this danger to last? I asked her seriously, as she sat there gazing into the meagre fire.

Last! Until my lifes end, she answered very sadly. Then turning her wonderful eyes to mine she added, I know you cannot sacrifice your life for me in this way much longer, Wilfrid. Therefore it must end. Yet life, after all, is very sweet. When I am alone I constantly look back upon my past and recognise how wasted it has been; how I discarded the benefits of Providence and how from the first, when I came out, I was dazzled by the glitter, gaiety, and extravagance of our circle. It has all ended now, and I actually believe I am a changed woman. But it is, alas! too late — too late.

Those words of hers concealed some extraordinary romance — the romance of a broken heart. She admitted as much. Why were these men so persistently hunting her down if they were in no fear of her? It could only be some desperate vendetta — perhaps a life for a life!

What she had said was correct. Mine was now a most invidious position, for while posing as William Morton, I was unable to go to Bolton Street or even call upon Scarcliff or Wydcombe for fear that Winsloe and his accomplices should learn that I was still alive. Therefore I was compelled to return to the Caledonian Hotel in the Adelphi, where Budd met me in secret each evening with my letters and necessaries.

Another week thus went by. The greater part of the day I usually spent with Tibbie in that dull little room in Neate Street, and sometimes, when the weather was fine, we went to get a breath of air in Greenwich Park or to Lewisham or Dulwich, those resorts of the working-class of South London. At night, ostensibly going to work, I left her and spent hours and hours carefully watching the movements of Ellice Winsloe.

To Lord Wydcombes, in Curzon Street, I followed him on several occasions, for he had suddenly become very intimate with Wydcombe it appeared, and while I stood on the pavement outside that house I knew so well my thoughts wandered back to those brilliant festivities which Cynthia so often gave. One night, after Winsloe had dined there, I saw the brougham come round, and he and Cynthia drove off to the theatre, followed by Jack and Wydcombe in a hansom. On another afternoon I followed Winsloe to the Scarcliffs in Grosvenor Place, and later on saw him laughing with old Lady Scarcliff at the drawing-room window that overlooked Hyde Park Corner. He presented a sleek, well-to-do appearance, essentially that of a gentleman. His frock coat was immaculate, his overcoat of the latest cut, and his silk hat always ironed to the highest perfection of glossiness.

Tibbie, of course, knew nothing of my patient watchfulness. I never went near my chambers, therefore Ellice and Parham certainly believed me dead, while as to Domvilles hiding in Paris, I confess I doubted the truth of the statement of Tibbies friend. If the poor fellow still lived he would most certainly have written to me. No! He was dead — without a doubt. He had fallen a victim in that grim house of doom.

Again and again I tried to find the gruesome place, but in vain. Not a street nor an alley in the neighbourhood of Regent Street I left unexplored, yet for the life of me I could not again recognise the house. The only plan, I decided, was to follow Parham, who would one day go there, without a doubt.

I called on Mrs Parham at Sydenham Hill, and found that her husband was still absent — in India, she believed. Miss OHara, however, remained with her. What connection had the girl with those malefactors? I tried to discern. At all events, she knew their cipher, and they also feared her, as shown by their actions on that dark night in Deans Yard.

My own idea was that Parham was still away in the country. Or, if he were in London, he never went near Winsloe. The police were in search of him, as admitted by the inspector at Sydenham, therefore he might at any moment be arrested. But before he fell into the hands of the police I was determined to fathom the secret of that house of mystery wherein I had so nearly lost my life.

For Tibbies personal safety I was now in constant and deep anxiety. They were desperate and would hesitate at nothing in order to secure their own ends. The ingenuity of the plot to seize her in Deans Yard was sufficient evidence of that. Fortunately, however, Tibbie had not seen my cipher advertisements.

Another week passed, and my pretended wife had quite settled down again amid her humble surroundings. It amused me sometimes to see the girl, of whose beauty half London had raved, with the sleeves of her cotton blouse turned up, making a pudding, or kneeling before the grate and applying blacklead with a brush. I, too, helped her to do the housework, and more than once scrubbed down the table or cleaned the windows. Frequently we worked in all seriousness, but at times we were compelled to laugh at each others unusual occupation.

And when I looked steadily into those fine, wide-open eyes, I wondered what great secret was hidden there.

Time after time I tried to learn more of Arthur Rumbold, but she would tell me nothing.

In fear that the fact of her disappearance might find its way into the papers, she wrote another reassuring letter to her mother, telling her that she was well and that one day ere long she would return. This I sent to a friend, a college chum, who was wintering in Cairo, and it was posted from there. Jack naturally sent out a man to Egypt to try and find her; and in the meantime we allayed all fears that she had met with foul play.

Days and weeks went on. In the security of those obscure apartments in Neate Street, that mean thoroughfare which by day resounded with the cries of itinerant costermongers, and at evening was the playground of crowds of children, Sybil remained patient, yet anxious. Mrs Williams — who, by the way, had a habit of speaking of her husband as her old man — was a kind, motherly soul, who did her best to keep her company during my absences, and who performed little services for her without thought of payment or reward. The occupation of compositor accounted not only for my absence each night during the week, but on Sunday nights also — to prepare Monday mornings paper, I explained.

I told everybody that I worked in Fleet Street, but never satisfied them as to which office employed me. There were hundreds of compositors living in the neighbourhood, and if I made a false statement it would at once be detected. With Williams I was friendly, and we often had a glass together and a pipe.

Our life in Camberwell was surely the strangest ever led by man and woman. Before those who knew us I was compelled to call her Molly, while she addressed me as Willie, just as though I were her husband.

A thousand times I asked her the real reason of that masquerade, but she steadfastly declined to tell me.

You may be able to save me, was all the information she would vouchsafe.

Darkness fell early, for it was early in February, and each night I stole forth from the Caledonian Hotel on my tour of vigilance. The hotel people did not think it strange that I was a working-man. It was a quiet, comfortable place. I paid well, and was friendly with the hall-porter.

With the faithful Budds assistance — for he was friendly with Winsloes valet — I knew almost as much of the fellows movements as he did himself. I dogged his footsteps everywhere. Once he went down to Sydenham Hill, called upon Mrs Parham, and remained there about an hour while I waited outside in the quiet suburban road. When he emerged he was carrying a square parcel packed in brown paper, and this he conveyed back to Victoria, and afterwards took a cab to his own chambers.

He had not been there more than a quarter of an hour, when along King Street came a figure that I at once recognised as that of the man I most wanted to meet — John Parham himself.

I drew back and crossed the road, watching him enter Winsloes chambers, of which he apparently had a latchkey.

Then I waited, for I meant, at all hazards, to track the fellow to his hiding-place, and to discover the true identity of the house where I had been so ingeniously entrapped.

At last he emerged carrying the square packet which his friend had obtained at Sydenham, and behind him also came Winsloe. They walked across St. Jamess Square and up York Street to the Trocadero, where, after having a drink together, they parted, Winsloe going along Coventry Street, while his companion, with the packet in his hand, remained on the pavement in Shaftesbury Avenue, apparently undecided which direction to take.

I was standing in the doorway of the Café Monico opposite, watching him keenly, and saw that he was evidently well known at the Trocadero, for the gold-laced hall-porter saluted him and wished him good-evening.

A few moments later he got into a cab and drove away, while in a few seconds I had entered another cab and was following him. We went up Shaftesbury Avenue, turning into Dean Street and thus reaching Oxford Street opposite Rathbone Place, where he alighted, looked around as though to satisfy himself that he was not followed, and walked on at a rapid pace up Rathbone Place, afterwards turning into many smaller thoroughfares with which I was unacquainted. Once he turned, and I feared that he had detected me, therefore I crossed the road and ascended the steps of a house, where I pretended to ring the door-bell.

He glanced back again, and finding that he was not being followed increased his pace and turned the corner. I was after him in an instant, and still followed him at a respectable distance until after he had turned several corners and was walking up a quiet, rather ill-lit street of dark old-fashioned houses, he glanced up and down and then suddenly disappeared into one of the door-ways. My quick eyes noted the house and then, five minutes afterwards, I walked quickly past the place.

In a moment I recognised the doorway as that of the house with the fatal stairs!

Returning, on the opposite side of the road, I saw that the place was in total darkness, yet outwardly it was in no way different to its neighbours, with the usual flight of steps leading to the front door, the deep basement, and the high iron railings still bearing before the door the old extinguishers used by the ink-men in the early days of last century. I recognised the house by those extinguishers. The blinds had not been lowered, therefore I conjectured that the place was unoccupied.

The street was, I found, called Clipstone Street, and it lay between Cleveland Street and Great Portland Street, in quite a different direction than that in which I had imagined it to be.

After a quarter of an hour Parham emerged without his parcel, closed the door behind him, and walked on to Portland Place, where, from the stand outside the Langham, he took a cab to Lyric Chambers, in Whitcomb Street, opposite Leicester Square, where I discovered he had his abode.

My heart beat wildly, for I knew that I was now on the verge of a discovery. I had gained knowledge that placed the assassins of Eric Domville in my hands.

I lost not a moment. At the Tottenham Court Road Police Station I was fortunate in finding Inspector Pickering on duty, and he at once recognised me as the hero of that strange subterranean adventure.

As soon as I told him I had discovered the mysterious house he was, in an instant, on the alert, and calling two plain-clothes men announced his intention of going with me at once to Clipstone Street to make investigations.

Better take some tools with you, Edwards, to open the door, and a lantern, each of you, he said to them. Then turning to me, he added, — 

If what we suspect is true, sir, theres been some funny goings-on in that house. But we shall see.

He took a revolver from his desk and placed it in his pocket, and afterwards exchanged his uniform coat for a dark tweed jacket in order not to attract attention in the neighbourhood.

Then we all four went forth to ascertain the truth.


Chapter Twenty Seven.

The House of Doom.
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ON ARRIVAL AT Clipstone Street our first inquiry was to ascertain whether the place was inhabited.

While we waited around the corner in Great Portland Street, one of Pickerings men approached and rang the bell, but though he repeated the summons several times, there was no response. Then, with easy agility, he climbed over the railings and disappeared into the area.

Leaving the second man to give us warning if we were noticed, Pickering and myself sauntered along to the house.

It was nearly eleven oclock, and there were few passers-by, yet we did not wish to be discovered, for our investigations were to be made strictly in secret, prior to the police taking action.

Was I acting judiciously, I wondered? Would the revelation I had made reflect upon Sybil herself? Would those men who used that house hurl against her a terrible and relentless vendetta?

Whether wisely or unwisely, however, I had instituted the inquiry, and could not now draw back.

The inspector himself took the small bag containing a serviceable-looking housebreakers jemmy and other tools, and as we came to the area handed it down to the man below. Then both of us scrambled over the locked gate and descended the steps to the basement door by which it had been decided to enter.

The plain-clothes man was something of a mechanic, I could see, for he was soon at work upon the lock, yet although he tried for a full quarter of an hour to open the door, it resisted all his efforts.

Its bolted, he declared at last, wiping the perspiration from his brow. We must try the front door. Thats no doubt only on the latch. If we force this theyll know weve been here, while if we force the latch we can put that right again before we leave.

Very well, Edwards, was the inspectors reply. Go up alone and do it. It wont do for us both to be up with you. Force the latch, and let us trust to luck to be able to put it right again. Well have to lay a trap here — of that I feel sure.

The man ascended to the door above us, but scarcely had he done so when we heard the hoarse cry of Star — extrar spe-shall! from the further end of the street — the pre-arranged signal warning us of someone approaching.

Edwards therefore slipped down the steps and walked in the opposite direction until the two men who had entered the street had passed. Then Edwards sprang up the steps again, and after trying the lock with a number of keys we suddenly heard a low crack, and then there was silence.

All right, he whispered to us over the railings, and a minute later we were standing inside the dark hall of the house wherein I had so nearly lost my life. Edwards closed the door behind us noiselessly, and we were compelled to grope forward in the pitch darkness, for the inspector deemed it wise to draw down the blinds before lighting our lanterns, for fear our movements should attract notice from without.

Edwards entered the front room on the right, stumbling over some furniture, and pulled down the dark holland blind, while a moment later a rapping on the front door announced the arrival of the man who had been watching to cover our movements.

The policemens lanterns, when lit, revealed an old-fashioned room furnished solidly in leather — a dining-room, though there were no evidences of it having been recently used. Behind it, entered by folding doors, was another sitting-room with heavy well-worn furniture covered with old-fashioned horsehair. In the room was a modern roll-top writing-table, the drawers of which Pickering reserved for future investigation.

Be careful of the stairs, I said, as Edwards started to ascend them. The dangerous ones are nearly at the top of the second storey. Theres no danger on the first floor.

All right, sir, replied the man. Ill be wary, you bet! and we climbed to the first floor, the rooms of which, to our surprise, were all empty, devoid of any furniture save two or three broken chairs. In one room was a cupboard, which, however, was locked.

Again we turned to the stairs, Edwards and his companion ascending each stair slowly and trying the one higher with their hands. They were covered with new carpet of art green, different to the first flight, which were covered in red.

When a little more than half-way up to the top landing, Edwards suddenly exclaimed, — 

Here it is, sir! and instantly we ascended to his side.

Kneeling on the stairs, he pressed his hands on the step above, whereupon that portion of the stairway up to the landing swung forward upon a hinge, disclosing a black abyss beneath.

I looked into it and shuddered. Even Pickering himself could not restrain an expression of surprise and horror when he realised how cunningly planned was that death-trap. The first six stairs from the top seemed to hang upon hinges from the landing. Therefore with the weight of a person upon them they would fall forward and pitch the unfortunate victim backwards before he could grasp the handrail, causing him to fall into the pit below.

Well, remarked Pickering, amazed, as he pushed open the stairs and peered into the dark blackness below, of all the devilish contrivances Ive ever seen in my twenty-one years experience in London, this is one of the most simple and yet the most ingenious and most fatal?

No doubt theres a secret way to render the stairs secure, I remarked.

No doubt, but as we dont know it, Edwards, one of you had better go down and get something to lay over the stairs — a piece of board, a table — anything thats long enough. We dont want to be pitched down there ourselves.

No, sir, remarked Edwards companion, whose name was Marvin. I wouldnt like to be, for one. But I daresay lots of em have gone down there at times.

Most probably, snapped the inspector, dismissing the man at once to get the board.

Bring up the jemmy as well, he added, over the banisters. We may want it.

A few minutes later the two men brought up a long oak settle from the hall, and bridging the fatal gulf, held it in position, while we passed over, not, however, without difficulty, as the incline was so great. Then when we were over we held it while they also scrambled up.

To the left was a closed door — the room from which had come the sound of Erics voice on that fatal night. I recognised it in a moment, for it was pale green, picked out in a darker shade.

I opened it, and Pickering shone his lamp within. The blinds were up, but Edwards rushed and pulled them down. Then, on glancing round, I saw it was a pretty well-furnished room, another sitting-room, quite different from those below, as it was decorated in modern taste, with furniture covered with pale yellow silk and comfortable easy chairs, as though its owner were fond of luxury. The odour of stale cigars still hung in the curtains. Perhaps it was the vampires den, a place where he could at all events be safe from intrusion with those fatal stairs between him and the street.

I explained my theory to the inspector, and he was inclined to agree with me.

Upon the floor lay a copy of an evening paper nearly a month old, while the London dust over everything told us that at least it had not been occupied recently.

In that room poor Eric had defied his captors. I looked eagerly around for any traces of him. Yes. My eye fell upon one object — a silver cigarette-case that I had given him two years ago!

The tell-tale object was lying upon the mantelshelf unheeded, tossed there, perhaps, on the night of the crime.

I handed it to Pickering and told him the truth.

A very valuable piece of evidence, sir, was the inspectors reply, placing it in his pocket. We shall get at the bottom of the affair now, depend upon it. The only thing is, we mustnt act too eagerly. We must have them all — or none; thats my opinion.

Then, with his two men, he methodically searched the room, they carefully replacing everything as they found it in a manner which showed them to be expert investigators of crime. Indeed, while Pickering was an inspector of police, the two men were sergeants of the branch of the Criminal Investigation Department attached to the station. They examined quite a heterogeneous collection of things — the usual things one finds in a mans rooms. From a drawer in a kind of sideboard I took out a quantity of letters, beneath which I found a womans necklace, a magnificent antique thing in diamonds and emeralds, which had apparently been hurriedly concealed there, and perhaps forgotten.

Pickering took it in his hand and examined it close to his lamp.

Real, without a doubt, and a costly one, too! Been taken off some rich woman, perhaps. See! the snap has been broken. Perhaps they are afraid to get rid of it at once, so are keeping it. For the present lets put it back.

As I replaced it I saw in the corner of the drawer a ring — a gold one with an engraved amethyst. This I at once recognised as poor Erics signet ring! Concealed among papers, pamphlets, string, medicine bottles and other odds and ends, were other articles of jewellery mostly costly, as well as several beautiful ropes of pearls.

Were they, we wondered, the spoils of the dead? What had been the fate of Eric Domville? Had he been entrapped there, despoiled, as others had been, and then allowed to descend those fatal stairs to his doom?

That was Pickerings opinion, just as it was mine.

I longed to be allowed time to inspect the few letters beneath which the emerald necklace had been concealed, but Pickering urged me on, saying that we had yet much to do before morning.

So we entered the other rooms leading from the landing, but all were disappointing — all save one.

The door was opposite that wherein Eric had faced his enemies, and when we opened it we saw that it was a dirty faded place which had once been a bedroom, but there was now neither bedstead nor bedding. Upon the floor was an old drab threadbare carpet, in the centre of which was a large dark stain.

Look! I cried, pointing to it and bending to examine it more closely.

Yes, I see, remarked the inspector, directing his lamp full upon it. Thats blood, sir — blood without the least doubt!

Blood! I gasped. Then Domville was probably invited in here and struck down by those fiends — the brutes!

Edwards went on his knees, and by the aid of his lamp examined the stain more carefully, touching it with his fingers.

Its hardly quite dry, even now, he remarked. Its soaked right in — through the boards, probably.

I stood appalled at the sight of that gruesome evidence of a crime. I was not familiar with such revolting sights, as were my companions.

How, I wondered, had Eric been struck down? What motive had Sybils friend in reporting that he was alive and in Paris, when he was not?

Pickering, in the meanwhile, made a tour of the room. From a chair that had recently been broken he concluded that the person attacked had defended himself with it desperately, while there was a great rent in one of the dirty lace curtains that hung at the window, and it was slightly blood-stained, as though it had got caught in the struggle.

The last room we examined, which lay at the rear of the house, presented another peculiar feature, inasmuch as it was entirely bare save a table, a chair and a meagre bed, and it showed signs of rather recent occupation. Beside the grate was a cooking-pot, while on the table a dirty plate, a jug and a knife showed that its occupant had cooked his own food.

Pickering made a tour of the place, throwing the light of his lantern into every corner, examining the plate and taking up some articles of mans clothing that lay in confusion upon the bed. Then suddenly he stopped, exclaiming, — 

Why, somebodys been kept a prisoner here! Look at the bars before the window, and see, the door is covered with sheet-iron and strengthened. The bolts, too, show that whoever was put in here couldnt escape. This place is a prison, thats evident, and taking up a piece of hard, stale bread from the table he added, and this is the remains of the prisoners last meal. Where is he now, I wonder?

Down below, suggested the detective Edwards.

I fear so, the inspector said, and taking me to the window showed me how it only looked out upon the roof of the next house and in such a position that the shouts of anyone confined there would never be heard.

They probably kept their victims here to extort money, and then when they had drained them dry they gave them their liberty. They went downstairs, he added grimly, but they never gained the street.


Chapter Twenty Eight.

Brings us Face to Face.
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PICKERING WAS ESSENTIALLY a man of action.

We must go down that hole and explore, he said determinedly. We must know the whole of the secrets of this place before we go further. Edwards, just slip round to the station and get that rope-ladder we used in the Charlotte Street affair. Bring more rope, as it may be too short. And bring P.C. Horton with you. Tell him to take his revolver. Look sharp.

Very well, sir, replied the man, who clambered over the settle and down the stairs, leaving us there to await his return.

Time passed slowly in that dark, gruesome house, and at each noise we halted breathlessly in expectation of the return of Parham or one of his friends.

Returning to the room wherein Eric Domville had so gallantly defied his enemies, we resumed our search, and from beneath the couch the constable drew forth the square brown-paper parcel which Winsloe had obtained from the house called Keymer, and handed over to Parham.

Pickering, in a trice, cut the string with his pocket-knife, and within found a small square wooden box nailed down. The jemmy soon forced it open, when there was revealed a large packet of papers neatly tied with pink tape, which on being opened showed that they were a quantity of negotiable foreign securities — mostly French.

The proceeds of some robbery, most certainly, declared Pickering, examining one after the other and inquiring of me their true character, he being ignorant of French.

I expect the intention is to negotiate them in the City, I remarked after I had been through them and roughly calculated that their value was about twenty thousand pounds.

Yes. Well put them back and see who returns to fetch them. Theres evidently a widespread conspiracy here, and it is fortunate, Mr Hughes, that youve been able at last to fix the house. By Jove! the inspector added with a smile, we ourselves couldnt have done better — indeed, we couldnt have done as well as you did.

I only hope that we shall discover what has become of my friend Domville, I said. I intend that his death shall not go unavenged. He was in this room, Ill swear to that. Id know his voice among ten thousand.

We shall see, remarked the officer, confidently. First let us explore and discover how they got rid of their victims. I only hope nobody will return while we are below. If they do, Horton and Marvin will arrest them. Well take Edwards down with us.

While the constable Marvin repacked the precious box to replace it, Pickering and myself went to the drawer and looked over the letters. Many of them were unimportant and incomprehensible, until one I opened written upon blue-grey notepaper bearing the heading: Harewolde Abbey, Herefordshire. It was in the well-known handwriting of Sybil Burnet! Amazed, I read eagerly as follows: — 

Yes. Fred Kinghorne is here. He is an American, and beyond the Marstons has, I believe, no friends in England. He is an excellent bridge player and has won heavily this week. He has told me that he is engaged to a girl named Appleton, daughter of a Wall Street broker, and that she and her mother are to meet him in Naples on the twentieth, for a tour in Italy. He leaves here next Saturday, and will stay at the Cecil for ten days prior to leaving for Italy. He is evidently very well off, and one of the reasons he is in England is to buy some jewellery as a wedding present for his bride. The Marstons tell me that he is the son of old Jacob Kinghorne, the great Californian financier. I hope this information will satisfy you. — S.

Harewolde, as all the world knows, was one of the centres of the smart set. The Marstons entertained the royalties frequently, and there were rumours of bridge parties and high stakes. Why had Sybil given this curious information? Had the young man Kinghorne been marked down as one of the victims and enticed to that fatal house?

There was no envelope, and the commencement of the letter was abrupt, as though it had been enclosed with some unsuspicious communication.

Having read it, I laid it down without comment, for it was my last desire to incriminate the poor unhappy woman, who, shorn of her brilliancy, was now leading such a strange and lowly life in that dull South London street.

Yet could it be possible that she had acted for these blackguards as their secret agent in society?

The suggestion held me stupefied.

At last Edwards ascended the stairs with Horton and another constable in plain clothes, and scrambled across the settle to where we stood. He carried in his hand a strong ladder of silken rope — which Pickering incidentally remarked had once been the property of Crisp, the notable Hampstead burglar — together with another lantern, a ball of string and a length of stout rope.

Marvin and Edwards recrossed the improvised bridge, while Pickering, Horton and myself remained upon the landing. Then, when we drew the settle away the two men pressed upon the stairs, causing the whole to move forward upon the hinges at the edge of the landing and disclosing the black abyss. As soon as the pressure was released, however, the stairs swung back into their place again, there being either a spring or a counter-balancing weight beneath.

This was the first difficulty that faced us, but it was soon overcome by inserting the settle when the stairs were pushed apart, thus keeping them open. To the stout oak pillar which formed the head of the banisters Pickering fixed the rope-ladder firmly, and with Marvin tried its strength.

Ill go down first, sir, volunteered Edwards. Youve got the lantern. Will you light it and let it down by the string after me?

So with all of us breathlessly excited the silken ladder was thrown across to Edwards, whose round face beamed at the project of subterranean exploration. Then, when the lamp was lit and tied upon the string, he put his foot into the ladder, swung himself over the edge of the stairs and descended into the darkness, Pickering lowering the lamp after him.

We stood peering down at his descending figure, but could discern but little save the glimmering of the light and the slow swinging of the ladder, like a pendulum.

Great Moses! we heard him ejaculate in amazement.

Yet down, down, down he went until it became apparent that he must have reached the end of the ladder, and now be sliding down the extra length of rope which Pickering had attached.

All right, sir! came up his voice, sounding cavernous from the pitch darkness. Its a jolly funny place down here, an no mistake. Will you come down? Im releasing the lantern. Send down another, please. Well want it.

Pickering hauled in the string, attached Marvins bulls-eye to it, and let it down again at once. The pit was of great depth, as shown by the length of cord. Then with an agility which would have done credit to a much younger man, he swung himself over on to the ladder.

If youd like to come down, Mr Hughes, you can follow me, he exclaimed, as he disappeared into the darkness. Horton, hold your light over me. You two stay here. If anybody enters the place, arrest them quickly.

Very well, sir, answered the man Horton, and the inspector went deeper down until only the trembling of the ladder betokened his presence there.

All right, Mr Hughes. Come down, but be careful, he cried up presently, his voice sounding far away. Youll have to slide down the rope for the last twelve feet or so. Cling tight, and youll be all right.

I grasped the ladder, placed my foot into the first loop, and then with the light held over me, went down, down, first into a place which seemed large and cavernous, and presently down a kind of circular well with black slimy walls which seemed to descend into the very bowels of the earth.

Below I could hear the sound of rushing waters, but above them was the inspectors encouraging voice, crying, All right. Now then, take the rope in your legs and slip straight down.

I did so, and a moment later found myself up to my knees in an icy cold stream, which swept and gurgled about me.

Pickering and his assistant stood at my side, their lamps shining upon the dark subterranean flood.

Is this the place you remember? asked the inspector, shining his bulls-eye around and revealing that we were at the bottom of a kind of circular well which had on either side two low arches or culverts. From the right the water rushed in with a swirling current, and by the opposite culvert it rushed out, gurgling and filling the arch almost to its keystone. I saw that all the black slimy masonry was of long flat stones — a relic of ancient London it seemed to be.

This isnt the place where I found myself, I said, much surprised.

No, I suppose not, remarked the inspector. This is fresh water, from a spring somewhere, and through that ancient culvert theres probably a communication with the main sewer. When you fell, you were swept down there and out into the main sewer at once — like a good many others who have come down here. Its an awful death-trap. Look up there, and he shone his lamp above my head.

Dont you see that a bar of iron has been driven into the wall — and driven there recently, too, or it would have rusted away long ago in this damp.

Well? I said, not quite following him.

Thats been put there so that the victims, in falling from the great height, should strike against it and be rendered unconscious before reaching the water. Look. Theres a bit of white stuff on it now — like silk from a ladys evening dress!

And sure enough I saw at the end of that iron bar a piece of white stuff fluttering in the draught, the grim relic of some unfortunate woman who had gone unconsciously to her death! The dank, gruesome place horrified me. Its terrible secrets held all three of us appalled. Even Pickering himself shuddered.

To explore further is quite impossible, he said. That culvert leads into the main sewer, so we must leave its exploration to the sewermen. Lots of springs, of course, fall into the sewers, but the exact spots of their origin are unknown. They were found and connected when the sewers were constructed, and thats all. My own opinion, he added, is that this place was originally the well of an ancient house, and that the blackguards discovered it in the cellar, explored it, ascertained that anything placed in it would be sucked down into that culvert, and then they opened up a way right through to the stairs.

The inspectors theory appeared to me to be a sound one.

I expressed fear of the rising of the water with the automatic flushing of the sewers, but he pointed out that where we stood must be on a slightly higher level, judging from the way the water rushed away down the culvert, while on the side of the well there was no recent mark of higher water, thus bearing out his idea of a spring.

Edwards swarmed up the rope and managed to detach the piece of silk from the iron bar. When he handed it to us we saw that though faded and dirty it had been a piece of rich brocade, pale blue upon a cream ground, while attached was a tiny edging of pale blue chiffon — from a womans corsage, Pickering declared it to be — perhaps a scrap of the dress of the owner of that emerald necklet up above!

After a minute inspection of the grim ancient walls which rose from a channel of rock worn smooth by the action of the waters of ages, Pickering swarmed up the dangling rope, gained the ladder and climbed back again, an example which I quickly followed, although my legs were so chilled to the bone by the icy water that at first I found considerable difficulty in ascending.

Having gained the landing and been followed by Edwards, we drew up the ladder, removed the settle, allowed the fatal stairs to close again, and then bridged it over as before.

While we had been below Horton, who was a practised carpenter, had mended the latch of the front door, so that there should be no suspicion of our entry. We all clambered across the settle, descended the stairs to the basement, and were soon engaged in searching the downstairs rooms and cellar. We had found that the communication between the head of the well and the top of the house was a roughly-constructed shaft of boards when, of a sudden, while standing at the foot of the kitchen stairs we were startled by hearing the sharp click of a key in the lock of the front door above.

In an instant we were silent, and stood together breathless and listening. The dark slide slipped across the bulls-eye.

It was truly an exciting moment.

Pickering, followed by Edwards and Marvin, crept noiselessly up the stairs, and while the person entering apparently had some difficulty with the lock they waited in the darkness.

I stood behind the inspector, my heart beating quickly, listening intently. It was an exciting moment standing ready in the pitch blackness of that silent house of doom.

The latch caught, probably on account of its recent disarrangement, but at last the key lifted it, the door opened, somebody entered the hall, and quietly re-closed the door.

Next instant Pickering sprang from his hiding-place, crying, — 

I arrest you on suspicion of being implicated in certain cases of wilful murder committed in this house!

Horton at that same moment flashed his lamp full upon the face of the person who had entered there so stealthily, and who, startled by the dread accusation, stood glaring like some wild animal brought to bay, but motionless as though turned to stone.

The lamp-flash revealed a white, haggard countenance. I saw it; I recognised it!

A loud cry of horror and amazement escaped me. Was I dreaming? No. It was no dream, but a stern, living reality — a truth that bewildered and staggered me utterly — a grim, awful truth which deprived me of the power of speech.


Chapter Twenty Nine.

Lifts the Veil.
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THE MAN UNDER arrest was not, as I had expected, John Parham — but Eric Domville!

I stood glaring at him, utterly staggered.

Then I sprang forward to greet him — to welcome him as one returned from the grave, but next instant drew back. His face was changed — the expression upon it was that of terror — and of guilt!

You are arrested, continued Pickering, in a calm, matter-of-fact way, adding that phrase of patter which is spoken each time a person is taken into custody, and I warn you that whatever statement you may now make will be taken down in writing and used in evidence against you at your trial.

I have no statement to make. I can do that later, faltered the unhappy man whom I had, until that moment, regarded as my warmest friend.

The revelation struck me of a heap. At first I was unable to realise that I was awake, and in my right senses, yet there Domville stood, with a detective on either side of him, crushed and resistless. He had not even denied the truth of Pickerings awful allegation.

Certainly in no man had I been more deceived them in him. I had given him hospitality; I had confided my secrets in him because we had been friends ever since our youth. Indeed, he had assisted me to shield Sybil, and yet the police had charged him with implication in the grim tragedies that had undoubtedly been enacted within those silent walls where we now stood.

Is this true, Domville? I cried at last, when I found tongue. Speak.

True! he echoed, with a strange, sickly smile, but in a low, hoarse tone. The police are fools. Let them do as they like. Theyll soon find out that theyve got hold of the wrong man. You surely know me well enough, Wilfrid, not to believe these fellows without proof.

Yes, I cried, I do, Eric. I believe you are innocent, and Ill help you to prove it.

Pickering smiled, saying, At present, Mr Hughes, we must send this gentleman round to the station. We may discuss his innocence later on. Then turning to Edwards he said in quick, peremptory tones, Get a cab, you and Marvin, and take him round to the station. Then come back here. Tell Inspector Nicholls that Ill charge him myself when I come round.

Yes, sir, replied the man, and ten minutes later the prisoner and the two detectives drove off in a four-wheeled cab.

Pardon me, Mr Hughes, said Pickering, after he had gone, but is it not injudicious to presuppose that mans innocence, especially when guilt is so plainly written on his face? Some mens faces are to us as open as the columns of a newspaper. That mans is. He is guilty — he is one of the gang. What proof have you that he is not?

He is my friend, I protested.

And may he not be a criminal at the same time? Of many of our friends we are utterly unaware what lives they lead in secret. Charles Peace, the daring burglar, as you will probably remember, taught in a Sunday-school. Therefore, never judge a man by his outward profession, either of friendship or of piety.

But I heard the villains threaten him in that upstairs room, I exclaimed. He was in peril of his life.

Because they had quarrelled — perhaps over the distribution of the spoils. Criminals more often than not quarrel over that, and in revenge give each other away to us. No, Mr Hughes, before you jump to any conclusion in this matter just wait a bit, wait, I mean, till weve concluded our inquiries. Depend upon it a very different complexion will soon be placed upon the whole affair.

Edwards and Marvin returned half an hour after wards.

He made no statement, Edwards said. Hes one of em, thats certain.

Why? I asked. How are you so positive?

Well, sir, we can generally pretty well tell, you know. He was a bit too resigned to be innocent.

Through the whole night, until the cold grey of the wintry dawn, we sat in the back sitting-room, with one single bulls-eye lantern turned on, awaiting the arrival of any of the others who might make a midnight visit there. I, of course, knew the addresses of both Parham and Winsloe, and had given them to Pickering; but he preferred that night to wait, and if possible arrest them actually in that house of doom.

Just as the faint dawn began to show through the chinks of the closed shutters, and Pickering was giving his men instructions before returning to the station, we distinctly heard another key rattle in the latch.

We were all on the alert in an instant.

Well let him go upstairs if thats his intention, whispered the inspector with satisfaction.

Again the newcomer had the same difficulty with the latch, but at length the door opened, letting in a flood of grey light into the hall, and then closed again. We had drawn back behind the half-closed door of the room wherein we had kept our night vigil, and standing there scarcely daring to breathe, we watched a dark-haired young man in a brown tweed suit ascend the stairs. He wore a thick travelling coat, a flat cloth cap, and carried a well-worn brown handbag. Evidently he had just come off a night journey, for he sighed wearily as humming to himself he ascended those fatal stairs.

Fortunately we had removed the settle back to its place, but on arrival on the first landing we heard him halt and pull a creaking lever somewhere — the mechanism by which the six stairs were held fast and secure. Then he went on up to the top and entered that well-furnished little sitting-room.

For ten minutes we allowed him to remain there undisturbed— Just to allow him to settle himself, as Pickering whispered grimly. Then one by one the officers crept noiselessly up until we had assembled on the landing outside the closed door.

Then, of a sudden, Pickering drew his revolver, threw open the door, and the sleek-haired newcomer was revealed.

He fell back as though he had received a blow.

We are police officers, explained Pickering, and I arrest you.

Then we saw that from his bag he had taken out a suit of clothes and some linen, which were flung upon a chair, while upon the table were two packets of German bank-notes, amounting to a considerable sum. A third packet he still held in his hand, for he had been in the act of counting them when surprised.

His dark eyes met mine, and the fellow started.

I know you! he cried to me. You are not a detective at any rate. You are Wilfrid Hughes.

I have, I regret, not the pleasure of your acquaintance, was my quick answer, somewhat surprised at his declaration.

That woman has betrayed us — that woman, Sybil Burnet, he cried angrily, his eyes flashing at us. She shall pay for this — by heaven, she shall! She defied me, but I have not yet said my last word. Arrest me to-day, and to-morrow she will be arrested also, he laughed, triumphantly.

My names Ralph Vickers — if you must know, he said to Pickering in reply to a question.

And youre just back from Germany — eh? Arrived by the night mail via the Hook of Holland.

Well, what of that?

And youve been to Germany to dispose of stolen property, and this money is the price you received for it. Am I not correct?

Find out, was the smooth-haired young mans insulting response.

Take him to the station, Edwards, and ask Inspector Nicholls to step round here with two plain-clothes men. Ill wait for him. Search the prisoner, and Ill charge him — when I come round.

And the young man, without a word, was conducted down the stairs. Then the inspector began counting the German notes rapidly, taking a note of the number in each of the packets secured by pins.

Weve done a good nights work, I think, Mr Hughes, he said afterwards, rubbing his hands with satisfaction. Thanks to you were on the track of one of the biggest criminal conspiracies that London has known for years. But, he added, whos the woman that fellow mentioned — Sybil Burnet? He seems to know something against her — alleges that shes also a member of the gang. I think wed better arrest her, or in any case keep her under observation, for the instant she hears of the arrests shell, of course, fly.

I held my breath, and I think I must have turned pale at this unforeseen result of my information against the malefactors. I recollected the affair in Charlton Wood. What could I reply?

It is true, Inspector Pickering, that I am acquainted with Miss Sybil Burnet, but I have reason for being confident of her innocence.

As you are confident of the innocence of your friend Domville — eh? he asked dubiously with a sarcastic smile.

Well, I said, desperately, I am going now, at once, to see her. And if you leave the matter in my hands and promise that I shall not be followed, I, on my part, will promise that later she shall reply to any questions you may put to her.

He was only half-convinced.

You take a great responsibility upon yourself, Mr Hughes, he remarked. Why are you so anxious that this womans whereabouts should not be known?

To avoid a scandal, I said. She is a gentlewoman.

Pickering smiled again.

Well, Mr Hughes, he said with great reluctance, that man Vickers has made a direct charge against her, and it must be investigated, as you quite understand, whether she be a gentlewoman or not. But I leave you to question her, on the understanding that you prevent her from warning the other two men still at liberty — Parham and Winsloe. Probably they will come here to-day to meet Vickers on his return from Germany — at any rate, we shall be here in waiting for them.

What might not this terrible exposure mean to Sybil?


Chapter Thirty.

In which Sybil Speaks.
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SYBIL SAW ME from the window as I walked up Neate Street at ten oclock that morning. Then, letting myself in with the latchkey, I ascended the stairs, finding her as usual, fresh and dainty, although she was engaged in the prosaic operation of dusting the room.

Why, Wilfrid! she gasped, whats the matter? Youre not well, surely! she cried in anxiety, coming forward towards me.

I threw my cap upon the couch, and halting upon the hearthrug, said in a low, serious voice, — 

Sybil, I think I may speak to you plainly, without preamble. I want to ask you a simple question. Who is Ralph Vickers?

The light died out of her face in an instant. She went pale and her white lips trembled at mention of that name.

She was silent. She made no response. The blow that she had so long dreaded had fallen!

Tell me, Sybil, I urged in a low, kindly tone. Who is this man?

Ah! no, Wilfrid! she gasped at last, her face cast down as though in shame. Dont ask that. How — how can I, of all women, tell you?

But you must, I said firmly. All is known. The brutal devilish conspiracy of those men Parham, Winsloe and Vickers is exposed.

Exposed! Then they know about that — about that awful house in Clipstone Street? she gasped, her eyes starting from her head in abject terror.

The horrible truth has been discovered. The police went to the house last night.

The police!

Yes, and Vickers, who is under arrest, has denounced you as one of their accomplices. Tell me, I cried hoarsely, tell me, Sybil, the real honest truth.

I knew he would denounce me, she cried bitterly. He has been my bitterest enemy from the very first. To that man I owe all my sorrow and degradation. He and his friends are fiends — veritable fiends in human shape — vampires who have sucked the blood of the innocent, and cast them away in secret in that dark house in Clipstone Street without mercy and without compunction. He carried out his threat once, and denounced me, but he did not succeed in effecting my ruin. And now, when arrested he has told the police what — what, Wilfrid, is, alas! the truth.

The truth! I gasped, drawing away from her in horror. The truth, Sybil. Then you are really guilty, I wailed. Ah! Heaven — I believed you were innocent!

She stood swaying to and fro, then staggering unevenly to the table, gripped it to save herself from falling.

Her countenance was bloodless and downcast.

I — I thought to hide my secret from you, of all men, she faltered. I feared that if you knew all you would hate and despise me, therefore my lips were sealed by fear of those men on the one hand, and on the other because I still strove to retain you as my friend and protector. I have remained silent, allowing you to form your own conclusions — nay, she added bitterly, allowing you to place yourself in a position of great personal peril, for I knew how they entrapped you in that awful place, and how they believed you dead like the others. And she paused, her nervous fingers twisting the cheap jet brooch at her throat.

But you will tell me now, I urged quickly, you will tell me the truth, Sybil.

Yes — yes. I will confess everything, she exclaimed with an effort. Surely there is no woman so sad and unhappy in all London as I am at this moment — as I have been these past two years! It commenced long ago, but Ill relate it all as clearly and briefly as I can. You know how, in order to finish my education, I was sent to Madame Perrins at Versailles. Well, on one of my journeys home for the summer holiday I met in the train between the Gare du Nord and Calais an extremely agreeable young Englishman, resident in Paris, who spoke to me, and afterwards gave me his card, expressing a hope that when I returned to Versailles I should manage to meet him again. A sweetheart in secret is always an attraction to the schoolgirl, and surely I was no exception. With the connivance of three other girls, whom I let into my secret, I contrived to meet him often in the narrow, unfrequented Allée des Sabotiers that runs down to La Croix, and wrote him letters of girlish affection. This continued for nearly a year, when one evening, about a month before I left Madame Perrins for ever, I met him for a few moments close behind the school in the Rue du Parc de Clagny, and he surprised me by remarking that my uncle was Vice-Admiral Hellard, a high official at the Admiralty in London, or Second Sea-Lord as he was called, I believe. He asked me to do him a great favour when I returned to London, and take a little present of a dozen Bohemian liqueur glasses to deliver into his, the Admirals hand, personally. This I, of course, consented to do, and a few weeks later I found him at the Gare du Nord on my departure. Calling me aside, he handed me a little box about a foot long, and six inches deep, whispering that probably the Admiral would acknowledge the receipt of the gift, and therefore he would be in London a week later, meet me, and receive my uncles reply. But he urged me to give the present into the hands of no person other than the Admiral himself. He was most particular on that point.

Well, she continued in a low voice, almost as though she were speaking to herself, three days later I called at Albert Gate, saw my uncle alone, and handed him the little box, which he seemed much surprised at receiving, and which he took into an adjoining room and opened. When he returned to me he was greatly excited, and asked me if I was aware what the box contained. I told him that they were a set of liqueur glasses. He smiled. Then he asked me who gave it to me, and I told him a young gentleman whom I knew slightly, and that if there was any reply I would hand it to him myself. You shall have the reply for him to-morrow, Sybil, was the old mans answer. I can only say that youve brought me the most valuable present that Ive ever received in all my life. My curiosity was at once aroused, and I asked to see the glasses, but he refused, saying that they did not concern me. Two days later I returned, and he handed me a sealed letter addressed to Ralph Vickers, Esquire, and—

Vickers! I gasped. The sleek-haired fellow who was arrested this morning?

The same, she answered hoarsely. He was the man who met me in Paris, and into whose unscrupulous hands and those of his associates I so innocently fell. A few days after receiving the note from the Admiral, Vickers was, I found, in London, and late one evening I slipped out of the house to the corner of Berkeley Square, and there delivered the Admirals reply into his hands. He remained in England, but somehow — why I really cant tell — I began to suspect that his mode of life was not altogether honest. Perhaps it was because one day the Admiral, who came to stay with us at Ryhall, was very inquisitive about him, and added that he sincerely hoped I had broken off the acquaintanceship. At any rate, although I sometimes met him I no longer entertained any affection for him. My girlish idol was, indeed, broken sadly when just as I made my début in society he began to write letters compelling me to meet him, and commenced to seek information from me concerning the habits and movements of certain people whom I met in our set in London. Well, she sighed, this went on for about a year. I hated him now, for I had detected how false he was. Yet moving with Cynthia in the gay set I saw that I could never afford to allow the fellow to disclose those foolish letters I had written to him. At this juncture, while I was staying up in Durham, came a note which placed Ralph Vickers in his true light — that of a blackguard. In guarded language he explained that he had, previous to making my acquaintance, done three years in prison, and that as he was now without funds I must obtain money for him — indeed, pay him in order to keep the secret of those letters — the secret that I had loved a gaol-bird! In reply, however, I openly defied him. In response he came up to Durham, and I was compelled to meet him in secret. The object of his visit was truly a brutal one. Finding that I resisted his demands, he revealed to me the contents of that box which I had conveyed to my uncle. It had contained a French naval secret — a copy of the secret plans and specifications of the new French submarine boat then being built at Brest, for which the British Admiralty had paid him three thousand pounds, a draft for this amount being contained in my uncles sealed letter. He had, he acknowledged, obtained the plans from a French naval lieutenant, and the pair had divided the proceeds. He was a spy, as well as a blackmailer. I asked what this had to do with me, whereupon he revealed to me an appalling fact, which utterly stunned me. Till then, I was in total ignorance of how entirely and completely I had fallen beneath his unscrupulous influence. But when he explained I saw in an instant that my future was hopeless; that escape was impossible. I was bound irrevocably to him and to his blackguardly accomplices.

And what did he reveal? I inquired anxiously, as her terrified eyes met mine.

He pointed out, with brutal frankness, that although in England the French law could not reach him, yet in my own case it was different. The French Government could apply for my arrest and extradition for selling a State secret, because, in the eyes of the French law, I was a French subject, I having been born at my fathers villa at Cannes, and had never taken out letters of naturalisation as a British subject. I saw his intention. If unable to raise money to supply his needs he would give information against me in Paris, and cause my arrest. He feared nothing for himself, he said, as he was a British-born subject. I alone would suffer. What could I do in face of such a terrible eventuality? He pointed out that although a person born of British parents abroad is under English law British, yet if wanted for a crime committed in the country of birth, the person may be arrested and extradited. I heard him to the end, and saw that I was helpless in his hands. He had entrapped me, and I was as a fly in a spiders web. I saw my peril; therefore, in order to avoid scandal and arrest I was compelled to send him money from time to time. Moreover, he also compelled me to furnish secret information about persons whom I met in society, for what purpose I could only guess — blackmail. Gradually, I thus became a tool of Vickers and those fiends whom I felt were in association with him, although for some time the latter never betrayed themselves. This went on for nearly a couple of years until Ellice Winsloe proposed marriage to me. I was driven desperate, always wanting to reveal to you the truth and ask your advice, Wilfrid, and yet always in fear lest you should turn your back upon me as an associate of a gang of blackmailers. One autumn day, while motoring with Cynthia from London up to visit the Beebys at Grantham, and without a chauffeur, I had a tyre-burst near a place called Stretton, on the Great North Road, and a young man passing on a bicycle very kindly offered to change the cover for me. He was a rather good-looking young fellow and evidently a gentleman. A week later we met again at a party at Belton, when I discovered that his name was Arthur Rumbold, and that he was son of Canon Rumbold, of Lincoln, who held the living of Folkingham. He was a medical student at Guys, and home for the vacation. We met again and accidentally, at a dance in town; and although I am no more of a flirt than other girls, I confess that he attracted me. In fact, after a couple of months he fell desperately in love with me, when suddenly I discovered a most amazing and alarming fact, namely, that he actually occupied furnished rooms in the same house in Vincent Square, Westminster, where lodged Ralph Vickers. He knew the fellow well, he said, but was unaware, of course, of how he lived.

Meanwhile, she went on, her face slightly flushed by the effort of speaking, Vickers was constantly pressing me for more money, threatening that if he did not get it he would hand me over to the French police. I was desperate, and at last one dark winters night, when walking with Arthur in one of the quiet streets in Kensington where we would not be recognised, I made a clean breast of my girlish foolishness and my present difficulties. He promised to at once help me, but it was three weeks afterwards when he wrote to me while I was at Ryhall, saying that he had searched the rooms of his fellow-lodger, had found my letters, and was bringing them to me. He had, he said, secretly watched Vickers, and found that he was in association with Parham, Winsloe and Domville in a great ruthless conspiracy of blackmail, and further that he had seen persons enter the house in Clipstone Street and never emerge again! Think of the effect this amazing statement had upon me. Winsloe and Domville were our guests at that moment, and the last-named was your most intimate friend. Three days previously I had received a letter from Vickers demanding that I should meet him in secret in the park, and I had replied making an evening appointment. Then, to Arthur I replied that I would meet him in the afternoon in Charlton Wood, a lonely spot where we had met before, telling him to bring the letters, and to explain everything to me. Well, she said hoarsely, after a pause, we met. He told me of his suspicion of that house in Clipstone Street and I at once saw to what dastardly use had been put the information regarding certain persons which these men had forced from me. But as he was telling me the truth a man rushed wildly out from the trees and sprang between us threatening to kill him if he uttered another word. He naturally defied his assailant, who in a moment drew a revolver and shot him dead before my eyes. Then turning to me the assassin said, calmly, Of this affair you know nothing, remember. Otherwise, youll quickly find yourself arrested for the affair in Paris. Besides, he added, you met the fellow here. He was your lover, and youve rid yourself of him. You see how the circumstantial evidence against you stands. Go. And youd better leave Ryhall as soon as you can. Then he disappeared into the thicket while I stood half dazed, staring at the body of the man lying stark and dead before me.

But who was the man who fired the fatal shot? I demanded breathlessly.

She refused to answer!


Chapter Thirty One.

Contains the Conclusion.
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I REPEATED MY question, looking straight into her face.

Your friend, Eric Domville.

Eric! I gasped, starting forward. Why, he told me that you had killed him. He described in detail how he had been an eye-witness of your crime!

Ah, of course! she said, bitterly. In order to throw suspicion off himself. But I swear to you, before Heaven, that it was he who killed Arthur Rumbold — they killed him because they knew he had discovered the truth concerning the house in Clipstone Street. Among Vickerss effects Arthur had found certain letters which had given him the clue to the awful truth. Your friend Domville was, you will remember, often absent for long periods in Africa. But I now have reason for knowing that he lived in Paris with Vickers as agent of the gang, and sometimes up in Manchester, where he passed as Charles Denton. Some of his absences from his friends, too, were due to certain periods of imprisonment which he had, from time to time, served. He was not the real Eric Domville, the African traveller, for the latter has his home in Cape Town, and had not been in London for twelve years or so.

Sybil, I faltered, what you have just revealed to me places an entirely new complexion upon the astounding affair. I see now how cleverly Domville planned to cast the guilt of Arthur Rumbolds death upon you. I found upon him the letters you had written to Vickers, and naturally concluded that the dead man was a scoundrel and a blackmailer. Besides, he wore your miniature and there was in my mind no question that you had loved him. Therefore I took counsel with Domville, and we agreed to keep your secret. Ah! I cried, how cleverly I was deceived! I ought to have detected that he was not my old friend Eric. That man was possessed of the devils cunning! But tell me, why did you fly that night — why did you ask me to pose as your husband?

For the simple reason that, appalled by the vengeance that they had dealt out to poor Arthur, I sought to escape them. Domville might accuse me of the murder in the wood, or Vickers might give my secret to the Prefect of Paris Police. In either case I would be in deadly peril. I saw one way out of the latter — which seemed to me the secret mode by which they would eventually attack me — and that was to make pretence that I had a husband — that I had hidden myself and married a working-man.

Why? How did that safeguard you?

Because I had discovered that by marriage a woman follows her husbands nationality, so that if I married you I should at once become a British subject, and beyond the influence of French law, was her frank answer. Dont you remember that while we were in the north two men called at Neate Street, made inquiries about us, and went away satisfied. They were agents of the French Police, and from what Mrs Williams told them they believed that you were my husband, therefore they went away, hesitating to apply for my arrest. So you see Vickers actually carried out his threat. Since the day after poor Arthur was killed Vickers has been in Germany to dispose of a quantity of stolen jewellery, therefore Domville had no opportunity of telling him the truth that you were posing as my husband, while your friend on his part deemed it to their interests to allow us both to remain in fear and in hiding. Of course I had no knowledge that Domville was aware of your having assumed the character of William Morton, and our position has all along been rendered the more perilous on that account. For us, however, it was most fortunate that Vickers has been abroad and that Domville kept his knowledge to himself. By your aid, Wilfrid, I was saved from those French agents, but now that the secret of Clipstone Street is out I fear that they may discover I am not married, and return. If they do, she sighed, if they do, then I must stand in a criminal dock, and bear the scandal that these villains have heaped upon me in order to hold me as their unwilling accomplice. Ah! Wilfrid! she gasped, terrified, I shudder when I think of the awful doom of those unfortunate ones about whom I once gave secret information so innocently. It is horrible — horrible, and she covered her drawn, haggard countenance with her slim, white hands.

Never shall I forget that moment when poor Arthur Rumbold fell dead at my feet — shot down mercilessly because he was in the act of revealing to me the terrible truth, she cried. The memory of that ghastly moment lives ever within me — the dead face still stares at me, and I never seem able to get away from it. He had an intuition that his enemies, having found out that he had discovered the grim secret of the house in Clipstone Street, were following him with the intention of killing him in secret. They had obtained his photograph, and intended that he should die. Therefore, knowing that he was followed he had come, ill-dressed and disguised, by a circuitous route to Charlton Wood. Naturally the police, when they found him dead, believed him to be a tramp, while I, of course, was in hourly terror that the letters he had secured from Vickerss rooms and my miniature, which I knew he wore, would be found upon him, and thus connect me with the crime. In breathless dread I existed for days and days, and never knew until now that you had secured them prior to the arrival of the police.

You addressed in cipher a message in an advertisement to someone whom you called Nello, I said. Who was he?

The man John Parham. He had always expressed pity for me. To the others he was known as Nello, his real name being Lionel. I was mistaken, however. He was no better than the others. The cipher they had given to me in order that I could communicate with them in secret if occasion demanded.

At six oclock that same evening, after Sybil had returned to her mothers house in Grosvenor Street, I entered the Tottenham Court Road Police Station, and there found Pickering anxiously awaiting me.

I wasnt far wrong, Mr Hughes, he exclaimed quickly. Parham came to Clipstone Street just before noon, and dropped into Nicholls hands. Winsloe somehow got wind of the affair, and has bolted — on his way to the Continent, probably. Weve circulated his description and hope to get him. But hes a wily bird, it seems, from all accounts. Your friend Domville was a pretty tough customer, too, he added.

Why? I dont quite follow you.

Well, when I got back here and went to his cell I found him stone dead. Hed poisoned himself! Swallowed a strychnine pill.

Because he was the murderer of Arthur Rumbold, I answered. Miss Burnet will later on explain everything.

Hm, he grunted. A pretty complicated bit of business, when all the threads are gathered up.

There were still a few other matters to investigate, I pointed out, and an hour later we went out to Sydenham Hill, and there saw Mrs Parham and Miss OHara. When we told the poor lady of her husbands arrest, and the charge against him, she fainted. Then, presently, when she came to, she confessed that soon after her marriage she had had certain suspicions aroused, for she discovered that her husband was wanted by the French police for some offence committed in Bordeaux. The secret cavity had been made in the drawing-room floor by him, and in it he kept his private papers. Her own opinion was that the agents of French police wanted to search there for certain evidence, the evidence of that gruesome eye, no doubt, but knowing that no English magistrate would grant them a search-warrant they resolved to make a raid on the place, as though they were thieves. Though they overlooked the strange eye which, with some ulterior motive Parham had preserved, they nevertheless secured sufficient evidence to warrant them in applying for the mans extradition for the murder of a banker at Bordeaux, which indeed the French Consulate-General had done three weeks previously. Miss OHara, it appeared, had accidentally discovered the cipher hidden behind a heavy wardrobe in one of the bedrooms, and by its means had read my messages and gone to Baker Street and to Deans Yard out of sheer curiosity.

Surely I need not dwell upon the boundless delight with which poor, ill-judged and helpless Sybil was hailed on her return to Grosvenor Street, or the sensation when that same evening in the drawing-room, before her mother, Jack, Cynthia and Lord Wydcombe, she repeated the whole of the strange circumstances, just as she had related them to me.

Jack was furious, for he saw how cleverly he had been fleeced by Ellice Winsloe, while I, on my part, turned to the little love of my youth, saying frankly, — 

As Tibbie seems to be still in fear that the French police may apply for her extradition on account of the sale of the naval secret to our Admiralty, she may be inclined to change her nationality in real earnest. She can do this by marriage, easier than by letters of naturalisation, and as we are man and wife and poor in the eyes of Camberwell, so, if Tibbie consents, will we become the same in the eyes of Society.

For answer she clung to me quickly with a cry of joy, and allowed me to kiss away the tears from her dear face, while Jack clapped me heartily upon the shoulder and said, — 

Wilfrid, old fellow! Its just as it should be. Tibbies loved you for years. Everybody who wasnt blind has seen that. Youve saved her, and youve a right to her.

And five minutes later my well-beloved and I were receiving the congratulations of the whole family.

What else need I say?

To tell you that we are now living in our pretty rose-embowered home near Amersham, in Buckinghamshire, which Lady Scarcliff bought and gave to Tibbie as a wedding present, and that we are supremely happy in each others love is only to tell you what you already know. The smart set know Tibbie no more, for she is content with her simple, healthful country life. And she is all in all to me — my love.

Winsloe, who has been traced to Buenos Ayres, has not yet been arrested, although Pickering is still confident of success, but Parham and Vickers are now awaiting trial on the very serious charges of blackmail, robbery and murder. Very little evidence was given before the magistrate at Bow Street, but at the next sessions of the Central Criminal Court, London will surely be startled by the sensational evidence which the police will give concerning that grim dark house in Clipstone Street — the House of Doom.

Death sentences await both prisoners, without a doubt.

Whatsoever a Man Soweth, that shall he also Reap.

THE END
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Preface.

William Le Queux.
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WILLIAM LE QUEUX, one of the most popular of present-day authors, was born in London on July 2, 1864. He has followed many callings in his time. After studying art in Paris, he made a tour on foot through France and Germany. Then he drifted into journalism, attaching himself to the Paris Morning News. Later, he crossed to London, where he joined the staff of the Globe in the Gallery of the House of Commons. This was in 1888, and he continued to report Parliament till 1891, when he was appointed a sub-editor on the Globe. Along with his work as a journalist he developed his faculty for fiction, and in 1893 resigned his position on the press to take up novel-writing as a business. His first book was Guilty Bonds published in 1890. Since that date he has issued an average of three novels a year. One of Mr Le Queuxs recreations is revolver practice, and that may account for the free use of the shooting iron which distinguishes some of his romances.




Prologue.
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THE LADYBIRD will refuse to have anything to do with the affair, my dear fellow. It touches a womans honour, and I know her too well.

Bah! Well compel her to help us. She must.

She wouldnt risk it, declared Harry Kinder, shaking his head.

Risk it! Well, well have to risk something! Were in a nice hole just now! Our traps at the Grand, with a bill of two thousand seven hundred francs to pay, and the Ladybird coolly sends us from London a postal order for twenty-seven shillings and sixpence — all she has!

She might have kept it and bought a new sunshade or a box of chocolates with it.

The little fool! Fancy sending twenty-seven bob to three men stranded in Paris! I cant see why old Roddy thinks so much of her, remarked Guy Bourne to his companion.

Because shes his daughter, and because after all you must admit that shes jolly clever with her fingers.

Of course we know that. Shes the smartest woman in London. But what makes you think that when the suggestion is made to her she will refuse?

Well, just this. Shes uncommonly good-looking, dresses with exquisite taste, and when occasion demands can assume the manner of a high-born lady, which is, of course, just what we want; but of late Ive noticed a very great change in her. She used to act heedless of risk, and entirely without pity or compunction. Nowadays, however, she seems becoming chicken-hearted.

Perhaps shes in love, remarked the other with a sarcastic grin.

Thats just it. I honestly think that she really is in love, said the short, hard-faced, clean-shaven man of fifty, whose fair, rather scanty hair, reddish face, tightly-cut trousers, and check-tweed suit gave him a distinctly horsey appearance, as he seated himself upon the edge of the table in the shabby sitting-room au troisième above the noisy Rue Lafayette, in Paris.

The Ladybird in love! Whatever next! ejaculated Guy Bourne, a man some ten years his junior, and extremely well, even rather foppishly, dressed. His features were handsome, his hair dark, and outwardly he had all the appearance of a well-set-up Englishman. His gold sleeve-links bore a crest and cipher in blue enamel, and his dark moustache was carefully trained, for he was essentially a man of taste and refinement. Well, he added, Ive got my own opinion, old chap, and youre quite welcome to yours. The Ladybird may be in love, as you suspect, but shell have to help us in this. Its a big thing, I know; but look what it means to us! If shes in love, whos the jay? he asked, lighting a cigarette carelessly.

Ah! now you ask me a question.

Well, declared Bourne rather anxiously, whoever he may be, the acquaintanceship must be broken off — and that very quickly, too. For us the very worst catastrophe would be for our little Ladybird to fall in love. She might, in one of her moments of sentimentality, be indiscreet, as all women are apt to be; and if so — well, it would be all up with us. You quite recognise the danger?

I do, most certainly, the other replied, with a serious look, as he glanced around the poorly-furnished room, with its painted wood floor in lieu of carpet. As soon as were back we must keep our eyes upon her, and ascertain the identity of this secret lover.

But shes never shown any spark of affection before, Bourne said, although he knew that the secret lover was actually himself. We must ask Roddy all about it. Being her father, he may know something.

I only wish we were back in London again, sonny, declared Kinder. Paris has never been safe for us since that wretched affair in the Boulevard Magenta. Why Roddy brought us over I cant think.

He had his eye on something big that unfortunately hasnt come off. Therefore were now landed at the Grand with a big hotel bill and no money to pay it with. The Johnnie in the bureau presented it to me this morning, and asked for payment. I bluffed him that I was going down to the bank and would settle it this evening.

With twenty-seven and sixpence! remarked the clean-shaven man with sarcasm.

Yes, responded his companion grimly. I only wish we could get our traps away. Ive got all my new rig-out in my trunk, and cant afford to lose it.

We must get back to London somehow, Harry said decisively. Every moment we remain here increases our peril. They have our photographs at the Prefecture, remember, and here the police are pretty quick at making an arrest. Were wanted, even now, for the Boulevard Magenta affair. A pity the Doctor hit the poor old chap so hard, wasnt it?

A thousand pities. But the Doctor was always erratic — always in fear of too much noise being made. He knocked the old fellow down when there was really no necessity: a towel twisted around his mouth would have been quite as effectual, and the affair would not have assumed so ugly a phase as it afterwards did. No; youre quite right, Harry, old chap; Paris is no place for us nowadays.

Ah! Kinder sighed regretfully. And yet weve had jolly good times here, havent we? And weve brought off some big things once or twice, until Latour and his cadaverous crowd became jealous of us, and gave us away that morning at the St. Lazare station, just when Roddy was working the confidence of those two American women. By Jove! we all had a narrow escape, and had to fly.

I remember. Two agents pounced upon me, but I managed to give them the slip and get away that night to Amiens. A good job for us, the younger man added, that Latour wont have a chance to betray his friends for another fifteen years.

What! has he been lagged? asked the horsey man as he bit the end off a cigar.

Yes, for a nasty affair down at Marseilles. He was opening a bankers safe — that was his speciality, you know — and he blundered.

Then Im not sorry for him, Kinder declared, crossing the room and looking out of the window into the busy thoroughfare below.

It was noon, on a bright May day, and the traffic over the granite setts in the Rue Lafayette was deafening, the huge steam trams snorting and clanging as they ascended the hill to the Gare du Nord.

Guy Bourne was endeavouring to solve a very serious financial difficulty. The three shabbily-furnished rooms in which they were was a small apartment which Roddy Redmayne, alias The Mute, alias Ward, alias Scott-Martin, and alias a dozen other names beside, had taken for a month, and were, truth to tell, the temporary headquarters of The Mutes clever and daring gang of international thieves, who moved from city to city plying their profession.

They had been unlucky — as they were sometimes. Harry Kinder had succeeded in getting some jewellery two days before, only to discover to his chagrin that the diamonds were paste. He had seen them in a bad light, otherwise, expert that he was, he would never have touched them. He always left pearls religiously alone. There were far too many imitations, he declared. For three weeks the men had done themselves well in Paris, and spent a considerable amount in ingratiating themselves with certain English and American visitors who were there for the season. Kinder and Bourne worked the big hotels — the Grand, the Continental, and the Chatham, generally frequenting the American bar at the latter place each afternoon about four oclock, on the keen lookout for English pigeons to pluck. This season, however, ill-luck seemed to constantly follow them, with the result that they had spent their money all to no purpose, and now found themselves with a large hotel bill, and without the wherewithal to discharge it.

Guy Bournes life had been a veritable romance. The son of a wealthy country squire, he had been at Eton and at Balliol, and his father had intended him to enter the Church, for he had an uncle a bishop, and was sure of a decent preferment. A clerical career had, however, no attractions for Guy, who loved all kinds of sport, especially racing, a pastime which eventually proved his downfall. Like many other young men, he became mixed up with a very undesirable set — that unscrupulous company that frequents racecourses — and finding his fathers door shut to him, gradually sank lower until he became the friend of Kinder and one of the associates and accomplices of the notorious Roddy Redmayne — known as The Mute — a king among Continental thieves.

Like the elder man who stood beside him, he was an audacious, quick-witted, and ingenious thief, very merry and easy-going. He was a man who lived an adventurous life, and generally lived well, too; unscrupulous about annexing other peoples property, and therefore retaining nowadays few of the traits of the gentleman. At first he had not been altogether bad; at heart he hated and despised himself; yet he was a fatalist, and had long ago declared that the life of a thief was his destiny, and that it was no use kicking against the pricks.

An excellent linguist, a well-set-up figure, a handsome countenance, his hair slightly turning grey, he was always witty, debonair and cosmopolitan, and a great favourite with women. They voted him a charming fellow, never for one moment suspecting that his polished exterior and gentlemanly bearing concealed the fact that he had designs upon their jewellery.

His companion, Harry Kinder, was a man of entirely different stamp; rather coarse, muscular, well versed in all the trickery and subterfuge of the international criminal; a clever pickpocket, and perhaps one of the most ingenious sharpers in all Europe. He had followed the profession ever since a lad; had seen the interior of a dozen different prisons in as many countries; and invariably showed fight if detected. Indeed, Harry Kinder was a tough customer, as many agents of police had discovered to their cost.

Then you really dont think the Ladybird will have anything to do with the affair? Guy remarked at last, standing beside him and gazing aimlessly out of the window.

I fear she wont. If you can persuade her, then itll all be plain sailing. Theyll help us, and the risk wont be very much. Yet after all its a dirty trick to play, isnt it?

His companion shrugged his shoulders, saying, Roddy sees no harm in it, and we must live the same as other people. We simply give our services for a stated sum.

Well, declared Kinder, Ive never drawn back from any open and straightforward bit of business where it was our wits against anothers, or where the victim is a fool or inexperienced; but I tell you that I draw a line at entrapping an innocent woman, and especially an English lady.

What! cried Bourne. Youve become conscientious all at once! Do you intend to back out of it altogether?

Ive not yet decided what I shall do. The only thing is that I shall not persuade the Ladybird either way. I shall leave her entirely in Roddys hands.

Then youd better tell Roddy plainly when he comes back. Perhaps youre in love, just as you say the Ladybird is!

Love! Why, my dear Guy — love at my age! I was only in love once — when I was seventeen. She sat in a kind of fowl-pen and sold stamps in a grocers shop at Hackney. Since then I can safely say that Ive never made a fool of myself over a woman. They are charming all, from seventeen to seventy, but there is not one Ive singled out as better than the rest.

Ah, Harry! declared Guy with a smile, youre a queer fellow. You are essentially a ladys man, and yet you never fall in love. We all thought once that you were fond of the Ladybird.

The Ladybird! laughed the elder man. Well, what next? No. The Ladybird has got a lover in secret somewhere, depend upon it. Perhaps it is yourself. We shall get at the truth when we return to town.

When? Do you contemplate leaving your things at the Grand, my dear fellow? We cant. We must get money from somewhere — money, and to-day. Why not try some of the omnibuses, or the crowd at one of the railway stations? We might work together this afternoon and try our luck, Guy suggested.

Better the Café Américain, or Maxims to-night, declared Kinder, who knew his Paris well. Theres more money there, and were bound to pick up a jay or two.

At that moment the sharp click of a key in the lock of the outer door caused them to pause, and a moment later they were joined by an elderly, grey-haired, gentlemanly-looking man in travelling-ulster and grey felt hat, who carried a small brown kit-bag which, by its hotel labels, showed sign of long travel.

Hulloa, Roddy! Kinder cried excitedly in his Cockney dialect. Luck, I see! What have you got?

Dont know yet, was the newcomers reply, his intonation also that of a born Londoner. I got it from a young woman who arrived by the rapide at the Gare de lEst. And throwing off his travelling get-up he placed the kit-bag upon the table. Then touching a spring in the lock he lifted it again, and there remained upon the table a ladys dressing-bag with a black waterproof cover.

Looks like something good, declared Guy, watching eagerly.

The innocent-looking kit-bag was one of those specially constructed for the use of thieves. The bottom was hinged, with double flaps opening inward. The interior contained sharp iron grips, so that the bag, when placed upon any object smaller than it, would cover it entirely, the flaps forming the bottom opening inward, while the grips, descending, held the bag or other object tight. So the kit-bag, when removed, would also remove the object concealed within it.

Roddy, a grey-faced, cool, crafty old fellow of sixty, bore such a serious expression that one might readily have taken him for a dissenting minister or a respectable surgeon. He carefully took off the outer cover of the crocodile-skin dressing-case, examined its gilt lock, and then, taking from his pocket a piece of steel about six inches long, with a pointed end, almost a miniature of a burglars jemmy, he quickly prised it open.

The trio eagerly looked within, and saw that it was an elegantly-fitted bag, with gold-topped bottles, and below some miscellaneous articles and letters lay a small, cheap leather bag.

In a moment the wily old thief had it open, and next instant there was displayed a magnificent bodice ornament in diamonds, a pair of exquisite pearl earrings, several fine bracelets, a long rope of splendid pearls, a fine ruby brooch, and a quantity of other ornaments.

Excellent! exclaimed Guy. Were on our feet once more! Well done, Roddy, old man! We were just thinking that wed have to pick the pockets of some poor wretches if things didnt change, and I never like doing that.

No, remarked the leader of the gang, critically examining one after another of the articles he had stolen. I wonder to whom these belong? he added. Theyre uncommonly good stuff, at any rate. Ascertain what those letters say.

Guy took up the letters and glanced at the superscriptions upon the envelopes.

By Heaven! he gasped next instant, and crushing the letters in his hand stood staring at the open bag. What infernal irony of Fate is this? What curse is there upon us now? Look! They are hers — hers! And we have taken them!

The three men exchanged glances, but no word was uttered.

The startling truth held Guy Bourne speechless, staggered, stupefied.


Chapter One.

Concerns a Court Intrigue.
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THE BRIGHT MOON shed a white light over the great, silent courtyards of the Imperial palace at Vienna.

A bugle had just sounded, the guards had changed with a sudden clang of arms that rang out in the clear night, followed by the sound of men marching back to the guardhouse. A sharp word of command, a second bugle note, and then all was quiet again, save for the slow, measured tread of the sentries at each angle of the ponderous palace.

From without all looked grim and gloomy, in keeping with that strange fate that follows the hapless Hapsbourgs; yet beyond those black walls, in the farther wing of the Imperial palace were life and gaiety and music; indeed there was presented perhaps the most magnificent scene in all Europe.

The first Court ball of the season was at its height, and the aged Emperor Francis-Joseph was himself present — a striking figure in his uniform and orders.

Filled with the most brilliant patrician crowd in all the world — the women in tiaras and blazing with jewels, and the men in Court dress or in gorgeous uniforms — the huge ballroom, with its enormous crystal electroliers and its gold — and — white Renaissance decorations, had never been the scene of a more dazzling display. Archdukes and archduchesses, princes and princesses, nobles and diplomatists, ministers of the empire and high functionaries of State danced or gossiped, intrigued or talked scandal; or those whose first ball it was worried themselves over points of etiquette that are always so puzzling to one not born in the Court atmosphere.

The music, the scent of the flowers, the glare and glitter, the beauty of the high-born women, the easy swagger of the bestarred and beribboned men, combined to produce a scene almost fairy-like.

Laughter rang from pretty lips, and men bent to whisper into the ears of their partners as they waltzed over the perfect floor, after having paid homage to their Emperor — that lonely, broken man whose good wife, alas! had fallen beneath the assassins knife.

A sovereigns heart may be broken, but he must nevertheless keep up a brave show before his subjects.

So he stood at the end of the room with the Imperial circle about him, smiling upon them and receiving their homage, although he longed to be back in his own quiet room at the farther end of the palace, where their laughter and the strains of music could not reach his ears.

One pale, sweet-faced woman in that gay, irresponsible crowd glanced at him and read his heart.

Her fair beauty was extremely striking, and her neat-waisted figure perfect. Indeed, she had long ago been acknowledged to be the most lovely figure at the Austrian Court — the most brilliant Court of Europe — a countenance which even her wide circle of enemies could not criticise without showing their ill-nature; a perfect countenance, which, though it bore the hallmark of her imperial birth as an Archduchess, yet was sweet, dimpled, and innocent as a childs.

The Princess Claire — Cecille-Marie-Alexandrine was twenty-four. Born and bred at that Court, she had three years before been married to the Crown Prince of a German house, the royal house of Marburg, and had left it for the Court at Treysa, over which her husband would, by reason of his fathers great age, very soon be sovereign.

At that moment she was back in Vienna on a brief visit to her father, the Archduke Charles, and had taken a turn around the room with a smart, well-set-up man in cavalry uniform — her cousin Prince George of Anhalt. She was dressed in ivory white, wearing in her fair hair a wonderful tiara; while in the edge of her low-cut bodice there showed the crosses and ribbons of the Orders of St. Elizabeth and Teresa — decorations bestowed only upon Imperial princesses.

Many eyes were turned upon her, and many of the friends of her girlhood days she saluted with that charming frankness of manner which was so characteristic of her open nature. Suddenly, while walking around the room, a clean-shaven, dark-haired, quick-eyed man of thirty in Court dress bowed low before her, and in an instant, recognising him, she left her cousins side, and crossing spoke to him.

I must see your Imperial Highness before she leaves Vienna, he whispered quickly to her in English, after she had greeted him in German and inquired after his wife. I have something private and important to tell you.

The Crown Princess looked at him quickly, and recognised that the man was in earnest. Her curiosity became aroused; but she could ask no questions, for a hundred eyes were now upon her.

Make an appointment — quickly, your Highness. I am here expressly to see you, he said, noticing that Prince George was approaching to carry her off to the upper end of the room, where the members of the Imperial family were assembled.

Very well. In the Stadtpark, against the Caroline Bridge, at eight to-morrow night. It will be dark then.

Be careful that you are not followed, he whispered; and then he bowed deeply as she left him.

When her cousin came up he said, — 

You are very foolish, Claire! You know how greatly such a breach of etiquette annoys the Emperor. Why do you speak with such people?

Because I like to, she answered defiantly. If I have the misfortune to be born an Imperial Archduchess and am now Crown Princess, it need surely not preclude me from speaking to people who are my friends?

Oh, he is a friend, is he? Who is the fellow? inquired the Prince, raising his eyebrows.

Steinbach. He is in our Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

You really possess some queer friends, Claire, the young man said, smiling. They will suspect you of being a Socialist if you go on in this way. You always shock them each time you come back to Vienna because of your extraordinary unconventionality.

Do I? she laughed. Well, Im sure I dont care. When I lived here before I married they were for ever being scandalised by my conduct in speaking to people. But why shouldnt I? I learn so much them. We are all too narrow-minded; we very little of the world beyond the palace walls.

I heard yesterday that youd been seen walking in the Kamthnerstrasse with two women who were not of the nobility. You really oughtnt to do that. It isnt fair to us, you know, he said, twisting his moustache. We all know how wilful you are, and how you love to scandalise us; but you should draw the line at displaying such socialistic tendencies openly and publicly.

My dear old George, she laughed, turning her bright eyes to him, youre only my cousin and not my husband. I shall do exactly what I like. If it amuses and interests me to see the life of the people, I shall do so; therefore its no use talking. I have had lots of lectures from the Emperor long ago, and also from my stiff old father-in-law the King. But when they lecture me I only do it all the more, she declared, with a mischievous laugh upon her sweet face. So theyve given me up.

Youre incorrigible, Claire — absolutely incorrigible, her cousin declared as he swung along at her side. I only do hope that your unconventionality will not be taken advantage of by your jealous enemies. Remember, you are the prettiest woman at our Court as well as at your own. Before long, too, you will be a reigning queen; therefore reflect well whether this disregard of the first rule of Court etiquette, which forbids a member of the Imperial family to converse with a commoner, is wise. For my own part, I dont think it is.

Oh, dont lecture me any more for goodness sake, exclaimed the Crown Princess with a little musical laugh. Have this waltz with me.

And next moment the handsome pair were on their way down the great room with all eyes turned upon them.

When, ten minutes later, they returned to join the Imperial circle about the Emperor, the latter motioned his niece towards him.

Come to me when this is ended, he said in a serious voice. I wish to talk to you. You will find me in the white room at two oclock.

The Crown Princess bowed, and returned to the side of her father, the Archduke Charles, a tall, thin, grey-haired man in a brilliant uniform glittering with orders.

She knew that his Majestys quick eye had detected that she had spoken with the commoner Steinbach, and anticipated that she was to receive another lecture. Why, she wondered, was Steinbach there? Truth to tell, Court life bored her. She was tired to death of all that intrigue and struggle for place, power, and precedence, and of that unhealthy atmosphere of recklessness wherein she had been born and bred. She longed for the free open life in the country around Wartenstein, the great old castle in the Tyrol that was her home, where she could tramp for miles in the mountains and be friendly with the honest country folk. After her marriage — a marriage of convenience to unite two royal houses — she had found that she had exchanged one stiff and brilliant Court for another, more dull, more stiff, and where the etiquette was even more rigid.

Those three years of married life had wrought a very great change in her.

She had left Vienna a bright, athletic girl, fond of all sports, a great walker, a splendid horsewoman, sweet, natural, and quite unaffected; yet now, after those three years of a Court, smaller yet far more severe than that of Austria, she had become rebellious, with one desire — to forsake it all and live the private life of an ordinary citizen.

Her own world, the little patrician but narrow world behind the throne, whispered and shrugged its shoulders. It was believed that her marriage was an unhappy one, but so clever was she that she never betrayed her bitterness of heart. Like all her Imperial family, she was a born diplomatist, and to those who sought to read her secret her face was always sphinx-like. Her own Court saw her as a merry, laughter-loving woman, witty, clever, a splendid dancer, and with a polished and charming manner that had already endeared her to the people over whom she was very shortly to reign. But at Court her enemies looked upon her with distrust. She exhibited no sign of displeasure on any occasion, however provoking. She was equally pleasant with enemies as with friends. For that reason they suspected her.

Her charming ingenuousness and her entire disregard of the traditional distinction between the Imperial house and the people had aroused the anger of her husbands father, the aged King, a sovereign of the old school, who declared that she was fast breaking up all the traditions of the royal house, and that her actions were a direct incentive to Socialism and Anarchism within the kingdom.

But she only laughed. She had trained herself to laugh gleefully even when her young heart was filled with blackest sorrow; even though her husband neglected and despised her; even though she was estranged for ever from her own home and her own beloved family circle at the great mountain stronghold.

Next to the Emperor Francis-Joseph, her father, the Archduke Charles, was the greatest and wealthiest man in Austria. He had a Court of his own with all its appendages and functionaries, a great palace in the Parkring in Vienna, another in Buda-Pesth, the magnificent castle of Wartenstein, near Innsbruck, besides four other castles in various parts of Austria, and a beautiful villa at Tivoli, near Rome. From her birth the Princess Claire had always breathed the vitiated air of the courts of Europe; and yet ever since a girl, walking with her English governess at Wartenstein, she had longed and dreamed of freedom. Her marriage, however, was arranged for her, and she awakened from the glamour of it all to find herself the wife of a peevish prince who had not finished the sowing of his wild oats, and who, moreover, seemed to have no place for her in his heart.

Too late she realised the tragedy of it all. When alone she would sit for hours in tears. Yet to no living soul, not even to her father or to the dark-haired, middle-aged Countess de Trauttenberg, her lady-in-waiting and confidante, did she utter one single syllable. She kept her secret.

The world envied her her marvellous beauty, her exquisite figure, her wealth, her position, her grace and ineffable charm. Yet what would it have said had it known the ugly truth? Surely it would have pitied her; for even an Imperial archduchess, forbidden to speak with the common world, has a human heart, and is entitled to human sympathy.

The Crown Prince was not present. He was, alas I seldom with the Princess. As she stood there in the Imperial circle with folded hands, laughing merrily and chatting vivaciously with the small crowd of Imperial Highnesses, no one would have guessed that she was a woman whose young heart was already broken.

Ah yes! she made a brave show to conceal her bitterness and sorrow from the world, because she knew it was her duty to do so — her duty to her princely family and to the kingdom over which she was soon to be queen.

The Emperor at last made his exit through the great white-and-gold doors, the Imperial chamberlains bowing low as he passed out. Then at two oclock the Crown Princess managed to slip away from the Imperial circle, and with her rich train sweeping behind her, made her way rapidly through the long, tortuous corridors to his Majestys private workroom, known as the White Chamber, on the other side of the great palace.

She tapped upon the door with her fan, and obtained entrance at once, finding the Emperor alone, standing near the great wood fire, for it was a chilly evening, close to his big, littered writing-table. His heavy expression told her that he was both thoughtful and displeased. The chamber, in contrast to the luxury of the splendid palace, was plainly furnished, essentially the workroom of the ruler of a great empire — the room in which he gave audiences and transacted the affairs of the Austria-Hungarian nation.

Claire, he said, in a low, hard voice, be seated; I wish to speak to you.

Ah, I know, exclaimed the brilliant woman, whose magnificent diamonds glittered beneath the electric light, I know! I admit, sire, that I committed an unpardonable breach of etiquette in speaking with Steinbach. You are going to reprove me — I know you are, she pouted. But do forgive me. I did not reflect. It was an indiscretion.
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You never reflect, Claire; you are too irresponsible, the Emperor said in a tone of distinct displeasure. But it is not that. I have called you here to learn why the Crown Prince is not in Vienna with you.

He fixed his grey, deep-sunken eyes upon hers, and awaited her answer.

Well— she faltered. There are some Court dinners, and — and I believe he has some military engagements — anniversaries or something.

The Emperor smiled dubiously.

You are shielding him, Claire, he said slowly; I see you are. I know that Ferdinand is estranged from you. Of late I have learnt things concerning you — more than you imagine. You are unloved by your husband, and unhappy, and yet you are bearing your burden in silence, though you are a young and beautiful woman. Now, Claire, he said in a changed voice, placing his hand tenderly upon his nieces shoulder, tell me the truth. I wish to hear the truth from your own lips. Do you know what they say of you? They say, he added, lowering his voice— they say that you have a lover!

A lover! she gasped hoarsely, starting from her chair, her beautiful face as white as the dress she wore; a lover! Who — who told you so?


Chapter Two.

Her Imperial Highness.
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WHATEVER PASSED BETWEEN the Emperor and his niece, whether she confessed the truth or defied him, one fact was plain — she had been moved to bitter tears.

When, half an hour later, she went back through those long corridors, her rich train sweeping over the red carpets, her white-gloved hands were clenched, her teeth set hard, her eyes red, her countenance changed. Her face was changed; it was that of a woman heart-broken and desperate.

She did not return to the ballroom, but descended to the courtyard, where one of the Imperial servants called her carriage, and she returned alone to her fathers splendid palace in the Parkring.

Ascending straight to her room, she dismissed the Countess de Trauttenberg, her lady-in-waiting, and Henriette, her French maid; and then locking the door, she tore off her tiara and her jewels and sank upon her knees upon the old carved prie-dieu before the ivory crucifix placed opposite her bed.

Her hands were clasped, her fair head bent, her sweet lips moved in fervent prayer, her eyes the while streaming with tears. Plunged in grief and unhappiness, she besought the Almighty to aid and counsel her in the difficult situation in which she now found herself.

Help me, my Father! she sobbed aloud. Have mercy upon me — mercy upon a humble woman who craves Thy protection and direction. And her clasped hands trembled in the fervency of her appeal.

Those who had seen her an hour ago, the gay, laughing figure, blazing with jewels, the centre of the most brilliant Court of Europe, would have been astounded to see her at that moment prostrated before her Maker. In Austria, as in Germany, she was believed to be a rather giddy woman, perhaps by reason of her uncommon beauty, and perhaps because of her easy-going light-heartedness and disregard for all Court etiquette. Yet the truth was that the strong religious principles instilled into her by her mother, the deceased Archduchess Charles, had always remained, and that no day passed without one hour set apart for her devotions, in secret even from the Countess, from Henriette, and from the Crown Prince, her husband.

She was a Catholic, of course, like all her Imperial house, but upon one point she disagreed — that of confession.

Her husband, though he professed Catholicism, at heart scoffed at religion; and more than once when he had found her in the private chapel of the palace at Treysa had jeered at her. But she bore it all in patience. She was his wife, and she had a duty to perform towards his nation — to become its queen.

For nearly an hour she remained upon her knees before the crucifix, with the tiny oil-light flickering in its cup of crimson glass, kneeling in mute appeal, strong in her faith, yet humble as the humblest commoner in the land.

My God! she cried aloud at last. Hear me! Answer my prayer! Give me strength and courage, and direct my footsteps in the right path. I am a weak woman, after all; a humble sinner who has repented. Help me, O God! I place all my trust in Thee! Amen.

And, crossing herself, she rose slowly with a deep-drawn breath that sounded weirdly through the fine room, and walking unsteadily towards the big cheval glass, gazed at her own reflection.

She saw how pale and haggard was her face, and looked at her trembling hands.

The ribbons and stars at the edge of her bodice caught her eye, and with a sudden movement she tore them off and cast them heedlessly upon the table as though the sight of them annoyed her. They had been conferred upon her on her marriage. She sighed as she looked back at them.

Ah, the hollow mockery of it all!

She glanced out of the window, and saw in the bright moonlight the sentry pacing up and down before the palace. Across the wide boulevard were the dark trees of the park. It recalled to her the appointment she had made there for the next evening.

I wonder why Steinbach has followed me here? she exclaimed to herself. How did he obtain entrance to the Court ball? Probably he has some friend here. But surely his mission is urgent, or he would never have run this risk. I was, however, foolish to speak to him before them all — very foolish. Yet, she added slowly to herself, I wonder what he has to tell me? I wonder— And, without concluding her sentence, she stood gazing out upon the dark park, deep in thought, her mind full of grave apprehensions of the future.

She was a Hapsbourg — and evil fate follows a Hapsbourg always. She had prayed to God; for God alone could save her.

She, the most brilliant and the most envied woman in the Empire, was perhaps the most heart-broken, the most unhappy. Casting herself into an armchair before the log fire, she covered her drawn, white face with her hands and sobbed bitterly, until at last she sat immovable, staring straight into the embers watching the spark die out, until she fell asleep where she sat.

Next day her sweet, fresh face bore no traces of her desperation of the night. She was as gay and merry as ever, and only Henriette noticed in her eyes a slight redness, but discreetly said nothing.

The Countess, a rather pleasant-faced but stiff-mannered person, brought her her engagement-book, from which it appeared that she was due at a review by the Emperor at eleven oclock; therefore, accompanied by her lady-in-waiting, she drove there, and was everywhere admired by the great crowds assembled. The Austrian people called her our Claire, and the warm-hearted Viennese cheered when they recognised that she was back again among them.

It was a brilliant scene in the bright spring sunlight, for many of the Imperial Court were present, and the troops made a brave show as they marched past his Majesty and the assembled members of the Imperial house.

Then she had a luncheon engagement with the Archduchess Gisela, the wife of Prince Leopold of Bavaria, afterwards drove in the Ringstrasse and the Prater, dined early at her fathers palace, after giving Henriette leave of absence for the evening, and also allowing the Countess de Trauttenberg her freedom, saying that she intended to remain at home. Then, shortly before eight oclock, she ascended to her room, exchanged her turquoise-blue dinner-gown for a plain, stiff, tailor-made dress, put on a hat with a lace veil that concealed her features, and managed to slip across the courtyard of the domestic offices and out of the palace unseen.

The night was cloudy and dark, with threatening rain, as she crossed the broad Parkring, entering the park near the Kursalon, and traversing the deserted walks towards the River Wien. The chill wind whistled in the budding trees above, sweeping up the dust in her path, and the statuesque guard whom she passed in the shadow glanced inquisitively at her, of course not recognising her.

There was no one in the Stadtpark at that hour, and all was silent, gloomy, and dismal, well in keeping with her own sad thoughts. Behind her, the street lamps of the Parkring showed in a long, straight line, and before her were the lights on the Caroline Bridge, the spot appointed for the meeting.

Her heart beat quickly. It was always difficult for her to escape without the knowledge of De Trauttenberg or Henriette. The former was, as a good lady-in-waiting should be, ever at her side, made her engagements for her, and saw that she kept them. That night, however, the Countess desired to visit her sister who was in Vienna with her husband, therefore it had happened opportunely; and, freed of Henriette, she had now little to fear.

The dress she wore was one she used when in the country. She had thrown a short cape of Henriettes about her shoulders, and was thus sufficiently disguised to avoid recognition by people in the streets.

As she came around a sudden bend in the pathway to the foot of the bridge the dark figure of a man in a black overcoat emerged from the shadow, and was next instant at her side, holding his hat in his hand and bowing before her.

I began to fear that your Imperial Highness would not come, he said breathlessly in German. Or that you had been prevented.

Is it so very late, then? she inquired in her sweet, musical voice, as the man walked slowly at her side. I had difficulty in getting away in secret.

No one has followed you, Princess? he said, glancing anxiously behind him. Are you quite sure?

No one. I was very careful. But why have you asked me to come here? Why were you at the ball last night? How did you manage to get a card?

I came expressly to see you, Princess, answered the young man in a deep earnest voice. It was difficult to get a command to the ball, but I managed it, as I could approach you by no other way. At your Highnesss own Court you, as Crown Princess, are unapproachable for a commoner like myself, and I feared to write to you, as De Trauttenberg often attends to your correspondence.

But you are my friend, Steinbach, she said. I am always to be seen by my friends.

At your own risk, your Highness, he said quickly. I know quite well that last night when you stopped and spoke to me it was a great breach of etiquette. Only it was imperative that I should see you to-night. To you, Princess, I owe everything. I do not forget your great kindness to me; how that I was a poor clerk out of work, with my dear wife ill and starving, and how, by your letter of recommendation, I was appointed in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, first as French translator, and now as a secretary. Were it not for you, Princess, I and my family would have starved. You saved me from ruin, and I hope you are confident that in me, poor and humble though I am, you at least have a friend.

I am sure of that, Steinbach, was her Highnesss kindly reply. We need not cross the bridge, she said. It is quiet along here, by the river. We shall meet no one.

For a few moments a silence fell between them, and the Princess began to wonder why he had asked her there to meet him.

At last, when they were in a dark and narrower pathway, he turned suddenly to her and said, — 

Princess, I — I hardly know how to speak, for I fear that you may take what I have to say in a wrong sense. I mean, he faltered, I mean that I fear you may think it impertinent of me to speak to you, considering the great difference in our stations.

Why? she asked calmly, turning to him with some surprise. Have you not just told me that you are my friend?

She noticed at that moment that he still held his hat in his hand, and motioned to him to reassume it.

Yes. I am your Highnesss friend, he declared quickly. If I were not, I would not dare to approach you, or to warn you of what at this moment is in progress.

What is in progress? she exclaimed in surprise. Tell me.

She realised that this man had something serious to say, or surely he would never have followed her to Vienna, and obtained entrance to the Imperial Court by subterfuge.

Your Highness is in peril, he declared in a low voice, halting and standing before her. You have enemies, fierce, bitter enemies, on every side; enemies who are doing their utmost to estrange you from your husband; relentless enemies who are conspiring might and main against you and the little Princess Ignatia. They—

Against my child? cried the Princess, amazed. Do you really mean that there is actually a conspiracy against me?

Alas! that is so, Highness, said the man, seriously and distinctly. By mere chance I have learnt of it, and being unable to approach you at your own Court, I am here to give you timely warning of what is intended. She was silent, gazing straight into her companions face, which was, however, hardly distinguishable in the darkness. She could scarcely believe the truth of what this commoner told her. Could this man, whom she had benefited by her all-powerful influence, have any ulterior motive in lying to her?

And what is intended? she inquired in a strange, hard voice, still half dubious and half convinced.

There is a plot, a dastardly, widespread conspiracy to cause your Highnesss downfall and part you from the Crown Prince before he comes to the throne, was his answer.

But why? For what motive? she inquired, starting at the amazing revelation.

Cannot your Highness discern that your jealous enemies are in fear of you? he said. They know that one day ere long our invalid King must die, and your husband will then ascend the throne. You will be Queen, and they feel convinced that the day of your accession will be their last day at Court — frankly, that having seen through their shams and intrigues, you will dismiss them all and change the entire entourage.

Ah! I see, replied the Crown Princess Claire in a hoarse, bitter voice. They fear me because they have realised their own shortcomings. So they are conspiring against me to part me from my husband, and drive me from Court! Yes, she sighed heavily, I know that I have enemies on every side. I am a Hapsbourg, and that in itself is sufficient to prejudice them against me. I have never been a favourite with their Majesties the King and Queen because of my Liberal tendencies. They look upon me as a Socialist; indeed, almost as a revolutionist. Their sycophants would be glad enough to see me banished from Court. And yet the Court bow to me with all that hateful obsequiousness.

Your Highness is, unfortunately, quite right, declared the man Steinbach. The Crown Prince is being enticed farther and farther from you, as part of the ingenious plot now afoot. The first I knew of it was by accident six months ago, when some letters from abroad fell into my hands at the Ministry. The conspiracy is one that permeates the whole Court. The daily talk of your enemies is the anticipation of your downfall.

My downfall! But how is that to be accomplished? she demanded, her fine eyes flashing with indignation. I surely have nothing to fear — have I? I beg of you to be quite candid with me, Steinbach. In this affair your information may be of greatest service, and I am deeply indebted to you. It staggers me. What have I done that these people should seek my ruin? she cried in blank dismay.

Will your Highness pardon me if I tell the truth? asked the man at her side, speaking very seriously. You have been too free, too frank, and too open-minded. Every well-meant action of yours is turned to account by those who seek to do you evil. Those whom you believe to be your friends are your worst antagonists. I have longed to approach you and tell you this for months, but I always feared. How could I reach you? They are aware that the secret correspondence passed through my hands, and therefore they suspect me of an intention of betraying them.

Then you are here at imminent risk to yourself, Steinbach, she remarked very slowly, looking again straight into his dark face.

I am here as your Highnesss friend, replied the young man simply. It is surely worth the risk to save my gracious benefactress from falling victim to their foul, dastardly conspiracy?

And who, pray, are my worst antagonists? she asked hoarsely.

He gave her rapidly half a dozen names of Court officials and persons in the immediate entourage of their Majesties.

And, he added, do not trust the Countess de Trauttenberg. She is playing you false. She acts as spy upon you and notes your every action.

The Countess — their spy! she gasped, utterly taken aback, for if there was one person at Court in whom she had the utmost confidence it was the woman who had been in her personal service ever since her marriage.

I have documentary proof of it, the man said quietly. I would beg of your Highness to make no sign whatever that the existence of the plot is known to you, but at the same time exercise the greatest caution, both for your own sake and that of the little Princess.

Surely they do not mean to kill me, Steinbach? she exclaimed in alarm.

No — worse. They intend to banish your Highness from Court in disgrace, as a woman unworthy to reign over us as Queen. They fear you because you have discovered their own intrigues, corruptions, and scandals, and they intend that, at all costs, you shall never ascend the throne.

But my husband! He should surely know this!

Princess, exclaimed the clean-shaven young man, speaking very slowly and seriously, I regret that it is I who am compelled to reveal this to you, but the Crown Prince already believes ill of you. He suspects; and therefore whatever lies they, now invent concerning you he accepts as truth. Princess, he added in a low, hard voice, you are in deadly peril. There, the truth is out, for I cannot keep it from you longer. I am poor, unknown, without influence. All I can do is to give you this warning in secret, because I hope that I may call myself your friend.

The unhappy daughter of the Imperial house was silent. The revelation was startling and amazing. She had never realised that a plot was afoot against her in her husbands kingdom. Words entirely failed her. She and her little daughter Ignatia were marked down as victims. She now for the first time realised her peril, yet she was powerless to stem the tide of misfortune that, sooner or later, must overwhelm her and crush her. She stood there a defenceless woman.


Chapter Three.

The Revelations of a Commoner.
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PRINCESS AND COMMONER walked in silence, side by side. The rough night wind blew the dust in their faces, but they bent to it heedlessly, both too full of their own thoughts for words; the man half confused in the presence of the brilliant woman who ere long would be his sovereign; the woman stupefied at the dastardly intrigue that had not only estranged her husband from her, but had for its object the expulsion from the kingdom of herself and her child.

Open-hearted as she was, liberal-minded, pleasant, easy-going, and a delightful companion, she had never sufficiently realised that at that stiff, narrow-minded Court there were men and women who hated her. All of us are so very loth to believe that we have enemies, and more especially those who believe in the honesty and integrity of mankind.

She reflected upon her interview with the Emperor. She remembered his Majestys hard words. Had those conspiring against her obtained his ear?

Even De Trauttenberg, the tall, patient, middle-aged woman in whom she had reposed such confidence, was their spy! Steinbachs story staggered belief. And yet — and yet was not the Emperors anger plain proof that he knew something — that a foul plot was really in progress?

Along those dark winding paths they strolled slowly, meeting no one, for the place was utterly deserted. It was an exciting escapade, and dangerous withal.

The man at last broke the silence, saying, — 

I need not impress upon your Imperial Highness the necessity for discretion in this matter. To betray your knowledge of the affair would be to betray me.

Trust me, was her answer. I know how to keep a secret, and I am not likely to forget this important service you have rendered me.

My only regret is that I was unable to approach you months ago, when I first made the discovery. Your Highness would have then been able to avoid the pitfalls constantly set for you, the man said meaningly.

The Princess Claire bit her lip. She knew to what he referred. She had been foolish, ah yes; very foolish. And he dare not be more explicit.

Yes, she sighed. I know — I know to what you refer. But surely we need not discuss it. Even though I am Crown Princess, I am a woman, after all.

I beg your Highnesss pardon, he exclaimed quickly, fearing that she was annoyed.

There is nothing to pardon, was her reply. You are my friend, and speak to me in my own interests. For that I thank you. Only — only— she added, all that youve just told me is such a startling revelation. My eyes are opened now. I see the dastardly ingenuity of it all. I know why my husband—

But she checked herself instantly. No. However ill-treated she had been she would preserve her secret. She would not complain to a commoner at risk of her domestic infelicity going forth to her people.

It was true that within a year of marriage he had thrown her down in her room and kicked her in one of his paroxysms of temper. He had struck her blows innumerable; but she had borne all in patience, and De Trauttenberg had discovered dark marks upon her white shoulders which she had attributed to a fall upon the ice. She saw now the reason of his estrangement; how his sycophants had poisoned his mind against her because they feared her.

Steinbach, she said at last, tell me the truth. What do the people think of me? You are a commoner and live among them. I, imprisoned at Court, unfortunately, know nothing. The opinions of the people never reach us.

The people, your Highness, love you. They call you their Claire. You surely know how, when you drive out, they raise their hats and shout in acclamation.

Yes, she said in a low, mechanical voice, but is it real enthusiasm? Would they really love me if I were Queen?

Your Highness is at this moment the most popular woman in the whole kingdom of Marburg. If it were known that this plot was in progress there would in all probability be a revolution. Stuhlmann and his friends are hated everywhere, and their overthrow would cause universal satisfaction.

And the people do not really think ill of me?

Think ill of you, Princess? he echoed. Why, they literally worship you and the little Princess Ignatia.

She was silent again, walking very slowly, and reflecting deeply. It was so seldom she had opportunity of speaking with one of the people unless he were a deputy or a diplomatist, who then put on all his Court manners, was unnatural, and feared to speak. From the man beside her, however, she saw she might learn the truth of a matter which was ever uppermost in her mind. And yet she hesitated to approach what was, after all, a very delicate subject.

Suddenly, with her mind made up, she halted, and turning to him, said, — 

Steinbach, I want you to answer me truthfully. Do not evade the question for fear of annoying me. Speak openly, as the friend you are to me. I wish to know one thing, and she lowered her voice until it almost faltered. Have you heard a — well, a scandal concerning myself?

He made no answer.

She repeated her question; her veiled face turned to his.

Your Highness only a few moments ago expressed a desire not to discuss the matter, he replied in a low, distinct voice.

But I want to know, she urged. I must know. Tell me the truth. If you are my friend you will at least be frank with me when I command.

If you command, Princess, then I must obey, even with reluctance, was his response. Yes. I have heard some gossip. It is spoken openly in Court by the dames du palais, and is now being whispered among the people.

She held her breath. Fortunately, it was dark, for she knew that her countenance had gone crimson.

Well? she asked. And what do they say of me?

They, unfortunately, couple your Highnesss name with that of Count Leitolf, the chief of the private cabinet of his Majesty, was his low answer.

Yes, she said in a toneless voice. And what more?

They say that Major Scheel, attaché at the Embassy in Paris, recognised you driving with the Count in the Avenue de lOpéra, when you were supposed to be at Aix-les-Bains with the little Princess Ignatia.

Yes. Go on.

They say, too, that he follows you everywhere — and that your maid Henriette helps you to leave the palace in secret to meet him.

She heard his words, and her white lips trembled.

They also declare, he went on in a low voice, that your love of the country is only because you are able to meet him without any one knowing, that your journey here to Vienna is on account of him — that he has followed you here.

She nodded, without uttering a word.

The Count has, no doubt, followed your Highness, indiscreetly if I may say so, for I recognised him last night dining alone at Breyings.

He did not see you? she exclaimed anxiously.

No. I took good care not to be seen. I had no desire that my journey here should be known, or I should be suspected. I return to-night at midnight.

And to be frank, Steinbach, you believe that all this has reached my husbands ears? she whispered in a hard, strained voice.

All that is detrimental to your Highness reaches the Crown Prince, was his reply to the breathless woman, and certainly not without embellishments. That is why I implore of you to be circumspect — why I am here to tell you of the plot to disgrace you in the peoples eyes.

But the people themselves are now speaking of — of the Count? she said in a low, uncertain voice, quite changed from her previous musical tones when first they met.

A scandal — and especially a Court one — very soon spreads among the people. The royal servants gossip outside the palace, and moreover your Highnesss many enemies are only too delighted to assist in spreading such reports. It gives motive for the Crown Princes estrangement.

Her head was bent, her hands were trembling. The iron had entered her soul.

The people — the people whom she so dearly loved, and who had waved their hands and shouted those glad welcomes to her as she drove out — were now whispering of Leitolf.

She bit her lip, and her countenance went pale as death as the truth arose before her in all its hideous ghastliness.

Even the man at her side, the humble man who had stood by her as her friend, knew that Leitolf was there — in Vienna — to be near her. Even Steinbach could have no further respect for her as a woman — only respect because she was one day to be his sovereign.

Her hands were clenched; she held her breath, and shivered as the chill wind cut through her. She longed to be back in her fathers palace; to be alone in her room to think.

And nothing more? she asked in that same blank voice which now caused her companion to wonder.

Only that they say evil of you that is not worth repeating, was his brief answer.

She sighed again, and then when she had sufficiently recovered from the effect of his words, she whispered in a low voice, — 

I — I can only thank you, Steinbach, for giving me this warning. Forgive me if — if I am somewhat upset by it — but I am a woman — and perhaps it is only natural. Trust me to say nothing. Leave Vienna to-night and return home. If you ever wish to communicate with me write guardedly, making an appointment, and address your letter to Madame Emond at the Poste Restante in Brussels. You will recollect the name?

Most certainly I shall, your Highness. I can only ask pardon for speaking so openly. But it was at your request.

Do not let us mention it further, she urged, her white lips again compressed. Leave me now. It is best that I should walk down yonder to the Parkring alone.

He halted, and bowing low, his hat in his hand, said, — 

I would ask your Imperial Highness to still consider me your humble servant to command in any way whatsoever, and to believe that I am ever ready to serve you and to repay the great debt of gratitude I owe to you.

And, bending, he took her gloved hand and raised it to his lips in obeisance to the princess who was to be his queen.

Adieu, Steinbach, she said in a broken voice. And for the service you have rendered me to-night I can only return you the thanks of an unhappy woman.

Then she turned from him quickly, and hurried down the path to the park entrance, where shone a single gas lamp, leaving him standing alone, bowing in silence.

He watched her graceful figure out of sight, then sighed, and turned away in the opposite direction.

A few seconds later the tall, dark figure of a man emerged noiselessly from the deep shadow of the tree where, unobserved, he had crept up and stood concealed. The stranger glanced quickly up and down at the two receding figures, and then at a leisurely pace strode in the direction the Princess had taken.

When at last she had turned and was out of sight he halted, took a cigarette from a silver case, lit it after some difficulty in the tearing wind, and muttered some words which, though inaudible, were sufficiently triumphant in tone to show that he was well pleased at his ingenious piece of espionage.


Chapter Four.

His Majesty Cupid.
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AS THE TWILIGHT fell on the following afternoon a fiacre drew up before the Hotel Imperial, one of the best and most select hotels in the Kartner Ring, in Vienna, and from it descended a lady attired in the deep mourning of a widow.

Of the gold-laced concierge she inquired for Count Carl Leitolf, and was at once shown into the lift and conducted to a private sitting-room on the second floor, where a young, fair-moustached, good-looking man, with well-cut, regular features and dark brown eyes, rose quickly as the door opened and the waiter announced her.

The moment the door had closed and they were alone he took his visitors hand and raised it reverently to his lips, bowing low, with the exquisite grace of the born courtier.

In an instant she drew it from him and threw back her veil, revealing her pale, beautiful face — the face of her Imperial Highness the Crown Princess Claire.

Highness! the man exclaimed, glancing anxiously at the door to reassure himself that it was closed, I had your note this morning, but — but are you not running too great a risk by coming here? I could not reply, fearing that my letter might fall into other hands; otherwise I would on no account have allowed you to come. You may have been followed. There are, as you know, spies everywhere.

I have come, Carl, because I wish to speak to you, she said, looking unflinchingly into his handsome face. I wish to know by what right you have followed me here — to Vienna?

He drew back in surprise, for her attitude was entirely unexpected.

I came here upon my own private affairs, he answered.

That is not the truth, she declared in quick resentment. You are here because you believed that you might meet me at the reception after the State dinner to-night. You applied for a card for it in order that you could see me — and this, after what passed between us the other day! Do you consider that you are treating me fairly? Cannot you see that your constant attentions are compromising me and causing people to talk?

And what, pray, does your Imperial Highness care for this idle Court gossip? asked the well-dressed, athletic-looking man, at the same time placing a chair for her and bowing her to it. There has been enough of it already, and you have always expressed the utmost disregard of anything that might be said, or any stories that might be invented.

I know, she answered. But this injudicious action of yours in following me here is utter madness. It places me in peril. You are known in Vienna, remember.

Then if that is your view, your Highness, I can only apologise, he said most humbly. I will admit that I came here in order to be able to get a few minutes conversation with you to-night. At our Court at home you know how very difficult it is for me to speak with you, for the sharp eye of the Trauttenberg is ever upon you.

The Princesss arched brows contracted slightly. She recollected what Steinbach had revealed to her regarding her lady-in-waiting.

And it is surely best that you should have difficulty in approaching me, she said. I have not forgotten your foolish journey to Paris, where I had gone incognito to see my old nurse, and how you compelled me to go out and see the sights in your company. We were recognised. Do you know that? she exclaimed in a hard voice. A man who knew us both sent word to Court that we were in Paris together.

Recognised! he gasped, the colour fading instantly from his face. Who saw us?

Of his identity Im not aware, she answered, for she was a clever diplomatist, and could keep a secret well. She did not reveal Scheels name. I only know that our meeting in Paris is no secret. They suspect me, and I have you to thank for whatever scandal may now be invented concerning us.

The lithe, clean-limbed man was silent, his head bent before her. What could he reply? He knew, alas! too well, that in following her from Germany to Paris he had acted very injudiciously. She was believed to be taking the baths at Aix, but a sudden caprice had seized her to run up to Paris and see her old French nurse, to whom she was much attached. He had learnt her intention in confidence, and had met her in Paris and shown her the city. It had been an indiscretion, he admitted.

Yet the recollection of those few delightful days of freedom remained like a pleasant dream. He recollected her childish delight of it all. It was out of the season, and they believed that they could go hither and thither, like the crowds of tourists do, without fear of recognition. Yet Fate, it seemed, had been against them, and their secret meeting was actually known!

Cannot you see the foolishness of it all? she asked in a low, serious voice. Cannot you see, Carl, that your presence here lends colour to their suspicions? I have enemies — fierce, bitter enemies — as you must know too well, and yet you imperil me like this! she cried reproachfully.

I can make no defence, Princess, he said lamely. I can only regret deeply having caused you any annoyance.

Annoyance! she echoed in anger. Your injudicious actions have placed me in the greatest peril. The people have coupled our names, and you are known to have followed me on here.

Her companion was silent, his eyes downcast, as though not daring to meet her reproachful gaze.

I have been foolish — very foolish, I know, she cried. In the old days, when we knew each other at Wartenstein, a boy-and-girl affection sprang up between us; and then, when you left the University, they sent you as attaché to the Embassy in London, and we gradually forgot each other. You grew tired of diplomacy, and returned to find me the wife of the Crown Prince; and in a thoughtless moment I promised, at your request, to recommend you to a post in the private cabinet of the King. Since that day I have always regretted. I ought never to have allowed you to return. I am as much to blame as you are, for it was an entirely false step. Yet how was I to know?

True, my Princess! said the man in a low, choking voice. How were you to know that I still loved you in silence, that I was aware of the secret of your domestic unhappiness, that I—

Enough! she cried, drawing herself up. The word love surely need not be spoken between us. I know it all, alas! Yet I beg of you to remember that I am the wife of another, and a woman of honour.

Ah yes, he exclaimed, his trembling hand resting on the back of the chair upon which she sat. Honour — yes. I love you, Claire — you surely know that well. But we do not speak of it; it is a subject not to be discussed by us. Day after day, unable to speak to you, I watch you in silence. I know your bitterness in that gilded prison they call the Court, and long always to help you and rescue you from that — that man to whom you are, alas! wedded. It is all so horrible, so loathsome, that I recoil when I see him smiling upon you while at heart he hates you. For weeks, since last we spoke together, how I have lived I scarcely know — utter despair, insane hopes alternately possess me — but at last the day came, and I followed you here to speak with you, my Princess.

She remained silent, somewhat embarrassed, as he took her gloved hand and again kissed it.

She was nervous, but next instant determined.

Alas! I have not failed to notice your strong affection for me, Carl, she said with a heavy sigh, her beautiful face slightly flushed. You must therefore control this passion that seems to have been rekindled within your heart. For my sake go, and forget me, she implored. Resign your appointment, and re-enter the diplomatic service of the Emperor. I will speak to Lindenau, who will give you an appointment, say, in Rome or Paris. But you must not remain at Treysa. I — I will not allow it.

But, Princess, he cried in dismay, I cannot go and leave you there alone among your enemies. You—

You must; for, unintentionally, because you have my interests at heart, you are my worst enemy. You are indiscreet, just as every man is who loves a woman truly.

Then you really believe I love you still, Claire, he cried, bending towards her. You remember those delightfully happy days at Wartenstein long ago, when—

She held up her hand to stop the flow of his words.

He looked at her. For an instant her glance wavered and shrank.

She was his idol, the beautiful idol with eyes like heaven.

Yes, she was very beautiful — beautiful with all the beauty of woman now, not with the beauty of the girl.

And she, with her sad gaze fixed upon him, remembered all the past — the great old castle in the far-off Tyrol, her laughter at his awkwardness; their chats in English when both were learning that language; the quarrel over the lilac blossom. At Arcachon — the shore and the pine forest; the boyish kiss stolen under the mistletoe; the declaration of their young love on that lonely mountain-side with the world lying at their feet; the long, sweet, silent kisses exchanged on their homeward walk; the roses she had given him as farewell pledge when he had left for London.

All had gone — gone for ever.

Nevertheless, though everything was past, she could not resist an impulse to recall it — oh, very briefly — in a few feeling words, as one may recall some sweet and rapturous dream.

We were very foolish, she said.

He was silent. His heart was too full for words. He knew that a woman who can look back on the past — on rapture, delight, the first thrilling kiss, the first fervent vow — and say, We were very foolish, is a woman changed beyond recall.

In other days, had he heard such sacrilegious words a cry of horror would have sprung from his lips. But now, though he shuddered with anguish, he simply said, — 

I shall always remember it, Princess; adding, with a glance at her, and you.

Her wonderful eyes shrank once more and her lips quivered, as though for one second touched again by the light wing of love — as if, indeed, she felt she had done something unworthy of her, something which might bring her regret hereafter.

In the midst of his confusion, the man remained victorious. She would never be his, and yet she would be his for ever. No matter how she might strive, she would never entirely forget.

She sighed, and rising, walked unsteadily to the window, where, below, the street lamps were just being lit. Daylight had faded, and in the room it was almost dark.

To-night, Carl, we meet for the last time, she said with an effort, in a hard, strained voice. Both for you and for me it is best that we should part and forget. I did wrong to recommend you to the post at Court, and I ought to have foreseen the grave peril of the situation. Fortunately, I have realised it in time, even though our enemies already believe ill and invent lies concerning us. You must not return to Court. Remember, I forbid you. To-night, at the State dinner, I will speak to Lindenau and ask him to send you as attaché to Rome or to Petersburg. It is the wisest course.

Then your Highness really intends to banish me? he said hoarsely, in a low, broken voice of reproach.

Yes, she faltered. I — I must — Carl — to — to save myself.

But you are cruel — very cruel — Princess, he cried, his voice trembling with emotion.

You must realise my peril, she said seriously. Your presence at Court increases my danger hourly, because — and she hesitated— because, Carl, I confess to you that I do not forget — I never shall forget, she added as the tears sprang to her blue eyes. Therefore, go! Let me bear my own burden as best I can alone, and let me remember you as what you have always been — chivalrous to an unhappy woman; a man of honour.

Slowly she moved across the room towards the door, but he arrested her progress, and took her small hand quickly in his grasp.

For some moments, in the falling gloom, he looked into her sweet, tearful face without speaking; then crushing down the lump that arose in his throat, he raised to his hot, passionate lips the hand of the woman he loved, and, imprinting upon it a tender, lingering kiss, murmured, — 

Adieu, Claire — my Princess — my first, my only love! She drew her hand away as his passionate words fell upon her ear, sighed heavily, and in silence opened the door and passed out from his presence.

And thus were two brave hearts torn asunder.


Chapter Five.

Some Suspicions.
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STATE DINNERS, THOSE long, tedious affairs at which the conversation is always stilted and the bearing of everybody is stiff and unnatural, always bored the Crown Princess Claire to death.

Whenever she could she escaped them; but as a Crown Princess she was compelled by Court etiquette to undergo ordeals which, to a woman not educated as an Imperial Archduchess, would have been impossible. She had trained herself to sit for hours smiling and good-humoured, although at heart she hated all that glittering formality and rich display. There were times when at her own Court at Treysa, at the military anniversary dinners that were so often held, she had been compelled to sit at table with her husband and the guests for four and five hours on end, without showing any sign of fatigue beyond taking her smelling-salts from the hand of her lady-in-waiting. Yet she never complained, though the eating, and more especially the drinking, disgusted her. It was a duty — one of the many wearisome, soul-killing duties which devolve upon a Crown Princess — of which the world at large is in utter ignorance. Therefore she accepted it in silence, yet bored always by meeting and speaking with the same circle of people day after day — a small circle which was ever intriguing, ever consumed by its own jealousies, ever striving for the favour of the aged king; the narrow-minded little world within the Palace who treated those outside as though of different flesh and blood to themselves.

Whether at a marriage, at a funeral, at the opera, at a review, or at a charity fête — everywhere where her Court duties called her — she met the same people, she heard the same interminable chatter and the same shameful scandals, until, unhappy in her own domestic life, she had grown to loathe it all, and to long for that liberty of which she had dreamed when a girl at her fathers castle at Wartenstein, or at the great old Residenz-Schloss, or palace, at Pressburg.

Yet what liberty could she, heiress to a throne, obtain; what, indeed, within her husbands Court, a circle who dined at five oclock and were iron-bound by etiquette?

The State dinner at the Imperial palace that night differed but little from any other State dinner — long, dull, and extremely uninteresting. Given in honour of a Swedish Prince who was at the moment the guest of the Emperor, there were present the usual circle of Imperial Archdukes and Archduchesses, who after dinner were joined in the great reception-room by the Ministers of State, the British, French, and Italian Ambassadors, the Swedish Minister and the whole staff of the Swedish Embassy in the Schwindgasse. Every one was in uniform and wore his orders, the Emperor himself standing at the end of the room, chatting with his young guest in French.

The Crown Princess Claire, a striking figure in turquoise chiffon, was standing near, discussing Leoncavallos new opera with her cousin, the Princess Marie of Bourbon, who had arrived only a few days before from Madrid. Suddenly her eye caught the figure she had all the evening been in Search of.

Count de Lindenau, Privy Councillor, Chamberlain, Minister of the Imperial Household, and Minister for Foreign Affairs of the Austrian Empire — a short, rather stout, bald-headed man, with heavy white moustache, with the crimson ribbon of the Order of Saint Stephen of Hungary across his shirt-front and the Grand Cross in brilliants upon his coat — stopped to bow low before the Crown Princess, who in an instant seized the opportunity to leave her cousin and speak with him.

It is really quite a long time since we met, Count, she exclaimed pleasantly. I met the Countess at Cannes in January, and was delighted to see her so much better. Is she quite well again?

I thank your Imperial Highness, responded the Minister. The Countess has completely recovered. At present she is at Como. And you? Here for a long stay in Vienna, I hope. We always regret that you have left us, you know, he added, smiling, for she had, ever since a girl, been friendly with him, and had often visited his wife at their castle at Mauthhausen.

No; I regret that I must return to Treysa in a few days, she said as she moved along and he strolled at her side down the great gilded room where the little groups were standing gossiping. Then, when his Excellency had asked after the health of the Crown Prince and of the little Princess Ignatia, she drew him aside to a spot where they could not be overheard, and halting, said in a lower tone, — 

I have wished to meet you, Count, because I want you to do me a favour.

Your Imperial Highness knows quite well that if I can serve you in any way I am always only too delighted. And he bowed.

More than once she had asked favour of Lindenau, the stern Foreign Minister and favourite of the Emperor, and he had always acted as she wished. She had known him ever since her birth. He had, indeed, been present at her baptism.

Well, it is this, she said. I want to give my recommendation to you on behalf of Count Leitolf, who is at present chief of the Kings private cabinet at Treysa, and who is strongly desirous of returning to the Austrian diplomatic service, and is anxious for a post abroad. Mention of Leitolfs name caused the wily old Minister to glance at her quickly. The rumour had reached his ears, and in an instant he recognised the situation — the Crown Princess wished to rid herself of him. But the old fellow was diplomatic, and said, as though compelled to recall the name, — 

Leitolf? Let me see. That is Count Carl, whom I sent to London a few years ago? He resigned his post to take service under your father-in-law the King. Ah yes, I quite recollect. And he now wishes to be appointed abroad again, eh? And you wish to recommend him?

Exactly, Count, she answered. I think that Leitolf is tired of our Court; he finds it too dull. He would prefer Rome, he tells me.

Your Imperial Highness is well aware that any recommendation of yours always has the most earnest attention, said the Minister, with a polite bow. His quick grey eyes were watching the beautiful woman sharply. He wondered what had occurred between her and Count Carl.

Then you will send him to Rome? she asked, unable to conceal her eagerness.

If he will present himself at the Ministry, he will be at once appointed to the Embassy to the Quirinal, responded his Excellency quietly.

But he will not present himself, I am afraid.

Oh, why not? inquired the great Austrian diplomatist, regarding her in surprise.

Because— and she hesitated, as a slight flush crossed her features— because he is rather ashamed to ask for a second appointment, having resigned from London.

The old Minister smiled dubiously.

Ah! he exclaimed confidentially, I quite understand. Your Imperial Highness wishes to get rid of him from your Court, eh?

The Princess started, twisting her diamond bracelet nervously round her wrist.

Why do you think that, Count? she asked quickly, surprised that he should have thus divined her motive.

Well, your Imperial Highness is rather unduly interested in the man — if you will permit me to say so, was his answer. Besides, if I may speak frankly, as I know I may, I have regarded his presence in your Court as distinctly dangerous — for you. There are, you know, evil tongues ever ready to invent scandal, even against a Crown Princess.

I know, she said, in a low, changed voice. But let us walk; otherwise they will all wonder why I am talking with you so long, and the two moved slowly along side by side. I know, she went on— I know that I have enemies; and, to confess the truth, I wish, in order to show them that they lie, to send him from me.

Then he shall go. To-morrow I will send him orders to rejoin the service, and to proceed to Rome immediately. And, he added in a kindly voice, I can only congratulate your Imperial Highness upon your forethought. Leitolf is entirely without discretion. Only this evening I was actually told that he had followed you to Vienna, and—

But he stopped abruptly, without concluding his sentence. And what else? she asked, turning pale. Even the Minister knew; therefore Leitolf had evidently allowed himself to be seen.

Shall I tell you, Princess?

Certainly; you need not keep anything from me.

I was also told that he is staying at the Hotel Imperial, and that you had called upon him this afternoon. She started, and looked him straight in the face.

Who told you that? she demanded.

I learned it from the report of the secret agents of the Ministry.

Then I am spied upon here! she exclaimed, pale with anger. Even in my own home watch is kept upon me.

Not upon your Imperial Highness, was the great Ministers calm reply, but upon the man we have recently been discussing. It was, I venture to think, rather indiscreet of you to go to the hotel; although, of course, the knowledge of your visit is confidential, and goes no further than myself. It is a secret of the Ministry.

Indiscreet! she echoed with a sigh. In this polluted atmosphere, to breathe freely is to be indiscreet. Because I am an Archduchess I am fettered as a prisoner, and watched like a criminal under surveillance. My enemies, jealous of my position and power, have invented scandalous stories that have aroused suspicion, and for that reason you all believe ill of me.

Pardon me, Princess, said the crafty old man, bowing, I, for one, do not. Your anxiety to rid yourself of the fellow is proof to me that the scandal is a pure invention, and I am only too pleased to render you this service. Your real enemies are those around your husband, who have hinted and lied regarding you in order to estrange you from Court.

Then you are really my friend, Count? she asked anxiously. You do not believe what they say regarding me?

I do not, Princess, he replied frankly; and I trust you will still regard me, as I hope I have ever been, your Imperial Highnesss friend. I know full well how Leitolf craved your favour for recommendation to your King; and you, with a womans blindness to the grave eventualities of the future, secured him the appointment. Of late you have, I suppose, realised the fatal mistake?

Yes, she said in a low voice; I have now foreseen my own peril. I have been very foolish; but I have halted, and Leitolf must go.

Very wise — very wise indeed! Your Imperial Highness cannot afford to run any further risk. In a few months, or a couple of years at most, the poor Kings disease must prove fatal, and you will find yourself Queen of a brilliant kingdom. Once Queen, your position will be assured, and you will make short work of all those who have conspired to secure your downfall. You will, perhaps, require assistance. If so, rely upon me to render you in secret whatever help lies in my power. With you, a Hapsbourg, as Queen, the influence of Austria must be paramount, remember. Therefore I beg of your Imperial Highness to exercise the greatest discretion not to imperil yourself. The Crown Prince must be allowed no loophole through which he can openly quarrel with you. Remain patient and forbearing until you are Queen.

They were in a corner of the great hall, standing behind one of the high marble columns and unobserved.

I am always patient, Count, was her rather sad response, her chest heaving beneath her chiffon. As you well know, my marriage has not been a happy one; but I strive to do my duty to both the Court and the people. I make no denial to you. You doubtless know the truth — that when a girl I loved Count Leitolf, and that it was an act prompted by foolish sentimentalism to have connived at his appointment at my husbands own Court. Betrayed, perhaps, by my own actions, my enemies have seized upon my embarrassing situation to lie about me. Ah, she added bitterly, how little they know of my own dire unhappiness!

No, no, urged the Minister, seemingly full of sympathy for her, knowing the truth as he did. Bear up; put a brave countenance always towards the world. When Leitolf has gone your Imperial Highness will have less embarrassment, and people cannot then place any misconstructions upon your actions. You will not have the foolish young man following you wherever you go, as he now does. At noon to-morrow I will sign the decree for his immediate appointment to Rome, and he will receive but little leave of absence, I can assure you. He will be as much a prisoner in the Palazzo Chigi as is his Holiness in the Vatican, he added.

Thank you, she answered simply, glancing gratefully into his grey, deeply-lined face; and as he bowed to her she left him and swept up the room to where the Emperor was engaged in conversation with Lord Powerstock, the British Ambassador.

The old Ministers face had changed the instant he left her. The mask of the courtier had fallen from the wily old countenance, and glancing after her, he muttered some words that were inaudible.

If she had but seen the evil smile that played about the old diplomatists lips, she would have detected that his intention was to play her false, and she might then have saved herself.

But, alas! in her ignorance she went on light-heartedly, her long train sweeping behind her, believing in De Lindenaus well-feigned sympathy, and congratulating herself that the all-powerful personage behind the Emperor was still her friend.

The Minister saw that she was satisfied; then turning on his heel, he gave vent to a short, hard laugh of triumph.


Chapter Six.

The House of her Enemies.
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TWO DAYS LATER the Crown Princess Claire returned to Marburg.

In the twilight the express from Vienna came to a standstill in the big, echoing station at Treysa, the bright and wealthy capital, and descending from her private saloon, she walked over the red carpet laid for her, bowing pleasantly to the line of bare-headed officials waiting to receive her; then, mounting into her open landau, she drove up the fine, tree-lined Klosterstrasse to the royal palace.

De Trauttenberg was with her — the woman whom she now knew to be a spy. Around her, on every side, the crowd at her side shouted a glad welcome to their Claire, as they called her, and just before the royal carriage could move off, two or three of the less timorous ones managed to seize her hand and kiss it, though the police unceremoniously pushed them away.

She smiled upon the enthusiastic crowd; but, alas! she was heavy of heart. How little, she thought, did those people who welcomed her dream of her unhappiness! She loved the people, and, looking upon them, sighed to think that she was not free like them.

Behind her clattered the hoofs of her cavalry escort, and beside the carriage were two agents of police on bicycles. Wherever she moved in her husbands kingdom she was always under escort, because of anarchist threats and socialistic rumours.

Marburg was one of the most beautiful and wealthiest of the kingdoms and duchies comprised in the German Empire. The fine capital of Treysa was one of the show cities of Germany, always bright, gay, and brilliant, with splendid streets, wide, tree-lined promenades, a great opera house, numerous theatres, gay restaurants, and an ever-increasing commerce. Frequented much by English and Americans, there were fine hotels, delightful public gardens, and pleasant suburbs. In no other part of the Empire were the nobility so wealthy or so exclusive, and certainly no Court in Europe was so difficult of access as that of Marburg.

The kingdom, which possessed an area of nearly seven thousand square miles and a population of over fifteen millions, was rich in manufactures and in minerals, besides being a smiling country in a high state of cultivation, with beautiful mountainous and wooded districts, where in the valleys were situated many delightful summer resorts.

Through its length and breadth, and far beyond the frontiers, the name of the Crown Princess Claire was synonymous of all that was good and affable, generous to the poor, and ever interested in the welfare of the people.

The big electric globes were already shining white in the streets as she drove back to the beautiful royal palace that was, alas! to her a prison. Her few days of liberty in Vienna were over, and when presently, after traversing many great thoroughfares full of life and movement, the carriage swung out into a broader tree-lined avenue, at the end of which were the great gates of the royal gardens, her brave heart fell within her.

Beyond was the house of her enemies, the house in which she was compelled to live friendless, yet surrounded by those who were daily whispering of her overthrow.

The great gates swung open to allow the cavalcade to pass, then closed again with a clang that, reaching her ear, caused her to shudder.

The Countess noticed it, and asked whether she felt cold. To this she gave a negative reply, and still remained silent, until the carriage, passing up through the beautiful park, at last drew up before the magnificent palace.

Descending, she allowed the gorgeously-dressed man in the royal livery to take her cloak from her shoulders; and then, without a word, hastened along the great marble hall, up the grand staircase and along corridor after corridor — those richly-carpeted corridors of her prison that she knew so well — to her own splendid suite of apartments.

The servants she met at every turn bowed to her, until she opened the door of a large, airy, well-furnished room, where a middle-aged woman, in cap and apron, sat reading by a shaded lamp.

In an instant, on recognising the newcomer, she sprang to her feet. But at the same moment the Princess rushed to the dainty little cot in the corner and sank down beside the sleeping curly-haired child — her child — the little Princess Ignatia.

So passionately did she kiss the sweet chubby little face of the sleeping child that she awoke, and recognising who it was, put out her little hands around her mothers neck.

Ah, my little pet! cried the Princess. And how are you? It seems so long, so very long, since we parted. And her voice trembled, for tears stood in her eyes. The child was all she had in the world to love and cherish. She was her first thought always. The glare and glitter of the brilliant Court were all hateful to her, and she spent all the time she dared in the nursery with little Ignatia.

The English nurse, Allen, standing at her side, said, with that formality which was bound to be observed within those walls, — 

The Princess is in most excellent health, your Imperial Highness. I have carried out your Highnesss instructions, and taken her each day for a walk in the park.

Thats right, Allen, responded the mother, also in English. Where is the Crown Prince?

I have not seen him, your Highness, since you left. He has not been in to see Ignatia.

Claire sighed within herself, but made no outward sign. Ah, I expect he has been away — to Berlin, perhaps. Is there any function to-night, have you heard?

A State ball, your Highness. At least they said so in the servants hall.

The Princess glanced at the little silver timepiece, for she feared that her presence was imperative, even though she detested all such functions, where she knew she would meet that brilliant crowd of men and women, all of them her sworn enemies. What Steinbach had told her in confidence had lifted the scales from her eyes. There was a wide and cleverly-contrived conspiracy against her.

She took her fair-haired child in her arms, while Allen, with deft fingers, took off her hat and veil. Her maids were awaiting her in her own room, but she preferred to see Ignatia before it was too late to disturb the little ones sleep. With the pretty, blue-eyed little thing clinging around her neck, she paced the room with it, speaking, in German, as every fond mother will speak to the one she adores.

Though born to the purple, an Imperial Princess, Claire was very human after all. She regretted always that she was not as other women were, allowed to be her own mistress, and to see and to tend to her childs wants instead of being compelled so often to leave her in the hands of others, who, though excellent servants, were never as a mother.

She sent Allen upon a message to the other end of the palace in order to be alone with the child, and when the door closed she kissed its soft little face fondly again and again, and then burst into tears. Those Court sycophants were conspiring, to drive her away — perhaps even to part her from the only one for whom she entertained a spark of affection. Many of her enemies were women. Could any of them really know all that was meant by a mothers heart?

Prince Ferdinand-Leopold-Joseph-Marie, her husband, seldom, if ever, saw the child. For weeks he never mentioned its existence, and when he did it was generally with an oath, in regret that it was not a son and an heir to the throne.

In his paroxysms of anger he had cursed her and his little daughter, and declared openly that he hated the sight of them both. But she was ever patient. Seldom she responded to his taunts or his sarcasm, or resented his brutal treatment. She was philosophic enough to know that she had a heavy burden to bear, and for the sake of her position as future Queen of Marburg she must bear it bravely.

Allen was absent fully a quarter of an hour, during which time she spoke continually to little Ignatia, pacing up and down the room with her.

The child, seeing her mothers tears, stared at her with her big, wide-open eyes.

Why does mother cry? she asked in her childish voice, stroking her cheek.

Because mother is not happy, darling, was the Princesss sad answer. But, she added, brightening up, you are happy, arent you? Allen has bought you such a beautiful doll, she tells me.

Yes, mother, the child answered. And to-morrow, Allen promises, if I am very good, that we will go to buy a perambulator for my dolly to ride in. Wont that be nice?

Oh, it will! But you must be very, very good — and never cry, like mother, will you?

No, answered the little one. Ill never cry, like mother does.

And the unhappy woman, hearing the childs lisping words, swallowed the great lump that arose in her throat. It was surely pathetic, that admission of a heart-broken mother to her child. It showed that even though an Imperial Princess, she was still a womanly woman, just as any good woman of the people.

A few moments later Allen returned with the reply to the message she had sent to the aged King.

His Majesty says that, though regretting your Imperial Highness is tired after her journey, yet your presence with the Crown Prince at the ball is imperative. Claire sighed with a heavy heart, saying, — 

Very well, Allen. Then we will put Ignatia to bed, for I must go at once and dress, and she passed her hand across her hot, wearied brow.

Again and again she kissed the child, and then, having put her back into her cot, over which was the royal crown of Marburg in gold, she bade the infant Princess good-night, and went along to eat a hasty dinner — for she was hungry after her eighteen-hour journey — and afterwards to put herself in the charge of her quick-handed maids, to prepare her for the brilliant function of that evening.

Two hours later, when she swept into the magnificent Throne Room, a brilliant, beautiful figure in her Court gown of cream, and wearing her wonderful tiara, her face was as stern and haughty as any of those members of the royal family present. With her long train rustling behind her, and with her orders and ribbons giving the necessary touch of colour to her bodice, she took up her position beside her husband, a fair-headed, round-faced, slight-moustached man, in a dark-blue uniform, and wearing a number of orders. His face was flat and expressionless.

Though they had not met for a week, no word of greeting escaped him. They stood side by side, as though they were strangers. He eyed her quickly, and his countenance turned slightly pale, as though displeased at her presence.

Yet the whole assembly, even though hating her, could not but admire her neat waist, her splendid figure, and matchless beauty. In the whole of the Courts of Europe there was no prettier woman than the Crown Princess Claire; her figure was perfect, and her gait always free — the gait of a princess. Even when dressed in her maids dresses, as she had done on occasion, her walk betrayed her. Imperial blood can seldom be disguised.

The hundred women, those German princesses, duchesses, countesses, baronesses, to each of whom attached their own particular scandal — the brilliant little world that circled around the throne — looked at her standing there with her husband, her hands clasped before her, and envied her looks, figure, position — everything. She was a marked woman.

The proud, haughty expression upon her face as she regarded the assembly was only assumed. It was the mask she was compelled to wear at Court at the old Kings command. Her nature was the reverse of haughty, yet the artificiality of palace life made it necessary for the Crown Princess to be as unapproachable as the Queen herself.

The guests were filing before the white-haired King, the hide-bound old martyr to etiquette, when the Crown Prince spoke to his wife in an undertone, saying roughly, with bitter sarcasm, — 

So you are back? Couldnt stay away from us longer, I suppose?

I remained in Vienna as long as I said I should, was the sweet-faced womans calm reply.

A pity you didnt stay there altogether, he muttered. You are neither use nor ornament here.

You have told me that several times before. Much as I regret it, Ferdinand, my place is here.

Yes, at my side — to annoy me, he said, frowning.

I regret to cause you any annoyance, she answered. It is not intentional, I assure you.

A foul oath escaped him, and he turned from her to speak with Count Graesal, grand-marechal of the Court. Her face, however, betrayed nothing of his insult. At Court her countenance was always sphinx-like. Only in her private life, in that gorgeous suite of apartments on the opposite side of the palace, did she give way to her own bitter unhappiness and blank despair.


Chapter Seven.

A Shameful Truth.
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WHEN AT LAST the brilliant company moved on into the great ballroom she had an opportunity of walking among those men and women who, though they bent before her, cringing and servile, were, she knew, eagerly seeking her ruin. The Ministers, Stuhlmann, Hoepfner, and Meyer, all three creatures of the King, bowed low to her, but she knew they were her worst enemies. The Countess Hupertz, a stout, fair-haired, masculine-looking woman, also bent before her and smiled — yet this woman had invented the foulest lies concerning her, and spread them everywhere. In all that brilliant assembly she had scarcely one single person whom she could term a friend. And for a very simple reason. Friendliness with the Crown Princess meant disfavour with the King, and none of those place-seekers and sycophants could afford to risk that.

Yet, knowing that they were like a pack of hungry wolves about her, seeking to tear her reputation to shreds and cast her out of the kingdom, she walked among them, speaking with them, and smiling as though she were perfectly happy.

Presently, when the splendid orchestra struck up and dancing commenced, she came across Hinckeldeym, the wily old President of the Council of Ministers, who, on many occasions, had showed that, unlike the others, he regarded her as an ill-used wife. A short, rather podgy, dark-haired man, in Court dress, he bowed, welcomed her back to Treysa, and inquired after her family in Vienna.

Then, as she strolled with him to the farther end of the room, lazily fanning herself with her great ostrich-feather fan, she said in a low voice, — 

Hinckeldeym, as you know, I have few friends here. I wonder whether you are one?

The flabby-faced old Minister pursed his lips, and glanced at her quickly, for he was a wily man. Then, after a moments pause, he said, — 

I think that ever since your Imperial Highness came here as Crown Princess I have been your partisan. Indeed, I thought I had the honour of reckoning myself among your Highnesss friends.

Yes, yes, she exclaimed quickly. But I have so many enemies here, and she glanced quickly around, that it is really difficult for me to distinguish my friends.

Enemies! echoed the tactful Minister in surprise. What causes your Highness to suspect such a thing?

I do not suspect — I know, was her firm answer as she stood aside with him. I have learnt what these people are doing. Why? Tell me, Hinckeldeym — why is this struggling crowd plotting against me?

He looked at her for a moment in silence. He was surprised that she knew the truth.

Because, your Imperial Highness — because they fear you. They know too well what will probably occur when you are Queen.

Yes, she said in a hard, determined voice. When I am Queen I will sweep clear this Augean stable. There will be a change, depend upon it. This Court shall be an upright and honourable one, and not, as it now is, a replica of that of King Charles the Second of England. They hate me, Hinckeldeym — they hate me because I am a Hapsbourg; because I try and live uprightly and love my child, and when I am Queen I will show them that even a Court may be conducted with gaiety coupled with decorum.

The Minister — who, though unknown to her, was, perhaps, her worst enemy, mainly through fear of the future — listened to all she said in discreet silence. It was a pity, he thought, that the conspiracy had been betrayed to her, for although posing as her friend he would have been the first to exult over her downfall. It would place him in a position of safety.

He noted her threat. It only confirmed what the Court had anticipated — namely, that upon the death of the infirm old monarch, all would be changed, and that brilliant aristocratic circle would be sent forth into obscurity — and by an Austrian Archduchess, too!

The Princess Claire unfortunately believed the crafty Hinckeldeym to be her friend, therefore she told him all that she had learnt; of course, not betraying the informer.

From to-day, she went on in a hard voice, my attitude is changed. I will defend myself. Against those who have lied about me, and invented their vile scandals, I will stand as an enemy, and a bitter one. Hitherto I have been complacent and patient, suffering in silence, as so many defenceless women suffer. But for the sake of this kingdom, over which I shall one day be Queen, I will stand firm; and you, Hinckeldeym, must remain my friend.

Your Imperial Highness has but to command me, replied the false old courtier, bowing low with the lie ever ready upon his lips. I hope to continue as your friend.

From the day I first set foot in Treysa, these people have libelled me and plotted my ruin, she went on. I know it all. I can give the names of each of my enemies, and I am kept informed of all the scandalous tales whispered into my husbands ears. Depend upon it that those liars and scandalmongers will in due time reap their reward.

I know very little of it, the Minister declared in a low voice, so that he could not be overheard. Perhaps, however, your Highness has been indiscreet — has, I mean, allowed these people some loophole through which to cast their shafts?

They speak of Leitolf, she said quite frankly. And they libel me, I know.

I hear to-day that Leitolf is recalled to Vienna, and is being sent as attaché to Rome, he remarked. Perhaps it is as well in the present circumstances.

She looked him straight in the face as the amazing truth suddenly dawned upon her.

Then you, too, Hinckeldeym, believe that what is said about us is true! she exclaimed hoarsely, suspecting, for the first time, that the man with the heavy, flabby face might play her false.

And she had confessed to him, of all men, her intention of changing the whole Court entourage the instant her husband ascended the throne! She saw how terribly injudicious she had been.

But the cringing courtier exhibited his white palms, and with that clever exhibition of sympathy which had hitherto misled her, said, — 

Surely your Imperial Highness knows me sufficiently well to be aware that in addition to being a faithful servant to his Majesty the King, I am also a strong and staunch friend of yours. There may be a plot, he said; a vile, dastardly plot to cast you out from Marburg. Yet if you are only firm and judicious, you must vanquish them, for they are all cowards — all of them. She believed him, little dreaming that the words she had spoken that night had sealed her fate. Heinrich Hinckeldeym was a far-seeing man, the friend of anybody who had future power in his hands — a man who was utterly unscrupulous, and who would betray his closest friend when necessity demanded. And yet, with his courtly manner, his fat yet serious face, his clever speech, and his marvellous tact, he had deceived more than one of the most eminent diplomatists in Europe, including even Bismarck himself.

He looked at her with his bright, ferret-like eyes, debating within himself when the end of her should be. He and his friends had already decided that the blow was soon to be struck, for every days delay increased their peril. The old Kings malady might terminate fatally at any moment, and once Queen, then to remove her would be impossible.

She had revealed to him openly her intention, therefore he was determined to use in secret her own words as a weapon against her, for he was utterly unscrupulous.

The intrigues of Court had a hundred different undercurrents, but it was part of his policy to keep well versed in them all. His finger was ever upon the pulse of that circle about the throne, while he was also one of the few men in Marburg who had the ear of the aristocratic old monarch with whom etiquette was as a religion.

Your Imperial Highness is quite right in contemplating the Crown Princes accession to the throne, he said ingeniously, in order to further humour her. The doctors see the King daily, and the confidential reports made to us Ministers are the reverse of reassuring. In a few months at most the end must come — suddenly in all probability. Therefore the Crown Prince should prepare himself for the responsibilities of the throne, when your Highness will be able to repay your enemies for all their ill-nature.

I shall know the way, never fear, she answered in a low, firm voice. To-day their power is paramount, but to-morrow mine shall be. I shall then live only for my husband and my child. At present I am living for a third reason — to vindicate myself.

Then your Imperial Highness contemplates changing everything? he asked simply, but with the ingenuity of a great diplomatist. Every word of her reply he determined to use in order to secure her overthrow.

I shall change all Ministers of State, Chamberlains, every one, from the Chancellor of the Orders down to the Grand Master of the Ceremonies. They shall all go, and first of all the dames du palais — those women who have so cleverly plotted against me, but of whose conspiracy I am now quite well aware. And she mentioned one or two names — names that had been revealed to her by the obscure functionary Steinbach.

The Minister saw that the situation was a grave, even desperate one. He was uncertain how much she knew concerning the plot, and was therefore undecided as to what line he should adopt. In order to speak in private they left the room, pacing the long, green-carpeted corridor that, enclosed in glass, ran the whole length of that wing of the palace. He tried by artful means to obtain from her further details, but she refused to satisfy him. She knew the truth, and that, she declared, was all sufficient.

Old Hinckeldeym was a power in Marburg. For eighteen years he had been the confidant of the King, and now fearing his favour on the wane, had wheedled himself into the good graces of the Crown Prince, who had given him to understand, by broad hints, that he would be only too pleased to rid himself of the Crown Princess. Therefore, if he could effect this, his future was assured. And what greater weapon could he have against her than her own declaration of her intention to sweep clear the Court of its present entourage?

He had assuredly played his cards wonderfully well. He was a past master in deception and double-dealing. The Princess, believing that he was at least her friend, had spoken frankly to him, never for one moment expecting a foul betrayal.

Yet, if the truth were told, it was that fat-faced, black-eyed man who had first started the wicked calumny which had coupled her name with Leitolf; he who had dropped scandalous hints to the Crown Prince of his beautiful wifes penchant for the good-looking chef du cabinet; he who had secretly stirred up the hostility against the daughter of the Austrian Archduke, and whose fertile brain had invented lies which were so ingeniously concocted that they possessed every semblance of truth.

A woman of Imperial birth may be a diplomatist, versed in all the intricacies of Court etiquette and Court usages, but she can never be at the same time a woman of the world. Her education is not that of ordinary beings; therefore, as in the case of the Princess Claire, though shrewd and tactful, she was no match for the crafty old Minister who for eighteen years had directed the destiny of that most important kingdom of the German Empire.

The yellow-haired Countess Hupertz, one of Hinckeldeyms puppets, watched the Princess and Minister walking in the corridor, and smiled grimly. While the orchestra played those dreamy waltzes, the tragedy of a throne was being enacted, and a woman — a sweet, good, lovable woman, upright and honest — was being condemned to her fate by those fierce, relentless enemies by which she was, alas! surrounded.

As she moved, her splendid diamonds flashed and glittered with a thousand fires, for no woman in all the Court could compare with her, either for beauty or for figure. And yet her husband, his mind poisoned by those place-hunters — a man whose birth was but as a mushroom as compared with that of Claire, who possessed an ancestry dating back a thousand years — blindly believed that which they told him to be the truth.

De Trauttenberg, in fear lest she might lose her own position, was in Hinckeldeyms pay, and what she revealed was always exaggerated — most of it, indeed, absolutely false.

The Court of Marburg had condemned the Crown Princess Claire, and from their judgment there was no appeal. She was alone, defenceless — doomed as the victim of the jealousies and fears of others.

Returning to the ballroom, she left the Ministers side; and, by reason of etiquette, returned to join that man in the dark-blue uniform who cursed her — the man who was her husband, and who ere long was to reign as sovereign.

Stories of his actions, many of them the reverse of creditable, had reached her ears, but she never gave credence to any of them. When people discussed him she refused to listen. He was her husband, the father of her little Ignatia, therefore she would hear nothing to his discredit.

Yes. Her disposition was quiet and sweet, and she was always loyal to him. He, however, entirely misjudged her.

An hour later, when she had gone to her room, her husband burst in angrily and ordered the two maids out, telling them that they would not be wanted further that night. Then, when the door was closed, he strode up to where she sat before the great mirror, lit by its waxen candles, for Henriette had been arranging her hair for the night.

Well, woman! he cried, standing before her, his brows knit, his eyes full of fire, and what is your excuse to me this time?

Excuse? she echoed, looking at him in surprise and very calmly. For what, Ferdinand?

For your escapade in Vienna! he said between his teeth. The instant you had left, Leitolf received a telegram calling him to Wiesbaden, but instead of going there he followed you.

Not with my knowledge, I assure you, she said quickly. Why do you think so ill of me — why do you always suspect me? she asked in a low, trembling voice of reproach.

Why do I suspect you? You ask me that, woman, when you wrote to the man at his hotel, made an appointment, and actually visited him there? One of our agents watched you. Do you deny it?

No, she answered boldly. I do not deny going to the Counts hotel. I had a reason for doing so.

He laughed in her face.

Of course you had — you, who pretend to be such a good and faithful wife, and such a model mother, he sneered. I suppose you would not have returned to Treysa so soon had he not have come back.

You insult me! she cried, rising from her chair, her Imperial blood asserting itself.

Ah! he laughed, taunting her. You dont like to hear the truth, do you? It seems that the scandal concerning you has been discovered in Vienna, for De Lindenau has ordered the fellow to return to the diplomatic service, and is sending him away to Rome.

She was silent. She saw how every word and every action of hers was being misconstrued.

Speak, woman! he cried, advancing towards her. Confess to me that you love the fellow.

Why, Ferdinand, do you wish me to say what is untrue? she asked in a low voice, quite calm again, notwithstanding his threatening attitude.

Ah, you deny it! You lie to me, even when I know the truth — when all the Court discuss your affection for the fellow whom you yourself introduced among us. You have been with him in Paris. Deny that!

I deny nothing that is true, she answered. I only deny your right to charge me with what is false.

Oh yes, he cried. You and your brat are a pretty pair. You believe we are all blind; but, on the contrary, everything is known. Confess! he muttered between his teeth. Confess that you love that man.

She was silent, standing before him, her beautiful eyes fixed upon the carpet.

He repeated his question in a harder tone than before, but still she uttered no word. She was determined not to repeat the denial she had already given, and she recognised that he had some ulterior motive in wringing from her a confession which was untrue.

You refuse to speak! he cried in a quick paroxysm of anger. Then take that! and he struck her with his fist a heavy blow full in the face, with such force, indeed, that she reeled, and fell backwards upon the floor.

Another time perhaps youll speak when I order you to, he said through his set teeth, as with his foot he kicked her savagely twice, the dull blows sounding through the big, gilt-ceilinged room.

Then with a hard laugh of scorn upon his evil lips the brute that was a Crown Prince, and heir to a European throne, turned and left with an oath upon his lips, as he slammed the door after him.

In the big, gorgeous room, where the silence was broken by the low ticking of the ormolu clock, poor, unhappy Claire lay there where she had fallen, motionless as one dead. Her beautiful face was white as death, yet horribly disfigured by the cowardly blow, while from the corner of her mouth there slowly trickled a thin red stream.


Chapter Eight.

Is Mainly about the Count.
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NEXT MORNING, WHEN she saw her reflection in the mirror, she sighed heavily, and hot tears sprang to her eyes.

Her beautiful countenance, bruised and swollen, was an ugly sight; her mouth was cut, and one of her even, pretty teeth had been broken by the cowardly blow.

Henriette, the faithful Frenchwoman, had crept back to her mistresss room an hour after the Crown Prince had gone, in order to see if her Highness wanted anything, when to her horror she discovered her lying insensible where she had been struck down.

The woman was discreet. She had often overheard the Princes torrents of angry abuse, and in an instant grasped the situation. Instead of alarming the other servants, she quickly applied restoratives, bathed her mistresss face tenderly in eau de Cologne, washing away the blood from the mouth, and after half an hour succeeded in getting her comfortably to bed.

She said nothing to any one, but locked the door and spent the remainder of the night upon the sofa near her Princess.

While Claire was seated in her wrap, taking her chocolate at eight oclock next morning, the Countess de Trauttenberg, her husbands spy, who probably knew all that had transpired, entered with the engagement-book.

She saw what a terrible sight the unhappy woman presented, yet affected not to notice it.

Well, Trauttenberg? asked the Princess in a soft, weary voice, hardly looking up at her, what are our engagements to-day?

The lady-in-waiting consulted the book, which upon its cover bore the royal crown above the cipher C, and replied, — 

At eleven, the unveiling of the monument to Schilling the sculptor in the Albert-Platz; at one, luncheon with the Princess Alexandrine, to meet the Duchess of Brunswick-Lunebourg; at four, the drive; and to-night, Faust, at the Opera.

Her Highness sighed. The people, the enthusiastic crowd who applauded her, little knew how wearying was that round of daily duties, how soul-killing to a woman with a broken heart. She was their Claire, the woman who was to be their Queen, and they believed her to be happy!

Cancel all my engagements, she said. I shall not go out to-day. Tell the Court newsman that I am indisposed — a bad cold — anything.

As your Imperial Highness commands, responded De Trauttenberg, bowing, and yet showing no sign that she observed the disfiguration of her poor face.

The womans cold formality irritated her.

You see the reason? she asked meaningly, looking into her face.

I note that your Imperial Highness has — has met with a slight accident, she said. I trust it is not painful.

That reply aroused the fire of the Hapsbourg blood within her veins. The woman was her bitter enemy. She had lied about her, and had poisoned her husbands mind against her. And yet she was helpless. To dismiss her from her duties would only be a confirmation of what the woman had, no doubt, alleged.

It was upon the tip of her tongue to charge her openly as an enemy and a liar. It was that woman, no doubt, who had spied upon her when she had called upon Count Leitolf, and who on her return to Treysa had gone straight to the Crown Prince with a story that was full of vile and scandalous inventions.

Oh, dear, no, she said, managing to control her anger by dint of great effort. It is not at all painful, I assure you. Perhaps, Trauttenberg, you had better go at once and tell the newsman, so that my absence at the Schilling unveiling will be accounted for.

Thus dismissed, the woman, with her false smiles and pretended sympathy, went forth, and the journals through Germany that day reported, with regret, that the Crown Princess Claire of Marburg was confined to her room, having caught a severe chill on her journey from Vienna, and that she would probably remain indisposed for a week.

When her maids had dressed her she passed on into her gorgeous little blue-and-gold boudoir, her own sanctum, for in it were all the little nick-nacks, odds and ends which on her marriage she had brought from her own home at Wartenstein. Every object reminded her of those happy days of her youth, before she was called upon to assume the shams of royal place and power; before she entered that palace that was to her but a gilded prison.

The long windows of the room looked out upon the beautiful gardens and the great lake, with its playing fountains beyond, while the spring sunlight streaming in gave it an air of cheerfulness even though she was so despondent and heavy of heart. The apartment was gorgeously furnished, as indeed was the whole of the great palace. Upon the backs of the chairs, embroidered in gold upon the damask, was the royal crown and cipher, while the rich carpet was of pale pastel blue. For a long time she stood at the window, looking out across the park.

She saw her husband in his cavalry uniform riding out with an escort clattering behind him, and watched him sadly until he was out of sight. Then she turned and glanced around the cosy room which everywhere bore traces of her artistic taste and refinement. Upon the side-tables were many photographs, signed portraits of her friends, reigning sovereigns, and royal princes; upon the little centre-table a great old porcelain bowl of fresh tea-roses from the royal hot-houses. Her little buhl escritoire was littered with her private correspondence — most of it being in connection with charities in various parts of the kingdom in which she was interested, or was patroness.

Of money, or of the value of it, she knew scarcely anything. She was very wealthy, of course, for her family were one of the richest in Europe, while the royal house of Marburg was noted for its great wealth; yet she had never in her life held in her possession more than a few hundred marks at a time. Her bills all went to the official of the household whose duty it was to examine and pay them, and to charities she sent drafts through that same gold-spectacled official.

She often wondered what it was like to be poor, to work for a daily wage like the people she saw in the street and in the theatres. They seemed bright, contented, happy, and at least they had their freedom, and loved and married whom they chose.

Only the previous night, when she had entered her carriage at the station, a working-man had held his little child up to her for her to pat its head. She had done so, and then sighed to compare the difference between the royal father and that proud father of the people.

Little Ignatia, sweet and fresh, in her white frock and pale pink sash, was presently brought in by Allen to salute her mother, and the latter snatched up the child gladly in her arms and smothered its chubby face with fond kisses.

But the child noticed the disfigured countenance, and drew herself back to look at it.

Mother is hurt, she said in English, in her childish speech. Poor mother!

Yes, I fell down, darling, she answered. Wasnt that very unfortunate? Are you sorry?

Very sorry poor mother is hurt, answered the child. And, why! — one of poor mothers tooths have gone. The Princess saw that Allen was looking at her very hard, therefore she turned to her and explained, — 

It is nothing — nothing; a slight accident. I struck myself.

But the child stroked its mothers face tenderly with the soft, chubby little hand, saying, — 

Poor mother must be more careful another time or I shall scold her. And Allen will scold her too.

Mother will promise to be more careful, she assured the little one, smiling. And then, seating herself, listened for half an hour to the childs amusing prattle, and her joyous anticipation of the purchase of a perambulator for her dolly.

With tender hands the Crown Princess retied the broad pink ribbon of the sash, and presently produced some chocolates from the silver bon-bon box which she kept there on purpose for her little one.

And Allen, the rather plain-faced Englishwoman, who was the best of nurses, stood by in silence, wondering how such an accident could have happened to her Imperial mistress, but, of course, unable to put any question to her.

You may take Ignatia to buy the perambulator, Allen, said she at last in English. Get a good one; the best you can. And after luncheon let me see it. I shall not go out to-day, so you can bring the Princess back to me at two oclock.

Very well, your Highness.

And both she and the child withdrew, the latter receiving the maternal kiss and caramels in each hand.

Again alone, Claire sat for a long time in deep thought. The recollection of those cruel, bitter accusations which her husband had uttered was still uppermost in her mind. What her humble friend Steinbach had told her was, alas! only too true. At Court it was said that she loved Leitolf, and the Crown Prince believed the scandalous libel.

Ah, if Ferdinand only knew! she murmured to herself. If he could only read my heart! Then he would know the truth. Perhaps, instead of hating me as he does, he would be as forbearing as I try to be. He might even try to love me. Yet, alas! she added bitterly, such a thing cannot be. The Court of Marburg have decided that, in the interests of their own future, I must be ruined and disgraced. It is destiny, I suppose, she sighed; my destiny!

Then she was silent, staring straight before her at Bronzinos beautiful portrait of the Duchess Eleanor on the wall opposite. The sound of a bugle reached her, followed by the roll of the drums as the palace guard was changed. The love of truth, the conscientiousness which formed so distinct a feature in Claires character, and mingled with its picturesque delicacy a certain firmness and dignity, she maintained consistently always.

The Trauttenberg returned, but she dismissed her for the day, and when she had left the boudoir the solitary woman murmured bitterly aloud, — 

A days leave will perhaps allow you to plot and conspire further against the woman to whom you owe everything, and upon whose charity your family exist. Go and report to my husband my appearance this morning, and laugh with your friends at my unhappiness! She rose and paced the room, her white hands clasped before her in desperation.

Carl! Carl! she cried in a hoarse, low voice. I have only your indiscretion to thank for all this! And yet have I not been quite as indiscreet? Why, therefore, should I blame you? No, she said in a whisper, after a pause, it is more my own fault than yours. I was blind, and you loved me. I foolishly permitted you to come here, because your presence recalled all the happiness of the past — of those sweet, idyllic days at Wartenstein, when we — when we loved each other, and our love was but a day-dream never to be realised. I wonder whether you still recollect those days, as I remember them — those long rambles over the mountains alone by the by-paths that I knew from my childhood days, and how we used to stand together hand in hand and watch the sinking sun flashing upon the windows of the castle far away. Nine years have gone since those days of our boy-and-girl love — nine long, dark years that have, I verily believe, transformed my very soul. One by one have all my ideals been broken and swept away, and now I can only sit and weep over the dead ashes of the past. The past — ah! what that means to me — life and love and freedom. And the future? she sighed. Alas! only black despair, ignominy, and shame. Again she halted at the window, and hot tears coursed down her pale cheeks. Those words, uttered almost without consciousness on her own part, contained the revelation of a life of love, and disclosed the secret burden of a heart bursting with its own unuttered grief. She was repulsed, she was forsaken, she was outraged where she had bestowed her young heart with all its hopes and wishes. She was entangled inextricably in a web of horrors which she could not even comprehend, yet the result seemed inevitable.

These people condemn me! They utter their foul calumnies, and cast me from them unjustly, she cried, pushing her wealth of fair hair from her brow in her desperation. Is there no justice for me? Can a woman not retain within her heart the fond remembrance of the holy passion of her youth — the only time she has loved — without it being condemned as a sin? without—

The words died on her dry lips, for at that moment there was a tap at the door, and she gave permission to enter.

One of the royal servants in gorgeous livery bowed and advanced, presenting to her a small packet upon a silver salver, saying, — 

The person who brought this desired that it should be given into your Imperial Highnesss hands at once.

She took the packet, and the man withdrew.

A single glance was sufficient to show her that the gummed address label had been penned by Count Carl Leitolfs own hand. Her heart beat quickly as she cut the string and opened the packet, to find within a book — a dull, uninteresting, philosophical treatise in German. There was no note or writing of any kind.

She ran through the leaves quickly, and then stood wondering. Why had he sent her that? The book was one that she certainly could never read to understand. Published some fifteen years before, it bore signs of not being new. She was much puzzled.

That Leitolf had a motive in sending it to her she had no doubt. But what could it denote? Again and again she searched in it to find some words or letters underlined — some communication meant for her eye alone.

Presently, utterly at a loss to understand, she took up the brown-paper wrapping, and looked again at the address. Yes, she was not mistaken. It was from Carl.

For a few moments she held the paper in her hand, when suddenly she detected that the gummed address label had only been stuck on lightly by being wetted around the edge, and a thought occurred to her to take it off and keep it, together with the book.

Taking up the large ivory paper-knife, she quickly slipped it beneath the label and removed it, when to her astonished eyes there were presented some written words penned across the centre, where the gum had apparently been previously removed.

The words, for her eye alone, were in Carls handwriting, lightly written, so that they should not show through the label.

The message — the last message from the man who loved her so fondly, and whose heart bled for her in her gilded unhappiness — read: — 

Adieu, my Princess. I leave at noon to-day, because you have willed it so. I have heard of what occurred last night. It is common knowledge in the palace. Be brave, dear heart. May God now be your comforter. Recollect, though we shall never again meet, that I shall think ever and eternally of you, my Princess, the sweet-faced woman who was once my own, but who is now, alas! lost to me for ever. Adieu, adieu. I kiss your hand, dear heart, adieu!

It was his last message. His gentle yet manly resignation, the deep pathos of his farewell, told her how full of agony was his own heart. How bitter for her, too, that parting, for now she would stand alone and unprotected, without a soul in whom to confide, or of whom to seek advice.

As she re-read those faintly-traced words slowly and aloud the light died from her face.

I kiss your hand, dear heart, adieu! she murmured, and then, her heart overburdened by grief, she burst into a flood of emotion.


Chapter Nine.

The Three Strangers.
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BY NOON ALL Treysa knew, through the papers, of the indisposition of the Crown Princess; and during the afternoon many smart carriages called at the gates of the royal palace to inquire after her Imperial Highnesss health.

The pompous, scarlet-liveried porters told every one that the Princess had, unfortunately, caught a severe chill on her journey from Vienna, and her medical advisers, although they did not consider it serious, thought, as a precaution, it was best that for a few days she should remain confined to her room.

Meanwhile the Princess, in her silent, stunning, overwhelming sorrow, was wondering how she might call Steinbach. She was unapproachable to any but the Court set, therefore to call a commoner would be an unheard-of breach of etiquette. And yet she desired to see him and obtain his advice. In all that gay, scheming circle about her he was the only person whom she could trust. He was devoted to her service because of the little charitable actions she had rendered him. She knew that he would if necessary lay down his very life in order to serve her, for he was one of the very few who did not misjudge her.

The long day dragged by. She wrote many letters — mostly to her family and friends in Vienna. Then taking a sheet of the royal notepaper from the rack, she again settled herself, after pacing the boudoir in thought for some time, and penned a long letter, which when finished she re-read and carefully corrected, afterwards addressing it in German to His Imperial Majesty the Emperor, Vienna, and sealing it with her own private seal.

He misjudges me, she said to herself very gravely; therefore it is only right that I should defend myself.

Then she rang, and in answer to her summons one of the royal footmen appeared.

I want a special messenger to carry a letter for me to Vienna. Go at once to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and ask the Under-Secretary, Fischer, whether Steinbach may be placed at my service, she commanded.

Yes, your Imperial Highness, answered the clean-shaven, grave-faced man, who bowed and then withdrew.

Allen soon afterwards brought in little Ignatia to show the dolls perambulator, with which the child was delighted, wheeling it up and down the boudoir. With the little one her mother played for upwards of an hour. The bright little chatterbox caused her to forget the tragedy of her own young life, and Allens kindly English ways were to her so much more sympathetic than the stiff formalities of her treacherous lady-in-waiting.

The little one in her pretty speeches told her mother of her adventures in the toy-shops of Treysa, where she was, of course, recognised, and where the shopkeepers often presented her little Royal Highness with dolls and games. In the capital the tiny Ignatia was a very important and popular personage everywhere; certainly more popular with the people than the parrot-faced, hard-hearted old King himself.

Presently, while the Crown Princess was carrying her little one pick-a-pack up and down the room, the child crowing with delight at its mothers romping and caresses, there came a loud summons at the door, the rap that announced a visitor, and the same grave-faced manservant opened the long white doors, saying, — 

Your Imperial Highness. Will it please you to receive Herr Steinbach of the Department of Foreign Affairs?

Bring Herr Steinbach here, she commanded, and then, kissing the child quickly, dismissed both her and her nurse.

A few moments later the clean-shaven, dark-haired man in sombre black was ushered in, and bending, kissed the Crown Princesss hand with reverent formality.

As soon as they were alone she turned to him, and, taking up the letter, said, — 

I wish you, Steinbach, to travel to Vienna by the express to-night, obtain audience of the Emperor, and hand this to him. Into no other hand must you deliver it, remember. In order to obtain your audience you may say that I have sent you; otherwise you will probably be refused. If there is a reply, you will bring it; if not — well, it does not matter.

The quick-eyed man, bowing again, took the letter, glanced at the superscription, and placing it in the inner pocket of his coat, said, — 

I will carry out your Imperial Highnesss directions.

The Princess crossed to the door and opened it in order to satisfy herself that there were no eavesdroppers outside. Then returning to where the man stood, she said in a low voice, — 

I see that you are puzzled by the injury to my face when the papers are saying I have a chill. I met with a slight accident last night. Then in the next breath she asked, What is the latest phase of this conspiracy against me, Steinbach? Tell me. You need conceal nothing for fear of hurting my feelings.

The man hesitated a moment; then he replied, — 

Well, your Imperial Highness, a great deal of chatter has been circulated regarding Count Leitolf. They now say that, having grown tired of him, you have contrived to have him transferred to Rome.

Well?

They also say that you visited Leitolf while you were in Vienna. And I regret, he added, that your enemies are now spreading evil reports of you among the people. Certain journalists are being bribed to print articles which contain hints against your Highnesss honour.

This is outrageous! she cried. Having ruined me in the eyes of my husband and the King, they now seek to turn the people against me! It is infamous!

Exactly. That really seems their intention. They know that your Highness is the most popular person in the whole Kingdom, and they intend that your popularity shall wane.

And I am helpless, Steinbach, utterly helpless, she cried in desperation. I have no friend except yourself.

The man sighed, for he was full of sympathy for the beautiful but unjustly-treated woman, whose brave heart he knew was broken. He was aware of the love-story of long ago between the Count and herself, but he knew her too well to believe any of those scandalous tales concerning her. He knew well how, from the very first days of her married life, she had been compelled to endure sneers, insult, and libellous report. The King and Queen themselves had been so harsh and unbending that she had always held aloof from them. Her every action, either in private or in public, they criticised adversely. She even wore her tiaras, her jewels, and her decorations in a manner with which they found fault; and whatever dress she assumed at the various functions, the sharp-tongued old Queen, merely in order to annoy her, would declare that she looked absolutely hideous. And all this to a bride of twenty-one, and one of the most beautiful girls in Europe!

All, from the King himself down to the veriest palace lackey, had apparently united to crush her, to break her spirit, and drive her to despair.

I hope, as I declared when we last met, Princess, that I shall ever remain your friend, said the humble employé of the Foreign Ministry. I only wish that I could serve you to some good purpose — I mean, to do something that might increase your happiness. Forgive me, your Highness, for saying so.

The only way to give me happiness, Steinbach, is to give me freedom, she said sadly, as though speaking to herself. Freedom — ah, how I long for it! How I long to escape from this accursed palace, and live as the people live! I tell you, she added in a low, half-whisper, her pale, disfigured face assuming a deadly earnest look— I tell you that sometimes I feel — well, I feel that I cant endure it much longer, and that Im slowly being driven insane.

He started at her words, and looked her straight in the face. Should he tell her the truth of an amazing discovery he had made only on the previous day; or was it really kinder to her to hold his tongue?

His very heart bled for her. To her influence he owed all — everything.

No; he could not tell her of that new and dastardly plot against her — at least not yet. Surely it was not yet matured! When he returned from Vienna would be quite time enough to warn her against her increased peril. Now that Leitolf had left her, life might perhaps be a trifle more happy; therefore why should he, of all men, arouse her suspicions and cause her increased anxiety?

Steinbach was a cautious man; his chief fault perhaps was his over-cautiousness. In this affair he might well have spoken frankly; yet his desire always was to avoid hurting the feelings of the woman with whom he so deeply sympathised — the Imperial Princess, to whom he acted as humble, devoted, and secret friend.

You must not allow such fears to take possession of you, he urged. Do not heed what is said regarding you. Remember only that your own conscience is clear, even though your life is, alas, a martyrdom! Let them see that you are heedless and defiant, and ere long they will grow tired of their efforts, and you will assume a power at Court far greater than hitherto.

Ah no — never! she sighed. They are all against me — all. If they do not crush me by force, they will do so by subterfuge, declared the unhappy woman. But, she added quickly with an effort, do not let us speak of it further. I can only thank you for telling me the truth. Go to-night to Vienna, and if there is a reply, bring it to me immediately. And stay — what can I do to give you recompense? You have no decoration! I will write at once a recommendation for you for the cross of St. Michael, and whenever you wear it you will, I hope, remember the grateful woman who conferred it upon you.

I thank your Highness most truly, he said. I have coveted the high honour for many years, and I can in turn only reassure you that any mission you may entrust to me will always be carried out in secret and faithfully.

Then adieu, Steinbach, she said, dismissing him. Bon voyage, and a quick return from Vienna — my own dear Vienna, where once I was so very happy.

The man in black bent low and again kissed the back of the soft white hand, then, backing out of the door, bowed again and withdrew.

When Henriette came that evening to change her dress the woman said in French, — 

I ask your Imperial Highnesss pardon, but the Prince, who returned half an hour ago, commanded me to say that he would dine with you this evening, and that there would be three men guests.

Guests! she cried. But the Prince must be mad! How can I receive guests in this state, Henriette?

I explained that your Imperial Highness was not in a fit state to dine in public, said the maid quietly; but the Prince replied that he commanded it.

What fresh insult had her husband in store for her? Did he wish to exhibit her poor bruised face publicly before her friends? It was monstrous!

Yet he had commanded; therefore she allowed Henriette to brush her fair hair and dress her in a black net dinner-gown, one that she often wore when dining in the privacy of her own apartments. Henriette cleverly contrived, by the aid of powder and a few touches of make-up, to half conceal her mistresss disfiguration; therefore at eight oclock the Princess Claire entered the fine white-and-gold reception-room, lit by its hundreds of small electric lamps, and there found her husband in uniform, speaking earnestly with three elderly and rather distinguished-looking men in plain evening dress.

Turning, he smiled at her as though nothing had occurred between them, and then introduced his friends by name; but of their names she took no notice. They were strangers, and to her quite uninteresting.

Yet she bowed, smiled, and put on that air of graciousness that, on account of her Court training, she could now assume at will.

The men were from somewhere in North Germany, she detected by their speech, and at the dinner-table the conversation was mostly upon the advance of science; therefore she concluded, from their spectacled appearance and the technical terms they used, that they were scientists from Berlin to whom her husband wished to be kind, and had invited them quite without formality.

Their conversation did not interest her in the least; therefore she remained almost silent throughout the meal, except now and then to address a remark to one or other of her guests. She noticed that once or twice they exchanged strange glances. What could it mean?

At last she rose, and after they had bowed her out they reseated themselves, and all four began conversing in a lower tone in English, lest any servant should enter unexpectedly.

Then ten minutes later, at a signal from the Prince, they rose and passed into the fumoir, a pretty room panelled with cedar-wood, and with great palms and plashing fountains, where coffee was served and cigars were lit.

There the conversation in an undertone in English was again resumed, the Prince being apparently very interested in something which his guests were explaining. Though the door was closed and they believed themselves in perfect privacy, there was a listener standing in the adjoining room, where the cedar panelling only acted as a partition.

It was the Princess Claire. Her curiosity had been aroused as to who the strangers really were.

She could hear them speaking in English at first with difficulty, but presently her husband spoke. The words he uttered were clear. In an instant they revealed to her an awful, unexpected truth.

She held her breath, her left hand upon her bare chest above her corsage, her mouth open, her white face drawn and haggard.

Scarce believing her own ears, she again listened. Could it really be true?

Her husband again spoke. Ah yes! of the words he uttered there could be not the slightest doubt. She was doomed.

With uneven steps she staggered from her hiding-place along the corridor to her own room, and on opening the door she fell forward senseless upon the carpet.


Chapter Ten.

The Peril of the Princess.
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THAT NIGHT, SIX hours later, when the great palace was silent save for the tramping of the sentries, the Princess sat in the big chair at her window, looking out upon the park, white beneath the bright moonbeams.

The room was in darkness, save for the tiny silver lamp burning before the picture of the Madonna. The Trauttenberg had found her lying insensible, and with Henriettes aid had restored her to consciousness and put her to bed. Then the Countess had gone along to the Crown Prince and told him that his wife had been seized with a fainting fit, and was indisposed.

And the three guests, when he told them, exchanged significant glances, and were silent.

In the darkness, with the moonlight falling across the room, the Princess, in her white silk dressing-gown, sat staring straight before her out upon the fairy-like scene presented below. No word escaped her pale lips, yet she shuddered, and drew her laces about her as though she were chilled.

She was recalling those hard words of her husbands which she had overheard — the words that revealed to her the ghastly truth. If ever she had suffered during her married life, she suffered at that moment. It was cruel, unjust, dastardly. Was there no love or justice for her?

The truth was a ghastly one. Those three strangers whom her husband had introduced to her table as guests were doctors, two from Berlin and the third from Cologne — specialists in mental disease. They had come there for the purpose of adding their testimony and certificates to that of Veltman, the crafty, thin-nosed Court physician, to declare that she was insane!

What fees were promised those men, or how that plot had been matured, she could only imagine. Yet the grim fact remained that her enemies, with the old King and her husband at their head, intended to confine her in an asylum.

She had heard her husband himself suggest that on the morrow they should meet Veltman, a white-bearded, bald-headed old charlatan whom she detested, and add their testimony to his that she was not responsible for her actions. Could anything be more cold-blooded, more absolutely outrageous? Those words of her husband showed her plainly that in his heart there now remained not one single spark either of affection or of sentiment. He was anxious, at all hazards and at whatever cost, by fair means or foul, to rid himself of her.

Her enemies were now playing their trump card. They had no doubt bribed those three men to certify what was a direct untruth. A royal sovereign can, alas I command the services of any one; for everybody, more or less, likes to render to royalty a service in the hope of decoration or of substantial reward. Most men are at heart place-seekers. Men who are most honest and upright in their daily lives will not hesitate to perjure themselves, or stretch a point as they would doubtless put it, where royalty is concerned.

Gazing out into the brilliant moonlight mirrored upon the smooth surface of the lake, she calmly reviewed the situation.

She was in grave peril — so grave, indeed, that she was now utterly bewildered as to what her next step should be. Once certified as a lunatic and shut up in an asylum somewhere away in the heart of the country, all hope of the future would be cut off. She would be entirely at the mercy of those who so persistently and unscrupulously sought her end. Having failed in their other plot against, her, they intended to consign her to a living tomb.

Yet by good fortune had her curiosity been aroused, and she had overheard sufficient to reveal to her the truth. Her face was now hard, her teeth firmly set. Whatever affection she had borne her husband was crushed within her now that she realised how ingeniously he was conspiring against her, and to what length he was actually prepared to go in order to rid himself of her.

She thought of Ignatia, poor, innocent little Ignatia, the child whom its father had cursed from the very hour of its birth, the royal Princess who one day might be crowned a reigning sovereign. What would become of her? Would her own Imperial family stand by and see their daughter incarcerated in a madhouse when she was as sane as they themselves — more sane, perhaps?

She sat bewildered.

With the Emperor against her, however, she had but little to hope for in that quarter. His Majesty actually believed the scandal that had been circulated concerning Leitolf, and had himself declared to her face that she must be mad.

Was it possible that those hot words of the Emperors had been seized upon by her husband to obtain a declaration that she was really insane?

Insane? She laughed bitterly to herself at such a thought.

Ah! she sighed sadly, speaking hoarsely to herself. What I have suffered and endured here in this awful place are surely sufficient to send any woman mad. Yet God has been very good to me, and has allowed me still to preserve all my faculties intact. Why dont they have some assassin to kill me? she added desperately. It would surely be more humane than what they now intend.

Steinbach, her faithful but secret friend, was on his way to Vienna. She wondered whether, after reading the letter, the Emperor would relent towards her? Surely the whole world could not unite as her enemy. There must be human pity and sympathy in the hearts of some, as there was in the heart of the humble Steinbach.

Not one of the thirty millions over whom she would shortly rule was so unhappy as she that night. Beyond the park shone the myriad lights of the splendid capital, and she wondered whether any one living away there so very far from the world ever guessed how lonely and wretched was her life amid all that gorgeous pomp and regal splendour.

Those three grave, spectacled men who had dined at her table and talked their scientific jargon intended to denounce her. They had been quick to recognise that a future king is a friend not to be despised, while the bankers drafts that certain persons had promised them in exchange for their signatures as experts would no doubt be very acceptable.

Calmly she reviewed the situation, and saw that, so clearly had her enemies estranged her from every one, she was without one single friend.

For her childs sake it was imperative for her to save herself. And she could only save herself by flight. But whither? The only course open to her was to leave secretly, taking little Ignatia with her, return to her father, and lay before him the dastardly plot now in progress.

Each hour she remained at the palace increased her peril. Once pronounced insane by those three specialists there would be no hope for her. Her enemies would take good care that she was consigned to an asylum, and that her actions were misconstrued into those of a person insane.

Her heart beat quickly as she thought out the best means of secret escape.

To leave that night was quite impossible. Allen was sleeping with Ignatia; and besides, the guards at the palace gate, on seeing her make her exit at that hour, would chatter among themselves, in addition to which there were no express trains to Vienna in the night. The best train was at seven oclock in the evening, for upon it was a wagon-lit and dining-car that went through to the Austrian capital, via Eger.

About six oclock in the evening would be the best time to secure the child, for Allen and Henriette would then both be at dinner, and little Ignatia would be in charge of the under-nurse, whom she could easily send away upon some pretext. Besides, at that hour she could secure some of Henriettes clothes, and with her veil down might pass the sentries, who would probably take her for the French maid herself.

She calculated that her absence would not be noted by her servants till nearly eight; for there was a Court ball on the morrow, and on nights of the balls she always dressed later.

And so, determined to leave the great palace which to her was a prison, she carefully thought over all the details of her flight. On the morrow she would send to the royal treasurer for a sum of money, ostensibly to make a donation to one of her charities.

Presently rising, she closed the shutters, and switching on the electric light, opened the safe in the wall where her jewels were kept — mostly royal heirlooms that were worth nearly a million sterling.

Case after case she drew out and opened. Her two magnificent tiaras, her emerald and diamond necklet, the great emerald pendant, once the property of Catherine di Medici, six wonderful collars of perfect pearls and some other miscellaneous jewels, all of them magnificent, she replaced in the safe, as they were heirlooms of the Kingdom. Those royal tiaras as Crown Princess she placed in their cases and put them away with a sigh, for she knew she was renouncing her crown for ever. Her own jewels, quite equal in magnificence, she took from their cases and placed together upon the bed. There was her magnificent long rope of pearls, that when worn twice twisted around her neck hung to below the knees, and was declared to be one of the finest in the world; her two diamond collars, her wonderful diamond bodice ornaments, her many pairs of earrings, antique brooches, and other jewels — she took them all from their cases until they lay together, a brilliant, scintillating heap, the magnificent gems flashing with a thousand fires.

At last she drew forth a leather case about six inches square, and opening it, gazed upon it in hesitancy. Within was a large true-lovers knot in splendid diamonds, and attached to it was the black ribbon and the jewelled cross — her decoration as Dame de la Croix Etoilée of Austria, the order bestowed upon the Imperial Archduchesses.

She looked at it wistfully. Sight of it brought to her mind the fact that in renouncing her position she must also renounce that mark of her Imperial birth. Yet she was determined, and with trembling fingers detached the ribbon and cross from the diamond ornament, threw the latter on to the heap upon the bed, and replaced the former with the jewels she intended to leave behind.

The beautiful cross had been bestowed upon her by her uncle the Emperor upon her marriage, and would now be sent back to him.

She took two large silk handkerchiefs from a drawer, and made two bundles of the precious gems. Then she hid them away until the morrow, and reclosing the safe, locked it; and taking the key off the bunch, placed it in the drawer of her little escritoire.

Thus she had taken the first step towards her emancipation.

Her eye caught the Madonna, with its silver lamp, and she halted before it, her head bowed, her lips moving in silent prayer as she sought help, protection, and guidance in the act of renunciation she was about to commit.

Then, after ten minutes or so, she again moved slowly across the room, opening the great inlaid wardrobe where hung a few of her many dresses. She looked upon them in silence. All must be left behind, she decided. She could only take what she could carry in her hand. She would leave her personal belongings to be divided up by that crowd of human wolves who hungered to destroy her. The Trauttenberg might have them as her perquisites — in payment for her treachery.

By that hour to-morrow she would have left Treysa for ever. She would begin a new life — a life of simplicity and of freedom, with her darling child.

Presently she slept again, but it was a restless, fevered sleep. Constantly she wondered whether it would be possible for her to pass those palace guards with little Ignatia. If they recognised the child they might stop her, for only Allen herself was permitted to take her outside the palace.

Yet she must risk it; her only means of escape was that upon which she had decided.

Next day passed very slowly. The hours dragged by as she tried to occupy herself in her boudoir, first with playing with the child, and afterwards attending to her correspondence. She wrote no letter of farewell, as she deemed it wiser to take her leave without a word. Yet even in those last hours of her dignity as Crown Princess her thoughts were with the many charitable institutions of which she was patroness, and of how best she could benefit them by writing orders to the royal treasurer to give them handsome donations in her name.

She saw nothing of her husband. For aught she knew, those three grave-faced doctors might have already consulted with Veltman; they might have already declared her insane.

The afternoon passed, and alone she took her tea in English fashion, little Ignatia being brought to her for half an hour, as was the rule when she was without visitors. She had already been to Henriettes room in secret, and had secured a black-stuff dress and packet, a long black travelling-coat and a felt canotte, all of which she had taken to her own room and hidden in her wardrobe.

When Allen took the childs hand in order to lead her out, her mother glanced anxiously at the clock, and saw that it was half-past five.

You can leave Ignatia here while you go to dinner, she said in English; she will be company for me. Tell the servants that I am not to be disturbed, even by the Countess de Trauttenberg.

Very well, your Highness, was the Englishwomans answer, as bowing she left the room.

For another quarter of an hour she laughed and played with the child, then said, — 

Come, darling, let us go along to my room. And taking her tiny hand, led her gently along the corridor to her own chamber. Once within she locked the door, and quickly throwing off her own things, assumed those of the maid which she took from the wardrobe. Then upon Ignatia she put a cheap dark coat of grey material and a dark-blue woollen cap which at once concealed the childs golden curls. This concluded, she assumed a thick black lace veil, which well concealed her features, and around her throat she twisted a silken scarf. The collar of her coat, turned up, hid the colour of her hair, and her appearance was in a few moments well transformed. Indeed, she presented the exact prototype of her maid Henriette.

The jewels were in a cheap leather hand-bag, also the maids property. This she placed in her dressing-bag, and with it in her hand she took up little Ignatia, saying, — 

Hush, darling! dont speak a word. Youll promise mother, wont you?

The child, surprised at all this preparation, gave her promise, but still remained inquisitive.

Then the Crown Princess Claire gave a final glance around the room, the scene of so much of her bitter domestic unhappiness. Sighing heavily, she crossed herself before the Madonna, uttered a few low words in prayer, and unlocking the door stole out into the long, empty corridor.

Those were exciting moments — the most exciting in all her life.

With her heart beating quickly she sped onward to the head of the great marble gilt staircase. Along one of the side corridors a royal valet was approaching, and the man nodded to her familiarly, believing her to be Henriette.

At the head of the staircase she looked down, but saw nobody. It was the hour when all the servants were at their evening meal. Therefore, descending quickly, she passed through the great winter garden, a beautiful place where, among the palms and flowers, were cunningly placed tiny electric lamps. Across a large courtyard she went — as it was a short cut from that wing of the palace in which her apartments were situated — and at last she reached the main entrance, where stood the head concierge in his cocked hat and scarlet livery, and where idled an agent of police in plain clothes, reading the evening paper.

At her approach they both glanced at her.

She held her breath. What if they stopped her on account of the child?

But summoning all her courage she went forward, compelled to pass them quite closely.

Then as she advanced she nodded familiarly to the gold-laced janitor, who to her relief wished her good-evening, and she passed out into the park.

She had successfully passed through one peril, but there was yet a second — those carefully-guarded gilded gates which gave entrance to the royal demesne. Day and night they were watched by palace servants and the agents of police entrusted with his Majestys personal safety.

She sped on down the broad gravelled drive, scarce daring to breathe, and on arrival at the gatehouse passed in it, compelled to make her exit through the small iron turnstile where sat two men, the faithful white-bearded old gatekeeper, who had been fifty years in the royal service, and a dark-faced brigadier of police. Recognition would mean her incarceration in an asylum as insane.

Both men looked up as she entered. It was the supreme moment of her peril. She saw that the detective was puzzled by her veil. But she boldly passed by them, saying in French, in a voice in imitation of Henriettes, — 

Bon soir, messieurs!

The old gatekeeper, in his low, gruff German, wished her good-night unsuspiciously, drew the lever which released the turnstile, and next moment the Crown Princess Claire stepped out into the world beyond — a free woman.


Chapter Eleven.

Doom or Destiny.
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WITH QUICKENED FOOTSTEPS she clasped the child to her, and hurrying on in the falling gloom, skirted the long, high walls of the royal park, where at equal distances stood the sentries.

More than one, believing her to be Mademoiselle, saluted her.

She was free, it is true; but she had yet to face many perils, the greatest of them all being that of recognition by the police at the station, or by any of the people, to whom her countenance was so well-known.

Presently she gained the broad Klosterstrasse, where the big electric lamps were already shining; and finding a fiacre at the stand, entered it and drove to a small outfitters shop, where she purchased two travelling-rugs and a shawl for little Ignatia. Thence she went to a pastrycooks and bought some cakes, and then drove up the wide Wolbeckerstrasse to the central railway station.

The streets were alive with life, for most of the shops were closed, the main thoroughfares were illuminated, and all Treysa was out at the cafés or restaurants, or promenading the streets, for the day was a national festival. The national colours were displayed everywhere, and the band of the 116th Regiment was playing a selection from La Bohème as she crossed the great Domplatz.

Hers was indeed a strange position.

Unknown and unrecognised, she drove in the open cab, with the tiny, wondering Princess at her side, through the great crowds of holiday-makers — those people who had they known of her unhappiness would in all probability have risen in a body and revolted.

She remembered that she had been their Claire, yet after that night she would be theirs no longer. It was a sad and silent leave-taking. She had renounced her crown and imperial privileges for ever.

Many men and women stared at her as she passed under the bright electric street lamps, and once or twice she half feared that they might have penetrated her disguise. Yet no cheer was raised; none rushed forward to kiss her hand.

She gave the cabman orders to drive up and down several of the principal thoroughfares, for there was still plenty of time for the train; and, reluctant to take leave of the people of Treysa whom she loved so well, and who were her only friends, she gazed upon them from behind her veil and sighed.

At the busy, echoing station she arrived ten minutes before the express was due, and took her tickets; but when she went to the wagon-lit office, the official, not recognising her, sharply replied that the places had all been taken by an American tourist party. Therefore she was compelled to enter an ordinary first-class compartment. The train was crowded, and all the corner seats were taken. Fearing to call a porter to her assistance lest she should be recognised — when the royal saloon would at once be attached to the train for her — she was compelled to elbow her way through the crowd and take an uncomfortable seat in the centre of a compartment, where all through the night she tried to sleep, but in vain.

Little Ignatia soon closed her eyes and was asleep, but Claire, full of regrets at being compelled to renounce husband, crown, everything, as she had done, and in wonder of what the future had in store for her, sat silent, nursing her child through the long night hours. Her fellow-travellers, two fat Germans of Jewish cast, and three women, slept heavily, the men snoring.

The grey dawn showed at last over the low green hills. Had her absence been discovered? Most certainly it had, but they had now passed the confines of the kingdom, and she was certain that the people at the palace would not telegraph news of her disappearance for fear of creating undue scandal.

At last she had frustrated their dastardly plot to incarcerate her in an asylum. She sat there, a figure of sweet loveliness combined with exceeding delicacy and even fragility — one of the most refined elegance and the most exquisite modesty.

At a small wayside station where they stopped about seven oclock she bought a glass of coffee, and then they continued until the Austrian frontier at Voitersreuth was reached; and at Eger, a few miles farther on, she was compelled to descend and change carriages, for only the wagon-lit went through to the capital.

It was then eleven oclock in the morning, and feeling hungry, she took little Ignatia into the buffet and had some luncheon, the child delighted at the novel experience of travelling.

We are going to see grandfather, her mother told her. You went to see him when you were such a wee, wee thing, so you dont remember him.

No, declared the child with wide-open, wondering eyes; I dont remember. Will Allen be there?

No, darling, I dont think so, was the evasive reply to a question which struck deep into the heart of the woman fleeing from her persecutors.

While Ignatia had her milk, her mother ate her cutlet at the long table among the other hasty travellers, gobbling up their meal and shouting orders to waiters with their mouths full.

Hitherto, when she passed there in the royal saloon, the railway officials had come forward, cap in hand, to salute her as an Imperial Archduchess of Austria; but now, unknown and unrecognised, she passed as an ordinary traveller. Presently, when the Vienna express drew up to the platform, she fortunately found an empty first-class compartment, and continued her journey alone, taking off her hat and settling herself for the remaining nine hours between there and the capital. Little Ignatia was still very sleepy, therefore she made a cushion for her with her cape and laid her full length, while she herself sat in a corner watching the picturesque landscape, and thinking — thinking deeply over all the grim tragedy of the past.

After travelling for three hours, the train stopped at a small station called Protovin, the junction of the line from Prague, whence a train had arrived in connection with the express. Here there seemed quite a number of people waiting upon the platform.

She was looking out carelessly upon them when from among the crowd a mans eyes met hers. He stared open-mouthed, turned pale, and next instant was at the door. She drew back, but, alas! it was too late. She was without hat or veil, and he had recognised her.

She gave vent to a low cry, half of surprise, half of despair.

Next second the door opened, and the man stood before her, hat in hand.

Princess! he gasped in a low, excited voice. What does this mean? You — alone — going to Vienna?

Carl! she cried, why are you here? Where have you come from?

I have been to my estate up at Rakonitz, before going to Rome, was his answer. Is it Destiny that again brings us together like this?

And entering the carriage, he bent and kissed her hand.

Was it Destiny, or was it Doom?

You with Ignatia, and no lady-in-waiting? What does this mean? he inquired, utterly puzzled.

The porter behind him placed his bag in the carriage, while he, in his travelling-ulster and cap, begged permission to remain there.

What could she say? She was very lonely, and she wanted to tell him what had occurred since her return to Treysa and of the crisis of it all. So she nodded in the affirmative.

Then he gave the porter his tip, and the man departed. Presently, before the train moved off, the sleeping child opened her eyes, shyly at first, in the presence of a stranger; but a moment later, recognising him, she got up, and rushing gladly towards him, cried in her pretty, childish way, — 

Leitolf! Good Leitolf to come with us! We are so very tired!

Are you, little Highness? exclaimed the man laughing, and taking her upon his knee. But you will soon be at your destination.

Yes, she pouted, but I would not mind if mother did not cry so much.

The Princess pressed her lips together. She was a little annoyed that her child should reveal the secret of her grief. If she did so to Leitolf she might do so to others.

After a little while, however, the motion of the train lulled the child off to sleep again, and the man laid her down as before. Then, turning to the sorrowing woman at his side, he asked, — 

You had my message — I mean you found it?

She nodded, but made no reply. She recollected each of those finely-penned words, and knew that they came from the heart of as honest and upright a man as there was in the whole empire.

And now tell me, Princess, the reason of this second journey to Vienna? he asked, looking at her with his calm, serious face.

For a moment she held her breath. There were tears welling in her eyes, and she feared lest he might detect them — feared that she might break down in explaining to him the bitter truth.

I have left Treysa for ever, she said simply.

He started from his seat and stared at her.

Left Treysa! he gasped. Left the Court — left your husband! Is this really true?

It is the truth, Carl, was her answer in a low, tremulous tone. I could bear it no longer.

He was silent. He recognised the extreme gravity of the step she had taken. He recognised, too, that, more serious than all, her unscrupulous enemies who had conspired to drive her from Court had now triumphed.

His brows were knit as he realised all that she was suffering — this pure, beautiful woman, whom he had once loved so fondly, and whose champion he still remained. He knew that the Crown Prince was a man of brutal instinct, and utterly unsuited as husband of a sweet, refined, gentle woman such as Claire. It was, indeed, a tragedy — a dark tragedy.

In a low voice he inquired what had occurred, but she made no mention of the brutal, cowardly blow which had felled her insensible, cut her lip, and broken her white teeth. She only explained very briefly the incident of the three guests at dinner, and the amazing conversation she had afterwards overheard.

It is a dastardly plot! he cried in quick anger. Why, you are as sane as I am, and yet the Crown Prince, in order to get rid of you, will allow these doctors to certify you as a lunatic! The conspiracy shall be exposed in the press. I will myself expose it! he declared, clenching his fists.

No, Carl, she exclaimed quickly. I have never done anything against my husbands interest, nor have I ever made complaint against him. I shall not do so now. Remember, what I have just told you is in strict confidence. The public must not know of it.

Then will you actually remain a victim and keep silence, allowing these people to thus misjudge you? he asked in a tone of reproach.

To bring opprobrium upon my husband is to bring scandal upon the Court and nation, was her answer. I am still Crown Princess, and I have still my duty to perform towards the people.

You are a woman of such high ideals, Princess, he said, accepting her reproof. Most other wives who have been treated as you have would have sought to retaliate.

Why should I? My husband is but the weak-principled puppet of a scandalous Court. It is not his own fault. He is goaded on by those who fear that I may reign as Queen.

Few women would regard him in such a very generous light, Leitolf remarked, still stunned by the latest plot which she had revealed. If there was an ingenious conspiracy to confine her in an asylum, then surely it would be an easy matter for the very fact of her flight to be misconstrued into insanity. They would tear her child from her, and imprison her, despairing and brokenhearted. The thought of it goaded him to desperation. She told him of her intention of returning to her father, the Archduke Charles, and of living in future in her old home at Wartenstein — that magnificent castle of which they both had such pleasant recollections.

And I shall be in Rome, he sighed. Ah, Princess, I shall often think of you, often and often.

Never write to me, I beg of you, Carl, she said apprehensively. Your letter might fall into other hands, and certainly would be misunderstood. The world at large does not believe in platonic friendship between man and woman, remember.

True, he murmured. That is why they say that you and I are still lovers, which is a foul and abominable lie. Their eyes met, and she saw a deep, earnest look in his face that told her that he was thinking still of those days long ago, and of that giddy intoxication of heart and sense which belongs to the novelty of passion which we feel once, and but once, in our lives.

At that moment the train came to a standstill at the little station of Gratzen, and, unnoticed by them, a man passed the carriage and peered in inquisitively. He was a thick-set, grey-bearded, hard-faced German, somewhat round-shouldered, rather badly dressed, who, leaning heavily upon his stick, walked with the air of an invalid.

He afterwards turned quickly upon his heel and again limped past, gazing in, so as to satisfy himself that he was not mistaken.

Then entering a compartment at the rear of the train the old fellow resumed his journey, smiling to himself, and stroking his beard with his thin, bony hand, as though he had made a very valuable discovery and yet was puzzled.


Chapter Twelve.

An Open Scandal!
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AT KLOSTERNEUBERG, SIX miles from Vienna, Leitolf kissed her hand in deep reverence, taking sad leave of her, for on arrival at the capital she would probably be recognised, and they both deemed it judicious that she should be alone.

Good-bye, he said earnestly, holding her hand as the train ran into the suburban station. This meeting of ours has been a strange and unexpected one, and this is, I suppose, our last leave-taking. I have nothing to add, he sighed. You know that I am ever your servant, ever ready to serve your Imperial Highness in whatsoever manner you may command. May God bless and comfort you. Adieu.

Good-bye, Carl, she said brokenly. It was all she could say. She restrained her tears by dint of great effort.

Then, when he had gone and closed the carriage door, she burst into a fit of sobbing. By his absence it seemed to her that the light of her life had been extinguished. She was alone, in hopeless despair.

Darkness had now fallen, and as the train rushed on its final run along the precipitous slopes of the Kahlenberg, little Ignatia placed her arms around her mothers neck and said, — 

Mother, dont cry, or I shall tell Allen, and shell scold you. Poor, dear mother!

The Princess kissed the childs soft arms, and at length managed to dry her own eyes, assuming her hat and veil in preparation for arrival at the capital. And none too soon, for ere she had dressed Ignatia and assumed her own disguise the train slowed down and stopped, while the door was thrown open and a porter stood ready to take her wraps.

She took Ignatia in her arms and descended in the great station, bright beneath its electric lamps, and full of bustle and movement. She saw nothing more of Leitolf, who had disappeared into the crowd. He had wished her farewell for ever.

A fiacre conveyed her to her fathers magnificent palace in the Parkring, where on arrival the gorgeous concierge, mistaking her for a domestic, treated her with scant courtesy.

His Imperial Highness the Archduke is not in Vienna, was his answer. Whats your business with him, pray?

The Princess, laughing, raised her veil, whereupon the gruff old fellow, a highly-trusted servant, stammered deep apologies, took off his hat, and bent to kiss the hand of the daughter of the Imperial house.

My father is away, Franz? Where is he?

At Wartenstein, your Imperial Highness. He left yesterday, and he rang the electric bell to summon the major-domo.

She resolved to remain the night, and then resume her journey to the castle. Therefore, with little Ignatia still in her arms, she ascended the grand staircase, preceded by the pompous servitor, until she reached the small green-and-gilt salon which she always used when she came there.

Two maids were quickly in attendance, electric lights were switched on everywhere, and the bustle of servants commenced as soon as the news spread that the Archduchess Claire had returned.

Several of the officials of the Archducal Court came to salute her, and the housekeeper came to her to receive orders, which, being simple, were quickly given.

She retired to her room with little Ignatia, and after putting the child to bed, removed the dust of travel and went to one of the smaller dining-rooms, where two men in the Imperial livery served her dinner in stiff silence.

Her father being absent, many of the rooms were closed, the furniture swathed in holland, and the quiet of the great, gorgeous place was to her distinctly depressing. She was anxious to know how her father would take her flight — whether he would approve of it or blame her.

She sent distinct orders to Franz that no notice was to be given to the journals of her unexpected return, remarking at the same time that he need not send to the station, as she had arrived without baggage. If it were known in Vienna that she had returned, the news would quickly be telegraphed back to Treysa. Besides, when the fact of her presence in the Austrian capital was known, she would, as Crown Princess, be compelled by Court etiquette to go at once and salute her uncle the Emperor. This she had no desire to do just at present. His hard, unjust words at her last interview with him still rankled in her memory.

His Majesty was not her friend. That had recently been made entirely plain.

So, after dining, she chatted for a short time with De Bothmer, her fathers private secretary, who came to pay his respects to her, and then retired to her own room — the room with the old ivory crucifix where the oil-light burnt dimly in its red glass.

She crossed herself before it, and her lips moved in silent prayer.

A maid came to her and reported that little Ignatia was sleeping soundly, but that was not sufficient. She went herself along the corridor to the childs room and saw that she was comfortable, giving certain instructions with maternal anxiety.

Then she returned to her room accompanied by the woman, who, inquisitive regarding her young mistresss return, began to chat to her while she brushed and plaited her hair, telling her all the latest gossip of the palace.

The Archduke, her father, had, it appeared, gone to Wartenstein for a fortnight, and had arranged to go afterwards to Vichy for the cure, and thence to Paris; therefore, next morning, taking the maid with her to look after little Ignatia, she left Vienna again for the Tyrol, travelling by Linz and Salsburg to Rosenheim, and then changing on to the Innsbruck line and alighting, about six oclock in the evening, at the little station of Rattenberg. There she took a hired carriage along the post road into the beautiful Zillerthal Alps, where, high up in a commanding position ten miles away, her old home was situated — one of the finest and best-preserved mediaeval castles in Europe.

It was already dark, and rain was falling as the four horses, with their jingling bells, toiled up the steep, winding road, the driver cracking his whip, proud to have the honour of driving her Imperial Highness, who until four years ago had spent the greater part of her life there. Little Ignatia, tired out by so much travelling, slept upon her mothers knee, and the Crown Princess herself dozed for a time, waking to find that they were still toiling up through the little village of Fügen, which was her own property.

Presently, three miles farther on, she looked out of the carriage window, and there, high up in the darkness, she saw the lighted windows of the great, grim stronghold which, nearly a thousand years ago, had been the fortress of the ancient Kings of Carinthia, those warlike ancestors of hers whose valiant deeds are still recorded in song and story.

Half an hour later the horses clattered into the great courtyard of the castle, and the old castellan came forth in utter amazement to bow before her.

Electric bells were rung, servants came forward quickly, the Archdukes chamberlain appeared in surprise, and the news spread in an instant through the servants quarters that the Archduchess Claire — whom the whole household worshipped — had returned and had brought with her the tiny Princess Ignatia.

Everywhere men and women bowed low before her as, preceded by the black-coated chamberlain, she went through those great, old vaulted halls she knew so well, and up the old stone winding stairs to the room which was still reserved for her, and which had not been disturbed since she had left it to marry.

On entering she glanced around, and sighed in relief. At last she was back at home again in dear old Wartenstein. Her dream of liberty was actually realised!

Little Ignatia and the nurse were given an adjoining room which she had used as a dressing-room, and as she stood there alone every object in the apartment brought back to her sweet memories of her girlhood, with all its peaceful hours of bliss, happiness, and high ideals.

It was not a large room, but extremely cosy. The windows in the ponderous walls allowed deep alcoves, where she loved to sit and read on summer evenings, and upon one wall was the wonderful old fourteenth-century tapestry representing a tournament, which had been a scene always before her ever since she could remember. The bed, too, was gilded, quaint and old-fashioned, with hangings of rich crimson silk brocade of three centuries ago. Indeed, the only modern innovations there were the big toilet-table with its ancient silver bowl and ewer, and the two electric lights suspended above.

Old Adelheid, her maid when she was a girl, came quickly to her, and almost shed tears of joy at her young mistresss return. Adelheid, a stout, round-faced, grey-haired woman, had nursed her as a child, and it was she who had served her until the day when she had left Vienna for Treysa after her unfortunate marriage.

My sweet Princess! cried the old serving-woman as she entered, and, bending, kissed her hand, only this moment I heard that you had come back to us. This is really a most delightful surprise. I heard that you were in Vienna the other day, and wondered whether you would come to see us all at old Wartenstein — or whether at your Court so far away you had forgotten us all.

Forgotten you, Adelheid! she exclaimed quickly, pushing her fair hair from her brow, for her head ached after her fatiguing journey; why, I am always thinking of the dear old place, and of you — who used to scold me so.

When you deserved it, my Princess, laughed the pleasant old woman. Ah! she added, those were happy times, werent they? But you were often really incorrigible, you know, especially when you used to go down into the valley and meet young Carl Leitolf in secret. You remember — eh? And how I found you out?

Claire held her breath for a moment at mention of that name.

Yes, Adelheid, she said in a somewhat changed tone. And you were very good. You never betrayed our secret.

No. Because I believed that you both loved each other — that boy-and-girl love which is so very sweet while it lasts, but is no more durable than the thistledown. But let us talk of the present now. Ill go and order dinner for you, and see that you have everything comfortable. I hope you will stay with us a long, long time. This is your first return since your marriage, remember.

Where is my father? her Highness asked, taking off her hat, and rearranging her hair before the mirror.

In the green salon. He was with the secretary, Wernhardt, but I passed the latter going out as I came up the stairs. The Archduke is therefore alone.

Then I will go and see him before I dine, she said; so, summoning all her courage, she gave a final touch to her hair and went out, and down the winding stairs, afterwards making her way to the opposite side of the ponderous stronghold, where her fathers study — called the green salon on account of the old green silk hangings and upholstery — was situated.

She halted at the door, but for an instant only; then, pale-faced and determined, she entered the fine room with the groined roof, where, at a table at the farther end, her father, in plain evening dress, was writing beneath a shaded lamp.

He raised his bald head and glanced round to see who was the intruder who entered there without knocking. Then, recognising his daughter, he turned slowly in his writing-chair, his brows knit, exclaiming coldly the single inquiry, — 

Well?

His displeasure at her appearance was apparent. He did not even welcome her, or inquire the reason of her return. The expression upon his thin, grey face showed her that he was annoyed.

She rushed across to kiss him, but he put out his hand coldly, and held her at arms length.

There is time for that later, Claire, he said in a hard voice. I understand that you have left Treysa?

Yes, I have. Who told you?

The Crown Prince, your husband, has informed me by telegraph of your scandalous action.

Scandalous action! she cried quickly, while in self-defence she began to implore the sympathy of the hard-hearted old Archduke, a man of iron will and a bigot as regarded religion. In a few quick sentences, as she stood before him in the centre of the room, she told him of all she had suffered; of her tragic life in her gilded prison at Treysa; of the insults heaped upon her by the King and Queen; of her husbands ill-treatment; and finally, of the ingenious plot to certify her as demented.

And I have come to you, father, for protection for myself and my child, she added earnestly. If I remain longer at Treysa my enemies will drive me really insane. I have tried to do my duty, God knows, but those who seek my downfall are, alas! too strong. I am a woman, alone and helpless. Surely you, my own father, will not refuse to assist your daughter, who is the victim of a foul and dastardly plot? she cried in tears, advancing towards him. I have come back to live here with my child in seclusion and in peace — to obtain the freedom for which I have longed ever since I entered that scandalous and unscrupulous Court of Treysa. I implore of you, father, for my dear, dead mothers sake, to have pity upon me, to at least stand by me as my one friend in all the world — you — my own father!

He remained perfectly unmoved. His thin, bloodless face only relaxed into a dubious smile, and he responded in a hard voice, — 

You have another friend, Claire, Then he rose from his chair, his eyes suddenly aflame with anger as he asked, Why do you come here with such lies as these upon your lips? To ask my assistance is utterly useless. I have done with you. It is too late to-night for you to leave Wartenstein, but recollect that you go from here before ten oclock to-morrow morning, and that during my lifetime you never enter again beneath this roof!

But, father — why? she gasped, staring at him amazed.

Why? Why, because the whole world is scandalised by your conduct! Every one knows that the reason of your unhappiness with the Crown Prince is because you have a lover — that low-bred fellow Leitolf — a man of the people, he sneered. Your conduct at Treysa was an open scandal, and in Vienna you actually visited him at his hotel. The Emperor called me, and told me so. He is highly indignant that you should bring such an outrageous scandal upon our house, and—

Father, I deny that Count Leitolf is my lover! she cried, interrupting him. Even you, my own father, defame me, she added bitterly.

Defame you! he sneered. Bah! you cannot deceive me when you have actually eloped from Treysa with the fellow. See, he cried, taking a telegram from the table and holding it before her, do you deny what is here reported — that you and he travelled together, and that he descended from the train just before reaching Vienna, in fear of recognition. No, he went on, while she stood before him utterly stunned and rendered speechless by his words, which, alas! showed the terrible misconstruction placed upon their injudicious companionship upon the journey. No, you cannot deny it! You will leave Wartenstein to-morrow, for you have grown tired of your husband; you have invented the story of the plot to declare you insane; and you have renounced your crown and position in order to elope with Leitolf! From to-night I no longer regard you as my daughter. Go! and he pointed imperiously to the door. Go back to the people — the common herd of whom you are so very fond — go back to your miserable lover if you wish. To me your future is quite immaterial, and understand perfectly that I forbid you ever to return beneath my roof. You have scandalised the whole of Europe, and you and your lover may now act just as you may think proper.

But, father! she protested, heart-broken, bursting into bitter tears. Leitolf is not my lover! I swear to you it is all untrue!

Go! he shouted, his face red with anger. I have said all I need say. Go! Leave me. I will never see you again — never — never!


Chapter Thirteen.

The Man with the Red Cravat.
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A SECRET SERVICE agent — one of the spies of the crafty old Minister Hinckeldeym — had followed Claire from Treysa. Her accidental meeting with Leitolf had, he declared, been prearranged.

It was now said that she, a Crown Princess of the Imperial blood, had eloped with her lover! The Court scandal was complete.

Alone in her room that night she sat for hours sobbing, while the great castle was silent. She was now both homeless and friendless. All the desperate appeals she had made to her father had been entirely unavailing. He was a hard man always. She had, he declared, brought a shameful scandal upon this Imperial house, and he would have nothing further to do with her. Time after time she stoutly denied the false and abominable charge, trying to explain the dastardly plot against her, and the combination of circumstances which led to her meeting with the Count at Protovin. But he would hear no explanation. Leitolf was her lover, he declared, and all her excuses were utterly useless. He refused her his protection, and cast her out as no child of his.

After long hours of tears and ceaseless sobbing, a strange thought crossed her mind. True, she was unjustly condemned as having eloped with Carl; yet, after all, was not even that preferable to the fate to which her husband had conspired to relegate her? The whole of Europe would say that she left the Court in company with a lover, and she bit her lip when she thought of the cruel libel. Yet, supposing that they had no ground for this gossip, was it not more than likely that her enemies would seek to follow her and confine her in an asylum?

The strange combination of circumstances had, however, given them good ground for declaring that she had eloped, and if such report got abroad, as it apparently had done, then her husband would be compelled to sue for a divorce.

She held her breath. Her fingers clenched themselves into her palms at thought of it — a divorce on account of the man who had always, from her girlhood, been her true, loyal, and platonic friend! And if it was sought to prove what was untrue? Should she defend herself, and establish her innocence? Or would she, by refusing to make defence, obtain the freedom from Court which she sought?

She had been utterly dumbfounded by her fathers allegations that she had eloped. Until he had denounced her she had never for one moment seen the grave peril in which his presence at Protovin had placed her. He had compromised her quite unintentionally. Her own pure nature and open mind had never suspected for one moment that those who wished her ill would declare that she had eloped.

Now, as she sat there in the dead silence, she saw plainly, when too late, how injudicious she had been — how, indeed, she had played into the hands of those who sought her downfall. It was a false step to go to Leitolf at the hotel in Vienna, and a worse action still to ask that he should be recalled from her Court and sent away as attaché to Rome. The very fact that she showed interest in him had, of course, lent colour to the grave scandals that were being everywhere whispered. Now the report that she, an Imperial Archduchess, had eloped with him would set the empires of Austria and Germany agog.

What the future was to be she did not attempt to contemplate. She was plunged in despair, utterly hopeless, broken, and without a friend except Steinbach. Was it destiny that she should be so utterly misjudged? Even her own father had sent her forth as an outcast!

Early next morning, taking little Ignatia and the bag containing her jewels, but leaving the maid behind, she drove from the castle, glancing back at it with heavy heart as the carriage descended into the green, fertile valley, gazing for the last time upon that old home she loved so well. It was her last sight of it. She would never again look upon it, she sadly told herself.

She, an Imperial Archduchess of Austria, Crown Princess of a great German kingdom, a Dame of the Croix Etoilée, a woman who might any day become a reigning queen, had renounced her crown and her position, and was now an outcast! Hers was a curious position — stranger, perhaps, than that in which any woman had before found herself. Many a royalty is to-day unhappy in her domestic life, suffering in silence, yet making a brave show towards the world. She had tried to do the same. She had suffered without complaint for more than three long, dark years — until her husband had not only struck her and disfigured her, but had contemplated ridding himself of her by the foulest and most cowardly means his devilish ingenuity could devise.

As she drove through those clean, prosperous villages which were on her own private property, the people came forth, cheering with enthusiasm and rushing to the carriage to kiss her hand. But she only smiled upon them sadly — not, they said, shaking their heads after she had passed, not the same smile as in the old days, before she married the German Prince and went to far-off Treysa.

The stationmaster at Rattenberg came forward to make his obeisance, and as certain military manoeuvres were in progress and some troops were drawn up before the station, both officers and men drew up and saluted. An old colonel whom she had known well before her marriage came forward, and bowing, offered to see her to her compartment, expressing delight at having met her again.

Your Imperial Highness will never be forgotten here, declared the gallant, red-faced old fellow, who wore fierce white moustaches. The poor are always wondering whether you are ever coming back. And at last your Highness is here! And going — where?

She hesitated. Truth to tell, she had never thought of her destination.

I go now to Lucerne, incognito, she replied, for want of something else to say; and they both walked on to the platform, he carrying Henriettes cheap little leather bag containing her jewels.

So this, he said, is our little Princess Ignatia, about whom we have heard so much. And laughingly he touched the shy childs soft cheek caressingly.

And who are you? inquired the child wonderingly, examining his bright uniform from head to foot.

The Princess joined in the Colonels laughter. Usually the child was shy, but, strangely enough, always talkative with any one who wore a uniform, even though he might be a private soldier on sentry duty at the palace.

The Colonel was not alone in remarking within himself the plainness and cheapness of her Imperial Highnesss costume. It had been remarked everywhere, but was supposed that she wore that very ordinary costume in order to pass incognito.

The train took her to Innsbruck, and after luncheon at the buffet she continued her journey to Lucerne, arriving there late in the evening, and taking the hotel omnibus of the Schweizerhof. There she gave her name as the Baroness Deitel, and declared that her luggage had been mis-sent — a fact which, of course, aroused some suspicion within the mind of the shrewd clerk in the bureau. Visitors without luggage are never appreciated by hotel-keepers.

Next day, however, she purchased a trunk and a number of necessaries, lingerie for herself and for the little Princess, all of which was sent to the hotel — a fact that quickly re-established confidence.

A good many people were staying in the place as usual, and very quickly, on account of her uncommon beauty and natural grace, people began to inquire who she was. But the reply was that she was Baroness Deitel of Frankfort — that was all. From her funereal black they took her for a young widow, and many of the idle young men in the hotel endeavoured to make her acquaintance. But she spoke to no one. She occupied herself with her child, and if alone in the hall she always read a book or newspaper.

The fact was that she was watching the newspapers eagerly, wondering if they would give currency to the false report of her elopement. But as day after day went by and nothing appeared, she grew more assured, hoping that at least the Court at Treysa had suppressed from the press the foul lie that had spread from mouth to mouth.

One paragraph she read, however, in a Vienna paper was very significant, for it stated that the Crown Prince Ferdinand of Marburg had arrived in Vienna at the invitation of the Emperor, who had driven to the station to meet him, and who had embraced him with marked cordiality.

She read between the lines. The Emperor had called him to Vienna in order to hear his side of the story — in order to condemn her without giving her a chance to explain the truth. The Emperor would no doubt decide whether the fact of her leaving the Court should be announced to the public or not.

Her surmise was not far wrong, for while sitting in the big hall of the hotel after luncheon four days later, she saw in the Daily Mail the following telegram, headed, A German Court Scandal: Startling Revelations.

Holding her breath, and knowing that, two young Englishmen, seated together and smoking, were watching her, she read as follows: — 

Reuters correspondent at Treysa telegraphs it has just transpired that a very grave and astounding scandal has occurred at Court. According to the rumour — which he gives under all reserve — late one night a week ago the Crown Princess Ferdinand escaped from the palace, and taking with her her child, the little Princess Ignatia, eloped to Austria with Count Charles-Leitolf, an official of the Court. A great sensation has been caused in Court circles in both Germany and Austria. The Crown Princess before her marriage was, it will be remembered, the Archduchess Claire, only daughter of the Archduke Charles of Austria, and notable at the Court of Vienna on account of her extreme beauty. It appears that for some time past at the Court of Treysa there have been rumours regarding the intimate friendship between the Crown Princess and the Count, who was for some time attaché at the Austrian Embassy in London. Matters culminated a short time ago when it became known that the Count had followed the Princess to Vienna, where she had gone to visit her father. She returned to Treysa for a few days, still followed by Leitolf, and then left again under his escort, and has not since been seen.

In Treysa the sensation caused is enormous. It is the sole topic of conversation. The Crown Princess was greatly beloved by the people, but her elopement has entirely negatived her popularity, as the scandal is considered utterly unpardonable. The Crown Prince has left hurriedly for Vienna in order to confer with the Emperor, who, it is rumoured, has issued an edict withdrawing from the Princess her title, and all her rights as an Imperial Archduchess, and her decorations, as well as forbidding her to use the Imperial arms. The excitement in the city of Treysa is intense, but in the Court circle everything is, of course, denied, the King having forbidden the press to mention or comment upon the matter in any way. Reuters correspondent, however, has, from private sources within the palace, been able to substantiate the above report, which, vague though it may be, is no doubt true, and the details of which are already known in all the Courts of Europe. It is thought probable in Treysa that the Crown Prince Ferdinand will at once seek a divorce, for certain of the palace servants, notably the lady-in-waiting, the Countess de Trauttenberg, have come forward and made some amazing statements. A Council of Ministers is convened for to-morrow, at which his Majesty will preside.

De Trauttenberg! exclaimed the Princess bitterly between her teeth. The spy! I wonder what lies she has invented.

She saw the two Englishmen with their eyes still upon her, therefore she tried to control her feelings. What she had read was surely sufficient to rouse her blood. She returned to her room. I am no longer popular with the people! she thought to herself. They too believe ill of me! My enemies have, alas! triumphed. She re-read the telegram with its bold heading — the announcement which had startled Europe two days before — and then with a low sigh replaced the paper upon the table.

This crisis she had foreseen. The Court had given those facts to the press correspondent because they intended to hound her down as an infamous and worthless woman, because they had conspired to drive her out of Treysa; and victory was now theirs.

But none of the tourist crowd in the Schweizerhof ever dreamed that the cheaply-dressed, demure little widow was the notorious woman whom all; the world was at that moment discussing — the royal Ionian who had boldly cast aside a crown.

What she read caused her to bite her lips till they bled. She returned to her room, and sat for an hour plunged in bitter tears. All the world was against her, and she had no single person in whom to confide, or of whom to seek assistance.

That night, acting upon a sudden impulse, she took little Ignatia with her, and left by the mail by way of Bâle for Paris, where she might the better conceal herself and the grief that was slowly consuming her brave young heart.

The journey was long and tedious. There was no wagon-lit, and the child, tired out, grew peevish and restless. Nevertheless, half an hour before noon next day the express ran at last into the Gare de lEst, and an elderly, good-natured, grave-looking man in black, with a bright red tie, took her dressing-bag and gallantly assisted her to alight. She was unused to travelling with the public, for a royal saloon with bowing servants and attendants had always been at her disposal; therefore, when the courteous old fellow held out his hand for her bag, she quite mechanically gave it to him.

Next instant, however, even before she had realised it, the man had disappeared into the crowd of alighting passengers.

The truth flashed upon her in a second.

All her magnificent jewels had been stolen!


Chapter Fourteen.

In Secret.
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REALISING HER LOSS, the Princess quickly informed one of the station officials, who shouted loudly to the police at the exit barrier that a theft had been committed, and next moment all was confusion.

Half a dozen police agents, as well as some gardes in uniform, appeared as though by magic, and while the exit was closed, preventing the weary travellers who had just arrived from leaving, an inspector of police came up and made sharp inquiry as to her loss.

In a moment a knot of inquisitive travellers gathered around her.

A man wearing a bright red cravat has taken my dressing-bag, and made off with it. All my jewels are in it! Claire exclaimed excitedly.

Pardon, madame, exclaimed the police official, a shrewd-looking functionary with fair, pointed beard, what was the dressing-bag like?

A crocodile one, covered with a black waterproof cover.

And the man wore a red tie?

Yes. He was dressed in black, and rather elderly. His red tie attracted me.

For fully a quarter of an hour the iron gate was kept closed while, accompanied by the inspector and two agents, she went among the crowd trying to recognise the gallant old fellow who had assisted her to alight. But she was unable. Perhaps she was too agitated, for misfortune seemed now to follow upon misfortune. She had at the first moment of setting foot in Paris lost the whole of her splendid jewels!

With the police agents she stood at the barrier when it was reopened, and watched each person pass out; but, alas! she saw neither the man with the red tie nor her dressing-bag.

And yet the man actually passed her unrecognised. He was wearing a neat black tie and a soft black felt hat in place of the grey one he had worn when he had taken the bag from her hand. He had the precious dressing-case, but it was concealed within the serviceable pigskin kit-bag which he carried.

She was looking for the grey hat, the red tie, and her own bag, but, of course, saw none of them.

And so the thief, once outside the station, mounted into a fiacre and drove away entirely unsuspected.

Madame, exclaimed the inspector regretfully, when the platform had at last emptied, I fear you have been the victim of some clever international thief. It is one of the tricks of jewel-thieves to wear a bright-coloured tie by which the person robbed is naturally attracted. Yet in a second, so deft are they, they can change both cravat and hat, and consequently the person robbed fails to recognise them in the excitement of the moment. This is, I fear, what has happened in your case. But if you will accompany me to the office I will take a full description of the missing property.

She went with him to the police-office on the opposite side of the great station, and there gave, as far as she was able, a description of some of the stolen jewels. She, however, did not know exactly how many ornaments there were, and as for describing them all, she was utterly unable to do so.

And Madames name? inquired the polite functionary.

She hesitated. If she gave her real name the papers would at once be full of her loss.

Deitel, she answered. Baroness Deitel of Frankfort.

And to what hotel is Madame going?

She reflected a moment. If she went to Ritzs or the Bristol she would surely be recognised. She had heard that the Terminus, at the Gare St. Lazare, was a large and cosmopolitan place, where tourists stayed, so she would go there.

To the Terminus, was her reply.

Then, promising to report to her if any information were forthcoming after the circulation of the description of the thief and of the stolen property, he assisted her in obtaining her trunk, called a fiacre for her, apologised that she should have suffered such loss, and then bowed her away.

She pressed the child close to her, and staring straight before her, held her breath.

Was it not a bad augury for the future? With the exception of a French bank-note for a thousand francs in her purse and a little loose change, she was penniless as well as friendless.

At the hotel she engaged a single room, and remained in to rest after her long, tiring journey. With a mothers tender care her first thought was for little Ignatia, who had stood wondering at the scene at the station, and who, when her mother afterwards explained that the thief had run away with her bag, declared that he was a nasty, bad man.

On gaining her room at the hotel the Princess put her to bed, but she remained very talkative, watching her mother unpack the things she had purchased in Lucerne.

Go to sleep, darling, said her mother, bending down and kissing her soft little face. If you are very good Allen will come and see you soon.

Will she? Then Ill be ever so good, was the childs reply; and thus satisfied, she dropped off to sleep.

Having arranged the things in the wardrobe, the Princess stood at the window gazing down upon the traffic in the busy Rue Saint Lazare, and the cafés, crowded at the hour of the absinthe. Men were crying La Presse in strident voices below. Paris is Paris always — bright, gay, careless, with endless variety, a phantasmagoria of movement, the very cinematograph of human life. Yet how heavy a heart can be, and how lonely is life, amid that busy throng, only those who have found themselves in the gay city alone can justly know.

Her slim figure in neat black was a tragic one. Her sweet face was blanched and drawn. She leaned her elbows upon the window-ledge, and looking straight before her, reflected deeply.

Is there any further misfortune to fall upon me, I wonder? she asked herself. The loss of my jewels means to me the loss of everything. On the money I could have raised upon them I could have lived in comfort in some quiet place for years, without any application to my own lawyers. Fate, indeed, seems against me, she sighed. Because I have lived an honest, upright life, and have spoken frankly of my intention to sweep clean the scandalous Court of Treysa, I am now outcast by both my husband and by my father, homeless, and without money. Many of the people would help me, I know, but it must never be said that a Hapsbourg sought financial aid of a commoner. No, that would be breaking the family tradition; and whatever evil the future may have in store for me I will never do that.

I wonder, she continued after a pause— I wonder if the thief who took my jewels knew of my present position, my great domestic grief and unhappiness, whether he would not regret? I believe he would. Even a thief is chivalrous to a woman in distress. He evidently thinks me a wealthy foreigner, however, and by to-night all the stones will be knocked from their settings and the gold flung into the melting-pot. With some of them I would not have parted for a hundred times their worth — the small pearl necklace which my poor mother gave me when I was a child, and my husbands first gift, and the Easter egg in diamonds. Yet I shall never see them again. They are gone for ever. Even the police agent held out but little hope. The man, he said, was no doubt an international thief, and would in an hour be on his way to the Belgian or Italian frontier.

That was true. Jewel-thieves, and especially the international gangs, are the most difficult to trace. They are past masters of their art, excellent linguists, live expensively, and always pass as gentlemen whose very title and position cause the victim to be unsuspicious. The French and Italian railways are the happy hunting-ground of these wily gentry. The night expresses to the Riviera, Rome, and Florence in winter, and the Luxe services from Paris to Arcachon, Vichy, Lausanne, or Trouville in summer, are well watched by them, and frequent hauls are made, one of the favourite tricks being that of making feint to assist a lady to descend and take her bag from her hand.

I dont suppose, she sighed, that I shall ever see or hear of my ornaments again. Yet I think that if the thief but knew the truth concerning me he would regret. Perhaps he is without means, just as I am. Probably he became a thief of sheer necessity, as I have heard many men have become. Criminal instinct is not always responsible for an evil life. Many persons try to live honestly, but fate is ever contrary. Indeed, is it not so with my own self?

She turned, and her eyes fell upon the sleeping child. She was all she had now to care for in the whole wide world.

Recollections of her last visit to Paris haunted her — that visit when Carl had so very indiscreetly followed her there, and taken her about incognito in open cabs to see the sights. There had been no harm in it whatsoever, no more harm than if he had been her equerry, yet her enemies had, alas! hurled against her their bitter denunciations, and whispered their lies so glibly that they were believed as truth. Major Scheel, the attaché at the Embassy, had recognised them, and being Leitolfs enemy, had spread the report. It had been a foolish caprice of hers to take train from Aix-les-Bains to Paris to see her old French nurse Marie, who had been almost as a mother to her. The poor old woman, a pensioned servant of the Archducal family, had, unfortunately, died a month ago, otherwise she would have had a faithful, good friend in Paris. Marie, who knew Count Leitolf well, could have refuted their allegations had she lived; but an attack of pneumonia had proved fatal, and she had been buried with a beautiful wreath bearing the simple words From Claire upon her coffin.

As the sunset haze fell over Paris she still sat beside the sleeping child. If her enemies condemned her, then she would not defend herself. God, in whom she placed her fervent trust, should judge her. She had no fear of mans prejudices or misjudgment. She placed her faith entirely in her Maker. To His will she bowed, for in His sight the pauper and the princess are equal.

That evening she had a little soup sent to her room, and when Ignatia was again sleeping soundly she went forth upon the balcony leading from the corridor, and sitting there, amused herself by looking down upon the life and movement of the great salon below. To leave the hotel was impossible because of Ignatia, and she now began to regret that she had not brought the maid with her from Wartenstein.

Time after time the misfortune of the loss of her jewels recurred to her. It had destroyed her independence, and it had negatived all her plans. Money was necessary, even though she were an Imperial Archduchess. She was incognito, and therefore had no credit.

The gay, after-dinner scene of the hotel was presented below — the flirtations, the heated conversations, and the lazy, studied attitudes of the bloused English girl, who lolls about in cane lounge-chairs after dining, and discusses plays and literature. From her chair on the balcony above she looked down upon that strange, changeful world — the world of tourist Paris. Born and bred at Court as she had been, it was a new sensation to her to have her freedom. The life was entirely fresh to her, and would have been pleasant if there were not behind it all that tragedy of her marriage.

Several days went by, and in order to kill time she took little Ignatia daily in a cab and drove in the Bois and around the boulevards, revisiting all the sights which Leitolf had shown her. Each morning she went out driving till the luncheon-hour, and having once lunched with old Marie upstairs at the Brasserie Universelle in the Avenue de lOpéra, she went there daily.

You probably know the place. Downstairs it is an ordinary brasserie with a few chairs out upon the pavement, but above is a smart restaurant peculiarly Parisian, where the hors doeuvres are the finest in Eurorie and the vin gris a speciality. The windows whereat one sits overlook the Avenue, and from eleven oclock till three it is crowded.

She went there for two reasons — because it was small, and because the life amused her. Little Ignatia would sit at her side, and the pair generally attracted the admiration of every one on account of their remarkably good looks. The habitués began inquiring of the waiters as to who was the beautiful lady in black, but the men only elevated their shoulders and exhibited their palms. A German, was all they could answer. A great lady evidently.

That she attracted attention everywhere she was quite well aware, yet she was not in the least annoyed. As a royalty she was used to being gazed upon. Only when men smiled at her, as they did sometimes, she met them with a haughty stare. The superiority of her Imperial blood would on such occasions assert itself, much to the confusion of would-be gallants.

Thus passed those spring days with Paris at her gayest and best. The woman who had renounced a crown lived amid all that bright life, lonely, silent, and unrecognised, her one anxiety being for the future of her little one, who was ever asking when Allen would return.


Chapter Fifteen.

The Shy Englishman.
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ONE AFTERNOON ABOUT four oclock, as the Princess, leading little Ignatia, who was daintily dressed in white, was crossing the great hall of the Hotel Terminus on her way out to drive in the Bois, a rather slim, dark-haired man, a little under forty, well-dressed in a blue-serge suit, by which it required no second glance to tell that he was an Englishman, rose shyly from a chair and bowed deeply before her.

At that hour there were only two or three elderly persons in the great hall, all absorbed in newspapers.

She glanced at the stranger quickly and drew back. At first she did not recognise him, but an instant later his features became somehow familiar, although she was puzzled to know where she had met him before.

Where he had bowed to her was at a safe distance from the few other people in the hall; therefore, noticing her hesitation, the man exclaimed in English with a smile, — 

I fear that your Imperial Highness does not recollect me, and I trust that by paying my respects I am not intruding. May I be permitted to introduce myself? My name is Bourne. We met once in Treysa. Do you not recollect?

In an instant the truth recurred to her, and she stood before him open-mouthed.

Why, of course! she exclaimed. Am I ever likely to forget? And yet I saw so little of your face on that occasion that I failed now to recognise you! I am most delighted to meet you again, Mr Bourne, and to thank you.

Thanks are quite unnecessary, Princess, he declared; whereupon in a low voice she explained that she was there incognito, under the title of the Baroness Deitel, and urged him not to refer to her true station lest some might overhear.

I know quite well that you are here incognito, he said. And this is little Ignatia, is it? and he patted the childs cheeks. Then he added, Do you know I have had a very great difficulty in finding you. I have searched everywhere, and was only successful this morning, when I saw you driving in the Rue Rivoli and followed you here.

Was this man a secret agent from Treysa, she wondered. In any case, what did he want with her? She treated him with courtesy, but was at the same time suspicious of his motive. At heart she was annoyed that she had been recognised. And yet was she not very deeply indebted to him?

Well, Mr Bourne, said the Princess, drawing herself up, and taking the childs hand again to go out, I am very pleased to embrace this opportunity of thanking you for the great service you rendered me. You must, however, pardon my failure to recognise you.

It was only natural, the man exclaimed quickly. It is I who have to apologise, your Highness, he whispered. I have sought you because I have something of urgent importance to tell you. I beg of you to grant me an interview somewhere, where we are not seen and where we cannot be overheard.

She looked at him in surprise. The Englishmans request was a strange one, yet from his manner she saw that he was in earnest. Why, she wondered, did he fear being seen with her?

Cannot you speak here? she inquired.

Not in this room, among these people. Are there not any smaller salons upstairs? they would be empty at this hour. If I recollect aright, there is a small writing-room at the top of the stairs yonder. I would beg of your Highness to allow me to speak to you there.

But what is this secret you have to tell me? she inquired curiously. It surely cannot be of such a nature that you may not explain it in an undertone here?

I must not be seen with you, Princess, he exclaimed quickly. I run great risk in speaking with you here in public. I will explain all if you will only allow me to accompany you to that room.

She hesitated. So ingenious had been the plots formed against her that she had now grown suspicious of every one. Yet this man was after all a mystery, and mystery always attracted her, as it always attracts both women and men equally.

So with some reluctance she turned upon her heel and ascended the stairs, he following her at a respectful distance.

Their previous meeting had indeed been a strange one.

Fond of horses from her girlhood, she had in Treysa made a point of driving daily in her high English dogcart, sometimes a single cob, and sometimes tandem. She was an excellent whip, one of the best in all Germany, and had even driven her husbands coach on many occasions. On the summers afternoon in question, however, she was driving a cob in one of the main thoroughfares of Treysa, when of a sudden a motor car had darted past, and the animal, taking fright, had rushed away into the line of smart carriages approaching on the opposite side of the road.

She saw her peril, but was helpless. The groom sprang out, but so hurriedly that he fell upon his head, severely injuring himself; while at that moment, when within an ace of disaster, a man in a grey flannel suit sprang out from nowhere and seized the bridle, without, however, at once stopping the horse, which reared, and turning, pinned the stranger against a tree with the end of one of the shafts.

In an instant a dozen men, recognising who was driving, were upon the animal, and held it; but the next moment she saw that the man who had saved her had fallen terribly injured, the shaft having penetrated his chest, and he was lying unconscious.

Descending, she gazed upon the white face, from the mouth of which blood was oozing; and having given directions for his immediate conveyance to the hospital and for report to be made to her as soon as possible, she returned to the palace in a cab, and telephoned herself to the Court surgeon, commanding him to do all in his power to aid the sufferer.

Next day she asked permission of the surgeon that she might see the patient, to thank him and express her sympathy. But over the telephone came back the reply that the patient was not yet fit to see any one, and, moreover, had expressed a desire that nobody should come near him until he had quite recovered.

In the fortnight that went by she inquired after him time after time, but all that she was able to gather was that his name was Guy Bourne, and that he was an English bankers clerk from London, spending his summer holiday in Treysa. She sent him beautiful flowers from the royal hot-houses, and in reply received his thanks for her anxious inquiries. He told the doctor that he hoped the Princess would not visit him until he had quite recovered. And this wish of his she had of course respected. His gallant action had, without a doubt, saved her from a very serious accident, or she might even have lost her life.

Gradually he recovered from his injuries, which were so severe that for several days his life was despaired of, and then when convalescent a curious thing happened.

He one day got up, and without a word of thanks or farewell to doctors, staff, or to the Crown Princess herself, he went out, and from that moment all trace had been lost of him.

Her Highness, when she heard of this, was amazed. It seemed to her as though for some unexplained reason he had no wish to receive her thanks; or else he was intent on concealing his real identity with some mysterious motive or other.

She had given orders for inquiry to be made as to who the gallant Englishman was; but although the secret agents of the Government had made inquiry in London, their efforts had been futile.

It happened over two years ago. The accident had slipped from her memory, though more than once she had wondered who might be the man who had risked his life to save hers, and had then escaped from Treysa rather than be presented to her.

And now at the moment when she was in sore need of a friend he had suddenly recognised her, and come forward to reveal himself!

Naturally she had not recognised in the dark, rather handsome face of the well-dressed Englishman the white, bloodless countenance of the insensible man with a brass-tipped cart-shaft through his chest. And he wanted to speak to her in secret? What had he, a perfect stranger, to tell her?

The small writing-room at the top of the stairs was fortunately empty, and a moment later he followed her into it, and closed the door.

Little Ignatia looked with big, wondering eyes at the stranger. The Princess seated herself in a chair, and invited the Englishman to take one.

Princess, he said in a refined voice, I desire most humbly to apologise for making myself known to you, but it is unfortunately necessary.

Unfortunately? she echoed. Why unfortunately, Mr Bourne, when you risked your life for mine? At that moment you only saw a woman in grave peril; you were not aware of my station.

That is perfectly true, he said quietly. When they told me at the hospital who you were, and when you sent me those lovely flowers and fruit, I was filled with — well, with shame.

Why with shame? she asked. You surely had no need to be ashamed of your action? On the contrary, the Kings intention was to decorate you on account of your brave action, and had already given orders for a letter to be sent to your own King in London, asking his Majesty to allow you as a British subject to receive and wear the insignia of the Order of the Crown and Sword.

And I escaped from Treysa just in time, he laughed. Then he added, To tell you the truth, Princess, it is very fortunate that I left before — well, before you could see me, and before his Majesty could confer the decoration.

But why? she asked. I must confess that your action in escaping as you did entirely mystified me.

You were annoyed that I was ungentlemanly enough to run away without thanking your Highness for all your solicitude on my behalf, and for sending the surgeon of the royal household to attend to my injuries. But, believe me, I am most deeply and sincerely grateful. It was not ingratitude which caused me to leave Treysa in secret as I did, but my flight was necessary.

Necessary? I dont understand you.

Well, I had a motive in leaving without telling any one.

Ah, a private motive! she said— something concerning your own private affairs, I suppose?

He nodded in the affirmative. How could he tell her the truth?

His disinclination to explain the reason puzzled her sorely. That he was a gallant man who had saved a woman without thought of praise or of reward was proved beyond doubt, yet there was something curiously mysterious about him which attracted her. Other men would have at least been proud to receive the thanks and decoration of a reigning sovereign, while he had utterly ignored them. Was he an anarchist?

Princess, he said at last, rising from his chair and flushing slightly, the reason I have sought you to-day is not because of the past, but is on account of the present.

The present! why?

I — I hardly know what to say, Princess, he said confusedly. Two years ago I fled from you because you should not know the truth — because I was in fear. And now Fate brings me again in your path in a manner which condemns me.

Mr Bourne, why dont you speak more plainly? These enigmas I really cannot understand. You saved my life, or at least saved me from a very serious accident, and yet you escaped before I could thank you personally. To-day you have met me, and you tell me that you escaped because you feared to meet me.

It is the truth, your Highness. I feared to meet you, he said, and, believe me, I should not have sought you to-day were it not of most urgent necessity.

But why did you fear to meet me?

I did not wish you to discover what I really am, he said, his face flushing with shame.

Are you so very timid? she asked with a light laugh.

But in an instant she grew serious. She saw that she had approached some sore subject, and regretted. The Englishman was a strange person, to say the least, she thought.

I have nothing to say in self-defence, Princess, he said very simply. The trammels of our narrow world are so hypocritical, our laws so farcical and full of incongruities, and our civilisation so fraught with the snortings of Mother Grundy, that I can only tell you the truth and offer no defence. I know from the newspapers of your present perilous position, and of what is said against you. If you will permit me to say so, you have all my sympathy. And he paused and looked straight into her face, while little Ignatia gazed at him in wonder.

I wonder if your Highness will forgive me if I tell you the truth? he went on, as though speaking to himself.

Forgive you? Why, of course, she laughed. What is there to forgive?

Very much, Princess, he said gravely. I — Im ashamed to stand here before you and confess; yet I beg of you to forgive me, and to accept my declaration that the fault is not entirely my own.

The fault of what? she inquired, not understanding him.

I will speak plainly, because I know that your good nature and your self-avowed indebtedness to me — little as that indebtedness is — will not allow you to betray me, he said in a low, earnest tone. You will recollect that on your Highnesss arrival at the Gare de lEst your dressing-bag was stolen, and within it were your jewels — your most precious possession at this critical moment of your life?

Yes, she said in a hard voice of surprise, her brows contracting, for she was not yet satisfied as to the strangers bona fides. My bag was stolen.

Princess, he continued, let me, in all humility, speak the truth. The reason of my escape from Treysa was because your police held a photograph of me, and I feared that I might be identified. I am a thief — one of an international gang. And — and I pray you to forgive me, and to preserve my secret, he faltered, his cheeks again colouring. Your jewels are intact, and in my possession. You can now realise quite plainly why — why I escaped from Treysa!

She held her breath, staring at him utterly stupefied. This man who had saved her, and so nearly lost his own life in the attempt, was a thief!


Chapter Sixteen.

Light Fingers.
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HER HIGHNESS WAS face to face with one of those clever international criminals whose coups were so constantly being reported in the Continental press.

She looked straight into his countenance, a long, intense look, half of reproach, half of surprise, and then, in a firm voice, said, — 

Mr Bourne, I owe you a very great debt. To-day I will endeavour to repay it. Your secret, and the secret of the theft, shall remain mine.

And you will give no information to the police? he exclaimed quickly— you promise that?

I promise, she said. I admire you for your frankness. But, tell me — it was not you who took my bag at the station?

No. But it was one of us, he explained. When the bag containing the jewels was opened I found, very fortunately, several letters addressed to you — letters which you evidently brought with you from Treysa. Then I knew that the jewels were yours, and determined, if I could find you, to restore them to you with our apologies.

Why? she asked. You surely do not get possession of jewels of that value every day?

No, Princess. But the reason is, that although my companions are thieves, they are not entirely devoid of the respect due to a woman. They have read in the newspapers of your domestic unhappiness, and of your flight with the little Princess, and have decided that to rob a defenceless woman, as you are at this moment, is a cowardly act. Though we are thieves, we still have left some vestige of chivalry.

And your intention is really to restore them to me? she remarked, much puzzled at this unexpected turn of fortune.

Yes, had I not found those letters among them, I quite admit that, by this time, the stones would have been in Amsterdam and re-cut out of all recognition, he said, rather shamefacedly. Then, taking from his pocket the three letters addressed to her — letters which she had carried away from Treysa with her as souvenirs — he handed them to her, saying, — 

I beg of you to accept these back again. They are better in your Imperial Highnesss hands than my own.

Her countenance went a trifle pale as she took them, and a sudden serious thought flashed through her mind.

Your companions have, I presume, read what is contained in these?

No, Princess; they have not. I read them, and seeing to whom they were addressed, at once took possession of them. I only showed my companions the addresses.

She breathed more freely.

Then, Mr Bourne, I am still more deeply in your debt, she declared; you realised that those letters contained a womans secret, and you withheld it from the others. How can I sufficiently thank you?

By forgiving me, he said. Remember, I am a thief, and if you wished you could call the hotel manager and have me arrested.

I could hardly treat in that way a man who has acted so nobly and gallantly as you have, she remarked, with perfect frankness. If those letters had fallen into other hands they might, have found their way back to the Court, and to the King.

I understand perfectly, he said, in a low voice. I saw by the dates, and gathered from the tenor in which they were written that they concealed some hidden romance. To expose what was written there would have surely been a most cowardly act — meaner even than stealing a helpless, ill-judged womans jewels. No, Princess, he went on; I beg that although I stand before you a thief, to whom the inside of a gaol is no new experience, a man who lives by his wits and his agility and ingenuity in committing theft, you will not entirely condemn me. I still, I hope, retain a sense of honour.

You speak like a gentleman, she said. Who were your parents?

My father, Princess, was a landed proprietor in Norfolk. After college I went to Sandhurst, and then entered the British Army; but gambling proved my ruin, and I was dismissed in disgrace for the forgery of a bill in the name of a brother officer. As a consequence, my father left me nothing, as I was a second son; and for years I drifted about England, an actor in a small travelling company; but gradually I fell lower and lower, until one day in London I met a well-known card-sharper, who took me as his partner, and together we lived well in the elegant rooms to which we inveigled men and there cheated them. The inevitable came at last — arrest and imprisonment. I got three years, and after serving it, came abroad and joined Roddy Redmaynes gang, with whom I am at present connected.

The career of the man before her was certainly a strangely adventurous one. He had not told her one tithe of the remarkable romance of his life. He had been a gentleman, and though now a jewel thief, he still adhered to the traditions of his family whenever a woman was concerned. He was acute, ingenious beyond degree, and a man of endless resource, yet he scorned to rob a woman who was poor.

The Princess Claire, a quick reader of character, saw in him a man who was a criminal, not by choice, but by force of circumstance. He was now still suffering from that false step he had taken in imitating his brother officers signature and raising money upon the bill. However she might view his actions, the truth remained that he had saved her from a terrible accident.

Yours has been an unfortunate career, Mr Bourne, she remarked. Can you not abandon this very perilous profession of yours? Is there no way by which you can leave your companions and lead an honest life?

When she spoke she made others feel how completely the purely natural and the purely ideal can blend into each other, yet she was a woman breathing thoughtful breath, walking in all her natural loveliness with a heart as frail-strung, as passion-touched, as ever fluttered in a female bosom.

Ah, Princess! he cried earnestly, I beg of you not to reproach me; willingly I would leave it all. I would welcome work and an honest life; but, alas! nowadays it is too late. Besides, who would take me in any position of trust, with my black record behind me? Nobody. And he shook his head. In books one reads of reformed thieves, but there are none in real life. A thief, when once a thief, must remain so till the end of his days — of liberty.

But is it not a great sacrifice to your companions to give up my jewellery? she asked in a soft, very kindly voice. They, of course, recognise its great value?

Yes, he smiled. Roddy, our chief, is a good judge of stones — as good, probably, as the experts at Spinks or Streeters. One has to be able to tell good stuff from rubbish when one deals in diamonds, as we do. Such a quantity of fake is worn now, and, as you may imagine, we dont care to risk stealing paste.

But how cleverly my bag was taken! she said. Who took it? He was an elderly man.

Roddy Redmayne, was Bournes reply. The man who, if your Highness will consent to meet him, will hand it back to you intact.

You knew, I suppose, that it contained jewels?

We knew that it contained something of value. Roddy was advised of it by telegraph from Lucerne.

From Lucerne? Then one of your companions was there?

Yes, at your hotel. An attempt was made to get it while you were on the platform awaiting the train for Paris, but you kept too close a watch. Therefore, Roddy received a telegram to meet you upon your arrival in Paris, and he met you.

What he told her surprised her. She had been quite ignorant of any thief making an attempt to steal the bag at Lucerne, and she now saw how cleverly she had been watched and met.

And when am I to meet Mr Redmayne? she asked.

At any place and hour your Imperial Highness will appoint, was his reply. But, of course, I need not add that you will first give your pledge of absolute secrecy — that you will say nothing to the police of the way your jewels have been returned to you.

I have already given my promise. Mr Redmayne may rely upon my silence. Where shall we fix the meeting? Here?

No, no, he laughed— not in the hotel. There is an agent of police always about the hall. Indeed, I run great risk of being recognised, for I fear that the fact of your having reported your loss to the police at the station has set Monsieur Hamard and his friends to watch for us. You see, they unfortunately possess our photographs. No. It must be outside — say at some small, quiet café at ten oclock to-night, if it will not disturb your Highness too much.

Disturb me? she laughed. I ought to be only too thankful to you both for restoring my jewels to me.

And we, on our part, are heartily ashamed of having stolen them from you. Well, let us say at the Café Vachette, a little place on the left-hand side of the Rue de Seine. You cross the Pont des Arts, and find it immediately; or better, take a cab. Remember, the Vachette, in the Rue de Seine, at ten oclock. You will find us both sitting at one of the little tables outside, and perhaps your Highness will wear a thick veil, for a pretty woman in that quarter is so quickly noticed.

She smiled at his final words, but promised to carry out his directions. Surely it was a situation unheard-of — an escaped princess making a rendezvous with two expert thieves in order to receive back her own property.

Then we shall be there awaiting you, he said. And now I fear that Ive kept you far too long, Princess. Allow me to take my leave.

She gave him her hand, and thanked him warmly, saying — 

Though your profession is a dishonourable one, Mr Bourne, you have, nevertheless, proved to me that you are at heart still a gentleman.

I am gratified that your Imperial Highness should think so, he replied, and bowing, withdrew, and stepped out of the hotel by the restaurant entrance at the rear. He knew that the agent of police was idling in the hall that led out into the Rue St. Lazare, and he had no desire to run any further risk of detection, especially while that bag with its precious contents remained in the shabby upstairs room in the Rue Lafayette.

Her Highness took little Ignatia and drove in a cab along the Avenue des Champs Elysées, almost unable to realise the amazing truth of what her mysterious rescuer of two years ago had revealed to her. She now saw plainly the reason he had left Treysa in secret. He was wanted by the police, and feared that they would recognise him by the photograph sent from the Prefecture in Paris. And now, on a second occasion, he was serving her against his own interests, and without any thought of reward!

With little Ignatia prattling at her side, she drove along, her mind filled with that strange interview and the curious appointment that she had made for that evening.

Later that day, after dining in the restaurant, she put Ignatia to bed and sat with her till nine oclock, when, leaving her asleep, she put on a jacket, hat, and thick veil — the one she had worn when she escaped from the palace — and locking the door, went out.

In the Rue St. Lazare she entered a cab and drove across the Pont des Arts, alighting at the corner of the Rue de Seine, that long, straight thoroughfare that leads up to the Arcade of the Luxembourg, and walked along on the left-hand side in search of the Café Vachette.

At that hour the street was almost deserted, for the night was chilly, with a boisterous wind, and the small tables outside the several uninviting cafés and brasseries were mostly deserted. Suddenly, however, as she approached a dingy little place where four tables stood out upon the pavement, two on either side of the doorway, a mans figure rose, and with hat in hand, came forward to meet her.

She saw that it was Bourne, and with scarcely a word, allowed herself to be conducted to the table where an elderly, grey-haired man had risen to meet her.

This is Mr Redmayne, explained Bourne, if I may be permitted to present him to you.

The Princess smiled behind her veil, and extended her hand. She recognised him in an instant as the gallant old gentleman in the bright red cravat, who, on pretence of assisting her to alight, had made off with her bag.

She, an Imperial Archduchess, seated herself there between the pair of thieves.


Chapter Seventeen.

In which The Mute is Revealed.
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WHEN, IN ORDER to save appearances, Bourne had ordered her a bock, Roddy Redmayne bent to her, and in a low whisper said, — 

I beg, Princess, that you will first accept my most humble apologies for what I did the other day. As to your Highnesss secrecy, I place myself entirely in your hands.

I have already forgiven both Mr Bourne and yourself, was her quiet answer, lifting her veil and sipping the bock, in order that her hidden face should not puzzle the waiter too much. Your friend has told me that, finding certain letters in the bag, you discovered that it belonged to me.

Exactly, and we were all filled with regret, said the old thief. We have heard from the newspapers of your flight from Treysa, owing to your domestic unhappiness, and we decided that it would be a cowards action to take a womans jewels in such circumstances. Therefore we resolved to try and discover you and to hand them back intact.

I am very grateful, was her reply. But is it not a considerable sacrifice on your part? Had you disposed of them you would surely have obtained a good round sum?

The man smiled.

We will not speak of sacrifice, your Highness, the old fellow said. If you forgive us and accept back your property, it is all that we ask. I am ashamed, and yet at the same time gratified, that you, an Imperial Princess, should offer me your hand, knowing who and what I am.

Whatever you may be, Mr Redmayne, she said, you have shown yourself my friend.

And I am your friend; Ill stand your friend, Princess, in whatever service you may command me, declared the keen-eyed old man, who was acknowledged by the Continental police to be one of the cleverest criminals in the length and breadth of Europe. We have discovered that you are alone here; but remember that you are not friendless. We are your friends, even though the world would call us by a very ugly name — a gang of thieves.

I can only thank you, she sighed. You are extremely good to speak like this. It is true that misfortune has fallen upon me, and being friendless, it is reassuring to know that I have at least two persons in Paris ready to perform any service I require. Mr Bourne once rendered me a very great service, but refused to accept any reward. And she added, laughing, He has already explained the reason of his hurried departure from Treysa.

Our departures are often hurried ones, your Highness, he said. Had we not discovered that the jewels were yours, we should in an hour have dispersed, one to England, one to Germany, and one to Amsterdam. But in order to discover you we remained here, and risked being recognised by the police, who know me, and are aware of my profession. To-morrow we leave Paris, for already Hamards agents, suspecting me of the theft, are searching everywhere to discover me.

But you must not leave before I make you some reward, she said. Where are the jewels?

In that closed cab. Can you see it away yonder? and he pointed to the lights of a vehicle standing some distance up the street. Kinder, one of our friends, has it with him. Shall we get into the cab and drive away? Then I will restore the bag to you, and if I may advise your Highness, I would deposit it in the Crédit Lyonnais to-morrow. It is not safe for a woman alone to carry about such articles of great value. There are certain people in Paris who would not hesitate to take your life for half the sum they represent.

Thank you for your advice, Mr Redmayne, she said. I will most certainly take it.

Will your Highness walk to the cab with me? Bourne asked, after he had paid the waiter. You are not afraid to trust yourself with us? he added.

Not at all, she laughed. Are you not my friends? And she rose and walked along the street to where the cab was in waiting. Within the vehicle was a man whom he introduced to her as Mr Kinder, and when all four were seated within, Bourne beside her and Redmayne opposite her, the elder man took the precious bag from Kinders hand and gave it to her, saying, — 

We beg of your Highness to accept this, with our most humble apologies. You may open it and look within. You will not, I think, find anything missing, he added.

She took the dressing-bag, and opening it, found within it the cheap leather bag she had brought from Treysa. A glance inside showed her that the jewels were still there, although there were so many that she, of course, did not count them.

For a few moments she remained in silence; then thanking the two for their generosity, she said, — 

I cannot accept their return without giving you some reward, Mr Redmayne. I am, unfortunately, without very much money, but I desire you to accept these — if they are really worth your acceptance, and taking from the bag a magnificent pair of diamond earrings she gave them into his hand. You, no doubt, can turn them into money, she added.

The old fellow, usually so cool and imperturbable, became at once confused.

Really, Princess, he declared, we could not think of accepting these. You, perhaps, do not realise that they are worth at least seven hundred pounds.

No; I have no idea of their value. I only command you to accept them as a slight acknowledgment of my heartfelt gratitude.

But—

There are no buts. Place them in your pocket, and say nothing further.

A silence again fell between them, while the cab rolled along the asphalte of the boulevard.

Suddenly Bourne said, — 

Princess, you cannot know what a weight of anxiety your generous gift has lifted off our minds. Roddy will not tell you, but it is right that you should know. The fact is that at this moment we are all three almost penniless — without the means of escape from Paris. The money we shall get for those diamonds will enable us to get away from here in safety.

She turned and peered into his face, lit by the uncertain light of the street lamps. In his countenance she saw a deep, earnest look.

Then the truth is that without money to provide means of escape you have even sacrificed your chances of liberty, in order to return my jewels to me! she exclaimed, for the first time realising the true position.

He made no response; his silence was an affirmative. Kinder, who had spoken no word, sat looking at her, entirely absorbed by her grace and beauty.

Well, she exclaimed at last, I wonder if you would all three do me another small favour?

We shall be only too delighted, was Bournes quick reply. Only please understand, your Highness, that we accept these earrings out of pure necessity. If we were not so sorely in need of money, we should most certainly refuse.

Do not let us mention them again, she said quickly. Listen. The fact is this. I have very little ready money, and do not wish at this moment to reveal my whereabouts by applying to my lawyers in Vienna or in Treysa. Therefore it will be best to sell some of my jewellery — say one thousand pounds worth. Could you arrange this for me?

Certainly, Roddy replied, with the greatest pleasure. For that single row diamond necklet we could get from a thousand to twelve hundred pounds — if that amount is sufficient.

She reopened the bag, and after searching in the fickle light shed by the street lamps she at length pulled out the necklet in question — one of the least valuable of the heap of jewels that had been restored to her in so curious and romantic a manner.

The old jewel thief took it, weighed it in his hand, and examined it critically under the feeble light. He had already valued it on the day when he had secured it. It was worth in the market about four thousand pounds, but in the secret channel where he would sell it he would not obtain more than twelve hundred for it, as, whatever he said, the purchaser would still believe it to be stolen property, and would therefore have the stones re-cut and reset.

You might try Père Perrin, Guy remarked. It would be quicker to take it to him than to send it to Amsterdam or Leyden.

Or why not old Lestocard, in Brussels? He always gives decent prices, and is as safe as anybody, suggested Kinder.

Is time of great importance to your Highness? asked the head of the association, speaking with his decidedly Cockney twang.

A week or ten days — not longer, she replied.

Then we will try Père Perrin to-morrow, and let you know the result. Of course, I shall not tell him whose property it is. He will believe that we have obtained it in the ordinary way of our profession. Perrin is an old Jew who lives over at Batignolles, and who asks no questions. The stuff he buys goes to Russia or to Italy.

Very well. I leave it to you to do your best for me, Mr Redmayne, was her reply. I put my trust in you implicitly.

Your Imperial Highness is one of the few persons — beyond our own friends here — who do. To most people Roddy Redmayne is a man not to be trusted, even as far as you can see him! and he grinned, adding, But here we are at the Pont dAusterlitz. Harry and I will descend, and you, Bourne, will accompany the Princess to her hotel.

Then he shouted an order to the man to stop, and after again receiving her Highnesss warmest thanks, the expert thief and his companion alighted, and, bowing to her, disappeared.

When the cab moved on again towards the Place de la Bastille, she turned to the Englishman beside her, saying — 

I owe all this to you, Mr Bourne, and I assure you I feel most deeply grateful. One day I hope I may be of some service to you, if, and she paused and looked at him— well, if only to secure your withdrawal from a criminal life.

Ah, Princess, he sighed wistfully, if I only could see my way clear to live honestly! But to do so requires money, money — and I have none. The gentlemanly dress which you see me wearing is only an imposture and a fraud — like all my life, alas! nowadays.

She realised that this man, a gentleman by birth, was eager to extricate himself from the low position into which he had, by force of adverse circumstances, fallen. He was a cosmopolitan of cosmopolitans, a quiet, slow-speaking, slightly built, high-browed, genial-souled man, with his slight, dark moustache, shrewd dark eyes, and a mouth that had humour smiling at the corners; a man of middle height, his dark hair showing the first sign of changing early to grey, and a countenance bitten and scarred by all the winds and suns of the round globe; a wise and quiet man, able to keep his own counsel, able to get his own end with few words, and yet unable to shape his own destiny; a marvellous impostor, the friend of men and women of the haut monde, who all thought him a gentleman, and never for one instant suspected his true occupation.

Such was the man who had once risked his life for hers, the man who had now returned her stolen jewels to her, and who was at that moment seated at her side escorting her to her hotel on terms of intimate friendship.

She thought deeply over his bitter words of regret that he was what he was. Could she assist him, she wondered. But how?

Remain patient, she urged, in a calm, kindly tone. I shall never forget my great indebtedness to you, and I will do my utmost in order that you may yet realise your wish to lead an honest life. At this moment I am, like yourself, an outcast, wondering what the future may have in store for me. But be patient and hope, for it shall be my most strenuous endeavour to assist you to realise your commendable desire.

Ah! really your Highness is far too kind, he answered, in a voice that seemed to her to falter in emotion. I only hope that some way will open out to me. I would welcome any appointment, however menial, that took me out of my present shameful profession — that of a thief.

I really believe you, she said. I can quite understand that it is against the nature of a man of honour to find himself in your position.

I assure you, Princess, that I hate myself, he declared in earnest confidence. What greater humility can befall a man than to be compelled to admit that he is a thief — as I admitted to you this afternoon? I might have concealed the fact, it is true, and have returned the jewels anonymously; yet an explanation of the reason of my sudden flight from Treysa after all your kindness was surely due to you. And — well, I was forced to tell you the whole truth, and allow you to judge me as you will.

As I have already said, Mr Bourne, your profession does not concern me. Many a man of note and of high position and power in the Ministries of Europe commits far greater peculations than you do, yet is regarded as a great man, and holds the favour of his sovereign until he commits the unpardonable sin of being found out. No, a man is not always what his profession is.

I thank you for regarding me in such a lenient light, your Highness, and I only look forward with hope to the day when, by some turn of Fortunes wheel, I gain the liberty to be honest, he answered.

Remember, Mr Bourne, that I am your friend; and I hope you are still mine in return, she said, for the cab had now stopped at the corner of the Rue dAmsterdam, as he had ordered it, for it was running unnecessary risk for him to drive with her up to the hotel.

Thank you, Princess, he said earnestly, raising his hat, his dark, serious eyes meeting hers. Let us be mutual friends, and perhaps we can help each other. Who knows? When I lay in the hospital with my chest broken in I often used to wonder what you would say if you knew my real identity. You, an Imperial Princess, were sending flowers and fruit from the royal table to a criminal for whom half the police in Europe were in active search!

Even an Imperial Princess is not devoid of gratitude, she said, when he was out upon the pavement and had closed the door of the cab.

The vehicle moved forward to the hotel, and he was left there, bowing in silence before her, his hat in his hand.

To the hall porter she gave the precious bag, with orders to send it at once to her room, and then turned to pay the cabman.

But the man merely raised his white hat respectfully, saying, — 

Pardon, Madame, but I have already been paid.

Therefore she gave him a couple of francs as tip.

Then she ascended in the lift to her room, where a porter with the bag was awaiting her, and unlocking the door, found that little Ignatia, tired out by her afternoon drive, had not stirred.

Locking the door and throwing off her things, she opened the bag and took out the magnificent ornaments one by one. She had not counted them before leaving the palace, therefore could not possibly tell if all were intact. In handfuls she took them out and laid them in a glittering heap upon the dressing-table, when of a sudden she found among them a small envelope containing something hard to the touch.

This she opened eagerly, and took out a cheap, tiny little brooch, about half an inch long, representing a beetle, scarlet, with black spots — the innocent little insect which has so interested all of us back in our youthful days — a ladybird.

The ornament was a very cheap one, costing one franc at the outside, but in the envelope with it was a letter. This she opened, scanned the few brief lines quickly, then re-read it very carefully, and stood staring at the little brooch in her hand, puzzled and mystified.

The words written there revealed to her the existence of a secret.


Chapter Eighteen.

The Ladybird.
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THE NOTE ENCLOSED with the cheap little brooch ran, — 

If your Imperial Highness will wear this always in a prominent position, so that it can be seen, she will receive the assistance of unknown friends.

That was all. Yet it was surely a curious request, for her to wear that cheap little ornament.

She turned it over in her hand, then placing it upon a black dress, saw how very prominently the scarlet insect showed.

Then she replaced all the jewels in her bag and retired, full of reflections upon her meeting with the friendly thieves and her curious adventure.

Next morning she took the bag to the Crédit Lyonnais, as Roddy Redmayne had suggested, where it was sealed and a receipt for it was given her. After that she breathed more freely, for the recovery of her jewels now obviated the necessity of her applying either to her father or to Treysa.

The little ladybird she wore, as old Roddy and his companions suggested, and at the bank and in the shops a number of people glanced at it curiously, without, of course, being aware that it was a secret symbol — of what? Claire wondered.

Both Roddy and Guy had told her that they feared to come to her at the Terminus, as a detective was always lurking in the hall; therefore she was not surprised to receive, about four oclock, a note from Roddy asking her to meet him at the Vachette at nine.

When Ignatia was asleep she took a cab to the dingy little place, where she found Roddy smoking alone at the same table set out upon the pavement, and joined him there. She shook hands with him, and then was compelled to sip the bock he ordered.

We will go in a moment, he whispered, so that a man seated near should not overhear. I thought it best to meet you here rather than risk your hotel. Our friend Bourne asked me to present his best compliments. He left this morning for London.

For London! Why?

Because — well, he added, with a mysterious smile, there were two agents of police taking an undue interest in him, you know.

Ah! she laughed; I understand perfectly.

The old thief, who wore evening dress beneath his light black overcoat, smoked his cigar with an easy, nonchalant air. He passed with every one as an elderly Englishman of comfortable means; yet if one watched closely his quick eyes and the cunning look which sometimes showed in them, they would betray to the observer that he was a sly, ingenious old fellow — a perfect past master of his craft.

Presently they rose, and after she had dismissed her cab, walked in company along the narrow street, at that hour almost deserted.

The reason I asked you here, your Highness, was to give you the proceeds of the necklet. I sold it to-day to old Perrin for twelve hundred and sixty pounds. A small price, but it was all he would give, as, of course, he believed that I could never have come by it honestly, and he grinned broadly, taking from his pocket an envelope bulky with French thousand-franc bank-notes and handing it to her.

I am really very much obliged, she answered, transferring the envelope to her pocket. You have rendered me another very great service, Mr Redmayne; for as a matter of fact I was almost at the end of my money, and to apply for any would have at once betrayed my whereabouts.

Ah, your Highness, replied the old thief, you also have rendered me a service; for with what you gave us last night we shall be able to leave Paris at once. And it is highly necessary, I can tell you, if we are to retain our liberty.

Oh! then you also are leaving, she exclaimed, surprised, as they walked slowly side by side. She almost regretted, for he had acted with such friendliness towards her.

Yes; it is imperative. I go to Brussels, and Kinder to Ostend. Are you making a long stay here?

To-morrow I too may go; but I dont know where.

Why not to London, Princess? he suggested. My daughter Leucha is there, and would be delighted to be of any service to you — act as your maid or nurse to the little Princess. Shes a good girl, is Leucha.

Is she married? asked her Highness.

No. I trained her, and shes as shrewd and clever a young woman as there is in all London. Shes a ladys maid, he added, and to tell you the truth — for you may as well know it at first as at last — she supplies us with much valuable information. She takes a place, for instance, in London or in the country, takes note of where her ladys jewels are kept, and if they are accessible, gives us all the details how best to secure them, and then, on ground of ill-health, or an afflicted mother, or some such excuse, she leaves. And after a week or two we just look in and see what we can pick up. So clever is she that never once has she been suspected, he added, with paternal pride. Of course, it isnt a nice profession for a girl, he added apologetically, and Id like to see her doing something honest. Yet how can she? we couldnt get on without her.

The Princess remained silent for a few moments. Surely her life now was a strange contrast to that at Treysa, mixing with criminals and becoming the confidante of their secrets!

I should like to meet your daughter, she remarked simply.

If your Imperial Highness would accept her services, Im sure she might be of service to you. Shes a perfect maid, all the ladies have said; and besides, she knows the world, and would protect you in your present dangerous and lonely position. You want a female companion — if your Highness will permit me to say so — and if you do not object to my Leucha on account of her profession, you are entirely welcome to her services, which to you will be faithful and honest, if nothing else.

You are very fond of her! the Princess exclaimed. Very, your Highness. She is my only child. My poor wife died when she was twelve, and ever since that she has been with us, living upon her wits — and living well too. To confess all this to you I am ashamed; yet now you know who and what I am, and you are our friend, it is only right that you should be made aware of everything, the old fellow said frankly.

Quite right. I admire you for telling me the truth. In a few days I shall cross to London, and shall be extremely glad of your daughters services if you will kindly write to her.

When do you think of leaving?

Well, probably the day after to-morrow, by the first service via Calais.

Then Leucha shall meet that train on arrival at Charing Cross. She will be dressed as a maid, in black, with a black straw sailor hat and a white lace cravat. She will at once enter your service. The question of salary will not be discussed. You have assisted us, and it is our duty to help you in return, especially at this most perilous moment, when you are believed to have eloped with a lover.

Im sure you are very, very kind, Mr Redmayne, she declared. Truth to tell, it is so very difficult for me to know in whom to trust; I have been betrayed so often. But I have every confidence in both you and your daughter; therefore I most gladly accept your offer, for, as you say, I am sadly in need of some one to look after the child — some one, indeed, in whom I can trust. An exalted charm seemed to invest her always.

Well, your Highness, exclaimed the pleasant-faced old fellow, you have been kind and tolerant to us unfortunates, and I hope to prove to you that even a thief can show his gratitude.

You have already done so, Mr Redmayne; and believe me, I am very much touched by all that you have done — your actions are those of an honest man, not those of an outlaw.

Dont let us discuss the past, your Highness, he said, somewhat confused by her kindly words; lets think of the future — your own future, I mean. You can trust Leucha implicitly, and as the police, fortunately, have no suspicion of her, she will be perfectly free to serve you. Hitherto she has always obtained employment with an ulterior motive, but this fact, I hope, will not prejudice her in your eyes. I can only assure you that for her fathers sake she will do anything, and that for his sake she will serve you both loyally and well. He halted beneath a street lamp, and tearing a leaf from a small notebook, wrote an address in Granville Gardens, Shepherds Bush, which he gave to her, saying: This is in case you miss her at Charing Cross. Send her a letter, and she will at once come to you.

Again she thanked him, and they walked to the corner of the Boulevard Saint Germain, where they halted to part.

Remember, Princess, command me in any way, said the old man, raising his hat politely. I am always at your service. I have not concealed anything from you. Take me as I am, your servant.

Thank you, Mr Redmayne. I assure you I deeply appreciate and am much touched by your kindness to a defenceless woman. Au revoir. And giving him her hand again, she mounted into a fiacre and drove straight back to her hotel.

Her friendship with this gang of adventurers was surely giving a curious turn to the current of strange events. She, a woman of imperial birth, had at last found friends, and among the class where one would hesitate to look for them — the outcasts of society! The more she reflected upon the situation, the more utterly bewildering it was to her. She was unused as a child to the ways of the world. Her life had always been spent within the narrow confines of the glittering Courts of Europe, and she had only known of the people vaguely. Every hour she now lived more deeply impressed her that the people possessed a great and loving heart for the ill-judged and the oppressed.

At the hotel she counted the notes Roddy had given her, and found the sum that he had named. The calm, smiling old fellow was actually an honest thief!

The following day she occupied herself in making some purchases, and in the evening a police agent called in order to inform her that up to the present nothing had been ascertained regarding her stolen jewels. They had knowledge of a gang of expert English jewel-thieves being in Paris, and were endeavouring to discover them.

The Princess heard what the man said, but, keeping her own counsel, thanked him for his endeavours and dismissed him. She congratulated herself that Roddy and his two associates were already out of France.

On the following afternoon, about half-past four, when the Continental express drew slowly into Charing Cross Station, where a knot of eager persons as usual awaited its arrival, the Princess, leading little Ignatia and wearing the ladybird as a brooch, descended from a first-class compartment and looked about her in the bustling crowd of arrivals. A porter took her wraps and placed them in a four-wheeled cab for her, and then taking her baggage ticket said, — 

Youll meet me yonder at the Custom ouse, mum, leaving her standing by the cab, gazing around for the woman in black who was to be her maid. For fully ten minutes, while the baggage was being taken out of the train, she saw no one answering to Roddys description of his daughter; but at last from out of the crowd came a tall, slim, dark-haired, rather handsome young woman, with black eyes and refined, regular features, neatly dressed in black, wearing a sailor hat, a white lace cravat, and black kid gloves.

As she approached the Princess smiled at her; whereupon the girl, blushing in confusion, asked simply, — 

Is it the Crown Princess Claire? or am I mistaken?

Yes. And you are Leucha Redmayne, answered her Highness, shaking hands with her, for from the first moment she became favourably impressed.

Oh, your Highness, I really hope I have not kept you waiting, she exclaimed concernedly. But fathers letter describing you was rather hurried and vague, and Ive seen several ladies alone with little girls, though none of them seemed to be — well, not one of them seemed to be a Princess — only yourself. Besides, you are wearing the little ladybird.

Her Highness smiled, explained that she was very friendly with her father, who had suggested that she should enter her service as maid, and expressed a hope that she was willing.

My father has entrusted to me a duty, Princess, was the dark-eyed girls serious reply. And I hope that you will not find me wanting in the fulfilment of it.

And then they went together within the Customs barrier and claimed the baggage.

The way in which she did this showed the Princess at once that Leucha Redmayne was a perfectly trained maid.

How many ladies, she wondered, had lost their jewels after employing her?


Chapter Nineteen.

Leucha Makes Confession.
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LEUCHA REDMAYNE WAS, as her father had declared, a very clever young woman.

She was known as the Ladybird on account of her habit of flitting from place to place, constantly taking situations in likely families. Most of the ladies in whose service she had been had regretted when she left, and many of them actually offered her higher wages to remain. She was quick and neat, had taken lessons in hairdressing and dressmaking in Paris, could speak French fluently, and possessed that quiet, dignified demeanour so essential to the maid of an aristocratic woman.

Her references were excellent. A well-known Duchess — whose jewels, however, had been too carefully guarded — and half a dozen other titled ladies testified to her honesty and good character, and also to their regret on account of her being compelled to leave their service; therefore, armed with such credentials, she never had difficulty in obtaining any situation that was vacant.

So ingenious was she, and so cleverly did she contrive to make her excuses for leaving the service of her various mistresses, that nobody, not even the most astute officers from Scotland Yard, ever suspected her.

The case of Lady Harefields jewels, which readers of the present narrative of a royal scandal will well remember, was a typical one. Leucha, who saw in the Morning Post that Lady Harefield wanted a maid to travel, applied, and at once obtained the situation. She soon discovered that her Ladyship possessed some extremely valuable diamonds; but they were in the bank at Derby, near which town the country place was situated. She accompanied her Ladyship to the Riviera for the season, and then returning to England found out that her mistress intended to go to Court upon a certain evening, and that she would have the diamonds brought up from Derby on the preceding day. His Lordships secretary was to be sent for them. As soon as she obtained this information she was taken suddenly ill, and left Lady Harefields service to go back to her fictitious home in the country. At once she called her father and Bourne, with the result that on the day in question, when Lord Harefields secretary arrived at St. Pancras Station, the bag containing the jewels disappeared, and was never again seen.

More than once too, she had, by pre-arrangement with her father, left her mistresss bedroom window open and the jewel-case unlocked while the family were dining, with the result that the precious ornaments had been mysteriously abstracted. Many a time, after taking a situation, and finding that her mistresss jewels were paste, she had calmly left at the end of the week, feigning to be ill-tempered and dissatisfied, and not troubling about wages. If there were no jewels she never remained. And wherever she chanced to be — in London, in the country, or up in Scotland — either one or other of her fathers companions was generally lurking near to receive her secret communications.

Hers had from childhood been a life full of strange adventures, of ingenious deceptions, and of clever subterfuge. So closely did she keep her own counsel that not a single friend was aware of her motive in so constantly changing her employment; indeed, the majority of them put it down to her own fickleness, and blamed her for not settling down.

Such was the woman whom the Crown Princess Claire had taken into her service.

At the Savoy, where she took up a temporary abode under the title of Baroness Deitel of Frankfort, Leucha quickly exhibited her skill as ladys maid. Indeed, even Henriette was not so quick or deft as was this dark-eyed young woman who was the spy of a gang of thieves.

While she dressed the Princesss hair, her Highness explained how her valuable jewels had been stolen, and how her father had so generously restored them to her.

Guy — Mr Bourne, I mean — has already told me. He is back in London, and is lying low because of the police. They suspect him on account of a little affair up in Edinburgh about three months ago.

Where is he? asked the Princess; I would so like to see him.

He is living in secret over at Hammersmith. He dare not come here, I think.

But we might perhaps pay him a visit — eh?

From the manner in which the girl inadvertently referred to Bourne by his Christian name, her Highness suspected that they were fond of each other. But she said nothing, resolving to remain watchful and observe for herself.

That same evening, after dinner, when Ignatia was sleeping, and they sat together in her Highnesss room overlooking the dark Thames and the long lines of lights of the Embankment, the Ladybird, at the Princesss invitation, related one or two of her adventures, confessing openly to the part she had played as her fathers spy. She would certainly have said nothing had not her Highness declared that she was interested, and urged her to tell her something of her life. Though trained as an assistant to these men ever since she had left the cheap boarding-school at Weymouth, she hated herself for the despicable part she had played, and yet, as she had often told herself, it had been of sheer necessity.

Yes, she sighed, I have had several narrow escapes of being suspected of the thefts. Once, when in Lady Milbornes service, down at Lyme Regis, I discovered that she kept the Milborne heirlooms, among which were some very fine old rubies — which are just now worth more than diamonds in the market — in a secret cupboard in the wall of her bedroom, behind an old family portrait. My father, with Guy, Kinder, and two others, were in the vicinity of the house ready to make the coup; and I arranged with them that on a certain evening, while her Ladyship was at dinner, I would put the best of the jewels into a wash-leather bag and lower them from the window to where Guy was to be in waiting for them in the park. He was to cut the string and disappear with the bag, while I would draw up the string and put it upon the fire. Her Ladyship seldom went to the secret cupboard, and some days might elapse before the theft was discovered. Well, on the evening in question I slipped up to the bedroom, obtained the rubies and let them out of the window. I felt the string being cut, and hauling it back again quickly burnt it, and then got away to another part of the house, hoping that her Ladyship would not go to her jewels for a day or two. In the meantime I dare not leave her service, or suspicion might fall upon me. Besides, the Honourable George, her eldest son — a fellow with a rather bad reputation for gambling and racing — was about to be married to the daughter of a wealthy landowner in the neighbourhood; a most excellent match for him, as the Milbornes had become poor owing to the depreciation in the value of land.

About two hours after I had let down the precious little bag I chanced to be looking out into the park from my own window, and saw a man in the public footway strike three matches in order to light his pipe — the signal that my friends wanted to speak to me. In surprise I slipped out, and there found Guy, who, to my utter amazement, told me that they had not received the bag; they had been forestalled by a tall man in evening dress who had emerged from the Hall, and who chanced to be walking up and down smoking when the bag dangled in front of him! Imagine my feelings!

Unfortunately I had not looked out, for fear of betraying myself; and as it was the exact hour appointed, I felt certain that my friend would be there. The presence of the man in evening dress, however, deterred them from emerging from the bushes, and they were compelled to remain concealed and watch my peril. The man looked up, and though the room was in darkness, he could see my white apron. Then in surprise he cut the string, and having opened the bag in the light, saw what it contained, placed it in his pocket, and re-entered the house. Guy described him, and I at once knew that it was the Honourable George, my mistresss son. He would no doubt denounce me as a thief.

I saw the extreme peril of the situation. I had acted clumsily in not first ascertaining that the way was clear. To fly at once was to condemn myself. I reflected for a moment, and then, resolving upon a desperate course of action, returned to the house, in spite of Bournes counsel to get away as quickly as possible. I went straight to her Ladyships room, but from the way she spoke to me saw that up to the present her son had told her nothing. This was fortunate for me. He was keeping the secret in order, no doubt, to call the police on the morrow and accuse me in their presence. I saw that the only way was to bluff him; therefore I went very carefully to work.

Just before midnight I slipped into his sitting-room, which adjoined his bedroom, and secreted myself behind the heavy plush curtains that were drawn; then when he was asleep I took the rubies from the drawer in which he had placed them, but in doing so the lock of the drawer clicked, and he awoke. He saw me, and sprang up, openly accusing me of theft. Whereupon I faced him boldly, declaring that if he did not keep his mouth closed I would alarm the household, who would find me alone in his room at that hour. He would then be compromised in the eyes of the woman whom in two days he was about to marry. Instantly he recognised that I held the whip-hand. He endeavoured, however, to argue; but I declared that if he did not allow me to have the rubies to replace in the cupboard and maintain silence, I would arouse the household. Then he laughed, saying, Youre a fool, Leucha. Im very hard up, and you quite providentially lowered them down to me. I intend to raise money on them to-morrow. And to accuse me! I said. No, you dont. I shall put them back, and we will both remain silent. Both of us have much to lose — you a wife, and I my liberty. Why should either of us risk it? Is it really worth while? This argument decided him. I replaced the jewels, and next day left Lady Milbornes service.

That was, however, one of the narrowest escapes I ever had, and it required all my courage to extricate myself, I can tell you.

So your plots were not always successful, remarked the Princess, smiling and looking at her wonderingly. She was surely a girl of great resource and ingenuity.

Not always, your Highness. One, which father had planned here a couple of months ago, and which was to be effected in Paris, has just failed in a peculiar way. The lady went to Paris, and, unknown to her husband, suddenly sold all her jewels en masse in order to pay her debts at bridge.

She forestalled him!

Exactly, laughed the girl. But it was a curious contretemps, was it not?

Next day proved an eventful one to the Crown Princess, for soon after eleven oclock, when with Leucha and Ignatia she went out of the hotel into the Strand, a man selling the Evening News held a poster before her, bearing in large capitals the words: — 

EVENING NEWS, FRIDAY, JUNE 26th.

DEATH OF THE KING OF MARBURG.

EVENING NEWS.

She halted, staring at the words.

Then she bought a newspaper, and opening it at once upon the pavement, amid the busy throng, learnt that the aged King had died suddenly at Treysa, on the previous evening, of senile decay.

The news staggered her. Her husband had succeeded, and she was now Queen — a reigning sovereign!

In the cruelly wronged woman there still remained all the fervour of youthful tenderness, all the romance of youthful fancy, all the enchantment of ideal grace — the bloom of beauty, the brightness of intellect, and the dignity of rank, taking the peculiar hue from the conjugal character which shed over all like a consecration and a holy charm. Thoughts of her husband, the man who had so cruelly ill-judged her, were in her recollections, acting on her mind with the force of a habitual feeling, heightened by enthusiastic passion, and hallowed by a sense of duty. Her duty to her husband and to her people was to return at once to Treysa. As she walked with Leucha towards Trafalgar Square she reflected deeply. How could she go back now that her enemies had so openly condemned her? No; she saw that for her own happiness it was far better that she still remain away from Court — the Court over which at last she now reigned as Queen.

My worst enemies will bow to me in adulation, she thought to herself. They fear my retaliation, and if I went back I verily believe that I should show them no mercy. And yet, after all, it would be uncharitable. One should always repay evil with good. If I do not return, I shall not be tempted to revenge.

That day she remained very silent and pensive, full of an acute sense of the injustice inflicted upon her. Her husband the King was no doubt trying to discover her whereabouts, but up to the present had been unsuccessful. The papers, which spoke of her almost daily, stated that it was believed she was still in Germany, at one or other of the quieter spas, on account of little Ignatias health. In one journal she had read that she had been recognised in New York, and in another it was cruelly suggested that she was in hiding in Rome, so as to be near her lover Leitolf.

The truth was that her enemies at Court were actually paying the more scurrilous of the Continental papers — those which will publish any libel for a hundred francs, and the present writer could name dozens of such rags on the Continent — to print all sorts of cruel, unfounded scandals concerning her.

During the past few days she had scarcely taken up a single foreign paper without finding the heading, The Great Court Scandal, and something outrageously against her; for her enemies, who had engaged as their secret agent a Jew money-lender, had started a bitter campaign against her, backed with the sum of a hundred thousand marks, placed by Hinckeldeym at the unscrupulous Hebrews disposal with which to bribe the press. A little money can, alas! soon ruin a womans good name, or, on the other hand, it can whitewash the blackest record.

This plot against an innocent, defenceless woman was as brutal as any conceived by the ingenuity of a corrupt Court of office-seekers and sycophants, for at heart the King had loved his wife — until they had poisoned his mind against her and besmirched her good name.

Of all this she was well aware, conscious of her own weakness as a woman. Yet she retained her womans heart, for that was unalterable, and part of her being: but her looks, her language, her thoughts, even in those adverse circumstances, assumed the cast of the pure ideal; and to those who were in the secret of her humane and pitying nature, nothing could be more charming and consistent than the effect which she produced upon others.

As the hot, fevered days went by, she recognised that it became hourly more necessary for her to leave London, and conceal her identity somewhere in the country. She noticed at the Savoy, whenever she dined or lunched with Leucha, people were noting her beauty and inquiring who she was. At any moment she might be recognised by some one who had visited the Court at Treysa, or by those annoying portraits that were now appearing everywhere in the illustrated journals.

She decided to consult Guy Bourne, who, Leucha said, usually spent half his time in hiding. Therefore one evening, with the Ladybird, she took a cab to a small semi-detached villa in Wolverton Gardens, off the Hammersmith Road, where she alighted and entered, in utter ignorance, unfortunately, that another hansom had followed her closely all the way from the Savoy, and that, pulling up in the Hammersmith Road, the fare, a tall, thin, middle-aged man, with a black overcoat concealing his evening dress, had alighted, walked quickly up the street, and noted the house wherein she and her maid had entered.

The stranger muttered to himself some words in German, and with a smile of self-satisfaction lit a cigar and strolled back to the Hammersmith Road to wait.

A fearful destiny had encompassed her.


Chapter Twenty.

The Hermit of Hammersmith.
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GUY BOURNE, IN his shirt sleeves, was sitting back in a long cane lounge-chair in the little front parlour when the Princess and her companion entered. He had just finished his frugal supper.

He jumped up confusedly, threw the evening paper aside, and apologised that her Highness had discovered him without a coat.

Please dont apologise, Mr Bourne. This is rather an unusual hour for a visit, is it not? But pray forgive me, she said in English, with scarcely any trace of a German accent.

Your Highness is always welcome — at any hour, he laughed, struggling into his coat and ordering his landlady to clear away the remnants of the meal. Leucha was here yesterday, and she told me how you were faring. I am sorry that circumstances over which I, unfortunately, have no control have not permitted my calling at the Savoy. At present I can only go out after midnight for a breath of air, and time passes rather slowly, I can assure you. As Leucha has probably told you, certain persons are making rather eager inquiries about me just now.

I understand perfectly, she laughed. It was to obtain your advice as to the best way to efface myself that I came to see you this evening. Leucha tells me you are an expert in disappearing.

Well, Princess, he smiled, offering her a chair, you see its part of my profession to show myself as little as possible, though self-imprisonment is always very irksome. This house is one among many in London which afford accommodation for such as myself. The landlady is a person who knows how to keep her mouth shut, and who asks no questions. She is, as most of them are, the widow of a person who was a social outcast like myself.

And this is one of your harbours of refuge, her Highness exclaimed, looking around curiously upon the cheaply furnished but comfortable room. There was linoleum in lieu of carpet, and to the Londoner the cheap walnut overmantel and plush-covered drawing-room suite spoke mutely of the Tottenham Court Road and the easy-payment system.

The Princess was shrewd enough to notice the looks which passed between Leucha and the man to whom she was so much indebted. She detected that a passion of love existed between them. Indeed, the girl had almost admitted as much to her, and had on several occasions begged to be allowed to visit him and ascertain whether he was in want of anything.

It was an interesting and a unique study, she found, the affection between a pair of the criminal class.

What would the world say had it known that she, a reigning Queen, was there upon a visit to a man wanted by the police for half a dozen of the most daring jewel robberies of the past half-century?

She saw a box of cheap cigarettes upon the table, and begged one, saying, — 

I hope, Mr Bourne, you will not be shocked, but I dearly love a cigarette. You will join me, of course?

Most willingly, your Highness, he said, springing to his feet and holding the lighted match for her. She was so charmingly unconventional that people of lower station were always fascinated by her.

You know, she exclaimed, laughing, I used to shock them very much at Court because I smoked. And sometimes, she added mischievously, I smoked at certain functions in order purposely to shock the prudes. Oh, Ive had the most delightful fun very often, I assure you. My husband, when we were first married, used to enter into the spirit of the thing, and once dared me to smoke a cigarette in the Throne Room in the presence of the King and Queen. I did so — and imagine the result!

Ah! he cried, that reminds me. Pray pardon me for my breach of etiquette, but you have come upon me so very unexpectedly. Ive seen in the Mail the account of his Majestys death, and that you are now Queen. In future I must call you your Majesty. You are a reigning sovereign, and I am a thief. A strange contrast, is it not?

Better call me your friend, Mr Bourne, she said, in a calm, changed voice. Here is no place for titles. Recollect that I am now only an ordinary citizen, one of the people — a mere woman whose only desire is peace.

Then continuing, she explained her daily fear lest she might be recognised at the Savoy, and asked his advice as to the best means of hiding herself.

Well, your Majesty, said the past master of deception, after some thought, you see you are a foreigner, and as such will be remarked in England everywhere. You speak French like a Parisienne. Why not pass as French under a French name? I should suggest that you go to some small, quiet South Coast town — say to Worthing. Many French people go there as they cross from Dieppe. There are several good hotels; or you might, if you wished to be more private, obtain apartments.

Yes, she exclaimed excitedly; apartments in an English house would be such great fun. I will go to this place Worthing. Is it nice?

Quiet — with good sea air.

I was once at Hastings — when I was a child. Is it anything like that?

Smaller, more select, and quieter.

Then I will go there to-morrow and call myself Madame Bernard, she said decisively. Leucha will go with me in search of apartments.

Having gained her freedom, she now wanted to see what an English middle-class house was like. She had heard much of English home life from Allen and from the English notabilities who had come to Court, and she desired to see it for herself. Hotel life is the same all the world over, and it already bored her.

Certainly. Your Majesty will be much quieter and far more comfortable in apartments, and passing as an ordinary member of the public, Leucha said. I happen to know a very nice house where one can obtain furnished apartments. It faces the sea near the pier, and is kept by a Mrs Blake, the widow of an Army surgeon. When I was in service with Lady Porthkerry we stayed there for a month.

Then we will most certainly go there; and perhaps you, Mr Bourne, will find it possible to take the sea air at Worthing instead of being cooped up here. You might come down by a night train — that is, if you know a place where you would be safe.

He shook his head dubiously.

I know a place in Brighton — where Ive stayed several times. It is not far from Worthing, certainly. But we will see afterwards. Does your Majesty intend to leave London to-morrow?

Yes; but please not your Majesty, she said, in mild reproach, and with a sweet smile. Remember, I am in future plain Madame Bernard, of Bordeaux, shall we say? The landlady — as I think you call her in English — must not know who I am, or there will soon be paragraphs in the papers, and those seaside snap-shotters will be busy. I should quickly find myself upon picture postcards, as Ive done, to my annoyance, on several previous occasions when Ive wanted to be quiet and remain incognito.

And so it was arranged that she should establish herself at Mrs Blakes, in Worthing, which she did about six oclock on the following evening.

The rooms, she found, were rather frowzy, as are those of most seaside lodgings, the furniture early Victorian, and on the marble-topped whatnot was that ornament in which our grandmothers so delighted — a case of stuffed birds beneath a glass dome. The two windows of the first-floor sitting-room opened out upon a balcony before which was the promenade and the sea beyond — one of the best positions in Worthing, without a doubt.

Mrs Blake recognised Leucha at once, terms were quickly fixed, and the maid — as is usual in such cases — received a small commission for bringing her mistress there.

When they were duly installed, Leucha, in confidence, told the inquisitive landlady that her mistress was one of the old French aristocracy, while at the same moment Madame was sitting out upon the balcony watching the sun disappear into the grey waters of the Channel.

In the promenade a few people were still passing up and down, the majority having gone in to dinner. But among them was one man, who, though unnoticed, lounged past and glanced upward — the tall, thin, grey-haired man who had on the previous night watched her enter the house in Hammersmith.

He wore a light grey suit, and presented the appearance of an idler from London, like most of the other promenaders, yet the quick, crafty look he darted in her direction was distinctly an evil one.

Yet in ignorance she sat there, in full view of him, enjoying the calm sundown, her eyes turned pensively away into the grey, distant haze of the coming night.

Her thoughts were away there, across the sea. She wondered how her husband fared, now that he was King. Did he ever think of her save with angry recollections; or did he ever experience that remorse that sooner or later must come to every man who wrongs a faithful woman?

That morning, before leaving the Savoy, she had received two letters, forwarded to her in secret from Brussels. One was from Treysa, and the other bore the postmark Roma.

The letter from Treysa had been written by Steinbach three days after the Kings death. It was on plain paper, and without a signature. But she knew his handwriting well. It ran: — 

Your Majesty will have heard the news, no doubt, through the newspapers. Two days ago our King George was, after luncheon, walking on the terrace with General Scheibe, when he was suddenly seized by paralysis. He cried, I am dying, Scheibe. Help me indoors! and fell to the ground. He was carried into the palace, where he lingered until nine oclock in the evening, and then, in spite of all the physicians could do, he expired. The Crown Prince was immediately proclaimed Sovereign, and at this moment I have just returned from the funeral, whereat the greatest pomp has been displayed. All the Sovereigns of Europe were represented, and your Majestys absence from Court was much remarked and commented upon. The general opinion is that you will return — that your difference with the King will now be settled; and I am glad to tell you that those who were your Majestys bitterest enemies a week ago are now modifying their views, possibly because they fear what may happen to them if you really do return. At this moment the Court is divided into two sets — those who hope that you will take your place as Queen, and those who are still exerting every effort to prevent it. The latter are still crying out that you left Treysa in company with Count Leitolf, and urging his Majesty to sue for a divorce — especially now that the Emperor of Austria has degraded you by withdrawing your Imperial privileges and your right to bear the Imperial arms of Austria, and by decree striking you off the roll of the Dames de la Croix Etoilée. From what I have gathered, a spy of Hinckeldeyms must have followed your Majesty to Vienna and seen you meet the Count. At present, however, although every effort is being made to find you, the secret agents have, it is said, been unsuccessful. I have heard that you are in Italy, to be near Leitolf; evidently a report spread by Hinckeldeym and his friends.

The people are clamouring loudly for you. They demand that their Claire shall be brought back to them as Queen. Great demonstrations have been made in the Dom Platz, and inflammatory speeches have been delivered against Hinckeldeym, who is denounced as your arch-enemy. The mob on two occasions assumed an attitude so threatening that it had to be dispelled by the police. The situation is serious for the Government, inasmuch as the Socialists have resolved to champion your cause, and declare that when the time is ripe they will expose the plots of your enemies, and cause Hinckeldeyms downfall.

I am in a position to know that this is no mere idle talk. One of the spies has betrayed his employers; hence the whole Court is trembling. What will the King do? we are all asking. On the one hand the people declare you are innocent and ill-judged, while on the other the Court still declares with dastardly motive that your friendship with Leitolf was more than platonic. And, unfortunately, his Majesty believes the latter.

My own opinion is that your Majestys best course is still to remain in concealment. A squadron of spies have been sent to the various capitals, and photographs are being purposely published in the illustrated press in order that you may be identified. I hope, however, that just at present you will not be discovered, for if so I fear that in order to stem the Socialistic wave even your friends must appear to be against you. Your Majesty knows too well the thousand and one intrigues which form the undercurrent of life at our Court, and my suggestion is based upon what I have been able to gather in various quarters. All tends to show that the King, now that he has taken the reins of government, is keenly alive to his responsibility towards the nation. His first speech, delivered to-day, has shown it. He appears to be a changed man, and I can only hope and pray that he has become changed towards yourself.

If you are in Paris or in London, beware of secret agents, for both capitals swarm with them. Remain silent, patient and watchful; but, above all, be very careful not to allow your enemies any further food for gossip. If they start another scandal at this moment, it would be fatal to all your Majestys interests; for I fear that even the people, faithful to your cause up to the present, would then turn against you. In conclusion, I beg to assure your Majesty of my loyalty, and that what ever there is to report in confidence I will do so instantly through this present channel. I would also humbly express a hope that both your Majesty and the Princess Ignatia are in perfect health.

The second letter — the one bearing the Rome postmark — was headed, Imperial Embassy of Austria-Hungary, Palazzo Chigi, and was signed Carl.


Chapter Twenty One.

Love and The Ladybird.
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RE-ENTERING THE ROOM she found herself alone, Leucha having gone downstairs into the garden to walk with Ignatia. Therefore she drew the letter from her pocket and re-read it.

Dearest Heart, he wrote,— To-night the journals in Rome are publishing the news of the Kings death, and I write to you as your Majesty — my Queen. You are my dear heart no longer, but my Sovereign. Our enemies have again libelled us. I have heard it all. They say that we left Treysa in company, and that I am your lover; foul lies, because they fear your power. The Tribuna and the Messagero have declared that the King contemplates a divorce; yet surely you will defend yourself. You will not allow these cringing place-seekers to triumph, when you are entirely pure and innocent? Ah, if his Majesty could only be convinced of the truth — if he could only see that our friendship is platonic; that since the clay of your marriage no word of love has ever been spoken between us! You are my friend — still my little friend of those old days at dear old Wartenstein. I am exiled here to a Court that is brilliant though torn by internal intrigue, like your own. Yet my innermost thoughts are ever of you, and I wonder where you are and how you fare. The spies of Hinckeldeym have, I hope, not discovered you. Remember, it is to that mans interest that you should remain an outcast.

Cannot you let me know, by secret means, your whereabouts? One word to the Embassy, and I shall understand. I am anxious for your sake. I want to see you back again at Treysa with the scandalous Court swept clean, and with honesty and uprightness ruling in place of bribery and base intrigue. Do not, I beg of you, forget your duty to your people and to the State. By the Kings death the situation has entirely changed. You are Queen, and with a word may sweep your enemies from your path like flies. Return, assert your power, show them that you are not afraid, and show the King that your place is at his side. This is my urgent advice to you as your friend — your oldest friend.

I am sad and even thoughtful as to your future. Somehow I cannot help thinking that wherever you are you must be in grave peril of new scandals and fresh plots, because your enemies are so utterly unscrupulous. Rome is as Rome is always — full of foreigners, and the Corso bright with movement. But the end of the season has come. The Court moves to Racconigi, and we go, I believe, to Camaldoli, or some other unearthly hole in the mountains, to escape the fever. I shall, however, expect a single line at the Embassy to say that my Sovereign has received my letter. I pray ever for your happiness. Be brave still, and may God protect you, dear heart. — Carl.

Tears sprang to her beautiful eyes as she read the letter of the man who was assuredly her greatest friend — the man whom the cruel world so erroneously declared to be her lover.

The red afterglow from over the sea streamed into the room as she sat with her eyes fixed away on the distant horizon, beyond which lay the wealthy, picturesque kingdom over which she was queen.

Leucha entered, and saw that she was triste and thoughtful, but, like a well-trained maid, said nothing. Little Ignatia was already asleep after the journey, and dinner would be served in half an hour.

I hope Madame will like Worthing, the maid remarked presently, for want of something else to say. She had dropped the title of Majesty, and now addressed her mistress as plain Madame.

Delightful — as far as I have seen, was the reply. More rural than Hastings, it appears. To-morrow I shall walk on the pier, for Ive heard that it is the correct thing to do at an English watering-place. You go in the morning and after dinner, dont you?

Yes, Madame.

Mr Bourne did well to suggest this place. I dont think we shall ever be discovered here.

I hope not, was Leuchas fervent reply. Yet what would the world really say, I wonder, if it knew that you were in hiding here?

It would say something against me, no doubt — as it always does, she answered, in a hard voice; and then she recollected Steinbachs serious warning.

Dinner came at last, the usual big English joint and vegetables, laid in that same room. The housemaid, in well-starched cap, cuffs, and apron, was a typical seaside domestic, who had no great love for foreigners, because they were seldom lavish in the manner of tips. An English servant, no matter of what grade, reflects the same askance at the foreigner as her master exhibits. She regards all forriners as undesirables.

Madame endeavoured to engage the girl in conversation, but found her very loath to utter a word. Her name was Richards, she informed the guest, and she was a native of Thrapston, in Northamptonshire.

The bright, sunny days that followed Claire found most delightful. Leucha took little Ignatia down to the sea each morning, and in the afternoon, while the child slept, accompanied her mistress upon long walks, either along the sea-road or through the quiet Sussex lanes inland, now bright in the spring green. The so-called season at Worthing had not, of course, commenced; yet there were quite a number of people, including the week-enders from London, the people who came down from town at reduced fares, as the railway company ingeniously puts it — an expression more genteel than excursion. She hired a trap, and drove with Leucha to Steyning, Littlehampton, Shoreham, those pretty lanes about Amberley, and the quaint old town of Arundel, all of which highly interested her. She loved a country life, and was never so happy as when riding or driving, enjoying the complete freedom that now, for the first time in her life, was hers.

Weeks crept by. Spring lengthened into summer, and Madame Bernard still remained in Worthing, which every day became fuller of visitors, mostly people from London, who came down for a fortnight or three weeks to spend their summer holiday. And with Leucha she became more friendly, and grew very fond of her.

She had written to Leitolf the single line of acknowledgment, and sent it to the Austrian Embassy in Rome, enclosing it in the official envelope which he had sent her, in order to avoid suspicion. To Steinbach too she had written, urging him to keep her well-informed regarding the undercurrent of events at Court.

In reply he had sent her other reports which showed most plainly that, even though the King might be contemplating an adjustment of their differences in order that she might take her place as Queen, her enemies were still actively at work in secret to complete her ruin. Up to the present, however, the spies of Hinckeldeym had entirely failed to trace her, and their cruel story that she was in Rome had on investigation turned out to be incorrect. Her enemies were thus discomfited.

In the London papers she read telegrams from Treysa — no doubt inspired by her enemies — which stated that the King had already applied to the Ministry of Justice for a divorce, and that the trial was to be heard in camera in the course of a few weeks.

Should she now reveal her whereabouts? Should she communicate with her husband and deny the scandalous charges before it became too late? By her husbands accession her position had been very materially altered. Her duty to the country of her adoption was to be at her husbands side, and assist him as ruler. Not that she regretted for one single instant leaving Treysa. She had not the slightest desire to re-enter that seething world of intrigue; it was only the call of duty which caused her to contemplate it. At heart, indeed, if the truth were told, she still retained a good deal of affection for the man who had treated her so brutally. When her mind wandered back to the early days of her married life and the sweetness of her former love, she recollected that he possessed many good traits of character, and felt convinced that only the bitterness of her enemies had aroused the demon jealousy within him and made him what he had now become.

If she were really able to clear herself of the stigma now upon her, there might, after all, be a reconciliation — if not for her own sake, then for the sake of the little Princess Ignatia.

These were the vague thoughts constantly in her mind during those warm days which passed so quietly and pleasantly before the summer sea.

Ignatia was often very inquisitive. She asked her mother why they were there, and begged that Allen might come back. From Leucha she was learning to speak English, but with that Cockney twang which was amusing, for the child, of course, imitated the maids intonation and expression.

One calm evening, when Ignatia had gone to bed and they were sitting together in the twilight upon a seat before the softly-lapping waves up at the west end of the town, Leucha said, — 

To-day I heard from father. He is in Stockholm, and apparently in funds. He arrived in Sweden from Hamburg on the day of writing, and says he hopes in a few days to visit us here.

Claire guessed by what means Roddy Redmayne had replenished his funds, but made no remark save to express pleasure at his forthcoming visit. From Stockholm to Worthing was a rather far cry, but with Roddy distance was no object. He had crossed the Atlantic a dozen times, and was, indeed, ever on the move up and down Europe.

Guy has also left London, the Ladybird said. He is in Brighton, and would like to run over and call — if Madame will permit it.

To call on you — eh, Leucha? her royal mistress suggested, with a kindly smile. Now tell me quite truthfully. You love him, do you not?

The girl flushed deeply.

I — I love him! she faltered. Whatever made you suspect that?

Well, you know, Leucha, when one loves one cannot conceal it, however careful one may be. There is an indescribable look which always betrays both man and woman. Therefore you may as well confess the truth to me.

She was silent for a few moments.

I do confess it, she faltered at last, with downcast eyes. We love each other very fondly; but, alas, ours is a dream that can never be realised! Marriage and happiness are not for such as we, she added, with a bitter sigh.

Because you have not the means by which to live honestly? Claire replied, in a voice of deep, heartfelt sympathy, for she had become much attached to the girl.

That is exactly the difficulty, madame, was the ladys maids reply. Both Guy and myself hate this life of constant scheming and of perpetual fear of discovery and arrest. He is a thief by compulsion, and I an assistant because I — well, I suppose I was trained to it so early that espionage and investigation come to me almost as second nature.

And yet you can work — and work extremely well, remarked her royal mistress, with a womans tenderness of heart. I have had many maids from time to time, in Vienna and at Treysa, but I tell you quite openly that you are the handiest and neatest of them all. It is a pity — a thousand pities — that you lead the life of an adventuress, for some day, sooner or later, you must fall into the hands of the police, and after that — ruin.

I know, sighed the girl; I know — only too well. Yet what can I do? Both Guy and I are forced to lead this life because we are without means. And again, I am very unworthy of him, she added, in a low, despondent tone. Guy is, after all, a gentleman by birth; while I, the Ladybird as they call me, am merely the daughter of a thief.

And yet, Leucha, you are strangely unlike other women who are adventuresses. You love this man both honestly and well, and he is assuredly one worthy a womans love, and would, under other circumstances, make you a most excellent husband.

If we were not outlaws of society, she said. But as matters are it is quite hopeless. When one becomes a criminal, one must, unfortunately, remain a criminal to the end. Guy would willingly cut himself away from my father and the others if it were at all possible. Yet it is not. How can a man live and keep up appearances when utterly without means?

Remain patient, Leucha, Claire said reassuringly. One day you may be able to extricate yourselves — both of you. Who knows?

But the girl with the dark eyes shook her head sadly, and spoke but little on their walk back to the house.

Ah, Leucha, sighed the pale, thoughtful woman whom the world so misjudged, we all of us have our sorrows, some more bitter than others. You are unhappy because you are an outlaw, while I am unhappy because I am a queen! Our stations are widely different; and yet, after all, our burden of sorrow is the same.

I know all that you suffer, madame, though you are silent, exclaimed the girl, with quick sympathy. I have never referred to it, because you might think my interference impertinent. Yet I assure you that I reflect upon your position daily, hourly, and wonder what we can do to help you.

You have done all that can be done, was the calm, kind response. Without you I should have been quite lost here in England. Rest assured that I shall never forget the kindnesses shown by all of you, even though you are what you are.

She longed to see the pair man and wife, and honest; yet how could she assist them?

Next evening, Guy Bourne, well-dressed in a grey flannel suit and straw hat, and presenting the appearance of a well-to-do City man on holiday, called upon her, and was shown up by the servant.

The welcome he received from both mistress and maid was a warm one, and as soon as the door was closed he explained, — 

I managed to get away from London, even though I saw a detective I knew on the platform at London Bridge. Very fortunately he didnt recognise me. Ive found a safe hiding-place in Brighton, in a small public-house at the top of North Street, where lodgers of our peculiar class are taken in. Roddy is due to arrive at Hull to-day. With Harry and two others, he appears to have made a fine haul in Hamburg, and we are all in funds again, for which we should be truly thankful.

To whom did the stuff belong? Leucha inquired.

To that German Baroness in whose service you were about eight months ago — Ackermann, wasnt the name? You recollect, you went over to Hamburg with her and took observation.

Yes, I remember, answered the Ladybird mechanically; and her head dropped in shame.

Little Ignatia came forward, and in her sweet, childish way made friends with the visitor, and later, leaving Leucha to put the child to bed, Madame Bernard invited Guy to stroll with her along the promenade. She wished to speak with him alone.

The night was bright, balmy, and starlit, the coloured lights on the pier giving a pretty effect to the picture, and there were a good many promenaders.

At first she spoke to him about Roddy and about his own dull, cheerless life now that he was in such close hiding. Then, presently, when they gained the seat where she had sat with the Ladybird on the previous evening, she suddenly turned to him, saying, — 

Mr Bourne, Leucha has told me the truth — that you love each other. Now I fully recognise the tragedy of it all, and the more so because I know it is the earnest desire of both of you to lead an honest, upright life. The world misjudges most of us. You are an outlaw and yet still a gentleman, while she, though born of criminal parents, yet has a heart of gold.

Yes, that she has, he asserted quickly. I love her very deeply. To you I do not deny it — indeed, why should I? I know that we both possess your Majestys sympathy. And he looked into her splendid eyes in deep earnestness.

You do. And more. I urge you not to be despondent, either of you. Endeavour always to cheer her up. One day a means will surely be opened for you both to break these hateful trammels that bind you to this unsafe life of fraud and deception, and unite in happiness as man and wife. Remember, I owe you both a deep debt of gratitude; and one day, I hope, I may be in a position to repay it, so that at least two loving hearts may be united. Though crushed herself, her great, generous heart caused her to seek to assist others.

Ah, your Majesty! he cried, his voice trembling with emotion as, springing up, he took her hand, raising it reverently to his lips. How can I thank you sufficiently for those kind, generous words — for that promise?

Ah! she sighed, I myself, though my position may be different to your own, nevertheless know what it is to love, and, alas! know the acute bitterness of the want of love.

Then a silence fell between them. He had reseated himself, his manly heart too full for words. He knew well that this woman, whose unhappiness was even tenfold greater than his own, was his firm and noble friend. The world spoke ill of her, and yet she was so upright, so sweet, so true.

And while they sat there — he, a thief, still holding the soft white hand that he had kissed with such reverence — a pair of shrewdly evil eyes were watching them out of the darkness and observing everything.

At midnight, when he returned to Brighton, the secret watcher, a hard-faced, thin-nosed woman, slight, narrow-waisted, rather elegantly dressed in deep mourning, travelled by the same train, and watched him to his hiding-place; and having done so, she strolled leisurely down to the Kings Road, where, upon the deserted promenade, she met a bent, wizened-faced, little old man, who was awaiting her.

With him she walked up and down until nearly one oclock in the morning, engaged in earnest conversation, sometimes accompanied by quick gesticulation.

And they both laughed quietly together, the old man now and then shrugging his shoulders.


Chapter Twenty Two.

Shows Hinckeldeyms Tactics.
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FIVE WEEKS LATER.

A hot summers night in Treysa. It was past midnight, yet before the gay, garish cafés people still lingered at the little tables, enjoying to the full the cool breeze after the heat and burden of the day, or strolled beneath the lime avenues in the Klosterstrasse, gossiping or smoking, all loth to retire.

In the great palace beyond the trees at the end of the vista the State dinner had ended, and the lonely King, glad to escape to the privacy of his own workroom in the farther wing of the palace, had cast himself into a long lounge-chair and selected a cigar. He was still in his military uniform, rendered the more striking by the many glittering orders across his breast — the Golden Fleece, the Black Eagle, the Saint Hubert, the Saint Andrew, and the rest. As he lit his cigar very slowly his face assumed a heavy, thoughtful look, entirely different from the mask of careless good-humour which he had worn at the brilliant function he had just left. The reception had not ended; it would continue for a couple of hours longer. But he was tired and bored to death of it all, and the responsibility as ruler already weighed very heavily upon him.

Though he made no mention of it to a single soul, he thought of his absent wife often — very often. Now and then a pang of remorse would cause him to knit his brows. Perhaps, after all, he had not treated her quite justly. And yet, he would reassure himself, she was surely not as innocent as she pretended. No, no; she was worthless. They were therefore better apart — far better.

Since his accession he had, on several occasions, been conscience-stricken. Once, in the empty nursery, he had noticed little Ignatias toys, her dolls and perambulator, lying where the child had left them, and tears had sprung to his eyes. Allen, the kindly Englishwoman, too, had been to him and resigned her appointment, as she had no further duties to perform.

The Crown Princesss disappearance had at first been a nine-days wonder in Treysa, but now her continued absence was regarded with but little surprise. The greatest scandal in the world dies down like grass in autumn. Those who had conspired against her congratulated themselves that they had triumphed, and were now busy starting fresh intrigues against the young Queens partisans.

Since the hour that his sweet-faced wife had left the palace in secret, the King had received no word from her. He had learned from Vienna that she had been to Wartenstein, and that her father had cast her out; but after that she had disappeared — to Rome he had been told. As Crown Prince he had had his liberty, but now as King he lived apart, and was unapproachable. His was a lonely life. The duties of kingship had sobered him, and now he saw full well the lack of a clever consort as his wife was — a queen who could rule the Court.

Those about him believed him to be blind to their defects and their intrigues, because he was silent concerning them. Yet, if the truth were told, he was extremely wideawake, and saw with regret how, without the Queens aid, he must fall beneath the influence of those who were seeking place and power, to the distinct detriment of the nation.

Serious thoughts such as these were consuming him as he sat watching the smoke rings ascend to the dark-panelled ceiling.

Where is she, I wonder? he asked himself aloud, his voice sighing through the room. She has never reproached me — never. I wonder if all they have told me concerning her is really true. As he uttered these words of suspicion his jaws became firmly set, and a hardness showed at the corners of his mouth. Ah, yes! he added. It is, alas! only too true — too true. Hinckeldeym would never dare to lie to me!

And he sat with his serious eyes cast upon the floor, reflecting gloomily upon the past, as he now so very often reflected.

The room was luxurious in its appointments, for since his fathers death he had had it redecorated and refurnished. The stern old monarch had liked a plain, severe, business-like room in which to attend to the details of State, but his son held modern ideas, and loved to surround himself with artistic things, hence the white-and-gold decorations, the electric-light fittings, the furniture and the pale green upholstery were all in the style of the art nouveau, and had the effect of exquisite taste.

A tiny clock ticked softly upon the big, littered writing-table, and from without, in the marble corridor, the slow, even tread of the sentry reached his ear.

Suddenly, while he was smoking and thinking, a low rap was heard; and giving permission to enter, he looked round, and saw Hinckeldeym, who, in Court dress, bowed and advanced, with his cocked hat tucked beneath his arm, saying, — 

I regret, sire, to crave audience at this hour, but it is upon a matter both imperative and confidential.

Then shut the inner door, his Majesty said in a hard voice, and the flabby-faced old fellow closed the second door that was placed there as precaution against eavesdroppers.

Well? asked the King, turning to him in some surprise that he should be disturbed at that hour.

After your Majesty left the Throne Room I was called out to receive an urgent dispatch that had just arrived by Imperial courier from Vienna. This dispatch, and he drew it from his pocket, shows most plainly that his Majesty the Emperor is seriously annoyed at your Majestys laxness and hesitation to apply for a divorce. Yesterday he called our Ambassador and remarked that although he had degraded the Princess, taken from her all her titles, her decorations, and her privileges, yet you, her husband, had done absolutely nothing. I crave your Majestys pardon for being compelled to speak so plainly, added the wily old fellow, watching the disturbing effect his words had upon his Sovereign.

That is all very well, he answered, in a mechanical voice. The Emperors surprise and annoyance are quite natural. I have been awaiting your reports, Hinckeldeym. Before my wifes disappearance you seemed to be particularly well-informed — through De Trauttenberg, I suppose — of all her movements and her intentions. Yet since she left you have been content to remain in utter ignorance.

Not in entire ignorance, sire. Did I not report to you that she went to Vienna in the mans company?

And where is the man at the present moment?

At Camaldoli, a health resort in central Italy. The Ambassador and several of the staff are spending the summer up there.

Well, what else do you know? the King asked, fixing his eyes upon the crafty old scoundrel who was the greatest power in the Kingdom. Can you tell me where my wife is — thats the question? I dont think much of your secret service which costs the country so much, if you cannot tell me that, he said frankly.

Yes, your Majesty, I can tell you that, and very much more, the old fellow answered, quite unperturbed. The truth is that I have known where she has been for a long time past, and a great deal has been discovered. Yet, for your Majestys peace of mind, I have not mentioned so painful a subject. Had I not exerted every effort to follow the Princess I should surely have been wanting in my duties as Minister.

Then where is she? he asked quickly, rising from his chair.

In England — at a small watering-place on the South Coast, called Worthing.

Well — and what else?

Heinrich Hinckeldeym made no reply for a few moments, as though hesitating to tell his royal master all that he knew. Then at last he said, with that wily insinuation by which he had already ruined the poor Princesss reputation and good name, — 

The rest will, I think, best be furnished to the counsel who appears on your Majestys behalf to apply for a divorce.

Ah! he sighed sadly. Is it so grave as that? Well, Hinckeldeym, you may tell me everything, only recollect I must have proof — proof. You understand? he added hoarsely.

Hitherto I have always endeavoured to give your Majesty proof, and on certain occasions you have complimented me upon my success in discovering the secrets of the pair, he answered.

I know I have, but I must have more proof now. There must be no surmises — but hard, solid facts, you understand! In those days I was only Crown Prince. To-day I am King, and my wife is Queen — whatever may be her faults.

The old Minister was considerably taken aback by this sudden refusal on his royal masters part to accept every word of his as truth. Yet outwardly he exhibited no sign of annoyance or of disappointment. He was a perfect diplomatist.

If your Majesty will deign to give them audience, I will, within half an hour, bring here the two secret service agents who have been to England, and they shall tell you with their own lips what they have discovered.

Yes, do so, the King exclaimed anxiously. Let them tell me the whole truth. They will be discreet, of course, and not divulge to the people that I have given them audience — eh?

They are two of the best agents your Majesty possesses. If I may be permitted, I will go at once and send for them.

And walking backwards, he bowed, and left the room. Three-quarters of an hour later he returned, bringing with him a middle-aged, thin-faced woman, rather tall and thin, dressed plainly in black, and a tall, grey-haired, and rather gentlemanly looking man, whom he introduced to their Sovereign, who was standing with his back to the writing-table.

The womans name was Rose Reinherz and the mans Otto Stieger.

The King surveyed both of them critically. He had never seen any member of his secret service in the flesh before, and was interested in them and in their doings.

The Minister Hinckeldeym tells me, he said, addressing Stieger, that you are both members of our secret service, and that you have returned from England. I wish to hear your report from your own lips. Tell me exactly what you have discovered without any fear of giving me personal offence. I want to hear the whole truth, remember, however disagreeable it may be.

Yes, added the evil-eyed old Minister. Tell his Majesty all that you have discovered regarding the lady, who for the present purposes may remain nameless. The spy hesitated for a moment, confused at finding himself called so suddenly into the presence of his Sovereign, and without an opportunity of putting on another suit of clothes. Besides, he was at a loss how to begin.

Did you go to Vienna? asked the King.

I was sent to Vienna the instant it became known that the Crown Princess — I mean the lady — had left the palace. I discovered that she had driven to her fathers palace, but finding him absent had gone to Wartenstein. I followed her there, but she had left again before I arrived, and I entirely lost track of her. Probably she went to Paris, but of that I am not sure. I went to Rome, and for a fortnight kept observation upon the Count, but he wrote no letters to her, which made me suspect that she was hiding somewhere in Rome.

You reported that she was actually in Rome. Hinckeldeym told me that.

The Ministers grey brows were knit, but only for a second.

I did not report that she was actually there, sire. I only reported my suspicion.

A suspicion which was turned into an actual fact before it reached my ears — eh? he said in a hard voice. Go on.

Hinckeldeym now regretted that he had so readily brought his spies face to face with the King.

After losing touch with the lady for several weeks, it was discovered that she was staying under an assumed name at the Savoy Hotel, in London. I travelled from Rome to London post-haste, and took a room at the hotel, finding that she had engaged a young Englishwoman named Redmayne as maid, and that she was in the habit of meeting in secret a certain Englishman named Bourne, who seemed to be leading a curiously secluded life. I reported this to the Minister Hinckeldeym, who at once sent me as assistant Rose Reinherz, now before your Majesty. Together we have left no stone unturned to fully investigate the situation, and — well, we have discovered many things.

And what are they? Explain.

We have ascertained that Count Leitolf still writes to the lady, sending her letters to the same address in Brussels as previously. A copy of one letter, which we intercepted, I placed in the Ministers hands. It is couched in terms that leave no doubt that this man loves her, and that she reciprocates his affection.

You are quite certain that it is not a mere platonic friendship? asked the King, fixing his eyes upon the spy very earnestly.

As a man of the world, your Majesty, I do not think there is such a thing as platonic friendship between man and woman.

That is left to poets and dreamers, remarked the wily Hinckeldeym, with a sneer.

Besides, the spy continued, we have carefully watched this man Bourne, and find that when she went to live at Worthing he followed her there. They meet every evening, and go long walks together.

I have watched them many times, your Majesty, declared Rose Reinherz. I have seen him kiss her hand.

Then, to be frank, you insinuate that this man is her latest lover? remarked the King with a dark look upon his face.

Unfortunately, that is so, the woman replied. He is with her almost always; and furthermore, after much inquiry and difficulty, we have at last succeeded in establishing who he really is.

And who is he?

A thief in hiding from the police — one of a clever gang who have committed many robberies of jewels in various cities. This is his photograph — one supplied from London to our own Prefecture of Police in Treysa. And he handed the King an oblong card with two portraits of Guy Bourne, full face and profile, side by side.

His Majesty held it in his hand, and beneath the light gazed upon it for a long time, as though to photograph the features in his memory.

Hinckeldeym watched him covertly, and glanced at the spy approvingly.

And you say that this man is at Worthing, and in hiding from the police? You allege that he is an intimate friend of my wifes?

Stieger says that he is her latest lover, remarked Hinckeldeym. You have written a full and detailed report. Is not that so? he asked.

The spy nodded in the affirmative, saying, — 

The fellow is in hiding, together with the leader of the association of thieves, a certain Redmayne, known as the Mute, who is wanted by the Hamburg police for the theft of the Baroness Ackermanns jewels. The papers of late have been full of the daring theft.

Oh! then the police are searching for both men? exclaimed the King. Is there any charge in Germany against this person — Bourne, you called him?

One for theft in Cologne, eighteen months ago, and another for jewel robbery at Eugendorf, was the spys reply.

Then, Hinckeldeym, make immediate application to the British Government for their arrest and extradition. Stieger will return at once to Worthing and point them out to the English police. It will be the quickest way of crushing out the — well, the infatuation, we will call it, he added grimly.

And your Majesty will not apply for a divorce? asked the Minister in that low, insinuating voice.

I will reflect, Hinckeldeym, was the Kings reply. But in the meantime see that both these agents are rewarded for their astuteness and loyalty.

And, turning, he dismissed the trio impatiently, without further ceremony.


Chapter Twenty Three.

Secret Instructions.
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YOU DID EXCEEDINGLY well, Stieger. I am much pleased! declared his Excellency the Minister, when, outside the palace, he caused them both to enter his carriage and was driving them to his own fine house on the opposite side of the capital. His Majesty is taking a severe revenge, he laughed. This Englishman Bourne will certainly regret having met the Queen. Besides, the fact of her having chosen a low-born criminal lover condemns her a thousandfold in the Kings eyes. I, who know him well, know that nothing could cause him such anger as for her to cast her royalty into the mud, as she has done by her friendship with this gaolbird.

I am pleased to have earned your Excellencys approbation, replied the man. And I trust that his Majestys pleasure will mean advancement for me — at your Excellencys discretion, of course.

To-morrow I shall sign this decree, raising you to the post of functionary of the first class, with increased emoluments. And to you, he added, turning to the thin-nosed woman, I shall grant a gratification of five thousand marks. Over an affair of this kind we cannot afford publicity. Therefore say nothing, either of you. Recollect that in this matter you are not only serving the King, but the whole Ministry and Court. The King must obtain a divorce, and we shall all be grateful to you for the collection of the necessary evidence. The latter, as I told you some time ago, need not be based on too firm a foundation, for even if she defends the action the mere fact of her alliance with this good-looking criminal will be sufficient to condemn her in the eyes of a jury of Treysa. Therefore return to England and collect the evidence carefully — facts that have foundation — you understand?

The spy nodded. He understood his Excellencys scandalous suggestion. He was to manufacture evidence to be used against the Queen.

You must show that she has lightly transferred her love from Leitolf to this rascal Bourne. The report you have already made is good, but it is not quite complete enough. It must contain such direct charges that her counsel will be unable to bring evidence to deny, declared the fat-faced man — the man who really ruled the Kingdom.

The old monarch had been a hard, level-headed if rather eccentric man, who had never allowed Hinckeldeym to fully reach the height of his ambition; yet now, on the accession of his son, inexperienced in government and of a somewhat weak and vacillating disposition, the crafty President of the Council had quickly risen to be a power as great, if not greater than, the King himself.

He was utterly unscrupulous, as shown by his conversation with Stieger. He was Claires bitterest enemy, yet so tactful was he that she had once believed him to be her friend, and had actually consulted him as to her impossible position at Court. Like many other men, he had commenced life as a small advocate in an obscure provincial town, but by dint of ingenious scheming and dishonest double-dealing he had wormed himself into the confidence of the old King, who regarded him as a necessity for the government of the country. His policy was self-advancement at any cost. He betrayed both enemies and friends with equal nonchalance, if they were unfortunate enough to stand in his way. Heinrich Hinckeldeym had never married, as he considered a wife an unnecessary burden, both socially and financially, and as far as was known, he was without a single relative.

At his own splendid mansion, in a severely furnished room, he sat with his two spies, giving them further instructions as to how they were to act in England.

You will return to-morrow by way of Cologne and Ostend, he said, and I will at once have the formal requisition for their arrest and extradition made to the British Foreign Office. If this man Bourne is convicted, the prejudice against the Queen will be greater, and she will lose her partisans among the people, who certainly will not uphold her when this latest development becomes known. And his Excellencys fat, evil face relaxed into a grim smile.

Presently he dismissed them, urging them to carry out the mission entrusted to them without scruple, and in the most secret manner possible. Then, when they were gone, he crossed the room to the telephone and asked the Ministers Stuhlmann, Meyer, and Hoepfner — who all lived close by — whether they could come at once, as he desired to consult them. All three responded to the Presidents call, and in a quarter of an hour they assembled.

Hinckeldeym, having locked the door and drawn the heavy portière, at once gave his friends a résumé of what had taken place that evening, and of the manner in which he had rearoused the Kings anger and jealousy.

Excellent! declared Stuhlmann, who held the portfolio of Foreign Affairs. Then I shall at once give Crispendorf orders to receive Stieger and to apply to the British Foreign Office for the arrest of the pair. What are their names? I did not quite catch them.

Hinckeldeym crossed to his writing-table and scribbled a memorandum of the names Bourne and Redmayne, and the offences for which they were wanted.

They will be tried in Berlin, I suppose? Stuhlmann remarked.

My dear friend, it does not matter where they are tried, so long as they are convicted. All we desire to establish is the one fact which will strike the public as outrageous — the Queen has a lover who is a criminal. Having done that, we need no longer fear her return here to Treysa.

But is not the Leitolf affair quite sufficient? asked Meyer, a somewhat younger man than the others, who, by favour of Hinckeldeym, now held the office of Minister of Justice.

The King suspects it is a mere platonic friendship.

And it really may be after all, remarked Meyer. In my opinion — expressed privately to you here — the Queen has not acted as a guilty woman would act. If the scandal were true she would have been more impatient. Besides, the English nurse, Allen, came to me before she left Treysa, and vowed to me that the reports were utterly without foundation. They were lovers, as children — that is all.

Hinckeldeym turned upon him furiously.

We have nothing to do with your private misgivings. Your duty as Minister is to act with us, he said in a hard, angry voice. What does it matter if the English nurse is paid by the Queen to whitewash her mistress? You, my dear Meyer, must be the very last person to express disbelief in facts already known. Think of what would happen if this woman returned to Treysa! You and I — and all of us — would be swept out of office and into obscurity. Can we afford to risk that? If you can, I tell you most plainly that I cant. I intend that the King shall obtain a divorce, and that the woman shall never be permitted to cross our frontier again. The day she does, recollect, will mark our downfall.

Meyer, thus reproved by the man to whom he owed his present office, pursed his lips and gave his shoulders a slight shrug. He saw that Hinckeldeym had made up his mind, even though he himself had all along doubted whether the Queen was not an innocent victim of her enemies. Allen had sought audience of him, and had fearlessly denounced, in no measured terms, the foul lies circulated by the Countess de Trauttenberg. The Englishwoman had declared that her mistress was the victim of a plot, and that although she was well aware of her friendliness with Count Leitolf, yet it was nothing more than friendship. She had admitted watching them very closely in order to ascertain whether what was whispered was really true. But it was not. The Queen was an ill-treated and misjudged woman, she declared, concluding with a vow that the just judgment of God would, sooner or later, fall upon her enemies. What the Englishwoman had told him had impressed him. And now Hinckeldeyms demeanour made it plain that what Allen had said had very good foundation.

He, Ludwig Meyer, was Minister of Justice, yet he was compelled to conspire with the others to do to a woman the worst injustice that mans ambition could possibly conceive. His companion Hoepfner, Minister of Finance, was also one of Hinckeldeyms creatures, and dared not dissent from his decision.

You forget, my dear Meyer, said the old President, turning back to him. You forget all that the Countess Hupertz discovered, and all that she told us.

I recollect everything most distinctly. But I also recollect that she gave us no proof.

Ah! You, too, believe in platonic friendship! sneered the old man. Only fools believe in that.

No, interposed Stuhlmann quickly. Do not let us quarrel over this. Our policy is a straightforward and decisive one. The King is to apply for a divorce, and our friend Meyer will see that it is granted. The thing is quite simple.

But if she is innocent? asked the Minister of Justice.

There is no question of her innocence, snapped Hinckeldeym. It is her guilt that concerns you — you understand!

Then, after some further consultation, during which time Meyer remained silent, the three men rose and, shaking hands with the President, departed.

When they had gone Hinckeldeym paced angrily up and down the room. He was furious that Meyer should express the slightest doubt or compunction. His hands were clenched, his round, prominent eyes wore a fierce, determined expression, and his gross features were drawn and ashen grey.

We shall see, woman, who will win — you or I! he muttered to himself. You told me that when you were Queen you would sweep clean the Augean stable — you would change all the Ministers of State, Chamberlains — every one, from the Chancellor of the Orders down to the Grand Master of the Ceremonies. You said that they should all go — and first of all the dames du palais. Well, we shall see! he laughed to himself. If your husband is such a fool as to relent and regard your friendship with Leitolf with leniency, then we must bring forward this newest lover of yours — this man who is to be arrested in your company and condemned as a criminal. The people, after that, will no longer call you their Claire and clamour for your return, and in addition, your fool of a husband will be bound to accept the divorce which Meyer will give him. And then, woman, he growled to himself, you will perhaps regret having threatened Heinrich Hinckeldeym!


Chapter Twenty Four.

Romance and Reality.

[image: img263.jpg]

RODDY REDMAYNE, HAVING returned safely from abroad, was living in quiet seclusion with Guy in apartments in a small, pleasantly situated cottage beyond West Worthing, on the dusty road to Goring. Immediately on his arrival from Hull he had gone to Brighton, but after a few days had taken apartments in the ancient little place, with its old-world garden filled with roses.

Both he and Guy, under assumed names, of course, represented themselves as clerks down from London, spending their summer holidays, and certainly their flannel suits, white shoes, and Panama hats gave them that appearance. Kinder was in hiding in a house up in Newcastle-on-Tyne, having crossed to that port from Antwerp. The Baronesss jewels, which were a particularly fine lot, had been disposed of to certain agents in Leyden, and therefore Roddy and his friends were in funds, though they gave no sign of wealth to their landlady, the thrifty wife of a cab proprietor.

It was a very pleasant little cottage, standing quite alone, and as the two men were the only lodgers they were quite free to do as they liked. The greater part of the day they smoked and read under the trees in the big, old-fashioned garden, and at evening would walk together into Worthing, and generally met Claire upon the pier.

Madame, as they called her, went with Leucha several times and lunched with them at the little place, while once or twice they had had the honour of dining at her table, when they had found her a most charming hostess. Both men tried to do all they could to render her what little services lay in their power, and each day they sent her from the florists large bunches of tea-roses, her favourite flowers. Little Ignatia was not forgotten, for they sent her dolls and toys.

Claires life was now at last calm and peaceful, with her three strange friends. Leucha was most attentive to Ignatia, and took her each morning for a run with bare feet upon the sands, while the two men who seldom, if ever, went out before dusk, generally met her and walked with her after dinner beside the sea.

Often, when alone, she wondered how her husband fared at Treysa, and how Carl was enduring the broiling heat of the long, thirsty Italian summer. Where was that traitress, the Trauttenberg, and what, she wondered, had become of those two faithful servants, Allen and Henriette? Her past unhappiness at Treysa sometimes arose before her like some hideous but half-remembered dream. In those days she lived among enemies, but now she was with friends, even though they might be outlawed from society. With all her timid flexibility and soft acquiescence Claire was not weak; for the negative alone is weak, and the mere presence of goodness and affection implies in itself a species of power, power with repose — that soul of grace.

Many a pleasant stroll after sundown she took with the courtly old adventurer, who looked quite a gay old dog in his flannels and rakish Panama pulled down over his eyes; or with Guy, who dressed a trifle more quietly. The last-named, however, preferred, of course, the society of Leucha, and frequently walked behind with her. Claire treated Roddys daughter more as an equal than as a dependant — indeed, treated her as her lady-in-waiting, to fetch and carry for her, to tie her veil, to button her gloves, and to perform the thousand and one little services which the trained lady-in-waiting does so deftly and without ceremony.

Though at first very strange to the world, Claire was now beginning to realise its ways, and to enjoy and appreciate more and more the freedom which she had at last gained. She delighted in those evening walks beneath the stars, when they would rest upon a seat, listening to the soft music of the sea, and watching the flashing light of the Owers and the bright beacon on Selsea Bill.

Yes, life in the obscurity of Worthing was indeed far preferable to the glare and glitter of the Court at Treysa. The people in the town — shopkeepers and others — soon began to know Madame Bernard by sight, and so many were her kindly actions that the common people on the promenade — cabmen, baggage-porters, bath-chair men, and the like — touched their hats to her in respect, little dreaming that the beautiful, sweet-faced foreigner with the pretty child was actually queen of a German kingdom.

As the summer days went by, and the two men met her each evening at the entrance to the pier, she could not close her eyes to the fact that the affection between Guy and Leucha had increased until it now amounted to a veritable passion. They loved each other both truly and well, yet what could be done? There was, alas! the ghastly barrier of want between them — a barrier which, in this cruel, hard world of ours, divides so many true and loving hearts.

And as those peaceful summer days went by, the two strangers, a man and a woman, who lived at separate hotels, and only met on rare occasions, were ever watchful, noting and reporting the Queens every action, and keeping close observation upon the two men who were living at that rose-embowered cottage in calm ignorance of the dastardly betrayal that was being so ingeniously planned.

One evening, just before she sat down to dinner, the maidservant handed her a letter with a Belgian stamp, and opening it, she saw that enclosed was a communication from the faithful Steinbach.

She tore open the envelope with breathless eagerness, and read as follows: — 

Your Majesty. — In greatest haste I send you warning to acquaint you with another fresh conspiracy, the exact nature of which I am at present unaware. Confidential papers have, however, to-day passed through my hands in the Ministry — a report for transmission to Crispendorf, in London. This report alleges that you are unduly friendly with a certain Englishman named Guy Bourne, said to be living in the town of Worthing, in the county of Sussex. This is all I can at present discover, but it will, I trust, be sufficient to apprise you that your enemies have discovered your whereabouts, and are still seeking to crush you. The instant I can gather more I will report further. Your Majestys most humble and obedient servant. — S.

She bit her lip. Then they had discovered her, and, moreover, were trying now to couple her name with Bournes! It was cruel, unjust, inhuman. In such a mind as hers the sense of a cruel injury, inflicted by one she had loved and trusted, without awakening any violent anger or any desire of vengeance, sank deep — almost incurably and lastingly deep.

Leucha, who entered the room at that moment, noticed her grave expression as she held the letter in her hand, but was silent.

The tender and virtuous woman re-read those fateful lines, and reflected deeply. Steinbach was faithful to her, and had given her timely warning. Yes, she had on many occasions walked alone with Guy along the promenade, and he had, unseen by any one, kissed her hand in homage of her royal station. She fully recognised that, unscrupulous liars as her enemies were, they might start another scandal against her as cruel as that concerning Carl Leitolf.

She had little appetite for dinner but afterwards, when she went out with Leucha into the warm summers night, and, as usual, they met the two men idling near the pier, she took Guy aside and walked with him at some distance behind Roddy and his daughter.

At first their conversation was as usual, upon the doings of the day. She gave him permission to smoke, and he lit his cigar, the light of the match illuminating his face.

It was a delightful August night, almost windless, and with a crescent moon and calm sea, while from the pier there came across the waters the strains of one of the latest waltzes. She was dressed all in white, and Guy, glancing at her now and then, thought he had never seen her looking more graceful and beautiful. Nevertheless her Imperial blood betrayed itself always in her bearing, even on those occasions when she had disguised herself in her maids gowns.

Presently, when father and daughter were some distance ahead, she turned to him and, looking into his countenance, said very seriously, — 

Much as I regret it, Mr Bourne, our very pleasant evenings here must end. This is our last walk together.

What! Madame! he exclaimed. Are you leaving? and he halted in surprise.

I hardly know yet, she replied, just a trifle confused, for she hesitated to tell the cruel truth to this man who had once risked his life for hers. It is not, however, because I am leaving, but our parting is imperative, because — well — for the sake of both of us.

I dont quite follow your Majesty, he said, looking inquiringly at her. They were quite alone, at a spot where there were no promenaders.

No, she sighed. I expect not. I must be more plain, although it pains me to be so. The fact is that my enemies at Court have learnt that we are friends, and are now endeavouring to couple our names — you and I. Is it not scandalous — when you love Leucha?

What! he cried, starting back amazed. They are actually endeavouring to again besmirch your good name! Ah! I see! They say that I am your latest lover — eh? Tell me the truth, he urged fiercely. These liars say that you are in love with me! They dont know who I am, he laughed bitterly. I, a thief — and you, a sovereign!

They are enemies, and will utter any lies to create scandal concerning me, she said, with quiet resignation. For that reason we must not be seen together. To you, Mr Bourne, I owe my life — a debt that I fear I shall never be able to sufficiently repay. Mr Redmayne and yourself have been very kind and generous to me, a friendless woman, and yet I am forced by circumstances to withdraw my friendship because of this latest plot conceived by the people who have so ingeniously plotted my ruin. As you know, they declared that Count Leitolf was my lover, but I swear before God that he was only my friend — my dear, devoted friend, just as I believe that you yourself are. And yet, she sighed, it is so very easy to cast scandal against a woman, be she a seamstress or of the blood royal.

I am certainly your devoted friend, the man declared in a clear, earnest tone. You are misjudged and ill-treated, therefore it is my duty as a man, who, I hope, still retains some of the chivalry of a gentleman, to stand your champion.

In this, you, alas! cannot — you would only compromise me, she declared, shaking her head sadly.

We must part. You and Mr Redmayne are safe here. Therefore I shall to-morrow leave Worthing.

But this is dastardly! he cried in fierce resentment. Are you to live always in this glass house, for your enemies to hound you from place to place, because a man dares to admire your beauty? What is your future to be?

She fixed her calm gaze upon him in the pale moonlight.

Who can tell? she sighed sadly. For the present we must think only of the present. My enemies have discovered me, therefore it is imperative that we should part. Yet before doing so I want to thank you very much for all the services you and Mr Redmayne have rendered me. Rest assured that they will never be forgotten — never.

Roddy and Leucha had seated themselves upon a seat facing the beach, and they were now slowly approaching them.

I hardly know how to take leave of you, Guy said, speaking slowly and very earnestly. You, on your part, have been so good and generous to Leucha and myself. If these scandalmongers only knew that she loved me and that I reciprocated her affection, they surely would not seek to propagate this shameful report concerning us.

It would make no difference to them, she declared in a low, hoarse voice of grief. For their purposes — in order that I shall be condemned as worthless, and prevented from returning to Treysa — they must continue to invent their vile fictions against my honour as a woman.

The fiends! he cried fiercely. But you shall be even with them yet! They fear you — and they shall, one day, have just cause for their fears. We will assist you — Roddy and I. We will together prove your honesty and innocence before the whole world.

They gained the seat whereon Leucha and her father were sitting, and Claire sat down to rest before the softly sighing sea, while her companion stood, she having forgotten to give him permission to be seated. She was so unconventional that she often overlooked such points, and, to her intimate friends, would suddenly laugh and apologise for her forgetfulness.

While all four were chatting and laughing together — for Roddy had related a droll incident he had witnessed that day out at Goring — there came along the sea-path two figures of men, visitors like themselves, judging from their white linen trousers and straw hats. Their approach was quite unnoticed until of a sudden they both halted before the group, and one of them, a brown-bearded man, stepping up to the younger man, said, in a stern, determined voice, — 

I identify you as Guy Bourne. I am Inspector Sinclair of the Criminal Investigation Department, and I hold a warrant for your arrest for jewel robbery! Claire gave vent to a low cry of despair, while Leucha sprang up and clung to the man she loved. But at that same instant three other men appeared out of the deep shadows, while one of them, addressing Roddy, who in an instant had jumped to his feet, said, — 

Im Detective-sergeant Plummer. I identify you as Roddy Redmayne, alias Scott-Martin, alias Ward. I arrest you on a charge of jewel robbery committed within the German Empire. Whatever statement you may make will be used in evidence against you on your trial. Both men were so utterly staggered that neither spoke a word. Their arrest had been so quickly and quietly effected that they had no opportunity to offer resistance, and even if they had they would have been outnumbered.

Roddy uttered a fierce imprecation beneath his breath, but Guy, turning sadly to Claire, merely shrugged his shoulders, and remarked bitterly, — 

It is Fate, I suppose!

And the two men were compelled to walk back with a detective on either side of them, while Leucha, in a passion of tears, crushed and heart-broken, followed with her grave-faced mistress — a sad, mournful procession.

Claire spoke to them both — kind, encouraging words, urging them to take courage — whereupon one of the detectives said, — 

I really think it would be better if you left us, madam. But she refused, and walked on behind them, watched from a distance by the German agent Stieger and Rose Reinherz, and, alas! in ignorance of the vile, despicable plot of Hinckeldeym — the plot that was to ruin her for ever in the eyes of her people.


Chapter Twenty Five.

Some Ugly Truths.
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POOR LEUCHA WAS beside herself with grief, for she, alas! knew too well the many serious charges upon which her father and her lover were wanted. Both would receive long terms of penal servitude. Against them stood a very ugly list of previous convictions, and for jewel robbery, judges were never lenient.

Claire was in deadly fear that Roddys daughter might also be arrested for the part she had played in the various affairs, but it appeared that the information received by the police did not extend to the Ladybird.

The blow was complete. It had fallen and crushed them all.

That night Leucha lay awake, reflecting upon all that might be brought against the pair — the Forbes affair, when the fine pearls of Mrs Stockton-Forbes, the wife of the American railroad king, were stolen from the house in Park Lane; the matter of the Countess of Henhams diamonds; the theft of Lady Maitlands emeralds, and a dozen other clever jewel robberies that had from time to time startled readers of the newspapers.

Claire, on her part, also lay wondering — wondering how best to act in order to extricate the man who had so gallantly risked his life to save hers, and the easy-going old thief who had showed her such great kindness and consideration. Could she extricate them? No; she saw it was quite impossible. The English police and judges could not be bribed, as she had heard they could be in some countries. The outlook was hopeless — utterly and absolutely hopeless. Somebody had betrayed them. Both men had declared so, after their arrest. They had either been recognised and watched, or else some enemy had pointed them out to the police. In either case it was the same. A long term of imprisonment awaited both of them.

Though they were thieves, and as such culpable, yet she felt that she had now lost her only friends.

Next morning, rising early, she sent Leucha to the police station to inquire when they would be brought before the magistrate. To her surprise, however, the Ladybird brought back the reply that they had been taken up to London by the six oclock train that morning, in order to be charged in the Extradition Court at Bow Street — the Court reserved for prisoners whose extradition was demanded by foreign Governments.

Post-haste, leaving little Ignatia in charge of the landlady and the parlour-maid, Madame Bernard and Leucha took the express to London, and were present in the grim, sombre police court when the chief magistrate, a pleasant-faced, white-headed old gentleman, took his seat, and the two prisoners were placed in the dock.

Guys dark eyes met Claires, and he started, turning his face away with shame at his position. She was a royal sovereign, and he, after all, only a thief. He had been unworthy her regard. Roddy saw her also, but made no sign. He feared lest his daughter might be recognised as the ingenious woman who had so cleverly acted as their spy and accomplice, and was annoyed that she should have risked coming there.

The men were formally charged — Redmayne with being concerned with two other men, not in custody, in stealing a quantity of jewellery, the property of the Baroness Ackermann, at Uhlenhorst, outside Hamburg.

The charge against Guy Bourne was that he did, on June 16th, 1903, steal certain jewellery belonging to one Joseph Hirsch of Eugendorf.

In dry, hard tones Mr Gore-Palmer, barrister, who appeared on behalf of the German Embassy, opened the case.

Your Worship, counsel said, I do not propose to go into great length with the present case to-day. I appear on behalf of the German Imperial Embassy in London to apply for the extradition of these men, Redmayne and Bourne, for extensive thefts of jewels within the German Empire. The police will furnish evidence to you that they are members of a well-known, daring, and highly ingenious international gang, who operate mainly at the large railway stations on the Continent, and have, it is believed, various accomplices, who take places as domestic servants in the houses of persons known to be in possession of valuable jewellery. For the last two years active search has been made for them; but they have always succeeded in eluding the vigilance of the police until last night, when they were apprehended at Worthing, and brought to this Court. The first case, that against Redmayne, is that one of the gang, a woman unknown, entered the service of the Baroness Ackermann in London, and after a few weeks accompanied her to Hamburg, where, on discovering where this lady kept her jewels, she made an excuse that her mother was dying, and returned to England. Eight months afterwards, however, the prisoner Redmayne, alias Ward, alias Scott-Martin, made a daring entry into the house while the family were at dinner, opened the safe, and escaped with the whole of its precious contents, some of which were afterwards disposed of in Leyden and in Amsterdam. The charge against Bourne is that, on the date named, he was at the Cologne railway station, awaiting the express from Berlin, and on its arrival snatched the dressing-case from the Countess de Wallwitzs footman and made off with it. The servant saw the man, and at the police-office afterwards identified a photograph which had been supplied to the German police from Scotland Yard as that of a dangerous criminal. Against both men are a number of charges for robbery in various parts of France and Germany, one against Bourne being the daring theft, three years ago, of a very valuable ruby pendant from the shop of a jeweller named Hirsch, in the town of Eugendorf, in the Kingdom of Marburg. This latter offence, as your Worship will see, has been added to the charge against Bourne, and the Imperial German Government rely upon your Worship granting the extradition sought for under the Acts of 1870 and 1873, and the Treaty of 1876. Mention of the town of Eugendorf caused Claire to start quickly. He had actually been guilty of theft in her own Kingdom! For that reason, then, he had escaped from Treysa the instant he was well enough to leave the hospital.

I have here, continued counsel, a quantity of evidence taken on commission before British Consuls in Germany, which I will put in, and I propose also to call a servant of the Baroness Ackermann and the jeweller Hirsch, both of whom are now in the precincts of the Court. I may add that the Imperial German Government have, through their Ambassador, made diplomatic representations to the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, as they attach the greatest importance to this case. The men, if my instructions are correct, will be found to be the leaders of a very dangerous and daring gang, who operate mostly in Germany, and seek refuge here, in their own country. I therefore hope that your Worship, after reading the depositions and hearing the evidence, will make the order for them to be handed over to the German authorities to be dealt with.

I must have direct evidence, remarked the magistrate. Evidence on commission is not sufficient. They are both British subjects, remember.

I have direct evidence of identification against each prisoner, counsel replied. I take it that your Worship will be obliged to adjourn the case for seven days, as usual; and if further evidence is required from Germany, it will be forthcoming.

Very well, said the magistrate, taking the mass of documents handed to him, and proceeding to hear the formal evidence of arrest, as given by the inspector and sergeant from New Scotland Yard.

Afterwards the interpreter of the Court was sworn, and following him a tall, clean-shaven, yellow-haired German entered the witness-box, and gave his name as Max Wolff, in the employ of the Baroness Ackermann, of Uhlenhorst, near Hamburg. The instant the Ladybird saw him she made an excuse to Claire, and rising, escaped from the Court. They had been in service together, and he might recognise her!

The mans evidence, being translated into English, showed that suspicion fell upon an English maid the Baroness had engaged in London, and who, a few days after arriving in Hamburg, suddenly returned. Indeed, she had one day been seen examining the lock of the safe; and it was believed that she had taken an impression of the key, for when the robbery was committed, some months later, the safe was evidently opened by means of a duplicate key.

And do you identify either of the prisoners? inquired the magistrate.

I identify the elder one. I came face to face with him coming down the principal staircase with a bag in his hand. I was about to give the alarm; but he drew a revolver, and threatened to blow out my brains if I uttered a word.

The accused mans face relaxed into a sickly smile.

And you were silent?

For the moment, yes. Next second he was out into the road, and took to the open country. I am quite certain he is the man; I would know him among ten thousand.

And you have heard nothing of this English ladys maid since? asked the magistrate.

No; she disappeared after, as we suppose, taking the impression of the key.

The next witness was a short, stout, dark-faced man with a shiny bald head, evidently a Jew. He was Joseph Hirsch, jeweller, of the Sternstrasse, Eugendorf, and he described how, on a certain evening, the prisoner Bourne — whom he identified — had entered his shop. He took him to be a wealthy Englishman travelling for pleasure, and showed him some of his best goods, including a ruby pendant worth about fifty thousand marks. The prisoner examined it well, but saying that the light was not good, and that he preferred to return next morning and examine it in the daylight, he put it down and went out. A quarter of an hour later, however, he had discovered, to his utter dismay, that the pendant had been cleverly palmed, and in its place in the case was left a cheap ornament, almost a replica, but of brass and pieces of red glass. He at once took train to Treysa and informed the chief of police, who showed him a photograph of the prisoner — a copy of one circulated by Scotland Yard.

And do you see in Court the man who stole the pendant? asked the magistrate.

Yes; he is there, the Jew replied in German— the younger of the two.

You have not recovered your property?

No, sir.

The court was not crowded. The London public take little or no interest in the Extradition Court. The magistrate glanced across at the well-dressed lady in dark grey who sat alone upon one of the benches, and wondered who she might be. Afterwards one of the detectives informed him privately that she had been with the men at Worthing when they were arrested.

I do not know, your Worship, if you require any further evidence, exclaimed Mr Gore-Palmer, again rising. Perhaps you will glance at the evidence taken on commission before the British Consul-General at Treysa, the British Consul in Hamburg, and the British Vice-Consul at Cologne. I venture to think that in face of the evidence of identification you have just heard, you will be convinced that the German Government have a just right to apply for the extradition of these two persons.

He then resumed his seat, while the white-headed old gentleman on the bench carefully went through folio after folio of the signed and stamped documents, each with its certified English translation and green Consular stamps.

Presently, when about half-way through the documents, he removed his gold pince-nez, and looking across at counsel, asked, — 

Mr Gore-Palmer, I am not quite clear upon one point. For whom do you appear to prosecute — for the Imperial German Government, or for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom of Marburg?

I appear for both, your Worship, but I am instructed by the latter.

By the Minister Stuhlmann himself, on behalf of the Government — not by Herr Hirsch?

Yes, your Worship, by the Minister himself, who is determined to crush out the continually increasing crimes committed by foreign criminals who enter the Kingdom in the guise of tourists, as in the case of the present prisoners.

Claire, when counsels explanation fell upon her ears, sat upright, pale and rigid.

She recollected Steinbachs warning, and in an instant the vile, dastardly plot of Hinckeldeym and his creatures became revealed to her.

They would condemn this man to whom she owed her life as a low-bred thief, and at the same time declare that he was her latest lover!

For her it was the end of all things — the very end!


Chapter Twenty Six.

Place and Power.
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THE GREY-FACED LONDON magistrate had remanded the prisoners in custody for seven days, and the papers that evening gave a brief account of the proceedings under the heading: Smart Capture of Alleged Jewel-Thieves.

During the return journey to Worthing Claire remained almost silent at Leuchas side. The girl, whose gallant lover had thus been snatched from her so cruelly, was beside herself in utter dejection and brokenness of heart. Surely they were a downcast pair, seated in the corners of an empty first-class carriage on the way back to the seaside town which possessed no further charm for them.

To Claire the plot was now revealed as clear as day. She had, however, never dreamed that Hinckeldeym and Stuhlmann would descend to such depths of villainy as this. Their spies had been at work, without a doubt. She had been watched, and the watchers, whoever they were, had evidently established the identity of the two men to whom she owed so very much. And then Hinckeldeym, with that brutal unscrupulousness that distinguished him, had conceived the hellish plot to create a fresh scandal regarding the jewel thief Guy Bourne and herself.

The man who had risked his life for hers had now lost his liberty solely on her account. It was cruel, unjust, inhuman! Night and day she had prayed to her Maker for peace and for protection from the thousand pitfalls that beset her path in that great complex world of which she was almost as ignorant as little Ignatia herself. Yet it seemed as though, on the contrary, she was slowly drifting on and on to a ruin that was irreparable and complete.

She felt herself doubting, but instantly her strong faith reasserted itself. Yes, God would hear her; she was sure He would. She was a miserable sinner, like all other women, even though she were queen of an earthly kingdom. He would forgive her; He would also forgive those two men who stood charged with the crime of theft. God was just, and in Him she still placed her implicit trust. In silence, as the train rushed southward, she again appealed to Him for His comfort and His guidance.

Her bounden duty was to try and save the men who had been her friends, even at risk to herself. Their friendliness with her had been their own betrayal. Had they disappeared from Paris with her jewels they would still have been at liberty.

Yet what could she do? how could she act?

Twenty years penal servitude was the sentence which Leucha declared would be given her father if tried in England, while upon Bourne the sentence would not be less than fifteen years, having in view his list of previous convictions. In Germany, with the present-day prejudice against the English, they would probably be given even heavier sentences, for, according to Mr Gore-Palmer, an attempt was to be made to make an example of them.

Ah! if the world only knew how kind, how generous those two criminals had been to her, a friendless, unhappy woman, who knew no more of the world than a child in her teens, would it really judge them harshly, she wondered. Or would they receive from the public that deep-felt compassion which she herself had shown them?

Many good qualities are, alas! nowadays dead in the human heart; but happily chivalry towards a lonely woman is still, even in this twentieth century, one of the traits of the Englishmans character, be he gentleman or costermonger.

Alone in her room that night, she knelt beside the bed where little Ignatia was sleeping so peacefully, and besought the Almighty to protect her and her child from this last and foulest plot of her enemies, and to comfort those who had been her friends. Long and earnestly she remained in prayer, her hands clasped, her face uplifted, her white lips moving in humble, fervent appeal to God.

Then when she rose up she pushed back the mass of fair hair from her brow, and paced the room for a long time, pondering deeply, but discerning no way out of the difficulties and perils that now beset her. The two accused men would be condemned, while upon her would be heaped the greatest shame that could be cast upon a woman.

Suddenly she halted at the window, and leaning forward, looked out upon the flashing light far away across the dark, lonely sea. Beyond that far-off horizon, mysterious in the obscurity of night, lay the Continent, with her own Kingdom within. Though freedom was so delightful, without Court etiquette and without Court shams, yet her duty to her people was, she recollected, to be beside her husband; her duty to her child was to live that life to which she, as an Imperial Archduchess, had been born, no matter how irksome it might be to her.

Should she risk all and return to Treysa? The very suggestion caused her to hold her breath. Her face was pale and pensive in her silent, lofty, uncomplaining despair.

Would her husband receive her? Or would he, at the instigation of old Hinckeldeym and his creatures, hound her out of the Kingdom as what the liars at Court had falsely declared her to be?

Again she implored the direction of the Almighty, sinking humbly upon her knees before the crucifix she had placed at the head of her bed, remaining there for fully a quarter of an hour.

Then when she rose again there was a calm, determined look on her pale, hard-set face.

Yes; her patience and womanhood could endure no longer. She would take Leucha and go fearlessly to Treysa, to face her false friends and ruthless enemies. They would start to-morrow. Not a moment was to be lost. And instead of retiring to bed, she spent the greater part of the night in packing her trunks in readiness for the journey which was to decide her fate.



The summers evening was breathless and stifling in Treysa. Attired in Henriettes coat and skirt, and wearing her thick lace veil, Claire alighted from the dusty wagon-lit that had brought her from Cologne, and stood upon the great, well-remembered platform unrecognised.

The douaniers at the frontier had overhauled her baggage; the railway officials had clipped her tickets; the wagon-lit conductor had treated her with the same quiet courtesy that he had shown to her fellow-passengers, and she had passed right into the splendid capital without a single person recognising that the Queen— their Claire — had returned among them.

Leucha descended with Ignatia, who at once became excited at hearing her native tongue again; and as they stood awaiting their hand-baggage an agent of police passed them, but even he did not recognise in the neat-waisted figure the brilliant and beautiful soft-eyed woman who was his sovereign.

At first she held her breath, trembling lest she might be recognised, and premature information of her return be conveyed to Hinckeldeym or to the Prefect of Police, who, no doubt, had his orders to refuse her admittance. Yet finding her disguise so absolutely complete, she took courage, and passed out of the station to hail a closed cab.

They were all three utterly tired out after thirty-six hours of rail, crossing by way of Dover and Ostend.

When Leucha and Ignatia had entered the cab she said to the man sharply, in German, — 

Drive to the royal palace.

The man, who took her for one of the servants, settled himself upon his box and drove up the straight tree-lined avenue to the great entrance gates of the royal park, which were, as usual, closed.

As they approached them, however, her Majesty raised her veil, and waited; while Leucha, with little Ignatia upon her knee, sat wondering. She, the Ladybird, the accomplice of the cleverest gang of thieves in Europe, was actually entering a royal palace as intimate friend of its Queen!

The cab halted, the sentries drew up at attention, and the gorgeous porter came forward and put in his head inquisitively.

Next instant he recognised who it was, and started back; then, raising his cocked hat and bowing low, gave orders to the cabman to drive on. Afterwards, utterly amazed, he went to the telephone to apprise the porter up at the palace that her Majesty the Queen had actually returned.

When they drew up at the great marble steps before the palace entrance, the gaudily-dressed porter stood bare-headed with three other men-servants and the two agents of police who were always on duty there.

All bowed low, saluting their Queen in respectful silence as she descended, and Leucha followed her with the little Princess toddling at her side. It was a ceremonious arrival, but not a single word was uttered until Claire passed into the hall, and was about to ascend the grand staircase on her way to the royal private apartments; for she supposed, and quite rightly, that her husband had, on his accession, moved across to the fine suite occupied by his late father.

Bowing slightly to acknowledge the obeisance of the servants, she was about to ascend the broad stairs, when the porter came forward, and said apologetically, — 

Will your Majesty pardon me? I have orders from the Minister Hinckeldeym to say that he is waiting in the blue anteroom, and wishes to see you instantly upon your arrival.

Then he knows of my return? she exclaimed surprised.

Your Majesty was expected by him since yesterday. She saw that his spies had telegraphed news of her departure from London.

And the King is in the palace?

Yes, your Majesty; he is in his private cabinet, responded the man, bowing.

Then I will go to him. I will see Hinckeldeym afterwards.

But, your Majesty, I have strict orders not to allow your Majesty to pass until you have seen his Excellency. See, here he comes!

And as she turned she saw approaching up the long marble hall a fat man, her arch-enemy, attired in funereal, black.

Your Majesty! he said, bowing, while an evil smile played upon his lips. So you have returned to us at Treysa! Before seeing the King I wish to speak to you in private.

Deadly and inexorable malice was in his countenance. She turned upon him with a quick fire in her eyes, answering with that hauteur that is inherent in the Hapsbourg blood, — 

Whatever you have to say can surely be said here. You can have nothing concerning me to conceal! she added meaningly.

I have something to say that cannot be said before the palace servants, he exclaimed quickly. I forbid you to go to the King before I have had an opportunity of explaining certain matters.

Oh! you forbid — you? she cried, turning upon him in resentment at his laconic insolence. And pray, who are you? — a mere paid puppet of the State, a political adventurer who discerns further advancement by being my enemy! And you forbid?

Your Majesty — I—

Yes; when addressing me do not forget that I am your Queen, she said firmly, and that I know very well how to deal with those who have endeavoured to encompass my ruin. Now go to your fellow-adventurers, Stuhlmann, Hoepfner, and the rest, and give them my message. Every word of hers seemed to blister where it fell. Then turning to Leucha, she said in English, — 

Remain here with Ignatia. I will return to you presently.

And while the fat-faced officer of State who had so ingeniously plotted her downfall stood abashed in silence, and confused at her defiance, she swept past him, mounted the stairs haughtily, and turning into the corridor, made her way to the royal apartments.

Outside the door of the Kings private cabinet — that room wherein Hinckeldeym had introduced his spies — she held her breath. She was helpless at once, and desperate. Her hand trembled upon the door knob, and the sentry, recognising her, started, and stood at attention.

With sudden resolve she turned the handle, and next second stood erect in the presence of her husband.


Chapter Twenty Seven.

A Womans Words.
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THE KING SPRANG up from his writing-table as though electrified.

You! he gasped, turning pale and glaring at her— you, Claire! Why are you here? he demanded angrily.

To speak with you, Ferdinand. That scheming reptile Hinckeldeym forbade me to see you; but I have defied him — and have come to you.

Forbade you! why? he asked, in a deep voice, facing her, and at once noticing that she was disguised as Henriette.

Because he fears that I may expose his ingenious intrigue to you. I have discovered everything, and I have come to you, my husband, to face you, and to answer any charges that this man may bring against me. I only ask for justice, she added, in a low, earnest voice. I appeal to you for that, for the sake of our little Ignatia; for the sake of my own good name, not as Queen, but as a woman!

Then Hinckeldeym was aware that you were returning?

His spies, no doubt, telegraphed information that I had left London. He was awaiting me in the blue anteroom when I arrived, ten minutes ago.

He told me nothing, her husband remarked gruffly, knitting his brows in marked displeasure.

Because he fears the revelation of his dastardly plot to separate us, and to hurl me down to the lowest depths of infamy and shame.

Her husband was silent; his eyes were fixed upon hers. Only yesterday he had called Meyer, the Minister of Justice, and given orders for an application to the Court for a divorce. Hinckeldeym, by continually pointing out the Imperial displeasure in Vienna, had forced him to take this step. He had refrained as long as he could, but at last had been forced to yield.

As far as government was concerned, Hinckeldeym was, he considered, an excellent Minister; yet since that night when the man had introduced his spies, he had had his shrewd suspicions aroused that all he had told him concerning Claire was not the exact truth. Perhaps, after all, he had harshly misjudged her. Such, indeed, was the serious thought that had a thousand times of late been uppermost in his mind — ever since, indeed, he had given audience to the Minister Meyer on the previous morning.

Claire went on, shining forth all her sweet, womanly self. Her intellectual powers, her elevated sense of religion, her high honourable principles, her best feelings as a woman, all were displayed. She maintained at first a calm self-command, as one sure of carrying her point in the end; and yet there was, nevertheless, a painful, heart-thrilling uncertainty. In her appeal, however, was an irresistible and solemn pathos, which, falling upon her husbands heart, caused him to wonder, and to stand open-mouthed before her.

You allege, then, that all this outrageous scandal that has been the talk of Europe has been merely invented by Hinckeldeym and his friends? asked the King, folding his arms firmly and fixing his eyes upon his wife very seriously.

I only ask you, Ferdinand, to hear the truth, and as Sovereign to render justice where justice is due, was her calm response, her pale face turned to his. I was too proud in my own honesty as your wife to appeal to you: indeed, I saw that it was hopeless, so utterly had you fallen beneath the influence of my enemies. So I preferred to leave the Court, and to live incognito as an ordinary person.

But you left Treysa with Leitolf, the man who was your lover! You cant deny that, eh? he snapped.

I deny it, totally and emphatically, was her response, facing him unflinchingly. Carl Leitolf loved me when I was a child, but years before my marriage with you I had ceased to entertain any affection for him. He, however, remained my friend — and he is still my friend.

Then you dont deny that to-day he is really your friend? he said, with veiled sarcasm.

Why should I? Surely there is nothing disgraceful that a man should show friendliness and sympathy towards a woman who yearns for her husbands love, and is lonely and unhappy, as I have been? Again, I did not leave Treysa with him. He joined my train quite by accident, and we travelled to Vienna together. He left me at the station, and I have not seen him since.

When you were in Vienna, a few days before, you actually visited him at his hotel?

Certainly; I went to see him just as I should call upon any other friend. I recognised the plot against us, and arranged with him that he should leave the Court and go to Rome.

I dont approve of such friends, he snapped again quickly.

A husband should always choose his wifes male friends. I am entirely in your hands, Ferdinand.

But surely you know that a thousand and one scandalous stories have been whispered about you — not only in the palace, but actually among the people. The papers, even, have hinted at your disgraceful and outrageous behaviour.

And I have nothing whatever to be ashamed of. You, my husband, I face boldly to-night, and declare to you that I have never, for one single moment, forgotten my duty either to you or to our child, she said, in a very low, firm voice, hot tears at that moment welling in her beautiful eyes. I am here to declare my innocence — to demand of you justice, Ferdinand!

His lips were pressed together. He was watching her intently, noticing how very earnestly and how very boldly she refuted those statements which, in his entire ignorance of the conspiracy, he had believed to be scandalous truths. Was it really possible that she, his wife, whom all Europe had admired for her grace, her sweetness, and her extraordinary beauty, was actually a victim of a deeply-laid plot of Hinckeldeyms? To him it seemed utterly impossible. She was endeavouring, perhaps, to shield herself by making these counter allegations. A man, he reflected, seldom gets even with a womans ingenuity.

Hinckeldeym has recently revealed to me something else, Claire, he said, speaking very slowly, his eyes still fixed upon hers— the existence of another lover, an interesting person who, it appears, is a criminal!

Listen, Ferdinand, and I will tell you the truth — the whole truth, she said very earnestly. You will remember the narrow escape I had that day when my cob shied at a motor car and ran away, and a stranger — an Englishman — stopped the animal, and was so terribly injured that he had to be conveyed to the hospital, and remained there some weeks in a very precarious state. And he afterwards disappeared, without waiting for me to thank him personally?

Yes; I remember hearing something about him.

It is that man — the criminal, she declared; and then, in quick, breathless sentences, she explained how her jewels had been stolen in Paris, and how, when the thieves knew of her identity, the bag had been restored to her intact. He listened to every word in silence, wondering. The series of romantic incidents held him surprised. They were really gallant and gentlemanly thieves, if — if nothing else, he declared.

To this Mr Bourne I owe my life, she said; and to him I also owe the return of my jewels. Is it, therefore, any wonder when these two men, Bourne and Redmayne, have showed me such consideration, that, lonely as I am, I should regard them as friends? I have Redmaynes daughter with me here, as maid. She is below, with Ignatia. It is this Mr Bourne, who is engaged to be married to Leucha Redmayne, that Hinckeldeym seeks to denounce as my lover!

He says that both men are guilty of theft within the Empire; indeed, Bourne is, it is said, guilty of jewel robbery in Eugendorf.

They have both been arrested at Hinckeldeyms instigation, and are now in London, remanded before being extradited here.

Oh! he has not lost very much time, it seems.

No. His intention is that Mr Bourne shall stand his trial here, in Treysa, and at the same time the prisoner is to be denounced by inspired articles in the press as my lover — that I, Queen of Marburg, have allied myself with a common criminal! Cannot you see his dastardly intention? He means that this, his last blow, his master stroke, shall crush me, and break my power for ever, she cried desperately. You, Ferdinand, will give me justice — I know you will! I am still your wife! she implored. You will not allow their foul lies and insinuations to influence you further; will you? she asked. In order to debase me in your eyes and in the eyes of all Europe, Hinckeldeym has caused the arrest of this man to whom I owe my life — the man who saved me, not because I was Crown Princess, but because I was merely a woman in peril. Think what betrayal and arrest means to these men. It means long terms of imprisonment to both. And why? Merely in order to attack me — because I am their friend. They may be guilty of theft — indeed they admit they are; nevertheless I ask you to give them your clemency, and to save them. You can have them brought here for trial; and there are ways, technicalities of the law, or something, by which their release can be secured. A King may act as he chooses in his own Kingdom.

Every word she spoke was so worthy of herself, so full of sentiment and beauty, poetry and passion. Too naturally frank for disguise, too modest to confess her depth of love while the issue remained in suspense, it was a conflict between love and fear and dignity.

I think you ask me rather too much, Claire, he said, in a somewhat quieter tone. You ask me to believe all that you tell me, without giving me any proof whatsoever.

And how can I give you proof when Mr Bourne and his friend are in custody in London? Let them be extradited to Treysa, and then you may have them brought before you privately and questioned.

For some moments he did not speak. What she had just alleged had placed upon the matter an entirely different aspect. Indeed, within himself he was compelled to admit that the suspicions he had lately entertained regarding Hinckeldeym had now been considerably increased by her surprising statements. Was she speaking the truth?

Whenever he allowed his mind to wander back he recollected that it had been the crafty old President who had first aroused those fierce jealous thoughts within his heart. It was he who had made those allegations against Leitolf; he who, from the very first weeks of his marriage, had treated Claire with marked antipathy, although to her face he had shown such cordiality and deep obeisance that she had actually believed him to be her friend. Yes, he now recognised that this old man, in whom his father had reposed such perfect confidence, had been the fount of all those reports that had scandalised Europe. If his calm, sweet-faced wife had, after all, been a really good and faithful woman, then he had acted as an outrageous brute to her. His own cruelty pricked his conscience. It was for her to forgive, not for her to seek forgiveness.

She saw his hesitation, and believed it due to a reluctance to accept her allegations as the real truth.

If you doubt me, Ferdinand, call Hinckeldeym at this instant. Let me face this man before you, and let me categorically deny all the false charges which he and his sycophants have from time to time laid against me. Here, at Court, I am feared, because they know that I am aware of all my secret enemies. Make a clearance of them all and commence afresh, she urged, a sweet light in her wonderful eyes. You have clever men about you who would make honest and excellent Ministers; but while you are surrounded by such conspirators as these, neither you nor the throne itself is safe. I know, she went on breathlessly, that you have been seized by a terrible jealousy — a cruel, consuming jealousy, purposely aroused against me in order to bring about the result which was but the natural outcome — my exile from Treysa and our estrangement. It is true that you did not treat me kindly — that you struck me — that you insulted me — that you have disfigured me by your blows; but recollect, I beg, that I have never once complained. I never once revealed the secret of my dire unhappiness; only to one man, the man who has been my friend ever since my childhood — Carl Leitolf. And if you had been in my place, Ferdinand, I ask whether you would not have sought comfort in relating your unhappiness to a friend. I ask you that question, she added, in a low, intense, trembling voice. For all your unkindness and neglect I have long ago really forgiven you. I have prayed earnestly to God that He would open your eyes and show me in my true light — a faithful wife. I leave it to Him to be my judge, and to deal out to my enemies the justice they deserve.

Claire! he cried, suddenly taking her slim white hand in his and looking fiercely into her beautiful eyes, is this the real truth that you have just told me?

It is! she answered firmly; before God, I swear that it is! I am a poor sinner in His sight, but as your wife I have nothing with which to reproach myself — nothing. If you doubt me, then call Leitolf from Rome; call Bourne. Both men, instead of being my lovers, are your friends — and mine. I can look both you and them in the face without flinching, and am ready to do so whenever it is your will.

All was consummated in that one final touch of truth and nature. The consciousness of her own worth and integrity which had sustained her through all her trials of heart, and that pride of station for which she had contended through long years — which had become more dear by opposition and by the perseverance with which she had asserted it — remained the last strong feeling upon her mind even at that moment, the most fateful crisis of her existence.

Her earnest, fearless frankness impressed him. Was it really possible that his wife — this calm-faced woman who had been condemned by him everywhere, and against whom he had already commenced proceedings for a divorce — was really, after all, quite innocent?

He remembered Hinckeldeyms foul allegations, the damning evidence of his spies, the copies of certain letters. Was all this a tissue of fraud, falsehood, and forgery?

In a few rapid words she went on to relate how, in that moment of resentment at such scandalous gossip being propagated concerning her, she had threatened that when she became Queen she would change the whole entourage, and in a brief, pointed argument she showed him the strong motive with which the evil-eyed President of the Council had formed the dastardly conspiracy against her.

Claire, he asked, still holding her soft hand with the wedding ring upon it, after all that has passed — after all my harsh, inhuman cruelty to you — can you really love me still? Do you really entertain one single spark of love for me?

Love you! she cried, throwing herself into his arms in a passion of tears; love you, Ferdinand! she sobbed. Why, you are my husband; whom else have I to love, besides our child?

Then I will break up this damnable conspiracy against you, he said determinedly. I — the King — will seek out and punish all who have plotted against my happiness and yours. They shall be shown no mercy; they shall all be swept into obscurity and ruin. They thought, he added, in a hard, hoarse voice, to retain their positions at Court by keeping us apart, because they knew that you had discovered their despicable duplicity. Leave them to me; Ferdinand of Marburg knows well how to redress a wrong, especially one which concerns his wifes honour, and he ran his hand over his wifes soft hair as he bent and kissed her lips.

So overcome with emotion was she that at the moment she could not speak. God had at last answered those fervent appeals that she had made ever since the first year of their marriage.

I have wronged you, Claire — deeply, very deeply wronged you, he went on, in a husky, apologetic voice, his arm tenderly about her waist, as he again pressed his lips to hers in reconciliation. But it was the fault of others. They lied to me; they exaggerated facts and manufactured evidence, and I foolishly believed them. Yet now that you have lifted the scales from my eyes, the whole of their devilishly clever intrigue stands plainly revealed. It utterly staggers me. I can only ask you to forgive. Let us from to-night commence a new life — that sweet, calm life of trust and love which when we married we both believed was to be ours for ever, but which, alas! by the interference and malignity of our enemies, was turned from affection into hatred and unhappiness.

I am ready, Ferdinand, she answered, a sweet smile lighting up her beautiful features. We will bury the past; for you are King and I am Queen, and surely none shall now come between us. My happiness to-night, knowing that you are, after all, good and generous, and that you really love me truly, no mere words of mine can reveal. Yet even now I have still a serious thought, a sharp pang of conscience for those who are doomed to suffer because they acted as my friends when I was outcast and friendless.

You mean the men Bourne and Redmayne, the King said. Yes, they are in a very perilous position. We must press for their extradition here, and then their release will be easy. To-morrow you must find some means by which to reassure them.

And Hinckeldeym?

Hinckeldeym shall this very night answer to his Sovereign for the foul lies he has spoken, replied the King, in a hard, meaning tone. But, dearest, think no more of that liar. He will never cross your path again; I shall take good care of that. And now, he said, imprinting a long, lingering caress upon her white, open brow— and now let us call up our little Ignatia and see how the child has grown. An hour ago I was the saddest man in all the kingdom, Claire; now, he laughed, as he kissed her again, I admit to you I am the very happiest!

Their lips met again in a passionate, fervent caress.

On her part she gazed up into his kind, loving eyes with a rapturous look which was more expressive than words — a look which told him plainly how deeply she still loved him, notwithstanding all the bitterness and injustice of the black, broken past.


Chapter Twenty Eight.

Conclusion.
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THE GREATEST FLUTTER of excitement was caused throughout Germany — and throughout the whole of Europe, for the matter of that — when it became known through the press that the Queen of Marburg had returned.

Reuters correspondent at Treysa was the first to give the astounding news to the world, and the world at first shrugged its shoulders and grinned.

When, however, a few days later, it became known that the Minister Heinrich Hinckeldeym had been summarily dismissed from office, his decorations withdrawn, and he was under arrest for serious peculation from the Royal Treasury, people began to wonder. Their doubts were, however, quickly set at rest when the Ministers Stuhlmann and Hoepfner were also dismissed and disgraced, and a semi-official statement was published in the Government Gazette to the effect that the King had discovered that the charges against his wife were, from beginning to end, a tissue of false calumnies invented by certain persons who sought to profit by her Majestys absence from Court.

And so, by degrees, the reconciliation between the King and Queen gradually leaked out to the English public through the columns of their newspapers.

But little did they guess that the extradition case pressed so very hard at Bow Street last August against the two jewel-thieves, Redmayne, alias Ward, and Guy Bourne, had any connection with the great scandal at the Court of Marburg.

The men were extradited, Redmayne to be tried in Berlin and Bourne at Treysa; but of their sentences history, as recorded in the daily newspapers, is silent. The truth is that neither of them was sentenced, but by the private request of his Majesty, a legal technicality was discovered, which placed them at liberty.

Both men afterwards had private audience of the King, and personally received the royal thanks for the kindness they had shown towards the Queen and to little Ignatia. In order to mark his appreciation, his Majesty caused a lucrative appointment in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, where a knowledge of English was necessary, to be given to Roddy Redmayne, while Guy Bourne, through the Kings recommendation, was appointed to the staff of an important German bank in New York; and it has been arranged that next month Leucha — who leaves her Majesty and Ignatia with much regret — goes to America to marry him. To her place, as Ignatias nurse, the faithful Allen has now returned, while the false de Trauttenberg, who, instantly upon Hinckeldeyms downfall, went to live in Paris, has been succeeded by the Countess de Langendorf, one of Claires intimate friends of her days at the Vienna Court, prior to her marriage.

What actually transpired between Hinckeldeym and his Sovereign on that fateful night will probably never be known. The people of Treysa are aware, however, that a few hours after their Claires return the President of the Council was commanded to the royal presence, and left it ruined and disgraced. On the following day he was arrested in his own mansion by three gendarmes and taken to the common police-office, where he afterwards attempted suicide, but was prevented.

The serious charges of peculation against him were, in due course, proved up to the hilt, and at the present moment he is undergoing a well-merited sentence of five years imprisonment in the common gaol at Eugendorf.

Count Carl Leitolf was recalled from Rome to Treysa a few days later, and had audience in the Kings private cabinet. The outcome was, however, entirely different, for the King, upon the diplomats return to Rome, signed a decree bestowing upon him di moto proprio the Order of Saint Stephen, one of the highest of the Marburg Orders, as a signal mark of esteem.

Thus was the public opinion of Europe turned in favour of the poor, misjudged woman who, although a reigning sovereign, had, by force of adverse circumstances, actually resigned her crown, and, accepting favours of the criminal class as her friends, had found them faithful and devoted.

Of the Ministers of the Kingdom of Marburg only Meyer retains his portfolio at the present moment, while Steinbach has been promoted to a very responsible and lucrative appointment. The others are all in obscurity. Ministers, chamberlains, dames du palais and dames de la cour, all have been swept away by a single stroke of the pen, and others, less prone to intrigue, appointed.

Henriette — the faithful Henriette — part of whose wardrobe Claire had appropriated on escaping from Treysa, is back again as her Majestys head maid; and though the popular idea is that little real, genuine love exists between royalties, yet the King and Queen are probably the very happiest pair among the millions over whom they rule to-day.

Her Majesty, the womanly woman whose sweet, even temperament and constant solicitude for the poor and distressed is so well-known throughout the Continent, is loudly acclaimed by all classes each time she leaves the palace and smiles upon them from her carriage.

The people, who have universally denounced Hinckeldeym and his unscrupulous methods, still worship her and call her their Claire. But, by mutual consent, mention is no longer made of that dark, dastardly conspiracy which came so very near wrecking the lives of both King and Queen — that dastardly affair which the journalists termed The Great Court Scandal.

THE END


The Lady in the Car (1908)
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Preface.

An Apology.
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I HEREBY TENDER an apology to the reader for being compelled, in these curious chronicles of an adventurous motorist and his actions towards certain of his female acquaintances, to omit real names, and to substitute assumed ones. With the law of libel looming darkly, the reason is obvious.

Since the days when, as lads, we played cricket together at Cheltenham the Prince, always a sportsman and always generous to the poor, has ever been my friend. In the course of my own wandering life of the past dozen years or so, I have come across him in all sorts of unexpected places up and down Europe, and more especially in those countries beyond the Danube which we term the Balkans.

For certain of his actions, and for the ingenuity of his somewhat questionable friends, I make no apology. While the game of mug-hunting remains so easy and so profitable, there will be always both hunters and hunted. As my friends escapades were related to me, so have I set them down in the following pages, in the belief that my readers may perhaps care to make more intimate acquaintance with the clever, fearless, and altogether remarkable man whose exploits have already, from time to time, been referred to in guarded and mysterious terms by the daily press.

William Le Queux.


Chapter One.

His Highnesss Love Affair.
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THE PRINCE BROKE open a big box of choice Petroffs, selected one, lit it slowly, and walked pensively to the window.

He was in a good mood that morning, for he had just got rid of a troublesome visitor.

The big salon was elegantly furnished with long mirrors, gilt chairs covered with sky-blue silk upholstery, a piano, and a pretty writing-table set close to the long window, which led out to a balcony shaded by a red-and-white sun-blind — the salon of the best suite in the Majestic, that huge hotel facing the sea in Kings Road, Brighton.

He was a tall, well-set-up man of about thirty-three; dark-haired, good-looking, easy-going, and refined, who, for the exception of the slightest trace of foreign accent in his speech, might easily have been mistaken for an Englishman. In his well-cut dark brown flannels and brown shoes he went to the balcony, and, leaning over, gazed down upon the sun-lit promenade, full of life and movement below.

His arrival a few days before had caused quite a flutter in the big hotel. He had not noticed it, of course, being too used to it. He travelled a great deal — indeed, he was always travelling nowadays — and had learned to treat the constant endeavours of unknown persons to scrape acquaintance with him with the utter disregard they deserved.

Not often did the Majestic, so freely patronised by the stockbroker and the newly-rich, hold as guest any person equalling the Prince in social distinction, yet at the same time so modest and retiring. The blatant persons overcrowding the hotel that August Sunday, those pompous, red-faced men in summer clothes and white boots, and those over-dressed women in cream silk blouses and golden chatelaines, mostly denizens of Kensington or Regents Park, had been surprised when an hour ago he had walked along the hall and gone outside to speak with his chauffeur. He was so very good-looking, such a sportsman, and so very English they whispered. And half of those City mens wives were instantly dying for an opportunity of speaking with him, so that they could return to their suburban friends and tell of their acquaintance with the cousin of his Imperial Majesty the Kaiser.

But Prince Albert of Hesse-Holstein was thinking of other things. He had no use for that over-fed Sunday crowd, with their slang chatter, their motor-cars and their gossip of bithneth, through which he had just passed. He drew half a dozen times at his yellow Russian cigarette, tossed it away, and lit another.

He was thinking of his visitor who had just left, and — well, there remained a nasty taste in his mouth. The man had told him something — something that was not exactly pleasant. Anyhow, he had got rid of him. So Prince Albert Ernst Karl Wilhelm, head of the great house of Hesse-Holstein, grand-cross of the Orders of the Black Eagle, Saint Sava and the Elephant, and Commander of St. Hubert and of the Crown of Italy, returned again to the balcony, smoked on, and watched.

In the meantime, in the big hall below, sat a well-dressed elderly lady with her daughter, a pretty, fair-haired, blue-eyed girl of twenty, a dainty figure in white, who wore a jade bangle upon her left wrist. They were Americans on a tour with poppa through Europe. Mr Robert K. Jesup, of Goldfields, Nevada, had gone to pay a pilgrimage to Stratford-on-Avon, while his wife and daughter were awaiting him in Brighton.

With the inquisitiveness of the American girl Mary Jesup had obtained the Almanach de Gotha from the reading-room, and both mother and daughter were, with difficulty, translating into English the following notice of the Princes family which they found within the little red-covered book:

Evangéliques — Souche: Widukind III, comte de Schwalenberg (principauté de Holstein), 1116-1137; bailli à Arolsen et acquisition du château de Hesse vers, 1150; Comte du Saint Empire de Hesse, 1349, dignité confirme, 22 juin, 1548; bailli de Wildungen, 1475; acquisition dEisenberg (château fort, aujourdhui en ruines, situé sur la montagne du même nom) vers, 1485; acquisition par heritage du comté de Pyrmont, 1631; coll. du titre de Hoch et Wohlgeboren, Vienne, 25 févr., 1627; prétention à lhéritage du comté de Rappolstein (Ribeaupierre Haute-Alsace) et des seigneuries de Hohenack et de Geroldseck (ibidem) par suite du mariage (2 juill, 1658) du cte Chrétien-Louis, né 29 juill, 1635, + 12 déc. 1706, avec Elisabeth de Rappolstein, née 7 Mars, 1644, + 6 dec. 1676, après la mort de son oncle Jean-Jacques dernier comte de Rappolstein, 28 juill, 1673; les lignes ci-dessus descendent de deux fils (frères consaiguins) du susdit Chrétien-Louis comte de Hesse-Eisenberg, de Pyrmont et Rappolstein, etc. — V. Lédition de 1832 (Page 84).

There, mother! exclaimed the pretty girl. Why, they were an ancient family even before America was discovered! Isnt he real nice? Say! I only wish we knew him.

Ah, my dear, replied the elder woman with a sigh. Those kind of people never know us. Hes a royalty.

But he looks such a nice man. What a lovely car hes got — real fine! Ive been out to see it. How I wish hed take us for a ride.

Youd better ask him, my dear, laughed her mother.

Guess I shouldnt be backward. I believe he would in a moment, if I asked him very nicely, she exclaimed, laughing in chorus. Truth to tell, she had admired him when she had first encountered him two days ago. She had been seated in one of those wicker chairs outside the door in Kings Road, when he had come out and taken the chair next to hers, awaiting his car — a big sixty Mercédès painted cream, with the princely arms and crown upon its panels.

He was talking in English to his man, who had carried out his motor-coat. He was a prince — one of the wealthiest of all the German princes, a keen automobilist, a sportsman who had hunted big game in German East Africa, a landlord who owned a principality with half a dozen mediaeval castles and some of the finest estates in the German Empire, and one of the Kaisers most intimate relatives. And yet he was travelling with only his man and his motor-car.

Though Mary Jesup was heiress to the two millions sterling which her father had made during the past three years — as half the people in the hotel knew — yet she was aware that even her fathers wealth could not purchase for her the title of Princess of Hesse-Holstein. She was a very charming girl, bright, athletic and go-ahead — a typical American girl of to-day — and as she strolled out along the pier with her mother, her thoughts constantly reverted to the young man in brown who had given her more than one glance when he had passed.

Meanwhile, there had entered to the Prince his faithful valet Charles, a tall, thin, clean-shaven Englishman, some four years his senior.

Well? asked his Highness sharply casting himself into an easy-chair, and taking another Petroff.

Got rid of him — eh?

Yes — but it was difficult. I gave him a couple of sovereigns, and made an appointment to meet him in the bar of the Cecil, in London, next Thursday at four.

Good. That gives us time, remarked the Prince with a sigh of relief. And about the girl? What have you found out?

She and her mother dined in the table-dhôte room last night, and took coffee afterwards in the Palm Court. The father is the man who owns the gold-mines in Nevada — worth ten million dollars. Last year he gave half a million dollars to charity, and bought the Bourbon pearls for his wife. Gave eighty thousand pounds for them. Shes got them here, a long string twice round her neck and reaches to her waist. Shes wearing them to-day, and everybody, of course, thinks theyre false.

How foolish these American women are! Fancy wearing pearls of that price in the open street! Why, she might easily be robbed, his master remarked.

But whod believe theyre genuine? Theyre too big to take a thiefs fancy, replied the faithful Charles. The Jesups seem fond of jewellery. Miss Mary has a lovely diamond necklet—

And wore it last night, I suppose?

Of course. They are newly-rich people, and crowd it all on. Yet, what does it matter? Men like Jesup can easily buy more if they lose it. Why, to have her jewels stolen is only a big advertisement for the American woman. Havent you seen cases in the paper — mostly at Newport they seem to occur.

The girl is pretty — distinctly pretty, Charles, remarked the Prince slowly, with a philosophic air.

Yes, your Highness. And shed esteem it a great honour if you spoke to her, Im sure.

Prince Albert pursed his lips.

I think not. These American girls have a good deal of spirit. Shed most probably snub me.

I think not. I passed through the hall five minutes ago, and she was looking you up in the Almanach de Gotha.

His Highness started.

Was she? he cried with quick interest. Then she evidently knows all about me by this time! I wonder— and he paused without concluding his sentence.

Charles saw that his master was thinking deeply, so he busied himself by putting some papers in order.

Shes uncommonly pretty, his Highness declared presently. But dare I speak to her, Charles? You know what these Americans are.

By all means speak to her. The mother and daughter would be company for you for a few days. You could invite them to go motoring, and theyd no doubt accept, the man suggested.

I dont want the same experience that we had in Vichy, you know.

Oh, never fear. These people are quite possible. Their wealth hasnt spoilt them — as far as I can hear.

Very well, Charles. The Prince laughed, tossing his cigarette-end into the grate, and rising. Ill make some excuse to speak with them.

And Charles, on his part, entertained shrewd suspicions that his master, confirmed bachelor that he was, had, at last, been attracted by a girls fresh, fair beauty, and that girl an American.

Time hung heavily upon the Princes hands. That afternoon he ran over in his car to Worthing, where he dined at Warnes, and the evening he spent in lonely state in a box at the Brighton Alhambra. Truth to tell, he found himself thinking always of the sweet-faced, rather saucy American girl, whose waist was so neat, whose tiny shoes were so pointed, and whose fair hair was always drawn straight back from her intelligent brow.

Yes. He felt he must know her. The morrow came, and with it an opportunity occurred to speak with her mother.

They were sitting, as it is usual to sit, at the door of the hotel, when a mishap to a dog-cart driven by a well-known actress gave him the desired opportunity, and ten minutes later he had the satisfaction of bowing before Mary Jesup herself.

He strolled with them on to the Pier, chatting so very affably that both mother and daughter could hardly believe that he was the cousin of an Emperor. Then, at his request to be allowed to join them at their table at luncheon, they had their midday meal together.

The girl in white was altogether charming, and so unlike the milk-and-water misses of Germany, or the shy, dark-eyed minxes of France or Italy, so many of whom had designed to become Princess of Hesse-Holstein. Her frank open manner, her slight American twang, and her Americanisms he found all delightful. Mrs Jesup, too, was a sensible woman, although this being the first occasion that either mother or daughter had even met a prince, they used Your Highness a trifle too frequently.

Nevertheless, he found this companionship of both women most charming.

What a splendid motor-car you have! Mary remarked when, after luncheon, they were taking their coffee in the Palm Court at the back of the hotel.

Im very fond of motoring, Miss Jesup. Are you? was his Highnesss reply.

I love it. Poppas got a car. We brought it over with us and ran around France in it. We left it in Paris till we get back to the Continent in the fall. Then we do Italy, she said.

Perhaps you would like to have a run with me and your mother to-morrow, the Prince suggested. Its quite pretty about the neighbourhood.

Im sure youre very kind, Prince, responded the elder woman. We should be charmed. And further, I guess my husbandll be most delighted to meet you when he gets down here. Hes been in Germany a lot.

I shall be very pleased to meet Mr Jesup, the young patrician responded. Till he comes, theres no reason why we should not have a few runs — that is, if youre agreeable.

Oh! itll be real lovely! declared Mary, her pretty face brightening in anticipation of the pleasure of motoring with the man she so admired.

Then what about running over to Eastbourne to tea to-day? he suggested.

Mother and daughter exchanged glances. Well, replied Mrs Jesup, we dont wish to put you out in the least, Prince. Im sure—

Good! Youll both come. Ill order the car for three oclock.

The Prince ascended the stairs much gratified. He had made a very creditable commencement. The hundred or so of other girls of various nations who had been presented to him with matrimonial intent could not compare with her, either for beauty, for charm, or for intelligence.

It was a pity, he reflected, that she was not of royal, or even noble birth.

Charles helped him on with a light motor-coat, and, as he did so, asked:

If the Parson calls, what am I to say?

Say what you like, only send him back to London. Tell him he is better off in Bayswater than in Brighton. Hell understand.

He may want some money. He wrote to you yesterday, remember.

Then give him fifty pounds, and tell him that when I want to see him Ill wire. I want to be alone just now, Charles, he added a trifle impatiently. Youve got the key of my despatch-box, eh?

Yes, your Highness.

Below, he found the big cream-coloured car in waiting. Some of the guests were admiring it, for it had an extra long wheelbase and a big touring body and hood — a car that was the last word in all that was comfort in automobilism.

The English chauffeur, Garrett, in drab livery faced with scarlet, and with the princely cipher and crown upon his buttons, raised his hat on the appearance of his master. And again when a moment later the two ladies, in smart motor-coats, white caps, and champagne-coloured veils, emerged and entered the car, being covered carefully by the fine otter-skin rug.

The bystanders at the door of the hotel regarded mother and daughter with envy, especially when the Prince got in at the girls side, and, with a light laugh, gave the order to start.

A few moments later they were gliding along the Kings Road eastward, in the direction of Lewes and Eastbourne.

You motor a great deal, I suppose? she asked him, as they turned the corner by the Aquarium.

A good deal. It helps to pass the time away, you know, he laughed. When I have no guests I usually drive myself. Quite recently Ive been making a tour up in Scotland.

Were going up there this autumn. To the Trossachs. They say theyre fine! And were going to see Scotts country, and Edinburgh. Im dying to see Melrose Abbey. It must be lovely from the pictures.

You ought to get your father to have his car over, the Prince suggested. Its a magnificent run up north from London.

The millionaires wife was carefully examining the Prince with covert glances. His Highness was unaware that the maternal gaze was so searching, otherwise he would probably have acted somewhat differently.

A splendid run brought them to Lewes, the old-world Sussex capital. There, with a long blast of the electric siren, they shot down the hill and out again upon the Eastbourne Road, never pulling up until they were in the small garden before the Queens.

Mary Jesup stepped out, full of girlish enthusiasm. Her only regret was that the people idling in the hall of the hotel could not be told that their companion was a real live Prince.

They took tea under an awning overlooking the sea, and his Highness was particularly gracious towards Mrs Jesup, until both mother and daughter were filled with delight at his pleasant companionship. He treated both women as equals; his manner, as they afterwards put it, being devoid of any side, and yet he was every inch a prince.

That run was the first of many they had together.

Robert K. Jesup had been suddenly summoned by cable to Paris on business connected with his mining interests, therefore his wife and daughter remained in Brighton. And on account of their presence the Prince lingered there through another fortnight. Mostly he spent his days walking or motoring with Mrs Jesup and her daughter, and sometimes — on very rare occasions — he contrived to walk with Mary alone.

One morning, when he had been with her along the pier listening to the band, he returned to luncheon to find in his own room a rather tall, clean-shaven, middle-aged clergyman, whose round face and ruddy complexion gave him rather the air of a bon vivant.

Sight of his unexpected visitor caused the Prince to hold his breath for a second. It was the Parson.

Sorry I was out, his Highness exclaimed. Charles told you where I was, I suppose?

Yes, Prince, replied the cleric. I helped myself to a whisky and soda. Hope you wont mind. It was a nice morning in town, so I thought Id run down to see you.

You want another fifty, I suppose — eh? asked his Highness sharply. Some other work of charity — eh?

My dear Prince, youve guessed it at once. You are, indeed, very good.

His Highness rang the bell, and when the valet appeared, gave him orders to go and get fifty pounds, which he handed to the clergyman.

Then the pair had luncheon brought up to the room, and as they sat together their conversation was mostly about mutual friends. For a cleric the Reverend Thomas Clayton was an extremely easy-going man, a thorough sportsman of a type now alas! dying out in England.

It was plain to see that they were old friends, and plainer still when, on parting a couple of hours later, the Prince said:

When I leave here, old fellow, youll join me for a little, wont you? Dont worry me any more at present for your Confounded — er charities — will you? Fresh air for the children, and whisky for yourself — eh? By Jove, if I hadnt been a Prince, Id have liked to have been a parson! Good-bye, old fellow. And the rubicund cleric shook his friends hand heartily and went down the broad staircase.

The instant his visitor had gone he called Charles and asked excitedly:

Did any one know the Parson came to see me?

No, your Highness. I fortunately met him in Kings Road, and brought him up here. He never inquired at the office.

Hes a fool! He could easily have written, cried the Prince eagerly. Where are those women, I wonder? he asked, indicating Mrs Jesup and her daughter.

I told them you would be engaged all the afternoon.

Good. I shant go out again to-day, Charles. I want to think. Go to them with my compliments, and say that if they would like to use the car for a run this afternoon they are very welcome. You know what to say. And — and see that a bouquet of roses is sent up to the young ladys room before she goes to dress. Put one of my cards on it.

Yes, your Highness, replied the valet, and turning, left his master to himself.

The visit of the Reverend Thomas Clayton had, in some way, perturbed and annoyed him. And yet their meeting had been fraught by a marked cordiality.

Presently he flung himself into a big armchair, and lighting one of his choice Petroffs which he specially imported, sat ruminating.

Ah! If I were not a Prince! he exclaimed aloud to himself. I could do it — do it quite easily. But its my confounded social position that prevents so much. And yet — yet I must tell her. Its imperative. I must contrive somehow or other to evade that steely maternal eye. I wonder if the mother has any suspicion — whether — ?

But he replaced his cigarette between his lips without completing the expression of his doubts.

As the sunlight began to mellow, he still sat alone, thinking deeply. Then he moved to go and dress, having resolved to dine in the public restaurant with his American friends. Just then Charles opened the door, ushering in a rather pale-faced, clean-shaven man in dark grey tweeds. He entered with a jaunty air and was somewhat arrogant of manner, as he strode across the room.

The Princes greeting was greatly the reverse of cordial.

What brings you here, Max? he inquired sharply. Didnt I telegraph to you only this morning?

Yes. But I wanted a breath of sea-air, so came down. I want to know if youre going to keep the appointment next Monday — or not.

I cant tell yet.

Hylda is anxious to know. You promised her, remember.

I know. But apologise, and say that — well, I have some private business here. You know what to say, Max. And I may want you down here in a hurry. Come at once if I wire.

The man looked him straight in the face for a few moments.

Oh! he ejaculated, and then without being invited, crossed and took a cigarette.

Charles, said the visitor to the valet who had remained in the room, give me a drink. Let me wish success to matrimony. And with a knowing laugh he tossed off the whisky and soda handed to him. For half an hour he remained chatting confidentially with the Prince, then he left, saying that he should dine alone at the Old Ship, and return to London at ten.

When Max Mason had gone, Prince Albert heaved a long sigh, and passed into the adjoining room to dress.

That night proved a momentous one in his Highnesss life, for after dinner Mrs Jesup complained of a bad headache, and retiring at once to her room, left the young people together. What more natural, therefore, than that his Highness should invite Mary to put on her wrap and go for a stroll along the promenade in the moonlight. She accepted the invitation eagerly, and went up to her mothers room.

Im going for a walk with him, mother, she cried excitedly as she burst into the room where Mrs Jesup, with all traces of headache gone, was lazily reading a novel.

Thats real good. Put on something thick, child, for its chilly, was the maternal reply. And, remember, you dont go flirting with Princes very often.

No, mother, but just leave him to me. Ive been thinking over what you say, and I mean to be Princess of Hesse-Holstein before the years out. Or else—

Or else therell be trouble — eh? laughed her mother.

But the girl had disappeared to join the man who loved her, and who was waiting below.

In the bright August moonlight they strolled together as far as Hove, where they sat upon a seat outside the Lawns. The evening was perfect, and there were many passers-by, mostly couples more or less amatory.

Never had a girl so attracted him as had Mary that calm and glorious night. Never had he looked into a womans eyes and seen there love reflected as in hers. They rose and strolled back again, back to the pier which they traversed to its head. There they found a seat unoccupied, and rested upon it.

And there, taking her little hand tenderly in his, he blurted forth, in the blundering words of a blundering man, the story of his affection.

She heard him in silence to the end.

I — I think, Prince, you have not fully considered what all this means. What—

It means, Mary, that I love you — love you deeply and devotedly as no other man has ever loved a woman! I am not given to ecstasies over affection, for I long ago thought every spark of it was dead within my heart. I repeat, however, that I love you. And ere she could prevent him, he had raised her hand and pressed it to his lips.

She tried to withdraw it, but he held it firmly. The moon shone full upon her sweet face, and he noticed how pale and beautiful she looked. She gave him one glance, and in that instant he saw the light of unshed tears. But she was silent, and her silence puzzled him.

Ah! he sighed despondently. Am I correct, then, in suspecting that you already have a lover?

A lover? Whom do you mean?

That tall, fair-haired, mysterious man who, during the past week, has been so interested in your movements. Have you not noticed him? Hes staying at the hotel. Ive seen him twenty times at least, and it is only too apparent that he admires you.

Ive never even seen him, she exclaimed in surprise. You must point him out to me. I dont like mysterious men.

Im not mysterious, am I? asked the Prince, laughing, and again raising her hand to his lips tenderly. Will you not answer my question? Do you think you can love me sufficiently — sufficiently to become my wife?

But — but all this is so sudden, Prince. I — I—

Can you love me? he interrupted.

For answer she bent her head. Next moment his lips met hers in a hot passionate caress. And thus did their hearts beat in unison.

Before they rose from the seat Mary Jesup had promised to become Princess of Hesse-Holstein.

Next morning, the happy girl told her mother the gratifying news, and when Mrs Jesup entered the Princes private salon his Highness asked her, at least for the present, to keep their engagement secret.

That day the Prince was occupied by a quantity of correspondence, but the future Princess, after a tender kiss upon her white brow, went out in the car with her mother as far as Bognor. Two hours later the Prince sent a telegram to the Rev. Thomas Clayton, despatched Charles post-haste to London by the Pullman express, and then went out for a stroll along Kings Road.

He was one of the happiest men in all the world.

Not until dinner did he again meet Mrs Jesup and her daughter. After describing what an excellent run they had had, the millionaires wife said:

Oh, Mary has been telling me something about a mysterious fair-haired man whom you say has been watching her.

Yes, replied his Highness. Hes been hanging about for some days. I fancy hes no good — one of those fellows who live in hotels on the look-out for pigeons.

What we call in America a crook — eh?

Exactly. At least thats my opinion, he declared in confidence.

Mrs Jesup and her daughter appeared both very uneasy, a circumstance which the Prince did not fail to notice. They went up to his salon where they had coffee, and then retired early.

Half an hour later, while his Highness was lazily enjoying one of his brown Petroffs, the millionaires wife, with blanched face, burst into the room crying:

Prince! Oh, Prince! The whole of my jewels and Marys have been stolen! Both cases have been broken open and the contents gone! My pearls too! What shall we do? His Highness started to his feet astounded. Do? Why find that fair-haired man! he replied. Ill go at once to the manager. He sped downstairs, and all was quickly in confusion. The manager recollected the man, who had given the name of Mason, and who had left suddenly on the previous morning. The police were telephoned for, and over the wires to London news of the great jewel robbery was flashed to New Scotland Yard.

There was little sleep for either of the trio that night. Examination showed that whoever the thief was, he had either been in possession of the keys of the ladies trunks, wherein were the jewel-cases, or had obtained impressions of them, for after the jewels had been abstracted the trunks had been relocked.

The Prince was very active, while the two ladies and their maid were in utter despair. Their only consolation was that, though Mary had lost her diamonds, she had gained a husband.

About noon on the following day, while his Highness was reading the paper as he lolled lazily in the depths of the big armchair, a tap came at the door and a waiter ushered in a thin, spare, grey-faced, grey-bearded man.

The Prince sprang to his feet as though he had received an electric shock.

The two men faced each other, both utterly dumbfounded.

Wal! ejaculated the visitor at last, when he found tongue. If this dont beat hog-stickin! Say, young Tentoes, do you know Im Robert K. Jesup?

You — Jesup! My dear Uncle Jim! gasped the other. What does this mean?

Yes. Things in New York over that little poker job are a bit hot just now, so Lil and the old Lady are working the matrimonial trick this side — a spoony jay, secret engagement, and blackmail. Worked it in Paris two years ago. Great success! Done neatly, its real good. I thought theyd got hold of a real live prince this time — and rushed right here to find its only you! They ought really to be more careful!

And I tell you, uncle, I too have been completely deceived. I thought Id got a soft thing — those Bourbon pearls, you know? They left their keys about, I got casts, and when they were out bagged the boodle.

Wal, my boy, youd better cough em up right away, urged the old American criminal, whose name was Ford, and who was known to his associates as Uncle Jim.

I suppose the Parsons in it, as usual — eh? Say! the whole lot of sparklers arent worth fifty dollars, but the old woman and the girl look well in em. My! aint we all been taken in finely! Order me a cocktail to take the taste away. Guess Lilll want to twist your rubber-neck when she sees you, so youd better get into that famous car of yours and make yourself scarce, young man!



The Sussex Daily News next morning contained the following announcement:

His Royal Highness Prince Albert of Hesse-Holstein has left Brighton for the Continent.


Chapter Two.

The Prince and the Parson.

[image: img263.jpg]

HIS ROYAL HIGHNESS descended from the big cream-coloured Mercédès in the Place Royale, drew off his gloves, and entered the quiet, eminently aristocratic Hôtel de lEurope.

All Brussels knew that Prince Albert of Hesse-Holstein was staying there. Hence, as the car pulled up, and the young man in long dust-coat and motor-goggles rose from the wheel and gave the car over to the smart chauffeur Garrett in the grey uniform with crimson facings, a small crowd of gaping idlers assembled to watch his entrance to the hotel. In the hall a few British tourists in tweeds or walking-skirts stared at him, as though a real live prince was of different clay, while on ascending the main staircase to his private suite, two waiters bowed themselves almost in two.

In his sitting-room his middle-aged English man-servant was arranging his newspapers, and closing the door sharply behind him he said: Charles! That girl is quite a sweet little thing. Ive seen her again!

And your Highness has fallen in love with her? sniffed the man.

Well, I might, Charles. One never knows. And he took a Petroff from the big silver box, and lit it with care. I am very lonely, you know.

Charless lips relaxed into a smile, but he made no remark. He was well aware how confirmed was his masters bachelordom. He often admired pretty girls, just as much as they adored him — because he was a prince — but his admiration was tinged with the acidity of sarcasm.

When Charles had gone, his Highness flung off his motor-coat and threw himself into a big chair to think. With a smart rat-a-plan, an infantry regiment of les braves Belges was crossing the Place to relieve the guard at the Palace. He rose and gazed across the square:

Ah! he laughed to himself, my dear uncle, the Red Rubber King, is closely guarded, it seems! I suppose I ought to call upon him. Hes at home, judging from the royal standard. Whew! What a bore it is to have been born a prince! If Id been a policeman or a pork-butcher I daresay Id have had a much better time. The world never guesses how badly we fellows are handicapped. Men like myself cannot cross the road without some scoundrelly journalist working up a royal scandal or a political complication.

Then his thoughts ran off into another direction — the direction in which they had constantly flowed during the past week — towards a certain very charming, sweet-faced girl, scarcely out of her teens, who was staying with her father and mother at the Grand Hotel, down on the boulevard.

The Northovers were English — decidedly English. They were of that insular type who, in a Continental hotel, demand bacon and eggs for breakfast, denounce every dish as a foreign mess, and sigh for the roast beef and Yorkshire pudding of middle-class suburbia. James Northover, Charles had discovered to be a very estimable and trusted person, manager of the Stamford branch of the London and North Western Bank, who was now tasting the delights of Continental travel by three weeks vacation in Belgium. His wife was somewhat obese and rather strong-minded, while little Nellie was decidedly pretty, her light brown hair dressed low and secured by a big black velvet bow, a pair of grey, rather mischievous eyes, sweetly dimpled cheeks, and a perfect complexion. Not yet nineteen, she had only left the High School a year before, and was now being afforded an opportunity of inflicting her school-girl French upon all and sundry with whom she came into contact.

And it was French — French with those pronounced ong and onny endings for which the tourist-agents are so terribly responsible.

But with all her linguistical shortcomings little Nelly Northover, the slim-waisted school-miss with the tiny wisp of unruly hair straying across her brow, and the rather smart and intelligent chatter, had attracted him. Indeed, he could not get the thought of her out of his head.

They had met at a little inn at the village of Anseremme, on the Meuse, close to Dinant — that paradise of the cheap hotel-included tourist. Something had gone wrong with the clutch of his car, and he had been held up there for two days while an engineer had come out from Brussels to repair the damage. Being the only other guest in the place beside the eminently respectable bank manager and his wife and daughter, he lost no time in ingratiating himself with them, and more especially with the last-named.

Though he spoke English perfectly and with but the very slightest accent, he had given his name at the inn as Herr Birkenfeld, for was not that one of his names? He was Count of Birkenfeld, and seigneur of a dozen other places, in addition to being Prince of the royal house of Hesse-Holstein. The bank manager and his wife, of course, believed him to be a young German gentleman of means until, on the morning of the day of his departure, Charles, in greatest confidence, revealed to them who his master really was.

The English trio were utterly staggered. To Nellie, there was an element of romance at meeting a real prince in those rural solitudes of river and forest. As she declared to her mother, he was so nice and so unassuming. Just, indeed, like any ordinary man.

And in her young mind she compared Albert Prince of Hesse-Holstein with the provincial young gentlemen whom she had met last season at the popular county function, the Stamford Ball.

As constantly Nellie Northovers thoughts reverted to the affable prince, so did his Highness, on his part, sit hour upon hour smoking his pet Russian cigarettes in quick succession, pondering and wondering.

His position was one of terrible weariness. Ah! how often he wished that he had not been born a prince. As an ordinary mortal he might have dared to aspire to the hand of the sweet young English miss. But as Prince Albert of Hesse-Holstein, such a marriage would be denounced by press and public as a misalliance.

He liked James Northover. There was something of the John Bull about him which he admired. A keen, hard-headed business man, tall and bald, who spoke with a Nottingham brogue, and who had been over thirty years in the service of the bank, he was a highly trusted servant of his directors. In allowing overdrafts he seldom made mistakes, while his courtesy had brought the bank a considerably increased business.

The Prince knew all that. A couple of days after meeting Nellie in Anseremme he had written to a certain Reverend Thomas Clayton, who lived in Bayswater, and had only that morning received a long letter bearing the Stamford postmark.

It was on account of this letter that he went out after luncheon in the car along the Rue Royale, and down the Boulevard Botanique, to the Grand Hotel on the Boulevard dAnspach.

He found Nellie alone in the big salon, reading an English paper. On seeing him the girl flushed slightly and jumped to her feet, surprised that he should call unexpectedly.

Miss Northover! he exclaimed, raising his motor-cap, Ive called to take you all for a little run this afternoon — if you can come. I have the car outside.

Im sure its awfully kind of you, Prince, the girl replied with some confusion. I — well, I dont know what to say. Father and mother are out.

Ah! he laughed; and of course you cannot come with me alone. It is against your English ideas of les convenances — eh?

She laughed in chorus, afterwards saying:

I expect them back in half an hour.

Oh, then, Ill wait, he exclaimed, and taking off his motor-coat, he seated himself in a chair and began to chat with her, asking what sights of Brussels she had seen, at the same time being filled with admiration at her fresh sweetness and chic. They were alone in the room, and he found an indescribable charm in her almost childlike face and girlish chatter. She was so unlike the artificial women of cosmopolitan society who were his friends.

Yes. He was deeply in love with her, and by her manner towards him he could not fail to notice that his affection was reciprocated.

Presently her parents appeared. They had noticed the big cream-coloured car with the chauffeur standing outside, and at once a flutter had run through both their hearts, knowing that the august visitor had arrived to call upon them.

Northover was full of apologies, but the Prince cut them short, and within a quarter of an hour they were all in the car and on the road to that goal of every British tourist, the battlefield of Waterloo. The autumn afternoon was perfect. The leaves had scarcely begun to turn, and the sun so hot that it might still have been August.

Nellies father was just as proud of the Princes acquaintance as she was herself, while Mrs Northover was filled with pleasurable anticipations of going back to quiet, old-world Stamford — a place where nothing ever happens — and referring, in the hearing of her own tea-drinking circle, to my friend Prince Albert.

A week passed. Mr and Mrs Northover could not fail to notice how constantly the Prince was in Nellies society.

Only once, however, did her father mention it to his wife, and then in confidence.

Nellie seems much struck by the Prince, dont you think? And Im sure he admires her. Hes such a good fellow. I like him. I suppose its a mere harmless flirtation — and it amuses them both.

Fancy, if she became Princess of Hesse-Holstein, James!

But James Northover only grunted dubiously. He was ignorant of the truth; ignorant of the fact that on the previous night, while they had been taking a stroll along the boulevard after dinner, the Prince, who had been walking with Nellie, had actually whispered to her a declaration of love.

It had all been done so secretly. The pair had been following a little distance behind her worthy parents, and in the star-lit night he had pressed her hand. He had told her hurriedly, whispering low, how fondly he had loved her from the very first moment they had met. How devoted he was to her, and declaring that no woman had ever touched the chord of love in his heart as she had done.

To-morrow, dearest, we shall part, he whispered; but before we do so will you not give me one word of hope — hope that you may some day be mine! Tell me, can you ever reciprocate my love? he whispered in deep earnestness, as he bent to her, still holding her little hand in his strong grip as they walked.

For a few moments she was silent; her dimpled chin sank upon her breast. He felt her quivering with emotion, and as the light of a gas-lamp fell across her beautiful face he saw tears in her eyes.

She turned to him and lifted her gaze to his. Then he knew the truth without her spoken word. She was his — his own!

We will keep our secret, dearest, he said presently. No one must know. For family reasons it must not yet leak out. Think how lonely I shall be at this hour to-morrow — when you have left!

And I also, she sobbed. You know — you must have seen — that I love you!

At that moment her mother turned to look back, and consequently they both instantly assumed an attitude of utter unconcern. And next afternoon when he saw the three off from the Gare du Nord by the Harwich service, neither the estimable Northover, nor his rather obese spouse, had the slightest idea of the true secret of the two young hearts.

Nellie grasped her lovers hand in adieu. Their eyes met for a single instant, and it was all-sufficient. Each trusted the other implicitly. It was surely a charming love-idyll between prince and school-girl.

His Highness remained in Brussels for about three weeks, then crossed to London. He stayed at the Carlton, where, on the night of his arrival, he was visited by the rather ruddy-faced jovial-looking clergyman, the Reverend Thomas Clayton.

It was Charles who announced him, saying in an abrupt manner:

The Parsons called, your Highness.

Show him in, was the Princes reply. I was expecting him.

The greeting between Prince Albert and his old clerical friend was hearty, and the two men spent a couple of hours over whisky and sodas and cigarettes, chatting confidentially.

Youre in love with her, Prince! laughed his reverend friend.

Yes, I really and honestly believe I am, the other admitted, and especially so, after your report.

My inquiries were perfectly satisfactory, the clergyman said.

I want to have an excuse for going up to Stamford, but dont see well how it can be managed, remarked the Prince pensively, between whiffs of his cigarette.

With my assistance it might, my dear boy, replied the Reverend Thomas. It wants a little thinking over. Youre a prince, remember.

Yes, sighed the other wearily. Thats just the confounded difficulty. I wonder what the world would say if they knew my secret?

Say? and the clergyman pulled a wry face. Why bother about what the world thinks? I never do.

Yes. But youre a parson, and a parson can do practically just what he likes.

As long as hes popular with his parishioners.

And it was not till near midnight, after a dainty snack of supper, served in the Princes sitting-room, that the pair parted.

A fortnight later Mr James Northover was agreeably impressed to receive a letter from the Prince stating that a great friend of his, the Rev. Thomas Clayton, of St. Ethelburgas, Bayswater, was staying in Stamford, convalescent after an illness, and that he was coming to visit him.

The Northover household was thrown into instant confusion. Its head was for inviting the Prince to stay with them, but Mrs Northover and Nellie both declared that he would be far more comfortable at the Stamford Hotel, or at the George. Besides, he was a prince, and Alice, the cook, could not possibly do things as was his Highnesss habit to have them done. So a telegram was sent to the Carlton saying that the Northovers were most delighted at the prospect of seeing the Prince again.

Next day his Highness arrived in the big cream-coloured car at the Stamford Hotel, causing great excitement in the town. Charles had come down by the morning train and engaged rooms for his master, and within half an hour of the Princes arrival the worthy mayor called and left his card.

The Princes first visit, however, was to his old friend, the Rev. Thos. Clayton, whom he found in rather shabby apartments in Rock Terrace seated in an armchair, looking very pale, and quite unlike his usual self.

Im sure its awfully good of you to become an invalid on my account? exclaimed the Prince the moment they were alone. However do you pass your days in this sleepy hollow?

By study, my dear boy! Studys a grand thing! See! And he exhibited a big dry-as-dust volume on The Extinct Civilisations of Africa.

He remained an hour, and then, remounting into the car, drove out along the Tinwell Road, where, half a mile from the town, Mr Northovers comfortable, red-brick villa was situated. He found the whole family assembled to welcome him — as they had, indeed, been assembled in eager expectation for the past four hours.

Nellie he found looking particularly dainty, with the usual big black velvet bow in her hair, and wearing a neat blouse of cream washing-silk and a short black skirt. She was essentially the type of healthy hockey-playing English girl.

As he grasped her hand and greeted her with formality, he felt it tremble within his grasp. She had kept his secret; of that there was no doubt.

The home life of the Northovers he found quite pleasant. It was so unlike anything he had even been used to. He remained to tea, and he returned there to dine and spend a pleasant evening listening to Nellies performances on the piano.

Afterwards, when the ladies had retired as they did discreetly at half-past ten, he sat smoking his Petroffs and chatting with Mr Northover.

I hope you found your friend, the clergyman, better, Prince. Where is he living?

Oh, yes; hes much better, thanks. But he has rather wretched quarters, in a house in Rock Terrace. Ive urged him to move into an hotel. He says, however, that he hates hotels. Hes such a good fellow — gives nearly all he has to the poor.

I suppose hes down here for fresh air?

Yes. Hes very fond of this neighbourhood. Often came here when a boy, I believe.

When you go again Id like to call upon him. We must not allow him to be lonely.

I shall call to-morrow. Perhaps you could go with me, after the bank has closed?

Yes. At four-thirty. Will you call at the bank for me?

And so it was arranged.

Punctually at the hour named the Prince stepped from his car before the bank — which was situated in a side street between two shops — and was at once admitted and ushered through to the managers room.

Then the pair went on to Rock Terrace to pay the visit. The invalid was much better, and Northover found him a man entirely after his own heart. He was a man of the world, as well as a clergyman.

In the week that followed, Nellies father made several visits, and once, on a particularly bright day, the Prince brought the Rev. Thomas round in the car to return the visit at Tinwell Road.

Within ten days the vicar of St. Ethelburgas, Bayswater, had become quite an intimate friend of the Northovers; so much so, indeed, that they compelled him to give up his rooms in Rock Terrace, and come and stay as their guest. Perhaps it was more for the Princes sake they did this — perhaps because they admired Clayton as a splendid fellow for a parson.

Anyhow, all this gave the Prince plenty of opportunities for meeting Nellie clandestinely. Instead of going to her music-lesson, or to her hockey-club, or visiting an old schoolfellow, she went daily to a certain secluded spot on the Worthope Road, where she was joined by the man she loved.

Her romance was complete. She adored Albert, utterly and devotedly; while he, on his part, was her slave. On the third day after his arrival in Stamford she had promised to become Princess of Hesse-Holstein, and now they were closely preserving their secret.

The advent of his Highness had raised Mrs Northover to the very pinnacle of the social scale in Stamford. Times without number she tried to obtain from Nellie the true state of affairs, but the girl was sly enough to preserve her lovers secret.

If the truth were yet known to the family of Hesse-Holstein, all sorts of complications would assuredly ensue. Besides, it would, he felt certain, bring upon him the displeasure of the Emperor. He must go to Potsdam, and announce to the Kaiser his engagement with his own lips.

And so little Nellie Northover, the chosen Princess of Hesse-Holstein, the girl destined to become husband of the ruler of a principality half the size of England, and the wealthiest of the German princes, often wandered the country roads alone, and tried to peer into her brilliant future. What would the girls of Stamford say when they found that Nellie Northover was actually a princess! Why, even the Marchioness who lived at the great ancestral mansion, mentioned in Tennysons well-known poem, would then receive her!

And all through the mere failing of a motor-car clutch at that tiny obscure Belgian village.

The Reverend Thomas gradually grew stronger while guest of Mr Northover, and both he and the Prince, together with the Northovers, Mr Henry Ashdown, the assistant manager of the bank who lived on the premises, and others of the Northovers friends went for frequent runs in the noblemans car.

The Prince never hedged himself in by etiquette. Every friend of Northover at once became his friend; hence, within a fortnight, his Highness was the most popular figure in that quaint old market town.

One afternoon while the Prince and the clergyman were walking together up the High Street, they passed a thin, pale-faced man in dark grey flannels.

Glances of recognition were exchanged, but no word was uttered.

Max is at the George, isnt he? asked the Prince.

Yes, replied his companion. Arrived the night before last, and having a particularly dull time, I should think.

So should I, laughed the Prince.

That evening, the two ladies being away at the Milton Hound Show, they took Northover and his assistant, Ashdown, after their business, over to Peterborough to bring them back. Ashdown was some ten years younger than his chief, and rather fond of his whisky and soda. At the Great Northern Hotel in Peterborough they found the ladies; and on their return to Stamford the whole party dined together at the Princes hotel, an old-fashioned hostelry with old-fashioned English fare.

And so another fortnight went past. The autumn winds grew more chilly, and the leaves fell with the advance of October.

Nellie constantly met the Prince, in secret, the only person knowing the truth besides themselves being the Parson, who had now become one of the girls particular friends.

While the Prince was dressing for dinner one evening, Charles being engaged in putting the links in his shirt-cuffs, he suddenly asked:

Max is still in Stamford, I suppose?

I believe so, your Highness.

Well, I want you to take this up to London to-night, Charles. And he drew from a locked drawer a small sealed packet about four inches square, looking like jewellery. Youll see the address on it. Take it there, then go to the Suffolk Hotel, in Suffolk Street, Strand, and wait till I send you instructions to return.

Very well, your Highness, answered the man who always carried out his masters instructions with blind obedience.

Next day, in conversation with Mr Northover, the Prince expressed regret that he had been compelled to discharge his man Charles at a moments notice.

The man is a thief, he said briefly. I lost a valuable scarf-pin the other day — one given me by the Emperor. But I never suspected him until a few days ago when I received an anonymous letter telling me that my trusted man, Charles, had, before I took him into my service, been convicted of theft, and was, indeed, one of a gang of clever swindlers! I made inquiries, and discovered this to be the actual truth.

By Jove! remarked the Reverend Thomas. Think what an escape the Prince has had! All his jewellery might have suddenly disappeared!

How very fortunate you were warned! declared Mr Northover. Your correspondent was anonymous, you say?

Yes. Some one must have recognised him in London, I think, and, therefore, given me warning. A most disagreeable affair — I assure you.

Then youve lost the Emperors present? asked Nellie.

Yes, sighed the Prince; Its gone for ever. Ive given notice to the police. Theyre sending a detective from London to see me, I believe, but I feel certain I shall never see it again.

This conversation was repeated by Mrs Northover to her husband, when he returned from business that evening.

About the same hour, however, while the Prince was smoking with his clerical friend in his private room at the hotel, the waiter entered, saying that a Mr Mason had called upon his Highness.

Thats the man from Scotland Yard! exclaimed the Prince aloud. Show him up.

A few moments later a rather pale-faced, fair-haired man in shabby brown tweeds was ushered in, and the waiter, who knew the story of Charless sudden discharge, retired.

Good evening, Prince, exclaimed the new-comer. I got your wire and came at once. At the same time he produced from his pocket a small cartridge envelope containing something slightly bulky, but carefully sealed.

Right! Go over there, Max, and help yourself to a drink. Youre at the George, I suppose?

No. Ive got a room here — so as to be near you — in case of necessity, you know, he added meaningly.

The two men exchanged glances.

It was evident at once that Mr Mason was no stranger, for he helped himself to a cigarette uninvited, and, mixing a small drink, drained it off at a single gulp.

Then, after chatting for a quarter of an hour or so, he went out just to get a wash, as he put it.

The Prince, when he had gone, turned over the small packet in his hand without opening it.

Then he rose, walked to the window, and in silence looked out upon the old church opposite, deep in thought.

The Parson, watching him without a word, knit his brows, and pursed his lips.

Next morning the Prince sent Garrett with the car to London, as he wanted some alteration to the hood, and that afternoon, as he crossed the marketplace, he again met Max. Neither spoke. A glance of recognition was all that passed between them. Meanwhile, the detective from London had been making a good many inquiries in Stamford, concerning the associates and friends of the discharged valet Charles.

The latter was, the detective declared, an old hand, and his Highness had been very fortunate in getting rid of him when he did.

That evening Mr and Mrs Ashdown invited the Prince and the clergyman to dinner, at which they were joined by the sweet-faced Nellie and her father and mother. With true provincial habit, the party broke up at ten-thirty, and while the Parson walked home with the Northovers, his Highness lit a cigar and strolled back to the hotel alone.

Until nearly two oclock he sat smoking, reading, and thinking — thinking always of pretty Nellie — and now and then glancing at the clock. After the church-bell had struck two he had a final peg, and then turned in.

Next morning, when the waiter brought his coffee, the man blurted forth breathlessly:

Theres been a great robbery, your Highness, last night. The London and North Western Bank has been entered, and they say that four thousand pounds in gold has been stolen.

What! gasped the Prince, springing up. Mr Northovers bank?

Yes, sir. The whole town is in an uproar! Ive told Mr Mason, and hes gone down to see. They say that a week ago a youngish man from London took the empty shop next door to the bank, and its believed the thieves were secreted in there. There doesnt seem any evidence of any of the locks being tampered with, for the front door was opened with a key, and they had keys of both the doors of the strong-room. The police are utterly mystified, for Mr Northover has one key, and Mr Ashdown the other, and the doors cant be opened unless they are both there together. Both gentlemen say their keys have never left them, and none of the burglar-alarms rang.

Then its an absolute mystery — eh, remarked the Prince, utterly astonished. Perhaps that scoundrel Charles has had something to do with it! He went to the bank for me on several occasions!

Thats what Mr Mason and the other police officers think, sir, the waiter said. And it seems that the men must have got out the coin, brought it into the empty shop, carried it through the back of the premises and packed it into a dark-green motor-car. A policeman out on the Worthorpe Road, saw the car pass just before two oclock this morning. There were two men in it, besides the driver.

The Prince dressed hastily, and was about to rush down to the bank to condole with Northover when the latter burst into his room in a great state of mind.

Its an absolute mystery, and so daring! he declared. The thieves must have had duplicate keys of the whole bank! They left all the notes, but cleared out every bit of gold coin. We had some unusually heavy deposits lately, and theyve taken three thousand four hundred and thirty-two pounds!

What about that man who took the shop next door?

Hes perfectly respectable, the police assure me. He knows nothing about it. Hes hardly finished stocking the place with groceries, and opens the day after to-morrow. His name is Newman.

Then how did they get their booty away?

Thats the mystery. Unless through the back of the shop next door. No motor-car came along the street in the night, for Ashdowns child was ill, and Mrs Ashdown was up all night and heard nothing. The means by which they got such a heavy lot of coin away so neatly is as mysterious as how they obtained the keys.

Depend upon it that my scoundrelly valet has had a finger in this! the Prince declared. Ill assist you to try and find him. I happen to know some of his friends in London.

Northover was delighted, and at the police-station the superintendent thanked his Highness for his kind promise of assistance. Mr Mason was ubiquitous, and the parson full of astonishment at the daring coup of the unknown thieves. Two bank directors came down from town in the afternoon, and after a discussion, a full report was telegraphed to New Scotland Yard.

That same evening the Prince went up to London, accompanied by the keen-eyed Mr Mason, leaving the Parson still the guest of Mr Northover.

The latter, however, would scarcely have continued to entertain him, had he known that, on arrival at Kings Cross, his Highness and Mr Mason took a cab to a certain house in Hereford Road, Bayswater, where Charles and Garrett were eagerly awaiting him. In the room were two other men whom the Prince shook by the hand and warmly congratulated.

Charles opened the door of the adjoining room, a poorly furnished bedroom, where stood a chest of drawers. One drawer after the other he opened.

They were full of bags of golden sovereigns!

Those impressions you sent us, Prince, gave us a lot of trouble, declared the elder of the two men, with a pronounced American accent. The keys were very difficult to make, and when you sent us word that the parson had tried them and they wouldnt act, we began to fear that it was no go. But we did the trick all right, after all, didnt we? Guess we spent a pretty miserable week in Stamford, but you seemed to be having quite a good time. Wheres the Sky-pilot?

Hes remaining — convalescent, you know. And as for Bob Newman, hell be compelled to carry on that confounded grocery business next door for at least a couple of months — before he fails, and shuts up.

Well, exclaimed the man Mason, whom everybody in Stamford — even the police themselves — believed to be a detective. It was a close shave! You know, Prince, when you came out of the bank after dinner and I slipped in past you, I only just got into the shadow before that slip of a girl of Northovers ran down the stairs after you. I saw you give her a kiss in the darkness.

She deserved a kiss, the little dear, replied his Highness, for without her we could never have brought off so complete a thing.

Ah! you always come in for the good things, Charles remarked.

Because Im a prince, was his Highnesss reply.

The police are still looking for the Princes valet, and his Highness has, of course, assisted them. Charles, however, got away to Copenhagen to a place of complete safety, and he being the only person suspected, it is very unlikely that the bank will ever see their money again — neither is Nellie Northover ever likely to see her prince.


Chapter Three.

The Mysterious Sixty.
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WHEN THE SMART chauffeur, Garrett, entered the cosy chambers of his Highness Prince Albert of Hesse-Holstein, alias Charles Fotheringham, alias Henry Tremlett, in Dover Street, Piccadilly, he found him stretched lazily on the couch before the fire. He had exchanged his dinner jacket for an easy coat of brown velvet; between his lips was a Russian cigarette of his pet brand, and at his elbow a brandy and soda.

Ah! Garrett, he exclaimed as the chauffeur entered. Come here, and sit down. Shut the door first. I want to talk to you.

As chauffeur to the Prince and his ingenious companions, Garrett had met with many queer adventures and been in many a tight corner. To this day he wonders he was not pinched by the police a dozen times, and certainly would have been if it were not that the gay, good-looking, devil-may-care Prince Albert never left anything to chance. When a coup was to be made he thought out every minute detail, and took precaution against every risk of detection. To his marvellous ingenuity and wonderful foresight Garrett, with his friends, owed his liberty.

During the three years through which he had thrown in his lot with that select little circle of crooks, he had really had a very interesting time, and had driven them thousands of miles, mostly on the Continent, in the big Mercédès or the sixty six-cylinder Minerva.

His Highnesss share in the plunder had been very considerable. At his bankers he possessed quite a respectable balance, and he lived in easy affluence the life of a prince. In the drawing-rooms of London and Paris he was known as essentially a ladies man; while in Italy he was usually Henry Tremlett, of London, and in France he was Charles Fotheringham, an Anglo-Frenchman and Chevalier of the Légion dHonneur.

Look here, Garrett, he said, raising himself on his elbow and looking the man in the face as he tossed his cigarette in the grate. To-day, lets see, is December 16. You must start in the car to-morrow for San Remo. We shall spend a week or two there.

To-morrow! the chauffeur echoed. The roads from Paris down to the Riviera are pretty bad just now. I saw in the paper yesterday that theres heavy snow around Valence.

Snow, or no snow, we must go, the Prince said decisively. We have a little matter in hand down there — you understand? he remarked, his dark eyes still fixed upon the chauffeur.

The man wondered what was the nature of the coup intended.

And now, he went on, let me explain something else. There may be some funny proceedings down at San Remo. But just disregard everything you see, and dont trouble your head about the why, or wherefore. Youre paid to be chauffeur, Garrett — and paid well, too, by your share of the profits — so nothing else concerns you. It isnt, sparklers were after this time — its something else.

The Prince who, speaking English so well, turned his birth and standing to such good account, never told the chauffeur of his plans. His confederates, indeed, were generally kept completely in the dark until the very last moment. Therefore, they were all very frequently puzzled by what seemed to be extraordinary and motiveless actions by the leader of the party of adventurers.

The last coup made was in the previous month, at Aix-les-Bains, the proceeds being sold to the old Jew in Amsterdam for four thousand pounds sterling, this sum being divided up between the Prince, the Parson, a neat-ankled little Parisienne named Valentine Déjardin, and Garrett. And they were now going to spend a week or two in that rather dull and much over-rated little Italian seaside town, where the sharper and crook flourish to such a great extent in spring — San Remo.

They were evidently about to change their tactics, for it was not diamonds they were after, but something else. Garrett wondered as the Count told him to help himself to a whisky and soda what that something else would turn out to be.

I daresay youll be a bit puzzled, he said, lazily lighting a fresh cigarette, but dont trouble your head about the why or wherefore. Leave that to me. Stay at the Hotel Regina at San Remo — that big place up on the hill — you know it. Youll find the Parson there. Lets see, when we were there a year ago I was Tremlett, wasnt I? — so I must be that again, I suppose.

He rose from his couch, stretched himself, and pulling a bookcase from the high old-fashioned wainscoting slid back one of the white enamelled panels disclosing a secret cavity wherein, Garrett knew, reposed a quantity of stolen jewels that he had failed to get rid of to the Jew diamond dealer in Amsterdam, who acted in most cases as receiver.

The chauffeur saw within that small cavity, of about a foot square, a number of little parcels each wrapped in tissue paper — jewels for which the police of Europe for a year or so had been hunting high and low. Putting his hand into the back the Prince produced a bundle of banknotes, from which he counted one fifty and ten fivers, and handed them to his man.

Theyre all right. Youll want money, for I think that, after all, youd better go to San Remo as a gentleman and owner of the car. Both the Parson and I will be perfect strangers to you — you understand?

Perfectly, was Garretts reply, as he watched him replace the notes, push back the panel into its place, and move the bookcase into its original position.

Then get away to-morrow night by Newhaven and Dieppe, he said. If I were you Id go by Valence and Die, instead of by Grenoble. Theres sure to be less snow there. Wire me when you get down to Cannes. And he pushed across his big silver box of cigarettes, one of which the chauffeur took, and seating himself, listened to his further instructions. They, however, gave no insight into the adventure which was about to be undertaken.

At half-past seven on the following night, with his smartly-cut clothes packed in two suit-cases, his chauffeurs dress discarded for a big leather-lined coat of dark-green frieze and motor-cap and goggles, and a false number-plate concealed beneath the cushion, Garrett drew the car out of the garage in Oxford Street, and sped along the Embankment and over Westminster Bridge on the first stage of his long and lonely journey.

The night was dark, with threatening rain, but out in the country the big searchlight shone brilliantly, and he tore along the Brighton road while the rhythmic splutter of his open exhaust awakened the echoes of the country-side. With a loud shriek of the siren he passed village after village until at Brighton he turned to the left along that very dangerous switchback road that leads to Newhaven.

How he shipped the car, or how for four weary days — such was the hopeless state of the roads — he journeyed due south, has no bearing upon this narrative of an adventurers adventure. Fortunately the car ran magnificently, the engines beating in perfect time against rain and blizzard, and tyre-troubles were few. The road — known well to him, for he had traversed it with the Prince at least a dozen times to and from Monte Carlo — was snow-covered right from Lyons down to Aix in Provence, making progress difficult, and causing him constant fear lest he should run into some deep drift.

At last, however, in the bright Riviera sunshine, so different to the London weather he had left behind five days ago, and with the turquoise Mediterranean lying calm and picturesque on his right, he found himself passing along the Lower Corniche from Nice through Beaulieu, Monaco, and Mentone to Ventimiglia, the Italian frontier. Arrived there, he paid the Customs deposit at the little roadside bureau of the Italian dogana, got a leaden seal impressed upon the front of the chassis, and drew away up the hill again for a few short miles through Bordighera and Ospedaletti to the picturesque little town of San Remo, which so bravely but vainly endeavours to place itself forward as the Nice of the Italian Riviera.

The Hotel Regina, the best and most fashionable, stands high above the sea-road, embowered in palms, oranges, and flowers, and as Garrett turned with a swing into the gateway and ran up the steep incline on his second, his arrival, dirty and travel-worn as he was, caused some stir among the smartly dressed visitors taking their tea al fresco.

With an air of nonchalance the gentleman chauffeur sprang out, gave over the mud-covered car to a man from the hotel garage, and entering the place, booked a pretty but expensive sitting-room and bedroom overlooking the sea.

Having tubbed and exchanged his rough tweeds for grey flannels and a straw hat, he descended to see if he could find the Parson, who, by the list in the hall, he saw was among the guests. He strolled about the town, and looked in at a couple of cafés, but saw nothing of the Princes clever confederate.

Not until he went in to dinner did he discover him.

Wearing a faultless clerical collar and perfect-fitting clerical coat, and on his nose gold pince-nez, he was sitting a few tables away, dining with two well-dressed ladies — mother and daughter he took them to be, though afterwards he found they were aunt and niece. The elder woman, handsome and well-preserved, evidently a foreigner from her very dark hair and fine eyes, was dressed handsomely in black, with a bunch of scarlet roses in her corsage. As far as Garrett could see, she wore no jewellery.

The younger of the pair was certainly not more than nineteen, fair-haired, with a sweet girlish face, blue eyes almost childlike in their softness, and a pretty dimpled cheek, and a perfectly formed mouth that invited kisses. She was in pale carnation — a colour that suited her admirably, and in her bodice, cut slightly low, was a bunch of those sweet-smelling flowers which grow in such profusion along the Italian coast as to supply the European markets in winter.

Both women were looking at Garrett, noticing that he was a fresh arrival.

In a Riviera hotel, where nearly every guest makes a long stay, a fresh arrival early in the season is always an event, and he or she is discussed and criticised, approved or condemned. Garrett could see that the two ladies were discussing him with the Reverend Thomas, who glared at him for a moment through his glasses as though he had never before seen him in his life, and then with some words to his companions, he went on eating his fish.

He knew quite well of Garretts advent, but part of the mysterious game was that they did not recognise each other.

When dinner was over, and everyone went into the hall to lounge and take coffee, Garrett inquired of the hall-porter the names of the two ladies in question.

The elder one, msieur, he replied, in French, in a confidential tone, is Roumanian, the Princess Charles of Krajova, and the young lady is her niece, Mademoiselle Dalrymple.

Dalrymple! he echoed. Then mademoiselle must be English!

Certainly, msieur.

And Garrett turned away, wondering with what ulterior object our friend the Parson was ingratiating himself with La Princesse.

Next day, the gay devil-may-care Prince, giving his name as Mr Henry Tremlett, of London, arrived, bringing the faithful Charles, to whose keen observation more than one successful coup had owed its genesis. There were now four of them staying in the hotel, but with what object Garrett could not discern.

The Prince gave no sign of recognition to the Parson or the chauffeur. He dined at a little table alone, and was apparently as interested in the two women as Garrett was himself.

Garretts main object was to create interest, so acting upon the instructions the Prince had given him in London, he posed as the owner of the fine car, swaggered in the hall in his big coat and cap, and took runs up and down the white winding coast-road, envied by many of the guests, who, he knew, dearly wanted to explore the beauties of the neighbourhood.

It was not, therefore, surprising that more than one of the guests of both sexes got into casual conversation with Garrett, and among them, on the second day after his arrival, the Princess Charles of Krajova.

She was, he found, an enthusiastic motorist, and as they stood that sunny afternoon by the car, which was before the hotel, she made many inquiries regarding the long stretch from Dieppe to the Italian frontier. While they were chatting, the Parson, with Mademoiselle approached. The Rev. Thomas started a conversation, in which the young lady joined. The latter Garrett decided was very charming. Her speech was that of an educated English girl only lately from her school, yet she had evidently been well trained for her position in society, and though so young, carried herself extremely well.

As yet, nobody had spoken to Tremlett. He seemed to keep himself very much to himself. Why, the chauffeur wondered?

That evening he spent in the hall, chatting with the Parson and the ladies. He had invited them all to go for a run on the morrow by the seashore as far as Savona, then inland to Ceva, and back by Ormeo and Oneglia, and they had accepted enthusiastically. Then, when aunt and niece rose to retire, he invited the Rev. Thomas up to his sitting-room for a final whisky and soda.

When they were alone with the door shut, Clayton said:

Look here, Garrett! This is a big game were playing. The Prince lies low, while we work it. To-morrow you must attract the girl, while I make myself agreeable to the aunt — a very decent old body, after all. Recollect, you must not fall in love with the girl. She admires you, I know.

Not very difficult to fall in love with her, laughed the other. Shes uncommonly good-looking.

Yes, but be careful that you dont make a fool of yourself, and really allow yourself to be smitten, he urged.

But what is the nature of this fresh game? Garrett inquired, eager to ascertain what was intended.

Dont worry about that, my dear fellow, was his reply. Only make love to the girl. Leave the rest to his Highness and myself.

And so it came about that next day, with the pretty Winnie — for that was her name — seated at his side, Garrett drove the car along to Savona, chatting merrily with her, and discovering her to be most chic and charming. Her parents lived in London, she informed him, in Queens Gate. Her father was in Parliament, sitting for one of the Welsh boroughs.

The run was delightful, and was the commencement of a very pleasant friendship. He saw that his little friend was in no way averse to a violent flirtation, and indeed, he spent nearly the whole of the next morning with her in the garden.

The chauffeur had already disregarded the Parsons advice, and had fallen desperately in love with her.

As they sat in the garden she told him that her mother was a Roumanian lady, of Bucharest, whose sister had married the enormously wealthy landowner, Prince Charles of Krajova. For the past two years she had lived in Paris, Vienna and Bucharest, with her aunt, and they were now at San Remo to spend the whole winter.

But, she added, with a wistful look, I far prefer England. I was at school at Folkestone, and had a most jolly time there. I was so sorry to leave to come out here.

Then you know but little of London?

Very little, she declared. I know Folkestone better. We used to walk on the Leas every day, or play hockey and tennis. I miss my games so very much, she added, raising her fine big eyes to his.

At his invitation she walked down to the town and back before luncheon, but not without some hesitation, as perhaps she thought her aunt might not like it. On the Promenade they met his Highness, but he gave them no sign of recognition.

That gentleman is staying at our hotel, she remarked after he had passed. I saw on the list that he is a Mr Tremlett, from London.

Yes — I also saw that, remarked the chauffeur. Looks a decent kind of fellow.

Rather a fop, I think, she declared. My aunt, however, is anxious to know him, so if you make his acquaintance, will you please introduce him to us?

Ill be most delighted, of course, Miss Dalrymple, he said, inwardly congratulating himself upon his good fortune.

And an hour later he wrote a note to the Prince and posted it, telling him of what the girl had said.

While the Parson monopolised the Princess, Garrett spent most of the time in the company of Winifred Dalrymple. That afternoon he took the Parson and the ladies for a run on the car, and that evening, it being Christmas Eve, there was a dance, during which he was on several occasions her partner.

She waltzed splendidly, and Garrett found himself each hour more deeply in love with her. During the dance, he managed to feign to scrape acquaintance with the Prince, and presented him to his dainty little friend, as well as her aunt, whereat the latter at once went out of her way to be most gracious and affable. Already the handsome Tremlett knew most of the ladies in the hotel, as his coming and going always caused a flutter within the hearts of the gentler sex, for he was essentially a ladies man. Indeed, to his easy courtly manner towards them was due the great success of his many ingenious schemes.

He would kiss a woman one moment and rifle her jewel-case the next, so utterly unscrupulous was he. He was assuredly a perfect type of the well-bred, audacious young adventurer.

While the dance was proceeding Garrett was standing with Winifred in the hall, when they heard the sound of an arriving motor-car coming up the incline from the road, and going to the door he saw that it was a very fine sixty horse-power Fiat limousine. There were no passengers, but the driver was a queer grey-haired, hunchbacked old man. His face was splashed, his grey goats-skin coat was muddy, like the car, for it was evident that he had come a long distance.

As he entered the big brilliantly-lit hall, his small black eyes cast a searching look around. Winifred, whom Garrett was at that moment leading back to the ballroom, started quickly. Had she, he wondered, recognised him? If so, why had she started. That she was acquainted with the stranger, and that she did not wish to meet him he quickly saw, for a few moments later she whispered something to the Princess, whose face instantly changed, and the pair pleading fatigue a few minutes later, ascended in the lift to their own apartments.

So curious was the incident, that Garrett determined to ascertain something regarding the queer, wizened-faced old hunchback who acted as chauffeur, but to his surprise when he returned to the hall, he found the car had already left. The little old man in the fur motor-coat had merely called to make inquiry whether a certain German baron was staying in the hotel, and had then left immediately.

He was much puzzled at the marked uneasiness of both the Princess and Winifred at the appearance of the mysterious sixty. Indeed, he saw her Highnesss maid descend the stairs half an hour later, evidently in order to gather some facts concerning the movements of the hunchback. Prince and Parson were both playing bridge, therefore Garrett was unable to relate to them what he had seen, so he retired to bed wondering what the truth might really be.

Morning dawned. The Prince and his friend were both down unusually early, walking in the garden, and discussing something very seriously. But its nature they kept from their chauffeur.

The morning he spent with Winifred, who looked very sweet and charming in her white serge gown, white shoes and big black hat. They idled in the garden among the orange groves for an hour, and then walked down to the town and back.

At luncheon a surprise awaited them, for quite close to Garrett sat the little old man, clean and well-dressed, eating his meal and apparently taking no notice of anybody. Yet he saw what effect the mans presence had produced upon the Princess and her niece, who having taken their seats could not well escape.

Where was the big sixty? It was certainly not in the garage at the hotel! And why had the old man returned?

Reviewing all the circumstances, together with what the Prince had explained to him in Dover Street, he found himself utterly puzzled. The whole affair was an enigma. What were the intentions of his ingenious and unscrupulous friends? The Prince had, he recollected, distinctly told him that diamonds were not in the present instance the object of their manoeuvres.

About three oclock that afternoon he invited the Princess and her pretty niece to go out for a run in the car to Taggia, the road to which first runs along by the sea, and afterwards turns inland up a beautiful fertile valley. They accepted, but both Prince and Parson pleaded other engagements, therefore he took the two ladies alone.

The afternoon was bright and warm, with that blue sky and deep blue sea which is so characteristic of the Riviera, and the run to Taggia was delightful. They had coffee at a clean little osteria — coffee that was not altogether good, but quite passable — and then with Winifred up beside him, Garrett started to run home in the sundown.

They had not gone more than a couple of miles when, of a sudden, almost before he could realise it, Garrett was seized by a contraction of the throat so violent that he could not breathe. He felt choking. The sensation was most unusual, for he broke out into a cold perspiration, and his head beginning to reel, he slowed down and put on the brake, for they were travelling at a brisk pace, but beyond that he remembered absolutely nothing. All he knew was that an excruciating pain shot through his heart, and then in an instant all was blank!

Of only one other thing he had a hazy recollection, and it was this. Just at the moment when he lost consciousness the girl at his side, leant towards him, and took the steering-wheel, saying:

Let go, you fool! — let go, will you! her words being followed by a weird peal of laughter.



The darkness was impenetrable. For many hours Garrett had remained oblivious to everything. Yet as he slowly struggled back to consciousness he became aware that his legs were benumbed, and that water was lapping about him. He was lying in a cramped position, so cramped that to move was impossible. He was chilled to the bone. For a full hour he lay half-conscious, and wondering. The pains in his head were awful. He raised his hand, and discovered a nasty wound upon his left temple. Then he at last realised the astounding truth. He was lying upon rocks on the seashore, and it was night! How long he had been there, or how he had come there he had no idea.

That womans laughter rang in his ears. It was a laugh of triumph, and caused him to suspect strongly that he had been the victim of feminine treachery. But with what motive?

Was it possible that at Taggia, while he had been outside looking around the car, something had been placed in his coffee! He recollected that it tasted rather bitter. But where was the car? Where were the Princess and her pretty niece?

It was a long time before his cramped limbs were sufficiently supple to enable him to walk, and then in the faint grey dawn he managed to crawl along a white unfamiliar high road that ran beside the rocky shore. For nearly two hours he walked in his wet clothes until he came to a tiny town which he discovered, was called Voltri, and was quite a short distance from Genoa.

The fascinating Winifred had evidently driven the car with his unconscious form covered up in the tonneau for some time before the pair had deposited him in the water, their intention being that the sea should itself dispose of his body.

For an hour he remained in the little inn drying his clothes and having his wound attended to, and then when able to travel, he took train back to San Remo, arriving late in the afternoon. He found to his astonishment he had remained unconscious at the edge of the tideless sea for about thirty hours.

His bandaged head was put down by the guests as due to an accident in the car, for he made no explanation. Presently, however, the hotel proprietor came to his room, and asked the whereabouts of the Princess and her niece, as they had not been seen since they left with him. In addition, the maid had suddenly disappeared, while the party owed a little bill of nearly one hundred pounds sterling.

And Mr Tremlett? Garrett asked. He is still here, of course?

No, signore, was the courtly Italians reply. He left in a motor-car with Mr Clayton and his valet late the same night.

Their destination was unknown. The little old hunchback had also left, Garrett was informed.



A week later, as Garrett entered the cosy sitting-room in Dover Street the Prince sprang from his chair, exclaiming:

By Jove, Garrett! Im glad to see you back. We began to fear that youd met with foul play. What happened to you? Sit down, and tell me. Wheres the car?

The chauffeur was compelled to admit his ignorance of its whereabouts, and then related his exciting and perilous adventure.

Yes, replied the handsome young adventurer, gaily. It was a crooked bit of business, but we neednt trouble further about the car, Garrett, for the fact is weve exchanged our forty for that old hunchbacks mysterious sixty. Its at Meuniers garage in Paris. But, of course, he laughed, you didnt know who the hunchback really was. It was Finch Grey.

Finch Grey! gasped Garrett, amazed, for he was the most renowned and expert thief in the whole of Europe.

Yes, he said, we went to San Remo to meet him. It was like this. The Reverend Thomas was in Milan and got wind of a little coup at the Banca dItalia which Finch Grey had arranged. The plot was one night to attack the strong-room of the bank, a tunnel to which had already been driven from a neighbouring house. The proceeds of this robbery — notes and gold — were to be brought down to San Remo by Finch Grey in his sixty, the idea being to then meet the Princess and her niece, who were really only members of his gang. Our idea was to get friendly with the two ladies, so that when the car full of gold and notes arrived we should have an opportunity of getting hold of it. Our plans, however, were upset in two particulars, by the fact that a few days prior to my arrival the pair had quarrelled with the old hunchback, and secondly, because a friend of the Princesss, staying at the hotel, had recognised you as a crook. By some means the two women suspected that, on Finch Greys appearance, our intention was either to demand part of the proceeds of the bank robbery or expose them to the police. Therefore they put something in your coffee, the girl drove the car to the spot where you found yourself, and then they escaped to Genoa, and on to Rome. Finch Grey, who did not know who we were, was highly concerned with us regarding the non-return of the ladies. We suggested that we should go out in his sixty with him to search for them, and he, fearing that you had met with an accident, consented. The rest was easy, he laughed.

How?

Well, we let him get half way to Oneglia, when we just slipped a handkerchief with a little perfume upon it, over his nose and mouth, and a few minutes later we laid him quietly down behind a wall. Then I turned the car back to where we had previously stored some pots of white paint and a couple of big brushes, and in an hour had transformed the colour of the car and changed its identification-plates. Imagine our joy when we found the back locker where the tools should have been crammed with bags of gold twenty lire pieces, while under the inside seat we found a number of neat packets of fifty and one-hundred and five-hundred lire notes. Just after midnight we slipped back through San Remo, and two days ago arrived safely in Paris with our valuable freight. Like to see some of it? he added, and rising he pushed back the bookcase, opened the panel and took out several bundles of Italian notes. I saw also within a number of small canvas bags of gold.

By this time, Garrett, he added, laughing and pouring me out a drink, old Finch Grey is gnashing his teeth, for he cannot invoke the aid of the police, and the women who intended to be avenged upon us for our daring are, no doubt, very sorry they ran away with our car, which, after all, was not nearly such a good one as the mysterious sixty. Theirs wasnt a particularly cheery journey, was it? and lifting his glass he added, So lets wish them very good luck!


Chapter Four.

The Man with the Red Circle.
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ANOTHER STORY RELATED by Garrett, the chauffeur, is worth telling, for it is not without its humorous side.

It occurred about six weeks after the return of the party from San Remo.

It was dismal and wet in London, one of those damp yellow days with which we, alas I are too well acquainted.

About two oclock in the afternoon, attired in yellow fishermens oil-skins instead of his showy grey livery, Garrett sat at the wheel of the new sixty six-cylinder car of Finch Greys outside the Royal Automobile Club, in Piccadilly, bade adieu to the exemplary Bayswater parson, who stood upon the steps, and drew along to the corner of Park Lane, afterwards turning towards the Marble Arch, upon the first stage of a long and mysterious journey.

When it is said that the journey was a mysterious one Garrett was compelled to admit that, ever since he had been in the service of Prince Albert of Hesse-Holstein his journeys had been made for the most part with a motive that, until the moment of their accomplishment, remained to him a mystery. His employer gave him orders, but he never allowed him to know his plans. He was paid to hold his tongue and obey. What mattered if his Highness, who was such a well-known figure in the world of automobilism was not a Highness at all; or whether the Rev. Thomas Clayton held no clerical charge in Bayswater. He, Garrett, was the Princes chauffeur, paid to close his ears and his eyes to everything around him, and to drive whatever lady who might be in the car hither and thither, just as his employer or his audacious friends required.

For two years his life had been one of constant change, as these secret records show. In scarcely a country in Europe he had not driven, while fully half a dozen times he had driven between Boulogne and the Place at Monte Carlo, four times from Calais due east to Berlin, as well as some highly exciting runs over certain frontiers when compelled to evade the officers of the law.

The good-looking Prince Albert, whose real name was hidden in obscurity, but who was best known as Tremlett, Burchell-Laing, Drummond, Lord Nassington, and half a dozen other aliases, constantly amazed and puzzled the police. Leader of that small circle of bold and ingenious men, he provided the newspapers with sensational gossip from time to time, exploits in which he usually made use of one or other of his high-power cars, and in which there was invariably a lady in the car.

Prince Albert was nothing if not a ladies man, and in two years had owned quite a dozen cars of different makes with identification plates innumerable, most of them false.

His Highness, who always found snobs to bow and dust his boots, and who took good care to prey upon their snobbishness, was a perfect marvel of cunning. His cool audacity was unequalled. The times which he passed unsuspected and unidentified beneath the very noses of the police were innumerable, while the times in which Garrett had been in imminent peril of arrest were not a few.

The present journey was, however, to say the least, a very mysterious one.

That morning at ten oclock he had sat, as usual, in the cosy chambers in Dover Street. His Highness had given him a cigar, and treated him as an equal, as he did always when they were alone.

You must start directly after lunch for the Highlands, Garrett, he had said suddenly, his dark, clearly defined brows slightly knit. He was still in his velvet smoking-jacket, and smoked incessantly his brown Petroffs.

I know, he went on, that the weather is wretched — but it is imperative. We must have the car up there.

Garrett was disappointed, for they were only just back from Hamburg, and he had expected at least to spend a few days with his own people down at Surbiton.

What? he asked, another coup? His Highness smiled meaningly.

Weve got a rather ticklish piece of work before us, Garrett, he said, contemplating the end of his cigar. Theres a girl in it — a very pretty little girl. And youll have to make a lot of love to her — you understand? And the gay nonchalant fellow laughed as his eyes raised themselves to the chauffeurs.

Well, remarked the man, somewhat surprised. You make a much better lover than I do. Remember the affair of the pretty Miss Northover?

Yes, yes! he exclaimed impatiently. But in this affair its different. I have other things to do besides love-making. Shell have to be left to you. I warn you, however, that the dainty Elfrida is a dangerous person — so dont make a fool of yourself, Garrett.

Dangerous? he echoed.

I mean dangerously attractive, thats all. Neither she, nor her people, have the least suspicion. The Blair-Stewarts, of Glenblair Castle, up in Perthshire, claim to be one of the oldest families in the Highlands. The old fellow made his money at shipbuilding, over at Dumbarton, and bought back what may be, or may not be, the family estate. At any rate, hes got pots of the needful, and I, having met him with his wife and daughter this autumn at the Excelsior, at Aix, am invited up there to-morrow to spend a week or so. Ive consented if I may go incognito as Mr Drummond.

And I go to take the car up?

No. You go as Herbert Hebberdine, son of old Sir Samuel Hebberdine, the banker of Old Broad Street, a young man sowing his wild oats and a motor enthusiast, as every young man is more or less nowadays, he laughed. You go as owner of the car. To Mrs Blair-Stewart I explained long ago that you were one of my greatest friends, so she has asked me to invite you, and Ive already accepted in your name.

But Im a stranger! protested Garrett.

Never mind, my dear fellow, laughed the audacious Prince. Clayton will be up there too. Its he who knows the people, and is working the game pretty cleverly.

Is it jewels? asked the chauffeur in a low voice.

No, it just isnt, this time! Youre mistaken, as you always are when youre too inquisitive. Garrett, its something better, he answered. All youve got to do is to pretend to be smitten by the girl. Shes a terrible little flirt, so you wont have very much difficulty. You make the running, and leave all the rest to me. His master, having shown him on the map where Glenblair was situated, half way between Stirling and Perth, added:

Ill go up to-night, and youll be there in three days time. Meanwhile Ill sing your praises, and youll receive a warm welcome from everybody when you arrive. Take your decent kit with you, and act the gentleman. Theres a level thousand each for us if we bring it off properly. But, he added, with further injunctions not to fall genuinely in love with the pretty Elfrida, the whole thing rests upon you. The girl must be devoted to you — otherwise we cant work the trick.

What is the trick? asked Garrett, his curiosity aroused.

Never mind what it is, Garrett, he said, rising to dismiss him.

Have your lunch and get away. Youve five hundred miles of bad roads and new metal before you, so the sooner youre off the better. Call and see Clayton at his rooms. Hes got a bag, or something, to put in the car, I think. When we meet in Scotland, recollect that Im Prince Albert incognito. We were at Bonn together, and have been friends for many years. Good luck to you!

And with that he left the Princes cosy rooms, and soon found himself out in Dover Street again, much puzzled.

The real object of his visit and his flirtation at a Scotch castle filled his mind as, in the dull light of that fading afternoon, he swept along the muddy Great North Road his exhaust opened and roaring as he went ascending through Whetstone and Barnet in the direction of Hatfield. The sixty repainted cream with narrow gilt lines upon it certainly presented a very smart appearance, but in the back he had a couple of false number-plates, together with three big pots of dark-green enamel and a brush, so that if occasion arose, as it had arisen more than once, he could run up a by-road, and in an hour transform its appearance, so that its own maker would scarcely recognise it.

In the grey twilight as he approached Hitchin, swinging round those sharp corners at a speed as high as he dared, it poured with rain again, and he was compelled to lower the wind-screen and receive the full brunt of the storm, so blurred became everything through the sheet of plate-glass. The old Sun at Hitchin reached, he got a drink, lit his head-lamps, and crossing the marketplace, pushed forward, a long and monotonous run up Alconbury Hill and through Wansford to Stamford where, at the Stamford Hotel — which recalled memories of the Northovers — he ate a cold dinner and rested for an hour over a cigar.

Many were the exciting adventures he had had while acting as chauffeur to his Highness, but his instructions that morning had somehow filled him with unusual misgiving. He was on his way to pretend to make love to a girl whom he had never seen, the daughter of a millionaire shipbuilder, a man who, as the Prince had informed him, had risen from a journeyman, and like so many others who make money, had at once looked round for a ready-made pedigree, and its accompanying estate. Heraldry and family trees seem to exercise a strange and unaccountable fascination for the parvenu.

As he pushed north, on through that long dark night in the teeth of a bitter northeaster and constant rain, his mind was full of the mysterious coup which his Highness and his friend were about to attempt. Jewels and money were usually what they were in search of, but on this occasion it was something else. What it was, his Highness had flatly refused to tell.

Aided by the Rev. Thomas Clayton, one of the cleverest impostors who ever evaded the police, his Highnesss successes had been little short of marvellous. His audacity was unparalleled. The Parson, who lived constantly in that smug circle wherein moved the newly-rich, usually marked down the victim, introduced his Highness, or the fascinating Mr Tremlett, and left the rest to the young cosmopolitans tact and ingenuity. Their aliases were many, while the memory of both Tremlett and Clayton for faces was extraordinary. A favourite pose of the Prince was that of military attaché in the service of the German Government, and this self-assumed profession often gained him admission to the most exclusive circles here, and on the Continent.

Garretts alias of Herbert Hebberdine he had assumed on one or two previous occasions — once at Biarritz, when his Highness successfully secured the splendid pearl necklace of the Duchess of Taormino, and again a few months later at Abbazia, on the beautiful shore of the Adriatic. On both occasions their coup had been brought off without a hitch, he recollected. Therefore, why should he, on this occasion, become so foolishly apprehensive?

He could not tell. He tried to analyse his feelings as, hour after hour, he sat at the wheel, tearing along that dark, wet, endless highway due north towards York. But all in vain. Over him seemed to have spread a shadow of impending evil, and try how he would, he could not shake off the uncomfortable feeling that he was rushing into some grave peril from which he was destined not to escape.

To describe in detail that wet, uncomfortable run from Hyde Park Corner to Edinburgh would serve no purpose in this little chronicle of an exciting chapter of an adventurous life. Suffice it to say that, late in the night of the second day after leaving London, he drew up before the North British Hotel, in Princes Street, glad of shelter from the icy blast. A telegram from his Highness ordered him to arrive at the castle on the following evening; therefore, just as dusk was falling, he found himself before the lodge-gates of the splendid domain of the laird of Glenblair, and a moment later turned into the drive which ascended for more than a mile through an avenue of great bare beeches and oaks, on the one side a dense wood, and on the other a deep, beautiful glen, where, far below, rippled a burn with many picturesque cascades.

Once or twice he touched the button of the electric horn to give warning of his approach, when suddenly the drive took a wide curve and opened out before a splendid old mansion in the Scotch baronial style, situated amid the most romantic and picturesque scenery it had ever been his lot to witness.

At the door, brought out by the horn, stood his Highness, in a smart suit of blue serge, and the Parson, in severe clerical garb and pince-nez, while with them stood two women, one plump, elderly, and grey-haired, in a dark gown, the other a slim figure in cream with wavy chestnut hair, and a face that instantly fascinated the new-comer.

As he alighted from the car and drew off his fur glove the Prince — who was staying incognito as Mr Drummond — introduced him to his hostess, before whom he bowed, while she, in turn, said:

This is my daughter, Elfrida — Mr Hebberdine.

Garrett bowed again. Their eyes met, and next instant the young man wished heartily that he had never come there. The Prince had not exaggerated her beauty. She was absolutely perfect. In all the years he had been a wanderer he had never seen such dainty chic, such tiny hands and feet, or such a sweet face with its soft pink cheeks and its red lips made for kisses. She could not have been more than eighteen or so, yet about her was none of the gaucherie of the school-girl. He noticed that she dropped her eyes quickly, and upon her cheeks arose just the soupçon of a blush.

Had a good run, Herbert? asked the Prince as he entered the big hall of the castle.

Not very. The roads were infernally bad in places, replied the other, and the new metal between York and Newcastle is most annoying.

Good car, that of yours! remarked the Parson, as though he had never seen it before, while his Highness declared that a six-cylinder was certainly the best of all.

After a whisky and soda, brought by the grave, antiquated butler, Garrett drove the car round to the garage some little distance from the house, where he found three fine cars belonging to his host.

Then, as he went to his room to change for dinner, he passed his Highness on the stairs.

The games quite easy, whispered the latter as he halted for a second. It remains for you to make the running with Elfrida. Only be careful. Old Blair-Stewart is pretty sly — as youll see.

At dinner in the long old-fashioned panelled room, hung with the portraits of what were supposed to be the ancestors of the Blair-Stewarts of Glenblair, Garrett first met the rather stout, coarse-featured shipbuilder who had assumed the head of that historic house, and had bought the estate at three times its market value. From the first moment of their meeting Garrett saw that he was a blatant parvenu of the worst type, for he began to talk of my hothouses, my motors, and my yacht almost in the first five minutes of their conversation.

The party numbered about fifteen at dinner, and he had the good fortune to be placed next the dainty little girl in turquoise towards whom the part allotted to him was to act as lover.

She was, he saw, of very different type to her father. She had been at school in Versailles, and afterwards had studied music in Dresden she told him, and she could, he found, speak three languages quite well. She had apparently put off her school-girl shyness when she put up her hair, and indeed she struck him as being an amusing little friend to any man. Motoring was her chief hobby. She could drive one of her fathers cars, a sixteen-twenty herself, and often did so. Therefore they were soon upon a topic in which they were mutually enthusiastic.

A yellow-haired, thin-faced young man of elegant appearance, for he had a velvet collar to his dress-coat and amethyst buttons to his vest, was looking daggers at them. From that Garrett concluded that Archie Gould was the lover of the winning Elfrida, and that he did not approve of their mutual merriment. The Parson, who said grace, was a perfect example of decorum, and was making himself delightful to his hostess, while his Highness was joking with a pretty little married woman who, without doubt, was full of admiration of his handsome face.

What would the good people of Glenblair have thought had they been aware of the identity of the trio they were entertaining at their table? As Garrett reflected, he smiled within himself. His fellow guests were mostly wealthy people, and as he looked around the table he saw several pieces of jewellery, necklets, pendants and the like for which the old Jew in the Kerk Straat at Amsterdam would have given them very fair prices.

If jewellery was not the object of their visit, then what was?

Two days passed, and Garrett took Elfrida and the Prince for several runs on the sixty, much to the girls delight. He watched closely the actions of his two companions, but could detect nothing suspicious. Blair-Stewarts wife was a quaint old crow with a faint suspicion of a moustache, who fancied herself hugely as wife of the wealthy laird of Glenblair. She was busy visiting the poor of the grey straggling Highland village, and his Highness, flattering her vanity, was assisting her. Next to the Prince, the Parson was the most prominent person in the house-party, and managed to impress on every occasion his own importance upon the company.

With the dainty Elfrida, Garrett got on famously, much to the chagrin and disgust of her yellow-headed young admirer, Gould, who had recently inherited his fathers estate up in Inverness-shire, and who it was currently reported, was at that moment engaged in the interesting occupation of going through it.

Elfrida, though extremely pretty, with a soft natural beauty all her own, was an essentially out-door girl. It being a hard frost, they had been out together on the sixty in the morning, and later she had been teaching him curling on the curling-pond in the park, and initiated him into the mysteries of elbow in and elbow out. Indeed, every afternoon the whole party curled, a big bonfire being lit on the side of the pond, and tea being taken in the open. He had never practised the sport of casting those big round stones along the ice before, but he found it most invigorating and amusing, especially when he had as instructress such a charming and delightful little companion.

Just as the crimson light of sundown was tinting the snow with its blood-red glow one afternoon, she suddenly declared her intentions to return to the house, whereupon he offered to escort her. As soon, however, as they were away from the rest of the party she left the path by which they were approaching the avenue, saying that there was a shorter cut to the castle. It was then that they found themselves wandering over the snow in the centre of a leafless forest, where the deep crimson afterglow gleamed westward among the black trunks of the trees, while the dead silence of winter was upon everything.

Garrett was laughing with her, as was his habit, for their flirtation from the first had been a desperate one. At eighteen, a girl views nothing seriously, except her hobbies. As they walked together she presented a very neat-ankled and dainty appearance in her short blue serge skirt, little fur bolero, blue French beret, and thick white gloves. In the brief time he had been her fathers guest, he had not failed to notice how his presence always served to heighten the colour of her cheeks, or how frequently she met him as if by accident in all sorts of odd and out-of-the-way corners. He was not sufficiently conceited to imagine that she cared for him any more than she did for young Gould, though he never once saw him with her. He would scowl at them across the table; that was all.

Of a sudden, as they went on through the leafless wood she halted, and looking into his face with her beautiful eyes, exclaimed with a girls frankness:

I wonder, Mr Hebberdine, if I might trust you? — I mean if you would help me?

Trust me! he echoed very surprised, as their acquaintanceship had been of such short duration. If you repose any confidence in me, Miss Blair-Stewart, I assure you I shall respect its secrecy.

Her eyes met his, and he was startled to see in them a look of desperation such as he had not seen in any womans gaze before. In that moment the mask seemed to have fallen from her, and she stood there before him craving his pity and sympathy — his sympathy above that of all other men!

Was not his position a curious one? The very girl whom he had come to trick and to deceive was asking him to accept her confidences.

You are very kind indeed to say that, she exclaimed, her face brightening. I hardly know whether I dare ask you to stand my friend, for weve only known each other two or three days.

Sufficiently long, Miss Elfrida, to win me as your faithful champion, the young man declared, whereupon her cheeks were again suffused by a slight flush.

Well, the fact is, she said with charming bluntness, though I have lots of girl friends, I have no man friend.

There is Archie Gould, he remarked, I thought he was your friend!

Hes merely a silly boy, she laughed. I said a man friend — like yourself.

Why are you so anxious to have one?

She hesitated. Her eyes were fixed upon the spotless snow at their feet, and he saw that she held her breath in hesitation.

Men friends are sometimes dangerous, you know, he laughed.

Not if the man is a true gentleman, was her rather disconcerting answer. Then, raising her eyes again, and gazing straight into his face she asked, Will you really be my friend?

As Ive already said, Id only be too delighted. What do you want me to do?

I — I want you to help me, and — and to preserve my secret.

What secret? he inquired, surprised that a girl of her age should possess a secret.

He saw the sudden change in her countenance. Her lips were trembling, the corners of her mouth hardened, and, without warning, she buried her face in her hands and burst into tears.

Oh! come, come, Elfrida! he exclaimed quickly, placing his hand tenderly upon her shoulder. No, dont give way like this! I am your friend, and will help you in what ever way you desire, if you will tell me all about it. You are in distress. Why? Confide in me now that I have promised to stand your friend.

And — and you promise, she sobbed. You promise to be my friend — whatever happens.

I promise, he said, perhaps foolishly. Whatever happens you may rely upon my friendship.

Then, next instant, his instructions from his Highness flashed across his mind. He was there for some secret reason to play a treacherous part — that of the faithless lover.

She stood immovable, dabbing her eyes with a little wisp of lace. He was waiting for her to reveal the reason of her unhappiness. But she suddenly walked on mechanically, in her eyes a strange look of terror, nay of despair.

He strode beside her, much puzzled at her demeanour. She wished to tell him something of which she was ashamed. Only the desperation of her position prompted her to make the admission, and seek his advice.

They had gone, perhaps, three hundred yards still in the wood. The crimson light had faded, and the December dusk was quickly darkening, as it does in Scotland, when again she halted and faced him, saying in a faltering tone:

Mr Hebberdine, I — I do hope you will not think any the worse of me — I mean, I hope you wont think me fast, when I tell you that I — well, somehow, I dont know how it is — but I feel that Fate has brought you here purposely to be my friend — and to save me!

To save you! he echoed. What do you mean? Be more explicit.

I know my words must sound very strange to you. But it is the truth! Ah! she cried, you cannot know all that I am suffering — or of the deadly peril in which I find myself. It is because of that, I ask the assistance of you — an honest man.

Honest! Save the mark! He foresaw himself falling into some horrible complication, but the romance of the situation, together with the extreme beauty of his newly found little friend held the young man fascinated.

I cannot be of assistance, Miss Elfrida, until I know the truth.

If we are to be friends you must call me Elfrida, she said in her girlish way, but in private only.

You are right. Other people might suspect, and misconstrue what is a platonic friendship, he said, and he took her hand in order to seal their compact.

For a long time he held it, his gaze fixed upon her pale, agitated countenance. Why was she in peril? Of what?

He asked her to tell him. A slight shudder ran through her, and she shook her head mournfully, no word escaping her lips. She sighed, the sigh of a young girl who had a burden of apprehension upon her sorely troubled mind. He could scarcely believe that this was the bright, happy, laughing girl who, half an hour ago, had been putting her stones along the ice, wielding her besom with all her might, and clapping her dainty little hands with delight when any of her own side knocked an opponent off the pot lid.

At last, after long persuasion, during which time dusk had almost deepened into darkness in that silent snow-covered wood, she, in a faltering voice, and with many sentences broken by her emotion, which she vainly strived to suppress, told him a most curious and startling story to which he listened with breathless interest.

The first of the series of remarkable incidents had occurred about two years ago, while she was at school in Versailles. She, with a number of other elder girls, had gone to spend the summer at a branch of the college close to Fontainebleau, and they often succeeded, when cycling, in getting away unobserved and enjoying long runs in the forest alone. One summers evening she was riding alone along a leafy by-way of the great forest when, by some means, her skirt got entangled in the machine and she was thrown and hurt her ankle. A rather well-dressed Frenchman who was coming along assisted her. He appeared to be very kind, gave her a card, with the name Paul Berton upon it, was told her name in response, and very quickly a friendship sprang up between them. He was an engineer, and staying at the Lion dOr, in Fontainebleau, he said, and having wheeled her machine several miles to a spot quite near the college, suggested another meeting. She, with the school-girls adventurous spirit, consented, and that proved to be the first of many clandestine rendezvous. She was not quite seventeen while he was, she thought, about twenty-six.

She kept her secret from all, even from her most intimate schoolmate, fearing to be betrayed to the head governess, so all the summer these secret meetings went on, she becoming more and more infatuated on every occasion, while he, with apparent carelessness, learned from her the history of her family, who they were, and where they resided.

One thing about Paul puzzled me from the very first evening we met, she said reflectively as she was describing those halcyon days of forbidden love. It was that I noticed, high upon his left wrist, about four inches from the base of the hand, a scarlet mark, encircling the whole arm. It looked as though he had worn a bracelet that had chafed him, or perhaps it had been tattooed there. Several times I referred to it, but he always evaded my question, and seemed to grow uneasy because I noticed it. Indeed, after a few meetings I noticed that he wore shirts with the cuffs buttoned over with solitaires, instead of open links. Well— she went on slowly with a strange, far-away look in her face. I — I hardly like to tell you further.

Go on, little friend, he urged, your secret is in safe keeping with me — whatever it may be. You loved the man, eh?

Ah! yes! she cried. You are right. I — I loved him — and I did not know. We met again in Paris — many times. All sorts of ruses I resorted to, in order to get out, if only for half an hour. He followed me to London — when I left school — and he came up here.

Up here! he gasped. He loved you, then?

Yes. And when I went to Dresden he went there also.

Why?

She held her breath. Her eyes looked straight into his, and then were downcast.

Because — because, she faltered hoarsely, because he is my husband!

Your husband. Great heavens!

Yes. I married him six months ago at the registry office in the Blackfriars Road, in London, she said in a strangely blank voice. I am Madame Berton.

He stood utterly dumbfounded. The sweet, refined face of the child-wife was ashen pale, her white lips were trembling, and tears were welling in her eyes. He could see she wished to confide further in him.

Well? he asked. It was the only word he could utter.

We parted half an hour after our marriage, and I have only seen him six times since. He comes here surreptitiously, she said in a low voice of despair.

Why?

Because evil fortune has pursued him. He — he confessed to me a few weeks ago that he was not so rich as he had been. He will be rich some day, but now he is horribly poor. He being my husband, it is my duty to help him — is it not?

Garretts heart rose against this cowardly foreigner, who had inveigled her into a secret marriage, whoever he might be, for, according to French law, he might at once repudiate her. Poor child! She was evidently devoted to him.

Well, he said, that depends upon circumstances. In what manner is he seeking your assistance?

She hesitated. At last she said:

Well — I give him a little money sometimes. But I never have enough. All the trinkets I dare spare are gone.

You love him — eh? asked the young man seriously.

Yes, was her frank reply. I am looking forward to the day when he can acknowledge me as his wife. Being an engineer he has a brilliant idea, namely, to perform a great service to my father in furthering his business aims, so that it will be impossible for him to denounce our marriage. Towards this end I am helping him. Ah! Mr Hebberdine, you dont know what a dear, good fellow Paul is.

The young man sniffed suspiciously.

He has invented a new submarine boat which will revolutionise the naval warfare of the future. Father, in secret, builds submarine boats, you know. But Paul is anxious to ascertain what difference there is between those now secretly building and his own invention, prior to placing it before dear old dad.

Well?

She hesitated.

I wanted to ask you, Mr Hebberdine, if you will do me a favour to-night, she said presently. Paul is staying at the Star, down in the village, in the name of Mr James. I dare not go there, and he dare not approach me. There have been thieves about in this neighbourhood lately, and dad is having the castle watched at night by detectives.

At this Garrett pricked up his ears. Glenblair was, in those circumstances, no place for his Highness and his clerical companion.

I wonder, she suggested, whether you would do me a great favour and go down to the village to-night about ten and — and give him this.

From within her fur bolero she produced an envelope containing what seemed to be a little jewellery box about two inches long by an inch and a half broad. This she handed to him saying, Give it into the hand of nobody except Paul personally. Tell him that you are my friend — and his.

So devoted was the girl-wife to her husband, and so unhappy did she seem that Garrett, filled with the romance of the affair, at once agreed to carry out his promise. Her remarkable story had amazed him. He alone knew her secret.

As they sat at dinner that night, her eyes met his once or twice, and the look they exchanged was full of meaning. He was the bearer of some secret message to her husband.

At half-past nine when the men had gone to the billiard-room, Garrett slipped upstairs to his room to put on a pair of thick boots, for he had a walk through the snow a good couple of miles to the village.

Scarcely had he closed the door when it opened again, and the Prince, his finger raised in silence, entered, and in a low excited whisper exclaimed:

Its all up! We must get away on the car as soon as possible. Every moments delay means increased peril. How have you got on with Elfrida?

The chauffeur stared at him without uttering a word.

Elfrida! he echoed at last. Well, shes told me a most remarkable story, and made me her confidante. Then, as briefly as possible, he told him everything. How her husband was staying in Glenblair village as Mr James; and how he had promised to convey the little packet to him.

When he had finished the Prince fell back in his chair utterly dumbfounded. Then, taking the little packet, he turned it over in his hand.

Great Heavens! he cried. You dont know what youve done, Garrett. Theres something very funny about all this! he added quickly. Wait here, and Ill run along to Clayton, and he left the young man instantly, carrying the packet in his hand.



An hour later Garrett was driving the Prince and the Rev. Thomas Clayton in the car due south, and they were travelling for all they were worth over the hard frozen snow. Of the reason of that sudden flight, Garrett was in complete ignorance. All he knew was that he had orders to creep out to the garage, get the car, and await his companions who, in a few moments, came up out of the shadows. Their big overcoats were in the car, therefore their evening clothes did not trouble them. Then, with as little noise as possible, they ran down a back drive which his Highness, having reconnoitred, knew joined the main Perth road. An idling constable saw them, and wished them good evening. They were guests from the Castle, therefore he allowed them to pass unmolested.

The constable would scarcely have done this, however, had he known what they were carrying away with them.

They took the road by Dunblane and Stirling, and then straight south into Glasgow, where at two oclock in the morning, Garretts two companions alighted in a deserted snow-covered street in the suburbs of the city, and bidding him farewell, gave him orders to get back to London with all haste.

The run was a most dismal one. All through the snowstorm next day he kept on, making but poor progress.

Next night, Garrett spent alone in Carlisle, and on the following morning started direct for London, being compelled, owing to the abominable state of the roads, to take two days over the run.

A week of suspense went by, when one evening he received a note from his Highness, in consequence of which he went to Dover Street, where he found him smoking one of his Petroffs, as was his wont.

Well, Garrett? he laughed. Sit down, and have a drink. Ive got eight hundred pounds for you here — your share of the boodle?

But I dont understand, he exclaimed. What boodle?

Of course you dont understand! he laughed. Just carry your mind back. You told me the story of little Elfridas unfortunate secret marriage, and that her husband had a red ring tattooed around his left wrist. That conveyed nothing to you; but it told me much. That afternoon I was walking with the ladies up Glenblair village when, to my surprise, I saw standing at a door no less a person than Jacques Fourrier, or Le Bravache, as hes known in Paris, an international, like ourselves.

Le Bravache! gasped Garrett, for his reputation was that of the most daring and successful adventurer on the Continent, besides which he knew him as his Highnesss arch-enemy owing to a little love affair of a couple of years before.

Yes. Le Bravache! the Prince went on. He recognised me, and I saw that our game was up. Then you told me Elfridas story, and from the red circle on the mans arm I realised that Paul Berton, the engineer, and Le Bravache were one and the same person! Besides, she had actually given you to take to her husband the very thing we had gone to Glenblair to obtain!

What was it? he asked excitedly.

Well, the facts are these, answered the audacious, good-looking Prince, blowing a cloud of smoke from his lips. Old Blair-Stewart has taken, in secret, a contract from the German Government to build a number of submarine boats for naval use. The plans of these wonderful vessels are kept in a strong safe in the old chaps private office in Dumbarton, and both Fourrier and ourselves were after them — the French Intelligence Department having, in confidence, offered a big sum to any one bringing them to the Quay dOrsay. Now you see the drift of the story of the exemplary Paul to his pretty little wife, and why he induced her to take impressions in wax of her fathers safe-key, she believing that he merely wanted sight of the plans in order to ascertain whether they were any better than his own alleged invention. Fortunately for us, she induced you to be her messenger. When we sent you up there with orders to be nice to Elfrida we never anticipated such a contretemps as Fourriers presence, or that the dainty little girl would actually take the impressions for us to use.

Then you have used it?

Of course. On the night after leaving you, having made the false key in Glasgow, we went over to Dumbarton and got the plans quite easily. We crossed by Harwich and Antwerp to Brussels on to Paris, and here we are again. The Intelligence Department of the Admiralty are very satisfied — and so are we. The pretty Elfrida will no doubt remain in ignorance, until her father discovers his loss, but Im half inclined to write anonymously to her and tell the poor girl the truth regarding her mysterious husband. I think I really shall, for my letter would cast a good deal of suspicion upon the Man with the Red Circle.


Chapter Five.

The Wicked Mr Wilkinson.
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HOW MY COSMOPOLITAN friend, the Prince, was tricked by a woman, and how he was, entirely against his inclination, forced to run the gauntlet of the police at Bow Street at imminent risk of identification as Tremlett, form an interesting narrative which is perhaps best told in his own words, as he recounted it to me the other day in the noisy Continental city where he is at this moment in hiding.

An untoward incident, he said one afternoon as we sat together in the sixty on our way out into the country for a run, occurred to me while travelling from Sofia, the Bulgarian capital, to Bucharest, by way of Rustchuk. If you have ever been over that wonderfully-engineered line, which runs up the Isker defile and over the high Balkans to the Danube, you will recollect, Diprose, how grand is the scenery, and how full of interest is the journey across the battlefields of Plevna and the fertile, picturesque lands of Northern Bulgaria.

It is a corner of Europe practically unknown.

At Gornia, a small wayside station approaching the Danube, the train halts to take up water, and it was there that the mishap occurred to me. I had descended to stretch my legs, and had walked up and down the platform for ten minutes or so. Then, the signal being given to start again, I entered my compartment, only to discover that my suit-case, despatch-box, coat, and other impedimenta were missing!

The train was already moving out of the station, but, in an instant, my mind was made up, and, opening the door, I dropped out. My Bulgarian is not very fluent, as may be supposed, but I managed to make the dull station-master understand my loss.

He shrugged his shoulders, shook his head, and exhibited his palms in perfect ignorance. This rendered me furious.

Within my official-looking despatch-box were a number of valuable little objects, which I wished to keep from prying eyes my passport and a quantity of papers of highest importance. No doubt some clever railway thief had made off with the whole!

For a full ten minutes I was beside myself in frantic anger; but judge my amazement when presently I found the whole of my things piled up outside the station in the village street! They had been placed there by a half-drunken porter, who believed that I intended to descend.

Fortunately no one understood German or English, for the language I used was rather hem-stitched. My annoyance was increased on learning that there was not another train to Rustchuk — where I had to cross the Danube — for twenty-four hours, and, further, that the nearest hotel was at Tirnovo, eighteen miles distant by a branch line.

I was therefore compelled to accept the inevitable, and in the dirty, evil-smelling inn at Tirnovo — about on a par with a Russian post-house — I met, on the following day, Madame Demidoff, the queer-looking old lady with the yellow teeth, who, strangely enough, came from London.

She had with her a rather attractive young girl of about twenty, Mademoiselle Elise, her niece, and she told me that they were travelling in the Balkans for pleasure, in order to ascertain what that unbroken ground was like.

The first hour I was in Tirnovo and its rat-eaten hotel I longed to be away from the place; but next morning, when I explored its quaint terrace-like streets, built high upon a sleep cliff where the river below takes a sweep almost at right angles, and where dense woods rise on the opposite bank, I found it to be a town full of interest, its old white mosques and other traces of Turkish occupation still remaining.

To the stranger, Tirnovo is but a name on the map of the Balkans, but for beauty of situation and quaint interest it is surely one of the strangest towns in Europe.

The discomforts of our hotel caused me to first address the ugly old lady in black, and after luncheon she and her niece Elise strolled out upon the high bridge with me, and through the Turkish town, where the little girls, in their baggy trousers, were playing in the streets, and where grave-faced men in fezzes squatted and smoked.

Madame and her niece were a decidedly quaint pair. The first-named knew her London well, for when she spoke English it was with a distinctly Cockney accent. She said Yers for Yes, and Emmersmith for Hammersmith. Mademoiselle was, however, of a type, purely Parisienne — thin, dark-haired, narrow-featured, with bright, luminous, brown eyes, a mouth slightly large, and a sense of humour that attracted me.

Both of them had travelled very extensively, and their knowledge of the Continent was practically as wide as my own. Both were, of course, much impressed by my princely position. It is marvellous what a title does, and how snobbish is the world in every quarter of the globe.

So interesting did I find the pair that I spent another day in Tirnovo, where, in the summer sunset, we were idling after dinner on the balcony overhanging the steep cliff above the river. Our salle-à-manger was half filled by rough, chattering peasants in their white linen clothes embroidered in red, and round pork-pie hats of fur, while our fare that night had been of the very plainest — and not over fresh at that.

But it was a distinctly curious incident to find, in that remotest corner of the Balkans, a lady whose residence was in the West End of London, and who, though a foreigner by birth, had evidently been educated within the sound of Bow Bells.

I love Bulgaria, the old lady had said to me as we had walked together down by the river bank that afternoon. I bring Elise here every summer. Last June we were at Kazanlik, among the rose-fields, where they make the otto of rose. It was delightful.

I replied that I, also, knew Servia, Bulgaria, and Roumania fairly well.

Then your Highness is travelling for pleasure? she inquired.

I smiled vaguely, for I did not satisfy her. She struck me as being a particularly inquisitive old busybody.

When next morning Mademoiselle Elise informed me that her aunt was suffering from a headache, I invited her to go for a stroll with me out of the town, to which she at once acceded.

Her smart conversation and natural neat waisted chic attracted me. She used Ideale, the very expensive Parisian perfume that to the cosmopolitan is somehow the hall-mark of up-to-date smartness. Her gown was well-cut, her gloves fresh and clean, and her hat a small toque of the very latest mode.

Idling beside her in the bright sunshine, with the broad river hundreds of feet below, and the high blue Balkans on every side about us, I spent a most delightful morning.

We move down to Varna to-morrow, and then home by way of Constantinople, she replied in French in answer to my question. Aunt Mélanie has invited your Highness to our house in Toddington Terrace, she tells me. I do hope you will come. But send us a line first. In a month we shall be back again to the dreariness of the Terrace.

Dreariness? Then you are not fond of London?

No. And her face fell, as though the metropolis contained for her some sad memory she would fain forget. Her life with that yellow-toothed, wizen-faced old aunt could not be fraught with very much pleasure, I reflected. I much prefer travelling. Fortunately we are often abroad, for on all my aunts journeys I act as her companion.

You are, however, French — eh?

Yes — from Paris. But I know the Balkans well. We lived in Belgrade for a year — before the Servian coup détat. I am very fond of the Servians.

And I also, I declared, for I had been many times in Servia, and had many friends there.

They were a curious pair, and about them both was an indescribable air of mystery which I could not determine, but which caused me to decide to visit them at their London home, the address of which I had already noted.

At five oclock that evening I took farewell of both Madams and her dainty little niece, and by midnight was in the Roumanian capital. My business — which by the way concerned the obtaining of a little matter of 20,000 francs from an unsuspecting French wine merchant — occupied me about a week and afterwards I went north to Klausenburg, in Hungary, and afterwards to Budapest, Graz, and other places.

Contrary to my expectations, my affairs occupied me much longer than I expected, and four months later I found myself still abroad, at the fine Hôtel Stefanie, among the beautiful woods of evergreen laurel at Abbazia, on the Gulf of Quarnero. My friend, the Rev. Thomas Clayton from Bayswater, was staying there, and as, on the evening of my arrival, we were seated together at dinner I saw, to my great surprise, Madame Demidoff enter with the pretty Elise, accompanied by a tall, fair-haired gentlemanly young man, rather foppishly dressed.

Hulloa? I exclaimed to my friend, theres somebody I know! That old woman is Madame Demidoff.

No, my dear Prince, was my friends reply. You are, I think, mistaken. That is the old Countess Gemsenberg, and the girl is her daughter Elise. Shes engaged to that fellow — an awful ass — young Hausner, the son of the big banker in Vienna, who died last year, leaving him thirty million kroners.

Do you really know this? I asked, looking the Parson straight in the face.

Know it? Why, everybody in this Hotel knows of their engagement. Ive been here five weeks, and they were here before I arrived. Theyre staying the season, and have the best suite of rooms in the place. The old Countess is, no doubt, very wealthy, and lives in Munich.

Neither of the women had noticed me, and I remained silent.

What my friend had told me was certainly extraordinary. Why, I wondered had Madame represented herself as a woman of the middle-class, resident in a dull West End terrace? Why had Elise not admitted to me the truth? She had seemed so charmingly frank.

With an intention to remain unseen and observant I purposely avoided the pair that evening.

Next morning I saw Elise and young Hausner strolling together on the Strandweg, that broad path which forms the principal promenade, and runs along the rocky coast from Volosca to Icici. She was smartly dressed in cream serge, girdled narrow but distinctive, and wore a large black hat which suited her admirably, while he was in an easy suit of dark blue, a panama, and white shoes. They were talking very earnestly as they walked slowly on in the bright autumn sunshine with the blue Adriatic before them. He seemed to be telling her something very seriously, and she was listening without uttering a word — or, at least, she scarcely spoke while they were within my sight.

On returning to the hotel I stumbled upon Madame Demidoff, who, seated in the hall, was chatting with a tall, bald-headed, middle-aged man in dark brown tweed, who had every appearance of an Englishman. She had just given him a letter to read, and he was laughing heartily over it. Fortunately, however, she sat with her back to the door and, therefore, did not observe me. So I was enabled to make my exit without detection.

Half an hour later I pointed out the Englishman to the Parson, asking who he was.

I dont know, was his reply. Ive never seen him before; a fresh arrival, I suppose.

That day I lunched and dined in my private sitting-room, in order to avoid the pair, and continue my observations. That night I caught sight of Elise, whose exquisite gown of pale pink chiffon was creating a sensation among the well-dressed women, for the news of her engagement to the young millionaire banker made her the most-talked-of and admired girl in the great crowded hotel.

At eleven that night, when I believed that the ladies had gone to bed, I ventured downstairs to the fumoir. As I went along the corridor, I noticed Madames English friend, with his overcoat over his evening clothes, leaving the hotel for a stroll, while almost at the same moment Madame herself emerged from one of the rooms, and, without doubt, recognised me, I saw her start quickly, hesitate for a second, and then turn away in pretence that she had not noticed me.

Her attitude was distinctly curious, and therefore I made no attempt to claim acquaintance.

The mystery of the situation was, however, considerably increased when, next morning, I was surprised to learn that the Countess Gemsenberg had received bad news from Munich, that her husband had been injured in a lift accident, and that she and her daughter had left Mattuglie — the station for Abbazia, three miles distant — by the 8:48 train, young Hausner leaving by the same train.

From the servants I discovered that Madame and her daughter had spent half the night packing, and had not announced their departure until six that morning. No telegram had been received by either of the trio, which seemed to me a curiously interesting point.

Was it possible that Madame had fled upon recognising me? If so, for what reason?

The mystery surrounding the pair attracted me, and during the further fortnight I remained at the Stefanie, I made inquiries concerning them. It appeared that a few days after their arrival the Countess herself had told two German ladies of her daughters engagement to young Hausner, and that the latter would arrive in a few days. This news at once spread over the big hotel, and when the young man arrived he at once became the most popular person in Abbazia.

The Countesss enemies, however, declared that one night in the hotel-garden she and Hausner had a violent quarrel, but its nature was unknown, because they spoke in English. Mademoiselle was also present, and instead of supporting her lover, took her mothers side and openly abused him.

And yet next morning the pair were walking arm-in-arm beside the sea, as though no difference of opinion had occurred.

As for the Englishman in brown, I ascertained that he did not live there, but at the Quarnero, down by the sea. Those who heard him talk declared that the Countess addressed him as Mr Wilkinson, and that he was undoubtedly English.

Many facts I ascertained were distinctly strange. The more so when, on making inquiry through a man whom the Parson knew living at the Quarnero, I found that this Mr Wilkinson had left Abbazia at the same hour as his three friends.

I could see no reason why my presence at the Stefanie should create such sudden terror within the mind of the old lady with the yellow teeth. The more I reflected upon the whole affair, the more mysterious were the phases it assumed.

I recollected that the old lady, whoever she might be, lived at Number 10 Toddington Terrace, Regents Park, and I resolved to call and see her in pretence that I had not recognised her in Abbazia, and was unaware of her presence there.

Autumn gave place to winter, and I was still wandering about the Continent on matters more or less lucrative. To Venice Naples and down to Constantinople I went, returning at last in the dark days of late January to the rain and mud of London; different, indeed, to the sunshine and brightness of the beautiful Bosphorus.

One afternoon, while seated here in Dover Street, lazily looking forth upon the traffic, I suddenly made up my mind to call upon the old lady, and with that purpose took a taxi-cab.

As we pulled up before Number 10, I at once recognised the truth, for the green Venetian blinds were all down.

In answer to my ring, a narrow-faced, consumptive-looking woman, evidently the caretaker, opened the door.

No, sir. Madame Demidoff and Elise left home again for the Continent a fortnight ago, and they wont be back till the beginning of April. She spoke of Elise familiarly without the prefix Miss. That was curious.

Do you know where they are?

I send their letters to the Excelsior Hotel, at Palermo.

Thank you. By the way, I added, do you happen to know who is the landlord of these houses?

Mr Epgrave, sir. He lives just there — that new-painted house at the corner; and she pointed to the residence in question.

And with that information I re-entered the cab and drove back to the club.

So Madame was enjoying the war in Sicilian sunshine! Lucky old woman. I had only been back in London a week, and was already longing for warmth and brightness again.

That night, seated alone, trying to form some plan for the immediate future, I found myself suggesting a flying visit to Palermo. The Villa Igiea was a favourite hotel of mine, and I could there enjoy the winter warmth, and at the same time keep an eye upon the modest old lady of Toddington Terrace, who appeared to blossom forth into a wealthy countess whenever occasion required.

The idea grew upon me. Indeed, a fortnight later, constant traveller that I am, I ran from Paris to Naples in the sixty, with Garrett, and shipped the car over to Palermo, where I soon found myself idling in the big white and pale green lounge of the Igiea, wondering how best to get sight of Madame, who I had already ascertained, was at the Excelsior at the other end of the town, still passing as Countess Gemsenberg. The pretty Elise was with her, and my informant — an Italian — told me in confidence that the young Marquis Torquato Torrini, head of the well-known firm of Genoese shipowners who was staying in the hotel, was head over heels in love with her, and that engagement was imminent.

I heard this in silence. What, I wondered had become of the young Austrian millionaire, Hausner?

I, however, kept my own counsel, waited and watched. The Parson also turned up a couple of days later and started gossip and tea-drinking in the hotel. But, of course, we posed as strangers to each other.

The Igiea being the best hotel in Palermo and situated on the sea, the blue Mediterranean lapping the grey rocks at the end of the beautiful garden, it is the mode for people at other hotels to go there to tea, just as they go to the Reserve, at Beaulieu, or the Star and Garter at Richmond.

I therefore waited from day to day, expecting her to come there. Each day I pottered about in the car, but in vain.

One morning, however, while passing in front of the cathedral, I saw her walking alone, and quickly seized the opportunity and overtook her.

Ah! Mademoiselle! I exclaimed in French as I raised my cap in feigned surprise and descended from the car. Fancy, you! In Palermo! And Madame, your aunt?

She is quite well, thank you, Prince, she replied; and then, at my invitation, she got into the car and we ran round the town. I saw that she was very uneasy. The meeting was not altogether a pleasant surprise for her; that was very evident.

This place is more civilised than Tirnovo, I laughed. Since then I expect that you, like myself, have been travelling a good deal.

Yes. Weve been about quite a lot — to Vienna, Abbazia, Rome, and now to Palermo.

And not yet to London?

Oh! yes. We were at home exactly eleven days. The weather was, however, so atrocious that Madame — my aunt, I mean — decided to come here. We are at the Excelsior. You are, of course, at the Igiea?

And so we ran along through the big, rather ugly, town, laughing and chatting affably. Dressed in a neat gown of dove-grey cloth, with hat to match and long white gloves, she looked extremely chic, full of that daintiness which was so essentially that of the true Parisienne.

I told her nothing of my visit to Toddington Terrace, but presently I said:

Ill come to the Excelsior, and call on your aunt — if I may?

I noticed that she hesitated. She did not seem at all desirous to see me at their hotel. I, of course, knew the reason. The old lady was not Madame Demidoff in Palermo.

We will call and see you at the Igiea, she said. We have never been there yet.

I shall be delighted, I answered her. Only send me a note, in order that I may be in.

Beyond the town we ran along beside the calm blue sea, with the high purple hills rising from across the bay.

Bright and merry, she seemed quite her old self again — that sweet and charming self that I had first met in that rough, uncouth Bulgarian town. After an hour, we got out and seated ourselves on the rocks to rest.

She was certainly not averse to a mild flirtation. Indeed — had she not already been engaged to Hausner, broken it off, and was now half engaged to the Marquis Torrini? She was nothing if not fickle.

Yes, she sighed at last, I suppose we shall have to go back to humdrum London, before long. It is so much more pleasant here than in Toddington Terrace, she added in her pretty broken English.

Ah! Mademoiselle, I laughed. One day you will marry and live in Paris, or Vienna, or Budapest.

Marry! she echoed. Ugh! No! and she gave her little shoulders a shrug. I much prefer, Prince, to remain my own mistress. I have been too much indulged — what you in English call spoil-et.

All girls say that! I laughed. Just as the very man who unceasingly declares his intention to remain a bachelor is the first to become enmeshed in the feminine web.

Ah! you are a pessimist, I see, she remarked, looking straight into my eyes.

No, not exactly. I suppose I shall marry some day.

And you are engaged — eh?

No, I laughed, it hasnt got so far as that yet. A single kiss and a few letters — thats the present stage.

And the lady is Engleesh?

Ah! The rest must, for the present, remain a mystery, mademoiselle, I laughed, wondering what the Marquis would say if he discovered us idling away the morning like that.

And so we chatted and laughed on, the best of friends. I tried to obtain some facts regarding her visit to Abbazia, but she was not communicative. Knowing that she was well aware of my visit to the Stefanie, I mentioned it casually, adding:

You must have already left before my arrival.

For an instant she raised her eyes to mine with a keen look of inquiry, but, finding me in earnest, lowered her gaze again.

At length I saw from my watch that we must move again, if we intended to be back to luncheon, therefore we rose and re-entering the car drove by the sea-road, back to the town. She seemed delighted with her ride.

Ill bring my aunt to call on you very soon, she said, as we parted. I will send you a line to say the day.

Yes, do, mademoiselle, I shall be greatly charmed. Au revoir! and I lifted my hat as she gave me her tiny, white-gloved hand and then turned away.

Next afternoon, while in the car near the theatre, I saw her driving with a dark-bearded, well-dressed young man, whom I afterwards discovered was the Marquis.

She saw me raise my hat, blushed in confusion, and gave me a slight bow of acknowledgment.

That evening I made a discovery considerably increasing the puzzle.

I met the mysterious Mr Wilkinson face to face in the hall of the Hôtel de France, whither I had gone to pay a call upon some English friends who had just arrived.

Wearing the same brown suit, he passed me by and left the hotel, for he was unacquainted with me, and therefore unaware of my presence. From the hall-porter I learnt that Mr James Wilkinson, of London — as he had registered in the hotel-book — had been there for the past three days.

For four days I awaited Madames visit, but no note came from Elise. The latter was, no doubt, too occupied with her Italian lover. I could not write to her, as she had not given me the name by which she was known at the Excelsior.

Compelled, therefore, to play a waiting game, I remained with my eyes ever open to catch sight of one or other of the mysterious quartette. But I was disappointed, for on this fifth day I made inquiry, and to my utter dismay discovered that the same tactics had been adopted in Palermo as in Abbazia.

The whole four had suddenly disappeared!

Greatly puzzled, the Parson returned to London. I nevertheless remained in Italy until May, when back again I found myself, one bright afternoon about five oclock, descending from the car outside the house in Toddington Terrace, my intention being to pay a call upon Madame Demidoff.

My ring was answered by a neat maidservant in smart cap and apron.

Next instant we stared at each other in speechless amazement. It was Elise!

Utterly confused, her face first flushed scarlet, and then blanched.

You — you want to see Madame, she managed to stammer in her broken English. She isnt at home!

Beyond her, in the hall, stood the tall figure of a man, whom I at once recognised as the mysterious Wilkinson.

But, mademoiselle, I said, smiling, yet wondering, the motive of that masquerade. I called also to see you.

She drew herself up in an instant, replying with some hauteur:

I think, msieur, you have made some mistake. We have never met before — to my knowledge.

Her reply staggered me.

When will Madame Demidoff return? I inquired, amazed at this reception.

To-morrow — at this hour, was her rather hesitating reply.

Then I shall be glad if you will give her my card, and say I will call, I said; that is if you still deny having met me in Tirnovo and in Palermo?

I really do not know what you are talking about, msieur, she answered, and then, without further parley, closed the door in my face. I stood still, staggered.

Surely my reception at Toddington Terrace was the reverse of cordial.

Next afternoon at the same hour I called at Number 10, but there was no response to my ring, and the blinds were all down again. The place was deserted, for the tenants had evidently fled.

That same night as I sat in my rooms, a short, thick-set man, who gave the name of Payne, was ushered in.

I think, he said, your Highness happens to know something of an old lady named Demidoff and her friends who live in Toddington Terrace?

Yes, I replied, much surprised.

Well, he explained, Im a police officer, and I watched you go twice to the house, so I thought you knew something about them. Are they your friends?

Well, no; not exactly my friends, I replied, very suspicious of my visitor. I had never been nearer a man from Scotland Yard in all my life! Imagine my position, my dear Diprose!

Ah! thats a good job. They seem to have been playing a pretty smart game on the Continent of late.

How? What was their game? I asked eagerly.

One that brought them in thousands a year. From the Italian and Austrian police, who are both over here, it seems that they worked like this: Old Madame Demidoff had a young and pretty French servant named Elise. On the Continent Madame took the title of countess, and Elise posed as her daughter. The latter flirted with wealthy young bachelors, and so cleverly did she play her cards, that in several instances they proposed marriage to her. Then, after the old woman had secretly spread the report of the engagement, there would suddenly appear on the scene Elises English husband — a well-known ex-convict named Wilkinson. This latter person would at once bluster, make charges against the unsuspecting young lover, threaten exposure, and end by accepting a thousand or two to preserve secrecy, none of the young elegants, of course, caring that it should be known how completely they had been had. There are over a dozen different charges against them, the most recent being a coup in Palermo a few months ago, by which they blackmailed the young Marquis Torrini to the tune of nine thousand pounds.

I was in Palermo at the time, but I never knew that was their game.

Were you? he cried in triumph. Then youll identify them, wont you? I arrested Madame Demidoff and Wilkinson at Parkeston Quay last night, as they were getting away to the Hook. The girl tried to get to Paris, but was followed and apprehended on landing at Calais early this morning. The Italian Government are asking for the extradition of the interesting trio, and the papers are already on their way over.

I regretted having blurted forth the fact that I had known them in Palermo, for in the interests of justice — though terribly afraid of being recognised myself — I was compelled to identify Madame and Wilkinson at Bow Street next day.

She swore a terrible vengeance upon me, but at present I have no fear of her reprisals, for the Assize Court at Palermo a month ago condemned her to ten years imprisonment, while Wilkinson — whose past record was brought up — has been sent to Gorgona for fifteen years, and the dainty Elise, his wife, is serving seven years at Syracuse.

But, the Prince added: By Jove! it was a narrow squeak for me. Old Never-let-go Hartley, of Scotland Yard, was in the Extradition Court. And I know he was racking his brains to remember where he had met me before.


Chapter Six.

The Vengeance of the Vipers.
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CERTAIN INCIDENTS IN my friends career are a closed book to all but Clayton, the exemplary Bayswater parson, the devoted valet Charles, and his smart chauffeur Garrett.

Gay, well-dressed, debonair as he always is, a veritable master of the art of skilful deception and ingenious subterfuge, he has found it more than once to his advantage to act as spy. His knowledge of the east of Europe is perhaps unique. No man possessed a wider circle of friends than Prince Albert of Hesse-Holstein, who to-day can pose perfectly as the young German Highness, and to-morrow as the wandering Englishman, and a bit of a fool to boot.

This wide acquaintance with men and matters in the Balkans first brought him in touch with the Intelligence Department of the Foreign Office, and his services as secret agent of the British Government were promptly secured. In this connection he was always known as Mr Reginald Martin. Downing Street is rather near New Scotland Yard, where the names of Prince Albert of Hesse-Holstein and of Tremlett are a little too well-known. Therefore, to the chief of the Secret Service, and afterwards to the British Ministers and consuls resident in the Balkan countries, Servia, Bulgaria, Montenegro, and Roumania, he was for a time known as Reggie Martin.

Only on rare occasions, however, were his services requisitioned. The game of spying did not pay him nearly so well as the game of jewel-lifting. Yet he had taken to it out of mere love of adventure, and surely some of his experiences in the Orient were sufficiently perilous and exciting. More than once he had been in possession of State secrets which, if divulged, would have set two or more of the Powers flying at one anothers throats, and more than once he had carried his life in his hand.

One series of incidents through which he lived last year were, in themselves, as romantic as anything seen written in fiction. They were hard solid facts — an exciting chapter from the life of a man who was a perfect and polished adventurer, a little too impressionable perhaps, where the fair sex were concerned, but keen-witted, audacious, and utterly fearless. He seldom, if ever, speaks of the affair himself, for he is not anxious that people should know of his connection with the Secret Service.

As an old college chum, and as one whom he knows is not likely to give him away to the police, he one day, after great persuasion, related it in confidence to me as together we spent a wearisome day in the rapide between Paris and Marseilles.

Well, my dear Diprose, it happened like this, he said, as he selected one of his Petroffs and lit it with great care. I was sent to the Balkans on a very difficult mission. At Downing Street they did not conceal that fact from me. But I promised to do my best. Garrett was with the sixty in Vienna, so I wired sending it on to Sofia, in Bulgaria, and then left Charing Cross for the Balkans myself.

I first went viâ Trieste down the Adriatic to Cattaro and up to quaint little Cettinje, the town of one long street, where I had audience of Prince Nicholas of Montenegro, whom I had met twice before — in my character of Reggie Martin, of course — and thence I went north to Servia, where I was received several times in private audience by King Peter. One day I arrived in Bulgaria to have confidential interviews with the Prime Minister Dimitri Petkoff, and the newly appointed Minister of Foreign Affairs. My orders from Downing Street, I may as well at once admit, were to ascertain whether Bulgaria intended to declare war against Turkey over Macedonia. The British Government was extremely anxious to ascertain Bulgarias intentions, as well as the views of the other Balkan Powers, in order that the British policy towards the Porte might combat that of the expansion intrigues of Germany.

Our public at home have a perfectly erroneous idea of Bulgaria, believing it to be a semi-savage land. If, however, they went to Sofia they would find a fine modern city entirely up to date — a city that must in a few years become the Paris of the Balkans.

I had wandered along the wide tree-lined boulevards, idled outside the big white mosque, and strolled through the market alive with peasants in their sheepskins, and the girls with sequins and fresh flowers twined in their plaited hair, until it was time for me to keep my appointment with my friend the patriot Petkoff, Prime Minister.

Half an hour later I was conducted through the long corridor of the fine Government offices opposite the Sobranje, or Parliament House, and ushered into the presence of the real ruler of Bulgaria.

Ah! mon cher Martin, he cried in French. Welcome back to Sofia! They were talking of you in the Club last night. De Corvin was saying you were delayed in Belgrade. He met you there — at our Legation, so he told us. And you have your motor-car here — eh? Good. Ill go for a run with you, and his Excellency put out his left hand in greeting. His right sleeve hung limp and empty, for he lost his arm in the Turco-Russian Campaign, at the historic battle of the Shipka.

Dark-eyed, dark-haired, with a pleasant face and a small pointed imperial on his chin, he was a wonderful orator and a magnificent statesman who had the full confidence of his sovereign. A dozen times had political plots, inspired by Russia, been formed to assassinate him. Indeed, he had actually been driving beside the great Stambouloff when the latter had been killed in the street. But he had always escaped. Under his direction, Bulgaria had risen to be the strong power of the Balkans, and as my personal friend I hoped that he would tell me, in strictest confidence, what was his future policy towards the Turk.

With that object I took the seat he offered me, and lighting cigarettes, we began to chat.

Through the open window came up the strains of martial music, as an infantry regiment in their grey uniforms on the Russian model were marching past, and as I glanced around the quiet, comfortable, red-carpeted room, I saw that the only picture was a fine full-length portrait of the Prince.

For fully an hour we gossiped. Perfectly frankly I at last told his Excellency the object of my mission.

He shrugged his shoulders somewhat dubiously, and smiled, declaring that each of the Powers was endeavouring to ascertain the very same thing. I pressed my point, assuring him of Britains good-will, and explaining certain facts which, after a while, decided him.

But you see, mon cher ami, he said, supposing the truth got out to Constantinople! All my efforts of the past fifteen years would be negatived. And further — it would mean dire disaster for Bulgaria!

I have been entrusted with many State secrets before, your Excellency, I replied. It would, for instance, not be the first time you spoke with me in confidence.

He admitted it, and assuring me of his good-will towards England, he declared that before he could speak, he must consult his royal master.

Therefore, the French Minister awaiting an audience, I rose and left, having arranged to dine with him at the Union Club that evening.

For nearly a week I idled in Sofia visiting many diplomatists and their wives, motoring about the neighbourhood, and driving out every night at one Legation or the other, no one, of course, being aware of my secret mission in the Bulgarian capital. Garrett kept eyes and ears open, of course. Useful man Garrett — very useful indeed.

One night with the Italian minister and his wife, I went to the official ball given by the Minister-President, and among others I had as partner a rather tall, fair-haired girl with clear blue eyes and a pretty childlike face. About twenty-two, she was dressed exquisitely in white chiffon, the corsage of which was trimmed with tiny pink roses, and on her white-gloved wrist gleamed a splendid diamond bracelet. Olga Steinkoff was her name, and as we waltzed together amid the smartly dressed women and uniformed and decorated men I thought her one of the most charming of cosmopolitan girls I had ever encountered south of the Danube.

Her chaperone was an old and rather ugly woman in dark purple silk, a stiff and starchy person who talked nearly the whole evening to one of the attachés of the Turkish Legation, a sallow, middle-aged, bearded man in black frock-coat and red fez.

The girl in white chiffon was perfect in figure, in daintiness and chic, and a splendid dancer. We sat out two dances, and waltzed twice together, I afterwards taking her down to supper. She spoke French excellently, a little English, and a little Bulgarian, while Russian was her own language. Her father lived in Moscow, she told me, and she had spent four years in Constantinople with her aunt — the ugly old woman in purple.

The sallow-faced, beady-eyed Turk who did not dance, and who took no champagne, was evidently her particular friend. I inquired of the Italian minister and found that the thin-faced bearded attaché was named Mehmed Zekki, and that he had been in Sofia only a couple of months.

Towards me he was quite affable, even effusive. He mentioned that he had noticed me in the Club, dining with the Prime Minister, and he referred to a number of people in Belgrade who were my friends. He was attaché there, he told me, for two years — after the coup détat.

Twice during next day I encountered the charming Olga, driving with her aunt, in a smart victoria, and during the next week met them at several diplomatic functions.

One afternoon, Olga and her chaperone accepted my invitation for a run on the sixty, and I took them for a little tour of about thirty miles around the foot of the high Balkans, returning along the winding banks of the Isker. They were delighted, for the afternoon was perfect. I drove, and she sat up beside me, her hand on the horn.

One night, ten days later, we were sitting out together in the bright moonlight in the garden of the Austrian Legation, and I found her not averse to a mild flirtation. I knew that the frock-coated Turk was jealous, and had become amused by it. On four or five occasions she had been out for runs with me — twice quite alone.

I mentioned the Turk, but she only laughed, and shrugging her shoulders, answered:

All Turks are as ridiculous as they are bigoted. Mehmed is no exception.

I was leaving Bulgaria next morning, and told her so.

Perhaps, mademoiselle, we shall meet again some day, who knows? I added, You have many friends in the diplomatic circle, so have I.

But you are not really going to-morrow! she exclaimed with undisguised dismay, opening her blue eyes widely, surely you will stay for the ball at the palace on Wednesday.

I regret that is impossible, I replied, laughing. I only wish I could remain and ask you to be my partner, but I have urgent business in Bucharest.

Oh! you go to Roumania! she cried in surprise. But, — she added wistfully, I — I really wish you could remain longer.

During our brief friendship I had, I admit, grown to admire her immensely, and were it not for the fact that a very urgent appointment called me to Roumania, I would have gladly remained. She had taken possession of my senses.

But I took her soft hand, and wished her adieu. Then we returned into the ballroom, where I found several of my friends, and wished them farewell, for my train left at nine next morning.

In a corner of the room stood the veteran Prime Minister, with a star in brilliants upon his dress-coat, the empty sleeve of which hung limply at his side.

Au revoir, mon cher ami, he said grasping my hand warmly. Recollect what I told you this morning — and return soon to Bulgaria again. Bon voyage!

Then I passed the police-guard at the door, and drove back to the Hôtel de Bulgarie.

That night I slept but little. Before me constantly arose the childlike beautiful face of Olga Steinkoff that had so strangely bewitched me.

I knew that I was a fool to allow myself to be attracted by a pair of big eyes, confirmed bachelor and constant traveller that I am. Yet the whole night through I seemed to see before my vision the beautiful face, pale and tearful with grief and sorry. Was it at my departure?

Next day I set out in the car across the Shipka, and three nights later took up my quarters at that most expensive hotel, the Boulevard, at Bucharest, the Paris of the Near East. Next day I paid several visits to diplomats I knew. Bucharest is always full of life and movement — smart uniforms and pretty women — perhaps the gayest city in all the Continent of Europe.

On the third evening of my arrival I returned to the hotel to dress for dinner, when, on entering my sitting-room, a neat female figure in a dark travelling-dress rose from an armchair, and stood before me gazing at me in silence.

It was Olga!

Why, mademoiselle! I cried, noticing that she was without her hat, fancy you — in Bucharest! When did you arrive?

An hour ago, she answered, breathlessly. I — I want your assistance, Msieur Martin. I am in danger — grave danger!

Danger! Of what?

I hardly know — except that the police may follow me and demand my arrest. This place — like Sofia — swarms with spies.

I know, I said, much interested, but surprised that she should have thus followed me. But why do you fear?

I surely need not explain to you facts — facts that are painful! she said, looking straight at me half-reproachfully with those wonderful blue eyes that held me so fascinated. I merely tell you that I am in danger, and ask you to render me assistance.

How? In what manner can I assist you?

In one way alone, was her quick, breathless answer. Ah! if you would only do it — if you would only save my life! And with her white ungloved hands clenched in desperation, she stood motionless as a statue.

Save your life! I echoed. I — I really dont understand you, mademoiselle.

Before they arrest me I will commit suicide. I have the means here! and she touched the bodice of her dress. Ah, msieur, you do not know in what a position I find myself. I prefer death to save my honour, and I appeal to you, an English gentleman to help me!

Tears were rolling down her pale cheeks as she snatched up my hand convulsively, imploring me to assist her. I looked into her countenance and saw that it was the same that I had seen in those dark night hours in Sofia.

But, mademoiselle, how can I help you? I inquired. What can I do?

Ah! I — I hardly like to ask you, she said, her cheeks flushing slightly. You know so very little of me.

I know sufficient to be permitted to call myself your friend, I said earnestly, still holding her tiny hand.

Then I will be frank, she exclaimed, raising her clear eyes again to mine. The only way in which you can save me is to take me at once to England — to — to let me pass as your wife!

As my wife! I gasped, staring at her. But—

There are no buts! she cried, clinging to me imploringly. To me it is a matter of life — or death! The Orient Express passes here at three to-morrow morning for Constantza, whence we can get to Constantinople. Thence we can go by steamer on to Naples, and across to Calais by rail. For me it is unsafe to go direct by Budapest and Vienna. Already the police are watching at the frontier.

For a moment I was silent. In the course of years of travel I had met with many adventures, but none anything like this! Here was a charming girl in dire distress — a girl who had already enchanted me by her beauty and grace — appealing to my honour to help her out of a difficulty. Nay to save her life!

She was Russian — no doubt a political suspect.

Where is Madame? I inquired.

Gone to Belgrade. We parted this morning, and I came here to you.

And your friend, Mehmed?

Bah! the yellow-faced fool! she cried impatiently with a quick snap of her white fingers. He expects to meet me at the Court ball to-night!

And he will be disappointed! I added with a smile, at the same time reflecting that upon my passport already viséd for Constantinople — covered as it was, indeed, with visés for all the East — I could easily insert after my own name the words, accompanied by his wife Louisa.

Besides, though I had several times been in the Sultans capital, I knew very few people there. So detection would not be probable.

Olga saw my hesitation, and repeated her entreaty. She was, I saw, desperate. Yet though I pressed her to tell me the truth, she only answered:

The police of Warsaw are in search of me because of the events of May last. Some day, when we know each other better, I will tell you my strange story. I escaped from the Museum of Riga!

Pale to the lips, her chest rising and falling quickly, her blue eyes full of the terror of arrest and deportment to Poland she stood before me, placing her life in my hands.

She had escaped from the Museum of Riga, that prison the awful tortures of which had only recently been exposed in the Duma itself. She, frail looking, and beautiful had been a prisoner there.

It wanted, I reflected, still eight days to the opening of the shooting which I was due to spend with friends in Scotland. Even if I returned by the roundabout route she suggested I should be able to get up north in time.

And yet my duty was to remain there, for at noon on the morrow, by the Orient Express from Constantza to Ostend, a friend would pass whom I particularly wanted to meet on business for a single moment at the station. If I left with my pretty companion I should pass my friend on the Black Sea a few hours out of port. It meant either keeping the appointment I had made with my friend, or securing the girls safety. To perform my duty meant to consign her into the hands of the police.

Acquaintance with political refugees of any sort in the Balkan countries is always extremely risky, for spies abound everywhere, and everybody is a suspect.

I fear I am not very impressionable where the fair sex are concerned, but the romance and mystery of the situation whetted my appetite for the truth. Her sweet tragic face appealed to me. I had fallen in love with her.

She interpreted my hesitation as an intention to refuse.

Ah! Msieur Martin. Do, I beg, have pity upon me! Once in your England I shall no longer fear those tortures of Riga. See! and drawing up her sleeve she showed me two great ugly red scars upon the white flesh scarcely yet healed. Once in your England! she cried clasping her hands and falling at my feet, I shall be free — free!

But how do you know that the police have followed you?

Mariniski, our military attaché in Sofia, is my cousin. He warned me that two agents of Secret Police arrived there yesterday morning. When I got here I received a wire from him to say they are now on their way here to Bucharest. Therefore not a moment must be lost. We can leave at three, and at ten to-morrow morning will have sailed from Constantza. They are due here at eleven-thirty.

To-night?

No, to-morrow.

She held my hands in hers, still upon her knees, her gaze fixed imploringly into mine. What could I do, save to render her assistance? Ah! yes, she was delightfully charming, her face perfect in its beauty, her hands soft and caressing, her voice musical and silvery.

I gave her my reply, and in an instant she sprang to her feet, kissing my hands again and again.

I sent the car back to Vienna, and early that morning we entered the train of dusty wagons-lits which had been three days on its journey from Ostend to the Orient, and next morning in the bright sunshine, found ourselves on the clean deck of the mail steamer for Constantinople.

There were not more than twenty passengers, and together with my dainty little companion, I spent a happy day in the bright sunshine, as we steamed down the Black Sea, a twelve-hour run. Dinner was at half-past five, and afterwards, in the evening twilight, as we passed the Turkish forts at the beautiful entrance to the Bosphorus, we sat together in a cosy corner on deck, and I held her small, soft hand.

She had, I admit, completely enchanted me.

She seemed to have suddenly become greatly interested in me, for she inquired my profession, and the reason I visited the East, to which I gave evasive, if not rather misleading replies, for I led her to believe that I was the representative of a firm of London railway contractors, and was in Sofia taking orders for steel rails.

It is not always judicious to tell people ones real profession.

When we reached the quay at Constantinople, and I had handed over my baggage to the dragoman of the Pera Palace Hotel, my pretty companion said in French:

I lived here for quite a long time, you know, so I shall go and stay with friends out at Sarmaschik. I will call at your hotel at, say, eleven to-morrow morning. By that time you will have ascertained what is the next steamer to Naples.

And so, in the dirty ill-lit custom-house at Galata, with its mud, its be-fezzed officials and slinking dogs, we parted, she entering a cab and driving away.

Next morning she kept her appointment and was, I saw, exceedingly well-dressed.

I told her when we met in the big vestibule of the hotel, that there was a steamer leaving for Marseilles at four that afternoon, and suggested that route as preferable to Naples.

I think we will delay our departure until to-morrow, she said. My friends have a little family gathering to-night, and ask me to say that they would be delighted to meet you. They are not at all bigoted, and you will find them very hospitable.

I bowed and accepted the invitation.

You will not find the house alone, as Constantinople is so puzzling, she said. I will send their kavass for you at eight oclock.

And a few moments later she drove away in the smart carriage that had brought her.

That day I idled about the Sultans capital, looked in at St. Sophia, paused and watched the phantasmagoria of life on the Galata Bridge, and strolled in the Grand Rue at Pera, merely killing time. Case-hardened bachelor that I am, my mind was now filled with that sweet-faced, beautiful woman of my dreams who had been so cruelly tortured in that abominable prison at Riga, and whom I was aiding to the safe refuge of Englands shores.

Once, while turning a corner at the end of the Grand Rue, the busy shopping centre of the Turkish capital, a mysterious incident occurred. Among the many figures in frock-coats and fezes my eye caught one which caused me to start. It struck me curiously as that of my sallow-faced friend, Mehmed Zekki, of Sofia. Yet in a crowd of Turks all dressed alike, one is rather difficult to distinguish from another, so I quickly dismissed the suspicion that we had been followed.

I had already dined at the hotel and was sitting in the Turkish smoking-room, when there arrived a big Montenegrin kavass, in gorgeous scarlet and gold, and wearing an arsenal of weapons in his belt, as is their mode.

Monsieur Martin? he inquired. Mademoiselle Olga. She send me for you. I take you to ze house.

So I rose, slipped on my overcoat, and followed him out to the brougham, upon the box of which, beside the driver, sat a big black eunuch. The carriage had evidently been to fetch some ladies before calling for me.

The kavass seated himself at my side, and we drove up and down many dark, ill-lit streets, where the scavenger dogs were howling, until we suddenly came out in view of the Bosphorus, that lay fairy-like beneath the full Eastern moon.

Nicholas, the kavass, was from Cettinje, he told me, and when we began to talk, I discovered that his brother Mirko had been my servant on a journey through Albania two years before.

What! Gospodin! cried the big mountaineer, grasping my hand and wringing it warmly. Are you really the Gospodin Martin? I was in Cettinje last summer, and my dear old father spoke of you! I have to thank you. It was you who brought the English doctor to him and saved his life. Fancy that we should meet here, and to-night!

Why to-night?

The big fellow was silent. His manner had entirely changed.

Suddenly he said: Gospodin, you are going to the house of Mehmed Zekki and—

Zekki! I gasped. Then I was not mistaken when I thought I saw him. He had followed us.

Ah! Gospodin! Have a care of yourself! Take this, in case — in case you may require it, he said, and pulling from his sash one of his loaded revolvers, he handed it to me.

But you said that mademoiselle had sent you for me? I remarked surprised.

I was told to say that, Gospodin. I know nothing of mademoiselle.

Mademoiselle Olga Steinkoff. Have you never heard of her? I demanded.

Never.

Then I will go back to the hotel.

No, Gospodin. Do not show fear. It would be fatal. Enter and defy the man who is evidently your enemy. Touch neither food nor drink there. Then, if you are threatened, utter the words, Shunam-al-zulah — recollect them. Show no fear, Gospodin — and you will escape.

At that moment the carriage turned into a large garden, which surrounded a fine house — almost a palace — the house wherein my enemy was lying in wait.

Entering a beautiful winter-garden full of flowers, a servant in long blue coat and fez, conducted me through a large apartment, decorated in white and gold, into a smaller room, Oriental in decoration and design, an apartment hung with beautiful gold embroideries, and where the soft cushions of the divans were of pale-blue silk and gold brocade.

Two middle-aged Turks were squatting smoking, and as I was shown in, scowled at me curiously, saluted, and in French asked me to be seated.

Mademoiselle will be here in a few moments, added the elder of the pair.

A few seconds later the servant entered with a tiny cup of coffee, the Turkish welcome, but I left it untouched. Then the door again opened and I was confronted by the sallow-faced, black-bearded man against whom the kavass had warned me.

Good evening, Monsieur Martin, he exclaimed with a sinister grin upon his thin face. You expected, I believe, to meet Mademoiselle Olga, eh?

Well — I expected to meet you, I laughed, for I saw you in Pera to-day.

He looked at me quickly, as his servant at that moment handed him his coffee on a tray.

I did not see you, he said somewhat uneasily, raising his cup to his lips. Then, noticing that I had not touched mine, he asked, Dont you take coffee? Will you have a glass of rahki?

I desire nothing, I said, looking him straight in the face.

But surely you will take something? We often drank together in the Club at Sofia, remember!

I do not drink with my enemies.

The trio started, glaring at me.

You are distinctly insulting, exclaimed Mehmed, his yellow face growing flushed with anger. Recall those words, or by the Prophet, you do not pass from this house alive!

I laughed aloud in their faces.

Ah! I cried, this is amusing! This is really a good joke! And pray what do you threaten?

We do not threaten, Zekki said. You are here to die. And he laughed grimly, while the others grinned.

Why?

That is our affair.

And mine also, I replied. And gentlemen, I would further advise you in future to be quite certain of your victim, or it may go ill with you. Let me pass! And I drew the revolver the kavass had given me.

Put that thing away! ordered the elder of the men, approaching me with threatening gesture.

I shall not. Let us end this confounded foolishness. Shunam-al-Zulah!

The effect of these words upon the trio was electrical.

The sallow-faced attaché stood staring at me open-mouthed, while his companions fell back, as though I had dealt them both a blow. They seemed too dumbfounded to respond, as, revolver in hand, I next moment passed out of the room and from that house to which I had been so cleverly lured, and where my death had evidently been planned.

At the hotel I spent a sleepless night, full of deep anxiety, wondering for what reason the curious plot had been arranged, and whether my dainty little companion had had any hand in it.

My apprehensions were, however, entirely dispelled when early on the following been morning, Olga called to ask why I had absent when the kavass had called for me.

I took her into one of the smaller rooms, and told her the whole truth, whereat she was much upset, and eager to leave the Turkish capital immediately.

At seven that same evening we sailed for Naples, and without further incident duly arrived at the Italian port, took train for Rome, and thence by express to Paris and Charing Cross.

On the journey she refused to discuss the plot of the jealous, evil-eyed Turk. Her one idea was to get to London — and to freedom.

At eleven oclock at night we stepped out upon Charing Cross platform, and I ordered the cabman to drive me to the Cecil, for when acting the part of Reggie Martin, I always avoided Dover Street. It was too late to catch the Scotch mail, therefore I would be compelled to spend the first day of the pheasants in London, and start north to my friends on the following day.

Suddenly as we entered the station she had decided also to spend the night at the Cecil and leave next day for Ipswich, where a brother of hers was a tutor.

I wished her good-night in the big hall of the hotel, and went up in the lift.

Rising about half-past six next morning and entering my sitting-room, I was amazed to encounter Olga, fully dressed in hat and caracul jacket, standing in the grey dawn, reading a paper which she had taken from my despatch-box!

Instantly she dropped her hand, and stood staring at me without uttering a word, knowing full well that I had discovered the astounding truth.

I recognised the document by the colour of the paper.

Well, mademoiselle? I demanded in a hard tone, And for what reason, pray, do you pry into my private papers like this?

I — I was waiting to bid you adieu, she answered tamely.

And you were at the same time making yourself acquainted with the contents of that document which I have carried in my belt ever since I left Sofia — that document of which you and your interesting friend, Zekki, have ever since desired sight — eh? I exclaimed, bitterly. My duty is to call in the police, and hand you over as a political Spy to be expelled from the country.

If msieur wishes to do that he is at perfect liberty to do so, she answered, in quick defiance. The result is the same. I have read Petkoffs declaration, so the paper is of no further use, and she handed it to me with a smile of triumph upon those childlike lips. Arrest or liberty — I am entirely in monsieurs hands, she added, shrugging her shoulders.

I broke forth into a torrent of reproach for I saw that Bulgaria had been betrayed to her arch-enemy, Turkey, by that sweet-faced woman who had so completely deceived me, and who, after the first plot had failed, had so cleverly carried the second to a successful issue.

Defiant to the last, she stood smiling in triumph. Even when I openly accused her of being a spy she only laughed.

Therefore I opened the door and sternly ordered her to leave, knowing, alas! that, now she had ascertained the true facts, the Bulgarian secret policy towards Turkey would be entirely negatived, that the terrible atrocities in Macedonia must continue, and that the Russian influence in Bulgaria would still remain paramount.

I held my silence, and spent a dull and thoughtful Sunday in the great London hotel. Had I remained in Bucharest, as was my duty, and handed the document in Petkoffs handwriting to the Kings Messenger, who was due to pass in the Orient express, the dainty Olga could never have obtained sight of it. This she knew, and for that reason had told me the story of her torture in the prison at Riga and urged me to save her. Zekki, knowing that I constantly carried the secret declaration of Bulgaria in the belt beneath my clothes, saw that only by my unconsciousness, or death, could they obtain sight of it. Hence the dastardly plot to kill me, frustrated by the utterance of the password of the Turkish spies themselves.

It is useless for a man to cross swords with a pretty woman where it is a matter of ingenuity and double-dealing. With the chiefs of the Foreign Office absent, I could only exist in anxiety and dread, and when I acted it was, alas! too late.

Inquiries subsequently made in Constantinople showed that the house in which Zekki had received me, situated near the konak of Ali Saib Pasha, was the headquarters of the Turkish Secret Service, of which the sallow-faced scoundrel was a well-known member, and that on the evening of the day of my return to London the body of Nicholas, the Montenegrin kavass who saved my life, had been found floating in the Bosphorus. Death had been his reward for warning me!

Readers of the newspapers are well aware how, two months later, as a result of Turkish intrigue in Sofia, my poor friend Dimitri Petkoff, Prime Minister of Bulgaria, was shot through the heart while walking with me in the Boris Garden.

Both Bulgarian and Turkish Governments have, however, been very careful to suppress intelligence of a dramatic incident which occurred in Constantinople only a few weeks ago. Olga Steinkoff, the secret agent employed by the Sublime Porte, was, at her house in the Sarmaschik quarter, handed by her maid a beautiful basket of fruit that had been sent by an admirer. The dainty woman with the childlike face cut the string, when, lo! there darted forth four hissing, venomous vipers. Two of the reptiles struck, biting her white wrist ere she could withdraw, and an hour later, her face swollen out of all recognition, she died in terrible agony.

The betrayal of Bulgaria and the assassination of Petkoff, the patriot, have, indeed, been swiftly avenged.


Chapter Seven.

The Sign of the Cats-Paw.
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ANOTHER PART WHICH the Prince played in the present-day drama now being enacted in Eastern Europe brought him in touch with The Sign of the Cats-Paw, a sign hitherto unknown to our Foreign Office, or to readers of the daily newspapers.

At the same time, however, it very nearly cost him his own life.

The affair occurred about a couple of months after the death of the fascinating Olga Steinkoff. He had been sent back to the Balkans upon another mission. Cosmopolitan of cosmopolitans, he had been moving rapidly up and down Europe gathering information for Downing Street, but ever on the look-out for an opening for the Parson and himself to operate in a very different sphere.

Garrett, blindly obedient to the telegrams he received, had taken the car on some long flying journeys, Vienna, Berlin and back to Belgrade, in Servia. For two months or so I had lost sight of both the mild-mannered, spectacled Clayton and the Prince, when one morning, while walking down St. Jamess Street, I saw Garrett in his grey and scarlet livery driving the car from Piccadilly down to Pall Mall.

By this I guessed that his Highness had returned to London, so I called at Dover Street, and twenty minutes later found myself seated in the big saddle-bag chair with a Petroff between my lips.

He was in his old brown velvet lounge coat and slippers, and had been at his writing-table when I entered. But on my appearance he threw down his pen, stretched himself, and sat round for a gossip.

Suddenly, while speaking, he made a quick, half-foreign gesture of ignorance in response to a question of mine, and in that brief instant I saw upon his right palm a curious red mark.

Hullo! I asked. Whats that?

Oh — nothing, he replied, rather confused I thought, and shut his hand so that I could not see it.

But it is! I declared. Let me see.

How inquisitive you are, Diprose, old chap, he protested.

So persistent was I, and so aroused my curiosity by finding a mark exactly like the imprint of a cats-paw, that, not without considerable reluctance, he explained its meaning. The story he narrated was, indeed, a most remarkable and dramatic one. And yet he related it as though it were nothing. Perhaps, indeed, the puzzling incidents were of but little moment to one who led a life so chock-full of adventure as he.



Yes, it really was curious, he remarked at last. It was in March. I had been in Londons mud and rain for a fortnight, and grown tired of it. Suddenly a confidential mission had been placed in my hands — a mission which had for its object British support to the Bulgarian Government against the machinations of Austria to extend her sphere of influence southward across the Danube and Servia.

My destination was Sofia, the Bulgarian capital, and once more the journey by the Orient Express across Europe was a long and tedious one. I had wired to Garrett, who was awaiting me with the car at the Hungaria, in Budapest, to bring it on to Sofia.

But I was much occupied with the piece of scheming which I had undertaken to carry out. My patriotism had led me to attempt a very difficult task — one which would require delicate tact and a good deal of courage and resource, but which would, if successful, mean that a loan of three millions would be raised in London, and that British influence would become paramount in that go-ahead country, which, ere long, must be the power of the Balkans.

I knew, however, that there were others in Sofia upon the same errand as myself, emissaries of other governments and other financial houses. Therefore, in the three long never-ending days the journey occupied, my mind was constantly filled with thoughts of the best and most judicious course to pursue in order to attain my object.

The run was uneventful, save for one fact. At the Staatsbahnhof, at Vienna, just before our train left for Budapest, a queer, fussy little old man in brown entered, and was given the compartment next mine.

His nationality I could not determine. He spoke deep guttural German with the fair-bearded conductor of the train, but by his clothes — which were rather dandified for so old a man — I did not believe him to be a native of the Fatherland.

I heard him rumbling about with his bags next door, apparently settling himself, when of a sudden my quick ear caught an imprecation which he uttered to himself in English.

A few hours later, at dinner, I found him placed at the little table opposite me, and naturally we began to chat. He spoke in French — perfect French it was — but refused to speak English, though, of course, he could had he wished.

Ah! non, he laughed, I cannot. Excuse me. My pronunciation is so faulty. Your English is so ve-ry deefecult.

And so we chatted in French, and I found the queer old fellow was on his way to Sofia. He seemed slightly deformed, his face was distinctly ugly, broad, clean-shaven, with a pair of black piercing eyes that gave him a most striking appearance. His grey hair was long, his nose aquiline, his teeth protruding and yellow, and he was a grumbler of the most pronounced type. He growled at the food, at the service, at the draughts, at the light in the restaurant, at the staleness of the bread we had brought with us from Paris, and at the butter, which he declared to be only Danish margarine.

His complaints were amusing. He was possessed of much grim humour. At first the maître dhôtel bustled about to do the bidding of the new-comer, but very quickly summed him up, and only grinned knowingly when called to listen to his biting criticism of the Compagnie Internationale des Wagons-lits and all its works.

Next day, at Semlin, where our passports were examined, the passport-officer took off his hat to him, bowed low and viséd his passport without question, saying, as he handed back the document to its owner:

Bon voyage, Altesse.

I stared at the pair. My fussy friend with the big head must therefore be either a prince or a grand duke! Just then I was not a prince — only plain Msieur Martin. In Roumania princes are as plentiful as blackberries, so I put him down as a Roumanian.

As I sat opposite him at dinner that night he was discussing with me the harmful writings of some newly discovered German who was posing as a cheap philosopher, and denouncing them as dangerous to the community. He leaned his elbow upon the narrow table and supported his clean-shaven chin upon his finger, displaying to me most, certainly by accident, the palm of his thin right hand.

What I discovered there caused me a good deal of surprise. In its centre was a dark livid mark, as though it had been branded there by a hot iron, the plain and distinct imprint of a cats-paw!

It fascinated me. There was some hidden meaning in that mark, I felt convinced. It was just as though a cat had stepped upon blood with one of its fore-paws and trodden upon his hand.

Whether he noticed that I had detected it or not, I cannot say, but he moved his hand quickly, and ever after kept it closed.

His name, he told me at last, was Konstantinos Vassos, and he lived in Athens. But I took that information cum grano, for I knew him to be a prince travelling incognito. The passport-officer at Semlin makes no mistakes.

But if actually a prince, why did he carry a passport?

There is, unfortunately, no good hotel at Sofia. The best is the Bulgarie, kept by a pleasant old lady to whom I was well-known as Msieur Martin, and in this we found ourselves next night installed. He gave his name as Vassos, and to all intents and purposes was more of a stranger in Prince Ferdinands capital than I myself was, for I had been there at least half a dozen times before. Most of the Ministers knew me, and I was always elected a member of the smart diplomats club, the Union, during my stay.

The days passed. From the first morning of my arrival I found myself as before in a vortex of gaiety; invitations to the Legations poured in upon me, cards for dances here and there, receptions by members of the Cabinet, and official dinners by the British and French Ministers, while daily I spent each afternoon with my friend, Colonel Mayhew, the British military attaché, in his comfortable quarters not far from our Agency.

All the while, I must here confess, I was working my cards very carefully. I had sounded my friend, Petkoff, the grave, grey-haired Prime Minister — the splendid Bulgarian patriot — and he was inclined to admit the British proposals. The Minister of War, too, was on my side. German agents had approached him, but he would have none of them. In Bulgaria just then they had no love of Germany. They were far too Russophile.

Indeed, in this strenuous life of a fortnight or so I had practically lost sight of the ugly old gentleman who had been addressed by the passport-officer as his Highness. Once or twice I had seen him wandering alone and dejected along the streets, for he apparently knew nobody, and was having a very quiet time, Greeks were disliked in Sofia almost as much as Turks, on account of the Greek bands who massacre the Bulgars in Macedonia.

One night at the weekly dance at the Military Club — a function at which the smart set at Sofia always attend, and at which the Ministers of State themselves put in an appearance — I had been waltzing with the daughter of the Minister of the Interior, a pretty dark-haired girl in blue, whom I had met during my last visit to Bulgaria, and the Spanish attaché, a pale-faced young man wearing a cross at his throat, had introduced to me a tall, very handsome, sweet-faced girl in a black evening-gown trimmed with silver.

A thin wreath of the same roses was in her hair, and around her neck was a fine gold chain from which was suspended a big and lustrous diamond.

Mademoiselle Balesco was her name, and I found her inexpressibly charming. She spoke French perfectly, and English quite well. She had been at school in England, she said — at Scarborough. Her home was at Galatz, in Roumania, where her father was Prefect.

We had several dances, and afterwards I took her down to supper. Then we had a couple of waltzes, and I conducted her out to the carriage awaiting her, and, bowing, watched her drive off alone.

But while doing so, there came along the pavement, out of the shadow, the short ugly figure of the old Greek Vassos, with his coat collar turned up, evidently passing without noticing me.

A few days later, when in the evening I called on Mayhew at his rooms, he said:

What have you been up to, Martin? Look here! This letter was left upon me, with a note asking me to give it to you in secret. Looks like a womans hand! Mind what youre about in this place, old chap! There are some nasty pitfalls, you know!

I took the letter, opened it, read it through, and placed it in my pocket without a word.

With a bachelors curiosity, he was eager to know who was my fair correspondent. But I refused to satisfy him.

Suffice it to say that on that same night I went alone to a house on the outskirts of Sofia, and there met at her urgent request the pretty girl Marie Balesco, who had so enchanted me. Ours seemed to be a case of mutual attraction, for as we sat together, she seemed, after apologising for thus approaching me and throwing all the convenances to the winds, to be highly interested in my welfare, and very inquisitive concerning the reasons which had brought me to Bulgaria.

Like most women of the Balkans, she smoked, and offered me her cigarette-case. I took one — a delicious one it was, but rather strong — so strong, indeed, that a strange drowsiness suddenly overcame me. Before I could fight against it the small, well-furnished room seemed to whirl about me, and I must have fallen unconscious. Indeed I knew no more until on awakening I found myself back in my bed at the hotel.

I gazed at the morning sunshine upon the wall, and tried to recollect what held occurred.

My hand seemed strangely painful. Raising it from the sheets, I looked at it.

Upon my right palm, branded as by a hot iron, was the Sign of the Cats-paw!

Horrified I stared at it. It was the same mark that I had seen upon the hand of Vassos! What could be its significance?

In a few days the burn healed, leaving a dark red scar, the distinct imprint of the feline foot. From Mayhew I tried, by cautious questions, to obtain some information concerning the fair-faced girl who had played such a prank on me. But he only knew her slightly. She had been staying with a certain Madame Sovoff, who was something of a mystery, but had left Sofia.

A month passed. Mademoiselle and Madame returned from Belgrade and were both delighted when I suggested they should go for a run in the sixty. I took them over the same road as I had taken Olga Steinkoff. In a week Mademoiselle became an enthusiastic motorist, and was full of inquiry into the various parts of the engine, the ignition, lubrication, and other details. One day I carefully approached the matter of this remarkable mark upon my palm. But she affected entire ignorance. I confess that I had grown rather fond of her, and I hesitated to attribute to her, or to Madame, any sinister design; the strange mark on my hand was both weird and puzzling. We drove out in the car often, and many a time I recollected pretty Olga, and her horrible fate.

Vassos, who was still at the hotel, annoyed me on account of his extreme politeness, and the manner in which he appeared to spy upon all my movements. I came across him everywhere. Inquiries concerning the reason of the ugly Greeks presence in Bulgaria met with negative result. One thing seemed certain; he was not a prince incognito.

How I longed to go to him, show him the mark upon my hand, and demand an explanation. But my curiosity was aroused; therefore I patiently awaited developments, my revolver always ready in my hip pocket, in case of foul play.

The mysterious action of the pretty girl from Galatz also puzzled me.

At last the Cabinet of Prince Ferdinand were in complete accord with the Prime Minister Petkoff, regarding the British proposals. All had been done in secret from the party in opposition, and one day I had lunched with his Excellency the Prime Minister, at his house in the suburbs of the city.

You may send a cipher despatch to London, if you like, Mr Martin, he said, as we sat over our cigars. The documents will all be signed at the Cabinet meeting at noon to-morrow. In exchange for this loan of three millions raised in London, all the contracts for quick-firing guns and ammunition go to your group of financiers. Such was the welcome news his Excellency imparted to me, and you may imagine that I lost no time in writing out a cipher message, and sending it by the man-servant to the nearest telegraph office.

For a long time I sat with him, and then he rose, inviting me to walk with him in the Boris Gardens, as was his habit every afternoon, before going down to the sitting of the Sobranje, or Parliament.

On our way we passed Vassos, who raised his hat politely to me.

Whos that man? inquired the Minister quickly, and I told him all I knew concerning the ugly hunchback.

In the pretty public garden we were strolling together in the sundown, chatting upon the situation in Macedonia and other matters, when of a sudden, a black-moustached man in a dark grey overcoat and round astrachan cap, sprang from the bushes at a lonely spot, and raising a big service revolver, fired point-blank at his Excellency.

I felt for my own weapon. Alas! It was not there! I had forgotten it!

The assassin, seeing the Minister reel and fall, turned his weapon upon me. Thereupon, in an instant I threw up my hands, crying that I was unarmed, and was an Englishman.

As I did so, he started back as though terrified. His weapon fell from his grasp, and with a spring, he disappeared again into the bushes.

All had happened in a few brief instants; for ere I could realise that a tragedy had actually occurred, I found the unfortunate Prime Minister lying lifeless at my feet. My friend had been shot through the heart!



Readers of the newspapers will recollect the tragic affair, which is no doubt still fresh in their minds.

I told the Chief of Police of Sofia of my strange experience, and showed him the mark upon my palm. Though detectives searched high and low for the hunchback Greek, for Madame Sovoff, and for the fascinating Mademoiselle, none of them were ever found.

The assassin was, nevertheless, arrested a week later, while trying to cross the frontier into Servia. I, of course, lost by an ace the great financial coup, but before execution the prisoner made a confession which revealed the existence of a terrible and widespread conspiracy, fostered by Bulgarias arch-enemy Turkey, to remove certain members of the Cabinet who were in favour of British influence becoming paramount.

Yes. It was a rather narrow squeak.

Quite unconsciously, I had, it seemed, become an especial favourite of the silent, watchful old Konstantinos Vassos. He had no idea that I was a crook or that I was a secret agent. Fearing lest I, in my innocence, should fall a victim with his Excellency — being so often his companion — he had, with the assistance of the pretty Marie Balesco, contrived to impress upon my palm the secret sign of the conspirators.

To this fact I certainly owe my life, for the assassin — a stranger to Sofia, who had been drawn by lot — would, no doubt, have shot me dead, had he not seen upon my raised hand The Sign of the Cats-paw.


Chapter Eight.

Concerning a Womans Honour.
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FEW PEOPLE ARE aware of the Princes serious love affair.

Beyond his most intimate friend, the Parson, I believe nobody knows of it except myself.

The truth I have managed to glean only bit by bit, for he has never told me himself. It is a matter which he does not care to mention, for recollections of the woman are, no doubt, ever in his heart, and as with many of us, ever painful.

No man or woman is thoroughly bad. Adventurer that he is, the Prince has ever been true and honourable, even generous, towards a good woman. The best and staunchest of friends, yet the bitterest of enemies if occasion required, he has never, to my knowledge, played an honest woman a scurvy trick.

The little romance of real life occurred in Florence about three years ago. A good many people got hold of a garbled version of it, but none know the actual truth. He loved, and because he loved he dare not pose in his usual character as a prince, for fear that she should discover the fraud. On the contrary, he was living at a small cheap hotel on the Lung Arno as Jack Cross, and posing as a man who was very hard-up and, besides, friendless.

He had entered upon the campaign with an entirely different object — an object which had for its consummation the obtaining of some very fine jewels belonging to the wife of an American who had made a corner in cotton, and who was engaged in seeing Europe. Max Mason and the Parson were both living as strangers to each other at the Savoy, in the Piazza Vittorio Emanuele, and idling daily in the Via Tornabuoni. A big coup had been planned, but instead of bringing it off, as luck would have it, his Highness had fallen hopelessly in love, and with a real royal princess, a woman whose beauty was universally proverbial.

Their love-story was full of pathos.

They were standing together in a garden one sunny afternoon, and were alone, without eavesdroppers. A moment before, he had been wondering what she would do; what she would say if she knew the ghastly truth — that he was a thief!

He had been born a gentleman — though he had no more right to the title of prince than I had. True, at college at Cheltenham he had been nicknamed the prince, because of his charming manner and elegant airs. Few of us even imagined, however, that he would, in later years, pass himself off as a German princeling and gull the public into providing him with the wherewithal to live in ease and luxury.

As he stood at the handsome womans side, thoughts of the past — bitter and regretful — flashed upon him. His conscience pricked him.

Princess! — I — I— he stammered.

Well? and her sweet red lips parted in a smile.

I — ah! yes, its madness. I — I know Im a fool! I see danger in all this. I have jeopardised your good name sufficiently already. People are looking at us now — and they will surely misjudge us!

You are not a fool, my dear Jack, she answered in her charming broken English. You are what you call a goose. And she laughed outright.

But think! What will they say?

They may say just whatever pleases them, she answered airily, glancing at the half a dozen or so smartly dressed people taking tea in the beautiful Italian garden overlooking the red roofs and cupolas of the Lily City, Florence. They — the world — have already said hard things about me. But what do I really care?

You care for the Princes honour, as well as your own, he ventured in a low serious voice, looking straight into her blue eyes.

Her Imperial and Royal Highness Angelica Pia Marie Therese Crown-Princess of Bosnia, and daughter of a reigning Emperor, was acknowledged to be one of the most beautiful and accomplished women in Europe. Her photographs were everywhere, and a year before, at her brilliant marriage in Vienna, all the States of Europe were represented, and her photograph had appeared in every illustrated newspaper on the two Continents. The world, ignorant of the tragedy of life behind a throne, believed the royal marriage to be a love-match, but the bitter truth remained that it was merely the union of two imperial houses, without the desire of either the man, or the woman. Princess Angelica had, at the bidding of the Emperor, sacrificed her love and her young life to a man for whom she had only contempt and loathing.

As she stood there, a tall, frail figure, in plain white embroidered muslin, her fair hair soft beneath her big black hat, her sweet delicately moulded face and her eyes of that deep childlike blue that one so seldom sees in girls after fourteen, there was upon her countenance an undisguised love-look. She was indeed the perfect incarnation of all that was graceful and feminine; little more indeed, than a girl, and yet the wife of a prince that would ere long become a king.

For a few moments the man and the woman regarded each other in silence.

He was spell-bound by her wondrous beauty like many another man had been. But she knew, within herself, that he was the only man she had ever met that she could love.

And surely they were a curiously ill-assorted pair, as far as social equality went, she the daughter of an Emperor, while he a hard-up young Englishman, tall, dark-haired, with a handsome, serious face, lived, he had explained to her, in Florence, first, because it was cheap, and secondly, because his old aunt, who had a small house out on the Fiesole Road, practically kept him. His story to her was that he had once been on the Stock Exchange, but a run of ill-luck had broken him, so he had left England, and now managed to scrape along upon a couple of hundred or so a year paid him by a firm of Italian shipping and forwarding agents, for whom he now acted as English manager. The position was an excellent blind. Nobody recognised him as Tremlett, alias his Highness.

Half aristocratic Florence — those stiff-backed Italian duchesses and countesses with their popinjay, over-dressed male appendages — envied Jack Cross his intimate acquaintance with the Crown-Princess of Bosnia, who, in winter, lived at the magnificent villa on the Viale dei Colli, overlooking the town. Towards Italian society her royal Highness turned the cold shoulder. The Emperor had no love for Italy, or the Italians, and it was at his orders that she kept herself absolutely to herself.

On rare occasions, she would give a small garden-party or dinner to a dozen or so of the most prominent men and women in the city. But it was not often that they were asked, and beyond three or four people in Florence her Highness had no friends there. But part of her school-days had been spent in the big convent up at Fiesole, therefore it had been her whim after her marriage, to purchase that beautiful villa with its gorgeous rooms, marble terraces, and lovely gardens as a winter home.

And to that splendid house the Prince, alias Jack Cross, was always a welcome guest. He went there daily, and when not there, her Highness would amuse herself by chattering to him over the telephone to his office.

Envied by the society who would not know him because he was not an aristocrat, and with the sharp eye of the Florentine middle-classes upon him, little wonder was it that whispers were soon going about regarding the Princesss too frequent confidences with the unknown Englishman.

He was watched whenever he rang at the great iron gate before which stood an Italian sentry day and night, and he was watched when he emerged. In the clubs, in the salons, in the shops, in the cafés, the gossip soon became common, and often with a good deal of imaginary embroidery.

It was true that he often dined at the Villa Renata with her Highness, the young Countess von Wilberg, the lady-in-waiting, and the old Countess Lahovary, a Roumanian, who had been lady-in-waiting to her mother the Empress, and in whose charge she always was when outside Bosnia. The evenings they often spent in the drawing-room, Her Highness being a good pianist. And on many a night she would rise, take her shawl, and pass out into the bright Italian moonlight with the young Englishman as her escort.

It was the way they passed nearly every evening — in each others company. Yet neither of her companions dare suggest a cessation of the young mans visits, fearing to arouse the Princesss anger, and receive their dismissal.

At risk of gossip her Imperial Highness often invited him to go for runs with her in her fine forty Fiat to Siena, to Bologna, or to Pisa, accompanied always, of course, by the Countess Lahovary. In those days he pretended not to possess a car, though he could drive one, and on many occasions he drove the Princess along those white dusty Italian highways. She loved motoring, and so did he. Indeed, he knew quite as much regarding the engine as any mechanic.

The Crown Prince hardly, if ever, came to Florence. His father, the King, was not on the best of terms with the Italian Court, therefore he made that an excuse for his absence in Paris, where, according to report his life was not nearly as creditable as it might have been.

Such were the circumstances in which, by slow degrees, her Highness found herself admiring and loving the quiet unassuming but good-looking young Englishman at whom everybody sneered because, to save himself from penury, he had accepted the managership of a trading concern.

Prince Albert himself saw it all, and recognised the extreme peril of the situation.

Born in the purple as the woman who had entranced him had been, she held public opinion in supreme contempt, and time after time had assured Jack that even if people talked and misconstrued their platonic friendship she was entirely heedless of their wicked untruths and exaggerations.

That afternoon was another example of her recklessness in face of her enemies.

She had invited up a few people to take tea and eat strawberries in the grounds, while a military band performed under the trees near by. But quickly tiring of the obsequiousness of her guests, she had motioned Cross aside, and in a low voice said in English: For heavens sake, Jack, take me away from these awful people. The women are hags, and the men tailors dummies. Let us walk down to the rosary.

And he, bowing as she spoke, turned and walked at her side, well knowing that by taking her from her guests he was increasing the hatred already felt against him.

In her heart she loved this unknown hardworking young Englishman, while he was held captive beneath her beauty, spell-bound by the music of her voice, thrilled by the touch of the soft hand which he kissed each day at greeting her, and each evening when they parted.

Yes, people talked. Cross knew they did. Men had told him so. Max and the Parson had heard all sorts of wild gossip, and had sent him a letter telling him that he was an idiot. They wanted to handle the American womans diamonds. They were not in Florence for sentimental reasons. The report had even reached his old aunts ears, and she had administered to him a very severe reprimand, to which he had listened without a single word of protest, except that he denied, and denied most emphatically, that he was the Princesss lover. He was her friend, that was all.

True, she was lonely and alone there in gay Florence, the City of Flowers. Sarajevo, her own capital she hated, she had often said. It is pleasant, my dear Jack, to be in dear old Firenze, she had declared only the previous evening as they had walked and talked together in the white moonlight. But doubly pleasant to be near such a good, true friend as you are to me.

I do but what is my duty, Princess, he replied in a low voice. You have few friends here. But I am, I hope, one who is loyal and true.

Those words of his crossed her mind as they strolled away from the music and the guests that warm May afternoon, strolled on beneath the blossoms, and amid the great profusion of flowers. She glanced again at his serious thoughtful face, and sighed within herself. What were titles, imperial birth, power, and the servility of the people, to love? Why was she not born a commoner, and allowed to taste the sweets of life, that even the most obscure little waiting-maid or seamstress were allowed. Every woman of the people could seek Love and obtain it. But to her, she reflected bitterly, it was denied — because she was not of common clay, but an Emperors daughter, and destined to become a reigning queen!

Together they walked along the cool cypress avenue; he tall, clean-limbed in his suit of white linen and panama. But they strolled on in silence, beyond the gaze of their enemies.

You seem to fear what these wretched gossips may say concerning us, Jack, she said at last, raising her eyes to his. Why should you?

I fear for your sake, Princess, he answered. You have all to lose — honour, name, husband — everything. For me — what does it matter? I have no reputation. I ceased to have that two years ago when I left England — bankrupt.

Poor Jack! she sighed, in her quaint, childlike way. I do wish you were wealthy, for youd be so much happier, I suppose. It must be hard to be poor, she added — she who knew nothing of the value of money, and scarcely ever spent any herself, her debts and alms being paid by palace secretaries.

Yes, he laughed. And has it never struck you as strange that you, an Imperial Princess, should be a friend of a man whos a bankrupt — an outsider like myself? and an ugly thought flashed through his mind causing him to wince.

And have you not always shown yourself my friend, Jack? Should I not be ungrateful if I were not your friend in return? she asked.

They halted almost unconsciously half way along the cypress avenue, and stood facing each other.

Prince Albert of Hesse-Holstein was struggling within himself. He loved this beautiful woman with all his heart, and all his soul. Yet he knew himself to be treading dangerous ground.

Their first acquaintance had been a purely accidental one three years ago. Her Highness was driving in the Ringstrasse, in Vienna, when her horses suddenly took fright at a passing motor-car and bolted. Jack, who was passing, managed to dash out and stop them, but in doing so was thrown down and kicked on the head. He was taken to the hospital, and not until a fortnight afterwards was he aware of the identity of the pretty woman in the carriage. Then, on his recovery, he was commanded to the palace and thanked personally by the Princess and by her father, the grey-bearded Emperor.

From that day the Princess Angelica had never lost sight of him. When she had married he had endeavoured to end their acquaintance, but she would not hear of it. And so he had drifted along, held completely beneath her spell.

He was her confidant, and on many occasions performed in secret little services for her. Their friendship, purely platonic, was firm and fast, and surely no man was ever more loyal to a woman than was the young Englishman, who was, after all, only an audacious adventurer.

In the glorious sunset of the brilliant Tuscan day they stood there in silence. At last he spoke.

Princess, he exclaimed, looking straight into her eyes. Forgive me for what I am about to say. I have long wished to say it, but had not the courage. I — well, you cannot tell the bitterness it causes me to speak, but I have decided to imperil you no longer. I am leaving Florence.

She looked at him in blank surprise.

Leaving Florence! she gasped. What do you mean, Jack?

I mean that I must do so — for your sake, was his answer. The world does not believe that a woman can have a man friend. I — I yesterday heard something.

What?

That the Prince has set close watch upon us.

Well, and what of that? Do we fear?

We do not fear the truth, Princess. It is the untruth of which we are in peril.

Then Ferdinand is jealous! she remarked as though speaking to herself. Ah! that is distinctly amusing!

My friendship with you has already caused a scandal in this gossip-loving city, he pointed out. It is best for you that we should part. Remember the difference in our stations. You are of blood-royal — while I— and he hesitated. How could he tell her the ghastly truth?

She was silent for a few moments, her beautiful face very grave and thoughtful. Well, alas! she knew that if this man left her side the sun of her young life would have set for ever.

But — but Jack — you are my friend, are you not?

How can you ask that?

Ah! yes. Forgive me. I — I know — you risked your life to save mine. You—

No, no, he cried, impatiently. Dont lets talk of the past. Let us look at the future, and let us speak plainly. We are old friends enough for that, Princess.

Angelica, she said, correcting him.

Then — Angelica, he said, pronouncing her Christian name for the first time. Then he hesitated and their eyes met. He saw in hers the light of unshed tears, and bit his lip. His own heart was too full for mere words.

Jack, she faltered, raising her hand and placing it upon his arm, I dont quite understand you. You are not yourself this evening. The bar of golden sunlight caught her wrist and caused the diamonds in her bracelet to flash with a thousand fires.

No, Princess — I — I mean Angelica. I am not. I wish to speak quite plainly. It is this. If I remain here, in Florence, I shall commit the supreme folly of — of loving you. She cast her eyes to the ground, flushed slightly and held her breath.

This, he went on, must never happen for two reasons, first you are already married, and secondly, you are of Imperial birth, while I am a mere nobody, and a pauper at that.

I am married, it is true! she cried, bitterly. But God knows, what a hollow mockery my marriage has been! God knows how I have suffered, compelled as I am to act a living lie! You despise me for marrying Ferdinand, a man I could never love. Yes, you are right, you are quite—

I do not despise, you, Angelica. I have always pitied you, he interrupted. I knew well that you did not love the Prince, but were compelled to sacrifice yourself.

You knew! she cried, clutching his arm wildly, and looking into his face. Ah! yes, Jack. You — you knew the truth. You must have known. I could not conceal it from you.

What? he asked, his hand upon her slim shoulder.

That — that I loved you, she burst forth. But next second, as if ashamed of her confession, she covered her face with her hands and sobbed bitterly.

Tenderly he placed his strong arm about her neck as her head fell upon her shoulder. For a moment he held her closely to him. Then, in a faltering voice, he said:

Angelica, I know that our love is mutual, that is why we must part.

No! no! she cried through her tears. No. Do not leave me here alone, Jack! If you go from Florence I must return to the hateful semi-imprisonment of the Palace at Sarajevo among those dull boors with whom I have not the least in common.

But, Angelica, I am in honour bound not to compromise you further. Your enemies are all talking, and inventing disgraceful scandals that have already reached the Princes ears. Hence his spies are here, watching all our movements.

Spies! Yes, Bosnia is full of them! she cried angrily. And Ferdinand sends them here to spy upon me! and she clenched her tiny white hands resentfully.

They are here, hence we must part. We must face our misfortune bravely; but for your sake I must leave your side, though heaven knows what this decision has cost me — my very life and soul.

She raised her head, and with her clear blue eyes looked into his face.

At that same instant they heard a footstep on the gravel, and sprang quickly apart. But just as they did so a tall, well-dressed, brown-bearded man came into view. Both held their breath, for no doubt he had seen her in Jacks arms.

The man was the Marquis Giulio di San Rossore, a Roman nobleman, who was a friend of her husband the Prince. But that he was her secret enemy she well knew. Only a month ago he had fallen upon his knees before her, and declared his love to her. But she had spurned and scorned him in indignation. He heard her biting words in silence, and had turned away with an expression upon his face which plainly told her of the fierce Italian spirit of revenge within his heart.

But he came forward smiling and bowing with those airs and graces which the cultured son of the south generally assumes.

They have sent me to try and find you, your Highness, he said. The Duchess of Spezia has suggested a ball in aid of the sufferers from the earthquake down in Calabria, and we want to beg of you to give it your patronage.

And he glanced at the Princesss companion with fierce jealousy. He had, as they feared, witnessed the beautiful woman standing with her head upon his shoulder.

Let us go back, Mr Cross, her Highness said, I would like to hear details of what is proposed.

And all three strolled along the fine old avenue, and skirted the marble terrace to where the guests, having now finished their tea, were still assembled gossiping with the Countess Von Wilberg and Countess Lahovary.

As they walked together, the Marquess Giulio chuckled to himself at the discovery he had made, and what a fine tale he would be able to tell that night at the Florence Club.

The truth was proved. The penniless Englishman was the Princesss lover! Florence had suspected it, but now it should know it.

That same night, after dinner, Jack was standing alone with the Princess in the gorgeous salon with its gilt furniture and shaded electric lights. He looked smart and well-groomed, notwithstanding that his evening clothes showed just a trifle the worse for wear, while she was brilliant and beautiful in an evening-gown of palest eau-de-nil embroidered chiffon, a creation of one of the great houses of the Rue de la Paix. Upon her white neck she wore her historic pearls, royal heirlooms that were once the property of Catherine the Great, and in her corsage a splendid true-lovers knot in diamonds, the ornament from which there usually depended the black ribbon and diamond star-cross decoration, which marked her as an Imperial Archduchess. The cross was absent that night, for her only visitor was the man at her side.

Her two female companions were in the adjoining room. They knew well their royal mistresss attraction towards the young Englishman, and never sought to intrude upon them. Both were well aware of the shameful sham of the Princesss marriage and of his neglect and cruelty towards her, and both women pitied her in her loveless loneliness.

But, Jack! her Highness was saying, her pale face raised to his. You really dont mean to go? You cant mean that!

Yes, Angelica, was his firm reply, as he held her waist tenderly, drawing her towards him and looking deeply into her fine eyes. I must go — to save your honour.

No, no! she cried, clinging to him convulsively. You must not — you shall not! Think, if you go I shall be friendless and alone! I couldnt bear it.

I know. It may seem cruel to you. But in after years you will know that I broke our bond of affection for your own dear sake, he said very slowly, tears standing in his dark eyes as he uttered those words. You know full well the bitter truth, Angelica — just as well as I do, he went on in a low whisper. You know how deeply, how fervently I love you, how I am entirely and devotedly yours.

Yes, yes. I know, Jack, she cried, clinging to him. And I love you. You are the only man for whom I have ever entertained a single spark of affection. But love is forbidden to me. Ah! yes I know! Had I been a commoner and not a princess, and we had met, I should have found happiness, like other women. But alas! I am accursed by my noble birth, and love and happiness can never be mine — never!

We love each other, Angelica, whispered the man who was a thief, softly stroking her fair hair as her head pillowed itself upon his shoulder. Let us part, and carry tender remembrances of each other through our lives. No man has ever loved a woman more devoutly than I love you.

And no woman has ever loved a man with more reverence and more passion than I love you, Jack — my own dear Jack, she said.

Their lips slowly approached each other, until they met in a fierce long passionate caress. It was the first time he had kissed her upon the lips — their kiss, alas! of long farewell.

Good-bye, my love. Farewell, he whispered hoarsely. Though parted from you in the future I shall be yours always — always. Remember me — sometimes.

Remember you! she wailed. How can I ever forget?

No, dear heart, he whispered. Do not forget, remember — remember that we love each other — that I shall love you always — always. Farewell!

Again he bent and kissed her lips. They were cold. She stood immovable. The blow of parting had entirely paralysed her senses.

Once more he pressed his hot lips to hers.

May Providence protect and help us both, my beloved, he whispered, and then with a last, long, yearning look upon the sad white countenance that had held him in such fascination, he slowly released her.

He caught up her soft white hand, kissing it reverently, as had been his habit ever since he had known her.

Then he turned, hard-faced and determined, struggling within himself, and next second the door had closed upon him, and she was left alone.

Jack! My Jack! she gasped. Gone! and grasping the edge of the table to steady herself, she stood staring straight before her.

Her future, she knew, was only a blank grey sea of despair.

Jack, the man whom she worshipped, the man whom she believed was honest, and for whom her pure affection was boundless, had gone out of her young life for ever.

Outside, a young Tuscan contadino, passing on to meet his love, was singing in a fine clear voice one of the old Florentine stornelli — those same love-songs sung in the streets of the Lily City ever since the Middle Ages. She listened:

Fiorin di mela!
La mela è dolce e la sua buccia è amara,
Luomo gli è finto e la donna sincera.

Fior di limone!
Tre cose son difficili a lasciare:
Il giuoco, lamicizia, e il primo amore!

Fior di licore!
Licore è forte e non si può incannare;
Ma son più forti le pene damore.

She held her breath, then with sudden wild abandon, she flung herself upon the silken couch, and burying her face in its cushions gave herself up to a paroxysm of grief and despair.



Six weeks later.

Grey dawn was slowly spreading over the calm Mediterannean, the waters of which lazily lapped the golden shingle. Behind the distant blue the yellow sun was just peeping forth. At a spot upon the seashore about four miles from Leghorn, in the direction of the Maremma, five men had assembled, while at a little distance away, on the old sea-road to Rome, stood the hired motor-car which had brought one of them there.

The motive for their presence there at that early hour was not far to seek.

The men facing each other with their coats cast aside were the brown-bearded Marquess Giulio di San Rossore, and Prince Albert.

The latter, having left Florence, had learnt in Bologna of a vile, scandalous, and untrue story told of the Princess by the Marquess to the aristocratic idlers of the Florence Club, a story that was a foul and abominable lie, invented in order to besmirch the good name of a pure and unhappy woman.

On hearing it he had returned at once to the Lily City, gone to the Marquesss palazzo on the Lung Arno, and struck him in the face before his friends. This was followed by a challenge, which Jack, although he knew little of firearms, was forced to accept.

Was he not champion and defender of the helpless and lonely woman he loved — the woman upon whom the Marquess had sworn within himself to be avenged?

And so the pair, accompanied by their seconds and a doctor, now faced each other, revolvers in their hands.

The Prince stood unflinching, his dark brow slightly contracted, his teeth hard set, his handsome countenance pale and serious.

As he raised his weapon he murmured to himself some words.

For your honour, my own Angelica — my dear lost love!

The signal was given an instant later, and two shots sounded in rapid succession.

Next moment it was seen that the Italian was hit, for he staggered, clutched at air, and fell forward upon his face, shot through the throat.

Quickly the doctor was kneeling at his side, but though medical aid was rendered so quickly, he never spoke again, and five minutes afterwards he was dead.



Half an hour later Prince Albert was driving the hired car for all he was worth across the great plain towards the marble-built city of Pisa to catch the express to Paris. From that day Jack Cross has concealed his identity, and has never been traced by the pretty Crown-Princess.

No doubt she often wonders what was the real status of the obscure good-looking young Englishman who spoke German so perfectly, who loved her devotedly, who fought bravely in vindication of her honour, and yet who afterwards so mysteriously disappeared into space.

These lines will convey to her the truth. What will she think?


Chapter Nine.

A Double Game.
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LORD NASSINGTON DROVE his big red sixty horse-power six-cylinder Napier slowly up the Corso in Rome.

By his side was his smart chauffeur, Garrett, in dark-green livery with the hand holding a garland proper, the crest of the Nassingtons, upon his bright buttons.

It was four oclock, the hour of the passeggiata, the hour when those wintering in the Eternal City go forth in carriages and cars to drive up and down the long, narrow Corso in order to see, and be seen, to exchange bows with each other, and to conclude the processional drive at slow pace owing to the crowded state of the street by a tour of the Pincian hill whence one obtains a magnificent view of Rome and the Tiber in the sunset.

Roman society is the most exclusive in the world. Your Roman princess will usually take her airing in her brougham with the windows carefully closed, even on a warm spring afternoon. She holds herself aloof from the crowd of wealthy foreigners, even though her great gaunt palazzo has been denuded of every picture and work of art years ago, and she lives with a donna di casa in four or five meagre rooms on the first floor, the remainder of the great place being unfurnished and untenanted.

There is more pitiful make-believe among the aristocracy of Rome than in any other city in the world. The old principessa, the marchesa, and the contessa keep themselves within their own little circle, and sneer at the wealthy foreigner and his blatant display of riches. One hears girls of the school-room discussing the social scale of passers-by, and disregarding them as not being of the aristocracy like themselves.

Truly the Eternal City is a complex one in winter, and the Corso at four oclock, is the centre of it all. You know that slowly-passing almost funereal line of carriages, some of them very old and almost hearse-like, moving up and down, half of them emblazoned with coronets and shields — for the Italian is ever proud of his heraldry — while the other half hired conveyances, many of them ordinary cabs in which sit some of the wealthiest men and women in Europe who have come south to see the antiquities and to enjoy the sunshine.

Behind the lumbering old-fashioned brougham of a weedy marchesa, Lord Nassington drove his big powerful car at snails pace, and almost silently. In such traffic the flexibility of the six-cylinder is at once appreciated.

Both Garrett and his master had their eyes about them, as though in search of some one.

A dozen times pretty women in furs bowed to Lord Nassington, who raised his motor-cap in acknowledgment. The smart, good-looking young peer had spent a couple of months there during the previous winter and had become immensely popular with the cosmopolitan world who gather annually in the Italian capital. Therefore, when he had arrived at the Excelsior, a week before, word had quickly gone round the hotels, clubs, pastrycooks, and cafés that the young English motoring milord had returned.

Upon the table of his luxurious little sitting-room at the hotel were lying a dozen or so invitations to dinners, receptions, the opera, and a luncheon-party out at Tivoli, while Charles, his man, had been busy spreading some picturesque gossip concerning his master.

For the nonce his Highness Prince Albert of Hesse-Holstein was incognito, and as was the case sometimes, he was passing as an English peer, about whose whereabouts, position, and estates Debrett was somewhat vague. According to that volume of volumes, Lord Nassington had let his ancestral seat in Northamptonshire, and lived in New Orleans. Therefore, his Highness had but little to fear from unwelcome inquiry. He spoke English as perfectly as he could speak German when occasion required, for to his command of languages his success had been in great measure due.

Such a fine car as his had seldom, if ever, been seen in Rome. It was part of his creed to make people gossip about him, for as soon as they talked they began to tumble over each other in their endeavour to make his acquaintance. Both Garrett and Charles always had some interesting fiction to impart to other servants, and so filter through to their masters and mistresses.

The story running round Rome, and being passed from mouth to mouth along the Corso, in Aregnos, in the Excelsior, and up among the idlers on the Pincio, was that that reckless devil-may-care young fellow in motor-coat and cap, smoking a cigar as he drove, had only a fortnight before played with maximums at Monte Carlo, and in one day alone had won over forty thousand pounds at roulette.

The rather foppishly dressed Italians idling along the Corso — every man a born gambler — were all interested in him as he passed. He was a favourite of fortune, and they envied him his good luck. And though they wore yellow gloves and patent-leather boots they yearned for a terno on the Lotto — the aspiration of every man, be he conte or contadino.

As his lordship approached the end of the long, narrow street close to the Porta del Popolo, Garrett gave him a nudge, and glancing at an oncoming carriage he saw in it two pretty dark-haired girls. One, the better looking of the pair, was about twenty-two, and wore rich sables, with a neat toque of the same fur. The other about three years her senior, wore a black hat, a velvet coat, and a boa of white Arctic fox. Both were delicate, refined-looking girls, and evidently ladies.

Nassington raised his cap and laughed, receiving nods and merry laughs of recognition in return.

I wonder where theyre going, Garrett? he remarked after they had passed.

Better follow them, hadnt we? remarked the man.

A moment later, however, a humble cab passed, one of those little open victorias which the visitor to Rome knows so well, and in it was seated alone a middle-aged, rather red-faced English clergyman.

His lordship and he exchanged glances, but neither recognised each other.

Good! whispered the man at the wheel to his servant beside him. So the Parsons arrived. He hasnt been long on the way from Berlin. I suppose hes keeping his eye upon the girls.

Trust him, laughed the chauffeur. You sent him the snap-shot, I suppose?

Of course. And it seems hes lost no time. He couldnt have arrived before five oclock this morning.

When Claytons on a good thing he moves about as quickly as you do, the smart young English chauffeur remarked.

Yes, his master admitted. Hes the most resourceful man Ive ever known — and Ive known a few. Well take a run up the Pincio and back, and, without changing speed, he began to ascend the winding road which leads to the top of the hill.

Up there, they found quite a crowd of people whom Nassington had known the previous season.

Rome was full of life, merriment and gaiety. Carnival had passed, and the Pasqua was fast approaching; the time when the Roman season is at its gayest and when the hotels are full. The court receptions and balls at the Quirinale had brought the Italian aristocracy from the various cities, and the ambassadors were mostly at their posts because of the weekly diplomatic receptions.

Surely it is a strange world — that vain, silly, out-dressing world of Rome, where religion is only the cant of the popular confessor and the scandal of a promenade through St. Peters or San Giovanni.

At the summit of the Pincio Lord Nassington pulled up the car close to the long stone balustrade, and as he did so a young Italian elegant, the Marquis Carlo di Rimini, stepped up and seizing his hand, was profuse in his welcome back to Rome.

The Englishman descended from the car, lit one of his eternal Petroffs, and leaned upon the balustrade to chat and learn the latest scandal. The Marquis Carlo and he were fellow members of the Circolo Unione, one of the smartest clubs in Rome, and had played bridge together through many a night.

A whisper had once gone forth that the source of the over-dressed young nobles income was cards, but Nassington had always given him his due. He had never caught him cheating, and surely if he had cheated the Englishman would have known it.

As they stood there, gazing across the city below, the sky was aflame in all the crimson glory of the Roman sunset, and even as they spoke the Angelus had, of a sudden, clashed forth from every church tower, the bells clanging discordantly far and near.

It was the hour of the venti-tre, but in the city nobody cared. The patient toilers in the Campagna, however, the contadini in the fields and in the vineyards who had been working on the brown earth since the dawn, crossed themselves with a murmured prayer to the Madonna and prodded their ox-teams onward. In Rome itself nowadays, alas! the bells of the venti-tre of spring and winter only remind the gay, giddy cosmopolitan crowd that it is the hour for tea in the halls of the hotels, or the English tea-rooms in the Corso.

An hour later, when his lordship entered his room at the Excelsior, he found the Reverend Thomas Clayton seated in his armchair patiently smoking and awaiting him.

By Jove! old chap. You got through quick, cried his lordship throwing off his coat and cap. Well?

Its a soft thing — thats my opinion, the girl Velia is devilish pretty, and the cousin isnt half bad-looking. I havent been idle. Got in at six — an hour late, of course, had a bath and breakfast and out. Saw a dozen people I know before noon, lunched at that little trattoria behind the post office where so many of the Deputies go, and learnt a lot. Im no stranger here you know — lived here a year once — did a splendid bit of business, but had to slip. That was the year before we joined our forces.

Well, what do you know?

Boncini, her father is, of course, Minister of the Interior, and a pretty slick customer. Made pots of money, they say, and only keeps in office by bribery. Half the money subscribed by charitable people on behalf of the sufferers from the recent earthquake down in Calabria went into his pocket. He bought a big villa, and fine estate, close to Vallombrosa a month or so afterwards.

His lordship grunted.

Picks up what he can? he remarked. One of us — it seems!

Exactly. And to do any business, well have to be pretty cute. Hes already seen and heard a lot of you, and he knows that youve met his pretty daughter. Perhaps he fancies youll marry her.

The only use of marriage to a man, my dear Clayton, exclaimed the devil-may-care adventurer blowing a cloud of cigarette smoke from his lips, is to enable him to make a settlement upon his wife, and so wriggle from the clutches of his creditors. The Parson laughed. Regarding the marriage tie his Highness, or his lordship rather as he was at that moment called, was always sarcastic.

Really, old chap, you spread your fame wherever you go. Why, all Rome is talking about this wonderful coup of yours at Monte.

It was Garretts idea. He told them down in the garage, and Charles told a ladys maid or two, I think. Such things are quite easy when one starts out upon a big bluff. But if what youve discovered about his Excellency the Minister Boncini is really true, then I shall alter my tactics somewhat. I mean that I must make the dark-haired daughter a stepping-stone to her father.

With care — my dear fellow, exclaimed the Parson in that calm, clerical drawl habitual to him. The girls cousin, Miss Ethel Thorold, is English. The sister of the Signora Boncini married a man on the London Stock Exchange, named Thorold.

Thats awkward, exclaimed his lordship thoughtfully, upsets my plans.

But hes dead, the Parson declared. His companion nodded satisfaction.

Now Miss Ethel is, Ive found, a rather religiously inclined young person — all praise to her. So I shall succeed very soon in getting to know her. Indeed, as youve already made her acquaintance you might introduce me as the vicar of some living within your gift.

Excellent — I will.

And whats your plans?

Theyre my own secrets at present, Tommy, was the others quick answer. Youre at the Grand, arent you? Well, for the present, we must be strangers — till I approach you. Understand?

Of course. Give me five hundred francs will you. Im short?

His lordship unlocked his heavy steel despatch-box and gave his friend five one-hundred franc notes without a word.

Then they reseated themselves, and with Charles, the faithful valet, leaning against the edge of the table smoking a cigarette with them, their conversation was both interesting and confidential.

A fortnight went by, and Rome was in the middle of her Pasqua fêtes. The night was perfect, bright and star-lit.

The great gilded ballroom of the huge old Peruzzi Palace, in the Via Nazionale, the residence of his Excellency the Minister Boncini, was thronged by a brilliant crowd, among whom Lord Nassington made his way, ever and anon bowing over some womans hand.

The bright uniforms, the glittering stars and coloured ribbons worn by the men, and the magnificent toilettes of the women combined to form a perfect phantasmagoria of colour beneath the huge crystal electroliers.

The political and social world of Rome had gathered there at the monthly reception of his Excellency, the rather stout grey-bearded man with the broad cerise-and-white ribbon of the Order of the Crown of Italy across his shirt-front, and the diamond star upon his coat. His Lordship strode through the huge painted salons with their heavy gilt mirrors and giant palms, and approached the man of power in that complex nation, modern Italy.

At that moment his Excellency was chatting with the French Ambassador, but on the Englishmans approach he turned to him exclaiming in French:

Ah! Lord Nassington! I am so pleased you could come. Velia told me of the slight accident to your car yesterday. I hope you were not hurt at all?

Oh! no, laughed the debonair young man. I had perhaps a close shave. My car is a rather fast one, and I was driving recklessly on the Maremma Road — a sharp turn — and I ran down a bank, thats all. The car will be all right by to-morrow.

Ah, milord. The automobile is an invention of the future, without a doubt.

Most certainly. Indeed, as a matter of fact, I thought of making a suggestion to your Excellency — one which I believe would be most acceptable to the Italian nation. But, of course, here its quite impossible to talk.

Then come to-morrow morning to my private cabinet at the Ministry — or better still, here to luncheon, and we can chat.

His Lordship expressed his thanks, and then moved off in search of the pretty Velia.

For the greater part of the evening he dangled at the side of the good-looking girl in turquoise chiffon, having several waltzes with her and afterwards strolling out upon the balcony and sitting there beneath the starlight.

What a charming man your friend Mr Clayton is! exclaimed the girl in English, as they were sitting together apart from the others. Papa is delighted with him.

Oh, yes — a most excellent fellow for a parson, his Lordship laughed, and then their conversation turned upon motors and motoring.

How is your shoulder this evening? she inquired.

Not at all painful, he declared. Its nearly all right again. The car will be ready for the road to-morrow afternoon. Im lunching with you here, and I wonder if you and your cousin will come with me for a run out to Tivoli afterwards?

I should be delighted, she said. Our car is only a sixteen Fiat you know, and we never travel faster than a cab. It would be such fun to have a run in your beautiful sixty! I dont suppose papa would object.

Ill ask him to come, too, laughed the man by whom she had become so attracted, and then they returned for another dance. Her ears were open, and so were those of the shrewd old man who controlled the internal affairs of the kingdom. There were whisperings everywhere, regarding the young mans wealth, his good fortune, and his aristocratic family.

His Excellency had not failed to notice the attraction which the young English peer held for his daughter, and also that he paid her marked attention. Therefore the old man was extremely self-satisfied.

Next day after the little family luncheon at the Peruzzi Palace at which only the Signora Boncini, Velia, and her cousin Ethel were present, his Excellency took his guest aside in his small private room for their coffee and cigarettes.

Nassington offered the Minister one of his Petroffs which was pronounced excellent.

Then, after a brief chat, his Lordship came to the point.

The fact is, your Excellency, he said, a suggestion has occurred to me by which the Italian Government could, while benefiting the country to an enormous extent, at the same time secure a very handsome sum annually towards the exchequer.

How? inquired the shrewd old statesman.

By granting to a group of substantial English financiers a monopoly for the whole of the motor-transport of Italy, his Lordship replied, blowing a cloud of smoke from his lips. You have, in every part of the kingdom, great tracts of productive country without railways or communications. At the same time you have excellent roads everywhere. The concession, if granted, would be taken up by a great firm who handle motor-traction, and certain districts, approved by your government, would be opened up as an experiment. Would not that be of national benefit?

I see, replied the statesman stroking his beard thoughtfully. And you propose that the earnings of the syndicate should be taxed by our Department of Finance?

Exactly.

A keen, eager look was in the old mans eyes, and did not pass unrecognised by the man lounging in the armchair in picturesque indolence.

And suppose we were to go into the matter, the Minister said. What attitude would your Lordship adopt?

Well — my attitude would be this, Nassington replied. You give me the proper concession, signed by the Ministers, and I guarantee to find the capital among my personal friends in financial circles in London. But on one condition, he added. That the whole matter is kept secret. Afterwards, I venture to think the whole country, and especially the rural population will be grateful to your Excellency.

Boncini instantly saw that such a move would increase his popularity immensely in the country. The idea appealed to him. If Lord Nassingtons friends were ready with capital, they would also be ready, he foresaw, with a very substantial sum for bribery. Personally he cared not a rap for the progress of Italy. While in office, he intended to amass as much as he could. He was the all-powerful man in Italy at the moment. But next year he might be — well where more than one Minister as powerful as he, had found himself — in prison!

There are difficulties, his Excellency said with some hesitation. My colleagues in the Cabinet may raise objections. They may not see matters in the light that I do. And the Senate, too — they—

I know. I quite understand your Excellency, exclaimed his Lordship, lowering his voice into a confidential whisper. Let us speak quite frankly. In a gigantic matter of this sort — a matter of millions — certain palm-oil has to be applied — eh?

The old man smiled, placed his hands together and nodded.

Then let us go further, Lord Nassington went on. I submit in all deference — and, of course, this conversation is strictly in private between us, that should you think favourably of the scheme — my friends should secretly place a certain sum, say one hundred thousand pounds sterling at your Excellencys command, to apply in whatever way you may think best to secure the success of the proposition. Are you willing?

The old man rose from his chair, and standing before the younger man stretched forth his hand.

Perfectly, he said as the other grasped it. We agree.

And if I frame the form of the concession you will agree to it and, in return for an undertaking of the payment of one hundred thousand pounds into — where shall we say — into the head office of the Credit Lyonnais in Paris in the name of your nominee, you will hand me the legal concession confirmed by the Italian Government?

I agree to hand you the necessary documents within a fortnight, responded his Excellency. The adoption of motor-traction in the remote districts for bringing wine and produce to the nearest railways will be of the greatest boon to our country.

Of course, my friends will leave the whole of the details, as far as finance on your side is concerned, to you, his Lordship said. You can administer the official backsheesh so much better than any one else.

Within a fortnight you shall be able, my lord, to hand your friends the actual concession for motor-transport throughout the kingdom of Italy.

For another half-hour they discussed certain details, Lord Nassington talking big about his wealthy friends in London. Then, with his daughter and his niece, his Excellency accepted his guests invitation for a run out to Tivoli to take tea.

The sixty ran splendidly, and the Minister of the Interior was delighted. Before the girls, however, no business was discussed. Velias father, who, by the way had once been a clever advocate in Milan, knew better than to mention affairs of State before women.

During the run, however, he found himself counting upon the possibilities of Velias marriage with the amiable young English aristocrat who, upon his own initiative, had offered to place one hundred thousand sterling unreservedly in his hands. At most the present Cabinet could last another year, and then — well, oblivion if before then he did not line his nest snugly enough. The thought of the poor widows and orphans and starving populace down in Calabria sometimes caused him a twinge of conscience. But he only laughed and placed it aside. He had even been unscrupulous, and this young English peer was his friend, he would use to best advantage.

Though Lord Nassington was an eligible husband for his daughter, yet, after all, he was not a business man, but a wealthy mug. As such he intended to treat him.

At the little café, near the falls, where they took tea the conversation ran on motors and motoring, but his Excellency could not disguise from himself that the young peer was entirely fascinated by his good-looking daughter.

They lingered there until the mists began to rise and the red afterglow was fast disappearing; then they ran past the sulphur springs and on the broad highway back to the Eternal City at such a pace that his Excellencys breath was taken away. But Lord Nassington drove, and notwithstanding the accident of two days previously, the Minister felt himself perfectly safe in his hands.

Three weeks went by. His Lordship took a flying visit to London, and quickly returned. Both he and the highly respectable clergyman of the English church, the Reverend Thomas Clayton, became daily visitors at the Peruzzi Palace. In the Corso the pretty Signorina Boncini and her cousin were often seen in his Lordships car, and already the gossip-loving world of Rome began to whisper that an engagement was about to take place.

The valet, Charles, also made a quick journey to London and back, and many telegrams were exchanged with a registered cable address in London.

One afternoon, in the private cabinet of that colossal building, the Ministry of the Interior, his Excellency handed his English friend a formidable document bearing many signatures with the official seal of the Government embossed, a document which gave Lord Nassington the exclusive right to establish motor-transport for both merchandise and passengers upon every highway in the kingdom. In exchange, his Excellency received an undertaking signed by a responsible firm in the City of London to place to the account of Madame Boncini at the Credit Lyonnais in Paris the respectable sum of one hundred thousand pounds within seven days.

I shall return at once to London, his Lordship said replacing the formidable document in its envelope, and in exchange for this, the financial group will at once pay in the sum to Madames account in Paris, while the actual sum for the concession will be paid here, in Rome, to the Department of Finance, on the date stipulated.

Benissimo, replied the grey-bearded statesman, holding one of his long Toscano cigars in the candle which he had lit for that purpose. It is all settled. You will dine with us at home to-night.

His Lordship accepted, and after further discussion regarding several minor details of the concession he rose and left.

That night he dined at the Peruzzi Palace, seated next his Excellencys charming daughter, and next morning left the Excelsior in his big red car, to run as far as Bologna and thence return to London by rail.

With her fathers consent Velia her cousin and Signora Ciullini, her aunt, accompanied him and they set out across the Maremma for marble-built Pisa, where the girls were to return home by rail.

The more direct road was by Orvieto, but it is not so good as that wide, open road across the fever-marshes of the Maremma, therefore his Lordship resolved on taking the latter.

The day was glorious, and travelling for all they were worth with only two stops to refill with petrol, they ran into Pisa late that same night. The sleeping-car express from Paris to Rome was due in half an hour, therefore after a scrambling meal at the Victoria the aristocratic motorist saw the girls and their aunt safely into the train — kissing Velia in secret by the way — and waving them addio, watched the train glide out of the big echoing station again.

Then, with Garrett at his side, he turned the big car with its glaring head-lights out of the big gates through the town along the Lung Arno and into the high road for Florence.

In the early morning he passed through the dimly-lit deserted streets of the City of the Medici, and away beyond, through Prato, to the foot-hills of the Appenines where he began to ascend that wonderfully engineered military road which runs, with many dangerous turns for motorists, high up across the mountain range, and ends in the long colonnaded street of old Bologna.

It was noon ere he drew into the Piazza before the station, and giving Garrett instructions to continue on to Milan and north to Berlin where the car was to be garaged, he took the afternoon express for the frontier at Chiasso, travelling thence via Bâle to Ostend and London.

On entering his snug chambers at five oclock one afternoon, he found Charles and the Parson smoking and awaiting him. That evening the trio held a long and earnest consultation. The official document was carefully examined, and the names of many city firms mentioned. The Parson seemed to possess a remarkable intimate knowledge of city life.

Old Boncini is a clever old thief, remarked the reverend gentleman. Hes feathering his nest finely — all the money in his wifes name.

My dear fellow, half the Cabinet Ministers of Europe only use their political influence in order to gain fortune. Except the British Government there isnt a single one which isnt corrupt.

Well, Albert, my dear boy, you certainly seem to have got hold of a good thing, the Parson remarked. His Corrupt Excellency seems to place every faith in you. Your four-flush was admirable all the time.

It took a bit of working, I can tell you. Hes as slick as a rat.

But he doesnt suspect anything wrong?

Hasnt the slightest idea of it, my dear Tommy. He fancies Im going to marry his daughter. The fat old mother is already imagining herself mother-in-law of a British peer.

Yes. All Rome knows that youve fallen in love with the pretty Velia, and that youve told her the tale. What a fellow you are with the ladies.

Why? he laughed taking a cigarette. They are all very charming and delightful. But in my career I generally manage to make them useful. Its really remarkable what a woman will do in the interests of the man whom she fancies is in love with her. Fortunately, perhaps, for me, Ive only been in love once.

And it resulted in a tragedy, remarked the Parson quietly, knowing that he referred to the Princess.

His Lordship sighed, flinging himself down in his armchair, worn out by long travel.

My dear boy, he said with a weary sigh, if I ever got married Id soon go mothy — everybody does. Married people, whatever their position in life, settle down into the monotonous groove that is the death of all romance. Before a man marries a girl they have little dinners together at restaurants, and little suppers, and all seems so bright and gay under the red candle-shades. We see it on every hand. But why should it all be dropped for heavy meals and dulness, just because two people who like one another have the marriage service read over them?

The Parson laughed. His friend was always amusing when he discussed the question of matrimony.

During the next four days his Lordship, in the character of Mr Tremlett — as he was known in certain circles in the City — was busy with financiers to whom he offered the concession. His story was that it had been granted by the Italian Government to his cousin, Lord Nassington, and that the latter had given it into his hands to negotiate.

In the various quarters where he offered it the concession caused a flutter of excitement. The shrewdest men in the City saw that it was a good thing, and one after the other craved a day to think it over. It really was one of the best things that had been offered for a long time. The terms required by the Italian Government were not at all heavy, and huge profits were certain to be made out of such a monopoly.

The great tracts of fertile land in central and southern Italy would, by means of motor-transport, be opened up to trade, while Tremletts picturesque story of how the concession had been snatched away from a strong group of German financiers was, to more than one capitalist, most fascinating.

Indeed he saw half a dozen of the most influential men in the City, and before a week was out he had got together a syndicate which could command a couple of millions sterling.

They were all of them shrewd men, however, and he saw that it behoved him to be on the alert. There is such a thing in the City as to be frozen out of a good thing, even when one holds it in ones hand.

By dint of close watching and clever observation, he discovered something, and this caused him to ponder deeply. The syndicate expressed themselves ready to treat, but for the present he was rather unwilling.

Some hitches occurred on technicalities, and there were a number of meetings to consider this point and that. By all this Mr Tremlett saw that he was losing time, and at the same moment he was not keeping faith with the old statesman concerning the amount to be paid into Madames account in Paris. At last one morning, after the Parson had left for an unknown destination, he took a taxi-cab down to the City with a bold resolve.

The five prominent financiers were seated together in an office in Old Broad Street when Mr Tremlett, leaning back in his chair, said:

Well, gentlemen, it seems that we are as far away as ever from coming to terms, and I think it useless to discuss the matter further. I must take the business elsewhere.

We admit, exclaimed an old bald man, a director of one of Londons largest banks, that it is a good thing, but the price you ask is prohibitive.

I can get it in Paris. So I shall go there, was Tremletts prompt reply.

Well, exclaimed the bald man, lets get straight to facts. Your cousin, Lord Nassington, wants sixty thousand pounds in cash for the concession and a percentage of shares, and that, we have decided, is far too much.

Those are his figures, remarked Tremlett.

Well, then all we can offer is one-half — thirty thousand in cash and ten per cent, of shares in the company, said the other, and, he added, I venture to say that ours is a very handsome offer. Tremlett rose from the table with a sarcastic smile.

Let us talk of something else, he said. I havent come down here to the City to play at marbles.

Well, asked the old man who was head of the syndicate. What are your lowest terms?

Ive stated them.

But you dont give us time to inquire into the business, he complained.

I have shown you the actual concession. Surely you are satisfied with it!

We are.

And Ive told you the conditions of the contract. Yet you postpone your decision from day to day!

The five men glanced at each other, rather uneasily Tremlett thought.

Well, he went on. This is the last time I shall attend any meeting. We come to a decision this morning, or the matter is off. You, gentlemen, dont even show bona fides!

Well, I think you know something of the standing of all of us, the banker said.

That is so. But my cousin complains that he, having offered the concession, you on your part do not attempt to show your intention to take it up.

But we do. We wish to fix a price to-day, remarked another of the men.

A price, gentlemen, which is ridiculous, declared Tremlett.

The five men consulted together in undertones, and in the end advanced their offer five thousand pounds. At this Tremlett only shook his shoulders. A further five thousand was the result, and a long discussion followed.

Have you your cousins authority to accept terms? asked one of the capitalists.

I have.

Then forty thousand is all we can offer.

Tremlett hesitated.

I have a number of payments to make for bribery, he declared. It will take half that sum.

That does not concern us, my dear sir, said the bald-headed banker. We know that a concession such as this can only be obtained by the judicious application of palm-oil.

But I must pay out nearly twenty thousand almost immediately, Tremlett said.

At this there was another long discussion, whereupon at last the bald-headed man said:

If the payment of the bribes is imperative at once, we will, on consideration of the business being to-day concluded on a forty thousand pound basis, hand you over half the sum at once. That is our final decision.

Tremlett was not at all anxious. Indeed he took up his hat and cane, and was about to leave, when two of the men present exercising all their powers of persuasion, got him at last to reseat himself and to accept the sum of twenty thousand pounds down, and twenty thousand thirty days from that date, in addition to a percentage of shares in the company to be formed.

Memoranda were drawn up and signed by all parties, whereupon Tremlett took from his pocket the official concession and handed it to the head of the syndicate.

That same afternoon, before four oclock, he had received a draft for twenty thousand pounds, with which he had opened an account in Charless name at a branch bank in Tottenham Court Road.

At nine oclock that same evening he left for Paris, putting up at a small obscure hotel near the Gare du Nord where he waited in patience for nearly a week.

Once or twice he telegraphed, and received replies.

Late one night the Parson arrived unexpectedly and entered the shabby bedroom where his Lordship was lounging in an armchair reading a French novel.

He sprung up at the entrance of the round-faced cleric, saying:

Well, Tommy? How has it gone? Tell me quick.

You were quite right, exclaimed the clergyman. The crowd in London were going behind your back. They sent two clever men to Rome, and those fellows tried to deal with Boncini direct. They arrived the day after I did, and they offered him an extra twenty thousand if he would rescind your concession, and grant them a new one. Boncini was too avaricious and refused, so they then treated with you.

I got twenty thousand, remarked his Lordship, got it in cash safe in the bank.

Yes. I got your wire.

And what did you do? asked his friend.

I acted just as you ordered. As soon as I was convinced that the people in London were working behind our backs, I laid my plans. Then when your wire came that youd netted the twenty thousand, I acted.

How?

I took all the signed proof you gave me of old Boncinis acceptance of the bribe, and of Madames banking account at the Credit Lyonnais, to that scoundrel Ricci, the red-hot Socialist deputy in the Chamber.

And what did he say? asked his Lordship breathlessly.

Say! echoed the other. He was delighted. I spent the whole evening with him. Next day, he and his colleagues held a meeting, and that afternoon he asked in the Chamber whether his Excellency, the Minister of the Interior, had not been bribed by an English syndicate and put a number of similarly awkward questions. The Government had a difficulty in evading the truth, but imagine the sensation when he waved proofs of the corruptness of the Cabinet in the face of the House. A terrible scene of disorder ensued, and the greatest sensation has been caused. Look here, — and he handed his friend a copy of Le Soir.

At the head of a column on the front page were the words in French, Cabinet Crisis in Italy, and beneath, a telegram from Rome announcing that in consequence of the exposure of grave scandals by the Socialists, the Italian Cabinet had placed their resignations in the hands of his Majesty.

Serve that old thief Boncini right, declared his Lordship. He was ready to sell me for an extra few thousands, but I fortunately got in before him. I wonder if the pretty Velia has still any aspirations to enter the British peerage?

And both men laughed merrily at thought of the nice little nest-egg they had managed to filch so cleverly from the hands of five of the smartest financiers in the City of London.


Chapter Ten.

Love and the Outlaw.
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BY JOVE! I ejaculated, Whos the girl, Prince?

Thats Zorka. Pretty, isnt she, Diprose?

Pretty! I echoed. Why, shes the most beautiful woman Ive seen in the whole of Servia!

We were driving slowly together in the big sixty up the main street of the city of Belgrade, and were at that moment passing the iron railings of the palace of his Majesty King Peter. It was a bright dry afternoon, and the boulevard was thronged by a smart crowd, ladies in Paris-made gowns, and officers in brilliant uniforms and white crosses with red and white ribbons on their breasts.

Belgrade, though constantly in a ferment of political storm and stress, and where rumours of plots against the throne are whispered nightly in the corners of drawing-rooms, is, nevertheless, a quiet and pleasant place. Its picturesque situation, high up upon its rocks at the confluence of the Save with the Danube, its pretty Kalemegdan gardens, its wide boulevard and its pleasant suburbs, combine to offer considerable attraction to the foreigner. It is the gateway to eastern Europe. At quiet old Semlin — or Zimony — on the opposite bank of the Danube is Hungary, the fringe of western Europe: in Belgrade the Orient commences.

I happened to be at the Grand at Belgrade, and had there found the Prince, or Reggie Martin, as he always called himself in the Balkans. He was idling, with no apparent object. Only the faithful Garrett was with him. Both Charles and the Parson he had left behind in London. Therefore, I concluded that the reason of his presence in Servia was to learn some diplomatic secret or other, for he only went to the Balkans with that one object.

Of his business, the Prince seldom, if ever, spoke. Even from his most intimate associate, the Rev. Thomas Clayton, he usually concealed his ulterior object until it was attained. The Parson, Garrett, and Charles acted in blind obedience. They were paid to obey, not to reason, he often told them.

And so it was that although we had been together a week in King Peters capital, I was in entire ignorance of the reason of his presence there.

As we had brought the big car slowly along the boulevard, a dark-eyed peasant-girl, with a face full of wondrous beauty, had nodded saucily to him, and this had caused me to notice and admire her. Belgrade is full of pretty women, but not one was half so handsome. She was about twenty, I judged, and the manner in which her hair was dressed with the gay-coloured handkerchief upon it was in the style of unmarried women.

I want to speak to her, to ask her a question, the Prince said suddenly, after we had gone some distance. And driving the car down into the square we turned back in order to overtake her.

An old friend of yours? I inquired.

Yes, my dear Diprose, he laughed as he touched the button of the electric horn. And a girl with a very remarkable past. Her story would make a good novel — by Jove it would.

Five minutes later we had overtaken her, and pulled up at the kerb. The girl blushed and appeared confused as my companion, stopping the car, got down and stood at her side with his motor-cap raised. He spoke to her in his best Servian, for he knew a smattering of that difficult language, and appeared to be inviting her to enter the car and come for a run.

At first she was disinclined to accept the invitation, because of the crowd of smart promenaders. She was probably shy at being seen in the company of two foreigners. At last her curiosity as to what conveyance by automobile might be got the better of her, and she reluctantly entered the door held open for her.

Then Reggie introduced us, and got back to his seat at the wheel, I mounting again to my place beside him.

In a few minutes we were out on the broad Semendria road, a fine well-kept military highway, and on getting clear of the town, put on a move until the speedometer before me registered fifty miles an hour.

Zorka, now alone with us, clapped her hands with childish delight. She was an Eastern beauty of rare type, with full red lips, magnificent luminous eyes, and a pink and white complexion that any woman of Mayfair would envy.

Ten miles from Belgrade, we stopped at a small wine-shop and had some refreshment. She sat at the little table before us laughing at me because we could not understand each other. In lieu of paying the rustic beauty compliments, I raised my glass and bowed. She accepted my homage with queenly grace. Indeed, in her peasant costume of scarlet and black, with golden sequins on the bodice, she reminded me of a heroine of opera.

We sat in the little garden above the broad blue Danube until the sun grew golden with departing day, the Prince chatting with her and laughing merrily. He seemed to be asking many questions, while I, in my curiosity, kept pestering him to tell the story of our beautiful companion — the story which he had declared to be so remarkable and romantic.

He had offered her one of his Petroffs from his gold cigarette-case, and she was smoking with the air of one accustomed to the use of tobacco. Our eyes met suddenly, and blowing a cloud of smoke from her pretty lips she suddenly burst out laughing. Apparently she was enjoying that unconventional meeting to its full bent. She had never before ridden in a motor-car — indeed, there are but few in Servia — and the rush through the air had exhilarated her. I noted her well-formed hands, her splendid bust, and her slim, graceful figure, and I longed to hear her story. The Prince possessed, indeed, a wide circle of friends ranging from princes of the blood down to peasants.

At last he made some remarks, whereupon our delightful little companion grew suddenly silent, her great dark eyes fixed upon me.

Zorka is not Servian, Diprose, the Prince began. Shes Turkish. And this meeting to-day has recalled to me memories, of a strange and very remarkable incident which occurred to me not so very long ago. And then he went on to relate the following chapter of his amazing life-story. I will here record it in his own words:

That silent night was glorious. I shall preserve its memory for ever.

High up to that mountain fastness I was the first stranger to ascend, for I was the guest of a wild tribe of Albanian brigands, those men of the Skreli who from time to time hold up travellers to ransom, and against whom the Turkish Government are powerless.

It was a weird, never-to-be-forgotten experience, living with those tall, handsome fellows in white skin-tight woollen trousers with big snake-like bands running up the legs, black furry boleros, and white fezes. Every man was armed to the teeth with great silver-hilted pistols and long knives in their belts, and nobody went a dozen yards without his rifle ready loaded.

Ever since the days before we were together at Cheltenham, Diprose, I had read stories of brigands, but here was the real thing — the free-booters of the mountains, who would never let me go about without a dozen men as guard, lest I should be mistaken for a stranger and picked off by one of the tribe lurking behind a rock. Life is, indeed, cheap in the Skreli country, that great range of inaccessible mountains east of gallant little Montenegro.

On that night in the early autumn I was seated upon a rock with a tall, thin, wiry, but handsome, young man, named Lûk, known in his tribe as The Open Eye, whom the great chieftain, Vatt Marashi, had given me as head of my body-guard, while beside was the dark-faced Albanian who, speaking Italian, acted as my guide and interpreter. Zorka was spinning her flax close by.

In the domain of his Imperial Majesty the Sultan, the moon seems to shine with far greater brilliancy than it does anywhere else in the world, and surely the panorama of high mountain and deep dark valley there spread before us was a veritable stage-picture, while the men at my side were as romantic looking a pair as could be found anywhere in real life.

Many times, as at night I lay down upon my humble bed of leaves, had I reflected how insecure was my position, and how easily my hosts could break their word, hold me to ransom, and worry the Foreign Office. Yet, let me here assert that all, from the chieftain, down to the humblest tribesman, treated me with a kindness, courtesy, and forethought, that, from the first, caused me to admire them. They might be brigands, and the blood-curdling stories of their cruelty might possibly be true, but they were, without doubt, a most gentlemanly gang of ruffians.

We had eaten our evening meal, and were sitting in the calm night smoking cigarettes, prior to turning in. The two men beside me had placed their rifles upon the ground, where the moonbeams glinted along the bright barrels, and our conversation had become exhausted.

Below, in that dark valley, ran the mule-track to Ipek, therefore day and night it was watched for passing travellers, as indeed were all the paths at the confines of the territory over which my friend Vatt Marashi, defiant of the Turks, ruled so firmly and yet so justly.

Lûk, rolling a fresh cigarette, was making some remark to Palok, my guide, in his peculiar soft-sounding but unwritten language, when it suddenly occurred to me to ask him to give me some little reminiscence of his own adventurous life.

He was silent for a few moments, his keen gaze upon the shining rifle-barrel before him, then, with Palok translating into Italian, he told me the story of how he earned his nickname of The Open Eye.

About two years before, when his tribe were at feud with their neighbours, the powerful Kastrati, who live in the opposite range of mountains, he was one dark night with a party of his fellow tribesmen in ambush, expecting a raid from their enemies. The false alarms were several when, of a sudden, Lûk discerned a dark figure moving slowly in the gloom. Raising his rifle he was on the point of firing when some impulse seized him to stay his hand and shout a challenge.

The reply was a frightened one — and in Turkish.

Lûk came forth from his hiding-place, and a few seconds later, to his great surprise, encountered the stranger, who proved to be a woman wearing her veil, and enshrouded by an ugly black shawl wrapped about her. He knew sufficient Turkish to demand her name, and whence she had come, but she refused to satisfy him. She had already recognised by his dress, that he was of the tribe of the Skreli, therefore she knew that she had fallen into the hands of enemies.

Speak! he cried, believing her to be a spy from the Kastrati. Tell me who sent you here to us? Whither are you going?

I know not, was her reply in a sweet voice which told him at once that she was quite young, and he, being unmarried, became instantly interested.

Where are you from? he asked, expecting that she had come from Skodra, the nearest Turkish town.

From Constantinople, was her reply.

Constantinople! gasped Lûk, to whom the capital was so far off as to be only a mere city of legend. It was, indeed, many hundred leagues away. In the darkness he could not see her eyes. He could only distinguish that the lower part of her face was veiled like that of all Mahommedan women.

And you have come here alone? he asked.

Yes, alone. I — I could not remain in Constantinople longer. Am I still in Turkey?

Nominally, yes. But the Sultan does not rule us here. We, of the Skreli, are Christians, and our country is a free one — to ourselves, but not to our captives.

Ah! she said with failing heart. I see! I am your captive — eh? I have heard in Constantinople how you treat the Turks whom you capture.

You may have heard many stories, but I assure you that the Skreli never maltreat a woman, was the brigands proud answer. This path is unsafe for you, and besides it is my duty to take you to our chief Vatt Marashi that he may decide whether we give you safe conduct.

No, no! she implored. I have heard of him. Take pity upon me — a defenceless woman! I — I thought to escape from Turkey. I have no passport, so I left the train and hoped to get across the mountains into Montenegro, where I should be free.

Then you have escaped from your harem — eh? asked Lûk, his curiosity now thoroughly aroused.

Yes. But I have money here with me — and my jewels. I will pay you — pay you well, if you will help me. Ah! you do not know!

Lûk was silent for a moment.

When a woman is in distress the Skreli give their assistance without payment, was his reply, and then, as day was breaking, he led her up the steep and secret paths to that little settlement where we now were — the headquarters of the all-powerful Vatt Marashi.

At the latters orders she unwound the veil from her face, disclosing the beautiful countenance of a Turkish girl of eighteen, and when she took off her cloak it was seen that beneath she wore a beautiful harem dress, big, baggy trousers of rich mauve and gold brocade, and a little bolero of amaranth velvet richly embroidered with gold. Upon her neck were splendid emeralds, pearls, and turquoises, and upon her wrists fine bracelets encrusted with diamonds.

She stood in the lowly hut before the chief and her captor Lûk, a vision of perfect beauty — looking a veritable houri as promised by Mahommed, as Lûk put it.

Vatt Marashi listened to her story. She had, she told him, escaped from her fathers harem because she was betrothed, as is usual in Turkey, to a man whom she had never seen. She had taken money from the place where one of the black eunuchs hoarded it, and with the assistance of a young officer, a cousin of hers, had succeeded in leaving the capital in the baggage-waggon of the Orient Express. Unable to procure a passport, however, she dare not attempt to cross the frontier into Bulgaria, for she would at once be detected, refused permission to travel, and sent back. For a Turkish woman to attempt to leave Turkey in that manner the punishment is death. So at some small station near the frontier, the name of which she did not know, she had, under cover of night, left the train, and taken to the mountains. For four days she had wandered alone, until Lûk had discovered her.

And what was done with her? I inquired, much interested.

Well, replied my companion. She elected to remain with us, our chief giving her assurance that she would be well and honourably treated. He pointed out that had she been a man he would have demanded of the Sultan a heavy ransom for her release, but as she was a defenceless woman, and alone, she was not to remain a prisoner. If she cared to accept the offer of the protection of the Skreli, then every man of his tribe would defend her, and her honour to the last drop of blood remaining in their veins. The word of Skreli, once given, is, as you know, never broken.

And his was no idle boast. The code of honour among the tribes of Northern Albania would put even ours of England to the blush. The Skreli are very bad enemies, but they are, as I know from personal experience, most firm and devoted friends.

And so it came about, Lûk went on, that Zorka — that was her name — was placed in my mothers charge, and discarded her veil, as do our own women. Well — I suppose I may confess it — I loved her. It was only to be expected, I suppose, for she was very lovely, and every unmarried man in the tribe was her devoted admirer. Though she lived with us, no word of affection passed between us. Why should it? Would it not have been folly? — she the daughter of a great Pasha who was seeking for her all over Turkey, and I a poor humble tribesman, and a Christian into the bargain? And so a year went over. We often walked together, and the others envied me my friendship with the delicate and beautiful girl who preferred our free untrammelled life of the mountains to the constant confinement of her fathers harem on the Bosphorus. Unlike that of our women, her skin was lily white, and her little hands as soft as satin. Ah! yes, I loved her with all my soul, though I never dared to tell her so. She became as a sister to me, as a daughter to my mother. It was she who said the last word to me when I went forth upon a raid; she who waited to welcome me on my return.

And you said nothing, I remarked, with some surprise.

Nothing. Our chief had ordered that no man should declare his love to her. She was our guest, like yourself, and she was therefore sacred. Well, he went on, gazing thoughtfully across the dark valley, the white moonbeams shining full upon his thin, sun-tanned countenance. One day our men down yonder, on the northern border, discovered three strangers who were examining the rocks and chipping pieces off — French mining engineers we afterwards found them to be. They were captured, brought up here, and held to ransom. Two were elderly men, but the third was about twenty-eight, well-dressed with a quantity of French banknotes upon him. At first the price we asked of the Sultan was too high. The Vali of Skodra refused to pay, but suggested a smaller sum. We were in no hurry to compromise, so the three remained prisoners, and—

And what?

Well, during that time the younger of the three saw Zorka, and fell in love with her. I caught the pair one night walking together. They sat here, at this very spot. The Frenchman had been in Constantinople, and, speaking a little Turkish, could converse with her. I crept up and overheard some of their conversation. Next day I told the chief, and when he heard it he was angry, and ordered that the prisoners were to be released and sent away — without ransom — that very day. Zorka was one of ourselves. So that afternoon the three strangers were escorted down to the Skodra road, and there told to begone.

Here Lûk broke off, slowly rolling a fresh cigarette in silence. By the light of the brilliant moon I saw the sudden change in his countenance.

Well? I asked.

There is not much more to tell, he said hoarsely, hard lines showing at the corners of his mouth. A few weeks later we one night missed Zorka. The whole tribe went forth to search for her. Some men of the Hoti, down on the way to Skodra, had seen a woman pass. Vatt Marashi took me with some others down to the lake-side, where we heard that she had escaped on the little steamer that runs up the lake to Ryeka, in Montenegro. And further that she had a male companion who, from his description, we knew to be the Frenchman whose life we had spared. With the man was an elderly woman. He had evidently returned to Skodra, and sent Zorka a message in secret. At risk of arrest by the Turks we went down into Skodra itself, and saw the captain of the steamer, from whom we learnt that the Frenchmans name was Paul Darbour, and that he was a mining engineer, living in Paris. While on the boat he had chatted to the captain in French, and mentioned that he was going first to Ragusa, down on the Dalmatian coast. The Skreli punish an insult to their women with death, therefore that same night, upon the lake shore, we twelve men and our good chief raised the blood-feud, and I was ordered to go forth in search of the man who had enticed away our Zorka. None of them, however knew how deeply I loved her myself. Well, I left, wearing the Montenegrin dress, the blue baggy trousers, scarlet jacket, and pork-pie hat. Through Montenegro, down to Cattaro, I followed them, and took the steamer along the Adriatic to Ragusa. But they had already left. For a month I followed the trio from place to place, until late one night, in Trieste, I met Zorka in European dress, walking with her lover along the quays. He was speaking sharply to her, evidently trying to induce her to act against her will, for she was weeping bitterly. I crept after them unseen in the shadows. From words she let drop in Turkish I knew that he was treating her with cruelty, now that he had got her in his power — that she bitterly regretted listening to his love-speeches. I clenched my teeth, took a few sharp steps, and next instant my keen knife was buried up to the hilt behind our enemys shoulder. He fell forward almost without a cry.

And Zorka? I asked.

I brought her safely back again to us, was his simple answer. See. She is my wife!

Lûk is here, outside Belgrade, the Prince added. But in secret, for a price is set upon his head. He is a Turkish brigand, and he and his band terrorise the Montenegrin border. The Servian Government offered, only a month ago, twenty thousand dinars for his capture. They little dream he is in hiding in a cave over in yonder mountain, and that he is supplied with food by his faithful little wife here!

And true sportsman that he was, he raised his glass again to her — and to her husband.


Chapter Eleven.

Touching the Widows Mite.
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One.

The Prince, keen motorist that he was, had — attended by the faithful Garrett, of course — been executing some remarkably quick performances on the Brooklands track.

About a month before he had purchased a hundred horse-power racing-car, and now devoted a good deal of his time to the gentle art of record-breaking. Some of his times for the mile had been very creditable, and as Mr Richard Drummond, son of a Manchester cotton magnate, his name was constantly appearing in the motor journals. Having for the time being discarded the purple, and with it his cosy chambers off Piccadilly, he had now taken up his quarters at that small hotel so greatly patronised by motorists, the Hut, on the Ripley Road.

Among the many road-scouts, with their red discs, in that vicinity he had become extremely popular on account of his generosity in tips, while to the police with his ugly grey low-built car with its two seats behind the long bonnet he was a perpetual source of annoyance.

Though he never exceeded the speed limit — in sight of the police — yet his open exhaust roared and throbbed, while his siren was the most ear-piercing of any on the road. A little bit of business up in Staffordshire which he had recently brought to a successful issue by the aid of the faithful Charles, the Parson, and Mr Max Mason, had placed them all in funds, and while the worthy Bayswater vicar was taking his ease at the Majestic up at Harrogate — where, by the way, he had become extremely popular among his fellow guests — Mason was at the Bath at Bournemouth for a change of air.

To the guests at Harrogate the Rev. Thomas Clayton had told the usual tale which seems to be on the lips of every cleric, no matter how snug his living — that of the poor parish, universal suffering, hard work, small stipend, ailing wife and several small children. Indeed, he admitted to one or two of the religious old ladies whose acquaintance he had made, that some of his wealthier parishioners, owing to his nervous breakdown, had subscribed in order to send him there for a months holiday.

Thus he had become indispensable to the tea-and-tattle circle, and the ladies soon began to refer to him as that dear Mr Clayton. With one of them, a certain wealthy widow named Edmondson, he had become a particular favourite, a fact which he had communicated in a letter to the good-looking motorist now living at the pretty wayside inn in front of the lake on the Ripley Road.

While the Parson was enjoying a most decorous time with the philanthropic widow, Dick Drummond, as he soon became known, had cultivated popularity in the motor-world. To men in some walks of life, and especially to those on the crooked by-paths, popularity is a very dangerous thing. Indeed, as the Prince had on many occasions pointed out in confidence to me, his popularity greatly troubled him, making it daily more difficult for him to conceal his identity.

At that moment, because he had lowered a record at Brooklands, he was living in daily terror of being photographed, and having his picture published in one or other of the illustrated papers. If this did occur, then was it not more than likely that somebody would identify Dick Drummond the motorist, with the handsome Prince Albert of Hesse-Holstein?

He led a life of ease and comfort in all else, save this constant dread of recognition, and was seriously contemplating a sudden trip across the Channel with a run through France and Germany when he one morning received a registered letter bearing the Harrogate postmark.

He read it through half a dozen times. Then he burned it.

Afterwards he lit a Petroff and went out for a stroll in the sunshine along the road towards Ripley village.

Its really wonderful how clerical clothes and a drawling voice attract a woman. They become fascinated, just as they do when they meet a Prince. By Jove! he laughed merrily to himself. What fools some women — and men, too, for the matter of that — make of themselves! They never trouble to institute inquiry, but accept you just at your own value. Take myself as an instance! In all these four years nobody has ever discovered that Im not Prince Albert. Nobody has taken the trouble to trace the real prince to his safe abode, the Sanatorium of Wismar. Yet the great difficulty is that I cannot always remain a prince.

Then he strode along for some time in thoughtful silence. In his well-cut blue serge suit and peaked motor-cap he presented the smart devil-may-care figure of a man who would attract most women. Indeed, he was essentially a ladies man, but he always managed to turn his amorous adventures to monetary advantage.

Only once in his life had he been honestly in love. The tragic story of his romance in Florence I have already explained in a previous chapter. His thoughts were always of his real princess — ever of her. She had been his ideal, and would always remain so. He had defended her good name, but dared not return to her and expose himself as a fraud and a criminal. Better by far for her to remain in ignorance of the truth; better that he should possess only sweet sad memories of her soft lips and tender hands.

As he walked, a young man passed in a dirty white racing-car, on his way to Brooklands, and waved to him. It was George Hartwell, the holder of the one-mile record, and an intimate friend of his.

The Prince was debating within himself whether he should adopt the Parsons suggestion, abandon motor-racing for the nonce, and join him up in Yorkshire.

I wonder whether the games worth the candle? he went on, speaking to himself after the cloud of dust has passed. If what Clayton says is true, then its a good thing. The old woman is evidently gone on him. I suppose hes told her the tale, and she believes hes a most sanctified person.

He halted at a gate near the entrance to Ripley village, and lighting another cigarette puffed vigorously at it.

My hat! he ejaculated at last. A real parson must have an exceedingly soft time of it — snug library, pretty girls in the choir, tea-fights, confidences, and all that kind of thing. In the country no home is complete without its tame curate. Then, after a long silence, he at length tossed away the end of his cigarette, and declared:

Yes, Ill go. Therell be a bit of fun — if nothing else.

And he walked to the village telegraph office and wired one word to his bosom friend and ingenious accomplice. It was a word of their secret code — Formice — which Clayton would interpret as All right. Shall be with you as soon as possible, and will carry out the suggestions made in your letter.

Then he walked back to the Hut, where he found Garrett sitting out in that little front garden against the road, which is usually so crowded by motorists on warm Sunday afternoons.

Better go and pack, he said sinking into a chair as his supposed servant rose and stood at attention. Were going back to town in an hour.

Garrett, without asking questions, returned into the hotel. He saw by the Princes sharp decided manner that something new was in the wind.

An hour later Dick Drummond motor-maniac, drew the car along the road towards Esher, and as he disappeared around the bend among the trees, he ceased to exist. Prince Albert became himself again.

Direct to Dover Street they went — and there found the discreet Charles awaiting them. Fresh kit was packed while Garrett, in a garage over in Westminster where he was unknown, was busily engaged in repainting the ugly racer with its big bonnet a bright yellow.

That evening the Prince spent alone in his pretty sitting-room consuming dozens of his pet Russian cigarettes, and thinking hard. For an hour he was busy upon some accounts written in German — accounts from a Jew dealer in precious stones in Amsterdam. The gentleman in question was a good customer of the Princes, gave fair prices, and asked no questions. His Highness seemed troubled about one item, for as he rested his brow upon his hand, still seated at his desk, he murmured in a low voice to himself:

Im sure the old Hebrew has done me out of four hundred and fifty! Eighteen hundred was the price agreed for that carroty-headed womans pendant. Thats what comes of leaving business matters to Max. And sighing, he added: I shall really have to attend to the sales myself, for no doubt were swindled every time. The old Jew doesnt believe in honour among thieves, it seems!

Some letters which had arrived during his absence were put before him by the valet, Charles. Among them were several invitations to the houses of people struggling to get into society — by the back door, and who wanted to include the name of Prince Albert of Hesse-Holstein in the list of their guests.

Are we likely to be away for long? asked the valet, at the same time helping himself to a cigarette from his masters silver box.

I havent the slightest idea, laughed the good-looking young adventurer. Youll go down to the Majestic at Harrogate by the first train in the morning and take the best suite for me. Garrett and I will arrive in the car. Of course youll tell the usual story to the servants of my wealth, and all that.

The Parsons down there, isnt he?

Yes, but youll take no notice of him. Understand?

So the smart young crook who posed as valet, having received his masters instructions, retired to pack his own clothes.

At ten next morning Garrett brought round the hundred racer, now covered in yellow enamel and bearing a different identification-plate from that it had borne the previous day, and with the Prince up beside him wearing a light dust-coat and his peaked cap turned the wrong way, so as not to catch the wind, drew out into Piccadilly, and turned up Shaftesbury Avenue due northward.

Throughout that warm summers day they tore along the Great North Road as far as Doncaster, wary always of the police-traps which abound there. Then, after a light meal, they pushed on to Ferrybridge, taking the right-hand road through Micklefield to the cross-roads beyond Aberford, and then on the well-kept old Roman way which runs through Wetherby to Plampton Corner, and ascends the hill into Harrogate.

The last forty miles they did at tearing speed, the great powerful engine running like a clock, leaving a perfect wall of white dust behind. The car was a flyer in every sense of the word. The Prince had won the Heath Stakes at Brooklands, therefore, on an open road, without traffic or police-traps, they covered the last forty miles within the hour.

The sun had already sunk, and the crimson afterglow had spread before they reached the Stray, but as the car drew up before the great hotel, Charles, bareheaded and urbane, came forth to receive his master, while behind him stood the assistant manager and a couple of attendants also in bareheaded servitude.

Charles, who always acted as advance-agent had already created great excitement in the hotel by the announcement that his Highness was on his way. Quite a small crowd of visitors had concluded their dinner early, and assembled in the hall to catch first sight of the German princeling who preferred residence in England to that in his native principality.

As he passed across the great hall and entered the lift, dusty after his journey, his quick eyes caught sight of the sedate modest-looking parson seated away from the others, chatting with a rather buxom, florid-looking, red-necked woman of about fifty.

The Parson had his face purposely averted. At present he did not wish to claim acquaintance with the new-comer, whom he allowed to ascend to the fine suite of rooms reserved for him.

Next morning, as the Prince crossed the hall to go out for a stroll about the town he created quite a flutter in the hotel, especially among the female guests. The place was filled by summer holiday-makers from London, each of whom was eager to rub elbows with a real live Prince. Indeed many were the flattering words whispered by pretty lips regarding his Highnesss good looks and general bearing.

The worthy Bayswater vicar was chatting with Mrs Edmondson in his usual clerical drawl, when the Princes sudden appearance caused him to look up. Then turning to her again, he exclaimed:

Oh, heres Prince Albert! I knew him quite well when I was British chaplain in Hanover, and crossing to his Highness he shook hands heartily, adding in the next breath: I wonder if your Highness would allow me to present to you my friend here, Mrs Edmondson?

Delighted, Im sure, replied the younger man bowing before the rather stout, dark-haired lady, whose blatant pomposity crumpled up instantly, and who became red and white in turns.

The introduction had been effected so suddenly that the relict of Thomas Edmondson, Esquire, J.P., D.L., of Milnthorpe Hall, near Whitby, had been taken completely off her feet — or off her perch, as the merry cleric afterwards jocosely put it. She knew Mr Clayton to be a most superior person, but had no idea of his intimate acquaintance with princes of the blood-royal.

She succeeded in stammering some conventional expressions of pleasure at being presented, and then lapsed into ignominious silence.

Mrs Edmondson has kindly expressed herself very interested in my poor parish, explained the Parson, just as your Highness has been interested. I wrote to you a month ago to Aix-les-Bains, thanking you for your generous donation towards our Childrens Holiday Fund. It was really extremely kind of you.

Oh, dont mention it, Mr Clayton, replied his Highness. Ive been in your parish twice, remember, and I know well how very hard you work, and what a number of the deserving poor you have. Im just going down in the town for a stroll. Perhaps Ill see you after lunch? Come to my room for a smoke.

And then, bowing to the obese widow, he replaced his grey felt hat and strode out.

What a very charming man! declared the widow when she recovered herself sufficiently to speak. So he has been to your parish!

Oh, yes. He gives me most liberal donations, answered Clayton in a low tone of confidence. But he always prefers to remain anonymous, of course. He has been my best friend for years. I had no idea he was in England. He wrote me last from Aix.

But the widows brain was already active. Though possessing a deep religious feeling, and subscribing liberally to all sorts of charities just as her late husband had done, she was nevertheless a snob, and was already wondering whether, with the assistance of the pleasant-faced cleric, she could not induce the Prince to be her guest at Milnthorpe. She knew that his presence there would give to her house a cachet which had always been lacking, and would raise her social position in the select county of Yorks a hundred per cent.

Most delightful man! she repeated as they went forth into the grounds. I hope I shall have the pleasure of a long chat with him.

Oh, that wont be very difficult, my dear Mrs Edmondson, her companion replied. Any one introduced by me will, I feel assured, be received most cordially by him. He does me the honour of reposing the most implicit trust in myself.

A trust which certainly is not misplaced, declared the stout widow in her self-satisfied way, as she strutted along in a new grey cotton gown of latest mode, a large hat to match, a big golden chatelaine at her side, and a blue silk sunshade.

You are very flattering, replied Clayton. I — I fear I do not deserve such kind words, I only do my duty to my bishop and my parish, and prosecute the line of life which Providence has laid out for me.

There are clergymen — and clergymen, the woman said with affected wisdom. I have known more than one who has been utterly worthless. It is, therefore, very gratifying to meet a man with such a high mind, and such a keen sense of responsibility towards his poor backsliding fellow creatures as yourself.

He was silent, for he was biting his nether lip. What would this estimable widow think if she knew the truth that he had no parish, no wife, no little children, and that he had no right to the sombre garb of religion in which he stood before her?

A moment later he succeeded in changing the subject.

The Prince lunched alone in his private room, as he always did in hotels in order to impress both management and guests. It was another habit of his, in order to cause servants to talk, to have a big bottle of eau de Cologne placed in his bath each morning. The chatter of servants as to his generosity, and his careless extravagance, was often most useful to him. While the Parson was always parsimonious — which, by the way, was rather belied by his rubicund complexion — the Prince was ever open-handed.

The good-looking, well-dressed young mans slight foreign accent entirely disappeared whenever he became Tremlett or Lord Nassington, or Drummond, or any other imaginary person whose identity he from time to time assumed. At present, however, he spoke with just sufficient error of grammar and speech to betray his foreign birth, and as he rose, and stood looking out of the window he presented, in his cool, grey flannels, the ideal young foreign prince of English tastes and English education.

Already in the reading-room below, the Almanach de Gotha had been handled a dozen times by inquisitive half-pay colonels, and mothers with marriageable daughters. And what had been found printed there had caused a flutter in many hearts.

The Princes audacity was superb. The suspicion of any little coup he made as prince he always managed to wriggle out of. Even though some evil-disposed persons had made ugly allegations against him at times, yet they were not believed. He was a prince and wealthy, therefore what motive had he to descend to the level of a thief? The Parson, too, always managed to evade suspicion. His voice, his manner, and his general get-up were perfect.

Those who had visited his house in Bayswater, not far from Queens Road station, had found it to be the ideal and complete clergymans home, with study and half-written sermons on the writing-table.

Their victims, indeed, were as puzzled as were the police. The Princes magnificent impertinence and amazing boldness carried him through it all. He was a fatalist. If he and his friends Clayton, Garrett, and Mason were ever caught — well it would be just Fate. Till they actually fell into the hands of the police they would have a good time, and act fearlessly.

As he stood at the window, with the eternal Russian cigarette between his lips, gazing thoughtfully out upon the garden below, the door opened and the Parson entered.

Well, Tommy, old chap! exclaimed his Highness, when in a few moments the two men were lounging in easy-chairs opposite each other. Now, tell me all about the old girl, he said laughing. She walks like a pea-hen.

Theres not much more to tell than what you already know, responded the Parson, except that shes all in a flutter at meeting you, and wants to chat with you again.

Have you made any inquiries concerning her?

Of course. A week ago I ran over in secret to Milnthorpe Hall. Fine place, big park, large staff of servants, butler an Italian. Husband was partner in a firm of shipbuilders at Barrow, and left nearly a million to his wife. One son recently passed into the Army, and just now stationed in Cawnpore. Rather rackety, his mother says. The old woman dotes on parsons.

And quite gone on you — eh? Clayton laughed.

She gave me a cheque for fifty pounds for my Childrens Holiday Fund last week, he said. Shes promised to come down and go round my parish one day, soon. His Highness smiled knowingly.

Is her place far from Whitby? he inquired, between whiffs of his cigarette.

About four miles, on the high road just past a place called Swarthoe Cross. Grosmount station, on the Pickering line is nearest.

The old girl, as far as Ive been able to observe, is a purse-proud old crow, his Highness remarked.

Rather. Likes her name to figure in subscription lists. The old man built and endowed some almshouses in Whitby, and offered twenty thousand to his Party for a knighthood, but was refused. Its a sore point, for she badly wanted to be Lady Edmondson.

How long since the dear one departed?

Two years.

And shes looking for a second, I suppose?

Thats my belief.

I wonder if shed be attracted by the title of princess? he laughed.

Why, the very suggestion would take the silly old womans breath away, declared the Reverend Thomas.

Well, if shes so confoundedly generous, what is to prevent us from benefiting a bit? We sadly need it, Tommy, the Prince declared. I had a letter from Max the day before yesterday. He wants fifty wired without fail to the Poste Restante at Copenhagen. Hes lying low there, just now.

And one of the best places in Europe, the Parson exclaimed. Its most snug at the Angleterre, or at the Bristol. I put in six months there once. Stockholm is another good spot. I was all one summer at that little hotel out at Salsjobaden, and had quite a good time. I passed as an American and nobody recognised me, though my description had been circulated all over Europe. The Swedish and Danish police are a muddle-headed lot — fortunately for fellows like ourselves who want to lie undisturbed. Have you sent Max the money?

I wired twenty-five this morning, and promised the balance in seven days, responded his Highness, lighting a fresh cigarette with his half-consumed one. He always smoked in the Russian style, flinging away the end when only half finished.

Of the proceeds of the various coups made, his Highness took one-third, with one-third to Clayton, who was a schemer almost as ingenious as the Prince himself, and the remaining third was divided between Max Mason, Charles, and Garrett, the chauffeur.

The pair of conspirators spent the greater part of the afternoon together in exchanging confidences and arranging plans. Then his Highness rang for Garrett, and ordered him to bring round the car at five oclock.

The Parson descended to the hall below, being followed ten minutes later by his Highness. The latter found his friend lounging picturesquely with the fascinated widow, and joined them at tea, greatly to the gratification of the pompous old crow, as Prince Albert had designated her half an hour before.

As they finished the tea and muffins, the big yellow racing-car drew slowly up to the door, and on seeing it the widow began to discuss motors and motoring.

I have a car at home — a sixty-Mercédès — and Im awfully fond of a run in it, she told the Prince. One gets about so quickly, and sees so much of the country. My poor husband hated them, so I never rode in one until after his death.

The car I have with me is a racer, as you see, remarked his Highness. Its a hundred horse-power, and made a record on the Brooklands track just before I bought her. If you were not of the feminine sex, Mrs Edmondson, Id invite you to go for a run with me, he laughed. Its rather unsociable, for its only a two-seater, with Garrett on the step.

Id love to go for a run, she declared. It — well it really wouldnt be too great a breach of the convenances for a woman to go out on a racing-car, would it?

I dont think so, Mrs Edmondson, remarked the Reverend Thomas, in his most cultivated clerical drawl. But I would wrap up well, for the Prince travels very fast on a clear road.

So the old crow decided to accept his Highnesss invitation, and ascended to put on her brown motor-cap and veil and a thick coat against the chill, evening winds.

Two.

A quarter of an hour later, with Garrett — in his grey and red livery — seated on the step, and the widow up beside him, the Prince drew the great ugly yellow car out of the hotel entrance, while the Parson, standing amid the crowd of jealous onlookers, waved his hand in merry farewell.

In a few moments the siren screamed, and the open exhaust roared and spluttered as they crossed the Stray, taking the road through Starbeck to Knaresborough, thence south by Little Ribston to Wetherby.

Having turned off to the left through the town, they came upon a straight open road where, for the first time his Highness, accustomed as he was to all the vagaries of his powerful car, put on a move over the ten miles into York, a run at such a pace that the widow clung to her seat with both hands, almost breathless.

She had never travelled half so fast before in all her life.

In York they ran round by the station past the old grey minster, then out again through Clifton, as far as Shipton Moor, turning up to Beningborough station, and thence into the by-roads to Newton-upon-Ouse, in the direction of Knaresborough.

Once or twice while they tore along regardless of speed-limits or of police-traps, the powerful engine throbbing before them, she turned to his Highness and tried to make some remarks. But it was only a sorry attempt. Travelling at fifty miles an hour over those white roads, without a glass screen, or even body to the car, was very exhilarating, and after the first few minutes of fright, at the tearing pace, she seemed to delight in it. Curious though it is, yet it is nevertheless a fact that women delight in a faster pace in a car than men, when once the first sensation of danger has passed.

When they were safely back again in the hall of the hotel she turned to him to express her great delight at the run.

Your car is, indeed, a magnificent one, your Highness. Ive never been on a racer before, she said, but it was truly delightful. I never had a moments anxiety, for you are such a sure and clever driver.

Her eye had been from time to time upon the speedometer, and she had noted the terrific rate at which they had now and then travelled, especially upon any downward incline.

The Prince, on his part, was playing the exquisite courtier. Had she been a girl of twenty he could not have paid old crow more attention.

As he was dressing for dinner with the aid of the faithful Charles, the Parson entered, and to him he gave an accurate description of the run, and of the rather amorous attitude the obese widow had assumed towards him.

Good, my dear boy, exclaimed the urbane cleric, I told you that shes the most perfect specimen of the snob weve ever met.

A week went by — a pleasant week, during which Mrs Edmondson, her nose now an inch higher in the air than formerly, went out daily with the Prince and his chauffeur for runs around the West Riding.

One afternoon they ran over to Ripon, and thence across to the fine old ruins of Fountains Abbey. Like many women of her class and character, the buxom lady delighted in monastic ruins, and as the pair strolled about in the great, roofless transept of the Abbey she commenced an enthusiastic admiration of its architecture and dimensions. Though living at Whitby she had, curiously enough, never before visited the place.

Crowland, in Lincolnshire is very fine, she remarked, but this is far finer. Yet we have nothing in England to compare with Pavia, near Milan. Have you ever been there, Prince?

Only through the station, his Highness replied. Truth to tell he was not enthusiastic over ruins. He was a very modern up-to-date young man.

They idled through the ruins, where the sunshine slanted through the gaunt broken windows, and the cawing rooks flapped lazily in and out. One or two other visitors were there besides themselves, and among them a lonely pale-faced man in grey, wearing gold pince-nez who, with hands behind his back, was studying the architecture and the various outbuildings.

The Prince and his companion brushed close by him in the old refectory, when he glanced up suddenly at a window.

His face was familiar enough to his Highness, who, however, passed him by as a stranger.

It was Max Mason, only yesterday returned from Copenhagen.

That afternoon the widow grew confidential with her princely cavalier in motor clothes, while he, on his part, encouraged her.

Ah! he sighed presently as they were walking slowly together in a distant part of the great ruined fabric. You have no idea how very lonely a man can really be, even though he may be born a prince. More often than not Im compelled to live incognito, for I have ever upon me the fierce glare of publicity. Every movement, every acquaintance I make, even my most private affairs are pried into and chronicled by those confounded press fellows. And for that reason Im often compelled to hold aloof from people with whom I could otherwise be on terms of intimate friendship. Half my time and ingenuity is spent upon the adoption of subterfuges to prevent people from discovering who I really am. And then those infernal illustrated papers, both here and on the Continent, are eternally republishing my photograph.

It really must be most annoying, Prince, remarked the widow sympathetically.

I often adopt the name of Burchell-Laing, he said, and sometimes — well, and he paused, looking her straight in the face. I wonder, Mrs Edmondson, whether I might confide in you — I mean whether you would keep my secret?

I hope I may be permitted to call myself your Highnesss friend, she said in a calm, impressive tone. Whatever you may tell me will not, I assure you, pass my lips.

I am delighted to have such a friend as yourself, he declared enthusiastically. Somehow, though our acquaintanceship has been of such brief duration, yet I feel that your friendship is sincere, Mrs Edmondson.

By this speech the widow was intensely flattered. Her companion saw it in her countenance.

He did not allow her time to make any remark, but added: My secret is — well a rather curious one, perhaps — but the fact is that I have a dual personality. While being Prince Albert of Hesse-Holstein, I am also known as Dick Drummond, holder of two records on the Brooklands motor-track. In the motor-world Im believed to be a young man of means, who devotes his time to motor-racing — a motor-maniac in fact.

The widow stared at him in blank astonishment.

Are you really the Mr Drummond of whose wonderful feat I read of only the other day in the papers?

I won the race at Brooklands the other day, he said carelessly, I won it with the car I have here now.

And nobody suspects that this Mr Drummond is a prince! she exclaimed.

Nobody. I could never afford to go racing in my own name. The Kaiser would not allow it, you know. I have to be so very careful.

I quite understand that, remarked the widow. But what an excellent motor-driver you must be! What a fine performance your record was! Why, there was half a column in the Morning Post about it!

It was not any more difficult, or more dangerous, than some of the long quick runs Ive made on the Continent. From Rome up to Berlin, for instance, or from Warsaw to Ostend, Im racing again at Brooklands next week.

And may I come and see you? she asked. Do let me. I will, of course, keep your secret, and not tell a soul.

He hesitated.

You see nobody knows but yourself and Garrett, my chauffeur — not even Clayton. Hes a good fellow, but parsons, he laughed, are bad hands at keeping secrets. Too much tea and gossip spoils them, I suppose.

But Ill swear to remain secret. Only let me know the day and hour, and Ill go south and see you. I should love to see a motor-race. Ive never seen one in my life.

So at last, with seeming reluctance, his Highness, having taken the flattered widow into his confidence, promised on condition that she said nothing to anybody, she should know the day and hour when to be at Brooklands.

As the warm summer days slipped by, it became more and more apparent to the Parson that his friend, the widow, had become entirely fascinated by the lighthearted easy-going prince. She, on her part, recognised how, because of her intimate acquaintance with his Highness, and the fact that he honoured her table with his presence sometimes at dinner, every one in the hotel courted her friendship in the hope that they might be introduced to the cousin of the Kaiser.

Prince and Parson were, truth to tell, playing a very big bluff. Max had taken up his quarters at the Spa Hydro, and though meeting his two accomplices frequently in the streets, passed them by as strangers.

Now and then the Parson went up to smoke with the Prince after the wealthy widow had retired, and on such occasions the conversation was of such a character that, if she had overheard it, she would have been considerably surprised.

One evening, when they were together, the valet, Charles, entered, closing the door carefully after him.

Well, asked his master, whats the news?

Ive just left Max down in the town, replied the clean-shaven servant. He got back from Milnthorpe Hall this morning. He went there as an electrical engineer, sent by Cameron Brothers, of London, at the old womans request, and examined the whole place with a view to a lighting installation. He reports that, beyond a few good paintings — mostly family portraits of the original owners — and a little bric-à-brac, theres nothing worth having. The old woman keeps her jewels in the bank at York, as well as greater part of the plate. Whats in general use is all electro. Besides, there are burglar-alarms all over the place.

Then the old womans a four-flush! declared the Parson tossing away his cigarette angrily. I thought shed got some good stuff there. That was my impression from the outside.

Afraid of thieves, evidently, remarked the Prince. Shes a lone woman, and according to what you say, the only men in the house are the Italian butler, and a young footman.

If theres nothing there, whats the use troubling over her further?

His Highness puffed thoughtfully at his Petroff. He was reflecting deeply, bitterly repenting that he had been such a fool as to tell her the truth regarding his motor-racing nomade-guerre. He could not afford to allow her to become his enemy. To abandon her at once would surely be a most injudicious action.

At present lets postpone our decision, Tommy, he exclaimed at last. There may be a way to success yet. You, Charles, see Max to-morrow, and tell him to go to London and lie low there. Ill wire him when I want him. You have some money. Give him a tenner.

And the man addressed soon afterwards withdrew.

The events of the next two days showed plainly that the original plans formulated by the Rev. Thomas Clayton had been abandoned.

The widow, with some trepidation, invited the Prince and his clerical friend to be her guests at Milnthorpe, but they made excuses, much to her chagrin. The exemplary vicar was compelled to return to his Bayswater parish, while the Prince was also recalled to London to race at Brooklands, making the journey, of course, on the car.

Thus Mrs Edmondson found herself left alone in the Majestic, with her fellow guests full of wonder at what had really occurred.

The widow, however, had been buoyed up by a few whispered words of the Prince at the moment of his departure.

Preserve my secret as you promised, Mrs Edmondson, and come to London one day next week. You always go to the Langham — you say. Ill call on you there next Friday. Au revoir!

And he lifted his cap, shook her hand, and mounted at the wheel of the big mustard-coloured racer.

On the day appointed he called at the Langham and found her installed in one of the best suites, prepared to receive him.

He told her that, on the morrow at noon, he was to race at Brooklands against Carlier, the well-known Frenchman, both cars being of the same horse-power. The distance was one hundred miles.

She was delighted, and promised to observe every secrecy, and come down to witness the struggle. He remained to tea, chatting with her pleasantly. When he rose and bade her adieu, she sat alone for a long time thinking.

Was she dreaming? Or was it really a fact that he, Prince Albert of Hesse-Holstein, had, for a few moments, held her hand tenderly? The difference of their ages was not so much, she argued — about twelve years. She was twelve years older. What did that matter, after all?

If she, plain Mrs Edmondson, of Milnthorpe, became Princess Albert of Hesse-Holstein! Phew! The very thought of it took her breath away.

She was a clever scheming woman, and had always been, ever since her school-girl days. She flattered herself that she could read the innermost secrets of a mans heart.

Yes. She was now convinced. This man, who had reposed confidence in her and told her of his dual personality, was actually in love with her. If he did not marry her, it certainly should not be her fault.

With that decision she called Marie, her French maid, and passed into her room to dress for dinner with her sister-in-law and her husband — a barrister — with the theatre and Savoy to follow.

Next day at noon she was down at Brooklands, where a number of motor enthusiasts and men in the trade had assembled. She saw a tall, slim figure in grey overalls and an ugly helmet-shaped cap with dark glasses in the eye-holes, mount upon a long grey car, while a mechanic in blue cotton and a short jacket buttoned tightly, gave a last look round to see that all was working properly. The man mounted the step, the signal was given by the starters, and the two cars, pitted against each other, both grey, with huge numbers painted on the front of their bonnets, came past her like a flash, while the mechanics swung themselves half out, in order to balance the cars as they went round the bend.

After the first two or three laps the pace became terrific, and as the widow sat watching, she saw the Prince incognito, his head bent to the wind, a slim, crouched figure at the wheel driving the long car at a pace which no express train could travel.

At first he slowly forged ahead, but presently, after twenty minutes, the Frenchman gradually crept up, inch by inch. It was the test of the two cars — a comparatively new English make against a French firm.

Dick Drummond had many friends on the course. He was popular everywhere, and at regular intervals as he passed the stand where the widow was seated, a crowd of young, smart, clean-shaven men shouted to his encouragement.

Each time, with slight dust flying behind, he went round the bend, Garrett, in his dirty blue clothes, swung himself out to balance the car, while to the Prince himself all has become a blur. Travelling at that terrific pace, the slightest swerve would mean a terrible accident, therefore, he had no eyes save for the track before him. Garrett was busy every moment with the lubrication, and at the same time both feared tyre-troubles, the bugbear of the racing motorist. Such speed sets up tremendous friction and consequent heat, therefore tyre-bursts are likely, and if a tyre does go off while a car is travelling at that pace, the consequences may be very serious.

Many a bad accident had occurred on that track, and more than one good man had lost his life. Yet the Prince, sportsman that he was, knowing that the widows eyes were upon him, set his teeth hard and drove until once again he gradually drew away from his opponent, the renowned Carlier.

There were present representatives of the daily and the motor press. The race would be chronicled everywhere on the morrow. If the Frenchman won, it would be an advertisement worth many thousands of pounds to the firm for whom he was driving.

To-day every maker of motor-cars vies with his competitors, and strives strenuously to obtain the greatest advertisement. Like so many other things about us, alas! it is not the quality of the car, or of the materials used, but a cars excellence seems to be judged by its popularity. And that popularity is a mere matter of advertisement.

The best car ever turned out by the hand of man would never be looked at if not advertised and boomed.

The French driver, a man who had won a dozen races, including the Circuit of the Ardennes, and the Florio Cup, was trying to get an advertisement for the particular company for whom he was the professional racer, while Dick Drummond was merely trying his English car against the Paris-built variety.

The whirr-r was constant, now approaching and now receding, as the two cars went round and round the track with monotonous regularity. Experts, men interested in various makes, stood leaning over the rails making comment.

It was agreed on every hand that Drummond was a marvel of cool level-headedness. His driving was magnificent, and yet he had apparently nothing to gain, even if he won the race. He was not financially interested, as far as was known, in the make of car he drove. He was merely a man of means, who had taken up motor-car racing as a hobby.

The Frenchman drove well, and the race, after the first three-quarters of an hour, was a keenly contested one. First Drummond would lead, and then Carlier. Once Drummond spurted and got half a lap ahead, then with the Frenchman putting on speed, he fell behind again till they were once more neck and neck.

Time after time they shot past the widow, who had eyes only for her champion. Her blue sunshade was up, and as she stood there alone she hoped against hope that the Prince — the man who had told her his secret — would prove the victor.

When he was in front, loud shouts rent the air from the men interested in the make of car he was driving, while, on the other hand, if the Frenchman gained the vantage the applause from his partisans was vociferous.

Over all was a cloud of light dust, while the wind created by the cars as they rushed past fanned the cheeks of the woman watching her champion with such deep interest.

A group of men near her were discussing him.

Drummond is a magnificent driver, one remarked in admiration. Look at him coming up now. Cagno never drove like that, even in his very best race.

I wonder what interest he has in the Company? He surely wouldnt race for the mere excitement, remarked another.

Interest! cried a third man — and, truth to tell, he was Max Mason— Why he has the option to buy up the whole of the concern, lock, stock, and barrel. I heard so yesterday. The company gave it to him a fortnight ago. Lawrence, the secretary, told me so. Why, by Jove! if he wins, the fortune of that make of car is secured. I suppose he has capital behind him, and will buy up the whole concern. I only wish I were in it. A tenth share would be a fortune.

Youre right, remarked the first man. Dick Drummond is a shrewd chap. If he wins hell make a pot of money on the deal — you see. Itll be the biggest advertisement that a car has ever had in all the whole annals of motoring.

Mrs Edmondson listened to all this in silence. She quite understood. The Prince, in his character of Dick Drummond, had entered into the affair with a view to a big financial deal — the purchase of the important company who were responsible for the car he was driving.

The car in question, be it said, was the actual mustard-coloured one in which she had careered about the West Riding, although she did not recognise it in its garb of dirty slate-grey.

She found it quite fascinating, standing there watching those two cars with their powerful roaring engines striving for the mastery, as mile after mile was covered at that frightful break-neck speed. Her heart was with the man bent over his wheel, whom every one believed to be a commoner, and whom she alone knew to be a prince.

And he, the cousin of the Kaiser, had actually squeezed her hand!

As the end of the race approached the excitement increased. The onlookers grouped themselves in little knots, watching critically for any sign of weakness in one or the other. But there was none. Carlier was as dogged as his opponent, and kept steadily on until at the eightieth mile he gradually overhauled the Englishman.

There were still twenty miles to cover. But Dick Drummond was behind, quite an eighth of a lap. Carlier had apparently been husbanding all his strength and power. The car he was driving was certainly a splendid one, and was behaving magnificently. Would it beat the English make?

As the last few laps were negotiated at a frightful speed the knots of onlookers became more and more enthusiastic. Some cheered Dick until they were hoarse, while others, with an interest in the car Carlier was driving, cried Bravo! Bravo!

The blood ran quickly in the widows veins. Ninety-five miles had been covered, and still Drummond was behind more than half a lap. She watched his crouching figure, with head set forward, his position never altering, his chin upon his breast, his eyes fixed upon the track before him. Garrett seemed ever at work, touching this and that at the order of his master, whose face was wholly protected from the cutting wind by the ugly mask, save mouth and chin.

As the board showed ninety-seven miles he came at a fearful pace past the spot where Mrs Edmondson had again risen from her seat in her excitement. He was spurting, and so valiantly did he struggle, getting every ounce out of the hundred horse-power of his car, that he slowly, very slowly, crept towards the flying Frenchman.

Keep on, Drummond! shrieked the men, taking off their caps and waving them. Dont be beaten, old man!

But he could not hear them above the terrible roar of his exhaust. No express train ever designed had run so quickly as he was now travelling. Official timekeepers were standing, chronometers in hand, calmly watching, and judges were making ready to declare the winner.

Every spectator stood breathless. It was really marvellous that one hundred miles could have been covered in that brief space of time while they had been watching.

Again, and yet again, the two cars flashed by, yet still Dick lagged behind.

Suddenly, however, they came round for the last lap, and as they passed the watchful widow, the Englishman like a shot from a gun, passed his opponent and won by twenty yards.

When he pulled up, after having run again round the course to slacken speed, he almost fell into the arms of the crowd of men who came up to congratulate him.

Mrs Edmondson had left her post of vantage and stood near by. She overheard one of them — it was Mason — say:

By Jove, Dick! This is a wonderful run. Youve broken the five, ten, and hundred mile records! The fortune of your car is made?

Then the victor turned to his opponent and shook his hand, saying in French:

Thank you, my dear Carlier, for a very excellent race.

The widow, after a brief chat, returned to town by rail, while Garrett drove his master back to Dover Street.

That night his Highness dined with the widow at the Langham, and she bestowed upon him fulsome praise regarding his prowess.

What make of car is yours? she asked while they were lingering over their dessert in the widows private sitting-room.

Its the St. Christopher, he answered.

St. Christopher! she echoed. What a funny name to give a car!

It may appear so at first sight, but St. Christopher has been taken by motorists on the Continent as their patron saint — the saint who for ages has guarded the believer against the perils of the way. So its really appropriate, after all.

I heard them say that youve made the fortune of the car by your success to-day, she remarked.

Yes, he answered carelessly. Anybody who cared to put in a few thousands now would receive a magnificent return for their money — twenty-five per cent, within a year.

You think so? she asked interestedly. Think, Mrs Edmondson? he echoed. Im sure of it! Why, the St. Christopher now holds the worlds record, and you know what that means. The makers will begin to receive far more orders than they can ever execute. Look at the Napier, the Itala, the Fiat, and others. The same thing has happened. The St. Christopher, however, is in the hands of two men only, and they, unfortunately, lack capital.

You should help them, if its such a good thing.

Im doing so. Now Ive won the race I shall put in fifteen thousand — perhaps twenty. They are seeing me to-morrow. As a matter of fact, he added, lowering his tone, I mean to hold controlling interest in the concern. Its far too good a thing to miss.

The fat widow, with her black bodice cut low, and the circle of diamonds sparkling upon her red neck, sipped her wine slowly, but said nothing.

His Highness did not refer to this matter again. He was a past-master of craft and cunning.

Later on, the Rev. Thomas Clayton was announced, and the trio spent quite a pleasant evening, which concluded by the lady inviting them both to Milnthorpe the following week.

At first the Prince again hesitated. The widow sat in breathless expectancy. At all hazards she must get his Highness to visit her. It would be known all over the county. She would pay a guinea each to the fashionable papers to announce the fact, for it would be worth so very much to her in the county.

I fear, Mrs Edmondson, that I must go to Berlin next week, replied the Prince. Im sure its very good of you, but the Emperor has summoned me regarding some affairs of my brother Karl.

Oh! why cant you postpone your visit, and come and see me first? she urged in her most persuasive style. Mr Clayton, do urge the Prince to come to me, she added.

You can surely go to Germany a week later, Prince, exclaimed the cleric. Wheres the Kaiser just now?

At Kiel, yachting.

Then he may not be in Berlin next week?

He has appointed to meet me at Potsdam. His Majesty never breaks an engagement.

Then you will break yours, Prince, and go with me to Milnthorpe, declared the Parson.

Yes, cried Mrs Edmondson; and we will have no further excuses, will we, Mr Clayton?

So his Highness was forced to accept, and next day the wily widow returned to Yorkshire to make preparations for the visit which was to shed such social lustre upon her house.

Three.

The Prince and the Parson held several long interviews in the two days that followed, and it was apparent from one meeting which took place, and at which both Mason and Garrett were present, that some clever manoeuvre was intended. The quartette held solemn councils in the Princes chambers, and there was much discussion, and considerable laughter.

The latter, it appeared, was in consequence of Maxs recollection of the wonderful record of his Highness at Brooklands.

On the day appointed both Prince and parson, attended by the faithful Charles, left Kings Cross by train for Whitby, Garrett having started alone on the forty, with orders to travel by way of Doncaster and York, and arrive at Milnthorpe by noon next day.

The fine old place was, the Prince found, quite a comfortable residence. The widow did the honours gracefully, welcoming her guests warmly.

When the two friends found themselves alone in the Princes room, his Highness whispered to the exemplary vicar:

I dont like the look of that Italian butler, Tommy. Do you know Ive a very strange fancy?

Of what?

That Ive met that fellow before, somewhere or other.

I sincerely hope not, was the clergymans response.

Where Ive met him I cant remember. By Jove! Itll be awkward for us if he recollects me.

Then well have to watch him. I wonder if—

And the Parson crossed noiselessly to the bedroom door and opened it suddenly.

As he did so there was the distinct sound of some one scuffling round the corner in the corridor. Both men detected it.

There had been an eavesdropper! They were suspected!

At dinner that night the pair cast furtive glances at the thin, clean-shaven face of the middle-aged Italian butler, whose head was prematurely bald, but whose manners as a servant were perfect. Ferrini was the name by which his mistress addressed him, and it was apparent that he was very devoted to her. The young footman was English — a Cockney, by his twang.

In the old panelled room, with its long family portraits and its old carved buffet laden with well-kept silver — or rather electro-plate, as the pair already knew — a well-cooked dinner was served amid flowers and cunningly-concealed lights. The table was a round one, and the only other guest was a tall, fair-haired young girl, a Miss Maud Mortimer, the daughter of a neighbouring squire. She was a loosely built, slobbering miss, with a face like a wax doll, and a slight impediment in her speech.

At first she seemed shy in the presence of the Kaisers cousin, but presently, when her awkwardness wore off, she grew quite merry.

To the two visitors the meal was a perfect success. Those dark watchful eyes of the Italian, however, marred their pleasure considerably. Even the Parson was now convinced that the man knew something.

What was it? Where had the fellow met the Prince before? Was it under suspicious circumstances — or otherwise?

Next day Garrett arrived with the car, while to the White House Hotel at Whitby came a quietly dressed and eminently respectable golfer, who gave his name as Harvey, but with whom we are already familiar under the name of Mason.

The afternoon was a hot, breathless one, but towards five oclock the Prince invited his hostess to go for a run on the forty — repainted, since its recent return from the Continent, dark blue with a coronet and cipher upon its panels.

Garrett who had had a look round the widows sixty Mercédès, in confidence told his master that it was all in order, and that the chauffeur was an experienced man.

With the widow and her two guests seated together behind, Garrett drove the car next day along the pretty road by Pickering down to Malton, returning by way of Castle Howard. The pace they travelled was a fast one, and the widow, turning to his Highness, said:

Really, Prince, to motor with you is quite a new experience. My man would never dare to go at such a rate as this for fear of police-traps.

Im pretty lucky in escaping them, responded the good-looking adventurer, glancing meaningly at the man in black clerical overcoat and cap.

The Prince once ran from Boulogne to Nice in twenty-eight hours on his St. Christopher, remarked the Rev. Thomas. And in winter, too.

Marvellous! declared the widow, adjusting her pale-blue motor-veil, new for the occasion. Theres no doubt a great future before that car — especially after the record at Brooklands.

Rather! exclaimed the rubicund vicar. Im only a poor parson, but if I had a little capital I should certainly put it in. I have inside knowledge, as they say in the City, I believe, Mrs Edmondson, he laughed.

From the Prince?

Of course. He intends having the largest interest in the concern. Theyve had eight orders for racers in the last six days. A record at Brooklands means a fortune to a manufacturer.

His Highness was silent, while the self-satisfied widow discussed the future of the eight-cylinder St. Christopher.

Returning to the Hall, Ferrini came forth bowing to his mistress, and casting a distinctly suspicious glance at the two visitors. Both men noticed it, and were not a little apprehensive. They had played some clever games, but knew not from one moment to the other when some witness might not point a finger at them in open denunciation.

While the Prince was dressing for dinner Charles said:

That butler fellow is far too inquisitive for my liking. I found him in here an hour ago, and Im positive he had been trying to unlock your crocodile suit-case. He made an excuse that he had come to see whether you had a siphon of soda. But I actually caught him bending over your bag.

The Prince remained grave and silent.

Where have we met that fellow before? I cant remember.

Neither can I. His face is somehow familiar. Im sure weve seen him somewhere!

Thats what the Parson says. Write to Max at Whitby, and tell him to come over on some pretext or other and get a glance at the man. Post the letter yourself to-night.

Perhaps the fellow is afraid of his plate, the valet exclaimed in an undertone, laughing.

He neednt be. Its all B electro — not worth taking away in a dung-cart. The only thing Ive seen is the old womans necklet, and that she keeps in her room, I fancy. If the sparklers are real theyre worth a couple of thousand to the Dutchman.

They are certainly real. Shes got them out of the bank in your honour. Her maid told me so to-day. And she means, I believe, to give a big dinner-party for some of the county people to meet you.

Are you sure of this? asked his master quickly.

The cook told the footman, who told me. The housekeeper to-day ordered a lot of things from London, and to-morrow the invitations are to be sent out.

Are people coming here to dine and sleep?

Yes. Eight bedrooms are to be prepared.

Then keep an eye on that confounded Italian. Send that letter to Max, and tell him to reply to you in cipher. His letter might fall into somebody elses hands. Max might also inquire into what the police arrangements are about here — where the village constable lives, and where is the nearest police-station.

Couldnt you send me in to Whitby, and Id give him all instructions, and tell him the state of affairs?

Yes. Go in the morning. Garrett will take you in on the car. Say youre going to buy me a book I want.

And with that his Highness finished tying his cravat with care, and descended into the pretty drawing-room, where the widow, lounging picturesquely beneath the yellow-shaded lamp, awaited him.

That evening the Parson, who complained of headache on account of the sun during a walk in the morning, retired to his room early, and until past eleven the Prince sat alone with his fat and flattered hostess.

As she lolled back in the big silk-covered easy-chair, slowly fanning herself and trying to look her best, he, calm, calculating person that he was, had his eyes fixed upon her sparkling necklet, wondering how much the old Jew in Amsterdam would give for it.

What a splendid ornament! he remarked, as though he had noticed it for the first time.

Do you like it? she asked with a smile. It belonged to my husbands family.

Beautiful! remarked his Highness, bending closer to examine it, for he had the eye of a connoisseur, and saw that it was probably French work of the eighteenth century.

Many people have admired it, she went on. My husband was very fond of jewellery, and gave me quite a quantity. I never keep it here, however, for a year ago an attempt was made to break into the place.

So you keep them in a safe deposit? he exclaimed; and quite right, too. Diamonds are always a sore temptation to burglars.

Im asking a few people to dinner next Wednesday, and am sending to the bank in York for some of my ornaments, remarked the widow. I hope theyll be safe here. Since the attempt by thieves, I confess Ive been awfully nervous.

Oh, theyll be safe enough, declared the audacious adventurer, taking a fresh Russian cigarette from his case.

I hope so. I have invited a few people — the best in the county — to meet your Highness. I hope you wont object.

Not at all, he replied affably. Only, as you know, I much prefer to remain incognito.

Youre one of the most modest men Ive ever met, she declared, in a soft voice, intended to be seductive.

I find life as a commoner much more agreeable than as a prince, he responded. In incognito, I always enjoy freedom of speech and freedom of action, which, as a royalty, it is impossible to obtain.

The widows mind was ever active. She was straining her utmost to fascinate her guest. The difference in their ages was really not so very great. Her secret hope was that she could induce him to make a declaration of love. Fancy her, plain Mrs Edmondson, ridiculed by the county and only tolerated by a certain section of it, suddenly becoming a princess!

Milnthorpe was a beautiful old place, but to her it was but a sepulchre. She hated it because, while in residence there, she was buried alive. She preferred Monte Carlo, Paris, or even Cairo.

Then the dinner-party will be a very smart one? he remarked for want of something better to say. And my hostess herself will surely be the smartest of them all, he added with a bow and an intent to flatter.

Ah! I fear not, replied the widow with a slight sigh. I dare say the diamonds which poor Tubby gave me are as good as any worn by the other women, but as for smartness — well, Prince, a womans mirror does not lie, and she sighed again. Youth is but fleeting, and a womans life is, alas! a long old age.

Oh, come! he laughed, lounging back in his chair. You havent yet arrived at the regretful age. Life is surely still full of youth for you!

She was much gratified at that little speech of his, and showed it.

He continued to flatter her, and with that cunning innate within him he slowly drew from her the fact that she would not be averse to a second marriage. He was fooling her, yet with such cleverness that she, shrewd woman that she was, never dreamed that he was laughing at her in his sleeve.

So earnest, so sensible, so perfectly frank and straightforward was he, that when after half an hours tête-à-tête she found him holding her hand and asking her to become Princess, she became utterly bewildered. What she replied she hardly knew, until suddenly, with an old-fashioned courtliness, he raised her fat, bejewelled hand gallantly to his lips and said:

Very well. Let it be so, Mrs Edmondson. We are kindred spirits, and our souls have affinity. You shall be my princess.

And then the old crow started blubbering, as he forcibly described the scene afterwards to the Parson.

For a few moments he held her in his embrace, fearful every moment that the ferret-eyed Italian should enter. Indeed, his every movement seemed to be watched suspiciously by that grave, silent servant.

They mutually promised, for the present, to keep their secret. He kissed her upon the lips, which, as he declared to the Parson, were sticky with some confounded face-cream or other. Then Ferrini suddenly appeared, and his mistress dismissed him for the night. The Prince, however, knew that he would not retire, but lurk somewhere in the corridor outside.

He stood before the old Jacobean fireplace, with its high overmantel of carved stone and emblazoned arms, a handsome man who would prove attractive to any woman. Was it therefore any wonder that the ambitious widow of the shipbuilder should have angled after him?

He had entirely eclipsed the Parson.

First their conversation was all of affection; then it turned upon something akin, money. Upon the latter point the Prince was utter careless. He had sufficient, he declared. But the widow was persistent in telling him the state of her own finances. Besides the estate of Milnthorpe, which produced quite a comfortable income, she enjoyed half the revenue from the great firm her husband had founded, and at that moment, besides other securities, she had a matter of seventy thousand pounds lying idle at her bank, over which she had complete control.

She expected this would interest him, but, on the contrary, he merely lit a fresh cigarette, and having done so, said:

My dear Mrs Edmondson, this marriage of ours is not for monetary interest. My own estates are more than sufficient for me. I do not desire to touch one single penny of your money. I wish you to enjoy your separate estate, and remain just as independent as you are to-day.

And so they chatted on until the chimes of the stable clock warned them it was two in the morning. Then having given him a slobbery good-night kiss, they separated.

Before his Highness turned in, he took from his steel despatch-box a small black-covered book, and with its aid he constructed two cipher telegrams, which he put aside to be despatched by Charles from the Whitby post office in the morning.

The calm, warm summer days went slowly by. Each afternoon the widow — now perfectly satisfied with herself — accompanied her two guests on runs on the Princes forty — one day to Scarborough, the next over the Cleveland Hills to Guisborough, to Helmsley on to the ruins of Rievaulx, and to other places.

One afternoon the Parson made an excuse to remain at home, and the widow took the Prince in to York in her own Mercédès. Arrived there, they took tea in the coffee-room of the Station Hotel, then, calling at a solicitors office in Coney Street, appended their joint names to a document which, at the widows instigation, had already been prepared.

A quarter of an hour later they pulled up before the West Riding Bank in Stonegate, and though the offices were already closed, a clerk on duty handed to the widow a box about eighteen inches square, tied with string, and sealed with four imposing red seals. For this she scribbled her name to a receipt, and placing it in the car between them, drove back by way of Malton, Pickering, and Levisham.

This is the first time Ive had my tiara out, my dear Albert, since the burglars tried to get in, she remarked when they had gone some distance, and the Mercédès was tearing along that level open stretch towards Malton.

Well, of course, be careful, answered her companion. Then after a pause he lowered his voice so the chauffeur could not overhear, and said: I wonder, Gertrude, if youll permit me to make a remark — without any offence?

Why, certainly. What is it?

Well, to tell the truth, I dont half like the look of that foreign servant of yours. Hes not straight. Im sure of it by the look in his eyes.

How curious! Do you know that the same thought has occurred to me these last few days, she said. And yet hes such a trusty servant. Hes been with me nearly two years.

Dont trust him further, Gertrude, thats my advice, said his Highness pointedly. Im suspicious of the fellow — distinctly suspicious. Do you know much of him?

Nothing, except that hes a most exemplary servant.

Where was he before he entered your service?

With Lady Llangoven, in Hertford Street. She gave him a most excellent character.

Well, take my warning, he said. Im sure theres something underhand about him.

You quite alarm me, declared the widow. Especially as I have these, and she indicated the sealed parcel at her side.

Oh, dont be alarmed. While Im at Milnthorpe Ill keep my eyes upon the fellow, never fear. I suppose you have a safe in which to keep your jewels?

Yes. But some of the plate is kept there, and he often has the key.

His Highness grunted suspiciously, thereby increasing the widows alarm.

Now you cause me to reflect, she said, there were several curious features about this recent attempt of thieves. The police from York asked me if I thought that any one in the house could have been in league with them. They apparently suspected one or other of the servants.

Oh! exclaimed the Prince. And the Italian was at that time in your service?

Yes.

Then does not that confirm our suspicions? Is he not a dangerous person to have in a house so full of valuable objects as Milnthorpe?

I certainly agree. After the dinner-party on Wednesday, Ill give him notice.

Rather pay the fellow his months money, and send him away, her companion suggested. Then in the same breath he added: Of course it is not for me to interfere with your household arrangements. I know this is great presumption. But my eyes are open, and I have noted that the man is not all he pretends to be. Therefore I thought it only my duty to broach the subject.

My interests are yours, cooed the widow at his side. Most decidedly Ferrini shall go. Or else one morning we may wake up and find that thieves have paid us a second visit.

Then, the chauffeur having put on a move, their conversation became interrupted, and the subject was not resumed, for very soon they found themselves swinging through the lodge-gates of Milnthorpe.

Wednesday night came. Milnthorpe Hall was aglow with light, the rooms beautifully decorated by a well-known florist, the dinner cooked by a chef from London, the music played by a well-known orchestra stationed on the lawn outside the long, oak-panelled dining-room; and as one guest after another arrived in carriages and cars they declared that the widow had certainly eclipsed herself by this entertainment in honour of his Highness Prince Albert of Hesse-Holstein.

Not a word of their approaching marriage was allowed to leak out. For the present, it was their own secret. Any premature announcement might, he had told her, bring upon him the Kaisers displeasure.

Four.

In the long drawing-room, receiving her guests, stood the widow, handsome in black and silver, wearing her splendid tiara and necklet of diamonds, as well as a rope of fine, well-matched pearls, all of which both the Parson and his Highness duly noted. She certainly looked a brilliant figure, while, beside her, stood the Prince himself, with the miniature crosses of half a dozen of his decorations strung upon a tiny gold chain across the lappel of his dress-coat.

Several guests had arrived earlier in the day to dine and sleep, while the remainder, from the immediate neighbourhood, included several persons of title and social distinction who had accepted the invitation out of mere curiosity. Half the guests went because they were to meet a real live prince, and the other half in order to afterwards poke fun at the obese tuft-hunter.

The dinner, however, was an unqualified success, the thanks being in a great measure due to his Highness, who was full of vivacity and brilliant conversation. Everybody was charmed with him, while of course later on, in the corner of the drawing-room, the Bayswater parson sang his friends praises in unmeasured terms.

The several unmarried women set their caps pointedly at the hero of the evening, and at last, when the guests had left and the visitors had retired, he, with the Parson and two other male visitors, Sir Henry Hutton, and a certain Lionel Meyer, went to the billiard-room.

It was two oclock when they went upstairs. The Bayswater vicar had to pass the Princes room, in order to get to his own, but he did not enter further than the threshold. Both men looked eagerly across at the dressing-table, upon which Charles had left two candles burning.

That was a secret sign. Both men recognised it, and the Prince instantly raised his finger with a gesture indicative of silence. Then he exclaimed aloud: Well, good-night, Clayton. Well go for a run in the morning, and closed his door noisily, while the Parson went along to his own room.

The Prince, always an early riser, was up at eight oclock, and was already dressed when Charles entered his room.

Well? he inquired, as was his habit.

Theres a rare to-do below, exclaimed the valet. The whole house has been ransacked in the night, and a clean sweep made of all the jewellery. The old woman is asking to see you at once.

Without ado, his Highness descended, sending Charles along to alarm the Parson.

In the morning-room he found the widow, with the two male guests and two ladies, assembled in excited conclave. As he entered, his hostess rushed towards him, saying:

Oh, Prince! A most terrible thing has happened! Every scrap of jewellery, including my tiara and necklet, has been stolen!

Stolen! he gasped, pretending not to have heard the news.

Yes. I placed them myself in the safe in the butlers pantry, together with several cases the maids brought me from my guests. I locked them up just after one oclock and took the key. Here it is. It has never left my possession. I—

She was at that moment interrupted by the entrance of the Parson, who, having heard of the robbery from the servants, began:

My de-ah Mrs Edmondson. This is really a most untoward circumstance — most—

Listen, the widow went on excitedly. Hear me, and then advise me what to do. I took this key, — and she held it up for their inspection— and hid it beneath the corner of the carpet in my room. This morning, to my amazement, my maid came to say that the safe-door had been found ajar, and that though the plate had been left, all the jewellery had disappeared. Only the empty cases remain!

How has the safe been opened? asked the Prince, standing amazed.

Was it possible that some ingenious adventurer had got ahead of him? It certainly seemed so.

Its been opened by another key, thats evident, replied the widow.

And wheres Ferrini? inquired his Highness quickly.

Hes missing. Nobody has seen him this morning, answered the distressed woman. Ah, Prince, you were right — quite right in your surmise. I believed in him, but you summed him up very quickly. I intended to discharge him to-morrow, but I never dreamed he possessed a second key.

He has the jewels, evidently, remarked Sir Henry Hutton, himself a county magistrate. Ill run into Whitby, and inform the police, Mrs Edmondson. We have no idea which direction the fellow has taken.

At that moment the door opened, and Garrett, cap in hand, stood on the threshold.

Well, whats the matter? asked his master.

Please, your Highness, our cars gone. Its been stolen from the garage in the night!

The announcement caused an electrical effect upon the assembly.

Then this man could also drive a car, as well as wait at table! exclaimed Sir Henry. Myself, I always distrust foreign servants.

Ferrini had one or two lessons in driving from my chauffeur, I believe, remarked the widow, now in a state of utter collapse.

Never mind, Mrs Edmondson, said his Highness cheerily. Allow Sir Henry and myself to do our best. The fellow is bound to be caught. Ill give the police the number of my car, and its description. And whats more, we have something very valuable here. And he drew out his pocket-book. You recollect the suspicions of Ferrini which I entertained, and which I explained in confidence to you? Well, my valet has a pocket camera, and with it three days ago I took a snap-shot of your exemplary servant. Here it is!

By Jove. Excellent! cried Sir Henry. This will be of the greatest assistance to the police.

And so it was arranged that the police of Whitby should be at once informed.

At breakfast — a hurried, scrappy meal that morning — every one condoled with the Prince upon the loss of his car. Surely the whole affair had been most cleverly contrived by Ferrini, who had got clear away.

Just as the meal had concluded and the Parson had promised to accompany Sir Henry over to Whitby to see the police, he received a telegram calling him to his brother, who had just landed in Liverpool from America, and who wished to see him at the Adelphi Hotel that evening.

To his hostess he explained that he was bound to keep the appointment, for his brother had come from San Francisco on some important family affairs, and was returning to New York by the next boat.

Therefore he bade adieu to Mrs Edmondson— de-ah Mrs Edmondson, he always called her — and was driven in the dog-cart to Grosmont station, while a few minutes later, the Prince and Sir Henry set out in the widows Mercédès for Whitby.

The pair returned about one oclock, and at luncheon explained what they had done.

In the afternoon, the widow met his Highness out in the tent upon the lawn, and they sat together for some time, he enjoying his eternal Petroff. Indeed, he induced her to smoke one, in order to soothe her nerves.

Dont upset yourself too much, my dear Gertrude, he urged, placing his hand upon hers. We shall catch the fellow, never fear. Do you know, Ive been wondering whether, if I went up to town and saw them at Scotland Yard, it would not be the wisest course. I know one of the superintendents. I met him when my life was threatened by anarchists, and the police put me under their protection. The Whitby police seem very slow. Besides, by this time Ferrini is far afield.

I really think, Albert, that it would be quite a good plan, exclaimed the widow enthusiastically. If you went to Scotland Yard they would, no doubt, move heaven and earth to find the thief.

Thats just what I think, declared his Highness. Ill go by the six-twenty.

But youll return here to-morrow, wont you? urged the widow. The people I have here will be so disappointed if you dont — and — and as for myself, she added, her fat face flushing slightly— well, you know that I am only happy when you are near me.

Trust me, Gertrude. Ill return at once — as soon as ever Ive set the machinery of Scotland Yard in motion. I have the negative of the photo I took, and Ill hand it to them.

And so that evening, without much explanation to his fellow guests, he ran up to town, leaving Charles and most of his baggage behind.

Next day, Mrs Edmondson received a long and reassuring telegram from him in London.

Two days passed, but nothing further was heard. Garrett, without a car, and therefore without occupation, decided to go up to London. The theft of the car had utterly puzzled him. Whatever coup his master and his friends had intended had evidently been effected by the man Ferrini. All their clever scheming had been in vain.

They had been forestalled.


Chapter Twelve.

Conclusion.
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A WEEK LATER.

The soft summer afterglow flooded the pretty pale-blue upholstered sitting-room in the new Palast Hotel, overlooking the Alster at Hamburg, wherein the Prince, the Parson, and the pale-faced Englishman, Mason, were seated together at their ease.

The Prince had already been there two days, but Clayton was staying over at the Hamburgerhof, while Mason, who had arrived via Copenhagen only a couple of hours before, had taken up his quarters at the Kronprinzen, a smaller establishment in the Jungfernstieg.

The trio had been chatting, and wondering. Mason had just shown them a telegram, which apparently caused them some apprehension.

Suddenly, however, a waiter entered with a card for Herr Stoltenberg, as the Prince was there known.

Show the gentleman in, he ordered in German.

A moment later a well-dressed gentlemanly-looking young Englishman in light travelling overcoat and dark-green felt hat entered. It was the valet Charles.

By Jove! he exclaimed, as soon as the door had closed, I had a narrow squeak — a confoundedly narrow squeak. You got my wire from Amersfoort? he asked of Mason.

Yes. Ive just been explaining to the Prince what happened on the night of the dinner-party, replied the pale-faced man.

Tell me. Im all anxiety to know, urged the valet. I left Garrett in Rosendaal. Hes utterly puzzled.

I expect he is, Mason responded. The fact is that hes just as much puzzled as the wily Italian himself. Its a good job I was able to locate that fellow as one of old Blair-Stewarts servants up at Glenblair Castle. You remember — when we met Le Bravache on his own ground, Mason went on. Well, I played the part of detective, and wrote to him secretly, asking him to meet me in Whitby. He did so, and to him I confided my suspicions of you all, promising him a police reward of two hundred pounds if he kept his eye on you, watched, and informed me of all that was in progress. Of course I bound him to the most complete secrecy. He tumbled into the trap at once. The Prince had, of course, previously got wax-impressions of the widows safe-key, for she had one day inadvertently given her key to him to go and unlock a cabinet in the library. Three times the suspicious butler met me, and made secret reports on your doings. He watched you like a cat. Then, on the night of the dinner-party, I had an appointment with him at one oclock in the morning. I stole our car, and ran it noiselessly by the back road through the park to the spot where he was to meet me. He came punctually, and got in the car at my side to be driven into Whitby, where he supposed three detectives were in waiting. My story was that we were to pick them up at the hotel, drive back to the Hall, and arrest the lot of you. He was delighted with the project, and on joining me had a nip of whisky from my flask just to keep out the night air. Ten minutes later he was hors de combat. Id doctored the whisky, so, pulling up, I bound and gagged him, and deposited him in a disused cow-house on the opposite side of a field on the edge of Roxby High Moor — a place Id previously prospected. Having thus got rid of him, I turned the car back again to a spot within a mile of Milnthorpe lodge-gates — previously arranged with the Prince — and there, close by a stile, I found a biggish packet wrapped hurriedly in brown paper. Its feel was sufficient to tell me that it was the boodle. The Prince and the Parson had secured it after Ferrini had absented himself, and having placed it there in readiness for me, had quietly returned to their beds. With it under the seat I drove south as hard as I could by Driffield into Hull. Before I got there I changed the identification plate, obliterated the coronets on the panels with the enamel I found in readiness, and leaving the car in a garage, got across to Bergen, in Norway, and thence by train down to Christiania, Copenhagen, and here.

Well, you put me into a fine hole, Prince, protested the valet good-humouredly. I waited, expecting to hear something each day. The old woman telegraphed frantically to London a dozen times at least, but got no reply. She was just about to go up to town herself to see what had become of you, and I was beginning to feel very uneasy, I confess, when an astounding thing happened. The Italian on the morning of the third day turned up, dirty, dazed, and in a state of terrible excitement. I saw him in the hall where he made a long rambling statement, mostly incoherent. The old woman and Sir Henry, however, would hear no explanation, and, calling the village constable, had him arrested at once. An hour later they carted him off to Whitby. Then I made an excuse, cleared out, and here I am! But I tell you, he added, I had a narrow shave. He made an allegation that I was in the swindle, but every one thought hed either gone mad, or was trying to bluff them.

It was unavoidable, my dear Charles. I couldnt communicate with you, the Prince explained. Never mind, my boy. Theres a good share coming to you. The sparklers are worth at least ten thousand to our old friend the Jew, and theyll be in his hands and out of their settings by this time to-morrow. Besides, the silly old crow who thought shed got a mug, and was going to marry me, has put up twenty thousand pounds in cash to get into the St. Christopher car deal. I got the money out of my bank safely yesterday, and its now paid into a new account in the Dresdener Bank, in the name of Karl Stoltenberg.

Well, you absolutely misled me, Charles declared.

Because it was imperative, replied Herr Stoltenberg, as he said he wished to be known in the immediate future. The old crow was a fool from the very first. She was too ambitious, and never saw through our game or how the record at Brooklands was faked entirely for her benefit. The Parsons first idea was mere vulgar burglary. If wed brought it off we should have found only a lot of worthless electro. But I saw a little farther. She had money, and with a little working would no doubt part. She did. I suppose by this time the poor vain old woman has given up all idea of becoming Princess Albert of Hesse-Holstein.

Well, my dear Prince, exclaimed the Parson, my own idea is that we should separate and all lie doggo for at least a year, now that we have so successfully touched the widows mite.

And this course was at once unanimously agreed.

I happen, as an intimate friend of his audacious Highness, to know his whereabouts at the present moment, and also the snug and unsuspected hiding-places of each of his four accomplices. But to reveal them would most certainly put my personal friends at New Scotland Yard upon their track.

As a matter of fact, I am pledged to absolute secrecy. If I were not, my old college chum would never have dared to furnish me with the details of these stirring adventures of a romantic life of daring and subterfuge — adventures which I have here recounted, and in which perhaps the most prominent if sadly-deceived character has always been The Lady in the Car.

THE END


Spies of the Kaiser (1909)
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PLOTTING THE DOWNFALL OF ENGLAND

Spies of the Kaiser was first published in Britain in 1909. The novel was released during a period of increasing panic and paranoia over the state of the countrys military and the lack of preparation for a war. There seemed to be a concerted effort by sections of the right-wing press and authors such as Le Queux to frighten members of the public and make them believe there were tens of thousands of German spies in the country. This scaremongering helped to create a toxic atmosphere of xenophobic mistrust and suspicion amongst the population. The Daily Mail went so far as to advise their readers that they should Refuse to be served by a German waiter. If your waiter says he is Swiss, ask to see his passport, to make sure they were not being fooled by a spy.

Spies of the Kaiser was based on serious facts according to Le Queux and it relates the tale of thousands of German and foreign spies living and working in England with the knowledge of the British government. Such novels helped to convince the government to produce a report on spies in Britain. The man tasked with providing evidence to the Committee for Imperial Defence was Lieutenant-Colonel James Edmonds, who decided to gather most of his intelligence from Le Queux. Edmonds insisted that the Committee for Imperial Defence should set up a secret service bureau and while the head of the Committee, Lord Haldane, remained very sceptical about the evidence, he agreed and the forerunner to M15 was born. The idea that there were thousands of German spies in England at this time was completely false and never substantiated, but nevertheless the public panic created by Le Queux and others managed to convince the British state to create the modern Intelligence Services.


[image: img264.jpg]

The first edition of the novel
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IF ENGLAND KNEW
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NO SANE PERSON can deny that England is in grave danger of invasion by Germany at a date not far distant.

This very serious fact I endeavoured to place vividly before the public in my recent forecast, The Invasion of 1910, the publication of which, in Germany and in England, aroused a storm of indignation against me.

The Government, it will be remembered, endeavoured to suppress its publication, because it contained many serious truths, which it was deemed best should be withheld from the public, and on its publication — in defiance of the statements in the House of Commons, and the pressure brought upon me by the Prime Minister — I was denounced as a panicmonger.

But have not certain of my warnings already been fulfilled?

I have no desire to create undue alarm. I am an Englishman, and, I hope, a patriot. What I have written in this present volume in the form of fiction is based upon serious facts within my own personal knowledge.

That German spies are actively at work in Great Britain is well known to the authorities. The number of agents of the German Secret Police at this moment working in our midst on behalf of the Intelligence Department in Berlin are believed to be over five thousand. To each agent — known as a fixed-post — is allotted the task of discovering some secret, or of noting in a certain district every detail which may be of advantage to the invader when he lands. This fixed-agent is, in turn, controlled by a travelling agent, who visits him regularly, allots the work, collects his reports, and makes monthly payments, the usual stipend varying from £10 to £30 per month, according to the social position of the spy and the work in which he or she may be engaged.

The spies themselves are not always German. They are often Belgians, Swiss, or Frenchmen employed in various trades and professions, and each being known in the Bureau of Secret Police by a number only, their monthly information being docketed under that particular number. Every six months an inspection is held, and monetary rewards made to those whose success has been most noteworthy.

The whole brigade of spies in England is controlled by a well-known member of the German Secret Police in London, from whom the travelling agents take their orders, and in turn transmit them to the fixed-posts, who are scattered up and down the country.

As I write, I have before me a file of amazing documents, which plainly show the feverish activity with which this advance guard of our enemy is working to secure for their employers the most detailed information. These documents have already been placed before the Minister for War, who returned them without comment!

He is aware of the truth, and cannot deny it in face of these incriminating statements.

It is often said that the Germans do not require to pursue any system of espionage in England when they can purchase our Ordnance maps at a shilling each. But do these Ordnance maps show the number of horses and carts in a district, the stores of food and forage, the best way in which to destroy bridges, the lines of telegraph and telephone, and the places with which they communicate, and such-like matters of vital importance to the invader? Facts such as these, and many others, are being daily conveyed by spies in their carefully prepared reports to Berlin, as well as the secrets of every detail of our armament, our defences, and our newest inventions.

During the last twelve months, aided by a well-known detective officer, I have made personal inquiry into the presence and work of these spies, an inquiry which has entailed a great amount of travelling, much watchfulness, and often considerable discomfort, for I have felt that, in the circumstances, some system of contra-espionage should be established, as has been done in France.

I have refrained from giving actual names and dates, for obvious reasons, and have therefore been compelled, even at risk of being again denounced as a scaremonger, to present the facts in the form of fiction — fiction which, I trust, will point its own patriotic moral.

Colonel Mark Lockwood, Member for Epping, sounded a very serious warning note in the middle of 1908 when he asked questions of the Minister for War, and afterwards of the Prime Minister, respecting the presence of German spies in Norfolk, Suffolk, Essex, and elsewhere. He pointed out that for the past two years these individuals, working upon a carefully prepared plan, had been sketching, photographing, and carefully making notes throughout the whole of East Anglia.

With truth, he declared that this organised system of espionage was for one reason alone, namely in preparation for a sudden raid upon our shores, for the Day — as it is known in Germany — the Day of the Invasion of England.

The replies given by His Majestys Ministers were colourless, though they both actually confessed themselves unable to deal with the situation! Under our existing law it seems that a foreign spy is free to go hither and thither, and plot the downfall of England, while we, ostrich-like, bury our head in the sand at the sign of approaching danger.

The day has passed when one Englishman was worth ten foreigners. Modern science in warfare has altered all that. All the rifle-clubs in England could not stop one German battalion, because the German battalion is trained and disciplined in the art of war, while our rifle-clubs are neither disciplined nor trained. Were every able-bodied man in the kingdom to join a rifle-club we should be no nearer the problem of beating the German invaders if once they landed, than if the spectators in all the football matches held in Britain mobilised against a foreign foe. The Territorial idea is a delusion. Seaside camps for a fortnight a year are picnics, not soldiering. The art of navigation, the science of engineering, or the trade of carpentering cannot be learned in fourteen days annually — neither can the art of war.

In response, we have held up to us the strength of our Navy. But is it really what it is represented by our rulers to an already deluded public?

Only as recently as March 29, 1909, Sir Edward Grey, replying to Mr. Balfours vote of censure in the House of Commons, was compelled to admit that — 

A new situation is created by the German programme. When it is completed, Germany, a great country close to our own shores, will have a fleet of thirty-three Dreadnoughts, and that fleet will be the most powerful which the world has ever yet seen. It imposes upon us the necessity of rebuilding the whole of our fleet. That is the situation.



Germany is our friend — for the moment. But Prince Buelow now admits that the Kaisers telegram to President Kruger was no personal whim, but the outcome of national policy!

What may happen to-morrow?

WILLIAM LE QUEUX.



THE PERIL OF ENGLAND. WHO IS RIGHT?
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SIR EDWARD GREY

In the House of Commons, March 29, 1909.

We have been informed verbally, but quite definitely, that Germany will not accelerate her naval programme of construction, and will not have thirteen ships of the Dreadnought type, including cruisers, till the end of 1912.

PRINCE BUELOW

In the Reichstag, March 29, 1909.

Great Britain has never made any proposals which the German Government regarded as a suitable basis for negotiations. Germany regards the question of limitation of armaments as outside the range of practical politics.

WHAT THE KAISER SAYS:

His Imperial Majesty the German Emperor declared: — 

The prevailing sentiment among large sections of the middle and lower class of my own people is not friendly to England. — Daily Telegraph, October 28, 1908.


CHAPTER I

HOW THE PLANS OF ROSYTH WERE STOLEN
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BUT IF THE new plans for our naval base at Rosyth have already been secured by Germany, I dont see what we can do, I remarked. Whats the use of closing the stable-door after the horse has been stolen?

Thats just what we generally do in England, my dear old Jack, replied my friend. We still think, as in the days of Wellington, that one Englishman is worth ten foreigners. But remember the Boer War, and what our shameful ignorance cost us in men and money. Now, as I explained last night in London, the original plans of Rosyth leaked out some time ago, and were actually published in certain Continental papers. In consequence of this, fresh plans have been prepared and adopted by the Lords of the Admiralty. It is one of these which Reitmeyer informs my father is already in German hands.

But is not Reitmeyer a German himself? I asked.

Hes a naturalised Englishman, replied my friend Ray Raymond, drawing hard at his pipe as he stretched himself lazily before the fire of the inn-parlour. It was he who gave the guvnor a good deal of the information upon which he based those questions he asked in the House.

The Government refused to admit that German spies are at work in England, I said.

Yes, Jack. Thats just why Im down here on the Firth of Forth — in order to accomplish the task Ive set myself, namely, to prove that German secret agents are at this moment actively at work amongst us. I intend to furnish proof of the guvnors statements, and by exposing the methods of these inquisitive gentry, compel the Government to introduce fresh legislation in order that the authorities may be able to deal with them. At present spies may work their will in England, and the law is powerless to prevent them.

I was standing with my back to the fire facing my friend, who, a barrister like myself, shared with me a set of rather dismal chambers in New Stone Buildings, Lincolns Inn, though he had never had occasion to practise, as I unfortunately had.

As he sat, his long, thin legs outstretched towards the fire, he presented the appearance of the typical athletic young Englishman, aged about thirty, clean-shaven, clean-limbed, with an intelligent and slightly aquiline face, a pair of merry grey eyes, and light brown hair closely cropped. He was an all-round good fellow, even though his life had been cast in pleasant places. Eldest son of Sir Archibald Raymond, Bart., the well-known Cardiff coal-owner who sat for East Carmarthen, he had been with me at Balliol, we had read together, and though he now shared those dingy London chambers, he resided in a prettily furnished flat in Bruton Street, while I lived in rooms round in Guilford Street, Bloomsbury, in my lonely bachelordom.

He had been adopted as candidate for West Rutland at the next election, and his party predicted of him great things. But the long-wished-for General Election was still afar off, therefore, with commendable patriotism, he had taken up the burning question of German spies in England, which had been so lightly pooh-poohed by both the Prime Minister and the Minister for War. His intention was, if possible, to checkmate their activity, and at the same time reveal to the public the fools paradise in which we are living now that the Day — as they call it in Germany — is fast approaching — the day of the invasion of Great Britain.

— Miles N.E. of Dockyard. Half-closed redoubt for infantry — Platforms for machine-guns at angles — Wrought-iron palisading at bottom of ditch.

G (in plan.) Ferry Hills Fort — Earth and concrete — Very deep ditches, flanked by counterscarp galleries and a stone caponier — Casemated — Probable armament — Two 9.2-inch guns, six 7.5-inch guns — Wrought-iron fraise below counterscarp.

H (in plan). Evidently intended for use against torpedo-boats and destroyers — To mount ten 4-inch quick-firing guns — Wrought-iron palisading in ditch well covered from seaward — Gorge closed by stone wall (two tiers of loopholes for musketry), flanked by caponiers with machine-guns.

I. A large and formidable work armed with — 

Portion of translation of the German spys report upon the new naval base at Rosyth.

After Sir Archibald had put the questions in the House, the purport of which most readers will remember, he had been the recipient of many letters pointing out the presence of spies — letters which, if published, would have no doubt created a great sensation. Many of these statements Ray and I had, during the past two months, closely investigated on the spot, and what we had discovered held us both amazed and alarmed. Indeed, we had secured evidence that although spies were openly at work in certain of our eastern counties collecting all sorts of information which would be of incalculable importance to an invader, yet the chief constables of those counties had actually been instructed from head-quarters to close their eyes to the movements of inquisitive foreigners!

In the investigations upon which Ray Raymond had embarked with such enthusiasm, and which I am now permitted to chronicle in these pages, he had taken only two persons into his confidence — myself and Vera, the pretty, fair-haired daughter of Vice-Admiral Sir Charles Vallance, the Admiral-Superintendent of Portsmouth Dockyard, to whom he was engaged.

Indeed, from the first I suspected that it had been her influence that had roused him to action; she who had promised him her assistance, and who had pointed out how, by watching and unmasking the spies, he might render his King and country signal service.

At dusk that day we had, on arrival from Kings Cross, left our baggage with the hall porter of the North British Hotel in Edinburgh, had travelled from the Waverley Station to Dalmeny, and descending the hundred or so steps to the comfortable Hawes Inn, at the waters edge, had dined there. Thence we had taken the old ferry-boat over to North Queensferry, on the opposite shore, where, in the rather bare parlour of the little Albert Hotel, directly beneath the giant arms of the Forth Bridge, we were resting and smoking.

Outside the November night was dark and squally with drizzling rain; within the warmth was cheerful, the fire throwing a red glow upon the old-fashioned mahogany sideboard with its profuse display of china and the two long tables covered with red cloths.
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The notes, here translated from German, were written on the British Ordnance Map.



From my boyhood days, I, John James Jacox, barrister-at-law, had always been fond of detective work; therefore I realised that in the present inquiry before us there was wide scope for ones reasoning powers, as well as a great probability of excitement.

I was thoroughly wiping my gold pince-nez, utterly failing to discover Rays reason in travelling to that spot now that it was admitted that the Germans had already outwitted us and secured a copy of at least one of the plans. Suddenly, glancing up at the cheap American clock on the mantelshelf, my friend declared that we ought to be moving and at once struggled into his coat and crushed on his soft felt hat. It then wanted a quarter to ten oclock.

In ascending the short, steep hill in the semi-darkness, we passed the North Queensferry post office, beside which he stopped short to peer down the dark alley which separated it from the Roxburgh Hotel. I noticed that in this alley stood a short, stout telegraph-pole, carrying about sixty or so lines of wire which, coming overhead from the north, converged at that point into a cable, and crossed to the south beneath the mile-broad waters of the Forth.

Ray was apparently interested in them, for glancing overhead he saw another set of wires which, carried higher, crossed the street and ran away to the left. This road he followed, I walking at his side.

The way we took proved to be a winding one, which, instead of ascending the steep hill with its many quarries, from the summit of which the wonderful bridge runs forth, skirted the estuary westward past a number of small grey cottages, the gardens of some of which appeared to run down to the broad waters whence shone the flashing light of the Beamer and those of Dalmeny, the Bridge, and of South Queensferry.

The rain had ceased, and the moon, slowly struggling from behind a big bank of cloud, now produced a most picturesque effect of light and shadow.

The actions of Ray Raymond were, however, somewhat mysterious, for on passing each telegraph-pole he, by the aid of a small electric torch he carried in his pocket, examined it carefully at a distance of about six feet from the ground.

He must have thus minutely examined at least fifteen or sixteen when, at the sharp bend of the road, he apparently discovered something of which he was in search. The pole stood close beside the narrow pathway, and as he examined it with his magnifying-glass I also became curious. But all I distinguished were three small gimlet holes set in a triangle in the black tarred wood about four inches apart.

Count the wires, Jack, he said. I make them twenty-six. Am I correct?

I counted, and found the number to be right.

Then for some moments he stood in thoughtful silence, gazing away over the wide view of St. Margarets Hope spread before him.

Afterwards we moved forward. Passing along, he examined each of the other poles, until we descended the hill to the Ferry Toll, where the high road and wires branched off to the right to Dunfermline. Then, taking the left-hand road along the shore, where ran a line of telephone, we passed some wharves, gained the Limpet Ness, and for a further couple of miles skirted the moonlit waters, until, of a sudden, there came into view a long corrugated-iron building lying back from the road facing the Forth and fenced off by a high spiked-iron railing. The entrance was in the centre, with nine long windows on either side, while at a little distance further back lay a small bungalow, evidently the residence of the caretaker.

This, exclaimed my friend without halting, is the much-discussed Rosyth. These are the Admiralty offices, and from here the tracing of that plan was obtained.

A rather lonely spot, I remarked.

Over yonder, beyond that ruined castle out on the rocks, where Oliver Cromwells mother was born, is the site of the new naval base. Youll get a better view from the other side of the hill, he said in a low voice.

Who lives in the bungalow? I inquired.

Only the caretaker. The nearest house is on top of the hill, and is occupied by the second officer in charge of the works.

Continuing our way and passing over the hill, we skirted a wood, which I afterwards found to be Orchardhead Wood, passed a pair of lonely cottages on the right, until we reached a lane running down to the waters edge. Turning into this lane, we walked as far as a gate which commanded the great stretch of broad, level meadows and the wide bay beyond. Leaning over it, he said:

This is where the new naval base is to be. Yonder, where you see the lights, is Bruce Haven.

Tell me the facts regarding the stolen plan as far as is known, I said, leaning on the gate also and gazing away across the wide stretch of moonlit waters.

The facts are curious, replied my friend. As you know, Ive been away from London a fortnight, and in those fourteen days Ive not been idle. It seems that when the first plan leaked out and was published abroad, the Admiralty had two others prepared, and into both these a commission which came down here has, for several months, been busily at work investigating their feasibility. At last one of the schemes has been adopted. Tracings of it are kept in strictest secrecy in a safe in the offices down yonder, together with larger-scale tracings of the various docks, the submarine station, repairing docks, patent slips, and defensive forts — some twenty-two documents in all. The details of the defensive forts are, of course, kept a profound secret. The safe has two keys, one kept by the superintendent of the works, Mr. Wilkinson, who lives over at Dunfermline, and the other by the first officer, Mr. Farrar, who resides in a house half a mile from the offices. The safe cannot be opened except by the two gentlemen being present together. The leakage could not come from within. None of the plans have ever been found to be missing and no suspicion attaches to anybody, yet there are two most curious facts. The first is that in July last a young clerk named Edwin Jephson, living with his mother in Netley Road, Shepherds Bush, and employed by a firm of auctioneers in the City, was picked up in the Thames off Thorneycrofts at Chiswick. At the inquest, the girl to whom the young man was engaged testified to his strangeness of manner a few days previously; while his mother stated how, prior to his disappearance, he had been absent from home for four days, and on his return had seemed greatly perturbed, and had remarked: Therell be something in the papers about me before long. On the body were found fourteen shillings in silver, some coppers, a few letters, and a folio of blue foolscap containing some writing in German which, on translation, proved to be certain details regarding a fortress. A verdict of suicide was returned; but the statement in German, placed by the police before the Admiralty, proved to be an exact copy of one of the documents preserved in the safe here, at Rosyth.

Then the Admiralty cannot deny the leakage of the secret? I remarked.

No; but the mystery remains how it came into the young fellows possession, and what he was about to do with it. As far as can be ascertained, he was a most exemplary young man, and had no connection whatever with any one in Admiralty employ, replied Ray; adding, the second fact is the one alleged by Reitmeyer, who was, in confidence, shown a photograph of one of the larger plans.

Then spies are, no doubt, at work here, I said.

That cannot be denied, was his reply. This neighbourhood opens up a wide field of investigation to the inquisitive gentry from the Fatherland. Knowledge of the secrets of the defences of the Firth of Forth would be of the utmost advantage to Germany in the event of an invasion. The local submarine defences and corps of submarine miners have been done away with, yet the entrance of the estuary is commanded by strong batteries upon the island of Inchkeith, opposite Leith; the Forth Bridge is defended by masked batteries at Dalmeny at the one end and at Carlingnose at the other, while upon Inchgarvie, the rock beneath the centre of the bridge, is a powerful battery of six-inch guns. The true strength of these defences, and the existence of others, are, of course, kept an absolute secret, but Germany is equally anxious to learn them, as she is to know exactly what our plans are regarding this new naval base and its fortifications.

But if the new base were established, might not the Forth Bridge be blown into the water by the enemy, and our fleet bottled up by the wreckage? I ventured to remark.

Thats just the point, Jack, my friend said; whether the Rosyth works are carried out or not, the Germans would, without doubt, use their best endeavours to blow up the bridge; first in order to cut direct communication between north and south, and secondly, to prevent British ships using St. Margarets Hope as a haven of refuge.

And even in face of the document discovered upon the auctioneers clerk, the Government deny the activity of spies!

Yes, said Ray in a hard voice. A week ago I was up here, and examined the safe in the offices weve passed. I was only laughed at for my pains. I must admit, of course, that no document has ever been missing, and that the safe has not been tampered with in any way.

A complete mystery.

One which, my dear Jack, we must solve, he said, as we retraced our steps back to North Queensferry station, where we luckily caught a train back to Edinburgh.

Next morning we travelled again to Dalmeny, and in the grey mist hired a boat at the slippery landing-stage opposite the Hawes Inn. Refusing the assistance of the boatman, Ray took off his coat and commenced to row to the opposite shore. His action surprised me, as we could easily have gone over by the steam ferry. It was high tide, and by degrees as we got into mid-stream he allowed the boat to drift towards one of the sets of four circular caissons in which the foundations of the gigantic bridge, with its bewildering masses of ironwork, were set.

Against one of them the boat drifted, and he placed his hand upon the masonry to prevent a collision. As he did so, his keen eyes discerned something which caused him to pull back and examine it more closely.

As he did so, a train rumbled high above us.

With curiosity I followed the direction of his gaze, but what I saw conveyed to me nothing. About two feet above high-water mark a stout iron staple had been fixed into the concrete. To it was attached a piece of thin wire rope descending into the water, apparently used by the bridge workmen to moor their boats.

Having carefully examined the staple, Ray rowed round to the other three caissons, a few feet distant, but there discovered nothing. Afterwards, with my assistance, he pulled back to the Dalmeny side, where, at the base of one of the high square brick piers of the shore end of the bridge, the third from the land, he found a similar staple driven. Then we returned to the pier and crossed to North Queensferry.

My friends next move was to enter the post office and there write upon a yellow form a telegram in German addressed to a person in Berlin. This he handed to the pleasant-faced Scotch postmistress, who, on seeing it in a strange language, regarded him quickly.

Ray remarked that he supposed she did not often transmit messages in German, whereupon she said:

Oh, yes. The German waiter up at the Golf Club sends them sometimes.

Is he the only German you have in North Queensferry? he inquired casually.

Ive never heard of any other, sir, replied the good woman, and then we both wished her good-day and left.

Our next action was to climb the Ferry Hill at the back of the post office, passing the station and Carlingnose Fort, until we reached the club-house of the Dunfermline Golf Club, which commands a fine prospect over the wide estuary eastward.

No one appeared to be playing that morning, but on entering the club we were approached by a fair-headed, rather smart-looking German waiter. His age was about thirty, his fair moustache well trained, and his hair closely cropped.

I made inquiry for an imaginary person, and by that means was enabled to engage the man in conversation. Ray, on his part, remarked that he would be staying in the neighbourhood for some time, and requested a list of members and terms of membership. In response, the waiter fetched him a book of rules, which he placed in his pocket.

Well? I asked, as we descended the hill.

To me, my friend remarked, there is only one suspicious fact about that man — his nationality.

The afternoon we spent out at the naval offices, where I was introduced to the Superintendent and the second officer, and where I stood by while my friend again examined the big green-painted safe, closely investigating its lock with the aid of his magnifying glass. It was apparent that those in charge regarded him as a harmless crank, for so confident were they that no spy had been able to get at the plans that no night watch had ever been kept upon the place.

Through five consecutive nights, unknown to the caretaker, who slept so peacefully in his bungalow, we, however, kept a vigilant watch upon the place. But in vain. Whatever information our friends the Germans wanted they seemed to have already obtained.

Ray Raymond, however, continued to display that quiet, methodical patience born of enthusiasm.

Im confident that something is afoot, and that there are spies in the neighbourhood, he would say.

Nearly a fortnight we spent, sometimes in Edinburgh, and at others idling about North Queensferry in the guise of English tourists, for the Forth Bridge is still an attraction to the sightseer.

Upon the German waiter at the Golf Club Ray was keeping a watchful eye. He had discovered his name to be Heinrich Klauber, and that before his engagement there he had been a waiter in the basement café of the Hôtel de lEurope, in Leicester Square, London.

His movements were in no way suspicious. He lived at a small cottage nearly opposite the post office at North Queensferry with a widow named Macdonald, and he had fallen in love with a rather pretty dark-eyed girl named Elsie Robinson, who lived with her father in the grey High Street of Inverkeithing. As far as my observations went — and it often fell to my lot to watch his movements while Ray was absent — the German was hardworking, thrifty, and a pattern of all the virtues.

One evening, however, a curious incident occurred.

Ray had run up to London, leaving me to watch the Germans movements. Klauber had returned to Mrs. Macdonalds about eight, but not until nearly eleven did he come forth again, and then instead of taking his usual road to Inverkeithing to meet the girl Robinson, he ascended the hill and struck across the golf-course until he had gained its highest point, which overlooked the waters of the Forth towards the sea.

So suddenly did he halt that I was compelled to throw myself into a bunker some distance away to escape detection. Then, as I watched, I saw him take from his pocket and light a small acetylene lamp, apparently a bicycle-lamp, with a green glass. He then placed it in such a position on the grass that it could be seen from far across the waters, and lighting a cigarette, he waited.

The light on the Oxcars was flashing white and red, while from distant Inchkeith streamed a white brilliance at regular intervals. But the light of Heinrich Klauber was certainly a signal. To whom?

He remained there about half an hour, but whether he received any answering signal I know not.

Next night and the next I went to the same spot, but he failed to put in an appearance. Then, in order to report to Ray, I joined the morning train from Perth to London.

On arrival at New Stone Buildings I telephoned to Bruton Street, but Chapman, his valet, told me that his master had slept there only one night, had received a visit from a respectably dressed middle-aged woman, and had gone away — to an unknown destination. Therefore I waited for a whole week in anxiety and suspense, until one morning I received a wire from him, despatched from Kirkcaldy, urging me to join him at once at the Station Hotel in Perth.

Next morning at nine oclock I was seated on the side of his bed, telling him of the incident of the lamp.

Ah! he exclaimed after a pause. My surmises are slowly proving correct, Jack. You must buy a bicycle-lamp down in the town and a piece of green glass. To-night you must go there at the same hour and show a similar light. The matter seems far more serious than I first expected. The enemy is no doubt here, in our midst. Take this. It may be handy before long, and he took from his kit-bag a new .32 Colt revolver.

By this, I saw that he had resolved upon some bold stroke.

That evening, after an early dinner at the hotel, we took train to North Queensferry, and on alighting at the station he sent me up to the golf-links to show a light for half an hour; promising to meet me later at a certain point on the road to Rosyth.

I gained the lonely spot on the golf-course and duly showed the light. Then I hastened to rejoin my friend at the point he indicated, and found him awaiting me behind some bushes.

Almost at the moment we met, a female figure came along beneath the shadow of a high wall. She was a poorly dressed girl, but the instant she addressed my friend I recognised by her refined voice that it was Vera, the dainty daughter of the Admiral Superintendent.

Elsie is waiting down by the Ferry Barns, she said quickly, in a low whisper, after greeting me. Heinrich has not kept his appointment with her.

You have the note? he asked. Recollect what I told you concerning the man Hartmann.

Yes, she replied. Then, addressing me, she said, Take care of these people Mr. Jacox. They are utterly unscrupulous; and she again disappeared into the darkness.

Ray and I turned and again walked back in the direction of Rosyth. But when we had gone a little distance he told me to approach the naval offices carefully, conceal myself in the bushes, and watch until he joined me. On no account was I to make any sign, whatever I might witness.

Though intensely cold the night was not very dark, therefore I was not long in establishing my position at a spot where I had a good view of the offices. Then I leaned upon a tree-trunk and waited in breathless expectation. I touched my fathers old repeater which I carried and found it to be a quarter past midnight.

For over an hour I remained there, scarce daring to move a muscle.

Suddenly, however, upon the mud at the side of the road I heard soft footsteps, and a few moments later two figures loomed up from the shadow. But when about forty yards from the offices they halted, one of the men alone proceeding.

With great caution he climbed the spiked railing, and crossing rapidly to the main door of the offices he unlocked it with a key and entered, closing the door after him. As far as I could distinguish, the man wore a short beard, and was dressed in tweeds and a golf cap. Holding my breath, I saw the flashing of an electric torch within the building.

Fully twenty minutes elapsed before he reappeared, relocked the outside door, and clambering back over the railings, rejoined his waiting companion, both being lost next second in the darkness.

I longed to follow them, but Rays instructions had been explicit — I was to wait until he arrived.

Half an hour later, hearing his low whistle, I emerged from my hiding-place to meet him and tell him what I had seen.

Yes, he said, I know. We have now no time to lose.

And together we hurried back over the road towards North Queensferry.

At the same spot where Vera had met us, we found her still in hiding. My friend whispered some words, whereupon she hurried on before us to the sharp bend in the road where stood the telegraph-pole which had attracted Ray on the night of our first arrival.

We drew back in the shadow, and as we did so I saw her halt and pull the bell beside a small gate in a high wall. Behind stood a white-washed cottage, with a good-sized garden at the rear. One end of the house abutted upon the pathway, and in it was one small window commanding a view of the road.

Vera, we saw, had some conversation with the old woman who answered her ring, and then went in, the gate being closed after her.

Together we waited for a considerable time, our impatience and apprehension increasing. All was silent, except for a dog-cart, in which we recognised Mr. Wilkinson driving home from the station.

Curious that Vera doesnt return, Ray remarked at last, when we had waited nearly three-quarters of an hour. We must investigate for ourselves. I hope nothing has happened to her.

And motioning me to follow, he very cautiously crept along the muddy path and tried the gate. It had been relocked.

We therefore scaled the wall without further ado, and, standing in the little front garden, we listened breathlessly at the door of the house.

Get back there in the shadow, Jack, urged my friend; and, as soon as I was concealed, he passed his hand along the lintel of the door, where he found the bell-wire from the gate. This he pulled.

A few moments later the old woman reappeared at the door, passing out towards the gate, when, in an instant, Ray and I were within, and flinging open a door on the left of the narrow passage we found ourselves confronted by the exemplary waiter Klauber and a companion, whose short beard and snub nose I recognised as those of the man who so calmly entered the naval offices a couple of hours before.

For them our sudden appearance was, no doubt, a dramatic surprise.

The elder man gave vent to a quick imprecation in German, while Klauber, of course, recognised us both.

In the room was a large camera with a flashlight apparatus, while pinned upon a screen before the camera was a big tracing of a plan of one of the chief defensive forts which the spies had that night secured from Rosyth, and which they were now in the act of photographing.

A lady called upon you here an hour ago, exclaimed Ray. Where is she?

No lady has called here, replied the bearded German in very good English, adding with marvellous coolness, To what, pray, do we owe this unwarrantable intrusion?

To the fact that I recognise you as Josef Scholtz, secret agent of the German Naval Intelligence Department, answered my friend resolutely, closing the door and standing with his back to it. We have met before. You were coming down the steps of a house in Pont Street, London, where lives a great friend of yours, Hermann Hartmann.

Well? asked the German, with feigned unconcern, and before we could prevent him he had torn the tracing from the screen, roughly folded it, and stuffed it into his pocket.

Hand that to me, commanded my friend quickly.

But the spy only laughed in open defiance.

You intended, no doubt, to replace that as you have done the others after photographing them. Only weve just spoilt your game, Raymond said. Both Mr. Wilkinson and Mr. Farrar are, I see from the list, members of the Golf Club where you — and he looked across to the waiter— are employed. On one occasion, while Mr. Wilkinson was taking a bath after a game, and on another while Mr. Farrar was changing his coat and vest, you contrived to take wax impressions of both the safe keys and also that of the door of the offices. The keys were made in Glasgow, and by their means the plans of our new naval base and its proposed defences have been at your disposal.

Well — theres no law against it! cried Scholtz. Let me pass.

First give me that tracing, demanded my friend resolutely.

Never. Do your worst! the German replied, speaking with a more pronounced accent in his excitement, while at the same moment I saw that he held a revolver in his hand.

In an instant Ray drew his own weapon, but, instead of covering the spy, he pointed it at a small, strong wooden box upon the floor in the opposite corner of the room.

Gott — no! gasped the man, his face blanching as he realised Rays intention. For Heavens sake dont. I — I — —

Ah! laughed my friend. So it is as I thought. You two blackguards, with some of your friends, I expect, have been secretly preparing for the destruction of the Forth Bridge on the Day — as you are so fond of calling it. The staples are already driven in, and the unsuspicious-looking wire ropes, attached to which the boxes of gun-cotton and other explosives are to be sunk between the four caissons, are all in readiness. The boat from a German merchant vessel off Leith, signalled at intervals by your assistant Klauber, has been bringing up box after box of that dangerous stuff and landing it at the bottom of this garden; so that within an hour of receiving the code-word from your chief, you would be able to wreck the whole bridge and blow it into the water!

The spy endeavoured to pass, but seeing Rays determined attitude, held back, and my friend compelled him to lay down his weapon.

Jack, said my friend, just see whats in that box.

I at once investigated it, and discovered within only innocent-looking tin boxes of English biscuits. The three tins at the top I lifted out and placed on the floor, but those below I found were filled with circular cakes of what looked like felt, about an inch in thickness, each with a hole through it, and with a small cavity for the reception of the detonator. I showed it to Ray, pointing out that, packed with it, were several smaller tins, like boxes of cigarettes.

Yes. I see! he exclaimed as I opened one. Those are the detonators, filled with fulminate of mercury.

Let us pass! cried both the spies.

Not before you are searched shall you leave this house! was the quick reply. If you resist, I shall fire into one of those boxes of detonators, and blow you to atoms.

And yourselves also! remarked Klauber, his face pale as death.

It will at least prevent our secrets falling into your hands, and at the same time bring the truth home to the British Government! was my friends unwavering answer.

Next moment both men made a dash towards the door, but I had drawn my weapon and was upon my guard. There was a flash, followed by a deafening report, as Ray fired at the box, aiming wide on purpose.

Then the two spies, seeing that they had to deal with a man who was a patriot to his hearts core, realised that their game was up.

Sullenly Scholtz put down his weapon, and I searched both men.

From the pocket of the exemplary waiter I drew forth a rough plan, together with some scribbled notes in German, which afterwards proved to be a description of the forts on Inchkeith, while from the pocket of Scholtz I secured the tracing he had stolen from Rosyth.

Then we allowed both the secret agents of the Kaiser to pass out, much to the consternation and alarm of the deaf old Scotchwoman, who had, at their request, posed as the occupier of the cottage, but who, in perfect ignorance of what was in progress, had acted as their housekeeper.

A swift examination of the premises revealed no trace of Vera. But we found in the cellar below the room where we had found the spies a great store of gun-cotton and other high explosives of German manufacture, intended for the wrecking of the bridge; while in an old battered portmanteau in one of the upstairs rooms we also found, all ready for conveyance to Germany, a quantity of prints from the photographic negatives in the room below — photographs of nearly the whole of the plans of Rosyth, and more especially of its proposed forts — which the men had been in the habit of abstracting at night and replacing in the safe before dawn.

Ray Raymond was in active search of something else besides, and at length discovered what he sought — two German military telegraph instruments, together with a complete and very ingenious arrangement for the tapping of wire.

By Jove! exclaimed my friend, who took a keen interest in all things electrical. This will now come in very handy!

And on going outside to the telegraph pole against the wall, he clambered up it and attached wires to two of the insulators. Then descending, he screwed a little brass box upon it into those same three holes in the black wood which had attracted him on the night of our arrival, and a moment later began manipulating the key.

Good! he exclaimed at last. Ive picked up Inverkeithing, and asked them to send the police over at once. We mustnt leave the place and risk the spies returning for any of their paraphernalia. The disappearance of Vera, however, worries me. I sent her here with a note purporting to come from the chief of the German Secret Service in England, Hermann Hartmann; but she has vanished, and we must, as soon as the police arrive, go in search of her.

So completely had we unmasked the spies that I stood puzzled and amazed.

Ray, noticing my attitude, made explanation.

Several of my surmises in this case proved entirely correct, he said. My first suspicion was aroused that if spies were about, they would probably prepare for tapping the telegraph lines, and, as you know, I soon discovered evidence of it. Then those staples in the foundations of the bridge gave me a further clue to the work in progress, a suspicion greatly strengthened by the signal light shown by the man Klauber. The two men who held the safe keys being members of the Golf Club aroused a theory which proved the correct one, and on tracing back the career of the waiter I made a remarkable discovery which left no doubt as to his real profession. It seems that while employed at the Café de lEurope in London, he lodged at the house of Mrs. Jephson, in Shepherds Bush, and became extremely friendly with the widows son. Now youll remember that a few days before the poor fellows death he was absent mysteriously, and on his return he told his mother in confidence that there would shortly be something in the papers about himself. Well, the truth is now quite plain. During his absence he evidently came up here. Young Jephson, who knew German, had found out that his German friend was a spy, and had no doubt secured the document afterwards found upon him as evidence. Klauber was ignorant of this, though he suspected that his secret was out. In deadly fear of exposure, he then plotted to silence the young Englishman, inducing him to walk along the towing-path between Hammersmith and Barnes, where he no doubt pushed him into the river. Indeed, I have found a witness who saw the two men together in King Street, Hammersmith, on the evening of the poor fellows disappearance. The plan which Reitmeyer saw is, I find, fortunately one of the discarded ones.

Extraordinary! I declared, absorbed by what he had related. But while youve wrested from Germany the secrets of some of our most important defences, you have, my dear Ray, temporarily lost the woman you love!

My first duty, Jack, is to my King and my country, he declared, sitting on the edge of the table in the spies photographic studio. I have tried to perform it to-night, and have, fortunately, exposed the German activity in our midst. When the police arrive to view this spies nest, we must at once search for her who is always my confidante, and to whose womans wits and foresight this success is in no small measure due.


CHAPTER II

THE SECRET OF THE SILENT SUBMARINE
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ITS A MOST mysterious affair, no doubt, I remarked. Has anything further been discovered?

Yes, Jack, replied my friend Ray Raymond, rolling a fresh cigarette between his fingers. On investigation, the mystery grows more complicated, more remarkable, and — for us — much more interesting.

We were seated together in our dismal chambers in New Stone Buildings, Lincolns Inn, one wet afternoon about six weeks after the Forth Bridge affair. With us, lolling in the shabby old easy chair beside the fire, sat Vera Vallance, in a big black hat, with her muff and coat thrown aside. Her disappearance at North Queensferry had been of only brief duration, for we had discovered her hiding at the bottom of the long garden, close to the waters edge, watching the landing of two small boxes from a boat. It appeared that the two men, Scholtz and Klauber, on receipt of the note purporting to come from their director, Hermann Hartmann, in London, had asked her to wait in an adjoining room while they wrote a reply. But from there she had slipped out, and concealed herself in the garden to wait and watch.

Half an hour ago she had come to my gloomy chambers with her fiancé, in order, as he explained, to consult with us. She was at present on a visit to her married sister who lived in Argyll Road, near Kensington High Street, hence they were daily in each others company.

You see, Jack, very little has been allowed to leak out to the papers, Ray exclaimed as he lit his cigarette and took up a position with his back to the fire. As soon as I read of the discovery I ran down to Scotland Yard, saw Evans, and explained my theory. He was inclined to agree with me, and at once gave orders that no facts were to be given to the Press. Upon complete secrecy, our success now depends.

I only know what Ive read in the papers, I remarked.

Tell us the whole facts, Ray, urged the pretty fair-haired girl, who sat with her veil raised and her long white gloves laid across her knees.

Well, dear, they are briefly as follows, he replied, with an affectionate glance at her. Last Thursday afternoon, on the arrival at 4.51 of a train from Guildford at Vauxhall, the ticket-collector discovered lying on the floor of a third-class compartment a middle-aged, respectably dressed man in an apparently dying condition. The police were called, and he was conveyed to St. Thomass Hospital, where it was found that he was suffering from a severe fracture of the skull, the wound having been inflicted probably with a loaded stick or a life-preserver. There was a severe cut over the right eye and a great gash down the left cheek. The man was unconscious, and still remains so. The doctors have grave doubts whether, even if he recovers, his mind will not be permanently affected. In all probability he will never regain his right mind.

Terrible! ejaculated Vera.

Yes. A case of attempted murder, no doubt, he said. But what first attracted my notice was the statement that the man had been identified as Max Steinheim, a German hairdresser employed in a shop in New Bond Street, who had been missing for nearly two months. He resided in Hargwynne Street, Stockwell, and as he owed a considerable sum to his landlady, she had given notice to the police of his disappearance. It was she who had identified him in the hospital.

Thats as far as the information conveyed by the newspapers carries the affair, I remarked.

Exactly. But we are able to proceed a little farther, to a matter which must be closely investigated, continued Raymond. On the arrival of the train at Waterloo the compartment, which showed signs of a desperate struggle, was searched, and under the seat was discovered a small piece of paper tightly screwed up into a small ball as though somebody wished to get rid of it unobserved. Upon it, in a distinctly foreign hand, and in violet ink — which, by the way, is seldom used by Englishmen — were traced some cryptic memoranda, a copy of which I have here, and he handed for our inspection a piece of paper which presented this appearance:

J 11864! 19505
Kingscliffe
12.15 train St. Pancras
M.R. Weldon and Corby 1 mile
Royal Pier 18

6.11

248 and 392
Harpur Street 2.30
? 8.88 M. 88
Elmar 39 X clock.

Youve endeavoured to decipher it, of course, I remarked, as both Vera and I gazed at the puzzling array of numerals and words.

I have. For the past three days Ive indeed done nothing else. Unfortunately the result is not very reassuring, he answered. Deciphered by one of the little-known codes, the figures 19505 stand for January 24th, which is four days before the murderous assault. Kingscliffe is the name of a village in Northamptonshire, on the North Western line between Peterborough and Rugby. The 12.15 from St. Pancras is a restaurant train for Derby, and takes passengers to Weldon and Corby station, by changing at Kettering, and the distance 1 mile would bring the traveller to the village of Great Weldon.

Royal Pier sounds like the name of a hotel, I remarked.

No doubt. But there are a good many Royal Pier hotels in England, so there we are confronted with a difficulty. To what 6.11 refers I cannot conceive, while Harpur Street, which is off Theobalds Road, I visited yesterday, but I find there are no such numbers as 248 or 392. The next line is unintelligible, but if I read the last line aright it is an appointment made beneath the clock at Charing Cross Station at six.

I drew hard at my pipe. That strange document presented to me a very complicated puzzle.

It seems to refer to some district in Northamptonshire, yet he was attacked coming up from Guildford, on the South Western line! Vera remarked. Is your only suspicion based upon the fact of the injured mans nationality, Ray?

That, combined with other circumstances, he replied. As soon as I read the first announcement in the papers, I went down to Guildford and there ascertained that the injured man arrived at the Angel Hotel in a motor-car about one oclock. The chauffeur remarked to the ostler that he had come up from the south coast, and after having a drink he started off on the return journey. Steinheim had luncheon upstairs, took his coffee and cigarette in the little room below, and idled about, telling the lady bookkeeper of the hotel that he was expecting a friend. The friend in question did not, however, arrive, therefore he walked down to the station, and left at 4.13 for London. A porter remembers seeing him alone in the compartment, and it seems quite certain that, on starting from Guildford, he was still alone. The train was an express, and timed not to stop anywhere from Guildford to Vauxhall, but, from the railway officials, I find that it was pulled up by signal about a mile from Esher, in which time he may have been joined by some one from the adjoining compartment.

Then your theory is that the man who attacked this mysterious German got back again to his carriage, and alighted at Vauxhall, I said.

I certainly think so, for the driver says that outside Clapham Junction the signals were against him, and he pulled up.

Its a pity he has not sufficiently recovered to make any statement.

Ray smiled grimly.

He would never do that, I think, he said. It is to his advantage to conceal the facts, if my deductions prove correct.

Are those all the known circumstances? I inquired, much interested.

There is one other. A week after the mans disappearance from Stockwell, his landlady received a letter bearing the postmark of Crawley in Sussex, telling her not to trouble on his account. He wrote: I am engaged upon an important mission, but shall return home within ten days, when I will pay all I owe you. Do not trouble after me. Burn this letter as soon as you have read it. — Max Steinheim. The other fact I learned from the mans employer, an Englishman in New Bond Street. It appears that to the establishment there often came a stout, well-dressed, prosperous-looking German gentleman who waited for Steinheim to shave him, or cut his hair, and on such occasions it was noticed that they exchanged whispered words in their own tongue.

Well? asked Vera, looking up at her lover.

The stout Germans description tallies exactly with that of Hermann Hartmann.

Ah! I see, I remarked. Youve certainly not been idle, Ray. And with my eyes fixed upon that puzzling array of figures and words, I added, If we could only decipher the whole of these we might elucidate the truth.

The injured mans knowledge of Hartmann, the crafty chief of the German Secret Service in London, is certainly suspicious, Vera remarked. But cannot some information be gathered from the landlady at Hargwynne Street? He may have had visitors there.

And if he did, they would speak in German, which the good lady could not understand, her lover replied thoughtfully, contemplating the end of his cigarette.

There could be no harm in seeing the good lady, the girl remarked. Ill go over to-morrow and have a chat with her.

And in the meantime Jack and I will pursue another line of inquiry, remarked my friend.

Vera rose, a tall, fair-haired, and sweet-faced figure in black, and seating herself at the table, served us our tea. She was no stranger at our chambers, and as an Admirals daughter, the question of German spies in England, which her lover had taken up so strongly, interested her most keenly. The Forth Bridge peril had already impressed a great and serious truth upon the Government, but Ray Raymonds success had only whetted his appetite for further exploration and discovery.

Therefore on the following morning I called at his chambers in Bruton Street — a tastefully furnished bachelor suite, the art green and blues of which were scarcely in keeping with his serious, earnest character — and together we drove in a taxi-cab to St. Thomass Hospital, where, in the accident ward, we stood at the bedside of the mysterious Steinheim. His head was enveloped in surgical bandages, but during the night he had regained consciousness. To the questions we put to him, however, we obtained no satisfactory replies. His mind seemed to be a perfect blank as to what had occurred.

Ray read the copy of those cryptic figures upon the scrap of paper found in the railway carriage. When my friend pronounced the name of the station Weldon and Corby, the invalids big grey eyes started from his head as he exclaimed in German:

Ah! Yes — yes. At Weldon. She was at Weldon!

Who was she? In vain we tried to wring from him some reply to this question, but, alas! in vain.

Mention of Hermann Hartmann, the ingenious and fearless secret agent who controlled so cleverly the vast army of German spies spread over our smiling land of England, brought no responsive expression to the mans white, drawn face. It was indeed apparent that his intention was to hold back at all hazards the truth regarding the murderous attack upon him. Perhaps he himself was guilty of some offence, or perhaps he intended to hold his peace then and to retaliate at a moment when his assailant thought himself most secure.

He was a big, burly, strong-featured man, just the type of heavy-limbed German who might be expected to bear a murderous malice against any who did him injury.

I feel more than ever convinced that Hartmann is at the bottom of the curious affair, Ray declared, as we walked together across Westminster Bridge and I crossed with him to the St. Stephens Club, at the corner of the Embankment. As far as I can discover, the man was always in possession of ample funds. Yet to his landlady he was careful never to reveal that he had money. There was, no doubt, some hidden reason for this, as well as for the letter he wrote to the woman after his departure.

The mystery surrounding the affair grows more fascinating as we proceed, I declared.

And if the deduction I have made this morning proves to be the correct one, Jack, the mystery will still increase. Theres some very crooked business in progress, depend upon it.

That afternoon I had to make an application in the Chancery Court, therefore it was not until after dinner that I again sat in one of the green velvet chairs in his art-green sitting-room.

Contrary to his usual habit, he had not dressed, but still wore the brown tweed suit which he had had on in the morning.

Youve brought what I asked you over the phone? he inquired, as soon as I entered.

Yes, I replied, opening the well-worn leather brief bag which I carried, and displaying a dark lantern, a coil of strong silk rope, and a small but serviceable jemmy. All that burglarious outfit belonged to my friend.

Right, he exclaimed, stroking his smooth-shaven chin. Have a pipe. Well leave here about ten. We are going to spend the night in Pont Street. And he pointed to a silver flask and a paper of sandwiches upon the sideboard. Vera has seen the landlady in Stockwell, but can make nothing of her. Shes as deaf as a post. She returned home to Portsmouth to-night.

We smoked together until ten, he consuming cigarette after cigarette in that quick, nervous manner which showed the volcano of excitement raging within him.

I cant think why the mention of Weldon and Corby should have so excited our friend this morning. To me it seemed as though he retained rather bitter memories of the place.

And there was a woman in the case, without a doubt.

I think, Jack, I shall go down there and have a look round as soon as I have a chance. From the ordnance map this place seems quite a small one. The station is at Corby, while Little Weldon and Great Weldon are about a mile distant.

Theres just a chance, of course, that you might pick up something there, I remarked.

And yet what I surmise leads me in entirely an opposite direction. There are no defences or secrets in Northamptonshire, remember.

Once more he took from his writing-table the piece of paper whereon was a copy of the strange array of figures found in the railway carriage at Waterloo. But at last he shook his head and laid it aside with a sigh. The mystery remained as complete as ever.

Theres a good deal thats suspicious about Hartmann. I suppose thats why we are going to Pont Street? I remarked.

Yes. As Ive explained, hes believed to be a money-lender with an office in Cork Street, and is registered as such, in order that no one should be surprised at the constant callers at his house. He receives visits from all sorts and conditions of men — and women, but observation which I have placed upon the house has convinced me that the majority of these people are German agents of whom he is the guiding spirit and paymaster, and among whom he is all-powerful. Payment is made through him for all confidential services rendered to the Fatherland.

And the police do not suspect it?

My dear fellow, have not the police received orders from our Government to close their eyes to the doings of these gentry? England is the paradise of the spy, and will remain so until we can bring pressure to bear to compel the introduction of fresh legislation against them.

Soon after half-past ten a taxi-cab deposited us in Sloane Street, and together we turned into Pont Street, walking leisurely past a medium-sized red-fronted house approached by a flight of steps leading to a deep portico. There was a light in the first-floor window of what was evidently the drawing-room but the rest of the house of the arch-spy of Germany was in darkness.

As we passed the house, my friend examined its highly respectable exterior. Then we passed on to the end of the thoroughfare, in order to attract no attention. A constable passed us, and in order to avoid being noticed we walked together for some distance. Presently, however, Ray turned back, and gaining the house adjoining Hartmanns, ran swiftly up the steps into the shadow of the portico, I following at his heels.

In a few seconds he had opened the door with a latch-key he carried in his hand, and next moment we were within the wide, echoing hall, for the house was empty, and to let.

I called upon the agent, and had a look over this place a few days ago, he explained. On that occasion, I had the key in my hand for a moment, and obtained an impression of it, and switching on his electric torch he showed the square hall with the flight of stairs ascending from it.

Gaining the big drawing-room, Ray crossed to the long French window on the left and gazed cautiously out upon the street below.

As he did so I noticed the figure of a man in a dark overcoat and felt hat cross from the opposite pavement and ascend the stairs of the house next door. Ray glanced at his watch, which he could see by the light of the street lamp outside. Noticing the time, he became reassured.

You see, Jack, that from here runs a balcony leading to that of Hartmanns house. We must creep along it and try and get a peep of our friend at home. Ive watched that drawing-room window for a long time, and I believe that he makes it his business room.

Carefully he unfastened the French window, and bending low so as to escape the observation of any person passing by, we both crept along the narrow balcony until, by swinging from one balustrade to the other, we found ourselves standing over Hartmanns portico.

Even from where we stood we could hear voices. Forward we crept again until we were outside the windows of the drawing-room, crouching so that no inquisitive policeman could detect us.

The blind of the window at which I listened did not fit well, therefore, through the small crack, I was enabled to peer within. The room was a large, well-furnished one with a fire burning brightly; near it stood a large roll-top writing-table at which sat a fat, flabby, sardonic-faced man of about fifty-five. He had grey eyes full of craft and cunning, a prominent nose, and a short-cropped grey beard. Ray whispered that it was the great Hartmann.

Near the fire, seated nervously on the extreme edge of a chair, was a respectably dressed man, a German evidently, with his hat in his hand. The man presented the appearance of a hard-working mechanic, and was obviously ill at ease.

We watched them in conversation, but could not distinguish one single word of what was said. All we could gather was that the fat man was overbearing in his manner, and that the visitor was most humble and subservient against his will.

For a full half-hour we watched, but unable to gather anything further, we were compelled to return to the house next door and regain the street, where for still twenty minutes longer we waited for the visitors exit. When at last he came forth we followed him to the corner of Knightsbridge, opposite the Hyde Park Hotel, where he boarded a motor-bus, from which he eventually descended at the corner of Grays Inn Road walking thence to a house in Harpur Street, Bloomsbury, where we later on discovered he lodged, under the name of Leon Karff.

The nature of the mission entrusted to this man, if one had actually been entrusted to him, was a mystery, yet it was a curious fact that Harpur Street appeared upon that scrap of paper which to us was such an enigma.

Next morning at six oclock, I was already idling, at the corner of Harpur Street and Theobalds Road, but not until three hours later did the foreigner emerge and walk toward Holborn. Thence he took a motor-bus back to Sloane Street, and calling upon Hartmann, spent another half an hour with him.

And afterwards he went straight home. It was then about noon, and having an engagement in Court, I was compelled to relinquish my vigil. But at a little after five Ray entered our chambers, exclaiming:

As I expected! That man Karff has been to see Steinheim in the hospital. I was there awaiting him, believing that he might visit him. Apparently the injured man has given him certain instructions.

About what?

Ray shrugged his shoulders in blank ignorance. Then he said, We have advanced one step toward the solution of the problem, my dear Jack. But we have not gone very far.

He took the copy of the cryptogram from my writing-table and again examined it. The figures 6.11 puzzled him. Many times he referred to them.

Four days passed, during which we kept strict observation upon Karff and followed him wherever he went. On the fifth day, Ray having spent all the morning watching him, to relieve him I walked along the Theobalds Road a few minutes before one and paused, as usual, before the oil shop at the corner. There was no sign of my friend, and though I waited through the whole of that cold afternoon and evening, continuing my wearisome vigil till midnight, yet he did not come.

Much surprised, I returned to New Stone Buildings, where I found a telegram from Ray, sent from Waterloo Station at three oclock, telling me that all was right, and urging me to await further information.

This I did. For a whole week I possessed myself in patience, not knowing where Ray was or what had befallen him. That he was on the trail of a solution of the mystery was evident, but he sent me no word of his whereabouts.

It was apparent, however, that he was no longer in London.

Eleven days after his disappearance I one afternoon received another telegram, which had been handed in at Chichester, asking me to go at once to the Queens Hotel at Southsea, where he would meet me at ten oclock that night.

At the hour appointed I awaited him in my bedroom overlooking Southsea Common and the harbour, and at last he joined me. I saw by the serious expression upon his face that something unusual had happened.

The fellow Karff has realised that Im following him, Jack. Therefore you must take the matter up. Hes in the service of a greengrocer in Queen Street, close to the Hard. I havent yet discovered his game.

Thus there was left to me a very difficult matter, a mystery which I exerted every effort to unravel. For the next fortnight I watched the fellow incessantly, being relieved sometimes by the pretty daughter of the Admiral Superintendent, whose home was fortunately in the Dockyard. In all weathers and at all times we watched, but we failed to discover anything. Ray remained at the hotel impatient and inactive, and I must admit that more than once I was inclined to believe that he had been mistaken in his surmises. Leon Karff was, as far as we could discover, a hard-working foreigner, driven by force of circumstances into adopting the lowly calling of a greengrocers assistant. His employer supplied with fruit and vegetables the officers messes of several of the ships in the Dockyard, and on infrequent occasions he drove in the light cart with his master when on his rounds taking orders.

This round at last he was in the habit of making three times a week.

One Saturday morning, as I was idling along the Hard, I saw Karff and his master, a man named Mitchell, drive in past the policeman at the main gate. But though I waited for over three hours to watch their exit, they did not reappear.

Much surprised at this, I walked round to the Unicorn Gate, at Landport, where, on making judicious inquiries of the policeman on duty, I learnt that Mitchell had driven out — but alone! His assistant, he said, had been sent back on foot with a message through the main gate just when the dockyard men or maties, as they are called, were leaving work at midday.

Now having stood at that gate when the throngs had poured forth, I was quite certain he had not emerged. But I kept my own counsel, and returned to Southsea, deep in my own reflections.

On taking counsel with Ray, he at once telephoned to Vera at Admiralty House, and an hour later we all three discussed the situation, it being arranged that the Admirals daughter should contrive to admit us to the Dockyard that night, when all was quiet, in order that we might institute a search for the missing German.

Therefore, just before half-past eleven, we halted before the small private door in the Dockyard wall, used by the Admiral-Superintendent and his household, and as the clock struck the door opened, revealing Vera. Next instant we were within the forbidden zone.

The night was frosty and a good deal too bright to suit our purpose. Vera gave some instructions to her lover, pointing to a row of long, dark sheds with sloping roofs on the opposite side of the Dockyard, saying:

If hes inside, hes almost certain to be hidden somewhere near No. 4 shed. But be careful of the police; they are very watchful over yonder.

And after refastening the gate she disappeared into the darkness.

In the deep shadows we both crept noiselessly forward, negotiating in safety a pair of lock-gates in the open, and pursuing our way until in the vicinity of the shed which the Admirals daughter had pointed out we discovered an old boiler, in which we both secreted ourselves.

Hardly had we crept inside when we heard the measured tramp of a policeman, who passed actually within a few feet of us. From the round hole in which we lay we could see Gosport — a pale row of lamps across the harbour.

We waited there, scarcely daring to whisper, until at last the clock struck one. If Karff was in the vicinity of that shed beside which we were secreted, he made no sign. All was silent. Once the shrill siren of a ship out at Spithead broke the quiet. Then its echoes died away.

I really think we might have a careful look round, Ray suggested after a long silence.

With great care, therefore, we both emerged from our hiding-place, and keeping well within the shadows, passed round shed No. 4, which we found was completely closed in from view, its door being strongly barred and padlocked.

Unable to see anything, we decided to halt in the darkness behind a heap of scrap-iron and to listen for any sound of movement.

The cutting wind chilled us both to the marrow, for a white rime had gathered on the ground. The only sound we heard was that of the measured footsteps of another constable, which advanced and then died away again. There was, however, no sign of the German spy.

To get in by the door yonder would be impossible. Therefore, he would try the roof, my companion remarked.

Youre right, I said. You remain down here and watch while I try and get up above.

So I left him, and after considerable difficulty succeeded in gaining the roof of the shed adjoining, crouching in the gutter between the sloping roofs of the two sheds.

On each side of me sloped upwards skylights which lighted the interiors of the building-sheds, but all were thickly coated with a composition of dockyard dust and soot, which had been poured forth from many a warships funnel as well as from the dozens of furnaces around. All was dark below; therefore I could see nothing.

I had been in my elevated position for fully twenty minutes before I was prompted to creep along to the further end of the gulley, where, to my surprise, I saw that close to where I stood two panes of glass had been neatly removed and laid aside.

Through the hole I gazed down into the interior of the shed, when I was startled to see the small glow of an electric lamp in the hand of the man of whom we were in search.

He was standing beside the long, spindle-shaped hull of a new submarine boat which lay on a very elevated set of stocks on the far side of the shed. Another boat similar, but not so nearly complete, lay at the bottom of the dock alongside her.

As Karff with his electric lamp moved slowly and noiselessly along, carefully examining Englands newest submarine, which rumour had said was the most silent and perfect craft of its kind, I was able to make out vaguely that, differing considerably from photographs of other submarines I had seen, the boat on the elevated stocks had a bow which ran out into a kind of snout, while instead of the usual small circular or oval conning-tower she had what looked like a long, narrow superstructure running along the greater part of her length. This, however, was much higher forward than aft. She seemed, too, to have a great number of propellers.

I watched the man Karff making some rapid memoranda, and so occupied was he with his work that he never looked upward. Had he done so, he would certainly have detected my head against the sky.

In a manner which showed him to be fully acquainted with the construction of submarine vessels, he moved to and fro, examining both boats. Then, after about half an hours minute investigation, he seated himself upon a bench and with his little lamp shaded to throw no reflection he took out a piece of paper and leisurely made a rough sketch of Englands newest war-craft, both side and horizontal views.

Leaving him thus occupied, I descended to Ray, and finding him secreted near the waters edge, described what I had discovered.

Good! he exclaimed. So I was not mistaken in that cryptogram after all! We will allow the fellow to complete his work and then compel him to disgorge his notes. They will furnish us with very excellent evidence.

So we waited, keeping our eyes fixed upon the spot where he must descend, and hardly daring to breathe lest we should prematurely alarm him.

The Dockyard clock chimed three, but the spy had not emerged. After another half-hour of watchful silence I saw that Ray began to be anxious. At last the bell rang out four, and scarcely had the last sound died away when we were startled by a splash near us, and next moment discerned a man in white shirtsleeves swimming away.

Why! Thats him! I gasped. Hes cut a way out of the side of the shed!

But next moment a boat shot forth from the darkness pulled by a woman who had apparently been waiting close by. The woman was Vera!

In a moment we were both down the steps and pulling in the boat towards the swimming man, who, we saw, was being rapidly approached by a second boat which had also been in waiting until the chiming of the clock.

The spy was exerting every muscle to reach the boat, but we soon overtook him.

Ray called upon him in German to surrender, but he refused, and kept on. Quickly, however, we cut him off from the boat which he was trying to reach, while the rower, seeing the discovery of his friend, pulled away into the darkness.

For some time the spy struggled on, but at last, abandoned and exhausted, he was compelled to obey us and come aboard in order to save his life.

Half dead and helpless he submitted to our search, when in his belt, preserved in an oilskin pocket, we discovered the memoranda and the drawing which I had seen him prepare.

The man, sullen and half drowned, refused to make any statement, though he could speak English well and write it perfectly, as shown by the note on his plan of the new boat; therefore we landed him at the Stony Steps across at Gosport. Before we left him we gave him to understand that if he did not at once leave the country he would be arrested. Yet so absurd is our law that I doubt whether we could have given him in charge even though we had wished!
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We rowed back across to the landing-stage at Portsmouth Harbour Station, and after we had seen Vera safely home we returned together to the Queens at Southsea, where, in the secrecy of Rays bedroom, we examined the spys plan of the new submarine, and read his memoranda, which were in German, but which translated were as follows:

Report by Leon Karff, late foreman-fitter at Kiel Dockyard, on Submarine F 2, now building in Shed No. 4, Portsmouth Dockyard.

This boat would appear to me to be of about 700 tons displacement when complete, possibly rather over. She is, as far as I am able to measure, about 180 feet long with an extreme beam a little forward of amidships of 20 feet. She is fitted with three propeller shafts with three small four-bladed propellers on each. As she is provided with what appear to me to be some kind of turbine engines, I imagine that the centre shaft is for going astern only. The propellers on this shaft seem to be attached in such a way that they could be feathered by suitable gearing on board so as not to retard the vessels way when going ahead. The engines of this boat are of a type which I have never before seen. I imagine that they are a combination of the new gas-producer engine and the turbine system, the explosion of the combined gas and air being split up and passing into the turbine through a number of different channels simultaneously. This would be a very economical system if the necessary power can be obtained, and would be much safer for use below than petrol engines.

The boat is evidently intended to operate a good deal in an awash position, for there is fairly thick armour-plating over the greater part of the upper side of the bow, while the fore end of the superstructure is made of two 6-inch Krupp steel plates meeting at an acute angle, and so forming a kind of stem when the boat is moving in this way. The space enclosed between these two plates is evidently intended to be used as the conning-tower. Here there are a periscope, steering-wheel, voice-tubes, and everything necessary for the control of the vessel. There are two horizontal propellers or fans, which seem to be driven by electricity derived from an installation of accumulators, and which are certainly intended to secure horizontal immersion, so the vessel will not plunge or dive, but immerse herself horizontally by means of these propellers, which, by the way, work in vertical shafts running completely through the boat, one forward and the other aft, as was the case in the Nordenfeldt, Waddington, and other early submarines.

Forward there is an air-lock and diving-chamber, as in the Lake boats, so that divers can get in and out of the vessel whilst under water. It would also afford a means of escape for the crew in the case of accident. This is further provided for by a detachable boat or caisson at the after end of the superstructure capable of holding ten men, I should say, or possibly a dozen. There are also appliances which I suppose are telephone buoys for communicating with the surface. There are six torpedo tubes fitted, one forward, one aft, and the others two on either broadside. And there seems to be provision for six other torpedoes of the 18-inch type.

There is a long rudder for ordinary steering, and four horizontal ones or planes which are placed abreast the horizontal screws and which, I imagine, act automatically in conjunction with them, as they seem to gear up with the shafts for these propellers. There is a big safety detachable weight which fits loosely into a recess amidships, and four broad wheels with ball bearings which do not fold up as in the Lake boats, but always protrude nearly half their diameter. After all they would not obstruct her way when water-borne more than a keel — or very little more. They are quite independent and unconnected with the interior of the vessel, which while resting on them would receive forward impetus from her propellers. In the awash position she would offer a very small and almost invulnerable target.

Well, I said, marvelling at what we had translated. What induced you to believe that the cryptogram had any reference to the new submarine.

Those figures 6.11 puzzled me greatly, he replied; but at last I deciphered them as F. 2 — F being the sixth letter of the alphabet — the number of our newest and most formidable submarine, which was being kept such a strict secret by the Admiralty. Royal Pier is the name of the hotel in which Steinheim stayed at Southsea, and 18 the number of his room. From facts I elucidated, it was made plain that Max Steinheim was about to embark upon the investigation, being in secret communication with Hartmann, and was to meet Karff at Charing Cross Station. This Steinheim had already, by an ingenious device, secured from a private of engineers named James Ward — whom I have seen — certain information regarding the new boom defences of Portsmouth Harbour. Ward, whose home is at Great Weldon, suddenly discovered to his horror that the man was a German spy, followed him to Guildford, attacked him in the train, and left him for dead. For that reason Steinheim has refused to make any statement to the police. When I saw Ward a week ago, he explained how innocently he had fallen into the trap which the cunning Steinheim had laid for him.

The evidence you have here in black and white will surely prove convincing, I remarked. You will go and see Steinheim again, I suppose? He is still in the hospital.

No. We shall remain silent. To show our hand will only place Hartmann on the alert. To do that is needless. We have prevented the plan of our new submarine going to Germany, and for the present that is sufficient.

And my friend drew up the blind and gazed out upon the rosy dawn across the water.


CHAPTER III

THE BACK-DOOR OF ENGLAND
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WELL, THATS RATHER curious, I remarked, closing the door of the old oak-panelled smoking-room at Metfield Park, and returning to where my friend Ray Raymond was seated.

Was anyone outside the door? he asked, quickly on the alert.

Mrs. Hill-Masons German maid. You remember, Vera pointed her out yesterday.

Hm! and she was listening — after every one else has gone to bed! he remarked. Yes, Jack, its curious.

It was past one oclock in the morning. Two months had passed since the affair down at Portsmouth, but we had not been inactive. We were sitting before the great open fireplace where the logs were blazing, after the rest of the men had taken their candles and retired, and had been exchanging confidences in ignorance of the fact that the door remained ajar. I had, however, detected the frou-frou of a womans skirt, and creeping across to the door had seen the maid of one of the guests disappearing down the stone passage which led to the great hall now in darkness.

Metfield Park, three miles from Melton Constable, in Norfolk, the seat of the Jocelyns, was a fine old Tudor place in the centre of a splendid park, where the pheasant shooting was always excellent. Harry Jocelyn, the heir, had been with us at Balliol, hence Ray and I usually received invitations to the shooting parties. On this occasion, however, Vera Vallance with her aunt, Mrs. Mortimer, had been invited, much to Rays satisfaction.

Among the party was a well-known naval officer, captain of a first-class cruiser, two military officers, and several smart women, for both Sir Herbert and Lady Jocelyn moved in a very smart set. Several of the ladies had joined us in the smoking-room for cigarettes, and the conversation around the fire had been mainly the usual society chatter, until at one oclock every one had left for bed except our two selves.

Over the great fireplace were the arms of the Jocelyns carved in stone, with the date 1573, and in the corner near the window was a stand of armour upon which the dancing flames glinted ever and anon. Through the long uncurtained window shone the bright moon from over the park, and just as I reseated myself the stable clock chimed the half-hour.

We had been there four days, and the sport had been excellent. On the previous day Ray had excused himself on account of the bad weather, and had spent the hours mostly with Vera.

It was of how he had employed his time that he had been telling me when I had discovered the eavesdropper.

I wonder why our conversation should prove so interesting to that maid? he remarked thoughtfully, gazing into the fire. Shes rather good-looking for a German, isnt she?

Yes, I said. But who is this Mrs. Hill-Mason? She seems a rather loud and buxom person, fond of the display of jewellery, dark, somewhat oleaginous, and devoted to bridge.

Harry says his mother met her in Cairo last winter. Shes one of the Somerset Masons — half-sister to the Countess of Thanet.

Oh, she is known, then?

Of course. But we must get Vera to make some inquiry to-morrow as to where she obtained her maid, declared Ray. The woman is interested in us, and we must discover the cause.

Yes, I somehow mistrust her, I said. I met her crossing the hall just before dinner, and I detected a curious look in her eyes as she glanced at me.

Merely your fancy, Jack, old chap — because shes German, he laughed, stretching his long legs.

Well, what you were telling me about Vera and her discovery has alarmed me, I said, tossing away the end of my cigar.

Yes, she only returned last week from Emden, where shes been visiting her old German governess, who, it seems, is now married to an official in the construction department of the German Admiralty. From her friend she was able to learn a lot, which will, no doubt, cause our Lords of the Admiralty a bad quarter of an hour.

What would the British public think if they were told the truth — that Germany is rapidly building a secret fleet? I said.

Why, my dear fellow, the public would simply say you were a liar, he laughed. Every Englishman fancies himself top-dog, even though British diplomacy — apart from that of our excellent King — is the laughing-stock of the Powers. No, he added, the truth is out. All yesterday I spent with Vera, preparing the information which she forwarded to the Admiralty to-night. I registered the letter for her at the village post office. The authorities owe her a very deep debt for succeeding in obtaining the information which our secret service has always failed to get. She, an admirals daughter, is now able to furnish actual details of the ships now building in secret and where they are being constructed.

A matter which will, no doubt, be considered very seriously by the Government, I said.

Oh, I suppose they treat the whole thing lightly, as they always do. We invite invasion, he sighed as he rose, adding: Lets turn in now. To-morrow well keep an eye upon that unusually inquisitive maid.

That night the eyes of the German maid haunted me. I could not rid myself of their recollection. Was it that this hunting down of German spies was getting on my nerves?

Next day we were shooting Starlings Wood, about five miles distant, but Ray having cried off one day, could not do so again. Therefore, at his suggestion, I made an excuse and remained at home with the ladies. The morning I spent walking through the park with Vera, a smart, sweet-faced little figure in her short tweed skirt and furs, with her bright and vivacious chatter. From her I learnt some further details concerning her visit to Emden.

Ray is most excited about it, Mr. Jacox, she was saying. Of course, I had to make my inquiries with great caution and discretion, but I managed to find out what I wanted, and I sent all the details to the Admiralty yesterday.

Then as we went along the wide beech avenue I told her of the curious incident in the smoking-room on the previous evening.

Ray was telling me about it just before breakfast, she said, turning her splendid eyes to mine. I have already made some inquiries of Mrs. Hill-Mason, and it appears that the maid Erna Stolberg was recommended to her by a friend when she was in Dresden last year. Shes a most exemplary person, and has a number of friends in England. She was previously with a French baronne.

Mrs. Hill-Mason often moves in a military set, doesnt she? I remarked. Somebody last night stated that shes the widow of a general, and is well known down at Aldershot.

I believe so.

If Mrs. Hill-Mason visits at the houses of military officers, as it seems she does, then this inquisitive maid would be afforded many opportunities for gathering information. I intend to watch her, I said.

And so will I, Mr. Jacox, replied the admirals daughter, drawing her astrachan collar tighter about her throat.

Half an hour later we drove in the wagonette out to the shooting-party in the woods, where a merry luncheon was served in a marquee. I, however, returned to the house before the rest of the party and haunted the servants hall. With Williams the butler I was on friendly terms, and finding him in the great hall, began to make inquiries regarding the guests servants.

Youve got a German woman among them, havent you? I remarked.

Yes, sir, was his reply. A rather funny one she is, I fancy. She goes out alone for walks after shes dressed her mistress for dinner, and is out sometimes till quite late. What she does wandering about in the dark nobody knows. But it aint for me to say a word, sir; shes a visitors maid.

I held my own counsel, but resolved to watch.

Tea in the great hall, over which Lady Jocelyn presided, proved the usual irresponsible function, but when I went to my room to dress for dinner I became convinced that certain papers in my suit-case had been turned over and investigated.

That night I did not go in to dinner. I heard the gong sound, and when the company had gone in, I put on thick boots, overcoat, and cap, and passed through the back way along the old wing of the house, through the smoking-room, and out upon the drive.

Behind some holly bushes where I could see any one leave by the great paved courtyard where the servants entrance was situated, I concealed myself and waited in patience. The night was dark and overcast. The stable chimes had rung out half-past eight, but I still remained until, about twenty minutes later, footfalls sounded, and from out the arched entrance to the courtyard came a female figure in a close-fitting hat and long dark ulster.

She passed close by me, under the light of the lamp, and I saw it was the fair-haired woman for whom I was waiting.

Instead of walking straight down the avenue to the lodge-gates, she struck along a footpath which led for a mile across the park, first skirting the lake — the fishpond of the monks who lived there before the Dissolution; then, passing under the dark shadow of a spinney, led to a stile by which the high park wall could be negotiated and the main road to East Dereham reached.

As she went forward so I followed. I knew the path well. I watched her ascend the stile and cross the wall into the road. Then I crept up and peered over into the darkness. She had turned to the right, and I could discern her waiting at the roadside about thirty yards away.

From my place of concealment I could hear her slow footsteps as she idled up and down in the darkness, evidently waiting for some one.

I think about ten minutes passed when I heard the whir of a motor-car approaching, its big glaring headlamps shedding a stream of white brilliance over the muddy road. As it approached her it slowed down and stopped. Then I distinguished it to be a big Limousine, the occupant of which opened the door, and she entered with a word of greeting.

I stood peering into the darkness, in surprise and disappointment at not catching sight of the person with whom she was keeping these nightly appointments. As soon as the door had banged the driver drove across the road, backed, and turning, sped away in the direction he had come.

But while he was turning I had gained the road, advancing beneath the hedgerow in an endeavour to see the number of the car. But I was baffled. It was covered with mud.

Afterwards, much disappointed, and certainly hungry, I made my way back across the park to the Hall, where, after managing to get a snack from Williams, I joined the party at bridge.

That night the woman Stolberg returned at five minutes to eleven, and later, when Ray went upstairs with me, I described what I had seen.

Next night, instead of following her out, I waited at the spot at half-past ten, when, sure enough, the car returned ten minutes later and deposited her. The number plates, however, were obliterated by the mud both front and back — purposely it seemed to me. The man within shook her hand as she alighted, but I could not see his face. Was he some secret lover? Apparently she went no great distance each evening, going and coming from the direction of Holt.

On the following day I took several opportunities of watching the woman at close quarters. Her eyes were peculiarly set, very close together, her lips were thin, and her cheek-bones rather high. Otherwise she was not bad-looking. Mrs. Hill-Mason had, of course, no idea of her maids nocturnal motor-rides.

Whether the woman had any suspicion that she was being watched I know not; but on the next night when Ray took a turn at keeping an eye upon her, she did not go out, but on the next she went, and Ray followed her to the park wall, but saw nothing more than I had done.

All this time, of course, Vera was greatly interested in the result of our observations. Through her own maid, Batson, she discovered the room occupied by the German, and to this I made my way, at considerable risk, one morning while the maid was busy attending upon her mistress. I had a good look through her belongings, finding in her trunk a small, flat tin box, japanned dark green, strong, and secured by a lock of well-known make. What, I wondered, did it contain?

Could I have but seen the number of the mysterious car I could have discovered the identity of her nocturnal visitor.

The same day that I discovered the tin box in her trunk, Mrs. Hill-Mason, however, returned to London, taking with her the mysterious Fräulein.

Three days more went by, and I was about to dismiss the affair as a combination of curious circumstances. Vera and her aunt had left to pay a visit in Worcestershire, and Ray I were due to go up to town that morning, when he entered my room, saying abruptly:

Im not going to London yet, Jack. I shall go over to Cromer instead.

Cromer! I echoed. Hardly the time of year for the seaside.

That same grey chilly afternoon, in the grey falling light, we sat upon one of the seats of the pier at Cromer gazing seaward, towards where the German coast lay beyond the indistinct horizon. The place was deserted save for ourselves. On the cliff behind us stood the long red façade and many gables of the Hotel de Paris, where we had put up, while in the background rose the square old church tower, the landmark of mariners from Haisborough Gat to the Dowsing.

Theres just a chance of us falling upon something interesting about here, Ray was saying, as he pressed the tobacco into his pipe, and by the expression upon his keen clean-shaven face I saw that he had scented the presence of spies. Has it never struck you, he went on, that the east coast, where we now are is the most vulnerable spot in England, and the first objective of the Kaisers army? Every soldier and sailor in Germany dreams of the Day — the day when he will set foot upon this shore. For some years past our Intelligence Department has known of the German plans for our invasion. There are several, but in each one a dash, and a surprise landing along this coast of Norfolk and of Suffolk and Essex is the first step. Knowledge of this prompted Lord Roberts to resign his seat on the National Defence Committee and make those stirring speeches pointing out our countrys peril.

And what thanks did the country give him? I interrupted. People only laugh at him for his trouble!

Yes, said my friend bitterly, the public are ignorant, therefore they do not heed. They talk glibly about the strength of our navy, forgetful that the German diplomacy is the cleverest and most cunning in the world. When the Day dawns there will be no suspicion of war, and certainly no declaration of hostilities. Before we have realised that war is in the air, the enemy will have their feet firmly planted upon British soil.

And if the enemy intend landing along this shore, it is certain that spies are active here, gathering all information likely to be of service to the invader.

Thats exactly why Ive come here, my dear Jack, my friend said. We know that our eastern counties have been divided into districts by the Germans, and in each one or more secret agents are busily at work taking notes of food supplies, forage, blacksmiths shops, motor-cars for transport, the destruction of telegraphs and telephones, positions for artillery, and the best mode of advance south to London. One may rest assured that the ordnance map is being very much amplified just now.

That evening we spent idly in the hotel, and next day, hiring a motor-car, we drove through Runton to Sheringham and over the hills three miles further towards the back-door of England — the place neglected by those responsible for our defences, and by the public alike — Weybourne.

The road from Sheringham ran down a steep hill, called the Fox Hill, to the little village that lay cosily at some distance from the sea. Passing the church we turned sharply to the right, and in a few minutes found ourselves against a large front with a wide open beach beyond.

Having alighted, we walked along beside the surf for some distance, out of hearing of our chauffeur, when my friend exclaimed:

Here is one of the spots which the Germans have chosen for landing. Look at it! Everything is in favour of a hostile force. That range of hills weve just come over at the back would be occupied by the landing force at once, and thus they would command the whole country from Kelling, which you see to the right, away south beyond Cromer, down to Baxton beyond Mundesley.

With my back to the long rolling breakers I gazed away landward at the long line of hills stretching in each direction. It was, indeed, an ideal spot for an enemy to effect a landing, with deep water right up to the land.

Because of the confidence we have in our fleet and our wonderful diplomacy this place is no longer watched, Raymond remarked, standing beside me muffled in his motor-coat, for the wind was intensely cold. Yet in days gone by, by reason of the facilities which nature has provided for the landing of hostile forces, it was carefully guarded whenever the invasion of England was believed to be imminent.

After we had strolled some distance along the beach, where the grey-green waters were breaking into foam, my friend suddenly halted and, taking a piece of paper from his pocket, stood with his back to the sea and made a sketch of the irregular contour of the blue hills facing him from the coastguard at Salthouse on the right to the rising ground behind Upper Sheringham on the left — the positions which are to be first occupied by the enemy in their attack upon us.

He made no explanation of the reason of his action, therefore I stood by watching in silence.

At last we returned to the car and drove inland to Weybourne village, a sleepy old-world little place from which the sea has receded. As we turned into the main road he ordered the man to pull up, and, descending, looked about him, first at the lines of telegraph-wire running beside the road, and then we both strolled through the village. My companions eyes were everywhere. He appeared to be making mental notes of every feature of the obscure little place.

Just as we were returning to the car he suddenly halted, saying:

You go on. A thought has just occurred to me. And, turning, he walked back to the small village post office situated next door to an inn, and was absent for nearly a quarter of an hour.

As I suspected! he remarked beneath his breath as he rejoined me. That inn is kept by a German!

Then we travelled along to Cley-next-the-Sea, and thence by way of Candlestick Hill and through the wooded country around Holt, back to Sheringham, where we lunched at the Burlington.

His manner had changed. He had again become serious and thoughtful. A cycling map of the district which he had bought in Cromer that morning he brought out, and as we sat together in the smoking-room he spread it upon the table and began measuring distances with a slip of folded paper.

The car was at the door at four oclock, and we were in the act of moving off, when by mere chance I looked up at the second floor of the hotel. What I saw caused me to hold my breath.

A face was at one of the windows watching us.

I nudged my friend, and cried, Look!

But when he raised his head it had gone. Indeed, the white face had only showed there for a single instant, yet it was a countenance that I too well remembered, it was unmistakable — that of Fräulein Stolberg!

I told Ray as we whirled along into the town. But he only grunted in surprise, and remarked that we were going to Beccles.

Why was that woman there instead of being with her mistress, who, we had ascertained, was now visiting at Cheltenham?

Our way lay first back to Cromer, where we joined the direct Norwich road by way of Aylsham, but about four miles after passing Cromer the road divided. The left-hand one ran to our destination, but at Rays orders we took the right-hand one, and in the darkening twilight struck across a wide heath, which I afterwards learnt was called Roughton Heath, until we passed an old windmill, and entered the small crooked village of Roughton. We passed beyond the place for a quarter of a mile, and then descending, walked forward until we came to a good-sized, comfortable, old-fashioned house, probably of the days of Queen Anne, that lay behind a high red-brick wall.

Through the iron gates I noticed, as we paused, a wide lawn in front, with steps leading up to a portico, and behind a large orchard and meadow. The blinds were already down, but in several of the windows lights showed, and the place looked well kept up.

It differed but little from hundreds of other old-fashioned houses in the country, but it evidently held considerable attraction for Ray, because as we passed beyond the gates, and out of sight of any one in the house, he took out his electric torch and carefully examined the muddy roadway.

See! he exclaimed, pointing to tracks that ran in and out of the gateway. The cars home is here!

What car?

The car which used to meet the German maid at Metfield, was his matter-of-fact reply. For the present we know sufficient. We must look sharp if we are to be in Beccles before eight. If were not there before, it will be of no use.

So we hurried back to our own car, and our driver, by taking a by-path, brought us out upon the main road again at Thorpe Market, and just after half-past seven we pulled up before the hotel in the old Suffolk market town of Beccles, under the shadow of the stumpy square old church tower.

The car was garaged, and after a drink we went forth for a walk along the quiet old-world streets, until suddenly upon a corner we came to the post office, a large old-fashioned two-storied house with steep tiled roof.

Wait about here, my companion said; a dark-haired man in a light grey overcoat and golf-cap will probably come to post a letter just before eight. He has a dark brown beard, and usually wears a white muffler. When he comes follow him, and see where he goes. He may know me, so I must keep out of sight.

Therefore I lit my pipe, and idled up and down, keeping the letter-box in view. In the window, directly above it, was a clock which showed it then to be a quarter to eight. I took a pretended interest in the small shops near, until about four minutes to the hour a closed motor-car swung round from the direction of the Public Hail, and pulled up before the post office.

From it two men alighted — one a youngish fair-haired man, and the other, dark-bearded and much older, wore a thick grey overcoat and a white muffler. He was the man of whom I was in search.

I entered the office directly after the pair, on pretence of buying stamps, but already the elder of the two had handed in a letter to be registered, the address of which I failed to discern.

Both seemed to be in a great hurry, for as soon as the receipt was written out they re-entered the car and drove back in the direction they had come, leaving me standing helpless on the opposite side of the road.

Immediately I returned to the hotel where Ray was waiting, and reported to him, whereupon he seized his hat, and walking with me back to the post office halted in the centre of the road examining the wheel-tracks, which were still quite plain upon the damp roadway.

Then, as he walked back, he said:

Do you know, Jack, that this town Beccles has been decided upon by the Germans as the head-quarters of the Army Corps which lands at Weybourne? Its a natural position, standing upon high ground and commanding the whole of the surrounding country. Signals made from that church tower yonder could be seen very far afield.

Then, as we sat together in the coffee-room of the hotel, eating a hasty meal, he remarked:

Well go back to Cromer to-night, but I shall go to town to-morrow. Youll wait till my return, wont you?

So I was left alone for nearly a week; and on his return he announced that we must at once shift our quarters to Lowestoft. So south we went that same night, arriving at midnight, and putting up at the many-balconied Empire Hotel.

The town interested my companion not at all, but from there we went forth each day on long motor excursions, scouring the whole country as far south as Aldborough and as far west as Bury St. Edmunds. All the roads round Southwold, Bungay, Saxmundham, Stow Market, and many other towns we reconnoitred, apparently always with the same object — to discover wheel-tracks of a mysterious car.

The garages of every town Ray visited alone, but his inquiries always met with the same negative result.

Late one afternoon, however, when on the road between Wymondham and Diss, he suddenly shouted to the driver to stop, and jumping out, examined the track of wheels. The road, however, was hard at that spot, and it was some time before he could decide whether the car had travelled north or south.

Theyve gone north! he declared with satisfaction; therefore we continued to follow them towards Wymondham, where they had drawn up at the Old Green Dragon, and gone forth again, striking into a by-road which led to Bracon Ash.

Ha! he cried, when he saw this, so theyre busy at work — thats plain!

But by this time the light had faded, and much to our chagrin we were again compelled to give up the hunt, and find our way over by Hempnall, and so through Bungay back to Lowestoft.

Next day we were early back again at the spot, but heavy rain had unfortunately fallen all night, so the tracks had been obliterated.

After another week of unsuccessful journeying we were, one day, about half-way between Norwich going towards Aylsham, when my friends keen eyes caught sight of a wheel-track coming out of a narrow by-road.

We halted, and descending he examined them minutely, declaring that they were what we were in search of, and quite fresh.

Therefore, considerably excited, we were soon upon the trail, following the car through Aylsham and North Walsham until, on the road that led towards the sea at Happisburgh, it suddenly turned into another byway.

Here Ray decided to pull up and follow on foot, which we did for nearly two miles, until we saw before us the railway line which runs between North Walsham and Yarmouth. We had left the road, for there, pulled up before us, was the car I had seen at Beccles, and on ahead were the two men, one of whom I recognised by his grey coat and white muffler.

They were beneath the railway bridge, carefully examining it.

Theyre marking that down on their plan for destruction, remarked Ray between his teeth. All these connections will be destroyed when they land. But, by heaven! well be even with them yet!

We watched them in secret for a full half-hour, as they examined the railroad at several points, and when they had driven off we followed them along a road where ran six lines of telegraph into Happisburgh.

Those wires, remarked Ray, form one of the direct cables to Germany. They pass through Beccles, so you may rest assured that theyve surveyed it well!

At Happisburgh the tracks turned to the left, and thence again to the right to Walcot, but just as we were passing over a low hill we saw that the car on before us had stopped. The two men were photographing the country from Paston, inland towards Witton.

We drew up and watched their movements.

Then they went on, and we followed, parting company with their tracks at the cross-roads, they going westward, while we struck north, until we found ourselves once again in Cromer for the night.

That evening we made an amazing discovery at the hotel. Erna Stolberg was staying there alone under the name of Madame Hirsch! Ray first saw her seated in the reading-room, and called me. I peered in at the door and recognised her in a pale blue silk blouse and black net skirt, lying back in a chair reading an illustrated paper. She was evidently quite unsuspicious of our presence.

Ray was sorely puzzled. Next morning he sent a wire to Mrs. Hill-Masons house in Charles Street, and before noon had received a reply from her at Bournemouth saying that Fräulein Stolberg had left her service a fortnight before.

German spies are pretty active in East Anglia, old chap, as youve seen with your own eyes, he remarked to me.

In order that the woman should not notice us, we told the chauffeur to meet us out on the Norwich road, after which we travelled to quaint old Aylsham, where we idled away the day, spending the afternoon playing billiards at the White Horse.

More than once during the day my companion examined the road outside for traces of wheel-tracks, but there were none like those of the car of those secret agents of Hermann Hartmann.

I noticed that Ray had brought with him a small brown brief-bag, an unusual thing for him to carry. But that morning he had placed it in the car with instructions to the chauffeur to move it on no account.

At four oclock that afternoon he received a telegram, which he read through twice, and placed on the fire, remarking:

From Vera. Shes received the thanks of the Admiralty for her report. They promise to make inquiry. Probably theyll send somebody over who cant speak a word of German!

We dined at half-past six off cold meat and pickles, but not until midnight did we set out upon the road, travelling north in the direction of Cromer, until we came to the cross roads at Hanworth, where we halted and Ray got down to examine the road. Wheel-tracks were there leading back to Roughton, and these we followed until, near the entrance to the village, now in complete darkness, we descended, Ray lifting out his precious bag.

Youve got your revolver? he asked, when we had gone a hundred yards or so.

I replied in the affirmative, for nowadays I always carried it.

Well, we are going to get into that house at Roughton I pointed out to you, he said. I intend to have a look round.

You mean to break in? Suppose were caught! I exclaimed.

Bah! Spies are always cowards. Leave that to me.

So we went on until, having passed through the silent village, we entered a road where the bare trees met overhead, rendering it almost pitch-dark, and presently approached the house.

Not a light showed anywhere. Whoever were its occupants, they had retired.

For nearly half an hour we concealed ourselves in the bushes opposite, watching in patience, for the night was as yet young. In the distance we fancied we heard the sound of wheels, but they did not advance; therefore we agreed that it was only fancy.

After waiting what seemed to me hours, Ray switched on his electric lamp to see the time. It was then nearly two oclock, so we decided to take another step forward.

We crossed the road and tried the iron gate. It was locked.

There was nothing for it but to scale it, and as I was in the act of clambering up I was startled by a strange voice behind me — a womans voice raising an alarm!

Ray, who was standing behind me, closed with the unwelcome stranger in an instant, and placed his hand forcibly over her mouth while I sprang back to assist him. That moment was an exciting one.

Put your handkerchief in her mouth, man! he cried. Dont you see who it is — the woman Stolberg!

Quick as thought I took out my handkerchief and stuffed it into her mouth while he held her. Then I gripped her arms, while Ray produced the thin silk rope which he usually carried on such expeditions and with it bound her tightly hand and foot.

She struggled violently, cursing us in German the while, but all in vain. So at length we disposed of her comfortably against a tree-trunk in a field opposite, to which Ray very deftly secured her. She had evidently driven over from Cromer on some important errand to her friends and had stopped the cart some distance away from the house.

Cautiously we negotiated the high iron gate, and creeping noiselessly across the lawn, gained the window on the left of the entrance. Ray flashed his light upon it, and noting that the fastening was only an ordinary one, promptly commenced work upon it by inserting one of his burglarious tools between the sashes. In a few moments it sprang back with a click, and lifting the sash slowly and pushing aside the holland blind, he swung himself into a comfortably furnished sitting-room, I following quickly at his heels.

In that dead silence I could hear my heart throbbing.

We were actually in the house of the spies!

The room, which contained nothing of interest to us, smelt strongly of tobacco, while upon the table lay a big German pipe. Still gripping his leather bag Ray carefully opened the door, and crossing the wide old-fashioned hall, opened another door, when we found ourselves in an old-fashioned dining-room, the sideboard of which was decorated with some very nice antique blue china. From this apartment we visited the drawing-room and another smaller reception-room, and then, creeping on tiptoe, we ascended the old well staircase which once creaked horribly beneath me.

Here we were confronted with a serious problem. We knew not in which room the spies were sleeping.

Ray halted at the top of the stairs to take his bearings, and after some hesitation resolved to first investigate the room over the one by which we had entered. He tried the door. It was locked on the inside. Somebody was within.

So we crept across to the opposite side. Here the door was also locked, but a flash from the torch revealed that there was no key inside. It was a locked room, and Ray determined to see what lay beyond.

Therefore, with infinite care not to make a sound, he drew from his pocket some skeleton keys, one of which slid back the bolt, and in a moment we were within.

The torch, an instant later, revealed an amazing state of things. Pinned down to the large deal table before the window was a huge map of the district from Weybourne towards Yarmouth, about five feet square, made up of various sections of the six-inch ordnance map, and literally covered with annotations and amplifications in German, written in red ink. Upon strings stretched across one end of the room were a number of photographic films and prints in process of drying, while strewn about the place were rough military sketches — the result of the labours of many months — a couple of cameras, measuring tapes, a heliograph apparatus, a portfolio full of carefully drawn plans with German explanations beneath, and a tin box, which, when opened, we found to contain a number of neatly written reports and memoranda in German, all ready for transmission to Berlin!

Ray seized a whole handful of these papers — a translation of one of which is here reproduced — and stuffed them into his pocket, saying:

These will prove interesting reading for us later on, no doubt.

EAST COAST OF ENGLAND — DISTRICT VI.

Memoranda by Captain Wilhelm Stolberg, 114th Regiment Westphalian Cuirassiers, on special duty February, 1906 — December, 1908.

WEYBOURNE — Norfolk — England. (Section coloured red upon large scale map. Photographs Series B, 221 to 386.)

In Sheringham and Cromer comprised in this District are resident forty-six German subjects, mostly hotel servants, waiters, and tradesmen, who have each been allotted their task on the Day.

Arms: — a store of arms is in a house at Kelling Heath, where on receipt of the signal all will secretly assemble, and at a given hour surprise and hold up the coastguard at all stations in their district, cut all telegraph and telephones shown upon the large map to be destroyed, wire in pre-arranged cipher to their comrades at Happisburgh to seize the German cable there, and take every precaution to prevent any fact whatsoever leaking out concerning the presence of our ships.

Men: — Every man is a trained soldier, and has taken the oath of loyalty to your Imperial Majesty. Their leader is Lieutenant Bischoffsheim, living in Tucker Street, Cromer, in the guise of a baker.

Explosives for Bridges: — These have been stored at Sandy Hill, close to Weybourne Station, marked on map.

Landing Place: — Weybourne is the easiest and safest along the whole coast. The coast-guard station, on the east, has a wire to Harwich, which will be cut before our ships are in sight. In Weybourne village there is a small telegraph office, but this will at the same time be seized by our people occupying an inn in the vicinity, a place which will be recognised by the display of a Union Jack.

Wires: — Eight important wires run through here, five of which must be cut, as well as the trunk telephone. Direct communication with Beccles is obtained.

Beach: — Hard, and an excellent road runs from the sea to the highway south. For soundings, see notes upon British soundings. Admiralty Chart No. 1630 accompanying.

Forge: — There is one at the end of the village.



Provisions: — Grocers shops in village are small, therefore do not contain much stock. There are plenty of sheep and oxen in the district towards Gunton. (See accompanying lists of amount of live stock upon each farm.)

Motor-Cars: — (List of owners and addresses attached)...

A specimen of the notes of German spies.

But just at that moment in stepping back I unfortunately knocked over a frame containing some glass negatives, which fell from a shelf with a loud crash.

We both stood breathless. There was a quick movement in the room adjoining, and we heard mens voices shouting to each other in German.

Stay here, Ray said firmly. We must not show the white feather now.

Almost as the words left his mouth we were confronted by the two men whom we had seen surveying the railway line.

Well! cried Ray, gripping his precious bag and facing them boldly, you see weve discovered your little game, gentlemen! Those notes on the map are particularly interesting.

By what right, pray, do you enter here? asked the bearded man, speaking in fairly good English.

By the right of an Englishman, Herr Stolberg, was Rays bold reply. Youll find your clever wife tied up to a tree in the field opposite.

The younger man held a revolver, but from his face I saw that he was a coward.

What do you mean? demanded the other.

I mean that I intend destroying all this excellent espionage work of yours. Youve lived here for two years, and have been very busy travelling in your car and gathering information. But, he said, you were a little unwise in putting upon your car the new Feldmarck non-skids, the only set, I believe, yet in England. They may be very good tyres, but scarcely adapted for spying purposes. I, for instance, noticed the difference in the tracks the wheels made one evening when you met your wife outside Metfield Park, and that is what led me to you.

Youd destroy all my notes and plans! he gasped, with a fierce oath in German. You shall never do that — you English cur!

Then stand aside and watch! he cried, withdrawing from the room on to the landing. See, look here! and he opened his bag. This caused both men to withdraw from the room to peer inside his bag.

With a quiet movement, however, Ray flung a small dark object into the centre of the room, and in an instant there was a bright blood-red flash, and the whole place was one mass of roaring flames, which, belching from the door, caused us all to beat a hasty retreat. In a moment the place was a furnace.

The spies shouted, cursed, and fired their revolvers at us through the thick smoke, but we were quickly downstairs and out in the road.

That will soon drive out the rats, laughed Ray, as we watched the flames burst through the roof and saw the two men escape half dressed through the window we had opened.

And as, with the red glare behind us, we hurried back to the spot where we had left our car, Ray remarked, with a laugh of triumph:

Stolberg bought that place two years ago with money, no doubt, supplied from Berlin, so hes scarcely likely to come upon us for incendiarism, I think. It was the only way — to make one big bonfire of the whole thing!


CHAPTER IV

HOW THE GERMANS ARE PREPARING FOR INVASION

[image: img269.jpg]

WERE GOING DOWN to Maldon, in Essex, Ray Raymond explained as we drove along in a taxi-cab to Liverpool Street Station late one grey snowy afternoon soon after our return from Norfolk.

He had been away from London for three weeks, and I had no idea of his whereabouts, except that one night he rang me up on the telephone from the Cups Hotel, at Colchester.

An hour ago he had returned to New Stone Buildings in the guise of a respectable mechanic in his Sunday clothes, and, full of bustle and excitement, urged me to run across to Guilford Street and assume a similar disguise. Then, each with his modest bag, we had hailed a motor-cab and given the man instructions to drive to the Great Eastern terminus.

Youve read the affair in this evenings paper, I suppose? my companion asked; the mystery at Buttons Hill?

Yes, I replied. Are we about to investigate it?

Thats my intention, my dear Jacox, was his quick reply, as he handed me his cigarette-case. Then, ten minutes later, when we were seated together alone in a third-class carriage slowly leaving London, he turned to me, and with a deep earnest look upon his face, said:

Theres much more behind what appears in the papers regarding this curious affair — depend upon it, old chap. Ive wired to Vera to be prepared to come to Maldon on receipt of a telegram. The facts, as far as are at present known, are these, he went on as he slowly lit another cigarette: At an early hour this morning a farm labourer, on his way to work between Latchingdon and Southminster, discovered, lying in a ditch, the body of James Pavely, aged forty-three, a well-known fisherman and pilot. His head had been crushed by savage blows, his clothes were soaked with blood, and he was nearly buried beneath the snow. The labourer alarmed the police, and the body was conveyed to Southminster. Pavely, who was very popular at the waterside at Maldon, was unmarried, and until recently had been rather well-to-do, but for the past few months bad luck is said to have persistently pursued him, and he had been left without a boat, even without a share in a boat, and more recently he had been out of a job altogether. Now, he added, with a keen look, I want to fix that point in your mind. For months, ever since the summer, he has been known to be on the verge of starvation, yet the police have found in his trousers pocket a handkerchief in which, carefully tied up, were forty-nine sovereigns!

His savings? I suggested.

No, declared my companion conclusively.

But if he was murdered, why wasnt the money taken? I queried.

Ray smiled, his face assuming that sphinx-like expression by which I knew that he had formed some theory — a theory he was about to put to the test.

The reason we have to discover, Jacox, he said vaguely. The dead man is a pilot, he added; and in Maldon are many German spies.

But I dont see that the fact of Pavely pursuing the honourable calling of pilot would arouse the enmity of any secret agent, I remarked.

We shall see, was my friends response; and he became immersed in his paper.

On reaching the prosperous little town of Maldon we left our bags in the cloak-room. The snow was lying thickly, but it was no longer falling. A sharp frost had set in, rendering the roads very slippery. In the darkness infrequent lights glimmered here and there in the quaint old streets and among the barges and coasting vessels which lay along the Hithe. The tide was nearly full, and the river covered with half-congealed snow and ice. Few passengers were abroad that wintry evening, but as we passed a small low-built public-house called the Goat and Binnacle, at the waterside, we could hear that there were many customers within, all of whom seemed to be talking at once.

The red-curtained windows reflected a ruddy chequer upon the trampled snow, and men were coming up by twos and threes from the river craft, one and all wending their way to that low-browed house which seemed to be doing such a roaring trade.

Lets take a look inside, Ray suggested in a whisper. We might hear something.

So together we turned back, and entered the low-built, old-fashioned place.

Within, we found them all discussing the mysterious death of Jim Pavely.

Mostly English were the bronzed, weather-beaten men of the sea and the longshoremen who were smoking and drinking, and talking so earnestly, but a few foreigners were among them. There were two or three Frenchmen, dapper fellows in well-made pea-jackets and berets, who had rowed ashore from the big white yawl flying the tricolour, which had been lying off Heybridge waiting, so we heard, for a change from the present icy weather before going to sea again; and there were also a fair number of Swedes and Norwegians from the two timber-ships whose spars, we had noticed, towered above the rows of smaller and stumpier masts belonging to the local and coasting craft which lay alongside the Hithe. Then there was the first mate of one of the timber-ships, supposed by most of those present to be a German. At any rate, he seemed to be trying hard to carry on a conversation with the fair-haired landlord, an undoubted immigrant from the Fatherland.

From one of the seafaring customers with whom I began to chat, I learned that the keeper of the place was named Leopold Bramberger, and that he had been established in that little river-side hostelry rather more than a year, and was now a well-known and more or less respected inhabitant of the borough of Maldon. He had made a little money — so it was generally understood — in the course of some years service at the Carlton Hotel in London as waiter. And a good waiter he certainly was, as many people living in that part of the country could testify; since he found time to go out as an extra hand to many a dinner-party; his services being much appreciated and bringing him in quite a comfortable little addition to what he made by the sale of drink down by the Blackwater. But he did not seem very anxious to talk with his compatriot; indeed, so frequent were the demands made for another pot of four arf, two of gin ot, another glass of Scotch, and other delectable beverages, that he and his better half had all they could do to grapple with the wants of their customers.

From the conversation about us we gathered that the dead man, though previously somewhat abstemious, had lately become rather a constant frequenter of the Goat and Binnacle, and though no one had seen him actually drunk, there were not a few who could testify to having seen him in a state very nearly approaching, in their opinion, to half-seas-over.

Well, I give suthing to lay my ands on the blackguard as as done for pore Jim, remarked a burly longshoreman to his neighbour. Ed never done no one a bad turn, as I knows on, and a better feller there wasnt between ere an Arwich.

No there wasnt, came quite a chorus. Jim Pavely, whatever his misfortunes, was evidently a favourite.

And no one wouldnt have any idea of robbin pore Jim, interposed another customer; every one knows that theres bin nothin on im wuth stealin this many a day — pore chap.

Except that forty-nine pound, remarked the German landlord, in very good English.

As for that, exclaimed a little man sitting in the chimney-corner, I see Belton, the constable, as I were a-coming down here a quarter of an hour ago, an he says as how there wasnt no signs of any attempt at robbery. Jim had his old five-bob watch in is pocket, not worth pawnin; the sovereigns and some silver were in his trousers.

Ah! Thats the mystery! exclaimed more than one in surprise. Why no one wouldnt have thought as Jim ad seen the colour o gold this three months past.

Come on in and shut the door, cried some one, as a new-comer entered the tap-room, followed by an icy blast and a shower of snow, which was again falling.

Why, its Sergeant Newte! exclaimed the publican, as a burly man in a dark overcoat entered, carefully closed the door, and moved ponderously towards the bar. A sudden hush fell upon the assembly, all eyes and ears being turned towards the representative of the law. All felt that the plain-clothes man bore news of the tragedy, and waited anxiously for the oracle to speak.

Well, sir, asked Bramberger, and what can I have the pleasure of serving you with? It isnt often we have the honour of your company down here.

I wont have anything to-night, thanks, answered the man. It isnt a drink Im after, but just a little information that I fancy you, or some of these gentlemen here, may be able to give me. Every one knows that James Pavely was a pretty frequent customer of yours, and what I want to find out is, when he was last in here?

Let me see. Last night about seven, wasnt it, Molly? returned the landlord, turning to his wife. No, by the by, he came in and had something about a quarter to nine. Thats the last we saw of him, poor fellow.

The sergeant in plain clothes produced his notebook. Who else was in the bar with him?

Nobody in particular. Some of the hands from the barges, I fancy. He just had his drink and passed the time of day, as you may say, and was off in five or ten minutes.

Eh, but youre making a mistake there, Mr. Bramberger, spoke up a voice near by; and the officer turned sharply in the direction of the speaker.

Urged on by those standing round him, Robert Rait, a big longshoreman, came slowly to the front. All eyes were upon him, which caused him to assume a somewhat sheepish aspect.

Well, Sergeant, true as Im standing ere, I see pore Jim come out of this ere bar just after twelve last night along with that young gent as is learnin farming over Latchingdon way.

At this every one grew interested.

Are you sure of what you say? asked the officer sharply.

Sartin sure. I were sittin on my barge a-smokin my pipe, an I eard the clock over at the church, behind ere, strike twelve. I dont know why, but I remember I counted the strokes. Five minutes later out come Pavely with the young gent, who Ive often seen in this bar afore, an they walked off round by the Marine Lake. They never took no notice o me. They was too busy a talkin.

As the policeman slowly rendered this into writing, most eyes sought Bramberger, who, feeling that he was the object of an attention perhaps not too favourable, remarked:

Ah, yes. I believe Im wrong, after all. It was twelve oclock I meant — not nine.

And what about this young gent? queried the constable quickly. Who is he, anyway? Was he here with Pavely?

He might have gone out with him, I didnt take particular notice of him, the German replied.

But who is he?

Oh, you know him well enough. Hes often in Maldon. Its young Mr. Freeman, whos learning estate work with Mr. Harris, near Southminster. He does drop in here now and again.

Yes, I know him. A fellow-countryman of yours, aint he?

No; hes English. Id know a German well enough.

Well, Ive heard him speak. Mr. Jones, the schoolmaster, told me once he thought he spoke with a German accent, replied the officer.

So he do, Sergeant, spoke up a sailorman, now you mention it. Im often in Hamburg, an I know the German accent.

You dont know anything about that forty-nine pounds, I suppose? asked the blundering local sergeant of police, for, as is usually the case, the aid of New Scotland Yard had not been invoked. The police in our small country towns are always very loath to request assistance from London, as such action is admission of their own incompetence. Many a murder mystery could be solved and the criminal brought to justice by prompt investigation by competent detectives. But after blunt inquiries such as those now in progress, success is usually rendered impossible.

Raymond exchanged glances with me and smiled. How different, I reflected, were his careful, painstaking, and often mysterious methods of investigation.

Those sovereigns in is andkerchief are a puzzle, declared the man Rait, but somehow I fancy theres been a bit o mystery about pore Jim of late. Teddy Owen told me a week ago e see im up in London, a-talkin with a foreigner on the platform at Liverpool Street.

Where is Owen? asked the sergeant eagerly.

Gone over to Malmö on a Swedish timber-ship, was Robert Raits reply. E wont be back for a couple of months, I dare say.

This statement of the man Owen was to Raymond and myself very significant and suspicious. Could it be that the pilot Pavely had sold some secret to a foreign agent, and that the money he carried with him on the previous night was the price of his treason? It was distinctly curious that the assassin had not possessed himself of that handkerchief full of sovereigns.

We lingered in the low-pitched inn for yet another half-hour, my companion accounting for our visit by telling one of the men a fictitious story that we had been sent to install the electric light in some new premises at the back of the old church. We heard several more inquiries made by the sergeant, and many were the wild theories advanced by those seafaring loungers. Then, having listened attentively to all that passed, we retraced our steps to the station, obtained our bags, and drove to the Kings Head Hotel, where we duly installed ourselves.

Theres something very big behind the cruel murder of the pilot — thats my belief! declared Raymond before we parted for the night. Nobody here dreams the truth — a truth that will be found as startling as it is strange.

I told him of my suspicions that the publican Bramberger was a spy. But he shook his head, saying:

Dont form any immature conclusions, my dear Jacox. At present the truth is very cunningly concealed. It remains for us to lift the veil and expose the truth to the police and the public. Good-night.

Three days passed. Ray Raymond remained practically inactive, save that we both attended the inquest at Southminster as members of the public and listened to the evidence. The revelation that a man apparently in a state of great destitution carried forty-nine sovereigns upon him struck the coroner as unusual, and at his direction the jury adjourned the inquiry for a week, to allow the police to make further investigation.

As soon as this was decided my companion at once became all activity. He found the man Rait, a big, clumsy seafarer, and questioned him. But from him he obtained nothing further. With the publican Bramberger he contrived to strike up a friendship, loudly declaring his theory that the motive of the murder of poor Pavely was jealousy, it being now known that he had been courting the pretty daughter of an old boatman over at Burnham.

My position was, as usual, one of silent obedience. Hither and thither I went at his bidding, leaving to his, the master mind, the gradual solution of the mystery. He was one of those secretive men who delighted in retaining something up his sleeve. The expression upon his face was never indicative of what was passing within his mind.

The adjourned inquest was held at last, and again we were both present at the back of the room. The police practically admitted their inability to solve the mystery, and after a long deliberation the twelve tradesmen returned a verdict of wilful murder, leaving the constabulary to further prosecute their inquiries.

Nearly a fortnight had passed since the sturdy North Sea pilot had been so cruelly done to death, and many were the new theories advanced nightly in the smoke-room of the Goat and Binnacle.

I still remained at the Kings Head, but Raymond was often absent for whole days, and by his manner I knew the spy-seeker to be busy investigating some theory he had formed.

He had been absent a couple of days, staying over at the White Hart at Burnham-on-Crouch, that place so frequented by boating men in summer, when one afternoon I ran over to Chelmsford to call upon a man I knew. It was about ten oclock at night when I left his house to walk to the station to catch the last train, when, to my surprise, I saw close to the Town Hall a smart female figure in a black tailor-made gown and big black hat, walking before me, accompanied by a tall, thin, rather well-dressed young man in breeches and gaiters, who seemed to be something of a dandy.

The girls back struck me as familiar, and I crossed the road and went forward so as to get a glance at her face beneath the street-lamp.

Yes, I was not mistaken. It was Vera Vallance! Her companion, however, was a complete stranger to me — a well-set-up, rather good-looking young fellow, with a small black moustache, whose age I guessed to be about twenty-eight or so, and whose dark eyes were peculiarly bright and vivacious. He walked with swaggering gait, and seemed to be of a decidedly horsey type.

From their attitude it appeared that they were intimate friends, and as they walked towards the station, I watched his hand steal into her astrachan muff.

The incident was certainly puzzling. Was this man Veras secret lover? It certainly seemed so.

Therefore, unseen by her, I kept close vigilance upon the pair, watching them gain the platform where stood the train by which I was to travel back to Maldon. He entered a first-class carriage, while she remained upon the platform. Therefore it was evident that she was not accompanying him.

The train moved off, and, with a laugh, she actually kissed her hand to the stranger. Then I sat back in my corner greatly puzzled and disturbed. Surely Ray Raymond could not know of these clandestine meetings?

I was well aware how devoted my friend was to her. Surely she was not now faithless to her vow!

It was not my place to speak, so I could only patiently watch the progress of events.

The dark-eyed man alighted with me at Witham, but did not enter the Maldon train. Therefore I lost sight of him.

Three days later I caught sight of him in the main street at Maldon, still in gaiters and riding-breeches, and wearing a black and white check coat and crimson knitted vest. Unnoticed, I watched him come forth from a saddlers shop, and after making several purchases, he strolled to my hotel, the Kings Head, where he was met by an elderly clean-shaven man of agricultural type, with whom he had luncheon in a corner of the coffee-room.

Ray was still absent. Would that he had been present, and that I dared to point out to him the man who had apparently usurped his place in Veras heart!

At three oclock, after his friend had left, the young man sat for some time writing a letter in the smoking-room, and afterwards called the boots and gave it to him, with orders to deliver it personally.

Then he left for the station apparently on his return to Witham.

After I got back to the Kings Head I sought James, the boots, and inquired the addressee of the letter.

I took it round to Mr. Bramberger at the Goat and Binnacle, sir, was the servants reply.

You know the young gentleman — eh?

Oh yes, sir. Hes Mr. Freeman, from Woodham Ferris. Hes what they call a mud-pupil of Mr. Harris, Lord Croylands agent. Hes learning estate-work.

And he knows Mr. Bramberger?

I suppose so. Ive often taken notes for him to the Goat and Binnacle.

I was silent, recollecting the curious allegation made by the man Rait, that he had seen the dead man in Freemans company.

Some other questions I put to the boots, but he could tell me but little else, only that young Freeman was undoubtedly a gentleman, that he spent his money freely, and possessed a large circle of friends in the district.

I learned that he lived in a small furnished cottage outside the dull little town of Woodham Ferris, and that he had an elderly man-servant who generally did for him.

Had I been mistaken in Veras motive? Had she become acquainted with him as part of a preconceived plan, some ingenious plan formed by that fearless hunter of the Kaisers spies, who was my most intimate friend?

Yes, I could only think that I had sorely misjudged her.

Hearing nothing from Raymond on the following day, and noticing that the sensation caused by the death of the pilot had, by this time, quite subsided, I went again over to Chelmsford and lunched at the old-fashioned Saracens Head.

To my satisfaction, I learned that Vera had been staying there for the past ten days, and was still there. Whereupon I left the hotel and watched it during the remainder of that afternoon.

At dusk she came forth neat and pretty as usual, her face with its soft fair hair half concealed by her flimsy veil. At the door of the hotel she hesitated for a second, then she strolled to the other side of the town, where, at an unfrequented corner, she was joined by the dark-eyed man Freeman.

From the warm manner of his greeting it was apparent that he was charmed by her, and together they strolled along the quiet byways, she allowing him to link his arm in hers.

Knowing her ready self-sacrifice wherever the interests of her lover were concerned, I could only surmise that her present object was to watch this man, or to learn from him some important facts concerning the mystery which Ray was so silently investigating. Therefore, fearing to be observed if I followed the pair along those quiet thoroughfares, I turned on my heel, and half an hour later left Chelmsford for Maldon.

That same night, soon after eleven, Ray Raymond returned to the Kings Head, arriving by the last train from London.

We must keep a wary eye upon that publican Bramberger, Jacox, he whispered when we were alone together in my bedroom. You must deal with him. Frequent the Goat and Binnacle, and see whats in progress there.

Vera is at Chelmsford, I see, I remarked casually.

Yes, he said, shes already on friendly terms with Freeman. Youve seen her, I suppose?

I responded in the affirmative.

Well, to-morrow I shall leave here again, to reappear in Maldon as a river-side labourer, he said. You will retain your rôle of electrician, and patronise the homely comforts of our friend Brambergers house.

He spoke with that clear decision which characterised all his actions, for in the investigation of any suspicion of the presence of spies, he first formed his theory, and then started straight away to prove it to his own satisfaction.

Next day soon after one oclock I re-entered the low-built little river-side inn and found within a few bargemen and labourers gossiping, as such men will gossip. The landlord who served me eyed me up and down as though half inclined to recognise me, so I recalled the fact that I had been in his house a week or so ago.

Whereupon he immediately became communicative, and we had a friendly glass together. I told him that I had concluded my job — in order to account for my hours of idleness in the days that were to follow — and I then became a regular customer, seldom leaving before the house closed.

Bramberger was one day visited by the German mate of the timber-ship which had just come in, the man of his own nationality who had been in the bar on the night of our arrival at Maldon, and who seemed to be well known to his usual customers, for apparently he made regular visits from across the North Sea.

I noticed that during the afternoon they were closeted together in the landlords private room, and during the evening they drank in company.

The return of this German at once aroused my suspicions, therefore at ten oclock, instead of returning to the Kings Head, I concealed myself at the waterside and there waited. It was an intensely cold vigil, and as the time crept by, and the church clock struck hour after hour, I began to fear that my suspicions were unfounded.

At last, however, from the timber-craft lying in the Blackwater came a boat noiselessly into the deep shadow, and from it landed two men, each carrying a heavy box upon his shoulder. They walked straight over to the Goat and Binnacle, the side door of which opened noiselessly, and having deposited their loads, they returned to the boat. This journey to and fro they repeated four times. Then they rowed away, and though I waited the greater part of the night, they did not return.

I reported this in a note I sent round to Ray at his lodging in the poorer quarter of the town, and in reply I received a message that he would meet me at the river-side at eleven that night.

Part of that evening I spent smoking in the inn, and an hour after closing-time I came upon my friend with whispered greeting at the appointed spot.

Have you seen Freeman? was his first question, and when I replied in the negative, he told me that he had just been admitted by Bramberger.

Youve got your revolver, I suppose? he asked.

I always carry it nowadays, was my reply.

Well, old chap, to-night promises to be exciting.

Why! I exclaimed. Look! There are three men lurking under that wall over yonder!

I know, he laughed. Theyre our friends. To-night we shall avenge the death of the poor pilot Pavely. But remain silent, and youll see!

I noted that the three dark figures concealed near us were water-side labourers, fellows whose rough-looking exteriors were the reverse of reassuring. Yet I recollected that every man who worked on the Blackwater or the Crouch was a patriot, ready to tear the mask from the spies of Englands enemies.

We must have waited in patience fully three hours, when again from the timber-ship lying in the Blackwater came the laden boat, and again were similar boxes landed and carried in the shadow up to the inn, the door of which opened silently to receive them. Wherever the Customs officers or police were, they noticed nothing amiss.

The two men had made their second journey to the Goat and Binnacle, when Ray Raymond suddenly exclaimed:

Were going to rush the place, Jacox. Have your gun ready; and then he gave a low whistle.

In a moment fully a dozen men, some of whom I recognised as Customs officers in mufti and police in plain clothes, together with several longshoremen, emerged from the shadow, and in a moment we had surrounded the public-house.

The door had closed upon the two men who carried up the boxes, and a demand that it should be reopened met with no response. Therefore a long iron bar was procured from somewhere, and two policemen working with it soon prised the door from its hinges.

The lights within had all been suddenly extinguished, but finding myself in the little bar-parlour with two others of the party, I struck a vesta and relit the gas.

Two of the mysterious wooden cases brought from the ship were standing there.

We heard loud shouts in German, and a scuffle upon the stairs in the darkness, followed by a shot. Then a womans scream mingled with the shouts and curses of my companions, and I found myself in the midst of a wild mêlée, in which furniture and bottles were being smashed about me. My friends were trying to secure Bramberger and Freeman, while both were fighting desperately for their lives.

Ray made a sudden spring upon the young man who had been so attracted by Vera Vallance, but for his pains received a savage cut in the arm from a knife.

The man stood at bay in the corner of the smoke-room with half a dozen of us before him. The fellow had set his jaws fiercely, and there was murder in his black eyes. Bramberger, however, had already been secured, and handcuffs had been slipped upon him by the police.

Now, cried Ray Raymond, tell your story, Richardson. These two blackguards must hear it before we hand them over. And I noticed that near me were two policemen, who had covered Freeman with their revolvers.

From among us a rough man in a shabby pea-jacket, whom I had seen once or twice in that inn, came forward, and without a word of preliminary exclaimed:

Jim Pavely, the poor fellow whom these accursed foreigners murdered, was my brother-in-law. The night before he was killed he slept at my house. He was drunk, but he told me something that at first I didnt believe. He told me that on the previous day, spending so much time about this place, he had stumbled on the fact that a certain German timber-ship was in the habit of bringing up among its cargo a quantity of saccharine which was smuggled ashore at night and stored in the cellars below here. He had had words with the landlord Bramberger, but the latter had made him promise to keep his secret till next morning, when he would pay him a certain sum to say nothing to the Customs officers. Next afternoon at four oclock he went to the Goat and Binnacle to receive the money, and I entered after him, intending to assist him in getting all he could out of the German. But that fellow Freeman, yonder — whom I know to be also a German — was with his compatriot, and the three had consultation together in the back room. Half an hour later Jim Pavely came back to my house and showed me fifty pounds, and a written agreement signed by Bramberger to pay one hundred and fifty pounds more in gold in Calais, on condition that he remained abroad and held his tongue.

Then the informer paused.

Go on, I urged. What then?

Pavely told me something — something he had discovered. But I foolishly laughed his statement to scorn. He added that he was to sail in a French schooner that night, and that Freeman, who was in partnership with Bramberger, was to go over to Latchingdon with him that evening and introduce him to the skipper, who would land him at Calais. When he had gone, the story he had told me struck me as very astounding; therefore I resolved to follow him. I saw him come with Freeman out of this place just after midnight, and I followed them. When they got to Buttons Hill, on that lonely stretch of road, I saw with my own eyes Freeman suddenly attack him with a life-preserver, and having smashed his skull before I could interfere, he stole the Germans undertaking from his pocket.

At this, the man accused, standing in the corner covered by several revolvers, turned livid. He tried to protest, but his voice was only faint and hollow before the living witness of his crime.

He had collapsed.

My first impulse was to denounce the assassin, but what the dead man had told me caused me to hesitate, and I resolved to first get at the truth, which I have done with Mr. Raymonds aid, Richardson went on. The story of the schooner was true, he added, except that it was a steam schooner-rigged yacht which was about to land some stuff for another depôt at Burnham.

What stuff? I asked quickly.

Ammunition ready for the German army when it lands upon this coast. It was that fact which Pavely had discovered and told me. After agreeing to keep the secret of the saccharine, it seems that he discovered that the boxes really contained cartridges, a fact which he urged me to communicate to the War Office after he had secured the Germans bribe.

Yes, declared Raymond, the extensive cellaring under this place is packed to the ceiling with ammunition ready for the Day of Invasion. See this, which has just been brought!

After prising open one of the boxes, many rounds of German rifle-cartridges were revealed. That man Freeman before you, though brought up in England and passing as an Englishman, is, I have discovered, a German agent, who, in the guise of estate-pupil, has been busy composing a voluminous report upon supplies, accommodation, forage, possible landing-places, and other information useful to the invader. His district has been the important country between the Blackwater and the Crouch, eastward of Maldon and Purleigh. Bramberger, who is also in the German Secret Service, has been accumulating this store of ammunition as well as forwarding his coadjutors reports and plans to Berlin, for, being German, it excited no suspicion that he posted many bulky letters to Germany. He is often in direct communication with our friend in Pont Street. My secret investigations revealed all this, Jacox, hence I arranged this raid to-night.

Youll never take me! cried Freeman in defiance. But next moment these men, all of them constables in plain clothes, closed with him.

For a moment there was another desperate struggle, when with startling suddenness a shot rang out, and I saw Bramberger drop to the floor like a stone at my feet.

Freeman had wrested a weapon from one of his assailants and killed his fellow-spy; while, next instant, without reflection, he turned the revolver upon himself, and, before they could prevent him, had put a shot through his own brain, inflicting a wound that within half a minute proved mortal.

When we searched the cellars of the Goat and Binnacle we found no fewer than eighty-two cases of rifle cartridges; while next morning, in a small cottage within a stones-throw of the White Hart at Burnham, we discovered sixty-odd cases of ammunition for various arms, together with ten cases of gun cotton and some other high explosives. Also we found six big cases full of proclamations, printed in English, threatening all who opposed the German advance with death. The document was a very remarkable one, and deeming it of sufficient interest, I have reproduced it in these pages.

DECREE CONCERNING THE POWER OF COUNCILS OF WAR.

WE, GOVERNOR-GENERAL OF EAST ANGLIA, by virtue of the powers conferred upon us by His Imperial Majesty the German Emperor, Commander-in-Chief of the German Armies, order, for the maintenance of the internal and external security of the counties of the Government-General: — 



Article I. — Any individual guilty of incendiarism or of wilful inundation, of attack, or of resistance with violence, against the Government-General or the agents of the civil or military authorities, of sedition, of pillage, of theft with violence, of assisting prisoners to escape, or of inciting soldiers to treasonable acts, shall be PUNISHED BY DEATH.

In the case of any extenuating circumstances, the culprit may be sent to penal servitude with hard labour for twenty years.

Article II. — Any person provoking or inciting an individual to commit the crimes mentioned in Article I. will be sent to penal servitude with hard labour for ten years.

Article III. — Any person propagating false reports relative to the operations of war or political events will be imprisoned for one year, and fined up to £100.

In any case where the affirmation or propagation may cause prejudice against the German army, or against any authorities or functionaries established by it, the culprit will be sent to hard labour for ten years.

Article IV. — Any person usurping a public office, or who commits any act or issues any order in the name of a public functionary, will be imprisoned for five years, and fined £150.

Article V. — Any person who voluntarily destroys or abstracts any documents, registers, archives, or public documents deposited in public offices, or passing through their hands in virtue of their functions as government or civic officials, will be imprisoned for two years, and fined £150.



Article VI. — Any person obliterating, damaging, or tearing down official notices, orders, or proclamations of any sort issued by the German authorities will be imprisoned for six months, and fined £80.

Article VII. — Any resistance or disobedience of any order given in the interests of public security by military commanders and other authorities, or any provocation or incitement to commit such disobedience, will be punished by one years imprisonment, or a fine of not less than £150.

Article VIII. — All offences enumerated in Articles I. — VII. are within the jurisdiction of the Councils of War.

Article IX. — It is within the competence of Councils of War to adjudicate upon all other crimes and offences against the internal and external security of the English provinces occupied by the German Army, and also upon all crimes against the military or civil authorities, or their agents, as well as murder, the fabrication of false money, of blackmail, and all other serious offences.

Article X. — Independent of the above, the military jurisdiction already proclaimed will remain in force regarding all actions tending to imperil the security of the German troops, to damage their interests, or to render assistance in the Army of the British Government.

Consequently, they will be PUNISHED BY DEATH, and we expressly repeat this, all persons who are not British soldiers and — 

(a) Who serve the British Army or the Government as spies, or receive British spies, or give them assistance or asylum.



(b) Who serve as guides to British troops, or mislead the German troops when charged to act as guides.

(c) Who shoot, injure, or assault any German soldier or officer.

(d) Who destroy bridges or canals, interrupt railways or telegraph lines, render roads impassable, burn munitions of war, provisions, or quarters of the troops.

(e) Who take arms against the German troops.

Article XI. — The organisation of Councils of War mentioned in Articles VIII. and IX. of the Law of May 2, 1870, and their procedure are regulated by special laws which are the same as the summary jurisdiction of military tribunals. In the case of Article X. there remains in force the Law of July 21, 1867, concerning the military jurisdiction applicable to foreigners.

Article XII. — The present order is proclaimed and put into execution on the morrow of the day upon which it is affixed in the public places of each town and village.

THE GOVERNOR-GENERAL OF EAST ANGLIA.

Copy of the German Proclamation found in the Secret Store of Arms at Burnham-on-Crouch.

The affair caused the greatest consternation at the War Office, at whose instigation it was instantly hushed up by the police for fear of creating undue panic.

But the truth remains — a very bitter, serious, and significant truth — of Germanys hostile intentions at a not distant date, a date when an Englishmans home will, alas! no longer be his castle.


CHAPTER V

THE SECRET OF THE NEW BRITISH AEROPLANE

[image: img269.jpg]

IF WE COULD only approach the Military Ballooning Department we might, perhaps, learn something, I remarked. But I suppose thats quite out of the question?

Quite, declared Ray. We should receive no information, and only be laughed at for our trouble.

You dont think that the new Kershaw aeroplane can be the one now being tried by the Royal Engineers with so much secrecy on the Duke of Atholls estate?

I think not, was his prompt reply. My reason briefly is because I have discovered that two Germans stayed at the Blair Arms Hotel, at Blair Atholl, for six weeks last summer, and then suddenly disappeared — probably taking with them the plans of the airship about which there has been so much secrecy.

I dont quite follow you, I said.

No, there is still another fact. A month ago there arrived in England a man named Karl Straus, a lieutenant of the Military Ballooning Department of the German Army stationed at Düsseldorf. He paid several visits to our friend Hartmann in Pont Street, and then disappeared from London. Now, why did he come on a special mission to England? For one reason. Because of the failure of Germanys hope, the Zeppelin airship, combined with the report that our new Kershaw aeroplane is the most perfect of the many inventions, and destined to effect a revolution in warfare. The Kershaw, which was only completed at South Farnborough two months ago, is now being tried in strictest secrecy. Vera was told so by an engineer officer she met at a dance at Chatham a short time ago.

And it is being tried here in the north somewhere, I added, as together, seated in a forty-eight Daimler, we ascended Glen Garry from Blair Atholl — which we had left a couple of hours before — and sped along over the wild, treeless Grampians towards Dalwhinnie. The March morning was bitterly cold, and snow covered the ground, rendering the Highland scenery more picturesque and imposing. And as we preferred an open car to a closed one, the journey was very cold.

Our inquiries in Blair Atholl had had a negative result. In the long, old-fashioned Blair Arms Hotel Ray had made a number of searching inquiries, for though two officers of the Ballooning Department lived there, and had been conducting the experiments in Blair Park, it was plain that the machine had never yet taken flight. So the pair of mysterious Germans, whose names we discovered in the visitors book, had either obtained the details they wanted or had left the neighbourhood in disgust.

It was at my friends suggestion that we had hired the car from Perth, and had now set out upon a tour of discovery in the wildest and least frequented districts of the Highlands — some of which are in winter the most unfrequented in all Great Britain. Something — what I know not — had apparently convinced him that the tests were still in progress.

And where the trials are taking place we shall, I feel certain, find this inquisitive person Karl Straus, he declared. From Berlin, through a confidential source, I hear that it was he who obtained the German General Staff photographs and plan of the new French aeroplane that was tried down in the Basque country last May. Hes an expert aeronaut and engineer, and speaks English well; our object is to discover his whereabouts.

In pursuance of this quest we visited the various hotels on our way north. The Loch Ericht at Dalwhinnie we found closed, therefore we went on to Newtonmore, and by taking luncheon at the hotel there ascertained that there were no visitors who might be either British military officers or German spies.

In the gloomy, frosty afternoon we, a month after the affair down at Maldon, sped up the Speyside through dark pine forests and snow-covered moorland till we found ourselves in the long grey street of Kingussie, where we halted at the Star Hotel, a small place with a verandah, very popular in summer, but in winter deserted.

Leaving me to warm myself at the fire, Ray crossed to the telegraph office to despatch a message, and afterwards I saw him enter a small shop where picture post-cards were sold. For a quarter of an hour he remained inside, and then went to another shop a few doors further down.

Afterwards he rejoined me, and as we remounted into the car I saw that his face wore a dark, puzzled expression.

Anything wrong? I inquired, as we sped away through the firs towards Loch Alvie and Aviemore.

No, he replied. Then, after a pause, he asked, You once used to ride a motor-cycle, didnt you, Jack?

I replied in the affirmative; whereupon he said that it would be necessary for me to hire one, an observation which somewhat mystified me. And for the next hour we roared along over the loose, uneven road through Aviemore, where the chief hotel was, of course, closed, and on over Dulnan Bridge, that paradise of the summer tourist; then turning to the right past the post office, until we were soon honk-honking up the wide main street of Grantown.

Here in summer and autumn the place is alive with tourists; but in winter, with its tearing winds and gusty snowstorms, the little place presents a very different appearance. The excellent Grant Arms, standing back from the road at the further end of the town, is, however, one of the few first-class hotels in the Highlands open all the year round. And here we put up, both of us glad to obtain shelter from the sleet which, since the twilight had faded, had been cutting our faces.

While I sat before the big smoking-room fire with a cigarette, after we had been to our rooms to remove the mud from our faces, Ray was bustling about the hotel, eagerly scanning the visitors book, among other things.

Our quest was a decidedly vague one, and as I sat staring into the flames I confess I entertained serious misgivings.

When I went forth into the hall to find my friend, I was told that he had gone out.

A quarter of an hour later he returned, saying:

Ive seen a garage along the street; come with me and hire a motor-cycle. Youll probably want it.

Why? I asked.

Wait and see, was his response; therefore I put on my hat and coat and walked with him to the garage, about half-way along the street, where I picked out a good strong machine which was duly wheeled back to the hotel.

That night, among the eight or nine guests assembled for dinner, there was not one who had any resemblance either to a German spy or an officer of the Military Balloon Factory at South Farnborough.

In the days following we used our map well, scouring the whole of the Spey side to the Bridge of Avon, and on to Rothes, while westward we drove by Carrbridge, over the Slochd Mor to Loch Moy and across to Daviot. We explored the steep hills of Cromdale and Glen Tulchan, surveyed the rugged country from the summit of Carn Glas, and made judicious inquiry in all quarters, both among village people, shepherds, and others. Nowhere however could we gather any information that any trials of an airship were in progress.

Sometimes in leggings, mackintosh, and goggles, I went forth alone on my motor-cycle, negotiating the rougher byways and making confidential inquiry. But the result was ever a negative one and always disheartening.

On one occasion I had been out alone and reached the hotel, when, some hours later, our chauffeur returned with the car empty, and handed me a hastily scribbled note to explain that Ray had left suddenly for the south and instructing me to remain at Grantown till his return.

By that I imagined that he had made some discovery. Or had he gone south to see Vera, his well-beloved?

Curiously enough, next day a foreigner — probably a German — arrived at the hotel, and, as may be imagined, I at once took steps to keep him under the strictest observation. He was a quiet, apparently inoffensive person about thirty-five, who, among his impedimenta, brought a motor-cycle and box camera. Before he had been in the place twenty-four hours I had convinced myself that he was the spy Straus.

This fact I wired to Bruton Street in the code we had long ago arranged, hoping that the message would find my friend.

To my surprise, all the reply I got was: Be careful that you have made no mistake.

What could he mean? I read and re-read the message, but remained much puzzled, while my excitement increased.

Each day the new arrival, who had written the name of F. Goldstein in the visitors book, went forth on his cycle to explore the beauties of the Highlands, the thaw having now cleared the roads, and on each occasion I managed by dint of many subterfuges to watch his proceedings. His gaze was ever in the distance, and each time he gained high ground he swept the surrounding country with a pair of powerful prismatic field-glasses.

I confess I was rather annoyed at Rays conduct in thus abandoning me at the very moment of my discovery, for here was the ballooning expert Straus bent upon seeing and photographing our newest arm of defence.

As the days passed I exerted every precaution, yet I followed him everywhere, sometimes using the car, and at others the motor-cycle.

The spy, a bespectacled, round-faced Teuton who spoke with a strong accent, was ever active, ever eager to discover something in the air. Yet, to my intense satisfaction, he seemed to be utterly unaware that I was keeping so strict a watch upon his movements. Purposely I avoided speaking to him in the hotel, for fear of arousing his suspicions.

One day Mr. Goldstein did not appear, and in response to my inquiry the waiter informed me that he had caught cold and was confined to his room.

A spy with a cold! I laughed within myself, and the afternoon being bright, I took a run south through the Abernethy Forest down to Loch Pityoulish. On my return I crossed Dulnan Bridge, where the turbulent Dulnan River hurtles along over the stones on its way down to the Spey. I dismounted, hot and tired, and propped up my cycle against the parapet to rest and admire the dark pine-clad gorge which opened to the north.

My reflections were suddenly cut short by a loud humming sound which seemed to come from the road which I had just traversed. Instinctively I looked round for the approaching motor-car. The sound came nearer, but instead of a car, I saw in the air, above the tops of the firs against the distant hill in the background, a splendid aeroplane with two men aboard. Swiftly it swept over the stream with the ease and majesty of an enormous albatross!

Next instant it had disappeared from my gaze. Yet in that brief moment I had had ocular demonstration that the secret trials were in progress in the neighbourhood.

I waited on tiptoe with excitement. Again the whirring sound came nearer, the occupants of the neighbouring cottages being undisturbed, believing it to be a motor-car. Once again I saw the new aeroplane circling above the tree-tops to the north, after which it turned suddenly and made off in a bee-line south, in the direction whence I had travelled.

I had actually seen the new invention!

Scarcely, however, had I recovered from my surprise when I heard, coming from the direction of Grantown, the pop-pop-pop of a motor-cycle, and across the bridge like a flash, in the direction the aerial machine had taken, came the spy whom I had only that morning left an invalid in bed.

That evening, while writing a letter in the hotel, I had a surprise; I was called to the telephone, and heard Rays voice asking me to send the car to him.

He told me that he was staying as Mr. Charles Black at the Star Hotel in Kingussie, about twenty-eight miles distant, and promised to come over to see me shortly.

I told him what I had seen that afternoon, and how the spy had been on the alert, but to my surprise he only replied:

Good! Keep on the watch. If what I expect is true, then were on a big thing. Keep in touch with me on the phone, and have a continuous eye on your Mr. Goldstein.

I replied that I would, and that our friend had just returned.

Then he rang off.

Why was he at Kingussie, instead of assisting me?

Next day I was early astir, and before luncheon had covered many miles on the motor-cycle. Ray had not asked me over to Kingussie. If he wanted me, he would have said so.

Goldstein had not appeared downstairs, therefore after luncheon, I went forth again, taking the road northward from Grantown, and just as I was passing beneath the castellated railway-bridge about a mile and a half from the hotel, I again suddenly saw straight before me the wonderful Kershaw aeroplane. The car looked like a long, thin cylinder of bright silvery metal, which I took to be aluminium, and in it I discerned two men.

It travelled in a circle several times over the tree-tops, and then, just as at Dulnan Bridge, it dived straight away over the dark pine forest towards the lonely moors of Cromdale. Without a seconds hesitation I mounted and rode full speed after her, keeping her well in sight as I went towards Deva.

Yet scarcely had I gone half a mile when I again heard behind me the pop-pop-pop of another cycle, and turning, saw to my satisfaction the man Goldstein, who had evidently seen the aeroplane, and was now bent upon obtaining all details of it.

Going up the hill I drew away from him, but as we descended he passed me, and in order to pose as an excited onlooker, I shouted to him my surprise in seeing such an apparatus in the air.

He evidently knew more of the new invention than I did. And yet Ray held aloof from me.

Next day, having been out for a stroll, I returned to the hotel about noon, when a few moments later my friend entered the reading-room.

Lets go to your room, he suggested; therefore we ascended the stairs, and I opened the door with my key.

As soon as I had done so, he made a swift tour of the apartment, examining both the carpet and the red plush-covered chairs without uttering a word.

Then he stood in the centre of the room for a moment, and slowly selected a cigarette from his case. Ray Raymond was thinking — thinking deeply.

Your friend Goldstein has a visitor, he remarked at last.

Not to my knowledge, I said.

He occupies room No. 11 in this hotel, he went on. This is 16, therefore he must be quite near you.

But whos the visitor?

A friend of Goldsteins. Downstairs you can discover his name.

I descended and found that on the previous evening there had certainly arrived at the hotel a Mr. William Smith, who occupied room No. 11.

But how was Ray aware of it?

I returned to my room, and found him staring out of the window into the roadway below. I saw that he was unusually agitated.

My dear Jack, he said, turning to me when I told him the name of the occupant of No. 11, how horribly stuffy this room is! Do you never have the window open?

Of course, I said, crossing to open it as usual. But I found that it had been jammed down tightly, and that felt had been placed in the crevices by the hotel people to exclude the draught.

Ray noticed it, and a curious smile crossed his aquiline countenance.

Id remove all that, if I were you, he exclaimed. And Id also pull out all that stuffing I see up the chimney. You never have a fire here, I suppose.

I hate a fire in my bedroom, I answered. But what has that to do with our friend Goldstein?

A good deal, was his reply. Take my advice and have a fire here; and by his look I saw that he had discovered more than he wished at that juncture to tell me. Had I known the astounding truth, I certainly should not have taken his words so calmly.

He appeared to evince an interest in my room, its position and its contents, but when I remarked upon it he pretended unconcern. He rang the bell and inquired of the waiter for Mr. Goldstein and Mr. William Smith, but the man informed him that both gentlemen were out. I believe, added the waiter, that Mr. Goldstein is leaving us this evening or to-morrow, sir.

Leaving! I echoed as soon as the man had closed the door. Shall I follow?

No. It really isnt worth while, Ray replied, at least not just at present. Remain here and have a care of yourself, Jack.

What did he mean? We ate a hasty lunch, and then, mounting into the car, my companion ordered the chauffeur to drive south again past Dulnan Bridge to Duthil, where we turned up to the right and ascended the thickly wooded hill of Lochgorm on that stony road that leads out upon the desolate Muirs of Cromdale. After we had cleared the wood he ordered the man to pull up, for the road was so bad. Descending, we climbed the steep ascent to the summit of a hill, where, after sweeping the surrounding country with a small pair of powerful glasses I carried, I at last discerned the aeroplane heading westward some ten miles distant.

Unfortunately, however, the clouds came down upon us, and we quickly found ourselves enveloped in a gradually thickening Scotch mist, while the aeroplane, soon but a faint grey shadow, quickly faded from our gaze.

Ray Raymond was ever a dogged person. He decided to descend, and this we did, passing over the other side of the hill for half an hour, progress of course being slow on account of the clouds.

Presently a puff of cold wind came up out of the east, and patches of dun-coloured moorland began to appear below through the rents of the fast-breaking clouds; when presently our watchful eyes caught the dull leaden gleam of a sheet of water about three miles ahead, which a look at my map enabled me to recognise as Lochindorb.

And just as we were able to locate the spot we again saw the big white-winged aeroplane as she swooped down to the surface of the loch, upon which she floated swanlike and majestic.

Well? I asked, turning and looking him in the face.

Well, Jack, Ive seen it in flight just as you have, he said, but Ive never yet approached it. Ive had reasons for keeping away. After to-day, however, there is no longer much necessity for hesitation.

I hardly follow you, old chap, I declared, my eyes still fixed through the glasses upon the aeroplane sailing along the surface of the distant lake.

Probably not, he laughed, but youll see the motive of my actions before a few days are over, I hope. Lets go back. And returning to the car he carried me as far as the entrance to Grantown, where he deposited me, and then turning, ordered the man to drive with all speed back to Kingussie.

When I re-entered my comfortable hotel I learnt that Goldstein had left by the afternoon train for the south. My interest therefore lay in the new arrival in No. 11, but though I waited up till midnight, he did not return.

Just as I was returning to bed I made a curious discovery in my room. Running from the top of the high, old-fashioned mahogany wardrobe, with its heavily ornamented cornice, was a long piece of strong, black cord, which, passing down the side panel, was placed close to the wainscoting, so as to avoid notice, the end being placed beneath the mat outside the door.

At once I suspected a practical joke, but on mounting one of the old-fashioned chairs, I looked along the top of the wardrobe, but discerned nothing.

So I gathered up the piece of cord, held it in my hand with curiosity for a few moments, and then wondering who had any object in playing such a prank, turned in and slept soundly till morning.

I had scarcely sat down to breakfast in the small upstairs coffee-room — which is used in winter — when I was summoned to the telephone, where Ray predicted that the mysterious Mr. Smith would soon return, and if he did, I was to betray no interest in him whatsoever, and above all, avoid any friendship.

Such instructions mystified me. But I had not long to wait for the return of the man who called himself Smith, for he arrived just as it was growing dusk.

After dinner I was seated in front of the blazing fire in my room, smoking and reading the Courier, when I heard a man in heavy boots pass my door, and recognised his low, hacking cough as that of the occupant of No. 11.

I opened the door, and peering forth saw that he was dressed in his loose mackintosh and cap and carried a stout stick. He was going forth for a night walk!

Therefore I slipped on my thick boots and coat and followed. He had turned to the right on leaving the hotel, but in the silence of the night it was difficult, nay, almost impossible, to watch his movements unobserved.

For about two miles I went forward, following the sound of his footsteps in the dark night in the direction of Dava Moor, until we entered the forest of Glaschoile, where the footsteps suddenly ceased.

I halted to listen. There was a dead silence. The man had realised that he was being followed, and had plunged into the forest.

So, disappointed, I was compelled to retrace my steps to the hotel.

I tried to telephone to Ray, but was told that late the previous night he had gone out on the car and had not returned.

Therefore I remained there, impatient and helpless, the mysterious Smith being still absent.

At three oclock that afternoon the car pulled up before the door and Ray descended.

Put on your coat and come with me, he said briefly. And a few minutes later we were tearing along over the same road which the mysterious Smith had taken in the darkness — the direct road which leads north by way of Dava, away to Forres.

Just past the little school house of Dava we left the main road, and striking across the wide, bleak, snow-covered moor for about a mile, suddenly came into view of a wide and lonely expanse of dark water in the centre of the desolate landscape. It was Lochindorb, where, in the distance, we had seen the Kershaw aeroplane alight and sail along the surface.

As we reached the edge of the loch I saw out upon a small islet in the centre a ruined castle, a long, almost unbroken, grey wall of uniform height, without turrets or battlements, occupying the whole of the islet. Below the walls a few bushes grew from the waters edge, but it was as dreary and isolated a spot as I had ever seen. Beyond stretched the big, dull sheet of water, backed only by the low, uninteresting moorland, the only break in the all-pervading flatness and monotony being afforded by a few wind-stunted trees on the right of the road, and a small dark plantation ahead.

When the car had stopped and we had got out and walked a few yards, Ray said:

Yonder is the old castle of Lochindorb, Jack. Behind those walls is the shed which shelters the Kershaw aeroplane. Look!

And gazing in the direction he indicated, I saw a skiff with three occupants coming across from the shadows on the left towards the island. The man steering was a corporal of engineers in khaki.

It appears, Ray went on, that the machine takes her flight from the open surface of the loch, which, as you see, is about two miles long. She enters and leaves the shed by water.

As we were speaking, a bearded gillie of gigantic stature came up from nowhere and promptly ordered us away, an order which we were very reluctantly compelled to obey.

At last, however, we had discovered the obscure spot where the secret trials were in progress.

I knew from the first that the tests must be in progress in this district, Ray said, for a month ago that motor engineer in Grantown of whom you hired your cycle made a small part of a new motor for a man who was a stranger. The part was broken, and the stranger ordered another to be made. I learnt that the first night we were in Grantown.

He resolved to spend that night at Grantown, therefore we dined together, and when we rose from table he went to his room in order to obtain his pipe.
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Ten minutes later he returned, saying:

Just come with me for a moment, Jack.

I rose and followed.

We ascended the stairs, and passing along the corridor he halted before the door of No. 11 and tapped at it quietly.

It opened, and Smith stood upon the threshold.

I wish to speak with you a moment, Ray said, facing him determinedly.

The mans face fell. We both entered, but so surprised was he that he could utter no protest.

We saw that on the table beneath the lamp was spread a number of photographs and papers.

He had been writing upon a sheet of foolscap and the writing was in German.

Yes, exclaimed Ray in a tone of satisfaction as he bent over to glance at the first few lines. I see. You report: The upper plane is somewhat curved, with an — —

Whats my business to do with you, pray? the man asked defiantly in excellent English.

Well, your business has interested me greatly, Herr Straus, calmly replied my companion, and I congratulate you upon the ingenious method by which you got a sight of the Kershaw aeroplane at an early hour this morning. I was at Lochindorb with you — and rather cold waiting, wasnt it?

The man now recognised gave vent to a quick imprecation.

I see youve just developed that photograph you took in secret as she sailed within twenty yards of you! But I shall trouble you to give it over to me, together with the rough sketch I see, and your written description of our new military invention, he said, with mock politeness.

I dont know you — and I shall do nothing of the sort.

I know you, Karl Straus, as a spy of Germany, exclaimed my friend, with a grin. Your reputation for ingenuity and cunning reached us from France; and snatching up the sheet of foolscap he turned to me, saying, Listen to this, Jack, and while the German agent stood biting his lips in chagrin at being discovered at the eleventh hour, my friend read aloud the spys report, as follows:

The upper plane of the Kershaw aeroplane is somewhat curved, with an upward curve at the front. The side planes are composed of a light framework covered with a number of small squares of some light material, each stretched on a light frame hinged to the main frame at the rear end of each. To the front end is fastened a strong silken cord. These cords are all fastened at their lower ends to a large ring. To this is attached a wire rope, which passes over a pulley-wheel at the end of a species of outrigger, and thence into the cigar-like body of the car. From what I have observed when the machine is in flight, it is evident to me that the steersman (who sits at the fore part of the car) is able to manipulate these by means of levers, so that the numerous flaps forming the surface of the side planes can be opened and closed at will.

Thus suppose the machine to be diving; slackening these ropes, the pressure of the air underneath causes the flaps to open. As soon as this happens their inclination upwards tends to make the machine rise so long as the propellers are driving her forward, the angle of ascent being controlled by the angle to which they are allowed to open. If the machine inclines to lean over to right or left, the opening and closing of the flaps on one side or the other can be used to counteract it and restore the balance. With all kept tightly closed she can go forward or dive. With them open, and engines stopped, she dives quickly. The rudder is of box-kite form, and fastened to the after end of the cigar-like car, which apparently contains the engines, petrol tanks, etc., and enough air space to render the machine buoyant when water-borne. The propellers, which are placed on hollow shafts, whose bearings are supported on horizontal braces between the two V-shaped aluminium lattice girders attaching the planes to the car, are driven by separate endless chains, which come up out of the centre of the cylinder. They seem to be made either of aluminium, or more probably magnalium.

My drawing has rather exaggerated the diameter of the cylindrical car. There is a light wooden foot-board at either side, which also helps to steady the machine when on the water and two small floats at the end of the outriggers for the same purpose. There are also three small wheels fitted, I presume for facilitating ascent from dry ground.

Karl Straus.

The spy laughed a low, hollow laugh of defiance. What could he say? He had been outwitted just at the supreme moment of his success.

I admit, my friend, that you were extremely clever in putting forward Goldstein as the spy, and thus misleading my friend Jacox, Ray said in triumph, as he laid his hand upon the rough sketch of the Kershaw invention. But for a very timely discovery, too, my friend would have met with the terrible fate which you and your accomplice planned with such devilish ingenuity. So if you dont wish to be arrested for conspiracy and murder youd better make yourself scarce out of England quickly.

What do you mean, Ray? I cried.

Ill show you, he answered as he gathered up the whole of the spys papers while the German stood helpless. Come along to your room with me.

When inside he pointed to the old red-plush-covered chairs, and said:

Do you recollect my arrival after Strauss visit? I examined those chairs, and saw upon one the traces of chalk. The shoes of the occupant of room No. 11 had been chalked by the boots with his number, and upon the chair I saw traces, and knew that he had stood there to gain the top of your wardrobe.

For what reason? I asked.

For answer he turned up the gas and pointed to the cornice of the ceiling behind the wardrobe, where I saw that upon the leaden gas-pipe running along it was a long, narrow strip of what looked like paper which had been pasted.

Those men meant to kill you, Jack, he said. On the morning I came here Straus had entered, climbed up to the gas-pipe, and with his clasp-knife cut a hole in it. Over that he, as you see, placed several thicknesses of medical plaster, attaching to it a piece of strong black cord, and carrying it outside the door. After that they plugged up your window and chimney, so that when you were asleep all they had to do was to just pull the string, which would strip off the plaster, allow the gas to escape into the room, and thus asphyxiate you. The plaster could be dragged beneath the door into the passage outside.

Great heavens! I gasped, staring astounded at the white medical plaster on the gas-pipe along the cornice. What a narrow escape Ive had!

Yes. While I was in London, Vera went up with her maid and stayed at the Star at Kingussie, where she overheard the two men in conversation, and learnt the clever trick they were playing with Goldstein as the spy. She suspected that they intended to rid themselves of your unwelcome surveillance, and returned at once to me in London. Fortunately I discovered the dastardly plot, and that morning I cut the cord.

That fellow Straus is a much more desperate character than he looks.

Yes. But well just go back and you can tell him your opinion of him, he laughed.

We went together along to No. 11. The spy had already left, but ascending the stairs was Vera, in a long travelling-coat, her maid following with the wraps.

She had just arrived from London, and after she had greeted us in her usual merry manner, told us that she was the bearer of very important news — news of the activity of spies in another quarter.

We quickly told her how we had managed to outwit Straus, while I, on my part, thanked her warmly for having made that startling discovery which had, no doubt, saved me from falling a victim to that dastardly plot formed by one of the most ingenious of the many unscrupulous spies of the Kaiser.


CHAPTER VI

THE SECRET OF THE NEW ARMOUR-PLATES
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I WONDER IF that fellow is aware of his danger? remarked Ray, speaking to himself behind the paper he was reading before the fire in New Stone Buildings, one afternoon not long after we had returned from Scotland.

What fellow? I inquired.

Why Professor Emden, he replied. It seems that in a lecture at the London Institution last night, he announced that he had discovered a new process for the hardening of steel, which gives it no less than eight times the resisting power of the present English steel!

Well! I asked, looking across at my friend, and then glancing at Vera, who had called and was seated with us, her hat still on, and a charming figure to boot.

My dear fellow, cant you see that such an invention would be of the utmost value to our friends the Germans? Theyd use it for the armour-plates of their new navy.

Hm! And you suspect theyll try and obtain Emdens secret — eh?

I dont suspect, Im confident of it, he declared, throwing aside the paper. I suppose hes a bespectacled, unsuspicious man, like all scientists. The Times is enthusiastic over the discovery — declaring that the Admiralty should secure it at once, if they have not already done so. Its being made experimentally at Sheffield, it seems, and has been tried in secret somewhere out near the Orkneys. Admiralty experts are astounded at the results.

Who is Emden? I asked. Just look at Whos Who? Its by your elbow, old chap.

Ray proceeded to search the fat red book of reference, and presently exclaimed:

It seems hes a Fellow of the Royal Society, a very distinguished chemist, and a leading authority on electro-metallurgy and ferro-alloys. He has improved upon the Kjellin furnace as installed at Krupps at Essen, and at Vickers, Sons, and Maxims at Sheffield, and by this improvement, it seems, has been able to invent the new steel-making process.

If he has improved upon any of the machinery or processes at the Krupp works, remarked Vera, glancing across at me, then, no doubt, our friends across the North Sea will endeavour to filch the secret from him.

Yes, I agreed, he certainly ought to be warned of his danger. As soon as Hartmann sees the announcement in the papers, theres certain to be a desperate attempt to get hold of the secret.

That mustnt be allowed, my dear fellow, Ray exclaimed. With such steel as this the British Navy will have a splendid and distinct advantage over that of our friend William the Sudden. This is a great and important secret which England must keep at all hazards.

Certainly, declared Vera. Really, Ray, you ought to see Professor Emden and have a chat with him.

His address is given at Richmond, was my friends reply, but I have to go up to Selkirk early to-morrow, and shall be away nearly a week.

Then shall I run down and see him this evening? I suggested. And agreeing with my idea, he wrote the address for me. Then we made a cup of tea for Vera, who always delighted in the rough-and-ready bachelordom of a barristers chambers. Afterwards Ray took his fiancée home to her aunts, while I went back to my rather dismal lodgings in Guilford Street, Russell Square.

At nine oclock that evening I rang at a pleasant, good-sized, modern house, which overlooked the beautiful Terrace Gardens and the river lying deep below at Richmond — a house which, perhaps, commanded the finest view within twenty miles of London.

The door was upon that main road which leads from the town up to the Star and Garter, but the frontage faced the Gardens. The dark-eyed maid who opened the door informed me that the Professor was at home, and took my card upstairs. Then, a few moments later, I was ushered up to a cosy den, the study of a studious man, where I found the distinguished scientist standing in expectation, with his back to the fire.

He was a strange-looking man of sixty-five, his hair unusually white and slightly bald on top. Tall beyond the average, he wore a moustache and slight pointed beard, while his countenance seemed very broad in the forehead tapering to a point. His face was, indeed, almost grotesque.

I commenced by apologising for my intrusion, but explained that I had called on a purely confidential matter. When the door was closed, and we were alone, I said:

My mission, Professor, is a somewhat curious one; and I went on to explain our fears that German secret agents might obtain knowledge of the new process to which he had referred at the London Institution on the previous night.

For a moment he stroked his pointed white beard thoughtfully. I detected that he was as eccentric as he was curious-looking. Then, with a light laugh, he replied:

Really Mr. — Mr. Jacox, I cant see your motive, or that of your friends, in thus interfering in my private affairs!

But is not this splendid discovery of yours of national importance? I protested. Will it not give us an enormous advantage over our enemies? Therefore, is it not more than probable that you have already attracted the attention of these spies of Germany?

My dear sir, he laughed, I tell you quite frankly that I dont believe in all these stories about German spies. What is there in England for Germany to discover? Nothing; they know everything. No, Mr. Jacox, Im an Englishman, a patriot, and I still believe in Englands power. We have nothing whatever to fear from Germany.

Your theory is hardly borne out by facts, Professor, I said, proceeding to tell him of our discovery at Rosyth, and how we had outwitted the spies regarding the new submarine, and also the airship at Lochindorb.

But the strange-looking old scientist, distinguished as he was, only laughed my fears to scorn.

Id like to see any German trying to learn my secret, he said defiantly.

Then I would urge you to take every precaution. These agents employed by the German Secret Police on behalf of the General Staff are bold and unscrupulous.

And do you allege that there are actually German spies in England? asked the strange man.

Most certainly. We have in England and Scotland more than five thousand fixed agents, men of almost every nationality except German, and in every walk of life, from humble labourers to men and women in good positions, all of whom are collecting information at the order of the German travelling agents, who visit them from time to time, collect their reports, and pay them their salaries. French, Swiss, and Italians are mostly employed, I said. At the present time my friend Raymond has under observation a German band, seven young fellows all army officers, who are playing in the streets of Leeds, and at the same time making a secret map of the water-mains of that city, in order that when the Day of invasion comes, the enemy will be able to suddenly deprive a densely populated area of water.

But have you any actual proof of this? he inquired.

As he spoke the door opened, and there entered a pretty dark-haired girl of twenty-two, wearing a light skirt and a pale pink evening blouse.

Oh, dad! she exclaimed, halting suddenly, Im sorry I didnt know you had a visitor.

I shant be a moment, Nella dear, the curious-looking old man said, and after a quick, inquisitive glance at me the girl withdrew.

Well, exclaimed the Professor, with a smile, Im really very obliged to you for troubling to come here to warn me, but I think, my dear sir, that warnings are quite unnecessary. I havent the slightest fear that any attempt will ever be made to secure my secret; and he rose impatiently.

Very well, I replied, shrugging my shoulders. I have warned you, Professor Emden. The Government will not admit the presence of spies amongst us, and for that reason we are now collecting indisputable evidence.

Ah! he laughed, and you want me to help you, eh? Well, sir, I dont believe in a word of this scare — so I must decline that honour.

And you will take no unusual precaution to keep the truth out of the hands of our enemies, eh?

I leave it to Joynsons of Sheffield, he said. Theyve paid me a large sum down and a royalty for the secret of my process, and it is scarcely likely that theyll allow it to fall into other hands, is it?

They will not, but you, a private individual, may, I said.

I think not, he laughed, and a moment later I descended the stairs, passing his pretty daughter Nella on the way out.

That night I called on Ray at Bruton Street, but he was out at the theatre with Vera. At half-past eleven they called as they went back to the girls aunts, and as they sat before the fire, Vera with her opera-cloak thrown back revealing a pretty pale blue corsage a trifle décolleté, I reported the non-success of my mission.

Hes a pig-headed old ass! I declared. One of millions of others in England. They close their eyes to the dangers of this horde of spies among us, and will only open them when the Germans come marching up the street and billet themselves in their houses. But hes a strange man, Ray, a very strange man, I added.

Youre right, Mr. Jacox, the girl declared. Instead of teaching boys how to scout and instructing young men in the use of popguns, we should strike first at the root of all things. Cut off the source of this secret information which daily goes across the North Sea. Such hidebound patriots as the Professor are a peril to the nation!

If he refuses to help himself, Jacox, we must protect him ourselves, Ray declared. I leave it to you and Vera to keep an open eye until I return from Selkirk next Monday. Im bound to go down and see my sister. She seems very ill indeed.

And so a very important and delicate affair was thus placed in my hands.

Vera Vallance announced herself ready and eager to assist me, and that night I walked back to Bloomsbury much puzzled how next to act.

That the Germans would attempt to secure the secret of the new steel was absolutely certain. But to us, success meant the keeping of it to Britain, and the armouring of our new Dreadnoughts with a resisting power eight times that of our enemies.

Next day I journeyed down to Sheffield and called upon the manager of Messrs. Joynson and Mackinder, the great steel-makers, who, as you know, hold the contracts for making the armour-plates of our improved Dreadnoughts. He told me how the firm had just constructed six of the new Emden electrical furnaces, and had also taken over the wonderful new process which the Professor had invented.

He then courteously took me across to that portion of the great grimy works, with its wonderful steel melting and refining furnaces, to where the Emden process was about to be carried out.

I suppose you have no fear of the new method being learnt by any of your rivals — by any German firm, for instance? I asked.

Not in the least, laughed the manager, a bluff, grey-bearded man, speaking in his broad Hallamshire dialect; we take good care of that. Each workman only does a part, the whole of the process being only known to myself. It wouldnt do for us to give Professor Emden forty thousand pounds for the secret and then allow it to fall into foreign hands. The Germans would, of course, give anything for it, he added. Emden is a patriotic Englishman even though he is very eccentric, and if he liked he could have got almost anything he cared to ask from Krupps.

Thats just the point, I said; and then, as we walked back to the office, I explained my fears. But, like the Professor himself, he only laughed them to scorn. So that evening I again returned to London filled with anxiety and disappointment.

Just before eleven that same night I strolled past the house of Hermann Hartmann, in Pont Street, vaguely wondering what I could do to prevent a theft which must, I knew, shortly be committed. In all probability the ingenious Hartmann already had a secret agent in Joynsons works, but even if he had, he would certainly not be able to discover the secret. I had quite satisfied myself upon that point.

No, the peril lay in the Professor himself — the strange old pig-headed patriot.

Scarcely had I passed Hartmanns house, the exterior of which I knew so well, when I heard the front door close and saw a man coming down the steps. As he walked in my direction I halted beneath a lamp to light a cigarette, and by so doing I obtained a glimpse of his face as he passed.

He was a young, good-looking, smartly dressed man, with dark eyes and hair and a rather sallow complexion. I put him down to be an Italian, but I had never set eyes upon him before. No doubt he was one of Hartmanns travelling agents — a man who went up and down England visiting the fixed spies of Germany, or letter-boxes, as they are known in the bureau of secret police in Berlin — collecting their reports and making payments for information or services rendered.

Knowing so much of the ways of the German secret agent, curiosity prompted me to follow him. He strolled as far as the corner of Sloane Street and Knightsbridge, and then boarded a motor-bus as far as Piccadilly Circus. Thence he walked to the German beer-hall, the Gambrinus, just off Coventry Street, where he joined a tall, thin, grey-moustached man, an Italian like himself, who was seated awaiting him. I idled across to a table close by, called for beer, and sat smoking a cigarette and straining my ears to catch their conversation, which was in Italian, a language I know fairly well.

I discovered the following facts. The thin-faced man was called Giovanni, while the elegant young fellow was Uberto, and they were discussing the arrival of somebody. Giovanni seemed dubious about something, while the man who had left Hartmanns seemed enthusiastic.

After a quarter of an hour Uberto glanced at his watch, made some remark to his companion, and they rose and went out together, driving in a taxicab westward, I following in another, which I fortunately found just in time. Through Kensington we went, over Hammersmith Bridge, through Barnes, and across the Common.

Then I realised we were going to Richmond.

The chase grew exciting. Before me I could see the red back-lamp of the taxi as it sped forward, and half an hour later we were crossing Richmond Bridge, where, a short distance along the road to Twickenham, they suddenly swung round to the left into St. Margarets and pulled up before a good-sized detached house which stood back in its own grounds, in which were several big trees. The thoroughfare was, I noted, called Brunswick road.

My taxi-driver proved himself no fool. I had told him to follow; therefore, unable to pull up sharply, he swept past, and did not stop until we were round the bend in the quiet suburban road and thus out of sight.

I ordered him to remain, and, alighting, strolled back past the house in question. About its dark exterior was a distinct air of mystery. The pair had entered, and the taxi was awaiting them. The house was an old-fashioned one, solid and substantial in character, and apparently the residence of some prosperous City man; yet I wondered why its owner should have visitors at that hour. Surely great urgency had compelled the pair to come all the way from Piccadilly Circus to consult him.

But a surprise was in store for me.

After lurking about in the shadows with that expert evasiveness which I had now acquired, I presently saw the pair make their exit, but, to my surprise, they were accompanied out to the kerb by a woman — apparently a lady in black evening dress, the bodice of which was cut low.

About her shoulders she had wrapped a pale blue shawl, and as the young Uberto entered the taxi I heard her exclaim in Italian:

Addio! To-morrow at one then, at Princes.

As she moved I saw her countenance by the light of the cab lamp, a handsome, well-cut face, typical of a woman of Piedmont, for she had spoken in a dialect unmistakably that of Turin. The Turinese are more French than Italian, and are as different in both temperament and language from those of the south as the people of the Ardennes differ from those of Paris.

Both men shook hands with her warmly, bade her Addio, and entering the taxi, drove away back to London, while I stood still watching.

And as I gazed I saw as she walked back to the house, in the doorway, silhouetted against the light, an old man coming forward towards her.

Dio! she cried, half in alarm at seeing him. Then in Italian, she added, Why do you risk being seen, you imbecile? Why didnt you keep where you were?

Then the door closed, and seeking my taxi I also returned to Bloomsbury.

But that incident had aroused a good deal of doubt and suspicion within me. Who was that handsome young Italian woman whom the spies had visited at that late hour? And, above all, who was that man with whom she had been annoyed for showing himself?

Next day proved conclusively that some crooked business was in progress, for while I sat alone eating my lunch in a corner of the big room at Princes Restaurant in Piccadilly, I was amazed to see the well-dressed young Italian — the man whom I had seen emerge from Hartmanns in Pont Street, enter with no other person than Nella Emden.

Surely the spies had already made considerable progress! My indignation was such that I could have walked over to the table where the pair had seated themselves, and denounced that elegant Italian as a spy of the Kaiser. But I foresaw that by patience I might yet discover more that would be of interest.

From my corner I watched the pair unnoticed. The girl was certainly extremely good-looking, young, and by her manner I could see that she was shy at being with a male companion alone in a public restaurant. He, on his part, was exercising over her all the fascination of his nation. Once or twice I saw him smile covertly across behind me, and when I had an opportunity to glance round I realised, to my surprise, that the man whom he had called Giovanni was lunching with the handsome Italian woman from St. Margarets.

It seemed that they were watching the young pair. For what reason, I wondered?

I remained on the alert, but that day discovered nothing more, though I followed the young pair back to Richmond and saw the Italian part affectionately from Nella Emden near her fathers house.

For some days I prosecuted an unceasing vigil, for already I had recognised the seriousness of a secret falling into the enemies hands which would undoubtedly give them the advantage in the coming struggle.

One afternoon Vera Vallance met me at Waterloo Station, and together we went down to Richmond, where I showed her the Professors house, and together we waited for the coming of Nella. Vera, enthusiastic as ever, and ingenious at keeping observation, followed the girl, while in fear of being recognised I went back to London.

Next day she called at New Stone Buildings, smart, neat, and altogether sweet and winning.

Well, Mr. Jacox, she said, seating herself by my fire, I had a curious experience after I left you yesterday afternoon. Nella went first by tram to Twickenham, and near the Town Hall there met the young Italian, who had a companion — Hartmann himself!

Hartmann! I gasped. Then our suspicions are surely well grounded!

Of course they are, she said. I at once drew back, fearing that our clever friend of Pont Street should notice me. Fortunately he did not, therefore I was able to watch and ascertain where they went — to the house in St. Margarets where you saw that Italian woman. They apparently stayed there to tea, for about half-past five the young man came out and walked in the direction of Richmond Bridge. I, however, remained behind, and though I waited for hours, until long after dark, neither Hartmann nor the girl made their reappearance. But at nine a very remarkable incident occurred.

What? I inquired eagerly.

Three men came along the road in the darkness carrying something. When they drew near me and turned into the gate of the house, I stood aghast. Upon their shoulders was a coffin!

A coffin! I echoed, staring at her.

Yes. And though I waited until midnight, Hartmann did not come forth, neither did the Professors daughter. What do you make of it? she asked, looking into my eyes.

I admitted that the affair was a mystery, and suggested that we might ascertain whether Nella had returned to her home.

Yes, she said. Go down to Richmond and see.

This I did without delay. I watched the house during that afternoon, and just at dusk saw the dark-eyed maid-servant emerge to post a letter. I followed her up the hill to the pillar-box, and by the application of a couple of half-crowns obtained some information.

No, sir, replied the girl, Miss Nellas not come home. The masters in a great state about her. She went out for a walk yesterday afternoon, and though hes been to the police, nobody seems to have seen her.

She was her fathers assistant in his experiments, Ive heard?

Yes, sir, she was. Ever since poor Mrs. Emden died, two years ago, shes been her fathers right hand.

Had she a lover?

Well — and the girl hesitated. We in the kitchen have our suspicions. Davis the cook saw her last Sunday walking over in Teddington with a dark young man, who looked like a foreigner. But, she added, why do you want to know all this?

Im trying to trace the young lady, I said, in the hope that she would believe me to be a detective. Tell me, I urged; does the Professor make any experiments at home?

Oh yes, sir; his laboratory is up on the top floor — fitted up with an electric furnace and lots of funny appliances.

Has he any friends who are foreigners? I inquired.

Not that I know of, was the girls reply. And I thought she regarded me rather strangely. Why, I could not conceive. Her name was Annie Whybrow, she told me, and then, unable to detain her longer I allowed her to re-enter the house.

Veras story of the coffin being taken into that mysterious house in Brunswick Road, combined with the non-return of the pretty Nella, was certainly mystifying.

I returned to London, saw Vera, and we resolved to wire to Ray at Selkirk asking him to return to London as soon as possible.

That night, and the next, I haunted the usual resorts of foreigners in the West End, the underground Café de lEurope, the Spaten beer-hall in Leicester Square, the Café Monico, the Gambrinus, and other places, in order to discover the young Italian. On the second evening I was successful, for I saw him in the Monico, and on inquiring of a man I knew, I learnt that his name was Uberto Mellini, that until recently he had lived in Paris, and that at the present moment he was staying in a house in Dean Street, Soho.

At midnight, when I returned to Bloomsbury, I found Vera and Ray anxiously awaiting me. The latter had only arrived in London from Scotland an hour before, and his fiancée had evidently told him of the curious events which had transpired and the sinister mystery surrounding the young girls disappearance.

I can see no reason for it at all, he declared, when we commenced to discuss the situation. Its quite plain that our friends the enemy are actively at work, but surely the fact that Nella is missing would put the Professor upon his guard. This young Italian Mellini is evidently a new importation, and has pretended to form an attachment for Nella for some ulterior object.

Certainly, I said. But what do you make of the incident of the coffin?

There has been no funeral from that house in Brunswick Road?

Not as far as I can gather.

The Registrar of Deaths would be able to inform us, he said reflectively. We must inquire.

Next day all three of us returned to Richmond, and while Ray and Vera crossed the bridge to the opposite side of the Thames to find the Registrars office, I lingered and watched in the vicinity of the Professors house.

I waited for many weary hours in the wet — for rain fell the whole day — but Ray did not return, which caused me considerable misgivings. I was compelled to resort to all sorts of subterfuges in order not to attract attention; but as my friend had directed me to remain and watch, I waited patiently at my post.

Just after the street lamps were lit, a telegraph messenger arrived, and ten minutes after he had gone the girl Annie came out with hat and jacket on, and turning to the left hurried in my direction.

As she passed I spoke to her, and, recognising me, she explained that she was going for a cab to convey the Professor to the station.

Miss Nella is at Liverpool, she added excitedly. The master has had a wire from her, asking him to go there at once. Shes very ill, it seems. The poor master is greatly excited. Hes just telephoned to the police saying that Miss Nella has been found.

And then the girl hurried away, down the hill to the foot of the bridge, where there was a cab-stand.

Nella at Liverpool! What could possibly have occurred?

Later on I watched the Professor, carrying only a handbag, enter a cab and drive rapidly to the station, while Annie returned to the house and closed the front door.

It was then about six oclock, and I had been watching there for nearly eight hours. Therefore I decided to go in search of Ray, who was over at St. Margarets, and who, I thought, would most probably be watching the house to which the coffin had been taken.

In this I was not mistaken, for I found him idling at the end of that quiet, dark suburban road. He was on the alert the instant he recognised me, and in a few rapid sentences I told him what had occurred.

It puzzled him greatly.

Ive ascertained that Hartmann is back at Pont Street, he said. But why the coffin should be in yonder house is still a mystery. The Registrar has had no intimation of any death in Brunswick Road for the past eight months. Ive, however, found the local undertaker, who says that a plain coffin was ordered for a gentleman and that they duly delivered it. They did not see the body, being told that the funeral was to be undertaken by a big West End firm, and that the body was to be conveyed for burial somewhere near Leicester.

Have you found out anything further regarding the occupants of the house?

No, only that it was taken furnished by a gentleman a month ago — a foreigner whose description exactly tallies with that of Hartmann — for an old man and his daughter — both Italians. Theyve kept themselves very much to themselves, therefore the neighbours know practically nothing about their business.

Well, Nella Emden was enticed in there. Im certain of that, I said. Yet the fact that shes in Liverpool rather negatives my first theory of foul play, I added.

Yes. But we must still remain watchful. Vera has gone to make some inquiries for me over at Mortlake. I expect her back in half an hour. You return and keep a watchful eye upon the Professors place. One never knows what crooked business may be on hand!

So back I went, and through the whole evening waited there, chilled to the bone, in vain expectancy.

I had noticed from Rays manner that he had become very suspicious. He somehow scented the presence of spies at times when, I confess, I felt calm and reassured. And his natural intuition was seldom, if ever, wrong.

The church bells across the river had chimed midnight, the Professors servants had put out the lights and retired, and the thoroughfare was now deserted. Hungry and tired out, I was contemplating relaxing my vigil when Ray suddenly turned a corner and joined me, saying breathlessly:

Uberto and his friend are coming up the hill with another man. Vera and I have seen them call at Brunswick Road, and they are now on their way here. We must keep a strict watch. Something is up!

We separated, and concealing ourselves in the basements of the houses opposite, we witnessed that which caused our heart-beats to quicken.

The three men came along in silence in the night, for they evidently wore rubber heels on their boots. The constable was then some distance down the hill, therefore they passed him.

As they approached the house, the man whom I had heard addressed as Giovanni hurried forward, and slipping suddenly into the narrow front garden, approached the kitchen window. Inserting something between the sashes, he pushed back the latch, carefully drew back the blind, and was within the house almost before the two others had entered the garden.

Then, without a sound, the pair followed him. Indeed, the three spies had entered the premises so quickly that we could scarcely believe our own eyes.

The police! whispered Ray. We must get the constable. Slip down the hill and tell him. Well make a fine capture this time!

Down the hill I sped, and five minutes later was back with the constable, having briefly explained to him our suspicions.

I dont know anything about German spies, sir, but whoevers inside is liable for burglariously entering, and well have em, whispered the officer.

Silently we entered just as the spies had done, passing through the kitchen, and up the stairs. The laboratory was at the top of the house I knew, and was always kept locked. Therefore we crept forward, without the slightest sound.

Once or twice, we listened. The spies were absolutely silent — well trained to that sort of nocturnal investigation, no doubt.

As Ray and I got to the door of the big room, which, by the light of the flash-lamp used by the intruders, we could see was fitted with all sorts of appliances, we witnessed through the crack that they had secured a number of specimens of metals and were all three at that moment engaged in drilling a hole in the big dark green safe standing in the corner.

Now, whispered the constable, lets rush them. And with a loud shout we dashed in upon them, revolvers in hand.

In an instant we were in total darkness. Deep curses in Italian sounded, and I heard a desperate struggle taking place. Somebody grabbed at me, but it was our friend the constable. Then, by the red flash of a revolver which somebody fired, I distinguished the flying form of one of the intruders through the doorway.

Next second, in the darkness, I felt a man brush past me, and instantly I closed with him. We fell together, and as I gripped the fellows throat he ejaculated a loud imprecation in Italian. Then we rolled over in desperate embrace, but as I forced him beneath me, shouting to the constable, whose lantern had been knocked from his hand and broken, I suddenly felt a crushing blow upon the skull. I saw a thousand stars, and then the blackness of unconsciousness fell upon me.



When I again grew cognisant of what was going on about me, I found myself lying in bed in the Richmond Cottage Hospital with a pleasant-faced nurse bending eagerly over me. It was still night, for the gas was burning.

She asked how I felt, remarking that I had received a nasty crack, and had lain there unconscious for three whole days.

Presently I felt the presence of some one else near me, and gradually made them out to be Ray and Vera.

At first they would tell me nothing, but after the doctor had seen me, Ray in his cheery way said:

Yours was a bit of hard luck, old fellow. The blackguards all got away — all three of them. But we were just in time, for in that safe were the memoranda of the Professors experiments which, together with the specimens of the new metal that could have been analysed, would have undoubtedly placed the secret of the new steel in the hands of the German Admiralty!

Then we really prevented them? I said eagerly, feeling the bandages about my head.

Just in the very nick of time, old man, he replied. And we did more. We managed to save Miss Nella.

How? I inquired eagerly.

Shes here. Shell tell you herself. And next moment I saw her standing before me with the Professor.

Yes, Mr. Jacox, the girl said. I have come to thank you. I was first approached by the young Italian while crossing Richmond Bridge one day, and later on he introduced me to his sister, who lived in St. Margarets. On the afternoon when I was induced to go there I was given something in my tea which at once rendered me unconscious. When I recovered, I found myself lying in a coffin secured to rings inside, while a villainous old man, a bearded German, and an Italian woman were about to screw down the lid. I screamed, but they took no notice, until in fear I fainted. Ah! shall I ever forget those horrible moments? I was alone, helpless in the hands of those fiends, all because I had allowed myself to become attracted by a stranger! They held me there for days, trying to learn from me the secret of my fathers discovery. But I would tell them nothing. Ah! how I suffered, believing every hour that they would close down that lid. Then the brutes, finding me defiant, and believing that no one was aware of their existence, hit upon another device — sending a false telegram to my father from Liverpool, and thus taking him away from the house in order to be afforded a clear field for their investigations. Of this I, of course, knew nothing until your friends entered the house forcibly with the police and found me still imprisoned — ah! yes! ready for death and burial.

And then the strange old Professor, stepping forward, seized my hand warmly in his, saying:

To you and your two good friends, Mr. Jacox, the country owes a great and deep debt of gratitude. I was foolish in disregarding your timely warning, for my dear daughter very nearly lost her life, because the blackguards knew she had assisted me in my experiments and had made the notes at my dictation, while Britain very nearly lost the secret upon which, in the near future, will depend her supremacy at sea.


CHAPTER VII

THE SECRET OF THE IMPROVED DREADNOUGHT
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THE ROAD WAS crooked and narrow, and the car was a nondescript ninety, full of knocks and noise.

By appointment I had, for certain reasons that will afterwards be apparent, met, in the American Bar of the Savoy, two hours before, the Honourable Robert Brackenbury, the dark, clean-shaven young man now driving, and he had engaged me, at a salary of two pounds ten per week, to be his chauffeur. I had driven him out through the London traffic, until, satisfied with my skill, he had taken the wheel himself, and we were now out upon the Great North Road, where he had a pressing engagement to meet a friend.

Beyond Hatfield we passed through Ayot Green, and were on our way to Welwyn, when suddenly he swung the powerful car into a narrow stony by-road, where, after several sharp turns, he pulled up before a pleasant, old-fashioned, red-roofed cottage standing back in a large garden and covered with ivy and climbing roses.

A big, stout, clean-shaven, merry-faced man, with slightly curly fair hair, standing in the rustic porch, waved his hand in welcome as we both descended.

I was invited into the clean cottage parlour, and there introduced to the stout man, who, I found, was named Charles Shand, and by whose speech I instantly recognised an American.

Good! he exclaimed. So this is the new chauffeur, eh? he asked, looking me up and down with his large blue eyes. Say, young man, he added, youve got a good berth if you can drive well — and whats more important, keep a still tongue.

I glanced from one to the other in surprise. What did he mean?

Both saw that I was puzzled, whereupon he hastened to allay my surprise by explaining.

My friend and I run a car each. He has a six-cylinder sixty here, and we want you to look after both. No cleaning. You are engineer, and will drive occasionally. Come and see the other car. And taking me to the rear of the premises, they showed me, standing in a newly built shed, one of the latest pattern six-cylinder Napiers fitted with every modern improvement. It was painted cream, and upon the panels an imposing crest. A big searchlight was set over the splash-board. It was fitted with the latest lubrication, and seemed almost new. To me, motor enthusiast as I am, it was a delight to have such a splendid car under my control, and my heart leapt within me.

My friend, Mr. Brackenbury, will be liberal in the matter of wages, remarked Shand, provided that you simply do as you are bid and ask no questions. Blind obedience is all that we require. Our private business does not concern you in the least — you understand that?

Perfectly, I said.

Then if you make a promise of faithful and silent service, we shall pay you three pounds ten a week instead of the two ten which we arranged this morning, said Brackenbury.

I thanked them both, and returning to the house Shand produced some whisky and a syphon, gave me a drink and a cigar, and told me that if I wished to stroll about for an hour I was at liberty to do so.

The afternoon was a warm one in July, therefore I passed out into a field, and beneath the shade of a tree threw myself down to smoke and reflect. For nearly four months, though Ray and I had been ever watchful, we had discovered but little. We had had our suspicions aroused, however, and I had resolved to follow them up. Both men seemed good fellows enough, yet the glances they had exchanged were meaning, and thereby increased my suspicions.

When, an hour later, I re-entered the house and knocked at the door of the room, I found the pair with a map spread out on the table. They had evidently been in earnest consultation.

Fortunately for you you are not married, Nye, exclaimed the Honourable Robert, whom I strongly suspected to be of German birth, though he spoke English perfectly and had appeared to have many friends among the habitués of the Savoy. Nye was the name I had given. Youll have two places of residence — here with Shand, and with me at my little place over at Barnes. You know the main roads pretty well, you told me?

I did a lot of touring when I was with Mr. Michelreid, the novelist, I said. He used to be always in search of fresh places to write about. We always went to the Continent a lot.

Well, he laughed, youll soon have an opportunity of putting your knowledge of the road to the test. To be of any real service to us, youll have to be able to find your way, say, from here to Harwich in the night without taking one wrong turning.

Ive been touring England for nearly five years, off and on, I said, with confidence; therefore few people know the roads, perhaps, better than myself.

Very well, we shall see, remarked Shand; only not a word — not even to your sweetheart. My friend and I are engaged in some purely private affairs — in fact, I think there is no harm in telling you — now that you are to be our confidential servant — that we are secret agents of the Government, and as such are compelled on occasions to act in a manner that any one unacquainted with the truth might consider somewhat peculiar. Do you understand?

Perfectly, I said.

And not a word must pass your lips — not to a soul, he urged. For each success we gain in the various missions entrusted to us you will receive from the Secret Service fund a handsome honorarium as acknowledgment of your faithful services.

Then he walked away, gaily singing the gay chanson of Magda at the Ambassadeurs:

Sous le ciel pur ou le ciel gris
Dès que les joyeux gazouillis
Des oiselets se font entendre,
Une voix amoureuse et tendre
Par la fenêtre au blanc rideau
Lance les couplets dun rondeau;
Cest la voix dune midinette
Qui fait, en chantant, sa toilette.
Ah! le joli réveil-matin,
Quand il faut partir au turbin!
Bientôt, de la chambre voisine,
Répond une voix masculine.
Paris! Paris! Gai paradis!
Voilà les chansons de Paris!

Much gratified at securing such a post, I drove the Honourable Robert back to London and waited for him in the courtyard of the Hotel Cecil while he was inside for a quarter of an hour. Then, getting up beside me he directed me to drive to Hammersmith Bridge, where, at a big block of red-brick flats overlooking the river, called Lonsdale Mansions, we pulled up, and he took me up to his small cosily furnished flat, where William, the clean-shaven and highly-respectable valet, awaited him.

The ninety was garaged, I found, almost opposite, and when I returned to the flat the Honourable Robert was at the telephone in the dining-room talking to the man we had left near Welwyn.

The elderly woman who acted as cook showed me my room, gave me my dinner, and I sat smoking with William for an hour or so afterwards.

The valet was a very inquisitive person, and I could not fail to notice how cleverly he tried to pump me concerning my post. He, however, failed to obtain much from me.

The guvnor is one of the best fellows alive — a thorough sportsman, he informed me. Respect his confidence, and dont breathe a word to any one as to his doings, and youll find your place worth hundreds a year.

But why these strict injunctions regarding silence? I inquired, in the hope of learning something.

Well — because hes compelled to mix himself up with queer affairs and queer people sometimes, and in his position as the younger son of a peer it wouldnt do if it leaked out. I simply act as he bids, and seek no explanation. Youll have to do the same.

Hardly had he ceased speaking when the guvnor, in dinner-jacket and black tie, entered, and said:

William, I want you to take a letter for me to Raven at Nottingham by the next train. It leaves St. Pancras at 10.45. Youll be there at 2.30 in the morning. Hes at the Black Boy. Get an answer and take the 5.50 back. Youll be here again soon after nine in the morning.

Very well, sir, answered the valet, taking the letter from his masters hand; and ten minutes later he went downstairs to catch his train.

This incident showed that Robert Brackenbury was essentially a man of action. His keen, dark aquiline face, bright, sharp eyes, and quick, almost electric movements combined to show him to be a man of nerve, resource, and rapid decision. The square lower jaw betokened hard determination, while at the same time his manner was easy, nonchalant, and essentially that of a born gentleman.

William returned next morning, and a few days passed uneventfully. Both morning and evening each day, at hours prearranged, he got on to Shand, but their conversations were very enigmatical. Several times I happened to be in the room, but could learn nothing from the talk, which seemed, in the main, to refer to the rise and fall of certain mining shares.

Each day I drove him out in the ninety. The car, a four-cylinder, had no flexibility, and was a perfect terror in traffic. The noise it caused was as though it had no silencer, while the police everywhere looked askance as we crept through the Strand, dodged the motor-buses in Oxford Street, or put on a move down Kensington Gore.

While Bob Brackenbury — as he was known to his friends of the Savoy — was out one day, I was in his bedroom with William, when the latter opened one of the huge wardrobes there. Inside I saw hanging a collection of at least fifty coats of all kinds, some smart and of latest style, others old-fashioned and dingy, while more than one was greasy, out-at-elbow, and ragged. I made no remark. Never in my life had I seen such an extensive collection of clothes belonging to one man. Surely those ragged coats were kept there for purposes of disguise! Yet would it not be highly necessary for a member of the Secret Service to possess certain disguises, I reflected!

William noticed my interest, and shut the doors hurriedly.

I drove Brackenbury hither and thither to various parts of London, for he seemed to possess many friends. Once we took two pretty young ladies from Hampstead down to the Mitre at Hampton Court, and on another afternoon we took a young French girl and her mother from the Carlton down to the Old Bridge House at Windsor.

To me it was apparent that Bob Brackenbury was very popular with a certain set at the Motor Club, at the Automobile Club, and at other resorts.

My duties were not at all arduous, and such a thoroughgoing sportsman was my master that he treated me almost as an equal. When out in the country he compelled me to have lunch at his table for company, he said. My people, I told him, had been wealthy before the South African War, but had been ruined by it, and though I had been at Rugby and had done one year at Balliol College, Oxford, I hid the fact now that I was compelled to earn my living as a mere chauffeur. He had no idea that I was a barrister, with chambers in New Stone Buildings.

One morning after breakfast Mr. Brackenbury called me into the little dining-room, wherein stood his capacious roll-top desk against the wall, with the telephone upon it, and inviting me to a seat opposite the fireplace, said in a voice which betrayed just the faintest accent:

Nye, I want to speak confidentially to you for a few minutes. You recollect that the day before yesterday when down at Windsor I was speaking with a police-inspector in uniform, who called at the hotel to see me, eh?

Yes. He looked round the car and spoke to me. I thought hed come to take our name for exceeding the limit on the Staines road.

Youd remember him again if you saw him?

Certainly, was my prompt reply.

Well, dont forget him, he urged, because you may, before long, be required to meet him. And if you should chance to mistake the man, a very serious contretemps would ensue.

Id recognise him again among a thousand! I declared.

Good. Now listen attentively to me for a few minutes, he said, lighting a fresh cigarette and fixing his dark, penetrating eyes upon mine. I and my friend Shand have a very difficult task. A certain Colonel von Rausch, of the German Intelligence Department, is, we have discovered, in England on a secret mission. It is suspected that he is here controlling a number of spies who had been engaged in staff-rides in the eastern counties, and to receive their reports. My object is to learn the truth, and it can only be done by great tact and caution. I tell you this so that any orders I give you may not surprise you. Obey, and do not seek motive. Am I clear?

Certainly, I answered, interested in what he told me. It was curious that he, undoubtedly a German, was at the same time antagonistic to the colonel of the Kaisers army.

Well, Im leaving London in an hour. Await orders from me, and obey them promptly, he said, dismissing me.

Through that day and the next I waited. He had taken William with him into the country, and left me alone in the flat. Once or twice the telephone rang, but to the various inquirers I replied that my master was absent.

Inactivity there was tantalising. I was naturally fond of adventure, and I had taken on the guise of chauffeur surely for the unmasking of a foreign spy.

On the third day, about two in the afternoon, I received a trunk call on the phone. The post office at Market Harborough called me up, and the voice which I heard was that of my master.

Oh! thats you, Nye! he said. Well, I want you to start in the car in an hour, and run her up to Peterborough. When in the Market Place, inquire the road to Edgcott Hall. Its about six miles out on the Leicester road. Inquire for me there as Captain Kinghorne — remember the name now. Do you hear distinctly?

I replied in the affirmative.

Recollect what I told you before I left. I shall expect you about six. Good-bye, he said, and then rang off.

Full of excitement, I got out the car from the garage, filled the petrol tank, saw to the carbide, and then set out across the suspension bridge at Hammersmith, and went through Kensal Green and Hampstead over to Highgate, where I got upon the North Road.

It had been raining, and there was plenty of mud about, but the big, powerful car ran well notwithstanding the terrific noise it created. Indeed, she was such a terror and possessed so many defects that little wonder its maker had not placed his name upon her. As a hill-climber, however, she was excellent, and though being compelled constantly to change my speeds, I did an average of thirty miles an hour after getting into the open country beyond Codicote.

Through crooked old Hitchin I slowed up, then away again through Henlow and Eton Socon up Alconbury Hill and down the broad road with its many telegraph lines, I went with my exhaust open, roaring and throbbing, through Stilton village into the quiet old cathedral town of Peterborough. Inquiry in the Market Place led me across a level crossing near the station and down a long hill, then out again into a flat agricultural district until I came to the handsome lodge-gates of Edgcott Hall.

Up a fine elm avenue I went for nearly a mile, until I saw before me in the crimson sunset a long, old Elizabethan mansion with high twisted chimneys and many latticed windows. The door was open, and as I pulled up I saw within a great high wall with stained windows like a church and stands of armour ranged down either side.

A footman in yellow waistcoat answered my ring, and my inquiry for Captain Kinghorne brought forth my master, smartly dressed in a brown flannel suit and smiling.

Hulloa, Nye! he exclaimed. Got here all right, then. Newton will show the way to the garage, and he indicated the footman. When youve put her up, I want to see you in my room.

The footman, mounted beside me, directed me across the park to the kennels of the celebrated Edgcott hounds, and behind these I found a well-appointed garage, in which were two other cars, a sixteen Fiat of a type three years ago, and a forty Charron with a limousine body, a very heavy, ponderous affair.

A quarter of an hour later I found myself with the Honourable Bob in a big, old-fashioned bedroom overlooking the park.

You understood me on the phone, Nye? he asked when I had closed the door and we were alone. Shand is guest here with me under the name of Pawson, while, as you know, Im Captain Kinghorne, D.S.O. This is necessary, he laughed. The name of Bob Brackenbury would, in an instant, frighten away our friend the German. The people here, the Edgcotts, dont know our real names, he added. All you have to do is to remain here and act as I direct.

A moment later the stout American entered and greeting me, turned to his friend, saying:

I suppose Nye knows that Charles Shand is off the map at present, eh?

Ive just been explaining, my master replied.

And youd better spread a picturesque story among the servants, too, Nye, the American went on— the bravery of Captain Kinghorne at Ladysmith, and the wide circle of financial friends possessed by Archibald Pawson, of Goldfields, Nevada. The Edgcotts must be filled up with us, and that infernal Dutchman mustnt suspect that we have anything to do with Whitehall.

At that moment William, the valet, came in.

Von Rausch met a strange man this afternoon in a little thatched inn called the Fitzwilliam Arms, over at Castor. They were nearly half an hour together. One of the grooms pulled up there for a drink and saw them.

Suppose he met one of his secret agents, remarked my master, with a glance at his friend. Weve got to have our eyes open, and there mustnt be any moss on us in this affair. To expose this man and his spying crowd will be to teach Germany a lesson which shes long wanted. We shall receive the private thanks of the Cabinet for our services, which would be to us, patriotic Englishmen as we all are, something to be proud of.

Guess two heads are better than one, as the hatter said when twins entered his shop, laughed the broad-faced American.

We both agreed, and a few moments later I left the room.

The Edgcotts seemed to be entertaining quite a large house-party, all of them smart people, for that evening after dinner I caught sight of pretty women in handsome dresses and flashing jewels. Being a warm night, bridge was played in the fine old hall, where the vaulted roof echoed back the well-bred laughter and gay chatter of the party, which included Mr. Henry Seymour, Civil Lord of the Admiralty, and several well-known politicians.

Essentially a sporting crowd, many of them were men and women who hunted in winter with the Cottesmore, the Woodland Pytchley and the Edgcott packs. William and I peeped in through the crack of one of the doors, and he pointed out to me a tall, fair-haired, middle-aged man whose soft-pleated shirt-front and the cut of whose dress-coat betrayed him to be a foreigner. At that moment he was leaning over the chair of a pretty little dark-haired woman in pale blue, who struck me as a foreigner also, and who wore twisted twice around her neck a magnificent rope of large pearls.

Thats von Rausch, William explained. And look at the guvnor! he added. He seems to be having a good time with the thin woman over there. Hes talking in French to her.

My eyes wandered in search of Pawson, and I saw that he was seated at one of the bridge-tables silently contemplating his hand.

The German spy was evidently a great favourite with the ladies. Perhaps his popularity with the fair sex had gained for him entry to that little circle of the elegant world. Two young girls approached him, laughing gaily and slowly fanning themselves. He then chatted with all three in English which had only a slight trace of Teutonic accent.

And that man was, I reflected, the head of a horde of secret agents which the German War Office had flung upon our eastern coast. To expose and crush them all was surely the patriotic duty of any Englishman.

The magnificent old mansion with its splendid paintings, its antique furniture, its armour, its bric-à-brac, old silver, and splendid heirlooms of the Edgcotts rang with the laughter of the assembly as two young subalterns indulged in humorous horse-play.

The appearance of the old sphinx-like family butler, however, compelled us to leave our point of observation, and for an hour I strolled with William out in the park in the balmy moonlight of the summer night.

Therell be a sensation before long, declared the valet to me. You watch.

In what way? I inquired, with curiosity.

Wait and see, he laughed, as though he possessed knowledge of what was intended.

Next day I drove my master and the German Colonel over to Nottingham, where we put up for an hour at the Black Boy Hotel. This struck me as curious, for I recollected that William had been sent down from London with a message to some person named Raven staying at that hotel.

All the way from Edgcott, through Oakham, Melton Mowbray, and Trent, I had endeavoured to catch some of the conversation between the pair in the car behind me. The noise and rattle, however, prevented me from overhearing much, but the stray sentences which did reach me when I slowed down to change my speeds showed them to be on the most friendly terms.

Evidently the spy was entirely unsuspicious of his friend.

At the hotel, after I had put up the car, I saw my master and the German speaking with a tall, thin, consumptive-looking man in black, whose white tie showed him to be a dissenting minister. He was clean-shaven, aged fifty, and had an unusually protruding chin.

All three went out together and walked along the street chatting. When they had gone I went back into the yard, and on inquiry found that the minister was the Reverend Richard Raven, of the Baptist Missionary Society.

He had been a missionary in China, and had addressed several meetings in Nottingham and the neighbourhood on behalf of the society.

Why, I wondered, had Bob Brackenbury, so essentially a man about town, come there to consult a Baptist missionary, and accompanied, too, by the man he was scheming to unmask?

But the ways of the Secret Service were devious and crooked, I argued. There was method in it all. Had Ray and I been mistaken after all? So I, too, lit a cigarette, and strolled out into the bustling provincial street awaiting my master and his friend.

After an hour and a half the trio came back and had a drink together in the smoking-room — the missionary taking lemonade — and then I brought round the car, and we began the return journey of about sixty-five miles.

What do you think of it now? asked my master of his companion as soon as we were away from the hotel.

Excellent! was the Germans reply. It only now lies with her, eh? And he laughed lightly.

Dinner was over when we returned, and Captain Kinghorne was profuse in his apologies to his host. I had previously been warned to say nothing of where we had been, and I heard my master explain that we had passed through Huntingdon, where a tyre-burst had delayed us.

I became puzzled. Yes, it was certainly both interesting and exciting. Little did the gallant German Colonel dream of the sword of Englands wrath suspended above his head.

Nearly a week passed. Captain Kinghorne, D.S.O., and Mr. Pawson, of Goldfields, Nevada, shared, I saw, with the Colonel the highest popularity among members of the house-party. With Mr. Henry Seymour they had become on particularly friendly terms. There were picnics, tennis, and a couple of dances to which all the local notabilities were bidden. At them all Kinghorne was the life and soul of the general merriment. A good many quiet flirtations were in progress too. Kinghorne seemed to be particularly attracted by the pretty little widow whom I had first seen in pale blue, and who I discovered was French, her name being the Baronne de Bourbriac. She seemed to divide her attentions between Mr. Seymour and the German Colonel.

From mademoiselle, her maid, I learned that Madame la Baronne had lost her husband after only four months of matrimony, and now found herself in possession of a great fortune, a house in the Avenue des Champs Elysées, a villa at Roquebrune, and the great mediæval château of Bourbriac, in the great wine-lands along the Saône.

Was she, I wondered, contemplating matrimony again? One evening before the dressing-bell sounded, I met them quite accidentally strolling together across the park, and the earnestness of their conversation caused my wonder to increase.

Careful observation, however, showed me that Colonel von Rausch was almost as much a favourite with the little widow as was the Honourable Bob. Indeed, in the three days which followed I recognised plainly that the skittish little widow, so charming, so chic, and dressed with that perfection only possible with the true Parisienne, was playing a double game.

I felt inclined to tell my master, yet on due reflection saw that his love affairs were no concern of mine, while to speak would be only to betray myself as spying upon him.

So I held silence, but nevertheless continued to watch.

Several times I took out Brackenbury, Shand, von Rausch, and others in the car. Twice the widow went for a run alone with my master and myself. Life was, to say the least, extremely pleasant in those warm summer days at Edgcott.

Late one afternoon the Honourable Bob found me in the garage, and in a low voice said:

You must pretend to be unwell, Nye. I want to take von Rausch out by myself, so go back to the house and pretend youre queer.

This I did without question, and he and the Colonel were out together in an unknown direction until nearly midnight. Had they, I wondered, gone again to meet the consumptive converter of the Chinese to Christianity?

I took William into my confidence, but he was silent. He would express no opinion.

Theres no moss on the guvnor, you bet, was all he would vouchsafe.

Thus for yet another four days things progressed merrily at Edgcott Hall. William had been sent away on a message up to Manchester, and I was taking his place, when one evening, while I was getting out the guvnors dress clothes, he entered the room, and closing the door carefully, said:

Be ready for something to happen to-night, Nye. Were going to hold up the spy and make him disgorge all the secret reports supplied by his agents. Listen to my instructions, for all must be done without any fuss. We dont want to upset the good people here. You see that small dressing-case of mine over there? — and he indicated a square crocodile-skin case with silver fittings. Well, at ten oclock go and get the car out on the excuse that you have to go into Peterborough for me. You will find Shands bag already in it, so put your own in also, but dont let anybody see you. Run her down the road about a mile from the lodge-gates and into that by-road just beyond the finger-posts where I showed you the other day. Then pull up, put out the lights, and leave her as though youve had a breakdown. Walk back here, get my dressing-case, and carry it back to the car. Then wait for us. Only recollect, dont return to get my bag until half-past ten. You see those two candles on the dressing-table? Now if any hitch occurs, I shall light them. So if I do, leave my bag here and bring my car back. You understand?

Quite, I said, full of excitement. And then I helped him to dress hurriedly, and he went downstairs.

We were about to hold up the spy. But how?

Those hours dragged slowly by. I peeped into the hall after dinner and saw the Honourable Bob seated in a corner with the Baronne, away from the others, chatting with her. The spy, all unsuspicious, was talking to his hostess, while Shand was playing poker.

Just before ten I crept out with my small bag, unseen by any one, and walked across the park to the garage. The night was stormy, the moon was hidden behind a cloud-bank. There was nobody about, so I got out the ninety, started her, and mounting at the wheel was soon gliding down the avenue, out of the lodge-gates, and into the by-road which the Honourable Bob had indicated. Descending, I looked inside the car and saw that Shands bag had already been placed there by an unknown hand.

In that short run I noticed I had lost the screw cap of the radiator. This surprised me, for I recollected how that evening when filling up with water I had screwed it down tightly. Somebody must have tampered with it — some stable lad, perhaps.

Having extinguished the head-lights, I walked back to the Hall by the stile and footpath, avoiding the lodge-gates, and managed to slip up to my masters room, just as the stable-clock was chiming the half hour.

The candles were unlit. All was therefore in order. The dressing-bag was, however, not there. I searched for it in vain. Then stealing out again I sped by the footpath back to the car.

Somebody hailed me in the darkness as I approached the spot where I had left her.

I recognized the spys voice.

Have you see Herr Brackenbury? he asked in his broken English.

I halted, amazed. The spy had, it seemed, outwitted us and upset all our plans!

Scarcely could I reply, however, before I heard a movement behind me, and two figures loomed up. They were my master and Shand.

All right? inquired the American in a low voice, to which the spy gave an affirmative answer.

Light those lamps, Nye, ordered my master quickly. We must get away this instant.

But — — I exclaimed.

Quick, my dear fellow! Theres not a moment to lose. Jump in, boys, he urged.

And a couple of minutes later, with our lamps glaring, we had turned out upon the broad highway and were travelling at a full forty miles an hour upon the high road to Leicester.

What could it all mean? My master and his companion seemed on the most friendly terms with the spy.

Ten miles from the lodge-gates of Edgcott at a cross-road we picked up an ill-dressed man whom I recognised as the Baptist missionary, Richard Raven, and with the Honourable Bob at my side directing me we tore on through the night, traversing numberless by-roads, until at dawn I suddenly recognised that we were on the North Road, close to Codicote.

A quarter of an hour later we had run the car round to the rear of Shands pretty rose-embowered cottage, and all descended.

I made excuse to the Honourable Bob that the screw top of the radiator was missing, whereupon von Rausch laughed heartily, and picking up a piece of wire from the bench he bent it so as to form a hook, and with it fished down in the hot water inside.

His companions stood watching, but judge my surprise when I saw him of a sudden draw forth a small aluminium cylinder, the top of which he screwed off and from it took out a piece of tracing-linen tightly folded.

This he spread out, and my quick eyes saw that it was a carefully drawn tracing of a portion of the new type of battleship of the Neptune class (the improved Dreadnought type), with many marginal notes in German in a feminine hand.

In an instant the astounding truth became plain to me. The Baronne, who was in von Rauschs employ, had no doubt surreptitiously obtained the original from Mr. Henry Seymours despatch-box, it having been sent down to him to Edgcott for his approval.

A most important British naval secret was, I saw, in the hands of the clever spies of the Kaiser!

I made no remark, for in presence of those men was I not helpless?

They took the tracing in the house, and for half an hour held carousal in celebration of their success.

Presently Brackenbury came forth to me and said:

The Colonel is going to Harwich this evening, and you must drive him. The boat for the Hook leaves at half-past ten, I think.

Very well, sir, I replied, with apparent indifference. I shall be quite ready.

At seven we started, von Rausch and I, and until darkness fell I drove eastward, when at last we found ourselves in Ipswich.

Suddenly, close to the White Horse Hotel and within hailing distance of a police-constable, I brought the car to a dead stop, and turning to the German, who was seated beside me, said in as quiet a tone as I could:

Colonel von Rausch, Ill just trouble you to hand over to me the tracing you and your friends have stolen from Mr. Henry Seymour — the details of the new battleship about to be built at Chatham.

What do you mean? cried the spy. Drive on, you fool. I have no time to lose.

I wish for that tracing, I said, whipping out the revolver I always carried. Give it to me.

What next! he laughed, in open defiance. Who are you, a mere servant, that you should dictate to me?

Im an Englishman! I replied. And Ill not allow you to take that secret to your employers in Berlin.

The Colonel glanced round in some confusion. He was evidently averse to a scene in that open street.

Come into the hotel yonder, he said. We can discuss the matter there.

It admits of no discussion, I said firmly. You will hand me the tracing over which you have so ingeniously deceived me, or I shall call the constable yonder and have you detained while we communicate with the Admiralty.

Drive on, I tell you, he cried in anger. Dont be an ass!

I am not a fool, I answered. Give me that tracing.

Never.

I turned and whistled to the constable, who had already noticed us in heated discussion.

The officer approached, but von Rausch, finding himself in a corner, quickly produced an envelope containing the tracing and handed it to me, urging:

Remain silent, Nye. Say nothing. You have promised.

I broke open the envelope, and after satisfying myself he had not deceived me, I placed it safely in my breast-pocket, as further evidence of the work of the Kaisers spies amongst us.

Then, with excuses to the constable, I swung the car into the yard of the White Horse Hotel, where the spy descended, and with a fierce imprecation in German he hurried out, and I saw him no more.

At midnight I was in Rays chambers, in Bruton Street, and we rang up Mr. Henry Seymour, who had, we found, returned to his house in Curzon Street from Edgcott only a couple of hours before.

In ignorance that spies had obtained the secret of the Neptune or improved Dreadnought, he would not at first believe the story we told him.

But when in his own library half an hour later we handed him back the tracing, he was compelled to admit the existence of German espionage in England, though in the House of Commons only a week before he had scorned the very idea.


CHAPTER VIII

THE GERMAN PLOT AGAINST ENGLAND
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WHEN LAST I had the pleasure of meeting mademoiselle, both her nationality and her name were — well — slightly different, eh? I remarked, bending forward with a smile.

From her pretty lips rang out a merry ripple of laughter, and over her sweet face spread a mischievous look.

I admit the allegation, Msieur Jacox, was her rather saucy response in French. But I had no idea you would again recognise me.

Ah, mademoiselle, beauty such as yours is not universal, and is always to be remembered, I said, with an expression of mock reproval.

Now, why do you flatter me — you? she asked, especially after what passed at Caux.

Surely I may be permitted to admire you, Suzette? Especially as I am now aware of the truth.

She started, and stared at me for a moment, a neat little figure in black. Then she gave her shoulders a slight shrug, pouting like a spoiled child.

There were none to overhear us. It was out of the season in Paris, and on that afternoon, the 15th of August, 1908, to be exact, we had driven by auto into the Bois, and were taking our five oclock under the trees at Pré Catalan, that well-known restaurant in the centre of the beautiful pleasure wood of the Parisians.

I had serious business with Suzette Darbour.

After our success in preventing the plans of the improved Dreadnoughts falling into German hands, I had, at Rays suggestion, left Charing Cross in search of the dainty little divinity before me, the neat-waisted girl with the big dark eyes, the tiny mouth, and the cheeks that still bore the bloom of youth upon them — the girl who, at the Hôtel dAngleterre, in Copenhagen, had been known as Vera Yermoloff, of Riga, and who had afterwards lived in the gay little watering-place of Caux under the same name, and had so entirely deceived me — the girl whom I now knew to be the catspaw of others — in a word, a decoy!

Yet how sweet, how modest her manner, how demure she looked as she sat there before me at the little table beneath the trees, sipping her tea and lifting her smiling eyes to mine. Even though I had told her plainly that I was aware of the truth, she remained quite unconcerned. She had no fear of me apparently. For her, exposure and the police had no terrors. She seemed rather amused than otherwise.

I lit a cigarette, and by so doing obtained time for reflection.

My search had led me first to the Midi, thence into Italy, across to Sebenico in Dalmatia, to Venice, and back to Paris, where only that morning, with the assistance of my old friend of my student days in the French capital, Gaston Bernard, of the Prefecture of Police, I had succeeded in running her to earth. I had only that morning found her residing with a girl friend — a seamstress at Duclercs — in a tiny flat au cinquième in a frowsy old house at the top of the Rue Pigalle, and living in her own name, that of Suzette Darbour.

And as I sat smoking I wondered if I dared request her assistance.

In the course of my efforts to combat the work of German spies in England I had been forced to make many queer friendships, but none perhaps so strange as the one I was now cultivating. Suzette Darbour was, I had learned from Ray Raymond a few months ago, a decoy in association with a very prince of swindlers, an American who made his head-quarters in Paris, and who had in the past year or two effected amazing coups, financial and otherwise, in the various capitals of Europe.

Her age was perhaps twenty-two, though certainly she did not look more than eighteen. She spoke both English and Russian quite well, for, as she had told me long ago, she had spent her early days in Petersburg. And probably in those twenty years of her life she had learnt more than many women had learned in forty.

Hers was an angelic face, with big, wide-open, truthful eyes, but her heart was, I knew, cold and callous.

Could I — dare I — take her into my service — to assist me in a matter of the most vital importance to British interests? The mission upon which I was engaged at that moment was both delicate and difficult. A single false move would mean exposure.

I was playing a deep game, and it surely behoved me to exercise every precaution. During the years I had been endeavouring to prove the peril to which England was exposed from foreign invasion, I had never been nearer failure than now. Indeed, I held my breath each time I recollected all that depended upon my success.

Ray Raymond, Vera Vallance, and myself had constituted ourselves into a little band with the object of combating the activity of the ingenious spies of the Kaiser. Little does the average Englishman dream of the work of the secret agent, or how his success or failure is reflected in our diplomatic negotiations with the Powers. Ambassadors and ministers may wear smart uniforms with glittering decorations, and move in their splendid embassies surrounded by their brilliant staffs; attachés may flirt, and first secretaries may take tea with duchesses, yet to the spy is left the real work of diplomacy, for, after all, it is upon the knowledge he obtains that His Excellency the Ambassador frames his despatch to his Government, or the Minister for Foreign Affairs presents a Note to the Powers.

We had for months been working on without publicity, unheeded, unrecognised, unprotected, unknown. A thankless though dangerous task, our only reward had been a kind word from the silent, sad-faced Prime Minister himself. For months our whereabouts had been unknown, even to each other. Ray generally scented the presence of spies, and it was for me to carry through the inquiry in the manner which I considered best and safest for myself.

Suzette, I said at length, looking at her across the rising smoke from my cigarette, when we last met you had the advantage of me. To-day we stand upon even ground.

Pardon! I dont quite understand? asked the little lady in the sheath costume with just a slight tremor of the eyelids.

Well — I have discovered that you and Henry Banfield are friends — that to you he owes much of his success, and that to you is the credit of a little affair in Marienbad, which ended rather unpleasantly for a certain hosiery manufacturer from Chemnitz named Müller.

Her faced blanched, her eyes grew terrified, and her nails clenched themselves into her white palms.

Ah! Then you — you have found me, msieur, for purposes of revenge — you — you intend to give me over to the police because of the fraud I practised upon you! But I ask you to have pity for me, she begged in French. I am a woman — and — and I swear to you that I was forced to act towards you as I did.

You forced open my despatch-box, believing that I carried valuables there, and found, to your dismay, only a few papers.

I was compelled to do so by Banfield, she said simply. He mistook you for another man, a diplomat, and believed that you had certain important documents with you.

Then he made a very great mistake, I laughed. And after your clever love-making with me you only got some extracts from a Government report, together with a few old letters.

From those letters we discovered who you really were, mademoiselle said. And then we were afraid.

I smiled.

Afraid that I would pay Banfield back in his own coin, eh?

I was afraid. He was not, for he told me that if you attempted any reprisal, he would at once denounce you to the Germans.

Thanks. Im glad youve told me that, I said, with feigned unconcern. Truth to tell, however, I was much upset by the knowledge that the cunning American who so cleverly evaded the police had discovered my present vocation.

Yet, after all, had not the explanation of the pretty girl before me rather strengthened my hand?

Well, Suzette, I said, with a moments reflection, I have not sought you in order to threaten you. On the contrary, I am extremely anxious that we should be friends. Indeed, I want you, if you will, to do me a service.

She looked me straight in the face, apparently much puzzled.

I thought you were my enemy, she remarked.

That I am not. If you will only allow me, I will be your friend.

Her fine eyes were downcast, and I fancied I detected in them the light of unshed tears. How strange it was that upon her attitude towards me should depend a nations welfare!

First, you must forgive me for my action at Caux, she said in a low, earnest voice, scarce above a whisper. You know my position, alas! I dare not disobey that man who holds my future so irrevocably in his hands.

He threatens you, then?

Yes. If I disobeyed any single one of his commands, he would deliver me over at once to the police for a serious affair — a crime, however, of which I swear to you that I am innocent — the crime of murder!

He holds threats over you, I said, tossing away my cigarette. Describe the affair to me.

It is the crime of the Rue de Royat, two years ago. You no doubt recollect it, she faltered, after some hesitation. A Russian lady, named Levitsky, was found strangled in her flat and all her jewellery taken.

And Banfield charges you with the crime?

I admit that I was in the apartment when the crime was committed — decoyed there for that purpose — but I am not the culprit.

But surely you could prove the identity of the assassin?

I saw him for an instant. But I had no knowledge of who he was.

Then why do you fear this American crook? Why not dissociate yourself from him?

Because it would mean my betrayal and ruin. I have no means of disproving this dastardly allegation. I am in his power.

You love him, perhaps? I remarked, my gaze full upon her.

Love him! she protested, with flashing eyes. I hate him! And she went on to explain how she was held powerless in the hands of the scoundrel.

You have a lover, I understand, mademoiselle? I remarked presently.

She was silent, but about the corners of her pretty mouth there played a slight smile which told the truth.

Why not cut yourself adrift from this life of yours? I urged. Let me be your friend and assist you against this fellow Banfield.

How could you assist me? He knows what you are, and would denounce you instantly!

What she said was certainly a very awkward truth. Banfield was one of the cleverest scoundrels in Europe, an unscrupulous man who, by reason of certain sharp deals, had become possessed of very considerable wealth, his criminal methods being always most carefully concealed. The police knew him to be a swindler, but there was never sufficient evidence to convict.

To obtain Suzettes services I would, I saw, be compelled to propitiate him.

Alone there, beneath the softly murmuring trees, I stretched forth my hand across the table and took her neatly gloved fingers in mine, saying:

Suzette, what I am you already know. I am a cosmopolitan, perhaps unscrupulous, as a man occupied as I am must needs be. I am an Englishman and, I hope, a patriot. Yet I trust I have always been chivalrous towards a woman. You are, I see, oppressed — held in a bondage that is hateful — —

At my words she burst into tears, holding my hand convulsively in hers.

No, I said in a voice of sympathy. The professions of neither of us are — well, exactly honourable, are they? Nevertheless, let us be friends. I want your assistance, and in return I will assist you. Let us be frank and open with each other. I will explain the truth and rely upon your secrecy. Listen. In Berlin certain negotiations are at this moment in active progress with St. Petersburg and New York, with the object of forming an offensive alliance against England. This would mean that in the coming war, which is inevitable, my country must meet not only her fiercest enemy, Germany, but also the United States and Russia. I have reason to believe that matters have secretly progressed until they are very near a settlement. What I desire to know is the actual inducement held out by the Kaisers Foreign Office. Do you follow?

Perfectly, she said, at once attentive. I quite recognise the danger to your country.

The danger is to France also, I pointed out. For the past six months an active exchange of despatches has been in progress, but so carefully has the truth been concealed that only by sheer accident — a word let drop in a drawing-room in London — I scented what was in the wind. Then I at once saw that you, Suzette, was the only person who could assist us.

How?

You are an expert in the art of prying into despatch-boxes, I laughed.

Well?

In Berlin, at the Kaiserhof Hotel, there is staying a certain Charles Pierron. If any one is aware of the truth that man is. I want you to go to Berlin, make his acquaintance, and learn what he knows. If what I suspect be true, he possesses copies of the despatches emanating from the German Foreign Office. And of these I must obtain a glimpse at all hazards.

Who is this Pierron?

He was at the Angleterre, in Copenhagen, when you were there, but I do not think you saw him. The reason of my presence there was because I chanced to be interested in his movements.

What is he — an undesirable?

As undesirable as I am myself, mademoiselle, I laughed. He is a French secret agent — an Anglophobe to his finger-tips.

She laughed.

I see, msieur, she exclaimed; you desire me to adopt the profession of the spy with the kid glove, eh?

I nodded in the affirmative.

Pierron knows me. Indeed, he already has good cause to remember me in England, where he acted as a spy of Germany, I remarked. He is always impressionable where the fair sex is concerned, and you will, I feel confident, quickly be successful if you lived for a few days at the Kaiserhof as Vera Yermoloff.

She was silent, apparently reflecting deeply.

I am prepared, of course, to offer you a monetary consideration, I added in a low voice.

No monetary consideration is needed, msieur, was her quick response. In return for the fraud I practised upon you, it is only just that I should render you this service. Yet without Banfields knowledge it would be utterly impossible.

Why?

Because I dare not leave Paris without his permission.

Then you must go with his knowledge — make up some story — a relative ill or something — to account for your journey to Berlin.

She seemed undecided. Therefore I repeated my suggestion, well knowing that the sweet-faced girl could, if she wished, obtain for us the knowledge which would place power in the hands of Great Britain — power to upset the machinations of our enemies.

Mine was becoming a profession full of subterfuge.

Her breast heaved and fell in a long-drawn sigh. I saw that she was wavering.

She sipped her tea in silence, her eyes fixed upon the shady trees opposite.

Suzette, I exclaimed at last, your lovers name is Armand Thomas, clerk at the head office of the Compte dEscompte. He believes you to be the niece of the rich American, Henry Banfield, little dreaming of your real position.

How do you know that?

I smiled, telling her that I had made it my business to discover the facts.

You love him? I asked, looking her straight in the face.

Yes, was her serious response.

And you have kept this love affair secret from Banfield?

Of course. If he knew the truth he would be enraged. He has always forbidden me to fall in love.

Because he fears that your lover may act as your protector and shield you from his evil influence, I remarked. Well, Suzette, I added, you are a very clever girl. If you are successful on this mission I will, I promise, find a means of uniting you with your lover.

She shook her head sadly, replying:

Remember Banfields threat. Disobedience of any of his commands will mean my ruin. Besides, he knows who and what you are. Therefore how can you assist me?

Mademoiselle, I said, again extending my hand to my dainty little friend, I make you this promise not only on my own behalf — but also on behalf of my country, England. Is it a compact?

Do you really believe you can help me to free myself of my hateful bond? she cried, bending towards me with eager anticipation.

I tell you, Suzette, that in return for this service you shall be free.

Tears again stood in those fine dark eyes. I knew of her secret affection for young Thomas, the hard-working bank clerk, who dared not aspire to the hand of the niece of the great American financier.

What a narrative of subterfuge and adventure the delightful little girl seated there before me could write! The small amount I knew was amazingly romantic. Some of Banfields smartest financial coups had been accomplished owing to her clever manœuvring and to the information she had gained by her almost childish artlessness. Surely the British Government could have no more ingenious seeker after political secrets than she. Women are always more successful as spies than men. That is why so many are employed by both Germany and France.

In all the varied adventures in my search after spies I had never met a girl with a stranger history than Suzette Darbour. That she had actually imposed upon me was in itself, I think, sufficient evidence of her wit, cunning, and innate ability.

When I rose from the table and strolled back to where we had left the auto, it was with the knowledge that my long search had not been in vain. She had taken my hand in promise to go to the Kaiserhof in Berlin and pry into the papers of that foremost of secret agents, Charles Pierron.

At five oclock next morning I was back again in London, and at ten I was seated in conference with Ray Raymond in his cosy flat in Bruton Street.

We must get at the terms offered by the Germans, Jacox, he declared, snapping his fingers impatiently. It is imperative that the Foreign Office should know them. At present our hands are utterly tied. We are unable to act, and our diplomacy is at a complete standstill. The situation is dangerous — distinctly dangerous. The guvnor was only saying so last night. Once the agreement is signed, then good-bye for ever to Britains power and prestige.

I explained that so carefully was the secret preserved that I had been unable to discover anything. Yet I had hopes.

My dear Jack, England relies entirely upon you, he exclaimed. We must know the plans of our enemies if we are successfully to combat them. In the past youve often done marvels. I can only hope that you will be equally successful in this critical moment.

Then after a long and confidential chat we parted and a couple of hours later I was again in the boat train, bound for the Continent. I recognised how urgent was the matter, and how each hours delay increased our peril.

The public, or rather the omnivorous readers of the halfpenny press, little dream how near we were at that moment to disaster. The completion of the cleverly laid plans of Germany would mean a sudden blow aimed at us, not only at our own shores, but also at our colonies at the same moment — and such a blow, with our weakened army and neglected navy, we could not possibly ward off.

Well I remember how that night I sat in the corner of the wagon-lit of the Simplon Express and reflected deeply. I was on my way to Milan to join a friend. At Boulogne I had received a wire from Suzette, who had already departed on her mission to Berlin.

My chief difficulty lay in the unfortunate fact that I was well known to Pierron, who had now forsaken his original employers the Germans, hence I dare not go to the German capital, lest he should recognise me. I knew that in the pay of the French Secret Service was a clerk in the Treaty department of the German Foreign Office, and without doubt he was furnishing Pierron with copies of all the correspondence in progress. Both the French and German Governments spend six times the amount annually upon secret service that we do, hence they are always well and accurately informed.

At Milan next day the porter at the Métropole, the small hotel in the Piazza del Duomo where I always stay, handed me a telegram, a cipher message from Ray, which announced that his father had discovered that, according to a despatch just received from His Majestys Ambassador at St. Petersburg, there was now no doubt whatever that the terms offered by Germany were extremely advantageous to both Russia and the United States, and that it was believed that the agreement was on the actual point of being concluded.

That decided me. I felt that at all hazards, even though Pierron might detect my presence, I must be in Berlin.

I was, however, unable to leave Milan at once, for Ford, whom I was awaiting, was on his way from Corfu and had telegraphed saying that he had missed the mail train at Brindisi, and would not arrive before the morrow.

So all that day I was compelled to hang about Milan, drinking vermouth and bitter at Biffis café in the Galleria, and dining alone at Salvinis. I always hate Milan, for it is the noisiest and most uninteresting city in all Italy.

Next afternoon I met Ford at the station and compelled him to scramble into the Bâle express with me, directly after he had alighted.

I go to Berlin. You come with me, and go on to St. Petersburg, I said in reply to his questions.

He was a middle-aged man, a retired army officer and a perfect linguist, who was a secret agent of the British Government and a great friend of Rays.

All the way on that long, tedious run to Berlin we discussed the situation. I was the first to explain to him our imminent peril, and with what craft and cunning the German Chancellor had formed his plans for the defeat and downfall of our Empire.

As soon as he knew, all trace of fatigue vanished from him. He went along the corridor, washed, put on a fresh collar, brushed his well-worn suit of navy serge, and returned spruce and smart, ready for any adventure.

I told him nothing of Suzette. Her existence I had resolved to keep to myself. In going to Berlin I knew well that I was playing both a dangerous and desperate game. Pierron hated me, and if he detected me, he might very easily denounce me to the police as a spy. Such a contretemps would, I reflected, mean for me ten years confinement in a fortress. The German authorities would certainly not forget how for the past two years I had hunted their agents up and down Great Britain, and been the means of deporting several as undesirable aliens.

Nevertheless, I felt, somehow, that my place was near Suzette, so that I could prompt her, and if she were successful I could read with my own eyes the copies of the diplomatic correspondence from the German Foreign Office.

On arrival at Berlin I bade Ford farewell, having given him certain instructions how to act on arrival in Petersburg. During our journey we had made up a special telegraph code, and when I grasped his hand he said:

Well, good luck, Jacox. Be careful. Au revoir!

And he hurried along the platform to catch the Nord Express to bear him to the Russian capital.

At the Kaiserhof I took a sitting room and bed-room adjoining. It was then about ten oclock at night; therefore I sat down and wrote a note to Mdlle. Vera Yermoloff, which I gave a waiter to deliver.

Ten minutes later I received a scribbled reply, requesting me to meet her at half-past ten at a certain café near the Lehrte Station.

I was awaiting her when she arrived. After she had greeted me and expressed surprise at my sudden appearance, she informed me she had not yet met Pierron, for he was absent — in Hamburg it was said.

I hear he returns to-night, she added. Therefore, I hope to meet him to-morrow.

I explained the extreme urgency of the matter, and then drove her back to the hotel, alighting from the cab a few hundred yards away. To another café I strolled to rest and have a smoke, and it was near midnight when I re-entered the Kaiserhof.

As I crossed the great hall a contretemps occurred. I came face to face with Pierron, a tall, sallow-faced, red-bearded man with eyes set close together, elegantly dressed, and wearing a big diamond in his cravat.

In an instant he recognised me, whereupon I bowed, saying:

Ah, msieur! It is really quite a long time since we met — in Denmark last, was it not?

He raised his eyebrows slightly, and replied in a withering tone:

I do not know by what right msieur presumes to address me!

That moment required all my courage and self-possession. I had not expected to meet him so suddenly. He had evidently just come from his journey, for he wore a light travelling-coat and soft felt hat.

Well, I said, I have something to say to you — something to tell you in private, if you could grant me a few minutes. I merely said this in order to gain time.

Bien! to-morrow, then — at whatever hour msieur may name.

To-morrow. It would then be too late. In an hour he might inform the police, and I would find myself under arrest. The German police would be only too pleased to have an opportunity of retaliating.

No, I exclaimed. To-night. Now. Our business will only take a few moments. Come to my sitting-room. The matter I want to explain brooks no delay. Every moment is of consequence.

Very well, laughed the Frenchman, with a distinct air of bravado. You believe yourself extremely clever, no doubt, Msieur Jacox. Let me hear what you have to say.

Together we ascended the broad marble steps to the first floor, and I held open the door of my sitting-room. When he had entered, I closed it, and offering him a chair, commenced in a resolute tone:

Now, Msieur Pierron, I am here to offer terms to you.

Terms! he laughed. Diable! What do you mean?

I mean that I foresee your evil intention against myself, because of my success in the Brest affair, was my quick reply. You will denounce me here in Germany as a British agent, eh?

You are perfectly correct in your surmise, msieur. Here they have an unpleasant habit in their treatment of foreign spies.

And does it not usually take two persons to play a game? I asked, perfectly cool. Are you not a spy also?

Go to the police, mon cher ami, and tell them what you will, he laughed defiantly. Straus, the chief of police here, is my friend. You would not be the first person who has tried to secure my arrest and failed.

His words confounded me. I saw that I alone was in peril, and that he, by reason of his personal friendship with the chief of police, was immune from arrest.

I had walked deliberately, and with eyes wide open, into the trap!

You see, he laughed, pointing to the telephone instrument on the little writing-table, I have only to take that and call up the police office, and your British Government will lose the services of one of its shrewdest agents.

So that is your revenge, eh? I asked, realising how utterly helpless I now was in the hands of my bitterest enemy — the man who had turned a traitor. I could see no way out.

Bah! he laughed in my face. The power of your wonderful old country — so old that it has become worm-eaten — is already at an end. In a month you will have German soldiers swarming upon your shores, while America will seize Canada and Australia, and Russia will advance into India. You will be crushed, beaten, humiliated — and the German eagle will fly over your proud London. The John Bull bladder is to be pricked! he laughed.

That is not exactly news to me, Msieur Pierron, I answered quite coolly. The danger of my country is equally a danger to yours. With England crushed, France, too, must fall.

We have an army — a brave army — while you have only the skeleton that your great Haldane has left to you, he sneered. But enough! I have long desired this interview, and am pleased that it has taken place here in Berlin, and he deliberately walked across to the telephone.

I tried to snatch the transmitter from his hand, but though we struggled, he succeeded in inquiring for a number — the number of the police head-quarters.

I was caught like a rat in a trap, fool that I was to have come there at risk of my liberty — I who was always so wary and so circumspect!

I sprang at his throat, to prevent him speaking further.

You shall not do this! I cried.

But his reply was only a hoarse laugh of triumph.

He was asking for somebody — his friend, the chief of police! Then turning to me with a laugh, he said:

Straus will undoubtedly be pleased to arrest such big game as yourself.

As he uttered the words there sounded a low tap upon the door, and next second it opened, revealing the neat figure in pale blue.

Pierron turned quickly, but in an instant his face was blanched.

Dieu! Suzette! he gasped, staring at her, while she stood upon the threshold, a strange look overspreading her countenance as she recognised him.

Ah! Look, Msieur Jacox! she shrieked a second later. Yes — yes, it is that man! she went on, pointing her finger at him. At last! Thank God! I have found him!

What do you mean? I demanded. This is Msieur Pierron.

I tell you, she cried, that is the man whom I saw at the Rue de Royat — the man who strangled poor Madame Levitsky!

You lie! he cried, stepping towards her. I — Ive never seen you before!

And yet you have just uttered mademoiselles name, msieur, I remarked quietly.

He knows that I was present at the time of the tragedy, exclaimed Suzette quickly, and that he was the paid assassin of Henry Banfield. He killed the unfortunate woman for two reasons: first, in order to obtain her husbands papers, which had both political and financial importance; and secondly, to obtain her jewellery, which was of very considerable value. And upon me, because I was defenceless, the guilt was placed. They said I was jealous of her.

Suzette, I said slowly, leave this man to me.

Then, glancing towards him, I saw what a terrible effect her denunciation had had upon him. Pale to the lips, he stood cowed, even trembling, for before him was the living witness of his crime.

I stood with my back to the door, barring his escape.

Now, I said, what is your defence?

He was silent.

I repeated my question in a hard, distinct voice.

Lets cry quits, he said in a low, hoarse tone. I will preserve your secret — if you will keep mine. Will you not accept terms?

Not those, I replied promptly. Suzette has been accused by Banfield, and by you, of the crime which you committed. She shall therefore name her own terms.

Realising that, by the fortunate discovery of the assassin of Madame Levitsky, she had at once freed herself from the trammels cast about her by Banfield, it was not surprising that the girl should stipulate as a condition of allowing the spy his freedom that he should hand over to me all the copies of the secret diplomatic correspondence which he possessed.

At first he loudly protested that he had none, but I compelled him to hand me the key of his despatch-box, and accompanying him to his room at the further end of the corridor, we searched and there found within the steel box a file of papers which he held ready to hand over to the Quai dOrsay — the actual information of which I had been in such active search.

The German inducements were all set out clearly and concisely, the copies being in the neat hand of the traitorous clerk in the Treaty Department.

Pierron, the tables thus turned upon him, begged me to allow him at least to have copies. This I refused, triumphantly taking possession of the whole file and bidding him good-night.

In an hour we had both left the German capital, and next day I had the satisfaction of handing the copy of the German proposals and the whole correspondence to the Minister for Foreign Affairs at Downing Street.

An extraordinary meeting of the Cabinet was held, and cipher instructions at once sent to each of His Majestys Ambassadors abroad — instructions which had the result of successfully combating the intrigue at Berlin, and for the time being breaking up the proposed powerful combination against us.

The bitter chagrin of the German Chancellor is well known in diplomatic circles, yet to Suzette Darbour our kid-gloved coup meant her freedom.

In my presence she openly defied Henry Banfield and cut herself adrift from him, while Charles Pierron, after his ignominious failure in Berlin, and possibly on account of certain allegations made by the rich American, who wished to get rid of him, was dismissed from the French Secret Service and disappeared, while the pretty Suzette, three months afterwards, married Armand Thomas.

I was present at the quiet wedding out at Melun in the first days of 1909, being the bearer of a costly present in the form of a pretty diamond pendant, as well as a dozen pairs of sixteen-button-length kid gloves from an anonymous donor.

She alone knew that the pendant had been sent to her as a mark of gratitude by the grave-faced old peer, the confirmed woman-hater, who was Minister for Foreign Affairs of His Majesty King Edward the Seventh.

More than once lately I have been a welcome visitor at the bright little apartment within a stones-throw of the Étoile.


CHAPTER IX

THE SECRET OF OUR NEW GUN
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RAY AND I were in Newcastle-on-Tyne a few weeks after our success in frustrating the German plot against England.

Certain observations we had kept had led us to believe that a frantic endeavour was being made to obtain certain details of a new type of gun, of enormous power and range, which at that moment was under construction at the Armstrong Works at Elswick.

The Tyne and Tees have long ago been surveyed by Germany, and no doubt the accurate and detailed information pigeon-holed in the Intelligence Bureau at Berlin would, if seen by the good people of Newcastle, cause them a mauvais quart dheure, as well as considerable alarm.

Yet there are one or two secrets of the Tyne and its defences which are fortunately not yet the property of our friends the enemy.

Vera was in Switzerland with her father.

But from our quarters at the Station Hotel in Newcastle we made many careful and confidential inquiries. We discovered, among other things, the existence of a secret German club in a back street off Grainger Street, and the members of this institution we watched narrowly.

Now no British workman will willingly give away any secret to a foreign Power, and we did not suspect that any one employed at the great Elswick Works would be guilty of treachery. In these days of socialistic, fire-brand oratory there is always, however, the danger of a discharged workman making revelations with objects of private vengeance, never realising that it is a nations secrets that he may be betraying. Yet in the course of a fortnights inquiry we learned nothing to lead us to suspect that our enemies would obtain the information they sought.

Among the members of the secret German club — which, by the way, included in its membership several Swiss and Belgians — was a middle-aged man who went by the name of John Barker, but who was either a German or a Swede, and whose real name most probably ended in burger.

He was, we found, employed as foreign-correspondence clerk in the offices of a well-known shipping firm, and amateur photography seemed his chief hobby. He had a number of friends, one of whom was a man named Charles Rosser, a highly respectable, hardworking man, who was a foreman fitter at Elswick.

We watched the pair closely, for our suspicions were at last aroused.

Rosser often spent the evening with his friend Barker at theatres and music-halls, and it was evident that the shipping clerk paid for everything. Once or twice Barker went out to Rossers house in Dilston Road, close to the Nuns Moor Recreation Ground, and there spent the evening with his wife and family.

We took turns at keeping observation, but one night Ray, who had been out following the pair, entered my room at the hotel, saying:

Barker is persuading his friend to buy a new house in the Bentinck Road. Its a small, neat little red-brick villa, just completed, and the price is three hundred and fifty pounds.

Well? I asked.

Well, to-night I overheard part of their conversation. Barker actually offers to lend his friend half the money.

Ah! I cried. On certain conditions, I suppose?

No conditions were mentioned, but, no doubt, he intends to get poor Rosser into his toils, that hell be compelled to supply some information in order to save himself and his family from ruin. The spies of Germany are quite unscrupulous, remember!

Yes, I remarked. The truth is quite clear. We must protect Rosser from this. Hes no doubt tempting the unsuspecting fellow, and posing as a man of means. Rosser doesnt know that his generous friend is a spy.

For the next few days it fell to my lot to watch Barker. I followed him on Saturday afternoon to Tynemouth, where it seemed his hobby was to snap-shot incoming and outgoing ships at the estuary, at the same time asking of seafaring men in the vicinity how far the boat would be from the shore where he was standing.

Both part of that afternoon and part of Sunday he was engaged in taking some measurements near the Ridges Reservoir, North Shields, afterwards going on to Tynemouth again, and snap-shotting the castle from various positions, the railway and its tunnels, the various slips, the jetty, the fish quay, the harbour, and the Narrows. Indeed, he seemed to be making a most careful photographic survey of the whole town.

He carried with him a memorandum book, in which he made many notes. All this he did openly, in full presence of passers-by, and even of the police, for who suspects German spies in Tynemouth?

About six oclock on Sunday afternoon he entered the Royal Station Hotel, took off his light overcoat, and, hanging it in the hall, went into the coffee-room to order tea.

I had followed him in order to have tea myself, and I took off my own overcoat and hung it up next to his.

But I did not enter the coffee-room; instead, I went into the smoking-room. There I called for a drink, and, having swallowed it, returned to the pegs where our coats were hanging.

Swiftly I placed my hand in the breast pocket of his coat, and there felt some papers which, in a second, I had seized and transferred to my own pocket. Then I put on my coat leisurely, and strolled across to the station.
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A train was fortunately just about to leave for Newcastle, and I jumped in. Then when we had moved away from the platform I eagerly examined what I had secured.

It consisted of a tipsters circular, some newspaper cuttings concerning football, a rough sketch of how the water supply of North Shields could be cut off, and a private letter from a business man which may be of interest if I reproduce it. It read as follows:

Berkeley Chambers, Cannon Street, London, E.C., May 3rd, 1908.

My dear John,

I herewith enclose the interest in advance — four five-pound notes.

Continue to act as you have done, and obtain orders wherever possible.

Business just now, I am glad to say, leaves but little to be desired, and we hope that next year your share of profits may be increased.

We have every confidence in this, you understand.

Write to us oftener and give us news of your doings, as we are always interested in your welfare.

It is unwise of you, I think, to doubt Uncle Charles, for I have always found him to be a man in whom one can repose the utmost confidence. He is, I believe, taking a house near Tynemouth.

Every one is at present well, but the spring in London is always trying. However, we are hoping for warmer weather.

My wife and the children, especially little Charlie,



Frederick, and Charlotte — who is growing quite a big girl — send their love to you.

Your affectionate cousin,
Henry Lewis.

That letter, innocent enough upon the face of it, contained certain instructions to the spy, besides enclosing his monthly payment of £20.

Read by the alphabetical instructions with which every German secret agent is supplied and which vary in various districts, the message it contained was as follows:

(Phrase I) I send you your monthly payment.

(Phrase 2) Your informations during the past month are satisfactory.

(Phrase 3) Your service in general is giving satisfaction, and if it continues so, we shall at the next inspection augment your monthly payment.

(Phrase 4) We wish you, however, to send us more detailed notes, and report oftener.

(Phrase 5) Cease your observations upon Charles. We have what we require. Turn your attention to defences at Tynemouth.

(Phrase 6) As you know, the chief (spring) is very difficult to please, for at the last inspection we were given increased work.

(Phrase 7) Remain in negotiation with your three correspondents — Charles (meaning the foreman, Rosser), Charlotte, and Frederick — until you hear further. You may make them offers for the information.

Thus it will be seen that any one into whose hands this letter from Henry Lewis fell would be unable to ascertain its real meaning.

The fictitious Lewis, we afterwards discovered, occupied a small office in Berkeley Chambers in the guise of a commission agent, but was no doubt the travelling agent whose actions were controllable by Hermann Hartmann, but who in turn controlled the fixed agents of that district lying between the Humber and the Tweed.

Most of these travelling agents visit their fixed agents — the men who do the real work of espionage — in the guise of a commercial traveller if the agent is a shopkeeper, or if he is not, he will represent himself as a client or an insurance agent, an auctioneer or a house agent. This last métier is greatly recommended by the German Secret Police as the best mode of concealing espionage, and is adopted by the most dangerous and ingenious of the spies.

When I returned I showed my treasures to Ray, who at once became excited.

The fellow is a fixed agent here in Newcastle, no doubt, he declared. We must watch him well.

We continued our observations. The spy and Rosser were inseparable. They met each evening, and more than once the whole Rosser family went out to entertainments at Mr. Barkers expense. He would allow the foreman fitter to pay for nothing.

Judicious inquiries at Elswick revealed the fact that Charles Rosser was one of the most skilful fitters in the employ of the firm, and that such was the confidence placed in him, that he was at present engaged in the finishing of the new gun which was to be a triumph of the British Navy — a weapon which was far and away in advance of any possessed by any other nation, or anything ever turned out from Krupps.

It was ticklish and exciting work, watching the two men and observing the subtle craftiness of the German, who was trying to get the honest Englishman into his power. But in our self-imposed campaign of contra-espionage we had had many stirring adventures, and after all, our life in Newcastle was not unpleasant. Barker was engaged at his office all day, and we were then free. It was only at evening when we were compelled to adopt those hundred and one subterfuges, and whenever the watching was wearisome and chill we always recollected that we were performing a patriotic duty, even though it be silent, unknown, and unrecognised.

One night the pair were together in a bar in Westgate Road, when, from their conversation, it was made very clear to me that Barker had advanced his friend one hundred and seventy-five pounds, and that the deeds of the new house were to be signed next day. Rosser was extremely grateful to his friend. Half the purchase-money was to remain on mortgage — a mortgage made over to Barker himself — just as we had expected.

The men clinked glasses, and it was plain that Rosser had not the least suspicion of the abyss opened before him. There are some men who are entirely unsuspecting, and perhaps the British workman is most of all.

When I reported this to Ray and we had consulted together, we decided that the time was ripe to approach Rosser and expose his generous friend.

It was now quite plain to us that Barker would quickly bring pressure to bear upon the foreman fitter to either supply a drawing and rough specifications of the new gun, or else come face to face with ruin. We had ascertained that, though an honest workman, Rosser only lived upon his weekly wages, and had nothing put by for the support of his wife and four children. The patriotic scruples of a man are not difficult to overcome when he sees his wife and family in danger of starvation.

On the next evening we followed Rosser from his work up to Dilston Road and called at his clean and humble home.

At first he greatly resented our intrusion, and was most indignant at our suggestion that he was about to be made a cats-paw by the Kaisers spies.

But on production of the letter, which we deciphered, the plan of the Ridges Waterworks, and our allegations concerning his generous friend, he began to reflect.

Has he ever asked you about the new gun now being made at Elswick? I asked.

Well — he hesitated— now I recall the fact, he has on several occasions.

Ah! I said. He intended to either ruin you, Rosser, or compel you to become a traitor.

Hed never do that! declared the stout-hearted Briton. By God! If what you tell me is true, he cried fiercely, Ill wring the blackguards neck.

No, I said, dont do that. Hes paid the purchase money for a new house for you, hasnt he?

Yes.

Then leave him to us. Well compel him to hand back the mortgage, and your revenge shall be a new house at the expense of the German Government, whereat both Ray and he laughed heartily.

Next night we faced the spy at his own rooms, and on pain of exposure and the police compelled him to hand over the new little villa to his intended victim unconditionally, a fact which caused him the most intense chagrin, and induced him to utter the most fearful threats of vengeance against us.

But we had already had many such threats. So we only laughed at them.

We had, however, the satisfaction of exposing the spy to the firm which employed him, and we were present on the platform of the Central Station when, two days later, having given up his rooms and packed his belongings, he left the Tyne-side for London, evidently to consult his travelling-inspector, Henry Lewis.

Several months passed. The attempt to obtain details of our new gun had passed completely from my mind.

An inquiry which Ray and I had been actively prosecuting into an attempt to learn the secrets of the transmitting-room of our new Dreadnoughts had led me to the south of Germany. I had had a rather exciting experience in Dresden and was now on my way back to London.

Ah! Your London is such a strange place. So dull, so triste — so very damp and foggy, remarked the girl seated in the train before me.

Not always, mademoiselle, I replied. You have been there in winter. You should go in June. In the season it is as pleasant as anywhere else in the world.

I have no desire to return. And yet — —

Well?

And yet I have decided to go straight on from the Gare du Nord.

The midday service! I shall cross by that also. We shall be fellow-travellers, I said.

We were together in the night rapide from Berlin to Paris, and had just left the great echoing station of Cologne, with few stops between there and Paris. Day was breaking.

I had met Julie Granier under curious circumstances only a few hours before.

At Berlin, being known to the controller of the Wagon-lit Company, I was at once given a two-berth compartment in the long, dusty sleeping-car, those big carriages in which I so often spent days, and nights too, for the matter of that.

Msieur is for Paris? asked the brown-uniformed conductor as I entered, and after flinging in my traps, I descended, went to the buffet and had a mazagran and cigarette until our departure.

I had not sat there more than five minutes when the conductor, a man with whom I had travelled a dozen times, put his head in at the door, and, seeing me, withdrew. Then, a few moments later, he entered with a tall, dark-haired, good-looking girl, who stood aside as he approached me, cap in hand.

Excuse me, msieur, but a lady wishes to ask a great favour of you.

Of me? What is it? I inquired, rising.

Glancing at the tall figure in black, I saw that she was not more than twenty-two at the outside, and that she had the bearing and manner of a lady.

Well, msieur, she will explain herself, the man said, whereupon the fair stranger approached bowing, and exclaimed:

I trust msieur will pardon me for what I am about to ask, she said in French. I know it is great presumption on my part, a total stranger, but the fact is that I am bound to get to Paris to-morrow. It is imperative — most imperative — that I should be there and keep an appointment. I find, however, that all the berths are taken, and that the only vacant one is in your compartment. I thought — — and she hesitated, with downcast eyes.

You mean that you want me to allow you to travel here, mademoiselle? I said, with a smile.

Ah, msieur! If you would; if you only would! It would be an act of friendship that I would never forget.

She saw my hesitation, and I detected how anxious she became. Her gloved hands were trembling, and she seemed agitated and pale to the lips.

Again I scrutinised her. There was nothing of the spy or adventuress about her. On the contrary, she seemed a very charmingly modest young woman, for in continuation of her request she suggested that she could sit in the conductors seat in the corridor.

But surely that would be rather wearisome, mademoiselle? I said.

No, no, not at all. I must get to Paris at all costs. Ah, msieur! You will allow me to do as I ask, will you not? Do. I implore you.

I made no reply, for truth to tell, although I was not suspicious, I hesitated to allow the fair stranger to be my travelling companion. It was against my principle. Yet reading disinclination in my silence, she continued:

Ah, msieur! If you only knew in what deadly peril I am! By granting this favour to me you can — and she broke off short. Well, she went on, I may as well tell you the truth, msieur, and in her eyes there was a strange look that I had never seen in those of any woman before, you can save my life.

Your life! I echoed, but at that moment the sleeping-car conductor, standing at the buffet-door, called:

En voiture, msieur. The train is just starting.

Do take me, implored the girl. Do, msieur. Do.

There was no time for further discussion, therefore I did as she requested, and a few moments later, with a dressing-case, which was all the baggage she had, she mounted into the wagon-lit, and we moved off to the French capital.

I offered her the sleeping-compartment to herself, but she steadily refused to accept it.

No, msieur, certainly not, was her reply. I shall sit in the corridor all night, as I have already said.

And so, hour after hour, while all the passengers had retired to rest, we sat at the end of the car and chatted. I asked her if she liked a cigarette, and she gladly accepted. So we smoked together, while she told me something of herself. She was a native of Orleans, where her people had been wealthy landowners, she said, but some unfortunate speculation on her fathers part brought ruin to them, and she was now governess in the family of a certain Baron de Moret, of the Château de Moret, near Paris.

A governess! I had believed from her dress and manner that she was at least the daughter of some French aristocrat, and I confess I was disappointed to find that she was only a superior servant.

I have just come from Breslau, she explained. On very urgent business — business that concerns my own self. If I am not in Paris this morning I shall, in all probability, pay the penalty with my life.

How? What do you mean?

In the grey dawn as the express roared on towards Paris I saw that her countenance was that of a woman who held a secret. At first I had been conscious that there was something unusual about her, and suspected her to be an adventuress, but now, on further acquaintance, I became convinced that she held possession of some knowledge that she was yearning to betray, yet feared to do so.

One fact that struck me as curious was that, in the course of our conversation, she showed that she knew my destination was London. At first this puzzled me, but on reflection I saw that the conductor, knowing me, had told her.

At Erquelinnes we had descended and had our early café complet, and now as we rushed onward to the capital she had suddenly made up her mind to go through to London.

When we arrive in Paris I must leave you to keep my appointments, she said. We will meet again at the Gare du Nord — at the Calais train, eh?

Most certainly, was the reply.

Ah! she sighed, looking straight into my face with those dark eyes that were so luminous. You do not know — you can never guess what a great service you have rendered me by allowing me to travel here with you. My peril is the gravest that — well, that ever threatened a woman — yet now, by your aid, I shall be able to save myself. Otherwise, to-morrow my body would have been exposed in the Morgue — the corpse of a woman unknown.

These words of yours interest me.

Ah, msieur! You do not know. And I cannot tell you. It is a secret — ah! if I only dare speak you would help me, I know, and I saw in her face a look full of apprehension and distress.

As she raised her hand to push the dark hair from her brow, as though it oppressed her, my eyes caught sight of something glistening upon her wrist, half concealed by the lace on her sleeve. It was a magnificent diamond bangle.

Surely such an ornament would not be worn by a mere governess! I looked again into her handsome face, and wondered if she were deceiving me.

If it be in my power to assist you, mademoiselle, I will do so with the greatest pleasure. But, of course, I cannot without knowing the circumstances.

And I regret that my lips are closed concerning them, she sighed, looking straight before her despairingly.

Do you fear to go alone?

I fear my enemies no longer, was her reply as she glanced at the little gold watch in her belt. I shall be in Paris before noon — thanks to you, msieur.

Well, when you first made the request I had no idea of the urgency of your journey, I remarked. But Im glad, very glad, that Ive had an opportunity of rendering you some slight service.

Slight, msieur? Why, you have saved me! I owe you a debt which I can never repay — never. And the laces at her throat rose and fell as she sighed, her wonderful eyes still fixed upon me.

Gradually the wintry sun rose over the bare, frozen wine-lands over which we were speeding, when with a sudden application of the brakes we pulled up at a little station for a change of engine.

Then, after three minutes, we were off again, until at nine oclock we ran slowly into the huge terminus in Paris.

She had tidied her hair, washed, brushed her dress, and, as I assisted her to alight, she bore no trace of her long journey across Germany and France. Strange how well French women travel! English women are always tousled and tumbled after a night journey, but a French or Italian woman never.

Au revoir, msieur, till twelve at the Gare du Nord, she exclaimed, with a merry smile and a bow as she drove away in a cab, leaving me upon the kerb gazing after her and wondering.

Was she really a governess, as she pretended?

Her clothes, her manner, her smart chatter, her exquisite chic, all revealed good breeding and a high station in life. There was no touch of cheap shabbiness — or at least I could not detect it.

A few moments before twelve she alighted at the Gare du Nord and greeted me merrily. Her face was slightly flushed, and I thought her hand trembled as I took it. But together we walked to the train, wherein I had already secured seats and places in the wagon-restaurant.

The railway officials, the controller of the train, the chief of the restaurant, and other officials, recognising me, saluted, whereupon she said:

You seem very well known in Paris, msieur.

Im a constant traveller, I replied, with a laugh. A little too constant, perhaps. One gets wearied with such continual travel as I am forced to undertake. I never know to-morrow where I may be, and I move swiftly from one capital to another, never spending more than a day or two in the same place.

But it must be very pleasant to travel so much, she declared. I would love to be able to do so. Im passionately fond of constant change.

Together we travelled to Calais, crossed to Dover, and that same evening alighted at Victoria.

On our journey to London she gave me an address in the Vauxhall Bridge Road, where, she said, a letter would find her. She refused to tell me her destination, or to allow me to see her into a hansom. This latter fact caused me considerable reflection. Why had she so suddenly made up her mind to come to London, and why should I not know whither she went when she had told me so many details concerning herself?

Of one fact I felt quite convinced, namely, that she had lied to me. She was not a governess, as she pretended. Besides, I had been seized by suspicion that a tall, thin-faced, elderly man, rather shabbily dressed, whom I had noticed on the platform in Paris, had followed us. He had travelled second-class, and, on alighting at Victoria, had quickly made his way through the crowd until he lingered quite close to us as I wished her farewell.

His reappearance there recalled to me that he had watched us as we had walked up and down the platform of the Gare du Nord, and had appeared intensely interested in all our movements. Whether my pretty travelling companion noticed him I do not know. I, however, followed her as she walked out of the station carrying her dressing-bag, and saw the tall man striding after her. Adventurer was written upon the fellows face. His grey moustache was upturned, and his keen grey eyes looked out from beneath shaggy brows, while his dark, thread-bare overcoat was tightly buttoned across his chest for greater warmth.

Without approaching her he stood back in the shadow and saw her enter a hansom in the station-yard and drive out into Buckingham Palace Road. It was clear that she was not going to the address she had given me, for she was driving in the opposite direction.

My duty was to drive direct to Bruton Street to see Ray and report what I had discovered, but so interested was I in the thin-faced watcher that I gave over my wraps to a porter who knew me, exchanged my heavy travelling-coat for a lighter one I happened to have, and walked out to keep further observation upon the stranger.

Had not mademoiselle declared herself to be in danger of her life? If so, was it not possible that this fellow, whoever he was, was a secret assassin?

I did not like the aspect of the affair at all. I ought to have warned her against him, and I now became filled with regret. She was a complete mystery, and as I dogged the footsteps of the unknown foreigner — for that he undoubtedly was — I became more deeply interested in what was in progress.

He walked to Trafalgar Square, where he hesitated in such a manner as to show that he was not well acquainted with London. He did not know which of the converging thoroughfares to take. At last he inquired of the constable on point-duty, and then went up St. Martins Lane.

As soon as he had turned I approached the policeman, and asked what the stranger wanted, explaining that he was a suspicious character whom I was following.

Es a Frenchman, sir. E wants Burton Crescent.

Wheres that?

Why, just off the Euston Road — close to Judd Street. Ive told im the way.

I entered a hansom and drove to the place in question, a semicircle of dark-looking, old-fashioned houses of the Bloomsbury type — most of them let out in apartments. Then alighting, I loitered for half an hour up and down to await the arrival of the stranger.

He came at last, his tall, meagre figure looming dark in the lamp-light. Very eagerly he walked round the Crescent, examining the numbers of the houses, until he came to one rather cleaner than the others, of which he took careful observation.

I, too, took note of the number.

Afterwards the stranger turned into the Euston Road, crossed to Kings Cross Station, where he sent a telegram, and then went to one of the small uninviting private hotels in the neighbourhood. Having seen him there, I returned to Burton Crescent, and for an hour watched the house, wondering whether Julie Granier had taken up her abode there. To me it seemed as though the stranger had overheard the directions she had given the cabman.

The windows of the house were closed by green Venetian blinds. I could see that there were lights in most of the rooms, while over the fanlight of the front door was a small transparent square of glass. The front steps were well kept, and in the deep basement was a well-lighted kitchen.

I had been there about half an hour when the door opened, and a middle-aged man in evening dress, and wearing a black overcoat and crush hat, emerged. His dark face was an aristocratic one, and as he descended the steps he drew on his white gloves, for he was evidently on his way to the theatre. I took good notice of his face, for it was a striking countenance, one which once seen could never be forgotten.

A man-servant behind him blew a cab-whistle, a hansom drew up, and he drove away. Then I walked up and down in the vicinity, keeping a weary vigil, for my curiosity was now much excited. The stranger meant mischief. Of that I was certain.

The one point I wished to clear up was whether Julie Granier was actually within that house. But though I watched until I became half frozen in the drizzling rain, all was in vain. So I took a cab and drove to Bruton Street.

That same night, when I got to my rooms, I wrote a line to the address that Julie had given me, asking whether she would make an appointment to meet me, as I wished to give her some very important information concerning herself, and to this, on the following day, I received a reply asking me to call at the house in Burton Crescent that evening at nine oclock.

Naturally I went. My surmise was correct that the house watched by the stranger was her abode. The fellow was keeping observation upon it with some evil intent.

The man-servant, on admitting me, showed me into a well-furnished drawing-room on the first floor, where sat my pretty travelling companion ready to receive me.

In French she greeted me very warmly, bade me be seated, and after some preliminaries inquired the nature of the information which I wished to impart to her.

Very briefly I told her of the shabby watcher, whereupon she sprang to her feet with a cry of mingled terror and surprise.

Describe him — quickly! she urged in breathless agitation.

I did so, and she sat back again in her chair, staring straight before her.

Ah! she gasped, her countenance pale as death. Then they mean revenge, after all. Very well! Now that I am forewarned I shall know how to act.

She rose, and pacing the room in agitation pushed back the dark hair from her brow. Then her hands clenched themselves, and her teeth were set, for she was desperate.

The shabby man was an emissary of her enemies. She told me as much. Yet in all she said was mystery. At one moment I was convinced that she had told the truth when she said she was a governess, and at the next I suspected her of trying to deceive.

Presently, after she had handed me a cigarette, the servant tapped the door, and a well-dressed man entered — the same man I had seen leave the house two nights previously.

May I introduce you? mademoiselle asked. Msieur Jacox — Msieur le Baron de Moret.

Charmed to make your acquaintance, sir, the Baron said, grasping my hand. Mademoiselle here has already spoken of you.

The satisfaction is mutual, I assure you, Baron, was my reply, and then we reseated ourselves and began to chat.

Suddenly mademoiselle made some remark in a language — some Slav language — which I did not understand. The effect it had upon the newcomer was almost electrical. He started from his seat, glaring at her. Then he began to question her rapidly in the unknown tongue.

He was a flashily dressed man of overbearing manner, with a thick neck and square, determined chin. It was quite evident that the warning I had given them aroused their apprehension, for they held a rapid consultation, and then Julie went out, returning with another man, a dark-haired, low-bred looking foreigner, who spoke the same tongue as his companions.

They disregarded my presence altogether in their eager consultation; therefore I rose to go, for I saw that I was not wanted.

Julie held my hand and looked into my eyes in mute appeal. She appeared anxious to say something to me in private. At least that was my impression.

When I left the house I passed, at the end of the Crescent, a shabby man idly smoking. Was he one of the watchers?

Four days went by.

One evening I was passing through the red-carpeted hall of the Savoy Hotel when a neatly dressed figure in black rose and greeted me. It was Julie, who seemed to have been awaiting me.

May I speak to you? she asked breathlessly, when we had exchanged greetings. I wish to apologise for the manner in which I treated you the other evening.

I assured her that no apologies were needed, and together we seated ourselves in a corner.

I really ought not to trouble you with my affairs, she said presently, in an apologetic tone. But you remember what I told you when you so kindly allowed me to travel by the wagon-lit — I mean of my peril?

Certainly. But I thought it was all over.

I foolishly believed that it was. But I am watched — I — Im a marked woman. Then, after some hesitation, she added, I wonder if you would do me another favour. You could save my life, Msieur Jacox, if you only would.

Well, if I can render you such a service, mademoiselle, I shall be only too delighted.

At present my plans are immature, she answered after a pause. But why not dine with me to-morrow night? We have some friends, but we shall be able to escape them and discuss the matter alone. Do come!

I accepted, and she, taking a taxi in the Strand, drove off.

On the following night at eight I entered the comfortable drawing-room in Burton Crescent, where three well-dressed men and three rather smart ladies were assembled, including my hostess. They were all foreigners, and among them was the Baron, who appeared to be the most honoured guest. It was now quite plain that, instead of being a governess as she had asserted, my friend was a lady of good family, and the Barons social equal.

The party was a very pleasant one, and there was considerable merriment at table. My hostesss apprehension of the previous day had all disappeared, while the Barons demeanour was one of calm security.

I sat at her left hand, and she was particularly gracious to me, the whole conversation at table being in French.

At last, after dessert, the Baron remarked that, as it was his birthday, we should have snap-dragon, and, with his hostesss permission, left the dining-room and prepared it. Presently it appeared in a big antique Worcester bowl, and was placed on the table close to me.

Then the electric light was switched off and the spirit ignited.

Next moment with shouts of laughter, the blue flames shedding a weird light upon our faces, we were pulling the plums out of the fire — a childish amusement.

I had placed one in my mouth, and swallowed it, but as I was taking a second from the blue flames, I suddenly felt a faintness. At first I put it down to the heat of the room, but a moment later I felt a sharp spasm through my heart, and my brain swelled too large for my skull. My jaws were set. I tried to speak, but was unable to articulate a word!

I saw the fun had stopped, and the faces of all were turned upon me anxiously. The Baron had risen, and his dark countenance peered into mine with a fiendish murderous expression.

Im ill! I gasped. I — Im sure Im poisoned!

The faces of all smiled again, while the Baron uttered some words which I could not understand, and then there was a dead silence, all still watching me intently.

You fiends! I cried, with a great effort, as I struggled to rise. What have I done to you that you should — poison — me?

I know that the Baron grinned in my face, and that I fell forward heavily upon the table, my heart gripped in the spasm of death.

Of what occurred afterwards I have no recollection, for, when I slowly regained knowledge of things around me, I found myself, cramped and cold, lying beneath a bare, leafless hedge in a grass field. I managed to struggle to my feet and discovered myself in a bare, flat, open country. As far as I could judge it was midday.

I got to a gate, skirted a hedge, and gained the main road. With difficulty I walked to the nearest town, a distance of about four miles, without meeting a soul, and to my surprise found myself in Hitchin. The spectacle of a man entering the town in evening dress and hatless in broad daylight was, no doubt, curious, but I was anxious to return to London and give information against those who had, without any apparent motive, laid an ingenious plot to poison me.

At the old Sun Inn, which motorists from London know so well, I learned that the time was eleven in the morning. The only manner in which I could account for my presence in Hitchin was that, believed to be dead by the Baron and his accomplices, I had been conveyed in a motor-car to the spot where I was found.

A few shillings remained in my pocket, and, strangely enough, beside me when I recovered consciousness I had found a small fluted phial marked Prussic acid — poison. The assassins had attempted to make it apparent that I had committed suicide!

Two hours later, after a rest and a wash, I borrowed an overcoat and golf-cap and took the train to Kings Cross.

At Judd Street Police Station I made a statement, and with two plain-clothes officers returned to the house in Burton Crescent, only to find that the fair Julie and her friends had flown.

On forcing the door, we found the dining-table just as it had been left after the poisoned snap-dragon of the previous night. Nothing had been touched. Only Julie, the Baron, the man-servant, and the guests had all gone, and the place was deserted.

The police were utterly puzzled at the entire absence of motive.

On my return to Guilford Street I at once telephoned to Ray, and he was quickly with me, Vera accompanying him.

I related the whole of the circumstances, while my friends sat listening very attentively.

Well, Ray said at last, its a great pity, old chap, you didnt mention this before. The Baron de Moret is no other person than Lucien Carron, one of Hartmanns most trusted agents, while Julies real name is Erna Hertfeldt, a very clever female spy, who has, of late, been engaged in endeavouring to obtain certain facts regarding the defences of the Humber estuary. She was recalled to Berlin recently to consult Hirsch, chief of the German Intelligence Department. You evidently came across her on her way back, while the old man whom she met at the Gare du Nord was Josef Gleichen, the spy whom I told you was in association with Barker up at Newcastle.

Ah! I remember, I cried. I never saw him.

But he had evidently seen you, and again recognised you, Ray replied. It seems that he must have followed you to London, where, having told Lucien Carron, or the Baron, of your return, they formed a plot to avenge your action up at Elswick.

Then I was entrapped by that woman Julie, eh? I exclaimed, my head still feeling sore and dizzy.

Without a doubt. The spies have made yet another attempt upon your life, Mr. Jacox, Vera remarked.

But why did they take me out in a motor-car to Hitchin?

To make it appear like a case of suicide, Ray said. Remember that both of us, old chap, are marked men by Hartmann and his unscrupulous friends. But what does it matter if we have managed to preserve the secret of our new gun? Well be even with our enemies for this one day ere long, mark me, he laughed, as he lit a fresh cigarette.


CHAPTER X

THE SECRET OF THE CLYDE DEFENCES
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A CURIOUS EPISODE was that of the plans of the Clyde Defences. It was a February evening. Wet, tired, and hungry, I turned the long grey touring car into the yard of the old White Hart, at Salisbury, and descended with eager anticipation of a big fire and comfortable dinner.

My mechanic Bennett and I had been on the road since soon after dawn, and we yet had many miles to cover. Two months ago I had mounted the car at the garage in Wardour Street and set out upon a long and weary ten-thousand-mile journey in England, not for pleasure, as you may well imagine — but purely upon business. My business, to be exact, was reconnoitring, from a military stand-point, all the roads and by-roads lying between the Tyne and the Thames as well as certain districts south-west of London, in order to write the book upon similar lines to The Invasion of 1910.

For two months we had lived upon the road. Sometimes Ray and Vera had travelled with me. When Bennett and I had started it was late and pleasant autumn. Now it was bleak, black winter, and hardly the kind of weather to travel twelve or fourteen hours daily in an open car. Day after day, week after week, the big sixty had roared along, ploughing the mud of those ever-winding roads of England until we had lost all count of the days of the week; my voluminous note-books were gradually being filled with valuable data, and the nerves of both of us were becoming so strained that we were victims of insomnia. Hence at night, when we could not sleep, we travelled.

In a great portfolio in the back of the car I carried the six-inch ordnance map of the whole of the east of England divided into many sections, and upon these I was carefully marking out, as result of my survey, the weak points of our land in case an enemy invaded our shores from the North Sea. All telegraphs, telephones, and cables from London to Germany and Holland I was especially noting, for would not the enemys emissaries, before they attempted to land, seize all means of communication with the metropolis? Besides this I took note of places where food could be obtained, lists of shops, and collected a quantity of other valuable information.

In this work I had been assisted by half a dozen of the highest officers of the Intelligence Department of the War Office, as well as other well-known experts — careful, methodical work prior to writing my forecast of what must happen to our beloved country in case of invasion. The newspapers had referred to my long journey of inquiry, and often when I arrived in a town, our car, smothered in mud, yet its powerful engines running like a clock, was the object of public curiosity, while Bennett, with true chauffeur-like imperturbability, sat immovable, utterly regardless of the interest we created. He was a gentleman-driver, and the best man at the wheel I ever had.

When we were in a hurry he would travel nearly a mile a minute over an open road, sounding his siren driven off the fly-wheel, and scenting police-traps, with the happy result that we were never held up for exceeding the limit. We used to take it in turns to drive — three hours at a time.

On that particular night, when we entered Salisbury from Wincanton Road, having come up from Exeter, it had been raining unceasingly all day, and we presented a pretty plight in our yellow fishermens oilskins — which we had bought weeks before in Kings Lynn as the only means of keeping dry — dripping wet and smothered to our very eyes in mud.

After a hasty wash I entered the coffee-room, and found that I was the sole diner save a short, funny, little old lady in black bonnet and cape, and a young, rather pretty, well-dressed girl, whom I took to be her daughter, seated at a table a little distance away.

Both glanced at me as they entered, and I saw that ere I was half through my meal their interest in me had suddenly increased. Without doubt, the news of my arrival had gone round the hotel, and the waiter had informed the pair of my identity.

It was then eight oclock, and I had arranged with Bennett that after a rest, we would push forward at half-past ten by Marlborough, as far as Swindon, on our way to Birmingham.

The waiter had brought me a couple of telegrams from Ray telling me good news of another inquiry he was instituting, and having finished my meal I was seated alone by the smoking-room fire enjoying a cigarette and liqueur. Indeed, I had almost fallen asleep when the waiter returned, saying:

Excuse me, sir, but theres a lady outside in great distress. She wants to speak to you for a moment, and asks if she may come in. He presented a card, and the name upon it was Mrs. Henry Bingham.

Rather surprised, I nevertheless consented to see her, and in a few moments the door reopened and the younger of the two ladies I had seen at dinner entered.

She bowed to me as I rose, and then, evidently in a state of great agitation, she said:

I must apologise for disturbing you, only — only I thought perhaps you would be generous enough, when you have heard of our difficulty, to grant my mother and I a favour.

If I can be of any assistance to you, I shall be most delighted, Im sure, I answered, as her big grey eyes met mine.

Well, she said, looking me straight in the face, the fact is that our car has broken down — something wrong with the clutch, our man says — and we cant get any further to-night. We are on our way to Swindon — to my husband, who has met with an accident and is in the hospital, but — but, unfortunately, there is no train to-night. Your chauffeur has told our man that you are just leaving for Swindon, and my mother and I have been wondering — well — whether we might encroach upon your good nature and beg seats in your car?

You are quite welcome to travel with me, of course, I replied without hesitation. But I fear that on such a night it will hardly be pleasant to travel in an open car.

Oh, we dont mind that a bit, she assured me. We have lots of waterproofs and things. It is really most kind of you. I had a telegram at four oclock this afternoon that my husband had been taken to the hospital for operation, and naturally I am most anxious to be at his side.

Naturally, I said. I regret very much that you should have such cause for distress. Let us start at once. I shall be ready in ten minutes.

While she went back to her mother, I went out into the yard where the head-lights of my big sixty were gleaming.

We shall have two lady passengers to Swindon, Bennett, I said, as my chauffeur threw away his cigarette and approached me. What kind of car have the ladies?

A twenty-four. Its in the garage up yonder. The clutch wont hold, it seems. But their mans a foreigner, and doesnt speak much English. I suppose Id better pack our luggage tighter, so as to give the ladies room.

Yes. Do so. And lets get on the road as soon as possible.

Very well, sir, responded the man as he entered the car and began packing our suit-cases together while almost immediately the two ladies emerged, the elder one, whose voice was harsh and squeaky, and who was, I noticed, very deformed, thanking me profusely.

We stowed them away as comfortably as possible, and just as the cathedral chimes rang out half-past ten, the ladies gave parting injunctions to their chauffeur, and we drew out of the yard.

I apologised for the dampness and discomfort of an open car, and briefly explained my long journey and its object. But both ladies — the name of the queer little old widow I understood to be Sandford — only laughed, and reassured me that they were all right.

That night I drove myself. With the exhaust opened and roaring, and the siren shrieking, we sped along through the dark, rainy night up by old Sarum, through Netheravon, and across Overton Heath into Marlborough without once changing speed or speaking with my passengers. As we came down the hill from Ogbourne, I had to pull up suddenly for a farmers cart, and turned, asking the pair behind how they were faring.

As I did so I noticed that both of them seemed considerably flurried, but attributed it to the high pace we had been travelling when I had so suddenly pulled up on rounding the bend.

Three-quarters of an hour later I deposited them at their destination, the Goddard Arms, in Old Swindon, and, descending, received their profuse thanks, the elder lady giving me her card with an address in Earls Court Road, Kensington, and asking me to call upon her when in London.

It was then half an hour past midnight, but Bennett and I resolved to push forward as far as Oxford, which we did, arriving at the Mitre about half-past one, utterly fagged and worn out.

Next day was brighter, and we proceeded north to Birmingham and across once again to the east coast, where the bulk of my work lay.

About a fortnight went by. With the assistance of two well-known staff-officers I had been reconnoitring the country around Beccles, in Suffolk, which we had decided upon as a most important strategical point, and one morning I found myself at that old-fashioned hotel The Cups, at Colchester, taking a days rest. The two officers had returned to London, and I was again alone.

Out in the garage I found a rather smart, good-looking man in navy serge chatting with Bennett and admiring my car. My chauffeur, with pardonable pride, had been telling him of our long journey, and as I approached, the stranger informed me of his own enthusiasm as a motorist.

Curiously enough, he added, I have been wishing to meet you, in order to thank you for your kindness to my mother and sister the other night at Salisbury. My name is Sandford — Charles Sandford — and if Im not mistaken we are members of the same club — Whites.

Are we? I exclaimed. Then Im delighted to make your acquaintance.

We lounged together for half an hour, smoking and chatting, until presently he said:

I live out at Edwardstone, about ten miles from here. Why not come out and dine with me to-night? My place isnt very extensive, but its cosy enough for a bachelor. Id feel extremely honoured if you would. Im all alone. Do come.

Cosmopolitan that I am, yet I am not prone to accept the invitations of strangers. Nevertheless this man was not altogether a stranger, for was he not a member of my own club? Truth to tell, I had become bored by the deadly dullness of country hotels, therefore I was glad enough to accept his proffered hospitality and spend a pleasant evening.

Very well, he said. Ill send a wire to my housekeeper, and Ill pilot you in your car to my place this evening. Well start at seven, and dine at eight — if that will suit you?

And so it was arranged.

Bennett had the whole of the day to go through the car and do one or two necessary repairs, while Sandford and myself idled about the town. My companion struck me as an exceedingly pleasant fellow, who, having travelled very extensively, now preferred a quiet existence in the country, with a little hunting and a little shooting in due season, to the dinners, theatres, and fevered haste of London life.

The evening proved a very dark one with threatening rain as we turned out of the yard of The Cups, Sandford and I seated behind. My friend directed Bennett from time to time, and soon we found ourselves out on the Sudbury road. We passed through a little place which I knew to be Heyland, and then turned off to the right, across what seemed to be a wide stretch of bleak, open country.

Over the heath we went, our head-lights glaring far before us, for about two miles when my friend called to Bennett:

Turn to the left at the cross-roads.

And a few moments later we were travelling rather cautiously up a rough by-road, at the end of which we came to a long, old-fashioned house — a farm-house evidently, transformed into a residence.

The door was opened by a middle-aged, red-faced man-servant, and as I stepped within the small hall hung with foxes masks, brushes, and other trophies, my friend wished me a hearty welcome to his home.

The dining-room proved to be an old-fashioned apartment panelled from floor to ceiling. The table, set for two, bore a fine old silver candelabra, a quantity of antique plate, and, adorned with flowers, was evidently the table of a man who was comfortably off.

We threw off our heavy coats and made ourselves cosy beside the fire when the servant, whom my host addressed as Henry, brought in the soup. Therefore we went to the table and commenced.

The meal proved a well-cooked and well-chosen one, and I congratulated him upon his cook.

Im forty, and for twenty years I was constantly on the move, he remarked, with a laugh. Nowadays Im glad to be able to settle down in England.

A moment later I heard the sound of a car leaving the house.

Is that my car? I asked, rather surprised.

Probably your man is taking it round to the back in order to put it under cover. Hark! it has started to rain.

To me, however, the sound, growing fainter, was very much as though Bennett had driven the car away.

The wines which Henry served so quietly and sedately were of the best. But both my host and myself drank little.

Sandford was telling me of the strange romance concerning his sister Ellen and young Bingham — a man who had come into eight thousand a year from his uncle, and only a few days later had met with an accident in Swindon, having been knocked down by a train at a level-crossing.

Presently, after dessert, our conversation ran upon ports and their vintages, when suddenly my host remarked:

I dont know whether you are a connoisseur of brandies, but I happen to have a couple of rather rare vintages. Lets try them.

I confessed I knew but little about brandies.

Then Ill teach you how to test them in future, he laughed, adding, Henry, bring up those three old cognacs, a bottle of ordinary brandy, and some liqueur-glasses.

In a few minutes a dozen little glasses made their appearance on a tray, together with four bottles of brandy, three unlabelled, while the fourth bore the label of a well-known brand.

It is not generally known, I think, that one cannot test brandy with any degree of accuracy by the palate, he said, removing his cigar.

I wasnt aware of that, I said.

Well, Ill show you, he went on, and taking four glasses in a row he poured a little spirit out of each of the bottles into the bottoms of the glasses. This done, he twisted each glass round in order to wet the inside with the spirit, and the surplus he emptied into his finger-bowl. Then, handing me two, he said: Just hold one in each hand till theyre warm. So.

And taking the remaining two he held one in the hollow of each hand.

For a couple or three minutes we held them thus while he chatted about the various vintages. Then we placed them in a row.

Now, he said, take up each one separately and smell it.

I did so, and found a most pleasant perfume — each, however, quite separate and distinct, as different as eau-de-Cologne is from lavender water.

This, he said, after sniffing at one glass, is 1815 — Waterloo year — a magnificent vintage. And this, he went on, handing me the second glass, is 1829 — very excellent, but quite a distinct perfume, you notice. The third is 1864 — also good. Of the 1815 I very fortunately have two bottles. Bellamy, in Pall Mall, has three bottles, and there are perhaps four bottles in all Paris. That is all thats left of it. The fourth — smell it — is the ordinary brandy of commerce.

I did so, but the odour was nauseating after the sweet and distinct perfume of the other three.

Just try the 1815, he urged, carefully pouring out about a third of a glass of the precious pale gold liquid and handing it to me.

I sipped it, finding it exceedingly pleasant to the palate. So old was it that it seemed to have lost all its strength. It was a really delicious liqueur — the liqueur of a gourmet, and assuredly a fitting conclusion to that excellent repast.

I think Ill have the 64, he said, pouring out a glass and swallowing it with all the gusto of a man whose chief delight was the satisfaction of his stomach.

I took a cigarette from the big silver box he handed me, and I stretched out my hand for the matches.... Beyond that, curiously enough, I recollect nothing else.

But stay! Yes, I do.

I remember seeing, as though rising from out a hazy grey mist, a womans face — the countenance of a very pretty girl, about eighteen, with big blue wide-open eyes and very fair silky hair — a girl, whose eyes bore in them a hideous look of inexpressible horror.

Next instant the blackness of unconsciousness fell upon me.

When I recovered I was amazed to find myself in bed, with the yellow wintry sunlight streaming into the low, old-fashioned room. For some time — how long I know not — I lay there staring at the diamond-paned window straight before me, vaguely wondering what had occurred.

A sound at last struck the right chord of my memory — the sound of my hosts voice exclaiming cheerily:

How do you feel, old chap? Better, I hope, after your long sleep. Do you know its nearly two oclock in the afternoon?

Two oclock!

After a struggle I succeeded in sitting up in bed.

What occurred? I managed to gasp. I — I dont exactly remember.

Why nothing, my dear fellow, declared my friend, laughing. You were a bit tired last night, thats all. So I thought I wouldnt disturb you.

Wheres Bennett?

Downstairs with the car, waiting till you feel quite right again.

I then realised for the first time that I was still dressed. Only my boots and collar and tie had been removed.

Much puzzled, and wondering whether it were actually possible that I had taken too much wine, I rose to my feet and slowly assumed my boots.

Was the man standing before me a friend, or was he an enemy?

I recollected most distinctly sampling the brandy, but beyond that — absolutely nothing.

At my hosts orders Henry brought me up a refreshing cup of tea and after a quarter of an hour or so, during which Sandford declared that such little annoying incidents occur in the life of every man, I descended and found Bennett waiting with the car before the door.

As I grasped my hosts hand in farewell he whispered confidentially.

Lets say nothing about it in future. Ill call and see you in town in a week or two — if I may.

Mechanically I declared that I should be delighted, and mounting into the car we glided down the drive to the road.

My brain was awhirl, and I was in no mood to talk. Therefore I sat with the frosty air blowing upon my fevered brow as we travelled back to Colchester.

I didnt know you intended staying the night, sir, Bennett ventured to remark just before we entered the town.

I didnt, Bennett.

But you sent word to me soon after we arrived, telling me to return at noon to-day. So I went back to The Cups, and spent all this morning on the engines.

Who gave you that message? I asked quickly.

Mr. Sandfords man, Henry.

I sat in silence. What could it mean? What mystery was there?

As an abstemious man I felt quite convinced that I had not taken too much wine. A single liqueur-glass of brandy certainly could never have produced such an effect upon me. And strangely enough that girls face, so shadowy, so sweet, and yet so distorted by horror, was ever before me.

Three weeks after the curious incident, having concluded my survey, I found myself back in Guilford Street, my journey at last ended. Pleasant, indeed, it was to sit again at ones own fireside after those wet, never-ending muddy roads upon which I had lived for so long, and very soon I settled down to arrange the mass of material I had collected and write my book.

A few days after my return, in order to redeem my promise and to learn more of Charles Sandford, I called at the address of the queer old hump-backed widow in Earls Court Road.

To my surprise, I found the house in question empty, with every evidence of its having been to let for a year or more. There was no mistake in the number; it was printed upon her card. This discovery caused me increasing wonder.

What did it all mean?

Through many weeks I sat in my rooms in Bloomsbury constantly at work upon my book. The technicalities were many and the difficulties not a few. One of the latter — and perhaps the chief one — was to so disguise the real vulnerable points of our country which I had discovered on my tour with military experts as to mislead the Germans, who might seek to make use of the information I conveyed. The book, to be of value, had, I recognised, to be correct in detail, yet at the same time it must suppress all facts that might be of use to a foreign Power.

The incident near Colchester had nearly passed from my mind, when one night in February, 1909, I chanced to be having supper with Ray Raymond and Vera at the Carlton, when at the table on the opposite side of the big room sat a smart, dark-haired young man with a pretty girl in turquoise-blue.

As I looked across, our eyes met. In an instant I recollected that I had seen that countenance somewhere before. Yes. It was actually the face of that nightmare of mine after sampling Sandfords old cognac! I sat there staring at her, like a man in a dream. The countenance was the sweetest and most perfect I had ever gazed upon. Yet why had I seen it in my unconsciousness?

I noticed that she started. Then, turning her head, she leaned over and whispered something to her companion. Next moment, pulling her cloak about her shoulders, she rose, and they both left hurriedly.

What could her fear imply? Why was she in such terror of me? That look of horror which I had seen on that memorable night was again there — yet only for one single second.

My impulse was to rise and dash after the pair. Yet, not being acquainted with her, I should only, by so doing, make a fool of myself and also annoy my lady friend.

And so for many days and many weeks the remembrance of that sweet and dainty figure ever haunted me. I took a holiday, spending greater part of the time on a friends yacht in the Norwegian fjords. Yet I could not get away from that face and the curious mystery attaching to it.

On my return home, I was next day rung up on the telephone by my friend Major Carmichael, of the Intelligence Department of the War Office, who had been one of my assistants in preparing the forthcoming book. At his urgent request I went round to see him in Whitehall, and on being ushered into his office, I was introduced to a tall, dark-bearded man, whose name I understood to be Shayler.

My dear Jacox, exclaimed the Major, forgive me for getting you here in order to cross-examine you, but both Shayler and myself are eagerly in search of some information. You recollect those maps of yours, marked with all sorts of confidential memoranda relating to the East Coast — facts that would be of the utmost value to the German War Office — what did you do with them?

I deposited them here. I suppose theyre still here, was my reply.

Yes. But youll recollect my warning long ago, when you were reconnoitring. Did you ever allow them to pass out of your hands?

Never. I carried them in my portfolio, the key of which was always on my chain.

Then what do you think of these? he asked, walking to a side table where lay a pile of twenty or thirty glass photographic negatives. And taking up one of them, he handed it to me.

It was a photograph of one of my own maps! The plan was the section of country in the vicinity of Glasgow. Upon it I saw notes in my own handwriting, the tracing of the telegraph wires with the communications of each wire, and dozens of other facts of supreme importance to the invader.

Great heavens! I gasped. Where did you get that?

Shayler will tell you, my dear fellow! answered the Major. It seems that youve been guilty of some sad indiscretion.

I am attached to the Special Department at New Scotland Yard, explained the dark-bearded man. Two months ago a member of the secret service in the employ of our Foreign Office made a report from Berlin that a young girl, named Gertie Drew, living in a Bloomsbury boarding-house, had approached the German military attaché offering, for three thousand pounds, to supply him with photographs of a number of confidential plans of our eastern counties and of the Clyde defences. The attaché had reported to the War Office in Berlin, hence the knowledge obtained by the British secret agent. The matter was at once placed in my hands, and since that time I have kept careful observation upon the girl — who has been a photographers assistant — and those in association with her. The result is that I have fortunately managed to obtain possession of these negatives of your annotated plans.

But how? I demanded.

By making a bold move, was the detectives reply. The Germans were already bargaining for these negatives when I became convinced that the girl was only the tool of a man who had also been a photographer, and who had led a very adventurous life — an American living away in the country, near Colchester, under the name of Charles Sandford.

Sandford! I gasped, staring at him. What is the girl like?

Here is her portrait, was the detectives reply.

Yes! It was the sweet face of my nightmare!

What have you discovered regarding Sandford? I asked presently, when I had related to the two men the story of the meeting at Salisbury and also my nights adventure.

Though born in America and adopting an English name, his father was German, and we strongly suspect him of having, on several occasions, sold information to Germany. Yesterday, feeling quite certain of my ground, I went down into Essex with a search warrant and made an examination of the house. Upstairs I found a very complete photographic plant, and concealed beneath the floor-boards in the dining-room was a box containing these negatives, many of them being of your maps of the Clyde defences, which they were just about to dispose of. The man had got wind that we were keeping observation upon him, and had already fled. The gang consisted of an old hump-backed woman, who posed as his mother, a young woman, who he said was his married sister, but who was really the wife of his man-servant, and the girl Drew, who was his photographic assistant.

Wheres the girl? I suppose you dont intend to arrest her?

I think not. If you saw her perhaps you might induce her to tell you the truth. The plot to photograph those plans while you were insensible was certainly a cleverly contrived one, and its equally certain that the two women you met in Salisbury only travelled with you in order to be convinced that you really carried the precious maps with you.

Yes, I admitted, utterly amazed. I was most cleverly trapped, but it is most fortunate that we were forewarned, and that our zealous friends across the water have been prevented from purchasing the detailed exposure of our most vulnerable points.

That afternoon, Gertie Drew, the neat-waisted girl with the fair face, walked timidly into my room, and together we sat for fully an hour, during which time she explained how the man Sandford had abstracted the portfolio from my car and substituted an almost exact replica, prior to sending Bennett back to Colchester, and how at the moment of my unconsciousness — as he was searching me for my key — she had entered the dining-room when I had opened my eyes, and staring at her had accused her of poisoning me. She knew she had been recognised, and that had caused her alarm in the Carlton.

That Sandford had managed to replace the portfolio in the car and abstract the replica next day was explained, and that he had held the girl completely in his power was equally apparent. Therefore, I have since obtained for her a situation with a well-known firm of photographers in Regent Street, where she still remains. The hump-backed woman and her pseudo-daughter have never been seen since, but only a couple of months ago there was recovered from the Rhine at Coblenz the body of a man whose head was fearfully battered, and whom the police, by his clothes and papers upon him, identified as Charles Sandford, the man with whom I shall ever remember partaking of that peculiarly seductive glass of 1815 cognac.


CHAPTER XI

THE PERIL OF LONDON
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CERTAIN INFORMATION OBTAINED by Ray led us to adopt a novel method of trapping one of the Kaisers secret agents.

About six months after my curious motoring adventure in Essex I sent to the Berliner Tageblatt, in Berlin, an advertisement, offering myself as English valet to any German gentleman coming to England, declaring that I had excellent references, and that I, Henry Dickson, had been in service with several English noblemen.

The replies forwarded to me caused us considerable excitement. Vera was with us at New Stone Buildings when the postman brought the bulky packet, and we at once proceeded to read them one by one.

Holloa! she cried, holding up one of the letters. Here you are, Mr. Jacox! The Baron Heinrich von Ehrenburg has replied!

Eagerly we read the formal letter from the German aristocrat, dated from the Leipziger Strasse, Berlin, stating that, being about to take up his residence in London, he was in want of a good and reliable English servant. He would be at the Ritz Hotel in four days time, and he made an appointment for me to call.

Good! cried Ray. You must ask very little wages. Germans are a stingy lot. The Baron has been acting as a secret agent of the Kaiser in Paris, but had to fly on account of the recent Ullmo affair at Toulon. Hes a very clever spy — about as clever, indeed, as Hartmann himself. Why he is coming to England is not quite clear. But we must find out.

For the next four days I waited in great anxiety, and when, at the appointed hour, I presented myself at the Ritz and was shown into the private salon, the middle-aged, fair-haired, rather elegant man eyed me up and down swiftly as I stood before him with great deference.

I was about to play a dangerous game.

After a number of questions, and an examination of my credentials, all of which, I may as well admit, had been prepared by Ray and Vera, he engaged me, and that same evening I entered upon my duties, greatly to the satisfaction of Vera and her lover.

Fortunately I was not known at the Ritz, and was therefore able for the first week or so to do my valeting, brushing my masters clothes, polishing his boots, getting out his dress-suit, and other such duties, undisturbed, my eyes, however, always open to get a glimpse of any papers that might be left in the pockets or elsewhere.

Twice he drove to Pont Street and dined with Hartmann. The pair were in frequent consultation, it seemed, for one afternoon the chief of the German spies in England called, and was closeted closely with my master for fully two hours.

I stood outside the door, but unfortunately the doors of the Ritz are so constructed that nothing can be heard in the corridors. All I knew was that, on being called in to give a message over the telephone, I saw lying on the table between them several English six-inch ordnance maps.

No master could have been more generous than the Baron. He was tall, rather dandified, and seemed a great favourite with the ladies. Hartmann had introduced him to certain well-known members of the German colony in London, and he passed as the possessor of a big estate near Cochem, on the Moselle. He told me one day while I was brushing his coat that he preferred life in England to Germany. He, however, made no mention of his residence in France and how he had ingeniously induced a French naval officer to become a traitor.

From the Ritz we, later on, removed into expensive quarters at Claridges, and here my master received frequent visits from a shabby, thin-faced, shrivelled-up old foreigner, whom I took to be a Dutchman, his name being Mr. Van Nierop.

Whenever he called the Baron and he held close consultation, sometimes for hours. We travelled to Eastbourne, Bournemouth, Birmingham, Edinburgh, Glasgow, and other cities, yet ever and anon the shabby old Dutchman seemed to turn up at odd times and places, as though springing from nowhere.

When absent from London, the Baron frequently sent telegraphic messages in cipher to a registered address in London. Were these, I wondered, intended for Hartmann or for the mysterious Van Nierop?

The old fellow seemed to haunt us everywhere, dogging our footsteps continually, and appearing in all sorts of out-of-the-way places with his long, greasy overcoat, shabby hat, and shuffling gait, by which many mistook him for a Hebrew.

And the more closely I watched my aristocratic master, the more convinced I became that Van Nierop and he were acting in collusion. But of what was in progress I could obtain no inkling.

Frequently we moved quickly from one place to another, as though my master feared pursuit, then we went suddenly to Aix, Vichy, and Carlsbad, and remained away for some weeks. Early in the autumn we were back again at a suite of well-furnished chambers in Clarges Street, off Piccadilly.

I expect, Dickson, that we shall be in London some months, the Baron had said to me on the second morning after we had installed ourselves with our luggage. The place belonged to a wealthy young peer of racing proclivities, and was replete with every comfort. All had been left just as it was, even to an open box of cigars. His lordship had gone on a trip round the world.

On the third day — a very wet and dismal one, I recollect — the old Dutchman arrived. The Baron was out, therefore he waited — waited in patience for six long hours for his return. When my master re-entered, the pair sat together for half an hour. Then suddenly the Baron shouted to me, Dickson! Pack my suit-case and biggest kit-bag at once. Put in both dress-coat and dinner-jacket. And I shant want you. Youll stay here and mind the place.

Yes, sir, I replied, and began briskly to execute his orders.

When the shabby old fellow had gone, the Baron called me into the sitting-room and gave me two cipher telegrams, one written on the yellow form used for foreign messages. The first, which he had numbered 1 in blue pencil, was addressed Zaza, Berlin, and the second was to Tejada, Post Office, Manchester.

These, Dickson, I shall leave with you, for I may want them despatched. Send them the instant you receive word from me. I will tell you which to send. Its half-past eight. I leave Charing Cross at nine, but cannot give you any fixed address. Heres money to get along with. Wait here until my return.

I was sorely disappointed. I knew that he was a spy and was in England for some fixed purpose. But what it was I could not discover.

And, he added, as though it were an afterthought, if any one should by chance inquire about Mr. Van Nierop — whether you know him, or if he has been here — remember that you know nothing — nothing. You understand?

Very well, sir, was my response.

Five minutes later, refusing to allow me to accompany him to the station, he drove away into Piccadilly with his luggage upon a hansom, and thus was I left alone for an indefinite period.

That evening I went round to Bruton Street, where I saw Ray, and described what had occurred.

He sat staring into the fire in silence for some time.

Well, he answered at last, if what I surmise be true, Jack, the Baron ought to be back here in about a week. Continue to keep both eyes and ears open. Theres a deep game being played, I am certain. Hes with Hartmann very often. Recollect what I told you about the clever manner in which the Baron conducted the affair at Toulon. He would have been entirely successful hadnt a woman given Ullmo away. See me as little as you can. You never know who may be watching you during the Barons absence.

On the next evening I went out for a stroll towards Piccadilly Circus and accidentally met a man I knew, a German named Karl Stieber, a man of about thirty, who was valet to a young gentleman who lived in the flat beneath us.

Together we descended to that noisy café beneath the Hôtel de lEurope in Leicester Square, where we met four other friends of Karls, servants like himself.

As we sat together, he told me that his brother was head-waiter at a little French restaurant in Dean Street, Soho, called La Belle Niçoise, a place where one could obtain real Provençal dishes. Then, I on my part, told him of my own position and my travels with the Baron.

When we ascended into Leicester Square again we found the pavements congested, for Dalys, the Empire, and the Alhambra had just disgorged their throngs.

As he walked with me he turned, and suddenly asked:

Since youve been in London has old Van Nierop visited the Baron?

I started in quick surprise, but in an instant recollected my masters injunctions.

Van Nierop! I echoed. Whom do you mean?

But he only laughed knowingly, exclaiming:

All right. Youll deny all knowledge of him, of course. But, my dear Dickson, take the advice of one who knows, and be ever watchful. Take care of your own self. Good night!

And my friend, who seemed to possess some secret knowledge, vanished in the crowd.

Once or twice he ascended and called upon me, and we sometimes used to spend our evenings together in that illicit little gaming-room behind a shop in Old Compton Street, a place much frequented by foreign servants.

I noticed, however, though he was very inquisitive regarding the Baron and his movements, he would never give me any reason. He sometimes warned me mysteriously that I was in danger. But to me his words appeared absurd.

One evening, in the third week of December, he and I were in the Barons room chatting, when a ring came at the door, and I found the Baron himself, looking very tired and fagged. He almost staggered into his sitting-room, brushing past Karl on his way. He was dressed in different clothes, and I scarcely recognised him at first.

Whos that, Dickson? he demanded sharply. I thought I told you I forbade visitors here! Send him away. I want to talk to you.

I obeyed, and when he heard the door close the Baron, who I noticed was travel-worn and dirty, with a soiled collar and many days growth of beard, said:

Dont have anybody here — not even your best friend, Dickson. Youd admit no stranger here if you knew the truth, he added, with a meaning look. Fortunately, perhaps you dont.

Then, after he had gulped down the cognac I had brought at his order, he went on:

Now, listen. In a little more than a week it will be New Years day. On that day there will arrive for me a card of greeting. You will open all my letters on that morning, and find it. Either it will be perfectly plain and bear the words A Happy New Year in frosted letters, or else it will be a water-colour snow scene — a house, bare trees, moonlight, you know the kind of thing — with the words The Compliments of the Season. Upon either will be written in violet ink, in a womans hand, the words in English, To dear Heinrich. You understand, eh?

Perfectly, sir.

Good, he said. Now, I gave you two telegrams before I left. If the card is a plain one, burn it and despatch the first telegram; if coloured, then send the second message. Do you follow?

I replied in the affirmative, when, to my surprise he rose, and instead of entering his bedroom to wash, he simply swallowed a second glass of brandy, sighed, and departed, saying:

Remember, you know nothing — nothing whatever. If there should be any inquiries about me, keep your mouth closed.

Twice my friend Stieber called in the days that followed, but I flattered myself that from me he learnt nothing.

On the morning of New Years day five letters were pushed through the box. Eagerly I tore them open. The last, bearing a Dutch stamp, with the postmark of Utrecht, contained the expected card, with the inscription To dear Heinrich, a small hand-painted scene upon celluloid, with forget-me-nots woven round the words With the Compliments of the Season.

Half an hour later, having burned the card according to my instructions, I despatched the mysterious message to Manchester.

That evening, about ten oclock, Stieber called for me to go for a stroll and drink a New Year health. But as we turned from Clarges Street into Piccadilly I could have sworn that a man we passed in the darkness was old Van Nierop. I made no remark, however, because I did not wish to draw my companions attention to the shuffling old fellow.

Had the telegram, I wondered, brought him to London?

Ten minutes later, in the Café Monico, my friend Karl lifted his glass to me, saying:

Well, a Happy New Year, my dear friend. Take my advice, and dont trust your Baron too implicitly.

What do you mean? I asked. You always speak in enigmas!

But he laughed, and would say no more.

Next day dawned. Grey and muddy, it was rendered more dismal by my loneliness. I idled away the morning, anxious to be travelling again, but at noon there was a caller, a thin, pale-faced girl of fifteen or so, poorly dressed and evidently of the working-class.

When, in response to her question, I had told her my name, she said:

Ive been sent by the Baron to tell you he wishes to see you very particularly to-night at nine oclock, at this address.

She handed me an envelope with an address upon it, and then went down the stairs.

The address I read was: 4A Bishops Lane, Chiswick.

The mysterious appointment puzzled me, but after spending a very cheerless day, I hailed a taxi-cab at eight oclock and set forth for Chiswick, a district to which I had never before been.

At length we found ourselves outside an old-fashioned church, and on inquiry I was told by a boy that Bishops Lane was at the end of a footpath which led through the churchyard.

I therefore dismissed the taxi, and after some search, at length found No. 4A, an old-fashioned house standing alone in the darkness amid a large garden surrounded by high, bare trees — a house built in the long ago days before Chiswick became a London suburb.

As I walked up the path the door was opened, and I found the old man Van Nierop standing behind it.

Without a word he ushered me into a back room, which, to my surprise, was carpetless and barely furnished. Then he said, in that strange croaking voice of his:

Your master will be here in about a quarter of an hour. Hes delayed. Have a cigarette.

I took one from the packet he offered, and still puzzled, lit it and sat down to await the Baron.

The old man had shuffled out, and I was left alone, when of a sudden a curious drowsiness overcame me. I fancy there must have been a narcotic in the tobacco, for I undoubtedly slept.

When I awoke I found, to my amazement, that I could not use my arms. I was still seated in the wooden arm-chair, but my arms and legs were bound with ropes, while the chair itself had been secured to four iron rings screwed into the floor.

Over my mouth was bound a cloth so that I could not speak.

Before me, his thin face distorted by a hideous, almost demoniacal laugh of triumph, stood old Van Nierop, watching me as I recovered consciousness. At his side, grinning in triumph, was my master, the Baron.

I tried to ask the meaning of it all, but was unable.

See, see! cried the old Dutchman, pointing with his bony finger to the dirty table near me, whereon a candle-end was burning straight before my eyes beside a good-sized book — a leather-bound ledger it appeared to be. Do you know what I intend doing? Well, Im going to treat you as all English spies should be treated. That candle will burn low in five minutes and sever the string you see which joins the wick. Look what that innocent-looking book contains! and with a peal of discordant laughter he lifted the cover, showing, to my horror, that it was a box, wherein reposed a small glass tube filled with some yellow liquid, a trigger held back by the string, and some square packets wrapped in oiled paper.

You see what this is! he said slowly and distinctly. The moment the string is burned through, the hammer will fall, and this house will be blown to atoms. That book contains the most powerful explosive known to science.

I could not demand an explanation, for though I struggled, I could not speak.

I watched the old man fingering with fiendish delight the terrible machine he had devised for my destruction.

You and your friend Raymond thought to trap us! said the Baron. But, you see, he who laughs last laughs best. Adieu, and I wish you a pleasant trip, my young friend, into the next world, and both went out, closing the door after them.

All was silence. I sat there helpless, pinioned, staring at the burning candle and awaiting the most awful death that can await a man.

Ah, those moments! How can I ever adequately describe them? Suffice it to say that my hair was dark on that morning, but in those terrible moments of mental agony, of fear and horror, it became streaked with grey.

Lower and still lower burned the flame, steadily, imperceptibly, yet, alas! too sure. Each second brought me nearer the grave.

I was face to face with death.

Frantically and fiercely I fought to wrench myself free — fought until a great exhaustion fell upon me.

Then, as the candle had burned until the flame was actually touching that thin string which held me between life and death, I fainted.

A blinding flash, a terrific explosion that deafened me, and a feeling of sudden numbness.

I found myself lying on the path outside with two men at my side.

One was a dark-bearded, thick-set, but gentlemanly-looking man — the other was Ray Raymond.

Of the house where I had been, scarcely anything remained save its foundations. The big trees in the garden had been shattered and torn down, and every window in the neighbourhood had been blown in, to the intense alarm of hundreds of people who were now rushing along the dark, unfrequented thoroughfare.

My God! cried Ray. What a narrow escape youve had! Why didnt you take my advice? It was fortunate that, suspecting something, we followed you here. This gentleman, he said, introducing his friend, is Bellamy, of the Special Department at Scotland Yard. We just discovered you in time. Old Van Nierop ran inside again when he met us in the path. He thought he had time to escape through the back, but he hadnt. Hes been blown to atoms himself, as well as the Baron, and thus saved us the trouble of extradition.

I was too exhausted and confused to reply. Besides, a huge crowd was already gathering, the fire-brigade had come up, and the police seemed to be examining the débris strewn everywhere.

You watched the Baron well, but not quite well enough, my dear Jacox, Ray said. They evidently suspected you of prying into their business, and plotted to put you quietly out of the way. You have evidently somehow betrayed yourself.

But what was their business? I asked. I searched every scrap of paper in the Barons rooms, but was never able to discover anything.

Well, the truth is that the reason the Baron came to England was in order to take a house in this secluded spot. Aided by Van Nierop they have established a depôt close by in readiness for the coming of the Kaisers army. Come with me and let us investigate.

And leading me to a stable at the rear of another house about fifty yards distant, he, aided by Bellamy, broke open the padlocked door.

Within we found great piles of small, strongly bound boxes containing rifle ammunition, together with about sixty cases of old Martini-Henry rifles, weapons still very serviceable at close quarters, a quantity of revolvers, and ten cases of gun-cotton — quite a formidable store of arms and ammunition, similar to that we found in Essex, and intended, no doubt, for the arming of the horde of Germans already in London on the day when the Kaiser gives the signal for the dash upon our shores.

This is only one of the depôts established in the neighbourhood of the metropolis, Raymond said. There are others, and we must set to work to discover them. Germany leaves nothing to chance, and there are already in London fifty thousand well-trained men of the Fatherland, most of whom belong to secret clubs, and who will on the Day rise en masse at the signal of invasion.

But the Baron! I exclaimed, half dazed. Where is he?

Theyve just recovered portions of him, replied Ray, with a grin.

But that New Years card! I exclaimed, and then amid the excitement proceeded to tell Bellamy and my companion what had happened.

The message you sent to Manchester was to acquaint Hartmann, who is staying at this moment at the Midland Grand Hotel, with their intended vengeance upon you, my dear old chap. Nierop was a Dutch merchant in the City, and his habit was to import arms and ammunition in small quantities, and distribute them to the different secret depôts, one of which we know is somewhere near the Adelaide, in Chalk Farm Road, another is at a house in Malmesbury Road, Canning Town, a third in Shepperton Street, Hoxton, and a fourth is said to be close by the chapel in Cowley Road, Leytonstone.

And there are others besides, remarked Bellamy.

Yes, remarked Raymond, one is certainly somewhere in Crowland Road, South Tottenham, another near the Gas Works at Hornsey, and others somewhere between Highgate Hill and the New River reservoir. Besides, there are no doubt several in such towns as Ipswich, Chelmsford, Yarmouth, and Norwich.

The police had by this time taken possession of the stable, but no information was given to the public, fearing that a panic might be caused if the truth leaked out.

So the newspapers and the public believed the death of the German and the Dutchman to be due to a gas explosion — at least that was what the police reported at the inquest. Next day the arms and ammunition were quietly removed in closed vans from the house and stable which the spies had rented, and conveyed to safe keeping at Woolwich — where, I believe, they still remain as evidence of the German intentions.

Londoners, indeed, sadly disregard the peril in which they are placed with a hostile force already in their midst — an advance guard of the enemy already on the alert, and but awaiting the landing of their compatriots from the Fatherland.

No sane man can to-day declare that, with our maladministered Navy, the invasion of England is impossible. Invasion is not a scare. It is a hard fact which must be faced, if we are not to fall beneath the mailed fist.

The peril is great, and it is increasing daily. The Germans are strenuous in their endeavours to make every preparation for the successful raid upon our shores.

As an instance, in February, 1909, what may well be described as a careful, complete, and systematic photographic survey of the coast between the Tyne and the Tees was conducted, it is stated, by a party of foreigners, three of whom were Germans.

Every indentation of the coast, and especially those in the neighbourhood of the dunes about Heselden and Castle Eden, was faithfully recorded by means of the camera, photographs being taken both at low tide and at high tide at various points.

Considerable attention was given to the entrances to the Tyne, Tees and Wear, and also to the Harbour entrances at Seaham Harbour and Hartlepool; whilst the positions of the various coast batteries and coast-guard stations were also photographed.

Nor did the party, whose operations extended over a period of several weeks, confine their attention solely to the coast line. Railway junctions and bridges near the coast, collieries, and even farm-houses were photographed; in fact, the salient features of the countryside bordering the sea were all included in what was altogether a most exhaustive series of pictures.

A certain number of films were developed from day to day at West Hartlepool, something like two hundred pictures in all being dealt with, but these formed only a tithe of the photographs taken, and the undeveloped films, together with the prints from those that had been developed, were despatched direct to Hamburg and Berlin, while some were sent to the head-quarters of the German espionage in Pont Street, London.


CHAPTER XII

HOW GERMANY FOMENTS STRIFE
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RAY RAYMOND HAD been engaged watching the house of Hermann Hartmann in Pont Street ever since our discovery of the secret store of arms and ammunition down at Chiswick.

I had been absent at Devonport, keeping observation upon the movements of two Germans who had once or twice paid visits to Hartmann, and who had evidently received his instructions personally. The two men in question were known to us as spies, for with two other compatriots we had found them, only three months before, busily engaged in preparing a plan of the water-mains of East London, in order that, in case of invasion, some of the German colony could destroy the principal mains and thus deprive half the metropolis of drinking-water.

In Leeds they had, we know, mapped out the whole water-supply, as Barker had done at North Shields; and again in Sheffield, the plans of which were in Berlin; but fortunately we had discovered them at work in London, and had been able to prevent them from accomplishing their object. Two of the men had returned to Germany on being detected, and the other two were now at Devonport, where I had been living for a month in irritating inactivity.

One afternoon, on receipt of a telegram from Ray, I immediately returned to London, and as I entered the flat in Bruton Street, my friend said:

The great agent provocateur of the German Government, our friend Hermann Hartmann, has left for Russia, Jack. His employers have sent him there for some special reason. Would it not be wise for you to follow, and ascertain the latest move?

If you think so, Ill go, I said readily. You can take my place down at Devonport. Ive been there too long and may be spotted. Where has Hartmann gone?

First back to Berlin. He has been ordered to go to Poland on a special mission.

Then I must pick him up in Berlin, I said.

And thus it was arranged. Next morning I obtained a special visa to my passport from the Russian Ambassador, whom I chanced to know personally, and at 2.20 left Charing Cross for Calais, bound for Berlin.

I was puzzled why Hartmann, the most trusted agent of the Kaisers secret police, should be so suddenly transferred to Russian territory. It was only temporarily, no doubt, but it behoved us to have knowledge of what might be in the wind.

It was winter, and the journey to the German capital was cold and cheerless. Yet I had not been there six hours before I had discovered that Hartmann had left for a place called Ostrog, in Eastern Poland.

Therefore I lost no time in setting forth for that rather obscure place.

Yes, nowadays my life was a strange one, full of romance and constant change, of excitement — and sometimes of insecurity.

For what reason had the great Hartmann been sent so far afield?

On leaving the railway, I travelled for two days in a sleigh over those endless snow-covered roads and dark forests, until my horses, with their jingling bells, pulled up before a small inn on the outskirts of the dismal-looking town of Ostrog. The place, with its roofs covered with freshly-fallen snow, lay upon the slight slope of a low hill, beneath which wound the Wilija Goryn, now frozen so hard that the bridge was hardly ever used. It was January, and that month in Poland is always a cold one.

I had crossed the frontier at the little village of Kolodno, and thence driven along the valleys into Volynien, a long, weary, dispiriting drive, on and on until those bells maddened me by their monotonous rhythm. Cramped and cold I was, notwithstanding the big fur coat I wore, the fur cap with flaps, fur gloves, and fur rug. The country inns in which I had spent the past two nights had been filthy places where the stoves had been surrounded by evil-smelling peasantry, where the food was uneatable and where a wooden bench had served me as a bed.

At each stage where we changed horses the post-house keeper had held up his hands when he knew my destination was Ostrog. The Red Rooster was crowing there, they said significantly.

It was true. Russia was under the Terror again, and in no place in the whole empire were the revolutionists so determined as in the town whither I was bound. I saw at once the reason why Hartmann was there — to secretly stir up strife, for it is to the advantage of Germany that Russia should be in a state of unrest. To observe the German methods was certainly interesting.

Ostrog at last! As I stood up and descended unsteadily from my sleigh my eyes fell upon something upon the snow near the door of the inn. There was blood. It told its own tale.

From the white town across the frozen river I heard revolver shots, followed by a loud explosion that shook the whole place and startled the three horses in my sleigh.

Inside the long, low, common room of the inn, with its high brick stove, against which half a dozen frightened-looking men and women were huddled, I asked for the proprietor, whereupon an elderly man, with shaggy hair and beard, came forth, pulling his forelock.

I want to stay here, I said.

Yes, your excellency, was the old fellows reply, in Polish. Whatever accommodation my poor inn can afford is at your service — and he at once shouted orders to my driver to bring in my kit, while the women, all of them flat-faced peasants, made room for me at the stove.

From where I stood I could hear the sound of desultory firing across the bridge, and inquired what was in progress.

But there was an ominous silence. They did not reply, for, as I afterwards discovered, they had taken me for a high police official from Petersburg, thus accounting for the innkeepers courtesy.

Tell me, I said, addressing the wrinkled-faced old Pole, what is happening over yonder?

The Cossacks, he stammered. Krasiloff and his Cossacks are upon us. They have just entered the town and are shooting down people everywhere. Hartmann, the great patriot from Germany, has arrived, and the fight for freedom has commenced, excellency. But it is horrible. A poor woman was shot dead before my door half an hour ago, and her body taken away by the soldiers.

Tired as I was, I lost no time. With a glance to see that my own revolver was loaded, I threw aside my overcoat, and, leaving the inn, walked across the bridge into a poor narrow street of wretched-looking houses, many of them built of wood. A man limped slowly past me, wounded in the leg, and leaving blood-spots behind him as he went. An old woman was seated in a doorway, her face buried in her hands, wailing:

My poor son! — dead! — dead!

Before me I saw a great barricade composed of trees, household furniture, paving-stones, overturned carts, pieces of barbed wire — in fact, everything and anything the populace could seize upon for the construction of hasty defence. Upon the top, silhouetted against the clear frosty sky, was the scarlet flag of the revolution — the Red Rooster was crowing!

Excited men were there, armed with rifles, shouting and giving orders. Then I saw that a small space had been left open against the wall of a house so that persons might pass and repass.

As I approached a wild-haired man shouted to me and beckoned frantically. I grasped his meaning. He wished me to come within. I ran forward, entered the town proper, and a few moments later the opening was closed by a dozen slabs of stone being heaped up into it by as many willing hands.

Thus I found myself in the very centre of the revolution, behind the barricades, of which there were, it seemed, six or seven. From the rear there was constant firing, and the streets in the vicinity were, I saw to my horror, already filled with dead and wounded. Women were wailing over husbands, lovers, brothers; men over their daughters and wives. Even children of tender age were lying helpless and wounded, some of them shattered and dead.

Ah! that sight was sickening. Never had I seen wholesale butchery such as that in which I was now in the midst. I was looking about to find the German agent provocateur, but I failed to find him. Perhaps, having bidden the people to rise, he had himself escaped. Most probably.

Above us bullets whistled as the Cossacks came suddenly round a side street and made a desperate attack upon the barricade I had entered only a few minutes before. A dozen of those fighting for their freedom fell back dead at my feet at the first volley. They had been on top of the barricade, offering a mark to the troops of the Czar. Before us and behind us there was firing, for at the rear of us was another barricade. We were, in fact, between two deadly fires.

Revolver in hand, I stood ready to defend my own life. In those exciting moments I disregarded the danger I ran from being struck in that veritable hail of lead. Men fell wounded all around me, and there was blood everywhere. A thin, dark-headed young fellow under thirty — a Moscow student, I subsequently heard — seemed to be the ringleader, for above the firing could be heard his shouts of encouragement.

Fight! my comrades! he cried, standing close to me and waving the red flag he carried — the emblem of the Terror— Down with the Czar! Kill the vermin he sends to us! Long live Germany! Long live freedom! Kill them! he shrieked. They have killed your wives and daughters. Men of Ostrog — remember your duty to-day! Set an example to Russia. Do not let the Moscow fiasco be repeated here. Fight! Fight on as long as you have a drop of life-blood in you, and we shall win, we shall win! Down with the Autocrat! Down with the — —

His sentence was never finished, for at that instant he reeled backwards with half his face shot away by a Cossack bullet.

The situation was, for me, one of greatest peril. I had had no opportunity of finding the governor of the town to present my credentials, and thus obtain protection. The whole place was in open revolt, and when the troops broke down the defences, as I saw they must do sooner or later, then we should all be caught in a trap, and no quarter would be given.

The massacre would be the same as at Moscow and many other towns in Western Russia, wherein the populace had been shot down indiscriminately, and official telegrams had been sent to Petersburg reporting order now reigns.

I sought shelter in a doorway, but scarcely had I done so than a bullet embedded itself in the woodwork a few inches from my head. At the barricade the women were helping the men, loading their rifles for them, shouting and encouraging them to fight gallantly for freedom. And suddenly I caught sight of Hartmanns evil face. He was calmly talking to a man who was no doubt also in the German employ. The rising was their work!

A yellow-haired young woman, not more than twenty, emerged from a house close by where I stood and ran past me to the barricade. As she passed I saw that she carried something in her hand. It looked like a small cylinder of metal.

Shouting to a man who was firing through a loophole near the top of the barricade, she handed it up to him. Taking it carefully, he scrambled up higher, waited for a few moments, and then, raising himself, he hurled it far into the air into the midst of an advancing troop of Cossacks.

There was a red flash, a terrific explosion which shook the whole town, wrecking the houses in the immediate vicinity, and blowing to atoms dozens of the Czars soldiers.

A wild shout of victory went up from the revolutionists when they saw the havoc caused by the awful bomb. The yellow-haired girl returned again and brought another, which, after some ten minutes or so, was similarly hurled against the troops, with equally disastrous effect.

The roadway was strewn with the bodies of those Cossacks which General Kinski, the governor of the town, had telegraphed for, and whom Krasiloff had ordered to give no quarter to the revolutionists. In Western Russia the name of Krasiloff was synonymous with all that was cruel and brutal. It was he who ordered the flogging of the five young women at Minsk, those poor unfortunate creatures who were knouted by Cossacks who laid their backs bare to the bone. As every one in Russia knows, two of them, both members of good families, died within a few hours, and yet no reprimand did he receive from Petersburg. By the Czar and at the Ministry of the Interior he was known to be a hard man, and for that reason certain towns where the revolutionary spirit was strongest had been given into his hands.

At Kiev he had executed without trial dozens of men and woman arrested for revolutionary acts. A common grave was dug in the prison yard, and the victims, four at a time, were led forward to the edge of the pit and shot, each batch being compelled to witness the execution of the four prisoners preceding them. With a refinement of cruelty that was only equalled by the Inquisition, he had wrung confessions from women, and afterwards had them shot and buried. At Petersburg they knew these things, but he had actually been commended and decorated for his loyalty to the Czar!

And now that he had been hurriedly moved to Ostrog the people knew that his order to the Cossacks was to massacre the people, and more especially the Jewish portion of the population, without mercy.

Krasiloff is here! said the man whose face was smeared with blood as he stood by me. He intends that we shall all die, but we will fight for it. The revolution has only just commenced. Soon the peasants will rise, and we will sweep the country clean of the vermin the Czar has placed upon us. To-day Kinski, the governor, has been fired at twice, but unsuccessfully. He wants a bomb, and he shall have it, he added meaningly. Olga — the girl yonder with the yellow hair — has one for him! — and he laughed grimly.

I recognised my own deadly peril. I stood revolver in hand, though I had not fired a shot, for I was no revolutionist. I was only awaiting the inevitable breaking down of the barricade — and the awful catastrophe that must befall the town when those Cossacks, drunk with the lust for blood, swept into the streets.

Around me men and women were shouting themselves hoarse, while the red emblem of Terror still waved lazily from the top of the barricade. The men manning the improvised defence kept up a withering fire upon the troops, who in the open road were afforded no cover. Time after time the place shook as those terrible bombs exploded with awful result, for the yellow-haired girl seemed to keep up a continuous supply of them. They were only seven or eight inches long, but hurled into a company of soldiers their effect was deadly.

For half an hour longer it seemed as though the defence of the town would be effectual, yet, of a sudden, the redoubled shouts of those about me told me the truth.

The Cossacks had been reinforced, and were about to rush the barricade.

I managed to peer forth, and there, surely enough, the whole roadway was filled with soldiers.

Yells, curses, heavy firing, men falling back from the barricade to die around me, and the disappearance of the red flag showed that the Cossacks were at last scaling the great pile of miscellaneous objects that blocked the street. A dozen of the Czars soldiers appeared silhouetted against the sky as they scrambled across the top of the barricade, but the next second a dozen corpses fell to earth, riddled by the bullets of the men standing below in readiness.

In a moment, however, others appeared in their places, and still more and more. Women threw up their hands in despair and fled for their lives, while men — calmly prepared to die in the cause — shouted again and again, Down with Krasiloff and the Czar! Long live the revolution! Long live Germany! Give us the Kaiser! Victory for the peoples will!

I stood undecided. I was facing death. Those Cossacks with orders to massacre would give no quarter, and would not discriminate. Krasiloff was waiting for his dastardly order to be carried out. The Czar had given him instructions to crush the revolution by whatever means he thought proper.

Those moments of suspense seemed hours. Suddenly there was another flash, a stunning report, the air was filled with débris, and a great breach opened in the barricade. The Cossacks had used explosives to clear away the obstruction. Next instant they were upon us.

I flew — flew for my life. Whither my legs carried me I know not. Womens despairing shrieks rent the air on every hand. The massacre had commenced. I remember I dashed into a long, narrow street that seemed half deserted, then turned corner after corner, but behind me, ever increasing, rose the cries of the doomed populace. The Cossacks were following the people into their houses and killing men, women, and even children.

Suddenly, as I turned into a side street, I saw that it led into a large open thoroughfare, the main road through the town, I expect. And there, straight before me, I saw that an awful scene was being enacted.

I turned to run back, but at that instant a womans long, despairing cry reached me, causing me to glance within a doorway, where stood a big, brutal Cossack, who had pursued and captured a pretty, dark-haired, well-dressed girl.

Save me! she shrieked as I passed. Oh, save me, sir! she gasped, white, terrified, and breathless with struggling. He will kill me!

The burly soldier had his bearded face close down to hers, his arms clasped around her, and had evidently forced her from the street into the entry.

For a second I hesitated.

Oh, sir, save me! Save me, and God will reward you! she implored, her big, dark eyes turned to mine in final appeal.

The fellow at that moment raised his fist and struck her a brutal blow upon the mouth that caused the blood to flow, saying with a savage growl:

Be quiet, will you?

Let that woman go! I commanded in the best Russian I could.

In an instant, with a glare in his fiery eyes, for the blood-lust was within him, he turned upon me and sneeringly asked who I was to give him orders, while the poor girl reeled, half stunned by his blow.

Let her go I say! I shouted, advancing quickly towards him.

But in a moment he had drawn his big army revolver, and, ere I became aware of his dastardly intention, he raised it to a few inches from her face.

Quick as thought I raised my own weapon, which I had held behind me, and, being accredited a fairly good shot, I fired in an endeavour to save the poor girl.

Fortunately my bullet struck, for he stepped back, his revolver dropped from his fingers upon the stones, and, stumbling forward, he fell dead at her feet without a word. My shot had, I saw, hit him in the temple, and death had probably been instantaneous.

With a cry of joy at her sudden release, the girl rushed across to me, and raising my left hand to her lips, kissed it, at the same time thanking me.

Then, for the first time, I recognised how uncommonly pretty she was. Not more than eighteen, she was slim and petite, with a narrow waist and graceful figure — quite unlike in refinement and in dress the other women I had seen in Ostrog. Her dark hair had come unbound in her desperate struggle with the Cossack and hung about her shoulders, her bodice was torn and revealed a bare white neck, and her chest heaved and fell as in breathless, disjointed sentences she thanked me again and again.

There was not a second to lose, however. She was, I recognised, a Jewess, and Krasiloffs orders were not to spare them.

From the main street beyond rose the shouts and screams, the firing and wild triumphant yells as the terrible massacre progressed.

Come with me! she cried breathlessly. Along here. I know of a place of safety!

And she led the way, running swiftly for about two hundred yards, and then, turning into a narrow, dirty courtyard, passed through an evil, forbidding-looking house, where all was silent as the grave.

With a key she quickly opened the door of a poor, ill-furnished room, which she closed behind her, but did not lock. Then, opening a door on the opposite side, which had been papered over so as to escape observation, I saw there was a flight of damp stone stairs leading down to a cellar or some subterranean regions beneath the house.

Down here! she said, taking a candle, lighting it, and handing it to me. Go — I will follow.

I descended cautiously into the cold, dank place, discovering it to be a kind of unlighted cellar hewn out of the rock. A table, a chair, a lamp, and some provisions showed that preparation had been made for concealment there, but ere I had entirely explored the place my pretty fellow-fugitive rejoined me.

This, I hope, is a place of safety, she said. They will not find us here. This is where Gustave lived before his flight.

Gustave? I repeated, looking her straight in the face.

She dropped her eyes and blushed. Her silence told its own tale. The previous occupant of that rock chamber was her lover.

Her name was Luba — Luba Lazareff, she told me. But of herself she would tell me nothing further. Her reticence was curious, yet before long I recognised the reason of her refusal.

In reply to further questions she said: The Germans are our friends. Two men from Berlin have been in Ostrog nearly a month holding secret meetings and urging us to rise.

Do you know Hermann Hartmann? I inquired.

Ah! yes. He is the great patriot. He arrived here the day before yesterday to address us before the struggle, she replied enthusiastically.

Candle in hand, I was examining the deepest recesses of the dark, cavernous place, while she lit the lamp, when, to my surprise, I discovered at the further end a workmans bench, upon which were various pieces of turned metal, pieces of tube of various sizes, and little phials of glass like those used for the tiny tabloids for subcutaneous injections.

I took one up to examine it, but at that instant she noticed me and screamed in terror.

Ah, sir! For heavens sake, put that down — very carefully. Touch nothing there, or we may both be blown to pieces! See! she added in a low, intense voice of confession, as she, dashed forward, there are finished bombs there! Gustave could not carry them all away, so he left those with me.

Then Gustave made these, eh?

Yes. And, see, he gave me this — and she drew from her breast a small, shining cylinder of brass, a beautifully finished little object about four inches long similar to those used at the barricade. He gave this to me to use — if necessary! the girl added, a meaning flash in her dark eyes.

For a moment I was silent.

Then you would have used it upon that Cossack? I said slowly.

That was my intention.

And kill yourself, as well as your assailant?

I have promised him, was her simple answer.

And this Gustave? You love him? Tell me all about him. Remember I am your friend, and will help you if I can.

She hesitated, and I was compelled to urge her again and again ere she would speak.

Well, he is German — from Berlin, she said at last, as we still stood before the bomb-makers bench. He is a chemist, and, being an anarchist, came to us, and joined us in the Revolution. The petards thrown over the barricades to-day were of his make, but he had to fly. He left yesterday.

For Berlin?

Ah! How can I tell? The Cossacks may have caught and killed him. He may be dead, she added hoarsely.

What direction has he taken?

He was compelled to leave hurriedly at midnight. He came, kissed me, and gave me this, she said, still holding the shining little bomb in her small white hand. He said he intended, if possible, to get over the hills to the frontier at Satanow.

I saw that she was deeply in love with the fugitive, whoever he might be.

Outside the awful massacre was in progress, we knew; but no sound of it reached us down in that rock-hewn tomb.

The yellow candle-light fell upon her sweet dimpled face, but when she turned her splendid eyes to mine I saw that in them was a look of anxiety and terror inexpressible.

I inquired of her father and mother, for she was of a superior class, as I had from the first moment detected. She spoke French extremely well, and we had dropped into that language as being easier for me than Russian.

What can it matter to you, sir, a stranger? she sighed.

But I am interested in you, mademoiselle, I answered. Had I not been I should not have fired that shot.

Ah, yes! she cried quickly. I am an ingrate! You saved my life, — and again she seized both my hands and kissed them.

Hark! I cried, startled. Whats that? for I distinctly heard a sound of crackling wood.

The next moment mens gruff voices reached us from above.

The Cossacks! she screamed. They have found us — they have found us! And the light died out of her beautiful countenance.

In her trembling hand she held the terrible little engine of destruction.

With a quick movement I gripped her wrist, urging her to refrain until all hope was abandoned, and together we stood facing the soldiers as they descended the stairs to where we were. They were, it seems, searching every house.

Ah! they cried, a good hiding-place this! But the wall was hollow, and revealed the door! and next moment we saw the figures of men.

Well, my pretty! exclaimed a big, leering Cossack, chucking the trembling girl beneath the chin.

Hold! I commanded the half-dozen men who now stood before us, their swords red with the life-blood of the Revolution. But before I could utter further word the poor girl was wrenched from my grasp, and the Cossack was smothering her face with his hot nauseous kisses.

Hold, I tell you! I shouted. Release her, or it is at your own peril!

Hulloa! they laughed. Who are you? — and one of the men raised his sword to strike me, whilst another held him back, exclaiming, Let us hear what he has to say!

Then listen! I said, drawing from my pocket book a folded paper. Read this, and look well at the signature. I am a British subject, and this girl is under my protection! — and I handed to the man who held little Luba in his arms my permit to travel hither and thither in Russia, which the Ambassador in London had signed for me.

The men, astounded at my announcement, read the document beneath the lamp-light and took counsel among themselves.

And who, pray, is this Jewess? inquired one.

My affianced wife, was my quick reply. And I command you at once to take us under safe conduct to General Krasiloff — quickly, without delay. We took refuge in this place from the Revolution, in which we have taken no part.

I saw, however, with sinking heart, that one of the men was examining the bomb-makers bench, and had recognised the character of what remained there.

He looked at us, smiled grimly, and whispered something to one of his companions.

Again in an authoritative tone I demanded to be taken to Krasiloff, and presently, after being marched as prisoners across the town, past scenes so horrible that they are still vividly before my eyes, we were taken into the chief police-office, where the hated official, a fat red-faced man in a generals uniform — the man without pity or remorse, the murderer of women and children — was sitting at a table. He greeted me with a grunt.

General, I said, addressing him, I have to present to you this order of your Ambassador, and to demand safe conduct. Your soldiers found me and my — —

I hesitated.

Your pretty Jewess — eh? — and a smile of sarcasm spread over his fat face. Well, go on — and he took the paper I handed him, knitting his brows again as his eyes fell upon the British royal arms and the visa.

We were found in a cellar where we had hidden from the revolt, I said.

The place has been used for the manufacture of bombs, declared one of the Cossacks.

The General looked my pretty companion straight in the face.

What is your name, girl? he demanded roughly.

Luba Lazareff.

Native of where?

Of Petersburg.

What are you doing in Ostrog?

She is with me, I interposed. I demand protection for her.

I am addressing the prisoner, sir, was his cold remark.

You refuse to obey the order of the Emperors representative in London! Good! Then I shall report you to the Minister, I exclaimed, piqued at his insolence.

Speak, girl! he roared, his black eyes fixed fiercely upon her. Why are you in Ostrog? You are no provincial, you know.

She is my affianced wife, I said, and in face of my statement and my passport she need make no reply to any of your questions.

A short, stout little man, shabbily dressed, pushed his way forward to the table, saying:

Luba Lazareff is a well-known revolutionist, your Excellency. The German maker of bombs, Gustave Englebach, is her lover — not this gentleman. Gustave only left Ostrog yesterday.

The speaker was, I afterwards discovered, one of Hartmanns agents.

And where is Englebach now? I gave orders for his arrest some days ago.

He was found this morning by the patrol on the road to Schumsk, recognised, and shot, your Excellency.

At this poor little Luba gave vent to a piercing scream and burst into a torrent of bitter tears.

You fiends! she cried. You have shot my Gustave! He is dead — dead!

There was no doubt, I suppose, as to his identity? asked the General.

None, your Excellency. Some papers found upon the body have been forwarded to us with the report.

Then let the girl be shot also. She aided him in the manufacture of the bombs.

Shot! I gasped, utterly staggered. What do you mean, General? You will shoot a poor defenceless girl, and in face of my demand for her protection. I have promised her marriage, I cried in desperation, and you condemn her to execution!

My Emperor has given me orders to quell the rebellion, and all who make bombs for use against the Government must die. His Majesty gave me orders to execute all such, said the official sternly. You, sir, will have safe conduct to whatever place you wish to visit. Take the girl away.

But, General, reflect a moment whether this is not — —

I never reflect, sir, he cried angrily, and rising from his chair with outstretched hand, he snapped:

How much of my time are you going to lose over the wench? Take her away, and let it be done at once.

The poor condemned girl, blanched to the lips and trembling from head to foot, turned quickly to me, and in a few words in French thanked me, and again kissed my hand, with the brief words, Farewell; you have done your best. God will reward you!

Then, with one accord, we all turned, and together went mournfully forth into the street.

A lump arose in my throat, for I saw, as the General pointed out, that my passport did not extend beyond my own person. Luba was a Russian subject, and therefore under the Russian martial law.

Of a sudden, however, just as we emerged into the roadway, the unfortunate girl, at whose side I still remained, turned and, raising her tearful face to mine, kissed me.

Then, before any of us were aware of her intention, she again turned, wrenched herself free, and rushed back into the room where the General was still sitting.

The Cossacks dashed after her, but ere they reached the chamber there was a terrific explosion, the air was filled with débris, the back of the building was torn completely out, and when a few minutes later I summoned courage to enter and peep within the wrecked room, I saw a scene that I dare not describe here in cold print.

Suffice it to say that the bodies of Luba and General Stepan Krasiloff were unrecognisable, save for the shreds of clothing that still remained.

Luba had used her bomb in revenge for Gustaves death, and she had freed Russia of the heartless tyrant who had condemned her to die.

But the man Hartmann — the German patriot, whose underlings had stirred up the revolt — was already on his way back to Berlin.

As in France and Russia, so also in England, German Secret agents are, we have discovered, at work stirring strife in many directions.

One is a dastardly scheme, by which, immediately before a dash is made upon our shores, a great railway strike is to be organised, ostensibly by the socialists, in order to further paralyse our trade and render us in various ways unable to resist the triumphant entry of the foe.

When the Day comes, this plot of our friends across the North Sea will assuredly be revealed, just as the truth was revealed to me at Ostrog.


CHAPTER XIII

OUR WIRELESS SECRETS
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SOMETHING IMPORTANT WAS being attempted, but what it was neither Ray Raymond nor myself could make out.

We had exerted a good deal of vigilance and kept constant watch upon Hartmanns house in Pont Street since my return from Poland, but all to no purpose.

Vera had been staying in London with her aunt and had greatly assisted us in keeping observation upon two strangers who had arrived in London about a month ago, and who were staying in an obscure hotel near Victoria Station.

Their names were Paul Dubois, a Belgian, and Frederick Gessner, a German. The first-named was, we judged, about forty, stout, flabby-faced, wearing gold pince-nez, while the German was somewhat younger, both quiet, studious-looking men who seemed, however, to be welcomed by many of the prominent members of the German colony in London.

On five separate occasions we had followed the pair to Kings Cross Station and watched them take third class tickets to Hull. They would remain there perhaps two or three days, and then return to London.

After a while they had grown tired of their hotel, and had taken a small furnished house at the top of Sydenham Hill, close to the Crystal Palace, a pleasant little place with a small secluded garden in which were several high old elms. They engaged a rather obese old Frenchwoman as housekeeper, and there they led a quiet life, engrossed apparently in literary studies.

I confess that when it came my turn to watch them I became more than ever convinced that Raymonds suspicions were ungrounded. They seldom went out, and when they did, it was either to dine with Hartmann, or to stroll about the suburban roads of Norwood, Sydenham, and Penge.

Late one afternoon, however, while I was down at Sydenham, I saw them emerge from the house, carrying their small suit-cases, and followed them to Kings Cross Station, where they took tickets for Hull.

Instantly I rushed to the telephone and informed Ray in Bruton Street of my intention to follow them.

That same night I found myself in the smoke-grimed Station Hotel in Hull, where the two foreigners had also put up.

Next day they called at a solicitors office at the end of Whitefriargate, and thence, accompanied by a man who was apparently the lawyers managing clerk, they went in a cab along the Docks, where, at a spot close to the Queens Dock, they pulled up before an empty factory, a place which was not very large, but which possessed a very high chimney.

The managing clerk entered the premises with a key, and for about half an hour the pair were within, apparently inspecting everything.

I was puzzled. Why they were in treaty to rent a place of this description was an utter enigma.

They returned to the hotel to luncheon, and I watched them engaged in animated discussion afterwards, and I also noticed that they despatched a telegram.

Next day they called upon the solicitor, and by their satisfied manner when they came forth from the office, I guessed that they had become tenants of the place.

In this I was not mistaken, for that same afternoon they went together to the factory and let themselves in with the key, remaining within for over an hour, evidently planning something.

That night I wrote a long report to Raymond, and next morning spoke to him over the telephone.

Vera wants to know if you want her in Hull. If so, shell come, my friend said. Im just as puzzled as you are. Those two men mean mischief — but in what manner is a mystery.

If Miss Vallance can come, Ill be only too thankful, I replied. I fear the men know you, but they dont know her. And she can greatly assist me.

Very well, Jacox, was his reply. Shell leave this evening. Shell wire to the hotel. Shed better not be seen with you. So, to the hotel people, youll be strangers. Meet outside, and arrange matters. Phone me when you want me up there.

Right, old chap, I replied. Ill ring you up at eleven to-morrow and report. So be in. Good-bye.

And I rang off.

Vera arrived just before eleven that evening. I was in the hall of the hotel when the porter entered, carrying her dressing-case. She passed me and went to the office, but I did not acknowledge her. She wore a neat dark blue travelling gown, well cut by her tailor, and a little toque which suited her face admirably. She possessed perfect taste in dress.

Half an hour later I sent a note up to her room by a waiter, asking her to meet me outside on the railway platform at ten oclock next morning.

She kept the appointment, and in order to escape observation we entered the refreshment-room.

The numbers of the rooms occupied by the two men are sixty-eight and seventy-two, I explained. Perhaps it will be as well if you watch them the whole of to-day. They are at present in the writing-room, so you can at once pick them up.

Certainly, Mr. Jacox, she said. Jack is intensely anxious. Hes very puzzled as to what they intend doing.

Yes, I replied, its quite a mystery. But we shall discover something ere long, never fear.

Vera laughed as she sipped the glass of milk I had ordered.

Then I briefly explained all that I had discovered, telling her how the two men had evidently taken the factory on a lease, and how they were there every day, apparently making plans for future business.

But what business do they intend starting? she asked.

Ah! I said; thats what we have to find out. And we shall do so before very long, if we are careful and vigilant.

Trust me, she said; I am entirely at your orders.

Then I shall wait and hear your report, I said. When you return to the hotel send a line to my room.

And with that arrangement we parted.

That day I spent idling in the vicinity of the hotel. It was mid-August, and the atmosphere was stifling. That district of Hull is not a very pleasant one, for it is one of mean provincial streets and of the noise of railway lorries rumbling over the granite setts.

The afternoon I spent in playing billiards with the marker, when about six oclock a page-boy brought me a note from my enthusiastic little friend.

I shall be in the station refreshment-room at half-past six. Meet me. — Vera.

Those were the words I found within the envelope.

Half an hour later, when I sat at the little marble-topped table with her, she related how she had been following the pair all day.

They were in the factory from half-past one until four, she said. Theyve ordered a builder to put up ladders to examine the chimney. They appear to think it isnt quite safe.

She told me the name of the builder, adding that the contract was to have the ladders in position during the next three days.

They are leaving for London to-night by the last train, she added. I heard the Belgian telling the hall-porter as I came out.

Then well wire to Ray to meet them, and keep an eye upon them, I said. I suppose you will go up to town?

I think so. And when they return I will follow them down if Ray deems it best, replied the pretty girl, who was just as enthusiastic in her patriotism as ourselves.

So still mystified I was compelled to remain inactive in Hull, while Vera and the two foreigners whom we suspected of espionage went up to London.

For the next four days I heard nothing until suddenly, at eight oclock one morning, Ray entered my bedroom before I was up.

Ive found out one thing about those Johnnies! he exclaimed. Theyve been buying, in Clerkenwell, a whole lot of electrical appliances — coils of wire, insulators, and batteries. Some of it has been sent direct to the place theyve taken here, and the rest has been sent to their house down in Sydenham.

What can they want that for? I queried.

Dont know, my dear chap. Lets wait and see.

Perhaps, after all, they are about to set up in business, I said. Neither of them has struck me as being spies. Save that theyve visited Hartmann once or twice, their movements have not been very suspicious. Many foreigners are setting up factories in England, owing to the recent change in our patent laws.

I know, said my friend. Yet their confidential negotiations with Hartmann have aroused my suspicions, and I feel confident we shall discover something interesting before long. They came back by the same train as I travelled.

After breakfast, we both strolled round to the factory. The ground it covered was not much, and it was surrounded by a wall about twelve feet high, so that no one could see within the courtyard. It had, at one time, been a lead-mill, but for the past eight years had, we learned, been untenanted.

Even as we loitered near, we saw the builders men bringing long ladders for the inspection of the chimney.

We watched for a whole week, but as each day passed, I became more confident that we were upon a false scent.

The chimney had been inspected, the ladders taken down again, and once more the German and the Belgian had returned south to that pleasant London suburb.

In order to ascertain what was really in progress I called one morning upon the solicitor in Whitefriargate, on pretext of being a likely tenant of the factory. I was, however, informed by the managing clerk that it was already let to a firm of electrical engineers.

Thus the purchase of electrical appliances was entirely accounted for.

Once again I returned to London. They seemed, by the electrical accessories that had been delivered, to be fitting up a second factory in their house in Sydenham.

That, being a private house, seemed somewhat mysterious.

They had become friendly also with a tall, rather well-dressed Englishman named Fowler, who had the appearance of a superior clerk, and who resided in a rather nice house in Hopton Road, Streatham Hill.

Fowler had become a frequent visitor at their house, while, on several occasions, he dined with Dubois at De Keysers Hotel, facing Blackfriars Bridge.

In consequence of some conversation I one evening overheard — a conversation in English, which the Belgian spoke fluently — I judged Fowler to be an electrician, and it seemed, later on, very much as though he had been, or was about to be, taken into partnership with them.

As far as we could discover, however, he had been told nothing about the factory in Hull. More than once I suspected that the two foreigners were swindlers, who intended to do the Englishman out of his money. This was impressed I upon me the more, because one evening a German woman was introduced to their newly-found friend as Frau Gessner, who had just arrived from Wiesbaden.

Whether she was really Gessners wife I doubted. It was curious that, on keeping observation that evening, I found that the lady did not reside at Sydenham, but at a small hotel in Bloomsbury, not a stones-throw from my own rooms.

There was certainly some deep game in progress. What could it be?

Vera had watched Fowler on several occasions, but beyond the fact that he was an electrical engineer, occupying a responsible position with a well-known telegraph construction company, we could discover nothing.

After nearly three weeks in London, Dubois and Gessner returned to Hull, where, while living at the Station Hotel, they spent each day at their works. They engaged no assistant, and were bent apparently upon doing everything by themselves. They were joined one day by a shrivelled-up old man of rather seedy appearance, and typically German. His name was Busch, and he lived in lodgings out on the Beverley Road. He was taken to the works, and remained there all day.

A quantity of electrical appliances were delivered from London, and Dubois and Gessner received them and unpacked them themselves.

Ray Raymond was down at Sheerness upon another matter — a serious attempt to obtain some confidential naval information — therefore I remained in Hull anxiously watching. Vera had again offered her services, but at that moment she was down at Sheerness with Ray.

Day by day old Busch went regularly to the factory, and by the appearance of the trio when they came forth, it was apparent that they worked very hard. I was intensely inquisitive, and dearly wished to obtain a glance within the place. But that was quite out of the question.

Busch, it seemed, had lived in Hull for a considerable period. Inquiries of his neighbours revealed that he was a well-known figure. He did but little work, preferring to take long walks into the country.

One man told me that he had met him twice away near Spurn Head, at the estuary of the Humber, and on another occasion he had seen him wandering aimlessly along the low-lying coast in the vicinity of Hornsea. In explanation of this, it seemed that he had once lived for a whole summer in Withernsea, not far from Spurn Head, and had grown fond of the neighbourhood. Everybody looked upon him as a harmless old man, a trifle eccentric, and a great walker.

That constant rambling over that low-lying district of Holderness had aroused my suspicions, and I determined to turn my attention to him.

One day the old man did not go to the factory, but instead went forth upon one of his rambles. He took train from Hull to Hornsea, where the railway ends at the sea, and walked along the shore for several miles; indeed until he was three parts of the distance to Bridlington, when he suddenly halted near the little village of Barmston, and producing a neat pocket-camera took a long series of snap-shots of the flat coast, where I saw there were several places which would afford an easy landing for the invader.

The truth was in an instant plain. Old Busch was a fixed-agent, who was carrying on the same work along the Yorkshire coast as his ingenious compatriots were doing in Norfolk, Suffolk, and Essex. The remainder of that day I kept a sharp eye upon him, and witnessed him making many notes and taking many photographs of the various farms and houses near the sea. He noted the number of haystacks in the farmyards — for his report on fodder stores, no doubt — and made certain notes regarding the houses, of great use, no doubt, when the Germans came to billet their troops.

It was not until nearly midnight that I was back at the hotel in Hull. Then, by judicious inquiry of the hall porter — who had become my particular friend — I ascertained that Gessner had left for London by the last train.

Should I follow, or should I remain in Hull?

I decided upon the latter course, and retired to bed, thoroughly fagged out.

Early next morning I went round to the telephone-exchange, rather than use the instrument in the hotel, and rang up Raymond.

To my delight he answered my call. He was at home.

I gave him a rapid digest of what I had discovered, and told him that the German had returned to Sydenham.

All right, old chap, came his voice over the wire. Vera will watch at this end, while you watch yours. If what I guess is right, theyre doing something far more serious than surveying that flat coast north of the Humber. Be careful not to betray yourself.

Trust me for that, I laughed. Are you going back to Sheerness?

Yes. Ill be there all day to-day — and to-morrow I hope to get one of our friends the enemy arrested. Thats what Im trying for. Good-bye — and good luck, and he rang off.

Busch went to the factory where Dubois was already awaiting him. As I stood outside that building of mystery I wondered what devilment was being plotted within. It had not been cleaned or painted, the windows being still thick with soot, and several of them, which had been broken, were boarded up. The place had certainly not been cleaned down for years, and no wonder they had been suspicious of the stability of that chimney which towered so high towards the murky sky.

There was no sign whatever of activity within, or of any business about to be carried on. Thus, day followed day, Busch and Dubois spending most of their time within those high walls which held their secret.

One curious thing was the number of telegrams delivered there. Sometimes they sent and received as many as fourteen or fifteen in a day. How I longed to know with whom they were in such constant communication.

Suddenly, after the third day, the shoal of wires entirely ceased. Busch and Dubois, instead of going to the factory, spent the day in the country, taking train to Patrington and walking through Skeffling went out to Kilnsea, opposite Great Grimsby at the entrance to the Humber.

From the point where I watched I could see that the old man with considerable gesticulation was standing upon the shore facing seaward and explaining something to his companion.

The Belgian apparently put many questions to him, and had become intensely interested. Then presently his companion produced a paper from his pocket — evidently a plan, for he pointed out something upon it.

They both lit their pipes, and sitting down upon a rock discussed something quietly. Apparently Busch was making an elaborate explanation, now and then pointing with his finger seaward.

Where he pointed was the channel through which passed all the shipping into the Humber.

Then, after a time, he rose from where he sat, and seemed to be measuring a distance by taking paces, his companion walking at his side over the level expanse of sand.

Suddenly he halted, pointing to the ground.

Dubois examined the shore at that point with apparent curiosity. With what object I could not imagine.

They remained there for fully an hour, and the sun had already set when they returned to Patrington, and took the train back to Hull.

That old Busch was a spy I had proved long ago, but what part Dubois and Gessner were playing was not yet at all clear.

On the following evening, about ten oclock, I saw Dubois near the Dock office, and on watching him, followed him to the factory, which he entered with his key. Beyond the gate was the small paved courtyard in which rose the high chimney. Within the factory he lit the gas, for I could see its reflection, though from the street I could not get sight of the lower windows.

The night was bright and moonlit, and as I waited I heard within the grinding of a windlass, and saw to my surprise, a thin light iron rod about six feet long and placed vertically rising slowly up the side of the chimney stack, evidently being drawn up to a pulley at its summit.

Dubois was hoisting it to the top, where at last it remained stationary, its ends just protruding beneath the coping and hardly visible.

Scarcely had this been done when Busch came along, and I had to exercise a quick movement to avoid detection. He was admitted by Dubois, and the door was closed and locked as usual.

I stood beneath the wall, trying to overhear their words. But I could understand nothing.

Suddenly a dull, crackling noise broke the silence of the night, as though the sound was dulled by a padded room.

Again I listened. Then at last the truth dawned upon me.

The spies had put in a secret installation of wireless telegraphy!

Those intermittent sounds were that of the Morse code. They were exchanging signals with some other persons.

Gessner was absent. No doubt the corresponding station was at that house high upon Sydenham Hill to the south of London, two hundred miles distant!

I waited for a quarter of an hour, listening to those secret signals. Then I hurried to the telephone, and fortunately found Raymond at home. I told him what I had discovered, and urged him to take a taxi at once down to Sydenham and ascertain whether they were receiving signals there.

This he promised to do, telling me he would phone me the result to the hotel at eight oclock next morning.

Therefore I returned to the factory, and through the long night-hours listened to their secret experiments.

At eight next morning the telephone rang, and Ray briefly explained that Gessner, who had placed his apparatus upon the high flagstaff in his garden, had been receiving messages all night!

Have you seen anything of Fowler?

No. But Hartmann has spent the night with Gessner, apparently watching his experiments. Couldnt you manage to watch your opportunity and get inside the factory somehow? Ill come north at noon, and well see what we can do.

At five oclock he stepped from the London express, and together we walked down to the Imperial Hotel, to which I had suddenly changed my quarters, feeling that I had been too long in the close vicinity of the spy Dubois.

It seems that they carry out their experiments at night, I explained. For in the daytime the wireless apparatus is no longer in position. I see now why they engaged a builder to examine the chimney — in order to place a pulley with a wire rope in position at the top!

But Gessner and Dubois are expert electricians, no doubt. Members of the Telegraphen-Abtheilung of the German army, most probably, remarked my friend.

And who is Fowler?

A victim, I should say. He appears to be a most respectable man.

In any financial difficulty?

Not that I can discover.

But why have they established this secret communication between Hull and London?

Thats just what we have to discover, my dear fellow, laughed Ray. But if we are to get a peep inside the place its evident we can only do so in the daytime. At night they are down there.

At early morning, I suggested, after they have left.

Very well, he said; well watch them to-night, and get in after they leave. Ive brought a few necessaries in my bag — the set of housebreaking implements, he added, with a grin.

Well, I said, neither of us know much about wireless telegraphy. Couldnt we get hold of an operator from one of the Wilson liners in dock, and take him along with us? A sailor is always an adventurer.

Ray was struck with the idea, and by eight oclock that evening we had enlisted the services of a smart young fellow, one of the operators in the Wilson American service, to whom, in strictest confidence, we related our suspicions.

That night proved an exciting one. Fortunately for us it was cloudy, with rain, at intervals. Murphy, the wireless operator, listening under the wall declared that we were not mistaken. The men were sending messages in code.

Most probably, he said, they have another station across at Borkum, Wilhelmshaven, or somewhere. I wonder what theyre at? he added, much puzzled.

Through those long hours we watched anxiously; but just before the dawn Dubois and Busch lowered their apparatus from the top of the chimney, and a few minutes later emerged, walking together towards the hotel.

As soon as they were out of sight we held a consultation, and it was decided that, while Murphy and I kept watch for the police, Ray should use his jemmy upon the door and break it open. He would admit us and remain himself outside to give us warning.

Those moments were breathless ones.

We parted, the wireless operator walking one way, while I went in the opposite direction. Suddenly we heard the cracking of wood, followed by a low cough.

By that, we knew all was well.

We hurried back, and a few seconds later were in the courtyard of the disused factory. Ray had handed me his jemmy, and with it I broke open the second door of the empty place, flashing a light with the electric torch I carried.

We passed into the small office, but no second glance was needed to show that the place was completely fitted with a wireless installation of the most approved pattern.

Well try it, suggested young Murphy, and taking out the apparatus we hauled it up to the top of the chimney. Then re-entering the office, he placed the receiver over his ears, and listened intently, in his hand a pencil he had found ready upon the paper pad.

I stood watching his face. Apparently he heard nothing.

Then he touched the key of the instrument and instantly a great blue spark, causing a crackling noise, flashed across the room.

He was calling.

Suddenly his face brightened, and he was listening. Then he grew greatly puzzled.

Taking the receiver off his head he began to search the table upon which were several books; but at that instant I heard a light footstep behind me, and as I turned I felt a heavy crushing blow upon the top of my skull.

Then the blackness of unconsciousness fell upon me.

I knew no more till, on opening my eyes, I found myself lying in bed with a nurse bending over me.

I gazed around in amazement. There were other beds in the vicinity. I was in a hospital with my head tightly bandaged.

For a whole day and night I lay there, the nurse forbidding me to speak.

Then suddenly there entered Ray, whose arm was in a sling, accompanied by young Murphy.

The spies came back — unexpectedly, and went for me before I could raise the alarm, Raymond explained. Dubois hit you over the head with a jemmy, and by Jove! its a mercy you werent killed. Hes cleared out of the country, however, fearing a charge of attempted murder. Ive informed the police, and they are looking for both him and Busch, as well as Gessner, who is missing from Sydenham.

Yes, but why had they established these two wireless stations? I asked.

Yes, replied Murphy, its a most ingenious piece of work. By some unknown means both the station here, and at Sydenham, had been tuned with the one which I daresay youve seen stretched across the top of the new Admiralty, in Whitehall, hence they could read all the orders given to the Home and Channel Fleets and the reports received from them, while I have to-day discovered that there is a similar secret station existing somewhere near Borkum also in tune with these, and with our Admiralty. Therefore the Germans are aware of every signal sent to our Fleet! The station at Sydenham was only temporary, but the one here was evidently devised in order that the German admiral in the North Sea, on seizing Hull and establishing a base here, might have constant knowledge of our Admiralty orders and the whereabouts of our ships. When I was listening I was surprised at the code, but the truth was made plain by the discovery of a complete copy of the British naval code lying upon the table. By means of this, the spies could decipher all messages to and from our ships. The Civil Lord of the Admiralty and three officials have arrived in Hull, and I have been with them down at the factory this afternoon. The chief wireless engineer declares that the secret of the exact tuning must have been learnt from somebody in the office of the constructors.

And both Ray and I then remembered the man Fowler, who had, as we afterwards discovered, been on the verge of bankruptcy, and had suddenly gone abroad, a fact which was sufficiently instructive for our purpose.

Next day I was well enough to leave the hospital, and I guided the superintendent of the Hull police and two detectives to Buschs house, where, on searching his room, we discovered a volume of plans and reports of defences of the Humber and its estuary, estimates of food and fodder supplies in the country north of Hull, together with a list of the foreign pilots and their addresses, as well as an annotated chart of the river, showing the position where mines would be sunk at the rivers mouth on the alarm of invasion.

But what, perhaps, would have been even more alarming to the general public, had they but known, was the discovery of several great bundles of huge posters ready prepared for posting up on the day of invasion — the Proclamation threatening with death all who dared to oppose the German landing and advance — a copy of which I have given in these pages.

It shows, indeed, what careful preparation our enemies are now making, just as the installation of the secret wireless showed the tactful cunning of the invader.

For our exertions, Raymond, Murphy, and myself received the best thanks of the Lords of the Admiralty, at which, I confess, we were all three much gratified.


CHAPTER XIV

PLAYING A DESPERATE GAME
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ON THE 20TH of December, 1908, it rained incessantly in London, and well I recollect it. After lunch I sat in the club-window in St. Jamess Street, idly watching the drenched passers-by, many of them people who were up from the country to do their Christmas shopping.

The outlook was a gloomy one; particularly so for myself, for I had arranged to spend Christmas with an aunt who had a pretty villa among the olives outside Nice, but that morning I had received a telegram from her saying that she was very unwell and asking me to postpone my visit.

The club was practically deserted save for one or two old cronies. Every one had gone to country houses, Ray was spending Christmas with Veras father at Portsmouth, and in view of the message I had received I felt dull and alone. It is astonishing how very lonely a man may be at Christmas in our great London, even though at other times he may possess hosts of friends.

I had received fully a dozen invitations to country houses, all of which I had declined, and was now, alas! stranded, without hope of spending A Merry Christmas, except in the lonely silence of my own bachelor chambers. So I smoked on, looking forth into the darkening gloom.

The waiter switched on the light in the great smoking-room at last, and then drew the heavy curtains at all the long windows, shutting out the dismal scene.

A man I knew, a hard-working member of Parliament, entered, threw himself down wearily and lit a cigar. Then, idler that I was, I began to gossip.

He was going up to Perthshire by the 11.45 from Euston that night, he remarked.

Where are you spending Christmas? he asked.

Dont know, I replied. Probably at home.

You seem to have the hump, my dear fellow, he remarked, with a laugh, and then I confided to him the reason.

At last, about six oclock, I put on my overcoat and left the club. The rain had now stopped, therefore I decided to walk along to my rooms in Guilford Street.

Hardly had I turned the corner into Piccadilly, when I heard a voice at my elbow uttering my name with a foreign accent.

Turning quickly, I saw, to my great surprise, a man named Engler, whom I had known in Bremen. He was a clerk in the Deutsche Bank, opposite the Liebfrauen-Kirche, and popular in a certain circle in that Hanseatic city.

My dear Meester Jacox! he exclaimed in broken English in his enthusiastic way. My dear frendt. Well, well! who would have thought of meeting you. I am so ve-ry glad! he cried. I have only been in London since three days.

I shook my friends hand warmly, for a year ago, when I had spent some time beside the Weser watching two men I had followed from London, we had been extremely friendly.

I told him that I was on my way to my rooms, and invited him in to have a chat.

He gladly accompanied me, and when we were comfortably seated in my cosy sitting-room he began to relate to me all the latest news from Bremen and of several of my friends.

Otto Engler was a well-dressed, rather elegant man of forty, whose fair beard was well trimmed, whose eyes were full of fire, and who rather prided himself upon being something of a lady-killer. He was in London in connection with an important financial scheme in which his brother and a German merchant in London, named Griesbach, were interested. He and his brother Wilhelm were over on a visit to the merchant, who, he told me, had offices in Coleman Street, and who lived in Lonsdale Road, Barnes.

There was a fortune in the business, he declared, which was the discovery of a new alloy, lighter than aluminium, yet with twenty times the rigidity.

That evening we dined together at the Trocadero, looked in at the Empire, and returned to the club for a smoke.

Indeed, I was delighted to have found an old friend just when I was in deepest despair of the dullness of everything, and of Christmas in particular.

Otto Engler had one failing — his impudent inquisitiveness. After he had left me it occurred to me that all the time we had been together he had been constantly endeavouring to discover my recent movements, where I had visited of late, where I intended spending Christmas, and my subsequent movements.

Why did he desire to know all these particulars? He was a busybody, I knew, and the worst gossip in the whole of that gossip-loving city on the Weser. Therefore I attributed his inquisitiveness to his natural propensity for prying into other peoples affairs.

Ah! my dear friend, he had said as he gripped my hand on leaving me, they often speak of you in Bremen. How we all wish you were back again with us of an evening at the Wiener Café!

I fear I shall never go back, I said briefly. Business nowadays keeps me in London, as you know.

I know — I know, he replied. Remember, you have always had a true friend in Otto Engler — and you always will, I trust.

Then he had entered the taxi which the hall-porter had called for him.

Next afternoon he called upon me at New Stone Buildings, as we had arranged. Ray Raymond was seated with me. I introduced him, and we spent a pleasant hour, chatting and smoking. Ray had also been in Bremen, and the two men had, they found, many mutual friends. Then, when he had left, Ray declared himself charmed by him.

So different to the usual German, he declared. Theres nothing of the popinjay about him, nothing of the modern military fop of Berlin or Dresden, men who are, in my estimation, the very acme of bad breeding and degenerate idiocy.

No, I said. Engler is quite a good fellow. Im glad hes found me. I expected to be deadly dull this Christmas.

So do I, replied my friend. Ive got a wire this morning from the Admiral saying he is down with influenza, and the Christmas house-party is postponed. So I shall stay in town.

In that case we might spend Christmas day together, I suggested.

This was arranged.

My German friend Otto saw me daily. I was introduced to his brother, Wilhelm, a tall, thin, rather narrow-eyed man who, from his atrocious German, I judged was from Dantzig. It was one evening in the Café Royal that I first saw Wilhelm, who was seated playing dominoes with a rather stout, middle-aged man in gold-rimmed spectacles, Heinrich Griesbach.

Both men expressed delight at meeting me, and I invited the trio to my rooms for a smoke and a gossip.

We sat until nearly two oclock in the morning. Griesbach had been many years in London, and was apparently financing the scheme of the brothers Engler, a scheme which, on the face of it, seemed a very sound undertaking.

All three were thorough-going cosmopolitans, cheery, easy-going men of the world, who told many quaint stories which caused my room to ring with laughter.

Next day was Christmas Eve, and Griesbach suddenly suggested that if I had nothing better to do he would be delighted if I would join their party at dinner on Christmas night at his house over at Barnes.

I regret very much, I said, but Ive already arranged to dine with my friend Raymond, who shares chambers with me in Lincolns Inn.

Oh! exclaimed Otto Engler, Im sure Herr Griesbach would be very pleased if he came also.

Of course! cried the German merrily. The more the merrier. We shall dine at eight, and well expect you both. Ill send a note to Mr. Raymond, if youll give me his address.

I gave it to him, and nothing loath to spend the festival in such jovial company, I accepted.

I entertained a shrewd suspicion that by their hospitality they wished to enlist my aid, because I had one or two friends in the City who might, perhaps, assist them materially in their scheme. And yet, after all, Otto Engler had often been my guest in Bremen.

Next day I heard on the telephone from Ray that he would go down to Barnes with me, and would call for me at six at Guilford Street. Curiously enough, I had become so impressed by the possibilities of the new alloy about to be exploited with British capital, that I had really become anxious to go in with them. Ray Raymond, too, was much interested when I showed him the specimen of the new metal which Engler had given me.

Do you know, said he when he called for me at six oclock on Christmas evening, I was about town a lot yesterday and Im quite certain that I was followed by a foreigner — a rather big man wearing gold spectacles.

Nonsense! I laughed. Why should you be followed by any foreigner?

It isnt nonsense, my dear Jacox, he declared. The fellow kept close observation on me all yesterday afternoon. When I got back to Bruton Street, I looked out half an hour afterwards and there he was, still idling outside.

Some chap who wants to serve you with a writ, perhaps! I laughed grimly. A neglected tailors bill!

No, he said. Hes watching with some evil intent, Im certain. I expect hes somewhere near, even now, he added.

Why! I laughed. You seem quite nervy over it! Next time you see him, go up to the Johnnie and ask him what the dickens he wants.

Then, half an hour later, I put on my hat and coat, and together we took a taxi past Kensington Church and Olympia, to Hammersmith Bridge, over which we turned off to the right in Castelnau, into a long ill-lit thoroughfare, running parallel with the river. Bare trees lined the road, and each house was a good-sized one, standing in its own grounds.

Before one of these, hidden from the road by a high wall, and standing back a good distance from the road, the cab pulled up, and, alighting, we opened the gate, and passing up a well-kept drive pulled the bell.

Our summons was answered by a thin, rather consumptive-looking German man-servant, who took our coats and ceremoniously ushered us into a big well-furnished drawing-room, where Griesbach and his two friends were already assembled awaiting us. All were smoking cigarettes, which showed that no ladies were to be present.

The instant Ray entered the room I saw that he gave a start, and a few moments later he seized an opportunity to whisper to me that the man who had so persistently followed him on the previous day was none other than our host Griesbach.

Dont worry over it, my dear old fellow, I urged. What motive would he have? He didnt even know you!

And then the gossip became merry in that room so seasonably decorated with holly, while Griesbach assured us of his delight in having us as his guests.

Dinner was served in the adjoining room, and a most excellent and thoroughly English repast it was. Our host had been long enough in England, he told us, to appreciate English fare, hence we had part of a baron of beef with Christmas pudding afterwards, and excellent old port and nuts to follow.

Two young Germans waited at table, and the party was as merry a one as any of us could wish. Only Ray seemed serious and preoccupied. He was suspicious I knew — but of what?

I now openly confess that I pretended a gaiety which I certainly did not feel, for after Raymond had told me that he had recognised Griesbach, a very strange thought had occurred to me. It was this. As we had entered the garden to approach the house, I felt certain that I had caught sight of the figure of a man crouching against one of the bushes in the shadow. At the time I had thought nothing of it, so eager was I to meet my friends. Yet now, in face of Rays whispered words, I grew very suspicious. Why had that man been lurking there?

When the cloth had been cleared and dessert laid, the elder of the two servants placed upon the table before our host a big box of long crackers covered with dark green gelatine and embellished with gold paper.

These are German bon-bons, remarked Griesbach, his grey eyes beaming through his spectacles. I get them each Christmas from my home in Stuttgart.

The conversation had again turned upon the splendid investment about to be offered to the British public, whereupon I half suggested that I was ready to go into the affair myself. Griesbach jumped at the idea, just as I expected, and handed round the box of crackers. Each of us took one, in celebration of Christmas, and on their being pulled we discovered small but really acceptable articles of masculine jewellery within. My surprise was a pair of plain gold sleeve-links, worth fully three or four pounds, while Ray, with whom I pulled, received a nice turquoise scarf-pin, an incident which quite reassured him.

Our host refused to take one.

No, he declared, they are for you, my dear fellows — all for you.

So again the box was passed round, and four more crackers were taken. That time Rays bon-bon contained a tiny gold match-box, while within mine I found a small charm in the form of a gold enamelled doll to hang upon ones watch-chain.

As Ray and I pulled my cracker, I had suddenly raised my eyes and caught sight of the expression upon the face of my friend Engler. It struck me as very curious. His sallow cheeks were pale, and his dark eyes seemed starting out of his head with excitement.

Now, gentlemen, said our genial host, after he had passed the box for the third time, first to his two compatriots, who handed the remaining two bon-bons across the table to us, you have each a final bon-bon. In one of them there will be found a twenty-mark piece — our German custom. I suggest, in order to mark this festive occasion, that whoever of you four obtains the coin shall receive, free of any obligation, five shares in our new syndicate.

A most generous proposal! declared my friend Engler, a sentiment with which we all agreed.

The two Germans pulled their bon-bons, but were unsuccessful. The prize — certainly a prize worth winning — now lay between Ray and myself.

At that instant, however, Griesbach rose from the table suddenly, saying:

You two gentlemen must settle between yourselves. It lies between you.

And before we were aware of his intention he had passed into the adjoining room, followed by his two friends.

Well, I laughed to Ray when we were alone, here goes. Lets decide it! And we both gripped the long green-and-gold cracker. If the coin were within, then I should receive a very handsome present, worth a little later on, perhaps, several thousand pounds.

At that instant, however, we were both startled by a loud smashing of glass in the next room, curses in German and loud shouts in English, followed by the dull report of a revolver.

We both sprang into the room, and there, to our surprise, found that six men had entered through the broken French window and were struggling fiercely with our host and his friends.

What in the name of Fate does this mean? I cried, startled and amazed at that sudden termination to our cosy Christmas dinner.

All right, Mr. Raymond, answered a big brown-bearded man. You know me — Pelham of Scotland Yard! Keep an eye on those bon-bons in the next room. Dont touch them at peril of your life!

Why? I asked.

Then, when our host and our two friends had been secured — not, however, before the room had been wrecked in a most desperate struggle — Inspector Pelham came forward to where Ray was standing with me, and said:

My God, Mr. Raymond! You two have had a very narrow escape, and no mistake! Where are those bon-bons?

We took him into the dining-room, showed him the remaining two, and told him we had been about to pull them.

I know. We were watching you through the window. Those men were flying from the house when they ran into our arms!

Why?

Because they are a dangerous trio whom we want on several charges. In addition, all three, and also the two servants, are ingenious spies in the service of the German General Staff. Theyve been busy this last two years. They intended to wreak upon both of you a terrible revenge for your recent exposures of the German system of espionage in England and your constant prosecution of their spies.

Revenge! I gasped. What revenge?

Well, replied the detective-inspector, both these bon-bons contain powerful bombs, and had you pulled either of them youd both have been blown to atoms. That was their dastardly intention. But fortunately we got wind of it, and were in time to watch and prevent it.

And only just in the nick of time, too! gasped Ray, pale-faced at thought of our narrow escape. I somehow felt all along some vague presage that evil was intended.

The three spies were conveyed to Barnes police-station in cabs, and that was the last we ever saw of them. The Government again hushed up the matter in order to avoid international complications, I suppose, but a week later the interesting trio were deported by the police to Hamburg as undesirable aliens.

And to-day, with Ray Raymond, I am wondering what is to be the outcome of all this organised espionage in England.

What will happen? When will Germany strike?

WHO KNOWS?

THE END
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CHAPTER I

THE LAIRD OF GLENCARDINE
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WHY, WHATS THE matter, child? Tell me.

Nothing, dad — really nothing.

But you are breathing hard; your hand trembles; your pulse beats quickly. Theres something amiss — Im sure there is. Now, what is it? Come, no secrets.

The girl, quickly snatching away her hand, answered with a forced laugh, How absurd you really are, dear old dad! Youre always fancying something or other.

Because my senses of hearing and feeling are sharper and more developed than those of other folk perhaps, replied the grey-bearded old gentleman, as he turned his sharp-cut, grey, but expressionless countenance to the tall, sweet-faced girl standing beside his chair.

No second glance was needed to realise the pitiful truth. The man seated there in his fine library, with the summer sunset slanting across the red carpet from the open French windows, was blind.

Since his daughter Gabrielle had been a pretty, prattling child of nine, nursing her dolly, he had never looked upon her fair face. But he was ever as devoted to her as she to him.

Surely his was a sad and lonely life. Within the last fifteen years or so great wealth had come to him; but, alas! he was unable to enjoy it. Until eleven years ago he had been a prominent figure in politics and in society in London. He had sat in the House for one of the divisions of Hampshire, was a member of the Carlton, and one year he found his name among the Birthday Honours with a K.C.M.G. For him everybody predicted a brilliant future. The Press gave prominence to his speeches, and to his house in Park Street came Cabinet Ministers and most of the well-known men of his party. Indeed, it was an open secret in a certain circle that he had been promised a seat in the Cabinet in the near future.

Then, at the very moment of his popularity, a terrible tragedy had occurred. He was on the platform of the Albert Hall addressing a great meeting at which the Prime Minister was the principal speaker. His speech was a brilliant one, and the applause had been vociferous. Full of satisfaction, he drove home that night to Park Street; but next morning the report spread that his brilliant political career had ended. He had suddenly been stricken by blindness.

In political circles and in the clubs the greatest consternation was caused, and some strange gossip became rife.

It was whispered in certain quarters that the affliction was not produced by natural causes. In fact, it was a mystery, and one that had never been solved. The first oculists of Europe had peered into and tested his eyes, but all to no purpose. The sight had gone for ever.

Therefore, full of bitter regrets at being thus compelled to renounce the stress and storm of political life which he loved so well, Sir Henry Heyburn had gone into strict retirement at Glencardine, his beautiful old Perthshire home, visiting London but very seldom.

He was essentially a man of mystery. Even in the days of his universal popularity the source of his vast wealth was unknown. His father, the tenth Baronet, had been sadly impoverished by the depreciation of agricultural property in Lincolnshire, and had ended his days in the genteel quietude of the Albany. But Sir Henry, without betraying to the world his methods, had in fifteen years amassed a fortune which people guessed must be considerably over a million sterling.

From a life of strenuous activity he had, in one single hour, been doomed to one of loneliness and inactivity. His friends sympathised, as indeed the whole British public had done; but in a month the tragic affair and its attendant mysterious gossip had been forgotten, as in truth had the very name of Sir Henry Heyburn, whom the Prime Minister, though his political opponent, had one night designated in the House as one of the most brilliant and talented young men who has ever sat upon the Opposition benches.

In his declining years the life of this man was a pitiful tragedy, his filmy eyes sightless, his thin white fingers ever eager and nervous, his hours full of deep thought and silent immobility. To him, what was the benefit of that beautiful Perthshire castle which he had purchased from Lord Strathavon a year before his compulsory retirement? What was the use of the old ancestral manor near Caistor in Lincolnshire, or the town-house in Park Street, the snug hunting-box at Melton, or the beautiful palm-shaded, flower-embowered villa overlooking the blue southern sea at San Remo? He remembered them all. He had misty visions of their splendour and their luxury; but since his blindness he had seldom, if ever, entered them. That big library up in Scotland in which he now sat was the room he preferred; and with his daughter Gabrielle to bear him company, to smooth his brow with her soft hand, to chatter and to gossip, he wished for no other companion. His life was of the past, a meteor that had flashed and had vanished for ever.

Tell me, child, what is troubling you? he was asking in a calm, kind voice, as he still held the girls hand in his. The sweet scent of the roses from the garden beyond filled the room.

A smart footman in livery opened the door at that moment, asking, Stokes has just returned with the car from Perth, Sir Henry, and asks if you want him further at present.

No, replied his blind master. Has he brought back her ladyship?

Yes, Sir Henry, replied the man. I believe he is taking her to the ball over at Connachan to-night.

Oh, yes, of course. How foolish I am! I quite forgot, said the Baronet with a slight sigh. Very well, Hill.

And the clean-shaven young man, with his bright buttons bearing the chevron gules betwixt three boars heads erased sable, of the Heyburns, bowed and withdrew.

I had quite forgotten the ball at Connachan, dear, exclaimed her father, stretching out his thin white hand in search of hers again. Of course you are going?

No, dad; Im staying at home with you.

Staying at home! echoed Sir Henry. Why, my dear Gabrielle, the first year youre out, and missing the best ball in the county! Certainly not. Im all right. I shant be lonely. A little box came this morning from the Professor, didnt it?

Yes, dad.

Then I shall be able to spend the evening very well alone. The
Professor has sent me what he promised the other day.

Ive decided not to go, was the girls firm reply.

I fear, dear, your mother will be very annoyed if you refuse, he remarked.

I shall risk that, dear old dad, and stay with you to-night. Please allow me, she added persuasively, taking his hand in hers and bending till her red lips touched his white brow. You have quite a lot to do, remember. A big packet of papers came from Paris this morning. I must read them over to you.

But your mother, my dear! Your absence will be commented upon. People will gossip, you know.

There is but one person I care for, dad — yourself, laughed the girl lightly.

Perhaps youre disappointed over a new frock or something, eh?

Not at all. My frock came from town the day before yesterday. Elise declares it suits me admirably, and shes very hard to please, you know. Its white, trimmed with tiny roses.

A perfect dream, I expect, remarked the blind man, smiling. I wish I could see you in it, dear. I often wonder what you are like, now that youve grown to be a woman.

Im like what I always have been, dad, I suppose, she laughed.

Yes, yes, he sighed, in pretence of being troubled. Wilful as always. And — and, he faltered a moment later, I often hear your dear dead mothers voice in yours. Then he was silent, and by the deep lines in his brow she knew that he was thinking.

Outside, in the high elms beyond the level, well-kept lawn, with its grey old sundial, the homecoming rooks were cawing prior to settling down for the night. No other sound broke the stillness of that quiet sunset hour save the solemn ticking of the long, old-fashioned clock at the farther end of the big, book-lined room, with its wide fireplace, great overmantel of carved stone with emblazoned arms, and its three long windows of old stained glass which gave it a somewhat ecclesiastical aspect.

Tell me, child, repeated Sir Henry at length, what was it that upset you just now?

Nothing, dad — unless — well, perhaps its the heat. I felt rather unwell when I went out for my ride this morning, she answered with a frantic attempt at excuse.

The blind man was well aware that her reply was but a subterfuge. Little, however, did he dream the cause. Little did he know that a dark shadow had fallen upon the young girls life — a shadow of evil.

Gabrielle, he said in a low, intense voice, why arent you open and frank with me as you once used to be? Remember that you, my daughter, are my only friend!

Slim, dainty, and small-waisted, with a sweet, dimpled face, and blue eyes large and clear like a childs, a white throat, a well-poised head, and light-chestnut hair dressed low with a large black bow, she presented the picture of happy, careless youth, her features soft and refined, her half-bare arms well moulded, and hands delicate and white. She wore only one ornament — upon her left hand was a small signet-ring with her monogram engraved, a gift from one of her governesses when a child, and now worn upon the little finger.

That face was strikingly beautiful, it had been remarked more than once in London; but any admiration only called forth the covert sneers of Lady Heyburn.

Why dont you tell me? urged the blind man. Why dont you tell me the truth? he protested.

Her countenance changed when she heard his words. In her blue eyes was a look of abject fear. Her left hand was tightly clenched and her mouth set hard, as though in resolution.

I really dont know what you mean, dad, she responded with a hollow laugh. You have such strange fancies nowadays.

Strange fancies, child! echoed the afflicted man, lifting his grey, expressionless face to hers. A blind man has always vague, suspicious, and black forebodings engendered by the darkness and loneliness of his life. I am no exception, he sighed. I think ever of the might-have-beens.

No, dear, exclaimed the girl, bending until her lips touched his white brow softly. Forget it all, dear old dad. Surely your days here, with me, quiet and healthful in this beautiful Perthshire, are better, better by far, than if you had been a politician up in London, ever struggling, ever speaking, and ever bearing the long hours at the House and the eternal stress of Parliamentary life?

Yes, yes, he said, just a trifle impatiently. It is not that. I dont regret that I had to retire, except — well, except for your sake perhaps, dear.

For my sake! How?

Because, had I been a member of this Cabinet — which some of my friends predicted — you would have had the chance of a good marriage. But buried as you are down here instead, what chances have you?

I want no chance, dad, replied the girl. I shall never marry.

A painful thought crossed the old mans mind, being mirrored upon his brow by the deep lines which puckered there for a few brief moments. Well, he exclaimed, smiling, thats surely no reason why you should not go to the ball at Connachan to-night.

I have my duty to perform, dad; my duty is to remain with you, she said decisively. You know you have quite a lot to do, and when your mother has gone well spend an hour or two here at work.

I hear that Walter Murie is at home again at Connachan. Hill told me this morning, remarked her father.

So I heard also, answered the girl.

And yet you are not going to the ball, Gabrielle, eh? laughed the old man mischievously.

Now come, dad, the girl exclaimed, colouring slightly, youre really too bad! I thought you had promised me not to mention him again.

So I did, dear; I — I quite forgot, replied Sir Henry apologetically. Forgive me. You are now your own mistress. If you prefer to stay away from Connachan, then do so by all means. Only, make a proper excuse to your mother; otherwise she will be annoyed.

I think not, dear, his daughter replied in a meaning tone. If I remain at home shell be rather glad than otherwise.

Why? inquired the old man quickly.

The girl hesitated. She saw instantly that her remark was an unfortunate one. Well, she said rather lamely, because my absence will relieve her of the responsibility of acting as chaperon.

What else could she say? How could she tell her father — the kindly but afflicted man to whom she was devoted — the bitter truth? His lonely, dismal life was surely sufficiently hard to bear without the extra burden of suspicion, of enforced inactivity, of fierce hatred, and of bitter regret. So she slowly disengaged her hand, kissed him again, and with an excuse that she had the menus to write for the dinner-table, went out, leaving him alone.

When the door had closed a great sigh sounded through the long, book-lined room, a sigh that ended in a sob.

The old man had leaned his chin upon his hands, and his sightless eyes were filled with tears. Is it the truth? he murmured to himself. Is it really the truth?


CHAPTER II

FROM OUT THE NIGHT
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THERE ARE FEW of the Perthshire castles that more plainly declare their feudal origin and exhibit traces of obsolete power than does the great gaunt pile of ruins known as Glencardine. Its situation is both picturesque and imposing, and the stern aspect of the two square baronial towers which face the south, perched on a sheer precipice that descends to the Ruthven Water deep below, shows that the castle was once the residence of a predatory chief in the days before its association with the great Montrose.

Two miles from the long, straggling village of Auchterarder, in the centre of a fine, well-wooded, well-kept estate, the great ruined castle stands a silent monument of warlike days long since forgotten. There, within those walls, now overgrown with ivy and weeds, and where big trees grow in the centre of what was once the great paved courtyard, Montrose schemed and plotted, and, according to tradition, kept certain of his enemies in the dungeons below.

In the twelfth century the aspect of the deep glen was very different from what it is to-day. In those days the Ruthven was a broad river, flowing swiftly down to the Earn, and forming, by reason of a moat, an effective barrier against attack. To-day, however, the river has diminished into a mere burn meandering through a beautiful wooded glen three hundred feet below, a glen the charms of which are well known throughout the whole of Scotland, and where in summer tourists from England endeavour to explore, but are warned back by Stewart, Sir Henrys Highland keeper.

A quarter of a mile from the great historic ruin is the modern castle, built mainly of stone from the ancient structure early in the eighteenth century, with oak-panelled rooms, many quaint gables, stained glass, and long, echoing corridors — a residence well adapted for entertaining on a lavish scale, the front overlooking the beautiful glen, and the back with level lawns and stretch of undulating park, well wooded and full of picturesque beauty.

The family traditions and history of the old place and its owners had induced Sir Henry Heyburn, himself a Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries, to purchase it from Lord Strathavon, into whose possession it had passed some forty years previously.

History showed that William de Graeme or Graham, who settled in Scotland in the twelfth century, became Lord of Glencardine, and the great castle was built by his son. They were indeed a noble race, as their biographer has explained. Ever fearless in their countrys cause, they sneered at the mandates from impregnable Stirling, and were loyal in every generation.

Glencardine was a stronghold feared by all the surrounding nobles, and its men were full of valour and bravery. One story of them is perhaps worth the telling. In the year 1490 the all-powerful Abbot of Inchaffray issued an order for the collection of the teinds of the Killearns lands possessed by the Grahams of Glencardine in the parish of Monzievaird, of which he was titular. The order was rigorously executed, the teinds being exacted by force.

Lord Killearn of Dunning Castle was from home at the time; but in his absence his eldest son, William, Master of Dunning, called out a number of his clansmen, and marched towards Glencardine for the purpose of putting a stop to the abbots proceedings. The Grahams of Glencardine, having been apprised of their neighbours intention, mustered in strong force, and marched to meet him. The opposing forces encountered each other at the north side of Knock Mary, about two miles to the south-west of Crieff, while a number of the clan MRobbie, who lived beside the Loch of Balloch, marched up the south side of the hill, halting at the top to watch the progress of the combat. The fight began with great fury on both sides. The Glencardine men, however, began to get the upper hand and drive their opponents back, when the MRobbies rushed down the hill to the succour of the Killearns. The tables were now turned. The Grahams were unable to maintain their ground against the combined forces which they had now to face, and fled towards Glencardine, taking refuge in the Kirk of Monzievaird. The Killearns had no desire to follow up their success any farther, but at this stage they were joined by Duncan Campbell of Dunstaffnage, who had come across from Argyllshire to avenge the death of his father-in-law, Robert of Monzie, who, along with his two sons, had a short time before been killed by the Lord of Glencardine.

An arrow shot from the church fatally wounded one of Campbells men, and so enraged were the besiegers at this that they set fire to the heather-thatched building. Of the one hundred and sixty human beings who are supposed to have been in the church, only one young lad escaped, and this was effected by the help of one of the Killearns, who caught the boy in his arms as he leaped out of the flames. The Killearns did not go unpunished for their barbarous deed. Their leader, with several of his chief retainers, was afterwards beheaded at Stirling, and an assessment was imposed on the Killearns for behoof of the wives and children of the Grahams who had perished by their hands.

The Killearn by whose aid the young Graham had been saved was forced to flee to Ireland, but he afterwards returned to Scotland, where he and his attendants were known by the name of Killearn Eirinich (or Ernoch), meaning Killearn of Ireland. The estate which he held, and which is situated near Comrie, still bears that name. The site of the Kirk of Monzievaird is now occupied by the mausoleum of the family of Murray of Ochtertyre, which was erected in 1809. When the foundations were being excavated a large quantity of charred bones and wood was found.

The history of Scotland is full of references to the doings at Glencardine, the fine home of the great Lord Glencardine, and of events, both in the original stronghold and in the present mansion, which have had important bearings upon the welfare of the country.

In the autumn of 1825 the celebrated poetess Baroness Nairne, who had been born at Gask, a few miles away, visited Glencardine and spent several weeks in the pleasantest manner. Within those gaunt ruins of the old castle she first became inspired to write her celebrated Castell Gloom, near Dollar:

Oh Castell Gloom! thy strength is gone,
The green grass oer thee growin;
On Hill of Care thou art alone,
The Sorrow round thee flowin.

Oh Castell Gloom! on thy fair was
Nae banners now are streamin;
The howlit flits amang thy has,
And wild birds there are screamin.

Oh, mourn the woe! oh, mourn the crime
Frae civil war that flows!
Oh, mourn, Argyll, thy fallen line,
And mourn the great Montrose!

The lofty Ochils bright did glow,
Though sleepin was the sun;
But mornins light did sadly show
What ragin flames had done!
Oh, mirk, mirk was the misty cloud
That hung oer thy wild wood!
Thou wert like beauty in a shroud,
And all was solitude.

A volume, indeed, could be written upon the history, traditions, and superstitions of Glencardine Castle, a subject in which its blind owner took the keenest possible interest. But, tragedy of it all, he had never seen the lovely old domain he had acquired! Only by Gabrielles descriptions of it, as she led him so often across the woods, down by the babbling burn, or over the great ivy-covered ruins, did he know and love it.

Every shepherd of the Ochils knows of the Lady of Glencardine who, on rare occasions, had been seen dressed in green flitting before the modern mansion, and who was said to be the spectre of the young Lady Jane Glencardine, who in 1710 was foully drowned in the Earn by her jealous lover, the Lord of Glamis, and whose body was never recovered. Her appearance always boded ill-fortune to the family in residence.

Glencardine was scarcely ever without guests. Lady Heyburn, a shallow and vain woman many years younger than her husband, was always surrounded by her own friends. She hated the country, and more especially what she declared to be the deadly dullness of her Perthshire home. That moment was no exception. There were half-a-dozen guests staying in the house, but neither Gabrielle nor her father took the slightest interest in any of them. They had been, of course, invited to the ball at Connachan, and at dinner had expressed surprise when their hosts pretty daughter, the belle of the county, had declared that she was not going.

Oh, Gabrielle is really such a wayward child! declared her ladyship to old Colonel Burton at her side. If she has decided not to go, no power on earth will persuade her.

Im not feeling at all well, mother, the girl responded from the farther end of the table. Youll make nice excuses for me, wont you?

I think its simply ridiculous! declared the Baronets wife. Your first season, too!

Gabrielle glanced round the table, coloured slightly, but said nothing. The guests knew too well that in the Glencardine household there had always been, and always would be, slightly strained relations between her ladyship and her stepdaughter.

For an hour after dinner all was bustle and excitement; then, in the covered wagonette, the gay party drove away, while Gabrielle, standing at the door, shouted after them a merry adieu.

It was a bright, clear, moonlit night, so beautiful indeed that, twisting a shawl about her shoulders, she went to her fathers den, where he usually smoked alone, and, taking his arm, led him out for a walk into the park over that gravelled drive where, upon such nights as that, twas said that the unfortunate Lady Jane could be seen.

When alone, the sightless man could find his way quite well with the aid of his stick. He knew every inch of his domain. Indeed, he could descend from the castle by the winding path that led deep into the glen, and across the narrow foot-bridges of the rushing Ruthven Water, or he could traverse the most intricate paths through the woods by means of certain landmarks which only he himself knew. He was ever fond of wandering about the estate alone, and often took solitary walks on bright nights with his stout stick tapping before him. On rare occasions, however, when, in the absence of her ladyship, he enjoyed the company of pretty Gabrielle, they would wander in the park arm-in-arm, chatting and exchanging confidences.

The departure of their house-party had lifted a heavy weight from both their hearts. It would be dawn before they returned. She loved her father, and was never happier than when describing to him things — the smallest objects sometimes — which he himself could not see.

As they strolled on beneath the shadows of the tall elms, the stillness of the night was broken only by the quick scurry of a rabbit into the tall bracken or the harsh cry of some night-bird startled by their approach.

Before them, standing black against the night-sky, rose the quaint, ponderous, but broken walls of the ancient stronghold, where an owl hooted weirdly in the ivy, and where the whispering of the waters rose from the deep below.

Its a pity, dear, that you didnt go to the dance, the old man was saying, her arm held within his own. Youve annoyed your mother, I fear.

Mother is quite happy with her guests, dad; while I am quite happy with you, she replied softly. Therefore, why discuss it?

But surely it is not very entertaining for you to remain here with a man who is blind. Remember, you are young, and these golden days of youth will very soon pass.

Why, you always entertain and instruct me, dad, she declared; from you Ive learnt so much archaeology and so much about mediaeval seals that I believe I am qualified to become a Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries, if women were admitted to fellowship.

They will be one day, my dear, if the Suffragettes are allowed their own way, he laughed.

And then, during the full hour they strolled together, their conversation mostly consisted of questions asked by her father concerning some improvements being made in one of the farms which she had visited on the previous day, and her description of what had been done.

The stable-clock had struck half-past ten on its musical chimes before they re-entered the big hall, and, being relieved by Hill of the wraps, passed together into the library, where, from a locked cabinet in a corner, Gabrielle took a number of business papers and placed them upon the writing-table before her father.

No, he said, running his thin white hands over them, not business to-night, dear, but pleasure. Where is that box from the Professor?

Its here, dad. Shall I open it?

Yes, he replied. That dear old fellow never forgets his old friend. Never a seal finds its way into the collection at Cambridge but he first sends it to me for examination before it is catalogued. He knows what pleasure it is to me to decipher them and make out their history — almost, alas! the only pleasure left to me, except you, my darling.

Professor Moyes adopts your opinion always, dad. He knows, as every other antiquary knows, that you are the greatest living authority on the subject which you have made a lifetime study — that of the bronze seals of the Middle Ages.

Ah! sighed the old man, if I could only write my great book! It is the pleasure debarred me. Years ago I started to collect material; but my affliction came, and now I can only feel the matrices and picture them in my mind. I see through your eyes, dear Gabrielle. To me, the world I loved so much is only a blank darkness, with your dear voice sounding out of it — the only voice, my child, that is music to my ears.

The girl said nothing. She only glanced at the sad, expressionless face, and, cutting the string of the small packet, displayed three bronze seals — two oval, about two inches long, and the third round, about one inch in diameter, and each with a small kind of handle on the reverse. With them were sulphur-casts or impressions taken from them, ready to be placed in the museum at Cambridge.

The old mans nervous fingers travelled over the surfaces quickly, an expression of complete satisfaction in his face.

Have you the magnifying-glass, dear? Tell me what you make of the inscriptions, he said, at the same time carefully feeling the curious mediaeval lettering of one of the casts.

At the same instant she started, rose quickly from her chair, and held her breath.

A man, tall, dark-faced, and wearing a thin black overcoat, had entered noiselessly from the lawn by the open window, and stood there, with his finger upon his lips, indicating silence. Then he pointed outside, with a commanding gesture that she should follow.

Her eyes met his in a glance of fierce resentment, and instinctively she placed her hand upon her breast, as though to stay the beating of her heart.

Again he pointed in silent authority, and she as though held in some mysterious thraldom, made excuse to the blind man, and, rising, followed in his noiseless footsteps.


CHAPTER III

SEALS OF DESTINY
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TEN MINUTES LATER she returned, panting, her face pale and haggard, her mouth hard-set. For a moment she stood in silence upon the threshold of the open doors leading to the grounds, her hand pressed to her breast in a strenuous endeavour to calm herself. She feared that her father might detect her agitation, for he was so quick in discovering in her the slightest unusual emotion. She glanced behind her with an expression full of fear, as though dreading the reappearance of that man who had compelled her to follow him out into the night. Then she looked at her father, who, still seated motionless with his back to her, was busy with his fingers upon something on the blotting-pad before him.

In that brief absence her countenance had entirely changed. She was pale to the lips, with drawn brows, while about her mouth played a hard, bitter expression, as though her mind were bent upon some desperate resolve.

That the man who had come there by stealth was no stranger was evident; yet that between them was some deep-rooted enmity was equally apparent. Nevertheless, he held her irresistibly within his toils. His clean-shaven face was a distinctly evil one. His eyes were set too close together, and in his physiognomy was something unscrupulous and relentless. He was not the man for a woman to trust.

She stepped back from the threshold, and for a few seconds halted outside, her ears strained to catch any sound. Then, as though reassured, she pushed the chestnut hair from her hot, fevered brow, held her breath with strenuous effort, and, re-entering the library, advanced to her fathers side.

I wondered where you had gone, dear, he said in his low, calm voice, as he detected her presence. I hoped you would not leave me for long, for it is not very often we enjoy an evening so entirely alone as to-night.

Leave you, dear old dad! Why, of course not! She laughed gaily, as though nothing had occurred to disturb her peace of mind. We were just about to look at those seals Professor Moyes sent you to-day, werent we? Here they are; and she placed them before the helpless and afflicted man, endeavouring to remain undisturbed, and taking a chair at his side, as was her habit when they sat together.

Yes, he said cheerfully. Let us see what they are.

The first of the yellow sulphur-casts which he examined bore the full-length figure of an abbot, with mitre and crosier, in the act of giving his blessing. Behind him were three circular towers with pointed roofs surmounted by crosses, while around, in bold early Gothic letters, ran the inscription

+ S. BENEDITI . ABBATIS . SANTI . AMBROSII . DRANCIA +

Slowly and with great care his fingers travelled over the raised letters and design of the oval cast. Then, having also examined the battered old bronze matrix, he said, A most excellent specimen, and in first-class preservation, too! I wonder where it has been found? In Italy, without doubt.

What do you make it out to be, dad? asked the girl, seated in the chair at his side and as interested in the little antiquity as he was himself.

Thirteenth century, my dear — early thirteenth century, he declared without hesitation. Genuine, quite genuine, no doubt. The matrix shows signs of considerable wear. Is there much patina upon it? he asked.

She turned it over, displaying that thick green corrosion which bronze acquires only by great age.

Yes, quite a lot, dad. The raised portion at the back is pierced by a hole very much worn.

Worn by the thong by which it was attached to the girdle of successive abbots through centuries, he declared. From its inscription, it is the seal of the Abbot Benedict of the Monastery of St. Ambrose, of Rancia, in Lombardy. Let me think, now. We should find the history of that house probably in Sassolinis Memorials. Will you get it down, dear? — top shelf of the fifth case, on the left.

Though blind, he knew just where he could put his hand upon all his most cherished volumes, and woe betide any one who put a volume back in its wrong place!

Gabrielle rose, and, obtaining the steps, reached down the great leather-bound quarto book, which she carried to a reading-desk and at once searched the index.

The work was in Italian, a language which she knew fairly well; and after ten minutes or so, during which time the blind man continued slowly to trace the inscription with his finger-tips, she said, Here it is, dad. Rancia, near Cremona. The religious brotherhood was founded there in 1132, and the Abbot Benedict was third abbot, from 1218 to 1231. The church still exists. The magnificent pulpit in marble, embellished with mosaics, presented in 1272, rests on six columns supported by lions, with an inscription: Nicolaus de Montava marmorarius hoc opus fecit. Opposite it is the ambo (1272), in a simple style, with a representation of Jonah being swallowed by a whale. In the choir is the throne adorned by mosaics, and the Cappella di San Pantaleone contains the blood of the saint, together with some relics of the Abbot Benedict. The cloisters still exist, though, of course, the monastery is now suppressed.

And this, remarked Sir Henry, turning over the old bronze seal in his hand, belonged to the Abbot Ambrose six hundred and fifty years ago!

Yes, dad, declared the girl, returning to his side and taking the matrix herself to examine it under the green-shaded reading-lamp. The study of seals is most interesting. It carries one back into the dim ages. I hope the Professor will allow you to keep these casts for your collection.

Yes, I know he will, responded the old Baronet. He is well aware what a deep interest I take in my hobby.

And also that you are one of the first authorities in the world upon the subject, added his daughter.

The old man sighed. Would that he could see with his eyes once again; for, after all, the sense of touch was but a poor substitute for that of sight!

He drew towards him the impression of the second of the oval seals. The centre was divided into two portions. Above was the half-length figure of a saint holding a closed book in his hand, and below was a youth with long hands in the act of adoration. Between them was a scroll upon which was written: Sc. Martine O.P.N., while around the seal were the words in Gothic characters:

+ SIGIL . HEINRICHI . PLEBANI . D DOELSCH +

This is fourteenth century, pronounced the Baronet, and is from Dulcigno, on the Adriatic — the seal of Henry, the vicar of the church of that place. From the engraving and style, he said, still fingering it with great care, now and then turning to the matrix in order to satisfy himself, I should place it as having been executed about 1350. But it is really a very beautiful specimen, done at a time when the art of seal-engraving was at its height. No engraver could to-day turn out a more ornate and at the same time bold design. Moyes is really very fortunate in securing this. You must write, my dear, and ask him how these latest treasures came into his hands.

At his request she got down another of the ponderous volumes of Sassolini from the high shelf, and read to him, translating from the Italian the brief notice of the ancient church of Dulcigno, which, it appeared, had been built in the Lombard-Norman style of the eleventh century, while the campanile, with columns from Paestum, dated from 1276.

The third seal, the circular one, was larger than the rest, being quite two inches across. In the centre of the top half was the Madonna with Child, seated, a male and female figure on either side. Below were three female figures on either side, the two scenes being divided by a festoon of flowers, while around the edge ran in somewhat more modern characters — those of the early sixteenth century — the following:

+ SIGILLVM . VICARIS . GENERALIS . ORDINIS . BEATA . MARIA . D MON . CARMEL +

This, declared Sir Henry, after a long and most minute examination, is a treasure probably unequalled in the collection at Cambridge, being the actual seal of the Vicar-General of the Carmelite order. Its date I should place at about 1150. Look well, dear, at those flower garlands; how beautifully they are engraved! Seal-making is, alas! to-day a lost art. We have only crude and heavy attempts. The company seal seems to-day the only thing the engraver can turn out — those machines which emboss upon a big red wafer. And his busy fingers were continuously feeling the great circular bronze matrix, and a moment afterwards its sulphur-cast.

He was an enthusiastic antiquary, and long ago, in the days when the world was light, had read papers before the Society of Antiquaries at Burlington House upon mediaeval seals and upon the early Latin codices. Nowadays, however, Gabrielle acted as his eyes; and so devoted was she to her father that she took a keen interest in his dry-as-dust hobbies, so that after his long tuition she could decipher and read a twelfth-century Latin manuscript, on its scrap of yellow, crinkled parchment, and with all its puzzling abbreviations, almost as well as any professor of palaeography at the universities, while inscriptions upon Gothic seals were to her as plain as a paragraph in a newspaper. More than once, white-haired, spectacled professors who came to Glencardine as her fathers guests were amazed at her intelligent conversation upon points which were quite abstruse. Indeed, she had no idea of the remarkable extent of her own antiquarian knowledge, all of it gathered from the talented man whose affliction had kept her so close at his side.

For quite an hour her father fingered the three seal-impressions, discussing them with her in the language of a savant. She herself examined them minutely and expressed opinions. Now and then she glanced apprehensively to that open window. He pointed out to her where she was wrong in her estimate of the design of the circular one, explaining a technical and little-known detail concerning the seals of the Carmelite order.

From the window a cool breath of the night-wind came in, fanning the curtains and carrying with it the sweet scent of the flowers without.

How refreshing! exclaimed the old man, drawing in a deep breath. The night is very close, Gabrielle, dear. I fear we shall have thunder.

There was lightning only a moment ago, explained the girl. Shall I put the casts into your collection, dad?

Yes, dear. Moyes no doubt intends that I should keep them.

Gabrielle rose, and, passing across to a large cabinet with many shallow drawers, she opened one, displaying a tray full of casts of seals, each neatly arranged, with its inscription and translation placed beneath, all in her own clear handwriting.

Some of the drawers contained the matrices as well as the casts; but as matrices of mediaeval seals are rarities, and seldom found anywhere save in the chief public museums, it is no wonder that the bulk of private collections consist of impressions.

Presently, at the Baronets suggestion, she closed and locked the cabinet, and then took up a bundle of business documents, which she commenced to sort out and arrange.

She acted as her fathers private secretary, and therefore knew much of his affairs. But many things were to her a complete mystery, be it said. Though devoted to her father, she nevertheless sometimes became filled with a vague suspicion that the source of his great income was not altogether an open and honest one. The papers and letters she read to him often contained veiled information which sorely puzzled her, and which caused her many hours of wonder and reflection. Her father lived alone, with only her as companion. Her stepmother, a young, good-looking, and giddy woman, never dreamed the truth.

What would she do, how would she act, Gabrielle wondered, if ever she gained sight of some of those private papers kept locked in the cavity beyond the black steel door concealed by the false bookcase at the farther end of the fine old restful room?

The papers she handled had been taken from the safe by Sir Henry himself. And they contained a mans secret.


CHAPTER IV

SOMETHING CONCERNING JAMES FLOCKART
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IN THE SPREADING dawn the house party had returned from Connachan and had ascended to their rooms, weary with the nights revelry, the men with shirt-fronts crumpled and ties awry, the women with hair disordered, and in some cases with flimsy skirts torn in the mazes of the dance. Yet all were merry and full of satisfaction at what one young man from town had declared to be an awfully ripping evening. All retired at once — all save the hostess and one of her male guests, the man who had entered the library by stealth earlier in the evening and had called Gabrielle outside.

Lady Heyburn and her visitor, James Flockart, had managed to slip away from the others, and now stood together in the library, into which the grey light of dawn was at that moment slowly creeping.

He drew up one of the blinds to admit the light; and there, away over the hills beyond, the glen showed the red flush that heralded the suns coming. Then, returning to where stood the young and attractive woman in pale pink chiffon, with diamonds on her neck and a star in her fair hair, he looked her straight in the face and asked, Well, and what have you decided?

She raised her eyes to his, but made no reply. She was hesitating.

The gems upon her were heirlooms of the Heyburn family, and in that grey light looked cold and glassy. The powder and the slight touch of carmine upon her cheeks, which at night had served to heighten her beauty, now gave her an appearance of painted artificiality. She was undeniably a pretty woman, and surely required no artificial aids to beauty. About thirty-three, yet she looked five years younger; while her husband was twenty years senior to herself. She still retained a figure so girlish that most people took her for Gabrielles elder sister, while in the matter of dress she was admitted in society to be one of the leaders of fashion. Her hair was of that rare copper-gold tint, her features regular, with a slightly protruding chin, soft eyes, and cheeks perfect in their contour. Society knew her as a gay, reckless, giddy woman, who, regardless of the terrible affliction which had fallen upon the brilliant man who was her husband, surrounded herself with a circle of friends of the same type as herself, and who thoroughly enjoyed her life regardless of any gossip or of the malignant statements by women who envied her.

Men were fond of Winnie Heyburn, as they called her, and always voted her good fun. They pitied poor Sir Henry; but, after all, he was blind, and preferred his hobbies of collecting old seals and dusty parchment manuscripts to dances, bridge-parties, theatres, aero shows at Ranelagh, and suppers at the Carlton or Savoy.

Like most wealthy women of her type, she had a wide circle of male friends. Younger men declared her to be a real pal, and with some of the older beaux she would flirt and be amused by their flattering speeches.

Gabrielles mother, the second daughter of Lord Buckhurst, had been dead several years when the brilliant politician met his second wife at a garden-party at Dollis Hill. She was daughter of a man named Lambert, a paper manufacturer, who acted as political agent in the town of Bedford; and she was, therefore, essentially a country cousin. Her beauty was, however, remarked everywhere. The Baronet was struck by her, and within three months they were married at St. Georges, Hanover Square, the world congratulating her upon a very excellent match. From the very first, however, the difference in the ages of husband and wife proved a barrier. Ere the honeymoon was over she found that her husband, tied by his political engagements and by his eternal duties at the House, was unable to accompany her out of an evening; hence from the very first they had drifted apart, until, eight months later, the terrible affliction of blindness fell upon him.

For a time this drew her back to him. She was his constant and dutiful companion everywhere, leading him hither and thither, and attending to his wants; but very soon the tie bored her, and the attractions of society once again proved too great. Hence for the past nine years — Gabrielle being at school, first at Eastbourne and afterwards at Amiens — she had amused herself and left her husband to his dry-as-dust hobbies and the loneliness of his black and sunless world.

The man who had just put that curious question to her was perhaps her closest friend. To her he owed everything, though the world was in ignorance of the fact. That they were friends everybody knew. Indeed, they had been friends years ago in Bedford, before her marriage, for James was the only son of the Reverend Henry Flockart, vicar of one of the parishes in the town. People living in Bedford recollected that the parsons son had turned out rather badly, and had gone to America. But a year or two after that the quiet-mannered old clergyman had died, the living had been given to a successor, and Bedford knew the name of Flockart no more. After Winifreds marriage, however, London society — or rather a gay section of it — became acquainted with James Flockart, who lived at ease in his pretty bachelor-rooms in Half-Moon Street, and who soon gathered about him a large circle of male acquaintances. Sir Henry knew him, and raised no objection to his wifes friendship towards him. They had been boy and girl together; therefore what more natural than that they should be friends in later life?

In her schooldays Gabrielle knew practically nothing of this man; but now she had returned to be her fathers companion she had met him, and had bitter cause to hate both him and Lady Heyburn. It was her own secret. She kept it to herself. She hid the truth from her father — from every one. She watched closely and in patience. One day she would speak and tell the truth. Until then, she resolved to keep to herself all that she knew.

Well? asked the man with the soft-pleated shirt-front and white waistcoat smeared with cigarette-ash. What have you decided? he asked again.

Ive decided nothing, was her blank answer.

But you must. Dont be a silly fool, he urged. Youve surely had time to think over it?

No, I havent.

The girl knows nothing. So what have you to fear? he endeavoured to assure her.

Lady Heyburn shrugged her shoulders. How can you prove that she knows nothing?

Oh, she has eyes for nobody but the old man, he laughed. To-night is an example. Why, she wouldnt come to Connachan, even though she knew that Walter was there. She preferred to spend the evening here with her father.

Shes a little fool, of course, Jimmy, replied the woman in pink; but perhaps it was as well that she didnt come. I hate to have to chaperon the chit. It makes me look so horribly old.

I wish to goodness the girl was out of the way! he declared. Shes sharper than we think, and, by Jove! if ever she did know what was in progress it would be all up for both of us — wouldnt it? Phew! think of it!

If I thought she had the slightest suspicion, declared her ladyship with a sudden hardness of her lips, Id — Id close her mouth very quickly.

And for ever, eh? he asked meaningly.

Yes, for ever.

Bah! he laughed. Youd be afraid to do that, my dear Winnie, added the man, lowering his voice. Your husband is blind, its true; but there are other people in the world who are not. Recollect, Gabrielle is now nineteen, and she has her eyes open. Shes the eyes and ears of Sir Henry. Not the slightest thing occurs in this household but it is told to him at once. His indifference to all is only a clever pretence.

What! she gasped quickly; do you think he suspects?

Pray, what can he suspect? asked the man very calmly, both hands in his trouser-pockets, as he leaned back against the table in front of her.

He can only suspect things which his daughter knows, she said.

But what does she know? What can she know? he asked.

How can we tell? I have watched, but can detect nothing. I am, however, suspicious, because she did not come to Connachan with us to-night.

Why?

Walter Murie may know something, and may have told her.

If so, then to close her lips would be useless. It would only bring a heavier responsibility upon us — and — — But he hesitated, without finishing his sentence. His meaning was apparent from the wry face she pulled at his remark. He did not tell her how he had, while she had been dancing and flirting that night, made his way back to the castle, or how he had compelled Gabrielle to go forth and speak with him. His action had been a bold one, yet its result had confirmed certain vague suspicions he had held.

Well he knew that the girl hated him heartily, and that she was in possession of a certain secret of his — one which might easily result in his downfall. He feared to tell the truth to this woman before him, for if he did so she would certainly withdraw from all association with him in order to save herself.

The key to the whole situation was held by that slim, sweet-faced girl, so devoted to her afflicted father. He was not quite certain as to the actual extent of her knowledge, and was as yet undecided as to what attitude he should adopt towards her. He stood between the Baronets wife and his daughter, and hesitated in which direction to follow.

What did she really know, he wondered. Had she overheard any of that serious conversation between Lady Heyburn and himself while they walked together in the glen on the previous evening? Such a contretemps was surely impossible, for he remembered they had taken every precaution lest even Stewart, the head gamekeeper, might be about in order to stop trespassers, who, attracted by the beauties of Glencardine, tried to penetrate and explore them, and by so doing disturbed the game.

And if the girl really knows? he asked of the woman who stood there motionless, gazing out across the lawn fixedly towards the dawn.

If she knows, James, she said in a hard, decisive tone, then we must act together, quickly and fearlessly. We must carry out that — that plan you proposed a year ago!

You are quite fearless, then, he asked, looking straight into her fine eyes.

Fearless? Of course I am, she answered unflinchingly. We must get rid of her.

Providing we can do so without any suspicion falling upon us.

You seem to have become quite white-livered, she exclaimed to him with a harsh, derisive laugh. You were not so a year ago — in the other affair.

His brows contracted as he reflected upon all it meant to him. The girl knew something; therefore, to seal her lips was imperative for their own safety. She was their enemy.

You are mistaken, he answered in a low calm voice. I am just as determined — just as fearless — as I was then.

And you will do it? she asked.

If it is your wish, he replied simply.

Good! Give me your hand. We are agreed. It shall be done.

And the man took the slim white hand the woman held out to him, and a moment later they ascended the great oak staircase to their respective rooms.

The pair were in accord. The future contained for Gabrielle Heyburn — asleep and all unconscious of the dastardly conspiracy — only that which must be hideous, tragic, fatal.


CHAPTER V

THE MURIES OF CONNACHAN
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ELISE, LADY HEYBURNS French maid, discovered next morning that an antique snake-bracelet was missing, a loss which occasioned great consternation in the household.

Breakfast was late, and at table, when the loss was mentioned, Gabrielle offered to drive over to Connachan in the car and make inquiry and search. The general opinion was that it had been dropped in one of the rooms, and was probably still lying there undiscovered.

The girls offer was accepted, and half an hour later the smaller of the two Glencardine cars — the sixteen Fiat — was brought round to the door by Stokes, the smart chauffeur. Young Gellatly, fresh down from Oxford, begged to be allowed to go with her, and his escort was accepted.

Then, in motor-cap and champagne-coloured dust-veil, Gabrielle mounted at the wheel, with the young fellow at her side and Stokes in the back, and drove away down the long avenue to the high-road.

The car was her delight. Never so happy was she as when, wrapped in her leather-lined motor-coat, she drove the sixteen. The six-cylinder sixty was too powerful for her, but with the sixteen she ran half-over Scotland, and was quite a common object on the Perth to Stirling road. Possessed of nerve and full of self-confidence, she could negotiate traffic in Edinburgh or Glasgow, and on one occasion had driven her father the whole way from Glencardine up to London, a distance of four hundred and fifty miles. Her fingers pressed the button of the electric horn as they descended the sharp incline to the lodge-gates; and, turning into the open road, she was soon speeding along through Auchterarder village, skirted Tullibardine Wood, down through Braco, and along by the Knaik Water and St. Patricks Well into Glen Artney, passing under the dark shadow of Dundurn, until there came into view the broad waters of Loch Earn.

The morning was bright and cloudless, and at such a pace they went that a perfect wall of dust stood behind them.

From the margin of the loch the ground rose for a couple of miles until it reached a plateau upon which stood the fine, imposing Priory, the ancestral seat of the Muries of Connachan. The aspect as they drove up was very imposing. The winding road was closely planted with trees for a large portion of its course, and the stately front of the western entrance, with its massive stone portico and crenulated cornice, burst unexpectedly upon them.

From that point of view one seemed to have reached the gable-end of a princely edifice, crowned with Gothic belfries; yet on looking round it was seen that the approach by which the doorway had been reached was lined on one side with buildings hidden behind the clustering foliage; and through the archway on the left one caught a glimpse of the ivy-covered clock-tower and spacious stable-yard and garage extending northwards for a considerable distance.

Gabrielle ran the car round to the south side of the house, where in the foreground were the well-kept parks of Connachan, the smooth-shaven lawn fringed with symmetrically planted trees, and the fertile fields extending away to the very brink of the loch.

The original fortalice of the Muries, half a mile distant, was, like Glencardine, a ruin. The present Priory, notwithstanding its old-fashioned towers and lancet windows, was a comparatively modern structure, and the ivy which partially covered some of the windows could claim no great antiquity; yet the general effect of the architectural grouping was most pleasing, and might well deceive the visitor or tourist into the supposition that it belonged to a very remote period. It was, as a matter of fact, the work of Atkinson, who in the first years of the nineteenth century built Scone, Abbotsford, and Taymouth Castle.

With loud warning blasts upon the horn, Gabrielle Heyburn pulled up; but ere she could descend, Walter Murie, a good-looking, dark-haired young man in grey flannels, and hatless, was outside, hailing her with delight.

Hallo, Gabrielle! he cried cheerily, taking her hand, what brings you over this morning, especially when we were told last night that you were so very ill?

The illness has passed, exclaimed young Gellatly, shaking his friends hand. And were now in search of a lost bracelet — one of Lady Heyburns.

Why, my mother was just going to wire! One of the maids found it in the boudoir this morning, but we didnt know to whom it belonged. Come inside. There are a lot of people staying over from last night. Then, turning to Gabrielle, he added, By Jove! what dust there must be on the road! Youre absolutely covered.

Well, she laughed lightly, it wont hurt me, I suppose. Im not afraid of it.

Stokes took charge of the car and shut off the petrol, while the three went inside, passing into a long, cool cloister, down which was arranged the splendid collection of antiques discovered or acquired by Malcolm Murie, the well-known antiquary, who had spent many years in Italy, and died in 1794. In cases ranged down each side of the long cloister, with its antique carved chairs, armour, and statuary, were rare Etruscan and Roman terra-cottas, one containing relics from the tomb of a warrior, which included a sword-hilt adorned with gold and a portion of a golden crown formed of lilies in relievo of pure gold laid upon a mould of bronze; another case was full of bronze ornaments unearthed near Albano, and still another contained rare Abyssinian curios. The collection was renowned among antiquaries, and was often visited by Sir Henry, who would be brought there in the car by Gabrielle, and spend hours alone fingering the objects in the various cases.

Sir George Murie and Sir Henry Heyburn were close friends; therefore it was but natural that Walter, the heir to the Connachan estate, and Gabrielle should often be thrown into each others company, or perhaps that the young man — who for the past twelve months had been absent on a tour round the world — should have loved her ever since the days when she wore short skirts and her hair down her back. He had been sorely puzzled why she had not at the last moment come to the ball. She had promised that she would be with them, and yet she had made the rather lame excuse of a headache.

Truth to tell, Walter Murie had during the past week been greatly puzzled at her demeanour of indifference. Seven days ago he had arrived in London from New York, but found no letter from her awaiting him at the club, as he had expected. The last he had received in Detroit a month before, and it was strangely cold, and quite unusual. Two days ago he had arrived home, and in secret she had met him down at the end of the glen at Glencardine. At her wish, their first meeting had been clandestine. Why?

Both their families knew of their mutual affection. Therefore, why should she now make a secret of their meeting after twelve months separation? He was puzzled at her note, and he was further puzzled at her attitude towards him. She was cold and unresponsive. When he held her in his arms and kissed her soft lips, she only once returned his passionate caress, and then as though it were a duty forced upon her. She had, however, promised to come to the ball. That promise she had deliberately broken.

Though he could not understand her, he made pretence of unconcern. He regretted that she had not felt well last night — that was all.

At the end of the cloister young Gellatly found one of Lady Muries guests, a girl named Violet Priest, with whom he had danced a good deal on the previous night, and at once attached himself to her, leaving Walter with the sweet-faced, slim-waisted object of his affections.

The moment they were alone in the long cloister he asked her quickly, Tell me, Gabrielle, the real reason why you did not come last night. I had looked forward very much to seeing you. But I was disappointed — sadly disappointed.

I am very sorry, she laughed, with assumed nonchalance; but I had to assist my father with some business papers.

Your mother told everyone that you do not care for dancing, he said.

That is untrue, Walter. I love dancing.

I knew it was untrue, dearest, he said, standing before her. But why does Lady Heyburn go out of her way to throw cold water upon you and all your works?

How should I know? asked the girl, with a slight shrug. Perhaps it is because my father places more confidence in me than in her.

And his confidence is surely not misplaced, he said. I tell you frankly that I dont like Lady Heyburn.

She pretends to like you.

Pretends! he echoed. Yes, its all pretence. But, he added, do tell me the real reason of your absence last night, Gabrielle. It has worried me.

Why worry, my dear Walter? Is it really worth troubling over? Im only a girl, and, as such, am allowed vagaries of nerves — and all that. I simply didnt want to come, thats all.

Why?

Well, to tell you the truth, I hate the crowd we have staying in our house. They are all mothers friends; and mothers friends are never mine, you know.

He looked at her slim figure, so charming in its daintiness. What a dear little philosopher youve grown to be in a single year! he declared. We shall have you quoting Friedrich Nietzsche next.

Well, she laughed, if you would like me to quote him I can do so. I read Zarathustra secretly at school. One of the girls got a copy from Germany. Do you remember what Zarathustra says: Verily, ye could wear no better masks, ye present-day men, than your own faces, Who could recognise you?

I hope thats not meant to be personal, he laughed, gazing at the girls beautiful countenance and great, luminous eyes.

You may take it as you like, she declared with a delightfully mischievous smile. I only quoted it to show you that I have read Nietzsche, and recollect his many truths.

You certainly do seem to have a gay house-party at Glencardine, he remarked, changing the subject. I noticed Jimmy Flockart there as usual.

Yes. Hes one of mothers greatest friends. She makes good use of him in every way. Up in town they are inseparable, it seems. They knew each other, I believe, when they were boy and girl.

So Ive heard, replied the young man thoughtfully, leaning against a big glass case containing a collection of lares and penates — images of Jupiter, Hercules, Mercury, &c., used as household gods. I expected that he would be dancing attendance upon her during the whole of the evening; but, curiously enough, soon after his arrival he suddenly disappeared, and was not seen again until nearly two oclock. Then, looking straight in the girls fathomless eye, he added, Do you know, Gabrielle, I dont like that fellow. Beware of him.

Neither do I. But your warning is quite unnecessary, I assure you. He doesnt interest me in the least.

Walter Murie was silent for a moment, silent as though in doubt. A shadow crossed his well-cut features, but only for a single second. Then he smiled again upon the fair-faced, soft-spoken girl whom he loved so honestly and so well, the woman who was all in all to him. How could he doubt her — she who only a year ago had, out yonder in the park, given him her pledge of affection, and sealed it with her hot, passionate kisses? Remembrance of those sweet caresses still lingered with him. But he doubted her. Yes, he could not conceal from himself certain very ugly facts — facts within his own knowledge. Yet was not his own poignant jealousy misleading him? Was not her refusal to attend the ball perhaps due to some sudden pique or unpleasantness with her giddy stepmother? Was it? He only longed to be able to believe that it might be so. Alas! however, he had discovered the shadow of a strange and disagreeable truth.


CHAPTER VI

CONCERNS GABRIELLES SECRET
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ALONG THE CLOISTER they went to the great hall, where Walters mother advanced to greet her. Full of regrets at the girls inability to attend the dance, she handed her the missing bracelet, saying, It is such a curious and unusual one, dear, that we wondered to whom it belonged. Brown found it when she was sweeping my boudoir this morning. Take it home to your mother, and suggest that she has a stronger clasp put on it.

The girl held the golden snake in her open hand. This was the first time she had ever seen it. A fine example of old Italian workmanship, it was made flexible, with its flat head covered with diamonds, and two bright emeralds for the eyes. The mouth could be opened, and within was a small cavity where a photo or any tiny object could be concealed. Where her mother had picked it up she could not tell. But Lady Heyburn was always purchasing quaint odds and ends, and, like most giddy women of her class, was extraordinarily fond of fantastic jewellery and ornaments such as other women did not possess.

Several members of the house-party at Connachan entered and chatted, all being full of the success of the previous nights entertainment. Lady Muries husband had, it appeared, left that morning for Edinburgh to attend a political committee.

A little later Walter succeeded in getting Gabrielle alone again in a small, well-furnished room leading off the library — a room in which she had passed many happy hours with him before he had gone abroad. He had been in London reading for the Bar, but had spent a good deal of his time up in Perthshire, or at least all he possibly could. At such times they were inseparable; but after he had been called — there being no necessity for him to practise, he being heir to the estates — he had gone to India and Japan to broaden his mind, as his father had explained.

I wonder, Gabrielle, he said hesitatingly, holding her hand as they stood at the open window— I wonder if you will forgive me if I put a question to you. I — I know I ought not to ask it, he stammered; but it is only because I love you so well, dearest, that I ask you to tell me the truth.

The truth! echoed the girl, looking at him with some surprise, though turning just a trifle paler, he thought. The truth about what?

About that man James Flockart, was his low, distinct reply.

About him! Why, my dear Walter, she laughed, whatever do you want to know about him? You know all that I know. We were agreed long ago that he is not a gentleman, werent we?

Yes, he said. Dont you recollect our talk at your house in London two years ago, soon after you came back from school? Do you remember what you then told me?

She flushed slightly at the recollection. I — I ought not to have said that, she exclaimed hurriedly. I was only a girl then, and I — well, I didnt know.

What you said has never passed my lips, dearest. Only, I ask you again to-day to tell me honestly and frankly whether your opinion of him has in any way changed. I mean whether you still believe what you then said.

She was silent for a few moments. Her lips twitched nervously, and her eyes stared blankly out of the window. No, I repeat what — I — said — then, she answered in a strange hoarse voice.

And only you yourself suspect the truth?

You are the only person to whom I have mentioned it, and I have been filled with regret ever since. I had no right to make the allegation, Walter. I should have kept my secret to myself.

There was surely no harm in telling me, dearest, he exclaimed, still holding her hand, and looking fixedly into those clear-blue, fathomless eyes so very dear to him. You know too well that I would never betray you.

But if he knew — if that man ever knew, she cried, he would avenge himself upon me! I know he would.

But what have you to fear, little one? he asked, surprised at the sudden change in her.

You know how my mother hates me, how they all detest me — all except dear old dad, who is so terribly helpless, misled, defrauded, and tricked — as he daily is — by those about him.

I know, darling, said the young man. I know it all only too well.
Trust in me; and, bending, he kissed her softly upon the lips.

What was the real, the actual truth, he wondered. Was she still his, as she had ever been, or was she playing him false?

Little did the girl dream of the extent of her lovers knowledge of certain facts which she was hiding from the world, vainly believing them to be her own secret. Little did she dream how very near she was to disaster.

Walter Murie had, after a frivolous youth, developed at the age of six-and-twenty into as sound, honest, and upright a young man as could be found beyond the Border. As full of high spirits as of high principles, he was in every way worthy the name of the gallant family whose name he bore, a Murie of Connachan, both for physical strength and scrupulous honesty; while his affection for Gabrielle Heyburn was that deep, all-absorbing devotion which makes men sacrifice themselves for the women they love. He was not very demonstrative. He never wore his heart upon his sleeve, but deep within him was that true affection which caused him to worship her as his idol. To him she was peerless among women, and her beauty was unequalled. Her piquant mischievousness amused him. As a girl, she had always been fond of tantalising him, and did so now. Yet he knew her fine character; how deeply devoted she was to her afflicted father, and how full of discomfort was her dull life, now that she had exchanged her school for the same roof which covered Sir Henrys second wife. Indeed, this latter event was the common talk of all who knew the family. They sighed and pitied poor Sir Henry. It was all very sad, they said; but there their sympathy ended. During Walters absence abroad something had occurred. What that something was he had not yet determined. Gabrielle was not exactly the same towards him as she used to be. His keen sensitiveness told him this instinctively, and, indeed, he had made a discovery that, though he did not admit it now, had staggered him.

He stood there at the open window chatting with her, but what he said he had no idea. His one thought — the one question which now possessed him — was whether she still loved him, or whether the discovery he had made was the actual and painful truth. Tall and good-looking, clean-shaven, and essentially easy-going, he stood before her with his dark eyes fixed upon her — eyes full of devotion, for was she not his idol?

She was telling him of a garden-party which her mother had arranged for the following Thursday, and pressing him to attend it.

Im afraid I may have to be in London that day, dearest, he responded. But if I may Ill come over to-morrow and play tennis. Will you be at home in the afternoon?

No, she declared promptly, with a mischievous laugh, I shant. I shall be in the glen by the first bridge at four oclock, and shall wait for you there.

Very well, Ill be there, he laughed. But why should we meet in secret like this, when everybody knows of our engagement?

Well, because I have a reason, she replied in a strained voice— a strong reason.

Youve grown suddenly shy, afraid of chaff, it seems.

My mother is, I fear, not altogether well disposed towards you, Walter, was her quick response. Dad is very fond of you, as you well know; but Lady Heyburn has other views for me, I think.

And is that the only reason you wish to meet me in secret? he asked.

She hesitated, became slightly confused, and quickly turned the conversation into a different channel, a fact which caused him increased doubt and reflection.

Yes, something certainly had occurred. That was vividly apparent. A gulf lay between them.

Again he looked straight into her beautiful face, and fell to wondering. What could it all mean? So true had she been to him, so sweet her temperament, so high all her ideals, that he could not bring himself to believe ill of her. He tried to fight down those increasing doubts. He tried to put aside the naked truth which had arisen before him since his return to England. He loved her. Yes, he loved her, and would think no ill of her until he had proof, actual and indisputable.

As far as the eligibility of Walter Murie was concerned there was no question. Even Lady Heyburn could not deny it when she discussed the matter over the tea-cups with her intimate friends.

The family of the Muries of Connachan claimed a respectable antiquity. The original surname of the family was De Balinhard, assumed from an estate of that name in the county of Forfar. Sir Jocelynus de Baldendard, or Balinhard, who witnessed several charters between 1204 and 1225, is the first recorded of the name, but there is no documentary proof of descent before that time; and, indeed, most of the family papers having been burned in 1452, little remains of the early history beyond the names and succession of the possessors of Balinhard from about 1250 till 1350, which are stated in a charter of David II. now preserved in the British Museum. This charter records the grant made by William de Maule to John de Balinhard, filio et heredi quondam Joannis filii Christini filii Joannis de Balinhard, of the lands of Murie, in the county of Perthshire, and from that period, about 1350, the family has borne the name of De Murie instead of De Balinhard. In 1409 Duthac de Murie obtained a charter of the Castle of Connachan, possession of which has been held by the family uninterruptedly ever since, except for about thirty years, when the lands were under forfeiture on account of the Rebellion of 1715.

Near Crieff Junction station the lands of Glencardine and Connachan march together; therefore both Sir Henry Heyburn and his friend, Sir George Murie, had looked upon an alliance between the two houses as quite within the bounds of probability.

If the truth were told, Gabrielle had never looked upon any other man save Walter with the slightest thought of affection. She loved him with the whole strength of her being. During that twelve long months of absence he had been daily in her thoughts, and his constant letters she had read and re-read dozens of times. She had, since she left school, met many eligible young men at houses to which her mother had grudgingly taken her — young men who had been nice to her, flattered her, and flirted with her. But she had treated them all with coquettish disdain, for in the world there was but one man who was her lover and her hero — her old friend Walter Murie.

At this moment, as they were together in that cosy, well-furnished room, she became seized by a twinge of conscience. She knew quite well that she was not treating him as she ought. She had not been at all enthusiastic at his return, and she had inquired but little about his wanderings. Indeed, she had treated him with a studied indifference, as though his life concerned her but little. And yet if he only knew the truth, she thought; if he could only see that that cool, unresponsive attitude was forced upon her by circumstances; if he could only know how quickly her heart throbbed when he was present, and how dull and lonely all became when he was absent!

She loved him. Ah, yes! as truly and devotedly as he loved her. But between them there had fallen a dark, grim shadow — one which, at all hazards and by every subterfuge, she must endeavour to hide. She loved him, and could, therefore, never bear to hear his bitter reproaches or to witness his grief. He worshipped her. Would that he did not, she thought. She must hide her secret from him as she was hiding it from all the world.

He was speaking. She answered him calmly yet mechanically. He wondered what strange thoughts were concealed beneath those clear, wide-open, child-like eyes which he was trying in vain to fathom. What would he have thought had he known the terrible truth: that she had calmly, and after long reflection, resolved to court death — death by her own hand — rather than face the exposure with which she had that previous night been threatened.


CHAPTER VII

CONTAINS CURIOUS CONFIDENCES
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A WEEK HAD gone by. Stewart, the lean, thin-faced head-keeper, who spoke with such a strong accent that guests from the South often failed to understand him, and who never seemed to sleep, so vigilant was he over the Glencardine shootings, had reported the purchase of a couple of new pointers.

Therefore, one morning Lady Heyburn and her constant cavalier, Flockart, had walked across to the kennels close to the castle to inspect them.

At the end of the big, old-fashioned stable-yard, with grey stone outbuildings ranged down either side, and the ancient mounting-block a conspicuous object, were ranged the modern iron kennels full of pointers and spaniels. In that big, old, paved quadrangle, the cobbles of which were nowadays stained by the oil of noisy motor-cars, many a Graham of Glencardine had mounted to ride into Stirling or Edinburgh, or to drive in his coach to far-off London. The stables were now empty, but the garage adjoining, whence came the odour of petrol, contained the two Glencardine cars, besides three others belonging to members of that merry, irresponsible house-party.

The inspection of the pointers was a mere excuse on her ladyships part to be alone with Flockart.

She wished to speak with him, and with that object suggested that they should take the by-road which, crossing one of the main roads through the estate, led through a leafy wood away to a railway level-crossing half a mile off. The road was unfrequented, and they were not likely to meet any of the guests, for some were away fishing, others had motored into Stirling, and at least three had walked down into Auchterarder to take a telegram for their blind host.

Well, my dear Jimmy, asked the well-preserved, fair-haired woman in short brown skirt and fresh white cotton blouse and sun-hat, what have you discovered?

Very little, replied the easy-going man, who wore a suit of rough heather-tweed and a round cloth fishing-hat. My information is unfortunately very meagre. You have watched carefully. Well, what have you found out?

That shes just as much in love with him as before — the little fool!

And I suppose hes just as devoted to her as ever — eh?

Of course. Since youve been away these last few days hes been over here from Connachan, on one pretext or another, every day. Of course Ive been compelled to ask him to lunch, for I cant afford to quarrel with his people, although I hate the whole lot of them. His mother gives herself such airs, and his father is the most terrible old bore in the whole country.

But the match would be an advantageous one — wouldnt it? suggested the man strolling at her side, and he stopped to light a cigarette which he took from a golden case.

Advantageous! Of course it would! But we cant afford to allow it, my dear Jimmy. Think what such an alliance would mean to us!

To you, you mean.

To you also. An ugly revelation might result, remember. Therefore it must not be allowed. While Walter was abroad all was pretty plain sailing. Lots of the letters she wrote him I secured from the post-box, read them, and afterwards burned them. But now hes back there is a distinct peril. Hes a cute young fellow, remember.

Flockart smiled. We must discover a means by which to part them, he said slowly but decisively. I quite agree with you that to allow the matter to go any further would be to court disaster. We have a good many enemies, you and I, Winnie — many who would only be too pleased and eager to rake up that unfortunate episode. And I, for one, have no desire to figure in a criminal dock.

Nor have I, she declared quickly.

But if I went there you would certainly accompany me, he said, looking straight at her.

What! she gasped in quick dismay. You would tell the truth and — and denounce me?

I would not; but no doubt there are others who would, was his answer.

For a few moments her arched brows were knit, and she remained silent. Her reflections were uneasy ones. She and the man at her side, who for years had been her confidant and friend, were both in imminent peril of exposure. Their relations had always been purely platonic; therefore she was not afraid of any allegation against her honour. What her enemies had said were lies — all of them. Her fear lay in quite a different direction.

Her poor, blind, helpless husband was in ignorance of that terrible chapter of her own life — a chapter which she had believed to be closed for ever, and yet which was, by means of a chain of unexpected circumstances, in imminent danger of being reopened.

Well, she inquired at last in a blank voice, and who are those others who, you believe, would be prepared to denounce me?

Certain persons who envy you your position, and who, perhaps, think that you do not treat poor old Sir Henry quite properly.

But I do treat him properly! she declared vehemently. If he prefers the society of that chit of a girl of his to mine, how can I possibly help it? Besides, people surely must know that, to me, the society of a blind old man is not exactly conducive to gaiety. I would only like to put those women who malign me into my place for a single year. Perhaps they would become even more reckless of the convenances than I am!

My dear Winnie, he said, whats the use of discussing such an old and threadbare theme? Things are not always what they seem, as the man with a squint said when he thought he saw two sovereigns where there was but one. The point before us is the girls future.

It lies in your hands, was her sharp reply.

No; in yours. I have promised to look after Walter Murie.

But how can I act? she asked. The little hussy cares nothing for me — only sees me at table, and spends the whole of her day with her father.

Act as I suggested last week, was his rejoinder. If you did that the old man would turn her out of the place, and the rest would be easy enough.

But — —

Ah! he laughed derisively, I see youve some sympathy with the girl after all. Very well, take the consequences. It is she who will be your deadliest enemy, remember; she who, if the disaster falls, will give evidence against you. Therefore, youd best act now, ere its too late. Unless, of course, you are in fear of her.

I dont fear her! cried the woman, her eyes flashing defiance. Why do you taunt me like this? You havent told me yet what took place on the night of the ball.

Nothing. The mystery is just as complete as ever.

She defied you — eh?

Her companion nodded.

Then how do you now intend to act?

Thats just the question I was about to put to you, he said. There is a distinct peril — one which becomes graver every moment that the girl and young Murie are together. How are we to avert it?

By parting them.

Then act as I suggested the other day. Its the only way, Winnie, depend upon it — the only way to secure our own safety.

And what would the world say of me, her stepmother, if it were known that I had done such a thing?

Youve never yet cared for what the world said. Why should you care now? Besides, it never will be known. I should be the only person in the secret, and for my own sake it isnt likely that Id give you away. Is it? Youve trusted me before, he added; why not again?

It would break my husbands heart, she declared in a low, intense voice. Remember, he is devoted to her. He would never recover from the shock.

And yet the other night after the ball you said you were prepared to carry out the suggestion, in order to save yourself, he remarked with a covert sneer.

Perhaps I was piqued that she should defy my suggestion that she should go to the ball.

No, you were not. You never intended her to go. That you know.

When he spoke to her this man never minced matters. The woman was held by him in a strange thraldom which surprised many people; yet to all it was a mystery. The world knew nothing of the fact that James Flockart was without a penny, and that he lived — and lived well, too — upon the charity of Lady Heyburn. Two thousand pounds were placed, in secret, every year to his credit from her ladyships private account at Couttss, besides which he received odd cheques from her whenever his needs required. To his friends he posed as an easy-going man-about-town, in possession of an income not large, but sufficient to supply him with both comforts and luxuries. He usually spent the London season in his cosy chambers in Half-Moon Street; the winter at Monte Carlo or at Cairo; the summer at Aix, Vichy, or Marienbad; and the autumn in a series of visits to houses in Scotland.

He was not exactly a ladies man. Courtly, refined, and a splendid linguist, as he was, the girls always voted him great fun; but from the elder ones, and from married women especially, he somehow held himself aloof. His one woman-friend, as everybody knew, was the flighty, go-ahead Lady Heyburn.

Of the country-house party he was usually the life and soul. No man could invent so many practical jokes or carry them on with such refinement of humour as he. Therefore, if the hostess wished to impart merriment among her guests, she sought out and sent a pressing invitation to Jimmy Flockart. A first-class shot, an excellent tennis-player, a good golfer, and quite a good hand at putting a stone in curling, he was an all-round sportsman who was sure to be highly popular with his fellow-guests. Hence up in the north his advent was always welcomed with loud approbation.

To those who knew him, and knew him well, this confidential conversation with the woman whose platonic friendship he had enjoyed through so many years would certainly have caused greatest surprise. That he was a schemer was entirely undreamed of. That he was attracted by Winnie Heyburn was declared to be only natural, in view of the age and affliction of her own husband. Cases such as hers are often regarded with a very lenient eye.

They had reached the level-crossing where, beside the line of the Caledonian Railway, stands the mail-apparatus by which the down-mail for Euston picks up the local bag without stopping, while the up-mail drops its letters and parcels into the big, strong net. For a few moments they halted to watch the dining-car express for Euston pass with a roar and a crash as she dashed down the incline towards Crieff Junction.

Then, as they turned again towards the house, he suddenly exclaimed, Look here, Winnie. Weve got to face the music now. Every day increases our peril. If you are actually afraid to act as I suggest, then tell me frankly and Ill know what to do. I tell you quite openly that I have neither desire nor intention to be put into a hole by this confounded girl. She has defied me; therefore she must take the consequences.

How do you know that your action the other night has not aroused her suspicions?

Ah! there you are quite right. It may have done so. If it has, then our peril has very considerably increased. Thats just my argument.

But well have Walter to reckon with in any case. He loves her.

Bah! Leave the boy to me. Ill soon show him that the girls not worth a second thought, replied Flockart with nonchalant air. All you have to do is to act as I suggested the other night. Then leave the rest to me.

And suppose it were discovered? asked the woman, whose face had grown considerably paler.

Well, suppose the worst happened, and it were discovered? he asked, raising his brows slightly. Should we be any worse off than would be the case if this girl took it into her head to expose us — if the facts which she could prove placed us side by side in an assize-court?

The woman — clever, scheming, ambitious — was silent. The question admitted of no reply. She recognised her own peril. The picture of herself arraigned before a judge, with that man beside her, rose before her imagination, and she became terrified. That slim, pale-faced girl, her husbands child, stood between her and her own honour, her own safety. Once the girl was removed, she would have no further fear, no apprehension, no hideous forebodings concerning the imminent future. She saw it all as she walked along that moss-grown forest-road, her eyes fixed straight before her. The tempter at her side had urged her to commit a dastardly, an unpardonable crime. In that mans hands she was, alas! as wax. He poured into her ear a vivid picture of what must inevitably result should Gabrielle reveal the ugly truth, at the same time calmly watching the effect of his words upon her. Upon her decision depended his whole future as well as hers. What was Gabrielles life to hers, asked the man point-blank. That was the question which decided her — decided her, after long and futile resistance, to promise to commit the act which he had suggested. She gave the man her hand in pledge.

Then a slight smile of triumph played about his cruel nether lip, and the pair retraced their steps towards the castle in silence.


CHAPTER VIII

CASTING THE BAIT
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LOVING AND PERISHING: these have tallied from eternity. Love and death walk hand-in-hand. The will to love means also to be ready for death.

Gabrielle Heyburn recognised this truth. She had the will to love, and she had the resolve to perish — perish by her own hand — rather than allow her secret to be exposed. Those who knew her — a young, athletic, merry-faced, open-air girl on the verge of budding womanhood, so true-hearted, frank, and free — little dreamed of the terrible nature of that secret within her young heart.

She held aloof from her lover as much as she dared. True, Walter came to Glencardine nearly every day, but she managed to avoid him whenever possible. Why? Because she knew her own weakness; she feared being compelled by his stronger nature, and by the true affection in which she held him, to confess. They walked together in the cool, shady glen beside the rippling burn, climbed the neighbouring hills, played tennis, or else she lay in the hammock at the edge of the lawn while he lounged at her side smoking cigarettes. She did all this because she was compelled.

Her most enjoyable hours were the quiet ones spent at Her fathers side. Alone in the library, she read to him, in French, those curious business documents which came so often by registered post. They were so strangely worded that, not knowing their true import, she failed to understand them. All were neatly typed, without any heading to the paper. Sometimes a printed address in the Boulevard des Capucines, Paris, would appear on letters accompanying the enclosures. But all were very formal, and to Gabrielle extremely puzzling.

Sir Henry always took the greatest precaution that no one should obtain sight of these confidential reports or overhear them read by his daughter. Before she sat down to read, she always shot the small brass bolt on the door to prevent Hill or any other intruder from entering. More than once the Baronets wife had wanted to come in while the reading was in progress, whereupon Sir Henry always excused himself, saying that he locked his door against his guests when he wished to be alone, an explanation which her ladyship accepted.

These strangely worded reports in French always puzzled the Baronets daughter. Sometimes she became seized by a vague suspicion that her father was carrying on some business which was not altogether honourable. Why should he enjoin such secrecy? Why should he cause her to write and despatch with her own hand such curiously worded telegrams, addressed always to the registered address: METEFOROS, PARIS?

Those neatly typed pages which she read could be always construed in two or three senses. But only her father knew the actual meaning which the writer intended to convey. For hours she would often be engaged in reading them. Sometimes, too, telegrams in cipher arrived, and she would then obtain the little, dark-blue covered book from the safe, and by its aid decipher the messages from the French capital.

Questions, curious questions, were frequently asked by the anonymous sender of the reports; and to these her father replied by means of his private code. She had become during the past year quite an expert typist, and therefore to her the Baronet entrusted the replies, always impressing upon her the need of absolute secrecy, even from her mother.

My affairs, he often declared, concern nobody but myself. I trust in you, Gabrielle dear, to guard my secrets from prying eyes. I know that you yourself must often be puzzled, but that is only natural.

Unfamiliar as the girl was with business in any form, she had during the past year arrived at the conclusion, after much debate within herself, that this source of her fathers income was a distinctly mysterious one. The estates were, of course, large, and he employed agents to manage them; but they could not produce that huge income which she knew he possessed, for had she not more than once seen the amount of his balance at his bankers as well as the large sum he had on deposit? The source of his colossal wealth was a mystery, but was no doubt connected with his curious and constant communications with Paris.

At rare intervals a grey-faced, grey-bearded, and rather stout Frenchman — a certain Monsieur Goslin — called, and on such occasions was closeted for a long time alone with Sir Henry, evidently discussing some important affair in secret. To her ladyship, as well as to Gabrielle, the Frenchman was most courteous, but refused the pressing invitations to remain the night. He always arrived by the morning train from Perth, and left for the south the same night, the express being stopped for him by signal at Auchterarder station. The mysterious visitor puzzled Gabrielle considerably. Her father entrusted him with secrets which he withheld from her, and this often caused her both surprise and annoyance. Like every other girl, she was of course full of curiosity.

Towards her Flockart became daily more friendly. On two occasions, after breakfast, he had invited her to spend an hour or two fishing for trout in the burn, which was unexpectedly in spate, and they had thus been some time in each others company.

She, however, regarded him with distinct distrust. He was undeniably good-looking, nonchalant, and a thorough-going man of the world. But his intimate friendship with Lady Heyburn prevented her from regarding him as a true friend. Towards her he was ever most courteous, and paid her many little compliments. He tied her flies, he fitted her rod, and if her line became entangled in the trees he always put matters right. Not, however, that she could not do it all herself. In her strong, high fishing-boots, her short skirts hemmed with leather, her burberry, and her dark-blue tam-o-shanter set jauntily on her chestnut hair, she very often fished alone, and made quite respectable baskets. To wade into the burn and disentangle her line from beneath a stone was to her quite a small occurrence, for she would never let either Stewart or any of the under-keepers accompany her.

Why Flockart had so suddenly sought her society she failed to discern. Hitherto, though always extremely polite, he had treated her as a child, which she naturally resented. At length, however, he seemed to have realised that she now possessed the average intelligence of a young woman.

He had never repeated those strange words he had uttered when, on the night of the ball at Connachan, he returned in secret to the castle and beckoned her out upon the lawn. He had, indeed, never referred to his curious action. Sometimes she wondered, so changed was his manner, whether he had actually forgotten the incident altogether. He had showed himself in his true colours that night. Whatever suspicions she had previously held were corroborated in that stroll across the lawn in the dark shadow. His tactics had altered, it seemed, and their objective puzzled her.

It must be very dull for you here, Miss Heyburn, he remarked to her one bright morning as they were casting up-stream near one another. They were standing not far from a rustic bridge in a deep, leafy glen, where the sunshine penetrated here and there through the canopy of leaves, beneath which the burn pursued its sinuous course towards the Earn. The music of the rippling waters over the brown, moss-grown boulders mingled with the rustle of the leaves above, as now and then the soft wind swept up the narrow valley. They were treading a carpet of wild-flowers, and the air was full of the delicious perfume of the summer day. You must be very dull, living here so much, and going up to town so very seldom, he said.

Oh dear no! she laughed. You are quite mistaken. I really enjoy a country life. Its so jolly after the confinement and rigorous rules of school. One is free up here. I can wear my old clothes, and go cycling, fishing, shooting, curling; in fact, Im my own mistress. That I shouldnt be if I lived in London, and had to make calls, walk in the Park, go shopping, sit out concerts, and all that sort of thing.

But though youre out, you never go anywhere. Surely thats unusual for one so active and — well — he hesitated— I wonder whether I might be permitted to say so — so good-looking as you are, Gabrielle.

Ah! replied the girl, protesting, but blushing at the same time,
youre poking fun at me, Mr. Flockart. All I can reply is, first, that
Im not good-looking; and, secondly, Im not in the least dull — perhaps
I should be if I hadnt my fathers affairs to attend to.

They seem to take up a lot of your time, he said with pretended indifference, but, to his annoyance, landed a salmon parr at the same moment.

We work together most evenings, was her reply.

The question which he then put as he threw the parr back into the burn struck her as curious. It was evident that he was endeavouring to learn from her the nature of her fathers correspondence. But she was shrewd enough to parry all his ingenious cross-questioning. Her fathers secrets were her own.

Some ill-natured people gossip about Sir Henry, he remarked presently, as he made another long cast up-stream and allowed the flies to be carried down to within a few yards from where he stood. They say that his source of income is mysterious, and that it is not altogether open and above-board.

What! she exclaimed, looking at him quickly. And who, pray, Mr.
Flockart, makes this allegation against my father?

Oh, I really dont know who started the gossip. The source of such tales is always difficult to discover. Some enemy, no doubt. Every man in this world of ours has enemies.

What do you mean by the source of dads income not being an honourable one?

The man shrugged his shoulders. I really dont know, he declared. I only repeat what Ive heard once or twice up in London.

Tell me exactly what they say, demanded the girl, with quick interest.

Her companion hesitated for a few seconds. Well, whatever has been said, Ive always denied; for, as you know, I am a friend of both Lady Heyburn and of your father.

The girls nostrils dilated slightly. Friend! Why, was not this man her fathers false friend? Was he not behind every sinister action of Lady Heyburns, and had not she herself, with her own ears, one day at Park Street, four years ago, overheard her ladyship express a dastardly desire in the words, Oh, Henry is such a dreadful old bore, and so utterly useless, that its a shame a woman like myself should be tied up to him. Fortunately for me, he already has one foot in the grave. Otherwise I couldnt tolerate this life at all! Those cruel words of her stepmothers, spoken to this man who was at that moment her companion, recurred to her. She recollected, too, Flockarts reply.

This hollow pretence of friendship angered her. She knew that the man was her fathers enemy, and that he had united with the clever, scheming woman in some ingenious conspiracy against the poor, helpless man.

Therefore she turned, and, facing him boldly, said, I wish, Mr. Flockart, that you would please understand that I have no intention to discuss my father or his affairs. The latter concern himself alone. He does not even speak of them to his wife; therefore why should strangers evince any interest in them?

Because there are rumours — rumours of a mystery; and mysteries are always interesting and attractive, was his answer.

True, she said meaningly. Just as rumours concerning certain of my fathers guests possess an unusual interest for him, Mr. Flockart. Though my father may be blind, his hearing is still excellent. And he is aware of much more than you think.

The man glanced at her for an instant, and his face darkened. The girls ominous words filled him with vague apprehension. Was it possible that the blind man had any suspicion of what was intended? He held his breath, and made another vicious cast far up the rippling stream.


CHAPTER IX

REVEALS A MYSTERIOUS BUSINESS

[image: img273.jpg]

IN THE FEW days which followed, Lady Heyburns attitude towards Gabrielle became one of marked affection. She even kissed her in the breakfast-room each morning, called her dear, and consulted her upon the days arrangements.

Poor Sir Henry was but a cipher in the household. He usually took all his meals alone, except dinner, and was very seldom seen, save perhaps when he would come out for an hour or so to walk in the park, led by his daughter, or else, alone, tapping before him with his stout stick. On such occasions he would wear a pair of big blue spectacles to hide the unsightliness of his gray, filmy eyes. Sometimes he would sit on one of the garden seats on the south side of the house, enjoying the sunshine, and listening to the songs of the birds, the hum of the insects, and the soft ripples of the burn far below. And on such occasions one of his wifes guests would join him to chat and cheer him, for everyone felt pity for the lonely man living his life of darkness.

No one was more full of words of sympathy than James Flockart. Gabrielle longed to warn her father of that man, but dared not do so. There was a reason — a strong reason — for her silence. Sir Henry had declared that he was interested in the mans intellectual conversation, and that he rather liked him, though he had never looked upon his face. In some things the old gentleman was ever ready to adopt his daughters advice and rely upon her judgment; but in others he was quite obstinate and treated her pointed remarks with calm indifference.

One day, at Lady Heyburns suggestion, Gabrielle, accompanied by Flockart and another of the guests, a retired colonel, had driven over in the big car to Perth to make a call; and on their return she spent some hours in the library with her father, attending to his correspondence.

That morning a big packet of those typed reports in French had arrived in the usual registered, orange-coloured envelope, and after she had read them over to the Baronet, he had given her the key, and she had got out the code-book. Then, at his instructions, she had written upon a yellow telegraph-form a cipher message addressed to the mysterious Meteforos, Paris. It read, when decoded: — 

Arrange with amethyst. I agree the price of pearls. Have no fear of Smithson, but watch Peters. If London refuses, then Mayfair. Expect report of Bedford.

It was not signed by the Baronets name, but by the signature he always used on such telegraphic replies: Senrab.

From such a despatch she could gather nothing. At his request she took away the little blue-covered book and relocked it in the safe. Then she rang for Hill, and told him to send the despatch by messenger down to Auchterarder village.

Very well, miss, replied the man, bowing.

The car is going down to take Mr. Seymour to the station in about a quarter of an hour, so Stokes will take it.

And look here, exclaimed the blind man, who was standing before the window with his back to the crimson sunset, you can tell her ladyship, Hill, that Im very busy, and I shant come in to dinner to-night. Just serve a snack here for me, will you?

Very well, Sir Henry, responded the smart footman; and, bowing again, he closed the door.

May I dine with you, dad? asked the girl. There are two or three people invited to-night, and they dont interest me in the least.

My dear child, what do you mean? Why, arent Walter Murie and his mother dining here to-night? I know your mother invited them ten days ago.

Oh, why, yes, replied the girl rather lamely; I did not recollect.
Then, I suppose, I must put in an appearance, she sighed.

Suppose! he echoed. What would Walter think if you elected to dine with me instead of meeting him at table?

Now, dad, it is really unkind of you! she said reprovingly. Walter and I thoroughly understand each other. Hes not surprised at anything I do.

Ah! laughed the sightless man, hes already beginning to understand the feminine perverseness, eh? Well, my child, dine here with me if you wish, by all means. Tell Hill to lay the table for two. We have lots of work to do afterwards.

So the bell was rung again and Hill was informed that Miss Gabrielle would dine with her father in the library.

Then they turned again to the Baronets mysterious private affairs; and when she had seated herself at the typewriter and re-read the reports — confidential reports they were, but framed in a manner which only the old man himself could understand — he dictated to her cryptic replies, the true nature of which were to her a mystery.

The last of the reports, brief and unsigned, read as follows: — 

Mon petit garçon est très gravement malade, et je supplie Dieu à genoux de ne pas me punir si severement, de ne pas me prendre mon enfant.

Dapres le dernier bulletin du Professeur Knieberger, il a la fièvre scarlatine, et lissue de la maladie est incertaine. Je ne quitte plus son chevet. Et sans cesse je me dis, Cest une punition du Ciel.

Gabrielle saw that, to the outside world, it was a statement by a frantic mother that her child had caught scarlet-fever. What could it really mean? she wondered.

Slowly she read it, and as she did so noticed the curious effect it had upon her father, seated as he was in the deep saddle-bag chair. His face grew very grave, his thin white hands clenched themselves, and there was an unusually bitter expression about his mouth.

Eh? he asked, as though not quite certain of the words. Read it again, child, slower. I — I have to think.

She obeyed, wondering if the key to the cryptic message were contained in some conjunction of letters or words. It seemed as though, in imagination, he was setting it down before him as she pronounced the words. This was often so. At times he would have reports repeated to him over and over again.

Ah! he gasped at last, drawing a long breath, his hands still tightly clenched, his countenance haggard and drawn. I — I expected that. And so it has come — at last!

What, dad? asked the girl in surprise, staring at the crisp typewritten sheet before her.

Oh, well, nothing child — nothing, he answered, bestirring himself.

But the lady whoever she is, seems terribly concerned about her little boy. The judgment of Heaven, she calls it.

And well she may, Gabrielle, he answered in a hoarse strained voice.
Well she may, my dear. It is a punishment sent upon the wicked.

Is the mother wicked, then? asked the girl in curiosity.

No, dear, he urged. Dont try to understand, for you can never do that. These reports convey to me alone the truth. They are intended to mislead you, as they mislead other people.

Then there is no little boy suffering from scarlet-fever?

Yes. Because it is written there, was his smiling reply. But it only refers to an imaginary child, and, by so doing, places a surprising and alarming truth before me.

Is the matter so very serious, dad? she asked, noticing the curious effect the words had had upon him.

Serious! he echoed, leaning forward in his chair. Yes, he answered in a low voice, it is very serious, child, both to me and to you.

I dont understand you, dad, she exclaimed, walking to his chair throwing herself upon her knees, and placing her arms around his neck. Wont you be more explicit? Wont you tell me the truth? Surely you can rely upon my secrecy?

Yes, child, he said, groping until his hand fell upon her hair, and then stroking it tenderly; I trust you. You keep my affairs from those people who seek to obtain knowledge of them. Without you, I would be compelled to employ a secretary; but he could be bought, without a doubt. Most secretaries can.

Ford was very trustworthy, was he not?

Yes, poor Ford, he sighed. When he died I lost my right hand. But fortunately you were old enough to take his place.

But in a case like this, when you are worried and excited, as you are at this moment, why not confide in me and allow me to help you? she suggested. You see that, although I act as your secretary, dad, I know nothing of the nature of your business.

And forgive me for speaking very plainly, child, I do not intend that you should, the old man said.

Because you cannot trust me! she pouted. You think that because Im a woman I cannot keep a secret.

Not at all, he said. I place every confidence in you, dear. You are the only real friend left to me in the whole world. I know that you would never willingly betray me to my enemies; but — —

Well, but what?

But you might do so unknowingly. You might by one single chance-word place me within the power of those who seek my downfall.

Who seeks your downfall, dad? she asked very seriously.

Thats a matter which I desire to keep to myself. Unfortunately, I do not know the identity of my enemies; hence I am compelled to keep from you certain matters which, in other circumstances, you might know. But, he added, this is not the first time weve discussed this question, Gabrielle dear. You are my daughter, and I trust you. Do not, child, misjudge me by suspecting that I doubt your loyalty.

I dont, dad; only sometimes I — —

Sometimes you think, he said, still stroking her hair— you think that I ought to tell you the reason I receive all these reports from Paris, and their real significance. Well, to tell the truth, dear, it is best that you should not know. If you reflect for a moment, went on the old man, tears welling slowly in his filmy, sightless eyes, you will realise my unhappy situation — how I am compelled to hide my affairs even from Lady Heyburn herself. Does she ever question you regarding them?

She used to at one time; but she refrains nowadays, for I would tell her nothing.

Has anyone else ever tried to glean information from you? he inquired, after a long breath.

Mr. Flockart has done so on several occasions of late. But I pleaded absolute ignorance.

Oh, Flockart has been asking you, has he? remarked her father with surprise. Well, I suppose it is only natural. A blind mans doings are always more or less a mystery to the world.

I dont like Mr. Flockart, dad, she said.

So youve remarked before, my dear, her father replied. Of course you are right in withholding any information upon a subject which is my own affair; yet, on the other hand, you should always remember that he is your mothers very good friend — and yours also.

Mine! gasped the girl, starting up. Would that she were free to tell the poor, blind, helpless man the ghastly truth! My friend, dad! What makes you think that?

Because he is always singing your praises, both to me and your mother.

Then I tell you that his expressions of opinion are false, dear dad.

How?

She was silent. She dared not tell her father the reason; therefore, in order to turn the subject, she replied, with a forced laugh, Oh, well, of course, I may be mistaken; but thats my opinion.

A mere prejudice, child; Im sure it is. As far as I know, Flockart is quite an excellent fellow, and is most kind both to your mother and to myself.

Gabrielles brow contracted. Disengaging herself, she rose to her feet, and, after a pause, asked, What reply shall I send to the report, dad?

Ah, that report! gasped the man, huddled up in his chair in serious reflection. That report! he repeated, rising to straighten himself. Reply in these words: No effort is to be made to save the childs life. On the contrary, it is to be so neglected as to produce a fatal termination.

The girl had seated herself at the typewriter and rapidly clicked out the words in French — words that seemed ominous enough, and yet the true meaning of which she never dreamed. She was thinking only of her fathers misplaced friendship in James Flockart. If she dared to tell him the naked truth! Oh, if her poor, blind, afflicted father could only see!


CHAPTER X

DECLARES A WOMANS LOVE
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AT NINE OCLOCK that night Gabrielle left her father, and ascended to her own pretty room, with its light chintz-covered furniture, its well-filled bamboo bookcases, its little writing-table, and its narrow bed in the alcove. It was a nest of rest and cosy comfort.

Exchanging her tweed dress, she put on an easy dressing-gown of pale blue cashmere, drew up an armchair, and, arranging her electric reading-lamp, sat down to a new novel she intended to finish.

Presently Elise came to her; but, looking up, she said she did not wish to be disturbed, and again coiled herself up in the chair, endeavouring to concentrate her thoughts upon her book. But all to no purpose. Ever and anon she would lift her big eyes from the printed page, sigh, and stare fixedly at the rose-coloured trellis pattern of the wall-paper opposite. Upon her there had fallen a feeling of vague apprehension such as she had never before experienced, a feeling that something was about to happen.

Lady Heyburn was, she knew, greatly annoyed that she had not made her appearance at dinner or in the drawing-room afterwards. Generally, when there were guests from the neighbourhood, she was compelled to sing one or other of her Italian songs. Her refusal to come to dinner would, she knew, cause her ladyship much chagrin, for it showed plainly to the guests that her authority over her step-daughter was entirely at an end.

Just as the stable-clock chimed half-past ten there came a light tap at the door. It was Hill, who, on receiving permission to enter, said, If you please, miss, Mr. Murie has just asked me to give you this; and he handed her an envelope.

Tearing it open eagerly, she found a visiting-card, upon which some words were scribbled in pencil. For a moment after reading them she paused. Then she said, Tell Mr. Murie it will be all right.

Very well, miss, the man replied, and, bowing, closed the door.

For a few moments she stood motionless in the centre of the room, her lovers card still in her hand. Then she walked to the open window, and looked out into the hot, oppressive night. The moon was hidden behind dark clouds, and the stillness was precursory of the thunderstorm which for the past hour or so had threatened. Across the room she paced slowly several times, a deep, anxious expression upon her pale countenance; then slowly she slipped off her gown and put on a dark stuff dress.

Until the clock had struck eleven she waited. Then, assuming her tam-o-shanter and twisting a silk scarf about her neck, she crept along the corridor and down the wide oak stairs. Lights were still burning; but without detection she slipped out by the main door, and, crossing the broad drive, took the winding path into the woods.

The guests had all left, and the servants were closing the house for the night. Scarce had she gone a hundred yards when a dark figure in overcoat and a golf-cap loomed up before her, and she found Walter at her side.

Why, dearest! he exclaimed, taking her hand and bending till he pressed it to his lips, I began to fear you wouldnt come. Why havent I seen you to-night?

Because — well, because I had a bad headache, was her lame reply. I knew that if I went in to dinner mother would want me to sing, and I really didnt feel up to it. I hope, however, you havent been bored too much.

You know I have! he said quickly in a low, earnest voice. I came here purposely to see you, and you were invisible. Ive run the car down the farm-road on the other side of the park, and left it there. The mater went home in the carriage nearly an hour ago. Shes afraid to go in the car when I drive.

Slowly they strolled together along the dark path, he with her arm held tenderly under his own.

Think, darling, he said, I havent seen you for four whole days! Why is it? Yesterday I went to the usual spot at the end of the glen, and waited nearly two hours; but you did not come, although you promised me, you know. Why are you so indifferent, dearest? he asked in a plaintive tone. I cant really make you out of late.

Im not indifferent at all, Walter, she declared. My father has very much to attend to just now, and Im compelled to assist him, as you are well aware. Hes so utterly helpless.

Oh, but you might spare me just half-an-hour sometimes, he said in a slight tone of reproach.

I do. Why, we surely see each other very often!

Not often enough for me, Gabrielle, he declared, halting in the darkness and raising her soft little hand to his eager lips. You know well enough how fondly I love you, how—

I know, she said in a sad, blank tone. Her own heart beat fast at his passionate words.

Then why do you treat me like this? he asked. Is it because I have annoyed you, that you perhaps think I am not keeping faith with you? I know I was absent a long time, but it was really not my own fault. My people made me go round the world. I didnt want to, I assure you. Id far rather have been up here at Connachan all the time, and near you, my own well-beloved.

I believe you would, Walter, she answered, turning towards him with her hand upon his shoulder. But I do wish you wouldnt reproach me for my undemonstrativeness each time we meet. It saddens me.

I know I ought not to reproach you, he hastened to assure her. I have no right to do so; but somehow you have of late grown so sphinx-like that you are not the Gabrielle I used to know.

Why not? And she laughed, a strange, hollow laugh. Explain yourself.

In the days gone by, before I went abroad, you were not so particular about our meetings being clandestine. You did not care who saw us or what people might say.

I was a girl then. I have now learnt wisdom, and the truth of the modern religion which holds that the only sin is that of being found out.

But why are you so secret in all your actions? he demanded. Whom do you fear?

Fear! she echoed, starting and staring in his direction. Why, I fear nobody! What — what makes you think that?

Because it has lately struck me that you meet me in secret because — well, because you are afraid of someone, or do not wish us to be seen.

Why, how very foolish! she laughed. Dont my father and mother both know that we love each other? Besides, I am surely my own mistress. I would never marry a man I dont love, she added in a tone of quiet defiance.

And am I to take it that you really do love me, after all? he inquired very earnestly.

Why, of course, she replied without hesitation, again placing her arm about his neck and kissing him. How foolish of you to ask such a question, Walter! When will you be convinced that the answer I gave you long ago was the actual truth?

Men who love as fervently as I do are apt to be somewhat foolish, he declared.

Then dont be foolish any longer, she urged in a matter-of-fact voice, lifting her lips to his and kissing him. You know I love you, Walter; therefore you should also know that it I avoid you in public I have some good reason for doing so.

A reason! he cried. What reason? Tell me.

She shook her head. That is my own affair, she responded. I repeat again that my affection for you is undiminished, if such repetition really pleases you, as it seems to do.

Of course it pleases me, dearest, he declared. No words are sweeter to my ears than the declaration of your love. My only regret is that, now I am at home again, I do not see so much of you, sweetheart, as I had anticipated.

Walter, she exclaimed in a slow, changed voice, after a brief silence, there is a reason. Please do not ask me to tell you — because — well, because I cant. And, drawing a long breath, she added, All I beg of you is to remain patient and trust in me. I love you; and I love no other man. Surely that should be, for you, all-sufficient. I am yours, and yours only.

In an instant he had folded her slight, dainty form in his arms. The young man was satisfied, perfectly satisfied.

They strolled on together through the wood, and out across the open corn-fields. The moon had come forth again, the storm-clouds had passed, and the night was perfect. Though she was trying against her will to hold aloof from Walter Murie, yet she loved him with all her heart and soul. Many letters she had addressed to him in his travels had remained unanswered. This had, in a measure, piqued her. But she was in ignorance that much of his correspondence and hers had fallen into the hands of her ladyship and been destroyed.

As they walked on, talking as lovers will, she was thinking deeply, and full of regret that she dared not tell the truth to this man who, loving her so fondly, would, she knew, be prepared to make any sacrifice for her sake. Suppose he knew the truth! Whatever sacrifice he made would, alas! not alter facts. If she confessed, he would only hate her. Ah, the tragedy of it all! Therefore she held her silence; she dared not speak lest she might lose his love. She had no friend in whom she could confide. From her own father, even, she was compelled to hide the actual facts. They were too terrible. What would he think if the bitter truth were exposed?

The man at her side, tall, brave, strong — a lover whom she knew many girls coveted — believed that he was to marry her. But, she told herself within her grief-stricken heart, such a thing could never be. A barrier stood between them, invisible, yet nevertheless one that might for ever debar their mutual happiness.

An involuntary sigh escaped her, and he inquired the reason. She excused herself by saying that it was owing to the exertion of walking over the rough path. Therefore they halted, and, with the bright summer moonbeams falling upon her beautiful countenance, he kissed her passionately upon the lips again and yet again.

They remained together for over an hour, moving along slowly, heedless of where their footsteps led them; heedless, too, of being seen by any of the keepers who, at night, usually patrolled the estate. Their walk, however, lay at the farther end of the glen, in the coverts remote from the house and nearer the high-road; therefore there was but little danger of being observed.

Many were the pledges of affection they exchanged before parting. On Walters part they were fervent and passionate, but on the part of his idol they were, alas! only the pretence of a happiness which she feared could never be permanent.

Presently they retraced their steps to the edge of the wood beyond which lay the house. They found the path, and there, at her request, he left her. It was not wise that he should approach the house at that hour, she urged.

So, after a long and fervent leave-taking, he held her in a last embrace, and then, raising his cap, and saying, Good-night, my darling, my own well-beloved! he turned away and went at a swinging pace down the farm-road where he had left his car with lights extinguished.

She watched him disappear. Then, sighing, she turned into the dark, winding path beneath the trees, the end of which came out upon the drive close to the house.

Half-way down, however, with sudden resolve, she took a narrower path to the left, and was soon on the outskirts of the wood and out again in the bright moonlight.

The night was so glorious that she had resolved to stroll alone, to think and devise some plan for the future. Before her, silhouetted high against the steely sky, rose the two great, black, ivy-clad towers of the ancient castle. The grim, crumbling walls stood dark and frowning amid the fairy-like scene, while from far below came up the faint rippling of the Ruthven Water. A great owl flapped lazily from the ivy as she approached those historic old walls which in bygone days had held within them some of Scotlands greatest men. She had explored and knew every nook and cranny in those extensive ruins. With Walters assistance, she had once made a perilous ascent to the top of the highest of the two square towers, and had often clambered along the broken walls of the keep or descended into those strange little subterranean chambers, now half-choked with earth and rubbish, which tradition declared were the dungeons in which prisoners in the old days had been put to the rack, seared with red-hot irons, or submitted to other horrible tortures.

Her feet falling noiselessly, she entered the grass-grown courtyard, where stood the ancient spreading yew, the dule-tree, under which the Glencardine charters had been signed and justice administered. Other big trees had sprung from seedlings since the place had fallen into ruin; and, having entered, she paused amidst its weird, impressive silence. Those high, ponderous walls about her spoke mutely of strength and impregnability. Those grass-grown mounds hid ruined walls and broken foundations. What tales of wild lawlessness and reckless bloodshed they all could tell!

Many of the strange stories she had heard concerning the old place — stories told by the people in the neighbourhood — were recalled as she stood there gazing wonderingly about her. Many romantic legends had, indeed, been handed down in Perthshire from generation to generation concerning old Glencardine and its lawless masters, and for her they had always possessed a strange fascination, for had she not inherited the antiquarian tastes of her father, and had she not read many works upon folklore and such-like subjects.

Suddenly, while standing in the deep shadow, gazing thoughtfully up at those high towers which, though ruined, still guarded the end of the glen, a strange thing occurred — something which startled her, causing her to halt breathless, petrified, rooted to the spot. She stared straight before her. Something uncanny was happening there, something that was, indeed, beyond human credence, and quite inexplicable.


CHAPTER XI

CONCERNS THE WHISPERS
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WHAT HAD STARTLED Gabrielle was certainly extraordinary and decidedly uncanny. She was standing near the southern wall, when, of a sudden, she heard low but distinct whispers. Again she listened. Yes. The sounds were not due to her excited imagination at the recollection of those romantic traditions of love and hatred, or of those gruesome stories of how the Wolf of Badenoch had been kept prisoner there for five years and put to frightful tortures, or how the Laird of Weem was deliberately poisoned in that old banqueting-hall, the huge open fireplace of which still existed near where she stood.

There was the distinct sound of low, whispered words! She held her breath to listen. She tried to distinguish what the words were, but in vain. Then she endeavoured to determine whence they emanated, but was unable to do so. Again they sounded — again — and yet again. Then there was another voice, still low, still whispering, but not quite so deep as the first. It sounded like a womans.

Local tradition had it that the place held the ghosts of those who had died in agony within its noisome dungeons; but she had always been far too matter-of-fact to accept stories of the supernatural. Yet at that moment her ears did not deceive her. That pile of grim, gaunt ruins was a House of Whispers!

Again she listened, never moving a muscle. An owl hooted weirdly in the ivy far above her, while near, at her feet, a rabbit scuttled away through the grass. Such noises she was used to. She knew every night-sound of the country-side; for when she had finished her work in the library she often went, unknown to the household, with Stewart upon his nocturnal rounds, and walked miles through the woods in the night. The grey-eyed, thin-nosed head-keeper was her particular favourite. He knew so much of natural history, and he taught her all he knew. She could distinguish the cries of birds in the night, and could tell by certain sounds made by them, as they were disturbed, that no other intruders were in the vicinity. But that weird whispering, coming as it did from an undiscovered source, was inhuman and utterly uncanny.

Was it possible that her ears had deceived her? Was it one of the omens believed in by the superstitious? The wall whence the voices appeared to emanate was, she knew, about seven feet thick — an outer wall of the old keep. She was aware of this because in one of the folio tomes in the library was a picture of the castle as it appeared in 1510, taken from some manuscript of that period preserved in the British Museum. She, who had explored the ruins dozens of times, knew well that at the point where she was standing there could be no place of concealment. Beyond that wall, the hill, covered with bushes and brushwood, descended sheer for three hundred feet or so to the bottom of the glen. Had the voices sounded from one or other of the half-choked chambers which remained more or less intact she would not have been so puzzled; but, as it was, the weird whisperings seemed to come forth from space. Sometimes they sounded so low that she could scarcely hear them; at others they were so loud that she could almost distinguish the words uttered by the unseen. Was it merely a phenomenon caused by the wind blowing through some crack in the ponderous lichen-covered wall?

She looked beyond at the great dark yew, the justice-tree of the Grahams. The night was perfectly calm. Not a leaf stirred either upon that or upon the other trees. The ivy, high above and exposed to the slightest breath of a breeze, was motionless; only the going and coming of the night-birds moved it. No. She decided once and for all that the noise was that of voices, spectral voices though they might be.

Again she strained her eyes, when still again those soft, sibilant whisperings sounded weird and quite inexplicable.

Slowly, and with greatest caution, she moved along beneath the wall, but as she did so she seemed to recede from the sound. So back she went to the spot where she had previously stood, and there again remained listening.

There were two distinct voices; at least that was the conclusion at which she arrived after nearly a quarter of an hour of most minute investigation.

Once she fancied, in her excitement, that away in the farther corner of the ruined courtyard she saw a slowly moving form like a thin column of mist. Was it the Lady of Glencardine — the apparition of the hapless Lady Jane Glencardine? But on closer inspection she decided that it was merely due to her own distorted imagination, and dismissed it from her mind.

Those low, curious whisperings alone puzzled her. They were certainly not sounds that could be made by any rodents within the walls, because they were voices, distinctly and indisputably voices, which at some moments were raised in argument, and then fell away into sounds of indistinct murmuring. Whence did they come? She again moved noiselessly from place to place, at length deciding that only at one point — the point where she had first stood — could the sounds be heard distinctly. So to that spot once more the girl returned, standing there like a statue, her ears strained for every sound, waiting and wondering. But the Whispers had now ceased. In the distance the stable-clock chimed two. Yet she remained at her post, determined to solve the mystery, and not in the least afraid of those weird stories which the country-folk in the Highlands so entirely believed. No ghost, of whatever form, could frighten her, she told herself. She had never believed in omens or superstitions, and she steeled herself not to believe in them now. So she remained there in patience, seeking some natural solution of the extraordinary enigma.

But though she waited until the chimes rang out three oclock and the moon was going down, she heard no other sound. The Whispers had suddenly ended, and the silence of those gaunt, frowning old walls was undisturbed. A slight wind had now sprung up, sweeping across the hills, and causing her to feel chill. Therefore, at last she was reluctantly compelled to quit her post of observation, and retrace her steps by the rough byroad to the house, entering by one of the windows of the morning-room, of which the burglar-alarm was broken, and which on many occasions she had unfastened after her nocturnal rambles with Stewart. Indeed, concealed under the walls she kept an old rusted table-knife, and by its aid it was her habit to push back the catch and so gain entrance, after reconcealing the knife for use on a future occasion.

On reaching her own room she stood for a few moments reflecting deeply upon her remarkable and inexplicable discovery. Had the story of those whisperings been told to her she would certainly have scouted them; but she had heard them with her own ears, and was certain that she had not been deceived. It was a mystery, absolute and complete; and, regarding it as such, she retired to bed.

But her thoughts were very naturally full of the weird story told of the dead and gone owners of Glencardine. She recollected that horrible story of the Ghaist of Manse and of the spectre of Bridgend. In the library she had, a year ago, discovered a strange old book — one which sixty years before had been in universal circulation — entitled Satans Invisible World Discovered, and she had read it from beginning to end. This book had, perhaps, more influence upon the simple-minded country people in Scotland than any other work. It consisted entirely of relations of ghosts of murdered persons, witches, warlocks, and fairies; and as it was read as an indoor amusement in the presence of children, and followed up by unfounded tales of the same description, the youngsters were afraid to turn round in case they might be grasped by the Old One. So strong, indeed, became this impression that even grown-up people would not venture, through fear, into another room or down a stair after nightfall.

Her experience in the old castle had, to say the least, been remarkable. Those weird whisperings were extraordinary. For hours she lay reflecting upon the many traditions of the old place, some recorded in the historic notices of the House of the Montrose, and others which had gathered from local sources — the farmers of the neighbourhood, the keepers, and servants. Those noises in the night were mysterious and puzzling.

Next morning she went alone to the kennels to find Stewart and to question him. He had told her many weird stories and traditions of the old place, and it struck her that he might be able to furnish her with some information regarding her strange discovery. Had anyone else heard those Whispers besides herself, she wondered.

She met several of the guests, but assiduously avoided them, until at last she saw the thin, long-legged keeper going towards his cottage with Dash, the faithful old spaniel, at his heels.

When she hailed him he touched his cap respectfully, changed his gun to the other arm, and wished her Guid-mornin, Miss Gabrielle, in his strong Scotch accent.

She bade him put down his gun and walk with her up the hill towards the ruins.

Look here, Stewart, she commanded in a confidential tone, Im going to take you into my confidence. I know I can trust you with a secret.

Ye may, miss, replied the keen-eyed Scot. I houp Sir Henry trusts me as a faithfu servant. Ive been on Glencardine estate noo, miss, thae forty year.

Stewart, we all know you are faithful, and that you can keep your tongue still. What Im about to tell you is in strictest confidence. Not even my father knows it.

Ah! then its a secret een frae the laird, eh?

Yes, she replied. I want you to come up to the old castle with me, pointing to the great ruined pile standing boldly in the summer sunlight, and I want you to tell me all you know. Ive had a very uncanny experience there.

What, miss! exclaimed the man, halting and looking her seriously in the face; hae ye seen the ghaist?

No, I havent seen any ghost, replied the girl; but last night I heard most extraordinary sounds, as though people were within the old walls.

Guid sake, miss! an hae ye actually hard the Whispers? he gasped.

Then other people have heard them, eh? inquired the girl quickly.
Tell me all you know about the matter, Stewart.

A? he said, slowly shaking his head. I ken but a wee bittie aboot the noises.

Who has heard them besides myself?

Maxwell oTullichuils girl. She said she hard the Whispers ae nicht aboot a year syne. Theyre a bad omen, miss, for the lassie deed sudden a fortnicht later.

Did anyone else hear them?

Auld Willie Buchan, wha lived doon in Auchterarder village, declared that ae nicht, while poachin for rabbits, he hard the voices. He telt the doctor sae when he lay in bed a-deein aboot three weeks aifterwards. Ay, miss, Im sair sorry yeve hard the Whispers.

Then theyre regarded as a bad omen to those who overhear them? she remarked.

Thats sae. Theres bin ithers wha acted as eavesdroppers, an they a deed very sune aifterwards. There was Jean Kirkwood an Geordie Menteith. The latter was a young keeper I had here aboot a year syne. He cam tae me ae mornin an said that while lyin up for poachers the nicht afore, he distincly hard the Whispers. Kennin what folk say aboot the owerhearin o them bein fatal, I lauched at im an told im no to tak ony tent o auld wives gossip. But, miss, sure enough, within a week he got blood-pizinin, an, though they took im to the hospital in Perth, he deed.

Then popular superstition points to the fact that anyone who accidentally acts as eavesdropper is doomed to death, eh? A very nice outlook for me! she remarked.

Oh, Miss Gabrielle! exclaimed the man, greatly concerned, dinna treat the maitter lichtly, I beg o ye. I did, wi puir Menteith, an he deed juist like the ithers.

But what does it all mean? asked the daughter of the house in a calm, matter-of-fact voice. She knew well that Stewart was just as superstitious as any of his class, for some of the stories he had told her had been most fearful and wonderful elaborations of historical fact.

It means, Im feard, miss, he replied, that the Whispers which come frae naewhere are fore-warnins o daith.


CHAPTER XII

EXPLAINS SOME CURIOUS FACTS
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GABRIELLE WAS SILENT for a moment. No doubt Stewart meant what he said; he was not endeavouring to alarm her unduly, but thoroughly believed in supernatural agencies. I suppose youve already examined the ruins thoroughly, eh? she asked at last.

Examined them? echoed the gray-bearded man. I should think sae, aifter forty-odd years here. Why, as a laddie I used to play there ilka day, an hae been in ilka neuk an cranny.

Nevertheless, come up now with me, she said. I want to explain to you exactly where and how I heard the voices.

The Whispers are an uncanny thing, said the keeper, with his broad accent. I dinna like them, miss; I dinna like tae hear what ye tell me ava.

Oh, dont worry about me, Stewart, she laughed. Im not afraid of any omen. I only mean to fathom the mystery, and I want your assistance in doing so. But, of course, youll say no word to a soul. Remember that.

If it be yer wush, Miss Gabrielle, Ill say naething, he promised. And together they descended the steep grass-slope and overgrown foundations of the castle until they stood in the old courtyard, close to the ancient justice-tree, the exact spot where the girl had stood on the previous night.

I could hear plainly as I stood just here, she said. The sound of voices seemed to come from that wall there; and she pointed to the gray flint wall, half-overgrown with ivy, about six yards away.

Stewart made no remark. It was not the first occasion on which he had examined that place in an attempt to solve the mystery of the nocturnal whisperings. He walked across to the wall, tapping it with his hand, while the faithful spaniel began sniffing in expectancy of something to bolt. Theres naething here, miss — absolutely naething, he declared, as they both examined the wall minutely. Its depth did not admit of any chamber, for it was an inner wall; and, according to the gamekeepers statement, he had already tested it years ago, and found it solid masonry.

If I went forward or backward, then the sounds were lost to me,
Gabrielle explained, much puzzled.

Ay. Thats juist what they a said, remarked the keeper, with an apprehensive look upon his face. The Whispers are only hard at ae spot, whaur yeve juist stood. Ive seen the lady a in green masel, miss — aince when I was a laddie, an again aboot ten year syne.

You mean, Stewart, that you imagined that you saw an apparition. You were alone, I suppose?

Yes, miss, I was alane.

Well, you thought you saw the Lady of Glencardine. Where was she?

On the drive, in front o the hoose.

Perhaps somebody played a practical joke on you. The Green Lady is
Glencardines favourite spectre, isnt she — perfectly harmless, I mean?

Ay, miss. Lots o folk saw her ten year syne. But nooadays she seems to hae been laid. Somebody said they saw her last Glesca holidays, but I dinna believe t.

Neither do I, Stewart. But dont lets trouble about the unfortunate lady, who ought to have been at rest long ago. Its those weird whisperings I mean to investigate. And she looked blankly around her at the great, cyclopean walls and high, weather-beaten towers, gaunt yet picturesque in the morning sunshine.

The keeper shook his shaggy head. Im afeard, Miss Gabrielle, that yell neer solve the mystery. Theres somethin sae fatal aboot the whisperins, he said, speaking in his pleasant Highland tongue, that naebody cares tae attempt the investigation. They div say that the Whispers are the voice o the Deil himsel.

The girl, in her short blue serge skirt, white cotton blouse, and blue tam-o-shanter, laughed at the mans dread. There must be a distinct cause for this noise she had heard, she argued. Yet, though they both spent half-an-hour wandering among the ruins, standing in the roofless banqueting hall, and traversing stone corridors and lichen-covered, moss-grown, ruined chambers choked with weeds, their efforts to obtain any clue were all in vain.

To Gabrielle it was quite evident that the old keeper regarded the incident of the previous night as a fatal omen, for he was most solicitous of her welfare. He went so far as to crave permission to go to Sir Henry and put the whole of the mysterious facts before him.

But she would not hear of it. She meant to solve the mystery herself. If her father learnt of the affair, and of the ill-omen connected with it, the matter would surely cause him great uneasiness. Why should he be worried on her account? No, she would never allow it, and told Stewart plainly of her disapproval of such a course.

But, tell me, she asked at last, as returning to the courtyard, they stood together at the spot where she had stood in that moonlit hour and heard with her own ears those weird, mysterious voices coming from nowhere— tell me, Stewart, is there any legend connected with the Whispers? Have you ever heard any story concerning their origin?

Of coorse, miss. Through all Perthshire its weel kent, replied the man slowly, not, it seemed, without considerable reluctance. What is hard by those doomed tae daith is the conspiracy o Charles Lord Glencardine an the Earl o Kintyre for the murder o the infamous Cardinal Setoun o St. Andrews, wha, as I dare say ye ken fra history, miss, was assassinated here, on this very spot whaur we stan. The Earl o Kintyre, thegither wi Lord Glencardine, his dochter Mary, an ane o the MIntyres o Talnetry, an Wemyss o Strathblane, were a year later tried by a commission issued under the name o Mary Queen o Scots; but sae popular was the murder o the Cardinal that the accused were acquitted.

Yes, exclaimed the girl, I remember reading something about it in Scottish history. And the Whispers are, I suppose, said to be the ghostly conspirators in conclave.

Thats what folk say, miss. They div say as weel that Auld Nick himsel was present, an gied the decision that the Cardinal, wha was to be askit ower frae Stirlin, should dee. It is his evil counsel that is hard by those whom death will quickly overtake.

Really, Stewart, she laughed, you make me feel quite uncomfortable.

But, miss, Sir Henry already kens a aboot the Whispers, said the man. I hard him tellin a young gentleman wha cam doon last shootin season a guid dale aboot it. They veesited the auld castle thegither, an I happened tae be hereaboots.

This caused the girl to resolve to learn from her father what she could. He was an antiquary, and had the history of Glencardine at his finger-ends.

So presently she strolled back to Stewarts cottage, and after receiving from the faithful servant urgent injunctions to have a care of herself, she walked on to the tennis-lawn, where, shaded by the high trees, Lady Heyburn, in white serge, and three of her male guests were playing.

Father, she said that same evening, when they had settled down to commence work upon those ever-arriving documents from Paris, what was the cause of Glencardine becoming a ruin?

Well, the reason of its downfall was Lord Glencardines change of front, he answered. In 1638 he became a stalwart supporter of Episcopacy and Divine Right, a course which proved equally fatal to himself and to his ancient Castle of Glencardine. Reid, in his Annals of Auchterarder, relates how, after the Civil War, Lord Dundrennan, in company with his cousin, George Lochan of Ochiltree, and burgess of Auchterarder and the Laird of MNab, descended into Strathearn and occupied the castle with about fifty men. He hurriedly put it into a state of defence. General Overton besieged the place in person, with his army, consisting of eighteen hundred foot and eleven hundred horse, and battered the walls with cannon, having brought a number of great ordnance from Stirling Castle. For ten days the castle was held by the small but resolute garrison, and might have held out longer had not the well failed. With the prospect of death before them in the event of the place being taken, Dundrennan and Lochan contrived to break through the enemy, who surrounded the castle on all sides. A page of the name of John Hamilton, in attendance upon Lord Dundrennan, well acquainted with the localities of Glencardine, undertook to be their guide. When the moon was down, Dundrennan and Lochan issued from the castle by a small postern, where they found Hamilton waiting for them with three horses. They mounted, and, passing quietly through the enemys force, they escaped, and reached Lord Glencardine in safety to the north. On the morning after their escape the castle was surrendered, and thirty-five of the garrison were sent to the Tolbooth of Edinburgh. General Overton ordered the remaining twelve of those who had surrendered to be shot at a post, and the castle to be burned, which was accordingly done.

The country-folk in the neighbourhood are full of strange stories about ghostly whisperings being heard in the castle ruins, she remarked.

Her father started, and raising his expressionless face to hers, asked in almost a snappish tone, Well, and who has heard them now, pray?

Several people, I believe.

And theyre gossiping as usual, eh? he remarked in a hard, dry tone. Up here in the Highlands they are ridiculously superstitious. Whos been telling you about the Whispers, child?

Oh, Ive learnt of them from several people, she replied evasively. Mysterious voices were heard, they say, last night, and for several nights previously. Its also a local tradition that all those who hear the whispered warning die within forty days.

Bosh, my dear! utter rubbish! the old man laughed. Whos been trying to frighten you?

Nobody, dad. I merely tell you what the country people say.

Yes, he remarked, I know. The story is a gruesome one, and in the Highlands a story is not attractive unless it has some fatality in it. Up here the belief in demonology and witchcraft has died very hard. Get down Pennys Traditions of Perth — first shelf to the left beyond the second window, right-hand corner. It will explain to you how very superstitious the people have ever been.

I know all that, dad, persisted the girl; but Im interested in this extraordinary story of the Whispers. You, as an antiquary, have, no doubt, investigated all the legendary lore connected with Glencardine. The people declare that the Whispers are heard, and, I am told, believe some extraordinary theory regarding them.

A theory! he exclaimed quickly. What theory? What has been discovered?

Nothing, as far as I know.

No, and nothing ever will be discovered, he said.

Why not, dad? she asked. Do you deny that strange noises are heard there when there is so much evidence in the affirmative?

I really dont know, my dear. Ive never had the pleasure of hearing them myself, though Ive been told of them ever since I bought the place.

But there is a legend which is supposed to account for them, is there not, dad? Do tell me what you know, she urged. Im so very much interested in the old place and its bygone history.

The less you know concerning the Whispers the better, my dear, he replied abruptly.

Her fathers ominous words surprised her. Did he, too, believe in the fatal omen, though he was trying to mislead her and poke fun at the local superstition?

But why shouldnt I know? she protested. This is the first time, dad, that youve tried to withhold from me any antiquarian knowledge that you possess. Besides, the story of Glencardine and its lords is intensely fascinating to me.

So might be the Whispers, if ever you had the misfortune to hear them.

Misfortune! she gasped, turning pale. Why do you say misfortune?

But he laughed a strange, hollow laugh, and, endeavouring to turn his seriousness into humour, said, Well, they might give you a turn, perhaps. They would make me start, I feel sure. From what Ive been told, they seem to come from nowhere. It is practically an unseen spectre who has the rather unusual gift of speech.

It was on the tip of her tongue to explain how, on the previous night, she had actually listened to the Whispers. But she refrained. She recognised that, though he would not admit it, he was nevertheless superstitious of ill results following the hearing of those weird whisperings. So she made eager pretence of wishing to know the historical facts of the incident referred to by the gamekeeper.

No, exclaimed the blind man softly but firmly, taking her hand and stroking her arm tenderly, as was his habit when he wished to persuade her. No, Gabrielle dear, he said; we will change the subject now. Do not bother your head about absurd country legends of that sort. There are so many concerning Glencardine and its lords that a whole volume might be filled with them.

But I want to know all about this particular one, dad, she said.

From me you will never know, my dear, was his answer, as his gray, serious face was upturned to hers. You have never heard the Whispers, and I sincerely hope that you never will.


CHAPTER XIII

WHAT FLOCKART FORESAW

[image: img273.jpg]

THE FOLLOWING AFTERNOON was glaring and breathless. Gabrielle had taken Stokes, with May Spencer (a girl friend visiting her mother), and driven the sixteen over to Connachan with a message from her mother — an invitation to Lady Murie and her party to luncheon and tennis on the following day. It was three oclock, the hour when silence is upon a summer house-party in the country. Beneath the blazing sun Glencardine lay amid its rose-gardens, its cut beech-hedges, and its bowers of greenery. The palpitating heat was terrible — the hottest day that summer.

At the end of the long, handsome drawing-room, with its pale blue carpet and silk-covered furniture, Lady Heyburn was lolling lazily in her chair near the wide, bright steel grate, with her inseparable friend, James Flockart, standing before her.

The striped blinds outside the three long, open windows subdued the sun-glare, yet the very odour of the cut flowers in the room seemed oppressive, while without could be heard the busy hum of insect life.

The Baronets handsome wife looked cool and comfortable in her gown of white embroidered muslin, her head thrown back upon the silken cushion, and her eyes raised to those of the man, who was idly smoking a cigarette, at her side.

The thing grows more and more inexplicable, he was saying to her in a low, strained voice. All the inquiries Ive caused to be made in London and in Paris have led to a negative result.

We shall only know the truth when we get a peep of those papers in
Henrys safe, my dear friend, was the womans reply.

And thats a pretty difficult job. You dont know where the old fellow keeps the key?

I only wish I did. Gabrielle knows, no doubt.

Then you ought to compel her to divulge, he urged. Once we get hold of that key for half-an-hour, we could learn a lot.

A lot that would be useful to you, eh? remarked the woman, with a meaning smile.

And to you also, he said. Couldnt we somehow watch and see where he hides the safe-key? He never has it upon him, you say.

It isnt on his bunch.

Then he must have a hiding-place for it, or it may be on his watch-chain, remarked the man decisively. Get rid of all the guests as quickly as you can, Winnie. While theyre about theres always a danger of eavesdroppers and of watchers.

Ive already announced that Im going up to Inverness next week, so within the next day or two our friends will all leave.

Good! Then the ground will be cleared for action, he remarked, blowing a cloud of smoke from his lips. Whats your decision regarding the girl?

The same as yours.

But she hates me, you know, laughed the man in gray flannel.

Yes; but she fears you at the same time, and with her you can do more by fear than by love.

True. But shes got a spirit of her own, recollect.

That must be broken.

And what about Walter?

Oh, as soon as he finds out the truth hell drop her, never fear. Hes already rather fond of that tall, dark girl of Dundass. You saw her at the ball. You recollect her?

Flockart grunted. He was assisting this woman at his side to play a desperate game. This was not, however, the first occasion on which they had acted in conjunction in matters that were not altogether honourable. There had never been any question of affection between them. The pair regarded each other from a purely business standpoint. People might gossip as much as ever they liked; but the two always congratulated themselves that they had never committed the supreme folly of falling in love with each other. The woman had married Sir Henry merely in order to obtain money and position; and this man Flockart, who for years had been her most intimate associate, had ever remained behind her, to advise and to help her.

Perhaps had the Baronet not been afflicted he would have disapproved of this constant companionship, for he would, no doubt, have overheard in society certain tittle-tattle which, though utterly unfounded, would not have been exactly pleasant. But as he was blind and never went into society, he remained in blissful ignorance, wrapped up in his mysterious business and his hobbies.

Gabrielle, on her return from school, had at first accepted Flockart as her friend. It was he who took her for walks, who taught her to cast a fly, to shoot rooks, and to play the national winter game of Scotland — curling. He had in the first few months of her return home done everything in his power to attract the young girls friendship, while at the same time her ladyship showed herself extraordinarily well disposed towards her.

Within a year, however, by reason of various remarks made by people in her presence, and on account of the cold disdain with which Lady Heyburn treated her afflicted father, vague suspicions were aroused within her, suspicions which gradually grew to hatred, until she clung to her father, and, as his eyes and ears, took up a position of open defiance towards her mother and her adventurous friend.

The situation each day grew more and more strained. Lady Heyburn was, even though of humble origin, a woman of unusual intelligence. In various quarters she had been snubbed and ridiculed, but she gradually managed in every case to get the better of her enemies. Many a man and many a woman had had bitter cause to repent their enmity towards her. They marvelled how their secrets became known to her.

They did not know the power behind her — the sinister power of that ingenious and unscrupulous man, James Flockart — the man who made it his business to know other peoples secrets. Though for years he had been seized with a desire to get at the bottom of Sir Henrys private affairs, he had never succeeded. The old Baronet was essentially a recluse; he kept himself so much to himself, and was so careful that no eyes save those of his daughter should see the mysterious documents which came to him so regularly by registered post, that all Flockarts efforts and those of Lady Heyburn had been futile.

I had another good look at the safe this morning, the man went on presently. It is one of the best makes, and would resist anything, except, of course, the electric current.

To force it would be to put Henry on his guard, Lady Heyburn remarked, If we are to know what secrets are there, and use our knowledge for our own benefit, we must open it with a key and relock it.

Well, Winnie, we must do something. We must both have money — thats quite evident, he said. That last five hundred you gave me will stave off ruin for a week or so. But after that we must certainly be well supplied, or else there may be revelations well — which will be as ugly for yourself as for me.

I know, she exclaimed. I fully realise the necessity of getting funds. The other affair, though we worked it so well, proved a miserable fiasco.

And very nearly gave us away into the bargain, he declared. I tell you frankly, Winnie, that if we cant pay a level five thousand in three weeks time the truth will be out, and you know what that will mean.

He was watching her handsome face as he spoke, and he noticed how pale and drawn were her features as he referred to certain ugly truths that might leak out.

Yes, she gasped, I know, James. Wed both find ourselves under arrest. Such a contretemps is really too terrible to think of.

But, my dear girl, it must be faced, he said, if we dont get the money. Cant you work Sir Henry for a bit more, say another thousand. Make an excuse that you have bills to pay in London — dressmakers, jewellers, milliners — any good story will surely do. He gives you anything you ask for.

She shook her head and sighed. I fear Ive imposed upon his good-nature far too much already, she answered. I know Im extravagant; Im sorry, but cant help it. Born in me, I suppose. A few months ago he found out that Id been paying Mellish a hundred pounds each time to decorate Park Street with flowers for my Wednesday evenings, and he created an awful scene. Hes getting horribly stingy of late.

Yes; but the flowers were a bit expensive, werent they? he remarked.

Not at all. Lady Fortrose, the wife of the soap-man, pays two hundred and fifty pounds for flowers for her house every Thursday in the season; and mine looked quite as good as hers. I think Mellish is much cheaper than anybody else. And, just because I went to a cheap man, Henry was horrible. He said all sorts of weird things about my reckless extravagance and the suffering poor — as though I had anything to do with them. The genuine poor are really people like you and me.

I know, he said philosophically, lighting another cigarette. But all this is beside the point. We want money, and money we must have in order to avoid exposure. You—

I was a fool to have had anything to do with that other little affair, she interrupted.

It was not only myself who arranged it. Remember, it was you who suggested it, because it seemed so easy, and because you had an old score to pay off.

The woman was sacrificed, and at the same time an enemy learnt our secret.

I couldnt help it, he protested. You let your womans vindictiveness overstep your natural caution, my dear girl. If youd taken my advice there would have been no suspicion.

Lady Heyburn was silent. She sat regarding the toe of her patent-leather shoe fixedly, in deep reflection. She was powerless to protest, she was so entirely in this mans hands. Well, she asked at last, stirring uneasily in her chair, and suppose we are not able to raise the money, what do you anticipate will be the result?

A rapid reprisal, was his answer. People like them dont hesitate — they act.

Yes, I see, she remarked in a blank voice. They have nothing to lose, so they will bring pressure upon us.

Just as we once tried to bring pressure upon them. Its all a matter of money. We pay the price arranged — a mere matter of business.

But how are we to get money?

By getting a glance at whats in that safe, he replied. Once we get to know this mysterious secret of Sir Henrys, I and my friends can get money easily enough. Leave it all to me.

But how—

This matter you will please leave entirely to me, Winnie, he repeated with determination. We are both in danger — great danger; and that being so, it is incumbent upon me to act boldly and fearlessly. I mean to get the key, and see what is within that safe.

But the girl? asked her ladyship.

Within one week from to-day the girl will no longer trouble us, he said with an evil glance. I do not intend that she shall remain a barrier against our good fortune any longer. Understand that, and remain perfectly calm, whatever may happen.

But you surely dont intend — you surely will not—

I shall act as I think proper, and without any sentimental advice from you, he declared with a mock bow, but straightening himself instantly when at the door was heard a fumbling, and the gray-bearded man in blue spectacles, his thin white hand groping before him, slowly entered the room.


CHAPTER XIV

CONCERNS THE CURSE OF THE CARDINAL
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GABRIELLE AND WALTER were seated together under one of the big oaks at the edge of the tennis-lawn at Connachan. With May Spencer and Lady Murie they had been playing; but his mother and the young girl had gone into the house for tea, leaving the lovers alone.

Whats the matter with you to-day, darling? he had asked as soon as they were out of hearing. You dont seem yourself, somehow.

She started quickly, and, pulling herself up, tried to smile, assuring him that there was really nothing amiss.

I do wish youd tell me what it is thats troubling you so, he said. Ever since I returned from abroad youve not been yourself. Its no use denying it, you know.

I havent felt well, perhaps. I think it must be the weather, she assured him.

But he, viewing the facts in the light of what he had noticed at their almost daily clandestine meetings, knew that she was concealing something from him.

Before his departure on that journey to Japan she had always been so very frank and open. Nowadays, however, she seemed to have entirely changed. Her love for him was just the same — that he knew; it was her unusual manner, so full of fear and vague apprehension, which caused him so many hours of grave reflection.

With her womans cleverness, she succeeded in changing the topic of conversation, and presently they rose to join his mother at the tea-table in the drawing-room.

Half-an-hour later, while they were idling in the hall together, she suddenly exclaimed, Walter, youre great on Scottish history, so I want some information from you. Im studying the legends and traditions of our place, Glencardine. What do you happen to know about them?

Well, he laughed, there are dozens of weird tales about the old castle. I remember reading quite a lot of extraordinary stories in some book or other about three years ago. I found it in the library here.

Oh! do tell me all about it, she urged instantly. Weird legends always fascinate me. Of course I know just the outlines of its history. Its the tales told by the country-folk in which Im so deeply interested.

You mean the apparition of the Lady in Green, and all that?

Yes; and the Whispers.

He started quickly at her words, and asked, What do you know about them, dear? I hope you havent heard them?

She smiled, with a frantic effort at unconcern, saying, And what harm, pray, would they have done me, even if I had?

Well, he said, they are only heard by those whose days are numbered; at least, so say the folk about here.

Of course, its only a fable, she laughed. The people of the Ochils are so very superstitious.

I believe the fatal result of listening to those mysterious Whispers has been proved in more than one instance, remarked the young man quite seriously. For myself, I do not believe in any supernatural agency. I merely tell you what the people hereabouts believe. Nobody from this neighbourhood could ever be induced to visit your ruins on a moonlit night.

Thats just why I want to know the origin of the unexplained phenomenon.

How can I tell you?

But you know — I mean youve heard the legend, havent you?

Yes, was his reply. The story of the Whispers of Glencardine is well known all through Perthshire. Hasnt your father ever told you?

He refuses.

Because, no doubt, he fears that you might perhaps take it into your head to go there one night and try to listen for them, her lover said. Do not court misfortune, dearest. Take my advice, and give the place a very wide berth. There is, without a doubt, some uncanny agency there.

The girl laughed outright. I do declare, Walter, that you believe in these foolish traditions, she said.

Well, Im a Scot, you see, darling, and a little superstition is perhaps permissible, especially in connection with such a mystery as the strange disappearance of Cardinal Setoun.

Then, tell me the real story as you know it, she urged. Im much interested. I only heard about the Whispers quite recently.

The historical facts, so far as I can recollect reading them in the book in question, he said, are to the effect that the Most Reverend James Cardinal Setoun, Archbishop of St. Andrews, Chancellor of the Kingdom, was in the middle of the sixteenth century directing all his energies towards consolidating the Romish power in Scotland, and not hesitating to resort to any crime which seemed likely to accomplish his purpose. Many were the foul assassinations and terrible tortures upon innocent persons performed at his orders. One person who fell into the hands of this infamous cleric was Margaret, the second daughter of Charles, Lord Glencardine, a beautiful girl of nineteen. Because she would not betray her lover, she was so cruelly tortured in the Cardinals palace that she expired, after suffering fearful agony, and her body was sent back to Glencardine with an insulting message to her father, who at once swore to be avenged. The king had so far resigned the conduct of the kingdom into the hands of his Eminence that nothing save armed force could oppose him. Setoun knew that a union between Henry VIII. and James V. would be followed by the downfall of the papal power in Scotland, and therefore he laid a skilful plot. Whilst advising James to resist the dictation of his uncle, he privately accused those of the Scottish nobles who had joined the Reformers of meditated treason against His Majesty. This placed the king in a serious dilemma, for he could not proceed against Henry without the assistance of those very nobles accused as traitors. The wily Cardinal had hoped that James would, in self-defence, seek an alliance with France and Spain; but he was mistaken. You know, of course, how the forces of the kingdom were assembled and sent against the Duke of Norfolk. The invader was thus repelled, and the Cardinal then endeavoured to organise a new expedition under Romish leaders. This also failing, his Eminence endeavoured to dictate to the country through the Earl of Arran, the Governor of Scotland. By a clever ruse he pretended friendship with Erskine of Dun, and endeavoured to use him for his own ends. Curiously enough, over yonder — and he pointed to a yellow parchment in a black ebony frame hanging upon the panelled wall of the hall— over there is one of the Cardinals letters to Erskine, which shows the infamous clerics smooth, insinuating style when it suited his purpose. Ill go and get it for you to read.

The young man rose, and, taking it down, brought it to her. She saw that the parchment, about eight inches long by four wide, was covered with writing in brown ink, half-faded, while attached was a formidable oval red seal which bore a coat of arms surmounting the Cardinals hat.

With difficulty they made out this interesting letter to read as follows:

RYCHT HONOURABLE AND TRAIST COUSING, — I commend me hartlie to you, nocht doutting bot my lord governour hes written specialye to you at this tyme to keep the diet with his lordship in Edinburgh the first day of November nixt to cum, quhilk I dout nocht bot ye will kepe, and I know perfitlie your guid will and mynd euer inclinit to serue my lord governour, and how ye are nocht onnely determinit to serue his lordship, at this tyme be yourself bot als your gret wais and solistatioun maid with mony your gret freyndis to do the samin, quhilk I assuris you sall cum bayth to your hier honour and the vele of you and your houss and freyndis, quhilk ye salbe sure I sall procure and fortyfie euir at my power, as I have shewin in mair speciale my mynd heirintil to your cousin of Brechin, Knycht: Praing your effectuously to kepe trist, and to be heir in Sanct Androwis at me this nixt Wedinsday, that we may depairt all togydder by Thurisday nixt to cum, towart my lord governour, and bring your frendis and servandis with you accordantly, and as my lord governour hais speciale confidence in you at this tyme; and be sure the plesour I can do you salbe evir reddy at my power as knawis God, quha preserve you eternall.

At Sanct Androwis, the 25th day of October (1544). J. CARDINALL OFF
SANCT ANDROWIS.

To the rycht honourable and our rycht traist cousing the lard of Dvn.

Most interesting! declared the young girl, holding the frame in her hands.

Its doubly interesting, because it is believed that Erskines brother Henry, finding himself befooled by the crafty Cardinal, united with Lord Glencardine to kill him and dispose of his body secretly, thus ridding Scotland of one of her worst enemies, Walter went on. For the past five years stories had been continually leaking out of Setouns inhuman cruelty, his unscrupulous, fiendish tortures inflicted upon all those who displeased him, and how certain persons who stood in his way had died mysteriously or disappeared, no one knew whither. Hence it was that, at Erskines suggestion, Wemyss of Strathblane went over to Glencardine, and with Charles, Lord Glencardine, conspired to invite the Cardinal there, on pretence of taking counsel against the Protestants, but instead to take his life. The conspirators were, it is said, joined by the Earl of Kintyre and by Mary, the sixteen-year-old daughter of Lord Charles, and sister of the poor girl so brutally done to death by his Eminence. On several successive nights the best means of getting rid of Setoun were considered and discussed, and it is declared that the Whispers now heard sometimes at Glencardine are the secret deliberations of those sworn to kill the infamous Cardinal. Mary, the daughter of the house, was allowed to decide in what manner her sisters death should be avenged, and at her suggestion it was resolved that the inhuman head of the Roman Church should, before his life was taken, be put to the same fiendish tortures as those to which her sister had been subjected in his palace.

It is curious that after his crime the Cardinal should dare to visit
Glencardine, Gabrielle remarked.

Not exactly. His lordship, pretending that he wished to be appointed Governor of Scotland in the place of the Earl of Arran, had purposely made his peace with Setoun, who on his part was only too anxious to again resume friendly relations with so powerful a noble. Therefore, early in May, 1546, he went on a private visit, and almost unattended, to Glencardine, within the walls of which fortress he disappeared for ever. What exactly occurred will never be known. All that the Commission who subsequently sat to try the conspirators were able to discover was that the Cardinal had been taken to the dungeon beneath the north tower, and there tortured horribly for several days, and afterwards burned at the stake in the courtyard, the fire being ignited by Lord Glencardine himself, and the dead Cardinals ashes afterwards scattered to the winds.

A terrible revenge! exclaimed the girl with a shudder. They were veritable fiends in those days.

They were, he laughed, rehanging the frame upon the wall. Some historians have, of course, declared that Setoun was murdered at Mains Castle, and others declare Cortachy to have been the scene of the assassination; but the truth that it occurred at Glencardine is proved by a quantity of the family papers which, when your father purchased Glencardine, came into his possession. You ought to search through them.

I will. I had no idea dad possessed any of the Glencardine papers, she declared, much interested in that story of the past. Perhaps from them I may be able to glean something further regarding the strange Whispers of Glencardine.

Make whatever searches you like, dearest, he said in all earnestness, but never attempt to investigate the Whispers themselves. And as they were alone, he took her little hand in his, and looking into her face with eyes of love, pressed her to promise him never to disregard his warning.

She told him nothing of her own weird experience. He was ignorant of the fact that she had actually heard the mysterious Whispers, and that, as a consequence, a great evil already lay upon her.


CHAPTER XV

FOLLOWS FLOCKARTS FORTUNES
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ONE EVENING, A few days later, Gabrielle, seated beside her father at his big writing-table, had concluded reading some reports, and had received those brief, laconic replies which the blind man was in the habit of giving, when she suddenly asked, I believe, dad, that you have a quantity of the Glencardine papers, havent you? If I remember aright, when you bought the castle you made possession of these papers a stipulation.

Yes, dear, I did, was his answer. I thought it a shame that the papers of such a historic family should be dispersed at Sothebys, as they no doubt would have been. So I purchased them.

Youve never let me see them, she said. As you know, youve taught me so much antiquarian knowledge that Im becoming an enthusiast like yourself.

You can see them, dear, of course, was his reply. They are in that big ebony cabinet at the end of the room yonder — about two hundred charters, letters, and documents, dating from 1314 down to 1695.

Ill go through them to-morrow, she said. I suppose they throw a good deal of light upon the history of the Grahams and the actions of the great Lord Glencardine?

Yes; but I fear youll find them very difficult to read, he remarked.
Not being able to see them for myself, alas! I had to send them to
London to be deciphered.

And you still have the translations?

Unfortunately, no, dear. Professor Petre at Oxford, who is preparing his great work on Glencardine, begged me to let him see them, and he still has them.

Well, she laughed, I must therefore content myself with the originals, eh? Do they throw any further light upon the secret agreement in 1644 between the great Marquess of Glencardine, whose home was here, and King Charles?

Really, Gabrielle, laughed the old antiquary, for a girl, your recollection of abstruse historical points is wonderful.

Not at all. There was a mystery, I remember, and mysteries always attract me.

Well, he replied after a few moments hesitation, I fear you will not find the solution of that point, or of any other really important point, contained in any of the papers. The most interesting records they contain are some relating to Alexander Senescallus (Stewart), the fourth son of Robert II., who was granted in 1379 a Castle of Garth. He was a reprobate, and known as the Wolf of Badenoch. On his fathers accession in 1371, he was granted the charters of Badenoch, with the Castle of Lochindorb and of Strathavon; and at a slightly later date he was granted the lands of Tempar, Lassintulach, Tulachcroske, and Gort (Garth). As you know, many traditions regarding him still survive; but one fact contained in yonder papers is always interesting, for it shows that he was confined in the dungeon of the old keep of Glencardine until Robert III. released him. There are also a quantity of interesting facts regarding Red Neil, or Neil Stewart of Fothergill, who was Laird of Garth, which will some day be of value to future historians of Scotland.

Is there anything concerning the mysterious fate of Cardinal Setoun within Glencardine? asked the girl, unable to curb her curiosity.

No, he replied in a manner which was almost snappish. Thats a mere tradition, my dear — simply a tale invented by the country-folk. It seems to have been imagined in order to associate it with the mysterious Whispers which some superstitious people claim to have heard. No old castle is complete nowadays without its ghost, so we have for our share the Lady of Glencardine and the Whispers, he laughed.

But I thought it was a matter of authenticated history that the Cardinal was actually enticed here, and disappeared! exclaimed the girl. I should have thought that the Glencardine papers would have referred to it, she added, recollecting what Walter had told her.

Well, they dont; so why worry your head, dear, over a mere fable? I have already gone very carefully into all the facts that are proved, and have come to the conclusion that the story of the torture of his Eminence is a fairy-tale, and that the supernatural Whispers have only been heard in imagination.

She was silent. She recollected that sound of murmuring voices. It was certainly not imagination.

But youll let me have the key of the cabinet, wont you, dad? she asked, glancing across to where stood a beautiful old Florentine cabinet of ebony inlaid with ivory, and reaching almost to the ceiling.

Certainly, Gabrielle dear, was the reply of the expressionless man.
It is upstairs in my room. You shall have it to-morrow.

And then he lapsed again into silence, reflecting whether it were not best to secure certain parchment records from those drawers before his daughter investigated them. There was a small roll of yellow parchment, tied with modern tape, which he was half-inclined to conceal from her curious gaze. Truth to tell, they constituted a record of the torture and death of Cardinal Setoun much in the same manner as Walter Murie had described to her. If she read that strange chronicle she might, he feared, be impelled to watch and endeavour to hear the fatal Whispers.

Strange though it was, yet those sounds were a subject which caused him daily apprehension. Though he never referred to them save to ridicule every suggestion of their existence, or to attribute the weird noises to the wind, yet never a day passed but he sat calmly reflecting. That one matter which his daughter knew above all others caused him the most serious thought and apprehension — a fear which had become doubly increased since she had referred to the curious and apparently inexplicable phenomenon. He, a refined, educated man of brilliant attainments, scouted the idea of any supernatural agency. To those who had made mention of the Whispers — among them his friend Murie, the Laird of Connachan; Lord Strathavon, from whom he had purchased the estate; and several of the neighbouring landowners — he had always expressed a hope that one day he might be fortunate enough to hear the whispered counsel of the Evil One, and so decide for himself its true cause. He pretended always to treat the affair with humorous incredulity, yet at heart he was sorely troubled.

If his young wifes remarkable friendship with the man Flockart often caused him bitter thoughts, then the mysterious Whispers and the fatality so strangely connected with them were equally a source of constant inquietude.

A few days later Flockart, with clever cunning, seemed to alter his ingenious tactics completely, for suddenly he had commenced to bestir himself in Sir Henrys interests. One morning after breakfast, taking the Baronet by the arm, he led him for a stroll along the drive, down to the lodge-gates, and back, for the purpose, as he explained, of speaking with him in confidence.

At first the blind man was full of curiosity as to the reason of this unusual action, as those deprived of sight usually are.

I know, Sir Henry, Flockart said presently, and not without hesitation, that certain ill-disposed people have endeavoured to place an entirely wrong construction upon your wifes friendship towards me. For that reason I have decided to leave Glencardine, both for her sake and for yours.

But, my dear fellow, exclaimed the blind man, why do you suggest such a thing?

Because your wifes enemies have their mouths full of scandalous lies, he replied. I tell you frankly, Sir Henry, that my friendship with her ladyship is a purely platonic one. We were children together, at home in Bedford, and ever since our schooldays I have remained her friend.

I know that, remarked the old man quietly. My wife told me that when you dined with us on several occasions at Park Street. I have never objected to the friendship existing between you, Flockart; for, though I have never seen you, I have always believed you to be a man of honour.

I feel very much gratified at those words, Sir Henry, he said in a deep, earnest voice, glancing at the grey, dark-spectacled face of the fragile man whose arm he was holding. Indeed, Ive always hoped that you would repose sufficient confidence in me to know that I am not such a blackguard as to take any advantage of your cruel affliction.

The blind Baronet sighed. Ah, my dear Flockart! all men are not honourable like yourself. There are many ready to take advantage of my lack of eyesight. I have experienced it, alas! in business as well as in my private life.

The dark-faced man was silent. He was playing an ingenious, if dangerous, game. The Baronet had referred to business — his mysterious business, the secret of which he was now trying his best to solve. Yes, he said at length, I suppose the standard of honesty in business is nowadays just about as low as it can possibly be, eh? Well, Ive never been in business myself, so I dont know. In the one or two small financial deals in which Ive had a share, Ive usually been frozen out in the end.

Ah, Flockart, sighed the Laird of Glencardine, you are unfortunately quite correct. The so-called smart business man is the one who robs his neighbour without committing the sin of being found out.

This remark caused the other a twinge of conscience. Did he intend to convey any hidden meaning? He was full of cunning and cleverness. Well, Flockart exclaimed, Im truly gratified to think that I retain your confidence, Sir Henry. If I have in the past been able to be of any little service to Lady Heyburn, I assure you I am only too delighted. Yet I think that in the face of gossip which some of your neighbours here are trying to spread — gossip started, I very much fear, by Miss Gabrielle — my absence from Glencardine will be of distinct advantage to all concerned. I do not, my dear Sir Henry, desire for one single moment to embarrass you, or to place her ladyship in any false position. I — —

But, my dear fellow, youve become quite an institution with us! exclaimed Sir Henry in dismay. We should all be lost without you. Why, as you know, youve done me so many kindnesses that I can never sufficiently repay you. I dont forget how, through your advice, Ive been able to effect quite a number of economies at Caistor, and how often you assist my wife in various ways in her social duties.

My dear Sir Henry, he laughed, you know Im always ready to serve either of you whenever it lies in my power. Only — well, I feel that Im in your wifes company far too much, both here and in Lincolnshire. People are talking. Therefore, I have decided to leave her, and my decision is irrevocable.

Let them talk. If I do not object, you surely need not.

But for your wifes sake?

I know — I know how cruel are peoples tongues, Flockart, remarked the old man.

Yes; and the gossip was unfortunately started by Gabrielle. It was surely very unwise of her.

Ah! sighed the other, it is the old story. Every girl becomes jealous of her step-mother. And shes only a child, after all, he added apologetically.

Well, much as I esteem her, and much as I admire her, I feel, Sir Henry, that she had no right to bring discord into your house. I hope you will permit me to say this, with all due deference to the fact that shes your daughter. But I consider her conduct in this matter has been very unfriendly.

Again the Baronet was silent, and his companion saw that he was reflecting deeply. How do you know that the scandal was started by her? he asked presently, in a low, rather strained voice.

Young Paterson told me so. It appears that when she was staying with them over at Tullyallan she told his mother all sorts of absurd stories. And Mrs. Paterson who, as you know, is a terrible gossip — told the Reads of Logie and the Redcastles, and in a few days these fictions, with all sorts of embroidery, were spread half over Scotland. Why, my friend Lindsay, the member for Berwick, heard some whispers the other day in the Carlton Club! So, in consequence of that, Sir Henry, Im resolved, much against my will and inclination, I assure you, to end my friendship with your wife.

All this pains me more than I can tell you, declared the old man. The more so, too, that Gabrielle should have allowed her jealousy to lead her to make such false charges.

Yes. In order not to pain you. I have hesitated to tell you this for several weeks. But I really thought that you ought at least to know the truth, and who originated the scandal. And so I have ventured to-day to speak openly, and to announce my departure, said the wily Flockart. He was putting to the test the strength of his position in that household. He had an ulterior motive, one that was ingenious and subtle.

But you are not really going? exclaimed the other. You told me the other day something about my factor Macdonald, and your suspicions of certain irregularities.

My dear Sir Henry, it will be far better for us both if I leave. To remain will only be to lend further colour to these scandalous rumours. I have decided to leave your house.

You believe that Macdonald is dishonest, eh? inquired the afflicted man quickly.

Yes, Im certain of it. Remember, Sir Henry, that when one is dealing with a man who is blind, it is sometimes a great temptation to be dishonest.

I know, I know, sighed the other deeply. They were at a bend in the drive where the big trees met overhead, forming a leafy tunnel. The ascent was a trifle steep, and the Baronet had paused for a few seconds, leaning heavily upon the arm of his friend.

Oh, pardon me! exclaimed Flockart suddenly, releasing his arm. Your watch-chain is hanging down. Let me put it right for you. And for a few seconds he fumbled at the chain, at the same time holding something in the palm of his left hand. There, thats right, he said a few minutes later. You caught it somewhere, I expect.

On one of the knobs of my writing-table perhaps, said the other.
Thanks. I sometimes inadvertently pull it out of my pocket.

A faint smile of triumph passed across the dark, handsome face of the man, who again took his arm, as at the same time he replaced something in his own jacket-pocket. He had in that instant secured what he wanted.

You were saying with much truth, my dear Flockart, that in dealing with a man who cannot see there is occasionally a temptation towards dishonesty. Well, this very day I intend to have a long chat with my wife, but before I do so will you promise me one thing?

And what is that? asked the man, not without some apprehension.

That you will remain here, disregard the gossip that you may have heard, and continue to assist me in my helplessness in making full and searching inquiry into Macdonalds alleged defalcations.

The man reflected for a few seconds, with knit brows. His quick wits were instantly at work, for he saw with the utmost satisfaction that he had been entirely successful in disarming all suspicion; therefore his next move must be the defeat of that mans devoted defender, Gabrielle, the one person who stood between his own penniless self and fortune.

I really cannot at this moment make any promise, Sir Henry, he remarked at last. I have decided to go.

But defer your decision for the present. There is surely no immediate hurry for your departure! First let me consult my wife, urged the Baronet, putting out his hand and groping for that of Flockart, which he pressed warmly as proof of his continued esteem. Let me talk to Winifred. She shall decide whether you go or whether you shall stay.


CHAPTER XVI

SHOWS A GIRLS BONDAGE
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WALTER MURIE HAD chosen politics as a profession long ago, even when he was an undergraduate. He had already eaten his dinners in London, and had been called to the Bar as the first step towards a political career. He had a relative in the Foreign Office, while his uncle had held an Under-Secretaryship in the late Government. Therefore he had influence, and hoped by its aid to secure some safe seat. Already he had studied both home and foreign affairs very closely, and had on two occasions written articles in the Times upon that most vexed and difficult question, the pacification of Macedonia. He was a very fair speaker, too, and on several occasions he had seconded resolutions and made quite clever speeches at political gatherings in his own county, Perthshire. Indeed, politics was his hobby; and, with money at his command and influence in high quarters, there was no reason why he should not within the next few years gain a seat in the House. With Sir Henry Heyburn he often had long and serious chats. The brilliant politician, whose career had so suddenly and tragically been cut short, gave him much good advice, pointing out the special questions he should study in order to become an authority. This is the age of specialising, and in politics it is just as essential to be a specialist as it is in the medical, legal, or any other profession.

In a few days the young man was returning to his dingy chambers in the Temple, to pore again over those mouldy tomes of law; therefore almost daily he ran over to Glencardine to chat with the blind Baronet, and to have quiet walks with the sweet girl who looked so dainty in her fresh white frocks, and whose warm kisses were so soft and caressing.

Surely no pair, even in the bygone days of knight and dame, the days of real romance, were more devoted to each other. With satisfaction he saw that Gabrielles apparent indifference had now worn off. It had been but the mask of a womans whim, and as such he treated it.

One afternoon, after tea out on the lawn, they were walking together by the bypath to the lodge in order to meet Lady Heyburn, who had gone into the village to visit a bedridden old lady. Hand-in-hand they were strolling, for on the morrow he was going south, and would probably be absent for some months.

The girl had allowed herself to remain in her lovers arms in one long kiss of perfect ecstasy. Then, with a sigh of regret, she had held his hand and gone forward again without a word. When Walter had left, the sun of her young life would have set, for after all it was not exactly exciting to be the eyes and ears of a man who was blind. And there was always at her side that man whom she hated, and who, she knew, was her bitterest foe — James Flockart.

Of late her father seemed to have taken him strangely into his confidence. Why, she could not tell. A sudden change of front on the Baronets part was unusual; but as she watched with sinking heart she could not conceal from herself the fact that Flockart now exercised considerable influence over her father — an influence which in some matters had already proved to be greater than her own.

It was of this man Walter spoke. I have a regret, dearest — nay, more than a regret, a fear — in leaving you here alone, he exclaimed in a low, distinct voice, gazing into the blue, fathomless depths of those eyes so very dear to him.

A fear! Why? she asked in some surprise, returning his look.

Because of that man — your mothers friend, he said. Recently I have heard some curious tales concerning him. I really wonder why Sir Henry still retains him as his guest.

Why need we speak of him? she exclaimed quickly, for the subject was distasteful.

Because I wish you to be forewarned, he said in a serious voice. That man is no fitting companion for you. His past is too well known to a certain circle.

His past! she echoed. What have you discovered concerning him?

Her companion did not answer for a few moments. How could he tell her all that he had heard? His desire was to warn her, yet he could not relate to her the allegations made by certain persons against Flockart.

Gabrielle, he said, all that I have heard tends to show that his friendship for you and for your father is false; therefore avoid him — beware of him.

I — I know, she faltered, lowering her eyes. Ive felt that was the case all along, yet I — —

Yet what? he asked.

I mean I want you to promise me one thing, Walter, she said quickly.
You love me, do you not?

Love you, my own darling! How can you ask such a question? You surely know that I do!

Then, if you really love me, you will make me a promise.

Of what?

Only one thing — one little thing, she said in a low, earnest voice, looking straight into his eyes. If — if that man ever makes an allegation against me, you wont believe him?

An allegation! Why, darling, what allegation could such a man ever make against you?

He is my enemy, she remarked simply.

I know that. But what charge could he bring against you? Why, if even he dared to utter a single word against you, I — Id wring the ruffians neck!

But if he did, Walter, you wouldnt believe him, would you?

Of course I wouldnt.

Not — not if the charge he made against me was a terrible one — a — a disgraceful one? she asked in a strained voice after a brief and painful pause.

Why, dearest! he cried, what is the matter? You are really not yourself to-day. You seem to be filled with a graver apprehension even than I am. What does it mean? Tell me.

It means, Walter, that that man is Lady Heyburns friend; hence he is my enemy.

And what need you fear when you have me as your friend?

I do not fear if you will still remain my friend — always — in face of any allegation he makes.

I love you, darling. Surely thats sufficient guarantee of my friendship?

Yes, she responded, raising her white, troubled face to his while he bent and kissed her again on the lips. I know that I am yours, my own well-beloved; and, as yours, I will not fear.

Thats right! he exclaimed, endeavouring to smile. Cheer up. I dont like to see you on this last day down-hearted and apprehensive like this.

I am not so without cause.

Then, what is the cause? he demanded. Surely you can repose confidence in me?

Again she was silent. Above them the wind stirred the leaves, and through the high bracken a rabbit scuttled at their feet. They were alone, and she stood again locked in her lovers fond embrace.

You have told me yourself that man Flockart is my enemy, she said in a low voice.

But what action of his can you fear? Surely you should be forearmed against any evil he may be plotting. Tell me the truth, and I will go myself to your father and denounce the fellow before his face!

Ah, no! she cried, full of quick apprehension. Never think of doing that, Walter!

Why? Am I not your friend?

Such a course would only bring his wrath down upon my head. He would retaliate quickly, and I alone would suffer.

But, my dear Gabrielle, he exclaimed, you really speak in enigmas. Whatever can you fear from a man who is known to be a blackguard — whom I could now, at this very moment, expose in such a manner that he would never dare to set foot in Perthshire again?

Such a course would be most injudicious, I assure you. His ruin would mean — it would mean — my — own!

I dont follow you.

Ah, because you do not know my secret — you — —

Your secret! the young man gasped, staring at her, yet still holding her trembling form in his strong arms. Why, what do you mean? What secret?

I — I cannot tell you! she exclaimed in a hard, mechanical voice, looking straight before her.

But you must, he protested.

I — I asked you, Walter, to make me a promise, she said, her voice broken by emotion— a promise that, for the sake of the love you bear for me, you will not believe that man, that you will disregard any allegation against me.

And I promise, on one condition, darling — that you tell me in confidence what I, as your future husband, have a just right to know — the nature of this secret of yours.

Ah, no! she cried, unable longer to restrain her tears, and burying her pale, beautiful face upon his arm. I — I was foolish to have spoken of it, she sobbed brokenly: I ought to have kept it to myself. It is — its the one thing that I can never reveal to you — to you of all men!


CHAPTER XVII

DESCRIBES A FRENCHMANS VISIT
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MONSIEUR GOSLIN, SIR Henry, Hill announced, entering his masters room one morning a fortnight later, just as the blind man was about to descend to breakfast. Hes in the library, sir.

Goslin! exclaimed the Baronet, in great surprise. Ill go to him at once; and Hill, serve breakfast for two in the library, and tell Miss Gabrielle that I do not wish to be disturbed this morning.

Very well, Sir Henry; and the man bowed and went down the broad oak staircase.

Goslin here, without any announcement! exclaimed the Baronet, speaking to himself. Something must have happened. I wonder what it can be. He tugged at his collar to render it more comfortable; and then, with a groping hand on the broad balustrade, he felt his way down the stairs and along the corridor to the big library, where a stout, grey-haired Frenchman came forward to greet him warmly, after carefully closing the door.

Ah, mon cher ami! he began; and, speaking in French, he inquired eagerly after the Baronets health. He was rather long-faced, with beard worn short and pointed, and his dark, deep-set eyes and his countenance showed a fund of good humour. This visit is quite unexpected, exclaimed Sir Henry. You were not due till the 20th.

No; but circumstances have arisen which made my journey imperative, so
I left the Gare du Nord at four yesterday afternoon, was at Charing
Cross at eleven, had half-an-hour to catch the Scotch express at Kings
Cross, and here I am.

Oh, my dear Goslin, you always move so quickly! Youre simply a marvel of alertness.

The other smiled, and, with a shrug of the shoulders, said, I really dont know why I should have earned a reputation as a rapid traveller, except, perhaps, by that trip I made last year, from Paris to Constantinople, when I remained exactly thirty-eight minutes in the Sultans capital. But I did my business there, nevertheless, even though I got through quicker than messieurs les touristes of the most estimable Agence Cook.

You want a wash, eh?

Ah, no, my friend. I washed at the hotel in Perth, where I took my morning coffee. When I come to Scotland I carry no baggage save my tooth-brush in my pocket, and a clean collar across my chest, its ends held by my braces.

The Baronet laughed heartily. His friend was always most resourceful and ingenious. He was a mystery to all at Glencardine, and to Lady Heyburn most of all. His visits were always unexpected, while as to who he really was, or whence he came, nobody — not even Gabrielle herself — knew. At times the Frenchman would take his meals alone with Sir Henry in the library, while at others he would lunch with her ladyship and her guests. On these latter occasions he proved himself a most amusing cosmopolitan, and at the same time exhibited an extreme courtliness towards every one. His manner was quite charming, yet his presence there was always puzzling, and had given rise to considerable speculation.

Hill came in, and after helping the Frenchman to take off his heavy leather-lined travelling-coat, laid a small table for two and prepared breakfast.

Then, when he had served it and left, Goslin rose, and, crossing to the door, pushed the little brass bolt into its socket. Returning to his chair opposite the blind man (whose food Hill had already cut up for him), he exclaimed in a very calm, serious voice, speaking in French, I want you to hear what I have to say, Sir Henry, without exciting yourself unduly. Something has occurred — something very strange and remarkable.

The other dropped his knife, and sat statuesque and expressionless. Go on, he said hoarsely. Tell me the worst at once.

The worst has not yet happened. It is that which Im dreading.

Well, what has happened? Is — is the secret out?

The secret is safe — for the present.

The blind man drew a long breath. Well, thats one thing to be thankful for, he gasped. I was afraid you were going to tell me that the facts were exposed.

They may yet be exposed, the mysterious visitor exclaimed. Thats where lies the danger.

We have been betrayed, eh? You may as well admit the ugly truth at once, Goslin!

I do not conceal it, Sir Henry. We have.

By whom?

By somebody here — in this house.

Here! What do you mean? Somebody in my own house?

Yes. The Greek affair is known. They have been put upon their guard in
Athens.

By whom? cried the Baronet, starting from his chair.

By somebody whom we cannot trace — somebody who must have had access to your papers.

No one has had access to my papers. I always take good care of that, Goslin — very good care of that. The affair has leaked out at your end, not at mine.

At our end we are always circumspect, the Frenchman said calmly. Rest assured that nobody but we ourselves are aware of our operations or intentions. We know only too well that any revelation would assuredly bring upon us — disaster.

But a revelation has actually been made! exclaimed Sir Henry, bending forward. Therefore the worst is to be feared.

Exactly. That is what I am endeavouring to convey.

The betrayal must have come from your end, I expect; not from here.

I regret to assert that it came from here — from this very room.

How do you know that?

Because in Athens they have a complete copy of one of the documents which you showed me on the last occasion I was here, and which we have never had in our possession.

The blind man was silent. The allegation admitted of no argument.

My daughter Gabrielle is the only person who has seen it, and she understands nothing of our affairs, as you know quite well.

She may have copied it.

My daughter would never betray me, Goslin, said Sir Henry in a hard, distinct voice, rising from the table and slowly walking down the long, book-lined room.

Has no one else been able to open your safe and examine its contents? asked the Frenchman, glancing over to the small steel door let into the wall close to where he was sitting.

No one. Though Im blind, do you consider me a fool? Surely I recognise only too well how essential is secrecy. Have I not always taken the most extraordinary precautions?

You have, Sir Henry. I quite admit that. Indeed, the precautions youve taken would, if known to the world, be regarded — well, as simply amazing.

I hope the world will never know the truth.

It will know the truth. They have the copies in Athens. If there is a traitor — as we have now proved the existence of one — then we can never in future rest secure. At any moment another exposure may result, with its attendant disaster.

The Baronet halted before one of the long windows, the morning sunshine falling full upon his sad, grey face. He drew a long sigh and said, Goslin, do not let us discuss the future. Tell me exactly what is the present situation.

The present situation, the Frenchman said in a dry, matter-of-fact voice, is one full of peril for us. You have, over there in your safe, a certain paper — a confidential report which you received direct from Vienna. It was brought to you by special messenger because its nature was not such as should be sent through the post. A trusted official of the Austrian Ministry of Foreign Affairs brought it here. To whom did he deliver it?

To Gabrielle. She signed a receipt.

And she broke the seals?

No. I was present, and she handed it to me. I broke the seals myself.
She read it over to me.

Ah! ejaculated the Frenchman suspiciously. It is unfortunate that you are compelled to entrust our secrets to a woman.

My daughter is my best friend; indeed, perhaps my only friend.

Then you have enemies?

Who has not?

True. We all of us have enemies, replied the mysterious visitor. But in this case, how do you account for that report falling into the hands of the people in Athens? Who keeps the key of the safe?

I do. It is never out of my possession.

At night what do you do with it?

I hide it in a secret place in my room, and I sleep with the door locked.

Then, as far as you are aware, nobody has ever had possession of your key — not even mademoiselle your daughter?

Not even Gabrielle. I always lock and unlock the safe myself.

But she has access to its contents when it is open, the visitor remarked. Acting as your secretary, she is, of course, aware of a good deal of your business.

No; you are mistaken. Have we not arranged a code in order to prevent her from satisfying her womans natural inquisitiveness?

Thats admitted. But the document in question, though somewhat guarded, is sufficiently plain to any one acquainted with the nature of our negotiations.

The blind man crossed to the safe, and with the key upon his chain opened it, and, after fumbling in one of the long iron drawers revealed within, took out a big oblong envelope, orange-coloured, and secured with five black seals, now, however, broken.

This he handed to his friend, saying, Read it again, to refresh your memory. I know myself what it says pretty well by heart.

Monsieur Goslin drew forth the paper within and read the lines of close, even writing. It was in German. He stood near the window as he read, while Sir Henry remained near the open safe.

Hill tapped at the bolted door, but his master replied that he did not wish to be disturbed. Yes, the Frenchman said at last, the copy they have in Athens is exact — word for word.

They may have obtained it from Vienna.

No; it came from here. There are some pencilled comments in your daughters handwriting.

They were dictated by me.

Exactly. And they appear in the copy now in the hands of the people in Athens! Thus it is doubly proved that it was this actual document which was copied. But by whom?

Ah! sighed the helpless man, his face drawn and paler than usual,
Gabrielle is the only person who has had sight of it.

Mademoiselle surely could not have copied it, remarked the Frenchman.
Has she a lover?

Yes; the son of a neighbour of mine, a very worthy young fellow.

Goslin grunted dubiously. It was apparent that he suspected her of trickery. Information such as had been supplied to the Greek Government would, he knew, be paid for, and at a high price. Had mademoiselles lover had a hand in that revelation?

I would not suggest for a single moment, Sir Henry, that mademoiselle your daughter would act in any way against your personal interests; but—

But what? demanded the blind man fiercely, turning towards his visitor.

Well, it is peculiar — very peculiar — to say the least.

Sir Henry was silent. Within himself he was compelled to admit that certain suspicion attached to Gabrielle. And yet was she not his most devoted — nay, his only — friend? Some one has copied the report — thats evident, he said in a low, hard voice, reflecting deeply.

And by so doing has placed us in a position of grave peril, Sir Henry — imminent peril, remarked the visitor. I see in this an attempt to obtain further knowledge of our affairs. We have a secret enemy, who, it seems, has found a vulnerable point in our armour.

Surely my own daughter cannot be my enemy? cried the blind man in dismay.

You say she has a lover, remarked the Frenchman, speaking slowly and with deliberation. May not he be the instigator?

Walter Murie is upright and honourable, replied the blind man. And yet— A long-drawn sigh prevented the conclusion of that sentence.

Ah, I know! exclaimed the mysterious visitor in a tone of sympathy. You are uncertain in your conclusions because of your terrible affliction. Sometimes, alas! my dear friend, you are imposed upon, because you are blind.

Yes, responded the other, bitterly. That is the truth, Goslin. Because I cannot see like other men, I have been deceived — foully and grossly deceived and betrayed! But — but, he cried, they thought to ruin me, and Ive tricked them, Goslin — yes, tricked them! Have no fear. For the present our secrets are our own!


CHAPTER XVIII

REVEALS THE SPY
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THE TWELFTH — the glorious Twelfth — had come and gone. The rush to the North had commenced from London. From Euston, St. Pancras, and Kings Cross the night trains for Scotland had run in triplicate, crowded by men and gun-cases and kit-bags, while gloomy old Perth station was a scene of unwonted activity each morning.

At Glencardine there were little or no grouse; therefore it was not until later that Sir Henry invited his usual party.

Gabrielle had been south to visit one of her girlfriends near Durham, and the week of her absence her afflicted father had spent in dark loneliness, for Flockart had gone to London, and her ladyship was away on a fortnights visit to the Pelhams, down at New Galloway.

On the last day of August, however, Gabrielle returned, being followed a few hours later by Lady Heyburn, who had travelled up by way of Stirling and Crieff Junction, while that same night eight men forming the shooting-party arrived by the day express from the south.

The gathering was a merry one. The guests were the same who came up there every year, some of them friends of Sir Henry in the days of his brilliant career, others friends of his wife. The shooting at Glencardine was always excellent; and Stewart, wise and serious, had prophesied first-class sport.

Walter Murie was in London. While Gabrielle had been at Durham he had travelled up there, spent the night at the Three Tuns, and met her next morning in that pretty wooded walk they call the Banks. Devoted to her as he was, he could not bear any long separation; while she, on her part, was gratified by this attention. Not without some difficulty did she succeed in getting away from her friends to meet him, for a provincial town is not like London, and any stranger is always in the public eye. But they spent a delightful couple of hours together, strolling along the footpath through the meadows in the direction of Finchale Priory. There were no eavesdroppers; and he, with his arm linked in hers, repeated the story of his all-conquering love.

She listened in silence, then raising her fine clear eyes to his, said,
I know, Walter — I know that you love me. And I love you also.

Ah, he sighed, if you would only be frank with me, dearest — if you would only be as frank with me as I am with you!

Sadly she shook her head, but made no reply. He saw that a shadow had clouded her brow, that she still clung to her strange secret; and at length, when they retraced their steps back to the city, he reluctantly took leave of her, and half-an-hour later was speeding south again towards York and Kings Cross.

The opening day of the partridge season proved bright and pleasant. The men were out early; and the ladies, a gay party, including Gabrielle, joined them at luncheon spread on a mossy bank about three miles from the castle. Several of the male guests were particularly attentive to the dainty, sweet-faced girl whose charming manner and fresh beauty attracted them. But Gabrielles heart was with Walter always. She loved him. Yes, she told herself so a dozen times each day. And yet was not the barrier between them insurmountable? Ah, if he only knew! If he only knew!

The blind man was left alone nearly the whole of that day. His daughter had wanted to remain with him, but he would not hear of it. My dear child, he had said, you must go out and lunch. You really must assist your mother in entertaining the people.

But, dear dad, I much prefer to remain with you and help you, she protested. Yesterday the Professor sent you five more bronze matrices of ecclesiastical seals. We havent yet examined them.

Well do so to-night, dear, he said. You go out to-day. Ill amuse myself all right. Perhaps Ill go for a little walk.

Therefore the girl had, against her inclination, joined the luncheon-party, where foremost of all to have her little attentions was a rather foppish young stockbroker named Girdlestone, who had been up there shooting the previous year, and had on that occasion flirted with her furiously.

During her absence her father tried to resume his knitting — an occupation which he had long ago been compelled to resort to in order to employ his time; but he soon put it down with a sigh, rose, and taking his soft brown felt-hat and stout stick, tapped his way along through the great hall and out into the park.

He felt the warmth upon his cheek as he passed slowly along down the broad drive. Ah, he murmured to himself, if only I could once again see Gods sunlight! If I could only see the greenery of nature and the face of my darling child! and he sighed brokenly, and went on, his chin sunk upon his breast, a despairing, hopeless man. Surely no figure more pathetic than his could be found in the whole of Scotland. Upon him had been showered honour, great wealth, all indeed that makes life worth living, and yet, deprived of sight, he existed in that world of darkness, deceived and plotted against by all about him. His grey countenance was hard and thoughtful as he passed slowly along tapping the ground before him, for he was thinking — ever thinking — of the declaration of his French visitor. He had been betrayed. But by whom?

His thoughts were wandering back to those days when he could see — those well-remembered days when he had held the House in silence by his brilliant oratory, and when the papers next day had leading articles concerning his speeches. He recollected his time-mellowed old club in St. Jamess Street — Boodles — of which he had been so fond. Then came his affliction. The thought of it all struck him suddenly; and, clenching his hands, he murmured some inarticulate words through his teeth. They sounded strangely like a threat. Next instant, however, he laughed bitterly to himself the dry, harsh laugh of a man into whose very soul the iron had entered.

In the distance he could hear the shots of his guests, those men who accepted his hospitality, and who among themselves agreed that he was a terrible bore, poor old fellow! They came up there — with perhaps two exceptions — to eat his dinners, drink his choice wines, and shoot his birds, but begrudged him more than ten minutes or so of their company each day. In the billiard-room of an evening, as he sat upon one of the long lounges, they would perhaps deign to chat with him; but, alas! he knew that he was only as a wet blanket to his wifes guests, hence he kept himself so much to the library — his own domain.

That night he spent half-an-hour in the billiard-room in order to hear what sport they had had, but very soon escaped, and with Gabrielle returned again to the library to fulfil his promise and examine the seal-matrices which the Professor had sent.

To where they sat came bursts of boisterous laughter and of the waltz-music of the pianola in the hall, for in the shooting season the echoes of the fine mansion were awakened by the merriment of as gay a crowd as any who assembled in the Highlands.

Sir Henry heard it. The sounds jarred upon his nerves. Mirth such as theirs was debarred him for ever, and he had now become gloomy and misanthropic. He sat fingering those big oval matrices of bronze, listening to Gabrielles voice deciphering the inscriptions, and explaining what was meant and what was possibly their history. One which Sir Henry declared to be the gem of them all bore the manus Dei for device, and was the seal of Archbishop Richard (1174-84). Several documents bearing impressions of this seal were, he said, preserved at Canterbury and in the British Museum, but here the actual seal itself had come to light.

With all the enthusiasm of an expert he lingered over the matrice, feeling it carefully with the tips of his fingers, and tracing the device with the nail of his forefinger. Splendid! he declared. The lettering is a most excellent specimen of early Lombardic. And then he gave the girl the titles of several works, which she got down from the shelves, and from which she read extracts after some careful search.

The sulphur-casts sent with the matrices she placed carefully with her fathers collection, and during the remainder of the evening they were occupied in replying to several letters regarding estate matters.

At eleven oclock she kissed her father good-night and passed out to the hall, where the pianola was still going, and where the merriment was still in full swing. For a quarter of an hour she was compelled to remain with the insipid young ass Bertie Girdlestone, a man who patronised musical comedy nightly, and afterwards supped regularly at the Savoy; then she escaped at last to her room.

Exchanging her pretty gown of turquoise chiffon for an easy wrap, she took up a novel, and, switching on her green-shaded reading-lamp, sat down to enjoy a quiet hour before retiring. Quickly she became engrossed in the story, and though the stable-chimes sounded each half-hour she remained undisturbed by them.

It was half-past two before she had reached the happy dénouement of the book, and, closing it, she rose to take off her trinkets. Having divested herself of bracelets, rings, and necklet, she placed her hands to her ears. There was only one ear-ring; the other was missing! They were sapphires, a present from Walter on her last birthday. He had sent them to her from Yokohama, and she greatly prized them. Therefore, at risk of being seen in her dressing-gown by any of the male guests who might still be astir — for she knew they always played billiards until very late — she took off her little blue satin slippers and stole out along the corridor and down the broad staircase.

The place was in darkness; but she turned on the light, and again when she reached the hall.

She must have dropped her ear-ring in the library; of that she felt sure. Servants were so careless that, if she left it, it might easily be swept up in the morning and lost for ever. That thought had caused her to search for it at once.

As she approached the library door she thought she heard the sound as of some one within. On her opening the door, however, all was in darkness. She laughed at her apprehension.

In an instant she touched the switch, and the place became flooded by a soft, mellow light from lamps cunningly concealed behind the bookcases against the wall. At the same moment, however, she detected a movement behind one of the bookcases against which she stood. With sudden resolution and fearlessness, she stepped forward to ascertain its cause. Her eyes at that instant fell upon a sight which caused her to start and stand dumb with amazement. Straight before her the door of her fathers safe stood open. Beside it, startled at the sudden interruption, stood a man in evening-dress, with a small electric lamp in his clenched hand. A pair of dark, evil eyes met hers in defiance — the eyes of James Flockart.

You! she gasped.

Yes, he laughed dryly. Dont be afraid. Its only I. But, by Jove! how very charming you look in that gown! Id love to get a snapshot of you just as you stand now.

What are you doing there, examining my fathers papers? she demanded quickly, her small hands clenched.

My dear girl, he replied with affected unconcern, thats my own business. You really ought to have been in bed long ago. It isnt discreet, you know, to be down here with me at this hour!

I demand to know what you are doing here! she cried firmly.

And, my dear little girl, I refuse to tell you, was his decisive answer.

Very well, then I shall alarm the house and explain to my father what I have discovered.


CHAPTER XIX

SHOWS GABRIELLE DEFIANT
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GABRIELLE CROSSED QUICKLY to one of the long windows, which she unbolted and flung open, expecting to hear the shrill whir of the burglar-alarm, which, every night, Hill switched on before retiring.

My dear little girl! exclaimed the man, smiling as he strolled leisurely across to her with a cool, perfect unconcern which showed how completely he was master, why create such a beastly draught? Nothing will happen, for Ive already seen to those wires.

Youre a thief! she cried, drawing herself up angrily. I shall go straight to my father and tell him at once.

You are at perfect liberty to act exactly as you choose, was Flockarts answer, as he bowed before her with irritating mock politeness. But before you go, pray allow me to finish these most interesting documents, some of which, I believe, are in your very neat handwriting.

My fathers business is his own alone, and you have no right whatever to pry into it. I thought you were posing as his friend! she cried in bitter protest, as she stood with both her hands clenched.

I am his friend, he declared. Some day, Gabrielle, you will know the truth of how near he is to disaster, and how I am risking much in an endeavour to save him.

I dont believe you! she exclaimed in undisguised disgust. In your heart there is not one single spark of sympathy with him in his affliction or with me in my ghastly position!

Your position is only your own seeking, my dear child, was his cold response. I gave you full warning long ago. You cant deny that.

You conspired with Lady Heyburn against me! she cried. I have discovered more about it than you think; and I now openly defy you, Mr. Flockart. Please understand that.

Good! he replied, still unruffled. I quite understand. You will pardon my resuming, wont you? And walking back to the open safe, he drew forth a small bundle of papers from a drawer. Then he threw himself into a leather arm-chair, and proceeded to untie the tape and examine the documents one by one, as though in eager search of something.

Though Lady Heyburn may be your friend, I am quite sure even she would never for a moment countenance such a dastardly action as this! cried the girl, crimsoning in anger. You come here, accept my fathers hospitality, and make pretence of being his friend and adviser; yet you are conspiring against him, as you have done against myself!

So far as you yourself are concerned, my dear Gabrielle, he laughed, without deigning to look up from the papers he was scanning, I offered you my friendship, but you refused it.

Friendship! she cried, in sarcasm. Your friendship, Mr. Flockart! What, pray, is it worth? You surely know what people are saying — the construction they are placing upon your friendship for Lady Heyburn?

The misconstruction, you mean, he exclaimed airily, correcting her. Well, to me it matters not a single jot. The world is always ill-disposed and ill-natured. A woman can surely have a male friend without being subject to hostile and venomous criticism?

When the male friend is an honest man, said the girl meaningly.

He shrugged his shoulders and continued reading, as though utterly disregarding her presence.

What should she do? How should she act? She knew quite well that from those papers he could gather no knowledge of her fathers affairs, unless he held some secret knowledge of the true meaning of those cryptic terms and allusions. To her they were all as Hebrew.

Only that very day Monsieur Goslin had again made one of those unexpected visits, remaining from eleven in the morning until three; afterwards taking his leave, and driving back in the car to Auchterarder Station. She had not seen him; but he had brought from Paris for her a big box of chocolates tied with violet ribbons, as had been his habit for quite a couple of years past. She was a particular favourite with the polite, middle-aged Frenchman.

Her fathers demeanour was always more thoughtful and serious after the strangers visits. Business matters put before him by his visitor always, it seemed, required much deep thought and ample consideration.

Some papers brought to her father by Goslin she had placed in the safe earlier that evening, and these, she recognised, were now in Flockarts hands. She had not read them herself, and had no idea of their contents. They were, to her, never interesting.

Mr. Flockart, she exclaimed very firmly at last, I ask you to kindly replace those papers in my fathers safe, relock it, and hand me the key.

That I certainly refuse to do, was the mans defiant reply, bowing as he spoke.

You would prefer, then, that I should go up to my father and explain all I have seen?

I repeat what I have already said. You are perfectly at liberty to tell whom you like. It makes no difference whatever to me. And, well, I dont want to be disturbed just now. Rising, he walked across to the writing-table, and taking a piece of note-paper bearing the Heyburn crest, rapidly pencilled some memoranda upon it. He was, it seemed, taking a copy of one of the documents.

Suddenly she sprang towards him, crying, Give me that paper! Give it to me at once, I say! It is my fathers.

He straightened himself from the table, pulled down his white dress-vest with its amethyst buttons, and, looking straight into her face, ordered her to leave the room.

I shall not go, she answered boldly. I have discovered a thief in my fathers house; therefore my duty is to remain here.

No. Surely your duty is to go upstairs and tell him; and he bent again, resuming his rapid memoranda. Well, he asked defiantly, a few moments later, seeing that she had not moved, arent you going?

I shall not leave you here alone.

Dont. I might run away with some of the ornaments.

Oh, yes! exclaimed the girl bitterly, you taunt me because you are well aware of my helplessness — of what occurred on that never-to-be-forgotten afternoon — of how completely you have me in your power! I see it all. You defy me, well knowing that you could, in a moment, bring upon me a vengeance terrible and complete. It is all horrible! she cried, covering her face with her hands. I know that I am in your power. And you have no pity, no remorse.

I gave you full warning, he declared, placing the papers upon the table and looking at her. I gave you your choice. You cannot blame me. You had ample time and opportunity.

But I still have one man who loves me — a man who will yet stand my friend and defend me, even against you!

Walter Murie! he laughed, with a quick gesture of disregard. You believe him to be your friend? Recollect, my dear Gabrielle, that men are deceivers ever.

So it seems in your case, she exclaimed with poignant bitterness. You have brought scandalous comment upon my fathers name, and yet you are utterly unconcerned.

Because, as I have already told you, your father is my friend.

And it is his money which you spend so freely, she said, in a low, hard voice of reproach. It comes from him.

His money! he exclaimed quickly. What do you mean? What do you imply?

Simply that among my fathers accounts a short time back I found two cheques drawn by Lady Heyburn in your favour.

And you told your father of them, of course! he exclaimed with sarcasm. A remarkable discovery, eh?

I told him nothing, was her bold reply. Not because I wished to shield you, but because I did not wish to pain him unduly. He has worries sufficient, in all conscience.

Your devotion is really most charming, the man declared calmly, leaning against the table and examining her critically from head to foot. Sir Henry believes in you. You are his dutiful daughter — pure, good, and all that! he sneered. I wonder what he would say if he — well, if he knew just a little of the truth, of what happened that day at Chantilly?

The truth! Ah, and you would tell him — you! she gasped in a broken voice, her sweet, innocent face blanched to the lips in an instant. You would drag my good name into the mire, and blast my life for ever with just as little compunction as you would shoot a rabbit. I know — I know you only too well, Mr. Flockart! I stand in your way; I am in your way as well as in Lady Heyburns. You are only awaiting an opportunity to wreck my life and crush me! Once I am away from here, my poor father will be helpless in your hands!

Dear me, he sneered, how very tragic you are becoming! That dressing-gown really makes you appear quite like a heroine of provincial melodrama. I ought now to have a revolver and threaten you, and then this scene would be complete for the stage — wouldnt it? But for goodness sake dont remain here in the cold any longer, my dear little girl. Run off to bed, and forget that to-night youve been walking in your sleep.

Not until I see that safe relocked and you give me the false key of yours. If you will not, then you shall this very night have an opportunity of telling the truth to my father. I am prepared to bear my shame and all its consequences — —

The words froze upon her pale lips. On the lawn outside the half-open glass door there was at that moment a light movement — the tapping of a walking-stick!

Hush! cried Flockart. Remember what I can tell him — if I choose!

In an instant she saw the fragile figure of her father, in soft felt-hat and black coat, creeping almost noiselessly past the window. He had been out for one of his nocturnal walks, for he sometimes went out alone when suffering from insomnia. He had just returned.

The blind man went forward only a few paces farther; but, finding that he had proceeded too far, he returned and discovered the open door. Near it stood the pair, not daring now to move lest the blind mans quick ears should detect their footsteps.

Gabrielle! Gabrielle, my dear! exclaimed the Baronet.

But though her heart beat quickly, the girl did not reply. She knew, however, that the old man could almost read her innermost thoughts. The ominous words of Flockart rang in her ears. Yes, he could tell a terrible and awful truth which must be concealed at all hazards.

I felt sure I heard Gabrielles voice. How curious! murmured the old man, as his feet fell noiselessly upon the thick Turkey carpet. Gabrielle, dear! he called. But his daughter stood there breathless and silent, not daring to move a muscle. Plain it was that while passing across the lawn outside he heard her voice. He had overheard her declaration that she was prepared to bear the consequences of her disgrace.

Across the room the blind man groped, his hand held before him, as was his habit. Strange! Remarkably strange! he remarked to himself quite aloud. Im never mistaken in Gabrielles voice. Gabrielle, dear, where are you? Why dont you speak? Its too late to-night to play practical jokes.

Flockart knew that he had left the safe-door open, yet he dared not move across the room to close it. The sightless man would detect the slightest movement in that dead silence of the night. With great care he left the girls side, and a single stride brought him to the large writing-table, where he secured the document, together with the pencilled memoranda of its purport, both of which he slipped into his pocket unobserved.

Gabrielle dared not breathe. Her discovery there meant her ruin.

The man who held her in his toils cast her an evil, threatening glance, raising his clenched fist in menace, as though daring her to make the slightest movement. In his dark eyes showed a sinister expression, and his nether lip was hard. She was, alas! utterly and completely in his power.

The safe was some distance away, and in order to reach and close it he would be compelled to pass the man in blue spectacles now standing, puzzled and surprised, in the centre of the great book-lined apartment. Both of them could escape by the open window, but to do so would be to court discovery should the Baronet find his safe standing open. In that case the alarm would be raised, and they would both be found outside the house, instead of within.

Slowly the old man drew his thin hand across his furrowed brow, and then, as a sudden recollection dawned upon him, he cried, Ah, the window! Why, thats strange! When I went out I closed it! But it was open — open — as I came in! Some one — some one has entered here in my absence!

With both his thin, wasted hands outstretched, he walked quickly to his safe, cleverly avoiding the furniture in his course, and next second discovered that the iron door stood wide open.

Thieves! he gasped aloud hoarsely as the truth dawned upon him. My papers! Gabrielles voice! What can all this mean? And next moment he opened the door, crying, Help! and endeavouring to alarm the household.

In an instant Flockart dashed forward towards the safe, and, without being observed by Gabrielle, had slipped the key into his own pocket.

Gabrielle, cried the blind man, you are here in the room. I know you are. You cannot deceive me. I smell that new scent, which your aunt Annie sent you, upon your handkerchief. Why dont you speak to me?

Yes, dad, she answered at last, in a low, strained voice, I — I am here.

Then what is meant by my safe being open? he asked sternly, as all that Goslin had told him a little while before flashed across his memory. Why have you obtained a key to it?

I have no key, was her quick answer.

Come here, he said. Let me take your hand.

With great reluctance, her eyes fixed upon Flockarts face, she did as she was bid, and as her father took her soft hand in his, he said in a stern, harsh tone, full of suspicion and quite unusual to him, You are trembling, Gabrielle — trembling, because — because of my unexpected appearance, eh?

The fair girl with the sweet face and dainty figure was silent. What could she reply?


CHAPTER XX

TELLS OF FLOCKARTS TRIUMPH
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WHAT ARE YOU doing here at this hour? Gabrielles father demanded slowly, releasing her hand. Why are you prying into my affairs? He had not detected Flockarts presence, and believed himself alone with his daughter.

The mans glance again met Gabrielles, and she saw in his eyes a desperate look. To tell the truth would, she knew, alas! cause the exposure of her secret and her disgrace. On both sides had she suddenly become hemmed in by a deadly peril.

Dad, she cried suddenly, do I not know all about your affairs already? Do I not act as your secretary? With what motive should I open your safe?

Without response, the blind man moved back to the open door, and, placing his hand within, fingered one of the long iron drawers. It was unlocked, and he drew it forth. Some papers were within — blue, legal-looking papers which his daughter had never seen. Yes, he exclaimed aloud, just as I thought. This drawer has been opened, and my private affairs pried into. Tell me, Gabrielle, where is young Murie just at present?

In Paris, I believe. He left London unexpectedly three days ago.

Paris! echoed the old man. Ah, he added, Goslin was right — quite right. And so you, my daughter, in whom I placed all my trust — my — my only friend — have betrayed me! he added brokenly.

I have not betrayed you, dear father, was her quick protest. To whom do you allege I have exposed your affairs?

To your lover, Walter.

To Flockart, whose wits were already at work upon some scheme to extricate himself, there came at that instant a sudden suggestion. He spoke, causing the old man to start suddenly and turn in the direction of the speaker.

As the words left his lips he raised a threatening finger towards Gabrielle, a sign of silence to her of which the old man was unfortunately in ignorance.

I think, Sir Henry, that I ought to speak — to tell you the truth, painful though it may be. Five minutes ago I came down here in order to get a telegraph-form, as I wanted to send a wire at the earliest possible moment to-morrow, when, to my surprise, I saw a light beneath the door. I — —

Oh, no, no! gasped the girl, in horrified protest. Its a lie!

I crept in quietly, and was very surprised to find Gabrielle with the safe open, and alone. I had expected that she was sitting up late, working with you. But she seemed to be examining and reading some papers she took from a drawer. Forgive me for telling you this, but the truth must now be made plain. I startled her by my sudden presence; and, pointing out the dishonour of copying her fathers papers, no matter for what purpose, I compelled her to return the documents to their place. I fold her frankly that it was my duty, as your friend, to inform you of the incident; but she implored me, for the sake of her lover, to remain silent.

Mr. Flockart! cried the girl, how dare you say such a thing when you know it to be an untruth; when — —

Enough! exclaimed her father bitterly. Im ashamed of you, Gabrielle.
I — —

I would beg of you, Sir Henry, not further to distress yourself, Flockart interrupted. Love, as you know, often prompts both men and women to commit acts of supreme folly.

Folly! echoed the blind man. This is more than folly! Gabrielle and her lover have conspired to bring about my ruin. I have had suspicions for several weeks; now, alas! they are confirmed. Walter Murie is in Paris at this moment in order to make money out of the secret knowledge which Gabrielle obtains for him. My own daughter is responsible for my betrayal! he added, in a voice broken by emotion.

No, no, Sir Henry! urged Flockart. Surely the outlook is not so black as you foresee. Gabrielle has acted injudiciously; but surely she is still devoted to you and your interests.

Yes, cried the girl in desperation, you know I am, dad. You know that
I — —

It is useless, Flockart, for you to endeavour to seek forgiveness for Gabrielle, declared her father in a firm, harsh voice, Quite useless. She has even endeavoured to deny the statement you have made — tried to deny it when I actually heard with my own ears her defiant declaration that she was prepared to bear her shame and all its consequences! Let her do so, I say. She shall leave Glencardine to-morrow, and have no further opportunity to conspire against me.

Oh, father, what are you saying? she cried in despair, bursting into tears. I have not conspired.

I am saying the truth, went on the blind man. You and your lover have formed another clever plot, eh? Because I have not sight to watch you, you will copy my business reports and send them to Walter Murie, who hopes to place them in a certain channel where he can receive payment. This is not the first time my business has leaked out from this room. Only a short time ago certain confidential documents were offered to the Greek Government, but fortunately they were false ones prepared on purpose to trick any one who had designs upon my business secrets.

I swear I am in ignorance of it all.

Well, I have now told you plainly, the old man said. I loved you, Gabrielle, and until this moment foolishly believed that you were devoted to me and to my interests. I trusted you implicitly, but you have betrayed me into the hands of my enemies — betrayed me, he wailed, in such a manner that only ruin may face me. I tell you the hard and bitter truth. I am blind, and ever since your return from school you have acted as my secretary, and I have looked at the world only through your eyes. Ah, he sighed, but I ought to have known! I should never have trusted a woman, even though she be my own daughter.

The girl stood with her blanched face covered by her hands. To protest, to declare that Flockarts story was a lie, was, she saw, all to no purpose. Her father had overheard her bold defiance and had, alas! most unfortunately taken it as an admission of her guilt.

Flockart stood motionless but watchful; yet by the few words he uttered he succeeded in impressing the blind man with the genuineness of his friendship both for father and for daughter. He urged forgiveness, but Sir Henry disregarded all his appeals.

No, he declared. It is fortunate indeed, Flockart, that you made this discovery, and thus placed me upon my guard. The poor deluded man little dreamt that on the occasion when Flockart had taken him down the drive to announce his departure from Glencardine on account of the gossip, and had drawn Sir Henrys attention to his hanging watch-chain, he had succeeded in cleverly obtaining two impressions of the safe-key attached. In his excitement, it had never occurred to him to ask his daughter by what means she had been able to open that steel door.

Dad, she faltered, advancing towards him and placing her soft, tender hand upon his shoulder, wont you listen to reason? I assure you I am quite innocent of any attempt or intention to betray you. I know you have many enemies; and she glanced quickly in Flockarts direction. Have we not often discussed them? Have I not kept eyes and ears open, and told you of all I have seen and learnt? Have — —

You have seen and learnt what is to my detriment, he answered. All argument is useless. A fortnight or so ago, by your aid, my enemies secured a copy of a certain document which has never left yonder safe. To-night Mr. Flockart has discovered you again tampering with my safe, and with my own ears I heard you utter defiance. You are more devoted to your lover than to me, and you are supplying him with copies of my papers.

That is untrue, dad, protested the girl reproachfully.

But her father shook her hand roughly from his shoulder, saying, I have already told you my decision, which is irrevocable. To-morrow you shall leave Glencardine and go to your aunt Emily at Woodnewton. You wont have much opportunity for mischief in that dull little Northampton village. I wont allow you to remain under my roof any longer; you are too ungrateful and deceitful, knowing as you do the misery of my affliction.

But, father — —

Go to your room, he ordered sternly. Tomorrow I will speak with your mother, and we shall then decide what shall be done. Only, understand one thing: in the future you are not my dear daughter that you have been in the past. I — I have no daughter, he added in a voice harsh yet broken by emotion, for you have now proved yourself an enemy worse even than those who for so many years have taken advantage of my helplessness.

Ah, dad, dad, you are cruel! she cried, bursting again into a torrent of tears. You are too cruel! I have done nothing!

Do you call placing me in peril nothing? he retorted bitterly. Go to your room at once. Remain with me, Flockart. I want to speak to you.

The girl saw herself convicted by those unfortunate words she had used — words meant in defiance of her arch-enemy Flockart, but which had placed her in ignominy and disgrace. Ah, if she could only stand firm and speak the ghastly truth! But, alas! she dared not. Flockart, the man who held her in his power, the man whom she knew to be her fathers bitterest opponent, a cheat and a fraud, stood there triumphant, with a smile upon his lips; while she, pure, honest, and devoted to that afflicted man, was denounced and outcast. She raised her voice in one last word of faint protest.

But her father, angered and grieved, turned fiercely upon her and ordered her from his presence. Go, he said, and do not come near me again until your boxes are packed and you are ready to leave Glencardine.

You speak as though I were a servant whom youve discharged, she said bitterly.

I am speaking to my enemy, not to my daughter, was his hard response.

She raised her eyes to Flockart, and saw upon his dark face a hard, sphinx-like look. What hope of salvation could she ever expect from that man — the man who long ago had sought to estrange her from her father so that he might work his own ends? It was upon her tongue to turn upon him and relate the whole infamous truth. Yet so friendly had the two men become of late that she feared, even if she did so, that her father would only see in the revelation an attempt at reprisal. Besides, what if Flockart spoke? What if he told the awful truth? Her own dear father, whom she loved so well, even though he had misjudged her, would be dragged into the mire. No, she was the victim of that man, who was a past-master of the art of subterfuge; the man who, for years, had lived by his wits and preyed upon society.

Leave us, and go to your room, again commanded her father.

She looked sadly at the white, bespectacled countenance which she loved so well. Her soft hand once more sought his; but he cast it from him, saying, Enough of your caresses! You are no longer my daughter! Leave us! And then, seeing all protest in vain, she sighed, turned very slowly, and with a last, lingering look upon the helpless man to whom she had been so devoted, and who now so grossly misjudged her, she tottered out, closing the door behind her.

Has she gone? asked Sir Henry a moment later.

Flockart responded in the affirmative, laying his hand upon the shoulder of his agitated host, and urging him to remain calm.

Thats all very well, my dear Flockart, he cried; but you dont know what she has done. She exposed a week or so ago a most confidential arrangement with the Greek Government, a revelation which might have involved me in the loss of over a hundred thousand.

Then its fortunate, perhaps, that I discovered her to-night, replied his guest. All this must be very painful to you, Sir Henry.

Very. I shall not give her another opportunity to betray me, Flockart, depend upon that, the elder man said. My wife warned me against Gabrielle long ago. I now see that I was a fool for not taking her advice.

Certainly its a curious fact that Walter Murie is in Paris, remarked the other. Was the revelation of your financial dealings made in Paris, do you know?

Yes, it was, snapped the blind man. I believed Walter to be quite a good young fellow.

Ah, I knew different, Sir Henry. His life up in London was not — well, not exactly all that it should be. Hes in with a rather shady crowd.

You never told me so.

Because you did not believe me to be your friend until quite recently. I hope I have now proved what I have asserted. If I can do anything to assist you I am only too ready. I assure you that you have only to command me.

Sir Henry reflected deeply for a few moments. The discovery that his daughter was playing him false caused within him a sudden revulsion of feeling. Unfortunately, he could not see the expression upon the countenance of his false friend. He was wondering at that moment whether he might entrust to him a somewhat delicate mission.

Gabrielle shall not return here, her father said, as though speaking to himself.

That is a course which I would most strongly advise. Send the girl away, urged the other. Evidently she has grossly betrayed you.

That I certainly intend doing, was the answer. But I wonder, Flockart, if I might take you at your word, and ask you to do me a favour? I am so helpless, or I would not think of troubling you.

Only tell me what you wish, and I will do it with pleasure.

Very well, then, replied the blind man. Perhaps I shall want you to go to Paris at once, watch the actions of young Murie, and report to me from time to time. Would you?

A look of bright intelligence overspread the mans features as a new vista opened before him. Sir Henry was about to take him into his confidence! Why, with pleasure, he said cheerily. Ill start to-morrow, and rest assured that Ill keep a very good eye upon the young gentleman. You now know the painful truth concerning your daughter — the truth which Lady Heyburn has told you so often, and which you have never yet heeded.

Yes, Flockart, answered the afflicted man, taking his guests hand in warm friendship. I once disliked you — that I admit; but you were quite frank the other day, and now to-night you have succeeded in making a discovery that, though it has upset me terribly, may mean my salvation.


CHAPTER XXI

THROUGH THE MISTS
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SIR HENRY REFUSED to speak with his daughter when, on the following morning, she stole in and laid her hand softly upon his arm. He ordered her, in a tone quite unusual, to leave the library. Through the morning hours she had lain awake trying to make a resolve. But, alas! she dared not tell the truth; she was in deadly fear of Flockarts reprisals.

That morning, at nine oclock, Lady Heyburn and Flockart had held hurried consultation in secret, at which he had explained to her what had occurred.

Excellent! she had remarked briefly. But we must now have a care, my dear friend. Mind the girl does not throw all prudence to the winds and turn upon us.

Bah! he laughed, I dont fear that for a single second. And he left the room again, to salute her in the breakfast-room a quarter of an hour later as though they had not met before that day.

Gabrielle, on leaving her father, went out for a long walk alone, away over the heather-clad hills. For hours she went on — Jock, her Aberdeen terrier, toddling at her side, in her hand a stout ash-stick — regardless of the muddy roads or the wet weather. It was grey, damp, and dismal, one of those days which in the Highlands are often so very cheerless and dispiriting. Yet on, and still on, she went, her mind full of the events of the previous night; full, also, of the dread secret which prevented her from exposing her fathers false friend. In order to save her father, should she sacrifice herself — sacrifice her own life? That was the one problem before her.

She saw nothing; she heeded nothing. Hunger or fatigue troubled her not. Indeed, she took no notice of where her footsteps led her. Beyond Crieff she wandered, along the river-bank a short distance, ascending a hill, where a wild and wonderful view spread before her. There she sat down upon a big boulder to rest.

Her hair blown by the chill wind, she sat staring straight before her, thinking — ever thinking. She had not seen Lady Heyburn that day. She had seen no one.

At six oclock that morning she had written a long letter to Walter Murie. She had not mentioned the midnight incident, but she had, with many expressions of regret, pointed out the futility of any further affection between them. She had not attempted to excuse herself. She merely told him that she considered herself unworthy of his love, and because of that, and that alone, she had decided to break off their engagement.

A dozen times she had reread the letter after she had completed it. Surely it was the letter of a heart-broken and desperate woman. Would he take it in the spirit in which it was meant, she wondered. She loved him — ah, loved him better than any one else in all the world! But she now saw that it was useless to masquerade any longer. The blow had fallen, and it had crushed her. She was powerless to resist, powerless to deny the false charge against her, powerless to tell the truth.

That letter, which she knew must come as a cruel blow to Walter, she had given to the postman with her own hands, and it was now on its way south. As she sat on the summit of that heather-clad hill she was wondering what effect her written words would have upon him. He had loved her so devotedly ever since they had been children together! Well she knew how strong was his passion for her, how his life was at her disposal. She knew that on reading those despairing lines of hers he would be staggered. She recalled the dear face of her soul-mate, his hot kisses, his soft terms of endearment, and alone there, with none to witness her bitter grief, she burst into a flood of tears.

The sad greyness of the landscape was in keeping with her own great sorrow. She had lost all that was dear to her; and, young as she was, with hardly any experience of the world and its ways, she was already the victim of grim circumstance, broken by the grief of a self-renounced love gnawing at her true heart.

The knowledge that Lady Heyburn and Flockart would exult over her downfall and exile to that tiny house in a sleepy little Northamptonshire village did not trouble her. Her enemies had triumphed. She had played the game and lost, just as she might have lost at billiards or at bridge, for she was a thorough sportswoman. She only grieved because she saw the grave peril of her dear father, and because she now foresaw the utter hopelessness of her own happiness.

It was better, she reflected, far better, that she should go into the dull and dreary exile of an English village, with the unexciting companionship of Aunt Emily, an ascetic spinster of the mid-Victorian era, and make pretence of pique with Walter, than to reveal to him the shameful truth. He would at least in those circumstances retain of her a recollection fond and tender. He would not despise nor hate her, as he most certainly would do if he knew the real astounding facts.

How long she remained there, high up, with the chill winds of autumn tossing her silky, light-brown hair, she knew not. Rainclouds were gathering, and the rugged hill before her was now hidden behind a bank of mist. Time had crept on without her heeding it, for what did time now matter to her? What, indeed, did anything matter? Her young life, though she was still in her teens, had ended; or, at least, as far as she was concerned it had. Was she not calmly and coolly contemplating telling the truth and putting an end to her existence after saving her fathers honour?

Her sad, tearful eyes gazed slowly about her as she suddenly awakened to the fact that she was far — very far — from home. She had been dazed, unconscious of everything, because of the heavy burden of grief within her heart. But now she looked forth upon the small, grey loch, with its dark fringe of trees, the grey and purple hills beyond, the grey sky, and the grey, filmy mists that hung everywhere. The world was, indeed, sad and gloomy, and even Jock sat looking up at his young mistress as though regarding her grief in wonder.

Now and then distant shots came from across the hills. They were shooting over the Drummond estate, she knew, for she had had an invitation to join their luncheon-party that day. Lady Heyburn and Flockart had no doubt gone.

That, she told herself, was her last day in the Highlands, that picturesque, breezy country she loved so well. It was her last day amid those familiar places where she and Walter had so often wandered together, and where he had told her of his passionate devotion. Well, perhaps it was best, after all. Down south she would not be reminded of him every moment and at every turn. No, she sighed within herself as she rose to descend the hill, she must steel herself against her own sad reflections. She must learn how to forget.

What will he say? she murmured aloud as she went down, with Jock frisking and barking before her. What will he think of me when he gets my letter? He will believe me fickle; he will believe that I have another lover. That is certain. Well, I must allow him to believe it. We have parted, and we must now, alas! remain apart for ever. Probably he will seek from my father the truth concerning my disappearance from Glencardine. Dad will tell him, no doubt. And then — then, what will he believe? He — he will know that I am unworthy to be his wife. Yet — yet is it not cruel that I dare not speak the truth and clear myself of this foul charge of betraying my own dear father? Was ever a girl placed in such a position as myself, I wonder. Has any girl ever loved a man better than I love Walter? Her white lips were set hard, and her fine eyes became again bedimmed by tears.

It commenced to rain, that fine drizzle so often experienced north of the Tweed. But she heeded not. She was used to it. To get wet through was, to her, quite a frequent occurrence when out fishing. Though there was no path, she knew her way; and, walking through the wet heather, she came after half-an-hour out upon a muddy byroad which led her into the town of Crieff, whence her return was easy; though it was already dusk, and the dressing-bell had gone, before she re-entered the house by the servants door and slipped unobserved up to her own room.

Elise found her seated in her blue gown before the welcome fire-log, her chin upon her breast. Her excuse was that she felt unwell; therefore one of the maids brought her some dinner on a tray.

Upon the mantelshelf were many photographs, some of them snap-shots of her schoolfellows and souvenirs of holidays, the odds and ends of portraits and scenes which every girl unconsciously collects.

Among them, in a plain silver frame, was the picture of Walter Murie taken in New York only a few weeks before. Upon the frame was engraved, Gabrielle, from Walter. She took it in her hand, and stood for a long time motionless. Never again, alas! would she look upon that face so dear to her. Her young heart was already broken, because she was held fettered and powerless.

At last she put down the portrait, and, sinking into her chair, sat crying bitterly. Now that she was outcast by her father, to whom she had been always such a close, devoted friend, her life was an absolute blank. At one blow she had lost both lover and father. Already Elise had told her that she had received instructions to pack her trunks. The thin-nosed Frenchwoman was apparently much puzzled at the order which Lady Heyburn had given her, and had asked the girl whom she intended to visit. The maid had asked what dresses she would require; but Gabrielle replied that she might pack what she liked for a long visit. The girl could hear Elise moving about, shaking out skirts, in the adjoining room, and making preparations for her departure on the morrow.

Despondent, hopeless, grief-stricken, she sat before the fire for a long time. She had locked the door and switched off the light, for it irritated her. She loved the uncertain light of dancing flames, and sat huddled there in her big chair for the last time.

She was reflecting upon her own brief life. Scarcely out of the schoolroom, she had lived most of her days up in that dear old place where every inch of the big estate was so familiar to her. She remembered all those happy days at school, first in England, and then in France, with the kind-faced Sisters in their spotless head-dresses, and the quiet, happy life of the convent. The calm, grave face of Sister Marguerite looked down upon her from the mantelshelf as if sympathising with her pretty pupil in those troubles that had so early come to her. She raised her eyes, and saw the portrait. Its sight aroused within her a new thought and fresh recollection. Had not Sister Marguerite always taught her to beseech the Almightys aid when in doubt or when in trouble? Those grave, solemn words of the Mother Superior rang in her ears, and she fell upon her knees beside her narrow bed in the alcove, and with murmuring lips prayed for divine support and assistance. She raised her sweet, troubled face to heaven and made confession to her Maker.

Then, after a long silence, she struggled again to her feet, more cool and more collected. She took up Walters portrait, and, kissing it, put it away carefully in a drawer. Some of her little treasures she gathered together and placed with it, preparatory to departure, for she would on the morrow leave Glencardine perhaps for ever.

The stable-clock had struck ten. To where she stood came the strident sounds of the mechanical piano-player, for some of the gay party were waltzing in the hall. Their merry shouts and laughter were discordant to her ears. What cared any of those friends of her step-mother if she were in disgrace and an outcast?

Drawing aside the curtain, she saw that the night was bright and starlit. She preferred the air out in the park to the sounds of gaiety within that house which was no longer to be her home. Therefore she slipped on a skirt and blouse, and, throwing her golf-cape across her shoulders and a shawl over her head, she crept past the room wherein Elise was packing her belongings, and down the back-stairs to the lawn.

The sound of the laughter of the men and women of the shooting-party aroused a poignant bitterness within her. As she passed across the drive she saw a light in the library, where, no doubt, her father was sitting in his loneliness, feeling and examining his collection of seal-impressions.

She turned, and, walking straight on, struck the gravelled path which took her to the castle ruins.

Not until the black, ponderous walls rose before her did she awaken to a consciousness of her whereabouts. Then, entering the ruined courtyard, she halted and listened. All was dark. Above, the stars twinkled brightly, and in the ivy the night-birds stirred the leaves. Holding her breath, she strained her ears. Yes, she was not deceived! There were sounds distinct and undeniable. She was fascinated, listening again to those shadow-voices that were always precursory of death — the fatal Whispers.


CHAPTER XXII

BY THE MEDITERRANEAN
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IT WAS FEBRUARY — not the foggy, muddy February of dear, damp Old England, but winter beside the bright blue Mediterranean, the winter of the Côte dAzur.

At the Villa Heyburn — that big, square, white house with the green sun-shutters, surrounded by its great garden full of spreading palms, sweet-smelling mimosa, orange-trees laden with golden fruit, and bright geraniums, up on the Berigo at San Remo — Lady Heyburn had that afternoon given a big luncheon-party. The smartest people wintering in that most sheltered nook of the Italian Riviera had eaten and gossiped and flirted, and gone back to their villas and hotels. Dull persons found no place in Lady Heyburns circle. Most of the people were those she knew in London or in Paris, including a sprinkling of cosmopolitans, a Russian prince notorious for his losses over at the new cercle at Cannes, a divorced Austrian Archduchess, and two or three well-known diplomats.

Dear old Henry remained, of course, at Glencardine, as he always did. Lady Heyburn looked upon her winter visit to that beautiful villa overlooking the calm sapphire sea as her annual emancipation. Henry was a dear old fellow, she openly confided to her friends, but his affliction made him terribly trying.

But Jimmy Flockart, the good-looking, amusing, well-dressed idler, was living down at the Savoy, and was daily in her company, driving, motoring, picnicking, making excursions in the mountains, or taking trips over to Monte by the train-de-luxe. He had left the villa early in the afternoon, returned to his hotel, changed his smart flannels for a tweed suit, and, taking a stout stick, had set off alone for his daily constitutional along the sea-road in the direction of that pretty but half-deserted little watering-place, Ospedaletti.

Straight before him, into the unruffled, tideless sea, the sun was sinking in all its blood-red glory as he went at swinging pace along the white, dusty road, past the octroi barrier, and out into the country where, on the left, the waves lazily lapped the grey rocks, while upon the right the fertile slopes were covered with carnations and violets growing for the markets of Paris and London. In the air was a delightful perfume, the freshness of the sea in combination with the sweetness of the flowers.

A big red motor-car dashed suddenly round a corner, raising a cloud of dust. An American party were on their way from Genoa to the frontier along the Corniche, one of the most picturesque routes in all the world.

James Flockart had no eyes for beauty. He was too occupied by certain grave apprehensions. That morning he had walked in the garden with Lady Heyburn, and had a long chat with her. Her attitude had been peculiar. He could not make her out. She had begged him to promise to leave San Remo, and when asked to tell the reason of this sudden demand she had firmly refused.

You must leave here, Jimmy, she had said quite calmly. Go down to Rome, to Palermo, to Ragusa, or somewhere where you can put in a month or so in comfort. The Villa Igiea at Palermo would suit you quite well — lots of smart people, and very decent cooking.

Well, he laughed, as far as hotels go, nothing could be worse than this place. Id never put my nose into this hole if it were not for the fact that you come here. There isnt a hotel worth the name. When one goes to Monte, or Cannes, or even decaying Nice, one can get decent cooking. But here — ugh! and he shrugged his shoulders. Price higher than the Ritz in Paris, food fourth-rate, rooms cheaply decorated, and a dullness unequalled.

My dear Jimmy, laughed her ladyship, youre such a cosmopolitan that youre incorrigible. I know you dont like this place. Youve been here six weeks, so go.

Youve had a letter from the old man, eh?

Yes, I have, she replied, and he saw that her countenance changed; but she would say nothing more. She had decided that he must leave San Remo, and would hear no argument to the contrary.

The southern sun sank slowly into the sea, now grey but waveless. On the horizon lay the long smoke-trail of a passing steamer eastward bound. He had rounded the steep, rocky headland, and in the hollow before him nestled the little village of Ospedaletti, with its closed casino, its rows of small villas, and its palm-lined passeggiata.

A hundred yards farther on he saw the figure of a rather shabby, middle-aged man, in a faded grey overcoat and grey soft felt-hat of the mode usual on the Riviera, but discoloured by long wear, leaning upon the low sea-wall and smoking a cigarette. No other person was in the vicinity, and it was quickly evident from the manner in which the wayfarer recognised him and came forward to meet him with outstretched hand that they had met by appointment. Short of stature as he was, with fair hair, colourless eyes, and a fair moustache, his slouching appearance was that of one who had seen better days, even though there still remained about him a vestige of dandyism. The close observer would, however, detect that his clothes, shabby though they were, were of foreign cut, and that his greeting was of that demonstrative character that betrayed his foreign birth.

Well, my dear Krail, exclaimed Flockart, after they had shaken hands
and stood together leaning upon the sea-wall, you got my wire in
Huntingdon? I was uncertain whether you were at the George or at the
Fountain, so I sent a message to both.

I was at the George, and left an hour after receipt of your wire.

Well, tell me what has happened. How are things up at Glencardine?

Goslin is with the old fellow. He has taken the girls place as his confidential secretary, was the shabby mans reply, speaking with a foreign accent. Walter Murie was at home for Christmas, but went to Cairo.

And how are matters in Paris?

They are working hard, but its an uphill pull. The old man is a crafty old bird. Those papers you got from the safe had been cunningly prepared for anybody who sought to obtain information. The consequence is that weve shown our hand, and heavily handicapped ourselves thereby.

You told me all that when you were down here a month ago, Flockart said impatiently.

You didnt believe me then. You do now, I suppose?

Ive never denied it, Flockart declared, offering the stranger a Russian cigarette from his gold case. I was completely misled, and by the girl also.

The girls influence with her father is happily quite at an end, remarked the shabby man. I saw her last week in Woodnewton. The change from Glencardine to an eight-roomed cottage in a village street must be rather severe.

Only what she deserves, snapped Flockart. She defied us.

Granted. But I cannot help thinking that we havent played a very fair game, said the man. Remember, shes only a girl.

But dangerous to us and to our plans, my dear Krail. She knows a lot.

Because — well, forgive me for saying so, my dear Flockart — because youve been a fool, and have allowed her to know.

It wasnt I; it was the woman.

Lady Heyburn! Why, I always believed her to be the soul of discretion.

Shes been too defiant of consequences. A dozen times Ive warned her; but she will not heed.

Then shell land herself in a deep hole if she isnt careful, replied the foreigner, speaking very fair English. Does she know Im here?

Of course not. If were to play the game she must know nothing. Shes already inclined to throw prudence to the winds, and to confess all to her husband.

Confess! gasped the stranger, paling beneath his rather sallow skin. Per Bacco! shes not going to be such an idiot, surely?

We were run so close, and so narrowly escaped discovery after I got at those papers at Glencardine, that she seems to have lost heart, Flockart remarked.

But if she acted the fool and told Sir Henry, it would mean ruin for us, and that would also mean — —

It would mean exposure for Gabrielle, interrupted Flockart. The old man dare not lift his voice for his daughters sake.

Ah, exclaimed Krail, thats just where youve acted injudiciously!
Youve set him against her; therefore he wouldnt spare her.

It was imperative. I couldnt afford to be found prying into the old mans papers, could I? I got impressions of his key while walking in the park one day. Hes never suspected it.

Of course not. He believes in you, laughed his friend, as one of the few upright men who are his friends! But, he added, youve done wrong, my dear fellow, to trust a woman with a secret. Depend upon it, her ladyship will let you down.

Well, if she does, remarked Flockart, with a shrug of the shoulders, shell have to suffer with me. You know where we should all find ourselves.

The man pulled a wry face and puffed at his cigarette in silence.

What does the girl do? asked Flockart a few moments later.

Well, she seems to have a pretty dull time with the old lady. I stayed at the Cardigan Arms at Woodnewton for two days — a miserable little place — and watched her pretty closely. Shes out a good deal, rambling alone across the country with a collie belonging to a neighbouring farmer. Shes the very picture of sadness, poor little girl!

You seem to sympathise with her, Krail. Why, does she not stand between us and fortune?

Shell stand between us and a court of assize if that woman acts the fool! declared the shabby stranger, who moved so rapidly and whose vigilance seemed unequalled.

If we go, she shall go also, Flockart declared in a threatening voice.

But you must prevent such a contretemps, Krail urged.

Ah, its all very well to talk like that! But you know enough of her ladyship to be aware that she acts on her own initiative.

That shows that shes no fool, remarked the foreigner quickly. You who hold her in the hollow of your hand must prevent her from opening up to her husband. The whole future lies with you.

And what is the future without money? We want a few thousands for immediate necessities, both of us. The womans allowance from her husband is nowadays a mere bagatelle.

Because he probably knows that some of her money has gone into your pockets, my dear boy.

No; hes completely in ignorance of that. How, indeed, could he know?
She takes very good care theres no possibility of his finding out.

Well, remarked the stranger, thats what I fear has happened, or may one day happen. The fact is, caro mio, we are in a quandary at the present moment. You were a bit too confident in dealing with those documents you found at Glencardine. You should have taken her ladyship into your confidence and got her to pump her husband concerning them. If you had, we shouldnt have made the mess of it that we have done.

I must admit, Krail, that what you say is true, declared the well-dressed man. You are such a philosopher always! I asked you to come here in secret to explain the exact position.

It is one of peril. We are checkmated. Goslin holds the whole position in his hands, and will keep it.

Very fortunately for you he doesnt, though we were very near exposure when I went out to Athens and made a fool of myself upon the report furnished by you.

I believed it to be a genuine one. I had no idea that the old man was so crafty.

Exactly. And if he displayed such clever ingenuity and forethought in laying a trap for the inquisitive, is it not more than likely that there may be other traps baited with equal craft and cunning?

Then how are we to make the coup? Flockart asked, looking into the colourless eyes of his friend.

We shall, I fear, never make it, unless — —

Unless what? he asked.

Unless the old man meets with an accident, replied the other, in a low, distinct voice. Blind men sometimes do, you know!


CHAPTER XXIII

WHICH SHOWS A SHABBY FOREIGNER
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FELIX KRAIL, HIS cigarette held half-way to his lips, stood watching the effect of his insinuation. He saw a faint smile playing about Flockarts lips, and knew that it appealed to him. Old Sir Henry Heyburn had laid a clever trap for him, a trap into which he himself believed that his daughter had fallen. Why should not Flockart retaliate?

The shabby stranger, whose own ingenuity and double-dealing were little short of marvellous, and under whose watchful vigilance the Heyburn household had been ever since her ladyship and her friend Flockart had gone south, stood silent, but in complete satisfaction.

The well-dressed Riviera-lounger — the man so well known at all the various gay resorts from Ventimiglia along to Cannes, and who was a member of the Fêtes Committee at San Remo and at Nice — merely exchanged glances with his friend and smiled. Quickly, however, he changed the topic of conversation. And whats occurring in Paris?

Ah, there we have the puzzle! replied the man Krail, his accent being an unfamiliar one — so unfamiliar, indeed, that those unacquainted with the truth were always placed in doubt regarding his true nationality.

But youve made inquiry? asked his friend quickly.

Of course; but the business is kept far too close. Every precaution is taken to prevent anything leaking out, Krail responded.

The clerks will speak, wont they? the other said.

Mon cher ami, they know no more of the business of the mysterious firm of which the blind Baronet is the head than we do ourselves, said Krail.

They make enormous financial deals, thats very certain.

Not deals — but coups for themselves, he laughed, correcting Flockart. Recollect what I discovered in Athens, and the extraordinary connection you found in Brussels.

Ah, yes. You mean that clever crowd — four men and two women who were working the gambling concession from the Dutch Government! exclaimed Flockart. Yes, that was a complete mystery. They sent wires in cipher to Sir Henry at Glencardine. I managed to get a glance at one of them, and it was signed Metaforos.

Thats their Paris cable address, said his companion.

Surely you, with your network of sources of information, and your own genius for discovering secrets, ought to be able to reveal the true nature of Sir Henrys business. Is it an honest one? asked Flockart.

I think not.

Think! Why, my dear Felix, this isnt like you only to think; you always know. Youre so certain of your facts that Ive always banked upon them.

The other gave his shoulders a shrug of indecision. It was not a judicious move on your part to get rid of the girl from Glencardine, he said slowly. While she was there we had a chance of getting at some clue. But now old Goslin has taken her place we may just as well abandon investigation at that end.

Youve failed, Krail, and attribute your failure to me, protested his companion. How could I risk being ignominiously kicked out of Glencardine as a spy?

Whatever attitude you might have taken would have had the same result. We used the information, and found ourselves fooled — tricked by a very crafty old man, who actually prepared those documents in case he was betrayed.

Admitted, said Flockart. But even though we made fools of ourselves in Athens, and caused the Greek Government to look upon us as rogues and liars, the girl is suspected; and I for one dont mean to give in before weve secured a nice, snug little sum.

How are we to do it?

By obtaining knowledge of the game being played in Paris, and working in an opposite direction, Flockart replied. We are agreed upon one point: that for the past few years, ever since Goslin came on the scene, Sir Henrys business — a big one, there is no doubt — has been of a mysterious and therefore shady character. By his confidence in Gabrielle, his care that nobody ever got a chance inside that safe, his regular consultations with Goslin (who travelled from Paris specially to see him), his constant telegrams in cipher, and his refusal to allow even his wife to obtain the slightest inkling into his private affairs, it is shown that he fears exposure. Do you agree?

Most certainly I do.

Well, any man who is in dread of the truth becoming known must be carrying on some negotiations the reverse of creditable. He is the moving spirit of that shady house, without a doubt, declared Flockart, who had so often grasped the blind mans hand in friendship. In such fear that his transactions should become known, and that exposure might result, he actually had prepared documents on purpose to mislead those who pried into his affairs. Therefore, the instant we discover the truth, fortune will be at our hand. We all want money, you, I, and Lady Heyburn — and money well have.

With these sentiments, my dear friend, I entirely and absolutely agree, remarked the shabby man, lighting a fresh cigarette. But one fact you seem to have entirely overlooked.

What?

The girl. She stands between you, and she might come back into the old mans favour, you know.

And even though she did, that makes no difference, Flockart answered defiantly.

Why?

Because she dare not say a single word against me.

Krail looked him straight in the face with considerable surprise, but made no comment.

She knows better, Flockart added.

Never believe too much in your own power with a woman, mon cher ami, remarked the other dubiously. Shes young, therefore of a romantic turn of mind. Shes in love, remember, which makes matters much worse for us.

Why?

Because, being in love, she may become seized with a sentimental fit. This ends generally in a determination of self-sacrifice; and in such case she would tell the truth in defiance of you, and would be heedless of her own danger.

Flockart drew a long breath. What this man said was, he knew within his own heart, only too true of the girl towards whom they had been so cruel and so unscrupulous. His had been a lifelong scheme, and as part of his scheme in conjunction with the woman who was Sir Henrys wife, it had been unfortunately compulsory to sacrifice the girl who was the blind mans right hand.

Yes, Gabrielle was deeply in love with Walter Murie — the man upon whom Sir Henry now looked as his enemy, and who would have exposed him to the Greek Government if the blind man had not been too clever. The Baronet, after his daughters confession, naturally attributed her curiosity to Walters initiative, the more especially that Walter had been in Paris, and, it was believed, in Athens also.

The pair were, however, now separated. Krail, in pursuit of his diligent inquiries, had actually been in Woodnewton, and seen the lonely little figure, sad and dejected, taking long rambles accompanied only by a farmers sheep-dog. Young Murie had not been there; nor did the pair now correspond. This much Krail had himself discovered.

The problem placed before Flockart by his shabby friend was a somewhat disconcerting one. On the one hand, Lady Heyburn had urged him to leave the Riviera, without giving him any reason, and on the other, he had the ever-present danger of Gabrielle, in a sudden fit of sentimental self-sacrifice, giving him away. If she did, what then? The mere suggestion caused him to bite his nether lip.

Krail knew a good deal, but he did not know all. Perhaps it was as well that he did not. There is a code of honour among adventurers all the world over; but few of them can resist the practice of blackmail when they chance to fall upon evil days.

Yes, Flockart said reflectively, as at Krails suggestion they turned and began to descend the steep hill towards Ospedaletti, perhaps its a pity, after all, that the girl left Glencardine. Yet surely shes safer with her aunt?

She was driven from Glencardine!

By her father.

You sacrificed her in order to save yourself. That was but natural.
Its a pity, however, you didnt take my advice.

I suggested it to Lady Heyburn. But she would have nothing to do with it. She declared that such a course was far too dangerous.

Dangerous! echoed the shabby man. Surely it could not have placed either of you in any greater danger than you are in already?

She didnt like it.

Few people do, laughed the other. But, depend upon it, its the only way. She wouldnt, at any rate, have had an opportunity of telling the truth.

Flockart pulled a wry face, and after a silence of a few moments said, Dont let us discuss that. We fully considered all the pros and cons, at the time.

Her ladyship is growing scrupulously honest of late, sneered his companion. Shell try to get rid of you very soon, I expect.

The latter sentence was more full of meaning than the speaker dreamed. The words, falling upon Flockarts ears, caused him to wince. Was her ladyship really trying to rid herself of his influence? He laughed within himself at the thought of her endeavouring to release herself from the bond. For her he had never, at any moment, entertained either admiration or affection. Their association had always been purely one of business — business, be it said, in which he made the profits and she the losses.

It would hardly be an easy matter for her, replied the easy-going, audacious adventurer.

She seems to be very popular up at Glencardine, remarked the foreigner, because shes extravagant and spends money in the neighbourhood, I suppose. But the people in Auchterarder village criticise her treatment of Gabrielle. They hear gossip from the servants, I expect.

They should know of the girls treatment of her stepmother, exclaimed Flockart. But there, villagers are always prone to listen to and embroider any stories concerning the private life of the gentry. Its just the same in Scotland as in any other country in the world.

Ah! continued Flockart, in Scotland the old families are gradually decaying, and their estates are falling into the hands of blatant parvenus. Counter-jumpers stalk deer nowadays, and city clerks on their holidays shoot over peers preserves. The humble Scot sees it all with regret, because he has no real liking for this latter-day invasion by the newly-rich English. Cotton-spinners from Lancashire buy deer-forests, and soap-boilers from Limehouse purchase castles with family portraits and ghosts complete.

Ah! speaking of the supernatural, exclaimed Krail suddenly, do you know I had a most extraordinary and weird experience when at Glencardine about three weeks ago. I actually heard the Whispers!

Flockart stared hard at the man at his side, and, laughing outright, said, Well, thats the best joke Ive heard to-day. You, of all men, to be taken in by a mere superstition.

But, my dear friend, I heard them, said Krail. I swear I actually heard them! And I — well, I admit to you, even though you may laugh at me for being a superstitious fool — I somehow anticipate that something uncanny is about to happen to me.

Youre going to die, like all the rest of them, I suppose, laughed his friend, as they descended the dusty, winding road that led to the palm-lined promenade of the quiet little Mediterranean watering-place.


CHAPTER XXIV

WHEN GREEK MEETS GREEK
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ON THEIR LEFT were several white villas, before which pink and scarlet geraniums ran riot, with spreading mimosas golden with their feathery blossom, for Ospedaletti makes a frantic, if vain, bid for popularity as a winter-resort. Its deadly dullness, however, is too well known to the habitué of the Riviera; and its casino, which never obtained a licence, imparts to it the air of painful effort at gaiety.

Well, remarked the shabby man as they passed along and out upon the sea-road in the direction of Bordighera, I always looked upon what the people at Auchterarder said regarding the Whispers as a mere myth. But now, having heard them with my own ears, how can I have further doubt?

Ive listened in the Castle ruins a good many times, my dear Krail, replied the other, but Ive never heard anything more exciting than an owl. Indeed, Lady Heyburn and I, when there was so much gossip about the strange noises some two years ago, set to work to investigate. We went there at least a dozen times, but without result; only both of us caught bad colds.

Well, exclaimed Krail, I used to ridicule the weird stories I heard in the village about the Devils Whisper, and all that. But by mere chance I happened to be at the spot one bright night, and I heard distinct whisperings, just as had been described to me. They gave me a very creepy feeling, I can assure you.

Bosh! Now, do you believe in ghosts, you man-of-the-world that you are, my dear Felix?

No. Most decidedly I dont.

Then what youve heard is only in imagination, depend upon it. The supernatural doesnt exist in Glencardine, thats quite certain, declared Flockart. The fact is that theres so much tradition and legendary lore connected with the old place, and its early owners were such a set of bold and defiant robbers, that for generations the peasantry have held it in awe. Hence all sorts of weird and terrible stories have been invented and handed down, until the present age believes them to be based upon fact.

But, my dear friend, I actually heard the Whispers — heard them with my own ears, Krail asserted. I happened to be about the place that night, trying to get a peep into the library, where Goslin and the old man were, I believe, busy at work. But the blinds fitted too closely, so that I couldnt see inside. The keeper and his men were, I knew, down in the village; therefore I took a stroll towards the ruins, and, as it was a beautiful night, I sat down in the courtyard to have a smoke. Then, of a sudden, I heard low voices quite distinctly. They startled me, for not until they fell upon my ears did I recall the stories told to me weeks before.

If Stewart or any of the under-keepers had found you prowling about the Castle grounds at that hour they might have asked you awkward questions, remarked Flockart.

Oh, laughed the other, they all know me as a visitor to the village fond of walking exercise. I took very good care that they should all know me, so that as few explanations as possible would be necessary. As you well know, the secret of all my successes is that I never leave anything to chance.

To go peeping about outside the house and trying to took in at lighted windows sounds a rather injudicious proceeding, his companion declared.

Not if proper precautions are taken, as I took them. I was weeks in that terribly dull Scotch village, but nobody suspected my real mission. I made quite a large circle of friends at the Star, who all believed me to be a foreign ornithologist writing a book upon the birds of Scotland. Trust me to tell people a good story.

Well, exclaimed Flockart, after a long silence, those Whispers are certainly a mystery, more especially if youve actually heard them. On two or three occasions Ive spoken to Sir Henry about them. He ridicules the idea, yet he admitted to me one evening that the voices had really been heard. I declared that the most remarkable fact was the sudden death of each person who had listened and heard them. It is a curious phenomenon, which certainly should be investigated.

The inference is that I, having listened to the ghostly voices, am doomed to a sudden and violent end, remarked the shabby stranger quite gloomily.

Flockart laughed. Really, Felix, this is too funny! he said. Fancy your taking notice of such old wives fables! Why, my dear fellow, youve got many years of constant activity before you yet. You must return to Paris in the morning, and watch in patience.

I have watched, but discovered nothing.

Perhaps Ill come and assist you; most probably I shall.

No, dont! As soon as you leave San Remo Sir Henry will know, and he might suspect.

Suspect what?

That you are in search of the truth, and of fortune in consequence.

He believes in me. Only the other day I had a letter from him written in Goslins hand, repeating the confidence he reposes in me.

Exactly. You must remain down here for the present.

Flockart recollected the puzzling decision of Lady Heyburn, and remained silent.

Our chief peril is still the one which has faced us all along, went on the man in the grey hat— the peril that the girl may tell about that awkward affair at Chantilly.

She dare not, Flockart assured him quickly.

Krail shook his head dubiously. Shes leading a lonely life. Her heart is broken, and she believes herself, as every other young girl does, to be without a future. Therefore, shes brooding over it. One never knows in such cases when a girl may fling all prudence to the winds, he said. If she did, then nothing could save us.

Thats just what her ladyship said the other day, answered Flockart, tossing away his cigarette. But you dont know that I hold her irrevocably. She dare not say a single word. If she dare, why did she not tell the truth about the safe?

Probably because it was all too sudden. She now finds life in that dismal little village intolerable. Shes a girl of spirit, you know, and has always been used to luxury and freedom. To live with an old woman in a country cottage away from all her friends must be maddening. No, my dear James, in this youve acted most injudiciously. You were devoid of your usual foresight. Depend upon it, a very serious danger threatens. She will speak.

I tell you she dare not. Rest your mind assured.

She will.

She shall not!

How, pray, can you close her mouth? asked the foreigner.

Flockarts eyes met his. In them was a curious expression, almost a glitter.

Krail understood. He shrugged his shoulders, but uttered no word. His gesture was, however, that of one unconvinced. Adventurer as he was, ingenious and unscrupulous, he lived from hand to mouth. Sometimes he made a big coup and placed himself in funds. But following such an event he was open-handed and generous to his friends, extravagant in his expenditure; and very soon found himself under the necessity to exercise his wits in order to obtain the next louis. He had known Flockart for years as one of his own class. They had first met long ago on board a Castle liner homeward bound from Capetown, where both found themselves playing a crooked game. A friendship begotten of dishonesty had sprung up between them, and in consequence they had thrown in their lot together more than once with considerable financial advantage.

The present affair was, however, not much to Krails liking, and this he had more than once told his friend. It was quite possible that if they could discover the mysterious source of this blind mans wealth they might, by judiciously levying blackmail through a third party, secure a very handsome income which he was to share with Flockart and her ladyship.

The last-named Krail had always admitted to be one of the cleverest women he had ever met. His only surprise had been that she, as Sir Henrys wife, was unable to get at the facts which were so cleverly withheld. It only showed, however, that the Baronet, though deprived of eyesight, was even more clever than the unscrupulous woman he had so foolishly married.

Krail held Lady Heyburn in distinct distrust. He had once had dealings with her which had turned out the reverse of satisfactory. Instinctively he knew that, in order to save herself, if exposure ever came, she would give him away without the least compunction.

What had puzzled him for several years, and what, indeed, had puzzled other people, was the reason of the close friendship between Flockart and the Baronets wife. It was certainly not affection. He knew Flockart intimately, and had knowledge of his private affairs; therefore he was well aware of the existence of an unknown and rather insignificant woman to whom he was in secret devoted.

No; the bond between the pair was an entirely mysterious one. He knew that on more than one occasion, when Flockarts demands for money had been a little too frequent, she had resisted and attempted to withdraw from further association with him. Yet by a single word, or even a look, he could compel her to disgorge the funds he needed, for she had even handed him some of her trinkets to pawn until she could obtain further funds from Sir Henry to redeem them.

As they walked together along the white Corniche Road, their faces set towards the gorgeous southern afterglow, while the waves lapped lazily on the grey rocks, all these puzzling thoughts recurred to Krail.

Lady Heyburn seems still to remain your very devoted friend, he remarked at last with a meaning smile. I see from the New York Herald what pleasant parties she gives, and how she is the heart and soul of social merriment in San Remo. By Jove, James! youre a lucky man to possess such a popular hostess as friend.

Yes, laughed Flockart, Winnie is a regular pal. Without her I should have been broken long ago. But shes always ready to help me along.

People have already remarked upon your remarkable friendship, said his friend, and many ill-natured allegations have been made.

Oh, yes, Im quite well aware of that, my dear fellow. It has pained me more than enough. You yourself know that, as far as affection goes, Ive never in my life entertained a spark of it for Winnie. We were children together, and have been friends always.

Quite so! exclaimed Krail, smiling. Thats a pretty good story to tell the world. But theres a point where mere friendship must break, you know.

What do you mean? asked the other, glancing at him in surprise.

Well, the story you tell other people may be picturesque and romantic, but with me its just a trifle weak. Lady Heyburn doesnt give her pearls to be pawned, out of mere friendship, you know.

Flockart was silent. He knew too well that the man walking at his side was as clever an intriguer and as bold an adventurer as had ever moved up and down Europe working the game in search of pigeons to pluck. His shabbiness was assumed. He had alighted at Bordighera station from the rapide from Paris, spent the night at a third-rate hotel in order not to be recognised at the Angst or any of the smarter houses, and had met him by appointment to explain the present situation. His remarks, however, were the reverse of reassuring. What did he suspect?

I dont quite follow you, Krail, Flockart said.

I meant to imply that if friendship only links you with Lady Heyburn, the chain may quite easily snap, he remarked.

He looked at his friend, much puzzled. He could see no point in that observation.

Krail read what was passing in the others mind, and added, I know, mon cher ami, that affection from her ladyship is entirely out of the question. The gossips are liars. And — —

Sir Henry himself is quite aware of that. I have already spoken quite plainly and openly to him, and suggested my departure from Glencardine on account of ill-natured remarks by her ladyships enemies. But he would not hear of my leaving, and pressed me to remain.

Krail looked at him in blank surprise. Well, he said, if youve been bold enough to do this in face of the gossip, then youre a much cleverer man than ever I took you to be.

For answer, Flockart took some letters from his breast-pocket, selected one written in a foreign hand, and gave it to Krail to read. It was from the hermit of Glencardine, written at his dictation by Monsieur Goslin, and was couched in the warmest and most confidential terms.

Look here, James, exclaimed the shabby man, handing back the letter, Im going to be perfectly frank with you. Tell me if I speak the truth or if I lie. It is neither affection nor friendship which links your life with that womans. Am I right?

Flockart did not answer for some moments. His eyes were cast upon the ground. Yes, Krail, he admitted at last when the question had been put to him a second time— yes, Krail. You speak the truth. It is neither affection nor friendship.


CHAPTER XXV

SHOWS GABRIELLE IN EXILE
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MIDWAY BETWEEN HISTORIC Fotheringhay and ancient Apethorpe, the ancestral seat of the Earls of Westmorland, lay the long, straggling, and rather poverty-stricken village of Woodnewton. Like many other Northamptonshire villages, it consisted of one long street of cottages, many of them with dormer windows peeping from beneath the brown thatch, the better houses of stone, with old mullioned windows, but all of them more or less in stages of decay. With the depreciation in agriculture, Woodnewton, once quite a prosperous little place, was now terribly shabby and depressing.

As he entered the village, the first object that met the eye of the stranger was a barn with the roof half fallen away, and next it a ruined house with its moss-grown thatch full of holes. The paving was ill-kept, and even the several inns bore an appearance of struggles with poverty.

Half-way up the long, straight, dispiriting street stood a cottage larger and neater-looking than the rest. Its ugly exterior was half-hidden by ivy, which had been cut away from the diamond-paned windows; while, unlike its neighbours, its roof was tiled and its brown door newly painted and highly varnished.

Old Miss Heyburn lived there, and had lived there for the past half-century. The prim, grey-haired, and somewhat eccentric old lady was a well-known figure to all on that country-side. Twice each Sunday, with her large-type Prayer-book in her hand, and her steel-rimmed spectacles on her thin nose, she walked to church, while she was one of the principal supporters of the village clothing-club and such-like institutions inaugurated by the worthy rector.

Essentially an ascetic person, she was looked upon with fear by all the villagers. Her manner was brusque, her speech sharp, and her criticism of neglectful mothers caustic and much to the point. Prim, always in black bonnet and jet-trimmed cape of years gone by, both in summer and winter, she took no heed of the vagaries of fashion, even when they reached Woodnewton so tardily.

The common report was that when a girl she had been crossed in love, for her single maidservant she always trained to a sober and loveless life like her own, and as soon as a girl cast an eye upon a likely swain she was ignominiously dismissed.

That the sharp-tongued spinster possessed means was undoubted. It was known that she was sister of Sir Henry Heyburn of Caistor, in Lincolnshire; and, on account of her social standing, she on rare occasions was bidden to the omnium gatherings at some of the mansions in the neighbourhood. She seldom accepted; but when she did it was only to satisfy her curiosity and to criticise.

The household of two, the old lady and her exemplary maid, was assuredly a dull one. Meals were taken with punctual regularity amid a cleanliness that was almost painful. The tiny drawing-room, with its row of window-plants, including a pot of strong-smelling musk, was hardly ever entered. Not a speck of dust was allowed anywhere, for Miss Emilys eye was sharp, and woe betide the maid if a mere suspicion of dirt were discovered! Everything was kept locked up. One maid who resigned hurriedly, refusing to be criticised, afterwards declared that her mistress kept the paraffin under lock and key.

And into this uncomfortably prim and proper household little Gabrielle had suddenly been introduced. Her heart overburdened by grief, and full of regret at being compelled to part from the father she so fondly loved, she had accepted the inevitable, fully realising the dull greyness of the life that lay before her. Surely her exile there was a cruel and crushing one! The house seemed so tiny and so suffocating after the splendid halls and huge rooms at Glencardine, while her aunts constant sarcasm about her father — whom she had not seen for eight years — was particularly galling.

The woman treated the girl as a wayward child sent there for punishment and correction. She showed her neither kindness nor consideration; for, truth to tell, it annoyed her to think that her brother should have imposed the girl upon her. She hated to be bothered with the girl; but, existing upon Sir Henrys charity, as she really did, though none knew it, she could do no otherwise than accept his daughter as her guest.

Days, weeks, months had passed, each day dragging on as its predecessor, a wretched, hopeless, despairing existence to a girl so full of life and vitality as Gabrielle. Though she had written several times to her father, he had sent her no reply. To her mother at San Remo she had also written, and from her had received one letter, cold and unresponsive. From Walter Murie nothing — not a single word.

The well-thumbed books in the village library she had read, as well as those in the possession of her aunt. She had tried needlework, problems of patience, and the translation of a few chapters of an Italian novel into English in order to occupy her time. But those hours when she was alone in her little upstairs room with the sloping roof passed, alas! so very slowly.

Upon her, ever oppressive, were thoughts of that bitter past. At one staggering blow she had lost all that had made her young life worth living — her fathers esteem and her lovers love. She was innocent, entirely innocent, of the terrible allegations against her, and yet she was so utterly defenceless!

Often she sat at her little window for hours watching the lethargy of village life in the street below, that rural life in which the rector and the schoolmaster were the principal figures. The dullness of it all was maddening. Her aunts mid-Victorian primness, her snappishness towards the trembling maid, and the thousand and one rules of her daily life irritated her and jarred upon her nerves.

So, in order to kill time, and at the same time to study the antiquities of the neighbourhood — her father having taught her so much deep antiquarian knowledge — it had been her habit for three months past to take long walks for many miles across the country, accompanied by the black collie Rover belonging to a young farmer who lived at the end of the village. The animal had one day attached itself to her while she was taking a walk on the Apethorpe road; and now, by her feeding him daily and making a pet of him, the girl and the dog had become inseparable. By long walks and short train-journeys she had, in three months, been able to inspect most of the antiquities of Northamptonshire. Much of the history of the county was intensely interesting: the connection of old Fotheringhay with the ill-fated Mary Queen of Scots, the beauties of Peterborough Cathedral, the splendid old Tudor house of Deene (the home of the Earls of Cardigan), the legends of King John concerning Kings Cliffe, the gaunt splendour of ruined Kirby, and the old-world charm of Apethorpe. All these, and many others, had great attraction for her. She read them up in books she ordered from London, and then visited the old places with all the enthusiasm of a spectacled antiquary.

Every day, no matter what the weather, she might be seen, in her thick boots, burberry, and tam oshanter, trudging along the roads or across the fields accompanied by the faithful collie. The winter had been a comparatively mild one, with excessive rain. But no downpour troubled her. She liked the rain to beat into her face, for the dismal, monotonous cheerlessness of the brown fields, bare trees, and muddy roads was in keeping with the tragedy of her own young life.

She knew that her aunt Emily disliked her. The covert sneers, the caustic criticisms, and the go-to-meeting attitude of the old lady irritated the girl beyond measure. She was not wanted in that painfully prim cottage, and had been made to understand it from the first day.

Hence it was that she spent all the time she possibly could out of doors. Alone she had traversed the whole county, seeking permission to glance at the interior of any old house or building that promised archaeological interest, and by that means making some curious friendships.

Many people regarded the pretty young girl who made a study of old churches and old houses as somewhat eccentric. Local antiquaries, however, stared at her in wonder when they found that she was possessed of knowledge far more profound than theirs, and that she could decipher old documents and read Latin inscriptions with ease.

She made few friends, preferring solitude and reflection to visiting and gossiping. Hers was, indeed, a pathetic little figure, and the countryfolk used to stare at her in surprise and sigh as she passed through the various little hamlets and villages so regularly, the black collie bounding before her.

Quickly she had become known as Miss Heyburns niece, and the report having spread that she was a bit eccentric, poor thing, people soon ceased to wonder, and began to regard that pale, sad face with sympathy. The whole country-side was wondering why such a pretty young lady had gone to live in the deadly dullness of Woodnewton, and what was the cause of that great sorrow written upon her countenance.

Her daily burden of bitter reflection was, indeed, hard to bear. Her one thought, as she walked those miles of lonely rural byways, so bare and cheerless, was of Walter — her Walter — the man who, she knew, would have willingly given his very life for hers. She had met her just punishment, and was now endeavouring to bear it bravely. She had renounced his love for ever.

One afternoon, dark and rainy, in the gloom of early March, she was sitting at the old-fashioned and rather tuneless piano in the damp, unused best room, which was devoid of fire for economic reasons. Her aunt was seated in the window busily crocheting, while she, with her white fingers running across the keys, raised her sweet contralto voice in that old-world Florentine song that for centuries has been sung by the populace in the streets of the city by the Arno:

In questa notte in sogno lho veduto
Era vestito tutto di braccato,
Le piume sul berretto di velluto
Ed una spada doro aveva allato.

E poi mha detto con un bel sorriso;
Io no, non posso star da te diviso,
Da te diviso non ci posso stare
E torno per mai pin non ti lasciare.

Miss Heyburn sighed, and looked up from her work. Cant you sing something in English, Gabrielle? It would be much better, she remarked in a snappy tone.

The girls mouth hardened slightly at the corners, and she closed the piano without replying.

I dont mean you to stop, exclaimed the ascetic old lady. I only think that girls, instead of learning foreign songs, should be able to sing English ones properly. Wont you sing another?

No, replied the girl, rising. The rain has ceased, so I shall go for my walk; and she left the room to put on her hat and mackintosh, passing along before the window a few minutes later in the direction of Kings Cliffe.

It was always the same. If she indulged herself in singing one or other of those ancient love-songs of the hot-blooded Tuscan peasants her aunt always scolded. Nothing she did was right, for the simple reason that she was an unwelcome visitor.

She was alone. Rover was conducting sheep to Stamford market, as was his duty every week; therefore in the fading daylight she went along, immersed in her own sad thoughts. Her walk at that hour was entirely aimless. She had only gone forth because of the irritation she felt at her aunts constant complaints. So entirely engrossed was she by her own despair that she had not noticed the figure of a man who, catching sight of her at the end of Woodnewton village, had held back until she had gone a considerable distance, and had then sauntered leisurely in the direction she had taken.

The man kept her in view, but did not approach her. The high, red mail-cart passed, and the driver touched his hat respectfully to her. The man who collected the evening mail from all the villages between Deene and Peterborough met her almost every evening, and had long ago inquired and learnt who she was.

For nearly two miles she walked onward, until, close by the junction of the road which comes down the hill from Nassington, the man who had been following hastened up and overtook her.

She heard herself addressed by name, and, turning quickly, found herself face to face with James Flockart.


CHAPTER XXVI

THE VELVET PAW
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THE NEW-COMER STOOD before Gabrielle, hat in hand, smiling pleasantly and uttering a greeting of surprise.

Her response was cold, for was not all her present unhappiness due to him?

Ive come here to speak to you, Gabrielle — to speak to you in confidence.

Whatever you have to say may surely be said in the hearing of a third person? was her dignified answer. His sudden appearance had startled her, but only for a moment. She was cool again next instant, and on her guard against her enemy.

I hardly think, he said, with a meaning smile, that you would really like me to speak before a third party.

I really care nothing, was her answer. And I cannot see why you seek me here. When one is hopeless, as I am, one becomes callous of what the future may bring.

Hopeless! Yes, he said in a changed voice, I know that; living in this dismal hole, Gabrielle, you must be hopeless. I know that your exile here, away from all your friends and those you love, must be soul-killing. Dont think that I have not reflected upon it a hundred times.

Ah, then you have at last experienced remorse! she cried bitterly, looking straight into the mans face. You have estranged me from my father, and tried to ruin him! You lied to him — lied in order to save yourself!

The man laughed. My dear child, he exclaimed, you really misjudge me entirely. I am here for two reasons: to ask your forgiveness for making that allegation which was imperative; and, secondly, to assure you that, if you will allow me, I will yet be your friend.

Friend! she echoed in a hollow voice. You — my friend!

Yes. I know that you mistrust me, he replied; but I want to prove that my intentions towards you are those of real friendship.

And you, who ever since my girlhood days have been my worst enemy, ask me now to trust you! she exclaimed with indignation. No; go back to Lady Heyburn and tell her that I refuse to accept the olive-branch which you and she hold out to me.

My dear girl, you dont follow me, he exclaimed impatiently. This has nothing whatever to do with Lady Heyburn. I have come to you from purely personal motives. My sole desire is to effect your return to Glencardine.

For your own ends, Mr. Flockart, without a doubt! she said bitterly.

Ah! there you are quite mistaken. Though you assert that I am your fathers enemy, I am, I tell you, his friend. He is ever thinking of you with regret. You were his right hand. Would it not be far better if he invited you to return?

She sighed at the thought of the blind man whom she regarded with such entire devotion, but answered, No, I shall never return to Glencardine.

Why? he asked. Was it anything more than natural that, believing you had been prying into his affairs, your father, in a moment of anger, condemned you to this life of appalling monotony?

No, not more natural than that you, the culprit, should have made me the scapegoat for the second time, was her defiant reply.

Have I not already told you that the reason Im here is to crave your forgiveness? I admit that my actions have been the reverse of honourable; but — well, there were circumstances which compelled me to act as I did.

You got an impression of my fathers safe-key, had a duplicate made in Glasgow, as I have found out, and one night opened the safe and copied certain private documents having regard to a proposed loan to the Greek Government. The night I discovered you was the second occasion when you went to the library and opened the safe. Do you deny that?

What you allege, Gabrielle, is perfectly correct, he replied. I know that I was a blackguard to shield myself behind you — to tell the lie I did that night. But how could I avoid it?

Suppose I had, in retaliation, spoken the truth? she asked, looking the man straight in the face.

Ah! I knew that you would not do that.

You believe that I dare not — dare not for my own sake, eh?

He nodded in the affirmative.

Then you are much mistaken, Mr. Flockart, she said in a hard voice.
You dont understand that a woman may become desperate.

I can understand how desperate you have become, living in this Sleepy
Hollow. A week of it would, I admit, drive me to distraction.

Then if you understand my present position you will know that I am fearless of you, or of anybody else. My life has ended. I have neither happiness, comfort, peace of mind, nor love. All is of the past. To you — you, James Flockart — I am indebted for all this! You have held me powerless. I was a happy girl once, but you and your dastardly friends crossed my path like an evil shadow, and I have existed in an inferno of remorse ever since. I — —

Remorse! How absurdly you talk!

It will not be absurd when I speak the truth and tell the world what I know. It will be rather a serious matter for you, Mr. Flockart.

You threaten me, then? he asked, his eyes flashing for a second.

I think it is as well for us to understand one another at once, she said frankly.

They had halted upon a small bridge close to the entrance to Apethorpe village.

Then Im to understand that you refuse my proffered assistance? he asked.

I require no assistance from my enemies, was her defiant and dignified reply. I suppose Lady Heyburn is at the villa at San Remo as usual, and that it was she who sent you to me, because she recognises that youve both gone a little too far. You have. When the opportunity arises, then I shall speak, regardless of the consequences. Therefore, Mr. Flockart, I wish you good-evening; and she turned away.

No, Gabrielle, he cried, resolutely barring her path. You must hear me. You dont grasp the point of my argument.

With me none of your arguments are of any avail, was her response in a bitter tone. I, alas! have reason to know you too well. For you — by your clever intrigue — I committed a crime; but God knows I am innocent of what was intended. Now that you have estranged me from my father and my lover, I shall confess — confess all — before I make an end of my life.

He saw from her pale, drawn face that she was desperate. He grew afraid.

But, my dear girl, think — of what you are saying! You dont mean it; you cant mean it. Your father has relented, and will welcome you back, if only you will consent to return.

I have no wish to be regarded as the prodigal daughter, was her proud response.

Not for Walter Muries sake? asked the crafty man. I have seen him. I was at the club with him last night, and we had a chat about you. He loves you very dearly. Ah! you do not know how he is suffering.

She was silent, and he recognised in an instant that his words had touched the sympathetic chord in her heart.

He is not suffering any greater grief than I am, she said in a low, mechanical voice, her brow heavily clouded.

Of course I can quite understand that, he remarked sympathetically. Walter is a good fellow, and — well, it is indeed sad that matters should be as they are. He is entirely devoted to you, Gabrielle.

Not more so than I am to him, declared the girl quite frankly.

Then why did you write breaking off your engagement?

He told you that? she exclaimed in surprise.

The truth was that Murie had told Flockart nothing. He had not even seen him. It was only a wild guess on Flockarts part.

Tell me, she urged anxiously, what did he say concerning myself?

Flockart hesitated. His mind was instantly active in the concoction of a story.

Oh, well — he expressed the most profound regret for all that had occurred at Glencardine, and is, of course, utterly puzzled. It appears that just before Christmas he went home to Connachan and visited your father several times. From him, I suppose, he heard how you had been discovered.

You told him nothing?

I told him nothing, declared Flockart — which was a fact.

Did he express a wish to see me? she inquired.

Of course he did. Is he not over head and ears in love with you? He believes you have treated him cruelly.

I — I know I have, Mr. Flockart, she admitted. But I acted as any girl of honour would have done. I was compelled to take upon myself a great disgrace, and on doing so I released him from his promise to me.

Most honourable! the man declared with a pretence of admiration, yet underlying it all was a craftiness that surely was unsurpassed. That visit of his to Northamptonshire was made with some ulterior motive, yet what it was the girl was unable to discover. She would surely have been cleverer than most people had she been able to discern the hidden, sinister motives of James Flockart. The truth was that he had not seen Murie, and the story of his anxiety he had only concocted on the spur of the moment.

Walter asked me to give you a message, he went on. He asked me to urge you to return to Glencardine, and to withdraw that letter you wrote him before your departure.

To return to Glencardine! she repeated, staring into his face. Walter wishes me to do that! Why?

Because he loves you. Because he will intercede with your father on your behalf.

My father will hear nothing in my favour until— and she paused.

Until what?

Until I tell him the whole truth.

That you will never do, remarked Flockart quickly.

Ah! there youre mistaken, she responded. In all probability I shall.

Then, before you do so, pray weigh carefully the dire results, he urged in a changed tone.

Oh, Ive already done that long ago, she said. I know that I am in your hands, utterly and irretrievably, Mr. Flockart, and the only way I can regain my freedom is by boldly telling the truth.

You must never do that! By Heaven, you shall not! he cried, looking fiercely into her clear eyes.

I know! Im quite well aware of your attitude towards me. The claws cannot be entirely concealed in the cats paw, you know; and she laughed bitterly into his face.

The corners of the mans mouth hardened. He was about to speak and show himself in his true colours; but by dint of great self-control he managed to smile and exclaim, Then you will take no heed of these wishes of the man who loves you so dearly, of the man who is still your best and most devoted friend? You prefer to remain here, and wear out your young life with vain regrets and shattered affections. Come, Gabrielle, do be sensible.

The girl did not speak for several moments. Does Walter really wish me to return? she asked, looking straight at him, as though trying to discern whether he was really speaking the truth.

Yes. He expressed to me a strong wish that you should either return to
Glencardine or go and live at Park Street.

He wishes to see me?

Of course. It would perhaps be better if you met him first, either down here or in London. Why should you two not be happy? he went on. I know it is my fault you are consigned to this dismal life, and that you and Walter are parted; but, believe me, Gabrielle, I am at this moment endeavouring to bring you together again, and to reinstate you in Sir Henrys good graces. He is longing for you to return. When I saw him last at Glencardine he told me that Monsieur Goslin was not so clever at typing or in grasping his meaning as you are, and he is only awaiting your return.

That may be so, answered the girl in a slow, distinct voice; but perhaps youll tell me, Mr. Flockart, the reason you evinced such an unwonted curiosity in my fathers affairs?

My dear girl, laughed the man, surely that isnt a fair question. I had certain reasons of my own.

Yes; assisted by Lady Heyburn, you thought that you could make money by obtaining knowledge of my fathers secrets. Oh yes, I know — I know more than you have ever imagined, declared the girl boldly. You hope to get rid of Monsieur Goslin from Glencardine and reinstate me — for your own ends. I see it all.

The man bit his lip. With chagrin he recognised that he had blundered, and that she, shrewd and clever, had taken advantage of his error. He was, however, too clever to exhibit his annoyance.

You are quite wrong in your surmise, Gabrielle, he said quickly. Walter Murie loves you, and loves you well. Therefore, with regret at my compulsory denunciation of yourself, I am now endeavouring to assist you.

Thank you, she responded coldly, again turning away abruptly. I require no assistance from a man such as yourself — a man who entrapped me, and who denounced me in order to save himself.

You will regret these words, he declared, as she walked away in the direction of Woodnewton.

She turned upon him in fierce anger, retorting, And perhaps you, on your part, will regret your endeavour to entrap me a second time. I have promised to speak the truth, and I shall keep my promise. I am not afraid to sacrifice my own life to save my fathers honour!

The man stood staring after her. These words of hers held him motionless. What if she flung her good name to the winds and actually carried out her threat? What if she really spoke the truth? Ay, what then?


CHAPTER XXVII

BETRAYS THE BOND
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THE GIRL HURRIED on, her heart filled with wonder, her eyes brimming with tears of indignation. The one thought occupying her whole mind was whether Walter really wished to see her again. Had Flockart spoken the truth? The serious face of the man she loved so well rose before her blurred vision. She had been his — his very own — until she had sent off that fateful letter.

In five minutes Flockart had again overtaken her. His attitude was appealing. He urged her to at least see her lover again even if she refused to write or return to her father.

Why do you come here to taunt me like this? she cried, turning upon him angrily. Once, because you were my mothers friend, I believed in you. But you deceived me, and in consequence you hold me in your power. Were it not for that I could have spoken to my father — have told him the truth and cleared myself. He now believes that I have betrayed his business secrets, while at the same time he considers you to be his friend!

I am his friend, Gabrielle, the man declared.

Why tell me such a lie? she asked reproachfully. Do you think I too am blind?

Certainly not. I give you credit for being quite as clever and as intelligent as you are dainty and charming. I — —

Thank you! she cried in indignation. I require no compliments from you.

Lady Heyburn has expressed a wish to see you, he said. She is still in San Remo, and asked me to invite you to go down there for a few weeks. Your aunt has written her, I think, complaining that you are not very comfortable at Woodnewton.

I have not complained. Why should Aunt Emily complain of me? You seem to be the bearer of messages from the whole of my family, Mr. Flockart.

I am here entirely in your own interests, my dear child, he declared with that patronising air which so irritated her.

Not entirely, I think, she said, smiling bitterly.

I tell you, I much regret all that has happened, and — —

You regret! she cried fiercely. Do you regret the end of that woman — you know whom I mean?

Beneath her straight glance he quivered. She had referred to a subject which he fain would have buried for ever. This dainty neat-waisted girl knew a terrible secret. Was it not only too true, as Lady Heyburn had vaguely suggested a dozen times, that her mouth ought to be effectually sealed?

He had sealed it once, as he thought. Her fear to explain to her father the incident of the opening of the safe had given him confidence that no word of the truth regarding the past would ever pass her lips. Yet he saw that his own machinations were now likely to prove his undoing. The web which, with her ladyships assistance, he had woven about her was now stretched to breaking-point. If it did yield, then the result must be ruin — and worse. Therefore, he was straining every effort to again reinstate her in her fathers good graces and restore in her mind something akin to confidence. But all his arguments, as he walked on at her side in the gathering gloom, proved useless. She was in no mood to listen to the man who had been her evil genius ever since her school-days. As he was speaking she was wondering if she dared go to Walter Murie and tell him everything. What would her lover think of her? What indeed? He would only cast her aside as worthless. No. Far better that he should remain in ignorance and retain only sad memories of their brief happiness.

I am going to Glencardine to-night, Flockart went on. I shall join the mail at Peterborough. What shall I tell your father?

Tell him the truth, was her reply. That, I know, you will not do. So why need we waste further words?

Do you actually refuse, then, to leave this dismal hole? he demanded impatiently.

Yes, until I speak, and tell my father the plain and ghastly story.

Rubbish! he ejaculated. Youll never do that — unless you wish to stand beside me in a criminal dock.

Well, rather that than be your cats-paw longer, Mr. Flockart! she cried, her face flushing with indignation.

Oh, oh! he laughed, still quite imperturbed. Come, come! This is scarcely a wise reply, my dear little girl!

I wish you to leave me. You have insulted my intelligence enough this evening, surely — you, who only a moment ago declared yourself my friend!

Slowly he selected a cigarette from his gold case, and, halting, lit it. Well, if you meet my well-meant efforts on your behalf with open antagonism like this I cant make any further suggestion.

No, please dont. Go up to Glencardine and do your worst for me. I am now fully able to take care of myself, she exclaimed in defiance. You can also write to Lady Heyburn, and tell her that I am still, and that I always will remain, my blind fathers friend.

But why dont you listen to reason, Gabrielle? he implored her. I dont now seek to lessen or deny the wrongs I have done you in the past, nor do I attempt to conceal from you my own position. My only object is to bring you and Walter together again. Her ladyship knows the whole circumstances, and deeply regrets them.

Her regret will be the more poignant some day, I assure you.

Then you really intend to act vindictively?

I shall act just as I think proper, she exclaimed, halting a moment and facing him. Please understand that though I have been forced in the past to act as you have indicated, because I feared you — because I had my reputation and my fathers honour at stake — I hold you in terror no longer, Mr. Flockart.

Well, Im glad youve told me that, he said, laughing as though he treated her declaration with humour. Its just as well, perhaps, that we should now thoroughly understand each other. Yet if I were you I wouldnt do anything rash. By telling the truth youd be the only sufferer, you know.

The only sufferer! Why?

Well, you dont imagine I should be such a fool as to admit that what you said was true, do you?

She looked at him in surprise. It had never occurred to her that he, with his innate unscrupulousness and cunning, might deny her allegations, and might even be able to prove them false.

The truth could not be denied, she said simply. Recollect the cutting from the Edinburgh paper.

Truth is denied every day in courts of law, he retorted. No. Before you act foolishly, remember that, put to the test, your word would stand alone against mine and those of other people.

Why, the very story you would tell would be so utterly amazing and startling that the world would declare you had invented it. Reflect upon it for a moment, and youll find, my dear girl, that silence is golden in this, as in any other circumstance in life.

She raised her eyes to his, and met his gaze firmly. So you defy me to speak? she cried. You think that I will still remain in this accursed bondage of yours?

I utter no threats, my dear child, replied Flockart. I have never in my life threatened you. I merely venture to point out certain difficulties which you might have in substantiating any allegation which you might make against me. For that reason, if for none other, is it not better for us to be friends?

I am not the friend of my fathers enemy! she declared.

You are quite heroic, he declared with a covert sneer. If you really are bent upon providing the halfpenny newspapers with a fresh sensation, pray let me know in plenty of time, wont you?

Ive had sufficient of your taunts, cried the girl, bursting into a flood of hot tears. Leave me. I — Ill say no further word to you.

Except to forgive me, He added.

Why should I? she asked through her tears.

Because, for your own sake — for the sake of your future — it will surely be best, he pointed out. You, no doubt, in ignorance of legal procedure, believed that what you alleged would be accepted in a court of justice. But reflect fully before you again threaten me. Dry your eyes, or your aunt may suspect something wrong.

She did not reply. What he said impressed her, and he did not fail to recognise that fact. He smiled within himself when he saw that he had triumphed. Yet he had not gained his point.

She had dashed away her tears with the little wisp of lace, annoyed with herself at betraying her indignation in that womanly way. She knew him, alas! too well. She mistrusted him, for she was well aware of how cleverly he had once conspired with Lady Heyburn, and with what ingenuity she herself had been drawn into the disgraceful and amazing affair.

True it was that her story, if told in a criminal court, would prove so extraordinary that it would not be believed; true also that he would, of course, deny it, and that his denial would be borne out by the woman who, though her fathers wife, was his worst enemy.

The man placed his hand on her shoulder, saying, May we not be friends,
Gabrielle?

She shook him off roughly, responding in the negative.

But we are not enemies — I mean we will not be enemies as we have been, shall we? he urged.

To this she made no reply. She only quickened her pace, for the twilight was fast deepening, and she wished to be back again at her aunts house.

Why had that man followed her? Why, indeed, had he troubled to come there? She could not discern his motive.

They walked together in silence. He was watching her face, reading it like a book.

Then, when they neared the first thatched cottage at the entrance to the village, he halted, asking, May we not now become friends, Gabrielle? Will you not listen, and take my advice? Or will you still remain buried here?

I have nothing further to say, Mr. Flockart, than what I have already said, was her defiant response. I shall act as I think best.

And you will dare to speak, and place yourself in a ridiculous position, you mean?

I shall use my own judgment in defending my father from his enemies, was her cold response as, with a slight shrug of her shoulders, she turned and left him, hurrying forward in the darkening twilight along the village street to her aunts home.

He, on his part, turned upon his heel with a muttered remark and set out again to walk towards Nassington Station, whence, after nearly an hours wait in the village inn, he took train to Peterborough.

The girl had once again defied him.


CHAPTER XXVIII

THE WHISPERS AGAIN
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WAS IT REALLY true what Flockart had told her? Did Walter actually wish to see her again? At one moment she believed in her lovers strong, passionate devotion to her, for had she not seen it displayed in a hundred different ways? But the next she recollected how that man Flockart had taken advantage of her youth and inexperience in the past, how he had often lied so circumstantially that she had believed his words to be the truth. Once, indeed, he had openly declared to her that one of his maxims was never to tell the truth unless obliged. After dinner, a simple meal served in the poky little dining-room, she made an excuse to go to her room, and there sat for a long time, deeply reflecting. Should she write to Walter? Would it be judicious to explain Flockarts visit, and how he had urged their reconciliation? If she wrote, would it lower her dignity in her lovers eyes? That was the great problem which now troubled her. She sat staring before her undecided. She recalled all that Flockart had told her. He was the emissary of Lady Heyburn without a doubt. The girl had told him openly of her decision to speak the truth and expose him, but he had only laughed at her. Alas! she knew his true character, unscrupulous and pitiless. But she placed him aside.

Recollection of Walter — the man who had held her so often in his arms and pressed his hot lips to hers, the man who was her fathers firm friend and whose uprightness and honesty of purpose she had ever admired — crowded upon her. Should she write to him? Rigid and staring, she sat in her chair, her little white hands clenched, as she tried to summon courage. It had been she who had written declaring that their secret engagement must be broken, she who had condemned herself. Therefore, had she not a right to satisfy that longing she had had through months, the longing to write to him once again. The thought decided her; and, going to the table whereon the lamp was burning, she sat down, and after some reflection, penned a letter as follows: — 

MY SWEETHEART, MY DARLING, MY OWN, MY SOUL — MINE — ONLY MINE, — I am wondering how and where you are! True, I wrote you a cruel letter; but it was imperative, and under the force of circumstance. I am full of regrets, and I only wish with all my heart that I might kiss you once again, and press you in my arms as I used to do.

But how are you? I have had you before my eyes to-night, and I feel quite sure that at this very moment you are thinking of me. You must know that I love you dearly. You gave me your heart, and it shall not belong to any other. I have tried to be brave and courageous; but, alas! I have failed. I love you, my darling, and I must see you soon — very soon.

Mr. Flockart came to see me to-day and says that you expressed to him a desire to meet me again. Gratify that desire when you will, and you will find your Gabrielle just the same — longing ever to see you, living with only the memories of your dear face.

Can you doubt of my great, great love for you? You never wrote in reply to my letter, though I have waited for months. I know my letter was a cruel one, and to you quite unwarranted; but I had a reason for writing it, and the reason was because I felt that I ought not to deceive you any longer.

You see, darling, I am frank and open. Yes, I have deceived you. I am terribly ashamed and downhearted. I have tried to conceal my grief, even from you; but it is impossible. I love you as much as I ever loved you, and I swear to you that I have never once wavered.

Grim circumstance forced me to write to you as I did. Forgive me, I beg of you. If it is true what Mr. Flockart says, then send me a telegram, and come here to see me. If it be false, then I shall know by your silence.

I love you, my own, my well-beloved! Au revoir, my dearest heart. I look at your photograph which to-night smiles at me. Yes, you love me!

With many fond and sweet kisses like those I gave you in the well-remembered days of our happiness.

My love — My king!

She read the letter carefully through, placed it in an envelope, and, marking it private, addressed it to Walters chambers in the Temple, whence she knew it must be forwarded if he were away. Then, putting on her tam o shanter, she went out to the village grocers, where she posted it, so that it left by the early morning mail. When would his welcome telegram arrive? She calculated that he would get the letter by mid-day, and by one oclock she could receive his reply — his reassurance of love.

So she went to her bed, with its white dimity hangings, more calm and composed than for months before. For a long time she lay awake, thinking of him, listening hour by hour to the chiming bells of the old Norman church. They marked the passing of the night. Then she dropped off to sleep, to be awakened by the sun streaming into the room.

That same morning, away up in the Highlands at Glencardine, Sir Henry had groped his way across the library to his accustomed chair, and Hill had placed before him one of the shallow drawers of the cabinet of seal-impressions.

There were fully half a dozen which had been sent to him by the curator of the museum at Norwich, sulphur-casts of seals recently acquired by that institution.

The blind man had put aside that morning to examine them, and settled himself to his task with the keen and pleasurable anticipation of the expert.

They were very fine specimens. The blind man, sitting alone, selected one, and, fingering it very carefully for a long time, at last made out its design and the inscription upon it.

The seal of Abbot Simon de Luton, of the early thirteenth century, he said slowly to himself. The wolf guards the head of St. Edmund as it does in the seal of the Benedictine Abbey of Bury St. Edmunds, while the Virgin with the Child is over the canopy. And the verse is indeed curious for its quaintness:

+ VIRGO . DEUM . FERT . DUX . CAPUD . AUFERT . QUOD . LUPUS . HIC . FERT +

Then he again retraced the letters with his sensitive fingers to reassure himself that he had made no mistake.

The next he drew towards him proved to be the seal of the Vice-Warden of the Grey Friars of Cambridge, a pointed one used about the year 1244, which to himself he declared, in heraldic language, to bear the device of a cross raguly debruised by a spear, and a crown of thorns in bend dexter, and a sponge on a staff in bend sinister, between two threefold flagella in base — surely a formidable array of the instruments used in the Passion.

Deeply interested, and speaking to himself aloud, as was his habit when alone, he examined them one after the other. Among the collection were the seals of Berengar de Brolis, Plebanus of Pacina (in Syracuse), and those of the Commune of Beauvais (1228); Mathilde (or Mahaut), daughter of Henri Duke of Brabant (1265); the town of Oudenbourg in West Flanders, and of the Vicar-Provincial of the Carmelite Order at Palermo (1350); Jacobus de Gnapet, Bishop of Rennes (1480); and of Bondi Marquis of Sasolini of Bologna (1323).

He had almost concluded when Goslin, the grey-bearded Frenchman, having breakfasted alone in the dining-room, entered. Ah, mon cher Sir Henry! he exclaimed, at work so early! The study of seals must be very fascinating to you, though I confess that, for myself, I could never see in them very much to interest one.

No. To the ordinary person, my dear Goslin, it appears no doubt, a most dryasdust study, but to a man afflicted like myself it is the only study that he can pursue, for with his finger tips he can learn the devices and decipher the inscriptions, the blind Baronet declared. Take, for instance, only this little collection of a dozen or so impressions which they have so kindly sent to me from Norwich. Each one of them tells me something. Its device, its general character, its heraldry, its inscription, are all highly instructive. For the collector there are opportunities for the study of the historical allusions, the emblematology and imagery, the hagiology, the biographical and topographical episodes, and the other peculiarities and idiosyncrasies in all the seals he possesses.

Goslin, like most other people, had been many times bored by the old mans technical discourses upon his hobby. But he never showed it. He, just the same as other people, made pretence of being interested. Yes, he remarked, they must be most instructive to the student. I recollect seeing a great quantity in the Bargello at Florence.

Ah, a very fine collection — part of the Medici collection, and contains some of the finest Italian and Spanish specimens, remarked the blind connoisseur. Birch of the British Museum is quite right in declaring that the seal, portable and abounding in detail, not difficult of acquisition nor hard to read if we set about deciphering the story it has to tell, takes us back as we look upon it to the very time of its making, and sets us, as it were, face to face with the actual owners of the relic.

The Frenchman sighed. He saw he was in for a long dissertation; and, moving uneasily towards the window, changed the topic of conversation by saying, I had a long letter from Paris this morning. Krail is back again, it appears.

Ah, that man! cried the other impatiently. When will his extraordinary energies be suppressed? They are watching him carefully, I suppose.

Of course, replied the Frenchman. He left Paris about a month ago, but unfortunately the men watching him did not follow. He took train for Berlin, and has been absent until now.

We ought to know where hes been, Goslin, declared the elder man. What fool was it who, keeping him under surveillance, allowed him to slip from Paris?

The Russian Tchernine.

I thought him a clever fellow, but it seems that hes a bungler after all.

But while we keep Krail at arms length, as we are doing, what have we to fear? asked Goslin.

Yes, but how long can we keep him at arms length? queried Sir Henry.
You know the kind of man — one of the most extraordinarily inventive in
Europe. No secret is safe from him. Do you know, Goslin, he added, in a
changed voice, I live nowadays somehow in constant apprehension.

Youve never possessed the same self-confidence since you found
Mademoiselle Gabrielle with the safe open, he remarked.

No. Murie, or some other man she knows, must have induced her to do that, and take copies of those documents. Fortunately, I suspected an attempt, and baited the trap accordingly.

What caused you to suspect?

Because more than once both Murie and the girl seemed to be seized by an unusual desire to pry into my business.

You dont think that our friend Flockart had anything to do with the affair? the Frenchman suggested.

No, no. Not in the least. I know Flockart too well, declared the old man. Once I looked upon him as my enemy, but I have now come to the conclusion that he is a friend — a very good friend.

The Frenchman pulled a rather wry face, and remained silent.

I know, Sir Henry went on, I know quite well that his constant association with my wife has caused a good deal of gossip; but I have dismissed it all with the contempt that such attempted scandal deserves. It has been put about by a pack of women who are jealous of my wifes good looks and her chic in dress.

Are not Flockart and mademoiselle also good friends? inquired Goslin.

No. I happen to know that they are not, and that very fact in itself shows me that Gabrielle, in trying to get at the secret of my business, was not aided by Flockart, for it was he who exposed her.

Yes, remarked the Frenchman, so youve told me before. Have you heard from mademoiselle lately?

Only twice since she has left here, was the old mans bitter reply, and that was twice too frequently. Ive done with her, Goslin — done with her entirely. Never in all my life did I receive such a crushing blow as when I found that she, in whom I reposed the utmost confidence, had played her own father false, and might have ruined him!

Yes, remarked the other sympathetically, it was a great blow to you,
I know. But will you not forgive mademoiselle?

Forgive her! he cried fiercely, forgive her! Never!

The grey-bearded Frenchman, who had always been a great favourite with
Gabrielle, sighed slightly, and gave his shoulders a shrug of regret.

Why do you ask that? inquired Sir Henry, when she herself admitted that she had been at the safe?

Because — — and the other hesitated. Well, for several reasons. The story of your quarrel with mademoiselle has leaked out.

The Whispers — eh, Goslin? laughed the old man in defiance. Let the people believe what they will. My daughter shall never return to Glencardine — never!

As he had been speaking the door had opened, and James Flockart stood upon the threshold. He had overheard the blind mans words, and as he came forward he smiled, more in satisfaction than in greeting.


CHAPTER XXIX

CONTAINS A FURTHER MYSTERY
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MY DEAR EDGAR, when I met you in the Devonshire Club last night I could scarcely believe my own eyes. Fancy you turning up again!

Yes, strange, isnt it, how two men may drift apart for years, and then suddenly meet in a club, as we have done, Murie?

Being with those fellows who were anxious to go along and see the show at the Empire last night, I had no opportunity of having a chat with you, my dear old chap. Thats why I asked you to look in.

The two men were seated in Walters dingy chambers on the second floor in Fig-Tree Court, Temple. The room was an old and rather frowsy one, with shabby leather furniture from which the stuffing protruded, panelled walls, a carpet almost threadbare, and a formidable array of calf-bound volumes in the cases lining one wall. The place was heavy with tobacco-smoke as the pair, reclining in easy-chairs, were in the full enjoyment of very excellent cigars.

Walters visitor was a tall, dark man, some six or seven years his senior, a rather spare, lantern-jawed young fellow, whose dark-grey clothes were of unmistakable foreign cut; and whose moustache was carefully trained to an upward trend. No second glance was required to decide that Edgar Hamilton was a person who, having lived a long time on the Continent, had acquired the cosmopolitan manner both in gesture and in dress.

Well, exclaimed Murie at last, blowing a cloud of smoke from his lips, since we parted at Oxford Ive been called to the Bar, as you see. As for practice — well, I havent any. The govnor wants me to go in for politics, so Im trying to please him by getting my hand in. I make an odd speech or two sometimes in out-of-the-world villages, and I hope, one day, to find myself the adopted candidate for some borough or other. Last year I was sent round the world by my fond parents in order to obtain a broader view of life. Is it not Tacitus who says, Sua cuique vita obscura est?

Yes, my dear fellow, replied Hamilton, stretching himself lazily in his chair. And surely we can say with Martial, Non est vivere, sed valere vita — I am well, therefore I am alive! Mine has been a rather curious career up to the present. I only once heard of you after Oxford — through Arthur Price, who was, youll remember, at Balliol. He wrote that hed spoken one night to you when at supper at the Savoy. You had a bevy of beauties with you, he said.

Both men laughed. In the old days, Edgar Hamilton had been essentially a ladies man; but, since they had parted one evening on the station-platform at Oxford, Hamilton had gone up to town and completely out of the life of Walter Murie. They had not met until the previous evening, when Walter, having dined at the Devonshire — that comfortable old-world club in St. Jamess Street which was the famous Crockfords gaming-house in the days of the dandies — he had met his old friend in the strangers smoking-room, the guest of a City stockbroker who was entertaining a party. A hurried greeting of surprise, and an invitation to call in at the Temple resulted in that meeting on that grey afternoon.

Six years had gone since they had parted; and, judging from Edgars exterior, he had been pretty prosperous.

Walter was laughing and commenting upon it when his friend, removing his cigar from his lips, said, My dear fellow, my success has been entirely due to one incident which is quite romantic. In fact, if anybody wrote it in a book people would declare it to be fiction.

Thats interesting! Tell me all about it. My own life has been humdrum enough in all conscience. As a budding politician, I have to browse upon blue-books and chew statistics.

And mine has been one of travel, adventure, and considerable excitement, declared Hamilton. Six months after I left Oxford I found myself out in Transcaucasia as a newspaper correspondent. As you know, I often wrote articles for some of the more precious papers when at college. Well, one of them sent me out to travel through the disturbed Kurdish districts. I had a tough time from the start. I was out with a Cossack party in Thai Aras valley, east of Erivan, for six months, and wrote lots of articles which created a good deal of sensation here in England. You may have seen them, but they were anonymous. The life of excitement, sometimes fighting and at others in ambush in the mountains, suited me admirably, for Im a born adventurer, I believe. One day, however, a strange thing happened. I was riding along alone through one of the mountain passes towards the Caspian when I discovered three wild, fierce-looking Kurds maltreating a girl, believing her to be a Russian. I called upon them to release her, for she was little more than a child; and, as they did not, I shot two of the men. The third shot and plugged me rather badly in the leg; but I had the satisfaction that my shots attracted my Cossack companions, who, coming quickly on the spot, killed all three of the girls assailants, and released her.

By Jove! laughed Murie. Was she pretty?

Not extraordinarily — a fair-haired girl of about fifteen, dressed in European clothes. I fainted from loss of blood, and dont remember anything else until I found myself in a tent, with two Cossacks patching up my wound. When I came to, she rushed forward, and thanked me profusely for saving her. To my surprise, she spoke in French, and on inquiry I found that she was the daughter of a certain Baron Conrad de Hetzendorf, an Austrian, who possessed a house in Budapest and a château at Semlin, in South Hungary. She told us a curious story. Her father had some business in Transcaucasia, and she had induced him to take her with him on his journey. Only certain districts of the country were disturbed; and apparently, with their guide and escort, they had unwittingly entered the Aras region — one of the most lawless of them all — in ignorance of what was in progress. She and her father, accompanied by a guide and four Cossacks, had been riding along when they met a party of Kurds, who had attacked them. Both father and daughter had been seized, whereupon she had lost consciousness from fright, and when she came to again found that the four Cossacks had been killed, her father had been taken off, and she was alone in the brutal hands of those three wild-looking tribesmen. As soon as she had told us this, the officer of the Cossacks to which I had attached myself called the men together, and in a quarter of an hour the whole body went forth to chase the Kurds and rescue the Baron. One big Cossack, in his long coat and astrakhan cap, was left to look after me, while Nicosia — that was the girls name — was also left to assist him. After three days they returned, bringing with them the Baron, whose delight at finding his daughter safe and unharmed was unbounded. They had fought the Kurds and defeated them, killing nearly twenty. Ah, my dear Murie, you havent any notion of the lawless state of that country just then! And I fear it is pretty much the same now.

Well, go on, urged his friend. What about the girl? I suppose you fell in love with her, and all that, eh?

No, youre mistaken there, old chap, was his reply. When she explained to her father what had happened, the Baron thanked me very warmly, and invited me to visit him in Budapest when my leg grew strong again. He was a man of about fifty, who, I found, spoke English very well. Nicosia also spoke English, for she had explained to me that her mother, now dead, had been a Londoner. The Barons business in Transcaucasia was, he told me vaguely, in connection with the survey of a new railway which the Russian Government was projecting eastward from Erivan. For two days he remained with us; but during those days my wound was extremely painful owing to lack of surgical appliances, so we spoke of very little else besides the horrible atrocities committed by the Kurds. He pressed me to visit him; and then, with an escort of our Cossacks, he and his daughter left for Tiflis; whence he took train back to Hungary.

For six months I remained, still leading that roving, adventurous life. My leg was well again, but my journalistic commission was at an end, and one day I found myself in Odessa, very short of funds. I recollected the Barons invitation to Budapest, therefore I took train there, and found his residence to be one of those great white houses on the Franz Josef Quay. He received me with marked enthusiasm, and compelled me to be his guest. During the first week I was there I told him, in confidence, my position, whereupon he offered me a very lucrative post as his secretary, a post which I have retained until this moment.

And the girl? Walter asked, much interested.

Oh, she finished her education in Dresden and in Paris, and now lives mostly with her aunt in Vienna, was Hamiltons response. Quite recently shes become engaged to young Count de Solwegen, the son of one of the wealthiest men in Austria.

I thought youd probably become the happy lover.

Lover! cried his friend. How could a poor devil like myself ever aspire to the hand of the daughter of the Baron de Hetzendorf? The name doesnt convey much to you, I suppose?

No, I dont take much interest in unknown foreigners, I confess, replied Walter, with a smile.

Ah, youre not a cosmopolitan nor a financier, or you would know the thousand-and-one strings which are pulled by Conrad de Hetzendorf, or the curious stories afloat concerning him.

Curious stories! echoed Murie. Tell me some. Im always interested in anything mysterious.

Hamilton was silent for a few moments.

Well, old chap, to tell you the truth, even though Ive got such a comfortable and lucrative post, Im, even after these years, considerably mystified.

How?

By the real nature of the Barons business.

Oh, hes a mysterious person, is he?

Very. Though Im his confidential secretary, and deal with his affairs in his absence, yet in some matters he is remarkably close, as though he fears me.

You live always in Budapest, I suppose?

No. In summer we are at the country house, a big place overlooking the Danube outside Semlin, and commanding a wide view of the great Hungarian plain.

The Baron transacts his business there, eh?

From there or from Budapest. His business is solely with an office in the Boulevard des Capucines in Paris, and a registered telegraphic address also in Paris.

Well, theres nothing very mysterious in that, surely. Some business matters must, of necessity, be conducted with secrecy.

I know all that, my dear fellow, but— and he hesitated, as though fearing to take his friend into his confidence.

But what?

Well — but there, no! Youd laugh at me if I told you the real reason of my uneasiness.

I certainly wont, my dear Hamilton, Murie assured him. We are friends to-day, dear old chap, just as we were at college. Surely it is not the place of a man to poke fun at his friend?

The argument was apparently convincing. The Barons secretary smoked on in thoughtful silence, his eyes fixed upon the wall in front of him.

Well, he said at last, if you promise to view the matter in all seriousness, Ill tell you. Briefly, its this. Of course, youve never been to Semlin — or Zimony, as they call it in the Magyar tongue. To understand aright, I must describe the place. In the extreme south of Hungary, where the river Save joins the Danube, the town of Semlin guards the frontier. Upon a steep hill, five kilometres from the town, stands the Barons residence, a long, rather inartistic white building, which, however, is very luxuriously furnished. Comparatively modern, it stands near the ruins of a great old castle of Hetzendorf, which commands a wide sweep of the Danube. Now, amid those ruins strange noises are sometimes heard, and it is said that upon all who hear them falls some terrible calamity. Im not superstitious, but Ive heard them — on three occasions! And somehow — well, somehow — I cannot get rid of an uncanny feeling that some catastrophe is to befall me! I cant go back to Semlin. Im unnerved, and dare not return there.

Noises! cried Walter Murie. What are they like? he asked quickly, starting from his chair, and staring at his friend.

They seem to emanate from nowhere, and are like deep but distant whispers. So plain they were that I could have sworn that some one was speaking, and in English, too!

Does the baron know?

Yes, I told him, and he appeared greatly alarmed. Indeed, he gave me leave of absence to come home to England.

Well, exclaimed Murie, what you tell me, old chap, is most extraordinary! Why, there is almost an exactly similar legend connected with Glencardine!

Glencardine! cried his friend. Glencardine Castle, in Scotland! Ive heard of that. Do you know the place?

The estate marches with my fathers, therefore I know it well. How extraordinary that there should be almost exactly the same legend concerning a Hungarian castle!

Who is the owner of Glencardine?

Sir Henry Heyburn, a friend of mine.

Heyburn! echoed Hamilton. Heyburn the blind man? he gasped, grasping the arm of his chair and staring back at his companion. And he is your friend? You know his daughter, then?

Yes, I know Gabrielle, was Walters reply, as there flashed across him the recollection of that passionate letter to which he had not replied. Why?

Is she also your friend?

She certainly is.

Hamilton was silent. He saw that he was treading dangerous ground. The legend of Glencardine was the same as that of the old Magyar stronghold of Hetzendorf. Gabrielle Heyburn was Muries friend. Therefore he resolved to say no more.

Gabrielle Heyburn!


CHAPTER XXX

REVEALS SOMETHING TO HAMILTON
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EDGAR HAMILTON SAT with his eyes fixed upon the dingy, inartistic, smoke-begrimed windows of the chambers opposite. The man before him was acquainted with Gabrielle Heyburn! For over a year he had not been in London. He recollected the last occasion — recollected it, alas! only too well. His thin countenance wore a puzzled, anxious expression, the expression of a man face to face with a great difficulty.

Tell me, Walter, he said at last, what kind of place is Glencardine
Castle? What kind of man is Sir Henry Heyburn?

Glencardine is one of the most beautiful estates in Scotland. It lies between Perth and Stirling. The ruins of the ancient castle, where the great Marquis of Glencardine, who was such a figure in Scottish history, was born, stands perched up above a deep, delightful glen; and some little distance off stands the modern house, built in great part from the ruins of the stronghold.

And there are noises heard there the same as at Hetzendorf, you say?

Well, the countryfolk believe that, on certain nights, there can be heard in the castle courtyard distinct whispering — the counsel of the devil himself to certain conspirators who took the life of the notorious Cardinal Setoun.

Has any one actually heard them?

They say so — or, at any rate, several persons after declaring that they had heard them have died quite suddenly.

Hamilton pursed his lips. Well, he exclaimed, thats really most remarkable! Practically, the same legend is current in South Hungary regarding Hetzendorf. Strange — very strange!

Very, remarked the heir to the great estate of Connachan. But, after all, cannot one very often trace the same legend through the folklore of various countries? I remember I once attended a lecture upon that very interesting subject.

Oh, of course. Many ancient legends have sprung from the same germ, so that often we have practically the same fairy-story all over Europe. But this, it seems to me, is no fairy story.

Well, laughed Murie, the history of Glencardine Castle and the historic family is so full of stirring episodes that I really dont wonder that the ruins are believed to be the abode of something supernatural. My father possesses some of the family papers, while Sir Henry, when he bought Glencardine, also acquired a quantity. Only a year ago he told me that he had had an application from a well-known historical writer for access to them, as he was about to write a book upon the family.

Then you know Sir Henry well?

Very well indeed. Im often his guest, and frequently shoot over the place.

Ive heard that Lady Heyburn is a very pretty woman, remarked the other, glancing at his friend with a peculiar look.

Some declare her to be beautiful; but to myself, I confess, shes not very attractive.

There are stories about her, eh? Hamilton said.

As there are about every good-looking woman. Beauty cannot escape unjust criticism or the scars of lying tongues.

People pity Sir Henry, Ive heard.

They, of course, sympathise with him, poor old gentleman, because hes blind. His is, indeed, a terrible affliction. Only fancy the change from a brilliant Parliamentary career to idleness, darkness, and knitting.

I suppose hes very wealthy?

He must be. The price he paid for Glencardine was a very heavy one; and, besides that, he has two other places, as well as a house in Park Street and a villa at San Remo.

Cotton, or steel, or soap, or some other domestic necessity, I suppose?

Murie shrugged his shoulders. Nobody knows, he answered. The source of Sir Henrys vast wealth is a profound mystery.

His friend smiled, but said nothing. Walter Murie had risen to obtain matches, therefore he did not notice the curious expression upon his friends face, a look which betrayed that he knew more than he intended to tell.

Those noises heard in the castle puzzle me, he remarked after a few moments.

At Glencardine they are known as the Whispers, Murie remarked.

By Jove! Id like to hear them.

I dont think thered be much chance of that, old chap, laughed the other. Theyre only heard by those doomed to an early death.

I may be. Who knows? he asked gloomily.

Well, if I were you I wouldnt anticipate catastrophe.

No, said his friend in a more serious tone, Ive already heard those at Hetzendorf, and — well, I confess theyve aroused in my mind some very uncanny apprehensions.

But did you really hear them? Are you sure they were not imagination?
In the night sounds always become both magnified and distorted.

Yes, Im certain of what I heard. I was careful to convince myself that it was not imagination, but actual reality.

Walter Murie smiled dubiously. Sir Henry scouts the idea of the
Whispers being heard at Glencardine, he said.

And, strangely enough, so does the Baron. Hes a most matter-of-fact man.

How curious that the cases are almost parallel, and yet so far apart!
The Baron has a daughter, and so has Sir Henry.

Gabrielle is at Glencardine, I suppose? asked Hamilton.

No, shes living with a maiden aunt at an out-of-the-world village in
Northamptonshire called Woodnewton.

Oh, I thought she always lived at Glencardine, and acted as her fathers right hand.

She did until a few months ago, when — — and he paused. Well, he went on, I dont know exactly what occurred, except that she left suddenly, and has not since returned.

Her mother, perhaps. No girl of spirit gets on well with her stepmother.

Possibly that, Walter said. He knew the truth, but had no desire to tell even his old friend of the allegation against the girl whom he loved.

Hamilton noted the name of the village, and sat wondering at what the young barrister had just told him. It had aroused suspicions within him — strange suspicions.

They sat together for another half-hour, and before they parted arranged to lunch together at the Savoy in two days time.

Turning out of the Temple, Edgar Hamilton walked along the Strand to the Metropole, in Northumberland Avenue, where he was staying. His mind was full of what his friend had said — full of that curious legend of Glencardine which coincided so strangely with that of far-off Hetzendorf. The jostling crowd in the busy London thoroughfare he did not see. He was away again on the hill outside the old-fashioned Hungarian town, with the broad Danube shining in the white moonbeams. He saw the grim walls that had for centuries withstood the brunt of battle with the Turks, and from them came the whispering voice — the voice said to be that of the Evil One. The Tziganes — that brown-faced race of gipsy wanderers, the women with their bright-coloured skirts and head-dresses, and the men with the wonderful old silver filigree buttons upon their coats — had related to him many weird stories regarding Hetzendorf and the meaning of those whispers. Yet none of their stories was so curious as that which Murie had just told him. Similar sounds were actually heard in the old castle up in the Highlands! His thoughts were wholly absorbed in that one extraordinary fact.

He went to the smoking-room of the hotel, and, obtaining a railway-guide, searched it in vain. Then, ordering from a waiter a map of England, he eagerly searched Northamptonshire and discovered the whereabouts of Woodnewton. Therefore, that night he left London for Oundle, and put up at the old-fashioned Talbot.

At ten oclock on the following morning, after making a detour, he alighted from a dogcart before the little inn called the Westmorland Arms at Apethorpe, just outside the lodge-gates of Apethorpe Hall, and making excuse to the groom that he was going for a walk, he set off at a brisk pace over the little bridge and up the hill to Woodnewton.

The morning was dark and gloomy, with threatening rain, and the distance was somewhat greater than he had calculated from the map. At last, however, he came to the entrance to the long village street, with its church and its rows of low thatched cottages.

A tiny inn, called the White Lion, stood before him, therefore he entered, and calling for some ale, commenced to chat with the old lady who kept the place.

After the usual conventionalities about the weather, he said, I suppose you dont have very many strangers in Woodnewton, eh?

Not many, sir, was her reply. We see a few people from Oundle and
Northampton in the summer — holiday folk. But thats all.

Then, by dint of skilful questioning, he elucidated the fact that old Miss Heyburn lived in the tiled house further up the village, and that her niece, who lived with her, had passed along with her dog about a quarter of an hour before, and taken the footpath towards Southwick.

Ascertaining this, he was all anxiety to follow her; but, knowing how sharp are village eyes upon a stranger, he was compelled to conceal his eagerness, light another cigarette, and continue his chat.

At last, however, he wished the woman good-day, and, strolling half-way up the village, turned into a narrow lane which led across a farmyard to a footpath which ran across the fields, following a brook. Eager to overtake the girl, he sped along as quickly as possible.

Gabrielle Heyburn! he ejaculated, speaking to himself. Her name was all that escaped his lips. A dozen times that morning he had repeated it, uttering it in a tone almost of wonder — almost of awe.

Across several ploughed fields he went, leaving the brook, and, skirting a high hedge to the side of a small wood, he followed the well-trodden path for nearly half-an-hour, when, of a sudden, he emerged from a narrow lane between two hedgerows into a large pasture.

Before him, he saw standing together, on the brink of the river Nene, two figures — a man and a woman.

The girl was dressed in blue serge, and wore a white woollen tam-o-shanter, while the man had on a dark grey overcoat with a brown felt hat, and nearby, with his eye upon some sheep grazing some distance away, stood a big collie.

Hamilton started, and drew back.

The pair were standing together in earnest conversation, the man facing him, the girl with her back turned.

What does this mean? gasped Hamilton aloud. What can this secret meeting mean? Why — yes, Im certainly not mistaken — its Krail — Felix Krail, by all thats amazing!


CHAPTER XXXI

DESCRIBES A CURIOUS CIRCUMSTANCE
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TO HAMILTON IT was evident that the man Krail, now smartly dressed in country tweeds, was telling the girl something which surprised her. He was speaking quickly, making involuntary gestures which betrayed his foreign birth, while she stood pale, surprised, and yet defiant. The Barons secretary was not near enough to overhear their words. Indeed, he remained there in concealment in order to watch.

Why had Gabrielle met Felix Krail — of all men? She was beautiful. Yes, there could be no two opinions upon that point, Edgar decided. And yet how strange it all was, how very remarkable, how romantic!

The man was evidently endeavouring to impress upon the girl some plain truths to which, at first, she refused to listen. She shrugged her shoulders impatiently and swung her walking-stick before her in an attempt to remain unconcerned. But from where Hamilton was standing he could plainly detect her agitation. Whatever Krail had told her had caused her much nervous anxiety. What could it be?

Across the meadows, beyond the river, could be seen the lantern-tower of old Fotheringhay church, with the mound behind where once stood the castle where ill-fated Mary met her doom.

And as the Barons secretary watched, he saw that the foreigners attitude was gradually changing from persuasive to threatening. He was speaking quickly, probably in French, making wild gestures with his hands, while she had drawn back with an expression of alarm. She was now, it seemed, frightened at the man, and to Edgar Hamilton this increased the interest tenfold.

Through his mind there flashed the recollection of a previous occasion when he had seen the man now before him. He was in different garb, and acting a very different part. But his face was still the same — a countenance which it was impossible to forget. He was watching the changing expression upon the girls face. Would that he could read the secret hidden behind those wonderful eyes! He had, quite unexpectedly, discovered a mysterious circumstance. Why should Krail meet her by accident at that lonely spot?

The pair moved very slowly together along the path which, having left the way to Southwick, ran along the very edge of the broad, winding river towards Fotheringhay. Until they had crossed the wide pasture-land and followed the bend of the stream Hamilton dare not emerge from his place of concealment. They might glance back and discover him. If so, then to watch Krails movements further would be futile.

He saw that, by the exercise of caution, he might perhaps learn something of deeper interest than he imagined. So he watched until they disappeared, and then sped along the path they had taken until he came to a clump of bushes which afforded further cover. From where he stood, however, he could see nothing. He could hear voices — a mans voice raised in distinct threats, and a womans quick, defiant response.

He walked round the bushes quickly, trying to get sight of the pair, but the river bent sharply at that point in such a manner that he could not get a glimpse of them.

Again he heard Krail speaking rapidly in French, and still again the girls response. Then, next instant, there was a shrill scream and a loud splash.

Next moment, he had darted from his hiding-place to find the girl struggling in the water, while at the same time he caught sight of Krail disappearing quickly around the path. Had he glanced back he could not have seen the girl in the stream.

At that point the bank was steep, and the stillness of the river and absence of rushes told that it was deep.

The girl was throwing up her hand, shrieking for help; therefore, without a seconds hesitation, Hamilton, who was a good swimmer, threw off his coat, and, diving in, was soon at her side.

By this time Krail had hurried on, and could obtain no glimpse of what was in progress owing to the sharp bend of the river.

After considerable splashing — Hamilton urging her to remain calm — he succeeded in bringing her to land, where they both struggled up the bank dripping wet and more or less exhausted. Some moments elapsed before either spoke; until, indeed, Hamilton, looking straight into the girls face and bursting out laughing, exclaimed, Well, I think I have the pleasure of being acquainted with you, but I must say that we both look like drowned rats!

I look horrid! she declared, staring at him half-dazed, putting her hands to her dripping hair. I know I must. But I have to thank you for pulling me out. Only fancy, Mr. Hamilton — you!

Oh, no thanks are required! What we must do is to get to some place and get our clothes dried, he said. Do you know this neighbourhood?

Oh, yes. Straight over there, about a quarter of a mile away, is Wyatts farm. Mrs. Wyatt will look after us, Im sure. And as she rose to her feet, regarding her companion shyly, her skirts clung around her and the water squelched from her shoes.

Very well, he answered cheerily. Lets go and see what can be done towards getting some dry kit. Im glad youre not too frightened. A good many girls would have fainted, and all that kind of thing.

I certainly should have gone under if you hadnt so fortunately come along! she exclaimed. I really dont know how to thank you sufficiently. Youve actually saved my life, you know! If it were not for you Id have been dead by this time, for I cant swim a stroke.

By Jove! he laughed, treating the whole affair as a huge joke, how romantic it sounds! Fancy meeting you again after all this time, and saving your life! I suppose the papers will be full of it if they get to know — gallant rescue, and all that kind of twaddle.

Well, personally, I hope the papers wont get hold of this piece of intelligence, she said seriously, as they walked together, rather pitiable objects, across the wide grass-fields.

He glanced at her pale face, her hair hanging dank and wet about it, and saw that, even under these disadvantageous conditions, she had grown more beautiful than before. Of late he had heard of her — heard a good deal of her — but had never dreamed that they would meet again in that manner.

How did it happen? he asked in pretence of ignorance of her companions presence.

She raised her fine eyes to his for a moment, and wavered beneath his inquiring gaze.

I — I — well, I really dont know, was her rather lame answer. The bank was very slippery, and — well, I suppose I walked too near.

Her reply struck him as curious. Why did she attempt to shield the man who, by his sudden flight, was self-convicted of an attempt upon her life?

Felix Krail was not a complete stranger to her. Why had their meeting been a clandestine one? This, and a thousand similar queries ran through his mind as they walked across the field in the direction of a long, low, thatched farmhouse which stood in the distance.

Im a complete stranger in these parts, Hamilton informed her. I live nowadays mostly abroad, away above the Danube, and am only home for a holiday.

And Im afraid youve completely spoilt your clothes, she laughed, looking at his wet, muddy trousers and boots.

Well, if I have, yours also are no further good.

Oh, my blouse will wash, and I shall send my skirt to the cleaners, and it will come back like new, she answered. Womens outdoor clothing never suffers by a wetting. Well get Mrs. Wyatt to dry them, and then Ill get home again to my aunt in Woodnewton. Do you know the place?

I fancy I passed through it this morning. One of those long, lean villages, with a church at the end.

Thats it — the dullest little place in all England, I believe.

He was struck by her charm of manner. Though bedraggled and dishevelled, she was nevertheless delightful, and treated her sudden immersion with careless unconcern.

Why had Krail attempted to get rid of her in that manner? What motive had he?

They reached the farmhouse, where Mrs. Wyatt, a stout, ruddy-faced woman, detecting their approach, met them upon the threshold. Lawks, Miss Heyburn! why, whats happened? she asked in alarm.

I fell into the river, and this gentleman fished me out. Thats all, laughed the girl. We want to dry our things, if we may.

In a few minutes, in bedrooms upstairs, they had exchanged their wet clothes for dry ones. Then Edgar in the farmers Sunday suit of black, and Gabrielle in one of Mrs. Wyatts stuff dresses, in the big folds of which her slim little figure was lost, met again in the spacious farmhouse-kitchen below.

They laughed heartily at the ridiculous figure which each presented, and drank the glasses of hot milk which the farmers wife pressed upon them.

Old Miss Heyburn had been Mrs. Wyatts mistress years ago, when she was in service, therefore she was most solicitous after the girls welfare, and truth to tell looked askance at the good-looking stranger who had accompanied her.

Gabrielle, too, was puzzled to know why Mr. Hamilton should be there. That he now lived abroad beside the Danube was all the information he had vouchsafed regarding himself, yet from certain remarks he had dropped she was suspicious. She recollected only too vividly the occasion when they had met last, and what had occurred.

They sat together on the bench outside the house, enjoying the full sunshine, while the farmers wife chattered on. A big fire had been made in the kitchen, and their clothes were rapidly drying.

Hamilton, by careful questions, endeavoured to obtain from the girl some information concerning her dealings with the man Krail. But she was too wary. It was evident that she had some distinct object in concealing the fact that he had deliberately flung her into the water after that heated altercation.

Felix Krail! The very name caused him to clench his hands. Fortunately, he knew the truth, therefore that dastardly attempt upon the girls life should not go unpunished. As he sat there chatting with her, admiring her refinement and innate daintiness, he made a vow within himself to seek out that cowardly fugitive and meet him face to face.

Felix Krail! What could be his object in ridding the world of the daughter of Sir Henry Heyburn! What would the man gain thereby? He knew Krail too well to imagine that he ever did anything without a motive of gain. So well did he play his cards always that the police could never lay hands upon him. Yet his friends, as he termed them, were among the most dangerous men in all Europe — men who were unscrupulous, and would hesitate at nothing in order to accomplish the coup which they had devised.

What was the coup in this particular instance? Ay, that was the question.


CHAPTER XXXII

OUTSIDE THE WINDOW
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LATE ON THE following afternoon Gabrielle was seated at the old-fashioned piano in her aunts tiny drawing-room, her fingers running idly over the keys, her thoughts wandering back to the exciting adventure of the previous morning. Her aunt was out visiting some old people in connection with the village clothing club, therefore she sat gloomily amusing herself at the piano, and thinking — ever thinking.

She had been playing almost mechanically Bergers Amoureuse valse and some dreamy music from The Merry Widow, when she suddenly stopped and sat back with her eyes fixed out of the window upon the cottages opposite.

Why was Mr. Hamilton in that neighbourhood? He had given her no further information concerning himself. He seemed to be disinclined to talk about his recent movements. He had sprung from nowhere just at the critical moment when she was in such deadly peril. Then, after their clothes had been dried, they had walked together as far as the little bridge at the entrance to Fotheringhay.

There he had stopped, bent gallantly over her hand, congratulated her upon her escape, and as their ways lay in opposite directions — she back to Woodnewton and he on to Oundle — they had parted. I hope, Miss Heyburn, that we may meet again one day, he had laughed cheerily as he raised his hat, Good-bye. Then he had turned away, and had been lost to view round the bend of the road.

She was safe. That man whom she had known long ago under such strange circumstances, whom she would probably never see again, had been her rescuer. Of this curious and romantic fact she was now thinking.

But where was Walter? Why had he not replied to her letter? Ah! that was the one thought which oppressed her always, sleeping and waking, day and night. Why had he not written? Would he never write again?

She had at first consoled herself with the thought that he was probably on the Continent, and that her letter had not been forwarded. But as the days went on, and no reply came, the truth became more and more apparent that her lover — the man whom she adored and worshipped — had put her aside, had accepted her at her own estimate as worthless.

A thousand times she had regretted the step she had taken in writing that cruel letter before she left Glencardine. But it was all too late. She had tried to retract; but, alas! it was now impossible.

Tears welled in her splendid eyes at thought of the man whom she had loved so well. The world had, indeed, been cruel to her. Her enemies had profited by her inexperience, and she had fallen an unhappy victim of an unscrupulous blackguard. Yes, it was only too true. She did not try to conceal the ugly truth from herself. Yet she had been compelled to keep Walter in ignorance of the truth, for he loved her.

A hardness showed at the corners of her sweet lips, and the tears rolled slowly down her cheeks. Then, bestirring herself with an effort, her white fingers ran over the keys again, and in her sweet, musical voice she sang LHeure dAimer, that pretty valse chantée so popular in Paris: — 

Voici lheure daimer, lheure des tendresses;
Dis-moi les mots très doux qui vont me griser,
Ah! prends-moi dans tes bras, fais-moi des caresses;
Je veux mourir pour revivre sous ton baiser.
Emporte-moi dans un rêve amoureux,
Bien loin sur la terre inconnue,
Pour que longtemps, même en rouvrant les yeux,
Ce rêve continue.

Croyons, aimons, vivons un jour;
Cest si bon, mais si court!
Bonheur de vivre ici-bas diminue
Dans un moment damour.

The Hour of Love! How full of burning love and sentiment! She stopped, reflecting on the meaning of those words.

She was not like the average miss who, parrot-like, knows only a few French or Italian songs. Italian she loved even better than French, and could read Dante and Petrarch in the original, while she possessed an intimate knowledge of the poetry of Italy from the mediaeval writers down to Carducci and DAnnunzio.

With a sigh, she glanced around the small room, with its old-fashioned furniture, its antimacassars of the early Victorian era, its wax flowers under their glass dome, and its gipsy-table covered with a hand-embroidered cloth. It was all so very dispiriting. The primness of the whatnot decorated with pieces of treasured china, the big gilt-framed overmantel, and the old punch-bowl filled with pot-pourri, all spoke mutely of the thin-nosed old spinster to whom the veriest speck of dust was an abomination.

Sighing still again, the girl turned once more to the old-fashioned instrument, with its faded crimson silk behind the walnut fretwork, and, playing the plaintive melody, sang an ancient serenade:

Di questo cor tu mhai ferito il core
A cento colpi, piu non val mentire.
Pensa che non sopporto piu il dolore,
E se segu cosi, vado a morire.
Ti tengo nella mente a tutte lore,
Se lavoro, se velio, o sto a dormre …
E mentre dormo ancora un sonno grato,
Mi trovo tutto lacrime bagnato!

While she sang, there was a rap at the front-door, and, just as she concluded, the prim maid entered with a letter upon a salver.

In an instant her heart gave a bound. She recognised the handwriting. It was Walters.

The moment the girl had left the room she tore open the envelope, and, holding her breath, read what was written within.

The words were:

DEAREST HEART, — Your letter came to me after several wanderings. It has caused me to think and to wonder if, after all, I may be mistaken — if, after all, I have misjudged you, darling. I gave you my heart, it is true. But you spurned it — under compulsion, you say! Why under compulsion? Who is it who compels you to act against your will and against your better nature? I know that you love me as well and as truly as I love you yourself. I long to see you with just as great a longing. You are mine — mine, my own — and being mine, you must tell me the truth.

I forgive you, forgive you everything. But I cannot understand what Flockart means by saying that I have spoken of you. I have not seen the man, nor do I wish to see him. Gabrielle, do not trust him. He is your enemy, as he is mine. He has lied to you. As grim circumstance has forced you to treat me cruelly, let us hope that smiling fortune will be ours at last. The world is very small. I have just met my old friend Edgar Hamilton, who was at college with me, and who, I find, is secretary to some wealthy foreigner, a certain Baron de Hetzendorf. I have not seen him for years, and yet he turns up here, merry and prosperous, after struggling for a long time with adverse circumstances.

But, Gabrielle, your letter has puzzled and alarmed me. The more I think of it, the more mystifying it all becomes. I must see you, and you must tell me the truth — the whole truth. We love each other, dear heart, and no one shall force you to lie again to me as you did in that letter you wrote from Glencardine. You wish to see me, darling. You shall — and you shall tell me the truth. My dear love, au revoir — until we meet, which I hope may be almost as soon as you receive this letter. — My love, my sweetheart, I am your own WALTER.

She sat staring at the letter. He demanded an explanation. He intended to come there and demand it! And the explanation was one which she dared not give. Rather that she took her own life than tell him the ghastly circumstances.

He had met an old chum named Hamilton. Was this the Mr. Hamilton who had snatched her from that deadly peril? The name of Hetzendorf sounded to be Austrian or German. How strange if Mr. Hamilton her rescuer were the same man who had been years ago her lovers college friend!

She passed her white hand across her brow, trying to collect her senses.

She had longed — ah, with such an intense longing! — for a response to that letter of hers, and here at last it had come. But what a response! He intended her to make confession. He demanded to know the actual truth. What could she do? How should she act?

Holding the letter in her hand, she glanced around the little room in utter despair.

He loved her. His words of reassurance brought her great comfort. But he wished to know the truth. He suspected something. By her own action in writing those letters she had aroused suspicion against herself. She regretted, yet what was the use of regret? Her own passionate words had revealed to him something which he had not suspected. And he was coming down there, to Woodnewton, to demand the truth! He might even then be on his way!

If he asked her point-blank, what could she reply? She dare not tell him the truth. There were now but two roads open — either death by her own hand or to lie to him.

Could she tell him an untruth? No. She loved him, therefore she could not resort to false declarations and deceit. Better — far better — would it be that she took her own life. Better, she thought, if Mr. Hamilton had not plunged into the river after her. If her life had ended, Walter Murie would at least have been spared the bitter knowledge of a disgraceful truth. Her face grew pale and her mouth hardened at the thought.

She loved him with all the fierce passion of her young heart. He was her hero, her idol. Before her tear-dimmed eyes his dear, serious face rose, a sweet memory of what had been. Tender remembrances of his fond kisses still lingered with her. She recollected how around her waist his strong arm would steal, and how slowly and yet irresistibly he would draw her in his arms in silent ecstasy.

Alas! that was all past and over. They loved each other, but she was now face to face with what she had so long dreaded — face to face with the inevitable. She must either confess the truth, and by so doing turn his love to hatred, or else remain silent and face the end.

She reread the letter still seated at the piano, her elbows resting inertly upon the keys. Then she lifted her pale face again to the window, gazing out blankly upon the village street, so dull, so silent, so uninteresting. The thought of Mr. Hamilton — the man who held a secret of hers, and who only a few hours before had rescued her from the peril in which Felix Krail had placed her — again recurred to her. Was it not remarkable that he, Walters old friend, should come down into that neighbourhood? There was some motive in his visit! What could it be? He had spoken of Hungary, a country which had always possessed for her a strange fascination. Was it not quite likely that, being Walters friend, Hamilton on his return to London would relate the exciting incident of the river? Had he seen Krail? And, if so, did he know him?

Those two points caused her the greatest apprehension. Suppose he had recognised Krail! Suppose he had overheard that mans demands, and her defiant refusal, he would surely tell Walter!

She bit her lip, and her white fingers clenched themselves in desperation.

Why should all this misfortune fall upon her, to wreck her young life? Other girls were gay, careless, and happy. They visited and motored and flirted and danced, and went to theatres in town and to suppers afterwards at the Carlton or Savoy, and had what they termed a ripping good time. But to her poor little self all pleasure was debarred. Only the grim shadows of life were hers.

Her mind had become filled with despair. Why had this great calamity befallen her? Why had she, by her own action in writing to her lover, placed herself in that terrible position from which there was no escape — save by death?

The recollection of the Whispers — those fatal Whispers of Glencardine — flashed through her distressed mind. Was it actually true, as the countryfolk declared, that death overtook all those who overheard the counsels of the Evil One? It really seemed as though there actually was more in the weird belief than she had acknowledged. Her father had scouted the idea, yet old Stewart, who had personally known instances, had declared that evil and disaster fell inevitably upon any one who chanced to hear those voices of the night.

The recollection of that moonlight hour among the ruins, and the distinct voices whispering, caused a shudder to run through her. She had heard them with her own ears, and ever since that moment nothing but catastrophe upon catastrophe had fallen upon her.

Yes, she had heard the Whispers, and she could not escape their evil influence any more than those other unfortunate persons to whom death had come so unexpectedly and swiftly.

A shadow passed the window, causing her to start. The figure was that of a man. She rose from the piano with a cry, and stood erect, motionless, statuesque.


CHAPTER XXXIII

IS ABOUT THE MAISON LÉNARD
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THE BIG, RATHER severely but well-furnished room overlooked the busy Boulevard des Capucines in Paris. In front lay the great white façade of the Grand Hotel; below was all the bustle, life, and movement of Paris on a bright sunny afternoon. Within the room, at a large mahogany table, sat four grave-faced men, while a fifth stood at one of the long windows, his back turned to his companions.

The short, broad-shouldered man looking forth into the street, in expectancy, was Monsieur Goslin. He had been speaking, and his words had evidently caused some surprise, even alarm, among his companions, for they now exchanged glances in silence.

Three of the men were well-dressed and prosperous-looking; while the fourth, a shrivelled old fellow, in faded clothes which seemed several sizes too large for him, looked needy and ill-fed as he nervously chafed his thin bony hands.

Next moment they all began chatting in French, though from their countenances it was plain that they were of various nationalities — one being German, the other Italian, and the third, a sallow-faced man, had the appearance of a Levantine.

Goslin alone remained silent and watchful. From where he stood he could see the people entering and leaving the Grand Hotel. He glanced impatiently at his watch, and then paced the room, his hand thoughtfully stroking his grey beard. Only half an hour before he had alighted at the Gare du Nord, coming direct from far-off Glencardine, and had driven there in an auto-cab to keep an appointment made by telegram. As he paced the big room, with its dark-green walls, its Turkey carpet, and sombre furniture, his companions regarded him in wonder. They instinctively knew that he had some news of importance to impart. There was one absentee. Until his arrival Goslin refused to say anything.

The youngest of the four assembled at the table was the Italian, a rather thin, keen-faced, dark-moustached man of refined appearance. Madonna mia! he cried, raising his face to the Frenchman, why, what has happened? This is unusual. Besides, why should we wait? Ive only just arrived from Turin, and havent had time to go to the hotel. Let us get on. Avanti!

Not until he is present, answered Goslin, speaking earnestly in French. I have a statement to make from Sir Henry. But I am not permitted to make it until all are here. Then, glancing at his watch, he added, His train was due at Est Station at 4.58. He ought to be here at any moment.

The shabby old man, by birth a Pole, still sat chafing his chilly fingers. None who saw Antoine Volkonski, as he shuffled along the street, ever dreamed that he was head of the great financial house of Volkonski Frères of Petersburg, whose huge loans to the Russian Government during the war with Japan created a sensation throughout Europe, and surely no casual observer looking at that little assembly would ever entertain suspicion that, between them, they could practically dictate to the money-market of Europe.

The Italian seated next to him was the Commendatore Rudolphe Cusani, head of the wealthy banking firm of Montemartini of Rome, which ranked next to the Bank of Italy. Of the remaining two, one was a Greek from Smyrna, and the other, a rather well-dressed man with longish grey hair, Josef Frohnmeyer of Hamburg, a name also to conjure with in the financial world.

The impatient Italian was urging Goslin to explain why the meeting had been so hastily summoned when, without warning, the door opened and a tall, distinguished man, with carefully trained grey moustache, and wearing a heavy travelling ulster, entered.

Ah, my dear Baron! cried the Italian, jumping from his chair and taking the new-comers hand, we were waiting for you. And he drew a chair next to his.

The man addressed tossed his soft felt travelling hat aside, saying, The wire reached me at a country house outside Vienna, where I was visiting. But I came instantly. And he seated himself, while the chair at the head of the table was taken by the stout Frenchman.

Messieurs, Goslin commenced, and — speaking in French — began apologising at being compelled to call them together so soon after their last meeting. The matter, however, is of such urgency, he went on, that this conference is absolutely necessary. I am here in Sir Henrys place, with a statement from him — an alarming statement. Our enemies have unfortunately triumphed.

What do you mean? cried the Italian, starting to his feet.

Simply this. Poor Sir Henry has been the victim of treachery. — Those papers which you, my dear Volkonski, brought to me in secret at Glencardine a month ago have been stolen!

Stolen! gasped the shabby old man, his grey eyes starting from his head; stolen! Dieu! Think what that means to us — to me — to my house! They will be sold to the Ministry of Finance in Petersburg, and I shall be ruined — ruined!

Not only you will be ruined! remarked the man from Hamburg, but our control of the market will be at an end.

And together we lose over three million roubles, said Goslin in as quiet a voice as he could assume.

The six men — those men who dealt in millions, men whose names, every one of them, were as household words on the various Bourses of Europe and in banking circles, men who lent money to reigning Sovereigns and to States, whose interests were world-wide and whose influences were greater than those of Kings and Ministers — looked at each other in blank despair.

We have to face this fact, as Sir Henry points out to you, that at Petersburg the Department of Finance has no love for us. We put on the screw a little too heavily when we sold them secretly those three Argentine cruisers. We made a mistake in not being content with smaller profit.

Yes, if it had been a genuinely honest deal on their side, remarked the Italian. But it was not. In Russia the crowd made quite as great a profit as we did.

And all three ships were sent to the bottom of the sea four months afterwards, added Frohnmeyer with a grim laugh.

That isnt the question, Goslin said. What we have now to face is the peril of exposure. No one can, of course, allege that we have ever resorted to any sharper practices than those of other financial groups; but the fact of our alliance and our impregnable strength will, when it is known, arouse the fiercest antagonism in certain circles.

No one suspects the secret of our alliance, the Italian ejaculated.
It must be kept — kept at all hazards.

Each man seated there knew that exposure of the tactics by which they were ruling the Bourse would mean the sudden end of their great prosperity.

But this is not the first occasion that documents have been stolen from Sir Henry at Glencardine, remarked the Baron Conrad de Hetzendorf. I remember the last time I went there to see him he explained how he had discovered his daughter with the safe open, and some of the papers actually in her hands.

Unfortunately that is so, Goslin answered. There is every evidence that we owe our present peril to her initiative. She and her father are on bad terms, and it seems more than probable that though she is no longer at Glencardine she has somehow contrived to get hold of the documents in question — at the instigation of her lover, we believe.

How do you know that the documents are stolen? the Baron asked.

Because three days ago Sir Henry received an anonymous letter bearing the postmark of London, E.C., enclosing correct copies of the papers which our friend Volkonski brought from Petersburg, and asking what sum he was prepared to pay to obtain repossession of the originals. On receipt of the letter, continued Goslin, I rushed to the safe, to find the papers gone. The door had been unlocked and relocked by an unknown hand.

And how does suspicion attach to the girls lover? asked the man from
Hamburg.

Well, he was alone in the library for half an hour about five days before. He called to see Sir Henry while he and I were out walking together in the park. It is believed that the girl has a key to the safe, which she handed to her lover in order that he might secure the papers and sell them in Russia.

But young Murie is the son of a wealthy man, Ive heard, observed the
Baron.

Certainly. But at present his allowance is small, was Goslins reply.

Well, whats to be done? inquired the Italian.

Done? echoed Goslin. Nothing can be done.

Why? they all asked almost in one breath.

Because Sir Henry has replied, refusing to treat for the return of the papers.

Was that not injudicious? Why did he not allow us to discuss the affair first? argued the Levantine.

Because an immediate answer by telegraph to a post-office in Hampshire was demanded, Goslin replied. Remember that to Sir Henrys remarkable foresight all our prosperity has been due. Surely we may trust in his judicious treatment of the thief!

Thats all very well, protested Volkonski; but my fortune is at stake. If the Ministry obtains those letters they will crush and ruin me.

Sir Henry is no novice, remarked the Baron. He fights an enemy with his own weapons. Remember that Greek deal of which the girl gained knowledge. He actually prepared bogus contracts and correspondence for the thief to steal. They were stolen, and, passing through a dozen hands, were at last offered in Athens. The Ministry there laughed at the thieves for their pains. Let us hope the same result will be now obtained.

I fear not, Goslin said quietly. The documents stolen on the former occasion were worthless. The ones now in the hands of our enemies are genuine.

But, said the Baron, you, Goslin, went to live at Glencardine on purpose to protect our poor blind friend from his enemies!

I know, said the man addressed. I did my best — and failed. The footman Hill, knowing young Murie as a frequent guest at Glencardine, the other day showed him into the library and left him there alone. It was then, no doubt, that he opened the safe with a false key and secured the documents.

Then why not apply for a warrant for his arrest? suggested the Commendatore Cusani. Surely your English laws do not allow thieves to go unpunished? In Italy we should quickly lay hands on them.

But we have no evidence.

You have no suspicion that any other man may have committed the theft — that fellow Flockart, for instance? I dont like him, added the Baron. He is altogether too friendly with everybody at Glencardine.

I have already made full inquiries. Flockart was in Rome. He only returned to London the day before yesterday. No. Everything points to the girl taking revenge upon her father, who, I am compelled to admit, has treated her with rather undue harshness. Personally, I consider mademoiselle very charming and intelligent.

They all admitted that her correspondence and replies to reports were marvels of clear, concise instruction. Every man among them knew well her neat round handwriting, yet only Goslin had ever seen her.

The Frenchman was asked to describe both the girl and her lover. This he did, declaring that Gabrielle and Walter were a very handsome pair.

Whatever may be said, remarked old Volkonski, the girl was a most excellent assistant to Sir Henry. But it is, of course, the old story — a young girls head turned by a handsome lover. Yet surely the youth is not so poor that he became a thief of necessity. To me it seems rather as though he stole the documents at her instigation.

That is exactly Sir Henrys belief, Goslin remarked with a sigh. The poor old fellow is beside himself with grief and fear.

No wonder! remarked the Italian. None of us would care to be betrayed by our own daughters.

But cannot a trap be laid to secure the thief before he approaches the people in Russia? suggested the crafty Levantine.

Yes, yes! cried Volkonski, his hands still clenched. The Ministry would give a hundred thousand roubles for them, because by their aid they could crush me — crush you all. Remember, there are names there — names of some of the most prominent officials in the Empire. Think of the power of the Ministry if they held that list in their hands!

No, said the Baron in a clear, distinct voice, his grey eyes fixed thoughtfully upon the wall opposite. Rather think of our positions, of the exultation of our enemies if this great combine of ours were exposed and broken! Myself, I consider it folly that we have met here openly to-day. This is the first time we have all met, save in secret, and how do we know but some spy may be on the boulevard outside noting who has entered here?

Mille diavoli! gasped Cusani, striking the table with his fist and sinking back into his chair. I recollect I passed outside here a man I know — a man who knows me. He was standing on the kerb. He saw me. His name is Krail — Felix Krail!

Is he still there? cried the men, as with one accord they left their chairs and dashed eagerly across to the window.

Krail! cried the Russian in alarm. Where is he?

See! the Italian pointed out, see the man in black yonder, standing there near the kiosque, smoking a cigarette. He is still watching. He has seen us meet here!

Ah! said the Baron in a hoarse voice, I said so. To meet openly like this was far too great a risk. Nobody knew anything of Lénard et Morellet of the Boulevard des Capucines except that they were unimportant financiers. To-morrow the world will know who they really are. Messieurs, we are the victims of a very clever ruse. We have been so tricked that we have been actually summoned here and our identity disclosed!

The five monarchs of finance stood staring at each other in absolute silence.


CHAPTER XXXIV

SURPRISES MR. FLOCKART
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WELL, YOU AND your friend Felix have placed me in a very pleasant position, havent you? asked Lady Heyburn of Flockart, who had just entered the green-and-white morning-room at Park Street. I hope now that youre satisfied with your blunder!

The man addressed, in a well-cut suit of grey, a fancy vest, and patent-leather boots, still carrying his hat and stick in his hand, turned to her in surprise.

What do you mean? he asked. I arrived from Paris at five this morning, and Ive brought you good news.

Nonsense! cried the woman, starting from her chair in anger. You cant deceive me any longer.

Krail has discovered the whole game. The syndicate held a meeting at the office in Paris. He and I watched the arrivals. We now know who they are, and exactly what they are doing. By Jove! we never dreamed that your husband, blind though he is, is head of such a smart and influential group. Why, theyre the first in Europe.

What does that matter? Krail wants money, so do we; but even with all your wonderful schemes we get none!

Wait, my dear Winnie, remain patient, and we shall obtain plenty.

It was indeed strange for a woman within that smart town-house, and with her electric brougham at the door, to complain of poverty. The house had been a centre of political activity in the days before Sir Henry met with that terrible affliction. The room in which the pair stood had been the scene of many a private and momentous conference, and in the big drawing-room upstairs many a Cabinet Minister had bent over the hand of the fair Lady Heyburn.

Into the newly decorated room, with its original Adams ceiling, its dead-white panelling and antique overmantel, shone the morning sun, weak and yellow as it always is in London in the spring-time.

Lady Heyburn, dressed in a smart walking-gown of grey, pushed her fluffy fair hair from her brow, while upon her face was an expression which told of combined fear and anger.

Her visitor was surprised. After that watchful afternoon in the Boulevard des Capucines, he had sat in a corner of the Café Terminus listening to Krail, who rubbed his hands with delight and declared that he now held the most powerful group in Europe in the hollow of his hand.

For the past six years or so gigantic coups had been secured by that unassuming and apparently third-rate financial house of Lénard et Morellet. From a struggling firm they had within a year grown into one whose wealth seemed inexhaustible, and whose balances at the Credit Lyonnais, the Société Générale, and the Comptoir dEscompte were possibly the largest of any of the customers of those great corporations. The financial world of Europe had wondered. It was a mystery who was behind Lénard et Morellet, the pair of steady-going, highly respectable business men who lived in unostentatious comfort, the former at Enghien, just outside Paris, and the latter out in the country at Melum. The mystery was so well and so carefully preserved that not even the bankers themselves could obtain knowledge of the truth.

Krail had, however, after nearly two years of clever watching and ingenious subterfuge, succeeded, by placing the group in a hole in calling them together. That they met, and often, was undoubted. But where they met, and how, was still a complete mystery.

As Flockart had sat that previous afternoon listening to Krails unscrupulous and self-confident proposals, he had remained in silent wonder at the mans audacious attitude. Nothing deterred him, nothing daunted him.

Flockart had returned that night from Paris, gone to his chambers in Half-Moon Street, breakfasted, dressed, and had now called upon her ladyship in order to impart to her the good news. Yet, instead of welcoming him, she only treated him with resentment and scorn. He knew the quick flash of those eyes, he had seen it before on other occasions. This was not the first time they had quarrelled, yet he, keen-witted and cunning, had always held her powerless to elude him, had always compelled her to give him the sums he so constantly demanded. That morning, however, she was distinctly resentful, distinctly defiant.

For an instant he turned from her, biting his lip in annoyance. When facing her again, he smiled, asking, Tell me, Winnie, what does all this mean?

Mean! echoed the Baronets wife. Mean! How can you ask me that question? Look at me — a ruined woman! And you — —

Speak out! he cried. What has happened?

You surely know what has happened. You have treated me like the cur you are — and that is speaking plainly. Youve sacrificed me in order to save yourself.

From what?

From exposure. To me, ruin is not a matter of days, but of hours.

Youre speaking in enigmas. I dont understand you, he cried impatiently. Krail and I have at last been successful. We know now the true source of your husbands huge income, and in order to prevent exposure he must pay — and pay us well too.

Yes, she laughed hysterically. You tell me all this after youve blundered.

Blundered! How? he asked, surprised at her demeanour.

Whats the use of beating about the bush? asked her ladyship. The girl is back at Glencardine. She knows everything, thanks to your foolish self-confidence.

Back at Glencardine! gasped Flockart. But she dare not speak. By heaven! if she does — then — then—

And what, pray, can you do? inquired the woman harshly. It is I who have to suffer, I who am crushed, humiliated, ruined, while you and your precious friend shield yourselves behind your cloaks of honesty. You are Sir Henrys friend. He believes you as such — you! And she laughed the hollow laugh of a woman who was staring death in the face. She was haggard and drawn, and her hands trembled with nervousness which she strove in vain to repress. Lady Heyburn was desperate.

He still believes in me, eh? asked the man, thinking deeply, for his clever brain was already active to devise some means of escape from what appeared to be a distinctly awkward dilemma. He had never calculated the chances of Gabrielles return to her fathers side. He had believed that impossible.

I understand that my husband will hear no word against you, replied the tall, fair-haired woman. But when I speak he will listen, depend upon it.

You dare! he cried, turning upon her in threatening attitude. You dare utter a single word against me, and, by Heaven! Ill tell what I know. The country shall ring with a scandal — the shame of your attitude towards the girl, and a crime for which you will be arraigned, with me, before an assize-court. Remember!

The woman shrank from him. Her face had blanched. She saw that he was equally as determined as she was desperate. James Flockart always kept his threats. He was by no means a man to trifle with.

For a moment she was thoughtful, then she laughed defiantly in his face.
Speak! Say what you will. But if you do, you suffer with me.

You say that exposure is imminent, he remarked. How did the girl manage to return to Glencardine?

With Walters aid. He went down to Woodnewton. What passed between them
I have no idea. I only returned the day before yesterday from the South.
All I know is that the girl is back with her father, and that he knows
much more than he ought to know.

Murie could not have assisted her, Flockart declared decisively. The old man suspects him of taking those Russian papers from the safe.

How do you know he hasnt cleared himself of the suspicion? He may have done. The old man dotes upon the girl.

I know all that.

And she may have turned upon you, and told the truth about the safe incident. Thats more than likely.

She dare not utter a word.

Youre far too self-confident. It is your failing.

And when, pray, has it failed? Tell me.

Never, until the present moment. Your bluff is perfect, yet there are moments when it cannot aid you, depend upon it. She told me one night long ago, in my own room, when she had disobeyed, defied, and annoyed me, that she would never rest until Sir Henry knew the truth, and that she would place before him proofs of the other affair. She has long intended to do this; and now, thanks to your attitude of passive inertness, she has accomplished her intentions.

What! he gasped in distinct alarm, has she told her father the truth?

A telegram I received from Sir Henry late last night makes it only too plain that he knows something, responded the unhappy woman, staring straight before her. It is your fault — your fault! she went on, turning suddenly upon her companion again. I warned you of the danger long ago.

Flockart stood motionless. The announcement which the woman had made staggered him.

Felix Krail had come to him in Paris, and after some hesitation, and with some reluctance, had described how he had followed the girl along the Nene bank and thrown her into the deepest part of the river, knowing that she would be hampered by her skirts and that she could not swim. She will not trouble us further. Never fear! he had said. It will be thought a case of suicide through love. Her mental depression is the common talk of the neighbourhood.

And yet the girl was safe and now home again at Glencardine! He reflected upon the ugly facts of the other affair to which her ladyship sometimes referred, and his face went ashen pale.

Just at the moment when success had come to them after all their ingenuity and all their endeavours — just at a moment when they could demand and obtain what terms they liked from Sir Henry to preserve the secret of the financial combine — came this catastrophe.

Felix was a fool to have left his work only half-done, he remarked aloud, as though speaking to himself.

What work? asked the hollow-eyed woman eagerly. But he did not satisfy her. To explain would only increase her alarm and render her even more desperate than she was.

Did I not tell you often that, from her, we had all to fear? cried the woman frantically. But you would not listen. And now I am — Im face to face with the inevitable. Disaster is before me. No power can avert it. The girl will have a bitter and terrible revenge.

No, he cried quickly, with fierce determination. No, Ill save you, Winnie. The girl shall not speak. Ill go up to Glencardine to-night and face it out. You will come with me.

I! gasped the shrinking woman. Ah, no. I — I couldnt. I dare not face him. You know too well I dare not!


CHAPTER XXXV

DISCLOSES A SECRET
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THE GREY MISTS were still hanging upon the hills of Glencardine, although it was already midday, for it had rained all night, and everywhere was damp and chilly.

Gabrielle, in her short tweed skirt, golf-cape, and motor-cap, had strolled, with Walter Murie at her side, from the house along the winding path to the old castle. From the contented expression upon her pale, refined countenance, it was plain that happiness, to a great extent, had been restored to her.

When he had gone to Woodnewton it was to fetch her back to Glencardine. He had asked for an explanation, it was true; but when she had refused one he had not pressed it. That he was puzzled, sorely puzzled, was apparent.

At first, Sir Henry had point-blank refused to receive his daughter. But on hearing her appealing voice he had to some extent relented; and, though strained relations still existed between them, yet happiness had come to her in the knowledge that Walters affection was still as strong as ever.

Young Murie had, of course, heard from his mother the story told by Lady Heyburn concerning the offence of her stepdaughter. But he would not believe a single word against her.

They had been strolling slowly, and she had been speaking expressing her heartfelt thanks for his action in taking her from that life of awful monotony at Woodnewton. Then he, on his part, had pressed her soft hand and repeated his promise of lifelong love.

They had entered the old grass-grown courtyard of the castle, when suddenly she exclaimed, How I wish, Walter, that we might elucidate the secret of the Whispers!

It certainly would be intensely interesting if we could, he said, The most curious thing is that my old friend Edgar Hamilton, who is secretary to the well-known Baron Conrad de Hetzendorf, tells me that a similar legend is current in connection with the old château in Hungary. He had heard the Whispers himself.

Most remarkable! she exclaimed, gazing blankly around at the ponderous walls about her.

My idea always has been that beneath where we are standing there must be a chamber, for most mediaeval castles had a subterranean dungeon beneath the courtyard.

Ah, if we could only find entrance to it! cried the girl enthusiastically. Shall we try?

Have you not often tried, and failed? he asked laughingly.

Yes, but lets search again, she urged. My strong belief is that entrance is not to be obtained from this side, but from the glen down below.

Yes, no doubt in the ages long ago the hill was much steeper than it now is, and there were no trees or undergrowth. On that side it was impregnable. The river, however, in receding, silted up much earth and boulders at the bend, and has made the ascent possible.

Together they went to a breach in the ponderous walls and peered down into the ancient river-bed, now but a rippling burn.

Very well, replied Murie, let us descend and explore.

So they retraced their steps until, when about half-way to the house, they left the path and went down to the bottom of the beautiful glen until they were immediately beneath the old castle.

The spot was remote and seldom visited. Few ever came there, for it was approached by no path on that side of the burn, so that the keepers always passed along the opposite bank. They had no necessity to penetrate there. Besides, it was too near the house.

Through the bracken and undergrowth, passing by big trees that in the ages had sprung up from seedlings dropped by the birds or sown by the winds, they slowly ascended to the frowning walls far above — the walls that had withstood so many sieges and the ravages of so many centuries.

Half a dozen times the girls skirt became entangled in the briars, and once she tore her cape upon some thorns. But, enjoying the adventure, she went on, Walter going first and clearing a way for her as best he could.

Nobody has ever been up here before, Im quite certain, Gabrielle cried, halting, breathless, for a moment. Old Stewart, who says he knows every inch of the estate, has never climbed here, Im sure.

I dont expect he has, declared her lover.

At last they found themselves beneath the foundations of one of the flanking-towers of the castle walls, whereupon he suggested that if they followed the wall right along and examined it closely they might discover some entrance.

I somehow fear there will not be any door on the exposed side, he added.

The base of the walls was all along hidden by thick undergrowth, therefore the examination proved extremely difficult. Nevertheless, keenly interested in their exploration, the pair kept on struggling and climbing until the perspiration rolled off both their faces.

Suddenly, Walter uttered a cry of surprise. Why, look here! This seems like a track. People have been up here after all!

And his companion saw that from the burn below, up through the bushes, ran a narrow winding path, which showed little sign of frequent use.

Walter went on before her, quickly following the path until it turned at right-angles and ended before a low door of rough wood which filled a small breach in the wall — a breach made, in all probability, at the last siege in the early seventeenth century.

This must lead somewhere! cried Walter excitedly; and, lifting the roughly constructed wooden latch, he pushed the door open, disclosing a cavernous darkness.

A dank, earthy smell greeted their nostrils. It was certainly an uncanny place.

By Jove! cried Walter, I wonder where this leads to? And, taking out his vestas, he struck one, and, holding it before him, went forward, passing through the breach in the broken wall into a stone passage which led to the left for a few yards and gave entrance to exactly what Gabrielle had expected — a small, windowless stone chamber probably used in olden days as a dungeon.

Here they found, to their surprise, several old chairs, a rough table formed of two deal planks upon trestles, and a couple of half-burned candles in candlesticks which Gabrielle recognised as belonging to the house. These were lit, and by their aid the place was thoroughly examined.

Upon the floor was a heap of black tinder where some papers had been burnt weeks or perhaps months ago. There were cigar-ends lying about, showing that whoever had been there had taken his ease.

In a niche was a small tin box containing matches and fresh candles, while in a corner lay an old newspaper, limp and damp, bearing a date six months before. On the floor, too, were a number of pieces of paper — a letter torn to fragments.

They tried to piece it together, laying it upon the table carefully, but were unsuccessful in discovering its import, save that it was in Russian, from somebody in Odessa, and addressed to Sir Henry.

Carrying the candles in their hands, they went into the narrow passage to explore the subterranean regions of the old place. But neither way could they proceed far, for the passage had fallen in at both ends and was blocked by rubbish. The only exit or entrance was by that narrow breach in the walls so cunningly concealed by the undergrowth and closed by the rudely made door of planks nailed together. Above, in the stone roof of the chamber, there was a wide crack running obliquely, and through which any sound could be heard in the courtyard above.

They remained in the narrow, low-roofed little cell for a full half-hour, making careful examination of everything, and discussing the probability of the Whispers heard in the courtyard above emanating from that hidden chamber.

For what purpose was the place used, and by whom? In all probability it was the very chamber in which Cardinal Setoun had been treacherously done to death.

Though they made a most minute investigation they discovered nothing further. Up to a certain point their explorations had been crowned by success, yet the discovery rather tended to increase the mystery than diminish it.

That the Whispers were supernatural Gabrielle had all along refused to believe. The question was, to what use that secret chamber was put?

At last, more puzzled than ever, the pair, having extinguished the candles, emerged again into the light of day, closing and latching the little door after them.

Then, following the narrow secret path, they found that it wound through the bushes, and emerged by a circuitous way some distance along the glen, its entrance being carefully concealed by a big lichen-covered boulder which hid it from any one straying there by accident. So near was it to the house, and so well concealed, that no keeper had ever discovered it.

Well, declared Gabrielle, weve certainly made a most interesting discovery this morning. But I wonder if it really does solve the mystery of the Whispers?

Scarcely, Walter admitted. We have yet to discover to whom the secret of the existence of that chamber is known. No doubt the Whispers are heard above through the crack in the roof. Therefore, at present, we had better keep our knowledge strictly to ourselves.

And to this the girl, of course, agreed.

They found Sir Henry seated alone in the sunshine in one of the big bay-windows of the drawing-room, a pathetic figure, with his blank, bespectacled countenance turned towards the light, and his fingers busily knitting to employ the time which, alas! hung so heavily upon his hands.

Truth to tell, with Flockarts influence upon him, he was not quite convinced of the sincerity of either Gabrielle or Walter Murie. Therefore, when they entered, and his daughter spoke to him; his greeting was not altogether cordial.

Why, dear dad, how is it youre sitting here all alone? I would have gone for a walk with you had I known.

Im expecting Goslin, was the old mans snappy reply. He left Paris yesterday, and should certainly have been here by this time. I cant make out why he hasnt sent me a wire explaining the delay.

He may have lost his connection in London, Murie suggested.

Perhaps so, remarked the Baronet with a sigh, his fingers moving mechanically.

Murie could see that he was unnerved and unlike himself. He, of course, was unaware of the great interests depending upon the theft of those papers from his safe. But the old man was anxious to hear from Goslin what had occurred at the urgent meeting of the secret syndicate in Paris.

Gabrielle was chatting gaily with her father in an endeavour to cheer him up, when suddenly the door opened, and Flockart, still in his travelling ulster, entered, exclaiming, Good-morning, Sir Henry.

Why, my dear Flockart, this is really quite unexpected. I — I thought you were abroad, cried the Baronet, his face brightening as he stretched out his hand for his visitor to grasp.

So I have been. I only got back to town yesterday morning, and left
Euston last night.

Well, said Sir Henry, Im very glad you are here again. Ive missed you very much — very much indeed. I hope youll make another long stay with us at Glencardine.

The man addressed raised his eyes to Gabrielles.

She looked him straight in the face, defiant and unflinching. The day of her self-sacrifice to protect her helpless fathers honour and welfare had come. She had suffered much in silence — suffered as no other girl would suffer; but she had tried to conceal the bitter truth. Her spirit had been broken. She was obsessed by one fear, one idea.

For a moment the girl held her breath. Walter saw the sudden change in her countenance, and wondered.

Then, with a calmness that was surprising, she turned to her father, and in a clear, distinct voice said, Dad, now that Mr. Flockart has returned, I wish to tell you the truth concerning him — to warn you that he is not your friend, but your very worst enemy!

What is that you say? cried the man accused, glaring at her. Repeat those words, and I will tell the whole truth about yourself — here, before your lover!

The blind man frowned. He hated scenes. Come, come, he urged, please do not quarrel. Gabrielle, I think, dear, your words are scarcely fair to our friend.

Father, she said firmly, her face pale as death, I repeat them. That man standing there is as much your enemy as he is mine!

Flockart laughed satirically. Then I will tell my story, and let your father judge whether you are a worthy daughter, he said.


CHAPTER XXXVI

IN WHICH GABRIELLE TELLS A STRANGE STORY

[image: img273.jpg]

GABRIELLE FELL BACK in fear. Her handsome countenance was blanched to the lips. This man intended to speak — to tell the terrible truth — and before her lover too! She clenched her hands and summoned all her courage.

Flockart laughed at her — laughed in triumph. I think, Gabrielle, he said, that you should put an end to this deceit towards your poor blind father.

What do you mean? cried Walter in a fury, advancing towards Flockart. What has this question — whatever it is — to do with you? Is it your place to stand between father and daughter?

Yes, answered the other in cool defiance, it is. I am Sir Henrys friend.

His friend! His enemy!

You are not my fathers friend, Mr. Flockart, declared the girl, noticing the look of pain upon the afflicted old gentlemans face. You have all along conspired against him for years, and you are actually conspiring with Lady Heyburn at this moment.

You lie! he cried. You say this in order to shield yourself. You know that your mother and I are aware of your crime, and have always shielded you.

Crime! gasped Walter Murie, utterly amazed. What is this man saying, dearest?

But the girl stood, blanched and rigid, her jaw set, unable to utter a word.

Let me tell you briefly, Flockart went on. Lady Heyburn and myself have been this girls best friends; but now I must speak openly, in defence of the allegation she is making against me.

Yes, speak! urged Sir Henry. Speak and tell me the truth.

It is a painful truth, Sir Henry; would that I were not compelled to make such a charge. Your daughter deliberately killed a young girl named Edna Bryant. She poisoned her on account of jealousy.

Impossible! cried Sir Henry, starting up. I — I cant believe it,
Flockart. What are you saying? My daughter a murderess!

Yes, I repeat my words. And not only that, but Lady Heyburn and myself have kept her secret until — until now it is imperative that the truth should be told to you.

Let me speak, dad — let me tell you — —

No, cried the old man, I will hear Flockart. And, turning to his wifes friend, he said hoarsely, Go on. Tell me the truth.

The tragedy took place at a picnic, just before Gabrielle left her school at Amiens. She placed poison in the girls wine. Ah, it was a terrible revenge!

I am innocent! cried the girl in despair.

Remember the letter which you wrote to your mother concerning her. You told Lady Heyburn that you hated her. Do you deny writing that letter? Because, if you do, it is still in existence.

I deny nothing which I have done, she answered. You have told my father this in order to shield yourself. You have endeavoured, as the coward you are, to prejudice me in his eyes, just as you compelled me to lie to him when you opened his safe and copied certain of his papers!

You opened the safe! he protested. Why, I found you there myself!

Enough! she exclaimed quite coolly. I know the dread charge against me. I know too well the impossibility of clearing myself, especially in the face of that letter I wrote to Lady Heyburn; but it was you and she who entrapped me, and who held me in fear because of my inexperience.

Tell us the truth, the whole truth, darling, urged Murie, standing at her side and taking her hand confidently in his.

The truth! she said, in a strange voice as though speaking to herself. Yes, let me tell you! I know that it will sound extraordinary, yet I swear to you, by the love you bear for me, Walter, that the words I am about to utter are the actual truth.

I believe you, declared her lover reassuringly.

Which is more than anyone else will, interposed Flockart with a sneer, but perfectly confident. It was the hour of his triumph. She had defied him, and he therefore intended to ruin her once and for all.

The girl was standing pale and erect, one hand grasping the back of a chair, the other held in her lovers clasp, while her father had risen, his expressionless face turned towards them, his hand groping until it touched a small table upon which stood an old punch-bowl full of sweet-smelling pot-pourri.

Listen, dad, she said, heedless of Flockarts remark. Hear me before you condemn me. I know that the charge made against me by this man is a terrible one. God alone knows what I have suffered these last two years, how I have prayed for deliverance from the hands of this man and his friends. It happened a few months before I left Amiens. Lady Heyburn, youll recollect, rented a pretty flat in the Rue Léonce-Reynaud in Paris. She obtained permission for me to leave school and visit her for a few weeks.

I recollect perfectly, remarked her father in a low voice.

Well, there came many times to visit us an American girl named Bryant, who was studying art, and who lived somewhere off the Boulevard Michel, as well as a Frenchman named Felix Krail and an Englishman called Hamilton.

Hamilton! echoed Murie. Was his name Edgar Hamilton — my friend?

Yes, the same, was her quiet reply. Then she turned to Murie, and said, We all went about a great deal together, for it was summer-time, and we made many pleasant excursions in the district. Edna Bryant was a merry, cheerful girl, and I soon grew to be very friendly with her, until one day Lady Heyburn, when alone with me, repeated in strict confidence that the girl was secretly devoted to you, Walter.

To me! he cried. True, I knew a Miss Bryant long ago, but for the past three years or so have entirely lost sight of her.

Lady Heyburn told me that you were very fond of the girl, and this, I confess, aroused my intense jealousy. I believed that the girl I had trusted so implicitly was unprincipled and fickle, and that she was trying to secure the man whom I had loved ever since a child. I had to return to school, and from there I wrote to Lady Heyburn, who had gone to Dieppe, a letter saying hard things of the girl, and declaring that I would take secret revenge — that I would kill her rather than allow Walter to be taken from me. A month afterwards I again returned to Paris. That man standing there — she indicated Flockart— was living at the Hôtel Continental, and was a frequent visitor. He told me that it was well known in London that Walter admired Miss Bryant, a declaration that I admit drove me half-mad with jealousy.

It was a lie! declared Walter. I never made love to the girl. I admired her, thats all.

Well, laughed Flockart, go on. Tell us your version of the affair.

I am telling you the truth, she cried, boldly facing him. One day Lady Heyburn, having arranged a cycling picnic, invited Mr. Hamilton, Mr. Kratil, Mr. Flockart, Miss Bryant, and myself, and we had a beautiful run to Chantilly, a distance of about forty kilometres, where we first made a tour of the old château, and afterwards entered the cool shady Fôret de Pontarmé. While the others went away to explore the paths in the splendid wood I was left to spread the luncheon upon the ground, setting before each place a half-bottle of red wine which I found in the baskets. Then, when all was ready, I called to them, but there was no response. They were all out of hearing. I left the spot, and searched for a full twenty minutes or so before I discovered them. First I found Mr. Krail and Mr. Flockart strolling together smoking, while the others were on ahead. They had lost their way among the trees. I led them back to the spot where luncheon was prepared; and, all of us being hungry, we quickly sat down, chatting and laughing merrily. Of a sudden Miss Bryant stared straight before her, dropped her glass, and threw up her arms. Heavens! Why — ah, my throat! she shrieked. I — Im poisoned!

In an instant all was confusion. The poor girl could not breathe. She tore at her throat, while her face became convulsed. We obtained water for her, but it was useless, for within five minutes she was stretched rigid upon the grass, unconscious, and a few moments later she was still — quite dead! Ah, shall I ever forget the scene! The effect produced upon us was appalling. All was so sudden, so tragic, so horrible!

Lady Heyburn was the first to speak. Gabrielle, she said, what have you done? You have carried out the secret revenge which in your letter you threatened! I saw myself trapped. Those people had some motive in killing the girl and placing this crime upon myself! I could not speak, for I was too utterly dumfounded.

The fiends! ejaculated Walter fiercely.

Then followed a hurried consultation, in which Krail showed himself most solicitous on my behalf, the pale-faced girl went on. Aided by Flockart, I think, he scraped away a hole in a pit full of dead leaves, and there the body must have been concealed just as it was. To me they all took a solemn vow to keep what they declared to be my secret. The bottle containing the wine from which the poor American girl had drunk was broken and hidden, the plates and food swiftly packed up, and we at once fled from the scene of the tragedy. With Krail wheeling the girls empty cycle, we reached the high road, where we all mounted and rode back in silence to Paris. Ah, shall I ever rid myself of the memory of that fatal afternoon? she cried as she paused for breath.

Fearing that he might be noticed taking along the empty cycle, Krail threw it into the river near Valmondois, she went on. Arrived back at the Rue Léonce-Reynaud, I protested that nothing had been introduced into the wine. But they declared that, owing to my youth and the terrible scandal it would cause if I were arrested, they would never allow the matter to pass their lips, Mr. Hamilton, indeed, making the extraordinary declaration that such a crime had extenuating circumstances when love was at stake. I then saw that I had fallen the victim of some clever conspiracy; but so utterly overcome was I by the awful scene that I could make but faint protest.

Ah! think of my horrible position — accused of a crime of which I was entirely innocent! The days slipped on, and I was sent back to Amiens, and in due course came home here to dear old Glencardine. From that day I have lived in constant fear, until on the night of the ball at Connachan — you remember the evening, dad? — on that night Mr. Flockart returned in secret, beckoned me out upon the lawn, and showed me something which held me petrified in fear. It was a cutting from an Edinburgh paper that evening reporting that two of the forest-guards at Pontarmé had discovered the body of the missing Miss Bryant, and that the French police were making active inquiries.

He threatened you? asked Walter.

He told me to remain quiet, and that he and Lady Heyburn would do their best to shield me. For that reason, dad, she went on, turning to the blind man, for that reason I feared to denounce him when I discovered him with your safe open, for that reason I was compelled to take all the blame and all your anger upon myself.

The old mans brow knit. Where is my wife? he asked. I must speak to her before we go further. This is a very serious matter.

Lady Heyburn is still at Park Street, Flockart replied.

I will hear no more, declared the blind Baronet, holding up his hand, not another word until my wife is present.


CHAPTER XXXVII

INCREASES THE INTEREST
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BUT, DAD, CRIED Gabrielle, I am telling you the truth! Cannot you believe me, your daughter, before this man who is your enemy?

Because of my affliction I am, it seems, deceived by every one, was his hard response.

To where they stood had come the sound of wheels upon the gravelled drive outside, and a moment later Hill entered, announcing, A gentleman to see you very urgently, Sir Henry. He is from Baron de Hetzendorf.

From the Baron! gasped the blind man. Ill see him later.

Why, it may be Hamilton! cried Murie; who, looking through the door, saw his old friend in the corridor, and quickly called him in.

As he faced Flockart he drew himself up. The attitude of them all made it apparent to him that something unusual was in progress.

Youve arrived at a very opportune moment, Hamilton, Murie said. You have met Miss Heyburn before, and also Flockart, I believe, at Lady Heyburns, in Paris.

Yes, but — —

Sir Henry, Walter said in a quiet tone, this gentleman sent by the Baron is his secretary, the same Mr. Edgar Hamilton of whom Gabrielle has just been speaking.

Ah, then, perhaps he can furnish us with further facts regarding this most extraordinary statement of my daughters, the blind man exclaimed.

Gabrielle has just told her father the truth regarding a certain tragic occurrence in the Forest of Pontarmé. Explain to us all you know, Edgar.

What I know, said Hamilton, is very quickly told. Has Miss Heyburn mentioned the man Krail?

Yes, I have told them about him, the girl answered.

You have, however, perhaps omitted to mention one or two small facts in connection with the affair, he said. Do you not remember how, on that eventful afternoon in the forest, when searching for us, you first encountered Krail walking with this man Flockart at some distance from the others?

Yes, I recollect.

And do you remember that when we returned to sit down to luncheon Flockart insisted that I should take the seat which was afterwards occupied by the unfortunate Miss Bryant? Do you recollect how I spread a rug for her at that spot and preferred myself to stand? The reason of their invitation to me to sit there I did not discover until afterwards. That wine had been prepared for me, not for her.

For you! the girl gasped, amazed.

Yes. The plot was undoubtedly this—

There was no plot, protested Flockart, interrupting. This girl killed
Edna Bryant through intense jealousy.

I repeat that there was a foul and ingenious plot to kill me, and to entrap Miss Heyburn, Hamilton said. It was, of course, clear that Miss Heyburn was jealous of the girl, for she had written to her mother making threats against Miss Bryants life. Therefore, the plot was that I should drink the fatal wine, and that Miss Gabrielle should be declared to be the murderess, she having intended the wine to be partaken of by the girl she hated with such deadly hatred. The marked cordiality of Krail and Flockart that I should take that seat aroused within me some misgivings, although I had never dreamed of this dastardly and cowardly plot against me — not until I saw the result of their foul handiwork.

Its a lie! You are trying to implicate Krail and myself! The girl is the only guilty person. She placed the wine there!

She did not! declared Hamilton boldly. She was not there when the bottle was changed by Krail, but I was!

If what you say is true, then you deliberately stood by and allowed the girl to drink.

I watched Krail go to the spot where luncheon was laid out, but could not see what he did. If I had done so I should have saved the girls life. You were a few yards off, awaiting him; therefore you knew his intentions, and you are as guilty of that girls tragic death as he.

What! cried Flockart, his eyes glaring angrily, do you declare, then, that I am a murderer?

You yourself are the best judge of your own guilt, answered Hamilton meaningly.

I deny that Krail or myself had any hand in the affair.

You will have an opportunity of making that denial in a criminal court ere long, remarked the Barons secretary with a grim smile.

What, gasped Lady Heyburns friend, his cheeks paling in an instant, have you been so indiscreet as to inform the police?

I have — a week ago. I made a statement to M. Hamard of the Sûreté in Paris, and they have already made a discovery which you will find of interest and somewhat difficult to disprove.

And pray what is that?

Hamilton smiled again, saying, No, my dear sir, the police will tell you themselves all in due course. Remember, you and your precious friend plotted to kill me.

But why, Mr. Hamilton? inquired the blind man. What was their motive?

A very strong one, was the reply. I had recognised in Krail a man who had defrauded the Baron de Hetzendorf of fifty thousand kroners, and for whom the police were in active search, both for that and for several other serious charges of a similar character. Krail knew this, and he and his friend — this gentleman here — had very ingeniously resolved to get rid of me by making it appear that Miss Gabrielle had poisoned me by accident.

A lie! declared Flockart fiercely, though his efforts to remain imperturbed were now palpable.

You will be given due opportunity of disproving my allegations, Hamilton said. You, coward that you are, placed the guilt upon an innocent, inexperienced girl. Why? Because, with Lady Heyburns connivance, you with your cunning accomplice Krail were endeavouring to discover Sir Henrys business secrets in order, first, to operate upon the valuable financial knowledge you would thus gain, and so make a big coup; and, secondly, when you had done this, it was your intention to expose the methods of Sir Henry and his friends. Ah! dont imagine that you and Krail have not been very well watched of late, laughed Hamilton.

Do you allege, then, that Lady Heyburn is privy to all this? asked the blind man in distress.

It is not for me to judge, sir, was Hamiltons reply.

I know! I know how I have been befooled! cried the poor helpless man, befooled because I am blind!

Not by me, Sir Henry, protested Flockart.

By you and by every one else, he cried angrily. But I know the truth at last — the truth how my poor little daughter has been used as an instrument by you in your nefarious operations.

But — —

Hear me, I say! went on the old man. I ask my daughter to forgive me for misjudging her. I now know the truth. You obtained by some means a false key to my safe, and you copied certain documents which I had placed there in order to entrap any who might seek to learn my secrets. You fell into that trap, and though I confess I thought that Gabrielle was the culprit, on Muries behalf, I only lately found out that you and your accomplice Krail were in Greece endeavouring to profit by knowledge obtained from here, my private house.

Krail has been living in Auchterarder of late, it appears, Hamilton remarked, and it is evidently he who, gaining access to the house one night recently, used his friends false key, and obtained those confidential Russian documents from your safe.

No doubt, declared Sir Henry. Then, again addressing Flockart, he asked, Where are those documents which you and your scoundrelly accomplice have stolen, and for the return of which you are trying to make me pay?

I dont know anything about them, answered Flockart sullenly, his face livid.

Hell know more about them when he is taken off by the two detectives from Edinburgh who hold the extradition warrant, Hamilton remarked with a grim smile.

The fellow started at those words. His demeanour was that of a guilty man. What do you mean? he gasped, white as death. You — you intend to give me into custody? If you do, I warn you that Lady Heyburn will suffer also.

She, like Miss Gabrielle, has only been your tool, Hamilton declared. It was she who, under compulsion, has furnished you with means for years, and whose association with you has caused something little short of a scandal. Times without number she has tried to get rid of you and your evil influence in this household, but you have always defied her. Now, he said firmly, looking the other straight in the face, you have upon you those stolen documents which you have, by using an assumed name and a false address, offered to sell back to their owner, Sir Henry. You have threatened that if they are not purchased at the exorbitant price you demand you will sell them to the Russian Ministry of Finance. That is the way you treat your friend and benefactor, the man who is blind and helpless! Come, give them back to Sir Henry, and at once.

You must ask Krail, stammered the man, now so cornered that all further excuse or denial had become impossible.

Thats unnecessary. I happen to know that those papers are in your pocket at this moment, a fact which shows how watchful an eye weve been keeping upon you of late. You have brought them here so that your friend Krail may come to terms with Sir Henry for their repossession. He arrived from London with you, and is at the Strathavon Arms in the village, where he stayed before, and is well known.

Flockart, demanded the blind man very seriously, you have papers in your possession which are mine. Return them to me.

A dead silence fell. All eyes save those of Sir Henry were turned upon the man who until that moment had stood so defiant and so full of sarcasm. But in an instant, at mention of Krails presence in Auchterarder, his demeanour had suddenly changed. He was full of alarm.

Give them to me and leave my house, Sir Henry said, holding up his thin white hand.

I — I will — on one condition: if I may be allowed to go.

We shall not prevent you leaving, was the Baronets calm reply.

The man fumbled nervously in the inner pocket of his coat, and at last brought out a sealed and rather bulgy foolscap envelope.

Open it, Gabrielle, and see what is within, her father said.

She obeyed, and in a few moments explained the various documents it contained.

Then let the man go, her father said.

But, Sir Henry, cried Hamilton, I object to this! Krail is down in the village forming a plot to make you pay for the return of those papers. He arrived from London by the same train as this man. If we allow him to leave he will inform his accomplice, and both will escape.

Murie had his back to the door, the long window on the opposite side of the room being closed.

It was a promise of Sir Henrys, declared the unhappy adventurer.

Which will be observed when Krail has been brought face to face with Sir Henry, answered Murie, at the same time calling Hill and one of the gardeners who chanced to be working on the lawn outside.

Then, with a firmness which showed that they were determined, Hamilton and Murie conducted Flockart to a small upstairs room, where Hill and the gardener, with the assistance of Stewart, who happened to have come into the kitchen, mounted guard over him.

His position, once the honoured guest at Glencardine, was the most ignominious conceivable. But Sir Henry sat in gratification that at least he had got back those documents and saved the reputation of his friend Volkonski, as well as that of his co-partners.


CHAPTER XXXVIII

THAT MANS VOICE!
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STOKES THE CHAUFFEUR had driven Murie and Hamilton in the car down to the village, where the last-named, after a conversation with the police inspector, went to the Strathavon Arms, together with two constables who happened to be off duty, in plain clothes.

They found Krail sitting in the bar, calmly smoking, awaiting a message from his accomplice.

Upon Hamiltons recognition he was, after a brief argument, arrested on the charge of theft from Glencardine, placed in the car between the two stalwart Scotch policemen, and conveyed in triumph to the castle, much, of course, against his will. He demanded to be taken straight to the police station; but as Sir Henry had ordered him to be brought to Glencardine, and as Sir Henry was a magistrate, the inspector was bound to obey his orders.

The mans cruel, colourless eyes seemed to contract closer as he sat in the car with his enemy Hamilton facing him. He had never dreamed that they would ever meet again; but, now they had, he saw that the game was up. There was no hope of escape. He was being taken to meet Sir Henry Heyburn, the very last man in all the world he wished to face. His sallow countenance was drawn, his lips were thin and bloodless, and upon his cheeks were two red spots which showed that he was now in a deadly terror.

Gabrielle, who had been weeping at the knees of her father, heard the whirr of the car coming up the drive; and, springing to the window, witnessed the arrival of the party.

A moment later, Krail, between the two constables, and with the local inspector standing respectfully at the rear, stood in the big, long library into which the blind man was led by his daughter.

When all had assembled, Sir Henry, in a clear, distinct voice, said, I have had you arrested and brought here in order to charge you with stealing certain documents from my safe yonder, which you opened by means of a duplicate key. Your accomplice Flockart has given evidence against you; therefore, to deny it is quite needless.

Whatever he has said to you is lies, the foreigner replied, his accent being the more pronounced in his excitement. I know nothing about it.

If you deny that, exclaimed Hamilton quickly, you will perhaps also deny that it was you who secretly poisoned Miss Bryant in the Pontarmé Forest, even though I myself saw you at the spot; and, further, that a witness has been found who actually saw you substitute the wine-bottles. You intended to kill me!

What ridiculous nonsense you are talking! cried the accused, who was dressed with his habitual shabby gentility. The girl yonder, mademoiselle, killed Miss Bryant.

Then why did you make that deliberate attempt upon my life at
Fotheringhay? demanded the girl boldly. Had it not been for Mr.
Hamilton, who must have seen us together and guessed that you intended
foul play, I should certainly have been drowned.

He believed that you knew his secret, and he intended, both on his own behalf and on Flockarts also, to close your lips, Murie said. With you out of the way, their attitude towards your father would have been easier; but with you still a living witness there was always danger to them. He thought your death would be believed to be suicide, for he knew your despondent state of mind.

Sir Henry stood near the window, his face sphinx-like, as though turned to stone.

She fell in, was his lame excuse.

No, you threw me in! declared the girl. But I have feared you until now, and I therefore dared not to give information against you. Ah, God alone knows how I have suffered!

You dare now, eh? he snarled, turning quickly upon her.

It really does not matter what you deny or what you admit, Hamilton remarked. The French authorities have applied for your extradition to France, and this evening you will be on your way to the extradition court at Bow Street, charged with a graver offence than the burglary at this house. The Sûreté of Paris make several interesting allegations against you — or against Felix Gerlach, which is your real name.

Gerlach! cried the blind man in a loud voice, groping forward. Ah, he shrieked, then I was not mistaken when — when I thought I recognised the voice! That mans voice! Yes, it is his — his!

In an instant Krail had sprung forward towards the blind and defenceless man, but his captors were fortunately too quick and prevented him. Then, at the inspectors orders, a pair of steel bracelets were quickly placed upon his wrists.

Gerlach! Felix Gerlach! repeated the blind Baronet as though to himself, as he heard the snap of the lock upon the prisoners wrists.

The fellow burst out into a peal of harsh, discordant laughter. He was endeavouring to retain a defiant attitude even then.

You apparently know this man, dad? Gabrielle exclaimed in surprise.

Know him! echoed her father hoarsely. Know Felix Gerlach! Yes, I have bitter cause to remember the man who stands there before you accused of the crime of murder.

Then he paused, and drew a long breath.

I unmasked him once, as a thief and a swindler, and he swore to be avenged, said the Baronet in a bitter voice. It was long ago. He came to me in London and offered me a concession which he said he had obtained from the Ottoman Government for the construction of a railroad from Smyrna to the Bosphorus. The documents appeared to be all right and in order, and after some negotiations he sold the concession to me and received ten thousand pounds in cash of the purchase-money in advance. A week afterwards I discovered that, though the concession had been granted by the Minister of Public Works at the Sublime Porte, it had been sold to the Eckmann Group in Vienna, and that the papers I held were merely copies with forged signatures and stamps. I applied to the police, this man was arrested in Hamburg, and brought back to London, where he was tried, and, a previous conviction having been proved against him, sent to penal servitude for seven years. In the dock at the Old Bailey he swore to be avenged upon me and upon my family.

And he seems to have kept his word, Walter remarked.

When he came out of prison he found me in the zenith of my political career, Sir Henry went on. On that well-remembered night of my speech at the Albert Hall I can only surmise that he went there, heard me, and probably became fiercely resentful that he had found a man cleverer than himself. The fact remains that he must have gone in a cab in front of my carriage to Park Street, alighted before me, and secreted himself within the portico. It was midnight, and the street was deserted. My carriage stopped, I got out, and it then drove on to the mews. I was in the act of opening the door with my latch-key when, by an unknown hand, there was flung full into my eyes some corrosive fluid which burned terribly, and caused me excruciating pain. I heard a mans exultant voice cry, There! I promised you that, and you have it! The voice I recognised as that of the blackguard standing before you. Since that moment, he added in a blank, hoarse voice, I have been totally blind!

You got me seven years! cried the foreigner with a harsh laugh, so think yourself very lucky that I didnt kill you.

You placed upon me an affliction, a perpetual darkness, that to a man like myself is almost akin to death, replied his accuser very gravely. Secure from recognition, you wormed yourself into the confidence of my wife, for you were bent upon ruining her also; and you took as partner in your schemes that needy adventurer Flockart. I now see it all quite plainly. Hamilton had recognised you as Gerlach, and you therefore formed a plot to get rid of him and throw the crime upon my poor unfortunate daughter, even though she was scarcely more than a child. In all probability, Lady Heyburn, in telling the girl the story regarding Murie and Miss Bryant, believed it, and if so she would also suspect my daughter to be the actual criminal.

This is all utterly astounding, dad! cried Gabrielle. If you knew who it was who deliberately blinded you, why didnt you prosecute him?

Because there was no witness of his dastardly act, my child. And I myself never saw him. Therefore I was compelled to remain in silence, and allow the world to believe my affliction due to natural causes, was his blank response.

The sallow-faced foreigner laughed again, laughed in the face of the man whose eyesight he had so deliberately taken. He could not speak. What had he to say?

Well, remarked Hamilton, we have at least the satisfaction of knowing that both this man and his accomplice will stand their trial for their heartless crime in France, and that they will meet their just punishment according to the laws of God and of man.

And I, added Walter, in a voice broken by emotion, as he again took Gabrielles hand tenderly, have the supreme satisfaction of knowing that my darling is cleared of a foul, dastardly, and terrible charge.


CHAPTER XXXIX

CONTAINS THE CONCLUSION
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AFTER LONG CONSULTATION — Krail having been removed in custody back to the village — it was agreed that the only charges that could be substantiated against Flockart were those of complicity in the ingenious attempt upon Hamiltons life by which poor Miss Bryant had been sacrificed, and also in the theft of Sir Henrys papers.

But was it worth while?

At the Baronets suggestion, he was allowed freedom to leave the upstairs room where he had been detained by the three stalwart servants; and, without waiting to speak to any one, he had made his way down the drive. He had, as was afterwards found, left Auchterarder Station for London an hour later.

The painful impression produced upon everybody by Sir Henrys statement of what had actually occurred on the night of the great meeting at the Albert Hall having somewhat subsided, Murie mentioned to the blind man the legend of the Whispers, and also the curious discovery which Gabrielle and he had made earlier in the morning.

Ah, laughed the old gentleman a trifle uneasily, and so youve discovered the truth at last, eh?

The truth — no! Murie said. That is just what we are so very anxious to hear from you, Sir Henry.

Well, he said, you may rest your minds perfectly content that theres nothing supernatural about them. It was to my own advantage to cause weird reports and uncanny legends to be spread in order to preserve my secret, the secret of the Whispers.

But what is the secret, Sir Henry? asked Hamilton eagerly. We, curiously enough, have similar Whispers at Hetzendorf. Ive heard them myself at the old château.

And of course you have believed in the story which my good friend the Baron has caused to be spread, like myself: the legend that those who hear them die quickly and suddenly, said the old man, with a smile upon his grey face. Like myself, he wished to keep away all inquisitive persons from the spot.

But why? asked Murie.

Well, truth to tell, the reason is very simple, he answered. As we are speaking here in the strictest privacy, I will tell you something which I beg that neither of you will repeat. If you do it might result in my ruin.

Murie, Hamilton, and Gabrielle all gave their promise.

Then it is this, he said. I am head of a group of the leading financial houses in Europe, who, remaining secret, are carrying on business in the guise of an unimportant house in Paris. The members of the syndicate are all of them men of enormous financial strength, including Baron de Hetzendorf, to whom our friend Hamilton here acts as confidential secretary. The strictest secrecy is necessary for the success of our great undertakings, which I may add are perfectly honest and legitimate. Yet never, unless absolutely imperative, do we entrust documents or letters to the post. Like the house of Rothschild, we have our confidential messengers, and hold frequent meetings, no deal being undertaken without we are all of us in full accord. Monsieur Goslin acts as confidential messenger, and brings me the views of my partners in Paris, Petersburg, and Vienna. To this careful concealment of our plans, or of the fact that we are ever in touch with one another, is due the huge successes we have made from time to time — successes which have staggered the Bourses of the Continent and caused amazement in Wall Street. But being unfortunately afflicted as I am, I naturally cannot travel to meet the others, and, besides, we are compelled always to take fresh and most elaborate precautions in order to conceal the fact that we are in connection with each other. If that one fact ever leaked out it would at once stultify our endeavours and weaken our position. Hence, at intervals, two or even three of my partners travel here, and I meet them at night in the little chamber which you, Walter, discovered to-day, and which until the present has never been found, owing to the weird fables I have invented regarding the Whispers. To Hetzendorf, too, once or twice a year, perhaps, the members pay a secret visit in order to consult the Baron, who, as you perhaps may know, unfortunately enjoys very precarious health.

Then meetings of Frohnmeyer, Volkonski, and the rest were held here in secret sometimes? echoed Hamilton in surprise.

On certain occasions, when it is absolutely necessary that I should meet them, answered Sir Henry. They stay at the Station Hotel in Perth, coming over to Auchterarder by the last train at night and leaving by the first train in the morning from Crieff Junction. They never approach the house, for fear that servants or one or other of the guests may recognise them, but go separately along the glen and up the path to the ruins. When we thus meet, our voices can be heard through the crack in the roof of the chamber in the courtyard above. On such occasions I take good care that Stewart and his men are sent on a false alarm of poachers to another part of the estate, while I can find my way there myself with my stick, he laughed. The Baron, I believe, acts on the same principle at his château in Hungary.

Well, declared Hamilton, so well has the Baron kept the secret that I have never had any suspicion until this moment. By Jove! the invention of the Whispers was certainly a clever mode of preserving the secret, for nobody cares deliberately to court disaster and death, especially among a superstitious populace like the villagers here and the Hungarian peasantry.

Both Gabrielle and her lover expressed their astonishment, the latter remarking how cleverly the weird legend of the Whispers invented by Sir Henry had been made to fit historical fact.

* * * * *

When the eight oclock train from Stirling stopped at Auchterarder Station that evening, a tall, well-dressed man alighted, and inquired his way to the police-station. The porter knew by his accent that he was a Londoner, but did not dream that he was a gentleman from Scotland Yard.

Half an hour later, after a chat with the rural inspector, the pair went along to the cell behind the small village police-station in order that the stranger should read over to the prisoner the warrant he had brought with him from London — the application of the French police for the arrest and extradition of Felix Gerlach, alias Krail, alias Benoist, for the wilful murder of Edna Mary Bryant in the Forest of Pontarmé, near Chantilly.

The inspector had related to the London detective the dramatic scene up at Glencardine that day, and the officer of the Criminal Investigation Department walked along to the cell much interested to see what manner of man was this, who was even more bold and ingenious in his criminal methods than many with whom his profession brought him daily into contact. He had hoped that he himself would have the credit of making the arrest, but found that the man wanted had already been apprehended on the charge of burglary at Glencardine.

The inspector unlocked the door and threw it open, but next instant the startling truth became plain.

Felix Krail lay dead upon the flagstones. He had taken his life by poison — probably the same poison he had placed in the wine at the fatal picnic — rather than face his accuser and bear his just punishment.

* * * * *

Many months have now passed. A good deal has occurred since that never-to-be-forgotten day, but it is all quickly related.

James Flockart, unmasked as he has been, never dared to return. The last heard of him was six months ago, in Honduras, where for the first time in his life he had been compelled to work for his living, and had, three weeks after landing, succumbed to fever.

At Sir Henrys urgent request, his wife came back to Glencardine a week after the tragic end of Gerlach, and was compelled to make full confession how, under the mans sinister influence, both she and Flockart had been forced to act. To her husband she proved beyond all doubt that she had been in complete ignorance of the truth concerning the affair in the Pontarmé Forest until long afterwards. She had at first believed Gabrielle guilty of the deed, but when she learned the truth and saw how deeply she had been implicated it was impossible for her then to withdraw.

With a whole-hearted generosity seldom found in men, Sir Henry, after long reflection and a desperate struggle with himself, forgave her, and now has the satisfaction of knowing that she prefers quiet, healthful Glencardine to the social gaieties of Park Street, Paris, or San Remo, while she and Gabrielle have lately become devoted to each other.

The secret syndicate, with Sir Henry Heyburn at its head, still operates, for no word of its existence has leaked out to either financial circles or to the public, while the Whispers of Glencardine are still believed in and dreaded by the whole countryside across the Ochils.

Edgar Hamilton, though compelled to return to the Baron, whose right hand he is, often travels to Glencardine with confidential messages, and documents for signature, and is, of course, an ever-welcome guest.

The unpretentious house of Lénard et Morellet of Paris now and then effects deals so enormous that financial circles are staggered, and the world stands amazed. The true facts of who is actually behind that apparently unimportant firm are, however, still rigorously and ingeniously concealed.

Who would ever dream that that quiet, grey-faced man with the sightless eyes, living far away up in Scotland, passing his hours of darkness with his old bronze seals or his knitting, was the brain which directed their marvellously successful operations!

The Laird of Connachan died quite suddenly about seven months ago, and Walter Murie succeeded to the noble estate. Gabrielle — sweet, almost child-like in her simple tastes and delightful charm, and more devoted to Walter than ever — is now little Lady Murie, having been married in Edinburgh a month ago.

At the moment that I pen these final lines the pair are spending a blissful honeymoon at the great old château of Hetzendorf, high up above the broad-flowing Danube, the Baron having kindly vacated the place and put it at their disposal for the summer. Happy in each others love and mutual trust, they spend the long blissful days in company, wandering often hand in hand, for when Walter looks into those wonderful eyes of hers he sees mirrored there a perfect and abiding affection such as is indeed given few men to possess.

Together they have in secret explored the ruins of the ancient stronghold, and, by directions given them by the Baron, have found there a stone chamber by no means dissimilar to that at Glencardine.

Meanwhile, Sir Henry Heyburn, impatient for his beloved daughter to be again near him and to assist him, passes his weary hours with his favourite hobby; his wife, full of sympathy, bearing him company. From her, however, he still withholds one secret, and one only — the Secret of the House of Whispers.
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Chapter One.

Three Inquisitive Men.
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THE FIFTEENTH OF January, 1907, fell on a Tuesday. I have good cause to remember it.

In this narrative of startling fact there is little that concerns myself. It is mostly of the doings of others — strange doings though they were, and stranger still, perhaps, that I should be their chronicler.

On that Tuesday morning, just after eleven oclock, I was busy taking down the engine of one of the cars at my garage in the High Road, Chiswick. Dick, one of my men, had had trouble with the forty-eight while bringing home two young gentlemen from Oxford on the previous night, and I was trying to locate the fault.

Suddenly, as I looked up, I saw standing at my side a man who lived a few doors from me in Bath Road, Bedford Park — a man who was a mystery.

He greeted me pleasantly, standing with his hands thrust into the pockets of his shabby black overcoat, while, returning his salutation, I straightened myself, wondering what had brought him there, and whether he wished to hire a car.

I had known him by sight for a couple of years or more as he passed up and down before my house, but we had not often spoken. Truth to tell, his movements seemed rather erratic and his shabbiness very marked, yet at times he appeared quite spruce and smart, and his absences were so frequent that my wife and I had grown to regard him with considerable suspicion. In the suburbs of London one doesnt mix easily with ones neighbours.

Can I speak to you privately, Mr Holford? he asked, with a slight hesitancy and a glance at my chauffeur Dick, who at that moment had his hand in the gear-box.

Certainly, I said. Will you step into my office? And I led the way through the long garage to my private room beyond, through the glass windows of which I could see all the work in progress.

My visitor was, I judged, about fifty, or perhaps fifty-five, an anxious, slight, intellectual-looking man, with hair and moustache turning grey, a pair of keen, dark, troubled eyes, a protruding, well-shaven chin, an aquiline face, sniffing dimly the uncertain future, a complexion somewhat sallow, yet a sinewy, athletic person whose vocation I had on many occasions tried to guess in vain.

Sometimes he dressed quite smartly in clothes undoubtedly cut by a West-End tailor. At others, he slouched along shabby and apparently hard up, as he now was.

My wife — for I had married three years before, just after I had entered the motor business — had from the first put him down as an adventurer, and a person to be avoided. Her womans instinct generally led to correct conclusions. Indeed, one night, when out with her sister, she had seen him in evening dress, seated in a box at a theatre with a lady, in pale blue and diamonds, and another man; and on a second occasion she had witnessed him at Charing Cross Station registering luggage to the Continent. He had with him two smartly-dressed men, who were seeing him off.

I myself had more than once seen him arrive in a hansom with well-worn suit-cases and travelling kit, and on several occasions, when driving a car through the London traffic, I had caught sight of him in silk hat and frock-coat walking in the West End with his smart friends.

Women are generally inquisitive regarding their neighbours, and my wife was no exception. She had discovered that this Mr Kershaw Kirk was a bachelor, whose home was kept by an unmarried sister, Miss Judith, about nine years his junior. They employed a charwoman every Friday, but, as Miss Kirks brother was absent so frequently, they preferred not to employ a general servant.

Now, I was rather suspicious of this fact. The man Kirk was a mystery, and servants are always prone to pry into their masters affairs.

My visitor was silent for a few moments after he had taken the chair I had offered. His dark eyes were fixed upon me with a strange, intense look, until, with some hesitation, he at last said:

I believe, Mr Holford, you are agent for a new German tyre — the Eckhardt it is called, is it not?

I am, I replied. I am sole agent in London.

Well, I want to examine one, he exclaimed, but in strict confidence. Other persons will probably come to you and beg to see this particular tyre, but I wish you to regard the fact that I have seen it as entirely between ourselves. Will you do so? A very serious issue depends upon your discretion — how serious you will one day realise.

I looked at him in surprise. His request for secrecy struck me as distinctly peculiar.

Well, of course, if you wish, I replied, Ill regard the fact that you have seen the Eckhardt non-skid as confidential. Is it in connection with any new invention? I asked suspiciously.

Not at all, he laughed. I have nothing whatever to do with motor-cars or the motor trade. I merely wish to satisfy myself by looking at one of the new tyres.

So I went upstairs, and brought down one of the German covers for his inspection.

He took it in his hands, and, very careful that Dick should not observe him from the outside, closely examined the triangular steel studs with which the cover was fitted.

From his pocket he took a piece of paper, and, folding it, measured the width of the tyre, making a break in the edge of the folded paper. Then he felt the edges of the studs, and began to ask questions regarding the life of the new tyre.

The inventor, who lives at Cologne, was over here three months ago, and claimed for it that it lasted out three tyres of any of the present well-known makes, I replied. But, as a matter of fact, I must admit that Ive never tried it myself.

Youve sold some, of course?

Yes, several sets — and I believe theyve given satisfaction.

You are, I take it, the only agent in this country?

No; Farmer and Payne, in Glasgow, have the agency for Scotland, I replied, greatly wondering why this tyre should attract him if he had no personal interest in cars.

A second time he examined the cover, again very closely; then, placing it aside, he thanked me, apologising for taking up my time.

Mind, he said, not a word to a soul that you have shown me this.

I have promised, Mr Kirk, to say nothing, I said; but your injunctions as to secrecy have, I must confess, somewhat aroused my curiosity.

Probably so. And a good-humoured smile overspread his thin, rather melancholy face. But our acquaintance is not very intimate, is it? Ive often been on the point of asking you to run in and have a smoke with me. Im a trifle lonely, and would be so delighted if youd spend an hour with me.

My natural curiosity to discover more about this man, who was such a mystery, prompted me to express a mutual desire for a chat.

So it was arranged that I should look in and see him after dinner that same evening.

I travel a good deal, he explained, in a careless way, therefore I never like to make engagements far ahead. I always believe in living for to-day and allowing to-morrow to take care of itself.

He spoke with refinement, and, though presenting such a shabby exterior, was undoubtedly a gentleman and well bred.

He looked around the garage, and I showed him the dozen or so cars which I let out on hire, as well as the number of private cars whose owners place them in my care. But by the manner he examined them I saw that, whatever ignorance he might feign regarding motors, he was no novice. He seemed to know almost as much about ignition, timing, and lubrication as I did.

And when I remarked upon it his face only relaxed into a smile that was sphinx-like.

Well, Mr Holford, he exclaimed at last, Im hindering you, no doubt, so Ill clear out. Remember, Ill expect you for a chat at nine this evening. And, buttoning his frayed overcoat, he left, and walked in the direction of Turnham Green.

Half an hour later I was called on the telephone to the other side of London, where I had a customer buying a new car, and it was not before six oclock that I was back again at the garage, where I found my manager, Pelham, who during the morning had been out trying a car on the Ripley road.

Funny thing happened this afternoon, sir, he said as I entered. Two men, both mysterious persons, have come in, one after the other, to see an Eckhardt non-skid. They had no idea of buying one — merely wanted to see it. The second man wanted me to roll one along in the mud outside to show him the track it makes! Fancy me doing that with a new tyre!

His announcement puzzled me. These were the persons whose visit had been predicted by Kirk!

What could it mean?

Didnt they give any reason why they wanted to see the cover?

Said theyd heard about it — that was all, my manager replied. Both men wanted to take all sorts of measurements, but I told them theyd better buy a set outright. I fancy its some inventors game. Somebody has got a scheme to improve on it, I expect, and bring it out as a British patent.

But I kept my counsel and said nothing. I was already convinced that behind these three visits there was something unusual, and I determined to endeavour to extract the truth from Kershaw Kirk.

Little did I dream the reason why the Eckhardt tyre was being so closely scrutinised by strangers. Little, likewise, did I dream of the curious events which were to follow, or the amazing whirl of adventure into which I was to be so suddenly launched.

But I will set it all down just as it happened, and try to present you with the complete and straightforward narrative — a narrative which will show you what strange things can happen to a peaceful, steady-going, hard-working citizen in this Greater London of ours to-day.


Chapter Two.

Some Strange Facts.
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MR KIRK OPENED his front door himself that evening, and conducted me to a cosy study at the end of the hall, where a fire burned brightly.

In a black velvet lounge coat, a fancy vest, and bright, bead-embroidered slippers, he beamed a warm welcome upon me, and drew up a big saddle-bag arm-chair. From what I had seen of the house, I was surprised at its taste and elegance. There was certainly no sign of poverty there. The study was furnished with solid comfort, and the volumes that lined it were the books of a studious man.

The cigar he offered me was an exquisite one, though he himself preferred his well-coloured meerschaum, which he filled from an old German tobacco bowl. In one corner of the room stood his pet, a large grey parrot in a cage, which he now and then addressed in the course of his conversation.

One of his eccentricities was to think audibly and address his thoughts to his queer companion, whose name was Joseph.

We must have been chatting for fully half an hour when I mentioned to him that two other persons had called that afternoon to inspect the new Eckhardt tyre, whereupon he suddenly started forward in his chair and exclaimed:

One of the men wore a dark beard and was slightly bald, while the other was a fair man, much younger — eh?

I explained that my manager, Pelham, had seen them, whereupon he breathed more freely; yet my announcement seemed to have created within him undue consternation and alarm.

He pressed the tobacco very carefully and deliberately into his pipe, but made no further comment.

At last, raising his head and looking straight across at me, he said:

I may as well explain, Mr Holford, that I had an ulterior motive in asking you in this evening. The fact is, I am sorely in want of a friend — one in whom I can trust. I suppose, he added— I suppose I ought to tell you something concerning myself. Well, Im a man with many acquaintances, but very few friends. My profession? Well, that is surely my own affair. It often takes me far afield, and sometimes causes me to keep queer company. The fact is, he said, after a moments hesitation, Im a dealer in secrets.

A dealer in secrets! I echoed. I dont quite follow you.

The secrets sometimes confided to my keeping would, if I betrayed them, create a worldwide sensation, he said slowly, looking straight into the fire. At times I am in possession of ugly facts concerning my fellow-men which would eclipse any of the scandals of the past twenty years. And at this moment, as I tell you, I am in sad need of a friend.

He was quick to notice the expression upon my face.

I want no financial aid, he hastened to assure me. On the contrary, if at any time I can be of any little assistance to you, I generally have a few pounds lying idle.

I thanked him, my curiosity growing greater. He was seated in a big, high-backed grandfathers chair, his head leaning against the padded side, his gaze, a trifle melancholy, fixed upon the dancing flames. At his back was an open roll-top writing-table, very tidy, with a clean blotting-pad, and everything in its place, spick and span.

To be quite frank with you, Mr Holford, he said, I may as well tell you that an incident has occurred which has rendered it necessary that I should come to you, a comparative stranger, for friendship and assistance. Ah, he added, with a sharp and curious glance at me, I see that you dont trust me! You should never judge a man by his clothes.

I never do, I protested. But you havent explained the reason why you are so anxious for my friendship!

For a few minutes he was silent. Then, of a sudden, he turned to the big grey parrot and asked in a shrill, squeaky tone, almost a croak: Shall I tell him, Joseph? Shall I tell him?

Good night! answered the loquacious bird. Good night! Good night! Josef!

Well, my host said slowly, knocking the ashes from his pipe into the fender, it is a matter, a serious and very curious affair, of which as yet the public have no knowledge. Some things are not allowed to leak out to the papers. This is one of them. I wonder, he went on thoughtfully, after a pause— I wonder if I told you whether you would keep the secret?

Certainly, I said, full of curiosity, for I could not see Kirks motive in asking my assistance, and my natural caution now asserted itself.

By the way, he echoed suddenly, do you know any other language besides English?

I know French fairly well, I replied, and a smattering of Italian.

Nothing else? German, for instance?

I replied in the negative.

He rose, and relit his pipe with a spill. Then he chatted for some minutes with Joseph, all the time, it seemed, reflecting upon what he should say to me. At last, reseating himself in his old-fashioned chair, he again looked me straight in the face and said:

You have given me your promise of silence, Mr Holford. I accept it from one whom I have watched closely for a long time, and whom I know to be a gentleman. Now I am going to tell you something which will probably alarm you. A crime, a very serious crime, has been committed in London during the past forty-eight hours, and I, Kershaw Kirk, am implicated in it — or, rather, suspected of it!

I sat staring at the man before me, too surprised to reply. He had always been an enigma, and the mystery about him was increasing.

Tell me more, I urged at last, looking into the face of the suspected criminal. Who is the victim?

At present I am keeping the affair a strict secret, he said. There are reasons, very potent reasons, why the public should not know of the tragedy. Nowadays publicity is the curse of life. At last the Home Office have recognised this. I told you that I am a holder of secrets. Well, besides myself, not more than three persons are aware of the astounding affair.

And you are suspected as the assassin? I remarked.

Unfortunately, I shall be, was his reply, and I saw that his countenance fell; I foresee it. That is why I require your aid — the aid of a man who is honest, and who is a gentleman as well.

And he broke off again to chatter to Joseph, who was keeping up a continual screeching.

I am anxious to hear details of the affair, I said eagerly.

I wish I could tell you the details, he answered, with a bitter smile; but I am not aware of them myself. The affair is a mystery — one of which even the police must be kept in ignorance.

Havent the police been informed?

No, was his prompt reply. In certain cases information to the police means publicity. In this case, as Ive already told you, there must be no publicity. Therefore, though a crime has been committed, it is being kept from the police, who, not knowing the facts, must only bungle the inquiries, and whose limited scope of inquiry would only result in failure.

You interest me, Mr Kirk. Relate the known facts to me, I said. Why, pray, will you be suspected of being a murderer?

Well, he said, with a long-drawn sigh, because — well, because I had everything to gain by the death of the murdered person. He had filched from me a very valuable secret.

Then the murdered person was not your friend?

No; my enemy, he replied. You, Mr Holford, as an Englishman, will no doubt think it impossible that I may be arrested, tried in secret, and sent to penal servitude for life for a crime of which I am innocent. You believe that every man in this isle of unrest of ours must have a fair trial by judge and jury. Yet I tell you that there are exceptions. There are certain men in England who would never be brought before a criminal court. I am one of them.

At first I was inclined to regard Kirk as a madman, yet on looking into his face I saw an expression of open earnestness, and somehow I felt that he was telling me the curious truth.

I certainly thought there were no exceptions, I said.

I am one of the few, he replied. They dare not place me in a criminal dock.

Why?

For certain reasons — and he smiled mysteriously— reasons which you, if you become my friend, may some day discover. I live here in this by-road of a London suburb, but this is not my home. I have another — a long way from here.

And, turning from me suddenly, he addressed questions to Joseph, asking him his opinion of me.

Wheres your coat? screeched the bird. Wheres your coat? Good night!

The whole scene was strangely weird and incongruous. Kirk at one moment speaking of a remarkable tragedy and at the next chaffing his pet.

At last, however, I fixed my host to the point, and asked him straight out what had occurred.

Well, he said, placing down his pipe and resting His protruding chin upon his right hand, as he gazed across at me, just follow me for a few moments, and Ill describe, as best I can, all that is known of the affair — or, rather, all I know of it. Do you happen to know Sussex Place, Regents Park?

I replied in the affirmative. It was, as you probably know yourself, a highly respectable crescent of large houses overlooking the park. Entrance was gained from the road in the rear, for the houses faced the park, perhaps one of the pleasantest rows of residences in London. The occupiers were mostly City merchants or well-to-do ladies.

Well, he said, in one of those houses there has lived for the past five years or so Professor Ernest Greer, the well-known chemist, who, among other appointments, holds the Waynflete Professorship of Chemistry at Oxford University. Though his age is only about fifty-five, his whole career has been devoted to scientific research, with the result that he has amassed a considerable fortune from royalties gained from the new process he patented four years ago for the hardening of steel. I dare say youve often seen his name mentioned in the papers. He was a most popular man, and, with his daughter Ethelwynn, often went into society. In addition to the Regents Park house, they had a pretty seaside cottage down at Broadstairs.

Ive seen the Professors name very often in the papers, I remarked, in connection, I think, with the British Association. I read, not long ago, an account of one of his interesting lectures at the London Institution.

Then you realise his high standing, said Kirk, interpolating an aside to Joseph. Well, Mrs Greer is dead, and the household at Regents Park consists of the Professor, Ethelwynn, her maid Morgan, two housemaids, a female cook, and the butler Antonio Merli, an elderly Italian, who has been in the Professors service for nearly twenty years. On the evening before last — that was Sunday — at twenty minutes to five oclock, the Professor and his daughter were together in the large upstairs drawing-room, which overlooks the park, where Antonio served tea. Five minutes later Antonio re-entered and handed his master a telegram. The Professor, having read it, placed it upon the fire, and remarked that he would be compelled to go to Edinburgh that night by the 11:30 from Kings Cross, but would return in three days time, for the girl had accepted an invitation for the grand ball at Sutherland House to-morrow.

The Professor sent no reply to the message? I asked, much interested.

No; but half an hour later his actions struck his daughter as somewhat peculiar, for, having suddenly glanced up at the clock, he rose, crossed to one of the three long windows — the end one — and drew up the blind. Then, after a pause, he lowered it again. Then twice he pulled it up and down quickly, and returned again to where he was sitting. At least, that is his daughters story.

He signalled to somebody — using the Morse code, I should say.

Exactly my theory, Mr Holford. I note that you follow me, exclaimed the friendless man. You possess a keen sense of deduction, I see!

Apparently you dont believe this statement of Miss Ethelwynns? I said.

He sniffed quickly, but did not at first reply.

The fact that he drew the blinds up and down at a preconcerted hour shows that he communicated with somebody who was awaiting the signal outside in Regents Park, he remarked at last.

Well, what then?

At eight he dined, as usual, with his daughter, and after dinner the faithful Antonio packed his kit-bag and suit-case, putting in only sufficient clothes for a stay of three days. At her fathers order Ethelwynn telephoned to the station-masters office at Kings Cross and secured a sleeping-berth in the 11:30 express for Edinburgh. At a quarter to eleven oclock he kissed his daughter good night, and went away in a cab to the station, promising faithfully to be back to take her to the ball.

And he disappeared — I suppose?

No, he didnt, my companion exclaimed, as, turning to the bird, he said, Mr Holford jumps to conclusions just a little too quickly, doesnt he, Joseph? And he slowly relit his pipe, which had again gone out.

First, he went on, let me tell you of the arrangement of the Professors house. The whole of the ground and first floors are devoted to reception rooms. The remaining two floors and attics are bedrooms. Now, on the first floor, reached by passing through what is known as the Red Room, a small boudoir at the back, and then through a short passage, one comes to a large and spacious studio, an addition made by a former owner, a well-known artist. The only entrance is through the Red Room. The Professor rented the house on account of this studio, and had it fitted up as a laboratory. Here, secure from intrusion, he frequently carried on his experiments, making those remarkable discoveries which have rendered him world-famous. The laboratory is shut off from the boudoir by this short passage, there being two doors, one in the boudoir itself and one at the entrance to the Professors workshop. To both these doors are patent locks, of which the Professor keeps the keys, carrying them upon his watch-chain. No one else has a key, while the door from the conservatory over the porch is walled up. This is in order that no prying person shall enter in his absence and discover what experiments are in progress — a very natural precaution.

Then they were secret experiments he was making? I remarked.

Yes. And now for the mysterious sequence of facts. They are as follows: Next morning, when the servants opened the house, one of the maids found, lying upon the hall table, a note addressed to Miss Greer. When Ethelwynn opened it, she found it to be from her father, telling her with regret that he must be absent abroad for several months, but that she was not to feel uncomfortable, and giving her certain directions, as well as how to obtain money during his enforced absence.

Well?

Joseph, the parrot, set up a loud screeching, trying to attract his masters attention.

Two hours later Antonio discovered upon the stairs leading up to the drawing-room a curious little gold and enamel charm in the form of a childs old-fashioned wooden doll — a beautifully-made little thing, he went on; and half an hour later a maid, while cleaning the boudoir outside the locked door giving entrance to the laboratory, was surprised to find a small spot of blood upon the white goatskin mat. This seems to have aroused Antonios apprehensions. A telegram to the Professor at the North British Hotel in Edinburgh, sent by his daughter, brought, about three oclock in the afternoon, a reply stating that he was quite well, and it was not until seven oclock last evening that Ethelwynn communicated with me, her father having suggested this in the note she had received. I called upon her at once, and was shown the note, the little golden doll, and the ugly stain upon the mat. By then my curiosity became aroused. I went out to a telephone at a neighbouring public-house, and, unknown to anybody, got on to the reception clerk at the North British Hotel in Edinburgh. In answer to my inquiry, the young lady said that during the day a telegram had arrived addressed to Professor Greer, and it had been placed upon the board where telegrams were exhibited. Somebody had claimed it, but no one of the name was staying in the hotel.

You have now said that the Professor was your friend, I remarked. I understood you to say that he was an enemy.

Ill explain that later, said my companion impatiently, drawing hard at his pipe. Let me continue to describe the situation. Well, on hearing this from Edinburgh, I drove to Kings Cross, and, somewhat to my surprise, found that Professor Greer had left London by the train he had intended. The sleeping-car attendant who had travelled with him up North was just back, and he minutely described his passenger, referring to the fact that he refused to have an early cup of tea, because tea had been forbidden by his doctor.

A perplexing situation, I said. How did you account for the bloodstain? Had any of the servants met with an accident?

No, none. Neither dog, nor cat, nor any other pet was kept, therefore the stain upon the mat was unaccountable. It was that fact which caused me, greatly against Miss Ethelwynns consent, to seek a locksmith and take down the two locked doors of the laboratory.

And he paused, gazing once more straight into the flames, with a curious expression in those deep-set brown eyes.

And what did you find? I eagerly inquired.

I discovered the truth, he said in a hard, changed tone. The doors gave us a good deal of trouble. At the end of the laboratory, huddled in a corner, was the body of the Professor. He had been stabbed to the heart, while his face presented a horrible sight, the features having been burned almost beyond recognition by some terribly corrosive fluid — a crime which in every phase showed itself to be due to some fiendish spirit of revenge.

But that is most extraordinary! I gasped, staring at the speaker. The sleeping-car conductor took him to Edinburgh! Besides, how could the two doors be locked behind the assassin? Were the keys still upon the victim?

They are still upon the dead mans watch-chain, he said. But, mark you, there is still a further feature of mystery in the affair. After her fathers departure for the station, his daughter put on a dressing-gown and, sending Morgan to bed, seated herself in her arm-chair before the fire in the Red Room, or boudoir, and took a novel. She read until past four oclock, being in the habit of reading at night, and then, not being sleepy, sat writing letters until a drowsiness fell upon her. She did not then awake until a maid entered at seven to draw up the blinds.

Then she was actually at the only entrance to the laboratory all the night!

Within a yard and a half of it, said Kershaw Kirk. But the affair presents many strange features, he went on. The worst feature of it all, Mr Holford, is that a motive — a very strong motive — is known to certain persons why I myself should desire to enter that laboratory. Therefore I must be suspected of the crime, and — well, I admit at once to you I shall be unable to prove an alibi!

I was silent for a moment.

Unable to prove an alibi! I echoed. But the police have as yet no knowledge of the affair, I remarked.

No; I have, however, reported it in another quarter. Its a most serious matter, for I have suspicion that certain articles have been abstracted from the laboratory.

And that means — what?

It means, my dear sir, very much more than you ever dream. This is at once the strangest and the most serious crime that has been committed in England for half a century. You are a man of action and of honour, Mr Holford. Will you become my friend, and assist me in trying to unravel it? he asked quickly, bending forward to me in his earnestness.

Most certainly I will, I replied, fascinated by the amazing story he had just related, quite regardless of the fact that he was the suspected assassin.

I wonder whether if I had known into what a vortex of dread, suspicion, and double-dealing that decision of mine would have led me I would have so lightly consented to render my help?

I think not.

Well, he said, glancing at his watch, the place has not been touched. If you consent to help me, it would be best that you saw it and formed your own independent theory. Would you care to come with me now? You could run along and make some excuse to Mrs Holford.

The remarkable mystery, surrounding as it did one of the best-known scientists in the land, had already gripped my senses. Therefore I did as he suggested, and about an hour later alighted from one of my own cars at the portico of that house of tragedy.

A white-faced, grave-eyed man in black, the man Antonio, opened the door in response to our ring, but on recognising my companion he gripped him quickly by the arm, gasping:

Ah, signore, I had just telephoned to you! I had no idea you were returning here to-night. Madonna Santa, signore, its terrible — terrible! Something else has happened. The young lady — shes—

What do you mean? What has happened now? asked Kirk quickly. Tell me; shes — what?

But the old Italian could not speak, so overcome and scared was he. He only pulled my companion forward into the dining-room on the left, and with his thin, bony finger pointed within.

And as I entered the big room my eyes fell upon a sight that staggered me.

Like the old servant, I, too, stood aghast.

Truly Kershaw Kirk had spoken the truth when he had said that the mystery was no ordinary one.

At that moment the problem seemed to me to be beyond solution. It already ranked in my mind as one of those mysteries to which the key is never discovered. Who did kill Professor Greer?


Chapter Three.

The House of Mystery.
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WHAT I SAW in the house of Professor Greer on the night of that fifteenth of January formed indeed a strange and startling spectacle.

Ah, I am haunted by it even now!

That sallow-faced man who had conducted me there was himself a mystery, and upon his own confession was suspected of a foul crime. Besides, it was being kept rigorously from the police, which, to say the least, was a proceeding most unusual.

What could it all mean? Who was this Kershaw Kirk, this dealer in secrets, as he called himself, who was immune from public trial, even though not immune from arrest and imprisonment? The whole intricate problem launched upon me during those past few hours held me in fascination as nothing had ever held me before.

I could see that the man Antonio held Mr Kirk in great fear or great regard, for he was urbanity itself.

But what we saw within the fine, solidly-furnished dining-room, with its carved buffet filled with antique shining silver, was so unexpected that even my companion gave vent to an exclamation of amazement. Upon the dark carpet near the empty grate, her head pillowed upon a yellow silken cushion, lay a very pretty, fair-haired girl of about twenty-two. Her hat was off, otherwise she was in walking dress, with a short fur jacket and a fine blue fox boa, which, loosened, showed the delicacy of her white throat. Her face contour was bloodless; but all one side of her face was swollen, disfigured, and white as marble.

Great heavens! cried Kirk, as he fell on his knees beside her and grasped her hands. Why, look! Shes been disfigured, just as her father has been! And he bent until his ear was against her heart.

Get me that little mirror from the wall — over there, Mr Holford. Quick! he urged.

I sprang to do his bidding, and he placed against her mouth the little carved bracket wherein the square of looking-glass was set. When he withdrew it, it was unclouded.

She may not be dead? I exclaimed. Shall I go for a doctor?

No, Kirk snarled; we want no doctors poking their noses about here. This is a matter which concerns only myself, Mr Holford! And he bent to the prostrate girl to make a more minute investigation in a manner which showed me that he understood the various symptoms of death.

As you know, signore, Antonio said, Miss Ethelwynn left last night to stay at her aunts, Lady Mellors, in Upper Brook Street, and I have not seen her since, until ten minutes ago I chanced to enter here, when, to my amazement, I found her lying just as you see her, except that I put the pillow beneath her head before telephoning for you. I didnt know whom to call.

Youve told no one else of this? Kirk asked quickly.

Only my brother, signore. Hes staying with me. The girls have all left, and Morgan, Miss Ethelwynns maid, is at Lady Mellors.

Your brother! repeated Kirk reflectively.

Yes, signore. Hes here. And a respectably-dressed man a trifle younger than Antonio, who had been standing out in the hall, entered and bowed. Pietro keeps a tobacconists in the Euston Road, he explained. I asked him here, as I dont care to stay in this place alone just now.

Kirk regarded the new-comer keenly, but made no remark. His attention was upon the unfortunate girl, who as far as we could gather, had returned in secret, entered quietly with her latch-key, and removed her hat, placing it upon the couch, sticking its pins through it, before she had been struck down by some unseen hand.

There was no perceptible wound, and Kirk could not determine whether she was still alive, yet he refused to summon medical aid. I confess to being somewhat annoyed at his obstinacy, and surprised at the secrecy with which he treated the whole of the remarkable circumstances. That very fact tended to strengthen the suspicion that he himself knew more about the crime than he had admitted.

Surely the police should be informed!

He was very carefully examining the girls clothing, seeking to discover a wound; but, as far as we could see, there was none, yet the pallor of the countenance was unmistakably that of death, while the hard, white disfigurement of the face was weird and horrible. The eye was closed, distorted, and screwed up by pain, and both mouth and ear seemed shrivelled out of shape.

Whos responsible for this, I wonder? growled Kirk to himself. Why did she wish to return here in secret — to the house wherein she knew her father was lying dead? There was some strong motive — just as there is a motive for her death as well as her fathers. Then, looking up to me, he added, You know, Mr Holford, this poor young lady was her fathers assistant and confidante. She was in the habit of helping him in his experiments, and making notes at his dictation of certain results.

I knelt at the other side of the inert, prostrate form, and took the ungloved hands in mine. The stiffening fingers were cold as ice.

Its brutal — blackguardly! cried Kirk in a frenzy of anger. Whoever has thus sacrificed the girls beauty deserves a dogs death. The motive in both cases must be vengeance. But for what?

Antonio and his brother were active in getting brandy, sal volatile, ammonia, hot water, and other restoratives; but, though Kirk worked unceasingly for half an hour in a manner which showed him to be no novice, all was to no purpose.

There was no sign of life whatever. Indeed, the colour of the disfigured portion of the fair countenance seemed to be slowly changing from marble-white to purple.

Kirk watched it, held his breath, and, staying his hand, shook his head.

Why dont you call a doctor? I again urged. Something may be done, after all. She may not be dead!

I can do all that a doctor can do, was his calm, rather dignified reply, and I saw by the dark shadow upon his brow that he was annoyed at my suggestion.

So I straightened myself again and watched.

At last my eccentric companion came to the conclusion that no more could be done for the unfortunate girl, and we all four lifted her from the carpet on to the large leather sofa set near the window.

Then Kirk led the way up the broad, thickly-carpeted staircase to the floor above. Entering an open door leading from the square landing, he touched an electric switch, revealing a small elegantly-furnished room, a boudoir, upholstered in dark red silk. The walls were enamelled dead white, relieved by a beading of gold, and set in the panels were two fine paintings of the modern Italian school.

The red room was a veritable nest of luxury, with low easy chairs, a cosy corner near the fire, and a small reading table, whereon stood a selection of the latest novels from the library. In the cosy corner I noticed that the cushions were crushed, just as they had been left by the unfortunate girl as she had been aroused from her sleep by the entrance of the maid at early morning.

One side of the room was occupied by a big bay window of stained glass, that probably faced a blank wall, while about four feet to the right of the cosy corner was a closed white-enamelled door — the door which gave entrance to the passage leading to the laboratory. The carpet was a pale grey, with a wreath of small roses running round the border, and before the door lay the white goatskin mat. My companion pointed to it, and I saw there the tell-tale stain of blood. The fire had been left just as it had died out on the morning of the tragedy.

You see, Kirk said, advancing to the closed door which led to the laboratory, there is here a patent lock — an expensive make, which has but one key. This door I found still locked!

Opening it, we passed into a short passage about twelve feet long, closed by a similar door. This also he reopened, and I found myself in a large long apartment, very lofty, and well lit by a long high window along the side towards the street and at the end, while a skylight occupied part of the roof.

Upon rows of shelves were many bottles of chemicals, retorts, and delicate experimental apparatus, while on the right was a small furnace. There were also three zinc-covered tables with the miscellaneous accumulation of objects which the owner of the place had been using. I saw a blocked-up door on the right, which my companion explained let into the conservatory over the portico.

Look! whispered my friend in a low voice. This way. And he switched on the lights at the further end of the great high apartment.

I stepped forward at his side, until I distinguished, huddled up in the further corner, a human figure in dark grey trousers and black frock-coat. It seemed as though he had been propped in the corner, and his grey head had fallen sideways before death.

I went further forward, holding my breath.

The victim was apparently nearly sixty, with hair and moustache turning white, rather stoutly built, and broad-shouldered. His position was distorted and unnatural, as though he had twisted himself in the final agonies of death. The thin waxen hands were clenched tightly, and the linen collar was burst from the neck, while the Professors dark blue fancy vest bore a stain where the assassins knife had struck him unerringly in the heart.

Of his features I, a stranger, could distinguish but little, so swollen, livid, and scarred were they that I was instantly horrified by their sight. The disfigurement had been so terrible that there remained hardly any semblance to a human face.

Well, exclaimed Kirk at last, you have seen it! Now what is your opinion?

We were standing alone in the great laboratory, for Antonio and his brother had remained downstairs at my companions suggestion.

I looked round that great silent workshop of one of the most distinguished chemists of the age, and then I gazed upon the mortal remains of the man upon whom so many honours had been showered. Warped, drawn, crouching, with one arm uplifted almost as though to ward off a blow, the body remained a weird and ghastly object.

Has it been moved? I inquired when I recovered speech.

No; it is just as we found it — just as the unknown assassin left it, he said. The disfigurement, as far as I can judge, has been caused by some chemical agency — some acid or other substance placed upon the face, with fiendish cruelty, immediately before death.

I bent closer to the lifeless face in order to examine it, and afterwards agreed with him. It was undoubtedly a murder prompted by a fierce and bitter vengeance.

The work of a madman, it may be, I suggested.

But Kershaw Kirk shook his head, saying: Not of a madman, but of a very clever murderer who has left not a trace of his identity.

Do you think that the Professor was struck down at the spot where he now is? I asked, for my friend seemed to be something of an expert in the habits of the criminal classes.

I think not. Yet, as you see, the place is in no way disordered. There is no sign whatever of a struggle.

I looked around, and as far as I could discern everything was as it should be. Upon the nearest table in the centre was a very delicate glass apparatus in which some experiments had recently been made, for certain yellowish liquids were still within. Had this table been violently jarred, the thin glass tubes would have been disarranged and broken, a fact which showed conclusively that the fatal blow had been struck with great suddenness and in silence.

It had not occurred to Kirk to examine the dead mans pockets before, and now, kneeling at his side, he was in the act of doing so.

The various objects he took out, first examined, and afterwards handed them to me. There were several letters, none of any great importance, some chemical memoranda scribbled in pencil upon a piece of blank paper, a gold presentation watch and chain, fifteen pounds odd in money, and a few minor trifles, none of which threw any light upon the mysterious tragedy.

My companion made another careful examination of the body. Then, rising to his feet, he walked slowly around the laboratory, in further search, it seemed to me, of anything that the assassin might have left behind. But by his countenance I saw that this eccentric man who dealt in secrets, as he had admitted to me, was much puzzled and perplexed. The enigma was complete.

So complicated and extraordinary were the whole circumstances that any attempt to unravel them only led one at once into an absolute cul-de-sac.

To whom had the dead man signalled in the Morse code by raising and lowering the blind?

Someone, friend or enemy, had been waiting outside near Clarence Gate in Regents Park in the expectation of a message.

He received it from the Professors own hands, those hands which before the dawn were cramped in the stiffness of death.


Chapter Four.

A Silent Message.
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FOR A FULL hour we remained there in the presence of the dead.

Before that huddled figure I stood a dozen times trying to form some feasible theory as to what had actually occurred within that room.

The problem, however, was quite inexplicable. Who had killed Professor Greer?

There, upon the end of the unfortunate mans watch-chain, were the two keys which he always carried, keys which held the secrets of his experiments away from the prying eyes of persons who were undesirable. Many of his discoveries had been worth to him thousands of pounds, and to public companies which exploited and worked them hundreds of thousands of pounds more. There, in that very room in which I stood, had the Greer process of hardening steel been perfected, a process now used in hardening the armour-plates of our newest Dreadnoughts. Yet the master brain which had thought out those various combinations, and by years of patience had perfected the result, was now before me, inactive and dead.

I shuddered at sight of that disfigured face, hideous in its limp inertness and horrible to the gaze. But Kershaw Kirk, his eyes narrower and his face more aquiline, continued his minute investigation of every object in the room. I watched him with increasing interest, noticing the negative result of all his labours.

I shall return again to-morrow when it is light, at last he said; artificial light is of little use to me in this matter. Perhaps youll come with me again — eh?

Ill try, I said, though, to be candid, I was not very keen upon a second visit to the presence of the disfigured body of the Professor. I could not see why Kirk was so anxious to avoid the police and to keep the affair out of the papers.

The body must be buried before long, I remarked. How will you obtain a medical certificate and get it buried by an undertaker?

Mr Holford, he said, turning to me with an expression of slight annoyance upon his face, I beg of you not to anticipate difficulty. It is the worst attitude a man can take up — especially in trying to solve a problem such as this. The future kindly leave entirely with me.

At that moment I was fingering a small test-tube containing some thick grey-coloured liquid, and as I turned I accidentally dropped it upon the tiles with which the Professor had had the place paved. In an instant there was a bright flash, almost like a magnesium light, so brilliant that for a second we were both blinded.

I wonder what that was? he remarked, startled by the result. One must be careful in handling what the dead man has left behind.

Evidently, I said; we cannot tell what these various experimental apparatus and tubes contain. Therefore we should handle them delicately.

And I bent to the table to examine another tube containing some bright red crystals held over an extinguished spirit-lamp by a brass holder, an action which my companion, I noticed, watched with a curious expression.

Was it suspicion of myself?

Well, my dear friend, he exclaimed suddenly as he stood beside the table, the problem is, as you see, rendered the more difficult of solution by the inexplicable fate which has overtaken the Professors daughter. Here is a man against whom, as far as we know, nobody in the world had a grudge, who receives a telegram which he is careful to destroy, makes a preconcerted signal at his drawing-room window, and goes upon a journey to Edinburgh. We know that he went, for the conductor recollects asking if he would take an early cup of tea. Again, he received his daughters telegram and replied to it. Yet at the same time he was in Edinburgh he was in this very room behind two locked doors of which he alone had the key, the victim of a brutally murderous attack! These doors were locked, and to enter here both he and the assassin must have passed through the boudoir within a yard or so of his daughter.

Is there no other means of access except through the boudoir? I asked. Have the windows been examined?

Yes; all the windows were screwed down on the inside. To-morrow, in the light, you shall satisfy yourself. I must come here to search for any finger-prints, was his hasty reply. When I caused these doors to be opened, I was careful not to allow the locksmith to see that any tragedy had occurred. The man was paid, and went away in ignorance. Yet when Miss Ethelwynn realised the truth she was as one demented. At first she refused to leave the place, but I persuaded her, and she went with her maid to her aunts. I impressed upon her the value of silence, and she gave me her word that she would say nothing of what had occurred.

What about her maid Morgan?

She is ignorant of the truth, he said, with a grim smile. Well, this evening, it appears, the dead mans daughter returns in secret, enters with her latch-key the house where her father is lying, removes her hat carefully, and then—

Yes, I said. And then? What do you believe occurred?

He was silent, his deep-set eyes downcast in thought.

Well, I — I hardly know what to think, he declared. It almost seems as though she shared the same fate as her father. That horrible disfiguration is most remarkable.

Her entry here in secret and the strange fate that has overtaken her increases the mystery tenfold! I declared. Why didnt she call Antonio?

Perhaps that was her intention, but she was prevented, suggested my friend. And I saw that his glance was fixed upon me curiously, as though he were deliberately gauging my character and intelligence.

But to me it appears as though her intention might have been to reach the laboratory unobserved, I said. She may, indeed, have been up here for aught we know to the contrary.

I hardly think so. She was far too horrified at sight of the body of her father, to whom she was so devoted. The scene when she saw him dead was very painful.

But might she not have been induced to return by morbid curiosity? I suggested.

Youve already told me that she was beside herself with grief.

Well, he replied, with a sigh and a final glance across to where the dark object was huddled in the opposite corner, no purpose, I think, can be served by remaining here longer to-night. We must return in the morning. I only brought you here in order that you might fully understand the exact problem now before us. Come along.

But I dont see, Mr Kirk, how it is possible for me to help you. Im quite a novice in this kind of thing, I said.

You are not a detective. If you were, I should not seek your aid, he snapped, as he led the way to the door and switched off the lights. I know you think it rather strange that I have not called a doctor and the police, and had a post-mortem, and allowed the newspaper reporters to work up a big sensation; but, as Ive already told you, our success depends upon absolute secrecy. The affair is a startling one to you, no doubt; but if you were aware of what the tragedy really means you would be dumbfounded. Why, the newspapers could make a worldwide sensation of it if only they got at the true facts; but they never will, I assure you — never.

Then even I may not know the true facts? I asked, as I stood with him again in the boudoir.

As far as the tragedy is concerned, you already know them. They are just as I have told you. But there are other facts — facts concerning myself and also the Professor — which I am not permitted to divulge. They must, he added, remain a secret.

Well — if you are not perfectly frank with me, Mr Kirk, I protested, I cannot see how I can regard you as a sincere friend. This is a serious and complicated problem, in which you require my assistance in an endeavour to seek a solution. How can I form any conclusions or help you if you deliberately hold back from me some of the circumstances?

I have held back none, was his hasty response— at least, none which have any bearing whatever upon the tragedy. It is of myself and my own connection with Greer that I am speaking. I was the first person called, before there was even a suspicion of anything wrong. The fact is, the dead man trusted me implicitly.

And, according to your showing, certain enemies of yours suspected the truth — that your friendship for the Professor was only feigned.

My companion looked me straight in the face with his narrow-set eyes, and replied:

My dear Mr Holford, what my enemies say was, I admit, perfectly correct. I have sought to conceal nothing. Greer believed that I was his friend, but I hated him. I had good cause to do so!

The mans crafty eyes again met mine, and I saw in them an expression which I had never noticed before. Was it possible that he was the unknown assassin, and was only misleading me by clever and cunning devices?

I recollected that he had told me that the Professor had stolen from him some valuable secret. Well, if he did not fear the crime of retaliation being brought home to him, why did he not go openly and lay the facts before the police? His evasive replies and thin excuses appeared to be utterly ridiculous. In my foolish ignorance I still believed Kershaw Kirk to be an ordinary individual, much like myself. The remarkable truth had not then been revealed to me — as it was later.

We descended to the dining-room, where Antonio and his brother Pietro were still watching beside the couch whereon lay the poor girl who had met with such a strange and inexplicable fate.

Kirk again knelt beside her, and for a long time searched for any wound she might bear. But he found none.

Remember, Antonio, no person must enter this house under any pretext whatever, my companion ordered. You are responsible.

No one shall know anything, signore, replied the man. Morgan and the maids are all in ignorance — for you, signore, kept it so cleverly from them.

A woman never can keep a secret, Kirk answered sharply, and if we are to fathom the mystery of your masters death not a word must leak out. You know what I have told you.

I recollect, signore, the man replied. And, using the Italian oath, he said, I have promised you, upon the tomb of my sainted mother.

Then close this room, and with your brother keep a watchful vigil until to-morrow.

And we both went out, and were soon running in the car back towards Bedford Park.

Arrived at his house, he insisted that I should enter for a night-cap, it being then just past three oclock. Therefore, reluctantly, I accompanied him within.

In his study a tantalus-stand and glasses were upon the table. He had thrown off his overcoat, and was about to pour me out some whisky, when the telephone bell suddenly rang. He put down the glass, and, walking to the instrument, answered the summons.

Hulloa? Yes? he said.

Then, as he listened intently, his face blanched. He spoke some quick words in German, which, unfortunately, I could not follow. They seemed like instructions.

Again he listened, but suddenly whatever he heard so appalled him that the receiver dropped from his thin, nerveless fingers, and with a low, hoarse cry he staggered across to his big grandfather chair, near which I was standing, and sank into it, rigid, staring, open-mouthed.

If ever guilt were written upon a mans face, it assuredly was written upon that of Kershaw Kirk at that moment.


Chapter Five.

Certain Suspicions Strengthened.
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TO MABEL, MY wife, I said nothing. In the circumstances, I deemed silence golden.

Kirks attitude at the telephone had filled me with suspicion.

During the hours I spent in bed before the dawn I lay thinking. The problem was utterly inexplicable, the more so now that the dead mans daughter was also dead.

I was convinced, as I lay there in the darkness, that there was something very suspicious in the fact that Kirk, who seemed to rule the household, would not allow the police to have any knowledge of what had occurred. Indeed, my own position was somewhat unenviable, for, being aware that a murder had been committed, was I not legally bound to give information? Was I not liable to prosecution if I failed to do so?

The mystery surrounding Kershaw Kirk had increased rather than diminished in that final quarter of an hour I had spent with him as he had sat staring straight into the fire, uttering scarce a word.

What had been told him over the telephone had caused an entire change in his manner. Previously he had been dictatorial and defiant. He was now cringing, crushed, terror-stricken.

The grim scenes I had witnessed surged through my brain. The mystery of it all had gripped my senses. Carefully I analysed each event, trying to discern some light as to its cause and motive. But I was not a professional detective. This was the first time I had found myself mixed up in a crime by which human life had been lost.

That the death of Professor Greer was no ordinary crime of violence I had quickly recognised. There was some subtle motive both in the crime itself and in the supposed presence of the Professor in Edinburgh, whereas in reality he was already lying dead in his own laboratory.

Those instructions to his daughter, which seemed to have been written after his departure from Kings Cross, also formed an enigma in themselves. The dead man had actually sought the assistance of his worst enemy!

Yet, when I weighed the circumstances as a whole calmly and coolly, I saw that if the unknown person to whom the Professor had signalled on that fateful night could be found a very great point would be gained towards the solution of the problem.

The pulling up and down of the drawing-room blind was, no doubt, in order to inform some person waiting without of his journey north. Was that person who received the signal afterwards the assassin?

Yet the fact that the crime was committed behind locked doors, that both the victim and the assassin had to pass within a few feet of where Miss Ethelwynn was seated, and that into the unfortunate Professors face some terribly corrosive fluid had been dashed, formed a problem which held me mystified.

There was something uncanny in the whole inexplicable affair. I now realised for the first time how complete was the mystery of the Professors death, even apart from the other facts of his signals and his journey north.

Kirk, this dealer in secrets, admittedly posed as a friend of the family. Greer trusted him. To him Ethelwynn had fled for assistance at the first suspicion of anything being wrong. Therefore would it not have been easier for him than for anyone else to enter the house in secret and kill the man who had stolen from him that mysterious secret?

Yet, try how I would, I was unable to rid myself of the grave conviction that my new acquaintance was cognisant of more than he had told me. He was naturally a reserved man, it was true; yet there was an air of cosmopolitanism about him which spoke mutely of the adventurer.

His refusal to allow a doctor to see the Professors daughter was nothing short of culpable. Had Antonio, that sly, crafty Italian, to whom I had taken such instinctive dislike, summoned a doctor at once, it was quite possible that the poor girls life might have been saved.

But why had she returned to the house in a manner so secret? Why had she crept into the dining-room and removed her hat? It would almost seem as though she had returned for good, for if she had intended to go back to her aunts she would not have taken off her hat and laid it aside.

And why had she done so in the dining-room, of all places? Why had she not ascended to her own room? And why, most of all, had she not summoned Antonio?

Was it because of fear of him?

Kirk and Antonio were friends. That I had detected from the very first. The Italian was polite, urbane, servile, yet I saw that the bow was only a shallow make-believe. Alone together, the pair would, no doubt, stand upon an equal footing.

The reason she had returned home was mysterious enough, yet the greater problem was the reason why she also had been struck down and the same corrosive liquid flung into her fair countenance.

I could not think that Kirk was responsible for this second assassination, for, unless Antonio had lied, it had been committed at the very hour when I had been seated with my mysterious neighbour only a few doors away from my own house.

So, as you may readily imagine, I was still sorely troubled when at last the maid brought me my hot water and I rose to dress.

I quite saw now that the reason why Kirk had called to inspect the new Eckhardt tyre was merely in order to make my acquaintance. Yet it was certainly curious that he should have predicted the visits of the two other men for the same purpose. After breakfast I went, as usual, to the garage, but my mind was still full of the events of the previous night.

Kirk had arranged to call for me at eleven and return to Sussex Place, where he intended to search for any finger-marks left by the assassin. Eleven oclock struck, but he did not arrive. In patience I waited until one, and then returned home to luncheon, as was my habit.

His non-arrival confirmed my suspicions. What, I wondered, could have been the purport of that mysterious message in German that he had listened to on the telephone just before we had parted?

At two oclock I called at his house and rang the door-bell. There was no response. Both Kirk and his sister were out.

So I returned to the garage, and with Dick Drake, my stout, round-faced, dare-devil driver, who held two records at Brooklands, and was everlastingly being fined for exceeding the speed limit, I worked hard upon the refractory engine of a car which had been sent to me for repair.

All day it was misty, but towards evening the fog increased, until it became thick even in Chiswick, therefore I knew that it must be a regular London particular in the West End. One driver, indeed, who had come in from Romford, said he had taken four hours to cross London. Hence I resolved to possess my soul in patience and spend a quiet evening at home with my wife and her young sister, who lived with us.

Curiously enough, however, I found myself, towards six oclock, again seized by a sudden and uncontrollable desire to return to Sussex Place in search of my mysterious neighbour. I felt within me a keen, irrepressible anxiety to fathom the curious problem which that shabby man, who declared himself immune from trial in a criminal court, had placed before me. Who could he be, that, like the King himself, he could not be brought before a judge?

At times I found myself laughing at his absurd statements, and regarding them as those of a lunatic; but at others I was bound to admit that his seriousness showed him to be in deadly earnest.

Well, to cut a long story short, at eight oclock I took Dick Drake and managed to creep over in the fog to Regents Park on one of the small cars.

The door was opened, as before, by Antonio, who perceptibly started when he recognised me.

Yes, Mr Kirk was there, he admitted, and a few seconds later he came to me in the hall.

He was a changed man. His face was thinner, sallower, more haggard, and the lines about his mouth deeper and more marked; yet he greeted me affably, with many apologies for not keeping his appointment.

I was here, very busy, he explained. I rang you up twice on the phone, but each time you were engaged.

Well, I asked, going straight to the point, what have you discovered?

Very little, he said. Ive searched all day for finger-prints, but up to the present have found none, save those of Antonio, Ethelwynn, and members of the household.

You do not suspect any of the servants? I whispered, full of suspicion of the crafty-looking Italian.

Of course not, my dear sir. What motive could they have in killing such an excellent, easygoing master as the Professor?

Revenge for some fancied grievance, I suggested.

But he only laughed my theory to scorn.

I followed him upstairs, through the red boudoir to the laboratory, to which the fog had penetrated, and there watched him making his test for recent finger-prints. His examination was both careful and methodical. He drew a pair of old grey suède gloves over his hands, and, taking up one after another of the bottles and glass apparatus, he lightly coated them with some finely powdered chalk of a grey-green colour, afterwards dusting it off.

On one or two of the bottles prints of fingers were revealed, and each of these he very carefully examined beneath the light, rejecting them one after the other.

To me, unacquainted as I was with the various lines of the finger-tips, all looked alike. But this shabby, mysterious neighbour of mine apparently read them with the utmost ease, as he would a book.

In its corner, in the same position in which we had left it on the previous night, lay the hideous body of the Professor, crouching just as he had expired. But Kershaw Kirk worked on, heedless of its presence.

I remarked to him that he was a careful and painstaking detective, whereupon he straightened his back, and, looking me in the face, said:

Please dont run away with the idea that Im a detective, Mr Holford. I am not. I have no connection whatever with the police, whom, I may tell you, I hold in contempt. Theres far too much red-tape at Scotland Yard, which binds the men hand and foot and prevents them doing any real good work. Look at the serious crimes committed in London during the past three years to the perpetrators of which the police have no clue! The whole police system in London is wrong. Theres too much observation upon the speed of motor-cars and too little latitude allowed the police for inquiry into criminal cases.

Then you are not a police officer? I asked, for within the last few hours I had become suspicious that such was the fact.

No, I am not. The reason I am inquiring into the death of Professor Greer is because, for the sake of my own reputation, and in order to clear myself of any stigma upon me, I must ascertain the truth.

And only for that reason? I queried.

He hesitated.

Well — and for another — another which must remain a confidential matter with myself, he replied at length. The Professor was in possession of a certain secret, and my belief is that this secret was stolen from him and his mouth afterwards closed by the thief.

Why?

Because, had the unfortunate man spoken, certain complications, very serious complications, involving huge losses, would have accrued. So there was only one way — to kill poor Greer! But the manner in which this was accomplished is still an absolute enigma.

Has it not struck you that the telegram sent from Edinburgh may have been despatched by the assassin? I asked.

But he was uncertain. He had as yet, he said, formed no theory as to that portion of the problem.

Where is the unfortunate girl? I asked, for I had noticed that she was not in the dining-room.

He looked at me quickly, with a strange expression in his peculiar eyes.

Shes still here, of course, he declared. That second phase of the mystery is as complicated as the first — perhaps even more so. Come with me a moment.

I followed him through the boudoir and into the study, where, opening a long cupboard in the wall, a small iron safe was revealed, the door of which opened at his touch.

Here, he explained, the Professor kept the valuable notes upon the results of his experiments. The safe was closed when I first called, but this morning I found it open, and the contents gone!

Then the person who killed Professor Greer was not the thief! I remarked.

Unless he returned here afterwards, was Kirks reply, with his eyes fixed upon mine.

Then he glanced at his watch, and without a word turned upon his heel and passed out of the room.


Chapter Six.

A Further Mystery.
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I STOOD AWAITING his return for a few moments, and then followed him out upon the landing, where my feet fell noiselessly upon the thick Turkey carpet. Almost opposite, across the open staircase, I could see into the large drawing-room, and there, to my amazement, I saw Kirk raising and lowering one of the blinds.

He was making the same signal to someone outside in the park as that made by the Professor before his death!

I slipped back to the study, much puzzled, but in a few moments he returned, smiling and affable.

What signal had he made — and to whom? It was foggy outside, therefore the watcher must have been in the close vicinity.

Antonio appeared at the door, whereupon Kirk gave the manservant certain instructions regarding the payment and discharge of the servants. Apparently one of them had returned and asked for her wages in lieu of notice.

Be liberal with them, urged my companion. We dont want any grumbling. There is no suspicion as yet, and liberality will disarm it.

Very well, signore, replied the man, I will pay them all and get rid of them as soon as possible.

Yes, at once, Kirk snapped, and the man went down the stairs.

Well, I asked, after he was out of hearing, what do you intend doing now?

I never set out any line of action. In such a case as this any such method is folly, he replied.

But at least you will do something with the bodies of the victims? They must be buried, I exclaimed, for the gruesomeness of it all was now preying upon me. This was the first time that I had ever been implicated in a murder mystery — and such a mystery!

The disposal of the bodies is my own affair, Mr Holford, he said quietly. Leave that to me. As far as the world knows, Professor Greer and his daughter are away visiting.

But Lady Mellor! Is she not anxious regarding her nieces whereabouts?

Lady Mellor is on the Riviera. Her house in Upper Brook Street is in charge of servants, therefore she is unaware that anything extraordinary has transpired.

Your only confidant is Antonio?

And your own self, he added. But have I not already impressed upon you, my dear friend, the absolute necessity of secrecy in this affair?

You have given me no actual reason, I demurred.

Because certain circumstances bind me to secrecy, was his reply. From what I have already told you I dare say you have gathered that I am no ordinary individual. I am vested by a high authority with a power which other men do not possess, and in this case I am compelled to exercise it.

He saw the look of disbelief upon my countenance.

Ah, he laughed, I see you doubt me! Well, I am not surprised; I should do so were I in your place. But, believe me or not, Mr Holford, you will lose nothing, by assisting me in this affair and performing a secret service for the high authority who must be nameless, but whose trusted agent I am — even though the onus of this strange tragedy may be cast upon me.

The whole affair is a mystery, I remarked— an inscrutable mystery.

Yes, he sighed, one that has been rendered a hundredfold more inscrutable by a discovery made to-day — the discovery which prevented me calling upon you at eleven oclock. But remain patient, trust in me, assist me when I desire assistance, and it will, I promise, be well worth your while.

For a moment I was silent. Then, a trifle annoyed, I answered:

My legitimate profession of motor engineer pays me quite well, and I think I prefer, with your permission, to retire from this affair altogether.

What! he exclaimed. After giving me your promise — your word as a gentleman! Cant you see, my friend, that you can assist in furthering the ends of justice — in fastening the guilt upon the assassin?

That, I maintain, should be left to the police.

Bah! The police in this case would be powerless. The problem is for us, you and I, to solve, and by the exercise of patience and watchfulness we shall, I hope, be able to elucidate the mystery.

The inquiries may carry us far afield; I have a keen presentiment that they will. Therefore if I am suddenly absent do not trouble on my account. My silence will mean that I am watchful and active. When I am abroad I make a point of receiving no letters, therefore do not write. I always communicate with my friends through the advertisement columns of the Times. To you I shall be Silence.

Take the paper daily and watch for any message I may send you. You have a car outside, I suppose? I wonder whether you would take me to Tottenham Court Road? he asked.

Thereupon we went below, and after a whispered conversation with Antonio, who was waiting in one of the back rooms, he mounted into the car, and Dick drove us very slowly through the fog half-way down Tottenham Court Road, where Kirk alighted.

Shall I wait for you? I asked.

No, he replied; I really dont know how long I shall be. Besides, I shall not return to Bedford Park to-night. Its very kind of you, but I wont trouble you further. Good night, Mr Holford! Perhaps I shall see you to-morrow. If not, then recollect to keep an eye upon the Times for a message from Silence.

And he shook my hand, descended, and went forward into the yellow fog.

My curiosity was aroused; therefore in an instant I had resolved to follow him and ascertain whither he went.

In the direction he had taken towards Oxford Street, I started off, but before me the lights blurred in the misty obscurity. Foot-passengers on the pavement loomed up in the uncertain light and melted again, and as I hurried on I discerned the figures before me with difficulty. Where the shopfronts were lit were patches of red mist, but where they were closed it was almost complete darkness, for in that neighbourhood the fog was thicker than further westward, and Dick had had considerable trouble in finding his way there at a snails pace.

In my haste I collided with several persons coming my way, apologising and going forward again until I came to a corner where a shop was well lit. Of a sudden I distinguished the man I was following; he had halted in conversation with the shop-keeper, who was pointing up the side street.

In the fog, Kirk was evidently out of his bearings.

I drew back, so as to escape observation, but I watched him plunge into the darkness of the side street, and I was soon at his heels. It was a squalid neighbourhood into which we had entered. I had been through it before, but was not certain which street it might be down which we were going.

Guided by his footsteps I went on behind him. Fortunately my tread was soft, owing to the rubber heels I wore. At the crossing I listened, at first uncertain whether he had turned to the right or left, or gone straight on.

Again the footsteps sounded out of the obscurity, which now caused my eyes to smart, and I knew that he had gone straight forward, so on I went.

At the next corner I was nearer him, near enough to distinguish that he crossed the road and suddenly turned along the pavement to the right. We were evidently going in the direction of Fitzroy Square, though in which street I had no idea. In fear lest his quick ears should detect that I was following, I fell back a little, allowing him to get further in front. The houses we were then passing were good-sized private ones interspersed with shops, substantial houses of the usual style found in the decayed districts of London, dark, gloomy, and mysterious-looking. I recognised that we were in Cleveland Street. Then we turned again — the first turning on the left round the corner by a laundry.

Of a sudden I heard Kirk halt, as though in doubt. It seemed as though he was retracing his steps, having passed the house of which he was in search. Quick as thought, in order to avoid meeting him face to face, I stepped off the kerb into the roadway.

He passed by within a few yards of me, yet entirely unconscious of my proximity. Then he repassed, as though having satisfied himself that he had not yet reached his goal. In a London fog, one house is very much like another, especially in a side street. In the distance I saw a red glimmer — the light of a surgery.

Two dark, evil-looking men lurched past me, and then a woman, half-drunken and reeling. For a few seconds I lost his footsteps, but again they reached my ears. The sound was a different one. He had ascended one of the flights of steps!

I hurried forward, but as I did so I heard a door close sharply. He had entered one of those dark houses, but which of four or five I was, unfortunately, utterly at a loss to decide.

The exterior of each I examined carefully, taking note of their number. In two of them yellow gas-jets were burning over the grimy fanlights, throwing out a faint light into the pall of the fog, while in one a light was burning in the front room of the ground floor.

All were let in squalid apartments, for there seemed a general frowsiness about that undesirable neighbourhood, where the greater part of the inhabitants were foreigners of the working class. Each house, with its railings and deep area, had but little to distinguish it from its neighbours, all were dirty, neglected, and forbidding in that darkness and gloom.

I stood in chagrin at having thus lost sight of my mysterious friend, and could only wait for his exit. Two of the houses were within the zone of the weak light thrown by the street-lamp; the other three were in obscurity.

In one of them — which one I knew not — Kershaw Kirk had kept an appointment, arranged, perhaps, by that signal which he had made by the raising and lowering of the blind.

My position was most tantalising, yet I felt that if I remained there on watch I should most certainly see him come out, and then at least know the number of the one he had visited.

Midnight rang out from a church clock somewhere, but there had been no sign of him.

Dick must, I knew, have grown tired of waiting, and, thinking me lost in the fog, would slowly creep homeward. The ever-watchful vigil I was keeping in that terrible atmosphere fagged me. I became numbed with cold, and very hungry.

Yet I dare not leave the spot lest Kirk should come forth, so I stood leaning against the railings in patience, full of wonder and apprehension.

More than once I feared that the dealer in secrets might notice me from within if he chanced to look out. Hence from time to time I changed my position.

My impression was that he had entered with a latch-key, for scarce had he reached the top of the steps when he was inside, with the door closed behind him; either that, or else someone was waiting there to admit him.

Another hour had nearly passed, when suddenly I was startled by a loud scream — a womans piercing scream — which appeared to come from the first of the houses which lay in the darkness.

Twice was that cry repeated, and I sped to the house whence it emanated. The place was in complete darkness. No light shone from any window of the gloomy, dismal house.

A third time was the shriek repeated, coming from the room behind the railing on a level with the door. As I stood upon the pavement I was only a few feet from the window.

Help! Help! For Gods sake, help! You brute! I thought I had escaped you. No! Ah! Dont! I beg — I implore you! Ah! shrieked a refined voice, the voice of a young woman. And then, in despairing tones that grew fainter with every syllable, I heard the words long drawn out. Ah! You — youve — killed — me! Killed me! — just as you killed my — dear — father!

I stood listening to that dying appeal, bewildered, utterly staggered.

What could I think? Place yourself in my position and ask yourself what you, in those circumstances, would have thought?


Chapter Seven.

Another Person Becomes Inquisitive.
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I WAS UNCERTAIN what to do. Was it best to ascend the steps, knock boldly at the door, and inquire the reason of that frantic appeal? Or should I remain silent and watch?

If Kirk had caused the Professors death, then why had he enlisted my aid? But was I not a complete novice, in the detection of crime, and might not all his protestations of friendship be a mere blind, a clever ruse to cover the truth?

I stood on the pavement, my ears strained to catch any sound within. But all was silent again.

Those final words of the womans desperate appeal for help rang in my ears: Youve killed me, just as you killed my dear father!

The woman who had shrieked could surely have no connection with the tragedy in Sussex Place, for, alas! Ethelwynn Greer was dead. I had, with my own eyes, seen her stiff and stark.

Then what did it all mean? Was this an additional phase of the already inscrutable problem?

I gazed at the window, where no light escaped through the lowered Venetian blinds. The very darkness struck me as strange, for either there were closed shutters upon the blinds, or some heavy curtains had been drawn carefully across to exclude any ray of light from being seen without.

In the neighbourhood wherein I was, I recollected there were many mysterious houses — secret clubs where waiters and foreigners of the lower class danced, drank, and played faro, and were often raided by the police. Those streets bore a very bad reputation.

After all, I was not exactly certain that the house whence emanated the shrieks was the actual house into which Kirk had entered. Hence I was both undecided and bewildered. For that reason I waited, my eyes glued upon the dark door and house-front.

Suddenly, above the fanlight, I saw the flickering light of a candle carried down the hall, and a moment later the door opened. In fear of recognition I sprang back into the roadway, where, at that distance, the fog obscured me.

Someone descended the steps, and, turning to the left, went in the direction whence I had come. I followed stealthily for some distance until I at last made out the figure in the weak light of a street-lamp.

It was not Kirk, only a forbidding-looking old woman in faded bonnet and shawl — a typical gin-drinking hag of a type one may see in hundreds in that neighbourhood. I had followed her down into Cleveland Street, where she turned to the left, when it suddenly occurred to me that, in my absence, Kirk might make his exit. Therefore I rather foolishly abandoned pursuit, and retraced my steps.

Judge my chagrin, my utter disgust with myself when, on returning, I failed to recognise from which house the woman had come! In that puzzling pall of fog, which grew thicker and more impenetrable every moment, I hesitated to decide which of three or four houses was the place whence the womans cries had emanated.

That hesitation was fatal to my success. In my excitement I had taken no notice of the number upon the door, and now I paced backwards and forwards before the railings of four houses, all almost exactly similar, all in darkness, all equally dingy and mysterious. Which of those houses held Kershaw Kirk I knew not, neither could I decide from which of the four had come those despairing cries.

I had been a fool, a very great fool, for not going boldly to the door and demanding an explanation, even though I might have received a rough handling, alone and unarmed as I was. So I returned to the street-lamp and tried to recognise the house from the point where I had stood when the first cry had fallen upon my ears. But, alas! again I could not decide.

My impulse to follow the woman had been my undoing, for I somehow felt a strong conviction that Kirk had escaped during my absence in Cleveland Street, for though I waited in that dense and choking blackness beneath the red lamp of a surgery at the further corner for still another hour, he came not.

Therefore I was compelled very reluctantly to grope my way back into the Tottenham Court Road, where at last I found a hansom, and with a man leading the horse, I fell asleep as we went westward, so fagged and exhausted was I by that long and unpleasant vigil.

The wife of a motorist like myself is used to her husbands late hours, therefore I had little difficulty in excusing myself to Mabel, yet when I retired to bed no sleep came to my eyes.

That womans shrill, despairing cry rang ever in my ears. Those words of hers were so mysterious, so ominous.

Youve killed me, just as you killed my dear father!

Should I go to the police in the morning and make a clean breast of the whole affair?

At dawn I found the fog had lifted, therefore, after looking in at the garage, I called upon Kirk, resolved to pretend ignorance of his visit to the house off the Tottenham Court Road. But again I was disappointed, for he had been absent all night. His sister was ignorant of his whereabouts, but, as she explained, his movements were ever erratic.

This caused me to make another visit to the house, which, in the light of day, I found to be in Foley Street, an even more squalid neighbourhood than I had believed.

At the corner of Cleveland Street was the laundry, the windows of which were painted grey so that the passer-by could not peer within. The street seemed to be the play-ground of numberless dirty children, while the houses, all of which were let in tenements, were smoke-grimed and dismal.

At some of the windows the cheap lace curtains hung limp and yellow, and at others the windows had been white-washed to prevent people looking in. The neighbourhood was one that had sadly decayed, for even the public-house a little way up the street was closed and to let.

I stood outside the easily recognised surgery in order to take my bearings, and quickly discovered the three or four houses from one of which had come that cry in the night.

Yet which house it was, I knew not. Therefore what could I do? To remain there might attract Kirks attention if he were within. Hence I was afraid to loiter, so I passed on into Langham Street, and thus out into Portland Place.

I had become obsessed by the mystery of it all. I returned to Chiswick, and tried to give my mind to the details of my business, but all without avail. I saw that Pelham, my manager, was surprised at my apparent absent-mindedness. I knew it was incumbent upon me to go to the police-station, which was only a few hundred yards from me on the opposite side of the road, and tell the inspector on duty the whole story. Yet somehow the affair, with all its mysterious features, had fascinated me, and Kershaw Kirk most of all. The information was mine, and it was for me to solve this remarkable enigma.

Kirks absence from home, and his failure to communicate with me, showed that either he mistrusted me, or that he was purposely misleading me for the attainment of his own ends.

He had sought my friendship and assistance, and yet next day he had abandoned me in doubt and ignorance.

I managed to get through the day at the garage, and eagerly bought the evening paper, anxious to see whether the tragedy had become public property; but as yet it was unknown. I dined at home, and I suppose my manner was so preoccupied that Mabel, my wife, asked:

Whats the matter, Harry? You seem unusually worried?

Oh! I dont know, dear, I replied, trying to laugh. Ive had a lot of things to do at the office to-day, I added in excuse; Ive got to go back this evening.

Mabel pouted, and I knew the reason. I had promised to run her and her sister over to Teddington to see some friends with whom we had promised to spend the evening.

But I was in no mood for visiting friends. I went along to Kirks house, and, finding him still absent, took the train from Hammersmith to Baker Street, and walked through Clarence Gate to Sussex Place.

It had just struck nine when I halted at the Professors door, but I drew back suddenly when I saw a tall, well-dressed, clean-shaven young man in hard felt hat and overcoat, standing in the doorway.

He had rung, and was evidently awaiting an answer to his summons.

The place was, I noticed, in darkness. Antonio had evidently omitted to switch on the light in the hall.

What could that young man want at the house of death?

Unfortunately, I had not been quick enough, for as I halted he turned upon me, realising that to call there was my intention.

This is strange! he remarked to me, Ive been ringing here nearly half an hour, and can get no reply. Yet when I passed the front of the house there was a light in the small drawing-room. Ive never before known the place to be left; there are always servants here, even if the Professor and his daughter are absent.

It occurred to me that Antonio had detected him from within, and that he might be an unwelcome visitor. I recollected Kirks strict injunctions to the faithful Italian.

Antonio may be out, I suggested.

But the maids would surely be at home, he argued. I wonder if thieves are inside? I somehow suspect it, he whispered.

Why?

Because I distinctly heard a movement in the hall about ten minutes ago, he answered. Will you go round to the front and see if there are lights in any of the rooms, while I remain here? Youll soon see the house — the first with the long columns at the drawing-room windows.

I consented, and was quickly round at the front.

But the whole place was in total darkness. Not a light showed anywhere.

I returned, and suggested that in passing he might have been mistaken. There were lights in the windows of the adjoining house.

No, declared the young man, who, by his speech, I recognised was well educated, I made no mistake. Theres some mystery here. I wired from Paris to Miss Greer this morning, making an appointment this evening. Its curious that shes out.

You are a friend of the family, I suppose? I asked, eager to know who the young fellow was.

Yes, he replied; and you?

I am also, was my answer. What other reply could I make? I believe the Professor is up in Scotland, I added.

But where is Antonio and all the other servants? he argued.

Well, I said, their master being absent, they may all be out, spending the evening; servants have a habit of doing so in the absence of their masters.

Then how do you account for the movements I have heard inside? he asked. No; if the servants are out, then the thieves are within. Will you stay here to bar their exit, while I go out and find a constable?

Mention of the police caused me to wince. This young man was in ignorance of what had really occurred.

I should remain patient a little while if I were you, I said. Antonio may return at any moment; he surely cannot have gone far.

On the contrary, I think he has.

Why?

Well, curiously enough, this afternoon, when I alighted from the Paris express and was passing through the buffet at Calais, I caught sight of a man who strangely resembled him. He turned his head and hurried away. At the moment I failed to recognise the likeness, and not until half an hour later, when the boat was already on its way across to Dover, did I recollect that he was very like the Professors faithful Antonio.

I held my breath.


Chapter Eight.

A Fresh Turn in Affairs.
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HERE WAS THE whole affair in danger of being exposed to the police and public by this young mans encounter with the Professors servant! If it were exposed, then I should be compelled to give some account of myself. It would certainly be difficult to convince the police that I had no knowledge of the Professors death.

Well, I remarked, that Antonio should be leaving Calais seems somewhat curious, but perhaps it may have only been somebody resembling him.

Of course, Im not quite sure, the young man replied; but is it not curious that Miss Greer and the servants are all out? The Professor is always so very careful of his experiments and the contents of his laboratory that the house is never left untenanted.

Ive called quite by chance and upon business, I explained. Im a motor-car engineer, and I live in Chiswick. My name is Holford.

Mines Langton — Leonard Langton, he answered. Then, after a seconds hesitation, he added, Ethelwynn — Miss Greer — is to become my wife. Thats why Im surprised that she hasnt kept the appointment I made.

I was silent. What if I told him of the girls mysterious death? What would he say? How would he act?

He seemed a smart, active, well-set-up fellow, quick, energetic, with a pair of merry grey eyes and a good-natured smile. Indeed, I took to him from the first. Yet how dare I divulge a word of what I knew?

The only thing is to wait, I suggested.

But if the Professor is in Scotland, as you say, why have you called this evening? he asked, with some little suspicion, I thought.

For the moment I was nonplussed.

I wondered whether he had returned, was my rather lame reply. I simply called on the off-chance of seeing him.

Was your business of a pressing nature? he asked, still wondering, I think, whether I might not have some connection with thieves who might be within. Perhaps he now suspected me of being an accomplice, set to watch outside. My hesitation when he suggested calling the police had no doubt aroused his suspicion. Besides, I suppose my agitation had caused him some surprise, for I was in deadly fear lest the police should be called, and should enter there.

The dead girls lover was a man of strongly marked character, that I could see. When once he learned the truth I should surely be suspected of having secret knowledge of the crime!

Well? he asked, as we still stood before the closed door, what shall we do?

Wait, I again suggested, the Professor is evidently still away. He may have sent Antonio across to the Continent upon some business.

If so, then there are undoubtedly thieves within. Since Ive been waiting here the light in the small drawing-room overlooking the Park has been extinguished — put out, no doubt, immediately I rang. No, he went on, we must call the police. Will you go and get a constable — or shall I?

You go, I said, in a blank voice. I — Ill wait here.

I saw that the game was up. His suspicions were aroused, and he intended to take immediate action.

Theres sure to be a policeman along at Clarence Gate, he said; Ive often noticed a man on point-duty there. But, he added, suddenly facing me and looking straight into my eyes, for the street-lamp shone brightly upon the spot where we were standing, tell me, Mr Holford, have you told me the actual truth?

The truth! I echoed. Why, of course I have! Here is my card, and I gave him one from my cigarette-case, wherein I always carried them.

He read it eagerly, and in exchange gave me one of his, laughing as he said:

I feared, perhaps, that you might be in association with the men inside. Forgive me for suspecting you, wont you?

Of course. I knew you doubted me, I answered, smiling. Ill remain here until you return, though, to be frank, I dont see very much cause for alarm.

I do. Theres a mystery here — one which we must fathom. Keep watch. Ill be back in a few moments.

And he left the steps and, turning to the left, disappeared round the corner.

I stood outside the door, my ears strained to catch the slightest sound. The young mans presence there was indeed an unfortunate contretemps.

In the silence I could hear my own heart thumping. Of a sudden, however, I thought I could detect a sound of movement within. I listened attentively. Yes, I was not mistaken, someone was actually in the hall! What if it were the unknown assassin, returned to the scene of his crime?

My heart-beats quickened. The dead girls lover had not been mistaken. The lights had been put out when the person or persons inside were disturbed by his ring. In a few moments he would be there with the police, and the crime would be properly investigated. But what account could I myself give of the reason of my call? If I were suspected, the police might inquire into my movements during the past few days and gain knowledge of my visits there!

My position was growing to one of great seriousness. Every moment increased my peril.

Across the narrow road rose the great blank wall of a mews, while in the room on the first floor above where showed the high, dark window stretching across nearly the whole frontage of the house, lay huddled, I knew, the body of the dead Professor.

I was still listening, full of wonder as to who might be lurking in that house of death, when, of a sudden, I heard the latch touched, and slowly and silently the big door opened.

I drew back, prepared for a fight, but next second a cry of amazement escaped my lips when I saw in the darkness of the cautiously-opened door a mans face — the thin, sallow, frightened face of Kershaw Kirk.

Its I, Holford? he gasped. I must get away. Langton must not see me. Remember you must not breathe a single word of your knowledge of myself! Success now depends entirely upon your silence. I will wire an appointment with you to-morrow. Be careful, or you yourself may now be suspected.

But why not tell the police? I demanded, barring his way.

Police be hanged! he cried impatiently. Have I not already told you? I have no time to argue. Langton must not see me — he must know nothing of me. A word from you would mean loss incalculable, and all hope of elucidating the mystery would instantly be at an end. Which way did young Langton go?

Towards Clarence Gate, I replied almost mechanically, for his sudden appearance there had startled me.

Good! he cried; then Ill go in the opposite direction. Be silent, Holford, and rely upon me. Whatever you may discover, do not betray any surprise. In this affair you will probably meet with a good deal that will surprise you — as it has already surprised me.

Wheres Antonio? I demanded.

Gone.

Abroad?

I — well, how can I tell? Hes left here. Thats all I know, replied this mysterious man very lamely.

I sniffed in suspicion.

Do, I beg of you, tell me more of this affair, Mr Kirk, I urged, speaking quickly. If you are really my friend, if you really wish me to assist you, why not instruct me how to act? If you will tell me the truth, I will keep a still tongue.

You will be more silent if you remain in ignorance, was his response. Listen! I must get away, and before I could prevent him he had closed the door quietly behind him. I noticed that he was attired in clothes quite different from his usual habit. Indeed, he was smartly dressed, wearing a black overcoat with a velvet collar, and well-ironed silk hat.

Stay and face Langton, I urged. Take him into your confidence. Surely no good can be served by this elusiveness.

You dont know what youre saying, man! he cried. Let me pass. Ive been listening to all you told the young man. Your story was quite a feasible one. Keep it up, and affect entire ignorance of me. It is the only way if we are to place our hand upon poor Greers assassin.

The proper course for me to pursue, Mr Kirk, is to—

Footsteps! I must go! he cried hoarsely, in a voice which plainly betrayed his intense agitation and anxiety not to come face to face with the dead girls lover. Ill try and see you to-morrow or next day. Remain in patience till you hear from me. Good-bye.

And the next instant he ran lightly down the steps and sped away to the left, out of sight. All this had happened within three minutes.

Scarce had he disappeared, when Langton, accompanied by two constables, turned the corner, and found me on guard at the door. I felt bewildered. Kirks sudden appearance at the door of that house of mystery had taken me so aback that I had scarcely yet recovered. Did not his admission that the faithful Antonio had left bear out Langtons story of having seen the fellow passing through the buffet at Calais station?

The young man had, I saw, been explaining his suspicions to the constables on their way to the house. I was glad that there was only a blank wall opposite, otherwise my action in allowing Kirk to leave the place might easily have been observed and misconstrued.

What, I wondered, was the reason of my strange friend being in there alone? Why had the lights been so suddenly extinguished when Langton had rung the bell? That he feared Langton was evident.

Why?

Within myself I resolved to put some guarded questions and ascertain, if possible, what Ethelwynns lover knew of this man who had so ingeniously drawn me into that maelstrom of doubt and grim tragedy.

The two constables were instantly on the alert. They examined the lock of the front door, conversing in low whispers, then, after a brief consultation, one of the pair left hurriedly, in order to place a guard upon the front of the premises, overlooking the garden, which divided the crescent from the park.

Presently he returned, accompanied by a brown-bearded sergeant, who recognised Langton as having been witness in a motor-car accident in Cumberland Terrace a couple of months before.

The sergeant pressed the button of the electric bell for a long time, and though we waited anxiously there was, of course, no response.

Im certain somebody is within, declared Langton excitedly; I saw the light quite distinctly.

Very well, sir, if youre certain, replied the sergeant gruffly, well have to force an entry. But remember, if youre mistaken, it will be a trifle awkward. The owner might come upon you for damage.

Ill stand the racket of all that, declared the young man readily. There are thieves in here, Im certain.

It may be only a maid who has a visitor, and who believes her master, or young mistress, has returned, I suggested, full of apprehension at the alarming discovery which must be made as soon as the police entered and searched the place.

Then all the worse for her, sir, answered one of the constables grimly.

And again they banged at the door and continued ringing. All, however, was silence and darkness.

What would they have thought had they known that I had allowed the mysterious Kirk, who had been lurking there, to escape?

Had I acted foolishly in doing so? I was forced to the conclusion that I had.

While sergeant and constables were in counsel as to what course should be adopted, an inspector, who had been warned by the constable on guard at the front, arrived, and was told Langtons story.

This is Professor Greers, he remarked; I think wed better force an entry, sergeant. That basement window down there looks easy of access, and he pointed to a window of the back-kitchen.

Yes, replied the bearded man addressed, as a constable shone his lantern down upon it, we could break the glass and turn back the catch. There are no bars there.

This course was quickly adopted. The inspector, taking one of the mens truncheons, tapped the glass lightly until he had cracked it, and then pulled the pieces forward till he could insert his hand and release the catch.

The window thus opened, the two constables, truncheons in hand and lights turned on, crept into the kitchen and disappeared, while we stood waiting anxiously without, our ears strained in listening.

A few moments later, one of the men threw open the front door, and together we entered the dark and silent house of mystery.

I stood back, passing into the wide hall last of all. There was now no hiding the grim, astounding truth from police and public.

I held my breath, awaiting the sensation that must be caused by the discovery.

As I anticipated, a discovery was made very quickly.

But, strangely enough, it was not at all what I had looked for. It only added further mystery to the altogether inscrutable problem.


Chapter Nine.

I Discover Something.
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ON THE LIGHT being switched on in the dining-room, I held my breath, expecting that Langton would there find the body of the girl he loved.

It had, however, been removed.

The yellow cushion was still there, flung upon the leather couch where the unfortunate girl had lain, but there was no sign of any tragedy having been enacted.

Strangely enough, however, a bright fire burned in the grate, while upon the table were the remains of a repast — dinner, no doubt — of which three persons had partaken. Dessert had been finished, and the three coffee-cups had been drained, while about the room was a strong odour of cigars.

Who had been entertained there by Kirk?

The set table did not, of course, strike any of my companions as at all unusual, and so they passed across to the morning-room on the opposite side of the hall, one of the constables remaining at the foot of the stairs in order to prevent the escape of any persons who might be secreted in the house.

In the dining-room I loitered, for I had noticed in the grate a quantity of burnt paper. Therefore, when I was alone, I stooped, and snatched up a few half-consumed scraps — leaves of a manuscript-book they appeared to be. But at the moment, having no time to examine them, I crushed them into the pocket of my jacket, and followed the quartet on their tour of investigation.

Every nook and corner, behind chairs, in cupboards, everywhere they searched, expecting to discover somebody secreted. But they, of course, found the house untenanted.

In the smaller drawing-room, where the clean-shaven young man had noticed the light, there was a fire burning and an odour of cigars, showing that some man or men had been in the room. What consultation, I wondered, had taken place there?

The large drawing-room — the room from whence the Professor had signalled — was cold and cheerless, while in the study nothing had apparently been disarranged.

I think, sir, remarked the inspector to young Langton, that you must have been mistaken. I dont see any evidence of the presence of thieves here. The master is away, and the servants are all out for this evening. Thats all.

But Im quite certain there was a light when I first rang, declared Langton.

Then if anyone was here, he or she must still be here, replied the officer with a slightly incredulous smile, while at the same moment I recollected that as dinner had been served in the dining-room, there must also have been servants there during that evening.

Is there no other door — no back door? I queried.

No, replied Langton promptly; both front and back doors are in Sussex Place. The door leading to the park was bricked up by the Professor, as he was always afraid that undesirable people might enter and steal the secrets of his experiments. There are two locked doors leading to the laboratory, of which he always keeps the keys. Ill show you them in a moment. And he led the way across the landing from the study to the boudoir.

Here I noticed that the drawers of Miss Greers little rosewood escritoire stood open, and that upon the table was a miscellaneous collection of odds and ends; letters, fancy needlework, and other things, as though a hasty search had been made among the dead girls effects. To me it appeared that whoever had been making the investigation had been disturbed in the act and had escaped.

The police noticed it, while Langton exclaimed:

Look! Ethelwynn is usually so very tidy! Somebody has, no doubt, been turning over her treasures. For what reason? and he halted before the open door leading to the passage to the laboratory. Look!

Inspector, sergeant, and constable all looked, but saw nothing unusual. The door stood open — that was all.

Dont you see! cried the young man excitedly. This door — the door which Professor Greer always keeps fastened — has been burst open. Somebody has been here! I was not mistaken after all!

And he made his way along the passage, opening the second door and entering the darkness of the great lofty room. The constable followed with his lamp, while I held behind, knowing that in a few seconds the ghastly truth must be discovered.

Langton quickly found the switch, and the place was flooded with light.

At the same moment a strong and pungent smell of some acid greeted our nostrils, causing us to catch our breath. It was due, we noticed, to a bottle of some liquid which had been knocked off the table nearest us, and lay smashed upon the tiled floor.

Full of fear and trembling, I glanced to the corner in which I had seen the Professors huddled-up body; but my heart gave a quick bound of joy. It was not there!

Already evidences of the double tragedy had been removed. Was it for that reason, in order to remove them, that Kershaw Kirk had been there?

Why! exclaimed Langton. Look! the furnace is alight. The Professor certainly cannot be in Scotland!

I glanced to the left where he had indicated, and saw that the good-sized brick furnace built in the right-hand wall, in which, by means of a great electric fan, the Professor could generate, by forced draught, the intense heat he sometimes required for his experiments, was aglow. A fierce fire had evidently been burning there, but it was now slowly dying out. The warmth of the laboratory and of the brickwork of the furnace showed that the draught fan must have been used.

I wonder what the Professor has been doing to-day? remarked the inspector, examining the place with considerable curiosity.

I wonder rather what intruders have been doing here! exclaimed Langton. You forget that both doors have been forced.

The inspector stood gazing round the place in silent wonder.

Well, he exclaimed at last, I dont see the slightest evidence of burglars here, sir.

They may be hidden upstairs, suggested the young man. Remember there are many people very anxious to obtain knowledge of the Professors discoveries. That is why he is always so careful to keep these doors locked. His daughter, Ethelwynn, is the only person he ever allows in here. He and she even carry in the coal for the furnace, the servants being excluded.

But thieves would hardly light up the furnace! said the officer.

Unless they wished to destroy something in the fire, responded the other.

That suggestion held me aghast. Upon me, like a flash, came the astounding suspicion that that furnace might have been lit for the purpose of destroying the evidence of the mysterious crime. I remembered Kirks curious and guarded response when I had referred to the burial of the body.

Was this, then, the reason why I had found him alone in the house?

I stood staggered by the suggestion.

I was near the furnace — nearer than the others.

Then, when I found speech again, I said:

If there are intruders in this place, they could not have escaped; they must certainly be upstairs. I agree with Mr Langton that it is certainly very curious that these doors should have been forced.

How did you know that the Professor is in Scotland? he inquired of me eagerly.

In an instant I had a ready reply.

Antonio told me so when I called on Monday.

Did he say when his master would be back? asked the inspector.

He said he expected him to return last night, as he had an engagement to go with his daughter to a ball.

Then he may have returned and gone to the dance, remarked the officer. He may also have lost his keys and been compelled to break open the doors — quite a likely circumstance. Three persons dined downstairs to-night. He and his daughter and a friend probably dined and afterwards went out; while the servants, knowing they would not return before midnight, may have followed them out to spend the evening. That at least is my theory at the present.

That certainly seems to be the most logical conclusion, inspector, I remarked.

We must search the upper premises before I accept it, exclaimed Langton, who, I could see, was still very suspicious that something unusual had happened. The meeting with Antonio in the buffet at Calais had caused him to doubt, and most naturally so.

My eager eyes were fixed upon the glowing furnace, the large, square, iron door of which was still red-hot, though the heat was now decreasing. At the side was a large air-shaft, in which were fitted electric fans, while on the wall were three switches by which a strong forced draught could be obtained.

Before the furnace door was a portion of the tiled floor railed off, to prevent the cinders from being trodden about, and in there I saw a quantity of ashes. At the side were several large crucibles, one of which, still gripped by the iron tongs or holders, contained some metal which looked like steel.

Carelessly I made a tour of the place, passing the corner where had lain the Professors body. I saw that all traces of blood had been carefully removed from the tiles. No one would suspect that any tragedy had occurred there.

Was this Kirks work? Had the man who had such a contempt for the police — whom he denounced as red-taped blunderers — succeeded in removing all trace of the crime?

If so, was not that sufficient proof of his own guilt? Was he not fooling me when, all the time, he was the actual assassin?

Every fresh fact as presented in that house that night increased rather than elucidated the mystery.

I longed to take the dead girls lover into my confidence and tell him, there and then, all I knew, just as I have told you; but I hesitated. Had I not given my word of honour to be silent? And, moreover, like a confounded fool, I had allowed Kirk to escape!

So now, more than ever, were my lips sealed. I was bound hand and foot.

In a few moments the four men passed out of the laboratory, while I, as I had done below, remained behind for a moment.

I stood before the furnace peering into the ashes.

I saw there something which they had overlooked, or, if they had seen it, could convey nothing to them.

Among those grey ashes lay a black horn overcoat button!

This I snatched up and transferred to my pocket.

Had that bottle of acid been purposely smashed in order to dispel any unpleasant odour arising from the furnace?

I longed to throw myself upon my knees and examine those ashes, but, alas! I dare not.

So I was compelled to follow my companions, rigid and speechless.


Chapter Ten.

Leonard Langton Makes a Statement.
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SEARCH OF THE upper portion of the premises revealed nothing — nothing, at least, to arouse the undue suspicions of the searchers.

My eager glance was everywhere, but I discerned nothing further of an unusual nature. The one great truth had become impressed upon me that the man Kirk, madman or master criminal, had got rid of the evidences of his crime.

He must have disposed of the poor girls body in the same manner as that of her father!

I recollected that when seated with him in Bath Road, Bedford Park, he had admitted that he possessed another home. Was it in Foley Street, that squalid house where I had heard a womans frantic screams?

I knew my duty, yet I still hesitated to perform it. My duty as a good citizen was to tell the police, openly and frankly, all that I knew. Yet if I did so, would I be believed? Now, after I had allowed them to search the place, I should, if I spoke, surely be suspected of trying to shield myself.

No, having assumed an attitude of ignorance, I saw I was now compelled to retain it. Kirk, clever, crafty, and far-seeing, had most ingeniously sealed my lips.

Yet why, if he were the actual criminal, had he taken me, a perfect stranger, into his confidence? And again, what connection could the Eckhardt tyre have with the strange affair?

Who were those two mysterious callers who had followed his visit, and whom Pelham had seen? What could have been their object?

I stood in the large drawing-room listening to the discussion between the searchers, who had now returned there disappointed.

I can only repeat, sir, remarked the inspector, addressing Langton, that you must have been mistaken regarding the light in the window of the next room.

Im certain I was not, replied the young man doggedly. Someone was in this house — someone who, when I rang, extinguished the light and escaped!

But how could he have escaped? queried the officer.

Ah! thats the mystery. By the roof, perhaps.

The trap-door is bolted on the inside, declared the constable; I examined it, sir.

Or by a window leading out on to some leads somewhere? I suggested.

There are no windows unfastened by which anyone could have escaped, the sergeant exclaimed; Ive looked at them all.

Well, exclaimed the young man with a puzzled air, nothing will ever convince me that Ive brought you all here upon a fools errand. I still maintain that something unusual has happened. Why has Antonio fled to France?

We must ask the Professor, replied the inspector. He may have been sent by his master upon perfectly legitimate business. He was entirely trusted, you say.

But he saw me in the buffet at Calais, and, turning, hurried away, Langton said. In other circumstances he would certainly have raised his hat in greeting; he is a most polite, tactful man.

Well, sir, laughed the officer, I dont think we can assist you any further. Just go out, 403, he added, turning to the constable, and tell the two men in the park that weve finished, and they can go back to their beats.

Very well, sir, responded the man, replacing his truncheon as he left the room.

Both inspector and sergeant soon followed him, leaving Langton and myself alone.

After the front door had closed, we returned to the big dining-room.

Well, he exclaimed, I dont know what your theory is, Mr Holford, but Im absolutely certain that something has happened here. There is some crooked circumstance, and I saw deep lines of thought upon his shrewd, clever, clean-shaven countenance.

Why dare not Kirk meet him?

The absence of everybody is certainly mysterious, I admitted.

Doubly mysterious when one takes into consideration the fact that the doors leading into the laboratory have been forced, he remarked quickly. Three persons dined here to-night. The Professor entertained a man-friend. Who was he?

That we can only discover when the servants return, I said.

Or from the Professor himself, he suggested.

I held my breath. What would he have said if I had told him the truth — that the Professor was dead, and that a button from his overcoat had been lying among the ashes of the furnace?

I glanced around the comfortable room where the fire glowed cheerfully and the electric lights were so cunningly shaded. The Professor was, among other things, a connoisseur of old silver, and upon the sideboard were a number of fine Georgian pieces, tankards, salvers, candelabra, salt-cellars, decanter stands, and other things, all of which I recognised as perfect specimens.

My hand went to my jacket pocket, and I there felt the button. I withdrew my fingers in horror.

We had decided to await the return of the Professor. Await his return! Surely we would have a long time to wait for his arrival?

I was on my mettle. I alone knew the truth, and to conceal my secret knowledge from this shrewd and active young man would, I saw, be difficult.

We seated ourselves beside the fire, and, having offered me a cigarette from his case, he began to endeavour to learn more about me. But at first I was very wary, and exercised caution in my replies.

He apologised for mistaking me for an accomplice of thieves, whereat I laughed, saying:

When we meet the Professor he will perhaps tell you of our long friendship.

Curiously enough, he said, looking straight across at me, I never recollect Ethelwynn speaking of you.

I knew very little of the young lady, I hastened to explain; the Professor is my friend. He has, on several occasions, told me what a great help she was to him in his experiments.

She is his right hand, declared the young man. Her knowledge of certain branches of chemistry is, perhaps, unequalled in a woman.

And yet she is delightful and charming, and nothing of a blue-stocking, I understand, I remarked.

He smiled, for was he not the happy lover! Ah! what an awakening must be his ere long!

But we gossiped on. His face, however, betrayed a great anxiety, and time after time he expressed wonder why Ethelwynn had not remained at home to keep the appointment, or left him some message.

Indeed, we searched both her boudoir and her bedroom to find his telegram, but all in vain. Then again we returned to the dining-room.

I suppose youve known the Professor for some years, I remarked, hoping that he would tell me the story of their acquaintance.

Oh, yes, answered the young man, twisting a fresh cigarette between his fingers. I first met him and Ethelwynn at the Gandolfi Palace, in Rome, four years ago. I was staying with my aunt, the Marchesa Gandolfi, and they were at the Grand Hotel. I saw quite a lot of them all through the Roman season. The Professor gave some lectures before one of the Italian learned societies, and I had frequent opportunities to take Ethelwynn out to see the sights of the Eternal City. I happen to know Rome very well, for I spent all my youth there with my aunt, an Englishwoman, who married into the Roman nobility, and who, like every other Englishwoman who takes such a step, repented it afterwards.

You mean she was not very happy with her husband? I said. Ive heard before that mixed marriages in Italy are never very successful.

No, he sighed; my poor aunt, though she became a Marchesa and possessed a dozen different titles and probably the finest palazzo in Rome, was very soon disillusioned. The Marchese was an over-dressed elegant, who lived mostly at his club, ogled women each afternoon in the Corso, or played baccarat till dawn. And Roman society was not at all kind to her because she was just a plain Englishwoman of a county family. Gandolfi was thrown from his horse while riding over one of his estates down in Calabria two years ago.

The Professor was a friend of your aunts, I suppose?

Yes, an old friend. At the time when we met, Ethelwynn had, I found, an ardent admirer in a young Italian lieutenant of infantry, who had met her once or twice at the Grand and in the English tea-rooms on the Corso, and had fallen desperately in love with her.

The Professor told me of this, and in confidence asked whether I knew the grey-trousered popinjay. I did not. He had apparently told the Professor of his family and high connections in Bologna, had declared his love for Ethelwynn, and with her consent had asked the Professor for her hand in marriage.

I consulted my aunt, who was much against the matrimonial union of English and Italians, and in secret I went to Bologna to investigate the lieutenants story. What I found was rather interesting. Instead of being the son of a noble but decayed family, he was the only child of an old man employed as a gardener at a big villa out on the Via Imola, and so erratic had been his career and so many his amours, that his father had disowned him.

I returned to Rome with the fathers written statement in black and white.

And what happened then? I asked, interested.

The amorous fortune-hunter spent a rather bad quarter of an hour in the Professors sitting-room, and was then quickly sent to the right-about. He quietly got transferred to another regiment up in Cremona, while Ethelwynn, of course, shed a good many tears.

And, her disillusionment over, she repaid you for your exertions on her behalf by becoming engaged to you, eh?

Exactly, was his answer as his mouth relaxed into a smile. A very strong attachment exists between the Professor and myself. I am happy to believe, indeed, that I am one of his closest friends — at least, that is what he declared when I asked his permission to marry Ethelwynn. Perhaps as regards finance I am not all that he might desire, he said frankly. Im not by any means rich, Mr Holford. In fact, Im simply a hard-working business man, but I have a very generous and kind employer in Sir Albert Oppenheim, and my position as his confidential secretary is one of great trust.

Sir Albert Oppenheim! I echoed. Why, hes supposed to be one of the wealthiest men in England!

He probably is, laughed my friend. Every rich man, however, has enemies, and he is no exception. Ive read and heard spoken many very unkind libels about him; but take it, from one who knows, that no man in all England performs more charitable work in secret than he.

The name recalled several rumours I had heard, ugly rumours of dishonourable dealings in the City, where he was one of the greatest, shrewdest, and most powerful of modern financiers.

I had grown to like Leonard Langton for his frankness. That he was devoted to the unfortunate girl was very plain, and naturally he was anxious and puzzled at her failure to be at home to receive him after an absence of a month in Portugal, where he had, he told me, been engaged upon the purchase of the tramways of Lisbon by an English syndicate formed by Sir Albert.

He lived in chambers in Wimpole Street, with a great chum of his who was a doctor, and he invited me to look him up, while I began to tell him a little about myself, my motor business, and my friends.

He was a motor enthusiast, I quickly found; therefore I, on my part, invited him to come down to Chiswick and go out for a days run on the ninety.

Thus it occurred that, seated in that house of mystery, nay, in that very room where I had seen his well-beloved lying cold and dead, we became friends.

Ah! if I had but known one tithe of what that hastily-formed friendship was to cost me! But if the future were not hidden, surely there would be neither interest nor enjoyment in the present.

Suddenly, and without warning, I launched upon him the one question which had been ever uppermost in my mind during all the time we had sat together.

I have met on several occasions, I said, a great friend of the Professors, a man you probably know — Kirk — Kershaw Kirk.

I watched his face as I uttered the words. But, quite contrary to my expectations, its expression was perfectly blank. The name brought no sign of recognition of the man to his eyes, which met mine unwaveringly.

Kirk? he repeated thoughtfully. No, Ive never met him — at least, not to my knowledge. Was he young — or old?

Elderly, and evidently he is a very intimate friend of Greers.

The young man shook his head. If he was denying any knowledge he possessed, then he was a most wonderful actor.

Perhaps Kirk himself had lied to me! Yet I remembered that towards him Antonio had always been most humble and servile.

I tried to discern any motive Langton could have to disclaim knowledge of the mysterious Kirk. But I failed to see any.

As far as I could gather, my companion was not acquainted with the man whom I had so foolishly allowed to escape from the house.

Yet had not Kirk himself expressed a fear at meeting him? Had he not told me plainly that by mere mention of his name to that young man, all hope of solving the enigma would be at an end?

Perhaps, after all, I had acted very injudiciously in admitting my knowledge of Kirk. For aught I knew my remarks might now have aroused further suspicion in his mind concerning myself. Yet was not the temptation to put the question too great to be resisted?

At my suggestion we again ascended the stairs, and re-entered the forbidden chamber.

I gave as an excuse that I was curious to examine some of the delicate apparatus which the Professor used in his experiments. My real reason, however, was again to examine those ashes before the furnace.

Circumstances, fortunately, favoured me, for almost as soon as we were inside the laboratory we heard the telephone bell ringing out upon the landing.

I wonder whos ringing up? Langton exclaimed quickly. Ill go and see, and he hurried away to the study where I had noticed the instrument stood upon a small side-table near the window.

The moment he had gone I bent swiftly and poked over the dust and ashes with my hand.

Yes! Among them were several small pieces of cloth and linen only half-consumed, some scraps of clothing, together with a silver collar-stud, blackened by fire.

I feared lest my companion should observe the unusual interest I was taking in the furnace-refuse, therefore I cleaned my hand quickly with my handkerchief and followed him.

He had his ear to the telephone, still listening, when I entered the study.

Then he placed the receiver upon its hook, for the person with whom he had been conversing had evidently gone.

Turning, with his eyes fixed upon mine, he made in a few clear words an announcement which fell upon my ears like a thunderbolt.

I believe I fell back as though I had been struck a blow. By that plain, simple declaration of his, the dark vista of doubt and mystery became instantly enlarged a thousand-fold.

I stood staring blankly at the young man, absolutely refusing to believe my own ears.

What he told me was beyond all credence.


Chapter Eleven.

The Storm Gathers.
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IVE JUST BEEN speaking to Ethelwynn, Langton said. Shes down at Broadstairs.

At Broadstairs! I echoed, staring straight at my companion.

Yes, he replied. She tells me that her father went up to Edinburgh, but was suddenly called abroad upon business connected with one of his newly-patented chemical processes. She rang up Antonio, intending to leave a message for me.

I stood listening to him, utterly dumbfounded. The young man was being misled. Had I not with my own eyes seen the poor girl lying cold and dead in the room downstairs? Besides, was it possible that she, who knew of her fathers fate and had seen him lifeless, would tell her lover that great untruth!

Could this be one of Kirks ingenious subterfuges in order to gain time?

Then you are satisfied? I managed at last to stammer.

To a certain degree, yes, he replied, looking at me with a good deal of surprise, I saw. But it does not explain why Antonio is absent abroad, or—

Gone to meet his master most probably, I interrupted.

Perhaps. But why has the laboratory been broken open; and, again, why has the furnace been lit? Who were the three persons who dined here this evening? The Professor is away!

Miss Ethelwynn might have entertained two friends before leaving for Broadstairs, I suggested.

They were men. Ethelwynn does not smoke cigarettes.

Did she say whether she is returning to London? I inquired.

She will let me know on the phone to-morrow.

She didnt tell you her fathers whereabouts?

She doesnt know. Hes somewhere in Germany, she believes. He has been in communication with a strong German syndicate, which it seems has been formed in Hamburg to work one of his discoveries. And in his absence somebody has undoubtedly been prying into his experiments.

Somebody who you believe was disturbed by your ring at the door, eh?

Exactly! replied the young man, glancing at his watch. But now, Mr Holford, I think I shall go to my rooms. Im tired after my journey. The Channel crossing was an exceptionally bad one this afternoon. Youll call and see me very soon, wont you?

I promised, and together we descended the stairs and left the silent house.

By his side I walked out by Clarence Gate as far as Baker Street Station, where we shook hands and parted.

After he had left me I halted on the kerb, utterly bewildered.

It had dawned upon me that there was just a chance of discovering something further among the ashes of the furnace. The window, broken by the police, would afford an easy means of access. Now, and only now, was my chance of obtaining knowledge of the actual truth.

Therefore I turned back again, and, loitering before the house, seized my chance when no one was nigh, opened the basement window and was again inside.

In a few minutes I was again standing in the laboratory, over which the glowing furnace threw a red light. I dared not switch on the electricity, lest I should give warning to anybody watching outside, hence I was compelled to grope by the fitful firelight among the ashes.

My examination — a long and careful one — resulted in the discovery of a metal cuff-link much discoloured by fire, a charred pearl shirt-button, and a piece of half-burned coloured linen. As far as I could ascertain there were no human remains — only traces of burnt clothing. But charred bones very much resemble cinders.

Yet were not those remains, in conjunction with the words of Kershaw Kirk, sufficient evidence of a grim and ghastly occurrence?

I left the house by the window, just as I had entered it, and, walking as far as the Marylebone Road, entered a small private bar, where, being alone, I took out the scraps of half-burned paper and eagerly examined them. Alas! most of the faint-ruled pages were blank. The others, however, were covered with a neat feminine calligraphy, the words, as far as I could decipher, having reference to certain chemical experiments of the Professors!

Those precious notes by Ethelwynn at the Professors dictation had, it seemed clear, been wantonly destroyed.

What could have been the motive? If that were found, it would surely not be difficult to discover the perpetrator of that most amazing crime.

I returned home more than ever mystified, but carrying in my pocket a cabinet photograph of the dead man, which I had abstracted from a silver frame in his daughters boudoir. It was theft, I knew, but was not theft justifiable in such unusual circumstances?

Next morning I was early at the garage in order to carry out a plan upon which I had decided during the grey hours before the dawn. In the telephone book I searched for, and found, the Professors number at his seaside cottage at Broadstairs, and asked the exchange for it.

In a quarter of an hour I was informed that I was through.

Is Miss Ethelwynn at home? I inquired. No; shes gone out for a walk, replied a feminine voice — that of a maid, evidently. Who are you, please?

Mr Kershaw Kirk, I replied, for want of something better to say.

Oh, Mr Kirk! exclaimed the woman. Is that you, sir? Your voice sounds so different over the phone. Miss Ethelwynn left word that, if you rang up, I was to tell you that Mr Langton is back, so you had better keep out of the way.

What does Langton know? I asked, quickly on the alert.

Nothing yet; only be very careful. Are you coming down here?

I dont know, I replied. Ill ring your mistress up later on to-day. Is there any other message for me?

No, my mistress said nothing else, sir.

Very well, I said. Good morning! and I rang off.

That conversation created further doubts in my mind. Here was a girl whom both Kirk and myself had seen dead, yet she was still alive, and actually acting in conjunction with him to keep her fathers death a secret! It was incomprehensible!

What could it mean?

Pelham came to me with some questions concerning the business, but I only answered mechanically. I could think of nothing — only of the mysterious, inscrutable affair in Sussex Place. The mystery had possessed my soul.

At eleven oclock, suppressing all suspicion I held of Kershaw Kirk, I called at his house; but his sister showed me a telegram she had received soon after nine oclock that morning. It had been handed in at Charing Cross Station, and was to the effect that he was just leaving for the Continent.

Another curious circumstance! He had gone to join that crafty-faced servant, Antonio Merli. Now that Leonard Langton had returned, he evidently thought it wise to make himself scarce. And yet Langton had calmly denied all knowledge of him!

A little before five oclock that afternoon, while sitting in my glass office in the garage, the man Dick Drake brought me a telegram. It had been handed in at the Gare du Nord, in Paris, and was from Kirk. His enigmatical words were:

Recall all I told you. I thank you sincerely for helping me over a difficulty last night. Shall rejoin you shortly. If questioned say nothing. All depends upon you. Silence!

I read it through in wonder half a dozen times.

I longed to ring up Ethelwynn Greer again. It would be a weird experience to converse with one whom I had seen dead. Yet I could think of no excuse. Kirk had, no doubt, telegraphed to her, for it seemed that their association was, after all, a very close one.

The days work ended, I got into a car and drove to the address in Wimpole Street given me by Leonard Langton.

His chambers were particularly cosy and well-furnished; but his man, a young foreigner, told me that his master had left for Broadstairs by the Granville from Victoria that afternoon.

Therefore I remounted in the car, and turned away down into Oxford Street, entirely nonplussed.

I could not discern Kirks motive in exposing the tragic circumstances to me. I did not see in what way I could assist him, even though his version of the affair were the true one.

Who was this Kershaw Kirk? That was the main question. Either he was a man of extraordinary power and influence, or else a most cunning and ingenious assassin. Yet was there no suspicion upon Antonio Merli, the foreign servant, who seemed hand-in-glove with Kirk?

Recollection of this caused me to turn the car towards the Euston Road and search along that long, busy thoroughfare for the tobacconists shop kept by Antonios cadaverous-looking brother, Pietro — the only outsider, apparently, aware of the Professors death.

For fully half an hour I searched, until, near the Tottenham Court Road end, I came across a little shop where stationery, newspapers, and tobacco were displayed in the window.

Entering, I asked the dark-eyed girl behind the small counter if Mr Merli kept the establishment.

Yes, sir, he does, was her reply.

Can I see him?

Hes been suddenly called abroad, sir, answered the girl; he left London this morning.

By what train?

Nine oclock from Charing Cross.

Do you happen to know a Mr Kershaw Kirk?

Yes; he was here last night to see him, replied the girl. Thats the only time Ive ever met him.

When do you expect Mr Merli back?

Oh, I dont know, sir! Hes gone to Italy, I expect; and when he goes there hes generally away for some weeks.

Then he often goes abroad?

Yes, sir; very often. He has some business, I think, which takes him away travelling, and he leaves this shop in charge of my married sister and myself. Hes not married, as I dare say you know.

Hes seldom here, then? I remarked, gratified at all this information.

He lives out at Acton, and only comes here occasionally.

You know his brother, of course? I asked, after I had purchased some cigarettes.

You mean Mr Antonio? Oh, yes; hes been here once or twice — for letters he has addressed here.

In another name — eh? I laughed lightly.

Yes, theyre letters in a ladys hand, so perhaps wed better not be too inquisitive, laughed the girl. And then, after some further conversation, I told her I would call again in a weeks time to ascertain if she knew her employers whereabouts, and, re-entering the car, drove back to Chiswick, my mind clouded by many anxious apprehensions.

The outlook was every moment growing darker and more perplexing.


Chapter Twelve.

A Strange Story Unfolded.
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I CONFESS TO having been half-inclined, when I returned home that night, to take Mabel into my confidence. But I hesitated, because I knew that her frankness and sense of justice would lead her to suggest that I should go to New Scotland Yard and lay the whole facts before the Criminal Investigation Department.

I had no secrets from her — I loved her far too well. But in this crooked affair I had most foolishly given my word of honour to say nothing.

All Kirks strange declarations and allegations now recurred to me. Hence I was compelled to abandon all idea of making Mabel my confidante.

I knew, however, by the way she looked at me, that she was troubled and puzzled by my manner. Indeed, that evening when I returned and found her beside the fire in our cosy sitting-room, her slim fingers busy with some fancy needlework, I recognised by her pointed questions that she regarded me with considerable apprehension.

Again she asked me what was the matter, and again I replied evasively that I had just then a good many business worries. And we dropped the subject because Gwen, her younger sister, entered the room.

All next day I debated within myself what course I should now adopt, but, alas! I could not decide upon any. The whole affair was such an entire enigma. The more I had tried to probe the mystery, the more utterly inexplicable did it seem.

Reflect for a moment, and you will fully realise the peril of my position. To me, it seemed quite plain that I had by my readiness to accept Kirks friendship, given myself entirely into the hands of the conspirators.

If Kirk were truly an honest man and not afraid, he certainly would have called in the police. Yet had he not openly admitted his inability to prove an alibi?

That afternoon, a damp and dismal one, I had to run out on a car to Tunbridge Wells to see a customer who was purchasing the car which I drove. I took Dick with me, and, the car being a forty-eight, we sped along pretty swiftly until we halted before the entrance to that old-world promenade, the Pantiles, near which my customer lived.

Before we got home again it was near midnight, but on that night drive I resolved that on the morrow I would embark upon the work of amateur detective, and endeavour to discover something on my own account.

To solve such a complete enigma as that now presented one must, I realised, begin at the beginning. And that was what I intended to do. Therefore, on the following night, at half-past eleven, I left Kings Cross in a sleeping-car for Edinburgh, having first ascertained that the conductor was the same who had travelled by that train on the night of the Professors alleged journey.

He was a tall, lean, fair-whiskered Scot, whose uniform seemed too big for his shrunken frame, but who bustled up and down the corridor as soon as the train had started, inquiring of the passengers at what hour they would like to be called, and whether they would take tea.

I waited until he came to my compartment, and then I put to him certain questions regarding his passengers on the night of Sunday, the thirteenth, asking whether he remembered Professor Greer.

Why, yes, sir, was his answer with a strong northern accent. Another gentleman asked me about the Professor when I got back to Kings Cross.

Did you take the Professor up to Edinburgh?

Certainly, sir. I remember the name. Indeed, here it is in my book, and, turning back a few pages, he showed me the name among those who had secured sleeping-berths in advance. As I told the other gentleman who inquired, he wouldnt have any tea, and told me to call him at Dunbar.

And when you called him did you then see him in his berth?

Yes, sir, he pulled the door back and inquired what kind of a morning it was.

Where did he alight?

At Waverley, of course. I handed him out his bags, and one of the porters of the North British Hotel took them.

Youre quite certain of that?

As certain as were going north to-night, sir, replied the man.

Then I drew forth the Professors photograph from my pocket and showed it to him.

Thats the same gentleman, and a very nice gentleman he was, too, sir, he declared, the instant his eyes fell upon it. But for what reason do you ask this? Youre the second person who has made inquiries.

Only — well, only because the Professor is a little eccentric, I replied diplomatically, and we are rather anxious to know of his doings up in Scotland. Nearly all great men of genius, I added, are slightly eccentric, you know.

Well, he went to the North British, replied the conductor. Theyll be certain to recollect him there.

Do you know the porter who took his bag?

Yes, it was Walter Macdonald. Ill call him when we get to Waverley in the morning, and you can ask what questions you like.

And the man left me and bustled away, while soon afterwards, as the great express began to gather speed towards Hatfield, I turned into the narrow little bed, while we roared along through the dark night.

When I drew aside the blind next morning we were skirting the grey misty sea, within sight of the Bass Rock. Therefore I leisurely dressed, and, punctual to time, stepped out upon the long platform at Edinburgh at half-past seven.

At a whistle from the conductor, a smartly-uniformed hotel porter stepped up, and I explained, in a few brief words, the object of my visit to Edinburgh.

I remember the gentleman quite well, sir, replied Macdonald, after I had exhibited the photograph. I took his suit-case and kit-bag and gave them over to the hall-porter. The gentleman did not engage a room, I think. But his first inquiry was for the telegraph-office, and I directed him to the General Post Office, which is almost next door here. Thats about all I know of his movements.

I gave the man a tip, and, ascending in the hotel lift, passed through the lounge and entered the big coffee-room which overlooks Princes Street, where I breakfasted.

Afterwards I lounged about the main hall which opens upon Princes Street — the entrance from the station being from deep below at the back of the premises.

I saw that outside the reception office, upon a green baize-covered board and placed beneath tapes, telegrams for visitors were exhibited, and the addressees took them themselves. It would, therefore, be quite easy for anyone not staying in the hotel to have a telegram addressed there, and to receive it in secret. It would also be just as easy for a person to take anybody elses telegram that happened to be there.

Two young lady clerks were behind the brass grille, and presently I addressed the elder of the pair, and showed her the photograph. Neither, however, recognised it.

I turned up the visitors-book, and saw that on Monday the fourteenth no person of the name of Greer had registered.

He was a chance customer, evidently, remarked the elder of the girls in neat black. He arrived, you say, by the morning East Coast express, therefore he may just have had breakfast and gone on. Many people do that, and catch their connections for the North. In such a case we never see them. Both myself and my friend here were on duty all day on Monday.

I certainly have never seen the gentleman to my knowledge! declared the other.

But he must, I think, have received two telegrams.

I remember one telegram, but I do not recollect the other. We have so many wires here in the course of the day, you know, the girl replied. But what I do recollect is being rung up on the telephone from London on the following day, with an inquiry whether the gentleman was staying here.

You dont know who rang you up? I asked.

I havent any idea! she laughed. It may have been the police. Theyve done so before now.

Of course he might have stayed here in another name and taken telegrams addressed to him as Greer, I suggested.

I scarcely think so, replied the elder of the pair, a tall, smart, business-like woman. If he had, one of us would, no doubt, have remembered him. Id have a chat to the hall-porter at the station-entrance if I were you, she added.

I therefore sought out the tall, liveried man she had indicated, and again to him exhibited the portrait.

He remembered the Professor quite distinctly, he told me. The visitor deposited in his charge a kit-bag and suit-case, remarking that he was not quite certain if he would remain the night, and passed on into the hotel. That was about 7:35 in the morning.

When did you see him again?

About noon, when he passed through to the lift, and descended into the station. I noticed that he was then wearing a different hat from the one he had on when he arrived from London, the hall-porter replied.

When did he take his luggage?

About half-past three. A porter took it below, and it was placed in the cloak-room.

You didnt see him again?

No, sir. He probably left by a later train that day.

That was all the information I could gather in that quarter. The remainder of the morning I spent idling about Princes Street, that splendid thoroughfare which has few equals in the world, trying to decide upon my next course of action. I had exhausted Edinburgh, it seemed, and clearly my way lay south again.

Suddenly, on re-entering the hotel to get lunch, a thought occurred to me, and I sought out the hair-dressing department, making inquiry of the man in charge, a fair-haired, well-spoken German.

As soon as I showed him the portrait, he exclaimed:

Ja! I recollect him — quite well.

Tell me what you know of his movements, I urged.

I saw that the man regarded me with considerable suspicion.

I presume, sir, he said, that you are an agent of police?

No, Im not, I assured him, rather surprised at his remark. Im simply making inquiry because — well, because my friend is now missing.

Then Ill tell you what occurred, sir, answered the German, with a slight accent. The gentleman came in about four oclock and asked me to shave him. When I began to put on the soap I realised, however, that he had himself been cutting off his beard closely. But I shaved him, and made no comment. We hairdressers are used to such things, yet they sometimes cause us a little wonder.

Ah! I cried. Then he left here with his beard shaven clean! He intended to disguise himself!

No doubt, sir, replied the man, who seemed a particularly intelligent fellow. Because, earlier in the day, while crossing the corridor, I had noticed him standing near the lift. He then had a full beard. I recollected the clothes he was wearing.

Did he talk to you?

Very little, sir. He seemed a gloomy, rather silent man.

That was all he could tell me, though he declared that the gentleman had seemed very agitated and upset while he was being shaved. His hair was also cut, and his moustache trimmed.

Did it alter his appearance much? I inquired. Very greatly, sir. I should scarcely have known him when he left here.

And you told nobody?

It is not my business to pry into customers affairs, responded the man, and very justly; but I took good note of his countenance.

What he told me was certainly remarkable. The whole of the facts were, indeed, astounding.

While the unfortunate Professor lay dead in his laboratory in London he was, at the same time, here, in Edinburgh, making an attempt at disguise, and sending a reassuring telegram to his daughter!

That Professor Greer had been killed there was not the slightest doubt — killed, too, behind locked doors, in circumstances which themselves formed a complete and inscrutable mystery. Then, if so, who was this man who had left London with the Professors luggage, had arrived in Edinburgh, and whom the hotel-servants and others had identified by his portrait?

If he were not the Professor, then who could he have been? One thing was certain, he could not have been the actual assassin. Yet if not, why had he taken such pains to disguise his appearance?

The theory of Greer having a double I put aside at once. Doubles only exist in the realms of fiction. Here, however, I was dealing with hard, solid facts.

Each phase of the intricate problem became more and more complicated as I endeavoured to analyse it. That grey, wintry afternoon I wandered about the damp streets of Edinburgh, gazing aimlessly in the shop windows, and afterwards sat for a full hour upon a seat in the deserted public gardens below the Castle, thinking and wondering until the gloomy twilight began to creep on, and the lights along Princes Street commenced to glimmer.

Then, rising, I set off again across the North Bridge, and through High Street and Johnstone Terrace to the Caledonian Station, and by George Street and St. Andrews Street back to the Waverley, a tour of the centre of the city. I was merely killing time, for I had decided to take the night express back to Kings Cross.

When I re-entered the hotel it was nearly seven oclock, and, as I did so, the porter at the revolving door in Princes Street touched his cap and informed me that the hairdresser desired to see me again.

I ascended to the first floor, and entered the saloon, where I found the German with whom before luncheon I had spoken. He was seated alone, reading a newspaper.

Ach, sir! he exclaimed; I thought perhaps you had left! Im very glad you are still here! A most curious circumstance occurred this afternoon when I went off duty as usual from three till five. I live in Forth Street, at the back of the Theatre Royal, and while walking towards home along Broughton Street, I came face to face with the gentleman for whom you are searching.

Youve seen him! I gasped, half-inclined to disbelieve the mans story, for he was evidently on the look-out for a substantial tip.

Yes, he recognised me, and tried to avert his face. But I managed to get a good look at him, and am absolutely certain that Im not mistaken. He was dressed differently, and looks many years younger than when I first saw him wearing his beard.

Then he is still in hiding here! I gasped quickly. Did you follow him?

I did. I had to exercise considerable caution, for he evidently fears that he is being traced. His attitude was essentially that of a man dreading recognition. He may be suspicious that you are here, sir.

But have you discovered where he is living? I demanded breathlessly, my heart leaping.

Yes, sir, replied the German; I have.


Chapter Thirteen.

I Learn Something Interesting.
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TEN MINUTES LATER I was with the German hairdresser on a tram-car, going up Regent Road, towards Abbey Hill. On turning into the London Road at the station, we descended, and, crossing the main thoroughfare, entered one of the narrow, ill-lit turnings on the left, the name of which I was unable to see.

I dont know whom to ask for, I remarked to my companion, as we hurried along together.

I can only point you out the house where your friend is in hiding, replied the man. You, of course, know more of his habits than I do.

In a few moments we passed before a tall, drab, dingy-looking house, which the German pointed out was the false Professors secret abode.

I longed for the presence of Kershaw Kirk, for I knew not how to act. I reflected, however, that the reason of my journey to Edinburgh was to clear up the mystery, and this thought prompted me to action.

So while he waited in the semi-darkness at the next corner, I returned to the house and rang the bell. To the door came a rather dishevelled girl of about eighteen, evidently the daughter of the occupier.

You have a gentleman living here, I said. Would you kindly tell him that Mr Kirk desires to see him?

The gentlemans no longer here, sir, replied the girl, in broad Scotch.

Gone! I ejaculated.

Yes, sir. Mr Martins who you mean, I suppose, for hes the only gentleman mother has had. He packed his things, and left for the station an hour ago.

My heart fell. He had evidently realised that the German was following him, and had escaped us!

Can I see your mother? I asked. Whereupon I was invited into the small narrow hall of the musty-smelling house, and a thin-faced, angular woman in rusty black came forward.

Pray pardon my troubling you, I said apologetically, but I have an urgent message to give to Mr Martin, who, I understand, has been staying with you. It was an advantage that the girl had unwittingly betrayed the name which the false Professor had adopted.

Mr Martins gone, sir. He left this evening.

So your daughter tells me. But havent you any idea where he intended going?

The woman hesitated, and by that slight pause I felt convinced she knew something which she intended keeping to herself.

No, sir, he left quite suddenly, was her hurried reply. He had been out all day, and, returning about five, packed up his things, paid me what he owed me, together with a weeks rent in lieu of notice, and, getting a cab, drove away.

To the station — eh?

Yes, I heard him tell the man to drive to Princes Street.

He hadnt been very long with you, had he?

About a week. He came on the Monday, telling me that he had been recommended by a friend of his, an actor. I let rooms to professionals, she added, in explanation.

He is a very reticent man, I remarked. I suppose he seldom went out?

No; he used to read all day, and go for just half-an-hours stroll at night. He struck me as a rather eccentric man.

So he is, I laughed. Im an old friend of his, so, of course, I know. I hope he is not in your debt. If so, please tell me and Ill liquidate it.

Oh, not at all, sir. Hes paid for everything, declared the woman, upon whom my ready offer to pay her lodgers debts had evidently made an impression. His sudden departure mystified us.

Did he receive many letters?

Only two — and a telegram you sent him — which I found dropped by the side of his dressing-table.

From me? I echoed, yet next instant recollecting that I had given my name as Kirk.

Yes, you telegraphed to him several days ago to meet you at the Caledonian Hotel in Glasgow. You are Mr Kirk, are you not?

Ah, of course, I recollect, I laughed. Do you think hes gone to Glasgow? I asked, as the sudden thought occurred to me.

Well, sir, replied the woman, as you are such an intimate friend of Mr Martins, I think I ought to tell you that, before leaving to-night, he asked me in confidence to repeat any telegram that might come for him to the Caledonian in Glasgow, but asking me at the same time to give no information to anyone who might call and make inquiries as to his whereabouts.

Then hes gone to Glasgow to-night! I exclaimed, with sudden enthusiasm. If I follow at once, I may find him!

I certainly think so, sir, was the womans response, whereupon I made a hurried adieu, and, rejoining the German, into whose palm I slipped a sovereign, was quickly back at the hotel.

I left Princes Street Station at ten minutes to ten that night by the express due in Glasgow at eleven. That hours journey was full of excitement, for I was now upon the heels of the false Professor, whose whereabouts and assumed name Kirk knew, and with whom he had made an appointment.

Was this man, known as Martin, about to meet Kirk?

I laughed within myself when I reflected upon the awkward surprise which my presence there would give them. What the lodging-house keeper had told me proved conclusively that Kershaw Kirk had conspired to cause the death of poor Greer, and that the story he had told me was untrue.

Yet, again, there arose in my mind the problem why, if he were the assassin, or an accomplice of the assassin, should he introduce me into that house of death — myself a comparative stranger! Alone I sat in the corner of the railway carriage, thinking it all over, and trying, as I had so continuously tried, to discern light in the darkness.

I had been a fool — a confounded fool, not to inform the police of my suspicions at the outset. The girl Ethelwynn, whom I had seen lying apparently dead, whose chill flesh I had touched, was alive and well at Broadstairs! Was not that, in itself, a staggering mystery, exclusive of that secret visit of Kirks to Foley Street, and the womans cry in that foggy night?

Was it any wonder, then, that I was neglecting my business, leaving all to Pelham, with whom I had communicated by telegram several times? Was it any wonder that, the circumstances being of so uncanny and intricate a nature, I hesitated to tell Mabel, my wife, lest I should draw her into that web of doubt, uncertainty, and grim tragedy?

I had watched the columns of the Times each day to discover the advertised message promised by Kirk; but there had been none. I now saw how I had been as wax in the hands of that clever, smooth-spoken cosmopolitan. I believed in mens honesty, a most foolish confidence in these degenerate days, when morality is sneered at, and honesty is declared openly to be the worst policy.

Alas! in this dear old England of ours truth and justice are to-day rapidly disappearing. Now that Mammon rules, that divorce is a means of notoriety, and that charity begins abroad with Mansion House funds for undeserving foreigners, while our starving unemployed clamour in their thousands for bread, the old order of things has, alas! changed.

The honest man — though, be it said, there are still honest, sterling men in business and out of it — goes to the wall and is dubbed a fool; while the master-thief, the smug swindler, the sweater, and the promoter of bogus companies may pay his money and obtain his baronetcy, or his seat in the House of Lords, and thus hall-mark himself with respectability.

While money talks, morality is an absent factor in life, and truth is but a travesty. Glance only at the list of subscribers to a Mansion House Fund, the very basis of which is the desire of the Lord Mayor who may happen to be in office to get his baronetcy, while its supporters are in the main part self-advertisers, or donations are given in order to establish an unstable confidence and extend a false credit. Thus, even in our charities, we have become humbugs, because the worship of the Golden Calf has bred cant, hypocrisy, and blatant self-confidence, which must ere long be the cause of our beloved countrys downfall beneath the iron-heel of far-seeing, business-like Germany.

Such reflections as these ran through my mind as that night I sat in the train watching the lights as we neared the great industrial centre on the Clyde. I was trying to peer into the future, but I only saw before me a misty horizon of unutterable despair.

I longed to meet Ethelwynn Greer, and put to her certain questions. Was it not a complete enigma, startling and inscrutable, that she, having seen her beloved father lying lifeless, should utter no word — even to young Langton, to whom she was evidently devoted? That fact was utterly incomprehensible.

At last the train slowed and drew into the great echoing station. On alighting I gave my bag to a porter and entered the big Caledonian Hotel adjoining. I had stayed there on previous occasions, and knew its huge dining-room, its long corridors, and its wide ramifications.

I registered in the name of Lamb, deeming it best to conceal my presence, and while writing in the book, scanned the page for Martins name. It was not, however, there. I turned back to earlier arrivals that day, but with no better result. So I ascended in the lift to my room on the second floor.

Of course, it was quite within the bounds of possibility that the false Professor might use yet another name if he wished to avoid being followed from Edinburgh. Besides, I had noticed that just as at the North British at Edinburgh, so here, telegrams were exhibited upon a board, and could be taken. Therefore, if a wire came in the name of Martin, he could quite easily claim it.

After a wash I wandered about the hotel, through the lounge, smoking-room, and the other of the public apartments. Yet how could I recognise a man who was disguised, and whom I had never seen?

I was placed at a disadvantage from the very first by never having met this man who had posed as the dead Professor. Yet with the knowledge that Kirk desired particularly to see him, I felt that there was a probability of their meeting, and that, if only I remained wary and watchful, I should come across, amid the hundreds of persons staying there, the mysterious dweller in Bedford Park.

From my arrival at eleven till half-past one I remained on the alert, but saw no one I knew. Therefore I retired to bed, thoroughly worn-out by that constant vigil. Yet I was in no way disheartened. The false Professor had started from Edinburgh for that destination, and was, I felt confident, staying there under another name. It only lay with me to unmask him, or to wait until the pair met clandestinely, and then to demand to know the truth.

Surely in all the annals of crime there had never been one so surrounded by complex circumstances as the tragedy of Sussex Place, and assuredly, too, no innocent man had been more ingeniously misled than my unfortunate self.

Next day, from eight oclock in the morning till late at night, I idled about the big hotel, ever anxious and ever watchful. I kept an eye upon each arrival and each departure.

Then I became slowly and against my will, convinced that the false Professor had not come to that hotel, but had put up somewhere else, well knowing that he could obtain the telegraphic message from Kirk whenever he cared to step in and take it from the board.

Again, even though at the heels of the conspirators, was I yet being outwitted — a fact which became the more impressed upon me on the third day of my futile expectancy.

Hourly I watched that telegraph-board, intending to annex quietly any message addressed to Martin, and act upon any appointment it contained.

But, alas! my watchfulness remained unrewarded.

Twice there had arrived men slightly resembling the dead Professor, clean-shaven and active, but by careful observation I discovered that one was a commercial traveller whose samples had been left below in the station, and the other was a well-known iron merchant of Walsall.

The false Professor, the man who was plainly in association with the mysterious Kirk, was clearly in Glasgow, yet how was it possible for me to do more than I was doing towards his unmasking?

Put to yourself that problem, you, my friend, for whom I have chronicled this plain, unvarnished story of what actually occurred to me in the year of grace 1907, and inquire of yourself its solution.

Who killed Professor Greer?


Chapter Fourteen.

A Remarkable Truth.
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THE MORNING WAS cold, with fine driving rain, when at eight oclock I alighted from a hansom before my own house in Bath Road, and entered with my latch-key. In the dining-room I found Annie, the housemaid, in the act of lighting the fire, but turning suddenly upon me with surprise, she exclaimed:

Oh, sir! You gave me quite a turn! We didnt expect to see you back again just yet.

Why not? I inquired, with some surprise. We thought you were with the mistress, sir.

With my wife. What do you mean?

Mrs Holford obeyed your telegram, sir, and has left for Italy.

For Italy! I gasped. Wheres Miss Gwen? Go and ask her if she can see me at once. And I followed the maid upstairs.

In a few moments Gwen Raeburn, my wifes sister, a young, pretty, dark girl of seventeen, who wore a big black bow in her hair, came out of her room wrapped in a blue kimono.

Why, Harry! she cried. Whats the matter? I thought Mabel had gone to join you.

Ive just come down from Glasgow, where Ive been on business, I explained. Where is Mabel?

I dont know, except that I saw her off from Victoria at eleven the day before yesterday.

But why has she gone?

To meet you, replied the girl. The morning before last, at a few minutes past eight, she received a telegram signed by you, urging her to meet you at the Hôtel Grande Bretagne in Florence at the earliest possible moment. Therefore she obeyed it at once, and left by the eleven oclock train. It was a terrible rush to get her off, I can tell you. But havent you been in Florence?

No, Ive been in Scotland, I repeated. Did you read the telegram she received?

Yes; it was very brief, but to the point. Mabel was annoyed that you had not told her the reason you had gone abroad without explanation. She feared that, in view of your preoccupied manner of late, something disastrous had happened to you. Thats why she left so hurriedly. I wanted to go with her, but she wouldnt allow me.

I wish you had gone, Gwen, I said. Theres some plot here — some deep and treacherous conspiracy.

Why, what has happened?

A lot has happened, I said. You shall know it all later on. At present I havent time to explain. I suppose the telegram isnt left about anywhere?

Mabel took it with her.

You didnt notice whence it had been despatched? I asked.

From Turin. We concluded that you had halted there, on your way from Paris.

I was silent. What plot had those blackguards formed against me and mine! Why had my dear wife Mabel been decoyed out to Italy by them? I grew apprehensive and furious.

My sister-in-law descended with me to the dining-room. She saw my agitation, and after the first surprise had worn off tried to calm me.

Theres a perfectly feasible explanation, Im sure, Harry, she said. Perhaps it is some practical joke being played upon you and Mabel by your friends. They want you out in the South for a week or two to escape from the cold and wet of the London spring. I wouldnt worry, if I were you.

Ah, Gwen! I sighed. You are unaware of all the grim circumstances, I said. Theres a serious conspiracy here, Im convinced. The hand of a secret enemy has been lifted against me.

Had that crafty servant at Sussex Place dispatched the false message, I wondered? Or was it Kirk himself? And if so, with what motive? Was Mabel, my beloved and devoted wife, to fall helplessly into their unscrupulous hands? My blood rose within me when I reflected how innocently I had walked into the trap which my mysterious neighbour had prepared for me.

I took up a Bradshaw, and saw that if I left Charing Cross by the boat-train at 2:20 I might, by good chance, catch the night mail for Italy by the Mont Cenis from the Gare de Lyon. I could only do it if we ran into the Gare du Nord in time. But from experience I knew that the afternoon service to Paris was pretty punctual, and one usually arrived in the French capital about 9:20. Then, by the aid of a taxi-cab, I could get across to the Lyons station in time.

So I decided to make the attempt. I had been in Italy several times when a youth, and knew Italian fairly well. My father, before the smash in his fortunes, had rented a villa for several years up at Vallombrosa, in the chestnut-clad mountains above Florence.

May I come with you, Harry? pleaded my sister-in-law. If Mabel is in any danger it is only right that you should take me to her.

I knew how devoted the girl was to her sister. A year ago she had come to us from Caen, where she had been at school, and among the languages in which she was proficient was Italian. I hardly cared, in the circumstances, to leave her alone; therefore, although a big hole must be made in my slender bank account, I resolved to take a second ticket for her.

When I announced my decision her dark eyes sparkled with delight, and she clapped her hands.

You are a real good brother, Harry! she cried. I dont want any breakfast. Ill go and begin to pack at once. Ive never been in Italy, you know.

I told her that in the circumstances of the rush we must make across Paris I could only allow her hand-luggage, and she sped away upstairs to put on her frock and to commence placing her necessaries together.

Afterwards, greatly agitated and full of dark apprehension, I got on, by telephone, to the Wagon-Lit office in Pall Mall, and reserved berths for us both on the Rome express from Paris as far as Pisa, where I knew we would be compelled to change. Then I addressed a long telegram to Mabel at the Hôtel Grande Bretagne, on the Lung Arno, at Florence, explaining that she was the victim of a bogus message, but that we were rejoining her at once, in order to bring her home.

I judged that she must already have arrived in Florence, but unfortunately there would be no time to receive a reply ere we left London.

Having despatched the message, I went round to the garage, and, telling Pelham of my sudden call abroad, gave him certain instructions, drew a cheque for wages, and otherwise left things in order.

Then I called upon Miss Kirk, but she denied all knowledge of her brothers whereabouts. The Times, which I had just bought in the High Road, Chiswick, contained no advertised message from him. Nor did I expect any.

My intention now was one of bitter retaliation. I had been befooled by the man who I had proved held secret knowledge of the mode of the poor Professors tragic end. By this message to my wife someone had touched my honour, and I intended that he should dearly pay for it.

Gwen, girl-like, was all excitement at the prospect of this flying journey to the south. At one moment she endeavoured to reassure me that nothing was wrong, while at the next she expressed wonder at the motive of the mysterious message.

At last, however, we found ourselves seated in the corners of a first-class carriage, slowly crossing the Thames on the first stage of our dash to Italy. The outlook was grey and cheerless, precursory, indeed, of a dismal conclusion to our journey to the far-off land of sunshine. We got out at Folkestone Harbour, however, well to time, and that evening were fortunately only seven minutes late in arriving at the Gare du Nord. We had dined in the train, so, therefore, entering a taxi-cab, we were soon whirled across Paris to the Gare de Lyon, where we had only eight minutes to spare before the departure of the rapide for Rome.

All that night, as I lay alone in my sleeping-berth while the great express rocked and rolled on its way to the Alpine frontier, my mind was full of gravest apprehensions. Gwen had been given a berth with another lady at the further end of the car, and I had already seen that she was comfortable for the night. Then I had turned in to spend those long dreary hours in wakeful fear.

I could discern no motive for inveigling my wife — with whom Kirk had never spoken — to a destination abroad. Yet one curious point was quite plain. That mysterious dweller in Bath Road — the man with the pet parrot — was well aware of my absence in the north. Otherwise he would not have forged my name to a message sent from Turin.

For what reason could he desire Mabels presence in Florence? He must have some object in her absence. Perhaps he foresaw that her absence meant also my absence — and that my enforced journey meant a relaxation of the vigil I had established upon the man who had gone north on the night of the Professors assassination. That was the only feasible theory I could form, and I accepted it for want of any better. But in what a whirlwind of doubt and fear, of dark apprehensions and breathless anxiety I now existed you may well imagine.

Gwen, looking fresh and bright and smart in her blue serge gown, came to me next morning, and we had our coffee together at a wayside station. Though we sat together through the morning hours until we stopped at the frontier at Modane, she refrained from referring to the reason of Mabels call abroad. The young girl was devoted to her sister, yet she did not wish to pain or cause me any more anxiety than was necessary.

After passing through the great tunnel, emerging on the Italian side and coming to Turin, where we waited an hour, the journey became uneventful through the afternoon and evening until the great bare station of Pisa was reached, shortly before midnight.

Here we exchanged into a very cold and very slow train which, winding its way in the moonlight through the beautiful Arno valley all the night, halted at the Florence terminus early in the glorious Italian morning.

Fi-renze! Fi-renze! cried the sleepy porters; and we alighted with only about half a dozen other passengers who had travelled by that treno lumaca — or snail-train, as the Tuscans justly call it.

Then, taking one of those little open cabs so beloved by the Florentines, we drove at once to the well-known hotel which faces the Arno, close to the Ponte Vecchio.

Florence, in the silence of early morning, looked delightful, her old churches and ponderous palaces standing out sharply against the clear, blue sky, while, as we passed a side street we caught sight, at the end of the vista, of the wonderful black-and-white façade of the Duomo, of Giottos Campanile, and Brunelleschis wondrous red-tiled dome.

A few moments later we stepped from the cab and entered the wide, marble-floored hall of the hotel.

You have a Mrs Holford staying here? I asked in English of the manager, who was already in his bureau.

Hol-ford, he repeated, consulting the big frame of names and numbers before him. Ah, yes, sir; I remember! But— He hesitated, and then inquired, Will you pardon me if I ask who you may be?

Im Henry Holford, madames husband, I replied promptly.

And then the man told us something which caused us to stare at each other in speechless amazement.

The man was a liar — and I told him so openly to his face.

His astounding words rendered the remarkable enigma more complex than ever!


Chapter Fifteen.

A Man Deceives a Woman.
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THE STORY TOLD me by the bald-headed Italian hotel-keeper was that another man had usurped my place!

He said that Mrs Holford, accompanied by her husband, had arrived at about seven oclock on the morning of the day before yesterday, remained there the day, and had left by the express for Rome at five oclock that same evening.

You dont believe it, sir! the man exclaimed with some warmth. Well, here is the gentlemans signature! And he showed me upon a printed slip, whereon hotel visitors in Italy write their names according to the police regulations, boldly inscribed in a firm hand, Mr and Mrs Henry Holford. Profession, automobile engineer. Domicile, London. British subject.

I stared at the words utterly confounded. Somebody had assumed my identity! Yet how was that possible with Mabel present?

What kind of man was madames husband? I inquired, while my sister-in-law stood by astounded.

He was slightly older than yourself, sir, with a moustache turning grey.

Surely it could not be that arch-scoundrel Kershaw Kirk!

Was he about fifty, and rather thin?

Yes, replied the hôtelier. He spoke Italian very well; indeed, with scarcely any accent.

My suspicion at once fell upon Kirk. Yet how could he so impose upon Mabel as to be allowed to pass as her husband? She had never before spoken to the fellow, and had, I knew, held him in instinctive dislike.

They were out all yesterday morning driving up to Fiesole, he added.

You dont happen to know to which hotel theyve gone in Rome? I asked.

No. There is a telegram here for madame. It arrived half an hour after their departure. They would leave no word with the hall-porter regarding the forwarding of letters.

I am her husband, I said, and that telegram is evidently mine, which has been delayed in transmission, as messages so often are in this country. As her husband, I have a right to open it, I suppose.

I regret, sir, that I cannot allow that, said the man. You have given me no proof that you are madames husband.

But I am! I cried. This lady here is my wifes sister, and will tell you.

Yes, declared the girl, this is Harry, my brother-in-law. The other man, whoever he may be, is an impostor.

The short, bald-headed Italian in his long frock-coat, grew puzzled. He was faced by a problem. Therefore, after some further declarations on my part, he handed me the message, and I found, as I had expected, it was my own, which, unfortunately, had never reached her to reassure her.

Of course, I was not certain that Mabels companion was actually Kirk. Indeed, as I reflected, I grew to doubt whether she would accept any word he told her as the truth. Yet whatever the story related about myself to her it must be a strange and dramatic one, that it should induce her to travel across Europe in company with a stranger.

I had never had the slightest reason to doubt Mabels fidelity. She had always been a good, honest and true wife to me, and our strong affection was mutual. Indeed, few men and women led more blissful, even lives than we had done. Thoroughly understanding each others temperaments, we were content in each others affection.

No, even though this man might tell me this astounding story, I refused to give it credence. The grey-moustached stranger, whoever he might be, was a scoundrel bent upon entrapping my wife, and had done so by relating some fictitious story about myself.

This theory I expounded to her young sister Gwen as we sat at our coffee half an hour later. We had resolved to rest until eleven, when an express left for Rome. I intended to follow her and rescue her from the hands of those who were most certainly conspirators.

More mystified than ever, we therefore travelled south to the Eternal City, arriving there in the early hours of the next morning, and going to the Grand Hotel, which was full to overflowing, the Roman season having already commenced.

To find my beloved wife was now my sole aim. I thought naught of the startling mystery of Sussex Place, or of the strange identity of the false Professor. I had abandoned the inquiry in order to recover from peril the woman I loved so dearly.

The young girl, my companion, was beside herself with fear, dreading what had occurred; while I myself became more and more puzzled as to the motive for inveigling Mabel abroad. She had not the slightest connection with the secret tragedy; she was, indeed, in ignorance of it all. For what reason, therefore, was she being misled, and why, oh, why, did she allow this perfect stranger to pose as myself?

I hardly slept at all that night, having searched all the published visitors lists in vain, and as early as seven oclock next morning I started upon a tour of the hotels to make personal inquiry. At the Russia, the Modern, the Continental, the Milan, and other well-known houses of that class I conned the names of the visitors for my own, but though I was occupied the whole day upon the task, snatching a hasty luncheon at a little trattoria I knew just behind the Ministry of Posts and Telegraphs, all was, alas! in vain.

Part of the time Mabels sister was with me, until she grew tired, and returned alone to the hotel in a cab.

Earlier in the day I had telegraphed to Pelham to inquire whether Mabel had sent me any message at home, but the reply came that neither telegram nor letter had been received.

Though there seemed no connection whatever between the tragedy in Sussex Place and my wifes flight, yet I could not help suspecting that there was, and that my apparent abandonment was due to the subtle, satanic influence of my mysterious neighbour. I was now all the more anxious to condemn him to the police. The remains of the poor Professor had been cremated in his own furnace, and by the blackguardly hands of the assassin.

Yet, before I could raise the finger of denunciation, I had to discover the fellows whereabouts, and this seemed a task impossible to accomplish. I had kept my eye upon the Times daily in the course of my quick journeys during that most eventful week, but no advertisement had appeared.

Next day, and the next, I spent alternately searching the hotels and idling in the Corso, on the Pincian, among the tourists in the Forum, or in the broad Piazza Colonna, the hub of Roman life. Among the hosts of foreigners who walked and drove in the Corso at the hour of the passeggiata, my eyes, and those of my bright little companion, were ever eager to find my dear wifes handsome face.

But we saw her not. She and the man posing as myself had entirely and completely disappeared.

I sought counsel of the Questore, or chief of police, who, on hearing that I was in search of my wife, ordered the register of foreigners in Rome to be searched. But two days later he informed me with regret that the name of Holford did not appear.

In face of that my only conclusion was that, after leaving Florence, they had suddenly changed the course of their flight.

Their flight! Why had Mabel fled from me, after speeding so swiftly to meet me? Ay, that was the crucial question.

Late one afternoon I was standing upon the Pincian, leaning upon the balustrade of that popular promenade of the Romans, and watching the crowd of winter idlers who, in carriage and afoot, were taking the fresh, bright air. I had been there every day, hoping against hope either to recognise Mabel or the man Kirk among the crowd of wealthy cosmopolitans who thronged the hillside.

Before me moved the slow procession of all sorts and conditions of carriages, from the gaudily-coloured, smart motor-car of the young Italian elegant to the funereal carozza of the seedy marchesa, or the humble vettura of the tweed-skirted Cookite. Behind showed the soft grey rose of the glorious afterglow with the red roofs, tall towers and domes of the Eternal City lying deep below. Against the sky stood the tall cypresses — high, gloomy, sombre — and over all spread that light film of mist that rises from old Tiber when the dusk is gathering.

The scene was, perhaps, one of the most picturesque in all Italy, even surpassing that from the Piazza Michelangelo in Firenze, but to me, hipped and bewildered as I was, the chatter in a dozen tongues about me was irritating; and I turned my back upon the crowd, leaning my elbows upon the stone parapet, and gazing over the gay, light-hearted capital whence at that moment came up the jangling of bells started by the great bell at St. Peters and echoing from every church tower, the solemn call to evening prayer that is, alas! ever unheeded. In modern Italy only the peasant is pious; in the alto mondo religion is unfashionable.

Perhaps you have driven in the Corso, that narrow and most disappointing of thoroughfares, gossiped in the English tea-shop at five oclock, taken your vermouth and bitters in the Aregno, and climbed the Pincian to see the sunset. If you have, then you know that life, you recognise amid that crowd faces of both sexes that you have seen at Aix, at Vichy, at Carlsbad, at Ostend, or in the rooms at Monte Carlo, many of them vicious, sin-hardened faces, careless, indolent, blasé; few, alas! with the freshness of youth or the open look indicated by pure-mindedness.

On the Pincian you have the light-hearted thoughtless world which exists only to be amused, the world which laughs at grim poverty because it obtains its wherewithal from the labours of those poor, underpaid and sweated millions in other countries who must work in order that these few favoured ones may indulge in their extravagances.

Sick to death, disappointed, worn out by a continual vigilance and with a deep anxiety gnawing ever at my heart-strings, I had turned from the scene, and was gazing across into the rose-tinted mists, when of a sudden I heard a voice at my elbow, exclaiming in broken English:

Why, surely its the Signor Holford!

I turned quickly, and to my amazement found myself confronted by the thin, sinister face of the dead Professors servant, Antonio Merli.


Chapter Sixteen.

Antonio Speaks Plainly.
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YOU, ANTONIO! I gasped, staring at the fellow who, dressed in a dark grey suit and soft black felt hat, presented an appearance of ultra-respectability.

Yes, signore, I am very surprised to find you here — in Rome, he replied.

Come, I said abruptly, tell me what has occurred. Why did you leave London so hurriedly?

I had some family affairs to attend to, he answered. I had to go to my home at Lucca to arrange for the future of my two nephews whose father is just dead. Pietro joined me there.

And you were joined also by Mr Kirk? I said.

Ah, no, signore! protested the thin-faced Italian with an emphatic gesture. I have not seen him since I left London.

Are you quite certain of that, Antonio? I asked slowly, in disbelief, as I looked straight into his face.

Quite. I know that he came abroad, but have no idea of his present whereabouts.

Now tell me, Antonio, I urged, who and what is Mr Kirk?

The Italian shrugged his shoulders, answering:

Ah, signore, you had better not ask. He is a mystery to me — as to you, and as he was to my poor master.

He killed your master — eh? I suggested. Now tell me the truth — once and for all.

I do not know, was his quick reply, with a strange flash in his dark eyes. If he did, then I have no knowledge of it. I slept on the top floor, and heard nothing.

Who was the man who went to Edinburgh on the night of the tragedy?

Ah! Dio mio! Do not reopen all that puzzle! he protested. I am just as mystified as you yourself, signore.

I looked straight in the mans face, wondering if he were speaking the truth. His hard, deep-lined countenance was difficult to read. The Italian is such a born diplomatist that his face seldom betrays his thoughts. He can smile upon you sweetly, even though behind his back he grips a dagger ready to strike you to the heart. And so old Antonios face was sphinx-like, as all his race.

You saw Leonard Langton at Calais, I remarked.

He told you that! gasped the dead mans servant, with a start. What did he say of me?

Nothing, except what was good. He told me that you were a trusted servant of the Professor.

Ah, my poor, dear master! echoed the man, his face turned thoughtfully away towards the afterglow. If I knew — ah, Madonna mia, if I only knew the truth!

You suspect Kirk? I suggested. Why not tell me more?

I suspect him no more than I suspect others, was his calm reply. Be certain, signore, that there is much more behind that terrible affair than you suspect. There was some strong motive for my poor masters death, depend upon it! But, he asked, where did you meet the Signor Langton?

Briefly I related the circumstances of Kirks presence in the house, his escape, and the discovery I afterwards made in the laboratory.

You actually found the evidences of the crime had been destroyed! cried the man. Yet my sharp vigilance detected that beneath his surprise he breathed more freely when I announced the fact that the body of the Professor was no longer existent.

Yes, I said, after a slight pause, during which my eyes were fixed upon his. Destroyed — and by Kershaw Kirk, whom I found alone there, with the furnace burning.

The Italian shook his head blankly. Whether he held suspicion of Kirk or not I was unable to determine. They had been friends. That I well knew. But to me it appeared as though they had met in secret after the tragedy, and had quarrelled.

I told the man nothing of my journey to Scotland or of the puzzling discoveries I had made; but in reply to his repeated questioning as to why I was in Rome I explained that I was in search of my wife, telling him of the unaccountable manner in which she had been called away from London by means of the forged telegram.

And you say that the signora knew nothing of the affair at Sussex Place?

Nothing, Antonio. It was not a matter to mention to a woman.

You suspect Kirk, of course, because his description is very like the man described as being with her in Florence. What motive could he have in enticing her away from you?

A sinister one, without a doubt, I said.

But, Antonio, I beg of you to tell me more concerning that man Kirk. You have known him for a long time — eh?

Four years, perhaps. He was a frequent visitor at the Professors, but young Langton hated him. I once overheard Miss Ethelwynns lover telling her father some extraordinary story concerning Kirk. But the Professor declined to listen; he trusted his friend implicitly.

And foolishly so, I remarked.

Very, for since that I gained knowledge that Kirk, rather than being my masters friend, was his bitterest enemy. Miss Ethelwynn was the first to discover it. She has been devoted to her father ever since the death of the poor signora.

But how do you account for that remarkable occurrence behind those locked doors? I asked, as we stood there in the corner, with the gay chatter of the society of Rome about us; an incongruous situation, surely. What is your theory?

Ah, signore, I have none, he declared emphatically. How can I have? It is a complete mystery.

Yes; one equally extraordinary is the fact that Miss Ethelwynn, who was seen by us dead and cold, is yet still alive.

Alive! he gasped, with a quick start which showed me that his surprise was genuine. I — I really cannot believe you, Signor Holford! What proof have you? Why, both you and Kirk declared that she was dead!

The proof I have is quite conclusive. Leonard Langton spoke to her on the telephone to Broadstairs, and he is now down there with her.

Impossible, signore! declared the man, shaking his head dubiously.

When did you last see her?

She was lying on the couch in the dining-room, as you saw, but at Kirks orders she was removed from the house in a four-wheeled cab. I explained to the cabman that she was unwell, as she had unfortunately taken too much wine. Some man — a friend of Kirks — went with her.

And what was their destination? I demanded.

Ah, signore, I do not know.

Now, Antonio, please do not lie, I said reproachfully. You know quite well that your masters daughter was removed to a certain house in Foley Street, Tottenham Court Road.

Why, he exclaimed, turning slightly pale, and staring at me, how did you know that?

I laughed, refusing to satisfy his curiosity. In his excitement his accent had become more marked.

Well, he said at last, what does it matter if the signorina is still alive, as you say? For my own part, I refuse to believe it until I see her in the flesh with my own eyes.

Well, I remarked, all this is beside the mark, Antonio. I have understood from everyone that you were the devoted and trusted servant of Professor Greer, therefore you surely, as a man of honour, should endeavour to assist in clearing up the mystery, and bringing the real assassin to justice.

The man sighed, saying:

I fear, signore, that will never be accomplished. The mystery has ramifications so wide that one cannot untangle its threads. But, he added, after a slight pause, would you object to telling me how you first became acquainted with Signor Kirk?

Deeming it best to humour this man, who undoubtedly possessed certain secret knowledge, I briefly described the means by which Kirk had sought my friendship. And as I did so, I could see the slight smile at the corner of his tightened lips, a smile of satisfaction, it seemed, at the ingenious manner in which I had been misled by his friend.

Then he brought you to Sussex Place on purpose to show you the dead body of my master?

He did. I had no desire to be mixed up in any such affair, only he begged me to stand his friend, at the same time protesting his innocence.

His innocence! exclaimed the Italian fiercely between his clenched teeth.

You believe him guilty, then? I cried, quick to notice his lapse of attitude.

Ah, no, signore, he responded, recovering himself the next second, a bland smile overspreading his dark, complex countenance. You misunderstand me; I suspect nobody.

But you had a more intimate knowledge of the household, and of the Professors friends, than anyone else. Therefore you, surely, have your own suspicions?

No; until one point of the mystery, which has apparently never occurred to you, has been cleared up, both you and I can only remain in ignorance, as we are at present.

Why not be quite frank with me, Antonio? I urged. I do not believe you are your masters assassin; I will never believe that! But you are not open with me. Put yourself in my place. I have been entrapped by Kirk into a network of mystery and tragedy, and have lost my wife, who, I fear, is in the hands of conspirators. I have not been to the police, because Kirk urged me not to seek their aid. So—

No, signore, he interrupted quickly, do not tell the police anything. It would be injudicious — fatal!

Ah! I cried, then you are acting in conjunction with Kirk? You, too, are trying to mislead me!

I am not, signore, he protested. On the tomb of my mother, he declared, making use of the common Italian oath, I am only acting in your interests. The disappearance of your signora adds mystery to the affair.

What do you suggest as my next move? If I find Mabel, I care nothing. The tragic affair may remain a mystery for ever. I leave it to others to discover who killed Professor Greer.

You actually mean that, signore? he cried. You would really refrain from seeking further, providing you rediscover your wife?

I was silent a few seconds. His eagerness was sufficient admission of a guilty conscience.

Yes, I said. What matter the affairs of others, so long as the wife I love is innocent and at my side? She is the victim of a plot from which I must rescue her.

The Italian gazed again away across the roofs of the Eternal City, now growing more indistinct in the gathering mists.

I fear, Signor Holford, he at last exclaimed with a sigh, that you have a very difficult task before you. You are evidently in ignorance of certain curious facts.

Concerning what?

Concerning your wife.

You would cast a slur upon her good name? I cried excitedly, my anger rising.

Not at all, was his calm, polite response, his lips parted in a pleasant smile. You asked me to assist you, and I was about to give you advice — that is, provided that you have told me the truth.

About what?

About Miss Ethelwynn — that she still lives.

Of that there is no doubt, I said.

And if you found your signora alive and well, you would undertake to make no further inquiry? he repeated, with undue eagerness.

Ah! You wish to tie me down to that? I cried. You do so because you and your friends are in fear. You realise your own peril — eh?

No, declared the man at my side; you still entirely misunderstand me. You are an Englishman, and you mistrust me merely because I am a foreigner. It is a prejudice all you English have, more or less.

I entertain no prejudice, I declared hotly. But to tell you the truth, Antonio, I am tired of all this mystery, and now that Kirk and his friends have alienated me from my wife, I intend to take action.

In what manner? he asked calmly.

I shall go to the Questore here, in Rome, and tell the truth. I happen to know him personally.

And you will mention my name! he gasped, well knowing probably the drastic measures adopted by the police of his own country.

I shall not be able to avoid mentioning it, I responded, with a smile.

Bene! he answered, in a hard, hoarse voice. And if you did — well, signore, I can promise that you would never again see your signora alive. Go to the Questore now! Tell him all you know! Apply for my arrest! And then wait the disaster that must fall upon you, and upon your missing wife. An unseen hand struck Professor Greer — an unseen hand will most assuredly strike you, as swiftly, as unerringly. And then facing me defiantly, a grin upon his sinister face, the fellow added: Silence, signore, is your only guarantee of safety — I assure you!


Chapter Seventeen.

Ethelwynn Speaks.
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I LOOKED INTO the closely-set, crafty eyes of the old Italian, and saw both determination and desperation.

Was he the man who killed Professor Greer?

I require no guarantee of safety from you, Antonio, I answered quickly. I am now solely in search of my wife. Where is she?

Caro signore, I have no idea, was the old fellows bland reply, as he exhibited his palms. I have not the pleasure of the signoras acquaintance.

But you know where Kirk is hiding, and she is with him, assisting him in discovering my whereabouts, I believe! I cried.

That the Signor Kirk crossed from Dover to Calais I am well aware, but of his movements afterwards I assure you I am in complete ignorance.

What could I do further?

He professed to be equally mystified with myself regarding my wifes disappearance, declaring his readiness and anxiety to assist me if it were possible.

Then, in the falling twilight, we slowly descended the road together, he giving me his address in the Via Tordinona, a side street close to the Bridge of Sant Angelo, which I noted on my shirt-cuff. At the Porto del Popolo we parted, and I returned to the hotel to dine with Gwen, whom I found awaiting me in feverish expectation. I told her briefly of my meeting with a man I knew, but explained nothing of his connection with the house in Sussex Place, nor of the secret tragedy that had been enacted.

Next day was the fifth of February, the day of Santa Agata. How well I recollect it, for at noon we bade farewell to the Eternal City, and as the train roared on across those wide, dreary marshes of the Maremma on our journey northward, I sat in the corner of the compartment and made up my mind to go direct and seek Ethelwynn, the girl whom I had seen dead, and who was yet alive.

I recalled all Antonios ominous statements; how that he had expressed a doubt whether the professors assassin would ever be brought to justice, and how he had threatened that, if I betrayed the truth to the police, I should never again meet Mabel alive. Did not those words of his conclusively prove complicity in the affair? Why did he command my silence at peril of my dear wifes life. He had lied when he told me that he was ignorant of her whereabouts; but if he were the actual assassin, or even one of the accomplices, I saw that I could hope for no assistance from him. It was that conclusion which caused me to resolve to invoke the aid of the girl whom I had seen lying upon the floor, cold and lifeless.

From Rome to Broadstairs is a far cry, but two days later we alighted at Victoria, and on the morning of the third day I found myself at the door of a pretty newly-built red-roofed house standing in its own ground high upon the cliffs between the Grand Hotel at Broadstairs and Dumpton Gap.

A neat maid opened the door, and, on inquiring for Miss Greer, I was shown across a square, ample hall to a small cosy sitting-room overlooking the sea, facing direct upon the treacherous Goodwins.

The maid who took my card returned to say that her mistress would be with me in a few moments. And then I stood at the window, gazing along at the quaint old-world harbour of Broadstairs, with Bleak House standing high beyond, full of keen anxiety as to the result of the interview.

She came at last, a tall, slim figure, in a dark stuff skirt and cream silk blouse, relieved by a touch of colour at the throat, a sweet-faced, fair-haired, delicate girl, whose large blue eyes wore a look of wonder at the visit of a stranger. She whom I had seen a corpse was certainly alive, and living here in the flesh!

I must apologise for this intrusion, Miss Greer, I began, for want of something better to say, but I may introduce myself as an acquaintance of Mr Langton — an acquaintance under somewhat romantic and curious circumstances.

Mr Langton has already told me how he met you — when he believed there were burglars in our house in Sussex Place, she said, with a brightening smile.

Yes, I replied. I — well, I was put there on guard, but Mr Langtons suspicions fortunately proved to be unfounded.

Ah! she said, with just the slightest suspicion of a sigh. Im glad of that — very glad!

The reason of my visit, Miss Greer, is, I explained after a brief pause, to ask you whether you are aware of the whereabouts of my friend, your father? And I fixed my eyes straight upon hers.

My father went to Scotland, she replied, without wavering. At present hes in Germany. The last I heard of him was three days ago, when he was in Strassburg.

He wrote to you? I gasped, staring at her in amazement that this ready lie should be upon her lips.

She noted my surprise, and said:

Yes, why shouldnt he?

What reply could I give? Could I tell her that the Professor, her father, had been cruelly done to death, and his body cremated in his own experimental furnace? Had I not given my word of honour to that weird will-o-the-wisp, Kershaw Kirk, that I would preserve silence? Besides, my only thought was for my own dear wife, whose face now rose ever before me.

Well, I stammered. I — well — I believed that you were unaware of his whereabouts, Miss Greer. At least, I understood so from your fathers butler, Antonio.

She smiled, regarding me quite calmly. She was either in ignorance of what had occurred, or else she was a most perfect actress.

Yet how could she feign ignorance? Had not Kirk told me that she had thrown herself upon her knees before her fathers body, vowing a fierce, bitter vengeance upon his assassin? Perhaps Kirk had lied, of course, yet I recollected that the discovery had been made while the dead mans daughter was in the house, and that after the astounding incident she had removed with Morgan, her maid, to Lady Mellors, while the other servants — unaware of what had occurred — had either been sent away down to Broadstairs, or else discharged. In secret, this handsome girl before me — the girl with that perfect dimpled face and innocent blue eyes — had returned, and we had found her lying apparently dead in the dining-room.

Ethelwynns present attitude of pretended ignorance of her fathers fate struck me as both amazing and culpable.

You say that the Professor was in Strassburg? I said. Is he still there?

As far as I know, she replied, twisting her rings nervously around her thin white finger.

Could I telegraph to him? I ventured to suggest.

Certainly, if you have business with him, she responded. Ill go and get the address. And she swiftly left the room, leaving on the air a sweet breath of violets, a bunch of which she wore in her belt.

A few minutes later she returned with a letter in her hand.

His address is Kronenburger Strasse, number fifteen, she exclaimed. Do you know Strassburg? Its just at the corner, by the bridge over the canal.

I have never been in Strassburg, was my reply. But I have important business with the Professor, so, with your permission, I will telegraph to him from here.

Most certainly, she said. He tells me that his affairs are likely to keep him abroad for a considerable time. But— and she paused. At last she added: I have never heard him speak of you as a friend, Mr — Mr Holford.

Perhaps not, I said quickly. The fact is, Im a confidential friend of his, as well as of Mr Kershaw Kirk.

A friend of Mr Kirk! she cried, staring at me with a startled expression, half of fear and half of surprise.

Yes, I said. I believe Mr Kirk is an intimate friend both of your father and yourself. Is not that so?

Certainly. Hes our very best friend. Both Dad and I trust him implicitly, replied the girl. Indeed, during my fathers absence he is left in charge of my affairs.

For a moment I remained silent.

He is your friend — eh?

Certainly. Why do you ask?

Well, because I feared that he was not your friend, I answered. Do you happen to know his whereabouts?

Hes abroad somewhere, but where I dont know.

Ah! I laughed lightly, in pretence of careless irresponsibility. He has always struck me as a strange figure, ever mysterious and ever evasive. Who and what is he?

You probably know as much of him, Mr Holford, as I do, was the girls answer. I only know him to be an intimate friend of my father, and the ideal of an English gentleman. Of his profession, or of his past, I know nothing. My father, who knows him intimately, is always silent upon that point.

I noted that she spoke in the present tense, as though to preserve the fiction that her father was still alive. Ah! this girl with the innocent eyes and the wonderful hair, the beloved of young Leonard Langton, was an admirable actress, without a doubt. Without the tremble of an eyelid, or the movement of a muscle of the mouth, she had actually declared to me that Professor Greer was still alive!

To me, Kirk is a mystery, I declared, my gaze fixed straight into her eyes as I stood near the window where the wintry sunlight from across the sea fell full upon her; at times I doubt him.

And so does Mr Langton, she responded. But I think that the fears of both of you are quite groundless. Mr Kirk is a little eccentric, thats all.

When did you first know him? I inquired.

Oh, when I came back from Lausanne, where I had been at school, I found him to be my fathers most trusted friend. They used to spend many evenings together in the study, smoking and discussing abstruse points of foreign politics in which I, a woman, have no interest.

And has he always showed friendship towards you, Miss Greer? I asked.

Oh, yes, and to Leonard also, though of late I fear there has been some little unpleasantness between them.

At this I pricked my ears. I recollected that young Langton had, to me, pretended ignorance of the very existence of Kershaw Kirk! What was the meaning of his attitude towards the man whom I had so foolishly allowed to escape, and who had repaid my friendship by inducing my wife to travel upon a fools errand, and, as I feared, fall into a fatal trap laid open for her?

Antonio had covertly threatened me, and I knew instinctively that my well-beloved Mabel was now in direst peril. Ah! that wild fevered life I was now leading was one continuous whirl of dread, of suspicion, and of dark despair.

You have actual knowledge that Mr Langton has quarrelled with Kirk? I asked at last.

Yes, and I much regret it, for Mr Kirk has been our very good friend throughout. It was he who urged my father to allow Mr Langton to pay court to me, she added. It was he who made the suggestion that we might be allowed to marry. Such being the case, how can I think ill of the eccentric old fellow?

Of course not, I said, but is your trust really well founded, do you think? Are you quite certain that he is your friend, or only your pretended ally?

I am quite certain, she declared, I have had proof abundant of it.

Your father did not, I believe, tell you of his projected visit to Germany before leaving?

No, was her reply. He went up to Edinburgh, but after having left me was suddenly compelled to alter his plans. He crossed to the Hook of Holland, travelling from York to Harwich without returning to London.

This he has told you?

Yes, in a letter he wrote from Cologne. I wanted to join him, but he would not allow me, and ordered me to come down here. He is very busy concerning one of his recent discoveries.

Ah! I sighed. He would not allow you to go to him, eh?

No; he made excuse that the weather was better just now in Broadstairs than in Southern Germany, and said that his future movements were very uncertain, and that he could not be hampered by a woman.

In that reply I recognised an evasiveness which was natural. The Professor himself was dead, and this mysterious person posing as him was, of course, disinclined to meet Ethelwynn face to face.

Yet that even surely did not affect the girls amazing attitude? She herself had seen her father dead, yet was now actually assisting the impostor to keep up the fiction that he was still alive!


Chapter Eighteen.

I Draw the Impostor.
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HAVING INVENTED A story of a secret business friendship with the Professor, I remained with his pretty daughter for perhaps a quarter of an hour longer.

From her I further learned that Leonard Langton was now back in London, and that Kirk had written her implicit instructions to remain at Broadstairs for the present.

Then I bade her farewell, and walked back along the cliffs, past the Grand Hotel, to the quaint parade of the old-fashioned little watering-place, turning up to the chemists shop, which is, at the same time, the post office.

Thence I dispatched a telegram addressed to Professor Greer at the address in Strassburg which his daughter had given me, appending Kirks name, and asking for a reply to be sent to the Albion Hotel at Broadstairs, where I intended staying.

Afterwards I strolled to the hotel, ate my luncheon, and idled along the deserted jetty and promenade throughout the bleak, bright afternoon in eager expectation of a response from the impostor. My thought was ever on my dear lost Mabel. Fettered by ignorance and mystery, I knew not in which direction to search, nor could I discern any motive by which we should be thus parted.

My tea I took in the hotel, and afterwards smoked a cigar, until just before six the waiter handed me a message, a brief reply to mine, which read:

Why are you running risks in Broadstairs, when you should be elsewhere? Be judicious and leave. — Greer.

I read the message over a dozen times. What risks could Kirk be running by coming to Broadstairs? Was not that telegram essentially a word of warning given by one accomplice to another?

And yet Ethelwynn trusted Kirk just as blindly and foolishly as her father had done.

But was not the truth a strange one? She had concealed from me, as she was concealing from the world, that the Professor had died at the hand of an unknown assassin.

Or was it that she herself was an accomplice?

No, I could never believe that. I refused to give credence to any such suggestion.

I ascended the long hill to Broadstairs Station, and half an hour later left for Victoria. My intention was to go direct to Strassburg and there to discover and unmask the impostor. But ere I reached London the night mail for the Continent had already left Charing Cross, so I took a taxi-cab to my lonely home, where Gwen was awaiting me, still anxious and expectant.

I told her of the fruitlessness of my errand, whereupon she sank back into her chair, staring straight into the fire.

In brief I explained that I had discovered the existence of a person in Strassburg who could probably give me a clue to the whereabouts of Kirk and Mabel. Hence my intention of departing by the first service next morning.

Cannot you telegraph and ask? suggested the girl. We seem, Harry, to be losing so much time, she added frantically. You havent been to the police.

I know, Gwen, I said in sorrow, but I cant do more. To telegraph further might close the channel of our inquiry. No, we must still remain patient.

Then, after snatching some food which had been left in the dining-room for me, I swallowed a glass of burgundy and entered the small room which I used as my particular den.

From there I rang up Pelham on the telephone, and heard the latest details concerning the business which I was now sadly neglecting. Afterwards I sat down and wrote an advertisement for the Times, an appeal addressed to Silence for news of my lost wife, an appeal which at the same time contained a veiled threat of exposure of the affair in Sussex Place.

This I concluded, and, ringing up an express messenger, dispatched it to the advertisement offices of the paper.

Then, with sudden resolve, I went forth to Wimpole Street to call upon Leonard Langton.

I found him in his cosy, well-furnished chambers, busy writing letters, while the round-faced man seated in a big arm-chair by the fire smoking a pipe he introduced as his chum with whom he shared chambers, Doctor Hamilton Flynn.

Flynns a specialist on the nose and throat, he laughed. He has his consulting rooms along in Harley Street, and we pig it here together.

Jolly comfortable quarters, I remarked, glancing round. I called here before, but you were out.

Yes, so sorry! he exclaimed. Sit down and have a cigar, and he handed me a box of most excellent weeds.

Well, exclaimed the smart young fellow who was the confidential secretary of Sir Albert Oppenheim, Im really glad to see you again, Mr Holford. That was a most mysterious incident at Sussex Place the other evening, he added. Im still convinced that somebody was in the house. The Professors furnace was alight, you recollect, and the laboratory door stood open.

Langton has told me all about it, remarked the doctor in a deep voice; very curious, it seems.

Most extraordinary, I declared, and the more so that Merli, the butler, should have suddenly disappeared. The other day I met him in Rome.

Met Antonio! gasped Ethelwynns lover, staring at me in amazement. Have you been to Italy?

Yes. I told him of our search, but he declared himself ignorant of everything, though he admitted having seen you passing through the buffet at Calais-Maritime.

What is he doing in Rome?

I have no idea; I was there in a vain endeavour to recover my lost wife. She has been misled by a forged telegram purporting to come from myself, and is somewhere on the Continent. Where, however, I cannot tell.

Youve lost your wife, eh? asked the doctor, glancing strangely across at his companion, I thought. His face was dark and aquiline, his shoulders sloped. He was not a man to be trusted. You think shes been tricked? he added. Why?

Ah, at present I can form no theory as to the motive. If I could I might perchance discover the person responsible for her disappearance, and I briefly told him of my frantic journey to the Italian capital.

And now I am going to Strassburg to-morrow, I added.

Why to Strassburg? inquired Doctor Flynn, regarding me fixedly with those keen eyes of his.

Because Professor Greer is there, and I have an idea that he can tell me something.

The Professor is no longer there, was Langtons quick interruption. Half an hour ago I spoke to Ethelwynn on the telephone, and she told me that she had just heard by telegraph from her father that he had left for Linz on his way to Hungary.

My heart fell within me. Evidently my telegram signed Kirk had scared the man passing himself off as the Professor.

But I might go on to Linz, or catch him up somewhere in Hungary, I suggested.

It would be futile, my dear fellow, said Langton.

Why?

Well, just at present Professor Greer wishes to be left entirely alone by his friends.

But there must be some reason, I cried, for there seemed on every hand to be a conspiracy of silence again me.

There is a reason, replied the young man in a low, calm voice, one which, however, seems mysterious.

Ah! I cried. Then even you are mystified by these strange happenings?

Yes, he replied, knocking the ash from his cigar, I have had certain suspicions aroused, Holford — vague suspicions of something wrong in the Professors household. Antonio is absent, the servants have all been paid and dispersed, the house in Sussex place is closed, and—

And the Professor is a fugitive, fleeing towards Hungary, I added. Has not Miss Ethelwynn told you anything?

What she has told me has been in complete confidence. It has caused me a great deal of surprise and apprehension, Holford, and this surprise has been increased by what you have told me this evening — that your wife has been enticed away, and is missing.

But what connection can my wife possibly have with any occurrence at the house of Professor Greer? I demanded. She was in ignorance of everything. She was not even acquainted with Greer. I might tell you that to-day I have been down to Broadstairs and seen Miss Ethelwynn, I added.

Ethelwynn did not seem to remember ever having met you when I told her of our encounter at the door, and the subsequent events.

I am a friend of the Professors, not of his daughter, I hastened to explain. But are you absolutely certain that a journey to Strassburg to-morrow would be useless?

Absolutely. If Greer consented to see his friends I would be the first to see him.

And he has refused even you, eh? I asked, smiling within myself at the superior knowledge I possessed.

He has. He refuses, too, to allow his daughter to go to him.

But why? I asked.

For reasons known, I suppose, to himself.

Does he give none?

He vaguely answers that certain matters concerning a great scientific discovery he has made compel him at present to hold aloof from both family and friends. He fears, I think, that someone who has discovered his secret may betray it.

But surely Ethelwynn would not? I cried. I desire to see the Professor because I feel confident he can, if he will, explain the motive of the trap into which my wife has fallen.

If he refuses to see his own daughter he will hardly see you, remarked the dark-faced doctor. Under exactly what circumstances has Mrs Holford disappeared?

I briefly explained, at the same time regarding the round-shouldered specialist with some antagonism. To me, it appeared as though he were erecting an invisible barrier between myself and the knowledge of the truth. He seemed entirely Langtons friend, corroborating his every word.

And the more curious became his attitude when at last I remarked with firm and resolute air:

Well, if Professor Greer refuses to see me, then I shall invoke the aid of the police. They will probably very soon discover him, wherever he may be.

I hardly think that would be a wise policy, remarked Flynn, tossing his cigar-end into the fire, and rising quickly from his chair, unless, of course, you could make some direct charge against him.

I was silent for a moment.

And if I did? What then? I asked, speaking boldly in a clear voice, my eyes fixed upon his, for remember I was fighting for knowledge of my dear wifes whereabouts.

Well — if you did, was his deliberate reply, it would be you yourself that would suffer, Mr Holford, and no one else.

Was it not astounding, startling?

This doctor, the bosom friend of Ethelwynns lover, had given me exactly the same threatening reply as Antonio had given me on the Pincian in Rome.

What could it mean? The reason why the false Professor was avoiding friends and enemies alike was, of course, sufficiently plain to me. But for what reason was my well-beloved Mabel, the loving wife whom I adored, held in the unscrupulous hands of those who killed Professor Greer?

And why was every effort of mine to discover her met only by threats of impending disaster?

I gazed at the two men before me in silent defiance.

If it cost me my own life I intended to discover her and hold her dear form once again in my arms.

She was mine — mine before God and before man; and these persons seeking for some mysterious motive to shield the false Professor should not further stand in the way of justice.

You think I dare not go to the police! I cried at last. Very well, if you care to come with me to Scotland Yard now — for I am going straight there — I will, in the presence of both of you, unfold a strange tale which theyll be very much surprised to hear.

You believe you know the truth! laughed Langton. No, my dear Holford. Dont be such a fool! The police cannot help in this affair, for the mystery is far too complicated. Keep your own counsel.

Yes, I sneered, and depend upon the man of whom you have denied all knowledge — the man Kershaw Kirk.

Kershaw Kirk! gasped the doctor, and I saw that he went pale, his dark eyes starting from his head. Do you know him? Is he — is he your friend, Mr Holford — or — or your enemy?


Chapter Nineteen.

Gwen Reveals Something.
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IT STRUCK ME that this keen-eyed, crafty-faced, round-shouldered specialist in diseases of the throat intended to profit by information derived from me regarding the mysterious Kirk. Why, I did not know. We all of us have at times a strange intuition of impending evil, one that we cannot account for and cannot describe.

Recollect, I was only just an ordinary man, a hard-working industrious dealer in motor-cars, a man who made a fair income, who was no romancer, and was entirely devoted to his wife, who had, ever since his marriage, been his best friend and adviser.

The Professor was a scientist, I remembered, and this man Hamilton Flynn was apparently a doctor of some note. Could there be any connection between the pair, I wondered. Flynn, Langtons most intimate friend, was no doubt aware of much, if not all, that transpired in the Professors household. That he knew Kershaw Kirk was apparent by his surprise when I mentioned his name.

Kirk is a mere acquaintance of mine, I responded, after a brief pause; whether he is my friend, or my enemy, remains to be seen.

Hes your enemy, depend upon that, Mr Holford, declared Flynn emphatically. He is a marvellously clever schemer, and the friend of few.

I bit my lip. Well did I know, alas! that the fellow whose asides to his pet Joseph were so entertaining was not my friend.

It was upon my tongue to explain how the description of that man who was travelling with my wife in search of me tallied with that of my strange neighbour who had, with such subtle cunning, drawn me into that mysterious tragedy. But next second I hesitated. This man Flynn I mistrusted. My impression was that he was not playing a straight game, either with myself or with his friend Leonard Langton.

A thousand questions I had to ask those men — and Langton especially — but I saw by their attitude that their intention was rather to mislead me than to reveal anything. When I presently bade them farewell neither of them offered to assist me in my search for Mabel.

Therefore I went forth into the darkness and silence of Wimpole Street — for it was now near midnight — and walked down into Oxford Street ere I could find a taxi-cab to convey me back to my now cheerless home.

Lying awake that night, I decided to postpone my journey to Germany. It was evident that the impostor passing himself off as the Professor had taken my telegram purporting to come from Kirk as a warning, and had escaped. I had been a fool to telegraph. I should have gone there instead. His reason for keeping up the fiction that the Professor was alive was, of course, obvious, for while he did so there would be no inquiry into the whereabouts of the missing man.

I had made a promise to Kershaw Kirk, yet now that he had so grossly deceived me, why should I keep it? Why should I not tell the truth?

I reflected; there were, I saw, three reasons why I should still preserve silence. The first was because, after that lapse of time, I should be suspected, perhaps arrested, as an accomplice and dragged through a criminal court. The second was that Ethelwynn herself was, for some amazing reason, pretending that her father still lived; and the third was by reason of the strange threat of Mabels death uttered by the evil-faced Italian, and repeated by that Harley Street specialist who was Leonard Langtons closest friend.

The assassins were actually holding my dear wife as hostage against any revelation I dared to make! That, in a word, was the true position.

I paced my room that night in the agony of despair. Of nothing did I think but the dear, sweet-faced woman so suddenly enticed away from my side by reason of her eagerness to meet me. She was a woman of high ideals and of lofty sentiments; a womanly woman who, though fond of a little gaiety and of the theatre, realised that her place was in her own home, where she reigned supreme.

Before my marriage my father, as fathers will, had looked upon her with considerable misgiving. She was a little too flighty, too fond of dress, of dinners, and dances, he had said. But after our wedding and our honeymoon spent in a car touring up in Scotland, she had settled down, and never for a single instant had I regretted my choice. Few men could say that.

Indeed, up to that day when Kershaw Kirk called to inspect the Eckhardt tyre, I was one of the happiest men in all London; prosperous in my business, and contented in my love.

Now, alas! all had changed. I was obsessed by the knowledge of a great and startling secret, and at the same time I had lost all that to me was most dear and cherished.

Next morning Gwen, fresh in her clean cotton blouse, and the big black bow in her hair, sat in her accustomed place at the breakfast table, but after greeting me lapsed into a thoughtful silence.

At last she asked: Have you packed your things, Harry?

Oh, I forgot to tell you! I exclaimed. Im not going to-day. Ive changed my mind.

Not going? Why, I thought you intended to see the Professor in Strassburg? she cried.

He has left, I sighed; I learned last night that he is on his way to Hungary.

And will you not follow? asked the girl in reproach. Will you not try to discover where Mabel is?

Ive tried, Gwen — and failed, I answered despairingly.

You have not told me all, Harry, she said, looking across at me. At the head of the table was Mabels empty place. You have concealed something from me, she declared.

It is nothing that you should know, was my quick reply. My own private business does not concern you, Gwen — or Mabel either.

But surely I ought to know the truth? Mabel has been decoyed away abroad, and there must be some motive for it, she replied in bitter complaint.

Of course, my dear girl, but even I, in the knowledge of what has passed, cannot discern what the motive can be. If I could, all would be plain sailing, and we would soon recover her, I said.

Who is this Professor of whom you have spoken? she asked, leaning her elbows upon the table, and gazing straight into my eyes.

Professor Greer, the well-known chemist.

Greer? echoed the girl, staring at me strangely.

Yes, why?

But she hesitated, as though disinclined to tell me something which was upon her mind.

You know the Professor, eh, Harry?

Ive met him once, I replied, which was perfectly true.

And only once? she asked.

Only once, was my quick response.

Thats curious.

Why?

Well — well, I suppose I ought not to tell you, for, of course, Harry — its no business of mine, remarked the girl, but as Mabel is now missing, no fact should be concealed, and I think you really ought to know that—

That what? I cried. Tell me quickly, Gwen! Conceal nothing from me!

Well, that Mabel one morning received a note delivered by express messenger, and I asked her whom it was from. She seemed unusually flurried, and told me that it was from Professor Greer.

But she never knew him! I gasped. What day was that?

The day before you returned from Glasgow.

The same day on which she received that telegram from Italy purporting to be signed by me!

I exclaimed. Why didnt you tell me this before, Gwen?

Mabels affairs have nothing to do with me. I am not interested in her correspondents, Harry, she replied. Surely it is not my place to carry tales to you, is it?

No; pardon me, I said, hastening to excuse myself, but in this affair the truth must be told.

Then why havent you told it to me? asked the girl. Why are you so carefully hiding other facts?

Because they are of concern only to myself — a secret which is mine, and mine alone.

And it does not concern Mabel? she demanded.

No, I replied hoarsely, except that her acquaintance with the Professor has placed a new phase upon the mystery. Tell me all that happened concerning that note.

It came about eleven oclock in the morning, she said. I saw a telegraph-boy come up the steps, and believed he had a message from you. Annie took the note and brought it here into the dining-room, where Mabel signed for it. She read it through, and I saw that it caused her a great shock of surprise. Her hands were trembling. I inquired what was the matter, but she made some evasive reply. I demanded to know whom it was from, and she replied that her correspondents name was Greer. He ought never to have written to me, she added. Men are sometimes most injudicious. Then she rose and placed the letter in the flames, watching it until it had been burned.

And is that all? I demanded, astounded at the girls story.

Yes, except that for some hours afterwards she seemed very upset. To me it appeared as though she had received word of some unusual occurrence. At noon she called a taxi by telephone, and went out. She did not return for luncheon, so I was alone. At three she came back, and I saw that she looked pale and distressed, while her eyes were red, as though she had been crying. But I attributed that to our ignorance of where you were. You know, Harry, how upset she is if when you are away you dont write or wire to her every day, added the girl.

The story held me utterly speechless. That Mabel was acquainted in secret with the Professor astounded me. But it had been the false Professor who had written to her. Possibly the fellow was already in London while I was searching for him in Glasgow, and, if so, what was more probable than that she should have met him by appointment?

Not one single instant did I doubt Mabels truth and love. If she had met this impostor, then she had been the victim of some cleverly-planned plot. I was incensed only against the perpetrators of that foul crime in Sussex Place, not against the sweet, soft-spoken woman who was so near my heart. Mabel was my wife, my love, my all-in-all.

Poor Gwen, watching my face intently, believed that she had acted as a sneak towards her sister, but I quickly reassured her that it was not so. Her revelations had sent my thoughts into a different channel.

The telegram summoning her to Italy came after her return? I asked.

Yes, she was upset, and would eat no tea, the girl answered. Her conversation was all the time of you. Harry is in danger, she said several times. Something tells me that he is in the greatest danger. Then, when the message came, she became almost frantic in her anxiety for your welfare, saying, Did I not tell you so? My husband is in peril. He is the victim of a plot!

You never heard her speak of the Professor before? I inquired.

Never, Harry; and, truth to tell, I was surprised that she should receive a letter from a man who she admitted to me was unknown to you.

She told you that? I cried.

She said that you were not acquainted with the Professor, and that you might object to him writing to her, if you knew.

Then she was in fear of discovery, eh? I asked in a husky voice.

Yes, faltered the girl. It — it almost seemed as though she was. But really, Harry, I — I know Ive done wrong to tell you all this. I — Im quite ashamed of myself. But it is because I am in such great fear that something has happened to my sister.

You have done quite right, Gwen, I assured her. The circumstances have warranted your outspokenness. Some men might perhaps misjudge their wives in such a case, but I love Mabel, and she loves me. Therefore I will believe no ill of her. She is the innocent victim of a plot, and by Heaven! I cried fiercely, while I live Ill devote my whole life to its exposure, and to the just punishment of any who have dared to harm her!


Chapter Twenty.

One Traveller Returns.

[image: img273.jpg]

ONE FACT WAS quite plain. It was the false Professor who had written to my wife. For aught I knew, the man whom I had followed from Edinburgh to Glasgow might have already been in London, and she might have met him by appointment.

During the morning I took the forty-eight, and ran over to Regents Park, passing slowly before both front and back of the house in Sussex Place. The blinds were up, but from the condition of the doorsteps it was plain that the place was tenantless.

From the London Directory I obtained the number of Lady Mellors, in Upper Brook Street, and called. The fat butler told me that Morgan, Miss Greers maid, had left with her mistress, and as far as he knew was down at Broadstairs with her. Her ladyship was at Bordighera.

I inquired if he knew anything of the other servants at Professor Greers.

No, nothing, was the mans answer. At least, nothing except that the Professor went abroad suddenly, and that they were all discharged and given wages in lieu of notice.

That Italian fellow discharged them, didnt he? I asked.

Yes, sir. I never liked him. Hes gone abroad with his master, they say, and theyve left a caretaker in charge.

Oh, there is someone there, eh?

Yes, a policeman named Murphy and his wife. They used to take care of this house for her ladyship, and Miss Ethelwynn has now given her fathers house over to them. Theyre a very steady pair, and live on the premises.

Surely it was a master-stroke of the girls to give over to the police that house of tragedy! Why was she concealing the fact of her fathers death?

I drove back to Chiswick with that one thought uppermost in my mind.

That afternoon I sat in my own office trying to attend to the details of a business too long neglected, and listening mechanically to Pelham, to Dick Drake, and to the others in my employment, who were complaining of the unsatisfactory trials of a new car I had recently purchased.

Professor Greer was dead, and every trace of the crime removed, save for those grim, indisputable relics which I had recovered from the ashes and now held most sacred. But further, my dear wife, whose knowledge of the impostor was so amazing, was also missing.

The one point which, I confess, caused me some qualms, was the reason why, not discovering me, she had not telegraphed to Gwen. That, surely, would be her first thought. If she had missed me, she would surely have let either Gwen or Pelham know.

Hence I could only think that she had either fallen into some fatal trap — and there are many in the by-ways of certain Continental cities — or else she was forcibly held from communicating with the outer world. If so, by whom? Probably by the Professors false friend, Kershaw Kirk.

I could not put away from my mind the curious altitude of Hamilton Flynn. Why had he endeavoured to frighten me from going to Scotland Yard? What motive had he in this? In what manner was he assisting his friend, Leonard Langton?

Again, was Langton in ignorance of the Professors end, or had he knowledge of it, and was it by his persuasion that his beloved was so cleverly feigning ignorance of all the past?

I began to suspect that these two men, bosom chums that they were, had some hidden motive for concealing the Professors death. Yet, after all, the point most amazing was the reason why, in the face of facts now revealed, my mysterious neighbour should have taken such pains to reveal the truth to me.

That evening, after a hasty meal at home with Gwen, I went back to the garage, put on a greasy engineers suit which I sometimes wore when doing dirty work around the cars, and buttoned over it a frayed tweed coat belonging to one of the men. Then, with a cap on and a pipe in my mouth, I went forth, and made my way on the top of a motor-bus to the corner of Wimpole Street.

If Flynn went out I intended to watch his proceedings, for though I entertained only a vague suspicion of Langton, yet I felt confident that his friend was not acting squarely.

Have you ever been seized with misgivings of a person whom you have no just cause to doubt? Is not such a feeling the result of some unseen evil influence radiating from the person suspected — often quite rightly?

My first impression of this specialist in diseases of the throat and nose was a bad one.

Therefore, I strolled up the long, eminently respectable street, crossing Wigmore Street and Queen Anne Street, until a few doors on the left before coming into Great Marylebone Street, I halted before the house wherein the pair shared chambers.

There were bright lights in their big sitting-room on the first floor, the room wherein Flynn had made those covert threats. It was then half-past eight. They would have dined by that hour, and if they were going out they would certainly very soon make an appearance.

I strolled to the corner of Great Marylebone Street, and idled at the corner, watching. The evening was bright and cold, and many cabs were passing and repassing. I lit my pipe, and sauntered up and down, my eye ever upon the front door of the house wherein the two men lived.

The time hung heavily, as it ever does when one is watching. An hour dragged by, but no one came out. At last, however, a maid ran up the area steps and came in my direction with a letter in her hand ready for posting in the pillar-box near which I was standing.

As she stopped I spoke to her, but at first she hesitated to answer. After slipping five shillings into her hand, however, I induced her to tell me that the doctor had dined alone, and was sitting upstairs. Mr Langton had, she said, left London early in the afternoon, but she was unaware of where he had gone.

Tell me, I asked the girl, do they ever have a visitor named Kirk?

Kirk! she echoed. Oh, yes, I recollect, e used to often call, but of late e asnt been. And she described my mysterious neighbour exactly.

When did he last call? I asked.

Oh, I should say it ud be quite a month ago. E always used to arsk for the doctor.

Never for Mr Langton?

Not to my knowledge. Indeed, one afternoon when e called I told im that the doctor was out, but that Mr Langton was at ome; but e told me that e wished to see the doctor an nobody else.

How long has Doctor Flynn lived there? I inquired.

About nine months.

Does he have many callers?

No; they all go round to is consulting room in Arley Street, I believe.

All except Kirk.

Yes, Mr Kirk used to call at all hours, and they used to sit together arf through the night sometimes — after Mr Langton ad gone to bed. Es never up very late, e aint.

And then, after a few more questions, I allowed the cockney girl to return to the house, first, however, impressing upon her the need for secrecy, and adding another five shillings to that I had already given her.

Half an hour later I saw the front door open, and Flynn, in dark overcoat and hard felt hat, ran down the steps and turned towards Oxford Street.

Soon I was at his heels. He presently turned into Wigmore Street, crossed Cavendish Square, and continued through Mortimer Street into Wells Street, quite unconscious of being followed. He walked with an air of preoccupation, twice stopping to light his cigarette.

Now that he was under my observation I did not intend that he should escape me. Besides, there was nothing suspicious about me, for I was merely a plain motor-mechanic, such as is seen about the London streets in dozens at all hours.

Continuing down Wardour Street he came into Coventry Street, where he ascended the carpeted stairs to a saloon well known to a certain class of the habitués of the West End. In my mechanics clothes I knew that the uniformed janitor at the bottom of the stairs would direct me to the public bar, therefore I was compelled to remain outside and await the doctors exit.

The place was evidently crowded, as it usually is, for it is one of the recognised nocturnal rendezvous in the neighbourhood of Leicester Square.

I crossed the road and stood near the entrance to the Motor Club, of which I was a member. Many men I knew passed and repassed within its swing doors, but none recognised me. Therefore I was quite satisfied that, with my dirty face, Doctor Flynn would not easily identify me.

At last he came forth, and alone.

I saw by his hesitation on the kerb that he was disappointed. Someone he had expected had not turned up, and he was now undecided in which direction to walk.

It was then about half-past ten, the quietest hour of the evening in that neighbourhood, yet the illuminated signs lent an air of gaiety to that scene so typical of London as the middle-class know it.

Having lit a cigarette the doctor strolled down the Haymarket, and turning up Charles Street, passed the Junior, crossed St. Jamess Square, where he entered the Sports, made inquiry for someone, but found the person was not in. Then, continuing his way — while I walked at a respectable distance behind — he turned into Duke Street, where at a door about half-way up he paused and tugged at a bell.

I took careful note of that door, one with a semi-circular fanlight above and a painted number, and then turned quickly on my heel to avoid passing him as he stood in my way upon the pavement.

He was admitted and the door was closed. Then I passed the house, and saw that it was a good-sized one, probably let in sets of chambers, as are many of the houses in that vicinity.

I walked on to Jermyn Street and stood at the corner, lighting my pipe. A white-faced man passed — a wretched, decrepit old fellow whose hollow cough told its own tale, and who offered me matches. I bought a box, and began to chat with him. All loafers are fond of a gossip, and I did this in order not to appear to the watchful constable, who was trying the locked doors of shops in the vicinity, that I was loitering. A well-dressed man may linger as long as he likes, but one who appears as a mechanic, or as a shabby idler, is very soon moved on unless he, in turn, is, a nark, or police-informer.

The old man related to me a pitiable story of misfortune which might or might not be true, but it served to while away the time, while I, on my part, kept an ever-watchful vigilance upon the door just down the street.

I must have been there nearly an hour, for the traffic at the end of the street in Piccadilly had awakened, and every moment the lights of hansoms and taxis were flitting past. The theatres were just over, and the pleasure-seekers were already westward bound.

At length, just as I had grown inexpressibly weary, the door I was watching reopened, and from it emerged Flynn, accompanied by a man in evening dress with a white muffler around his neck and wearing a crush-hat — a man whom, in an instant, I recognised as Leonard Langton.

He blew a whistle for a taxi; but, seeing their intention was to drive away, I sped along into Piccadilly, and, finding one, gave the man swift instructions to wait until they entered a conveyance, and then to follow them.

The driver, noticing my clothes, looked askance at me, but I added:

They owe me some money for work done on a car, and I mean to see where they go.

There is a clannishness about motor-men, therefore the instant I had told my story he declared himself ready to assist me.

And as I sat back in the cab Langton and his friend, who had now gained Piccadilly, passed in search of a cab.

In a few moments they found one, and soon we had turned the corner of St. Jamess Street, and were running down to Pall Mall, where we turned to the left, and after a sharp drive, swung into the station yard at Charing Cross.

Here the pair alighted, and, watching, I saw them stroll upon the arrival platform where, according to the chalked figures on the board, the boat-train from the Continent, already over an hour late, was now expected.

The usual crowd was waiting there, friends of passengers, porters, Customs officers, and the women agents of the various female rescue societies — an expectant crowd which, year in, year out, never differs.

The pair halted in earnest conversation about half-way along the platform, while I strolled slowly at some distance away, with my eyes upon them.

Flynn was arguing something, emphasising his words with his hands, while Langton stood by listening in silence.

Then there was the sudden movement of the porters who had noticed some signal fall, and looking towards the dark bridge I saw the headlight of the engine slowly approaching.

The doctor raised his finger to his friend, an action expressive of an injunction of silence.

Whom were they expecting to arrive?

With bated breath I stood motionless, watching in eager wonder.

From the arrival, whoever it might be, these men intended to preserve some secret.


Chapter Twenty One.

I Make a Bold Move.
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FOR A MOMENT I lost the two men in the excited crowd of alighting passengers, but when I gained another sight of them, my heart stood still.

Talking with the pair was a well set-up, alert man whose back was turned to me — a man in a soft grey felt hat and heavy travelling coat with beaver collar. Both men were speaking quickly, eagerly, telling the new-comer something of an urgent nature, being hustled at the same time by the bustling passengers eager to claim their luggage from the Customs barriers, and get away.

I moved a little distance along, recognising in the man just returned from the Continent the grey, thin, sinister face of Kershaw Kirk.

My first impulse was to rush forward and demand of him the truth; indeed, to charge him with a secret crime, and to insist on knowing the whereabouts of my beloved Mabel. But it struck me at that instant that the two men who had met him had agreed between themselves upon a course of secrecy, and that they were therefore misleading him. Had not Ethelwynn already told me of Langtons suspicion of this man, who was to me and mine such a mystery?

Therefore I held back for the moment, awaiting my opportunity.

Standing beyond the barrier where the baggage was being sorted, ready for the Customs examinations, I watched the trio from my unseen point of vantage. I doubt that either would have recognised me in those greasy mechanics clothes of mine.

Within myself I felt a sense of complete satisfaction. Kirk had returned to England, and was therefore now within the jurisdiction of the law, however much he might pretend to be immune from its penalties.

What Flynn was saying evidently caused him to hesitate. He was thoughtful for a single moment, but next second shrugged his shoulders, with a gesture of disregard.

A taxi drew up close to where I stood, and I engaged him, telling him to wait. To my satisfaction I saw it was the same driver who had brought me along from Piccadilly.

Then, as I watched, I saw something which caused me to reflect. A porter, quickly recognising Kirk, took from him his baggage ticket and foraged out a big, battered kit-bag which had been placed upon the bench ready for the argus eye of his Majestys Customs. The porter uttered a word to the revenue officer and pointed to the bag, whereupon the officer chalked it without opening it.

Kirks name, it seemed, was as a laisser-passer at Charing Cross. Who was this man that his belongings should be exempt from Customs examination?

He looked much travel-worn, yet presented the same active, alert figure that I had seen passing and repassing before my house. No longer shabby or down-at-heel, however, he had, on the contrary, looked beaming and prosperous until those two men had imparted the information which had, in an instant, caused his brow to cloud, and he became serious and pensive.

The old brown kit-bag bearing many hotel labels was placed upon a taxi, which the three men entered and drove away, I following close upon them.

Half-way up St. Jamess Street they pulled up at Boodles, where all three entered. Which of the three, I wondered, was a member of that most exclusive and old-fashioned institution?

They remained there nearly half an hour, when Kirk emerged, and, bidding good night to his friends at the kerb, re-entered the taxi and drove to Whitehall Court, that large block of flats which overlooks the embankment close to Northumberland Avenue. Here the liveried porter saluted him respectfully and carried his bag to the lift, up which a few minutes later he disappeared.

In my mechanics attire I was now placed at a great disadvantage. Any inquiry I might make of the gorgeous attendant would, I knew, only arouse suspicion, but a thought instantly occurred to me. The friendly driver of my taxi, believing that I, a motor man, had been swindled, might perhaps help me. We had pulled up at the corner where, in a few brief sentences, I now explained to him that I was anxious to know whether Kirk resided there in his own name.

Ill inquire for you, mate, if you like, declared the taxi-driver cheerily. You just wait here.

And while I mounted guard over his cab, the red-moustached driver went along to the entrance to the flats. I saw him in conversation with the lift man, and when presently he returned he said:

The gentleman just gone in is Mr Seymour, who lives on the third floor. Hes abroad very often, it seems, and is only just back. Hes lived there a couple of years.

Now I recollected that Kirk, when we had sat together that first night in Bedford Park, had told me that he possessed another home, and I had now run him to earth.

Whitehall Court is an expensive place of residence. Apartments there seemed far beyond his income as he appeared when he passed my house, shabby, broken-down, and often hungry-looking.

I gave my friend the taxi-man half a crown beyond his legal fare and dismissed him, afterwards walking as far as the entrance to the National Liberal Club, trying to decide how next to act.

To face the fellow boldly and unflinchingly was, I recognised, the only way in which to gain the knowledge I sought. Yet in the garb of a mechanic, was I not much handicapped? Nevertheless, I walked back, and, finding the hall-porter, gave my name as Flynn, and asked to see Mr Seymour upon important business.

After a wait of nearly ten minutes a man in uniform came and ushered me up in the lift to the third floor, where, having traversed a long, thickly-carpeted corridor, he opened a door and allowed me to pass across the small well-furnished hall of the flat into a sitting-room, where I found myself again face to face with my mysterious neighbour.

He started at sight of me, but so perfect an actor was he that in a second he had recovered himself, and inquired with affected friendliness:

Why, my dear Holford, why in the name of Fate did you send up your name as Flynn?

Because I wished to see you, Mr Kirk, was my hard response, for we were now alone together in that cosy, sumptuously-furnished sitting-room, through the windows of which I could see the dark flowing Thames and the row of gleaming lights on the Surrey shore beyond. I knew, I added, that if I had sent up my own name I should not be received.

Why? he asked, opening his eyes widely. I dont follow you. Surely you have acted as a good friend to me, therefore why shouldnt I receive you? Ive only this very moment returned from abroad. Who told you I was back again?

No one. I obtained the knowledge for myself, I said, and I have come here, Mr Kirk, for several reasons, the chief being to ask you a simple and pointed question: who killed Professor Greer?

My dear sir, he exclaimed, looking straight at me with unwavering gaze, a slight change, however, showing in his thin, grey countenance, that is the very problem that I myself am trying to solve — but in vain.

An impostor is passing himself off as Greer, I declared.

Is he? asked Kirk quietly. I was not aware of that.

Not aware of it! I cried in angry dismay. Do you actually deny, then, that you are acquainted with this man who has taken the personality and honours of Professor Greer upon himself in order to preserve the secret of the unfortunate scientists death?

I deny being aware of any person attempting to pass himself off as Greer, was my mysterious neighbours bold and unflinching reply.

Had I not sent that telegram from Broadstairs and signed it Kirk, and had not its receipt caused the false Professor quickly to change his quarters? Kirks reply staggered me.

Look here, I exclaimed again, raising my voice in anger at this open denial of what I knew to be the truth, on the night of your escape from Sussex Place, the house was searched, and I found evidences of all traces of the crime having been effaced in the furnace of the laboratory.

I know, was his simple response. I was quite well aware of that. I hope, however, Holford, that you have kept your promise and kept a still tongue.

To a certain extent, yes.

You told Langton nothing, I trust? he asked anxiously.

Why are you in such mortal fear of Langton? I demanded hotly, halting before him as he stood on the hearthrug coolly surveying me, with his back to the fire.

My dear fellow, he answered, pray calm yourself. Have a drink, and lets discuss this matter amicably from a purely business-like standpoint. Surely when I invoked your aid I did not commit a grave error of judgment? You have been judicious throughout, I hope? You have not forgotten the great issues which I explained depended upon your silence?

My silence you shall command no longer, Mr Kirk! I cried, suddenly interrupting him. Ive been silent far too long.

Ah! he remarked, still unruffled. I see. Well, your attitude is quite justifiable, my dear sir — quite. You have lost your wife, I understand.

Yes, I said, advancing towards him a couple of paces in a manner which I now believe must have appeared threatening. And you know more about the trap into which my poor wife has been led than anybody else. That is why Im here to-night — to compel you to speak — you crafty old cur!

My dear Holford, why — whats the matter? he asked, even then quite unperturbed. Now if I did not know you so well I might easily be annoyed, but Im not. No doubt the loss of Mrs Holford has seriously upset you. And the fellow actually smiled at this.

I grew furious. The mysterious mans eyes gleamed with a triumphant light, and his pale lips parted, revealing his pointed teeth.

You make pretence of ignorance! I cried. You think that I believe you when you say you know nothing of where she is, but—

I assure you, Holford, that these suspicions of myself are entirely groundless. I have no knowledge whatever of the lady. I have seen her once or twice at her dining-room window, it is true.

And yet Ive been out to Florence, to the Grand Bretagne, where I was informed that you had been in her company! was my hasty reply.

I cant help what cock-and-bull story youve been told by an Italian hotel-keeper. They are notorious for their untruths, as you would discover if you travelled as much up and down Italy as I do, he said with an evil grin. I can only tell you, once and for all, that I have no knowledge whatever of your wifes present whereabouts.

Then who has?

How can I tell, my dear sir? You ask me a riddle. On my arrival at Charing Cross an hour ago one of my friends who met me told me of Mrs Holfords sudden journey abroad and her disappearance into space. The story set me wondering as to the motive of the plot — for plot it undoubtedly must be. Mrs Holford and yourself, I am told, are devoted to each other. There is no reason for her leaving you, is there?

Understand this, Kirk, I said. Ive been fooled quite long enough. As my wife has been enticed away, and is held aloof in some unknown place, I give you full and ample warning of my intention. It is to go straight to the police, and while invoking their aid to try and find her, at the same time to tell them the whole story of the affair at Sussex Place, just as I know it.

The man half turned from me and bit his thin under-lip. His grey, furrowed countenance had become even more grey and more determined, while in his eyes I saw an evil glitter.

Ah! Youve been trying to seek solution of the mystery for yourself. I know all about that! He laughed hollowly. But, as you are aware of only half the tangled skein of mysterious facts, it is hardly likely that youll succeed, do you think? Did I not tell you to remain silent and inactive? Instead of that, youve been chattering and trying to act the part of amateur detective. It was fatal. Because of that — and for that reason alone — the misfortune has been placed upon you.

What misfortune?

The loss of your wife. It has occupied your mind in another way, just as it was intended by your enemies it should do.

And yours is the master mind, Mr Kirk, which has planned this subtle revenge, I exclaimed, my eager hands clenched in frantic desperation. Because I disobeyed your extraordinary injunctions Mabel has been taken from me. You may as well admit the whole truth now at once.

I admit nothing, he answered, drawing himself up defiantly.

Then, by Heaven, Ill force you to speak — to tell me where she is! I shouted, as I raised my hands with a sudden movement. And then, before he could ward me off, my fingers closed upon his hard, bony throat.

I was desperate. Nay, in the presence of that sphinx-like, taciturn adventurer whom I now knew to be my enemy, I was mad.

Yes, mad, or surely I would never have dared to lay hands upon him.


Chapter Twenty Two.

Defiance Proves Defence.
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I HAD, I confess, allowed my anger to rise above my gorge. That action of mine in attacking Kirk was both ill-timed and very injudicious, for in an instant — before even those frantic words had left my lips — I found myself looking down the ugly black barrel of a big Browning revolver, that most effective and deadly of all man-killing weapons.

Kindly release me, Holford, he said, rather hoarsely and with some difficulty, as my muscular fingers had closed upon his scraggy throat. Come, this is all very foolish! Let me go! I have no desire to harm you, he added, quite calmly.

Then tell me where I can find my wife, I repeated.

I would — if I could.

Tell me who can! I demanded fiercely, my fingers still closed upon his throat, so that he breathed only with great difficulty.

Give me time — time to make — inquiry! he gasped. Ive only just returned, and am in ignorance of a great deal of what has transpired.

Upon your own admission, Mabel has fallen a victim of a plot merely because I became too active and too inquisitive. You feared lest I might discover something.

I have admitted nothing, my dear sir! he cried. One day you will withdraw all these malicious words — mark me, he added, in a hard voice, lowering his weapon and replacing it in his hip-pocket as I released my convulsive grip.

Ive lost my wife, Mr Kirk, and you know where she is, I said.

In that you are quite mistaken, he declared. As Ive already explained, Ive not yet had opportunity for making inquiry. I believed, he added in reproach, that you would assist me in this strange affair concerning Professor Greer. Yet my confidence in you, Holford, has been sadly misplaced. Recall for one moment what I told you — of the seriousness of what was at stake, and of the absolute necessity for complete secrecy. Yet to-night you threaten to bungle the whole affair by going to the police.

Ive lost my wife! I interrupted. Shes the victim of some plot or other, and it is to find her that I intend to invoke the aid of Scotland Yard.

Well, by adopting that course, you would not find her — but youd lose her, was the old fellows brief response.

Antonio told me the very same thing when we met in Rome! I exclaimed. Your threat shows me that you are in league in this conspiracy of silence.

Kershaw Kirk burst out laughing, as though he considered my anger a huge joke. It annoyed me that he did not take me seriously, and that he regarded the loss of Mabel so lightly.

Look here, Mr Holford, he said at last, looking straight into my face. Its plain that you suspect me of being the assassin of Professor Greer. That being so, Ive nothing more to say. Yet I would ask you to regard the present situation both logically and calmly. Do you for one moment suppose that were I guilty I would have taken you to Sussex Place and explained the whole affair in detail? Is it, indeed, to be supposed that I would place myself so entirely and completely in the hands of a stranger?

I shook my head dubiously.

Well, he went on, I repeat to you now all that I told you that night, and assert that all I told you was the truth.

But how do you account for Ethelwynn being still alive? I interrupted quickly.

There is an explanation of that, he declared; one that you will probably be told very shortly. Fortunately, the poor girl was not dead, though I confess I was entirely deceived by the symptoms. You will remember that the mirror remained unclouded by her breath?

I remember every incident, alas! only too vividly, was my slow, distinct reply. But, I asked very pointedly, pray tell me, Mr Kirk, what was your object in calling upon me and inducing me to go to Sussex Place?

He thrust his hands into his trousers pockets and smiled.

An ulterior one — as you may imagine. But one which was as much in your interests as in ours.

Ours! I echoed. You mean you and your accomplices?

Call them so, if you wish, he laughed. I, unfortunately, am not in a position to enlighten you upon the actual reason I invoked your aid.

And your action has only brought upon me a great misfortune — bitter despair, and the loss of the woman I loved! I cried, dismayed.

Ah! he said. You judge me a little too hastily, Mr Holford. It is your failing, Mr Holford, that you are given to rushing to premature conclusions. That is always fatal in any delicate negotiation. When youve had my experience — that of a traveller and thorough-going cosmopolitan — you will learn how to repress your own opinions until they are fully and entirely corroborated.

I looked into the grey face of the clever adventurer, and there saw craft, cunning, and an ingenuity that was superhuman. A look was in his eyes such as I had never before seen in those of any human being.

But I am in search of my wife! I cried frantically. I am in no mood to hear this philosophy of yours.

Well — how do you know she is not here — in London? he asked, waving his thin hand towards the window where showed the glimmering lights of the Thames bank.

To the right, where I stood, I could see the gleam of electric light from the summit of Big Ben, showing that the House, which had assembled only a few days before, was sitting late after the Christmas recess.

I suppose you wish to mislead me into the idea that she is back again in London, hiding from me, eh? I exclaimed resentfully. No, Mr Kirk, I tell you plainly that Ive had enough of this tragic-comedy of yours, Ive watched you this evening with your precious friends, Flynn and Langton.

And, pray, why should I not possess friends? he asked, looking at me with some surprise.

To me Langton denied all knowledge of you.

Well — and am I to be blamed for Langtons pretended ignorance?

No; but it shows me that you are not dealing with me in a straightforward manner! I declared, without mincing words.

But the strange old fellow only laughed. My dear sir, he said a few moments afterwards, I can quite understand your distrust of me, therefore it is as well that I hesitated to place a further confidence in you. You might have betrayed it.

Betrayed it! I echoed angrily. Have you not betrayed me? Is it not due to you, and you alone, that my wife is missing?

That I emphatically deny, my dear sir, he replied, still quite unperturbed. But why let us discuss it? Any denial of mine youll regard as false. Its a great pity that my judgment led me to seek your aid. Had you carried out my request and refrained from prying into matters which did not concern you, you might have found it to your distinct advantage.

You mean that I should have profited pecuniarily by concealing the fact that Professor Greer is dead and that an impostor has assumed his identity? You intended that I also should be an accomplice of the assassin!

No — not exactly, he replied with an evil, triumphant grin. But, really, my dear sir, he added, Ive had a very long journey, and Im tired. Is it any use prolonging this argument?

Not unless you wish! I snapped. I have given you full warning of my intention to reveal the whole affair to the police.

Ah! Then that will be very unfortunate — for you, replied the queer old man; and for your wife most of all.

Yes, I know. You intend to bring disaster upon me and upon her if I dare to go to Scotland Yard! I cried.

In my ignorance of the truth I believed my threats would be of avail. Ah, had I but known the actual facts, how differently would I have acted! But surely that enigma was one that was beyond human power to elucidate. Upon every hand I found complications. Plot lay within plot — all directed against myself and against poor innocent Mabel, who had flown to me on receipt of what she had believed to be my urgent telegram.

My intentions, Mr Holford, entirely depend upon your actions, said Kirk, very plainly. If you are foolish — well, then I cannot guarantee the safety of your wife. My advice to you, however, is to recall all I told you, believe in the truth of my statements, and act with slow discretion.

But my wife? I cried. I must — I will save her. She is in peril, I am sure of that!

She may be in grave peril if you go to the police, he said enigmatically; and, believe me, they cannot assist us in the least to discover who killed Professor Greer.

Why?

Kirk hesitated. In that pause I scented an intention further to prevent me from speaking.

Well, regard the matter calmly and without prejudice, he said at last. As a matter of fact, what evidence is there that the Professor is dead?

Evidence! I cried. Why, did not you and I see him dead? Did not his daughter stand before his lifeless body?

Ah, she would never tell what she saw! he said, with a mysterious smile.

Why not? I asked, much surprised at his remark.

But my mysterious neighbour only shrugged his shoulders vaguely, answering:

There is a reason why she will never admit his death — a strong reason.

Well, I said, I recovered from the ashes of the furnace certain remains — coat buttons and other scraps of clothing.

And you think they would be accepted as evidence that Professor Greer was done to death? he laughed. You are evidently unaware of the great caution exercised by the Criminal Investigation Department in accepting any evidence such as that which you could furnish. No, he added, only Antonio and Ethelwynn were the actual witnesses, in addition to ourselves, of the Professors tragic end. And as they refuse to admit that he is dead, any information you may lodge at Scotland Yard must only reflect upon yourself and bring greater peril upon Mrs Holford. I simply tell you the truth — believe me, or believe me not.

Well, I exclaimed, I disbelieve you, Mr Kirk.

Then I wish you good evening! he exclaimed abruptly. Act as you think proper! he added defiantly, as, turning from me in disregard he walked to his large writing-table, where he took up some letters, at the same time singing, with that careless cosmopolitan air of his, Lucien Fugeres popular chanson, which at the moment one heard everywhere in the streets of Paris.

Then thats your last word, eh, Mr Kirk?

I asked when he had concluded the verse.

It is, he replied determinedly. If you must act as a fool, then I cant assist you further. Good night! And he sat down and busied himself with his accumulated correspondence.

I now realised that he was utterly defiant, and thoughts of my loss of Mabel caused my blood to boil within me. His light, careless manner irritated me beyond measure.

Very well, I cried. Good night, Mr Kirk! And turning swiftly upon my heel, I left the room and found my way down the great staircase and out into Whitehall.

Too late at that hour to call at New Scotland Yard, close by, I hailed a hansom and drove straight home, almost beside myself with rage at the calm, unruffled, defiant attitude with which the adventurer had met me.

Next morning, after writing some letters, I went round to the garage, where I found Pelham, somewhat excited.

This morning, when I arrived at eight oclock, he said. I found awaiting me a rather shabbily-dressed old man who said he wanted to see an Eckhardt tyre. Recollecting my previous experiences of people whove come in to handle them, I told him that if he wished to buy one I could sell him one, but I hadnt time to waste on sightseers. Whereupon the old fellow promptly paid for a cover before seeing it, and took it away on a cab which he had waiting.

Well? I asked, rather, surprised. And who was he?

Thats the curious point. He was an old chap Ive seen about the neighbourhood many times — thin, rather shabby and disreputable, grey hair and moustache — lives in your road, I think. Drake says you know him.

Kershaw Kirk! I gasped.

Yes; thats the name Drake said before he went out with the sixty, replied my manager.

What does he want with a tyre when he hasnt got a car?

I stood in silence. What, indeed, did that man want with one of the new tyres? Had he merely come down there to have further words with me, or did he require a cover for some specific purpose?

My mind, however, was made up. I had resolved to go to New Scotland Yard, and, even though tardily, to place the whole of the facts before the Criminal Investigation Department. Therefore I got out the forty-eight and drove along the Hammersmith Road and Knightsbridge, across St. Jamess Park, and through Storeys Gate to Whitehall. I alighted in the big courtyard of the police headquarters, where a number of motor-buses were drawn up for inspection, and entered the large stone hall, when a constable came forward to inquire my business.

I handed him my card, explaining that I wished to see one of the detective inspectors upon a confidential matter, and was shown upstairs and along a wide corridor to a bare waiting-room.

For some ten minutes I remained there, when the door opened, and I found myself face to face with a middle-aged, pleasant-faced man, who was one of the most noted and experienced officers of the department.

For a moment I held my breath. I recollected all the threats that had been made of Mabels peril if I dared to speak the truth.

The detective-inspector closed the door behind him, and, wishing me a polite Good morning, inquired my business.

I told him. Yes; I blurted forth the truth, and made a clean breast of the whole matter.

But the instant I had done so I bitterly repented it.

I realised something which I had not before recognised.

I saw that, even though my dear wife were missing and in peril, I was a fool — an utter idiot — for having dared to breathe a word.

My injudicious statement had only rendered the enigma still more complicated than hitherto.


Chapter Twenty Three.

The Unexpected Happens.
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THE SHREWD OFFICER seated at the table with me, a pen in his hand, heard my narrative to the end, now and then making brief memoranda.

Presently he exclaimed:

Would you kindly excuse me? Id like another gentleman to hear this story. And he rose and left.

A few minutes later he returned with a rather taller, clean-shaven man, slightly younger, who had on a dark overcoat and carried a silk hat in his hand.

This is Mr Holford, said the first officer, introducing me. Hes just told me a very remarkable story, which Id like you to hear for a moment.

Then, turning to me, he asked me to repeat briefly what I had alleged.

The new-comer, seating himself, listened attentively to every word which fell from my lips. I noticed that he exchanged curious glances with his brother officer.

Your main reason, then, for telling us this story is in order to compel those responsible for your wifes absence to reveal her whereabouts, I take it? asked the younger man.

Exactly.

The false telegram was dispatched from Turin, eh?

Yes. Cannot you communicate with the Italian police concerning it?

And pray what good would result? he queried. After long delay we might perchance get the original of the telegram, but I dont see that that would assist us very far. When people send bogus messages they generally disguise their handwriting.

Well, I leave it to you to take what steps you like to assist me, I said. My sole object is to find my lost wife.

Naturally, my dear sir, observed the officer. Well first take down your statement in writing. And then the man I had first seen wrote at my dictation a brief summary of the mysterious death of Professor Greer and its attendant complications and my suspicion of Kershaw Kirk.

Well, well place this before the Commissioner to-day. Perhaps youll call to-morrow; say about this time. We will then let you know our opinion and our intentions.

With that I was compelled to be satisfied, and I left the waiting-room full of hope that by that bold move of mine I might gain knowledge of the whereabouts of my well-beloved.

How I existed throughout that day I cannot tell. I tried to attend to my business, but in vain. I was wondering what action was being taken by my sinister-faced neighbour who lived in Whitehall Court under another name, and who seemed to possess a dual personality.

At last the hour came when again I turned the car into Scotland Yard, and once more was ushered upstairs into that bare waiting-room wherein so many stories of crime are related.

Presently, after a lengthy wait, the two officers entered together and greeted me.

Well, commenced the elder of the pair with some slight hesitation, weve placed your statement before the Commissioner, Mr Holford, and he has very carefully considered it. He has, however, decided that it is not a matter for our department.

What? I gasped. A man can be foully done to death here in London, and yet the police refuse to believe the story of an honest man — a man who is a witness!

We do not doubt you in the least degree, Mr Holford, the other assured me, speaking very quietly.

But you do! I exclaimed in quick anger. Ive told you that a crime has been perpetrated.

My dear sir, said the officer, we get many startling stories told here almost hourly, and if we inquired into the truth of them all, why, wed require a department as big as the whole of Whitehall.

What I told you yesterday is so strange and extraordinary that you believe Im a madman, I said. I see it in your faces.

Excuse me, but that is not the point, he protested. We are only officers, Mr Holford. We are not the commander. The chief has given his decision, and we are compelled to obey, however much we may regret our inaction.

So you refuse your aid in assisting me to find my wife?

No. If we can help you to discover Mrs Holford, we willingly will. Perhaps youll kindly give us her description, and well at once circulate it through all our channels, both here and abroad. But, added the man, I must first tell you that we can hold out very little hope. The number of missing wives reported to us, both here at headquarters and at the various local stations in the metropolitan area, is sometimes dozens in a day. Most of the ladies have, we find on inquiry, gone away of their own accord.

But this case is different. My wife has not! I asserted. She has been enticed away by a telegram purporting to come from me.

And thats really nothing unusual. We have heard of ladies arranging with other people to send urgent messages in the names of their husbands. It is an easy way of escape sometimes. And he smiled rather grimly.

Then, to put it plainly, Ive nothing to hope for from you? I snapped.

Very little, I fear, sir.

And this is our police system which was only recently so highly commended by the Royal Commission of Inquiry! I blurted forth. Its a scandal!

It is not for us to make any comment, my dear Mr Holford, said the elder of the two officers. The Commissioner himself decides what action we take upon information we may receive. I dare say, he added, our decision in this case does appear to you somewhat strange, but — well, I may as well point out that there is a special feature in it which does not appear to you — an outsider.

What special feature can there be, pray? A well-known man has been assassinated. Surely, therefore, it is the duty of the police to stir themselves and make every inquiry!

We have only your statement for that. As far as we or the public are aware, Professor Greer is travelling somewhere on the Continent.

But, if you disbelieve me, go to Kershaw Kirk, in Whitehall Court, or to the Professors daughter down at Broadstairs, or to Pietro Merli, who keeps a newsagents in the Euston Road. Each of these persons knows the truth, and would speak — if compelled.

The Commissioner has had all those names before him, but in face of that he has decided not to enter into this matter. His decision, said the officer, is irrevocable.

Then our police system is a perfect farce! I cried. No wonder, indeed, we have in London a host of undiscovered crimes! The man Kirk laughed at you here as blunderers! I added.

But the pair only exchanged glances and grinned, causing me increased anger.

In any other city but London the police would, upon my information, at once institute inquiry! I declared. Im a tax-payer, and am entitled to assistance and protection.

We have already offered to assist you to discover the whereabouts of Mrs Holford, the elder man pointed out politely.

Then inquire of this man Kirk, or Seymour, as he calls himself, in Whitehall Court, I said. He can tell you where she is — if he chooses.

You suspect him of having a hand in her disappearance? Why? inquired the other detective officer.

I related clearly and succinctly the facts upon which my belief was based and of the description given of my wifes companion by the hotel-manager in Florence.

The officer slowly shook his head.

Thats scarcely conclusive, is it? The description is but a vague one, after all.

Well, I said bitterly as I rose, if you refuse to assist me, I must, I suppose, seek redress elsewhere. May I see the Commissioner myself?

You can make formal application, if you like. But I dont expect he will see you. He has already fully considered the matter. And that was all the satisfaction accorded me.

Then Ill do something! I cried. Ill get a question asked in the House. Its a scandal that, with Professor Greer killed in his own home, you refuse to bestir yourselves. After all, it seems quite true, as has been recently alleged, that the police are nowadays so fully occupied in regulating the speed of motor-cars that they have no time for the investigation of crime.

I noticed that at my threat to have a question asked in the House, one of the officers pulled a rather wry face. The Metropolitan Police were not fond, I knew, of questions being put about them. I chanced to know rather intimately a member for a country division, though to get the question put would necessitate my explaining the whole affair.

Yet was not Mabels liberty — nay, perhaps her very life — at stake?

Youve told us very little regarding this friend of yours, Mr Kershaw Kirk, whom you appear to suspect so strongly, the younger of the two men remarked at last. Who is he?

An adventurer, I replied quickly. I have no doubt whatever upon that point.

The man pursed his lips dubiously.

May it not be that you are somewhat prejudiced against him? he ventured to suggest.

No. He was in the house at the time when the Professors body was cremated in his own furnace. If you went to Sussex Place you would probably discover some remains among the ashes.

Do you allege, then, that you were an actual witness of the cremation? asked the officer.

No; I found him in the house.

And, later on, you discovered the furnace alight, eh?

Yes.

Then it is only a surmise on your part, after all, my dear sir, remarked the detective, twisting a pen between his fingers as his dark eyes were fixed upon mine. The actual evidence is really nil. That is just the view taken by the Commissioner.

But my wife is in the hands of the assassins, I cried. You cant deny that!

Is there any actual, evidence of it? None, as far as we can see, he declared. Would it not be natural for your wife, on failing to find you in Florence, either to wire to her sister at home or to return home at once? She did neither, which only goes far to prove that she did not desire to return to London.

You suggest that she has purposely left me? I cried, staring at the man in a frenzy of angry resentment.

I suggest nothing, Mr Holford. Pray dont misunderstand me. I merely put before you the facts in order to obtain a logical conclusion. Only one can be arrived at — she had some motive for not returning to her home. If she had, then how are we to find her? She would, no doubt, purposely cover her tracks.

But she was with that man, the man who—

And that just bears out my argument, interrupted the detective.

But may she not have been prevented from sending any message home? I suggested, though that very point he had made had, I confess, been the one which had continually obsessed me.

Both the detectives shook their heads.

No, replied the elder of the two. We are both agreed, as the Commissioner also believes, that your wife would not be held a prisoner. Criminals do not hold women prisoners nowadays, except in works of fiction. No, he added, depend upon it, Mr Holford, when you discover the truth, you will find that your wife was acquainted with one or other of these friends of yours, and that her disappearance was part of a plan.

The story of the message received by Mabel while I was in Scotland flashed across my mind. I recollected all that Gwen had so guardedly related to me.

But I stirred myself quickly. No, a thousand times no! I would never believe evil of Mabel before I had absolute proof in black and white. The mystery of her disappearance was as great and inexplicable as the problem of who killed Professor Greer?


Chapter Twenty Four.

Two Men Consult.
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BESIDE MYSELF WITH fear and anxiety regarding the woman I loved so well, I again called that very same evening upon Kirk at Whitehall Court, but on doing so was informed by the lift man that he was out.

A suggestion then occurred to me that he might have gone over to his other abode at Bedford Park, therefore I returned, and at last knocked at his door.

His sister answered my summons, and saying that her brother was at home, ushered me into his presence.

I found him in his old velvet jacket seated in his high-backed arm-chair before a glowing fire, his pet parrot near him; and as I entered he greeted me coldly, without deigning to shake my hand.

Well, Holford, he exclaimed, stretching his slippered feet lazily towards the fire, so you have, after all, proved a traitor, eh?

A traitor? How? I asked, standing near the fireplace and facing him.

You have been telling some extraordinary stories about me at Scotland Yard, I hear, he said with a grin.

Ah! I cried. Then you are a detective, after all? My surmise was right from the first!

No, he replied very quietly, you were quite wrong, my dear sir; Im not a detective, neither professional nor amateur, nor have I anything whatever to do with Scotland Yard. They may be sad blunderers there, but they do not accept every cock-and-bull story that may be told them.

I told them no cock-and-bull story! I protested angrily. I told them the actual truth!

And that after all the warnings I have given you! he said in a tone of bitterest reproach. Ah! you are unaware of the extreme gravity of that act of yours. You have broken faith with me, Holford, and by doing so, have, I fear, brought upon me, as upon others, a great calamity.

But you are so mysterious. You have never been open and above-board with me! I declared. You are full of mystery.

Did I not tell you on the first evening you sat here with me that I was a dealer in secrets? he asked, blowing a cloud of smoke from his cigar.

No, Holford, went on my mysterious neighbour, very seriously, you are like most other men — far too inquisitive. Had you been able to repress your curiosity, and at the same time preserve your pledge of secrecy, matters to-day would have been vastly different, and, acting in concert, we might have been able to solve this extraordinary enigma of Professor Greers death. But now youve been and made all sorts of wild statements to the Commissioner of Police. Well, it has stultified all my efforts.

He spoke with such an air of injured innocence that I hesitated whether I had not, after all, somewhat misjudged him. Yet as I looked into that grey, crafty face I could not help doubting him. It was true that he had taken me into his confidence, but was it not done only for his own ingenious and devilish purpose?

My wife is lost, I observed at last. It is her loss that has, perhaps, led me to say more than I would otherwise have done.

And love for your wife makes you forget your word of honour given to me, eh? he asked. Your code of honour is distinctly peculiar, Mr Holford, he added, with biting sarcasm. I, of course, regret that Mrs Holford has fallen a victim to the machinations of our enemies, but surely even that is no excuse for a man to act treacherously towards his friend.

That is not the point, I declared. You have never satisfied me as to your motive in taking me to Sussex Place and exhibiting to me the evidence of the crime.

Because — well, because, had I done so, you would not have understood. Some day, perhaps, you will know; and when you learn the truth you will be even more astounded than you are to-day. Meanwhile, I can assure you that you suspect me entirely without cause.

Then why were you in the house at the time the traces of the crime were being effaced in the furnace? I asked in a hard voice.

He hesitated for a moment, and I thought his bony hand trembled slightly.

For reasons of my own, he replied at last. You allowed me to wriggle out of a very tight corner, and I intended to show you my gratitude, had you given me an opportunity.

I desire no expression of gratitude, Mr Kirk, I replied, with dignified disgust. All I require is a statement from you concerning the whereabouts of my dear wife. Give me that, and Im satisfied to retire from the whole affair altogether.

Because you have now realised that Scotland Yard refuse their assistance, eh? he asked, with an evil grin. Are you not now agreed with me that our much-praised Criminal Investigation Department, with all its hide-bound rules and its tangle of red-tape, is useless? It is not the men who are at fault — for some of them are the finest and best fellows in the whole metropolis — but the system which is radically wrong.

I was bound, after my experience, to agree with him. But again I referred to Mabel, and to the manner in which she had been decoyed from home.

You hear that, Joseph? he exclaimed, turning to his feathered pet, who had been chatting and screeching as we had been speaking. This gentleman suspects your master, Joseph. What do you say?

Youre a fool for your pains! Youre a fool for your pains! declared the bird. Poor Jo-sef! Poor Jo-sef wants to go to bed!

Be quiet! Youll go to bed presently, answered the queer, grey visaged, sphinx-like man, who, turning again towards me, and looking me straight in the face, once more assured me that I was foolish in my misapprehension of the truth.

To me it really does not matter who killed Professor Greer, or who has usurped his place in the world of science, I said. My only aim now is to recover my lost wife. Antonio, when I met him in Rome, was anxious that, in exchange for information concerning her, I should consent to keep a still tongue as to what had occurred in Sussex Place.

Rubbish, my dear sir! — and Kirk laughed heartily. What can Antonio possibly know? Hes as ignorant and innocent of the whole affair as you are yourself.

How do you know that, pray?

Well, am I not endeavouring to elucidate the mystery? he asked.

And you know more than you will tell me?

I said.

Perhaps — just a little.

Yet you desire that I should still trust you implicitly, that I should give myself into your hands blindly and unreservedly — you, who lead this dual existence! In Whitehall Court you are a wealthy man of leisure, while here you pose as shabby and needy.

I may be shabby, Mr Holford, for certain purposes — but needy never! I have, Im thankful to say, quite sufficient for my wants, he exclaimed, correcting me. And as for my dual existence, as you term it, have I ever endeavoured to conceal it from you?

Tell me — once and for all — are you aware of my wifes whereabouts? I demanded in frantic anxiety. Cant you see that this suspense is turning my brain?

Yes, it is very unfortunate — and still more unfortunate that I can afford you no satisfaction. The fact of Mrs Holfords prolonged absence is as great a mystery to me as to yourself.

Scotland Yard will render me no help, I said in bitter chagrin.

Probably not — after the amazing story you told them, was his rather spiteful response.

What am I to do?

Remain patient and watchful, he said. Believe in me, and try and persuade yourself that, after all, Im not an assassin, he smiled.

I held my breath for a few seconds. Here was the crux of the whole matter. He was still cleverly and ingeniously endeavouring to lead me into a false sense of security — to make me believe that he was innocent of all knowledge of that most astounding tragedy in Sussex Place.

Ah! his was indeed a clever ruse. But my eyes were now opened, so I only smiled within myself at the futility of his crafty and clever attempt further to mislead and cheat me.

A man was with my wife, passing himself off as myself — Henry Holford, motor engineer. And yet I could look to no one for counsel, advice, or aid!

Now that the police had refused to inquire into the death of poor Greer, the attitude of my weird, grey-faced neighbour had become more defiant. He was full of bitter reproaches, yet at the same time entirely heedless of my future actions.

Once or twice while speaking to me he turned, as was his habit, to Joseph the parrot, addressing asides to his pet, causing the bird to screech noisily, grow excited, and make idiotic responses.

Mark me, Mr Holford, he said at length, you did a most foolish thing to betray me to Scotland Yard. In you Im most disappointed, I assure you. My confidence was misplaced.

I understand youve been to my garage and in my absence purchased an Eckhardt tyre, I remarked.

Well? he said, opening his eyes slightly. I only came down to see you, but when I found you absent I bought a tyre as an excuse.

And you expect me to believe that, eh? I asked, with a dry laugh.

You can believe it or not believe it, just as you think fit, was his quick reply. I have no use for motor-tyres, not possessing a car.

I grinned in disbelief, recollecting the air of secrecy with which he had examined the tyre on the first occasion he had called upon me, and also the effect produced upon him later when I told him of the two other men who had called to inspect the tyre.

I think I remained with him for nearly an hour. Then, after he had told me that his intention was to stay in England, at least for the present, I left him and walked back to my desolate home, where, Gwen having retired, I sat for a further hour in my den, deeply thinking.

That Kirk was in some secret way in association with the bogus Professor was plain. Was it not, then, more than likely that they would ere long meet again? If I kept a wary eye upon him, I might, I saw, discover something of great interest.

Who could this man be who led a dual existence for no apparent cause; this man who was narrow-minded and penurious in Bedford Park, yet was wealthy and open-handed in Whitehall Court?

As I calmly reviewed the whole extraordinary situation I saw that, in turn, I mistrusted the whole of the actors in that bewildering drama. Ethelwynn, the calm, sweet, clear-eyed girl, so content in her great love for Leonard Langton, though she had actually witnessed her father lying dead and cold, yet now refused to presume his death! Why? Doctor Flynn I disliked instinctively; Langton was evidently playing a double game, having denied all knowledge of Kirk, whereas the latter was his friend; Antonio and Pietro were away; while Kirk himself, silent and cunning, was pretending a complete ignorance which was only ill-feigned.

And the most important point of all was that not a breath of suspicion of the Professors death had yet leaked out to the public.

Thus, utterly bewildered, I again retired to rest.

Early astir next morning, I set watch upon Kirks movements, assisted by Dick Drake, my clean-shaven, bullet-headed chauffeur. A few moments before eleven he came forth, thinly clad and shabby, as he generally appeared in Chiswick, and, walking to Ravenscourt Park Station, took a third-class ticket to Westminster, whence he walked to a rather grimy house situate in Page Street, a poor neighbourhood lying behind the Abbey. There he remained for some time, after which, fearing lest he should recognise me, I directed Drake to follow him, and returned to the garage.

At six that evening my man returned, tired and hungry, reporting that Kirk had gone to a house in Foley Street, Tottenham Court Road, the number of which he gave me, and after ten minutes there he had eaten his luncheon at a bar in Oxford Street. Then he had taken train from Holborn Viaduct to Shortlands, near Bromley, where he had made a call at a small villa residence not far from the station.

The door of the house had been opened by a tall, thin man in a dark blue jersey, who, he said, had the appearance of a foreigner, and Kirk had stayed inside for nearly two hours. When at last he came out, the tall man had walked with him to the station, and bade him adieu on the platform.

But, added Drake, that gentlemans a pretty cute one, sir. He spotted me.

Hm, thats unfortunate, I said. You were a bit too bold, I fear.

Of course I had told him nothing of the reason why I was watching the man who had evinced such interest in the Eckhardt tyre.

I exercised all the caution possible, Drake declared, but he doubled back upon me down at Shortlands and thus tricked me. He didnt say anything, but only laughed in my face.

The story of the foreigner at the villa at Shortlands struck me as somewhat remarkable, and I resolved to go there on the morrow and investigate. I now held all Kershaw Kirks movements in suspicion.

Next day I rose with the fixed intention of going at once down to Shortlands, that district of suburban villadom, but hardly had I risen from the table where I had breakfasted in silence with Gwen, when something occurred to turn the tide of events into an entirely different channel.

Indeed, by that sudden and unexpected occurrence I knew that I had at last advanced one step towards the knowledge of who killed Professor Greer behind those locked doors in Sussex Place.


Chapter Twenty Five.

A Plot Fails.
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WHAT ACTUALLY OCCURRED was this. I had risen from the table when Annie entered with a telegram which, on opening, I found to be an urgent message from Langton, at Broadstairs, begging me to go there at once, as he had some important information to communicate to me.

From the time-table I found that a fast train left Victoria in an hour, and full of excitement I bade good-bye to Gwen, promising to wire her the result of the interview.

Soon after noon I strode down the steep street of the quiet little watering-place so beloved by Dickens. On that February day it was very chilly, and very deserted, but gaining the parade I crossed the footbridge, and, continuing past the Grand Hotel, went along the top of the cliffs beyond the town, to where stood the late Professors seaside red-brick home.
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In the small but pretty drawing-room I was greeted by Ethelwynn and her lover, who were standing talking near the fire as I entered. The girl looked delightfully sweet in a pale blue blouse and dark brown skirt, her splendid hair dressed in a style that suited her admirably, while he, on his part, presented the appearance of the typical clean-limbed, well-bred Englishman. They were, indeed, a handsome pair.

Its very good of you, Mr Holford, to come down so quickly! the girl exclaimed, as she took my hand. Leonard wants to have a serious chat with you.

And yet this was the girl who was privy to her fathers tragic end. Was it possible that her lover also knew the truth?

Langton invited me to a chair, and commenced by haltingly apologising for bringing me down from London.

We, however, considered it necessary, he went on; necessary in the interests of us all that there should exist a clear and perfect understanding between us.

In what manner? I asked Langton.

Well, he said, it has come to our knowledge that you have been relating a most extraordinary story regarding Ethelwynns father. You declare that he died under suspicious circumstances.

Whatever Ive said is the truth — the plain and absolute truth, I declared openly. Mr Kirk introduced me into the house in Sussex Place, where I saw the poor Professor lying dead in his laboratory.

Ah! cried the girl quickly, her manner suddenly changing. Then you are a friend of Kirks — not of my father?

That is so, I admitted. And in Kirks company I saw your father lying dead through violence.

And youve dared to put forward this story as an absolute fact! Langton cried. Do you happen to know who Kershaw Kirk really is?

No; Id very much like to know, I said, full of anxiety. Who is he?

If you knew, you would, I think, have hesitated before you went to the police with such a fairy tale as yours.

It is no fairy tale, Mr Langton! I declared very earnestly. I have with my own eyes seen the Professor lying dead.

But you forget that my father went to Edinburgh on that night, and wired me from there next day, the girl pointed out, fixing her splendid eyes on mine with unwavering gaze.

I forget no point of the remarkable affair, Miss Greer, I said quietly. As a matter of fact, I followed the man believed to be your father to Scotland.

You — you followed him? gasped Langton, while the girls cheeks grew paler. Did you see him? Did you speak with him?

No; but I discovered some rather interesting facts which, when the time arrives, I intend to put forward as proof of a very remarkable subterfuge.

The pair exchanged meaning glances in silence. The girl was seated in an arm-chair opposite to me, near the fire, while Langton stood upon the hearthrug, with his hands thrust with feigned carelessness into his pockets.

The whole affair was no doubt most cleverly-planned, thanks to the ingenuity of Kirk. The servants were all in ignorance of anything unusual — all save Antonio, who, as you know, has escaped to the Continent.

Escaped! The pretty girl laughed uneasily. The last I heard of him was that he was with my father, travelling in Hungary.

When?

Four days ago.

How can I find them? What is the Professors address? I asked.

He has no fixed abode. My last letter I sent to the Poste Restante in Buda-Pesth.

In this I saw an intention still to preserve the secret of the impostors whereabouts.

But it was not my intention in asking you down, Mr Holford, to go into details of what may, or may not, have happened. We — that is, Ethelwynn and myself — know the truth.

Then tell it to me — relieve this burden of a crime which is oppressing me? I begged. Let me know the truth, and let me at least regain my lost wife.

Well? And if we did? asked Ethelwynn, after a pause. We should only lay ourselves open to an unjust retaliation.

Were not those the words of a woman who possessed some guilty knowledge, if not herself guilty of parricide? I saw their frantic desire to close my mouth, so I let them proceed, smiling within myself at their too apparent efforts to avoid the revelations which must inevitably result.

I do not follow your meaning, I said. Why should I retaliate, if you are not responsible for my wifes absence?

She glanced uneasily across to her lover, who exclaimed:

As far as I see, the whole thing lies in a nutshell, Mr Holford. You have been misinformed, and have made a ridiculous and quite unfounded statement concerning Professor Greer — one which seriously reflects upon his daughter, his household, and his friends. Therefore—

Then does his daughter actually deny having seen him, as I saw him, lying dead in the laboratory? I interrupted.

I have never seen my father lying dead! declared the girl in a low, faltering tone which in itself showed her to be uttering an untruth. Your story is entirely unfounded.

Then let me tell you one thing more, Miss Greer, I said plainly. I myself knelt at your side with Kirk when we found you in the dining-room lying, as we thought, lifeless. There was a white mark upon your face. See! It has hardly disappeared yet; there are still traces — a slight red discoloration!

The girl held her breath at this allegation. That mark upon her cheek condemned her. Even her lover, for a moment, could not reply.

Ah, he said at last, the loss of Mrs Holford has upset you, and causes you to make all sorts of wild and ridiculous statements, it seems. Kirk says they would not listen to you at Scotland Yard — and no wonder!

Then you know Kirk, eh — you who denied all knowledge of him when we first met! I cried. It was he who placed the poor Professors remains in the furnace in the laboratory, for from the ashes I recovered various scraps of his clothing which are now in my possession.

Rubbish, my dear sir! laughed the young man. You dont know Kirk — or who he is!

I know him to be an adventurer who has two places of residence, I said.

But an adventurer is not necessarily a scoundrel, Langton replied. Many a good-hearted wanderer becomes a cosmopolitan and an adventurer, but he still retains all the traits and all the honour of a gentleman.

Not in Kirks case! I cried.

Youve evidently quarrelled with him, remarked Langton.

Ive quarrelled with him in so far as I mean to expose the secret assassination of Professor Greer and those who, for their own purposes, are making pretence that the dead man is still alive, I answered boldly.

By the latter, I take it, you mean ourselves? observed the dead mans daughter.

I include all who lie, well knowing that the Professor is dead and all traces of his body have been destroyed, was my meaning response.

Whats this story of yours about Miss Greer presenting an appearance of death? asked Langton. Tell me — it is the first time Ive heard this. In a few brief sentences I told them of our discovery in the dining-room, and of the removal of the girl in a cab on that foggy night.

At my words both looked genuinely puzzled.

What do you say to that? asked her lover.

I know nothing — nothing whatever of it! she declared. I can only think that Mr Holford must be dreaming.

Surely not when, with my own hands, I held a mirror to your lips to obtain traces of your breath! I exclaimed. Ask Antonio. He will tell you how he and his brother Pietro placed you in a cab at Kirks orders.

At Kirks orders? echoed the young man. Ask him for yourself, I said.

They were both full of surprise and anxiety at what I had alleged.

Was it possible that I had been mistaken in Ethelwynns attitude, and that she genuinely believed that her father still lived? But that could not be, for had she not seen him dead with her own eyes? No. The girl, aided by her lover, was carrying out a cunningly-devised scheme effectively to seal my lips.

My wife Mabel had, before her disappearance, been in communication with the impostor whom Ethelwynn had apparently taken under her protection. This was a point that was most puzzling. Could this girl and my wife have been secretly acquainted? If so, then it was more than probable that she might have knowledge of Mabels whereabouts.

Again I referred to the loss of my wife, declaring that if I found her I would willingly forgo all further investigation into the Professors death.

The handsome girl exchanged glances with her lover, glances which showed me plainly that they were acting in accordance with some premeditated plan. Leonard Langton was a sharp, shrewd, far-seeing man, or he would never have held the appointment of private secretary to Sir Albert Oppenheim.

Well, Mr Holford, he said, why dont you speak candidly and openly? You are, I take it, eager to make terms with your enemies, eh?

But who are my enemies? I cried blankly. As far as Im aware, Ive made none!

A man arouses enmity often without intention, was his reply. I cannot, of course, tell who are these enemies of yours, but it is evident from your statement the other day at Wimpole Street that they are responsible for your wifes disappearance.

Well, I said, you are right. I am open to make terms if Mabel is given back at once to me.

And what are they? asked Ethelwynn, whose very eagerness condemned her.

Pardon me, Miss Greer, I said rather hastily, but I cannot discern in what manner my matrimonial affairs can interest you.

Oh — er — well, she laughed nervously, of course they dont really — only your wifes disappearance has struck me as very remarkable.

No, Miss Greer, I said, not really so remarkable as it at first appears. My own inquisitiveness was the cause of her being enticed away, so that I might be drawn off the investigation I had undertaken — the inquiry into who killed Professor Greer.

Her cheeks went paler, and she bit her lip. Her whole attitude was that of a woman aware of a bitter and tragic truth, yet, for her own honour, she dared not divulge it. She undoubtedly held the secret — the secret of her fathers death. Yet, for some purpose that was yet a complete enigma, she was protecting the impostor who had stepped into the dead mans shoes.

The pair had brought me down there in order to entrap me — most probably a plot of Kirks. Their intention was to mislead and deceive me, and at the same time to secure my silence. But in my frantic anxiety and constant dread I was not easily entrapped. I had seen through the transparency of Kirks attitude, and I had likewise proved to my own satisfaction that, however much of the truth Leonard Langton knew, the girl of the innocent eyes was feigning an ignorance that was culpable, for within her heart she knew the truth of her fathers tragic end, even though she calmly asserted that he still lived and was in the best of health.

I had believed on entering that room, the windows of which looked out upon that grey-green wintry sea, that I should learn something concerning my dear wife, that I should perhaps obtain a clue to her whereabouts.

But as I fixed my eyes upon those of Ethelwynn Greer, I saw in them a guilty knowledge, and by it knew that in that direction hope was futile.

True, she had sounded me as to what undertaking I was ready to give, but the whole situation was so horrible and so bewildering that I could not bring myself to make any compact that would prevent Greers assassin being exposed.

So, instead, I sat full of chagrin, telling the pair much which held them in fear and apprehension.

It was evident that I knew more than they had believed I did, and that Langton was filled with regret that he had invited me there.

What, I wondered, could possibly be Ethelwynns motive in concealing her fathers death? I recollected how the assassin must have brushed past her in the Red Room to enter the laboratory on that fatal night, and that he must have again passed her on leaving.

Did she awake and recognise him, or had she herself been an accomplice in securing her fathers sudden and tragic end? Who could tell? In that startling suggestion I found much food for deep reflection.


Chapter Twenty Six.

I Scent the Impostor.
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A WHOLE FORTNIGHT went past. Mabels silence was inexplicable.

The house in Sussex Place was still in the hands of the caretaker, and, though I watched both Doctor Flynn and Leonard Langton in secret, the results of my vigilance were nil.

I was in despair. Refused assistance by Scotland Yard, and treated as an enemy by Kershaw Kirk, I could only sit with Gwen at home and form a thousand wild conjectures.

Advertisements for news of Mabel had brought no word of response. Indeed, it seemed much as though the theory of those two detectives was the correct one, namely, that she had left me of her own will, and did not intend to return. Gwen, indeed, suggested this one day, but I made pretence of scouting it. Mabels mother, who now lived up in Aberdeenshire, had written two letters, and I had been compelled to reply, to tell a lie and say that she was away at Cheltenham.

My business I neglected sadly, for nowadays I seldom went to the garage. Kirk was, I understood, living in Whitehall Court, but I did not call upon him. What was the use? I had tried every means of learning where Mabel was, but, alas! there seemed a conspiracy of silence against me. I had left no effort unexerted. Yet all had been in vain.

Antonio had, according to Ethelwynn, joined the Professor in Hungary. Was not that, in itself, sufficient evidence of collusion? As for Pietro, inquiry I made in the Euston Road showed that he had not yet returned to England.

Many times I felt impelled to go out to Buda-Pesth and endeavour to trace the pair. But I hesitated, because, finding Ethelwynns statements unreliable in some particulars, I feared to accept what she said as the truth. Would it not be to her interest to mislead me and send me off upon a wild-goose chase?

No man in the whole of our great feverish London was so full of constant anxiety, frantic fear, and breathless bewilderment as myself. Ah, how I existed through those grey, gloomy March days I cannot explain. The mystery of it all was inscrutable.

I should, I knew, be able to satisfy myself as to poor Mabels fate if only I could clear up the mystery of who killed Professor Greer.

This tension of nerves and constant longing for the return of the one for whom I held such a great and all-absorbing love was now telling upon my health. I ate little, and the mirror revealed how pale, careworn, and haggard I had become. Since the dawn of the New Year I was, alas! a changed man. In two months I had aged fully ten years.

From inquiries I made of men interested in science and in chemistry I had discovered how great a man was the dead Professor, and how beneficial to mankind had been certain of his discoveries. Fate — or is it some world spirit of tragic-comedy? — plays strange pranks with human lives now and then, and surely nothing more singular ever happened in our London life of to-day than what I have already narrated in these pages.

And to that thin, grey-faced neighbour of mine — the man who led a double life — was due the blame for it all. Though I made every endeavour and every inquiry, I could not learn what was his profession. That he was a man of means, a constant traveller, and well known in clubland, was all the information I could obtain.

You will wonder, perhaps, why I did not go again to Whitehall Court and force the truth from the fellows lips. Well, I hesitated, because in every argument I had had with him he had always won and always turned the tables upon myself. I had made a promise which, however justifiable my action, I had, nevertheless, broken. I had denounced him to the police, believing that I should see him arrested and charged. Yet, on the contrary, the authorities refused to lift a finger against him.

What could I think? What, indeed, would you have thought in the circumstances? How would you have acted?

One morning I had gone out early with Drake, trying the chassis of a new twenty-four, and finding ourselves in front of the grey old cathedral at Chichester, we pulled up at the ancient Dolphin to have luncheon. My mind had been full of Mabel all the way, and though I had driven I had paid little or no attention to the cars defects. Dick Drake, motor enthusiast as he was, probably regarded my preoccupied manner as curious, but he made no comment, though he had no doubt noted all the defects himself.

I had lunched in the big upstairs room — a noble apartment, as well known to travellers in the old coaching days as to the modern motorist — and had passed along into another room, where I lit a cigarette and stretched myself lazily before the fire.

A newspaper lay at hand, and I took it up. In my profession I have but little leisure to read anything save the motor-journals; therefore, except a glance at the evening paper, I, like hundreds of other busy men, seldom troubled myself with the news of the day.

I was smoking and scanning the columns of that mornings journal when my eyes fell upon a heading which caused me to start in surprise. The words read, Steel Discovery: New High-Speed Metal with Seven Times Cutting Power of Old.

The short article read as follows:

Few prophecies have been more quickly justified than that of Professor Greer at the Royal Institution on December 16th last. He then said:

As to Mr Carnegies prophecy on the decadence of British steel metallurgy, this exists only in the imagination of that gentleman. So far as quality is concerned, Britain is still first in the race for supremacy.

I am strongly of opinion that in a very short time the best high-speed steel will be a back number. It is probable that a year hence there will be on the market British steel with a quadruple cutting power of any now known to metallurgy.

The prophecy has come true. Professor Greer, lecturing again at the Birmingham Town Hall last night, stated that the firm of Edwards and Sutton, of the Meersbrook Works, Sheffield, of which Sir Mark Edwards is the head, have, after his lengthened experiments, placed on the market a steel with from three to seven times the cutting power of existing high-speed steel, and which, in contradistinction to present material, can be hardened in water, oil, or blast.

The new steel, whose cutting power is almost incredible, said the Professor, will not call for any alteration in present machinery.

The impostor had actually had the audacity to lecture before a Birmingham audience! His bold duplicity was incredible.

I re-read that remarkable statement, and judged that this new process of his must have been purchased by the great firm of Edwards and Sutton, whose steel was of world repute. His was, I presumed, an improvement upon the Bessemer process.

That a man could have the impudence to pass himself off as Greer was beyond my comprehension. As Waynflete Professor at Oxford he would, I saw, be well known, even if he did not go much into society. And yet he had stood upon the platform in the Town Hall of Birmingham and boldly announced a discovery made by the man whose identity he had so audaciously assumed.

This action of the impostor, who had no doubt sold the Professors secret at a high figure to a well-known firm, absolutely staggered belief.

I called Drake, mounted upon the ugly chassis again, and together we sped post-haste back to London. At ten that night I was in the Grand Hotel at Birmingham, and half an hour later I called at the house of a certain Alderman named Pooley, who was a member of the society before which the bogus Professor had lectured on the previous evening.

I had some little difficulty in inducing him to see me at that late hour. He was a busy solicitor, and his servant referred me to his office in Bull Street, where, she said, he would see me in the morning. But, being pushful, Mr Pooley at last consented to see me.

Yes, he said, as I sat with him in his dining-room, it is quite true that Professor Greer lectured before us last night, and made a most interesting announcement — one which seems to have caused a good deal of stir in the world of metallurgy. The papers were full of it to-day.

I understood the Professor was abroad, I remarked rather lamely.

So he was. He came home specially to fulfil a long-standing engagement. He promised us to lecture, and gave us the date as far back as November last.

Do you know where he arrived from? I inquired.

Yes. He dined with us here before the lecture, and stayed with us the night. He told us at dinner that he had just returned from Roumania.

Then he did not leave Birmingham until this morning! I cried. Ah, how I wish I had known! Have you any idea where he has gone?

I went with him to the station this morning, and he took a ticket to Sheffield — to visit Sir Mark Edwards, I believe. He met at the station a friend who had been to the lecture and who had stayed at the Grand that night. He was introduced to me as Mr Kirk. Do you know him?

Kirk? I gasped. Yes; a tall, thin, grey-haired man — Mr Kershaw Kirk.

Yes. They travelled together, said the Alderman. It seemed as though Kirk came from London to meet the Professor, who had returned by the Hook of Holland to Harwich, and came on by the through carriage to Birmingham.

And you believe that Kirk has gone with the Professor to visit Sir Mark Edwards? I exclaimed eagerly.

I think so. If you sent a letter to the Professor at Sir Marks address, its quite probable that he would get it.

Had you ever met the Professor before? I inquired.

No, never. Of course I knew him well by repute.

Did he mention that Edwards and Sutton were old friends of his?

I gathered that they were not. He had simply concluded an arrangement with them for working his process as a matter of business. Indeed, he mentioned that Sir Mark Edwards had invited him for a few days.

Then they are not friends of long standing? I asked.

Probably not. But — well, why do you ask such curious questions as these, Mr — Holford? What, indeed, is the motive of all this inquiry? The Professor is a well-known man, and you could easily approach him yourself, the keen solicitor remarked.

Yes, probably so. But my inquiry is in the Professors own interest, I said, because I had to make my story good. As a matter of fact, I have learnt of an attempt to steal the secret of his process, and Im acting for his protection. When my inquiries are complete, I shall go to him and place the whole matter before him.

Your profession is not that of a detective? he suggested, with a laugh.

No; Im a motor engineer, I explained bluntly. I know nothing, and care less, about detectives and their ways.

Then I apologised for disturbing him at that hour and made my way back in the cab that had brought me to the centre of the city.

I left New Street Station at two oclock in the morning — cold, wet, and cheerless — and at half-past four was in the Midland Hotel at Sheffield, sleepy and fagged.

The night-porter knew nothing of Sir Mark Edwards address; therefore I had to wait until eight oclock, when some more intelligent member of the hotel staff came on duty.

Everyone of whom I inquired, however, seemed ignorant; hence I took a cab and drove to the great works of the firm — a huge, grimy place, with smoky chimneys and heaps of slag, an establishment employing several thousand hands, and one of the largest, if not the largest, in Hallamshire. Here I was informed that Sir Mark resided thirty miles distant, at Alverton Hall, close to the edge of Bulwell Common, famed for its golf links.

Therefore at ten oclock I took train there, and, finding a fly at the station, drove direct to the Hall to face and denounce the man who was an accomplice of assassins, if not the assassin himself, and a bold, defiant impostor.

The fly, after traversing a country road for a mile or so, suddenly entered the lodge-gates and proceeded up a splendid avenue of high bare elms, until we drew up at the entrance to a fine old Elizabethan mansion, the door of which was thrown open by a liveried manservant.

I held my breath for a second. My chase had been a long and stern one.

Then I inquired for the honoured and distinguished guest — who I had already ascertained at the works in Sheffield was supposed to be staying there — and was ushered with great ceremony into the wide, old-fashioned hall.

At last the impostor was near his unmasking. At last I would be able to prove to the world who killed Professor Greer!


Chapter Twenty Seven.

Several Revelations.
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ALVERTON HALL, A noble old mansion, had been purchased by the Sheffield steel magnate Sir Mark Edwards some ten years before. In addition, I heard that he owned a beautiful place in Glamorganshire and rented a great deer-forest in Scotland. He was one of Englands manufacturing princes, whose generosity to charitable institutes and to the city of Sheffield was well known, and whose daughter had, only a year ago, married into the peerage.

A short, bluff, bald-headed old fellow, he spoke quickly, almost snappishly, when I was ushered into his presence in a small, cosily-furnished room that looked out upon a fine old-world terrace, with a Jacobean garden beyond.

It is true that Im expecting Professor Greer on a visit here, he said, with a broad Hallamshire accent, in reply to my question. Who, may I ask, are you?

I explained that I was an intimate friend who desired to see him immediately upon very important business, and that I had come down from London for that purpose.

Well, replied the short, active little man, I expected him yesterday, and cannot think why he has not arrived.

You have had some important business dealings with him, Sir Mark, I see from yesterdays paper?

Yes, very important. He made a statement in Birmingham explaining his discovery.

I suppose it is a most important one?

Most important. It opens up a new era in the British steel trade and places us in the foremost rank. At this moment no other steel in the world can compete with that from our Meersbrook Works, thanks to the Professor.

Youve known him a long time, I presume?

Ive not known him personally very long, was Sir Marks reply. He is a man who has kept himself very much to himself. But, of course, as you know, his reputation is worldwide. He is bringing with him his agent, Mr Kirk.

His agent! I echoed, astounded. You know him?

Of course. Ive had several dealings with him. He was with us in Vienna a week or so ago.

And was Greer there also?

Of course, replied the steel manufacturer. The contract was arranged there.

And who else was with him?

No one to my knowledge — except an English lady who lived at the Continental in the Praterstrasse, while we were at the Grand. She seemed to be a friend of the Professor, for one evening he introduced me to her. By the way, her name was very similar to yours, I think — Holworth or Holford.

That was in Vienna? I gasped.

Yes. He introduced me in Leidingers restaurant, in the Karntnerstrasse.

And the lady — what was she like? Young or old? I inquired breathlessly.

Young, was his answer.

And, proceeding, he gave me a perfect description of Mabel!

What was her attitude towards the Professor?

She appeared to be most eager to protect him from any suspicion of fraud. She seemed to regard me with some misgivings — I know not why. Indeed, the reason of her being in Vienna and mixed up in the business struck me as altogether remarkable, for, truth to tell, I prefer not to deal with the fair sex in matters of pure business. Im a plain man, he added, with a strong burr in his voice, and I believe always in straightforward dealing, whether it be in paying a workman a days wage or carrying out a Government contract.

This is all very interesting to me, Sir Mark, I said, without, however, telling him that the lady in question was my lost wife. You appear not to have approved of the ladys connection with the sale of the patent?

I didnt, I frankly tell you, he said. I told Kirk my mind quite plainly, but he assured me that the lady was a great friend of the Professor.

I bit my lip savagely. How was it that Mabel, my dear, beloved wife, had allied herself with that pair of adventurers? What could have been the story told to her to induce her to become the catspaw of men of that stamp?

It was on the tip of my tongue to tell the great steel magnate that he had purchased a secret which did not belong to the seller, and that the Professor Greer he knew was not the real discoverer. But I hesitated. Before I spoke I would unmask this impostor and his agent, Kershaw Kirk.

A word from me to this shrewd, hard-headed man of business, and the two would, I felt assured, find themselves in the hands of the police.

Yes, I now held the trump card. At any moment the pair might drive up to pay their promised visit to Sir Mark. And when they did, what an awkward surprise would await them!

I laughed within myself when I realised how innocently they would fall into my vengeful hands.

So communicative and pleasant was the bald-headed man that I went one step further, daring to ask:

I presume the price your firm paid for the secret of the new process was a substantial one?

A very large one, he replied. A big sum down, as well as a handsome royalty. This must be the second fortune which Greer has made. He has received a lot of money for his process of hardening armour-plates. The Admiralty use only plates hardened by the Greer process, for here, as in many other things, England is still ahead of Germany.

Have you ever been to the Professors house in London? I asked.

Never. He has, however, invited me to dine there next week.

Next week! I cried. Then, of course, youll go? Youll probably find Kershaw Kirk there.

Yes, he laughed; most probably. Hes a strange man — isnt he? — and most influential.

Hes certainly strange, but as regards his influence, I know nothing, was my quick reply.

Why, my dear sir, his influence is enormous! He can go direct to quarters where we are entirely debarred! declared my companion, as I sat back in the chair listening to these revelations.

How? I dont follow you.

Well, he declared, to me, the reason of Kirks influence is a complete mystery, but it has been conclusively proved more than once that he has the entrée to the highest quarters, and the ear of the authorities.

I laughed.

I suppose he has misled you into the belief that he has, Sir Mark. Hes a boaster — like many other men of his stamp.

Hes a boaster and a trifle eccentric, I admit. Yet I have myself had experience of his undoubted influence. Hes in some position of great trust.

There, I fear, I must differ, Sir Mark. I happen to know him well, and I think one day ere long youll discover that his powers are merely imaginary.

The short, bald-headed man shrugged his shoulders dubiously, whereat, in order not to go contrary to his opinion, I turned our conversation into a different channel. I had already learned much of interest, but much, too, that had caused me a twinge of despair.

We spoke of other things, and apparently impressed by the fact that I was eager to meet Greer, he invited me to wait until he and Kirk arrived.

But they may not be coming, after all, I said. They may have changed their minds.

I think that hardly probable, Sir Mark replied. They have been delayed, though Ive ascertained that they left Birmingham to come direct here.

I told him nothing of my visit to Alderman Pooley, but my only fear was that, with the report of the bogus Professors speech appearing in the papers, the impostor had become alarmed and again made himself scarce. To me it appeared much as though he and his accomplices had never intended the announcement to get into the papers. Indeed, even Sir Mark had expressed himself surprised at reading the report, understanding that the meeting was a purely private one of the learned society which had invited him to lecture.

I smoked a cigar with the affable little man, and then he left me, being called to the telephone. When he re-entered the room, he said:

Ive been speaking to the Professor. It seems that hes at home, at his house in London. He was recalled suddenly by telegram, and not having been home since his return from the Continent he was compelled to obey the summons. He promises to come here next Monday.

My heart sank once more within me. The truth was just as I had feared! The report of his speech in the papers had alarmed him, and he was no doubt on his way abroad again, having netted a goodly sum from Messrs Edwards and Sutton for a secret filched from the unfortunate man who had been assassinated.

Then Ill go back to London at once, I announced; and, without betraying my anxiety to my bald-headed friend, who had been so cleverly victimised, I bade him adieu, and an hour later left Bulwell for London.

In the grey March afternoon I alighted from a hansom before that well-remembered door of the Professors house in Sussex Place. I did not for one moment believe him to be there. He had, of course, escaped long ago. In Edinburgh and in Glasgow I had been close at his heels, as I had also been in Birmingham, yet he had always cleverly evaded me.

To my amazement my ring was answered by Antonio — sleek, smiling, yet as evil-faced as ever!

Is your master at home? I asked sharply, for I certainly had not expected to meet the man who had escaped to Italy, and who had afterwards threatened me.

No, signore, was his bland reply. He is out at present.

Then he — hes at home again?

Yes, signore. He returned unexpectedly yesterday.

And Miss Ethelwynn?

The signorina is still at Broadstairs; we expect her up to-morrow.

And my wife, Antonio — where is she? I inquired, looking him straight in the face.

Ah, how can I tell, Signor Holford? Have I not already told you that I am entirely ignorant of her whereabouts? And he exhibited his bony palms.

You have been with your master in Hungary or in Roumania, I hear?

Certainly! Why not? he said, as we stood within the wide hall. But the Signor Kirk is upstairs in the study. Perhaps you will care to see him? I believe he has been trying to telephone to you at Chiswick.

I started in eager anticipation.

Of course, Ill see Mr Kirk, I said.

And endeavouring to steady my nerves and control my temper, I mounted the thickly-carpeted stairs to the room I so well remembered.

The point which puzzled me was whether I should now boldly accuse Kirk of duplicity and fraud. If I did, I feared that, to the bogus Professor, he might give the alarm, and that he would again slip through my fingers.

On my way to the study I resolved upon a purely diplomatic course. I would not let Kirk know of my visits to Birmingham and Sheffield, or even that I had noticed the report of the Professors announcement.

For a second I held my breath. Then I turned the handle of the door and boldly entered.

Why, my dear Holford, cried Kirk, jumping up from the writing-chair and grasping my hand as though delighted at my visit, Ive been trying to get on to you at your garage three times this morning, but your people have been engaged. You must be pretty busy down there — eh?

The thin-faced man was, indeed, a perfect actor.

I called to see Antonio, I said. I heard he had returned.

Then it is fortunate — most fortunate, he said. I am awaiting the return of someone who is very desirous indeed of making your acquaintance. It was for that reason that Ive been trying to ring you up.

My lips parted in an incredulous smile. So the impostor was anxious to meet me — doubly anxious, no doubt, because he was aware that I knew the truth of poor Greers death.

Yes, I would meet and unmask him.


Chapter Twenty Eight.

No Trumps.
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IN THE FAILING London light, as Kirk rose and stood near the window, his countenance was even more sinister and more mysterious than ever. About his lips played that enigmatical, sarcastic smile which so tantalised and irritated me. Here was a man who had actually deceived the hard-headed Sheffield magnate into a belief that he possessed power and influence, while, in reality, he was only a clever adventurer.

Sit down, Holford, he said, in a cheery voice, inviting me to a big leather arm-chair. The time has come when it is very necessary for you and me to arrive at some clear and definite understanding.

Yes, I cried, I agree with you. Have I not asked you all along for a clear statement of facts? Have I not urged you to tell me where I can find my wife?

You have, he said, leaning against the big, old-fashioned mahogany table piled with books and scientific periodicals. But until the present I have been unable to satisfy you. Even now I am still in a great measure in the dark as to the — well, the unfortunate occurrence, shall we call it? — which took place in this house.

But you have, I understand, been acting in concert with the man who calls himself Greer? I remarked. Youve been with him abroad!

I dont deny that. Why should I?

I shrugged my shoulders impatiently. His evasion was always cunning, always well-contrived.

When you first brought me here, I said, it was to obtain my assistance to discover who killed Professor Greer, and—

And you made a promise which you did not keep! he interrupted. Hence I have been unable to keep faith with you. Is not that quite feasible?

My wifes disappearance is the point which most concerns me, I said. The other matter is, to me, of secondary importance. If you cared to divulge, you could tell me my wifes whereabouts. I happen to know that she has been in Vienna, staying at the Hôtel Continental, and she has been seen in your company, Mr Kirk.

Now thats really quite smart of you! he laughed, with a patronising air, his grey face changing slightly, I thought. I wonder how you came to know that?

The source of my information does not matter, I said sharply. Suffice it that it is a reliable one.

Well, he laughed, since that evening when you sat with me in Bedford Park Ive been compelled to be active, and Ive discovered quite a number of things which at that time I never dreamed — facts that have amazed me, as they will, before long, amaze you, Holford.

Nothing can amaze me in this crooked affair, I declared. You sought my aid in an endeavour to discover who killed Professor Greer, yet, having gained my confidence, you at once abused it! I cried, with bitter reproach.

That is your present opinion, he said, with a keen, crafty look.

An opinion based upon your actions towards me! I exclaimed hotly.

My dear Holford, he said, now let us speak quite frankly, as man to man. And he bent towards me in an eager attitude. I put it to you whether, in the circumstances — not overlooking the fact that Scotland Yard has refused you assistance — to forget what you saw that night upstairs in the laboratory, to place it aside as though you never witnessed it, is not the best plan?

Ah, you wish still to hush up the tragedy! I cried. The reason is, of course, quite obvious.

You misinterpret my words. I wish to avoid bringing scandal upon innocent folk, Kirk replied quickly. You once gave me a pledge of secrecy, and you broke it. Will you give me another?

And if I gave it, I asked, not without some hesitation, would these precious friends of yours give me back my wife?

I cannot answer for others. Personally, I will do all I can to assist you, was his somewhat evasive reply.

Why do you wish to extract this promise from me? I demanded dubiously.

Because — well, because you must give it. You must remain silent, Holford. It is imperative!

You really ask too much of me, I laughed sarcastically. I know the ghastly truth. You showed it to me of your own accord — you yourself drew me into this dark, mysterious affair, and now you coolly demand my silence, because you are, I suppose, interested in the money realised by the sale of Professor Greers secret.

Ethelwynn Greer makes the same demand as myself, he said calmly. Surely you dont believe that the girl has participated in any shamefully obtained profits?

The girl saw her father dead, and now refuses to admit it, I responded.

How do you know that she did? he asked. What actual evidence have you upon that point, beyond my word — repeated from the story told to me by Antonio?

Ah! so Antonio is changing his tale in order to fit the new order of events — is he?

Well, Kirk said, after a brief pause, that there is a new order of events — as you put it — I admit. Yet, whatever they may be, your silence, Holford, as well as mine, is imperative. You hear that! he added, looking straight into my face.

To hear and to heed are scarcely synonymous, I remarked in anger. I was incensed with this man who refused to give me any satisfaction concerning Mabel, and yet commanded my silence.

Was it not a very curious feature of the affair, I reflected, that Ethelwynn had ingeniously approached me, offering me news of Mabel in return for my undertaking to make no further inquiry into her fathers secret death? How much did Langton know, and what was the extent of the knowledge of that friend of his, the specialist in diseases of the throat and nose?

For a few moments I sat in silence, longing for the return of the bogus Professor, the man whom I had followed through Edinburgh and Glasgow, yet who had so very cleverly escaped my vigilance.

I was anxious to meet him, and to see what kind of man he could be. As an impostor he was, it seemed, shameless and bold beyond human credence.

How many thousands had Edwards and Sutton paid to him for that great secret that was not his own?

Antonio, suave and cringing, suddenly put his head in at the door, asking:

Did you ring, signore?

No! I cried, rising angrily, Mr Kirk did not ring. I suppose youve been listening outside — eh? You are one of the accomplices in the murder of your master — and by Heaven, you shall pay for it! If Scotland Yard will not help me, then Ill take the law into my own hands and give the public an illustration of the red-tape and the uselessness of the police!

The signore is a little excited! was the mans quiet remark to Kirk.

Excited, by Heaven! I cried. Ill be fooled no longer by any of you — band of assassins that you are! You ask me to believe that black is white, and tell me that my own eyes deceive me. But Ill be even with you yet — mark me!

Pray calm yourself, Holford, said Kirk, shifting his position slightly and still leaning easily against the table, No good can be served by recrimination.

The mans cunning was unequalled; his ingenuity almost superhuman. Once I had held him in awe, but now, knowing the truth, that I held information which it was his earnest desire to suppress, I felt triumphant.

I admit, he said, still speaking calmly, as Antonio disappeared and shut the door— I admit that there are certain ugly facts — very ugly facts which are difficult to forget, but is it not better to be merciful to the innocent and living than to revenge the dead?

You desire to seal my lips, my dear sir, I said. Why dont you speak quite plainly?

Yes, he admitted, I make that appeal to you because — well, for several very strong reasons — Ethelwynns future being one.

And what, pray, need I care for that girls future, now that mine has been wrecked by the devilish machinations of you and your gang? I cried in bitter anger.

Your denunciation is quite uncalled for, Holford! he exclaimed.

It is not, I protested. You know where my wife is, and you refuse to tell me! was my quick answer.

Please dont let us discuss that further, he urged. The point is whether you will, or you will not, regard all you saw in this house a couple of months ago as entirely confidential.

Why?

For reasons which you shall know later. I regret that I cannot explain at this moment, because I should be breaking a confidence, he responded. But, he added, looking at me very seriously, a life — a womans life — depends upon your silence!

I hesitated a moment.

Ah, I see! I cried. Then the girl conspired to encompass her fathers end, and is now in fear of the impostor!

I must leave you to your own opinion, he said, with a shrug of his thin shoulders. Then, turning away to the window, he thrust his hands into his pockets, and, with that cosmopolitan air of his, he hummed a verse of that catchy song of the boulevards he so often sang.


Chapter Twenty Nine.

I am Faced with Another Difficulty.
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THE CARELESS MANNER in which Kirk seemed to treat the grave issue of my life enraged me. This man, who in Chiswick posed as shabby and broken-down, was certainly no ordinary person. He was a shrewd, clever adventurer, possessed of resources that had even astonished Sir Mark Edwards. He had entrapped me, for some hidden reason of his own, and now he held me in a hateful bondage.

But with the vivid recollection of Mabel upon me, I resolved to defy this enemy of mine at all costs. I was only awaiting the return of the false Professor to unmask the pair, to call a constable, and to give them both in charge.

What the result would be, I cared not. I should, however, at least be afforded an opportunity to make revelations in the police-court which they would find it somewhat awkward to refute. Surely by doing this I should be performing a work of public benefit? The pair were clever swindlers, reaping the harvest from that secret discovered by the unfortunate man who had been purposely killed.

You appear, Mr Kirk, to consider me an absolute fool! I said, interrupting his song.

I do, my dear Holford, I do. You have acted against your own interests, and even now you are spitting against the wind.

You desire my silence, yet you offer me nothing in return! I said.

Oh, you want payment! he cried. My dear sir, you have only to name your own price. We shall not quarrel over it, I can assure you.

No, I said angrily, I desire no blood-money, even though it is to save Ethelwynn Greer. I have all along suspected her of some complicity in the affair, although on the night you removed her to that house in Foley Street she accused you of the crime!

He started quickly and turned to me, his countenance slightly paler.

Repeat that, he said quietly.

I did so. I told him how I had followed him to Foley Street, of the screams and words I had heard while standing in the fog outside the house.

Hm. So you think Im guilty of the crime, eh? he said simply.

I repeat the girls allegation against you, I said. And yet this same girl now declares that the Professor is not dead! Then I added: He was dead when we were together in the laboratory, was he not? Come, speak plainly!

Certainly he was!

And men do not come to life again when once dead, do they?

But this is an unusual case, I tell you. He—

However unusual, you cannot alter the laws of life and death, I declared.

Well, my dear Holford, how I wish I could reveal to you one simple truth. It would astound you, no doubt, but it would at the same time alter your opinion of me.

Oh, of course, I laughed bitterly. Youre not so black as youre painted — you who have conspired to hold my wife aloof from me — you who for aught I know have told her some infamous tale which has caused her to look upon me with doubt and horror! I have recently learnt that she was acquainted with this man who calls himself Ernest Greer, and that, before she left my roof, she received word in secret from him.

Your wifes affairs are surely of no interest to me, Holford, said the grey-faced old scoundrel. I am merely putting forward to you a simple matter of business — in a word, making a proposal for your consideration.

A proposal which I will never accept — never, you understand! I added with emphasis.

Not if I appeal to you on behalf of Ethelwynn, on behalf of a girl whose very life is dependent upon your silence? he asked earnestly.

The punishment for murder is death, was my hard response.

He regarded me steadily, without speaking. I saw that he realised my steadfastness of purpose, and that I meant to reveal the truth to all the world.

But, he cried at last, you surely will not act as a fool, Holford! I told you on the night we first sat together of the great issues that depended upon your silence, and I repeat it now.

Why did you entice me into this complicated tangle of crime and mystery? I demanded quickly. Tell me that.

Because — well— And he hesitated. Because I — I was a fool — I admit it frankly. I ought never to have approached you. Three days later I regretted it deeply.

Regretted it because you found, to your surprise, that you had no fool to deal with! I cried.

No; because I had made a mistake in another direction. But — but, hark?

I listened and heard a footstep outside on the stairs.

The Professor! Kirk exclaimed. He has returned. Ill introduce you.

I rose from my chair, my teeth set together, my hand gripping the edge of the table.

An instant later the door opened, and I stood boldly face to face with the impostor.

Kirk, with that calm suavity of manner that so annoyed and irritated me, introduced us.

But I bowed coldly to the well-dressed, elderly impostor, a man with keen, deep-set eyes, and a short, scrubby grey beard, asking of my companion:

Is this farce really necessary, Mr Kirk, when I know the truth?

The new-comer looked askance at his accomplice, who gave him a quick, meaning look.

Ah! my dear Mr Holford! exclaimed the bogus Professor, Ive been most anxious to meet you for a considerable time. This is a great pleasure.

And one which I most heartily reciprocate, was my hard reply. Ive been endeavouring to find you for a long time. I followed you in Edinburgh, in Glasgow, and later on in Birmingham.

Then surely it is a rather happy circumstance that we have met to-day? he said, rather fussily.

Happy for me, but perhaps unhappy for you! I replied, with a dry laugh.

Why?

Because I now intend to expose your very clever plot. The secret you have sold to Sir Mark Edwards does not belong to you at all, but to Professor Ernest Greer, the man who was killed in the room yonder — in his own laboratory!

His lips grew paler and set themselves hard. I saw in his dark eyes an expression of fear. He held me in terror — that was quite plain.

Holford, you are mistaken, declared Kirk.

In what way? I demanded.

Professor Ernest Greer stands before you!

No! I cried. This man is the impostor — the impostor who wrote to my wife, and enticed her from her home.

I wrote to Mrs Holford, certainly, was the fellows cool reply. But without any evil intent; of that she will herself assure you.

Where is she?

You will, no doubt, see her before very long, and she will explain the reason of her absence.

Ah! I said, you adventurers dare not tell me the truth with your own lips. Remember, I saw the Professor lying dead in this house. You cannot induce me to believe that my eyes deceived me!

And yet you see the Professor alive before you now! declared Kirk with a triumphant laugh.

But I made a gesture of disgust, declaring that I refused to be fooled further.

You are not being fooled, Mr Holford, asserted the man in a calm, distinct voice, as he opened the door and called to Antonio.

The grave-eyed manservant entered in a few seconds, and as he did so the new-comer said: Antonio, will you please tell this gentleman who I am?

You are my dear master, signore — the Signor Professor Ernest Greer.

I already know, Antonio, that youre a clever liar, I cried, so you can retire.

The Signorina Ethelwynn has just arrived, signore, remarked the highly respectable manservant.

Ah! then tell my daughter to come up? he cried. She will no doubt satisfy Mr Holford that I am no impostor.

Miss Ethelwynn saw her father lying dead, as I did; how, therefore, can she identify you as her deceased parent? Have you a half-brother, or some relation strongly resembling you?

No, I have not, was his quick reply. I am simply Professor Ernest Greer, whom a thousand persons living can identify.

At that moment the fair-haired girl neatly attired in fur jacket, tailor-made skirt, and toque entered, and, with a spring, fell into the impostors arms and kissed him.

That piece of acting was, without doubt, perfect. Yet I stood aside and smiled. Had not Kirk previously admitted to me that his earnest endeavour was to secure my silence?

Am I your father? asked the dark-eyed man of Ethelwynn, standing with his hand upon her shoulder.

Of course you are, dear dad! Why?

Because this gentleman will not believe it! he laughed.

This is my father, Mr Holford, the girl declared, turning to me.

But did not you, with your own eyes, see your father dead in his laboratory? I asked seriously. Are you not being misled, as these men are trying to mislead me? I suggested.

She hesitated, glancing towards the man who posed as the Professor as though expecting him to reply for her.

No, I went on, this is a conspiracy — a plot to place this man in a dead mans shoes. And you know it, Miss Ethelwynn.

I tell you hes my father! the girl persisted. Cannot you believe us?

Not without some independent proof, I said. This persistence angered me.

Then what proof do you require? asked the man. Shall I call the park-keeper at Clarence Gate? He has known me and seen me every day for a number of years.

Call him, if you wish, I said, though, truth to tell, I did not intend to be longer fooled by the ingenious machinations of Kirk and his gang.

Antonio was sent to find the park-keeper, who, in due time, appeared, carrying his gold-laced hat in his hand.

Youve known Professor Greer a long time? I asked the white-headed man.

Several years, sir, was his quick reply.

And do you recognise this gentleman as the Professor? I asked.

Certainly, sir; I saw him pass in at the gate this morning. Hes cut off his beard, and that makes a bit of difference to a man, you know!

He laughed.

You have no hesitation in identifying him, eh? I asked. Youll be able to swear to him in a court of law?

Yes, sir, in any court of law. The Professors been very kind to me, once or twice; therefore it isnt likely that I forget either his face or his voice.

This bewildered me. Was it possible that this impostor was the Professors twin brother? I felt confident that Kirk was continuing some very ingenious conspiracy. Was not his suggestion to me that I should forget the tragedy sufficient proof of double-dealing?

I thanked the park-keeper, who withdrew with Antonio, whereupon Kirk asked me whether I was not satisfied.

No, I said, and I shall never be satisfied until I discover the identity of the man who killed Professor Greer.

But Professor Greer stands before you! declared Ethelwynn; nobody killed him!

So you wish me to believe, I said with a smile, but as my secrecy has been demanded on your account, I can only suspect that you were, in some way, implicated in the crime.

She went pale as death. My words, I saw, had a startling effect upon her. She looked first at Kirk and then at the man posing as her father — the man who had secured many thousands of pounds for a secret that was not his own.

Then you refuse to accept even the park-keepers testimony? Kirk remarked, while the man who had assumed the Professors identity walked across to the writing-table and began looking at some letters lying upon it.

I do; my intention is to unmask you all! The impostor, the fading light falling upon his clear-cut countenance, turned quickly, and upon his face rested an expression of deadly fear that I had not previously noticed. Hitherto his attitude had been one of bold unconcern. But now, realising my determination, he had grown alarmed. He saw that he had carried the imposture too far.

Ethelwynn, he said, in a low, strained voice, I — I wish to speak with Mr Holford. Will you leave us for a little while, dear. Go into the Red Room, and well join you there later.

My dear sir, I exclaimed, I dont desire to hear any more of your denials.

Ill go, dad, of course, replied the girl, who, in obedience with his suggestion, left the room.

I turned to follow her, but with a sudden movement he placed himself before the door, exclaiming anxiously:

Mr Holford, pray hear me for one moment, I beg of you. I want to tell you something — to confess!

Ah! I laughed triumphantly. At last! you will confess! Good! I am all attention.

Listen carefully to the facts, Holford, urged Kirk. The Professors peril lies in the knowledge possessed by one man — yourself. It is therefore but just that you should know the truth.

I do not expect the truth from you, I laughed. How can I, after all that has passed?

The deceit Ive practised upon you has been imperative, was his audacious answer.

Let me explain, interrupted the impostor, advancing to the fireplace near which I stood. First, I repeat that I am Professor Ernest Greer, and that this is my house. My statement can be verified later, but for the present I ask you to accept it as the truth. My old friend here, Kershaw Kirk, is not an adventurer, though he so often poses as such. But it is under necessity, for his real profession is that of a confidential agent of the British Government, the trusted head official of our Intelligence Department.

At this I smiled incredulously, wondering what fantastic story he was about to relate, for even then I did not recognise him by the photograph I had obtained just before going up to Scotland. He was thinner, and his eyes were quite unlike those of the photograph, being narrower and deeper set.

The plain facts are as follows, he went on, after a seconds pause. I had been experimenting until I had discovered an easy method of obtaining from the air those subtle elements helium and neon. My success had incidentally confirmed Sir William Ramsays estimation that the proportion of neon and helium in the atmosphere was about one to two in each hundred thousand, when a suggestion occurred to me that my process of hardening armour-plates might be improved upon, and a substance of great cutting power created. My experiments were long and tedious, but were at last crowned with success. I very foolishly gave, in the French scientific journal Cosmos, some account of these experiments, and a month later I was secretly informed by Kirk that the German Government — always our rivals where improvements in war material are concerned — was actively endeavouring to obtain my secret. As you know, I always kept my laboratory locked, and allowed no one within upon any pretext. My only confidante was my daughter Ethelwynn.

And again he paused, glancing across at where Kirk stood, narrow-eyed and silent.

Well, he went on, after another month had passed, Kirk returned from Germany, where he had been upon a secret mission for the Government, and then he urged me to exercise the greatest care. A very clever German agent, by name Max Leftwich, who had resided in London for some years, had been instructed to obtain my secret at all hazards. Kirk warned me that he was a man of remarkable tact and ability, and that under his control were fully a dozen agents rendering him assistance. It was he who had obtained for his employers in Berlin the secret of our new submarine boat, and who had controlled the survey of the Suffolk coast in view of the coming invasion. I confess that I laughed at Kirks fears — fears which were repeated to me by one of the Lords of the Admiralty only a week later. I saw no reason, however, for any serious apprehension. My laboratory was always locked, and could not be entered either from the skylight or conservatory, while the only keys of those double doors were secure upon my chain. But, alas! I had, like many another man, foolishly lulled myself into a sense of false security.

And he sighed as he again paused.


Chapter Thirty.

I Discover much that is Amazing.
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WELL, CONTINUED THE dark-eyed man, the rude awakening came in the following way. The thirteenth of January was on Sunday. Kirk, who had been engaged in watching the movements of the secret agent Leftwich, sent me a telegram telling me to leave for Edinburgh at 11:30 that evening, and asking me, if I intended to carry out this suggestion, to raise and lower the drawing-room blind three times at a quarter past five. By that I knew that the German agent and his friends had some desperate game afoot and that Kirk, astute and active, intended to prevent them carrying out their object.

If anyone obtained access to the laboratory, then, they could steal the secret? I asked.

They could obtain specimens of the steel which might be analysed, he said. And these specimens, in conjunction with the written results of my experiments, kept in the safe here, in this room, would, of course, place my process in their hands.

Then you were acting in obedience with Kirks suggestion, I said. He wished you to go to Scotland out of the way, eh?

Exactly. He had previously been ordered by the Government to keep watch over me, for it was known by the Intelligence Department that Germany would make a desperate attempt to obtain the secret of what, to them, would be a most valuable process in the preparation of steel for use in their new navy.

And you made the signal to Kirk?

Yes. I told Ethelwynn nothing, fearing to alarm her. I merely remarked that I was compelled to go to Scotland, my intention being to take her with me at the last moment. I did not dress that night, it being Sunday. We dined at eight, and afterwards Antonio packed my bags. After dinner my daughter went up to the drawing-room, while I came in here to the study, in order to write some letters and attend to one or two things before departing. At a quarter to ten I recollected that I should remove a small crucible from the furnace wherein I had placed it that afternoon, and, passing through the Red Room, I found, to my great surprise, the two doors leading to the laboratory had been unlocked, and were slightly ajar.

Suspecting something amiss, I dashed in, to find to my amazement an intruder there — the man Leftwich, dressed exactly to resemble myself! He had in his hand some specimens of the new steel, and as I entered noiselessly he was in the act of bending over a memorandum book, reading some notes I had made that day. You may imagine how amazed I was to see my second self standing there before me! I faced him, demanding to know what he wanted. I saw that he must have entered with keys made from wax impressions somehow taken from my own, and that his object in making up to resemble me was in order to pass upstairs within sight of the watchful Antonio or any of the other servants. Indeed, it was afterwards proved that Antonio saw him pass up immediately after dinner, and believed him to be myself.

Is this a fact? I gasped.

The truth, declared Kirk; but listen to the end.

Well, faltered the Professor, on being challenged, the man, seeing himself cornered, instantly attacked me with a knife. I closed with him. He tried to kill me and escape. Ah! it was an exciting moment — his life or mine! I shouted, but Antonio did not hear me. The fellow got me by the throat and lifted his hand to strike. He cut my little finger badly. Then suddenly he slipped upon the tiles, and in an instant I had pinned him down. I wrenched the knife from him, and — and I struck him. He — he fell dead in the corner! I stood aghast at what I had done. I had saved the secret — prevented it from falling into the hands of Britains enemies, but I had killed the German agent, who had apparently escaped Kirks vigilance.

What to do next I did not know, continued the Professor. I stood for a few moments horrified at my action. Suddenly it occurred to me that, being dressed exactly like me, it would be believed that I had been assaulted! But his features were not mine, so I took a bottle of highly corrosive acid and flung it into his face, and then exchanged my gold watch and keys for his, and put some of my letters into his pocket. Afterwards I replaced the one or two things that had been disordered in the laboratory, switched off the light, and, leaving the dead spy in the corner, closed both doors, which, as you will see, lock automatically.

And then? I asked, amazed at his story.

Then I came in here, put a piece of plaster upon my finger, opened the safe, and took the precious books containing the records of my experiments, in order to make it appear that a robbery had been committed. After washing myself in my room, I strove to preserve an outward calm, and asked Ethelwynn to telephone for a sleeping-berth for me. I had now decided, as there was no further danger of spies, not to take her with me. Just before I left, I came in here and wrote her a letter, telling her I should be absent some months, and instructing her to call Kirk and regard him as her protector during my absence. As I went out I left the note beneath the salver on the hall table, so that it might be discovered by the maid when dusting in the morning. At 11:30 I left Kings Cross for Edinburgh, without, however, being able to communicate with Kirk or tell him what had actually occurred.

I, on my part, naturally believed that the dead man was the Professor, Kirk interrupted.

And when were you aware of the truth? I asked.

The day after I had called you in consultation. I then saw that, in exposing an affair which, at all hazards, must be kept a secret, I had acted most injudiciously. I did not dare to tell you the truth. I went to Edinburgh and found the Professor, who was in hiding, fearful lest the affair should be discovered. He told me exactly what had occurred, and invoked my aid. My agents watched every move you made. They were with you in Edinburgh and in Glasgow. Therefore, I was well aware how strenuously you were seeking a solution of the mystery.

I paused in sheer amazement. As I reflected, I saw that Kirk had been shielding his friend the Professor all along.

In reply to my questions, he told me that the reason why he could not satisfactorily prove an alibi if accused of the crime was because at the hour of the tragedy he was engaged upon a mission for the Government, a secret transaction with an agent of another foreign Power which was greatly to our advantage, and betrayal of which would create serious international complications. His allegations of enmity towards the Professor had been made to mystify me.

He added, also, that the reason why the Commissioner of Police had not listened to my story was because I had made accusations against him. They knew him at the Yard, he added with a laugh, and it was not likely they would dare to make inquiry into his actions.

But I saw Miss Ethelwynn lying dead! I said, turning to the Professor — for how could I now doubt that it was actually he?

Let my daughter relate her own story, he said; and, going to the door, he recalled her.

Just tell Mr Holford, dear, what occurred to you on that evening when you returned from your aunts, he said, as she entered the room. I have confessed to him the truth.

Well, dad, she said, I believed that the man in the laboratory was you yourself. Besides, Mr Kirk believed it to be you. The face was, of course, much disfigured, but the clothes were yours, and in the pockets were your watch and some of your letters. I was insane with grief, and with Morgan, to whom Mr Kirk told a fictitious story, I went to Lady Mellors. On the night in question something seemed to prompt me to return home, enter with my latch-key, and go up to the laboratory to make sure that it was really you. I somehow could not believe that you were dead. Remember, I was in the Red Room all night, and you would certainly have awakened me if you had entered and unlocked the door. So I went. I crept in softly, in order that Antonio should not hear me, and, ascending to the laboratory, switched on the light. I examined the body closely. Ah! it was a gruesome sight — but I satisfied myself that it was not you! I crept downstairs, back to the dining-room, but as I entered something was suddenly flung over my head; I smelt a curious odour — it may have been some anaesthetic. I tried to scream, but could not, and in a few moments I became unconscious. When I regained my senses I found myself in a strange house, with Mr Kirk bending over me. I believe I was delirious, for I remember shouting and raving, and charging him with an attempt to kill me. It was impressed upon my unbalanced mind that he had killed my father. But, on the contrary, he was all care and attention. On putting my hand to my face I found upon my cheek a quantity of what seemed like wax, which peeled off in my hand.

And you afterwards went down to Broadstairs? I said.

Yes; I went with Morgan on the following day.

But who had attacked you in the dining-room?

Ah! that remains to be proved, replied Kirk. A desperate attempt was, no doubt, made upon Miss Ethelwynn by somebody who had entered the house secretly for the same purpose as herself — by somebody who suspected that Leftwich had come to an untimely end. The would-be assassin first administered an anaesthetic, and must afterwards have injected with a hypodermic syringe some curious poison, which gave to her all the appearance of death, though the dose was fortunately inefficient. With the remembrance of Leftwichs features — which he had only seen a few minutes before — being disfigured, it seems that her assailant tried to disfigure hers by pouring upon her face hot wax from the candles alight upon the dining-room table. It was, of course, the act of a person half demented by the desire for revenge.

And you are unaware of who did this?

I have a suspicion — a slight suspicion. It is for me to prove its truth.

You will now see the terrible position in which I have been placed, Mr Holford, exclaimed Ethelwynn. I knew that my father had killed a man. Was it surprising, therefore, that I should endeavour to shield him?

Certainly not, I said. You acted only quite naturally. My chief complaint is that you have all kept my wife aloof from me.

We will speak of that later, Kirk interrupted. Let me continue. When I had been up to Edinburgh, and knew that the Professor lived and was in hiding, I returned and set to work to remove all traces of the unfortunate affair. To allow the facts to leak out to the public might have provoked a serious quarrel with the German Government, and I could not afford to allow that. Therefore, on the night when Langton saw the light in the drawing-room, Ethelwynn, who had come up from Broadstairs, Pietro, and myself had made up the furnace, and together we got rid of the gruesome remains, after which we ate a hasty meal.

I had previously sent Antonio to Italy for a holiday, deeming it best in the circumstances that he should be absent. Ethelwynn and Pietro had left the house, when, of a sudden, I heard the bell, and, peeping out, saw Langton at the door. It was an exciting moment. The young man had, I knew, had his suspicions aroused by meeting Antonio at Calais, for Antonio had wired me that he had been recognised. So I waited until you, very fortunately, came, and allowed me to escape.

For a moment I was silent. Then I said: Youll remember when we returned to Bath Road after my first visit to Sussex Place you were rung up on the telephone. The message caused you great alarm. What was it?

Antonio told me of his suspicions that the dead man was not the Professor, was his reply.

And on your second visit to this house you signalled by the blind of the drawing-room, as the Professor had done.

I signalled to Pietro, who was out in the fog, that you were still with me. He had, of course, been with Ethelwynn to Foley Street, and I was about to go there.

And, tell me, what connection had Doctor Flynn with the affair? I demanded, utterly astounded at the very remarkable story unfolded.

Listen — and Ill tell you the whole truth, Kirk said; and, pausing, he looked at both father and daughter, as though to obtain their consent to make further revelations, and thereby elucidate what was certainly the most extraordinary mystery of modern times.

What I had heard was startling enough, in all conscience, but what I was yet to learn was still more astounding, as you will see.


Chapter Thirty One.

I am again Perplexed.
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AS WE SPOKE, Antonio entered, and handed his master a note, which, on reading, he handed in turn to Kirk.

Youll go, I suppose? he asked the Professor.

I think so, was Greers reply. Ill cross to-night. But if I go, I must first run into the City to see Meyrick, and he glanced at his watch, exclaiming, By Jove! I must be off! Then, turning to Antonio, he ordered a taxi.

I hope, Mr Holford, he said, turning to me, I hope that Ive now convinced you that Im no impostor, and that I am actually Professor Ernest Greer in the flesh.

You have, I admitted; there are, however, several points which are not yet clear to me.

My good friend Kirk, here, will make them clear, Im sure, he said. The only service I beg of you is that of complete and absolute silence. It was the Germans life or mine. He attacked me murderously with a knife, and what I did was — God knows! — only in self-defence. Yet — yet the public must know nothing. It is for fear of you, that you might learn the truth and expose the affair to the Press, that I have lived in perpetual anxiety, travelling constantly from place to place, in the hope that you would still regard me as the impostor. While you believed that, I had nothing to fear. My daughter has, indeed, threatened to commit suicide if the public are told that I killed the man who tried to steal my secret. To her, your silence means love and life!

Yes, Mr Holford, declared the girl anxiously; Leonard does not know the truth. If he did, he would surely discard me as the daughter of a murderer. Indeed, I could never again hold up my head. I believe implicitly in my dear fathers version of the affair — yet his enemies surely would not! Will you, at least, give me your promise? she implored.

I hesitated. I was not altogether clear upon many points.

When I have seen my wife and consulted with her I will give you an answer, Miss Greer, I said. I admit that what I have learnt to-day has held me in surprise and removed many doubts from my mind.

Kirk was explaining how the tiny golden doll, the little charm which had been discovered after the tragedy, had been traced through the well-known jeweller in Bond Street who made it, to the Professor as purchaser; and how Greer had admitted buying it for the purpose of giving to Ethelwynn to hang upon her bracelet. But he had lost it on the previous day. Therefore it was not a clue to the assassin, as we had at first suspected.

Just then the grave-eyed Antonio reopened the door, bowing, and announcing to his master that the motor-cab was at the door.

Thereupon Professor Greer shook my hand, with a parting appeal to me to preserve silence.

You will, no doubt, meet your wife ere long, and she will explain much which is to you still a mystery. Remember that her devotion to you was the cause of her absence. She believed that you were in danger. That story was told her to keep her away from you, and thus draw you off the inquiry in which we feared you might be only too successful. Adieu, Mr Holford! When I return, in a weeks time, I hope you will come and have a further chat with me. In the meantime, I can only beg you to forgive me for being the unwilling means of causing you either horror, annoyance, or anxiety.

And, with a hurried good-bye to the others, he turned and left the room.

A point upon which I require elucidation, I said, turning to Kirk, is the reason why you and those other men were so inquisitive regarding the new Eckhardt tyre.

Why I called to see the tyre was simple enough, he said. Max Leftwich was posing as the inventor of the tyre in question, and thereby trying to disguise his real profession of German secret agent. But as I had come across him in Berlin three years before in the guise of a small money-lender, I doubted his inventive genius. I came to you in order to examine the Eckhardt tyre, and I satisfied myself that Leftwichs tyre was a mere worthless imitation. My assistants also came to your garage for the same purpose, just as I predicted they would. Leftwich had opened a depot in Charing Cross Road for the sale of motor accessories, and the improved Eckhardt tyre was one of the inventions he claimed to be his.

But you also had a further motive? I suggested.

Certainly, Holford, was his quick reply. I confess that I had watched you for a year, and I felt that I could rely upon you. I wished to enlist your services as one of my assistants, and to initiate you into work for which the Government would pay well. It would assuredly have been worth your while to leave your business to the care of your manager, Mr Pelham, and take service in the department of which I hold control. But, remember, when I asked you to come here, even I was deceived. I believed that my friend Greer, with whom I had had a slight quarrel a few weeks before, was dead. When I found what had really occurred, I saw that the only danger lay in your discovering the truth. Hence all that tangled chain of subterfuges.

But surely the Professor might, even now, be charged with murder — or at least with manslaughter! I remarked.

My father may, Mr Holford, if you do not preserve his terrible secret! cried Ethelwynn. Upon you alone depends all the future!

Once again I demanded the truth concerning Mabel and news of her whereabouts, but all Kirk would tell me was what Greer had already said — only a promise that we should meet, and that when we did she would make full and ample explanation.

I returned to Bath Road utterly bewildered, and, seated with Gwen, related to her the whole facts from the first, just as I have here recounted them.

She sat staring at me open-mouthed.

But where is Mabel? she cried in alarm. The Professor and the others have returned from abroad, yet she is still absent. Will they accord you no satisfaction?

None! I replied with a weary sigh. I dont know, after all, whether to accept what has been related to me, or whether to disbelieve it.

The fact that the police refused to inquire into your story, Harry, seems sufficient proof that this man Kirk is a powerful and influential person. Indeed, does it not tend to confirm the story that the Professor did not die, and that he really killed the German in self-defence?

I admitted that it did. And then I made up my mind that, as Kirk would give me no satisfaction concerning Mabel, I, on my part, would decline to enter into any bond of secrecy.

My wife was worth far more to me than any international complication. What was Germanys wrath at being foiled in her dastardly attempt to obtain the secret of the new steel, to Mabels honour and her love?

Two lagging days had gone by.

Kershaw Kirk had called in the evening about seven oclock, but I refused to see him. I sent word by Annie that I was out driving a car.

Tell Mr Holford to come in and see me the instant he returns. I must speak to him at the earliest possible moment, he had said. And this was the message which the maid had brought to me when the astute official of the British Government had left.

Just before ten I entered Kirks close little den. He was seated in his bead slippers and old velvet coat, while behind him stood the grey parrot, which screeched loudly as Miss Kirk opened the door to admit me.

Seated opposite him, near the fire, was Leonard Langton, pale-faced and grave.

Ah, Holford! cried Kirk, springing from his chair, sharp-eyed and alert. I called on you some time ago. I wanted to — to make an announcement to you, he added, with a slight catch in his voice, I thought.

Of what?

He took from his table a long telegram. I recognised that it was from the Continent by the fact that it was on green tape pasted upon a form. Attached to it was a square, dark red label, bearing the words, Government telegram: with priority.

Read that! he said simply.


Chapter Thirty Two.

The Problem Solved.
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I SCANNED IT through — then held my breath. It was from Angoulême, in Central France, and signed by somebody named Croxton, evidently a person in the secret employ of our Government. The telegram was a jumble of cipher figures and letters, but above, written in ink, were their equivalents in plain English. The message read:

Details are as follow: Professor Greer left Paris by the Rapide at 9:29 last night for Bordeaux. He occupied a first-class compartment alone, and at Poitiers was seen by the chef du train asleep. Soon after passing Moussac, towards Angoulême, two men in the adjoining compartment were startled at hearing three pistol shots in rapid succession. They looked out, and saw a man open the carriage door and leap from the train. The train was stopped by pulling the communication-cord, whereon the Professor was found dead on the floor of the carriage. His assailant had evidently entered the carriage at Ruffec, the junction for La Rochelle. The passengers instituted a search back along the line towards Moussac, where they found the murderer lying in a ditch with his neck broken. Both bodies have been brought here to Angoulême, and by papers upon the assassin he has been identified as a German named Henke, lately living at Hillside Cottage, Epping. Have had the body photographed, and sending you print for identification. Am making arrangements for sending the late Professors body to London. Wire further instructions.

What does this mean? I gasped.

We know the man Henke, Kirk replied. He was a German secret agent, who has lately been engaged with a number of others in making a complete survey north of London. He was brother-in-law to Leftwich. It was he who entered the house in Sussex Place to make certain that his relative was dead, and who, on finding Ethelwynn there, attacked her so savagely, believing he had killed her. Finding that he had not, he evidently followed the Professor, and, alas! avenged Leftwichs death.

Then the poor Professor is dead? I said, amazed.

Yes, sighed Langton. Ethelwynn is now beside herself with grief. I have just left her, having broken the dreadful news to her.

Ah! exclaimed Kirk, its surely a dark and bitter revenge — rendered all the worse, Holford, by one vivid fact.

What is that?

The fact that Doctor Flynn — who was born in Germany, though of British parents, and was an intimate friend of Leftwich — suspecting the truth, told the Germans brother-in-law, with this tragic result.

Then Flynn is to blame for Greers death! I cried.

Undoubtedly, was Kirks answer. Poor Greer! he added, He was an old and dear friend of mine. I never suspected that he would be followed abroad, or I would have gone with him. Flynn was no doubt privy to the attempt to be made to secure revenge.

Where is Flynn?

Gone abroad, replied Langton. As soon as I told him what Mr Kirk had said over the telephone, he packed some of his traps, and, making a lame excuse that he had to visit some friends in Germany, he drove to Charing Cross.

I stood gazing at the pair before me, my thoughts too full for mere words.

Professor Greers end was, indeed, an unexpected and extraordinary one.



That night, however, proved full of surprises, for when I returned home I found Mabel, sweet, eager and happy, anxiously awaiting me.

I noticed she seemed pale, weary and travel-worn, but as she threw herself into my ready arms with a cry of joy at our reunion, she sobbed to me to forgive her for doubting me.

I dont understand you, darling, I said. I never doubted you for one moment.

Ah! she sobbed, you do not know all Ive suffered in these long weeks we have been parted.

No, I said. Tell me, dearest, tell me all.

Then, in broken sentences, smiling now and then through her tears, she explained how, on receipt of the false telegram, she had at once gone to Italy, where she was met by Kirk, who told her that I had unfortunately been accused of the crime of forgery, of which I was innocent, and that I was in hiding. He promised, if for the time she concealed her name, he would take her to me.

They went to Florence, only to find that I was not there. Thence they went to Faenza, on the Adriatic side of the Apennines, where she was handed over to the care of Pietro Merli, who conducted her about the Continent under the same pretext — always in search of myself, and always preventing her from sending a message home, for fear, the Italian had said, that the English police should be placed on the track. In Vienna, Kirk again met her, Pietro having returned to England.

Here she met the Professor, whom she had known when a girl at her home in Hampshire, and who had purposely sent her a note and seen her prior to conniving at the trick by which she was enticed abroad and kept apart from me. She had, in turn, been introduced to Sir Mark Edwards, who came to Vienna to purchase the secret of the new process, and had accompanied them one evening to the opera.

From Vienna my dear wife was induced to travel alone to Moscow, where for the past fortnight she had been awaiting news of me promised by the Professor, who had all along supplied her with funds. Three days before, however, she had received a telegram from Kirk, telling her that the charge against me was withdrawn, and that I had returned home. Then, of course, she had not lost an instant in returning to my side.

During my absence at Kirks house Gwen had been telling her sister the whole remarkable truth. Therefore, when my wife had concluded her story, her head fell upon my shoulder, and in tears she begged forgiveness for doubting me, a fault which, in those circumstances, I freely forgave — as you may quite well imagine.

Is there any need to say more?

Need I tell you that Mabel and myself stood beside the grave and watched the burial of poor Professor Greer at St. Peters, near Broadstairs?

Need I tell you, either, how, just a year later, Ethelwynn, who had inherited the great fortune accruing from her fathers discoveries, was married to Leonard Langton, both my wife and myself being honoured guests at the wedding?

Flynn has not been heard of since; but Antonio is still all-powerful at the pretty house Langton has taken in Hill Street, and on more than one occasion Mabel and I have been guests at the bright, breezy seaside house overlooking the Goodwins, beyond Broadstairs.

Leonard Langton and Ethelwynn are extremely happy. Yet I verily believe that Mabel and myself are even still happier, for I cannot help thinking that our enforced separation has rendered the joys of our lives the sweeter, and has proved our mutual trust and love.

Kershaw Kirk is still travelling hither and thither, ever active as secret agent of the British Government, and ever prone to ask the advice of his feathered pet.

As for myself, I still carry on my garage in Chiswick, a business which, I am glad to say, is rapidly extending, though I confess it very nearly came to ruin in those dark, breathless days when I was seeking a solution of the remarkable problem of The Red Room.

THE END
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Preface.

An Explanation.
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THE REMARKABLE SECRET revealed in the following pages is not purely fiction.

The discovery, much in the form that I have here presented it, has actually been made, and its discoverer, a well-known professor at one of the Universities in the North of Europe, recently placed the extraordinary statement in my hands.

In consequence, I consulted a number of the first living authorities on the subject, who most courteously gave me their opinions and to whom I owe much assistance, while several other Hebrew scholars, less noted, evinced the greatest curiosity.

Therefore I trust that the reader himself may find this hitherto unheard-of statement of facts of equal importance and interest.

William Le Queux.

Devonshire Club, London, 1910.


Chapter One.

Introduces the Stranger.
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MY NAME? WHY — what does that matter, Doctor? In an hour — perhaps before — I wont trouble anybody further.

But surely it is your duty, my friend, to let me know your name? argued the other. Even if it be in confidence.

The dying man slowly shook his head in the negative, moved uneasily, and stretching forth his thin trembling hand, answered in indifferent French.

I regret that I cannot satisfy your curiosity. I have a reason — a — a strong private reason. Here is my key, he went on, speaking very slowly and with great difficulty in a weak voice scarce above a whisper. Open my bag, doctor, and; — and youll find there a — a big envelope. Will you give it to me?

The Doctor, a queer, deformed little man shabbily dressed, with grey hair and short grey beard, rose from the bedside and with the key crossed to where a well-worn leather bag lay upon the floor.

As he turned his back upon his nameless patient and knelt beside the bag, a curious look of craft and cunning overspread his hard, furrowed countenance. But it was only for a second. Next instant it had vanished, and given place to that serious expression of sympathy which his face had previously worn.

He found a large blue, linen-lined envelope which he gave into the white trembling hands of the stranger.

The prostrate man looked about fifty, his unkempt hair and moustache just tinged with grey, unshaved, and with white drawn face betraying long and intense suffering.

Why was he so determined to conceal his name? What secret of his life had he to hide?

Upon his blanched features was written the history of a curious and adventurous past. Perhaps he held some strange and amazing secret. He was eccentric in only one particular — that though he knew himself to be dying, he would leave no message for any relative; refusing absolutely and stubbornly to give his name, even to the man who, now at his side, had befriended him.

The room was a small and not over cleanly one, high up in a fourth-rate hotel close to the Gare du Nord, in Paris, a room with a single bed, a threadbare carpet, and a cheap wooden washstand with the grey December light filtering through lace curtains that hung limp and yellow. The wallpaper was greasy and faded, and the bed itself the reverse of inviting.

To Doctor Raymond Diamond the dying man had been an entire stranger until three days before — a chance acquaintance which adversity had brought him. Both men were, as a matter of fact, stranded in Paris. They had, in ascending the narrow stairs of their little hotel, wished each other Good-day. Men who are hard up always form easy acquaintanceships. The stranger had told him that he was a Dane, from Copenhagen, but the name, Jules Blanc, which he had given to the proprietor was certainly not Danish. Indeed, he had admitted to Diamond that he had not given his real name. He had reasons for withholding it.

He was a mystery, and the Doctor strongly suspected him of having absconded from his native land, and coming to the end of his resources, was now in fear of the police.

That he was well educated had been quickly apparent. Though he spoke French badly it was evident that he had nevertheless travelled extensively, and had, in his better days, been possessed of considerable means. He had been in the Near East, Asia Minor, Syria, Palestine and Egypt, and appeared to possess an intimate knowledge of those countries.

Yet his luggage had been reduced to that one small bag containing a big blue envelope and a chancre of linen.

For two days they had idled about Paris together, both practically without a sou.

The Doctor, when he had discovered the true state of his friends finances, had explained that he too was temporarily embarrassed owing to his many recent investments; whereat they had both laughed in chorus and with light hearts spent half the day lazily lolling upon the seats in the Tuileries Gardens watching the children at play.

It was during those idle hungry hours that the strangers remarks aroused within the Doctor the greatest curiosity. Diamond himself, an Englishman, had in his student days taken his M.D. at Edinburgh, and was also a scholar of no mean attainments, yet this Danes knowledge of many occult matters appeared amazingly profound.

Why did he so resolutely refuse to give his name?

On the day the Doctor had met the Dane, his financial resources consisted of one solitary franc and a twenty-five centime nickel piece. His newly found friend had less. Hence the food they had had was not very abundant. The two men, however, brothers in adversity, faced the hunger problem gaily. It was not the first time that either of them had been face to face with the streets and starvation, therefore it was no new experience.

Yet the stranger ever and anon seemed deeply depressed. He knit his brows, set his teeth hard, and drew deep sighs — sighs over the might-have-beens of his past. His business in Paris was an important, an entirely secret one, he had declared. In a few days — in a week at most — it must be completed.

And then, he added with a laugh of confidence, I shall probably move on to the Grand.

That same evening, however, as they were walking up the Rue Lafayette towards the obscure hotel, the stranger had been suddenly seized with sharp pains in the region of his heart. Neither man had tasted food for twenty-four hours, and both were cold and faint.

Diamond, however, took the mans arm and managed to get him back to his room. There he examined him carefully, and having diagnosed the case, recognised the extreme danger, but told the patient nothing decisive.

He saw the proprietor, and from him borrowed three francs. Then he wrote a prescription which he took round to the big Pharmacie du Nord, at the corner.

The mixture revived the invalid, but in the night he collapsed again. At mid-day Diamond obtained a cup of bouillon from a cheap restaurant near, and brought it to the man who had refused his name. And he had now sat by the bedside with his fingers upon the patients pulse all through that short gloomy afternoon.

Im sorry things are so bad as they are, the Doctor was saying, as he handed the invalid the big blue envelope, for he had, an hour before, told him the truth. You ought to have had advice long ago.

The dying man smiled faintly and shook his head.

I was warned in Stockholm, he answered in a low tone. But I didnt heed. I — I was a fool.

The Doctor sighed. What could he say? He had recognised that the poor fellow was already beyond human aid. He had probably been suffering from the affection of the heart for the past six or seven years — perhaps more.

And you are certain? asked the ugly little man at last, again taking the thin, bony hand in his. Are you quite certain that you wish to send no message to anybody?

For a few seconds the prostrate man struggled hard to speak.

No, he succeeded in gasping at last. No message — to — anybody.

The Doctor pursed his lips at the rebuff. The eccentricity of the stranger had become more marked in those moments of finality.

His thin, nerveless fingers were fumbling with the bulky envelope, which seemed to contain a quantity of folded papers.

Doctor, he whispered at last, I — I want to burn — all these — all — every one of them. Burn them entirely.

As you wish, my dear friend, responded the hunchback, eyeing the envelope eagerly, and wondering what it might contain. Ill put a match to them in the stove yonder.

The invalid, by dint of great effort, managed to move himself so that his eyes could fall upon the little door in the round iron stove, in which, however, no fire was burning, even though the day was bitterly cold.

Yet he hesitated, hesitated as though he dared not trust the hungry little man who had befriended him.

Do you wish them destroyed? the Doctor again inquired.

The dying man nodded, at the same moment raising his finger and motioning that he could not speak.

Diamond waited. He saw that the patient was vainly endeavouring to articulate some words.

For several moments there was a dead silence.

At last the nameless man spoke again, very softly and indistinctly. Indeed, the Doctor was compelled to bend low to catch the words:

Take them, he said. Take them — and burn them in the stove. Mind — destroy every one.

Certainly I will, answered the other. Give them to me, and you shall see me burn them. Ill do so there — before your eyes.

The man held the envelope in his dying grip. He still hesitated. His eyes were fixed upon the papers wistfully, as though filled with poignant regret at a mission unaccomplished.

Ah! he gasped with difficulty. To think that this is the end — the end of a lifetimes study and struggle! Death defeats me, vanquishes me — as it has vanquished every other man who has striven to learn the secret.

Diamond stood listening in wonder and curiosity. He noticed the dying mans reluctance to destroy the papers.

Perhaps he would succumb, and leave them undestroyed! What secret could they contain?

There was a long silence. The grey light over the thousands of chimney-pots was fast fading into gloom. The room was darkening.

The patient lay motionless as one dead, yet his dull eyes were still open. In his hand he still held his treasured envelope.

Again Diamond spoke, but the man with a secret made no reply. He only raised his wan hand, and shook his head sadly, indicating inability to speak.

The queer little Doctor bent once more closer to the stranger and saw that the end was near. He was hoping against hope that the man would expire before he had strength to order the destruction of those documents, whatever they were. The mysterious statements of the dying man had indicated that the papers in question contained some remarkable secret, and naturally his curiosity had been aroused.

During those three brief days of their acquaintance he had, in vain, tried to form some conclusion as to who the stranger might be. At first he had believed him to be a broken-down medical man like himself. But that surmise had been quickly negatived. He was a professional man without a doubt, but he had carefully concealed even his profession as well as his name.

The doctor had re-seated himself in the rickety rush-bottomed chair at the bedside, and sat in patience for the end, as he had sat beside hundreds of other dying men and women in the course of his career.

The patient breathed heavily, and again stirring uneasily, cast a longing look at the glass of lemonade upon the little table near by. Diamond recognised his wish, and held the tumbler to the mans parched lips.

The dying stranger motioned, and the Doctor bent his head until his ear was near the others mouth.

Doctor, he managed to whisper after great difficulty, its no use. Theres no hope! Therefore will you take them to the stove — and — and burn them — burn them all!

Certainly I will, was the Doctors reply, rising and slowly taking the envelope from the prostrate mans reluctant fingers.

He felt crisp papers within as he turned his back upon the dying man and bent down to the stove, placing himself between the invalids line of vision and the stove itself.

A moment later, however, he opened the stove-door, placed the envelope within, and applied a match to it.

Next moment a blood-red light fell across the darkening room upon the pallid face lying on the pillow.

A pair of dull, anxious, deep-set eyes watched the flames leap up and quickly die down again, watched the crinkling tinder as the sparks died out one by one — watched until Diamond stirred up the charred folios in order that every one should be consumed.

Then he turned slightly in his bed and, stretching forth his hand as though wishing to speak, drew a long, hard breath.

And — and so — vanishes all my hope — my life, the stranger managed to sob bitterly in a voice almost inaudible.

Again he sighed — a long-drawn sigh. And then — in the room, now almost dark, reigned a complete silence.

Death had entered there. The man with the secret had passed to that land which lies beyond human ken.


Chapter Two.

Describes the Doctors Doings.
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RAYMOND DIAMONDS UNFORTUNATE deformity had always been against his advancement in his profession.

The only son of old Doctor Diamond, a country practitioner of the old school, in Norfolk, he had had a brilliant career at Edinburgh, and after some years of changeful life as a locum tenens had bought a partnership in a practice on the outskirts of Birmingham.

His partner turned out to be a rogue who had misrepresented facts, and six months afterwards absconded to America. Diamond, however, betrayed a sharp resourcefulness. He advertised the practice in the Lancet, and when a prospective purchaser came to view it, he hired fourteen or fifteen men to come into the surgery, one after the other, and pay fees. Such an impression did this ruse cause upon the newly married medico, who came from London to investigate, that he bought it at once, and Diamond netted nearly twice the sum he originally gave for his partnership.

Finding that his deformity precluded him from forming anything like a lucrative practice, he accepted a berth as ships doctor in the P&O service, and for some years sailed the Indian and China seas.

Back in London again, he drifted from one suburban practice to another, doing locum work, and at last built up a semblance of a practice in a cheap new suburban district down at Catford.

Even there, however, his ugliness proved much against him, and at last he was forced to retire into a Northamptonshire village, where he and his wife eked out a modest living by adopting children upon yearly payments.

It was not a very creditable means of livelihood, yet the several children beneath their cottage roof were all well treated and well cared for. And after all, Raymond Diamond, a brilliant man in many ways, was only a failure because of his physical shortcomings.

He knew his Paris well. In his younger days he had often been there. Indeed, he once resided at St. Cloud with an invalid gentleman for close upon two years. Long years of travel had rendered him a thorough-going cosmopolitan, even though his lot was now cast in a sleepy country village.

The reason of his present visit to Paris was in order to interview the father of one of his adopted daughters, but the man had not kept the appointment, and by waiting from day to day in hope of finding him, he had exhausted his slender finances, and he knew that his patient wife was in a similar condition of penury at home.

He was certainly a strikingly ugly man. His forehead was broad and bulgy, and his face narrowed to the point of the beard. His head seemed too large, his arms too long and ungainly, while his face was deeply furrowed by long years at sea. His mouth, too, was wide and ugly and when he laughed he displayed an uneven row of teeth much discoloured by tobacco.

With folded arms, he was standing by the dead stranger, silently contemplating the white upturned face which showed distinctly in the fading twilight.

I wonder who he was? he exclaimed aloud. Why did he refuse his name, and why was he so particular to burn those papers? He was a queer stick — poor fellow! I suppose they have inquests in France, and Ill get something as a witness.

And he pulled the sheet tenderly across to hide the lifeless visage.

But, he added, perhaps Ive rendered myself liable because I didnt call in a French doctor!

Then, suddenly arousing himself, he walked softly across to the stove and, spreading his handkerchief on the floor, raked out all the tinder into it. To his satisfaction he saw, as he had anticipated, that some of the papers, closely folded as they were, had only been burned at the edges.

One of them he opened, and found it covered with typewriting.

These will, no doubt, prove interesting, he remarked to himself as he gathered every particle up into the handkerchief, and very carefully folded it over to protect it.

The lid of an old cardboard box which he found under the bed he broke up, and placing one piece above the handkerchief and the other below, he put the whole into the breast-pocket of his shabby frock-coat.

The strangers bag he next examined. It was old, and covered with labels of first-class hotels — many of them in cities in the Near East and the Levant. The contents were disappointing, only a couple of shirts marked with the initials P.H., several dirty collars, a cravat or two, and a safety razor, together with a few unimportant odds and ends.

The proprietor must have these, in lieu of his bill, I suppose, Diamond said. I wonder what P.H. stands for? He was a well-read man without a doubt. By Jove! he took his blow as bravely as any fellow Ive seen go under. With a heart like that, its a marvel that he lived so long. If I knew who his relatives were, Id wire to them — providing I had the money, he added with a bitter smile.

Then he shrugged his shoulders, and after striking a match to reassure himself that nothing had been left inside the stove to betray the fact that papers had been burned there, he turned upon his heel and left the room.

Below, in his dingy little back room on the first floor, he saw the proprietor, and told him what had occurred.

The old man grunted in his armchair and ordered the greasy-looking valet-de-chambre to inform the police, but to first go and search the dead mans effects and ascertain if he had left any money.

Monsieur Blanc was penniless, like myself, Diamond said. Neither of us had eaten all day yesterday.

No money to pay his bill! croaked the old Frenchman, who looked more like a concierge than a hotel proprietor. And you are also without money? he asked glaring.

I regret that such is the truth, was Diamonds answer with much politeness. Has not msieur noticed in life that honest men are mostly poor? Thieves and rogues are usually in funds.

Then I must ask you to leave my hotel at once, said the old man testily.

The Doctor grinned, and bowed.

If that is msieurs decision, I can do nothing else but obey, was his polite answer.

You will leave your luggage, of course.

Msieur is quite welcome to all he finds, was the Doctors response, and with another bow he turned and strode out.

His plan had worked admirably. He had no desire to remain there in the present circumstances. To be ordered out was certainly better than to flee.

So he walked gaily down the stairs, and a few minutes later was strolling airily down the Rue Lafayette, in the direction of the Opera.

The hotel proprietor and the valet-de-chambre quickly searched the dead mans room, but beyond the bag and its contents found nothing. Afterwards they informed the police.

Meanwhile Raymond Diamond walked on, undecided how to act. He had already reached the Place de lOpera, now bright beneath its many electric lamps, before he had made up his mind. He would go once again in search of little Aggies father, the man who owed him money.

Therefore he turned into the narrow Rue des Petit-Champs, and half-way down entered a house, passed the concierge, and ascended to a flat on the second floor.

Fully twenty times he had called there before, but the place was shut, as its owner, an Englishman, was absent somewhere in the Midi. When, however, he rang, he heard movement within.

His heart leapt for joy, for when the door opened there stood Mr Mullet, a tall, thin, red-haired man with a long pale face and a reddish, bristly moustache, who, the moment he recognised his visitor, stretched forth his hand in welcome.

Come in, Doctor, he cried cheerily. I got back only this morning, and the concierge gave me your card. I expected, however, youd grown tired of waiting, and returned to England. Hows my little Aggie?

She grows a bonnie girl, Mr Mullet — quite a bonnie girl, answered the ugly little man. Gets on wonderfully well at school. And Lady Gavin, at the Manor, takes quite an interest in her.

Thats right. Im glad to hear it — very glad. Though Im a bit of a rover, Doctor, Im always thinking of the child you know. Why — she must be nearly thirteen now.

Nearly. Its fully six years since I took her off your hands.

Fully.

And the two men sat down in the rather comfortable room of the tall, cadaverous-looking man, a mining engineer, whose adventures would have filled a volume.

David Mullet, or Red Mullet as his friends called him on account of the colour of his hair, offered the Doctor a good cigar from his case, poured out two glasses of brandy and soda, and after a chat took out two notes of a thousand francs from the pocket-book he carried and handed them to his visitor, receiving a receipt in return.

Ive been a long time paying, Im afraid, Doctor, laughed the man airily. But you know what kind of fellow I am! Sometimes Im flush of money, and at others devilish hard up.

Im hard up, or I wouldnt press for this.

My dear Doctor, its been owing for two years. And Im very glad to get out of your debt.

Well, Mr Mullet, Diamond said, eighty pounds is a lot to me just now. I havent had a square meal for days, and to tell the truth Ive just been ordered out of my hotel.

My dear fellow, thats happened to me dozens of times, laughed the other. I never feel sorry for the proprietor. I only regret that I cant give tips to the servants. I suppose youll go back home — eh?

To-night, or by the first service in the morning.

By Jove, Id like to see my little Aggie. I wonder, exclaimed the man, I wonder if I could manage to get across?

It isnt far, urged the Doctor.

But Red Mullet hesitated. He had a cause to hesitate. There was a hidden reason why for the past three years he had not put foot on English soil.

He shook his head sadly as he recognised that discretion was the better part of valour. He was too wary a man to run his neck into a noose.

No, he said, I think that in a few weeks Ill ask you to bring little Aggie over here to see me. You wont mind the trip — eh?

Not at all, was the reply. Aggie will hardly know her father, I expect. She looks upon me as her parent.

That was what we arranged, Doctor. She was to take your name, and you were to bring her up as your own daughter. I have a reason for that.

So you told me six years ago.

Red Mullet nodded, and stretched out his long legs lazily as he contemplated the smoke of his cigar ascending to the ceiling. Recollections of his child had struck a sympathetic chord in his memory. There were incidents in his life that he would fain have forgotten. One of them was now recalled.

Quickly, however, the shadow passed, and his brow cleared. He became the same easy-going, humorous man he always had been, possessing a merry bonhomie and a fund of stories regarding his own amusing experiences in various out-of-the-way corners of the world.

At last the Doctor, with eighty pounds in his pocket, rose and wished his friend adieu.

Then he walked to a brasserie in the Avenue de lOpera, where he dined well, concluding his meal with coffee and a liqueur, and at nine oclock he left the Gare du Nord for Calais and London.

The reason of his sudden flight from Paris was the fear of having contravened the law by not calling in a French medical man when he knew that the case of the mysterious Blanc was hopeless. Detention would mean trouble and much expense. Therefore he deemed it best to get across to England at the earliest possible moment.

At six oclock next morning he found himself in a small hotel called the Norfolk in Surrey Street, Strand, where he had on one or two occasions stayed. The waiter having brought up his breakfast, he locked the door and, going to the table, he took from his pocket the packet of charred paper and broken tinder which he had abstracted from the stove in Paris.

With infinite care he opened the handkerchief and spread it out. The tinder had broken into tiny fragments and some had been reduced to black powder, while the half-charred paper split as he attempted to open it.

He had switched on the light, for the London dawn had not yet spread. Then, seating himself at the table, he proceeded to examine and decipher the remains of the papers which the dying man believed he had entirely destroyed.

For some time he could make nothing of the lines of written words, which had neither beginning nor end.

Suddenly, however, he held his breath. He sat erect, statuesque, his dark eyes staring at the paper.

Then he re-read the written lines eagerly.

Great Heavens! How strange! he cried. How utterly astounding! That man who refused his name had learned the greatest and most important secret this modern world of ours contains! And it is in my hands — mine! My God! Is it true — is it really true what this man alleges?

He paused and again re-read the smoke-blackened, half-burned pages. For some moments he sat with his mouth open in utter astonishment. He could scarcely believe his own eyes.

His secret — his amazing secret, one unheard of — is mine! he gasped, glancing around the room, as though half-fearful lest he had been overheard. I shall be a rich man — one of the richest in all Europe! Before six months is out the whole world will be at the feet of Raymond Diamond!


Chapter Three.

Shows One of the Fragments.
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WELL, DECLARED THE Doctor, speaking to himself, even my success in intra-laryngeal operations was not half so interesting as this!

And again he bent to examine the half-charred fragments before him. Some were in typewriting, one was in a small fine script. One hardly legible was in German, others were in English, interspersed here and there with words which he recognised were in Hebrew character.

In that small bedroom, beneath the rather dim electric light, the deformed little man sat pouring over the folios so dry that they cracked and crumbled when touched.

Much was undecipherable; the greater part had indeed been utterly consumed, but here and there he was enabled to read consecutive sentences, and those he made out utterly staggered him.

Indeed, so full of interest, so curious, and so amazing they would have staggered anybody.

He held in his hands the dead mans secret — a secret that on the face of it, seemed to be the strangest and at the same time the most unsuspected in all the world.

Suddenly he sat back, and, staring straight across the narrow room, exclaimed aloud:

Why, there are men in the city this very day whod give me ten thousand pounds for the remains of these papers! But would I sell them? No — not for ten times that amount! Who knows what this discovery may not be worth?

He chuckled to himself. Already he felt himself a wealthy man, a man who could dictate his own terms in financial circles — a man who would be welcomed in audience by crowned heads themselves!

He sighed, and the heavy exhalation blew a quantity of fragments of tinder away upon the carpet.

I wish I hadnt burned them quite so much, he said regretfully. Had I had a newspaper handy I could have lit that instead. Or — or I might easily have delayed their destruction until — until after the end. Yet he seemed quite conscious, up to the very last moment. No wonder he regretted death before the fulfilment of the great work he had commenced — no wonder he contemplated moving to the Grand Hotel at an early date! And yet, he added, after a pause, its all very intricate, very indistinct, and requires a greater scholar than myself to properly understand and unravel it.

The chief document, consisting of about ten typewritten pages in English, had been badly burned. It was this which he was now engaged in trying to decipher. At the top left-hand corner the sheets had originally been held together by a paper-fastener, but that corner had been consumed as well as all round the edges. The centre alone of three folios remained readable, even though it had been yellowed by smoke.

There seem very many references to Israel, to Nebuchadnezzar, King of Babylon, and to the Book of the Prophet Ezekiel. Yet they seem to convey nothing. Ah! he sighed, if only I could reconstruct the context. There are Biblical references, too. I must obtain a Bible.

So he rose, rang for a waiter, and asked him whether there was such a thing in the hotel as a copy of Holy Writ.

The man, a young German, naturally regarded the visitor as an eccentric person or a religious crank, but he went at once and borrowed a small Bible from the chambermaid — a volume which afterwards proved to contain, between its leaves, small texts of her Sunday-school days, several pressed flowers, and a lock of hair.

A reference given upon one of the crinkled folios was Ezekiel xxviii, 24.

Reseating himself after the young German had left, Raymond Diamond hastily turned over the pages of the little well-thumbed Bible and found what proved to be the prophecy of the restoration of Israel.

Another reference in the next line of the half-burnt screed was Ezekiel xl, xli and xlii, no verses being designated.

On turning to these chapters, the doctor found that they contained a description of Ezekiels vision of the measuring of the temple.

Continuing, he read the further dimensions of the temple, the size of the chambers for the priests, and the measures of the outer court to make a separation between the sanctuary and the profane place.

All this conveyed to the deformed man but little.

That it had some connection with the strange secret was apparent, but in what manner he failed to distinguish.

He had gathered broadly that the dead mans discovery was an amazing one, and that a strange secret was revealed by those documents when they were intact, but it was all so mystifying, so astounding, that he could scarce give it shape within his own bewildered brain.

The enormous possibilities of the discovery had utterly dumbfounded him — it was a discovery that was unheard of.

In order to present to the reader some idea of the fragments of the dead mans papers lying upon the table before him, it may be of interest if the present writer gives a photographic representation of one of the badly burned folios.
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As will easily be seen, the undestroyed fragment of the document showed but little that was tangible. Of interest, it was true, but the interest was, alas! a well-concealed one. The dead man was a scholar. Of that there was no doubt whatsoever. The doctor had recognised from the first that he was no ordinary person.

The document seemed to be a portion of some statement made by a person as to the curious and unexpected result of certain studies.

He who made the declaration had apparently been a student of the Talmud, and especially the school of the Amoraim, or debaters, who about A.D. 250 expounded the Mishna.

Raymond Diamond had long ago read Wunsche, Bacher and Strack, and from them had learned how the Amoraim had expounded the Mishna, and how their labours had formed the Gemara, while the united Mishna and Gemara formed the books of the Talmud. By that time, and even earlier, the teachers of Judaism were also working in the schools of Babylonis. Hence the Talmud now exists in two forms — the Palestinian Talmud, or Talmud of Jerusalem, and the Babylonian Talmud. Rabbi Jehuda compiled the Mishna which, in general, sums up the outcome of the activity of the Sopherim, Zugoth and Tannaim, and thus became the canonical book of the oral law.

He was recalling these facts as he sat staring at the half-charred fragments on the table before him.

The person making the declaration, he said aloud to himself, appears to have discovered certain hidden meanings in the Mishna. Well — one can read hidden meanings in most writings, I believe, if one wishes. Yet he seems to have come across something which amazed him — some cabalistic message very complicated and ingenious. It caused him great astonishment when he found himself able to — able to what? Ah! thats the point, he sighed.

Then, after another long pause, he decided that nine ch— meant nine chapters, and that the final lines of the page dealt with some declaration opening with the arrival of the Messiah.

Yes, he said in a hard decisive tone, straightening his crooked back as well as he was able. There is a mystery explained here — a great and most astounding mystery.


Chapter Four.

Concerns a Consultation.
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LATE THAT SAME afternoon Raymond Diamond walked up the long muddy by-road which led from Horsford station to the village, about a mile distant.

Horsford was an obscure little place, still quite out-of-the-world, even in these days of trains and motor-cars.

About four miles west of Peterborough on the edge of the fox-hunting country, it was a pleasant little spot consisting of a beautiful old Norman church, with one of the finest towers in England and one long, straggling street mostly of thatched houses.

There were only two large houses — Horsford House, at the top of the hill on the Peterborough side, and the Manor, an old seventeenth-century mansion, half-way down the village.

It was not yet dark when the Doctor, the only arrival by train, turned the corner by the Wheel Inn and entered the village. As he did so, Warr, who combined the business of publican and village butcher, wished him a cheery Good evenin, Doctor.

And as the little man trudged up the long street he was greeted with many such salutes, to all of which he answered mechanically, for he was thinking — thinking deeply.

The fragrant smell of burning wood from the cottages greeted his nostrils — the smell of that quiet little village which for some years had been his home.

He breathed again in that rural peace, as a dozen cows slowly plodded past him.

At last he turned from the main street, up a short, steep hill where, at the end of a small cul-de-sac, stood a long, old-fashioned, two-storied cottage with its dormer-windows peeping forth from the brown thatch. In summer, over the whole front of it spread a wealth of climbing roses, but now, in winter, only the brown leafless branches remained.

In the small, well-kept front garden were a number of well-trimmed evergreens, while an old box-hedge ran around the tiny domain.

As he lifted the latch of the gate, Mrs Diamond, a neat, well-preserved woman in black, threw open the door with a cheery welcome, and a moment later he was in his own old-fashioned little dining-room, warming himself at the fire, which, sending forth a ruddy glow, illuminated the room.

For such a humble home, it was quite a cosy apartment. Upon the old-fashioned oak-dresser at the end were one or two pieces of blue china, and on the oak overmantel were a few odd pieces of Worcester and Delft. On the walls were one or two engravings, while the furniture was of antique pattern and well in keeping with the place.

The doctor possessed artistic tastes, and was also a connoisseur to no small degree. In the days when he had possessed means, he had been fond of hunting for curios or making purchases of old furniture and china, but, alas! in these latter days of his adversity he had experienced even a difficulty in making both ends meet.

I received your telegram, Raymond dear, exclaimed Mrs Diamond. Im so glad you were successful in finding Aggies father. Its taken a great weight from my mind.

And from mine also, he said with a sigh seated before the fire with his hands outstretched to the flames. Mullet wants me to take the child over to Paris to see him in a week or so.

Why does he not come over here?

The Doctor pulled a wry face, and shrugged his shoulders ominously.

His wife, by her speech, showed herself to be a woman of refinement. She had been the widow of a medical man in Manchester before Diamond had married her. Though it was much against her grain to submit to registration as a foster-mother of children, yet it had been their only course. Raymond Diamond was too ugly to succeed in his profession. The public dislike a deformed doctor.

He told his wife how he had been at the end of his resources in Paris, and how, just at the moment when things had looked blackest, Red Mullet had returned. But he made no mention of meeting the stranger, or of the record of the curious secret which, between two pieces of cardboard, now reposed carefully in his breast-pocket.

Its possession held him in a kind of stupor. From what he had been able to gather — or rather from what he imagined the truth to be — he already felt himself an immensely wealthy man. He was, in fact, already planning out his own future.

The dead stranger had said he intended to remove to the Grand Hotel. Diamonds intention was to go further — to purchase a fine estate somewhere in the grass-country, and in future live the life of a gentleman.

Mrs Diamond noticed her husbands preoccupied manner, and naturally attributed it to financial embarrassment.

A few moments later the door opened, and a pretty, fair-haired girl, about thirteen, entered, and finding the doctor had returned, rushed towards him and, throwing her arms about his neck, kissed him, saying:

I had no idea you were back again, dad. I went down the station-path half-way, expecting to meet you.

I came by the road, my child, was the Doctors reply as he stroked her long fair hair. Ive been to Paris — to see your dad, Aggie, he added.

My other dad, repeated the child reflectively. I — I hardly remember him. You are my own dear old dad! And she stroked his cheek with her soft hand.

Aggie was the doctors favourite. He was devoted to the daughter of that tall, thin man who was such a cosmopolitan adventurer, the child who was now the eldest of his family, and who had, ever since she had arrived, a wee weakly little thing, always charmed him by her bright intelligence and merry chatter.

She was a distinctly pretty child, neat in her dark-blue frock and white pinafore. In the village school she was head of her class, and Mr Holmes, the popular, good-humoured schoolmaster, had already suggested to the Doctor, and also to Lady Gavin at the Manor, that she should be sent to the Secondary School at Peterborough now that he could teach her no more.

The Doctor drew Aggie upon his knee, and told her of her fathers inquiries and of his suggestion that she should go to Paris to see him.

Paris seemed to the child such a long way off. She had seen it marked upon the wall-maps in school, but to her youthful mind it was only a legendary city.

I dont want to leave Horsford, dad, replied the girl with a slight pout. I want to remain with you.

Not in order to see and know your father?

You are my dad — my only dad, she declared quickly. I dont want to see my other dad at all, she added decisively. If he wants to see me, why doesnt he come here?

He cant my dear, replied the doctor. But tell me. Have you seen Lady Gavin since Ive been away?

No, dad. Mr Farquhar and his sister have come to stay at the Manor, so shes always engaged.

Frank Farquhar is down here again, eh? asked Diamond quickly. Then he reflected deeply for a few moments.

He was wondering if Farquhar could help him — if he dare take the young man into his confidence.

Nowadays he was out of it. He knew nobody, buried there as he was in that rural solitude.

Is Sir George at home? he asked the child, who, like all other children, knew the whole gossip of the village.

No, dad. He started for Egypt yesterday. Will Chapman told me so.

The Doctor ate his tea, with his wife and five daughters of varying ages, all bright, bonnie children, who looked the picture of good health.

Then, after a wash and putting on another suit, he went out, strolling down the village to where the big old Manor House, with its quaint gables and wide porch, stood far back behind its sloping lawn.

Generations of squires of Horsford had lived and died there, as their tombs in the splendid Norman church almost adjoining testified. It was a house where many of the rooms were panelled, where the entrance-hall was of stone, with a well staircase and a real priests hole on the first floor.

He ascended the steps, and his ring was answered by a smart Italian man-servant. Yes. Mr Farquhar was at home. Would the doctor kindly step into the library?

Diamond entered that well-known room on the right of the hall — a room lined from floor to ceiling with books in real Chippendale bookcases, and in the centre a big old-fashioned writing-table. Over the fireplace were several ancient manuscripts in neat frames, while beside the blazing fire stood a couple of big saddle-bag chairs.

Sir George Gavin, Baronet, posed to the world as a literary man, though he had risen from the humble trade of a compositor to become owner of a number of popular newspapers. He knew nothing about literature and cared less. He left all such matters to the editors and writers whom he paid — clever men who earned for him the magnificent income which he now enjoyed. Upon the cover of one of his periodicals it was stated that he was editor. But as a matter of fact he hardly ever saw the magazine in question, except perhaps upon the railway bookstalls. His sole thought was the handsome return its publication produced. And, like so many other men in our England to-day, he had simply paid up and received his baronetcy among the Birthday honours, just as he had received his membership of the Carlton.

Diamond had not long to wait, for in a few moments the door opened, and there entered a smart-looking, dark-haired young man in a blue serge suit.

Hulloa, Doc! How are you? he exclaimed. Im back again, you see — just down for a day or two to see my sister. And how has Horsford been progressing during my absence — eh? he laughed.

Frank Farquhar, Lady Gavins younger brother, occupied an important position in the journalistic concern of which Sir George was the head. He was recognised by journalistic London as one of its smartest young men. His career at Oxford had been exceptionally brilliant, and he had already distinguished himself as special correspondent in the Boer and Russo-Japanese campaigns before Sir George Gavin had invited him to join his staff.

Tall, lithe, well set-up, with a dark, rather acquiline face, a small dark moustache, and a pair of sharp, intelligent eyes, he was alert, quick of movement, and altogether a live journalist.

The two men seated themselves on either side of the fireplace, and Farquhar, having offered his visitor a cigar, settled himself to listen to Diamonds story.

Ive come to you, the Doctor explained, because I believe that you, and perhaps Sir George also, can help me. Dont think that I want any financial assistance, he laughed. Not at all. I want to put before you a matter which is unheard of, and which I am certain will astound even you — a journalist.

Well, Doc, remarked the young man with a smile, it takes a lot to surprise us in Fleet Street, you know.

This will. Listen. And then, having extracted a promise of silence, Diamond related to the young man the whole story of the dead stranger, and the curious document that had been only half-consumed.

When the Doctor explained that the papers had not been wholly burned, Frank Farquhar rose quickly in pretence of obtaining an ash-tray, but in reality in order to conceal the strange expression which at that, moment overspread his countenance.

Then, a few seconds later, he returned to his chair apparently quite unmoved and unconcerned. Truth to tell, however, the statement made by the dwarfed and deformed man before him had caused him to tighten his lips and hold his breath.

Was it possible that he held certain secret knowledge of which the Doctor was ignorant, and which he could turn to advantage?

He remained silent, with a smile of incredulity playing about his mouth.

The truth was this. Within his heart he had already formed a fixed intention that the dead mans secret — the most remarkable secret of the age — should be his, and his alone!


Chapter Five.

Spreads the Net.
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THE DEFORMED MAN existed in a whirl of excitement. He already felt himself rich beyond his wildest dreams. He built castles in the air like a child, and smiled contentedly when rich people — some of the hunting crowd — passed him by unrecognised.

During the three days that followed, Frank Farquhar held several consultations with him — long earnest talks sometimes at the Manor or else while walking across that heath-land around the district known to the followers to hounds as the Horsford Hanglands.

The villagers who saw them together made no comment. As was well known, the little Doctor and Lady Gavins clever young brother were friends.

Diamond had enjoined the strictest secrecy, but Farquhar, as a keen man of business and determined to put his knowledge to the best advantage, had already exchanged several telegrams with some person in London, and was now delaying matters with Diamond until he obtained a decided reply.

On the fourth day, just after breakfast, Burton, the grave old butler, handed the young man a telegram which caused him to smile with satisfaction. He crushed it into his pocket and, seizing his hat, walked along to the Doctors cottage. Then the pair took a slow stroll up the short, steep hill on to the Peterborough road, through the damp mists of the winters morning. Away across the meadows on the left, hounds were in full cry, a pretty sight, but neither noticed the incident.

Do you know, Doctor, exclaimed the young man as soon as they got beyond the village, Ive been thinking very seriously over the affair, and Ive come to the conclusion that unless we put it before some great Hebrew scholar we shall never get down to the truth. The whole basis of the secret is the Hebrew language, without a doubt. What can we do alone — you and I?

The little Doctor shook his head dubiously.

I admit that neither of us is sufficiently well versed in Jewish history properly to understand the references which are given in the fragments which remain to us, he said. Yet if we go to a scholar, explain our views, and show him the documents, should we not be giving away what is evidently a most valuable secret?

No. I hardly think that, answered the shrewd young man. Before putting it to any scholar we should first make terms with him, so that he may not go behind our backs and profit upon the information.

You cant do that! declared Diamond.

Among scholars there are a good many honourable men, replied Frank Farquhar, with a glance of cunning. If we proposed to deal with City sharks, it would be quite a different matter.

Then to whom do you propose we should submit the documents for expert opinion? inquired the deformed man, as he trudged along at his side.

I know a man up in London whom I implicitly trust, and who will treat the whole matter in strictest confidence, was the others reply. We can do nothing further down here. Im going up to town this afternoon, and if you like Ill call and see him.

The Doctor hesitated. He recognised in the young mans suggestion a desire to obtain his precious fragments and submit them to an expert. Most deformed men are gifted with unusually shrewd intelligence, and Raymond Diamond was certainly no exception. He smiled within himself at Frank Farquhars artless proposal.

Who is the man? he asked, as though half-inclined to adopt the suggestion.

I know two men. One is named Segal — a professor who writes for our papers; an exceedingly clever chap, whod be certain to make out something more from the puzzle than we ever can hope to do. I also know Professor Griffin.

I shall not allow the papers out of my possession.

Or all that remains of them, you mean, laughed the young man uneasily. Why, of course not. That would be foolish.

Foolish in our mutual interests, Diamond went on. You are interested with myself, Mr Farquhar, in whatever profits may accrue from the affair.

Then if our interests are to be mutual, Doctor, why not entrust the further investigation to me? suggested the wily young man. I hope you know me sufficiently well to have confidence in my honesty.

The Doctor cast a sharp look at the little young fellow at his side.

Why, of course, Mr Farquhar, he laughed. As Ive already said, you possess facilities for investigating the affair which I do not. If what I suspect be true, we have, in our hands, the solution of a problem which will startle the world. I have sought your assistance, and Im prepared to give you — well, shall we say fifteen per cent, interest on whatever the secret may realise?

It may, after all, be only historical knowledge, laughed young Farquhar. How can you reduce that into the best and brightest? Still, I accept. Fifteen per cent is to be my share of whatever profit may accrue. Good! I only wish Sir George were home from Egypt. He would, no doubt, give us assistance.

The Doctor purposely disregarded this last remark. He held more than a suspicion that young Farquhar intended to freeze him out.

When are you going up to town? he asked.

This afternoon. I shall see my man in the morning, and I feel sure that if I put the problem before him hell be able, before long, to give us some tangible solution, was Franks reply. When I act, I act promptly, you know.

The Doctor was undecided. He knew quite well that young Farquhar was acquainted with all sorts of writers and scholars, and that possibly among them were men who were experts in Hebrew, and in the history of the House of Israel.

He reflected. If the young man were content with fifteen per cent, what had he further to fear?

Therefore, after some further persuasion on Franks part, he promised to write out an agreement upon a fifteen per cent, basis, and submit the fragments to the young mans friend.

They returned to the village, and the Doctor promised to call upon him at noon with an agreement written out.

This he did, and in the library at the Manor Frank appended his signature, receiving in return the precious fragments carefully preserved between the two pieces of cardboard.

When the deformed man had left, Frank Farquhar lit a cigarette, and stretching his legs as he sat in the armchair, laughed aloud in triumph.

Now if I tie down old Griffin the secret will be mine, he remarked aloud. Ive already wired to Gwen, so shell expect me at eight, and no doubt tell her father.

At five oclock Sir Georges red Mercedes came round to the front of the house to take Frank into Peterborough, and half an hour later he was in the up-Scotsman speeding towards Kings Cross, bearing with him the secret which he felt confident was to set the whole world by the ears.

He dropped his bag at his rooms in Half Moon Street, had a wash and a snack to eat at his club, the New Universities, round in St. Jamess Street, and then drove in a taxi-cab to a large, rather comfortable house in Pembridge Gardens, that turning exactly opposite Notting Hill Gate Station.

Standing behind the neat maid-servant who opened the door was a tall, dark-haired, handsome girl not yet twenty, slim, narrow-waisted, and essentially dainty and refined.

Why, Frank! she cried, rushing towards him. Whats all this excitement. Im so interested. Dad has been most impatient to see you. After your letter the day before yesterday, hes been expecting you almost every hour.

Well, the fact is, Gwen, I couldnt get the business through, he said with a laugh. We had terms to arrange — and all that.

Terms of what? asked the girl, as he linked his arm in hers and they walked together into the long, well-furnished dining-room.

Ill tell you all about it presently, dear, he replied.

About the secret? she asked anxiously. Dad showed me your letter. It is really intensely interesting — if what you suspect be actually the truth.

Interesting! he echoed. I should rather think it is. Its a thing that will startle the whole civilised world in a few days. And the curious and most romantic point is that we cant find out who was the original holder of the information. He died in Paris, refusing to give his real name, or any account of himself. But there, he added, Ill tell you all about it later on. How is my darling?

And he bent until their lips met in a long, fervent caress.

Her arms were entwined about his neck, for she loved him with the whole strength of her being, and her choice was looked upon with entire favour by her father. Frank Farquhar was a rising man, the adopted candidate for a Yorkshire borough, while from his interest in Sir George Gavins successful publications he derived a very handsome income for a man of his years.

Ive been longing for your return, dearest, she murmured in his ear as he kissed her. It seems ages ago since you left town.

Only a month. I went first to Perthshire, where I had to speak at some Primrose League meetings. Then I had business in both Newcastle and Manchester, and afterwards I went to Horsford to see my sister. I was due to stay there another fortnight, but this strange discovery brings me up to consult your father.

Hes upstairs in the study. Wed better go up at once. Hes dying to see you, declared the bright-eyed girl, who wore a big black silk bow in her hair. She possessed a sweet innocent face, a pale soft countenance indicative of purity of soul. The pair were, indeed, well matched, each devoted to the other; he full of admiration of her beauty and her talents, and she proud of his brilliant success in journalism and literature.

At the throat of her white silk blouse she wore a curious antique brooch, an old engraved sapphire which Sir Charles Gaylor, a friend of Dr Griffin, had some years ago brought from the excavation he had made in the mound of Nebi-Yunus, near Layards researches in the vicinity of Nineveh. The rich blue gleamed in the gaslight, catching Franks eye as he ascended the stair, and he remarked that she was wearing what she termed her lucky brooch, a gem which had no doubt adorned some maidens breast in the days of Sennacherib or Esarhaddon.

The first-floor front room, which in all other houses in Pembridge Gardens was the drawing-room, had in the house of Professor Griffin been converted into the study — a big apartment lined with books which, for the most part, were of a dry-as-dust character.

As they entered, the Professor, a short, stout, grey-haired man in round steel-framed spectacles, raised himself from his armchair, where he had been engrossed in an article in a German review.

Ah! my dear Farquhar! he cried excitedly. Gwen told me that you were on your way — but there, you are such a very erratic fellow that I never know when to expect you.

I generally turn up when least expected, laughed the young man, with a side-glance at the girl.

Well, well, exclaimed the man in spectacles; now what is all this youve written to me about? What cock-and-bull story have you got hold of now — eh?

I briefly explained in my letter, he answered. Isnt it very remarkable? Whats your opinion?

Ah! you journalists! exclaimed the old professor reprovingly. Youve a lot to answer for to the unsuspecting public.

I admit that, laughed Frank. But do you really dismiss the matter as a cock-and-bull story?

That is how I regard it at the moment — without having been shown anything.

Then I can show you everything, was Farquhars prompt reply. I have it all with me — at least all that remains of it.

The old man smiled satirically. As Regius Professor of Hebrew at Cambridge, Dr Arminger Griffin was not a man to accept lightly any theory placed before him by an irresponsible writer such as he knew Frank Farquhar to be.

He suspected a journalistic boom to be at the bottom of the affair, and of all things he hated most in the world was the halfpenny press.

Frank had first met Gwen while he had been at college, and had often been a visitor at the professors house out on Grange Road, prior to his retirement and return to London. He knew well in what contempt the old man held the popular portion of the daily press, and especially the London evening journals. Therefore he never sought to obtrude his profession when in his presence.

Well? said the old gentleman at last, peering above his glasses. I certainly am interested in the story, and I would like to examine what youve brought. Burnt papers — arent they?

Yes.

Hm. Savours of romance, sniffed the professor. Thats why I dont like it. The alleged secret itself is attractive enough, without an additional and probably wholly fictitious interest.

Frank explained how the fragments had fallen into his hands, and the suggestion which Doctor Diamond had made as to the possibility of a financial value of the secret.

My dear Frank, replied the professor, if it were a secret invention, a new pill, or some scented soap attractive to women, it might be worth something in the City. But a secret such as you allege, — and he shrugged his shoulders ominously without concluding his sentence.

Ah! laughed the young man. I see youre sceptical. Well, I dont wonder at that. Some men of undoubted ability and great knowledge declare that the Bible was not inspired.

I am not one of those, the professor hastened to declare.

No, Frank, exclaimed the girl. Dad is not an agnostic. He only doubts the genuineness of this secret of yours.

He condemns the whole thing as a cock-and-bull story, without first investigating it! said Farquhar with a grin. Good! I wonder whether your father will be of the same opinion after he has examined the fragments of the dead mans manuscript which remain to us?

Dont talk of the dead mans manuscript! exclaimed the old professor impatiently, even though the man is dead, its in typewriting, you say — therefore there must exist somebody who typed it. He, or she, must still be alive!

By Jove! gasped the young man quickly, I never thought of that! The typing is probably only a copy of a written manuscript. The original may still exist. And in any case the typist would be able to supply to a great degree the missing portions of the document.

Yes, said the other. It would be far more advantageous to you to find the typist than to consult me. I fear I can only give you a negative opinion.


Chapter Six.

Gives Expert Opinion.
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FRANK FARQUHAR WAS cleverly working his own game. The Professor had scoffed at the theory put forward by Diamond, therefore he was easily induced to give a written undertaking to regard the knowledge derived from the half-burnt manuscript as strictly confidential, and to make no use of it to his own personal advantage.

I have to obtain this, the young man explained, in the interests of Diamond, who, after all, is possessor of the papers. He allowed me to have them only on that understanding.

My dear Frank, laughed the great Hebrew scholar, really all this is very absurd. But of course Ill sign any document you wish.

So amid some laughter a brief undertaking was signed, in order that I may show to Diamond, as Frank put it.

Its really a most businesslike affair, declared Gwen, who witnessed her fathers signature. The secret must be a most wonderful one.

It is, dear, declared her lover. Wait and hear your fathers opinion. He is one of the very few men in the whole kingdom competent to judge whether the declaration is one worthy of investigation.

The Professor was seated at his writing-table placed near the left-hand window, and had just signed the document airily, with a feeling that the whole matter was a myth. Upon the table was his green-shaded electric reading-lamp, and with his head within the zone of its mellow light he sat, his bearded chin resting upon his palm, looking at the man to whom he had promised his daughters hand.

A scholar of his stamp is always very slow to commit himself to any opinion. The Hebrew professor, whoever he may be, follows recognised lines, and has neither desire nor inclination to depart from them. It was so with Griffin. Truth to tell, he was much interested in the problem which young Farquhar had placed before him, but at the same time the suggestion made by Doctor Diamond was so startling and unheard of that, within himself, he laughed at the idea, regarding it as a mere newspaper sensation, invented in the brain of some clever Continental swindler.

From his pocket the young man drew forth the precious envelope, and out of it took the cards between which reposed three pieces of crinkled and smoke-blackened typewriting, the edges of which had all been badly burned.

The first which he placed with infinite care, touching it as lightly as possible, upon the Professors blotting-pad was the page already reproduced — the folio which referred to the studying of the Mishna and the cabalistic signs which the writer had apparently discovered therein.

The old man, blinking through his heavy round glasses, examined the disjointed words and unfinished lines, grunted once or twice in undisguised dissatisfaction, and placed the fragment aside.

Well? inquired Farquhar, eagerly, does that convey anything to you?

The Professor pursed his lips in quiet disbelief.

The prologue of a very elegant piece of fiction, he sneered. The man who makes this statement ought certainly to have been a novelist.

Why?

Because of the clever manner in which he introduces his subject. But let us continue.

With delicate fingers Frank Farquhar handled the next scrap of typewriting and placed it before the great expert.
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The folio in question apparently attracted Professor Griffin much more than the first one presented to him. He read and re-read it, his grey face the whole time heavy and thoughtful. He was reconstructing the context in his own mind, and its reconstruction evidently caused him deep and very serious reflection.

A dozen times he re-read it, while Frank and Gwen stood by exchanging glances in silence.

The first portion of the statement on this folio is quite plain, remarked the Professor at last, looking up and blinking at the young man. The writer indicates the Biblical fact that, after the Babylonian imprisonment the tablets of Moses were never again exhibited in the Temple. Surely this is not any amazing discovery! Every reader of the Old Testament is aware of that fact. The prophet Ezekiel himself was one of the temple priests deported to Babylon by Nebuchadnezzar in 597 B.C. Youll find mention of it in Ezekiel, i, 2-8. His message consisted at first of denunciations of his countrymen, both in Babylon and in Palestine, but after the fall of Jerusalem in 586 B.C. he became a prophet of consolation, promising the eventual deliverance and restoration of the chosen people. Give me down the Bible, Gwen, dear, and also Skinner — the Expositors Bible. Youll see it in the second case — third shelf to the left.

The girl crossed the room, and after a moments search returned with the two volumes, which she placed before her father.

Nebuchadnezzar received certain vessels from the temple at Jerusalem. Well, we know that, remarked the old man, as he opened the copy of Holy Writ and slowly turned its pages.

The reference in the book of Ezra, he said, referring to the open book before him, concerns the proclamation of Cyrus, King of Persia, for the building of the temple in Jerusalem, how the people provided for the return, and how Cyrus restored the vessels of the temple to Sheshbazzar, the Prince of Judah. Then, turning to Gwen, he said: Read the verses referred to, dear — seventh to the eleventh in the first chapter.

The girl bent over the Bible, and read the verses aloud as follows:

Also Cyrus the King brought forth the vessels of the house of the Lord, which Nebuchadnezzar had brought forth out of Jerusalem, and had put them in the house of his gods;

Even those did Cyrus King of Persia bring forth by the hand of Mithredath the treasurer, and numbered them unto Sheshbazzar, the Prince of Judah.

And this is the number of them: thirty chargers of gold, a thousand chargers of silver, nine and twenty knives,

Thirty basons of gold, silver basons of a second sort four hundred and ten, and other vessels a thousand.

All the vessels of gold and silver were five thousand and four hundred. All these did Sheshbazzar bring up with them of the captivity that were brought up from Babylon unto Jerusalem.

Surely that is sufficient historical fact! the old Professor said in his hard, dry-as-dust voice. Again, farther on, there is, you see, a statement that Titus destroyed Jerusalem and that he built the Arch of Triumph in Rome and placed a representation of the candlesticks upon it. Does not every schoolboy know that! Bosh! my dear Frank!

True, exclaimed Frank, but see! in the next line but one is a reference to the existence of something in the whole prophecy of Ezekiel — something in black and white.

Professor Griffin shrugged his shoulders.

Ezekiel develops the doctrine of individual responsibility and of the Messianic kingdom as no prophet before him, was the Professors reply. It may refer to that. The prophets style is not of the highest order, but is extraordinarily rich and striking in its imagery. The authenticity of the book is now admitted, all but universally, but the corrupt state of the Hebrew text has, for ages, been the despair of students. Cornhill, in 1886, made a brilliant attempt to reconstruct the Hebrew text with the aid of the Septuagint.

Griffin noticed that his young friend did not quite follow that last remark, so he added:

The Septuagint is, as you may perhaps know, the earliest Greek translation of the Old Testament scriptures made directly from the Hebrew original during the third century before Christ for the use of the Hellenistic Jews. In the literary forgery produced about the Christian era, known as the Letter of Aristeas, and accepted as genuine by Josephus and others, it is alleged that the translation was made by seventy-two men at the command of Ptolemy II. You will find portions of it in the British Museum, and from it we find that the translation is not of uniform value or of the same style throughout. The Pentateuch and later historical books, as well as the Psalms, exhibit a very fair rendering of the original. The prophetical books, and more especially Ezekiel, show greater divergence from the Hebrew, while Proverbs frequently display loose paraphrase.

But is there anything in those typed lines which strikes you as unusually curious? demanded young Farquhar, pointing to the smoked and charred fragment upon the blotting-pad.

The Professor was silent for a moment, his eyes fixed upon the disjointed and unfinished sentences.

Well — yes. There is something, was his answer. That statement that something exists in the whole prophecy of Ezekiel. What is that something?

Is it what Doctor Diamond suspects it to be, do you think?

I can form no definite conclusion until I have investigated the whole, was the great scholars response. But I would, at this point, withdraw my own light remarks of half an hour ago. There may be something of interest in it, but what the picturesque story is all leading up to I cannot quite imagine.

To a secret — to the solution of a great and undreamed-of mystery! declared Frank excitedly.

The last few lines of this scrap before me certainly leads towards that supposition, was the answer of Gwen Griffins father.

Then you do not altogether negative Diamonds theory that there is here, if we can only supply the context, the key to the greatest secret this world has ever known!

Ah! that is saying a good deal, was the reply. Let me continue the investigation of this wonderful document which the dying man was so anxious to destroy.

And by the sphinx-like expression upon the old mans face it was apparent that he had already gathered more information than he was willing to admit.

The truth was that the theory he had already formed within his own mind held him bewildered. His thin fingers trembled as he touched the dried, crinkled folio.

There was a secret there — without a doubt, colossal and astounding — one of which even the greatest scholars in Europe through all the ages had never dreamed!

The old man sat staring through his spectacles in abject wonder.

Was Doctor Diamonds theory really the correct one? If so, what right had these most precious papers to be in the hands of an irresponsible journalist?

If there was really a secret, together with its solution — then the latter must be his, and his alone, he decided. How it would enhance his great reputation if he were the person to launch it forth upon the world!

Therefore the old mans attitude suddenly changed and he pretended to regard the affair humorously, in the hope of putting Frank off his guard.

If the world was ever to be startled by the discovery it should, he intended, be by Professor Arminger Griffin, and not through any one of those irresponsible halfpenny sheets controlled by Sir George Gavin and his smart and ingenious young brother-in-law.

Both Frank Farquhar and Gwen noticed the old mans sudden change of manner, and stood puzzled and wondering, little dreaming what was passing with his mind.

Few men are — alas! — honest where their own reputations are at stake.


Chapter Seven.

In which the Professor Exhibits Cunning.
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FRANK WAS FULLY aware that Professor Griffin was an eccentric man, full of strange moods and strong prejudices. Most scholars and writers are.

But, dad, exclaimed his daughter, placing her soft hand upon his shoulder, what do you really think of it? Is there anything in this Doctor Diamonds theory?

My dear child, I never jump to conclusions, as you know. It is against my habit. Its probably one of the many hoaxes which have been practised for the last thousand years.

The girl exchanged a quick glance with her lover. She could see that Frank was annoyed by the light manner with which her father treated the alleged secret.

Well, Professor, said the young man at last, this, apparently, is the next folio, though the numbering of each has been destroyed, and he placed before the man in spectacles another scrap which presented the appearance as shown.
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In an instant the old man became intensely interested though he endeavoured very cleverly to conceal the fact. He bent, and taking up a large magnifying-glass mounted in silver — a gift from Frank on the previous Christmas — he carefully examined each word in its order.

Ah! he exclaimed, the first three lines, underlined as you see, are apparently a portion of some prophecy regarding the captivity of the Jews in Babylon, the period of the Blood-debts, after which comes the period when the oppression will lose its power, which means their release by Cyras. Come now, this is of some interest!

Read on, dad, urged the dainty girl, excitedly. Tell us what you gather from it.

The pair were standing hand-in-hand, at the back of the old mans writing-chair.

Not so quickly, dear — not so quickly. Thats the worst of women. They are always so erratic, always in such an uncommon hurry, he added with a laugh.

Then, after a pause during which he carefully examined the lines which followed, he pointed out: You see that somebody — not the writer of the document, remember — has stated that Moses tablets The Cha—, which must mean the Chair of Grace, between two cherubims of fine gold, a number of other things, including the Ark of the Covenant itself and the archives of the Temple down to B.C. 600 are — what?

And he raised his head staring at the pair through his round and greatly magnifying-glasses.

Doctor Diamonds theory is that the treasures of Solomons Temple are still concealed at the spot where they were hidden by the priests before the taking of Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar.

The Professor laughed aloud.

My dear Farquhar, he exclaimed, on the face of this folio it would, of course, appear so. One may read it as a statement of fact that all the relics of the Temple and all the great treasures of the ages bygone — the Treasure of Israel — are concealed beneath, somewhere— which is a series of something. To this, there are three entrances, one only being accessible. Then in the final lines, we have another prophecy that the tablets shall remain in their hiding-place — that is with the Ark of the Covenant — till the coming of the Messiah who alone may open the treasure-house, or place of concealment, in order that he may show proof of—, and the rest is lost. he added with a sigh of disappointment.

I admit, said Frank, that is one reading of it. But what is your reading — that of an expert?

The old man merely shrugged his shoulders and said:

I dont think that the Doctors theory is the correct one. The belief that the Treasure of Solomons Temple still exists is far too wild and unsubstantiated. Of course, it is not quite clear in history what became of the contents of the Temple, but I think we may safely at once dismiss any possibility of the relics of Moses as being intact after a couple of thousand years or so. Stories of hidden treasure have appealed to the avarice of man throughout all the ages, from the days of the Roman Emperors, down to the day before yesterday, when a ship went forth to search for the lost gold of President Kruger. There have been hundreds, nay thousands of expeditions to search for treasure, but in nearly every case the searchers have returned sadder and poorer men. No, Frank, he exclaimed, decisively, I dont think any one would be such an utter fool as to attempt to suggest that the Treasure of Israel still exists. At least no scholar would. Whoever would do such a thing would be a clumsy bungler, ignorant of both the Hebrew language and the history of the Hebrew nation. Doctor Diamond, from what you tell me, is, I gather, one of such.

But they are not the Doctors documents, Frank hastened to point out. As Ive told you, a man dying in Paris ordered him to burn them. He did so, but they were not all consumed.

The Doctor worked a trick upon a dying man, sniffed the Professor. Hardly played the game — eh?

I quite agree with you there, answered young Farquhar. Yet, according to the Doctors version, he was in no way responsible for the fact that only half the folios were consumed.

Well, whatever it is, declared the Professor, very decisively, it seems to be some rather clumsy cock-and-bull story. In what Ive read. I, as a scholar, could pick many holes. Indeed, such a screed as this could never have been concocted by any one with any pretence of knowledge of old Testament history. There are certain statements which are utterly absurd on the face of them.

Which are they? inquired Frank eagerly.

Oh — several, was the rather light reply. As you are not a scholar, my dear boy, it would be useless me going into long and technical explanations. The disjointed bits of prophecy are, I admit, really most artistic, he added with a laugh.

If the truth be told, Arminger Griffin was concealing the intense excitement that had been aroused within him. He was making a discovery — a wonderful, an amazing discovery. But to this young journalist, who would merely regard it as a good boom for one of his irresponsible halfpenny journals, he intended to pooh-pooh it as a mere clumsy fairy tale.

Well, he asked, a moment later, in an incredulous tone. What else have you to show me?

No more typewriting, was Franks reply. The only other folio is one of manuscript, and it will probably interest you, for it contains two Hebrew words, and he placed before the great expert a half-consumed fragment of lined manuscript paper which bore some close writing in English of which the present writer gives a facsimile here.
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Hm, grunted the old man, after a swift glance at it. A copy, evidently. The Hebrew words are too clumsily written. No scholar wrote them. Probably its a translation from German or Danish — I think you said that the man who called himself Blanc, was really a Dane — eh?

Yes. He told Diamond that he came from Copenhagen, Farquhar replied.

But the old man was too deeply engrossed in the study of the neat manuscript. How he wished that the context had been preserved, for here, he recognised, was the key, or rather the commencement of the key to the whole secret. He was now anxious to get rid of Frank Farquhar, and be allowed to pursue his investigations alone. There was certainly much more in it than he had at first suspected.

With such a sensation as that contained in the half-burnt documents to launch upon the world, he would be acclaimed the most prominent scholar of the day. The whole of academic Europe would shower honours upon him.

What does it mean about the wâw sign? inquired the young man. Does that convey anything?

Nothing, laughed the Professor with affected indifference. What can one make out of such silly nonsense? It says, apparently, that in Ezekiel the wâw sign appears with great regularity. Well, so it does in all Hebrew texts. The letter a appears often in English doesnt it? Well, so does the Hebrew w or v. Therefore its all bunkum — that was my first impression — and I still retain it!

Gwen looked genuinely disappointed. She had hoped that this wonderful manuscript which had fallen into her lovers hands would turn out, as he had declared it would, to be of utmost value, both to history and also of financial value to its possessors.

But her father, recognised as one of the first authorities of the day, had decisively condemned it as a clumsy fraud.

The reference given in the manuscript is, I see, Ezekiel xli. 23, remarked the girl, and turning over the pages of the Bible which she still held in her hand she exclaimed:

Here it is. Let me read it: And the temple and the sanctuary had two doors. And the doors had two leaves apiece, two burning leaves; two leaves for the one door, and two for the other door. And there were made on them, on the doors of the temple, cherubims and palm trees, like as were made upon the walls; and there were thick planks upon the face of the porch without. And there were narrow windows and palm trees on the one side and on the other side, on the sides of the porch, and upon the side chambers of the house, and thick planks.

Yes, remarked the old man. The first Hebrew word in the manuscript means either palace or temple. That occurs as the third word of the quotation. But there is no mention of cupbearer. If I recollect aright, there is a mention of the doors of the Temple in the First Book of Kings. I believe its in the sixth chapter. Look, dear, and see if you can find it.

His daughter turned over the leaves quickly, found the chapter he had indicated, and scanned over the verses.

Ah! she cried, a moment later. Yes. You are right, dad. Here it is, beginning at verse 31: And for the entering of the oracle he (Solomon) made doors of olive tree: the lintel and side posts were a fifth part of the wall. The two doors also were of olive tree: and he carved upon them carvings of cherubims and palm trees and open flowers, and overlaid them with gold, and spread gold upon the cherubims, and upon the palm trees. So also made he for the door of the temple posts of olive tree, a fourth part of the wall And the two doors were of fir tree: the two leaves of the one door were folding, and the two leaves of the other door were folding. And he carved thereon cherubims and palm trees and open flowers: and covered them with gold fitted upon the carved work.

I looked up the reference in Ezekiel, remarked Frank, but I could not understand it. Perhaps, you, Professor, may be able to throw some light upon it?

The old man turned to the speaker, and held up his thin, almost waxen hands.

How can I? he asked with an air of bewilderment well feigned. How can I possibly? The latter half of this fragment of scribble is a mere copy of a verse out of the Old Testament, and seems to have nothing whatever to do with the theory — whatever it may be — expounded in the upper part of the page.

Then what is your candid opinion, dad? asked Gwen, placing her hand softly upon her fathers shoulder again as she stood behind him, and at the same time turning her eyes affectionately upon the tall, good-looking, young man at her side.

My candid opinion, my dear, grunted the old Professor, is that it is one of the many extraordinary theories we have had of hare-brained persons who have gained a smattering of Hebrew, and believe themselves to have discovered some very wonderful secret. To put it bluntly, Gwen — the whole thing is bunkum!

The young man said nothing. His spirits fell. Of course, he had expected the Professor, in the habit of all scholars, to throw cold water upon Doctor Diamonds suggestion, but he was hardly prepared for such a drastic dismissal of the subject.

Well, he exclaimed at last, I dont wish you to come to any premature conclusion, Professor. You have really not had sufficient opportunity yet of thoroughly investigating the affair, have you?

No. Thats quite true. I — well — Id like to keep these scraps for a day, or say a couple of days — if I might, my dear Frank. Ill be most careful of them, I promise you, and they shall not leave my possession. As a matter of fact, he added, Ginsberg from Berlin happens to be in London, and Im extremely anxious to show them to him, and hear his views.

Frank Farquhar was a smart young man, and in a second realised danger in this.

I fear, Professor, that I cannot allow you to show them to Professor Ginsberg. I made a promise to Diamond that they should be shown only to yourself.

Very well, very well, laughed the Professor, if you care to trust them with me till the day after to-morrow I will promise to show them to nobody. I only wish to study the extraordinary statement myself, and consult certain original Hebrew texts.

At first Frank was reluctant, remembering his promise to Doctor Diamond. But at Gwens persuasion he was induced to leave them to be locked up in the old-fashioned oak bureau at the further end of the cosy room. The three then passed into the small drawing-room on the same floor, where Gwen, at her lovers request, sat at the piano and sang in her sweet contralto several pretty French chansonettes which she had learnt.


Chapter Eight.

Presents another Curious Problem.
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IN THE SOLUTION of a problem such as that placed before Professor Griffin, knowledge meant power.

Though he had successfully concealed his excitement he had, truth to tell, learnt much from the perusal of those charred papers — much that held him in utter amazement. A theory had presented itself of which no one had ever before dreamed.

He had derided the manuscript as a clumsy story by some half-educated person. But, within himself, he knew quite well that the problem had been propounded and the suggestion made by some person equally well-read as himself, some Hebrew scholar of highest attainment, if not of highest standing. Alas, in these days of impudent self-advertisement, it is not the cleverest man who is the most notable, or who looms largest in the public eye. The same rule applies to Professors of Hebrew, as to men in every other walk of life.

That night, after Frank had left and Gwen had kissed him good-night and gone to her room, he sat for over an hour, smoking his long pipe in silence at his study fireside. He had resolved that he would be the first to reveal the startling secret to the world. Yes. He would write an article in the Contemporary, and he knew full well that words, coming from such a high authority as himself, would be quoted by almost every newspaper in the whole civilised globe.

It was astounding — never before in the whole history of the world had such a wonderful discovery been made. The Christian religion would be shaken to its very foundations — not weakened, be it said, but actually strengthened a thousandfold.

He laughed aloud as he sat with his pipe in his hand, his eyes cast down upon the bright red hearthrug.

What would the Bishops of the Anglican Church, the Cardinals of the Romish Church, the Rabbis of the Jewish Synagogues and all the other heads of our religion give for possession of this secret which is mine — mine only! he exclaimed, speaking to himself in a low whisper. What would men in the city, the financiers, speculators, and the thousand-and-one varieties of money sharks give me to reveal the truth to them. The truth? he repeated thoughtfully. The truth? No. I have not yet got at the actual truth. To discover it will be my work to-morrow. And I will not pause for a single instant until all is plain, and I have the secret open and revealed.

Again he hesitated, smoking on in silence, his brow heavy and thoughtful, for he had taken off his glasses and placed them in their big, bulky case.

Two men, this fellow Diamond, whoever he may be, and Frank Farquhar stand between myself and the secret! he muttered to himself with a grin. Then he rose impatiently and snapped his fingers. They shall not stand in my way for long, he laughed. The secret is mine — it is in my possession!

The Professor rose early next day, as was his habit.

As he sat at the breakfast table, Gwen who looked bright and fresh in her neat white blouse and plain navy serge skirt, noticed that he was unusually silent and morose. They were devoted to each other, but at such times when her father, rendered irritable by his studies, betrayed impatience she always remained silent.

Ive asked Frank over to luncheon, dad, she ventured at last to remark.

Whereupon the old man replied in a snappy voice: I fear I shall not be bade. Im going along to the Museum, and may be there all day. I have a number of researches to make. Apologise for my absence.

Gwen promised to do this; but instead, an hour later, she sent her lover a wire, suggesting that, as the Professor would be absent, they should lunch together at Princes, which idea the young man gladly adopted.

At eleven Professor Griffin, descending from a cab, entered a small office in Oxford Street, the office of a firm of photographers whose specialty is the reproducing of ancient documents for the official publications of the British Museum, the Paleographical Society and similar institutions. To the manager, he produced the carefully preserved scraps of typewriting and manuscript, and ordered photographic reproductions to be made with as great a speed as possible.

The manager examined the charred folios closely, and declared that the work would be useless for reproduction in any journal or magazine.

I dont want them for that purpose, was Griffins reply.

Well do them as clearly as possible on whole plates, Professor, was the mans reply, but they will not come out very satisfactorily, I fear.

As long as I can decipher them easily is all I care, replied the older man. I shall call for the originals at four oclock.

We will have finished with them by that time, sir. I will send them down to the studio at Acton.

And take the utmost care of them please, urged the Professor.

We are used, as you know, sir, to handling the most valuable manuscripts in the world. The Museum give us all their work, and we often have, in our safes, manuscripts worth thousands of pounds each, replied the manager.

A sudden thought occurred to Griffin, and taking from the table the scrap of writing upon the ruled paper, he held it up to the light to examine its watermark. The design was at once apparent — the head of a lady of the seventeenth century with hair dressed in the style of Charles the First, low-cut bodice, puffed sleeves, and a necklet of pearls, while above the words placed in a semi-circle was Sevigne Paper.

Hm, grunted the old man, evidently one of those imitation English papers, made in France. Well, Macdonald, get as good results as you can from the scraps, wont you?

The photographers manager, who knew Griffin well, and who had often photographed Hebrew and Greek manuscripts for him, assured him that the very greatest care should be taken in the work.

Thereupon, the Professor rose and left, urging that the originals should be returned from Acton well before four oclock.

In his thick and somewhat shabby overcoat and soft felt hat, he walked through the drizzling rain to the British Museum, where, as he entered, the attendants saluted him. In that national institution he was a well-known figure, for during the greater part of his lifetime he had studied there, especially in the Department of Manuscripts.

It was to that he at once made his way. The Keeper of the Department was absent, but a man of Professor Griffins reputation has the run of the place; therefore after wishing good-day to one of the assistant-keepers he began searching the catalogue of manuscripts for the Hebrew ones which he wished to consult, writing their numbers upon a slip. This he handed to the assistant-keeper who, having glanced at the numbers and recognised to which they referred, regarded him with a glance of quick curiosity.

One of the earliest originals of the Book of Ezekiel — eh, Professor? remarked the man. And the other is the Muratori Manuscript.

Exactly, was Griffins reply, and when the man had left the little room in which he was standing, he drew from his pocket a small book in which overnight he had made pencilled memoranda from the half-confused fragments which Frank had placed before him. Then he waited in undisguised anxiety.

Presently the assistant-keeper returned with two of the most important Biblical manuscripts the Museum possessed, and placed them before the man whose opinion upon Hebrew originals of Holy Writ was always decisive.

The first manuscript, one of the earliest originals of the Book of Ezekiel and one used by the revisers of the Bible a few years ago, was upon yellow and discoloured parchment of great age, bound in old calf of the early sixteenth century. The binding had practically perished, but the writing within was still plain and quite decipherable to an expert.

Originally written upon a long roll, it had in later times been cut into folios and bound, as being readier of access, and easier to consult. Of its early history from the time of being written until A.D. 1421, practically nothing was known. In the year in question it was brought to Constantinople from Palestine, and in 1627 was given by the Patriarch to Charles the First.

The Professor removed his hat and overcoat seated himself, and with reverent fingers turned the time-dimmed pages from which a portion of our Holy Bible had been translated.

To the person unacquainted with early Hebrew script the pages were covered by meaningless hieroglyphics; but to him they were as clear as any printed column in the Times newspaper.

He searched through until he discovered a certain passage. Then, eagerly consulting his notebook, he began translating it, word for word, writing down the English equivalent upon the paper that had been placed before him.

He did not hurry, but alone in the little room, he worked on, slowly and deliberately. For fully two hours he continued but the result was, judging from the expression upon his face, by no means gratifying.

The assistant-keeper came and went, for the Professor, being such a great authority, was always allowed to work in the keepers private room. Indeed only a man of Griffins rare attainments and knowledge would have been able to translate from the original Hebrew of that ancient character, so often indistinct and involved in meaning and in sense.

At times, with a rapid hand, he made an exact reproduction of the original, especially that of chapter xli, verse 23 to the end which, as will be recollected, was given in the dead mans manuscript as an illustration.

Heedless of the fact that he had had no luncheon, he continued copying the original very carefully and with a sure and expert touch until he had made a complete copy of the original of chapters xl, xli, xlii, xliv, and xlvii, a work which occupied him till nearly four oclock.

He took no count of time, so wholly engrossed was he in his work. The assistant-keeper entered prior to his departure at four oclock when the department closed, and began bustling about, hoping that the dry-as-dust old fellow, being disturbed, might abandon his work for that day.

But nothing interrupted him in making his rapid copying of those Hebrew characters that had been written before the birth of Christ.

Presently, in sheer despair, the assistant-keeper remarked:

Thats rather heavy work for you, Professor, isnt it?

No. Not exactly, was the old mans quick reply without looking up, I am about to make a most interesting investigation; therefore, I dare not employ any copyist. He might so easily make mistakes.

An investigation! echoed the younger man. Why, curiously enough for the past three days weve had a man here copying that same book for some mysterious purpose. He finished only yesterday afternoon. But he refused to tell me the reason he was making the copy other than that he, like yourself, was making some investigations. He used the same expression as yourself, curiously enough.

Another searcher! gasped the Professor, laying down his pen, and staring at the speaker. Another investigator of the original of the Book of Ezekiel! Who was he? What was he like? demanded the old man quickly, his face blanched in an instant.

I dont know who he was, for weve never seen him here before. He was an old gentleman, a foreigner evidently — and a scholar, for he wrote the Hebrew characters almost as quickly and accurately as you yourself.

Professor Arminger Griffin sat back in his chair, his mouth open, staring into space.

Was it possible that some one else besides himself had obtained knowledge of the great secret, and was actively engaged upon investigations!

And the stranger who had copied that very manuscript which he was copying, was an unknown foreigner and a scholar into the bargain!

Was it possible that the secret was already out?


Chapter Nine.

Concerns The Other Man.

[image: img282.jpg]

WHAT WAS THE stranger like? asked the Professor eagerly, his thin hand resting upon the ancient parchment he had been so carefully copying.

A short, stout, elderly man with white pointed beard, was the assistant-keepers reply. Four days ago he came here, carrying with him a number of references which he turned up in various early Hebrew manuscripts. But it was the one you have there before you which attracted him most. He worked three days upon it, and made a complete and most accurate copy.

He didnt tell you whence he came, or for what purpose he was making the researches?

No, for, as you well know, Professor, students seldom do. They are not very communicative, unless they be young, laughed the official. But he was a foreigner.

Undoubtedly. From the north of Europe, I should say — Norwegian or perhaps Russian, not German, I think. But he spoke most excellent English.

A scholar?

Without a doubt. He went about his work in that careful methodical manner that at once betrayed the specialist. He concluded his work only yesterday.

How was he dressed?

Fairly well. He wore a dark-grey suit and a black bow cravat.

His searches were confined to Ezekiel?

No, not exactly. He copied some references from our earliest manuscript of Deuteronomy — you examined it a few months ago, I remember. The thirty-second chapter seemed to attract him, as he copied it in its entirety.

Ah, thats the Song of Moses, remarked the Professor. Give ear O ye heavens, and I will speak; and hear O earth, the words of my mouth. I wonder what can be his object, he added thoughtfully.

He merely told me that he was making an investigation in order to put a remarkable theory to the test.

Griffin started. A remarkable theory was being put to the test by this stranger! Was it possible that another scholar was in possession of the dead mans secret, besides himself!

He held his breath. Then, when a few moments later he had recovered himself, he began to make many inquiries concerning the unknown foreigner. But it was already past four oclock, and the assistant-keeper had his train to catch to his home at Epping. Therefore he declared that he knew no more, and taking the precious manuscript, replaced it with the others and hastily bade the Professor Good afternoon.

Good afternoon, was the old mans reply. I am sorry you are in such a hurry. Ill return to-morrow.

Then he struggled into his overcoat, and left the Museum full of vague misgivings.

Already dark outside, the street-lamps were lit, and the steady downpour was unceasing. But he trudged across to the photographers, and there obtained the scraps of half-destroyed manuscript, which only a few moments before had been brought back from the studio at Acton.

We shall have prints ready for you to-morrow evening, said the manager. Ill send them to you, shall I?

No, dont do that, Griffin said quickly. I would rather call for them. Ill be in about this time to-morrow.

Then placing the packet in his pocket, he walked along Oxford Street in the direction of Tottenham Court Road.

His mind was full of the alarming discovery that another person was investigating the same problem as himself. This meant that the secret was known, and if known to another, what more likely than that the stranger possessed a complete manuscript — a manuscript which gave the context, not only of the curious statement, but of the directions of how the truth could be verified.

Of the latter, he possessed only that one scrap of written manuscript. There must have been other folios, but all were, alas! missing. They had, no doubt, been consumed by the flames before the eyes of the dying man.

He was beside himself with anxiety. It could not have been Diamond himself who had been at the Museum, for the Doctor was not a Hebrew scholar and, besides, he had been told by Frank that the man was badly deformed. Therefore, his deformity would certainly have impressed itself upon the assistant-keeper.

By the Tube from Tottenham Court Road Station he travelled to Notting Hill Gate, and turning into Pembridge Gardens, let himself in with his latch-key.

Frank was with Gwen in the drawing-room, and they were taking their tea tête-à-tête when the old man entered. After luncheon he had taken her to a matinée, and the happy pair had only just returned.

Tell me, Frank, asked the Professor, almost before he had time to greet him, did that friend of yours, Diamond, show those papers to any one else besides you, do you think?

Certainly not. Why? inquired the young man in some surprise.

Oh, nothing, replied the Professor with slight hesitation. I — well — I only thought that it would be a little unfair to trouble me if somebody else had already been making any researches.

Nobody has seen it save myself, I can assure you. Diamond is a most careful and cautious man, Frank declared. He brought them straight over from Paris, and came at once to me.

He might possibly have shown them to somebody in Paris, the elder man suggested.

I asked him, and he distinctly told me that nobody save myself had set eyes upon them.

The Professor sank into an armchair, and in silence took the cup of tea which Gwen handed to him.

Youre tired, dad, she said. I see it in your face!

A little, dear. Ive been at the Museum all day.

I wish you wouldnt go to that horrid old place. It always gives you a headache, you know, said the girl anxiously.

Ah, my child, replied the old man with a sigh, the place holds, for me, much that is interesting in life — in fact all that is interesting, except your own neat little self.

The girl laughed merrily, declaring that compliments should not be paid to her in the presence of Frank.

But the old man, sighing rather wearily, said:

Well, Gwen, its the truth. I have nothing much to live for, except yourself and my studies. When your dear mother died, the sun of my life was extinguished. And now you have grown up to take her place.

She and Frank exchanged quick meaning glances.

I hope always to live near you, dear old dad, even after were married, she said. I shall never desert you.

Her father smiled, saying:

That is what every girl says to her parents before marriage. Few, however, fulfil their promise.

Well, dad, dont lets talk about parting till the time really comes, exclaimed his daughter, in an endeavour to change the topic of conversation. Only a moment prior to the Professors return she and Frank had been discussing the future, and considering that very point.

Have you been making researches in the Museum in connection with the burnt papers, Professor? asked young Farquhar, who, standing in his well-cut suit of blue serge, looked a splendid specimen of the lithe, athletic young Englishman.

Yes, I have.

And the result?

The Professor shook his head in the negative.

At present I have failed to discover the slightest title of corroboration of your friend Doctor Diamonds wonderful theory. The construction which may be placed upon the scrappy statements are many, but none upon which I can yet form any absolute conclusion.

He made no mention that he had caused photographic negatives of the burnt papers to be secured, or that, within his pocket, there reposed an accurate copy of the accepted original of the Book of Ezekiel.

You are still in opposition, then, to Diamonds theory? asked the young man.

Of course.

But why?

The Professor drank his tea slowly, and replaced the cup upon the little table.

Well, he answered with much deliberation, because Biblical history is entirely opposed to it. The first Book of Kings relates in detail the building of the temple by Solomon in B.C. 1012, the dimensions of the Porch, the Holy Place, and the Holy of Holies. Within and without the building was conspicuous by the lavish use of gold from Ophir and Parvaim. Above the sacred Ark, which was placed as of old in the Most Holy Place, were made new cherubim, one pair of whose wings met above the Ark and another pair reached to the walls behind them. In the Holy Place, besides the Altar of Incense, which was made of cedar overlaid with gold, there were seven golden candlesticks instead of one, and the table of the shew-bread was replaced by ten golden tables bearing beside the shew-bread the innumerable golden vessels for the service of the sanctuary. Instead of the brazen laver we know that there was a molten sea of brass, a masterpiece of Hirams skill, for the ablutions of the priests. It was called a sea from its great size, being five cubits in height ten in diameter and thirty in circumference, and containing, it is estimated, about sixteen thousand gallons of water. It stood upon twelve oxen, three towards each quarter of the heavens, and all looking outwards. The brim itself, or lip, was wrought like the brim of a cup, with flowers of lilies, or curved outwards like a lily or lotus flower. The front of the porch was supported, after the manner of some Egyptian temples, by the two great brazen pillars Jachin and Boaz, eighteen cubits high, with capitols of five cubits more, adorned, as we are told, with lily-work and pomegranates.

But, he added, all this is historical fact. In the temple reposed the most valuable collection of gold and jewels ever gathered together, and the dedication of the House of Jehovah, the God of Israel, was the grandest ceremony ever performed under the Mosaic dispensation. And if you read 1 Kings, viii, and 2 Chronicles, v, you will there learn how, at the ceremony, Jehovah gave the sign of His coming to take possession of His house. Then Solomon built his own house, placing within it the wonderful wealth of Ormuz and Ind, and to him came the Queen of Sheba, an event which marked the culminating-point of his glory. The very king who built the glorious temple, and to whom Jehovah had twice given solemn warning in his old age, however, and under the influence of his wives, turned his heart away from God. He served Ashtoreth, the moon-goddess of the Zidonians, and Moloch, the horrid king whom the Ammonites worshipped with human sacrifice. Solomon died in B.C. 976, and very shortly after his death the prophecy of Ahijah was fulfilled: his kingdom was rent in twain, and the parts, weakened by the disruption, formed the separate kingdoms of Judah and of Israel.

It will be interesting to trace the history of the temple from that date down to the siege of Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar, remarked Frank.

That occurred about three hundred years after Solomons death — at least according to our latest chronologers, replied the Professor, and it is in tracing that history that we have many of the points before us negatived most decisively. Let me instance one or two of them.

Yes, do, dad, cried Gwen, greatly interested. Im quite excited, over the mysterious affair.

Then listen, child, the old man said. But, first go and get a Bible from the study.

And the girl rose to do her fathers bidding.


Chapter Ten.

Fact or Fiction.
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I MAY PERHAPS with advantage give you very roughly some historical facts which tend to negative Diamonds theory, the Professor said, turning to Farquhar while Gwen was absent.

That is what Im most desirous of hearing, replied the young man. I can claim no special knowledge like yourself. Indeed, no man in England is more capable of expressing an opinion than you are.

The Professor passed his hand through his scanty grey hair and smiled. He saw that his wide knowledge impressed this young man whose only thought was a sensation in one or other of the Gavin group of publications.

Then, when Gwen had re-entered the room with a Bible in her hand, he said in that slow, deliberate habit of his, the habit of the scholar and deep thinker:

The theory of this Doctor Diamond is that the treasures of Solomons temple were hidden by the priests prior to the taking of Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar. Well, that is a bold but quite unsubstantiated assertion. As early after Solomon as the reign of Jeroboam the First, King of Judah, the golden calves, the symbols of the Heliopolitan deity, were set up in the two extremities of the kingdom, and the temple was put to sacrilegious usages. These sins were continued by his successors, until in the reign of Asa, the third King of Judah, the impure orgies of Ashtoreth were suppressed, for having his heart perfect with Jehovah all his days the king repaired Shishaks plunder — the first plunder of the temple, mark you — with rich offerings of gold and of silver. Asa made war against the Ethiopians, and on returning to Jerusalem the prophet Azariah, son of Oded, met him and exhorted him and his subjects to be strong heart in hand in seeking God. He gave an affecting description of the former state of Israel: For a long season Israel hath been (or was) without the true God, and without a teaching priest, and without law. (2 Chronicles, xv, 3.) His words roused the hearers to a new and more thorough reformation. The idols were removed from all the cities of Judah and Benjamin, and those which had been won from Ephraim. The altar of burnt-offering, which had been polluted by Jeroboam, was renewed, and in the third month of the fifteenth year (B.C. 940) Asa called a great convocation at Jerusalem. Jehoshaphat followed his fathers piety, but the darkest night of Israels spiritual declension came with the accession of Ahab, seventh King of Israel, and husband of Jezebel. The service of Baal was established throughout Israel, a grove was made for the orgies of Ashtoreth, and by Jezebels orders the prophets of Jehovah were put to death, all except one hundred who were hidden in a cave by Obadiah, the governor of Ahabs house.

But was the temple already plundered? asked Gwen, seated with her chin resting upon her hand, listening intently.

We know that it was plundered seriously by Shishak, King of Egypt, who carried off many of its greatest treasures, including the celebrated golden shields of Solomons house, which Rehoboam replaced by brass to keep up the display, was the Professors prompt reply. Recent discoveries at Karnak tell the whole story of the conquest from the Egyptian point of view. The kingdom of Judah, it seems, became for a long time tributary to Shishak, and upon the walls of the great temple at Karnak there are the sculptured representation of the siege and the hieroglyphics Fuda Melchi — meaning The Kingdom of Judah. That was, you will bear in mind, the first spoliation.

Were there others? asked Frank. I mean others that are authenticated by recent discoveries?

Yes, Jehoram reigned in Jerusalem from B.C. 895-892, and after his marriage with Athaliah, daughter of Ahab, the temple was again despoiled, and the daughters of Judah were once more prostituted to the rites of Ashtoreth, replied Professor Griffin. Joash, in B.C. 884, repaired the fabric of the temple by public subscription, for he was the inventor of the modern money-box — and there were enough funds left over, we are told, to purchase vessels for the sanctuary. (2 Kings, xii, 4-6; 2 Chronicles, xxiv, 4-14.) This, however, did not last long, for in the reign of Amaziah, ninth King of Judah, Jehoash, King of Israel, defeated him in B.C. 826, took him prisoner and, entering Jerusalem again, reached the temple and conveyed all its treasures to Samaria.

In the reigns of Jeroboam the Second, Shallam, Menaham and Pekehiah, other vessels and treasures were provided for the temple. Jonathan built the high gate, but his successor, Ahaz, after plunging into all the idolatries of the surrounding nations, making molten images for Baal and sacrificing his children to Moloch in the valley of Hinnom, found himself, according to our best chronologer, Ussher, involved in war. He was therefore compelled to apply for help to Tiglath-pileser, the Tiger-Lord of Asshur, King of Assyria, against Syria and Israel, and declaring himself his vassal, sent him all the treasures then left in the temple. Ahaz, we learn from 2 Kings, xvi, 10-18, profaned the temple by dismounting the brazen altar and replacing it by another. Likewise the Great Sea of Solomon, too large to be removed at previous despoliations, was dismounted from its supporting oxen, and the lavers from their bases, which were also sent to the King of Assyria, together with the coverings which had been built for the Kings entry to the house, and for the shelter of the worshippers on the Sabbath. The golden vessels of the House of God were cut in pieces and sent with the rest, and the sanctuary itself was shut up. Hezekiah, who came after him in B.C. 726, reopened and restored the Holy Place, though it was now devoid of most of its treasures.

To trace the history of the Temple through the days of Hoshea, son of Elah, Manasseh and Amon is perhaps unnecessary. Under Josiah, whose reign marks the last dying glory of the earthly kingdom of David, idolatry was put away, the Temple was renovated and the Ark of the Covenant which had been hidden restored to its place. (2 Chronicles, xxxiv, 3-13; xxxv, 3.) During these repairs the high priest Hilkiah found the sacred copy of the book of the law and delivered it to Shaphan, the scribe, who read it before the king. It was afterwards publicly read, and incited a new zeal among the people, and once again was the sanctuary filled with gold and silver vessels. Therefore you will see that by this period there could not have been any of the actual treasures placed by Solomon remaining in the Temple.

The Ark of the Covenant was still there, remarked young Farquhar.

That is not at all certain, was the old mans reply. Many of the events chronicled in the Old Testament are corroborated by the inscriptions found by Flinders Petrie in Egypt and by Layard at Nineveh. Others are negatived, and our chronology rendered uncertain. Certain it is, however, he went on, that in the fourth year of the reign of Jehoiakim, eighteenth King of Judah (B.C. 608-597), Nebuchadnezzar arose, and a few years later advanced to Jerusalem, which he took after a brief siege. The vessels of the sanctuary were carried off to Babylon, where they were dedicated in the temple of Belus. If you turn to 2 Kings, xxiv, 13, you will there read: And he carried out thence all the treasures of the house of the Lord, and the treasures of the kings house, and cut in pieces all the vessels of gold which Solomon, King of Israel had made in the temple of the Lord, as the Lord had said.

Surely it was Ezekiel who went as one of the prisoners of Nebuchadnezzar to Babylon, remarked Gwen.

Yes, replied her father, on the second occasion when the Babylonian king attacked the city. But, he added, in the reference I have just given you, you will note that the vessels are described as those that Solomon had made. Either therefore they had been too massive for removal on the many previous occasions when the temple was plundered or they had been made to replace the ancient originals. The latter is my own theory. Now, as I dare say you will recollect, in B.C. 586, on the tenth day of the fifth month, Ab, Nebuchadnezzar again advanced against the rebellious city of Jerusalem and destroyed it. The two great pillars of the temple porch, Jachin and Boaz, and Solomons brazen sea with the twelve bulls supporting it, were broken in pieces and their brass transported to Babylon, together with a great number of captives. And on the third day of the catastrophe, in the nineteenth year of Nebuchadnezzar, the temple and the city were committed to the flames with the palaces of the king and princes, and all the chief houses of Jerusalem, and their walls levelled to the ground.

Then that was the actual end of Solomons temple, remarked Frank Farquhar. Is that authentic?

Without a doubt, said the Professor. Yet did not Jeremiah comfort the Jews amid all these judgments by contrasting His destruction of the other nations of their present oppressors with His correction of themselves? Fear thou not, O Jacob, my servant, saith Jehovah, for I am with thee; for I will make a full end of all the nations whither I have driven thee; but I will not make a full end of thee, but correct thee in measure; yet will I not leave thee wholly unpunished. Surely no words could more fully express the principle of Jehovahs dealings with the Jews, His own people, in every age.

Belshazzar, at his feast in Babylon, put to sacrilegious uses the vessels of the temple, did he not? asked the young man.

Yes, answered Griffin, and addressing Gwen said: Turn to the fifth chapter of Daniel, dear, and read out the first four verses.

The girl found the place and read as follows: Belshazzar, the King, made a great feast to a thousand of his lords, and drank wine before the thousand. Belshazzar, whiles he tasted the wine, commanded to bring the golden and silver vessels which his father Nebuchadnezzar had taken out of the temple which was in Jerusalem; that the King and his princes, his wives and his concubines, might drink therein. Then they brought the golden vessels that were taken out of the temple of the house of God which was at Jerusalem; and the King, and his princes, his wives, and his concubines, drank in them. They drank wine and praised the gods of gold, and of silver, of brass, of iron, of wood, and of stone.

And at that moment, remarked the Professor, was seen the prophetic handwriting on the wall: Mene, mene, tekel, upharsin, being followed by the citys surprise by Cyrus the Great, and its fall and destruction. Then under Cyrus, the Israelites returned from their captivity, and by his decree another temple was built by Zerubbabel, the prince of Judah, who was leader of the migration. Cyrus caused his treasurer Mithredath to deliver up the vessels which Nebuchadnezzar had carried away from Jerusalem, five thousand four hundred in number, to Zerubbabel to be re-consecrated to the service of Jehovah.

Is it to this second temple which our manuscript relates, do you think? queried Frank. Or is it to Solomons temple?

Of the temple of Zerubbabel we have but few particulars, answered the Professor, and no description that would enable us to realise its appearance. But there are some dimensions given in the Bible and elsewhere which are extremely interesting as affording points of comparison between it and the temple of Solomon and Herod after it. The first and most authentic are those given in the Book of Ezra (Ezra vi, 3-4) when quoting the decree of Cyrus, wherein it is said: Let the house be builded, the place where they offered sacrifices, and let the foundations thereof be strongly laid; the height thereof three-score cubits, and the breadth thereof three-score cubits, with three rows of great stones and a row of new timber. Josephus quotes this passage almost literally, but in doing so enables us with certainty to translate the word here called row as storey, as indeed the sense would lead us to infer — for it could apply only to the three storeys of chambers that surrounded Solomons, and afterwards Herods temple, and with this again we come to the wooden talar which surmounted the temple and formed a fourth storey. It may be remarked that this dimension of sixty cubits in height accords perfectly with the words which Josephus puts into the mouth of Herod when he makes him say that the temple built after the Captivity wanted sixty cubits of the height of that of Solomon. For as he had adopted the height of a hundred and twenty cubits in the Chronicles for that temple, this one remained only sixty. This temple was still standing in Herods time, and was repaired by him. Hecataeus mentions that the altar was twenty cubits square and ten high. But he unfortunately does not supply us with the dimensions of the temple itself. Therefore if the priests and Levites and Elders of families were disconsolate at seeing how much more sumptuous the old temple was than the one which on account of their poverty they had just been able to erect, (Ezra, iii, 12-13; Joseph Ast., xi, 4, 2) it certainly was not because it was smaller, as almost every dimension had been increased one-third; but it may have been that the carving and the gold and other ornaments of Solomons temple far surpassed this, and the pillars of the portico and the veils may all have been far more splendid, so also probably were the vessels; and all this is what a Jew would mourn over, far more than mere architectural splendour.

It is a pity we do not know more about this second temple, remarked Gwen, in a tone of disappointment and regret.

For our present purpose its history, down to the taking of Jerusalem by Titus, does not concern us, my dear, remarked the old scholar, drawing his hand rather wearily over his white brow. The problem before us evidently has to do with the days of Jehoiakim, prior to the advance of Nebuchadnezzar. Later facts and traditions do not concern us at the moment. I think, however, I have given you an outline of the varied history of the temple and its treasures based upon the very latest readings of Egyptian, Assyrian and other inscriptions, sufficient to show you quite plainly that Solomons treasure could not possibly have existed in the reign of Jehoiakim, and that the theory of this friend of yours, Diamond, is utterly and entirely without the foundation of tradition or of ancient legend.

Well, remarked the young man, such an opinion coming from your mouth is, of course, final, Professor. Yet you must admit that the statement, even as it stands, is full of interest.

Full of very cleverly conceived mystery — and mystery is always attractive, laughed the Professor, looking at him through his big, round, highly magnifying spectacles.

In the statement he had made there was one discrepancy, one that only a scholar would notice. He had purposely withheld one Biblical reference — one which, above all, had caused him to reflect and believe that the writer of the half-burnt screed was correct, that the secret and its key were actually genuine.

But it was his fixed intention to turn Frank Farquhar from further investigation, and to laugh at Doctor Diamond as a fool, ignorant of any knowledge of the history of the Hebrew race.

A silence fell. Gwen Griffin and her lover were both staring straight at the fire without uttering a word.

The old man sat watching the effect of his words upon the pair, and before Frank left, he handed back to him the charred remnants which he had received from the photographer.

But his thoughts were of that other man — the short, white-bearded foreigner, his rival — who was so busy with his researches, the stranger from across the Channel who also held the remarkable secret.


Chapter Eleven.

The Great God Gold.
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AFTER DINING AT the club Frank Farquhar strolled round to Half Moon Street, and throwing himself into an armchair before the fire, gave himself up to reflection.

He was recalling what the Professor had said. It was true that all stories of lost treasure were nowadays received with incredulity, and surely this was the most amazing and most wonderful of them all.

Arminger Griffin, Regius Professor of Hebrew, treated the whole matter as a huge joke. Historical fact was wholly against the suggestion contained in these half-burned scraps which, before his departure from Pembridge Gardens, the Professor had handed back to him. Ah! if they could only reconstruct the context of those disjoined words.

He took a cigar and lit it. But a moment later he tossed it impatiently into the fire. It tasted bitter. The Professor had dashed all his hopes to the ground, for was not his opinion on such a matter final.

As he bade good-night to Gwen in the hall and held her soft hand in his she had whispered to him words of encouragement. Father is really devoid of any romance, she declared. There may be something in the secret after all. Could you not endeavour to find the person who made that remarkable declaration?

Her suggestion he was now carefully considering.

The stranger who had died in Paris was apparently not the person who made the declaration. The latter was in all probability alive. If so, could he not furnish many more facts than the scrappy information they at present possessed?

Yet what right had Doctor Diamond to the secret — and for the matter of that, what right had he himself?

That the hard-up stranger in Paris feared lest the documents should fall into other hands was shown by his last act of causing them to be burned. Such a course made it appear as though the stranger had no right to the possession of the papers. In all probability he had not!

Gwens suggestion, however, appealed to him. Yet to find that one man in the whole world who knew the truth would, he foresaw, be a work fraught with greatest difficulty. The only manner by which he could be approached, if found, would be upon pretence of restoring to him the charred remains of his valuable statement.

The telephone-bell rang, and he rose and answered it. The editor of one of the great daily journals controlled by his brother-in-law, Sir George, spoke from the office in Fleet Street, at that hour of the evening a hive of industry. A question of policy had arisen, and the editor, one of the shining lights of modern journalism, consulted Frank as representative of the proprietor, Sir George being still in Egypt.

Frank, after a brief conversation, left the matter entirely in the editors hands, and replacing the receiver walked back from the big roll-top writing-table to the fireplace, where he stood with both arms leaning on the mantelshelf gazing thoughtfully into the blazing coals.

A few moments later his man entered saying:

A gentleman to see you, sir — Doctor Diamond.

Frank started. His visitor was the very man of all men he wished most to consult, therefore he gave orders for him to be shown in at once.

Why, my dear Doctor, cried the young fellow, as the ugly little old man entered, this is a real surprise! I thought of running down to Horsford to see you in the morning. Take off your coat and sit down. I want to have a serious chat with you.

I got no reply to my two letters, Mr Farquhar, said the crook-backed little man in explanation of his visit. So I thought Id just run up and see how you are progressing with our business.

Frank helped him off with his shabby frieze coat and, having installed him comfortably by the fire and given him a cigar, replied:

Well, Doctor, the fact is I did not reply to your letters because I had nothing definite to report. I trust you will not attribute my silence to any want of courtesy. I have been busy over the matter ever since I returned to London.

And with what result? asked the crafty-eyed little man.

Nothing very satisfactory, I regret to say, was the young mans answer. Yet I am not discouraged. Professor Griffin, before whom I have placed it, gives as his opinion that there is probably, something in the theory, but he will not quite commit himself to any absolute declaration.

Is he really competent to judge? Diamond queried.

Competent! Why, my dear sir, hes one of the first Hebrew scholars in the world! He is daily engaged in making researches. History, as we are acquainted with it, may negative the theory advanced in those scraps of typewriting, yet Old Testament history is, as you know, very involved and often very contradictory.

Well, exclaimed the Doctor, to tell the truth, Mr Farquhar, Im getting anxious. What I fear is that too many people will get knowledge of it. Then, with the secret out, we shall have others trying to investigate. And with such a gigantic business before us, is it any wonder that Im becoming impatient?

Many a good business is spoilt by being in too great a hurry, Frank declared. Remain patient, and leave matters entirely to me, he added reflectively. Ive been wondering whether, if we made diligent and secret inquiry, we might not discover the actual person, whoever he may be, who made the curious declaration. It certainly was not your dead friend.

The Doctor hesitated. The idea at once commended itself to him.

No, he said. Often when I have recalled all the romantic facts, I have been inclined to suspect that the man who died, although a scholar, had no right to possession of those papers. He intended to make money with them if death had not come so unexpectedly. His very words proved that.

Exactly my opinion, declared Frank. Now if we could but find out who the mysterious discoverer really is, we might approach him under pretence of handing back to him the remains of the papers.

Ah! You still have them safely, eh? demanded the Doctor.

Certainly. They are locked in from prying eyes in my desk yonder.

May I have them?

Of course, was Franks unhesitating reply, though he had no desire to part with them at that juncture. Yet he had, unfortunately, no excuse for keeping them further. He could not say that the Professor held them, as he had given his visitor a solemn promise not to allow the documents out of his possession.

So he rose, unlocked a drawer with the key upon his chain, and handed to the deformed man the packet containing the half-burnt statement.

Well, remarked Diamond, as he took the precious documents in his hand, if you think it a wise course, let us adopt it.

Yes, but where are we to commence our search?

The stranger said he was a Dane. He came from Copenhagen. Is it not probable, suggested the Doctor, that the discoverer was some friend of his residing in that city?

More than likely, Farquhar agreed. Yes. Let us try Copenhagen. We must first find out who are the professors of Hebrew resident there. I will write to our Copenhagen correspondent to-night and ask for a list. Then, if necessary, I will run over there myself. In this matter we must lay out a decisive line of inquiry and follow it up.

Quite so, exclaimed the hunchback. Copenhagen must be our starting-point. The initial difficulty, however, as far as I discern, is that we do not know our dead friends name. If we did and could trace him, we might discover whether he knew anybody who was a Hebrew scholar.

The Danish police would furnish us with names and descriptions of persons lately missing from the capital.

So they would, thats a brilliant idea, exclaimed the Doctor. My opinion is that the reason why he refused his name to me, even at the final moment, was because he was wanted by the police, and intended that they should remain in ignorance of his end.

If so, it makes our inquiry far easier, declared Frank. And suppose we find him? he asked.

If we find him, answered Diamond, looking straight into the eyes of the ambitious man opposite— if we find him, we will compel him to furnish to us the context of the statement.

Compel — eh? repeated the other, a hard smile playing about the young mans lips. Diamond was a queer figure and strange persons had always attracted him. Through the ugly little doctor he had gained this remarkable knowledge of an uncanny secret withheld from the world for over two thousand years. He was reflecting what a boom the discovery would be for that great daily newspaper of which he was one of the Board of Directors.

Then you agree that we shall at once turn our attention to Copenhagen — eh? he asked.

Certainly — the sooner the better.

We have no photograph of your friend — a most unfortunate fact.

Diamond gave a detailed description of the dead man, and his friend, crossing to his writing-table, wrote it carefully at his dictation.

Ive been in Copenhagen several times, Frank remarked, so I know that city fairly well. I wonder whether the man we seek is a professor at the University?

Our first object is to establish the dead mans identity.

He may have lied, and perhaps was not a Dane after all! He may have been a Norwegian, or even a Swede.

Diamond raised his deformed shoulders and answered:

True, as he was so bent upon concealing his identity he may well have lied to me regarding his nationality. Yet we must risk that, dont you think?

But you told me that you were convinced that he was a Scandinavian.

Yes. But he might have come from Stockholm, or Gothenburg or Christiania.

Our first inquiries must be of the Danish police, Frank said decisively. Ill write to-night to our correspondent in Copenhagen.

Would it not be best for you to go there and make inquiries yourself?

I may do that. Most probably I shall.

Stories of treasure are always attractive, remarked the Doctor, casting a crafty glance at his young friend. I hope, Mr Farquhar, you will make no mention in any of your papers regarding it.

My dear Doctor, dont worry yourself about that, Frank laughed. Of treasure stories weve of late had a perfect glut. For a long time, for instance, Ive taken a deep interest in the wrecks of vessels known to have contained treasure, the exact location of which are known. As an example, we have the ship Grosvenor now lying off the Pondoland Coast with over a million and a half pounds of treasure in her rotting hold. Then theres the Ariston, in Marcus Bay, with 800,000 pounds worth; the Birkenhead, on Birkenhead Reef, with a similar amount; the Atlas, near Yarmouth, with 700,000 pounds, the Dorothea, on Tenedos Reef, with 460,000 pounds; the Abercrombie, lying under the Black Rock, with 180,000 pounds; and the Merenstein, on the coast of Yutton Island, with 120,000 pounds. In addition to these there are H.M.S. Chandos with 60,000 pounds in coin in her hold, the troopship Addison with 20,000 pounds in gold, and the Harlem II, lying half covered by sand with her hold full of silver bars. All these and many others are lying in positions perfectly well known, and only await salvage. Why, in one gale off the West African coast in 1802 seven ships were wrecked, all of them containing a vast treasure. Besides, the contents of the vessels I have mentioned have all been verified from their bills of lading still in existence. No, my dear Doctor, the young man added with a laugh, had the story been an ordinary one of treasure it would not have interested me in the least, I assure you; and as for publishing any details, why, my dear sir, is it not to my own personal interest to keep the matter as secret as possible? Please do not have any apprehension on that score.

I have not, declared the hunchback; my great fear, however, is that this professor friend of yours may chatter.

He will not. I have impressed upon Griffin the value of silence, said Frank. Besides, he is a dry-as-dust, silent man, who says nothing, so absorbed is he in his studies in his own particular sphere.

Good. Then we will now transfer our attention to Copenhagen.

I shall write to-night. Remain patient and wait the reply of the Danish police. Im open to bet anything that your friend was compelled to make himself scarce from Denmark, and carried with him confidential documents which were not his property and with which he had no right to deal.

Then if that really turns out so, it also proves another thing.

Whats that?

Why, if the documents were to be of any commercial value, they must have contained the actual key to the secret.

No doubt. The key was written clearly in those manuscript folios, all of which were burned save one, was Franks reply. It is the context of that document which we must obtain at all costs and at all hazards. And if the dead man has not lied Im firmly of opinion that it will be found within the city of Copenhagen.


Chapter Twelve.

Describes an Important Discovery.
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PROFESSOR GRIFFIN, FOR a scholar was a man of unusually rapid action.

He was convinced that another person was following the same course of inquiry as himself. Therefore he determined to act quickly and decisively.

Next day he returned to the British Museum, and after three hours work completed the copy of the manuscript. Then he turned his attention to two fragments of the Hebrew manuscript of the Book of Ezekiel, one of the fourth century in the Oriental Room, and the other of the fifth century in the Harleian collection.

While studying these, he recollected that some fragment of early manuscript of Ezekiel had been recently found in the Genisa in Old Cairo by Mr Alder and his companions, and that several of them were in the Bodleian Library at Oxford. Therefore, he searched the catalogue, noted the numbers, and that evening took the train to the university centre, staying the night at the Randolph Hotel.

Next morning he was in consultation with his friend, Professor Cowley, and Number 2611 of the Hebrew manuscript was brought. It proved to be the text of Ezekiel from chapter xiv, 22 to chapter xlvii, 6.

Ah! exclaimed Griffin, the instant he glanced at it. It is too modern, I fear, for it contains the vowel-points.

Yes, answered his friend. I fear it will be of no value to you, if you seek a very early manuscript.

Griffin had made no explanation of the reason of his inquiry.

The oldest manuscript of Ezekiel is, as you know, in the Imperial Library in St. Petersburg, Professor Cowley remarked. I have here some photographic reproductions, and from a portfolio he produced some facsimiles which had been published by the Paleographical Society some years ago. They were splendid reproductions, and to Griffin of most intense interest.

He sat and for a long time examined them most carefully. He made no remark to his friend, but from the expression upon his face after making a pencilled calculation upon the blotting-pad before him, it was evident that his search had not been unrewarded.

The only other actual manuscript in the Bodleian proved to be a parchment fragment of chaps, x, 9 to xiv, 11. But this containing vowel-points and accents on both Mashrahs, was, at a glance, dismissed as comparatively modern, its age being about A.D. 220.

The facsimile of the St. Petersburg manuscript was to him most interesting and from it Griffin made copious notes. Then, that same afternoon, he left for Cambridge, where next day he inspected several early manuscripts in the University Library, and at evening was back again in Pembridge Gardens, where he dined alone with Gwen.

The girl was anxious to ascertain what her father had discovered, but he was most reticent, knowing well that all would be told to Frank Farquhar on the following day.

Suddenly she said:

Frank has gone abroad, dad.

Abroad? Where to?

To Copenhagen. He left Victoria at eleven this morning and travels by Flushing, Kiel and Korsor. I saw him off.

Copenhagen! repeated the Professor thoughtfully, and in an instant he recollected that the dead stranger was a Dane, from Copenhagen. What clue was young Farquhar following?

That night he sat alone in his study reading and re-reading the copy of the first manuscript he had consulted in the British Museum, and comparing it most carefully with the extracts he had made from the facsimile of the St. Petersburg codex.

Then he took from a shelf a copy of the Old Testament in Hebrew and English, and compared the Hebrew with the early texts.

After all, he remarked aloud to himself, there is little or no difference in our modern Hebrew text, except that in the older manuscripts the name of the Deity is written larger, in order to render it prominent. Ah! if I could only reconstruct the context!

From his table he took up a large envelope, and breaking it open, drew forth the whole-plate photographic reproductions of the precious fragments of the dead strangers manuscript. These he placed before him beneath his reading-lamp, and studied them long and carefully, especially the scrap of handwriting.

Turning again to the extract he had made from the codex in St. Petersburg he re-examined it. The portion was Ezekiel, ii, 9-10 in Hebrew, the English of which was as follows: And when I looked, behold an hand was sent unto me; and, lo, a roll of a book was therein. And he spread it before me; and it was written within and without: and there was written therein lamentations, and mourning, and woe.

These two verses had attracted him at Oxford, and they again riveted his attention. It almost seemed as though he read in them some riddle meaning something tangible, for he was making upon a slip of paper frequent and rapid arithmetical calculations.

At half-past ten Gwen came, and kissing him good-night, urged him to go to bed, but nevertheless he continued his work far into the night, until the fire had burned itself out and he rose cold and tired.

He sighed, for though he had alighted upon something mysterious and hitherto undiscerned in that early text, yet its meaning was altogether uncertain.

Its discovery only served to increase the mystery a hundredfold.

As he lay in bed, two facts caused him apprehension. The first was the existence of the mysterious foreigner who was following the same line of inquiry as himself, and the second was the true reason of Frank Farquhars visit to Copenhagen.

That the mysterious foreigner was making active investigations had again been proved by Professor Cowley at Oxford, for he had remarked that only on the previous day those selfsame fragments of Ezekiel had been carefully inspected by a white-bearded man whose description answered in every detail to the man who had searched in the Oriental Room of the British Museum.

He seemed extremely interested in the text of Ezekiel, professor Cowley had remarked. He was a scholar, too, from the north of Europe I should say.

The mysterious searcher seemed a kind of will-o-the-wisp, who had taken exactly the same course as himself, only he had progressed a day or so ahead. Was it possible that he held the selfsame knowledge as that contained on the half-destroyed statement?

Next day Griffin again visited the British Museum, in order to make further researches, and on entering, his friend the assistant-keeper exclaimed:

Oh! Professor! That foreign old gentleman, who is interested in Ezekiel, was here again yesterday afternoon.

Here again! echoed Griffin. Have you found out who he is?

No — except that he is evidently a scholar.

What manuscripts did he consult?

Only one — the early fragment of Deuteronomy, was the assistant-keepers reply.

May I see it?

Certainly, and the official gave orders for the precious piece of faded parchment to be brought.

It proved to be a Hebrew manuscript of a portion of the fifth chapter of Deuteronomy beginning at the twenty-third verse, and ending at the thirty-first Griffin who read Hebrew as he did English, glanced through it, and saw that in English, the first verse could be translated as, And it came to pass, when ye heard the voice out of the midst of the darkness, (for the mountain did burn with fire), that ye came near unto me, even all the heads of your tribes, and your elders; And ye said, Behold the Lord our God hath shewed us His glory and His greatness, and we have heard His voice out of the midst of the fire: we have seen this day that God doth talk with man, and He liveth.

As he read rapidly the Hebrew words his face brightened. Something was revealed to him. The stranger was evidently following an exactly similar line to himself, and had, by copying that Biblical fragment, advanced a stage nearer the truth!

This fragment is published in facsimile, if I remember aright? he asked the assistant-keeper of manuscripts.

Yes, by the Paleographical Society. I have a copy if you wish the loan of it.

And the Professor gladly accepted the loan of the large thin volume of reproductions of the rarest treasures among the Biblical manuscripts.

The researches of the foreigner showed him to be in possession of some additional facts. What were they? Ah! if he could only meet the man whose footsteps he was following, if he could only watch unseen, and note what authorities he was consulting.

For a week he haunted the Museum at all hours, hoping to meet the old man who held possession of the dead mans secret.

He wrote to Professor Cowley at Oxford, and received a reply stating that the foreigner had been again to the Bodleian on the previous day inspecting the two fragments of early texts of Deuteronomy preserved there.

Griffin lost no time in again going down to Oxford, and next morning early called at the library. He remained there all day, but to his disappointment the mysterious old man did not reappear. He had no doubt left Oxford before the Professors arrival.

From those two fragments of Deuteronomy which had so interested the stranger, Griffin could make out nothing. They did not contain anything bearing upon the theory that he had been following. Yet he was told that the stranger had spent five hours in studying them and making certain arithmetical calculations.

He was sitting in the same silent, restful, book-lined room in which the stranger had sat. He was in the same chair, indeed, and before him was the same writing-pad upon which he had written.

The precious fragment was lying upon the pad of red blotting-paper. At his side stood the official who had handed the stranger the piece of crinkled parchment which he had sought.

Yes, he was saying, he made a number of calculations, covering many sheets of paper, and when he left, he said that his work was unfinished, and that he intended to return. But we have not seen him since.

As Professor Griffin was gazing long and steadily upon that early fragment of Hebrew text, the official, who of course, knew the Professor well, added: Curiously enough, after he had gone, I found lying on the table a piece of paper on which he had been making his calculations. Here it is, and he placed before the Professor a piece of crumpled paper bearing upon it what appeared to be a sum of multiplication and addition.

Griffin examined it eagerly, and, used as he was to the arithmetical values of the letters of the Hebrew alphabet — for each letter was a numerical value — he saw instantly that the strangers secret had fallen into his hands! He held his breath as the assistant-librarian placed a second scrap of paper before him.

By those two discarded scraps astounding truths had been suddenly revealed to him!


Chapter Thirteen.

Shows a Face in the Night.
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TO THE ORDINARY observer the sum upon the scrap of paper would have conveyed nothing.

Professor Griffin studied it carefully, however, and mentally submitted it to certain tests.

What was written upon the paper was as follows:

[image: img283.jpg]

The Professor begged leave to take it with him to London, whereupon the assistant-librarian replied: It seems very much as though our friend the stranger is applying some numerical cipher to that fragment of Deuteronomy, does it not? Of course, Professor, you may have it — and welcome. I confess I cannot make head or tail of it.

Nor I either, laughed Griffin, blinking through his spectacles. Yet it interests me, and I thank you very much for it. Apparently this foreigner believes that he has made some discovery. Ah! he added, how many cranks there are among Hebrew scholars — more especially the cabalists!

And in pretence of ignorance of the true meaning of that curious arrangement of figures, the Professor placed the scrap of paper in his breast-pocket, and returned to the Randolph Hotel, where he had tea, afterwards sitting for a long time in the writing-room with the strangers discarded calculation spread before him.

In the left-hand corner of the piece of paper was something which puzzled him extremely. In a neat hand were written the figures, 255.19.7. And while awaiting his train, he lit his big briar pipe, and seating himself before the fire, tried to think out what they could mean.

But though he pondered for over an hour he failed to discern their object. They were evidently the strangers signature.

He applied the Hebrew equivalents to them, and they were as follows: Bêth. He. He, A-leph-Teth. Za-yin. But they conveyed to him absolutely nothing.

Seated alone in the corner of the first-class carriage, he again took out the scrap of paper, and held it before him. That there was a cipher deciphered into the words of the Temple that, was apparent.

He started with the ordinary numerical values of the Hebrew alphabet. They were 7.3.4.1.0.9. which meant: Za-yin, Gi-mel, Da-leth, A-leph, the zero, and Teth. These were multiplied by He, which meant 5. Then 719220, meaning certain other letters, were added and multiplied by yodh, or ten. From each number of the total 3, or Gi-mel, was subtracted, and the English translation of the figures that remained was: of the Temple that—

To such a man, versed in all the cabalistic ciphers of the ancients, the truth was plain. Extremely involved and ingenious it was, without a doubt, but by careful study of this he would, he saw, be able to find the key being used by the aged man who had in such an uncanny way signed himself 255.19.7.

He replaced it carefully in his pocket, and lighting his pipe, set back in the carriage to reflect.

Ah! if he could only come across that will-o-the-wisp who was engaged in the search after the truth. Probably he possessed the context of the burnt document, and could supply the missing portion. But if so, how had it fallen into his hands?

The affair was a problem which daily became more interesting and more extraordinary.

At Westbourne Park Station, when the collector came for his ticket, he fumbled for it in his pocket, but was unable for some time to find it. Then at Paddington he took a taxi-cab home, arriving in time for a late dinner.

Gwen bright and cheerful, sat at the head of the table as was her habit, inquisitive as to her fathers movements and discoveries.

But to her carefully guarded inquiries he remained mute. He had been down to the Bodleian, he said, but that was all. The old man longed to get back to the restful silence of his own study to examine the scrap of paper left by the stranger, and from it to determine the exact key to that very ingenious numerical cipher.

The man who was in search of the same secret as himself was a weird person, to say the least. Both in London and in Oxford, he had come across the aged mans trail. That he was unknown in England as a scholar was apparent, and that he was a deeply read man and student of Hebrew was equally plain.

He was not a Jew. Both the Library assistants at the British Museum and at the Bodleian had agreed upon that point.

They had declared that he was from the north of Europe. Was he a Dane from Copenhagen, like the dead man who had preferred to be known as Jules Blanc?

Arminger Griffin ate his dinner in impatience carefully avoiding the questions his pretty daughter put to him. Then he ascended to the study, having bidden her good-night. She had received no news of Frank, it seemed. For what reason had the young man so suddenly left for Copenhagen? The question caused him constant apprehension. Could he have discovered any clue to the existence of the context of the document?

More than once during the day he had been half tempted to go himself to Denmark, but the discovery of the aged strangers arithmetical calculations induced him to remain in London and watch.

Having switched on the light he crossed the room, and seating himself at the table felt in his pocket for the scribbled calculation. He failed to find it. He was horrified. It had gone!

He must have pulled it from his pocket at Westbourne Park while searching for his ticket. His loss was, indeed, a serious one. In frantic haste he searched all his other pockets, but in vain. The scraps of crumpled paper which contained the key to a portion of the cipher upon which the stranger was working was gone!

He sank into his armchair in despair.

Before his vision rose those mystical figures 255.19.7. written in fire. What was the hidden meaning therein contained?

One line of the sum he recollected: 7.3.4.1.0.9. multiplied by 5. Mental calculation resulted in the answer of 3670646. There was a sum to add to it. But alas! he could not remember the figures of it.

Therefore the clue, so unexpectedly obtained, was lost.

So he sat alone, his head buried in his hands in deepest despair.

Gwen crept in in silence, but seeing her fathers attitude, crept out again without disturbing him, and read in the drawing-room alone, until it was time to return to her room.

Shall I ever solve the mystery? cried the Professor aloud to himself as he paced the room presently. Misfortune has befallen me! With that fragment deciphered I could by careful study have learned the key and then read what that mysterious searcher has undoubtedly read. Ah! if I could only meet him. Then I would follow and watch his movements. But alas! I am always too late — too late!

As he sank again into a chair, plunged in the wildest despair, the dark figure of a tall, thick-set, military-looking man of about forty, in a long dark overcoat, passed and repassed the house in the rainy night.

For some time, he had been waiting at Notting Hill Gate Station, almost opposite the end of Pembridge Gardens, glancing at the clock now and then, as though impatiently watching for someone. Then, at last, as if full of determination he had crossed the Bayswater Road, and strolled slowly past Professor Griffins house, eyeing its lighted windows with considerable curiosity as he went by.

He continued his walk as far as the end of the road which led into Pembridge Square, and there halted for shelter for a full five minutes beneath the portico of a house. Then he retraced his steps, re-passing the house which had aroused so much interest within him, until he came to the station where he again stood in patience.

The watcher was an active, rather good-looking man, though the reason of his presence there was not at all apparent. To pass the time he bought an evening paper, and stood in the corner reading it, yet in such a position that he could watch everybody who entered or left the Underground Railway Station. There was a slight foreign cast in his features. His keen dark eyes were searching everywhere, while the clothes he wore were the clothes of a man of refined taste.

From time to time there played about his dark face a sinister smile — a smile of triumph. He was evidently not a man to be trifled with, and it seemed very much as though he held the owner of that comfortable house in resentment.

The words he muttered as he stood there pretending to read were, in themselves, sufficient indication of this:

They thought to trick him — to trick me — but by Jove, theyll find themselves mistaken! and his claw-like hand gripped the newspaper until it trembled in his grasp.

He lit a cigarette, and twice crossed the road. Standing at the corner of Pembridge Gardens, he again looked up the street, dark, misty, and deserted on that winters night.

They laugh at us without a doubt, he muttered to himself. They laugh, because they think hes fool enough to give away the secret. Yes, they take him for a blind idiot. Frank Farquhar has gone upon a fools errand to Denmark, intending to freeze us out of what is justly ours. When he returns, he will find that I have checkmated both him and his friend Griffin, in a manner in which he little expects.

His countenance was full of craft and cunning; his smile was sufficient index to his character.

Soon after ten oclock, while standing at the corner of Pembridge Gardens, he suddenly drew back into the shadow, turned upon his heel and crossed the road to the station, in order to avoid notice.

Having gained the opposite pavement, he drew back again into the shadow, and saw a female figure in a short dark skirt, and wearing a handsome white fox boa, hurrying across the road in his direction.

She passed him, and he for the first time caught sight of her pretty face. It was Gwen Griffin.

Apparently she was in a frantic hurry, for she rushed into the booking-office and in her haste to get a ticket, dropped her purse. Then, when she had run down the stairs to the platform, the silent watcher followed leisurely, obtained a ticket for Earls Court, but was careful not to gain the platform until the girl had already left.

I thought the story would alarm her, he laughed to himself as he stood awaiting the next Circle train. Ah, my fine young fellow, youve made a great and a most fatal error! he added with a dry laugh, as he paced the platform.


Chapter Fourteen.

In which Owen Becomes Anxious.

[image: img284.jpg]

WHEN JUST ON the point of retiring, the maid had brought Gwen up a telegram from Frank, stating that something serious had occurred, that he had returned to London unexpectedly, and that he was unable to come to the house as he preferred not to meet her father, and urging her to meet him at Earls Court Station at a quarter past ten that night.

In greatest alarm, and wondering what could possibly have occurred, the girl had dipped on the first things that had come to her hand and had dashed out to meet her lover.

Before going forth she had taken the maid into her confidence, saying:

I have to go out, Laura. You need not mention anything to my father. Leave the front door unbolted. I will take the latch-key.

The dark-eyed girl, with whom Miss Gwen was a great favourite, promised to say nothing, and had let her young mistress quietly out.

Gwen was puzzled why Frank should appoint to meet her at Earls Court. If the interview was to be a secret one, why had he not committed a breach of the convenances and asked her to his rooms? She had been there to tea once — in strictest secrecy, of course — but in company with a girl friend.

What untoward circumstances could have arisen to bring Frank back before he reached Copenhagen? He could not have got further than Hamburg, she reflected — if as far.

At Earls Court she alighted, and having ascended the stairs in eager expectation, passed through the booking-office into the Earls Court Road, expecting her lover to meet her.

But she was disappointed. He was not there. She glanced at the railway dock, and saw that it was already twenty-five minutes past ten. The receipt of the strange message had upset her. She felt that something terrible must have occurred if Frank preferred not to face her father. What could it be? She was half frantic with fear and apprehension.

From out the misty night the tall man standing in the shadow on the opposite side of the road was watching her every movement. At the kerb stood a taxi-cab which he had hailed, and now kept waiting. He had remarked to the driver that he expected a lady and would wait until she arrived.

For fully a quarter of an hour he allowed the girl to pace up and down the pavement outside the station, waiting with an impatience that was apparent. That message which she believed to be from Frank had filled her mind with all sorts of grave apprehensions. He would surely never appoint that spot as a meeting place if secrecy were not imperative.

She noticed that there were quiet deserted thoroughfares in the vicinity. There he no doubt intended to walk and explain the situation.

Yet why did he not come, she asked herself. Already he was half an hour late, while she, agitated and anxious, could scarcely contain herself.

Suddenly, however, a tall good-looking man in a dark overcoat stood before her and raised his silk hat. She was about to step aside and pass on when the man begged her pardon, and uttered her name, adding:

I believe you are expecting my friend, Frank Farquhar?

Yes, she replied. I — I am. And she regarded the stranger inquiringly.

He has sent me, Miss Griffin, as he is unfortunately unable to keep the appointment himself?

Sent you — why? asked the girl, looking him straight in the face.

He has sent me to tell you that something unexpected has happened, replied the man.

What has occurred? she gasped. Tell me quickly.

Well, he said with some deliberation. I do not know whether you are aware that Mr Farquhar was interested in a great and remarkable secret — a secret which he was occupied in investigating?

Yes, she answered quickly. I know all about it. He told me everything.

The contretemps which has occurred is in connection with that, the stranger said. He was on his way to Copenhagen, but was compelled to return. He has, I believe, gained the key to some extraordinary cipher or other, and therefore he wishes to see you at once, and in secret. He told me that at present his return to London must be kept confidential, as there are other unscrupulous people most anxious to learn the truth upon which such enormous possibilities depend.

He wants me to go to him, the girl cried. Where is he then?

Not far away, the man replied. If you will allow me to escort you, I will do so willingly, Miss Griffin.

The girl hesitated. She naturally mistrusted strange men. He saw her hesitation, and added:

I trust you will forgive me for not being with you at the time Frank appointed, but — well, I dont wish to alarm you unduly, but he was not very well. I was sitting with him.

Then hes ill! she cried in alarm. Tell me. Oh! do tell me what has occurred.

He will tell you himself, was the ingenious reply. But, he added, as though in afterthought, I ought to have given you my card. And he produced one and handed it to her. The name upon it was William Wetherton, Captain, 12th Lancers.

Do relieve my anxiety, Captain Wetherton, the girl implored. Tell me what has happened.

As I have already said, Farquhar has made a great discovery, and wishes at once to consult you. His indisposition was only temporary — an attack of giddiness, he added, and he saw that she was wavering. Im an old friend of Franks, he went on, and he consulted me, as soon as the matter of the Hebrew secret came into his hands. Of course, he has very often mentioned you, he laughed.

He was a well-spoken man, and beneath his smile the girl did not detect his cunning. Her natural caution was overcome by her frantic desire to see Frank, and hear what he had discovered. An instants reflection showed her that if he could not meet her it was only natural that he should send his friend Captain Wetherton — a man of whom he had spoken on several occasions. He was stationed at Hounslow, Frank had told her, and they often spent the evening together at the club and some show afterwards.

Theres a taxi across the way, the Captain pointed out. Let us take it — that is if I may be permitted to be your escort, Miss Griffin?

Is it far?

Oh, dear no, he laughed, and raising his hand he called the cab he had already in waiting. The vehicle drew across, and as he entered after her he spoke to the man. He had already given him the address before he had approached her. As he sat by her side, the mans face changed. In the semi-darkness she could not get a good look at his features, yet his chatter was gentlemanly and good-humoured. From his remarks it was apparent that he had known her lover for a long time, and held him in high esteem.

As soon as Franks telegram arrived, I rushed out, said the young girl. It was a great surprise, for I believed him to be on his way to Copenhagen.

Theyll probably miss you at home, wont they? he asked, with a glance of admiration at the girls sweet face.

Well, she laughed, my father doesnt know Im out. Laura, the maid, will leave the door unbolted and Ive got the latch-key.

The man seated at her side smiled, turning away his head lest she might wonder.

Acquainted as Gwen was with the streets of the West End, she saw that the course taken by the taxi was through Brompton Road and Knightsbridge to Hyde Park Corner, then straight up South Audley Street and across one of the squares, Grosvenor Square she believed it to be.

Why isnt Frank at his own rooms in Half Moon Street? she asked with some curiosity.

Because, having discovered the secret, he is now in fear of his rivals, so is compelled to go into hiding. I, alone, his best friend, know his whereabouts. Quite romantic, isnt it? he laughed.

Quite. Only — well, only — Captain Wetherton, I do wish you would tell me what has really occurred. I feel that you are keeping something from me.

I certainly am, Miss Griffin, was his prompt reply, a reply which contained more meaning than he had intended. Frank, in sending me to you, made the stipulation that he should have the pleasure of telling you himself. All I can say is that I believe the knowledge of the secret will be the means of bringing to him wealth undreamed of, and a notoriety world-wide.

He was purposely keeping her engrossed in conversation, in order that they might cross Oxford Street; hoping that in the maze of turnings beyond that main thoroughfare she might lose her bearings.

Suddenly the taxi pulled up with a jerk before a closed shop, in a dark, rather unfrequented but seemingly superior street, and the Captain opened the side door with his latch-key, disclosing a flight of red-carpeted stairs.

Here are my rooms, Wetherton explained. Frank has sought refuge with me here. He is upstairs.

Gwen ascended the stairs quickly to the second floor, where the Captain opened the door with his key, and a moment later she found herself in a large, well-furnished bachelors sitting-room where the electric lamps were shaded with yellow silk.

It was evidently the room of a man comfortably off, for the furniture had been chosen with taste, and the pretty knick-knacks and quaint curios upon the table showed the owner of the place to be a man of some refinement.

Where is he? inquired the girl, looking around blankly, her cheeks flushed with excitement.

The man turned upon her, and laughed roughly in her face.

She drew back in horror and alarm when, in an instant, she realised how utterly helpless she now was in the strangers hands. He had closed the door behind him and pushed back the bolt concealed beneath the heavy portiere.

He is not here! she gasped. Youve — youve lied to me. This is a trick! she gasped.

Pray calm yourself, my dear little girl, he said, coolly lighting a cigarette. Sit down. I want to have a quiet chat with you.

I will not, sir! she answered, with rising anger. Allow me, please, to go. I shall tell your friend Mr Farquhar of this disgraceful ruse.

You can tell him, my dear girl, whatever you please, the fellow laughed insolently. As a matter of fact, your lover does not know me from Adam. So you see its quite immaterial.

It is not immaterial, she declared, with a fierce look of resentment: You shall answer to him for this!

Possibly it will be you who will be compelled to answer to him, when he knows that you have accompanied me here alone to my rooms, at eleven at night — eh? What will your lover say to that, I wonder?

I have the telegram, she cried, opening the little bag she carried.

It was not there!

See, he laughed. I have the telegram! And before her eyes he tossed it into the fire.

She bent to snatch it from the flame, but he seized her white wrist roughly and threw her backward upon the hearthrug. He had extracted the message from her bag as they had sat together in the darkness of the cab.

Struggling to her feet she screamed for help, and fought frantically with the man who had decoyed her there; fought with the fierce strength of a woman defending her dearest possession, her honour.

She saw how the mans countenance had changed. There was an evil expression there which held her terrified.

She begged mercy from him, begged wildly upon her knees, but he only laughed in her face in triumph. She saw, now that the telegram was destroyed, that this man who had posed as Franks friend could make his vile story entirely complete.

She was helpless in the hands of a man whose very face betrayed his vile unscrupulousness.

In the struggle she felt his hot foetid breath upon her cheek. Her blouse of pale blue crêpe-de-chine was ripped right across the breast as she endeavoured to wrench herself from his grasp.

Ah! Have mercy on me! she screamed. Let me go! Let me go! Ill give you anything — I — I — Ill be silent even — if youll only let me go! Ah! do — if you are a gentleman!

But the fellow only laughed again, and held her more tightly.

Her bare chest heaved and fell quickly before him. Her breath came and went.

You think, he said in a cruel hard voice, you think your lover will not believe me. But I see upon your flesh a mark — a natural blemish that you cannot efface. Listen to me quietly. Hear me, or else I shall tell him of its existence, and urge him to discover whether or not I have spoken the truth. Perhaps he will then believe me!

You brute! cried the girl in sudden and breathless horror. You blackguard! you intend to ruin me in Franks eyes. Let me go, I say! Let me go. Again she struggled, trying to get to the window, but with his strong arms encircling her she was helpless as a child, for with a sudden effort he flung her backwards upon the couch, inert and senseless.


Chapter Fifteen.

Reveals the Rivals.
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SIR FELIX CHALLAS, Baronet the well-known financier and philanthropist, was seated in his cosy library in Berkeley Square, dictating letters to his secretary between the whiffs of his mild after-breakfast cigar. He was a man of middle age, with slight side whiskers, a reddish face, and opulent bearing. In his frock-coat, fancy vest, and striped trousers, and white spats over his boots, he presented the acmé of style as far as dress was concerned. The whole world knew Sir Felix to be something of a dandy, for he had never, for the past ten years or so, been seen without a flower in his buttonhole. Like many another man in London he had amassed great wealth from small beginnings, until he was now a power in the world of finance, and as a philanthropist his name was a household word.

From a small leather shop somewhere in the Mile End Road he had risen to be the controlling factor of several of the greatest financial undertakings in the country; while the house of Challas and Bowen in Austin Friars was known in the City as one of the highest possible standing.

Though he owned that fine house in Berkeley Square, a beautiful domain in Yorkshire which he had purchased from a bankrupt earl, a villa at Cannes, racehorses, motors, and a splendid steam-yacht, he was still a bachelor, and a somewhat lonely man.

The papers mentioned his doings daily, gave his portrait frequently, and recorded with a flourish of trumpets his latest donation to this charity, or to that. Though he made enormous profits in his financial deals, yet he was a staunch churchman, his hand ever in his pocket for the various institutions which approached him. Indeed, if the truth were told, he, like others, had bought his birthday Baronetcy by making a princely donation to the Hospital Fund. This showed him to be a shrewd man, fully alive to the value of judicious advertisement.

In the years gone by he had mixed with many of the shady characters of the complex world of the City, but now, in his opulence, he had apparently cut himself adrift from them all, and prided himself upon his eminent respectability.

As he sat there that winters morning, leaning back in his big leather armchair before the fire, he was dictating a letter to the governors of a great orphanage at Bristol, promising to defray the cost of building a much needed wing of the institution.

Then, having done so, he added to his secretary, a rather smug looking man in black:

And you might also write a paragraph to-day, Stone, and send it to the Press Association. You know what to say— magnificent gift, and all that sort of thing. Theyll send it out to the newspapers.

Yes, Sir Felix, answered the man, making a note in shorthand.

Lets see, what else is there? Ah! The Malms Syndicate! Write saying that I withdraw, he remarked.

His secretary hesitated.

But that, Sir Felix, means ruin to all three. They are all poor men.

Thats just what I intend, he answered with a smile. We shall do that business ourselves, as soon as they are out of it.

So Mr Stone scribbled rapidly a letter in shorthand, which meant the ruin of three honest men, who, believing in the great financiers promises, had taken upon themselves liabilities which they could not meet.

Such letters are not infrequent. The great philanthropist, whom the world looked up to as a model man, who did his utmost for the benefit of suffering humanity, and who had been rewarded by his Sovereign, collected his wealth by ways that would often not bear investigation. But being a big man, he was able to do things which a little man would fear to do. For were not Challas and Bowen, with their huge operations and big bank balances, above suspicion?

While dictating another letter, the butler, an elderly and pompous person, entered announcing: Mr Jannaway, Sir Felix.

That will be enough for to-day, Stone, the red-faced man said to the secretary, who rose at once, and followed the servant out of the room.

Next moment the man who had posed on the previous evening as Captain Wetherton entered the room, looking smart and spruce in a well-cut suit of blue serge.

Well, Jim? exclaimed the financier anxiously, as he rose to meet his visitor. Ive been expecting you all the morning. What news — eh?

Oh! Its all right, answered the man cheerily, flinging himself into an armchair without invitation, apparently quite at home in Challass house.

Found out anything of interest? inquired Sir Felix, pushing over the big silver cigar-box that stood upon the smoking-table.

Well — I hardly know, he answered hesitatingly. Wheres the girl?

In Charlies rooms. Ive had a devil of a scene with her. Shes obdurate.

A days confinement there will break her spirit, no doubt, remarked Sir Felix. Especially if she believes shell lose her lover.

I dont know, he answered dubiously. Shes got a mind of her own, I can tell you. Shes a regular little spit-fire.

The red-faced man laughed.

Well, Jim, he said. You ought to know how to manage women, surely. Did my scheme work well?

Excellently. She got your wire, and went to Earls Court at once. I followed and after a little persuasion she fell into the trap. While she was unconscious, I took the latch-key, and at half-past two let myself and old Erich into the house in Pembridge Gardens.

Well — did he find anything?

Yes. Griffin has taken photographic copies of the burnt papers, before giving them back into Farquhars hands, and from his copies of various early manuscripts of Ezekiel and Deuteronomy its quite plain that he is making a very careful and complete study.

It seems, then, that Griffins intention, is to discover the cipher for himself, and leave the ugly little Doctor out in the cold, Sir Felix remarked with a snap. But, Jim, this business is ours and nobody elses. We must crush anybody and everybody, who attempts in any way to decipher that secret record. When the Dane brought it to me at the Ritz, in Paris, I laughed at the idea. Treasure-hunting was never in my line. But, he added with a smile, I took care to have a complete copy of his precious document made before I gave it back to him the next morning, and it is now in the safe over yonder. Like to see it?

Jim Jannaway, the man who had on the previous night represented himself to be Captain Wetherton, the friend of Frank Farquhar, expressed eagerness to see it. Therefore the financier rose, and with the gold master-key upon his watch-chain, opened the heavy steel door, and handed his visitor a typed document bound in a dark green cover — a complete copy of the manuscript which Doctor Diamond had partly burned in that obscure hotel at the Gare du Nord.

The context of the half intelligible sentences was there — the context which Professor Griffin was longing to obtain. And moreover, as the man turned over the pages, reading swiftly, he came across a geometrical figure — a plan marked with numbers and corresponding explanations.

Who made the discovery? asked Jim Jannaway, late of His Majestys Army and now gambler, card-sharper, and swell-mobsman.

The devil only knows, laughed Sir Felix. He says he did himself. The fellow was hard up and I gave him a hundred francs, but I believed the whole thing to be a huge hoax, until I consulted old Erich and he began to puzzle his brains. Then I saw that there might be something in it. My only fear is that Griffin and his friends may get ahead of us. But youve done well, Jim. You always do.

I do the dirty work of the firm, laughed the man addressed, removing his cigar from his lips, and devilish dirty work it is at times.

Well, you cant complain of the pay. Isnt it better to live as you are, a gentleman of means, than as I found you five years ago, a crook who might be arrested at any moment?

I dont complain at all, my dear fellow. Only—

Only what?

Well, I really dont see your object in enticing the girl to Charlies rooms. It might be awkward for us.

Sir Felix laughed, snapping his fingers.

What? Are you growing afraid? he asked.

Not at all, only I cant see your object.

The object is simply to compromise her, he said grimly. Shes a confounded pretty girl. I saw her at the theatre with her aunt a week ago, and she was at Lady Enas wedding the other day, with her lover, Frank Farquhar. Of that man we must be wary. With his confounded newspapers, he has power, he added.

Thats the very reason why I fear we are treading on dangerous ground.

Bosh! leave all to me. The girl is in Charlies rooms, there let her stay for the present, answered the man whom the world believed to be a pillar of the church, and a devout philanthropist.

Jim Jannaway saw that this man whom he served — the man who held him in his toils — had some mysterious evil design upon the unfortunate girl. He could not, however, discern exactly what it was. He had ordered him to keep her in that upstairs room, and break her spirit, as he put it.

The midnight search of the Professors study had revealed that he was in active pursuit of the truth. That meant Sir Felix taking steps to checkmate his efforts. Ever since the first moment it had been known by a chance visit to the hotel while Jules Blanc was lying there dead, that the fragments of the strange document had fallen into Doctor Diamonds hands, private inquiry agents, employed by Sir Felix, had been silently watching the movements of the deformed Doctor, Frank Farquhar, and his friend, the Professor. All had been reported to the red-faced man sitting there at his ease — the man who controlled financial interests worth millions.

Sir Felix had been convinced by the foreign expert he had consulted that there really was something in the theory of the unknown discovery, and he intended that none should learn the truth except himself. He had Jim Jannaway, the unscrupulous, at his elbow, ready to do any dirty work, or make any risky move which he ordered. In a day Jim could, if he wished, summon up half a dozen of the most dangerous characters in London, pals of his, to assist him, for be it said he always paid well — with Sir Felixs money, of course.

Against such a combination as Challas and Bowen, though Mr Thomas J. Bowen lived in New York and was seldom in London, no private person could stand. The great firm, with their agents all over the world, gathered confidential information from everywhere, and could plot to crush any one who attempted to carry through a business that was against their interests.

Hence any attempt on the part of Doctor Diamond, or Professor Griffin, to solve the problem in face of the opposition of Sir Felix, was foredoomed to failure, if not to disaster. But alas! both men were in ignorance of the fact that a complete copy of the dead mans document was in the possession of the man whose hatred of the Jews, his enemies in business, was notorious; and who would therefore go to any length in order to secure, for his own satisfaction, the sacred relics and vessels of Solomons Temple — providing they still existed.


Chapter Sixteen.

Owen Learns the Truth.
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WHEN THE PROFESSOR seated himself at the breakfast-table and the news of Miss Gwens absence was broken to him by Laura, the parlour-maid, he started up in surprise.

Miss Gwen went out late last night instead of going to bed, sir, and took the latch-key, the girl was compelled to admit.

The old man pursed his thin lips. His daughter was not in the habit of going out on midnight escapades.

Late last night Miss Gwen received a telegram, sir, the girl added. It seemed to excite her very much; she dressed at once, and went out.

The Professor rose from the table without eating, and went to the study to think.

Upon the blotting-pad lay a sheet of ruled manuscript paper. He stared at it in horror as though he saw an apparition, for there upon the paper, scrawled boldly in blue chalk, were the mystic figures:

255.19.7

They danced before his eyes, as he stood staring at them. How came they there, in his own study? What could they mean?

He looked around bewildered. Nothing was out of place — nothing disturbed. Those puzzling figures had been written there by some unseen hand.

During his wakeful hours that long night he had applied Hebrew letters of those numerical values to the array of figures. But the result was chaotic. It was some mystic sign. But what, he could not determine.

He had found them on that scrap of paper cast aside at the Bodleian Library, and now again they appeared in the privacy of his own study, to puzzle and confound him.

Through the next hour he waited, from moment to moment, in the expectation of a telegram from Gwen explaining her absence and assuring him of her safety. But, alas! none came. Therefore, he put on his boots and overcoat and went round to the police-station, where the inspector on duty received him most courteously, and took a minute description of the missing young lady, a statement which, half an hour later, had been received over the telegraph at every police-station throughout the Metropolitan area.

He had taken the precaution to place one of Gwens photographs in his pocket, and this he handed to the inspector.

Well do our very best, Professor, of course, the officer assured him. But young ladies are often very erratic, you know. We have hundreds of girls reported missing, but they usually turn up again the next day, or a couple of days later. Their absence is nearly always voluntary, and usually attributable to the one cause, love!

But my daughters lover is in Denmark, the Professor protested.

That is what you have been led to believe, remarked the inspector with an incredulous smile. Girls are very cunning, I have two myself, sir.

But you will help me, will you not? urged the old gentleman earnestly.

No effort shall be spared to discover your daughter, sir, answered the rosy, clean-shaven man seated at his desk. Ill report the matter to our superintendent at once. Do you, he added, happen to know what dress she was wearing? I will want a close description of it, also the laundry mark on her underlinen. Your servants will, no doubt, be able to supply the latter. Perhaps Id better step round with you and see them.

So the inspector at once accompanied the Professor back to Pembridge Gardens, and there was shown some of the girls clothes with the laundry mark upon them. Afterwards he left, leaving the old man in the highest state of apprehension.

He put aside all thought of the inquiry upon which he had been engaged. His sole thought was for the safety of his child.

Meanwhile Jim Jannaway and Sir Felix Challas were still in deep consultation in the privacy of that quiet, sombre study in Berkeley Square.

Erich left for Paris by the nine oclock service this morning, Jim was saying. He wants to consult some early manuscript in the National Library, he says.

Hes a decidedly clever old fossil, declared the Baronet, knocking the ash off his cigar, and Im convinced hes on the right track. If we can only keep these other people off, mislead them, or put them on a false scent, we shall win.

Erich has done that already, laughed the other. Hes been down to Oxford and pretended to study certain manuscripts, knowing well that Griffins researches must lead him there. By putting Griffin on a false scent hes simply tangling him up. Oh! yes, I agree, Erich Haupt is a wary old bird.

Then he is now making investigations in various quarters with the sole object of misleading Griffin, eh? laughed Sir Felix. Really, its quite comical.

Yes, and he lets drop just sufficient information to excite the curiosity of the officiate of the various libraries and place them on the qui vive. He does that, so that they shall inform Griffin.

Excellent! declared the Baronet. As soon as he returns from Paris I must see him. I wonder if the secret record really does exist? If it does, then, by Jove! Ill hold the key to the whole Jewish religion. But one thing is quite evident, my dear Jim, we must crush out all this opposition with a firm, relentless hand. You understand?

I quite follow, remarked the great financiers unscrupulous cats-paw.

And they continued the discussion of the present rather insecure situation.

Sir Felix Challas wore his mask with marvellous cleverness. The world — the people who read of him in the newspapers — never suspected that the man whose name so often headed subscription lists for charitable objects, and whose handsome donation was the signal for a hundred others, was an unscrupulous schemer. His had been the hand that, by clever financial juggling in which some other person was always the principal, had brought ruin to thousands of happy homes. He had, indeed, if the truth were told, climbed to the pedestal of notoriety and esteem, over the bodies of the men, both capitalists and workmen, he had, with such innate cunning, contrived to ruin.

The strange story told by that shabby Dane as he sat in the gorgeous room of the Grand Hotel in Paris, had attracted him from the very first. Here was a chance of getting the better of his natural enemies, the Jews. Ah! how he hated them! Yes. He would search, and if he found any of those sacred relics, his intention was to laugh in the face of the whole Hebrew community and hold the discovery up to the derision of the Christians.

What mattered it to him that the Dane had died in penury in that obscure hotel near the Gare du Nord? His secret agent, who had watched the poor fellow from the moment he left the Grand Hotel, had informed Sir Felix of the mans tragic end, but he had only smiled with evident satisfaction. The agent had ascertained that the present document had not been found among the dead mans possessions, hence the Baronet believed that the man, before his death, had destroyed it. It was a blow to him when he discovered that certain fragments of it had been carefully preserved by Doctor Diamond. It meant that opposition had arisen — a very serious opposition which he must forcibly crush down.

Charlie returns from Brussels to-day, doesnt he? the Baronet was asking.

Yes. He ought to be back in his rooms by now. And hell find the girl there. Ive left him definite instructions how to act.

The girl must be sworn to silence, Sir Felix said with heavy brow. She must assist us. We must compel her.

Jim Jannaway nodded. From instructions given by the man before him his eyes had already been opened, and ten minutes later he left the house, the Baronets last words being:

Remember, Jim, theres millions in this business. We mustnt lose it for the sake of that chit of a girl, however innocent and pretty she may be. Understand that!

An hour previously Gwen Griffin, struggling slowly back to consciousness, found that, straight before her, was a square window over which was drawn a smoke-blackened, brown holland blind. The gas was still burning, although the grey wintry day had dawned some hours ago.

She was lying upon the bed in a fairly big room, still dressed, but with her clothes torn, as they had been in the desperate struggle of the previous night. Slowly and painfully she rose, and as she slipped off the bed she felt her limbs so weak and trembling that she could scarcely stand.

She caught sight of her dishevelled self in the long mirror of the wardrobe, and her own reflection startled her. All the horrors of that struggle crowded upon her. She put up her hands and pushed her thick dark hair from her white fevered brow.

Where am I? she cried aloud. What will dad think?

She staggered to the door, but found it locked and bolted from the outside. Then she went to the window and pulling aside the blind judged by the light that it must be about eleven oclock in the morning. She tried to open the window but the sashes had been screwed together. The outlook was upon a blank wall.

Before the glass she rearranged her disordered dress, and sinking upon the side of the bed tried to recollect all that had occurred. But her head throbbed, her throat burned, and all the past seemed uncertain and indistinct.

The only fact which stood out clear in her mind as she sat there, inert and helpless, was the bitter truth which the man had spoken. The scoundrel who had represented himself to be Captain Wetherton, the friend of her lover, had showed himself in his true colours. He had brought her there for one dastardly purpose alone — to ruin her in Franks esteem.

She wondered what had really occurred — and while wondering, and dreading, she burst into a flood of bitter tears.

At one moment she made up her mind to batter down the door, or smash the window. But if she did that, she would, she feared, bring forth that man now so hateful to her.

She detested him. No. Rather would she starve and die there than ever look upon his blackguardly face again. The fellow was a coward, a vile scoundrel who had taken advantage of her eagerness to meet her lover, and had matched his brute strength against hers.

What should she do? How could she ever face Frank again?

She must have been carried there and placed upon that bed. She must, too, have lain for fully twelve hours in blank unconsciousness.

What had she done, she wondered, that this shameful trick should be played upon her? Alas! she had read accounts in the newspapers of how young girls had been decoyed and betrayed in our great world of London. Ah! it was no new thing she knew. Yet how long, she asked herself, was her imprisonment to continue? How long before she would be able at least to reassure her father of her safety?

For a full hour she sat in bitter tears, alone, disconsolate, and full of grave apprehension, until of a sudden she heard a footstep outside the door.

She held her breath. Horror! It was that man again.

The bolts were withdrawn, the door opened, and on the threshold stood a man, much taller, thinner and slightly older than the false Captain Wetherton, a pale-faced man she had never seen before.

Hullo! he asked, looking her straight in the face. How are you this morning, my dear? You havent had any breakfast, I suppose?

I want none, sir, was her haughty reply. I only wish to leave this place. I was entrapped here last night.

Unfortunately, my dear girl, I know nothing about last night, replied the man. I returned from the Continent only this morning. These happen to be my chambers, and I find they now contain a very charming tenant!

She looked at him with her big eyes.

I hope, sir, you do not intend to add further in suit to that which I have already received here, she said in a voice of bitter reproach, holding her torn silk blouse together with her hand.

He noticed the state of her dress, and saw what a fierce struggle must have taken place between her and Jim Jannaway.

My dear girl, he said in a reassuring tone, providing you are reasonable, and dont create a scene, my intention is to treat you with the deference due to every lady.

Is that your promise? asked the girl in breathless eagerness.

It is my promise — but upon one condition, said the man in a slow voice. And then she detected in his closely set eyes a strange look that she had not hitherto noticed.

She asked him his condition, to which he replied in a few hard concise words, a smile playing upon his lips.

But the instant she heard him she fell wildly at his feet, and taking his hand in her trembling grasp, begged of him to show her mercy.

But the man only laughed — a laugh that was ominous in itself.


Chapter Seventeen.

Contains an Expert Theory.
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FRANK FARQUHAR HAD been at the Hotel Angleterre in Copenhagen, the hotel with the prettiest winter-garden in Europe, for four days.

They had been four days of constant activity. As guide, he had the resident correspondent of the morning newspapers of which he was one of the directors, and he had already satisfied himself that, in the Danish capital, there was but one first-class Hebrew scholar, namely Professor Axel Anderson, of the Royal University.

Copenhagen he found a bright pleasant little city full of life and movement, the shops gay and the streets thronged by well-dressed people. In ignorance of what had befallen Gwen, he was thoroughly enjoying himself, even though he saw that his visit could have no satisfactory result as far as the quest for the authorship of the mysterious document was concerned.

One morning he had called by appointment upon Professor Anderson at his pleasant house in the Norrevoldgade and sat down to chat. The Professor, a well-preserved, rather stout man of about forty-five, with a fair beard, spoke English quite well.

As far as I am aware, he said, there are only two professors of Hebrew in Denmark beside myself. They are close personal friends of mine, and I feel sure that neither of them entertains any unusual theory concerning the Book of Ezekiel, or they would have consulted me. Of course, we have a good many scholars come to Copenhagen to study the Northern and Oriental codices in the Royal Library here. Hence I have become acquainted with many of the chief professors of Hebrew. Have you consulted Professor Griffin in London? He is one of the first authorities upon the matter in which you are interested.

Yes, I happen to know him, responded the young man.

And what is his opinion?

A negative one.

Ah! Then most probably this typewritten manuscript you tell me about was some baseless theory of an irresponsible crank. I would accept Griffins opinion before that of anybody else. There is only one other man of perhaps equal knowledge — old Erich Haupt, of Leipzig. He is a great Hebrew authority, as well as a recognised expert in cryptography.

What is your opinion broadly upon the matter? Farquhar asked.

Well, candidly, I believe the theory to be without foundation, answered the Danish scholar. I do not believe in the existence of a cipher in the Hebrew scriptures. There is nothing cryptic about the sacred record. As regards the vessels of gold and silver from Solomons temple, they were restored by Cyrus. It is true that an ancient Talmudic tradition exists to the effect that the Ark of the Covenant, together with the pot of manna, the flask of anointing oil and Aarons staff that budded are still hidden beneath the temple mount at Jerusalem. And my opinion is that your half-destroyed document is simply based upon this ancient tradition with which every Jew in Christendom is acquainted.

But, Professor, exclaimed the other, I know that you yourself are an authority upon cryptography. Have any ciphers been discovered in the original of the Book of Ezekiel?

Well, yes, was the Danes answer as he stirred himself in his armchair, and reaching his hand to a bookcase took down a Hebrew-Danish Bible. Then turning to Ezekiel, he said: There is certainly something in the Hebrew of the thirty-sixth chapter which has puzzled scholars through many centuries. It begins at verse 16: Moreover the word of the Lord came unto me saying, Son of man— Now in the constant repetition of Son of man certain scholars declare they have discovered a numerical cipher. In the first verse of this chapter we have, Son of man, prophesy unto the mountains. In the third verse of the following one he asks: Son of man, can these bones live? Again in verse 9 of the same chapter, he says: Prophesy, son of man, and say to the wind. And in verse 11, still addressing him by the same title, he tells the prophet: Son of man, these bones are the whole house of Israel. By the title Son of man Ezekiel is so often addressed, Son of man is so constantly sounded in his ears and ours, that it forces on our attention that God deals with man through the instrumentality of men, and by men communicates his will to men. Hence certain cryptographers have set to work and formed the theory of a hidden meaning in all this.

But is the actual cipher known? asked Frank, at once excited.

Certainly. It was deciphered by Bamberg, of Paris, forty years ago. But the secret message had no bearing whatsoever upon the lost vessels of Solomons temple, was the Professors reply.

What was the message? inquired the young Englishman.

Well — the alleged message which Bamberg deciphered commenced in the thirty-sixth chapter beginning at verse xvi. The passage has peculiar claims upon the attention of any one searching for cryptic writings. Addressed in the first instance to the Jews, and applicable, in the first instance, to their condition, it presents a remarkable summary of gospel doctrines, and that in a form approaching at least to systematic order. In the seventeenth verse we have man sinning: Son of man, when the house of Israel dwelt in their own land, they defiled it by their own way and by their doings. In the eighteenth verse we have man suffering: Wherefore, I poured my fury upon them. In the twenty-first verse man appears an object of mercy: but I had pity. In the twenty-second verse man is an object of free mercy — mercy without merit: I do not this for your sakes, O house of Israel. In the twenty-fourth verse mans salvation is resolved on: I will bring you into your own land. In the twenty-fifth verse man is justified: Then will I sprinkle clean water upon you, and ye shall be clean. In the twenty-sixth and twenty-seventh verses man is renewed and sanctified: A new heart also will I give you, and a new spirit will I put within you; and I will take away the stony heart out of your flesh and I will give you an heart of flesh. And I will put my spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes, and ye shall keep my judgments and do them. In the twenty-eighth verse man is restored to the place and privileges which he forfeited by his sins: Ye shall be my people, and I will be your God. This land that was desolate is become like the garden of the Lord. We have our security for these blessings in the assurance of the thirty-sixth verse: I, the Lord have spoken it, and I will do it; and we are directed to the means of obtaining them in the declaration of the thirty-seventh verse: I will yet for this be inquired of by the house of Israel, to do it for them.

And in these verses the French professor discovered a hidden message?

Yes. It read curiously, and was most difficult to decipher. But according to Bamberg it was an additional declaration of Gods kindness to man. God was named as the God of Salvation, and the author and finisher of mans faith. It consisted briefly in an exhortation to those who discovered the cipher to read, and to believe. But as for the hiding-place of the treasure of Israel being therein designated — well, even Bamberg, whom half the scholars of Europe denounced as a crank, had never dreamed of such a thing. No, Mr Farquhar, he added, you may rest assured that the remarkable screed never emanated from a Hebrew scholar in Denmark. Perhaps it might have come from Gothenburg, he laughed; more than one hare-brained theory has come from over there! Anderson was a Dane, and the Danes have no love for the Swedes.

You mentioned some one in Leipzig. Who is he? asked Farquhar.

Oh! Haupt — Erich Haupt, replied the other. Hes Professor of Hebrew at the University, and author of several well-known books. His Christology of the Old Testament is a standard work. Besides Griffin in London, he is, I consider, the only other man in Europe competent to give an opinion upon the problem you have put before me.

How can I find him?

Youll no doubt find him in Leipzig.

Frank felt that this German was a man to be consulted, yet he was anxious to pursue the inquiry he had started in Denmark. The man who had died in Paris, and had been so careful to destroy his secret, had been a Dane, and he felt that the originator of the remarkable theory must have been a Dane himself. Briefly this was what Farquhar explained, but Professor Anderson assured him that no such theory could have come out of Denmark without his knowledge.

Search in Gothenburg, or in Stockholm, if you like, he answered with a smile. My own idea is that the unfortunate man was deceived by some cock-and-bull story, probably an attempt to raise money in order to carry out a scheme to recover the treasure of Solomon. He believed the story of the existence of the temple treasure, and in order that no other person should obtain knowledge of the secret destroyed it before his death.

But who was the discoverer of the secret? asked the Englishman.

Who can tell, remarked the Danish professor, shrugging his shoulders. Perhaps it was only some ingenious financial swindle. You have surely had many such in London in recent years. You call them in English, I believe, wild-cat schemes.

There are many wild-cat schemes in the City of London at the present moment, Frank remarked with a laugh, but I guarantee that none is so extraordinary as this.

Probably not, laughed the Dane. I confess that, to me, the whole thing seems like a fairy tale.

Then you dont discern any foundation in fact?

Only of tradition — the Old Testament tradition that the treasures are still hidden in the temple mount. Yet, in opposition to this, we have another tradition to the effect that the vessels of Solomons temple were used in Persia four hundred years after the captivity. Mention is made of this in a Persian manuscript preserved in your British Museum in London. I forget the number, but it can easily be looked up in the catalogue of Oriental manuscripts.

You believe that statement authentic?

As authentic as any statement in the ancient records, was his reply. But I would suggest that you consult Haupt. He knows more of Hebrew cryptograms and ciphers than any one else on the Continent of Europe. What does Professor Griffin think?

Hes inclined to treat the whole theory with levity.

Professor Anderson smiled.

Of course, he said. Supposed ciphers in certain books of the Old Testament are many. And as you know quite well, a cipher may be invented to fit any message or record desired. Your Baconian theory in regard to Shakespeare was sufficient proof of that.

Then in your opinion no real cipher exists in the Book of Ezekiel? asked the Englishman.

The Bible was inspired, was his reply. If so, there is no cipher in it except what cryptographers invent.

Frank Farquhar was silent. His inquiries in the Danish capital had nearly carried him into a cul-de-sac.

The dead man was, according to his own story, a Dane. But what more natural than that he had received the extraordinary manuscript from Germany, or from Sweden?

To me, remarked the Professor, the situation of the man who died in Paris was this. Either he himself was the inventor of the whole story or else he had paid something for it and was trying to dispose of it to some financier or other.

Doctor Diamond, my friend who attended him before his death, says that the man was evidently a scholar.

Then possibly he was the inventor, remarked Anderson decisively. But if he was a scholar he was certainly unknown to us. Therefore we may be permitted to doubt his bonâ-fides. My advice to you is to find Haupt.

Yes, Professor, answered the young man, I will.

And an hour later he sent a long telegram to the Doctor at Horsford, while that same afternoon he received a brief telegraphic message from Professor Griffin, asking him to return to London at once.

His belief was that the great expert had found some clue, and he left that same evening direct for London, by way of Kiel, Hamburg and Flushing.


Chapter Eighteen.

Shows the Enemys Tactics.

[image: img284.jpg]

THE TALL, THIN man into whose chambers Gwen Griffin had been enticed treated the trembling girl with a certain amount of politeness. Her head reeled. She hardly knew where she was, or what had occurred.

The stipulation he had made, at the instructions left by Jim Jannaway, was that she must remain there in order to meet some person who was desirous of making her acquaintance. He did not say who this person was, but she, on her part, had a dozen times begged him to release her, or at least to telegraph to her father assuring him of her safety.

My dear girl, the tall man had answered, dont distress yourself. Come, do calm yourself. And he assisted to raise her to her feet again. No harm will befall you, I assure you.

I — I dont know you, sir, she faltered through her tears, therefore how can I possibly trust you?

I can only assure you that I am acting upon instructions. As far as Im concerned, you might walk out free — only I dare not disobey my orders.

You dare not — and you a man! she cried.

There are some things that a man such as myself dare not do, miss — pardon me, but I havent the pleasure of knowing your name.

Griffin — Gwen Griffin is my name, and she also told him where she lived. Then she asked: Why have I been brought here?

I havent the slightest idea, was the strangers reply. These are my chambers, and a friend of mine has had the key during my three years absence abroad. I returned only this morning to find you locked up in here and a note left for me, giving me instructions to keep you here until a gentleman calls to see you.

Ah! that horrid blackguard! she screamed. That man who met me, and called himself Captain Wetherton. He told me I should find Frank in hiding here.

And whos Frank? asked the stranger.

The man to whom Im engaged.

Hm, grunted the other; and he wouldnt be very pleased to find you here, with me, would he?

No. That is why Ive been entrapped herein order to compromise me in the eyes of the man who loves me.

Why? asked the owner of those bachelor chambers, leaning upon the bed-rail and looking at her.

How can I tell? said the frightened girl. As far as I know, Ive done nothing whatever to warrant this.

Ah! in this world it is the innocent who mostly suffer, he remarked.

But will you not allow me to go? she implored eagerly. Remember that all my future happiness depends upon your generosity in this matter.

My dear child, he replied, placing his hand upon her shoulder, if I dare, I would. But to tell you the truth, I, like yourself, am in the hands of certain persons who are utterly unscrupulous. I tell you, quite frankly, that I couldnt afford to excite their animosity by disobeying these orders I have received.

But who is this gentleman who desires to see me? she demanded quickly.

I dont know. No name is given.

Why — for what reason does he wish to see me? Could he not have called at Pembridge Gardens, or even written making a secret appointment in Kensington Gardens or in the Park?

To that I am quite unable to give any reply, for Im in ignorance like yourself.

But is it that brutal fellow who threw me down and tore my clothes last night? she asked. Look! and she showed her torn blouse.

I think not, was his response. But those rents look a bit ugly, dont they, he added. Come through into the sitting-room, and see if we cant find a needle and cotton. I used to keep a travelling housewife, full of all sorts of buttons and needles and things.

So the pair passed along the short, narrow passage of the flat into the sitting-room which she so vividly recollected the night before. Before her was the couch upon which the man who had called himself Wetherton had flung her fainting and insensible.

After a brief search in the drawers of an old oak bureau, over in the corner, the stranger produced a small roll of khaki, in the pockets of which were all sorts of cottons, buttons, needles and odds and ends, the requisites of a travelling bachelor.

She laughed as she selected a needle and a reel of cotton, and then retired into the bedroom where, for a full quarter of an hour, she sat alone mending her torn garments.

The man remained in the sitting-room, staring out of the window into the street below, damp and gloomy on that winters morning.

A fine home-coming indeed! he muttered to himself. Theyve put a nice thing upon me — abduct a girl, and then leave her in my charge! Jims afraid of being connected with the affair, thats evident. I wonder who she is, and why they want her? Devilish pretty, and no mistake. It really seems a blackguardly shame to treat her badly, and wreck her young life, as they no doubt intend. By Gad! Jim and his friends are cruel as the grave. Poor little thing! And he sighed and, crossing the room, applied a match to the fire that had already been laid.

Yes, he remarked under his breath. A fine home-coming. The devils hold me in the hollow of their hands, alas! But if they dare to give me away, by Jove! I wouldnt spare one of them. These last two years Ive tried to live honestly, and nearly starved in doing so. And now they bring me back by force — back to the old life, because they want my assistance. And if I refuse? Then — well, I suppose theyll compel me to act according to their instructions. Here is a specimen of the dirty work in progress. Im holding a poor innocent girl a prisoner on their behalf! Id let her go now — this very moment, but if I did — if I did — what then? Id be given away to the police in half an hour. No. I cant afford that — by God, I cant. She must stay here.

Presently Gwen emerged from the bedroom with her blouse repaired, and he induced her to seat herself reluctantly in the armchair before the fire.

He lit a cigarette and, taking another chair, endeavoured to reassure her that she need have no fear of him.

Then they commenced to chat, he endeavouring to learn something from her which might give him an idea of the reason why she had been enticed there. But with a womans clever evasion, she would tell him nothing.

He inquired about her lover, but she was silent regarding him. She only said:

He is abroad just now. And they are evidently aware of his absence. The telegram I received was worded most cleverly. I unfortunately fell a victim to their vile conspiracy.

Is it a plot to prevent you marrying him, do you think?

It must be. It can be nothing else, declared the girl quickly. Oh, when will he return — when will I be able to see him again?

The tall man shrugged his shoulders. He saw that she was desperate and might make a rush to escape, therefore, though he begged her pardon he kept the doors locked and the keys in his pocket.

Before his arrival, it seemed, Jim Jannaway had placed provisions in the small larder in the kitchen, for there they found bread, tinned tongues, bottled beer, tea, condensed milk and other things. Hence he had no necessity to go forth to obtain food.

This struck him that an imprisonment of several days must be intended. He felt sorry for the unfortunate girl, yet he dare not connive at her escape. He knew, alas! that he was now upon very dangerous ground.

The whole day they sat together gossiping. For luncheon they had cold tongue and bread, and for dinner the same.

The situation was indeed a curious one, yet as the hours went by and he attempted to amuse her by relating humorous incidents in his own adventurous life, she gradually grew to believe that he was devoid of any sinister intention.

Times without number she tried to persuade him to release her, but he explained his inability. Then, at evening, they sat at the fireside and while he smoked she chattered, though she told him practically nothing concerning herself.

He could not help admiring her neat daintiness and her self-possession. She was a frank, sweet-faced girl, scarce more than a child, whose wonderful eyes held even him, an adventurer, in strange fascination. And that night, when she retired to her room, he handed her the key of her door that she might lock herself in, and said:

Sleep in peace, Miss Griffin. I give you my promise that you shall not be disturbed.

And he bowed to her with all the courtesy of a true-born gentleman.

He sat smoking, thinking deeply and wondering why the girl had been confined there. He was annoyed, for by her presence there he also was held a prisoner.

Just before midnight the bell of the front door rang, and a commissionaire handed him a telegram. The message was in an unintelligible code, which however, he read without hesitation. Then he tossed the message into the fire with an imprecation, switched off the light, and went to bed.

Next day passed just as the first, but he saw, by the girls pale face and darkening eyes, that the constant anxiety was telling upon her. Yes, he pitied her. And she, on her part, began to regard him more as her protector than as her janitor.

He treated her with the greatest consideration and courtesy. And as they sat together at their meals, she presiding, they often burst out laughing at the incongruity of the situation. More than once she inquired his name, but he always laughingly evaded her.

My name really doesnt matter, he said. You will only remember me with hatred, Miss Griffin.

Though you are holding me here against my will, she replied, yet of your conduct towards me I have nothing to complain.

He only bowed in graceful acknowledgment. No word passed his lips.

On the third morning, about noon, a ring came, and Gwen, startled, flew into her bedroom and locked the door.

The visitor was none other than Sir Felix Challas, who, grasping the tall mans hand, said:

Welcome back, my dear Charlie. Im sorry I couldnt come before, but I was called over to Paris on very important business. Then lowering his voice he said: Got the girl here still — eh?

The other nodded.

I want to put a few questions to her, Sir Felix said in an undertone, when they were together in the sitting-room, and if she dont answer me truly, then by Heaven it will be the worse for her. You remember the girl of that German inventor, three years ago — eh? he asked with a meaning smile.

The tall man nodded. He recollected that poor girls fate because she had refused to betray her fathers secret to the great financier.

And this man whom the world so firmly believed to be a God-fearing philanthropist intended that pretty Gwen Griffin, sweet, innocent and inoffensive, little more than a child, should meet with the same awful fate. He held his breath. He could have struck the man before him — if he dared.

He must blindly do the bidding of this cruel, heartless man who held him so entirely in his power, this gigantic schemer whose cats-paw he had been for years.

And he must stand helplessly by, unable to raise a hand to save that poor defenceless victim of a powerful mans passion and avarice.

Alas! that the great god gold must ever be all-powerful in mans world, and women must ever pay the price.


Chapter Nineteen.

Is about the Doctor.
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DOCTOR DIAMOND, IN his long Wellington boots and overcoat, was descending the steep hill into Horsford village one gloomy afternoon with Aggie at his side.

It had been raining, and the pair had been across the meadows to Overton, a small hamlet where, from a farmhouse, they obtained their weekly supply of butter. This, the fair-haired child, her clean white pinafore appearing below her navy-blue coat, carried in a small basket upon her arm. She had been dancing along merrily at the little mans side, delighted to be out with him for a walk, when, as they came over the brow of the hill, they saw a man in a long drab mackintosh ascending in their direction.

The man raised his hand to them, but at first Diamond did not recognise him. Then, as they drew nearer, he said:

Why — whod ever have thought it! Heres your father, Aggie!

Father! echoed the girl, staring at the man approaching. No, dad, surely that isnt my father! Youre my own father. And the child, with her fair hair falling upon her shoulders, clung affectionately to his arm.

In a few moments the two men met.

Hulloa, Doc! cheerily cried the man known to his intimates as Red Mullet. Thought Id give you a bit of a surprise. And little Aggie, too! My hat! what a big girl she grows! Why, my darling, he exclaimed, bending and kissing her, Id never have recognised you — never in all my life!

Her fathers bristly red moustache brushed the childs face, and she withdrew bashfully.

Ah! my pet, cried the tall, gaunt man, I suppose you hardly knew me — eh? You were quite a little dot when I was here last. But though your dad travels a lot, and is always on the move, yet hes ever thinking of you. He sighed. See here! And diving his hand into his breast-pocket, he took out a well-worn leather wallet which contained a photograph. That is what your other dad sent to me last year! Your picture, little one.

The child exchanged glances with the Doctor, still clinging to his arm. To her, Doctor Diamond was her father. She loved him, for he was always kind to her and always interested in her childish pleasure. True the payments made by Red Mullet were irregular and far between, but the ugly little man had formed a great attachment for the child, and when not at the village school she was usually in his company.

Your wife told me the direction from which you would come, so I thought Id just take a stroll and meet you, the tall fellow said. Horsford does not seem to change a little bit.

It hasnt changed, they say, for the past two centuries, laughed the Doctor. We are quiet, steady-going folk here. And as he spoke the sweet-toned chimes rang forth from the square grey Norman tower on their left, the tower to see which archaeologists so often came from far and near.

Well, well, exclaimed Mullet. I had no idea my little Aggie had grown to be such a fine big girl. Very soon shell be leaving school; she knows more about geography and grammar now than her dad does, that Ill be bound.

Mr Holmes, the schoolmaster, is loud in her praises, remarked the Doctor, whereat the girl blushed and smiled.

And how would you like to go back with me, and live in Paris — eh? inquired the father.

In a moment, however, the child clung closer to Diamond, and, burying her face upon his arm, burst into tears.

No, no, dear, declared the red-haired man. I didnt mean it. Why, I was only joking! Of course you shall stay here, and finish your education with the Doctor, who is so good and kind to you. See — Ive brought you something.

And taking from his pocket a childs plain hoop bangle in gold, he placed it upon her slim wrist. Aggie, with a childs pardonable vanity, stretched forth her arm and showed the Doctor the effect. Then at the letters suggestion, she raised her face and kissed her father for the present of the first piece of jewellery she had ever possessed in her life.

They walked back together to the cottage, and after a homely cup of tea, Red Mullet sat with the Doctor in the cosy panelled dining-room, the fire burning brightly, and the red-shaded lamp upon the table.

Im glad youre pleased at the appearance of little Aggie, remarked the Doctor between deep puffs of his pipe. Shes quite a sweet child. Every one in the village loves her.

I wonder, Doctor, what theyd think if they knew she was my daughter — the daughter of Red Mullet — eh? asked the red-haired man grimly.

The Doctor pulled a wry face but did not reply. Alas, he was well aware that Mr Mullet did not bear the best of reputations, and as a matter of fact he was wondering the reason why he now risked a sojourn on British soil.

But — I — er — is that door closed? he asked of the ugly little man as he glanced suspiciously behind him.

The Doctor rose and latched it. Then he resumed his seat.

The fact is, I came down here to-day for two reasons — to see little Aggie and also to make some inquiries.

Inquiries! echoed Diamond. What about?

About something that concerns you, was Red Mullets reply. About certain papers which belonged to a man named Blanc, who died in a little hotel opposite the Gare du Nord.

I — I dont understand you. What do you mean? asked Diamond, with a perceptible start.

Come, my dear Doc, you may just as well be frank and open with me. You know the kind of man I am. Youve got hold of papers which dont belong to you — and well, all praise to you, I say, if theyre worth anything. I dont see why you shouldnt deal with a dead mans property if he deliberately wished to destroy it.

How do you know all this, Mr Mullet? asked the Doctor, his face pale and much surprised.

Well, my source of information dont matter very much, does it? remarked the other, stretching out his long legs to the warmth of the fire. But I can tell you its lucky for you and your friends that Ive found out about it — or — well, I can only tell you something would have happened — something very unfortunate.

I dont follow you.

I dont expect you do, was Red Mullets reply, as he laughed lightly. Just be open with me, Doc, and Ill tell you something — something thatll interest you, no doubt. What is the purport of this precious document about which theres all this fuss?

Its a secret — a great and remarkable problem which, up to the present, Im unable to solve.

My dear old chap, there are a good many problems in this world which want solving. The first of them is Woman, laughed the other.

Admitted. But woman doesnt concern this particular matter.

Thats just where you are mistaken, Doc, Mullet interrupted. You live down in this rural solitude, and you dont know what goes on up in London. There is a woman in the case — a woman who is very deeply involved in it.

Who?

We can leave her out of it for the present, replied Mullet. I want to know something about the document.

Doctor Diamond hesitated. Had this man, whose reputation was so bad, and against whom he had so often been warned, come there for the purpose of levying blackmail? It seemed as though he had! Well, he answered, I really see no reason why we should discuss what is, after all, my own private business, Mr Mullet.

I should not ask you if I had not a distinct object, said the other. I may as well tell you that Ive already acted in your interests, and at considerable risk to myself, too, he added.

For which I thank you most sincerely, responded the ugly little man, now very much on the alert.

He was extremely puzzled to know by what means Mullet had learnt his secret. Surely he could not have been a friend of that man who, on his deathbed, had refused his name?

I merely came down here to give you warning, Mullet said. You are not the only person interested in the discovery.

I know. I have been compelled to take certain persons into my confidence, and they will share in the profits which, we hope, will eventually accrue.

Im not speaking of your friends, Doc. Im speaking of enemies — people who are working actively against you.

Against me! cried Diamond, starting. Who else knows about it besides ourselves?

Ah! exclaimed Mullet, smiling. Thats just the point. While you possess only a few scraps of the dead mans manuscript, those working in opposition to you have in their possession a complete copy!

What! cried the ugly little Doctor, starting up. Then the context is known! The whole document has been read!

Without a doubt. And I should have been in ignorance of your connection with it had it not been for a pure accident, answered Mullet.

Who are my enemies? demanded the Doctor. They are powerful — but Im not at liberty to mention their names. I can only say, Doctor, that if I can help you in secret in this affair I will. Theres money in it — lots of money — thats my firm opinion.

Then you know all about it?

Well — I know that the discovery is one of the most remarkable of the age, and that it seems more than likely youll be able to locate the hidden treasure of Solomons temple. Im not much of a classical or Biblical scholar, but I understand that the theory has utterly staggered certain great authorities. And as a mining engineer by profession, Im interested. Ive been on more than one treasure-hunt, once in Guatemala, and again I went out with a party prospecting three years ago for those sunken Spanish galleons in Vigo Bay. We located nine of the vessels by means of that new Italian invention, the hydroscope, and got up an old cannon, several gold doubloons and silver pieces of eight. According to authentic records in the Archives at Madrid, there are seventeen vessels full of gold and silver lying at the bottom of the bay, and the treasure is believed to be worth at least twenty-eight millions sterling.

Diamond smiled. Even that huge sum did not cause him dismay. The treasure of Solomons temple would surely be worth a dozen times as much. Besides, would not he, Raymond Diamond, become one of the most noted men in the world if, by his instrumentality, the historic treasure of Israel was recovered.

A company has been formed to work the Vigo treasure. They asked me to join them, Red Mullet went on. Its a tempting business, but I have other matters to attend to just now. I wonder you dont form a syndicate to work this scheme of yours, Doctor.

No syndicate is necessary, replied the Doctor confidently. We can do it ourselves.

You might — if it were not for the strong opposition against you, Mullet remarked. No, Doc. Dont be too sure of your position. Youve got others who intend to cut in before you, when the time is ripe. But, he added, what proof have you that this treasure actually exists. Im ignorant in these matters, you know.

In a dozen places in the Old Testament it is referred to. Nebuchadnezzar, when he took Jerusalem, carried away over five thousand vessels of gold and silver from the temple. Yet this was only the portion which the Jews allowed to remain there. The greater part of the treasure, including the Ark of the Covenant and the tablets of the law, were hidden and have never been recovered. We learn from the Book of Ezra that when Cyrus, Nebuchadnezzars successor, gave the Jews their liberty, that he restored to Jerusalem five thousand four hundred basons and vessels of gold and silver which the King of Babylon had taken away. Those were, no doubt, placed in the new temple which Zerubbabel erected, but of which we unfortunately possess so very few particulars. What we are in search of is not this treasure, but the vessels of Solomons temple that were hidden by the priests before the capture of Jerusalem by the King of Babylon.

So I understand, Doctor. But what actual statement have you that they are still concealed?

The plain, straightforward statement in Holy Writ, was the others reply, as he sat huddled in the big armchair, a queer, ugly little figure. Then, reaching across to a small table whereon lay the Bible, which he now daily studied, and opening it, he said: Now, listen to this. Jeremiah, xxvi, 19-21, reads as follows:

For thus saith the Lord of hosts concerning the pillars, and concerning the sea, and concerning the bases, and concerning the residue of the vessels that remain in this city, Which Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, took not, when he carried away captive Jeconiah, the son of Jehoiakim king of Judah from Jerusalem to Babylon, and all the nobles of Judah and Jerusalem:

Yea, thus saith the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, concerning the vessels that remain in the house of the Lord, and in the house of the King of Judah and of Jerusalem.

By Jove! exclaimed Mullet, starting up. I didnt know of those words of the prophet. But Im ashamed to say, Doctor, that I never was very much of a Biblical scholar. But it really looks as though there is something in the theory after all, doesnt it?

For a long time the two men sat together, but though the Doctor was eager to learn how Aggies father had obtained his knowledge, the latter was equally determined to tell him nothing.

If you carry on this inquiry, Doctor, he said, it will be a very risky proceeding — I can tell you that much.

What! Your object then is to frighten me into inactivity, Mr Mullet — eh? asked the little man, jumping up.

Not at all — not at all, my dear fellow. You dont understand. You and I are friends, and — well, well continue to be, if you will allow me.

Raymond Diamond confessed that he did not understand the object of his visitors presence there.

But Red Mullet only laughed, and taking another cigar from his case, said drily:

Then let us drop the subject, Doctor, and talk of something else.


Chapter Twenty.

The Inquisitor.
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THE POLICE INQUIRIES into the whereabouts of Gwen Griffin had been futile.

The Professor, beside himself with grief and apprehension, complained most bitterly that the authorities had not treated his daughters disappearance with sufficient seriousness. In all the interviews he had had, both at the local police-station and at New Scotland Yard, the officials had apparently taken the view that the girl had left home of her own account. He had been told on all hands that, in the end, her escapade would be found to be due to some unknown love-affair.

In frantic bewilderment he had telegraphed to Frank Farquhar at the Bristol at Copenhagen, but unfortunately he had not received the message because on arrival at the Danish capital he had found the Bristol full, and had gone on to the Angleterre. Hence he was still in ignorance of the disappearance of his well-beloved.

Those mystic figures which the Professor had found scrawled upon his blotting-pad — the same that were upon that discarded scrap of waste-paper — also puzzled him to the point of distraction. Could they have anything to do with the girls fate? By whose hand had they been traced?

As far as they could discover, no stranger had entered the study. Yet those figures—255.19.7 — had been written boldly in blue upon the pad. Could Gwen have done it herself? Had she left him some cryptic message which he now failed to decipher? But if so, why did those same numbers appear upon the scrap of paper discarded by the unknown man who was endeavouring to learn his secret?

After three days, during which time he puzzled over the meaning of those figures, applying to them all sorts of ciphers, he took a taxi-cab to a friend of his named Stevens, who lived at Streatham and was a Professor of Hebrew at London University.

The pair sat together for some time, Griffin having apparently called to pay a formal visit to his less illustrious confrère, when suddenly producing the figures upon a piece of paper he sought Professor Stevens opinion as to their meaning.

The other stared at them through his spectacles, and after a long consideration inquired:

Were they written by a Hebrew scholar?

I believe so.

Then I think their meaning must be quite plain, replied the other coolly. I should decipher it as the duration of the Kingdom of Israel. Did it not end after 255 years — namely from B.C. 975-721 — under nineteen kings and seven dynasties, not reckoning among the latter, of course, the ephemeral usurpations of Zimri and Shallum?

I never thought of that! gasped Griffin. Those figures have greatly disturbed me, my dear Stevens. They have appeared twice in circumstances extremely strange — traced by an unknown hand.

But the hand of a scholar without a doubt, was the others reply. Perhaps some crank or other who has the habit of signing himself in that manner. I have known men addicted to such peculiarities. There used to be a don at Oxford who had the humorous habit of appending his signature in most excellent imitation of that of Napoleon.

Griffin, recognising that Stevens was correct in his elucidation of the mysterious signification of those figures, became more puzzled. The man in search of the great secret was evidently a crank. That was most conclusively proved. Yet why should that mystic signature appear upon his blotting-pad?

Was it possible that Gwen and he were acquainted, and that he had actually entered the house.

The Professor was beside himself in his utter bewilderment. His daughter had slipped away, and left him without a word of farewell. Yet towards his friend Stevens he wore a mask, and only laughed heartily at the rapid solution of the problem which he had placed before him.

Was it possible, he thought many times, that Gwen, with a love-sick girls sudden yearning, had slipped across to the Continent to join her lover? There could be no reason whatever for that, because he had never for a moment opposed their engagement. Yet girls were a trifle wild sometimes, he reflected, especially motherless girls like the dainty Gwen.

After an hour, however, he bade farewell to Stevens, and re-entering his taxi in Kings Avenue, drove back into London, refusing his friends invitation to remain for luncheon.

He crossed Westminster Bridge, and alighted at the British Museum to inquire if the mysterious searcher had been seen there of late.

The assistant-keeper in the Oriental room replied in the affirmative. The old gentleman had been there three days before, and had afterwards gone to the great reading-room.

Proceeding there. Professor Griffin quickly made inquiries, discovering presently that the man had given the name of Rosenberg. He was shown a slip upon which was written the titles of the two rare works he had consulted. They were:

Cryptomengsis Patefacta (1685), and Kryptographik, Kluber (1809).

These were, he recognised, the two leading works on cryptography, explaining, as they did, all the early systems of secret writing from the scytalc in use by the early Greeks down to the biliteral cipher of Sir Francis Bacon. It was therefore quite plain that the stranger, whoever he might be, though at Oxford he had made those calculations in order to test the existence of a numerical cipher in the Book of Ezekiel, had not yet discovered any true key.

This knowledge gave Griffin great satisfaction. The loss of that crumpled paper from his pocket was, he recognised of no import.

Inquires of the librarian showed that the stranger was not known in the reading-room as a regular reader. Yet he agreed, as indeed had other librarians and keepers of manuscripts, that the old man was undoubtedly a scholar.

This persons will-o-the-wisp existence was most tantalising. In appearance he was described as an old white-headed man with deep-set eyes and a longish white beard, rather shabbily dressed and wearing a long black overcoat much the worse for wear. Great scholars are not remarkable for their neatness in dress. They are mostly neglectful, as indeed was Professor Griffin himself. To Gwen, her father was a constant source of anxiety, for only at her supreme command would he even order a new suit, and his evening clothes were so old and out of shape that she had, times without number, declared herself ashamed to go out to the smart houses at which they were so often asked to dine.

But genius is always forgiven its garments, and the fact that the bearded stranger was described as shabby and almost threadbare did not surprise the man who went about equally shabby himself.

If he were interested in the Cryptomengsis Patefacta, then one thing was proved. His researches at the Bodleian had been without result.

The continued absence of Gwen, however, prevented Griffin from continuing his inquiries. Though times without number he opened the Hebrew text of Ezekiel and tried to study it, yet he was unable to concentrate his mind upon it, and always closed the book again with a deep sigh.

The house was dull and empty without little Gwens bright smile and musical voice. This, he realised, was a foretaste of his loneliness when she was married.

Next day dragged by. The following day was cold and wet, and he spent it mostly alone in his study, after he had been round to the police-station and obtained a negative reply to his question as to whether his beloved daughter had been discovered.

That she was absent against her win he was convinced. She would never have left him in that manner to allow him to fear for her safety.

Seated alone, he brought out those large photographs of Diamonds half-destroyed manuscript, and tried to centre his mind upon them. But, alas! he was unable. Therefore, as the short grey afternoon drew in, with a sigh he rose, put on his overcoat, and telling Laura he would not be back to dinner, he went forth to wander the London streets. He could bear the dead silence of that house no longer.

Just before seven oclock the dining-room bell rang, and the dark-eyed parlour-maid, ascending the stairs, entered the room.

Lor, miss! gasped the Cockney girl. You did give me a fright! How long have you been ome?

Gwen, who stood before her, pale and thin-faced and with hair slightly dishevelled, explained that she had just let herself in with the latch-key.

The Professors out, miss. E said e wouldnt be ome to dinner, the girl remarked. Oh, weve been very worried about you, miss! The perlice ave searched igh and low for yer. We all thought something dreadful ad appened. Wherever ave you been all these days?

Thats my own business, answered the Professors daughter. Ive come back safe and sound, and Im now going to my room. Tell my father when he comes in that Im very tired. Perhaps he wont return till late.

Shall I bring you up something, miss? asked the girl.

Yes, some tea. I want nothing else.

And she ascended to her own neat bedroom on the second floor where, after closing the door, she flung herself upon the bed and burst into tears.

Her nerves had been unstrung by the severe ordeal she had gone through. When the maid brought her tea, she dried her eyes and allowed the girl to assist her to change her dusty skirt and torn blouse, and after a good wash and a cup of tea she felt decidedly better and refreshed.

Laura lit a fire, and when it had burnt up Gwen flung herself into her cretonne-covered armchair to rest and to think.

Since she had last sat in that cosy well-remembered room of hers there had been hideous happenings. The past seemed to her all like a bad dream. She shuddered as she recalled it. Even the events of that day hardly seemed clear and distinct. Her recollection of them was hazy, so agitated and anxious had she been. Why she had been so suddenly released from that hateful bondage was also to her a complete mystery.

She was recalling that first interview with the coarse, red-faced man whose name she had not been told: with what little consideration he had treated her, and how he had compelled her to come forth from her stronghold in order to speak with him.

He had asked her many curious questions, the purport of which she could not discern. Some of them concerned her fathers recent actions and movements; some of them concerned the man she loved.

But she was independent, and refused point-blank to answer anything. She defied that man who, in turn, jeered at her helplessness, and so insulted her that the flush of shame rose upon her white cheeks.

You shall answer me these questions, young lady, cried the pompous man in firm determination, or it will be the worse for you! he added with a look, the real meaning of which she was unable to disguise from herself.

Yet she stood defiant, even though she was helpless in his hands.

My fathers business does not concern you, she had cried, and if you think his daughter will betray him into the hands of his enemies you are mistaken, sir!

The bloated, red-faced brute blurted forth a quick imprecation, and would have struck her had not the tall man who was her janitor interfered, saying:

No, dont. Shell reconsider her refusal, no doubt.

If she does not tell me everything — everything we want to know — and if she does not consent to do our bidding and bring to us whatever we desire, then she need not look for mercy. She is ours, and we shall treat her as such. The man who called himself Wetherton shall come back to her. Hell very soon overcome her scruples and cause her to reflect! the man had laughed hoarsely.

Give her time, suggested the tall man.

We want no more of these heroics about her betraying her father, the other sneered. If so, shell regret it. You know, Charlie, what I mean: how more than one girl has bitterly regretted her defiance.

Gwen fell suddenly upon her knees, imploring to be allowed to go free. But her tormentor only repeated his threats in terms which left no doubt as to what he intended should be the poor girls fate, and laughing he took up his hat and strode forth.

From that moment the tall man addressed as Charlie, though he would give no explanation whatever as to the reason those strange questions had been put to her concerning her father and her lover, treated her with the greatest consideration, yet at the same time kept constantly expressing a fear that, if she still refused, the danger threatened would certainly befall her.

Again, on the following day, the fat red-faced inquisitor came and put those questions to her. But he still found her obdurate. She recognised that those people were her fathers enemies, therefore she had determined to say nothing.

Ah! would she ever forget all the horror of those dramatic interviews — the dastardly threats of that blackguard who laughed at her unhappiness and who uttered words which caused her face to burn with shame.

And then came the final scene, just as suddenly as the first.

The inquisitor came again, and after another violent scene left, declaring that the false Wetherton should return and become her janitor in place of the man she knew as Charlie.

The latter seemed pained and very anxious after the red-faced man had gone. She inquired the reason, but he only sighed, declaring that the man under whose power they both were would most certainly carry out his threat towards her.

Half mad with anxiety and grief, she had then confided in the tall man, telling him a brief disjointed story of the half-burned manuscript, in the course of which she had mentioned the name of a man whom she had never met — Doctor Diamond, of Horsford. Her lover, she explained, was the Doctors friend.

The man had put to her a few rapid questions to which she had replied; then, as though with sudden resolve, he had risen from the table where he had been sitting, and clenching his fists poured forth a flood of execrations upon some person he did not name.

She was surprised at the action, and her surprise increased when, a few minutes later, he had halted before her saying:

Though I risk my own liberty in assisting you, Miss Griffin, I will not keep you here, the innocent victim of that heartless blackguard and his sycophants. I have a daughter of my own — a little daughter who is all in all to me. Red Mullet — thats my name, Miss — may bear a pretty bad reputation, but he will never lift a finger against a defenceless girl, nor will he act in opposition to a man who has stood his friend. My only stipulation is that you will say nothing. We will meet again ere long.

And then, five minutes later, having given her solemn promise of secrecy, she had left the house, wandering the dark streets until she had found herself in Oxford Street, where she had hailed a cab and driven home.

Over all this she sat thinking, gazing thoughtfully into the dancing flames and wondering.

But from her reverie she was awakened by the re-entry of the maid, who said:

Both the Professor and Mr Farquhar are downstairs, miss. Will you please go down to them at once?

She started quickly. A cold shudder ran through her.

With that vow of secrecy upon her, the vow given to the man who had been her protector, what explanation of her absence could she give to Frank.

She rose slowly from her chair, her great dark eyes fixed straight before her.


Chapter Twenty One.

The Falling of the Shadow.
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GWEN STOOD BEFORE her father and her lover, a pale, wan, trembling figure, evasive in all her answers.

With the seal of silence upon her lips what could she say?

As Professor Griffin had entered the door with his latch-key a hansom had drawn up at the kerb, and Frank, who had come straight from Charing Cross, after dropping his kit at his rooms, sprang out and ran up the steps to the porch to meet the elder man with a merry greeting.

His first inquiry had been of Gwen, but the Professors face told him that something was wrong, and they entered the hall together. Next moment, however, the maid rushed forward exclaiming: Miss Gwens come home, sir. Shes upstairs.

Tell her we are here, said her father, and wed like to see her at once.

Then the two men walked into the dining-room, where, in a few brief sentences, the Professor explained to young Farquhar his daughters sudden disappearance.

Frank was quick to notice that the girl he loved had scarce dared to raise her eyes to his as she entered the room. The grey gown she wore, unrelieved by any touch of colour, served to accentuate the deadly pallor of her soft countenance. A change had been wrought in her — a great astounding change.

Why, Gwen dear! gasped her father. Whats the matter? What has occurred?

Nothing, dad, faltered the girl.

Thats quite absurd, my child, cried the elder man. Youve been absent from home all these days, and sent me no word! Something unusual must have occurred.

Nothing, dad dear — at least, nothing that I can tell you.

Frank started, staring straight at her, utterly amazed at her response.

But, Gwen, he exclaimed, you surely can explain where youve been. The police, it seems, have been searching for you everywhere.

Her eyes were cast quickly around the room, as though seeking means of escape from that cross-examination. Then she answered:

I really dont see what my business concerns any one — so long as I am at home again.

This is scarcely like you, Gwen, exclaimed the grey-haired man reproachfully. You are usually so very thoughtful for me, and careful not to give me cause for a moments anxiety.

It was quite inevitable, dad, she replied. I would not have remained silent intentionally — as you well know.

But surely, interrupted Frank in a voice which showed that his suspicions were already aroused, surely you can at least allow us the satisfaction of knowing where youve been, dear!

No harm has befallen me, has there? Therefore, why trouble about my absence? she asked. To utter those words required all her self-control. She knew in what an awkward position she was now placing herself.

Well, you seem to regard very lightly all the anxiety you have caused me, my child, protested Griffin sharply.

I am very sorry — truly sorry, dear dad, was the pale-faced girls reply, but my silence really was not my own fault.

At least you might be frank with us now, Gwen! declared her lover. You surely have nothing to hide!

Nothing whatever, she said, smiling bitterly, only I am, for certain reasons, compelled to regard my recent whereabouts as a secret.

Why?

She was silent. What could she say! What indeed? The man Mullet, who had been her protector, and who had treated her with such kindness and consideration, making her confinement much the less irksome than it would have been; the man who had stood between her and her brutal, red-faced inquisitor, and who, just at the moment when a grave peril threatened her, had opened the door and allowed her to escape, and laid upon her a solemn vow of secrecy. His words rang distinctly in her ears: Remember, Miss Griffin, if you tell your friends what has happened to you it will result in my ruin. Our enemies will avenge themselves by giving me over to the police. Therefore, I beg of you to remain silent — at all hazards — for my sake! And she had promised.

Could she break that pledge, given to the man who had saved her from shame and dishonour?

By her hesitation, grave suspicions had gathered within the minds of both her father and her lover. Ignorant of the true facts, they both misjudged her.

Franks quick jealousy had been fired by her determination not to make explanation. Yet he had tried to suppress the bitter thoughts growing within him, hoping that it was her fathers presence which prevented her from telling him in confidence what had occurred.

I cannot see why you should make such a great mystery of the affair, my dear child, remarked the Professor, clearly annoyed.

Well, and she laughed nervously, perhaps I may tell you something some day, dad. But please excuse me now, dear. I — Im tired and — and very upset.

The old man recognised from her pale, hard-drawn features that she was not herself. Her highly strung nerves were at their greatest tension. And, perhaps, after all, he thought, it was injudicious of him to submit her to that cross-examination in Franks presence.

Indeed, both men desired to speak with her alone, both believing that they would then induce her to tell the truth.

Little did they dream that the truth could never issue from her lips — that the vow she had made was to a man to whom the exposure meant loss of his liberty.

Her own position was a ghastly one. She had already realised that. She shuddered at the recollection of those hideous insults of that fat, brutal tormentor — and of the fate which he had marked out for her because she would not satisfy him concerning either her father or her lover.

Her sole thought was of Charlie — Mr Mullet, or Red Mullet as his friends were in the habit of calling him. She smiled at the humour of the appellation. It fitted him so well on account of his red hair and bristly red moustache.

Half an hour later the subject of her absence having by mutual consent, been dropped, the Professor went to his study to write some letters, while Gwen and her lover strolled into the big drawing-room, gaunt and cheerless without a fire.

When they were alone he took her white, trembling hand, and, looking steadily into her eyes, begged her to afford him the satisfaction of knowing the truth about her absence.

She had been dreading that moment, and she only shook her head.

But, dearest! he urged, surely I have a right to know!

I thought you said only the day before your departure for Copenhagen that you could always trust me, Frank, she answered, in a voice full of quiet reproach.

I said so, I admit. But almost immediately I had gone it seems that you slipped out of the house without a word, and have only just returned. You will make no explanation, therefore what am I to think? What can I think!

You must think as evil of me as you may, Frank, was the girls calm reply.

No, no, he cried. Come darling, tell me all about it — in confidence. I wont say a word to any living soul.

I cannot tell you, was her faint response, standing rigid, with her eyes fixed straight before her. Please do not ask me again.

Do you refuse, even me?

Yes, Frank — even you.

He was silent. What ugly incident could she have to hide from him? He knew that before their first meeting she had, like many a young and pretty girl, been a sad flirt; that men had hovered about her continually, attracted by her sweet beauty and charming daintiness. He was not her first love. On the contrary, she had more than one little serious affair of the heart; first with a young Italian officer of infantry at Florence, where she had spent a winter with her father, and again with the son of a north country ironmaster while staying at the Empire at Buxton. She had confessed to those, and others. Indeed, hitherto she had never withheld from him any secret concerning her past. Therefore, why should she now refuse to give any account of her mysterious absence!

He was puzzled — puzzled by her attitude and puzzled by her determination to evade his questions. And, as was but natural, there sprang up in his breast the burning fire of jealousy.

The amazing, horrifying thought occurred to him that she, the sweet-faced girl he loved with his whole heart and soul, had, while he had been absent abroad, met some secret lover, an old flame most probably, believing that she could excuse herself to her indulgent father and induce him to make no mention of the affair to him upon his return. He, however, had returned to London a day too early — returned to learn the bitter and astounding truth.

Time after time, still holding her tiny white hand in his, and looking into those dark timid eyes, he urged her to give him some satisfaction. But she steadily refused, declaring:

I am unable, Frank. And even if I were able, you would never believe me — never!

Why are you unable? he inquired, suspiciously.

Because secrecy has been imposed upon me.

By one who is in fear of certain consequences — eh? he asked furiously.

Yes, was her faltering response.

Then is it not right that I, your future husband, should be acquainted with what has occurred, Gwen? he demanded quickly. By your silence, you are only arousing suspicions within me that may be cruel and unjust towards you.

I regret, Frank, that it must remain so. I have given a pledge that I cannot break — even at your request.

Ah! then your love for me is not so strong as I believed it to be! he cried reproachfully, letting her hand drop. How many times have you placed your arms about my neck and declared your affection for me? he asked bitterly.

I do love you, Frank — I swear I love you as much as I have always done! she cried wildly, stretching forth her arms to him in her despair.

Impossible. You have made a solemn pledge to another — a man. Do you deny that it is a man?

No. I deny nothing that is the truth, she whispered hoarsely, I dare not tell you the truth for — for that mans sake!

You apparently think a great deal of him! exclaimed Farquhar, with rising anger.

He is my friend — my best friend, as you will some day learn.

And you actually tell me this, Gwen! he cried, staring at her. You — whom Ive loved so truly!

I am telling you the truth, she replied, in a voice again strangely calm. You need entertain no jealousy of him. He is my friend — my devoted friend — nothing more.

And you stay from home for days, and on returning tell me this! he exclaimed, his brows contracted in fierce anger. What is this fellows name? he demanded.

I am not at liberty to tell you, she responded, believe me if you will — if not, — and she shrugged her shoulders without concluding her sentences.

I have a right to know, he blurted forth.

She realised the effect her words had had upon him. She saw his fierce jealousy and his dark suspicion. Yet what more could she say in the hideous circumstances. She was now the innocent victim of a silence imposed upon her by the man who had been her protector. How could she betray him into the hands of his enemies? Ah! her situation was surely one of the most difficult and maddening in which a girl had ever found herself.

To tell Frank Farquhar the truth would be to rouse his mad jealousy to a great pitch. He would seek out Mr Mullet, face him, and create a scene which must inevitably bring down upon her friend and protector the vengeance of those who held him so helpless in their unscrupulous hands.

Hence she foresaw the inevitable. It was as plain as it was tragic. Her refusal to give satisfactory replies to Franks most natural questions had aroused his darkest suspicion. He, on his part, discerned in her determination a deliberate attempt to mislead him. During his absence she had changed towards him, changed in a most curious way that held him mystified.

You appear, Gwen, to be utterly unconcerned and careless as to whether I believe you or not, he said gravely, after a few moments silence. Well, I would like now to speak quite plainly and openly.

Speak, she said, I am all attention. She was struggling valiantly with herself.

Her coolness was feigned. Ah! what would she give if she were at liberty to tell Frank the whole strange and ghastly truth!

I have put to you a question which you refuse to answer, he said in a low, hard voice. You have admitted that, by this silence of yours, you are protecting another man. Well — in that case I can only say that I must leave you in future to your friends protection. I hope he loves you better — better than I!

Leave me! she gasped in a hoarse whisper. You — you will leave me! Ah! no — no Frank, — she shrieked in her despair, you cant mean that — you wont let—

But her lover had already turned upon his heel, and without further words he left the room — and the house.

She heard the front door slam, and then with a sudden cry of despair she flung herself upon the couch and buried her head among the silken cushions sobbing.


Chapter Twenty Two.

Increases the Mystery.
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THE MORNING WAS foggy, damp and dark in London, one of those to which dwellers in the Metropolis are so accustomed in the short December days.

In Red Mullets sitting-room off Oxford Street — that same room in which Gwen Griffin had endured her imprisonment — he and Doctor Diamond were seated.

A fortnight had passed since the red-haired mans visit to Horsford, but in accordance with a promise made he had, late the previous evening, telegraphed to the hunchback, and in response to the message the latter had left Peterborough by the up-express at nine oclock that morning.

Well, Doc, the tall man was saying as he lay stretched lazily in his chair smoking a cigarette. Im giving away my friend in order to oblige you, and Ive had a lot of difficulty, as you may imagine. My friends are a pretty tough crowd, as you know. But Ive fulfilled the promise I made to you, and all will be well providing that young lady, Miss Griffin, only holds her tongue.

Then youve really obtained a copy of the document for me — eh! interrupted the ugly little man, his face brightening quickly.

Yes. I was very nearly caught in the act of taking it. It was kept in a safe, and I had to get hold of the key by a ruse. I kept it a day, and got a typed copy made. Then I retained it to its place.

By Jove, Mr Mullet, youre a real friend! cried the Doctor, starting up. As you know, weve been handicapped hitherto by not knowing the context of the document. Ours has been all guesswork.

Well, it neednt be any more, remarked the red-haired man with a light laugh, for heres a complete copy. Youd better read it out. Its a very remarkable statement. And he produced a typewritten manuscript which the Doctor, after clearing his throat, eagerly read as follows:

THE TREASURE OF ISRAEL.

Revealed by a Hebrew Cipher in the Old Testament.

I, Peter Holmboe, graduate of Helsingfors University, in Finland, late Professor of Hebrew at St. Petersburg University, and now resident at Langenfelder Strasse, 17, Altona, Germany, make oath and declare as follows:

Curious, and perhaps improbable as it may at first appear, I claim to have discovered the actual whereabouts of the hidden treasure of the Jewish Temple, which includes among other things the Ark of the Covenant, the Tablets of moses, and the enormous treasure of gold and silver known to exist before the capture of Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar, King of Babylon.

The Secret.

The secret of the place of concealment is contained in a cipher which runs through certain chapters of the Book of Ezekiel, and which clearly relates the whole story and gives absolute and most complete directions with measurements by which the spot is indicated. And not only this. The same story, in a much more abbreviated form, is, curiously enough, also repeated in the same cipher in certain chapters of Deuteronomy.

It is a historical fact that when Nebuchadnezzar seized Jerusalem nearly the whole of the treasure of the Temple had disappeared, and it would seem that into the Book of Ezekiel the secret was incorporated, so that the treasure, which formed the war-chest of the Jews, could be recovered at the coming of the Messiah.

Many points are, of course, highly interesting and curious. Perhaps my discovery — which, by the way, was by pure accident — will create much controversy and arouse great excitement among scholars and archaeologists. Nevertheless the cipher exists, as I am ready, under certain conditions and on certain financial considerations, to indicate its existence to any competent Hebrew scholar who may be appointed to investigate my discovery.

The Cipher.

For many years I had been greatly interested in the various astronomical, astrological and cabalistical signs and cycles so apparent in the chronology of the ancient peoples. In the Bible, and more especially during the five hundred or so years before Christ, I found evidences of the astrology that was used in the division of time, and therefore set to work, using the comparing method in order to obtain an insight into the different ciphers most universally used, and also into the methods of concealing secret messages and statements. Many of the ciphers used were highly ingenious and most difficult to decipher. The Jews in Jerusalem used them, so did the Jewish Greeks in Alexandria and the Buddhists in India, as well as the Gnostics, etc.

I had been studying certain curious expressions in the Mischna, which seemed to me to contain certain hidden meanings, when one day, in studying the Book of Ezekiel in the original, I was amazed to come across an expression which, habituated as I was to the presence of ciphers, told me at once that a hidden message was contained there.

After countless failures through several years, I one day applied one of the earlier known cabalistic ciphers — which, by the way, is so complicated and ingenious that the whole message must be deciphered before the first word becomes apparent — and, to my intense astonishment, on making the complete decipher I found myself able to read a clean declaration (extending through nine chapters) of the secret hiding-place of the Great Treasure of Israel!

The cipher declaration opens with an intimation of 490 years before the arrival of the Messiah, and continues as follows:

The lapse of years are nearing its filling. The relief of the Doom will come in spite of all. The peoples right is nearing. The Period of the Blood-Debts and that of the Suppression will lose its power.

It is then stated that Moses tablets, the archives of the Temple, the Ark of the Covenant and the Chair of Grace between two cherubims of fine gold, the insignias Urim and Thummim with two rubies of extraordinary size surrounded by a multitude of other precious stones, the written archives of the earliest period of the Jews till about B.C. 600, the great treasures of the Temple, gold and silver vessels, coined gold, and precious stones of every description were all concealed beneath the earth in a dry-room in connection with which is a series of water-tunnels.

The secret declaration goes on to give the most complete details of how the treasure may be reached. It is stated that there are three entrances, one of which is impossible as it is inaccessible, being closed up by masonry in a labyrinth of caves; the second is also too difficult. But the third is accessible by draining the water and will not present much difficulty.

The cipher continuing, declares:

The tablets shall remain in their hiding-place till the arrival of the Messiah, who alone may open their place of concealment, in order that He may furnish proof of the faith, and if necessary the treasure shall provide a war fund when the Messiah conquers the world and establishes his residence in Jerusalem.

The cipher concludes by declaring:

Six curses, yea! sixty times six curses, shall be upon the head of any one who dare to attempt to violate the treasure-house.

That the messages, each identical, run through both Ezekiel and Deuteronomy is indisputable, and I am quite ready to explain them, provided my secret is properly protected.

Among the many curious and interesting features which go far to prove that the treasure is still lying undisturbed, I may perhaps indicate the Biblical fact that, after the Babylonian imprisonment, the tablets of Moses were never again exhibited in the Temple. Yet did not Nehemiah convince himself that they were intact and in good condition?

We know that Nebuchadnezzar received certain vessels from the Temple at Jerusalem (Ezra, i, 7-11) but no mention is made of the tablets, of the Ark, or of any other of the things mentioned in the cipher!

Again, when Titus destroyed Jerusalem he did not obtain the Ark. On the Arch of Triumph still existing in Rome are representations of the candlesticks, but there is no representation of the Ark.

Through the whole prophecy of Ezekiel I can point out many evidences of the existence of the treasure.

And, finally, it is extremely curious that the Crusaders searched actively for it, but mostly in the neighbourhood of Engeddin.

Whether the treasure of Israel still exists or not, the cipher declaration stands out in black and white, one of the best known and most difficult of all the various modes used by the ancients for concealing messages.

I claim that it is a most amazing discovery which must be of deepest interest to the whole civilised world, and should be at once investigated. I have not, of course, space to give complete Biblical references, etc. These I will supply later on, if necessary.

Any Jew who may be consulted will no doubt scorn the idea of the existence of the treasure. He will do so because he will argue that no cipher can exist in a book inspired. Again, he may declare that all the treasure was all carried off to Babylon. This is, I maintain, disproved by historical facts.

Again, there may be considerable argument as to whether the Books of Ezekiel and of Deuteronomy were written about the same period. According to the latest theory, Deuteronomy was written before Ezekiel, nevertheless this discovery of the same cipher record in both now conclusively proves that they were written at very nearly the same time.

Further, I am aware of the Talmudic tradition which states that the treasures I have enumerated, with the addition of Aarons staff, the pot of manna and the flask of anointing oil, are hidden beneath the Temple Mount. But the cipher in question shows plainly that they are not concealed upon the site of the Temple, which is now occupied by the Mosque of Omar, but at some considerable distance away.

The Key.

As regards the key to the cipher and the manner in which to decipher it, I have, believing my existence to be now short-lived — for alas! I am suffering from a disease that I am told is incurable — placed the key, with such directions as are necessary to read it, in a place where it will remain hidden until such time as I have arranged with a capitalist or syndicate of financiers to despatch an expedition to secretly purchase the land in question and excavate for the holy relics. To them alone it will be revealed.

The key, which will disclose a statement that must cause the whole world to be surprised and thrilled, is divided into two parts, the one useless without the other. One part now lies in one city and another in a second. Therefore, for any person to attempt to discover the truth without first entering into business relations with me will be utterly impossible. And even if both keys were illegally obtained, the requisite knowledge could not then be ascertained without a third direction, that can be supplied by myself alone.

If I live, then I hope to search and recover the sacred objects. If, however, Providence wills my death ere my task is done, none shall complete it; for none shall ever profit by the secret which the Unseen Power has revealed unto us, a statement of which I have herein written and signed by my own hand.

(Signed) Peter Holmboe, Professor of Hebrew.

The following note, with the impression of a rubber stamp, was appended in German:

Sworn before me, Karl Weizel, notary public at 38, Neuer Junugferustieg, in the Free City of Hamburg, on the eighth of July, One thousand Nine hundred and Seven.


Chapter Twenty Three.

His Ugliness at Pembridge Gardens.
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AN HOUR LATER the Doctor called upon Frank Farquhar in Half Moon Street, and excitedly showed him the precious copy of the document which Red Mullet had secured for him.

Frank was highly interested, of course, but refused to accompany the hunchback to Pembridge Gardens. As his reason, he gave that he had a directors meeting down in Fleet Street which he was bound to attend. Sir George was absent and he was therefore compelled to be in his place. The truth was that he had no desire to meet Gwen.

The girl had written him several pitiful and reproachful letters during the past fortnight, but to these he had made no response, except by one brief note in which he had repeated his very pointed question.

No, Doctor, he said, go yourself to Pembridge Gardens. The Professor will, Im sure, be delighted to meet you, and you can discuss the matter thoroughly with him. Ill see him this evening.

Therefore Diamond had taken a cab out to Notting Hill Gate, and on inquiring for Griffin and giving his name, was shown at once upstairs to the study.

The Professor, with his usual courtesy, expressed his pleasure at the meeting, though if the truth were told he had not expected to see a man of the little Doctors extreme ugliness. Then, when his visitor produced the precious copy of the dead mans manuscript, the great scholar sat down and breathlessly read it through from end to end.

This is exactly what I surmised from the burnt fragments, he remarked, taking off his glasses as he turned to where the Doctor was sitting. But the great and fascinating problem we have to solve is the whereabouts of the two keys to the cipher. One thing seems clear from the document, namely, that the dead man was Holmboe, the discoverer of the hidden secret.

Exactly. He knew the uncertainty of his life. Indeed he told me so when he had his first attack, replied the little man, the initials P.H. were also upon his clothing.

He told you he was a Dane. But in all probability he was a Russian or a Finn, remarked Griffin slowly turning over the leaves of a reference book before him. Yes — here he is — Peter Holmboe, Professor of Hebrew at St. Petersburg, University, appointed four years ago. He apparently occupied a very high post for so young a man. He made the declaration in Hamburg, I see, therefore he had, no doubt, resigned his professorship in order to devote his time to finding capital to exploit the remarkable secret he had discovered.

Yes. But whats the use of the secret without the key to the cipher? queried the Doctor.

None whatever. We must work to discover the key, Griffin replied. If I close study, discover the key myself.

Farquhars journey to Copenhagen was utterly fruitless. We were led there upon a wild goose chase, the Doctor said. The unfortunate fact is that others are also in search of the secret.

I am aware of that. But how did you discover it?

I was told by my friend — the man who secured for me this copy — an old friend named Mullet. He knows more than he will tell me!

While the Doctor was speaking, Gwen had opened the door and entered the room.

She heard the visitor utter the name of her protector, and became instantly interested.

This is Doctor Diamond, dear, explained her father. You have heard Mr Farquhar speak of him.

The little Doctor jumped to his feet and bowed, while the girl, in dark skirt and clean white blouse, graciously acknowledged his greeting.

She was anxious to learn what connection this dwarfed man could have with her mysterious protector.

I heard you speak of a Mr Mullet, Doctor, she remarked. Is that a man known as Red Mullet?

Yes, Miss Griffin. He is a friend of mine.

Or rather you are a great friend of his, I have heard — eh?

Then you know him! exclaimed the Doctor, much surprised. You met him abroad, I suppose? The girl did not reply. She was puzzled at the curious connection between the red-haired man who had been her janitor and the ugly little Doctor who was Franks friend.

I know him, she said at last. And being a friend of yours, he is a friend of ours.

Thats so, declared the Doctor, laughing. Some people say ill things of him, but I have known him for some years, and he has always acted straight and honourably towards me.

Well, exclaimed the Professor with some impatience. Leave us, child. We want to get on with the examination of this paper which Doctor Diamond has just brought me.

Does it concern the Treasure of Israel, dad? inquired the girl, walking up to his table.

Yes, dear. It is a copy of the complete document, so you may imagine how deeply Im interested in it.

Has Frank seen it? she asked quickly, to which the Doctor replied in the affirmative.

Then when the girl had, with some reluctance, left them together, they resumed their discussion.

We can discover nothing tangible without a knowledge of the cipher, remarked Griffin very gravely. And in my belief, though it is here stated that the key is concealed in two separate cities, at the time of Holmboes death he had it in his possession. That was a portion of it which you rescued — the one folio in manuscript. The typewritten document was evidently prepared to place before a financier with a view to the equipment of an expedition to Palestine. But the additional manuscript was evidently a record of the cipher, together with its key. Have you a copy of it?

Yes, replied the Doctor, taking from his breast-pocket some papers from among which he took a copy he had made in his own handwriting. As far as I could judge, the manuscript of which this is one folio, consisted of about seven folios. I recollect quite well noticing, as I placed it in the stove, that certain characters in Hebrew were written upon it.

Well, exclaimed Griffin, spreading the copy of the half-destroyed leaf before him, that the cipher is a numerical one is quite apparent. It seems that it is based upon the wâw sign, or sixth letter of the Hebrew alphabet. Six is the sign of evil. Nevertheless I have turned up the reference to Ezekiel, xli, 23, but cannot find anything unusual in the Hebrew text.

Because we do not possess the key, remarked the hunchback with a sigh.

Admitted. But we have the basis of the calculation — the regular occurrence of the letter w or v in the text. For days, nay, weeks, I have been trying to solve that problem, using each of the known cabalistic ciphers of the ancients, but without the slightest success.

It is an unknown cipher, without a doubt — even though you recognise the basis.

Numerical ciphers are always most difficult, Griffin declared. Yet was it not Edgar Allen Poe who declared that human ingenuity could not invent a cipher which human ingenuity could not solve. I have tried my calculations upon the earliest known text, that preserved in St. Petersburg — but in vain.

What do you think of the dead mans statement that the key is divided into two parts — one portion being concealed in each city?

I dont accept that as genuine, declared the Professor. I regard it as a mere embellishment of facts, in order to prevent any one from trying to unriddle the message. The unfortunate man ordered you to destroy the directions for reading the message, together with the statement itself.

I rather wish I had disobeyed, remarked the Doctor with a grin. The fact that it was in manuscript and not in typing shows that he would not trust any one with sight of it.

Which goes far to prove the truth of my argument. There is a key number, depend upon it. When once you have that, and we ascertain at what point to start, then the secret record will soon be revealed.

But how can we obtain it — thats the question, the Doctor said. I would like to know how far the inquiries of our enemies have advanced. This copy was obtained from the complete copy in their possession.

Who are our enemies? Do you know them? asked the Professor, starting forward quickly.

No. My friend, though he had supplied me with this, refuses all information concerning them, except to say that they are both powerful and wealthy.

What do they know concerning the key?

Not so much as ourselves. They do not possess even the few words concerning it that we do.

But will not your friend divulge the identity of our enemies? asked Griffin, not if we take him into partnership with us, and allow him to share in the huge profits which must accrue if anything is actually recovered?

I thought that your opinion upon the whole story was a negative one, remarked the Doctor with a strangely wily look.

The Professor, bent upon writing a learned article in the Contemporary, giving a story that should startle the world, held his breath for a moment. But only for a single instant.

Well, he answered without hesitation, at first I was, it is true, inclined to regard it as an amazing piece of fiction, but after certain researches and study I have now come to the conclusion that there may be more truth in it than would at first appear. I, of course, regard it from a scholars point of view, and not from that of a financier.

I believe in money, declared the ugly little man frankly. It should be put forward, when ripe, as a sound financial proposition — just as, no doubt, its discoverer, Peter Holmboe, intended to put it forward.

Then if so, why will not your friend Mullet join forces with us? It would surely be to his advantage!

Because hes tied to the other side.

If it has not prevented him from supplying us in secret with this copy of the document, it surely would not prevent him assisting us further, and placing us upon our guard regarding the actions of our enemies. Have you no idea, Doctor, how these other people obtained a copy of Holmboes statement? It surely could not have been kicking about the streets, having in view the fact that he was so careful to destroy it before his death.

I havent any idea how they obtained it, or even their names. My friend will tell me nothing.

Who is this man Mullet? Have you any objection to telling me?

The man whom your daughter was discussing — the man known to his friends as Red Mullet — is a cosmopolitan who lives mostly on the Continent, and, between ourselves, has the reputation of being an adventurer.

And a friend of my daughter! the elder man exclaimed in surprise. She seems to meet very undesirable people sometimes. The latitude allowed to girls nowadays, Doctor, is very different from that of thirty years ago — eh?

What can we expect in this age of the New Woman and the Suffragette? laughed the other, holding up his hands.

But could we not induce this Mr Mullet to help us — or at least to reveal to us in what direction our enemies are working? They have with them a very clever and ingenious scholar, of that I have already satisfied myself.

Ah! sighed Diamond. If we only could get Red Mullet with us. But I fear that there are certain circumstances which entirely preclude such an arrangement. At least, that is what I suspect.

I wonder what my daughter can know of the man? remarked Griffin, ignorant of the fact that Gwens curiosity had got the better of her, or that the door being ajar she had heard the Doctors statement.

It certainly does seem a rather curious fact that they are acquainted, remarked the Doctor. But, Professor, he went on eagerly, I suppose you now have no doubt that there is more in the remarkable story than mere surmise.

Griffin was again silent for a few moments.

Providing that the sacred relics remain still hidden — and there certainly seems nothing against that belief, even though some have declared that Solomons golden vessels were afterwards used in Persia — then we have, of course, precise knowledge of certain of them, he said with great deliberation. Opening the Hebrew-English Bible at 2 Chronicles, iv, 19, he said: Listen to this as an example, and he read as follows:

And Solomon made all the vessels that were for the house of God, the golden altar also, and the tables whereon the shew-bread was set;

Moreover the candlesticks with their lamps, that they should burn after the manner before the oracle, of pure gold;

And the flowers, and the lamps, and the tongs, made he of gold, and that perfect gold;

And the snuffers, and the basons, and the spoons, and the censers, of pure gold; and the entry of the house, the inner doors thereof for the most holy place, and the doors of the house of the temple, were of gold.

Concerning the Ark of the Covenant, which the cipher says still lies hidden, we have in the next chapter, commencing at verse 7:

And the priests brought in the ark of the covenant of the Lord unto his place, to the oracle of the house, into the most holy place, even under the wings of the cherubim:

For the cherubim spread forth their wings over the place of the ark, and the cherubim covered the ark and the staves thereof above.

And they drew out the staves of the ark that the end of the staves were seen from the ark before the oracle, but they were not seen without. And there it is unto this day.

There was nothing in the ark save the two tables which Moses put therein at Horeb, when the Lord made a covenant with the children of Israel, when they came out of Egypt.

The gold, of course, came from the ancient Ophir, remarked the Doctor, and curiously enough the site of this El Dorado has only recently been established by Dr Carl Peters as having been at Zimbabwe, and the surrounding region in south-eastern Mashonaland.

Yes, remarked the Professor. There is, I think, no question that Solomon obtained his gold from that district. The old workings are said by Hall and Neal to number seventy-five thousand, and hundreds of thousands of tons of gold ore must have been dug out during the Himyaritic era. The Kaffirs still call the place Fur. and the Arabs Afur. It was from there that Solomons ships brought the four hundred and twenty talents of gold mentioned in 1 Kings, ix, 26-28, and in 2 Chronicles, viii, 17-18. Again, we are told that in one year Solomon obtained six hundred and sixty-six talents of gold — each talent being worth eleven thousand pounds of our money — from the same region, most of which was used in the manufacture of the vessels for the temple.

Some of which we hope to recover, Professor, laughed the ugly little man.

We certainly might, sighed the other, if only we could discover the solution of this most fascinating yet tantalising problem.


Chapter Twenty Four.

A Page in Piccadilly.
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A LONG, GREY, hundred-horse-power racing motor-car with its two glaring head-lamps drew suddenly up in the falling darkness before the big house in Berkeley Square, and from it stepped Sir Felix Challas in his heavy fur coat, cap and goggles. He was a motor enthusiast, and declared that his runs on his high-power racer cleared the cobwebs from his brain, and braced up his nerves.

He had started forth soon after breakfast, lunched at the Mermaid at Wansford, eighty miles away up the Great North Road, and was now home again, just as darkness had set in.

He had sat beside his chauffeur in silence while being whirled along the great northern highway, for he always thought out the most ingenious of his schemes while travelling thus.

Ere he had ascended the steps of the house, the splendid car, which only a few weeks before had made a record on the Brooklands track, moved off to the well-appointed garage, where he kept his three other cars.

On entering his own luxurious little den on the left of the hall, he found Jim Jannaway comfortably ensconced before the fire, smoking one of his choicest cigars and with a whisky and soda at his elbow.

Hulloa! exclaimed Sir Felix surprised. I thought you were on your way out to the East? You were to have left this morning, werent you? And he threw off his heavy coat and stood with his back to the fire.

Yes. But Ive remained, because Ive discovered something, replied the other. Ive found out the reason why that girl Griffin got away.

Oh! Why? asked Challas quickly. It was a great misfortune for us. Shes evidently discovered who we are, and why we wanted the information.

Well — he played us false.

Who — Mullet?

Yes. The girl appealed to his honour, and all that, and he found out that she was a friend of that Doctor Diamond, the fellow who attended Holmboe before he died and got hold of a portion of his papers. This man, it appears, had befriended Mullet in some way — so he, like a fool, let her go.

Fool — idiot! cried Challas. Then the brutes betrayed us!

Absolutely!

By letting the girl go, hes exposed us. Griffin now knows that we are working against him. And he is, according to old Erich, the only man we have to fear.

Except that man Farquhar, partner with Sir George Gavin, the newspaper owner.

Ah! I forgot him. But surely he doesnt count?

Yes, he does, protested Jannaway. Hes in love with the girl. Hence we must see that he turns his back upon her, or there may be further trouble. I foresee pretty awkward complications in that direction.

Very well, my dear boy, all that I leave to you, answered Sir Felix, with a heavy, thoughtful look.

But it does not lessen our danger. If were not careful well lose the thing altogether, Jannaway pointed out. Ive been a full fortnight making careful investigations. The Doctor called on Griffin the day before yesterday, and whats more, the girl has written to Charlie, asking him to meet her.

How have you found that out?

Jim Jannaway smiled.

No matter, he laughed. Except that Laura, the parlour-maid at Pembridge, is a friend of mine. I took her to the Tivoli last Thursday. Told her I was a lawyers clerk.

By Jove, Jim, exclaimed the Baronet, youre always ingenious when youve set your mind on worming out a secret.

A little love costs nothing, laughed the nonchalant adventurer, and very often does a lot.

Well, we must know whats going on between them, thats quite plain, remarked Challas. I never expected Charlie to give us away.

Bah! he always was chicken-hearted where women were concerned. He must have been in love once, I fancy, and hasnt got over the attack yet.

We must be very watchful, Jim.

Thats why I didnt leave for Constantinople, as you suggested, was the others reply, as he tossed the end of his cigar into the fire and lazily rose from his comfortable chair. My own idea, Felix, is that Charlie is growing far too scrupulous. One day we shall have him in a fit of remorse making some nasty confession or other, taking the consequences, and putting us both into a confounded hole. Think what it would mean for you!

By Jove, yes! gasped the other, turning pale at the very suggestion of exposure. We cant afford to risk that.

I maintain that if Charlie lets the girl escape us and give us away, as he has done, then hell do something worse before long, exclaimed the crafty man with a curious glance at the Baronet, whose back was at that moment turned to him.

Challas was silent. He clearly saw the drift of the mans argument.

Well? he asked at last, lowering his voice. What do you suggest?

Suggest? Why theres only one course open, my dear fellow, replied the other, glancing apprehensively at the door. Get rid of him while theres yet time.

He might retaliate.

Not if hes arrested over in France, Jannaway exclaimed. The French police wont bother over any information that he may give concerning us. Your reputation stands too high. Theyll only regard him as a type of gentlemanly blackmailer such as every wealthy man has to contend with. If we dont do that, then good-bye to all our hopes concerning Holmboes secret, he added.

I fear I must agree with you, Jim, said the other, very slowly. He was a fool for not allowing you to force the truth from the girl. I had intended that she should assist us, and—

And by Heaven! she shall do so, even now, if you will only leave matters to me, interrupted the clever, good-looking adventurer, leaning his back easily against the table.

I leave them entirely to you, the Baronet answered quickly. Act just as you think fit, only remember there must be no exposure. I cant afford that!

The secret discovered by that fellow Holmboe shall be ours, declared Jim Jannaway, slowly and determinedly.

It might be, if only Erich could discover the key to that infernal cipher. He told me yesterday that he suspected Professor Griffin had already solved the problem.

If he has, then Ill compel the girl to obtain it for us. You understand! he exclaimed quickly.

Even though Charlie has become a weak fool, moved to penitence by some tub-thumping revivalist perhaps, I intend to carry through the scheme I devised. The secret of the treasure of Israel shall be ours, my dear Felix. You shall be the great benefactor to the Jewish race, and discover the sacred relics so long concealed.

Benefactor! echoed the red-faced man with a short dry laugh. Oh yes, Ill show the Jews how I can repay them in their own coin. Only be careful — do, I beg of you. Charlie is not the man to take a blow lying down, you know.

You ought to know me well enough to be fully aware that I never act without consideration, the younger man protested. Jim Jannaway is no fool at a game of checkmate, I think.

There was that affair in Bordeaux, remarked the Baronet in a rather hard voice.

You believe that Red Mullet knows something of that! laughed Jim, admiring the fine diamond ring upon his finger. Bah, he is in entire ignorance. It was an unfortunate incident, I admit. But under the circumstances couldnt be helped. But there — why need we recall it? Youre so fond of dwelling upon unpleasant themes, he laughed. You gave an extra five thousand to the Hospital Saturday Fund as a conscience-soother, didnt you?

The Baronet turned upon his heel, and walked to his writing-table, whereon stood an electric lamp shaded with green silk. Then, after turning over some letters, he asked suddenly:

When does that girl meet Charlie?

To-night.

At her request?

Yes.

Very well. I leave everything to you, Sir Felix said with a mysterious smile. It would not be against our interests — if — well, if we had her in our hands again.

Jim Jannaway nodded. He understood the suggestion perfectly.

Charlie ought, I think, to be sent back to the Continent, dont you agree? he asked. A timely warning that the police had learned of his return here, and hed skip across by the next Channel service. Once over there, matters would be quite easy. The Leleu affair has never been cleared up, you know! he added in a lower voice.

I leave it entirely in your hands, declared the plutocrat whom the public believed to be a high-minded philanthropist. Whatever you do must be on your own responsibility, recollect.

But with your money. I want a couple of hundred.

Ah! hard up again, Jim, sighed the other. But unlocking the safe opposite, the safe that contained the typed copy of the dead mans document, the Baronet took out some banknotes and handed them to his cats-paw.

They were French notes. They were safer than English to give to persons like Jannaway, for the numbers could not be traced in cases of inquiries, while they could always be at once exchanged at any of the tourist offices. Sir Felix Challas, though compelled to employ men of the racing-tout stamp like Jim Jannaway, and unscrupulous concession-hunters like Red Mullet, was ever upon his guard.

He trusted his men, but in Red Mullet he had confessed himself sadly disappointed.

Revivalists and missionaries have a lot to answer for, was one of his pet phrases.

Jim Jannaway, slipping the notes into his pocket-book without troubling to count them, put on his smart overcoat and well-brushed silk hat, and wishing his employer an airy good-evening, strolled out into the damp chilliness of Berkeley Square, where he hailed a hansom and drove away.

He had given the man an address in Knightsbridge, but as the cab was turning from the misty gloom of Berkeley Street into the brightness of Piccadilly several persons were waiting at the left-hand kerb in order to cross the road.

Among them he apparently recognised somebody, for in an instant he drew back and turned his head the other way.

Next second the cab had rounded the corner and was on its way along Piccadilly. Yet he knew that he had sat there for several moments in the full glare of the electric lights in front of the Ritz Hotel, and he felt convinced that he had been recognised by the very last person in the world that he desired to encounter.

Jannaway sat there breathless, staring straight before him into the yellow mist, his eyes glaring as though an apparition had arisen before him.

He tried to laugh away his fears. After all, it must be only fancy, he reflected. Somebody bearing a strange resemblance. It could not be she! Impossible. Utterly impossible.

But if it had been she in the flesh — if she had in that instant actually recognised him! What then!

He huddled himself in the corner of the cab, coward that he was, and shuddered at the recollections that crowded through his mind.

Would he ever have entered that hansom if he had known that it would carry him into such exposure — and worse?

But from Jim Jannaways lips there fell a short bitter laugh. Was not his life made up by narrow shaves? Had not he been in hundreds of tight corners before, and with his wonderful tact and almost devilish cunning wriggled out of what would have meant ruin and imprisonment to any other man.

He had been a born adventurer, ever since his day as a stable-lad down at Newmarket, and he had the habit of laughing lightly at his own adventures, just as he was laughing now.

Would he have laughed, however, if he had but known how that chance encounter was to result?


Chapter Twenty Five.

The Girl and the Man.
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GWEN GRIFFIN HAD appointed half-past eight as the hour to meet her mysterious friend Red Mullet outside the Tube station at the corner of Queens Road, Bayswater.

Immediately after dinner she had slipped up to her room, exchanging her silk blouse for a stuff one, and putting on her hat and fur jacket, went out, leaving her father alone in the study. He was — as now was his habit every evening — busy making those bewildering calculations, as he tested the various numerical ciphers upon the original Hebrew text of Ezekiel.

Through the damp misty night she hurried along the Bayswater Road, until she came within the zone of electricity around the station, where she saw the tall figure of her friend, wearing a heavy overcoat and dark green felt hat, awaiting her.

This is really a most pleasant surprise, Miss Griffin, he cried cheerily, as he raised his hat, and took her little gloved hand. But — well, we cant walk about the street in order to talk, can we? Why not drive to my rooms? Youre not afraid of me now — are you? he laughed.

No, Mr Mullet, was her quick answer. I trust you, because you have already proved yourself my good friend.

Truth to tell, however, she was not eager to go to that place where she had spent those anxious never-to-be-forgotten days, yet, as he suggested it, she could not very well refuse. One thing was quite certain, she was as safe in his hands as in her own home.

Therefore, he hailed a taxi from the rank across the way, and they at once drove in the direction of the Marble Arch.

Hardly, however, had they left the kerb, when a second taxi upon the rank, turned suddenly into the roadway and followed them. Within, lolling back and well-concealed in the darkness, sat Jim Jannaway.

A quarter of an hour later, Mullet let himself in with his latch-key, and the girl ascended those carpeted stairs she recollected so well.

In his own warm room Mullet stirred the fire until it blazed merrily, and then helping the girl off with her jacket, drew up a chair for her, taking one himself.

Her sweet innocent face, frankness of manner, and neatness of dress charmed him again, as it had when he had been forced against his will to keep her prisoner there. As he gazed across at her, he, careless adventurer that he had been for years, a man, with a dozen aliases and as many different abodes, recollected their strange ménage.

Well, he said with a smile, I was really delighted to get a note from you, Miss Griffin. You said in it that you wished to consult me. What about?

About several things, Mr Mullet, answered the girl, leaning her elbow upon the chair arm and looking straight in his face. First, I am very unhappy. My position is an extremely uncomfortable one.

How?

I have kept the promise of silence I gave you, and as a consequence Frank Farquhar, the man to whom I was engaged, has left me.

Left you! he echoed. He suspects something wrong — eh?

She nodded in the affirmative.

Thats bad, Miss Gwen — very bad! he said with a changed countenance. I know well what you must suffer, poor girl. You love him — eh?

Very dearly.

And I am the cause of your estrangement, he remarked in a low sympathetic tone.

Ah! it was not your fault, Mr Mullet, she cried, I know that. Do not think that I am blaming you. The real blackguard is that red-faced man and his accomplice — the man who enticed me here on such a plausible pretext.

I am also to blame. Miss Gwen, replied the big fellow with the bristly red moustache. A deep game is being played, and, alas! I am compelled to be one of the players. It is being played against your father.

I know that, she said. I overheard Doctor Diamond telling my father how you had furnished him with a copy of that document describing the remarkable discovery of Professor Holmboe.

Hush! cried Mullet quickly, glancing at the door that stood slightly ajar. Theres nobody here, for the man who usually does for me is ill. Yet wed better not discuss that action of mine, Miss Gwen. I only did it in order to repay in part a great service the little Doctor has rendered me. So, he added, the Doctor took the copy to your father?

Yes. He had previously, through Mr Farquhar, consulted my father regarding the half-burnt fragments in his possession. But the other day he came, bearing the full document, which they discussed for a couple of hours or more. Now, Mr Mullet, she said, you have been a very good and kind friend to me; therefore, Im wondering if you would render us a further service?

Anything in my power I will most willingly do, replied the blasé man, seeking permission to light his cigarette.

I first want to know, she exclaimed, who is that blackguard who came here and demanded to know my fathers business?

Hes a person of whom you need have no concern, was his evasive reply.

But he possesses a copy of the statement by Professor Holmboe?

He does. And he has instituted an active search in which three of the greatest scholars on the Continent are assisting, in order to ascertain the key to the cipher alleged by the Russian professor to exist in the prophecy of Ezekiel.

But does he possess any manuscript of the Professors relating to the cipher? inquired the girl, eagerly.

Ah! that I do not know, was his answer, as far as Im aware, he does not.

Nothing definite has yet been ascertained, I suppose?

Nothing actually definite, he said. But you can tell your father that Erich Haupt believes that at last he has struck the right line of inquiry.

Haupt! she repeated. Who is he?

Your father will know him as the great professor of Leipzig. He is now staying at the Waldorf Hotel.

But — well, Mr Mullet, she said with some hesitation. Pardon me for saying so, but your friends seem a very unscrupulous and remarkable lot.

And they are just as influential as they are unscrupulous, he laughed. Then growing serious next moment, he added with a sigh, Ah! Miss Gwen, if you only knew all, youd realise how very delighted Id be to cut myself adrift from such a rascally association.

Why dont you? she asked, looking straight into his eyes. This business of the treasure of Israel is surely a big and lucrative one. Why dont you leave them, and join my father, Mr Farquhar, and Doctor Diamond?

Well — shall I tell you the truth, Miss Griffin? he asked, blowing a cloud of smoke from his lips as he contemplated the red end of his cigarette, Because — well, because I dare not!

Dare not?

No, he said in a strained voice. You see my part has not been an altogether blameless one. Need I explain more than to say that very often, for my very bread, I have to depend upon these persons who are working against your father.

The girl sighed, a painful expression crossing her brow.

I wish I could help you, Mr Mullet, she said seriously. Cant you possibly disassociate yourself from those scoundrels?

He shook his head sadly.

The next instant she turned towards the door exclaiming:

Hark! What was that? I heard a noise!

Nothing, he laughed. The window of the next room is open a little, and the wind has blown the door to.

By this, she was reassured, even though she feared that the horrid red-faced man whose name he refused to tell her, might again reappear there as her inquisitor.

It seems to me, she said, that your friends, whoever they are, are dishonourable men whose bread you are compelled to eat. Surely you are in a position quite as wretched as I am?

Yes, he admitted. But do me one favour, Miss Gwen. Never breathe to a soul that Ive handed the copy of that document to the Doctor. If they knew that, they would never forgive me.

I will remain silent, and Ill tell my father also to regard your action as confidential.

Tell Mr Farquhar also, he urged.

Ah! sighed the girl. Unfortunately I never see him now. He always meets my father at the Royal Societies Club — in order to avoid me.

Then there is an actual breach between you?

Yes, she replied hoarsely. He asked me certain questions, to which I could not reply without betraying you.

And you risked your love for a worthless fellow like myself!

Well? And did you not risk your liberty for my sake? she asked. Did you not protect me from that blackguard who would have struck me because I refused to answer his questions?

Oh, that was nothing, Miss Gwen. I am thinking of you.

Can you — will you assist my father? she urged. For myself I care nothing. But for my fathers reputation — in order to enhance it, and also that through him Israel shall recover her sacred relics, I am ready to sacrifice anything. Disassociate yourself from these men, and assist us, Mr Mullet. Do.

That is, alas! impossible, was his slow response. It would mean my instant ruin. Would it not be better if I remained in the enemys camp? Reflect for a moment.

I wish you could meet my father, she said.

Well, if hed really like to see me, perhaps I might call upon him.

He wants so much to know you. He was only saying so when we sat together last night after dinner.

But you know, Miss Gwen, Im not the sort of man that he would care to associate with.

You have been my friend and protector, Mr Mullet, and surely that is sufficient I have always found you a gentleman — more so than many others who pose as honest men.

Well, he said. I dont pose. Ive told you the simple truth.

And I admire you for it. You once said youd tell me all about your own little daughter.

He was silent for a moment, and she saw she had touched a tender chord in his memory.

Ill tell you about little Aggie one day; not now, please, Miss Griffin.

Well, tell me, then, why your friends are so antagonistic towards my father?

For several reasons. One is that the man you dont like — the one with the red-face — is a fierce hater of the Jewish race. His own avarice knows no bounds, and he has sworn to recover the treasure of Israel if it still exists and when recovered he will break up and melt the sacred vessels and destroy the sacred relies in order to exhibit to the Jews his malice and his power.

Why, it would be disgraceful to desecrate such objects — even though he is a Gentile.

Certainly. But your fathers known leaning towards the Jews — his friendship with certain Rabbis, and the assistance he has once or twice rendered the Jewish community in London, have aroused the ire of this man, who is now his bitterest and most unscrupulous opponent.

Then you can assist us, Mr Mullet — if you will.

I fear that is impossible — certainly not openly, was his reply. Personally, I would not lift a finger to help one whose fixed idea is despoliation and desecration of the sacred objects. My sympathies, my dear Miss Gwen, are entirely with you in your own unfortunate position, and with your father in his strenuous efforts to discover the key to this cipher, and afterwards place the expedition to Palestine upon a firm business basis, the most sacred treasures to be handed over to their rightful owners, the Jews.

Why does this man, whose name you refuse to tell me, so hate the Jews?

Because, in certain of his huge financial dealings, they have actually ousted him by their shrewdness combined with honesty, he answered. It has ever been, and still is, the accepted fashion to cast opprobrium upon the Jews. Yet, in my varied career, I have often found a Jew more honest than a Christian, and certainly he never hides dishonesty beneath a cloak of religion in which he does not believe, as do so many of your so-called Christians in the City.

Then you are, like my father, an admirer of the Hebrew race? she said, rather surprised.

I am. In them as a class I find no cant or hypocrisy, no humbug of their clerical life as we have it, alas! apparent so often in our own churches, while among the Jews themselves a helpful hand is outstretched everywhere. They settle their own quarrels in their own courts of law and they adhere strictly to their religious teaching. Of course, there are good and bad Jews, as there are good and bad Christians. But with the anti-Jewish feeling so apparent everywhere throughout Europe, I have nothing in common.

And because of that, Mr Mullet, you will assist us — wont you? she urged.

The red-haired adventurer hesitated.


Chapter Twenty Six.

In which a Desperate Game is Played.
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TO SERVE YOU, Miss Gwen, and to return a favour to my friend the Doctor, Ill keep you informed of what transpires on our side, he promised at last. Id like to call and see your father. Whens the best time?

He will be pleased to see you at any time you may appoint! Why not ring me up on the telephone — if you are not able to make an appointment now?

Very well, he replied, I will.

He saw that she wanted to ask him something, but was hesitating, as though not daring to put her question.

At last she asked:

Mr Mullet, will you not reveal to me in confidence who it is who is thus working against us?

A person of highest reputation as far as financial reputation in London goes, and of enormous influence. He has at his service every power that wealth can command.

And is he nameless?

Alas! he must be, was Red Mullets decisive answer. The truth was that he feared to tell the girl, lest her surprise might lead her to expose the secret, which must at once reflect upon herself. He was glad that she had not recognised Challas from the many photographs which so constantly appeared in the illustrated papers.

A door somewhere in the small flat clicked again, but neither took any notice of it, attributing it to the wind from the open window.

They had no suspicion of an eavesdropper who had silently entered after them with the latch-key he possessed, and had just as silently left again, and crept down the stairs.

Miss Gwen, exclaimed her friend a few moments later, I would really urge you to have a care of yourself. Your enemies evidently mean mischief. You have, by a blackguardly ruse, been parted from the man you love — hence you are defenceless.

Except for you — my true friend.

I may have to leave London suddenly, while at any moment, you may, if you are not careful, fall again into the net they will, no doubt, spread and cleverly conceal. They fear your father and his friends, and from him will demand a price for you — a price for your honour, most likely.

What do you mean? she cried, starting, and staring at him.

I am compelled to speak frankly, Miss Gwen; please forgive me, he said. I know these men, remember. I know they will hesitate at nothing in order to gain their dastardly ends. They will compel your father to pay the price — and it will be the relinquishing of the struggle, and the leaving of it to them.

We will never relinquish it! declared the girl. But do have a care of yourself, urged the man with the bristly moustache in deep earnestness. If you again fall into the hands of these two men, you will not, I fear, escape without disaster.

I know that, alas! only too well. I owe everything to your kindness and the pity you had for me. How can I ever sufficiently repay you?

You are now repairing me — repaying me with all you love most dearly. Your silence has cost you your lover.

She sighed, and hot tears rose to her splendid eyes. He was quick to notice her sudden change, and deftly turned the conversation into a different channel.

Then, when he had smoked another cigarette, chatting the while, he reminded her to tell her father of Erich Haupt, and to say that he, Red Mullet, would call on the following day.

At last they descended together into the street, and at the corner of Oxford Street entered into a taxi-cab in which they drove back to Notting Hill Gate station.

There he raised his hat as she descended and hurried across into Pembridge Gardens, while he gave the man directions to return to his own chambers.

By Jove! he exclaimed, aloud, as they went along the Bayswater Road with the horn honking.

The whole situation is now a terribly complicated one. To throw in my lot with the Professor and his daughter would mean a stretch for me, without a doubt. Challas is vindictive, because I allowed her to escape from his infernal clutches. He meant to serve her the same as he did that poor young German girl! Hang me! I may be an outsider, but Im not going to stand by and see another woman fall a victim. Now what is the best game to play in the interests of Griffin and Diamond? Stand by, watch old Erich, and if he gets hold of anything tangible, give it to them at once. Thats the only way that I can see. Yet — yet I may already be suspected of playing a double game — and if I am, it means that Ill be given away to the police at the first opportunity. No, he added with great bitterness, in this game Felix Challas and Jim Jannaway hold all the cards. Money talks here, and it does always, he sighed.

And he sat back in his cab in a deep reverie. Already he was tired of London, though he had not set foot in it for three years. He was too near Challas. When absent on the Continent, he simply obeyed orders, and led the easy-going life of the cosmopolitan concession-hunter, always well-dressed, always apparently flush of money, always merry and prosperous-looking, and always outwardly, at least, presenting the appearance of a gentleman.

Here, in London, however, he was simply the cats-paw of an unscrupulous parvenu who cloaked his evil doings beneath the remarkable sanctity and generous philanthropy.

Its a blackguardly shame that poor little Gwen, a smart little girl and yet sweet and innocent as a child, should be parted from her lover like this! he went on, still murmuring to himself. No doubt this man Farquhar, whoever he is, doubts her. Id do the same if the girl to whom I was engaged ran away from home, stayed away a few days, and then on her return refused to give any account of herself. Frank Farquhar isnt a fool, and I admire him for that. Im to blame for the whole thing, he added with a bitter imprecation, because Im a coward and fear nowadays to face the music. Yes, he went on, Red Mullet is in fear of his enemies! Its no good denying it. Hitherto hes always defied them, even at the muzzle of a gun! But recently theyve become just one too many for him!

He paused and lit a cigarette. Then with a sudden gesture of despair he asked himself aloud: How can I assist the little girl to get back her lover? Frank Farquhar is a good fellow, Ive discovered. And hes devoted to her. How can I compel him to believe in her?

When he entered his chambers, he flung himself again into the armchair in which Gwen had sat.

It would be a cursed shame if ever the sacred relics of Israel fell into the hands of such a blackguardly hypocrite as Challas. What does he care for their antiquity, or their religious significance? Nothing. The gold hed melt down and sell at its market value per ounce, while the sacred objects of the Holy of Holies he would wantonly destroy, in face of the Jews and in order to laugh them to scorn. He shant do that! By Heaven! he shant. If the treasure is still there it shall be recovered by the Doctor and Griffin. Ill help them, and Ill still remain little Gwens protector, even if it costs me my liberty to do so. Besides—

His fierce words of determination were interrupted by a ring at the front door bell, and he went along the small hall to open it.

Jim Jannaway, in a light overcoat and crush hat, stood upon the mat.

By Jove, Charlie! he cried, Im jolly glad youre at home, old chap!

Why? asked Mullet admitting him, and closing the door.

Well, my dear fellow, he said in a breathless voice. Something ugly has happened. Youve been given away. Somebody has recognised that youre back in London!

Who? gasped the red-haired man.

Ah! that we dont know yet. The boss has just sent me round to tell you to clear out at once — this instant!

Hm, remarked Red Mullet. Now thats deuced funny! Why didnt he keep his fears to himself, and let me take the consequences — eh?

Why, of course he wouldnt do that. He never lets us down — you surely know him too well for that, remarked the other.

And he gives me the tip to clear out! said Charlie Mullet. Its really very kind and considerate of him.

Well, my dear fellow. You dont seem to appreciate his kindness very much.

I never appreciate the solicitude of my enemies, my dear Jim, he replied with perfect nonchalance. Its my failing, I suppose.

Jannaway disregarded the sarcasm, and said:

I was with him only half an hour ago round in Berkeley Square, and he told me to come along at once to you, and urge you to get away. He gave me these for you, and from his pocket he produced three thousand-franc notes.

My dear Jim, both you and Felix seem to take me for a silly mug, laughed Red Mullet defiantly, but you must please remember that Ive been mug-hunting too long to be bluffed like this. The exemplary Baronet is desirous that I should leave London, and sends you, his emissary, to give me timely warning. Well, my dear boy. I want no warning, he said, for he was now on his mettle. I shall simply remain here. If they send anybody from Scotland Yard — well, heres a drink for them, and he indicated the tantalus and glasses upon a side table.

But surely you dont wish to remain here, and give the whole game away! cried Jannaway, anxiously, standing in the centre of the room, his hat pushed slightly to the back of his head.

What does it matter to me? I never move without just cause. Im growing rather sceptical in my old age. What proof have I of this extraordinary contretemps?

What proof do you want? Im here to warn you. Are you a fool, Charlie?

Yes. Until I know why this warning has been given me. How does Felix know?

He has a pal down at Scotland Yard — a sergeant whom he helped over the stile a few years ago. He gives him valuable tips sometimes. One of them is that youve been recognised, and that the warrant has been given for your arrest to-night.

Ah, my boy, replied Red Mullet, lighting a fresh cigarette without turning a hair, thats really interesting. And if I go down to Bow Street depend upon it I shant go alone. So you can just go back to Berkeley Square, and tell Felix what I say.

Why — whats the matter with you to-night, Charlie? asked the other, looking at him in surprise.

What could the man know, he wondered? He seemed to scent the betrayal intended as soon as he was across the Channel.

Matter? he echoed. Why, my dear Jim, I merely keep my eyes skinned, thats all.

And you refuse to heed Felixs warning?

Yes, Im very comfortable at home here — and here I mean to stay. Let the police come along if they like and Ill entertain them with a very interesting story. They re fond of hearing stories from men like myself, Jim.

What the devil is the matter with you! cried Jannaway, turning upon him fiercely.

Nothing, Im only surprised to find you such a fool, Jim. I thought better of you, was the others calm response. Do you know, he added, you people who live in London want the moss scraped off you. We boys on the Continent are a lot sharper. We see the word danger written up, even when its beyond the horizon and the detective is still off the map. You people here deliberately run your heads into nooses.

How?

Well, you and Felix have arranged the little loop for yourselves in this affair, my dear boy. So do go home and sleep on it, he laughed merrily.

Youre a fool! declared the other, turning from him impatiently.

Of course. Im a fool for not falling into the very clever trap which Sir Felix Challas and his sharp cats-paw, Jim Jannaway, have laid for me, he answered, looking the fellow straight in the face.

Bah! All this quarrel arises over a girl — a little chit of a girl who, after all, hasnt much of a reputation to lose.

And to whom do you refer, pray? asked Charlie, indignantly.

To Griffins girl, of course — the girl who was with you so long in these chambers, and whom you pretended to regard with such paternal care, he sneered.

You cast a slur upon the poor girl who was your victim! cried the red-haired man angrily.

I cast no slur. I speak the truth.

Then youre an accursed liar! cried Mullet, angrily. Having failed to entrap her, you come here to-night to try and have me! But your ruse is a little bit too thin! Let the police come and learn from me the truth concerning our beautiful Birthday Baronet! Ill welcome them. So first go back with my compliments to Berkeley Square.

Then your intention, now youre in danger, is to give us away — eh? exclaimed Jannaway, now flushed and excited. And in a second he had snatched up a heavy bronze ornament from the mantelshelf, intending to bring it down upon the others head with a blow that must have crushed him.

In an instant, however, Mullet was on his guard. He was not a man to be taken by surprise.

Now put that down at once, Jim, and clear out of my rooms, he cried, and Jannaway found himself looking down the plated barrel of a serviceable-looking Smith-Wesson revolver.

Curse you! cried the man, and he cast the ornament heavily upon the floor.

My dear Jim, said the other, the best place for you would really be on the Continent. You would learn wisdom, and would never attempt a bluff on a pal like this. You cant attempt a four-flush with me, you know. So first go back to the Birthday Money-Spinner and tell him Red Mullets decision is to remain in London, and if necessary — to tell Scotland Yard the tale!

But—

Curse you! There are no buts! cried Red Mullet, his eyes now flashing with anger while he held his revolver straight at his enemys head. Out of my rooms with you, or by Gad! Ill plug you! I see through your clever little game. Once Im over there, then youd send me to prison without the least compunction — because I let the girl slip through your blackguardly fingers. But no more gas. I mean business to-night. Out you go — and quick!

You wouldnt say this if I had a gun! remarked Jannaway between his teeth.

I care less for your gun than I do for you, my dear boy, laughed Red Mullet; go back to Challas, and tell him that to-night hes tried to bluff the wrong man, and that hell have to pay heavily for losing the game.

You talk like an idiot.

And youve acted as one. Out and begone!

And the man who, when he had entered, believed that he held all the honours in the game, was compelled to walk slowly out beneath the threatening muzzle of the weapon, cowed and vanquished.

And now, Jim Jannaway! Mullet cried, when he was on the threshold, send your detectives along as soon as you like, for Ill go to bed in an hour, and if they come afterwards I shant admit them. Understand that? Good-night and bad luck to you! And with a laugh he slammed the door.

Then he held his breath, and stood staring straight before him, wondering whether that bold action had not been his own undoing.


Chapter Twenty Seven.

Explains Franks Attitude.
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CHRISTMAS HAD PASSED, the New Year had been welcomed, its advent quickly forgotten, and London now lay dark and fog-bound in the yellow gloomy days of mid-January.

As far as Professor Griffin was concerned, little had occurred. His surprise when Gwen had told him of Erich Haupt being interested in the investigation of the secret was unbounded, and he had taken a cab at once to the Waldorf Hotel. He was anxious to meet the great German scholar, but was disappointed to learn that he had suddenly left the hotel on the previous night for the Continent.

Once again was he prevented from meeting the man who was working in opposition to him, even though he was now aware of his identity.

It puzzled him, as it also puzzled Diamond and Gwen, to know who was behind the German scholar. That there was some one was evident from what the girl had admitted. But his identity was still kept a profound secret.

Gwen had expected to be rung up on the telephone by Mullet, but having waited for three anxious days, found his number in the telephone directory and rang him up. She did so on four different occasions, but on each the response from the exchange was the same. No reply.

What could have happened?

Was it possible that he could have left hurriedly for the Continent? She recollected how he had told her that perhaps he would be compelled, by force of circumstances, to leave London, and leave her alone. She wrote him a brief note, and posted it, hoping that it might be forwarded to him.

Then she had waited — for nearly four long weeks.

Doctor Diamond came up from Horsford on several occasions, but the interviews he had with the Professor carried them no further. The key to the cipher was still an enigma which none could solve.

Griffins one thought was of Erich Haupt. He had returned to the Continent. Perhaps he was hot upon a solution of the tantalising problem.

In those four weeks, with the interval of a dreary Christmas spent alone with her father, nothing startling had occurred. The estrangement had driven Frank Farquhar to distraction. Jealousy had caused him to think ill of the girl he so dearly loved, and in order to try and forget, he had gone South for a week or so at Monte Carlo. But as soon as he stepped inside the Hotel de Paris, he had longed to be back again at Gwens side in Pembridge Gardens. The smart women he saw in their white serge gowns, golden chatelaines, and picture hats, all nauseated him. Of the lilies of France, none were half so fair as his own sweet English rose. Christmas he had spent with a big and merry house-party up in the Highlands, but the gaiety of it all bored him to death, and at last, when he returned in the New Year, he had, after a severe struggle with himself, driven down to Notting Hill Gate, and again bowed over the soft little hand of the girl whose wonderful eyes held him in such complete fascination.

For Gwen, that evening was a never-to-be-forgotten one.

She was seated by the fire at the further end of the study buried in the big saddle-bag chair with a book, while her father was busily writing, when the maid announced the young mans arrival.

She held her breath. Her heart gave a great bound, and then stopped and she sat rigid, her face blanched, her hands grasping the arms of the chair.

She heard his well-known voice, and rising slowly, faced him without a word.

And he, without a word also, took her hand, bowing gallantly over it.

Then, with a half-timid look into her pretty face, he stammered:

I — Ive been wondering, Gwen, how youve been all this time. Ive been away, first at Monte Carlo and afterwards up in Scotland. How did you spend your Christmas?

Well — it was not very exciting, she laughed, was it, dad?

No, my dear, replied the old man, I fear it was a very very dull time for you.

Her lover glanced at her, and she saw by the expression of his eyes that he was full of genuine regret. That absence had, indeed, caused both their hearts to yearn for each other. He had, alas! been too hasty, he declared within himself. Would she ever forgive him? Would she ever allow him to kiss her again upon the lips?

Before her father his greeting was, of necessity, a somewhat formal one; besides, he was compelled to sit and discuss with him the present situation, and ask his opinion as to the next move in the game.

The possession of a complete copy of Holmboes statement has carried us a good deal further. Professor, he said, but how are we now to act?

I really dont know, my dear Farquhar, was the elder mans response, as he rubbed his big round glasses.

I only wish this man Mullet would tell Diamond a little more, he sighed. We ought to discover who is directing the opposition against us.

Thats just where we are so completely handicapped. Were handicapped in two directions, said the Professor. First, we remain in ignorance of the identity of our enemy, and secondly we are at a loss to discover the key to the cipher. We now know the truth concerning the Russians discovery, and naturally we are beckoned on to see what more may be added to the mental outfit of our religion and our civilisation, by recovering the sacred treasures that yet remain. The occasional excavations scattered through the last two centuries in Palestine, Egypt, Rome and Assyria, have shown but a fraction of all that has to be done. Such a prospect is most attractive, and if we could but find the key to the cipher the interest of the whole Jewish race would instantly be stimulated, and we should certainly not lack funds for the expedition, the purchase of the land in question, and the necessary excavations. It would be a great undertaking of international co-operation, but no loophole must be allowed for vandalism and wrecking, of which we have so much evidence in the past few centuries. Such wrecking is, alas! by no means unknown, even down to our day. The Department of Antiquities in Egypt, for instance, at the present moment, sells the right to dig up and destroy all the Roman buildings in Egypt at so much per thousand bricks removed by the speculators! We must allow no such sort of speculation with the treasures of Israel.

I take it, Professor, that our opponents are anti-Semitics of the most pronounced type, said Farquhar. At least, so the Doctor informs me. Once it is in their hand their chief object will be to destroy the sacred relics, and melt down the golden vessels. Diamond says, that according to his information, those working against us are rich, and have no need of gain. The whole of their energies are directed towards an anti-Semitic demonstration — one that would convulse the whole civilised world.

We will not allow it, Farquhar! cried the old Hebrew scholar, bringing his hand down heavily upon his writing-table. I am not a Jew, but while it remains within my power I will never allow the sacred relics of Israel to be desecrated.

If they exist, added Gwen from the depths of her armchair.

They do exist! exclaimed her father, of that I now feel quite convinced. At first I was very sceptical, but I have spent many weeks in close and ardent study, and my first opinion is now greatly modified.

And you anticipate that we shall one day gain a knowledge of the mode of reaching that cipher record? asked Frank, eagerly.

I fervently hope so, was the elder mans response. I hope so in the interests of the Hebrew race. As soon as I write my article in the Contemporary or in the Jewish Chronicle, the world will instantly be agog.

But until you have read the hidden message for yourself you will write nothing? remarked Farquhar.

Of course not. We must closely preserve the secret for the present. Not a soul must know, or Holmboes discovery will most certainly get to the ears of some enterprising journalist. Why, wed be having one of your papers, Frank, sending out an expedition in search of the Ark of the Covenant! he laughed. And that would surely be fatal.

Farquhar held his breath for a few seconds.

Why fatal, Professor? he asked, for it was at the bade of his head to suggest to Sir George the advisability of despatching an expedition when the time was ripe.

Fatal to the scheme as well as to the newspaper, was the elder mans response. Even you modern journalists cannot make money by exploiting sacred relics of such importance.

No, but we could investigate for the benefit of the Hebrew race. We sorely would not lose prestige by that?

Yes, you would. No Jew, or even Christian for that matter, would ever believe that a newspaper defrayed the cost of an expedition out of pure regard for the interests of the Hebrew faith. He laughed. The public know too well that a boom means to a newspaper increased circulation, and, therefore, increased income. Before these days of the yellow journalism, the press was supposed to be above such ruses; but now the public receives the journalistic boom with its tongue in its cheek.

Youre quite right, Professor, quite right! remarked Frank, for the first time realising that to work the treasure of Israel as a boom for his group of newspapers and periodicals was impossible. Ive only regarded it from the business side, and not from the sentimental. I see now that any newspaper touching it would be treading dangerous ground, and might at once wound religious susceptibilities.

Im glad youve seen it in that light! replied the old scholar, stroking his grey hair. As far as I can discern, the best mode of procedure — providing of course, that we can discover the key number to the numerical cipher — is for me to write an article in the Contemporary with a view to obtaining the financial assistance of the Jewish community. I know the Jew well enough to be confident, that all, from the Jew pedlar in the East End to the family of Rothschild itself, would unite in assisting to discover the sacred treasures of the Temple. And for half an hour or so they chatted, until Frank was able to slip away with Gwen into the drawing-room where, without a single word, he clasped her in his arms passionately and kissed her upon the lips.

He held her closely pressed to his breast, as he stroked her soft hair tenderly, and looked into those wide-open, trustful eyes. Surely that frank expression of true and abiding love could not be feigned! There is, in a true womans eyes, a love-look that cannot lie! He saw it, and was at once satisfied.

In a low voice he begged forgiveness for misjudging her, repeating his great and unbounded affection. She heard his quick strained voice, and listened to his heartfelt words, and then, unable to restrain her joy at his return, her head fell upon his shoulders, and she burst into tears.

She was his, she whispered, still his — and his alone.

And he held her sobbing in his strong arms, as his hand still stroked her hair and his lips again bent until they touched her fair white brow in fierce and passionate caress.


Chapter Twenty Eight.

Describes certain Curious Events.
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HAS IT NEVER struck you that this twentieth century of ours is the essential age of the very young girl?

Supreme to-day reigns the young woman between the age of — well say from sixteen to twenty — who dresses her hair with a parting and a pigtail, wears short skirts, displays a neat ankle, and persists in remaining in her teens. Grumpy old fossils tell us that this species is a product of an advanced state of civilisation which insists that everything must be new, from a dish of pèches à la Melba to the tint of that eternal hoarding in front of Buckingham Palace. One can only suppose that they are correct. Ours is a go-ahead age which scoffs at the horse, and pokes fun at the South-Eastern Railway, which forsakes Saturday concerts for football, yet delights in talking-machines.

Is it any wonder therefore that the statuesque beauty and the skittish matron of a year ago no longer finds herself in demand for supper-parties, Sandown or Henley? No, she must nowadays stand aside, and watch the reign of her little sister who dashes off from the theatre to the Savoy in a motor-brougham still wearing her ribbon bow on her pigtail, much as she did in the schoolroom.

The young of certain species of wild fowl are termed flappers, and some irreverent and irascible old gentleman has applied that term to the go-ahead young miss of to-day. Though most women over twenty-one may attempt to disguise the fact, it is plain that the young girl just escaped from the schoolroom now reigns supreme. Her dynasty is at its zenith. She is the ruling factor of London life. Peers of the realm, foreign potentates, hard-bitten soldiers from the East, magnates from Park Lane all hurry to her beck and call. The girl in the pigtail and short skirt rides over them all roughshod. And what is the result of all this adulation upon the dimple-faced little girl herself? In the majority of cases, I fear it results in making her a stuck-up, blasé and conceited little prig, for she nowadays takes upon herself a glory and exalted position to which she is entirely unsuited, but which she has been taught to consider hers by right.

Gwen Griffin was a perfect type of the very young girl, courted, petted and flattered by all the men of her acquaintance. Having no mother to forbid her, she was fond of going motor-rides and fond of flirtation, but through it all she had, fortunately, never developed any of those objectionable traits so common in girls of her age. She had managed to remain quite simple, sweet and unaffected through it all, and six months before, when she had found the man she could honestly love, she had cut her male friends and entered upon life with all seriousness.

A week had gone by, and Frank had called every evening. Once he had taken her to dine at the Carlton, and on to the theatre afterwards, for now they had, by tacit though unspoken consent, agreed that all bygones should be bygones.

Often he felt himself wondering what had been the real cause of her mysterious absence from home, yet when such suspicions arose within him, he quickly put them aside. How could he possibly doubt her love?

The Doctor was back again at Horsford, leading the same rural uneventful life as before, but daily studying everything that had any possible bearing upon the assertion of Professor Holmboe.

Frank came down to visit Lady Gavin one day, and as a matter of course was very soon seated with the ugly little man in his cottage home.

Diamond, over a cigar, was relating the result of his most recent studies, and lamenting that they were still as far from obtaining a knowledge of the actual cipher as ever.

Yes, murmured the young man with a sigh, Im much afraid that old Haupt will get ahead of us — even if he has not already done so. How is it that you cant get your friend Mullet to assist us further?

He has left London, I believe. He disappeared quite suddenly from his rooms, and curiously enough, has sent me no word.

You hinted once that hes a crook. If so, he may have fled on account of awkward police inquiries — eh?

Most likely. Yet its strange that he hasnt sent me news of his whereabouts.

Not at all, my dear Doctor, responded the other. If a man is in hiding, it isnt likely that hes going to give away his place of concealment, is it?

But he trusts me — trusts me implicitly, declared Diamond.

That may be so. But he doesnt trust other persons into whose hands his letter might possibly fall. The police have a nasty habit of watching the correspondence of the friend of the man wanted, you know.

Perhaps youre right, Mr Farquhar, said the Doctor, with a heavy expression upon his broad brow. The more I study the problem of the treasure of Israel, the more bewildered I become, he went on. Now as regards the original of the Old Testament, it is not all written in Hebrew, I find. Certain parts are in Aramaic, often erroneously called Chaldee. (From Daniel, ii, 4, to vii, 28; Ezra iv, 8, to vi, 18; vii, 11 to 26; and Jeremiah x and xi.) Again, we have a difficulty to face which even Professor Griffin had never yet mentioned to me. It is this. On the very lowest estimate, the Old Testament must represent a literary activity of fully a thousand years, and therefore it is but reasonable to suppose that the language of the earlier works would be considerably different from that of the later; while, on other grounds, the possible existence of local dialects might be expected to show itself in diversity of diction among the various books. But, curiously enough — though I am handicapped by not being acquainted with the Hebrew tongue — all the authorities I have consulted agree that neither of those surmises find much verification in our extant Hebrew text.

Ive always understood that, Frank remarked. Yes. Ive been reading deeply, Mr Farquhar. Curiously enough the most ancient documents and the youngest are remarkably similar in the general cast of their language, and certainly show nothing corresponding in the difference between Homer and Plato, or Chaucer and Shakespeare. Though we know that the Ephraimites could not give the proper (Gileadite) sound of the letter shin in Shibboleth, (Judges, xii 8) yet all attempts to distinguish dialects in our extant books have failed.

I think, said Farquhar, that such remarkable uniformity, while testifying to the comparative stability of the language, is in part to be explained by the hypothesis of a continuous process of revision and perhaps modernising of the documents, which may have gone on until well into our era.

Exactly, remarked the Doctor, yet in spite of this levelling tendency there appear to remain certain diversities, particularly in the vocabulary, which have not been eliminated, and these serve to distinguish two great periods in the history of the language, sometimes called the gold and silver ages, respectively, roughly separated by the return from the exile. To the former belong, without doubt, the older strata in the Hexateuch, and the greater prophets; to the latter, almost as indubitably, Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Ecclesiastes and Daniel, all of which use a considerable mixture of Aramaic of Persian words. Then, the great question for us is whether the ancient text of Ezekiel preserved in St. Petersburg is an original, or a modernised version. If the latter, much of the cipher, perhaps all, must have been destroyed!

I quite follow your argument, my dear Diamond, Farquhar replied, but has not Holmboe established to his own satisfaction that the cipher still exists in the manuscript in question? He has, therefore, proved it to be an exact copy of the original — if not the original itself.

Experts all agree that it cannot be the original, declared the Doctor. It is quite true that Holmboe alleges that the cipher exists, and gives quotations from it. Yet now that I have been reading deeply I have become a trifle sceptical. Im anxious for Griffin to discover the key number, and prove it for himself. Personally, I entertain some doubt about the present text of Ezekiel being the actual text of the prophet.

That can only be proved by the test of the cipher, was Farquhars reply. If you accept any part of the dead mans declaration, you must surely accept the whole.

I have all along accepted the whole — just as Griffin accepts it.

Then why entertain any doubt in this direction? The Professor has never mentioned it, which shows us that there is no need why we should query it.

Yes, but may not the fact of the text having been modernised be the reason of Griffins non-success in discovering the key number?

Holmboe discovered it, remarked the other, therefore, I see no reason why Griffin — with Holmboes statement before him and in addition that scrap of manuscript which evidently relates to the key — should not be equally successful.

Ah! sighed the ugly little man whose fidgety movements showed his increasing anxiety, if we could but know what the old German was doing — or in what direction he is working.

Hes not back at his own home. I received a telegram from our Leipzig correspondent only yesterday. His whereabouts is just as mysterious as that of your friend Mullet. By the way — would he never tell you who were the principals in this opposition to us?

No, he has always steadily refused.

Some shady characters, perhaps — men whom he is compelled to shield, eh?

I think so, answered the Doctor. I wanted him to stand in with us, but hes a strange fellow, for though he promised to help me, he refused to participate in any part of the profit.

Has some compunction in betraying his friends, evidently, laughed Frank. Im very anxious to meet him. He promised to call on Griffin, but has never done so.

Hes been put on his guard, and cleared out, thats my candid opinion. Red Mullet is a splendid fellow, but a very slippery customer, as the police know too well. Hes probably half-way across the world by this time. Hes a very rapid traveller. Ive sometimes had letters from him from a dozen different cities in as many days.

To move rapidly is always incumbent upon the adventurer, if he is to be successful in eluding awkward inquiry. He never writes to the child, I suppose? Frank asked, as Aggie at that moment passed the window.

Oh, yes, very often. But he always encloses her letter to me. He never gives his address to her, for fear, I suppose, that it should fall into other hands. I wired to his rooms in Paris a week ago, but, as yet, have received no response. His rooms in London are closed. I was up there on Thursday. Why he keeps them on when hes away for years at a time, I can never understand.

Probably sub-lets them, as so many fellows do, Farquhar suggested, yet its unfortunate we cant get into touch with him.

Miss Griffin is acquainted with him — I wonder if she knows his whereabouts? remarked Diamond quite innocently.

She knows him! Frank echoed in surprise. Are you quite sure of that?

Quite. She told me so.

How could she know a man who is admittedly an outsider? asked Frank.

My dear Mr Farquhar, he laughed, your modern girl makes many undesirable acquaintances, especially a pretty go-ahead girl of Miss Griffins type.

Frank bit his lip. This friendship of Gwens with the man Mullet annoyed him. What could she possibly know of such a man? He resolved to speak to her about it, and make inquiry into the circumstances of their acquaintance.

He must warn her to have nothing to do with a man of such evil reputation, he thought. Little did he dream that this very man whom the world denounced as an outsider had stood the girls best and most devoted friend.

He walked back along the village street to the Manor, and dressed for dinner, his mind full of dark forebodings.

What would be the end? What could it be, except triumph for those enemies, the very names of whom were, with such tantalising persistency, withheld.

Half an hour after he had left the Doctors cottage the village telegraph-boy handed Aggie a message which she at once carried to her foster-father.

He tore it open, started, read it through several times, and then placed it carefully in the flames.

Then he hurriedly put on his boots, overcoat and hat, and went forth, explaining to his wife that he was suddenly called on urgent business to London.

That evening, just before ten oclock, a short dark figure could have been seen slinking along by the railings of Berkeley Square, indistinct in the night mist, which, with the dusk, had settled over London.

The man, though he moved constantly up and down to keep himself warm, kept an alert and watchful eye upon the big sombre-looking mansion opposite — the residence, as almost any passer-by would have told the stranger, of Sir Felix Challas, the anti-Semitic philanthropist.

Over the semicircular fanlight a light burned brightly, but the inner shutters of the ground floor rooms were closed, while the drawing-room above was lighted.

Time after time the silent watcher passed and repassed the house, taking in every detail with apparent curiosity, yet ever anxious and ever expectant.

The constable standing at the corner of Hill Street eyed the dwarfed man with some suspicion, but on winter nights the London streets, even in the West End, abound with homeless loafers.

The Doctor, wearing a shabby overcoat several sizes too large for him and a felt hat much battered and the worse for wear, watched vigilantly and with much patience.

He saw a taxi-cab drive up before Sir Felixs and a rather tall, good-looking man in opera hat and fur-lined coat descend and enter the house. The cab waited and ten minutes later the visitor — Jim Jannaway it was — was bowed out by the grave-faced old butler, and giving the man directions, was whirled away into Mount Street, out of sight.

I suppose thats the fellow! murmured the ugly little man beneath his breath, as he stood back in the darkness against the railings opposite. Hardly had the words escaped his lips when a hansom came from the direction of Berkeley Street, and pulling up, an old, rather feeble white-bearded man got out, paid the driver, and ascending the steps rang the bell.

He was admitted without question, and the door was closed behind him.

Erich Haupt, without a doubt, remarked the Doctor aloud. Why has he returned to London? Has he made a further discovery, I wonder. The description of him is exact.

For half an hour he waited, wondering what was happening within that great mansion.

Then Jim Jannaway suddenly returned, dismissed his taxi, and was admitted. All that coming and going showed that something was in the wind.

Red Mullet had given him due warning from his hiding-place. His telegram had been despatched from Meopham, which he had discovered was a pleasant Kentish village, not far from Gravesend. He was evidently in concealment there.

Just before eleven oclock another hansom turning out of Hill Street in the mist, pulled up before the house, and he watched a dark figure alight from it.

Notwithstanding the dim light he recognised the visitor in an instant. The figure was that of a tall, dark-eyed girl.

Good Heavens! he gasped, staring across the road, rigid. Mullet was right! He was not mistaken after all! By Jove — then I know the truth! We are betrayed into the hands of our enemy!

And as the Doctor stood there he was entirely unaware that he, in turn, was being watched from the opposite pavement — and by a woman!


Chapter Twenty Nine.

Which Solves a Problem.
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THAT DAY HAD been an eventful one at Pembridge Gardens. Indeed, the event of the great scholar, Arminger Griffins life had occurred.

It happened in this way. The January morning had been so dark that he had been compelled to use the electric light upon his study table, and during the whole morning he had been engaged upon that same futile task — the problem of the cipher.

With the Hebrew text of Ezekiel open before him, and sheets of manuscript paper upon the blotting-pad, he had been absorbed for hours in his cabalistic calculations which, to the uninitiated, would convey nothing. They appeared to be elementary sums of addition and subtraction — sums consisting of ordinary numericals combined with letters of the Hebrew alphabet.

And curiously enough, in a back bedroom in the Waldorf Hotel, in Aldwych, the white-bearded old German, Erich Haupt, who only the previous night had returned from the Continent, sat making almost similar calculations. Before him also he had a copy of the Hebrew Bible, and was taking sentences haphazard from Ezekiel xix, the lamentation for the Princes of Israel under the parable of the lions whelps taken in a pit.

Early in the morning he had rung up Sir Felix on the telephone beside the bed, announcing his arrival, and obtaining an appointment for later in the day.

Both scholars, unknown to each other, were busy upon the same problem, each hoping for success and triumph over the other.

Through weeks and weeks Griffin, seated in his big, silent, rather gloomy study, had tried and tried again, yet always in vain. He was a calm, patient man, knowing well that in cryptography the first element towards success is utmost patience.

It was noon. The fog had not lifted, and Bayswater was plunged in the semi-darkness of the London pea-souper.

Gwen was out. She was trying on a new evening frock at Whitleys — a dainty creation in pale blue chiffon ordered specially for a dance which Lady Duddington was giving in Grosvenor Street in a few days time.

Alone, his grey head bent on the zone of shaded light upon the big writing-table, the Professor had ever since breakfast time been putting a new cipher theory to the test.

All the thirty odd numerical ciphers known to the ancients he had applied to certain chapters of the Book of Ezekiel, but each one in vain. The result was mere chaos. The ancients employed numerous methods of cryptography besides the numerical cipher, among them being the use of superfluous words where the correspondents agreed that only some of the words, at equal distances apart, was necessary to form the message; by misplaced words; by vertical and diagonal reading; by artificial word grouping; by transposing the letters; by substitution of letters; or by counterpart tabulations with changes at every letter in the message, according to a pre-arranged plan.

All these, however, he had, in face of the reading of the scrap of the manuscript of the dead discover of the secret, long ago dismissed.

He held the firm opinion — perhaps formed on account of that crumpled paper found at the Bodleian — that the cipher was a numerical one, and based upon some variation of the numerical value of the wâw sign, or the number six.

He now fully recognised how very cleverly old Erich Haupt had endeavoured to put him off the scent. The German was a very crafty old fellow, whose several discoveries, though not altogether new, had evoked considerable interest in academic circles in Europe. He was author of several learned studies in the Hebrew text, as well as the renowned work upon the Messianic Prophecies, and without a doubt now that he had possessed himself of the dead professors discovery he intended to take all the credit to himself. Indeed it was his intention to pose as the actual discoverer.

Continuing his work in silence and without interruption Griffin had been making a long and elaborate calculation when, very soon after the little Sheraton clock upon the mantelshelf had chimed noon, he started up with a cry of surprise and stared across at the long old-fashioned bookcase opposite.

Next moment his head was bent to the paper before him, as he rapidly traced numerals and Hebrew characters, for he wrote the ancient language as swiftly as he wrote English.

Yes! he whispered, as though in fear of his own voice. It actually bears the test — the only one that has borne it through a whole sentence! Can it be possible that I have here the actual key? For another half-hour he remained busy with his calculations, gradually evolving a Hebrew character after each calculation until he had written a line. Then aloud he read the Hebrew to himself, afterwards translating it into English thus:

...the house of Togarmah, of the north quarters...

The old man rose from his chair, pale and rigid, staring straight through the window at the yellow sky.

At last! he gasped to himself. Success at last! Holmboes secret is mine — mine!

He was naturally a quiet man whom nothing could disturb, but now so excited had he become that his hand shook and trembled and he was unable to trace the Hebrew characters with any degree of accuracy.

He walked to the window, and looked out into the foggy road below.

He, Arminger Griffin, though Regius Professor, had, in the course of that brief hour, become the greatest Hebrew scholar in Europe, the man who would announce to the world the most interesting discovery of the age!

He gazed around that silent restful room, like a man in a dream. His success hardly seemed true. Where was Haupt, he wondered? Would his ingenuity and patience lead him to that same goal whereby he could read the hidden record?

Pausing at his table he recalculated the sum upon the sheet of paper. No. He had made no mistake. There was the decipher in black and white, quite clear and quite intelligible!

He stretched his arms above his head, and standing upon the hearthrug before the blaring fire, reflected deeply.

The declaration of the dead professor was true, after all. The cipher did exist in Ezekiel, therefore there was little doubt that the treasure of Israel would be discovered through his instrumentality.

Haupt fortunately did not possess any of that manuscript which was evidently a written explanation of the mode of deciphering the message. Hence he would not be aware that the wâw sign formed the basis of calculation necessary. But he, Arminger Griffin, had elucidated a problem of which bygone generations of scholars had never dreamed, and Israel would, if the secret were duly kept, recover the sacred relics of her wonderful temple.

His face was blanched with suppressed excitement. How should he act?

After some pondering he resolved to make no announcement to Diamond or to Farquhar, both of whom he knew were away in the country, until he had made a complete decipher of the whole of the secret record.

He intended to launch the good news upon them as a thunderclap.

They both regard me as a dry-as-dust old fossil, he laughed to himself. But they will soon realise that Arminger Griffin has patience and ability to solve one of the most intricate problems ever presented to any scholar. We can now openly defy our enemies — whoever they are. Before midnight I shall be in possession of the whole of the secret record contained in the book of the Prophet, and if I do not turn it to advantage it will not be my fault. That man Mullet evidently fears to call upon me. Ah! his friends little dream that I have solved the problem — that success now lies in my hands alone.

Crossing again to the table he slowly turned over the folios of the text of Ezekiel which he had been using, glancing at it here and there.

Then he touched the electric bell, and Laura, the tall, dark-haired parlour-maid, answered.

Is Miss Gwen in? he inquired.

No, sir. Shes not yet returned.

When she comes, please say I wish to see her at once.

Very well, sir, was the quiet response of the well-trained maid who, by the expression upon her masters face, instantly recognised that something unusual had occurred.

She glanced at him with a quick interest, and then retired, closing the door softly after her.

The Professor, reseating himself at his table, pushed his scanty grey hair off his brow, and again readjusting his big round spectacles settled down to continue his intensely interesting work of discovery.

Holmboe says that the cipher exists in nine chapters, he remarked aloud to himself. I wonder which of the forty-eight chapters he alludes to! Now lets see, he went on, slowly turning over the leaves of the Hebrew text, the book of Ezekiels prophecy is divided into several parts. The first contains chapters i-xxiv, which are prophecies relating to Israel and Judah, in which he foretells and justifies the fall of Jerusalem. The second is chapters xxv-xxxii, containing denunciations of the neighbouring nations; the third is chapters xxxiii-xxxix, which gives predictions of the restitution and union of Judah and Israel, and the last, chapter xl-xlviii, visions of the ideal theocracy and its institutions. Now the question is in which of those parts is hidden the record?

The few words of the cipher which he had been able to read were continued in chapter xxiv, beginning at verse 6; Wherefore thus saith the Lord God; Woe to the bloody city, to the pot whose scum is therein, and whose scum not gone out of it! bring it out piece by piece; let no lot fall upon it. For her blood is in the midst of her; she set it upon the top of a rock; she poured it not upon the ground, to cover it with dust, etc, down to the end of verse 27. If those twenty-two verses only contained eight words of the hidden record, then it was apparent that the Professor had a greater task before him than he imagined.

Gwen, in emerging from Whiteleys into Westbourne Grove, had met a young naval officer she knew. He was home on leave, therefore she had strolled leisurely with him down Queens Road and along Bayswater Road, in preference to taking a cab. A couple of years before, when she was still a mere girl and he only an acting sub-lieutenant, they had been rather attached to each other. He was, of course, unaware of her engagement to Frank Farquhar, and she did not enlighten him, but allowed him to chatter to her as they walked westward. His people lived in Porchester Terrace, and he had lately been at sea for a year with the Mediterranean Fleet, he told her.

The yellow obscurity was now rapidly clearing as, at the corner of Pembridge Gardens, he raised his hat and with some reluctance left her.

Then she hurried in, just as the luncheon gong was sounding, and had only time to take off her hat and coat to be in her place at table. Her father was most punctual at his meals. He believed in method at all times, and carried method and the utmost punctuality into all his daily habits.

When he entered the dining-room the girl saw, from his preoccupied expression, that something had occurred.

She, however, made no inquiry before the servant, while he on his part, though bursting with the good news, resolved to keep his information until they had had their meal and retired into the study together.

Then he would explain to her, and show her the amazing result.

Therefore she chatted merrily, telling him how sweet her new gown looked, and gossiping in her own sweet engaging way — with that girlish laughter and merriment which was the sunshine of the old scholars otherwise dull and colourless existence.

Little did she dream, he thought, as he sat at table, of the staggering announcement which he was about to make to her.

He had solved the problem!


Chapter Thirty.

Closed Doors.
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WILL YOU COME up with me into the study, dear? asked the Professor, in as quiet a voice as he could, when they had finished luncheon.

I have a letter to write, dad, replied the girl in excuse. Ill come in and sit with you before tea.

But I want to speak to you, dear, he said. I want to tell you something. Come with me now. Rather surprised at her fathers somewhat strained and unusual demeanour, the girl ascended the stairs to the book-lined room, and when the door was closed the old man crossed to where she stood, and said:

Gwen, congratulate me, child.

Upon what, dad? she said, looking into his face, surprised.

I have discovered the key to the cipher!

The girl started. Then with a wild cry she threw her arms about her fathers neck, kissed him passionately, and with tears of joy welling in her eyes, congratulated him.

What will Frank say! she exclaimed breathlessly. How delighted hell be! Why, dad, we shall discover the position of the hiding-place of the sacred relics, after all!

Her enthusiasm was unbounded. Her father who had worked so hard by night and by day upon those puzzling cryptic numericals, was at last successful.

Can you really read the cipher? she asked quickly.

Yes, dear, was her fathers response. I have already deciphered part of the extraordinary statement.

Then we must telegraph to Frank, she said. He is down at Horsford, visiting his sister and seeing Doctor Diamond at the same time.

No, not yet, my child, he replied quietly. Let me complete the work before we announce the good news to our friends. I have told you, because I knew you would be gratified.

Why, of course I am, dad, replied the girl eagerly. It will greatly enhance your reputation, besides preserving the sacred relics to the Jews. Our opponents had other intentions. Their efforts are directed towards causing annoyance and bringing ridicule upon the Hebrew race. But, she added, her arm still affectionately around his neck, how did you accomplish it, dad?

Sit down, dear, and Ill explain to you, he said, pointing to the armchair near his writing-table, while he took his writing-chair, and drew towards him the open Hebrew text of Ezekiel.

You see, he commenced, for some weeks I have been applying all the known numerical ciphers to this text, but without result. More than once I was able to read a couple or three words, and believed that I had discovered the key. But, alas! I found it to fail inevitably before I could establish a complete sentence. I was about to relinquish the problem as either impossible of solution, or as a theory without basis, when this morning, almost as a last resource and certainly without expecting any definite result, I applied a variation of the Apocalyptic Number, which though appearing in the Book of Revelation, (Revelations, xiii, 13) was no doubt known at a much earlier period. In the text of Ezekiel xvii, the first and second verses: And the word of the Lord came unto me, saying, Son of man, put forth a riddle and speak a parable unto the house of Israel; I had long recognised certain signs by which I had suspicion that there was a hidden meaning, and again in verses 14, 16 and 16, ending with the words even with him in the midst of Babylon he shall die.

To my utter amazement I found, by applying the numbers 666 — the Hebrew wâw sign three times repeated, that I could read an intelligible sentence which was nothing less than a portion of the cipher exactly as quoted by Holmboe! Since my discovery I have been hard at work, and have deciphered many ominous sentences.

Then there is no doubt whatever now that the cipher record exists in the writings of the prophet?

Not the slightest.

But I dont quite understand how you arrived at the key, dad? she said. Explain to me, for, as you know, Im all curiosity.

Well, as you dont know Hebrew, dear, Ill try and explain it as clearly as I can, he said. Each Hebrew letter has its own numerical value, as you know, A-leph representing 1, Bêth 2, Gi-mel 3, and so on to Yodh 10, and the nine tens to 100, or Qoph, to 400, represented by the last of the twenty-two consonants, Tâw. The fact that Holmboe mentioned wâw, or the number 6, in his manuscript, first caused me to believe that he did so as a blind, because this also signified hook and was the sign of evil. I applied it diligently in nearly two hundred places in the Book of Ezekiel, but without a single success. I used other numbers, indeed most of the combinations of the twenty-two consonants, especially the one of three and thirty-three which was one of the earliest numerical ciphers. You know well how diligently I worked, and how unsuccessful I have been until to-day.

I know, dad, exclaimed the pretty girl, but I confess I can hardly follow you, even now.

Well, listen, he said. The Apocalyptic Number is 666, and its interpretation rests upon the fact that in Hebrew, as well as in Greek, the letters of the alphabet did service for numbers. Hence, a writer, while avoiding a direct mention of some person or thing, could yet indicate the same by a number which was the sum of the various values comprising the name. First establishing the point where the actual message commences, which I may as well explain is at Ezekiel, x, 8; And there appeared in the cherubim the form of a mans hand under their wings, I took the first wâw or 6 sign, then the eleventh letter, being the sixth of sixty-six, then the sixty-sixth letter, and afterwards the six hundred and sixty-sixth letter. Following this, I made the additions which are known to the Greeks and also to the Hebrews, working it out thus: The fiftieth letter, the two-hundredth letter, the sixth letter, the fiftieth letter, the hundredth letter, the sixtieth letter and the two-hundredth letter — making in all six hundred and sixty-six. The Hebrew signs of each I wrote down in a line, and having divided them into words, I found to my amazement, that I was reading the secret record alleged by the dead professor!

But, surely, dad, that is a most ingenious cipher! remarked his daughter.

Most intricate, I assure you. By sheer good fortune I discovered the starting-point.

What led you to it?

A slight, almost unnoticeable deviation of the present Hebrew text from the St. Petersburg codex. I had never before noticed it, and it only arrested my attention because I was studying the subject so very closely.

And after making the additions of 666, how did you proceed? urged the girl.

He paused for a few seconds as though in hesitation.

By starting at the first wâw sign and repeating my key. Sometimes, in a whole chapter, there is not a word of cipher, but following the numbers with regularity it reappears in the next. It is a most marvellous and most cunningly concealed record accounting, of course, for the number of superfluous and rather incongruous words in the writings of the prophet.

Was it written in the text — or placed there afterwards? she asked.

Placed there afterwards, without a doubt, was the Professors quick reply. Holy writ was inspired, of course, but some temple priest, an exile in Babylon probably, worked out the cipher and placed the record in the text in order that it might be there preserved and the existence of the treasure be known to coming generations of Jews who would be then aware of the existence of their war-chest.

It really is a most amazing discovery, dad dear, declared the girl much excited. When you publish it the whole world will be startled!

Yes, my dear, was the old fellows response, as he ran his fingers through his scanty grey hair. We have here before us, and he placed his hand upon the open Hebrew text, a secret explained which is surely the greatest and most remarkable of any discovered in any age.

The girl, rising from her chair, saw upon the manuscript paper on her fathers blotting-pad, a number of lines of hastily-written Hebrew words.

Is that part of the deciphered record? she inquired, greatly interested.

Yes, dear.

Oh, do read them to me, dad, she cried, Im dying to learn exactly the purport of this message hidden through so many generations!

No, Gwen, was the old mans calm response, not until I have worked out the whole. Then you shall, my child, be the first to have knowledge of the secret of Israel. And remember it is my wish that you write nothing to Farquhar regarding it. We must keep our knowledge to ourselves — very closely to ourselves, remember. Erich Haupt must have no suspicion of my success. Otherwise we may even yet be forestalled.

I quite see the danger, dad, remarked his daughter, but Im so interested, do go on with your task and show me how it is accomplished.

Very well, he said, smiling and humouring her. You see here, at this mark, and he showed her a pencilled line upon the Hebrew text, that is where I halted for luncheon. Now we go on to the next sign of six. See, here it is — in the next line. Now we count the eleventh letter, and he wrote it down in Hebrew. Then he counted the sixty-sixth, the six hundredth and sixty-sixth, the fiftieth, the two-hundredth, and so on until he had a number of Hebrew signs ranged side by side. Presently he said, pointing to them:

Here you are! The English translation to this is ...yourselves, and wonder, for unto thee, O children of Israel...

Really, dad! exclaimed the girl, highly excited. Its most remarkable!

Yes, he admitted. I confess that until now I held the same idea that every Jewish Rabbi holds — namely that no secret cipher can exist in our inspired writings.

But you have now proved it beyond question! she declared.

Yes. But startling as it may be, we must preserve our secret, dear. There are others endeavouring to learn the trend of my investigations, recollect. We may have spies upon us, for aught we know, he added in a low tone, glancing at her with a significant look.

How long do you expect it will take before you are in full possession of the whole of the secret statement? she asked.

Many hours, my dear. Perhaps many days — how can I tell. Holmboe says it runs through only nine chapters. Therefore it should end with chapter xxvi. But as far as I can gather I believe I shall find further cryptic statements in the later chapters. There are certain evidences of these in chapter xxxvii, 16, in chapter xxxix, 18, 19 and 20, and again in chapter xliv, 5. Therefore, I anticipate that my task may be a rather long one. The counting and recounting to ensure accuracy occupies so much time. The miscounting of a single letter would throw everything out and prevent the record being recovered, as you will readily foresee. Hence, it must be done with the greatest precision and patience.

But, dad — this is most joyful news! declared the girl excitedly, Im most anxious to telegraph to Frank.

Not until the secret is wholly ours, my dear. Remember we must keep the key a most profound secret to ourselves.

Of course, dad, the girl answered, I quite see that this information must not be allowed to pass to our enemies.

Little did father or daughter imagine that, within their own quiet household, was a spy — the maid Laura, suborned by Jim Jannaway.

When the pair had entered the study she had crept silently up to the door, and listened intently for the one fact which Jannaway had instructed her to listen — the means by which the cipher could be unravelled.

She was a shrewd, intelligent girl, and the inducement which the good-looking adventurer had held out to her was such that the Professors explanation to his daughter impressed itself upon her memory.

She recollected every word, and still stood listening, able to hear quite distinctly, until there seemed no further information to be gathered. Then she descended the stairs, and made certain memoranda of the text at which to commence, and the mode by which the decipher could be made.

Half an hour later she made an excuse to the cook that she wished to go out to buy some hairpins, and then despatched a telegram to the name and address which her generous and good-looking gentleman had given her.

Meanwhile Gwen still sat with her father at his writing-table watching him slowly taking from the text of the Book of Ezekiel the full and complete record that had been hidden from scholars through all the ages — the record which was to deliver back to the house of Israel her most sacred possessions.

The light of the short afternoon faded, the electric light was switched on, tea was served by the faithless maid-servant, and dinner had been announced.

But the Professor worked on, regardless and oblivious of everything. He was far too occupied, and Gwen was also too excited to dress and descend to dinner. Therefore, Laura served the meal upon a tray.

All was silence save the Professors dry monotonous voice as he counted aloud the letters of the Hebrew text, recounted them to reassure himself, and then set down a Hebrew character as result.

Thus from after luncheon until midnight — through the time indeed that Diamond was so patiently watching the big house in Berkeley Square — the work of solving the problem went slowly on.

Gwen sat and watched her fathers Hebrew manuscript grow apace, until it covered many quarto pages. Now and then she assisted in counting the letters, verifying her fathers addition.

Then at last, just after the old-fashioned clock upon the mantelshelf had chimed twelve, the old scholar raised his grey head with a sigh, and wiping his glasses, as was his habit, said:

Sit down, dear, and write the English translation at my dictation. I think we now have it quite complete.


Chapter Thirty One.

Exposes the Conspiracy.
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WHILE PROFESSOR GRIFFIN had been so busily engaged deciphering the concluding portion of the secret record, a strange scene was in progress at Sir Felix Challass, in Berkeley Square.

First, Jim Jannaway had arrived and had held a short consultation in the library with the red-faced Baronet, afterwards quickly leaving. Then, from the Waldorf Hotel, summoned by telephone, came old Erich Haupt, bustling and full of suppressed excitement.

Soon afterwards, the well-dressed Jim had returned, and had waited in momentary expectancy, ready to dart out into the hall on hearing the sound of cab wheels.

At last they were heard and the man-servant opened the door to Laura, tall, dark-haired and rather good-looking parlour-maid at Pembridge Gardens.

In the well-carpeted hall she recognised the man who had taken her out to dinner and the theatre on several occasions, and advanced excitedly to meet him.

Oh! Laura! he cried. Im so glad youve come. I had your wire, and you got my message in reply, of course? You must see the govnor. This is his house, and I want you to tell him how the Professor is solving that puzzle. Then, lowering his voice, he added. Theres a pot of money in it for both of us, dear, if you keep your wits about you. You recollect what I promised you last Tuesday, dont you?

The girl sniggered and nodded. She was a giddy young person, whose head had been turned by the admiration of that good-looking man who called himself Miller, and who said he was a lawyers clerk. He had promised to become engaged to her and to marry her, provided they could get only a good round sum from the govnor for the information she could, with such ease, supply.

This had placed the girl upon the constant alert, with the present result.

Her nonchalant admirer led the way across the hall to the library, pushed upon the door, and introduced her to the two men therein — Challas, fat and prosperous, and Haupt, white-bearded and bespectacled.

Then, when the door was closed and she had seated herself, Challas — or Mr Murray, as he had been introduced — asked:

I believe youre Laura, and you are parlour-maid at Professor Griffins, arent you?

Yes, sir, replied the girl, timidly, picking at her neat black skirt.

Well, sir, explained Jim, bearing out his part of lawyers clerk, some time ago I explained to my young lady here, what we particularly wanted to know, and shes kept both eyes and ears open. To-day shes learned something, it seems.

What is it? inquired old Erich, in a deep tone, with his strong German accent.

Let the young lady explain herself, urged the man introduced as Murray, and they all sat silent.

Well, sir, the girl faltered, a moment later. You see it was like this. After luncheon to-day the Professor, whod been very hard at work as usual all the morning, took Miss Gwen up to the study to speak to her privately; I listened, and I heard all their conversation. He told her how hed solved the problem of the cipher.

Solved it! ejaculated the old German, staring at her through his spectacles.

Yes, sir, the girl went on. He told Miss Gwen that hed tried and tried, but always failed. But he had taken the — well, sir, I think he called it the apoplectic number.

The German laughed heartily.

I know, he said. You mean the Apocalyptic Number, fräulein — the number 666.

Thats it, sir, she said, a little flurried, while Jim exchanged significant glances with Challas. He commences at the tenth chapter of Ezekiel, eighth verse, and — and— Then she fumbled in her pocket, producing a piece of crumpled paper to which she referred. He takes the first sign of 6, she went on, then the eleventh letter, the sixty-sixth letter, and the six hundred and sixty-sixth letter. After this, the fiftieth letter, the two-hundredth letter, the sixth letter, the fiftieth letter, the hundredth letter, the sixtieth letter, and the two-hundredth letter — making six hundred and sixty-six in all. He writes down each of the Hebrew letters, and then reads them off like a book.

Wait — ah! wait! urged the old German. Let us have that again, fräulein, and crossing to Sir Felixs big mahogany writing-table, he opened the Hebrew text of Ezekiel upon it. Where do you say the Professor commences — at the tenth chapter, eighth verse — eh? Good! and he hastily found the reference. Now?

Just tell this gentleman, urged Jim, tell him exactly what you heard.

Well, starting with the eighth verse, he commences with what he termed the first wâw sign.

Zo! thats the equivalent of the number 6, Haupt remarked.

Then the eleventh letter.

The old professor counted and wrote down the letter in question in Hebrew characters.

The sixty-sixth, said the girl.

The old man counted sixty-six, while Sir Felix and Jannaway watched with intense, almost breathless interest. Here was the secret, snatched from their dreaded opponent, Arminger Griffin!

And now the six hundred and sixty-sixth, the girl went on, apparently thoroughly at home with the strangely assorted trio.

This took some time to count, but presently it was accomplished, and the girl time after time gave the old professor directions — the fiftieth letter, the two-hundredth letter, and so on.

Well? asked Challas, a few moments later, unable to repress his excitement any longer. Do you make anything out of it?

The old man was silent. He was carefully studying the Hebrew characters he had written down.

Yes! he gasped. It is the secret — the great secret! And he started up, exclaiming, At last! at last — thanks to fräulein here — we have the key!

And we can actually read the cipher? cried Challas.

Most certainly, responded the old scholar. The secret is ours! Marvellous, how Griffin discovered it.

Confound Griffin! exclaimed Jim Jannaway. We have to thank Laura, here, for our success! She ought to be well rewarded.

And so she shall, declared the man, whom the girl knew as Mr Murray.

Its late to-night, and we want Erich to get on at once with the decipher. Besides, the young lady, no doubt, wishes to get back home. Bring her to me to-morrow, or next day — and she shall be well rewarded.

Thank you very much, sir, was the silly girls gratified reply, as she looked triumphant into the face of the cunning man who had declared his love for her.

The truth was that, having obtained that most valuable information, the trio wanted to get rid of her as soon as possible. Therefore, with excuses that the household at Pembridge Gardens would be suspicious if she returned too late, they bundled her almost unceremoniously outside, Jim hailing a hansom for her, paying the man, and telling him to drive to Notting Hill Gate Station.

Then, when he re-entered, he exclaimed with a laugh to the Baronet, That was a cheap quids worth of information, wasnt it — eh?

Cheap, my dear boy? Why, its placed us absolutely on top. The treasure, if it still remains there, is ours!

Ah! not too hasty! Not too hasty! exclaimed the old German in his deep guttural voice, and raising his head from the table. Up to a certain point, it is all right, but—

But what? the others gasped, in the same breath.

Well, theres something wanting, alas! Or else the girl has made a great mistake. After the addition of the numbers to 666, all goes entirely wrong!

Goes wrong! they echoed breathlessly, with one accord.

Yes. The further reading is quite unintelligible, he declared, speaking with his strong Teutonic accent.

The girl seemed quite certain about it! exclaimed Jim, exchanging glances with Challas.

Quite, the other remarked, blandly.

Well, my dear sirs! exclaimed Haupt, pointing to his lines of hastily-written Hebrew. The commencement of the record is here, plain enough. It commences, Remember and forget not, O Israel. Not for thy righteousness— But after taking the two-hundredth letter I can discover nothing. Commencing again at six only results in nothing, while a repetition of the fiftieth and the consequent addition is equally futile. No! The confounded girl has made some mistake — and we are once more at a standstill. You see that one false number throws out the whole. The cipher is one of the most ingenious ever conceived.

But, my dear Haupt, you know the basis, and where it commences! You will surely succeed! Challas cried, frantically.

The old man shook his head very dubiously.

As I have already told you, he responded in his deep voice, a single misplaced number throws it all out. We are again at an absolute deadlock — and must remain as ignorant as we were before.

But have you made every possible effort? asked Jim Jannaway, with eager face, as he bent over the old mans shoulders.

I have tried all the combinations of the Apocalyptic Number, but they are futile! replied the old German, laying down his pen, and blinking through his glasses.

Then the girl has failed us after all, remarked Challas in a low, hard voice. Griffin has deciphered the record and were absolutely in the cart.

I wont give up! declared Jannaway. Im hanged if I will! This may be one of Charlies tricks, remember! He may have learnt the truth and got hold of Laura to put us on the wrong scent.

He may — curse him! muttered Sir Felix. Why didnt he take my warning and get away abroad?

Because hes quite as cute as we are. He knows full well that while he remains in England circumstances will continue to be propitious. So he lives quietly down in Kent, with both eyes very much open.

Already Jim Jannaways ingenious mind was active; already he was devising a way out of the awkward cul-de-sac in which they now found themselves.

What are we to do? inquired Sir Felix, with his dark brows knitted at this sudden failure of all his elaborate plans.

Leave it to me, replied the good-looking scoundrel, with the utmost confidence. Let Erich remain quietly within reach — not, however, at the Waldorf — and allow me to carry out the scheme in my own way.

I cannot think why the girl made such a mistake, Challas remarked very disappointedly. I admit the solution was complicated, but you saw that she was clever enough to write it down.

She listened behind a closed door. She may have misunderstood, Jim remarked.

Or, what is much more likely, remarked the German, Griffin, who has the reputation of being a very shrewd man, does not trust his daughter, and purposely misled her in explaining his secret.

No, I dont think that, said Jannaway. Griffin trusts the girl, even though shes quite young, absolutely and implicitly.

And thus the three desperate schemers agreed to leave matters in the hands of the most daring and unscrupulous of men, Jim Jannaway, unconscious that the exterior of the mansion was being watched independently by two persons, Doctor Diamond, and a thin-faced, ill-clad woman, who, noticing the Doctors keen interest in the place, glanced at him full of surprise and wonder.


Chapter Thirty Two.

Reveals the Cipher Record.
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IN THE STUDY at Pembridge Gardens, the silence only broken by the solemn ticking of the little Sheraton clock, Professor Griffins calm, even voice was slowly dictating to Gwen the translation from the Hebrew of the cipher record into English.

The girl, as her fathers amanuensis, had long ago become quite an expert with the typewriter, and in order to make a clear copy she had seated herself at the machine, her slim, white fingers deftly touching the keys.

If you are ready dear, well begin, said the old man, drawing his folios of scribbled Hebrew towards him.

Im quite ready, dad, she assured him, pulling her skirt around her at the little table by his side upon which the typewriter was fixed.

Very well, then. Ill translate slowly. Forgive me if I hesitate, child, for some of it may perhaps be difficult to put into intelligible or Biblical English. It is really a most astounding statement by a scribe of the Temple.

Then, after a brief pause, he began to dictate to her the hidden record, which was as follows:

Remember and forget not, O Israel. Not for thy righteousness, or for the uprightness of thine heart, dost thou go to possess thy land, but for the wickedness of these nations the Lord thy God shall drive them out before thee.

Thou shalt love the Lord thy God and keep His charge, His statutes and His commandments.

And know ye this day why this secret record is written, that it may be preserved unto the just... The lapse of years are nearing its filling. The relief of the Doom will come, in spite of all. The peoples right is nearing. The period of the Blood-debts, and that of the Suppression will lose its power, and Israel shall be restored (here follow seven words undecipherable).

...As the Lord God was against Gog, the land of Magog, the chief prince of Meshech and Tubal, Gomer and all his bands, the house of Togarmah, of the north quarters, so shall He be against all the enemies of Israel that spread over the land. For He will make His Holy name known in the midst of His people Israel, and will not let them pollute His Holy name any more; and the heathen shall know that He is the Lord, the Holy One in Israel...

And the desolate places of the Land shall become populated, Jerusalem the city shall be restored, the sanctuary shall be set up, and the children of Israel shall be gathered there from the four corners of the earth where they will be found scattered.

Be thou prepared, and prepare thyself, for the Lord God will make a covenant of peace with His chosen people; it shall be a peace everlasting and His tabernacle shall be set in the midst of them for evermore, even upon Mount Moriah.

Stay yourselves, and wonder, for unto thee, O children of Israel, are the greater treasures of Solomons Temple still preserved. And thus it is therein written in a book that is sealed, so that the wicked of Babylon and the enemies of Israel shall not know. Verily I say unto you the Ark of the Covenant, and the tablets, and the rod of Aaron, and the other sacred objects which Solomon placed in the house of the Lord are still with thee, O Israel, until the wastes be builded, the cities inhabited and the Lord God cometh again unto the mountains of Jerusalem... for your own ways — and the Lord will build up the ruined places — 

Know ye the truth concerning the sacred treasures of Israel, the vessels out of the house of the Lord. In the third year of Jehoiakim, King of Judah, cameth one night into Jerusalem one Hashbbiah, a secret messenger from Antioch, who seeking Zeruiah, the high priest, told him in private that Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon, had advanced upon the hosts of Pharaoh-Necho at Carchemish and defeated him, and that the King of Babylon had taken from the river of Egypt unto the river Euphrates all that pertained unto the King of Egypt.

Now Zeruiah, a man full of learning, remembered the prayer of Solomon, and saw that the prophecy of the fall of Jerusalem was to be fulfilled, and that Judah was to be led into captivity by the Babylonians... And he went out upon the mountain alone and prayed unto the Lord. And the Lord directed him to take counsel of six priests, of whom one was the prophet Ezekiel, to decide how the sacred things of the house of the Lord should be held from the hands of the despoiler.

And to one of the priests, Uzziah, son of Haziah who came from Gaza, was revealed a hiding-place outside the gates of Jerusalem, beyond the valley of Jehoshaphat, where the treasures could be concealed beneath the earth in a dry-room, in connection with a series of water-tunnels, which could be emptied only by those who knew the secret gate of the waters.

And the ears of Zeruiah the high priest, heard a voice behind him saying: This is the way, walk ye in it. Place the treasures of the house of Jehovah therein, and seal them with the waters, so that no man shall know.

So at night he went with Uzziah onto the place that was revealed, which is on the side of the mount.

And he saw that it had been used by thieves in the days when Rehoboam was king, and that its entrance had since been unknown to any man.

And returning to the inner court of the Temple in darkness of night he went into the Holy Place and called unto him Baruch, the son of Neriah, Sherebbiah, the scribe, Ezekiel the priest, and the five other priests. And together both that night and the next and through many nights did they carry forth the most treasured objects of the Temple down into the valley, letting no man know that they were being taken from the house of the Lord.

For since the beginning of the world men have not seen such great treasure as was in the darkness removed from the house of Jehovah, from the defenceless city upon which the judgment of God was set. Woe unto Jerusalem for Nebuchadnezzar was hastening upon the City of Judah, and the hour of her destruction was approaching.

And they took from the Holy of Holies the Ark of the Covenant, together with the stone tablets which Moses put there at Horeb, the pot of manna and the staff of Aaron and the two cherubims of fine gold, the Urim and Thummim with two rubies of great size and a multitude of other gems set around them... And of the other treasures of the house of the Lord did they bring forth; of basons of pure gold made by Solomon which Shishak, Ging of Egypt had restored, three thousand and forty; of the chargers of gold eight hundred and two; of the candlesticks of gold from the oracle four; of the lamps of gold six hundred and ten, of the tongs of gold six hundred, and of the smaller tablets of gold four score and five; of spoons of gold two thousand; of censers of gold one thousand and forty-six, and of the bowls which Solomon commanded to be made of the gold of Ophir two thousand and seventy... Furthermore of the gems and precious stones of Solomon they took seven ox-loads of fine gold, three talents together with the archives of the Temple in secret; so that of the vessels of gold there remained only about six thousand and these Nebuchadnezzar afterwards carried off to Babylon, where they were dedicated unto his god Belus — 

It came even to pass that when the King of Babylon and his host searched for the other holy vessels of the Temple they found them not, for they knew not their hiding-place, and none knew save the priests and the two scribes. Wherefore afterwards in my captivity in Babylon, I, Michaiah the scribe, invented this secret writing by which the place of concealment of the tablets of Moses should not be lost. Secure shall they remain, with the great treasure, the war-chest of the house of Israel, until the coming of the Messiah, who alone may open their place of concealment, in order that He may furnish proof of the faith. He hath chosen Jerusalem that His name may be there.

And be it now known unto you in what place to seek for the chamber of the sacred Ark. At the lower platform of the brazen altar of the Temple turn thy face to the southward, and measure four reeds and thirty-three legal cubits, unto the north end of the Pool of Siloh. Thence, to the sunrise, measure one thousand and fifty cubits unto the highest point on the mount of Solomons idolatry. Face unto the south-west, and measure ten-score cubits and four, down to the hillside to the face of stone. From the cleft fifteen cubits.

Moreover, at the gate of the Priests at the north-west corner of the sanctuary, face the south-east, and pace four hundred and three cubits unto the centre of the tomb in the Valley of Jehoshaphat, and thence to the south nine reeds and three-score cubits, which bringest thee unto the same wall of rock, fifteen cubits from the cleft.

And the distance from En-rogel is, to the north-east, of cubits three hundred and ninety-four, where the entrance faceth directly the bend of the Valley of Hinnom.

Of the three entrances, two are impassable. Know ye therefore that the third is in the face of the rock, concealed from the sight of all men at the point where the valleys converge, at the base of the mount, from the cleft fifteen legal cubits.

To learn the whereabouts of the secret chamber of the Ark, O ye Israel, measure from the hidden entrance up the face of the rock and over the mount with thine eyes set to the east two reeds and fourscore cubits and three, till thou comest to the gate of stone set in the rock which, when opened, will let forth the flood to admit thee from the Valley of Jehoshaphat.

O hear me, ye enemies of the Lord! Curses, yea, sixty times six curses shall be upon the head of any who dare to attempt to violate the sacred treasure-house of Israel.

Moreover the Lord hath performed the word that He spake, and Judah remaineth beneath the heel of the oppressor.

Now therefore these acts are not written in the book of the chronicles of Israel lest thine enemies search to recover the holy things.

Hearken O Lord God of Israel to the supplications of Thy servant. If Thy people be put to the worse before the enemy, because they have sinned against Thee, and shall return and confess Thy name, then hear Thou from the heavens and bring them again unto the land which Thou gavest to them and to their fathers.

Wherefore I beseech Thee to stay Thine hand, and seek not to discover what is hidden until the Lord have given rest unto your brethren, as well as unto you, and until they also possess the Land, which the Lord your God hath given them.

For he who entereth therein shall be accursed. Cursed shalt thou be in the city, and cursed shalt thou be in the field. Cursed shalt thou be when thou comest in, and cursed shalt thou be when thou goest out The Lord shall send thee cursing, vexation and rebuke, in all that thou settest thine hand unto for to do, until thou be destroyed, and until thou perish quickly; because of the wickedness of thy doings. Fear the Lord thy God.

These words am I commanded by Zeruiah the high priest to write in our captivity in secret script, that only those of the faith shall know and shall understand.

And when the girl had finished typing, she raised her head, and stared at her father in abject wonder. Here was the complete solution of the problem! The truth was written there!


Chapter Thirty Three.

In the Night.
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LAURA, THE PARLOUR-MAID, had been let in at the area-door by the cook, to whom she had made her excuses for the lateness of the hour, and had crept up to her room, fully satisfied at having assisted her good-looking lover. She was, of course, in utter ignorance that Mr Miller was the person to whom Miss Gwens mysterious absence from home had been due. Otherwise she certainly would not have fallen into the trap.

Meanwhile, in the study, with the typed folios of the cipher before him, the old Professor sat making certain explanations to his daughter and answering her eager questions.

We ought to telegraph to Frank the first thing in the morning, dad! she cried, when she had recovered from her excitement at learning the secret.

I have not yet decided upon my course of action, dear, was his slow, deliberate answer. To-night we are dealing with this astounding record of the authenticity of which there seems not the slightest doubt. I have been using the exact copy of the St. Petersburg text of Ezekiel — the oldest known manuscript. It is evident from the word of Michaiah the scribe, that, having invented the cipher, he altered certain words of the original text of Ezekiel with Ezekiels knowledge and consent, in order to include in the book this secret record.

It agrees entirely with Biblical history, does it not? asked the girl.

Yes. Several hitherto uncertain facts are here explained. For instance, it is now made quite clear that Shishak, King of Egypt, restored to the Temple certain of the basins of gold made by Solomon. Again, Michaiah shows that none of the sacred vessels secreted were afterwards used in the Temple. Those used in the second temple were certainly those carried away by Nebuchadnezzar and restored by Cyrus.

Then rising he took from a cupboard a large roll-map of the environs of Jerusalem issued by the Palestine Exploration Fund, and both studied it very closely.

What is meant by the mount of Solomons idolatry? asked Gwen.

It is now known as the Mount of the Offence, he answered. Here it is — about half a mile almost due south of the temple mount. Sometimes it is called the Mount of Scandal, for upon it Solomon and some of his successors built high places, altars to Moloch, to Ashtoreth, and to other strange gods. (1 Kings xi, 5-7.) I recollect the hill quite well. On the summit is now a Benedictine Monastery, while the slopes are occupied by a Jewish cemetery. The Turks call it Baten el Hawa (Bottle of the Winds). The measurements given seem to be most explicit, the entrance to the chamber being on the west side of the extreme south of the mount, facing the sudden bend in the Valley of Hinnom. See, here, and he pointed to the spot upon the map. And at the east side, at some spot to be determined by measurements, are the secret flood-gates by which the waters can be released. The dry-room is evidently situated above the water-tunnels, at such a height that the waters never rise there.

And can those ancient measures be worked out to modern measures?

Yes. We practically know almost exactly what was the reed, and what was the legal cubit of the days of Jehoiakim as compared with the ordinary cubit. Surveyors will have no difficulty in finding the exact spot indicated.

You do not think, dad, that after the restoration and rebuilding of the Temple that the treasures were recovered?

Certainly not. If so, we should certainly have had some record in Holy Writ of the Ark of the Covenant and the tablets. But there is none. Since a few days before Nebuchadnezzars hosts entered Jerusalem, the Ark has never been seen. My firm belief is that it is still in its place of concealment as stated by Michaiah the scribe.

And what shall you do now, dad? inquired the girl, her elbows upon the table, as she looked up into his face. You have solved a problem that will startle the whole world!

Yes, dear, he sighed, passing his hand across his brow. It is so remarkable that I hardly know how to act. I must, of course, see Diamond and Farquhar, and consult with them. One thing is quite certain; for the present we must keep this matter a most profound secret. If our enemies were to gain wind of it, they would send out at once and purchase the land for themselves.

But they cant know, dad.

Ah, dear! Im — Im suspicious. With such enormous possibilities before us, who knows that our secret enemies may not have bribed our servants, he said. For that reason, Gwen dear — and please forgive me — fearing that there might be eaves-droppers, I purposely, when explaining to you the cipher this afternoon, rearranged and omitted some of the second portion of it, so that our secret could not possibly leak out.

But surely, dad! cried the girl. You dont suspect Laura or Mullingar, or Kate, being in the employ of our enemies, do you?

My child, it is best to be always wary in a matter such as this. As your friend Mr Mullet has already told you, they appear to be most unscrupulous.

I wonder where Mr Mullet is — why he doesnt write or telephone to me, as he promised.

Dont distress yourself about him, urged the old Professor. We hold the secret, and for to-night at least that is sufficient.

And then, after gathering the typed sheets together he put a fastener through them and locked the precious decipher carefully in one of the drawers of his writing-table. Then a few moments later, it already being two oclock in the morning, they both ascended to their rooms.

When upon the landing, the old man kissed his daughter tenderly on the brow as was his habit, saying:

Good-night, my child. I fear you must be very tired. But think! — we have completed our task. We alone know the great secret which will convulse the whole civilised world!

In her own pretty room Gwen threw herself into the cosy chintz-covered armchair before the fire, and pondered deeply.

She was thinking of Frank — ever of him. Though she had been fond of flirtation, and though perhaps she had committed grave breaches of the convenances before she had known young Farquhar, yet all had now changed. She would give her very life for him — for was she not his, and his alone?

Over her spread the thought of the man who had posed as Franks friend — that man who had laughed defiance in her face, the man who was in league with her fathers enemies. Who was he? What was he? she wondered. Then there rose before her the recollection of the man Mullet, the man with the ugly past, as he himself had admitted, yet nevertheless devoted to his little daughter, and a gentleman. She longed to see him again — to introduce him to her lover, and to tell the latter the whole strange truth.

To her, it seemed as though Mullet feared the man who had so cleverly entrapped her, just as he was the cats-paw of the bloated red-faced man who had raised his hand to strike her.

Who were these people? she wondered. Why did Mullet fear them?

Having exchanged her dress for an easy robe-de-chambre, she sat before the fire plaiting her long dark tresses, her eyes fixed upon the fire, now fast dying away.

She had knowledge of that marvellous secret — the whereabouts of the bewildering treasure of Israel. Yet how would it all end? Why had her father suspicion of spies in their own home? What could he suspect?

She wondered, as she had often wondered, what conclusion her father had formed regarding her mysterious absence from home, and often, in her moments of reflection, she found herself puzzled and pondering regarding her unconsciousness on that never-to-be-forgotten night when she had found herself alone and helpless in the hands of the man who had laughed at her innocence and dismay.

She dare not tell Frank. It was her secret — a dark secret which she had resolved to keep at all hazards — one that he should never know.

But he is mine again! she murmured to herself, a sweet smile of contentment playing about her lips. I have been a fickle girl, I know, but, after all, every girl is entitled to have one good time in her life. Ive had mine, and I have found Frank. I love him, and he loves me. I know he does. And to-morrow dad will wire him, and I shall see him again. Ah! what will he say, I wonder — now that dad has discovered the secret. Dear old dad! He deserves all the kudos hell get from the great discovery, for hes worked hard — worked night and day almost. And the ugly little Doctor? I wonder how hell take it? One thing is plain, that we have outwitted that red-faced scoundrel and his friends. We know the truth, while they are still in ignorance.

For a long time she sat, her pretty head, with its two long plaits secured by blue ribbons, pillowed upon the muslin-covered cushion in the low comfortable armchair, her bare feet thrust into slippers, and upon her sweet countenance an expression of calm content.

The little clock upon her mantelshelf, chiming the half-hour — half-past three — aroused her from her reverie, and she shivered, for the fire had died away and the room had now become chilly. So preoccupied had she been that she had not noticed that the fire was already out.

As she stirred herself, she suddenly recollected that, downstairs in the study, she had left her book in which she was greatly interested, and which she wanted to continue when she awoke in the morning. It was a heavy work of one of the German philosophers which she was studying, for since leaving school she had done a vast amount of reading, especially French and German literature. She was highly educated and cultured, and, unlike the average young girl of our twentieth century, she had not put aside her books with her ankle-skirts.

In her long trailing robe of pale eau-de-nil she crossed the room, and seating herself at her writing-table scribbled a note to her dressmaker, which she had forgotten. Then having put a stamp upon it, she quickly opened her door, crept softly past her fathers room, fearing to wake him, and down the thickly carpeted stairs where her slippered feet fell noiselessly.

She had no candle, but she knew her way about the house quite well in the dark, and also knew where to put her hand upon most of the electric switches.

Creeping softly down, afraid every moment that the stairs would creak — for stairs always have a horrid habit of creaking in the silence of the night — she carried the letter in her hand for the purpose of placing it in the rack in the study which Laura always cleared when she went to the room in the morning, and Kate took the letters to the post-office down at the corner.

Reaching the landing she crossed it to the study-door, but as she did so she saw, to her surprise, a light issuing from the crack beneath.

Her father had evidently returned there to continue his work, as he sometimes did when unable to sleep.

For a second she hesitated whether she should enter, but making up her mind suddenly, she placed her fingers upon the handle and opened the door.

Next instant, however, uttering a low cry, she stood upon the threshold, rigid as one petrified.


Chapter Thirty Four.

Silence for Silence!
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YOU!

It was the only word which the girl uttered, but its tone showed her horror and indignation.

The green-shaded light was, she saw, switched on at the writing-table, and as she entered, there before her, seated in her fathers chair, was the man who had posed as Franks friend, Captain Wetherton!

As she had slowly opened the door he had raised his head, pale and startled. But only for a second. When he recognised who it was, he rose and, bowing, smiled with perfect sangfroid.

He had entered the house with the false latch-key which he had had made from the wax impression he had taken of the key which Gwen had carried on that night of the false assignation. His only fear had been, however, a meeting with the girl Laura.

Now that he saw that it was not she, he only smiled triumphantly.

Yes, he said simply. Its me! Are you very surprised?

Instantly she recognised that, upon the blotting-pad, was lying open the precious document which she herself had typed. He had opened the drawer, abstracted it, and read it.

He, her enemy, knew their secret!

By what right, pray, are you here, sir? she demanded, advancing into the room boldly, and facing him.

I have no right. Im here just by my own will, was his quick, defiant response.

This is my fathers house, and I shall alarm him, she said determinedly. You have no right thus to pry into his private affairs!

I have to decide that, Miss Griffin, he said, as over his dark face spread that evil smile she remembered so well.

Having risen from the chair, he had now advanced closely to her. She noticed that he wore thick woollen socks over his boots, so as to muffle his footsteps, while upon his hands were a pair of grey suède gloves which appeared too large for him. Jim Jannaway had been a man of many precautions, ever since his finger-prints had been taken on a certain memorable day at Ipswich police-station, prior to his conviction.

But, he laughed, examining her from head to toe, you really look charming, my dear little girl — even better than when in your walking kit. Why! he exclaimed, pointing across the room. Why — whats that — over there?

She turned suddenly, taking her eyes off him for an instant, but saw nothing. His ruse succeeded, for that instant was sufficient for him to slip behind her and close the door, turning the key in the lock.

I must apologise for doing this in your own house, Miss Griffin, but I fear that we may be overheard, he said. Now I want to have a very serious chat with you.

I wish to say nothing to you, sir, she replied drawing herself up haughtily, the train of her pretty gown sweeping the floor. I only demand to know what you are doing here, reading my fathers papers.

And suppose I refuse to tell you — eh? he asked, raising his brows.

Then I shall scream, and alarm the household. They will hand you over to the police.

And if you were so ill-advised as to do that, Miss Griffin, answered the fellow impudently, advancing a step nearer to her, and looking straight into her face. Well — you would suffer very severely for it. Thats all.

Im prepared to take all the consequences, was her calm reply.

Take care! he said threateningly, in a low hoarse voice. Im a desperate man when driven into a corner.

You mean rather that youre a coward when cornered, she said coldly. I am glad to have this opportunity of meeting, in order to repay you for the gross injustice which you have done me.

Youre a little fool! he said in a hard tone. Keep quiet, or somebody will hear you.

You entrapped me in that place. I have now entrapped you — in my own house, she exclaimed, with a look of triumph.

Not for long, he said determinedly. Do you know that I could strangle you where you stand, and still get clear. Even though you screamed. I already have a rope on the balcony yonder, down into the street. But dont be alarmed. I have no wish to injure you, my dear little girl — not in the least. We will just make an arrangement, and cry quits.

What do you mean?

Well, listen. Youve discovered me here, and you could give me away. But I want to buy your silence.

Buy my silence! she exclaimed, staring at him. Yes. Why not? You must buy mine. Shall we not then be quits?

She regarded him with a puzzled air. He was her bitterest foe, and she was wondering what was the true meaning of the suggestion. She was undecided, too, whether not to alarm the house, instead of parleying further. She had caught the fellow in her fathers room wearing the apparel of the modern burglar, therefore the police would, without doubt, arrest him as such.

Suddenly her mind was made up, and with a quick movement she rushed across to the electric bell beside the fireplace.

He gave vent to a short dry laugh of triumph, the reason of which was next second plain. The little porcelain push had been broken, and the contact disarranged.

Jim Jannaway always took precautions. He was a cool and calculating scoundrel.

She turned upon him in quick anger, and he saw that she intended to scream for help.

One moment, if you please, Miss Griffin, he cried in a low voice. Just hear my suggestion before you raise the alarm and compel me to depart hurriedly through the window. A word now will save both of us a great deal of unnecessary bother afterwards. Youre a very brave little girl, and I admire you for it. Most other girls, on seeing me here, would have gone into hysterics, or fainted. But youre a little brick.

Thank you, this is really no time for compliments, was her cold, resentful reply. Please say what you have to say, and quickly.

She had managed to cross the room half-way, and from where she now stood she could see that the precious document she had typed lay open at its last page. The fellow had evidently read it all!

Well, he said, in that easy-going manner of his that she found so extremely irritating. As far as I can at present discern, Miss Griffin, the game is a drawn one. I can quite—

I consider it blackguardly impertinence on your part to enter my fathers house at night, and read his private papers, she protested, her face pale and determined.

My dear girl, to me your opinion of my actions really doesnt matter, he laughed. I wanted to discover something, and have adopted the easiest means of doing so.

Even at risk of being arrested?

Oh, I shant be arrested, he laughed. Dont think Im afraid of that. Why, my dear girl, perhaps you wouldnt believe it, but this isnt the first time Ive been in this very room. I know whats in all those drawers yonder, and even the balance in your fathers bankers pass-book.

Youve been here before! gasped the girl astounded. How did you get in?

Why, with your own key. It was easy enough. Your servants never bolt the front door. They really ought to be more careful, you know, he laughed.

She hesitated for a moment, and in that slight hesitation he, crafty malefactor that he was, recognised that he had triumphed.

I may presume, I suppose, that youve read that document upon the writing-table? she asked a moment later.

I have — every word of it, he replied, with a polite bow.

That is why you came here?

It was. I really expected to experience greater trouble in finding it. I opened only three drawers before coming across it.

Probably youd like a copy of it, she said, with bitter sarcasm.

Thank you, no. I have a very excellent memory, and can recollect all I require. Besides, Ive taken a few notes, was the bold and defiant answer, All I would request of you, my dear girl, is to keep a still tongue in your head, go up to bed, and forget all about this unexpected meeting. Such a course will be much the best for you, I assure you.

You — my enemy, are trying to advise me as a friend — eh? This is really amusing! I tell you quite frankly that I intend to give you over to the police. You cleverly entrapped me, and now from me you may expect no clemency.

I want none, he laughed. But if Im arrested, your friend, Red Mullet, shall also see the inside of a prison again. I promise you that.

He is innocent of this burglary, she said.

But he isnt innocent of certain other little matters about which Scotland Yard will be only too delighted to know, replied the fellow, with an evil grin. So if you dont want him to go to quod — and hes been pretty good to you, I think — youd better remain silent about to-night. And theres the other matter — the—

And he paused, and looked straight into her face, without concluding.

Well? she asked in a hard voice, holding the train of her robe with one hand, and still facing him boldly. And what is the other matter, pray?

I wish to tell you quite plainly that if you choose to be a little fool, youll take the consequences. Theyll fall on you, and pretty heavily too. Trust me to escape them.

And I tell you that I intend to be a little fool, as you so politely put it, was her fearless response. It is my duly to my father to go at once and tell him of my discovery. And I will!

Very well, he answered quite calmly, his evil eyes still fixed upon hers. Go. You are perfectly at liberty. To me, it is of no great consequence, but to you it will mean both the ruin of your reputation and the loss of your lover!

How? she gasped quickly, her face in an instant as pale as death.

How? he echoed in a fierce low whisper, advancing until he was close to the girl. Cannot you see that I shall tell Frank Farquhar the truth of your absence from your home — that you met me, and stayed with me in those rooms!

You scoundrel! she cried, drawing away from him, her cheeks flushed with sudden anger. You threatened this before — you despicable coward, to thus try and take advantage of a womans good name! You destroyed that false telegram, so that I should not have it to show as proof!

You could get a copy from the post-office, I daresay, he laughed airily. But I merely make plain what is my intention, and thats why Ive come to the conclusion that the game between us is a drawn one.

Your threats have no terror for me! she exclaimed, turning fiercely upon him. He saw that in her big eyes was determination and defiance, and was surprised.

Then shout away, my dear girl — scream the house down, if you like, he laughed coolly, as though with utter unconcern. But just let me put things straight again first. Then walking to the writing-table he took the translation of the decipher, replaced it in its drawer, and relocked it with a key he drew from his pocket.

His coolness was amazing, his cunning, extraordinary. The long window leading to the balcony over the portico was ajar. He had fixed a thin silken rope to the railings ready for escape to the street in case of necessity.

Your conduct is abominable! she ejaculated. What harm have I done you that I should deserve this?

My dear girl, my conduct is only abominable of necessity, I assure you, he argued with an impudent smile. Our compact is simple enough. You do not wish to lose the man you love. Indeed, why should you?

Ah! why indeed? she cried. I have you alone to thank for all the evil suspicions cast upon me.

You have told them nothing — of course. Youre far too clever for that — eh? he remarked, standing easily before her with his hands in his pockets. Besides, what could you say?

I could say nothing, she replied bitterly. I only know that you lied to me, by posing as Franks friend.

My dear little girl, he answered with an arrogant laugh. I was compelled to tell you a fairy-story, because — well, shall I tell you the truth? — because I was so very anxious for the loan of your latch-key.

Then why was I kept there a prisoner? Why did that red-faced blackguard come to me, and threaten me?

I had nothing whatever to do with that. I was not there, he protested.

You enticed me into the hateful place by saying that Frank was in hiding there, she replied firmly.

For the reason I have already explained. I apologise. Can I do more, Miss Griffin?

Apologise! she echoed in a hoarse whisper. You apologise! I wish for no apology!

But you desire your own happiness, and can secure it, providing I am silent, he said in a low, clear deliberate voice. Think what it would mean to you if you gave the alarm — the wrecking of your own life, and the arrest of your friend Mullet! But I give you perfect liberty to choose your future course of action. I have no wish to coerce you.

You could not, even if you wished! she declared, yet through her brain surged thoughts of what the loss of Frank would mean to her.

The man before her was a blackguard. He had shown himself as such. With perfect coolness he could besmirch her fair name in such a manner that it could never again be cleared.

At that moment the girl was fighting for her own honour as well as her fathers secret which this man had gained. It was a secret no longer — it could never be. Their enemies had triumphed!

She set her teeth hard, and tried to think.

Jim Jannaway was quick to notice her change of manner.

Remember, he remarked, one word to your father regarding this visit of mine, and your lover and your father shall know the truth!

They will know whatever lies you invent regarding me! she said in a voice of intense bitterness.

He only shrugged his shoulders and smiled. She, a mere innocent girl, had no chance against his quick intellect, sharpened as it had been by years of crafty cunning and double dealing. To the crooks and silk-hatted adventurers of London the very name of Jim Jannaway was synonymous of all that was perfection in kid-gloved blackguardism.

Well, he said a moment later, I havent time for further argument, Miss Griffin. Im sorry I cant stay longer. Perhaps the front door would be a less conspicuous exit for me.

And so saying he stepped out upon the balcony, untied the silken rope from the railing, rolled it up swiftly, and placed it in his pocket.

A moment later he was again standing before her.

She stood glaring at him with a look of bitter hatred, while he recognised that her lips were already effectually sealed.

She dare not risk the suspicions which he could with a word place upon her. Hence he, alas! held her in his power!

Remember! he said, I shall say nothing until you dare to give me away. It is a compact between us. Silence for silence!

Then, without further word, he moved across to the door, unlocked it, and next second had disappeared noiselessly down the stairs.

And with him had gone the great secret of the hiding-place of the treasure of Israel which her father believed to be his — and his alone!

The girl cast herself into a chair, and gave way to a paroxysm of tears.

Jim Jannaway and his friends had again triumphed.


Chapter Thirty Five.

Shows Further Complications.
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AT NINE OCLOCK next morning the hunch-backed Doctor, pale and eager, was closeted with the Professor, to whom he related what he had witnessed while watching outside the house in Berkeley Square on the previous night.

In consequence of this, the good-looking Laura was summoned to the study, closely questioned, and returning impudent answers, was summarily dismissed and left the house.

So it is Sir Felix Challas who is desirous of ascertaining our secret, remarked Aminger Griffin, greatly surprised, He is such a great churchman, and such a high-minded philanthropist, that I can hardly believe that he should employ such methods. Why, only this very week I saw in the papers that he has made a fourth donation to Guys Hospital of two thousand pounds.

He is a swindler, hiding himself beneath the cloak of religion, declared Diamond emphatically. I have seen Mullet this morning, and he has promised to call and have a chat with you. He will come to-day, I expect.

Well, exclaimed the Professor with some hesitation, and with a smile of triumph upon his lips, we need have no further fear of our enemies, Doctor, for we have forestalled them. Yesterday I succeeded in deciphering the whole record in Ezekiel, and convincing myself of the existence of a similar cipher in Deuteronomy. I have here the complete translation in English. And he placed the document in the Doctors trembling hands.

The ugly little man read it through eagerly, and then sat staring straight into the Professors face.

Then the secret of the treasure of Israel is revealed! he gasped in a low voice, as though fearing to be overheard. But is it not probable that your servant listened, and heard you tell Miss Gwen the manner in which the cipher could be read?

No doubt. But fearing that, in a matter of this magnitude I might be the victim of treachery, I deviated slightly from the correct key, in such a manner as to throw out the whole reading! laughed the Professor. I told my daughter so afterwards.

Mullet has told me a good deal. I stayed with him in his rooms last night, the Doctor said. It appears that Sir Felix Challass methods are, on occasions, so unscrupulous as to be criminal. In his employ he has a dangerous scoundrel named Jim Jannaway — a thief and gaol-bird, though his exterior is that of a gentleman. He has served several terms of imprisonment for burglary. To this man the philanthropist of Berkeley Square, who received a Baronetcy for his good deeds, leaves his dirty work. From what Mullet told me I should not be surprised that it was he who arranged that your servant should spy upon you.

Mullet is also an outsider, is he not? remarked the Professor with some suspicion.

Of course, but of necessity. Though he may rob the rich, he prides himself on never having done a mean action to a poor person, or a woman.

Ah! Doctor, laughed Griffin. I see you believe in degrees of crime — eh?

In this case, yes. Red Mullet has greatly assisted us. It was he who telegraphed to me from his retreat in Kent to watch the house in Berkeley Square. And now he has explained to me many points which were hitherto mysteries.

We need have no fear of our enemies now, remarked the Professor, as at that moment Gwen, looking fresh in her white blouse and navy serge skirt, entered the room brightly and greeted the ugly little hunchback. It only remains for us to call Farquhar into conference, and decide how we shall act. Somebody should proceed at once to Jerusalem, decide the exact spot, and purchase the land. We can have time for further operations when once the land on both sides of the hill is ours. Farquhar has promised that Sir George will find the necessary funds for that, if we so desire.

Gwen, holding her breath, walked to the window and looked out upon the gloomy London street.

Her position was hideous. Her father believed that the great secret was his — and his alone. Frank would believe it — and by remaining silent she would be misleading her lover into a false sense of security.

She knew, alas! that their enemies would hesitate at nothing — that the Treasure of Israel was already lost to them — lost to the Jews for ever!

With her back turned to her father and his visitor she stood listening, her clenched hands trembling. What could she do? How could she act?

Suppose she told the truth, and bore the inevitable blow?

Its certainly fortunate that you did not explain to Miss Gwen the actual mode of deciphering the record, the Doctor was remarking, for Sir Felix and Haupt, at any rate, cannot gain the knowledge we have gained.

Sir Felix — who — dad? inquired the girl, turning quickly.

Sir Felix Challas, my dear, was the Professors reply. The Doctor has discovered that it is he who is our enemy. He poses as a great philanthropist as you well know. His portrait is in this weeks Tatler — over yonder.

The girl crossed quickly, took up the paper, and searched the pages eagerly. Then when her gaze fell upon the picture, the journal nearly fell from her nerveless fingers.

She recognised the brutal, red-faced man who had been her inquisitor, and who would have struck her had not Mullet interfered, and stood her champion.

Beneath the portrait was a laudatory notice of the hypocrites noble contribution to the funds of charities of London.

You see, Doctor, her father went on, not noticing the girls blanched face and horror-struck eyes, Erich Haupt will only be entirely misled by the statement I made to Gwen. By using the cipher in that manner, he will obtain a jumble of Hebrew letters which represent nothing. No. We need not fear Sir Felix and his anti-Semitic views in the least. We alone know the place of concealment of the sacred treasure of Israel.

I have already telegraphed to Farquhar at Horsford. He should be here before twelve.

And when he comes, we shall decide what to do, remarked the Professor. I think he should go out at once to Palestine. Only one of us must go to purchase the land, otherwise suspicion might be excited. And if so, then good-bye to all our chances.

Sir Felix, if he cannot obtain the secret, may endeavour to upset our plans out there, remarked Gwen. He is a man of wealth and power, dad.

But he does not possess the information which we possess. Professor Holmboes secret is now ours — and ours alone! he declared triumphantly.

Could we not get Mr Mullet to assist us, dad? suggested the girl puzzled to distraction as to how she should act. She was divided between her love and her duty.

No. He will only help us in his own way, responded Doctor Diamond.

The girl walked back to the long window which led out upon the balcony — the window which Jim Jannaway had been prepared to use as an emergency exit — and stood with her hands clasped behind her back, while the two men further discussed what they believed to be a most satisfactory situation.

The land on both sides of the mount must be purchased in secret, they agreed, and not a word must leak out regarding the discovery until actual operations had commenced. Then the Professor was to launch his startling statement upon the world in the form of an article in the Contemporary. After the purchase of the land, the Professor, the Doctor, and an engineer were to go out to Jerusalem and make secret investigation. The surveyor, whom Griffin proposed to send out with Farquhar to make secret survey upon the measurements contained in the cipher, was a young man in business at Richmond, a friend of his, to whom he proposed to give a small interest in the syndicate.

We are agreed, I suppose, Doctor, that at all hazards the most sacred relics and the archives of the Kingdom of Israel which are no doubt preserved there, shall be restored to the Jews? Griffin said.

Most certainly, was Diamonds reply. This man Challas intends, it seems, to revenge himself upon the Jews by desecrating the treasure.

But, dad! cried the girl, surely he would never be allowed to desecrate sacred relics!

If he discovered them upon land he had purchased he might very easily destroy them before he could be prevented, her father pointed out. There lies the great danger. Fortunately, however, he will be unable to do that. Farquhar must go out to Jerusalem at the earliest possible moment. And Ill get young Pettit, the surveyor, up from Richmond this afternoon.

Gwens face was blanched, she stood rooted there, still staring down into the street, inexpressibly gloomy that winters morning. Lights were in the rooms of some of the houses opposite, while outside Notting Hill Gate Station, at the end of the road, the big electric globes were shedding their brilliance, as they did each night.

How should she act? She was calmly contemplating what might occur. Her head reeled, for she had not closed her eyes since she had last stood in that room face to face with her enemy — the man who had filched the secret from them and departed.

His threats rang in her ears. If she revealed the truth, then Mullet would be arrested, and in addition a foul lie, which alas! she could not refute, would be told both her lover and her father! She shuddered and held her breath. Had she not already promised secrecy to Mullet! Could she, after his self-sacrifice, deliberately bring ruin upon him?

No. She was hemmed in on every side by the impossible. And even if she told the truth, it was now too late, alas! Sir Felix Challas, great financier that he was, had agents in all the capitals, and possessed secret channels of information against which their little combination would be utterly powerless. Alas! they were now only tilting at the wind.

That red-faced blatant parvenu, that Jew-hating hypocrite who did his evil doings behind his moneybags, had triumphed!

Whatever she said, whatever allegation she made against the Baronet or Jim Jannaway — for she now for the first time had learnt his name — would make no difference. The bitterness of it all must fall upon her, and her alone.

Her young heart was crushed, stifled, broken.

If she spoke, or if she were silent, it was the same — she must play her lover false.


Chapter Thirty Six.

The Victim of Shame.
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THE TALL RED-MOUSTACHED man stood in the dining-room with Gwen Griffin.

She had seen his approach from the window, and dashing downstairs, had admitted him. Taking him at once into the room she had closed the door, and in a few brief hasty words had admitted him to her confidence.

What! he cried, staring at her in amazement. Jim Jannaway has dared to come here, to read the documents, and then to threaten you with this! Look here, Miss Griffin, the matter is much more serious for you than I had imagined. Those fellows, Felix and Jim, will stick at nothing, but they shall not ruin your reputation. Leave that to Red Mullet.

But, Mr Mullet, she cried, he threatens your arrest if I tell my father the truth. Besides, have I not promised secrecy to you?

My dear child, he said, go at once and tell your father the truth. Then leave the rest to me.

But what will he think of me? she asked, her face blanched to the lips.

Let your father — indeed, let the world — think what it will of you, Miss Griffin. You are an innocent victim of the avarice of these men, just as I am. I stood your friend that day when I released you from bondage — and I will stand your friend still!

They possess our secret.

That is a most unfortunate fact, he admitted. Still we must try and defy them. I will do my best. But if I fail, he added in a low earnest voice, it will not be for want of endeavour, I promise you. I tried to save you and your father once — and I will try again. We must win even if we make some sacrifice.

But do not imperil yourself, she urged. Do not, I beg of you, Mr Mullet.

I shall act with both firmness and discretion, and if we but unmask these blackguards who have tried again to entrap you, we shall have done a service to society at large. Unfortunately, he added with a sigh, my own hands are none too clean.

You will see my father. The Doctor is upstairs with him, she urged.

No — later! he exclaimed hastily. At the present moment not a second is to be lost. I must go to them, and see what we can do by firmness. Tell your father of Jims visit here, but do not say you have seen me, and say nothing regarding the past — remember, nothing. Promptness of action is now our only safeguard.

And leaving the girl standing there bewildered, he passed out of the room, and next second she heard the front door closed behind her.

Of his power to avert the natural flow of events she had but little confidence. He was beneath the thumb of Sir Felix Challas, therefore, how could he hope to wrest back the secret which Jim Jannaway had learned?

In any case, the good-looking scoundrel to whom a womans honour was of no account, would carry out his threat, and Frank must, ere long, turn his back upon her, as he had done before.

Her heart beat fast, and she placed her hand upon her breast, as if to stay its anxious throbbing.

Mullet, though an adventurer himself, was right. It was her duty to tell her father the truth, and not allow him to continue further in that sense of false security.

Yet at what cost must her statement be made! At cost, alas! of her own honour.

Ere long she would not be able to look Frank in the face, for Jim Jannaway would lie so circumstantially that both her father and he would believe it to be the shameful truth. Mullet would not admit the past. Say nothing regarding the past, he had urged! He had some strong motive in this — a motive that must, of itself, prevent him revealing the truth, and clearing her of the blemish placed upon her good name.

Besides, would Frank ever accept the excuses made for her by a man of Red Mullets stamp? The actual truth was an ugly one. She had been absent from home, and on returning, had refused to give an account of where she had been. And now it was to be revealed that she had lived in Red Mullets chambers!

She burst into a flood of tears on recognising her own utter helplessness.

Circumstances were entirely against her. She could never hope to defend her own honour in the face of such dark facts.

Suddenly she dried her eyes with a great effort, and looked at herself in the big mirror at the back of the high, old-fashioned carved sideboard. She started to notice how pale she was, and how dark beneath the eyes.

Then slowly she went out of the room, and up the stairs, in obedience to her protector, Red Mullet.

Hardly knowing what she did, or what words escaped her, she re-entered the study where her father, her lover and the Doctor were in consultation, and standing before them, described the scene that had occurred in that room during the night-hours.

The three men, when they heard the astounding truth, started to their feet with one accord.

You! — Gwen — my daughter! gasped the old Professor in a voice of bitter reproach. And you have allowed this — you allowed that man to gain our secret without alarming me! I am ashamed of your conduct — heartily ashamed!

I could not, father, answered the girl, panting and pale-faced, I — I was afraid — I feared him!

She raised her eyes to Franks, and saw in them a look of blank disappointment. She now fully realised that if she had raised the alarm, the communication of the secret to Challas might perhaps have been prevented. She pointed to the broken bell-push, and explained how before her entry there, the resourceful scoundrel had disarranged it as a precaution.

Diamond paced the room in a frenzy of despair. The little man raised his clenched fists above his head and uttered curses upon his enemies, for he saw that through his fingers at the very moment of success, there had slipped a colossal fortune.

Frank! exclaimed the girl, in a low piteous voice, standing before him with bent head, forgive me. I — I was helpless last night. I am helpless now!

Forgive! echoed her father in furious anger. How can he ever forgive you — how can I forgive you? You might have been in fear of him at that moment, but upon your own showing, you knew him, is not that so?

Yes, father, she faltered. I — I did know him.

Then you have had dealings with our enemies before! Frank cried, all his dark suspicions now suddenly aroused by her fears and apprehensions.

I told them nothing, though they tried to force me to.

You knew this man, Jim Jannaway, while I was in Copenhagen, said Frank, his eyes fixed upon her very seriously. Come, tell the truth, Gwen.

She nodded in the affirmative, and unable to utter another word, burst again into tears.

And the three men standing there saw that her tears were tears of shame.



Two hours later, Frank Farquhar, dark-faced and determined, stood in one of the smaller rooms in Sir Felix Challass house in Berkeley Square, while before him, seated easily on the edge of the table, was Jim Jannaway.

Well, Mr Farquhar, he said, what youve just stated is to a certain extent correct. I have no reason whatever to hide the truth, now that you have come to me and demanded it. The investigation of Holmboes story has simply been a matter of business in which the keenest wits win. We have won.

By trickery — and by a burglary, for which Professor Griffin intends to have you arrested.

Jannaway laughed impudently in his face.

My dear sir, pray dont be foolish, he answered, why it was Miss Griffin herself who let me in, and who showed me her fathers decipher of the message in Ezekiel. And if you dont believe me, he added, heres the telegram which the sent me.

Frank took the telegram he handed him, and read the following words: Shall place candle at my window at two to-morrow morning. Come. Have something very important to communicate. Love, Gwen.

Love! The word danced before Franks eyes.

Why should she be acting in your interests, Mr Jannaway, and not in her fathers? That seems to me a very curious point, he said, for want of something else to say.

There was a reason — a very strong reason, replied the fellow, with a mysterious grin, pretending, of course, to be unaware that Farquhar was the girls lover; the little girl is a particular friend of mine.

What do you mean? gasped Frank, his face paler.

Well — what I say. Need I be more explicit? It is not usual for a man to imperil a girls reputation, is it?

Come, said Frank; tell me the truth. Is your acquaintance an intimate one?

The fellow nodded and laughed. He plainly saw the result of his cruel aspersions upon the girls character.

I dont believe it, declared Frank.

Oh! perhaps you are her friend also! exclaimed Jannaway with a smile. If so, youd better ask her if she did not remain with me during a recent absence from home. I wanted her to go back, but she seemed afraid, and preferred life in a bachelors chambers.

You lie! cried Frank, crimson with anger.

No, not so quick, Mr Farquhar, exclaimed the scoundrel coolly. Just inquire of her, thats all. Ask her if she did not meet me in secret late one night, and whether she didnt remain with me in my chambers off Oxford Street. She will certainly not have forgotten the incident, he added with meaning sarcasm.

I dont believe you! declared Frank, but even if she had, youre a cursed blackguard for giving her away!

You asked me for the truth, and youve got it! was Jim Jannaways response. Anything more you wish to know? If so, I am entirely at your service.

It was one of Jannaways characteristics that the more angry he became, the more cool was his exterior.

I want to know nothing from one who is a liar, a thief, and a slanderer of women, Frank responded, in a hard, bitter voice.

I understand that the object of your visit was to inquire the reason why I called so early this morning at Pembridge Gardens. I have simply replied that I called at the Professors in response to this invitation, and he indicated the telegram which he still held in his hand, and which, if the truth were told, he had taken the precaution to send to himself, as additional evidence against the innocent girl whom he had all along intended should be his victim.

And you repeat your allegation that Miss Gwen has been your guest at your chambers for several days — eh? Remember, if untrue, such a statement is actionable.

I repeat it. And I ask you to satisfy yourself as to its truth by asking her. But, he added, I may as well tell you that the little girl is annoyed with me just now for betraying her fathers secret to my friends. Yet, after all, as Ive already said, it was only a matter of business, and with business women ought never to meddle. They always burn their fingers.

And your friends — that is Sir Felix Challas and his associates — intend, of course, to profit by this secret which youve stolen — eh? asked Frank, his face darkening.

Thats their affair — not mine.

I hear that you bribed the parlour-maid at Pembridge Gardens — the crafty scoundrel that you are!

Thats it! Jim laughed, and I squeezed the cook, and kissed the kitchenmaid! Anything else? No, I really havent any more time to waste, Mr Farquhar. All I need add is, that if you doubt my statement, please ask Miss Griffin herself.


Chapter Thirty Seven.

Reveals a Womans Face.
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A COLD BLEAK afternoon in Kensington Gardens. The frozen gravelled path was lightly powdered with snow, and against the bare black branches showed the pale yellow light of the wintry afternoon. Bent to the biting wind, men and women, wrapped to the ears, passed up the Broad Walk, and among them was Gwen Griffin, a lonely, solitary, sweet-faced little figure, neat with her black bow in her hair, her blue doth skirt, fur bolero, and fur toque and muff to match.

She walked very slowly, her sad eyes cast upon the ground. She always went into the gardens when she wanted to think. Near Hyde Park Gate, she turned into one of the narrow and little-frequented paths, for she wanted to be alone.

That afternoon the great blow which she dreaded had fallen, and her young heart so light and happy, was crushed and broken.

Frank Farquhar had sent her, by messenger from Half Moon Street, a cruel, brief letter, in which he told her plainly of the allegation which Jim Jannaway had made, and explaining that, in consequence, he must ask her to consider their engagement at a complete end.

Its rigid formality showed that he believed every word of that vile calumny. Ah! if only Mullet would speak! If only he would consent to the truth being told.

But alas! though a fortnight had passed since his hurried departure from Pembridge Gardens after hearing of the betrayal of the secret, he had sent her no single word. He was a will-o-the wisp, gone abroad, in all probability, in order to escape arrest.

For a fortnight, too, she had not seen Frank. After her admission of Jim Jannaways visit, he had left the house in evident disgust and anger, and had not returned. He had not even written to her, for she understood that he had gone abroad. That afternoon, however, he had sent her the note which for fifteen long anxious days she had been dreading.

She sank upon one of the seats quite alone, yet within sound of the dull roar of the traffic in Kensington Gore, and taking his letter from her muff, re-read it, her vision half obscured by hot bitter tears.

The scoundrel told such a circumstantial tale, she murmured to herself, that Frank has believed it without question. Yet — yet if he had come to me, and asked me, what could I have said? It was true that I stayed in that hateful place, even though against my will. Ah! I wonder what foul lies he has told against me — what—

And hiding her face in her muff, she burst again into a flood of tears.

Her sweet, bright countenance had, alas, greatly changed in those past few weeks. Instead of bearing the stamp of inward happiness, she was now wan and pale, with thin cheeks and dark, deep-sunken eyes — the face of a woman whose heart was troubled, and who existed in terror of the future.

Both the Professor and Diamond — who was still a frequent visitor and had long conferences with her father — had noticed the change. But neither had made any remark. They attributed it to her heartfelt regret at not having raised the alarm on finding Jannaway prying into their secret.

The girls mind, racked by the tortures of conscience and frenzied by the cruel calumnies uttered against her, was now strained to its greatest tension. She was utterly friendless, for even her father now avoided her, and at meals treated her with a cool and studied aversion. Instead of being petted and indulged as she had been all her life, she was now shunned. He asked of her no advice, nor did he invite her to his study each evening to chat, as had been his habit ever since she had left school.

One friend she possessed in the world— Red Mullet, the adventurer who posed as a mining engineer! Where was he? Ay, who could tell?

That man threatened his arrest if I did not remain silent, she said, speaking aloud to herself, her eyes fixed upon the bare, cheerless prospect before her. I have told the truth, and already he has carried out one of his threats. Perhaps he will carry out the other. Probably he will, and then — and then I shall lose my only friend! He may allege, too, that because Red Mullet is my friend, he is my lover! Ah! I wonder what shameful scandal he has told Frank! I wonder! Oh! Why has Frank not come to me for an explanation for proof of those abominable lies uttered by a man whom he knows as a blackguard and a thief. It is cruel! she sobbed, cruel — too cruel! Ah! Frank, my own Frank, I love you with all my heart — with all my soul! You are mine, mine! she cried, raising her clenched hands to heaven in her frenzy of despair, and yet I have lost you — lost my fathers great secret — lost everything — everything!

Her white lips moved, but no sound came from them. Her eyes were closed, her hands clenched tightly as there, with none to witness her agony of soul, she implored the protection of her Maker and the clemency of Providence in that, the greatest trial of all her life.

She prayed in deep earnestness for assistance and strength to withstand the evil machinations of her enemies.

With Franks departure, the sun of her existence had set. The future was only grey and darkening, like the dismal, dispiriting scene that spread before her.

Love and life were, alas, lost to her for ever.

Away over those leafless trees, eastward beyond Hyde Park and Grosvenor Square, a curious scene was, at that moment, being enacted in the house of her enemies.

Challas, stout and pompous, was standing with his back to the library fireplace, while in an armchair near, sat the white-bearded old German Professor.

You see from this wire from Jim, that all goes along beautifully Erich, the Baronet was saying. He has engaged a Turk to purchase the land on both sides of the Mount, the price asked being a little bit stiff — eight thousand pounds for the lot. I wired him this morning to close at the lowest price possible, and at the same time Ive placed him a credit of ten thousand at the Ottoman Bank in Jerusalem.

Then by this time the deal is closed, remarked the old German, rubbing his thin hands in satisfaction. Ah! I wonder how our friend Griffin now feels?

Yes, laughed Sir Felix, thanks to Jim we obtained the whole secret without the trouble of deciphering it. That was a smart move of his to capture the little girl as he did.

Yes, laughed the old man, it seems that were on the straight road to success.

The road! echoed the great financier. Why, by this time, I expect the land is ours, and if so, I shall start myself on Saturday. I mean to keep my intentions dark, of course. The papers will say that Ive gone to Vienna, for if it were known that Id gone to Jerusalem there are men in the City who would be keeping a wary eye on me. They know that when Felix Challas goes abroad, its generally to see some good thing or other. Thats the worst of this cursed popularity. The public eye is upon one the whole time.

As he spoke, the old butler tapped at the door, and handed him another telegram, which he broke open eagerly.

Ah! he exclaimed after consulting a little note book which he took from a drawer — the code which Jim always used. Another from Jim! Hes closing at seven thousand eight hundred, the deeds to be signed to-morrow. The story he has told is that the land is to be used for building purposes.

I suppose the surveyor you sent out with him has fixed the exact spot?

Of course. They did that four days ago. It was a difficult task to accomplish without attracting attention, but Jim succeeded. He always does! added the Baronet with a grin.

I understood that the Mount was nearly covered by the Jews cemetery, remarked the German.

So it is. But the plots we want are fortunately rocky places, where burial is impossible. I think it a big stroke of luck — dont you? he added with a self-satisfied laugh.

Certainly, was the Germans response in his deep, guttural voice, but what of Mullet? Have you heard anything of him lately?

Nothing. Hes abroad somewhere. I believe Jim and he have quarrelled. I only hope they wont get to serious disagreement — if they do it will be very unpleasant for us all. Red Mullet hasnt acted straight in this affair at all. He fell in love with Griffins girl, I think — and became heroic — like the chicken-hearted fool he is.

You havent any fear of him turning upon you, I suppose?

Fear of him! laughed Sir Felix heartily.

Why, my dear Erich, I could put him away for ten years, to-morrow, if I wished, and fortunately he knows it. No. Hell keep a very still tongue, never fear. He still draws his money from Paris, which shows that he doesnt intend mischief.

Ah! thats all right, declared the Hebrew scholar, greatly satisfied. I — well, Ive always had suspicions that he meant to play into Griffins hands.

So he did, undoubtedly, but Jim and I were rather too clever for him.

At that moment the elderly butler re-entered with a card upon the salver.

Sir Felix took it and his face changed in an instant. His mouth was open, and for a second he seemed speechless.

Not at home — not at home, he snapped to the man. Never at home to that person — you understand?

Yes, Sir Felix, replied the grave-faced servant, who bowed and withdrew.

Erich Haupt noticed that the visitor, whoever it was, seemed a most unwelcome one.

From the Baronets subsequent movements the old German realised that he wished to get rid of him.

Therefore, he rose and departed, promising to call next day, and hear the latest report of Jim Jannaways progress in Jerusalem.

Then, the instant Erich had left the house, Sir Felix rang for his valet, a young Italian, giving him a note to take in a taxi-cab to his office in the City and await a reply.

The man was gone an hour, during which time his master ascended to the great drawing-room, and advancing cautiously to the window, peered out into the grey twilight of the square. He stood behind the curtains so that any one watching the house from the outside could not observe him. From his nervous anxiety and restless movements it was apparent that he feared his unwelcome visitor might still be watching outside.

As he peered through the crack between the heavy curtains of blue silk brocade and the window sash, his eyes caught sight of a figure, and he sprang back breathless, his face white and drawn, as though he had seen a ghost.

It was a ghost — a ghost of the past that had arises against him in that hour of his greatest triumph.

The young Italian returned, and handed him a bulky letter which he placed in his pocket without opening. Then, having sent him forth with a note to the Ritz Hotel, a mere excuse, he ran up to his dressing-room, quickly exchanged his frock-coat and fancy vest for a suit of rough tweed, and putting on a bowler hat, returned to the library. Upon his face was a haunted look of terror. The unexpected had happened.

From his safe he took a small sealed packet of folded papers which he opened and cast quickly into the fire, waiting in eager impatience until all had been consumed. Then, unobserved, he slipped out by the back in the evening gloom, hurrying down the mews, and through into Hill Street, where he hailed a hansom and drove quickly away.

For the ghost of the past was still watching, silent and hideous, against the railings of Berkeley Square.


Chapter Thirty Eight.

Contains a Surprise.
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THAT SHORT FEBRUARY day was indeed an eventful one, both for the rival investigators, and for the whole Hebrew race.

Almost at that same hour when Sir Felix Challas left his London mansion so hurriedly, and in such fear, Red Mullet was being conducted up a long, wood-built, unpainted corridor where the uncarpeted floor was full of holes and the broken windows were patched, to a small shabby little reception-room — the waiting-room of the Sublime Porte, or Government Offices at Constantinople.

A Turkish servant in a dingy red fez, handed him the usual formal cup of blade coffee and cigarette, and he was left alone to await his audience with the Grand Vizier of his Imperial Majesty, the Sultan.

It was not the first time in the course of his adventurous career that he had had audience at the Sublime Porte. He knew the shabbiness and the decay of that great shed-like building, its lack of order, its seedy-looking officials, and its altogether incongruous appearance as the centre of the administration of a great empire.

Smoking the cigarette, he stood gazing thoughtfully out upon the rubbish heap in the courtyard below. Beyond, lay Pera, and the blue Bosphorus. The room, with its bare walls, faded Oriental carpet, rickety writing-table and few shabby chairs, was the apartment where the Ambassadors of the Powers awaited audience of the Grand Vizier, or of his Excellency, Tewfik Pasha, his Majestys Minister for Foreign Affairs. A contrast indeed to the fairylike glories of the palace of Yildiz.

Five minutes later, the tall, red-moustached Englishman was conducted to a private room, shabby as was all at the Sublime Porte, where, at a table, sat a benevolent white-bearded old gentleman in frock-coat and fez, the Grand Vizier of the Sultan.

The high official greeted him in French, and having motioned him to a chair on the opposite side of the table, said:

I am greatly obliged to you, Msieur Mullet. I have read with intense interest the document you gave me yesterday, and last evening I placed the matter before his Majesty, my sovereign, at the Palace. As you are aware, his Majesty is always tolerant of other religions that are not our Faith, and has ever been most lenient towards the Hebrew race. This discovery, and your statement that certain persons hostile to the Jewish religion are in search of the supposed sacred relics, have both interested him, and he has commanded me to tell you that inquiries have been made by telegraph in Jerusalem. It appears that a certain Englishman named James Jannaway is staying at the Park Hotel, and is in treaty with the owners of two plots of land at the base of the Mount of Offence, one belonging to Poulios, a Greek, and the other to a certain Hadj Ben Hassan, an Arab. The Governor of Jerusalem reports that the price is fixed, and only the contracts remain to be drawn.

The man Jannaway, your Excellency, is the agent of Sir Felix Challas, declared Mullet.

As you yourself have been when you have visited Constantinople to obtain concessions from us on previous occasions, Msieur! remarked the wily Turkish official. Why have you betrayed your employer?

For reasons which I have already explained in the document I handed to you. Your Excellency has always been extremely good to me personally, and I deemed it but my duty to inform you of the secret excavations about to take place in Jerusalem.

You have no ulterior motive — eh? asked the old man, fixing his eyes keenly upon him.

None whatever, your Excellency. On the contrary, I shall be the loser.

The Grand Vizier stroked his beard for a few moments in thoughtful silence. Then he said:

His Majesty never fails to repay generously any service rendered him. I may as well tell you he considers the rendering of this information a very valuable service. It might easily have happened that the most sacred relics of the Hebrews could have been taken from our country in secret by enemies of the Jews, a circumstance which would have caused his Majesty the utmost annoyance and anger.

Your Excellency has already satisfied yourself that I have told the truth, I hope?

Certainly; during the night I have had several long telegrams from the Governor of Jerusalem, all of which bear out your allegation of a secret attempt about to be made to excavate in the Mount of Offence.

And what action will the Ottoman Government take? asked Red Mullet, eagerly.

His Majesty has already taken action, was the Grand Viziers reply. This morning he signed an irade which I placed before him, prohibiting the sale of any of the land of the Mount of Offence to any foreigner, and forbidding any excavations or any investigation whatsoever being made there.

Red Mullet was silent. The situation was an unexpected one. Such an irade would prevent Griffin and Diamond — the rightful holders of the secret — from taking any action, or making any investigation! By successfully opposing Challas, he had unfortunately also opposed Professor Griffin!

Is not that — well — well, just a little in opposition to his Majestys well-known policy of progress? The Imperial irade forbids any investigation whatever, I take it?

It forbids every investigation, of whatever nature, slowly replied the white-bearded mouthpiece of the Sultan. Besides, there is a Jewish cemetery in close proximity; we will not have that desecrated, by either archaeologists or treasure-hunters.

Then the secret cipher elucidated by Professor Griffin is to remain an unsolved problem? Mullet said in a tone of great disappointment.

For the present, yes, was the old gentlemans response. There are many difficulties. Suppose the sacred relics were really discovered, to whom would they belong?

To the Hebrew race — and permit me to express the opinion, your Excellency, that they should be searched for, and given over to the Jews.

I am not yet in a position to advise his Majesty upon that point. For the present, investigation and excavation are absolutely prohibited. But, rest assured, that no one is more alive to the importance of Professor Griffins discovery than his Majesty himself. Indeed, he wishes for an exact transcript of this extraordinary record in your Bible.

That investigation by the anti-Semitic group should be prohibited, I am, of course, much gratified, your Excellency. But I do hope sincerely that one day his Majesty will allow the right of research to the rightful holders of the secret — who, as I have stated, are the discoverer, Professor Griffin, and his friends.

Including yourself, Msieur Mullet — eh?

Yes, including myself, your Excellency, laughed the red-moustached man. I would most humbly petition his Majesty, through you, to grant to me the concession to search after the truth, if his Majesty ever grants one.

For the present, rest assured, Mr Mullet, that no permission will be given to any one. There are many eventualities to be considered, as well as international complications. But if any concession be granted in the future, his Majesty will certainly accord it to you, in consideration of the important and timely information which you have so generously furnished to us.

Then we need not fear the success of our enemies, laughed the tall Englishman, with much gratification.

Certainly not, answered the venerable old gentleman with a smile. See here, and he pointed to an open telegram before him, this is the last despatch from the Governor of Jerusalem, an hour ago. By my orders the Mount of the Offence is surrounded by a cordon of military, who have instructions to allow no one to pass. I have taken this precaution in case the affair gets into the press, and the spot is visited by great crowds, as it well may be. So, laughed the Grand Vizier, you have to-day given your friend, Msieur Jannaway, a rather unpleasant surprise, I should fancy.


Chapter Thirty Nine.

Is the Conclusion.
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THE ANXIETY OF Erich Haupt may easily be imagined when, next day at the Waldorf Hotel, he received a telegram from Challas, despatched from an obscure place in Holland, saying that he had been called away unexpectedly, and telling him to go to Berkeley Square and open any telegrams that might be there.

He drove westward in a taxi — and found one message. It was in code from Jim Jannaway. The old German had noticed where the financier kept the code-book, and had but little difficulty in finding it.

We have been given away, it ran. The spot is now guarded by military. Sale of land, and all investigation forbidden, and we have received an intimation to leave Palestine at once. Coming home.

Haupts dismay and chagrin was complete. He drove to the nearest telegraph-office and wired to Jannaway that Sir Felix had been called away.

This telegram, however, did not reach Jerusalem before Jim had left. Therefore, when he alighted from a cab in Berkeley Square some days later and knocked eagerly at the door of Sir Felixs house, he was surprised to find it opened by a strange man.

When the hall door had closed behind him again, another man advanced, and asked:

I believe you are Mr Jannaway?

Thats my name, replied Jim. Wheres the govnor? Who the dickens are you?

Im Inspector Attwell, Criminal Investigation Department, replied the other, and I arrest you, on a warrant granted in France, for the wilful murder of Henri Laroche, banker of Rue de Rouen, Bordeaux, on December 6, 1907.

Jannaway stood as though turned to stone. His face was bloodless, his mouth wide-open.

You — youve made a mistake — a very big mistake! he managed to exclaim with a sorry attempt to laugh. Wheres the govnor — I mean Sir Felix Challas? I must see him at once.

Im afraid, Mr Jannaway, youll never see him again, replied the officer. Yesterday he was arrested in Breslau on a charge of complicity with you in the crime at Bordeaux, but an hour later he poisoned himself in the police-cell. Itll all be in the papers this afternoon, I expect.

Suicide! gasped the adventurer, utterly staggered.

Yes, it seems that the dead mans daughter, Louise Laroche, whom you believed you had also killed, though ruined and destitute, has searched and found you both out, and made a startling statement to the Préfet de Police of Paris. Hence this warrant. But, come along. I must warn you that any statement you make may be used against you upon your trial.

Louise! he gasped, staring straight before him. He recollected that womans pale, pinched face at the corner of Berkeley Street that night — that face which he had tried to forget and believe to be a mere fancy. Louise alive — a living witness! he cried, plainly terrified. And Felix always told me that he — hed killed her with his own hand to prevent her giving the alarm! She came into the room and discovered me at the safe, and she paid for it, I always thought, with her life. Then the young woman found dead must have been the servant!

Come, youd better say no more, urged the officer, who, turning to the man who had opened the door, said: Just whistle a cab, Hall.

No! cried Jim Jannaway, hoarsely; You — you shant take me alive. I — Ill — Ill die game, too! and before the inspector could prevent him he had whipped out his revolver, placed the muzzle in his mouth and fired, falling lifeless next second at the officers feet.

Gods wrath had fallen upon the evil-doers.



Next day — the very day when the great sensation of Sir Felix Challass tragic end, which every one recollects, appeared in the papers— Red Mullet ascended the stairs at Pembridge Gardens, and grasped the hand which the Professor stretched forth.

At his side stood Frank Farquhar, to whom he was introduced by the Professor.

Im most delighted, Mr Mullet, to have the opportunity of at last knowing you, Frank exclaimed. The Professor has to-day shown me your letters and telegrams. In the circumstances, the situation is as satisfactory as it possibly can be. We can only hope that the Sultan will, after all the eventualities have been fully considered, grant to you the concession to search. It is fortunate, indeed, that you enjoy the friendship of the Grand Vizier.

Yes, laughed the tall fellow, his Excellency has been good enough to give me quite a lucrative appointment in the Department of Mines. Im entering the Turkish service on the first of next month, when — well — I hope Ill be able to lead an honest life in the future.

Lets hope so, exclaimed the Professor. These revelations concerning Sir Felix Challas and your friend Jannaway, in the papers to-day, are most astounding.

Not so astounding, Professor, as the story which I could tell. But both men are dead; therefore, for me to speak is now unnecessary. They were as crafty a pair of scoundrels as there were in the whole of Europe: and from them, your daughter Miss Gwen, had, indeed, a very narrow escape.

Ah! cried Frank. Tell us the whole truth — do!

Not without Miss Gwens consent, he laughed. My daughter is out, Griffin said, I expect her to return every moment. She has been expecting you daily.

Red Mullet smiled.

Well, you know, he said, your daughter, Professor, is my particular little friend.

And you have been her good friend and protector, if what she tells me is correct, remarked her father. But I want to hear the story from your lips. She refuses to say anything.

Because I bound her to secrecy. It was imperative, he assured the grey-haired man. And to you, Mr Farquhar, he said, I must apologise. Some of my actions must have appeared mysterious — even suspicious.

Well, replied Frank, with some hesitation. I saw Jim Jannaway and — and he told me a very strange story.

He lied to you, said Mullet quickly. Ah! I know! He told you that he was her lover — eh? It was a lie — an infernal and cowardly lie! Look here, Mr Farquhar, Im older than you, a good deal, and Im a man who respects a womans honour — Ive a daughter of my own in Diamonds care. You know my little Aggie, to whom Im devoted. Well, I tell you upon my oath — if you will accept the oath of an outsider like myself — that Miss Gwen is innocent, and that she loves only you — has thought of only you — and is as devoted to you as I am to my own dear child.

Frank hesitated, his eyes fixed upon the speaker. He saw that the man before him spoke the truth: that the evil-tongued coward who, cornered, dare not face the music, had uttered foul lies.

At that moment the door suddenly opened, and Gwen in her warm furs stood upon the threshold, her face full of surprise at seeing their visitor.

Why! she cried, Mr Mullet! and rushing forward, she grasped his hand eagerly.

I have told them, Miss Gwen, I have just told them the truth, he said simply.

Yes! cried Frank Farquhar, stepping forward quickly, and taking the girls hand he kissed her upon the lips there, before both her father and Mullet. I have misjudged you, my darling! he said. Forgive me. That man lied to me, and, alas, I believed him. But to-day I know the truth. The death of that scoundrel Challas and his cats-paw has released Mr Mullet from his bondage. He has now no further fear of their reprisals, and has spoken — spoken the truth, and cleared you of that shameful scandal which Jannaway placed upon you.

Did I not tell you, Frank, that Mr Mullet had been my very best friend? said the girl simply, as, at that moment, the little Doctor entered, fussy and excited as usual.

I did not believe it once, he replied, but now I know it to be the truth. And turning to the man who had staked his own liberty to protect Gwens honour, he grasped him warmly by the hand, uttering words of heartfelt thanks.

And so again, and for ever, two hearts became united, and the dark clouds of suspicion opened to give way to the sunshine of life and love.



All these stirring events happened not quite a year ago.

Though the Ark and the sacred vessels still remain hidden beneath the Mount of Offence till such time as his Majesty the Sultan thinks fit to rescind his prohibition, one interesting circumstance has occurred, namely, the joyous marriage at St. Margarets, Westminster, of Frank Farquhar and Gwen Griffin, which was celebrated a couple of months ago.

The tragic and sensational end of Sir Felix Challas, followed by that of his friend Jim Jannaway, was a mere one days wonder, as are all the sensations of our daily press nowadays. The whole facts were never revealed at the inquest, and the public quickly forgot the mystery connected with the affair.

They are in ignorance of that colossal and startling secret which led to the final dénouement, or of the remarkable discovery by Arminger Griffin.

Frank and Gwen have just returned from their sunny honeymoon in Italy and Tunis to their pretty, semi-rural home at Chislehurst, whence every day Farquhar comes to London to direct the fortunes of the Gavin group of newspapers.

Only now, in these pages, is the truth revealed; a strange, astounding truth which one day, ere long — for diplomatic representations are at present being made by the Powers — must cause his Majesty the Sultan, and his reformed Government, to reverse the former prohibition regarding it. And for that Professor Griffin and his friends are patiently waiting.

Then will the words of the prophet be fulfilled the secret place of concealment in the Mount of Offence be opened, and, after nearly two thousand five hundred years, to its just ownership, that of the Hebrew race, will be given back the most sacred relics of that colossal and wonderful hoard, the Treasure of Israel.


Hushed Up! (1911)
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PROLOGUE

I
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IS MAINLY SCANDALOUS

And he died mysteriously?

The doctors certified that he died from natural causes — heart failure.

That is what the world believes, of course. His death was a nations loss, and the truth was hushed up. But you, Phil Poland, know it. Upon the floor was found something — a cigar — eh?

Nothing very extraordinary in that, surely? He died while smoking.

Yes, said the bald-headed man, bending towards the other and lowering his voice into a harsh whisper. He died while smoking a cigar — a cigar that had been poisoned! You know it well enough. Whats the use of trying to affect ignorance — with me!

Well? asked Philip Poland after a brief pause, his brows knit darkly and his face drawn and pale.

Well, I merely wish to recall that somewhat unpleasant fact, and to tell you that I know the truth, said the other with slow deliberation, his eyes fixed upon the man seated opposite him.

Why recall unpleasant facts? asked Poland, with a faint attempt to smile. I never do.

A brief memory is always an advantage, remarked Arnold Du Cane, with a sinister grin.

Ah! I quite follow you, Poland said, with a hardness of the mouth. But I tell you, Arnold, I refuse to lend any hand in this crooked bit of business youve just put before me. Lets talk of something else.

Crooked business, indeed! Fancy you, Phil Poland, denouncing it as crooked! he laughed. And Im a crook, I suppose, and he thoughtfully caressed his small moustache, which bore traces of having been artificially darkened.

I didnt say so.

But you implied it. Bah! Youll be teaching the Sunday School of this delightful English village of yours before long, I expect. No doubt the villagers believe the gentleman at the Elms to be a model of every virtue, especially when he wears a frock-coat and trots around with the plate in church on Sundays! he sneered. My hat! Fancy you, Phil, turning honest in your old age!

I admit that Im trying to be honest, Arnold — for the girls sake.

And, by Jove! if the good people here, in Middleton, knew the truth, eh — the truth that you — —

Hush! Somebody may overhear! cried the other, starting and glancing apprehensively at the closed door of his cosy study. Whats the use of discussing the business further? Ive told you, once and for all, Arnold, that I refuse to be a party to any such dastardly transaction.

Ho! ho! laughed Du Cane. Why, wasnt the Burke affair an equally blackguardly bit of business — the more so, indeed, when one recollects that young Ronald Burke had fallen in love with Sonia.

Leave my girls name out of our conversation, Arnold, or, by Gad! you shall pay for it! cried the tall, dark-haired, clean-shaven man, as he sprang from his chair and faced his visitor threateningly. Taunt me as much as ever it pleases you. Allege what you like against me. I know Im an infernal blackguard, posing here as a smug and respectable churchgoer. I admit any charge you like to lay at my door, but Ill not have my girls name associated with my misdeeds. Understand that! Shes pure and honest, and she knows nothing of her fathers life.

Dont you believe that, my dear fellow. Shes eighteen now, remember, and I fancy she had her eyes opened last February down at the Villa Vespa, when that unfortunate little trouble arose.

Arnold Du Cane, the round-faced man who spoke, was rather short and stout, with ruddy cheeks, a small moustache and a prematurely bald head — a man whose countenance showed him to be a bon vivant, but whose quick, shifty eyes would have betrayed to a close observer a readiness of subterfuge which would have probably aroused suspicion. His exterior was that of a highly refined and polished man. His grey tweed suit bore evidence of having been cut by a smart tailor, and as he lolled back in his big saddle-bag chair he contemplated the fine diamond upon his white, well-manicured hand, and seemed entirely at his ease.

That August afternoon was stiflingly hot, and through the open French windows leading into the old-world garden, so typically English with its level lawns, neatly trimmed box-hedges and blazing flowerbeds, came the drowsy hum of the insects and the sweet scent of a wealth of roses everywhere.

The pretty house in which his host, Philip Poland, alias Louis Lessar, lived, stood back a little distance from the London road, two miles or so out of the quiet market-town of Andover, a small picturesque old place surrounded by high old elms wherein the rooks cawed incessantly, and commanding extensive views over Harewood Forest and the undulating meadow-lands around, while close by, at the foot of the hill, nestled a cluster of homely thatched cottages, with a square church-tower, the obscure village of Middleton.

In that rural retreat lived the Honourable Philip Poland beneath a cloak of highest respectability. The Elms was, indeed, delightful after the glare and glitter of that fevered life he so often led, and here, with his only child, Sonia, to whom he was so entirely devoted, he lived as a gentleman of leisure.

Seldom he went to London, and hardly ever called upon his neighbours. With Sonia he led a most retired existence, reading much, fishing a little, and taking long walks or cycling with his daughter and her fox-terrier, Spot, over all the country-side.

To the village he had been somewhat of a mystery ever since he had taken the house, three years before. Yet, being apparently comfortably off, subscribing to every charity, and a regular attendant at Middleton church, the simple country-folk had grown to tolerate him, even though he was somewhat of a recluse. Country-folk are very slow to accept the stranger at his own valuation.

Little did they dream that when he went away each winter he went with a mysterious purpose — that the source of his income was a mystery.

As he stood there, leaning against the roll-top writing-table of his prettily furnished little study and facing the man who had travelled half across Europe to see him, Phil Poland, with clean-shaven face and closely-cropped hair tinged with grey, presented the smart and dapper appearance of a typical British naval officer, as, indeed, he had been, for, prior to his downfall, he had been first lieutenant on board one of his Majestys first-class cruisers. His had been a strangely adventurous career, his past being one that would not bear investigation.

In the smart, go-ahead set wherein he had moved when he was still in the Navy opinion regarding him had been divided. There were some who refused to believe the truth of the scandals circulated concerning him, while others believed and quickly embellished the reports which ran through the service clubs and ward-rooms.

Once he had been one of the most popular officers afloat, yet to-day — well, he found it convenient to thus efface himself in rural Hampshire, and live alone with the sweet young girl who was all in all to him, and who was happy in her belief that her devoted father was a gentleman.

This girl with the blue eyes and hair of sunshine was the only link between Phil Poland and his past — that past when he held a brilliant record as a sailor and had been honoured and respected. He held her aloof from every one, being ever in deadly fear lest, by some chance word, she should learn the bitter truth — the truth concerning that despicable part which he had been compelled to play. Ah, yes, his was a bitter story indeed.

Before Sonia should know the truth he would take his own life. She was the only person remaining dear to him, the only one for whom he had a single thought or care, the only person left to him to respect and to love. Her influence upon him was always for good. For the past year he had been striving to cut himself adrift from evil, to reform, to hold back from participating in any dishonest action — for her dear sake. Her soft-spoken words so often caused him to hate himself and to bite his lip in regret, for surely she was as entirely ignorant of the hideous truth as Mr. Shuttleworth, the white-headed parson, or the rustic villagers themselves.



Yes, Phil Polands position was indeed a strange one.

What Du Cane had just suggested to him would, he saw, put at least twenty thousand pounds into the pockets of their ingenious combination, yet he had refused — refused because of the fair-headed girl he loved so well.

Within himself he had made a solemn vow to reform. Reformation would probably mean a six-roomed cottage with a maid-of-all-work, yet even that would be preferable to a continuance of the present mode of life.

Bitter memories had, of late, constantly arisen within him. Certain scenes of violence, even of tragedy, in that beautiful flower-embowered villa beside the Mediterranean at Beaulieu, half-way between Nice and Monte Carlo, had recurred vividly to him. He was unable to wipe those horrible visions from the tablets of his memory. He had realized, at last, what a pitiless blackguard he had been, so he had resolved to end it all.

And now, just as he had made up his mind, Arnold Du Cane had arrived unexpectedly from Milan with an entirely new and original scheme — one in which the risk of detection was infinitesimal, while the stakes were high enough to merit serious consideration.

He had refused to be a party to the transaction, whereupon Du Cane had revived a subject which he had fondly believed to be buried for ever — that terrible affair which had startled and mystified the whole world, and which had had such an important political bearing that, by it, the destinies of a great nation had actually been changed.

A certain man — a great man — had died, but until that hour Phil Polands connection with the tragedy had never been suspected.

Yet, from what Arnold Du Cane had just said, he saw that the truth was actually known, and he realized that his own position was now one of distinct insecurity.

He was silent, full of wonder. How could Arnold have gained his knowledge? What did he know? How much did he know? The strength of his defiance must be gauged upon the extent of Arnolds knowledge.

He set his teeth hard. The scandal was one which must never see the light of day, he told himself. Upon the suppression of the true facts depended the honour and welfare of a nation.

Arnold Du Cane knew the truth. Of that, there could be no doubt. Did he intend to use this knowledge in order to secure his assistance in this latest dastardly scheme?

At last, after a long silence, Poland asked in as cool a voice as he could — 

What causes you to suspect that Sonia knows anything?

Well, replied this crafty, round-faced visitor, considering how that young Russian let out at you when you were walking with her that moonlight night out in the garden, I dont think there can be much doubt that she is fully aware of the mysterious source of her fathers income.

Sonia doesnt know Russian. The fellow spoke in that language, I remember, was his reply. Yet I was a fool, I know, to have taken her over that accursed place — that hell in paradise. She is always perfectly happy at the Hôtel de Luxembourg at Nice, where each season she makes some pleasant friends, and never suspects the reason of my absences.

All of us are fools at times, Phil, was his visitors response, as he selected a fresh cigar from the silver box upon the table and slowly lit it. But, he went on, I do really think you are going too far in expecting that you can conceal the truth from the girl much longer. She isnt a child, you must recollect.

She must never know! cried the unhappy man in a hoarse voice. By Gad! she must never know of my shame, Arnold.

Then go in with us in this new affair. Itll pay you well.

No, he cried. I — I feel that I cant! I couldnt face her, if she knew. Her mother was one of the best and purest women who ever lived, and — —

Of course, of course. I know all that, my dear fellow, cried the other hastily. I know all the tragedy of your marriage — but thats years ago. Let the past bury itself, and have an eye to the main chance and the future. Just take my advice, Phil. Drop all this humbug about your girl and her feelings if she learnt her fathers real profession. Shell know it one day, thats certain. You surely arent going to allow her to stand in your way and prevent you from participating in what is real good solid business — eh? You want money, you know.

Ive given my answer, was the mans brief response.

Then a silence fell between the pair of well-dressed cosmopolitans — a dead, painful silence, broken only by the low hum of the insects, the buzzing of a fly upon the window-pane, and the ticking of the old grandfather clock in the corner.

Reflect, urged Du Cane at last, as he rose to his feet. Then, lowering his voice, he said in a hoarse whisper, You may find yourself in a corner over that affair of young Burke. If so, its only I and my friends who could prove an alibi. Remember that.

And you offer that, in return for my assistance? Poland said reflectively, hesitating for a moment and turning to the window.

His visitor nodded in the affirmative.

Next second the man to whom those terms had been offered quickly faced his friend. His countenance was haggard, blanched to the lips, for he had been quick to realize the full meaning of that covert threat.

Arnold! he said in a hoarse, strained voice, full of bitter reproach, you may turn upon me, give me away to the police — tell them the truth — but my decision remains the same. I will lend no hand in that affair.

You are prepared to face arrest — eh?

If it is your will — yes.

And your daughter?

That is my own affair.

Very well, then. As you will, was the bald-headed mans response, as he put on his grey felt hat and, taking his stick, strode through the open French windows and disappeared.

Phil Poland stood rigid as a statue. The blow had fallen. His secret was out.

He sprang forward towards the garden, in order to recall his visitor. But next instant he drew himself back.

No. Now that the friend whom he had trusted had turned upon him, he would face the music rather than add another crime to his discredit and dishonour.

Philip Poland, alias Louis Lessar and half-a-score of other names, halted, and raised his pale, repentant face to Heaven for help and guidance.



II

CONCERNS TWO STRANGERS

That night Phil Poland glanced longingly around the well-furnished dining-room with its white napery, its antique plate, and its great bowl of yellow roses in the centre of the table between the silver candelabra with white silk shades. Alone he sat at his dinner, being waited upon by Felix, the thin-faced, silent Frenchman in black who was so devoted to his master and so faithful in his service.

It was the last time he would eat his dinner there, he reflected. The choice of two things lay before him — flight, or arrest.

Sonia was on a visit to an old school-fellow in London, and would not return until the morrow. For some reasons he was glad, for he desired to be alone — alone in order to think.

Since the abrupt departure of his visitor he had become a changed man. His usually merry face was hard and drawn, his cheeks pale, with red spots in the centre, and about his clean-shaven mouth a hardness quite unusual.

Dinner concluded, he had strolled out upon the lawn, and, reclining in a long deck-chair, sipped his coffee and curaçao, his face turned to the crimson sundown showing across the dark edge of the forest. He was full of dark forebodings.



The end of his career — a scandalous career — was near. The truth was out!

As he lay back with his hot, fevered head upon the cushion of the long cane chair, his dead cigar between his nerveless fingers, a thousand bitter thoughts crowded upon him. He had striven to reform, he had tried hard to turn aside and lead an honest life, yet it seemed as though his good intentions had only brought upon him exposure and disaster.

He thought it all over. His had, indeed, been an amazing career of duplicity. What a sensation would be caused when the truth became revealed! At first he had heaped opprobrium upon the head of the man who had been his friend, but now, on mature consideration, he realized that Du Canes motive in exposing him was twofold — in order to save himself, and also to curry favour in certain high quarters affected by the mysterious death of the young Parliamentary Under-Secretary who had placed to his lips that fatal cigar. Self-preservation being the first instinct of the human race, it surely was not surprising that Arnold Du Cane should seek to place himself in a position of security.

Enormous eventualities would be consequent upon solving the mystery of that mans death. Medical science had pronounced it to have been due to natural causes. Dare the authorities re-open the question, and allege assassination? Aye, that was the question. There was the press, political parties and public opinion all to consider, in addition to the national prestige.



He held his breath, gazing blankly away at the blood-red afterglow. How strange, how complicated, how utterly amazing and astounding was it all. If the truth of that dastardly plot were ever told, it would not be believed. The depths of human wickedness were surely unfathomable.

Because he, Phil Poland, had endeavoured to cut himself adrift from his ingenious friends, they were about to make him the scapegoat.

He contemplated flight, but, if he fled, whither should he go? Where could he hide successfully? Those who desired that he should pay the penalty would search every corner of the earth. No. Death itself would be preferable to either arrest or flight, and as he contemplated how he might cheat his enemies a bitter smile played upon his grey lips.

The crimson light slowly faded. The balmy stillness of twilight had settled upon everything, the soft evening air became filled with the sweet fragrance of the flowers, and the birds were chattering before roosting. He glanced across the lawns and well-kept walks at the rose-embowered house itself, his harbour of refuge, the cosy place which Sonia loved so well, and as his eyes wandered he sighed sadly. He knew, alas! that he must bid farewell to it for ever, bid farewell to his dear daughter — bid farewell to life itself.

He drew at his dead cigar. Then he cast it from him. It tasted bitter.

Suddenly the grave-faced Felix, the man who seldom, if ever, spoke, and who was such a mystery in the village, came across the lawn, and, bowing, exclaimed in French that the curé, Msieur Shuttleworth, had called.

Ah! yes, exclaimed his master, quickly arousing himself. How very foolish of me! I quite forgot I had invited Mr. Shuttleworth to come in and smoke to-night. Ask him to come out here, and bring the cigars and whisky.

Oui, Msieur, replied the funereal-looking butler, bowing low as he turned to go back to the house.

How strange! laughed Poland to himself. What would the parson think if he knew who I am, and the charge against me? What will he say afterwards, I wonder?

Then, a few moments later, a thin, grey-faced, rather ascetic-looking clergyman, the Reverend Edmund Shuttleworth, rector of Middleton, came across the grass and grasped his hosts hand in warmest greeting.

When he had seated himself in the low chair which Poland pulled forward, and Felix had handed the cigars, the two men commenced to gossip, as was their habit.

Phil Poland liked the rector, because he had discovered that, notwithstanding his rather prim exterior and most approved clerical drawl, he was nevertheless a man of the world. In the pulpit he preached forgiveness, and, unlike many country rectors and their wives, was broad-minded enough to admit the impossibility of a sinless life. Both he and Mrs. Shuttleworth treated both chapel and church-going folk with equal kindliness, and the deserving poor never went empty away.

Both in the pulpit and out of it the rector of Middleton called a spade a spade with purely British bluntness, and though his parish was only a small one he was the most popular man in it — a fact which surely spoke volumes for a parson.

I was much afraid I shouldnt be able to come to-night, he said presently. Old Mrs. Dixon, over at Forest Farm, is very ill, and Ive been with her all the afternoon.

Then you didnt go to Lady Medlands garden-party?

No. I wanted to go very much, but was unable. I fear poor old Mrs. Dixon may not last the night. She asked after Miss Sonia, and expressed a great wish to see her. You have no idea how popular your daughter is among the poor of Middleton, Mr. Poland.

Sonia returns from London to-morrow afternoon, her father said. She shall go over and see Mrs. Dixon.

If the old lady is still here, said the rector. I fear her life is fast ebbing, but it is reassuring to know she has made peace with her Maker, and will pass happily away into the unknown beyond.

His host was silent. The bent old woman, the wife of a farm-labourer, had made repentance. If there was repentance for her, was there not repentance for him? He held his breath at the thought.



Little did Shuttleworth dream that the merry, easy-going man who sat before him was doomed — a man whose tortured soul was crying aloud for help and guidance; a man with a dread and terrible secret upon his conscience; a man threatened by an exposure which he could never live to face.

Poland allowed his visitor to chatter on — to gossip about the work in his parish. He was reviewing his present position. He desired some one in whom he could confide; some one of whom he might seek advice and counsel. Could he expose his real self in all his naked shame; dare he speak in confidence to Edmund Shuttleworth? Dare he reveal the ghastly truth, and place the seal of the confessional upon his lips?

Twilight deepened into night, and the crescent moon rose slowly. Yet the two men still sat smoking and chatting, Shuttleworth somewhat surprised to notice how unusually preoccupied his host appeared.

At last, when the night wind blew chill, they rose and passed into the study, where Poland closed the French windows, and then, with sudden resolve and a word of apology to his visitor, he crossed the room and turned the key in the lock, saying in a hard, strained tone — 

Shuttleworth, I — I want to speak to you in — in strictest confidence — to ask your advice. Yet — yet it is upon such a serious matter that I hesitate — fearing — —

Fearing what? asked the rector, somewhat surprised at his tone.



Because, in order to speak, I must reveal to you a truth — a shameful truth concerning myself. May I rely upon your secrecy?

Any fact you may reveal to me I shall regard as sacred. That is my duty as a minister of religion, Poland, was the others quiet reply.

You swear to say nothing? cried his host eagerly, standing before him.

Yes. I swear to regard your confidence, replied his visitor.

And then the Honourable Philip Poland slowly sank into the chair on the opposite side of the fireplace, and in brief, hesitating sentences related one of the strangest stories that ever fell from any sane mans lips — a story which held its hearer aghast, transfixed, speechless in amazement.

There is repentance for me, Shuttleworth — tell me that there is! cried the man who had confessed, his eyes staring and haggard in his agony. I have told you the truth because — because when I am gone I want you, if you will, to ask your wife to take care of my darling Sonia. Financially, she is well provided for. I have seen to all that, but — ah! he cried wildly, she must never know that her father was — —

Hush, Poland! urged the rector, placing his hand tenderly upon his hosts arm. Though I wear these clothes, I am still a man of the world like yourself. I havent been sinless. You wish to repent — to atone for the past. It is my duty to assist you. And he put out his strong hand frankly.



His host drew back. But next instant he grasped it, and in doing so burst into tears.

I make no excuse for myself, he faltered. I am a blackguard, and unworthy the friendship of a true honest man like yourself, Shuttleworth. But I love my darling child. She is all that has remained to me, and I want to leave her in the care of a good woman. She must forget me — forget what her father was — —

Enough! cried the other, holding up his hand; and then, until far into the night, the two men sat talking in low, solemn tones, discussing the future, while the attitude of Philip Poland, as he sat pale and motionless, his hands clasped upon his knees, was one of deep repentance.

That same night, if the repentant transgressor could but have seen Edmund Shuttleworth, an hour later, pacing the rectory study; if he could have witnessed the expression of fierce, murderous hatred upon that usually calm and kindly countenance; if he could have overheard the strangely bitter words which escaped the dry lips of the man in whom he had confided his secret, he would have been held aghast — aghast at the amazing truth, a truth of which he had never dreamed.

His confession had produced a complication unheard of, undreamed of, so cleverly had the rector kept his countenance and controlled his voice. But when alone he gave full vent to his anger, and laughed aloud in the contemplation of a terrible vengeance which, he declared aloud to himself, should be his.



That voice! he cried in triumph. Why did I not recognize it before? But I know the truth now — I know the amazing truth!

And he laughed harshly to himself as he paced his room.

Next day Philip Poland spent in his garden, reading beneath the big yew, as was his wont. But his thoughts ever wandered from his book, as he grew apprehensive of the evil his enemy was about to hurl upon him. His defiance, he knew, must cost him his liberty — his life. Yet he was determined. For Sonias sake he had become a changed man.

At noon Shuttleworth, calm and pleasant, came across the lawn with outstretched hand. He uttered low words of encouragement and comfort. He said that poor Mrs. Dixon had passed away, and later on he left to attend to his work in the parish. After luncheon, served by the silent Felix, Poland retired to his study with the newspaper, and sat for two hours, staring straight before him, until, just after four oclock, the door was suddenly flung open, and a slim, athletic young girl, with a wealth of soft fair hair, a perfect countenance, a sweet, lovable expression, and a pair of merry blue eyes, burst into the room, crying — 

Hallo, dad! Here I am — so glad to be back again with you! And, bending over him, she gave him a sounding kiss upon the cheek.

She was verily a picture of youthful beauty, in her cool, pale grey gown, her hair dressed low, and secured by a bow of black velvet, while her big black hat suited her to perfection, her blue eyes adoring in their gaze and her lovely face flushed with pleasure at her home-coming.

Her father took her hand, and, gazing lovingly into her eyes, said in a slow voice — 

And I, too, darling, am glad to have you at home. Life here is very dull indeed without you.

That night, when seated together in the pretty old-fashioned drawing-room before retiring to bed — a room of bright chintzes, costly knick-knacks, and big blue bowls of sweet-smelling pot-pourri — Sonia looked delightful in her black net dinner-gown, cut slightly décolleté, and wearing around her slim white throat a simple necklace of pale pink coral.

My dear, exclaimed her father in a slow, hesitating way, after her fingers had been running idly over the keys of the piano, I want to speak very seriously to you for a few moments.

She rose in surprise, and came beside his chair. He grasped her soft hand, and she sank upon her knees, as she so often did when they spoke in confidence.

Well — Ive been wondering, child, what — what you will do in future, he said, with a catch in his voice. Perhaps — perhaps I may have to go away for a very, very long time — years perhaps — on a long journey, and I shall, I fear, be compelled to leave you, to — —

To leave me, dad! gasped the girl, dismayed. No — surely — you wont do that? What could I do without you — without my dear, devoted dad — my only friend!

You will have to — to do without me, dearest — to — to forget your father, said the white-faced man in a low, broken voice. I couldnt take you with me. It would be impossible.

The girl was silent; her slim hand was clutching his convulsively; her eyes filled with the light of unshed tears.

But what should I do, dad, without you? she cried. Why do you speak so strangely? Why do you hide so many things from me still — about our past? Im eighteen now, remember, dad, and you really ought to speak to me as a woman — not as a child. Why all this mystery?

Because — because it is imperative, Sonia, he replied in a tone quite unusual. I — I would tell you all, only — only you would think ill of me. So I prefer that you, my daughter, should remain in ignorance, and still love me — still — —

His words were interrupted by Felix, who opened the door, and, advancing with silent tread, said — 

A gentleman wishes to speak with msieur on very urgent business. You are unacquainted with him, he says. His name is Max Morel, and he must see you at once. He is in the hall.

Polands face went a trifle paler. Whom could the stranger be? Why did he desire an interview at that hour? — for it was already eleven oclock.

Sonia dear, he said quietly, turning to his daughter, will you leave me for a few moments? I must see what this gentleman wants.

The girl followed Felix out somewhat reluctantly, when, a few seconds later, a short, middle-aged Frenchman, with pointed grey beard and wearing gold pince-nez, was ushered in.

Philip Poland started and instantly went pale at sight of his visitor.

I need no introduction, msieur. You recognize me, I see, remarked the stranger, in French.

Yes, was the others reply. You are Henri Guertin, chief inspector of the sûreté of Paris. We have met before — once.

And you are no doubt aware of the reason of my visit?

I can guess, replied the unhappy man. You are here to arrest me — I know. I — —

The renowned detective — one of the greatest criminal investigators in Europe — glanced quickly at the closed door, and, dropping his voice, said — 

I am here, not to arrest you, Msieur Poland — but to afford you an opportunity of escape.

Of escape! gasped the other, his drawn countenance blanched to the lips.

Yes, escape. Listen. My instructions are to afford you an easy opportunity of — well, of escaping the ignominy of arrest, exposure, trial, and penalty, by a very simple means — death by your own hand.

Suicide! echoed Poland, after a painful pause. Ah! I quite understand! The Government are not anxious that the scandal should be made public, eh? he cried bitterly.

I have merely told you my instructions, was the detectives response, as, with a quick, foreign gesture, he displayed on his left hand a curious old engraved amethyst set in a ring — probably an episcopal ring of ages long ago. At midnight I have an appointment at the cross-roads, half-a-mile away, with Inspector Watts of Scotland Yard, who holds a warrant for your arrest and extradition to France. If you are still alive when we call, then you must stand your trial — that is all. Trial will mean exposure, and — —

And my exposure will mean the downfall and ruin of those political thieves now in power — eh? cried Poland. They are not at all anxious that I should fall into the hands of the police.

And you are equally anxious that the world — and more especially your daughter — shall not know the truth, remarked the detective, speaking in a meaning tone. I have given you the alternative, and I shall now leave. At midnight I shall return — officially — when I hope you will have escaped by the loophole so generously allowed you by the authorities.

If I fled, would you follow?

Most certainly. It would be my duty. You cannot escape — only by death. I regret, msieur, that I have been compelled to put the alternative so bluntly, but you know full well the great issues at stake in this affair. Therefore I need say nothing further, except to bid you au revoir — till midnight.

Then the portly man bowed — bowed as politely as though he were in the presence of a crowned head — and, turning upon his heel, left the room, followed by his host, who personally opened the door for him as he bade him good-night.



One hours grace had been given Philip Poland. After that, the blackness of death.

His blanched features were rigid as he stood staring straight before him. His enemy had betrayed him. His defiance had, alas! cost him his life.

He recollected Shuttleworths slowly uttered words on the night before, and his finger-nails clenched themselves into his palms. Then he passed across the square, old-fashioned hall to the study, dim-lit, save for the zone of light around the green-shaded reading-lamp; the sombre room where the old grandfather clock ticked so solemnly in the corner.

Sonia had returned to the drawing-room as he let his visitor out. He could hear her playing, and singing in her sweet contralto a tuneful French love-song, ignorant of the hideous crisis that had fallen, ignorant of the awful disaster which had overwhelmed him.

Three-quarters of an hour had passed when, stealthily on tiptoe, the girl crept into the room, and there found her father seated by the fireplace, staring in blank silence.

The long old brass-faced clock in the shadow struck three times upon its strident bell. Only fifteen minutes more, and then the police would enter and charge him with that foul crime. Then the solution of a remarkable mystery which had puzzled the whole world would be complete.

He started, and, glancing around, realized that Sonia, with her soft hand in his, was again at his side.

Why, dad, cried the girl in alarm, how pale you are! Whatever ails you? What can I get you?

Nothing, child, nothing, was the desperate mans hoarse response. Im — Im quite well — only a little upset at some bad news Ive had, thats all. But come. Let me kiss you, dear. Its time you were in bed.

And he drew her down until he could print a last fond caress upon her white open brow.

But, dad, exclaimed the girl anxiously, I really cant leave you. Youre not well. Youre not yourself to-night.

As she uttered those words, Felix entered the room, saying in an agitated voice — 

May I speak with you alone, msieur?

His master started violently, and, rising, went forth into the hall, where the butler, his face scared and white, whispered — 

Something terrible has occurred, msieur! Davis, the groom, has just found a gentleman lying dead in the drive outside. Hes been murdered, msieur!

Murdered! gasped Poland breathlessly. Who is he?

The gentleman who called upon you three-quarters of an hour ago. Hes lying dead — out yonder.

Wheres a lantern? Let me go and see! cried Poland. And a few moments later master and man were standing with the groom beside the lifeless body of Henri Guertin, the great detective, the terror of all French criminals. The white countenance, with its open, staring eyes, bore a horrified expression, but the only wound that could be distinguished was a deep cut across the palm of the right hand, a clean cut, evidently inflicted by a keen-edged knife.

Davis, on his way in, had, he explained, stumbled across the body in the darkness, ten minutes before.

Philip Poland had knelt, his hand upon the dead mans heart, when suddenly all three were startled by the sound of footsteps upon the gravel, and next moment two men loomed up into the uncertain light of the lantern.

One was tall and middle-aged, in dark tweeds and a brown hat of soft felt; the other, short and stout, wearing gold pince-nez.

A loud cry of dismay broke from Polands fevered lips as his eyes fell upon the latter.

Hallo! Whats this? cried a sharp, imperious voice in French, the voice of the man in pince-nez, as, next moment, he stood gazing down upon the dead unknown, who, strangely enough, resembled him in countenance, in dress — indeed, in every particular.

The startled men halted for a moment, speechless. The situation was staggering.

Henri Guertin stood there alive, and as he bent over the prostrate body an astounding truth became instantly revealed: the dead man had been cleverly made-up to resemble the world-renowned police official.

The reason of this was an entire mystery, although one fact became plain: he had, through posing as Guertin, been foully and swiftly assassinated.

Who was he? Was he really the man who came there to suggest suicide in preference to arrest, or had that strange suggestion been conveyed by Guertin himself?

The point was next moment decided.

You see, msieur, exclaimed Poland defiantly, turning to the great detective, I have preferred to take my trial — to allow the public the satisfaction of a solution of the problem, rather than accept the generous terms you offered me an hour ago.

Terms I offered you! cried the Frenchman. What are you saying? I was not here an hour ago. If you have had a visitor, it must have been this impostor — this man who has lost his life because he has impersonated me!

Philip Poland, without replying, snatched at the detectives left hand and examined it. There was no ring upon it.

Swiftly he bent beside the victim, and there, sure enough, upon the dead white finger was revealed the curious ring he had noticed — an oval amethyst engraved with a coat-of-arms surmounted by a cardinals hat — the ring worn by the man who had called upon him an hour before!


THE STORY OF OWEN BIDDULPH

CHAPTER ONE
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BESIDE STILL WATERS
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IF I MAKE too frequent use of the first person singular in these pages, I crave forgiveness of the reader.

I have written down this strange story for two reasons: first, because I venture to believe it to be one of the most remarkable sequences of curious events that have ever occurred in a mans life; and secondly, by so doing, I am able to prove conclusively before the world the innocence of one sadly misjudged, and also to set at rest certain scandalous tales which have arisen in consequence.

At risk of betraying certain confidences; at risk of placing myself in the unenviable position of chronicler of my own misfortunes; at risk even of defying those who have threatened my life should I dare speak the truth, I have resolved to recount the whole amazing affair, just as it occurred to me, and further, to reveal completely what has hitherto been regarded as a mystery by readers of the daily newspapers.

You already know my name — Owen Biddulph. As introduction, I suppose I ought to add that, after coming down from Oxford, I pretended to read for the Bar, just to please the dear old governor — Sir Alfred Biddulph, Knight. At the age of twenty-five, owing to his unfortunate death in the hunting-field, I found myself possessor of Carrington Court, our fine Elizabethan place in North Devon, and town-house, 64a Wilton Street, Belgrave Square, together with a comfortable income of about nine thousand a year, mostly derived from sound industrial enterprises.

My father, before his retirement, had been a Liverpool ship-owner, and, like many others of his class, had received his knighthood on the occasion of Queen Victorias Jubilee. My mother had been dead long since. I had but few relatives, and those mostly poor ones; therefore, on succeeding to the property, I went down to Carrington just to interview Browning, the butler, and the other servants, all of them old and faithful retainers; and then, having given up all thought of a legal career, I went abroad, in order to attain my long-desired ambition to travel, and to see the world.

Continental life attracted me, just as it attracts most young men. Paris, with its glare and glitter, its superficial gaiety, its bright boulevards, and its feminine beauty, is the candle to the moth of youth. I revelled in Paris just as many a thousand other young men had done before me. I knew French, Italian and German, and I was vain enough to believe that I might have within me the making of a cosmopolitan. So many young men believe that — and, alas! so many fail on account of either indolence, or of narrow-mindedness. To be a thorough-going cosmopolitan one must be imbued with the true spirit of adventure, and must be a citizen of all cities, a countryman of all countries. This I tried to be, and perhaps — in a manner — succeeded. At any rate, I spent nearly three whole years travelling hither and thither across the face of Europe, from Trondhjem to Constantinople, and from Bordeaux to Petersburg.

Truly, if one has money, one can lead a very pleasant life, year in, year out, at the various European health and pleasure resorts, without even setting foot in our dear old England. I was young — and enthusiastic. I spent the glorious golden autumn in Florence and in Perugia, the Tuscan vintage in old Siena; December in Sicily; January in Corsica; February and March at Nice, taking part in the Carnival and Battles of Flowers; April in Venice; May at the Villa dEste on the Lake of Como; June and July at Aix; August, the month of the Lion, among the chestnut-woods high up at Vallombrosa, and September at San Sebastian in Spain, that pretty town of sea-bathing and of gambling. Next year I spent the winter in Russia, the guest of a prince who lived near Moscow; the early spring at the Hermitage at Monte Carlo; May at the Meurice in Paris; the summer in various parts of Switzerland, and most of the autumn in the high Tatra, the foot-hills of the Carpathians.

And so, with my faithful Italian valet, Lorenzo, a dark-haired, smart man of thirty, who had been six years in my service, and who had, on so many occasions, proved himself entirely trustworthy, I passed away the seasons as they came and went, always living in the best hotels, and making a good many passing acquaintances. Life was, indeed, a perfect phantasmagoria.

Now there is a certain section of English society who, being for some reason or another beyond the pale at home, make their happy hunting-ground in the foreign hotel. Men and women, consumptive sons and scraggy daughters, they generally live in the cheapest rooms en pension, and are ever ready to scrape up acquaintance with anybody of good appearance and of either sex, as long as they are possessed of money. Every one who has lived much on the Continent knows them — and, be it said, gives them a wide berth.

I was not long before I experienced many queer acquaintanceships in hotels, some amusing, some the reverse. At Verona a man, an Englishman named Davis, who had been at my college in Oxford, borrowed fifty pounds of me, but disappeared from the hotel next morning before I came down; while, among other similar incidents, a dear, quiet-mannered old widow — a Russian, who spoke English — induced me at Ostend to assist her to pay her hotel bill of one thousand six hundred francs, giving me a cheque upon her bank in Petersburg, a cheque which, in due course, was returned to me marked no account.

Still, I enjoyed myself. The carelessness of life suited me, for I managed to obtain sunshine the whole year round, and to have a good deal of fun for my money.



I had a fine sixty horse-power motor-car, and usually travelled from place to place on it, my friend Jack Marlowe, who had been at Oxford with me, and whose fathers estates marched with mine on the edge of Dartmoor, frequently coming out to spend a week or two with me on the roads. He was studying for the diplomatic service, but made many excuses for holidays, which he invariably spent at my side. And we had a merry time together, I can assure you.

For nearly three years I had led this life of erratic wandering, returning to London only for a week or so in June, to see my lawyers and put in an appearance for a few days at Carrington to interview old Browning. And I must confess I found the old place deadly dull and lonely.

Boodles, to which I belonged, just as my father had belonged, I found full of pompous bores and old fogeys; and though at Whites there was a little more life and movement now they had built a new roof, yet I preferred the merry recklessness of Monte Carlo, or the gaiety of the white-and-gold casinos at Nice or Cannes.

Thus nearly three years went by, careless years of luxury and idleness, years of living à la carte at restaurants of the first order, from the Reserve at Beaulieu to the Hermitage at Moscow, from Armenonville in the Bois to Salvinis in Milan — years of the education of an epicure.

The first incident of this strange history, however, occurred while I was spending the early spring at Gardone. Possibly you, as an English reader, have never heard of the place. If, however, you were Austrian, you would know it as one of the most popular resorts on the beautiful mountain-fringed Lake of Garda, that deep blue lake, half in Italian territory and half in Austrian, with the quaint little town of Desenzano at the Italian end, and Riva, with its square old church-tower and big white hotels, at the extreme north.

Of all the spring resorts on the Italian lakes, Gardone appeals to the visitor as one of the quietest and most picturesque. The Grand Hotel, with its long terrace at the lake-side, is, during February and March, filled with a gay crowd who spend most of their time in climbing the steep mountain-sides towards the jealously guarded frontier, or taking motor-boat excursions up and down the picturesque lake.

From the balcony of my room spread a panorama as beautiful as any in Europe; more charming, indeed, than at Lugano or Bellagio, or other of the many lake-side resorts, for here along the sheltered banks grew all the luxuriant vegetation of the Riviera — the camellias, magnolias, aloes and palms.

I had been there ten days or so when, one evening at dinner in the long restaurant which overlooked the lake, there came to the small table opposite mine a tall, fair-haired girl with great blue eyes, dressed elegantly but quietly in black chiffon, with a band of pale pink velvet twisted in her hair.

She glanced at me quickly as she drew aside her skirt and took her seat opposite her companion, a rather stout, dark, bald-headed man, red-faced and well-dressed, whose air was distinctly paternal as he bent and handed the menu across to her.

The man turned and glanced sharply around. By his well-cut dinner-coat, the way his dress-shirt fitted, and his refinement of manner, I at once put him down as a gentleman, and her father.

I instantly decided, on account of their smartness of dress, that they were not English. Indeed, the man addressed her in French, to which she responded. Her coiffure was in the latest mode of Paris, her gown showed unmistakably the hand of the French dressmaker, while her elegance was essentially that of the Parisienne. There is always a something — something indescribable — about the Frenchwoman which is marked and distinctive, and which the English-bred woman can never actually imitate.

Not that I like Frenchwomen. Far from it. They are too vain and shallow, too fond of gaiety and flattery to suit my taste. No; among all the many women I have met I have never found any to compare with those of my own people.

I dont know why I watched the new-comers so intently. Perhaps it was on account of the deliberate and careful manner in which the man selected his dinner, his instructions to the maître dhotel as to the manner the entrée was to be made, and the infinite pains he took over the exact vintage he required. He spoke in French, fluent and exact, and his manner was entirely that of the epicure.

Or was it because of that girl? — the girl with eyes of that deep, fathomless blue, the wonderful blue of the lake as it lay in the sunlight — the lake that was nearly a mile in depth. In her face I detected a strange, almost wistful look, an expression which showed that her thoughts were far away from the laughter and chatter of that gay restaurant. She looked at me without seeing me; she spoke to her father without knowing what she replied. There was, in those wonderful eyes, a strange, far-off look, and it was that which, more than anything else, attracted my attention and caused me to notice the pair.

Her fair, sweet countenance was perfect in its contour, her cheeks innocent of the Parisiennes usual aids to beauty, her lips red and well moulded, while two tiny dimples gave a piquancy to a face which was far more beautiful than any I had met in all my wanderings.

Again she raised her eyes from the table and gazed across the flowers at me fixedly, with just a sudden inquisitiveness shown by her slightly knit brows. Then, suddenly starting, as though realizing she was looking at a stranger, she dropped her eyes again, and replied to some question her father had addressed to her.

Her dead black gown was cut just discreetly décolleté, which well became a girl not yet twenty, while at her throat, suspended by a very thin gold chain, was a single stone, a splendid ruby of enormous size, and of evident value. The only other ornament she wore was a curious antique bracelet in the form of a jewelled snake, the tail of which was in its mouth — the ancient emblem of Eternity.

Why she possessed such an attraction for me I cannot tell, except that she seemed totally unlike any other woman I had ever met before — a face that was as perfect as any I had seen on the canvases of the great painters, or in the marbles of the Louvre or the Vatican.

Again she raised her eyes to mine. Again I realized that the expression was entirely unusual. Then she dropped them again, and in a slow, inert way ate the crayfish soup which the waiter had placed before her.

Others in the big, long room had noticed her beauty, for I saw people whispering among themselves, while her father, leaning back in his chair on placing down his spoon, was entirely conscious of the sensation his daughter had evoked.

Throughout the meal I watched the pair carefully, trying to overhear their conversation. It was, however, always in low, confidential tones, and, strain my ears how I might, I could gather nothing. They spoke in French, which I detected from the girls monosyllables, but beyond that I could understand nothing.

From the obsequious manner of the maître dhotel I knew that her father was a person of importance. Yet the man who knows what to order in a restaurant, and orders it with instructions, is certain to receive marked attention. The epicure always commands the respect of those who serve him. And surely this stranger was an epicure, for after his dessert I heard him order with his coffee a petit verre of gold-water of Dantzig, a rare liqueur only known and appreciated by the very select few who really know what is what — a bottle of which, if you search Europe from end to end, you will not find in perhaps twenty restaurants, and those only of the very first order.

The eyes of the fair-haired girl haunted me. Instinctively I knew that she was no ordinary person. Her apathy and listlessness, her strangely vacant look, combined with the wonderful beauty of her countenance, held me fascinated.

Who was she? What mystery surrounded her? I felt, by some strange intuition, that there was a mystery, and that that curious wistfulness in her glance betrayed itself because, though accompanied by her father, she was nevertheless in sore need of a friend.

When her father had drained his coffee they rose and passed into the great lounge, with its many little tables set beneath the palms, where a fine orchestra was playing Maillarts tuneful Les Dragons de Villars.

As they seated themselves many among that well-dressed, gay crowd of winter idlers turned to look at them. I, however, seldom went into the nightly concert; therefore I strolled along the wide corridor to the hall-porter, and inquired the names of the fresh arrivals.

Yes, monsieur, replied the big, dark-bearded German; you mean, of course, numbers one hundred and seventeen and one hundred and forty-six — English, father and daughter, arrived by the five oclock boat from Riva with a great deal of baggage — here are the names, and he showed me the slips signed by them on arrival. They are the only new-comers to-day.

There I saw, written on one in a mans bold hand, Richard Pennington, rentier, Salisbury, England, and on the other, Sylvia Pennington.

I thought they were French, I remarked.

So did I, monsieur; they speak French so well. I was surprised when they registered themselves as English.


CHAPTER TWO

TOLD IN THE NIGHT
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SYLVIA PENNINGTON! THE face, the name, those wistful, appealing eyes haunted me in my dreams that night.

Why? Even now I am at a loss to tell, unless — well, unless I had become fascinated by that strange, mysterious, indescribable expression; fascinated, perhaps, by her marvellous beauty, unequalled in all my experience.

Next morning, while my man Lorenzo was waiting for me, I told him to make discreet inquiry regarding the pair when in the stewards room, where he ate his meals. Soon after noon he came to me, saying he had discovered that the young lady had been heard by the night-porter weeping alone in her room for hours, and that, as soon as it was dawn, she had gone out for a long walk alone along the lake-side. It was apparent that she and her father were not on the very best of terms.

The servants believe they are French, sir, my man added; but it seems that they tell people they are English. The man speaks English like an Englishman. I heard him, half-an-hour ago, asking the hall-porter about a telegram.



Well, Lorenzo, I said, just keep your eyes and ears open. I want to learn all I can about Mr. Pennington and his daughter. She hasnt a maid, I suppose?

Not with her, sir, he replied. If she had, Id soon get to know all about them.

I was well aware of that, for Lorenzo Merli, like all Italians, was a great gossip, and quite a lady-killer in the servants hall. He was a dark-haired, good-looking young man whose character was excellent, and who had served me most faithfully. His father was farm-bailiff to an Italian marquis I knew, and with whom I had stayed near Parma, while before entering my service he had been valet to the young Marchese di Viterbo, one of the beaux of Roman society.

When I reposed a confidence in Lorenzo I knew he would never betray it. And I knew that, now I had expressed an ardent desire for information regarding the man Pennington and his daughter, he would strain every effort to learn what I wanted to know.

The pair sat at their usual table at luncheon. She was in a neat gown of navy blue serge, and wore a pretty cream hat which suited her admirably. Her taste in dress was certainly wonderful for an Englishwoman. Yet the pair always spoke French together, and presented no single characteristic of the British whatsoever.

Because of his epicurean tastes, the stout, bald-headed man received the greatest attention from the waiters; but those splendid eyes of his daughter betrayed no evidence of either tears or sleeplessness. They were the same, wistful yet wonderful, with just that slightest trace of sadness which had filled me with curiosity.

After luncheon he strolled along the broad palm-lined terrace in the sunshine beside the waters edge, while she lolled in one of the long cane chairs. Yet, as I watched, I saw that she was not enjoying the warm winter sunshine or the magnificent view of snow-capped mountains rising on the far horizon.

Presently she rose and walked beside her father, who spoke to her rapidly and earnestly, but she only replied in monosyllables. It seemed that all his efforts to arouse her interest utterly failed.

I was lounging upon the low wall of the terrace, pretending to watch the arrival of the little black-and-white paddle-steamer on its way to Riva, when, as they passed me, Pennington halted to light a cigar.

Suddenly he glanced up at me with a strangely suspicious look. His dark eyes were furtive and searching, as though he had detected and resented my undue interest in his daughter.

Therefore I strolled down to the landing-stage, and, going on board the steamer, spent the afternoon travelling up to Riva, the pretty little town with the tiny harbour at the Austrian end of the lake. The afternoon was lovely, and the panorama of mountain mirrored in the water, with picturesque villages and hamlets nestling at the waters edge, was inexpressibly grand. The deep azure of the unruffled water stood out in contrast to the dazzling snow above, and as the steamer, hugging the shore, rounded one rocky point after another, the scene was certainly, as the Italian contadino puts it, a bit of Paradise fallen from heaven upon earth.

But, to you who know the north Italian lakes, why need I describe it?

Suffice it to say that I took tea in the big hall of the Lido Palace Hotel at Riva, and then, boarding the steamer again, returned to Gardone just in time to dress for dinner.

I think that Pennington had forbidden his daughter to look at me, for never once during dinner the next evening, as far as I could detect, did she raise her eyes to mine. When not eating, she sat, a pretty figure in cream chiffon, with her elbows upon the table, her chin upon her clasped hands, talking to her father in that low, confidential tone. Were they talking secrets?

Just before they rose I heard him say in English — 

Im going out for an hour — just for a stroll. I may be longer. If Im not back all night, dont be anxious. I may be detained.

Where are you going? she asked quickly.

That is my affair, was his abrupt reply. Her face assumed a strange expression. Then she passed along the room, he following.

As soon as they had gone my mind was made up. I scented mystery. I ascended in the lift to my room, got my coat, and, going outside into the ill-lit road beyond the zone of the electric lights in front of the hotel, I waited.



The man was not long in coming. He wore a golf-cap and a thick overcoat, and carried a stout stick. On the steps of the hotel he paused, lit his cigar, and then set off to the left, down the principal street — the highroad which led to the clean little town of Salo and the southern end of the lake.

I lounged along after him at a respectable distance, all curiosity at the reason why, in that rural retreat, he intended to be absent all night.

He went along at a swinging pace, passing around the lake-front of the town which almost adjoins Gardone, and then began to ascend the steep hill beyond. Upon the still night air I could scent the aroma of his cigar. He was now on his way out into a wild and rather desolate country, high above the lake. But after walking about a mile he came to a point where the roads branched, one to Verona, the other to Brescia.

There he halted, and, seating himself upon a big stone at the wayside, smoked in patience, and waited. I advanced as near as I could without risk of detection, and watched.

He struck a match in order to look at his watch. Then he rose and listened intently. The night was dark and silent, with heavy clouds hanging about the mountains, threatening rain.

I suppose he had waited fully another quarter of an hour, when suddenly, far away over the brow of the hill in the direction of Brescia, I saw a peculiar light in the sky. At first I was puzzled, but as it gradually grew larger and whiter I knew that it came from the head-lights of an approaching motor-car. Next moment the hum of the engine fell on my ears, and suddenly the whole roadway became illuminated, so suddenly, indeed, that I had only just time to crouch down in order to avoid detection.

Pennington shouted to the driver, and he instantly pulled up. Then two men in thick overcoats descended, and welcomed him warmly in English.

Come along, old man! I heard one of them cry. Come inside. We must be off again, for we havent a moment to spare. Hows the girl?

Then they entered the car, which was quickly turned, and a few moments later disappeared swiftly along the road it had come.

I stood, full of wonder, watching the white light fade away.

Who were Penningtons friends, that he should meet them in so secret a manner?

Hows the girl? Had that man referred to Sylvia? There was mystery somewhere. I felt certain of it.

Down the hill I retraced my steps, on through the little town, now wrapped in slumber, and back to the Grand Hotel, where nearly every one had already retired to bed. In a corner of the big lounge, however, Penningtons daughter was seated alone, reading a Tauchnitz novel.

I felt in no humour to turn in just then, for I was rather used to late hours; therefore I passed through the lounge and out upon the terrace, in order to smoke and think. The clouds were lifting, and the moon was struggling through, casting an uncertain light across the broad dark waters.

I had thrown myself into a wicker chair near the end of the terrace, and, with a cigarette, was pondering deeply, when, of a sudden, I saw a female figure, wrapped in a pale blue shawl, coming in my direction.

I recognized the cream skirt and the shawl. It was Sylvia! Ah! how inexpressibly charming and dainty she looked!

When she had passed, I rose and, meeting her face to face, raised my hat and spoke to her.

She started slightly and halted. What words I uttered I hardly knew, but a few moments later I found myself strolling at her side, chatting merrily in English. Her chiffons exuded the delicate scent of Rose dOrsay, that sweet perfume which is the hall-mark of the modern well-dressed woman.

And she was undoubtedly English, after all!

Oh no, she declared in a low, musical voice, in response to a fear I had expressed, I am not at all cold. This place is so charming, and so warm, to where my father and I have recently been — at Uleaborg, in Finland.

At Uleaborg! I echoed. Why, that is away — out of the world — at the northern end of the Gulf of Bothnia!

Yes, she declared, with a light laugh. It is so windy and cold, and oh! so wretchedly dull.

I should rather think so! I cried. Why, it is almost within the Arctic Circle. Why did you go up there — so far north — in winter?

Ah! she sighed, we are always travelling. My father is the modern Wandering Jew, I think. Our movements are always sudden, and our journeys always long ones — from one end of Europe to the other very often.

You seem tired of it! I remarked.

Tired! she gasped, her voice changing. Ah! if you only knew how I long for peace, for rest — for home! and she sighed.

Where is your home?

Anywhere, now-a-days, was her rather despondent reply. We are wanderers. We lived in England once — but, alas! that is now all of the past. My father is compelled to travel, and I must, of necessity, go with him. I am afraid, she added quickly, that I bore you with this chronicle of my own troubles. I really ought not to say this — to you, a stranger, she said, with a low, nervous little laugh.

Though I may be a stranger, yet, surely, I may become your friend, I remarked, looking into her beautiful face, half concealed by the blue wrap.

For a moment she hesitated; then, halting in the gravelled path and looking at me, she replied very seriously — 

No; please do not speak of that again.

Why not?

Well — only because you must not become my friend.



You are lonely, I blurted forth. I have watched you, and I have seen that you are in sore need of a friend. Do you deny that?

No, she faltered. I — I — yes, what you say is, alas! correct. How can I deny it? I have no friend; I am alone.

Then allow me to be one. Put to me whatever test you will, I exclaimed, and I hope I may bear it satisfactorily. I, too, am a lonely man — a wanderer. I, too, am in need of a friend in whom I can confide, whose guidance I can ask. Surely there is no friend better for a lonely man than a good woman?

Ah, no, she cried, suddenly covering her face with both her hands. You dont know — you are ignorant. Why do you say this?

Why? Shall I tell you why? I asked, gallantly bending to her in deep earnestness. Because I have watched you — because I know you are very unhappy!

She held her breath. By the faint ray of the distant electric light I saw her face had become changed. She betrayed her emotions and her nervousness by the quick twitching of her fingers and her lips.

No, she said at last very decisively; you must abandon all thought of friendship with me. It is impossible — quite impossible!

Would my friendship be so repugnant to you, then? I asked quickly.

No, no, not that, she cried, laying her trembling fingers upon my coat-sleeve. You — you dont understand — you cannot dream of my horrible position — of the imminent peril of yours.

Peril! What do you mean? I asked, very much puzzled.

You are in grave danger. Be careful of yourself, she said anxiously. You should always carry some weapon with you, because — — and she broke off short, without concluding her sentence.

Because — why?

Well, because an accident might happen to you — an accident planned by those who are your enemies.

I really dont understand you, I said. Do you mean to imply that there is some conspiracy afoot against me?

I warn you in all seriousness, she said. I — well, the fact is, I came out here — I followed you out — in order to tell you this in secret. Leave here, I beg of you; leave early to-morrow morning, and do not allow the hotel people to know your new address. Go somewhere — far away — and live in secret under an assumed name. Let Owen Biddulph disappear as though the earth had swallowed him up.

Then you are aware of my name! I exclaimed.

Certainly, she replied. But do — I beg of you for your own sake — heed my warning! Ah! it is cruel and horrible that I — of all women — have to tell you this!

I always carry a revolver, I replied, and I have long ago learned to shoot straight.



Be guarded always against a secret and insidious attack, she urged. I must go in — now that I have told you the truth.

And do you, then, refuse to become my friend, Miss Pennington? I asked very earnestly. Surely you are my friend already, because you have told me this!

Yes, she answered, adding, Ah! you do not know the real facts! You would not ask this if you were aware of the bitter, ghastly truth. You would not ask my friendship — nay, you would hate and curse me instead!

But why? I asked, amazed at her words. You speak in enigmas.

She was silent again. Then her nervous fingers once more gripped my arm, as, looking into my face, her eyes shining with a weird, unusual light, she replied in quick, breathless sentences — 

Because — because friendship between us must never, never be; it would be fatal to you, just as it would be fatal to me! Death — yes, death — will come to me quickly and swiftly — perhaps to-night, perhaps to-morrow, perhaps in a weeks time. For it, I am quite prepared. All is lost — lost to me for ever! Only have a care of yourself, I beseech of you! Heed what I say. Escape the cruel fate which your enemies have marked out for you — escape while there is yet time, and — and, she faltered in a low, hoarse voice, full of emotion, some day in the future, perhaps, you will give a passing thought to the memory of a woman who revealed to you the truth — who saved you from an untimely end — the unhappy woman without a friend!

But I will be your friend! I repeated.

No. That can never be — never! and she shuddered. I dare not risk it. Reflect — and escape — get away in secret, and take care that you are not followed. Remember, however, we can never be friends. Such a course would be fatal — yes, alas! fatal!

Instinctively she put out her tiny white hand in frank farewell. Then, when I had held it for a second in my own, she turned and, drawing her shawl about her, hurried back to the big hotel.

Utterly dumbfounded, I stood for a few seconds dazed and wondering, the sweet odour of Rose dOrsay filling my nostrils. What did she know?

Then suddenly I held my breath, for there I saw for the first time, standing back in the shadow of the trees, straight before me, motionless as a statue, the tall, dark figure of a man who had evidently watched us the whole time, and who had, no doubt, overheard all our conversation!


CHAPTER THREE

THE CLERGYMAN FROM HAMPSHIRE
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WHAT WAS THE meaning of it all? Why had that tall, mysterious stranger watched so intently? I looked across at him, but he did not budge, even though detected.

In a flash, all the strange warnings of Sylvia Pennington crowded upon my mind.

I stood facing the man as he lurked there in the shadow, determined that he should reveal his face. Those curious words of the mysterious girl had placed me upon my mettle. Who were the unknown enemies of mine who were conspiring against me?

Should I take her advice and leave Gardone, or should I remain on my guard, and hand them over to the police at first sign of attack?

The silent watcher did not move. He stood back there in the darkness, motionless as a statue, while I remained full in the light of the moon, which had now come forth, causing the lake and mountains to look almost fairy-like.

In order to impress upon him the fact that I was in no hurry, I lit a cigarette, and seated myself upon the low wall of the terrace, softly whistling an air of the café chantant. The night was now glorious, the mountain crests showing white in the moonlight.

Who was this man, I wondered? I regretted that we had not discovered his presence before Sylvia had left. She would, no doubt, have recognized him, and told me the reason of his watchfulness.

At last, I suppose, I must have tired him out, for suddenly he hastened from his hiding-place, and, creeping beneath the shadow of the hotel, succeeded in reaching the door through which Sylvia had passed.

As he entered, the light from the lounge within gave me a swift glance of his features. He was a thin, grey-faced, rather sad-looking man, dressed in black, but, to my surprise, I noticed that his collar was that of an English clergyman!

This struck me as most remarkable. Clergymen are not usually persons to be feared.

I smiled to myself, for, after all, was it not quite possible that the reverend gentleman had found himself within earshot of us, and had been too embarrassed to show himself at once? What sinister motive could such a man possess?

I looked around the great lounge, with its many tables and great palms, but it was empty. He had passed through and ascended in the lift to his room.

Inquiry of the night-porter revealed that the mans name was the Reverend Edmund Shuttleworth, and that he came from Andover, in England. He had arrived at six oclock that evening, and was only remaining the night, having expressed his intention of going on to Riva on the morrow.



So, laughing at my fears — fears which had been aroused by that strange warning of Sylvias — I ascended to my room.

I did not leave next morning, as my fair-faced little friend had suggested, neither did Pennington return.

About eleven oclock I strolled forth into the warm sunshine on the terrace, and there, to my surprise, saw Sylvia sitting upon one of the seats, with a cream sunshade over her head, a book in her lap, while by her side lounged the mysterious watcher of the night before — the English clergyman, Mr. Shuttleworth of Andover.

Neither noticed me. He was speaking to her slowly and earnestly, she listening attentively to his words. I saw that she sighed deeply, her fine eyes cast upon the ground.

It all seemed as though he were reproaching her with something, for she was silent, in an attitude almost of penitence.

Now that I obtained a full view of the reverend gentlemans features in full daylight they seemed less mysterious, less sinister than in the half-light of midnight. He looked a grave, earnest, sober-living man, with that slight affectation of the Church which one finds more in the rural districts than in cities, for the black clerical straw hat and the clerical drawl seem always to go together. It is strange that the village curate is always more affected in his speech than the popular preacher of the West End, and the country vicars wife is even more exclusive in her tea-and-tennis acquaintances than the wife of the lord bishop himself.

For a few moments I watched unseen. I rather liked the appearance of the Reverend Edmund Shuttleworth, whoever he might be. He had the look of an honest, open, God-fearing man.

Yet why was he in such earnest consultation with the mysterious Sylvia?

With his forefinger he was touching the palm of his left hand, apparently to emphasize his words, while she looked pale, even frightened. She was listening without comment, without protest, while I stood watching them from behind. Many other visitors were idling about the terrace, reading letters or newspapers, or chatting or flirting — the usual morning occupations of a fashionable lake-side hotel far removed from the strenuous turmoil of the business or social worlds.

Suddenly she objected to some words which he uttered, objected strongly, with rapid interruption and quick protest.

But he laid his hand quietly upon her arm, and seemed to convince her of the truth or justice of his words.

Then, as she turned, she recognized me, and I raised my hat politely in passing.

Shuttleworths eyes met mine, and he stared at me. But I passed on, in pretence that I had not recognized him as the watcher of the previous night.

I idled about the terrace and the little landing-stage till noon, when the steamer for Riva came up from Desenzano; and Shuttleworth, taking leave of Sylvia, boarded the little craft with his two kit-bags, and waved her farewell as the vessel drew away, making a wide wake upon the glassy surface of the deep blue waters.

When he had gone, I crossed to her and spoke. She looked inexpressibly charming in her white cotton gown and neat straw sailor hat with black velvet band. There was nothing ostentatious about her dress, but it was always well cut and fitted her to perfection. She possessed a style and elegance all her own.

Ah! Mr. Biddulph! she exclaimed reproachfully. Why have you not heeded my words last night? Why have you not left? Go! — go, before it is too late! she urged, looking straight into my face with those wonderful eyes of hers.

But I dont understand you, Miss Pennington, I replied. Why should I leave here? What danger threatens me?

A grave one — a very grave one, she said in a low, hoarse whisper. If you value your life you should get away from this place.

Who are these enemies of mine? I demanded. You surely should tell me, so that I can take precautions against them.

Your only precaution lies in flight, she said.

But will you not tell me what is intended? If there is a conspiracy against me, is it not your duty, as a friend, to reveal it?



Did I not tell you last night that I am not your friend — that our friendship is forbidden?

I dont understand you, I said. As far as I know, I havent an enemy in the world. Why should I fear the unknown?

Ah! will you not take heed of what I have told you? she cried in desperation. Leave here. Return to England — hide yourself — anywhere — for a time, until the danger passes.

I have no fear of this mysterious danger, Miss Pennington, I said. If these secret enemies of mine attack me, then I am perfectly ready and able to defend myself.

But they will not attack openly. They will strike at a moment when you least expect it — and strike with accuracy and deadly effect.

Last night, after you had left me, I found a man standing in the shadow watching us, I said. He was the clergyman whom I saw sitting with you just now. Who is he?

Mr. Shuttleworth — an old friend of mine in England. An intimate friend of my fathers. To him, I owe very much. I had no idea he was here until an hour ago, when we met quite accidentally on the terrace. I havent seen him for a year. We once lived in his parish near Andover, in Hampshire. He was about our only friend.

Why did he spy upon us?

I had no idea that he did. It must have been only by chance, she assured me. From Edmund Shuttleworth you certainly have nothing to fear. He and his wife are my best friends. She is staying up at Riva, it seems, and he is on his way to join her.

Your father is absent, I said abruptly.

Yes, she replied, with slight hesitation. He has gone away on business. I dont expect he will be back till to-night.

And how long do you remain here?

Who knows? Our movements are always so sudden and erratic. We may leave to-night for the other end of Europe, or we may remain here for weeks yet. Father is so uncertain always.

But why are you so eager that I shall leave you? I asked, as we strolled together along the terrace. You have admitted that you are in need of a friend, and yet you will not allow me to approach you with the open hand of friendship.

Because — ah! have I not already explained the reason why — why I dare not allow you to show undue friendship towards me?

Well, tell me frankly, I said, who is this secret enemy of mine?

She was silent. In that hesitation I suspected an intention to deceive.

Is it against your own father that you are warning me? I exclaimed in hesitation. You fear him, evidently, and you urge me to leave here and return to England. Why should I not remain here in defiance?

In some cases defiance is distinctly injudicious, she remarked. It is so in this. Your only safety is in escape. I can tell you no more.



These words of yours, Miss Pennington, are remarkably strange, I said. Surely our position is most curious. You are my friend, and yet you conceal the identity of my enemy.

She only shrugged her shoulders, without any reply falling from her lips.

Will you not take my advice and get back to England at once? she asked very seriously, as she turned to me a few minutes later. I have suggested this in your own interests.

But why should I go in fear of this unknown enemy? I asked. What harm have I done? Why should any one be my bitter enemy?

Ah, how do I know? she cried in despair. We all of us have enemies where we least suspect them. Sometimes the very friend we trust most implicitly reveals himself as our worst antagonist. Truly one should always pause and ponder deeply before making a friend.

You are perfectly right, I remarked. A fierce enemy is always better than a false friend. Yet I would dearly like to know what I have done to merit antagonism. Where has your father gone?

To Brescia, I believe — to meet his friends.

Who are they?

His business friends. I only know them very slightly; they are interested in mining properties. They meet at intervals. The last time he met them was in Stockholm a month ago.

This struck me as curious. Why should he meet his business friends so clandestinely — why should they come at night in a car to cross-roads?

But I told her nothing of what I had witnessed. I decided to keep my knowledge to myself.

The boat leaves at two oclock, she said, after a pause, her hand upon her breast as though to stay the wild beating of her heart. Will you not take my advice and leave by that? Go to Milan, and then straight on to England, she urged in deep earnestness, her big, wide-open eyes fixed earnestly upon mine.

No, Miss Pennington, I replied promptly; the fact is, I do not feel disposed to leave here just at present. I prefer to remain — and to take the risk, whatever it may be.

But why? she cried, for we were standing at the end of the terrace, and out of hearing.

Because you are in need of a friend — because you have admitted that you, too, are in peril. Therefore I have decided to remain near you.

No, she cried breathlessly. Ah! you do not know the great risk you are running! You must go — do go, Mr. Biddulph — go, for — for my sake!

I shook my head.

I have no fear of myself, I declared. I am anxious on your behalf.

Have no thought of me, she cried. Leave, and return to England.

And see you no more — eh?

If you will leave to-day, I — I will see you in England — perhaps.



Perhaps! I cried. That is not a firm promise.

Then, if you really wish, she replied in earnestness, I will promise. Ill promise anything. Ill promise to see you in England — when the danger has passed, if — if disaster has not already fallen upon me, she added in a hoarse whisper.

But my place is here — near you, I declared. To fly from danger would be cowardly. I cannot leave you.

No, she urged, her pale face hard and anxious. Go, Mr. Biddulph; go and save yourself. Then, if you so desire, we shall meet again in secret — in England.

And that is an actual promise? I asked, holding forth my hand.

Yes, she answered, taking it eagerly. It is a real promise. Give me your address, and very soon I shall be in London to resume our acquaintanceship — but, remember, not our friendship. That must never be — never!


CHAPTER FOUR

THE PERIL BEYOND
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MY TAXI PULLED up before my own white-enamelled door in Wilton Street, off Belgrave Square, and, alighting, I entered with my latch-key.

I had been home about ten days — back again once more in dear, dirty old London, spending most of my time idling in Whites or Boodles; for in May one meets everybody in St. Jamess Street, and men foregather in the club smoking-room from the four ends of the earth.

The house in Wilton Street was a small bijou place which my father had occupied as a pied-à-terre in town, he being a widower. He had been a man of artistic tastes, and the house, though small, was furnished lightly and brightly in the modern style. At Carrington he always declared there was enough of the heaviness of the antique. Here, in the dulness of London, he preferred light decorations and modern art in furnishing.

Through the rather narrow carpeted hall I passed into the study which lay behind the dining-room, a small, cosy apartment — the acme of comfort. I, as a bachelor, hated the big terra-cotta-and-white drawing-room upstairs. When there, I made the study my own den.

I had an important letter to write, but scarcely had I seated myself at the table when old Browning, grave, grey-faced and solemn, entered, saying — 

A clergyman called to see you about three oclock, sir. He asked if you were at home. When I replied that you were at the club, he became rather inquisitive concerning your affairs, and asked me quite a lot of questions as to where you had been lately, and who you were. I was rather annoyed, sir, and Im afraid I may have spoken rudely. But as he would leave no card, I felt justified in refusing to answer his inquiries.

Quite right, Browning, I replied. But what kind of a man was he? Describe him.

Well, sir, he was rather tall, of middle age, thin-faced and drawn, as though he had seen a lot of trouble. He spoke with a pronounced drawl, and his clerical coat was somewhat shabby. I noticed, too, sir, that he wore a black leather watch-guard.

That last sentence at once revealed my visitors identity. It was the Reverend Edmund Shuttleworth! But why had he returned so suddenly from Riva? And why was he making secret inquiry concerning myself?

I think I know the gentleman, Browning, I replied, while the faithful old fellow stood, a quaint, stout figure in a rather tight-fitting coat and grey trousers, his white-whiskered face full of mystery. I fancy Browning viewed me with considerable suspicion. In his eyes, young Mr. Owen had always been far too erratic. On many occasions in my boyhood days he had expressed to my father his strong disapproval of what he termed Master Owens carryings-on.

If he should call again, tell him that I have a very great desire to renew our acquaintance. I met him abroad, I said.

Very well, sir, replied my man. But I dont suppose he will call again, sir. I was rude to him.

Your rudeness was perfectly justifiable, Browning. Please refuse to answer any questions concerning me.

I know my duty, sir, was the old mans stiff reply, and I hope I shall always perform it.

And he retired, closing the door silently behind him.

With my elbows upon the table, I sat thinking deeply.

Had I not acted like a fool? Those strange words, and that curious promise of Sylvia Pennington sounded ever in my ears. She had succeeded in inducing me to return home by promising to meet me clandestinely in England. Why clandestinely?

Before me every moment that I now lived arose that pale, beautiful face — that exquisite countenance with the wonderful eyes — that face which had held me in fascination, that woman who, indeed, held me now for life or death.



In those ten days which had passed, the first days of my home-coming after my long absence, I knew, by the blankness of our separation — though I would not admit it to myself — that she was my affinity. I was hers. She, the elegant little wanderer, possessed me, body and soul. I felt for her a strong affection, and affection is the half-and-half of love.

Why had her friend, that thin-faced country clergyman, called? Evidently he was endeavouring to satisfy himself as to my bona fides. And yet, for what reason? What had I to do with him? She had told me that she owed very much to that man. Why, however, should he interest himself in me?

I took down a big black volume from the shelf — Crockfords Clerical Directory — and from it learned that Edmund Charles Talbot Shuttleworth, M.A., was rector of the parish of Middleton-cum-Bowbridge, near Andover, in the Bishopric of Winchester. He had held his living for the past eight years, and its value was £550 per annum. He had had a distinguished career at Cambridge, and had been curate in half-a-dozen places in various parts of the country.

I felt half inclined to run down to Middleton and call upon him. I could make some excuse or other, for I felt that he might, perhaps, give me some further information regarding the mysterious Pennington and his daughter.

Yet, on further reflection, I hesitated, for I saw that by acting thus I might incur Sylvias displeasure.



During the three following days I remained much puzzled. I deeply regretted that Browning had treated the country parson abruptly, and wondered whether I could not make excuse to call by pretending to express regret for the rudeness of my servant.

I was all eagerness to know something concerning this man Pennington, and was prepared even to sink my own pride in order to learn it.

Jack Marlowe was away in Copenhagen, and would not return for a week. In London I had many friends, but there were few who interested me, for I was ever thinking of Sylvia — of her only and always.

At last, one morning I made up my mind, and, leaving Waterloo, travelled down to Andover Junction, where I hired a trap, and, after driving through the little old-fashioned town out upon the dusty London Road for a couple of miles or so, I came to the long straggling village of Middleton, at the further end of which stood the ancient little church, and near it the comfortable old-world rectory.

Entering the gateway, I found myself in pretty, well-wooded and well-kept grounds; the house itself, long, low, and covered with trailing roses, was a typical English country rectory. Beyond that lay a paddock, while in the distance the beautiful Harewood Forest showed away upon the skyline.

Yes, Mr. Shuttleworth was at home, the neat maid told me, and I was ushered into a long old-fashioned study, the French windows of which opened out upon a well-rolled tennis-lawn.



The place smelt of tobacco-smoke. Upon the table lay a couple of well-seasoned briars, and on the wall an escutcheon bearing its owners college arms. Crossed above the window was a pair of rowing-sculls, and these, with a pair of fencing-foils in close proximity, told mutely of long-past athletics. It was a quiet, book-lined den, an ideal retreat for a studious man.

As my eyes travelled around the room, they suddenly fell upon a photograph in a dark leather frame, the picture of a young girl of seventeen or so, with her hair dressed low and secured by a big black bow. I started at sight of it. It was the picture of Sylvia Pennington!

I crossed to look at it more closely, but as I did so the door opened, and I found myself face to face with the rector of Middleton.

He halted as he recognized me — halted for just a second in hesitation; then, putting out his hand, he welcomed me, saying in his habitual drawl — 

Mr. Biddulph, I believe? and invited me to be seated.

Ah! I exclaimed, with a smile, I see you recognize me, though we were only passers-by on the Lake of Garda! I must apologize for this intrusion, but, as a matter of fact, my servant Browning described a gentleman who called upon me a few days ago, and I at once recognized him to have been you. He was rather rude to you, I fear, and — —

My dear fellow! he interrupted, with a hearty, good-natured laugh. He only did his duty as your servant. He objected to my infernal impertinence — and very rightly, too.

It was surely no impertinence to call upon me! I exclaimed.

Well, its all a question of ones definition of impertinence, he said. I made certain inquiries — rather searching inquiries regarding you — that was all.

Why? I asked.

He moved uneasily in his padded writing-chair, then reached over and placed a box of cigarettes before me. After we had both lit up, he answered in a rather low, changed voice — 

Well, I wanted to satisfy myself as to who you were, Mr. Biddulph, he laughed. Merely to gratify a natural curiosity.

Thats just it, I said. Why should your curiosity have been aroused concerning me? I do not think I have ever made a secret to any one regarding my name or my position, or anything else.

But you might have done, remember, replied the thin-faced rector, looking at me calmly yet mysteriously with those straight grey eyes of his.

I dont follow you, Mr. Shuttleworth, I said, much puzzled.

Probably not, was his response; I had no intention to obtrude myself upon you. I merely called at Wilton Street in order to learn what I could, and I came away quite satisfied, even though your butler spoke so sharply.

But with what motive did you make your inquiries? I demanded.

Well, as a matter of fact, my motive was in your own interests, Mr. Biddulph, he replied, as he thoughtfully contemplated the end of his cigarette. This may sound strange to you, but the truth, could I but reveal it to you, would be found much stranger — a truth utterly incredible.

The truth of what?

The truth concerning a certain young lady in whom, I understand, you have evinced an unusual interest, was his reply.

I could see that he was slightly embarrassed. I recollected how he had silently watched us on that memorable night by the moonlit lake, and a feeling of resentment arose within me.

Yes, I said anxiously next moment, I am here to learn the truth concerning Miss Pennington. Tell me about her. She has explained to me that you are her friend — and I see, yonder, you have her photograph.

It is true, he said very slowly, in a low, earnest voice, quite true, Son — er, Sylvia — is my friend, and he coughed quickly to conceal the slip in the name.

Then tell me something about her, and her father. Who is he? I urged. At her request I left Gardone suddenly, and came home to England.



At her request! he echoed in surprise. Why did she send you away from her side?

I hesitated. Should I reveal to him the truth?

She declared that it was better for us to remain apart, I said.

Yes, he sighed. And she spoke the truth, Mr. Biddulph — the entire truth, remember.

Why? Do tell me what you know concerning the man Pennington.

I regret that I am not permitted to do that.

Why?

For some moments he did not reply. He twisted his cigarette in his thin, nervous fingers, his gaze being fixed upon the lawn outside. At last, however, he turned to me, and in a low, rather strained tone said slowly — 

The minister of religion sometimes learns strange family secrets, but, as a servant of God, the confidences and confessions reposed in him must always be treated as absolutely sacred. Therefore, he added, please do not ask me again to betray my trust.

His was, indeed, a stern rebuke. I saw that, in my eager enthusiasm, I had expected him to reveal a forbidden truth. Therefore I stammered an apology.

No apology is needed, was his grave reply, his keen eyes fixed upon me. But I hope you will forgive me if I presume to give you, in your own interests, a piece of advice.



And what is that?

To keep yourself as far as possible from both Pennington and his daughter, he responded slowly and distinctly, a strange expression upon his clean-shaven face.

But why do you tell me this? I cried, still much mystified. Have you not told me that you are Sylvias friend?

I have told you this because it is my duty to warn those in whose path a pitfall is spread.

And is a pitfall spread in mine?

Yes, replied the grave-faced, ascetic-looking rector, as he leaned forward to emphasize his words. Before you, my dear sir, there lies an open grave. Behind it stands that girl yonder — and he pointed with his lean finger to the framed photograph— and if you attempt to reach her you must inevitably fall into the pit — that death-trap so cunningly prepared. Do not, I beg of you, attempt to approach the unattainable.

I saw that he was in dead earnest.

But why? I demanded in my despair, for assuredly the enigma was increasing hourly. Why are you not open and frank with me? I — I confess I — —

You love her, eh? he asked, looking at me quickly as he interrupted me. Ah, yes, he sighed, as a dark shadow overspread his thin, pale face, I guessed as much — a fatal love. You are young and enthusiastic, and her pretty face, her sweet voice and her soft eyes have fascinated you. How I wish, Mr. Biddulph, that I could reveal to you the ghastly, horrible truth. Though I am your friend — and hers, yet I must, alas! remain silent! The inviolable seal of The Confessional is upon my lips!


CHAPTER FIVE

THE DARK HOUSE IN BAYSWATER
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EDMUND SHUTTLEWORTH, THE thin-faced, clean-shaven Hampshire rector, had spoken the truth. His manner and speech were that of an honest man.

Within myself I could but admit it. Yet I loved Sylvia. Why, I cannot tell. How can a man tell why he loves? First love is more than the mere awakening of a passion: it is transition to another state of being. When it is born the man is new-made.

Yet, as the spring days passed, I lived in suspicion and wonder, ever mystified, ever apprehensive.

Each morning I looked eagerly for a letter from her, yet each morning I was disappointed.

It seemed true, as Shuttleworth had said, that an open gulf lay between us.

Where was she, I wondered? I dared not write to Gardone, as she had begged me not to do so. She had left there, no doubt, for was she not a constant wanderer? Was not her stout, bald-headed father the modern incarnation of the Wandering Jew?

May lengthened into June, with its usual society functions and all the wild gaiety of the London season. The Derby passed and Ascot came, the Park was full every day, theatres and clubs were crowded, and the hotels overflowed with Americans and country cousins. I had many invitations, but accepted few. Somehow, my careless cosmopolitanism had left me. I had become a changed man.

And if I were to believe the woman who had come so strangely and so suddenly into my life, I was a marked man also.

Disturbing thoughts often arose within me in the silence of the night, but, laughing at them, I crushed them down. What had I possibly to fear? I had no enemy that I was aware of. The whole suggestion seemed so utterly absurd and far-fetched.

Jack Marlowe came back from Denmark hale and hearty, and more than once I was sorely tempted to explain to him the whole situation. Only I feared he would jeer at me as a love-sick idiot.

What was the secret held by that grey-faced country parson? Whatever it might be, it was no ordinary one. He had spoken of the seal of The Confessional. What sin had Sylvia Pennington confessed to him?

Day after day, as I sat in my den at Wilton Street smoking moodily and thinking, I tried vainly to imagine what cardinal sin she could have committed. My sole thoughts were of her, and my all-consuming eagerness was to meet her again.

On the night of the twentieth of June — I remember the date well because the Gold Cup had been run that afternoon — I had come in from supper at the Ritz about a quarter to one, and retired to bed. I suppose I must have turned in about half-an-hour, when the telephone at my bedside rang, and I answered.

Hulloa! asked a voice. Is that you, Owen?

Yes, I replied.

Jack speaking — Jack Marlowe, exclaimed the distant voice. Is that you, Owen? Your voice sounds different.

So does yours, a bit, I said. Voices often do on the phone. Where are you?

Im out in Bayswater — Althorp House, Porchester Terrace, my friend replied. Im in a bit of a tight corner. Can you come here? Im so sorry to trouble you, old man. I wouldnt ask you to turn out at this hour if it werent imperative.

Certainly Ill come, I said, my curiosity at once aroused. But whats up?

Oh, nothing very alarming, he laughed. Nothing to worry over. Ive been playing cards, and lost a bit, thats all. Bring your cheque-book; I want to pay up before I leave. You understand. I know youll help me, like the good pal you always are.

Why, of course I will, old man, was my prompt reply.

Ive got to pay up my debts for the whole week — nearly a thousand. Been infernally unlucky. Never had such vile luck. Have you got it in the bank? I can pay you all right at the end of next week.



Yes, I said, I can let you have it.

These people know you, and theyll take your cheque, they say.

Right-ho! I said; Ill get a taxi and be up with you in half-an-hour.

Youre a real good pal, Owen. Remember the address: Althorp House, Porchester Terrace, cried my friend cheerily. Get here as soon as you can, as I want to get home. So-long.

And, after promising to hurry, I hung up the receiver again.

Dear old Jack always was a bit reckless. He had a good income allowed him by his father, but was just a little too fond of games of chance. He had been hard hit in February down at Monte Carlo, and I had lent him a few hundreds to tide him over. Yet, by his remarks over the phone, I could only gather that he had fallen into the hands of sharpers, who held him up until he paid — no uncommon thing in London. Card-sharpers are generally blackmailers as well, and no doubt these people were bleeding poor Jack to a very considerable tune.

I rose, dressed, and, placing my revolver in my hip pocket in case of trouble, walked towards Victoria Station, where I found a belated taxi.

Within half-an-hour I alighted before a large dark house about half-way up Porchester Terrace, Bayswater, standing back from the road, with small garden in front; a house with closely-shuttered windows, the only light showing being that in the fanlight over the door.



My approaching taxi was being watched for, I suppose, for as I crossed the gravel the door fell back, and a smart, middle-aged man-servant admitted me.

I want to see Mr. Marlowe, I said.

Are you Mr. Biddulph? he inquired, eyeing me with some suspicion.

I replied in the affirmative, whereupon he invited me to step upstairs, while I followed him up the wide, well-carpeted staircase and along a corridor on the first floor into a small sitting-room at the rear of the house.

Mr. Marlowe will be here in a few moments, sir, he said; he left a message asking you to wait. He and Mr. Forbes have just gone across the road to a friends house. Ill send over and tell him you are here, if youll kindly take a seat.

The room was small, fairly well furnished, but old-fashioned, and lit by an oil-lamp upon the table. The air was heavy with tobacco-smoke, and near the window was a card-table whereat four players had been seated. The cigar-ash bore testimony to recent occupation of the four chairs, while two packs of cards had been flung down just as the men had risen.

The window was hidden by long curtains of heavy moss-green plush, while in one corner of the room, upon a black marble pedestal, stood a beautiful sculptured statuette of a girl, her hands uplifted together above her head in the act of diving. I examined the exquisite work of art, and saw upon its brass plate the name of an eminent French sculptor.



The carpet, of a peculiar shade of red which contrasted well with the dead-white enamelled walls, was soft to the tread, so that my footsteps fell noiselessly as I moved.

Beside the fireplace was a big inviting saddle-bag chair, into which I presently sank, awaiting Jack.

Who were his friends, I wondered?

The house seemed silent as the grave. I listened for Jacks footsteps, but could hear nothing.

I was hoping that the loss of nearly a thousand pounds would cure my friend of his gambling propensities. Myself, I had never experienced a desire to gamble. A sovereign or so on a race was the extent of my adventures.

The table, the cards, the tantalus-stand and the empty glasses told their own tale. I was sorry, truly sorry, that Jack should mix with such people — professional gamblers, without a doubt.

Every man-about-town in London knows what a crowd of professional players and blackmailers infest the big hotels, on the look-out for pigeons to pluck. The American bars of London each have their little circle of well-dressed sharks, and woe betide the victims who fall into their unscrupulous hands. I had believed Jack Marlowe to be more wary. He was essentially a man of the world, and had always laughed at the idea that he could be had by sharpers, or induced to play with strangers.

I think I must have waited for about a quarter of an hour. As I sat there, I felt overcome by a curious drowsiness, due, no doubt, to the strenuous day I had had, for I had driven down to Ascot in the car, and had gone very tired to bed.

Suddenly, without a sound, the door opened, and a youngish, dark-haired, clean-shaven man in evening dress entered swiftly, accompanied by another man a few years older, tall and thin, whose nose and pimply face was that of a person much dissipated. Both were smoking cigars.

You are Mr. Biddulph, I believe! exclaimed the younger. Marlowe expects you. Hes over the road, talking to the girl.

What girl?

Oh, a little girl who lives over there, he said, with a mysterious smile. But have you brought the cheque? he asked. He told us that youd settle up with us.

Yes, I said, I have my cheque-book in my pocket.

Then perhaps youll write it? he said, taking a pen-and-ink and blotter from a side-table and placing it upon the card-table. The amount altogether is one thousand one hundred and ten pounds, he remarked, consulting an envelope he took from his pocket.

I shall give you a cheque for it when my friend comes, I said.

Yes, but we dont want to be here all night, you know, laughed the pimply-faced man. You may as well draw it now, and hand it over to us when he comes in.

How long is he likely to be?



How can we tell? Hes a bit gone on her.

Who is she?

Oh! a little girl my friend Reckitt here knows, interrupted the younger man. Rather pretty. Reckitt is a fair judge of good looks. Have a cigarette? and the man offered me a cigarette, which, out of common courtesy, I was bound to take from his gold case.

I sat back in my chair and lit up, and as I did so my ears caught the faint sound of a receding motor-car.

Arent you going to draw the cheque? asked the man with the pimply face. Marlowe said you would settle at once; Charles Reckitt is my name. Make it out to me.

And so I will, as soon as he arrives, I replied.

Why not now? Well give you a receipt.

I dont know at what amount he acknowledges the debt, I pointed out.

But weve told you, havent we? One thousand one hundred and ten pounds.

Thats according to your reckoning. He may add up differently, you know, I said, with a doubtful smile.

You mean that you doubt us, eh? asked Reckitt a trifle angrily.

Not in the least, I assured him, with a smile. If the game is fair, then the loss is fair also. A good sportsman like my friend never objects to pay what he has lost.



But you evidently object to pay for him, eh? he sneered.

I do not, I protested. If it were double the amount I would pay it. Only I first want to know what he actually owes.

That hell tell you when he returns. Yet I cant see why you should object to make out the cheque now, and hand it to us on his arrival. Ill prepare the receipt, at any rate. I, for one, want to get off to bed.

And the speaker sat down in one of the chairs at the card-table, and wrote out a receipt for the amount, signing it Charles Reckitt across the stamp he stuck upon it.

Then presently he rose impatiently, and, crossing the room, exclaimed — 

How long are we to be humbugged like this? Ive got to get out to Croydon — and its late. Come on, Forbes. Lets go over and dig Marlowe out, eh?

So the pair left the room, promising to return with Jack in a few minutes, and closed the door after them.

When they had gone, I sat for a moment reflecting. I did not like the look of either of them. Their faces were distinctly sinister and their manner overbearing. I felt that the sooner I left that silent house the better.

So, crossing to the table, I drew out my cheque-book, and hastily wrote an open cheque, payable to Charles Reckitt, for one thousand one hundred and ten pounds. I did so in order that I should have it in readiness on Jacks return — in order that we might get away quickly.

Whatever possessed my friend to mix with such people as those I could not imagine.

A few moments later, I had already put the cheque back into my breast-pocket, and was re-seated in the arm-chair, when of a sudden, and apparently of its own accord, the chair gave way, the two arms closing over my knees in such a manner that I was tightly held there.

It happened in a flash. So quickly did it collapse that, for a moment, I was startled, for the chair having tipped back, I had lost my balance, my head being lower than my legs.

And at that instant, struggling in such an undignified position and unable to extricate myself, the chair having closed upon me, the door suddenly opened, and the man Reckitt, with his companion Forbes, re-entered the room.


CHAPTER SIX

A GHASTLY TRUTH
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ERE I COULD recover myself or utter a word, the pair dashed towards me, seized my hands deftly and secured them behind the chair.

What do you mean by this, you infernal blackguards! I cried angrily. Release me!

They only grinned in triumph. I struggled to free my right hand, in order to get at my revolver. But it was held far too securely.

I saw that I had been cleverly entrapped!

The man with the pimply face placed his hand within my breast pocket and took therefrom its contents with such confidence that it appeared certain I had been watched while writing the cheque. He selected it from among my letters and papers, and, opening it, said in a tone of satisfaction — 

Thats all right — as far as it goes. But we must have another thousand.

Youll have nothing from me, I replied, sitting there powerless, yet defiant. I dont believe Marlowe has been here at all! Its only a trap, and Ive fallen into it!

Youve paid your friends debts, replied the man gruffly; now youll pay your own.



I owe you nothing, you infernal swindler! I responded quickly. This is a pretty game you are playing — one which youve played before, it seems! The police shall know of this. It will interest them.

They wont know through you, laughed the fellow. But we dont want to discuss that matter. Im just going to write out a cheque for one thousand, and youll sign it.

Ill do nothing of the sort! I declared firmly.

Oh yes, you will, remarked the younger man. Youve got money, and you can easily afford a thousand.

Ill not give you one single penny, I declared. And, further, I shall stop that cheque youve stolen from me.

Reckitt had already seated himself, opened my cheque-book, and was writing out a draft.

When he had finished it he crossed to me, with the book and pen in hand, saying — 

Now you may as well just sign this at first, as at last.

I shall do no such thing, was my answer. Youve entrapped me here, but you are holding me at your peril. You cant frighten me into giving you a thousand pounds, for I havent it at the bank.

Oh yes, you have, replied the man with the red face. Weve already taken the precaution to find out. We dont make haphazard guesses, you know. Now sign it, and at eleven oclock to-morrow morning you shall be released — after we have cashed your cheques.



Where is Marlowe? I inquired.

With the girl, I suppose.

What girl?

Well, exclaimed the other, her photograph is in the next room; perhaps youd like to see it.

It does not interest me, I replied.

But the fellow Forbes left the room for a moment and returned with a fine panel photograph in his hand. He held it before my gaze. I started in utter amazement.

It was the picture of Sylvia! The same that I had seen in Shuttleworths study.

You know her — eh? remarked Reckitt, with a grim smile.

Yes, I gasped. Where is she?

Across the road — with your friend Jack Marlowe.

Its a lie! A confounded lie! I wont believe it, I cried. Yet at that moment I realized the ghastly truth, that I had tumbled into the hidden pitfall against which both Shuttleworth and Sylvia had warned me.

Could it be possible, I asked myself, that Sylvia — my adored Sylvia — had some connection with these blackguards — that she had been aware of their secret intentions?

Sign this cheque, and you shall see her if you wish, said the man who had written out the draft. She will remain with you here till eleven to-morrow.



Why should I give you a thousand pounds? I demanded.

Is not a thousand a small price to pay for the service we are prepared to render you — to return to you your lost lady-love? queried the fellow.

I was dying with anxiety to see her, to speak with her, to hold her hand. Had she not warned me against this cunningly-devised trap, yet had I not foolishly fallen into it? They had followed me to England, and run me to earth at home!

And supposing that I gave you the money, how do I know that you would keep faith with me? I asked.

We shall keep faith with you, never fear, Reckitt replied, his sinister face broadening into a smile. It is simply for you to pay for your release; or we shall hold you here — until you submit. Just your signature, and to-morrow at eleven you are a free man.

And if I refuse, what then? I asked.

If you refuse — well, I fear that you will ever regret it, thats all. I can only tell you that it is not wise to refuse. We are not in the habit of being met with refusal — the punishment is too severe. The man spoke calmly, leaning with his back against the table, the cheque and pen still in his hand.

And if I sign, you will bring Sylvia here? You will promise me that — upon your word of honour?

Yes, we promise you, was the mans reply.

I want to see Marlowe, if he is here.



I tell you hes not here. Hes across the way with her.

I believe, if I could have got to my revolver at that moment, I should have shot the fellow dead. I bit my lip, and remained silent.

I now felt no doubt that this was the trap of which Sylvia had given me warning on that moonlit terrace beside the Italian lake. By some unaccountable means she knew what was intended against me. This clever trapping of men was apparently a regular trade of theirs!

If I could but gain time I felt that I might outwit them. Yet, sitting there like a trussed fowl, I must have cut a pretty sorry figure. How many victims had, like myself, sat there and been bled?

Come, exclaimed the red-faced adventurer impatiently, we are losing time. Are you going to sign the cheque, or not?

I shall not, was my firm response. You already have stolen one cheque of mine.

And we shall cash it when your bank opens in the morning, my dear sir, remarked Forbes airily.

And make yourselves scarce afterwards, eh? But Ive had a good look at you, remember; I could identify you anywhere, I said.

You wont have that chance, Im afraid, declared Reckitt meaningly. You must think were blunderers, if you contemplate that! and he grinned at his companion.

Now, he added, turning again to me; for the last time I ask you if you will sign this cheque I have written.

And for the last time I tell you that you are a pair of blackguards, and that I will do nothing of the sort.

Not even if we bring the girl here — to you?

I hesitated, much puzzled by the strangeness of the attitude of the pair. Their self-confidence was amazing.

Sign it, he urged. Sign it in your own interests — and in hers.

Why in hers?

You will see, after you have appended your signature.

When I have seen her I will sign, I replied at last; but not before. You seem to have regarded me as a pigeon to pluck. But youll find out Im a hawk before youve done with me.

I think not, smiled the cool-mannered Reckitt. Even if you are a hawk, youre caged. You must admit that!

I shall shout murder, and alarm the police, I threatened.

Shout away, my dear fellow, replied my captor. No sound can be heard outside this room. Shriek! We shall like to hear you. You wont have opportunity to do so very much longer.

Why?

Because refusal will bring upon you a fate more terrible than you have ever imagined, was the fellows hard reply. We are men of our word, remember! It is not wise to trifle with us.

And I am also a man of my word. You cannot obtain money from me by threats.

But we offer you a service in return — to bring Sylvia to you.

Where is her father? I demanded.

Youd better ask her, replied Forbes, with a grin. Sign this, and see her. She is anxious — very anxious to meet you.

How do you know that?

We know more than you think, Mr. Biddulph, was the sharpers reply.

His exterior was certainly that of a gentleman, in his well-cut dinner jacket and a fine diamond stud in his shirt.

I could only think that the collapsible chair in which I sat was worked by a lever from outside the room. There was a spy-hole somewhere, at which they could watch the actions of their victims, and take them unawares as I had been taken.

And now, asked Reckitt, have you fully reflected upon the serious consequences of your refusal to sign this cheque?

I have, was my unwavering reply. Do as you will, I refuse to be blackmailed.

Your refusal will cause disaster to yourself — and to her! You will share the same fate — a horrible one. She tried to warn you, and you refused to heed her. So you will both experience the same horror.

What horror? I have no fear of you, I said.

He refuses, Reckitt said, with a harsh laugh, addressing his accomplice. We will now let him see what is in store for him — how we punish those who remain defiant. Bring in the table.

Forbes disappeared for a moment and then returned, bearing a small round table upon which stood a silver cigar-box and a lighted candle.

The table he placed at my side, close to my elbow. Then Forbes took something from a drawer, and ere I was aware of it he had slipped a leathern collar over my head and strapped it to the back of the chair so that in a few seconds I was unable to move my head from side to side.

What are you doing, you blackguards? I cried in fierce anger. You shall pay for this, I warrant.

But they only laughed in triumph, for, held as I was, I was utterly helpless in their unscrupulous hands and unable to lift a finger in self-defence, my defiance must have struck them as ridiculous.

Now, said Reckitt, standing near the small table, you see this! and, leaning forward, he touched the cigar-box, the lid of which opened with a spring.

Next second something shot quite close to my face, startling me.

I looked, and instantly became filled with an inexpressible horror, for there, upon the table, lay a small, black, venomous snake. To its tail was attached a fine green silken cord, and this was, in turn, fastened to the candle. The wooden candle-stick was, I saw, screwed down to the table. The cord entered the wax candle about two inches lower than the flame.

I gave a cry of horror, whereat both men laughed heartily.

Now, said Reckitt, I promised you an unexpected surprise. There it is! In half-an-hour the flame will reach the cord, and sever it. Then the snake will strike. That half-hour will give you ample time for reflection.

You fiends! I cried, struggling desperately to free myself. In doing so I moved my head slightly, when the snake again darted at me like a flash, only falling short about an inch from my cheek.

The reptile fell back, recoiled itself, and with head erect, its cruel, beady eyes watching me intently, sat up ready to strike again.

The blood froze in my veins. I was horrified, held there only one single inch from death.

We wish you a very good night, laughed Forbes, as both he and his companion walked towards the door. You will have made a closer acquaintance with the snake ere we cash your cheque in the morning.

Yes, said Reckitt, turning upon me with a grin. And Sylvia too will share the same fate as yourself, for daring to warn you against us!

No! I cried; spare her, spare her! I implored.



But the men had already passed out of the room, locking the door securely after them.

I lay back silent, motionless, listening, not daring to move a muscle because of that hideous reptile closely guarding me.

I suppose ten minutes must have passed — ten of the most awful minutes of terror and disgust I have ever experienced in all my life — then a sound broke the dead stillness of the night.

I heard a womans loud, piercing scream — a scream of sudden horror.

Sylvias voice! It seemed to emanate from the room beyond!

Again it was repeated. I heard her shriek distinctly — 

Ah! No, spare me! Not that — not that!

Only a wall divided us, yet I was powerless, held there face to face with a terrible and revolting death, unable to save her, unable to raise my hand in self-defence.

She shrieked again, in an agony of terror.

I lay there breathless, petrified by horror.


CHAPTER SEVEN

THE FLAME OF THE CANDLE
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I SHUDDERED AT the horrible fate to which those scoundrels had abandoned me.

Again the cruel flat head of the snake darted forth viciously to within a single inch of my left cheek. I tried to draw back, but to move was impossible, held as I was by that leathern collar, made expressly for securing the head immovable.

My eyes were fixed upon the steady candle-flame. It was burning lower and lower each moment. I watched it in fascination. Each second I grew nearer that terrible, revolting end.

What had happened to Sylvia? I strained my ears to catch any further sound. But there was none. The house was now silent as the grave.

That pair of scoundrels had stolen my cheque, and in the morning, after my death, would cash it and escape with the proceeds!

I glanced around that weird room. How many previous victims had sat in that fatal chair and awaited death as I was waiting, I wondered? The whole plot betrayed a devilish ingenuity and cunning. Its very character showed that the conspirators were no ordinary criminals — they were past-masters in crime.



The incidents of the night in London are too often incredible. A man can meet with adventures in the metropolis as strange, as exciting and as perilous as any in unknown lands. Here, surely, was one in point.

I remember experiencing a strange dizziness, a curious nausea, due, perhaps, to the fact that my head lay lower than my body. My thoughts became muddled. I regretted deeply that I had not signed the cheque and saved Sylvia. Yet were they not absolute blackguards? Would they have kept faith with me?

I was breathless in apprehension. What had happened to Sylvia?

By slow, imperceptible degrees the candle burned lower. The flame was long and steady. Nearer and nearer it approached that thin green cord which alone separated me from death.

Again the serpent hissed and darted forth, angry at being so near its prey, and yet prevented from striking — angry that its tail was knotted to the cord.

I saw it writhing and twisting upon the table, and noted its peculiar markings of black and yellow. Its eyes were bright and searching. I had read of the fascination which a snakes gaze exercises over its prey, and now I experienced it — a fatal fascination. I could not keep my eyes off the deadly reptile. It watched me intently, as though it knew full well that ere long it must be victorious.

Victorious! What did that mean? A sharp, stinging pain, and then an agonizing, painful death, my head swollen hideously to twice its size, my body held there in that mechanical vice, suffering all the tortures of the damned!

The mere contemplation of that awful fate held me transfixed by horror.

Suddenly I heard Sylvias shriek repeated. I shouted, but no words came back to me in return. Was she suffering the same fearful agony of mind as myself? Had those brutes carried out their threat? They knew she had betrayed them, it seemed, and they had, therefore, taken their bitter and cowardly revenge.

Where was Pennington, that he did not rescue her?

I cursed myself for being such an idiot. Yet I had no idea that such a cunningly-devised trap could be prepared. I had never dreamed, when I went forth to pull Jack out of a hole, that I was deliberately placing my head in such a noose.

What did it all mean? Why had these men formed this plot against me? What had I done to merit such deadly vengeance as this? — a torture of the Middle Ages!

Vainly I tried to think. As far as I knew, I had never met either Forbes or Reckitt before in all my life. They were complete strangers to me. I remembered there had been something about the man-servant who admitted me that seemed familiar, but what it was, I could not decide. Perhaps I had seen him before somewhere in the course of my wanderings, but where, I knew not.



I recollected that soon after I had entered there I had heard the sound of a motor-car receding. My waiting taxi had evidently been paid, and dismissed.

How would they dispose of my body, I lay wondering? There were many ways of doing so, I reflected. They might burn it, or bury it, or pack it in a trunk and consign it to some distant address. When one remembers how many persons are every year reported to the London police as missing, one can only believe that the difficulties in getting rid of the corpse of a victim are not so great as is popularly imagined.

Speak with any detective officer of the Metropolitan Police, and, if he is frank, he will tell you that a good many people meet with foul play each year in every quarter of London — they disappear and are never again heard of. Sometimes their disappearance is reported in the newspapers — a brief paragraph — but in the case of people of the middle class only their immediate relatives know that they are missing.

Many a London house with deep basement and a flight of steps leading to its front door could, if its walls had lips, tell a tragic and terrible story.

For one assassination discovered, ten remain unknown or merely vaguely suspected.

How many thousands of pounds had these men, Forbes and Reckitt, secured, I wondered? And how many poor helpless victims had felt the serpents fang and breathed their last in that fatal chair I now occupied?

A dog howled dismally somewhere at the back. The men had told me that no sound could be heard beyond those walls, yet had I not heard Sylvias shrieks? If I had heard them, then she could also hear me!

I shouted her name — shouted as loud as I could. But my voice in that small room somehow seemed dulled and drowned.

Sylvia, I shouted, I am here! I — Owen Biddulph! Where are you?

But there was no response. That horrible snake rose erect, looking at me with its never-wavering gaze. I saw the pointed tongue darting from its mouth. There — before me — soon to be released, was Death in reptile form — Death the most revolting and most terrible.

That silence appalled me. Sylvia had not replied! Was she already dead — stricken down by the fatal fang?

I called again: Sylvia! Sylvia!

But there came no answer. I set my teeth, and struggled to free myself until the veins in my forehead were knotted and my bonds cut into the flesh. But, alas! I was held as in the tentacles of an octopus. Every limb was gripped, so that already a numbness had overspread them, while my senses were frozen with horror.

Suddenly the lamp failed and died out, and the room was plunged in darkness, save for the zone of light shed by the unflickering flame of the candle. And there lay the weird and horrible reptile coiled, awaiting its release.



It seemed to watch the lessening candle, just as I myself watched it.

That sudden failure of the light caused me anxious reflections.

A moment later I heard the front door bang. That decided me. It was as I had feared. The pair of scoundrels had departed and left me to my fate.

The small marble clock upon the mantelshelf opposite struck three. I counted the strokes. I had been in that room nearly an hour and a half.

How did they know of Jack Marlowe and his penchant for cards? Surely the trap had been well baited, and devised with marvellous cunning. That cheque of mine would be cashed at my bank in the morning without question. I should be dead — and they would be free.

For myself, I did not care so very much. My chief thought was of Sylvia, and of the awful fate which had overtaken her because she had dared to warn me — that fate of which she had spoken so strangely on the night when we had talked on the hotel terrace at Gardone.

That moonlit scene — the whole of it — passed through my fevered, unbalanced brain. I lived those moments of ecstasy over again. I felt her soft hand in mine. I looked again into those wonderful, fathomless eyes; I heard that sweet, musical voice; I listened to those solemn words of warning. I believed myself to be once more beside the mysterious girl who had come into my life so strangely — who had held me in fascination for life or death.



The candle-flame, still straight and unflickering, seemed like a pillar of fire, while beyond, lay a cavernous blackness. I thought I heard a slight noise, as though my enemies were lurking there in the shadow. Yet it was a mere chimera of my overwrought brain.

I recollected the strange bracelet of Sylvias — the serpent with its tail in its mouth — the ancient symbol of Eternity. And I soon would be launched into Eternity by the poisonous fang of that flat-headed little reptile.

Thoughts of Sylvia — that strange, sweet-faced girl of my dreams — filled my senses. Those shrieks resounded in my ears. She had cried for help, and yet I was powerless to rescue her from the hands of that pair of hell-fiends.

I struggled, and succeeded in moving slightly.

But the snake, maddened by its bond, struck again at me viciously, his darting tongue almost touching my shrinking flesh.

A blood-red mist rose suddenly before my eyes. My head swam. My overwrought brain, paralyzed by horror, became unbalanced. I felt a tightness in the throat. In my ears once again I heard the hiss of the loathsome reptile, a venomous, threatening hiss, as its dark shadow darted before me, struggling to strike my cheek.

Through the red mist I saw that the candle burned so low that the edge of the wax was on a level with the green silk cord, that slender thread which withheld Death from me.



I looked again. A groan of agony escaped me.

Again the angry hiss of the serpent sounded. Again its dark form shot between my eyes and the unflickering flame of the candle.

That flame was slowly but surely consuming the cord!

I shrieked for help in my abject despair.

The mist grew more red, more impenetrable. A lump arose in my throat, preventing me from breathing.

And then I lapsed into the blackness of unconsciousness.


CHAPTER EIGHT

PRESENTS ANOTHER PROBLEM
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WHEN, BY SLOW degrees, I became aware of things about me, I found myself in total darkness, save that, straight before my eyes, some few feet away, showed a thin, narrow line of light.

Next second, a flood of the most horrible recollections surged through my brain. I dare not move a muscle, fearing that the reptile was lurking near my face. My senses seemed dulled and dazed, yet my recollections were quite clear. Every detail of those moments of awful terror stood out clear and fearsome in my mind.

Slowly, so slow, indeed, as to be imperceptible, I managed to turn my head aside, and glance at the small table. But it was in darkness. I could distinguish nothing. To my surprise, I discovered, however, that though I still remained in that position, my legs higher than my head, yet the arms of the chair had unclasped, and my bonds had been freed!

What had happened?

In fear of bringing the watchful reptile upon me, I moved slightly. But there was no movement from that table in the darkness.

I waited, dreading lest I should be suddenly attacked. Then, summoning courage, I suddenly sprang out of the chair on the side opposite the table, and dashed across to where showed that narrow streak of light.

I saw that it came through the lower crevice of the heavy wooden shutters. With frantic haste my hands slid over them. I found an iron bar, and, this unlatched, I threw them back, and let in the broad light of day.

For a moment my eyes were dazzled by the sunlight.

Then, on looking behind me, I saw that upon the table the candle had burned itself to its socket, while on the floor, near by, lay the small black reptile stretched out motionless.

I feared at first to approach it. To its tail the cord was still attached, but it had been severed. I crept towards it, and, bending down, realized with great relief that it was dead.

The leathern collar which had secured my head had been loosened and the mechanism of the chair reversed, allowing me my freedom. I looked around the room in wonder. There stood the littered card-table and the empty glasses of the previous night, while the air was still heavy with the odour of stale cigars.

Making quite certain that the reptile was dead, I turned my attention to the chair, and noted how cleverly the devilish mechanism had been hidden. It could, as I had suspected, be worked from without. The victim, once seated there, had no chance whatever of escape.

In the light of day, the room — that fatal apartment wherein more than one innocent man had, no doubt, met with a horrible end — looked very shabby and dingy. The furniture was cheap and tawdry, and the carpet very dirty.

There, upon the card-table, stood the ink, while the pen used by Reckitt lay upon the floor. My wallet lay open near by. I took it up quickly to glance through its contents. As far as I could discover, nothing had been taken except the cheque I had written out, believing I was to assist Jack Marlowe.

Eagerly I glanced at my watch, and found it was already a quarter past ten.

The scoundrels had, no doubt, already been to the bank, cashed my cheque, and were by this time clear away!

Remembering Sylvia, I drew my revolver, which still remained in my hip-pocket, and, finding the door unlocked, went forth to search for her. The fact that the door was now unlocked showed that some one had entered there during my unconsciousness, and released me. From the appearance of the snake, it seemed to have been killed by a sharp blow across its back.

Some one had rescued me just in the nick of time.

I entered the front room on the same floor, the room whence those womans screams had emanated. It was a big bare drawing-room, furnished in the ugly Early Victorian style, musty-smelling and moth-eaten. The dirty holland blinds fitted badly and had holes in them; therefore sufficient light was admitted to afford me a good view of the large apartment.

There was nothing unusual there, save upon a small work-table lay some embroidery work, where apparently it had been put down. An open novel lay near, while close by was a big bowl filled with yellow roses. Yet the apartment seemed to have been long closed and neglected, while the atmosphere had a musty odour which was not dispelled by the sweet perfume of the flowers.

Had Sylvia been in this room when she had shrieked?

I saw something upon the floor, and picked it up. It proved to be a narrow band of turquoise-blue velvet, the ornament from a womans hair. Did it belong to her?

In vain I looked around for a candle — for evidences of the same mediæval torture to which I had been submitted, but there were none.

In fear and trepidation I entered yet another room on the same floor, but it was dusty and neglected — a kind of sitting-room, or perhaps boudoir, for there was an old-fashioned high-backed piano in it. Yet there was no sign that anybody had entered there for weeks — perhaps for months. In the sunlight, I saw that there were cobwebs everywhere. Surely it was a very strange house. It struck me that its owner had perhaps died years ago, and since then it had remained untenanted. Everywhere the style of furniture was that of sixty years ago, and thick dust was covering all.

On entering the previous night I had not noticed this, but now, in the broad light of day, the place looked very different. I saw, to my surprise, that the windows had not been cleaned for years, and that cobwebs hung everywhere.

Revolver in hand, I searched the place to the basement, but there was no evidence of occupation. The doors of the kitchens had not, apparently, been opened for years!

Upstairs, the bedrooms were old-fashioned, with heavy hangings, grey with dust, and half hidden by festoons of cobwebs. In not a single room was a bed that had been slept in. Indeed, I question if any one had ascended to the second floor for several years!

As I stood in one of the rooms, gazing round in wonder, and half suffocated by the dust my footsteps had disturbed, it suddenly occurred to me that the pair of assassins, believing that I had died, would, no doubt, return and dispose of my body. To me it seemed certain that this was not the first occasion that they had played the dastardly and brutal game. Yes, I felt positive they would return.

I searched the place to find a telephone, but there was none. The bogus message sent to me had been sent from elsewhere.

The only trace of Sylvia I could find was that piece of velvet ribbon, the embroidery which had so hastily been flung down, and the bowl of fresh roses.

Why had she been there? The book and the embroidery showed that she had waited. For what? That bowl of roses had been placed there to make the room look fresh, for some attempt had been made to clean the apartment, just as it had been made in the room wherein I had suffered such torture.

Why had Sylvia uttered those screams of horror? I recollected those words of hers. I recognized her voice. I would, indeed, have recognized it among the voices of a thousand women.

I returned to the drawing-room, and gazed around it in wonder. If, as it seemed, Reckitt and Forbes had taken unlawful possession of an untenanted house, then it was probable they would not return to get rid of my remains. The whole affair was incomprehensible. It seemed evident that Sylvia had not fallen a victim to the vengeance of the pair, as I had feared, but that perhaps I had owed my life to her.

Could it be that she had learned of my peril, released me, killed the venomous reptile, and escaped?

Suddenly, as my eyes wandered about the dingy old room, I caught sight of something shining. A golden bangle of curious Indian design was lying upon the mantelshelf. I took it up, and in a moment recognized it as one I had seen upon her wrist one evening while she sat at dinner at Gardone.

I replaced it, stood for a moment deep in thought, and then, with sudden resolve, returned to the chamber of horror, obtained my hat, and, descending the stairs, went forth into Porchester Terrace.

I had to walk as far as Bayswater Road before I could find a taxi. The sun was now shining brightly, and there were many people about in the streets. Finding a cab at last, I told the man to drive with all speed to my bank in Oxford Street.

It was just eleven when I went up to the counter to one of the paying cashiers I knew, and asked him breathlessly if a cheque of mine had been paid to a person named Reckitt. He saw by my manner that I was in hot haste.

Ive cashed it not a moment ago, Mr. Biddulph, was his reply. Why, you must have passed the man as you came in! Hes only this moment gone out.

Without a word I dashed back to the swing-doors, and there, sure enough, only a few yards away, I caught sight of Forbes, in a smart grey flannel suit, entering a taxi. I shouted, but the taxi man did not hear me. He was facing westward, and ere I could attract his attention he was slowly moving in the direction of the Marble Arch.

The quick eyes of Forbes had, however, detected me, and, leaning out, he said something to his driver. Quickly I re-entered my cab, and told my man to turn and follow, pointing out the taxi in front. Mine was open, while that in which the assassin sat was closed.

In his pocket the scoundrel carried over a thousand pounds of my money.

My first impulse was to stop and inform a police-constable, but if I did so I saw that he must escape. I shouted to my driver to try and see the number of the cab, but there was a lot of traffic, and he was unable to see it clearly.

I suppose I must have cut a sorry figure, dishevelled as I was by my nights weird experience, and covered with the dust of that untenanted house. What the bank-clerk must have thought, I know not.

It was an exciting chase. For a moment we were held up by the police at Regent Circus, for there was much traffic, but only for a brief space; then we tore after the receding cab at a pace which made many passers-by stare. The cab in which Forbes was, being closed, the driver did not see us, but I knew that the assassin was watching us from the tiny window in the back, and was giving his driver instructions through the front window.

My man had entered fully into the spirit of the chase.

That fellow in yonder taxi has just stolen a thousand pounds! I told him.

All right, sir, replied my driver, as he bent over his wheel; we shall catch him presently, never fear. Im keeping my eye upon him all right.



There were many taxis coming into the line of traffic from Bond Street and from the other main thoroughfares crossing Oxford Street — red taxis, just like the one in which Forbes was escaping. Yet we both kept our eyes fixed upon that particular one, the driver of which presently bent sideways, and shot back a glance at us.

Then he put on speed, and with marvellous dexterity threaded in and out of the motor-buses and carts in front of him. I was compelled to admire his driving. I could only suppose that Forbes had offered him something handsome if he got safely away.

At the Marble Arch he suddenly turned down Park Lane, where the traffic was less, and there gaining upon us, he turned into one of the smaller streets, through Upper Grosvenor Street, winding in and out the intricate thoroughfares which lay between Grosvenor Square and Regent Street. Across Hanover Square and along Hanover Street we sped, until, passing out on to the opposite side of Regent Street, the driver, evidently believing that he had outwitted us, slowed down, and then pulled up suddenly before a shop.

Ere the fugitive could escape, indeed ere the door could be opened, we had pulled up a few yards away, and I dashed out and up to the door of the cab, my revolver gripped in my hand.

My driver had descended also, and gained the other side of the cab almost as soon as I had.



I opened the door, and met the fugitive boldly face to face.

Next second I fell back as though I had received a blow. I stood aghast.

I could utter no word. The mystery had, I realized in that second, been increased a hundredfold.


CHAPTER NINE

FACE TO FACE
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ON OPENING THE door of the taxi I stood amazed to find that the occupant was not a man — but a woman.

It was Sylvia!

She started at sight of me. Her countenance blanched to the lips as she drew back and sat erect, a cry of dismay escaping her lips.

You! I gasped, utterly dumbfounded.

Why — Mr. Biddulph! she cried, recovering herself in a moment and stretching forth her small gloved hand; fancy meeting you like this!

What words I uttered I scarcely knew. This sudden transformation of the scoundrel Forbes into Sylvia Pennington held me bewildered. All I could imagine was that Sylvia must have been awaiting the man in another cab close to the bank, and that, in the course of our chase, we had confused the two taxis. Forbes had succeeded in turning away into some side street, while we had followed the cab of his companion.

She had actually awaited him in another cab while he had entered the bank and cashed the stolen cheque!



My taxi-driver, when he saw that a lady, and not a man, occupied the fugitive cab, drew back, returning to his seat.

Do you know! exclaimed the girl, with wonderful calmness, only yesterday I was thinking of you, and wondering whether you were in London!

And only yesterday, too, Miss Pennington, I also was thinking of you, I said meaningly.

She was dressed very quietly in dead black, which increased the fairness of her skin and hair, wearing a big black hat and black gloves. She was inexpressibly smart, from the thin gauzy veil to the tips of her tiny patent-leather shoes, with a neat waist and a figure that any woman might envy. Indeed, in her London attire she seemed even smarter than she had appeared on the terrace beside the blue Italian lake.

Where is your father? I managed to ask.

Oh! — well, hes away just now. He was with me in London only the other day, she replied. But, as you know, hes always travelling. Then she added: Im going into this shop a moment. Will you wait for me? Im so pleased to see you again, and looking so well. It seems really ages since we were at Gardone, doesnt it? and she smiled that old sweet smile I so well remembered.

Ill wait, of course, I replied, and, assisting her out, I watched her pass into the big drapery establishment. Then I idled outside amid the crowd of women who were dawdling before the attractive windows, as is the feminine habit.

If it had been she who had rescued me from death and had released me, what a perfect actress she was. Her confusion had only lasted for a few seconds. Then she had welcomed me, and expressed pleasure at our re-encounter.

I recollected the bow of ribbon-velvet which reposed in my pocket, and the Indian bangle I had found. I remembered, too, those agonized, terrified cries in the night — and all the mysteries of that weird and silent house!

When she came forth I would question her; I would obtain from her the truth anent those remarkable happenings.

Was it of that most ingenious and dastardly plot she had warned me? Was her own conviction that she must suffer the penalty of death based upon the knowledge of the deadly instrument, that venomous reptile used by the assassins?

Could it be that Pennington himself — her own father — was implicated in this shameful method of obtaining money and closing the lips of the victims?

As I stood there amid the morning bustle of Regent Street out in the broad sunshine, all the ghastly horrors of the previous night crowded thickly upon me. Why had she shrieked: Ah! not that — not that! Had she, while held prisoner in that old-fashioned drawing-room, been told of the awful fate to which I had been consigned?

I remembered how I had called to her, but received no response. And yet she must have been in the adjoining room.

Perhaps, like myself, she had fainted.



I recalled her voice distinctly. I certainly had made no mistake. She had been actually present in that house of black torture. Therefore, being my friend, there seemed no doubt that, to her, I owed my mysterious salvation. But how? Aye, that was the question.

Suddenly, as I stood there on the crowded pavement, I became conscious that I was attracting attention. I recollected my dusty clothes and dirty, dishevelled face. I must have presented a strange, dissipated, out-all-night appearance. And further, I had lost a thousand pounds.

Up and down before the long range of shop-windows I walked, patiently awaiting her reappearance. I was anxious to know the truth concerning the previous nights happenings — a truth which I intended she should not conceal from me.

I glanced at my watch. It was already past eleven oclock. Morning shopping in Regent Street had now commenced in real earnest. The thoroughfare was lined with carriages, for was it not the height of the London season?

In and out of the big drapery establishment passed crowds of well-dressed women, most of them with pet dogs, and others with male friends led like lambs to the slaughter. The spectacle of a man in silk hat out shopping with a lady friend is always a pitiable one. His very look craves the sympathy of the onlooker, especially if he be laden with soft-paper parcels.

My brain was awhirl. My only thought was of Sylvia and of her strange connection with these undesirable persons who had so ingeniously stolen my money, and who had baited such a fatal trap.

Anxious as I was to get to a telephone and ring up Jack, yet I could not leave my post — I had promised to await her.

Nearly an hour went by; I entered the shop and searched its labyrinth of departments. But I could not distinguish her anywhere. Upstairs and downstairs I went, inquiring here and there, but nobody seemed to have seen the fair young lady in black; the great emporium seemed to have swallowed her up.

It was now noon. Even though she might have been through a dress-fitting ordeal, an hour was certainly ample time. Therefore I began to fear that she had missed me. There were several other exits higher up the street, and also one which I discovered in a side street.

I returned to her taxi, for I had already paid off my man. The driver had not seen his fare.

I was hailed by the lady close to Chapel Street, he said, and I drove er to Oxford Street, not far from Tottenham Court Road. We stood at the kerb for about ten minutes. Then she ordered me to drive with all speed over ere.

Did you see her speak with any gentleman?

She was with a dark, youngish gentleman when they hailed me. She got in and left im in Chapel Street. I heard im say as we went off that hed see er again soon.



Thats all you know of her?

Yes, sir. Ive never seen er before, replied the driver. Then he added with a smile, Your mans been tellin me as how you thought I had a bank-thief in my cab!

Yes, but I was mistaken, I said. I must have made a mistake in the cab.

Thats very easy, sir. Were so much alike — us red uns.

Sylvias non-appearance much puzzled me. What could it mean? For another half-hour — an anxious, impatient, breathless half-hour — I waited, but she did not return.

Had she, too, cleverly escaped by entering the shop, and passing out by another entrance?

Another careful tour of the establishment revealed the fact that she certainly was not there.

And so, after a wait of nearly two hours, I was compelled to accept the hard and very remarkable fact that she had purposely evaded me, and escaped!

Then she was in league with the men who had stolen my thousand pounds! And yet had not that selfsame man declared that she, having betrayed him, was to meet the same terrible fate as that prepared for me?

For a final five minutes I waited; then annoyed, disappointed and dismayed, entered the taxi, and drove to Wilton Street.

On entering with my latch-key, Browning came forward with a puzzled expression, surprised, no doubt, at my dishevelled appearance.



Ive been very anxious about you, Mr. Owen, exclaimed the old man. I was always Mr. Owen to him, just as I had been when a lad. When I went to your room this morning I found your bed empty. I wondered where you had gone.

Ive had a strange adventure, Browning, I laughed, rather forcedly I fear. Has Mr. Marlowe rung me up?

No, sir. But somebody else rang up about an hour ago, and asked whether you were in.

Who was it?

I couldnt quite catch the name, sir. It sounded like Shuffle — something.

Shuttleworth! I cried. Did he leave any message?

No, sir. He merely asked if you were in — thats all.

As Sylvia was in London, perhaps Shuttleworth was in town also, I reflected. Yet she had cleverly made her escape — in order to avoid being questioned. Her secret was a guilty one!

I called up Jack, who answered cheerily as usual.

You didnt ring me up about one oclock this morning, did you? I inquired.

No. Why? he asked.

Oh — well, nothing, I said. I thought perhaps it might have been you — thats all. What time shall you be in at Whites?

About four. Will you be there?

Yes.



Right-ho! Good-bye, old man, and he rang off.

I ascended to my room, changed my clothes, and made myself respectable. But during the time I was dressing I reflected whether I should go to Scotland Yard and relate my strange experience. Such clever fiends as Reckitt and Forbes deserved punishment. What fearful crimes had been committed in that weird, neglected house I dreaded to think. My only hesitation, however, was caused by the thought that perhaps Sylvia might be implicated. I felt somehow impelled to try and solve the problem for myself. I had lost a thousand pounds. Yet had I not fallen into that trap in utter disregard of Sylvias warning?

Therefore, I resolved to keep my own counsel for the present, and to make a few inquiries in order to satisfy my curiosity. So, putting on a different suit, a different collar, and a soft felt hat which I never wore, in a perhaps feeble attempt to transform myself from my usual appearance, I went forth again.

My first visit was to the bank, where I saw the manager and explained that the cheque had been stolen from my pocket, though I did not expose the real facts. Then, after he had condoled with me upon my loss, and offered to send the description of the thief to the police at once, I re-entered the taxi, and drove back to Porchester Terrace, alighting a short distance from Althorp House.


CHAPTER TEN

CONTAINS A FURTHER SURPRISE
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IT WAS NEARLY one oclock, and the sun was high, as I walked beneath the dingy brick walls which separate each short garden from the pavement. In some gardens were stunted trees, blackened by the London smoke, while the houses were mostly large and comfortable, for it is still considered a genteel, if somewhat decayed neighbourhood.

Before that house of horror I paused for a moment. The dingy blinds of yellow holland were drawn at each of the soot-grimed windows, blackened by age and dirt. The garden was weedy and neglected, for the grass grew high on the patch of lawn, and the dead leaves of the tulips and daffodils of spring had not been removed.

The whole place presented a sadly neglected, sorry appearance — a state of uncared-for disorder which, in the darkness of night, I had, of course, not noticed.

As I looked within the garden I saw lying behind the wall an old weather-beaten notice-board which bore the words To be let, Furnished, and giving the name of a well-known firm of estate agents in Pall Mall.



The house next door was smart and well kept, therefore I resolved to make inquiry there.

Of the tall, thin, old man-servant who answered my ring, I inquired the name of the occupant of Althorp House.

Well, sir, he replied, there hasnt been an occupant since Ive been in service here, and thats ten years last March. An old lady lived there, Ive heard — a rather eccentric old lady. Theyve tried to let it furnished, but nobody has taken it. It is said that the old lady left instructions in her will that the furniture was to be left just as it was for twenty years after her death. I expect the place must be fine and dirty! An old woman goes there once every six weeks or so, I believe, just to open the doors and let in a little air. But its never cleaned.

And nobody has been over it with a view to renting it?

Not to my knowledge, sir.

Theres never been anybody going in or out — eh?

Well, Ive never seen them, sir, was the mans reply.

But there have been people coming and going, have there not?

The man hesitated for a moment, apparently slightly puzzled at my question.

Well, sir, to tell the truth, theres been a very funny story about lately. It is said that some of the old womans relatives have returned, and theyve been seen going in and out — but always in the middle of the night.

What sort of people? I asked quickly.

Oh! two men and a woman — so they say. But of course Ive never seen anybody. Ive asked the constables on night duty, and theyve never seen any one, or they would, no doubt, have reported it.

Then who has seen them?

I really dont know. I heard the gossip over in the Royal Oak. How it originated, or whether it had any foundation in fact, I cant find out.

I see the board has fallen down.

Yes, thats been down for a couple of months or more — blown down by the wind, I suppose.

You havent heard cabs stopping outside at night, for instance?

No, sir. I sleep at the back, and should therefore not hear.

I could see that he was a little uncertain as to the reason of my inquiries, therefore I made an excuse that having been struck by the appearance of the house so long neglected my curiosity had been aroused.

Youve never heard of cabs stopping there at night? I asked, a few moments later.

Well, this morning the cook, who sleeps upstairs in front, funnily enough, told me a curious story of how in the night a taxi stopped and a gentleman got out and entered the house. A few minutes later another man came forth from the house, paid the taxi-driver, and he moved off. But, laughed the man-servant, I fancy cook had been dreaming. Im going to ask the constable when he comes on duty to-night if he saw any strangers here.

I smiled. The man whom the cook saw had evidently been myself.

Then, after a further chat, I pressed half-a-crown into his ready palm and left.

My next visit was to the estate agents in Pall Mall, where, presenting myself as a possible tenant, the clerk at whose table I had taken a seat said — 

Well, sir, Althorp House is in such a bad, neglected state that we do not now-a-days send clients to view it. Old Mrs. Carpenter died some thirteen years ago, and according to her will the place had to be left undisturbed, and let furnished. The solicitors placed it in our hands, but the property until the twenty years have elapsed, is quite untenantable. The whole place has now gone to rack and ruin. We have a number of other furnished houses which I will be most delighted to give you orders to view.

In pretence that I wanted a house I allowed him to select three for me, and while doing so learnt some further particulars regarding the dark house in Porchester Terrace. As far as he knew, the story of Mrs. Carpenters relatives taking secret possession was a myth.

The caretaker had been withdrawn two years ago, and the place simply locked up and left. If burglars broke in, there was nothing of value for them to take, he added.

Thus the result of my inquiries went to confirm my suspicion that the ingenious pair of malefactors had taken possession of the place temporarily, in order to pursue their nefarious plans.

There was a garden at the rear. Might it not also be the grave wherein the bodies of their innocent victims were interred?

That afternoon, at four, I met Jack Marlowe in Whites, and as we sat in our big arm-chairs gazing through the windows out into the sunshine of St. Jamess Street, I asked him whether he would be prepared to accompany me upon an adventurous visit to a house in Bayswater.

The long-legged, clean-shaven, clean-limbed fellow with the fairish hair and merry grey eyes looked askance for a moment, and then inquired — 

Whats up, old man? Whats the game? He was always eager for an adventure, I knew.

Well, the fact is I want to look around a house in Porchester Terrace, thats all. I want to search the garden when nobodys about.

Why?

In order to satisfy myself about something.

Become an amateur detective — eh, Owen?

Well, my curiosity has certainly been aroused, and I intend to go to the house late to-night and look round the garden. Will you come?

He was one of the best of good fellows, overflowing with good humour and good nature. His face seemed to wear a perpetual smile of contentment.

Of course. But tell me more, he asked.

I will — afterwards, I said. Lets dine together somewhere, and turn in at the Empire afterwards. We dont want to get to Bayswater before midnight, as we mustnt be seen. Dont dress. Ill bring an electric torch.

Ive got one. Ill bring mine also, he replied, at once entering into the spirit of the adventure. Only you might tell me whats in the wind, Owen, he added.

Ill tell you afterwards, old chap, I promised.

And then we separated, agreeing to meet at eight at a well-known restaurant which we often patronized.

That night, when the curtain fell at the Empire, we both went forth and strolled along to St. Jamess Street to get a drink at the club. The later we went forth on our nocturnal inquiry, the better.

I recollected that look of terror and astonishment on Forbess countenance when his gaze had met mine outside the bank — a look which showed that he had believed me to be safely out of the way. He had never dreamed I was still alive! Hence it seemed to me certain that the pair of malefactors, having secured the money, would at once make themselves scarce. How, I wondered, could they have known of Jack Marlowe, unless they had watched us both in secret, as seemed most likely.



That they would not return again to that house of horror in Bayswater seemed certain.

Towards one oclock we took a taxi off the stand outside Whites and drove to Porchester Terrace, alighting some distance from our destination. We passed the constable strolling slowly in the opposite direction, and when at last we gained the rusty iron gate we both slipped inside, quietly and unobserved.

The street lamp in the vicinity lit up the front of the dingy house, therefore fearing observation from any of the servants next door, we moved noiselessly in the shadow of the bushes along the side of the premises, past a small conservatory, many panes of glass of which were broken, and so into the darkness of the small back garden, which seemed knee-deep in grass and weeds, and which, from its position, hemmed in by blank walls, could not be overlooked save from the house itself.

All was silence. The scene was weird in the extreme. In the distance could be heard the faint hum of the never-ceasing traffic of London. Above, showed the dark windows of that grim old place wherein I had so nearly lost my life.

I want to examine this garden thoroughly, I whispered to Jack, and then I switched on my torch and showed a light around. A tangle of weeds and undergrowth was revealed — a tangle so great that to penetrate it without the use of a bill-hook appeared impossible.



Still we went forward, examining everywhere with our powerful electric lights.

What will the people say? laughed Jack. Theyll take us for burglars, old chap!

The place is empty, I replied. Our only fear is of the police. To them we would be compelled to make an explanation — and thats just what I dont want to do.

For some time we carefully searched, conversing only in whispers. My hands were scratched, and stung by nettles, and Jack had his coat badly torn by thorns. The garden had been allowed to run wild for all the years since old Mrs. Carpenters death, and the two ash trees had spread until their thick branches overshadowed a large portion of the ground.

Beneath one of these trees I suddenly halted as an ejaculation escaped me. Near the trunk, and in such a position that it would not be seen even from the windows of the house, yawned a hole, and at its side a mound of newly-dug earth.

Ah! I cried. This is what Ive been in search of! The discovery revealed a ghastly truth. I shuddered at the sight of it.

What, that hole? asked Jack, in a low voice as we approached and peered into it. I judged it to be about three feet or so in depth. What a funny thing to search for!

That hole, Jack, was intended for a mans grave! I whispered hoarsely, and the man intended was myself!



You! he gasped. What do you mean, Owen?

I mean that that grave yonder was dug in order to conceal my dead body, was my low, meaning answer. And I fear — fear very much — that the remains of others who have met with foul play have been concealed here!

You mean that murder was actually intended! he exclaimed in astonishment. When?

Last night. I was entrapped here and narrowly escaped.

How? Tell me all about it, he urged.

Later on. Not here, I said. Let us see if there is any further evidence of recent digging, and together we examined the ground beneath the second tree.

Presently Jack in the course of searching about, came to a spot where the ground seemed perceptibly softer. My stick sank in, while in other parts the ground seemed hard. Beneath the trees the weeds and grass grew thinly, and I presumed that the miscreants could work there under the canopy of leaves without fear of observation.

I bent down and carefully examined the surface, which, for about four feet square, bore plain traces of having recently been moved.

Something had evidently been interred there. Yet tiny fresh blades of green were just springing up, as though grass-seed had been sprinkled over in order to obliterate traces of the recent excavation.



What do you think of it? I inquired of my companion.

Well, perhaps somebody has really been buried here — eh? he said. Dont you think you ought to go and tell the police at once?

I was silent, in bewilderment.

My own opinion is, Owen, that if a serious attempt has been made upon you, and you really suspect that that hole yonder was prepared to receive you, then it is your duty to tell the police. Others may fall into the trap, Jack added.

Not here, I said. The assassins will not return, never fear. They know of their failure in my case, and by this time they are, in all probability, out of the country.

But surely we ought to examine this spot and ascertain whether the remains of any one is concealed here! exclaimed my old friend.

Yet I still hesitated, hesitated because I feared that any exposure must implicate that sweet little girl who, though my friend, had so ingeniously escaped me.

At the same moment, however, our ears both caught a slight movement among the tangled shrubs under the wall at the extreme end of the garden. Instantly we shut off our lamps, and stood motionless, listening.

At first I believed it to be only the scrambling of a cat. But next second Jack nudged my arm, and straining my eyes I saw a dark figure moving stealthily along, half crouching so as to be less conspicuous, but moving slowly towards that side of the house which was the only exit.

Fearing discovery there, our examination being so thorough, the intruder was slowly creeping off, endeavouring to escape observation.

For an instant I remained motionless, watching the dark, crouching figure. Then, drawing my revolver, I made a dash straight in its direction.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

WHAT THE POLICE KNEW
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AS I PUSHED my way through the tangle of weeds and undergrowth, Jack followed closely at my heels.

The dark figure leapt away in an instant, and dashed round the corner by the ruined conservatory, but I was too quick for him. I caught him up when he gained the front of the house, and there, in the light of the street-lamp, my eyes fell upon a strange-looking object.

He proved to be a ragged, hunchbacked youth, so deformed as to be extremely ugly, both in face and figure. His hair, long and lank, hung about his shoulders, while his dark eyes stood out in terror when I ordered him to halt, and covered him with my shining weapon.

His was the most weird figure that I had seen for many a day. I judged him to be about eighteen or nineteen, though he looked older. His legs were short, his head seemed far too big for his crooked body, while his arms were long and ape-like, and his fingers thin, like talons.

Now then, what are you doing here? I demanded in a firm, commanding voice.



But he only quivered, and crouched against the wall like a whipped dog.

Speak! I said. Who are you?

He gave vent to a loud, harsh laugh, almost a screech, and then grinned horribly in my face.

Who are you? I repeated. Where do you live?

But though his mouth moved, as though he replied, no sound escaped him.

I spoke again, but he only laughed wildly, his thin fingers twitching.

Ho! ho! ho! he ejaculated, pointing back to the neglected garden.

I wonder what he means! exclaimed Jack.

Why, I believe hes an idiot! I remarked.

He has every appearance of one, declared my companion, who then addressed him, with the same negative result.

Again the weird, repulsive youth pointed back to the garden, and, laughing hideously, uttered some words in gibberish which were quite unintelligible.

If we remain here chattering, the constable will find us, I remarked, so we all three went forth into the street, the ugly hunchback walking at my side, quite tractable and quiet.

Presently, unable to gather a single intelligible sentence from him, Jack and I resolved to leave him, and afterwards follow him and ascertain where he lived.

Why had he pointed to the garden and laughed so hilariously? Had he witnessed any of those nocturnal preparations — or interments?

At last, at the corner of Bishops Road, we wished him farewell and turned away. Then, at a respectable distance, we drew into a gateway to watch. He remained standing where we had left him for some ten minutes or so, until a constable slowly approached, and, halting, began to chat to him.

Apparently he was a well-known figure, for we could hear the policeman speaking, and could distinguish the poor fellow laughing that queer, harsh, discordant laugh — the laugh of the idiot.

Presently the constable moved forward again, whereupon I said — 

Ill get on and have a chat with the policeman, Jack. You follow the hunchback if he moves away.

Right-ho, replied my friend, while I sped off, crossing the road and making a detour until I met the constable.

Having wished him good-night, I inquired the identity of the deformed youth.

Oh, sir, he laughed, thats Mad Arry. Es quite armless. Es out most nights, but we never see im in the day, poor chap. Ive known im ever since he was about nine.

Does no work, I suppose?

None. Ow can e? Es as mad as a hatter, as the sayin goes, replied the constable, his thumbs hitched in his belt as he stood.

A kind of midnight wanderer, eh?

Yes, es always a-pryin about at night. Not long ago e found burglars in a ouse in Gloucester Terrace, and gave us the alarm. We copped four of em. The magistrate gave im a guinea out o the poor-box.

Ah! so hes of use to you?

Yes, sir, es most intelligent where theres any suspicious characters about. Ive often put im on the watch myself.

Then hes not quite insane?

Not on that point, at any rate, laughed the officer.

Where does he live?

Is fathers a hackney-carriage driver, and e lives with im up in Gloucester Mews, just at the back of Porchester Mews — I dont know if you know it?

I was compelled to confess ignorance of the locality, but he directed me.

Are you on night-duty in Porchester Terrace, constable? I asked a few moments later.

Yes, sir, sometimes. Why?

You know Althorp House, of course?

Yes, the aunted ouse, as some people call it. Myself, I dont believe in ghosts.

Neither do I, I laughed, but Ive heard many funny stories about that place. Have you ever heard any?

Lots, sir, replied the man. Were always being told of strange things that ave appened there, yet when we ave a look around we never find anything, so weve ceased to trouble. Our inspectors given us orders not to make any further inquiries, es been worried too often over idle gossip.

Whats the latest story afloat concerning the place? I asked. Im always interested in mysteries of that sort.

Oh, I eard yesterday that somebody was seen to get out of a taxi-cab and enter. And e asnt been seen to come forth again.

Thats curious, I said. And havent you looked over the place?

Im not on duty there. Perhaps my mate as. I dont know. But, funnily enough, added the officer, Mad Arry has been tellin me something about it a moment ago — something I cant understand — something about the garden. I suppose es been a-fancyin something or other. Everybody seems to see something in the garden, or at the windows. Why, about a week ago, a servant from one of the ouses in the Terrace came up to me at three oclock in the afternoon, in broad daylight, and said as how shed distinctly seen at the drawin-room window the face of a pretty, fair-haired girl a-peerin through the side of the dirty blind. She described the girl, too, and said that as soon as she saw she was noticed the inmate of the place drew back instantly.

A fair-haired girl! I exclaimed, quickly interested.

Yes; she described her as wearin a black velvet band on her hair.

And what did you do? I asked anxiously.



Why, nothing. Ive eard too many o them kind o tales before.

Yes, I said reflectively. Of course all kinds of legends and rumours must naturally spring up around a house so long closed.

Of course. Its all in peoples imagination. I suppose theyll say next that a murders been committed in the place! he laughed.

I suppose so, I said, and then, putting a shilling in his hand, wished him good-night, and passed along.

Jack and the idiot had gone, but, knowing the direction they had taken — for the youth was, no doubt, on his way home — I was not long before I caught up my friend, and then together we retraced our steps towards the Bayswater Road, in search of a taxi.

I could not forget that curious statement that a girls face had been seen at the drawing-room window — a fair-headed girl with a band of black velvet in her hair.

Could it have been Sylvia Pennington?

It was past three oclock in the morning before I retraced my steps to Wilton Street. We were unable to find a cab, therefore we walked down Park Lane together.

On the way Jack had pressed me to tell him the reason of my visit to that weird house and the circumstances in which my life had been attempted. For the present, however, I refused to satisfy his curiosity. I promised him I would tell him the whole facts of the case some day.

But why are you at home now? he asked. I cant really make you out lately, Owen. You told me you hated London, and preferred life on the Continent, yet here you are, back again, and quite settled down in town!

Well, a fellow must come here for the London season sometimes, I said. I feel that Ive been away far too long, and am a bit out of touch with things. Why, my tailor hardly knew me, and the hall-porter at Whites had to look twice before he realized who I was.

But theres some attraction which has brought you to London, he declared. Im sure there is!

It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him how cleverly the two scoundrels had used his name wherewith to entrap me on the previous night. But I refrained. Instead, I asked — 

Have you ever met two men named Reckitt and Forbes, Jack?

Not to my knowledge, was his prompt reply. Who are they? What are they like?

I gave him a minute description of both, but he apparently did not recognize them.

I suppose youve never met a fellow called Pennington — eh? A stoutish, dark-haired man with a baldish head and a reddish face?

Well, he replied thoughtfully, Ive met a good many men who might answer to that description. What is he?

I dont exactly know. Ive met him on the Continent.

And I suppose some people one meets at Continental hotels are undesirables, arent they? he said.

I nodded in the affirmative.

Then I asked — 

Youve never known a person named Shuttleworth — Edmund Shuttleworth? Lives at a little village close to Andover.

Shuttleworth! he echoed, looking straight into my face. What do you know of Edmund Shuttleworth? he asked quickly.

Very little. Do you know him?

Er — well — no, not exactly, was his faltering reply, and I saw in his slight hesitation an intention to conceal the actual knowledge which he possessed. Ive heard of him — through a friend of mine — a lady friend.

A lady! Whos she? I inquired quickly.

Well, he laughed a trifle uneasily, the fact is, old chap, perhaps it wouldnt be fair to tell the story. You understand?

I was silent. What did he mean? In a second the allegation made by that pair of scoundrels recurred to me. They had declared that Sylvia had been in a house opposite, and that my friend had fallen in love with her.



Yet he had denied acquaintanceship with Pennington!

No doubt the assassins had lied to me, yet my suspicions had been aroused. Jack had admitted his acquaintance with the thin-faced village rector — he knew of him through a woman. Was that woman Sylvia herself?

From his manner and the great curiosity he evinced, I felt assured that he had never known of Althorp House before. Reckitt and Forbes had uttered lies when they had shown me that photograph, and told me that she was beloved by my best friend. It had been done to increase my anger and chagrin. Yet might there not, after all, have been some foundation in truth in what they had said? The suggestion gripped my senses.

Again I asked him to tell me the ladys name.

But, quite contrary to his usual habit of confiding in me all his most private affairs, he steadfastly refused.

No, my dear old chap, he replied, I really cant tell you that. Please excuse me, but it is a matter I would rather not discuss.

So at the corner of Piccadilly we parted, for it was now broad daylight, and while he returned to his rooms, I walked down Grosvenor Place to Wilton Street, more than ever puzzled and confounded.

Was I a fool, that I loved Sylvia Pennington with such an all-absorbing passion?

It was strangely true, as Shuttleworth had declared, the grave lay as a gulf between us.


CHAPTER TWELVE

THE WORD OF A WOMAN
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A WEEK WENT by — a week of keen anxiety and apprehension.

Jack had spoken the truth when he had declared that it was my duty to go to Scotland Yard and reveal what I had discovered regarding that dark house in Bayswater.

Yet somehow I felt that any such action on my part must necessarily reflect upon my fair-haired divinity, that sweet, soft-spoken girl who had warned me, and who, moreover, was my affinity.

Had you found yourself in such a position, how would you have acted?

Remember that, notwithstanding the veil of mystery which overspread Sylvia Pennington, I loved her, and tried to conceal the truth from myself a hundred times, but it was impossible. She had warned me, and I, unfortunately, had not heeded. I had fallen into a trap, and without a doubt it had been she who had entered and rescued me from a fate most horrible to contemplate.

I shuddered when I lived that hour of terror over again. I longed once more to see that pale, sweet, wistful face which was now ever in my dreams. Had not Shuttleworth told me that the grave lay between my love and myself? And he had spoken the truth!

Jack met me at the club daily, but he only once referred to our midnight search and the gruesome discovery in the neglected garden.

Frequently it crossed my mind that Mad Harry might have watched there unseen, and witnessed strange things. How many men reported to the police as missing had been interred in that private burying-ground of the assassins! I dreaded to think of it.

In vain I waited for Mr. Shuttleworth to call again. He had inquired if I were at home, and, finding me absent, had gone away.

I therefore, a week later, made it an excuse to run down to Andover and see him, hoping to obtain from him some further information regarding Sylvia.

The afternoon was bright and warm, and the country looked its best, with the scent of new-mown hay in the air, and flowers everywhere, as I descended from the station fly and walked up the rectory garden to the house.

The maid admitted me to the study, saying that Mr. Shuttleworth was only down the paddock, and would be back in a few minutes. And as I seated myself in the big, comfortable arm-chair, I saw, straight before me, in its frame the smiling face of the mysterious woman I loved.

Through the open French windows came the warm sunlight, the song of the birds, and the drowsy hum of the insects. The lawn was marked for tennis, and beyond lay the paddock and the dark forest-border.

I had remained there some few minutes, when suddenly I heard a quick footstep in the hall outside; then, next moment, the door was opened, and there, upon the threshold, stood Sylvia herself.

You! she gasped, starting back. I — I didnt know you were here! she stammered in confusion.

She was evidently a guest there, and was about to pass through the study into the garden. Charming in a soft white ninon gown and a big white hat, she held a tennis-racket in her hand, presenting a pretty picture framed by the dark doorway.

Sylvia! I cried, springing forward to her in joy, and catching her small white trembling hand in mine. Fancy you — here!

She held her breath, suffering me to lead her into the room and to close the door.

I had no idea you were here, I said. I — lost you the other day in Regent Street — I — —

She made a quick gesture, as though she desired me to refrain from referring to that incident. I saw that her cheeks were deadly pale, and that in her face was an expression of utter confusion.

This meeting, she said slowly in a low voice, is certainly an unexpected one. Mr. Shuttleworth doesnt know you are here, does he?

No, I replied. Hes down in the paddock, I believe.

He has been called out suddenly, she said. Hes driven over to Clatford with Mrs. Shuttleworth.

And you are here alone? I exclaimed quickly.

No. Theres another guest — Elsie Durnford, she answered. But, she added, her self-possession at once returning, but why are you here, Mr. Biddulph?

I wanted to see Mr. Shuttleworth. Being a friend of yours, I believed that he would know where you were. But, thank Heaven, I have found you at last. Now, I said, smiling as I looked straight into her fathomless eyes, tell me the truth, Miss Pennington. I did not lose you the other morning — on the contrary, you lost me — didnt you?

Her cheeks flushed slightly, and she gave vent to a nervous little laugh.

Well, she answered, after a moments hesitation, to tell the truth, I did. I had reasons — important ones.

I was de trop — eh?

She shrugged her well-formed shoulders, and smiled reproachfully.

But why? I asked. When I found you, it was under very curious circumstances. A man — a thief — had just cashed a cheque of mine for a thousand pounds, and made off with the proceeds — and — —

Ah! please do not refer to it, Mr. Biddulph! she exclaimed quickly, laying her slim fingers upon my arm. Let us speak of something else — anything but that.



I have no wish to reproach you, Miss Pennington, I hastened to assure her. The past is to me of the past. That man has a thousand pounds of mine, and hes welcome to it, so long as — — and I hesitated.

So long as what? she asked in a voice of trepidation.

So long as you are alive and well, I replied in slow, meaning tones, my gaze fixed immovably on hers. In Gardone you expressed fear for your own safety, but so long as you are still safe I have no care as to what has happened to myself.

But — —

I know, I went on, the ingenious attempt upon my life of which you warned me has been made by those two scoundrels, and I have narrowly escaped. To you, Miss Pennington, I owe my life.

She started, and lowered her eyes. Apparently she could not face me. The hand I held trembled within my grasp, and I saw that her white lips quivered.

For a few seconds a silence fell between us. Then slowly she raised her eyes to mine again, and said — 

Mr. Biddulph, this is an exceedingly painful subject to me. May we not drop it? Will you not forget it — if you really are my friend?

To secure your further friendship, I will do anything you wish! I declared. You have already proved yourself my friend by rescuing me from death, I added.

How do you know that? she asked quickly.



Because you were alone with me in that house of death in Bayswater. It was you who killed the hideous reptile and who severed the bonds which held me. They intended that I should die. My grave had already been prepared. Cannot you tell me the motive of that dastardly attack? I begged of her.

Alas! I cannot, she said. I warned you when at Gardone that I knew what was intended, but of the true motive I was, and am still, entirely ignorant. Their motives are always hidden ones.

They endeavoured to get from me another thousand pounds, I exclaimed.

It is well that you did not give it to them. The result would have been just the same. They intended that you should die, fearing lest you should inform the police.

And you were outside the bank with Forbes when he cashed my cheque! I remarked in slow tones.

I know, she answered hoarsely. I know that you must believe me to be their associate, perhaps their accomplice. Ah! well. Judge me, Mr. Biddulph, as you will. I have no defence. Only recollect that I warned you to go into hiding — to efface yourself — and you would not heed. You believed that I only spoke wildly — perhaps that I was merely an hysterical girl, making all sorts of unfounded assertions.

I believed, nay, I knew, Miss Pennington, that you were my friend. You admitted in Gardone that you were friendless, and I offered you the friendship of one who, I hope, is an honest man.

Ah! thank you! she cried, taking my hand warmly in hers. You have been so very generous, Mr. Biddulph, that I can only thank you from the bottom of my heart. It is true an attempt was made upon you, but you fortunately escaped, even though they secured a thousand pounds of your money. Yet, had you taken my advice and disappeared, they would soon have given up the chase.

Tell me, I urged in deep earnestness, others have been entrapped in that dark house — have they not? That mechanical chair — that devilish invention — was not constructed for me alone.

She did not answer, but I regarded her silence as an affirmative response.

Your friends at least seem highly dangerous persons, I said, smiling. Ive been undecided, since discovering that my grave was already prepared, whether to go to Scotland Yard and reveal the whole game.

No! she cried in quick apprehension. No, dont do that. It could serve no end, and would only implicate certain innocent persons — myself included.

But how could you be implicated?

Was I not at the bank when the cheque was cashed?

Yes. Why were you there? I asked.



But she only excused herself from replying to my question.

Ah! she cried wildly a moment later, clutching my arm convulsively, you do not know my horrible position — you cannot dream what I have suffered, or how much I have sacrificed.

I saw that she was now terribly in earnest, and, by the quick rising and falling of the lace upon her bodice, I knew that she was stirred by a great emotion. She had refused to allow me to stand her friend because she feared what the result might be. And yet, had she not rescued me from the serpents fang?

Sylvia, I cried, Sylvia — for I feel that I must call you by your Christian name — let us forget it all. The trap set by those blackguards was most ingenious, and in innocence I fell into it. I should have lost my life — except for you. You were present in that house of death. They told me you were there — they showed me your picture, and, to add to my horror, said that you, their betrayer, were to share the same fate as myself.

Yes, yes, I know! she cried, starting. Oh, it was all too terrible — too terrible! How can I face you, Mr. Biddulph, after that!

My only desire is to forget it all, Sylvia, was my low and quiet response. It was all my fault — my fault, for not heeding your warning. I never realized the evil machinations of those unknown enemies. How should I? As far as I know, I had never set eyes upon them before.



You would have done wiser to have gone into hiding, as I suggested, she remarked quietly.

Never mind, I said cheerily. It is all past. Let us dismiss it. There is surely no more danger — now that I am forearmed.

May they not fear your reprisals? she exclaimed. They did not intend that you should escape, remember.

No, they had already prepared my grave. I have seen it.

That grave was prepared for both of us, she said in a calm, reflective voice.

Then how did you escape? I inquired, with curiosity.

I do not know. I can only guess.

May I not know? I asked eagerly.

When I have confirmed my belief, I will tell you, she replied.

Then let us dismiss the subject. It is horrible, gruesome. Look how lovely and bright the world is outside. Let us live in peace and in happiness. Let us turn aside these grim shadows which have lately fallen upon us.

Ah! she exclaimed, with a sigh, you are indeed generous to me, Mr. Biddulph. But could you be so generous, I wonder, if you knew the actual truth? Alas! I fear you would not. Instead of remaining my friend, you would hate me — just — just as I hate myself!

Sylvia, I said, placing my hand again tenderly upon her shoulder and trying to calm her, and looking earnestly into her blue, wide-open eyes, I shall never hate you. On the contrary, let me confess, now and openly, I whispered, let me tell you that I — I love you!

She started, her lips parted at the suddenness of my impetuous declaration, and stood for a moment, motionless as a statue, pale and rigid.

Then I felt a convulsive tremor run through her, and her breast heaved and fell rapidly. She placed her hand to her heart, as though to calm the rising tempest of emotion within her. Her breath came and went rapidly.

Love me! she echoed in a strange, hoarse tone. Ah! no, Mr. Biddulph, no, a thousand times no! You do not know what you are saying. Recall those words — I beg of you!

And I saw by her hard, set countenance and the strange look in her eyes that she was deadly in earnest.

Why should I recall them? I cried, my hand still upon her shoulder. You are not my enemy, Sylvia, even though you may be the friend of my enemies. I love you, and I fear nothing — nothing!

Hush! Do not say that, she protested very quietly.

Why?

Because — well, because even though you have escaped, they — — and she hesitated, her lips set as though unable to articulate the truth.



They what? I demanded.

Because, Mr. Biddulph — because, alas! I know these men only too well. You have triumphed; but yours is, I fear, but a short-lived victory. They still intend that you shall die!

How do you know that? I asked quickly.

Listen, she said hoarsely. I will tell you.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

THE DEATH KISS
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SYLVIA SANK INTO a chair, while I stood upon the hearth-rug facing her, eager to hear her explanation.

Her hands were clasped as she raised her wonderful blue eyes to mine. Yes, her beauty was perfect — more perfect than any I had ever seen in all my wandering, erratic life.

Why do those men still intend that I shall die? I asked. Now that I know the truth I shall remain wary.

Ah, yes, she responded. But they will take you unawares. You do not know the devilish cunning and ingenuity of such men as they, who live upon their wits, and are utterly unscrupulous.

Well, what do they now intend? I asked, much interested, for it seemed that she knew very much more than she would admit.

You have escaped, she said, looking straight into my face. They naturally fear that you will tell the police.

I shall not do that — not at present, at least, I replied. I am keeping my own counsel.

Yes. But cannot you see that while you live you are a menace to their dastardly plans? They dare not return to that deserted house in Bayswater.

Where are they now?

Abroad, I believe. They always take care to have an outlet for escape, she answered. Ah! you dont know what a formidable combination they are. They snap their fingers at the police of Europe.

What? Then you really admit that there have been other victims? I exclaimed.

I have no actual knowledge, she declared, only suspicions.

Why are you friendly with them? I asked. What does your father say to such acquaintances?

I am friendly only under compulsion, she answered. Ah! Mr. Biddulph, you cannot know how I hate the very sight or knowledge of those inhuman fiends. Their treatment of you is, in itself, sufficient proof of their pitiless plans.

Tell me this, Sylvia, I said, after a seconds pause. Have you any knowledge of a man — a great friend of mine — named Jack Marlowe?

Her face changed. It became paler, and I saw she was slightly confused.

I — well, I believe we met once, she said. His father lives somewhere down in Devonshire.

Yes, I said quickly. What do you know of him?

Nothing. We met only once.

Where?

Well — our meeting was under rather curious circumstances. He is your friend, therefore please pardon me if I do not reply to your question, was her vague response.

Then what do you anticipate from those men, Reckitt and Forbes? I asked.

Only evil — distinct evil, she replied. They will return, and strike when you least expect attack.

But if I do not go to the police, why should they fear me? They are quite welcome to the money they have stolen — so long as they allow me peace in the future.

Which I fear they will not do, replied the girl, shaking her head.

You speak very apprehensively, I said. What is there really to fear? Perhaps it would be best if I went to the police at once. They would then dig over that neglected garden and reveal its secrets.

No! she cried again, starting wildly from her chair as though in sudden terror. I beg of you not to do that, Mr. Biddulph. It would serve no purpose, and only create a great sensation. But the culprits would never be brought to justice. They are far too clever, and their conspiracies are too far-reaching. No, remain patient. Take the greatest care of your own personal safety — and you may yet be able to combat your enemies with their own weapons.

I shall be able, Sylvia — providing that you assist me, I said.

She held her breath, and remained silent. She evidently feared them.

I tried to obtain from her some details of the occurrences of that night of horror, but she refused to satisfy my curiosity. Apparently she feared to incriminate herself. Could it be possible that she had only learnt at the last moment that it was I who was embraced in the next room by that fatal chair!

Yet it was all so puzzling, so remarkable. Surely a girl with such a pure, open, innocent face could not be the accomplice of dastardly criminals! She was their friend. That much she had admitted to me. But her friendship with them was made under compulsion. She urged me not to go to the police. Why?

Did she fear that she herself would be implicated in a series of dark and terrible crimes?

Where is your father? I inquired presently.

In Scotland, was her prompt reply. I heard from him at the Caledonian Hotel, at Edinburgh, last Friday. I am staying here with Mr. Shuttleworth until his return.

Was it not strange that she should be guest of a quiet-mannered country parson, if she were actually the accomplice of a pair of criminals! I felt convinced that Shuttleworth knew the truth — that he could reveal a very remarkable story — if he only would.

Your father is a friend of Mr. Shuttleworth — eh? I asked.

She nodded in the affirmative. Then she stood with her gaze fixed thoughtfully upon the sunlit lawn outside.

Mystery was written upon her fair countenance. She held a dread secret which she was determined not to reveal. She knew of those awful crimes committed in that dark house in Bayswater, but her intention seemed to be to shield at all hazards her dangerous friends.

Sylvia, I said tenderly at last, again taking her hand in mine, why cannot you be open and frank with me? She allowed her hand to lie soft and inert in mine, sighing the while, her gaze still fixed beyond as though her thoughts were far away. I love you, I whispered. Cannot you see how you puzzle me? — for you seem to be my friend at one moment, and at the next the accomplice of my enemies.

I have told you that you must never love me, Mr. Biddulph, was her low reply, as she withdrew her hand slowly, but very firmly.

Ah! no, I cried. Do not take offence at my words. Im aware that Im a hopeless blunderer in love. All I know, Sylvia, is that my only thought is of you. And I — Ive wondered whether you, on your part, can ever entertain a spark of affection for me?

She was silent, her white lips pressed close together, a strange expression crossing her features. Again she held her breath, as though what I had said had caused her great surprise. Then she answered — 

How can you love me? Am I not, after all, a mere stranger?

I know you sufficiently well, I cried, to be aware that for me there exists no other woman. I fear Im a blunt man. It is my nature. Forgive me, Sylvia, for speaking the truth, but — well, as a matter of fact, I could not conceal the truth any longer.

And you tell me this, after — after all that has happened! she faltered in a low, tremulous voice, as I again took her tiny hand in mine.

Yes — because I truly and honestly love you, I said, because ever since we have met I have found myself thinking of you — recalling you — nay, dreaming of happiness at your side.

She raised her splendid eyes, and looked into mine for a moment; then, sighing, shook her head sadly.

Ah! Mr. Biddulph, she responded in a curious, strained voice, passion may be perilously misleading. Ask yourself if you are not injudicious in making this declaration — to a woman like myself?

Why? I cried. Why should it be injudicious? I trust you, because — because I owe my life to you — because you have already proved yourself my devoted little friend. What I beg and pray is that your friendship may, in course of time, ripen into love — that you may reciprocate my affection — that you may really love me!

A slight hardness showed at the corners of her small mouth. Her eyes were downcast, and she swallowed the lump that arose in her throat.

She was silent, standing rigid and motionless.

Suddenly a great and distressing truth occurred to me. Did she believe that I pitied her? I hoped not. Any woman of common sensibility would almost die of shame at the thought of being loved out of pity; and, what is more, she would think none the better of the man who pitied her. The belief that pity melts the heart to love is an unfounded one.

So I at once endeavoured to remove the wrong impression which I feared I had conveyed.

What mad, impetuous words I uttered I can scarcely tell. I know that I raised her soft white hand to my lips and kissed it fervently, repeating my avowal and craving a word of hope from her lips.

But she again shook her head, and with sadness responded in a low, faltering tone — 

It is quite impossible, Mr. Biddulph. Leave me — let us forget all you have said. It will be better thus — far better for us both. You do not know who or what I am; you — —

I do not know, neither do I care! I cried passionately. All I know, Sylvia, is that my heart is yours — that I have loved only once in my life, and it is now!

Her slim fingers played nervously with the ribbon upon her cool summer gown, but she made no response.

I know I have not much to recommend me, I went on. Perhaps I am too hulking, too English. You who have lived so much abroad are more used, no doubt, to the elegant manners and the prettily turned compliments of the foreigner than the straight speech of a fellow like myself. Yet I swear that my only thought has been of you, that I love you with all my heart — with all my soul.

I caught her hand and again looked into her eyes, trying to read what response lay hidden in their depths.

I felt her tremble. For a moment she seemed unable to reply. The silence was unbroken save for the drowsy hum of the insects in the summer heat outside, while the sweet perfume of the flowers filled our nostrils. In the tension of those moments each second seemed an hour. You who have experienced the white heat of the love-flame can only know my eager, breathless apprehension, the honest whole-heartedness of my declaration. Perhaps, in your case, the flames are all burnt out, but even now you can tell of the white core and centre of fire within you. Years may have gone, but it still remains — the sweet memory of your well-beloved.

Tell me, Sylvia, I whispered once more. Tell me, will you not break down this strange invisible barrier which you have set up between us? Forget the past, as I have already forgotten it — and be mine — my own!

She burst into tears.

Ah! she cried. If I only could — if I only dared!

Will you not dare to do it — for my sake? I asked very quietly. Will you not promise to be mine? Let me stand your friend — your champion. Let me defend you against your enemies. Let me place myself beside you and defy them.

Ah, no! she gasped, not to defy them. Defiance would only bring death — death to both of us!



Your love, Sylvia, would mean life and happiness, not death — to me — to both of us! I cried. Will you not give me your promise? Let our love be in secret, if you so desire — only let us love each other. Promise me! I cried, my arm stealing around her narrow waist. Promise me that you will try and love me, and I, too, will promise to be worthy of your affection.

For a moment she remained silent, her handsome head downcast.

Then slowly, with a sweet love-look upon her beautiful countenance, she raised her face to mine, and then for the first time our lips met in a fierce and passionate caress.

Thus was our solemn compact sealed.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

OF THINGS UNMENTIONABLE
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I REMAINED IN that cosy, book-lined den for perhaps an hour — one whole hour of sweet, delightful ecstasy.

With her fair head buried upon my shoulder she shed tears of joy, while, time after time, I smothered her white brow with my kisses. Ah! yes, I loved her. I closed my eyes to all. I put away all my dark suspicions, and lived only for the present in the knowledge that Sylvia was mine — mine!

My hot, fevered declarations of affection caused her to cling to me more closely, yet she uttered but few words, and those half-incoherent ones, overcome as she was by a flood of emotion. She seemed to have utterly broken down beneath the great strain, and now welcomed the peace and all-absorbing happiness of affection. Alone and friendless, as she had admitted herself to be, she had, perhaps, longed for the love of an honest man. At least, that is what I was egotistical enough to believe. Possibly I might have been wrong, for until that moment I had ever been a confirmed bachelor, and had but little experience of the fantastic workings of a womans mind.

Like so many other men of my age, I had vainly believed myself to be a philosopher. Yet are not philosophers merely soured cynics, after all? And I certainly was neither cynical nor soured. Therefore my philosophy was but a mere ridiculous affectation to which so many men and women are prone.

But in those moments of ecstasy I abandoned myself entirely to love, imprinting lingering, passionate kisses upon her lips, her closed eyes, her wide white brow, while she returned my caresses, smiling through her hot tears.

Presently, when she grew calmer, she said in a low, sweet voice — 

I — hardly know whether this is wise. I somehow fear — —

Fear what? I asked, interrupting her.

I fear what the future may hold for us, she answered. Remember I — I am poor, while you are wealthy, and — —

What does that matter, pray? Thank Heaven! I have sufficient for us both — sufficient to provide for you the ordinary comforts of life, Sylvia. I only now long for the day, dearest, when I may call you wife.

Ah! she said, with a wistful smile, and I, too, shall be content when I can call you husband.

And so we sat together upon the couch, holding each others hand, and speaking for the first time not as friends — but as lovers.

You who love, or who have loved, know well the joyful, careless feeling of such moments; the great peace which overspreads the mind when the passion of affection burns within.

Need I say more, except to tell you that our great overwhelming love was mutual, and that our true hearts beat in unison?

Thus the afternoon slipped by until, of a sudden, we heard a girls voice call: Sylvia! Sylvia!

We sprang apart. And not a moment too soon, for next second there appeared at the French windows the tall figure of a rather pretty dark-haired girl in cream.

I — I beg your pardon! she stammered, on recognizing that Sylvia was not alone.

This is Mr. Biddulph, exclaimed my well-beloved. Miss Elsie Durnford.

I bowed, and then we all three went forth upon the lawn.

I found Sylvias fellow-guest a very quiet young girl, and understood that she lived somewhere in the Midlands. Her father, she told me, was very fond of hunting, and she rode to hounds a good deal.

We wandered about the garden awaiting Shuttleworths return, for both girls would not hear of me leaving before tea.

Mr. and Mrs. Shuttleworth are certain to be back in time, Sylvia declared, and Im sure theyd be horribly annoyed if you went away without seeing them.

Do you really wish me to stay? I asked, with a laugh, as we halted beneath the shadow of the great spreading cedar upon the lawn.



Of course we do, declared Elsie, laughing. You really must remain and keep us company, Mr. Biddulph. Sylvia, you know, is quite a stranger. Shes always travelling now-a-days. I get letters from her from the four corners of the earth. I never know where to write so as to catch her.

Yes, replied my well-beloved, with a slight sigh. When we were at school at Eastbourne I thought it would be so jolly to travel and see the world, but now-a-days, alas! I confess Im already tired of it. I would give anything to settle down quietly in the beautiful country in England — the country which is incomparable.

You will — one day, I remarked meaningly.

And as she lifted her eyes to mine she replied — 

Perhaps — who knows?

The village rector returned at last, greeting me with some surprise, and introducing his wife, a rather stout, homely woman, who bore traces of good looks, and who wore a visiting gown of neat black, for she had been paying a call.

I looked in to see you the other day in town, Mr. Biddulph, he said. But I was unfortunate. Your man told me you were out. He was not rude to me this time, he added humorously, with a laugh.

No, I said, smiling. He was profuse in his apologies. Old servants are sometimes a little trying.

Yes, youre right. But he seems a good sort. I blame myself, you know. Hes not to blame in the least.



Then we strolled together to a tent set beneath the cedar, whither the maid had already taken the tea and strawberries, and there we sat around gossiping.

Afterwards, when Shuttleworth rose, he said — 

Come across to my study and have a smoke. Youre not in a great hurry to get back to town. Perhaps youll play a game of tennis presently?

I followed him through the pretty pergola of roses, back into the house, and when I had seated myself in the big old arm-chair, he gave me an excellent cigar.

Do you know, Mr. Biddulph, he said after we had been smoking some minutes, Im extremely glad to have this opportunity of a chat with you. I called at Wilton Street, because I wished to see you.

Why? I asked.

Well, for several reasons, was his slow, earnest reply. His face looked thinner, more serious. Somehow I had taken a great fancy to him, for though a clergyman, he struck me as a broad-minded man of the world. He was keen-eyed, thoughtful and earnest, yet at the same time full of that genuine, hearty bonhomie so seldom, alas! found in religious men. The good fellowship of a leader appeals to men more than anything else, and yet somehow it seems always more apparent in the Roman Catholic priest than in the Protestant clergyman.

The reason I called to-day was because I thought you might wish to speak to me, I said.

He rose and closed the French windows. Then, re-seating himself, he removed his old briar pipe from his lips, and, bending towards me in his chair, said very earnestly — 

I wonder whether I might presume to say something to you strictly in private, Mr. Biddulph? I know that I ought not to interfere in your private affairs — yet, as a minister of religion, I perhaps am a slightly privileged person in that respect. At least you will, I trust, believe in my impartiality.

Most certainly I do, Mr. Shuttleworth, I replied, somewhat surprised at his manner.

Well, you recollect our conversation on the last occasion you were here? he said. You remember what I told you?

I remember that we spoke of Miss Sylvia, I exclaimed, and that you refused to satisfy my curiosity.

I refused, because I am not permitted, was his calm rejoinder.

Since I saw you, I said, a dastardly attempt has been made upon my life. I was enticed to an untenanted house in Bayswater, and after a cheque for a thousand pounds had been obtained from me by a trick, I narrowly escaped death by a devilish device. My grave, I afterwards found, was already prepared.

Is this a fact! he gasped.

It is. I was rescued — by Sylvia herself.

He was silent, drawing hard at his pipe, deep in thought.

The names of the two men who made the dastardly attempt upon me were Reckitt and Forbes — friends of Sylvia Pennington, I went on.

He nodded. Then, removing his pipe, exclaimed — 

Yes. I understand. But did I not warn you?

You did. But, to be frank, Mr. Shuttleworth, I really did not follow you then. Neither do I now.

Have I not told you, my dear sir, that I possess certain knowledge under vow of absolute secrecy — knowledge which it is not permitted to me, as a servant of God, to divulge.

But surely if you knew that assassination was contemplated, it was your duty to warn me.

I did — but you took no heed, he declared. Sylvia warned you also, when you met in Gardone, and yet you refused to take her advice and go into hiding!

But why should an innocent, law-abiding, inoffensive man be compelled to hide himself like a fugitive from justice? I protested.

Who can fathom human enmity, or the ingenious cunning of the evil-doer? asked the grey-faced rector quite calmly. Have you never stopped to wonder at the marvellous subtlety of human wickedness?

Those men are veritable fiends, I cried. Yet why have I aroused their animosity? If you know so much concerning them, Mr. Shuttleworth, dont you think that it is your duty to protect your fellow-creatures? — to make it your business to inform the police? I added.

Probably it is, he said reflectively. But there are times when even the performance of ones duty may be injudicious.

Surely it is not injudicious to expose the methods of such blackguards! I cried.

Pardon me, he said. I am compelled to differ with that opinion. Were you in possession of the same knowledge as myself, you too, would, I feel sure, deem it injudicious.

But what is this secret knowledge? I demanded. I have narrowly escaped being foully done to death. I have been robbed, and I feel that it is but right that I should now know the truth.

Not from me, Mr. Biddulph, he answered. Have I not already told you the reason why no word of the actual facts may pass my lips?

I cannot see why you should persist in thus mystifying me as to the sinister motive of that pair of assassins. If they wished to rob me, they could have done so without seeking to take my life by those horrible means.

What means did they employ? he asked.

Briefly and vividly I explained their methods, as he sat silent, listening to me to the end. He evinced neither horror nor surprise. Perhaps he knew their mode of procedure only too well.

I warned you, was all he vouchsafed. Sylvia warned you also.

It is over — of the past, Mr. Shuttleworth, I said, rising from my chair. I feel confident that Sylvia, though she possessed knowledge of what was intended, had no hand whatever in it. Indeed, so confident am I of her loyalty to me, that to-day — yes, let me confess it to you — for I know you are my friend as well as hers, to-day, here — only an hour ago, I asked Sylvia to become my wife.

Your wife! he gasped, starting to his feet, his countenance pale and drawn.

Yes, my wife.

And what was her answer? he asked dryly, in a changed tone.

She has consented.

Mr. Biddulph, he said very gravely, looking straight into my face, this must never be! Have I not already told you the ghastly truth? — that there is a secret — an unmentionable secret — —

A secret concerning her! I cried. What is it? Come, Mr. Shuttleworth, you shall tell me, I demand to know!

I can only repeat that between you and Sylvia Pennington there still lies the open gulf — and that gulf is, indeed, the grave. In your ignorance of the strange but actual facts you do not realize your own dread peril, or you would never ask her to become your wife. Abandon all thought of her, I beg of you, he urged earnestly. Take this advice of mine, for one day you will assuredly thank me for my counsel.

I love her with all the strength of my being, and for me that is sufficient, I declared.

Ah! he cried in despair as he paced the room. To think of the irony of it all! That you should actually woo her — of all women! Then, halting before me, his eye grew suddenly aflame, he clenched his hands and cried: But you shall not! Understand me, you shall hate her; you shall curse her very name. You shall never love her — never — I, Edmund Shuttleworth, forbid it! It must not be!

At that instant the frou-frou of a womans skirts fell upon my ears, and, turning quickly, I saw Sylvia herself standing at the open French windows.

Entering unobserved she had heard those wild words of the rectors, and stood pale, breathless, rigid as a statue.

There! he cried, pointing at her with his thin, bony finger. There she is! Ask her yourself, now — before me — the reason why she can never be your wife — the reason that her love is forbidden! If she really loves you, as she pretends, she will tell you the truth with her own lips!


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

FORBIDDEN LOVE
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I STOOD BEFORE Shuttleworth angry and defiant.

I had crossed to Sylvia and had taken her soft hand.

I really cannot see, sir, by what right you interfere between us! I cried, looking at him narrowly. You forbid! What do I care — why, pray, should you forbid my actions?

I forbid, repeated the thin-faced clergyman, because I have a right — a right which one day will be made quite plain to you.

Ah! Mr. Shuttleworth, gasped Sylvia, now pale as death, what are you saying?

The truth, my child. You know too well that, for you, love and marriage are forbidden, he exclaimed, looking at her meaningly.

She sighed, and her tiny hand trembled within my grasp. Her mouth trembled, and I saw that tears were welling in her eyes.

Ah! yes, she cried hoarsely a moment later. I know, alas! that I am not like other women. About me there have been forged bonds of steel — bonds which I can never break.

Only by one means, interrupted Shuttleworth, terribly calm and composed.



No, no! she protested quickly, covering her face with her hands as though in shame. Not that — never that! Do not let us speak of it!

Then you have no right to accept this mans love, he said reproachfully, no right to allow him to approach nearer the brink of the grave than he has done. You know full well that, for him, your love must prove fatal!

She hung her head as though not daring to look again into my eyes. The strange clergymans stern rebuke had utterly confused and confounded her. Yet I knew she loved me dearly. That sweet, intense love-look of hers an hour ago could never be feigned. It spoke far more truly than mere words.

Perhaps she was annoyed that I had told Shuttleworth the truth. Yes, I had acted very foolishly. My tongue had loosened involuntarily. My wild joy had led me into an injudicious confession — one that I had never dreamed would be fraught with sorrow.

Mr. Shuttleworth, I said at last, please do not distress yourself on my account. I love Sylvia, and she has promised to be mine. If disaster occurs, then I am fully prepared to meet it. You seem in close touch with this remarkable association of thieves and assassins, or you would hardly be so readily aware of their evil intentions.

Ah! he responded, with a slight sigh, you are only speaking in ignorance. If you were aware of the true facts, you would, on the contrary, thank me for revealing the peril in which love for this young lady will assuredly place you.

But have I not already told you that I am fearless? I am prepared to meet this mysterious peril, whatever it is, for her sake! I protested.

A curious, cynical smile overspread his grey, ascetic face.

You speak without knowledge, my dear sir, he remarked. Could I but reveal the truth, you would quickly withdraw that assertion. You would, indeed, flee from this girl as you would from the plague!

Well, I said, your words are at least very remarkable, sir. One would really imagine Miss Pennington to be a hell-fiend — from your denunciation.

You mistake me. I make no denunciation. On the other hand, I am trying to impress upon you the utter futility of your love.

Why should you do that? What is your motive? I asked quickly, trying to discern what could be at the back of this mans mind. How strange it was! Hitherto I had rather liked the tall, quiet, kind-mannered country rector. Yet he had suddenly set himself out in open antagonism to my plans — to my love!

My motive, he declared, is to protect the best interests of you both. I have no ends to serve, save those of humanity, Mr. Biddulph.

You urged Miss Pennington to make confession to me. You implied that her avowal of affection was false, I said, with quick indignation.

I asked her to confess — to tell you the truth, because I am unable so to do, was his slow reply. Ah! Mr. Biddulph, he sighed, if only the real facts could be exposed to you — if only you could be told the ghastly, naked truth.

Why do you say all this, Mr. Shuttleworth? protested Sylvia in a low, pained voice. Why should Mr. Biddulph be mystified further? If you are determined that I should sacrifice myself — well, I am ready. You have been my friend — yet now you seem to have suddenly turned against me, and treat me as an enemy.

Only as far as this unfortunate affair is concerned, my child, he said. Remember my position — recall all the past, and put to yourself the question whether I have not a perfect right to forbid you to sacrifice the life of a good, honest man like the one before you, he said, his clerical drawl becoming more accentuated as he spoke.

Rubbish, my dear sir, I laughed derisively. Put aside all this cant and hypocrisy. It ill becomes you. Speak out, like a man of the world that you are. What specific charge do you bring against this lady? Come, tell me.

None, he replied. Evil is done through her — not by her.

And she stood silent, unable to protest.

But cant you be more explicit? I cried, my anger rising. If you make charges, I demand that you shall substantiate them. Recollect all that I have at stake in this matter.

I know — your life, he responded. Well, I have already told you what to expect.

Sylvia, I said, turning to the pale girl standing trembling at my side, will you not speak? Will you not tell me what all this means? By what right does this man speak thus? Has he any right?

She was silent for a few moments. Then slowly she nodded her head in an affirmative.

What right has he to forbid our affection? I demanded. I love you, and I tell you that no man shall come between us!

He alone has a right, Owen, she said, addressing me for the first time by my Christian name.

What right?

But she would not answer. She merely stood with head downcast, and said — 

Ask him.

This I did, but the thin-faced man refused to reply. All he would say was — 

I have forbidden this fatal folly, Mr. Biddulph. Please do not let us discuss it further.

I confess I was both angry and bewildered. The mystery was hourly increasing. Sylvia had admitted that Shuttleworth had a right to interfere. Yet I could not discern by what right a mere friend could forbid a girl to entertain affection. I felt that the ever-increasing problem was even stranger and more [Pg180]remarkable than I had anticipated, and that when I fathomed it, it would be found to be utterly astounding!

Sylvia was unwavering in her attachment to myself. Her antagonism towards Shuttleworths pronouncement was keen and bitter, yet, with her womans superior judgment, she affected carelessness.

You asked this lady to confess, I said, addressing him. Confess what?

The truth.

Then I turned to my well-beloved and asked — 

What is the truth? Do you love me?

Yes, Owen, I do, was her frank and fervent response.

I did not mean that, said Shuttleworth hastily. I meant the truth concerning yourself.

Mr. Biddulph knows what I am.

But he does not know who you are.

Then you may tell him, was her hoarse reply. Tell him! she cried wildly. Tear from me all that I hold sacred — all that I hold most dear — dash me back into degradation and despair — if you will! I am in your hands.

Sylvia! he said reproachfully. I am your friend — and your fathers friend. I am not your enemy. I regret if you have ever thought I have lifted a finger against you.

Are you not standing as a barrier between myself and Mr. Biddulph? she protested, her eyes flashing.



Because I see that only misfortune — ah! death — can arise. You know full well the promise I have made. You know, too, what has been told me in confidence, because — because my profession happens to be what it is — a humble servant of God.

Yes, she faltered, I know — I know! Forgive me if I have spoken harshly, Mr. Shuttleworth. I know you are my friend — and you are Owens. Only — only it seems very hard that you should thus put this ban upon us — you, who preach the gospel of truth and love.

Shuttleworth drew a deep breath. His thin lips were pursed; his grey eyebrows contracted slightly, and I saw in his countenance a distinctly pained expression.

I have spoken with all good intention, Sylvia, he said. Your love for Mr. Biddulph must only bring evil upon both of you. Surely you realize that?

Sylvia has already realized it, I declared. But we have resolved to risk it.

The risk is, alas! too great, he declared. Already you are a marked man. Your only chance of escape is to take Sylvias advice and to go into hiding. Go away — into the country — and live in some quiet, remote village under another name. It is your best mode of evading disaster. To remain and become the lover of Sylvia Pennington is, I tell you, the height of folly — it is suicide!

Let it be so, I responded in quiet defiance. I will never forsake the woman I love. Frankly, I suspect a hidden motive in this suggestion of yours; therefore I refuse to accept it.

Not to save your own life?

Not even to save my life. This is surely my own affair.

And hers.

I shall protect Sylvia, never fear. I am not afraid. Let our enemies betray their presence by sign or word, and I will set myself out to combat them. They have already those crimes in Bayswater to account for. And they will take a good deal of explaining away.

Then you really intend to reveal the secret of that house in Porchester Terrace? he asked, not without some apprehension.

My enemies, you say, intend to plot and encompass my death. Good! Then I shall take my own means of vindication. Naturally I am a quiet, law-abiding man. But if any enemy rises against me without cause, then I strike out with a sledgehammer.

You are hopeless, he declared.

I am, where my love is concerned, I admitted. Sylvia has promised to-day that she will become my wife. The future is surely our own affair, Mr. Shuttleworth — not yours!

And if her father forbids? he asked quite quietly, his eyes fixed straight upon my well-beloved.

Let me meet him face to face, I said in defiance. He will not interfere after I have spoken, I added, with confidence. I, perhaps, know more than you believe concerning him.

Sylvia started, staring at me, her face blanched in an instant. The scene was tragic and painful.

What do you know? she asked breathlessly.

Nothing, dearest, which will interfere with our love, I reassured her. Your fathers affairs are not yours, and for his doings you cannot be held responsible.

She exchanged a quick glance with Shuttleworth, I noticed.

Then it seemed as though a great weight were lifted from her mind by my words, for, turning to me, she smiled sweetly, saying — 

Ah! how can I thank you sufficiently? I am helpless and defenceless. If I only dared, I could tell you a strange story — for surely mine is as strange as any ever printed in the pages of fiction. But Mr. Shuttleworth will not permit it.

You may speak — if you deem it wise, exclaimed the rector in a strangely altered voice. He seemed much annoyed at my open defiance. Mr. Biddulph may as well, perhaps, know the truth at first as at last.

The truth! I echoed. Yes, tell me the truth, I begged her.

No, she cried wildly, again covering her fair face with her hands. No — forgive me. I cant — I cant!



No, remarked Shuttleworth in a strange, hard, reproachful tone, and with a cruel, cynical smile upon his lips. You cannot — for it is too hideous — too disgraceful — too utterly scandalous! It is for that reason I forbid you to love!


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

THE MAN IN GOLD PINCE-NEZ
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FOR A WHOLE month our engagement was kept a profound secret.

Only Shuttleworth and his wife knew. The first-named had been compelled to bow to the inevitable, and for him, it must be said that he behaved splendidly. Sylvia remained his guest, and on several days each week I travelled down from Waterloo to Andover and spent the warm summer hours with her, wandering in the woods, or lounging upon the pretty lawn of the old rectory.

The rector had ceased to utter warnings, yet sometimes I noticed a strange, apprehensive look upon his grave countenance. Elsie Durnford still remained there, and she and Sylvia were close friends.

Through those four happy weeks I had tried to get into communication with Mr. Pennington. I telegraphed to an address in Scotland which Sylvia had given me, but received no reply. I then telegraphed to the Caledonian Hotel in Edinburgh, and then learned, with considerable surprise, that nobody named Pennington was, or had been, staying there.

I told Sylvia this. But she merely remarked — 

Father is so erratic in his movements that he probably never went to Edinburgh, after all. I have not heard from him now for a full week.

I somehow felt, why, I cannot well explain, that she was rather disinclined to allow me to communicate with Pennington. Did she fear that he might forbid our marriage?

Without seeing him or obtaining his consent, I confess I did not feel absolute security. The mystery surrounding her was such a curious and complicated one that the deeper I probed into it, the more complex did it appear.

Some few days later, in reply to my question, she said that she had heard from her father, who was at the Midland Grand Hotel in Manchester. He would not, however, be in London for two or three weeks, as he was about to leave in two days time, by way of Hook of Holland, for Berlin, where he had business.

Therefore, early the following morning, I took train to Manchester, and made inquiry at the big hotel.

We have no gentleman of that name here, sir, replied the smart reception clerk, referring to his list. He hasnt arrived yet, I expect. A lady was asking for a Mr. Pennington yesterday — a French lady.

You dont know the name, then?

He replied in the negative.

No doubt he is expected, if the lady called to see him?

No doubt, sir. Perhaps hell be here to-day.

And with that, I was compelled to turn disappointed away. I wandered into the restaurant, and there ate my lunch alone. The place was crowded, as it always is, mostly by people interested in cotton and its products, for it is, perhaps, one of the most cosmopolitan hotels in the whole kingdom. Sick of the chatter and clatter of the place, I paid my bill and passed out into the big smoking-lounge to take my coffee and liqueur and idle over the newspaper.

I was not quite certain whether to remain there the night and watch for Penningtons arrival, or to return to London. As a matter of fact, so certain had I been of finding him that I had not brought a suit-case.

I suppose I had been in the lounge half-an-hour or so, when I looked up, and then, to my surprise, saw Pennington, smartly dressed, and looking very spruce for his years, crossing from the bureau with a number of letters in his hand. It was apparent that he had just received them from the mail-clerk.

And yet I had been told that he was not staying there!

I held my paper in such position as to conceal my face while I watched his movements.

He halted, opened a telegram, and read it eagerly. Then, crushing it in his hand with a gesture of annoyance, he thrust it into his jacket pocket.

He was dressed in a smart dark grey suit, which fitted him perfectly, a grey soft felt hat, while his easy manner and bearing were those of a gentleman of wealth and leisure. He held a cigar between his fingers, and, walking slowly as he opened one of the letters, he presently threw himself into one of the big arm-chairs near me, and became absorbed in his correspondence.

There was a waste-paper basket near, and into this he tossed something as valueless. One of the letters evidently caused him considerable annoyance, for, removing his hat, he passed his hand slowly over his bald head as he sat staring at it in mystification. Then he rang the bell, and ordered something from a waiter. A liqueur of brandy was brought, and, tossing it off at a gulp, he rose, wrote a telegram at the table near him, and went quickly out.

After he had gone I also rose, and, without attracting attention, crossed, took up another paper, and then seated myself in the chair he had vacated.

My eye was upon the waste-paper basket, and when no one was looking I reached out and took therefrom a crumpled blue envelope — the paper he had flung away.

Smoothing it out, I found that it was not addressed to him, but to Arnold Du Cane, Esq., Travellers Club, Paris, and had been re-directed to this hotel.

This surprised me.

I rose, and, crossing to the mail-clerk, asked — 

You gave some letters and a telegram to a rather short gentleman in grey a few minutes ago. Was that Mr. Du Cane?

Yes, sir, was the reply. He went across yonder into the lounge.

You know him — eh?

Oh yes, sir. Hes often been here. Not lately. At one time, however, he was a frequent visitor.



And so Sylvias father was living there under the assumed name of Arnold Du Cane!

For business purposes names are often assumed, of course. But Penningtons business was such a mysterious one that, even against my will, I became filled with suspicion.

I resolved to wait and catch him on his return. He had probably only gone to the telegraph office. Had Sylvia wilfully concealed the fact that her father travelled under the name of Du Cane, in order that I should not meet him? Surely there could be no reason why she should have done so.

Therefore I returned to a chair near the entrance to the smoking-lounge, and waited in patience.

My vigil was not a long one, for after ten minutes or so he re-entered, spruce and gay, and cast a quick glance around, as though in search of somebody.

I rose from my chair, and as I did so saw that he regarded me strangely, as though half conscious of having met me somewhere before.

Walking straight up to him, I said — 

I believe, sir, that you are Mr. Pennington?

He looked at me strangely, and I fancied that he started at mention of the name.

Well, sir, was his calm reply, I have not the pleasure of knowing you. I noted that he neither admitted that he was Pennington, nor did he deny it.

We met some little time ago on the Lake of Garda, I said. I, unfortunately, did not get the chance of a chat with you then. You left suddenly. Dont you recollect that I sat alone opposite you in the restaurant of the Grand at Gardone?

Oh yes! he laughed. How very foolish of me! Forgive me. I thought I recognized you, and yet couldnt, for the life of me, recall where we had met. How are you? and he put out his hand and shook mine warmly. Lets sit down. Have a drink, Mr. — er. I havent the pleasure of your name.

Biddulph, I said. Owen Biddulph.

Well, Mr. Biddulph, he said in a cheery way, Im very glad you recognized me. Im a very bad hand at recollecting people, I fear. Perhaps I meet so many. And then he gave the waiter an order for some refreshment. Since I was at Gardone Ive been about a great deal — to Cairo, Bucharest, Odessa, and other places. Im always travelling, you know.

And your daughter has remained at home — with Mr. Shuttleworth, near Andover, I remarked.

He started perceptibly at my words.

Ah! of course. The girl was with me at Gardone. You met her there, perhaps — eh?

I replied in the affirmative. It, however, struck me as strange that he should refer to her as the girl. Surely that was the term used by one of his strange motoring friends when he kept that midnight appointment on the Brescia road.

I had the pleasure of meeting Miss Sylvia, I went on. And more, we have become very firm friends.



Oh! he exclaimed, opening his eyes widely. Im delighted to hear it.

Though his manner was so open and breezy, I yet somehow detected a curious sinister expression in his glance. He did not seem exactly at his ease in my presence.

The fact is, Mr. Pennington, I said, after we had been chatting for some time, I have been wanting to meet you for some weeks past. I have something to say to you.

Oh! Whats that? he asked, regarding me with some surprise. I suppose Sylvia told you that I was in Manchester, and you came here to see me — eh? This was not a chance meeting — was it?

Not exactly, I admitted. I came here from London expressly to have a chat with you — a confidential chat.

His expression altered slightly, I thought.

Well? he asked, twisting his cigar thoughtfully in his fingers. Speak; Im listening.

For a second I hesitated. Then, in a blundering way, blurted forth — 

The fact is, Mr. Pennington, I love Sylvia! She has promised to become my wife, and I am here to beg your consent.

He half rose from his chair, staring at me in blank amazement.

What? he cried. Sylvia loves you — a perfect stranger?

She does, was my calm response. And though I may be a stranger to you, Mr. Pennington, I hope it may not be for long. I am not without means, and I am in a position to maintain your daughter properly, as the wife of a country gentleman.

He was silent for a few moments, his brows knit thoughtfully, his eyes upon the fine ring upon his well-manicured hand.

What is your income? he asked quite bluntly, raising his keen eyes to mine.

I told him, giving him a few details concerning my parentage and my possessions.

And what would you be prepared to settle on my daughter, providing I gave my consent? Have you thought of that matter?

I confessed that I had not, but that I would be ready, if she so desired, to settle upon her twenty thousand pounds.

And that wouldnt cripple you — eh?

No, Im pleased to say it would not. I have kept my inheritance practically intact, I added.

Well, I must first hear what Sylvia has to say, he said; then he added airily, I suppose you would make over the greater part of your estate to her, in case of your death? And there are life assurances, of course? One never knows what may happen, you know. Pardon me for speaking thus frankly. As a father, however, it is my duty to see that my daughters future is safeguarded.

I quite understand all that, I replied, with a smile. Of course, Sylvia would inherit all I could legally bequeath to her, and as for life assurances, I would insure myself for what sum you suggest.

You are young, he said. Insure for ten thousand. The premiums would be not so very heavy.

As you wish, I replied. If I carry out your desires, I understand that I have your consent to pay my attentions to Sylvia?

If what you tell me proves, on inquiry, to be the truth, Mr. Biddulph, I shall have the greatest pleasure in welcoming you as my son-in-law. I cant say more, he replied. Heres my hand, and as I took his, he gripped me heartily. I confess I like you now, he added, and I feel sure I shall like you more when I know more concerning you.

Then he added, with a laugh — 

Oh, by the way, Im not known here as Pennington, but as Du Cane. The fact is, I had some unfortunate litigation some time ago, which led to bankruptcy, and so, for business reasons, Im Arnold Du Cane. Youll understand, wont you? he laughed.

Entirely, I replied, overjoyed at receiving Penningtons consent. When shall we meet in London?

Ill be back on the 10th — thats sixteen days from now, he replied. I have to go to Brussels, and on to Riga. Tell Sylvia and dear old Shuttleworth youve seen me. Give them both my love. We shall meet down at Middleton, most certainly.

And so for a long time we chatted on, finishing our cigars, I replying to many questions he put to me relative to my financial and social position — questions which were most natural in the circumstances of our proposed relationship.

But while we were talking a rather curious incident arrested my attention. Pennington was sitting with his back to the door of the lounge, when, among those who came and went, was a rather stout foreigner of middle age, dressed quietly in black, wearing a gold pince-nez, and having the appearance of a French business man.

He had entered the lounge leisurely, when, suddenly catching sight of Sylvias father, he drew back and made a hurried exit, apparently anxious to escape the observation of us both.

So occupied was my mind with my own affairs that the occurrence completely passed from me until that same night, when, at ten oclock, on descending the steps of Whites and proceeding to walk down St. Jamess Street in the direction of home, I suddenly heard footsteps behind me, and, turning, found, to my dismay, the Frenchman from Manchester quietly walking in the same direction.

This greatly mystified me. The broad-faced foreigner in gold pince-nez, evidently in ignorance that I had seen him in Manchester, must have travelled up to London by the same train as myself, and must have remained watching outside Whites for an hour or more!

Why had the stranger so suddenly become interested in me?



Was yet another attempt to be made upon me, as Shuttleworth had so mysteriously predicted?

I was determined to show a bold front and defy my enemies; therefore, when I had crossed Pall Mall against St. Jamess Palace, I suddenly faced about, and, meeting the stranger full tilt, addressed him before he could escape.

Next moment, alas! I knew that I had acted injudiciously.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

THE MAN IN THE STREET
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I HAD ASKED the Frenchman, rather angrily I fear, why he was following me, whereat he merely bowed with the exquisite politeness of his race, and replied in good English — 

I was not aware of following msieur. I regret extremely if I have caused annoyance. I ask a thousand pardons.

Well, your surveillance upon me annoys me, I declared abruptly. I saw you spying upon me in Manchester this afternoon, and you have followed me to London!

Ah, yes, he replied, with a slight gesticulation; it is true that I was in Manchester. But our meeting here must be by mere chance. I was unaware that monsieur was in Manchester, he assured me in a suave manner.

Well, I said in French, yours is a very lame story, monsieur. I saw you, and you also saw me talking to Mr. Pennington in the Midland Hotel. Perhaps youll deny that you know Mr. Pennington — eh?

I certainly do not deny that, he said, with a smile. I have known Monsieur Penning-ton for some years. It is true that I saw him at the Midland.

And you withdrew in order to escape his observation — eh?

Monsieur has quick eyes, he said. Yes, that is quite true.

Why?

For reasons of my own.

And you deny having followed me here?

He hesitated for a second, looking straight into my face in the darkness.

Come, I said, you may as well admit that you followed me from Manchester.

Why should I admit what is not the truth? he asked. What motive could I have to follow you — a perfect stranger?

Well, as a matter of fact, Im a bit suspicious, I declared, still speaking in French. Of late there was a desperate attempt upon my life.

By whom? he inquired quickly. Please tell me, Monsieur Biddulph; I am greatly interested in this.

Then you know my name? I exclaimed, surprised.

Certainly.

Why are you interested in me?

I may now have a motive, was his calm yet mysterious reply. Tell me in what manner an attempt has been made upon you?



At first I hesitated, then, after a seconds reflection, I explained the situation in a few words.

Ah! Of course, I quite see that monsieurs mind must be filled by suspicion, he responded; yet I regret if I have been the cause of any annoyance. By the way, how long have you known Monsieur Penning-ton?

Oh, some months, I replied. The fact is, Im engaged to his daughter.

His daughter! echoed the Frenchman, looking at me quickly with a searching glance. Then he gave vent to a low grunt, and stroked his grey pointed beard.

And it was after this engagement that the attempt was made upon you — eh? he inquired.

No, before.

The foreigner remained silent for a few moments. He seemed considerably puzzled. I could not make him out. The fact that he was acquainted with my name showed that he was unduly interested in me, even though he had partially denied it.

Why do you ask this? I demanded, as we still stood together at the bottom of St. Jamess Street.

Ah, nothing, he laughed. But — well, I really fear Ive aroused your suspicions unduly. Perhaps it is not so very extraordinary, after all, that in these days of rapid communication two men should catch sight of each other in a Manchester hotel, and, later on, meet in a street in London — eh?

I regard the coincidence as a strange one, monsieur, I replied stiffly, if it is really an actual coincidence.

For aught I knew, the fellow might be a friend of Pennington, or an accomplice of those rascally assassins. Had I not been warned by Shuttleworth, and also by Sylvia herself, of another secret attempt upon my life?

I was wary now, and full of suspicion.

Instinctively I did not like this mysterious foreigner. The way in which he had first caught sight of my face as I descended the steps of Whites, and how he had glided after me down St. Jamess Street, was not calculated to inspire confidence.

He asked permission to walk at my side along the Mall, which I rather reluctantly granted. It seemed that, now I had addressed him, I could not shake him off. Without doubt his intention was to watch, and see where I lived. Therefore, instead of going in the direction of Buckingham Palace, I turned back eastward towards the steps at the foot of the Duke of Yorks Column.

As we strolled in the darkness along the front of Carlton House Terrace he chatted affably with me, then said suddenly — 

Do you know, Monsieur Biddulph, we met once before — in rather strange circumstances. You did not, however, see me. It was in Paris, some little time ago. You were staying at the Grand Hotel, and became acquainted with a certain American named Harriman.



Harriman! I echoed, with a start, for that mans name brought back to me an episode I would fain forget. The fact is, I had trusted him, and I had believed him to be an honest man engaged in big financial transactions, until I discovered the truth. My friendship with him cost me nearly one thousand eight hundred pounds.

Harriman was very smart, was he not? laughed my friend, with a touch of sarcasm.

Could it be, I wondered, that this Frenchman was a friend of the shrewd and unscrupulous New Yorker?

Yes, I replied rather faintly.

Sharp — until found out, went on the stranger, speaking in French. His real name is Bell, and he — —

Yes, I know; he was arrested for fraud in my presence as he came down the staircase in the hotel, I interrupted.

He was arrested upon a much more serious charge, exclaimed the stranger. He was certainly wanted in Berlin and Hanover for frauds in connection with an invention, but the most serious charge against him was one of murder.

Murder! I gasped. I never knew that!

Yes — the murder of a young English statesman named Ronald Burke at a villa near Nice. Surely you read reports of the trial?

I confessed that I had not done so.

Well, it was proved conclusively that he was a member of a very dangerous gang of criminals who for several years had committed some of the most clever and audacious thefts. The organization consisted of over thirty men and women, of varying ages, all of them expert jewel thieves, safe-breakers, or card-sharpers. Twice each year this interesting company held meetings — at which every member was present — and at such meetings certain members were allotted certain districts, or certain profitable pieces of business. Thus, if half-a-dozen were to-day operating in London as thieves or receivers, they would change, and in a week would be operating in St. Petersburg, while those from Russia would be here. So cleverly was the band organized that it was practically impossible for the police to make arrests. It was a more widespread and wealthy criminal organization than has ever before been unearthed. But the arrest of your friend Harriman, alias Bell, on a charge of murder was the means of exposing the conspiracy, and the ultimate breaking up of the gang.

And what of Bell?

He narrowly escaped the guillotine, and is now imprisoned for life at Devils Island.

And you saw him with me at Paris? I remarked, in wonder at this strange revelation. He certainly never struck me as an assassin. He was a shrewd man — a swindler, no doubt, but his humorous bearing and his good-nature were entirely opposed to the belief that his was a sinister nature.

Yet it was proved beyond the shadow of a doubt that he and another man killed and robbed a young Englishman named Burke, responded the Frenchman. Perhaps you, yourself, had a narrow escape. Who knows? It was no doubt lucky for you that he was arrested.

But I understood that the charge was one of fraud, I said. I intended to go to the trial, but I was called to Italy.

The charge of fraud was made in order not to alarm his accomplice, replied the stranger.

How do you know that? I inquired.

Well — he hesitated— that came out at the trial. There were full accounts of it in the Paris Matin.

I dont care for reading Assize Court horrors, I replied, still puzzled regarding my strange companions intimate knowledge concerning the man whose dramatic and sudden arrest had, on that memorable afternoon, so startled me.

When I saw your face just now, he said, I recognized you as being at the Grand Hotel with Bell. Do you know, he laughed, you were such a close friend of the accused that you were suspected of being a member of the dangerous association! Indeed, you very narrowly escaped arrest on suspicion. It was only because the reception clerk in the hotel knew you well, and vouched for your respectability and that Biddulph was your real name. Yet, for a full week, you were watched closely by the sûreté.



And I was all unconscious of it! I cried, realizing how narrowly I had escaped a very unpleasant time. How do you know all this? I asked.

But the Frenchman with the gold glasses and the big amethyst ring upon his finger merely laughed, and refused to satisfy me.

From him, however, I learned that the depredations of the formidable gang had been unequalled in the annals of crime. Many of the greatest jewel robberies in the European capitals in recent years had, it was now proved, been effected by them, as well as the theft of the Marchioness of Mottisfonts jewels at Victoria Station, which were valued at eighteen thousand pounds, and were never recovered; the breaking open of the safe of Levi & Andrews, the well-known diamond-merchants of Hatton Garden, and the theft of a whole vanload of furs before a shop in New Bond Street, all of which are, no doubt, fresh within the memory of the reader of the daily newspapers.

Every single member of that remarkable association of thieves was an expert in his or her branch of dishonesty, while the common fund was a large one, hence members could disguise themselves as wealthy persons, if need be. One, when arrested, was found occupying a fine old castle in the Tyrol, he told me; another — an expert burglar — was a doctor in good practice at Hampstead; another kept a fine jewellers shop in Marseilles, while another, a lady, lived in style in a great château near Nevers.



And who exposed them? I asked, much interested. Somebody must have betrayed them.

Somebody did betray them — by anonymous letters to the police — letters which were received at intervals at the Préfecture in Paris, and led to the arrest of one after another of the chief members of the gang. It seemed to have been done by some one irritated by Bells arrest. But the identity of the informant has never been ascertained. He deemed it best to remain hidden — for obvious reasons, laughed my friend at my side.

You seem to know a good many facts regarding the affair, I said. Have you no idea of the identity of the mysterious informant?

Well — he hesitated— I have a suspicion that it was some person associated with them — some one who became conscience-stricken. Ah! Msieur Biddulph, if you only knew the marvellous cunning of that invulnerable gang. Had it not been for that informant, they would still be operating — in open defiance of the police of Europe. Criminal methods, if expert, only fail for want of funds. Are not some of our wealthiest financiers mere criminals who, by dealing in thousands, as other men deal in francs, conceal their criminal methods? Half your successful financiers are merely successful adventurers. The dossiers of some of them, preserved in the police bureaux, would be astounding reading to those who admire them and proclaim them the successful men of to-day — kings of finance they call them!



You are certainly something of a philosopher, I laughed, compelled to admit the truth of his argument; but tell me — how is it that you know so much concerning George Harriman, alias Bell, and his antecedents?


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

PROOF POSITIVE
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I WAS GREATLY interested, even though I was now filled with suspicion.

Somehow I had become impressed with the idea that the stranger might have been one of the daring and dangerous association, and that he had related that strange story for the purpose of misleading me.

But the stranger, who had, in the course of our conversation, told me that his name was Pierre Delanne, only said — 

You could have read it all in the Matin, my dear monsieur.

His attitude was that of a man who knew more than he intended to reveal. Surely it was a curious circumstance, standing there in the night, listening to the dramatic truth concerning the big-faced American, Harriman, whom I had for so long regarded as an enigma.

Tell me, Monsieur Delanne, I said, for what reason have you followed me to London?

He laughed as he strode easily along at my side towards the Duke of Yorks steps.

Havent I already told you that I did not purposely follow you? he exclaimed.



Yes, but I dont believe it, was my very frank reply. He had certainly explained that, but his manner was not earnest. I could see that he was only trifling with me, trifling in an easy, good-natured way.

Bien! he said; and if I followed you, Monsieur Biddulph, I assert that it is with no sinister intent.

How do I know that? I queried. You are a stranger.

I admit that. But you are not a stranger to me, my dear monsieur.

Well, let us come to the point, I said. What do you want with me?

Nothing, he laughed. Was it not you yourself who addressed me?

But you followed me! I cried. You cant deny that.

Monsieur may hold of me whatever opinion he pleases, was Delannes polite reply. I repeat my regrets, and I ask pardon.

He spoke English remarkably well. But I recollected that the international thief — the man who is a cosmopolitan, and who commits theft in one country to-night, and is across the frontier in the morning — is always a perfect linguist. Harriman was. Though American, with all his nasal intonation and quaint Americanisms, he spoke half-a-dozen Continental languages quite fluently.

My bitter experiences of the past caused considerable doubt to arise within me. I had had warnings that my mysterious enemies would attack me secretly, by some subtle means. Was this Frenchman one of them?

He saw that I treated him with some suspicion, but it evidently amused him. His face beamed with good-nature.

At the bottom of the broad flight of stairs which lead up to the United Service Club and Pall Mall, I halted.

Now look here, Monsieur Delanne, I said, much puzzled and mystified by the mans manner and the curious story he had related, I have neither desire nor inclination for your company further. You understand?

Ah, monsieur, a thousand pardons, cried the man, raising his hat and bowing with the elegance of the true Parisian. I have simply spoken the truth. Did you not put to me questions which I have answered? You have said you are engaged to the daughter of my friend Penning-ton. That has interested me.

Why?

Because the daughter of my friend Penning-ton always interests me, was his curious reply.

Is that an intended sarcasm? I asked resentfully.

Not in the least, msieur, he said quickly. I have every admiration for the young lady.

Then you know her — eh?

By repute.

Why?



Well, her father was connected with one of the strangest and most extraordinary incidents in my life, he said. Even to-day, the mystery of it all has not been cleared up. I have tried, times without number, to elucidate it, but have always failed.

What part did Sylvia play in the affair, may I ask?

Really, he replied, I scarcely know. It was so utterly extraordinary — beyond human credence.

Tell me — explain to me, I said, instantly interested. What could this man know of my well-beloved?

He was silent for some minutes. We were still standing by the steps. Surely it was scarcely the place for an exchange of confidences.

I fear that monsieur must really excuse me. The matter is purely a personal one — purely confidential, and concerns myself alone — just — just as your close acquaintanceship with Mademoiselle Sylvia concerns you.

It seems that it concerns other persons as well, if one may judge by what has recently occurred.

Ah! Then your enemies have arisen because of your engagement to the girl — eh?

The girl! How strange! Penningtons mysterious friends of the Brescia road had referred to her as the girl. So had those two assassins in Porchester Terrace! Was it a mere coincidence, or had he, too, betrayed a collusion with those mean blackguards who had put me to that horrible torture?

Had you met this strange man at night in St. Jamess Park, would you have placed any faith in him? I think not. I maintain that I was perfectly justified in treating him as an enemy. He was rather too intimately acquainted with the doings of Harriman and his gang to suit my liking. Even as he stood there beneath the light of the street-lamp, I saw that his bright eyes twinkled behind those gold pince-nez, while the big old-fashioned amethyst he wore on his finger was a conspicuous object. He gave one the appearance of a prosperous merchant or shopkeeper.

What makes you suggest that the attempt was due to my affection for Sylvia? I asked him.

Well, it furnishes a motive, does it not?

No, it doesnt. I have no enemies — as far as I am aware.

But there exists some person who is highly jealous of mademoiselle, and who is therefore working against you in secret.

Is that your opinion?

I regret to admit that it is. Indeed, Monsieur Biddulph, you have every need to exercise the greatest care. Otherwise misfortune will occur to you. Mark what I — a stranger — tell you.

I started. Here again was a warning uttered! The situation was growing quite uncanny.

What makes you expect this?

It is more than mere surmise, he said slowly and in deep earnestness. I happen to know.

From that last sentence of his I jumped to the conclusion that he was, after all, one of the malefactors. He was warning me with the distinct object of putting me off my guard. His next move, no doubt, would be to try and pose as my friend and adviser! I laughed within myself, for I was too wary for him.

Well, I said, after a few moments silence, as together we ascended the broad flight of steps, with the high column looming in the darkness, the fact is, Ive become tired of all these warnings. Everybody I meet seems to predict disaster for me. Why, I cant make out.

No one has revealed to you the reason — eh? he asked in a low, meaning voice.

No.

Ah! Then, of course, you cannot discern the peril. It is but natural that you should treat all well-meant advice lightly. Probably I should, mon cher ami, if I were in your place.

Well, I exclaimed impatiently, halting again, now, what is it that you really know? Dont beat about the bush any longer. Tell me, frankly and openly.

The man merely raised his shoulders significantly, but made no response. In the ray of light which fell upon him, his gold-rimmed spectacles glinted, while his shrewd dark eyes twinkled behind them, as though he delighted in mystifying me.

Surely you can reply, I cried in anger. What is the reason of all this? What have I done?

Ah! it is what monsieur has not done.

Pray explain.



Pardon. I cannot explain. Why not ask mademoiselle? She knows everything.

Everything! I echoed. Then why does she not tell me?

She fears — most probably.

Could it be that this strange foreigner was purposely misleading me? I gazed upon his stout, well-dressed figure, and the well-brushed silk hat which he wore with such jaunty air.

In Pall Mall a string of taxi-cabs was passing westward, conveying homeward-bound theatre folk, while across at the brightly-lit entrance of the Carlton, cabs and taxis were drawing up and depositing well-dressed people about to sup.

At the corner of the Athenæum Club we halted again, for I wanted to rid myself of him. I had acted foolishly in addressing him in the first instance. For aught I knew, he might be an accomplice of those absconding assassins of Porchester Terrace.

As we stood there, he had the audacity to produce his cigarette-case and offer me one. But I resentfully declined it.

Ah! he laughed, stroking his greyish beard again, I fear, Monsieur Biddulph, that you are displeased with me. I have annoyed you by not satisfying your natural curiosity. But were I to do so, it would be against my own interests. Hence my silence. Am I not perfectly honest with you?

That speech of his corroborated all my suspicions. His motive in following me, whatever it could be, was a sinister one. He had admitted knowledge of Harriman, the man found guilty and sentenced for the murder of the young English member of Parliament, Ronald Burke. His intimate acquaintance with Harrimans past and with his undesirable friends showed that he must have been an associate of that daring and dangerous gang.

I was a diligent reader of the English papers, but had never seen any mention of the great association of expert criminals. His assertion that the Paris Matin had published all the details was, in all probability, untrue. I instinctively mistrusted him, because he had kept such a watchful eye upon me ever since I had sat with Sylvias father in the lounge of that big hotel in Manchester.

I dont think you are honest with me, Monsieur Delanne, I said stiffly. Therefore I refuse to believe you further.

As you wish, laughed my companion. You will believe me, however, ere long — when you have proof. Depend upon it.

And he glanced at his watch, closing it quickly with a snap.

You see — — he began, but as he uttered the words a taxi, coming from the direction of Charing Cross, suddenly pulled up at the kerb where we were standing — so suddenly that, for a moment, I did not notice that it had come to a standstill.

Ah! he exclaimed, when he saw the cab, I quite forgot! I have an appointment. I will wish you bon soir, Monsieur Biddulph. We may meet again — perhaps. And he raised his hat in farewell.



As he turned towards the taxi to enter it, I realized that some one was inside — that the person in the cab had met the strange foreigner by appointment at that corner!

A mans face peered out for a second, and a voice exclaimed cheerily — 

Hulloa! Sorry Im late, old chap!

Then, next instant, on seeing me, the face was withdrawn into the shadow.

Delanne had entered quickly, and, slamming the door, told the man to drive with all speed to Paddington Station.

The taxi was well on its way down Pall Mall ere I could recover from my surprise.

The face of the man in the cab was a countenance the remembrance of which will ever haunt me if I live to be a hundred years — the evil, pimply, dissipated face of Charles Reckitt!

My surmise had been correct, after all. Delanne was his friend!

Another conspiracy was afoot against me!


CHAPTER NINETEEN

THROUGH THE MISTS
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IT WAS NOW the end of September.

All my fears had proved groundless, and I had, at last, learned to laugh at them. For me, a new vista of life had been opened out, for Sylvia had now been my wife for a whole week — seven long dreamy days of perfect love and bliss.

Scarce could we realize the truth that we were actually man and wife.

Pennington had, after all, proved quite kind and affable, his sole thought being of his daughters future happiness. I had invited them both down to Carrington, and he had expressed delight at the provision I had made for Sylvia. Old Browning, in his brand-new suit, was at the head of a new staff of servants. There were new horses and carriages and a landaulette motor, while I had also done all I could to refurnish and renovate some of the rooms for Sylvias use.

The old place had been very dark and dreary, but it now wore an air of brightness and freshness, thanks to the London upholsterers and decorators into whose hands I had given the work.



Pennington appeared highly pleased with all he saw, while Sylvia, her arms entwined about my neck, kissed me in silent thanks for my efforts on her behalf.

Then came the wedding — a very quiet one at St. Mary Abbots, Kensington. Besides Jack Marlowe and a couple of other men who were intimate friends, not more than a dozen persons were present. Shuttleworth assisted the vicar, but Pennington was unfortunately ill in bed at the Hôtel Métropole, suffering from a bad cold. Still, we held the wedding luncheon at the Savoy, and afterwards went up to Scarborough, where we were now living in a pretty suite at the Grand Hotel overlooking the harbour, the blue bay, and the castle-crowned cliffs.

It was disappointing to Sylvia that her father had not been present at the wedding, but Elsie Durnford and her mother were there, as well as two or three other of her girl friends. The ceremony was very plain. At her own request, she had been married in her travelling-dress, while I, man-like, had secretly been glad that there was no fuss.

Just a visit to the church, the brief ceremony, the signature in the register, and a four-line announcement in the Times and Morning Post, and Sylvia and I had become man and wife.

I had resolved, on the morning of my marriage, to put behind me all thought of the mysteries and gruesomeness of the past. Now that I was Sylvias husband, I felt that she would have my protection, as well as that of her father. I had said nothing to her of her strange apprehensions, for we had mutually allowed them to drop.

We had come to Scarborough in preference to going abroad, for my well-beloved declared that she had had already too much of Continental life, and preferred a quiet time in England. So we had chosen the East Coast, and now each day we either drove out over the Yorkshire moors, or wandered by the rolling seas.

She was now my own — my very own! Ah! the sweet significance of those words when I uttered them and she clung to me, raising her full red lips to mine to kiss.

I loved her — aye, loved her with an all-consuming love. I told myself a thousand times that no man on earth had ever loved a woman more than I loved Sylvia. She was my idol, and more, we were wedded, firmly united to one another, insunderably joined with each other so that we two were one.

You satirists, cynics, misogamists and misogynists may sneer at love, and jeer at marriage. So melancholy is this our age that even by some women marriage seems to be doubted. Yet we may believe that there is not a woman in all Christendom who does not dote upon the name of wife. It carries a spell which even the most rebellious suffragette must acknowledge. They may speak of the subjection, the trammel, the slavery, and the inferiority to which marriage reduces them, but, after all, wife is a word against which they cannot harden their hearts.



Ah! how fervently we loved each other. As Sylvia and I wandered together by the sea on those calm September evenings, avoiding the holiday crowd, preferring the less-frequented walks to the fashionable promenades of the South Cliff or the Spa, we linked arm in arm, and I often, when not observed, kissed her upon the brow.

One evening, with the golden sunset in our faces, we were walking over the cliffs to Cayton Bay, a favourite walk of ours, when we halted at a stile, and sat together upon it to rest.

The wide waters deep below, bathed in the green and gold of the sinking sun, were calm, almost unruffled, unusual indeed for the North Sea, while about us the birds were singing their evening song, and the cattle in the fields were lying down in peace. There was not a breath of wind. The calmness was the same as the perfect calmness of our own hearts.

How still it is, Owen, remarked my love, after sitting in silence for a few minutes. From where we sat we could see that it was high tide, and the waves were lazily lapping the base of the cliffs deep below. Now and then a gull would circle about us with its shrill, plaintive cry, while far on the distant horizon lay the trail of smoke from a passing steamer. How delightful it is to be here — alone with you!

My arm stole round her slim waist, and my lips met hers in a fond, passionate caress. She looked very dainty in a plain walking costume of cream serge, with a boa of ostrich feathers about her throat, and a large straw hat trimmed with autumn flowers. It was exceptionally warm for the time of year; yet at night, on the breezy East Coast, there is a cold nip in the air even in the height of summer.

That afternoon we had, by favour of its owner, Mr. George Beeforth, one of the pioneers of Scarborough, wandered through the beautiful private gardens of the Belvedere, which, with their rose-walks, lawns and plantations, stretched from the promenade down to the sea, and had spent some charming hours in what its genial owner called the sun-trap. In all the north of England there are surely no more beautiful gardens beside the sea than those, and happily their good-natured owner is never averse to granting a stranger permission to visit them.

As we now sat upon that stile our hearts were too full for words, devoted as we were to each other.

Owen, my wife exclaimed at last, her soft little hand upon my shoulder as she looked up into my face, are you certain you will never regret marrying me?

Why, of course not, dearest, I said quickly, looking into her great wide-open eyes.

But — but, somehow — —

Somehow, what? I asked slowly.

Well, she sighed, gazing away towards the far-off horizon, her wonderful eyes bluer than the sea itself, I have a strange, indescribable feeling of impending evil — a presage of disaster.

My darling, I exclaimed, why trouble yourself over what are merely melancholy fancies? We are happy in each others love; therefore why should we anticipate evil? If it comes, then we will unite to resist it.

Ah, yes, Owen, she replied quickly, but this strange feeling came over me yesterday when we were together at Whitby. I cannot describe it — only it is a weird, uncanny feeling, a fixed idea that something must happen to mar this perfect happiness of ours.

What can mar our happiness when we both trust each other — when we both love each other, and our two hearts beat as one?

Has not the French poet written a very serious truth in those lines: Plaisir damour ne dure quun moment; chagrin damour dure toute la vie?

Yes, but we shall experience no chagrin, sweetheart, I assured her. After another week here we will travel where you will. If you wish, we will go to Carrington. There we shall be perfectly happy together, away in beautiful Devonshire.

I know you want to go there for the shooting, Owen, she said quietly, yet regarding me somewhat strangely, I thought. You have asked Mr. Marlowe?

With your permission, dearest.

But her face changed, and she sighed slightly.

In an instant I recollected the admission that they had either met before, or at least they knew something concerning each other.

Perhaps you do not desire to entertain company yet? I said quickly. Very well; Ill ask your father; he and I can have some sport together.

Owen, she said at last, turning her fair face again to mine, would you think it very, very strange of me, after all that you have done at beautiful old Carrington, if I told you that I — well, that I do not exactly like the place?

This rather surprised me, for she had hitherto been full of admiration of the fine, well-preserved relic of the Elizabethan age.

Dearest, if you do not care for Carrington we will not go there. We can either live at Wilton Street, or travel.

Im tired of travelling, dear, she declared. Ah, so tired! So, if you are content, let us live in Wilton Street. Carrington is so huge. When we were there I always felt lost in those big old rooms and long, echoing corridors.

But your own rooms that Ive had redecorated and furnished are smaller, I said. I admit that the old part of the house is very dark and weird — full of ghosts of other times. There are a dozen or more legends concerning it, as you know.

Yes, I read them in the guide-book to Devon. Some are distinctly quaint, are they not?

Some are tragic also — especially the story of little Lady Holbrook, who was so brutally killed by the Roundheads because she refused to reveal the whereabouts of her husband, I said.

Poor little lady! sighed Sylvia. But that is not mere legend: it is historical fact.

Well, I said, if you do not care for Carrington — if it is too dull for you — well live in London. Personally, I, too, should soon grow tired of a country life; and yet how could I grow tired of life with you, my own darling, at my side?

And how could I either, Owen? she asked, kissing me fondly. With you, no place can ever be dull. It is not the dulness I dread, but other things.

What things?

Catastrophe — of what kind, I know not. But I have been seized with a kind of instinctive dread.

For a few moments I was silent, my arm still about her neat waist. This sudden depression of hers was not reassuring.

Try and rid yourself of the idea, dearest, I urged presently. You have nothing to fear. We may both have enemies, but they will not now dare to attack us. Remember, I am now your husband.

And I your wife, Owen, she said, with a sweet love-look. Then, with a heavy sigh, she gazed thoughtfully away with her eyes fixed upon the darkening sea, and added: I only fear, dearest — for your sake.

I was silent again.

Sylvia, I said slowly at last, have you learnt anything — anything fresh which has awakened these strange apprehensions of yours?

No, she faltered, nothing exactly fresh. It is only a strange and unaccountable dread which has seized me — a dread of impending disaster.

Forget it, I urged, endeavouring to laugh. All your fears are now without foundation, dearest. Now we are wedded, we will fearlessly face the world together.

I have no fear when I am at your side, Owen, she replied, looking at me pale and troubled. But when we are parted I — I always fear. The day before yesterday I was full of apprehension all the time you had gone to York. I felt that something was to happen to you.

Really, dear, I said, smiling, you make me feel quite creepy. Dont allow your mind to run on the subject. Try and think of something else.

But I cant, she declared. Thats just it. I only wish I could rid myself of this horrible feeling of insecurity.

We are perfectly secure, I assured her. My enemies are now aware that Im quite wide awake. And in a few brief sentences I explained my curious meeting with the Frenchman Delanne.

The instant I described him — his stout body, his grey pointed beard, his gold pince-nez, his amethyst ring — she sat staring at me, white to the lips.

Why, she gasped, I know! The description is exact. And — and you say he saw my father in Manchester! He actually rode away in the same cab as Reckitt! Impossible! You must have dreamt it all, Owen.

No, dearest, I said quite calmly. It all occurred just as I have repeated it to you.

And he really entered the taxi with Reckitt? He said, too, that he knew my father — eh?

He did.



She held her breath. Her eyes were staring straight before her, her breath came and went quickly, and she gripped the wooden post to steady herself, for she swayed forward suddenly, and I stretched out my hand, fearing lest she should fall.

What I had told her seemed to stagger her. It revealed something of intense importance to her — something which, to me, remained hidden.

It was still a complete enigma.


CHAPTER TWENTY

THE STRANGER IN THE RUE DE RIVOLI
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FROM SCARBOROUGH WE had gone up to the Highlands, spending a fortnight at Grantown, a week at Blair Atholl, returning south through Callander and the Trossachs — one of the most glorious autumns I had ever spent.

Ours was now a peaceful, uneventful life, careless of the morrow, and filled with perfect love and concord. I adored my young beautiful wife, and I envied no man.

I had crushed down all feelings of misgivings that had hitherto so often arisen within me, for I felt confident in Sylvias affection. She lived only for me, possessing me body and soul.

Not a pair in the whole of England loved each other with a truer or more fervent passion. Our ideas were identical, and certainly I could not have chosen a wife more fitted for me — even though she rested beneath such a dark cloud of suspicion.

I suppose some who read this plain statement of fact will declare me to have been a fool. But to such I would reply that in your hearts the flame of real love has never yet burned. You may have experienced what you have fondly believed to have been love — a faint flame that has perhaps flickered for a time and, dying out, has long been forgotten. Only if you have really loved a woman — loved her with that all-consuming passion that arises within a man once in his whole lifetime when he meets his affinity, can you understand why I made Sylvia my wife.

I had the car brought up to meet us in Perth, and with it Sylvia and I had explored all the remotest beauties of the Highlands. We ran up as far north as Inverness, and around to Oban, delighting in all the beauties of the heather-clad hills, the wild moors, the autumn-tinted glades, and the broad unruffled lochs. Afterwards we went round the Trossachs and motored back to London through Carlisle, the Lakes, North Wales and the Valley of the Wye, the most charming of all motor-runs in England.

Afterwards, Sylvia wanted to do some shopping, and we went over to Paris for ten days. There, while at the Meurice, her father, who chanced to be passing through Paris on his way from Brussels to Lyons, came unexpectedly one evening and dined with us in our private salon.

Pennington was just as elegant and epicurean as ever. He delighted in the dinner set before him, the hotel, of course, being noted for its cooking.

That evening we were a merry trio. I had not seen my father-in-law since the morning of our marriage, when I had called, and found him confined to his bed. Therefore we had both a lot to relate to him regarding our travels.



I, too, have been moving about incessantly, he remarked, as he poised his wine-glass in his hand, regarding the colour of its contents. I was in Petersburg three weeks ago. Im interested in some telegraph construction works there. Weve just secured a big Government contract to lay a new line across Siberia.

Ive written to you half-a-dozen times, remarked his daughter, but you never replied.

Ive never had your letters, child, he said. Where did you address them?

Two I sent to the Travellers Club, here. Another I sent to the Hôtel de France, in Petersburg.

Ah! I was at the Europe, he laughed. I find their cooking better. Their sterlet is even better than the Hermitage at Moscow. Jules, the chef, was at Cubats, in the Nevski, for years.

Pennington always gauged a hotel by the excellence of its chef. He told us of tiny obscure places in Italy which he knew, where the rooms were carpetless and comfortless, but where the cooking could vie with the Savoy or Carlton in London. He mentioned the Giaponne in Leghorn, the Tazza dOro in Lucca, and the Vapore in Venice, of all three of which I had had experience, and I fully corroborated what he said. He was a man who ate his strawberries with a quarter of a liqueur-glass of maraschino thrown over them, and a slight addition of pepper, and he always mixed his salads himself.



Perhaps you think me very whimsical, he laughed across the table, but really, good cooking makes so much difference to life.

I told him that, as an Englishman, I preferred plainly-cooked food.

Which is usually heavy and indigestible, I fear, he declared. What, now, could be more indigestible than our English roast beef and plum pudding — eh?

My own thoughts were, however, running in an entirely different channel, and when presently Sylvia, who looked a delightful picture in ivory chiffon, and wearing the diamond necklet I had given her as one of her wedding presents, rose and left us to our cigars, I said suddenly — 

I say, Pennington, do you happen to know a stout, grey-bearded Frenchman who wears gold-rimmed glasses — a man named Pierre Delanne?

Delanne? he repeated. No, I dont recollect the name.

I saw him in Manchester, I exclaimed. He was at the Midland, and said he knew you — and also Sylvia.

In Manchester! Was he at the Midland while I was there?

Yes. He was dressed in black, with a silk hat and wore on his finger a great amethyst ring — a rather vulgar-looking ornament.

Penningtons lips were instantly pressed together.

Ah! he exclaimed, almost with a start, I think I know who you mean. His beard is pointed, and his eyes rather small and shining. He has the air of a bon-vivant, and speaks English extremely well. He wears the amethyst on the little finger of his left hand.

Exactly.

And, to you, he called himself Pierre Delanne, eh?

Yes. What is his real name, then?

Who knows? Ive heard that he uses half-a-dozen different aliases, replied my father-in-law.

Then you know him?

Well — not very well, was Penningtons response in a rather strange voice, I thought. Did he say anything regarding myself?

Only that he had seen you in Manchester.

When did you see him last?

Well, I said, as a matter of fact he met me in London the same night, and I fancy I have caught sight of him twice since. The first occasion was a fortnight ago in Princes Street, Edinburgh, when I saw him coming forth from the North British Hotel with another man, also a foreigner. They turned up Princes Street, and then descended the steps to the station before I could approach sufficiently close. I was walking with Sylvia, so could not well hasten after them. The second occasion was yesterday, when I believe I saw him in a taxi passing us as we drove out to tea at Armenonville.

Did he see you? asked Pennington quickly.



I think so. I fancy he recognized me.

Did Sylvia see him? he asked almost breathlessly.

No.

Ah! and he seemed to breathe again more freely.

Apparently he is not a very great friend of yours, I ventured to remark.

No — he isnt; and if I were you, Biddulph, I would avoid him like the plague. He is not the kind of person desirable as a friend. You understand.

I gathered from his conversation that he was something of an adventurer, I said.

Thats just it. Myself, I always avoid him, he replied. Then he turned the conversation into a different channel. He congratulated me upon our marriage and told me how Sylvia, when they had been alone together for a few moments before dinner, had declared herself supremely happy.

I only hope that nothing may occur to mar your pleasant lives, my dear fellow, he said, slowly knocking the ash from his cigar. In the marriage state one never knows whether adversity or prosperity lies before one.

I hope I shall meet with no adversity, I said.

I hope not — for Sylvias sake, he declared.

What is for Sylvias sake? asked a cheery voice, and, as we both looked up in surprise, we found that she had re-entered noiselessly, and was standing laughing mischievously by the open door. It is so dull being alone that Ive ventured to come back. I dont mind the smoke in the least.

Why, of course, darling! I cried, jumping from my chair and pulling forward an arm-chair for her.

I saw that it was a bright night outside, and that the autos with their sparkling lights like shooting stars were passing and repassing with honking horns up and down the Rue de Rivoli. For a moment she stood at my side by the window, looking down into the broad thoroughfare below.

Then, a second later, she suddenly cried — 

Why, look, Owen! Do you see that man with the short dark overcoat standing under the lamp over there? Ive seen him several times to-day. Do you know, he seems to be watching us!

Watching you! cried her father, starting to his feet and joining us. The long wooden sun-shutters were closed, so, on opening the windows which led to the balcony we could see between the slats without being observed from outside.

I looked at the spot indicated by my wife, and then saw on the other side of the way a youngish-looking man idly smoking a cigarette and gazing in the direction of the Place de la Concorde, as though expecting some one.

I could not distinguish his features, yet I saw that he wore brown boots, and that the cut of his clothes and the shape of his hat were English.

Where have you seen him before? I asked of her.

I first met him when I came out of Lentherics this morning. Then, again, when we lunched at the Volnay he was standing at the corner of the Rue de la Paix and the Rue Daunou. He followed us in the Rue Royale later on.

And now he seems to have mounted guard outside, eh? I remarked, somewhat puzzled. Why did you not tell me this before?

I did not wish to cause you any anxiety, Owen, was her simple reply, while her father asked — 

Do you know the fellow? Ever seen him before, Sylvia?

Never in my life, she declared. Its rather curious, isnt it?

Very, I said.

And as we all three watched we saw him move away a short distance and join a taller man who came from the direction he had been looking. For a few moments they conversed. Then the new-comer crossed the road towards us and was lost to sight.

In a few seconds a ragged old man, a cripple, approached the mysterious watcher with difficulty, and said something to him as he passed.

That cripple is in the business! cried Pennington, who had been narrowly watching. Hes keeping observation, and has told him something. Some deep game is being played here, Biddulph.

I wonder why they are watching? I asked, somewhat apprehensive of the coming evil that had been so long predicted.

Father and daughter exchanged curious glances. It seemed to me as though a startling truth had dawned upon them both. I stood by in silence.

It is certainly distinctly unpleasant to be watched like this — providing, of course, that Sylvia has not made a mistake, Pennington said.

I have made no mistake, she declared quickly. Ive been much worried about it all day, but did not like to arouse Owens suspicions; and I saw by her face that she was in dead earnest.

At the same moment, however, a light tap was heard upon the door and a waiter opened it, bowing as he announced — 

Monsieur Pierre Delanne to see Monsieur Biddulph.

Great Heavens, Sylvia! cried Pennington, standing pale-faced and open-mouthed. Its Guertin! He must not discover that I am in Paris! Then, turning to me in fear, he implored: Save me from this meeting, Biddulph! Save me — if you value your wifes honour, I beg of you. Ill explain all afterwards. Only save me!


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

DESCRIBES AN UNWELCOME VISIT
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PENNINGTONS SUDDEN FEAR held me in blank surprise.

Ere I could reply to him he had slipped through the door which led into my bedroom, closing it after him, just as Delannes stout figure and broad, good-humoured face appeared in the doorway.

Ah! he exclaimed, Meester Biddulph! and he bowed politely over my hand.

Then, turning to Sylvia, who stood pale and rigid, he put forth his hand, and also bowed low over hers, saying in English: My respects — and heartiest congratulations to madame.

His quick eyes wandered around the room, then he added — 

Meester Pennington is here; where is he? I am here to speak with him.

Pennington was here, I replied, but he has gone.

Then he only went out this moment! I must see him. He is in the hotel! my visitor exclaimed quickly.

I suppose he is, I replied rather faintly; we had better ask the waiter. He is not stopping here. He merely came to-night to dine with us.

Of course, said Delanne. He arrived by the 2.37 train from Bruxelles, went to the Hôtel Dominici, near the Place Vendôme, sent you a petit-bleu, and arrived here at 6.30. I am here because I wish to see him most particularly. I was in Orleans when the news of my friends arrival in Paris was telephoned to me — I have only just arrived.

I opened the door leading to my bedroom, and called my father-in-law, but there was no response. In an instant Delanne dashed past me, and in a few seconds had searched the suite.

Ah, of course! he cried, noticing that the door of my wifes room led back to the main corridor; my friend has avoided me. He has passed out by this way. Still, he must be in the hotel.

He hurried back to the salon, and, opening the shutters, took off his hat.

Was it some signal to the watchers outside? Ere I could reach his side, however, he had replaced his hat, and was re-entering the room.

Phew! this place is stifling hot, my dear friend, he said. I wonder you do not have the windows open for a little!

Sylvia had stood by in silence. I saw by her face that the Frenchmans sudden appearance had caused her the greatest alarm and dismay. If Delanne was her fathers friend, why did the latter flee in such fear? Why had he implored me to save him? From what?



The Frenchman seemed highly disappointed, for finding the waiter in the corridor he asked him in French which way the Englishman had fled.

The waiter, however, declared that he had seen nobody in the corridor, a reply which sorely puzzled Delanne.

Where is he? he demanded of Sylvia.

I have no idea, was her faltering reply. He simply went into the next room a few moments ago.

And slipped out in an endeavour to make his exit, eh? asked the man, with a short, harsh laugh. I quite expected as much. That is why I intended to have a straight business talk with him.

He is in no mood to talk business just now, said my wife, and then — and only then — did I recollect that this man was the associate of the assassin Reckitt.

This fact alone aroused my antagonism towards him. Surely I was glad that Pennington had got away if, as it seemed, he did not wish to meet his unwelcome visitor.

He shall talk business! cried the Frenchman, and very serious business!

Then turning, he hurried along the corridor in the direction of the main staircase and disappeared.

What does all this mean? I asked Sylvia, who still stood there pale and panting.

I — I dont know, Owen, she gasped. Then, rushing across to the window, she looked out.

That man has gone! she cried. I — I knew he was watching, but had no idea of the reason.



He was evidently watching for your father, I said.

He was watching us — you and I — not him.

We heard two men pass the door quickly. One of them exclaimed in French — 

See! The window at the end! It would be easy to get from there to the roof of the next house.

Yes! cried his companion. He has evidently gone that way. We must follow.

Hark! I said. Listen to what they are saying! Delanne is following your father!

He is his worst enemy, she said simply. Do you not remember that he was watching him in Manchester?

The fact that he was an associate of Reckitt puzzled me. I felt highly resentful that the fellow should have thus intruded upon my privacy and broken up my very pleasant evening. He had intruded himself upon me once before, causing me both annoyance and chagrin. I looked forth into the corridor, and there saw the figures of two men in the act of getting through the window at the end, while a waiter and a femme-de-chambre stood looking on in surprise.

Who is that man? I asked of Sylvia, as I turned back into our salon.

His real name is Guertin, she replied.

He told me that he knew you.

Perhaps, she laughed, just a trifle uneasily, I thought. I only know that he is my fathers enemy. He is evidently here to hunt him down, and to denounce him.



As what?

But she only shrugged her shoulders. Next instant I saw that I had acted wrongly in asking Sylvia to expose her own father, whatever his faults might have been.

Again somebody rushed past the door and then back again to the head of the staircase. The whole of the quiet aristocratic hotel seemed to have suddenly awakened from its lethargy. Indeed, a hue and cry seemed to have been started after the man who had until a few moments before been my guest.

What could this mean? Had it not been for the fact that Guertin — or Delanne, as he called himself — was a friend of the assassin Reckitt, I would have believed him to have been an agent of the sûreté.

We heard shouting outside the window at the end of the corridor. It seemed as though a fierce chase had begun after the fugitive Englishman, for yet another man, a thin, respectably-dressed mechanic, had run along and slipped out of the window with ease as though acquired by long practice.

I, too, ran to the window and looked out. But all I could see in the night was a bewildering waste of roofs and chimneys extending along the Rue de Rivoli towards the Louvre. I could only distinguish one of the pursuers outlined against the sky. Then I returned to where Sylvia was standing pale and breathless.

Her face was haggard and drawn, and I knew of the great tension her nerves must be undergoing. Her father was certainly no coward. Fearing that he could not escape by either the front or back door of the hotel his mind had been quickly made up, and he had made his exit by that window, taking his chance to hide and avoid detection on those many roofs in the vicinity.

The position was, to me, extremely puzzling. I could not well press Sylvia to tell me the truth concerning her father, for I had noticed that she always had shielded him, as was natural for a daughter, after all.

Was he an associate of Reckitt and Forbes, as I had once suspected? Yet if he were, why should Delanne be his enemy, for he certainly was Reckitts intimate friend.

Sylvia was filled with suppressed excitement. She also ran along the corridor and peered out of the window at the end. Then, apparently satisfied that her father had avoided meeting Delanne, she returned and stood again silent, her eyes staring straight before her as though dreading each second to hear shouts of triumph at the fugitives detection.

I saw the manager and remonstrated with him. I was angry that my privacy should thus be disturbed by outsiders.

Monsieur told the clerk that he was a friend, he replied politely. Therefore he gave permission for him to be shown upstairs. I had no idea of such a contretemps, or such a regrettable scene as this!

I saw he was full of regret, for the whole hotel seemed startled, and guests were asking each other what had occurred to create all that hubbub.



For an hour we waited, but Delanne did not return. He and the others had gone away over the roofs, on what seemed to be an entirely fruitless errand.

Were they the police? I heard a lady ask anxiously of a waiter.

No, madame, we think not. They are strangers — and entirely unknown.

Sylvia also heard the mans reply, and exclaimed — 

I hope my father has successfully escaped his enemies. It was, however, a very narrow shave. If they had seen him, they would have shot him dead, and afterwards declared it to have been an accident!

Surely not! I cried. That would have been murder.

Of course. But they are desperate, and they would have wriggled out of it somehow. That was why I feared for him. But, thank Heaven, he is evidently safe.

And she turned from the window that looked forth into the Rue de Rivoli, and then made an excuse to go to her room.

I saw that she was greatly perturbed. Her heart beat quickly, and her face, once pale as death, was now flushed crimson.

How your father got away so rapidly was simply marvellous! I declared. Why, scarcely ten seconds elapsed from the time he closed that door to Delannes appearance on the threshold.

Yes. But he instantly realized his peril, and did not hesitate.

I am sorry, dearest, that this exciting incident should have so upset our evening, I said, kissing her upon the brow, for she now declared herself much fatigued. When you have gone to your room, I shall go downstairs and learn what I can about the curious affair. Your fathers enemies evidently knew of his arrival from Brussels, for Delanne admitted that word of it was telephoned to Orleans, and he came to Paris at once.

Yes, he admitted that, she said hurriedly. But do not let us speak of it. My father has got away in safety. For me that is all-sufficient. Good-night, Owen, dear. And she kissed me fondly.

Good-night, darling, I said, returning her sweet caress; and then, when she had passed from the room, I seized my hat and descended the big flight of red-carpeted stairs, bent on obtaining some solution of the mystery of that most exciting and curious episode.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

MORE MYSTERY
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NOTHING DEFINITE, HOWEVER, could I gather from the hotel people.

They knew nothing, and seemed highly annoyed that such an incident should occur in their quiet and highly aristocratic house.

Next day Sylvia waited for news of her father, but none came.

Delanne called about eleven oclock in the morning, and had a brief interview with her in private. What passed between them I know not, save that the man, whose real name was Guertin, met me rather coldly and afterwards bade me adieu.

I hated the fellow. He was always extremely polite, always just a little sarcastic, and yet, was he not the associate of the man Reckitt?

I wished to leave Paris and return to London, but Sylvia appeared a little anxious to remain. She seemed to expect some secret communication from her father.

Thank Heaven! she said, on the day following Delannes call, father has escaped them. That was surely a daring dash he made. He knew that they intended to kill him.



But I dont understand, I said. Do you mean they would kill him openly?

Of course. They have no fear. Their only fear is while he remains alive.

But the law would punish them.

No, it would not, she responded, shaking her head gravely. They would contrive an accident.

Well, I said, he has evaded them, and we must be thankful for that. Do you expect to hear from him?

Yes, she replied, I shall probably receive a message to-night. That is why I wish to remain, Owen. I wonder, she added rather hesitatingly, I wonder whether you would consider it very strange of me if I asked you to let me go out to-night at ten oclock alone?

Well, I rather fear your going out alone and unprotected at that hour, darling, I responded.

Ah! have no fear whatever for me. I shall be safe enough. They will not attempt anything just now. I am quite confident of that. I — I want to go forth alone, for an hour or so.

Oh, well, if it is your distinct wish, how can I refuse, dear?

Ah! she cried, putting her arm fondly about my neck, I knew you would not refuse me. I shall go out just before ten, and I will be back long before midnight. You will excuse my absence, wont you?

Certainly, I said. And thus it was arranged.

Her request, I admit, puzzled me greatly, and also caused me considerable fear. My past experience had aroused within me a constant phantom of suspicion.

We lunched at the Ritz, and in the afternoon took a taxi into the Bois, where we spent an hour upon a seat in one of the by-paths of that beautiful wood of the Parisians. On our return to the hotel, Sylvia was all eagerness for a message, but there was none.

Ah! he is discreet! she exclaimed to me, when the concierge had given her a negative reply. He fears to send me word openly.

At ten oclock that night, however, she had exchanged her dinner gown for a dark stuff dress, and, with a small black hat, and a boa about her neck, she came to kiss me.

I wont be very long, dearest, she said cheerily. Ill get back the instant I can. Dont worry after me. I shall be perfectly safe, I assure you.

But recollections of Reckitt and his dastardly accomplice arose within me, and I hardly accepted her assurance, even though I made pretence of so doing.

For a few moments I held her in my arms tenderly, then releasing her, she bade me au revoir merrily, and we descended into the hall together.

A taxi was called, and I heard her direct the driver to go to the Boulevard Pereire. Then, waving her hand from the cab window, she drove away.

Should I follow? To spy upon her would be a mean action. It would show a lack of confidence, and would certainly irritate and annoy her. Yet was she not in peril? Had she not long ago admitted herself to be in some grave and mysterious danger?

I had only a single moment in which to decide. Somehow I felt impelled to follow and watch that she came to no harm; yet, at the same time, I knew that it was not right. She was my wife, and I dearly loved her and trusted her. If discovered, my action would show her that I was suspicious.

Still I felt distinctly apprehensive, and it was that apprehension which caused me, a second later, to seize my hat, and, walking out of the hotel, hail a passing taxi, and drive quickly to the quiet, highly respectable boulevard to which she had directed her driver.

I suppose it was, perhaps, a quarter of an hour later when we turned into the thoroughfare down the centre of which runs the railway in a deep cutting. The houses were large ones, let out in fine flats, the residences mostly of the professional and wealthier tradesman classes.

We went along, until presently I caught sight of another taxi standing at the kerb. Therefore I dismissed mine, and, keeping well in the shadow, sauntered along the boulevard, now quiet and deserted.

With great precaution I approached the standing taxi on the opposite side of the way. There was nobody within. It was evidently awaiting some one, and as it was the only one in sight I concluded that it must be the same which Sylvia had taken from the hotel.



Some distance further on I walked, when, before me, I recognized her neat figure, and almost a moment afterwards saw her disappear into a large doorway which was in complete darkness — the doorway of what seemed to be an untenanted house.

I halted quickly and waited — yet almost ashamed of myself for spying thus.

A moment later I saw that, having believed herself unobserved, she struck a match, but for what reason did not seem apparent. She appeared to be examining the wall. She certainly was not endeavouring to open the door. From the distance, however, I was unable to distinguish very plainly.

The vesta burned out, and she threw it upon the ground. Then she hurriedly retraced her steps to where she had left her cab, and I was compelled to bolt into a doorway in order to evade her.

She passed quite close to me, and when she had driven away I emerged, and, walking to the doorway, also struck a light and examined the same stone wall. At first I could discover nothing, but after considerable searching my eyes at last detected a dark smudge, as though something had been obliterated.

It was a cryptic sign in lead pencil, and apparently she had drawn her hand over it to remove it, but had not been altogether successful. Examining it closely, I saw that the sign, as originally scrawled upon the smooth stone, was like two crescents placed back to back, while both above and below rough circles had been drawn.



The marks had evidently some prearranged meaning — one which she understood. It was a secret message from her father, without a doubt!

At risk of detection by some agent of police, I made a further close examination of the wall, and came upon two other signs which had also been hurriedly obliterated — one of three double triangles, and another of two oblongs and a circle placed in conjunction. But there was no writing; nothing, indeed, to convey any meaning to the uninitiated.

The wall of that dark entry, however, was no doubt the means of an exchange of secret messages between certain unknown persons.

The house was a large one, and had been let out in flats, as were its neighbours; but for some unaccountable reason — perhaps owing to a law dispute — it now remained closed.

I was puzzled as to which of the three half-obliterated signs Sylvia had sought. But I took notice of each, and then walked back in the direction whence I had come.

I returned at once to the hotel, but my wife had not yet come back. This surprised me. And I was still further surprised when she did not arrive until nearly one oclock in the morning. Yet she seemed very happy — unusually so.

Where had she been after receiving that secret message, I wondered? Yet I could not question her, lest I should betray my watchfulness.

Im so sorry to have left you alone all this long time, Owen, she said, as she entered the room and came across to kiss me. But it was quite unavoidable.

Is all well? I inquired.

Quite, was her reply. My father is already out of France.

That was all she would vouchsafe to me. Still I saw that she was greatly gratified at the knowledge of his escape from his mysterious enemies.

The whole situation was extraordinary. Why should this man Delanne, the friend of Reckitt and no doubt a member of a gang of blackmailers and assassins, openly pursue him to the death? It was an entire enigma. I could discern no light through the veil of mystery which had, all along, so completely enshrouded Pennington and his daughter.

Still I resolved to put aside all apprehensions. Why should I trouble?

I loved Sylvia with all my heart, and with all my soul. She was mine! What more could I desire?

Next evening we returned to Wilton Street. She had suddenly expressed a desire to leave Paris, perhaps because she did not wish to again meet her fathers enemy, that fat Frenchman Guertin.

For nearly a month we lived in perfect happiness, frequently visiting the Shuttleworths for the day, and going about a good deal in town. She urged me to go to Carrington to shoot, but, knowing that she did not like the old place, I made excuses and remained in London.

Father is in Roumania, she remarked to me one morning when she had been reading her letters at the breakfast-table. He sends his remembrances to you from Bucharest. You have never been there, I suppose? Im extremely fond of the place. There is lots of life, and the Roumanians are always so very hospitable.

No, I said, Ive never been to Bucharest, unfortunately, though Ive been in Constanza, which is also in Roumania. Remember me to your father when you write, wont you?

Certainly. He wonders whether you and I would care to go out there for a month or two?

In winter?

Winter is the most pleasant time. It is the season in Bucharest.

As you please, dearest, I replied. I am entirely in your hands, as you know, I laughed.

Thats awfully sweet of you, Owen, she declared. You are always indulging me — just like the spoilt child I am.

Because I love you, I replied softly, placing my hand upon hers and looking into her wonderful eyes.

She smiled contentedly, and I saw in those eyes the genuine love-look: the expression which a woman can never feign.

Thus the autumn days went past, happy days of peace and joy.

Sylvia delighted in the theatre, and we went very often, while on days when it was dry and the sun shone, I took her motoring to Brighton, to Guildford, to Tunbridge Wells, or other places on the well-known roads out of London.

The clouds which had first marred our happiness had now happily been dispelled, and the sun of life and love shone upon us perpetually.

Sometimes I wondered whether that ideal happiness was not too complete to last. In the years I had lived I had become a pessimist. I feared a too-complete ideal. The realization of our hopes is always followed by a poignant despair. In this world there is no cup of sweetness without dregs of bitterness. The man who troubles after the to-morrow creates trouble for himself, while he who is regardless of the future is like an ostrich burying its head in the sand at sign of disaster.

Still, each of us who marry fondly believe ourselves to be the one exception to the rule. And perhaps it is only human that it should be so. I, like you my reader, believed that my troubles were over, and that all the lowering clouds had drifted away. They were, however, only low over the horizon, and were soon to reappear. Ah! how differently would I have acted had I but known what the future — the future of which I was now so careless — held in store for me!

One night we had gone in the car to the Coliseum Theatre, for Sylvia was fond of variety performances as a change from the legitimate theatre. As we sat in the box, I thought — though I could not be certain — that she made some secret signal with her fan to somebody seated below amid the crowded audience.

My back had been turned for a moment, and on looking round I felt convinced that she had signalled. It was on the tip of my tongue to refer to it, yet I hesitated, fearing lest she might be annoyed. I trusted her implicitly, and, after all, I might easily have mistaken a perfectly natural movement for a sign of recognition. Therefore I laughed at my own foolish fancy, and turned my attention again to the performance.

At last the curtain fell, and as we stood together amid the crush in the vestibule, the night having turned out wet, I left her, to go in search of our carriage.

I suppose I was absent about two or three minutes, but on my return I could not find her.

She had vanished as completely as though the earth had swallowed her up.

I waited until the theatre was entirely empty. I described her to the attendants, and I had a chat with the smart and highly popular manager, but no one had seen her. She had simply disappeared.

I was frantic, full of the wildest dread as to what had occurred. How madly I acted I scarcely knew. At last, seeing to remain longer was useless, now that the theatre had closed, I jumped into the brougham and drove with all haste to Wilton Street.

No, Mr. Owen, replied Browning to my breathless inquiry, madam has not yet returned.



I brushed past him and entered the study.

Upon my writing-table there lay a note addressed to me.

I recognized the handwriting in an instant, and with trembling fingers tore open the envelope.

What I read there staggered me.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

IN FULL CRY
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THE AMAZING LETTER which I held in my nerveless fingers had been hurriedly scribbled on a piece of my wifes own notepaper, and read — 

Dear Owen — I feel that our marriage was an entire mistake. I have grossly deceived you, and I dare not hope ever for your forgiveness, nor dare I face you to answer your questions. I know that you love me dearly, as I, too, have loved you; yet, for your own sake — and perhaps for mine also — it is far best that we should keep apart.

I deeply regret that I have been the means of bringing misfortune and unhappiness and sorrow upon you, but I have been the tool of another. In shame and deepest humiliation I leave you, and if you will grant one favour to an unhappy and penitent woman, you will never seek to discover my whereabouts. It would be quite useless. To-night I leave you in secret, never to meet you again. Accept my deepest regret, and do not let my action trouble you. I am not worthy of your love. Good-bye. Your unhappy — Sylvia.



I stood staring at the uneven scribbled lines, blurred as they were by the tears of the writer.

What had happened? Why had she so purposely left me? Why had she made that signal from the theatre-box to her accomplice?

She admitted having grossly deceived me, and that she was unworthy. What did she mean? In what manner had she deceived me?

Had she a secret lover?

That idea struck me suddenly, and staggered me. In some of her recent actions I read secrecy and suspicion. On several occasions lately she had been out shopping alone, and one afternoon, about a week before, she had not returned to dress for dinner until nearly eight oclock. Her excuse had been a thin one, but, unsuspicious, I had passed it by.

Had I really been a fool to marry her, after all? I knew Marlowes opinion of our marriage, though he had never expressed it. That she had been associated with a shady lot had all along been apparent. The terrors of that silent house in Porchester Terrace remained only too fresh within my memory.

That night I spent in a wild fever of excitement. No sleep came to my eyes, and I think Browning — to whom I said nothing — believed that I had taken leave of my senses. The faithful old servant did not retire, for at five in the morning I found him seated dozing in a chair outside in the hall, tired out by the watchful vigil he had kept over me.

I tried in vain to decide what to do. I wanted to find Sylvia, to induce her to reveal the truth to me, and to allay her fear of my reproaches.

I loved her; aye, no man in all the world ever loved a woman better. Yet she had, of her own accord, because of her own shame at her deception, bade farewell, and slipped away into the great ocean of London life.

Morning dawned at last, cold, grey and foggy, one of those dispiriting mornings of late autumn which the Londoner knows so well. Still I knew not how to act. I wanted to discover her, to bring her back, and to demand of her finally the actual truth. All the mystery of those past months had sent my brain awhirl.

I had an impulse to go to the police and reveal the secret of that closed house in Porchester Terrace. Yet had she not implored me not to do so? Why? There was only one reason. She feared exposure herself.

No. Ten thousand times no. I would not believe ill of her. Can any man who really loves a woman believe ill of her? Love is blind, it is true, and the scales never fall from the eyes while true affection lasts. And so I put suspicion from my mind, and swallowed the cup of coffee Browning put before me.

The old man, the friend of my youth, knew that his mistress had not returned, and saw how greatly I was distressed. Yet he was far too discreet a servant to refer to it.

I entered the drawing-room, and there, in the grey light, facing me, stood the fine portrait of my well-beloved in a silver frame, the one she had had taken at Scarborough a week after our marriage.

I drew it from its frame and gazed for a long time upon it. Then I put it into an envelope, and placed it in my pocket.

Soon after ten oclock I returned to the Coliseum, and showed the portrait to a number of the attendants as that of a lady who was missing. All of them, both male and female, gazed upon the picture, but nobody recognized her as having been seen before.

The manager, whom I had seen on the previous night, sympathized with me, and lent me every assistance. One after another of the staff he called into his big office on the first floor, but the reply was always the same.

At length a smart page-boy entered, and, on being shown the portrait, at once said to the manager — 

Why, sir, thats the lady who went away with the gentleman who spoke to me!

Who was he? I demanded eagerly. What did he say? What was he like?

Well, sir, it was like this, replied the boy. About a quarter of an hour before the curtain fell last night I was out in the vestibule, when a tall dark gentleman, with his hair slightly grey and no moustache, came up to me with a ladys cloak in his hand — a dark blue one. He told me that when the audience came out a fair young lady would come up to me for the cloak, as she wanted to get away very quickly, and did not want to wait her turn at the cloak-room. There was a car — a big grey car — waiting for her outside.

Then her flight was all prepared! I exclaimed. What was the man like?

He struck me as being a gentleman, yet his clothes seemed shabby and ill-fitting. Indeed, he had a shabby-genteel look, as though he were a bit down on his luck.

He was in evening clothes?

No, sir. In a suit of brown tweeds.

Well, what happened then?

I waited till the curtain fell, and then I stood close to the box-office with the cloak over my arm. There was a big crush, as it was then raining hard. Suddenly a young lady wearing a cream theatre-wrap came up to me hastily, and asked me to help her on with the cloak. This I did, and next moment the man in tweeds joined her. I heard him say, Come along, dear, we havent a moment to lose, and then they went out to the car. Thats all I know, sir.

I was silent for a few moments. Who was this secret lover, I wondered? The lads statement had come as an amazing revelation to me.

What kind of car was it? I asked.

A hired car, sir, replied the intelligent boy. Ive seen it here before. It comes, I think, from a garage in Wardour Street.

You would know the driver?

I think so, sir.

It was therefore instantly arranged that the lad should go with me round to the garage, and there try to find the man who drove the grey car on the previous night.

In this we were quickly successful. On entering the garage there stood, muddy and dirty, a big grey landaulette, which the boy at once identified as the one in which Sylvia had escaped. The driver was soon found, and he explained that it was true he had been engaged on the previous night by a tall, clean-shaven gentleman to pick up at the Coliseum. He did so, and the gentleman entered with a lady.

Where did you drive them? I asked quickly.

Up the Great North Road — to the George Hotel at Stamford, about a hundred miles from London. Ive only been back about a couple of hours, sir.

The George at Stamford! I echoed, for I knew the hotel, a quiet, old-fashioned, comfortable place much patronized by motorists to and fro on the north road.

You didnt stay there?

Only just to get a drink and fill up with petrol. I wanted to get back. The lady and gentleman were evidently expected, and seemed in a great hurry.

Why?

Well, near Alconbury the engine was misfiring a little, and I stopped to open the bonnet. When I did so, the lady put her head out of the window, highly excited, and asked how long we were likely to be delayed. I told her; then I heard her say to the gentleman, If they are away before we reach there, what shall we do?



Then they were on their way to meet somebody or other — eh?

Ah! that I dont know, sir. I drew up in the yard of the hotel, and they both got out. The lady hurried in, while the gentleman paid me, and gave me something for myself. It was then nearly four oclock in the morning. I should have been back earlier, only I had a puncture the other side of Hatfield, and had to put on the Stepney.

I must go to Stamford, I said decisively. Then I put something into his palm, as well as into that of the page-boy, and, entering a taxi, drove back home.

An hour later I sat beside my own chauffeur, as we drove through the steadily falling rain across Hampstead Heath, on our hundred-mile journey into Lincolnshire.

We both knew every inch of the road, having been over it many times. As it was wet, police-traps were unlikely, so, having negotiated the narrow road as far as Hatfield, we began to let her out past Hitchin, and we buzzed on over the broad open road through Stilton village. We were hung up at the level-crossing at Wansford, but about half-past three in the afternoon we swept over the brow of the hill beneath the high wall of Burghley Park, and saw beneath us the roofs and many spires of quiet old Stamford.

Ten minutes later we swung into the yard of the ancient George, and, alighting, entered the broad hall, with its splendid old oak staircase, in search of the manageress.



She related a rather curious story.

On the previous night, about eleven oclock, there arrived by car two well-dressed gentlemen who, though English, conversed together in French. They took rooms, but did not retire to bed, saying that they expected two friends who were motoring, and who would arrive in the night. They sat over the fire in the lounge, while the staff of the hotel all retired, save the night-boots, an old retainer. The latter stated that during the night, as he passed the door of the lounge, he saw through the crack of the door the younger of the two men examining something which shone and sparkled in the light, and he thought to be diamonds. This struck him as somewhat curious; therefore he kept a watchful eye upon the pair.

One he described as rather stout, dark, and bald-headed — the exact description of Pennington — and the other description the man afterwards gave to me caused me to feel confident that the second man was none other than the scoundrel Reckitt. What further piece of chicanery had they been guilty of, I wondered?

About four in the morning a grey car drove up, sir, went on the boots, and a lady with a dark cloak over her evening dress dashed in, and they both rose quickly and welcomed her. Then, in order that I should not understand, they again started talking in some foreign language — French I expect it was. A few moments later the gentleman came in. They welcomed him warmly, addressing him by the name of Lewis. I saw the bald-headed man wring his hand heartily, and heard him exclaim: By Jove! old man, you cant think how glad we are to see you back again! You must have had a narrow squeak! Not another single living man would have acted with the determination and bravery with which youve acted. Only you must be careful, Lewis, old man — deuced careful. There are enemies about, you know. Then the gentleman said: I know! Im quite aware of my peril, Arnold. You, too, had a narrow shave in Paris a short time ago — I hear from Sonia. Yes, laughed the other, she acted splendidly. But, as you say, it was a very close thing. Have you seen Shuttleworth yet? he asked. The other said: He met me, in the Ditches at Southampton, two nights ago, and told me all thats happened. Ah! And Sonia has told you the rest, I suppose? he asked; to which the other man replied in the affirmative, adding: Its a bad job, I fear, for Owen Biddulph — a very bad job for the fellow! That was all the conversation that I overheard at that time, for they then rang the bell and ordered whisky and sodas.

And what else did you see or hear? I asked eagerly, much puzzled by his statement.

They struck me as rather a suspicious lot, sir, the man said. After I had taken them in their drinks they closed the door, and seemed to hold some sort of a consultation. While this was going on, two men drove up in another car, and asked if a Mr. Winton was here. I told him he was — for the bald-headed gentleman had given the name of Douglas 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

AN UNFORTUNATE SLIP
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NO, SIR, THE boots replied, both were youngish men, with dark moustaches. They wore heavy coats, and were in an open car. They came from York way, and had evidently driven some distance.

You saw nothing of what went on at their mysterious meeting?

Well, sir, the fact is, when I had had my suspicions aroused, I crept out into the yard, and found that I could see into the lounge through the chink between the blind and the window. They were all seated round the table, the head of which had been taken by the gentleman who had arrived from London with the lady. He seemed to be chairman, and he talked in a low, deliberate, and very earnest tone, being listened to with greatest interest. He evidently related something which amazed them. Then a map, or plan, was placed upon the table, and each examined it in turn. Afterwards two photographs were produced by Mr. Winton and handed around the assembly. Each man looked long and steadily at the pictures — both were of women. The young lady present refused to take any part in the discussion, and I noticed that she passed on the photographs without comment — without even glancing at them.

Did she appear to be present there against her will? I asked breathlessly.

No, not exactly. She seemed very friendly with all the gentlemen. The two foreigners were strangers to her — for she was introduced to them.

By name?

Yes, sir. Miss Sonia Poland.

I bit my lip. Had she already dropped my name, and was now passing under an alias?

Sonia Poland! I echoed. Was it for the purpose of concealing her identity from the foreigners, do you think? I asked.

No, sir. Because Winton and his companion addressed her as Sonia Poland when she arrived.

And you believed it to be her real name?

I suppose it is, sir, was the mans reply, for I fear my manner somewhat mystified him.

Well, and what further did you see at this early morning consultation? I asked, mindful that his curiosity had no doubt been aroused by sight of something sparkling in the strange visitors hand.

The gentleman called Mr. Lewis wrote out a paper very carefully and handed it round. Every one signed it — except the lady. They asked her to do so, but she protested vigorously, and the matter was not pressed. Then the photograph of a man was shown to the two foreigners, and the lady tried to prevent it. Curiously enough, sir, I caught a good sight of it — just a head and shoulders — and the picture very much resembled you yourself, sir!

Me! I cried. And they showed it to the two young foreigners — eh?

Yes, sir. One of them took it and put it into his pocket. Then the mysterious Mr. Lewis, as chairman of the meeting, seemed to raise a protest. The two foreigners gesticulated, jabbered away, and raised their shoulders a lot. I dearly wish I could have made out a word they said. Unfortunately I couldnt. Only I saw that in Mr. Lewiss face was a look of fierce determination. They at first defied him. But at last, with great reluctance, they handed back the photograph, which Mr. Lewis himself burned on the fire.

He burned my photograph!

Yes, sir. I think it was yours, sir — but of course I cant be quite positive.

And what else?

Mr. Winton said something, whereupon all of them glanced at the door and then at the window. One of the foreigners came to the window, but did not notice that there was a slight crack through which I could see. Then he turned the key in the door. After he had returned to his chair, the man who had arrived with Mr. Winton took from his pocket something that shone. My heart beat quickly. It was a diamond necklet — the object I had seen in his hand earlier. He passed it round for the admiration of the others, who each took it and closely examined it beneath the light — all but the young lady. She was standing aside, near the fireplace, watching. Now and then she placed her hand to her forehead, as though her brain were weary.

And after that?

After the necklet had been passed round the elder of the two foreigners wrapped it carefully in his handkerchief and placed it in his pocket. Then Mr. Lewis gave them a long address, emphasizing his words with his hand, and they listened to him without uttering a word. Suddenly Mr. Winton sprang up and wrung his hand, afterwards making what appeared to be some highly complimentary remarks, for Mr. Lewis smiled and bowed to the assembly, who afterwards rose. Then the young lady rushed up to Mr. Lewis and implored him to do something, but he refused. She stood before him, pale-faced and determined. Her eyes seemed starting from her head. She seemed like one horrified. But he placed his hand tenderly upon her shoulder, and uttered some quick low words which instantly calmed her. Very shortly after that the party broke up, and the door was re-opened. The two foreigners hurriedly swallowed a liqueur-glass of brandy each, and then, passing into the yard, wished their companions adieu and drove away in their car — in the direction of London.

Carrying with them the diamond necklet which the other man had brought there?

Yes, sir.

And what became of the young lady? I inquired very anxiously.

She first had a long and private conversation with the gentleman named Winton — the bald-headed man.

This, it will be remembered, was the person whose description tallied exactly with that of her father.

They went outside together, said the boots, out into the yard, and there conversed alone in half-whispers. Afterwards they rejoined the others. Mr. Lewis seemed very annoyed with her; nevertheless, after a cup of tea each, about half-past five the four of them got into the car in which Winton had arrived and drove away in the direction of Grantham. Winton gave me a sovereign for myself — an unusually generous gift, I can assure you, sir, he laughed.

And now what is your own opinion concerning them? I asked.

Why, there can only be one opinion, sir — that they are wrong uns. I felt half a mind to tell Mr. Pearson, the police-constable who lives across in Water Lane, but I didnt like to without consulting somebody. And I didnt want to wake up the manageress.

Ah! and it may now be too late, Cross, said the lady in question, who had been standing by all the time. Then, addressing me, she said — 

The whole affair seemed most mysterious, sir, therefore I went round and saw the inspector of police this morning, and told him briefly of our strange visitors. Im rather glad theyre gone, for one never likes unpleasantness in a hotel. Yet, of course, the fault cannot be that of the hotel-keeper if he takes in an undesirable.



Of course not. But what view did the inspector hold?

Inspector Deane merely expressed the opinion that they were suspicious persons — thats all.

So they seem to have been, I remarked, without satisfying her as to who I really was. My story there was that I had business relations with Mr. Lewis, and had followed him there in the hope of catching him up.

We were in the manageresss room, a cosy apartment in the back of the quaint old hostelry, when a waitress came and announced Inspector Deane. The official was at once shown in, whereupon he said abruptly — 

The truth is out, Miss Hammond, regarding your strange visitors of last night. And he glanced inquiringly at myself.

You can speak openly before this gentleman, she said, noticing his hesitation.

The fact is, a circular-telegram has just been sent out from Scotland Yard, saying that by the express from Edinburgh due at Kings Cross at 10.45 last night the Archduchess Marie Louise, niece of the Emperor Francis Joseph of Austria, was a passenger. She had been staying at Balmoral, and travelled south in a special saloon. When the luggage came to be collected a dressing-case was missing — it evidently having been stolen in transit by somebody who had obtained access to the saloon while on the journey. The corridor was open between York and London, so that the restaurant could be reached, and it is believed that the thief, or thieves, managed to pass in unobserved and throw the bag out upon the line to some confederate awaiting it. The bag contained a magnificent diamond necklet — a historic heirloom of the Imperial family of the Hapsburgs — and is valued at fifty thousand pounds!

And those people who met here were the thieves! gasped the manageress, turning instantly pale.

Without a doubt. You see, the Great Northern main line runs close by us — at Essendine. It may be that the thieves were waiting for it near there — waiting for it to be dropped out in the darkness. All the platelayers along the line are now searching for the bag, but we here are certain that the thieves spent the night in Stamford.

Not the thieves, I said. The receivers.

Exactly.

But the young foreigner has it! cried the boots. He and his friend set off for London with it.

Yes. They would reach London in time to catch one of the boat-trains from Victoria or Charing Cross this morning, and by this time theyre safely out of the country — carrying the necklet with them. Ah! Scotland Yard is terribly slow. But the delay seems to have been caused by the uncertainty of Her Highness as to whether she had actually brought the dressing-case with her, and she had to telegraph to Balmoral before she could really state that it had been stolen.

The two men, Douglas Winton and his friend, came here in a motor-car, I remarked. They had evidently been waiting somewhere near the line, in order to pick up the stolen bag.

Without a doubt, sir, exclaimed the inspector. Their actions here, according to what Miss Hammond told me this morning, were most suspicious. Its a pity that the boots did not communicate with us.

Yes, Mr. Deane, said the man referred to, Im very sorry now that I didnt. But I felt loath to disturb people at that hour of the morning.

You took no note of the number of either of the three cars which came, I suppose?

No. We have so many cars here that I hardly noticed even what colour they were.

Ah! Thats unfortunate. Still, we shall probably pick up some clue to them along the road. Somebody is certain to have seen them, or know something about them.

This gentleman here knows something about them, remarked the manageress, indicating myself.

The inspector turned to me in quick surprise, and no doubt saw the surprise in my face.

I — I know nothing, I managed to exclaim blankly, at once realizing the terrible pitfall into which I had fallen.

But you said you knew Mr. Lewis — the gentleman who acted as president of that mysterious conference! Miss Hammond declared, in all innocence.

I think, sir, added the inspector, that the matter is such a grave one that you should at once reveal all you do know. You probably overlook the fact that if you persist in silence you may be arrested as an accessory.

But I know nothing, I protested; nothing whatever concerning the robbery!

But you know one of the men, said Cross the boots.

And the lady also, without a doubt! added the inspector.

I refuse to be cross-examined in this manner by you! I retorted in anger, yet full of apprehension now that I saw myself suspected of friendship with the gang.

Well, sir, then I regret that I must ask you to walk over the bridge with me to the police-station. I must take you before the superintendent, he said firmly.

But I know nothing, I again protested.

Come with me, he said, with a grim smile of disbelief. That youll be compelled to prove.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

MORE STRANGE FACTS
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COMPELLED AGAINST MY will to accompany the inspector to the police head-quarters in the High Street, I made a statement — a rather lame one, I fear.

I concealed the fact that the lady of the previous nights conference was my wife, and explained my visit to Stamford, and my inquiries at the George, by the fact that I had met the man Lewis abroad, and had had some financial dealings with him, which, I now suspected, were not altogether square. So, hearing that he had motored to the north, I had followed, and had inquired at several of the well-known motoring hotels for news of him, being unsuccessful until I had arrived at Stamford.

This story would, of course, not have held water had Miss Hammond, the manageress, been present. Happily, however, she had not accompanied me, hence I was able to concoct a somewhat plausible excuse to the local superintendent.

Then you actually know nothing concerning these people? he asked, regarding me shrewdly.

Nothing beyond the fact of meeting Lewis abroad, and very foolishly trusting in his honesty.



The superintendent smiled. I think he regarded me as a bit of a fool. Probably I had been.

They are a clever gang, no doubt, he declared. The Archduchesss necklace must have been stolen by some one travelling in the train. Ive been on to Scotland Yard by telephone, and there seems a suspicion because at Grantham — the last stopping-place before London — a ticket-collector boarded the train. He was a stranger to the others, but they believed that he had been transferred from one or other of the branches to the main line, and being in the companys uniform they, of course, accepted him. He collected the tickets en route, as is sometimes done, and at Finsbury Park descended, and was lost sight of. Here again the busy collectors came and demanded tickets, much to the surprise of the passengers, and the curious incident was much commented upon.

Then the bogus collector was the thief, I suppose?

No doubt. He somehow secured the dressing-bag and dropped it out at a point between Grantham and Essendine — a spot where he knew his accomplices would be waiting — a very neatly-planned robbery.

And by persons who are evidently experts, I said.

Of course, replied the grey-haired superintendent. The manner in which the diamonds have been quickly transferred from hand to hand and carried out of the country is sufficient evidence of that. The gang have now scattered, and, for aught we know, have all crossed the Channel by this time.



Well, I assured him; I know nothing more of the affair than what I have told you. If I were an accomplice I should hardly be here — making inquiries concerning them.

I dont know so much about that, he replied, rather incredulously. Such an action has been known before, in order to place the police upon a wrong scent. I fear I must ask you to remain here, in Stamford, until this evening, while I make some inquiry into your bona fides, sir.

What! I cried. You intend to detain me!

There is no indignity, he declared. You may go about the town where you will — providing you do not attempt to leave it. I regret, but it is my duty to ascertain who and what you are, Mr. Biddulph.

I had given him my card, and he, seeing the look of annoyance upon my face, added — 

I can only express apologies, sir. But you will see it is my duty. You have admitted knowledge of at least one of the mysterious gang.

Very well, I replied reluctantly; make what inquiries you will. And I gave him the address of my solicitors and my bankers.

Then, walking out of the office, I strolled down the quiet old High Street into the market place, full of evil forebodings.

Who was this man Lewis — or Louis — with whom my wife had escaped?

He was a blackguardly adventurer, anyhow. He had addressed her as dear, and had been solicitous of her welfare throughout! To him she had signalled from her box in the theatre, well knowing that he was making secret preparations for her elopement. Indeed, she had written that note and placed it upon my blotting-pad before we had gone forth together, she well knowing that she would never again re-cross my threshold.

Ah! The poignant bitterness of it all had gripped my heart. My cup of unhappiness was now assuredly full.

How brief had been my joy; how quickly my worst fears had been realized.

About the quiet, old-world decaying town I wandered, hardly knowing whither I went. When, every now and then, in the fading light, I found myself going into the country I turned back, mindful of my promise not to leave the place without permission.

About six I returned to the George and sat beside the fire in the lounge — in that selfsame chair where my fugitive wife had sat. I was eager to renew the chase, yet until I received word from the police I was compelled to remain helpless.

Old Cross, the boots, became inquisitive, but I evaded his questions, and ate my dinner alone in the small cosy coffee-room, awaiting the reappearance of Inspector Deane. I had given my chauffeur liberty till eight oclock, but I was all anxiety to drive back to London.

Still, if I returned, what could I do? Sylvia and her companions had driven away — whither was a mystery.



The Criminal Investigation Department had already issued an official description of the persons wanted, for while I had been at the police-office the inspector had been closely questioning the man Cross and Miss Hammond.

Already the police drag-net was out, and the combined police forces of Europe would, in an hour or two, be on the watch for Sylvia and her mysterious companions.

So far as the United Kingdom was concerned sixty thousand officers, detectives and constables would be furnished with a complete description of those who had held that secret consultation. The tightest of tight cordons would be drawn. Every passenger who embarked at English ports for abroad would be carefully scrutinized by plain-clothes men. Every hotel-keeper, not only in London, but in the remote villages and hamlets would be closely questioned as to the identity and recent movements of his guests. Full descriptions of Sylvia and her friends would be cabled to America, and the American police would be asked to keep a sharp look-out on passengers arriving on all boats from Europe. Descriptions would also be sent to the police head-quarters in every European capital.

In face of that, what more could I do?

The situation had become unbearable. Sylvias unaccountable action had plunged me into a veritable sea of despair. The future seemed blank and hopeless.

Just before eight oclock I strolled back to the police-office and reported myself, as it were. The superintendent expressed himself perfectly satisfied with the replies he had received from London, and, with apologies, gave me leave to depart.

Inquiry is being made along the roads in every direction from here, he said. We hear that the three men and the woman called at the Bell, at Barnby Moor, and had some breakfast. Afterwards they continued northward.

Barnby Moor! I echoed. Why, thats near Doncaster.

Yes, sir. Motorists patronize the place a good deal.

And is that all that is known? I inquired eagerly.

All at present, he said. Therefore I left and, returning to the garage, mounted the car and, with head-lamps alight, drove out into the pitch darkness in the direction of Grantham. We sped along the broad old coach-road for nearly three hours, until at last we pulled up before an ancient wayside inn which had been modernized and adapted to twentieth-century requirements.

The manager, in reply to my eager questions, said it was true that the Doncaster police had been there making inquiries regarding four motorists — three gentlemen and a lady — who had called there that morning and had had breakfast in the coffee-room.

The head-waiter who had attended them was called, and I questioned him. I think the manager believed me to be a detective, for he was most courteous, and ready to give me all information.



Yes, sir, replied the tall, slim head-waiter. They came here in a great hurry, and seemed to have come a long distance, judging from the way the car was plastered with mud. The lady was very cold, for they had an open car, and she wore a gentlemans overcoat and a shawl tied around her head. The tallest of the gentlemen drove the car. They called him Lewis.

Did you hear them address the lady? I asked eagerly.

They called her Sonia, sir.

And you say she seemed very fatigued?

Very. She went upstairs and changed her evening gown for a stuff dress, which was brought out of the car. Then she came down and joined the others at breakfast.

They gave you no indication as to their destination, I suppose?

Well, sir, I think they were returning to London, for I heard one of the gentlemen say something about catching the boat-train.

They may have meant the Harwich boat-train from the north, I remarked.

Very likely, sir. One portion of that train comes through Doncaster in the afternoon to Peterborough and March, while the other comes down to Rugby on the North-Western, and then goes across to Peterborough by way of Market Harborough.

Then they may have joined that, and if so they would just about be leaving Parkeston Quay by now!



If so, the police are certain to spot them, laughed the waiter. Theyre wanted for the theft of a princesss jewels, they say.

What should I do? It was now long past ten oclock, and I could not possibly arrive at Parkeston before early morning. Besides, if they had really gone there, they would, no doubt, be arrested. The man with the pimply face whose description so closely tallied with that of Reckitt, was surely too clever a criminal to run his neck into a noose by going to any port of embarkation. Therefore I concluded that whatever had been said at table had been said with the distinct object of misleading the waiter. The very manner in which the diamonds had been stolen showed a cunning and a daring unsurpassed. Such men were certainly not easily trapped.

My sole thought was of Sylvia. I could not bring myself to believe that she had wilfully forsaken her home and her husband. Upon her, I felt confident, some species of blackmail had been levied, and she had been forced away from me by reasons beyond her control.

That incident of the photograph — the picture believed to have been of myself — which the foreigner tried to secure but which the man Lewis had himself destroyed, was incomprehensible. What had been intended by the foreigner?

I gathered all the information I could in the hotel, and then, after a hasty meal, re-entered the car and set out upon the dark, cold return journey to London.



Where was Sylvia? Who were her mysterious friends? And, chief of all, who was that man Lewis who addressed her in such endearing terms?

What could possibly be the solution of the mystery?


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

SOME SENSATIONAL REVELATIONS
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THE DAYS DRAGGED by. The papers were full of the robbery, declaring that it had been executed so neatly as to betray the hand of experts.

A gang of Continental thieves was suspected, because, as a matter of fact, a robbery similar in detail had, six months before, taken place on the night express between Cologne and Berlin. In that case also a strange ticket-inspector had been seen. The stolen property had, no doubt, been thrown from the train to accomplices. Such method was perfectly safe for the thief, because, unless actually detected in the act of tossing out a bag or parcel, no evidence could very well be brought against him.

Therefore the police, and through them the newspapers, decided that the same gang was responsible for the theft of the Archduchesss necklace as for the robbery in Germany.

Myself, I read eagerly every line of what appeared in the morning and evening press.

Many ridiculous theories were put forward by some journalists in working up the story, and more than once I found cruel and unfounded reflections cast upon the sole female member of the party — my dear wife.

This was all extremely painful to me — all so utterly incomprehensible that, as I sat alone in the silence of my deserted home, I felt that no further misfortune could fall upon me. The iron of despair had entered my very soul.

Marlowe called one afternoon, and I was compelled to make excuse for Sylvias absence, telling him she was down at Mrs. Shuttleworths.

You dont look quite yourself, old man, he had said. Whats up?

Oh, nothing, I laughed faintly. Im a bit run down, thats all. Want a change, I suppose. I think I shall go abroad.

I thought your wife had had sufficient of the Continent, he remarked. Curiously enough, he added, as he sat back and blew a cloud of cigarette-smoke from his lips, I thought I saw her the day before yesterday standing on the railway platform at Banbury. I was coming down from Birmingham to Oxford, and the train slowed down in passing Banbury. I happened to be looking out at the time, and I could have sworn that I saw her.

At Banbury! I ejaculated, leaning forward.

Yes. She was wearing a dark blue dress, with a jacket to match, and a small dark blue hat. She was with an elderly lady, and was evidently waiting for a train. She gave me the impression that she was starting on a journey.

How old was her companion?



Oh, she was about forty, I should think — neatly dressed in black.

It couldnt have been she, I said reflectively.

My dear Owen, Mrs. Biddulphs beauty is too marked for one to be mistaken — especially a friend, like myself.

Then you are quite certain it was she — eh, Jack?

My tall friend stretched his long legs out on the carpet, and replied — 

Well, Id have bet a hundred to a penny that it was she. She wasnt at home with you on that day, was she?

I was compelled to make a negative reply.

Then Im certain I saw her, old man, he declared, as he rose and tossed his cigarette-end away.

It was upon my tongue to ask him what he had known of her, but I refrained. She was my wife, and to ask such a question would only expose to him my suspicions and misgivings.

So presently he went, and I was left there wretched in my loneliness and completely mystified. The house seemed full of grim shadows now that she, the sun of my life, had gone out of it. Old Browning moved about silent as a ghost, watching me, I knew, and wondering.

So Sylvia had been seen at Banbury. According to Jack, she was dressed as though travelling; therefore it seemed apparent that she had hidden in that quiet little town until compelled to flee owing to police inquiries. Her dress, as described by Jack, was different to any I had ever seen her wear; hence it seemed as though she had disguised herself as much as was possible. Her companionship with the elder woman was also somewhat strange.

My only fear was that the police might recognize her. While she remained in one place, she would, no doubt, be safe from detection. But if she commenced to travel, then most certainly the police would arrest her.

Fortunately they were not in possession of her photograph, yet all along I remained in fear that the manager of the Coliseum might make a statement, and this would again connect me with the gang.

Yes, I suppose the reader will dub me a fool to have married Sylvia. Well, he or she may do so. My only plea in extenuation is that I loved her dearly and devotedly. My love might have been misplaced, of course, yet I still felt that, in face of all the black circumstances, she was nevertheless true to those promises made before the altar. I was hers — and she was mine.

Even then, with the papers raising a hue-and-cry after her, as well as what I had discovered regarding her elopement, I steadfastly refused to believe in her guilt. Those well-remembered words of affection which had fallen from her lips from time to time I knew had been genuine and the truth.

That same night I read in the evening paper a paragraph as follows — 

It is understood that the police have obtained an important clue to the perpetrators of the daring theft of the diamond necklet belonging to the Archduchess Marie Louise, and that an arrest is shortly expected. Some highly sensational revelations are likely.

I read and re-read those significant lines. What were the sensational revelations promised? Had they any connection with the weird mystery of that closed house in Porchester Terrace?

I felt that perhaps I was not doing right in refraining from laying before the Criminal Investigation Department the facts of my strange experience in that long-closed house. In that neglected garden, my own grave lay open. What bodies of other previous victims lay there interred?

I recollected that in the metropolis many bodies of murdered persons had been found buried in cellars and in gardens. A recent case of the discovery of an unfortunate womans body beneath the front doorsteps of a certain house in North London was fresh within my mind.

Truly the night mysteries of London are many and gruesome. The public never dream of half the brutal crimes that are committed and never detected. Only the police, if they are frank, will tell you of the many cases in which persons missing are suspected of having been victims of foul play. Yet they are mysteries never solved.

I went across to Whites and dined alone. I was in no mood for the companionship of friends. No one save myself knew that my wife had disappeared. Jack suspected something wrong, but was not aware of what it exactly was.



I went down to Andover next day and called upon the Shuttleworths. Mrs. Shuttleworth was kind and affable as usual, but whether my suspicions were ungrounded or not, I thought the rector a trifle brusque in manner, as though annoyed by my presence there.

I recollected what the man Lewis had told his friends — that he had seen Shuttleworth down in the Ditches — one of the lowest neighbourhoods — of Southampton. The rector had told him all that had transpired!

Why was this worthy country rector, living the quiet life of a remote Hampshire village, in such constant communication with a band of thieves?

I sat with him in his well-remembered study for perhaps an hour. But he was a complete enigma. Casually I referred to the great jewel theft, which was more or less upon every ones tongue.

I seldom read newspaper horrors, he replied, puffing at his familiar pipe. I saw something in the head-lines of the paper, but I did not read the details. Ive been writing some articles for the Guardian lately, and my time has been so fully occupied.

Was this the truth? Or was he merely evading the necessity of discussing the matter?

He had inquired after Sylvia, and I had been compelled to admit that she was away. But I did so in such a manner that I implied she was visiting friends.

Outside, the lawn, so bright and pleasant in summer, now looked damp and dreary, littered by the brown drifting leaves of autumn.

Somehow I read in his grey face a strange expression, and detected an eagerness to get rid of me. For the first time I found myself an unwelcome visitor at the rectory.

Have you seen Mr. Pennington of late? I asked presently.

No, not for some time. He wrote me from Brussels about a month ago, and said that business was calling him to Spain. Have you seen him? he asked.

Not very recently, I replied vaguely.

Then again I referred to the great robbery, whereat he said — 

Why, Mr. Biddulph, you appear as though you cant resist the fascination that mysterious crime has for you! I suppose you are an ardent novel-reader — eh? People fond of novels always devour newspaper mysteries.

I admitted a fondness for healthy and exciting fiction, when he laughed, saying — 

Well, I myself find that nearly half one reads in some of the newspapers now-a-days may be classed as fiction. Even party politics are full of fictions, more or less. Surely the public must find it very difficult to winnow the truth from all the political lies, both spoken and written. To me, elections are all mere campaigns of untruth.

And so he again cleverly turned the drift of our conversation.



About five oclock I left, driving back to Andover Junction, and arriving at Waterloo in time for dinner.

I took a taxi at once to Wilton Street, but there was no letter from Sylvia. She gave no sign. And, indeed, why should she, in face of her letter of farewell?

I dressed, and sat down alone to my dinner for the first time in my own dining-room since my wifes disappearance.

Lonely and sad, yet filled with fierce hatred of those blackguardly adventurers, of whom her own father was evidently one, I sat silent, while old Browning served the meal with that quiet stateliness which was one of his chief characteristics. The old man had never once mentioned his missing mistress, yet I saw, by the gravity of his pale, furrowed face, that he was anxious and puzzled.

As I ate, without appetite, he chatted to me, as had been his habit in my bachelor days, for through long years of service — ever since I was a lad — he had become more a friend than a mere servant. From many a boyish scrape he had shielded me, and much good advice had he given me in those reckless days of my rather wild youth.

His utter devotion to my father had always endeared him to me, for to him there was no family respected so much as ours, and his faithfulness was surely unequalled.

Perhaps he did not approve of my marriage. I held a strong suspicion that he had not. Yet old servants are generally apt to be resentful at the advent of a new mistress.

I was finishing my coffee and thinking deeply, Browning having left me alone, when suddenly he returned, and, bending, said in his quiet way — 

A gentleman has called, Mr. Owen. He wishes to see you very particularly. And he handed me a card, upon which I saw the name: Henri Guertin.

I sprang to my feet, my mind made up in an instant. Here was one actually of the gang, and I would entrap him in my own house!

I would compel him to speak the truth, under pain of arrest.

Where is he? I asked breathlessly.

I have shown him into the study. Hes a foreign gentleman, Mr. Owen.

Yes, I know, I said. But now, dont be alarmed, Browning — just stay outside in the hall. If I ring the bell, go straight to the telephone, ring up the police-station, and tell them to send a constable here at once. My study door will be locked until the constable arrives. You understand?

Perfectly, Mr. Owen, but — — And the old man hesitated, looking at me apprehensively.

There is nothing whatever to fear, I laughed, rather harshly perhaps. Carry out my orders, thats all.

And then, in fierce determination, I went along the hall, and, opening the study door, entered, closing it behind me, and as I stood with my back to it I turned the key and removed it.

Well, Msieur Guertin, I exclaimed, addressing the stout man in gold pince-nez in rather a severe tone, and what, pray, do you want with me?


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

A CONTRETEMPS

[image: img284.jpg]

THE STOUT, ROUND-FACED Frenchman rose, and, bowing with his irritating politeness, answered — 

I wish to consult you, Monsieur Biddulph, upon a confidential matter concerning your wife.

What does my wife concern you, pray, sir? I asked angrily.

Ah! calm yourself, msieur, he said suddenly, dropping into French; I am here as your friend.

I hardly believe that, I replied incredulously. My friend cannot be the accomplice of my enemies. You are acquainted with Reckitt and with Pennington — the men implicated in the recent theft of the diamonds of the Archduchess Marie Louise!

He started and looked at me quickly.

What do you know of that? he inquired, with rather undue eagerness.

I know more concerning you than you think, was my firm reply. And I give you an alternative, Monsieur Guertin. Either you will reveal to me the whole truth concerning those men Reckitt and Forbes and my wifes connection with them, or I shall telephone to the police, and have you arrested as a member of the gang.



My dear monsieur, he replied, with a good-humoured smile, I cant tell you facts of which I possess no knowledge. I am here to make inquiry of you — to — —

To mislead me further! I cried angrily. You and your friends may be extremely clever — you have succeeded in enticing my wife away from her home, and you expect to befool me further. Remember that I nearly lost my life in that grim house in Bayswater. Therefore at least I can secure the arrest of one member of the gang.

And you would arrest me — eh? he asked, looking me straight in the face, suddenly growing serious.

Yes, I intend to, I replied, whipping out my revolver from my hip pocket.

Put that thing away, he urged. Be reasonable. What would you profit by arresting me?

You shall either speak — tell me the truth, or I will hand you over to the police. I have only to touch this bell — and I raised my hand to the electric button beside the fireplace— and a telephone message will call a constable.

And you really would give me in charge — eh? laughed my visitor.

I certainly intend doing so, I answered angrily.

Well, before this is done, let us speak frankly for a few moments, suggested the Frenchman. You tell me that you nearly lost your life in some house in Bayswater. Where was that?

In Porchester Terrace. What is the use of affecting ignorance?



I do not affect ignorance, he said, and I saw that a change had completely overspread his countenance. I only wish to know the extent of your knowledge of Reckitt and Forbes.

I have but little knowledge of your friends, Im pleased to say, was my quick rejoinder. Let us leave them out of the question. What I desire to know is the whereabouts of my wife.

He shrugged his broad shoulders.

I regret that I have no knowledge of where madame may be.

But you have! I cried, facing him angrily. She is probably with Pennington, her father, who seems to be one of your undesirable fraternity.

No, she is not with him, most certainly, my visitor declared. I know that for a fact. She is probably with Lewis.

And who is this fellow Lewis? I demanded.

For a moment he was silent.

I think you had better ask madame, your wife, he replied at last.

Do you intend to cast a slur upon her? I cried, facing him resentfully.

Not in the least, was his cool answer. I have merely replied to your question.

And have given me most impertinent advice! Will you, or will you not, tell me who the fellow is?

At present, monsieur, I must refuse.

Then I shall press the bell, and give you into custody.



Ah! he laughed, that will be distinctly amusing.

For me, perhaps — not for you.

Monsieur is at liberty to act as he deems best, said my visitor.

Therefore, irritated by the fellows manner, and in the hope that he would at the eleventh hour relent, I pressed the bell.

It rang loudly, and I heard old Browning go to the telephone beneath the stairs. In a few minutes the constable would arrive, and at least one member of the dangerous gang would be secured.

Perhaps you will let me pass, he said, crossing towards the door immediately after I had rung the bell. But I placed myself against it, revolver in hand, preventing him and holding him at bay.

Very well, he laughed. I fear, Mr. Biddulph, that you are not acting judiciously. You refuse to accept my statement that I am here as your friend!

Because you, on your part, refuse to reply to my questions.

But he only shrugged his shoulders again without replying.

You know quite well where my wife is.

Alas! I do not, the fellow declared emphatically. It was to obtain information that I called.

You cannot deny that you know that pair of criminals, Reckitt and Forbes?

I have surely not denied knowledge of them!

Yet you refuse to tell me who this man is who enticed my wife from my side — the man who presided over that secret council at the George Hotel at Stamford!

I am prepared to be frank with you in return for your frankness, monsieur, he answered.

But I saw in his evasive replies an intention to mislead me into a belief that he was actuated towards me by friendly motives. Therefore my antagonism increased. He had defied me, and I would give him into custody.

Presently there came a loud knocking at the door, and, upon my opening it, a police-sergeant stood upon the threshold.

I give this man into custody, I said, addressing him and pointing to the Frenchman.

Upon what charge, sir? asked the burly officer, whose broad shoulders filled the doorway, while I saw a constable standing behind him.

On suspicion of being associated with the theft of the diamonds of the Archduchess Marie Louise, I replied.

Come, monsieur, laughed my visitor, speaking again in English, I think we have carried this sufficiently far. And, placing his hand in his breast-pocket, he produced a small folded yellow card bearing his photograph, which he handed to me. Read that! he added, with a laugh of triumph.

I saw that the printed card was headed Préfecture de Police, Ville de Paris, and that it was signed, countersigned, and bore a large red official seal.

Quickly I scanned it, and, to my abject dismay, realized that Henri Guertin was chief of the first section of the sûreté — he was one of the greatest detectives of France!

I stammered something, and then, turning to the sergeant, red and ashamed, I admitted that I had made a mistake in attempting to arrest so distinguished an official.

The two metropolitan officers held the card in their hands, and, unable to read French, asked me to translate it for them, which I did.

Why, cried the sergeant, Monsieur Guertin is well known! His name figures in the papers only this morning as arresting two Englishmen in Paris for a mysterious murder alleged to have been committed in some house in Bayswater!

In Bayswater! I gasped. In Porchester Terrace?

Yes, replied the famous French detective. It is true that I know Reckitt and Forbes. But I only knew them in order to get at the truth. They never suspected me, and early yesterday morning I went to the snug little apartments they have in the Rue de Rouen, and arrested them, together with two young Frenchmen named Terassier and Brault. Concealed beneath a loose board in the bedroom of the last-named man I found the missing gems.

Then Terassier and Brault were the two men who met the others in Stamford, and carried the diamonds across to the Continent, intending to dispose of them?

Exactly. There was a hitch in disposing of them in Amsterdam, as had been intended, and though the diamonds had been knocked from their settings, I found them intact.

He told me that Forbes was the actual thief, who had so daringly travelled to Finsbury Park and collected the tickets en route. He had practically confessed to having thrown the bag out to Reckitt and Pennington, who were waiting at a point eight miles north of Peterborough. They had used an electric flash-lamp as they stood in the darkness near the line, and the thief, on the look-out for the light, tossed the bag out on to the embankment.

Then my father-in-law is a thief! I remarked, with chagrin, when the sergeant and constable had been dismissed. It was for that reason my wife dare not face me and make explanation!

You apparently believe Arnold Du Cane, alias Winton, alias Pennington, to be Sylvias father — but such is not the case, remarked the great detective slowly. To his career attaches a very remarkable story — one which, in my long experience in the unravelling of mysteries of crime, has never been equalled.

Tell me it, I implored him eagerly. Where is my poor wife?


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

THE FRENCHMAN MAKES A STATEMENT
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AH! I REGRET, msieur, that I do not know, replied the Frenchman. And yet, he added, after a seconds hesitation, I do not exactly regret. Perhaps it is best, after all, that I should remain in ignorance. But, Monsieur Biddulph, I would make one request on your wifes behalf.

On her behalf! I gasped. What is it?

That you do not prejudge her. She has left you because — well, because she had good reason. But one day, when you know the truth, you will certainly not judge her too harshly.

I do not judge her harshly, I protested. How can I, when I love her as devotedly as I do! I feel confident that the misfortunes she has brought upon me were not of her own seeking.

She very narrowly escaped the vengeance of those two assassins, Guertin said; how narrowly, neither you nor she will ever know. For months I have watched them closely, both here and in France and Germany, in order to catch them red-handed; but they have been too clever for me, and we must rely upon the evidence which that back-garden in Porchester Terrace will now yield up. The gang is part of a great criminal association, that society of international thieves of which one member was the man you knew as Harriman, and whose real name was Bell — now at Devils Island for the murder of the rising young English parliamentary Under-Secretary Ronald Burke. The murder was believed to have been committed with a political motive, and through certain false evidence furnished by the man Pennington, a person named Louis Lessar, chief of the band, was first arrested, and condemned by the Assize Court of the Seine. Both were sent to Devils Island for life, but recently Lessar escaped, and was daring enough to come to England as Mr. Lewis.

Lewis! I gasped. That was the fellow with whom my wife escaped — the man who presided over the secret deliberations of the gang at their assembly at Stamford!

Yes. Once a British officer, he had been leader of the great criminal organization before his arrest. They were the most formidable in Europe, for they always acted on scientific principles, and always well provided with funds. Some of their coups were utterly amazing. But on his arrest and imprisonment the society dwindled under the leadership of Pennington, a low-bred blackguard, who could not even be loyal to his associates.

Excuse me, sir, remarked the sergeant, again shown into the room by Browning. Our C.I.D. men have been at work all day in the garden behind that house in Porchester Terrace. A big hole was found dug there, and already theyve turned up the remains of two persons — a man and a woman. I ought to have told you that we had it over the telegraph at the station about an hour ago. Superintendent Mayhew and Professor Salt have been there to examine the remains recovered.

Two victims! I exclaimed. The open grave found there was prepared for me!

No doubt, exclaimed Guertin. When I first communicated with your Scotland Yard, they refused to believe my allegations against Reckitt and Forbes. But I had had my suspicions aroused by their actions in Paris, and I was positive. But oh! your police methods are so very painfully slow!

Then the sergeant again withdrew.

But of Pennington. Tell me more of him, I urged.

He was your worst enemy, and Sylvias enemy also, even though he posed as her father. He wished her to marry Forbes, and thus, on account of her great beauty, remain the decoy of the gang. But she met you, and loved you. Her love for you was the cause of their hatred. Because of her affection, she risked her life by revealing to me certain things concerning her associates, whom she knew were plotting to kill you. The very man who was posing as her father — and who afterwards affected friendship for you — told that pair of unscrupulous assassins, Reckitt and Forbes, a fictitious story of how Sonia — for that is her real name — had denounced them. This aroused their hatred, and they decided to kill you both. From what I heard afterwards, they entrapped you, and placed you in that fatal chair beside the venomous reptile, while they also tortured the poor girl with all the horrors of the serpent, until her brain became deranged. Suddenly, however, they became alarmed by discovering a half-witted lad wandering in the garden where the bodies of previous victims lay concealed, and, making a quick escape, left you and her without ascertaining that you were dead. Eventually she escaped and rescued you, hence their fear that you would inform the police, and their frantic efforts to secure the death of both of you. Indeed, you would probably have been dead ere this, had I not taken upon myself the self-imposed duty of being your protector, and had not Louis Lessar most fortunately escaped from Devils Island to protect his daughter from their relentless hands.

His daughter! I gasped, staring at him.

Yes. Sonia is the daughter of Phil Poland, alias Louis Lessar, the man who was falsely denounced by Pennington as an accomplice in the assassination of the young Under-Secretary, Mr. Burke, on the Riviera. After I had arrested her father one night at the house where he lived down near Andover, Pennington compelled the girl to pass as his daughter for a twofold reason. First, because he believed that her great beauty would render her a useful decoy for the purpose of attracting young men into their fatal net, and secondly, in order that Forbes should secure her as his wife, for it was realized how, by her marriage to him, her lips would be sealed.

But they all along intended to kill me.



Of course. Your life was, you recollect, heavily insured at Penningtons suggestion, and you had made over a large sum of money to Sonia in case of your demise. Therefore it was to the interests of the whole gang that you should meet with some accident which should prove fatal. The theft of the jewels of the Archduchess delayed the conspiracy from being put into execution, and by that means your life was undoubtedly spared. Ah! monsieur, the gang recently led by Arnold Du Cane was once one of the most daring, the most unscrupulous, and the most formidable in the whole of Europe.

And my dear wife is actually the daughter of the previous leader of that criminal band! I exclaimed apprehensively.

Yes. She escaped with him because she was in fear of her life — because she knew that if she were again beneath her own fathers protection, you — the man she loved — would also be safe from injury. For Phil Poland is a strong man, a perfect past-master of the criminal arts, and a leader whose word was the command of every member of that great international organization, the wide ramifications of which I have so long tried in vain to ascertain.

Then Poland is a noteworthy man in the world of crime?

He is a very prince of thieves. Yet, at the same time, one must regard him with some admiration for his daring and audacity, his wonderful resourcefulness and his strict adhesion to fair play. For years he lived in France, Italy and Spain, constantly changing his place of abode, his identity, his very face, and always evading us; yet nobody has ever said that he did a mean action towards a poor man. He certainly suffered an unjust punishment by that false accusation made against him by the man who was apparently jealous of his leadership, and who desired to become his successor.

Then you are of opinion that my wife left me in order to secure my protection from harm?

I am quite certain of it. You recollect my meeting with her at the Hôtel Meurice in Paris. She told me several things on that occasion.

And Pennington very nearly fell into your hands.

Yes, but with his usual cleverness he escaped me.

Where is he now? Have you any idea? I asked.

I have no exact knowledge, but, with the arrest of four of his accomplices, it will not be difficult to find out where he is in hiding, he laughed.

And the same may be said of Poland — eh?

No; on the contrary, while the man Pennington, alias Du Cane, is hated — and it will be believed by those arrested that he has betrayed them in order to save himself — yet Poland is beloved. They know it was Du Cane who made the false charge connecting Poland with Harriman, and they will never forgive him. The hatred of the international thief is the worst and most unrelenting hatred existing in the whole world. Before Poland came to live in retirement here in England at Middleton, near Andover, his association consisted only of the most expert criminals of both sexes, and he controlled their actions with an iron hand. Once every six months the members from all over Europe held a secret conference in one capital or another, when various tasks were allotted to various persons. The precautions taken to prevent blunders were amazing, and we were baffled always because of the widespread field of their operations, and the large number of experts engaged. The band, broken up into small and independent gangs, worked in unison with receivers always ready, and as soon as our suspicions were aroused by one party they disappeared, and another, complete strangers, came in their place. Premises likely to yield good results from burglary were watched for months by a constant succession of clever watchers, and people in possession of valuables sometimes engaged servants of irreproachable character who were actually members of the gang. Were their exploits chronicled, they would fill many volumes of remarkable fact, only some of which have appeared in recent years in the columns of the newspapers. Every European nationality and every phase of life were represented in that extraordinary assembly, which, while under Polands control, never, as far as is known, committed a single murder. It was only when the great leader was condemned and exiled, and the band fell away, that Pennington, Reckitt and Forbes conceived the idea of extorting money by means of the serpent, allowing the reptile to strike fatally, and so prevent exposure. By that horrible torture of the innocent and helpless they must have netted many thousands of pounds.

It was you, you say, who arrested Poland down in Hampshire.

Yes, nearly three years ago. Prior to Harrimans arrest, I went there with my friend Watts, of Scotland Yard, and on that evening a strange affair happened — an affair which is still a mystery. Ill tell you all about it later, he added. At present I must go to Porchester Terrace and see what is in progress. I only arrived in London from Paris two hours ago.

I begged him to take me along with him, and with some reluctance he consented. On the way, Guertin told me a strange story of a dead man exactly resembling himself at Middleton village on the night of Polands arrest. Arrived at the house of grim shadows, we found a constable idling outside the gate, but apparently nobody yet knew of what was transpiring in the garden behind the closed house. At first the man declined to allow us to enter, but, on Guertin declaring who he was, we passed through into the tangled, weedy place where the lights of lanterns were shining weirdly, and we could see men in their shirt-sleeves working with shovel and pick, while others were clearing away the dead rank herbage of autumn.

In the uncertain light I saw that a long trench some four feet in depth had been dug, and into this the men were flinging the soil they carefully removed in their progress in a line backwards.

Beneath a tree, close to where was an open trench — the one prepared for the reception of my body — lay something covered with a black cloth. From beneath there stuck out a hideous object — a mans muddy patent-leather shoe!

Even while I stood amid that weird, never-to-be-forgotten scene, one of the excavators gave an ejaculation of surprise, and a lantern, quickly brought, revealed a human arm in a dark coat-sleeve embedded in the soil.

With a will, half-a-dozen eager hands were at work, and soon a third body — that of a tall, grey-haired man, whose face, alas! was awful to gaze upon — was quickly exhumed.

I could not bear to witness more, and left, gratified to know that the two fiends were already safely confined in a French prison.

Justice would, no doubt, be done, and they would meet with their well-merited punishment.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

FURTHER REVELATIONS
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IF YOU ARE a constant reader of the newspapers, as probably you are, you will no doubt recollect the great sensation caused next day on the publication of the news of the gruesome find in that, one of the most aristocratic thoroughfares of Bayswater.

The metropolitan police were very reticent regarding the affair, but many of the papers published photographs of the scene of the exhumations, the exterior of the long-closed house, and photographs of the various police officials. That of Guertin, however, was not included. The famous investigator of crime had no wish for the picture of his face, with its eyes beaming benignly through his gold glasses, to be disseminated broadcast.

The police refused to make any statement; hence the wildest conjectures were afloat concerning the series of tragedies which must have taken place within that dark house, with its secluded, tangled garden.

As the days went by, the public excitement did not abate, for yet more remains were found — the body of a young, fair-haired man who had been identified as Mr. Cyril Wilson, a member of the Travellers Club, who had been missing for nearly nine months. The police, impelled by this fresh discovery, cut down the trees in the garden and laid the whole place waste, while crowds of the curious waited about in the neighbourhood, trying to catch a glimpse of the operations.

And as time wore on I waited in daily expectation of some sign from the woman I so dearly loved.

Guertin, who still remained in London, assured me that she was safe in hiding with her father, Phil Poland.

And you will, of course, arrest him when you can discover him, I remarked, as I sat with the famous detective in his room at the Grand Hotel in Trafalgar Square.

I do not wish to discover him, my dear Monsieur Biddulph, was his kind reply. I happen to know that he has deeply repented of his wrongdoing, and even on his sudden reappearance at Stamford with the remaining portion of his once invulnerable gang, he urged them to turn aside from evil, and become honest citizens. He has, by his wrongful conviction of murder, expiated his crimes, and hence I feel that he may be allowed a certain leniency, providing he does not offend in future.

But a warrant is out for him, of course?

Certainly. His arrest is demanded for breaking from prison. His escape is one of the most daring on record. He swam for five miles in the sea on a dark night, and met with most extraordinary adventures before a Dutch captain allowed him to work his passage to Rotterdam.

But he will not dare to put foot in London, I suppose. He would be liable to extradition to France.

Who knows? He is one of the most fearless and ingenious men I have ever known. He can so alter his appearance as to deceive even me.

But the metropolitan police, knowing that Sylvia — I mean Sonia — is his daughter, may be watching my house! I exclaimed in alarm.

That is more than likely, he admitted. Hence, if you want to allow madame, your wife, an opportunity to approach you, you should go abroad somewhere — to some quiet place where you would not be suspected. Let me know where you go, and perhaps I can manage to convey to them the fact that you are waiting there.

The hotel at Gardone — that fine lake-side hotel where I had first seen Sonia — occurred to me. And I told him.

Very well, he said cheerfully. I shall return to Paris to-morrow, and if I can obtain any information from either of the prisoners, I will manage to let Poland know that his son-in-law awaits him.

Then I thanked the great detective, and, shaking hands warmly, we parted.

What Guertin had told me regarding the strange discovery of a man who closely resembled him outside Polands house on the night of the latters arrest held me much puzzled. Even he, the all-powerful chief of the sûreté, had failed to solve the enigma.

Next afternoon Shuttleworth called upon me in Wilton Street, and for a long time sat chatting.

At last he looked at me gravely, and said — 

I dare say you have been much puzzled, Mr. Biddulph, to know why I, a clergyman of the Church of England, have apparently been mixed up with persons of shady character. But now that four of them are under arrest, and a fifth, we hope, will shortly be apprehended, I will explain. As you perhaps know, Sonia was the daughter of the Honourable Philip Poland, who came to live at the Elms, which is close to the rectory at Middleton. We became great friends, until one evening he made a strange confession to me. He told me who he was — Louis Lessar, who had been the leader of a dangerous band of international thieves — and he asked my advice in my capacity of spiritual guide. He had repented, and had gone into retirement there, believing that his sins would not find him out. But they had done, and he knew he must shortly be arrested. Well, I advised him to act the man, and put aside the thoughts of suicide. What he had revealed to me had — I regret to confess it — aroused my hatred against the man who had betrayed him — a man named Du Cane. This man Du Cane I had only met once, at the Elms, and then I did not realize the amazing truth — that this was the selfsame man who had stolen from me, twenty years before, the woman I had so dearly loved. He had betrayed her, and left her to starve and die in a back street in Marseilles. I concealed my outburst of feeling, yet the very next evening Poland was arrested, and Sonia, ignorant of the truth, was, with a motive already explained by Monsieur Guertin, taken under the guardianship of this man whom I had such just cause to hate — the man who subsequently passed as her father, Pennington. It was because of that I felt all along such a tender interest in the unhappy young lady, and I was so delighted to know when she had at last become your wife.

You certainly concealed your feelings towards Pennington. I believed you to be his friend, I said.

I was Sonias friend — not his, for what poor Poland had told me revealed the truth that the fellow was an absolute scoundrel.

And you, of course, know about the incident of a man closely resembling the French detective Guertin being found dead outside the door of the Elms?

Certainly, was his reply; that is still a complete mystery which can only be solved by Poland himself. He must know, or else have a shrewd idea of what occurred.

As we chatted on for a long time, he told me frankly many things of which I had not the least suspicion, at the same time assuring me of Sonias deep devotion towards me, and of his confidence that she had left me because she believed being at her fathers side would ensure my own safety.

And now that I knew so much of the truth I longed hourly to meet her, and to obtain from her — and perhaps from the lips of Philip Poland himself — the remaining links in that remarkable chain of facts.


CHAPTER THIRTY

CONCLUSION
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ABOUT TEN DAYS afterwards I one morning received by post a brief note from Guertin, written from the Préfecture in Paris, urging me to go at once to the Victoria Hotel at Varenna, on the Lake of Como, where, if I waited in the name of Brown, my patience would be rewarded.

And there, sure enough, six days later, as I sat one evening in my private sitting-room, the door suddenly opened and my well-beloved, in a dark travelling gown, sprang forward and embraced me, sobbing for very joy.

Can I adequately describe the happiness of that reunion. Of what I uttered I have no recollection, for I held her closely in my arms as I kissed her hot tears away.

A man stood by — a tall, silent, gentlemanly man, whose hair was grey, and whose face as he advanced beneath the strong light showed traces of disguise.

I am Philip Poland — Sonias father, he exclaimed in a low voice. Whereupon I took the hand of the escaped prisoner, and expressed the utmost satisfaction at that meeting, for he had risked his liberty to come there to me.



Sonia has told me everything, he said; and I can only regret that those blackguards have treated you and her as they have. But Guertin, who is a humane man, even though he be a detective, has tracked them down, and only yesterday I heard Du Cane — the man who made that false charge against myself, and stepped into my shoes; the man who intended that my poor girl should marry that young scoundrel Forbes — has been discovered in Breslau, and is being extradited to England.

On the night of your arrest, Mr. Poland, a mystery occurred, I said presently, as we sat together exchanging many confidences, as I held my dear wifes soft little hand in mine.

Yes, he replied. It was only while I was out at Devils Island that I learnt the truth. Du Cane, intending to get me out of the way, hit upon a very ingenious plan of sending a man made up as Guertin — whom I only knew by sight — to see me and suggest suicide rather than arrest. This man — a person named Lefevre — came and made the suggestion. He did not know that Du Cane had written anonymously to the Préfecture, and never dreamed that Guertin himself would follow him so quickly. On leaving, he apparently hung about watching the result of his dastardly mission, when Harriman — or Bell as we knew him — walked up the drive, in order to call in secret upon me. He espied a man whom he recognized as Guertin peering in at the window, and, creeping up behind him, struck him down before he could utter a word. Afterwards he slipped away, believing that he had killed our arch-enemy, the chief of the sûreté. Presently, however, the body of the unfortunate Lefevre was found by Guertin himself, who had come to arrest me.

And Harriman admitted this! I exclaimed.

Yes. He admitted it to me upon his death-bed. He died of fever a week before I made my dash for liberty. But, he added, Sonia has told me of that dastardly attempt which those hell-fiends Reckitt and Forbes made upon you in Porchester Terrace, and how they also tortured her. But they were fortunately alarmed and fled precipitately, leaving Sonia unconscious.

Yes, declared my sweet wife. When I came to myself I recollected, in horror, what they had told me concerning the fate to which they had abandoned you in the adjoining room, and with a great effort managed to free myself and seek you. I cut the straps which bound you, and succeeded in killing the snake just in time to save you. Then I stole away and left, fearing that you might suspect me of having had some hand in the affair.

And you saved my life, darling! I exclaimed, kissing her fondly on the lips.

Then, turning to Poland, I said — 

The police are hunting for you everywhere. Cannot you get to some place where you are not liable to be taken back to France?

To-morrow, if I am fortunate, he said, with a faint smile, I return to the modest little villa I have rented on the hill-side outside Athens. In Greece one is still immune from arrest for offences abroad.

And I shall return to London with you, Owen. Father and I have travelled to Trieste, and thence here, in order that I should rejoin you, now that the danger is past.

Ah! darling, I cried. I never for one moment doubted you! Yet I admit that the circumstances once or twice looked very black and suspicious.

Alas! I could not prevent it, she declared; I left you and joined Dad at the Coliseum, because I went in fear of some further attempt being made upon us, and I felt you and I would be safe if I were with him. He had no idea when he met the others at Stamford that Forbes and Reckitt and Du Cane had effected that coup with the Archduchesss jewels.

No. I had no idea of it, said Poland. My meeting with them was one of farewell. I had already severed my connection with them three years ago, before my arrest.

And then, after some further explanations, I clasped my loved one in my arms and openly repeated my declaration of fervent love and fond affection.

Of the rest, what need be said?

Sonia is now very happy, either down at Carrington or at Wilton Street, for the black clouds which overshadowed the earlier days of our marriage have rent asunder, and given place to all the sunshine and brightness of life and hope.

No pair could be happier than we.

Twice we have been to Athens as the guest of the tall, grey-haired Englishman who is such a thorough-going cosmopolitan, and who lives in Greece for the sake of the even climate and the study of its antiquities. No one in the Greek capital recognizes Mr. Wilfrid Marsh as the once-famous Louis Lessar.

And dear old Jack Marlowe, still our firm and devoted friend, is as full of good-humoured philosophy as ever, and frequently our visitor. He still leads his careless existence, and is often to be seen idling in the window of Whites, smoking and watching the passers-by in St. Jamess Street.

You who read the newspapers probably know how Arnold Du Cane, alias Pennington, alias Winton, was recently sentenced at the Old Bailey to fifteen years, and the two young Frenchmen, Terassier and Brault, to seven years each, for complicity in the robbery on the Scotch express.

And probably you also read the account of how two mysterious Englishmen named Reckitt and Forbes, who had been arrested in Paris, had, somehow, prior to their extradition to England, managed to obtain possession of blades of safety-razors, and with them had both committed suicide.

In consequence of this there was no trial of the perpetrators of those brutal crimes in Porchester Terrace.

The whole affair was but a nine days horror, and as the authorities saw that no good could accrue from alarming the public by further publicity or inquiry, it was quickly Hushed up.

THE END
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Chapter One.

Describes a Man and his Secret.
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SEE! ITS — its in my kit-bag, over there! The thing — the Thing at which the whole world will stand aghast!

The thin, white-faced, grey-bearded man lying on his back in bed roused himself with difficulty, and with skinny finger pointed at his strong but battered old leather bag lying in the corner of the small hotel bedroom.

The keys — on my chain — Mr Kemball— he gasped faintly, his face slowly flushing. Open it, quick! — ah no! you cant deceive me, my dear fellow. Im dying! I heard what the doctor told you — though he only whispered. But, Mr Kemball, although you are a young man, I — Im going to trust you with a — with a strange responsibility. I — I trust you because you were so very kind to me on board. They all shunned me — all save you! They didnt know my real name, — and the old man chuckled bitterly to himself— and they were not likely to!

You were unwell on the voyage, Mr Arnold, and it was surely my duty to—

Duty! What duty do you owe to me? — a perfect stranger — an adventurer for aught you know! cried the old fellow with whom I had formed such a curious friendship. No, Mr Kemball, you have acted as a real man, as a friend — one of the few friends one meets in this hard, workaday world, and he clutched wildly at his throat, while his sunken cheeks slowly assumed a hectic flush. Unlock the bag — get it out — before — before I lose my senses, he added.

I took from the dressing-table the bunch of keys attached to his steel watch-chain, and was crossing the room towards the bag when he exclaimed — 

Listen, Mr Kemball! Im a dying man. Will you make a solemn promise to me? Will you grant me one last earnest request? In half an hour — perhaps before — I shall be lying here dead. But Im still alive — a man who has seen much, who knows strange things — a man who has lived through much, and who has stood by and seen men die around him like flies. God! If I dare only tell you half — but—

Well, Mr Arnold, I asked quietly, returning to the bedside and looking into the pinched grey face, how do you wish me to act?

I have already written it here — I wrote it on board ship, after my first seizure, he said, slowly drawing a crumpled and bulky envelope from beneath his pillow and handing it to me with trembling fingers. Will you promise not to open it until after I have been placed in the grave, and to act as I have requested?

Most certainly, Mr Arnold, was my reply. A promise given to one who is about to pass to the Beyond is sacred.

His thin fingers gripped my hand in silent acknowledgment. He did not speak, but the expression in his eyes told of his profound thankfulness. I placed the letter in my breast-pocket. Something seemed to be enclosed within.

Go and open the bag, he whispered, after a brief silence.

I did so, and within, to my great surprise, found two huge bundles of fifty and hundred pound Bank of England notes, each packet several inches thick and tied with faded pink tape.

He beckoned me to bring them to him, and when I again stood near the bed, he selected one note, and then said — 

I wish you to destroy all of them — burn them there in the grate — so that I can watch you, and he gave vent to a harsh, unnatural laugh, a hideous laugh of despair.

I looked at him in hesitation. The poor old fellow was surely mad. In my hands I held notes to the value of an enormous sum. And yet he wished to ruthlessly destroy them!

He noticed my hesitation, and in a quick, impatient tone, asked whether I would not carry out his wishes, at the same time handing me the note he had taken, telling me that it was to pay for his interment.

As you desire, I said, with some reluctance.

But is it just — with so much distress here, in London — to deliberately destroy money like this?

I have a reason, Mr Kemball, a very strong reason, he answered in a low tone.

So I was compelled to untie the bundles, and, separating the notes, placed them in the grate and commenced a fire, which I fed on and on, until the last note had been consumed, and there remained only a grate full of blackened tinder. I confess that I found myself wishing that I had the numbers of some of the notes, in order to reclaim their equivalent from the Bank.

The old mans wild eyes, full of unnatural fire, watched the flames die down, and as they did so he gave a sigh of distinct relief.

Then, with difficulty, he turned to me and, putting out his hand, said — 

In the bag — at the bottom — you will find a sealed cylinder of metal.

I searched as he directed, and drew forth a heavy ancient cylinder of bronze, about a foot and a half long and three inches in diameter. The top had, I saw, been welded down, but a long time ago, because of the green corrosion about it.

When I had carried it across to him, he looked me straight in the face with those deep-set glassy eyes, which haunted me for long afterwards, and said — 

I trust you with that, Mr Kemball, because — because — I feel assured that you will act as I direct. Do not attempt to seek — to discover what is within. That secret must be withheld — from you. In this I hope — that you will respect my desire — I hope so, for — for your own sake.

I held the mysterious cylinder in my hand in wonder. Evidently he treasured it even far greater than his riches, and had brought it to London with some distinct purpose which he was now — owing to his heart-trouble — unable to accomplish.

There are other things — other things in the bag. Bring them to me, he said, in a low, weak voice, speaking with the greatest difficulty.

I brought the bag over to him and turned its contents pell-mell upon the floor. Among the several articles of clothing were a few old letters which, at his direction, I burned amid the tinder of the banknotes. Then, on searching further, I found a small, and evidently very antique, statuette of a figure standing, holding a kind of spear. It was about seven inches high, much worn, with a square base, and of solid gold. Around it I noticed an inscription in hieroglyphics.

That, my dying friend managed to gasp, is an ancient image — of the Egyptian God Osiris, son of Seb, and Nut, or Heaven and Earth, and married to Isis. He was held to have gone through sufferings — to have died — to have risen again, and finally to have become the Judge of the Dead, His mysteries and rites were — were the most important part of Egyptian wisdom. The inscription upon it shows that it was made by one Mersekha, in the reign of King Radadef, in the Fourth Dynasty — or about three thousand five hundred years before the Christian era. Take it for yourself, Mr Kemball, added the old man, his voice distinctly weaker. It will serve as your mascot and will perhaps remind you of the friendless man whom you have to-day befriended.

I stood by in silence, for I saw a distinct change had crept over him.

I took a glass in which the doctor had placed some drug, giving me instructions to administer it to him, and I forced a few drops of it between his teeth.

The evening was warm and oppressive. Twilight was just falling, and through the open window came the low hum of the motor traffic a few hundred yards away in the Strand. The hotel in which we were was a quiet, unostentatious little place in Surrey Street, to which, on leaving the ship two days before, he had persuaded me to accompany him. Some one had recommended him to go there, he said, in preference to the Savoy or Carlton.

On board the Miltiades, which he had joined at Naples, he had displayed no outward sign of wealth — or that he possessed money to burn. Indeed, his dress was mean and shabby, and by the wardrobe contained in his two ragged bags, one would certainly never put him down as a man of means. It is generally dangerous, however, to judge a man by his clothes.

The old clock of St. Clement Danes struck eight, and a few moments later there came a low tap at the door, and the doctor again reappeared, and bent over his patient anxiously.

He gave him a few more drops of the medicine, but the old man made an impatient gesture, and refused to swallow more.

What request, I wondered, was contained in that crumpled and rather bulky letter which I held in my breast-pocket?

Outside, in the corridor, the doctor told me that the end was quite near, and suggested that I should obtain something from him concerning his friends.

Mr Arnold has already told me, I replied. He possesses no friends.

And at that the doctor shrugged his shoulders and descended the stairs.

Back at the bedside in the fast-fading light of the hot day of early June, I took the old mans bony hand in silent farewell.

He turned his eyes upon me, gazing at me with a strange intense look, as though trying to read my very soul.

He endeavoured to speak, but though I bent my ear to his mouth, I could catch no words. His thin nervous hands clenched themselves, his grey beard moved, and he struggled violently to communicate with me, but without avail. Then with his right hand, he made a sign that he wished to write.

Instantly I obtained a pen and scrap of paper which I placed before him.

For a long time his hand trembled, so that he could make no intelligible writing. At last, however, he managed slowly, and with infinite difficulty, to trace very unevenly the words — 

Remember the name Harford — be friendly, but beware of him and the Hand.

He watched my face eagerly as I read.

Of a sudden, the light went out of his grey countenance, the pen dropped from his thin, nerveless fingers, a scarlet spot fell upon the paper, and a deep, long-drawn sigh escaped his ashen lips.

Then a great stillness fell — a great silence broken only by the low roar of the London traffic.

And I knew that Melvill Arnold, the man of mystery, was dead.


Chapter Two.

Contains Several Surprises.
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FOR SOME MOMENTS I stood gazing upon the dead mans changed face, not knowing how to act.

I, Lionel Kemball, had, perhaps very unwisely, accepted a strange responsibility. I had acted with complete indiscretion.

On my way home from Australia, where I had been for a voyage for my health, the liner had called at Naples, and Mr Melvill Arnold had joined us. On the day after we had sailed I heard that he had had a sudden heart seizure, and was confined to his cabin, therefore — why, I cant exactly tell — I sought him out, and spent a good many hours chatting with him, and keeping him company.

Perhaps it was that, having been something of an invalid myself, I knew the weary monotony of being confined to bed; I could sympathise with anybody who was ill.

From the first I realised that Arnold was a man of no ordinary stamp. Possessed of a clear and quick intelligence, he was a cultured man notwithstanding his rather rough exterior, and full of a quiet sound philosophy. To me, it appeared as though he had lived abroad a good many years, and was consequently out of touch with England. Whence he had come he never told me, save to casually mention that he had been a great traveller and had lived out in the wilds for years. The possession of the golden god seemed to point to the fact that he had come from Egypt.

London has nowadays no attraction for me, he told me one day. I only go there merely because I am forced to do so. I finished with London long, long ago.

Surely, as I, a prosaic man-of-the-world, sat in that narrow cabin as we steamed up the Mediterranean towards Gibraltar, I had never dreamed that in his old kit-bag, smothered as it was with faded hotel labels, there reposed a fortune in banknotes.

He had been perfectly frank on one point. He was a man without a single friend. And now I knew that he had an enemy — and that his name was Harford.

Presently I bent to the dead mans bag — and examining it thoroughly, discovered that one letter had remained unburned — a letter which, by the London postmark upon it, had been written two years ago. It was addressed in a fine, angular, womans hand to Arnold Edgcumbe, Esquire, Post Office, Kingswear, South Devon.

The name caused me to ponder. Had not he admitted that Melvill Arnold was not his real name? Was it not to be supposed that his actual name was Edgcumbe?

The letter was, to say the least, a curious communication. It bore no address, but on the half-sheet of paper was written, in the same feminine hand, the words: You, no doubt, saw the newspapers of 6th September, and the sentence of the Court upon the person they know as Lancaster. Rest assured that her betrayal will not go unrevenged by — Her Friend.

I stood gazing at the missive which the dead man had evidently believed that I had burned. It would not be difficult to search the files of the newspapers for 6th September 1908, and ascertain for what crime a prisoner named Lancaster had been sentenced. The information might, perhaps, lead me to some further discovery.

I placed the letter carefully aside and made a most minute search of the dead mans clothes, and of his other belongings, but found absolutely nothing. Then, crossing the wasted hands, and placing the sheet tenderly over the white face, I left the room, and, descending, informed the hotel manager of what had occurred, while he, in turn, telephoned to an undertaker.

The effects of the deceased were taken possession of by the hotel manager pending the opening of the letter of instructions, while I conveyed to my own room the ancient bronze cylinder and the golden image that was to be my mascot.

Death in an hotel is always the cause of unpleasantness with the management, who declare it to be injurious to the reputation of the establishment, hence the body was conveyed away by night to await interment, while I moved to the Cecil.

But that same night a man from the undertakers came to me and asked me somewhat mysteriously what I knew concerning the dead man.

He was my friend, I replied. Why do you make this inquiry?

Well, sir, he answered, the guvnor sent me round to say that hes found he wore a false beard. It fell off!

The mans statement mystified me, more especially when he added — 

The body is that of a much younger man than the gentleman appeared to be. The guvnor fancies theres a bit of a mystery about him.

Probably hes right, I said, but the judicious administration of a golden coin quickly put matters straight, and my visitor bowed himself out.

Sorely was I tempted to tear open that letter which the mysterious man, now dead, had with calm forethought prepared, yet on the envelope was boldly written the words: Not to be opened until after my burial. That plain injunction deterred me.

Yet on the following morning I went down Fleet Street to the office of the Daily Telegraph, and there asked to see the file of the paper for September 1908.

It was not long before I was turning over the pages of the news of the day in question. For some time I searched, until my eye at last caught the name of Lancaster in the report of a trial at Old Bailey.

The report was headed — 

LADY LETTICE LANCASTER

Amazing Life-Story of an Adventuress.

The story of a woman adventuress is always interesting, and that of Lettice Earnshaw, alias Lady Lettice Lancaster, is no exception. She is a woman of mystery. Born thirty-four years ago in the West of England, she has lived the greater part of her life more or less by her wits. Always a woman of mystery, she has used many names and lived in many districts, generally changing her name and abode when the attentions of her creditors became too pressing. Many attempts have been made to trap her, but she has always escaped, until yesterday, when she was convicted at the Old Bailey of removing furniture in order to cheat her creditors, and was sent to gaol for nine months.

The discoveries made by the police reveal a remarkable romance. Her birth has always been shrouded in mystery, but it is probable that she was to a certain extent entitled to rise the name Lancaster. Her father, believed to have been a distant relative of a well-known man of title, married an actress. Needless to say, trouble was occasioned by the advent of a child. The family naturally attempted to hush up the marriage, and the little infant was sent to Camborne in Cornwall, where her mother had a brother who was a policeman. Lettice grew up into a knowing and pretty child, looking much older than her real age, and in 1890 she met a medical student, who was staying in the neighbourhood. Although at this time she was only fifteen, she looked some years older, and on 9th April she was married at Exeter, to the student, whose name was given as Henry Earnshaw.

At this youthful age the young bride started her long list of aliases. According to the marriage register she was nineteen years of age — a jump of four years — and her name was given as Edith Jane Lucy Haddon, the surname being that of her nurses daughter. Her actual life immediately after marriage is not known, but about a year later she was living at Manchester, where, according to the prosecuting counsel in the case heard yesterday, she was obtaining her living by acting in a pantomime. Her stay in that city was perhaps her longest in any one district, and she did not obtain notoriety until some years later. In Manchester she was known as the Hon. Lucy Huntingdon, and also as Lady Ella Earnshaw. The Hon. Lucy was unmarried, but Lady Ella had entered the bonds of wedlock.

With her many aliases and a husband and foster-brother, who conveniently changed places as the occasion demanded, Lady Lettice Lancaster, to give her the name by which she is best known, has nearly always contrived to enjoy life at the expense of others. When the bills began to arrive, she denied responsibility, the husband or brother to whom the creditors were referred was not to be found, and yet, when a suitable opportunity occurred, she herself disappeared, only to bob up elsewhere, and continue the same game. The story of this amazing womans extraordinary life has never been published, but we are now in a position to give many interesting facts as to her career.

The name Lady Lettice Lancaster was not used until about six years ago, when she blossomed out in London, took a flat in Hyde Park Court, and was frequently seen driving in the West End. She then started a more clever system of defrauding her creditors.

Here is a list of some of her abodes, each of which she left somewhat hurriedly — 

1903. — Tufnell House, Teddington.
1903. — Skelton, York.
1903. — St. Catherines, Guildford.
1904. — Hackthorn, Lincoln.
1904. — Kiltoon, Athlone.
1905. — Saham Toney, Thetford.
1906. — Gloucester Terrace, London.
1907. — St. Johns, Woking.
1907. — Stuston Hall, Chelmsford.
1908. — Portleven Mansions, Maida Vale.
1908. — Brancaster, Norfolk.

It was while golfing at Brancaster that Lady Lettice was arrested and brought to London under the Debtors Act in connection with her stay at Maida Vale.

While she had many residences, they were few in comparison to her different aliases. Here are some of the names by which the extraordinary woman has been known — 

Lady Lettice Lancaster, Lady Ella Earnshaw, Hon. Lucy Huntingdon, Hon. Mary Trelawnay, Mrs Emily Dewar, Mrs Gertrude Curtis, Mrs Evans, Mrs Shaw, Lettice Leyton, Alice Lethbridge, Grace Fane, Grace Fitzjames.

Each of these names was used by her, while she had a habit of giving one of the other names as reference. In the case for which she has now been convicted, she was using the name of Mrs Gertrude Curtis, and had given Lady Ella Earnshaw as a reference.

The report then went on to give an example of the clever way in which this extraordinary woman escaped paying her creditors, which showed what a remarkable adventuress she was.

Early last year, the journal continued, she took a fine furnished mansion, Stuston Hall, near Chelmsford, in the name of Mrs Gertrude Curtis, and almost immediately afterwards a man who was known in the village as Hoare, and was thought to be her groom, arrived on the scene. About two months later Mrs Curtis came down from town, but by this time there was a considerable sum of money owing. Certain sums were paid on account, but before very long the tradespeople were getting anxious about their money, and a number of county court summonses were issued. These were allowed to go by default, and after judgment had been given, the woman and a man, who was known as Ralph Lancaster, and was said to be her foster-brother, were found to have removed the furniture and antiques to London, where it was sold. The defence to the charge was that Hoare was really Earnshaw, the womans husband, and that he was responsible for the debts, which were on his account, he having given the orders.

In the witness-box, Mrs Curtis admitted that Hoare was her husband, and that his real name was Earnshaw. She took the house in the name of Curtis because she was anxious to get away from her husband, who when drunk was very cruel, and on one occasion broke her arm. He, however, found her out, and, as a matter of fact, went down to Stuston Hall, a long time before her advent there. She claimed to have a moral right to use the name Lady Lettice Lancaster, but for family reasons refused to divulge why. If she did, her income would be discontinued. She added that she was receiving five pounds per week from a firm of solicitors in London. The defence did not prevail, and both the woman and Ralph Lancaster were sent to gaol for nine months.

The way the three persons mixed up their relationship is decidedly interesting. Earnshaw or Hoare is the son of an officer who held high rank in the Navy, and was known as groom, butler, chauffeur, husband, or foster-brother, while Ralph Lancaster was referred to as foster-brother, husband, or stepbrother. The real husband was nearly always treated as if he were the groom, and when the three were living in Yorkshire, Lady Lettice was summoned for keeping a man-servant without a licence — the man-servant was her husband! This was not the only occasion on which the Inland Revenue took action against Lady Lettice. Once when the woman was prosecuted for keeping a dog without a licence, Lancaster represented her at the police-court. He then said he did not know whether she was the daughter of a Duke or of an Earl, but she was his wife.

While living near Lincoln, the woman came into prominence for an unusual assault on a butchers salesman, who had been sent to obtain payment of an account. He found the gate of the house locked, and rattled it to attract attention. Lady Lettice then came out of the house with a hunting-crop in her hand, and shouted to her daughter: Let loose the dogs, and they will kill and devour him. The dogs, however, neither killed nor devoured him, but the woman hit him on the head with a hunting-crop, and knocked him over his bicycle. This little amusement cost her two pounds and costs at the subsequent police proceedings.

Lady Lettice was always interested in horses, and she generally had some good animals in her stables. For some years she, in conjunction with Ralph Lancaster, had been running a riding-school in the West End, and it is stated that her income from this source was nearly 500 a year. When at Woking, in 1907, she was known as the lady horse-dealer, and was very popular locally, until pressing creditors caused her to seek fresh fields and pastures new. When she was at Stuston Hall, she stated that she had taken the place for the purpose of teaching riding, and receiving hunting guests. But although she had several horses there, the only persons to use them were Lady Lettice, the two men, and the children. The eldest of the children, a girl of sixteen, frequently attracted attention by her plucky riding, and she is now earning money as a rider.

While Lady Lettice was living at Stuston Hall, the house was regarded more or less as a house of mystery, and strange tales are told of how the woman disregarded the canons of convention during the hot weather. Moreover, the hours kept were hardly regarded as usual by her neighbours. Stuston, being a small village, is generally asleep fairly early, but if the statements made to callers are to be accepted as correct Lady Lettice frequently retired for the night as early as six oclock. Nevertheless, it is stated that she was sometimes seen walking in the grounds during the night in a garb that can only be described as scanty. Naturally the house was watched by the local tradespeople with some care, and it was due to this watching that the removal of the furniture was discovered. The local postman and grocer, to whom she owed nearly ten pounds, saw the furniture being removed, and followed it to London, where it was sold. The police, in the course of the evidence, also hinted at the probability of other and more serious charges of crime being preferred against them on the expiration of their sentences.

In the centre of the report was given the photograph of Lady Lettice, taken by one of the news agencies, the picture being the head and shoulders of a good-looking woman, smartly dressed in tweed country-hat and tailor-made coat — a woman whose type of features was certainly aristocratic, and would never be adjudged an adventuress.

When I had finished reading the report — which I here reproduce in order that you shall be more thoroughly acquainted with every detail of the strange adventures which befell me — I purchased a copy of the paper, and carried it back with me to my room at the Hotel Cecil.

Who was that mysterious correspondent of the dead man who had sworn vengeance. Who was the friend of Lettice Lancaster? For what reason had that letter been written? What connection could the quiet-mannered, unassuming old gentleman have with such a trio of clever swindlers?

It was fortunate, perhaps, that the letter had not been burned, for it had, at least, placed me in possession of some curious facts which must otherwise have been hidden.

During the next three days I was greatly occupied by my own affairs, which had been neglected by my years absence at the Antipodes. Yet time after time I felt the keenest anxiety as to what could be contained in the dead mans letter of instruction, and in that corroded cylinder of bronze.

At last, however, I followed the mortal remains of my mysterious friend to Highgate Cemetery, the sole mourner, and after I had seen the coffin committed to the grave I returned to the hotel, where the statue of Osiris stood upon my table, and there, with impatient fingers, tore open the letter.

I read it through.

Then I stood staring at the unevenly scribbled words — staring at them like a man in a dream.

What I read there held me aghast, amazed, stupefied.


Chapter Three.

What Mr Arnold Left Behind.
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THE LETTER, WRITTEN upon the notepaper of R.M.S. Miltiades, was dated four days prior to our arrival in London.

Perhaps I cannot do better than reproduce it in its entirety.

To Lionel Kemball, Esquire.

Dear Mr Kemball, — Now, after my death, I desire here to place on record my great indebtedness to you for your kindness and sympathy. You knew nothing of me, yet you took pity upon my lonely and unfortunate self. You have, in addition, made solemn promise to me to act as I direct. At the outset I desire to be perfectly frank with you and to confess that I was not what I represented myself to be. Certain chapters of my eventful life must be for ever hidden, even from you, who are acting as my friend. This I greatly regret, but to reveal all must only bring unhappiness upon one who is innocent. For that reason I die carrying my secret with me.

How long I shall continue to live after penning this request I cannot know. Therefore, I will make matters as plain as possible, and earnestly request you to act as follows: — 

To be present at the railway station of Totnes in Devon at five oclock on the evening of the 20th of June next, and there meet a certain man who will come in secret in search of you. He will wear a red tie, a carnation in his coat, and will carry an ebony walking-stick. He may be watched, therefore do not approach him unless he unbuttons his gloves and removes them. To him hand the enclosed letter, and if you wish further to serve the interests of one who herein expresses his deepest and most heartfelt gratitude, watch him, become his helper, and act as he directs — but do not trust him implicitly.

Some of the circumstances may strike you as extraordinary and unwarrantable, but I beg of you not to attempt to solve mysteries which must, for ever, be hidden. The person in question may be in sore need of a friend to give assistance and advice, therefore rest assured that such favour shown to him will not go unrewarded.

As regards the bronze cylinder, be extremely careful of it, and in all security hold it unopened in trust for me until six months from the date of this letter — namely, on 3rd November — when you will hand it without question to the person who comes to you and lays claim to it.

What is enclosed addressed to yourself please accept as a trifling token of the great esteem in which you have been held by the lonely and forgotten man who, in later life, was known as — 

Melvill Arnold.

I tore open the envelope addressed to myself, and therein found four Bank of England notes for five hundred pounds each. My mysterious fellow-traveller who had money to burn had presented me with the sum of two thousand pounds.

The other enclosure, a letter secured by three seals of black wax, was addressed to Arthur Dawnay, Esquire.

My trust was indeed a strange one, increased by the dead mans request that I should befriend a man who was friendless, and at the same time warning me against placing too great a trust in him.

I tried to conjure up in my mind what kind of person I was to meet so mysteriously away in Devonshire. Why, I wondered, could not Mr Arnolds affairs be settled in a proper manner by his lawyers? But perhaps, so mysterious was he, that to trust solicitors would be to reveal his identity. One thing, however, was evident. He had already made a secret appointment with Mr Dawnay. In all probability he had travelled to England expressly to see him.

From him I should probably learn something concerning the Man from Nowhere who had made me that very welcome present of two thousand pounds.

That the grey beard was not his own, and that he was somewhat younger than the age he had assumed, were, in themselves, facts which caused me a good deal of deep reflection. He was a complete mystery, and more could not be said.

Many times had I taken the ancient cylinder in my hand wondering what it really contained. As far as I could judge it was of metal, half an inch thick, for the cylinder was well made, and had apparently been drilled out of a solid block. The welded end had been very carefully and neatly closed, and it had evidently lain in the damp, or more probably under water, for many years, judging from the rough corrosion upon it.

My instructions were to guard it with all zeal, yet I was to hand it without question to whoever, on the 3rd of November, should ask for it.

I turned it over in my hands time after time, wondering what could be the nature of this, the greatest treasure of a man, who had undoubtedly been wealthy.

I confess to you that I entertained certain misgivings. Out of mere pity I had made the acquaintance of Melvill Arnold, never dreaming that I should be led into so strange an executorship. Again, there being no will, I began to wonder what was my actual position in law.

The mystery surrounding the dead man had been increased both by the discovery of his disguise and by the frankness of his letter, in which he plainly admitted that he was not what he had represented himself to be. Why had that letter been sent to him threatening revenge for the sentence upon the adventuress who called herself Lady Lettice Lancaster? What connection could he have had with such swindlers?

The whole affair formed a complete enigma. Perhaps I had acted very foolishly in mixing myself up with a perfect stranger, and as day succeeded day this thought became the more and more impressed upon me.

I suppose in order that you should understand matters aright I ought here to say something concerning myself.

I, Lionel Kemball, was aged twenty-seven. My father, a well-known London surgeon, who had been knighted for his services in the interests of surgical science, had died two years ago, leaving me with a comfortable old house, called Upton End, near Newport Pagnell, in Buckinghamshire, and an income of about a couple of thousand a year. Three years prior to his death he had retired and given up the house in Cavendish Square, preferring life in healthier and quieter surroundings. I had studied medicine, and had passed my preliminary examinations at Edinburgh, when I found myself troubled slightly with my lungs, and had been advised to take a trip to Australia. To my satisfaction I had returned in the very pink of health and perfectly cured.

I had visited Ceylon, the cities of Sydney, Brisbane, and Perth, had witnessed some of the wonders of New Zealand, and now, on my return, had become involved in this most curious and perplexing romance.

The day on which I opened Mr Arnolds strange letter was the 8th of June, therefore twelve days had to elapse before I could go down to Devonshire to meet the mysterious Mr Dawnay.

Those were hot, exciting days. Such blazing weather in June had not been experienced in London for years. It was hot by day, succeeded by oppressive, breathless evenings, with that red dust-haze seen only in our great metropolis. The Derby had been run and London hotels were crammed. The colossal Cecil, at which it was my habit to stay, was filled to overflowing by crowds of Americans, and the West End ran riot with gaiety and extravagance, as it always does each season.

Perhaps fortunately for me, for it prevented my mind being too much concentrated upon my remarkable trust, I found myself involved in some trouble concerning some land down at Upton End, and I had a number of interviews with my late fathers solicitors. A lawsuit was threatened, and it looked much as though I should be the loser by several hundreds a year.

My mother died when I was but ten, and though I was fond of a country life, yet, somehow, since my fathers decease, I had not cared for the loneliness and solitude of the quaint old house. It was certainly a delightful old place, with several oak-panelled chambers, and clinging to it were all sorts of quaint legends of Roundheads and Cavaliers. Its old bowling-green and its gardens ablaze in summer with crimson ramblers were charming; yet it was, after all, only a white elephant to me, a bachelor. So I had kept on a couple of the old servants, who together with Tucker, the head-gardener, and his assistant, kept the place going — for I had secret thoughts of letting it furnished.

My trouble over the ownership of the piece of land forming a portion of the farm attached to the house, and several other matters which had been neglected owing to my absence in Australia, kept my hands pretty full; nevertheless, I found time one evening to take a taxi up to Highgate Cemetery in order to see that the grave of my dead friend had been properly closed and put in order.

It was about six oclock in the evening when I arrived, and there were many friends and relatives tenderly watering the flowers on the graves of their loved ones. Without much difficulty I found the newly made mound of brown earth, but to my surprise I also saw that a magnificent cross of white flowers had been laid upon it.

This I eagerly examined, but no card was attached.

Surely whoever had placed it there had mistaken the grave, for Mr Arnold possessed no friends, and I had been the only follower. His decease had not been advertised; therefore surely none could know of his death.

For a few minutes I stood there, gazing upon the emblem, and pondering.

Suddenly I saw the cemetery-keeper, and walking up to him pointed out the grave and asked him if he knew anything of the cross that had been placed upon it.

Oh, you mean Mr Arnolds grave, I suppose, sir, exclaimed the man.

How do you know it is Mr Arnolds! I asked.

Well, sir, the day after the funeral a young lady came to me and inquired where a Mr Melvill Arnold had been buried. So I looked it up in the books and told her. Shes been here every day since, and put fresh flowers there.

A young lady! What was she like? I inquired. Oh, well, shes about twenty, I should say — pretty, with dark hair, and dressed in mourning, he replied. She comes each day about five, generally in a private motor-car — a big grey car. The flowers cost her a tidy lot, I should think, for theyre not common ones.

About five oclock! I exclaimed. Has she been here to-day?

No. And she didnt come yesterday either, was the mans reply. Perhaps shell come later on. We dont close till half-past seven just now.

So I waited in patience in the vicinity, eagerly watching for the advent of the one person beside myself and the undertaker who knew of the last resting-place of the mysterious man who had deliberately destroyed his fortune.

I wandered among the graves for a full hour, until of a sudden the cemetery-keeper approached me, and in a low voice said — 

Look, over yonder, sir! That tall young lady in black with the chauffeur carrying the wreath: thats the lady who comes daily to Mr Arnolds grave.

I looked, but, curiously enough, she had turned and was leaving the spot without depositing the wreath she had brought.

Somebodys watching her, sir, remarked the man, Perhaps she recognises you. Shes taking the wreath away again!

The chauffeur was walking close behind her along the central avenue as though about to leave the burial-ground, when of a sudden she crossed the grass to a newly made grave, and there her man deposited the wreath.

She had detected somebody watching — perhaps she had suspicion of the keeper in conversation with myself; at any rate, she resorted to the ruse of placing the wreath upon the grave of a stranger.

Fortunately, I had been able to obtain a good look at her handsome, refined features, and I decided that hers was a countenance which I should recognise again anywhere.

I looked around, but could see no one in the vicinity to arouse her suspicion — nobody, save myself.

Why did she hold me in fear? By what manner had she been aware of the mysterious mans death, or that I had been his friend?

I watched her turn and leave the cemetery, followed by her motor-driver.

Why did she hold the dead man in such esteem that she came there each day and with tender hands placed fresh flowers upon his grave? What relation could she be? And why did she thus visit his last resting-place in secret?


Chapter Four.

The Man with the Red Cravat.
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OF NECESSITY I went down to Upton End in order to see old Tucker and his wife, who had acted as caretakers in my absence.

Thomas Tucker — a tall, thin, active, grey-moustached man of sixty-five — was a servant of the old-fashioned faithful school. For thirty-two years — ever since the day of his marriage — he had lived in the pretty rose-embowered lodge, and had been taken over by my father as part of the estate. Indeed, in such high esteem did the governor hold him that he was given an entirely free hand in all outside matters; while his wife — a well-preserved, round-faced woman, equally devoted to her master — was entrusted with the care of the servants and other domestic affairs.

Hence, when I found myself possessor of the place, I too reposed the same confidence in the faithful pair as my father had done. But now that he was dead and I was alone, Upton End seemed, alas! very grim and silent. True, the old place, with its quaint corners and historic associations, its dark panelling, polished floors, and antique furniture, its high box hedges, level lawns, and wealth of roses, would have delighted the artist or the antiquarian; but modern man that I was, I failed to find very much there to attract me.

It was a house built for entertainment, and was only tolerable when filled by a gay house-party. The lawns, gardens, and park were looking their best in those balmy days of June; yet as I walked about, listening to Tucker as he showed me some improvements in tree-planting and in the green-houses, I found myself already reflecting whether, after all, it was worth while keeping the place up further, now that I scarcely ever visited it.

The rural quiet of the place palled upon me — so much so, indeed, that while sitting on the wide veranda smoking in the sunset on the third evening after my arrival I made up my mind to leave again next day. This I did, much to Tuckers regret.

The old fellow watched me climb into the dog-cart, and touched his straw hat in respectful silence. I knew how the poor old fellow hated his master to be absent.

Again in London, I waited in eager impatience until the nineteenth of the month, when I left Paddington for Totnes, in Devon. It was, I found, a quaint old town among green hills through which wound the picturesque Dart — a town with a long, steep high street, a city gateway, with shops built over the footpath, like those in the Borgo Largo in Pisa.

The Seymour Hotel, where I took up my quarters, was situated by the bridge, and faced the river — a well-known resort of anglers and summer tourists. But of such things as fishing or scenery I cared nothing on that well-remembered day — the day appointed for me to keep the strange tryst made by the man now dead.

The wording of Mr Arnolds injunction was to be present at the railway station of Totnes at five oclock. It did not mention the platform or the booking-office. Examination of the time-table showed that no train arrived at or left Totnes between the hours of four p.m., when the Plymouth train arrived, and the five-fifteen up-train to Exeter and Taunton. There were several expresses, of course, Totnes being on the Great Western main line between Plymouth and London.

By this fact it seemed that the mysterious man whom I was to meet would already be in Totnes, and would come to the station in order to meet me. All day, therefore, my eyes were open for sight of a man wearing a red tie or a carnation in his coat.

Mr Arnold had held suspicion that he might be watched. Why? What did he fear?

I was not to approach him unless he unbuttoned his gloves and removed them.

All that well-remembered day I idled by the cool rippling river, lingered by the rushing weir, watching the fishermen haul in their salmon-nets, and strolled about the quiet old-world streets of the rather sleepy place, eager for the arrival of five oclock.

The station being some distance from the town, I walked down to it about half-past four. The afternoon was blazing-hot, and scarcely anyone was astir, even the dogs were asleep in the shadows, and the heat-slumber was over everything.

A hundred times had I tried to picture to myself what Mr Arthur Dawnay could be like. In the High Street, earlier in the day, I had seen a young man in tweed Norfolk jacket, obviously a tourist, wearing a red tie, but no carnation, and had followed him unnoticed to a house out on the outskirts of the town, where he was evidently lodging. Was his name Dawnay, I wondered! If he were actually the man whom I was to meet, then he certainly was a very prosaic looking person.

Still I possessed my soul in patience, and with the dead mans letter in my breast-pocket I walked through the booking-office and on to the platform.

Several persons were about — ordinary looking individuals, such as one sees every day at the station of a small provincial town — but there was no man wearing either a red cravat or a carnation.

I lit a cigarette and strolled up and down the platform where the booking-office was situated. The gate of the up-platform being kept locked, he would be compelled to pass through the booking-office.

Twice expresses with ocean mails from Plymouth to London roared through, and slowly the hands of the big clock approached the hour of five.

The appointment must have been made long ago by the man now dead — weeks ago, when he was still abroad; for the letter, I recollected, had been written on board the liner between Naples and London. But the principal point which puzzled me was the reason why the dead mans letter should be delivered in such secrecy.

A man with a red tie is very easily distinguishable, and I flatter myself that I possess a very keen eyesight; yet though minute after minute went by till it was already a quarter-past the hour, still no man answering the description given by the late Mr Arnold put in an appearance.

Presently, on the opposite platform, the express from Plymouth to Bristol came in; and suspecting that he might arrive by it, I dashed up the stairs, two steps at a time, and across the footbridge. When halfway down the stairs I halted, for I could see all over the up-platform.

Few passengers had alighted, but among them I instantly discerned a man wearing a cravat of scarlet satin. He was smartly dressed in a grey lounge-suit, and in his coat he wore a pink carnation. In his hand was an old-fashioned black ebony cane with silver knob.

He was standing looking up and down the platform, as though in search of somebody. Therefore I sped down the remaining stairs and quickly approached him, though I had not seen his face distinctly.

Suddenly, as I was within six yards of him, I recollected the dead mans written words, and halted short.

He was still wearing grey suède gloves. He had not removed them; therefore he was suspicious of being watched!

I lit another cigarette, and with careless air sauntered past him in order to gain a good view of his features.

He was, I saw, of middle height, and aged about fifty. His clean-shaven face, with heavy, square jaws, was pimply and rather bloated — a face which somehow filled me with repugnance, for it was the countenance of one who was a fast liver and who indulged a little too freely in alcohol. His grey suit, grey soft felt hat, and grey gloves gave to him a certain air of smartness and distinction; yet those small brown eyes, with a peculiar, indescribable expression searching up and down the platform, were the eyes of a man full of craft and double cunning.

From the first moment I turned my gaze upon him I held him in distinct suspicion; while he, it appeared, in turn held somebody else in suspicion. I looked around, but could not discern anybody who might arouse his misgivings. About us were all honest Devon folk.

The fact that he had not taken off his gloves still remained. My injunctions were not to approach him if he failed to remove them. He had the air of a bon vivant, even to the manner in which he tucked his ebony cane beneath his arm in order to light a choice cigar.

Most of the passengers crossed the bridge on their way out, while others made their exit by the little wicket, some of them entering the dusty motor-bus which plies to Paignton.

Once, only once, his small narrow brown eyes met mine, and I saw in them a look of quick inquiry and shrewd cunning.

Then, still wearing his gloves as sign to me to hold aloof, he leisurely crossed the bridge to the down-platform, and strolled along the hot, dusty road into the town.

As far as I could discern, nobody was watching his movements at all; nevertheless, I could only suppose that he had great cause for precaution, otherwise he would have allowed me to approach and speak to him.

True, there was a queer, insignificant-looking old lady in rusty black, who had been on the platform when I had arrived, who had crossed the bridge and waited for the train from Plymouth, and who was now making her way back into Totnes in the direction we were walking.

Could it be possible that he feared her?

It struck me that he might have recognised that I had travelled there to meet him in place of the man now deceased; therefore I hurried on and got in front so that he might, if he so wished, follow me to the Seymour Hotel.

But judge my chagrin when at last we entered the main street, and while I turned down towards the bridge, he turned in the opposite direction, thus showing that he had not detected my anxiety to speak with him. And the old lady had followed in his footsteps.

Suddenly a thought occurred to me. It was surely more than probable that Mr Dawnay was there to meet the man Arnold, in ignorance of his death. Therefore, having allowed him to get on some distance, I turned upon my heel and followed him.

His movements were certainly curious. He was undoubtedly avoiding the unwelcome attentions of the old lady, who now seemed to be acting in conjunction with a dark-haired, middle-aged man with beetling brows, who wore a shabby brown suit and a last years straw hat.

The man with the red cravat entered an inn in Fore Street, and remained there a full hour, the other man watching in the vicinity. Then, on emerging, he went to a chemists, and afterwards turned his footsteps back towards the station.

I saw that his intention was to leave Totnes. Therefore, in preference to following on foot, I drove to the station in a fly.

He had never once removed those grey suède gloves, though the day was so hot, for on the up-platform the man in the straw hat was still idling behind him. A number of people were waiting for the train, and I, discerning Mr Dawnays intention of travelling, entered the booking-office and bought a ticket for Exeter.

At last the London express came roaring into the station, when the man whom I was there to meet quickly entered a first-class corridor compartment, and while I remained vigilant, I saw the mysterious watcher enter a carriage a little way behind. Then, just as the train was leaving, I sprang into the compartment next that of Mr Dawnay.

I allowed the train to travel for about ten minutes, and as we slowly ascended the steep incline to Stony Coombe, between Totnes and Newton Abbot, I passed along the corridor and entered the compartment of the fugitive.

His quick, wary eyes were upon me in an instant, and I saw him start visibly in alarm, as I shut the door behind me leading to the corridor.

I believe, I exclaimed next moment, that you are Mr Arthur Dawnay?

In an instant — before, indeed, I was aware of it — I found myself looking down the big barrel of a heavy Browning pistol.

Well? asked the man with the red tie, without moving from his seat, yet covering me with his weapon. And what if I am, eh?

Upon his face was a hard, evil grin, and I saw that he certainly was not a man to be trifled with.

You think youve cornered me this time, eh? he said in a hard, dry voice. But raise a finger, and, by Gad! Ill put a bullet through you. So youd best own yourself beaten, and let me slip out at Newton Abbot. Understand?

Then, next moment, the train unfortunately entered the tunnel, and we were plunged in complete darkness.


Chapter Five.

The Sign of the Gloves.
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THOSE MOMENTS OF security seemed hours as I sat there with the pistol turned upon me.

Truly his was a strange greeting.

At length, however, daylight showed again as we commenced to descend the incline towards Newton Abbot, yet I saw that his hand — practised, no doubt, with a weapon by the manner he had whipped it forth — was still uplifted against me.

Really, sir, you have no cause for alarm, I assured him, with a laugh. I could not approach; you openly, so I adopted the ruse of travelling with you in order to speak. You came to Totnes to-day in order to meet me, did you not?

No, I certainly did not, he said, the expression upon his countenance showing him to be much puzzled by my words.

Then perhaps you came to meet Mr Melvill Arnold? I suggested.

And why do you wish to know that, pray? he asked, in the refined voice of a gentleman, still regarding me with antagonism. His small, closely set eyes peered forth at me with a ferret-like expression, while about his clean-shaven mouth was a curious hardness as his hand still held the weapon pointed in my direction.

Because you are wearing the signs — the scarlet tie, the carnation, and I see that you carry the ebony walking-stick, was my cool reply. I was trying to prevent myself from flinching before that grim, business-like weapon of his.

And what if I am? What business is it of yours? he asked resentfully, and in evident alarm.

My business is with you if your name is Alfred Dawnay, I said. Mr Melvill Arnold is, I regret to say, dead, and—

Dead! he gasped, lowering his weapon and staring at me, the colour dying from his face. Arnold dead! Is this the truth — are you quite certain?

The unfortunate gentleman died in my presence.

Where? Abroad, I suppose?

No; in a small hotel off the Strand, was my reply.

The news I had imparted to him seemed to hold him amazed and stupefied.

Poor Arnold! Dead! he repeated blankly to himself, sitting with both hands upon his knees — for he had flung the pistol upon the cushion. Ah! he exclaimed suddenly, raising his eyes to mine.

Forgive me for receiving you in this antagonistic manner, sir, but — but you dont know what Mr Arnolds death means to me. It means everything to me — all that— But his lips closed with a snap without concluding his sentence.

A few moments before he died he gave me this letter, with instructions to meet you at Totnes to-day, and I handed him the dead mans missive.

Eagerly, with trembling fingers, he broke open the black seals; but the letter was in a second envelope, also carefully sealed with black wax. This he also tore open, and breathlessly read the closely scribbled lines which it contained — the message from the dead.

He bit his full red lips, his cheeks went ashen pale, and his nostrils dilated.

I — I wish to thank you for carrying out Arnolds injunctions, he managed to gasp. I went to Totnes for the purpose of meeting him, for he had made the appointment with me three months ago. Yet it seemed that he must have had some presentiment that he could not keep it himself, or he would not have suggested me wearing a red tie, a carnation, and carrying this old-fashioned ebony stick which he gave me long ago.

Briefly I recounted my meeting with him when he came on board at Naples, his sudden illness, and its fatal termination in the Strand hotel.

Ah, yes, sighed the man Dawnay — the man whom I was to help, but not to trust. Poor Arnold was a great traveller — ever on the move; but for years he knew that he had a weak heart.

I was about to make further inquiry regarding the man who had so strangely left me a legacy, but Dawnay suddenly exclaimed — 

You and I must not be seen together, Mr Kemball — for I notice by this letter that that is your name.

Where can I meet you again? I inquired; for I recollected the dead mans words that my strange companion might be in sore need of a friend.

I hardly know, was his hasty answer, as he replaced his pistol in his pocket. I am closely watched. Probably you saw the man — a fellow in a straw hat.

Yes — and the old woman.

Ah! then you are observant, Mr Kemball, he exclaimed, with a slight grin. Yes, I am in danger — grave danger at this moment; and how to escape I know not.

Escape from what?

From arrest.

Is that young-looking man a police-officer? I asked, much surprised.

Yes; hes older than he looks. I ought never to have dared to go to Totnes.

Why not Totnes? I asked.

I was lying low — for a certain reason, Mr Kemball. All of us have to wash in dirty water sometimes, you know, he smiled grimly. You are an honest man, no doubt — I too was, once.

And now the police are in search of you — eh?

I asked. So my estimate of the man was not very far wrong.

He nodded slowly in the affirmative.

A silence fell between us. This discovery, coupled with Arnolds mysterious connection with the trial of the adventuress who called herself Lady Lettice Lancaster, caused me to ponder. Arnold had warned me not to trust him entirely.

The train was now rushing down the incline, and in a few moments would be at Newton Abbot, the junction for Torquay.

Without a word, my companion suddenly sprang to his feet, and taking a railway key from his pocket, went out into the corridor and locked both doors at either end of the carriage so that no one could pass along.

Then, returning to me, he said — 

Perhaps it would be better, Mr Kemball, if you went into the next compartment while we are stopping. We must not appear to have knowledge of each other.

Scarcely had I time to enter the adjoining compartment when the train pulled up. I lit a cigarette, and sat gazing lazily out of the window, when, sure enough, the man in the straw hat who had travelled in the rear of the train strolled aimlessly along, and as he passed the compartment occupied by Dawnay glanced in to satisfy himself that he was still there.

The wait was long, for the corridor coaches from Torquay for London were being joined on. But at last we moved off again, and as soon as we did so I returned to the mysterious fugitive.

Tell me, Mr Dawnay, something concerning Mr Arnold, I urged earnestly, without preamble. He did me the honour of entrusting me with certain purely personal matters, but gave me no information as to who or what he was.

Melvill Arnold was a most remarkable person, declared the man in the red tie. He divided his time between life in London and exploring the remains of the extinct civilisation in Egypt.

Then he lived in Egypt?

Mostly in the deserts. His knowledge of Egyptology was, perhaps, unequalled. The last letter I received from him was from El Fasher, in Darfur.

Arnold was not his real name?

Not exactly his baptismal one, laughed Dawnay, lightly. It would hardly have suited him to use that!

What was it? Is there any reason why I should not know?

Yes. I am scarcely likely to betray my dead friend, Mr Kemball.

I was silent beneath his stern rebuke. At one moment I felt repulsion when I gazed upon his pimply face, yet at the next I experienced a curious sense of fascination. The mystery of it all had become most tantalising. Thought of the bronze cylinder and what it might contain flashed across my mind, whereupon I asked whether Arnold had had any permanent address in London.

No. I usually wrote to him to the Poste Restante at Charing Cross. He was an elusive man always, and when in London — which was on very rare occasions — seemed to change his abode each day. He boasted that he never slept two nights running in the same bed. He had reasons for that — the same reasons, truth to tell, that I had.

He feared the police — eh?

Dawnays fat face relaxed again into a grim smile. But now that Arnold is dead I have to secure my own safety, he exclaimed quickly. Im in an infernal trap here in this train. I may be arrested when I step out of it — who knows?

And would arrest entail serious consequences? I asked slowly, my eyes fixed upon his.

Yes, very serious consequences. For myself I dont care very much, but for another — a woman — it would, alas! be fatal, he added hoarsely.

A woman! Did he refer to that remarkable adventuress, details of whose strange career I had read in that old copy of the newspaper?

I remembered that Arnold, in his letter to me, had appealed to me to assist this man — who was evidently his very intimate friend.

You must evade this person who is watching, I said. How can it be done?

He shrugged his shoulders with an expression indicative of bewilderment.

A sudden thought occurred to me.

You and I are about the same build. Could we not exchange clothes? I suggested. At Exeter, you could walk up to the front of the train and escape away, and out of the station, while I will still sit here, my back turned towards the window. The detective will believe you to be still in the train.

Capital? he cried, starting up. A splendid plan, Mr Kemball! By Jove! you are resourceful! And he began quickly divesting himself of coat and trousers. This train is express to Exeter, therefore we shall not stop at either Teignmouth or Dawlish. I threw off my coat, vest, cravat, and trousers, and in five minutes had exchanged my garments for his, and had assumed the scarlet tie in place of my own, while he, on his part, got into my suit, which, however, seemed slightly tight for him. He laughed heartily as we stood regarding each other so quickly transformed.

I assumed the grey suède gloves, slightly large for me, tilted the smart grey hat a little over my eyes, and then ensconced myself against the corridor, so that my back only could be visible when the train drew up at St. Davids Station in Exeter.

Dawnay went out into the corridor to observe the effect critically.

Capital! he cried. Capital! Wont the fellow be done in the eye!

Yes, I laughed; it will be really amusing to watch his face when he comes to arrest me.

But he may not come until you get to Paddington — after midnight. And what excuse shall you make for changing clothes with me?

Oh, dont bother about that, I said, rather enjoying the prospect of a joke, but little dreaming of the serious predicament in which I was placing myself. Where shall I meet you again?

Ah! Be careful — be very careful, Mr Kemball. You will no doubt be watched. They will suspect you of an intention to meet me again in secret, and for that reason will keep strict surveillance upon you. Use the name Hamilton Davis, and write to me at the Poste Restante at Charing Cross. That is as safe as anywhere. I shall be in London; but I must be off now, and the moment the train stops I shall be out and away. Theres sure to be a crowd upon Exeter platform. Ah! You cant tell what a great service you have rendered me in assuming my identity this evening — you have saved me. Good-bye — and a thousand thanks.

Then, with a wave of his hand and a merry smile, the elusive person — for such he no doubt was — went forth into the corridor and disappeared.

I took up my previous position, so that when the train ran into Exeter I was seated with my back to the window, one leg upon the cushion, lazily reading a newspaper which I had found in Dawnays pocket.

Much bustle was going on outside on the platform, and I knew that the police-officer had passed in order to reassure himself that I had not escaped. For perhaps ten minutes I sat there in lazy indolence, until at last the train moved off again, and once more I was free from observation.

I could not for the life of me discern why the man had feared to be seen in my company. Arnold must have somehow foreseen that his friend would be watched, and had therefore prearranged the sign of the gloves. Perhaps he had expected that another enemy, not the police, would be watching. Yet even there, in the train, Dawnay had expressed fear lest we be observed together. It was a point the full meaning of which I failed to grasp.

At Taunton we stopped again, and I assumed my attitude just as before, with my back to the window, when of a sudden the carriage door was flung open unceremoniously, and a mans voice exclaimed — 

Alfred Dawnay, I am a police-officer and I hold a warrant for your arrest!

I roused myself slowly and, facing the man who had addressed me, remarked in a cool voice — 

I think youve made a slight mistake — eh? My name is not Dawnay.

The man in the straw hat uttered an ejaculation of surprise and stood staring at me dumbfounded, while a man at his side, evidently one of the Taunton police in plain clothes, looked at us both in wonder.

If you are not Dawnay, then where is Dawnay? demanded the detective quickly.

How do I know?

But you are wearing his clothes! You assisted him to escape, therefore you will have to make some explanation.

I have no explanation to offer, I said. If you want Dawnay youd better go and look for him. You have no warrant to arrest me merely because I happen to be wearing clothes resembling Dawnays.

Perhaps not, my dear sir, replied the detective, greatly annoyed at being thus outwitted. But I tell you it will be better for you to be quite frank and outspoken with us. When did Dawnay leave this train — tell me?

I dont know, I replied, which was really the truth. And the chagrin of the two police-officers was now fully apparent.

But youve rendered yourself liable to prosecution, dont forget that, said the man with the straw hat. That man, Alfred Dawnay, alias Day, is wanted on a very serious charge.

Of what? I asked quickly.

Never mind what. Youve assisted him to escape, and youll have to answer for it.

And he closed the door angrily, for the train was again about to move off towards London.

What, I wondered, was the serious charge against Alfred Dawnay?


Chapter Six.

The Quick and the Dead.
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ON MY RETURN to London I had the very unpleasant experience of being closely watched by detectives, just as the fugitive had foreseen. It was quite evident that the police intended to rediscover Dawnay through my instrumentality.

I wrote to Mr Hamilton Davis, at the Poste Restante, Charing Cross, giving him my London address at the Hotel Cecil, and also my address at Upton End, hoping that he would send me an appointment. Yet he had shown himself so wary that I hardly believed he would at once reveal his hiding-place. I was extremely anxious to meet him again, for I hoped to learn more from him and solve the mystery of the man whom I had known as Melvill Arnold.

In order to evade the unwelcome attentions of detectives, I went down to Upton End for a few days, for I knew that if any stranger were lurking in the vicinity old Tucker would certainly know of it. Not three days had I been there, indeed, before one morning he lingered over watering the plants in the conservatory when I came down to breakfast, to declare that he was much puzzled over the fact that a man— a decent-looking man he described him — seemed to be for ever passing and repassing the lodge.

I cant think, sir, what can be his business, he said. I dont like the looks of him at all. Maybe hes one of a gang who intends to rob the house, sir. Therefore Ive told Thomas and Mason to keep their eyes open. He referred to the groom and the under-gardener. Ive half a mind to set the dogs on im, he added. Only let im come into the drive and Id let Prince after im. His whole suit of clothes wouldnt be worth sixpence afterwards.

Some inquisitive fellow, I suppose, Tucker, I said, in an endeavour to treat the incident with utter unconcern. I dont fancy burglars would come here.

Dont you believe it, sir. Theres lots of things — pictures and curios which your father, the late Sir Lionel, collected — which would fetch a big price in London, you know, sir.

Well, I laughed, if burglars really do pay us a visit, Prince will see to them. Id be sorry to face the dog if I were a thief.

So would I, sir. Only theres such a thing as a dose o strychnine on a bit o meat, you know.

Abroad, yes. In Italy it is the favourite ruse of burglars, Tucker. But here in England we are much more secure.

And then, watering-can in hand, the faithful old fellow passed out, while I sat down to my lonely breakfast.

A week after I had written to the Charing Cross Post Office I received a note, dated from the Hôtel de la Boule dOr at Provins, a small town some sixty miles east of Paris.

I am delighted to have your address, it read. At the present moment my movements are very uncertain, but as soon as I can see you again I will write to Upton End. Be careful, however, that when you meet me you are not watched. I fear you may be troubled by unwelcome watchers. If you are, pray forgive me, and recollect how grateful I am to you for the service which you have rendered me, and which one day I hope to repay.

That was all. There was no signature.

And so I was compelled to wait for a further communication from the man who was undoubtedly in hiding in that obscure old town in the valley of the Voulzie.

Time after time I took out that corroded cylinder — wherein was something which the dead man had declared would cause the whole world to stand aghast — and held it in my hand full of wonder. Upon the table, in the big old-fashioned library, stood the weird little figure of the ancient god of the Egyptians — the great Osiris. Sight of it, each time that I entered there, recalled to me that sunset hour in the little hotel off the Strand, the hour when Melvill Arnold had passed silently to the Beyond.

Three weeks went by in eager expectancy. By careful inquiry and judicious watchfulness, I came to the conclusion that the surveillance set upon me by Scotland Yard had been withdrawn. Hence it seemed to me that they had found traces of the fugitive they sought. Probably, if he were a known criminal, his presence in France had been reported through the Prefecture of Police in Paris. It was part of the international police system to do so.

Was Alfred Dawnay again in peril of arrest, I wondered?

One morning, however, I received the long-expected message, for among my letters I found a note asking me to be alone outside Lathbury — a small hamlet a little way out of Newport Pagnell, on the Northampton Road — at three oclock that afternoon. The heavy handwriting was the same as the letter from Provins, and I knew it to be from Dawnay.

Therefore, with considerable eagerness, I set out about two oclock to walk to the place appointed for meeting. I passed up the long street of Newport Pagnell, but nobody followed me. It was early-closing day, and the place was sleepy and deserted. Out again upon the dusty high road I met nobody save a middle-aged man on a motor-cycle, who dashed past me at a tearing pace, and who, as later on I approached the inn at Lathbury, had pulled up to make some repair.

Suddenly I regarded him with suspicion. Was it possible that he was following me to watch my movements?

As I went by he looked up, full into my face, and then I felt certain that I had seen him somewhere before. But where I could not recollect.

I had half a mind to turn back and thus throw him off the scent if he were a detective; nevertheless, compelled as I was to act warily, I strolled on through the village, and out upon the open road, up the hill in the direction of Gaythurst.

I glanced at my watch and found it already a quarter-past three. But nobody was yet in sight. Probably Dawnay was standing concealed somewhere behind the hedge in order to satisfy himself that the coast was quite clear before approaching me.

Behind, at some distance away, I heard the hum of an approaching motor-car, and, stepping to the side of the road, prepared to be suffocated by the thick white dust.

The car swung through the village and rushed up the hill, but as it came behind me slowed down, until it passed me at quite a slow pace. Then I saw it was a powerful limousine, painted and upholstered in stone-grey, and within sat a woman alone.

A few yards in front of me it stopped dead, and the woman leaned out of the door, when, to my utter amazement, I recognised her to be the same pretty young girl whom I had seen in Highgate Cemetery — the mysterious person who had so tenderly placed fresh flowers upon the grave of Melvill Arnold.

Excuse me! she exclaimed, addressing me in a musical voice, as she opened the door. I believe you are Mr Kemball, are you not?

That certainly is my name, I said, raising my straw hat instinctively.

Well, I — Ive come here to meet you, she laughed merrily. Would you come inside, and then I can tell you all.

So at her invitation I got in beside her, when the ear moved off swiftly again, and next moment we were swinging along towards Northampton, the driver evidently having already received his instructions.

I suppose I ought to explain, Mr Kemball, that Mr Harvey Shaw, the gentleman known to you as Dawnay, deemed it wiser not to come and meet you in person, because — well— and she laughed sweetly, displaying even rows of pearly teeth. I think you probably realise the reason.

Fully, I answered, quite taken aback by the ruddiness of her appearance. But I had suspicion as I came along of a motor-cyclist who stopped before the inn. He is a man I have seen somewhere before.

Oh, he is a friend. He is there as scout for us, she said. He has been watching you, and has signalled that all is clear, and so we may proceed without fear. Mr Shaw has asked me to take you to him.

Where is he?

At Rockingham, beyond Kettering, was her reply, and as she turned her splendid brown eyes upon me, I judged her to be about nineteen or twenty, and saw that hers was a face more perfect in its beauty than ever I had before gazed upon. Her sombre black heightened the pallor of her complexion, yet her lips were full and red, her soft cheeks dimpled and perfect in their contour, while her large splendid eyes revealed an inexpressible sweetness and charm. From the first moment I realised that she was full of good-humour, with a bright, cheerful disposition, and yet quiet of manner and full of exquisite refinement. The expression in her great wide-open eyes was perhaps just a trifle too shrewd, and she seemed, as I began to chat with her, possessed of a ready wit and a quaint philosophy.

Of her wondrous and striking beauty there could be no two opinions. She was perfect, from the crown of her neat little straw motor-bonnet to the top of her brown glacé shoe. Her hands were small and well-gloved, and her pointed chin gave to her sweet delicate face an air of piquant irresponsibility that added greatly to her attractiveness.

Between the smart chauffeur and ourselves the window was closed; therefore we could converse without being overheard.

Mr Shaw told me how generously you assisted him when you met at Totnes, she exclaimed at last. Ah, Mr Kemball! she added, suddenly growing very serious, you cannot tell how great a service you rendered us then.

Us? I echoed. Then I presume you are a relation?

His daughter, she replied, or, to be quite correct, his adopted daughter. My name is Asta — Asta Seymour. So perhaps I may be permitted to thank you, Mr Kemball, for the generous assistance you gave in securing my foster-fathers escape.

No thanks are needed, Miss Seymour, I assure you, I declared. But tell me, why is he in dread of the police?

Of that you will learn soon enough, I fear, she replied in a hard, changed voice, which had a distant touch of sadness in it.

Yes. But is there not a grave danger in returning to England?

He was compelled to do so — first in order to meet you at Totnes, and now for a second reason, in connection with the unfortunate death of poor Mr Melvill Arnold.

You, of course, knew Mr Arnold, I said. It is your hand that has placed those fresh flowers upon his grave.

She was silent. Then in a low voice she said — 

I admit that I have done so, for he was always my friend — always. But please say nothing to my father regarding what I have done.

To me a great mystery enshrouds Mr Arnold, I said. Cannot you tell me something concerning him — who and what he was? By my very slight knowledge of him, I feel instinctively that he was no ordinary person.

And your estimate was surely a perfectly correct one, Mr Kemball. He was one of the most remarkable of men.

You knew of his death. How?

I knew he was in London, for he scribbled me a note telling me his address, but requesting me to reveal it to nobody, not even my father, she said, in a low, hoarse voice. I called to see him upon some urgent business — because he wished to see me, but, alas! they told me at the hotel that he had died only a few hours before. So I went away, fearing to reveal myself to you, who they told me was his friend. Two days later I made inquiries, and learned where they had buried him. Then, in tribute to the memory of the man of whose greatness of heart and remarkable attainments the world has remained in ignorance, I laid flowers upon his grave.

Why did you fear to reveal yourself to me, Miss Seymour? I asked earnestly, looking straight into her soft brown eyes as the car rushed along.

But she avoided my gaze, while a flush overspreading her cheeks betrayed her embarrassment.

Because — well, because I did not know how far you might be trusted, was her frank, open response, after a moments hesitation. Indeed, I do not even now know whether you would still remain our friend and preserve the secret if the ugly truth became revealed to you!


Chapter Seven.

Dawnay Makes Confession.

[image: img284.jpg]

HER CURIOUS REPLY greatly puzzled me. What could be the ugly truth to which she had referred?

At her side I sat in silence for some time. The car was tearing along a wide straight main road between dusty hedges and many telegraph wires, and as I glanced at her I saw that she was staring straight before her fixedly, with a strange hard look upon her beautiful countenance.

Perhaps I might have been mistaken, but at my mention of the dead man I felt certain that I saw in her eyes the light of unshed tears.

Through the busy town of Northampton we went, and out again on the road to lettering — a road I knew well, having motored over it many times. In the centre of the latter town we turned sharply to the left, and, taking the Oakham Road, soon passed through the village of Great Oakley, and suddenly descending a very steep hill, on the summit, of which a castle was perched, we found ourselves in the wide straggling main street of Rockingham village.

My fair companion spoke but little. She seemed suddenly to have become strangely preoccupied. Indeed, it struck me as though she had been seized by some sudden apprehension, by a thought which had crossed her mind for the first time. Her manner had completely changed.

Your father has been away in France since I met him? I remarked, for want of something else to say.

Yes, she responded; he has been moving rapidly from place to place for reasons to which I need not refer.

But why has he returned if there is still danger? I queried.

I scarcely think there is further danger — at least at present, she answered. I was puzzled at her reply, but not for long, as I will relate.

The car slipped through Rockingham, and when about two miles farther on swung abruptly through a handsome pair of lodge-gates and into a broad, well-timbered park, at last pulled up before a long, old-fashioned Jacobean mansion which commanded from its grey stone terrace fine views of the green undulating hills and rich pastures around. The old ivy-clad place, with its pointed gables and mullioned windows, was a good type of the stately English home, and as the car drew up at the porch the great door was flung open by a neat man-servant, who bowed low as we entered the fine hall, where the stone slabs were, I noticed, worn hollow by the tread of generations.

The place was built in a quadrangle, two-storeyed, with handsome heraldic devices in the stained windows. There seemed to be roomy corridors, leading by stout oak doors to roomier apartments within, some oak-panelled, others with moulded ceilings and carved stone fireplaces. The whole place had a cloak and rapier look about it, built probably when the old Cavalier was poor and soured and had sheathed his sword, but nevertheless was counting the months when the King should come to his own again.

I followed Asta Seymour along the hall, and turning into a corridor on the left, suddenly found myself in a pleasant sitting-room wherein the man I knew as Dawnay stood, his hands behind his back, awaiting me.

As we entered she closed the door behind us. The room bore an old-world air, with chintz-covered furniture and filled with the perfume of pot-pourri.

At last, Mr Kemball! At last? cried the fugitive, crossing quickly to me and taking my hand in warm welcome. So Asta found you all right, eh?

Her appearance was certainly a surprise, I said. I expected you to meet me yourself.

Well, he laughed, his small narrow-set eyes filled with a merry twinkle. It would hardly have been a judicious proceeding. So I sent Asta, to whom, I may as well tell you, I entrust all matters of strictest confidence. But sit down, Mr Kemball. Give me your hat and stick.

And he drew forward for me a comfortable chair, while the girl, excusing herself, left us alone.

When she had gone, my friend looked me in the face, and burst out laughing, exclaiming — 

I suppose, Mr Kemball, this is rather a surprise to you to find that Harvey Shaw, the occupier of Lydford Hall, and Alfred Dawnay are one and the same person, eh?

It is, I admitted. I have passed the edge of your park many times in my car, but I never dreamed that you lived here.

Well, he said, I rely upon your secrecy. You were extremely good to me the other day, so I see no reason why I should not be just a little frank with you.

Your affairs are, of course, no business of mine, I declared. But whatever you may reveal to me I shall certainly treat with the strictest confidence.

Ah! I feel sure that you will. Melvill Arnold would never have taken you into his confidence if he had not been certain that he could trust you. He was one of the very shrewdest men in all England, or he would not have been so enormously successful.

From the long windows, with their small leaded panes, I could see from where I sat far away across the park with its fine beech avenue. Over the wide fireplace were carved many heraldic devices in stone, while against the dark oak-panelling the bright chintzes showed clean and fresh. Taste was displayed everywhere — the taste of a refined man.

Mr Shaw, as he was apparently known there, was dressed very different from the occasion when we had met at Totnes. Then he had assumed the appearance of a racing man, but in his guise of country gentleman he was dressed in morning-coat of a rather old-fashioned cut, and pepper-and-salt trousers, an attire which gave him a quiet and somewhat distinguished appearance.

I sat before him, wondering at his remarkable dual personality — the man hunted by the police, and the wealthy occupier of that fine country mansion.

His small, shrewd eyes seemed to realise the trend of my thoughts as he lounged back in his chair near the window, regarding me lazily.

I promised, Mr Kemball, that I would see you again as soon as opportunity offered, he said; and feeling assured of the spirit of good fellowship existing between us, I have this afternoon let you into the secret of my double life. That evening at Exeter I had a very narrow squeak of it — by Gad! one of the narrowest in all my life. An enemy — one whom I had believed to be my friend — gave me completely away. The police evidently expected to find me through you, for you were watched constantly. Everywhere you went you were followed.

You know that?

I do, he said. The fact is I have a personal guardian who constantly watches over me, and warns me of danger. You saw him on his cycle at Lathbury. He watched you while I was absent in France shaking off those bloodhounds of the law.

And you have now shaken them off, I presume?

I think so. Scotland Yard has, happily, never yet associated Harvey Shaw, Justice of the Peace for the County of Rutland, and one of the visiting justices of Oakham Gaol, with Alfred Dawnay, alias Day, whom they are so very eager to arrest, and he laughed grimly. Mine is an amusing situation, I assure you, to sit on the Bench and try prisoners, well knowing that each police-officer who appears as witness would, if he knew, be only too eager to execute the warrant outstanding.

And his broad, good-humoured face again expanded into a smile.

Certainly. I quite see the grim humour of the situation, I said.

And if you had not assisted me, Mr Kemball, I should, at this moment, have been under detention in His Majestys prison at Brixton, he said. By the way, I have to return the suit of clothes you so very kindly lent to me. My man has them upstairs ready packed. I shall send them to you by parcel-post. Gates was, I think, rather surprised to find another mans clothes among my kit. But fortunately hes used to my idiosyncrasies, and regards them as mere eccentricities on the part of his master. But he is always discreet. Hes been with me these ten years.

How long have you lived here, Mr — er—

Shaw here, he interrupted quickly.

Mr Shaw. How long have you lived here? I thought the place belonged to Lord Wyville?

So it does — at least to the late lords executors. Ive rented it for the past three years. So in the county Im highly respectable, and I believe highly respected.

The situation is unusual — to say the least, I declared.

Perhaps Im a rather unusual man, Mr Kemball, he said, rising and crossing the room. I saw that in his dark green cravat he wore a fine diamond, and that his manner and bearing were those of a well-born country gentleman. Truly, he was an unusual person.

I hope, he went on, halting suddenly before me, that as you have associated yourself with my very dear and intimate friend, Melvill Arnold, you will now become my friend also. It is for that reason I venture to approach you as I have done to-day.

Well, I said, my natural sense of caution exerting itself as I recollected the dead mans written injunction, I must admit, Mr Shaw, that I am sorely puzzled to fathom the mystery of the situation. Ever since my meeting with poor Mr Arnold I seem to have been living in a perfect maze of inexplicable circumstances.

I have no doubt. But all will be explained in due course. Did Arnold make no explanation?

None. Indeed, in his letter to me, which I opened after his burial, he admitted to me that he was not what he had pretended to be.

Few of us are, I fear, he laughed. We are all more or less hypocrites and humbugs. To-day, in this age of criminality and self-advertisement, the art of evading exposure is the art of industry. Alas! the copy-book proverb that honesty is the best policy seems no longer true. To be dishonest is to get rich quick; to remain honest is to face the Official Receiver in the Bankruptcy Court. A dishonest man amasses money and becomes great and honoured owing to the effort of his press agent. The honest man struggles against the trickery of the unscrupulous, and sooner or later goes to the wall.

What you say is, I fear, too true, I sighed. Would that it were untrue. Virtue has very little reward in these days of unscrupulous dealing in every walk of life, from the palace to the slum.

Then I take it that you do not hold in contempt a man who, in dealing with the world, has used his opponents own weapons? he asked.

How can I? In a duel the same weapons must be used.

Exactly, Mr Kemball, we are now beginning to understand each other, and—

At that moment the door opened without warning, and Asta re-entered. She had changed her frock, and was wearing a pretty muslin blouse and skirt of dove-grey.

Shall you have tea in here, Dad — or out on the lawn? she inquired.

Oh, on the lawn, I think, dear. I just want to finish my chat with Mr Kemball — if you dont mind.

Im awfully sorry I intruded, she laughed. I thought youd finished. And with a sweet smile to me she closed the door and again left us.

How very dainty she looked; how exquisite was her figure! Surely her grace was perfect.

Really, my companion said, I dont know what Id do without Asta. Shes all I have in the world, and shes a perfect marvel of discretion and diplomacy.

Shes indeed very charming, I said, perfectly frankly.

Im glad you find her so. She has plenty of admirers, I can assure you. And I fear they are spoiling her. But as I was saying, Mr Kemball, he went on, I hope we now understand each other perfectly. Poor Arnold was such a dear and intimate friend of mine, and we were equally interested in so many financial schemes that it has puzzled me greatly that he should have sought an obscure burial as he has done, and that his affairs are not in the hands of some responsible lawyer. Did he mention anything to you concerning the terms of his will?

He never breathed a word regarding it. Indeed, I have no idea whether he had made one.

Ah! sighed my companion; so like poor Arnold. He always was fond of postponing till to-morrow what could be done to-day. His will — if he made one — would be interesting, no doubt, for his estate must be pretty considerable. He was a wealthy man.

I recollected the incident of the burning of the banknotes, and that set me pondering.

Do you anticipate that he made a will? I asked. I think not, was Shaws answer. He had a strong aversion to making a will, I know, because he feared that after his death the truth might be revealed.

The truth concerning what?

Concerning a certain chapter of his life which for years had been very carefully hidden. The fact is, Mr Kemball, that he feared exposure!

Of what?

Of some rather ugly facts. And for that reason he carefully avoided making much explanation to you as to who he really was. He had reasons — very strong reasons — for concealing his actual identity.

May I not know them? I asked very slowly, fixing my eyes upon his.

Some day, was the rather strained reply. Not now — some day — some day. I hope to be in a position to explain all to you — to reveal to you certain matters which will hold you utterly dumbfounded and amazed.


Chapter Eight.

The Story of the Cylinder.
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I WAS TAKING tea beneath the trees with my host and Asta, when there approached a tall, dark-haired athletic young fellow in grey flannels and straw hat. He was smiling merrily, and the sudden light in the girls eyes when she saw him was sufficient to reveal to me that they were intimate friends.

They grasped hands, while Shaw exclaimed in his slow deliberate drawl — 

Hulloa, Guy! I thought you had gone up to town?

No. I had a wire which put off my appointment until Thursday, so Ive come over for a cup of tea. Then she introduced the young fellow to me as Guy Nicholson.

He seated himself in one of the long cane deckchairs, and as Asta handed him some tea the pair began to chat about a tennis tournament which was to be held at a neighbouring house. Presently he turned to me, and we had a long conversation. He had the distinct bearing of a gentleman, smart, spruce, and upright, his handsome smiling face bronzed by the sun, while he seemed brimming over with good-humour.

From the first I instinctively liked him. Shaw explained that the young fellow was a near neighbour, whose father, an ironmaster in the North, had died a couple of years ago, leaving him a handsome fortune.

Hes always about with Asta, he added confidently in a low voice. And I have suspicion that she has grown very fond of him.

As I glanced across at the pair I saw how well suited they were to each other. She looked the personification of all that is lovely. Her cool muslin blouse and grey skirt fell to her young form prettily; her dark wavy hair shadowed the great brown eyes now that she had removed her motor-bonnet, making them seem to hold in their depths a vague knowledge that should never come to the ken of man, save perhaps at that moment when love would drag from them their slumbering secrets.

But that was only one of Astas moods, and almost before I had taken notice of it she was laughing merrily with her companion as she handed him the cake.

I saw that her eyes did not flinch from the steady gaze of those others, but I knew that there was a certain quick thumping beneath the pretty blouse that made her realise she was not quite so adamant as she had believed.

She believed that her secret was her own. It did not matter about her heart. No one could see, and so no one knew.

When we had finished tea the pair rose and strolled away together through the rosery, towards the flower-garden ablaze with bright blossoms. And as they passed beneath the arches of crimson ramblers and were lost to sight, my host exclaimed, with a sigh and a sad smile — 

Ah! How delightful it would be to find oneself young again — young again like you, Mr Kemball!

I laughed, and we lit cigarettes and began to chat. I confess that the mystery surrounding this man who had so openly admitted to me that he was an adventurer as well as a county magistrate greatly attracted me. I found myself fascinated by the whole unusual circumstances. One curious fact I had noted was that while Asta was aware of Arnolds death she had never told the man whom she knew as father. What motive had she in concealing the truth? Again, it seemed very evident that the young man Nicholson little dreamed that Mr Harvey Shaw was anything else than the wealthy idler which he pretended to be. And surely Asta had not undeceived him.

As together we strolled about the beautiful well-kept grounds, and as he showed me his motor garage, wherein stood four cars of various types, his electric lighting plant and electric pumps for the water supply, I tried to obtain from him some further information regarding the man Arnold.

But to all my ingenious inquiries he remained dumb.

Therefore I turned my attention to Asta, and discovered that he had adopted her when she was left alone a little child of eight.

My life, Mr Kemball, has been very full of change and variety. Sometimes for months I have been compelled to live in strict seclusion — sometimes in places hardly civilised. I spent a year in the mountains of Northern Albania, for instance, living with one of the mountain tribes; and on another occasion necessity compelled me to live for eight months in an obscure village in Corfu. But through it all little Asta has been my companion — ah, yes! — and how often she has cheered my lonely, solitary life!

I saw that, whatever might be this mans character, he was devoted to her. While she, on her part, had shown herself to be ever watchful of his interests.

Then she really is quite a cosmopolitan! I exclaimed.

Certainly. She speaks three languages perfectly. Few girls of her age have, like her, seen life in all its various phases, from that of the peasant hut to life here in an English home. But, he added, when Arnold spoke to you in confidence did he tell you nothing?

Of what? I asked.

Nothing concerning his past?

Nothing.

He did not mention me — eh? asked my companion.

Only to urge me to carry that letter to you at Totnes.

And he gave you nothing else? I understood you to say that he treated you with a certain amount of confidence, and he looked me narrowly in the face.

He gave me two objects, I replied. A small golden figure of the Egyptian god Osiris — a very ancient relic — and a curious and much corroded cylinder of bronze.

Great Heavens! The bronze cylinder! he gasped, starting and standing before me open-mouthed. His face was blanched at mention of it.

Yes.

He gave you that, eh? he cried in distinct alarm. And you accepted the trust — you were fool enough to do that?

Of course I did. Why?

Ah! You would not have done so had you but known the terrible evil which must now threaten you, he said in a low, hoarse voice, his manner changing to one of great alarm. He seemed agitated and nervous.

I dont quite follow you, I said, much puzzled at his manner.

You are, of course, in ignorance, Mr Kemball. But by the acceptance of that executorship — by the holding in your possession of that cylinder you are a doomed man.

Doomed? How? I asked, with an incredulous smile.

I tell you this quite openly and frankly, because you have already proved yourself my friend, he said, his face now entirely transformed. We were standing together at the edge of the square croquet lawn, once the bowling-green, where the great old box-trees were clipped into fantastic shapes, while at the end was the long stone terrace with the open park beyond.

I think you told me that he made you a present in banknotes? Shaw went on. Ah! Melvill Arnold knew only too well what dire unhappiness and misfortune, what deadly peril, possession of that cylinder must entail. He therefore made you that payment by way of a little recompense. Did he instruct you what to do with the thing, he inquired.

On a certain day I am to hand it over to a person who will come to me and ask for it.

To hand it over without question?

Yes, without question.

Shaw was silent for some moments. His brows were knit, and he was thinking deeply, his arms folded as he stood.

Well, he exclaimed suddenly, at last, I never dreamed that he had entrusted the cylinder to you. You, of course, still hold it in your possession?

Yes.

Then, if I were you, I should be very anxious for the arrival of the appointed day when you are to be relieved of its heavy responsibility. The history of that metal tube is a record of ruin, disaster, and death, for misfortune in one form or another always overtakes its possessor. Its story is surely the weirdest and most terrible that could be related. I knew that Arnold was in Egypt, but I never dreamed that he would dare at last to take the cylinder from its hiding-place and convey it here — to England!

I recollected how my friend had just before his death declared that its contents would amaze the world, and I made quick inquiry concerning it.

What it contains I do not know, he replied. Only Arnold himself knows, and he has unfortunately carried his secret to the grave. It was found, I believe, in the tomb of King Merenptah, the Pharaoh under whom the exodus of the Israelites took place some twelve hundred years before the Christian era. Arnold himself discovered it at Abydos, but on opening it, dreaded to allow the thing to see the light of day, and in order to preserve its influence from mankind, he again buried it in a certain spot known only to himself; but, no doubt, somewhere near the great Temple of Amon-Ra, at Karnak.

Why did he wish to preserve his discovery from mankind? I asked, much interested.

How can I tell? After his discovery he returned post-haste to England, an entirely changed man. He would never reveal to me, his most intimate friend, what the cylinder actually contained, save that he admitted to me that he held it in awe — and that if he allowed it to go forth to the world it would have caused the greatest sensation in our modern civilisation, that the world would stand still in amazement.

What could he have meant by that?

Ah! replied my companion, I cannot tell. All I know is, that together with the cylinder he discovered some ancient papyri recounting the terrible fate which would befall its possessors, and warning any one against handling, possessing, or opening it.

A favourite method of the ancients to prevent the rifling of their tombs, I remarked with a laugh.

But in this case Arnold, who was a great archaeologist, and could decipher the hieroglyphics no doubt, investigated the weird contents of the cylinder and satisfied himself that they were such that no mortal eye should gaze upon without bewilderment. Those were the very words he used in describing them to me.

And did anything terrible happen to him as a result? I asked.

From the moment of that investigation misfortune dogged his footsteps always. His friends died one by one, and he himself was smitten by that infection of the heart, which, as you know, has terminated fatally.

How long ago is it since he made this discovery in King Merenptahs tomb? I asked.

About four years, was Shaws reply, and I saw that he was trembling with excitement. And from that day until the day of his death poor Melvill Arnold was, alas! never the same man. What he found within the Thing, as he used to call it, made such a terrible impression upon him that he, bold and fearless and defiant as he used to be, became suddenly weak, timid, and nervous, lest the secret contained in the cylinder should be revealed. That message of the hieroglyphics, whatever it was, haunted him night and day, and he often declared to me that, in consequence of his foolish disobedience of the injunction contained in the papyri, he had become a doomed man, — doomed, Mr Kemball! he added, in a low, strange voice, looking straight and earnestly into my lace— doomed, as I fear, alas! that you too are now doomed!


Chapter Nine.

Reveals Guys Suspicions.
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ALL ENDEAVOUR TO discover from Shaw something further concerning the mysterious cylinder proved unavailing. Apparently he was entirely in ignorance of its actual contents — of the Thing referred to by the man now dead.

Later I had an opportunity of chatting with Guy Nicholson as we strolled about the beautiful gardens in the sunset. He was a bright, merry, easy-going fellow, who had been a year or two in a cavalry regiment, had retired on the death of his father, and who now expressed an ambition for foreign travel. He lived at Titmarsh Court, between Rockingham and Corby, he explained, and he invited me over to see him.

Long ago, I had heard of old Nathaniel Nicholson, the great Sheffield ironmaster, who had purchased the place from a bankrupt peer, and who had spent many thousands on improvements. My father had known him but slightly, for they met in the hunting-field, and now I was much gratified to know his son.

From the first I took to him greatly, and we mutually expressed friendship towards each other. We were both bachelors, and I saw that we had many tastes in common. His airy carelessness of manner and his overflowing good-humour attracted me, while it was plain that he was the devoted slave of the pretty Asta.

Wheaton, the butler, a grey-faced, grey-haired, and rather superior person, called Shaw in to speak on the telephone, and I was left alone with Nicholson on the terrace.

Have you known Asta long? he asked me suddenly.

My reply was a little evasive, for I could not well see the motive of his question — if he were not jealous of her.

I understand from Shaw that you have known him quite a long time, eh?

Oh yes, I replied lamely. Weve been acquainted for some little time.

Nicholson looked me straight in the face with his deep-set eyes unusually serious. Then, after a pause, he said — 

Look here, Kemball, you and I are going to be friends as our fathers were. I want to speak very frankly with you.

Well? I asked, a trifle surprised at his sudden change of manner.

I want to ask you a plain honest question. What is your opinion of Harvey Shaw?

My opinion, I echoed. Well, I hardly know. Hes rather a good fellow, I think, as far as I know. Generous, happy—

Oh yes, keeps a good cellar, is hospitable, very loyal to his friends, and all that, he interrupted. But — but what I want you to tell me is, what you really think of him. Is his rather austere exterior only a mask?

I dont quite follow your meaning, was my reply.

May I speak to you in entire confidence?

You certainly may. I shall not abuse it.

Well, for some time I have wanted to discuss Shaw with somebody who knows him, but I have had no opportunity. Because he gives money freely in the district, supports everything, and never questions a tradesmans bill, he is naturally highly popular. Nobody will say a word against him. Harvey Shaw can do no wrong. But it is the same everywhere in a rural district. Money alone buys popularity and a good name.

Why should any word be said against him?

I queried. Is he not your friend, as well as mine?

Granted, but — well, he has been here several years, and I have known Asta all the time. Indeed, I confess I am very fond of her. But were it not for her I would never darken his doors.

Why? I asked, much surprised.

Well, he said with hesitation, lowering his voice. Because theres something wrong about him.

Something wrong? What do you mean?

What I allege. I take a great interest in physiognomy, and the face of Harvey Shaw is the face of a worker of evil.

Then you have suspicion of him, eh? Of what?

I hardly know. But I tell you this perfectly openly and frankly. I do not like those covert glances which he sometimes gives Asta. They are glances of hatred.

My dear fellow, I laughed. You must really be mistaken in this. He is entirely devoted to her. He has told me so.

Ah, yes! He is for ever making protestations of parental love, I know, but his face betrays the fact that his words do not come from his heart. He hates her?

Why should he? She has, I believe, been his companion for years, ever since her childhood.

I know. You are Shaws friend, and, of course, pooh-pooh any suspicion there may be against him. Asta is devoted to his interests, and hence blind to the bitter hatred which he is so cleverly concealing.

But what causes you to suspect this? I asked, looking at him very seriously, as he stood leaning upon the old lichen-covered wall, his dark thoughtful face turned towards the setting sun.

Well, I have more than suspicion, Kemball. I have proof.

Of what?

Of what I allege, he cried, in a low, confidential tone. This man Shaw is not the calm, generous, easy-going man he affects to be.

I was silent. What could he know? Surely Asta had not betrayed her foster-father! Of that I felt confident.

But you say you have proof. What is the nature of the proof?

It is undeniable. This man, under whose guardianship Asta has remained all these years, has changed towards her. Theres evil in his heart.

Then you fear that — well, that something may happen, eh? — that he might treat her unkindly. Surely he is not cruel to her!

Cruel? Oh dear, no, not in the least. He is most indulgent and charming always. That is why she believes in him.

But you say that you have actual proof that he is not the generous man he pretends to be.

Yes, I have. My suspicions were aroused about two months ago, for behind his calm exterior he seemed ever nervous and anxious about something, as though he were concealing some great secret.

I held my breath. What could he know?

Well? I asked, with an effort to restrain my own anxiety.

I watched, and my suspicions were more than ever confirmed. His frequent and mysterious absences had long ago puzzled me, more especially when Asta refused to give me any reason for them. Sometimes for months at a time she has been left in this big place alone, with only the servants. Why did he disappear and reappear so suddenly? Then two months ago — I tell you this, of course, in the strictest confidence — I was going home on my motor-cycle from Corby station one dark wet night, when I overtook a poor miserable-looking man, ill-clad, and drenched to the skin. I wished him good-night, and in his response I was startled to recognise the voice of Harvey Shaw. So presently I dismounted to repair my machine, so that he might again approach. But he held back, yet near enough for me to recognise his features as I turned my acetylene lamp back along the road. Next day I made casual inquiry of Asta as to his whereabouts, but she told me he was in Paris on business, and he certainly did not return here until a fortnight afterwards.

Well, and what do you make out from that incident? I asked.

That he visited the place in secret that night, though Asta believed him to be on the Continent.

But the disguise?

Ah! there you are! Surely a gentleman doesnt go about in shabby clothes and trudge miles through the mud and rain without some sinister motive. The express from London had stopped at Corby twenty minutes before, therefore I concluded that he had arrived by that, and was making his way to pay a secret visit.

Are you quite sure that Asta was in ignorance of it?

Quite confident.

You told her nothing?

Of course not. I have kept my own counsel and remained with my eyes very wide-open. Every day has rendered it more plain that our friend is not what he pretends to be.

The situation was, I saw, a most critical one. The young man loved Asta very devotedly, and, suspecting some undefined evil of Shaw, was now watching his movements as narrowly as a cat watches a mouse. This was curious, having regard to Arnolds written words of caution. The latters suspicion seemed to have been aroused after his arrival in London.

Have you mentioned this to anybody? I asked him.

Not to a soul.

Then if I may be permitted to advise, I said, I should say no word to anybody — not even to Miss Seymour. I will assist you, and we will continue to watch and act together.

Good! he cried. Your hand upon it, Kemball. And we grasped hands.

I somehow fear that something will happen to Asta, he said in a low hoarse voice. I may be foolish and unjust in my suspicions, yet I seem to have a distinct presage of evil.

Personally, I dont think you need have any uneasiness upon that score, I said. Miss Seymour is his sole companion — probably his confidante — for he has but few friends.

Exactly. But perhaps she knows just a little too much, eh?

I had not looked at the matter in that light. My companions discovery was certainly one that must cause anybody to pause and think, but suspicion of Shaws hatred of Asta was, I felt, too absurd. But when a man is in love he is very prone to jump to hasty conclusions.

Well, I said, now that you have been frank with me so far, and have taken me into your confidence, Nicholson, will you not tell me what you really do suspect?

You are Shaws friend. Perhaps I ought not to have spoken as I have, he said.

I am no more his friend than you are, I replied, recollecting Arnolds warning regarding the Hand — whatever that might be. Have I not agreed with you that the circumstances are suspicious, and have I not promised to help you to watch? What actual conclusions have you formed?

H-s-s-h! he said, and next moment I heard a light footstep behind me, and turning, found myself face to face again with Asta.

Theyre worrying Dad on the telephone from London, she exclaimed, laughing merrily. He gets so out of patience with it. But really it is awfully trying sometimes. They ring you up and then keep you half an hour waiting.

I know, laughed Guy. My own experience is exactly the same. Why, only the other day I wanted to ring you up, and it took nearly half an hour.

As she stood there with the sunlight full upon her face she looked inexpressibly dainty and charming. Truly Guy Nicholson was a lucky man. They were not actually engaged, it seemed, for he had not yet asked Shaw for her hand. Probably Guy hesitated because of the dark suspicion which had entered his mind.

I saw the love-light in her magnificent brown eyes, she stood laughing with him, while he took from his case a cigarette, tapped its end lightly, as is the habit of some men, and lit it.

A few moments later Shaw joined us, smiling merrily, and as he came up he clapped Guy on the back heartily, saying — 

You two fellows will stay and have dinner, wont you? Im glad you are friends, as you ought to be.

I really think I must go, I said. It will take me hours to get home by train.

Train! Why, Gray will drive you back, of course, he cried. No, never mind about dressing. Asta will excuse us, and youll stay.

So, having glanced at each other meaningly, we both accepted, and very soon were seated in the long handsome dining-room, where the table, laden with splendid old silver, was decorated tastefully with roses.

Wheaton served us with due stateliness, yet as I sat watching his grey clean-shaven face, I felt somehow that there was a strange mysterious craftiness in its expression, unusual in the countenance of a gentlemans servant. The manner in which he performed his service was, however, perfect. More than once, during the merry meal, I glanced across at Guy Nicholson, and wondered what were his thoughts.

Fortunately he betrayed nothing in his face, for he joked and laughed with his host, and praised the excellent claret which Wheaton had served with such dignity.

The girl had eyes only for her lover, while Shaw himself, seated at the head of the table, was full of fun and overflowing geniality. How very strange was the situation!

After dinner we took our coffee and liqueurs on the verandah, for the night was breathless and balmy, and the air full of the sweet scent of the flowers.

Then after a long gossip alone with Shaw, at half-past ten the car was ordered for me and came round to the front entrance.

Before leaving I managed to obtain a word alone with Nicholson.

Youll come over and see me, I asked. Now, dont disappoint me, will you?

No, I wont. Then he whispered quickly: I told you that I had certain proofs. Ive been upstairs. When I come I will show them to you. They will astound you, and they are fully corroborated by what I have noticed to-night. Perhaps it escaped you. Beware of Wheaton. Hes only been here six months, but I know something — have seen something?

And we shook hands and parted.


Chapter Ten.

The Evil of the Ten Plagues.
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IN THE DAYS that followed I was intensely anxious to visit Lydford Hall again, but I had received a warning note from Shaw, urging me not to do so without taking every precaution. I might be followed, for the danger of detection was not yet at an end.

Therefore I remained in eager expectancy of Guys visit. He had vaguely promised to come over in a day or two. But as a week passed and I heard nothing from him, I wrote, and by return of post received a reply that he would motor over and lunch with me on Sunday.

I have something of greatest importance to tell you, his letter concluded; so I hope you can make it convenient to be in on that day.

I received the letter on Thursday morning, and at once replied that I would be at home. I would await his visit with keenest impatience.

The warm breathless days at Upton End passed but slowly. Truth to tell, I found life there extremely dull. I had many friends in the neighbourhood, but they were mostly elderly persons, or angular girls of superior education. I had little in common with them, and already found myself longing to travel again.

More than once when smoking my lonely cigar before going to bed, I had taken out the mysterious cylinder from the big safe built in the wall of the library and held it in my hand pondering. What could be the Thing it contained — the thing which would amaze the world!

The weird story told to me by Shaw concerning it haunted me; yet what evil could its possession bring upon me? I had heard, of course, of authenticated stories of certain Egyptian mummies which have brought disaster and death to those who disturbed their long sleep; yet in my case I had become the unwilling agent of another.

On the night of receiving Nicholsons letter, after every one had retired, I was sitting as usual smoking, with the long window open to the verandah, for the air was close and oppressive. Outside the night was glorious, the moon shone brightly, and not a breath of wind stirred.

I opened the steel door in the wall by the fireplace, and from the safe took out the dead mans letter to me with the heavy cylinder. It was a curious fancy of mine to handle and examine it.

I read and re-read that letter traced by the hand of the man whom I had known as Arnold, but whose real name seemed most probably to have been Edgcumbe. Then I read that strange letter threatening vengeance, and held in my hand the old copy of the newspaper which told the curious story of Lady Lettice Lancaster.

It was all mysterious, but surely most mysterious of all was that bronze cylinder. Why should the dead man have feared to expose its contents to the world?

Civilisation would be staggered by the revelation, it was declared. What terrible secret of ages past could be therein contained? Why had the dead man called it a Thing? Was it really some living thing imprisoned in that strong unbreakable casing?

I carried it across to the green-shaded lamp upon my writing-table, and taking up a strong magnifying glass examined it closely, and at last determined that the welding by which it had been closed had been done ages ago. As far as I could detect it had never been opened. How, therefore, could Arnold have known what it contained? — unless the papyri that had been discovered with it had given an explanation.

Suddenly it occurred to me that the existence of any papyri of great interest would probably be known in the Egyptian Department of the British Museum. Therefore by inquiry there I might perhaps learn something. So I resolved, after Guys visit, to run up to London and see one of the officials. As Arnold was an Egyptologist, he would, no doubt, be known and his discoveries noted.

I was holding the cylinder in my hand, carrying it across the room to replace it in the safe, when my eye caught a dark shadow thrown across the lawn. So quickly, however, did it disappear that I stood half inclined to believe it to exist only in my imagination. It seemed to be a long shadow, as though some person had crossed in the moonlight the high bank on the opposite side. Yet my collie, who would bark at the slightest sound in the night, lay near and uttered neither bark nor growl. I went out to the verandah and looked about me; but all was perfectly still. The world lay asleep beneath the great full moon.

For a few moments I stood puzzled. No intruder should be there at that hour. Yet the fact that Prince had not been disturbed reassured me, so I closed the window, locked the cylinder and the correspondence carefully in the safe, and then went upstairs to bed.

My room was directly over the library, and something prompted me to watch. So I extinguished my light and sat peering through the chink between the blind and the window-sash. For nearly half an hour I waited, my eyes fixed upon the great wide, moonlit lawn.

Suddenly I saw the shadow again, plainly and distinctly — the dark silhouette passed bade again.

It was probably a poacher from the wood beyond. I knew that my rabbits were being trapped with wires; therefore resolving to tell Johnson, the keeper, in the morning, I retired to bed.

Next day, among my letters, I found one from my solicitors, which made it necessary for me to go at once to London; and after doing my business in Bedford Row, I strolled along to the British Museum.

I had but little difficulty in discovering Professor Stewart, whose knowledge of Egyptology is probably the widest of any living man.

Without telling him too many details, I related the story I had heard of the finding of a bronze cylinder in the tomb of King Merenptah, and that certain papyri were discovered with it. Could he give me any information upon the subject.

Well — a little, replied the tall, grey-bearded, bald-headed man, looking at me through his spectacles with great deliberation. It is true, I believe, that an interesting cylinder of metal was found in the tomb of Merenptah, coeval with Moses, and with it were some fragments of papyri fairly well-preserved, but on examination they were found not to be of the nineteenth dynasty, as would have been expected.

Who examined them? I asked eagerly.

I did myself, about two years ago, if I recollect aright, replied the Professor. They were brought to me one day for my opinion by a man whose name I now forget. He was elderly, grey-bearded, and apparently possessed considerable knowledge of Egyptian subjects. He left them with me, so that I might decipher them, as he wished to compare his own decipher with mine. But, curiously enough, I have never seen him since. The papyri I have still locked away, awaiting his return.

Then they are here? I cried eagerly.

Certainly. Would you like to see them?

I replied eagerly in the affirmative, and he left me for some minutes, returning with a big cardboard portfolio, which he opened, showing half a dozen pieces of brown crumbling paper-like substance covered with puzzling hieroglyphics. With them were several sheets of blue foolscap, upon which he had written his translation.

Here is what the record contains, he said.

Perhaps, if you are interested in such matters, you would like to read it. It is a curious piece of literature of apparently the Pharaonic dynasty of the Ptolemies — or 323-30 B.C., which ended with Cleopatra.

I took the folios of modern paper in my hand and from them read as follows, written in the Professors own crabbed writing: — 

...For of a Verity death, sickness, and sorrow, who knoweth which, may fall upon thee. Therefore, beware of the wrath of Ra, beware lest this cylinder of bronze be opened and its secret be revealed to men, for therein lieth the Thing that shall not speak until the Day of Awakening.

For:

He that seeketh knowledge of that which is hidden is accursed of Amon with the ten plagues and doeth so at his own risk, and must meet his fate being cursed of the wolf-god Osiris, ruler of the underworld. Truly, cutting off the head of, or the forsaking life is better than the satisfaction of curiosity of what is therein contained.

Touch not the cylinder with thine hand, for if...

Let it remain here in the tomb of the Great Merenptah, King of Kings, Lord... wherein it has been placed to slumber until released by Osiris, to whom all kings and princes bow the knee and to whom...

Observe, He is all-glorious, on whose pleasure fortune waiteth, in whose valour victory, and in whose anger death.

Since:

...a gem be tied at the feet and a piece of glass be worn upon the head, yet still glass is glass, and gems are gems.

It is said:

Wisdom is of more consequence than strength. The want of it is a state of misery. And as in the night darkness is kept at a distance by the lord of shades (the moon) thus love by seeing and being seen delights the young. The woman...

Again:

Women are never to be rendered faithful and obedient; no, not by gifts, nor by honours, nor by sincerity, nor by services, nor by severity, nor by precept!... What women eat is twofold; their cunning fourfold; their perseverance sixfold; their passions eightfold; and their patience tenfold. Wherefore the understanding which upon unexpected occurrences remaineth unaffected, may pass through the greatest difficulties. He who hath sense and worshippeth the Sun-God hath strength. Where hath he strength who wanteth judgment? Where hath...

To the unkind the ruin of the worthy bringeth delight, and...

It is not proper to be alarmed at a mere sound when the cause of that sound is unknown.

For:

Upon the great river the city of Thebes there was in the days of Sekhomab a city where... called Aa-tenen, the inhabitants of which used to believe that a certain giant crocodile, whom they called Nefer-biu, infested the waters. The fact was this: a thief, as he was swimming away with a bell he had stolen, was overcome and devoured by a crocodile, and the bell, falling from his hand, was washed upon the river-bank there and picked up by some apes, who every now and then used to ring it in the trees by the river... The people of the town, finding a man had been killed there, and hearing continually the noise of the bell, used to declare that the giant Nefer-biu, being enraged, was devouring a man and ringing a bell, so that the city was abandoned by all the principal inhabitants.

And so...

At length, guided by the god Horus... of Stars of Sopdu, a certain poor woman, having considered the subject, discovered that the bell was rung by the apes. She accordingly went unto King Sekhomab, loved of Ra, favourite of Mentu, and before the priests of Amon, and said: If, O King. Lord of both Lands, I may expect a very great reward, I will engage to silence this Nefer-biu. The King was exceedingly well pleased, and gave her some silver. So having described some circles and exhibited the worship of strange gods in a conspicuous manner, she secretly provided such fruits as she conceived the apes were fond of and went unto the river; where, strewing them about, they presently quitted the bell and attached themselves to the fruit. The poor woman, in the meantime, took away the bell and carried it into Sekhomab, who honoured her and gave her great reward. And in the city of Aa-tenen she became an object of adoration to its inhabitants, and her cartouche was inscribed upon the Temple of Amon-Ra... and of the Sun-God...

Wherefore I say that it is not proper to be alarmed at a mere sound when the cause of that sound is unknown.

And wherefore, I repeat that, for fear of great disaster to thyself, let not thine hand touch this brazen cylinder which containeth the Thing which shall remain imprisoned therein in the realms of Tuat (the underworld) until released by Osiris on the Day of Awakening... this 25th of the month Tybi.

Be ye therefore warned, for by disobedience assuredly the anger of the Sun-God and of Osiris the Eternal will fall heavily upon thee. And Harnekht shall smite them.

May disaster happen but in the house of thine enemies. May traitors, day by day, be led by Time to their destruction, and may they remain for ever in Amentet, the place of gloom...

Curious, I said, looking up to the Professors grave bearded face as he peered over to me through his glasses.

Yes. The fable is very interesting. I have not yet decided the actual date of the papyri. But it is certainly much later than King Merenptah, he said. We have many cartouches of his time here in the Museum, and there are many others about Europe, as St. Petersburg and Darmstadt. But in certain ways the hieroglyphics are different. Hence I am of opinion that the bronze cylinder referred to — if it has been found and still exists — was placed with these papyri in the tomb at a much later date.

You have no knowledge of the person who brought this to you? I asked.

Only that his name was Arnold — I see that I made a note at the time — and that he was staying at the Savoy Hotel.

Strange that he did not return to claim his find.

Very. My own idea is that he may have been called abroad suddenly, and will return one day. He seemed extremely intelligent.

And the cylinder. What do you think it could have contained — what is the Thing to which the papyri refers!

The old professor shrugged his shoulders.

How can we tell if the cylinder is non-existent? Probably it was rifled from the royal tomb a thousand years ago and broken open by sacrilegious persons who were unable to decipher these writings, and who cared nothing for the curse of the ten plagues placed upon them, he laughed.

Then Mr Arnold had evidently not revealed to the Professor the existence of the cylinder. Why? Because he had already again hidden it in fear.

We have many records of objects concealed, but most of the things referred to in the papyri have disappeared ages ago, added the great Egyptologist, who, taking me along the gallery, showed me the mummy of the great Pharaoh Merenptah himself, in whose tomb the fragments of papyri were found.

The Professor was extremely kind, and lent me his decipher to copy them. After finding that I could obtain nothing further concerning the man Arnold, and that he was not known as an Egyptologist, I thanked him and left without telling him of the existence of the cylinder.

That same night, I returned to Upton End with intention to show Guy Nicholson the curious record when he visited me on Sunday.

Next morning — which was Saturday — I opened my newspaper, which, as usual, I found on the library table after breakfast, when my eyes fell upon a heading which caused my heart to stand still.

The printed words danced before my bewildered eyes. For a second I stood like a mail in a dream. I held my breath and eagerly read the half a dozen lines of brief announcement — a report which caused me to clap my hand to my fevered brow, and to involuntarily ejaculate the words — 

My God! It cant be true — it cant be true!


Chapter Eleven.

A Sensation in the County.
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THE PARAGRAPH I read was truly a startling one, brief, but amazing.

Apparently few details had arrived in London, for it read thus — 

Mr Guy Nicholson, son of the late Mr Nathaniel Nicholson, the well-known ironmaster of Sheffield, and for twenty-five years Member for South Cheshire, was yesterday morning found dead under somewhat remarkable circumstances. It appears that he entertained some guests at dinner at his house, Titmarsh Court, near Corby, Northamptonshire, and the last of his friends to depart left about midnight. About two oclock in the morning a friend who was staying in the house, and whose room was directly over the library, was awakened by a mans piercing shrieks, as though of horror. He listened, and heard a loud thumping sound below. Then all was quiet. It being the first time he had been a guest there, he did not alarm the household, but after lying awake for over an hour dropped off to sleep again. In the morning, however, the maid who went to clean the library found the door locked on the outside, as usual, but, on entering, was horrified to discover her master lying upon the carpet, he had been dead some hours. Considerable mystery attaches to the affair, which has created a great sensation in the neighbourhood, where the young man was well-known and highly popular.

What could actually have happened!

I read and re-read that paragraph. Then I rang up Stokes, my chauffeur, on the telephone, and we were soon tearing along the Northampton Road.

Within a couple of hours we turned into the big lodge-gates of Titmarsh Court, which I found was a fine old place, upon which huge sums must have been spent by Guys father in the way of improvements. It was a splendid specimen of the old, moated manor-house, situated in well-timbered grounds and approached by a long shady avenue of chestnuts, which met overhead.

A young man-servant opened the door, and was inclined to be uncommunicative, until suddenly I caught sight of Shaws grey car standing against the garage, and inquired for him.

In a few moments he came forward, sedate and grave, and somewhat surprised, I think, at my presence there.

This is really a most terrible thing, my dear Kemball, he exclaimed, his face pale. I only knew of it late last night. The police and doctors seem to have kept the affair secret as long as they could.

I saw it in the paper, and came over at once, I said. What is your opinion? I asked eagerly. Is foul play suspected?

I really dont know, was his vague answer, as he stood in the wide, old-fashioned hall. Its a terrible thing, however. Poor Asta! she is overcome with grief, poor girl.

Ah yes? I sighed. She was very fond of him; I realised that the other day.

Together we walked into a handsomely furnished sitting-room — the morning-room I supposed it to be — and there I was introduced to a fussy elderly man in tweeds named Redwood, the local doctor from Corby. He was a bluff, red-faced, clean-shaven man, a good type of the fox-hunting doctor of the grass-country.

Well, Mr Shaw, he exclaimed briskly, Doctor Petherbridge, from Northampton, and myself have made a post-mortem, and we have come to the conclusion that death was due to natural causes — inflammation of the brain. We have made most minute examination, but can discover no trace whatever of foul play.

Nor of suicide — by poison, for instance? asked Shaw, leaning with his back against the table, while the sun shone brightly across the pale blue carpet.

Certainly not. We have had that in mind, but fail to find any trace whatsoever, though Petherbridge is taking the contents of the stomach into. Northampton for analysis, in order to thoroughly satisfy ourselves. Our conclusions are, however, that probably while seated in his armchair in the library reading his paper, as was his habit before going to bed, he was suddenly attacked, shrieked with pain, and quickly collapsed. Such fatal seizures are by no means uncommon.

But, doctor, the papers say that a noise of hammering was heard, I remarked.

Captain Cardew, who heard the shriek, is not actually certain about the hammering, it seems, replied Shaw. The poor fellow was in the best of spirits and quite well when Asta and I left him about a quarter-past eleven. We dined here with some people named Sweetman, the Vanes from Oundle, and Mr Justice Michelmore, who is staying with them. The judge was talking with him on the steps when we left.

Nobody who partook of the dinner felt any unusual symptoms, or one might suspect ptomaine poisoning, remarked the doctor from Northampton, a short, grey-headed little man, who had at that moment entered the room. My distinct opinion is that, though the affair appears most mysterious, yet it is due to perfectly natural causes.

And I suppose that is the evidence you will give before the Coroner to-morrow, eh? Shaw asked.

Precisely. I shall have a searching analysis of the stomach, of course. Indeed, Im just off to Northampton for that purpose. But I do not anticipate finding anything. Young Nicholson was not the kind of fellow to take his own life.

No, I said; he certainly did not strike me as having any tendencies towards suicide. Yet, from what the papers say, the affair is most mysterious.

Oh, the papers! laughed Shaw, derisively. Theyre always sensational. A good story means hundreds of pounds to them. But, he added, I must be off, Kemball. I was just going when you came. I have to be on the Bench this morning at twelve.

Please express my most sincere condolence with Miss Seymour, I said. You and I will meet again soon, no doubt.

My dear fellow, just come over whenever you like. Better ring me on the phone to see if we are at home, for were often out in the car this fine weather.

And, taking my hand, the man who in his dual life was a county magistrate, and was about to sit and administer justice from the Bench, gripped my hand and went out, followed by the Northampton doctor, who a moment later I saw with two large glass jam-jars in his hand. Yet almost directly after I heard a low, peculiar whistle emanating from an adjoining room. Shaw was whistling to himself — even though the house was a house of mourning!

Left alone with Doctor Redwood I began to question him, explaining that I was a friend of the man now dead.

Well, he said, I cant tell you very much, Mr Kemball. Captain Cardew, who was Nicholsons guest, is in the library. At least I left him there a little time ago; lets go and find him.

So he conducted me along a well-carpeted corridor where the doors, I noticed, were of polished mahogany, and opening one, I found myself in a long, low, old-fashioned room, lined with brown-backed books from the floor to the panelled ceiling. At the table a tall, fair-haired, military-looking young man was seated writing letters.

I introduced myself, whereupon he rose, and expressed his readiness to answer any questions, as I was poor Guys friend, the doctor, having some matters to attend to with his colleague, leaving us alone. When he had gone I closed the door. Then, turning to the dead mans guest, I said in a low voice— I wonder, Captain Cardew, if I might speak to you in absolute confidence?

Certainly, he said; we are mutual friends of poor Guys.

Well, I exclaimed; first, will you tell me, frankly, your private opinion of this terrible affair? Has there been foul play?

I saw that he hesitated.

Well, he replied, there are certain curious circumstances which no doubt point to such a conclusion, although I understand that the doctors have had no hesitation in pronouncing death to be due to natural causes.

Would you mind describing to me, as far as you are able, what you heard in the night? I said. I have a reason for asking this. No doubt you have already several times told your story.

Yes. To the medical men and also to the police, he said. Well, it was like this. Im quartered at Canterbury, and Guy, who was in my regiment and retired a year or so ago, asked me to spend a few days with him. I came here three days ago and found him in the highest of spirits, and very keen about tennis. He took me over to see a man named Shaw, and his daughter, of whom he was, I know, very fond. The night before last he gave a little dinner to a few people, and Shaw and the girl were here. After dinner we all went out on to the lawn for coffee. The place was hung with Chinese lanterns and looked charming, but all Guys attention was devoted towards entertaining Shaws daughter. I saw them cross the lawn in the moonlight and stroll into the grounds together; and when they came back I overheard Shaw expressing his annoyance to her at her absence. Shaw chatted with Justice Michelmore a good deal, while I had a Mrs Vane, a rather stout person, put upon me for the evening. I tell you I envied Guy, for the girl is really delightful.

Was there any bridge?

Yes, for about an hour in the drawing-room. Shaw and the Judge did not play. Before eleven the guests began to depart, and the Vanes, the last to leave, went about midnight. After they had gone I sat in the library with Guy for half an hour, and had a cigar. He was full of Asta Seymour, and when I asked him why he did not propose to her he reflected a moment, and then told me, in strict confidence, that he would do so at once — but for a certain circumstance.

Did he explain that circumstance? I asked eagerly.

No. I pressed him, but he refused to tell me. It is my secret, Teddy, he said. A secret which, alas! bars my happiness for ever. As we smoked, I noticed that, contrary to the rule, the long window yonder was open, and remarked upon it. He rose, and saying that the servant had probably forgotten it, closed it himself and barred the shutters. Youll see they are strong shutters, and they were found in the morning closed and barred just as he had left them. Indeed, I unbarred them myself.

Then you left him here? I asked.

No. He turned off the light and came out with me, locking the door after him, for it seems hes always careful to have every door on the ground floor locked at night. He came upstairs with me, wished me a cheery good-night outside my own door, and, promising to motor me into Oakham on the morrow, went along to his room. That is the last time he was seen alive.

What did you next hear?

I was awakened by a loud, piercing shriek — a mans shriek of intense horror, it seemed. No one else slept in this wing of the house, or they must certainly have heard it. I roused myself at the unusual sound, for I was thoroughly startled and awakened by it. The clock on my mantelshelf struck two. I waited for some minutes, when I heard a noise which seemed to be below in the library, as though some one were moving about trying the door and hammering upon it. This caused me to wonder, and I held my breath to listen further. I suppose I must have lain like that for fully an hour. It was my intention if I heard anything further to go along to Guys room. I had, of course, some hesitation in arousing the household. But as I heard nothing further, I suppose I fell asleep, for the sun was shining when I awoke again. I got up, and was crossing to the window to look out when I heard a womans cry for help. So I rushed out in my pyjamas, and, descending the stairs, found poor Guy lying just here, and he crossed to a spot about four yards from the door, and pointed to the red carpet.

Was the room in any disorder? I asked.

Not as far as I could see. The shutters yonder were closed and barred, so I opened them and then tried to rouse my friend. But, alas! I saw by the ashen look upon his face that he was already dead. He was still in his dinner-jacket — just as I had left him. Of course you can well imagine the scene and the horror of the servants. Poor Guy — he was one of the very best.

What is your theory, Captain Cardew?

Theory! Well, I hardly know. I was a fool, and I shall never forgive myself for not raising an alarm when I first heard his shriek. I ought to have known that something was wrong. But there are moments in ones life when one, being awakened suddenly, acts foolishly. It was so with me.


Chapter Twelve.

The Cry in the Night.
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AFTER LEAVING YOU at the door of your room he must have returned to the library, I said to Cardew. Were all the lights out when he came up with you?

By Jove! No, they were not, he replied. He didnt turn out the light in the passage here just outside the library door. I have not remembered that point until this moment!

Did you see any newspaper about?

Yes, there was one lying near that armchair over there, and he pointed to a big saddle-bag chair in dark green plush, where a large embroidered cushion of pale violet velvet lay crushed and crumpled, just as the unfortunate man had arisen from it.

Then it is probable that after leaving you he made up his mind to return to the library and read his paper as usual, I said. He did so, and, lighting up again, flung himself into his favourite chair to read.

And while reading, he had the fatal seizure — eh? That, at least, is the theory of the police, the Captain said.

But you say that the housemaid, when she came to clean the room, found the door locked from the outside? I remarked. The reason I cannot tell, but somehow, while we had been speaking, I thought I had detected a curious mysterious evasiveness in the Captains manner. Was he telling all he knew?

Yes, he said. It was undoubtedly locked from the outside — a most mysterious fact.

Why mysterious? I queried. If Nicholson wished to commit suicide in mysterious circumstances, he could easily have arranged that he should be found behind locked doors. He had only to pass out by the door, lock it, and re-enter by the library window again, and bar that. I noticed as I came in that there is a spring-lock on the front door — so that it locks itself when closed!

Ah! I had not thought of that, the Captain declared. Of course, by such proceeding he would have been found locked in.

But you have suspicion of foul play, I said; you may as well admit that, Captain Cardew.

Well, I see no good in concealing it, he said, with a smile. To tell the truth now, after well weighing the facts for more than twenty-four hours, I have, I admit, come to a rather different conclusion to that of the medical men.

And I agree with you, I declared. One point we have to consider is what occupied poor Guy from the time when he left you until two oclock. He would not take an hour and a half to read a newspaper.

No, but he might have been reading something else. He was not writing letters, for the same thought occurred to me, and I searched for any letters he might have written, but I could find none.

The question arises whether he returned to the library in order to meet somebody there in secret, I exclaimed. They may have passed in by the window to meet him, and afterwards out by the door, and eventually by the front door.

His round face, with the slight fair moustache, instantly changed.

By Jove! Ive never thought of that! he gasped. Then your theory is that from half-past twelve till two he was not alone, eh? What causes you to suspect that he did not die of natural causes, Mr Kemball? Ive been quite frank with you; will you not be equally straightforward with me?

Well, I have strong reasons for believing that it was to the interest of certain persons that he should die suddenly, I said; thats all.

Will you not name the persons? he asked.

Not until I obtain proof. I may be mistaken. I may be grossly misjudging perfectly innocent persons, therefore I make no specific charge against anybody, was my calm reply, as I stood gazing around the large sombre old room, whence a beautiful view of the long avenue and the park was spread. It was a quiet, silent, restful apartment, in which the previous owner — a great politician and writer — had spent many studious hours.

But if you entertain any well-founded suspicions, ought you not to put them to the police?

And allow the local constables to bungle a very difficult and delicate inquiry! Scarcely, I think, I replied, with a smile, still looking about me, and wondering what had really happened in that long, old-world room during the silent watches of that fatal night.

Nothing has been touched here, Cardew remarked. I picked up the newspaper, but everything is left just as I found it when I rushed down at hearing the housemaids horrified cry.

The room was certainly in no disorder. On the big square table, covered by a green plush cloth, were a number of new books, and in the centre a great silver bowl filled with roses. The writing-table — an old-fashioned mahogany one — was, I noticed, littered with letters, bills, and receipts, the neglected correspondence of a careless man, and as I stood there I noted that the great easy-chair wherein he had sat was placed exactly opposite the window, while within reach, upon a small neat shaft affixed to the wall, was the telephone instrument. Strange that, if he felt himself suddenly ill, and had been unable to summon assistance, he did not ring up on the telephone.

The hammering you heard — was it quite distinct? I inquired.

Quite. It seems entirely feasible now that he was striving to get out of this locked room.

The point that the door had been locked from the outside puzzled me considerably. But a fresh suggestion arose within me — namely, that after every one had retired, a servant, remembering that the window was open and the door unlocked, had gone down and seen to them. Yet she would in that case have found her master in the room, with the light still burning. No: the only explanation was that the key had been turned by one of the servants while passing along the corridor after her masters return there, and while on her way to bed.

Yet, however one viewed the tragic affair, it was full of most remarkable features. There was mystery — a great and inexplicable mystery — somewhere.

And that mystery I now intended, at all hazards, to solve.

With that object in view, I interviewed the housemaid who found the body of her young master, and listened to her story from her own lips. Probably the whole household considered me to be highly inquisitive; nevertheless, I pointed out to them the earnest necessity of clearing up the matter to everybodys satisfaction, and both to the housekeeper, a witty woman, and to the other servants, I declared that the facts were full of grave suspicion.

The inspector of County Constabulary was not highly intelligent, and as soon as the medical men had given their opinion he ceased to take any further professional interest in the affair. It was a sudden death, and with such occurrences the police have only to attend the inquest and formally report.

The officer was, I think, rather piqued at the persistency of my inquiries, for when I pointed out to him the suspicious circumstance of the locked door, he point-blank told me that the medical declaration was quite sufficient for him.

The girl, Kate Hayes, who discovered her master — a dark-haired, good-looking maid, about twenty-six — had been eight years at Titmarsh Court. It was Mr Guys habit always to read his paper before going to bed, she told me, as we stood in the long servants hall.

I often find the library door unlocked before I go to my room, sir, and the night before last it was unlocked.

Did you lock it? I asked quickly.

No, sir. I once locked Mr Guy in, so I always look inside now, before securing it, she replied. I looked inside, and found Mr Guy there. He was then taking a book down from one of the shelves near the window. I apologised for intruding, and wished him good-night. Good-night, Hayes, he replied, and I closed the door and left him. I heard nothing in the night. But when I went to the library door next morning I found it locked. I recollect it was locked, because at first the key would not turn. At last I succeeded in opening the door, when the first sight that met my eyes in the faint grey light through the chinks of the shutters was poor Mr Guy lying crouched up, his knees nearly touching his chin and quite dead.

You are absolutely certain that the window was quite securely closed? I asked.

Captain Cardew opened it, sir. I ran away to fetch the other servants.

Here again the Captain showed some disinclination thoroughly to probe matters, for he interrupted, saying — 

I dont see how questioning the servants will assist us. We already know all that they know.

What we want to discover is whether poor Nicholson received any visitor clandestinely during the early hours of the morning, I said. To me, it seems very much as though he did.

Then you are directly opposed to the medical theory? he exclaimed.

And so are you, are you not? I remarked.

In a manner, yes — but not altogether. We must credit doctors with a certain amount of knowledge where death is concerned.

I credit them with every knowledge, I hastened to assure him; only in this case, I fear they have not sufficiently weighed over all the known and indisputable facts.

If there had actually been foul play, there would be traces of it, he said.

Not always, I replied. Many cases of secret assassination have been declared by doctors to have been deaths from natural causes.

I saw that the servants, all country-bred, ridiculed my suspicions. Doctor Redwood had said that their master had died of brain disease, and that was sufficient. The police, too, were quite satisfied, and the young mans relations, two of whom arrived in hot haste while I was there, of course accepted the verdict of the medical men — the evidence which would be given at the inquest on the following day.

To me, it was a curious circumstance that Cardew, when he heard the shriek, had not attempted to investigate its cause. True, he had listened, and the cry was not repeated. I should have regarded his apathy as suspicious if I myself had not more than once, when dreaming, awakened suddenly, believing that I had heard a cry of distress.

The shriek of terror — nay, of horror, Cardew described it — was, in itself, a most peculiar circumstance. There is a distinct difference between a cry of pain and a shriek of horror.

No; I felt certain that the medical men had not sufficiently considered that very singular point. But when I tried to argue with the Captain, he merely declared that the cause of the shriek would never be explained. Perhaps it was the sudden knowledge that he was dying that had terrified him.

I intended, however, to seek further explanation. It was ever upon my mind that the man who had died so mysteriously intended to visit me on Sunday, and to reveal to me something — something concerning Harvey Shaw.

Shaw was a guest that evening, but it was proved beyond the shadow of a doubt that he had left the house two and a half hours before, accompanied by Asta. It was therefore my intention at once to satisfy myself whether Shaw could have returned, unknown to the girl, and re-visited Titmarsh Court.

I confess openly and frankly that I suspected a crime. Hence, I spared no effort in thoroughly investigating the curious circumstances — in doing work which the police would have done had not the declarations of the two doctors been so very positive and emphatic.

I saw the body of my friend lying in a darkened bedroom upstairs, and covered with a sheet. I did not remove the shroud. I was too horrified. A post-mortem had been made, and the corpse was waiting for the arrival of the coffin.

What had the dead man intended to reveal to me? He had evidently discovered something detrimental to Shaw. Of that I felt assured, for had he not admitted as much?

Did poor Guy appear his usual self before the affair? I asked Cardew some half-hour later, as we again stood together in the long sombre room wherein he had died. The atmosphere was heavy with the oppressive scent of the roses, and about the silent apartment there seemed an air of mystery.

Well, to tell the truth, I did not notice anything unusual in his manner at the time. But since — now that I have reflected — I recollect that he seemed extremely anxious concerning Shaws daughter — as though he were apprehensive of something, and was in despair.

At that moment the Captain was called out by one of the servants, who told him that the police superintendent from Northampton would like to see him. Therefore I was left alone in the room, and was thus afforded opportunity to examine it.

I looked at the big comfortable chair in which the unfortunate man had sat, and tried to picture to myself what had occurred there, in the silent watches of the night. Why had he given vent to that shriek of horror? What had he seen?

Surely he had received some fearful, appalling shock, or such a piercing, heartrending shriek would never have escaped a mans lips.

I examined the window, the shutters, the lock on the heavy door of polished mahogany; but nothing caused me curiosity — nothing had been tampered with.

My own theory was that Guy Nicholson, whilst reading his newspaper, had seen something, and that, after shrieking in horror, he had beaten with his hands upon the door, in frantic endeavour to escape from that room. Imprisoned there, he had received some fatal blow before he had time to unbar the window, and had sunk upon the floor and expired in agony.

But what was the something which had cost a man his Life?


Chapter Thirteen.

One Point is Made Clear.
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ON THE FOLLOWING day twelve respectable inhabitants of Corby and the neighbourhood assembled around the long dining-table at Titmarsh Court, and decided, upon the evidence of the two doctors, that its young master had died of natural causes.

I was present, and heard a solicitor representing the relatives put a query to the Coroner regarding that cry in the night. But the official coldly declared that the jury were there only to decide the cause of death, and that, whatever the circumstances might be, they could only weigh the medical evidence.

Doctor Petherbridge, of Northampton, assisted by the county analyst, had, it seemed, examined the contents of the stomach and made the Dragendorff test for strychnine, applied the Stas process for alkaloids and the Pettenkofer test for mineral acid, as well as searching for arsenic with the Marsh apparatus. The result in all cases had been negative. Mr Guy Nicholson had certainly not died of poison.

After the verdict of death from natural causes, I drove Shaw, who had also been present, back to Lydford, and there saw poor Asta, looking wan and pale in her deep mourning. She was seated in a low chair in her own pretty room, full of books and flowers — an artistic, cosy little apartment leading from the big drawing-room and upholstered in pale blue.

The blind was down, for the sun was blazing-hot outside. But as she took my hand I saw that her eyes had dark rings around them, and that she had recently been crying.

I hardly know what words of sympathy and condolence I uttered as I held her small hand in mine. Her heart, however, was too full for words, and she burst into a flood of tears.

Shaw, unable to bear the sight of her grief, placed his hand tenderly upon her shoulder and urged her to bear up; but she only shook her head sadly in her profound sorrow.

I stood there, not knowing what to say; but a few moments later, when Shaw had left the room and we were alone, I too placed my hand upon her shoulder and strove to calm her.

You have all my most heartfelt sympathy, Miss Seymour, I said. I have ventured to come here to-day to see if I could be of any service to you.

Ah, what service can you render me, Mr Kemball, now that poor Guy is, alas! dead — dead! she cried hoarsely, staring straight before her. The inquest was held to-day. What have they decided?

That the poor fellow died of natural causes. He suffered from an unsuspected disease of the brain.

Ah, yes, she sighed. I expected they would say something like that. But— and she broke off short without concluding her sentence.

You dined with him only a few hours before, I remarked; for I had gone there on purpose to question her, and I hardly knew how to commence, fearing lest, in my anxiety, I might blunder.

Yes. Who would have thought that when I parted from him I should never see him again?

You left before the Vanes, did you not?

Yes. My father, just before eleven, told me that he was not feeling very well, so I ordered the car, and we came home, after a most delightful evening. The weather was bright, and everything had been done to perfection. On the way home Dad complained of bad pains in his head, and I became alarmed. Indeed, when we got here he seemed so very queer that I tried to persuade him to let me telephone for Doctor Redwood. But he would not hear of it. He begged me to go to bed, but I remained with him in the smoking-room until nearly three oclock.

Until three oclock? I echoed. And you did not leave him at all?

No. Because he seemed so very queer. I mixed him some brandy and water several times, and he tried to smoke, but could not.

What was his objection against summoning the doctor?

Oh, he said that he would be all right presently, and that it was only a bad headache. Long ago, when he was abroad, he had been subject to such attacks, he said. But he had not had one for years past.

And after three oclock you retired to bed?

It was half-past three, and getting quite light, when I saw him as far as his room. He looked fearfully pale and worn — quite unlike his usual self. He said he had fits of extreme nervousness, and I noticed that at times his limbs were trembling. I remarked upon it, but my comments seemed to irritate him. So I said nothing further. At nine oclock next morning he came down to breakfast quite well. Then — then — just after ten oclock last night — Captain Cardew telephoned to him telling him of the — the awful discovery at Titmarsh?

Her story made one fact entirely plain — namely, that Shaw, whatever he might be, was perfectly free from suspicion.

Is it not curious that your father was taken ill? I asked. Did he not tell the doctors?

No. Because long ago, when he was in South America, he was subject to such attacks, and his illness could not have had any connection with poor Guys death, he said.

She spoke very gravely, her sad, tearful eyes fixed upon the blue carpet. A slim, pathetic little figure she presented in her deep black, which, however, only served to heighten her wonderful beauty.

I questioned her further regarding the events of that fatal night, and convinced myself that Shaw had had no opportunity of returning to Titmarsh Court after he had once bade good-night to poor Nicholson.

Any suspicions I had entertained had now been swept away. Her statement, plain and straightforward, showed how solicitous she was of the welfare of the man whom she had always looked upon as her father. She had taken me into her confidence on the first day we had met, and she was certainly not deceiving me.

As I stood near, watching her, I became bewildered by the strange circumstances of the death of the man who had promised to come to me, and in confidence make certain revelations. My feelings towards Shaw had been mixed ones. He had been open and straightforward with me, and had told me that he was leading a double life. Asta had treated me as a friend; therefore I had intended to protect their secret from Nicholson as far as possible. Nevertheless, I had been consumed by curiosity to know what he had actually discovered — how far he had ascertained the truth.

His meaning words to Cardew on the night of his death showed that, owing to his discovery, he hesitated to ask Asta to become his wife. He loved her most passionately; and when a man loves as he did, then it must be a very serious bar which prevents him throwing prudence to the winds and marrying the girl of his choice.

Shaw re-entered the room presently, asking me to stay to luncheon, which I did. But the meal was, alas! a very dismal one. Asta, full of thoughts of her dead lover, hardly spoke a word, while Shaw himself seemed preoccupied and thoughtful.

The Coroner was an idiot, I declared in the course of our discussion of the events of the morning. He would scarcely allow any mention of poor Guys cry of horror heard by Cardew.

Ah, my dear Kemball, my friend replied, in many cases inquests are worse than useless. Coroners so often override the jury and instruct them as to what verdict they should return. In almost every case you will find that the jury, ignorant for the most part, though perfectly honest in their meaning, return a verdict in accordance with the evidence of the local doctor, who, in so many cases, happens to be the man who attends themselves and their families. If they are ill, they call him in and accept his dictum. They do just the same at a Coroners inquest. They never analyse or weigh the facts for themselves.

Asta has just been telling me that you too were very unwell that night, I said suddenly; and I noticed that, on hearing my words, he glanced across at the girl in annoyance.

Yes, he said, with a light laugh. I didnt feel over grand — a bad headache, just as I used to have years ago. But it was nothing. It didnt arise from anything I ate or drank. I knew that, and for that reason did not phone to Redwood. Yes, he added, I spent a rather poor night. Asta became quite alarmed.

Well, I exclaimed, what is your theory regarding the poor fellows death?

Theory! Well, after the medical evidence and the verdict of the jury, what can one think? he asked. There are certainly many curious points in the affair, and the chief one, to my mind, is the fact that he was found locked in the room.

Thats just my point. He could not have locked himself in.

Yet, remember that we only have the evidence of the girl Hayes that he was locked in. In her hurry to enter the room she seems to have fumbled at the lock, and, of course, in her alarm at the discovery, may have been deceived, and thought the key had been turned.

I had not before regarded her statement from that point of view, and his suggestion caused me to ponder. But next second I asked — 

If the door was not locked, then why should he have hammered to get out?

But did he hammer? queried Shaw. Sounds in the night are always distorted, remember.

Please dont discuss the horrible affair further, Dad, cried Asta, appealingly.

My dear, I beg your pardon, he exclaimed, turning to her hastily. I know I ought not to have mentioned the matter. Both Kemball and myself deeply condole with you in your grief. You never mentioned to me your affection for Guy, but I had guessed it long ago. I told Kemball about it, didnt I? and he glanced across at me.

Yes, you did, I said.

Ah, poor Guy! he sighed. He was such a thorough sterling fellow, and I had hoped, Asta, that you would marry and be happy. But, alas! the Fates have willed it otherwise.

I — I feel bewildered, Dad, exclaimed the girl. I cant believe that he is really dead, and rising suddenly, she again burst into tears, and with uneven steps left the room.

Poor child! remarked Shaw in a low voice, when she had gone. It is indeed a terrible blow for her. I had no idea that she was so devoted to him. She had many admirers in the neighbourhood, but he was evidently the one to whom she was most attached. And, between ourselves, Kemball, he added, in a low voice, his wineglass poised between his white fingers, he was one of the most eligible young fellows in the whole county — eight thousand a year, as well as a half-share in Nicholson Brothers of Sheffield. I had dreams of seeing Asta mistress of Titmarsh Court. But, of course, I never told her so. I believe in allowing a girl to make her own choice in life. Love affairs, if interfered with by elders, invariably turn out badly.

And so he chatted on as we smoked our cigarettes; and as I gazed into those small queer eyes of his, I became more and more convinced that my suspicions of the previous day had been unfounded. He could not possibly have had any hand in the poor fellows untimely end.

He could not know of Guys secret intention to make certain revelations to me — and even if he did, he knew quite well that I was already aware that he was leading a double life. No; when I carefully weighed over the whole of the facts, I came to the conclusion that the man before me — mysterious though he might be — had every motive that Guy Nicholson should live. I do not think my intelligence was much above that of the ordinary man, yet I felt that if he were an adventurer, as already seemed proved, then what more natural than that he should secure Nicholson as husband for Asta, and afterwards judiciously bleed him. It certainly was not to his interest that the fellow should die.

The circumstances were full of suspicion, I admit; but the hard facts certainly disproved that Harvey Shaw had had any hand in the strange affair.

Still, what was the Something which had held poor Guy horror-stricken, and which had produced symptoms so near akin to the affection of the brain that the doctors had been deceived by it and the Coroner and jury misled?

The opinion I still held was that Guy Nicholson did not die a natural death. Therefore I intended to leave no stone unturned in my endeavour to probe the extraordinary mystery, and to ascertain the truth of what had actually occurred in that long old room during the silent watches of that fateful night.


Chapter Fourteen.

Contains Another Suggestion.
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A WEEK WENT by — a breathless, anxious week.

I had attended poor Guys burial in the pretty churchyard of Titmarsh village, and as I turned from the grave I could not help wondering about what he had intended to tell me, had he but lived to speak.

Yet his lips were sealed. Some one had known of his intentions, and had forced silence upon him.

My mind was ever full of dark thoughts and black suspicions, and yet I had so clearly proved that Harvey Shaw, against whom his intention was to speak, had had no hand in the matter. Of one thing, however, I was convinced: poor Nicholson had been cruelly murdered.

About eight days after the funeral, Shaw, one hot afternoon, drove over alone in his car, and found me smoking in a deck-chair beneath a tree. The object of his visit was to tell me of Guys will. It had been found, he said, that the young man had bequeathed the sum of ten thousand pounds to Asta.

He was infatuated with her, poor fellow, Shaw declared, in a tone of slight annoyance. Of course she will not touch a penny of it. How could she? Ah! when he made that will, only two months ago, he never dreamt that he would meet with such a sudden end.

No, I sighed, my mind full of wonder. At that moment many strange things flitted across my brain. We all of us foolishly believe that we have many years to live.

As soon as Asta heard of the legacy, she declared that she would not accept it, he remarked, But I suppose she must, even though she transfers it to some charity, as is her intention.

I can quite understand her reluctance to take the dead mans present, I said. It is only natural. Is she still very upset?

Very. I scarcely know what to do with her. She suffers from insomnia, and sits for hours moping and sobbing. Ive been wondering if a trip abroad would bring about forgetfulness. But she declared that shes had enough travelling, and prefers her own home. Therefore Im half afraid to take her away. Redwood advises a journey through Hungary and Roumania, which would be fresh ground for her. But at present Im undecided.

He remained with me for a couple of hours, and afterwards left, when that same evening I was called by telephone up to London to see my lawyer regarding the pending action concerning a portion of my land.

Fortunately, at the inquest, I had met the dead mans solicitor, Mr Sewell, and in order to ascertain whether Shaws statement was correct, I called upon him in Lincolns Inn Fields. From what I gathered it seemed that the bulk of the property had passed to a cousin, and that Asta had declined to accept her legacy, and had given instructions for it to be divided between three London hospitals.

The solicitor, like myself, disagreed with the finding of the Coroners jury. Yet he could form no theory as to the manner in which his client had met with his untimely end.

On the afternoon of my return to Upton End, four days later, I was in the library scribbling a letter to catch the post, when a card was brought to me bearing the name, Mrs Charles Olliffe.

The lady has come by car, sir, and wishes very particular to see you, the girl said.

I was not over-pleased to have a visitor at that moment; nevertheless, I ordered her to be shown in, and in a few moments found myself confronted by a tall, well-built, good-looking, well-dressed woman of about forty-five, wearing a smart motor-bonnet and dust-coat. The latter was open, revealing a fine diamond brooch in her white silk blouse.

As our eyes met, I held my breath; but next moment I managed to recover myself, and bowing, offered her a chair.

I hope, Mr Kemball, that you will pardon my intrusion. I am a stranger to you, but I wished to see you upon a matter of the greatest importance to myself.

There is no necessity for apology, I assured her. I am at your service.

My eyes were fixed upon her in wonder, for I had, on the instant I had seen her, recognised her as the original of the newspaper photograph I had locked away in my safe — the picture of Lady Lettice Lancaster!

She certainly had the air and manner of a lady, and surely none would have suspected her to be a convicted criminal. Notwithstanding her age, she was extremely well-preserved. She spoke low and with refinement, whilst her bearing was that of a well-bred woman. Her smile, too, as she spoke to me, was good-humoured, almost fascinating.

The fact is, Mr Kemball, she said, as I seated myself and bent towards her in attention, resolved not to betray my knowledge of her identity, I believe you were a friend of a very great friend of mine.

Who is that? I asked quickly.

Mr Melvill Arnold.

Across my mind there flashed the recollection of that threatening letter through which I had discovered the truth concerning the ingenious Lady Lettice.

Yes. It is true that I knew Mr Arnold, I said slowly.

It is about him that I have ventured to call. I live near Bath, but I motored over to-day in the hope of seeing you, she said. I heard from a mutual friend that you were present at Mr Arnolds death, and that he entrusted you with certain matters concerning his estate. It was an honour, I assure you, for he trusted nobody.

Recollecting that strange letter threatening vengeance, I was not very communicative. She plied me with many clever questions, to which I carefully avoided giving satisfactory answers. She was pumping me, I knew. But I could see no motive. Hence I exercised every care in my replies.

Through what channel had she become aware of my acquaintance with the man now dead? I had believed that only Shaw and his daughter were aware of it, but she denied any knowledge of them.

I, however, found myself compelled to describe the circumstances of his death, for, after carefully reviewing the situation, I saw that the most diplomatic course was to profess frankness, and by so doing I might be able to learn some further facts concerning the man whose past was so completely hidden.

I recognised that she was an exceedingly shrewd and clever woman. The manner in which she put her questions, her well-feigned carelessness, and her deep regret at his death, all showed marvellous cunning. Yet, from that letter, it seemed to me evident that the man about whose end she was now so anxious had actually betrayed her into the hands of the police.

And this refined, soft-spoken, elegant woman had spent some months in prison! It seemed utterly incredible.

Like Shaw, she seemed extremely anxious to know if I were aware whether Arnold had made a will. But I told her that, so far as I knew, there was none, and, further, I was unaware of the name of his lawyer.

I fear that Mr Arnold had no solicitors, she said. He would not trust them.

Then who is in charge of the dead mans estate? I asked, hoping for some information.

Ah! Thats a complete mystery, Mr Kemball, was her reply. That Mr Arnold was wealthy — tremendously wealthy — there is no doubt. Yet he was as mysterious himself as was the source of his enormous income. It was derived in the East somewhere, but of its true source even the Commissioners of Income Tax are unaware.

He was a complete mystery in many ways.

In every way. I was one of his most intimate friends, but I confess that I was most puzzled always. He lived in secret, and it appears that he has died in secret, replied Mrs Olliffe. I had hoped, Mr Kemball, that you could perhaps throw some light upon the manner in which he has disposed of his property.

Unfortunately, I know nothing, was my reply. He merely asked me to perform several little services for him after his death; and having done them, there my knowledge ends.

She looked me steadily in the face for a few moments with her shrewd, deep-sunken eyes, and then with a smile said — 

I expect you think that I am hoping to benefit under his will. But, on the contrary, I know full well that I should not. All I can tell you, Mr Kemball, is that if you have accepted any trust of Melvill Arnolds, then only evil can result.

Why? I asked quickly, remembering the character of the woman before me.

Because Arnold was a worker of evil.

Then you were not his friend, eh?

Yes, I was. Only I have warned you, was her quick reply.

Curious that Harvey Shaw should have also made a similar assertion. Had he not told me that the bronze cylinder which reposed in the safe just behind where she was seated had brought evil upon those who had held it in their possession?

I found Mrs Olliffe distinctly interesting. As I sat chatting with her, I recollected the strange stories told of her at the Old Bailey, and of her curiously romantic life. Now that she was free, she was, without doubt, again carrying on her old game. Once a woman is an adventuress, she remains ever so until the grave.

Though she had denied all knowledge of Shaw, it seemed to me that only through him could she have learnt of my existence and my acquaintance with the dead man Arnold.

More and more it appeared plain that the man who had died in that hotel off the Strand was possessed of great wealth, yet the source of it was a mystery complete and profound. She had known him intimately, yet she would tell me very little concerning him.

He was, of course, very eccentric, she declared. One of his fads was that he scarcely ever slept in the same bed twice in succession. He was constantly changing his address, and he preferred to present the appearance of being poor.

Where did he live usually? I asked.

Half his time he was abroad — in Tunis, Algeria, or Egypt. He seemed extremely fond of North Africa. Why, I could never discover.

I tried to turn the conversation upon Shaw and Asta, but she was far too wary to be drawn into an admission that she knew them, and presently, after she had taken tea with me, she left.

Upon her card I found her address, and resolved to make a few inquiries concerning her. Therefore, two days later, I took train to Bath, and found that she lived in a fine old mansion called Ridgehill Manor, near Kelston, about three miles out of the city.

At the little old-fashioned inn at Kelston village I had tea in the best room, and began to chat about the people in the neighbourhood.

Ah, yes. Mrs Olliffes a widow, said the stout, white-bearded landlord, when I mentioned the Manor. Shes been here close on two years now. Everybody likes her. Last year she kept a host of company always, lots of well-known folk, but this summer there havent been very many visitors. Scarcely anybody except Mr Nicholson — and hes always there, more or less.

Nicholson! I cried, startled at mention of the name. Was he Mr Guy Nicholson, from Titmarsh?

I dont know where he comes from, sir, but his name is Guy, sir. He hasnt been here for a week or two now. He often comes over on his motor-cycle. Sometimes he calls in here, for I do all the station-work for Mrs Olliffe. Hes a very nice, affable young gentleman. I only wish there were a few more of his sort about.

Hes a friend of Mrs Olliffes, you say? Has he been coming here for long?

Ever since shes been here. They used to say he came to see Miss Farquhar, a young lady who was staying up at the Manor. But he comes just as much since shes left. Ah! he added, now I recollect. Only a week ago I took a parcel to the station from the Manor addressed to Mr Nicholson at Titmarsh, near Corby, I think it was.

I asked the landlord to describe the young man we were discussing, and he gave me an exact description of Guy himself.

When it grew dark, I trudged along the dusty high road up the hill for a mile, and obtained a good sight of the Manor. It was, I found, a splendid old Tudor mansion, standing on the side of a hill in a finely timbered park, and in full view from the high road. Would the country folk have held its occupier in such high esteem had they but known the curious truth?

While standing there gazing across the broad park to the old, gabled, ivy-clad house, with its pointed roofs and twisted chimneys, I heard the hum of an approaching motor-car, and I was only just in time to draw back into a hedge. In it sat Mrs Olliffe herself.

But the discovery I had made had opened up an entirely new train of thought.

Guy had been that undesirable womans friend. Was it possible that she had been implicated in the poor fellows mysterious end?

That night I lay awake in the York House Hotel in Bath, thinking — thinking very deeply.


Chapter Fifteen.

Contains some Fresh Facts.
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I WAS IN London again a few days later, and Captain Cardew lunched with me at the club.

You were poor Guys intimate friend, I remarked as we sat together. Have you ever heard him speak of a Mrs Olliffe, who lives somewhere near Bath?

Oh yes, was his reply, as he sat twisting his wineglass by the stem. He knew her. She had a niece or something, a Miss Farquhar, living with her, and he was rather sweet on her at one time, I believe.

Have you ever met the widow? I asked.

Guy introduced me to them one night at the Savoy.

Where is the young lady now?

Somewhere in India, I think. Her fathers a civilian out there.

But this Mrs Olliffe, I said. Dont you know any thing about her?

Only that she is a widow, and very well off; has some fine pheasant shooting, I believe, and gives some gay week-end parties.

What was her husband?

I fancy he was a banker, or something.

I smiled within myself at his reply.

Shes evidently in rather a good set, Cardew went on, for Ive often seen in the Morning Post accounts of her parties, which seem to include quite a number of distinguished people.

Well, I said, as you know, Cardew, I am busy making my own inquiries. It is a slow, tedious process, but I am hopeful of success. I intend to discover by what means poor Guy was killed; therefore his friends interest me — especially his women friends. For that reason I am trying to discover all I can concerning Mrs Olliffe.

He was silent for a moment; then, bending across the table to me, said — 

It has never occurred to me before, Kemball, but somehow, now that I reflect, I can see that Guy appeared to be in fear of the lady we have just been discussing.

In fear of her?

Yes. One circumstance made it quite plain. A little over a month ago, I was staying with him at the Grand at Eastbourne, and wanted him to come with me to Brighton for the week-end, but he told me he had an appointment on the Sunday which he could not break. I urged him to go, but he would not, and on Sunday night he went out about nine oclock, and did not return until two in the morning. I chaffed him next morning. But he was pale and haggard, and his reply was significant. No, old chap, he said. Sometimes a fellow gets into a bit of a hole. Im in one — a woman, as you can guess. And I had to keep that appointment. I couldnt refuse her, for we had some serious business to transact. Ah, he sighed, if I could only think that Id never see her again, by Gad! Id be a different man!

And you guessed that he met the widow? I said.

I know that he did, for later that same morning he let a remark drop casually that he had to see Mrs Olliffe off in Hastings.

Then she had some hold upon him?

Apparently so. But Guy was always very close about his personal affairs.

That was over a month ago, eh?

Perhaps six weeks.

I was silent. Was it possible that the tragedy had been the outcome of that secret midnight meeting in Eastbourne? Yet why should they meet in such secrecy when he had been in the habit of going to Ridgehill Manor so openly? By the discovery I had thus made mystery had been piled upon mystery.

We dropped the subject, and took our coffee and liqueurs in the big smoking-room which looked out upon Piccadilly and the Park. Then, when he had gone, I cast myself into an easy-chair in the silence-room and pondered deeply.

I reviewed all the facts just as I had done a thousand times through those long sleepless nights, and came to the conclusion that Asta, loving the dead man as she did, was the only person capable of assisting me to bring the culprit to justice.

The stumbling-block was that I could form no theory as to how Guy Nicholson had been killed, such subtle means had been used in the accomplishment of the crime.

Cardew expressed himself ready and eager to assist me in my inquiries.

If you want any help, my dear Kemball, you have only to wire to me. Ill get leave and come to you, wherever you may be, he said.

I thanked him, and soon afterwards I waved my hand to him as he descended the steps of the club.

It occurred to me that I should attempt to become on friendly terms with Mrs Olliffe. By that means I might perhaps learn something.

Therefore, one afternoon a few days later, I was shown into the pretty, old-fashioned, chintz-covered drawing-room at Ridgehill Manor, where the widow, in a cool gown of figured muslin, rose to meet me. With her was a grey-moustached man of military appearance, and a young girl of twenty or so, and they were taking tea.

From my interesting hostess I received a pleasant welcome, and, after being introduced, was handed a cup of tea. Yes, I actually took it from the hand that I suspected of striking down the poor fellow at Titmarsh!

Yet in her handsome, well-preserved face, as she chatted and laughed with her friends, evidently near neighbours, there was surely no trace of guilt. That countenance fascinated me when I recollected her extraordinary career and the ingenuity and cunning she had displayed in her efforts to live upon the credulity of others.

The girl was talking of tennis, and gave her hostess an invitation to a party on the following day.

Sir Charles will be there, so do come, the girl urged.

Im afraid I have to go to the Reids with my brother, the widow replied. He accepted their invitation a month ago.

And almost as she said this, a tall, distinguished-looking, clean-shaven man of forty-five entered, and was introduced to me as her brother, George King. As I bowed I wondered if this man were the accomplice of whom the police had spoken at the Old Bailey — the husband Earnshaw, who sometimes posed as her brother, sometimes as her husband, and sometimes as a servant!

As he seated himself near me and began to chat, I realised that he was just as clever and refined as his alleged sister. He had just returned from six months in Russia and the Caucasus, he told me, and described the pleasant time he had had.

When at last Mrs Olliffes visitors rose and left, I requested a word with her alone.

Certainly, she said — not, however, without a slightly startled glance, which I did not fail to notice. Come in here; and she led me through to her own little sitting-room — a charming, cosy place, very tastefully furnished and restful.

When we were seated, I began without preamble — 

You will recollect, Mrs Olliffe, that we had some conversation concerning the late Melvill Arnold. You were anxious to learn facts connected with his death.

Yes, she said, with a strange look upon her handsome face. My object, I may as well tell you, Mr Kemball, was to satisfy myself that he died a natural death; that — well, that he was not the victim of foul play.

Foul play! I gasped, staring at her. Do you suspect that?

She shrugged her well-shaped shoulders without replying.

Had he any enemies — any person who would benefit by his death? I asked quickly.

Yes.

And you suspect them of—

I suspect nobody, she hastened to assure me. Only his sudden and mysterious end is extremely suspicious.

Well, I can assure you that you need have no suspicion, I said. I was with him on board ship when he was suddenly taken ill, and I remained with him nearly the whole time until the end.

Nearly. You were absent sometimes.

Of course. I was not with him both night and day.

And therefore you cant say with absolute certainty that his enemies had no access to him, she said.

But even if they had, they can have profited nothing, I said.

How do you know? Melvill Arnold was extremely wealthy. Where is it all? Who knows but that he was not robbed of it in secret, and death brought upon him in order to prevent the truth from being revealed.

I shook my head and smiled.

I fear, Mrs Olliffe, that your imagination has run just a trifle wild. Arnold died a natural death, and the doctor gave a certificate to that effect.

Ill never believe it, she declared. If there had not been foul play, the whereabouts of his great wealth would be known. He was a friend, a great friend, of mine, Mr Kemball, so please forgive me for speaking quite frankly.

You are, of course, welcome to your own opinions, but I, who know the facts so well, and who was present at his death, am able to state with authority that his end was due to natural causes.

It is curious that he should have trusted you — a perfect stranger, she said, with coolness. You did not explain the nature of your trust.

It was upon that very point, Mrs Olliffe, that I called to see you to-day, I said. Mr Arnold gave me a letter addressed to a certain Mr Alfred Dawnay, and—

To Alfred Dawnay! she gasped, starting to her feet as all the colour faded from her face. He wrote to him? she cried. Then—

She stopped short, and with one hand clutching her breast, she grasped the edge of the table with the other, for she swayed, and would have fallen.

I saw that what I had told her revealed to her something of which she had never dreamed — something which upset all her previous calculations.

Tell me, Mr Kemball, she exclaimed at last, in a hard, strained voice, scarce above a whisper, tell me — what did he write?

Ah! I do not know. I was merely the bearer of the letter.

You have no idea what Arnold told that man — what he revealed to him?

I have no knowledge of anything further than that, after Arnolds death, I opened a packet, and found the letter addressed to Dawnay.

To Dawnay! His worst enemy and his—

Was Dawnay an enemy? I asked. I took him, of course, to be the dead mans friend and confidant.

The woman laughed bitterly as she stood there before me with deep-knit brows, her mouth hard, and a determined look upon her cunning countenance.

Poor fool, he believed Dawnay to be his friend. Ah! what fatal folly to have written to him — to have placed trust in him. And yet, is not this my vengeance — after all these years? She laughed hysterically.

Is this man Dawnay such a very undesirable person? I asked quietly.

Undesirable! she cried, with flashing eyes. If Arnold had known but half the truth, he would never have reposed confidence in him.

But the letter may not, after all, have been one of friendship, I suggested.

It was. I can see through it now. Ah! why did I not know a week or two ago! How very differently I would then have acted, she murmured in a tone of blank despair. Her face was deadly pale and her lips were trembling.

Was Dawnay aware of Arnolds identity? I asked. It was upon the tip of my tongue to speak of the mysterious cylinder of bronze, but I hesitated, recollecting that this woman was not a person to be trusted.

How can I tell? she said hoarsely. Yet, from facts that have recently come to my knowledge, I now realise how Arnold must have foolishly disclosed the secret to his worst enemy.

What secret? I demanded anxiously.

But she was distrustful and evasive.

An amazing secret which, it is said, if revealed to the public, would cause the whole world to stand aghast, replied the woman, in a low, hollow voice.

Strange! Arnold, I recollected, had himself referred to the precious contents of that ancient cylinder in almost exactly the same terms!

What could that secret be?


Chapter Sixteen.

The Sign of the Hand.
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THE PROBLEM GREW daily more intricate. Try how I would, I could obtain no knowledge of the identity of the man known to me as Melvill Arnold. His name might be Edgcumbe, as it seemed from the letter I found in his possession, yet in the learned circles of Egyptologists he was unknown.

Certain facts were, however, plain, I argued. First, that he was wealthy was without doubt. Perhaps those big bundles of banknotes which he had compelled me to destroy before his death constituted his fortune. Perhaps he preferred to destroy them lest they fell into other hands. Secondly, it seemed certain that the woman now known as Mrs Olliffe had been arrested and convicted through some revelation made by him. Thirdly, this same woman was in active search of the whereabouts of the dead mans riches; and fourthly, it was more than likely that Harvey Shaw was really Arnolds friend and not his enemy, as the woman had alleged. Had not Arnold written to him in secret? Ah! What would I not have given for knowledge of the contents of that letter!

I called at Lydford Hall several times, and was gladly welcomed. Whatever Shaw might be, he was with me perfectly candid and straightforward, and gradually I became on most friendly terms with both him and Asta. Often they motored over to Upton End and lunched or dined with me, while I, on my part, became a frequent visitor in those long summer days. But I confess my friendship had for its object the elucidation of the strange mystery in which I found myself enveloped.

Asta was, alas! still inconsolable. Poor child! Time, instead of healing the wound caused by Guys sudden end, only served to aggravate it. She seemed to grow paler and more sad each day. Sometimes I endeavoured to console her, but she only shook her head in grief and silence.

To me she appeared unusually nervous and apprehensive. The least sound seemed to cause her to start and turn almost in terror. It appeared as though she had something upon her conscience — some secret which she feared moment by moment might be betrayed.

One afternoon, while sitting by the open window of the smoking-room at Lydford, I remarked upon her condition to Shaw.

Yes, he sighed, you are quite right, my dear Kemball. Ive noticed it too. Poor girl! It was a terrible blow for her. She wants a change. I urged her to go abroad long ago, but she would not hear of it. Now, however, Ive induced her at last to go for a motor-tour in France. We are starting next week, and go by Folkestone to Boulogne, thence by Beauvais, and, avoiding the pavé of Paris, by Versailles, Melun, Joigny, Chagny and Lyons across to Aix-les-Bains. Have you ever been there?

No. It must be a very fine run, I said.

Then why dont you come with us? he suggested. Im taking the sixty, and therell be plenty of room.

I reflected. The days were warm and bright, and I loved motoring. My own car, being only a fifteen, was not capable of doing such a journey.

Ah! he laughed, noticing my indecision. Of course, youll come. Asta will be delighted. Do keep us company, my dear fellow.

Very well, I said, Ill come, if you really mean that therell be room.

And so it was arranged.

When he told Asta a few minutes later her face brightened, and she turned to me, saying — 

Well, this is really good news, Mr Kemball. Dad has often been on the Continent with the car, but he has never taken me before. He as thought that the long runs might be too fatiguing.

Any thing, my dear, to get you out of this place, he said, with a laugh. You must have a change, or else youll be ill.

Later on, a young man and a girl called, and we played tennis for an hour. Then when the visitors had gone, I sat for a little while with Asta in the drawing-room to get cool. She looked very sweet in her simple lace blouse, short white skirt, and white shoes. Exertion had heightened the tint of her cheeks, and something of the old expression had returned to her eyes.

As we sat chatting, a peculiar low whistle suddenly reached our ears.

I listened. The call was repeated, and seemed to come from the room above.

Its Dad, the girl said. Of late he seems to have taken to whistling like that. Why, I cant tell, for we have no dogs.

We listened again, and it was repeated a third time, a short shrill call of a peculiar note. Apparently he was in his room directly over the drawing-room — which was the bedroom — and the window being open we could hear distinctly.

Again it was repeated, when Asta rose, and, going to the window, shouted up — 

Who are you calling, Dad?

Oh, nobody, dear, was his reply. I — I didnt know you were there. I thought you were with Mr Kemball in the garden.

The incident held me speechless for a few minutes, for I had suddenly recollected that after I had encountered Shaw at Titmarsh, on the occasion of the discovery of poor Guy, I had heard an exactly similar whistle. It was a peculiar note which, once heard, was not quickly forgotten.

We met Shaw outside on the lawn a few minutes later, when Asta exclaimed — 

Why have you got into the habit of whistling so horribly, Dad? One could understand it if we had dogs. But to whistle to nothing seems so idiotic.

All, so it is, dear, he replied, laughing. But I was not whistling to nothing. I was trying to call Muir, the gardener, from the window. I could see him at work over by the croquet lawn, but the old fellow gets very deaf nowadays.

Such was Shaws explanation. It was surely not an unusual circumstance, yet it was full of meaning when regarded in the light of what afterwards transpired.

As I walked with him, and he discussed our projected trip over those fine level roads of France, I could not help wondering why he had uttered that peculiar call on that well-remembered morning at Titmarsh Court.

A fortnight later, in the crimson of the glorious afterglow, we swung down the hill into the quaint old-world village of Arnay-le-Duc, in the Côte dOr, a quiet, lethargic place built around its great old château, now, alas! in ruins since the Huguenots gained their victory there under Coligny in 1570. Scarcely had we entered the silent village street, the echoes of which were awakened by our siren, when we pulled up before the long, low-built Hôtel de la Poste, a building painted grey, with jalousies of the same colour, and high sloping roof of slate, like many of those ancient hostelries one finds on the great highways of France — the posting houses of the days of Louis Quatorze, which nowadays bear the golden double A of the Automobile Association.

We were quite a merry trio, for since leaving England Asta had become almost her old self. The complete change of surroundings had wrought in her a wonderful improvement, and she looked sweet and dainty in her pale mauve motor-bonnet and silk dust-coat. Shaw wore dark spectacles, pleading that the whiteness of the roads pained his eyes. But I had shrewd suspicion that they were worn for disguise, for, curiously enough, of an evening he never removed them.

What did he fear in France?

That morning we had left Melun, where we had spent the night at the Grand Monarque, and after driving through the delightful Fôret de Fontainebleau, had lunched at the Hôtel de lÉpée in busy Auverre, and then spun away over the straight wide route nationale through Vermenton, Avallon, and quiet old Saulieu, in the midst of the rich vinelands, until we had accomplished the steep hills between that place and Arnay-le-Duc.

It was our intention to get on to Mâcon, a hundred kilometres farther, that night, but while we were sitting at dinner, in the unpretentious little salle à manger, eating a tasty meal of trout and cutlets, washed down by an old and perfect bottle of Beaune, Harris, the chauffeur, who had been hired for the tour because he knew the French roads, came and informed us of a slight breakdown of the engine, which would take him at least a couple of hours or so to repair.

Then we cant get on to Mâcon to-night, thats very certain, remarked Shaw.

Thats a pity, Dad, exclaimed Asta, for I wanted to spend a few hours there. Ive heard it is a wonderful place to buy antiques, and I want some old crucifixes to add to my collection.

Never mind, dear, he said, we will lunch there to-morrow. We cant expect to go through France without a single mishap. Very well, Harris, he added, well stay here to-night.

Three travellers in the wine trade, men who tucked their serviettes into their collars, and who ate and drank heartily, were our table companions, and soon we were all chatting merrily in French, while Madame and her two daughters waited upon us.

The room was at the back, and looked out upon the spacious old courtyard into which, in days bygone, the dusty Lyons mail used to rumble over the cobbles. It was bare, with highly polished oak floor, a mirror on the walls, and an old buffet, as is the style in French inns, while when we ascended to our rooms we found the same bareness and cleanliness pervading.

My window looked out upon the village street. The floor was carpetless and polished, the bed an old-fashioned wooden one, and besides a chair, a chest of drawers, and a washstand, the only other furniture was a japanned iron stand of hooks upon which to hang coats — that article which is common in every hotel from Archangel to Reggio, and from Ekaterinburg to Lisbon.

After a wash, we met below and strolled about the village, which, three hundred kilometres distant from Paris, and two hundred from Lyons, was, we found, a charming old-world place, once important, but now, alas! decayed and forgotten in the mad hurry of our modern world. In the heart of the wine-country, with the vines in lines with great regularity everywhere, it is still a place with a certain amount of commerce, but surely not so important or busy as in the days when on an average two hundred travelling coaches passed through daily.

We idled in the old courtyard watching Harris making his repairs, and after a final smoke upon the bench outside, we all retired about ten oclock, at which hour the whole village seemed already in profound slumber.

Shaws room was, I found, next to mine, but the communicating door was shut and bolted, while Asta was at the farther end of the corridor. The long journey and the fresh air had caused a great drowsiness to overcome me, and I was exceedingly glad to turn in. A peal of old bells were clanging somewhere as I blew out my candle, and a few minutes later I must have dropped off to sleep.

How long I slept I know not, but I awoke suddenly by feeling a strange touch upon my cheek, soft, almost imperceptible, yet chilly — a peculiar feeling that I cannot adequately describe. The contact, whatever it was, thrilled me, and as I opened my eyes I saw the grey light of dawn was just appearing. My face was towards the window, and as I looked I saw distinctly upon my pillow the silhouette of a dark and shadowy hand — a hand with weird, claw-like fingers.

Startled, I sat up in bed, but when I looked it had vanished.

It was as though the hand of the Angel of Death himself had touched me! At that instant I recollected the words written by Melvill Arnold before he died.

Holding my breath, and wondering at first whether I had not been dreaming, I looked about me. But there was nothing — absolutely nothing.

My first impulse was to shout, alarm Shaw, and tell him of my uncanny experience, but I could hear him snoring soundly in the adjoining room. So I crept out of bed and examined the communicating door. It was still bolted, just as I had left it.

Yet I still recollected most distinctly that touch upon my cheek. And I still had the black silhouette of that phantom hand photographed indelibly upon my memory.

I tried to persuade myself that the incident was but a mere chimera of my overwrought imagination, but, alas! to no avail.

I had actually seen Something with my own eyes!

But what could that weird Something have been?

Of what evil had Melvill Arnold desired to warn me when he had scrawled those curious final words before expiring?


Chapter Seventeen.

A Further Problem.
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I HAD SEEN the sign of the Hand against which Melvill Arnold had warned me with final effort before he expired.

I could not close my eyes again. Thoroughly awakened, I lay trying to convince myself that it was but a bad dream. Yet so distinct had been that touch, that I still felt the repulsive contact that had thrilled me and left upon me such a lasting impression.

In the uncertain light of early morning ones brain is often full of weird fancies, and as I lay there wondering, a thousand curious unreal conjectures floated through my mind.

I was not old, yet in my life I had probably travelled more, and seen more, than most men of my age. Of little love affairs I had had, of course, one or two. None of them had been serious — none, until the present.

Yes, I may as well here confess it. I loved Asta Seymour.

From the first moment that she had met me in that lonely country road, and I had sat by her side in the car, she had exercised over me a strange and fatal fascination. I found myself beneath the spell of her bewitching beauty.

I was drawn towards her by some strange, irresistible, unknown power — drawn to her as the moth is drawn towards the candle.

Fascinated alike by the mystery surrounding her foster-father and by her sweet pensive face, I had been constantly in her company. My thoughts were ever of her, to the oblivion of all else in the world. She was all in all to me, and I was now involuntarily her slave, so entangled had I become in the net of her sweet and wondrous charm. Ah yes! I loved her — loved her with all the strength of my being, with all the passion of my soul.

But I had not spoken. My secret was as yet my own.

Nevertheless, it was in order to be near her that I, like Nicholson, had accepted Shaws invitation; in order also to protect her, for, knowing what I did of the mans peril of arrest, I had been seized by a strange presage of evil that might befall her.

I lay awake, listening to the clanging of the old bells of a monastery near by, and thinking it all over. Yes, in those few weeks I had grown to love her, even though she undoubtedly was in possession of some strange if not guilty secret.

Yet how could I reveal my heart to her while recollections of poor Guy still, filled her mind? No, I must wait and watch in patience, my heart tortured constantly by the burning fires of unspoken love.

Thinking, reflecting, pondering, resolving, I still lay there, when suddenly I became conscious that my friend in the adjoining room was no longer snoring.

I heard a curious sound. He gave a quick, loud gasp, as though of alarm, followed by a murmured growl. Was he speaking in his sleep? I listened attentively until my ears caught another sound. He had risen and was moving about his room.

I was rather pleased than otherwise, for it relieved the tension, and I breathed more freely. The apparition of that claw-like hand before my face had, I believe, somewhat upset my nerves.

Is that you, Shaw? I called out, but there was no response.

All was quiet. The movement in the adjoining room had ceased.

Already I had satisfied myself that nobody could enter my room, both doors being bolted on the inside, but I slipped again out of bed, and, going to the communicating door, rapped upon it, crying — 

Shaw! Shaw! Are you asleep?

Hulloa? growled a sleepy voice. Why, whats up, eh?

Nothing, I laughed. Are you still in bed?

Of course I am, why? Whats the matter? Anything wrong?

No, nothing, I replied. Only I heard you groaning, thats all. Talking in your sleep, I expect.

I — I didnt know, he said. Sorry, Kemball, if I disturbed you.

All right, I laughed, and then returned to bed again.

I pondered over the fact that while he certainly had been upon, his feet — for I distinctly heard the creaking of the beeswaxed boards — a moment before I called, yet he made pretence of being asleep. The only explanation was that, while asleep, he had got out of bed, a not unusual circumstance with some people, and with that surmise I had to be content.

Truly, that night had been fraught with a strange inexplicable terror. Though dawn spread slowly, and from where I lay I could see the first flush of crimson in the sky heralding the suns coming, yet I could not rid myself of that phantom hand, those thin skeleton fingers that had touched my cheek and left a chilly impression upon it.

I rose and looked into the tiny oval toilet-glass, startled when I saw evidence that my experience was an actual tangible one.

Upon my left cheek was a faint red mark, almost like a scratch, where the chilly hand had touched me!

Carefully I examined it, but there seemed no abrasion of the skin. By the deadly contact it had been irritated, inflamed — seared, it seemed, by the chill finger of the dreaded Unknown.

Moving without a sound, so as not to attract Shaws attention, I made a minute survey of the apartment, examining the walls to assure myself of no hidden doorway such as are common in old houses of that description. But there was none. The only modes of ingress were both securely locked and bolted.

Soon after six oclock I dressed and went out. I could remain in that chamber no longer. I wandered through the quaint old village, already agog, for Arnay-le-Duc retires early and is astir with the rising of the sun. Ascending the hill, I had a look at the round frowning towers of the ancient stronghold of the Counts dArnay, now, alas! grey, weather-beaten, and ruined. In them a last stand was made by a party of the 79th Regiment of Infantry against the Prussians in 1870, when the latter brought some field-pieces to bear upon the place and completed the ruin which time had long ago begun. Part of the village had afterwards been burned by the enemy, who had already devastated the whole of the smiling countryside of the Côte dOr, and laid bare the valley of the Yonne with fire and sword.

As I stood beneath the battered walls where great ugly holes showed as mute evidence of the destruction wrought by the German guns, a beautiful panorama of sloping wine-lands, of river and rich pastures spread before me, while behind lay the long open road to Lyons, fringed on each side by high poplars planted at regular intervals and running straight as an arrow across the blue distant plain to old-world Mâcon.

Over that road we sped two hours later at a speed which would never be allowed in England, and raising a perfect wall of dust behind us. Asta, seated between Shaw and myself, seemed unusually bright and happy, for she laughed merrily, and declared herself delighted with the novelty and change of the journey.

What was the matter with you early this morning, Kemball? inquired my host presently with a laugh.

You woke me up suddenly, and I believed that you were unwell!

No, I said. On the contrary, I was awake, and I heard you sigh and groan, therefore I believed you were ill.

You were awake? he echoed, regarding me sharply through his dark spectacles. Then — then I must have had the nightmare or something, eh?

Probably you had, I said. Then I added, I didnt pass a very good-night myself.

I hate sleeping in strange beds, Asta declared.

One has to get used to them on a motor-tour, remarked Shaw, leaning back again, his face set straight before him.

I was half inclined to relate my weird experience, yet I felt that if I did Asta might only regard me as a frightened fool.

Therefore the subject dropped when next moment, as the road ran over the hillside, we burst forth into admiration of the wide and magnificent panorama with a splendid old château with numberless round-slated turrets, perched upon a huge rock rising from the valley in the foreground — a huge, mediaeval fortress, yet still inhabited. Below clustered the sloping roofs of a small village within the ponderous walls of the château, entrance to which was by two ancient gates, with guard-houses built above them — a place which long ago had been the stronghold of one of the robber-barons of the Yonne.

Truly the Lyons road is full of variety and picturesqueness, running, as it does, through those rich vinelands and mountains of the Côte dOr, before descending to the valley where the broad Saone flows south to join the mighty Rhone.

Passing through the beautiful Saussey forest, where the thick trees met in many places overhead, we shot through Ivry village, and, fifty kilometres after leaving Arnay-le-Duc, were compelled to slow down on entering the busy agricultural town of Chalons-sur-Saone. There we came to the river-bank, following it through a number of villages well-known in the wine-country, St. Loup, Beaumont, Tournus, and Fleurville, until at last we found ourselves passing slowly over the uneven cobbles and among the curious high-gabled houses of old-world Mâcon.

There, at the Hotel Terminus, we lunched, and afterwards, while Shaw sat smoking, I went forth with Asta to an antiquarian, to whom we were recommended, in order to buy antique crosses.

In the musty old shop, down in the older part of the town, kept by a short, bald-headed, but urbane Frenchman, we found several treasures, beautiful old crucifixes of carved ivory and mother-of-pearl which Asta at once purchased in great delight and at moderate prices.

I bought an old thumb-ring and a couple of other trifles, and having plenty of time at our disposal we strolled into the old cathedral and had a look round the market-place.

Ah! how delightful it was to be her escort; how sweet to have her even for one single hour alone!

As we retraced our way to the hotel with halting steps, I resolved to tell her of my weird experience of the previous night.

A curious thing happened to me last night — or rather very early this morning, I said, turning to her as we walked.

She looked quickly into my face and her lips were pressed together. But only for a second.

What was that? Tell me, she said.

Well. Do you see upon my left cheek a long red mark? Its going away now, but it was very plain this morning, I said.

Yes, she replied. I noticed it when we started. It hardly shows at all now.

Well, its cause is quite inexplicable — a mystery, I said. I am in no way superstitious, and I am no believer in the supernatural, but in that inn at Arnay-le-Duc there is a Something — something uncanny. I was sound asleep when, just before night gave place to day, a cold hand touched my cheek — a phantom hand that left the mark which you see?

A hand? she gasped, staring at me, her lips pale and cheeks suddenly blanched. Explain it. I — I cant understand.

I awoke quickly at the chill death-like contact, and saw the hand a few inches from my face — thin, claw-like, and yet a dark shadowy phantom which disappeared in an instant, even before I, so suddenly awakened, could realise what it actually was. But it was a hand — of that I am absolutely positive.

Yes, she said slowly, in a low, hoarse voice, nodding her head and pausing as though reflecting deeply. Yes, Mr Kemball, you were not mistaken. I — I, too, strangely enough, had a very similar experience about six weeks ago, while staying up at Scarborough with Louise Oliver, an old schoolfellow of mine. I, too, saw the terrible Thing — the Hand!

You! I gasped, staring at her. You have seen it!

In response she nodded, her eyes set straight before her, but no word escaped her white, pent-up lips.


Chapter Eighteen.

I Make a Discovery.
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THE TERMINUS HOTEL at Lyons is, as you know, a large, artistically furnished place at the Perrache Station, an hotel with a huge and garish restaurant below, decorated in the style known as art nouveau. It is a busy spot, where rushing travellers are continuously going and coming, and where the excitable Frenchman, fearing to lose his train, is seen at his best.

It was there we arrived about six oclock, and at seven we sat together, a merry trio, at dinner. The cooking was perfect, the wines excellent, and after dinner Shaw mentioned that he had letters to write. Therefore I seized the opportunity to stroll out with Asta, for it was pleasant to walk after so many hours in the car.

She was dressed neatly in black coat and skirt, and a small straw hat trimmed with black ribbon — mourning for Guy Nicholson — and as we wandered out our careless footsteps led us across that wide square called the Cours du Midi, and down upon the Quai de la Charité beside the broad, swiftly flowing Rhone, the water of which ran crimson in the brilliant afterglow.

A hot, breathless evening, in which half Lyons seemed to be taking an airing along the Quais of that winding river-bank which traverses the handsome city. We had turned our backs upon the high railway bridge which spans the river, and set our faces towards the centre of the city, when I noticed that Asta seemed again very silent and thoughtful.

I inquired the reason, when she replied — 

Ive been thinking over your curious experience of last night. I — Ive been wondering.

Wondering what?

Ive been trying to discern what connection your experience had with my own up in Yorkshire, she said. I saw the hand distinctly — a thin, scraggy hand just as you saw it. But I have remained silent because — well, because I could not convince myself that such a thing was actually a reality.

Describe the whole circumstance, I urged. On the occasion when you saw it, was the door of your room locked?

Most certainly, was her reply. Louise, who is married to a solicitor in Scarborough, invited me up to stay a week with her, and I went alone, Dad having gone to London. The house was on the Esplanade, one of the row of big grey houses that face the sea on the South Cliff. The family consisted only of Louise, her husband, three maids, and myself, as visitor. My room was on the second floor, in the front facing the sea, and my experience was almost identical with that of yourself last night. I was awakened just before dawn by feeling a cold touch upon my cheek. And opening my eyes I saw the hand — it seemed to be the horrible hand of Death himself!

Most extraordinary! I ejaculated.

Since then, Mr Kemball, I have wondered whether; that touch was not sent as warning of impending evil — sent to forewarn me of the sudden death of the man I loved!

I was silent. The circumstances, so curiously identical, were certainly alarming. Indeed, I could see that the narration of my extraordinary experience had terrified her. She seemed to have become suddenly most solicitous regarding my welfare, for after a slight pause she exclaimed anxiously — 

Do, Mr Kemball, take every precaution to secure your own safety. Somehow I — well, I dont know how it is, but I feel that the hand is seen as warning — a warning against something which threatens — against some evil of which we have no expectation, or—

It warned you of the terrible blow which so soon afterwards fell upon you, I interrupted. And it has warned me — of what?

She shook her head.

How can we tell? she asked.

In a flash the remembrance of that bronze cylinder and the dire misfortune which had befallen every one of its possessors occurred to me. I recollected the ancient hieroglyphics upon the scraps of brown crinkled papyri, and their translation. But surely the apparition of the Hand could have no connection with what had been written long ago, before our Christian era?

Did you actually feel the cold touch of the Hand? I asked her in eagerness.

Yes. It awakened me, just as it awakened you.

And there was no one else in the house but the persons you named. I mean you are positive that you were not a victim of any practical joke, Miss Seymour? I asked.

Quite certain. The door of my room was locked and bolted. It was at the head of the stairs. There were four rooms on that floor, but only mine was occupied.

The window? If I recollect aright, most of the houses on the Esplanade at Scarborough have balconies, I remarked.

Mine had a balcony, it is true, but both windows were securely fastened. I recollected latching them before retiring, as is my habit.

Then nobody could possibly have entered there!

Nobody. Yet I have a distinct recollection of having been touched by, and having actually seen, the hand being withdrawn from my pillow. I rushed out of the room and alarmed the house. In a few moments every one came out of their rooms, but when I told my story they laughed at me in ridicule, and Louise took me back to bed, declaring that I must have had a bad dream. But I could sleep there no longer, and returned home next day. I did not tell Dad, because I knew that he would only poke fun at me.

For some moments I did not speak. Surely ours was a strange conversation in that busy modern thoroughfare, amid the café idlers seated out in the roadway, and the lounging groups enjoying the cool air from the river after the heat and burden of the day.

Strange it was — very strange — that almost the same inexplicable circumstances had occurred to her as to me.

Had I been superstitious I certainly should have been inclined to the belief that the uncanny hand — which was so material that it had left its imprint upon my flesh — was actually some evil foreboding connected with the bronze cylinder — the Thing which the papyri decreed shall not speak until the Day of Awakening. Was not the curse of the Wolf-god placed upon any one who sought knowledge of the contents of that cylinder, which had been placed for security in the tomb of the Great Merenptah, King of Kings? Even contact with the human hand was forbidden under pain of the wrath of the Sun-god, and of Osiris the Eternal.

As I walked there I recalled the quaint decipher of those ancient hieroglyphics.

Yes, the incident was the most weird and inexplicable that had ever happened to me. The whole problem indeed defied solution.

I had not attempted to open the cylinder, nor to seek knowledge of what was contained therein. It still reposed in the safe in the library at Upton End, together with that old newspaper, the threatening letter, and the translation of the papyri.

We wandered along the quay, Asta appearing unusually pale and pensive.

I wonder you did not recount your strange experience to your father, I exclaimed presently.

It happened in the house of a friend, and not at home. Therefore I resolved to say nothing. Indeed I had grown to believe that, after all, it must have been mere imagination — until you described what happened to you last night. That has caused me to; think — it has convinced me that what I saw was material and real.

Its a mystery, Miss Seymour, I said; one which we must both endeavour to elucidate. Let us say nothing — not even to your father. We will keep our own counsel and watch.

When we returned to the hotel we found Shaw awaiting us. Asta, being fatigued, retired to her room, and afterwards he and I strolled down to one of those big cafés in the Place Bellecour. A string band was playing a waltz, and hundreds of people were sitting out upon the pavement drinking their bock or mazagran.

Darkness had fallen, and with it the air became fresher — welcome indeed after those long hours on the white, dusty road of the Bourgogne. My host, in the ease of straw hat and grey flannel suit, still wore his dark glasses, and as we sat together at one of the tin tables near the kerb a man and a woman at the adjacent table rose and left, so that we were comparatively alone and in the shadow.

After we had been chatting merrily — for he seemed in the best of spirits and full of admiration of the way in which the French roads were kept — he removed his spectacles and wiped them.

As he did so he laughed across at me, saying in a low voice — 

Its a nuisance to be compelled to wear these — but I suppose I must exercise caution. One has always to bear the punishment of ones indiscretion.

Why?

He smiled grimly, but remained silent.

Even though he had admitted that he was not what he represented himself to be; even though I knew that he was an adventurer, and even though the dead man Arnold had urged me not to trust him implicitly, yet I somehow could not help liking him. He was always so full of quiet humour, and his small eyes twinkled merrily when those quaint remarks and caustic criticisms fell from his lips.

I thought that the danger which existed that evening in Totnes had passed, I remarked.

Only temporarily, I fear. Thanks to your generous aid, Kemball, I was able to slip through their fingers, as I have done on previous occasions. But I fear that the meshes of the net may one day be woven a trifle too closely. I shouldnt really care very much if it were not for Asta. You know how devoted I am to her, he added, leaning his arms upon! the small table and bending towards me as he spoke.

And if any little contretemps did happen to you? I asked.

Asta would, alas! be left alone, he said in a low, hoarse voice. Poor girl! I — I fear she would find a great change in her circumstances.

It was upon the tip of my tongue to acknowledges to him how madly I loved her, and of my intention of asking her to be my wife, yet somehow I hesitated, fearing, I think, lest he might scorn such a proposition, for I remembered how, after all, she was his sole companion, and that without her he would be lonely and helpless. She was the one bright spot in his soured life, he had declared to me more than once. Though scarcely yet out of her teens, she directed the large household at Lydford with all the genius and economy of an experienced housewife. Yes! hers had been a strange career — the adopted daughter of a man who was so often compelled to go into hiding in strange guises and in strange places.

Let us hope nothing will happen, I said cheerfully. Why should it?

His face broadened into a meaning grin, and he readjusted his hideous round spectacles and lit a fresh cigar.

Really, Mr Shaw, I said, your dark forebodings and your strange declarations puzzle me. True, I have endeavoured to serve your interests, and I regard you as a friend, heedless of what I cannot help suspecting. Yet you are never open and frank with me concerning one thing — your friendship with Melvill Arnold.

He started at mention of the name — a fact which caused me to ponder.

I hardly follow you.

Well, I said. Shortly before leaving England I received a visit from a certain Mrs Olliffe — a lady living near Bath. I believe you know her?

Yes! he gasped, grasping the edge of the table and half rising from his seat. Then she has seen you! he cried. What did she tell you?

Several things, I replied. She alleges that you were not Arnolds friend — but his fiercest enemy.

She has told you that! he cried bitterly. And what else has that woman said against me?

Nothing much.

Come, he exclaimed boldly. Tell me, Kemball, man to man, all that woman has said.

I saw that his manner had changed, his small eyes were flashing with fire, while upon his pale cheeks showed two scarlet patches.

Through my brain surged recollections of the womans allegations, but, seeing him in such anger, I did not desire to irritate him further, therefore I declared that whatever the lady had said was in no way derogatory to him.

You are not telling me the truth, Kemball, he declared, looking straight into my eyes. I know her too well. She has lied to you about me.

Probably, was my reply. I happen by a curious chance to know the character of the lady, and it is hardly such as would inspire me with confidence.

You know her then! he exclaimed, staring at me hard.

I know that at one time she passed as Lady Lettice Lancaster, and was sentenced to penal servitude as an adventuress.

Who told you that? How do you know that? he asked quickly.

It is surely common knowledge, was my reply. Therefore please dismiss from your mind that anything she might say to your detriment would impair our friendship.

Ah yes! he cried suddenly, taking my hand and wringing it warmly. I know, Kemball, that you, being my friend, will refuse to be influenced in any way by evil report. That woman is, as you rightly say, an unscrupulous adventuress. I knew her once — before her conviction — but I have since lost sight of her. Yet, I know she is my enemy, and — well, if it were to her interest she would have no compunction in giving me away to Scotland Yard.

Then she is your enemy?

My worst enemy.

Ah! Then I understand the reason of her allegations, I said, and a moment later the subject dropped.

We returned to the hotel just before midnight, and I ascended in the lift to my room. Shaw shook my hand and turned into his own room.

From my window I found that I commanded a wide, view of the great Place Carnot and the adjacent streets, picturesque with their many lights. I had not switched on my light, and was standing gazing below, when, of a sudden, I distinguished Shaw hurrying out of the hotel again and crossing the Place towards the Pont du Midi, the iron bridge on the right which spans the Rhone.

He had in a moment changed both hat and coat, I noticed, and therefore his sudden exit, after having led me to believe he was about to turn in, struck me as curious. So, without hesitation, I, too, slipped on another coat, and putting on a golf cap descended in the lift, and was soon speeding away in the direction he had taken.

When halfway across the bridge I saw him walking slowly before me, therefore I held back and watched. I followed him across the river, when he suddenly turned to the left along the Quai Claude Bernard, until at the foot of the next bridge, the Guillotière, he turned to the left along the Cours Gambetta until he came to a small square, the Place du Pont.

There he suddenly halted beneath a lamp and glanced at his watch. Then he idled across to the corner of one of the half-dozen dark, deserted streets which converged there, as though awaiting some one.

For a quarter of an hour he remained there calmly smoking, and quite unsuspicious of my proximity.

But his patience was at last rewarded, because from the shadow there emerged a female figure in dark jacket and skirt, to which after a moments hesitation he went forward with words of greeting.

They met beneath the light of a street lamp, and from where I stood, hidden in a doorway, I was sufficiently close to get a view of her countenance.

I held my breath.

It was that of the woman who had stood in the dock of the Old Bailey and been convicted of fraud — the woman who now lived in such style at Ridgehill Manor, and who was known in Bath as Mrs Olliffe.

For a moment they stood there in the night, their hands clasped, neither uttering a single word.

And yet Shaw had only an hour before declared her to be his most bitter and dangerous enemy!


Chapter Nineteen.

Falling Shadows.
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I WATCHED SHAW strolling slowly with, the woman through the ill-lit back streets of Lyons, speaking rapidly with her. She, however, appeared to listen in silent obstinacy.

He grew angry, yet she seemed to remain obdurate.

She was dressed plainly in tweed skirt and blouse à la touriste, and wore a hat with a long veil in the fashion so often adopted by American women visiting Europe.

They traversed the working-class district on the eastern side of the Rhone, where from behind the dingy red blinds of the cafés came the sounds of music and laughter, and where many groups of factory hands were idling about enjoying the cool night air. It was a noisy bizarre district, which favoured me, for I could watch the pair unobserved.

At the corner of the Place Morand they halted for a few moments, while he emphasised his words by striking his palm with his clenched fist, and she stood listening, her gaze turned towards the ground. Then, together, they crossed the big square to the left and traversed the bridge, passing beneath the deep shadows of the high, handsome Hôtel de Ville.

Though at times I was quite near them, yet I could not, of course, catch a single word uttered by either. Only by their actions and gesticulations could I judge, and it appeared plain that she had met him under compulsion, and was refusing to act as he desired.

And yet he had only that very evening declared the woman to be his worst and most dangerous enemy!

I reflected as I strode slowly on, keeping the two dark figures in sight. Shaw had, after all, never concealed from me the fact that he was wanted by the police for some offence. His sportsmanlike attitude, combined with his deep devotion to Asta, caused me involuntarily to like him. Perhaps it was because I loved her and he was her foster-father, always kind, indulgent, and solicitous for her welfare, that I really held him in esteem, even though he might be an adventurer.

Yet why had this woman Olliffe — as she now called herself — declared that Shaw had been Arnolds bitterest enemy? Surely it had been through my host himself that the woman knew of my existence, and my friendship with the dead man of mystery!

But even while I watched them turn the corner by the Hôtel de Ville, and stroll up that broad, deserted thoroughfare — in day so busy with its rows of fine shops, but now quiet and deserted — towards the Place Bellecour, my thoughts reverted to Asta, she who had lost her lover, but whom I had grown to love so truly and so well.

Suddenly I turned upon my heel and abandoned pursuit of the pair. What mattered it to me? Their affairs, whatever they might be, were their own. I loved Asta. Indeed, because of my deepening affection for her I had accompanied them upon that tour which had for its object my loves forgetfulness of the black tragedy which had so suddenly overshadowed her young life.

Guy Nicholson had promised to reveal something to me in strictest confidence, but, alas! his lips had been mysteriously closed before he had had opportunity. Closed by whom?

I turned down upon the quays and, following the Rhone bank, was soon back at the hotel.

I left my hat in my own room and, on entering our private sitting-room found, to my delight, that Asta was still there. She had been reading and had just risen as I entered, for she stood by the pale-green curtains at the window, holding a fold of them in her hand, and looking forth into the starlit night, her slim young figure clearly outlined against their dull soft green, a becoming rose-flush upon her cheeks, her lips slightly parted, and her eyes bewitchingly bright.

Ive been waiting for Dad, Mr Kemball, she said. Do you know where he is?

Out, I think, was my reply. I suppose hes smoking in one of the cafés. He believed that you had gone to bed, I expect.

And I threw myself lazily into a chair.

I thought that her eyes filled with tears as she turned back towards the long open windows and gazed out into the Place below. And I confess that this surprised me.

You are upset! I said softly, rising and standing at her side. Whats the matter, Miss Seymour? Tell me, confide in me — your friend.

I — I hardly know, she faltered, in a strange hoarse voice. I took her hand, and found it trembling. But—

But what? I asked. Her face was turned away from me towards the night.

Well, she said, after a long pause, as though reluctant to tell me, I fear that Dad has gone out to meet some one. When we arrived in this hotel I saw among his letters a handwriting which I recognised.

The writing of a woman, eh?

She started, turning to me quickly.

How did you know? she gasped.

Well — I guessed, I laughed.

You guessed correctly. And I have suspicion that he has gone out to-night to meet her in secret — to—

I waited for her to conclude her sentence, but her lips closed with a snap. The colour had left her cheeks while in her eyes was a strange wild look of fear.

In confidence, Miss Seymour, I may as well tell you that I saw him half-an-hour ago walking with a lady — a person who lives near Bath under the name of Olliffe.

Then my suspicions are correct! she cried. That woman has regained her power over him. My poor Dad! He has fallen into her clutches. Ah, Mr Kemball, if you only knew all! she added. If only I dare tell you!

Why not tell me? Surely I am your friend! You may trust me not to betray any secret, I said in deep earnestness.

They have met to-night. There is some mischief brewing. She is cruel, evil, unscrupulous.

I know — and a convicted criminal.

You know her, then? she asked quickly, looking into my eyes.

Yes. I am acquainted with Lady Lettice Lancaster, as she was once called, and I know that she was sentenced at the Old Bailey for a series of remarkably ingenious frauds. Is she an associate of your fathers?

She was once, I believe — before her sentence, replied the girl. She exercised over him a strange, incomprehensible fascination, as an evil woman so often can over a man. He acted at her bidding, and — well, I know but little, Mr Kemball, but, alas! what I know is, in itself, too much. I am surprised that Dad, knowing the womans character, should dare to again associate himself with her.

She introduced me to her brother, George King. Do you know him?

Yes. He sometimes passes as her brother and sometimes as butler or chauffeur. But he is her husband, Henry Earnshaw, sometimes known as Hoare.

And your father assisted them in their frauds, eh?

That is my supposition. I have no actual knowledge, for it was several years ago, when I was but a girl, was her reply.

And you fear that the outcome of the meeting to-night may be another mutual arrangement?

She nodded sadly in the affirmative.

The combination of Dad and these people would, indeed, be a formidable one, she said. Ah! if he would only take my advice and end it all! He has sufficient to live upon comfortably. Why does he court disaster in this way? He has always been, so very good to me, ever since I was a tiny child, that I cannot help loving him.

I did not reply. What could I say? I longed to speak frankly to her and take her out of that atmosphere of evil. Yet what could I do? How could I act?

I have a suspicion that poor Mr Arnold was a friend of that woman, I said a few moments later, as she stood against the table before me.

Yes, was her reply. He was her friend and benefactor, I believe. He did all he could for her defence before the judge, but to no avail.

Somebody betrayed her into the hands of the police?

Dad told me so once. He believes it to have been her own husband, the man Earnshaw.

I did not speak for a few moments. I was thinking of that strange letter which had threatened vengeance against the mysterious scholar, Mr Arnold. The latter had been accused of what he had not done, yet that very accusation had given me a clue to some very curious circumstances, and had forewarned me as to the true character of the wealthy widow of Ridgehill Manor.

Has your father any ground for declaring the womans conviction to be due to Earnshaw?

Yes, I believe so; but he has never told any one, except myself.

But if he and Mrs Olliffe become on friendly terms again, he will doubtless reveal what he knows.

Probably. Then the man Earnshaw will turn against her — and against Dad also. In that lies the great peril for Dad which I apprehend.

I realised how far-seeing she was, how carefully she had weighed all the consequences, and how anxious she was for her fathers safety. On the other hand, however, Shaw was certainly not a man to run any unnecessary risks. From what I had seen of him, he appeared full of craft and cunning, as became one who lived upon his wits.

Tell me what you know concerning Mr Arnolds association with this woman of a hundred different names, I urged. I have a reason for my curiosity.

I know but little. Once, when I was about fifteen, Dad and I travelled with Mr Arnold from Vienna to Territet, and met her at the Hôtel des Alpes there. She was very affable and nice to me, and she told me what an excellent friend Mr Arnold had been to her. I recollect the incident quite well, for on that day she bought me a little chain bracelet as a present. I have it now.

Your father quarrelled with Arnold, I believe?

Yes, she said. They had some difference. I never, however, ascertained the real facts. He evidently wished to see me, for he wrote to me making an appointment; and when I went to the hotel for that purpose, I learnt, alas! that he was dead.

Had he lived, his intention was to meet your father in secret at Totnes in Devonshire. Why in secret, I wonder?

That same question has been puzzling me for a long time, Mr Kemball, she said quickly. I have arrived at the conclusion that he feared lest Mrs Olliffe might know of his arrival in England and set some one to watch his movements. He feared her.

Then there may have been some reason why the woman desired that they should not meet, eh?

Apparently so.

I reflected. Mrs Olliffe now knew that I had borne a message to Shaw from the dead man who had destroyed a fortune. Did she fear its results, and was she, for that reason, holding out to Shaw the olive branch of peace?

I suggested that to Asta, and she was inclined to agree with me.

We must do what we can to break off your fathers friendship with this woman, I declared. It is distinctly dangerous for him.

Yes, Mr Kemball, she cried. I only wish we could! I only wish—

Her sentence was interrupted by a sound which startled both of us. We listened, looking into each others serious face without uttering a word. The sound emanated from the next room — Shaws bedroom — the door of which was closed.

It was that low, peculiar whistle which I had first heard on the morning I had visited Titmarsh after poor Guys mysterious death, and had heard on a second occasion when visiting at Lydford.

Theres Dad again? she cried, in a strained voice. He evidently doesnt know we are still up. The whistle was again repeated — a low, long-drawn, peculiar sound, in a high shrill note.

It was not the unconscious whistle of a man thinking, but a sound full of meaning — a distinct call, which even as we listened in silence was repeated a third time.


Chapter Twenty.

The Man with the Crimson Button.
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PALE AND STARTLED, she raised her finger in a gesture of silence, and we both stole noiselessly from the room, closing the door behind us.

Upon the thick carpet of the corridor we crept past Shaws door, and Asta disappeared into her own chamber, which adjoined, while I went on to mine.

I could not get that peculiar whistle out of my ears. It seemed as though it were a signal to somebody; yet though I went back to Shaws door and listened there for a full hour, I heard no sound of any movement. The room was in darkness, and he was, no doubt, already asleep.

When I turned in, I lay a long time thinking over the reason of Shaws friendship with the woman Olliffe. What Asta had told me only seemed to increase the mystery, rather than diminish it.

I must have dropped off to sleep about two oclock, puzzled and fagged out by the long hours on the road, when I was suddenly awakened by hearing a loud, shrill scream.

I started up and listened. It was Astas voice shrieking in terror.

I sprang out into the corridor without a seconds hesitation and rapped upon the door, crying — 

Whats the matter. Let me in.

In a few seconds she unbolted the door, and opening it I encountered her in a pale pink robe-de-chambre, her luxuriant chestnut hair falling about her shoulders, her large dark brown eyes haggard and startled, her hands clenched, her countenance white to the lips.

What has happened, Miss Seymour? I asked, glancing quickly around the room.

I — I hardly know, she gasped in breathless alarm. Only — only, she whispered, in a low voice, I — Ive seen the hand — the Hand of Death — again!

Seen it again! I echoed; but she raised her finger and pointed to her fathers door.

Tell me the circumstances, I whispered. There is something very uncanny and unnatural about this which must be investigated. Last night it appeared to me a hundred and twenty miles away, and now you see it to-night. Are you quite sure you saw it.

I asked the latter question because it was still dark, and she had switched on the electric light.

I felt a cold rough contact with my cheek, and waking saw the hand again! I burn a night-light — as you see, and she pointed across to a childs night-light in a saucer upon the washstand.

And it vanished as before?

Instantly. I thought I heard a slight sound afterwards, but I must have been mistaken.

Yes, I said, making a quick examination of the room, and looking beneath the bed. There is certainly nothing here.

I noted that the communicating door between her room and her fathers was still secured by the small brass bolt.

Well, I declared, it is utterly inexplicable. My voice evidently awakened Shaw, for we heard him tap at the door and ask in a deep, drowsy voice — 

Whats the matter in there, Asta?

Oh, nothing at all, Dad, was the girls reply. Only I fancy there must be a rat in my room — and Mr Kemball is looking for it.

Didnt you scream? he asked wearily.

Yes, I said, as she unbolted the door, and her father entered. Miss Seymours scream woke me up.

Did you see the rat? Shaw asked me.

No, I laughed, in an endeavour to conceal our fear. I expect if there is one it has got away down its hole. Ive searched, but can find nothing.

Ah! growled the man awakened from his sleep. Thats the worst of these confounded Continental hotels. Most of them are overrun with vermin. Ive often had rats in my room. Well, dear, he added, turning to Asta, go to bed again, and leave your electric light on. They wont come out then.

The girl and I exchanged glances, and after a hearty laugh at the frightened spectacle we all three presented, we again parted, and I returned to my room.

What was the meaning of that inexplicable apparition of the hand? Why had the dying man warned me of it?

I could quite see Astas reluctance to tell her father what she had seen, knowing well how he — plain, matter-of-fact man — would laugh at her and declare that she had been dreaming.

But it was no dream. I myself had seen the Thing with my own eyes, while my own cheek only a few hours before had borne witness to its actual existence.

I saw how horrified she was at its reappearance, and what a terrible impression it had produced upon her already overwrought nerves. I knew that she would not again retire that night — and indeed, feeling that some unknown evil was present, I slipped on my clothes and spent the remainder of the night in an armchair, reading a French novel.

Dawn came at last, and as soon as the sun rose I descended, and went out for a long, invigorating walk beside the Rhone.

On my return I met Asta strolling alone under the trees in the Place near the hotel, and referred to the weird incident of the night.

Ah, Mr Kemball, please do not recall it! she implored. It is too horrible! I — I cant make out what it can be — except that it is a sign to us of impending evil.

A sign to us both, I said. But whom are we to fear?

Perhaps that woman.

Is she still in Lyons, I wonder?

Probably. About seven oclock this morning Dad sent an express message to somebody. He called a waiter, and I heard him give the letter, with instructions that it was to be sent at once.

I said nothing, but half an hour later, by the judicious application of half a louis to the floor waiter, I ascertained that the note had been sent to a Madame Trelawnay, at the Hôtel du Globe, in the Place Bellecour.

Trelawnay was, I recollected, one of the names used by the pseudo Lady Lettice Lancaster. Therefore, after my café au lait I excused myself, stepped over to the hotel, and there ascertained that Madame, who had been there for two days, had received the note, packed hurriedly, and an hour later had left the Perrache Station by the Paris express.

On returning I told Asta this, and at eleven oclock we were again on the white dusty highway — that beautiful road through deep valleys and over blue mountains, the Route dItalie, which runs from Lyons, through quiet old Chambéry, to Modane and the Alpine frontier. In Chambéry, however, we turned to the left, and ere long found ourselves in that scrupulously clean and picturesque summer resort of the wealthy, Aix-les-Bains.

Shaw, who was in the best of spirits, had laughed heartily over Astas adventure with the rat, and as we arrived at our destination he turned to me, expressing a hope that we all three would enjoy a real good time.

I had been in Aix several years before, and knew the life — the bains, the casino, the Villa des Fleurs, the fêtes and the boating on the Lac du Bourget, that never-ending round of gaiety amid which the wealthy idler may pass the days of warm sunshine.

And certainly the three weeks we spent at the old-fashioned Europe — in preference to a newer and more garish hotel — were most delightful. I found myself ever at Astas side, and noted that her beauty was everywhere remarked. She was always smartly but neatly dressed — for Shaw was apparently most generous in the matter of gowns, some of which had come from a well-known dressmaker in the Place Vendôme.

I wondered sometimes, as we sat together in the big salle à manger or idled together under the trees in the pretty garden, whether she still thought of poor Guy Nicholson — or whether she was really pleased when alone with me. One fact was quite plain — that the visit had wrought a beneficial change in her. Her large dark eyes were again full of life and sparkle, and her lips smiled deliciously, showing how she enjoyed the brightness and gaiety of life.

Shaw had met accidentally at the Grand Cercle a Frenchman he knew named Count dAuray, who had a château on the edge of the Lake, and one day he went over to visit him, leaving us to have luncheon together alone.

As we sat on the verandah of the hotel to take our coffee afterwards, I glanced at her. Never had I seen her looking so charming. She was entirely in cream serge, relieved with the slightest touches of pale blue, with a large white hat, long white gloves, and white shoes, — the personification of summer itself. Ah, yes! she was exquisite, I told myself. Yet how strange that she should be the adopted daughter of a man who, though actually a Justice of the Peace, was nevertheless an undesirable.

Time after time had I tried to induce her to reveal to me the reason why Shaw went in such terror of arrest. But she would not betray his secret. For that I admired her — for was she not devoted to him? Did she not owe everything to his kindness and his generosity? Like many another man, I suppose he had been fooled or tricked by a woman, and had, in consequence, to lead a celibate life. In order to bring brightness and youth into his otherwise dull home, he had adopted little Asta as his daughter.

We had been speaking of a forthcoming fête on the following day when, of a sudden, she turned in her chair towards me, and with a calm, serious look upon her face said — 

Do you know, Mr Kemball, I am greatly worried?

Over what? I asked quickly.

Well, this morning, when I was walking back from the milliners, I saw Earnshaw — that womans husband. Fortunately, he did not see me. But she is, I suspect, here in Aix-les-Bains.

Why should you fear even if she is? I asked.

I — well, I really do not know, she faltered.

Only — to tell you in confidence — I believe some evil work is in progress — some base conspiracy.

What causes you to suspect that? You do not believe that your father is implicated in it?

How can I tell? she exclaimed in a hoarse whisper. I am filled with fear always — knowing in what peril he continually exists.

I know, I said. Why he does not act more judiciously I cannot think. At home, at Lydford, he is surely unsuspected, and in security.

I am always telling him so, but, alas! he will not listen.

You said that he is now under the influence of that woman.

I fear so, was her low reply, as she sighed despairingly.

We rose and strolled out together to the car which was waiting to take us for a run over the hills and among the mountains by the Pont de la Caille to Geneva, seventy kilometres distant. The afternoon was glorious, and as we sat side by side we chatted and laughed merrily, both of us forgetting all our apprehensions and our cares.

Ah, yes! those days were truly idyllic days, for I loved her devotedly, and each hour I passed in her society the bond became stronger and more firmly forged.

But could she reciprocate my affection? Ay, that was the great and crucial question I had asked myself — yea, a thousand times. I dared not yet reveal to her the secret of my heart, for even still she thought and spoke of that honest, upright fellow whose untimely end was so enshrouded in mystery.

We dined at Geneva, in the huge salle à manger of the Beau Rivage, which overlooked the beautiful lake, tranquil and golden in the sunset, with Mont Blanc, towering and snow-capped, showing opposite against the clear evening sky. We strolled for half an hour on the terrace, where the English tourists were taking their coffee after dinner, and then, in the fading twilight, Harris drove us back again to Aix, where we arrived about ten oclock, after a day long to be remembered.

Asta held my hand for a moment in the hall, raising her splendid eyes to mine, and then wishing me good-night, mounted in the lift to her room. Afterwards I went along to the fumoir to find Shaw, but could not discover him. Later, however, the hall-porter said he had complained of feeling unwell, and had gone to his room.

I threw myself into a cane chair in the hall, and lit a cigar, for it was yet early. I suppose I must have remained there perhaps half an hour, when a waiter brought me a note. Tearing it open, I found in it a scribbled message, in pencil, from Asta.

There is danger, as I suspected, she wrote. Be careful. Do not approach us, and know nothing. Destroy this. — Asta.

I crushed the letter in my pocket and dismissed the servant. What could it mean?

Not more than a quarter of an hour later, as I still sat smoking and pondering, a tall, dark-bearded, pale-faced, rather elegant-looking Frenchman, wearing the crimson button of the Legion dHonneur in his coat, entered the hall from the street, and glancing round quickly, advanced to the bureau.

A moment later he came towards me and, halting, bowed and exclaimed in good English — 

Pardon, msieur, but I have the honour to speak with Monsieur Kemball. Is that not so?

That is my name, I replied.

I have something of importance to communicate to Monsieur, he said, very politely, holding his grey felt hat in his hand and glancing quickly around. May I speak with you privately?

Certainly, I replied; and recollecting a small salon off the hall on the left, led the way thither, and switched on the light.

Then, when he had carefully closed the door and we were alone, he said with a pleasant smile — 

I had perhaps better at once introduce myself to Monsieur. I am Victor Tramu, inspector of the first division of the brigade mobile of Paris, and I have called at the risk of inconveniencing you to put a few questions concerning two associates of yours living in this hotel — namely, Monsieur Harvey Shaw and Mademoiselle Asta Seymour.

Associates! I echoed resentfully. They are my friends!

The police-officer smiled as he caressed his silky brown beard — a habit of his.

Excellent. Then certainly you will be able to give me the information I require.

Of what?

Of their recent movements, and more especially of their place of residence.

I was silent, recollecting Astas injunctions to know nothing; but the man stood regarding me with calm, searching, impudent glance.

By what right, pray, do you subject me to this cross-examination? I demanded in French, full of resentment, as I stood in the centre of the room facing him.

Ah! so Monsieur is disinclined to betray his friends, eh? laughed Tramu, whom I afterwards found out to be one of the most famous detectives in France. You arrived en automobile from Lyons together, and previously from Versailles, he remarked. In Lyons your friend Shaw met other of his associates, and again here — yesterday at the Villa Reyssac. You see, I know a good deal of what has transpired and what is just now in progress. Indeed, I travelled from Paris for that purpose.

Well, it surely does not concern me! I exclaimed.

Pardon. I must differ from Monsieur, he said, bowing slightly, his hands behind his back. I desire to know something concerning these persons — of where they live.

You had better ask them yourself, I replied. It is scarcely likely that I shall give information to the police concerning my friends, I added, in defiance.

Bien! Then shall I be frank with you, msieur? The fact is that we have suspicions, very grave ones, but we are not absolutely certain of their identity.

Then why trouble me?

Because you can so easily establish it beyond a doubt.

Well, Monsieur Tramu, I flatly refuse to satisfy your curiosity, or assist you against my friends, I replied, and turned abruptly upon my heel to leave the room.

Then it is to be regretted. In that case, Monsieur Kemball, you must please consider yourself under arrest as an accomplice and associate of the two individuals in question, he said, very coolly but determinedly; and as he uttered the words two men, police-officers in plain clothes, who had evidently been listening without, opened the door unceremoniously and entered the apartment.

The situation was both startling and unexpected. I was now faced with a most difficult problem. I was under arrest; my silence had cost me my liberty!

Asta and her stepfather must also have both already fallen into the hands of the police, for were they not upstairs? Truly the coup had been very swiftly and cleverly effected, as it seemed were all coups made by the renowned Tramu, the trusted lieutenant of Monsieur Hamard of the Sûreté in Paris.

The misfortune so long dreaded by Asta had, alas! fallen.

What must the result be? Ay, what indeed! What could be the charge against them?


Chapter Twenty One.

More Mystery.
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IGNORANT OF THE fate of my friends, I was unceremoniously bundled into a fiacre and driven to the police bureau, where for nearly three hours I was closely questioned regarding my own identity and my knowledge of Harvey Shaw.

Aix-les-Bains being a gambling centre, it attracts half the escrocs in Europe; hence, stationed here and there are several of the smartest and shrewdest police officials which France possesses. At the hands of Victor Tramu and two of his colleagues I was subjected to the closest interrogation in a small bare room with threadbare carpet and walls painted dark green, the headquarters of the Sûreté in that district. The population of Aix in summer is much the same as that of Monte Carlo in winter — a heterogeneous, cosmopolitan collection of wealthy pigeons and hawks of both sexes and all nationalities.

From the thousand and one questions with which I fenced I tried to gather the nature of the offence of which Harvey Shaw was culpable, but all to no avail. I asked Tramu point-blank if he and his foster-daughter had been arrested, but no information would he give.

I am asking questions — not you, msieur, was his cold reply.

All the interrogation seemed directed towards ascertaining the hiding-place of Shaw in England.

You knew him in England, remarked Tramu, seated at a table upon which was a telephone instrument, while I stood between the two agents of police who had arrested me. Where did you first meet him?

At a railway station.

Under what circumstances?

I had a message to deliver — a letter from a dead friend.

Tramu smiled incredulously, as did also the two other officials at his side.

And this dead friend — who was he? asked the renowned detective.

A man whom I had met on a steamer between Naples and London. He was a stranger to me, but being taken ill on board, I tried to do what I could for him. He died in London soon after our arrival.

His name?

Melvill Arnold.

Victor Tramu stroked his brown beard.

Arnold! Arnold! he repeated. Melvill Arnold — an English name. He was an Englishman, of course?

Certainly.

Arnold! Arnold! he repeated, gazing blankly across the room. And he was a friend of the suspect Shaw, eh?

I presume so.

Arnold! he again repeated reflectively, as though the name recalled something to his memory. Was he an elderly, grey-haired man who had lived a great deal in Egypt and was an expert in Egyptology eh?

He was.

Tramu sprang to his feet, staring at me, utterly amazed.

And he is dead, you say?

He is — he died in my presence.

Arnold! he cried, turning to his colleagues. All, yes. I remember now. I recollect — a most remarkable and mysterious mail. Dieu! what a colossal brain! What knowledge — what a staunch friend, and what a formidable enemy! And he is, alas! dead. Describe to me the circumstances in which he died, Monsieur Kemball, he added, in a voice full of regret and sympathy.

In response, I briefly told him the story, much as I have related it in these pages, while all listened attentively.

And he actually compelled you to burn the banknotes, eh? asked the officer of the Sûreté. He wilfully destroyed his fortune — the money which I had hoped to recover — the money which he — But, no! He is dead, so we need say no more.

Then you knew poor Arnold, Monsieur Tramu? I remarked.

Quite well, laughed the brown-bearded man seated at the table. For years the police of Europe searched for him in vain. He was far too wary and clever for us. Instead of enjoying the pleasures of the capitals, he preferred the desert and his studies of Egyptian antiques. He moved about so quickly, and with so many precautions, that we never could lay hands upon him. Indeed, it is said that he kept two ex-agents of police, whose duty it was to watch us, and keep him informed regarding our movements. His was, indeed, a master mind — a greater man than your associate, Harvey Shaw.

What were the charges against Arnold? I asked eagerly. Why were you so anxious to secure his arrest?

Oh, there were a dozen different charges, he replied. But now he is dead, let his memory as a very remarkable man rest in peace. Our present action concerns the man Shaw. Where did you visit him in England?

He visited me at my house, Upton End.

And you did not visit him?

I saw him twice at the Carlton Hotel in London, and once at the Adelphi Hotel in Liverpool.

And you declare that you have no knowledge of his offences? asked the official shrewdly.

If I had, I certainly should not have accepted his invitation to come here on a motor-tour, was my quick reply.

And the girl? You mean to say that you have no suspicion of her offence?

Her offence! I cried. Tell me — I beg of you to tell me! — what allegation there is against her.

Ah, my dear msieur, of that you will know soon enough, replied the detective, again stroking his beard. I fear that, if your ignorance of the truth is not feigned, the revelations forthcoming will — well, greatly astonish you.

But surely Mademoiselle is not a criminal! I cried, staring at him in dismay.

Wait and hear the evidence against her.

I will not believe it.

Ah! because you are enamoured of her — eh, Monsieur Kemball? exclaimed the great detective, with a shrewd twinkle in his large brown eyes. A man is always loath to believe that his well-beloved can do wrong. Bien! I urge you to wait and see what the revelations bring forth — to carefully weigh over the hideous story before giving further thought to her.

I need no advice. Monsieur, I protested angrily. If you make allegations, you should surely tell me their nature.

That is for you to discover, he answered, with a crafty smile. You have refused to assist me; therefore I, in turn, refuse to satisfy your curiosity.

You have arrested me because I happen to be on friendly terms with this man and his daughter. Therefore surely I may be told the offence alleged against them, I protested in anger.

The fact you have revealed — namely, that Shaw and Melvill Arnold were friends — is quite sufficient to prove what I really suspected. The mans identity is made entirely plain, even though you refused to give me information.

They are my friends, I remarked resentfully.

Perhaps they will be so no longer when you know the actual truth concerning them, he said, smiling grimly.

And what is this terrible charge against them, pray?

Have I not already told you that you will know quite soon enough? was the prompt reply of the renowned detective, whose name was as a household word in France; and his two companions smiled.

The telephone bell rang, and one of them took up the receiver and listened.

Then he handed it to Tramu, who, from his words, I gathered, was speaking with the commissary of police at the Gare du Lyon, in Paris, asking that an incoming train should be carefully watched.

Thank you. Advise me as soon as it arrives, he added, and placing the receiver down, he rang off.

Again he returned to the attack, endeavouring to discover from me where in England Shaw had hidden himself. But I was just as evasive as he was himself. I was fighting for the woman I loved. I told him vaguely that they lived in the North of England in order to mislead him, but I declared I did not know their actual place of residence.

But he only smiled incredulously, replying — 

Monsieur is enamoured of Mademoiselle. I have watched you both for two days past, and I know that you are aware of her address in England.

This man had actually been watching us, while we had been all unconscious of espionage! Fierce anger again rose within me. I admitted to myself that I had acted foolishly in associating with a man whom I knew to be a fugitive from justice; but it certainly never occurred to me that I might be subjected to such an ordeal as that I was undergoing.

Alternatively threatening, coaxing, warning, and gesticulating, Tramu, a past-master in the art of interrogation, cross-examined me until the first rose-flush of dawn showed through the window. But he obtained nothing more from me. I told him frankly that, as he refused to give me any information, I, on my part, would remain dumb.

His annoyance was apparent. He had expected me to meekly relate all I knew, but instead he found that I could be as evasive in my answers as he was clever in putting his questions. In turn quite half a dozen police officials entered the room and regarded me with considerable curiosity, until in anger I cried — 

This action of yours, Monsieur Tramu, is disgraceful! I know this is your abominable French police system, but I demand that word of my arrest be sent to the British Consul, with whom I shall lodge complaint.

My dear msieur, laughed the man with the tiny red button in his lapel, that will be quite unnecessary. I think at this late hour we may now! dispense with your further presence. You are free to go; and addressing a man in uniform, he added, Bring in the chauffeur.

I turned upon my heel and left the room, but as I went along the corridor I saw at the farther end Harris seated between two uniformed officers.

Surely they would obtain no information from him, for he had only been engaged for the tour, and knew nothing further of Harvey Shaw or of Asta except — ah! he might know their address at Lydford!

So I shouted along the corridor to him:

Harris! Dont tell them Mr Shaws address in England, whatever you do.

Right you are, sir, he replied cheerily. This is a funny job, aint it, sir? They arrested me in bed.

Wheres Mr Shaw?

Dont know, sir. I suppose he and Miss Asta are in here somewhere, was his reply, as they ushered him into the room where the great Tramu awaited him.

On my return to the hotel the sleepy night-porter admitted me.

No; he had seen nothing of Monsieur Shaw or of Mademoiselle.

Hastily I ascended the stairs to our suite of apartments, but they were not there. The beds had not been slept in, but their baggage had been piled up — evidently by the police, in readiness for removal and examination. The drawers and wardrobes had evidently been searched after their arrest, for the rooms were in great disorder.

In my own room, during my absence, everything had been turned topsy-turvy. The lock of my steel dispatch-box had been broken and its contents turned out upon the bed. In France, when the police make a domiciliary visit, they certainly do it most thoroughly.

Was it possible that in examining the effects of Shaw and Asta the police had ascertained the address of their hiding-place in England?

I stood in the centre of the room gazing at the heap of papers and letters upon the bed, apprehensive and bewildered.

Returning below, I induced the big Swiss night-porter to rouse the manager; and some ten minutes later the latter came to me in trousers and coat, evidently not in a very good-humour at being disturbed.

He seemed surprised to see me there, and I said with a laugh — 

I suppose you believed I had been arrested?

Well, he replied, the police took you away.

For interrogation only, I replied. But I am in search of my friends.

And the police are in search of them also, I believe, he replied abruptly. It does no good to the reputation of the hotel to have such visitors, msieur.

Then they have not been arrested! I cried in delight.

No. Mademoiselle, I believe, must have recognised the inspector of the Sûreté from Paris as she was coming downstairs. She rushed back and told her father, and hastily seizing her dressing-case, while he took a small bag, they both descended the service stairs and made their exit by the back premises. There was a door below which is always kept locked, but Monsieur Shaw had somehow provided himself with a key in case of emergency, for we found it in the lock. When the police, after arresting you, went upstairs to take the pair, they found they had already flown. They must have rushed down to the station and caught the Paris night express, which was due just about the time they would arrive there.

And the police are furious, I said. They must be.

They have, I believe, just missed a most important, capture.

What was the charge against them? I inquired Ah, they would not tell me, was his reply. They seemed to be acting with great caution and secrecy. They made a careful examination of everything, and only left about three-quarters of an hour ago.

And with that I was compelled to remain satisfied.


Chapter Twenty Two.

The Secret of Harvey Shaw.
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FOR THREE DAYS I remained in Aix, awaiting some news or message from the fugitives — but none came.

Tramu called and saw me twice, evidently astounded at the channel of escape which Shaw had so cunningly prepared. He had, no doubt, obtained an impression of one of the servants master keys, and had one cut to fit the locked door which prevented visitors from passing out by any other way save by the front hall. He had anticipated that flight might be necessary, and the fact that he had prepared for it showed that he was both cunning and fearless.

Astas injunctions to me to say nothing showed plainly that they intended still to keep their hiding-place a secret. And if Shaw was the adventurer I believed, it was not likely that either he or she would carry anything by which to reveal their more respectable identity.

So at length, full of grave apprehensions, I left Aix, sickened by its music and summer gaiety, and travelled home, halting one night at the Grand in Paris, and duly arrived at the Cecil in London. There I found a batch of letters sent on to me from Upton End, and among them was a formal letter from a firm of solicitors called Napier and Norman, 129, Bedford Row, W.C., stating that they were acting for the late Mr Guy Nicholson of Titmarsh Court, and asking me to call upon them without delay.

Exercising caution lest I should be watched, I had immediately on arrival telephoned from my hotel bedroom to Lydford, but the response came back it a womans voice that the master and Miss Asta were still abroad. Therefore about noon on the morning following my return I went round to Bedford Row in a taxi, and was quickly shown into the sombre private room of an elderly, quiet-spoken man — Mr George Napier, head of the firm.

Im extremely glad you have called, Mr Kemball, he said, as he leaned back in his chair. I believe you were present at Titmarsh very soon after the unfortunate death of our client, Mr Guy Nicholson. Indeed, I remember now that we met at the inquest. Well, Mr Nicholson, with his father and grandfather! before him, entrusted his affairs in our hands, and, naturally, after his decease we searched his effects for any papers that were relative to his estate, or any private papers which should not fall into anybodys hands. Among them we found this letter, sealed just as you see it, and addressed to you. He evidently put it aside, intending to post it in the morning, but expired in the night.

And taking a letter from a drawer in his writing-table, he handed it across to me.

I glanced at the superscription, and saw that it was addressed ready for the post and that a stamp was already upon it.

Poor Nicholsons death was a most mysterious one, I exclaimed, looking the solicitor full in the face; I dont believe that he died from natural causes.

Well, I fear we cannot get away from the medical evidence, replied the matter-of-fact, grey-faced man, peering through his spectacles. Of course the locked door was a most curious circumstance — yet it may be accounted for by one of the servants, in passing before retiring, turning the key. Or, as you suggested at the inquest, the servant who entered the library in the morning may have thought the door was locked. It might have caught somehow, as locks sometimes do.

I shook my head dubiously, and with eager fingers tore open the message from the dead.

From its date, it had evidently been written only a few hours prior to his untimely end, and it read — 

Strictly Private.

Dear Mr Kemball, — I fear, owing to the fact that I have promised Asta to take her motoring on Sunday, that I may not be able to keep my appointment with you. Since my confidential conversation with you, I have watched and discovered certain things at Lydford which cause me the keenest apprehension. Shaw is not what he pretends to be, and many of his movements are most mysterious. By dint of constant watching both while I have been guest there and also by night when they have believed me to be safely at home, I have ascertained several very remarkable facts.

First. In secret and unknown to any — even to his gardeners — he sets clever traps for small birds, which he visits periodically at night, and takes away the unfortunate creatures he finds therein.

Secondly. He is in the habit of going forth in the night and walking through Woldon Woods to a spot close to Geddington village, at the corner of the road from Newton, and there meeting a middle-aged man who frequently stops at the inn. Once I followed them and overheard some of their conversation. They were planning something, but what I could not make out. However, I feel sure that they both discovered my presence, and hence he seems in fear of me and annoyed whenever I visit Lydford.

Thirdly. In his bedroom there is a cupboard beside the fireplace. The door is enamelled white, and at first is not distinguishable from the rest of the panelling. Examine it, and you will see that it is secured by two of the most expensive and complicated of modern locks. What does that cupboard contain? The contents are not plate or valuables, for there is a large fireproof safe downstairs. Some mystery lies there.

Fourthly. Though he makes most clever pretences of devotion to Asta, he hates her. Poor girl, she loves him, and cannot see those black, covert looks he so often gives her when her back is turned. But I have seen them, and I know — at least, I have guessed — the reason.

Fifthly. If you are a frequent guest there, you will hear him sometimes utter a strange shrill whistle for no apparent purpose, as though he does it quite unknowingly. But it is with a purpose. What purpose?

I feel that Asta is in danger, and it is therefore my duty to protect her and elucidate the mystery of the strange conspiracy which I feel convinced is now in progress. It is to discuss these matters, and to combine to keep vigilant watch, that I am anxious to spend a few hours with you. Think carefully over these five points, and if I am unable to come on Sunday I will motor over on Monday about eleven in the morning.

Meanwhile be careful not to show that you either know or suspect anything. I know Shaw suspects me, and therefore by some means I must remove his suspicions.

That, however, will be a matter for us to discuss seriously when we meet.

Asta has told me of a strange and extremely weird incident which occurred to her one night a little while ago in the house of a friend — the apparition of a black shadowy hand. I believe I have the solution of the mystery — a most remarkable and terrible one.

I ask your assistance in this affair, and am eager to meet you to discuss it fully. Kindly destroy this letter. — Yours very sincerely, — 

Guy Nicholson.

I sat dumbfounded. It was just as I had believed. The man struck down so suddenly had discovered the actual truth! He had watched in patience and learned some strange and startling facts.

The reference to the hand filled my mind with the hideous recollection of what I had seen in that roadside inn at Arnay-le-Duc — and of Arnolds strange warning. Who was Harford — the name I was to remember. Asta had told her lover of her own experience, and he had solved the mystery!

Yet he had not been spared to reveal it to me. His lips had been closed by death. The name of Harford was still unknown to me.

How long I sat there staring at the closely written letter in my hand I know not. But I was awakened to a consciousness of where I was by Mr Napiers quiet voice exclaiming — 

I see that my late clients letter has made a great impression upon you, Mr Kemball. I presume it is of a purely private character, eh?

Purely private, I managed to reply. It does not concern his affairs in any way whatsoever, and it is marked strictly private.

Oh, very well. I, of course, have no wish whatever to inquire into your private affairs with my dead client, replied the solicitor. I believed that it might contain something important, and for that reason hesitated to send it through the post.

Yes, I said meaningly, it does contain something important — very important, Mr Napier. Had this been placed in my hand in time, my poor friends life might have been saved.

What do you mean? he asked quickly, staring at me across the table. Have you evidence — evidence of foul play?

No evidence, but I find a distinct motive.

Anything upon which we could work in order to bring the culprit to justice — if Mr Nicholson did not really die a natural death?

I tell you he did not! I cried angrily. The village jury were impressed by the medical evidence, as all rustic juries are. Your client, Mr Napier, discovered another mans secret, and the latter took steps to close his lips.

But can you prove this? Can you name the man?

Yes, I said, I can name the man. And one day I shall prove it.

You can! Why not place the matter in the hands of the police, together with what is revealed in that letter? he suggested. Allow me to act.

I shall act myself. At present it is not a matter for the police. Certain facts have come to my knowledge which, if told at Scotland Yard, would not be believed. Therefore at present I intend to keep my knowledge strictly to myself, and replacing the dead mans message in its envelope, I put it safely into my breast-pocket, and, taking leave of the solicitor, was soon in my taxi whirling along Holborn.

Why had Nicholson suspected that Shaws affection for his foster-daughter was only feigned? Why did he allege that Shaw hated her? Why was he in such mortal terror lest some evil should befall her?

Perhaps, after all, in watching so closely he had, as is so easy, discovered certain circumstances and misjudged them, for certainly as far as I could see Shaw was entirely devoted to the girl who had been his constant companion ever since her childhood days. Nevertheless, that strange letter, penned by the man whose intention it had been to reveal to me the secret of the weird shadow of the night, had caused me to determine to continue the vigil which had been so abruptly ended.

I, too, would watch closely as soon as I learnt of their hiding-place, as closely as the dead man had done. If Asta were in actual peril, then I would stand as her protector in place of the upright, honest young fellow who, it seemed, had lost his life in the attempt.

But the days, nay weeks, went on. September ended and October came with rain and chilly wind, and though I returned to Upton End, and frequently made inquiry over the telephone to Lydford, yet, though I wrote to Davis at the Poste Restante at Charing Cross, I could learn no news of them. They had descended those back stairs of the hotel at Aix, and disappeared as completely as though the earth had swallowed them up.

One day in the middle of October, with sudden resolve to carry out Nicholsons injunction to investigate, I drove over to Lydford, and on arrival, about noon, found all smart and well-kept as though its owner were in residence.

I told a rather lame story to the housekeeper, who, knowing me, came to me in the long, chintz-covered drawing-room, the blinds of which were down. She had not heard from her master for a month past, the pleasant-faced woman explained. He was then in Aix. I said that I had left him there and returned to England, and was now anxious to discover where he was.

Then, after a brief chat, I exhibited my left forefinger enveloped in an old glove, and told her that on my way I had some engine-trouble and had hurt my finger.

I believe Mr Shaw keeps up in his room a small medicine chest, I said, for I recollected that he once told me that he kept one there. I wonder if I might go up and try and find a piece of bandage.

Certainly, replied Mrs Howard, and she led me upstairs to the apartment over the drawing-room, which I had come to Lydford for the purpose of examining. It was a large, airy, and well-furnished room, with a big book-case at one end and a canary in a cage at the window.

Without much difficulty she discovered the small black japanned box, containing various surgical drugs and bandages, and I at once sent her down to obtain a small bowl of warm water.

Then, the instant she had gone, I sought for the cupboard indicated by the dead mans letter.

Yes, it was there, a long, narrow cupboard beside the fireplace, secured by two large locks of a complicated character such as one finds on safe or strongroom doors.

I bent and examined them thoroughly.

The bed, I noticed, was set so that the eyes of any one lying in it would be upon that door.

What secret could be concealed there? What had the dead man suspected? Ay, what indeed?


Chapter Twenty Three.

A Foreigner.
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I REMAINED A long time attending to my damaged finger — which in reality had been injured a week before — at the same time thoroughly investigating the missing mans apartment. Except for the cupboard, secured so mysteriously by those combination locks, there was nothing extraordinary about it. The outlook was pleasant across the wide undulating park, and the chairs with soft cushions and couch showed plainly that Harvey Shaw loved to take his ease.

In no hurry to depart, I chatted affably to Mrs Howard, wandering about the big, old-fashioned home, into regions I had never been before.

Poor Mr Nicholson used to stay here sometimes, didnt he? I inquired presently, in a casual way.

Oh yes, sir, the master used to delight in having the poor young gentleman here, sir. He used to have the blue room, nearly opposite Mr Shaws — the one which looks out over the front drive. Poor Mr Nicholson! We all liked him so much. Wasnt it sad, sir?

Very sad, indeed, I said. The blow must nearly have broken Miss Astas heart.

Ah! It did, sir. At first I thought the poor child would have gone out of her mind. She was so devoted to him. Mr Shaw was also very fond of him, I know, for I once heard him say that he was the only man he would choose as Miss Astas husband.

When did he say that?

He was sitting in the smoking-room with a friend of his — one of the justices — Sir Gilbert Campbell, one evening after dinner, about a fortnight before the poor young gentleman died. I happened to be; passing and overheard his words.

I pondered for a moment. Either Shaw was a past-master in the art of preparing a coup, or else Guys surmises were wrong. Here, in the intimacy of the family, it was declared that Shaw was devoted to Asta. Certainly my own observations went to confirm that supposition.

I wonder who knows Mr Shaws whereabouts? I said presently. I want to communicate with him upon a very important matter.

Well, sir, its very funny that he hasnt written to me. Hes never been silent so long before.

How long have you been with him?

Oh, about three years now, sir.

Then together we descended the broad oak staircase, and I went forth into the beautiful gardens chatting with the old white-bearded head-gardener, and going through the grape and peach houses, all of which were most perfectly kept.

How strange, I reflected; what would this large staff of superior servants think if they knew the truth — that their master, a man of mystery, was a fugitive from justice — that he and Asta had crept down the back stairs of an hotel and disappeared into the night while the police had entered from the front.

As I drove back in the evening through those autumn-tinted lanes, with smiling meadows everywhere, I calmly reviewed the situation. After all, there was really no actually mysterious fact in Harvey Shaw having in his bedroom a cupboard so securely locked. He, upon his own admission, led a double life, therefore it was only to be supposed that he possessed a good many papers, even articles of clothing, perhaps, which he was compelled to hide from the prying eyes of his servants.

I recalled the whole of Guys letter, and found that the chief point was the fact that he had solved the weird mystery of that strange hand — that shadowy Something which I myself had witnessed, and against which I had been warned by Arnold.

What was it?

But I put aside the puzzle. My chief thought was of Asta. Where could she be? Why had she not sent me word in secret of her hiding-place? She had, by tacit agreement, accepted me as her friend, hence I was disappointed at receiving no word from her.

That night, after reading my London paper over a cigar, as was my habit, I left the library about eleven oclock and retired to my room.

I must have been sound asleep when, of a sudden, the electrical alarm which my father years ago had had placed upon the door of the big safe in the library for greater security went off with a tremendous clatter, and I jumped up, startled.

Taking my revolver from a drawer in the dressing-table, I rang the bell in the servants quarters and switched on my electric hand-lamp. But already the household was alarmed, and the dogs were barking furiously at the intruders, whoever they were.

Accompanied by my man Adams, I descended the front stairs and, revolver in hand, entered the library, the window of which stood open, while below the safe door there lay upon the carpet a cheap bulls-eye lantern with two cylinders containing gas and some other paraphernalia, showing that the thieves were men of scientific method, for their intention had, I saw, been to use the oxy-hydrogen blow-pipe. The heads of some of the rivets had been removed and a small hole drilled through the chilled steel three-quarters of an inch thick.

All had gone well until they had touched the handle of the safe door, which had set off the alarm, the existence of which they had never suspected. Then their only safety lay in flight, and they had escaped, leaving behind them the objects I have enumerated.

Adams telephoned for the police, while Tucker came up from the Lodge, and I let loose the dogs and went outside into the drive. But, unfortunately, the thieves were already safely away, and were not likely to be caught, for in response to the telephonic message I was told that the rural constable was out on his beat, and was not expected back for another couple of hours.

We three men, with several of the maid-servants, stood outside on the lawn discussing the affair with bated breath in the dead stillness of the night when, of a sudden, we distinctly heard in the far distance down in the valley beyond the Kings Wood the starting of a motor-car and the gradual faintness of the sound as it receded along the high road.

There they go! I cried. They came in a car, and it was awaiting them at the foot of the hill near the Three Oaks crossways.

Then I rushed to the telephone instrument and spoke to the police-sergeant on duty in Newport Pagnell, asking him to stop any car approaching from my house, informing him what had occurred.

But half an hour later he rang up to tell me that no car had entered the town from any direction; therefore it was apparent that in preference to passing through Newport Pagnell it had been turned into one of the side roads and taken a cross-country route to some unknown destination.

I said nothing, but to me it was quite apparent that the object of the attempt upon my safe was the mysterious bronze cylinder, which I held in trust from Melvill Arnold.

When alone in the room I opened the safe with my key, and to my satisfaction saw the battered ancient object still reposing there, together with the letters and the translation of the hieroglyphics.

Once again I took out the heavy cylinder, the greatest treasure of the strange old fellow who had deliberately destroyed a fortune, and held it in my hand filled with wonder and bewilderment. What could it contain that would astonish the world? Surely nothing nowadays astonishes this matter-of-fact world of ours. We have become used to the demonstrations of wonders, from the use of steam to the development of aviation, the telephonic discovery and the application of wireless telegraphy.

How I longed to call in a blacksmith, cut through the metal, and ascertain what was therein contained. But I did not dare. I held the thing in trust for some unknown person who, on Thursday, the third day of November, would come to me and demand its possession.

All that I had been told of the misfortunes which had fallen upon its possessor, and the mysterious fate which would overtake any who attempted to tamper with it, flashed through my brain. Indeed, in such train did my thoughts run that I began to wonder if possession of the thing had any connection with the appearance of that mysterious hand.

Presently, however, I put the cylinder back into its place and relocked the safe, for the police from Newport Pagnell had arrived, and I bade them enter.

They made a minute examination of the room and took possession of the objects left behind by the intruders, but upon them no finger-prints could be found. My visitors were evidently expert thieves, for they had worn gloves. And they had, no doubt, been in the house a full hour before they had tried the safe handle and unconsciously set off the alarm.

Had they applied the powerful jet to the steel door, and fused a hole through it, then they might have accomplished their object without disarranging the alarm at all.

Next day, however, packing the cylinder, the old newspaper, and the letters in the bag, I took them up to London, where I placed them in a box in the Safe Deposit Companys vaults in Chancery Lane. Afterwards I lunched at my club and returned again to Upton End the same evening.

Suddenly it occurred to me while I sat alone eating my dinner that night that if Harvey Shaw and Mrs Olliffe were actually friends then the latter would probably be aware of his whereabouts.

The suggestion aroused me to activity, and it being a fine bright evening with the prospect of a full moon later, I got out my thick motor-coat, packed a small bag, and after tuning up the car set out on the long run towards Bath.

My way lay through Fenny Stratford and Bicester, through Oxford, and down to Newbury. When I passed the Jubilee clock in the latter town it was a quarter-past two, while in the broad street of Marlborough, eighteen miles farther on, I stopped to examine the near tyre. It had, as I expected, a puncture. Therefore I leisurely put on my Stepney, and with thirty odd miles before me drove out upon the old highway over the hill through Calne, and up Black Dog Hill, to Chippenham, where in the market-place stood a constable, with whom I exchanged greetings.

There is a certain weird charm in motoring at night, when every town and village is dark and in slumber. Yet it is surprising how many people are out at an early hour. Even ere the first flush of dawn one finds sturdy men going to work with their days food in the bag upon their backs and teams of horses being driven to the fields.

It was nearly half-past five when I sped down the steep incline of Box Hill, and, slipping through Box Village and Batheaston, found myself winding round that leafy road with the city of Bath lying picturesquely below.

At six I was once again at the York House Hotel, and after a wash went for an early-morning stroll in the town. Then, after breakfast, I took my hat and stick and strolled out for nearly three miles along the road to the inn at Kelston, where I called for a glass of ale, and sat down to chat with the white-bearded landlord, who at once recognised me as having been a customer on a previous occasion.

For a long time, as I sat in the cosy little parlour, the table of which was dark and polished with the ale of generations spilt upon it, we chatted about the weather, the prospects of harvest, and the latest iniquity of taxation, until in a careless way I remarked — 

I suppose in summer you have lots of visitors down from London. — I mean the people who have big houses about here entertain a lot?

Oh, I dunno! replied the old fellow, sipping his glass which he was taking with me. The Joiceys do have a lot o visitors, and so do the Strongs, but Mrs Olliffes been away, an has only just come back.

And Mr King?

Hes been away too. Ridgehills been shut up and half the servants away on oliday.

And they are back now?

Yes; Mrs Olliffes been abroad — so the butler told me yesterday. But there— and his lips closed suddenly, as though he had something to say, but feared to utter it.

Rather a funny lot — so Ive heard, eh? I remarked.

Yes. Nobody can quite make em out — to tell the truth. Only the night before last, or, rather, about a quarter to five in the morning, Mrs Olliffe, her brother and another gentleman went by ere in a car on their way ome. Theyd been out all night, so the chauffeur told me yesterday. Mr King drove the car.

Out all night! I echoed, in sudden wonder.

Yes. And theyd been a long way, judging from the appearance of the car. I appened to get up to see the time, and looked out o my window just as they came past. It isnt the first time either that theyve been out all night. The village knows it, and every one is asking where they go to, and what takes em out o their beds like that.

Who was the gentleman with them? I inquired eagerly.

Ah! I couldnt see im very well. He was in a big frieze coat, and wore a black-and-white check cap. I didnt catch his face, but, by his clothes, he was a stranger to me.

Youve only seen him on that occasion.

Only that once, sir. The chauffeur told me, however, that e isnt staying at Ridgehill, and that nobody saw him. So e must ave got out after passing through the village. Perhaps it was somebody they were givin a lift to. Ive seen Mrs Olliffe a-takin notice of some queer people sometimes. And funnily enough, only yesterday a gentleman came in ere and was a-making a lot of inquiries after her. E was a foreigner — a Frenchman, I think.

A Frenchman! I cried. What was he like?

Oh! Like most Frenchman. E ad finnikin ways, was middle-aged, with a brown beard which he seemed always a-strokin. E ad lunch ere, and stayed all the afternoon smokin cigarettes and lookin through this window as though he hoped to see er pass. E was so inquisitive that I was glad when ed gone. I suppose, the man added, es somebody shes met abroad, eh?

But I knew the truth. His inquisitive visitor was Victor Tramu!


Chapter Twenty Four.

A Womans Word.
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A HOT, DUSTY walk took me beside the telegraph wires back to Bath, and the remainder of the day I spent in idleness in the hotel.

If the great French detective were in the vicinity then I had no desire to be seen by him. Therefore I deemed it best to lie quite low until nightfall.

At four oclock, after great delay I got on to Tucker on the telephone, and inquired if there had been any letters or messages for me.

The police have been here again, and theres a telephone message, sir, replied the old mans voice. It came about eleven oclock, from a lady, sir. I took it down.

Read it over, I said.

Then, listening intently, I heard the old mans voice say — 

The message, sir, is: Please ask Mr Kemball to ring up, if possible, 802 Bournemouth — the Royal Bath Hotel — at six oclock this evening — from Miss Seymour.

My heart gave a bound of delight.

Nothing else, Tucker?

No, sir. Thats all the lady said. She seemed very anxious indeed to speak to you.

All right, Tucker. Ill be back in a day or two. By the way, send on my letters to the Grand Hotel, Bournemouth.

Very well, sir.

And tell the police not to worry any further over the burglary. Tell them I will see the inspector in Newport Pagnell on my return.

All right, sir.

And then I hung up the receiver and rang off.

Asta was at Bournemouth! My first impulse was to start at once to see her, but recollecting the reason I had come there to Bath, I managed to curb my impatience, eat my dinner in the quiet, old-fashioned coffee-room, and afterwards wait until darkness fell.

I had no fixed plans, except to approach the Manor-House unobserved. I longed to call boldly upon the woman whom I knew to be an adventuress, but I could not see what benefit would accrue from it. If any conspiracy were in progress, she would, of course, deny all knowledge of Shaws whereabouts.

Therefore I bought some cigars, which I placed in my case, and when the autumn twilight had deepened into night I put on my motor-cap, and taking my stick, set out again to cover the three miles or so which lay between the hotel and the residence of the wealthy widow.

I did not hurry, and as I approached the village and passed the inn with the red blinds I kept a wary eye, fearing lest Tramu might be in the vicinity.

That it was he who had been making inquiry of the landlord there was no doubt. In what manner the French police had gained knowledge of the woman Olliffes address I knew not, and why he was in England watching her, was equally a mystery. One fact was evident — namely, that the Paris Sûreté had some serious charge against her; and further, that she must be all unconscious of the presence of the renowned police-agent.

Should I discover any hint or gain anything by giving her warning? I asked myself.

No; she was far too clever for that. If, as I had suspected, she had had any hand in poor Guys death, then it was only right that the inquiries and action of the police should not be interfered with. Again, was it not a highly suspicious circumstance that, with her husband — the man King, who posed as her brother — together with a stranger, she had returned home at that early hour in a car, a few hours after a car had left the Kings Wood, half a mile from my own house?

I passed through the village unobserved, and out again up the steep hill, until I came to that low wall behind which lay the part surrounding Ridgehill Manor — that same wall from which a few weeks before I had obtained my first sight of the house of the adventuress. Fortunately, the night had become cloudy, threatening rain, and the moon was hidden. So, mounting the wall, I entered the park and walked across towards the broad lawn in front of the manor. A dry ditch separated the lawn from the park to prevent cattle from approaching, and this I presently negotiated, at last standing upon the lawn itself. Near by, I saw a weeping ash, and beneath its bell-like branches I paused and there waited.

From where I stood I could see into the big lighted drawing-room, the blinds of which were up, but there was no one within, though the French windows stood open.

I could hear voices — of the servants, most probably — and the clatter of dishes being washed after dinner. But the night was very still; not a leaf stirred in the dark belt of firs which lay on my left, and which presently afforded me better shelter, allowing me to approach nearer the house.

The night-mists were rising, and the air had become chilly. Certainly this woman of many adventures, even though she were a convicted criminal, managed to live amid delightful surroundings.

As the evening wore on I caught a glimpse of her crossing the room in a black low-cut dinner-dress edged with silver — a truly handsome gown. She swept up to the piano, and next moment there fell upon my ear the music of one of the latest waltzes of musical comedy.

Then her husband, cigar in hand and in well-cut evening-dress, came to the French window, looked out upon the night, and retired again.

But after that I saw nothing until an hour later, when the butler closed the window carefully and bolted it, and then one by one the lights in the lower portion of the fine mansion disappeared and those upstairs were lit. Two windows, evidently the double windows of a corner-room opposite me, were lit brilliantly behind a green holland blind, but half an hour later they also were extinguished.

I glanced at my watch. It was then half-past eleven, and the house was in total darkness. Yet I still waited, wondering vaguely if Tramu were still in the vicinity.

I found an old tree-stump, and sitting upon it, waited in watchful patience, wondering if the agent of French police would make his appearance. Suddenly, however, a bright stream of light, evidently from an electric torch, shot from one of the upstairs windows, and continued for some seconds. Then it was shut off again, only to be renewed about a minute later.

It was a signal, and could be seen from the high road!

My curiosity was now thoroughly aroused, and I moved cautiously across the lawn to such a position that I could see any one leaving or approaching the house by the drive.

Again I waited for fully twenty minutes, when a slight movement caused me to turn, and I saw the figure of a woman hurrying along the side of the lawn in the shadow of the belt of firs. At first I was puzzled as to who it might be, but presently, when she was compelled to pass out of the shadow into the grey light cast by the clouded moon, I saw that it was the woman who called herself Olliffe. She wore a dark dress with a dark shawl thrown over her head.

In her eager hurry she had not noticed my presence as I stood there in the shadow; therefore, when she had passed out into the misty park with its dark clump of trees, I quickly followed with noiseless tread over the dewy grass.

She had evidently signalled to somebody, unknown to her husband!

Straight across the wide grass-lands I followed until she gained a spot where a stile gave entrance to a dark wood on the opposite side of the park. There she halted, and I was only just in time to draw back in the shadow and hide myself.

I watched, and a few minutes later I was startled at hearing that peculiar whistle of Shaws, and next moment he emerged from the wood and joined her.

Well, whats the fear? I heard him ask her quickly. I had your wire this morning, and got to Bath by the last train. Couldnt you have written?

No; it was highly dangerous, was her low response; and then she uttered some quick explanation which I could not catch.

Was it possible that she had learnt of Tramus visit, for I distinctly heard him cry — 

You fool! Why did you bring me here? Why werent you more wary?

But in her reply she turned her back upon me, so that I could not distinguish her words.

They stood close together in the darkness, conversing in low tones, as though in earnest consultation, while I, holding my breath, strove in vain to catch their words.

The only other sound was the mournful hooting of an owl in the trees above; for the dead stillness of the night was now upon everything.

Exactly, I heard the woman say. My own opinion is that he suspects. Therefore you must act quickly — as before.

I — I am hesitating, the mans voice replied. I cant bring myself to do it. I really cant!

Bosh! Then leave it to me, she urged, in a hard, rasping voice. Youre becoming timid — chicken-hearted. It isnt like you, surely.

Im not timid, he protested. Only I foresee danger — great danger.

So do I — if you dont act promptly. Get her away from Bournemouth. Go anywhere else you like.

They were speaking of Asta! I strained my ears, but her further words were inaudible.

In a moment, however, I became conscious of a slight stealthy movement in the bushes near where I was standing, and turned my head quickly.

The next second I realised that only a few yards distant from me the dark figure of a man had come up through the undergrowth, but so carefully that he had made no noise.

He stood ten yards away, peering out at the pair, but all unconscious of my presence there. He was watching intently, and by his silhouette in the darkness I recognised the bearded face of none other than the great agent of the Paris Sûreté, Victor Tramu!


Chapter Twenty Five.

In the Night.
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FEARING LEST HIS quick eye should detect my presence, I stood there motionless as a statue.

The pair, in earnest conversation, suddenly strolled away over the fallen leaves at the edge of the wood, whereupon Tramu emerged silently from his hiding-place and crept after them, I being compelled to remain where I was.

So the French police had traced Shaw to his place of concealment!

I longed to give him warning, but was unable. What should I do? How should I act?

Asta was at the Bath Hotel at Bournemouth. At least I could ring her up on the telephone, and tell her what I had seen! So the watcher and the watched having disappeared, I hurried across the park until at length I gained the main road, and went on at a brisk pace till I was back again at my hotel.

It took me a full hour to get on to Bournemouth, and after long delay I at last heard her sweet, well-remembered voice at the instrument.

I expressed regret at awakening her, but told her that I was leaving by motor in half an hour to meet her.

Where is your father? I inquired.

I dont exactly know. He left me at Burford Bridge Hotel, at Box Hill, last Monday, and I came here to await him. Five days have gone, and Ive had no letter.

Then he hasnt been to Bournemouth?

No.

Well, I said, do not go out of the hotel until I arrive, will you?

Not if you wish me to remain in, was her reply; and then, promising I would be with her at the earliest moment, as I wished to see her on a matter of gravest importance, I rang off. Half an hour afterwards I paid my bill, even though it were the middle of the night, and going out to the garage, started my engine, and with my bag in the back of the car sped away in: the drizzling rain eastward out of Bath.

I chose the road through Norton St. Philip, Warminster, and Wilton to Salisbury, where I had an early breakfast at the old White Hart, and then, striking south, I went by Downton Wick and Fordingbridge, through Ringwood and Christchurch, past the grey old abbey church and on through suburban Boscombe until, just after nine oclock, I pulled up before the big entrance to the Bath Hotel in Bournemouth.

Into the pretty palm-court, where I waited, Asta, my lost love, came at last with outstretched hand, smiling me a welcome greeting. She looked dainty in blue serge skirt and muslin blouse, and there being no one else in the place at that early hour, — the idlers not yet having arrived to read the papers and novels, — we sat together in a corner to chat.

By the pallor of her soft, delicate countenance, I saw that she was nervous and troubled, though she showed a brave front, and affected a gay lightheartedness that was only feigned.

Tell me, Miss Seymour, I said presently, bending to her very seriously, what happened to you on that night in Aix?

Happened! she echoed, her dark eyes opening widely. Ah! It was, indeed, a narrow escape. Had Dad not provided himself with a key to the back stairs in readiness for emergencies, we should have both been arrested — just as you were.

Yes, I smiled. But I was released. What happened to you?

We caught the Paris express — only just as it was leaving; but Dad, fearing that our flight had been telephoned to Paris, decided to get out at Laroche, where we stopped to change engines, and from there we took train by Troyes and Nancy to Strassbourg. Then, once in Germany, we could, of course, escape Tramus attentions, and she smiled.

And from Germany?

We remained a week in Berlin; thence we went to Copenhagen by way of Kiel and Korsor, and ten days ago crossed from Hamburg to Harwich — home again.

Your father is certainly extremely clever in evading the police, I said, with a laugh.

Our only fear was for you, she said; whether they would learn any thing by watching you.

They learnt nothing, even though they submitted me to a very close examination. But, I added, how did you know Tramu was in Aix?

I was ascending in the lift that evening, and as we passed the first floor I saw him talking with the hotel manager. Dad had once pointed him out to me at Monte Carlo. So I suspected the reason of his visit there, and scribbled you a line of warning before we took our bags and slipped away.

But for what reason is he so anxious to secure your arrest? I asked, looking straight into her face. Cannot you tell me the truth, Miss Seymour? Remember, I am your friend, I added earnestly.

Please do not ask me, she urged. I cannot betray the man who has been father to me all these years, she added in a low, pained voice.

But are you quite certain that he is as devoted to you as he professes? I asked very gravely.

Absolutely. Am I not the only real friend he has?

I recollected that letter written by the man who had loved her, and the allegations he had made.

Do you know, I said, the other night I had burglars at my home. They tried to break open the safe which contains that mysterious cylinder given into my charge by Mr Melvill Arnold.

The cylinder! she gasped, instantly turning pale as death. Ah! that hateful cylinder, which brings upon its possessor misfortune and disaster. Why dont you get rid of it, Mr Kemball?

I have. It is now in the Safe Deposit Companys vaults in Chancery Lane.

She held her breath, her gaze fixed upon me. Then involuntarily she laid her slim white hand upon my coat-sleeve, and said — 

I — I always fear for your safety, Mr Kemball, while that thing is in your possession. Give it away. Destroy it — anything — only get rid of it!

But I cannot until the third of November. I accepted a sacred trust, remember, given by a dying man, I said.

Yes — but—

But what? I asked. Then in a low voice, as I bent towards her, I added: Miss Seymour, I have deep suspicion that your father — a friend of Arnolds — knows what the cylinder contains, and is extremely eager to get possession of it. Is not that so?

She was silent. Her lips moved nervously. Her indecision to speak told me the truth. We were friends, therefore she could not deliberately lie to me.

A faint smile overspread her pale, refined features. That was all, but it told its own tale.

Well, I said, the burglars, whoever they were, were experts, and only the electric alarm prevented the theft. What the ancient cylinder really contains I cannot imagine. Indeed, I am filled with anxiety and impatience for the dawn of November the third, when, without doubt, I shall learn the truth.

Yes, no doubt, she said in a slow, tremulous tone. And the truth will surely be a stranger one than you have ever dreamed.

Our tête-à-tête was suddenly interrupted by a woman entering the lounge; therefore, as Asta had her hat and coat with her, I suggested that we should walk down to the beach, an idea which she readily adopted.

Then, when there was no one to overhear, I told her of my adventure in the night, of Tramus inquiries in the neighbourhood of Ridgehill Manor, and of his surveillance of the movements of Mrs Olliffe and her father.

Tramu! she gasped, her face white as death. Then he has found poor Dad! Why didnt you tell me this before?

Because I had no wish to alarm you unduly, Miss Seymour, I said very quietly.

But Dad may be arrested! she cried. Ah! how fatal to associate again with that accursed woman.

She is certainly no friend of yours.

But she makes great pretence of friendship. I have often been her guest.

For the last time, I trust.

Yes. But what can we do? How can I warn Dad? she asked in deep anxiety.

Ah, Miss Seymour, I said, after a brief silence, I fear that you think a little too much of your foster-father, and too little of your own self.

Why? she asked quickly, with some resentment. Again I hesitated. We had wandered upon the pier, but it was as yet early, and few people, save the early-morning exercise men, were about.

Let us sit here a moment, I suggested at last. It is pleasant in the sunshine. I have something to show you.

Without a word she seated herself where I suggested, on a seat near the empty band-stand, and then I drew from my pocket the letter which Guy Nicholson had written to me on the night of his tragic death and handed it to her.

I watched her sweet face, so pale and anxious. In an instant she recognised the writing of the hand now dead, and read it through eagerly from end to end.

I explained how it had come so tardily into my possession, whereupon she said — 

It is true. He disliked Dad for some inexplicable reason.

Apparently he had become aware of some extraordinary truth. It was that truth which he had intended to explain to me, but, poor fellow, he was prevented from doing so by his sudden death.

Sight of that letter had recalled to her visions of the man whom she had loved so fondly, and next instant I hated myself for having acted injudiciously in showing her the curious missive.

Ah, how deeply, how devotedly I loved her! and yet I dared not utter one single word of affection. That calm, sweet countenance, with those big, wonderful eyes, was ever before me, sleeping or waking, and yet I knew not from hour to hour that she might not be arrested and placed in a criminal dock, as accomplice of that arch-adventurer Shaw — that man who led such a strange dual existence of respectability and undesirability.

I cannot understand what he discovered regarding the apparition of the hand, she exclaimed at last, still gazing upon the letter in a half-dreamy kind of way.

It seems as though, by some fact accidentally discovered, he arrived at the solution of the mystery, I said. It was to explain this to me that he intended to come over to Upton End, but was, alas! prevented.

But why didnt he tell me? she queried. It surely concerned myself for I had seen it, not in our own house, remember, but in the house of a friend at Scarborough.

And I saw it in an obscure French inn, I said; and previously I had been warned against it.

Yes, I agree, Mr Kemball. It is a complete mystery. Ah! how unfortunate that poor Guy never lived to tell you his theory concerning the strange affair. But, she added, our present action must concern dear old Dad. What do you suggest we should do? How can we give him warning?

I can suggest nothing, was my reply. Tramu is watching them both. Probably he is fully aware of some ingenious conspiracy in progress.

Ah! I foresaw danger in his association with her, the girl declared, pale and anxious in her despair.

But why has not your father returned to Lydford? Surely while his whereabouts could be preserved from Tramu he would be safer there than anywhere!

You might be watched, and if you visited us, you might be followed. Tramu is, as you know, one of the most famous detectives in Europe.

And he has, in your father, one who is a past-master in the art of evasion. But, I added, tell me frankly, Miss Seymour, do you anticipate that he is anxious to possess himself of the bronze cylinder? She hesitated again.

Well — yes. As you ask me for a plain reply, I tell you that I believe his intention is to gain possession of it.

Why?

Because of the great secret therein contained.

And of what nature is this remarkable secret? I demanded eagerly, much puzzled by her response.

Ah! how can we tell? It is a secret from all, save to the person who shall dare break it open and examine it.

And dare you break it open, Miss Seymour? I asked.

No — a thousand times no! she cried, alarmed at the very suggestion. I would rather see it taken up and cast deep into the sea. Why dont you do that, Mr Kemball? Take it out in a boat and sink it deep in the waters, where no man — not even divers — could ever recover it. Sink it deeply, she urged, so that all fears may be dispelled, and peace and love may reign.

But I shook my head, expressing regret at my utter inability to accede to her desire.

And then very slowly we retraced our steps back to the hotel, where an unexpected surprise was, we found, awaiting us.


Chapter Twenty Six.

Contains an Ominous Message.
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AS WE RE-ENTERED the pretty winter garden the hall-porter gave Asta a telegram, which she tore open hastily and read, afterwards handing it to me in silence.

To my surprise, I found it to be from Shaw, informing her that he was on his way to Lydford, and asking her to return home that day. The message had been handed in at Bath Railway Station, therefore it appeared that he was already on his way.

Is there not danger, distinct danger, in this, Mr Kemball? she queried, in great anxiety. If Tramu were watching last night, then he will be followed home!

I dont see how we can prevent him from going to Lydford now, I said. We have no address where a telegram would reach him.

Truly the situation was a critical one. Harvey Shaw, all unconscious of being watched, was actually returning to his highly respectable home.

Oh, if I could only warn him! Asta cried, wringing her hands. Yet, personally, I was not thinking of the mans peril so much as hers. If she went to Lydford, would not she also fall into the drag-net of the police?

Yet what was the mysterious charge against her — the charge which the French police had refused to reveal to me?

While she changed her dress and packed her small trunk I had a look around my engine, and an hour later, with her sitting beside me, we were already buzzing along the Salisbury road, returning by that level way I had followed earlier that morning. From Salisbury we travelled the whole day by way of Andover, Newbury, and Oxford, the same road that I had traversed in the night on my way to Bath.

It was delightful to have her as companion through those sunny hours on the road, and she looked inexpressibly dainty in her close-fitting little bonnet, fur coat, and gauntlet gloves. An enthusiastic motorist, she often drove her fathers car, which I now understood they had been compelled to abandon in the garage at Aix. The police had taken possession of it, but as both the French and English numbers it bore were false ones no clue to the address of its owner would be obtained.

Yet though she charmed me by her voice, though her sweet beauty filled my whole being and intoxicated my senses, nevertheless I somehow experienced a strange presage of evil.

Had Harvey Shaw once again exercised those precautions against disaster and managed to elude the vigilance of the great French police-agent? That was the main question in my mind as I drove the car hard, for Asta seemed all eagerness to get home. If Shaw had been unsuspicious, what more natural than that he should be followed by Tramu to that hiding-place where he assumed the rôle of country gentleman.

The autumn afternoon wore on, and I could not help noticing that the nearer we approached her home the paler and more anxious became the girl at my side. And I loved her, ah yes! I loved her more than my pen has power to describe. She possessed me body and soul. She was all in all to me.

That she was reflecting upon the letter penned by Guy almost immediately before his death I knew by her several references to it.

I wonder what is the solution of that shadowy hand which we both have seen, Mr Kemball? she exclaimed suddenly, after sitting in silence for some time, her eyes fixed upon the muddy road that lay before us.

You mean the solution at which Nicholson apparently arrived? I said.

Yes.

How can we tell? He evidently discovered, something — something of extreme importance which he wished to communicate to me.

I wonder why he makes those extraordinary statements about Dad — and the locked cupboard in his room?

I dont know. Have you ever seen inside that cupboard? I asked quickly, my eyes still upon the road.

Never. But poor Guy seems to have regarded it as a kind of Bluebeards cupboard, doesnt he?

He seems to have entertained a curious suspicion concerning your father, I admitted. Of course, he did not know half that I know.

Of course not, she sighed. He simply believed — as others do — that he is a country gentleman. And he would have been if—

If what?

If — if it had not been for that horrible woman, she added, in a low hard voice. Ah, Mr Kemball, if only you could know the truth — if only I dare tell you. But I cant — I cant betray the man who has been so good and kind to me all my life.

But could I not, if I knew the actual truth, be of service to him? I suggested. Could I not be of service to him for your sake? I added, in a low earnest tone, my eyes fixed upon her pale, troubled countenance.

She looked at me in sharp, startled surprise. Her cheeks flushed slightly. Then, lowering her eyes, she turned her glance away, straight before her again, and in pretence that she had not understood my meaning, replied simply — 

If the heavy hand of disaster falls upon him, then I fear it must fall upon me also.

How sweet she looked — how serious and pensive her beautiful countenance.

I must act as your friend and use my best endeavours to ward it off, I said.

Did you not do so in Aix, Mr Kemball? We have to thank you for everything. They expected to learn a good deal through you, and while you engaged their attention we were enabled to make a hurried exit. It is, indeed, fortunate that I recognised Victor Tramu!

Then I suppose you have had previous narrow escapes?

One or two, she replied, smiling. But Dad is always so very wary. He is generally forewarned.

By whom?

By the man who watches him always — a man named Surridge, who never allows his identity to be known, but who acts as our watchdog, to give us warning of any unwelcome watcher.

But he failed at Aix.

Because Dad foolishly sent him upon an errand to somebody in Paris.

He is a friend of your fathers, I suppose?

Yes, a great friend. He was once in the London detective police, but on his retirement he found his present post a very lucrative one — the personal guardian of one for whom the police are ever in search! You saw him on his cycle on the afternoon I overtook you in the car — the first time we met? and she smiled as she spoke. His vigilance is never relaxed, she added, and his true métier never suspected. No doubt he is near my father now on his journey back to Lydford.

Then he would not allow him to go if he were still being watched by Tramu?

Certainly not. We can, I think, after all, make our minds quite easy upon that score, she replied.

And as I sat at the steering-wheel I found myself wondering whether any other man had loved in circumstances so curious and so unusual.

At the hotel in Bournemouth we had carefully concealed our destination, telling the hall-porter we were going to London, lest any inquiry be made after our departure. We had tea at the Randolph at Oxford, and it was nearly half-past seven before we drew up before the grey stone front of Lydford Hall, where the butler threw open the door.

The sound of the car brought Shaw out in surprise, and as soon as we had washed we all three sat down to dinner in the fine old dining-room.

About Shaw there was no trace of the least anxiety, yet when the man had gone and I told him in a whisper of what I had seen when watching in the park at Ridgewell, he started, and his face underwent a change.

I was a fool to have gone there, he said. But it was unfortunately of necessity. Surridge was in Bath, but did not know that I went out to Ridgehill.

Tramu may have had you watched, Dad.

No fear of that, child, he laughed. Surridge arranged for a hired car for me to-day from Bath to Westbury, where I took train to Newbury, and the sixteen met me there and brought me here. So for Tramu to follow is out of the question. I have not seen Surridge, but merely carried out his arrangements. He may, of course, have had a motive in them.

No doubt he had, Dad.

The butler at that moment returned with the next course, therefore our intimate conversation was abruptly interrupted.

As I sat at that table, lavishly spread and adorned with a wealth of flowers and a profusion of splendid old Georgian silver my eyes wandered to the sweet-faced girl who, in a low-cut gown of palest eau-de-nil chiffon, with velvet in her hair to match, held me so entirely and utterly entranced.

Later that evening, while I had a cigar alone with Shaw, who lay back lazily in his chair, I detected his annoyance that I should have watched him meet the woman Olliffe. And yet how cleverly he concealed his anger, for he was, on the contrary, apologetic for the abrupt ending of our motor-tour, and profuse in his thanks to me for my silence when interrogated by the police at Aix.

Was this actually the man who had made the attempt to break open my safe and secure the bronze cylinder of Melvill Arnold?

No! I could not believe it. He was an adventurer, without a doubt, but men of his stamp are invariably loyal to those who show them friendship. What, I wondered, had caused Guy Nicholson to doubt his affection for Asta? I certainly could detect nothing to cause me to arrive at such conclusion.

The girl entered the room to obtain a book, whereupon, removing his cigar from his mouth, he said, in a low voice — 

Come and sit here, dear. I havent been with you lately. I fear you must have found Bournemouth dreadfully dull.

Well, I did rather. Mr Kemballs unexpected arrival was most welcome, I assure you, she declared, sinking into a chair and placing both hands behind her beautiful head as she leaned back upon the yellow silk cushion.

I confess I had no suspicions that Mr Kemball was in Bath, declared her father, with a smile. Then turning to me, he added: I feared to communicate with you, lest Tramu might be watching your correspondence. He is one of the few really intelligent police officials that France possesses.

He is evidently extremely anxious to make your acquaintance, I laughed.

I believe so. And I am equally anxious to avoid him. While I remain here, however, I am quite unsuspected and safe. It is really surprising, he added, what an air of respectability a little profuse charity gives to one in a country district. Become a churchwarden, get appointed a justice of the peace, sit upon the board of guardians, give a few teas and school-treats, and subscribe to the church funds, and though you may be an entire outsider you can do no wrong in the eyes of the country folk. I know it from experience.

Ah! you are a little too reckless sometimes, Dad, exclaimed the girl, shaking her head. Remember that when youve not taken Surridges advice, youve run into danger.

But the man with the small, shrewd eyes smiled at the girls words of wisdom.

Again and again there recurred to me those strange expressions in the letter of poor Guy. Ah! if he only had lived! And yet if he were still alive my love for the girl before me must have been a hopeless one. Only on those last weeks had she abandoned her deep! black. That she often sat for hours plunged in bitter memories I knew full well. Would she ever sufficiently forget to allow me to take his place in her young heart?

Knowing her nature, her honest, true, open-hearted disposition, I sometimes experienced a strange heart-sinking that, after all, she could never reciprocate my love. Yet now, as the weeks had gone on, my affection had become stronger and stronger, until I was seized by a passion akin to madness. I loved her with my soul, as truly and as well as ever man has loved a woman through all ages.

Yet, for what reason I cannot even now determine, I felt a strange foreboding that evil was pursuing her. I experienced exactly the same feeling that Guy Nicholson had felt when he penned that letter to me, the delivery of which was, alas! so long delayed.

Presently, when Asta had risen again and left the room, Shaw turned to me and said — 

Poor girl, Guys death was a great blow to her, but she is gradually getting over it — dont you think so? I should never have risked going to the Continent had it not been for her sake — in order to give her a change. But in these last few weeks weve had sufficient change, in all conscience. Shes always so cool and level-headed that I feel lost without her, Kemball.

His words were surely not those of an enemy. No, more than ever was I convinced of his devotion to the girl who, as a tiny child, he had adopted as his own daughter.

Mention of Nicholson, however, afforded me opportunity to tell him how tardily I had received a letter from the dead man.

It was written only an hour before he died, I added.

Written, I suppose, after his guests had left, eh? asked Shaw, his face a little hard and changed, I thought. He mentioned me. What did he say? What did he tell you?

Nothing, I replied, sorry that I had spoken so injudiciously.

Poor Guy didnt like me, I fear, declared my host quietly. He didnt know what you know, and hence he viewed me with suspicion. I couldnt very well tell him the truth — or he would have cast poor little Asta aside.

I quite understand, I said.

Well, what did he say against me? he asked, looking at me strangely with those small, mysterious eyes of his.

Nothing whatever.

You are deceiving me. I know what he has told you. He has revealed to you something — something—

He has revealed nothing, I declared. Why should he?

But the man lying back in his chair drew at his cigar hard and contemplatively, a strange smile overspreading his broad features. I saw that he was unconvinced, and that upon his countenance was a curious dark expression such as I had never before seen.

Yet it was only for an instant, for next moment he was smiling, and invited me, as I was, to remain there the night.

I, however, declined, for I expected some important business letters at home, and was compelled, therefore, to return to Upton End, towards which destination I set forth about ten oclock.

I had travelled about ten miles, when three miles the other side of Corby village, a double calamity befell me. Not only did one of my back tyres burst, but something went wrong with my magneto. Hence in the darkness, and with rain beginning to fall, I was brought to a complete standstill. Midnight passed. I was several miles from anywhere, and magnetos are tricky things. I could not get the car to budge, even though I had put on my Stepney wheel.

I must, I suppose, have been pottering about for fully three hours, and not a soul had passed me in either direction. The distant chimes of a church somewhere had struck two, and when just about to give up the attempt to readjust the magneto, I suddenly heard the sound of a galloping horse approaching in the darkness.

As it came up I saw it was ridden by a youth, and I was just about to hail him and ask him to fetch assistance when, with the perversity of such instruments, the magneto started again quite merrily. Therefore I once again mounted at the wheel, and flashing past the lonely horseman, pushed on through the rain over the many weary miles till I at last reached my own home.

Next morning, while seated alone at breakfast, I heard a sound, and, to my great surprise, recognised the same young horseman, muddy and wearied, coming up the drive. With curiosity I went forth to meet him, when he handed me a note, saying — 

Miss Seymour, of Lydford, asked me to bring this at once, sir. It is very important. Ive been riding all night.

Yes, I cried. Why, I remember I passed you in my car!

I tore open the letter, and found in it some scribbled words in pencil, which read — 

I am in deadly peril! If you are my friend come here at once, and save me! — Asta.


Chapter Twenty Seven.

In the Balance.
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HOW DID YOU get this? I asked the youth. Who are you?

Im John May, sir, was his answer. I work in the gardens at Lydford, an last night, soon after eleven, as I was a-comin home from Rockingham, I met Miss Asta out in the drive. She was like a mad thing. She ad the letter and wanted it delivered at once. So I went to the stables and, sayin nothink, came away.

Then she had written this note, and gone out in the hope of finding some one to deliver it? I exclaimed, glancing at his horse, and noticing that it was absolutely done up after an all-night ride.

I didnt know it was you, sir, that passed me in a motor-car, the young gardener went on.

No, I said, re-reading the mysterious summons for help. But you and your horse must remain here and rest. I shall return to Lydford in the car.

Full of anxiety, I put on my mackintosh and cap, for it was raining steadily, and within a quarter of an hour of receiving the note I was already on my way along the autumn-tinted roads.

The morning was that of the first of November. Regardless of speed-limits or of police-traps, I tore along until, just before eleven, I again pulled up at the ancient stone porch of the Hall.

A maid-servant opened the door, and I eagerly inquired for Miss Seymour.

Shes very ill, sir, was the girls reply. Mr Shaws been called on the Bench this morning, but hell be back in an hour. Doctor Redwood is here, sir.

Redwood! Then whats the matter? I gasped.

I hardly know, sir. But heres Mrs Howard! and looking along the wide hall I saw the grave-faced woman in black standing out of the light.

Oh, Mrs Howard? I cried, walking up to her. Whats happened to Miss Asta? Tell me. Is she ill?

Very, Im afraid, sir, replied the housekeeper in a low voice. The doctor is upstairs with her. What happened in the night was most extraordinary and mysterious.

Tell me — tell me all, I beg of you, I cried quickly.

Well, sir, it was like this, said the woman. Last night, about eleven, I heard Miss Asta go along the corridor past my room, and downstairs into the servants quarters. She was gone, perhaps, twenty minutes, and then I heard her repass again to her room and lock the door. I know she did that, because I heard it lock distinctly. Miss Asta sleeps at the other end of the corridor to where I sleep — just at the corner as you go round to the front staircase. Well, I suppose, after that I must have dropped off to sleep. But just after two oclock we were all awakened by hearing loud, piercing screams of terror. At the first moment of awakening I was too frightened to move, but realising that it was Miss Asta I jumped up instantly, slipped on a dressing-gown, and ran along to the door of her room. Several of the other servants, awakened by the cries, were out in the corridor. She had, however, locked her door, and we could not get in. I shouted to her to open it, for she was still shrieking, but she did not do so. At that moment Mr Shaw came along in his dressing-gown, greatly alarmed, and with his assistance we burst in the door.

Then he helped you to do that?

Yes, sir, replied the woman. Inside, we found the poor young lady in her nightdress crouched down on the floor by the ottoman at the foot of the bed. She was still crying hysterically and quivering with fear from head to foot. I bent, and taking her in my arms asked her what was the matter, for as we had entered, somebody had switched on the electric light. For a moment she looked at me fixedly with a strange intense expression, as though she did not recognise me. Then she gasped the words: Death! — hand! — hand! That was all. Next moment she fell back in my arms, and I thought her dead. Mr Shaw was beside himself with grief. He helped to lift her on to her bed and tried all he could to restore her with brandy and sal volatile, but without avail. In the meanwhile I had telephoned to Doctor Redwood, who arrived about half an hour later, and hes been here ever since.

And how is Miss Asta now? I inquired eagerly. Still unconscious. The doctor has, I fear, but little hope of her recovery, sir. She has, he declared, received some great and terrible shock which has affected her heart.

The circumstances were strangely parallel with those of Guy Nicholsons mysterious end.

No one has formed any conclusion of what caused the shock?

No, sir. None of us, not even the doctor, can guess what hand and death could signify more than the usual figure of speech, the woman replied. To me, when she spoke, she seemed to be strangely altered. Her poor face seemed thin, pinched, and utterly bloodless, and when she fell back into my arms I was convinced that the poor thing had gone.

You are quite certain the door of her room was locked?

Absolutely. I heard her lock it, as was her habit, and being the first person there on hearing the screams for help, I tried the door and found it still secured on the inside. Mr Shaw is half demented, and would not at first leave the poor young ladys side — until compelled to go to the Petty Sessions. It seems that there is an important case, and no other magistrate is at home to take his place on such short notice. But Im expecting him back at any moment now.

And is Miss Asta still in her room? I asked. I think you said that the door was broken open.

Yes, sir. For that reason weve carried her into the green guest-room, which is lower down the corridor, nearer to my own.

Thank you, Mrs Howard, I said. Ill go up and find the doctor. I know my way. Then, in quick anxiety, I breathlessly ascended the broad, thickly carpeted oak staircase, and a few moments later was in the room which I knew, by the door, was the apartment in which the weird occurrence had taken place.

I recollected only too vividly my own terrible experience, and by those ejaculations which had so puzzled everybody, I knew that she had again witnessed that claw-like hand.

The room, cosy, well-furnished and upholstered in pretty cretonne, was in great disorder. The bed — a brass one, with cretonne hangings over the head to match the furniture — was tumbled with half the clothes upon the floor, while the green satin down-quilt had been tossed some distance away. A chair lay overturned, and water and towels were about, showing the attempts at restoration.

Upon a little wicker-table near the bed stood a shaded electric light, and a novel which my love had evidently been reading on the previous night, lay open. Yet though I investigated the room with careful deliberation, fearing every moment lest Shaw should return, I could detect nothing to account for the singular phenomenon.

The window stood slightly open, but Mrs Howard had explained how it had been unlatched by herself.

I examined the lock of the door. The key was still on the inside, while the hasp was broken; while the hasp of a small brass safety-bolt above had also been forced off. Hence the door must have been both locked and bolted. Certainly there could have been no intruder in that room.

One object caused me curiosity, and my heart beat quickly. Upon the mantelshelf was a little framed snapshot of myself and her father which she had one day taken outside the Casino at Aix.

But what had she seen within that room to cause her such a shock — nay, to produce upon her almost exactly the same symptoms which in the case of Guy Nicholson had terminated fatally?

I heard a footstep in the corridor, and emerging from the room came face to face with the fussy old doctor in his rough tweeds.

My unexpected appearance caused him to utter an exclamation of surprise, but when I asked breathlessly for news of his patient, he looked very grave and said — 

A weak heart, and brain trouble, my dear Mr Kemball. To tell you frankly, alas! I fear the worst.

Come here a moment, I said, taking him by the arm and pulling him into the disordered bedroom. Now, I added, as I pushed the door to as well as it would go. Tell me truthfully. Doctor Redwood, what do you make of this affair?

Nothing at present, he replied with a peculiar sniff, a habit of his, Cant make it out at all. But I dont like the symptoms. Only once she has spoken. In her delirium she whispered something about a hand. She must have seen something or other — something uncanny, I think. And yet what can there be here? he asked, gazing amazedly round the apartment.

Look here, Redwood, I exclaimed firmly, the facts are very similar to those at Titmarsh. Poor Nicholson saw Something, youll recollect. And he had locked himself in — just as Miss Seymour did.

The doctor stroked his ruddy, clean-shaven chin.

I quite admit that in many of the details it is quite a parallel case. But I am hoping to get the young lady round sufficiently to describe what happened. The servants say that the screams were loud piercing ones of horror and terror. Shaw himself told me that he had the greatest difficulty in breaking down the door. They found her crouched down in fear — yonder, behind the ottoman. And she shrieked out something about a hand. To what could she have referred, do you think? Shes quite sane and of perfectly sound mind, or I should attribute the affair to some hallucination.

It was more than hallucination, I assured him, recollecting my own experience, yet determined not to assist him towards the elucidation of the mystery. The dead man had evidently made a discovery immediately, before his fatal seizure. I recollected that brief urgent note of Astas. Had she, too, made a similar discovery?

Yes. There could be no evasion of the fact. The two cases were in every way identical.

For nearly a quarter of an hour I stood discussing the amazing affair with Redwood. I could see that he was both mystified and suspicious, therefore I extracted from him a pledge of secrecy, and promised to assist him towards a solution of the extraordinary problem. I made no mention to anybody of Astas message to me, which I intended should remain a secret.

At my earnest appeal he allowed me to creep on tiptoe into the darkened chamber, wherein still lay unconscious the woman I loved so profoundly — she who was all the world to me.

I bent over the poor white face that presented the waxen transparency of death, and touched the thin, soft hand that lay outside the coverlet. Then, with eyes filled with tears, and half choked by the sob which I was powerless to restrain, I turned away and left the room.

Will she recover? I managed to ask the doctor. But he merely raised his thick eyebrows in blank uncertainty.

What devils work had been accomplished within that locked room? Ay, what indeed?

Against the man Shaw, who had so cleverly misled her into the honest belief that he adored her, there arose within me a deep and angry hatred. Why was he not there, knowing Astas precarious condition? His excuse of enforced attendance at the Petty Sessions was no doubt an ingenious one. Little did he dream that before the occurrence Asta had summoned me, and for that reason I was there at her side.

So strange had been all the circumstances from that moment when the man of mystery — Melvill Arnold — had breathed his last, that I had become utterly bewildered. And this amazing occurrence in the night now staggered me. Only one person had solved the mystery of the shadowy hand, and he, alas I had not lived to reveal what, no doubt, was a terrible truth.

In the corridor I stood discussing my beloveds condition in low, bated whispers with the fussy country practitioner, a man of the old fox-hunting school — for nearly every one rides to hounds in that grass-country. He had already telephoned for Doctor Petherbridge, in Northampton, to come for consultation, and was now expecting him to come over in his car.

I have done all I can, Mr Kemball, he said. But as we dont know the cause, the exact remedy is rather difficult to determine. Every symptom is of brain trouble through fright.

Exactly the same symptoms as those you observed in Nicholson! I remarked. Whereat he slowly nodded in the affirmative, and again stroked his rosy, clean-shaven chin.

Well, doctor, I said, I intend to make it my business to investigate the cause of this peculiar phenomenon.

And I sat down and wrote an urgent telegram to Cardew, who was, I knew, now stationed at Aldershot.


Chapter Twenty Eight.

Another Revelation.
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THE DARK ANXIOUS hours of that dismal autumn morning went slowly by.

Doctor Petherbridge arrived in hot haste from Northampton, and had a long and earnest consultation with Redwood. Both men were greatly puzzled. I met them after a long and eager wait, when they emerged in silence from the sick-room.

We are doing all we can, Mr Kemball, declared Petherbridge. The young lady is, I regret to say, in a most precarious condition — in fact, in a state of collapse.

I begged him to remain, and he did so. For several hours they were constantly at her bedside, while Mrs Howard, anxious and solicitous for the welfare of her young mistress, expressed surprise that Mr Shaw did not return.

My own suspicion was that he had already fled, yet it proved ungrounded, for at half-past two he arrived in eager haste, in a hired carriage, his car having broken down. Both doctors came forward and explained that the condition of Miss Asta had in no way improved. She was suffering from some obscure malady which they had diagnosed as affecting both heart and brain.

Poor girl! Poor girl! he cried, tears welling in his eyes. Do your best for her, I pray of you both, he added. Shes all the world to me. Cant we summon a specialist?

Sir George Mortimer, in Cavendish Square, might see her, remarked the doctor from Northampton.

Lets wire to him at once, urged Shaw, eagerly. I accept your diagnosis entirely, yet I would like to have a specialists opinion.

Both medical men acquiesced, and a telegram was dispatched to the great specialist on brain trouble.

As Redwood, seated at the library table, wrote the telegram, his close-set eyes met mine. The glance we exchanged was significant.

How did you know of this terrible affair, Kemball? asked Shaw, abruptly, a little time afterwards.

I came over to invite you both to dine next Wednesday, I said, of course concealing the secret message I had received from the woman I had grown to love.

In response, he gave a grunt of dissatisfaction, and walked down the hall in hasty impatience. Was his impatience an eagerness to hear of the poor girls end?

Surely that could not be, for was he not utterly devoted to her! And yet her seizure and her symptoms were exactly similar to those of poor Guy Nicholson!

The whole day I remained there, watching closely Shaws demeanour and his movements.

Once, when he found me alone looking forth from the window of the morning-room, he came up beside me, and, looking at me with those small quick eyes of his, said — 

This is a terrible blow for me, Kemball. I have been quite frank with you, therefore be frank with me. Ive not been blind. Ive noticed that youve been in love with the poor child, and — well, to tell the truth, I secretly hoped that one day you would propose marriage to her. My own position is, as you know, one of hourly insecurity, and my keenest wish was to see her happily settled before — before the crisis.

You guessed the truth, was my reply. I do love her — I love her more than I can tell.

He sighed deeply, a sigh that echoed through the big silent room.

Well, he said, our grief must be mutual, I fear. Petherbridge has just told me that they do not believe she can live another hour.

Hardly had those words left his mouth when Mrs Howard ushered in a tall, thin, white-haired man, the eminent specialist, Sir George Mortimer.

Without delay he was taken to the poor girls room, and then a long period of anxious waiting, while the trio of medical men remained with the door closed.

I suppose it must have been about an hour afterwards when, on passing along the carpeted corridor near Shaws room, next that of Asta, I saw that the door was shut, but as I passed I heard him utter that peculiar whistle, yet so very low that it was only just audible. Twice I heard it, and halting, found myself involuntarily copying him. He was whistling so softly that it could scarcely be overheard beyond the walls of his own room.

What was the meaning of that sound? Probably it only escaped his lips when deep in thought. Some men invariably whistle softly or hum tunes while dressing. Yet in any case it was curious that he should do this while Asta lay dying.

All was chaos and disorder in that usually calm, well-ordered household. Just about seven oclock Redwood came to me and called me to one of the upstairs rooms, where the great specialist awaited me alone.

I believe that a friend of yours, a Mr Nicholson, died a little time ago in somewhat similar circumstances to the present case, said Sir George, standing upon the hearthrug with his arms folded. Now, as far as I can make out, the young ladys illness is due to brain trouble, brought on perhaps by fright. I have seen several similar cases in my experience — and I have treated them.

But Miss Seymour — will she live? I asked in frantic anxiety.

Ah! That I cannot foretell, he replied calmly, in his soft-spoken voice. I have administered two injections, and Im glad to tell you that she is infinitely better. Indeed, I expect her very soon to regain consciousness, and we may hope for a turn.

Thank God! — thank God! I cried, with over burdened heart. She is very dear to me, Sir George, I added with emotion, and I thank you deeply for your efforts to save her.

I understand — I quite understand, my dear sir, he said with professional calmness. Yet, from what my two colleagues have told me, I cant help thinking that there is — well, a little mystery somewhere, eh?

A little mystery? I echoed. Ah, Sir George, there is a very great mystery, one which I intend at all hazards to investigate — now that Asta has fallen a victim.

But as I spoke the door was unceremoniously pushed open, and Shaw, who had put on a dark blue suit, and who looked unusually pale and haggard, entered, and inquired for the latest bulletin of the patient.

Im glad to tell you, Mr Shaw, that she will probably recover, replied the eminent man. In an hour we trust to have her conscious again, and then she will, I hope, tell us what happened — what she indicated when, in her fright, she made mention of this mysterious hand.

The hand! I recollected those written words of Melvill Arnold.

She was delirious, I suppose, poor girl! Shaw said. But this is real good news that she is getting better! You are quite sure that she will not be taken from us?

I hope not. I have treated similar cases.

Ah! then there is nothing abnormal in this? he cried eagerly.

I cannot exactly say that, Mr Shaw. When the poor young lady recovers she will be able to tell us what really occurred to cause her mysterious seizure, Sir George replied gravely.

Yes, said Shaw. I hope she will be able to clear up the mystery. You think in an hour or so she will be conscious again?

I sincerely hope so.

And then both men left the room together. Towards nine oclock the crafty-faced butler came to inform me that Captain Cardew wished to see me, and, a few seconds later, I grasped hands with Guy Nicholsons friend.

The dining-room was empty, for, though the table had been laid, nobody had thought of dinner. Contrary to expectations, alas! Asta had not recovered consciousness. Only ten minutes before I had seen Redwood, who admitted that she had taken a slight turn for the worse, and that their anxiety had been considerably increased thereby.

I had then sought Shaw, but could not find him. He had gone over to the garage for a moment, Mrs Howard told me.

As soon as I got Cardew alone, however, I told him as briefly as I could what had occurred.

Then Miss Seymours case and Guys are practically identical! he cried, staring at me.

Yes. And I want you to stay here with me and investigate, I said. Then I related how, on the door of her room being burst in, she had, before losing consciousness, made reference to some mysterious hand.

Thats distinctly curious, Cardew declared. I wonder what she could have meant?

Ah! that remains to us to discover. Will you assist me?

Of course, cried the Captain enthusiastically. Only I hope the poor young lady will recover. Surely the doctors ought to be able to diagnose something!

They cant say anything definite. Its for you and me to furnish proofs.

What do you suspect, Kemball? he asked, looking straight into my face.

Wait and see, I replied. At eleven oclock, if Asta is not then conscious, we will go and investigate the room in which she was lying when seized.

We ate some cold meat and drank a glass of claret, for I had touched nothing that day, while he had had a long journey from Aldershot. Then again we sought news of my beloved.

Her precarious condition had not altered, and she remained still unconscious. Afterwards I was told by Mrs Howard that Shaw was in the library, writing. He was greatly upset at the girls continued unconsciousness, and had expressed a desire not to be disturbed. As I passed the door I heard him speaking over the telephone to some one. All I heard was the number — the number of the woman Olliffe! I tried to gather what he said, but was unable. He was purposely speaking in a low voice — so as not to be overheard.

When the long old grandfathers clock in the hall had chimed eleven, I ascended the wide staircase with Cardew, and with an electric torch which I had several hours ago found in the library, we gained the landing.

Redwood brushed past in haste, and in reply to my question gave but little hope of my poor loves recovery. Mortimer is about to make a last effort with another injection, he said. But I fear, Mr Kemball, that we must now abandon all hope.

My heart stood still. His words fell upon me as though he had struck me a blow.

No hope? I managed to gasp.

No, none, Mr Kemball, replied the doctor, and he hurried away to fetch something from the servants quarters.

I made no further remark. Mere words failed me. If Asta were lost to me, then it was my duty to avenge her death. Therefore I drew Cardew into the dark bedroom in which the dying girl had witnessed the hideous apparition of the hand, and then, with difficulty — for one hinge was broken — I closed the door.

Afterwards, I switched on the electric light and we made a minute and careful examination of the apartment. But we discovered nothing. Before entering there I noticed that the door of Shaws room adjoining was closed, for he was still downstairs writing.

Presently, when we had satisfied ourselves that in the room was nothing suspicious, I pointed out to my friend that if we remained quietly in the darkness, without speaking, no one would suspect us of being there.

Now, I added, Im going to lie on that bed while you sit in yonder armchair in the corner; you take the torch, and at sign of the slightest movement flash on a light at anything you may see. Dont hesitate, for — well, perhaps my life may be in danger, like Guys. Who knows?

I had taken from the corner Astas small ash walking-stick which she sometimes used when tramping about the country, and with this in my hand I lay down upon the pillow, fully dressed as I was.

Then Cardew, breathless with excitement, switched off the electric light, plunging the room in darkness.

Gradually, when our eyes became used to it, we could distinguish a faint grey light from the window, but it was not sufficient for me to distinguish my friend, seated as he was in the corner with light and weapon ready.

An hour passed, but nothing happened. We were waiting there, every nerve strained to the utmost tension, but in vain.

At last a sudden suggestion crossed my mind, and leaving Cardew in the room, with his torch ready, I went next door into Shaws room, which was still dark, and, having closed the door, imitated that peculiar whistle of his. Three or four times I whistled, surprised that I could imitate him so exactly. Then I waited, listening intently.

I could hear nothing.

So I crept back again to the bed in Astas room, for I think Cardew was now becoming impatient. Then, while lying upon the bed, I cautioned him to be very careful.

Open your light at the slightest sound, remember.

I held my breath, and could hear my own heart beating in the dead silence. Then after the lapse of a few moments — for we were both listening to the hum of a receding motor-car, and wondering whose it was — I suddenly gave vent to that low, curious whistle.

Once, twice, thrice I repeated it, low and cautious, so that any one passing the door might not be attracted by it.

Then I listened again with bated breath.

A few seconds went by — seconds of intense anxiety.

Then, of a sudden, my quick ears caught a curious ticking sound, and next moment a flood of white light fell upon the bedclothes close to my head.

I sprang up with a shriek, for there — close to me — I saw Something — the terrible claw-like Hand!


Chapter Twenty Nine.

Discloses Shaws Secret.
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THE THING WAS ugly, hairy, and horrible — a huge dark brown tarantula, the size of a mans palm, which, the instant it was discovered, turned and sped across the bedclothes and disappeared in the darkness.

Cardew had jumped to his feet with a wild, startled ejaculation of horror, having switched on the light, but though we rapidly searched the room high and low, yet nowhere could we find the horrible arachnid. But the secret was out! The revolting hairy thing, which had on that night in Arnay-le-Duc appeared to me like a weird hand, was that huge venomous spider whose bite was as fatal as that of a cobra!

Armed with sticks, Cardew and I groped into every hole and corner of that room, but it had vanished so suddenly that we could not decide in which direction it had gone.

Well! gasped my friend, amazed. By Gad! I never expected that!

Neither did I, was my breathless reply. But the reason of poor Guys death is now vividly apparent. He was bitten by that arachnid, which Shaw, in all probability, purposely left in his young friends library, prior to returning home on that fatal night. I think I realise the truth! I cried. This particular species of lycosa tarantula is, I have read, found in the primeval forests of Peru, and will only attack human beings when they are motionless or asleep. Its bite is most deadly. It causes stupor, followed by coma or paralysis, and the victim rapidly dies. Yet if the mark of its bite be concealed and unsuspected, as it may easily be in the hair, then the symptoms are identical with those of inflammation of the brain — the disease which from poor Guy is supposed to have died!

Then you suspect Shaw of having kept the horrible thing as a pet — eh! he gasped, staring at me amazed.

Both as a pet and as an instrument of murder, I replied. The thing being nocturnal in its habits would, if introduced into a room, remain carefully hidden all day, and only attack the victim at night while he is sleeping. I had a narrow escape while motoring in France with Shaw, — and then, in a few words, I described my own experience, and also Astas previous sight of what had appeared to both of us as a weird, uncanny hand.

Then this scoundrel Shaw evidently intended that you should die! he exclaimed. By Jove! old chap, you have had a narrow escape!

Yes. He must have carried his dangerous pet in secret in a box, I suppose. And must have taken it away with him when he fled from Aix.

Then, suddenly recollecting that curious whistle of his, I realised how Shaw had used it in order to recall the great spider.

Put out the light, Cardew, I said. Have your torch ready. I have an idea.

But— he hesitated, in apprehension.

Have no fear. We want to see the hideous thing again — and to kill it, I said.

The next second the room was once more in darkness, and after a few moments I began to imitate softly that peculiar whistle that I had learnt from Shaw.

Then we waited in breathless silence, not moving a muscle.

Again and again I whistled, but we could hear no movement. The huge spider was, we felt assured, somewhere in the room, but where we could not discover.

Switch on the light, I cried at last, and in a second the place became illuminated again, when, to our surprise, halfway down the pink-and-white cretonne curtains at the head of the bed the ugly arachnid, with its long claws, stood revealed and startled at the sudden turning on of the light.

He had crept slowly down from the small canopy above the bed, seeking the place where I had lain.

In an instant he turned to ascend the curtain again, but we were too quick for him, for with two or three sharp cuts with our sticks we brought him down, and he was quickly stretched dead upon the floor.

I went forth boldly to search for Shaw, but could not find him. His room was in disorder, for he had apparently seized some things, packed hurriedly and left.

The car we heard leaving the house while we were in Astas bedroom had evidently been his!

He had escaped at the very moment when we had discovered the ingenious means by which he had committed his crimes.

We called the three doctors and showed them the huge dead spider. Then, in a moment, all three agreed that Guy Nicholson had succumbed to its bite, and examination of poor unconscious Astas hair showed plainly where she, too, had been bitten just above the right ear. The trio of medical men stood utterly astounded. No time, however, was lost by Sir George in applying various antidotes and restoratives, and by dawn he came to me with the joyful news that she had taken a turn for the better.

Our knowledge of the real cause of the ailment had only been gained in the very nick of time.

Further examination of the walls of Astas room resulted in the amazing discovery that the door of a cupboard in the wall beside the fireplace was warped and when closed left a space of an inch open at the bottom. The cupboard was lined inside with wood panelling, and in one panel at the back a tiny trapdoor about four inches square had been cut, so that it could be removed from within the corresponding cupboard which was in Shaws room adjoining.

Investigation showed that the cupboard in question was the one secured by those two patent locks, and on breaking it open we found that in it Shaw had kept the venomous spider, for both water and food were there, as well as a thick india-rubber glove which he no doubt used when he wished to handle his hideous pet, and a small wire cage in which it could be carried.

In order to release it into Astas room he had only to move the small piece of cut panel in the back of its place of imprisonment, and, glad to escape, the thing would pass through, as no doubt it had done on the night when my well-beloved had been attacked.

To recall it, Shaw had only to whistle. The spider knew the call.

After the attack upon Asta the scoundrel had evidently lost the reptile in the confusion, and disliking the light it had found refuge on the small cretonne canopy fixed against the ceiling, over the head of the bed.

Knowledge that its bite had not proved fatal, as in Nicholsons case, and that Asta might recover and describe what she had seen, together with the fact that he had been unable to induce his pet to return to him, had terrified him, and he had escaped.

Quickly I telephoned to the police in Northampton, and very soon two officers came out on bicycles, and to them we made a statement. Then, an hour later, a hue-and-cry was flashed across the wires for the assassins arrest.

Slowly — very slowly — Asta recovered consciousness, but I was not allowed to see her, nor was she allowed, indeed, to speak.

Yet the knowledge that my beloved would again be given back to life was, in itself, all-sufficient for me.

I had at least solved two points in that amazing mystery of avarice and cunning. I had discovered the cruel ingenious manner in which Guy Nicholson had been killed because of the knowledge he had accidentally gained, and I had also established the fact that Shaw intended that poor Asta should succumb.

But what was the motive of this double crime? That point was, in itself, the most puzzling point of all.


Chapter Thirty.

The Third of November.
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THROUGH THE WHOLE of the following day I remained at the Hall, but as may be imagined the consternation was great when it became known to the servants, and through them to the countryside, that Mr Harvey Shaw, the eminently respectable county magistrate, was being searched for by the police.

Curious how quickly popularity disappears at the first breath of scandal. The very persons who had been loudest in Shaws praises were now the first to hint at dark things and declare that they had all along suspected him of leading a double life.

Sir George remained, but the two local practitioners went forth to do their daily rounds. Asta had greatly improved, and though ordered not to refer to the tragic events of the past few hours, I was allowed to see her for five minutes about seven oclock.

Wan and very pale, she was in a blue silk dressing-jacket, propped up with pillows. As I entered, she put out her small white hand and a single trembling word, my name, escaped her lips.

I saw in the shaded light that her big eyes were filled with tears — tears of joy by which mine were also dimmed.

Ive — Ive had such a bad dream! she managed to say. But, oh! Mr Kemball, how glad I am that it is only a dream, and that the doctor says I am getting better.

I hope, Miss Seymour, that youll be quite right and about again within a week, exclaimed Sir George cheerily.

And hearing those words she turned her wonderful eyes full on mine.

What words of sympathy and congratulation I uttered I scarcely know. How can I remember! I only recollect that when the great specialist touched me upon the shoulder as sign to leave her bedside, I bent and kissed her soft white hand.

All through the day and all that evening I remained eagerly expecting to hear news of Shaws arrest. Yet, knowing what a past-master he was in the art of evading the police, I despaired that he would ever be caught and brought up for punishment.

As I sat smoking in his armchair in the big morning-room I reflected deeply, and saw with what marvellous cunning and forethought he had misled Nicholson, Asta, myself — and, indeed, everybody — into a belief that he was devoted to the girl whom, so many years ago, he had adopted and brought up as his own daughter.

That decision to kill her lover and afterwards kill her was no sudden impulse, but the result of a carefully thought-out and ingenious plan. Whether the huge tarantula had been put into my room at that French inn with evil intent, or whether it had got loose, and had concealed itself there, I could not determine. Yet in the case of Guy and Asta there must, I decided, have been some very strong incentive — a motive which none had ever dreamed. As regards the incident at Scarborough, he must have placed the tarantula in Astas room in secret, and have succeeded in regaining possession of it. Indeed, inquiry I afterwards made showed that he had bribed one of the maid-servants while every one was absent to show him the house, his explanation being that he thought of purchasing it.

Shaw was a master-criminal. Bold and defiant, yet he was at the same time ever ready with means for escape, in case he was cornered. His exploit in the hotel at Aix showed how cunning and clever he was in subterfuge. He preserved a cloak of the highest respectability, and had even succeeded in being placed on the roll of Justices of the Peace — he, the man who regarded murder as the practice of a science, had actually sentenced poachers, wife-beaters, tramps, and drunkards to terms of imprisonment?

And yet so clever had he been that the Criminal Investigation Department had never recognised in the wealthy tenant of Lydford Hall the fugitive for whom they had so long been in search.

A second night I remained there, so as to be near the woman I loved so fervently.

Sir George gave me an assurance, as we sat together before we turned in for a few hours sleep, that his patient was progressing favourably, and that I might again see her the next day. Cardew also remained, and as we three sat smoking we discussed the strange affair, wondering what motive the man Shaw could possibly have in attempting so ingeniously and in such cold blood a second crime. But we could arrive at no definite conclusion. The whole affair was entirely shrouded in mystery.

In the morning I was permitted to see Asta again. She seemed much better and spoke quite brightly.

Mr Kemball, she said, after we had been chatting for some minutes, I — I — I want to tell you something — something very important — when we are alone.

No, not now. Miss Seymour, interrupted Sir George, shaking his finger at his patient, and laughing. Later on — a little later on. You must not excite yourself to-day.

And so, with a pretty pout, she was compelled to remain silent at the doctors orders.

I suppose I must have been there a full quarter of an hour, though the time passed so rapidly that it only appeared like a few moments. Then I bade her be of good cheer and went forth again.

She had made no mention of the man who was a fugitive.

The only poignant remark she had made was a warning.

Be careful when you go into my bedroom. There is something in there, she had said. But I had only laughed and promised her that I would not intrude.

About eleven oclock Redwood arrived, and as he met me in the hall he pushed a copy of that days Times under my nose, asking — 

Seen this, Mr Kemball? It concerns you, I fancy. Thats the name you mentioned yesterday, isnt it?

Eagerly I scanned the lines which he indicated. It was an advertisement, which read — 

Re Melvill, Arnold. — Will the gentleman to whom Mr Melvill Arnold has entrusted a certain ancient object in bronze kindly deliver it according to promise, first communicating with Messrs Fryer and Davidson, solicitors, 196 London Wall, London, E.C.

I read it again and again.

Then of a sudden I recollected that it was the third of November. On that day I had instructions to deliver the bronze cylinder to the first person who made application for it!

The low, soft-spoken words of the dying man as he had handed me the heavy cylinder, bidding me keep it in safe custody, recurred to me as I stood there with the newspaper in my hand. So I resolved to go at once to London, and call upon the firm who had advertised.

Soon after three oclock, therefore, I ascended in the lift of a large block of offices in London Wall, and entered the swing doors of Messrs Fryer and Davidson.

When asked by the clerk for my name, I gave a card, adding that I had called in response to the advertisement, and a few moments later found myself in a comfortable private room with a thin, clean-shaven, thin-faced, alert-looking man of middle age, who introduced himself as Mr Cyril Fryer, the head of the firm.

After thanking me for my call he said — 

Perhaps, Mr Kemball, I may tell you briefly what I know of our client Mr Melvill Arnolds rather eccentric action. He lived mostly abroad in recent years for certain private reasons, and one day, early this year, we received from him a somewhat curious letter upon the notepaper of the Carlton Hotel, saying that he had returned to England unexpectedly, and that he had entrusted a certain bronze cylinder, containing something very important, to the care of a friend. That friend was, curiously enough, not named, but he instructed us to advertise to-day — the third of November. We made inquiry at the Carlton, but he was unknown there. To-day we have advertised, according to our clients instructions, and you are here in response.

There is considerable mystery surrounding this affair, Mr Fryer, I exclaimed in reply.

I do not doubt it. Our client, whom I have known for a good many years, was a very reserved and mysterious man, replied the solicitor, leaning back in his padded chair.

Well, I said, I met him on board ship between Naples and London, and then in detail described his sudden illness, how he had induced me to accept the trust, and his death, a narrative to which Mr Fryer listened with greatest interest.

Then the letter must have been written on the afternoon of his arrival in London. He probably wrote it in the smoking-room of the Carlton. But why he should seek to mislead us, I cannot imagine, exclaimed the solicitor.

I recollect, I said. I was with him in a taxi, when he stopped at the Carlton and went inside, asking me to wait. I did so, and he returned in about a quarter of an hour. In the meantime he must have written to you. He was very ill then, and that same evening he died.

He did not mention us?

He made no mention whatever of any friends, save one — a Mr Dawnay, to whom I afterwards delivered a note.

Dawnay? repeated Mr Fryer. You mean Harvey Shaw?

Exactly. So you know him, eh?

The solicitor nodded in the affirmative, the deep lines upon his thin face becoming more accentuated.

I then told him of his clients wilful destruction of a large quantity of English banknotes which he had compelled me to burn, whereat the man seated at his table laughed grimly, saying — 

I do not think we need regret their destruction. They were better burnt.

Why?

Well — because they were not genuine ones.

But surely — your client was not a forger! I cried.

Certainly not. He was a great man. Cruelly misjudged by the public, he was compelled in recent years to hide his real identity beneath another name, and live in strictest retirement. His actions were put down as eccentricities, but he was a great thinker, a wonderful organiser, marvellously modern among modern men, a man whose financial schemes brought millions into the pockets of those associated with him, yet whose knowledge of ancient Egypt and dry-as-dust Egyptology was perhaps unique. But above all he was ever honest, upright and just.

He was a complete enigma to me, I declared. As he was to most people. I who have been his legal adviser and friend through much adversity, alone understood him. I was not even aware of his death. If he took a liking to you I shall not be surprised to find that he has left you a substantial legacy.

He gave me a present before he died, I said, and told him of the banknotes I had found in the envelope, and also that I held the cylinder in the security of the Safe Deposit Companys vaults in Chancery Lane.

Finding the solicitor was perfectly frank and open with me, I related the curious and startling circumstances which had occurred within my knowledge since I had made the acquaintance of Mr Harvey Shaw. As I sat in the fading light of that November afternoon I narrated the facts in their proper sequence just as I have herein set them down in the foregoing pages of this personal history.

The man before me sat with folded arms in almost complete silence, listening intently to every word. The twilight faded and darkness fell quickly, as it does in November in the City. He had given orders that we were not to be disturbed, and he sat silent, so transfixed by my strange story that he did not rise to switch on the light.

I told him all, everything — until I described to him the discovery of that venomous tarantula in Astas bedroom. Then he suddenly struck his table with his fist, and sprang to his feet, crying — 

Ah! Ive been expecting to hear of this all along. The scoundrel meant to kill the poor girl! There were reasons — very strong reasons — for doing so.

What were they? I demanded quickly. I have told you everything, Mr Fryer. Now, be quite frank with me, I beg you — and tell me the whole truth.

He was silent. I could hardly distinguish his thin, deeply lined face seated as he was in the shadows, his back to the window, so dark had it now become.

Presently, he rose and turned on the light, saying as he did so — 

Well, Mr Kemball, as you seem to have been so intimately associated with the closing scenes of poor Melvill Arnolds career, I will explain the whole truth to you — even at the risk of a breach of professional confidence. My client is dead, but the dastardly attempt upon Miss Asta Seymour must be avenged — that man Harvey Shaw shall be brought to justice. Listen, and I will tell you a story stranger than most men have ever listened to — a romance of real life of which, however, every word is the truth.

The cylinder! I cried. Are you aware of what is contained in it?

I have not the slightest knowledge, he declared. That we will investigate together later — after you have heard the strange romance of the man whom you knew as Melvill Arnold.


Chapter Thirty One.

The Truth Concerning Arnold.
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THE REAL NAME of your friend was — as you have guessed from the threatening letters addressed to him at Kingswear, in Devon — Arnold Edgecumbe, the solicitor commenced, leaning his elbows upon his table and looking me straight in the face. My firm acted for his father — a wealthy manufacturer in Bradford, who, upon his death, left his son an ample fortune. Twenty years ago he married an extremely pretty woman. It was purely a love-match, and one daughter was born. Six months after that event, however, poor little Mrs Edgecumbe died of phthisis, and her husband was inconsolable over his loss. He was devoted to his wife, and the blow proved a terrible one. Soon, in order to occupy his mind, he turned his attention to financial affairs in the City, and went into partnership with a man named Henry Harford.

Harford! I ejaculated. Why, that was the man against whom he warned me! The words he wrote down are still in my possession.

He had strong reasons for doing so, went on the man sitting at his table. The combination of the pair — both of whom were fearless and successful speculators — soon raised the firm to the position of one of the best-known financial houses in London. They dealt in millions, as others deal in thousands, and both men, in the course of a few years, amassed great fortunes. Suddenly, when just in the zenith of their prosperity, a great and terrible exposure was made. It was found that they had, by promoting certain bogus companies, which had been largely taken up, netted huge profits. The shareholders, numbering many thousands of widows, clergymen, retired officers, and such-like persons, who are ever ready to swallow the bait of a well-written prospectus, became furious, and the Public Prosecutor took up the matter actively. Though my client was, I assure you, utterly blameless in the matter, and afterwards paid back every penny he had received from the transaction, nevertheless such public outcry was made against him as a swindler, that, victim of circumstances, he was compelled to fly the country. Trusting implicitly to his partner, Harford — who, by a very shrewd move, cleared himself, although he was, no doubt, the actual culprit — he, on the night of his flight, placed his little daughter, to whom he was entirely devoted, in his care, urging him to adopt her, and not to allow her to know her real fathers name.

What? I cried, starting suddenly to my feet as the amazing truth flashed upon me for the first time. Then Asta is Edgecumbes daughter, and Shaws real name is Harford!

Exactly. With these facts in your mind you will be able to follow me more closely.

Again I sank back into my chair astounded.

Well, he went on, ingeniously as did Harford endeavour to cover his connection with the bogus promotions — of which the Britannia Banking Corporation, which you will remember, perhaps, was one — yet the Public Prosecutor, after the accounts and books had been examined, decided that he was also a culprit, and two months after his partners disappearance a warrant was also issued for his arrest. Harford, always wary, had, however, on the day previously, taken little Asta with him and left for Greece, with which country we have no treaty of extradition. Meanwhile, Edgecumbe had a younger sister who had married a man of bad character, an expert forger of banknotes, named Earnshaw, and who sometimes went in the name of King, and the pair had, to a great extent, assisted Harford in his fraudulent schemes entirely unknown to Edgecumbe. The woman and her husband were adventurers of the most ingenious class, and with Harford, reaped a golden harvest in the circulation on the Continent of the clever imitations of Bank of England notes. Edgecumbe was all unconscious of this, and, indeed, only became aware of the transactions by accident. It seems that on the night of his flight from England he went to the office after it had been locked up, in order to get some cash for his journey. There was only forty pounds in the safe, but on breaking open a drawer in his partners table he found a big roll of new notes. He took them, and left on the table a memorandum of what he had done. Ere he arrived at Dover, however, suspicion grew upon him that the notes were not genuine. So he kept them, and said nothing. It was his first suspicion that Harford was playing a double game. Through all the years that elapsed from that day till his death they remained in his possession as evidence against Earnshaw and his accomplice, but in order that after his death they should not be found in his possession, he apparently got you to destroy them.

But this man Harford — or Shaw? Who was he? I inquired eagerly.

Of that I know very little, except that, before meeting Edgecumbe, he had lived for many years in Ecuador and Peru, where he had been engaged in the adventurous pursuit of collecting orchids and natural history specimens. Probably while there, he knew of the giant venomous tarantula, and had trained one to answer to his call, was Mr Fryers reply. Apparently, from what you have told me concerning the threatening letter, Edgecumbes sister suspected him of betraying her to the police, and, after serving her sentence for swindling, she and her husband again became on friendly terms with Harford, who, in the name of Harvey Shaw, was then posing as a county magnate, deriving his income partly from the proceeds of his financial transactions, and partly from the passing at various banks on the Continent the bogus notes printed in secret in a room at Ridgehill Manor. It was for that reason the police of Europe have, for the last ten years, been in search of Harford — the English police because of the charges against him in the City, and the European police because he has defrauded hundreds of bureaux-de-change all over the Continent by exchanging thousands of his marvellous imitations of Bank of England notes for foreign notes or gold. Yet being a man of such colossal ideas, such a splendid linguist, and possessing such marvellous powers of invention and clever evasion, he acted so boldly and sustained his rôle of English gentleman so well, that he often passed beneath the very noses of those in active search of him.

Then Edgecumbe was in entire ignorance of the true character of his late partner? I exclaimed.

Absolutely — until too late. He only became convinced on the day of his death. He wished you to assist him, though he warned you against him. Apparently, by slow degrees, during his rare visits to England, he had become cognisant of Harfords criminal instincts, and of the fact that he was in possession of that venomous pet which the man had once — I believe — boastingly described as his Hand, yet Edgecumbe was diplomatic enough not to quarrel with him. Asta, ignorant of her parentage, looked upon Harford as her father and held him in highest esteem. For Edgecumbe to denounce him would be to disillusion the girl in whom all his hopes were centred, and who regarded him, not as a father, but as a very dear friend. On arrival in England he seems to have written immediately to her, urging her to meet him, unknown to Harford, yet, when she went to the hotel it was only to discover, that he was dead.

But the terrible tarantula — the Hand, as Harford termed it — surely Edgecumbe must have suspected something? I said.

He probably was unaware that the thing was so deadly venomous, and he never dreamed to what use the scoundrel would put it, said the solicitor. The truth only dawned upon him when too late! Remember he placed the utmost confidence in you — and in you alone — a stranger.

Yes. He gave me that bronze cylinder. I wonder what it can possibly contain?

Let us take a taxi down to Chancery Lane, Mr Fryer suggested. Let us carry it up here, open it — and ascertain.


Chapter Thirty Two.

A Hearts Secret.
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MR EDGECUMBE WAS always of an antiquarian turn of mind, and when he left England he took up the study of Egyptology in order to occupy his time, said the solicitor, as we sat in the taxi whirling along Newgate Street. He spent many years in Egypt, and being, of course, in possession of ample funds, he was enabled to make very extensive explorations, for which he was granted special privileges by the Khedive. Many of his discoveries have enriched the British Museum, the Louvre, and other museums on the Continent, while, stored here in London — in a place of which I hold the key — is a magnificent and valuable collection of objects from the period of Shaaru, down to that of the first Amenhotep, all of which will pass into the possession of his daughter, Miss Asta. Even the collection in the British Museum cannot compare with them in value or interest. Every object in our late clients collection is absolutely unique.

As is the bronze cylinder, I added.

Yes. I confess I have been filled with wonder as to what it can contain ever since the receipt of the letter asking us to advertise on the third of November for an unknown person — yourself, Mr Kemball. Whatever where the actions of the late Mr Edgecumbe, we must not lose sight of the main fact that the death of his wife, whom he adored, caused in him certain eccentricities. He was devoted to his little daughter Asta, and in order that she should never know that her father had been accused and compelled to fly from justice, he induced his partner to adopt her — only to discover afterwards that he was a criminal and unscrupulous, and was, moreover, in association with a man and woman who were, undoubtedly, criminals. Yet having taken the step he had done ten years before, he could not well draw back. I advised him, as soon as exposure came, to stay and face the music. But the death of his wife had utterly broken him, and his only reply was to say that he was tired of an active business life, and preferred obscurity and study abroad. Yes, Mr Kemball, added the man at my side, Arnold Edgecumbe was a decidedly remarkable man — a man of great talent and attainments, of wondrous perception, and honest as few men in this city of London are honest nowadays. He knew that Harfords arrest would bring disgrace upon Asta, and for that reason urged you to become his friend. The situation was, indeed, unique.

On arrival at the Safe Deposit vaults we found, unfortunately, that they had been closed a quarter of an hour, therefore there was nothing to do but to wait till next morning.

So, after some final words with Fryer, I left him, promising to return on the morrow, and then drove straight to St. Pancras, and went down to Lydford, arriving there soon after nine oclock.

Asta was, I found, so much better that she had been left in charge of a nurse whom Sir George had summoned from London that day. And at my urgent request she allowed me to see her patient alone.

As I stood beside her bed, our hands clasped in meaning silence, I saw that she smiled gladly at my arrival.

Then, presently, when she had motioned me to a chair and I had congratulated her upon her rapid progress towards recovery, I related in as quiet a voice as I could all that I had learned that day in London.

Mr Arnold was my father! she cried, looking at me amazed and stupefied. I never knew that — I — I cant believe it — and yet how kind he has always been to me — what beautiful presents he used to buy for me when I was a child — and how tenderly he used to kiss me when we met. Ah yes! she cried, I ought to have known; I ought to have guessed. Poor dear father — and he died without betraying to me the secret of my birth.

He was a lonely man, Asta, I said in a low voice, calling her by her Christian name for the first time. He loved your mother and revered her memory. And he kept from you the secret that he had been cruelly misjudged as a shark and a swindler. He entrusted you to the man I know as Shaw, believing him to be upright and a friend. But, alas! how greatly his confidence has been abused.

Her eyes were filled with tears.

You alone, Mr Kemball, have stood my friend, she said scarcely above a whisper, as she turned her bright gaze upon me. When I saw that terrible spider in my room I sent word to you, after chasing it out into the corridor. A vague suspicion that it had been placed there purposely crept over me. But Shaw must have allowed it to pass into my room again, after I had dropped off to sleep.

I was your fathers friend, I replied, and I hope—

Poor dear father! Why did he not tell me? He wrote to me to come to the hotel, urging me to say nothing to Mr Shaw. Perhaps he had something to tell me — ah! who knows? she exclaimed reflectively. But I arrived there, alas! too late — too late!

He probably intended to reveal to you the truth, I remarked, looking into her pale, wan countenance. But had he done so perhaps — perhaps you and I would not have been such close friends as we are to-day.

Perhaps not, she sighed. I remember how, when we motored to Aix, Shaw was very careful of a little box. Ah yes! I owe more to you than I can ever repay.

No, I said softly. But — but let me make a confession to you, Asta, and I took the tiny hand that lay outside the down-quilt. When I first knew you I grew jealous of poor Guy for — ah, forgive me — because — because, Asta, I loved you!

Her pale face reddened, and her eyes were downcast. She tried to withdraw her hand from mine.

But I knew what a good honest fellow he was, and I determined to become his friend. Alas! his friendship for me, because he intended to consult me and tell me what he had discovered, cost him his life.

Ah no! she cried, do not recall that. It is all too terrible — too terrible!

I know what a blow it was for you, I went on madly. I suffered all your poignant grief because I loved you—

No, no?

Let me finish — let me tell you, Asta, now, once and for all, what I feel and what is in my heart. I knew that, with memories of poor Guy still upon you, that you could care nothing for me — perhaps barely like me. I know that at first you almost felt you hated me, yet I have kept my secret to myself, and I have loved you, Asta — loved you better than mere words of mine can tell.

And I bent and drew her gently to me.

She made no response. Only she looked at me swiftly, and a long sigh escaped her lips.

In all my life I have never loved any woman but you — so long as I live I never shall, I declared, in a fervent voice. If you are not my wife, Asta, then no other woman will ever be. I could not speak before — I dared not. I could not think that you even liked me, and I should have to take time to teach you the sweet lesson I longed to teach you. But to-night, my beloved, I have thrown hesitation to the winds. Now that you are to live, I have told you — I ask you, my love, to be my wife!

And I — I thought—

Yes, I said, tightening my hold upon her hand and placing my arm softly about her neck.

I — I never thought that you loved me, she said suddenly. But the look in her splendid eyes, the tone of her voice, the rare sweet smile which parted her lips in sheer gladness, unconsciously shown at my confession, told me more than a whole volume of words could have told me.

And slowly my lips met hers in a long kiss — a long, long kiss of ecstatic love — a kiss that changed my whole life from that moment.

I love you, dearest. I love you with all my soul, I said, looking down at the pale, thin little face that rested upon my shoulder as she lay.

You love me? Her words were scarcely a breath, but I heard them clearly enough in the silence of the room.

I love you, I repeated, with fervour and simplicity. I love you, Asta, as I have never loved, and as I shall never love again. But you — it is of you that I have had the doubt; it is your love that I have feared I might not yet have won. Have you nothing to say to me? You rest here in my arms. You have let me kiss your lips—

Through the room there sounded a half laugh, half sob that silenced me. Two soft arms wound themselves about my throat and lay softly there; two sweet tear-dimmed eyes looked straight into mine with something in their depths that held me silent for sheer joy; and two warm lips lifted to mine gave me back, shyly, one out of my many caresses.

Yes, Lionel, I do love you, she said at last, so low that I had to bring my ear close to her lips to catch the words. And — and if you really mean that you want me for your wife—

Really mean it! I echoed. My dear love, cannot you understand that I live for you alone — only you — that for you to be my wife is the greatest, almost the only wish of my life?

Then it shall be as you wish, she said softly. What passionate words escaped me I do not remember. All I know is that our lips met again and again many, many times, and we sat in each others embraces childishly blissful in our new-born happiness.

For a long time, indeed, no further word was spoken between us. Our minds were too full for mere uttered phrases.

Thus we sat until recalled to a sudden consciousness of the situation by the nurses light tap upon the door.

Then, before I left that room, and heedless of the presence of the nurse, I bent and kissed fondly upon the lips my wife who was to be.

Ah! can I adequately describe my feelings that evening, my heart-bursting to tell to some intimate friend the secret of our love? No, I will leave you who have loved to imagine the boundless joy I felt at the knowledge that Asta loved me after all, and that we were betrothed.


Chapter Thirty Three.

Plot and Counter-Plot.
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IN LONDON NEXT day I met Mr Fryer by appointment at half-past eleven at the Holborn Restaurant, being near Chancery Lane, and together we went to the Safe Deposit Companys vaults, where we obtained the ancient cylinder from the strong box in which I had placed it, and then entered a taxi and drove to the City.

Across Holborn, in Red Lion Street, we found a locksmith, and took him with us to Fryers office in London Wall. He brought with him some tools, but when he seated himself and examined the mysterious cylinder he shook his head, remarking— Thisll be a pretty tough job. Its been very well welded together. Ill have to file it off!

Is it ancient welding? I asked.

Oh no, sir. Its a very ancient bit o bronze, but the tops been off of late, and when, welded on its been painted over green to imitate the patina of the old bronze. Whoever did it was one of those fakers of antiques, I should say.

Well, said the solicitor, make a start on it, and get it open.

The mechanic seated himself at the table and, taking up a long sharp file, began to cut into the hard metal, while we stood aside watching him intently.

What could it be that was so securely concealed therein — the Thing that had been withheld even from Mr Fryer, the dead mans confidant in everything?

For a quarter of an hour the man worked hard, but made little or no impression upon the ancient metal. So the solicitor took me into an adjoining room, where after a brief chat he said — 

Since our conversation last night Ive been carefully weighing matters. The motive of the cruel and ingenious assassination of your friend Nicholson is perfectly plain. Harford knew that there was a will in existence, for now I recollect Mr Edgecumbe, after getting me to make it, told me that he had revealed its provisions to his friend. They are that his daughter should inherit the whole of his very substantial fortune, but in the event of her death while unmarried it was to go to Harford himself, in recognition of his friendship and of his kindness to Miss Asta. Now if Nicholson had married her, the money would have passed beyond his control. Therefore, aided, no doubt, by Earnshaw and his wife, they killed him by a method which fully bears out my estimate of the craft and cunning of my clients late partner. Edgecumbe, not long before his death, had somehow become aware of the existence of the huge spider, kept as a pet, and having suspicions as to what use it might be put to, warned you of it with his last effort. Nicholson, against whom it is more than probable an unsuccessful attempt was made one night while sleeping at the Hall, also discovered Harfords secret. He intended to reveal it to you, but was attacked, and succumbed before he could call upon you. Harford next feared lest you might propose marriage to his ward, hence the fact that he carried his pet to the Continent with him, and you saw the terrible Hand and narrowly escaped its fatal grip on that night in the old French inn. Yes, Mr Kemball, Fryer added, depend upon it that Harford played his last card when he allowed the terrible spider to pass into Miss Astas bedroom. He intended that she should die, and that Arnold Edgecumbes fortune should be his — a plot which would, alas! have been successfully accomplished, had your suspicions not been providentially aroused.

A sudden call from the locksmith caused us to return hastily to Fryers room, and there we saw that the top of the ancient cylinder had been filed entirely off.

Theres something inside, sir, said the man, addressing the solicitor. Perhaps youd like to take it out yourself.

And Mr Fryer drew forth a portion of an ancient leather thong, attached to which was a large old seal of clay with an ancient Egyptian cartouche impressed upon it.


Chapter Thirty Four.

What the Cylinder Contained.
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MR FRYER THEN took the cylinder in his hand, and with eager fingers first drew forth a piece of modern paper about six inches long, folded lengthways many times. When he opened it I saw that parts of it were brown as though scorched, while it bore at its base one of the long green stamps used in the Consular service, obliterated together with attesting signatures.

At a glance he recognised its nature.

Why! he exclaimed. This is a fresh will signed a year ago before the British Consul-General at Naples! Ah! he went on, reading it swiftly. I see. His disillusion regarding Harford, whom he believed to be his friend, caused him to revoke his previous will, and by the terms of this he leaves his entire fortune, as well as what may accrue from the enclosed knowledge, unconditionally to his daughter Asta, but in the event of her death, it is to go to found a sanatorium for the treatment of destitute consumptive patients.

Then he must certainly have had suspicions of Harford!

Without a doubt. In order to warn Asta of the existence of that deadly spider, and probably to make other provisions for her, he came to England from Egypt, but unfortunately died on the day prior to her call at the hotel. When he wrote to me he, no doubt, felt a presage of imminent death, for he knew well that he suffered from heart-affection and might expire quite suddenly. He intended, by making this new will in secret and placing it in your hands, that should Asta expire mysteriously, the assassin would receive a shock at finding that the money did not revert to him after all. And see, he said. Read what is written here.

I peered over his shoulder and read the lines of small but clear handwriting at the foot of the document, evidently penned after it had been completed at the Consulate.

Memorandum made by me this Fourth day of February, 1909: — In case of the sudden or mysterious death of my dear daughter Asta before the opening of this cylinder, I desire that the circumstances of her death be fully investigated. The man Harford, alias Harvey Shaw, in whose charge I injudiciously placed my beloved daughter, keeps as pet a specimen of the lycosa tarantula of Ecuador, which is most venomous and dangerous, and will attack human beings when they are asleep. In Ecuador and Peru, on account of its size and formation, it is known as The Death Hand. Inquiries I have made show that a bite causes inflammation of the brain, so that medical men in South America are very frequently deceived. I have suspicions that the man Harford intends to use his pet for purposes of secret assassination, and hereby place my strong convictions upon record for my above-named executor, Mr Cyril Fryer, to use at his own will and discretion. Signed by me, Arnold Edgecumbe.

By Jove! I said. Thats a pretty plain allegation.

Yes, and not far short of the truth, replied my friend. With these suspicions in his mind I wonder what could have been the nature of his letter to Harford which you delivered at Totnes Station?

It was addressed in the name of Dawnay.

One of the names he used — one of his actual Christian names. It is evident, however, that, in it, he gave Harford no cause to suspect that he was aware of the existence of the strange pet, otherwise he would not have made that too successful attempt upon Nicholson.

Yes, but by its delivery he knew that its writer was dead, I said. Your client, perhaps, acted with some indiscretion in sending it. It at once placed Asta in peril.

He had a motive, no doubt — but it imperilled Asta. Yet if he had not sent it you would never have met the young lady, or been instrumental in exposing the clever and ingenious plot from which she has so narrowly escaped with her life, the solicitor remarked.

The locksmith had been paid and retired. So we were again alone together.

The wording of this latest will is peculiar, Mr Fryer went on. It refers to all that may accrue from the enclosed knowledge. What enclosed knowledge, I wonder?

And taking up the cylinder he again looked into it. Why, theres something else here? he exclaimed, and inserting a long steel letter-opener he succeeded in drawing forth a small roll of ancient brown papyri which, very tender and crumbling, was covered by puzzling Egyptian hieroglyphics.

This, in all probability, he exclaimed, is what the cylinder originally contained when he discovered it in the tomb of the Great Merenptah. We must obtain a translation.

Yes, I cried eagerly. Let us take it to the British Museum. Professor Stewart will be able to decipher it at once.

So, replacing the papyri in its bronze case, we took it with us in a taxi, and half an hour later sat in the room of the professor, the same eminent Egyptologist whom I had seen on my previous visit there.

The great scholar put on his spectacles very leisurely, and with great care opened the crumbled relic out before him as he sat at this table and placed a sheet of glass over it.

Then for a long time he pored closely over the queer, crude drawings. At last he broke the silence as he looked up at us through his round glasses, saying — 

This, I may as well tell you, is one of the most remarkable and interesting records that have ever come out of Egypt, and, like the papyri which I deciphered for Mr Arnold, and which was found accompanying this cylinder, it is in the hieroglyphics in use during the period after Alexander the Great had delivered Egypt and it was ruled by Ptolemy and his descendants. Ptolemy the First, you will remember, perhaps, reigned from 323 to 285 B.C., and was succeeded by twelve other kings of his dynasty. The famous Cleopatra was daughter of Ptolemy the Eleventh, and in 43 B.C. became Queen of Egypt. Here we have before us, upon this piece of papyri, a most important record concerning that famous woman. This was written at Thebes by one Sanehat, or Sa-nehat, son of the sycamore, a general and a royal favourite in the year and month of Antonys death. Listen, and I will decipher one or two extracts to show you its purport, and carefully wiping his spectacles the celebrated Egyptologist readjusted them; and then, examining the half-faded lines of hieroglyphics, said — 

The opening is a long one in which Sanehat, son of the sycamore — probably from his having been born or living at some place where there was a celebrated sacred sycamore — describes the love between Cleopatra and Antony, and the great treasures of the wonderful palace of the Ptolemies, which stood about in the centre of the shore of the eastern bay of Alexandria. He relates how Antony and Octavian fought desperately for the possession of the world at the Battle of Actium, and how, after that wonderful royal banquet which Athenaeus has already described to us in his writings, Antony sank deeper and deeper in the flood of his wild passion for Cleopatra. We have the Queens marvellous beauty, her fascinations — her limbs like gold and her hair like lapis lazuli, so precious in Egypt in those days — and her sins here described by the hand of one who was her most trusted general — and who, by the way, is mentioned in at least two other records of this period, one now preserved at St. Petersburg, and the other at Berlin, published in facsimile in the Denkmaler of Lepsius. It tells us of the gorgeous life led by this most brilliant Queen of Queens, of the wealth and favours she lavished upon Antony and his captains, and of how she built her tomb near the temple of Isis Lochais, at the eastern end of the harbour where Fort Silsileh stands to-day. All this is most intensely interesting, coming as it does from the hand of the Queens trusted favourite, but there is something more — something which certainly arouses our curiosity and which must be investigated. Listen, and I will read just the most important extracts.

Then again he paused for a few moments, and halfway down the crinkled papyri he read a disjointed decipher as follows: — 

The Horus, life of births, lords of crowns, life of births, king of Upper and Lower Egypt, Kheper-ha-ra, son of the Sun, Amen-em-hat, ever rising into eternity. Order for those who read. Behold this order of the Queen is sent to thee to instruct thee of her will...

Cleopatra, whose ruling passion was to be a monarch of a greater Egypt and to enlarge the borders of the South, remained in the Palace of her fathers, but Antony was valiantly defending the fortress of Pelusium against Octavian. In dead of night I was called by the Lord Steward unto the pearl chamber of the Queen, and she, reclining upon her bed of pearl and gold with censers of sweet perfumes burning, commanded me to silence, and sent away her slaves. She had received Neb-ka-n-ra as messenger from Antony telling her of Octavians strength... She therefore commanded me with my captains User-ref and Hordedef to repair unto the treasury of the while house and take possession of the greatest of her jewels and place them in a place of safety, lest the accursed Octavian conquering, the Palace be attacked.

In obedience I called my two most trusted captains, and went in secret unto the white house, and opening it with the Queens own key, obtained therefrom much gold and precious stones... with the great jewels of Sotor of Euegates, and of Ruddidet... and the sacred sapphires of Amen-em-hat... and next night we concealed them. Five times did we journey, under cover of night, unto the treasury, and in baskets of green tamarisk took therefrom... strings of emeralds and of pearls and electrum and new malachite... the hundred rubies the size of pigeons eggs... the goblets of gold and stones and the great bowls of gold encrusted with jewels which were served at the banquet to Antony... Know ye that fifteen basketsful of precious stones of ka, statues of gold, breast ornaments of emeralds, beads of lapis lazuli, and pearls of great price did we take and conceal in the place where Octavian — whose name be accursed — should not know.

...And at dawn, when our work was completed, I went again unto the Queen and kneeling told her of the place where we had hidden them. And Ra had spread fear over the land; his terrors in every place, and the Queen was greatly pleased, and rewarded me with fifty talents. And she commanded me to write this record and to place it where it should remain through the ages, so that if death consumed her, the whereabouts of her treasure shall not be utterly lost unto the world.

Know, therefore, ye who dareth to open this tube of bronze which she gave unto me and to face the wrath of the Sun-God, and of Osiris the Eternal, that the pit where we have dug... and wherein we have concealed the great treasure and gold and lazuli and heart scarabs and khulal stones set in gold of our Queen Cleopatra the Magnificent, lieth three hundred cubits and seven towards the sunrise from the eastern angle of the Temple of Denderah, which our Queen hath founded and which beareth her image graven by Uba-aner upon its wall. With thy back unto the eye of her image pace three hundred cubits and seven, and the gold and jewels which our Queen secured for Antony... shall there be found hidden...

I, Sanehat, make this record lest the great treasure of Cleopatra be lost for all time. I write this so that he beloved of Ra, of Horus, and of Hathor, who readeth this my message, may seek and may find... for Antony fought well, and went from battle unto death by his own hand because he heard falsely that his Queen was already dead. Yea, in their splendour but one moon ago, they founded the synapothano menoi (the people who are about to die together), and so Antony took his life when he heard that his Queen was dead.

Two suns have not set since User-ref and Hordedef, my loyal and well-beloved captains, were put to death by the Queens orders, the month Paophi... the seventh day the god entered his horizon... so that they may not betray the hiding-place of her jewels, and I have fled here unto Thebes, for, alas! her hand is now uplifted against me for the same cause... and this written record will I place in the tomb of the Great Merenptah, that it shall remain there through generations in the keeping of Ra, till it be discovered by one of courage who cometh after me, and upon whom may the blessing of our great Osiris for ever rest. Excellently finished in peace. He who destroyeth this roll may Tahuti smite him.

How curious! I exclaimed, utterly astounded.

Does this Temple of Denderah still exist?

Most certainly, replied the professor. I myself have seen the graven image of Cleopatra upon its wall, as well as that of her child Caesarion. As far as I can distinguish, this record, which has reposed in its cylinder for nearly two thousand years, is perfectly genuine, and as it is known that the marvellous Egyptian queen must have possessed untold treasures, this record of Sanehat should certainly be investigated. It was evidently written on the day of Cleopatras death, but before the news that the gorgeous queen had committed suicide rather than be carried captive to Rome had become known.

But does this wonderful collection of gems still exist, do you anticipate? inquired Fryer.

Well, after reading such an authentic document as this, I am certainly inclined to believe that it may very possibly be found. I recall that the vicinity of the temple is desert, and that the ground at the spot indicated certainly shows no signs of recent excavation.

Then knowledge of this papyri must be kept a profound secret, and the Egyptian Government approached in confidence with a view to allowing exploration in the vicinity, Fryer said, his business instinct at once asserting itself.

Most certainly, replied the professor. I am, of course, most intensely interested in this matter, and if I can be of any assistance I shall only be too happy. Personally, I believe that by this important papyri the great treasures which Cleopatra was known to possess, and of which history gives us no account after her death, may actually be recovered.


Chapter Thirty Five.

Conclusion.
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TWELVE MONTHS HAVE passed.

The days have slipped away rapidly since that well-remembered morning when I stood beside Professor Stewart and watched him, peering through his glasses, decipher those puzzling hieroglyphics which Sanehat had penned two thousand years before.

No doubt you read the newspapers and, of course, have seen the interesting results of the excavations made and still being continued by the Egypt Exploration Fund, under the auspices of the Egyptian Government, with whom Mr Fryer, as the late Arnold Edgecumbes executor, came to a mutual arrangement.

Professor Stewart has, for some months past, been out at the Temple of Denderah, that cyclopean pile which Cleopatra built for herself, and though from time to time vague reports have found their way into the papers of important discoveries close to that famous edifice, yet, truth to tell, we are endeavouring to keep the actual extent of the discoveries as private as possible for the present. All I can say is that ancient jewels, worth many thousands of pounds, taken from the spot have already reached London — jewels, ornaments, and heart scarabs which once adorned the person of Egypts most gorgeous queen.

But it is of my own sweet-faced queen that I think the most — she who sits here in silent love beside me at Upton End as I now pen these final lines. We have already been man and wife for eight months, and, after a delightful honeymoon spent beside the Nile, during which we paid a visit, of course, to Cleopatras temple, where Professor Stewart was superintending operations, have returned home and settled down in peace and happiness — a rural bliss, perfect and entire, that will last always.

The hated name of Harvey Shaw is never mentioned between us. And little wonder, indeed. Within a month after his flight from Lydford, two men, one a foreigner, called at night at a lonely cottage near Hexworthy, far away on wild Dartmoor, and asked to see the tenant, a gentleman who had recently taken the place furnished.

The broad-speaking, old Devon housekeeper went upstairs to inform her master of his visitors, but she found the door locked. Shaw, for it was he, had recognised the voice of Victor Tramu, and knew instantly that he had at last been run to earth.

The second visitor, a well-known officer from New Scotland Yard, rushed upstairs and called upon the accused to open the door, but on doing so they heard the report of a revolver, and, bursting in, found the assassin of poor Guy Nicholson lying shot through the head and quite dead.

It appeared, too, that on the day following Harfords flight Ridgehill Manor was found by the police to be tenantless, and Earnshaw and his clever wife have not yet been found. The police, however, are confident that, possessing only slight funds, they must be heard of again ere long at their old game of passing forged notes to Continental money-changers.

Asta, instead of existing upon the charity of a criminal and unwittingly exchanging forged notes for genuine ones and gold, as she had done so many times, is now wealthy in her own right, while Mr Fryer has received a very handsome legacy as executor. Cardew, fond of adventure, got six months leave to assist in the excavations in Egypt, and recently, on his return, has been here at Upton End on a visit, and has told us much of interest concerning what has of late been found there. And as evidence of the genuineness of that half-faded record — penned by the trusted general of Cleopatra whom she afterwards desired to kill in order to protect her secret of her treasure, and preserved for so long in that bronze cylinder — there stand before me with the gold statuette of Osiris beneath domes of glass upon a side-table in the library wherein I am this evening writing, a canopic jar of alabaster and four ancient golden goblets varying from seven to ten inches in height thickly encrusted with magnificent rubies, sapphires and emeralds — the actual cups which once held the wine drunk at those gorgeous bacchanalian feasts which the great queen gave to Antony, over whom she exercised that fatal fascination.

They represent but a specimen of what has already been recovered and is later on to be divided between the Egyptian Government, the British Museum and Asta herself. Though we are extremely careful to conceal the real facts from the papers, extensive works of examination are at this moment in progress, for it seems that the queens enormous wealth was buried hurriedly beneath stones in a watercourse which has ages ago dried up. The action of the water scattered the loose gems, as, from the sifting of the sand each day, precious stones, cut and uncut, are now being recovered.

Never in these our modern days of progress and discovery has such a flutter of excitement been caused in archaeological circles, and certainly never has such a magnificent and authentic treasure, the lost million of Cleopatra, been located.

Arnold Edgecumbe, always attracted to the study of Egyptian archaeology, had devoted the last seventeen years of his broken life to studies in Upper Egypt, and, truly, the discovery he made in the tomb of Merenptah has resulted in the recovery of great numbers of the gems and ornaments actually worn by Cleopatra herself.

Every national museum in Europe has eagerly offered to purchase specimens, hence the estate of the late Arnold Edgecumbe, the man so cruelly misjudged and hunted down by the investing public, will be greatly enriched by the remarkable discovery, which, on that evening of his death, he predicted to me would astound this our prosaic modern world.

Often have I congratulated myself upon my narrow escape from a sudden end on that night in the old French inn, for surely the cunning ingenuity and truly devilish resourcefulness of Astas foster-father from the moment when he so successfully cast the blame of fraud upon his friend Arnold Edgecumbe and caused him to flee to Egypt until that night when he so nearly succeeded in taking the young girls life, showed him to be a veritable master-criminal.

But the days of darkness, insecurity and despair are happily over. The clouds have parted, and the sunshine of happiness now falls upon the dear, sweet girl who, eight months ago, knelt beside me at the altar of that grey, square-spired village church which, here as we sit in the summer sunset, we can see peeping beyond the old elm avenue across the park.

Yes, my darling, I am at last truly happy, she whispers softly in my ear, bending over to kiss me in reply to a question. So happy that I cannot adequately describe what I feel amid this perfect peace.

And so, with her sweet lingering caress upon my lips, a kiss more full of love and holy passion than ever Cleopatra gave Antony beside the Nile, I embrace her with all the tenderness of my affection, with all the strength of my very soul, and while so doing conclude this my strange personal narrative, and write — 

THE END


The Price of Power (1913)
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Chapter One.

The Madcap.
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MSIEUR COLIN TREWINNARD?

That is my name, Captain Stoyanovitch, I replied in surprise. You know it quite well.

The usual formality, mon cher ami!

And the tall, handsome equerry in the white uniform of the Imperial Guard laughed lightly, clicked his heels together, and handed me a letter which I saw bore the Imperial cipher upon its black seal.

From His Imperial Majesty the Emperor, he added in Russian.

I held my breath. Had the blow fallen?

With eager, trembling fingers I tore open the envelope and found therein a note in French, merely the words:

His Imperial Majesty the Emperor commands Mr Colin Trewinnard to private audience to-day at 3:30 p.m.

St. Petersburg, June 28th.

Very well, I managed to reply. Tell Colonel Polivanoff that — that I shall be there. Have a cigarette? and I handed him the silver box of Bogdanoffs which were the common property of the staff of the Embassy.

Having flung himself into a big easy chair, he stretched out his long legs and lit up.

Well, I said, leaning against the edge of the writing-table, I suppose the Emperor returned from Odessa early this morning — eh?

Yes, replied the elegant officer, in English. Thank Heaven, the journey is at last over. Ah! what a tour of the Empire! At Orel we held the great review, then on to Saratov, where there were more manoeuvres and a review. Afterwards we went down the Volga to Astrakhan to unveil the new statue to Peter the Great; then Kertch, more manoeuvres, and into the Crimea for a weeks rest. Afterwards across to Odessa, and then, by a three nights journey, back here to Petersburg. Faugh! How we all hate that armoured train!

But it is surely highly necessary, my dear Stoyanovitch, I said. With this abominable wave of anarchism which has spread over Europe, it behoves the Secret Police to take every precaution for His Majestys safety!

Ah! my dear friend, laughed the equerry. I tell you it is not at all pleasant to travel when one expects every moment that the train will be blown up. Ones sleeping-berth, though covered with a down quilt, is but a bed of torture in such conditions.

Yes, I said. But His Majesty — how does he bear it?

The Emperor has nerves of iron. He is the least concerned of any of us. But, mon Dieu! I would not be in his shoes for the wealth of all the Russias.

What — more conspiracies? I exclaimed.

Conspiracies! sighed the Captain. Mon Dieu! A fresh one is discovered by the political police every week. Only the day before the Emperor left for the country he found among the Ministers daily reports upon the table in his private cabinet an anonymous letter telling him that he will meet with a tragic end on the sixth of the present month. How this letter got there nobody knows. His Majesty is seldom out of temper, but I never saw him so furiously angry before.

It is unfortunate, I said. Apparently he cannot trust even his immediate entourage.

Exactly, answered the dark-haired handsome man. The constant reports of General Markoff regarding the revolutionists must be most alarming. And yet he preserves an outward calm that is truly remarkable. But, by the way, he added, His Majesty, before I left the Palace with that letter, summoned me and gave me a message for you — a verbal one.

Oh! What was that?

He told me to say that he sent to you a word — let me see, I wrote it down lest I should forget, and pulling down his left shirt cuff, he spelt:

B-a-t-h-i-l-d-i-s.

Thank you, I replied briefly.

What does it mean? Is it some password? Ivan Stoyanovitch asked with considerable curiosity.

Thats scarcely a fair question, I said in rebuke.

Ah! of course, he replied, with a touch of sarcasm. I ought not to have asked you. Pardon me, my friend. I forgot that you enjoy His Majestys confidence — that—

Not at all, I protested. I am but a humble attaché of a foreign Embassy. It is not likely that I am entrusted with the secrets of Russia.

Not with those of Russia, but those of the Emperor personally. Dachkoff was discussing you at the Turf Club one night not long ago.

Thats interesting, I laughed. And what had the old man to say?

Oh, nothing of a very friendly nature. But, you know, he never has a good word to say for anybody.

Gamblers seldom have. I hear he lost ten thousand roubles to Prince Savinski at the Union the night before last.

I heard it was more, and the long-legged equerry leaned back his head and watched the blue rings of cigarette smoke slowly ascend to the ceiling of the room, through the long window of which was a view across the Neva, with the grim Fortress of Peter and Paul opposite. But, he went on, we were speaking of these constant conspiracies. Though we have been back in Petersburg only a few hours, Markoff has already reported a desperate plot. The conspirators, it seems, had bored a tunnel and placed a mine under the Nevski, close to the corner of the Pushkinskaya, and it was arranged to explode it as the Emperors carriage passed early this morning on the way from the Nicholas station. But Markoff — the ever-watchful Markoff — discovered the projected attempt only at eleven oclock last night — two hours before we passed. There have been thirty-three arrests up to the present, including a number of girl students.

Markoff is really a marvel, I declared. He scents a conspiracy anywhere.

And his spies are everywhere. Markoff takes a good deal of the credit, but it is his agents who do the real work. He has saved the Emperors life on at least a dozen occasions.

I said nothing. I was thinking over the word — a very significant word — which the Emperor had sent me by his equerry. To me, that word meant a very great deal.

Our Ambassador, Sir Harding Lowe, being at home in England on leave, the Honourable Claude Saunderson, our Councillor of Embassy, was acting as Chargé dAffaires. As far as we knew the political horizon was calm enough, save the dark little war cloud which perpetually hovers over the Balkans and grows darker each winter. The German negotiations with Russia had been concluded, and the foreign outlook appeared more serene than it had been for many months.

Yet within the great Winter Palace there was unrest and trouble. Jealousy, hatred and all uncharitableness were rife amid the Tzars immediate entourage, while the spirit of revolution was spreading daily with greater significance.

Within the past twelve months the two Prime Ministers, Semenoff and Mouravieff, had been assassinated by bombs, five governors of provinces had met with violent deaths, and eight chiefs of police of various cities had fallen victims of the revolutionists, who had frankly and openly vowed to take the life of the Tzar himself.

Was it any wonder, then, that the Emperor lived in bomb-proof rooms both in Petersburg and Tzarskoie-Selo, as well as at Gatchina; that he never slept in the same bed twice, that all food served to him was previously tasted, that he never gave audience without a loaded revolver lying upon the table before him, and that he surrounded himself by hordes of police-agents and spies? Surely none could envy him such a life of constant apprehension and daily terror; for twice in a month had bombs been thrown at his carriage, while five weeks before he had had both horses killed by an explosion in Moscow and only escaped death by a sheer miracle.

True, the revolutionists were unusually active at that moment, and the throne of Russia had become seriously menaced. Any other but a man of iron constitution and nerves of steel would surely have been driven to lunacy by the constant terror in which he was forced to exist. Yet, though he took ample precaution, he never betrayed the slightest anxiety, a fact which held everyone amazed. He was a true Russian, an autocrat of dogged courage, quick decision, always forceful and impelling, a faithful friend, but a bitter and revengeful enemy; a born ruler and a manly Emperor in every sense of the word.

The Grand Duchess Natalia has been with the Emperor. Did she return with you this morning? I inquired.

Yes, drawled the equerry. Shes been admired everywhere, as usual, and half our staff are over head and ears in love with her. Shes been flirting outrageously.

Then half your staff are fools, I exclaimed bluntly.

Ah, my dear Trewinnard, she is so sweet, so very charming, so exquisite, so entirely unlike the other girls at Court — so delightfully unconventional.

A little too unconventional to suit some — if all I hear be true, I remarked with a smile.

You know her, of course. Shes an intimate friend of yours. I overheard her one day telling the Emperor what an excellent tennis player you were.

Well, I dont fancy His Majesty interests himself very much in tennis, I laughed. He has other, and far more important, matters to occupy his time — the affairs of his great nation.

Natalia, or Tattie, as they call her in the Imperial circle, is his favourite niece. Nowadays she goes everywhere with him, and does quite a lot of his most private correspondence — that which he does not even trust to Calitzine.

Then the Emperor is more friendly towards Her Imperial Highness than before — eh? I asked, for truth to tell I was very anxious to satisfy myself upon this point.

Yes. She has been forgiven for that little escapade in Moscow.

What escapade? I asked, feigning surprise.

What escapade? my friend echoed. Why, you know well enough! Ive heard it whispered that it was owing to your cleverness as a diplomat that the matter was so successfully hushed up — and an ugly affair it was, too. The suicide of her lover.

Thats a confounded lie! I said quickly. He did not commit suicide at all. At most, he left Russia with a broken heart, and that is not usually a fatal malady.

Well, you neednt get angry about it, my dear fellow, complained my friend. The affair is successfully hushed up, and I fancy shes got a lot to thank you for.

Not at all, I declared. I know that you fellows have coupled my name with hers, just because Ive danced with her a few times at the Court balls, and Ive been shooting at her fathers castle away in Samara. But I assure you my reputation as the little Grand Duchesss intimate friend is entirely a mythical one. Captain Stoyanovitch only smiled incredulously, stretched out his long legs and shrugged his shoulders.

Well, I went on, has she been very terrified about all these reports of conspiracies?

Frightened out of her life, poor child! And who would not be? he asked. We didnt know from one hour to another that we might not all be blown into the air. Everywhere the railway was lined by Cossacks, of course. Such a demonstration is apt to lend an air of security, but, alas! there is no security with the very Ministry undermined by revolution, as it is.

I sighed. What he said was, alas! too true. Russia, at that moment, was in very evil case, and none knew it better than we, the impartial onlookers at the British Embassy.

The warm June sun fell across the rather faded carpet of that sombre old-fashioned room with its heavy furniture, which was my own sanctum, and as the smart captain of the Imperial Guard lolled back picturesquely in the big armchair I looked at him reflectively.

They were strange thoughts which flooded my brain at that moment — thoughts concerning that pretty, high-born young lady whom we had just been discussing, the girl to whom, he declared, His Majesty entrusted the greatest secrets of the throne.

Stoyanovitch was an extremely elegant and somewhat irresponsible person, and the fact that the Emperor had allowed the Grand Duchess Natalia to write his private letters did not strike me as the actual truth. The Tzar was far too cautious to entrust the secrets of a nation to a mere girl who was certainly known to be greatly addicted to the gentle pastime of flirtation.

Whatever the equerry told us, we at the Embassy usually added the proverbial grain of salt. Indeed, the diplomat at any post abroad learns to believe nothing which he hears, and only half he actually sees.

But the Emperor had sent me, by the mouth of that smart young officer, the word Bathildis — which was an ancient womans Christian name — and to me it conveyed a secret message, an announcement which held me in surprise and apprehension.

What could have happened?

I dreaded to think.


Chapter Two.

An Audience of the Emperor.
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YOU UNDERSTAND, TREWINNARD. There must be no scandal. What I have just revealed to you is in strictest confidence — an inviolable secret — a personal secret of my own.

I understand Your Majestys commands perfectly.

There is already a lot of uncharitable chatter in the Court circle regarding the other matter, I hear. Has anything reached you at the Embassy?

Not a whisper, as far as I am aware. Indeed, Your Majestys words have greatly surprised me. I did not believe the affair to be so very serious.

Serious! echoed the Emperor Alexander, speaking in English, his dark, deep-set eyes fixed upon me. I tell you it is all too serious, now that I find myself completely isolated — oh! yes, Trewinnard, isolated — with scarce one single friend. God knows! I have done my best for the nation, but, alas! everyones hand is raised against me. And his firm mouth hardened behind his full, dark beard, and he drew his hand wearily across his broad, white brow.

The room in the Winter Palace in which we sat was cosy and luxuriantly furnished, the two windows looking forth upon a grey, cheerless quadrangle whence came the tramp of soldiers at drill.

Where we sat we could hear the sharp words of command in Russian, and the clang of the rifle-butts striking the stones.

The room was essentially English in its aspect, with its rich china-blue Axminster carpet, and silk upholstery with curtains to match, while the panelling from floor to ceiling was enamelled dead white, against which the fine water-colour drawings of naval scenes stood out in vivid relief. Upon a buhl table was a great silver bowl filled with Marshal Niel roses — for His Majesty was passionately fond of flowers — and beside it, large framed panel photographs of the Tzarina and his children. And yet those dead white walls and the shape of those square windows struck a curious incongruous note, for if the actual truth be told, those walls were of steel, and that private cabinet of the Emperor had been constructed by the Admiralty Department with armour-plates which were bomb-proof.

That apartment in the west angle of the Palace quadrangle was well-known to me, for in it His Majesty had given me private audience many times. That long white door which had been so silently closed upon me by the Cossack sentry when I entered was, I knew, of armour-plate, four inches in thickness, while beside the windows were revolving shutters of chilled steel.

There, at that great littered roll-top writing-table, upon which was the reading-lamp with its shade of salmon-pink silk with the loaded revolver beside it, the Emperor worked, attending to affairs of State. And in his padded chair, leaning back easily as he spoke to me, was His Majesty himself, a broad-shouldered, handsome man just past middle-age, dressed in a suit of navy blue serge. He was a big-faced, big-limbed, big-handed man of colossal physique and marvellous intelligence. Though haunted by the terror of violent death, he was yet an autocrat to the finger-tips, whose bearing was ever that of a sovereign; yet his eyes had a calm, sympathetic, kindly look, and those who knew him intimately were well aware that he was not the monster of oppression which his traducers had made him out to be before the eyes of Europe.

True, with a stroke of that grey quill pen lying there upon his blotting-pad he had sent many a man and woman without trial to their unrecorded doom, either in the frozen wastes of Northern Siberia, to the terrible mines of Nerchinsk, to the horrors of the penal island of Sakhalin, or to those fearful subterranean oubliettes at Schusselburg, whence no prisoner has ever returned. But, as an autocrat, he dealt with his revolutionary enemies as they would deal with him. They conspired to kill him, and he retaliated by consigning them to a lingering death.

On the other hand, I myself knew how constant was his endeavour to ferret out abuses of administration, to alleviate the sufferings of the poor, to give the peasantry education and all the benefits of modern civilisation as we in England know them, and how desperate, alas! were his constant struggles with that unscrupulous camarilla which ever surrounded him, constantly preventing him from learning the truth concerning any particular matter.

Thus, though striving to do his best for his subjects and for his nation, yet, surrounded as he was by a corrupt Ministry and a more corrupt Court, this big, striking man in blue serge was, perhaps, next to the Sultan of Turkey, the best-hated man in all Europe.

My own position was a somewhat singular one. A few months after my appointment to Petersburg from Brussels I had been able to render His Majesty a slight personal service. In fact, I had, when out one evening with two other attachés of the German Embassy, learned by mere accident of a desperate plot which was to be put into execution on the following day. My informant was a dancer at the Opera, who had taken too much champagne at supper. I sought audience of the Emperor early next day, and was fortunately just in time to prevent him from passing a certain spot near the Michailovski Palace, where six men were stationed with bombs of picric acid, ready to hurl. For that service His Majesty had been graciously pleased to take me into his confidence — a confidence which, I hope, I never abused. From me he was always eager to ascertain what was really happening beyond that high wall of untruth which the camarilla had so cleverly built up and preserved, and more than once had he entrusted me with certain secret missions.

I was not in uniform, as that audience was a private one; but as His Majesty, ruler of one hundred and thirty millions of people, passed me his finely-chased golden box full of cigarettes — and we both lit one, as was our habit — his brow clouded, and with a sigh he said:

To tell the truth, Trewinnard, I am also very anxious indeed concerning the second matter — concerning the little rebel.

I know that Your Majesty must be, I replied. But, after all, Her Imperial Highness is a girl of exceptional beauty and highest spirits; and even if she indulges in — well, in a little harmless flirtation, she surely may be forgiven.

Other girls may be forgiven, but not those of the blood-royal, he said in mild rebuke. The Empress is quite as concerned about her as I am. Why, even upon this last journey of ours I found her more than once flirting with Stoyanovitch, my equerry. True, hes a good-looking young fellow, and of excellent family, yet she ought to know that such a thing is quite unwarrantable; she ought to know that to those of the blood-royal love is, alas! forbidden.

I was surprised at this. I had no idea that she and Ivan Stoyanovitch had become friends. He had never hinted at it.

The fact is, Trewinnard, the Emperor went on, blowing a cloud of cigarette smoke from his lips, if this continues I shall be reluctantly compelled to banish her to the Caucasus, or somewhere where she will be kept out of mischief.

But permit me, Sire, to query whether flirting is really mischief, I exclaimed with a smile. Every girl of her age — and she is hardly nineteen — fancies herself in love, mostly with men much older than herself.

Our women, Trewinnard, are, alas! not like women of the people, was the Sovereigns calm reply, his deep, earnest eyes upon mine. It is their misfortune that they are not. They can never enjoy the same freedom as those fortunate ones of the middle-class; they seldom are permitted to marry the man they love, and though they may live in palaces and move amid the gay society of Court, yet their ideas are warped from birth, and broken hearts, alas! beat beneath their diamonds.

Yes, I suppose what Your Majesty says is, alas! too true. Ladies of the blood-royal are forbidden freedom, love and happiness. And when one of them happens to break the iron bonds of conventionality, then scandal quickly results; the Press overflows with it.

In this case scandal would already have resulted had you not acted as promptly as you did, His Majesty said. Where is that lad Geoffrey Hamborough now? asked the autocrat suddenly.

Living on his fathers estate in Yorkshire, I replied. I hope I have been able to put an end to that fatal folly; but with a girl of the Grand Duchesss type one can never be too certain.

Ah! the mischievous little minx! exclaimed the Emperor with a kindly smile. Ive watched, and seen how cunning she is — and how she has cleverly misled even me. Well, she must alter, Trewinnard, she must alter — or she must be sent away to the Caucasus.

Where she would have her freedom, and probably flirt more outrageously than ever, I ventured to remark.

You seem to regard her as hopeless, he said, looking sharply into my eyes as he leaned back in his chair.

Not entirely hopeless, Sire, only as a most interesting character study.

I have been speaking to her father this morning, and I have suggested sending her to Paris, or, perhaps, to London; there to live incognito under the guardianship of some responsible middle-aged person, until she can settle down. At present she flirts with every man she meets, and I am greatly concerned about her.

Every man is ready to flirt with Her Imperial Highness — first, because of her position, and, secondly, because of her remarkable beauty, I assured him.

You think her beautiful — eh, Trewinnard?

I merely echo the popular judgment, I replied. It is said she is one of the most beautiful girls in all Russia.

Ah! he laughed. Next we shall have her flirting with you, Trewinnard. You are a bachelor. Do beware of the little dark-eyed witch, I beg of you!

No fear of such contretemps, Sire, I assured him with a smile. I am double her age, and, moreover, a confirmed bachelor. The Embassy is expensive, and I cannot afford the luxury of a wife — and especially an Imperial Grand Duchess.

Who knows — eh, Trewinnard? Who knows? exclaimed the Sovereign good-naturedly. But lets return to the point. Am I to understand that you are ready and willing to execute this secret commission for me? You are well aware how highly I value the confidential services you have already rendered to me. But for you, remember, I should to-day have been a dead man.

No, Sire, I protested. Please do not speak of that. It was the intervention of Providence for your protection.

Ah, yes! he said in a low, fervent tone, his brows contracting. I thank God constantly for sparing me for yet another day from the hands of my unscrupulous enemies, so that I may work for the good of the beloved nation over which I am called to rule.

There, in that room, wherein I had so often listened to his words of wisdom, I sat fully recognising that though an Emperor and an autocrat, he was, above all, a Man.

With all the heavy burden of affairs of State — and not even a road could be made anywhere in the Russian Empire, or a bridge built, or a gas-pipe laid, without his signature — with all the onus of the autocratic Sovereign-power upon his shoulders, and with that constant wariness which he was compelled to exercise against that cunning camarilla of Ministers, yet one of his chief concerns was with that pretty little madcap Natalia, daughter of his brother, the Grand Duke Nicholas.

He wished to suppress her superabundance of high spirits and stamp out her tomboy instincts.

I am reading your thoughts, Trewinnard, the Emperor remarked at last, pressing his cigarette-end slowly into the silver ashtray to extinguish it. My request has placed you in a rather awkward position — eh?

What Your Majesty has revealed to me this afternoon has utterly amazed me. I feel bewildered, for I see how dire must be the result if the truth were ever betrayed.

It will never be. You are the only person who has suspicion of it besides myself.

And I shall never speak — never! I assured him gravely.

I know that you are entirely loyal to me. I am Emperor, it is true, but I am, nevertheless, a man of my word, just as you are, he replied, his intelligent face dark and grave. Yes. I thought you would realise the seriousness of the present situation, and I know that you alone I can trust. I have not even told the Empress.

Why not?

For obvious reasons.

I was silent. I only then realised the motive of his hesitation.

I admit that Your Majestys request has placed me in a somewhat awkward position, I said at last, bending forward in my chair. Truth to tell, I — well, Im hardly hopeful of success, for the mission with which I am entrusted is so extremely difficult, and so—

I am fully aware of that, he interrupted. Yet I feel confident that you, who have saved my life on one occasion, will not hesitate to undertake this service to the best of your ability. Use the utmost discretion, and you may get at the truth. I do not disguise from you the fact that upon certain contingencies, dependent on the success of your mission, depends the throne of Russia — the dynasty. Do you follow? And he looked me straight in the face with those big, round brown eyes, an open, straight, honest look, as became a man who was fearless — an Emperor.

I regret that I do not exactly understand, I ventured to exclaim, whereat he rose, tall, handsome and muscular, and strode to the window. The band of the Imperial Guard was playing below in the great paved quadrangle, as it always did each day at four oclock when the Emperor was in residence. For a few seconds he stood peering forth critically at the long lines of soldiers drawn up across the square. Then the man whose word was law turned back to me with a sigh, saying:

No, Trewinnard, I suppose you do not follow me. It is all a mystery to you, of course, — and he paused— as mysterious as the sudden disappearance of Madame de Rosen and her daughter Luba from Petersburg.

Disappearance? I echoed, amazed. They are still in Petersburg. I dined with them only last night!

They are not now in Petersburg, replied the Emperor very quietly. They left at nine oclock this morning on a long journey — to Siberia.

My heart gave a great bound.

To Siberia! I gasped, staring at him. Are they exiled? Who has done this?

I have done it, was his hard reply. They are revolutionists — implicated in the attempt that was to be made upon me early this morning as I drove up the Nevski.

Markoff has denounced them?

He has. See, here is a full list of names of the conspirators, and he took a slip of paper from his desk.

And General Markoff told Your Majesty of my friendliness with Madame and her daughter?

Certainly.

Markoff lied when he denounced them as revolutionists! I cried angrily. They were my friends, and I know them very intimately. Let me here declare, Sire, that no subject of Your Majesty was more loyal than those two ladies. Surely the agent-provocateur has been at work again.

Unfortunately I am bound to believe the word of the head of my political police, he said rather briefly.

I knew, alas! how fierce and bitter was the Emperors hatred of those who plotted against his life. A single word against man or woman was sufficient to cause them to be arrested and sent to the other side of Asia, never again to return.

And where have the ladies been sent? I inquired. The Emperor consulted a slip of paper, and then replied:

To Parotovsk.

The most far-distant and dreaded of all the Arctic penal settlements! I cried. It is cruel and unjust! It is death to send a woman there, where it is winter for nine months in the year, and where darkness reigns five months out of the twelve.

I regret, replied the Emperor, with a slight gesture of the hand. But they were conspirators.

With all respect to Your Majesty, I beg to express an entirely different opinion. Markoff has long been Madame de Rosens enemy.

His Majesty made a quick imperious gesture of impatience and said:

Please do not let us discuss the matter further — at least, until you are in a position to prove your allegation.

I will, I cried. I know that your Majesty will never allow such injustice to be done to two innocent, delicate ladies.

If injustice has really been done, then those responsible shall suffer. Discover the truth, and report to me later, he said.

I will do my very utmost, was my reply.

And at the same time, Trewinnard, I trust you will endeavour to carry out the confidential mission which I have entrusted to you, he said. Recollect that I treat you, not as a foreign diplomat, but as a loyal and true personal friend of myself and my house. Ah! he sighed again; Heaven knows, I have but few trustworthy ones about me.

I am profoundly honoured by Your Majestys confidence, I assured him, bowing low. I certainly shall respect it, and act exactly as you desire.

The Court dislikes confidence being placed in any foreigner, even though he be an Englishman, the Emperor said in a changed voice; therefore, remain discreet always, and disclaim that I have ever treated you other than with the formal courtesy which is expected by all diplomats.

I quite understand, I said.

You will see Natalia at the Court ball to-night, and you can speak to her diplomatically, if opportunity occurs. But recollect that she must know nothing of what I have said. I believe you know Hartwig, chief of the criminal detective force.

Quite well, was my reply.

Then I will give him orders. Use him as you wish, but tell him nothing.

I shall remain silent.

And you are entitled to leave of absence — eh? You can return to England without arousing suspicion?

Yes. I have eight weeks due to me.

Excellent. I can do nothing more — except to thank you, Trewinnard, to thank you most sincerely for assisting me, and to await word from you. Sign it with Bathildis, and I shall know. And the great burly, bearded man held out his big, strong hand — the iron hand — as sign that my audience was at an end.

I bowed low over it, and next moment the heavy white door of enamelled steel swung open and I backed out of the Imperial presence, the bearer of a secret as strange and grim as it has ever been the lot of any man to lock within his breast.

What the Emperor had revealed to me was undreamed of by that gay, reckless and intriguing circle which comprised the Russian Court — undreamed of by the chancelleries of Europe.

The merest whisper of it would, I knew, stagger the world. And yet he had, in sheer desperation, confided in me a most amazing truth. As I descended that broad, handsome flight of thickly-carpeted marble steps, where flunkeys in brilliant grey and purple livery bowed at every turn, and equerries and officials in smart uniforms came and went, my brain was awhirl at the magnitude of the affair, and the terrible scandal which must result if ever the secret were betrayed — the secret of a throne.

A thought flashed across my mind — the knowledge of my own personal peril. I had enemies — bitter enemies. My heart sank within me as I stepped into the great gilded hall, for I had given a promise which I much feared I would never be permitted to live and fulfil.


Chapter Three.

Contains Certain Confidences.
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SIX HOURS LATER, accompanied by Saunderson, our tall, thin Chargé dAffaires, and the Embassy staff, all in our uniforms and decorations, I entered the huge white-and-gold ballroom of the Winter Palace, where the Russian Court, the representatives of exclusive Society, the bureaucracy of the Empire and the corps diplomatique had assembled.

The scene was perhaps the most brilliant and picturesque that could be witnessed anywhere in the world. Beneath the myriad lights of those huge cut-glass chandeliers, and reflected by the gigantic mirrors upon the walls, were hundreds of gold-laced uniforms of every shade and every style. Across the breasts of many of the men were gay-coloured scarves of the various orders, with diamond stars, while others wore around their necks parti-coloured ribbons with enamelled crosses at their throat, or rows of decorations across their breasts.

And to this phantasmagoria of colour, as all stood in little groups chattering and awaiting Their Majesties, was added that of the splendid long-trained dresses of the women, nearly all of whom wore their diamond tiaras, or diamond ornaments in their corsage.

It was indeed, a cosmopolitan gathering, half of Russians and half of the diplomatic set, and around me, as I bowed over the hand of a well-known Baroness, wife of the Minister of War, I heard animated chatter in half a dozen tongues. The Emperor had returned, and there would now be a month of gaiety before he retired for the summer to Gatchina. The spring season in Petersburg had been cut short — first by the indisposition of the Empress, and afterwards by reason of the Emperors tour to the distant shore of the Caspian.

Therefore at this, the delayed Court ball, everybody who was anybody in Russia was present.

In one end of the huge Renaissance salon, with its wonderful painted ceiling and gilded cupids, was a great semicircular alcove, with a slightly raised daïs, whereon sat the Dowager-Empress, the Grand Duchesses and those of the blood-royal, with their attendant ladies, while the male members of the Court lounged behind.

The opposite end of the great ballroom led to another salon with parquet floor, decorated in similar style, and with many mirrors, and almost as large, while beyond was a somewhat smaller room, the whole effect being one of gorgeous grandeur and immensity.

I had paused to chat with a stout lady in cream, who wore a beautiful tiara. Princess Lovovski, wife of the Governor-General of Finland, and she had commenced to tell me the latest tit-bit of scandal concerning the wife of a certain War Office official, a matter which did not interest me in the least, when suddenly there came three loud taps — the taps of the Grand Chamberlain — announcing the entrance of His Majesty. As by enchantment a wide door in the side of the ballroom flew open, and the glittering throng, bejewelled and perfumed, flashing colours amid plumes, aigrettes and flowers, laughing and murmuring to the clink of gala swords and sabres, was struck to silence.

His Majesty passed — a tall, commanding figure in a white uniform covered with the stars, crosses and many-coloured ribbons of the various European orders. Beneath the thousand lights the bare shoulders of the beautiful women inclined profoundly.

Then again the loud chatter recommenced.

The Emperors presence, tall, erect, muscular, was indeed a regal one. He looked every inch a ruler and an autocrat as he advanced to the alcove, where the whole Court had risen to receive him, and with a quick gesture he gave the signal for dancing to commence.

I retreated to the wall, being in no humour to dance, and stood gazing at him. He seemed, indeed, a different person to that deep-eyed, earnest man in dark-blue serge who had sat chatting with me so affably six hours ago. He was in that hour a man, but now the centre of that gay patrician throng, he was ruler, the autocrat who by a stroke of the grey quill could banish to the mines or the oubliettes any of those of his subjects who bowed before him — sweep them out of existence as completely as though the grave had claimed them; for every exile lost his identity and became a mere number; his estate was administered as though he were dead, and apportioned, with the usual forfeiture to the State, among his heirs. So that it was impossible for an exile to be traced.

I thought of Madame Marya de Rosen and of poor little Luba. Ah! I wondered how many delicate women and handsome, intelligent men who had danced over that polished floor were now dragging out their weary lives in those squalid, filthy Yakut yaurtas of Eastern Siberia. How many, alas! had, in innocence, fallen victims to that corrupt bureaucracy which always concealed the truth from His Majesty.

To the camarilla, a dozen or so men who were present there in brilliant uniforms and wearing the Cross of St. Andrew, with the pale-blue ribbon, the highest Order of the Empire, bestowed upon them for their fidelity, that present reign of terror was solely due. It was to the interests of those men that the Emperor should be perpetually terrorised. Half those so-called conspiracies were the work of the Secret Police themselves and their agents-provocateurs; and hundreds of innocent persons were being spirited away without trial to the frozen wastes of Northern and Eastern Siberia, upon no other charge than the trivial one that they were dangerous persons!

Madame de Rosen and her pretty daughter had fallen victims of the bitter unscrupulousness of that short, stout, grey-moustached man, who at that moment was bowing so obsequiously before his Sovereign, the man who was one of the greatest powers in the Empire, General Serge Markoff, Chief of Secret Police.

The first dance was in progress. Pretty women, with their smart, good-looking cavaliers, were whirling about me to the slow, tuneful strains of one of the latest of Strausss waltzes, when Colonel Mellini, the Italian military attaché, halted before me to chat. He had just returned from leave, and had much Embassy gossip to relate to me from the Eternal City, where I had served for two years.

I hear, he remarked at last, that another plot was discovered early this morning — a desperate one in the Nevski. Markoff really seems ubiquitous.

I looked into his dark eyes and smiled.

Ah! I see, caro mio, he laughed. Your thoughts are similar to mine — eh? These plots are a little too frequent to be genuine, and, lowering his voice to a whisper, he added: I cant understand how His Majesty does not see through the transparency of it. They are terrorising him every day — every hour. A man of less robust physique or mental balance would surely be driven out of his mind.

I agree with you entirely, my dear friend. But, I added, this is not the place to discuss affairs of State. Ah, Madame! and turning, I bent over the gloved hand of old Madame Neilidoff, one of the leaders of Society in Moscow, with whom I stood chatting for a long time, and who kindly invited me for a week out at her great country estate at Sukova in Tver.

Captain Stoyanovitch, gay with decorations, hurried past me on some errand for the Emperor, and gave me a nod as he went on, while young Bertram Tucker, our third secretary, came up and began to chat with the yellow-toothed old lady, who was such a power in the Russian social circle.

I suppose it must have been nearly two oclock, when, after wandering through the salons, greeting many men and women I knew, I suddenly heard a voice behind me exclaim in English:

Hulloa, old Uncle Colin! Am I too small to be recognised?

I turned quickly and confronted the pretty laughing girl of nineteen of whom I had been in search all the night — Her Imperial Highness the Grand Duchess Natalia Olga Nicolaievna.

Tall, slim, with a perfect figure, she was dressed in cream, a light simple gown which suited her youth and extreme beauty admirably. Across her dark, well-dressed hair she wore a narrow band of forget-me-nots; at her throat was a large single emerald of great value, suspended by a fine chain of platinum, a present from His Majesty, while on the edge of her low-cut corsage she wore a bow of pale-blue ribbon embroidered in silver with a Russian motto, and from it was suspended a medallion set with diamonds and bearing in the centre the enamelled figure of Saint Catherine — the exclusive Order of Saint Catherine bestowed upon the Grand Duchesses.

How miserable you look, Uncle Colin! exclaimed the dark-eyed girl before I could reply. Whatever is the matter? Is the British Lion sick — or what?

I really must apologise to Your Imperial Highness, I said, bowing. I was quite unaware that I looked miserable. I surely could never look miserable in your presence.

We both laughed, while standing erect and defiant, before me she held up a little ivory fan, threatening to chastise me with it.

Well, I said, and so you are safely back again in Petersburg, after all your travels! Why, its surely eight weeks since we were at the ball at the Palace of your uncle, the Grand Duke Serge.

Where you danced with me. Do you remember how we laughed? You said some nasty sarcastic things, so I punished you. I told Captain Stoyanovitch and some of the others that you had flirted with me and kissed me. So there!

I looked at her in stern reproach.

Ah! I said. So that is the source of all those rumours — eh? Youre a very wicked girl, I added, even though you are a Grand Duchess.

Well, I suppose Grand Duchesses are in no way different to other girls — eh? she pouted. Sometimes I wish I were back again at school at Eastbourne. Ah! what grand times I used to have in those days — hockey and tennis and gym, and I was not compelled to perform all sorts of horrible, irksome etiquette, and be surrounded by this crowd of silly dressed-up apes. Why, Uncle Colin, these are not men — all these tight-uniformed popinjays at Court.

Hush, my child! I said. Hush! You will be overheard.

And I dont care if I am. Surely a girl can speak out what she thinks!

In England, yes, in certain circumstances, but in Russia — and especially at Court — never!

Oh, you are so horribly old-fashioned, Uncle Colin. When shall I bring you up-to-date? cried the petted and spoiled young lady, whose two distinctions were that she was one of the most beautiful girls in all Russia, and the favourite niece of the Tzar Alexander. She had nicknamed me Uncle, on account of my superior age, long ago.

And you are utterly incorrigible, I said, trying to assume an angry look.

Ah! Youre going to lecture me! she exclaimed with another pout. I suppose I ought never to dance at all — eh? Its wicked in your eyes, isnt it? You are perhaps, one of those exemplary people that I heard so much of when in England — such an expressive name — the Kill-joys!

No, Your Highness, I protested. I really dont think Im a killjoy. If I were, I couldnt very well be a diplomat. I—

But all diplomats are trained liars, she asserted with abrupt frankness. The Emperor told me so only the other day. He said they were men one should never trust.

I admit that, without the lie artistique, diplomacy would really be non-existent, I said, with a laugh. But is not the whole political world everywhere in Europe a world of vain promise, intrigue and shame?

Just as our social world seems to me, she admitted.

Ah! Then you are beginning to realise the hollow unreality of the world about you — eh? I said.

Dear me! she exclaimed, you talk just like a bishop! I really dont know what has come to my dear old Uncle Colin. You must be ill, or something. You never used to be like this, she added, with a sigh and a well-feigned look of regret that was really most amusing, while at the same time she made eyes at me.

Truly, she was a most charming little madcap, this Imperial Grand Duchess — the most charming in all Europe, as the diplomatic circle had long ago agreed.

So she had taken revenge upon me for uttering words of wisdom by telling people that I had flirted with and kissed her! She herself was responsible for the chatter which had gone round, with many embellishments, concerning myself, and how deeply I was in love with her. I wondered if it had reached the Emperors ears?

I felt annoyed, I here confess. And yet so sweet and irresponsible was she, so intelligent and quick at repartee, that next moment I had forgiven her.

And I frankly told her so.

My dear Uncle Colin, it would have been all the same, she declared airily. You shouldnt have lectured me. I assure you I have had enough of that at home. Ever since I came back from England everybody seems to have conspired to tell me that Im the most terrible girl in Russia. Father holds up his hands; why, I really dont know.

Because you are so extremely unconventional, I said. A girl of the people can act just as she likes; but you are a Grand Duchess — and you cant.

Bother my birth. Thats my misfortune. I wish I were a shopgirl, or a typist, or something. Then I should be free! she exclaimed impatiently. As it is, I cant utter a word or move a little finger without the whole of Russia lifting up their hands in pious horror. I tell you, Uncle Colin, she added, her fine, big, dark eyes fixed upon me, Im sick of it all. It is simply unbearable. Ah! how I wish I were back at dear old Southdene College. I hate Russia and all her works!

Hush! I cried again. You really must not say that. Remember your position — the niece of His Majesty.

I repeat it! she cried in desperation, her well-formed little mouth set firmly. And I dont care who hears me — even if its Uncle Alexander himself!


Chapter Four.

Concerns Madame de Rosen.
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AT HER HIGHNESSS side I had strolled through the smaller salon and along the several great corridors to the splendid winter garden, on the opposite side of the palace. It was one of the smaller courtyards which had been covered in with glass and filled with high palms and tropical flowers ablaze with bloom. There, in that northern latitude, Asiatic and African plants flourished and flowered, with little electric lights cunningly concealed amid the leaves.

Several other couples were seated there, away from the whirl and glitter of the Court; but taking no notice, we halted at two wicker chairs set invitingly in a corner. Into one of these she flung herself with a little sigh, and, bowing, I took the other.

I sat and watched her. Her beauty was, indeed, exquisite. She had the long, tender, fluent lines of body and limb, the round waist, the deep chest and small bust, the sturdy throat of those ancient virgins that the greatest sculptors of the world worshipped and wrought into imperishable stone. She was not very tall, though she appeared so. It was something in pose and movement that did it. A beautiful soul looked from Her Highnesss beautiful eyes whenever she smiled upon me.

I found myself examining every line and turn and contour of the prettily-poised head. She was dark, with that lovely complexion like pure alabaster tinted with rose sometimes seen in Russian women. Her eyes, under the sweeping lashes, seemed capable of untold depths of tenderness. Hers was the perfect oval of a young face across whose innocent girlishness experience had written no line, passion cast no shadow.

One thing Ive heard to-day has greatly pained me, I said presently to my dainty little companion. Youll forgive me for speaking quite frankly — wont you?

Certainly, Uncle Colin, she replied, opening her big eyes in surprise. But I thought you had brought me here to flirt with me — not to talk seriously.

I must talk seriously for a moment, I said apologetically. It is in Your Highnesss interests. Listen. I heard something to-day at which I know that you yourself will be greatly annoyed. I heard it whispered that Geoffrey Hamborough had killed himself because of you.

Geoffrey dead! she gasped, starting up and staring at me, her face blanched in an instant.

No. He is not dead, I replied calmly, for as soon as I heard the report I sent him a wire to Yorkshire and to the Travellers, in London. He replied from the club half an hour before I came here.

But who could have spread such a report? the girl asked. It could only be done to cast opprobrium upon me — to show that because — because we parted — he had taken his life. Its really too cruel, she declared, and I saw hot tears welling in her beautiful eyes.

I agree. But you must deny the report.

Who told you?

I regret that I must not say. It was, however, a friend of yours.

A man?

I nodded in the affirmative.

Ah! she cried impatiently. You diplomats are always so full of secrets. Really you must tell me. Uncle Colin.

I cant, was my brief reply. I only ask you to refute the untruth.

I will — at once. Poor Geoffrey.

Have you heard from him lately? I asked.

Youre very inquisitive. I have not.

Im very glad of that, I answered her. You know how greatly the affair annoyed the Emperor. You were awfully injudicious. Its a good job that I chanced to meet you both at the station in Moscow.

Well, she laughed, I was going to England with him, and we had arranged to be married at a registrars office in London. Only you stopped us — you nasty old thing!

And you ought to be very glad that I recognised you just in the nick of time. Ten minutes later and you would have left Moscow. Think of the scandal — the elopement of a young Imperial Grand Duchess of Russia with an English commoner.

Well, and isnt an English commoner as good, and perhaps better, than one of these uniformed and decorated Russian aristocrats? I am Russian, she added frankly, but I have no love for the Muscovite man.

It was a foolish escapade, I declared; but its all over now. The one consolation is that nobody knows the actual truth.

Except His Majesty. I told him everything; how I had met Geoffrey in Hampshire when I went to stay with Lady Hexworthy; how we used to meet in secret, and all that, she said.

Well now, I exclaimed, looking straight into her face, I want to ask you a plain open question. I have a motive in doing so — one which I will explain to you after you have answered me honestly and truthfully. I—

At it again! cried the pretty madcap. Youre really not yourself to-night, Uncle Colin. What is the matter with you?

Simply I want to know the truth — whether there is still any love between Geoffrey and yourself?

Ah! no, she sighed, pulling a grimace. Its all over between us. It broke his heart, poor fellow, but some kind friend, at your Embassy, I think, wrote and told him about Paul Urusoff and — well, he wrote me a hasty letter. Then I replied, a couple of telegrams, and we agreed to be strangers for ever. And so ends the story. Like a novel, isnt it? she laughed merrily.

My eyes were fixed upon her. I was wondering if she were really telling me the truth. As the Emperor had most justly said, she was an artful little minx where her love-affairs were concerned.

Colonel Polivanoff, the Grand Chamberlain of the Court, crossed the great palm-garden at that moment, and bowed to my pretty companion.

But, she added, turning back to me, people ought not to say that hes been foolish enough to do away with himself on my account. It only shows that I must have made some enemies of whom Im quite unaware.

Everyone has enemies, I answered her. You are no exception. But, is it really true that Geoffrey is no longer in your thoughts? I asked her very seriously.

Truth and honour, she declared, with equal gravity.

Then who is the fortunate young man at present — eh?

Thats my own secret. Uncle Colin, she declared, drawing herself up. Ill ask you the same question. Who is the lady you are in love with at the present moment?

Shall I tell you?

Yes. It would be interesting.

Im in love with you.

Ah? she cried, nodding her head and laughing. I thought as much. Youve brought me out here to flirt with me. I wonder if youll kiss me — eh? she asked mischievously.

I will, if you tempt me too much, I said threateningly. And then the report youve spread about will be the truth.

She laughed merrily and tapped my hand with her fan.

I never can get the better of you, dear old uncle, she declared. You always have the last word, and youre such a delightfully old-fashioned person. Now lets try and be serious. And she settled herself and, turning to me, added: Why do you wish to know about Geoffrey Hamborough?

For several reasons, I said. First, I think Your Highness knows me quite well enough to be aware that I am your very sincere friend.

My best friend, she declared quickly; her manner changed in an instant from merry irresponsibility to deep earnestness. That night on the railway platform at Moscow you saved me making a silly fool of myself. It was most generous of the Emperor to forgive me. I know how you pleaded for me. He told me so.

I am your friend, I replied. Now, as to the future. You tell me that you find all the Court etiquette irksome, and that you are antagonistic to this host of young men about you. You are, in brief, sorry that you are back in Russia. Is that so?

It is so exactly.

And how about Prince Urusoff — eh?

I havent seen him for fully three months, and I dont even know where he is. I believe hes with his regiment, the 21st Dragoons of White Russia, somewhere away in the Urals. I heard that the Emperor sent him there. But he certainly need not have done so. I found him only a foolish young boy.

Her Imperial Highness was a young lady of very keen intelligence. After several governesses at home, she had been sent to Paris, and afterwards to a college at Eastbourne — where she was known as Miss Natalia Gottorp, the latter being one of the family names of the Imperial Romanoffs — and there she had completed her education. From her childhood she had always had an English governess, Miss West, consequently, with a Russians adaptability, she spoke English almost without a trace of accent. Though so full of fun and frolic, and so ready to carry on a violent flirtation, yet she was, on the other hand, very thoughtful and level-headed, with a keen sense of humour, and a nature extremely sympathetic with any person in distress, no matter whom they might be. Hers was a bright, pleasant nature, a smiling face, and ever-twinkling eye full of mischief and merriment.

Well, I said, looking into her face, Ive been thinking about you a good deal since youve been away — and wondering.

Wondering what?

Whether, as you have no love for Russia, you might not like to go back to England? I said slowly.

To England! she cried in delight. Ah! If I only could! I love England, and especially Eastbourne, with the sea and the promenade, the golf, and the concerts at the Devonshire Park, and all that. Ah! I only wish I could go.

But if you went youd fall in love with some young fellow, and then we should have another scandal at Court, I said.

I wouldnt. Believe me, I wouldnt, really, Uncle Colin, she pleaded, looking up into my face with almost childish simplicity.

I shook my head dubiously.

All Ive told you is the real truth, she assured me. Ive only amused myself. Every girl likes men to make love to her. Why should I be so bitterly condemned?

Because you are not a commoner.

Thats just it. But if I went to England and lived again as Miss Natalia Gottorp, nobody would know who I am, and I could have a really splendid time. Here, she cried, all the glitter and etiquette of Court life stifle me. Ive been bored to death on the tour round the Empire, but couldnt you try and induce the Emperor to let me go back to England? Do, Uncle Colin, theres a dear. A word from the Emperor, and father would let me go in a moment. I wish poor mother were alive. She would soon let me go, I know.

And what would you do in England if you went back?

Why, Id have my old governess, Miss West — the one I had at Strelna — to live with me, and Id be ever so happy. Id take a house on the sea-front at Eastbourne, so as to be near the old college, and see the girls. Try what you can do with Uncle Alexander, wont you? theres a dear old uncle, she added, in her most persuasive tones.

Well, I said, with some show of reluctance, if I succeed, you will be responsible to me, remember. No flirtations.

I promise, she said. Heres my hand, and she put her tiny white-gloved hand into mine.

And if I heard of any affectionate meetings I should put down my foot at once.

Yes, thats agreed, she exclaimed, with enthusiasm. At once.

And I should, perhaps, want you to help me in England, I added slowly, looking into her pretty face the while.

Help you, in what way? she asked.

At present, I hardly know. But if I wanted assistance might I count on you?

Count on me, Uncle Colin! she echoed. Why, of course, you can! Look at my indebtedness to you, and it will be increased if you can secure me permission to go back to England.

Well, I said, Ill do what I can. But you have told me no untruths to-night, not one — ? I asked very seriously. If so, admit it.

Not one. I swear I havent.

Very well, I said. Then Ill do my best.

Ah! you are a real dear! cried the girl enthusiastically. I almost feel as though I could hug and kiss you!

Better not, I laughed. There are some people sitting over there, and they would talk—

Yes, she said slowly. I suppose really one ought to be a bit careful, after all. When will you see the Emperor?

Perhaps to-morrow — if he gives me audience. Then I related to her the story of the attempt in the Nevski on the previous morning, and the intention of assassinating the Emperor as he drove from the Nicholas station to the Palace.

Ah, yes! she cried. It is all too dreadful. For seven weeks we have lived in constant terror of explosions. I could not go through it again for all the world. Those days in that stuffy armoured train were simply awful. His Majesty only undertook the journey in order to defy those who declared that some terrible catastrophe would happen. The Empress knew nothing of the danger until we had started.

And yet the only danger lay within half a mile of the Palace on your return, I said. There have, I hear, been thirty-three arrested to-day, including my friends Madame de Rosen and Luba. You knew them.

Marya de Rosen! gasped the Grand Duchess, staring at me. She is not under arrest?

Alas! she is already on her way, with her daughter, to Eastern Siberia.

But that is impossible. She was no revolutionist. I knew them both very intimately.

General Markoff was her enemy, I said in a whisper. Ah, yes! I hate that man! cried Her Highness. He is a clever liar who has wormed himself completely into the Emperors confidence, and now, in order to sustain a reputation as a discoverer of plots, he is compelled to first manufacture them. Hundreds of innocent men and women have been exiled by administrative order during the past twelve months for complicity in conspiracies which have never had any existence save in the wicked imagination of that brutal official. I know it — I can prove it!

Hush! I said. You may be overheard. You surely do not wish the man to become your enemy. Remember, he is all-powerful here — in Russia.

I will speak the truth when the time comes, she said vehemently. I will show the Emperor certain papers which have come into my own hands which will prove how His Majesty has been misled, tricked and terrorised by this Markoff, and certain of his bosom friends in the Cabinet.

It is really most unwise to speak so loudly, I declared. Somebody may overhear.

Let them overhear! cried the girl angrily. I do not fear Markoff in the least. I will, before long, open the Emperors eyes, never fear — and justice shall be done. These poor wretches shall not be sent to the dungeons beneath the lake at Schusselburg, or to the frozen wastes of Yakutsk, in order that Markoff shall remain in power. Ah! he little dreams how much I know! she laughed harshly.

It would hardly be wise of you to take any such action. You might fail — and — then—

I cannot fail to establish at least the innocence of Madame de Rosen and of Luba. The reason why they have been sent to Siberia is simple. Into Madame de Rosens possession there recently came certain compromising letters concerning General Markoff. He discovered this, and hence her swift exile without trial. But, Uncle Colin, she added, those letters are in my possession! Madame de Rosen gave them to me the night before I went south with the Emperor, because she feared they might be stolen by some police-spy. And I have kept them in a place of safety until such convenient time when I can place them before His Majesty. The latter will surely see that justice is done, and then the disgraceful career of this arch-enemy of Russian peace and liberty will be at an end.

Hush! I cried anxiously, for at that moment a tall man, in the bright green uniform of the Lithuanian Hussars, whose face I could not see, passed close by us, with a handsome middle-aged woman upon his arm. Hush! Do, for heavens sake, be careful, I beg of you! I exclaimed. Such intention should not even be whispered. These Palace walls have ears, for spies are everywhere!


Chapter Five.

The Man in Pince-Nez.
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NEXT DAY WAS Wednesday.

At half-past five in the afternoon I was seated in my room at the Embassy, busy copying out the last of my despatches which were to be sent that week by Foreign Office messenger to London.

The messenger himself, in the person of my friend Captain Hubert Taylor, a thin, long-limbed, dark-haired cosmopolitan, was stretched lazily in my chair smoking a cigarette, impatient for me to finish, so that the white canvas bag could be sealed and he could get away.

The homeward Nord express to Ostend was due to leave at six oclock; therefore he had not much time to spare.

Do hurry up, old man, he urged, glancing at his watch. If it isnt important, keep it over until Wednesday week. Despatches are like wine, they improve with keeping.

Shut up! I exclaimed, for I saw I had a good deal yet to copy — the result of an important inquiry regarding affairs south of the Caspian, which was urgently required at Downing Street. Our Consul in Baku had been travelling for three months in order to supply the information.

Well, if I miss the train I really dont mind, my dear Colin. I can do quite well with a few days rest. I was down in Rome ten days ago; and, besides, I only got here the night before last.

I do wish youd be quiet, Taylor, I cried. I cant write while you chatter.

So he lit a fresh cigarette and repossessed himself in patience until at last I had finished my work, stuck down the long envelope with the printed address, and placed it with thirty or forty other letters into the canvas bag; this I carefully sealed with wax with the Embassy seal.

There you are! I exclaimed at last. Youve plenty of time for the train — and to spare.

I shouldnt have had if I hadnt hurried you up, my dear boy. Everyone seems asleep here. It shows your chiefs away on leave. You should put in a day in Paris. Theyre active there. It would be an eye-opener for you.

Paris isnt Petersburg, I laughed.

And an attaché isnt a foreign service messenger, he declared. Government pays you fellows to look ornamental, while we messengers have to travel in hot haste and live in those rocking sleeping-cars of the wagon-lits.

Horribly hard work to spend ones days travelling from capital to capital, I said, well knowing that this remark to a foreign service messenger is as a red rag to a bull.

Work, my dear fellow. You try it for a month and see, Taylor snapped.

Well, I asked with a laugh, any particular news in London? for the messengers are bearers of all the diplomatic gossip from embassy to embassy.

Oh, well — old Petheridge, in the Treaty Department, is retiring this month, and Jack Scrutton is going to be transferred from Rome to Lima. Some old fool in the Commons has, I hear, got wind of that bit of scandal in Madrid — you know the story, Councillor of Embassy and Spanish Countess — and threatens to put down a question concerning it. I hear theres a dickens of a row over it. The Chief is furious. Oh! — and I saw your Chief in the St. Jamess Club the day I left London. Hed just come from Windsor — been kissing hands, or something. Well, he added, I suppose I may as well have some cigarettes before I go, even though you dont ask me. But they are always pro bono, I know. The Embassy at Petersburg is always noted for its hospitality and its cigarettes! And he emptied the contents of my cigarette-box into the capacious case he took from his pocket.

Here you are, I said, taking from my table another sealed despatch bearing a large blue cross upon it, showing that it was a confidential document in cipher upon affairs of State.

Oh, hang! he cried. I didnt know you had one of those.

And then, unbuttoning his waistcoat, he fumbled about his waist, and at last placed it carefully in the narrow pocket of the belt he wore beneath his clothes, buttoning the flap over the pocket.

Well, he said at last, putting on his overcoat, so long, old man. Ill just have time. I wonder what old Ivanoff, in the restaurant-car, will have for dinner to-night? Borstch, of course, and caviare.

You fellows have nothing else to think about but your food, I laughed.

Food — yes, its railway-food with a vengeance in this God-forgotten country. Lots to drink, but nothing decent to eat.

And taking the little canvas bag he shook my hand heartily and strode out.

I stood for some time gazing through the open window out upon the sunlit Neva across to the grim fortress on the opposite bank — the prison of many terrible tales.

My thoughts were running, just as they had run all day, upon that strange suspicion which the Emperor had confided to me. It seemed too remarkable, too strange, too amazing to be true.

And again before my vision there arose the faces of those two refined and innocent ladies, Madame de Rosen and her daughter, who had been so suddenly hurried away to a living tomb in that far-off Arctic region. I remembered what the little Grand Duchess had told me, and wondered whether her allegations were really true.

I was wondering if she would permit me to see those incriminating letters which Madame had given to her for safe-keeping, for at all costs I felt that, for the safety of the Emperor and the peace and prosperity of Russia, the country should be rid of General Serge Markoff.

And yet the difficulties were, I knew, insurmountable. His Majesty, hearing of these constant plots being discovered and ever listening to highly-coloured stories of the desperate attempts of revolutionists, naturally believed his personal safety to be due to this man whom he had appointed as head of the police of the Empire. To any word said against Serge Markoff he turned a deaf ear, and put it down to jealousy, or to some ingenious plot to withdraw from his person the constant vigilance which his beloved Markoff had established. More than once I had been bold enough to venture to hint that all those plots might not be genuine ones; but I had quickly understood that such suggestion was regarded by the Emperor as a slur cast upon his favourite official and personal friend.

The more I reflected, the more unwise seemed that sudden outburst of my pretty little companion in the winter garden on the night before. If anyone had overheard her threat, then no doubt it would reach the ears of that man who daily swept so many innocent persons into the prisons and étapes beyond the Urals. I knew, too well, of those lists of names which he placed before the Emperor, and to which he asked the Imperial signature, without even giving His Majesty an opportunity to glance at them.

Truly, those were dark days. Life in Russia at that moment was a most uncertain existence, for anyone incurring the displeasure of General Markoff, or any of his friends, was as quickly and effectively removed as though deaths sword had struck them.

Much perturbed, and not knowing how to act in face of what the Emperor had revealed to me, I was turning from the window back to my writing-table, when one of the English footmen entered with a card.

Oh, show him up, Green. And bring some cigarettes, I said.

My visitor was Ivan Hartwig, the famous chief of the Russian Criminal Detective Service — an entirely distinct department from the Secret Police.

A few moments later he was ushered in by Green, and, bowing, took the hand I offered him.

A lean, bony-faced man, of average height, alert, clean-shaven, and aged about forty-five. His hair was slightly streaked with grey, and his eyes, small and shrewd, beamed behind a pair of round gold-rimmed pince-nez. I had never seen him in glasses before, but I only supposed that he had suddenly developed myopia for some specific purpose. As he smiled in greeting me, his narrow jaws widened, displaying an even row of white teeth, while the English he spoke was as perfect as my own. At that moment, in his glasses, his black morning-coat and grey trousers, he looked more like a grave family physician than a police officer whose career was world-famous.

And yet he was a man of striking appearance. His broad white forehead, his deep-set eyes so full of fire and expression, his high, protruding cheek-bones, and his narrowing chin were all characteristics of a man of remarkable power and intelligence. His, indeed, was a face that would arrest attention anywhere; hence the hundred and one disguises which he so constantly adopted.

I have had private audience of His Majesty this afternoon, Mr Trewinnard, he said, as he took the chair I offered him. He has sent me to you. You wish to see me.

Yes, I said. I need your assistance.

So His Majesty has told me, but he explained nothing of the affair. He commanded me to place myself entirely at your disposal, replied the man, who, in himself, was a man of mystery.

His nationality was obscure to most people, yet we at the Embassy knew that he was in reality a British subject, and that Ivan Hartwig was merely the Russian equivalent of Evan Hardwicke.

I handed him the box of cigarettes which Green had replenished, and took one myself.

As he slowly lit his, I recollected what a strange career he had had. Graduating from Scotland Yard, where on account of his knowledge of German and Russian he had been mainly employed in the arrest of alien criminals in England, he had for several years served under Monsieur Goron, Préfet of Police of Paris, and after being attached to the Tzar on one of his visits to the French capital, had been personally invited by the Emperor to become head of the Criminal Investigation Department of Russia.

He was a quiet-spoken, alert, elusive, but very conscientious man, who had made a study of crime from a psychological standpoint, his many successes being no doubt due to his marvellously minute examination of motives and his methodical reasoning upon the most abstruse clues. There was nothing of the ordinary blunt official detective about him. He was a man of extreme refinement, an omnivorous reader and a diligent student of men. He was a passionate collector of coins, a bachelor, and an amateur player of the violin. I believe that he had never experienced what fear was, and certainly within my own knowledge, he had had a dozen narrow escapes from the vengeance of the Terrorists. Once a bomb was purposely exploded in a room into which he and his men went to arrest two students in Moscow, and not one present escaped death except Hartwig himself.

And as he now sat there before me, so quiet and attentive, blinking at me through those gold-rimmed pince-nez, none would certainly take him for the man whose hairbreadth escapes, constant disguises, exciting adventures and marvellous successes in the tracking of criminals all over Europe had so often amazed the readers of newspapers the world over.

Well, Mr Hartwig, I said in a low voice, after I had risen and satisfied myself that Green had closed the door, the matter is one of strictest confidence — a suspicion which I may at once tell you is the Emperors own personal affair. To myself alone he has confided it, and I requested that you might be allowed to assist me in finding a solution of the problem.

Im much gratified, he said. As an Englishman, you know, I believe, that I am ever ready to serve an Englishman, especially if I am serving the Emperor at the same time.

The inquiry will take us far afield, I expect — first to England.

To England! he exclaimed. For how long do you anticipate?

Who knows? I asked. I can only say that it will be a very difficult and perhaps a long inquiry.

And how will the department proceed here?

Your next in command will be appointed in your place until your return. The Emperor arranged for this with me yesterday. Therefore, from to-morrow you will be free to place yourself at my service.

I quite understand, he said. And now, perhaps, you will in confidence explain exactly the situation, and the problem which is presented, and he settled himself in his chair in an attitude of attention.

Ah! that, I regret, is unfortunately impossible. The Emperor has entrusted the affair to me, and to me alone. I must direct the inquiry, and you will, I fear, remain in ignorance — at least, for the present.

In other words, you will direct and I must act blindly — eh? he said in a rather dubious voice. Thats hardly satisfactory to me, Mr Trewinnard, is it? — hardly fair, I mean.

I openly admit that such an attitude as I am compelled to adopt is not fair to you, Hartwig. But I feel sure you will respect the Emperors confidence, and view the matter in its true light. The matter is a personal one of His Majestys, and may not be divulged. He has asked me to tell you this frankly and plainly, and also that he relies upon you to assist him.

My words convinced the great detective, and he nodded at last in the affirmative.

The problem I alone know, I went on. His Majesty has compelled me to swear secrecy. Therefore I am forbidden to tell you. You understand?

But I am not forbidden to discover it for myself? replied the keen, wary official.

If you do, I cannot help it, was my reply.

If I do, he said, I promise you faithfully, Mr Trewinnard, that His Majestys secret, whatever it is, shall never pass my lips.


Chapter Six.

Relates a Sensation.
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TEN DAYS HAD gone by. I had applied to Downing Street for leave of absence, and was awaiting permission.

One afternoon I had again been commanded to private audience at the Palace, and in uniform, had spent nearly two hours with the Emperor, listening to certain confidential instructions which he had given me — instructions for the fulfilment of a somewhat difficult task.

Twice during our chat I had referred to the case of my friends Madame and Mademoiselle de Rosen, hoping that he would extend to them the Imperial clemency, and by a stroke of that well-worn quill upon the big writing-table recall them from that long and weary journey upon which they had been sent.

But His Majesty, who was wearing the undress uniform of a general with a single cross at his throat, uttered an expression of regret that I had been friendly with them.

In Russia, in these days, a foreigner should exercise the greatest caution in choosing his friends, he said. Only the day before yesterday Markoff reported it was to those two women that the attempt in the Nevski was entirely due. The others, thirty or so, were merely tools of those clever women.

Forgive me, Your Majesty, when I say that General Markoff lies, I replied boldly.

Enough! Our opinions differ, Trewinnard, he snapped, with a shrug of his broad shoulders.

It was on the tip of my tongue to make a direct charge against his favourite official, but what was the use when I held no actual proof. Twice recently I had seen Natalia, but she refused to allow me sight of the letters, telling me that she intended herself to show up the General in her own way — and at her own time.

So the subject had dropped, for I saw that mention of it only aroused the Emperors displeasure. And surely the other matter which we were discussing with closed doors was weighty enough.

At last His Majesty tossed his cigarette-end away, and, his jewelled cross glittering at his throat, rose with outstretched hand, as sign that my audience was at an end.

That eternal military band was playing in the grey courtyard below, and the Emperor had slammed-to the window impatiently to keep out the sound. He was in no mood for musical comedy that afternoon. Indeed, I knew that the military music often irritated him, but Court etiquette — those iron-bound, unwritten laws which even an Emperor cannot break — demanded it. Those same laws decreed that no Emperor of Russia may travel incognito, as do all other European sovereigns; that at dinner at the Winter Palace there must always be eight guests; and that the service of gold plate of Catherine the Great must always be used. At the Russian Court there are a thousand such laws, the breach of a single one being an unpardonable offence, even in the case of the autocratic ruler himself.

Then you understand my wishes — eh, Trewinnard? His Majesty said at last in English, gripping my hand warmly.

Perfectly, Sire.

I need not impress upon you the need for absolute and entire discretion. I trust you implicitly.

I hope Your Majestys trust will never be betrayed, I answered fervently, bowing over the strong outstretched hand.

And then, backing out of the door, I bowed and withdrew.

Through the long corridor with its soft red carpet I went, passing Calitzine, a short, dark man in funereal black, the Emperors private secretary, to whom I passed the time of day.

Then, reaching the grand staircase with its wonderful marble and gold balustrades and great chandeliers of crystal, I descended to the huge hall, where the echoes were constantly aroused by hurrying footsteps of ministers, officials, chamberlains, courtiers and servants — all of them sycophants.

The two gigantic sentries at the foot of the stairs held their rifles at the salute as I passed between them, when of a sudden I caught sight of the Grand Duchess Natalia in a pretty summer gown of pale-blue, standing with a tall, full-bearded elderly man in the brilliant uniform of the 15th Regiment of Grenadiers of Tiflis, of which he was chief, and wearing many decorations. It was her father, the Grand Duke Nicholas.

Why, heres old Uncle Colin! cried my incorrigible little friend in pleased surprise. Have you been up with the Emperor?

I replied in the affirmative, and, bowing, greeted His Imperial Highness, her father, with whom I had long been on friendly terms.

Where are you going? asked the vivacious young lady quickly as she rebuttoned her long white glove, for they had, it seemed, been on a visit to the Empress.

I have to go to the opening of the new wing of the Naval Hospital, I said. And I havent much time to spare.

We are going there, too. I have to perform the opening ceremony in place of the Emperor, replied the Grand Duke. So drive with us.

Thats it, Uncle Colin! exclaimed his daughter. Come out for an airing. Its a beautiful afternoon.

So we went forth into the great courtyard, where one of the Imperial state carriages, an open one, was in waiting, drawn by four fine, long-tailed Caucasian horses.

Behind it was a troop of mounted Cossacks to act as escort.

We entered, and the instant the bare-headed flunkeys had closed the door the horses started off, and we swung out of the handsome gateway into the wide Place, in the centre of which stood the grey column of Peter the Great.

Turning to the left we went past the Alexander Gardens, now parched and dusty with summer heat, and skirted the long façade of the War Office.

I wonder what tales youve been telling the Emperor about me, Uncle Colin? asked the impudent little lady, laughing as we drove along, I being seated opposite the Grand Duke and his daughter.

About you? I echoed with a smile. Oh, nothing, I assure you — or, at least, nothing that was not nice.

Youre a dear, I know, declared the girl, her father laughing amusedly the while. But you are so dreadfully proper. Youre worse about etiquette than father is — and hes simply horrid. He wont ever let me go out shopping alone, and Im surely old enough to do that!

Youre quite old enough to get into mischief, Tattie, replied her father, speaking in French.

I love mischief. Thats the worst of it, and she pouted prettily.

Yes, quite true — the worst of it, for me, declared His Imperial Highness. I thought that when you went to school in England they would teach you manners.

Ordinary manners are not Court manners, the girl argued, trying to rebutton one of her gloves which had come unfastened.

Let me do it, I suggested, and quickly fastened it.

Thank you, she laughed with mock dignity. How charming it is to have such a polished diplomat as Mr Colin Trewinnard to do nice things for one. Now, isnt that a pretty speech? I suppose I ought to study smart things to say, and practise them on the dog — as father does sometimes.

Really, Tattie, you forget yourself, my dear, exclaimed her father, with distinct disapproval.

Well, thats nothing, declared my charming little companion. Dont parsons practise preaching their sermons, and lawyers and statesmen practise their clever untruths? You cant expect a womans mouth to be full of sugar-plums of speech, can you?

My eyes met those of the Grand Duke, and we both burst out laughing at the girls quaint philosophy.

Why, even the Emperor has his speeches composed and written for him by silly old Calitzine, she went on. And at Astrakhan the other day I composed a most telling and patriotic speech for His Majesty, which he delivered when addressing the officers of the Army of the Volga. I sat on my horse and listened. The old generals and colonels, and all the rest of them, applauded vociferously, and the men threw their caps in the air. I wonder if they would have done this had they known that I had written those well-turned patriotic sentences, I — a mere chit of a girl, as father sometimes tells me!

And the terror of the Imperial family, I ventured to add.

Thank you for your compliment. Uncle Colin, she laughed. I know father endorses your sentiments. I see it in his face.

Oh, do try and be serious, Tattie, he urged. See all those people! Salute them, and dont laugh so vulgarly. And he raised his white-gloved hand to his shining helmet in recognition of the shouts of welcome rising from those assembled along our route.

Whereat she bowed gracefully again with that slight and rather frigid smile which she had been taught to assume on public occasions.

If I put up my sunshade they wont see me, and it will avoid such a lot of trouble, she exclaimed suddenly, and she put up her pretty parasol, which matched her gown and softened the light upon her pretty face.

Oh, no, Uncle Colin! she exclaimed suddenly, as we turned the corner into the Yosnesenskaya, a long, straight street where the throng, becoming greater, was kept back by lines of police in their grey coats, peaked caps and revolvers. I know what you are thinking. But it isnt so. Im not in the least afraid of spoiling my complexion.

Then perhaps it is a pity you are not, I replied. Complexions, like all shining things, tarnish quickly.

Just like reputations, I suppose, she remarked, whereupon her father could not restrain another laugh.

Then again, at word in an undertone from the Grand Duke, both he and his daughter saluted the crowd, our horses galloping, as they always do in Russia, and our Cossack-escort clattering behind.

There were a good many people just at this point, for it was believed that the Emperor would pass on his way to perform the opening ceremony, and his loyal subjects were waiting to cheer him.

On every hand, the people, recognising the popular Grand Duke and his daughter, set up hurrahs, and while His Imperial Highness saluted, his pretty daughter, the most admired girl in Russia, bowed, and I, in accordance with etiquette, made no sign of acknowledgment.

As we came to the narrow bridge which spans the canal, the road was flanked on the left by the Alexander Market, and here was another huge crowd.

Loud shouts of welcome in Russian broke forth from those assembled, for the Grand Duke and his daughter were everywhere greeted most warmly.

But as we passed the market, the police keeping back the crowd, I saw a thin, middle-aged man in dark clothes lift his hand high above his head. Something came in our direction, yet before I had time to realise his action a blood-red flash blinded me, my ears were deafened by a terrific report, a hot, scorching breath swept across my face, and I felt myself hurled far into space amid the mass of falling débris.

It all occurred in a single instant, and I knew no more. I had a distinct feeling that some terrific explosion had knocked the breath clean out of my body. I recollect seeing the carriage rent into a thousand fragments just at the same instant that black unconsciousness fell upon me.


Chapter Seven.

Tells Tragic Truths.
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WHEN, WITH EXTREME difficulty, I slowly struggled back to a knowledge of things about me, I found myself, to my great surprise, in a narrow hospital-bed, with a holy ikon upon the whitewashed wall before me, and a Red Cross sister bending tenderly over me.

Beside her stood two Russian doctors regarding me very gravely, and at their side was Saunderson, our Councillor of Embassy.

Well, how are you feeling now, Colin, old man? the latter whispered cheerfully.

I — I dont know. Where am I? I asked. Whats happened?

My dear fellow, you can thank your lucky stirs that youve escaped from the bomb, he said.

The bomb! I gasped, and then in a flash all the horrors of that sudden explosion crowded upon me. What happened? I inquired, trying to raise myself, and finding my head entirely enveloped in surgical bandages. What happened to the others?

The Grand Duke was, alas! killed, but his daughter fortunately escaped only with a scratch on her arm, was his reply. The carriage was blown to atoms, the two horses and their driver and footman were killed, while three Cossacks of the escort were also killed and two injured.

Then — then she — she is alive! I managed to gasp, dazed at the tragic truth he had related to me.

Yes — it was a desperate attempt. Fifteen arrests have been made up to the present.

And while he was speaking, Captain Stoyanovitch advanced to my bedside, and leaning over, asked in a low voice:

How are you, Trewinnard? The Emperor has sent me to inquire.

Tell His Majesty that I — I thank him. Im getting round — I — I hope Ill soon be well. I — I—

Thats right. Take great care of yourself, mon cher, he urged.

And then the doctors ordered my visitors away, and I sank among my pillows into a state of semi-consciousness.

How long I lay thus I do not know. I remember seeing soldiers come and go, and at length discovered that I was in the hospital attached to the artillery barracks on the road to Warsaw Station. Beside me always sat a grave-eyed nursing sister, silent and watchful, while ever and anon one or other of the doctors would approach, bend over me, and inquire of her my condition.

Saunderson came again some hours later. It was then night. And from him, now that I was completely conscious, I learnt how, after the explosion, the police had in the confusion shot down two men, afterwards proved to be innocent spectators, and made wholesale indiscriminate arrests. It was believed, however, that the man I had seen, the perpetrator of the dastardly act, had escaped scot-free.

Dozens of windows in the market-hall opposite where the outrage was committed had been smashed, and many people besides the killed and injured had been thrown down by the terrific force of the explosion.

The poor Grand Duke Nicholas has, alas! been shattered out of recognition, he told me. His body was taken at once to his palace, where it now lies, while you were brought here together with the Grand Duchess Natalia. But her wound being quite a slight one, was dressed, and she was driven at once to the Winter Palace, at the order of the Emperor. Poor child! I hear that she is utterly prostrated by the fearful sight which her father presented to her eyes.

I drew a long breath.

I suppose I was struck on the head by some of the débris and knocked insensible — eh? I asked.

Yes, probably, he replied. But the doctors say the wound is only a superficial one, and in a weeks time youll be quite right again. So cheer up, old chap. Youll get the long leave which you put in for the other day, and a bit more added to it, no doubt.

But this state of things is terrible, I declared, shifting myself upon my side so that I could better look into his face. Surely the revolutionists could have had no antagonism towards the Grand Duke Nicholas! He was most popular everywhere.

My dear fellow, who can gauge the state of the Russian mind at this moment? Plots seem to be of daily occurrence.

If you believe the reports of the Secret Police. But I, for one, dont, I declared frankly.

No, no, he said reprovingly. Dont excite yourself. Be thankful that youve escaped. You might have shared the same fate as those poor Cossacks.

I know, I said. I thank God that I was spared. But it will be in the London papers, no doubt. Reuters man will send it; therefore, will you wire to my mother at once. You know her address — Hayford Manor, near Newquay, Cornwall. Wire in my name, and tell her that the affair is greatly exaggerated, and that Im all right, will you?

He promised.

I knew with what eagerness my aged mother always followed all my movements, for I made it a practice to write to her twice every week with a full report of my doings. I was as devoted to her as she was to me. And perhaps that accounted for the fact that I had never married. My father, the Honourable Colin Trewinnard, had been one of the largest landowners in Cornwall, and my family was probably one of the oldest in the county. But evil times had fallen upon the estate in the last years of my fathers life; depreciation in the value of agricultural land, failing crops and foreign competition had ruined farming, and now the income was not one-half that it had been fifty years before. Yet it was sufficient to keep my mother and myself in comfort; and this, in addition to my pay from the Foreign Office, rendered me better off than a great many other men in our Service.

Through Stoyanovitch, on the following morning, I received a message from Natalia. He said:

Her Highness, whom I saw in the Palace an hour ago, told me to say that she sent you her best wishes for a speedy recovery. She is greatly grieved over the death of her father, and, of course, the Court has gone into mourning for sixty days. She told me to tell you that as soon as you are able to return to the Embassy she wishes to see you on a very important matter.

Tell her that I am equally anxious to see her, and that she has all my sympathy in her sad bereavement, I replied.

Terrible, wasnt it? the Imperial equerry exclaimed. The poor girl looks white, haggard and entirely changed.

No wonder — after such an awful experience.

There were, I hear, twenty more arrests to-day. Markoff had audience with His Majesty at ten oclock this morning, and eight of the prisoners of yesterday have been sent to Schusselburg.

From which they will never emerge, I said, with a shudder at the thought of that living tomb as full of horrors as was the Bastille itself.

Well, I dont see why they should, my dear friend, the Captain replied. If I had had such an experience as yours, I shouldnt feel very lenient towards them — as you apparently do.

I am not thinking of the culprit, I said. He certainly deserves a death-sentence. It is the innocents who, here in Russia, suffer for the guilty, with whom I deeply sympathise. Every day unoffending men and women are arrested wholesale in this drastic, unrelenting sweeping away of prisoners to Siberia. I tell you that half of them are loyal, law-abiding subjects of the Tzar.

The elegant equerry-in-waiting only grinned and shrugged his shoulders. He was too good a Russian to adopt such an argument. As personal attendant upon His Majesty, he, of course, supported the Imperial autocracy.

This accursed system of police-spies and agents-provocateurs manufactures criminals. Can a man wrongly arrested and sent to the mines remain a loyal subject?

The many have to suffer for the few. It is the same in all lands, was his reply. But really the matter doesnt concern me, my dear Trewinnard.

It will concern you one day when you are blown up as I have been, I exclaimed savagely.

Shortly afterwards he left, and for hours I lay thinking, my eyes upon that square gilt holy picture before me, the ikon placed before the eyes of every patient in the hospital. Nurses in grey and soldiers in white cotton tunics passed and repassed through the small ward of which I was the only occupant.

The pains in my head were excruciating. I felt as though my skull had been filled with boiling water. Sometimes my thoughts were perfectly normal, yet at others my mind seemed full of strange, almost ridiculous phantasies. My whole career, from the days when I had been a clerk in that sombre old-fashioned room at Downing Street, through my service at Madrid, Brussels, Berlin and Rome to Petersburg — all went before me, like a cinema-picture. I looked upon myself as others saw me — as a man never sees himself in normal circumstances — a mere struggling entity upon the tide of that sea of life called To-day.

We are so very apt to think ourselves indispensable to the world. Yet we have only to think again, and remember that the unknown to-morrow may bring, us death, and with it everlasting oblivion, as far as this world is concerned. Queen Victoria and Pope Leo XIII were the two greatest figures of our time; yet a month after their deaths people had to recall who they were, and what they had actually done to earn distinction.

These modern days of rush and hurry are forgetful, irresponsible days, when public opinion is manufactured by those who rule the halfpenny press, and when the worst and most baneful commodities may be foisted upon the public by means of efficient advertisement.

The cleverest swindler may by payment become a baronet of England, even a peer of the realm, providing he subscribes sufficient to Somebodys Newspaper Publicity Agency; and any blackguard with money or influence may become a Justice of the Peace and sentence his fellows to fourteen days imprisonment.

But the reader will forgive me. Perhaps remarks such as these ill become a diplomat — one who is supposed to hold no personal opinions. Yet I assert that to-day there is no diplomat serving Great Britain in a foreign country who is not tired and disgusted with his countrys antiquated methods and her transparent weaknesses.

The papers speak vigorously of Britains power, but men in my service — those who know real international truths — smile at the defiant and well-balanced sentences of the modern journalist, whose blissful ignorance of the truth is ofttimes so pathetic. Yes, it is only the diplomat serving at a foreign Court who can view Great Britain from afar, and accurately gauge her position among modern nations.

For ten days I remained in that whitewashed ward, many of my friends visiting me, and Stoyanovitch coming daily with a pleasant message from His Majesty. Then one bright morning the doctors declared me to be fit enough to drive back to the Embassy.

An hour later, with my head still bandaged, I was seated in my own room, in my own big leather armchair, with the July sun streaming in from across the Neva.

Saunderson was sitting with me, describing the great pomp of the funeral of the Grand Duke Nicholas, and the service at the Isaac Church, at which the Tzar, the Court, and all the corps diplomatique had attended.

By the way, he added, a note came for you this morning, and he handed me a black-edged letter, bearing on the envelope the Imperial arms embossed in black.

I tore it open and found it to be a neatly-written little letter from the Grand Duchess Natalia, asking me to allow her to call and see me as soon as ever I returned to the Embassy.

I must see you, Uncle Colin, she wrote. It is most pressing. So do please let me come. Send me word, and I will come instantly. I cannot write anything here. I must see you at once!


Chapter Eight.

Describes a Mysterious Incident.
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TWO DAYS LATER, the ugly bandages having been removed from my head, Natalia was seated in the afternoon in my den.

Exquisitely neat in her dead black, with the long crape veil, she presented an altogether different appearance to the radiant girl who had sat before me on that fatal drive. Her sweet face was now pale and drawn, and by the dark rings about her eyes I saw how full of poignant grief her heart had lately been.

She had taken off her long, black gloves and settled herself cosily in my big armchair, her tiny patent-leather shoe, encasing a shapely silk-clad ankle, set forth beneath the hem of her black skirt.

I was so terrified. Uncle Colin, that you were also dead! the girl was saying in a low, sympathetic voice, after I had expressed my deepest regret regarding the unfortunate death of her father, to whom she had been so devoted.

I suppose I had a very narrow escape, I said cheerfully. You came out best of all.

By an absolute miracle. The Emperor is furious. Twenty of those arrested have already been sent to Schusselburg, she said. Only yesterday, he told me that he hoped you would be well enough in a day or two to go to the Palace. I was to tell you how extremely anxious he is to see you as soon as possible.

I will obey the command at the earliest moment I am able, I replied. But how horribly unfortunate all this is, I went on. I fully expected that you would be in England by this time.

As soon as you are ready, Uncle Colin, I can go. The Emperor has already told me that he has placed me under your guardianship. That you are to be my equerry. Isnt it fun? she cried, her pretty face suddenly brightening with pleasure. Fancy you! dear old uncle, being put in charge of me — your naughty niece!

His Majesty wished it, I said. He thinks you will be better away from Court for a time. Therefore, I have promised to accept the responsibility. For one year you are to live incognito in England, and I have been appointed your equerry and guardian — and, I added very seriously, I hope that my naughty niece will really behave herself, and do nothing which will cause me either annoyance or distress.

Ill really try and be very good, Uncle Colin, declared the girl with mock demureness, and laughing mischievously. Believe me, I will.

It all remains with you, I said. Remember I do not wish it to be necessary that I should furnish any unfavourable report to the Emperor. I want us to understand each other perfectly from the outset. Recollect one point always. Though you may be known in England as Miss Gottorp, yet remember that you are of the Imperial family of Russia, and niece of the Emperor. Hence, there must be no flirtations, no clandestine meetings or love-letters, and such-like, as in the case of young Hamborough.

Please dont bring up that affair, urged the little madcap. It is all dead, buried and forgotten long ago.

Very well, I said, looking straight into her big, velvety eyes so full of expression. But remember that your affection is absolutely forbidden except towards a man of your own birth and station.

I know, she cried, with a quick impatience. Im unlike any other girl. I am forbidden to speak to a commoner.

Not in England. Preserve your incognito, and nobody will know. At His Majestys desire, I have obtained leave of absence from the service for twelve months, in order to become your guardian.

Well, dear old Uncle Colin, you are the only person I would have chosen. Isnt that nice of me to say so? she asked, with a tantalising smile.

But I tell you I shall show you no leniency if you break any of the rules which must, of necessity, be laid down, I declared severely. As soon as I find myself well enough, you will take Miss West, your old governess, and Davey, your English maid, to England, and I will come and render you assistance in settling down somewhere in comfort.

At Eastbourne? she cried in enthusiasm. Well go there. Do let us go there?

Probably at Brighton, I said quietly. It would be gayer for you, and — well, I will be quite frank — I think there are one or two young men whom you know in Eastbourne. Hence it is not quite to your advantage to return there.

She pouted prettily in displeasure.

Brighton is within an hour of London, as you know, I went on, extolling the praises of the place.

Oh, yes, I know it. We often went over from Eastbourne, to concerts and things. Theres an aquarium there, and a seaside railway, and lots of trippers. I remember the place perfectly. I love to see your English trippers. They are such fun, and they seem to enjoy themselves so much more than we ever do. I wonder how it is — they enjoy their freedom, I suppose, while we have no freedom.

Well, I said cheerfully, in a week or ten days I hope I shall be quite fit to travel, and then we will set out for England.

Yes. Let us go. The Emperor leaves for Peterhof on Saturday. He will not return to Petersburg until the winter, and the Court moves to Tzarskoie-Selo on Monday.

Then I will see His Majesty before Saturday, I said. But, tell me, why did Your Highness write to me so urgently three days ago? You said you wished to see me at once.

The girl sprang from her chair, crossed to the door, and made certain it was closed.

Then, glancing around as though apprehensive of eavesdroppers, she said:

I wanted to tell you, Uncle Colin, of something very, very curious which happened the other evening. About ten oclock at night I was with Miss West in the blue boudoir — you know the room in our palace, youve been in it.

I remember it perfectly, I said.

Well, I went upstairs to Davey for my smelling-salts as Miss West felt faint, and as I passed along the corridor I saw, in the moonlight, in my own room a dark figure moving by the window. It was a man. I saw him searching the drawers of my little writing-table, examining the contents by means of an electric-torch. I made no sound, but out of curiosity, drew back and watched him. He was reading all my letters — searching for something which he apparently could not find. My first impulse was to ring and give the alarm, for though I could not see the individuals face, I knew he must be a thief. Still, I watched, perhaps rather amused at the methodical examination of my letters which he was making, all unconscious that he was being observed, until suddenly at a noise made by a servant approaching from the other end of the corridor, he started, flung back the letters into the drawer, and mounting to the open window, got out and disappeared. I shouted and rushed after him to the window, but he had gone. He must have dropped about twelve feet on to the roof of the ballroom and thus got away.

Several servants rushed in, and the sentries were alarmed, she went on. But when I told my story, it was apparent that I was not believed. The drawer in the writing-table had been reclosed, and as far as we could see all was in perfect order. So I believe they all put it down to my imagination.

But you are quite certain that you saw the man there? I said, much interested in her story.

Quite. He was of middle height, dressed in dark clothes, and wore a cloth peaked cap, like men wear when golfing in England, she replied. He was evidently in search of something I had in my writing-table, but he did not find it. Nevertheless, he read a quantity of my letters mostly from school-friends.

And your love-letters? I asked, with a smile.

Well, if the fellow read any of them, she laughed, I hope he was very much edified. One point is quite plain. He knew English, for my letters were nearly all in English.

Some spy or other, I suppose.

Without a doubt, she said, clasping her white hands before her and raising her wonderful eyes to mine. And do you know, Uncle Colin, the affair has since troubled me very considerably. I wanted to see you and hear your opinion regarding it.

My opinion is that your window ought not to have been left open.

It had not been. The maid whose duty it is to close the windows on that floor one hour before sunset every day has been closely questioned, and declares that she closed and fastened it at seven oclock.

Servants are not always truthful, I remarked dubiously.

But the intruder was there with some distinct purpose. Dont you think so?

Without a doubt. He was endeavouring to learn some secret which Your Highness possesses. Cannot you form any theory what it can be? Try and reflect.

Secret! she echoed, opening her eyes wide. I have no secrets. Everybody tells me I am far too outspoken.

Here, in Russia, everyone seems to hold secrets of some character or other, social or political, and spies are everywhere, I said. Are you quite certain you have never before seen the intruder?

I could only catch the silhouette of his figure against the moonlight, yet, to tell the truth, it struck me at that moment that I had seen him somewhere before. But where, I could not recollect. He read each letter through, so he must have known English very well, or he could not have read so quickly.

But did you not tell me in the winter garden of the Palace, on the night of the last Court ball, that Marya de Rosen had given you certain letters — letters which reflected upon General Markoff? I asked.

She sat erect, staring at me open-mouthed in sudden recollection. Why, I never thought of that! she gasped. Of course! It was for those letters the fellow must have been searching.

I certainly think so — without the shadow of a doubt.

Madame de Rosen feared lest they should be stolen from her, and she gave them over to me — three of them sealed up in an envelope, declared my dainty little companion. She expressed apprehension lest a domiciliary visit be made to her house by the police, when the letters in question might be discovered and seized. So she asked me to hold them for her.

And what did you do with them?

I hid them in a place where they will never be found, she said; at a spot where nobody would even suspect. But somebody must be aware that she gave them to me for safe-keeping. How could they possibly know?

I think Your Highness was — well, just a little indiscreet on the night of the Court ball, I said. Dont you recollect that you spoke aloud when other people were in the winter garden, and that I queried the judiciousness of it?

Ah! I remember now! she exclaimed, her face suddenly pale and serious. I recollect what I said. Somebody must have overheard me.

And that somebody told Serge Markoff himself — the man who was poor Madame de Rosens enemy, and who has sent both her and Luba to their graves far away in Eastern Siberia.

Then you think that he is anxious to regain possession of those letters?

I think that is most probable, in face of your statement that you intend placing them before the Emperor. Of course, I do not know their nature, but I feel that they must reflect very seriously upon His Majestys favourite official — the oppressor of Russia. You still have them in your possession? I asked.

Yes, Uncle Colin. I feared lest some spy might find them, so I went up to my old nursery on the top floor of the Palace — a room which has not been used for years. In it stands my old dolls house — a big, dusty affair as tall as myself. I opened it and placed the packet in the little wardrobe in one of the dolls bedrooms. It is still there. I saw it only yesterday.

Be very careful that no spy watches you going to that disused room. You cannot exercise too much caution in this affair, I urged seriously.

I am always cautious, she assured me. I distrust more than one of our servants, for I believe some of them to be in Markoffs pay. All that we do at home is carried at once to the Emperor, while I am watched at every turn.

True; only we foreign diplomats are exempt from this pestilential surveillance and the clever plots of the horde of agents-provocateurs controlled by the all-powerful Markoff.

But what shall I do, Uncle Colin? asked the girl, her white hands clasped in her lap.

If you think it wise to place the letter before the Emperor, I should certainly lose no time in doing so, I replied. It may soon be too late. Spies will leave no hole or corner in your fathers palace unexamined.

You think there really is urgency? she asked.

I looked my charming companion straight in the face and replied:

I do. If you value your life, then I would urge you at once to get rid of the packet which poor Madame de Rosen entrusted to you.

But I cannot place it before the Emperor just at present, the girl exclaimed. I promised secrecy to Marya de Rosen.

Then you knew something of the subject to which those letters refer — eh?

I know something of it.

Why not pass them on to me? They will be quite secure here in the Embassy safe. Russian spies dire not enter here — upon this bit of British soil.

A good idea, she said quickly. I will. Ill go home and bring them back to you.

And in a few minutes she rose and with a merry laugh left me to descend to her carriage, which was waiting out upon the quay.

I stood looking out of the window as she drove away. I was thinking — thinking seriously over the Emperors strange apprehension.

Two visitors followed her, the French naval attaché, and afterwards old Madame Neilidoff, the Society leader of Moscow, who called to congratulate me upon my escape, and to invite me to spend my convalescence at her country estate at Sukova. With the stout, ugly old lady, who spake French with a dreadfully nasal intonation and possessed a distinct moustache, I chatted for nearly an hour, as we sipped our tea with lemon, when almost as soon as she had taken her departure the door was flung open unceremoniously and the Grand Duchess Natalia burst in, her beautiful face blanched to the lips.

Uncle Colin! Something horrible has happened; Those letters have gone! she gasped in a hoarse whisper, staring at me.

Gone! I echoed, starting to my feet in dismay.

Yes. Theyve been stolen — stolen!


Chapter Nine.

The Little Grand Duchess.
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IN THE GOLDEN September sunset, the long, wide promenade stretching beside the blue sea from Brighton towards the fashionable suburb of Hove was agog with visitors.

A cloudless sky, a glassy sea flecked by the white sails of pleasure yachts, and ashore a crowd of well-dressed promenaders, the majority of whom were Londoners who, stifled in the dusty streets, were now seeking the fresh sea air of the Channel.

I had dressed leisurely for dinner in the Hotel Métropole, where I had taken up my abode, and about seven oclock descended the steps, and, crossing the Kings Road to the asphalted promenade, set out to walk westward towards Hove.

Many things had happened since that well-remembered afternoon in July when Natalia had discovered the clever theft of Madame de Rosens letters, and I had, an hour later, ill though I was, sent to His Majesty that single word Bathildis and was granted immediate audience.

When I told him the facts he appeared interested, paced the room, and then snapped his fingers with a careless gesture. The little madcap had certainly annoyed him greatly, and though feigning indifference, he nevertheless appeared perplexed.

Natalia was called at once and questioned closely; she was the soul of honour and would reveal nothing of the secret. Afterwards I returned to the Embassy and summoned Hartwig, to inform him of the Grand Duchesss loss. The renowned police official had since made diligent inquiry; indeed, the whole complicated machinery of the Russian criminal police had been put into motion, but all to no avail.

The theft was still an entire mystery.

As I approached the Lawns at Hove, those wide, grassy promenades beside the sea, I saw that many people were still lingering, enjoying the warm sunset, although the fashionable hour when women exercise their pet dogs, and idle men lounge and watch the crowd, had passed and the band had finished its performance.

My mind was filled by many serious apprehensions, as turning suddenly from the Lawns, I recrossed the road and entered Brunswick Square, that wide quadrangle of big, old-fashioned houses around a large railed-in garden filled with high oaks and beeches.

Before a drab, newly-painted house with a basement and art-green blinds, I halted, ascended the steps and rang.

A white-whiskered old manservant in funereal black bowed as I entered, and, casting off my overcoat, I followed the old fellow past a man who was seated demurely in the hall, to whom I nodded, and up thickly-carpeted stairs to the big white-enamelled drawing-room, where Natalia sprang up from a couch of daffodil silk and came forward to meet me with glad welcome and outstretched hand.

Well, Uncle Colin! she cried, wherever have you been? I called for you at the Métropole the day before yesterday, and your superb hall-porter told me that you were in London!

Yes. I had to go up there on some urgent business, I said. I only returned to-day at five oclock and received your kind invitation to dine, and then, turning, I greeted Miss West, the rather thin, elderly woman who for years had acted as English governess to Her Imperial Highness — or Miss Gottorp, as she was now known at Hove. Miss West had been governess in the Emperors family for six years before she had entered the service of the Grand Duchess Nicholas, so life at Court, with all its stiff etiquette, had perhaps imparted to her a slightly unnatural hauteur.

Natalia looked inexpressibly sweet in an evening gown of fine black spotted net, the transparency of which about the chest heightened the almost alabaster whiteness of her skin. She wore a black aigrette in her hair, but no jewellery save a single diamond bangle upon her wrist, an ornament which she always wore.

Sit down and tell me all the news, she urged, throwing herself into an armchair and patting a cushion near by as indication where I should sit.

There is no news, I said. This morning I was at the Embassy, and they were naturally filled with curiosity regarding you — a curiosity which I did not satisfy.

Young Isvolski is there, isnt he? she asked. He used to be attached to my poor fathers suite.

Yes, I replied. Hes third secretary. He wanted to know whether you had police protection, and I told him they had sent you another agent from Petersburg. I suppose it is that melancholy man Ive just seen sitting in the hall?

Yes. Isnt it horrid? He sits there all day long and never moves, Miss West exclaimed. It is as though the bailiffs are in the house.

Bailiffs? repeated the girl. What are they? I explained to her, whereupon she laughed heartily. Hartwig is due in Brighton to-night or to-morrow morning, I said. I have received a telegram from him, despatched from Berlin early yesterday morning. But, I added, I trust that you are finding benefit from the change.

I am, she assured me. I love this place. I feel so free and so happy here. Miss West and I go for walks and drives every day, and though a lot of people stare at me very hard, I dont think they know who I am. I hope not.

They admire your Highnesss good looks, I ventured to remark. But she made a quick gesture of impatience, and declared that I only intended sarcasm.

I suppose Miss West, that all the men turn to look at Her Highness? I said. Englishmen at the seaside during the summer are always impressionable, so they must be forgiven.

You are quite right, Mr Trewinnard. It is really something dreadful. Only to-day a young man — quite a respectable young fellow, who was probably a clerk in the City — followed us the whole length of the promenade to the West Pier and kept looking into her Highnesss face.

He was really a very nice-looking boy, the girl declared mischievously. If Id been alone he would have spoken to me. And, oh, Id have had such ripping fun.

No doubt you would, I said. But you know the rule. You are never upon any pretext to go out alone. Besides, you are always under the observation of a police-agent. You would scarcely care to do any love-making before him, would you?

Why not? Those persons are not men — theyre only machines, she declared. The Emperor told me that long ago.

Well, take my advice, I urged with a laugh, and dont attempt it.

Oh, of course, Uncle Colin; youre simply dreadful. Youre a perfect Saint Anthony. Its too jolly bad, she declared.

Yes. Perhaps I might be a Saint Anthony where you are concerned. Still, you must not become a temptress, I laughed, when at that moment, old Igor, the butler, entered to announce that dinner was served.

So we descended the stairs to the big dining-room, where the table at which she took the head was prettily decorated with Marshal Neil roses, and, a merry trio, we ate our meal amid much good-humoured banter and general laughter.

As she sat beneath the pink-shaded electric lamp suspended over the table, I thought I had never seen her looking so inexpressibly charming. Little wonder, indeed, that young City men down for a fortnights leisure at the seaside, the annual relaxation from their weary work-a-day world of office and suburban railway, looked upon her in admiration and followed her in order to feast their eyes upon her marvellous beauty. What would they have thought, had they but known that the girl so quietly and well-dressed in black was of the bluest blood of Europe, a daughter of the Imperial Romanoffs.

That big, old-fashioned house which I had arranged for her six weeks ago belonged to the widow of a brewery baronet, a man who had made a great fortune out of mild dinner-ale. The somewhat beefy lady — once a domestic servant — had gone on a voyage around the world and had been pleased to let it furnished for a year. With her consent I had had the whole place repainted and decorated, had caused new carpets to be provided, and in some instances the rooms had been refurnished in modern style, while four of the servants, including Igor, the butler, and Davey, Her Highnesss maid, had been brought from her fathers palace beside the Neva.

For a girl not yet nineteen it was, indeed, quite a unique establishment. Miss West acting as chaperone, companion and housekeeper.

Seated at the head of the table, the little Grand Duchess did the honours as, indeed, she had so often done them at the great table in that magnificent salon in Petersburg, for being the only child, it had very often fallen to her lot to help her father to entertain, her mother having died a month after her birth.

Dinner over, the ladies rose and left, while I sat to smoke my cigarette alone. Outside in the hall the undersized, insignificant little man in black sat upon a chair reading the evening paper, and as old Igor poured out my glass of port I asked him in French how he liked England.

Ah! msieur, he exclaimed in his thin, squeaky voice. Truly it is most beautiful. We are all so well here — so much better than in Petersburg. Years ago I went to London with my poor master, the Grand Duke. We stayed at Claridges. Msieur knows the place — eh?

Of course, I said. But tell me, Igor, since youve been in Brighton — over a month now — have you ever met, or seen, anybody you know? I mean anyone you have seen before in Petersburg?

I was anxious to learn whether young Hamborough, Paul Urusoff, or any of the rest, had been in the vicinity.

The old fellow reflected a few moments. Then he replied:

Of course I saw Msieur Hartwig three weeks ago. Also His Excellency the Ambassador when he came down from London to pay his respects to Her Imperial Highness.

Nobody else? I asked, looking seriously into his grey old face, my wine-glass poised in my hand.

Ah, yes! One evening, three or four days ago, I was walking along Kings Road, towards Ship Street, when I passed a tall, thin, clean-shaven man in brown, whose face was quite familiar. I know that Ive seen him many times in Petersburg, but I cannot recall who or what he is. He looked inquisitively at me for a moment, and apparently recognising me, passed on and then hurriedly crossed the road.

Was he a gentleman? I asked with curiosity.

He was dressed like one, Msieur. He had on a dark grey Homburg hat and a fashionable dark brown suit.

You only saw him on that one occasion?

Only that once. When I returned home I told Dmitri, the police-agent, and described him. You dont anticipate that he is here with any evil purpose, I suppose? he added quickly.

I cant tell, Igor. I dont know him. But if I were you I would not mention it to her Highness. Shes only a girl, remember, and her nerves have been greatly shaken by that terrible tragedy.

Rely upon me. I shall say no word, Msieur, he promised.

Then I rose and ascended to the drawing-room, where Natalia was seated alone.

Miss West will be here in a few minutes, she said. Tell me, Uncle Colin, what have you been doing while youve been away — eh?

I had some business in London, and afterwards went on a flying visit to see my mother down in Cornwall, I said.

Ah! How is she? I hope you told her to come and see me. I would be so very delighted if she will come and stay a week or so.

I gave her Your Highnesss kind message, and she is writing to thank you. Shell be most delighted to visit you, I said.

Nothing has been discovered regarding Madame de Rosens letters, I suppose? she asked with a sigh, her face suddenly grown grave.

Hartwig arrives to-night, or to-morrow, I replied. We shall then know what has transpired. From his Majesty he received explicit instructions to spare no effort to solve the mystery of the theft.

I know. He told me so when he was here three weeks ago. He has made every effort. Of all the police administration I consider Hartwig the most honest and straightforward.

Yes, I agreed. He is alert always, marvellously astute, and, above all, though he has had such an extraordinary career, he is an Englishman.

So I have lately heard, replied my pretty companion. I know he will do his best on my behalf, because I feel that I have lost the one piece of evidence which might have restored poor Marya de Rosen and her daughter to liberty.

You have lost the letters, it is true, I said, looking into her splendid eyes. You have lost them because it was plainly in the interests of General Markoff, the Tzars favourite, that they should be lost. Madame de Rosen herself feared lest they should be stolen, and yet a few days later she and Luba were spirited away to the Unknown. Search was, no doubt, made at her house for that incriminating correspondence. It could not be found; but, alas! you let out the secret when sitting out with me at the Court ball. Somebody must have overheard. Your fathers palace was searched very thoroughly, and the packet at last found.

The Emperor appeared to be most concerned about it before I left Russia. When I last saw him at Tzarskoie-Selo he seemed very pale, agitated and upset.

Yes, I said. Then, very slowly, for I confess I was much perturbed, knowing how we were at that moment hemmed in by our enemies, I added: This theft conveyed more to His Majesty than at present appears to your Highness. It is a startling coup of those opposed to the monarchy — the confirmation of a suspicion which the Emperor believed to be his — and his alone.

A suspicion! she exclaimed. What suspicion? Tell me.

Next moment Miss West, thin-faced and rather angular, entered the room, and we dropped our confidences. Then, at my invitation, my dainty little hostess went to the piano, and running her white fingers over the keys, commenced to sing in her clear, well-trained contralto LHeure Exquise of Paul Verlaine:

La lune blanche
Luit dans les bois;
De chaque branche
Part une voix
Sous la ramée...
O bien-aimée.


Chapter Ten.

Reveals Two Facts.
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WHEN I ENTERED my bedroom at the Hotel Métropole it wanted half an hour to midnight. But scarce had I closed the door when a waiter tapped at it and handed me a card.

Show the gentleman up, I said in eager anticipation, and a few minutes later there entered a tall, thin, clean-shaven, rather aristocratic-looking man in a dark brown suit — the same person whom old Igor had evidently recognised walking along Kings Road.

Well, Tack? So you are here with your report — eh? I asked.

Yes, sir, was his reply, as I seated myself on the edge of the bed, and he took a chair near the dressing-table and settled himself to talk.

Edward Tack was a man of many adventures. After a good many years at Scotland Yard, where he rose to be the chief of the Extradition Department on account of his knowledge of languages, he had been engaged by the Foreign Office as a member of our Secret Service abroad, mostly in Germany and Russia. During the past two years he had, as a blind to the police, carried on a small insurance agency business in Petersburg; but the information he gathered from time to time and sent to the Embassy was of the greatest assistance to us in our diplomatic dealings with Russia and the Powers.

He never came to the Embassy himself, nor did he ever hold any direct communication with any of the staff. He acted as our eyes and ears, exercising the utmost caution in transmitting to us the knowledge of men and matters which he so cleverly gained. He worked with the greatest secrecy, for though he had lived in Petersburg two whole years, he had never once been suspected by that unscrupulous spy-department controlled by General Markoff.

Ive been in Brighton several days, my visitor said. The hotel porter told me here that you were away, so I went to the Old Ship! and waited for you.

Well — what have you discovered? I inquired, handing him my cigarette-case. Anything of interest?

Nothing very much, I regret to say, was his reply. Ive worked for a whole month, often night and day, but Markoffs men are wary — very wary birds, sir, as you know.

Have you discovered the real perpetrator of that bomb outrage?

I believe so. He escaped.

No doubt he did.

There have been in all over forty persons arrested, my visitor said. About two dozen have been immured in Schusselburg, in those cells under the waters of Lake Ladoga. The rest have been sent by administrative process to the mines.

And all of them innocent?

Every one of them.

Its outrageous! I cried. To think that such things can happen every day in a country whose priests teach Christianity.

Remove a certain dozen or so of Russias statesmen and corrupt officials, put a stop to the exile system, and give every criminal or suspect a fair trial, and the country would become peaceful to-morrow, declared the secret agent. I have already reported to the Embassy the actual truth concerning the present unrest.

I know. And we have sent it on to Downing Street, together with the names of those who form the camarilla. The Emperor is, alas! merely their catspaw. They are the real rulers of Russia — they rule it by a Reign of Terror.

Exactly, sir, replied the man Tack. Ive always contended that. In the present case the outrage is not a mystery to the Secret Police.

You think they know all about it — eh? I asked quickly.

Well, sir. I will put to you certain facts which I have discovered. About two years ago a certain Danilo Danilovitch, an intelligent shoemaker in Kazan, and a member of the revolutionary group in that city, turned police-spy, and gave evidence of a coup which had been prepared to poison the Emperor at a banquet given there after the military manoeuvres last year. As a result, there were over a hundred arrests, and as reprisal the chief of police of Kazan was a week later shot while riding through one of the principal streets. Next I know of Danilovitch is that he was transferred to Petersburg, where, though in the pay of the police, he was known to the Party of the Peoples Will as an ardent and daring reformer, and foremost in his fiery condemnation of the monarchy. He made many inflammatory speeches at the secret revolutionary meetings in various parts of the city, and was hailed as a strong and intrepid leader. Yet frequently the police made raids upon these meeting-places and arrested all found there. After each attempted outrage they seemed to be provided with lists of everyone who had had the slightest connection with the affair, and hence they experienced no difficulty in securing them and packing them off to Siberia. The police were all-ubiquitous, the Emperor was greatly pleased, and General Markoff was given the highest decorations, promotion and an appointment with rich emoluments.

But one day, about four months ago, Tack went on, a remarkable but unreported tragedy occurred. Danilovitch, whose wife had long ago been arrested and died on her way to Siberia, fell in love with a pretty young tailoress named Marie Garine, who was a very active member of the revolutionary party, her father and mother having been sent to the mines of Nerchinsk, though entirely innocent. Hence she naturally hated the Secret Police and all their detestable works. More than once she had remarked to her lover the extraordinary fact that the police were being secretly forewarned of every attempt which he suggested, for Danilovitch had by this time become one of the chief leaders of the subterranean revolution, and instigator of all sorts of desperate plots against the Emperor and members of the Imperial Family. One evening, however, she went to his rooms and found him out. Some old shoes were upon a shelf ready for mending, for he still, as a subterfuge, practised his old trade. Among the shoes was a pair of her own. She took them down, but she mistook another pair for hers, and from one of them there fell to her feet a yellow card — the card of identity issued to members of the Secret Police! She took it up. There was no mistake, for her lovers photograph was pasted upon it. Her lover was a police-spy!

Well, what happened? I asked, much interested in the facts.

The girl, in a frenzy of madness and anger, was about to rush out to betray the man to her fellow-conspirators, when Danilovitch suddenly entered. She had, at that moment, his yellow card in her hand. In an instant he knew the truth and realised his own peril. She intended to betray him. It meant her life or his! Not a dozen words passed between the pair, for the man, taking up his shoemakers knife, plunged it deliberately into the girls heart, snatched the card from her dying grasp, and strode out, locking the door behind him. Then he went straight to the private bureau of General Markoff and told him what he had done. Needless to relate, the police inquiry was a very perfunctory one. It was a love tragedy, they said, and as Danilo Danilovitch was missing, they soon dropped the inquiry. They did not, of course, wish to arrest the assassin, for he was far too useful a person to them.

Then you know the fellow?

I have met him often. At first I had no idea of his connection with the revolutionists. It is only quite recently through a woman who is in the pay of the Secret Police, and whose son has been treated badly, that I learned the truth. And she also told me one very curious fact. She was present in the crowd when the bomb was thrown at the Grand Duke Nicholass carriage, and she declares that Danilo Danilovitch — who has not been seen in Petersburg since the tragic death of Marie Garine — was there also.

Then he may have thrown the bomb? I said, amazed.

Who knows?

But I saw a man with his arm uplifted, I exclaimed. He looked respectable, of middle-age, with a grey beard and wore dark clothes.

That does not tally with Danilovitchs description, he replied. But, of course, the assassin must have been disguised if he had dared to return to Petersburg.

But I suppose his fellow-conspirators still entertain no suspicion that he is a police-spy?

None whatever. The poor girl lost her life through her untoward discovery. The police themselves knew the truth, but on action being withdrawn, the fellow was perfectly free to continue his nefarious profession of agent-provocateur, for the great risk of which he had evidently been well paid.

But does not Hartwig know all this? I asked quickly, much surprised.

Probably not. General Markoff keeps his own secrets well. Hartwig, being head of the criminal police, would not be informed.

But he might find out, just as you have found out, I suggested.

He might. But my success, sir, was due to the merest chance, remember, Tack said. Hartwigs work lies in the detection of crime, and not in the frustration of political plots. Markoff knows what an astute official he is, and would therefore strive to keep him apart from his catspaw Danilovitch.

Then, in your opinion, many of these so-called plots against the Emperor are actually the work of the Kazan shoemaker, who arranges the plot, calls the conspirators together and directs the arrangements.

Yes. His brother is a chemist in Moscow and it is he who manufactures picric acid, nitro-glycerine and other explosives for the use of the unfortunate conspirators. Between them, and advised by Markoff, they form a plot, the more desperate the better; and a dozen or so silly enthusiasts, ignorant of their leaders true calling, swear solemnly to carry it out. They are secretly provided with the means, and their leader has in some cases actually secured facilities from the very police themselves for the coup to be made. Then, when all is quite ready, the astute Danilovitch hands over to his employer, Markoff, a full list of the names of those who have been cleverly enticed into the plot. At night a sudden raid is made. All who are there, or who are even in the vicinity are arrested, and next morning His Excellency presents his report to the Emperor, with Danilovitchs list ready for the Imperial signature which consigns those arrested to a living grave on the Arctic wastes, or in the mines of Eastern Siberia.

And so progresses holy Russia of to-day — eh, Tack? I remarked with a sigh.

The secret agent of British diplomacy, shrugging his shoulders and with a grin, said:

The scoundrels are terrorising the Emperor and the whole Imperial family. The killing of the Grand Duke Nicholas was evidence of that, and you, too, sir, had a very narrow escape.

Do you suspect that, if the story of the woman who recognised Danilovitch be true, it was actually he himself who threw the bomb?

At present I can offer no opinion, he answered. The woman might, of course, have been mistaken, and, again, I doubt whether Danilovitch would dare to show himself so quickly in Petersburg. To do so would be to defy the police in the eyes of his fellow-conspirators, and that might have aroused their suspicion. But, sir, Tack added, I feel certain of two facts — absolutely certain.

And what are they? I inquired eagerly, for his information was always reliable.

Well, the first is that the outrage was committed with the full connivance and knowledge of the police, and secondly, that it was not the Grand Duke whom they sought to kill, but his daughter, the Grand Duchess Natalia, and you yourself!

Why do you think that? I asked.

Because it was known that the young lady held letters given her by Madame de Rosen, and intended to hand them over to the Emperor. There was but one way to prevent her, he went on very slowly, to kill her! And, he added, be very careful yourself in the near future, Mr Trewinnard. Another attempt of an entirely different nature may be made.

You mean that Her Highness is still in grave danger — even here — eh? I exclaimed, looking straight at the clean-shaven man seated before me.

I mean, sir, that Her Highness may be aware of the contents of these letters handed to her by the lady who is now exiled. If so, then she is a source of constant danger to General Markoffs interests. And you are fully well aware of the manner in which His Excellency usually treats his enemies. Only by a miracle was your life saved a few weeks ago. Therefore, he added, I beg of you, sir, to beware. There may be pitfalls and dangers — even here, in Brighton!

Do you only suspect something, Tack, I demanded very seriously, or do you actually know?

He paused for a few seconds, then, his deep-set eyes fixed upon mine, he replied.

I do not suspect, sir, I know.


Chapter Eleven.

His Excellency General Markoff.
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WHAT TACK HAD told me naturally increased my apprehension. I informed the two agents of Russian police who in turn guarded the house in Brunswick Square.

A whole month went by, bright, delightful autumn days beside the sea, when I often strolled with my charming little companion across the Lawns at Hove, or sat upon the pier at Brighton listening to the band.

Sometimes I would dine with her and Miss West, or at others they would take tea with me in that overheated winter garden of the Métropole — where half of the Hebrew portion of the City of London assembles on Sunday afternoons — or they would dine with me in the big restaurant. So frequently was she in and out of the hotel that Miss Gottorp soon became known to all the servants, and by sight to most of the visitors on account of the neatness of her mourning and the attractiveness of her pale beauty.

Tack had returned to Petersburg to resume his agency business, and Hartwigs whereabouts was unknown.

The last-named had been in Brighton three weeks before, but as he had nothing to report he had disappeared as suddenly as he had come. He was ubiquitous — a man of a hundred disguises, and as many subterfuges. He never seemed to sleep, and his journeys backwards and forwards across the face of Europe were amazingly swift and ever-constant.

I was seated at tea with Her Highness and Miss West in the winter garden — that place of palms and bird-cages at the back of the Métropole — when a waiter handed me a telegram which I found was from the secretary of the Russian Embassy, at Chesham House, in London, asking me to call there at the earliest possible moment.

What, I wondered, had occurred?

I said nothing to Natalia, but, recollecting that there was an express just after six oclock which would land me at Victoria at half-past seven, I cut short her visit and duly arrived in London, unaware of the reason why I was so suddenly summoned.

I crossed the big, walled-in courtyard of the Embassy, and entering the great sombre hall, where an agent of Secret Police was idling as usual, the flunkey in green livery showed me along to the secretarys room, a big, gloomy, smoke-blackened apartment on the ground floor. The huge house was dark, sombre and ponderous, a house of grim, mysterious shadows, where officials and servants flitted up and down the great, wide staircase which led to His Excellencys room.

His Excellency left for Paris to-day, the footman informed me, opening the door of the secretarys room, and telling me that he would send word at once of my arrival.

It was the usual cold and austere embassy room — differing but little from my own den in Petersburg. Count Kourloff, the secretary, was an old friend of mine. He had been secretary in Rome when I had been stationed there, and I had also known him in Vienna — a clever and intelligent diplomat, but a bureaucrat like all Russians.

The evening was a warm, oppressive one, and the windows being open, admitted the lively strains of a street piano, played somewhere in the vicinity.

Suddenly the door opened, and instead of the Count, whom I had expected, a stout, broad-shouldered, elderly man in black frock-coat and grey trousers entered, and saluted me gaily in French with the words:

Ah, my dear Trewinnard! How are you, my friend — eh? How are you? And how is Her Imperial Highness — eh?

I started as I recognised him.

It was none other than Serge Markoff.

I am very well, General, I replied coldly. I am awaiting Count Kourloff.

Hes out. It was I who telegraphed to you. I want to have a chat with you now that you have entered the service of Russia, my dear friend. Pray be seated.

Pardon me, I replied, annoyed, I have not entered the service of Russia, only the private service of her Sovereign, the Emperor.

The same thing! The same thing! he declared fussily, stroking his long, grey moustache, and fixing his cunning steel-blue eyes upon mine.

I think not, I said. But we need not discuss that point.

Bien! I suppose Her Highness is perfectly comfortable and happy in her incognito at Brighton — eh? The Emperor was speaking of her to me only the other day.

His Majesty receives my report each week, I said briefly.

I know, replied the brutal remorseless man who was responsible for the great injustice and suffering of thousands of innocent ones throughout the Russian Empire. I know. But I have asked you to London because I wish to speak to you in strictest confidence. I am here, Msieur Trewinnard, because of a certain discovery we have recently made — the discovery of a very desperate and ingenious plot!

Another plot! I echoed; here, in London!

It is formed in London, but the coup is to be made at Brighton, he replied slowly and seriously, a plot against Her Imperial Highness!

I looked the man straight in the face, and then burst out laughing.

You certainly do not appear to have any regard for the personal safety of your charge, he exclaimed angrily. I have warned you. Therefore, take every precaution.

I paused for a few seconds, then I said:

Forgive me for laughing. General Markoff. But it is really too humorous — all this transparency.

What transparency?

The transparency of your attempt to terrify me, I said. I know that the attempt made against the young lady and myself failed — and that His Imperial Highness the Grand Duke was unfortunately killed. But I do not think there will be any second attempt.

You dont think so! he cried quickly. Why dont you think so?

For the simple reason that Danilo Danilovitch — the man who is a police-spy and at the same time responsible for plots — is just now a little too well watched.

The mans grey face dropped when I uttered the name of his catspaw. My statement, I saw, held him confounded and confused.

I — I do not understand you, he managed to exclaim. What do you mean?

Well, you surely know Danilovitch? I said. He is your most trusted and useful agent-provocateur. He is at this moment in England. I can take you now to where he is in hiding, if you wish, I added, with a smile of triumph.

Danilovitch, he repeated, as though trying to recall the name.

Yes, I said defiantly, standing with my hands in my trousers pockets and leaning against the table placed in the centre of the room. Danilovitch — the shoemaker of Kazan and murderer of Marie Garine, the poor little tailoress in Petersburg.

His face dropped. He saw that I was aware of the mans identity.

He is now staying with a compatriot in Blurton Road, Lower Clapton, I went on.

I dont see why this person should interest me, he interrupted.

But he is a conspirator. General Markoff; and I am giving you some valuable information, I said, with sarcasm.

You are not a police officer. What can you know?

I know several facts which, when placed before the Revolutionary Committee — as they probably are by this time — will make matters exceedingly unpleasant for Danilo Danilovitch, and also for certain of those who have been employing him, was my quiet response.

If this man is a dangerous revolutionist, as you allege, he cannot be arrested while in England, remarked the General, his thick grey eyebrows contracting slightly, a sign of apprehension. This country of yours gives asylum to all the most desperate characters, and half the revolutionary plots in Europe are arranged in London.

I do not dispute that, I said. But I was discussing the highly interesting career of this Danilo Danilovitch. If there is any attempt upon Her Imperial Highness the Grand Duchess Natalia, as you fear, it will be by that individual. General. Therefore I would advise your department to keep close observation upon him. He is lodging at Number 30B, Blurton Road. And, I added, if you should require any further particulars concerning him, I daresay I shall be in a position to furnish them.

Why do you suspect him?

Because of information which has reached me — information which shows that it was his hand which launched the fatal bomb which killed the Grand Duke Nicholas. His Imperial Highness was actually killed by an agent of Secret Police! When that fact reaches the Emperors ears there will, I expect, be searching inquiry.

Have you actual proof of this? he asked in a thick, hoarse voice, his cheeks paler than before.

Yes. Or at least my informant has. The traitor was recognised among the crowd; he was seen to throw the bomb.

General Markoff remained silent. He saw himself checkmated. His secret was out. He had intended to raise a false scare of a probable attempt at Brighton in order to terrify me, but, to his amazement, I had shown myself conversant with his methods and aware of the truth concerning the mysterious outrage in which the Grand Duke Nicholas had lost his life.

From his demeanour and the keen cunning look in his steely eyes I gathered that he was all eagerness to know the exact extent of my knowledge concerning Danilo Danilovitch.

Therefore, after some further conversation, I said boldly:

I expect that, ere this, the Central Committee of the Peoples Will has learned the truth regarding their betrayer — this man to whose initiative more than half of the recent plots have been due — and how he was in the habit of furnishing your department with the lists of suspects and those chosen to carry out the outrage. But, of course, General, I added, with a bitter smile, you would probably not know of this manufacture of plots by one in the pay of the Police Department.

Of course not, the unscrupulous official assured me. I surely cannot be held responsible for the action of underlings. I only act upon reports presented to me.

I smiled again.

And yet you warn me of an outrage which is to be attempted with your connivance by this fellow Danilovitch — the very man who killed the Grand Duke — eh?

With my connivance! he cried fiercely. What do you insinuate?

I mean this, General Markoff, I said boldly; that the yellow card of identity found in Danilovitchs rooms by the girl to whom he was engaged bore your signature. That card is, I believe, already in the hands of the Revolutionary Committee!

I have all their names. I shall telegraph to-night ordering their immediate arrest, he cried, white with anger.

But that will not save your agent-provocateur — the assassin of poor Marie Garine — from his fate. The arm of the revolutionist is a very long one, remember.

But the arm of the Chief of Secret Police is longer — and stronger, he declared in a low, hard tone.

The Emperor, when he learns the truth, will dispense full justice, I said very quietly. His eyes will, ere long, be opened to the base frauds practised upon him, and the many false plots which have cost hundreds of innocent persons their lives or their liberty.

You speak as though you were censor of the police, he exclaimed with a quick, angry look.

I speak, General Markoff, as the friend of Russia and of her Sovereign the Emperor, I replied. You warn me of a plot to assassinate the Grand Duchess Natalia. Well, I tell you frankly and openly I dont believe it. But if it be true, then I, in return, warn you that if any attempt be made by any of your dastardly hirelings, I will myself go to the Emperor and place before him proofs of the interesting career of Danilo Danilovitch. Your Excellency may be all-powerful as Chief of Secret Police, I added; but as surely as the sun will rise to-morrow, justice will one day be done in Russia!

And then I turned upon my heel and passed out of the room, leaving him biting his nether lip in silence at my open defiance.


Chapter Twelve.

Watchers in the Night.
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AFTER HER HIGHNESS and Miss West had dined with me at the Métropole at Brighton on the following evening, the trusted old companion complained of headache and drove home, leaving us alone together.

Therefore we strolled forth into the moonlit night and, crossing the road, walked out along the pier. There were many persons in the hall of the hotel, but though a good many heads were turned to see Miss Gottorp pass in her pretty décolleté gown of black, trimmed with narrow silver, over which was a black satin evening cloak, probably not one noticed the undersized, insignificant, but rather well-dressed man who rose from one of the easy chairs where he had been smoking to follow us out.

Who, indeed, of that crowd would have guessed that the pretty girl by whose side I walked was an Imperial Princess, or that the man who went out so aimlessly was Oleg Lobko, the trusty agent of the Russian Criminal Police charged by the Emperor with her personal protection?

With the man following at a respectable distance, we strolled side by side upon the pier, looking back upon the fairy-like scene, the long lines of light along Kings Road, and the calm sea shimmering beneath the clear moon. There were many people enjoying the cool, refreshing breezes, as there always are upon an autumn night.

A comedy was in progress in the theatre at the pierhead, and it being the entracte, many were promenading — mostly visitors taking their late vacation by the sea.

My charming little companion had been bright and cheerful all the evening, but had more than once, by clever questions, endeavoured to learn what had taken me to the Embassy on the previous night. I, however, did not deem it exactly advisable to alarm her unduly, either by telling her of my defiance of General Markoff, of my discovery of Danilo Danilovitch, or of the attempt to terrify me by the declaration that another plot was in progress.

Truth to tell, Tack, before his return to Petersburg, had run Danilovitch to earth in Lower Clapton, and two private detectives, engaged by me, were keeping the closest surveillance upon him.

Twice had we circled the theatre at the pierhead, and had twice strolled amid the seated audience around the bandstand where military music was being played in the moonlight, when we passed two young men in Homburg hats, wearing overcoats over their evening clothes. One of them, a tall, slim, dark-haired, good-looking, athletic young fellow, of perhaps twenty-two, raised his hat and smiled at my companion.

She nodded him a merry acknowledgment. Then, as we passed on, I exclaimed quickly:

Hulloa! Is that some new friend — eh?

Oh, its really all right, Uncle Colin, she assured me. Ive done nothing dreadful, now. You neednt start lecturing me, you know, or be horrified at all.

Im not lecturing, I laughed. Im only consumed by curiosity. Thats all.

Ah! Youre like all men, she declared. And suppose I refuse to satisfy your curiosity — eh?

You wont do that, I think, was my reply, as we halted upon one of the long benches which ran on either side of the pier. Remember, I am responsible to the Emperor for you, and Im entitled to know who your friend is.

Hes an awfully nice boy, was all she replied.

He looks so. But who is he?

Somebody — well, somebody I knew at Eastbourne.

And youve met him here? How long ago?

Oh! nearly a month.

And so it is he whom youve met several times of late — eh? I said. Lets see — according to the report furnished to me, you were out for half an hour on the sea-front on Tuesday night; five minutes on Wednesday night; not at all on Thursday night, and one whole hour on Friday night — eh? And with a young man whose name is unknown.

Oh, Ill tell you his name. Hes Dick Drury.

And who, pray, is this Mr Richard Drury?

A friend of mine, I tell you. The man with him is his friend — Lance Ingram, a doctor.

And what is this Mr Drurys profession?

He does nothing, I suppose, she laughed. I cant well imagine Dick doing much.

Except flirting — eh? I said with a smile.

Thats a matter of opinion, she replied, as we again rose and circled the bandstand, for I was anxious to get another look at the pair.

On the evenings I had referred to, it appeared that Her Highness, after dinner, had twisted a shawl over her head, and ran down to the sea-front — a distance of a hundred yards or so — to get a breath of air, as she had explained to Miss West. But on each occasion the watchful police-agent had seen her meet by appointment this same young man. Therefore some flirtation was certainly in progress — and flirtation had been most distinctly forbidden.

My efforts were rewarded, for a few minutes later the two young men repassed us, and this time young Drury did not raise his hat. He only smiled at her in recognition.

Where are they staying? I asked.

Oh you are so horribly inquisitive, Uncle Colin, she said. Well, if you really must know, theyre staying at the Royal York.

How came you to know this young fellow at Eastbourne? I asked. I thought you were kept in strictest seclusion from the outside world. At least, youve always led me to believe that, I said.

She laughed heartily.

Well, dear old uncle, surely you dont think that any school could exactly keep a girl a prisoner. We used to get out sometimes alone for an hour of an evening — by judicious bribery. Ive had many a pleasant hours walk up the road towards Beachy Head. And, moreover, I wasnt alone, either. Dick was usually with me.

Really, this is too dreadful! I exclaimed in pious horror. Suppose anyone had known who you really were!

Well, I suppose even if they had the heavens wouldnt have fallen, she laughed.

Ah! I said, you are really incorrigible. Here you are flirting with an unsuspected lover.

And why shouldnt I? she asked in protest. Dick is better than some chance acquaintance.

If you are only amusing yourself, I said. But if you love him, then it would be a serious matter.

Oh, horribly serious, I know, she said impatiently. If I were a typist, or a shopgirl, or a waitress, or any girl who worked for her living, I should be doing quite the correct thing; but for me — born of the great Imperial Family — to merely look at a boy is quite unpardonable.

I was silent for a few moments. The little madcap whom the Emperor had placed in my charge, because her presence at Court was a menace to the Imperial family, was surely unconventional and utterly incorrigible.

I fear Your Highness does not fully appreciate the heavy responsibilities of Imperial birth, I said in a tone of dissatisfaction.

Oh, bother! My birth be hanged! she exclaimed, with more force than politeness. In these days it really counts for nothing. I was reading it all in a German book last week. Every class seems to have its own social laws, and what is forbidden to me is quite good form with my dressmaker. Isnt it absurdly funny?

You must study your position.

Why should I, if I strictly preserve my incognito? That I do this, even you, Uncle Colin, will admit!

Are you quite certain that this Mr Drury is unaware who you really are? I asked.

Quite. He believes me to be Miss Natalia Gottorp, my father German, my mother English, and I was born in Germany. That is the story — does it suit?

I trust you will take great care not to reveal your true identity, I said.

I have promised you, havent I?

You promised me that you would not flirt, and yet here you are, having clandestine meetings with this young man every evening!

Oh, thats very different. I cant help it if I meet an old friend accidentally, can I? she protested with a pretty pout.

At that moment we were strolling along the western side of the pierhead, where it was comparatively ill-lit, on one side being the theatre, while on the other the sea. The photographers and other shops were closed at that late hour, and the light being dim at that spot, several flirting couples were passing up and down arm in arm.

Suddenly, as we turned the corner behind the theatre, we came face to face with a dark-featured, middle-aged man, with deeply-furrowed brow, narrowly set eyes and small black moustache. He wore a dark suit and a hard felt hat, and had something of the appearance of a middle-class paterfamilias out for his annual vacation.

He glanced quickly in our direction, and, I thought, started, as though recognising one or other of us.

Then next moment he was lost in the darkness.

Do you know that man? asked my companion suddenly.

No. Why?

I dont know, she answered. I fancy Ive seen him somewhere or other before. He looked like a Russian.

That was just my own thought at that moment, and I wondered if Oleg, who was lurking near, had noticed him.

Yes, I said. But I dont recollect ever having seen him before. I wonder who he is? Lets turn back.

We did so, but though we hastened our steps, we did not find him. He had, it seemed, already left the pier. Apparently he believed that he had been recognised.

Once again we repassed Drury and his friend just as the theatre disgorged its crowd of homeward-bound pleasure-seekers.

We were walking in the same direction, Oleg following at a respectable distance, and I was enabled to obtain a good look at him, for, as though in wonder as to whom I could be, he turned several times to eye me, with some little indignation, I thought.

I judged him to be about twenty-five, over six feet in height, athletic and wiry, with handsome, clear-cut, clean-shaven features and a pair of sharp, dark, alert eyes, which told of an active outdoor life. His face was a refined one, his gait easy and swinging, and both in dress and manner he betrayed the gentleman.

Truth to tell, though I did not admit it to Natalia, I became very favourably impressed by him. By his exterior he seemed to be a well-set-up, sportsmanlike young fellow, who might, perhaps, belong to one of the Sussex county families.

His friend the doctor was of quite a different type, a short, fair-haired man in gold-rimmed spectacles, whose face was somewhat unattractive, though it bore an expression of studiousness and professional knowledge. He certainly had the appearance of a doctor.

But before I went farther I resolved to make searching inquiry unto the antecedents of this mysterious Dick Drury.

The walk in the moonlight along the broad promenade towards Hove was delightful. I begged Her Highness to drive, but she preferred to walk; the autumn night was so perfect, she said.

As we strolled along, she suddenly exclaimed:

I cant help recalling that man we saw on the pier. I remember now! I met him about a week ago, when I was shopping in Western Road, and he followed me for quite a distance. He was then much better dressed.

You believe, then, he is a Russian? I asked quickly.

I feel certain he is.

But you were not alone — Oleg was out with you, I suppose?

Oh, yes, she laughed. He never leaves me. I only wish he would sometimes. I hate to be spied upon like this. Either Dmitri or Oleg is always with me.

It is highly necessary, I declared. Recollect the fate of your poor father.

But why should the revolutionists wish to harm me — a girl? she asked. My own idea is that theyre not half as black as theyre painted.

I did not reveal to her the serious facts which I had recently learnt.

Did you make any mention to Oleg of the man following you?

No, it never occurred to me. But there, I suppose, he only followed me, just as other men seem sometimes to follow me — to look into my face.

You are used to admiration, I said, and therefore take no notice of it. Pretty women so soon become blasé.

Oh! So you denounce me as blasé — eh, Uncle Colin? she cried, just as we arrived before the door in Brunswick Square. That is the latest! I really dont think it fair to criticise me so constantly, and she pouted.

Then she gave me her little gloved hand, and I bent over it as I wished her good-night.

I wished to question Oleg regarding the man we had seen, but I could not do so before her.

I turned back along the promenade, and was walking leisurely towards the Métropole, when suddenly from out of the shadow of one of the glass-partitioned shelters the dark figure of a man emerged, and I heard my name pronounced.

It was the ubiquitous Hartwig, wearing his gold pince-nez. As was his habit, he sprang from nowhere. I had clapped my hand instinctively upon my revolver, but withdrew it instantly.

Good evening, Mr Trewinnard, he said. Ive met you here as I dont want to be seen at the Métropole to-night. I have travelled straight through from Petersburg here. I landed at Dover this afternoon, went up to Victoria, and down here. I arrived at eight oclock, but learning that Her Highness was dining with you, I waited until you left her. It is perhaps as well that I am here, he added.

Why? I asked.

Because Ive been on the pier with you to-night, was the reply of the chief of the detective department of Russia, and I have seen how closely you have been watched by a person whom even Oleg Lobko, usually so well-informed, does not suspect — a person who is extremely dangerous. I do not wish to alarm you, Mr Trewinnard, he added in a low voice, but I heard in Petersburg that something is intended here in Brighton, and the Emperor sent me post-haste to you.

Who is this person who has been watching us? I asked eagerly. I noticed him.

Oleg doesnt know him, but I do. I have had certain suspicions, and only five days ago I made a discovery in Petersburg — an amazing discovery — which confirmed my apprehensions. The man who has been watching you with distinctly evil intent is a most notorious and evasive character named Danilo Danilovitch.

Danilovitch! I cried. I know him, but I did not recognise him to-night. His appearance has so changed.

Yes, it has. But I have been watching him all the evening. He returned by the midnight train to London.

I can tell you where he is in hiding, I said.

You can! he cried. Excellent! Then we will both go and pay him a surprise call to-morrow. There is danger — a grave and imminent danger — for both Her Highness and yourself; therefore it must be removed. There is peril in the present situation — a distinct peril which I had never suspected. A disaster may happen at any moment if we are not wary and watchful. And theres another important point, Mr Trewinnard, added the great detective; do you happen to know a tall, thin, sharp-featured young man called Richard Drury?


Chapter Thirteen.

The Catspaw.
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JUST AS THE dusk had deepened into grey on the following evening I alighted from a tram in the Lower Clapton Road, and, accompanied by Hartwig, we turned up a long thoroughfare of uniform houses, called Powerscroft Road, until we reached Blurton Road, where, nearly opposite the Mission House, we found the house of which we were in search.

Hartwig had altered his appearance wonderfully, and looked more like a Devonshire farmer up in London on holiday than the shrewd, astute head of the Sûreté of the Russian Empire. As for myself, I had assumed a very old suit and wore a shabby hat.

The drab, dismal house, which we passed casually in order to inspect, was dingy and forbidding, with curtains that were faded with smoke and dirt, holland blinds once yellow, but the ends of which were now dark and stained, and windows which had not been cleaned for years, while the front door was faded and blistered and some of the tops of the iron railings in front had been broken off. The steps leading to the front door had not been hearthstoned as were those of its neighbour, while in the area were bits of wastepaper, straw, and the flotsam and jetsam of the noisy, overcrowded street.

Unkempt children were romping or playing hopscotch on the pavement, while some were skipping and others playing football in the centre of the road — all pupils of the great County Council Schools in the vicinity.

At both the basement window and that of the room above — the front parlour — were short blinds of dirty muslin, so that to see within while passing was impossible. In that particular it differed in no way from some of its neighbours; for in those parts front parlours are often turned into bedrooms, and a separate family occupies every floor. Only one fact was apparent — that it was the dirtiest and most neglected house in the whole of that working-class road, bordering upon the Hackney Marsh.

To me that district was as unfamiliar as were the wilds of the Sahara. Indeed, to the average Londoner Lower Clapton is a mere legendary district, the existence of which is only recorded by the name written upon tramcars and omnibuses.

Together we strolled to the bottom of Blurton Road, to where Glyn Road crosses it at right angles, and then we stopped to discuss our plans.

I shall ascend the steps, knock, and ask for Danilovitch, the great detective said. The probability is that the door will be unceremoniously slammed in my face. But you will be behind me. I shall place my foot in the door to prevent premature closing, and at first sign of resistance you, being behind me, will help me to force the door, and so enter. At word from me dont hesitate — use all your might. I intend to give whoever lives there a sudden and sharp surprise.

But if they are refugees, they are desperate. What then?

I expect they are, he laughed. This is no doubt the hornets nest. Therefore it behoves us to be wary, and have our wits well about us. Youre not afraid, Mr Trewinnard?

Not at all, I said. Where you dare go, there I will follow.

Good. Lets make the attempt then, he said, and together we strolled leisurely back until we came to the flight of unclean front steps, whereupon both of us turned and, ascending, Hartwig gave a sharp postmans knock at the door.

An old, grey-whiskered, ill-dressed man, palpably a Polish Jew, opened the door, whereupon Hartwig asked in Russian:

Is our leader Danilo Danilovitch here?

The man looked from him to me inquiringly.

Tell him that Ivan Arapoff, from Petersburg, wishes to speak with him.

I do not know, Gospodin, whether he is at home, replied the man with politeness. But I will see, if you will wait, and he attempted to close the door in our faces.

Hartwig, however, was prepared for such manoeuvre, for he had placed his foot in the door, so that it could not be closed. The Polish Jew was instantly on the alert and shouted some sharp word of warning, evidently a preconcerted signal, to those within, whereat Hartwig and myself made a sudden combined effort and next second were standing within the narrow evil-smelling little hall.

I saw the dark figures of several men and women against the stairs, and heard whispered words of alarm in Russian. But Hartwig lost no time, for he shouted boldly:

I wish to see Danilo Danilovitch. Let him come forward. If he does not do so, then it is at his own peril.

If you are police officers you cannot touch us here in England! shouted a young woman with dark, tousled hair, a revolutionist of the female-student type.

We are here from Petersburg as friends, but you apparently treat us as enemies, said Hartwig.

If you are traitors you will, neither of you, leave this house alive, cried a thick-set man, advancing towards me threateningly. So you shall see Danilovitch — and he shall decide.

I heard somebody bolting the front door heavily to prevent our escape, while a voice from somewhere above, in the gloom of the stairs, shouted:

Comrades, they are police-spies!

A young, black-haired Jewess of a type seen everywhere in Poland, thin-featured and handsome, with a grey shawl over her shoulders, emerged from a door and peered into my face. There seemed fully fifteen persons in that dingy house, all instantly alarmed at our arrival. Here was, no doubt, the London centre of revolutionary activity directed against the Russian Imperial family and Danilo Danilovitch was in hiding there. It was fortunate, indeed, that the ever-vigilant Tack had succeeded in running him to earth.

I had told Hartwig of the allegation which Tack had made against Danilovitch, that, though in the service of the Secret Police, he had arranged certain attempts against members of the Imperial family, and how he had deliberately killed his sweetheart, Marie Garine. But Hartwig, being chief of the Sûreté, had no connection with the political department, and was, therefore, unaware of any agent of Secret Police known as Danilovitch.

I remember quite well the case of Marie Garine, he added. I thoroughly investigated it and found that she had, no doubt, been killed by her lover. But I put it down to jealousy, and as the culprit had left Russia I closed the inquiry.

Then you could arrest him, even now, I said.

Not without considerable delay. Besides, in Petersburg they are against applying for extradition in England. The newspapers always hint at the horrors of Siberia in store for the person arrested. And, he added, I agree that it is quite useless to unnecessarily wound the susceptibilities of my own countrymen, the English. It was those words he had spoken as we had come along Blurton Road.

Our position at that moment was not a very pleasant one, surrounded as we were by a crowd of desperate refugees. If any one of them recognised Ivan Hartwig, then I knew full well that we should never leave the house alive. Men who were conspiring to kill His Majesty the Emperor would not hesitate to kill a police officer and an intruder in order to preserve their secret, Where is my good friend Danilovitch? demanded Hartwig, in Russian. Why does he not come forward?

He has not been well, and is in bed, somebody replied. He is coming in a moment. He lives on the top floor.

Well, Im in a hurry, comrades, exclaimed the great detective with a show of impatience. Do not keep me waiting. I am bearer of a message to you all — an important message from our great and beloved Chief, the saviour of Russia, whose real identity is a secret to all, but whom we know as The One!

The One! echoed two of the men in Russian. A message from him! What is it? Tell us, they cried eagerly.

No. The message from our Chief is to our comrade Danilovitch. He will afterwards inform you, was Hartwigs response.

Who is it there who wants me? cried an impatient voice in Russian over the banisters.

I have a message for Danilo Danilovitch, my friend shouted back.

Then come upstairs, he replied. Come — both of you.

And we followed a dark figure up to a back room on the second floor — a shabby bed and sitting-room combined.

He struck a match, lit the gas and pulled down the blind. Then as he faced us, a middle-aged man with deeply-furrowed countenance and hair tinged with grey, I at once recognised him — though he no longer wore the small black moustache — as the man I had met on Brighton Pier on the previous night.

Well, he asked roughly in Russian, what do you want with me?

I was gratified that he had not recognised Ivan Hartwig. For a moment he looked inquiringly at me, and no doubt recognised me as the Grand Duchesss companion of the previous night.

His hair was unkempt, his neck was thick, and his unshaven face was broad and coarse. He had the heavy features of a Russian of the lower class, yet his prominent, cunning eyes and high, deeply-furrowed forehead betokened great intelligence. Though of the working-class, yet in his eyes there burned a bright magnetic fire, and one could well imagine how by his inflammatory speeches he led that crowd of ignorant aliens into a belief that by killing His Imperial Majesty they could free Russia of the autocratic yoke. Those men and women, specimens of whom were living in that house at Clapton, never sought to aim at the root of the evil which had gripped the Empire, that brutal camarilla who ruled Russia, but in the madness of their blood-lust and ignorance that they were being betrayed by their leader, and their lives made catspaws by the camarilla itself, they plotted and conspired, and were proud to believe themselves martyrs to what they foolishly termed The Cause!

The face of the traitor before us was full of craft and cunning, the countenance of a shrewd and clever man who, it struck me, was haunted hourly by the dread of betrayal and an ignominious end. Even though he might have been a shoemaker, yet from his perfect self-control, and the manner in which he greeted us, I saw that he was no ordinary man. Indeed, few men could have done — would have dared to do — what he had done, if all Tack had related were true. His personal appearance, his unkempt hair, his limp collar and loosely-tied cravat of black and greasy silk, and his rough suit of shabby dark tweed, his whole ensemble, indeed, was that of the political agitator, the revolutionary firebrand.

I am here, Danilo Danilovitch, Hartwig said at last very seriously, looking straight at him, in order to speak to you quite frankly, to put to you several questions.

The man started, and I saw apprehension by the slight movement in the corners of his mouth.

For what reason? he snapped quickly. I thought you were here with a message from our Chief in Russia?

I am here with a message, it is true, said the renowned chief of the Russian Sûreté. You had, I think, better lock that door, and also make quite certain that nobody in this house overhears what I am about to say, he added very slowly and meaningly.

Why? inquired the other with some show of defiance.

If you do not want these comrades of yours to know all your private business, it will be best to lock that door and take care that nobody is listening outside. If they are — well, it will be you, Danilo Danilovitch, who will suffer, not myself, said Hartwig very coolly, his eyes fixed upon the agent-provocateur. I urge you to take precautions of secrecy, he added. I urge you — for your own sake!

For my own sake! cried the other. What do you mean?

Hartwig paused for a few seconds, and then, in a lower voice, said:

I mean this, Danilo Danilovitch. If a single word of what I am about to say is overheard by anyone in this house you will not go forth again alive. We have been threatened by your comrades down below. But upon you yourself will fall the punishment which is meted out by your comrades to all traitors — death! The mans face changed in an instant. He stood open-mouthed, staring aghast at Hartwig, haggard-eyed and pale to the lips.


Chapter Fourteen.

Such is the Law.
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NOW, HARTWIG SAID, assuming a firm, determined attitude, I hope you entirely understand me. I am well aware of the despicable double game you are playing, therefore if you refuse me the information I seek I shall go downstairs and tell them how you are employed by His Excellency General Markoff.

The traitors face was ashen grey. He was, I could see, in wonder at the identity of his visitor. Of course he knew me, but apparently my companion was quite unknown to him. It was always one of Hartwigs greatest precautions to remain unknown to any except perhaps a dozen or so of the detective police immediately under his direction. From the Secret or Political Police he was always careful to hide his identity, knowing well that by so doing he would gain a free hand in his operations in the detection of serious crime. At his own house, a neat, modest little bachelor abode just outside Petersburg, in the Kulikovo quarter, he was known as Herr Otto Schenk, a German teacher of languages, who, possessing a small income, devoted his leisure to his garden and his poultry. None, not even the agents of Secret Police in the Kulikovo district, who reported upon him regularly each month, even suspected that he was the renowned head of the Sûreté.

Standing there presenting such a bucolic appearance, so typically English, and yet speaking Russian perfectly, he caused Danilovitch much curiosity and apprehension.

Suddenly he asked of the spy:

You were at Brighton last night? With what motive? Tell me.

The man hesitated a moment and replied:

I went there to visit a friend — a compatriot.

Yes. Quite true, exclaimed the great police official, leaning against the end of the narrow iron bedstead. You went to Brighton with an evil purpose. Shall I tell you why? Because you were sent there by your employer General Markoff — sent there as a paid assassin!

The fellow started.

What do you mean? he gasped.

Just this. That you followed a certain lady who accompanied this gentleman here — followed and watched them for two hours. And then, fixing his big, expressive eyes upon the man he was interrogating, he added: You followed them because your intention was to carry out the plot conceived by your master — the plot to kill them both!

Its a lie! cried the traitor. There is no plot.

Listen, exclaimed Hartwig, in a low, firm voice. It is your intention to commit an outrage, and having done so, you will denounce to the police certain persons living in this house. Arrests will follow, if any return to Russia, the General will be congratulated by the Emperor upon his astuteness in laying hands so quickly upon the conspirators, and half-a-dozen innocent persons will be sentenced to long terms of imprisonment, if they dare ever go back to their own country. You see, he laughed, that I am fully aware of the remarkably ingenious programme in progress.

The mans face was pale as death. He saw that his secret was out.

And now, Hartwig went on: when I tell these people who live below — your comrades and fellow-workers in the revolutionary cause — what will they say — eh? Well, Danilo Danilovitch, I shall, when Ive finished with you, leave you to their tender mercies. You remember, perhaps, the fate of Boutakoff, the informer at Kieff, how he was attached to a baulk of timber and placed upon a circular saw, how Raspopoff died of slow starvation in the hands of those whom he had betrayed at Moscow, and how Mirski, in Odessa, was horribly tortured and killed by the three brothers of the unfortunate girl he had given into the hands of the police. No, he laughed, your friends show neither leniency nor humanity towards those who betray them.

But you will not do this! gasped the man, his eyes dilated by fear, now that he had been brought to bay.

I have explained my intention, replied Hartwig slowly and firmly.

But you will not! he cried. I — I implore you to spare me! You appear to know everything.

Yes, was the reply. I know how, by your perfidious actions, dozens, nay hundreds, of innocent persons have been sent into exile. To the revolutionists throughout the whole of Russia there is one great leader known as The One — the leader whose identity is unknown, but whose word is law among a hundred thousand conspirators. You are that man! Your mandates are obeyed to the letter, but you keep your identity profoundly secret. These poor misguided fools who follow you believe that the secrecy as to the identity of their fearless leader whom they only know as The Wonder Worker, or generally The One, is due to a fear of arrest. Ah! Danilo Danilovitch, he laughed, you who lead them so cleverly are a strong man, and a clever man. You hold the fate of all revolutionary Russia in your hand. You form plots, you get your poor, ill-read puppets to carry them out, and afterwards you send them to Siberia in batches of hundreds. A clever game this game of terrorism. But I tell you frankly it is at an end now. What will these comrades of yours say when they are made aware that The One — the man believed by so many to be sent providentially to sweep away the dynasty and kill the enemies of freedom — is identical with Danilo Danilovitch, the bootmaker of Kazan and police-spy. Rather a blow to the revolutionary organisation — eh?

And a blow for you, I added, addressing the unkempt-looking fellow for the first time. Though I confess that I did not recognise him as the man who threw the bomb in Petersburg, I added: It was you who committed the dastardly outrage upon the Grand Duke Nicholas, and for which many innocent persons are now immured in those terrible cells below the water at Schusselburg — you who intend that His Imperial Highnesss daughter and myself shall die! I cried.

He made no reply. He saw that we were in possession of all the facts concerning his disgraceful past. I could see how intensely agitated he had become, and though he was striving to conceal his fear, yet his thin, sinewy hands were visibly trembling.

You admit, by your silence, that you were author of that brutal outrage! exclaimed Hartwig quickly. In it, my friend here narrowly escaped with his life. Now, answer me this question, he demanded imperiously. With what motive did you launch that bomb at the Grand Dukes carriage?

With the same motive that every attempt is made, was his bold reply.

You lie! Hartwig said bluntly. That plot was not yours. Confess it.

No plot is mine. The various revolutionary circles form plots, and I, as the unknown head, approve of them. But, asked the spy suddenly, who are you that you should question me thus?

I have already given you my name, he said. Ivan Arapoff, of Petersburg.

Then, Mr Arapoff, I think we may change the topic of conversation, said the man, suddenly quite calm and collected. I detected that, though an unprincipled scoundrel and without either conscience or remorse, his was yet a strong and impelling personality — a man who, among the enthusiastic students and the younger generation of Russia, which form the bulk of the revolutionists, would no doubt be listened to and obeyed as a leader.

Good. If you wish me to leave you, I will do so. I will go and have a little chat with your interesting and enlightened friends downstairs, exclaimed Hartwig with a triumphant laugh. Then, turning to me, he added: Come, Mr Trewinnard, lets go.

No! gasped the spy. No, stop! I — I want to fully understand what your intentions are — now that you know the truth concerning the identity of The One and other recent matters.

Intentions! echoed the great detective. I have none. I have merely forewarned you of what you must expect — the fate of the informer, unless—

Unless what? he cried.

Unless you confess the object of the outrage upon the Grand Duke.

I tell you I do not know.

But the plot was your own. None of your comrades knew of it.

It was not my own.

You carried it out?

And if I admit anything you will hand me over to the police — eh?

Surely you know that is impossible in England. You cannot be arrested here for a political crime, Hartwig said.

I saw you throw the bomb, I added. You were dressed differently, but I now recognise you. Come, admit it.

I admit nothing, he answered sullenly. You are both of you entirely welcome to your opinions.

Forty persons are now in prison for your crime, I said. Have you no remorse — no pity?

I have nothing to say.

But you shall speak, I cried angrily. Once I nearly lost my life because of the outrage you committed, and last night you followed me in Brighton with the distinct purpose of killing both Her Highness and myself. But you were frustrated — or perhaps you feared arrest. But I tell you plainly, if ever I catch you in our vicinity again I shall hand you over to the nearest policeman. And at the police-court the truth concerning The One will quickly be revealed and seized upon by the halfpenny press.

We need not wait for that, Mr Trewinnard, remarked Hartwig. We can deal with him this evening — once and for all. When we leave here we shall leave with the knowledge that The One no longer exists and the revolutionary party — Terrorists, as they are pleased to call themselves on account of the false bogy which the Secret Police have raised in Russia — will take their own steps towards punishing the man to whom they owe all the great disasters which have befallen their schemes during the past couple of years. Truly, the vengeance of the Terrorist against his betrayer is a terrible vengeance indeed.

As he spoke the creak of a footstep was heard on the landing outside the locked door.

I raised my finger to command silence, whereupon the man known throughout all revolutionary Russia as The One crossed the room swiftly, and unlocking the door, looked out. But he found no one.

Yet I feel certain that someone had been lurking there. That slow creak of the bare boards showed that the pressure of a foot had been released. Yet whoever had been listening had escaped swiftly down the stairs, now dark and unlighted. Danilovitch reentered the bedroom, his face white as a sheet.

Somebody has overheard! he gasped in a low, hoarse voice. They know the truth!

Yes, responded my companion in a hard, distinct tone. They know the truth because of your own failure to be frank with us. I warned you. But you have not heeded.

Your words were overheard, he whispered. They no doubt suspected you to be officers of police who had found me here in my hiding-place, and were, therefore, listening. I was a fool! he cried, throwing his hands above his head. I was an accursed fool!

His lips were grey, his dark eyes seemed to be starting from his head.

Well did he know the terrible fate which awaited him as a betrayer and informer.

Why did you throw that bomb? I cried. Why did you last night follow the Grand Duchess Natalia with such evil intent? Tell me, I urged.

No! cried The One, springing at me fiercely. I will tell you nothing — nothing! he shrieked. You have betrayed me — you have cast me into the hands of my enemies. But, by Heaven! you shall neither of you leave this place alive, he shrieked. My comrades shall deal with you as you justly deserve. I will see that you are not allowed to speak. Neither of you shall utter a single word against me!

Then with a harsh, triumphant laugh he called loudly for help to those below.

In an instant Hartwig and I both realised that the tables had been suddenly and unexpectedly turned upon us, and that we were now placed in most deadly and imminent peril. The object of the informer was to close our mouths at once, for only by so doing could he save himself from that terrible fate which must assuredly befall him.

It was his own life — or ours!


Chapter Fifteen.

A Statement by the Informer.
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QUICK AS LIGHTNING, Hartwig drew a big Browning revolver and thrust it into the informers face, exclaiming firmly:

Another word and it will be your last!

The fellow started back, unprepared for such defiance. He made a movement to cross the room, where no doubt he had his own weapon concealed, but the police officer was too quick for him and barred his passage.

Look here! he said firmly. This is a matter to be settled between us, without any interference by your friends here. At word from me they would instantly turn upon you as an enemy. Think! Reflect well — before it is too late! And he held the revolver steadily a foot from the mans hard, pale face.

Danilovitch hesitated. He controlled the so-called Terrorist movement with amazing ingenuity, playing three rôles simultaneously. He was The One, the mysterious but all-powerful head of the organisation; the ardent worker in the cause known as the shoemaker of Kazan; and the base, unscrupulous informer, who manufactured plots, and afterwards consigned to prison all those men and women who became implicated in them.

If I withdraw my cry of alarm will you promise secrecy? he asked in a low, cringing tone.

From the landing outside came sounds of footsteps and fierce demands in Russian from those he had summoned to his assistance. Two of us against twenty desperate characters as they were, would, I well knew, stand but a poor chance. If he made any allegation against us, we should be caught like rats in a trap, and killed, as all police-spies are killed when denounced. The arm of the Russian revolution is indeed a long one — longer than that of the Secret Police itself.

What has happened, Danilo? demanded a mans rough voice. Who are those strangers? Let us in!

Speak! commanded Hartwig. Reassure them, and let them go away. I have still much to say to you in private.

His arm with the revolver was upraised, his eyes unwavering. The informer saw determination in his gaze. A further word of alarm, and a bullet would pass through his brain.

For a few seconds he stood in sullen silence.

All right! he shouted to them at last. It is nothing, comrades. I was mistaken. Leave us in peace.

We heard a murmuring of discontent outside, and then the footsteps commenced to descend the steep uncarpeted stairs. As they did so, Hartwig dropped his weapon, saying:

Now let us sit down and talk. I have several questions I wish to put to you. If you answer frankly, then I promise that I will not betray you to your comrades.

What do you mean by frankly?

I mean that you must tell me the exact truth.

The mans face grew dark; his brows contracted; he bit his finger-nails.

What was the motive of the attempt you made upon the Grand Duke Nicholas and his daughter, and the gentleman here, Mr Trewinnard?

I dont know, he replied.

But you yourself committed the outrage?

At the orders of others.

Whose orders?

He did not reply. He was standing against the small, cheap chest of drawers, his drawn face full in the light of the hissing gas-jet.

Come, said Hartwig firmly. I wish to know this.

I cannot tell you.

Then I will tell you, the detective said in a hard voice. It was at the orders of your master, General Markoff — the man who, finding that you were a revolutionist, is using you as his tool for the manufacture of bogus plots against the Emperor.

Danilovitch shrugged his shoulders, but uttered no word.

And you went again to Brighton last night at his orders. You—

I went to Brighton, I admit. But not at the Generals orders, he interrupted quickly.

Why did you go? Why did you follow Her Imperial Highness and Mr Trewinnard?

I followed them because I had an object in so doing.

A sinister object?

No. There you are mistaken. My object was not a sinister one. It was to watch and endeavour to make clear a certain point which is a mystery to me.

A point concerning what?

Concerning Her Imperial Highness, was his reply.

How does Her Highness concern you? I asked. You tried to kill her once. Therefore your intentions must be evil.

I deny that, he protested quickly. I tell you that I went to Brighton without thought of any evil intent, and without the orders, or even knowledge, of General Markoff.

But he is Her Highnesss enemy.

Yes, Excellency — and yours also.

Tell me all that you know, I urged, adopting a more conciliatory tone. It is outrageous that this oppressor of Russia should conspire to kill an innocent member of the Imperial Family.

I know nothing of the circumstances. Excellency, he said, feigning entire ignorance.

But he gave you orders to throw that bomb, I said. What were your exact orders?

I am not likely to betray my employer, he laughed. If you do not answer these questions, then I shall carry out my threat of exposure, Hartwig said in a hard, determined voice.

Well, said the informer hesitatingly, my orders were not to throw the bomb unless the Grand Duchess Natalia was in the carriage.

Then the plot was to kill her — but unfortunately her father fell the victim of the dastardly outrage! I cried.

Yes, the man replied. It was to kill her — and you, Excellency.

But why?

He shrugged his shoulders, and exhibited his palms in a gesture of complete ignorance.

And your present intention is to effect in Brighton what you failed to do in Petersburg — eh?

I have no orders, and it certainly is not my intention, responded the man, whom I remembered at that moment had deliberately killed the girl Garine in order to preserve his secret.

I turned from him in loathing and disgust.

But you tell me that General Markoff intends that we both shall come to an untimely end, I said a few moments later.

He does, Excellency, and the ingenuity of the plot against you both is certainly one which betrays his devilish cunning, was the fellows reply. I have, I assure you, no love for a man who holds my life in the hollow of his hand, and whose word I am compelled to obey on pain of exposure and death.

You mean Markoff, I exclaimed. Tell me something of this plot against me — so that I may be on my guard, I urged.

I know nothing concerning it. For that very reason I went to Brighton yesterday, to try and discover something, he said.

And what did you discover?

A very remarkable fact. At present it is only suspicion. I have yet to substantiate it.

Cannot you tell me your suspicion?

Not until I have had an opportunity of proving it, was his quiet reply. But I assure you that the observation I kept upon Her Imperial Highness and yourself was with no evil intent.

I smiled incredulously. It was hard indeed to believe a man of his subtle and unscrupulous character. All that Tack had told me crowded through my brain. As the catspaw of Markoff, it was not likely that he would tell me the truth.

Hartwig was leaning easily against the wooden mantelshelf, watching us keenly. Of a sudden an idea occurred to me, and addressing the informer, I said:

I believe you are acquainted with my friend Madame de Rosen and her daughter. Tell me what you know concerning them.

They were arrested and exiled to Siberia for the attempt in the Nevski on the return of the Emperor from the south, he said promptly.

Hartwig interrupted, saying gravely:

And that attempt, Danilo Danilovitch, was conceived by you — conceived in order to strike terror into the Emperors heart. You formed the plot and handed over the list of the conspirators to your employer, Markoff — you, the person known to the Party of the Peoples Will as The One.

I knew of the plot, he admitted. And though I gave certain names to the police, I certainly did not include the names of Madame de Rosen or of Mademoiselle.

Why was she arrested?

He was silent for a few moments.

Because her presence in Petersburg was dangerous to the General, he said at last sullenly.

You know this — eh? You are certain of it — you have evidence, I mean? asked Hartwig.

You ask me for the truth, the informer said, and I tell you. I was extremely sorry for Madame and the young lady, for I knew them when I carried on my trade as bootmaker. An hour after their arrest, at about four oclock in the morning, the General ordered me to go and search their house for certain letters which he described to me — letters which he was extremely anxious to obtain. I went alone, as he did not wish to alarm the neighbourhood by a domiciliary visit of the police. I searched the house for nearly nine hours, but failed to discover them. While still engaged in the investigation I was recalled to the house where it is my habit to meet the General in secret, when he told me that by a false promise of release he had extracted from Madame a statement that the letters were no longer in her possession, and that Her Imperial Highness the Grand Duchess Natalia held them in safe-keeping. Madame, perfectly innocent as she was of any connection with the conspirators, expected to be released after telling the truth; but the General said that he had only laughed in her face and ordered her and her daughter to be sent off with the next convoy of prisoners — who were leaving for Siberia that same night. By this time the ladies are, I expect, already in the great forwarding-prison at Tomsk.

And the letters? I demanded, my blood boiling at hearing his story.

I was ordered to search for them. Danilovitch replied. The General gave me instructions how to enter the palace of the Grand Duke Nicholas and there to investigate the apartments of the Grand Duchess Natalia. I refused at first, knowing that if I were detected as an intruder I should be shot at sight by the sentries. But he insisted, the man added. He told me that if I persisted in my refusal he would expose me as a spy. So I was compelled to make the attempt, well knowing that discovery meant certain death. The sentries have orders to shoot any intruder in the Grand Ducal palace. On four occasions I went there at imminent risk, and on the fourth I was successful. I found the letters concealed in a room which had once been used as Her Highnesss nursery.

And what did you do with them?

I met the General at our usual meeting-place and handed them to him. He was at first delighted. But a moment later, finding that the seal of the envelope in which were the letters had been broken, he charged me with reading them. I denied it, and—

Then you did not read them? You do not know what they contained, or who they were from?

They were from General Markoff himself. I looked at the signatures, but, alas! I had no time to read them. I drove straight to the meeting-place, where the General was awaiting me.

They were from the General! I echoed. To whom?

They bore his signature — one a long letter, closely written, was the informers reply. Seeing that the seal had been broken, the General flew into a sudden rage and declared that the Grand Duchess Natalia had learned what they contained. The words he used to me were: The girl must be silenced — silenced at once, Danilovitch. And you must silence her. She knows the truth!

Well? I asked.

Well, he said, his mouth drawn and hard, under compulsion and more threats of exposure, I launched the bomb, which, alas! killed her father, while the young lady escaped unhurt.

Then he still intends that Her Highness shall die? His warning the other day was no idle attempt to terrorise me?

No, Excellency. Take every precaution. The General means mischief, for he is in hourly fear lest Her Highness should expose certain facts contained in those fateful letters which have already cost two ladies their liberty and a Grand Duke and several Cossacks their lives.

Is this the actual truth? asked Hartwig in a changed voice, looking the informer full in the face.

Yes, he answered solemnly. I have told you the truth; therefore I believe your solemn word that you will make no exposure to the Party.

If you will disassociate yourself from these dastardly actions, he said.

Ah! sighed the other in despair, that is impossible. The General holds me always to the compact I made with him. But I beg of you to be warned, he added. Her Highness is daily in gravest peril!


Chapter Sixteen.

Incognita!
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SHORTLY AFTER ELEVEN oclock that same evening I was strolling with Hartwig up and down the deserted platform at Victoria Station, my intention being to take the eleven-fifty p.m. train back to Brighton.

For a full hour we had pressed the informer to explain the real reason of his visit to Brighton on the previous day. But beyond assuring us that it was not with any evil intent — which I confess we could scarcely believe — he declined to reveal anything.

He only repeated his warning that Natalia was in grave personal danger, and entreated me to be careful. The refugees in that house, all of them Russians, seemed filled with intense curiosity regarding us, and especially so, perhaps, because of Hartwigs declaration that he was bearer of a message from that mysterious leader who was believed to live somewhere in Moscow, and was known throughout the Russian Empire as The One.

No doubt after our departure Danilovitch had told them of some secret message he had received from the mysterious head of the organisation, who was none other than himself.

But his confession had held both of us practically silent ever since we had left that dingy house in Lower Clapton.

Markoff believes that Her Highness is aware of the contents of those letters, Hartwig said as we strolled together in the great, well-lit station. Few people were about just at that hour, for the suburban theatre-goers had not yet arrived. For that reason it is intended that her mouth shall be closed.

But this is murder! I cried in hot indignation. I will go straight to the Emperor, and tell him.

And what benefit would that be? His Majesty would declare it to be an effort by some of the Generals enemies to disgrace him, my companion said. Such damning statements have been made before, but, alas! no heed has been taken of them!

But His Majesty shall hear — and he shall take notice! I will demand in inquiry into the arrest and exile of Madame de Rosen.

I thought you told me that you had already mentioned her name to His Majesty, Hartwig said quietly.

I had forgotten. Yes. His words recalled to me my effort on her behalf, and the futility of my appeal. I sighed, and bit my lip. The two innocent ladies were on their way to that far-off dreaded penal settlement of Yakutsk. From the time which had elapsed since their arrest I calculated that they were already in Siberia, trudging that long, never-ending post road — that wide, deeply-rutted track which runs across those boundless plains between Tobolsk and Tomsk — on the first stage of their terrible journey of over six thousand miles on foot.

A sudden suggestion flashed across my mind. Should I follow, overtake them and hear the truth from Marya de Rosens lips?

Yet before doing so I should be compelled to apply for a passport and permits at the Ministry of the Interior at Petersburg. If I did this, Markoff would at once suspect my intention, for travellers do not go to Siberia for pleasure. And if he suspected my intention a way would quickly be found by which, when I arrived at my destination, neither of the ladies would be alive. In Siberia, where there is neither law nor inquiry, it was, I knew, very easy to close the lips of any person whose existence might be prejudicial to the authorities. A word from General Markoff, and an accident would certainly occur.

No. I realised that to relax my vigilance over the safety of Natalia at that moment would be most injudicious. Besides, was not Natalia herself aware of the contents of the letters? If not, why had her enemies made the firm determination that she should meet with a sudden and mysterious end?

I mentioned to my companion my inclination to travel across Siberia in search of the exiles; but he only shook his head gravely, saying:

You are, no doubt, under very close observation. Even if you went, you might, by so doing, place yourself in grave personal peril. Remember, Markoff is desperate. The contents of those letters, whatever they may be, are evidently so damning that he cannot afford exposure. The pains he took to secure them, and to send Madame de Rosen into exile, plainly show this. No, he added, the most judicious plan is to remain here, near Her Highness, and watch Markoffs operations.

If Her Highness would only reveal to me the secret of those letters, then we should be in a position to defy Markoff and reveal him before the Emperor in his true light, I said.

She has refused — eh?

Yes. I have questioned her a dozen times, but always with the same result, was my answer.

But will she refuse, if she knows that her fathers tragic end was due to the wild desire of Markoff to close her lips?

Yes. I have already pointed that out to her. Her reply is that what she learnt was in confidence. It is her friends secret, and she cannot betray it. She is the very soul of honour. Her word is her bond.

You will tell her now of Danilovitchs confession; how the letters were stolen and handed back to the General by the man whom he holds so completely in his power? Hartwig said.

I shall. But I fear it will make no difference. She is, of course, eager to expose the General to the Emperor and effect his downfall. She is fully aware of his corrupt and brutal maladministration of the department of Political Police, of the bogus plots, and the wholesale deportment of thousands of innocent persons. But it seems that she gave a pledge of secrecy to poor madame, and that pledge she refuses to break at any cost. It is Maryas secret, she told me, not mine.

As we were speaking, a tall, straight, good-looking young man in crush-hat and black overcoat over his dinner-clothes had strolled along the platform awaiting the train.

My eyes caught his features as he went, when suddenly I recognised in the young man Richard Drury, whom Her Highness had told me she had known in her school-days at Eastbourne. I glanced after him and watched his figure retreating leisurely as he smoked a cigarette until he came beneath a lamp where he halted. Then, producing an evening paper, he commenced to while away the time by reading. He was evidently returning to Brighton by my train.

Apparently the young fellow had not recognised me as Miss Gottorps companion of the previous night, therefore standing near, I had an opportunity of examining him well. He was certainly a typical specimen of the keen, clean-shaven young Englishman, a man who showed good-breeding, and whose easy air was that of the gentleman.

Yet I confess that what Her Highness had revealed to me both alarmed and annoyed me. Madcap that she was, I knew not what folly she might commit. Nevertheless, after all, so long as she preserved her incognito no great harm would be done. It was hard upon her to deny her the least suspicion of flirtation, especially with one whom she had known in the days before she had put up her hair and put on her ankle-frocks.

Hartwig and I were undecided what our next move should be, and we were discussing it. One fact was plain, that in view of the assertion of Danilovitch, I would now be compelled to keep constant watch over the skittish young lady whom the Emperor had given into my charge. My idea of following and overtaking Madame de Rosen in Siberia was out of all question.

Are you remaining long in London? I asked the police official, just as I was about to step into the train.

Who knows? he laughed. I am at the Savoy. The Embassy is unaware I am in England. But I move quickly, as you know. Perhaps to-morrow I may have to return to Petersburg. Au revoir.

And I wished him adieu, and got into an empty first-class compartment just as the train was moving from the platform.

I sat in the corner of the carriage full of grave and apprehensive thoughts.

That strange suspicion which the Emperor had revealed to me on the afternoon before the last Court ball recurred to me. I held my breath as a sudden idea flashed across my brain. Had it any connection with this foul but cunningly-conceived plot to kill an innocent girl whose only offence was that she was in possession of certain information which, if revealed, would, I presumed, cause the downfall of that camarilla surrounding the Emperor?

The thought held me in wonder.

Ah! if only the Emperor would listen to the truth — if only he would view Markoff and his friends in their true character! But I knew, alas! that such development of the situation was impossible. Russia, and with her the Imperial Court, was being terrorised by these desperate attempts to assassinate the Emperor. Hence His Majesty relied upon Markoff for the safety of the dynasty. He looked upon him as a marvel of astuteness and cunning, as indeed he was. But, alas! the burly, grave-eyed man who led a life haunted by the hourly fear of death — an existence in armoured rooms and armoured trains, and surrounded by guards whom he even grew to suspect — was in ignorance that the greater part of the evidence of conspiracies, incriminating correspondence and secret proclamations put before him had been actually manufactured by Markoff himself!

At last, after an hour, the express ran slowly into the Brighton terminus, and as it did so, I caught sight of a figure waiting upon the platform, which caused me to quickly draw back. The figure was that of a young girl neatly dressed in black with a small black hat, and though she wore a veil of spotted net I recognised her at once as Natalia! She was smiling and waving her tiny black-gloved hand to someone. In an instant I knew the truth. She was there, even though it were past one oclock in the morning, to meet her lover, Richard Drury.

I saw him spring out, raise his hat and shake her hand warmly, and then, taking care not to be seen, I followed them out as they walked side by side down the hill in the direction of Kings Road.

This action of hers showed her recklessness and lack of discretion. Apparently she had walked all the way from Hove in order to meet him, and as they strolled together along the dark, deserted road he was evidently explaining something to her, while she listened very attentively.

Surely it was unsafe for her to go forth like that! I was surprised that Miss West allowed it. But, in all probability that worthy lady was in bed, and asleep, all unconscious of her charges escapade.

I had not followed very far before I became aware of a footstep behind me, and, turning, I saw a small, insignificant-looking man in dark clothes, who came quickly up to me. It was one of the police-agents employed at the house in Brunswick Square.

Well, Dmitri! I exclaimed in a low voice in French. So you are looking after your young mistress — eh? I asked, with a laugh, pausing to speak with him in order to allow the lovers to get further off.

Yes, msieur, replied the man in a tone of distinct annoyance.

This is hardly wise of Her Highness, I said. This is not the hour to go out for a stroll.

No, msieur, replied the shrewd agent of police, who had been for years employed at the palace of the late Grand Duke Nicholas in Petersburg. I tell you I do not think it either safe or proper. These constant meetings must result in scandal.

Who is that young man? I asked quickly. You have made inquiry, no doubt?

Yes, msieur, I have. But I can learn very little. He seems to be a complete mystery — an adventurer, perhaps, declared the suspicious police-agent in a low, hard voice; adding: The fact is, that man who calls himself Richard Drury is, I feel sure, no fit companion for Her Imperial Highness.

Why not? I demanded in eager surprise.

Because he is not, was the mans enigmatical reply. I do hope msieur will warn Her Imperial Highness of the danger, he said reflectively, looking in the direction of the retreating figures.

Danger! I echoed. What danger?

There is a grave danger, he asserted firmly. I have watched, as is my duty, and I know. Her Highness endeavours all she can to evade my vigilance, for naturally it is not pleasant to be watched while carrying on a flirtation. But she does not know what I have discovered concerning this stranger with whom she appears to have fallen so deeply in love. They must be parted, msieur — parted at once, before it is too late.

But what have you discovered? I asked.

One astounding and most startling fact, was his slow, deliberate reply; a fact which demands their immediate separation.


Chapter Seventeen.

Her Highness is Outspoken.
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NOW, UNCLE COLIN! Its really too horrid of you to spy upon me like that! I had no idea you were behind us! I knew old Dmitri was there — he watches me just as a cat watches a mouse. But I never thought you would be so nasty and mean! And the girl in her fresh white gown stood at the window of the drawing-room drumming impatiently upon the pane with the tips of her long, white fingers, for it was raining outside.

My dear Natalia, I said paternally, standing upon the white goat-skin hearthrug, and looking across at her; I did not watch you intentionally. I travelled by the same train as your friend, and I saw you meet him. Really, I laughed, you looked a most interesting pair as you walked together down Queens Road. I left you at the corner of Western Road and went on to the Métropole.

Oh! you actually did have the decency to do that! she exclaimed, turning to me her pretty face clouded by displeasure. Well, I say quite frankly that I think it was absolutely horrid of you. Surely I may meet a friend without being spied upon at every turn! she added resentfully.

Dmitri only does his duty, remember, I ventured to remark.

Oh, Dmitris a perfect plague. He shadows me everywhere. His crafty face irritates me whenever I see it.

This constant surveillance is only for your own protection, I said. Recollect that you are a member of the Imperial family, and that already six of your uncles and cousins, as well as your poor father, have met with violent deaths at the hands of the revolutionists.

I know. But it is perfectly absurd ever to dream that they want to kill me — a girl whose only object is to live quietly and enjoy her life.

And her flirtations, I added, striving to make her laugh.

I was successful, for a smile came to her pretty, pouting lips, and she said:

Well, Uncle Colin, other girls may flirt and have men friends. Therefore I cant see why it is so actually sinful for me to do the same.

But think for a moment of your position!

Position! she echoed. Im only plain Miss Natalia Gottorp here. Why should I study my family?

Ah! I sighed. I know how wayward you are. No amount of argument will, I fear, ever convince you of your error.

Oh, yes, she sighed, in imitation of the sadness of my tone, saying: I know what a source of trouble and deep anxiety the wicked, wayward child is to you. Then, next moment, she burst out into a merry, mischievous laugh, adding:

Its really too bad of me to tease you, poor old Uncle Colin, isnt it? But there, youre not really old. I looked you up in Whos Who only yesterday. Youre only thirty-two next Thursday week. And if you are a very good boy Ill give you a nice little present. Shall I work you a pair of slippers — eh? she asked, with sarcasm, or a winter waistcoat?

Thanks. I hate girls needlework, I replied frankly, amused at her sudden change of demeanour.

Very well. You shall have a new cigarette-case, a solid gold one, with our grand Imperial arms engraved on it and underneath the words From Tattie. How will that do — eh? she laughed.

Ah! now youre only trying to tease me, I said. I wonder if you tease Mr Drury like that?

Oh! Dick knows me. He doesnt mind it in the least, she declared, looking at me with those wonderful eyes that were so much admired everywhere. Have a cigarette, and she handed me a box of Petroffs, and taking one herself, lit it, and then threw herself negligently into an armchair, lazily displaying a pair of neat silk stockinged ankles and patent-leather shoes.

I certainly think that Mr Dick is a very lucky young fellow, I said, though I tell you openly that I entirely disapprove of these constant meetings. Remember your promise to me before we left Petersburg.

Well, Ive been a very wayward child — even an incorrigible child, I suppose — and Ive broken my promise. Thats all, she said, blowing a cloud of smoke from her red lips. Like all Russian ladies, she enjoyed a cigarette.

I certainly think you ought to have kept your word, I said.

But Dick, I tell you, is an old friend. I couldnt cut him, could I?

You need not have cut him, I said. But I consider it unnecessary to steal out of the house after Miss West has gone to bed, and meet him at the station at one oclock in the morning.

Then upon that point well agree to differ. Im old enough to be my own mistress, and if you continue to lecture me, I shall be very annoyed with you.

My dear Natalia, I do not blame you in the least for falling in love. How can I? I said in a changed tone, for I knew that the young lady so petted and spoiled by her earlier training must be treated with greatest caution and tact. Why, shall I confess a truth? I asked, looking her straight in the face.

Yes, do, she said.

Well, if I were ten years younger I should most certainly fall in love with you myself, I laughed.

Dont be so silly, Uncle Colin! she exclaimed. But would that be so very terrible? Why, youre not an old man yet, she added, her cheeks having flushed slightly at my words.

Now youre blushing, I said.

Im not! she cried stoutly. Youre simply horrid this morning, she declared vehemently, turning away from me.

Is it horrid of me to pay you a compliment? I asked. I merely expressed a devout wish that I were standing in Drurys shoes. Every man likes to be kissed by a pretty girl, whether she be a shopgirl or a Grand Duchess.

Oh, yes. You are quite right there. Most men make fools of themselves over women.

Especially when their beauty is so world-famed as that of the Grand Duchess Natalia!

Now, there you are again! she cried. I do wish youd change the topic of conversation. Youre horrid, I say.

And she gave a quick gesture of impatience, blew a great cloud of smoke from her lips and put down her half-consumed cigarette upon the little silver ashtray.

Oh, my! she exclaimed at last. What a funny lover you would make, Uncle Colin! You fancy yourself as old as Methuselah, and your hide-bound ideas of etiquette, your straitlaced morality, and your respect of les convenances are those in vogue when your revered Queen Victoria ascended the throne of Great Britain. Youre not living with the times, my dear uncle. Youre an old-fashioned diplomat. To-day the world is very different to that in which your father was born.

I quite agree. And I regret that it is so, I replied. These are surely very lax and degenerating days, when girls may go out unchaperoned, and the meeting of a man in the early hours of the morning passes unremarked.

It unfortunately hasnt passed unremarked, she said, with a pretty pout. You take jolly good care to rub it in every moment! It really isnt fair, she declared. Im very fond of you, Uncle Colin, but you are really a little too old-fashioned.

You are comparing me with young Drury, I suppose?

Oh, Dick isnt a bit old-fashioned, I assure you, she declared. Hes been at Oxford. He doesnt dream and let the world go by. But, Uncle Colin, she went on, I wonder that you, a diplomat, are so stiff and proper. I suppose its the approved British diplomatic training. Im only a girl, and therefore am not supposed to know any of the tremendous secrets of diplomacy. But it always strikes me that, for the most part, you diplomats are exceptionally dull folk. In our Court circle we always declare them to be inflated with a sense of their own importance, and fifty years behind the times.

I laughed outright. Her view was certainly a common-sense one. The whole training of British diplomacy is to continue the traditions of Pitt and Beaconsfield. Diplomacy does not, alas! admit a new and modern régime affecting the world; it ignores modern thought, modern conditions and modern methods. Up-to-date is an expression unknown in the diplomats vocabulary. The Foreign Office instil the lazy, do-nothing policy of the past, the traditions of Palmerston, Clarendon and Dudley are still the traditions of to-day in every British Embassy throughout the world; and, unfortunately for Britain, the lesson has yet to be learned by our diplomacy that to be strong is to be acute and subtle, and to be dictatorial is to be entirely up-to-date. The German diplomacy is that of keen progress and anticipation; that of Turkey craft and cunning; of France, tact, with exquisite politeness. But Britain pursues her heavy, blundering John Bull programme, which, though effective in the days of Beaconsfield, now only results in the nations isolation and derision, certain of her ambassadors to the Powers being familiarly known at the Courts to which they are accredited as The Man with the Gun.

What you say is, in a sense, quite true, I admitted. But Im so sorry if Im really very dull. I dont mean to be.

Oh! Youll improve under my tuition — and Dicks — no doubt, she exclaimed reassuringly.

Her Highness was nothing if not outspoken.

The fact is, Uncle Colin, she went on seriously, youre far too old-fashioned for your age. You are not old, but your ideas are so horribly antiquated. Girls of to-day are allowed a freedom which our grandmothers would have held as perfectly sinful. Girls have become independent. A young fellow takes a girl out to dinner and to the theatre, and even to supper nowadays, and nobody holds up their hands in pious horror — only you! It isnt fair, she declared.

Girls of the people are allowed a great deal of latitude, I admit. And as far as I can see, the world is none the worse for it, I said. But what other girls may do, you, an Imperial Highness, unfortunately may not.

Thats just where we dont agree, she said in a tone meant to be impertinent, her straight nose slightly raised as she spoke. I intend to do as other girls do — at least, while Im plain Miss Gottorp. They call me the Little Alien — so Miss West heard me called the other day.

No, I said very firmly, looking straight at her as she lolled easily in her chair, her chin resting on her white palm as she gazed at me from beneath her long, dark lashes. You really must respect the convenances. If you take a stroll with young Drury, do so at least in the daylight.

And with Dmitri watching me all the time from across the road. Not quite, she said. I like the Esplanade when it is quiet and everybody is in bed. It is so pleasant on these warm nights to sit upon a seat and enjoy the moonlight on the sea. Sounds like an extract from a novel, doesnt it? and she laughed merrily.

I fear you are becoming romantic, I said. Every girl becomes so at one period of her life.

Do you think so? she asked, smiling. Myself, I dont fancy I have any romance in me. The Romanoffs are not a romantic lot as a rule. They are usually too mercenary. I love nice things.

Because you are cultured and possess good taste. That is exactly what leads to romance.

I have the good taste to choose Dick as a friend, I suppose you mean? she asked, with an intention to irritate me.

Ah, I did not exactly say that.

But you meant it, nevertheless. You know you did, Uncle Colin.

I did not reply for a few moments. I was recalling what Dmitri had told me — that strange allegation of his that this young man, Richard Drury, was an enigma, an adventurer. He had told me that he was no fit companion for her, and yet when pressed he apparently could give no plain reason. He had been unable to discover much concerning the young fellow — probably because of his failure it seemed he had become convinced that the object of his inquiry was an adventurer.

Suddenly rising, I stood before her, and placing my hand upon her shoulder, said:

I came here this morning to speak to you very seriously, Natalia. Can you really be serious for once?

Im always serious, she replied. Well — another lecture?

No, not a lecture, you incorrigible little flirt. I want to ask you a plain question. Please answer me, for a great deal — a very great deal — depends upon it. Are you aware of what was contained in those letters which Madame de Rosen gave you for safe-keeping?

I have long ago assured you that I am. Why do you ask again?

Because there is one point which I wish to clear up, I said. I thought you told me that they were in a sealed envelope?

So they were. But when I heard of Maryas exile, and that Luba had been sent with her, I broke open the seal and investigated the contents.

And what did you find?

Ah! That is my business, Uncle Colin. I have already told you that I absolutely refuse to betray the secrets of my poor dear friend. You surely ought not to ask me. You have no right to press me to commit such a breach of trust.

I ask you because so much depends upon the extent of your knowledge, I said. I have already solved the secret of the disappearance of the letters from the place where you hid them in the palace.

Then you know who stole them! she gasped, starting to her feet. Tell me. Who was the thief?

A man whom you do not know. He has confessed to me. He was not a willing thief, but a wretched assassin, whom General Markoff holds as his catspaw, and compels to perform his dirty work.

Then the General has secured them! My suspicions are confirmed! she gasped, all the colour dying from her beautiful face.

He has. The theft was committed under compulsion, and at imminent risk to the thief, who most certainly would have been shot by the sentries, if discovered. The letters were handed by him back to General Markoff.

My words held her dumbfounded for a few seconds. She did not speak. Then she said in a hard, changed tone:

Ah! Markoff has destroyed them! The proof no longer exists, therefore I am powerless! How I wish I were permitted to speak — to reveal the truth!

Her teeth were set, her face was white and hard, and the fingers of both hands had clenched themselves into the palms.

But you know the truth! I cried. Will you not speak? Will you never reveal it? It is surely your duty to do so, I urged.

But she only shook her head sadly, saying:

I cannot betray her confidence.

Remember, I said, by exposing this secret which Markoff has been at such infinite pains to keep, you can perhaps obtain the release of poor Marya and her daughter! Is it not your plain duty? I urged in a low, earnest voice.

But she only again shook her head resolutely.

No, I cannot expose the secrets of my lost friend. It was her secret which I swore to her I would never reveal, she responded in a harsh, strained voice. Markoff has secured the proofs and destroyed them. I suspected it from the first. That brute is my bitterest enemy, as he is also Maryas. But, alas! he is all-powerful! He has played a clever double game — and he has won — he has won!


Chapter Eighteen.

Shows Hartwigs Anxiety.
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HER HIGHNESSS FIRM refusal to reveal to me the contents of those letters, the knowledge of which had caused Madame de Rosen and her daughter to be sent to Siberia, while the Grand Duke Nicholas, her father, hid lost his life, disappointed me.

For a full hour I remained there, trying by all means in my power to persuade her to assist me in the overthrow of the fêted Chief of Secret Police.

She would have done so, she declared, were it not for the fact that she had given her solemn word of honour to Marya de Rosen not to divulge anything she knew concerning the contents of those mysterious letters. That compact she held sacred. She had given her faithful promise to her friend.

I pointed out to her the determination she had expressed to me in Petersburg that she intended to reveal to the Emperor his favourite in his true light, and thus avenge the lives of thousands of innocent persons who had died on their way to exile or in the foetid, overcrowded prisons of Moscow, and Tomsk, and the vermin-infested étapes of the Great Post Road.

But in reply she sighed deeply, and, looking straight before her in desperation, declared that she had now no proof; and even if she had, she had not the permission of Marya de Rosen to make the exposure. It is her secret — her own personal secret, she said. I vowed not to reveal it.

Then for the first time I indicated her own peril. Hitherto I had not wished to alarm her. But I now showed her how it would be to the advantage of the General, cunning, daring and unscrupulous as he was, that some untoward incident should occur by which her life would be sacrificed in his desperate attempt to conceal the truth.

In silence she listened to me, her beautiful face pale and graver than I had ever before seen it. At last she realised the peril.

Ah! she sighed, and then, as though speaking to herself, said: If only I could obtain Maryas consent to speak — to tell the Emperor the truth! But that is now quite impossible. No letter could ever reach her, and, indeed, we have no idea where she is. She is, alas! as dead to the world as though she were in her grave! she added sadly.

I reflected for a moment.

If it were not that I feared lest misfortune might befall you during my absence, Highness, I would at once follow and overtake her.

Oh, but the long journey to Siberia! Why, it would take you at least six months! That is quite impossible.

Not impossible, Highness, I responded very gravely. I am prepared to undertake the journey for your sake — and hers — for the sake of the Emperor.

Ah! I know, Uncle Colin, how good you always are to me, but I couldnt ask you to undertake a winter journey such as that, in search of poor Marya.

If I go, will you, on your part, promise me solemnly not to go out on these night escapades? Indeed, it is not judicious of you to walk out at all, unless one or other of the police-agents is in close attendance upon you. One never knows, in these present circumstances, what may happen, I said. And as soon as Markoff knows that I have set out for Siberia, he will guess the reason, and endeavour to bring disaster upon both of us, as well as upon the exile herself.

For some minutes she did not reply. Then she said: You must not go. It is too dangerous for you — far too dangerous. I will not allow it.

If you refuse to reveal Maryas secret, then I shall go, was my quiet response. I shall ask the Emperor to send you Hartwig, to be near you. He will watch over your safety until my return.

Ah! his alertness is simply marvellous, she declared. Did you read in the London papers last week how cleverly he ran to earth the three men who robbed the Volga Kama Bank in Moscow of a quarter of a million roubles?

Yes. I read the account of it. He was twice shot at by the men before they were arrested. But he seems always to lead a charmed life. While he is at your side, I shall certainly entertain no fear.

Then you have really decided to go? she said, looking at me with brows slightly knit. I cannot tell — I cannot — what I read in those letters after giving my word of honour to Marya.

I have decided, I said briefly.

I do not like the thought of your going. Something dreadful may happen to you.

I shall be wary — never fear, I assured her with a laugh. I intend to secure the release of Madame and Luba — to set right an unjust and outrageous wrong. I admire your firm devotion to your friend, but I will bring back to you, I hope, her written permission to speak and reveal the truth.

Five minutes later I rose, and we descended to the hall, where patient Dmitri was idling over his French newspaper.

Then the weather being fine again, we passed out together into the autumn sunshine of the Lawns, at that hour of the morning agog with well-dressed promenaders and hundreds of pet dogs. And a few moments later we came face to face with Richard Drury, to whom she introduced me as Mr Colin Trewinnard, my uncle, Mr Drury. We bowed mutually, and then all three of us strolled on together, though he seemed a little ill at ease in my presence.

I had made a firm resolution. In order to learn the secret of those letters and to place Her Highness, who so honourably refused to break her word, in a position to expose the unscrupulous official who was the real Oppressor of Russia, I intended to set out on that long journey in search of the exile, now, alas! unknown by name, but only by number.

Drury struck me as a rather good fellow, and no doubt a gentleman. We halted together, and, when near the pier, he raised his hat and left us.

Before leaving Brighton I had yet much to do. I was not altogether satisfied concerning the young man, my object being to try and learn for myself something more tangible regarding him.

Well, she asked, when he had gone, what is your verdict, Uncle Colin?

Favourable, I replied, whereat she smiled in gratification.

An hour later I succeeded in obtaining a short confidential chat with the hall-porter of the Royal York Hotel, whom I found quite ready to assist me. As I had suspected, Dmitri had failed and formed utterly wrong conclusions, because of his lack of fluent English. It is always extremely difficult for a foreigner to obtain confidential information in England.

The hall-porter, however, told me that their visitor was well-known to them, and had frequently stayed there for several months at a time. He had, he believed, formerly lived with his invalid mother at Eastbourne. But the lady had died, and he had then gone to live in bachelor chambers in London. From the bureau of the hotel he obtained the address, scribbled on a bit of paper — an address in Albemarle Street, Piccadilly, to which letters were sometimes re-directed.

And he has a friend — a doctor — hasnt he? I asked the man.

Oh, yes, sir. You mean Doctor Ingram. He was down here with him the other day.

Having obtained all the information I could, I telegraphed to Hartwig at the Savoy Hotel, asking him to make inquiries at Albemarle Street and then to come to Brighton immediately, for I dared not leave until I could place my little madcap charge in safe hands. I knew not into what mischief she might get so soon as my back was turned.

That afternoon we strolled together across the Lawns, and presently sat down to listen to the military band.

She looked extremely neat in her dead-black gown, which, by its cut and material, bore the unmistakable cachet of the Rue de la Paix, and as we passed up and down I saw many a head turned in her direction in admiration of her remarkable beauty. Little did that crowd of seaside idlers dream that this extremely pretty girl in black who was so much of a mystery to everybody was a member of the great Imperial House of Russia. She was believed to be Miss Gottorp, whose father had been German and her mother English, both of whom were recently dead.

Seeing her so often walking with me, everyone, of course, put me down as the lucky man to whom she was engaged to be married, and I have little doubt that many a young man envied me. How strange is the world!

When in a tantalising mood she often referred to that popular belief, and that afternoon, while we rested upon two of the green chairs set apart from the others on the Lawn, she said:

Im quite sure that everybody in Hove is convinced that I am to be Mrs Trewinnard; and then, referring to her English maid, she added: Davey has heard it half a dozen times already.

I laughed merrily, saying:

Well, thats only to be expected, I suppose. But what about Drury — eh?

They dont see very much of Dick. We only meet at night, she laughed, poking the grass with her sunshade.

And that you really must not do in future, I said firmly.

Then I can go about with him in the daytime — eh? she asked, looking up imploringly into my face.

My dear child, I said, though I do not approve of it, yet how can I debar you from any little flirtation, even though the Emperor would, I know, be extremely angry if it came to his ears?

But it wont. Im sure it wont, Uncle Colin, through you. You are such a funny old dear.

Well, I said reluctantly, for my own part I would much prefer that you invited your gentleman friend to the house, where Miss West could at least play propriety. But only now and then — for recollect one fact always, that you and he can never marry, however fond you may be of each other. It is that one single fact which causes me pain.

Her hard gaze was fixed upon the broad expanse of blue sea before her. I saw how grave she had suddenly become, and that in her great dark eyes stood unshed tears.

Her chest heaved slowly and fell. She was filled with emotion which she bravely repressed.

Yes, she managed to murmur in a low whisper.

It is too cruel. Because—

Because what? I asked, in a sympathetic voice, bending towards her.

Ah, dont ask me, Uncle Colin! she said bitterly, her welling eyes still fixed blankly upon the sea. It is cruel because — because I love Dick, she whispered in open confession.

My little friend, I said, I sympathise with you very deeply. It is, I admit, a very bitter truth which I have been compelled to point out. For that very reason I have been so much against your friendship with young men. Drury is in ignorance of your true identity. He believes you to be plain Miss Gottorp. But when I tell him the truth—

Ah, no! she cried. You will not tell him — you wont — will you? Promise me, she urged. I must, I know, one day find a way of breaking the bond of love which exists between us. When — when — that — time — comes — then we must part. But he must never know that I have deceived him — he must never know that the reason we cannot be more than mere friends is on account of my Imperial birth. No, she added bitterly, even though I love Dick so dearly and he loves me devotedly, I shall be compelled to do something purposely in order that his love for me may die. Then, sighing deeply, my dainty little companion implored: You will therefore promise me, Uncle Colin, that you will never — never, under any circumstances, breathe a word to him of who I really am?

I took her trembling hand for a second and gave her my promise.

I confess I felt the deepest sympathy for her, and told her so frankly and openly as I sat there taking leave of her, for that very evening I intended to leave Brighton and catch the night mail from Charing Cross direct for Moscow.

She said but little, but when we had returned to Brunswick Square and I stood with her at the window of the big drawing-room, she was unable to control her emotions further and burst into a flood of bitter tears.

In tenderness I placed my hand upon her shoulder, endeavouring to console her. Alas! I fear my words were stilted and very unconvincing. What could I say, when all the world over royal birth is a bar to love and happiness, and marriages in Imperial and Royal circles are, for the most part, loveless, unholy unions. The Grand Duchess or the royal Princess loves just as ardently and devotedly as does the free and flirting work-girl or the tea-and-tennis girl of the middle-classes. Alas! however, the heart of the Highness is not her own, but at the disposal of the family council, which discusses her marriage as a purely business proposition, and sells her, too frequently, to the highest bidder.

The poor girl, crushed by the hopeless bitterness of the situation, declared with a sob:

To be born in the purple, as the outside world calls it, is, alas! to be born to unhappiness.

I remained there a full half-hour, until she grew calm again. Never in all the years I had known her — ever since she was a girl — had I seen her give way to such a paroxysm of despair. Usually she was so bright, buoyant and light-hearted. But that afternoon she had utterly broken down and been overcome by blank despair.

You are young, Natalia, I said, with deep sympathy. Enjoy your life to-day, and do not endeavour to meet the troubles of the future. As long as you remain here and are known as Miss Gottorp, so long may your friendship with young Drury be maintained. Live for the present — do not anticipate the future.

I said this because I knew that Time is the greatest healer of broken hearts.

But she only shook her head very sadly, without replying.

The black marble clock on the mantelshelf chimed six, and I recollected that Hartwig had wired that he would meet me at the Métropole at that hour. My train was due to leave for London at seven. I had already bidden Miss West adieu. So I took Natalias hand, and pressing it warmly, wished her farewell, promising to regularly report by telegraph my progress across Siberia, as far as possible.

She struggled to her feet with an effort, and looking full into my face said in a voice choked by emotion:

Good-bye, Uncle Colin, I am sorry I cannot betray Maryas secret. You are doing this in order to save two innocent women from the horrors of a living tomb in the Siberian snows — to demand that justice shall be done. Go. And may God in His great mercy take you under His protection.

What I replied I can scarcely tell. My heart was too full for words. All I know is that a few moments later I turned out of the great wide square, where the rooks were cawing in the high trees, and hurried along the wide promenade, where the red sun was setting behind me in the sea.

Hartwig I found at the Métropole awaiting me. He related how he had called at the flat in Albemarle street, and, by a judicious tip to the young valet he found there, had learnt that Mr Richard Drury was the son of old Sir Richard Drury, knight, the great ship-builder of Greenock, who had built a number of cruisers for the Navy. He was a self-made man, who commenced life as a fitters labourer in a ship-builders yard up at Craigandoran on the Clyde — a bluff, hearty man whose generosity was well-known throughout the kingdom.

Young Richard, it seems, Hartwig went on, after leaving Oxford became a director of the company, and though apparently leading a life of leisure, yet he takes quite an active part in the direction of the London office of the firm in Westminster.

He expressed the strongest disapproval when I told him of my intention to leave for Siberia and instructed him to remain there and to take the Grand Duchess under his protection until he received definite orders from the Emperor.

I certainly dont like the idea of your going to Siberia alone, Mr Trewinnard, he declared. Markoff will know the instant you start, and I fear that — well, that something may happen.

It is just as likely to happen here in Brighton, Hartwig, as in Russia, I replied.

Well, he said, shrugging his shoulders, all I advise is that you exercise the very greatest care. Why not take my assistant, Petrakoff? I will give him secret orders to join you at the frontier at Ekaterinburg — and nobody will know. It will be best for you to have company on that long sledge journey.

If I want him I will telegraph to you from Petersburg, was my reply.

You will want him, he said, depend upon it. If you go alone to Siberia, Mr Trewinnard, he added very earnestly, then depend upon it you will go to your grave!


Chapter Nineteen.

Orders in Cipher.
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AND PRAY, TREWINNARD, why are you so extremely desirous of following this woman into exile and speaking with her? inquired the Emperor in French, as I sat with him, a week later, in a small, dismal, tapestried room in the old Castle of Berezov, the Imperial hunting-box on the edge of the Pinsk Marshes, in the Government of Minsk.

Dressed in a rough shooting-suit of drab Scotch tweed, he sat upon the edge of the table smoking a cigarette after a hard day after wild boar.

I had driven since dawn from the wayside station of Olevsk, three hundred miles south of Moscow, where I had arrived tired and famished from my long night and day journey of a week from Brighton.

On arrival in Moscow I had learnt that His Majesty was hunting at Berezov, and a telegram prefixed by the word Bathildis, had at once been replied to by a command to audience. Hence I was there, and had placed my appeal before him.

He was much puzzled. In his eyes Madame de Rosen was a dangerous revolutionist who had conspired to kill him, therefore he regarded with entire disfavour my petition to be allowed to see her. There was annoyance written upon his strong features, and by the expression in his eyes I saw that he was entirely averse to granting my request.

I am anxious, Sire, to see her upon a purely private matter. She was a personal friend, I replied.

So you told me some time ago, I recollect, he remarked, twisting his cigarette between his fingers. But Markoff has reported that both she and her daughter are highly dangerous to the security of the State. He was speaking of them only the other day.

I bit my lip fiercely.

Perhaps he may be misinformed, I said coldly. As far as I am aware — and I know both the lady and her daughter Luba intimately — they are most loyal subjects of Your Majesty.

Tut, he laughed. The evidence put before me was that they actually financed the attempt in the Nevski. I had a narrow escape, Trewinnard — a very narrow one, he added. And if you were in my place how would you, I wonder, treat those scoundrels who attempted to kill you — eh?

I have no knowledge of the true facts, Sire, I replied. All I petition Your Majesty is that I may be granted an Imperial permit for the post-horses, and a personal order from yourself to see and speak with the prisoners.

He shrugged his shoulders, and thrust his hands deeply in his breeches pockets.

You do not tell me the reason you wish to see her, he said with a frown of displeasure.

Upon a purely private matter, I said. To ask her a question concerning a very dear friend. I beg that Your Majesty will not refuse me this request, I added, deeply in earnest.

It is a long journey, Trewinnard. I believe she has been sent beyond Yakutsk, he remarked. But, tell me, were you a very intimate friend of this woman? What do you actually know of her?

All I know of her, I replied, is that she is suffering a great wrong, Your Majesty. She is in possession of certain information which closely concerns a friend. Hence my determination to try, if possible, to amend matters.

What — you yourself desire to make amends — eh?

Not exactly that, Sire, I replied. I wish to learn the truth concerning — well, concerning a purely private matter. I think that Your Majesty is convinced of my loyalty.

Of course I am, Trewinnard, was his quick reply. You have rendered me many important personal services, not the least being your kindness in looking after the welfare of that harebrained little flirt Tattie. By the way, how is she? As much a tomboy as ever, I suppose? And his big, strong face relaxed into a humorous smile at thought of the girl who, at her own request, had been banished from Court.

She is greatly improving, I assured him, with a laugh. She and Miss West are quite comfortable, and I believe enjoying themselves immensely. Her Highness loves England.

And so do I, he sighed. I only wish I could go to London oftener. It is to be regretted that my recent visits there have not exactly found favour with the Council of Ministers. Then, after a long pause, he said: Well, I suppose I must not refuse this request of yours, Trewinnard. But I fear you will find your winter journey an extremely uncomfortable one. When you are back, come direct to me. I would like to hear the result of your observations. Let me see? Besides the permit to use the post-horses, you will require an order to speak with the prisoner, Marya de Rosen, alone, and an order to the Governor of Tomsk, who has the register which will show to which settlement she has been deported.

My heart leaped within me, for at first I had feared refusal.

As Your Majesty pleases, was my reply, and I added my warmest thanks.

Ill write them out now, he said; and, turning, he seated himself at the little escritoire in the corner of the small, old-world room and commenced to scribble those Imperial decrees which no one within the Russian Empire would dare to disobey.

While he did so I stood gazing out of the small, deep-set double windows across a flat dismal landscape, brown with the tints of autumn — the wide and weedy moat which surrounded the castle, the stretch of grazing-land and then a belt of dense forest on the skyline — the Imperial game preserves.

That silent old room, dull, faded and sombre, was just the same as it had been when Catherine the Great had fêted her favourite Potemkin, the man who for years ruled Russia and who fought so valiantly against the Turks. There, in that very room, the Treaty of Jassy, which gave Russia the littoral between the Bug and the Dniester, had been signed by Catherine in 1792, and again in that room the Tzar Alexander the First had received the news of Napoleons retreat from Moscow.

At that small buhl table whereat the Emperor was now writing out my permits the Tzar Nicholas had signed the decree taking away the Polish constitution, and, years later, he had written the final orders to his ill-fated army fighting against the British in the Crimea.

Somewhere in the stone corridor outside could be heard the measured tramp of the sentry, but that, and the rapid scratching of the Emperors pen, were the only sounds which broke the quiet.

At last he rose and handed me three sheets of foolscap bearing the Imperial arms — the orders which I sought.

I took them with thanks, but after a moments hesitation I ventured to add:

I wonder if I might request of Your Majesty a further favour?

Well, he asked with a smile, what is it?

That my journey to Siberia should be kept a secret from the police?

Eh — what? he asked quickly, looking at me strangely. You do not wish the police to know. Why? There is to be no attempted escape, surely?

I give Your Majesty my word that Madame de Rosen will not attempt to escape, I said. I will, indeed, make myself responsible for her. The fact is that I know I have enemies among the Secret Police; hence I wish them to remain in entire ignorance of my journey.

Enemies! he echoed. Who are they? Tell me, and I will quickly turn them into your friends, he said.

Alas, Sire, I do not exactly know their identity, was my reply.

Very well, he replied at last, selecting another cigarette from the big golden box upon the table, I will say nothing — if you so desire. But, remember, you have made yourself responsible for the woman.

I willingly accept the responsibility, I replied. But, Your Majesty, there is another matter. I would suggest that Hartwig be detailed to remain with Her Highness the Grand Duchess Natalia at Brighton until my return. He is there at present, awaiting Your Majestys orders.

At my words he rang a bell, and Calitzine, his private secretary, appeared, bowing.

Send a telegram at once to Hartwig. Where is he? he asked, turning to me.

At the Hotel Métropole, Brighton, I said.

Telegraph to him in cipher that I order him to remain with Natalia until further orders.

Very well, Your Majesty, replied the trusted official, bowing.

And another thing, exclaimed the Emperor. Telegraph, also in cipher, to all Governors of Siberian provinces that Mr Colin Trewinnard, of London, is our guest during his journey across Siberia, and is to be treated as such by all authorities.

But pardon me, Your Majesty, I ventured to interrupt, would not that make it plain to those persons in Petersburg of whom I spoke a moment ago.

Ah! I forgot, said the Emperor. Write the telegram, and send a confidential courier with it to Tiumen, across the Siberian frontier. He will despatch it from there, and it will then only go over the Asiatic wires.

I fear, Your Majesty, that a courier could not reach Omsk under six or seven days, travelling incessantly, remarked the secretary.

In seven days will be sufficient time. Both messages are confidential.

And he dismissed Calitzine with a wave of his hand, the secretary backing out of the presence of his Imperial master.

When the door had closed the tall, muscular man before me placed his hands behind his back and slowly paced the room, saying:

Well, Trewinnard, I must wish you a safe journey. If you find yourself in any difficulty, communicate direct with me. I must admit that I cant quite understand the object of this rather quixotic journey of yours — to see a female prisoner. I strongly suspect that you are in love with her — eh? and he smiled knowingly.

No, Sire, I replied, I am not. On my return I hope to be able to show Your Majesty that I have been actuated by motives of humanity and justice — I hope, indeed, perhaps even to receive Your Majestys commendation.

Ah! you are too mysterious for me, he laughed. Are you leaving at once? Or will you remain here, in the castle, until to-morrow?

I am greatly honoured and appreciate Your Majestys hospitality, I said. But I have horses ready, and I am driving back to the railway at Olevsk to-night.

Very well, then, he said with a smile. Good-bye, and be back again in Petersburg as soon as ever you can.

And he stretched forth his big sinewy hand and gave me such a hearty grip that I was compelled to wince.

I was backing towards the door, when it opened and the chamberlain Polivanoff, standing upon the threshold, announced:

General Markoff begs audience of Your Majesty.

Ah! Let him come in, the Emperor replied, smiling.

The next moment I found myself face to face with the man whom I knew to be Natalias worst enemy and mine — that bloated, grey-faced man in military uniform, through whose instrumentality no fewer than ten thousand persons were annually being exiled to the Siberian wastes.

We met just beyond the threshold.

Ah! my dear Msieur Trewinnard! he cried, raising his grey brows in evident surprise at meeting me there. I thought you were in England. And how is your interesting young charge?

She is very well, I believe, was my cold reply.

I passed on, while he, crossing the threshold into the Imperial presence, bowed low, cringing before the monarch whom he daily terrorised, and yet who believed him to be the guardian of the dynasty.

Ah! I am so glad you have come, Markoff! I heard the Emperor exclaim as he entered. I have several pressing matters to discuss with you.

I passed the two sentries, who presented arms, and followed Colonel Polivanoff along the corridor, full of gravest apprehension.

Ill fortune had dogged my footsteps. Markoff had seen me there. He would naturally inquire of the Emperor the reason of my audience.

His Majesty might tell him.

If so, what then?


Chapter Twenty.

The Land of No Return.
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THE DAY HAD been grey and dispiriting, the open windswept landscape a great limitless expanse of newly-fallen snow of dazzling whiteness — the same cheerless wintry tundra over which I had been travelling by sledge for the past four weary weeks to that everlasting jingle of harness-bells.

My companion, the police-agent Petrakoff, a smart, alert young man, wrapped to the tip of his nose in reindeer furs, was asleep by my side; and I, too, had been dozing, worn out by that fifteen hundred miles of road since leaving the railway at Ekaterinburg.

Suddenly I was awakened by Vasilli, our yamshick, a burly, bearded, unkempt ruffian in shabby furs, who, pointing with his whip to the grey far-off horizon, shouted:

Tomsk! Tomsk! Look, Excellency!

Straining my tired eyes, I discerned upon the far skyline a quantity of low, snow-covered, wood-built houses from which rose the pointed cupolas of several churches.

Yonder was the end of the first stage of my long journey. So I awoke Petrakoff, and for the next half-hour we sat with eyes fixed eagerly upon our goal, where we hoped to revel in the luxury of a hotel after a month of those filthy stancias or povarnias, the vermin-infested rests for travellers on the Great Post Road of Siberia.

The first sod of the great Trans-Siberian railway had already been cut by the Tzarevitch at Tcheliabyisk, but no portion of the line was at that time complete. Therefore all traffic across Asia, both travellers and merchandise, including the tea-caravans from China, passed along that great highway, the longest in the world.

Six weeks had elapsed since I had left the Emperors presence, and I had accomplished by rail and road a distance of two thousand four hundred miles.

Since I had left the railway at Ekaterinburg I had only rested for a single night on two occasions, at Tiumen and at Tobolsk.

At the former place I made my first acquaintance with the inhuman exile system, for moored in the river Obi I saw several of those enormous floating gaols, in which the victims of Russias true oppressor were transported en route to the penal settlements of the Far East — great double-decked barges, three hundred feet long, with a lower hold below the main deck. Along two-thirds of the barges length ran an iron cage, reaching from the lower to the upper deck-cover, and having the appearance of a great two-storied tigers cage. Eight of them were moored alongside the landing-stage. Five of them were crowded by wretched prisoners, each barge containing from four to five hundred persons of both sexes and the Cossack guards — a terrible sight indeed.

Provided as I was with an Imperial permit and a doubly-stamped road-passport that directed all keepers of post-stations to provide me with the mail horses, and give me the right of way on the Post Road, I had set forth again after a days rest towards Tobolsk.

The first snow had fallen on the third day after leaving Tiumen, and the country, covered by its white mantle, presented always a dreary aspect, rendered drearier and more dispiriting by the gangs of wretched exiles which we constantly overtook.

Men, women, and children in companies from a hundred to three hundred, having left the barges, were marching forward to that far-off bourne whence none would ever return. They, indeed, presented a woeful spectacle, mostly of the criminal classes, all their heads being half, or clean-shaven. The majority of the men were in chains, and many were linked together. Not a few of the women marched among the men as prisoners, while the rest trudged along into voluntary exile, holding the hands of their husbands, brothers, lovers or children. Some of the sick, aged and young were in springless carts, but all the others toiled onward through the snow like droves of cattle, bent to the icy blast, a grey-clad, silent crowd, guarded by a dozen Cossacks, with an officer taking his ease in a tarantass in the rear.

Once we met a family of Jews — husband, wife and two children — in a tarantass, with a Cossack with bayonet fixed alongside. We stopped to change horses with them, as we were then midway between post-stations. The man, a bright, intelligent, middle-aged fellow, addressed us in French, and said he had been a wealthy fur merchant in Nijni Novgorod, but was exiled to the Yenisei country simply because he was a Jew. His eyes were clouded with regret at the bitter consciousness of his captivity. Four thousand of his townsmen had, he said, emigrated to England and America, and then pointing to his pretty, delicate wife and two chubby children, the tears rolled down his cheeks, as he faltered out: Siberie! Poor fellow!

That word had all the import of a hell to many — many more than him.

The distance between relays on the Great Post Road was, we found, from sixteen to thirty versts, and the speed of fresh horses about ten versts an hour.

Vasilli, the ugly bearded yamshick who had lost one eye, we had engaged in Tiumen, and he had contracted to drive me during the whole of my journey. He was a sullen fellow, who said little, but on finding that I was travelling with an Imperial permit, his chief delight was to hustle up the master of each post-station and threaten to report to the Governor of the province if I, the Excellency, were kept waiting for a single instant.

Usually, changing operations at the stations occupied anything from forty minutes to two hours, according to the temper or trickishness of the post-horse keeper and his grooms, for they were about the meanest set of knaves and rogues on the face of Asia. Yet sight of my permit caused them all to tremble and cringe and hustle, and I certainly could not complain of any undue delay.

We had set out in a tarantass from Tiumen — the town from which the Imperial courier had despatched the order to the various Governors — but as soon as the snow came I purchased a big sledge, and in this we managed to travel with far greater comfort over the snow than by cart over the deeply-rutted road.

None can know the terrible monotony of Siberian travel save those who have endured it.

Nowadays one can cover Siberia from the frontier to far Vladivostock in fifteen days in a luxurious drawing-room car, with restaurant and sleeping-berth, a bath-room and a piano, the line running for the most part near the Old Post Road. But leave the railway and strike north or south, and the same terrible greyness and monotony will grip your senses and depress you as perhaps no other journey in the world can do.

It was dusk when at last we sped, our runners hissing over the frozen snow, into the wood-built town of Tomsk, and alighted at the Hotel Million, a dismal place with corridors long and dark, and bedroom doors fastened by big iron padlocks and hasps! The full-bearded proprietor wandered along with an enormous bunch of keys, opening the doors and exhibiting his uninviting apartments; and at first I actually believed that Vasilli had mistaken my order and driven to a Siberian prison instead of conducting me to a hotel.

Upstairs, however, the rooms were much better. But there were no washing arrangements whatever, or mattresses or bedding; for every traveller in Siberia is expected to carry his own pillows and bedclothes. Here, however, we put up and ate our evening meal in true Siberian style — a single tough beefsteak — simply that and nothing more.

Afterwards I drove through the snowy, unlighted streets to the Governors palace, a long, log-built place, and on giving my name to the Cossack sentry at the door he at once saluted. Apparently he had been warned of my coming. So had the servants, for with much bowing and grave ceremony I was shown along a corridor lit by petroleum lamps to a small reception-room at the farther end.

The furniture was of the cheap, gaudy character which in England would speak mutely of the hire-system. But it had, no doubt, come from Petersburg at enormous cost of transit, and was perhaps the best and most luxurious furniture — it was covered with red embossed velvet — in all Siberia.

Scarcely was I afforded time to look round the close, overheated place with its treble windows, when General Tschernaieff, a rather short, white-haired, pleasant-featured man in a green uniform, with the Cross of St. Anne at his throat, entered, greeting me warmly and expressing a hope that I had had a pleasant journey.

I received word of your coming. Mr Trewinnard, some weeks ago, His Excellency said rather pompously. I am commanded to treat you as a guest of my Imperial Master. Therefore you will, I hope, be my guest here in the palace.

I told him that I already had quarters at the Hotel Million, whereupon he laughed, saying:

I fear that you will find it very rough and uncouth after hotels in Petersburg or in your own London.

I replied that as a constant traveller, and one who had knocked about in all corners of the world, I was used to roughing it. Then, after he had offered me a cigarette, and a lean manservant, who, I afterwards learned, was an ex-convict, had brought us each a glass of champagne, I explained to him the object of my visit.

Madame Marya de Rosen and her daughter Luba de Rosen, politicals, repeated His Excellency, as though speaking to himself. Of course, sir, as you know, all prisoners, both criminal or political, pass through the forwarding-prison here. It is myself who decides to which settlement they shall be sent. But — well, there are so many that the Chief of the Police puts the lists before me and I sign them away to Nerchinsk, to Yakutsk, to Sredne Kolimsk, to Verkhoiansk, to Udinsk, or wherever it may be. Their names, I fear, I never notice. I have sent some politicals recently up to Parotovsk, fifty versts north of Yakutsk. The two prisoners may have been among them.

Here, I suppose, they lose their identity, do they not? I asked, looking at the white-headed official who governed that great Asiatic province. He was sixty-five, he had told me, and had served twenty-seven years in Siberia.

Yes. Only across the road in the archives of the forwarding-prison are their names kept. When they leave Tomsk they are known in future — until their death, indeed — only by a registered number.

Then, rising, the white-headed Governor rang a bell, and on his secretary, a young Cossack captain, entering, he gave him certain instructions to go across to the prison and obtain the registers of prisoners during the previous month.

Afterwards, he stretched himself out in his long chair, smoking and asking me questions concerning myself and the object of my journey.

As soon as he learned that I was a British diplomat and personal friend of His Majesty, his manner became much more cordial, and he declared himself ready to do everything in his power to bring my mission to a successful issue.

Presently the secretary returned, carrying two large registers and accompanied by a tall, dark-bearded man in uniform and wearing a decoration, who I learned was the governor of the prison.

He saluted His Excellency on entering the room, and said in Russian:

Your Excellency is, I believe, inquiring regarding the prisoner Marya de Rosen, widow, of Petersburg, deported by administrative order?

Yes, said the General. Where has she been sent, and what is her number?

She was the woman about whom we received special instructions from the Ministry of Police in Petersburg, Your Excellency will remember, replied the prison governor.

Special instructions! I echoed, interrupting. What were they?

But His Excellency, after a moments reflection, said: Ah! I now remember! Of course. There was a note upon the papers in General Markoffs own handwriting to the effect that she was a dangerous person.

Yes. She was one of those when your Excellency sent to Parotovsk, remarked the prison governor.

To Parotovsk! I echoed. That is beyond Yakutsk — two thousand five hundred miles from here — far in the north, and one of the most dreaded of all the settlements!

All penal settlements are dreaded, I fear, remarked His Excellency, blowing the cigarette smoke from his lips. Then, turning to the prison governor, he inquired under what number the prisoner was registered.

On referring to one of the books the officer declared Madame to be now known as Number 14956 and her daughter as Number 14957.

I took a note of the numbers, protesting to His Excellency:

But to compel delicate ladies to walk that great distance in the winter is surely a sentence of death!

And if the politicals die, the State has fewer responsibilities, he remarked. As you see, we have received notification from Petersburg that your lady friend was a dangerous person. Now, of dangerous persons we take very special care. Then, turning to the prison governor, he asked: How did they go?

By tarantass. Excellency. They were in too weak a state to walk, especially the elder prisoner. I doubt, indeed, if ever they will reach Parotovsk.

And if they dont it will perhaps be the better for both of them, His Excellency remarked with a sigh, rising and casting his cigarette-end into the pan of the round iron stove. He was a stiff, unbending official and ruled the province with a ruthless hand, but at heart he often evinced sympathy with the female exiles.

Were they very ill? I inquired quickly of the prison governor.

They were very exhausted and complained to me of ill-treatment by their guards, he answered. But if we investigated every complaint we should have more than sufficient to do.

How long ago did they leave here?

About two months, was the mans reply. The elder prisoner implored to be sent to the Trans-Baikal, where the climate is not so rigorous as in the north, and this would probably have been done had it not been for the special memorandum of His Excellency General Markoff.

Then he suggested her being sent to the Yakutsk settlement — in fact, to her death — eh? I asked.

His Excellency replied:

That seems so. The prisoners have already been on their way two months, at first by tarantass and now, no doubt, by sled. There were fifteen others, nine men and six women — all dangerous politicals, I see, he added, glancing at the order which he had signed and was now produced by the prison governor. If it is your intention to travel and overtake them, then I fear your journey will be futile.

Why? I asked.

Because I expect that long before you reach them their dead bodies will have been left upon the road, replied His Excellency. Politicals who die here in Siberia, and especially those marked as dangerous, are not mourned, I assure you.

There was, if I remember aright, a telegram to Your Excellency from General Markoff regarding prisoners of that name only three days ago, remarked the Cossack captain. It inquired whether you knew if Madame de Rosen were still alive.

Ah, yes, I remember. And I replied that I had no knowledge, the General said.

I was silent. My heart stood still.

By the fact of that telegraphic inquiry I knew that Markoff was, as I feared, aware of my journey. He would most certainly prevent my overtaking her — or, if not, he would, no doubt, contrive to seal her lips by death ere I could reach her.


Chapter Twenty One.

Hot Haste across Asia.
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I RESOLVED TO push forward in all haste and at all hazards. I lost no time.

With only forty-eight hours stay at the wretched Hotel Million in Tomsk we went forth again, our faces set ever eastward on that wide, straight road which first runs direct for a hundred miles to Marinsk, a poor, log-built place with a dirty verminous post-station and an old postmaster who, when I presented my Imperial permit, sank upon his knees before me. Fortunately the mail was two days behind me, hence, at every stancia I was able to obtain the best horses, though it seemed part of Vasillis creed to curse and grumble at everything.

With the snow falling continuously our journey was not so rapid as it had been to Tomsk. Winter had now set in with a vengeance, although it still wanted a few days to the English Christmas. Yet the journey from Marinsk to Krasnoyarsk, two hundred miles, was one of wondrous beauty. It was cold, horribly cold. Often I sat beside the sleepy Petrakoff cramped and shivering, even in my furs.

But those deep, dark woods, with their little glimpses of blue sky; the dashing and jingling along under the low-reaching arms of the evergreen trees, league after league of the forest bowed down to the very earth and in places prostrated with its white weight of snow, the weird ride over hill and mountain, skirting ravine and precipice, the breaks along and across the numerous watercourses, over rude bridges or along deep gullies where rough wooden guards protect the sleds from disaster — with this quick succession of scenery, wild and strange, was I kept constantly awake and charmed.

At the stancias we met the travelling merchants from the Far East and from China with their long train of goods hauled in sleds or packed on the backs of horses. Five pood, we found, was the regulation load, and all packages were put up in drums bound with raw hide and so strapped that they could easily be transported by the pack-horse, which carried half a load on either side of a saddle-tree prepared for the purpose.

But those stancias were filthy, overcrowded, evil-smelling places, wherein one laid in ones sleeping-bags upon a bench amid a crowd of unwashed, vodka-drinking humanity in damp, noxious sheep-skins.

Fortunately the moon was at that moment nearly full, and often at night I went forth alone to smoke, sometimes with the snowy plain stretched on every hand about me, and at others with gigantic peaks lifting their hoary heads far into the blue night vault of heaven; silent, frigid, white. Ah! what grandeur! I rejoiced that it was night, when I could smoke and ponder. So cold and still was it that those snowy summits, bathed in the silver radiance of the Siberian moon, filled me with awe such as I had never before experienced.

Yes, those were wonderful nights which will live for ever in my memory — nights when my thoughts wandered far away to the gay promenade at Hove, wondering how fared the little madcap, and whether her peril were real or only imaginary.

Ever obsessed by the knowledge that Markoff was aware of my journey, and would endeavour to prevent its successful issue, I existed in constant anxiety and dread lest some prearranged disaster might befall Madame de Rosen ere I could reach her.

Siberia is, alas! the country where, as the exiles say: God is nigh, and the Tzar is far away.

Thus, after three weeks more of hard travelling, I passed through the big, straggling, snow-covered town of Krasnoyarsk, and arrived at the wretchedly dirty stancia of Tulunovsk, where the road to Yakutsk — distant nearly two thousand miles — branches to the north from the Great Post Road, up the desolate valley of the Lena.

We arrived in Tulunovsk in the afternoon, and, having sent a telegram to Her Highness from Krasnoyarsk, eight days before, I was delighted to receive a charming little message assuring me that she was quite well and wishing me a continuance of good fortune on my journey.

Since I had left Tomsk no traveller had overtaken me. At Tulunovsk we found a party of politicals, about sixty men and women, in the roughly-constructed prison rest-house, being permitted a few days respite upon their long and weary march.

Already they had been six months on the road, and were in a terrible condition, almost in rags, and most of them so weak that death would no doubt have been welcome.

And these poor creatures were nearly all of them victims of the bogus plots of His Excellency General Markoff.

To the Cossack captain in charge of the convoy I made myself known, and after taking tea with him I was permitted to go among the party and chat with them.

One tall, thin-faced man, whose hair was prematurely grey, begged me to send a message back to his wife in Tver. He spoke French well, and told me his name was Epatchieff, and that he had been a doctor in practice in the town of Tver, between Moscow and Petersburg.

I am entirely ignorant of the reason I was arrested, msieur, he declared, hitching his ragged coat about him. I have not committed any crime, or even belonged to any secret society. Perhaps the only offence was my marrying the woman I loved. Who knows? and the sad-eyed man, whose life held more of sorrow in it than most men, went on to say:

I had been attending the little daughter of the local chief of the police for a week, but she had recovered so far that I did not consider a further visit was necessary. One morning, six months ago, I was surprised to receive a visit from the police officers Cossack, who demanded my presence at once at the house of his master, as the child had been seized with another attack. I told him I would go after breakfast as the matter was serious. But the Cossack insisted that I should go at once, so I agreed and went forth. Outside, the Cossack told me that I must first go to the police office, and, of course, I went wonderingly, never dreaming for a moment that anything was wrong. So I was ushered into the office, where the chief of police told me that I was a prisoner. A body of exiles are ready to start for Siberia, said the heartless brute, and you will go with them. I laughed — it was a good joke, but the chief of police assured me that it was a solemn fact. I was completely dumbfounded. I begged for a delay in my transportation. Why was I deprived of my liberty? Who was my accuser? What was the accusation? But I got no answer save administrative order.

I begged to be allowed to revisit my house under guard, to procure necessary articles of clothing — to say farewell to my young wife. But the scoundrel denied me everything. I waited in anguish, but they placed me in solitary confinement to await the departure of the convoy, and in six hours I was on my way here — to this living tomb!

Of course the poor fellow was half crazed. What would become of his young wife — what would she think of him? A thousand thoughts and suspicions racked his mind, and he had already lived through an age of torture, as his whitening head plainly showed.

At my suggestion he wrote a letter to his wife informing her of his fate, and using my authority as guest of His Imperial Majesty I took it, and, in due course, posted it back to Russia.

Not until three years afterwards did I learn the tragic sequel. The poor young lady received my letter, and as quickly as she could set out to join him in his exile. With womanly wit she managed to apprise him of her coming and a light broke in upon his grief. He had been sent to Irkutsk, and daily, hourly he looked and longed for her. Yet just as he knew she must arrive, he was suddenly sent far away to the most northerly Arctic settlement of Sredne Kolimsk.

The poor young lady, filled with sweet sympathy and expectation, hoping to find him in Irkutsk, arrived there a fortnight too late. Imagine her anguish when, having travelled over four thousand miles of the worst country on the fact; of the world, she learned the cruel news. Still three thousand miles distant! But she set out to find him. Alas! however, it was too much for her. She lost her reason, raved for a little while under restraint and died at the roadside.

Is it any wonder that there were in Russia real revolutionists, revolting not against their Tzar, but against the inhuman system of the camarilla?

Petrakoff and I spent a sleepless night in that rat-eaten post-house where the food was bad, and our beds consisted only of a wooden bench. We had as companions half a dozen drivers, who had come with a big tea-caravan from China, ragged, unwashed, uncouth fellows in evil-smelling furs.

Indeed the air was so thick and intolerable that at two oclock in the morning I took my sleeping-bag outside and lay in the sled, in preference to staying in that vermin-infested hut.

Next morning, the twenty-second of January, I signed the postmasters book as soon as it grew light, and with three fresh horses approved of by Vasilli, we were away, leaving the Great Post Road and striking north along the Lena.

From that moment we entered an uninhabited country, the snowy dreariness of which was indescribable, and as day succeeded day and we pushed further north the climate became more rigorous, until it was no unusual thing to have great icicles hanging from ones moustache.

One day, a week after leaving Tulunovsk, we passed through an entirely deserted village of low-built huts. I asked Vasilli the reason that no one lived there.

This is a bad place, Excellency, was the fellows reply. All the people died of smallpox six months ago.

And so we went on and on, and ever onward. Sometimes we would travel the whole twenty-four hours rather than rest in those horrible post-houses, and on such journeys we often covered one hundred and twenty to one hundred and forty versts, changing horses every twenty to thirty versts.

We covered seven hundred and fifty miles to Dubrovsk in sixteen days, and here, at the post-house, we met a party of Cossacks coming south after taking a convoy of prisoners to Olekminsk — half-way between Dubrovsk and Yakutsk — and handing them over to the guard sent south to meet them.

While taking our evening tea I chatted with the Cossack captain, a big, muscular giant in knee-boots who sat with his legs outstretched on the dirty floor, leaning his back against the high brick stove.

I was making inquiries regarding the prisoners he had recently brought up, whereupon he said:

They were a batch of politicals from Tomsk. Poor devils, theyve been sent to Parotovsk — and theres smallpox there. I suppose General Tschernaieff has sent them there on purpose that they shall become infected and die. Politicals are often sent into an infected settlement.

To Parotovsk! I gasped, for it suddenly occurred to me that the woman of whom I was in search might be of that party!

And then I breathlessly inquired if Madame de Rosen, Political Number 14956, had been with them.

She and her daughter were ill, and were allowed a sled, I added.

There were two ladies, Excellency, mother and daughter. One was about forty, and the other about eighteen. They came from Petersburg, and were, I believe, well connected and moved in the best society.

You do not know their names? I asked anxiously.

Unfortunately, no, was his reply. Only the numbers. I believe the ladys number was that which you mentioned. She was registered, however, as a dangerous person.

No doubt the same! I cried. How is she?

When they left Olekminsk she was very weak and ill, he replied. Indeed, I recollect remarking to my lieutenant that I feared she would never reach Yakutsk.

How far are they ahead of us? I inquired eagerly. The bearded man reflected for some minutes, making mental calculations. They left Olekminsk a fortnight ago, therefore by this they should be nearing Yakutsk.

And how long will it take me to reach Yakutsk? I asked.

He again made a calculation and at last replied:

By travelling hard, Excellency, you should reach Yakutsk, I think, in twenty-five to twenty-seven days. It would be impossible before, I fear, owing to the heavy snowdrifts and the bad state of the roads.

Twenty-seven days! I echoed. And before I can reach there the ladies will already be inmates of that infected settlement of Parotovsk — the place to which they have been sent to sicken and die!

She was marked as dangerous, Excellency. She would therefore be sent north at once, without a doubt. Persons marked as dangerous are never permitted to remain in Yakutsk.

Could I reach her in time? Could I save her?


Chapter Twenty Two.

In the Night.
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FROM THAT DAY and through twenty-two other dark, weary days of the black frosts of mid-winter, we travelled onward, ever onward. Sometimes we crossed the limitless snow-covered tundra, sometimes we went down into the deep valley of the frozen Lena river, changing horses every thirty versts and signing the post-horse keepers greasy road-book.

At every stage I produced my Imperial permit, and at almost every station the ignorant peasant who kept it fell upon his knees in deep obeisance to the guest of the great Tzar.

We were now, however, off the main road, for this highway to the far-off Arctic settlements, used almost solely by the convict convoys, ran for a thousand miles through a practically uninhabited country, the only sign of civilisation being the never-ending telegraph-line which we followed, and the lonely post-stations half-buried in the snow.

Ah! those long, anxious days of icy blasts and whirling snow blizzards. My companion and I, wrapped to our eyes in furs, sat side by side often dozing for hours, our ears tired of that irritating jingle of the sled-bells, our limbs cramped and benumbed, and often ravenously hungry, for the rough fare at the post-house was very frequently uneatable.

For six dark days we met not a single soul upon the road, save a party of Cossacks coming south. But from them I could obtain no news of the last batch of politicals who had travelled north, and whom we were following in such hot haste.

Again I telegraphed to Hartwig in Brighton, telling him of my whereabouts, and obtaining a reply from him that Her Highness was still well and sent me her best wishes.

That in itself was reassuring.

Hard travel and bad food told, I think, upon both of us. Petrakoff dearly wished himself back in his beloved Petersburg again. Yet our one-eyed half-Tartar driver seemed quite unconscious of either cold or fatigue. The strain of driving so continuously — sometimes for twenty hours out of the twenty-four — must have been terrible. But he was ever imperious in his dealings at post-stations, ever loud in his commands to the cringing owners of those log-built huts to bring out their best trio of horses, ever yelling to the fur-clad grooms not to keep His Excellency waiting on pain of terrible punishment.

Thus through those short, dark winter days, and often through the long, steely nights, ever following those countless telegraph-poles, we went on — ever onward — until we found ourselves in a small wretched little place of log-built houses called Olekminsk. Upon my travelling map, as indeed upon every map of Siberia, it is represented in capitals as an important place. So I expected to find at least a town — perhaps even a hotel. Instead, I discovered it to be a mere wretched hamlet, with a post-house, and a wood-built prison for the reception of politicals.

We arrived at midnight. In the common room of the post-house, around which earth and snow had been banked to keep out the cold, was a high brick stove, and around the walls benches whereon a dozen wayfarers like ourselves were wrapped in their evil-smelling furs, and sleeping. The odour as I entered the place was foetid; the dirt indescribable. One shaggy peasant, in heavy top-boots and fur coat, had imbibed too much vodka, and had become hilarious, whereat one of the sleepers, suddenly awakened, threw a top-boot at him across the room, narrowly missing my head.

The post-house keeper, as soon as he saw my permit, sent a man to the local chief of police, a stout, middle-aged man, who appeared on the scene in his hastily-donned uniform and who invited me to his house close by. There I questioned him regarding the political prisoners, Numbers 14956 and 14957.

Having read my permits — at which he was visibly impressed when he saw the signature of the Emperor himself — he hastened to obtain his register. Presently he said:

The two ladies you mention have passed through this prison, Excellency. I see a note that both are dangerous politicals, and that the elder lady was rather weak. Judging from the time when they left, they are, I should say, already in Yakutsk — or even beyond.

From what is she suffering? I asked eagerly.

Ah! Excellency, I cannot tell that, was his reply. All I know is that the captain of Cossacks who came down from Yakutsk to meet the convoy considered that being a dangerous political, she was sufficiently well to walk with the others. So she has gone on foot the remainder of the journey. She arrived her in a sled.

On foot! I echoed. But she is ill — dying, I was told.

The chief of police shrugged his shoulders and said with a sigh:

I fear. Excellency, that the lady was somewhat unfortunate. That particular captain is not a very humane person — particularly where a dangerous prisoner is concerned.

Then to be marked as dangerous means that the prisoner is to be treated with brutality — eh? I cried. Is that Russian justice?

We do not administer justice here in Siberia, Excellency, was the mans quiet reply. They do that in Petersburg.

But surely it is a scandal to put a sick woman on the road and compel her to walk four hundred miles in this weather, I cried angrily.

Alas! That is not my affair, replied the man. I am merely chief of police of this district and governor of the étape. The captain of Cossacks has entire charge of the prisoners on their journey.

What he had told me maddened me. In all that I heard I could plainly detect the sinister hand of General Markoff.

Indeed, when I carefully questioned this official, I felt convinced that the captain in question had received instructions direct from Petersburg regarding Madame de Rosen. The chief of police admitted to me that to the papers concerning the prisoners there had been attached a special memorandum from Petersburg concerning Madame and her daughter.

I smoked a cigarette with him and drank a cup of tea — China tea served with lemon. Then I was shown to a rather poorly-furnished but clean bedroom on the ground floor, where I turned in.

But no sleep came to my eyes. Such hard travelling through all those weeks had shattered my nerves.

While the bright northern moon streamed in through the uncurtained window, I lay on my back, pondering. I reflected upon all the past, the terrible fate of Madame and her daughter, the strange secret she evidently held, and the peril of the Emperor himself, so helpless in the hands of that circle of unscrupulous sycophants, and, further, of my little madcap friend, so prone to flirtation, the irrepressible Grand Duchess Natalia.

I reviewed all the exciting events of those many months which had elapsed since the last Court ball of the season at Petersburg — events which I have attempted to set down in the foregoing pages — and I was held in fear that my long journey might be in vain — that ere I could catch up with the poor wretched woman who, though ill, had been compelled to perform that last and most arduous stage of the journey through the snow, she would, alas! be no longer alive. The vengeance of her enemy Markoff would have fallen upon her.

A sense of indescribable oppression, combined with the hot closeness of the room, stifled me. For hours I lay awake, the moonlight falling full upon my head. At last, however, I must have dropped off to sleep, fagged out after twenty hours of those jingling bells and hissing of the sled-runners over the frozen snow.

A sense of coldness awakened me, and opening my eyes I saw, to my surprise, though the room was practically in darkness with only the reflected light of the snow, that the small treble window stood open. It had certainly been tightly closed when I had entered there.

I raised my eyes to peer into the darkness for the atmosphere, which when I had gone to sleep was stifling on account of the iron stove, was now at zero. Suddenly I caught sight of a dark figure moving noiselessly near where I lay. A thief had entered by the window! He seemed to be searching the pockets of my coat, which I had flung carelessly upon a chair. Surely he was a daring thief to thus enter the house of the chief of police! But in Siberia there are many escaped convicts roaming about the woods. They are called cuckoos, on account of their increase in the spring and their return to the prisons when starved out in winter.

A cuckoo is always a criminal and always desperate. He must have money and food, and he dare not go near a village, as there is a price on his head. Therefore, he will not hesitate to murder a lonely traveller if by so doing he thinks he can secure a passport which will permit him to leave Siberia and re-enter European Russia, back to freedom. Some Siberian roads are in summer infested with such gentry, but winter always drives them back to the towns, and consequently into prison again. Only a very few manage to survive the rigours of the black frosts of the Siberian winter.

Rather more amused than alarmed, I lay watching the dark figure engaged in rifling my pockets. I was contemplating the best method by which to secure him and hand him over to the mercies of my host. A sudden thought struck me. Unfortunately, being guest in the house of the chief of police I had left my revolver in the sled. I never slept at a post-house without it. But that night I was unarmed.

Those moments of watching seemed hours. The man, whoever he was, was tall and slim, though of course I could not see his face. I held my breath. He was securing my papers and my money! Yet he did it all so very leisurely that I could not help admiring his pluck and confounded coolness.

I hesitated a few seconds and then at last I summoned courage to act. I resolved to suddenly spring up and throw myself upon him, so that he would be prevented from jumping out of the window with my property.

But while I was thus making up my mind how to act, the mysterious man suddenly left the chair where my coat had been lying, and turning, came straight towards me, advancing slowly on tip-toe. Apparently he was not desirous of rousing me.

Once again I waited my opportunity to spring upon him, for he fortunately was not yet aware that I was awake and watching him.

I held my breath, lying perfectly motionless, for, advancing to me, he bent over as though to make absolutely certain that I slept. I tried to distinguish his face, but in the shadow that was impossible.

I could hear my own heart beating.

He seemed to be peering down at me, as though in curiosity, and I was wondering what could be his intentions, now that he had secured both my money and my papers.

Suddenly ere I could anticipate his intention, his hand was uplifted, and falling, struck me a heavy blow in the side of the neck just beneath the left jaw.

Instantly I felt a sharp burning pain and a sensation as of the running of warm liquid over my shoulders.

Then I knew that the fluid was blood!

I had been stabbed in the side of the throat!

I shrieked, and tried to spring fiercely upon my assailant, but he was too quick for me.

My eager hand grasped his arm, but he wrenched himself free, and next instant had vaulted lightly through the open window and had disappeared.

And as for myself, I gave vent to a loud shriek for help, and then sank inertly back, next second losing consciousness.

The man had escaped with all my precious permits, signed by the Emperor, as well as my money!

My long journey was now most certainly a futile one. Without those Imperial permits I was utterly helpless. I should not, indeed, be allowed to speak with Madame de Rosen, even though I succeeded in finding her alive.

My loss was irreparable, for it had put an end to my self-imposed mission.

Such were the thoughts which ran through my overstrung brain at the moment when the blackness of insensibility fell upon me, blotting out both knowledge of the present and apprehension of the future.


Chapter Twenty Three.

Identification!
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WHEN AGAIN I opened my eyes it was to find a lamp being held close to my face, and a man who apparently possessed a knowledge of surgery — a political exile from Moscow, who had been a doctor, I afterwards discovered — was carefully bathing my wound.

Beside him stood two Cossacks and the chief of police himself. All were greatly agitated that an attack should have been made upon a man who was guest to His Imperial Majesty, their Master.

To my hosts question I described in a few words what had occurred, and bewailed the loss of my papers and my money.

They are not lost, he replied. Fortunately the sentry outside heard your scream, and seeing the intruder emerge from the window and run, he raised his rifle and shot him.

Killed him? I asked.

Of course. He was an utter stranger in Olekminsk. Presently we shall discover who and what he is. Here are your papers, he added, handing back the precious documents to me. For the present the mans body lies outside. Afterwards you shall see if you recognise him. From his passport his name would appear to be Gabrillo Passhin. Do you know anyone of that name?

Nobody, I replied, my brain awhirl with the crowded events of the past half-hour.

I suppose it was another half-hour before the doctor, a grey-bearded, prematurely-aged man, finished bandaging my wound and strapping my left arm across my chest. Then, assisted by my host, I rose and went forth, led by men with lanterns, to where, in the snow, as he had fallen beneath the sentrys bullet, lay the would-be assassin.

They held their lanterns against the white, dead lace, but I did not recognise him. He seemed to be about thirty-five, with thin, irregular features and shaven chin. He was respectably dressed, while his hands were soft, betraying no evidence of manual labour. The features were perfectly calm, for death had been instantaneous, the bullet striking at the back of the skull.

Near where he lay a small pool of blood showed dark against the snow.

While we were examining the body, Petrakoff, whom I had sent for from the post-house, arrived in hot haste, and became filled with alarm when he saw my neck and arm enveloped in bandages.

In a few words I told him what had occurred, and then advancing, he bent and looked upon my assailants face. He remained bent there for quite a couple of minutes. Then, straightening himself, he asked:

Does his passport give his name as Ivan Müller — or Gabrillo Passhin?

You know him! I gasped. Who is he?

Well, he replied, I happen to have rather good reason to know him. In Odessa he was chief of a desperate gang of bank-note forgers, who, after eluding us for two years, were at last arrested — six of them in Moscow. The seventh, who called himself Müller, escaped to Germany. A year ago he was bold enough to return to Petersburg, where I recognised him one day close to the Nicholas station and followed him to the house where he lodged. I entered there alone, very foolishly perhaps, whereupon he drew a revolver and fired point-blank at me. The bullet struck me in the right shoulder, but assistance was forthcoming, and he was arrested. His sentence about eleven months ago was confinement in the Fortress of Peter and Paul for fifteen years. So he must have escaped. Ah! he was one of the most daring, astute and desperate criminals in all Russia. At his trial he spat at the judge, and contemptuously declared that his friends would not allow him to be confined for very long.

It seems that they have not, I remarked thoughtfully. The fact of his having dared to break into the house of the chief of police shows in itself the character of the man, Petrakoff exclaimed. I myself had a most narrow escape when I arrested him. But what was he doing here — in Siberia?

He may have been exiled here and escaped, remarked the chief of police, as we were returning to the bureau at the side of the house.

I hardly think that, Excellency, interrupted a Cossack sergeant, who had just returned from the post-station, where he had been making inquiries. We have just arrested a yamshick, who arrived with the assassin an hour after midnight. Here he is.

A moment later a big, red-faced, shaggy, vodka-drinking driver in ragged furs was brought into the bureau between two Cossacks, and at once interrogated by the chief of police.

First he was taken out to view the body still lying in the snow; then brought back into the police office, a bare, wooden room, lit by a single petroleum lamp, and bearing on its walls posters of numbers of official regulations, each headed by the big black double eagle.

Now, asked the chief of police, assuming an air of great severity, where do you come from?

Krasnoyarsk, Excellency, answered the man gruffly.

What do you know of the individual you have just seen dead — eh?

All I know of him, Excellency, is that he contracted with me to drive him to Yakutsk.

Why? Was he quite alone?

Yes, Excellency. He made me hurry, driving night and day sometimes, for he was overtaking a friend.

What friend?

Ah! I do not know. Only at each stancia, or povarnia, he inquired if an Englishman had passed. Therefore I concluded that it was an Englishman he was following.

Petrakoff, hearing the mans words, looked meaningly towards me.

He was alone, you say? I inquired. Had he any friends in Krasnoyarsk, do you know?

None that I know of. He had journeyed all the way from Petersburg, and he paid me well, because he was travelling so rapidly. We heard of the Englishman at a number of stancias, and have gradually overtaken him, until we found, on arrival here, that the friend he sought had only come in an hour before us. I heard the post-house keeper tell him so.

Then he was following this mysterious Englishman — eh? asked the chief of police, who had seated himself at his table with some officiousness before commencing the inquiry.

No doubt he was, Excellency. One day he told me that if he did not overtake the Englishman on his way to Yakutsk, he would remain and wait for his return.

Then I took a couple of steps forward to the officials table and said:

I fear that I must be the Englishman whom this mysterious person has followed in such hot haste for nearly six thousand miles.

So it seems. But why? asked the chief of police. I can see no reason why that escaped criminal should follow you with such sinister intent. You dont know him?

Not in the least. I have never even heard his name before.

He was well supplied with money, it seems, remarked my host. This wallet found upon him contains over ten thousand roubles in notes, together with a credit upon the branch of the National Bank in Yakutsk for a further thirty thousand. And he showed me a well-worn leather pocket-book, evidently of German manufacture.

Both Petrakoff and myself knew only too well that this daring criminal had been released from that cold citadel in the Nevi and given money, promised a free pardon in all probability, if he followed me and at all hazards prevented me from obtaining an interview with the poor, innocent, suffering woman whose dastardly enemy had marked her dangerous.

I was about to tell the while scandalous truth, but on second thought I saw that no good could be served. Therefore I held my tongue, and allowed the officials — for the starosti of the village had now arrived — regard the affair as a complete mystery.

I had narrowly escaped death, the doctor had declared, and my friend, the chief of police of Olekminsk, kept the unfortunate yamshick under arrest while he reported the extraordinary affair to Yakutsk. He also confiscated the money found upon the man who had made that daring attack upon me.

I could see he was secretly delighted that the criminal had been killed. What, I wondered, would have happened to him if I, a guest of His Imperial Majesty, had lost my life beneath his roof?

The same thought apparently crossed his mind, for in those white winter days I was compelled to remain his guest, being unfit for travel on account of my wound, he many times referred to the narrow escape I had had.

Petrakoff, on his part, related to us some astounding stories of the man, who hid been known to the coining and note-forging fraternity as Müller, alias Passhin, the man who had at least three murders to his record.

And this man was Markoffs hireling! What, I wondered, was the actual price placed upon my head?

For a whole week — seven weary days — I was compelled to remain there in Olekminsk. I wanted to push forward, but the exiled doctor would not allow it.

There was a small and wretched colony of political exiles in the village, and I visited them. Fancy a poet and littérateur, one of those rare Russian souls whose wonder-working effusions must ultimately enlighten and enfranchise the people — a Turgenieff — immured for life in that snowy desert. Yet in Olekminsk there was such a one. He lived in a wretched one-roomed, log-built cabin within a stones-throw of the house wherein I so nearly lost my life — a tall, alert, deep-eyed man, whom even the savagery of his surroundings could not dispirit or cool the ardour of his wonderful genius. From his prolific pen flowed a ceaseless stream of learning and of light; he wrote and wrote, and in this writing forgot his wrongs and sorrows. The authorities — the local officials who wield such autocratic authority in those parts — were overjoyed to see him in this mood. They fostered his rich whim, they encouraged him to write his books, the manuscripts of which they seized and sold in Petersburg and Berlin, Paris and London.

Yet he lived in a smoky, wooden hovel, banked up by snow, and wrote his books upon a rough wooden bench, which was polished at the spot over which his forearm travelled with his pen.

No exile, I found, was allowed to carry on any business, teach in a school, till the soil, labour at a trade, practise a profession, or engage in any work otherwise than through a master. If I wanted any service, an exile would sometimes come and offer to perform it, but I would have to pay his master, upon whose bounty he must depend for remuneration.

The doctor, named Kasharofski who bandaged me was not a revolutionist, or at all intemperate in his political views. He was one of the thousands of Markoffs victims sacrificed in order that the Chief of Secret Police should remain in favour with the Emperor. Therefore he was not in favour with many of his fellow-exiles, who held pronounced revolutionary views. He was on pleasant visiting terms with the chief of police, and I often went to his wretched, carpetless hut, around which were sleeping bunks, and spent many an hour with him listening to the cruel, inhuman wrong from which he had suffered at the hands of that marvellously alert organisation, the Secret Police.

One grey, snowy afternoon, while I sat with him in his bare wooden hut, one room with benches around for beds, and he smoked a cigar I had given him, he burst forth angrily against the exile system, declaring: The whole government is a monstrous mistake. Russia has been striding in vain to populate Siberia for a thousand years, but she will never succeed so long as she continues in her present policy of converting the land into a vast penitentiary wherein the prisoners are prevented from making an honest livelihood, and so driven, if criminals, to a further commission of crime. Beyond doubt there are rogues of the very worst type in Russia and Siberia, but certainly it is plain that their mode of punishment will never tend to elevate or reform them; further, it is utterly impossible that Siberia, under its present system of government, should ever be populated or improved, as have been the penal colonies of the French and English.

His words were, alas! too true. What I had seen of Siberia and its exile system — those terrible prisons where men and women were herded together and infected with typhoid and smallpox; those wretched hovels of the political settlement, and those chained gangs of despairing prisoners on the roads — had indeed filled me with horror. The condition of those exiles, both socially and morally, was utterly appalling.

The day after my conversation with Doctor Kasharofski, after a week of irritating delay, in which every moment I feared that I was losing valuable time, I set forth again upon my last stage, the journey of four hundred miles of snow-covered tundra and forests of cheerless silver birch to Yakutsk.

Did Madame de Rosen still live, or had Markoff taken good care that, even though I escaped the assassins knife, I should never meet her again in the flesh?

Ay, that was the one important question. And my heart beat quickly as, bidding farewell to my hospitable friend, the chief of police, our three shaggy horses plunged jingling away into the snow.


Chapter Twenty Four.

The Journeys End.
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THE FARTHER NORTH we pushed, the worse became the roads, and snow fell daily. Only by following the line of telegraph and the verst-posts could we find the road, which sometimes ran along the Lena valley, and at others crossed high hills or penetrated deep, gloomy forests of dwarfed leafless trees.

After three days we approached a high mountain range, where absolute silence reigned and the snowfall was constant and heavy. The trees were so overburdened with the white weight softly and quietly heaped upon them, that many had broken down completely and obstructed the wild road through the forest. Vasilli had furnished us with hatchets for this purpose, and we were often compelled to stop and hack and drag the fallen trees from our path.

When at last we had gained the top of the mountain pass, we at once felt a complete change in the atmosphere. Whereas to the south everything was as calm as the quiet of death, in front of us a gale was already blowing, and instead of trees bowed down and breaking with their burden of snow, to the northward of the mountain range not a single flake appeared on the shrubbery or woodland.

We had passed from the world of silence to the wild, bleak regions of the Arctic blizzard. All that day we toiled through deep snow, the mountain road rugged beyond description and the tearing wind icy and howling. It blew as though it would never calm. And the distance between the two lonely post-houses was one hundred and twenty-four English miles. Not a vestige of a habitation between. All was a great lone land.

The frost was intense, and icicles hung from Vasillis beard and from our own moustaches — a black deadly cold, rendered the more biting by the wind straight from the Polar ice-pack.

I looked up upon that awful snow-covered road and shuddered. Luba and her mother had actually traversed it on foot. Because they had been marked as dangerous the Cossack captain had exposed them to that terrible suffering, hoping that they would thereby die before reaching Yakutsk — in which case he would, no doubt, receive a word of commendation from the Governor.

We were now fast approaching the dreaded Arctic penal settlements, of which the town of Yakutsk was the centre, distant over four thousand miles from the Russian frontier, every inch of which we had traversed by road.

Hour by hour, day by day, onward we went, with those irritating bells ever jingling in our ears. Petrakoff slept, his head sunk wearily upon his breast, but my mind was much too agitated for sleep. I had, by good fortune, escaped the assassin who had followed me hot-foot across Asia, and now I must soon overtake the unfortunate woman from whose lips I would seek permission for Her Highness to speak.

Pakrovskoe, a mere handful of huts, came in sight one day just as the grey light faded. It was the last village before our goal — Yakutsk. We changed horses and ate some dried fish and rye bread, washed down by a cup of weak tea. Then, after half an hours rest, again we went forward into the grey gloom of the snow, where on our left at the edge of the plain showed the pale yellow streak of the winter afterglow.

Through that long, interminable night we toiled on and ever on in deep snowdrifts. Vasilli ever and anon uttering curses in his beard, for the horses we had obtained at Pakrovskoe were terrible screws.

At length, however, just as the first grey of dawn appeared on the horizon our driver pointed with his whip, crying excitedly:

Yakutsk! Excellency! Yakutsk! God be thanked for a safe journey!

At first I could see nothing, but presently, straining my eyes straight before me, I discerned at the far edge of the snow-covered plain several low towers with bulgy spires, and a long line of house roofs silhouetted against the faint horizon.

Petrakoff gazed forth sleepily, and then with a low, half-conscious grunt lapsed again into inert slumber.

But no longer could I close my eyes. I drew my furs more closely round me, and sat with eyes fixed upon my longed-for goal.

Would success crown my efforts, or had, alas! poor Marya de Rosen succumbed to the brutal treatment meted out to her by the Cossack captain.

After three eager, breathless hours, which seemed weeks to me, we at last drove into the long wide thoroughfare which is the principal street of that northerly town — a road lined by small, square wooden houses, with sloping roofs, each surrounded by its little stockade. The town seemed practically deserted, a dreary, dismal, silent place, of which half the inhabitants were exiles or the free children of exiles. The remainder were, as I afterwards discovered, free Russians — merchants who had emigrated there for the advantage of trade, together with a host of Government officials — Cossack, civil, police, revenue, church, etc.

Without much difficulty we found the Guestnitsa Hotel, a wretched place, verminous and dirty, like every other hotel in all Siberia was before the enlightening days of the great railroad. Here I established myself, and sent Petrakoff with a note to the Governor-General, asking for audience without delay.

Scarcely had I washed, shaved and made myself a trifle presentable — though I fear my unshorn hair presented a somewhat shaggy appearance — when the agent of police returned with a note from His Excellency General Vorontzoff, Governor-General of the province, expressing his regret that owing to being compelled to make a military inspection during that day he was unable to receive me until five oclock in the evening.

Thus was I compelled to await His Excellencys pleasure.

The fame of Alexander Vorontzoff was well-known in Petersburg. He was a hard, hide-bound bureaucrat, without a spark of pity or of human feeling. And for that reason the camarilla surrounding His Majesty the Emperor had managed to obtain his appointment as Governor-General of Yakutsk. He was the catspaw of that half-dozen astute Ministers who terrorised the Emperor and his Court, and by so doing feathered their own nests. Politicals committed by Markoff to his tender mercies were shown little consideration, for was not his appointment as Governor-General mainly on account of his brutal treatment of offenders during his term of office at Tomsk?

Hartwig, had, more than once, mentioned this man as the most cruel, inhuman official in all Siberia. Therefore, being forewarned, I was ready to meet him on his own ground.

Many a man, and many a delicate woman, transported there from Russia, although quite as innocent of revolutionary ideas as my friend Madame de Rosen, had lived but a few short days on their arrival at the prison at Yakutsk, horrible tales of which had even filtered through back to Petersburg and Moscow.

One fact well-known was that, two years before, when smallpox had broken out at the prison, this brutal official caused a whole batch of prisoners to be placed in a room where a dozen other prisoners were lying in the last stages of that fatal disease, with the result that over two hundred exiles became infected, and of them one hundred and eighty died without receiving the least medical attention.

Such an action stood to his credit in the bureau of the Ministry of the Interior at Petersburg! He had saved the Empire the keep of a hundred and eighty prisoners — mostly the victims of Markoff and the camarilla!

When at five oclock I was ushered into a big, gloomy room, lit by a hundred candles in brass sconces, a vulgar, thick-set man in tight-fitting, dark green uniform, his breast glittering with decorations, rose to greet me in a thick, deep voice. I judged him to be nearly sixty, with grey, steely eyes, a bloated face, short-cropped grey beard, and very square shoulders.

He apologised for his absence during the day, and after handing me a cigarette invited me to a chair covered with red plush, himself taking one opposite to me.

I have been already notified of your coming, he said, speaking through his beard. They sent me word from Petersburg that you were travelling to Yakutsk. I am very delighted to receive you as guest of my Imperial Master. In what way can I be of service to you?

I treated him with considerable hauteur, as became one bearing the order of the Tzar.

From my pocket I produced the Imperial instructions to all Governors of the Asiatic provinces to do my bidding. As soon as he saw it his manner changed and he became most humble and submissive.

I must again apologise for not receiving you — for not calling upon you instantly on your arrival, Mr Trewinnard. But, truth to tell, I had for the moment forgotten that you were the guest of His Imperial Majesty. I had quite overlooked the telegram sent to me months ago, he said; and then he read the other permits I produced. I hope you have had a safe journey, and not too uncomfortable, he went on. I travelled once from Moscow in winter, and I must confess I, although a Russian, found it uncommonly cold.

I gave him to understand that I had not travelled over six thousand miles merely to talk of climatic conditions.

But he strode with swagger across the big, well-furnished room, his gay decorations glittering in the candle-light. The treble windows were closed with thick, dark green curtains pulled across them. The armchairs and sofa were leather-covered, and at the farther end of the room was a big, littered writing-table set near the high stove of glazed brick.

He was a bachelor, with the reputation of being a hard drinker and a confirmed gambler. And under the iron hand of this unsympathetic and brutal official ten thousand political exiles, scattered all over the Arctic province, led an existence to which, in many cases, death would have been far preferable.

Upon the dark green walls of that sombre room — a room in which many a wretched political had pleaded in vain — was a single picture, a portrait of the Emperor, one of those printed by the thousand and distributed to every Government office throughout the great Empire. His Excellency General Vorontzoff, as representative of the Emperor, lived in considerable state with a large military staff, and Cossack sentries posted at all the doors. He was as unapproachable as the Tzar himself, probably knowing how hated he was among those unfortunates over whom he held the power of life and death. For the ordinary man to obtain audience of him was wellnigh impossible.

The explicit order in His Majestys own handwriting altered things considerably in my case, and I saw that he was greatly puzzled as to who I really could be, and why his Master had been so solicitous regarding my welfare.

I have travelled from Petersburg, Your Excellency, in order to have private interviews with two political prisoners who have recently arrived here, I explained at last.

He frowned slightly at mention of the word political.

I understand, he said. They are friends of yours — eh?

Yes, I replied. And I wish to have interviews with the ladies with as little delay as possible.

Ladies — eh? he asked, raising his grey eyebrows. Who are they?

Their name is de Rosen, I said, but their exile numbers are 14956 and 14957.

He bent to his writing-table, near which he was at that moment standing, and scribbled down the numbers. They arrived recently, you say?

Yes. And I may tell you in confidence that a grave injustice has been done in exiling them. His Majesty is about to institute full and searching inquiries into the circumstances.

His bloated face fell. He grew a trifle paler, and regarded me with some concern.

I suppose they arrived with the last convoy? he said reflectively. We will quickly see.

And he rang a bell, in answer to which a smart young Cossack officer appeared, saluting.

To him he handed the slip of paper with the numbers, saying in that hard, imperious voice of his:

Report at once to me the whereabouts of these two prisoners. They arrived recently, and I am awaiting information.

The officer again saluted and withdrew. Scarcely had he closed the door when another officer, wearing his heavy greatcoat flecked with snow, entered and, saluting, handed the Governor a paper, saying:

The prisoners for Kolimsk are ready to start, Excellency.

How many?

Two hundred and seven — one hundred and twenty-six men, and eighty-one women. Your Excellency.

Sredne Kolimsk! That was the most northerly and most dreaded settlement in all the Arctic, still distant nearly one thousand miles — the living tomb of so many of Markoffs victims.

Are they outside? asked the Governor. To which the officer in charge replied in the affirmative.

May I see them? I asked. Whereupon my request was readily granted.

But before we went outside General Vorontzoff took the list from the Captains hand and scrawled his signature — the signature which sent two hundred and seven men and women to the coldest region in the world — that frozen bourne whence none ever returned.

Outside in the dark snowy night the wretched gang, in rough, grey, snow-covered clothes, were assembled, a dismal gathering of the most hopeless and dejected wretches in the world, all of them educated, and the majority being members of the professional classes. Yet all had, by that single stroke of the Governors pen, been consigned to a terrible fate, existence in the filthy yaurtas or huts of the half-civilised Yakuts — an unwashed race who live in the same stable as their cows, and whose habits are incredibly disgusting.

That huddled, shivering crowd had already trudged over four thousand miles on foot and survived, though how many had died on the way would never be told. They stood there like driven cattle, inert, silent and broken. Hardly a word was spoken, save by the mounted Cossack guards, who smoked or joked, several of them having been drinking vodka freely before leaving.

The Governor, standing at my side, glanced around them, mere shadows on the snow. Then he exclaimed with a low laugh, as though amused:

Even this fate is too good for such vermin! Lets go inside.

I followed him in without a word. My heart bled for those poor unfortunate creatures, who at that moment, at a loud word of command from the Cossack captain, moved away into the bleak and stormy night.

In the cosy warmth of his own room General Vorontzoff threw himself into a deep armchair and declared that I must leave the Guestnitsa and become his guest, an invitation which I had no inclination to accept. He offered me champagne, which I was compelled out of courtesy to drink, and we sat smoking until presently the young Cossack officer reappeared, bearing a bundle of official papers.

Well, where are they? inquired the Governor quickly. How slow you are! he added emphatically.

The two prisoners in question are still here in Yakutsk, was the officers reply. They have not yet been sent on to Parotovsk.

Then I must go to them at once, I cried in eagerness, starting up quickly from my chair. I must speak with them without delay. I demand to do so — in the Tzars name.

The officer bent and whispered some low words into His Excellencys ear; whereupon the Governor, turning to me with a strange expression upon his coarse countenance, said in a quiet voice:

I much regret, Mr Trewinnard, but I fear that is impossible — quite impossible!


Chapter Twenty Five.

Luba Makes a Statement.
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IMPOSSIBLE! I ECHOED, staring at the all-powerful official. Why?

He shrugged his shoulders, slowly flicked the ash from his cigarette and glanced at the paper which the officer had handed to him.

I saw that beneath the candle-light his heavy features had changed. The diamond upon his finger flashed evilly.

My pen and writing-pad, he said, addressing his aide-de-camp.

The latter went to the writing-table and handed what he required.

His Excellency rapidly scribbled a few words, then tearing off the sheet of paper handed it to me, saying:

As you so particularly wish to see them, I suppose your request must be granted. Here is an order to the prison governor.

I took it with a word of thanks, and without delay put on my heavy fur shuba and accompanied the aide-de-camp out into the darkness. He carried a big, old-fashioned lantern to guide my footsteps, though the walk through the steadily-falling snow was not a long one.

Presently we came to a series of long, wood-built houses, windowless save for some small apertures high near the roof, standing behind a high stockade before which Cossack sentries, huddled in their greatcoats, were pacing, white, snowy figures in the gloom.

My guide uttered some password, which brought two sentries at the door to the salute, and then the great gates opened and we entered a big, open space which we crossed to the bureau, a large, low room, lit by a single evil-smelling petroleum lamp. Here I met a narrow-jawed, deep-eyed man in uniform — the prison governor, to whom I presented my permit.

He called a Cossack gaoler, a big, fur-clad man with a jingling bunch of keys at his waist, and I followed him out across the courtyard to one of the long wooden sheds, the door of which he with difficulty unlocked, unbolted, and threw open.

A hot, stifling breath of crowded humanity met me upon the threshold, a foetid odour of dirt, for the place was unventilated, and then by the single lamp high in the roof I saw that along each side of the shed were inclined plank benches crowded by sleeping or reclining women still in their prison clothes, huddled side by side with their heads against the wall, their feet to the narrow gangway.

Prisoners! shouted the gaoler in Russian. Attention! Where is one four nine five seven?

There was a silence as I stood upon the threshold.

Come, cried the man petulantly. I want her here.

A weak, thin voice, low and trembling, responded, and from the gloom slowly emerged a female figure in thick, ill-fitting clothes of grey cloth, unkempt and ragged.

Move quickly, snapped the gaoler. Here is someone to see you!

To see me! repeated the weak voice slowly. Next moment, the light of the lantern revealed my face, I suppose, for she dashed forward, crying in English: Why — you, Mr Trewinnard! Ah! save me! Oh! save me! I beg of you.

And she clung to me, trembling with fear.

It was the girl Luba de Rosen! Alas! so altered was she, so pale, haggard and prematurely-aged that I scarcely recognised her. Her appearance was dejected, ragged, horrible! Her fair hair that used to be so much admired was now tangled over her eyes, and her fine figure hidden by her rough, ill-fitting prison gown, which was old, dirty and tattered. I stared at her, speechless in horror.

She was only nineteen. In that smart set in which her mother moved her beauty had been much admired. Madame de Rosen was the widow of a wealthy Jew banker, and on account of her late husbands loans to certain high officials to cover their gambling debts, all doors had been open to her. I recollected when I had last seen Luba, the night before her arrest. She had worn a pretty, Paris-made gown of carnation chiffon, and was waltzing with a good-looking young officer of the Kazan Dragoons. Alas! what a different picture she now presented.

Luba! I said quietly in English, taking her hand as she clung to me. Come outside. I am here to speak with you. I want to talk with you alone.

The gaoler, who had had his orders from the Governor, relocked and bolted the door, and taking his lantern, withdrew a respectable distance while I stood with Luba under the wooden wall of the prison wherein she had been confined.

I have followed you here, I said, opening my capacious fur coat and throwing it around the poor shivering girl. I only arrived to-night. Where is your mother? I must see her at once.

She was silent. In the darkness I saw that her white face was downcast.

I felt her sobbing as I held her, weak and tearful, in my arms. She seemed, poor girl, too overcome at meeting me to be able to speak. She tried to articulate some words, but they became choked by stifled sobs.

Your mother has been very ill, I hear, Luba, I said. Is she better?

But the girl only drew a long sigh and slowly shook her head.

I — I cant tell you — Mr Trewinnard! she managed to exclaim. It is all too terrible — horrible! My poor mother! Poor darling! She — she died this morning!

Dead! I gasped. My heart sank within me. The iron entered my soul.

Yes. Alas! responded the unfortunate girl. And I am left alone — all alone in this awful place! Ah! Mr Trewinnard, you do not know — you can never dream how much we have suffered since we left Petersburg. I would have preferred death a thousand times to this. And my poor mother. She is dead — at last she now has peace. The Cossacks cannot beat her with their whips any more.

Where did she die? I asked blankly.

In here — in this prison, upon the bench beside where I slept. Ah! she cried, I feel now as though I shall go mad. I lived only for her take — to wait upon her and try to alleviate her sufferings. Now that she has been taken from me I have no other object for which to live in this dreary waste of ice and snow. In a week I shall be sent on to Parotovsk with the others. But I hope before reaching there that God will be merciful and allow me to die.

No, no! I exclaimed, my hand placed tenderly upon the poor girls shoulder. Banish such thoughts. You may be released yet. I am here, striving towards that end.

But she only shook her head again very mournfully. Nobody is released from Siberia.

As we stood together, my heavy coat wrapped about her in order to protect her a little from the piercing blast, she told me how, under the fatigue and exposure of the journey, her mother had fallen so ill that she one day dropped exhausted by the roadside. One Cossack officer, finding her unconscious, suggested that she should be left there to die, as fully half a dozen other delicate women had been left. But another officer of the convoy, a trifle more humane, had her placed in a tarantass, and by that means she had travelled as far as Tulunovsk. But the officer in charge there had compelled her to again walk, and over that last thousand miles of snow she had dragged wearily until, ill and worn out, she had arrived in Yakutsk.

From the moment of her arrival she had scarcely spoken. So weak was she, that she could only lie upon the bare wooden bench, and was ever begging to be allowed to die. And only that morning had she peacefully passed away. I had arrived twelve hours too late!

She had carried her secret to her grave!

I heard the terrible story from the girls lips in silence. My long weary journey had been all in vain.

From the beginning to the end of poor Madames illness no medical man had seen her. From what she had suffered no one knew, and certainly nobody cared a jot. She was, in the eyes of the law, a dangerous political who had died on the journey to the distant settlement to which she had been banished. And how many others, alas! had succumbed to the rigours of that awful journey!

I walked with Luba back to the Governors bureau, and in obedience to my demand he gave me a room — a bare place with a brick stove, before which the poor sad-eyed girl sat with me.

I saw that the death of her mother had utterly crushed her spirit. Transferred from the gaiety and luxury of Petersburg, her pretty home and her merry circle of friends, away to that wilderness of snow, with brutal Cossacks as guards — men who beat exhausted women with whips as one lashes a dog — her brain was at last becoming affected. At certain moments she seemed very curious in her manner. Her deep blue eyes had an unusual intense expression in them — a look which I certainly did not like. That keen glittering glance was, I knew, precursory to madness.

Though unkempt and ragged, wearing an old pair of mens high boots and a dirty red handkerchief tied about her head, her beauty was still remarkable. Her pretty mouth was perhaps harder, and it tightened at the corners as she related the tragic story of their arrest and their subsequent journey. Yet her eyes were splendid, and her cheeks were still dimpled they had been when I had so often sat at tea with her in her mothers great salon in Petersburg, a room decorated in white, with rose-du-Barri furniture.

In tenderness I hold her hand as she told me of the brutal treatment both she and her fellow-prisoners had received at the hands of the Cossacks.

Never mind, Luba, I said with a smile, endeavouring to cheer her, every cloud has its silver lining. Your poor mother is dead, and nobody regrets it more than myself. I travelled in haste from England in order to see her — in order to advise her to reveal to me a certain secret which she possessed.

A secret! said the girl, looking straight into my face. A secret of what?

Well, I said slowly, first, Luba, let me explain that as you well know, I am an old friend of your dear mother.

I know that, of course, she said. Poor mother has frequently spoken of you during her journey. She often used to wonder what you would think when you heard of our arrest.

I knew you were both the innocent victims of General Markoff, I said quickly.

Ah! then you knew that! she cried. How did you know?

Because I was well aware that Markoff was your mothers bitterest enemy, I answered.

He was. But why? Do you know that, Mr Trewinnard? Can you give me any explanation? It has always been a most complete mystery to me. Mother always refused to tell me anything.

I paused. I had hoped that she would know something, or at least that she might give me some hint which would serve as a clue by which to elucidate the mystery of those incriminating letters, now, alas! destroyed.

Has your mother told you nothing? I asked, looking earnestly straight in her face.

Nothing.

Immediately before her arrest she gave to Her Imperial Highness the Grand Duchess Natalia certain letters, asking her to keep them in safety. Are you aware of that?

Mother told me so, the girl replied. She also believed that the letters in question must have fallen into General Markoffs hands.

Why?

I do not know. She often said so.

She believed that the arrest and exile of you both was due to the knowledge of what those letters contained — eh? I asked.

I think so.

But tell me, Luba, I asked very earnestly, did your mother ever reveal to you the nature of those letters? I am here to discover this — because — well, to tell the truth, because your friend the Grand Duchess Natasha is in deadly peril.

In peril, why? Where is she?

In a few brief words I told her of Natalias incognita at Brighton, and of the attempt that had been made to assassinate us both, in order to suppress any knowledge of the letters that either of us might have gained.

Our own sad case is on a par with yours, she declared thoughtfully at last. Poor mother was, I think, aware of some secret of General Markoffs. Perhaps it was believed that she had told me. At any rate, we were both arrested and sent here, where we should never have any opportunity of using our information.

You have no idea of its nature, Luba, I asked in a low voice, still deeply in earnest. I mean you have no suspicion of the actual nature of the contents of those letters which your mother gave into Natalias care?

The girl was silent for some time, her eyes downcast in thought.

At last she replied:

It would be untrue to say that I entertain no suspicion. But, alas! I have no corroboration. My belief is only based upon what my dear mother so often used to repeat to me.

And what was that? I asked.

That she had held the life of Russias oppressor, General Markoff, in her hand. That she could have crushed and ruined him as he so justly deserved; but that for motives of humanity she had warned him of repeating his dastardly actions, and had long hesitated to bring him to ruin and to death.

Ah! the brute. He knew that, I cried. He craftily awaited his opportunity, then he dealt her a cowardly blow, by arresting her and sending her here, where even in life or in death her lips would be closed for ever.


Chapter Twenty Six.

Not in the Newspapers.
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TWELVE WEEKS HAD elapsed — cold, weary weeks of constant sledging over those bleak, snow-bound plains, westward, back to civilisation.

On the twenty-seventh of April — I have, alas! cause to remember the date — at six oclock in the evening, I alighted from the train at Brighton, and Hartwig came eagerly forward to greet me.

I had journeyed incessantly, avoiding Petersburg and coming by Warsaw and Berlin to the Hook of Holland, and that morning had apprised him of my arrival in England; but, I fear, as I emerged from the train my appearance must have been somewhat travel-worn. True, I had bought some ready-made clothes in Berlin — a new overcoat and a new hat. But I was horribly conscious that they were ill-fitting, as is every man who wears a ready-to-wear garment — as the tailors call it.

Yes, I was utterly fagged out after that long and fruitless errand, and a I glanced at Hartwig I detected in an instant that something unusual had occurred.

Whats the matter? I asked quickly. What has happened?

Ah! that I unfortunately do not exactly know, Mr Trewinnard, was his reply in a tone quite unusual to him.

But what has occurred?

Disaster, he answered in a low, hoarse voice. Her Highness has mysteriously disappeared!

Disappeared! I gasped, halting and staring at him. How? With whom?

How can we tell? he asked, with a gesture of despair.

Explain, I urged. Tell me quickly. How did it happen?

Together we walked slowly out of the station-yard down in the direction of Kings Road, when he said:

Well, the facts are briefly these. Last Monday — that is five days ago — Her Highness and Miss West had been over to Eastbourne by train to see an old schoolfellow of the Grand Duchesss, a certain Miss Finlay — with whom I have since had an interview. They lunched at Mrs Finlays house — one of those new ones on the road to Beachy Head — and left, together with Miss Finlay, to walk back to the station at half-past seven oclock. Her Highness would not drive, but preferred to walk along the Promenade and up Terminus Road. When close to the station, Dmitri — who accompanied them — says that Her Highness stopped suddenly before a fancy needlework shop, while the other two went on. The Grand Duchess, before entering the shop, motioned to Dmitri to walk along to the station, for his surveillance, as you know, always irritated her. Dmitri, therefore, strolled on — and — well, that was the last seen of her Highness!

Impossible! I gasped.

I have made every effort to trace her, but without avail, declared Hartwig in despair. It appears that she purchased some coloured silks for embroidery, paid for them, and then went out quite calmly. The girl who served her recollects her customer being met upon the threshold by a man who raised his hat in greeting and spoke to her. But she could not see his face, nor could she, in the dusk, discern whether he were young or old. The young lady seemed to be pleased to meet him, and, very curiously, it struck her at the time that that meeting had been prearranged.

Why? I asked.

Because she says that the young lady, while making her purchase, glanced anxiously at her gold wristlet-watch once or twice.

She had a train to catch, remember.

Yes. I put that point before the girl, but she remains unshaken in her conviction that Her Highness met the man there by appointment. In any case, he added, we have been unable to discover any trace of her since.

I was silent for a moment.

But, surely, Hartwig, this is a most extraordinary affair! I cried. She may have been decoyed into the hands of Danilovitch!

That is, alas! what I very much fear, the police official admitted. This I believe to be some deeply-laid plot of Markoffs to secure her silence. You have been across Siberia, and arrived too late, yet Her Highness is still in possession of the secret. She is the only living menace to Markoff. Is it not natural, therefore, that he should take steps to seal her lips?

We must discover her, Hartwig — we must find her, either alive or dead, I said resolutely.

This news staggered me, fagged and worn out as I was. I had been compelled to leave Luba in the hands of the Governor-General, who had promised, because I was the guest of His Majesty, that he would do all in his power to render her lot less irksome. Indeed, she had been transferred to one of the rooms in the prison hospital in Yakutsk, and was under a wardress, instead of being guarded by those brutal, uncouth Cossacks.

But this sudden disappearance of Natalia just at the very moment when her presence was of greatest importance held me utterly bewildered. All my efforts had been in vain!

Should I telegraph the alarming news to the Emperor?

Hartwig explained to me how diligently he had searched, and at once I realised the expert method with which he was dealing with the remarkable affair, and the wide scope of his inquiry. No man in Europe was more fitted to institute such a search. He had, in confidence, invoked the aid of New Scotland Yard, and being known by the heads of the Criminal Investigation Department, they had allowed him to direct the inquiry.

At present, he said, the papers are fortunately in entire ignorance of the matter. I have been very careful that nothing shall leak out, for the story would, of course, be a grand one for the sensational Press. The public, however, does not know whose identity is hidden beneath the name of Gottorp, and no reporter dreams that a Russian Grand Duchess has been living incognita in Brunswick Square, he added with a smile. The Criminal Investigation Department have agreed with me that it would be unwise for a single word to leak out regarding the disappearance. Of course they incline to the theory of a secret lover — but—

You suspect young Drury — eh? I interrupted quickly.

I hardly know what theory to form, he said with a puzzled air: while the shopgirl in Eastbourne describes the appearance of the mans back as exactly similar to that of Mr Drury, yet I cannot believe that he would willingly play us such a trick. I know him quite well, and I believe him to be a very honest, upright, straightforward young fellow.

He knows nothing of Her Highnesss real identity? I asked anxiously, as we still strolled down towards the sea.

Has no suspicion whatever of it. He believes Miss Gottorp to be the daughter of a Berlin brewer who died and left her a fortune. No, he went on, I detect in this affair one of Markoffs clever plots. She probably believed that she was to meet young Drury, and adopted that ruse to pause and speak with him — but — !

But what? I asked, turning and looking into his grave face, revealed by the light of a shop window.

Well — she was led into a trap, he said. Decoyed away into one of the side streets, perhaps — and then — well, who knows what might have happened?

You have searched Eastbourne, I suppose?

The Criminal Investigation Department are doing so, he said. I am making a perfectly independent inquiry.

You have reported nothing yet to Petersburg — eh?

Not a word. What can I say? I have asked Miss West to refrain from uttering a syllable — also the Finlays have promised entire secrecy.

There is a motive in her disappearance, Hartwig, I said. What is it?

Ah! Thats just it, Mr Trewinnard, he replied. Her Highness had no motive whatever to disappear. Mr Drury was always welcome at Brunswick Square, for Miss West entirely approved of him. Besides, his presence had prevented other flirtations. Therefore there was no reason that there should have been any clandestine meeting in Eastbourne.

Then the only other suggestion is that of treachery.

Exactly. And that is the correct one — depend upon it.

If she has fallen into Markoffs hands then she may be already dead! I gasped, staring at him. If so, the secret will remain a secret for ever!

For a moment the great detective remained silent. Then slowly he said:

To tell the truth, that is exactly what I fear. Yes, I will try and suppress the horrible apprehension. It is too terrible.

Danilovitch is unscrupulous, I said, and he hates us.

No doubt he does. He fears us, yet— and he paused. Yet a most curious point is the fact that Her Highness deliberately remained behind and sent Dmitri on, in order to be allowed opportunity to escape his vigilance.

All cleverly planned by her enemies, I declared. She was misled, and fell into some very cunningly-baited trap, without a doubt. Do you believe she is still in Eastbourne?

No.

Neither do I, was my assertion. She went to London, no doubt, for there she would be easily concealed — if death has not already overtaken her — as it has overtaken poor Madame de Rosen.

I trust not, he said very thoughtfully. Then he added: I have been thinking whether we might not again approach Danilovitch?

He is our enemy and hers. He will give us no satisfaction, I said. Certainly, whatever plot suggested by Markoff arose in his fertile brain. And his plots usually have the same result — the death of the victim. It may be so in this case, I added reflectively; but I sincerely trust not.

Hartwig drew a long breath. His face clouded.

Remember, he said, it is to Markoffs advantage — indeed to him her death means the suppression of some disgraceful truth. If she lives — then his fall is imminent. I have foreseen this all along, hence my constant precaution, which, alas! was relaxed last Monday, because I had to go to London to consult the Ambassador. They evidently were aware of that.

I explained the failure of my errand, whereat he drew a long breath and said:

It almost seems, Mr Trewinnard, that our enemies have secured the advantage of us, after all. I really feel they have.

You fear that the trap into which Her Highness has fallen is a fatal one — eh? I asked, glancing at him quickly.

What can I reply? he said in a low tone. Every inquiry I can devise is in progress. All the ports are watched, and observation is kept night and day upon the house in Lower Clapton from a house opposite, which Matthews, of New Scotland Yard, has taken for the purpose. Her Highness has not been there — up to now. Markoff is in Petersburg.

The great detective — the man whose cleverness in the detection of crime was perhaps unequalled in Europe — drew a long, thoughtful face as he halted with me beneath a street-lamp.

People hurried past us, ignorant of the momentous question we were discussing.

Where is Drury? I asked suddenly.

Ah! That is yet another point, answered Hartwig. He, too, is missing — he has disappeared!


Chapter Twenty Seven.

At Tzarskoie-Selo.
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JUST BEFORE ELEVEN oclock that night, accompanied by Hartwig, I called at Richard Drurys cosy artistic flat in Albemarle Street, and in answer to my questions his valet, a tall, thin-faced young man, informed me that his master was not at home.

I understand that you have had no news of him since last Monday? I said. The fact is, this gentleman is a detective, and we are endeavouring to elucidate the mystery of Mr Drurys disappearance.

The valet recognised Hartwig as having called before, and invited us into the small bachelor sitting-room, over the mantelpiece of which were many photographs of its owners friends — the majority being of the opposite sex.

Well, sir, its a complete mystery, the man replied. My master slept here on Sunday night, and left for the country on Monday afternoon. He had a directors meeting at Westminster on Tuesday, and told me that he should be back at midday. But he has never returned. Thats all. They sent round from the office to know if he was in town, and of course I told them that he had not come back.

Have there been any callers lately? I asked. Has a lady been here?

Only one lady ever calls, sir — a foreign lady named Gottorp.

And has she been here lately? I inquired quickly. She called on the Friday, and they went out together to lunch at Juless. She often calls. Shes a very nice young lady, sir.

She hasnt called since Monday? I asked.

No, sir. A stranger — a foreigner — called on Tuesday afternoon and inquired for Mr Drury.

A foreigner! I exclaimed. Who was he? Describe him.

Oh! he was a dark, middle-aged man, dressed in a shabby brown suit. He wanted to see Mr Drury very particularly.

Hartwig and I exchanged glances. Was the caller an agent of Secret Police.

What did he say when you told him of your masters absence?

He seemed rather puzzled, and went away expressing his intention of calling again.

He was a stranger?

Id never seen him before, sir.

And this Miss Gottorp — is your master very attached to her?

He worships her, as the sayin is, sir, replied the man frankly. She lives down at Brighton, and he spends half his time there on her account.

You say your master left London for the country on Monday afternoon. What was his destination?

Ah, I dont know. I only know he drove to Victoria, but whether he left by the South Eastern or the South Coast line is a mystery.

I had already formed a theory that Drury had travelled down to Eastbourne and had met his well-beloved outside the shop in Terminus Road. Afterwards both had disappeared! My amazement was mingled with annoyance and chagrin. Natalia had, alas! too little regard for the convenances. She had acted foolishly, with that recklessness which had always characterised her and had already scandalised the Imperial Family. Now it had resulted in her becoming victim of some dastardly plot, the exact nature of which was not yet apparent.

For half an hour we both questioned Drurys valet, but could learn little of further interest. Therefore we left, and strolled along Piccadilly as far as St. Jamess Club, where, until a late hour, we sat discussing the sensational affair.

Was it an elopement, or had they both fallen victims of some cleverly-conceived trap in which we detected the sinister hand of His Excellency General Serge Markoff?

Next day I returned to Brighton and closely questioned Miss West, the maid Davey, and the puzzled Dmitri. I saw the manager of the hotel where Drury was in the habit of staying, and, discovering that Drurys friend, Doctor Ingram, lived in Gower Street, I resumed to London and that same night succeeded in running him to earth.

He was perfectly frank.

Dick has disappeared as suddenly as if the earth has swallowed him, he declared. I cant make it out, especially as he told me he had a most important directors meeting last Tuesday, and that he must travel up to Greenock on Thursday to be present at the launch of a new cruiser which his firm is building for the Admiralty. He certainly would have kept those two appointments had he been free to do so.

You knew Miss Gottorp, I believe? I asked of the quiet-mannered, studious young man in gold-rimmed glasses.

Quite well. Dicks man told me yesterday that the young lady has also disappeared, he said. It is really most extraordinary. I cant make it out. Dick is not the kind of man to elope, you know. Hes too straightforward and honourable. Besides, he was always made most welcome at Brunswick Square — though, between ourselves, the young lady though inexpressibly charming, was always a very great mystery to me. I went with Dick twice to her house, and on each occasion saw men, foreigners they seemed, lurking about the hall. They eyed one suspiciously, and I did not like to visit her on that account.

I pretended ignorance, but could see that he held Natalia in some suspicion. Indeed, he half hinted that for aught they knew, the pretty young lady might be some clever foreign adventuress.

At that I laughed heartily. What would he think if I spoke the truth?

Next day I put into the personal columns of several of the London newspapers an advertisement which read:

Gottorp. — Have returned: very anxious; write club — Uncle Colin.

Then for four days I waited for a reply, visiting the club a dozen times each day, but all in vain.

I called at Chesham House one afternoon and had a chat with His Excellency the Russian Ambassador. He was unaware of Her Imperial Highnesss disappearance, and I did not inform him. I wanted to know what knowledge he possessed, and whether Markoff was still in Petersburg. I discovered that he knew nothing, and that at that moment the Chief of Secret Police was with the Emperor at the military manoeuvres in progress on that great plain which stretches from the town of Ivanovo across to the western bank of the broad Volga.

Hartwig was ever active, night and day, but no trace could we find of the missing couple. Drurys friends, on their part, were making inquiry in every direction, but all to no avail. The pair had entirely disappeared.

The house of the conspirators in Lower Clapton was being watched night and day, but as far as it could be observed there was little or no activity in that quarter. Danilovitch was still living there in retirement, going out only after dark, and though he was always shadowed it could not be found that he ever called at any other place than a little shop kept by a Russian cigarette-maker in Dean Street, Soho, and a small eight-roomed villa in North Finchley, where lived a compatriot named Felix Sasonoff, the London correspondent of one of the Petersburg daily newspapers.

Our warning had, it seemed, had its effect. Much as we desired to approach the mysterious head of the so-called Revolutionary Organisation — the man known as The One, but whose identity was veiled in mystery — we dared not do so, knowing that he was our bitterest enemy.

One morning, in despair at obtaining no trace of the missing pair, I resolved to travel to Petersburg and there make inquiry. I realised that I must inform the Emperor, even at risk of his displeasure, for, after all, I had been compelled by my journey to Siberia to relax my vigilance, though I had left the little madcap under Hartwigs protection.

What if they had actually eloped! Alas! I knew too well the light manner in which Natalia regarded the conventions of old-fashioned Mother Grundy. Indeed, it had often seemed her delight to commit breaches of the Imperial etiquette and to cause horror in her family.

Yet surely she would never commit such an unpardonable offence as to elope with Richard Drury!

Again, was she already dead? That was, I confess, my greatest fear, knowing well the desperate cunning of Serge Markoff, and all that her decease meant to him.

So, with sudden resolve, I took the Nord Express once more back across Europe, and four days later found myself again in my old room at the Embassy, where Stoyanovitch brought me a command to audience from the Emperor.

How can I adequately describe the interview, which took place in a spacious room in the Palace of Tzarskoie-Selo.

So your friend Madame de Rosen was unfortunately dead before you reached Yakutsk, remarked His Majesty gravely, standing near the window in a brilliant uniform covered with glittering decorations, for he had just returned from an official function. I heard of it, he added. The Governor-General Vorontzoff reported to me by telegraph. Indeed, Trewinnard, I had frequent reports of your progress. I am sorry you undertook such a journey all in vain.

I beg of Your Majestys clemency towards the dead womans daughter Luba, I asked.

But he only made a gesture of impatience, saying:

I have already demanded a report on the whole case. Until that comes, I regret I cannot act. Vorontzoff will see that the girl is not sent farther north, and no doubt she will be well treated.

In a few brief words I described some of the scenes I had witnessed on the Great Post Road, but the Emperor only sighed heavily and replied:

I regret it, I tell you. But how can I control the loyal Cossacks sent to escort those who have made attempts upon my life? I admit most freely that the exile system is wrong, cruel — perhaps inhuman. Yet how can it be altered?

If Your Majesty makes searching inquiry, he will find some terrible injustices committed in the name of the law.

In confidence, I tell you, I am having secret inquiry made in certain quarters, he replied. And, Trewinnard, I wish you, if you will, to make out for me a full and confidential report on your journey, and I will then have all your allegations investigated.

I thanked him. Though an autocrat, he was yet a humane and just ruler — when he was allowed to exercise justice, which, unfortunately, was but seldom.

My journey had a tragic sequel in Yakutsk, Sire, I said presently, and upon my return to England I was met with still another misfortune — a misfortune upon which I desire to consult Your Imperial Majesty.

What? he asked, opening his eyes widely. A further misfortune?

I regret to be compelled to report that her Imperial Highness the Grand Duchess Natalia has disappeared, I said in a low voice.

His dark, heavy brows narrowed, his cheeks went pale, and his lips compressed.

Disappeared! he gasped. What do you mean? Describe this latest escapade of hers — for I suppose it is some ridiculous freak or other?

I fear not, Sire, was my reply. Then, having described to him the facts as I have related them here to you, my reader, omitting, of course, all reference to Richard Drury, I added: What I fear is that Her Highness has fallen victim to some revolutionary plot.

Why? What motive can the revolutionary party have in making an attempt upon her — a mere giddy girl?

The fame motive which incited the attempt in Petersburg, in which her lamented father lost his life, was my quiet reply.

His Majesty touched a bell, and in answer Stoyanovitch appeared upon the threshold and saluted.

If General Markoff is still here I desire to see him immediately.

The Captain saluted, backed out and withdrew.

I held my breath. This was, indeed, a misfortune. I had no wish that Markoff should know of the inquiries I was instituting.

May I venture to make a request of Your Majesty? I asked in a low, uncertain voice.

What is it? he asked with quick irritation.

That General Markoff shall be allowed to remain in ignorance of Her Highnesss disappearance?

Why? asked the Emperor, looking across at me in surprise.

Because — well, because, for certain reasons, I believe secrecy at present to be the best course, I replied somewhat lamely.

Nonsense! was his abrupt response. Natalia is missing. You suspect that she has fallen victim to some conspiracy. Therefore Markoff must know, and our Secret Police must investigate. Markoff knows of every plot as soon as it is conceived. His organisation is marvellous. He will probably know something. Fortunately, he had only just left me on your arrival.

His Excellency probably left the Emperors presence because he did not wish to meet me face to face.

Again I tried to impress upon His Majesty that, as Hartwig had commenced an investigation in England, the matter might be left to him. But he only replied:

Hartwig is head of the criminal police. He therefore has little, if any, knowledge of the revolutionaries. No, Trewinnard. This is essentially a matter for Markoff.

I bit my lips, for next second the white-enamelled steel door of that bomb-proof room in which we were standing was thrown open, and a chamberlain announced:

His Excellency General Serge Markoff!


Chapter Twenty Eight.

The Emperors Favourite.
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FOR A SECOND the famous chief of Secret Police turned his cunning, steel-blue eyes upon mine and bowed slightly, after making obeisance to His Majesty.

Why, I believed, Mr Trewinnard, that you were still in Siberia! he said with a crafty smile. Though my bitterest enemy, he always feigned the greatest friendliness.

Trewinnard has just revealed a very painful and serious fact, Markoff, exclaimed the Emperor, in a deep, earnest voice. Her Highness the Grand Duchess Natalia has disappeared.

The General gave no sign of surprise.

It has already been reported to us, was his calm answer. I have not reported it, in turn, to Your Majesty, fearing to cause undue alarm. Both here and in England we are instituting every possible inquiry.

Another plot, I remarked, with considerable sarcasm, I fear.

Probably, was His Excellencys reply, as he turned to His Imperial Master, and in that fawning voice of his, added: Your Majesty may rest assured that if Her Highness be alive she will be found, wherever she may be.

Hatred — hatred most intense — arose within my heart as I glanced at the sinister face of the favourite before me, the man who had deliberately ordered the commission of that crime which had resulted in the death of the Emperors brother, the Grand Duke Nicholas. To his orders had been due that exciting episode in which I had so nearly lost my life in Siberia; at his orders, too, poor Marya de Rosen had been deliberately sent to her grave; and at his orders had been planned the conspiracy against the Grand Duchess which Danilo Danilovitch had intended to carry into execution, and would no doubt have done, had he not been prevented by Hartwigs boldness.

I longed to turn and denounce him before his Imperial Master. Indeed, hot, angry words were upon my lips, but I suppressed them. No! The time was not yet ripe. Natalia herself had promised to make the revelations, and to her I must leave them.

I must find her — and then.

Ah! exclaimed His Majesty, well pleased. I knew that you would be already informed, Markoff. You know everything. Nothing which affects my family ever escapes you.

I hope not, Sire. I trust I may ever be permitted to display my loyalty and gratitude for the confidence which Your Majesty sees fit to repose in me.

To your astuteness, Markoff, I have owed my life a score of times, the Emperor declared. I have already acknowledged your devoted services. Now make haste and discover the whereabouts of my harebrained little niece, Tattie, for the little witch is utterly incorrigible.

Markoff, pale and hard-faced, was silent for a moment. Then with a strange expression upon his grey, deceitful countenance he said:

Perhaps I should inform Your Majesty of one point which to-day was reported to us from England — namely, that it is believed that Her Highness has fled with — well, with a lover — a certain young Englishman.

A lover! roared the Emperor, his face instantly white with anger. Another lover! Who is he, pray?

His name is Richard Drury, His Excellency replied.

Then the girl has created an open scandal! The English and French newspapers will get hold of it, and we shall have detailed accounts of the elopement — eh? he cried excitedly. This, Markoff, is really too much! Then turning to me he asked: What do you know of this young Drury? Tell me, Trewinnard.

Very little, Sire, except that he is her friend, and that he is in ignorance of her true station.

But are they in love with each other? he demanded in a hard voice. Have you neglected my instructions and allowed clandestine meetings — eh?

Unfortunately my journey across Siberia prevented my exercising due vigilance, I faltered. Yet she gave me her word of honour that she would form no male attachment.

Bosh! he cried angrily, as he crossed the room. No girl can resist falling in love with a man if he is good-looking and a gentleman — at least, no girl of Tatties high spirits and disregard for the convenances. You were a fool, Trewinnard, to accept the girls word.

I believed in the honour of a lady, I said in mild reproach, and especially as the lady was a Romanoff.

The Romanoff women are as prone to flirtation as any commoner of the same sex, he declared hastily. Markoff knows of more than one scandal which has had to be faced and crushed out during the last five years. But this fellow Drury, he added impatiently, who is he?

In a few brief sentences I told him what I knew concerning him.

You think they have fallen in love?

I am fully convinced of it, Sire.

Therefore they may have eloped! Tatties disappearance may have no connection with any revolutionary plot — eh?

It may not. But upon that point I am quite undecided, was my reply.

Let me hear your views, Markoff, said the Emperor sharply.

I believe that Her Highness has fallen the victim of a plot, was his quick reply. The man Drury may have shared the same fate.

Fate! he echoed. Do you anticipate, then, that the girl is dead?

Alas, Sire! If she has fallen into the hands of the revolutionists, then without doubt she is dead, was the cunning officials reply.

Was he revealing to his Imperial Master a fact that he knew? Was he preparing the Emperor for the receipt of bad news?

I glanced at his grey, coarse, sphinx-like countenance, and felt convinced that such was the case. Had she, after all, fallen a victim of his craft and cunning, and were her lips sealed for ever?

I stood there staring at the pair, the Emperor and his all-powerful favourite, like a man in a dream. Suddenly I roused myself with the determination that I would leave no stone unturned to unmask this man and reveal him in his true light to the Sovereign who had trusted him so complacently, and had been so ingeniously blinded and misled by this arch-adventurer, to whose evil machinations the death of so many innocent persons were due.

Then you are not certain whether, after all, it is an elopement? asked the Emperor, glancing at him a few moments later. And turning impatiently to me he said in reproach: I gave her into your hands, Trewinnard. You promised me solemnly to exercise all necessary vigilance in order to prevent a repetition of that affair in Moscow, when the madcap was about to run away to London. Yet you relaxed your vigilance and she has escaped while you have been on your wild-goose chase through Siberia.

With greatest respect to your Majesty, I humbly submit that my mission was no wild-goose chase. It concerned a womans honour and her liberty, and I glanced at Markoffs grey, imperturbable countenance. But the unfortunate lady was sent to her death — purposely killed by exhaustion and exposure, ere I could reach Yakutsk.

She was a dangerous person, the General snapped, with a smile of sarcasm.

Yes, I said in a hard, bitter voice. She was marked as such upon the list of exiles — and treated as such — treated in a manner that no woman is treated in any other country which calls itself Christian!

I saw displeasure written upon the Emperors face, therefore I apologised for my outburst.

It ill becomes you, an Englishman, to criticise our penal system, Trewinnard, the Emperor remarked in quiet rebuke. And, moreover, we are not discussing it. Madame de Rosen conspired against my life and she is dead. Therefore the question is closed.

I believe when Your Majesty comes to ascertain the truth — the actual truth, I said, glancing meaningly at Markoff, who was then standing before the Sovereign, his hands clasped behind his back, that you will discover some curious connection between the death of Marya de Rosen in the Yakutsk prison and the disappearance and probable death of Her Imperial Highness the Grand Duchess Natalia.

What do you mean? he asked, staring at me in surprise.

For answer, I said, I must, with great respect, direct Your Majesty to His Excellency General Markoff, who is aware of all that concerns the Imperial family. He probably knows the truth regarding the strange disappearance of the young lady, and what connection it has with Madame de Rosens untimely end.

I really do not understand you, cried the renowned chief of Secret Police, drawing himself up suddenly. What do you infer?

His Majesty is anxious to learn the truth, I said, looking straight into those cunning blue eyes of his. Your Excellency, a loyal and dutiful subject, will, I trust, now make full revelation of what has really happened during the past twelve months, and what secret tie existed between Her Highness and Marya de Rosen. His face went white as paper. But only for a single second. He always preserved the most marvellous self-control.

I do not follow your meaning, he declared. Madame de Rosens death was surely no concern of mine. Many other politicals have died on their way to the Arctic settlements.

You speak in enigmas, Trewinnard. Pray be more explicit, the Emperor urged.

I could see that my words had suddenly aroused his intense curiosity, although well aware of the antagonism in which I held the dreaded oppressor of Holy Russia.

I regret, Your Majesty, that I cannot be more explicit, I said. His Excellency will reveal the truth — a strange truth. If not, I myself will do so. But not, however, to-day. His Excellency must be afforded an opportunity of explaining circumstances of which he is aware. Therefore I humbly beg to withdraw.

And I crossed to the door and bowed low.

As you wish, Trewinnard, answered the Emperor impatiently, as with a wave of the hand he indicated that my audience was at an end.

So as I backed out, bowing a second time, and while Markoff stood there in statuesque silence, his face livid, I added in a clear voice:

Ask His Excellency for the truth — the disgraceful truth! He alone knows. Let him find Her Imperial Highness — if he can — if he dare!

Then I opened the door and made my exit, full of wonder at what might occur when the pair were alone.


Chapter Twenty Nine.

Presents another Problem.
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ON RETURNING TO Petersburg that evening and entering the Embassy, I found a telegram from Hartwig, summoning me back to London immediately. There were no details, only the words: Return here at once. All my letters to the club I had ordered to be sent to him during my absence, so I wondered whether he had received any communication from the missing pair. With the knowledge that any telegrams to me would be copied and sent to the Bureau of Secret Police, he had wisely omitted any reason for my return to London. I sent him, through the Bureau of Detective Police, the message to wire me details to the Esplanade Hotel in Berlin, and at midnight left by the ordinary train for the German frontier.

Four eager anxious days I spent on that never-ending journey between the Neva and the Channel. At Berlin, on calling at the hotel, I received no word from him, only when I entered the St. Jamess Club at five oclock on the afternoon of my arrival at Charing Cross did I find him awaiting me.

Well, I asked anxiously, as I entered the square hall of the club, what news?

Shes alive, he said. She saw your advertisement and has replied!

Thank heaven! I gasped. Where is she?

Here is the address, and he drew from his pocket-book a slip of paper, with the words written in Natalias own hand: Miss Stebbing, Glendevon House, Lochearnhead, Perthshire. And with it he handed the note which had come to the club and which he had opened — a few brief words merely enclosing her address and telling me to exercise the greatest caution in approaching her. I have been watched by very suspicious persons, she added, and so I am in hiding here. When you can come, do so. I am extremely anxious to see you.

What do you make of that? I asked the famous police official.

That she scented danger and escaped, he replied. My first intention was to go up to Scotland to see her, but on reflection I thought, sir, that you might prefer to go alone.

I do. I shall leave Euston by the mail to-night and shall be there to-morrow morning. She has, I see assumed another name.

Yes, and she has certainly gone to an outlandish spot where no one would have thought of searching for her.

Drury suggested it, without a doubt. He knows Scotland so well, I said.

Therefore yet another night I spent in a sleeping-car between Euston and Perth, eating scones for breakfast in the Station Hotel at the latter place, and leaving an hour later by way of Crieff and St. Fillans, to the beautiful bank of Loch Earn, lying calm and blue in the spring sunshine.

At the farther end of the loch the train halted at the tiny station of Lochearnhead, a small collection of houses at the end of the picturesque little lake, where the green wooded banks sloped to the waters edge. Quiet, secluded, and far from the bustle of town or city it was. I found a rural little lake-side village, with a post-office and general shop combined, and a few charming old-world cottages inhabited by sturdy, homely Scottish folk.

Of a brown-whiskered shepherd passing near the station I inquired for Glendevon House, whereupon he pointed to a big white country mansion high upon the hill-side, commanding a wide view across the loch and surrounding hills; a house hemmed in by tall firs, fresh in their bright spring green.

A quarter of an hour later, having climbed the winding road leading to it, I entered the long drive flanked by rhododendrons, and was approaching the house when, across the lawn a slim female figure, in a white cotton gown, with a crimson flower in the corsage, came flying toward me, crying:

Uncle Colin! Uncle Colin! At last!

And a moment later Natalia wrung my hand warmly, her cheeks flushed with pleasure at our encounter.

Whatever is the meaning of this latest escapade? I asked. Youve given everybody a pretty fright, I can tell you.

I know, Uncle Colin. But youll forgive me, wont you? Say you do, she urged.

I cant before I know what has really happened.

Lets go over to that seat, she suggested, pointing to a rustic bench set invitingly on the lawn beneath a spreading oak, and Ill tell you everything.

Then as we walked across the lawn she regarded me critically and said: How thin you are! How very travel-worn you look!

Ah! I sighed. Ive been a good many thousand miles since last I saw Your Highness.

I know. And how is poor Marya? You found her, of course.

Alas! I said in a low voice, I did not. My journey was of no avail. She died a few hours before my arrival in Yakutsk!

Died in Yakutsk, she echoed in a hoarse whisper halting and looking at me. Poor Marya dead! And Luba?

Luba is well, but still in prison.

Dead! repeated the girl, speaking to herself, and so your long winter journey was all in vain!

Utterly useless, I said. Then, on returning to London a fortnight ago, I learned that you had mysteriously disappeared. I have been back to Petersburg and informed the Emperor.

And what did he say? Was he at all anxious? she asked quickly.

It is known that Drury has also disappeared, and therefore His Majesty believes that you have fled together.

So we did, but it was not an elopement. No, dear old Uncle Colin, you neednt be horribly scandalised. Mrs Holbrook, the owner of this place, is Dicks aunt, and he brought me here so that I might hide from my enemies.

Then where is he?

Staying at the hotel over at St. Fillans, at the other end of the loch, under the name of Gregory. Fortunately his aunt has only recently bought this place, so he has never been here before. She is extremely kind to me.

Then you often see Drury — eh?

Oh, yes, we spend each day together. Dick comes over by the eleven oclock train. It is such fun — much better than Brighton.

But the London police are searching everywhere for you both, I said.

This is a long way from London, she replied with a bright laugh; they are not likely to find us, nor are those bitter enemies of ours.

What enemies?

The revolutionists. There is a desperate plot against me. Of that I am absolutely convinced, she said as she sank upon the rustic garden seat beneath the tree. The sunny view over loch and woodland was delightful, and the pretty garden and fir wood surrounding were full of birds singing their morning song.

But you told neither Hartwig nor Dmitri of your fears, I remarked. Why not? and I looked straight into her beautiful face, lit by the brilliant sunshine.

Well, I will tell you, Uncle Colin, she said, leaning back, putting her neat little brown shoe forth from the hem of her white gown, and folding her bare arms as she turned to me. Dick one day discovered that wherever we went we were followed by Dmitri, and, as you may imagine, I had considerable difficulty in explaining his constant presence. But Dick loves me, and hence believes every word I tell him. He—

I know, you little minx, I interrupted reprovingly, youve bewitched him. I only fear lest your mutual love may lead to unhappiness.

Thats just it. I dont know exactly what will happen when he learns who I really am.

He must be told very soon, I said; but go on, explain what happened.

Ah! no, cried the girl in quick alarm; you must not tell him. He must not know. If so, it means our parting, and — and— she faltered, her big, expressive eyes glistened with unshed tears. Well — you know, Uncle Colin — you know how fondly I love Dick.

Yes, I know, my child, I sighed. But continue, tell me all about your disappearance and its motive. Now that I had found her I saw to what desperate straights Markoff must be reduced. He had, after all, no knowledge of her whereabouts.

It was like this, she said. One evening we had walked along the cliffs to Rottingdean together. Dmitri had not followed us, or else he had missed us before we left Brighton. But just as we were coming down the hill, after passing that big girls college, Dick noticed that we were being followed by a man, who he decided was a foreigner. He was, I saw, a thin-faced man with a black moustache and deeply-furrowed brow, and then I recognised him as a man whom I had seen on several previous occasions. I recollected that he followed us that night on the pier when you first saw Dick walking with Doctor Ingram.

A man of middle height, undoubtedly a Russian, I cried. I remember him distinctly. His name is Danilo Danilovitch — a most dangerous person.

Ah! she exclaimed, I see you know him. Well, at the moment I was not at all alarmed, but next day I received an anonymous letter telling me to exercise every precaution. There was a revolutionary plot to kill me. It was intended to kill both Dick and myself. I showed him the letter. At first he was puzzled to know why the revolutionary party should seek to assassinate a mere girl like myself, but again he accepted my explanation that it was in revenge for some action of my late father, and eventually we resolved to disappear together and remain in hiding until you returned. Then, according to what Marya de Rosen had told you, I intended to act.

Alas! I learnt nothing.

Ah! she sighed. That is the unfortunate point. I am undecided now how to act.

Explain how you managed to elude Dmitris vigilance in Eastbourne.

Well, on that evening in Eastbourne I induced Miss West, Gladys Finlay and Dmitri to walk on to the station, and I entered a shop. When I came cut, Dick joined me. We slipped round a corner, and after hurrying through a number of back streets found ourselves again on the Esplanade. We walked along to Pevensey, whence that night we took train to Hastings, and arrived in London just before eleven. At midnight we left Euston for Scotland, and next morning found ourselves in hiding here. I was awfully sorry to give poor Miss West such a fright, and I knew that Hartwig would be moving heaven and earth to discover me. But I thought it best to escape and lie quite low until your return. I telegraphed to you guardedly to the British Consulate in Moscow, hoping that you might receive the message as you passed through.

I was only half an hour in Moscow, and did not leave the station, I replied. Otherwise I, no doubt, should have received it.

To telegraph to Russia was dangerous, she remarked. The Secret Police are furnished with copies of all telegrams coming from abroad, and Markoff is certainly on the alert.

No doubt he is, I said. As you well know, he is desperately anxious to close your lips. Now that poor Marya is dead, you alone are in possession of his secret — whatever it may be.

And for that reason, she said slowly, her fine eyes fixed straight before her across the blue waters of the loch, he has no doubt decided that I, too, must die.

Exactly; therefore it now remains for Your Highness to reveal to the Emperor the whole truth concerning those letters and the secret which resulted in Marya de Rosens arrest and death. It is surely your duly! You have no longer to respect the promise of secrecy which you gave her. Her death must be avenged — and by you — and you alone, I added very quietly and in deep earnestness. You must see the Emperor — you must tell him the whole truth in the interests of his own safety — in the interests, also, of the whole nation. My dainty little companion remained silent, her eyes still fixed, her slim white fingers toying nervously with her skirt.

And forsake Dick? she asked presently in a low voice which trembled with emotion. No, Uncle Colin. No, dont ask me! she urged. I really cant do that — I really cant do that. I — I love him far too well.

I sighed. And of a sudden, ere I was aware of it the girl, torn by conflicting emotions, burst into a flood of tears.

There, at her side I sat utterly at a loss what to say in order to mitigate her distress; for too well I knew that the pair loved each other truly, nay, madly. I knew that the love of an Imperial Grand Duchess of the greatest family in Europe is just as intense, just is passionate, just as fervent as that of a commoner, be she only a typist, a seamstress, or a serving-maid. The same feelings, the same emotions, the same passionate longings and tenderness; the same loving heart bests beneath the corsets of the patrician as beneath those of the plebeian.

You, my friendly readers, each of you — be you man or woman, love to-day, or have loved long ago. Your love is human, your affection firm, strong and undying, differing in no particular to the emotions experienced by the peasant in the cottage or the princess of the blood-royal.

I looked at the little figure on the rustic seat at my side, and all my sympathy went out to her.

I have loved once, just as you have, my reader; and I knew, alas! what she suffered, and how she foresaw opened before her the grave of all her hopes, of all her aspirations, of all her love.

She was committing the greatest sin pronounced by the unwritten law of her Imperial circle. She loved a commoner! To go forward, to speak and save her nation from the depredations of that unscrupulous camarilla, the Council of Ministers, would mean to her the abandonment of the young Englishman she loved so intensely and devotedly — the sacrifice, alas! of all she held most dear in life by the betrayal of her identity.


Chapter Thirty.

Reveals the Gulf.
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HAVING BEEN INTRODUCED to Mrs Holbrook — a pleasant-fated old lady in a white-laced cap with mauve ribbons — I made excuse to Miss Stebbing to leave, and took train a quarter of an hour later back to St. Fillans. From the village post-office I sent an urgent wire to Hartwig to go again to Lower Clapton, see Danilovitch, explain how Her Highness had discovered the plot against her, and assure him that if any attempt were male, proof of his treachery would be placed at once before his comrades.

I called at the hotel and inquired for Mr Gregory, but was informed that he was out fishing. But though I lunched there and waited till evening, yet he did not return.

So again I took train back to Lochearnhead, and with the golden sunset flashing upon the loch, climbed the hill path towards Glendevon House — a nearer cut than by the carriage road.

Suddenly, as I turned the corner, I saw two figures going on before me — Natalia and Richard Drury. She wore a darker gown than in the morning, with simple, knockabout country hat, while he had on a rough tweed jacket and breeches. I drew back quickly when I recognised them. His arm was tenderly around her waist as they walked, and he was bending to her, speaking softly, as with slow steps they ascended through the hill-side copse.

Yes, they were indeed a handsome, well-matched pair. But I held, my breath, foreseeing the tragic grief which must ere long arise as the result of that forbidden affection.

Standing well back in the hedge, I gazed after their as with halting steps they went up that unfrequented Scotch by-way, rough and grass-grown. Suddenly they paused, and the man, believing that they were alone, took his well-beloved in his strong embrace, pushed back her hat, and imprinted a warm, passionate kiss upon her white, open brow.

Perhaps it was impolite to watch. I suppose it was; yet my sympathy was entirely with them. I, who had once loved and experienced a poignant sorrow as result, knew well all that they felt at that moment, especially now that the girl, even though an Imperal Princess, was compelled to decide between love and duty.

Unseen, I watched them cling to each other, exchanging fond, passionate caresses. I saw him tenderly push the dark hair from her eyes and again place his hot lips reverently to her brow. He held her small hand, and looking straight into her wonderful eyes, saw truth, honesty and pure affection mirrored there.

They had halted. While the evening shadows fell he had placed his hand lightly upon her shoulder and was whispering in her ear, speaking words of passionate affection, in ignorance that between them, alas! lay a barrier of birth which could never be bridged.

I felt myself a sneak and an eavesdropper; but I assure you it was with no idle curiosity — only because what I had witnessed aroused within me the most intense sorrow, because I knew that only a mans great grief and a womans broken heart could accrue from that most unfortunate attachment.

In all the world I held no girl in greater respect than Natalia, the unconventional daughter of proud Imperial Romanoffs. Indeed, I regarded her with considerable affection, if the truth were told. She had charmed me by her natural gaiety of heart, her disregard for irksome etiquette and her plain outspokenness. She was a typical outdoor girl. What the end of her affection for Dick Drury would be I dreaded to anticipate.

Again he bent, and kissed her upon the lips, her sweet face raised to his, aglow in the crimson sunset.

He had clasped her tenderly to his heart, holding her there in his strong arms, while he rained his hot, fervent kisses upon her, and she stood in inert ecstasy.

Soon the shadows declined, yet the pair still stood there in silent enjoyment of their passionate love, all unconscious of observation. I drew a long breath. Had I not myself long ago drunk the cup of happiness to the very dregs, just as Dick Drury was now drinking it — and ever since, throughout my whole career in those gay Court circles in foreign cities, I had been obsessed by a sad and bitter remembrance. She had married a peer, and was now a great lady in London society. Her pretty face often looked out at me from the illustrated papers, for she was one of Englands leading hostesses, and mentioned daily in the personal columns.

Once she had sent me an invitation to a shooting-party at her fine castle in Yorkshire. The irony of it all! I had declined in three lines of formal thanks.

Ah! yes. No man knew the true depths of grief and despair better than myself, therefore, surely, no man was more fitted to sympathise with that handsome couple, clasped at that moment in each others arms.

I turned back; I could endure it no longer, foreseeing tragedy as I did.

Descending the hill to the loch-side again, I found the carriage road, and approached the big white house.

I was standing alone in the long, old-fashioned drawing-room, with its bright chintzes and bowls of potpourri, awaiting Mrs Holbrook, when the merry pair came in through the long French windows, from the sloping lawn.

Why, Uncle Colin! she gasped, starting and staring at me. How long have you been here?

Only a few moments, I replied, and then, advancing, I shook Drurys hand. He looked a fine, handsome fellow in his rough country tweeds.

So glad to meet you again, Mr Trewinnard, he said frankly, a smile upon his healthy, bronzed face. Ive heard from Miss Gottorp of your long journey across Siberia. Youve been away months — ever since the beginning of the winter! Ive always had a morbid longing to see Siberia. It must be a most dreadful place.

Well, its hardly a country for pleasure-seeking, I laughed; then changing my tone, I said: You two have given me a nice fright! I returned to find you both missing, and feared lest something awful had happened to you.

Fear of something happening caused us to disappear, he answered; then he practically repeated what Natalia had told me earlier in the day. My aunt very kindly offered to put Miss Gottorp up, and I have since lived down at St. Fillans under the name of Gregory.

I told him of the search in progress in order to discover him. But he declared that a Scotch village or the back streets of a manufacturing town were the safest places in which to conceal oneself.

But how long do you two intend causing anxiety to your friends? I asked, glancing from one to the other.

Natalia looked at her lover with wide-open eyes of admiration.

Who knows? she asked. Dick has to decide that.

But Miss West and Davey, and all of them at Hove are distracted, I said, and then, turning to Drury, added, Your man in Albemarle Street and the people at your offices in Westminster are satisfied that youve met with foul play. You certainly ought to relieve their minds by making some sign.

I must, soon, he said. But meanwhile— and he turned his eyes upon his well-beloved meaningly.

Meanwhile, you are both perfectly happy — eh?

Now dont lecture us, Uncle Colin! cried the little madcap, leaning over the back of a chair and holding up her finger threateningly; and then to Dick she added: Oh! you dont know how horrid my wicked uncle can be when he likes. He says such caustic things.

When my niece deserves them — and only then, I assured her lover.

Though Dick Drury was in trade a builder of ships, as his father before him, he was one of natures gentlemen. There was nothing of the modern young man, clean-shaven, over-dressed, with turned-up trousers and bright socks. He was tall, lithe, strong, well and neatly dressed as became a man in his station — a man with an income of more than ten thousand a year, as I had already secretly ascertained.

Had not Natalia been of Imperial birth the match would have been a most suitable one, for Dick Drury was decidedly one of the eligibles. But her love was, alas! forbidden, and marriage with a commoner not to be thought of.

They stood together laughing merrily, he bright, pleasant, and all unconscious of her true station, while she, sweet and winning, stood gazing upon him, flushed with pleasure at his presence.

I was describing to Drury the fright I had experienced on arrival in Brighton to find them both missing, whereupon he interrupted, saying:

I hope you will forgive us in the circumstances, Mr Trewinnard. Miss Gottorp resolved to go into hiding until you returned to give her your advice. Therefore, with my aunts kind assistance, we managed to disappear completely.

My advice is quickly given, I said. After to-night there will be no danger, therefore return and relieve the anxiety of your friends.

But how can you guarantee there is no danger? asked the young man, looking at me dubiously. I confess Im at a loss to understand the true meaning of it all — why, indeed, any danger should arise. Miss Gottorp is so mysterious, she will tell me nothing, he said in a voice of complaint.

For a moment I was silent.

There was a danger, Drury — a real imminent danger, I said at last. But I can assure you that it is now past. I have taken steps to remove it, and hope to-morrow morning to receive word by telegraph that it no longer exists.

How can you control it? he queried. What is its true nature? Tell me, he urged.

No, I regret that I cannot satisfy your curiosity. It is — well — its a family matter, I said; therefore forgive me if I refuse to betray a confidence reposed in me as a friend of the family. It would not be fair to reveal anything told me in secrecy.

Of course not, he said. I fully understand, Mr Trewinnard. Forgive me for asking. I did not know that the matter was so entirely confidential.

It is. But I can assure you that, holding the key to the situation as I do, and being in a position to dictate terms to Miss Gottorps enemies, she need not in future entertain the slightest apprehension. The danger existed, I admit; but now it is over.

Then you advise us to return, Uncle Colin? exclaimed the girl, swaying herself upon the chair.

Yes — the day after to-morrow.

You are always so weirdly mysterious, she declared. I know you have something at the back of your mind. Come, admit it.

I have only your welfare at heart, I assured her.

Welfare! she echoed, and as her eyes fixed themselves upon me she bit her lips. I knew, alas! the bitter trend of her thoughts. But her lover stood by, all unconscious of the blow which must ere long fall upon him, poor fellow. I pitied him, for I knew how much he was doomed to suffer, loving her so fondly and so well. He, of course, believed her to be a girl of similar social position to himself — a dainty little friend whom he had first met as a rather gawky schoolgirl at Eastbourne, and their friendship had now ripened to love.

I feel that you, Mr Trewinnard, really have our welfare at heart, declared the young man earnestly. I know in what very high esteem Miss Gottorp holds you, and how she has been awaiting your aid and advice.

I am her friend, Drury, as I am yours, I declared. I am aware that you love each other. I loved once, just as deeply, as fervently as you do. Therefore — I know.

But we cannot go south — back to Brighton, the girl declared. I refuse.

Why? he asked. Mr Trewinnard has given us the best advice. You need not now fear these mysterious enemies of yours who seem to haunt you so constantly.

Ah! she cried in a low, wild voice, you do not know, Dick! You dont know the truth — all that I fear — all that I suffer — for — for your sake! Uncle Colin knows.

For my sake! he echoed, staring at her. I dont quite follow you. What do you mean?

I mean, she exclaimed in a low, hoarse voice, drawing herself up and standing erect, I mean that you do not know what Uncle Colin is endeavouring to induce me to do — you do not realise the true tragedy of my position.

No, I dont, was his blunt response, his eyes wide-open in surprise.

Oh, Dick, she cried in despair, her voice trembling with emotion, he speaks the truth when he urges me for my own sake to go south — to return again to Hove. But, alas! if I followed his advice, sound though it is, it would mean that — that to-morrow we should part for ever!

Part! gasped the young man, his face becoming white in an instant. Why?

Because — well, simply because all affection between us is forbidden, she faltered in a hoarse, half whisper, her beautiful face ashen pale, because, — she gasped, still clinging to the back of the chintz-covered chair, because, although we love each other as passionately and as dearly as we do, we can never marry — never! Between us there exists a barrier — a barrier strong but invisible, that can never be broken — never — until the grave!


Chapter Thirty One.

The Painful Truth.
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WITH HER HIGHNESSS permission I had despatched a reassuring telegram in the private cipher to the Emperor prefixed by the word Bathildis — a message which, I think, greatly puzzled the local postmaster at Lochearnhead. Another I had sent to Miss West, and then returned to the small hotel at the loch-side where I intended to spend the night.

I had left the pair together, and strolled out across the lawn. Of what happened afterwards I was in ignorance. The girl had come in search of me a quarter of an hour later, pale, trembling and tearful, and in a broken voice told me that they had parted.

I took her soft little hand, and looking straight into her eyes asked:

Does he know the truth?

She shook her head slowly in the negative.

I — I have resolved to return to Russia, she said simply, in a faltering voice.

To see the Emperor? I asked eagerly. To tell him the truth — eh?

Her white lips were compressed. She only drew a long, deep breath.

Dick has gone, she said at last, in a strange, dreamy voice. And — and I must go back again to all the horrible dreariness and formality of the life to which, I suppose, I was born. Ah! Uncle Colin — I — I cant tell you how I feel. My happiness is all at an end — for ever.

Come, come, I said, placing my hand tenderly upon the girls shoulder. You will go back to Petersburg — and you will learn to forget. We all of us have similar disappointments, similar sorrows. I, too, have had mine.

But she only shook her head, bursting into tears as she slowly disengaged herself from me.

Then, with head sunk upon her chest in blank despair and sobbing bitterly, she turned from me, and in the clear, crimson afterglow, went slowly back up the garden-path to the house.

I stood gazing upon her slim, dejected figure until it was lost around the bend of the laurels. Then I retraced my steps towards the little lake-side village.

At ten oclock that night, while writing a letter in the small hotel sitting-room, Richard Drury was shown in.

His face was paler than usual, hard and set.

He apologised for disturbing me at that hour, but I offered him a chair and handed him my cigarette-case. His boots were very dusty, I noticed; therefore I surmised that since leaving his well-beloved he had been tramping the roads.

I am much puzzled, Mr Trewinnard, he blurted forth a moment later. Miss Gottorp has suddenly sent me from her and refused to see me again.

That is to be much regretted, I said. Before I left I heard her declare that there were certain circumstances which rendered it impossible for you to marry. I therefore know that your interview this evening must have been a painful one.

Painful! he echoed wildly. I love her, Mr Trewinnard! I confess it to you, because you are her friend and mine.

I honestly believe you do, Drury. But, I sighed, yours is, I fear, an unfortunate — a very unfortunate attachment.

I was debating within myself whether or not it were wise to reveal to him Natalias identity. Surely no good could now accrue from further secrecy, especially as she had resolved to return at once to Russia.

I saw how agitated the poor fellow was, and how deep and fervent was his affection for the girl who, after all, was sacrificing her great love to perform a duty to her oppressed nation and to avenge the lives of thousands of her innocent compatriots.

Yes. I know that my affection for her is an unfortunate one, he said, in a thick voice. She has talked strangely about this barrier between us, and how that marriage is not permitted to her. It is all so mysterious, so utterly incomprehensible, Mr Trewinnard. She is concealing something. She has some secret, and I feel sure that you, as an intimate friend of her family, are aware of it. Then after a slight pause he grew calm and, looking me straight in the face, asked: May I not know it? Will you not tell me the truth?

Why should I, Drury, when the truth must only cause you pain? I queried. You have suffered enough already. Why not go away and forget? Time heals most broken hearts.

It will never heal mine, he declared, adding: Her words this evening have greatly puzzled me. I cannot see why we may not marry. She has no parents, I understand. Yet how is it that she seems eternally watched by certain suspicious-looking foreigners? Why is her life — and even mine — threatened as it is?

For a few moments I did not speak. My eyes were fixed upon his strong, handsome face, tanned as it was by healthy exercise.

If you wish to add to your grief by ascertaining the truth, Drury, I will tell you, I said quietly.

Yes, he cried. Tell me — I can bear anything now. Tell me why she refuses any longer to allow me at her side — I who love her so devotedly.

Her decision is only a just one, I replied. It must cause you deep grief, I know, but it is better for you to be made aware of the truth at once, for she knew that a great and poignant sorrow must fall upon you both one day.

Why? he asked, still puzzled and leaning in his chair towards me.

Because the woman you love — whom you know as Miss Gottorp — has never yet revealed her true identity to you.

Ah! I see! he cried, starting to his feet. I guess what you are going to say. She — she is already married!

No.

Thank God for that! he gasped. Well, tell me.

Again I paused, my eyes fixed steadily upon his.

Her true name is not Gottorp. She is Her Imperial Highness the Grand Duchess Natalia Olga Nicolaievna of Russia, niece of His Majesty the Emperor!

The man before me stared at me with open mouth in blank amazement.

The Grand Duchess Natalia! he echoed. Impossible!

It is true, I went on. At Eastbourne, in her school-days, she was known as Miss Gottorp — which is one of the family names of the Imperial Romanoffs — and on her return to Brighton she resumed that name. The suspicious-looking foreigners who have puzzled you by haunting her so continuously are agents of Russian police, attached to her for her personal protection; while the threats against her have emanated from the Revolutionary Party. And, I added, you can surely now see the existence of the barrier between you — you can discern why, at last, foreseeing tragedy in her love for you, Her Highness has summoned courage and, even though it has broken her heart, has resolved to part from you in order to spare you further anxiety and pain.

For some moments he did not speak.

Her family have discovered her friendship, I suppose, he murmured at last, in a low, despairing voice.

Her family have not influenced her in the least, I assured him. She told me the truth that she could not deceive you any longer, or allow you to build up false hopes, knowing as she did that you could never become her husband.

Ah! my God! all this is cruel, Mr Trewinnard! he burst forth, with clenched hands. I have all along believed her to be a girl of the upper middle-class, like myself. I never dreamed of her real rank or birth which precluded her from becoming my wife! But I see it all now — I see how — how utterly impossible it is for me to think of marriage with Her Imperial Highness. I — I—

He could not finish his sentence. He stretched out his strong hand to me, and in a broken breath murmured a word of thanks.

In his kind, manly eyes I saw the bright light of unshed tears. His voice was choked by emotion as, turning upon his heel, poor fellow! he abruptly left the room, crushed beneath the heavy blow which had so suddenly fallen upon him.


Chapter Thirty Two.

At What Cost!

[image: img284.jpg]

COLONEL PAUL POLIVANOFF, Marshal of the Imperial Court, gorgeous in his pale-blue and gold uniform of the Nijni-Novgorod Dragoons, with many decorations, tapped at the white-enamelled steel door of His Majestys private cabinet in the Palace of Tzarskoie-Selo, and then entered, announcing in French:

Her Imperial Highness the Grand Duchess Natalia and Msieur Colin Trewinnard.

Nine days had passed since that parting of the lovers at Lochearnhead, and now, as we stood upon the threshold of the bomb-proof chamber, I knew that our visit there in company was to be a momentous event in the history of modern Russia.

As we entered, the Emperor, who had been busy with the pile of State documents upon his table, rose, settled the hang of his sword — for he was in a dark green military uniform, with the double-headed eagle of Saint Andrew in diamonds at his throat — and turned to meet us.

Towards me His Majesty extended a cordial welcome, but I could plainly detect that his nieces presence caused him displeasure.

So you are back again in Russia — eh, Tattie? he snapped in French, speaking in that language instead of Russian because of my presence. It seems that during your absence you have been guilty of some very grave indiscretions and more than one scandalous escapade — eh?

I am here to explain to Your Majesty, the girl said quite calmly, and looking very pale and sweet in her half-mourning.

Trewinnard has furnished me with reports, he said hastily, motioning her to a chair. What you have to say, please say quickly, as I have much to do and am leaving for Moscow to-night. Be seated.

I am here for two reasons, she said, seating herself opposite to where he had sunk back into his big padded writing-chair, to explain what you are pleased to term my conduct, and also to place your Majesty in possession of certain facts which have been very carefully hidden from you.

Another plot — eh? he snapped. There are plots everywhere just now.

A plot — yes — but not a revolutionary one, was her answer.

Leave such things to Markoff or to Hartwig. They are not womens business, he cried impatiently. Rather explain your conduct in England. From what I hear, you have so far forgotten what is due to your rank and station as to fall in love with some commoner! Markoff made a long report about it the other day. I have it somewhere, and he glanced back upon his littered table, whereon lay piled the affairs of a great and powerful Empire.

Her cheeks flushed slightly, and I saw that her white-gloved hand twitched nervously. We had travelled together from Petersburg, and upon the journey she had been silent and thoughtful, bracing herself up for an ordeal.

I care not a jot for any report of General Markoffs, she replied boldly. Indeed, it was mainly to speak of him that I have asked for audience to-day.

To tell me something against him, I suppose, just because he has discovered your escapades in England — because he has dared to tell me the truth — eh, Tattie? he said, with a dry laugh. So like a woman!

If he has told you the truth about me, then it is the first time he has ever told Your Majesty the truth, she said, looking straight at the Emperor.

The Sovereign glanced first at her with quick surprise and then at myself.

Her Imperial Highness has something to report to Your Majesty, something of a very grave and important nature, I ventured to remark.

Eh? Eh? asked the big bearded man, in his quick, impetuous way. Something grave — eh? Well, Tattie, what is it?

The girl, pale and agitated, held her breath for a few moments. Then she said:

I know, uncle, that you consider me a giddy, incorrigible flirt. Perhaps I am. But, nevertheless, I am in possession of a secret — a secret which, as it affects the welfare of the nation and of the dynasty, it is, I consider, my duty to reveal to you.

Ah! Revolutionists again!

I beg of you to listen, uncle, she urged. I have several more serious matters to place before you.

Very well, he replied, smiling as though humouring her. I am listening. Only pray be brief, wont you?

You will recollect the attempt planned to be made in the Nevski on the early morning of our arrival from the Crimea, and in connection with that plot a lady, a friend of mine and of Mr Trewinnards, named Madame de Rosen, and her daughter Luba were arrested and sent by administrative process to Siberia?

Certainly. Trewinnard went recently on a quixotic mission to the distressed ladies, he laughed. But why, my dear child, refer to them further? They were conspirators, and I really have no interest in their welfare. The elder woman is, I understand, dead.

Yes, the Grand Duchess cried fiercely; killed by exposure, at the orders of General Serge Markoff.

Oh! he exclaimed, then you have come here to denounce poor Markoff as an assassin — eh? This is really most interesting.

What I have to relate to Your Majesty will, I believe, be found of considerable interest, she said, now quite calm and determined. True, I have charged Serge Markoff with the illegal arrest and the subsequent death of an innocent woman. It is for me now to prove it.

Certainly, said His Imperial Majesty, settling himself in his big chair, and placing the tips of his strong white fingers together in an attitude of listening.

Then I wish to reveal to you a few facts concerning this man who wields such wide and autocratic power in our Russia — this man who is the real oppressor of our nation, and who is so cleverly misleading and terrorising its ruler.

Tattie! What are you saying?

You will learn when I have finished, she said. I am only a girl, I admit, but I know the truth — the scandalous truth — how you, the Emperor, are daily deceived and made a catspaw by your clever and unscrupulous Chief of Secret Police.

Speak. I am all attention, he said, his brows darkening.

I have referred to poor Marya de Rosen, said the girl, leaning her elbow upon the arm of the chair and looking straight into her uncles face. If the truth be told, Marya and Serge Markoff had been acquainted for a very long time. Two years after the death of her husband, Felix de Rosen, the wealthy banker of Odessa and Warsaw, Serge Markoff, in order to obtain her money, married her.

Married her! echoed the Emperor in a loud voice. Can you prove this?

Yes. Three years ago, when I was living with my father in Paris, I went alone one morning to the Russian Church in the Rue Daru, where, to my utter amazement, I found a quiet marriage-service in progress. The contracting parties were none other than General Markoff and the widow, Madame de Rosen. Beyond the priest and the sacristan, I was the only person in possession of the truth. They both returned to Petersburg next day, but agreed to keep their marriage secret, as the General was cunning enough to know that marriage would probably interfere with his advancement and probably cause Your Majesty displeasure.

I had no idea of it! he remarked, much surprised. Marya de Rosen — or Madame Markoff, as she really was — frequently went to her husbands house, but always clandestinely and unknown to Luba, who had no suspicion of the truth, the girl went on. According to the story told to me by Marya herself, a strange incident occurred at the Generals house one evening. She had called there and been admitted, by the side entrance, by a confidential servant, and was awaiting the return of the General, who was having audience at the Winter Palace. While sitting alone, a young woman of the middle-class — probably an art-student — was ushered into the room by another servant, who believed Marya was awaiting formal audience of His Excellency. The girl was highly excited and hysterical, and finding Marya alone, at once broke out in terrible invective against the General. Marya naturally took Markoffs part, whereupon the girl began to make all sorts of charges of conspiracy, and even murder, against him — charges which Marya declared to the girls face were lies.

Suddenly, however, the girl plunged her hand deep into the pocket of her skirt and produced three letters, which, with a mocking laugh, she urged Marya to read and then to judge His Excellency accordingly. Meanwhile, the manservant, having heard the girls voice raised excitedly, entered and promptly ejected her, leaving the letters in Maryas hands. She opened them. They were all in Serge Markoffs own handwriting, and were addressed to a certain man named Danilo Danilovitch, once a shoemaker at Kazan, and now, in secret, the leader of the Revolutionary Party.

From the first of these Marya saw that it was quite plain that the General — the man in whom Your Majesty places such implicit faith — had actually bribed the man with five thousand roubles and a promise of police protection to assassinate Your Majestys brother, the Grand Duke Peter Michailovitch, from whom he feared exposure, as he had been shrewd enough to discover his double-dealing and the peculation of the public funds of which Markoff had been guilty while holding the office of Governor of Kazan. Six days after that letter, Her Highness added in a hard, clear voice, my poor Uncle Peter was shot dead by an unknown hand while emerging from the Opera House in Warsaw.

Ah! I remember! exclaimed His Majesty hoarsely, for the Grand Duke Peter was his favourite brother, and his assassination had caused him the most profound grief.

Of the other two letters — all of them having been in my possession, Her Highness went on, one was a brief note, appointing a meeting for the following evening at a house near the Peterhof Station, in Petersburg, while the third contained a most amazing confession. In the course of it General Markoff wrote words to the following effect: You and your chicken-hearted friends are utterly useless to me. I was present and watched you. When he entered the theatre you and your wretched friends were afraid — you failed me! You call yourself Revolutionists — you, all of you, are without the courage of a mouse! I thought better of you. When you failed so ignominiously, I waited — waited until he came out. Where you failed, I was fortunately successful. He fell at the first shot. Arrests were, of course, necessary. Some of your cowardly friends deserve all the punishment they will get. Forty-six have been arrested to-day. Meet me to-morrow at eight p.m. at the usual rendezvous. You shall have the money all the same, though you certainly do not deserve it. Destroy this.

Where is that letter? demanded His Majesty quickly.

It has unfortunately been destroyed — destroyed by its writer. Marya was aghast at these revelations of her husbands treachery and double-dealing, for while Chief of Secret Police and Your Majestys most trusted adviser he was actually aiding and abetting the Revolutionists! She placed the letters which had so opportunely come into her possession into her pocket, and said nothing to Markoff when he returned. But from that moment she distrusted him, and saw how ingenious and cunning were his dealings with both yourself and with the leader of the Revolutionists. He, assisted by his catspaw, Danilo Danilovitch, formed desperate plots for the mere purpose of making whole sale arrests, and thus showing you how active and astute he was. Danilo Danilovitch — who, as The One, the leader whose actual identity is unknown by those poor deluded wretches who believe they can effect a change in Russia by means of bombs — is as cunning and crafty as his master. It was he who threw the bomb at our carriage and who killed my poor dear father. He—

How can you prove that? demanded the Emperor quickly.

I myself saw him throw the bomb, I said, interrupting. The outrage was committed at Markoffs orders.

Impossible! Why do you allege this, Trewinnard? What motive could Markoff have in killing the Grand Duke Nicholas?

The same that he had in ordering the arrest and banishment of his own wife and her daughter, was my reply. Her Highness will make further explanation.

The motive was simply this, went on the girl, still speaking with great calmness and determination. A few days before I left with Your Majesty on the tour of the Empire, I called upon Marya de Rosen to wish her good-bye. On that occasion she gave me the three letters in question — which had apparently been stolen from Danilovitch by the girl who had handed them to her. Marya told me that she feared lest her husband, when he knew they were in her possession, might order a domiciliary visit for the purpose of securing possession of them. Therefore she begged me, after she had shown me the contents and bound me to strictest silence, to conceal them. This I did.

While we were absent in the south nothing transpired, but Danilovitch had arranged an attempt in the Nevski on the morning of our return to Petersburg. The plot was discovered at the eleventh hour, as usual and among those arrested was Madame de Rosen and Luba. Why? Because Your Majestys favourite, Serge Markoff, having discovered that the incriminating letters had been handed to his wife, knew that she, and probably Luba, were aware of his secret. He feared that the evidence of his crime must have passed into other hands, and dreading lest his wife should betray him, he ordered her arrest as a dangerous political. After her arrest he saw her, and, hoping for her release, she explained how she had handed the letters to me for safe-keeping, and confessed that I was aware of the shameful truth. She was not, however, released, but sent to her grave. For that same reason Markoff ordered his agent Danilovitch to throw the bomb at the carriage in which I was riding with my poor father and Mr Trewinnard.

But I really cannot give credence to all this! exclaimed the Emperor, who had risen again and was standing near the window which looked out upon the courtyard of the palace, whence came the sound of soldiers drilling and distant bugle-calls.

Presently Your Majesty shall be given a complete proof, his niece responded. Danilovitch has confessed. At Markoffs orders — which he was compelled to carry out, fearing that if he refused the all-powerful Chief of Secret Police would betray him to his comrades as a spy — he, at imminent risk of being shot by the sentries, visited our palace on four occasions, and succeeded at last, after long searches, in discovering the letters where I had hidden them for safety in my old nursery, and, securing them, he handed them back to his master.

Then this Danilovitch is a Revolutionist paid by Markoff to perform his dirty work — eh? asked the Emperor angrily.

He is paid, and paid well, to organise conspiracies against Your Majestys person, I interrupted. The majority of the plots of the past three years have been suggested by Markoff himself, and arranged by Danilovitch, who finds it very easy to beguile numbers of his poor deluded comrades into believing that the revolution will bring about freedom in Russia. A list of these he furnishes to Markoff before each attempt is discovered, hence the astute Chief of Secret Police is always able to put his hand upon the conspirators and to furnish a satisfactory report to Your Majesty, for which he receives commendation.

Apparently a unique arrangement, remarked the sovereign reflectively.

In order to close the lips of Madame de Rosen, he contrived that she should receive such brutal and inhuman treatment that she died of the effects of cold, hardship and exposure, I went on. One of Markoffs agents made a desperate attempt upon myself while in Siberia, fearing that Her Highness had revealed the truth to me, and well knowing that I was aware of Danilovitchs true métier. The attempt fortunately failed, as did another recently formed by Danilovitch in London at Markoffs orders. Therefore—

But this Danilovitch! interrupted His Majesty, turning to me. Has he actually confessed to you?

He has, Sire, I replied. The sole reason of my journey to Yakutsk was in order to see Marya de Rosen on Her Highnesss behalf and obtain permission for her to speak and reveal to Your Majesty all that the Grand Duchess has now told you. Her Highness had promised strictest secrecy to her friend, but now that the lady is dead I have at last induced her to speak in the personal-interests of Your Majesty, as well as in the interests of the whole nation.

Yes, yes, I quite understand, said His Majesty very gravely.

By returning here, by abandoning my incognita, I — I have been compelled to sacrifice my love, declared the girl in a low, faltering voice, her cheeks blanched, her mouth drawn hard, and her fine eyes filled with tears.

Ah! Tattie! If what you have revealed to me be true, then the reason of Markoffs unsatisfactory reports concerning, you is quite apparent, His Majesty said, slowly folding his arms as he stood in thought, a fine commanding figure with the jewelled double eagle at his throat flashing with a thousand fires.

And so, Trewinnard, he added, turning to me, all this is the reason why, more than once, you have given me those mysterious hints which have set me pondering.

Yes, Sire, I replied. You have been blinded by these clever adventurers surrounding you — that circle which, headed by Serge Markoff, is always so careful to prevent you from learning the truth. The intrigue they practise is most ingenious and far-reaching, ever securing their own advancement with fat emoluments at the expense of the oppressed nation. Their basic principle is to terrorise you — to keep the bogy of revolution constantly before Your Majesty, to discover plots, and by administrative process to send hundreds, nay thousands, into exile in those far-off Arctic wastes, or fill the prisons with suspects, more than two-thirds of whom are innocent, loyal and law-abiding citizens.

He turned suddenly and, pale with anger, struck his fist upon his table.

There shall be no more exile by administrative process! he cried, and seating himself, he drew a sheet of official paper before him, and for a few moments his quill squeaked rapidly over the paper.

Thus he wrote the ukase abolishing exile by administrative process — that law which the camarilla had so abused — and signed it with a flourish of his pen.

The first reform in Russia — a reform which meant the yearly saving of thousands of innocent lives, the preservation of the sanctity of every home throughout the great Empire, and which guaranteed to everyone in future, suspect or known criminal or Revolutionist, a fair and open trial — had been achieved.

Surely the little Grand Duchess, the madcap of the Romanoffs, had not sacrificed her great love in vain, even though while that Imperial ukase was being written she sat with bitter tears rolling slowly down her white cheeks.


Chapter Thirty Three.

Describes a Momentous Audience.
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A DEAD SILENCE fell in that small, business-like room, wherein the monarch, the hardest-working man in the Empire, transacted the complicated business of the great Russian nation.

Outside could be heard a sharp word of command, followed by the heavy tramp of soldiers and the roll of drums. The sentries were changing guard.

Slowly — very slowly — His Majesty placed a sheet of blotting-paper over the document he had written, and then turning to the tearful girl, asked:

Will not this individual, Danilo Danilovitch, furnish me with proofs? He is a Revolutionist, yet that is no reason why I should not see him. From what you tell me, Markoff holds him in his power by constantly threatening to betray him to his comrades as a police-spy. I must see him. Where is he?

He has accompanied us from London, Your Majesty, was my reply. I had some difficulty in assuring him that he would obtain justice at Your Majestys hands.

He is an assassin. He killed my brother Nicholas; yet it seems — if what you tell me be true — that Markoff compelled him to commit this crime.

Without a doubt, was my reply.

Then, Revolutionist or not, I will see him, and he touched the electric button placed in the side of his writing-table.

A sentry appeared instantly, and at my suggestion His Majesty permitted me to go down the long corridor, at the end of which the dark, thin-faced man, in a rather shabby black suit, was sitting in a small ante-room, outside which stood a tall, statuesque Cossack sentry.

A few words of explanation, and somewhat reluctantly Danilovitch rose and followed me into the presence of the man he was ever plotting to kill.

The Emperor received him most graciously, and ordered him to be seated, saying:

My niece here and Mr Trewinnard have been speaking of you, Danilo Danilovitch, and have told me certain astounding things.

The man looked up at his Sovereign, pale and frightened, and His Majesty, realising this, at once put him at his ease by adding: I know that, in secret, you are the mysterious One who directs the revolutionary movement throughout the Empire, and the constant conspiracies directed against my own person. Well, he laughed, I hope, Danilovitch, you will not find me so terrible as you have been led to expect, and, further, that when you leave here you will think a little better of the man whose duty it is to rule the Russian nation than you hitherto have done. Now, he asked, looking straight at the man, are you prepared to speak with me openly and frankly, as I am prepared to speak to you?

I am, Your Majesty, he said.

Then answer me a few questions, urged the Imperial autocrat. First, tell me whether these constant conspiracies against myself — these plots for which so many hundreds are being banished to Siberia — are genuine ones formed by those who really desire to take my life?

No, Sire, was the answer. The last genuine plot was the one in Samara, nearly two years ago. Your Majesty escaped only by a few seconds.

When the railway line was blown up just outside the station; I remember, said the Emperor, with a grim smile. Four of your fellow-conspirators were killed by their own explosives.

That was the last genuine plot. All the recent ones have been suggested by General Markoff, head of the Secret Police.

With your assistance?

The man nodded in the affirmative.

Then you betray your fellow-conspirators for payment — eh?

Because I am compelled. I, alas! took a false step once, and His Excellency the General has taken advantage of it ever since. He forces me to act according to his wishes, to conspire, to betray — to murder if necessity arises — because he knows how I dread the truth becoming known to the secret revolutionary committee, and how I fully realise the terrible fate which must befall me if the actual facts were ever revealed. The Terrorists entertain no sympathy with their betrayer.

I quite understand that, remarked the Sovereign. And then, in gracious words, he closely questioned him regarding the assassination of the Grand Duke Peter outside the Opera House in Warsaw, and heard the ghastly truth of Markoffs crime from the witnesss own lips.

I read the letters which I secured from the Palace of the Grand Duke Nicholas, he admitted. They were to the same effect as Your Majesty has said. In one of them His Excellency the General confessed his crime.

You threw the bomb which killed my brother, the Grand Duke Nicholas?

It was intended to kill Her Highness the Grand Duchess, and he indicated Natalia, and also the Englishman, Mr Trewinnard. The General was plotting the death of both of them, fearing that they knew his secret.

And in England there was another conspiracy against them — eh?

Yes, replied the man known as the Shoemaker of Kazan. But Mr Trewinnard and the Chief of Criminal Police, Ivan Hartwig, discovered me, and dared me to commit the outrage on pain of betrayal to my friends. Hence I have been between two stools — compelled by Markoff and defied by Hartwig. At last, in desperation, I sent an anonymous letter to Her Highness warning her, with the fortunate result that both she and her lover — a young Englishman named Drury — disappeared, and even the Secret Police were unable to discover their whereabouts. I did so in order to gain time, for I had no motive in taking Her Highnesss life, although if I refused to act I knew what the result must inevitably be.

All this astounds me, declared the Emperor. I never dreamed that I was being thus misled, or that Markoff was acting with such cunning and unscrupulousness against the interests of the dynasty and the nation. I see the true situation. You, Danilo Danilovitch, are a Revolutionist — not by conviction, but because of the drastic action of the Secret Police, the real rulers of Russia. Therefore, read that, and he took from his table the Imperial ukase and handed it to him.

When he had read it he returned it to the Emperors hand, and murmured:

Thank God! All Russia will praise Your Majesty for your clemency. It is the reform for which we have been craving for the past twenty years — fair trial, and after conviction a just punishment. But we have, alas! only had arrest and prompt banishment without trial. Every man and woman in Russia has hitherto been at the mercy of any police-spy or any secret enemy.

My only wish is to give justice to the nation, declared the Sovereign, his dark, thoughtful eyes turned upon the dynamitard whose word was law to every Terrorist from Archangel to Odessa, and from Wirballen to Ekaterinburg.

And, Sire, on behalf of the Party of the Peoples Will I beg to thank you for granting it to us, said the man, whose keen, highly-intelligent face was now slightly flushed.

What I have heard to-day from my nieces lips, from Mr Trewinnard and from yourself, has caused the gravest thoughts to arise within me, His Majesty declared after a slight pause. Injustice has, I see, been done on every hand, and the Secret Police has been administered by one who, it seems, is admittedly an assassin. It is now for me to remedy that — and to do so by drastic measures.

And the whole nation will praise Your Majesty, Danilovitch replied. I am a Revolutionist, it is true, but I have been forced — forced against my will — to formulate these false plots for the corrupt Secret Police to unearth. I declare most solemnly to Your Majesty that my position as leader of this Party and at the same time an agent-provocateur has been a source of constant danger and hourly terror. In order to hide my secret, I was unfortunately compelled to commit murder — to kill the woman I loved. She discovered the truth, and would have exposed me to the vengeance which the Party never fails to mete out to its betrayers. Markoff had given me my liberty and immunity from arrest in exchange for my services to him. He held me in his power, body and soul, and, because of that, I was forced to strike down the woman I loved, he added, with a catch in his voice. And — and— he said, standing before the Emperor, I crave Your Majestys clemency. I — I crave a pardon for that act for which I have ever been truly penitent.

A pardon is granted, was the reply in a firm, deep voice. You killed my brother Nicholas under compulsion. But on account of your open confession and the service rendered to me by these revelations, I must forgive you. I see that your actions have, all along, been controlled by Serge Markoff. Now, he added, what more can you tell me regarding this maladministration of the police?

Danilovitch threw himself upon his knees and kissed the Emperors hand, thanking him deeply and declaring that he would never take any further part in the revolutionary movement in the future, but exercise all his influence to crush and stamp it out.

Then, when he had risen again to his feet, he addressed His Majesty, saying:

The Secret Police, as at present organised, manufacture revolutionaries. I was a loyal, law-abiding Russian before the police arrested my brother and my wife illegally, and sent them to Siberia without trial. Then I rose, like thousands of others have done, and fell into the trap which Markoffs agents so cleverly prepared. No one has been safe from arrest in Russia—

Until to-day, the Emperor interrupted. The ukase I have written is the law of the Empire from this hour.

Ah! God be thanked! cried the man, placing his hands together fervently. Probably no man can tell the many crimes and injustices for which General Markoff has been responsible. You want to know some of them — some within my own knowledge, he went on. Well, he was responsible for the great plot in Moscow a year ago when the little Tzarevitch so narrowly escaped. Seventeen people were killed and twenty-three were injured by the six bombs which were thrown, and nearly one hundred innocent persons were sent to Schusselburg or to Siberia in consequence.

Did you formulate that plot? the Emperor asked.

I did. Also at Markoffs orders the one at Nikolaiev where the young woman, Vera Vogel, shot the Governor-General of Kherson and two of his Cossacks. Again at Markoffs demand, I formed the plot whereby, near Tchirskaia, the bridge over the Don was blown up; fortunately just before Your Majestys train reached it. It was I who pressed the electrical contact — I pressed it purposely a few moments too quickly, as I was determined not to be the cause of that wholesale loss of life which must have resulted had the train fallen into the river. Another attempt was the Zuroff affair, when an infernal machine charged with nitro-glycerine was not long ago actually found within the Winter Palace — placed there by an unknown hand in order to terrify Your Majesty. But I tell you the hand that placed it where it was found was that of Serge Markoff himself — the same hand which killed His Imperial Highness the Grand Duke Peter in order to prevent His Highness telling Your Majesty certain ugly truths which he had accidentally discovered. And, he went on, there were many other conspiracies of various kinds conceived for the sole purpose of keeping the Empire ever in a state of unrest and the arrest of hundreds of the innocent of both sexes. Indeed, explosives — picric acid, nitro-glycerine, mélinite and cordite — were supplied to us from a secret source. Sometimes, too, when I furnished a list of, say, ten or a dozen of those implicated in a plot, the police would arrest them with probably thirty others besides, people taken haphazard in the streets or in the houses. Whole families have been banished, men dragged from their wives, women from their husbands and children, and though innocent were consigned to those terrible oubliettes beneath the level of the lake at Schusselburg, or in the Fortress of Peter and Paul. To adequately describe all the fierce brutality, the gross injustice and the ingenious plots conceived and financed by Serge Markoff would be impossible. I only speak of those in which I, as his unwilling catspaw, have been implicated.

Her Highness and myself had listened to this amazing confession without uttering a word.

The Emperor, intensely interested in the mans story, put to him many questions, some concerning the demands of the Party of the Peoples Will, others in which he requested further details concerning Markoffs crimes against persons, and against the State.

This man in whom for years I have placed such implicit confidence has played me false! cried the ruler presently, his face pale as he struck the table fiercely in his anger. He has plotted with the Terrorists against me! He has been responsible for several attempts from which I have narrowly escaped with my life. Therefore he shall answer to me — this cunning knave who is actually my brothers assassin! He shall pay the penalty of his crimes!

All Russia knows that at Your Majestys hands we always receive justice, the Revolutionist said. From the Ministry, however, we never do. They are our oppressors — our murderers.

And you Revolutionists wish to kill me because of the misdeeds of my Ministers! cried the Emperor in reproach.

If Your Majesty dismisses and punishes those who are responsible, then there will be no more Terrorism in Russia. I am a leader; I have bred and reared the serpent of the Revolution, and I myself can strangle it — and I promise Your Majesty that as soon as General Markoff is removed from office — I will do so.


Chapter Thirty Four.

The Emperors Command.
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AGAIN THE EMPEROR turned to his table and scribbled a few lines in Russian, which he handed to the man.

It was an impressive moment. What he had written was the dismissal in disgrace of his favourite, the most powerful official in the Empire.

I shall receive him in audience to-night, and shall give this to him, he said. The punishment I can afterwards consider.

Then, after a pause, he added:

I have to thank you, Danilo Danilovitch, for all that you have revealed to me. Go and tell your comrades of the Revolution all that I have said and what I have done. Tell them that their Emperor will himself see that justice is accorded them — that his one object in future shall be to secure, by Gods grace, the peace, prosperity and tranquillity of the Russian nation.

Then the Emperor bowed as sign that the audience was at an end, and the man, unused to the etiquette of Court, bowed, turned, and wishing us farewell, walked out.

All this utterly astounds me, Trewinnard, said His Majesty, when Danilovitch had gone. He was speaking as a man, not as an Emperor. Yet what Tattie has revealed only confirms what I suspected regarding the death of my poor brother Peter, he went on. You recollect that I told you my suspicions — of my secret — on the day of the fourth Court ball last year. It is now quite plain. He was ruthlessly killed by the one man in my entourage whom I have so foolishly believed to be my friend. Ah! How grossly one may be deceived — even though he be an Emperor! and he sighed, drawing his strong hand wearily across his brow.

After a pause he added: I have to thank you, Trewinnard, for thus tearing the scales from my eyes. Indeed, I have to thank you for much in connection with what I have learned to-day.

No, Sire, was my reply. Rather thank Her Imperial Highness. To her efforts all is due. She has sacrificed her great love for a most worthy man in the performance of this, her duty. Had she not resolved to return to Russia and speak openly at risk of giving you offence, she might have remained in England — or, rather, in Scotland, still preserving her incognita, and still retaining at her side the honest, upright young Englishman with whom she has been in love ever since her school-days at Eastbourne.

I quite realise the great sacrifice you have made, Tattie, said the Emperor, turning to her kindly, and noting how pale was her beautiful countenance and how intense her look. By this step you have, in all probability, saved my life. Markoff and his gang of corrupt Ministers would have no doubt killed me whenever it suited their purpose to do so. But you have placed your duty to myself and to the nation before your love, therefore some adequate recompense is certainly due to you.

The great man of commanding presence strode across the room from end to end, his bearded chin upon his breast, deep in thought. Suddenly he halted before her, and drawing himself up with that regal air which suited him so well, he looked straight at her, placed his hand tenderly upon her shoulder as she sat, and said:

Tell me, Tattie; do you really and truly love this Englishman?

I do, uncle, the girl faltered, her fine eyes downcast. Of course I do. I — I cannot tell you a lie and deny it.

And — well, if Richard Drury took out letters of naturalisation as a Russian subject, and I made him a Count — and I gave you permission to marry — what then — eh? he asked, smiling merrily as he stood over her.

She sprang to her feet and grasped both his big hands.

You will! she cried. You really will! Uncle, tell me!

The Emperor, smiling benignly upon her — for, after all, she was his favourite niece — slowly nodded in the affirmative.

Whereupon she turned to me, exclaiming:

Oh! Uncle Colin. Dear old Uncle Colin! Im so happy — so very happy! I must telegraph to Dick at once — at once!

No, no, little madcap, interrupted the Emperor; not from here. The Secret Police would quickly know all about it. Send someone to the German frontier with a telegram. One of our couriers shall start to-night. Drury will receive the good news to-morrow evening, and, Tattie, — he added, taking both her little hands again, I have known all along, from various reports, how deeply and devotedly you love this young Englishman. Therefore, if I give my consent and make your union possible, I only hope and trust that you will both enjoy every happiness.

In her wild ecstasy of delight the girl raised her sweet face to his heavy-bearded countenance, that face worn by the cares of State, and kissed him fervently, thanking him profoundly, while I on my part craved for the immediate release of poor Luba de Rosen.

The Emperor at once scribbled something upon an official telegraph form, and touching a bell, the sentry carried it out.

The young lady so cruelly wronged will be free and on her way back to Petersburg within three hours, the Monarch said quietly, after the sentry had made his exit.

Oh! Uncle Colin! cried Her Highness excitedly to me, what a red-letter day this is for me!

And for me also, Tattie, remarked His Majesty in his deep, clear voice. Owing to your efforts, I have learned some amazing but bitter truths; I have at last seen the reason why my people have so cruelly misjudged me, and why they hate me. I realise how I have, alas! been blinded and misled by a corrupt and unscrupulous Ministry who have exercised their power for their own self-advancement, their methods being the stirring-up of the people, the creation of dissatisfaction, unrest, and the actual manufacture of revolutionary plots directed against my own person. I now know the truth, and I intend to act — to act with a hand as strong and as relentless as they have used against my poor, innocent, long-suffering subjects. Her Highness was all anxiety to send a telegram by courier over the frontier to Eydtkuhnen. If he left Petersburg by the night train at a quarter-past ten, he would, she reckoned, be at the frontier at six oclock on the following evening. It was half an hour by train from Tzarskoie-Selo to Petersburg, and she was now eager to end the audience and be dismissed.

But His Majesty seemed in no hurry. He asked us both many questions concerning Markoff, and what we knew regarding his dealings with the bomb-throwers.

Natalia explained what had occurred in Brighton, and how she had been constantly watched by Danilovitch, while I described the visit of Hartwig and myself to that dingy house in Lower Clapton. That sinister, unscrupulous chief of Secret Police had been directly responsible for the death of Natalias father; and Her Highness was bitter in her invectives against him.

Leave him to me, said the Emperor, frowning darkly. He is an assassin, and he shall be punished as such.

Then, ringing his bell again, he ordered the next Imperial courier in waiting to be summoned, for at whatever palace His Majesty might be there were always half a dozen couriers ready at a moments notice to go to the furthermost end of the Empire.

I know, Tattie, you are anxious to send your message. Write it at my table, and it shall be sent from the first German station. Here, in Russia, the Secret Police are furnished with copies of all messages sent abroad or received. We do not want your secret disclosed just yet! he laughed.

So the girl seated herself in the Emperors chair, and after one or two attempts composed a telegram containing the good news, which she addressed to Richard Drury at his flat in Albemarle Street.

Presently the courier, a big, bearded man of gigantic stature, in drab uniform, was ushered into the Imperial presence, and saluted. To him, His Majesty gave the message, and ordered him to take it by the next train to Eydtkuhnen. Whereupon the man again saluted, backed out of the door, and started upon his errand. What, I wondered, would Dick Drury think when he received her reassuring message?

Natalias face beamed with supreme happiness, while the Emperor himself for the moment forgot his enemies in the pleasure which his nieces delight gave to him.

Again His Majesty, with darkening brow, referred to the brutal murder of his favourite brother, the Grand Duke Peter, saying:

You will recollect, Trewinnard, the curious conviction which one day so suddenly came upon me. I revealed it to you in strictest secrecy — the ghastly truth which seemed to have been forced upon me by some invisible agency. It was my secret, and the idea has haunted me ever since. And yet here to-day my suspicion that poor Peter was killed by some person who feared what secret he might reveal stands confirmed; and yet, he cried, how many times have I, in my ignorance, taken the hand of my brothers murderer!

Colonel Polivanoff, the Imperial Marshal; my old friend, Captain Stoyanovitch, equerry-in-waiting, both craved audience, one after the other, for they bore messages for His Majesty. Therefore they were received without ceremony and impatiently dismissed. The subject the Sovereign was discussing with us was of far more importance than reports from the great military camps at Yilna and at Smolensk, where manoeuvres were taking place.

The Emperor turned to his private telephone and was speaking with Trepoff, the Minister for Foreign Affairs in Petersburg, when the Marshal Polivanoff again entered, saying:

His Excellency General Markoff petitions audience of Your Majesty.

Natalia and I exchanged quick glances, and both of us rose.

For a second the Emperor hesitated. Then, turning to us, he commanded us to remain.

I will see him at once, he said very calmly, his face a trifle paler.

Next moment the man whose dismissal in disgrace was already lying upon the Emperors desk stood upon the threshold and bowed himself into the Imperial presence.


Chapter Thirty Five.

From Our Own Correspondent.
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THAT MOMENT WAS indeed a breathless one.

The Emperors countenance was grey with anger. Yet he remained quite calm and firm. He was about to deal with an enemy more bitter and more dangerous than the most relentless firebrand of the whole Revolutionary Party.

I was not aware that Your Majesty was engaged with Her Imperial Highness, the sinister-faced official began. I have a confidential report to make — a matter of great urgency.

Well, I hope it is not another plot, remarked the Sovereign with bitter, weary sarcasm. But whatever report you wish to make, Markoff, may be made here — before my niece and Mr Trewinnard.

He glanced at us suspiciously and then said:

This afternoon the Moscow police have unearthed a most desperate plot to wreck Your Majestys train early to-morrow morning at Chimki. I furnished them with information, and twenty-eight arrests have been made.

Indeed, remarked his Imperial Master, raising his eyebrows, quite unmoved. Have you the list of names?

In answer, the General produced a yellow official paper, which he placed upon His Majestys table. Then, with but a casual glance, the Emperor took up his quill and scribbled some words across the sheet and handed it back.

Markoff glanced at the words written, then, much puzzled, looked at His Majesty.

Yes, the latter said. I order their immediate release. And, let me tell you, Serge Markoff, that this afternoon I have given audience to a very intimate friend of yours; your agent-provocateur, Danilo Danilovitch!

The Generals countenance went white as paper. Such a reception was entirely unexpected.

Ah! exclaimed His Majesty, with a bitter smile, I see what surprise and apprehension my talk with Danilovitch causes you. Well, I will not give utterance to the loathing I feel towards you — the man in whose hands I have placed such supreme power, and whom I have so implicitly trusted. Suffice it to say that he has revealed to me the ingenious manner in which plots have been formed in order to terrorise me, and your inhuman method of sending hundreds of innocent ones into exile, merely in order to obtain my favour.

I have never done such a thing! cried the man in uniform, standing at attention as his master spoke. The fellow lies.

Enough, said the Emperor, in a loud, commanding voice. Hear me! You are an assassin. You killed my brother the Grand Duke Peter with your own dastardly hand in order to hide your disgraceful tactics. You sent your own wife to her grave, and you paid your catspaw to kill the Grand Duke Nicholas. To-day there is a plot afoot to close the lips of my niece and my good friend Trewinnard! These are only a few of your disgraceful crimes. No; do not attempt to deny them, brute and liar that you are. Rather reflect upon the terrible fate of the thousands of poor wretches who have been sent to the Arctic settlements by your relentless, inhuman hand. The souls of all those who have been worn out by the journey and died like dogs upon the Great Post Road, or in other ways have fallen innocent victims of your plots, call loudly for vengeance. And I tell you, Serge Markoff, he said, his dark, heavy brows narrowing in fierce anger, I tell you that I shall find means by which adequate punishment will be awarded to you. Here is your dismissal! he added, taking the document from his table. It will be gazetted to-morrow. Go back to Petersburg at once and there remain. Do not attempt to leave Russia, or even to leave Petersburg, or you will at once be placed under arrest and sent to the fortress. Go home, place your affairs in order, and await until I send for you again.

The Emperor had not yet decided what form his punishment should take.

But — but surely Your Imperial Majesty will allow me to— he gasped with difficulty.

I will allow you nothing — nothing! You are my enemy, Serge Markoff — a crafty, cunning enemy, who now stands revealed as a brutal assassin! Ah! I shall avenge my brother Peters death — depend upon it! Go! Get from my presence! he commanded, and raising his hand, he pointed with his finger imperiously to the door. I had never before seen such a look upon His Majestys strong face.

And the man whose evil actions had spread terror into every corner and every home throughout the Russian Empire, thus receiving his sudden congé, slowly crossed the room, his head bowed, his face ashen.

He was unable to speak or to protest.

For a second he stood still, then, opening the door, he passed out in silence.



Extract from the second edition of The Times issued on the following day:

From Our Own Correspondent.

St. Petersburg, May 16th.

A startling tragedy occurred just after seven oclock last evening in front of the barracks in the Zagarodny Prospect in St. Petersburg, just outside the Tzarskoie-Selo Station. According to the journal Novosti, His Excellency General Serge Markoff, Chief of Secret Police, and one of the Emperors most trusted officials, who had been to Tzarskoie-Selo for audience with His Majesty, had arrived at the station unexpectedly on his return to Petersburg, and his carriage not being there, he resolved to walk down into the city. He had turned out of the station, when he was followed by an unknown man, who had, it seems, arrived by the same train. In front of the barracks the pair apparently recognised each other, and, according to a bystander, His Excellency drew a revolver and fired point-blank at the stranger, who next instant drew his own weapon and shot the General dead.

All took place in the space of a few seconds, so suddenly, indeed, that the stranger, who certainly fired in self-protection, was able to get clear away before any of the passers-by could stop him. The Generals body was removed by the military ambulance to his residence facing the Summer Gardens, and the strange affair created the greatest sensation throughout the city.

It is believed that the man so suddenly recognised by His Excellency must have been a prominent Terrorist from whom the General feared assassination; but it is proved by an onlooker — a butcher who was walking only a few feet from them — that His Excellency, who appeared seized by sudden anger, fired the first shot.

The police are making every inquiry, and it is believed that the assassin of the well-known official will be arrested.

Another curious feature in connection with the strange affair is that the same journal in another column publishes in the Official Gazette the announcement that His Majesty the Emperor only two hours before the tragic occurrence dismissed his favourite official in disgrace. No reason is given, but it is rumoured in the diplomatic circle that certain grave administrative scandals have been discovered, and this dismissal is the first of several which are to follow. In fact, in certain usually well-informed quarters it is persistently declared that the whole Cabinet will be dismissed.

The Emperor left with the Tzarina for Moscow last evening. The Grand Duchess Natalia accompanied them, and Mr Colin Trewinnard, of the British Embassy, travelled by the same train.


Chapter Thirty Six.

Describes To-day.
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THREE MONTHS LATER.

It was hot August in Russia — the month of drought and dust.

Luba de Rosen had returned to her mothers house in Petersburg, where her property and her dead mothers handsome income, which had been confiscated by the State, had been returned to her. Several times both Her Highness and myself had visited her, while one afternoon she had been received in private audience at Gatchina by the Emperor, who had sympathised with her and promised to make amends in every way for the injustice she had suffered.

The camarilla who had so long ruled Russia, placing the onus of their oppression upon the Emperor, had, thanks to Natalia, been broken up, and a new and honest Cabinet established in its place.

Danilo Danilovitch, on the day following Markoffs assassination, had telegraphed openly from Germany to His Majesty, announcing that he had rid Russia of her worst enemy. And probably that message did not cause the Emperor much displeasure. It was the carrying out of the old Biblical law of an eye for an eye. And as the catspaw was beyond the frontier, and the crime a political one, its perpetrator was immune from arrest.

Five weeks later, however, the Supreme Council of the Peoples Will, held in an upstairs room in Greek Street, Soho, and presided over by Danilovitch in person, heard from him a long and complete statement, in which he described his audience at Tzarskoie-Selo, and delivered the message sent by the Emperor to the Revolutionists.

Unanimously it was then decided to put an end to all militant measures, now that the Emperor knew the truth, and to trust the assurances given from the throne. A loyal reply was drafted to His Majestys message, and this was duly despatched by a confidential messenger to Russia and placed in the Emperors own hands — a declaration of loyalty which gave him the greatest gratification.

Diplomatic Europe, in ignorance of what was actually in progress, was surprised at the sudden turn of events in Russia, and on account of the unexpected dismissal of Ministers and the establishment of the Duma, felt that open revolution was imminent. From the official busybodies at the various Embassies the truth was carefully concealed. It was, of course, known that General Markoff had all along been the worst enemy of Russia, and in consequence the Revolutionary Party made open rejoicing at the news of his death. Yet the actual facts were ingeniously suppressed, both from the diplomatic corps and from the correspondents of the foreign newspapers.

The entire change in the Emperors policy and the granting of many much-needed reforms were regarded abroad as the natural reaction after the drastic autocracy. But nobody dreamed of the truth, how the Emperor, after all a humane man and a benign ruler, had at last learned the bitter truth, and had instantly acted for the welfare and safety of his beloved people.

Many of the London journals published leading articles upon what they termed the new era in Russia, attributing it to all causes except the right one, the popular opinion being that His Majesty had at last been terrorised into granting justice and a proper representation to the people. Exile of political prisoners to Siberia had been suddenly abolished by Imperial ukase, together with the major powers vested in the Secret Police. The safety and sanctity of the home was guaranteed, and no person could in future be consigned to a dungeon or exiled without fair and open trial.

All this, it was said, was a triumph of the Revolution. Journalists believed that the Emperor had been forced to accord the people their demand. Little, indeed, did the world dream the actual truth, the secret of which was so well kept that only the British Foreign Minister at Downing Street was aware of it, for by the Emperors express permission I was able to sit one day in that sombre private room in the Foreign Office and there in confidence relate the strange events, the shadows of a throne, which I have endeavoured to set down in the foregoing pages.

Since the day of the dismissal of Serge Markoff with five members of the Cabinet, and the breaking up of that disgraceful camarilla which had surrounded the Sovereign, suppressing the truth, preventing reforms, and ruling Holy Russia with a hand of iron, the nation had indeed entered upon an era of financial and social progress. Russia has become a nation of enlightenment, prosperity and industry, even, perhaps, against the will of her upper classes.

I was present on that August day in the handsome private church attached to the great Palace of Peterhof, and there witnessed the marriage of Her Imperial Highness the Grand Duchess Natalia to Richard Drury, Count of Ozerna, who had become a naturalised Russian subject and been ennobled by the Emperor.

It was a brilliant function, for all the Ministers, foreign Ambassadors and the whole Imperial Court, including the Emperor and Empress, were present. The Court now being out of mourning for the Grand Duke Nicholas, the display of smart gowns, uniforms and decorations was more striking than even at a State ball at the Winter Palace.

Standing beside Captain Stoyanovitch, I was near Natalia, the incorrigible little madcap of the Romanoffs, when with her husband she knelt before the altar while the priest, in his gorgeous robes, bestowed upon them his blessing. And when they rose and passed out, their handsome faces reflected the supreme joy of the triumph of their mutual love.

Some years have now passed.

His Imperial Majesty, alas! lies in his great sarcophagus in Moscow, and the Tzarevitch reigns in his stead. But in Russia the Revolutionary movement is no longer a militant one, for the people know well that their rulers aims and aspirations are those of his father, and patiently await the reforms which, though perhaps slow in progress, nevertheless do from time to time become law and bestow the greatest benefits upon the many millions of souls from the German frontier to the Sea of Japan.

Ivan Hartwig, the Anglo-Russian, still lives on the outskirts of Petersburg as Otto Schenk, and is still head of the Russian Sûreté, and from him I only recently heard that Danilo Danilovitch had been discovered in Chicago, leading the life of a highly-respected citizen. He had changed his name into Daniels, and was the proprietor of one of the largest boot factories in that progressive city. Miss West has been pensioned and remains in Brighton, but Davey, the English maid, is still in the Grand Duchesss service.

As for myself — well, I am still a diplomat, and still a bachelor.

After service as Councillor of Embassy in Berlin, Washington and Paris, I was appointed by the late King Edward his Envoy extraordinaire et Ministre plénipotentiaire to a certain brilliant Court in the South of Europe, where I still reside in the great white Embassy as chief of a large and brilliant staff.

Sometimes when I go on leave, I manage to snatch a week or two with Count Drury and his pretty wife, at the Grand Ducal Palace in Petersburg, where they live together in perfect idyllic happiness, and where splendid receptions are given during the winter season. More than once, too, I have been guest at their great Castle of Ozerna, a gloomy mediaeval fortress, near Orel in Central Russia, to enjoy the excellent boar-hunting in the huge forests surrounding.

And often as I have sat at their table, waited on by the gorgeous flunkeys in the blue-and-gold Grand Ducal livery, headed by old Igor, I have looked into Natalias pretty face and reflected how Little the Russian people ever dream that for the liberty which has recently come to them they are indebted solely to a woman — to the girl who was once declared to be an incorrigible flirt, and who had scandalised the Imperial family — the little Grand Duchess, who, at the sacrifice of her own great love, boldly exposed and denounced that unscrupulous and powerful official, Markoff, the one-time Chief of Secret Police, the man who had sacrificed so many innocent lives as the Price of Power.

THE END


Her Royal Highness (1914)
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Chapter One.

The Nile Travellers.
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THE MYSTIC HOUR of the desert afterglow.

A large, square wooden veranda covered by a red and white awning, above a wide silent sweep of flowing river, whose huge rocks, worn smooth through a thousand ages, raised their backs about the stream, a glimpse of green feathery palms and flaming scarlet poinsettias on the island opposite, and beyond the great drab desert, the illimitable waste of stony, undulating sands stretching away to the infinite, and bathed in the blood-red light of the dying day.

On the veranda sat a crowd of chattering English men and women of wealth and leisure — taking tea. The women were mostly in white muslins, and many wore white sun-helmets though it was December, while the men were mostly in clean suits of ducks. An orchestra from Italy was playing Musettas waltz-song from La Bohème, and the same people one meets at the opera, at supper at the Savoy or the Ritz, were chattering over tea and pastries served by silent-footed, dark-faced Nubians in scarlet fezes and long white caftans.

The Cataract Hotel at Assouan is, at five oclock, when the Eastern desert is flooded by the wonderful green and crimson of the fading sun, the most select yet cosmopolitan circle in all the world, the meeting-place of those seekers after sunshine who have ascended the Nile to the spot where rain has never fallen within the memory of man.

The poor old played-out Riviera has still its artificial attractions, it is true. One can, for once in ones life, enjoy the pasteboard of the Nice carnival, the irresponsible frolic of the Battle of Flowers, the night gaiety of Ciros, breathe the combined odour of perspiration and perfume in the rooms at Monte, eat the gâteaux at Vogardes, play the one-franc game of boule at the Casino Municipal, or lunch off the delicious trout from the tanks at the Reserve at Beaulieu. But the Cote dAzur and its habitués, its demi-mondaines and its escrocs soon pall upon one; hence Society nowadays goes farther afield — to Egypt, the land of wonders, where there is ever-increasing charm, where the winter days amid those stupendous monuments of a long-dead civilisation are rainless, the land where Christmas is as warm as our English August, where all is silent and dreamy beside the mighty Nile, and where the brown-faced sons of the desert kneel Mecca-wards at sunset and praise the name of Allah the One. Allah is just; Allah is merciful. There is no God but Allah!

Some winter idlers go to Cairo, and there indulge in the gaieties of Shepheards, the Savoy, or the Gezireh Palace, or the teas and dances at Mena House, or the breath of freedom at Heliopolis. But Cairo is not Egypt. To see and to know Egypt one must ascend the Nile a farther eight hundred miles to Luxor — the town where once stood ancient Thebes, the City of a Hundred Gates, or to Assouan, the Aswan of the days of the Pharaohs.

It is there, on the borders of the glowing desert of Nubia, far removed from the stress of modern life, that one first begins to experience the new joy of existence — life in that limitless wilderness of sky and sand, life amid the relics of a mighty and wonderful age long since bygone and forgotten.

On that afternoon of early December a merry party of four young people — two girls and two men — sat at one of the small tables on the veranda.

The gay quartette, waited upon by Ahmed, an erect bronze statue, picturesque in his white caftan and red sash, were laughing merrily as the elder of the two men recounted the amusing progress of a party whom he had accompanied on camels into the desert that afternoon.

Around them everywhere was loud chatter and laughter, while the orchestra played dreamily, the music floating across the slowly darkening river which flowed on its course from unexplored regions of Central Africa away to the far-distant Mediterranean.

I went across to Philae this morning to see the temples — Pharaohs Bed, and the rest. Hardy pulled me out of bed at six oclock, exclaimed the younger of the two men — a tall, clean-shaven Englishman of a decided military type. But I must confess that after flogging the Nile for nearly three weeks and Mahmoud taking us to see every temple along its banks, Im getting just a bit fed up with antiquities and ruins.

Oh, my dear fellow, cried the elder man in quick reproach, you must never admit such a thing in Upper Egypt. Its horribly bad form. Mademoiselle will agree — eh?

And the broad-shouldered, handsome man of thirty-five or so in a clean white linen suit leaned back in his chair and laughed at the pretty, dark-haired vivacious French girl he had addressed. She was not more than twenty, with a refined oval face, wonderfully expressive eyes, and a small delicate mouth which parted as she shrugged her shoulders and smiled back at him in assent.

Ah, Waldron, but youre a diplomat, you know! replied the younger man. You fellows always say the right thing in the right place. We chaps in the Service, however, have a habit of speaking bluntly, I fear.

It is just as easy to be diplomatic, my dear Chester, as to be indiscreet, replied the Honourable Hubert Waldron, M.V.O., who was second secretary at His Britannic Majestys Embassy at Madrid, and was now on leave for a winter holiday.

Not yet forty, a smart, well-groomed, athletic, clean-cut Englishman, he nevertheless possessed the distinct Foreign Office air, and was, at the same time, a cosmopolitan of cosmopolitans. Essentially a ladies man, as every good diplomat should be, he was, in addition, decidedly handsome, with pale, refined features, a strong face with straight nose, a pair of dark, deep-set, thoughtful eyes, and a dark, well-trained moustache.

At Court functions, balls, receptions, official dinners and such-like festivities when, with his colleague, he was bound to be on show in his perfect-fitting diplomatic uniform, women always singled him out as a striking figure, as, indeed, he was, and at Stockholm, Brussels, and Lima, where he had respectively served as attaché he had attained great popularity among the corps diplomatique, and the gay, giddy world of Society which, in every capital, revolves about it.

The quartette had made each others acquaintance since leaving Cairo, having found themselves fellow-passengers on board the fine new river-steamer, the Arabia — members of a smart party of wealthy idlers which included two of Americas most famous millionaires. The party numbered thirty, all told, and during the three weeks they had travelled together and had all spent a time which each declared to be the most delightful of their lives.

The younger Englishman was Chester Dawson, son of Sir Forbes Dawson, M.P., and a lieutenant in the 19th Hussars, who, like Waldron, was on leave, while of the two ladies the younger was French, though she spoke English perfectly, and the other, ten years her senior, was slightly angular and decidedly English.

Mademoiselle Lola Duprez had attracted Hubert Waldron from the first moment when they had met on the upper deck an hour after leaving Cairo. She was bright, vivacious, and extremely chic, possessing all the daintiness of the true Parisienne without her irritating mannerisms. Slightly petite, with an extremely pretty and refined face, big eyes, a perfect complexion and a slim, erect figure, she was — judged from the standpoint of a connoisseur of female beauty as Hubert Waldron undoubtedly was — unusually beautiful and attractive. On many of the excursions into the desert when the party had landed to visit the ancient monuments, the pyramid of Sakkâra, the Tomb of Thi, the temples of Abydos Denderah and the rest, Hubert had ridden a donkey at her side, or spent the long, idle, sunny afternoon hours on deck, lolling in the padded cane-chairs sipping coffee and gossiping as the steamer, with its Arab reis or pilot squatting in the bow smoking cigarettes, made her way up the broad stream.

Thus, in the three delightfully lazy weeks which had gone, they had become most excellent friends, while Chester Dawson had, with all the irresponsibility of the young cavalry officer, admired a striking go-ahead American girl named Edna Eastham who, with her father, had come from Chelsea, Massachusetts. Mother, father, and daughter were a loud-speaking, hard-faced trio who bought all the false antiques offered to them by Arab pedlars.

Mademoiselles companion, a Miss Gabrielle Lambert, was a woman of quite a different stamp. She was nearly thirty, with a rather sad, thoughtful face, but unmistakably a lady by birth and breeding, half English, half French, though she never spoke much of herself. Travelling with the two girls was an old and peculiarly shrewd grey-haired Frenchman, an uncle of mademoiselle named Jules Gigleux, a good type of the dandified though elderly Parisian, yet to Hubert — a student of men — he was from the first something of a mystery.

Ahmed, the silent dignified servant with the face of bronze, handed mademoiselle a small plate of bon-bons. She took one, and then turning to the diplomat, exclaimed in her pretty broken English:

Ive at last persuaded uncle to take us up to Wady Haifa! Im longing to see the Second Cataract. We have booked berths by the steamer next Monday.

Next Monday! Waldron echoed. Why then we shall be fellow-passengers again, mademoiselle. I booked my berth a month ago. Ive been up there before. You will be much impressed by the rock-hewn Temple of Abu Simbel, the finest and most remarkable sight on the Nile.

I read all about it in the guide-books on board the Arabia, she said with her pretty French accent. It is to see the wonderful temple that I want to go there, although my uncle has been trying all day to put obstacles in the way. It takes a fortnight, and he seems to want to get back to Paris — whatever for, I fail to imagine.

Hes tired of the Nile, like our young friend Chester, laughed Waldron mischievously. I really believe Chester prefers a motor-run to Brighton with lunch at Crawley and tea at the Métropole.

All this jargon about Rameses, the great god, Osiris, good old Horus, Amen Ra, and all those gods with weird heads of birds and horned animals, the cartouches which the Pharaohs stuck upon everything — oh, it becomes so horribly boring, declared the young fellow with a yawn. And everywhere one goes some Arab appears from nowhere pestering you to buy an imitation scarab or some blue beads made in Birmingham a few weeks ago. Why on the Prince Luitpold Regent from Marseilles we had a man bringing over a fresh consignment of Egyptian antiques for the season! He showed me some!

Ah! laughed Lola, I see you are not held by the spell of Egypt, as we all are. Personally, I love it, and enjoy every moment of the day. It is all so very different to everything else I have seen.

You have travelled a good deal, eh, mademoiselle? asked Waldron, his tea-cup in his hand.

Ah, yes; a good deal. Ive seen most of the capitals of Europe, was her rather vague reply. But there is nothing like Egypt — nothing half so interesting as life up here, away from modern civilisation and yet so full of up-to-date comfort. I marvel at everything — even at this hotel. They tell me all the food — even the fish and poultry — comes from Europe. All that we eat is brought a couple of thousand miles!

Yes, Miss Lambert agreed. The English have done marvels in Egypt without a doubt.

Waldron glanced at Lola, and thought he had never seen her looking so indescribably charming. She was slightly flushed after riding that afternoon, but in her neat, clean linen gown, with her green-lined sun-helmet set slightly back on her head she presented a delightful picture of feminine daintiness and charm.

At that moment Edna Eastham, a tall, well-built girl of twenty-two, crossed the veranda laughing loudly over to two ladies of the party who sat near, and took a vacant table for tea, whereupon Chester Dawson, with a word of excuse, rose quickly and, crossing, joined her.

Chester seems quite fed up, declared Waldron when the young fellow had gone.

Yes. But hes coming with us up to Wady Haifa, said mademoiselle.

Because Miss Eastham is going, remarked the diplomat with a sarcastic smile.

Perhaps so. But do you know, she went on, Ive had such awful trouble to persuade uncle to take me on. He is anxious to get back to Europe — says he has some pressing business and all that.

The heat affects him, I believe; it is trying to one not used to it, the man replied.

Yes. But I think it would be a shame to turn back now that we have got up here so far. He was saying only last night that the trip up from Shellal to Wady Haifa was not over-safe — that the Nubians are hostile, and we might be attacked and murdered!

Not much fear of that nowadays, Waldron laughed. Our rule here has straightened things out. I admit, however, that there is a good deal of hostility about here, and I believe there are arms on board the Shellal steamers in case of trouble. But we anchor each night in mid-stream and a good watch is kept, while all the crew, though they are Arabs, have been in the service of the Steamboat Company for many years, and are quite loyal. So dont be nervous in the least, mademoiselle, for I assure you there is really no necessity.

Uncle Jules is always fond of discovering dangers where none exist, she laughed. I havent given the matter a second thought. We are going on Monday — and that is sufficient.

The broad-shouldered, rather dandified old Frenchman, Jules Gigleux, sauntered out from the hotel and joined them a few moments later. He was rather stout, grey-haired — with a small, well-clipped moustache, and a pair of sharp beady eyes which seemed to search everywhere — a man who, though burly and apparently easy-going, was nevertheless remarkably shrewd and sly.

These latter traits in Monsieur Gigleuxs character had aroused Huberts suspicions. He seemed ever watchful and curiously distrustful and shifty — a man who, though he made pretence of being open and straightforward and easy-going, was full of craft and deep cunning.

Well, uncle, exclaimed Lola, dropping into French as the man seated himself in the chair vacated by young Dawson, weve just been discussing the possibility of all of us being murdered by Arabs on our way up to Wady Haifa! and she laughed mischievously.

It is not very safe, snapped the old gentleman in French. I hear that the Egyptian police have a great deal of trouble to keep the country in order between Shellal and Wady Haifa.

Ah! Waldron exclaimed, I fear, msieur, you are somewhat misinformed. That portion of the Nile runs through Upper Nubia, and the people are more loyal to the British than they are even in Cairo.

Cairo, sniffed the old man. Why, trouble is expected there every day. Sedition is rife all over Egypt. If your Kitchener had not taken such a strong hand a year ago the country would now be in open revolt. The British are not loved in Europe. I say that, he added quickly, without disrespect of your country, msieur, please understand.

Perfectly, was the diplomats reply. But while I admit what you say is the truth, and, further, that there is a growing discontent, yet I still feel that, as far as we are concerned, though a little handful of Europeans and a great country peopled by Nubians, we are nevertheless quite safe. I was up there two years ago, and we did not even have a police escort when we landed at Kalabsha or Abu Simbel — indeed, we never saw a policeman.

Ah, that was two years ago, remarked Monsieur Gigleux, quite unconcerned.

Oh, we shant come to any harm, Uncle Jules, his niece assured him. I intend to have a real good time, Msieur Waldron, added the girl, who, having finished her tea, rose and went to the balcony, where she stood alone watching the magnificent glories of the desert sunset.

Below, around the great grey boulders in the river came very slowly a small Arab boat gaily painted in light green, with only just sufficient wind to stretch its pointed lateen sail. The three fisher lads which constituted its crew were singing one of those weird, plaintive songs of the Nile to the accompaniment of a big earthenware tom-tom — that same tuneful invocation of Allah to assist them which one hears everywhere upon the Nile from Alexandria up to Khartoum.

That strange, rhythmic song, the chorus of which is Al-lal-hey! Al-lal-hey! is the song of the Nile and rings always in ones ears at sundown — the reminder that Allah is great, Allah is merciful; there is no other God but Allah.

But does that gay, Christian, tango-dancing, bridge-playing world of Society, who in winter occupy that great white hotel opposite Elephantine Island, ever heed that call of the black, half-naked, and, alas! often starving Arab? The call to Allah!


Chapter Two.

Arouses Certain Suspicions.
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THE GREAT SALLE à manger of the Cataract is built like an Eastern mosque. Its interior is high domed, with old blue glass in the long narrow windows, and walls striped in yellow and dull red.

At night the scene is gay and animated — a replica of the supper-room at the Savoy — for over the thickly carpeted floor of the mosque, Society, clad in the latest mode, dines and makes merry at many little tables bright with electric lights and flowers, while the orchestra is just near enough to be present.

Waldron and Chester had been invited to old Gigleuxs table on their arrival at Assouan; therefore on that evening the party was, as usual, a merry one. After dinner, however, the little party dispersed — Miss Lambert to the reading-room, the old Frenchman to smoke, and Chester to find Edna Eastham, leaving Waldron and Lola together.

The night was perfectly clear, with a bright and wonderful moon.

Lets take a boat over to the Savoy? Waldron suggested. Its so hot here.

Mademoiselle, who was in a simple, dead-white gown, with a touch of pale salmon at the waist, was instantly agreeable, for a stroll through the beautiful gardens of the Savoy Hotel, over on Elephantine Island, was always delightful after dinner.

So she clapped her hands, summoning one of the Arab servants named Hassan, and sent him to her room for her wrap. Then when he had brought it in his big brown hands and placed it upon her shoulders, the pair descended through the garden of the hotel, where some boats were waiting in the moonlight to take parties out for a sail in the light zephyr which always rises on the Nile about nine oclock each night.

Good evenin, laidee, exclaimed the Arab boatman, salaaming, as the pair stepped into his boat, for the man had often taken them out on previous occasions; then two young Arabs followed, the boat was pushed off, and the big heavy sail raised.

Waldron told the man where they wished to go.

Ver gud, genleman, the big, brown-faced giant replied, salaaming, and soon they were speeding across the face of the wonderful river into which the moon and the lights of the town were reflected as in a mirror, while the only sound was the faint ripple of the water at the bows.

How delightfully refreshing after the heat, Lola exclaimed, pulling her wrap about her and breathing in the welcome air to the full.

Yes, replied her companion, lolling near her, smoking his cigarette. He had on a light coat over his dinner clothes, and wore a straw hat. There is nothing in Europe like this, is there?

Nothing, she admitted.

And what he said was true. The moon shone with that brilliancy only witnessed in the East, and the dead silence of the river and the limitless desert beyond was wonderfully impressive after that gay and reckless circle which they had just quitted.

Presently the two young Arabs, who had been conversing with each other in an undertone, spoke to their master — who apparently gave consent.

Waldron had offered each a cigarette from his case, receiving a pleased grin and a salaam, and all were now in the full enjoyment of smoking. They smoked on gravely until they had finished their gifts.

Merican steamer, he come from Cairo to-night, the boatman announced as they approached the quay at Assouan.

He means the new Hamburg-America passenger service, Waldron remarked, and then, turning to the Arab who was busy with their sail, preparing to tack, he asked him some questions regarding the steamer.

He big steamer, genleman. Reis, he know me — he know Ali. And so the Arab wandered on in his quaint English, for in Upper Egypt they are all inveterate gossips.

Then the operation of tacking concluded, one of the younger men produced a great cylinder of sun-baked clay, across the top of which was stretched a piece of parchment, and placing it across his knees began strumming upon it dexterously with his thumb, finger, and palm, after which the dark-faced trio set up that long-drawn, plaintive song of the Nile boatmen, in which Allah is beseeched to protect their beloved town, which has existed ever since the Pharaohs — the town of Aswan.

The weekly steamer from Cairo, gaily lit and filled with Europeans, was lying at the landing-stage. Hearing the song which the trio in rhythmic unison took up, a dozen or so Europeans in evening dress crowded to the side to see who was passing.

Lola, delighted, hailed them in English. They shouted back merry greetings, and then Ali, their boatman, tacked again, and they were soon sailing straight for the long, dark river-bank, where one or two lights showed like fireflies among the palms, until they reached the darkly-lit landing-stage on Elephantine, that little island whence, in the dim ages of the Sixth Dynasty, sprang the Kings of Egypt, where the ancient gods, Khnemu, Sati, and Anuquet were worshipped, and where the Pharaoh, Amenophis III, built a temple. Upon the site where the orgies of Hathor were enacted is to-day the modern Savoy, where one can obtain a whisky-and-soda or a well-mixed Martini. Other times, other manners.

On landing, Waldron and Lola strolled together along the moonlit, gravelled path beside the river, and presently sat beneath a great flowering oleander amid the thousand perfumes of that glorious tropical garden with its wealth of blossom.

He noted that she had suddenly grown grave and silent. Some people were sitting upon a seat near, laughing gaily and chattering in English, though in the deep shadow of the perfumed night they could not be seen. At their feet the broad Nile waters lapped lazily, while from a native boat in mid-stream came the low, rhythmic beating of a tom-tom as the rowers bent to their oars.

You seem very melancholy, remarked her companion suddenly. Why?

I — melancholy? she cried in her broken English, suddenly starting. I — I really did not know, msieur. Oh, please forgive me.

No, I will not, he said with mock reproach.

You mustnt be sad when I am with you.

But Im not sad, I assure you, she declared. And then, noticing that he was taking a cigarette from his case, she begged one.

Lola seldom, if ever, smoked in public, nevertheless she was passionately fond of those mild aromatic cigarettes which one gets in such perfection in Egypt, and often when with her friend, the cosmopolitan diplomat, she would indulge in one.

She hated the conventions which so often she set at naught — thus earning the reputation of a tomboy, so full of life and vivacity was she.

Uncle is such a dreadful bore sometimes, she sighed at last, dropping into French. I rather wish we were, after all, going back to Paris.

He disagrees with you sometimes, eh? laughed the man at her side. All elderly people become bores more or less.

Yes. But there is surely no reason for such constant watching.

Watching! exclaimed Waldron in feigned surprise. Is he annoyed at this constant companionship of ours?

Well, she hesitated; hes not exactly pleased. He watches me like a cat watches a mouse. I hate his crafty, stealthy ways. To-day I told him so, frankly.

Waldron was considerably surprised at her sudden outburst of confidence, for through all the weeks of their close acquaintanceship she had told him but very little concerning herself. But from what she had said he gathered that she was entirely dependent upon her uncle, whose strictness and eccentricities so often irritated her.

Yes, she went on, Ive really grown tired of being spied upon so constantly. It is most annoying. Gabrielle, too, is always telling tales to him — telling him where Ive gone, and how long Ive been away, and all that.

The man at her side paused.

In that case, he said at last, had we not better keep apart, mademoiselle — if it would render your life happier?

I only wish I could get rid of that old beast, she cried wistfully. But, unfortunately, I cant. Im entirely and utterly in his hands.

Why? asked her companion slowly.

But she remained silent, until he had repeated his question.

Why? Well, because I am, was her vague, mysterious reply.

Then he often complains of me? Waldron asked.

For answer she laughed a nervous little laugh.

He doesnt like me, I suppose. Well, theres no love lost between us, I assure you, mademoiselle. But if you think it best, then we will exercise a wiser discretion in future.

No, no, she replied hastily. You quite misconstrue my meaning, Msieur Waldron. You have been exceedingly kind to me, but— and then she sighed without concluding her sentence.

Again a silence fell between them.

From across the broad dark waters, in the bosom of which the stars were reflected, came the low, strident voices of the Arab boatmen chanting their monotonous prayer to Allah to give them grace. The still air was heavy with a thousand sweet scents, while about them the big nocturnal insects flitted and buzzed.

A peal of English laughter broke from out the deep shadows, and from somewhere in the vicinity came the twanging of a one-stringed instrument by an Arab, who set up one of those low, haunting refrains of the Nile bank — the ancient songs handed down through the Pagan ages before the birth of Christendom.

Waldron was reflecting deeply. Old Gigleux had always been a mystery. That he was a crafty, cunning old fox was undoubted, and yet he had, he remembered, always treated him with marked friendliness. It was surprising that he should, on the other hand, object to his niece being so frequently in his company.

Lolas companion questioned her regarding the mysterious old fellow, but all she would reply was:

There are certain matters, Msieur Waldron, which I would rather not discuss. That is one of them.

With this chilly rebuff her companion was compelled to be content, and no amount of diplomatic cross-examination would induce her to reveal anything further.

Ah, she cried at last, clenching her small hands and starting to her feet in a sudden frenzy of despair which amazed him, if you only knew the horror of it all — ah! if you only knew, msieur, you would, I am sure, pity me.

Horror of it! he gasped. What do you mean?

Nothing — nothing, she said hastily, in a voice thick with emotion. Let us return. We must get back. He will be so angry at my absence.

Then you really fear him! Waldron exclaimed in surprise.

She made no reply. Only as he laid his hand lightly upon her arm to guide her back along the dark path to where the native boat was moored, he felt her shudder.

He walked in silence, utterly bewildered at her sudden change of demeanour. What could it mean? In his career as a diplomat in the foreign capitals he had met thousands of pretty women of all grades, but none so sweet or so dainty as herself; none with a voice so musical, not one whose charm was so ineffable.

Yes, against his own inclination he had become fascinated by her, and already he felt that her interests were his own.

They stepped into the boat, being greeted by salaams from the black-faced crew, and then began to row back.

She uttered not a word. Even when one of the boys brought out the big tom-tom from beneath the seat, she signed to him to put it away. Music jarred upon her nerves.

Waldron sat in wonder, uttering no word, and the black-faced crew were in turn surprised at the sudden silence. Ali spoke some low, soft words in Arabic to his companions which, had the pair been acquainted with that language, would have caused them annoyance. They are lovers, he remarked wisely. They have quarrelled — eh? And to that theory the two boys agreed.

And so there was silence in the boat until it touched the landing-steps opposite the great hotel, rising dark in the white desert moonshine.

On returning to his room Hubert Waldron found a telegram from Madrid awaiting him. It was from an intimate friend of his, signed Beatriz.

He flung himself into a cane chair and re-read the long and rather rambling message. Then he rose, lit a cigarette savagely, and stood gazing across the broad moonlit waters. That telegram was a disquieting one. Its sender was Beatriz Rojas de Ruata, of the Madrid Opera, the tall, thin, black-haired dancer, who had of late been the rage in Petersburg and Paris, and who was now contemplating a season in London.

From life in the slums of Barcelona, where her father was a wharf labourer, she had in three short years risen to the top of her profession, and was now the idol of the jeunesse dorée of Madrid; though, be it said, the only man she really cared for was the calm-faced English diplomat who had never flattered her, and who had always treated her with such profound and courtly respect.

But that message had sorely perturbed him. It was an impetuous demand that he should return from Egypt and meet her in London. A year ago he had promised to show her London, and now that she had accepted a most lucrative engagement she held him to his promise.

Yes, he murmured to himself as he paced the room with its bed enshrouded in mosquito curtains, Ive been a confounded fool. I thought myself more level-headed, but, like all the others, I suppose, Ive succumbed to the bright eyes and sweet smiles of a pretty woman.

For a full twenty minutes or so he pondered, uncertain what reply to send. In any case, even if he left for London on the following morning, he could not arrive at Charing Cross for fully ten days.

At last he took up his cane and hat, and descending in the lift, crossed the great hotel garden, making his way down the short hill towards the town. It was then nearly eleven oclock, and all was silent and deserted except for the armed Arab watchman in his hooded cloak. On his right as he walked lay a small public garden, a prettily laid out space rising on the huge boulders which form the gorge of the Nile — a place filled by high feathery palms, flaming poinsettias, and a wealth of tropical flowers.

But as he passed the entrance in the shadow there suddenly broke upon his ears a womans voice, speaking rapidly in Italian — a language with which he was well conversant.

He halted instantly. The voice was Lolas! In the shadow he could just distinguish two forms, that of a man and a woman.

He drew back in breathless amazement. Mademoiselles eagerness to return across from Elephantine was now explained. She had kept a secret tryst.

As he watched, he heard her speaking quickly and angrily in an imperative tone. The man was standing in the full moonlight, and Waldron could see him quite plainly — a dark, short-bearded man of middle-age and middle-height, wearing a soft felt Tyrolese hat.

He made no response, but only bowed low at his unceremonious dismissal.

The stranger was about to leave her when suddenly, as though on reflection, she exclaimed, still speaking in perfect Italian:

No. Return here in half an hour. I will go back to the hotel and write my reply. Until then do not be seen. Gigleux must never know that you have been here — you understand? I know that you will remain my friend, though everyones hand is now raised against me, but if Gigleux suspected that you had been here he would cable home at once — and then who knows what might not happen! I could never return. I would rather kill myself?

The signorina may rely upon my absolute discretion, declared the man in a low, intense voice.

Benissimo, was her hurried response. Return here in half an hour, and I will give you my answer. It is hard, cruel, inhuman of them to treat me thus! But it is, I suppose, only what I must expect. I am only a woman, and I must make the sacrifice.

And with a wave of her small, ungloved hand she dismissed him, and took a path which led through the public garden back to the hotel by a shorter cut.

Meanwhile Waldron strode on past the railway station to the quay, glanced at his watch, and then, half an hour later, after he had dispatched his telegram he was lurking in the shadows at that same spot.

He watched Lola hand a letter to the stranger, and wish him Addio e buon viaggio!

Then he followed the bearded man down to the station, where, from a European official of whom he made a confidential inquiry, he learnt that the stranger had arrived in Assouan from Cairo only two hours before, bearing a return ticket to Europe by the mail route via Port Said and Brindisi.

With curiosity he watched the Italian leave by the mail for Cairo ten minutes later, and then turned away and retraced his steps to the Cataract Hotel, plunged deep in thought.

There was a mystery somewhere — a strange and very grave mystery.

What could be that message of such extreme importance and secrecy that it could not be trusted to the post?

Who was old Gigleux of whom Mademoiselle Duprez went in such fear? Was she really what she represented herself to be?

No. He felt somehow assured that all was not as it should be. A mystery surrounded both uncle and niece, while the angular Miss Lambert remained as silent and impenetrable as the sphinx.

Diplomat and man of the world as was Hubert Waldron — a man who had run the whole gamut of life in the gay centres of Europe — he was naturally suspicious, for the incident of that night seemed inexplicable.

Something most secret and important must be in progress to necessitate the travelling of a special messenger from Europe far away into Upper Egypt, merely to deliver a letter and obtain a response.

Yes, he murmured to himself as he passed through the portals of the hotel, which were thrown open to him by two statuesque Nubian servants, who bowed low as he passed. Yes; there are some curious features about this affair. I will watch and discover the truth. Lola is in some secret and imminent peril. Of that I feel absolutely convinced.


Chapter Three.

In the Holy of Holies.
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FIVE DAYS LATER.

Boulos, the faithful Egyptian dragoman, in his red fez and long caftan of yellow silk reaching to his heels, stood leaning over the bows of the small white steamer which was slowly wending its way around the many curves of the mighty river which lay between the Island of Philae and the Second Cataract at Wady Haifa, the gate of the Sudan.

No railway runs through that wild desert of rock and sand, and the road to Khartoum lies by water over those sharp rocks and ever-shifting shoals where navigation is always dangerous, and progress only possible by daylight.

Boulos, the dark, pleasant-faced man who is such an inveterate gossip, who knows much more of Egyptology than his parrot-talk to travellers, and who is popular with all those who go to and fro between Cairo and Khartoum, stood chatting in Arabic with the white-bearded, black-faced reis, or pilot.

The latter, wearing a white turban, was wrapped in a red cloak though the sun was blazing. He squatted upon a piece of carpet in the bows, idly smoking a cigarette from dawn till sundown, and navigating the vessel by raising his right or left hand as signal to the man at the helm.

A Nile steamer has no captain. The Nubian reis is supreme over the native crew, and being a man of vast experience of the river, knows by the appearance of the water where lie the ever-shifting sand-banks.

Oh yes, remarked the reis in Arabic; by Allahs grace we shall anchor at Abu Simbel by sunset. It is now just past the noon, added the bearded old man — who looked like a prophet — as he glanced upward at the burning sun.

And when shall we leave? asked the dragoman.

At noon to-morrow — if Allah willeth it, replied the old man. To-night the crew will give a fantasia. Will you tell the passengers.

If it be thy will, responded Boulos, drawing at his excellent cigarette.

How farest thou this journey?

Very well. The Prophet hath given me grace to sell several statuettes and scarabs. The little American hath bought my bronze of Isis.

I congratulate thee, O wise one among the infidels, laughed the old man, raising his left hand to alter the course of the vessel. Thy bronze hath lain for many moons — eh?

Since the last Ramadan. And now, with Allahs help, I have sold it to the American for a thousand piastres.

Old Melek the reis grunted, and thoughtfully rolled another cigarette, which he handed unstuck to his friend, the sign of Arab courtesy. Boulos ran his tongue along it, and raising his hand to his fez in thanks, lit it with great gusto, glancing up to the deck where his charges were lolling beneath the awning.

Lola, in white, and wearing her sun-helmet, leaned over the rail and called in her broken English:

Boulos, when do we arrive at Abu Simbel?

At ze sunset, mees, was the dragomans smiling reply. To-morrow morning, at haf-pas tree we land, and we watch ze sun rise from inside ze gr-reat Tem-pel of Rameses. Then raising his voice, so that all could hear, as is the habit of dragomans: Ze gr-reat Tem-pel is cut in ze rock and made by Rameses to hees gr-reat gawd, Ra, gawd of ze sun. In ze front are fo-our colossi — gr-reat carved statues of Rameses seated. Zees, la-dees and genlemens, you will be able to see first as we come round ze bend of ze Nile about seex oclock. To-morrow morning we land at haf-pas tree, and ze sight is one of ze grandest in all our Egypt.

Half-past three! echoed Chester Dawson, who was sitting in a deck-chair at Ednas side. I shall still be in my berth, I hope. No Temple of Rameses would get me up before sunrise.

Say, youre real lazy, declared the buxom American girl. Ill be right there — you bet.

But is the old ruin worth it? Weve seen the wonderful works of Rameses all up the Nile.

Waal — is it worth coming to Egypt at all? she asked in her native drawl. Guess it is — better than Eu-rope — even if youre fed up by it.

Oh, I dont know. This beastly heat makes me sick, and he gave a vigorous stroke with his horsehair fly-whisk with which each traveller was provided. Beelzebub assuredly lived in Egypt, for was he not the god of flies. Everything has a god in Egypt.

Boulos had resumed his comfortable chat with Melek, the reis. His thousand piastre deal of that morning had fully satisfied him. Not that he ever overcharged the travellers for any antiques which he sold them. As everyone on the Nile knows — from Cairo to far Khartoum — Boulos the laughing, easy-going though gorgeously attired dragoman, is a scrupulously honest dealer. He is a friend of the greatest Egyptologists in the world and, unlike the common run of dragomans, has studied Egyptian history, and possesses quite a remarkable knowledge of hieroglyphics. Many a well-known European professor has sat at the knee of Boulos, and many an antique is now in one or other of the European national collections which originally passed through the hands of the ever-faithful Boulos.

Waldron was sipping an innocuous drink composed of Evian water with a lime squeezed into it, and chatting in French with old Jules Gigleux, passing one of those usual mornings of laziness, away from the worries of letters and newspapers, which are so delightful up the Nile.

Beneath the wide awning the soft, hot breeze pleasantly fanned them, while away on the banks rose the feathery palms on the tiny green strip of cultivated mud, sometimes only a few feet in width, and then the desert — that great glaring waste of brown sand — stretching away to the horizon where the sky shone like burnished copper.

Mademoiselle, as full of mischief as ever, was the very life and soul of that smart party of moneyed folk which included two English peers, three American millionaires, an Austrian banker, a wealthy Russian prince, and two Members of Parliament who had paired. It had been whispered that she was daughter of Duprez, the millionaire sugar-refiner of Lyons; and, as everyone knows, the sugar of the Maison Duprez is used in nearly every household throughout France.

Yet Waldron had heard quite a different story from her own lips while they had been seated together on deck the previous evening drinking coffee.

Ah? she had sighed, if I were only wealthy like the several other girls of this party, it would be different. Perhaps I could break away from uncle, and remain independent. But, alas! I cannot. I owe everything to him — I am dependent upon him for all I have.

This surprised Hubert considerably. Hitherto he had believed her to be the daughter of a wealthy man, because Miss Lambert showed her such marked deference. But such apparently was not the fact. Indeed she had declared later on to Waldron that she was very poor, and to her eccentric old uncle she was indebted for everything she received.

Hers was a curious, complex character. Sometimes she would sit and chat and flirt violently with him — for by her womans intuition she knew full well that he admired her greatly — while at others she would scarcely utter a word to him.

Hubert Waldron detested old Gigleux. Even though he sat chatting and laughing with him that morning, he held him in supreme contempt for his constant espionage upon his niece. The old fellow seemed ubiquitous. He turned up in every corner of the steamer, always feigning to take no notice of his nieces constant companionship with the diplomat, and yet his sharp, shrewd eyes took in everything.

On more than one occasion the Englishman was upon the point of demanding outright why that irritating observation was so constantly kept, nevertheless with a diplomats discretion, he realised that a judicious silence was best.

That long, blazing day passed slowly, till at last the sun sank westward over the desert in a flame of green and gold. Then the thirty or so passengers stood upon the deck waiting in patience till, suddenly rounding the sharp bend of the river, they saw upon the right — carved in the high, sandstone cliff — the greatest and most wonderful sight in all Nubia.

Lola was at the moment leaning over the rail, while Waldron stood idly smoking at her side.

See! he cried suddenly. Over there! Those four colossal seated figures guarding the entrance of the temple which faces the sunrise. That is Abu Simbel.

How perfectly marvellous! gasped the girl, astounded at the wonderful monument of Rameses the Great.

The temple is hewn in the solid rock — a temple about the size of Westminster Abbey in London. In the Holy of holies are four more seated figures in the darkness, and to-morrow as we stand in there at dawn, the sun, as it rises, will shine in at the temple door and gradually light up the faces of those images, until they glow and seem to become living beings — surely the most impressive sight of all the wonders of Egypt.

I am longing to see it, replied the girl, her eyes fixed in fascination at the far-off colossi seated there gazing with such calm, contented expression over the Nile waters, now blood-red in the still and gorgeous desert sunset.

On the arid banks there was no sign of life, or even of vegetation. All was desert, rock, sand, and desolation. Where was the great, palpitating civilisation which had existed there in the days of Rameses, the cultured world which worshipped the great god, Ra, in that most wonderful of all temples? Gone, every trace save the place where the sun god was worshipped, swept out of existence, effaced, and forgotten.

Over the vessel a great grey vulture hovered with slowly flapping wings. Then from the bows came a low chant, and the passengers craning their necks below, saw that the black-faced crew had turned towards Mecca and sunk upon their knees, including even the gorgeous Boulos himself, and with many genuflexions were adoring Allah.

Allah is great. Allah is merciful. He is the One, they cried in their low, musical Arabic. There is no god but Allah!

The sun sank and twilight came swiftly, as it does in the glowing, mystic East. And the white-bearded reis, his prayers finished, pushed on the steamer more quickly so as to anchor opposite Abu Simbel before darkness fell. The excitement among the passengers grew intense, for, on the morrow, ere the first pink of the dawn, the travellers were to stand within that rock-hewn temple, the most wonderful of all the works of the Pharaohs.

The evening proved a merry one, for after dinner, with the vessel anchored in mid-stream — to obviate thieves — opposite the great temple, the Nubian crew gave a fantasia, or native song and dance, for the benefit of the travellers.

On each trip from Shellal to Wady Haifa this was usual, for European travellers like to hear the weird native music, and the crooning desert songs in which Allah is praised so incessantly. Besides, a collection is made afterwards, and the sturdy, hard-working crew are benefited by many piastres.

On the lower deck, beneath the brilliant stars the black-faced toilers of the Nile beat their tom-toms vigorously and chanted weirdly while the passengers stood leaning over, watching and applauding. The crew squatted in a circle, and one after the other sprang up and performed a wild, mad dance while their companions kept time by clapping their hands or strumming upon their big earthenware tom-toms.

Then at eleven, the hour when the dynamos cease their humming and the electric light goes out, the concert ended with all the crew — headed by the venerable, white-bearded old pilot — standing up, salaaming and crying in their broken English:

Gud nites, la-dees and genlemens. Gud nites?

It was just before three on the following morning when the huge gong, carried around by an Arab servant, aroused everyone, and very soon from most of the cabins there turned out sleepy travellers who found the black giant Hassan ready with his little cups of delicious black coffee.

Boulos was there, already gorgeous in a pale green silk robe, while the steamer had half an hour before moved up to the landing-place.

La-dees and genlemens! cried the dragoman in his loud, drawling tone, we no-ow go to see ze gree-at tem-pel of ze gawd, Ra — gawd of ze sun — ze tem-pel of ze sun-rise and ze greatest monument in all our Eg-eept. We shall start in fif mineets. In fif mineets, la-dees. Monuments tick-eets ve-ry much wanted. No gallopin donkeys in Abu Simbel!

Whereat there was a laugh.

Then the under-dragoman, a person in a less gorgeous attire, proceeded to make up a parcel of candles, matches, and magnesium wire, and presently the travellers, all of whom had hastily dressed, followed their guide on shore, and over the tiny strip of cultivated mud until they came to the broad stone steps which led from the Nile bank to the square doorway of the temple.

Here a number of candles were lit by the under-dragoman; and Waldron, taking one, escorted Lola and Miss Lambert. Within, they found a huge, echoing temple with high columns marvellously carved and covered by hieroglyphics and sculptured pictures.

Through one huge chamber after another they passed, the vaulted roof so high that the light of their candles did not reach to it. Only could it be seen when the magnesium wire was burned, and then the little knot of travellers stood aghast in wonder at its stupendous proportions.

At last they stood in the Holy of holies — a small, square chamber at the extreme end.

In the centre stood the altar for the living sacrifices, the narrow groves in the stones telling plainly their use — the draining off of the blood.

All was darkness. Only Boulos spoke, his drawling, parrot-like voice explaining many intensely interesting facts concerning that spot where Rameses the Great worshipped the sun god.

Then there was a dead silence. Not one of that gay, chattering company dared to speak, so impressive and awe-inspiring was it all.

Suddenly, from out of the darkness they saw before them slowly, yet distinctly, four huge figures seated, their hands lying upon their knees, gradually come into being as the suns faint pink rays, entering by the door, struck upon their stone faces, infusing life into their sphinx-like countenances until they glowed and seemed almost to speak.

Expressions of amazement broke from everyones lips.

Marvellous! declared Lola in an awed whisper. Truly they seem really to live. It is astounding.

Yes, answered Waldron. And thus they have lived each morning in the one brief hour of the sunrise through all the ages. From Rameses to Cleopatra each king and queen of Egypt has stood upon this spot and worshipped their great gods, Ra and the all-merciful Osiris. Such a sight as this surely dwarfs our present civilisation, and should bring us nearer to thoughts of our own Christian God — the Almighty.


Chapter Four.

Contains a Bitter Truth.
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WHEN HUBERT RETURNED on board the Arabia and entered his deck-cabin, one of a long row of small cubicles, he started back in surprise, for Gigleux was there.

The Frenchman was confused at his sudden discovery, but only for a second. Then, with his calm, pleasant smile, he said in French:

Ah, msieur, a thousand pardons! I was looking for the book I lent you the other day — that book of Masperos. I want to refer to it.

Waldron felt at once that the excuse was a lame one.

I left it in the fumoir last night, I believe.

Ah! Then I will go and get it, replied the white-haired old fellow fussily. But I hope, he added, that msieur will grant pardon for this unwarrantable intrusion. I did not go to the temple. It was a trifle too early for me.

You missed a great treat, replied the Englishman bluntly, tossing his soft felt hat upon his narrow little bed. Mademoiselle will tell you all about it.

You took her under your charge — as usual, eh? sniffed the old fellow.

Oh, yes. I escorted both her and Miss Lambert, was the diplomats reply. But look here, Msieur Gigleux, he went on, you seem to have a distinct antipathy towards me. You seem to be averse to any courtesy I show towards your niece. Why is this? Tell me.

The old mans eyes opened widely, and he struck an attitude.

Mais non, msieur! he declared quickly. You quite misunderstand me. I am old — and perhaps I may be a little eccentric. Lola says that I am.

But is that any reason why I should not behave with politeness to mamzelle?

The old man with the closely cropped white hair paused for a few seconds. That direct question nonplussed him. He drew a long breath, and as he did so the expression upon his mobile face seemed to alter.

In the silence Hubert Waldron was leaning against the edge of the little mosquito-curtained bed, while the Frenchman stood in the narrow doorway, for, in that little cabin, there was only sufficient room for one person to move about comfortably.

Yes, responded the girls uncle. Now that you ask me this very direct question I reply quite frankly that there is a reason — a very strong and potent reason why you, a man occupying an official position in the British diplomacy should show no undue courtesy to Mademoiselle Lola.

Why? asked Hubert, much surprised.

For several reasons. Though, as I expect she has already explained to you, she is a penniless orphan, daughter of my sister, whose wealthy husband lost every sou in the failure of the banking firm of Chenier Frères of Marseilles. I have accepted the responsibility of her education and I have already planned out her future.

A wealthy husband, I suppose, remarked the Englishman in a hard voice.

Msieur has guessed the truth.

And she is aware of this?

Quite, was the old mans calm reply. Therefore you now know the reason why I am averse to your attentions.

Well, at least you are frank, declared the other with a laugh. But I assure you, Msieur Gigleux, that I have no matrimonial intentions whatsoever. Im a confirmed bachelor.

Gigleux shook his head wisely.

When a girl of Lolas bright and irresponsible disposition is thrown hourly into the society of a man such as yourself, my dear friend, there is danger — always a grave danger.

And is she fond of this man whom you have designated as her husband?

Nowadays girls marry for position — not for love, he grunted.

In France, yes — but scarcely so in England, Waldron retorted, his anger rising.

Well, msieur, you have asked me a question, and I have replied, the Frenchman said. I trust that this open conversation will make no difference to our friendship, though I shall take it as a personal favour if, in the future, you will not seek Lolas society quite so much.

As you wish, msieur, replied the diplomat savagely. He hated the crafty, keen-eyed old fellow and took no pains now to conceal his antipathy.

The blow which he had for the past fortnight expected had fallen. He intended at the earliest moment to seek Lola, and inquire further into the curious situation, for if the truth be told, he had really fallen deeply in love with her, even though she might be penniless and dependent upon the old man.

When old Gigleux had passed along the deck he sat down upon the bed and lighting a cigarette, reflected. He was a younger son with only seven hundred a year in addition to his pay from the Foreign Office. Madrid was an expensive post. Indeed, what European capital is not expensive to the men whose duty it is to keep up the prestige of the British Empire abroad? Diplomacy, save for the plums, is an ill-paid profession, for entertaining is a constant drain upon ones pocket, as every Foreign Office official, from the poverty-stricken Consul to the Ambassador, harassed by debt, can, alas! testify.

Many an Ambassador to a foreign Court has been ruined by the constant drain of entertaining. Appearances and social entertainments are his very life, and if he cuts down his expenses Britains prestige must suffer, and at Downing Street they will quickly query the cause of his parsimony. So the old game goes on, and the truth is, that many a man of vast diplomatic experience and in a position of high responsibility is worse off in pocket than the average suburban tradesman.

Hubert Waldron bit his lip. After all, he was a fool to allow himself to think of her. No diplomat should marry until he became appointed Minister, and a bachelor life was a pleasant one. Curious, he thought, that he, a man who had run the whole gamut of life in the capitals, and who had met so many pretty and fascinating women in that gay world which revolves about the Embassies, should become attracted by that merry little French girl, Lola Duprez.

Breakfast over, the party went ashore again, now in linen clothes and sun-helmets, to wander about the temple till noon, when they were to leave for Wady Haifa.

He saw Lola and Edna Eastham walking with Chester Dawson, so, following, he joined them and at last secured an opportunity of speaking with Lola alone.

They were strolling slowly around the edge of the sandstone cliff, away from the colossal façade of the temple, and out of sight of the steamer, for the old Frenchman had fortunately still remained on board — the blazing heat being too much for him.

Lola, her companion exclaimed, I have spoken to your uncle quite openly this morning. I know that he hates me.

She turned quickly and looked straight at him with her wonderful dark eyes.

Well — ? she asked.

He has told me the truth, Waldron went on seriously. He has explained that the reason he objects to our companionship is because you are already betrothed.

Betrothed? she echoed, staring at him.

Yes. To whom? Tell me, mamzelle, he asked slowly.

She made no response. Her eyes were downcast; her cheeks suddenly pale. They were standing beneath the shadow of an ancient wide-spreading tree which struggled for existence at the edge of the Nile flood.

He has said that I am betrothed — eh? she asked, as though speaking to herself.

He has told me so. Your future husband has been already chosen, he said in a low, mechanical tone.

Her teeth were set, her sweet, refined countenance had grown even paler.

Yes, she admitted at last, drawing a deep breath. My past has been bright and happy, but, alas! before me there now only lies tragedy; and despair. Ah! if I were but my own mistress — if only I could escape this grip of evil which is ever upon me!

Grip of evil! What do you mean? he inquired eagerly.

Ah! you do not know — you can never tell! she cried. The evil hand of Jules Gigleux is ever upon me, a hard, iron, inexorable hand. Ah! Msieur Waldron, you would, if you only knew the truth, pity a woman who is in the power of a man of that stamp — a man who has neither feeling, nor conscience, neither human kindness nor remorse.

Hes a confounded brute — that I know. I feel sure of it, her companion declared hastily. But look here, mamzelle, cant I assist you? Cant I help you out of this pitfall into which you seem to have fallen. Why should you be forced to marry this man whom your uncle has chosen — whoever he may be?

She shook her head mournfully, her lips quite white.

No, she sighed. I fear your efforts could have no avail. It is true that I am betrothed — pledged to a man whom I hate. But I know that I cannot escape. I must obey the decree which has gone forth. Few girls to-day marry for love, I fear — and true love, alas! seems ever to bring poverty in its wake.

Thats the old sentimental way of looking at it, he declared. Theres many a rich marriage in which Cupid plays the principal part. Ive known lots.

In my case it cannot be, the girl declared hopelessly. My future has been planned for me, and admits of no alteration, she went on. To me, love — the true love of a woman towards a man — is forbidden. My only thought is to crush it completely from my heart and to meet my future husband as I would a dire misfortune.

Not a very cheerful outlook, I fear.

No, my future can, alas! be only one of tragedy, Msieur Waldron, so the less we discuss it the better. It is, I assure you, a very painful subject, and again she sighed heavily, and he saw hot tears welling in those splendid eyes which he always admired so profoundly.

Her face was full of black tragedy, and as Waldron gazed upon it his heart went out in deepest sympathy towards her.

But surely this uncle of yours is not such an absolute brute as to compel you to wed against your will! he cried.

Not he alone compels me. There are other interests, was her slow reply, her voice thick with suppressed emotion. I am bound, fettered, hand and foot. Ah! you do not know! she cried.

Cannot I assist you to break these fetters? he asked, bending to her earnestly. I see that you are suffering, and if I can do anything to serve your interests I assure you, mademoiselle, I will.

I feel certain of that, was her answer. Already you have been very good and patient with me. I know I have often sorely tried your temper. But you must forgive me. It is my nature, I fear, to be mischievous and irresponsible.

At that instant the recollection of the night in Assouan crossed Waldrons mind — of that mysterious messenger who had come post-haste from Europe, and had as mysteriously returned. He had never mentioned the affair, for had he done so she would have known that he had spied upon her. Therefore he had remained silent.

They stood together beneath the shade of that spreading tree with the heat of the desert sand reflected into their faces — stood in silence, neither speaking.

At last he said:

And may I not know the identity of the man who is marked out to be your husband?

No; that is a secret, Msieur Waldron, which even you must not know. It is my affair, and mine alone, she replied in a low tone.

Im naturally most curious, he declared, for if I can assist you to extricate yourself from this impasse I will.

I thank you most sincerely, was her quick response, as she looked up at him with her soft, big eyes. If at any time I require your assistance I will certainly count upon you. But, alas! I fear that no effort on your part could avail me. There are reasons — reasons beyond my control — which make it imperative that I should marry the man marked out for me.

Its a shame — a downright sin! he cried fiercely. No, mademoiselle, and he grasped her small hand before she could withdraw it; I will not allow you to sacrifice yourself to your uncles whim.

She shook her head slowly, answering:

It is, alas! not within your power to prevent it! The matter has already been arranged.

Then you are actually betrothed?

Yes, she replied in a hoarse voice. To a man I hate.

Then you must let me act on your behalf. I must — I will?

No. You can do nothing to help me. As I have already explained, my life in future can only be one of tragedy — just as yours may be, I fear, she added in a slow, distinct voice.

I hardly follow you, he exclaimed, looking at her much puzzled.

She smiled sadly, turning her big eyes upon his.

Probably not, she said. But does not half Madrid know the tragedy of your love for the dancer, Beatriz Rojas de Ruata, the beautiful woman whose misfortune it is to have a husband in the person of a drunken cab-driver.

What! he gasped, starting and staring at her in amazement. Then you know Madrid?

Yes, I have been in Madrid, was her answer. And I have heard in the salons of your mad infatuation for the beautiful opera-dancer. It is common gossip, and most people sigh and sympathise with you, for it is known, too, that Hubert Waldron, of the British Embassy, is the soul of honour — and that such love as his can only bring tragedy in its train.

You never told me that you had been in Madrid!

Because you have never asked me, was her calm reply. But I know much more concerning you, Msieur Waldron, than you believe, she said with a mysterious smile. Then, her eyes glowing, she added: I have heard you discussed in Madrid, in Barcelona, and in San Sebastian, and I know that your love for the beautiful Beatriz Rojas de Ruata is just as fraught with tragedy as the inexorable decree which may, ere long, bind me as wife to the one man whom I hate and detest most in all the world!


Chapter Five.

A Surprise.
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EGYPT IS THE strangest land, the weirdest land, the saddest land in all the world.

It is a land of memories, of monuments, and of mysticism; a land of dreams that never come true, a land of mystery, a great cemetery stretching from ancient Ethiopia away to the sea, a great grave hundreds of miles long in which is buried perhaps as many millions of human beings as exist upon our earth to-day.

Against the low-lying shore of the great Nile valley have beaten many of the greatest waves of human history. It is the grave of a hundred dead Egypts, old and forgotten Egypts, that existed and possessed kings and priests and rules and creeds, and died and were succeeded by newer Egypts that now, too, are dead, that in their time believed they reared permanently above the ruins of the past.

The small white steamer lay moored in the evening light at the long stone quay before the sun-baked town of Wady Haifa, close to the modern European railway terminus of the long desert-line to Khartoum.

On board, dinner was in progress in the cramped little saloon, no larger than that of a good-sized yacht, and everyone was in high spirits, for the Second Cataract, a thousand miles from Cairo, had at last been reached.

Amid the cosmopolitan chatter in French, English, Italian and German, Boulos, arrayed in pale pink silk — for the dragoman is ever a chameleon in the colour of his perfumed robes — made his appearance and clapped his hands as signal for silence.

La-dees and genlemens, he cried in his long-drawn-out Arab intonation, we haf arrived now in Wady Haifa, ze frontier of Sudan. Wady Haifa in ze days of ze khalifa was built of Nile mud, and one of ze strongholds of ze Dervishes. Ze Engleesh Lord Kigner, he make Wady Haifa hees headquarter and make one railroad to Khartoum. After ze war zis place he be rebuilt by Engleesh engineer, as to-morrow you will see. After dinner ze Engleesh custom officer he come on board to search for arms or ammunition, for no sporting rifle be allowed in ze Sudan without ze licence, which he cost fifty poun sterling. To-morrow I go ashor wiz you la-dees and genlemens at ten oclock. We remain here, in Wady Haifa, till noon ze day after to-morrow to take back ze European mail from Khartoum. Monuments teeckets are not here wanted.

There was the usual laugh at the mention of monuments tickets, for every Nile traveller before leaving Cairo has to obtain a permit from the Department of Antiquities to allow him to visit the excavations. Hence every dragoman up and down the Nile is ever reminding the traveller of his monument ticket, and also that galloping donkeys are not allowed.

Monuments teeckets very much wanted; gallopin don-kees not al-lowed, is the parrot-like phrase with which each dragoman concludes his daily address to his charges before setting out upon an excursion.

Dinner over, many of the travellers landed to stroll through the small town, half native, half European, which has lately sprung up at the head of the Sudan railway.

As usual, Chester Dawson escorted Edna and went ashore laughing merrily. Time was, and not so very long ago, when Wady Haifa was an unsafe place for the European, even by day. But under the benign British influence and control it is to-day as safe as Brighton.

Hubert Waldron lit a cigar, and alone ascended the long flight of steps which led from the landing-stage to the quay. On the right lay the long, well-lit European railway station, beyond, a clump of high palms looming dark against the steely night sky. The white train, with its closed sun-shutters, stood ready to start on its long journey south, conveying the European mail over the desert with half a dozen passengers to the capital of the Sudan.

He strolled upon the platform, and watched the bustle and excitement among the natives as they entered the train accompanied by many huge and unwieldy bundles, and much gesticulation and shouting in Arabic. Attached to the end of the train was a long car, through the open door of which it could be seen that it contained living and sleeping apartment.

At the door stood a sturdy, sunburnt Englishman in shirt and trousers and wide-brimmed solar topee. With him Waldron began to chat.

Yes, the English engineer replied, I and my assistant are just off into the desert for three weeks. The train drops us off two hundred miles south, and there we shall remain at work. The track is always requiring repair, and I assure you we find the midday heat is sometimes simply terrible. The only sign of civilisation that we see is when the express passes up to Khartoum at daybreak, and down to Haifa at midnight.

Terribly monotonous, remarked the diplomat, used to the gay society of the capitals.

Oh, I dont know, replied the Englishman, with a rather sad smile. I gave up London five years ago — I had certain reasons — and I came out here to recommence life and forget. I dont expect I shall ever go back.

Ah! Then London holds some painful memory for you — eh? remarked Waldron with sympathy.

Yes, he answered, with a hard, bitter look upon his face. But there, he added quickly, I suppose I shall get over it — some day.

Why, of course you will, replied the diplomat cheerfully. We all of us have our private troubles. Some men are not so lucky as to be able to put everything behind them, and go into self-imposed exile.

It is best, I assure you, was the big, bronzed fellows reply. Then noticing the signals he shouted into the inner apartment: Were off, Clark. Want anything else?

No, came the reply; everything is right. Ive just checked it all.

We have to take food and water, the engineer explained to Waldron with a laugh. Good night.

Good night — and good luck, shouted Hubert, as the train moved off, and a strong, bare arm waved him farewell.

Then after he had watched the red tail-light disappear over the sandy waste he turned, and wondering what skeleton of the past that exile held concealed in his cupboard, strode along the river-bank beneath the belt of palms.

How many Englishmen abroad are self-exiles? How full of bitterness is many a mans heart in our far-off Colonies? And how many good, sterling fellows are wearily dragging out their monotonous lives, just because of the woman? Does she remember? does she care? She probably still lives her own life in her own merry circle — giddy and full of a modern craving for constant excitement. She has, in most cases, conveniently forgotten the man she wronged — forgotten his existence, perhaps even his very name.

And how many men, too, have stood by and allowed their lives to be wrecked for the purpose of preserving a womans good name. But does the woman ever thank him? Alas! but seldom — very seldom.

True, the follies of life are mostly the mans. But the woman does not always pay — as some would have us believe.

Waldron, puffing thoughtfully at his cigar, his thoughts far away from the Nile — for he was recalling a certain evening in Madrid when he had sat alone with Beatriz in her beautiful flat in the Calle de Alcalâ — had passed through the darkness of the palms, and out upon the path which still led beside the wide river, towards the Second Cataract.

From the shadows of the opposite shore came the low beating of a tom-tom and the Arab boatmans chant — that rather mournful chant one hears everywhere along the Nile from the Nyanza to the sea, and which ends in Al-lah-hey! Al-lah-hey! Allah! Always the call to Allah.

The sun — the same sun god that was worshipped at Abu Simbel — had gone long ago, tired Nubia slept in peace, and the stars that gazed down upon her fretted not the night with thoughts of the creeds of men.

Again Hubert Waldron reached another small clump of palms close to the waters edge, and as he passed noiselessly across the sand he suddenly became conscious that he was not alone.

Voices in French broke the silence, and he suddenly halted.

Then before him, silhouetted against the blue, clear light of the desert night, rose two figures — Europeans, a man and a woman.

The woman, who wore a white dress, was clasped in the arms of the man, while he rained hot, passionate kisses upon her brow.

Waldron stood upon the soft sand, a silent witness of that exchange of passionate caresses. He feared to move lest he should attract their attention and be accused of eavesdropping.

From where he was, half concealed by the big trunk of a date-palm, he could distinctly hear the words uttered by the man.

I have been here for three days awaiting you, darling. I travelled by Port Sudan and Khartoum, and then on here to meet you.

And I, too, Henri, have been wondering if you would arrive here in time, was the girls response, as her head lay in sweet content upon her lovers shoulder. Imagine my delight when the Arab came on board and slipped your note into my hand.

Ah, Lola darling, how I have longed for this moment! — longed to hold you in my arms once again, he cried.

Lola!

Hubert Waldron held his breath, scarce believing his own ears.

Yes, it was her voice — the voice he knew so well. She had met her lover there — in that out-of-the-way spot — he having travelled by the Red Sea route to the Sudan in order to keep the tryst.

Waldron stood there listening, like a man in a dream.

It was all plain now. The man who had been marked out as Lolas husband she hated, because of her secret love for that young Frenchman in whose arms she now stood clasped.

He was telling her how he had left Brindisi three weeks before, and going down the Red Sea had landed at Port Sudan, afterwards taking sail to Khartoum and then post-haste across the desert to Haifa.

Had I not caught the coasting steamer I could not have reached here until you had left, he added.

Yes, Henri. But you must be most careful, she urged. My uncle must never suspect — he must never dream the truth.

I know, darling. If I travel back to Cairo with you I will exercise the utmost discretion, never fear.

Neither by word nor by look must the truth ever be betrayed, she said. Remember, Henri, my whole future is in your hands.

Can I ever forget that, my darling? he cried, kissing her with all the frantically amorous passion of a Frenchman.

It is dangerous, she declared. Too dangerous, I fear. Gigleux is ubiquitous.

He always is. But leave it all to me, the man hastened to assure her, holding her ungloved hand and raising it fervently to his lips. I shall join your steamer as an ordinary passenger just before you sail.

But you must avoid me. Promise me to do that? she implored in a low, earnest tone.

I will promise you anything, my darling — because I love you better than my life, was his low, earnest answer, as he tenderly stroked the soft hair from her brow. Do you recollect our last evening together in Rome, eh?

Shall I ever forget? was her reply. I risked everything that night to escape and come to you.

Then you really do love me, Lola — truly? For answer she flung her long arms around his neck and kissed him fondly. And she then remained silent in his strong embrace.


Chapter Six.

More Concerning the Stranger.

[image: img284.jpg]

AT THEIR FEET, winding its way for thousands of miles between limitless areas of sand, its banks lined for narrow distances with green fields and the habitations of men, flowed dark and wondrous the one thing that makes human life possible in all the lands of the Sudan and of Egypt — flowed from sources that for ages were undiscovered, and which even in this day of boasted knowledge are yet incompletely known — the Nile.

In the lazy indolence of that sun-baked land of silence, idleness and love, affection is quickly cultivated, as the fast-living set who go up there each winter know well. Hubert Waldron, man of the world that he was, had watched and knew. He stood there, however, dumbfounded, for there was now presented a very strange and curious state of affairs. Lola, the dark-eyed girl who had enchanted him and held him by the great mystery which surrounded her, was now revealed keeping tryst with a stranger — a mysterious Frenchman who had come up from the blazing Sudan — a man who had come from nowhere.

He strained his eyes in an endeavour to distinguish the strangers outline, but in vain. The man was standing in the deep shadow. Only the girls familiar form silhouetted against the starlit sky.

We must be very careful of my uncle, the girl urged. The slightest suspicion, and we shall assuredly be parted, and for ever.

I will exercise every discretion, never fear, dearest, was his reassuring reply, and again he took her soft, fair face in both his hands and kissed her passionately upon the lips.

But, Henri, she exclaimed presently, are you quite sure they suspect nothing at home — that you have never betrayed to anyone your affection for me? Remember, there are spies everywhere.

Surely you can trust me, my darling? he asked in reproach.

Of course, dear, she cried, again raising her lips and kissing him fondly. But, naturally, I am full of fear lest our secret be known.

It cannot be known, was his confident reply. We can both keep the truth from others. Trust me.

And when we return to Europe. What then? she asked in a low, changed tone.

Then we shall see. Why try and look into the future? It is useless to anticipate difficulties which may not, after all, exist, he said cheerfully, again stroking her hair with tenderness.

He spoke in French in a soft, refined voice, and was evidently a gentleman, though he still stood in the shadow and was therefore undistinguishable. He was holding the girl in his arms and a silence had fallen between them — a silence only broken by the low lapping of the Nile waters, and that rhythmic chant now receding: Ah-lal-hey! Al-lal-hey?

My darling! whispered the stranger passionately. My own faithful darling. I love you — ah! so much more than you can ever tell. And, alas! I am so unworthy of you.

She, in return, sighed upon his breast and declared that she loved but one man in all the world — himself.

Since that night we first met, Lola — you remember it, he said, my only thought has been of you.

Ah, yes, was her reply. At my aunts ball in Vienna. I recollect how the Baron von Karlstadt introduced us, and how you bowed and invited me to dance. Shall I ever forget that evening, Henri — just over a year ago.

And old Gigleux? Is he still quite as troublesome as ever?

Just. He has eyes in the back of his head.

And Mademoiselle Lambert — is she loyal to you?

I fear not, alas! was Lolas reply. She is paid to spy upon me. At least that has latterly become my impression. I have wanted to become her friend, but she is unapproachable.

Then we must exercise every discretion. On board I shall avoid you studiously. We can, of course, meet again in Cairo, for it is a big city, and you will sometimes be free.

Yes. Till then, adieu, Henri. But, she added, it will be so hard to be near you for the next three weeks and never speak.

It must be. Gigleux is no fool, remember, the man replied.

I must be getting back. They will miss me, she said wistfully. How shall I be able to pass you by dozens of times a day, Henri, maybe sit down at the same table with you, and betray no sign of recognition? I really dont know.

But you must, darling! You must — for both our sakes, he argued, and then he once again clasped her in his strong arms and smothered her with his fierce passionate caresses.

Hubert Waldron witnessed it all. He held his breath and bit his lip. Who could be this mysterious Henri — this secret lover whom Lola had met by appointment in that far-off, out-of-the-world place?

He recollected that Lola had flirted with him and that she had amused herself by allowing him to pay her compliments. Yet the existence of one whom she loved so devotedly in secret was now revealed, and he stood aghast, filled with chagrin at the unexpected revelation.

The pair, locked in each others arms, moved slowly forward in his direction.

She was urging him to allow her to get back, but he was persuading her to remain a little longer.

Think of all the long weeks and months we have been parted, sweetheart! he was saying. Besides we must not speak again until we get to Cairo. I shall remain at the little hotel over to-morrow. But it would be far too dangerous for us to meet. One or other of the passengers might discover us.

Yes, she sighed; we shall be compelled to exercise the greatest caution always. All my future depends on the preservation of our secret.

Waldron slipped from his hiding-place and away behind another tree, just before the pair passed the spot where he had been standing.

He watched them as they went forth into the light, and at last realised that the man was tall and slim, though, of course, he could not see his face.

He watched their parting, a long and tender farewell. The ardent lover kissed her upon the lips many times, kissed her cheeks, kissed her soft white hands, and then at last reluctantly released her and stood watching as she hurried on to the next belt of palms back to the landing-stage.

Afterwards he strode leisurely on behind her, and was soon lost to view in the black shadows.

A fortnight — fourteen lazy days of idleness and sunshine — had gone by.

The white double-decked steamer descending the Nile had left modern Luxor, with its gorgeous Winter Palace Hotel on the site of ancient Thebes. It had passed the wonderful temple standing upon the bank, and was steering due northward for Cairo, still a weeks journey distant.

In the west a great sea of crimson spread over the clear sky, and shafts of golden light fell upon the sand-dunes that barred the view in that direction. Away in the farther distance to the west the steel-like rim of the utter desert also seemed somewhat softened by that mellow light which diffused all the face of nature. During all the full hours of the day that rigid desert ruin, where lay the valley of the tombs of the kings, had seemed to repel, to warn back, to caution that there lay the limit beyond which the human being might not go. But in the falling light it had surrendered, and in its softer appearance it seemed to promise that it, like destiny and death, would surrender its uttermost secrets to those whose hearts were brave enough to approach it without fear.

The tea interval was over, and it was the lazy hour before dinner. Most of the travellers were in their cabins dressing, for the European ever clings to the dinner-jacket or evening blouse. On board that small steamer were men — Englishmen, Frenchmen, and Americans — whose wealth could be reckoned at over a hundred millions sterling, men who wore bad hats and rather shabby clothes, but whose women-kind were always loud-speaking and bizarre. Truly the winter world of Egypt is a strange one of moneyed leisure, of reckless extravagance, and of all the modern vices of this our twentieth-century world.

The white steamer, with its silent, pensive reis squatting in the bows with his eternal cigarette, ever watchful of the appearance of the broad grey-green waters, puffed onward around the sudden bend.

To the east, the Arabian Desert — beautiful beyond words, but where, save in a few narrow oases, Nature forbade the habitancy of man — stretched away to the Red Sea and far on into Asia. And to the west, frowning now as though in hatred of the green Nile with its fertility, lay the Libyan Desert, which, with its great mother the Sahara, held so much of Africa in its cruel grasp, and which was as unlovely and repelling as its sister of Arabia was bright and beautiful.

And Egypt — the Egypt of life and fertility, of men and history, tradition, and of modern travel — lay a green and smiling land between the two deserts as a human life lies between the two great eternities before birth and after death; or as a notable writer once put it: as the moment of the present lies between the lost past and the undiscovered future.

Waldron had already dressed, and was lying back in a long deck-chair enjoying a cigarette, and gazing away at the crimson sunset, when a tall, thin-faced man of thirty passed along the deck. He, too, was in the conventional dinner-jacket and black cravat, but to his fellow-travellers he was a mystery, for ever since joining them at Wady, Haifa he had kept himself much to himself, and hardly spoken to anyone.

His name was Henri Pujalet, and he was from Paris. His father, Henri Pujalet, the well-known banker of the Rue des Capucines, had died two years before, leaving to his eldest son his great wealth. That was all that was known of him.

Only Hubert Waldron knew the truth — the secret of Lolas love.

Ah, my dear friend! he cried in his enthusiastic French way as he approached the Englishman. Well — how goes it?

Very well, thanks, responded the diplomat in French, for truth to tell he had cultivated the strangers acquaintance and had watched with amused curiosity the subtle glances which Lola sometimes cast towards him.

The secret lover sank into a chair at the diplomats side and slowly lit a cigarette.

He was a good-looking — even handsome — man, with refined and regular features, a smiling, complacent expression, and a small, well-trimmed moustache. But his cheek-bones were high, and his eyes rather narrowly set. To-day no young Frenchman — as was the fashion ten years ago — wears a beard. Time was when the beard was carefully oiled, perfumed, trimmed and curled. But to-day the fashion in France is a hairless face — as in America and in England.

Waldron examined his companion for the hundredth time. Yes, he was a mystery. He had given the name of Pujalet to the steward, but was that his real name? Was he the son of Pujalet, the dead banker of the Rue des Capucines?

Old Gigleux often chatted with him, for were they not compatriots? But the white-headed old fellow apparently held no suspicion that he was his nieces secret lover who had travelled those many miles from Europe in order to be near her.

The situation was not without its humours. Of all the persons on board that gay crowd returning to Cairo to spend New Years Day, only Hubert Waldron knew the truth. And as a diplomat he stood by and watched in silence, aware that the looker-on always sees most of the game.

He had had many amusing chats on deck and in the smoking-room with Henri Pujalet, whom he had found to be a much more cosmopolitan person than he had at first imagined. He seemed to know Europe well — even Madrid — for he spoke of certain dishes at the Lhardy and the excellence of the wines at the Tournié in the Calle Mayor, of the Flamenco at the Gate Nero, and the smart teas in the ideal room in the Calle de Alcata; all of which were familiar, of course, to Waldron.

Equally familiar to him was Petersburg, with Cubats and such-like resorts; he knew the gay Boulevard Hotel in Bucharest, and the excellence of its sterlet, the Nazionale and Father Abrahams in Rome; the Hungaria in Budapest, the Adlon in Berlin, the Pera Palace in Constantinople, as indeed most of the other well-known resorts to which the constant traveller across Europe naturally drifts at one time or another.

That Henri Pujalet was a cosmopolitan was perfectly clear to his companion. Yet he was, as certainly, a man of mystery.

Hubert Waldron, a shrewd observer and a keen investigator of anything appertaining to mystery, watched him daily, and daily became more and more interested.

His suspicions were aroused that all was not quite right. Pujalets attitude towards Lola was quite remarkable. Not by the slightest glance or gesture did he give away his secret. To all on board he was to mademoiselle a stranger, and, moreover, perfectly oblivious to her very existence.

The two men chatted idly until suddenly the dinner-gong was sounded by a black-faced, grinning Nubian, who carried it up and down the deck beating it noisily.

Then he descended to the big white-and-gold saloon, where a few moments later there assembled a merry, chattering, and laughing crowd.

In the midst of dinner Waldron rose from the table and ascended to the upper deck and got his handkerchief. As he approached his cabin, however, he saw someone leave it, and disappear round the stern of the vessel. The incident instantly impressed itself upon his mind as a curious one, and in his evening slippers he sped lightly to the end of the deck and gazed after the receding figure of the fugitive.

It was Henri Pujalet!

Waldron returned instantly to his cabin in wonder why the Frenchman had intruded there.

As far as he could see nothing had been disturbed. All was in order, just as he had left it after dressing.

Only one object had been moved — his small, steel, travelling dispatch-box, enclosed in its green canvas case. This, which had been upon a shelf, was now lying upon the bed. The green canvas cover had been unfastened, displaying the patent brass lock by the famous maker.

It had been examined and tampered with. An attempt had, no doubt, been made to open it, and the person who had made that attempt was none other than the tall, good-looking man who had so swiftly and silently descended to the saloon and now, unnoticed, retaken his place at dinner.

Well, gasped Waldron, taking out his keys and unlocking the steel box to reassure himself that his private papers were intact, this is curious — distinctly curious, to say the least!


Chapter Seven.

The Night of the Golden Pig.
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IT WANTED THIRTY minutes to midnight.

The New Years Eve fun at Shepheards Hotel in Cairo was fast and furious.

Ministerial officers and their women-folk, British officers of the garrison, officials and their wives from all parts of Egypt, Society from the other hotels, and a sprinkling of grave, brown-faced Egyptian gentlemen in frock coats and fezes, all congregate here to dine, to dance, to throw serpentines, and to make merry by touching the golden pig — a real pig covered with gold paint — at the coming of the New Year.

That night was no exception, for the salons were crowded to overflowing, champagne flowed freely, and everyone laughed heartily at the various antics of the great assembly. Cosmopolitan it was, in every sense of the word, for most European languages could be heard there. In the ballroom a great dance was in progress, while the supper-room was crowded to suffocation, and in the big salons one could hardly move about so dense was the well-dressed crowd.

Upon this scene Hubert Waldron gazed when he arrived in a cab from the Savoy. Though Lola, her uncle, and Miss Lambert had, on landing, obtained rooms at Shepheards, the Englishman had failed to do so, and had therefore gone to the Savoy, whither Henri Pujalet had also gone, as well as Chester Dawson, the Easthams, and several other members of the party.

Already they had been in Cairo three days, and though Waldron had watched Pujalet continuously, the lovers had not held any clandestine meeting.

As he elbowed his way through that New Years Eve crush in the big Oriental lounge, however, he suddenly — came upon the pair. Lola, her face beaming with supreme pleasure, was dressed in simple, yet becoming taste in turquoise blue, with a touch of the same colour in her dark hair, while the Frenchman, erect and well-groomed, presented a particularly smart appearance. Neither noticed the diplomat, so engrossed were they in their conversation. The opportunity of meeting was, of course, a unique one, for even if her uncle discovered her how could he reprove her for dancing with a man who had been their fellow-traveller for nearly three weeks?

The girls face was flushed with excitement and pleasure now that she hung upon her lovers arm as he led her back to the ballroom.

Hubert Waldron watched them, then sighed and turned away.

He had not gone far up the long salon before he was accosted by a rather thick-set, clean-shaven Englishman of about thirty-five, with blue eyes, rather fair hair, and whose clothes fitted perfectly.

Hulloa, Waldron! By Jove! Whod have dreamt of meeting you here! Why, I thought you were still in Madrid!

Jerningham! gasped the diplomat. My dear old Jack, how are you? he cried, grasping his hand warmly.

Oh, so-so, replied the other, nonchalantly. Ive been travelling about a lot of late. And you?

Been on leave up to Wady Haifa, and now on my way back to Madrid.

And to the Teatro Real — eh? added his friend with a sly grin.

No. Shes in London. An engagement there.

And youre not in London! Why?

Cant get my leave extended, or, you bet, Id be back in town like a shot. What would I give for a bit dinner at the St. Jamess Club and a stroll along Piccadilly.

Of course. But hows the lady?

Very well — I believe. I had a wire yesterday telling me of her great success at the Palace. The newspapers are full of her photographs and all that.

And all the nuts in town running madly after her — eh? Beatriz likes that.

Waldron did not reply for a few moments, then, changing the subject, he said:

Lets go along to the bar. This crowd is distinctly unpleasant.

Five minutes later, when the pair were seated in a quiet corner, Waldron asked in a low, confidential tone:

Whats the latest? Ive been away from the Embassy for nine weeks.

Oh, the political situation remains about the same. Ive been mostly in Germany and Russia, since I was last in Madrid. I had a rather good scoop about a fortnight ago — bought the designs of the new Krupp aerial gun.

By Jove, did you?

Yes. It has taken me three months to negotiate, and the fellow who made the deal tried to back out of it at the last moment.

Traitors always do, remarked the diplomat.

Yes, admitted the British secret-service agent, as Jack Jerningham actually was. They usually lose heart at the crucial moment. But in this case the new invention of our friends is simply a marvellous one. Its a feather in my cap in the department, Im glad to say.

Youve had a good many feathers in your cap during the past five years, my dear Jack, Waldron replied. Your successes since you left the navy have been phenomenal — especially when a year ago you obtained a copy of the secret treaty signed by Austria regarding the partition of the Balkans. That was an amazing feat — never before equalled by any secret agent, I should think.

Bah! Nothing really very wonderful, was Jerninghams modest reply. More by good luck than anything else. Im here in Cairo to report on the growing unrest. At home the Chief suspects German influence to be at work.

And whats the result of your inquiries?

Our friends are, no doubt, at the bottom of it all. Across the North Sea they mean business; and the day must come very soon.

Youve made that prophecy for several years now.

Because I happen to know, my dear boy. If one man should know the truth, surely its my unimportant self. My Chief has always agreed with me, although it is the fashion in the House to laugh at what is called the German bogey. But thats exactly what they desire in Berlin. They dont want the British public to take our warnings too seriously. But if you doubt the seriousness of the present situation, ask anybody at the Berlin Embassy. Theyll tell you the truth — and they ought surely to know.

Jack Jerningham and Hubert Waldron had been friends ever since their youth. The estate near Crowhurst, in Sussex, which Waldrons father owned, though his diplomatic duties had kept him nearly always abroad, adjoined that of the Jerninghams of Heatherset, of whom Jack was the second son.

After Dartmouth he had passed into the navy, had become a full lieutenant, and afterwards had joined the Intelligence Department, in which capacity he was constantly travelling about the world as the eyes and ears of the Embassies, and ever ready to purchase out of the secret-service fund any information or confidential plan which might be advantageous to the authorities at Whitehall.

A typical, round-faced, easy-going naval officer of a somewhat careless and generous disposition, nobody outside the diplomatic circle ever suspected his real calling. But by those who did know, the ambassadors, ministers, and staffs of the embassies and legations, he was held in highest esteem as a thoroughgoing patriot, a man of great discretion and marvellous shrewdness, in whom his Chief at home placed the most complete confidence.

Therell be trouble here in Cairo before long, I fear, he was whispering to his friend. Kitchener will have a very rough time of it if the intrigues of our friends at Berlin are successful. They are stirring up strife every day, and the crisis would have arrived long ago were it not for Kitcheners bold firmness. They know he wont stand any nonsense from the native opposition. Britain is here to rule, and rule she will. Hence our friends the enemy are just a little afraid. Im going back home next week to report upon the whole situation.

Im getting pretty, sick of the humdrum of diplomacy, Hubert declared wearily, between the puffs of his excellent cigarette. Though the big American bar was crowded by men, in the corner where they sat upon a red plush settee they could not be overheard, the chatter and noise being so great. We at the Embassies are only puppets, after all. It is such men as you who shape the nations policy. Were simply the survival of the old days when kings exchanged courtesies and views by means of their ambassadors, and we, the frills of the Embassy, merely dress up, dance attendance at every function, and pretend to an importance in the world which we certainly do not possess.

My dear Hubert, you never spoke truer words than those. Everything nowadays is worked from Downing Street, and the ambassador is simply the office boy who delivers the message. Your father was one of the brilliant men of the old regime. The Empire owes much to him, especially for what he did at Rome.

Yes, those days have passed. In this new century the world has other ways and other ideas. It is the age of advertisement, and surely the best advertisement manager which the world has ever known is the Kaiser William.

Oh, thats admitted, laughed the secret agent. Why, he cant go to his castle at Corfu for a week — as he does each spring — without some wonderful relic of Greek antiquity being unearthed in his presence. It is whispered that they sow them there in winter, just as the brave Belgians sow the bullets on the battlefield of Waterloo. To-day we are assuredly living on the edge of a volcano, Jerningham went on. When the eruption takes place — and who knows when it will — then, at that hour, the red-tape must be burst asunder, the veil torn aside, and the bitter truth faced — the bubble of British bombast will, I fear, be pricked.

You are always such a confounded pessimist, my dear Jack, laughed Waldron.

Ah, Hubert, Im a pessimist because I am always on the move from capital to capital and I learn things as I go, was Jerninghams quick reply. You fellows at the Embassies sit down and have a jolly good time at balls, dinners, tea-fights, and gala performances. Why? Because youre paid for your job — paid to remain ignorant. Im paid to learn. Theres the little difference.

I admit, my dear fellow, that without your service we should be altogether a back number. To your department is due the credit of knowing what is going on in the enemys camps.

I should think so. I dont pay out ten thousand a year, more or less, without getting to know something, I can tell you.


Chapter Eight.

The Great Ghelardi.
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WHILE WALDRON AND his friend were discussing matters, shouts suddenly arose everywhere — the golden pig had entered and was being touched for luck by everyone, and men raised their glasses to each other, to wish one another A Happy New Year. The Christian year had opened, but the Egyptians in fezes only smiled and acknowledged the compliment. Their year had not yet commenced.

Well, exclaimed Jack Jerningham at last. You havent told me much about Beatriz.

Why should I, my dear fellow, when theres nothing to tell?

Ah, Im glad to hear that, was his friends quick response, apparently much relieved, for the fascination of the handsome ballerina for Hubert Waldron was the gossip of half the Embassies of Europe. Hubert was a rising man, the son of a great diplomat, but that foolish infatuation would, if continued, most certainty stand in the way of his advancement. Many of his friends, even the Ambassadors wife, had given him broad hints that the friendship was a dangerous one. Yet, unfortunately, he had not heeded them.

Every man who is over head and ears in love thinks that his adored one is the perfect incarnation of all the virtues. Even when Waldron had heard her discussed in the Casino, that smart club in the Calle de Alcata, he refused to credit the stories told of her, of the magnificent presents she received from admirers, and more especially from the favoured one, the septuagenarian Duke of Villaneuva y Geltru.

Why are you so glad to hear it? Hubert asked, his brow slightly knit, for after all it was a sore subject.

Well, to tell you the truth, because there is so much gossip flying about.

What gossip?

Of course you know quite well. Why ask me to repeat it, old chap?

But I dont, was the others reply.

Well, exclaimed Jerningham after a pause, perhaps you are, after all, like most men — you close your ears to the truth because you love her.

Yes, Jack, I admit it. I do love her.

Then the sooner you realise the actual truth, the better, declared the other with almost brutal abruptness.

What truth?

My dear fellow, I know — nay, everybody knows — your foolish, quixotic friendship with the girl. You love her, and naturally you believe her to be all that is your ideal. But I assure you shes not.

How in the name of Fate can you know? asked the diplomat, starting up angrily.

Well — Ive been in Spain a lot, remember. Ive seen and heard things. Why, only a week ago in this very hotel I met old Zeigler, of the German Embassy at Madrid, and he began to discuss her.

And what did he say, pray?

What everybody else says, that — well, forgive me for saying so — but that you are a fool to continue this dangerous friendship with a woman whose notoriety has now become European.

Why should people interest themselves in my affairs? he cried in angry protest.

Who knows? Its the same the world over. But I suppose you know that Beatriz has gone to London with the old Duke?

It does not surprise me. She asked me to accompany her and to introduce her, but I couldnt get back from here in time.

She asked you, well knowing that you were tied by the leg — eh? laughed Jack. Well, my dear fellow, he sighed, I think youre terribly foolish to continue the acquaintanceship. It can only bring you grief and sorrow. Think of what she was, and what she is now. Can any girl rise from obscurity in such a short time without the golden ladder? Ask yourself.

You need not cast ugly insinuations, was Huberts angry retort, yet truth to tell, that fact had ever been in his mind — a suspicion the first seeds of which had been sown one night in the Casino Club, and which had now grown within his heart.

Please forgive me if Ive hurt your feelings, but were old friends and you know how very blunt I am. Its my failing, he said in a tone of apology. But the name of the fair Beatriz has of late been coupled with half a dozen admirers. When I was in Madrid four months ago I heard that Enrique de Egas, the director of the opera, was her very intimate friend, and also that young Juan Ordonez had given her a pearl necklace worth eighteen thousand pounds, while there were whispers concerning Pedro de Padras, Conrado Giaquinto, Sanchez Ferrer and several other nuts of the Spanish nobility with whom you are acquainted. They laugh at you behind your back.

Yes, Hubert responded, quite undisturbed. But surely you know that it gratifies the vanity of those young bloods of Madrid if their names are coupled with that of a pretty woman. It is the same in Vienna, the same in Rome.

Ah, my dear fellow, I see you are hopelessly in love, declared the other. I was — once. But the scales fell from my eyes just in time, as I sincerely hope they will fall from yours.

Waldron remained silent. In his pocket lay a letter which he had received only that morning from Beatriz, dated from the Carlton Hotel in London, a letter full of expressions of undying affection, and of longing to be again at his side.

Were those her true sentiments, he wondered? Had Jack Jerningham, on the other hand, told him the bitter truth? He had first met her a couple of months after her arrival in Madrid when she, poor and simply dressed, was dancing at the Trianon, and as yet unknown. Young Regan, one of the attachés, had introduced her, and the trio had had supper together at Lhardys, in the Carrera de San Jeronimo, and on the following day he had taken her for a drive in the El Retero, the beautiful park of Madrid, and afterwards to the Plaza de Toros where the famous Sevilian Espada Ricardo Torres, known to all Spain as Bombita, dispatched five bulls after some marvellous pases de pecho, redondos and cambiados before giving the estocada, or death-blow.

He remembered the hot afternoon and the breathless tension of the multitude as Bombita with his red cloth met the rush of the infuriated bull, stepped nimbly aside and then plunged his sword downwards through the animals neck into its heart. Then came the roar of wild applause in which his dark-haired companion joined with such enthusiasm that her cheeks glowed red with excitement.

In that crowded bar, thick with tobacco smoke and noisy with the laughter of well-dressed men, the beautiful face of the dancer who, since that blazing well-remembered day, had won fame all over Europe, rose before him in the mists. Did he really love her, he asked himself as Jack Jerningham sat at his side, now smoking in silence. Yes he did, alas! he did.

And yet how strange — how very foolish, after all. He, Hubert Waldron, who for years had lived the exotic social life of diplomacy, who, being a smart, handsome man, had received the smiles and languishing glances of a thousand women of all ages, had fallen in love with that girl of the people — the daughter of a drunken dock labourer.

His friend Jerningham watched him covertly and wondered what was passing in his mind.

I hope I havent offended you, Waldron, he ventured to exclaim at last. Perhaps I ought not to have spoken so frankly.

Oh, you havent offended me in the least, my dear old chap, was the others open reply. I may have been a fool. Probably I am. But tell me frankly are you really certain that all these stories concerning Beatriz have any foundation in fact?

Any foundation? echoed the other, staring at him with his blue eyes. You have only to go about the capital with your ears open, and you will hear stranger and more scandalous stories than those. There is the husband, you know, the cab-driver, who threatened the Duke with divorce, and has been paid a hundred thousand pesetas as hush-money.

Is that a fact? gasped his friend. Are you quite certain of it? I cant really believe it.

Im quite certain of it. Ask Carreno, the advocate in the Calle Mayor. He made the payment, and told me with his own lips. The story is common property all over Madrid.

Waldrons countenance changed, but he made no reply.

The woman and her husband are making a very substantial harvest out of it, depend upon it, Hubert. Therefore I do, as your old pal, beg of you to reconsider the whole situation. Is it really judicious for you to be associated any longer with her? I know I have no right to dictate to you — or even to make the suggestion. But I venture to do so for your own sake.

I know! I know! was his impatient reply. Yes. Ive been a fool, no doubt, Jack — a damned idiot.

No; dont condemn yourself until you have made your own inquiries. When you get back to the Embassy look around and learn the truth. Then I hope you will become convinced of the foundation of my allegations. When you are, let me know, old chap, wont you?

At that moment a stout, elderly man, accompanied by another a trifle his junior, who wore the button of the Legion dHonneur in the lapel of his dress-coat, elbowed their way laboriously up to the bar.

Jack Jerninghams quick eyes discerned them, whereupon in amazement he ejaculated in a low whisper the somewhat vulgar expression:

Good God!

Hubert looked up and saw old Jules Gigleux.

What? he asked in surprise.

Why, look at the elder man — that old fellow with the white, close-cropped hair. Dont you know him? he asked in a low voice, indicating Lolas uncle.

Know him? Yes. Hes been up the Nile with us. He is a Frenchman named Gigleux.

Gigleux! echoed his friend. By Gad! and a rather good alias. No, my dear fellow. Look at him well. He is the greatest and most cunning secret agent Germany has ever possessed — the arch-enemy of England, the Chief of the German Secret Service — an Italian whose real name is Luigi Ghelardi, though he goes by a dozen aliases. It is he who controls the whole service of German espionage throughout the world, and he is the unscrupulous chief of the horde of spies who are infesting the Eastern counties of England and preparing for the day.

At that second the man referred to glanced across and nodded pleasant recognition with Waldron, though he apparently had no knowledge of his companion.

Is that really true? gasped Hubert, utterly astounded and aghast, staring open-mouthed at Lolas uncle.

Most certainly. I know him by sight, only too well.

Then that accounts for the fact that I found him prying into my belongings in my cabin up the Nile! exclaimed his friend, to whom the truth had come as an astounding and staggering revelation. And so the dainty Lola — the girl of mystery — was niece of the chief spy of Englands enemies.


Chapter Nine.

At Downing Street.
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HUBERT WALDRON MOUNTED the great staircase of the Foreign Office in Downing Street full of trepidation.

The Earl of Westmere, His Majestys principal Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, desired to see him.

On New Years night, an hour after his conversation with Jack Jerningham, he had found in his room at the Savoy an urgent telegram from the Embassy recalling him home at once. He had, therefore, left Port Said by the Indian mail next day, and had travelled post-haste to London.

He had arrived at Charing Cross at four oclock, driven to the St. Jamess Club, and after a wash, had taken a taxi to Downing Street.

The uniformed messenger who conducted him up the great staircase halted before a big mahogany door, tapped upon it, and next second Hubert found himself in that big, old-fashioned, rather severe room wherein, at a great littered writing-table, sat his white-haired Chief.

Good afternoon, Waldron, exclaimed the tall, thin-faced statesman rising briskly and putting out his hand affably, an action which at once set the diplomat at his ease. He had feared that gossip regarding the opera-dancer had reached his ears, and that his reception might be a very cool one.

I didnt expect you until to-morrow. Youve come from Cairo, havent you?

I came straight through by Brindisi, was the others reply, seating himself in the padded chair which his Chief indicated.

A gay season there, I hear — eh?

Quite. But Ive been on leave in Upper Egypt.

And a most excellent spot during this horrible weather were having in London. Wish I were there now.

And the Earl, a rather spare, refined man whose clean-shaven features were strongly marked, and who wore the regulation morning coat and grey striped trousers, crossed to the big fireplace and flung into it a shovelful of coals.

That room in which Hubert had only been once before he well-remembered. Its sombre walls that had listened to so many international secrets were painted dark green; upon one side was an old painting of Palmerston who had once occupied that selfsame room, while over the black marble mantelshelf hung a fine modern portrait of His Majesty, King George V.

The old Turkey carpet was dingy and worn, and about the place where the director of Great Britains foreign policy so often interviewed the ambassadors of the Powers, was an air of sombre, yet dignified gloom.

Ive called you home, Waldron, said the Earl deliberately as he re-seated himself at his great table, piled as it was with State papers and dispatches from Englands representatives abroad, because I want to have a chat with you.

He was interrupted by a tap upon the door, and a man in uniform announced:

Captain Rayne, mlord.

Oh, come in, Rayne, exclaimed the Minister for Foreign Affairs, as a smart, well-dressed, middle-aged man entered, nodding acquaintance with Waldron. Lets see! Youre taking the turn to Berlin and Petersburg?

Yes, sir, replied the Kings Foreign Service messenger.

The Earl took from a drawer a letter he had already written and sealed in an official envelope bearing a blue cross, and handed it to him saying:

This is for Petersburg — most urgent. I have nothing for Berlin, but Sir Charles has, I believe. You will bring me back an answer to this dispatch with all haste, please.

To-day is Tuesday, sir; I shall be back next Tuesday if Sir Henry is in Petersburg, replied the Kings messenger with an air as unconcerned as though he were going to Hampstead.

Yes, he is.

Then nothing else, sir?

Nothing, Rayne — except what Sir Charles may have. Good afternoon.

And the Kings messenger, who spent his days travelling to and fro across the face of Europe, placed the confidential dispatch addressed to the British Ambassador to the Court of the Tzar in his pocket, bowed, and went forth on his weary seven days journey to the Russian capital and back.

As I was saying, Waldron, the Earl continued when the door had again closed, I asked you to come home because I consider the time has now come when you should have promotion. As a friend of your late, respected father, I have naturally watched your career in the Service with greatest interest, and have been much gratified at the shrewd qualities you have shown, therefore I am giving you promotion, and have appointed you as second secretary to Rome.

To Rome! echoed Waldron, his eyes opening widely. I — Im sure, Lord Westmere, I cannot thank you sufficiently for your appreciation of my services, or for sending me to the one post I wished for most of all.

I know, Waldron, laughed his lordship pleasantly. You know Rome, for you lived there for some years. You were honorary attaché there under your father, and I think you speak Italian very well indeed, if I remember aright.

I have a fair knowledge of the language, was the diplomats modest response.

Then go to Rome and continue the career you have followed with such success. Your fathers most brilliant work was accomplished in Italy, and I hope his mantle will fall upon you, Waldron.

Your words are most encouraging, Lord Westmere, declared the younger man who, on entering there, had feared a reprimand for his friendship with the Spanish dancer. You may rely on me to do my best.

Of that I am quite certain. The Waldrons have been diplomats for over a century, and you will never disgrace their reputation, said the strongest man of the British Cabinet, the man who had learned diplomacy under Salisbury and to whom the nation now entrusted its good relations with the Powers. But, his lordship added, will you, quite unofficially, allow me to give you a word of friendly advice? And he looked the secretary of the Embassy full in the face.

Most willingly. Any advice from my Chief I will be most certain to follow, was the others earnest reply.

Well, perhaps it is a rather delicate matter, and one to which I, in my official position, ought not to refer, but as one who takes a very keen interest in your future, I feel that I must speak.

Waldron grew paler. He knew what was coming. It is within my knowledge, went on his lordship, that towards a certain lady in Madrid you have been unduly friendly — a lady whose name is not exactly free from scandal.

That is so, he admitted.

Then, Waldron, why do you not recollect Palmerstons advice to the young man newly appointed to a post abroad? he asked gravely. Palmerston said that the necessary qualifications of a diplomat on being attached to an Embassy was that he should be able to lie artistically, to flirt elegantly, to dress smartly, to be polite to every woman, be she princess or laundress, but never on any account to commit the fatal error of falling in love. Remember that with the diplomat love at once puts an end to all his sphere of usefulness. Do not let this happen in your case, I beg of you. Hubert did not reply for some seconds. At last he said in a rather a husky, confused voice:

It is most kind of you to speak to me in such terms, Lord Westmere, and I fully appreciate the great interest which you have always shown me. Will it be sufficient to promise you that I will not repeat the folly of which I fear I have been guilty?

Excellent, my dear Waldron, excellent? cried the white-haired Cabinet Minister, rising and shaking his hand warmly. Im glad youve seen the folly of it all. That dancing-girl is an unfit associate for you, thats certain; so forget her. Take up your post at Rome as early as you can, and fulfil your promise to me to do your best.

The Earl had risen as a sign that the interview was over. He was usually a sharp-speaking, brusque and busy man. To interviewers he was brief, and had earned for himself the reputation of the most hard and unapproachable man in the Service which he controlled. But Hubert Waldron had certainly not found him so, and as he descended the great handsome staircase and went out into the falling fog in Downing Street, he could not help a feeling of joy that he had been promoted over the heads of a dozen others to the second secretaryship of His Majestys Embassy to the Quirinale.

Next day the Morning Post told the world that the Honourable Hubert Waldron, M.V.O., was in London, and that same afternoon he received at his club a note from Beatriz, urging him to call at the Carlton.

Throughout the whole evening he debated within himself whether he should see her in order to wish her farewell. If he did not then she would regard him as brutal and impolite. He remembered those letters of hers, so full of passionate outpourings, and while he ate his dinner alone in a corner of the club dining-room they decided him.

He sent her a reply by hand that he would call at the hotel at half-past eleven, after she had finished her performance at the theatre.

Punctually at that hour a page-boy took him up in the lift, and passing along a corridor they halted at a door.

The page rapped, whereupon it opened, and next second the tall, handsome Spanish woman in a wonderful evening gown flew into Huberts arms crying in Spanish in wild glee:

Ah! At last, my own dear Hubert — at last! What pleasure!

But he only took her hand, and bowing low with grave courtliness, kissed it.

Come, sit down, she urged, pulling him towards a soft settee. Tell me, when did you arrive from Egypt? The Duke saw the arrival in the paper this morning, and told me.

Then the Duke is still here, he asked with affected unconcern.

Of course. Why? He knows your English quite well, and, alas! I do not. Oh, it is so difficult! What I should do without him, I dont know, she went on volubly with much gesticulation. Those great dark eyes of hers and her raven-black hair gave a wonderful vivacity to her handsome Andalusian countenance. Her portraits were in all the illustrated papers, and during the day he had learnt how, by her wonderful dancing, she had taken London by storm.

And what kind of reception have you had? he asked gravely in Spanish, as he seated himself upon the settee before her.

Superb! she declared, her great eyes brightening. Your English audiences are so intensely sympathetic. I love London. I think I dance better here in your cold, foggy city than in Madrid. Why, I do not know. Perhaps it is because I feel somehow at home with the English — because you, Hubert, are my dear friend. And then she chattered on with hands and arms thrown about in quick gesticulation, describing to him her life during the past three weeks, and how full of gaiety and enjoyment had every moment been.

Photographers and interviewers have pestered me to death. Ah! Your London journalists are so pressing. They are not lazy and open to bribery, as ours in Madrid. Twice I have danced at private parties and received large fees. Yes — you in London pay well — better even than Petersburg. At the Palace they want me to return for a month next September.

And you will accept, of course?

She hesitated. She was standing at the table, her slim white fingers idly toying with a huge bunch of lilies-of-the-valley which had been thrown to her that night by some unknown admirer.

Perhaps, she replied. At present I do not exactly know. I have also danced twice for charity — some hospital, I think. My manager, Cohen, arranged it. He is simply splendid — better even than he was in Russia.

Im so glad youre enjoying it, Beatriz, Hubert said. I was sorry I could not get back from Egypt. But I was nearly a thousand miles from Cairo when I got your telegram.

Oh, it really did not matter, she declared. The Duke has been most kind to me.

Yes — the Duke — always the Duke, he said in a hard, changed voice.

She turned and looked at him in quick surprise.

What — then are you jealous, you dear old Hubert? she asked with a laugh.

Not in the least, was his quick reply. But while you have the Duke you surely do not require my assistance. You have, it seems, got on in London excellently without me.

Because you were unable to come. Have I offended you? she asked. Come, forgive me if I have, she urged, crossing to him, placing her hand upon his coat sleeve and looking up into his face. I return to Madrid next Monday. You shall travel with me — eh?

I am not going back to Madrid, was his slow reply, his eyes fixed upon hers.

Not going back! she echoed. Why not?

I have been transferred to the Embassy in Rome. I leave for Italy the day after to-morrow.

To Italy, she whispered blankly. Then — then you will no longer be in Spain?

No. My term in Madrid has ended, he answered in a hard, strained voice, for even then he found it hard to bid her farewell.

Ah! she cried suddenly. I see — I see it in your manner! You are tired of me — you are displeased with the Duke. You are jealous of him — jealous that men should flatter me. You, my dear friend, in whom I held such high respect, will not desert me.

Alas, Beatriz, I am not my own master. If I were, I should not leave Madrid, he said earnestly, for that was, after all, the truth.

And yet, knowing how fondly I love you, Hubert, you will really leave me thus! she cried, suddenly catching his hand and carrying it to her full red lips. No, she went on, tears welling in her wonderful eyes, you cannot do this. You, too, love me — you know well that you do. Come, do not let us part. I — I know I am foolish — I — ah! no! I love you, Hubert — only you! And full of her hot Spanish passion she threw her arms about him and burst into a flood of hot tears.

Hubert Waldron bit his lip. He recollected at that moment all the stories concerning her — of the blackmail levied, with her connivance, by the drunken cab-driver whom he himself had once seen in the Puerta del Sol. He remembered his promise to his Chief, and the plain, outspoken words of his friend, Jack Jerningham.

They hardened his heart.

He shook his head and slowly but resolutely, disengaged himself from her passionate embrace.

No, Beatriz, he said. Let us end this. It will, surely, be best for both our sakes. True, I have known you for a long time before you became world-famous as a dancer, but your profession and your interests, like mine, now lie apart. Let us say farewell, and in doing so, let us still remain good friends, with tender memories of one another.

Memories! she cried fiercely, looking into his face with flashing eyes. They can only be bitter ones for me.

And perhaps just as bitter for myself, he added, still holding her by the wrist and looking into those great black eyes of hers.

You are very cruel, Hubert! she declared, her chest beneath its chiffon rising and falling in quick emotion. You are cruel to a woman! she repeated in reproach.

No. It will be best for us in the end — best for both of us. You have your future before you — so have I. In my profession as diplomat I have to bow to the inevitable whenever I am transferred. You are a great dancer — a dancer who has won the applause of Europe. May I not still remain your humble and devoted friend?

For answer Beatriz, the idol of London at that moment, fell upon his shoulder and shed tears of poignant, bitter regret, while he, with knit brows, held his breath for a moment, and then tenderly bent and kissed her upon the cheek.


Chapter Ten.

Some Curious Stories.
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THE FESTA OF San Sebastiano fell on a Sunday.

The ancient church a mile and a half outside Rome on the Appian Way — the road constructed three hundred years before the birth of Christ — was thronged by the populace in festa attire, for San Sebastiano, built as it is over the Catacombs where reposed the remains of the Christian martyrs, is one of the seven churches to which pilgrims have flocked from every part of western Christendom, while in its chapel is the marble slab bearing what is held by tradition to be the footprints of Christ, and which, therefore, is held by the Romans in special veneration.

Though January, the morning was sunny and cloudless, and with Lady Cathcart, the Ambassadors wife, and young Edward Mervyn, the rather foppish honorary attaché, Hubert Waldron had motored out to watch the festival with all its gorgeous procession of priests and acolytes, its swinging censers and musical chants.

As at all the festas in Rome, there was the usual crowd of gaping Cookites and the five-guinea excursionists of other agencies, for is not the Eternal City the city of the tourist par excellence? In it he can live in a cheap pension for four lire a night, or he can spend a hundred lire a night in certain hotels de luxe on his room alone.

The road was dusty and crowded as, the ceremony over, the party sped back, past the ruins of the Baths of Caracalla — paltry indeed after those left by Rameses in Egypt — and the churches of Santi Nereo ed Achilleo and San Cesareo, afterwards re-entering the city and speeding up the broad modern Via Nazionale and into the long, straight Via Venti Settembre, at last pulling up before the great grey façade of the British Embassy.

Hubert Waldron was no stranger to Rome. For five years he had lived at the Embassy when his father was Ambassador, and in those days had been very popular in the very exclusive Society of the Italian capital. Nowadays, however, he did not live at the Embassy, but rented the same cosy flat over a bank in the Via Nazionale which had been occupied by his predecessor — a charming, artistic little place which was the very ideal of a bachelor pied-à-terre.

That day there was a smart luncheon-party at the Embassy; among the guests being the Austrian and Russian Ambassadors with their wives, Prince Ghika, of the Roumanian Legation, the stout and wealthy Duca di Carpenito, the old Marchesa Genazzano, a hideous guy with her protruding yellow teeth, yet one of the leaders of Roman Society, the young Marchese Montalcino, who wore upturned moustachios and yellow boots; the pretty Contessa Stella Pizzoli, one of the Queens dames de la Cour, and half a dozen others whose names in the Italian capital were as household words.

Around the luncheon-table, charmingly arranged with delicate floral decorations, the chatter had been universal, Sir Francis Cathcart, K.C.M.G., the British Ambassador, holding a long and animated conversation with Princess Bezanoff, wife of The Russian — as the Tzars representative was termed in the diplomatic circle — while Lady Cathcart had been gossiping with the Duca di Carpenito, who was perhaps the greatest landowner in all Italy, and whose ancient Palazzo in the Corso is pointed out to the traveller as one of the finest mediaeval residences in the city.

Waldron, who had taken in the Contessa Stella and sat at her side, was listening to her gossip about the Court, of the doings of the Queen, and of their recent stay at Racconigi. Though most of the conversation at table was in French they spoke in Italian, Hubert speaking that language with scarce a trace of foreign accent.

Curiously enough, Signor Waldron, I first knew of you by hearing His Majesty speak of you, remarked the pretty young woman. I heard him telling General Olivieri, the first aide-de-camp, that you had been attached to the Embassy here.

It is a great honour that His Majesty should remember me, replied the secretary. He knew me, however, years ago, before he succeeded. I was here with my father, who was Ambassador.

Yes. The King said so, and he paid your father a very high compliment. He said that he was the only diplomat whom his father, the late King Victor, ever trusted with a secret.

Waldron smiled. Then he said:

His Majesty is exceedingly gracious to me. I had not been back here a week before I had a command to private audience, and he was kind enough to say that he was pleased to resume my acquaintance after my years of absence from Rome. Yes, Contessa, he added, here I feel that I am at home and among friends, for I love Italy and her people. Your country possesses a grace and charm which one does not find elsewhere in Europe. There is but one Italy as there is but one Rome in all the world.

I fear you flatter us rather too much, Signor Waldron, replied the pretty young woman. Now that you have come back to us I hope you will honour my husband with a visit. You know the Palazzo Pizzoli, no doubt, and I hope in the autumn you will come out to us in the Romagna. We can give you a little shooting, I believe. You Englishmen always love that, I know, she laughed.

Im sure I shall be very charmed to make the acquaintance of the Count, he replied. And if I may be permitted to call upon you I shall esteem it a great honour, Contessa, and he smiled at the elegant dame de la Cour with his best diplomatic smile.

So the young Princess Luisa is in disgrace again, I hear, remarked the old Marchesa Genazzano, who sat on Waldrons other hand, showing her yellow teeth as she spoke. Shes always in some scrape or other. Girls in my day were never allowed the liberty she has — and she a Royal Highness, too!

We mustnt tell tales out of school, remarked the pretty Countess, with a comical grimace. Her Royal Highness is, I fear, a sad tomboy. She always was — ever since she left the schoolroom.

The old Marchesa, a woman of the bluest blood of Italy, and bosom friend of Her Majesty the Queen, grunted.

Like her mother — like the whole House of Savoy. Always venturesome, she said.

But the Princess is charming. Surely you will agree, Marchesa? protested the dame de la Cour.

A very delightful girl. But shes been spoilt. Her mother was too lenient with her, and her goings-on are becoming a public scandal.

Hardly that, I think, remarked the Countess. I know the King is pretty annoyed very often, yet he hasnt the heart to put his foot down firmly. Even though she is of royal blood shes very human, after all.

Her flirtations are positively disgraceful, declared the old Marchesa, a woman of the ancient regime of exclusiveness.

Hubert laughed and said:

I have not the pleasure of knowing Her Royal Highness — perhaps Her Royal Naughtiness might describe her — but as one who has no knowledge of the circumstances, I might be permitted to remark that the love that beats in the heart of a princess is the same love as that beneath the cotton corsets of the femme de chambre.

Ah, you diplomats are incorrigible, cried the old woman with the yellow teeth. But the Princess Luisa is becoming a scandal. The Queen declared to me only yesterday that she was intensely annoyed at her nieces behaviour. Her latest escapade, it seems, has been to go to Bologna and take part in some motor-cycle races, riding astride like a man, and calling herself Signorina Merli. And she actually won one of the races. She carried a passenger in a side-car, a young clerk in a bank there, who, of course, was quite unaware of her real identity.

Quite sporting, declared Waldron. She evidently does not believe much in the royal exclusiveness.

Well, she cannot pretend that life at the Quirinale is at all dull. Since the death of her charming mother, the Princess of Milan, she has lived at the Palace, and must have had a very pleasant time.

Is she pretty? asked Waldron, interested.

Very — and most accomplished, replied the old stiff-backed Marchesa whose word was law in social Rome. The House of Savoy is not distinguished by its good looks on the female side, but the Princess Luisa is an exception. Personally, I consider her the best-looking among the marriageable royalties in Europe at the present moment.

But are her indiscretions really so very dreadful? asked the diplomat, or are they exaggerated?

Dreadful! echoed the noble Montalcino, whose elegant attire and carefully trained moustache were so well-known during the hour of the passeggiate in the Corso. He had been listening to the conversation. Why, cara mio, he drawled, only the other night I saw her with her maid sitting in the stalls at the Salone Margherita, which is, as you know, hardly the place to which a Royal Highness should go. Madonna mia! There are lots of stories about Rome of her escapades, declared the young sprig of the nobility. It is said she often escapes from the Palace at night and goes long runs in her car, driving it herself. Bindo Peruzzi found her early one morning broken down away out at Castelnuovo, and gave her a lift back in his car. She got out at the Porta Pia and Bindo pretended not to know who she was. I suppose she sent her chauffeur back for the car later on.

Rather a daring escapade for a Royal Highness, Waldron said. But, after all, Court life, Court etiquette, and Court exclusiveness must bore a girl to death, if in her youth she has been used to Society, as I suppose she had been during her mothers lifetime.

Oh, of course one may easily make lots of excuses, shuffled the old Marchesa. But I feel sure the girl must be a source of great anxiety to both Their Majesties. It would be a great relief to them if she were to marry.

They say she is a favourite with the King, and that he never reproves her, exclaimed the young fellow across the table.

Well, declared Hubert, in any case she must be a merry, go-ahead little person. I shall look forward to meeting her.

Oh, no doubt you will, signore, very soon, laughed the old leader of Society, when just at that moment the Ambassadors wife gave the signal to rise, and the ladies passed out, the men bowing as they filed from the room.

A quarter of an hour later when the male guests joined the ladies in the big, handsome drawing-room overlooking the garden of the Embassy, the Marchesa beckoned Hubert over to where she was ensconced in a corner.

Signor Waldron, she said, I find that Lady Cathcart has a portrait of Princess Luisa, the young lady whom we have been discussing. Look! It is yonder, on the table in the corner. The one in the oval silver frame.

Hubert crossed to where she directed and there saw a large oval photograph which he had not before noticed, for he had never particularly examined the portraits in the room. Beneath was scrawled in a bold Italian hand the autograph— Luisa di Savoia.

He gazed upon the pictured, smiling face, utterly staggered.

The portrait was that of Lola!


Chapter Eleven.

Strictly Incognita.
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THAT AFTERNOON AT half-past three oclock, the hour when in winter all Rome goes out for its airing on the Pincio, Hubert Waldron was idling along the terrace, gazing at the wonderful panorama of the Eternal City stretched away before him in the yellow sundown.

In Rome it is the correct thing to go to the Pincio, and there pay visits to the Roman ladies who sit in their smart carriages or automobiles as they slowly file up the historic hill and down on the other side. There, in those famous gardens of Lucullus, in which in ancient days Messalina, the wife of Claudius, celebrated her orgies, modern Rome daily holds its daily alfresco reception, for everybody who is anybody in the capital goes there to see and to be seen.

Hubert had been chatting with the Baroness Lanzenhofen, an Austrian hostess very popular in Rome, but her carriage had moved on, and now he stood alone near the kerb looking out upon the wonderful view, and about to descend to the city and drive back in a taxi to his rooms in the Via Nazionale.

Behind him a procession of smart equipages of all kinds filed slowly around the terrace, when of a sudden he heard an excited cry — his name:

Signor Waldron! Signor Waldron!

Turning in sudden surprise, he found himself face to face with Lola who, seated alone in one of the royal carriages — a splendid landau bearing the arms of Savoy upon its panels, a footman and coachman in the royal livery and powdered hair — was smiling at him mischievously.

He raised his hat and advancing eagerly took the little white-gloved hand outstretched to him, for the carriage had already pulled up, the fine pair of bays champing impatiently at their bits.

Well! he cried. This is really a great surprise!

Yes. I heard that you had been transferred here from Madrid, she laughed, speaking in English. But oh! Ive got lots to explain. I want to see you, Mr Waldron — to see you very particularly. I came here this afternoon to find out if you were here. May I call on you this evening? I know where you live, in the Via Nazionale. When will you be at home?

He was rather taken aback. Ever since his discovery of her portrait in the Embassy a couple of hours ago he had been plunged in thought, for did he not know her secret — the secret of this madcap Princess who had scandalised the Royal House of Savoy?

This is really a great surprise to me, Mademoiselle Lola, he answered, scarce knowing what he said. I, too, would like to have a chat with you. But is it really wise for you to come to my rooms? he asked in English, glancing at the two royal servants sitting statuesque upon the box.

Nobody will know. These men do not know English. Shall we say at ten oclock to-night? I can get away then — not before, I fear. We have a Court dinner.

Very well, he said, looking into her splendid dark eyes. At ten oclock then.

Addio — eh! Till ten oclock? she laughed.

But are you sure it would not be an injudicious step — to visit a bachelor in his rooms? he queried gravely.

I dont care, Signor Waldron — if you dont. I always take every precaution. My maid, Renata, is as silent as the Sphinx we saw in Egypt. Do you remember? And how I fell off my camel?

Shall I ever forget those days? he remarked as he took the outstretched hand and bowed over it. Very well, mademoiselle — at ten oclock.

Bene. Then I will explain matters. You must be terribly puzzled. I see it in your face, she laughed.

He smiled and as he stood hat in hand the royal carriage moved off, the onlookers staring to note that the popular young Princess should have stopped and have spoken to a man, an ordinary foot-passenger on the Pincio.

For a second the diplomat glanced after her, then he turned upon his heel and began to descend the winding roadway, past those busts of all the distinguished Italians from Julius Caesar to Marin.

Before him lay that wonderful view of Rome, where beyond the Porta del Popolo and the new quarter with the Palazzo di Giustizia, on the opposite bank of the Tiber, rose the great dome of St. Peters from the grey mists of the sunset, while on the right stood the spire of the Church of Lourdes, the Vatican, and a portion of the Leontine wall. Away on the right rose Monte Mario with its dark funereal cypresses, while to the left of St. Peters could be seen the round castle of Sant Angelo with the bronze angel that crowned it. The pines on the height of the castle were familiar to him, being those of the Villa Lante on the Janiculum with the Passeggiata Margherita on which the great statue of Garibaldi was the most conspicuous object.

And as he went along his mind was filled with thoughts of the strange situation, and of the amazing discovery he had that day made.

Lola, his charming little friend of the Nile, at whose side he had so often ridden over the desert, was actually a Princess of the blood-royal — the madcap Princess of the House of Savoy! And ere he had descended the hill her splendid carriage with its jingling harness flashed by him and she nodded merrily as he raised his hat, while two cavalry officers, recognising her, raised their hands in ceremonious salute.

He was reflecting upon those idle sunny days in the far-off Nile-land, those evenings when the western sky was diffused and glorified with gold and saffron, and the shades of night crept up from the silent bosom of the desert where the Bedouins and Bishareen halted their caravans to camp.

In that sunset hour he knew that the faces of the devout were now turned towards Mecca — away from that golden mystery and beauty that the sun had placed in the west — to recite their evening prayers. And up from the mists, as he gazed away across to the low purple hills of the Campagna rose that sweet, smiling, beautiful face — the face which he had once again gazed upon, though he had believed it had passed out of his ken for ever.

Punctually at ten oclock that evening Waldrons English valet, Peters — the faithful, clean-shaven, but hunch-backed old Peters who had been with him over ten years — ushered Lola, a sweet-faced, girlish figure into his sitting-room where he stood ready to receive her.

Really, Mr Waldron, what awfully jolly quarters you have here! she exclaimed, glancing quickly around the well-furnished bachelor room. The man he had succeeded at the Embassy believed in personal comfort, and had furnished his flat in English style. Therefore he had been fortunate in being able to purchase it cheaply, for its owner had been transferred to Tokio.

Yes, her host agreed: theyre not half bad. But, he added, do you really think it prudent to come and visit me at this hour?

Why not? I couldnt very well come in the daytime. Somebody might recognise me.

But is not ten oclock at night a rather unusual time for a young lady to visit a bachelor? he queried.

Well, I dont mind, she laughed gaily. But there, youre such a dear, conventional old thing!

He noted that, contrary to her appearance in the afternoon, when she had worn a smart costume and hat which was evidently the latest creation of the Rue de la Paix, she was now very neatly, almost shabbily dressed in a plain blue serge coat and skirt which had seen its best days, a small, close-fitting little hat which showed evident signs of wear, and sadly worn furs.

She noticed that he surveyed her as she took the armchair he offered her.

Yes, she said, it is very fortunate that my maid, Renata, is about the same figure as myself, and that her clothes fit me. I usually pass as her when I go out at night. The sentries change every week, so as long as I am dressed as a maid I have no difficulty — though I sometimes have trouble to avoid the other servants.

I should think you run very great risks of recognition, he remarked. And if the truth leaked out would there not be some serious trouble?

Trouble! Oh, I dread to think of it! she declared with a shrug of the shoulders. I receive daily lectures about my non-observance of the social amenities, my lack of personal pride, and all that. But there — Mr Waldron, you must, I know, have been greatly surprised at meeting me to-day. I know I deceived you. But it was imperative, as I was then travelling incognita. So I hope you will forgive me.

You practised a very cruel deception upon me, he said with mock severity. And I dont know if I really ought to forgive you.

Oh yes, you will — you dear old thing, she cried persuasively, laughing in his face. He was double her age, therefore the endearing terms in which she addressed him were not exactly out of place. Yet, remembering the secret lover, he wondered what had become of him.

Then old Gigleux was not your uncle, after all? remarked Waldron, for he remembered how Jack Jerningham had recognised him on that New Years night at Shepheards.

No. Listen and Ill tell you the truth, the Princess said in very good English. She was delightfully unconventional. You see my aunt, the Queen, was very much annoyed because I motored to Florence alone, and some gossip got about regarding me — because I went to a fancy-dress ball with a gentleman I know. Well, I fear I was a little hot-tempered, with the result that I was unceremoniously packed off on a long tour to Egypt and given into the charge of Miss Lambert and old Ghelardi, who had been in the German Service, but who had just returned to Italy and was appointed by the King as Chief of our Secret Police. I was ordered by the King to assume the name of Duprez, while Ghelardi was to be known as Jules Gigleux. And I think we kept up the farce fairly well — didnt we?

Most excellently. Nobody had the slightest suspicion of the truth, I feel sure.

I know I told you some awful stories — about my poverty, and all that. But you will forgive me — wont you? she implored.

Of course, replied the diplomat, charmed by her sweetness and frankness of manner. It was necessary in order to preserve your incognita. I realise now the reason why your pseudo-uncle regarded me with such a decided antipathy. First he feared lest we might fall in love with each other—

And there was no fear of that, was there? she laughed, interrupting.

I dont know exactly, he answered half-dubiously. You flirted with me outrageously sometimes.

Ah, I know I did! It was, I admit, too bad of me, Mr Waldron. But I do hope even now youve found me out in all those white lies that it will make no difference to our friendship.

Why, not in the least, he declared. I am greatly honoured by Your Royal Highnesss friendship.

No, no, she cried impatiently, not Highness to you, Mr Waldron. Lola — still Lola, please.

Very well, laughed the man. But surely that will sound too familiar from one in my station?

When we are alone, I mean. Of course in Society, or at Court I may be Her Royal Highness the Principessa Luisa Anna Romana Elisabetta Marie Giovanna di Savoia — and half a dozen other names and titles if you like. They really dont trouble me, and she carelessly cast her well-worn sealskin muff upon the couch near her.

Ah, he sighed, I fear you are a sad breaker of the conventionalities. Before I knew that you were my little friend of the Nile I had heard several stories of your various little escapades.

Oh yes, she cried quickly. No doubt youve been told some awful tales about my doings — stories which get about Rome, and everyone exaggerates them as they pass from mouth to mouth. My worst offence, I believe, is because I entered for a motor-cycle race and won it. Well, havent your girls in England won similar races?

True, but what a shop-assistant may do is forbidden to a princess, was his reproof.

Ah, thats just it? she exclaimed in protest. Merely because I happen to be born a princess Im supposed to put on a veneer of Court manners, and observe Court etiquette day in and day out, until it all bores me stiff — as you say in English. Just because I try and behave like other girls, obtain my freedom when I can, and enjoy myself with open-air pursuits, I am held in horror by Their Majesties, and the people declare that I am a disgrace to our Royal House.

No — not a disgrace, Princess.

Lola, please, she said, correcting him.

Lola then — if you will have it so, he said. The people secretly admire you for your courage in breaking the steel bonds of Court etiquette; nevertheless remember that such escapades as yours must lead you into danger — grave personal danger. You are a girl, and remember also that there are some blackguards about who, knowing your active and daring temperament, may entrap you and then levy blackmail upon you.

Her beautiful face instantly fell. He saw that she grew paler and more thoughtful. Her lips twitched slightly.

You think so, she said slowly, her voice so changed that he wondered. You think that someone might really attempt to levy blackmail upon me — eh?

Certainly. And in that lies the very serious peril to which you must be exposed, if you continue to disregard the conventionalities which surround you as a daughter of a Royal House.

You are rather hard upon me, Mr Waldron, she said in a low voice, quite unusual to her.

Not in the least. Remember I am your friend. If at any time I can serve you in any way you have only to come to me, and I will exert every effort on your behalf, he said, speaking very earnestly. But I would beg of you to exercise the greatest discretion. Why continue to annoy Their Majesties by this conduct which must sooner or later bring unpleasantness, and perhaps trouble, upon you?

Trouble! she echoed, her great dark eyes fixed upon him. Trouble! It has already brought trouble upon me. That is why I came here to-night to see you — to tell you — to confess — and to ask your help as my good, kind friend?


Chapter Twelve.

The Kings Confidences.
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AT THAT MOMENT there was a discreet tap at the door and Peters entered, saying:

An aide-de-camp of His Majesty wishes to see you on a matter of great importance, sir.

For a second Waldron stood confused.

Oh! he must not find me here, whispered the Princess, starting up in quick alarm. Where can I go?

In this room, the diplomat replied quickly, opening a door which led to his small dining-room. He switched on the light, and she passed within, closing the door noiselessly. It was all done in a few seconds, and then Hubert said in his natural voice:

Oh, show him in.

Next moment a tall, good-looking, dark-moustached officer, wearing his grey military cloak, entered jauntily, saying in Italian with a merry twinkle in his eyes as he grasped the others hand:

Sorry to disturb you at this hour, friend Waldron — especially when you have a lady visitor.

Lady visitor! What do you mean? he asked, for Count Guicciolo was an old friend of many years.

Well, your man told me that you could not be disturbed, so I naturally formed my own conclusions, replied the aide-de-camp airily, pointing to the muff. But I apologise. Here is a message for you from His Majesty. I was to deliver it into your hands, and from beneath his cloak he produced a letter which upon the flap bore the neat royal cipher of the House of Savoy.

In surprise the diplomat broke the seal and read the following formal words:

His Majesty the King commands to private audience the Honourable Hubert Waldron, M.V.O., this evening and immediately, followed by the date.

Hubert noticed the neat handwriting. It had been penned by His Majesty King Umberto himself.

Well! he asked the Count.

I was sent to bring you at once to the Palace, my friend, replied the other.

What is amiss? Surely it is strange that I should receive a command at this hour!

Yes. But His Majesty works very late sometimes.

Is anything seriously wrong?

Not that I am aware of. I was simply summoned to the private cabinet, and His Majesty gave me that letter, and ordered me to find you at once, and he took a cigarette from the silver box which Waldron handed him, and holding it in his white-gloved hand slowly lit it.

Will you come with me now? he asked as he cast away the match. Im awfully sorry to disturb you, he added with a laugh. But it is His Majestys orders.

Oh, dont apologise, was the diplomats reply. He was annoyed, for he knew what a sad gossip was Guicciolo, and that on the morrow half Rome would know that a young lady had been found in his rooms. At all hazards her identity must be concealed. Therefore, making an excuse to obtain his coat, Waldron passed into the dining-room where the Princess was standing in anxiety, whispered to her an explanation how he would have to leave unceremoniously and urging her to leave five minutes later.

We will resume our conversation to-morrow, he added. But not here. It is far too dangerous.

Where then? she asked eagerly in a low whisper. I will meet you anywhere after dark. He reflected a second. Then said:

Do you know Buccis little restaurant in the Piazza delle Coppelle?

Yes, I know. Quite a quiet little place. I will never be recognised there.

Well, at half-past eight. The dinner will be over then, and the place will be empty.

Agreed. Addio, she said, and they grasped hands quickly. Then he put on his overcoat, and went out with the Count, while five minutes later Peters, ignorant of her identity, showed the Princess out, and accompanied her downstairs to the door.

As Waldron and the Count entered the fine Quirinale Palace they were challenged by the sentries at the great gateway, whereupon the aide-de-camp gave the password and they saluted.

Then, crossing the great handsome courtyard, they entered by one of the smaller doors, and passing round the gallery to the huge gilded staircase where two servants in the royal livery stood on either side like statues. They ascended, and passing along a well-carpeted corridor, halted at last before a heavy mahogany door outside which stood a sentry on duty — the door of the Kings private cabinet.

Again the Count uttered the password, was saluted, and was then allowed to knock.

A deep voice gave permission to enter, whereupon Hubert Waldron crossed the threshold and bowed low in the presence of a rather short, middle-aged man of smart military appearance, though he wore civilian evening dress with a single decoration on the breast of his coat, the Star of the Order of the Crown of Italy, of which he was Master.

The room was not large, but was tastefully, even luxuriantly furnished. In the centre stood a great mahogany writing-table piled with papers, from which he had just risen, while at the side was set an armchair for those to whom His Majesty gave audience.

Ah, Waldron, I am very glad they have found you so quickly, he exclaimed, putting out his hand in gracious welcome. I want to have a confidential chat with you. I want you to assist me, for I feel sure you can.

If I can serve Your Majesty in any way, replied the British diplomat, I am, as you know, only too anxious and too willing.

Ah! I know. I know that, replied King Umberto briskly. Good! Sit down.

Then, when His Majesty had settled himself again in his padded writing-chair — at that table where for many weary hours each day he attended to matters of State affecting forty millions of his subjects — he looked straight at the man before him, and asked suddenly in Italian:

Signor Waldron, can you keep a Secret?

That is my profession, was the others calm reply. And any secret of Your Majestys will, I assure you, be safe in my keeping.

The King paused. He was dressed plainly, for after the banquet given that night to a Russian royalty he had changed from his striking uniform into easier clothes before commencing work. Yet in his face was a deep, earnest, noble expression, for he was a monarch who had the welfare of his nation very deeply and genuinely at heart. His dark, deep-set eyes, his slightly sallow skin, and the three lines across his brow told their own tale. Though a King, the crown bore heavily upon his head, for the responsibilities of a State run by a Ministry which was not above suspicion weighed very heavily upon him.

The Cabinet was, alas, composed mainly of men with axes to grind. Of financial scandals there had been many, and more than once there had been a public outcry when Ministers had been tried as criminals and convicted of bribery, and of peculation of the public funds.

Yet as monarch his hands were tied, and perhaps no ruler in all Europe had so many sleepless nights as he.

The silence was broken by a bugle in the great courtyard below. The Palace guard were changing.

Listen, Waldron, he said at last in a low voice of deep earnestness after he had ascertained that the door was closed, I have asked you here to-night because I feel that I can trust you. My father trusted your father, and I have known you ever since we were lads. I know how shrewd and painstaking you are, and what a high sense of honour you possess.

Your Majesty is far too flattering, Hubert replied modestly. I know that my dead father always held yours in the highest esteem. And you have shown towards myself a graciousness that I never expected.

Because I know that you are my friend, he said. Even a King must have a friend in whom he can at times confide. That is why I have asked you to come and see me.

You do me too great an honour, declared the diplomat.

Not at all. It is I who am asking your favour in your assistance, was His Majestys quiet response. Let me explain the situation of which you, as a British diplomat, will at once recognise the extreme gravity. And then drawing his white hand wearily across his brow, he leaned back in his chair and sighed. In that gay, brilliant Court — one of the gayest in all Europe — His Majesty always presented a brilliant and kingly figure in his splendid uniforms and dazzling decorations, but at heart he hated all pomp and show, and as soon as a ceremony was over he always changed into evening-clothes, or else into a navy serge suit which, being an old friend, was slightly shiny at the elbows.

A high-minded, God-fearing ruler, he carried out to the letter all the traditions of the House of Savoy and worked incessantly and untiringly for the welfare of his nation, and for the benefit of the sweated factory-hand, and the poor, half-starved contadino. For certain Hebrew financiers who had tried to grip the country and strangle it, he had nothing but hatred. For the present Cabinet, mostly composed of commercial adventurers and place-seeking lawyers, he had the most supreme contempt, and daily he sighed that he was not an autocrat, so that he could sweep away with a single stroke of the pen all those who stood in the way of his beloved Italys prosperity.

True, by dint of his own business acumen and his resolute firmness against the various Ministers of Finance who were too often rogues, many of whom ought long ago to have been in prison, he had himself placed the finances of Italy upon a sound basis. The lire was now almost equal in value to the French franc. By this, commercial industries had been encouraged, foreign capital had been invested in Italy, the railways had been taken over by the State, and a wave of prosperity had swept upon the nation such as had never hitherto been experienced.

But this had not suited the Cabinet, every man of whom could be bought at a price. Hence he stood alone as ruler, compelled daily to combat the intrigues of that unscrupulous horde of adventurers which composed the Chamber of Deputies, and to continue the policy he had marked out as his own.

As a diplomat Hubert Waldron knew all this and deeply sympathised with him. Truly, the Palace of the Quirinale was not a bed of roses for its Sovereign.

Again the bugle sounded, and from below came the regular tramp of armed men.

The little buhl clock upon the mantelshelf chimed the hour upon its silver bell, the big fire burned cosily, and over the great writing-table the two green silk-shaded electric lamps threw their mellow glow.

Waldron, my nation is to-day in gravest peril, the King said at last, looking straight into the others eyes very gravely. A secret — one which I foolishly believed to be safe from our enemies — has been betrayed! You are shrewd, cautious, and far-seeing. I will reveal the whole ghastly truth to you — for you must help me. I rely upon you, for though I am King of Italy you are, I know, my friend, and will help me through the most critical crisis that has occurred since my accession to the throne. Listen, he urged, and I will relate the whole of the remarkable circumstances.


Chapter Thirteen.

His Majestys Secret.
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THE PROBLEM WE have before us is as follows, His Majesty began, bending towards Waldron from his chair, and speaking in a low, earnest, intense tone. Some plans of important defences now being constructed upon our Austrian frontier have mysteriously disappeared from the Ministry of War. The theft was discovered at once, but up to the present it is known only to myself, to Ghelardi, our Chief of Secret Police; to General Cataldi, Minister of War, who reported to me this evening, and to three other persons, all of whom have been sworn to absolute secrecy.

In what circumstances have they disappeared? inquired the diplomat.

I will tell you, was the Kings reply. A year ago it was decided in secret by the Council of Defence to construct a chain of hidden fortresses from Feltre along the northern frontier to the Lago di Garda — eight of them, with quick-firing disappearing guns. Six have been constructed, commanding a wide sweep of our neighbours territory, and armed with our new long-range artillery, while two others are still in course of construction, the work being carried out in strictest secrecy. For many years the Council of Defence have felt that this portion of our frontier was the most vulnerable of all, but according to our unfortunate treaty with Austria, no strengthening of the defences on either side is permitted.

And now the secret is probably out to Austria, Waldron remarked. Ah! I follow Your Majesty. The construction of these forts will be construed by Austria into a menace — even into an act of war!

Precisely. I see that you at once perceive the extreme gravity of the situation. Italy has been betrayed into the hands of her hereditary enemy, Austria. Ever since the recent riots in Trieste our relations have been greatly strained, and I am informed on the best authority that Austria-Hungary is only waiting an excuse to pick a quarrel and attack us, although her attitude is so diplomatically correct.

Then the situation is certainly most grave. There is, I fear, a distinct and imminent peril, Your Majesty.

Ah! You agree with me — eh?

Entirely, was Waldrons answer as he sat, his chin resting upon his hand, deep in thought. But may I not know more precisely the exact circumstances of this theft?

Certainly, every fact within my knowledge is entirely at your disposal, for I am seeking your assistance, I have heard of your successes as a keen investigator of diplomatic secrets, and I appeal to you, Waldron, to assist me in what is a very serious difficulty and a distinct peril to my nation.

I am Your Majestys obedient servant to command, was the others prompt reply.

Yes, yes, I greatly appreciate your words, the monarch said. Now let me proceed further. The plans were produced at a meeting of the Council of Defence held at the Ministry of War yesterday at twelve oclock. There had been suggested some strengthening of the fort overlooking the Lago di Garda at Gardone, also the one commanding the Austrian town of Riva, at the farther end of the lake. It was to discuss the details — the addition of guns of greater calibre and further range — that the plans were laid upon the table and examined by the Ministers of War and of Marine as well as the eight other high officers composing the Council. The proceedings were entirely private, of course, even the secretary of the Council being excluded from the council chamber, as he always is when purely confidential business affecting the nations secret defences is in progress. On his re-entry the plans in question were handed back to him by the hand of General Cataldi, the Minister of War, but a few minutes later they seem to have been mysteriously spirited away, the secretary of the Council, Lambarini, declaring that he had passed them on to Pironti, private secretary of the Minister.

And Lambarini? queried Waldron. Is he trustworthy — entirely trustworthy?

Entirely. Colonel Lambarini has occupied his position for the past fifteen years, and is thoroughly loyal and patriotic.

Hubert Waldron drew a deep, long breath. His estimate of the Italian functionary, of whatever grade, was but a low one. He had never yet known any Government official in Italy — be he a humble clerk or a Cabinet Minister — who could not be bought with a price. Alas! that corruption in Italy was a matter of world-wide knowledge.

The King instantly noticed his visitors hesitation, and his brows contracted.

Ah, I see! You suspect Lambarini. But there you are quite wrong, Waldron — quite wrong, I assure you! Too well I know the lack of personal honour at Monte Citorio and in our Government offices. But I know Lambarini. For me that is all-sufficient. When I know a man I trust him.

Then I at once withdraw my suspicion, the diplomat exclaimed quickly. Your Majesty can read men far better than I can. If you actually know this secretary, Lambarini, then no further word need be said.

It is not my desire to prejudice your views in any way, my dear Waldron, the King assured him with a smile. I want you to approach this affair with a perfectly open mind. Please understand that to you I am looking for assistance. I am powerless as monarch. I am hoping that you — the friend of my youth — may be able to solve the very serious and critical problem.

Of course I will do my best in Your Majestys interests, declared Waldron. But do please tell me more. What happened after the documents were placed in Lambarinis hands?

He put them at once in the safe in His Excellencys room.

Then he has a key to the safe?

It is a safe used for confidential documents when they are taken from the strong-room in the basement up to the Ministry, in order to be inspected. The safe is actually in General Cataldis private cabinet.

How many keys are there?

Three. The General has one, replied His Majesty. There is a system of keeping confidential documents, for if one is removed for any purpose, a slip of paper is left in its place bearing the signature of one or other of the three persons who have the key.

And has no one access to this safe except the persons Your Majesty has mentioned?

No one, was the Kings reply.

There must be a false key.

Even if one existed that would be useless, for a sentry is on duty outside the Ministers private cabinet day and night.

And has this sentry been questioned?

I believe so.

By Ghelardi, most probably?

I think so.

Is Your Majesty aware of the views held by your Chief of Secret Police?

He simply declared the whole affair to be a mystery. His suspicion first fell upon Lambarini, just as yours has done. But he afterwards agreed with me that the official named is no traitor.

Well — there must be clever espionage at work somewhere, said Waldron. A substantial sum must have been paid for those documents, thats certain. If we could trace money, we could place our hands at once upon the culprit.

Agreed, exclaimed His Majesty, a dark cloud upon his brow. But I hate to think that any Italian should sell his countrys secrets for foreign gold.

Alas! Your Majesty, in every country there are to be found black sheep. Even in our patriotic England we have them, as recent prosecutions have revealed.

Ah, yes, I know! But, Waldron, we must find this traitor who has no doubt stirred up against us once more the bitter enmity of Vienna. Three years ago our Secret Service reported a cunning and crafty move by Austria — an intention on her part to encroach into Venetia. There was a deep conspiracy afoot against us just as there was last year against Servia in the Balkans. Had we not discovered it we might have awakened to find Venice and Milan in the enemies hands. As it was, Ghelardi — though then in the German Service, but still a patriotic Italian — gave us a timely warning, and we were able to turn the tables upon our enemy. After this discovery the Council of War decided to strengthen our frontier defences in secret — the secret which is now, unfortunately, betrayed to those who wish to crush us.

And does Your Majesty desire me to make inquiries independently of the Commendatore Ghelardi — or in association with him? inquired Waldron thinking deeply, for the problem was a complex one.

Just as you deem best, Waldron. Act as your own discretion directs you, the King replied, taking from the table a slip of yellow official paper whereon was scribbled some memoranda.

I presume that I shall have no difficulty in obtaining the name of the sentry who was on duty outside His Excellencys door? the diplomat remarked after a brief silence.

I have it here, responded His Majesty. It is Corporal Tonini, of the 19th Regiment of Bersiglieri — a loyal soldier.

Hubert took the little gold pencil attached to his watch-chain and scribbled the name on the cuff of his dress-shirt, together with that of the secretaries of Minister of War and that of the Council of Defence.

I will order Ghelardi to give you every assistance and information, as I desire, Waldron, that you will inquire into this matter upon my own personal behalf. I ask you to do this as a favour — as one who will be very grateful to you for your services. You are independent, and a foreigner, and you have no axe to grind as, alas! they all seem to have who surround me. A king is always the centre of human avarice, of base unscrupulousness, of jealousies, and of the fierce struggle for undeserved honours and emoluments. Then with a sigh he added: When one is a Sovereign there is, unfortunately, revealed all the worst side of human nature.

Is there any suspicion of a spy of Austria being at present in Rome? Waldron inquired after a silence broken only by the tramp of the soldiers returning to their quarters on the opposite side of the great paved courtyard.

Austrian agents are, of course, always among us. A dozen or so are known as residing in the north. But Ghelardi and his staff are ever watchful. You know him, I suppose?

I have met him, replied Hubert vaguely. He dare not tell His Majesty the curious story of their acquaintance, or the circumstances in which he had met his madcap niece.

Ah! then you will want no introduction. You will find him at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. But perhaps I had better give him instructions, he added, and turning to his table he scribbled a hasty note, which he enclosed in an envelope and addressed. If you wish to consult him or others that will prove an open sesame, smiled His Majesty.

Waldron took the royal mandate with a word of thanks, and placed it securely in his inner pocket.

Remember, His Majesty urged very seriously, in this affair, I beg of you, Waldron, to spare no effort. We must save the situation at all hazards, and though Ghelardi and his agents may make their own inquiries, I rely upon you alone to tell me the truth. Go to your Chief and ask him to relieve you of your present duties for a short time. Tell him that you are carrying out a personal mission for myself, the friend of your youth, and I feel sure he will raise no objection. Great Britain is ever the firm and true friend of myself, and of my beloved nation. But please keep the secret of our loss entirely to yourself.

I respect Your Majestys confidence as fully and entirely as though it were that of my own Sovereign, was Waldrons earnest response.

I know that I can trust you implicitly, declared the monarch upon whose countenance the diplomat noted a dark cloud of apprehension. The situation was indeed one of extreme gravity, for the relations between Austria and Italy — never very cordial — had for the past year been much overstrained.

Whatever was the truth concerning the theft of those confidential plans, Waldron suspected from the very outset that one or other of the higher officials had had a hand in it. The onus might be placed upon secretaries, clerks, or sentries, but with the recollection of the many and constantly recurring political scandals in Rome he was inclined to a distinct belief that even one or other of the members of the Council of Defence might be the guilty person who had basely betrayed his country for Austrian gold.

Then Your Majesty can give me no further details regarding this mysterious disappearance? Hubert remarked after a pause, during which the King had been toying pensively with his fountain pen, his dark, deep eyes fixed upon the pile of documents awaiting his signature before he retired to rest.

No. What I have told you comprises the whole facts as reported to me to-day. I have not sought to go further into any detail, for I considered that a shrewd, active man like yourself — and I have heard what your past record in elucidating diplomatic mysteries has been — would have greater chance of getting at the truth if allowed to make inquiries quite independently.

And Ghelardi?

I have not told him that I intended to consult you.

But he may resent it — most naturally he will.

Probably. But surely you, as my personal and private agent, will take no heed. Remember that you are working on my behalf alone.

But I fear, sir, that he may endeavour to place obstacles in my way, Waldron remarked.

And if he does then report instantly to me. I will warn him at once that you are to be given every assistance. Indeed, if you require his services, he shall himself act under your instructions, for am I not Sovereign — and I tell you I intend at all hazards to know the truth regarding this dastardly theft! cried His Majesty with some warmth.

I will promise to do my very utmost towards that end, was Huberts reply. Your Majesty trusts me, and I will in return carry out the mission to the very best of my ability.

Those words of yours are all-sufficient for me, replied the King, rising and gripping his visitors hand. Do your best. Leave no stone unturned, Waldron, and spare no expense on my behalf. Report to me frequently, as I shall be full of anxiety until this matter is cleared up. Count del Grillo will admit you to private audience at any hour. I will give him instructions. Go, the monarch added. Do your best on my behalf, and may every good fortune attend you. Upon your efforts will mean the averting of a long and disastrous war. Addio!

And he again pressed the diplomats hand.

The latter bowed low, and with a repeated promise backed out of the royal presence, closing the door after him.

And carrying with him the secret of Italys peril, he descended the great marble staircase, where at the foot stood the two gorgeous flunkeys in the royal livery who bowed low as he passed out.


Chapter Fourteen.

Is Mainly Problematical.
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HUBERT WALDRON, AFTER a sleepless night, determined to begin his inquiries independently of the famous Chief of Police, Ghelardi, whom he had not met since that memorable evening in Shepheards.

It was news to him that the famous European spy had resigned from the service of his masters in Berlin, and returned to the land of his birth. At least, however, there was one consolation, namely, that he would, in his new position, no longer be antagonistic to England.

Waldrons first impulse when he dressed that morning was to go over to the Ministry and seek him, but on reflection he feared that the old man might be jealous of his interference in the affair. Hence it would best to act independently.

With that object he first went along to the Embassy and had a chat with his Chief and then called upon General Cataldi at the handsome Ministry of War in the Via Venti Settembre. There he explained matters to the short, alert, little white-haired man who, in his smart uniform, received him in his private cabinet. His Excellency was at first much surprised to learn that the Englishman knew so much, but soon expressed his readiness to assist him by every means in his power.

My first object is to have an interview with Corporal Tonini, of the 19th Bersiglieri, Hubert said in Italian.

With pleasure, signore, replied the dapper Minister who was enjoying one of those long Toscanos so dear to the Italian palate, and he at once pressed a button.

A sentry appeared instantly.

Tell Major Brusati I wish to see him at once, he said.

Yes, Excellency, replied the man, who saluted and retired.

This affair, Signor Waldron, is a most serious one for us, he said a few moments later. You see yonder. There is the safe in which the plans were—

At that moment he was interrupted by the entrance of a burly major of artillery in dark blue uniform with the broad yellow stripe down his blue-grey trousers.

Brusati, I want Corporal Tonini, Number 34876 19th Regiment of Bersiglieri to be called here at once. This gentleman, Signor Waldron, of the British Embassy, desires an interview with him in private.

Benissimo, Excellency, replied the Major, saluting. I will telephone over to the barracks at once.

And let me know as soon as he arrives.

Immediately, Excellency.

And the officer turned upon his heel and left.

Your Excellency was pointing out the safe when we were interrupted, Hubert remarked, noticing that there were three safes in the room. Two were large, heavy ones of a well-known English make, painted dark green, against the left-hand wall, while the other was a smaller one embedded in the wall behind the Ministers chair.

It is this, replied the General rising and approaching the safe in the wall. From this the documents mysteriously disappeared.

Hubert also rose from his chair, and going behind the writing-table, stood beside the Minister of War examining the steel door carefully.

Has Ghelardi been here? he inquired of His Excellency.

He was here last night.

What did he do?

He made a complete examination of it and took photographs of some finger-prints upon the knob and door, responded General Cataldi, placing his own key in the lock and turning the handle twice, opened the heavy, steel door, disclosing a number of pigeon-holes, wherein reposed quantities of papers.

Waldron carefully inspected the door, and saw that it was by the same excellent maker as the other two.

There is no question of the papers having been put in one or other of the racks, the General said. Confidential papers are always placed in this drawer, and he opened a small, steel drawer in the bottom of the safe. It was empty.

Have all these papers been examined?

With my secretary, Colonel Pironti, I examined each one last night. The documents in question have undoubtedly disappeared.

Hubert Waldron stood before the open safe in pensive silence.

Then he bent, and taking his gold, half-hunter watch from his pocket and opening it, used the small lens as a magnifying glass with which he carefully examined the lock of the safe.

There are no marks of the lock having been tampered with, he remarked to His Excellency. A false key must evidently have been used.

That is Ghelardis opinion.

Then the diplomat, with His Excellencys permission, removed the whole of the papers from the safe, and carefully examined the sides and back of the interior, satisfying himself that they were all intact.

Which wall is this? he asked, tapping it with his hand.

The outer wall — in the courtyard, was the Ministers prompt reply. It could not have been attacked from behind, as we are fifty feet from the ground. The exterior wall has already been examined.

Waldron made no reply. He was thinking deeply — wondering whether, after all, His Excellency, General Cataldi, Minister of War, knew more about the affair than he had admitted? The corruptness of Monte Citorio was too universally known, and Austria would, no doubt, give a very substantial sum for such important information as that which had been stolen.

His Excellency, on his part, stood with his cigar half-smoked between his teeth, a smart figure in his Generals undress uniform, with the green-and-white cross of Maurice and Lazarus at his throat, controller of an army which in case of war would consist of three and a half million men.

Was Huberts faint suspicion correct? Regrettable as it was, few men in Italy accepted Ministerial portfolios for the sake of the small remuneration paid to them. Everyone looked to office as a means of increasing his income, from the Minister of Justice down to the most obscure prefect. Therefore, was General Cataldi an exception, or was he endeavouring to fix a scapegoat among his underlings? Such a circumstance was not at all unknown in the modern official life in Rome.

But Hubert Waldron determined not to form any premature theory. He refused to allow his mind to become prejudiced by previous events.

In several notable cases of espionage, particularly when that secret report of the British Admiralty regarding the results of our naval manoeuvres two years before had mysteriously disappeared from Whitehall, he had successfully cleared up the mystery. Indeed, he had earned the thanks of the Prime Minister and of the Sovereign, and had gained his M.V.O. for his clever and untiring efforts, by which he was actually able to wrest the precious and most confidential documents from the possession of the spy — a traitorous Englishman who had acted on behalf of Germany — a man who that same night committed suicide at his house at Richmond, in order to avoid arrest.

Probably it was knowledge of Huberts previous successes that had induced His Majesty King Umberto III to invoke his assistance. At any rate His Majesty could scarcely have chosen a keener, or more resourceful man.

He had made a second and most thoroughly exhaustive examination of the safe when Major Brusati entered, saluted, and remarked:

Corporal Tonini is in the ante-room, Excellency.

I will see him alone, said Hubert, if I may be permitted?

Certainly, signore, replied His Excellency politely. Then, addressing the Major, he said:

Take Signor Waldron to the man. He wishes to see him.

Promising the General to return and make his adieu, Hubert followed the artillery officer out into the corridor to a room on the opposite side.

Waldron opened the door, and at once a soldier, aged about thirty, with a thin face and rather crooked nose, sprang to attention. He wore the dark blue uniform with crimson facings of the renowned Bersiglieri, or riflemen, with his large, round hat with cocks plumes at the side.

You are Corporal Tonini? asked Waldron kindly, as he closed the door and advanced into the bare, severely furnished room, which smelt of stale cigars, as do all the rooms in the Italian Ministries.

Yes, signore, replied the soldier, looking askance at the civilian foreigner who had come to question him.

Sit down, Waldron said, taking a seat himself. I had better explain. I am acting on behalf of His Majesty your King, in order to clear up the mystery of the theft of those plans from His Excellencys room.

The plans? gasped the man, and by his accent Hubert knew that he was not a Roman. Then you know, signore?

You come from Tuscany, Tonini?

Si, signore.

What part?

My home is at Signa, near Firenze.

And from that moment Hubert Waldron, whose knowledge of Italian was practically perfect, spoke in the Tuscan tongue, using all the aspirated cs and substituting the rs for ls which is the betrayal of the true Florentine or the Livornese.

I want you, Tonini, to put yourself at once at your ease, the Englishman said. First, there is nothing against you, not the slightest breath of suspicion. His Excellency the Minister has told me that you have been an excellent soldier. You fought in Tripoli with distinction, as your medal shows, and you have, I see, the medal for saving life. But I want you to be perfectly frank with me — to help me, as His Majesty wishes you to do.

Has His Majesty been told that I was on sentry duty? asked the corporal.

Yes, it has been reported to him, and you, as a loyal soldier of your Sovereign, must assist in every way to help me to clear up this mystery. You know the value of those documents, I presume?

Yes. They are plans of our new fortresses against Austria, replied the man in a changed voice, for Huberts words had greatly impressed him.

Then you know it must be a spy of Austria who has stolen them? Waldron said. Either a spy in person, or an individual who has sold them to a spy. Which, we do not yet know. Now you were on duty outside His Excellencys private cabinet, were you not?

Si, signore. From noon till four oclock.

The Council of Defence met at noon — just at the time you went on duty. Now tell me exactly who entered or left His Excellencys room.

I will tell you, signore, exactly. I have nothing whatever to conceal, replied the soldier frankly.

Of course you have not. If you tell me everything you will greatly assist me in my inquiries.

Well, signore, His Excellency came out of the room just as I went on sentry duty, and for half an hour no one else entered. Several clerks and others came to the door, but I did not permit them to go in, and told them His Excellency was absent. At half-past twelve Colonel Pironti, whom I knew as His Excellencys secretary, came up the stairs, and of course I allowed him to pass in. He was there about ten minutes, when he came out again with a large orange-coloured portfolio in his hand.

That contained the papers, Waldron remarked.

I suppose so, signore. Then nobody entered the room until Colonel Pironti came back again at half-past two. He had the same orange-coloured portfolio in his hand, and took it inside. When he came out I saw that he had left it within. He had evidently placed it in the safe, for as he came out of the door he was putting a key attached to a chain into his trousers-pocket.

And after that? asked Waldron, his dark eyes fixed intently upon the man he had under examination.

Well, signore, several gentlemen came to interview His Excellency the Minister, but I, of course, allowed no one to pass. His Excellency himself came back at three oclock. He remained about ten minutes and then left. His chauffeur came up and told me his car had arrived. I went in and announced the fact.

His car! sniffed Waldron suspiciously. He was in a hurry to get away — eh?

His Excellency had an appointment at the Tivoli — so his chauffeur told me.

Waldron made a mental note of that curious fact.

And then? he asked.

His Excellency had left about ten minutes when Colonel Lambarini, the secretary of the Council of Defence, came up to the door, which I opened for him, as he always had access to His Excellencys private cabinet. He was inside for a few seconds when he suddenly rushed out wildly and asked: Who has been here since Colonel Pironti? I replied that only His Excellency himself had been there, and had just gone. There has been a theft! Some very important papers have been stolen; and you, as sentry, are responsible! I stood aghast. Then he dragged me inside the room, and showed me the safe open, and the drawer was empty.

Then you are sure — quite sure that nobody entered that room after His Excellency had left? asked Waldron earnestly, for that was an extremely important point.

Nobody, signore. I will swear that as a soldier of Italy, before His Majesty my King — if necessary.


Chapter Fifteen.

Behind the Throne.
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AFTER HUBERT WALDRON had left the corporal of Bersiglieri he entertained a distinct feeling that His Excellency the General knew more of the theft than he had admitted.

On his return to the Ministers private cabinet he found His Excellency in consultation with his secretary, Pironti, a tall, thin-faced, black-haired man, with whom he presently held a long discussion regarding the theft. The secretary of the Council of Defence was also called, and the quartette sat for nearly an hour putting forward various theories as to how the documents could have been extracted. Up to the present it was a dead secret. But how long it would remain so was a question.

Secrecy is all-important, Waldron declared at last. We must allow no word of this to leak out. It is His Majestys express command.

That sentry may possibly gossip, remarked His Excellency, drawing slowly at his cigar stump, for he smoked perpetually.

I have already impressed upon him the necessity for silence, replied Waldron.

In my own opinion the man knows something of the affair, the General went on. He was on sentry duty, and tells us that nobody whatsoever passed in here except we three. Yet, notwithstanding, the papers were stolen! He must have neglected his duty in some way — without a shadow of a doubt.

Yes, replied his secretary, I quite agree with Your Excellency that if he were continuously on duty, as he alleges that he was, then he must have seen the thief.

Probably bribed to remain silent, His Excellency grunted suspiciously.

Waldron uttered no word. He watched the Generals face keenly and kept his own counsel.

The affair is a complete mystery, remarked Lambarini, who had spoken but little. I, too, incline towards the opinion that the man, Tonini, knows the identity of the thief, but will not speak.

If I have him arrested then we might get him to open his lips, His Excellency exclaimed. Waldron at once said:

No. His arrest would betray the secret of Your Excellencys loss. Besides, such an injudicious action would place a very serious obstacle in the channel of my present inquiries.

Then you are against his arrest. Why?

Because that man has told me the truth.

The three high officials stared at the Englishman in surprise.

Yes, Waldron went on boldly, I do not believe the man knows anything more than what he has already stated.

But what has he told you? inquired Pironti, whose attitude showed that he was full of resentment that a foreigner should be employed by His Majesty to investigate the scandal.

That, signore, is my own affair, was Waldrons cool reply as he rose from his chair.

Pironti, have the corporal placed under arrest, and see that nobody speaks with him, His Excellency ordered, a trifle pale with suppressed anger at Huberts words.

The latter, however, turned towards the Minister and said in a hard voice:

I wish Your Excellency to remember that His Majesty the King has vested me with full powers on his behalf — as you will see by this decree, and he drew a letter from his pocket. Corporal Tonini is not to be arrested, nor is he to be threatened — or even approached. This inquiry is now in my hands, General Cataldi, not in yours. Please recollect that this is His Majestys orders, and that I am the Kings agent in this matter. Good morning. And he turned and left the trio staring at each other in silence.

As he turned the corner under the high walls of the Palazzo Albani and walked up the narrow Via Quattro Fontane in the direction of his rooms in the Via Nazionale, he felt convinced that by His Excellencys manner he had some knowledge of that package of documents.

Back in his own sitting-room he threw himself into a chair before the English coal fire — a luxury in Rome — lit his old briar pipe, and composed himself to reflect.

Ghelardi was one of the most renowned spies in Europe and would, without a doubt, know every secret agent of Austria who had recently been or was in Rome at that moment. Should he consult him? That was a very difficult problem, for from the outset he knew the old man would be antagonistic and would feel that the Englishman was usurping his position and power.

The Italian police official is remarkable for his cunning shrewdness and resourcefulness. In the Secret Police of Italy are men of remarkable, even astounding, tact and ability as investigators of crime. Even the ordinary plain-clothes policeman in Italy is, as a rule, a much more astute officer than those of the same grade in London, Paris, or Berlin. Indeed the Italian with his suave politeness, his natural shrewdness, his keen intelligence, and his suspicious nature makes a most excellent detective, and many of the cleverest officers of the Paris Sûreté and the detective departments of Berlin and New York have graduated through the Secret Police of Italy.

Old Ghelardi had all his life been brought up in that school, rising from an obscure clerk in the Questura in Naples to be a plain-clothes officer, and such distinction did he win in the capture of criminals that he quickly obtained promotion to Rome. As a young man it was he who, single-handed, captured the renowned Calabrian bandit, Bodrero, the fiend who at his trial boasted of having tortured and killed with his own hand over one hundred men, women, and children.

The anarchists, Palmera and Spineti, of Forli, he captured red-handed with their bombs, which they were about to throw at the carriage of the Kings father, and again, after a whole years diligent work, he had at last laid hands upon the two souteneurs, Civardi and Tedesco who, as probably will be remembered, murdered the young and pretty Countess Rinaldi in the Palazzo Rinaldi in Cremona and stole her jewels.

None could deny that Ghelardi was a very remarkable man. The German Government knew that, or they would not have seduced him from his office in Italy and given him the position of Chief of the Secret Service. A German appointment such as that is not given to a foreigner without considerable merit.

In a sense, Hubert admired him for his tact, courage, and untiring energy, and now, as he sat smoking and reflecting he remembered how, in his ignorance, he had up the Nile met the greatest secret agent of the present century and believed him to be a prosperous and rather antagonistic Frenchman!

It showed Ghelardis resourcefulness, for Waldron, keen, shrewd, cosmopolitan man of the world that he was, was not a person easily taken in.

Time was pressing. From one hour to another the Ministry of Foreign Affairs might receive a cipher dispatch from Vienna indicating that the objectionable documents had passed into the hands of the War Department there.

He knew quite well that His Majesty — who had that morning gone to the great review, a brilliant figure in uniform and sparkling decorations — had ridden there and was standing at the saluting point with a quickly beating heart. Peril, a grave and imminent peril, existed for the nation, for Austria, who for so long had desired some excuse for picking a quarrel with her neighbour, was now in a position to declare immediate war.

And with the great armies of Austria-Hungary against her, poor Italy must be ground beneath the iron heel of the invaders!

To-day it is the fashion for the public, gulled by the Press, to talk glibly of the Triple Entente and the Triple Alliance. The Man in the Street, be he in Plymouth or in Petersburg, Margate or Madrid, Rochester or Rome, believes that treaties duly translated and made in duplicate or triplicate, signed by the Sovereign, sealed with the Great Seal, and delivered with all the pomp and ceremony which diplomacy demands, are a safeguard against war. But your modern diplomat smiles, for he knows they are not.

Truly the situation in Europe would be comic, if it were not so terribly tragic — also if it were not so full of the smell of the lyddite shell. Yet the beguiled Man in the Street is content to read and believe his halfpenny newspaper — to feed upon the daily diet which the unscrupulous journalists, bent upon money-making, provide for him, and actually give credit to the daily story, as it is termed in newspaper parlance, as the real gospel truth.

Ten times within our present twentieth century has Europe been upon the verge of a great and bloody war. Orders have been given to mobilise, and armies have stood ready to come to grips. Yet only the Embassies have known, and there, most happily, secrets can be kept, even in these get-rich-quick days of bribery and dishonesty.

Europe has slept in her bed in calm, blissful ignorance that at any hour the terrible weapons of modern warfare might provide a cruel awakening, or perhaps a long and fatal sleep!

Such were the thoughts which floated through Huberts mind as Peters came in one morning after five days of uncertainty and vain inquiry, and placed the letters at his masters elbow.

Among them was one bearing a Spanish stamp — a long and regretful letter from Beatriz.

He read it through twice, and then tore it into little fragments and cast it upon the fire with a brief sigh.

The telephone bell rang, and he rose and answered it.

A girls voice spoke. It was the Princess Luisa.

I say, Signor Waldron, she exclaimed in English, when he had told her that it was he who spoke, the appointment is all right. To-night at eight-thirty — eh? I want to see you most urgently.

I shall be there, he replied. He did not address her as Highness, as he feared lest the telephone girl should be curious.

Benissimo. Addio! was her reply, and then she rang off.

Again he threw himself into his chair, his brow dark and thoughtful. The appointment they had made when she had visited him she had been unable to keep, as she had had to accompany the Queen to Naples; and she had only just returned, she explained.

How strange was it all. If by good chance he were successful in his inquiries he might, after all, save Italy and her Sovereign.

But could he? Was the dastardly conspiracy too clever and well sustained? Ay, that was the question.

Those very men — those Ministers who depended upon the Kings good graces, and would lick His Majestys boots, were the same men who were now betraying him and the country into the hands of their hereditary enemy. And for gold — always for gold — that most necessary commodity upon which the devil has for ever set his curse.

That afternoon he spent at the Embassy attending to dispatches brought from Downing Street by the Kings messenger who had arrived in Rome that morning, and who was due to return to London at midnight.

For two arduous hours he was closeted with the Ambassador going through the various matters requiring attention, including several questions regarding the Consulates of Florence and Venice. A question had arisen in London of the advisability of reducing the Florence Consulate-General to a Vice-Consulate and making Livorno a Consulate-General in its place. Florence was without trade, while Livorno — or Leghorn as it is known to the English — was full of shipping and other interests. Florence had too long been practically a sinecure, and its Consul-General a picturesque figure, hence the question afoot — the Ambassador being asked to write his opinion upon the proposed reduction.

Durrant, the Councillor of Embassy, being absent in England on leave, it devolved upon Waldron to attend to the clerical duties, and it was nearly six oclock ere he had sealed the last dispatch and placed it in the small Foreign Office bag of white canvas.

Then the Ambassador questioned him upon the latest phase of his inquiry, but to all questions he was discreetly evasive — even to his own Chief.

Hubert Waldron was never optimistic, though he felt that already he was on the track of the thief.


Chapter Sixteen.

Her Royal Highness.
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SOON AFTER EIGHT oclock Hubert descended from a rickety vettura outside the great dark Pantheon, and passing across the piazza, plunged into a maze of narrow, obscure, ill-lit streets until he came to a small quiet restaurant — a place hidden away in the back thoroughfares of the Eternal City, and known only to the populace.

The place which he entered was long and bare, with whitewashed walls and red plush settees — an unpretentious little place devoid of decoration or of comfort.

Upon the empty tables stood vases of paper flowers, big serviettes, and a single knife and fork lay in each place, for the Italian, though he is fond of good food and is usually a gourmet, takes no notice of his surroundings so long as the fare is well-cooked and palatable.

Upon each table stood the big rush-covered fiasco of Tuscan red wine in its silver-plated stand, and as Hubert entered, the padrone, a short, stout man, came forward to greet him. Dinner was long since over, and the proprietor believed his visitor to be one of those stray foreigners who sometimes drifted in at odd hours because his establishment was a noted one in Rome.

He was surprised when Hubert, speaking in excellent Italian, explained that he was expecting a lady, and that he wished to dine tête-à-tête.

Egisto, he called to the elderly, under-sized waiter, a private room for the signore. A lady will call at half-past eight.

Si, signore, was the mans prompt reply, and at once he conducted the Englishman upstairs to a small stuffy room on the first floor overlooking the little piazza, where he began setting out the table for two.

Egisto in his black cotton coat and long white apron was surprised when his visitor, in reply to a question as to what he wished to eat, said:

Please yourself. Something which is a speciality of the house. What is it?

Well, signore, our zuppa alla Marinara is supposed to be the best in Rome, he replied. And of fish, we have red mullet cooked in the Livornese fashion — and carciofi alla guidea.

Good, the visitor answered, for Hubert knew Italian cooking and knew what to order. A dozen tartufi della mare, the ztàppa, triglie and a risotto with fegatini of chicken.

Egisto bowed. From that moment he held the stranger, though a foreigner, in great esteem, for he realised that he knew a good dinner. And every waiter from Liverpool to Luxor or from Tunis to Trondhjem bows to the man who can discriminate on a menu. In what contempt, alas! are our own dear Cookites our Lunnites and our other various couponists held by the man in the black tie and white apron. I have heard a tourist order a boiled haddock in Florence, another whom I overheard demanded fish and chips in the Grand Rue in Constantinople, and I recollect quite well a man from Oldham — evidently a cotton operative — loudly call in broad Lancashire for roast beef and Yorkshire pudding in the Grand Hotel at Christiania.

Waldron descended the stairs and waited outside for some ten minutes or so until a taxi drove up and Her Highness, in the same shabby navy blue costume, and worn furs, descended and greeted him eagerly.

When alone together in the small bare room — for only a table and two rush-covered chairs were set upon the uncarpeted floor, with a cheap sideboard against the wall — he assisted her off with her jacket, and when she was seated, Hubert said:

Now we shall be able to resume our little confidential chat that was so unfortunately interrupted the other night. This place is quite quiet, and the waiter cannot understand a single word of English.

Yes, she sighed apprehensively. I — I really hardly know what to tell you, Mr Waldron, she faltered, her big, expressive eyes fixed upon his. I only know that you are my very good friend, and that I have been foolish — ah! terribly foolish.

The waiter at that moment entered with the zuppa, and after it was served, discreetly withdrew.

You hinted something about blackmail. I hope Your Highness will tell me everything. No doubt I can assist you, he said in a low, intense voice when the door had closed.

Not Highness, please — Lola, she protested, with a faint smile.

Im sorry, he exclaimed with an apologetic laugh. Then he added: I suppose we must eat some of this in order to keep up appearances — eh?

I suppose so, she agreed, and they both commenced to eat.

Of course, Waldron went on earnestly, I dont ask you in any spirit of mere inquisitiveness to tell me anything. I simply make the request because you have admitted that you are worried, and I believe that it may be in my power to assist you.

Ah, Mr Waldron, she sighed, I know I have been horribly indiscreet, and have greatly annoyed Their Majesties. Old Ghelardi has orders to watch me daily, but fortunately he is, after all, my friend. It is true that an agent of secret police is told off to follow me wherever I go, for my own personal protection, and because the anarchists have lately again threatened the Royal House. But our crafty old friend, whom you know as Jules Gigleux, is good enough to allow me much latitude, so that I know when the secret agent will be off duty, and can then escape his unwelcome attentions.

With Ghelardis connivance? Hubert suggested with a laugh. Then he is not exactly your enemy?

She nodded in the affirmative, a sweet and mischievous smile playing about her full red lips.

True, she went on bitterly, a hard, haunted look in her eyes, I am a Princess of Savoia, yet after all, am I not a girl like all the others about me? At home, at my mothers castle at Mantova, I was always allowed my freedom to ride, to motor, to do whatever I liked. But since, alas! Ive been compelled to live at the Palace my life has been so horribly circumscribed. Im tired to death of the narrowness, the pomp, the tiresome etiquette, and the eternal best behaviour one has to put on. Its all horrible. Only in the evenings when, with Ghelardis connivance, can I go out for an hour or so, do I breathe and enjoy the freedom to which ever since a child I have been accustomed. In Society, people declare that I outrage all the conventionalities, and they hold up their hands at exaggerated stories of my motor trips, or because I go incognita to a theatre or make visits to my friends. But they do not know, Mr Waldron, all that I have suffered. They cannot realise that the heart of a princess of the blood-royal is just the same as that of a girl of the people; that every woman loves to live, to enjoy herself, and to have her own freedom even though she may live in the eternal limelight and glitter of a brilliant Court like ours.

But permit me to say that if half what I hear be true you are — well, shall we say just slightly injudicious in the way you go about incognita, he remarked.

Ah! Yes, I know, she replied impatiently. But I really cant help it. Oh, how heartily I wish that I had never been a princess! The very title grates upon my nerves.

Why? he asked.

Because of the utter emptiness of it all — because, and her voice changed— because of the tragedy of it all.

Tragedy! What do you mean? he echoed quickly, staring at her.

The waiter again entered interrupting, yet Waldron saw from the change in her countenance that there was something hidden in her heart which she desired to confide to him, but for some reason she dare not speak the truth.

As the man busied himself with the plates, recollections of that young Frenchman, Henri Pujalet, arose before the Englishman. He remembered the passionate meeting beneath the palms, and her strict injunctions to exert every precaution so that Gigleux should suspect nothing.

Where was Pujalet? he wondered. Had their affection now cooled, and the secret lover, in ignorance of her real identity and believing her to be poor and dependent upon her uncle, had with a Frenchmans proverbial inconstancy returned to his own beloved boulevards?

From the Princesss attitude he felt convinced that it was so, and he had, in consequence, become much relieved.

When Egisto had bowed low and again disappeared, having changed the dishes, Waldron looked across at his pretty companion, and in a voice of deeper earnestness, said:

May I not be permitted to know the nature of this tragedy? Remember, you alone know the tragedy of my own love. Is yours, I wonder, of a similar nature?

She bit her lip, her wide-open eyes fixed upon his. He saw that her breath came and went in short quick gasps and that in her strained eyes was the light of unshed tears.

Yes, she managed to respond.

There was silence for a few moments. She looked a sweet, pathetic little figure, for her countenance was very pale and apprehensive.

Then he bent across the table where she sat with her elbows upon it, her chin resting upon her hands, her plate untouched.

And will you not confide in me? You know my secret and gave me certain advice which I heeded, he said.

Ah! Then you have broken with your Spanish dancer — eh? she asked quickly in a voice which surprised him. She laid a bitter accent upon the word dancer.

I have.

Because she has, of course proved false to you — as I knew she would, declared Her Highness. Yes, Mr Waldron, you have acted wisely, as one day you will most certainly be convinced. I heard all about it when I was visiting the Queen of Spain. The woman would have led you to ruin, as so many women have led the men who are the most honest and best in the world. It seems by the contrariness of Fate that the life of a good man should so often be linked with that of a bad woman — and vice versa?

He nodded in acquiescence.

Will you tell me nothing concerning yourself — your own difficulties and sorrows? he asked, earnestly looking into her face. I have been perfectly frank with you, and surely you know how proud I am to believe myself your friend.

You are proud of my friendship merely because I happen to be a princess, she remarked sharply, glancing straight at him, her dark, well-marked brows slightly contracted.

No, not for that, Your Highness, he protested. When we first met you led me to believe that you were poor and dependent upon your uncle. Was my attitude in any way different towards you then than it is now?

No. Ah, forgive me! she replied quickly, stretching her little hand across to him in appeal. I am, I know, too impetuous. It was foolish of me to utter such words, knowing them to be untrue! No, Mr Waldron, you have always shown yourself my friend, ever since that sunny morning when we first met on the deck of the Arabia. I deceived you, but under sheer compulsion, I assure you.

I have forgiven that long, long ago, was his reply. We are still friends and I, unfortunately, find you in distress. Yet you will not confide in me. That is what annoys me.

I regret if my silence irritates you in the least, was her low reply, her face growing very grave. But have you not, in your own heart, certain secrets which you do not desire divulged to anyone — certain private matters which concern your own life — perhaps your own honour?

Well, if you put it to me in that fashion, I cannot deny it, he said. I suppose we all have, more or less.

Then pray do not let my hesitation annoy you, Mr Waldron, was her quiet, serious answer. I know you are my friend, and I highly appreciate your friendship, — but I — I—

And she broke off short, again biting her lip.

Then, without another word she took up her knife and fork and commenced to eat, as though to divert her thoughts from some subject intensely distasteful to her.

Waldron sat sorely puzzled.

Time after time he tried to induce her to explain further her strange hint as to blackmail, but without avail.

The meal, which proved so dismal and unenjoyable, at last ended and Egisto disappeared for the last time. Both felt relieved.

Then Waldron bent to the Princess Luisa, asking frankly:

Now tell me what may I do to prove to you my friendship?

There is no necessity to prove a fact of which I am already aware, was her reply after a few seconds reflection.

Truth to tell, Princess, he remarked, I cannot quite make you out. Why are you so silent, and yet so distressed? As a man of the world — a freelance — I could, I am sure, extricate you from what I fear may be a pitfall in which you to-night find yourself. You have been indiscreet, perhaps. Yet all of us, in every station of life, have committed regrettable indiscretions.

Indiscretions! she echoed hoarsely. Yes, you are right, Mr Waldron. Quite right! Ah! she cried, after a slight pause. I only wish I were permitted to reveal to you the whole of the strange, tragic circumstances. They would amaze you, I know — but, alas! I cant.

Why not? he protested.

For the sake of my own honour, she faltered, and her eyes, he saw, were filled with tears.

He sprang up and took her small white hand warmly within his own, saying:

Let me be your friend, Princess. Do, I implore you.

Princess! she cried bitterly. Will you never learn to drop that title when you speak to me.

He apologised, still holding her hand in his strong grip as pledge of his great friendship, and of his deep admiration for her. Love was entirely out of the question, he knew. He had realised that hard fact ever since the startling discovery of that photograph in the drawing-room of the Embassy.

At last, after a long silence, she spoke in a hard, intense voice, quite unusual to her, for she was full of suppressed emotion.

If you really are my friend I — I wonder, she hesitated, if you would do something for me — something to assist me?

Most willingly, he cried. What is it?

I — I hardly like to ask it, but I have no other true and confidential friend in Rome except Renata. And as a maid she cannot help me in this matter without arousing suspicion in a certain quarter.

What can I do? Im ready to assist you in any way in my power, he answered her quickly.

Even though it necessitates a journey to Brussels?

To Brussels! echoed Hubert in surprise. Then he added: Of course — anywhere that may be necessary.

Then I want this letter delivered by hand. It is most secret and important, and I would only trust it to you, Mr Waldron, because I know that you would never betray my confidence whatever may happen. And she drew forth with nervous fingers from within her blouse a letter sealed with a large black seal bearing the single letter L. Waldron took it and saw that the address read:

Private — To Monsieur S. Petrovitch, Bruxelles.

See here, she went on, showing him a small scrap of paper upon which she had written: Slavo Petrovitch, Box 463 Bureau de Poste, Bruxelles.

On arrival in Brussels send word to this address that you are there, and you will be met if you make an appointment in the Café Métropole.

But if this letter is in such strict secrecy how am I to establish the identity of the Monsieur Petrovitch? Waldron queried after a seconds thought.

For answer she opened the small circular golden locket she wore suspended by a thin platinum chain and exhibited to him a photograph within.

He held his breath as his eyes fell upon it. The picture was that of Henri Pujalet!

She smiled mysteriously in his face, saying:

You recognise him, I see, as one of our fellow-travellers on the Nile?

Yes I do, was Waldrons brief response.

And you will do this for me as my friend — and ask no questions?

I have already promised, he replied, bowing before her very gravely.

Ah, Mr Waldron! she cried, bursting into a sudden torrent of tears, quite unable further to repress her emotion. Yes, I know you are my real true friend! And if you will do this for me you can never know how great a service you are rendering me — a service the magnitude of which you will perhaps one day know when — when I dare to tell you the tragic and astounding truth! And before he could be aware of it, she had raised his hand in a sudden outburst of frantic gratitude and kissed it.


Chapter Seventeen.

The Cipher Dispatch.

[image: img284.jpg]

NEXT DAY HUBERT Waldron continued his inquiry with unceasing activity.

Armed with His Majestys authority, he had an interview with the Commendatore Bertini, the Questore, or Chief of Police of Rome. The secret or political police under Ghelardi was an entirely different department. Therefore, without telling the bald-headed Questore the reason or nature of the inquiry in which he was engaged he requested assistance in His Majestys name, and was given the Brigadier Giovanni Pucci, a well-known and astute officer of the brigade mobile.

To the tall, thin, athletic-looking, clean-shaven man with small black eyes, and hair turning a trifle grey, Hubert took a fancy at once, and in a taxi they went round to his rooms to hold secret council.

Beside the fire, while the detective, a crafty, keen-eyed Neapolitan, smoked cigarettes, the diplomat explained that he required strict inquiry made into the antecedents of the corporal, Tonini. He also desired information concerning the private lives of General Cataldi, his secretary, Pironti, and the official, Lambarini.

The detective made some careful memoranda in his pocket-book and promised most minute attention to the matter.

Remember, Signor Pucci, Waldron said, this affair is strictly confidential and concerns His Majesty alone. I shall tell him that I have entrusted the inquiry to you.

I will do my very utmost, signore, and place in your hands all the information I can gather. You wish for a written report?

Certainly. And only actual facts.

The detective showed greatest curiosity regarding the reason of such inquiries regarding public officials, but the Englishman told him nothing.

Just make your inquiries, Signor Pucci, he said, this is all I require of you at present. I may be absent from Rome for a week, so while I am away please continue to work. As you know, the Questore has placed your services entirely at His Majestys disposal.

I appreciate the honour which has been done me, was the astute officers reply, for he was a brigadier, and a terror to the criminal fraternity in the Eternal City. Having graduated in the underworld of Naples among the Camorra and the Mafia, he had become one of the Questores right-hand men. His Majesty knows me, he added, for I have done duty with him many times on his journeys. I am often told off as his personal guardian.

In that case then I can rely upon you to treat this matter with the utmost confidence, Hubert remarked, and soon afterwards Peters showed the tall man out.

Time after time Hubert examined the mysterious letter with which Her Highness had entrusted him. Why was Pujalet passing in Brussels as a Servian? What secret could that sealed envelope contain which could not be trusted to the post? Ah! if he could only discover it!

Peters, he said presently, as his man came in to stir the fire, I may be leaving Rome for a day or two. I may even go to-night. So just pack my small suit-case.

Yes, sir.

Stay, he said, and going to a drawer in a small occasional table which was laden with English books and magazines he took out a serviceable-looking Browning pistol, adding: Just put that in also.

Very well, sir.

It did not surprise Peters, for his master often took the weapon with him on night journeys upon Continental railways. Indeed in Italy one acquires the habit of carrying a gun.

In the afternoon Hubert strolled, as usual, up the Pincio where he met and greeted many of the great ones in Roman Society, not because he cared for it, but because it was the correct thing to do so, and as diplomat he had to bow always to Societys decree.

He afterwards paid a call upon the Princess Altieri at the great old Grazini Palace, that fine mediaeval palazzo, the chief façades of which, as those who know Rome are aware, are in the Piazza della Valle and the Via del Sudario, that palace designed by the immortal Raphael and erected by Lorenzetto.

Entering the great portals where stood the pompous concierge in cocked hat and bearing his silver-headed staff of office, he ascended the great stone staircase at the head of which a flunkey met him and conducted him to the huge gilded salon wherein the Princess Altieri, a diminutive old lady in black, was entertaining a crowd of chattering friends.

After he had bowed over the old ladys hand he glanced around and recognised a number of familiar faces. His own Chief, besides the Russian and French Ambassadors were there, while there were a dozen or so marquises and Counts with their women-folk, a few foreign notables, and a sprinkling of the ornamental men from the Embassies.

Hubert found himself chatting with Count Niccoli, Colonial Secretary of State, when presently his Chief came up and whispered in his ear: Waldron, can you be round at the Embassy in an hour? I want to tell you something.

Certainly, was the diplomats reply, and the two men were lost to each other in the crush.

The chatter went on, for the old Princess being highly popular in Rome, many people always came to her weekly receptions. In half a dozen tongues conversation was carried on, and the room with its ancient painted ceiling, its closed windows and high stoves, was unbearably hot. Indeed, half aristocratic Rome seemed to have dropped in after its sunset airing on the Pincio.

An hour later, however, when Hubert entered the Ambassadors room, his Chief rose from his table with a grave expression upon his pale, refined face.

Waldron, he said, I fear the secret of those stolen plans of the frontier fortresses is out.

The secret out! gasped the other. Why — what is known?

Look at this! he said, taking from a drawer a telegram in cipher which was deciphered upon a sheet of paper to which it was pinned. It came in at three oclock. Read it.

Waldron scanned it with eager eyes, and saw that the message which had been handed in at Vienna at half-past one was from Lord Ecclesbourne, British Ambassador to Austria, and read:

From information received through confidential channels it seems that Austria-Hungary is now rapidly and secretly mobilising on the Italian frontier. The Seventh and Eleventh Army Corps are assembled at Bozen and Klagenfurt respectively. Orders have been sent to the Austrian fleet by wireless from Sebenico, but of these I have no knowledge. The Emperor returned to Vienna last night and a meeting of the War Council was held an hour afterwards at which he was present. Though the newspapers this morning merely announce a series of manoeuvres in the Tyrol, it seems clear that a crisis has occurred and that immediate hostilities against Italy are contemplated. Please regard foregoing as confidential and report back any information which may come to your knowledge. I have to-day sent dispatches by telegram and also by special messenger to London. — Ecclesbourne.

By Jove! This is extremely serious! declared Hubert, standing aghast with the dispatch in his hand. No doubt the truth is out. Have you told them here of this dispatch?

Certainly not. The information is ours, and, as you see, it is strictly confidential.

But surely I may warn His Majesty!

No, was the Ambassadors decided reply.

But are we not a friendly Power? argued the secretary. Is it not our duty to tell them what we know?

It may be, but I cannot betray what is sent to me as strictly confidential, was His Excellencys response.

But Lord Ecclesbourne is unaware of the actual truth. If he knew it he certainly would not withhold the information, Hubert argued.

True. But do you not remember that any information obtained through our Secret Service is strictly confidential, and must not on any pretext be given to a foreign Power?

I know that, of course. But such a rule surely cannot apply in such a case as this, urged Waldron impatiently. We know that the plans have been stolen, and that this hostile movement is the result. We surely ought to warn Italy, so that she is not taken by surprise, which is, no doubt, the intention of her arch-enemy.

No doubt it is, replied the Ambassador. And I regret that we cannot break the rule. Indeed, I dare not — without orders from home.

Those we shall never get, I fear. We cannot explain the facts by wire, and a messenger to Downing Street would take fully three days. Why, in that time the Austrians will be in Venice and Milan! declared Waldron. Can we do nothing to avert this war? he asked frantically.

What can we do, my dear fellow? Even if you went to His Majesty I do not see what benefit would accrue.

It would put the Ministry of War upon its guard.

They will know. Possibly they know already. Ghelardi is a good watch-dog, and he has his spies in Vienna, just as we have. Probably he knows as much as we do, was the Ambassadors reply as he stood upon the red Turkey hearthrug with folded arms, a fine diamond pin sparkling in his black cravat.

But can we do nothing — nothing? cried Waldron in impatience and alarm. I promised His Majesty that I would work in the interests of Italy, and if I withhold this fact from him, surely I shall be held culpable!

Your first duty is to your own King, Waldron, replied His Excellency very gravely. To betray information obtained by our Secret Service is, by the regulations, absolutely forbidden, I repeat.

I know that full well. But in these circumstances is it not our duty as a friendly Power to place Italy on her guard, and save her from invasion?

Our first duty is to observe our own regulations, replied the Ambassador, one of the old red-tape school, who like the ostrich hid his head in the sand and still believed in England as the chief and unconquerable Power among nations.

And not to observe at the same time our cordial relations with a Power which has, on its own initiative, already given us plans of half a dozen improvements in modern ordnance — plans which we have used to our own advantage.

Well — if you desire, you are at liberty to send a cipher dispatch to Lord Westmere and try and obtain leave, was the Ambassadors reply. I can, I regret, give no permission myself.

For some seconds Waldron remained silent. He stood near the window gazing blankly out upon the broad handsome thoroughfare now lit by long rows of electric lights, the fine modern road which led to the Porta Pia.

Very well, he replied savagely, I will myself obtain leave from Downing Street, and turning upon his heel, he went away to the chancellerie and there wrote out a telegram which he reduced to cipher by aid of the small blue-covered book which he took from the strong-room, afterwards taking the message himself to the chief telegraph office and dispatching it.

The dispatch was a long one, but it was necessary to give full explanation.

It was then six oclock by Italian time, or five oclock in England. The night express left Rome for Paris at twenty minutes after midnight, and it was his intention to catch it, providing he received a reply in time to have audience with His Majesty prior to leaving.

He dressed and afterwards dined at the Embassy, as was his habit. Lady Cathcart, with the hauteur of the Ambassadors wife, sat at the head of the table, and several of the staff were present, also two Members of Parliament, men to whom ambassadors always have to be civil. But the meal proved a very dreary one. Both Members — who were quite unimportant persons, and who would never have appeared in Whos Who had not their Constituents placed them there — aired their ideas upon the European situation — ideas which were ridiculous and unsound, though none present were so impolite as to say so.

Have you sent your dispatch? asked His Excellency the Ambassador when they were alone together for a few moments after dinner.

Yes, Waldron replied. I am expecting permission, and if so I shall have audience at once.

The Ambassadors grey face lit up with a faint smile, as he shook his head.

I fear, my dear Waldron, that you will not get permission. The Powers must look after their own perils.

Hubert, glad enough to escape from the official atmosphere, left the Embassy shortly afterwards, and after killing time for an hour in the club — where he chatted with Colonel Sibileff, the Russian military attaché, and young Count Montoro, one of the jeunesse dorée of the Eternal City — walked back to his rooms to see if any reply was forthcoming from London. He had given orders to Sheppard, the concierge at the Embassy, to send round at once any telegram addressed to him.

Any message? he asked eagerly of Peters as he let himself in with his latch-key.

Yes, sir, a telegram arrived from the Embassy only two minutes ago.

His master tore it open with eager, trembling fingers, but, alas! it was in cipher! He had never thought of that.

Dashing downstairs he tore back to the Via Venti Settembre, and in the chancellerie sat down and impatiently worked it out, placing each decipher over the code letter until the whole message ran as follows:

Situation already reported from Vienna. Later inquiries show report exaggerated. Tension no doubt exists, but not sufficient to warrant breach of regulations.

Hubert Waldron ground his teeth in despair. Downing Street had given him a polite but firm refusal.

And with that he was compelled to be satisfied, even though he knew that war was contemplated and was actually imminent.

He was now upon the horns of a dilemma. To wilfully disregard his instructions from London was impossible. What, he wondered, did the later inquiries in Vienna reveal?

He remembered his promise to the Princess. At all hazards he must make a flying visit to the Belgian capital. But during those six days which he must of necessity be absent, what might not occur? A great disaster was fast-approaching.

The Ambassador had gone to the theatre, therefore he left him a note, and again returning to his rooms, he sat down and scribbled a few lines to Her Highness, telling her of his departure. This he posted later on at the railway station soon after midnight, after which he entered the long, dusty wagon-lit marked Roma-Torino-Parigi.


Chapter Eighteen.

Told in the Café Métropole.
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WEARY AND FAGGED Waldron descended from the sleeping-car at the Gare de Lyon in Paris twenty hours later and dispatched a telegram to the address Lola had given him. Then he drove in a taxi across the French capital, and next morning found himself in the Grand Hotel in gay little Brussels — awaiting a reply.

About eleven oclock it came — a message by express making an appointment to meet at noon at the Café Métropole a little farther up the boulevard.

Hubert was wasting no time. He had not lost a single moment since leaving the Eternal City, and on that rush northward his mind was ever centred upon the crisis between the two Powers which had evidently occurred.

He had left word with Peters that if any person called, or anyone rang up on the telephone, the reply was that he had left Rome on urgent business for three or four days. On no account was his man to say whither he had gone.

He flung off his coat and cast himself upon the bed to rest for an hour. But the noise in the busy boulevard outside was irritating, worse even than the roar of the great international express which had borne him half across Europe.

Presently he washed, changed his clothes, and then went forth to the café, a popular rendezvous which he had known when, six years before, he had served temporarily at the Brussels Legation.

It was a huge, square, open place, with walls tiled to represent various Bacchanalian pictures, and many tables, upon half of which were laid cloths for the déjeuner. Being winter there were only a dozen tables set on the pavement outside, but in summer there are a hundred spread over the broad footway, and in an evening the place, being a highly papular resort, is crowded to overflowing by the chattering, bearded Bruxellois and their female friends.

At that hour, however, the place was nearly empty as Hubert entered, his sharp eyes gazing around. Then suddenly he saw a youngish man in grey overcoat and wearing a Tyrolese hat of dark green plush, seated in a far corner.

He rose and smiled as Waldron entered, and the latter instantly recognised him as the secret lover — the man who had travelled with them down the Nile, and whose attitude towards Lola had so completely disarmed all suspicion.

The two men lifted hats to each other in the foreign manner, and then Hubert exclaimed with a pleasant smile:

This is a strange renewal of our acquaintance, Msieur Pujalet, is it not?

Hush? exclaimed the other warningly. Not Pujalet here — Petrovitch, if you please! and a mysterious expression crossed his dark, rather handsome, features.

As you wish, of course, replied Waldron with a bright laugh. You, of course, know the object of my mission? The—

He hesitated, for he was naturally cautious, and it had suddenly occurred to him at that second that this Frenchman was, no doubt, in ignorance of the true station of the woman he loved, just as he himself had been. So the word Princess died from his lips.

Mademoiselle asked you to give me a letter, did she not? said the man politely in French. I am sure, Msieur Waldron, I do not know how to thank you sufficiently for making this long journey in order to meet me.

No thanks are necessary, the other replied. I am simply Mamzelles messenger, he laughed, producing the letter from his pocket-book and handing it to him.

Ah! but this is really a great service you have done both of us, he declared earnestly. One that I fear I shall never be able to repay, he declared, taking the letter in his eager hands.

Waldron, watching keenly, saw that the mans fingers trembled visibly. That letter contained some message of greatest import to him, without a doubt. Yet he held it unopened — not daring, it seemed, to break the seal and learn the truth.

Candidly, Waldron said, now sitting back easily in a chair opposite Pujalet, I wondered why it could not be entrusted to the post. It would in that case have reached you two days earlier.

Ah! there are some things one does not exactly care to trust to the post even though registered.

If a packet is insured it is rarely lost — even in Italy where the post is so uncertain and insecure. The Administration of Posts and Telegraphs does not care to be called upon to pay an indemnity.

Pujalet did not reply. And by his silence Waldron was convinced that he feared the letter might have been tampered with and opened — that the secret it contained might be revealed.

If this were so, then, after all, it was more than probable that he did really know Lolas actual identity!

And again, what had Her Highness meant when she had hinted at blackmail! Why, too, had not Pujalet travelled to Rome himself instead of burying himself in Brussels.

From that moment Waldron viewed Henri Pujalet with suspicion. Why should he, a Frenchman, be passing there as a Servian, and living in obscurity? His manner, from the very first moment when he had seen him with Lola in his arms under those dark palms in far-off Wady Haifa, had been suspicious. For some reason — why, he could not himself tell — Hubert felt a bitter antagonism towards the Frenchman. Surely it was a foolish fancy of Her Royal Highness to allow herself to love that man — a person whose movements were, on the face of them, not those of an honourable man.

Yet, on the other hand, Waldron remembered how devoted the pair had seemed towards each other. And it was only because of this, because of his intense interest and admiration for Lola, that he had declared himself her friend, and had undertaken that mad rush across Europe on her behalf.

Please disregard me entirely, he said to the Frenchman, if you wish to open your letter, and taking out his cigarette-case he selected one and slowly lit it, the while covertly watching the man before him as he broke the seal and drew forth a sheet of paper.

Pujalet eagerly devoured what was written there, while Waldron, from the opposite side of the little marble table, watched his countenance keenly.

He saw a sudden expression of blank amazement. Then his sharp, dark eyes narrowed, and surprise gave way to a distinct expression of evil.

Whatever the Princesss missive contained, it certainly caused him both annoyance and alarm. The mans astute cleverness, however, was shown by the manner in which he made pretence of disregarding it and treating it with nonchalance.

He smiled as he looked again into the face of his companion, though it was but a strange, sickly smile, like that seen upon a criminals face on listening to his sentence. And without a word he signalled to a waiter and called for a cognac.

Waldron refused his invitation to drink, but watched him as he tossed off the petit verre at a single gulp.

I regret if the news I have brought is unwelcome, Waldron remarked, as he drew slowly at his cigarette and watched the smoke curling upwards. But msieur must forgive me.

Oh, no, he laughed, the news is not unwelcome in the least. At first I regarded it as such, but on mature reflection I see it is not, he declared, quite unperturbed.

But Waldron knew from the mans manner that he was lying. He felt that Henri Pujalet was not the charming, educated man which he had believed him to be on the Nile.

I hope Mademoiselle has not been — well, indiscreet, the Englishman remarked with a smile. Ladies so often are.

Ah, yes. Well — she has, truth to tell, been just a little indiscreet. But it is nothing, he declared, really nothing whatever.

Is there any reply I can convey to her? asked Waldron. I am leaving for Paris at four oclock.

So soon — eh? Will you not remain and be my guest at dinner this evening? urged the other. Do. You must be tired and want rest.

Ah, no. I much regret, Msieur Pujalet. But I have to be back at my post at the Embassy at once. I travel to Italy direct — just as I came.

Of course. You are a diplomat! I clean forgot! exclaimed the man before him. Ah! yours must be a most interesting profession! I have several good friends at the foreign Embassies in Paris. But I heard yesterday that trouble seems to be brewing in Europe — another war-cloud, they say.

Oh! exclaimed Waldron, in an instant interested. I know nothing of it. Who told you?

Pujalet seemed upon his guard in an instant.

Oh — er — I — well, somebody here in this café last night was telling us that secret mobilisation orders had been given.

Secret mobilisation! Where?

The Frenchman hesitated and reflected.

In Austria — I believe, was his reply. But, really, I did not take much notice.

Hubert Waldron held his breath for a few seconds. Was the great secret already out? The political gossip of the cafés was very often correct. Was the man unknown to you?

Quite. While I was seated over yonder with a friend of mine, a banker of Liège, the man came in, greeted his friend, and joined us. And then they began to chat. Personally, Im tired of all these war alarms. They come too frequently, being set about by unscrupulous operators on the Bourses.

Then you dont believe the rumour — eh?

I never believe rumours which I hear in such circumstances as those. Not until I have some confirmation, the man declared.

I have not seen the papers to-day. Is there any mention of the crisis? Hubert asked.

None that I have seen, Pujalet replied. It is merely an alarmist rumour, no doubt.

Waldron lit another cigarette and reflected deeply.

It was distinctly curious and certainly most alarming that the fact which was regarded as such a dead secret in Vienna should have been openly discussed in that café in Brussels on the previous night. On his journey he had carefully watched the principal French and Italian papers, but there was no mention whatever of the affair. Besides, before leaving Rome he had arranged that if anything fresh leaked out regarding the crisis a telegram should meet him on his arrival at the Gare de Lyon.

With that innate cautiousness and shrewd discretion which was inborn in him, and which had placed him above others in the profession of diplomacy, he carefully questioned Henri Pujalet further, asking him the opinion held by the stranger regarding the pending crisis, and other such-like questions.

But the mind of the man seated before him seemed an utter blank regarding what had transpired.

All I know is that the man told us that Austria is secretly preparing for war, and that in a few days Europe would be aflame. I naturally put him down to be one of those alarmist cranks with whom one so often comes into contact — a man who exaggerates the gossip of the Bourse and repeats it as actual fact with embroidery of his own.

Your friend was a banker? Waldron remarked. Perhaps the man had received some inside knowledge from Vienna for the purpose of operating on the Bourse?

He may have done, replied the other thoughtfully. But really I dont know. I didnt take much notice of his words.

Waldron said nothing for a few moments.

And your reply to Mamzelle? he asked at last.

If I bring it to you at the Grand by three oclock will that be convenient to you?

Quite, was the reply, and then the two men parted, Hubert taking a taxi up to the British Legation in the Rue de Spa, where he had a pleasant luncheon with Hugh Bennett, the Minister, and his wife, returning to the Grand at three oclock, where in his room he received a sealed letter from the Frenchmans hand.

It was addressed To Mademoiselle Lola Duprez and not to the Princess Luisa of Savoy, as Hubert had half expected.

I can, alas! do no more than thank you most warmly and deeply both on my own behalf and upon Mamzelles, said Pujalet in his polite Parisian manner. By coming here you have rendered a great service to us both — one that I can never in all my life forget.

But Hubert Waldron, though he placed the letter in his pocket, held the man in distinct antipathy. He could read mens minds better than most of his fellows. It was his profession as a diplomat.

And in the heart of Henri Pujalet, that man who had come up out of the desert from nowhere, he felt that there was a hidden yet distinct evil.

Upon him on that grey, wintry afternoon as he drove to the station to catch the express back to Paris there fell a feeling that a crisis — a dangerous and dramatic crisis — was imminent.

Ah! had he but known the truth — had he had but sight of what the Princess had written in that fatal letter he had conveyed to her lover — how differently would he have acted!

But, alas! he travelled back to the Eternal City bearing the bitter reply of the Princesss secret lover — a reply by which her own young life was held in the balance, which crushed her soul, which held her in breathless terror, and, alas! caused her to long for the dark oblivion of death.


Chapter Nineteen.

At the Court Ball.
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THE SECOND COURT ball — one of the most brilliant functions of the Roman season — was at its height when, having arrived direct from Paris, very dirty and weary, Hubert hastened to his rooms, washed, changed into uniform, and drove at once to the Palace.

He was all anxiety to hear what had occurred during his absence.

Pucci had left a note on the previous day saying that he hoped to call and see him immediately upon his return. Apparently he had something to communicate.

Hubert, smart in his diplomatic, gold-laced uniform, his cocked hat tucked under his arm, and wearing his sword with the Royal Victorian Order and two foreign decorations — the Spanish Order of the Toison dOr, and the Order of the Elephant of Denmark, passed the sentries of the Royal bodyguard, and through the long lines of gorgeously dressed flunkeys in the vestibule, and up the brilliantly lit grand staircase — that same staircase which he had descended after his secret conversation with His Majesty the King.

Above showed the fine fresco of Christ in a cloud of angels by Melozzo da Forli, once in the Church of Santi Apostoli, and then as he greeted the Royal Chamberlain and entered the great ballroom he suddenly found himself in a whirl of gaiety amid the smartest and most exclusive Court circle in Europe.

The scene was one of great brilliance and animation. The huge salon with its polished floor, its great crystal electroliers, and its beautiful tapestries and paintings, was a perfect phantasmagoria of light and colour. In the gallery the Royal orchestra was playing a pretty waltz from one of the latest Viennese musical comedies, and the dancers, the women in Court gowns, and the men in uniforms and glittering with decorations were whirling round the splendid chamber.

Upon the raised dais with the purple velvet hanging, on the left sat Her Majesty the Queen, wearing a splendid tiara of diamonds and her world-renowned pearls, while across her corsage showed the parti-coloured sash of the Order of St. Elisabeth. Near by her was the King himself in his blue military tunic and pale grey trousers, wearing the collar of the Order of the Annonciade, of which he was Grand Master, while on his breast glittered the diamond stars of the Order of the Crown of Italy, St. Maurice and Lazarus, and a dozen others. With them were two foreign minor royalties, and several other members of the Royal circle, together with ladies-in-waiting and aides-de-camp and others standing at the rear.

Waldrons eyes were searching for the Princess Luisa. At first he failed to discover her, but a few moments later he saw her take her place beside the Queen and bend to speak with her.

In white, with her hair beautifully dressed, she presented a sweet, charming picture of youthful patrician beauty, of exquisite refinement. From where he stood he could see the black watered ribbon of one of the Imperial German Orders peeping over the edge of her low-cut corsage, and from it was suspended the cross of the Order in brilliants.

She was looking unusually pale and worn. Her eyes seemed to have black rings around them which told of anxiety, perhaps of sleepless nights — different, indeed, to her appearance in those sunny, careless winter days up the Nile.

As the British diplomat made his way through the throng — for the waltz had just concluded — he bowed over the hands of a dozen pretty women, dames of high degree in the Eternal City, wives of Roman princes, of marquises, of great signori, and of diplomats. With many men, politicians, financiers, Court sycophants, and those struggling for distinction — that crowd of place-seekers and unscrupulous officials with which every European Court is surrounded — he nodded acquaintance, until suddenly espying Sir Francis Cathcart, he made his way to him.

Hallo, Waldron — back? exclaimed his Chief sharply.

Yes, only an hour ago, was the others reply.

Come out into the conservatory. I want to have a word with you, said the Ambassador, and the pair strolled together to the end of the room, where, cunningly concealed, lights showed beneath the feathery foliage of the palms of the great winter-garden.

Well? asked Sir Francis, when they were alone together; Ive heard nothing more concerning that alarming report from Vienna. Have you learnt anything?

Nothing, was Huberts reply, except one fact — that the rumour was also afloat in Brussels.

Ah! Some Bourse conspiracy, then! was the Ambassadors quick remark, for he was a shrewd and well-seasoned diplomat, who knew all the subtle moves in the game of international politics.

I cannot quite determine.

Then youve been in Brussels?

Yes. In the interests of the matter which we were discussing.

Curious that what is a secret here should be rumoured there! remarked the British Ambassador. But a week has now gone, Waldron, therefore we can only hope the storm-cloud has blown over.

And at that moment the Russian Ambassador, in his brilliant uniform, passed, and Sir Francis joined him, leaving the secretary again alone.

As he returned to the ballroom he met the old yellow-toothed Marchesa Genazzano face to face, and though he endeavoured to avoid her — for she was such a terrible gossip and bore — he was compelled to bend over her hand and stop to chat.

She was full of the latest titbit of scandal concerning a young and pretty French Baronne, well-known in Roman Society, and her good-looking chauffeur. It was being whispered that the lady had gone away on a motor tour with him a fortnight ago and had not returned, while the irate husband was searching frantically for the driver with a revolver.

They were last seen in Brescia, the Marchesa said. Probably they are on their way back to France. I hear, too, that the Baronne, though always supposed to be of the haut monde, was, before her marriage, a variety artiste at Olympia in Paris. And — she lowered her voice behind her fan— and there are all sorts of queer stories going about.

Waldron was bored. The scandals of Rome — and, alas! Florence and the Eternal City are the two most scandal-mongering centres in the whole of Europe — were frequent. There seemed to be a fresh one daily, and nobodys reputation was sacred from the venomous tongues of the old women, of whom the Marchesa Genazzano was one.

Her Majesty had done all she could to put a stop to such gossip at Court, but, alas! only six months before, one of her own ladies-in-waiting, a pretty woman moving in the best Society, had kept a secret tryst at an obscure restaurant down near the Tiber and had been shot dead by her lover, a common soldier.

After that unfortunate scandal in her own entourage Her Majesty had been powerless to prevent uncharitable chatter concerning others.

That night the whole of the great Quirinale Palace was ablaze with light. Music and gaiety were everywhere, for through the great suite of rooms the Sala of the Ambassadors, the Sala Regia, and the others, supper was being served with all that pomp and ceremony characteristic of the Italian Court.

Presently Hubert managed to escape the old lady, and offering his arm to a young, dark-haired girl, the daughter of the Minister of the Interior, made his way across the ballroom.

There was another waltz, and this he danced with his pretty little companion, afterwards taking her back to her mother, a rather obese, Hebrew-looking woman with more than a suspicion of dark hair upon her upper lip.

He had bowed and withdrawn when, passing through the crowd, he suddenly heard a low female voice utter his name, and saw at his side the Princess Luisa.

I must see you, she whispered, as he halted and bowed. Go to the small door of the Capella Paolina. I will meet you outside it in five minutes.

And next instant she moved onward towards the raised dais where His Majesty was standing chatting with Sir Francis Cathcart.

In obedience Hubert made his way by a circuitous route, first through the great winter-garden, where many couples were sitting out, and then through that long suite of heavily gilded State apartments comprising fourteen magnificent chambers, each ornamented with wonderful tapestries and paintings, and full of historic associations from the days of Gregory XIII. Generations of courtiers had paced those oaken floors until now, in our twentieth century, those who trod them were the embodiment of selfishness, of avarice, and of vain glorification.

Ah! what a brilliant, glittering, tinselled world of sham and subterfuge, of resplendent plutocracy, and adventurous politics, is each of the European Courts of to-day — that of our own St. Jamess not excepted. The shameful traffic in titles goes on unchecked everywhere, and many a man who struts about with a piece of gilded ironmongery upon his breast and a handle to his name ought if he obtained his deserved merits, to have more strongly forged ironmongery upon his wrists and eat the bread of a felons cell. Their Excellencies who are Ministers, too, are many of them hypocrites and adventurers, who swell the purses from the public funds, or, by means of their previous knowledge of legislation, make coups upon the Bourse. Corruption is rife everywhere, the public are gulled by the Press, and the religion of to-day is, alas! the worship of the great god, Gold.

Beyond the blue drawing-room, with its many portraits of Sovereigns and Princes, where only a few of the more elderly people were chattering, Hubert passed down two long corridors, quite deserted save for the sentries, and at length approached a small side door which led to the Paolina Chapel — the private chapel of the Quirinale.

He was quite alone, and stood listening in expectation. From the courtyard below came up the sounds of motor-cars and the tramp of the Palace guard, while in the faint distance he could hear the strains of music.

Suddenly, however, he saw a figure in white approaching, and a moment later Lola was at his side.

Follow me, she said hastily. Follow me at a distance — to Villanovas room. No one will be there.

General Villanova was Minister of the Royal Household.

And she went on, he lounging leisurely after her at a distance.

A couple of minutes afterwards he found himself with her in a small room where a coal fire burned brightly — the private office of the Controller of the Household.

Well, she echoed eagerly. You have seen him — eh? When did you return?

To-night, Waldron replied. He has sent you this, and from the breast of his uniform coat he drew the letter from her lover, Henri Pujalet.

With eager fingers she carried the note across to the shaded reading-lamp upon the table, and tearing it open, read the message it contained.

Hugh stood watching the expression of her pale, anxious face. It went instantly white as the dress she wore; her pale lips slowly parted, and in her splendid eyes was an expression of such horror that he had never seen in any persons eyes before.

For a second she seemed transfixed by the words written there.

Next second, with an almost superhuman effort, she summoned all her self-composure. Her slim, nervous fingers crushed the letter, and with a quick movement she crossed to the fire near which Hubert was standing and cast the message into the flames.

Hubert Waldron had acted as Cupids messenger, but whatever the Princesss secret lover had written, it apparently gave her grave concern.

She stood, her left hand pressed to her heaving chest, a strangely pathetic little figure in her Court dress and glittering diamond cross upon her corsage. Her great, wonderful eyes were fixed upon the moss-green carpet, and he saw that she was trembling as though in fear.

Your Highness is distressed, he remarked in a low voice full of sympathy. Cannot I assist you further?

Distressed! she cried, turning quickly upon him with her eyes flashing suddenly. Distressed! she echoed. Ah, Mr Waldron, you do not know how crushing is this blow that has fallen upon me! I have done — my — very best — what I believed to be for the best, but — ah, Dio! — all is lost — lost — ah! — I — I— And reeling suddenly, she clutched wildly at air and would have fallen forward had he not sprung up to prevent her.

He took her in his strong arms and carried her insensible form to the high couch near the window, whereon he laid her tenderly.

Then he looked around bewildered, not knowing how next to act.


Chapter Twenty.

Reveals Huberts Secret.
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WATER WAS NEEDED, he knew, though he had had but little experience of cases such as this.

Upon the Ministers writing-table stood a silver bowl full of pale pink tulips, and these he threw out quickly and began to sprinkle Her Highnesss hard-set countenance.

But to no avail.

For some minutes he tried frantically to restore her. He dared not ring for the servants, as it would no doubt compromise her to be found alone with him in that room. There were alas! sufficient wild stories afloat about her already, and no doubt if she were discovered there with him the fact would, in an hour, reach His Majestys ears.

In such case what explanation could he give without telling absolute lies? Besides, did not His Majesty repose the utmost confidence in him, and that confidence must assuredly be shaken.

Absolutely helpless he stood gazing upon her prostrate figure and trying in vain to seek a solution of the difficulty.

If she would only regain consciousness in order that he could ring the bell and leave her. But, alas! she was insensible, and no amount of water upon her face would revive her. Of smelling-salts or other restoratives there were none. So he was compelled to remain there inactive and impatient.

What could be the nature of the message she had received from that man who, though a Frenchman, was posing in Brussels as Slavo Petrovitch, a Servian from Belgrade? It must have been a most disquieting one to have so upset her as to cause her to faint. A girl who knew no fear, who was naturally athletic and strong-minded, who drove her car through the night alone and unattended, and who, travelling to the north incognita, had won a motor-cycle race, was not the sort of person to faint at any news which did not gravely concern herself.

Was it possible, he wondered, that Henri Pujalet had written abandoning her?

That was the impression which forced itself upon him. The Frenchman certainly could not know her real title and position. Pujalet no doubt believed, as he himself had believed, that Lola was a poor dependent. Hence it was quite probable that he had met some other woman and in favour of her had abandoned Lola.

Yet, as he stood there wondering he recollected the love-scene that hot stifling night beneath the palms in the far-off Sudan, how her lover had held her so passionately to his breast and smothered her face with his kisses. And how she, too, had stroked his cheeks tenderly with both her soft hands.

Yes. They, no doubt, loved each other, and perhaps, after all, he was misjudging that man to whom she had given her affection.

Thoughts of Beatriz, too, flashed across his mind. How different was the pale recumbent figure in white to that dashing Andalusian dancer!

He dropped upon one knee at the side of the couch, looked intently upon the white unconscious countenance, and held his breath.

Lola! he whispered, but so low that sound hardly passed his fevered lips. I love you, darling! I love you, though you shall never know, because our love is forbidden. Alas! it could only bring grief, sorrow, and disaster upon both of us. But — ah, my God! I love you — I love you!

And slowly and reverently he took the inert hand which he held in his and raising it to his lips, kissed it with all the mad, ardent passion of his stifled affection.

For some minutes he remained there kneeling by her side, stroking her bare white arm and kissing her soft little hand. Sorely tempted was he to kiss her upon the lips, but by dint of self-restraint he held himself back.

She was unconscious, and to kiss her would be to take an unfair advantage.

But time and again he repeated those fervent whispered words, sometimes so loud that they could actually be heard in the room.

Lola! I love you! I love you, darling. I love you — though you can never be mine!

He was bending over her hand in silence, a great lump having arisen in his throat, while in his eyes were unshed tears. The blank hopelessness of his mad passion had been forced upon him. There were two reasons. She loved the young Frenchman, and again she, a Princess of the House of Savoy, could never marry a mere foreign diplomat.

No, he must again crush down all his intense love for her; again remain her sincere and most devoted friend.

Once more he bent till his lips reverently touched her cold hand, but at that moment he heard a movement behind him, and, turning, saw a short, white-haired man in Court uniform, with the crimson and white ribbon of the Order of the Crown of Italy at his throat.

Waldron started quickly.

The man who had entered noiselessly and stood there watching him was none other than the man who, up the Nile, had passed as Lolas uncle, Jules Gigleux — but whose real name was Luigi Ghelardi, the most renowned Secret Service Chief in Europe.

Well, signore, exclaimed the shrewd, cunning old man in Italian with his grey brows knit, this is certainly a surprise! I did not expect when I entered here in search of His Excellency the General that I should make this very interesting discovery?

Waldron sprang to his feet much confused and altered in the same language:

Her Highness has unfortunately fainted.

And you were trying to restore her — eh? he laughed with bitter sarcasm.

There was a look of distinct evil in the mans small cunning eyes.

Yes. And I have failed, Waldron answered.

Had you not better ring for the servants? I think so.

And the chief spy of Italy pressed the electric button near at hand.

In response, a tall sentry appeared at once and saluted.

I want one of the maids of the household instantly. Her Royal Highness has fainted.

Si, signore, was the mans reply, saluting, again turning like clockwork and disappearing.

I must confess, Signor Waldron, exclaimed Ghelardi, very severely, that I am greatly surprised to discover you here, and in such a position as I found you.

And I am equally surprised, Signor Ghelardi, to discover your real identity, was the diplomats reply. For a number of years, as Chief of the German Service, you were the arch-enemy of my country. That is not forgotten, even though you have returned to the land of your birth, and taken service again under your own King.

It appears that your attitude is the reverse of friendly, signore, was the antagonistic reply of the man with the bristly hair, who looked much more French than Italian.

And it appears to me that very little friendship exists between us on either side — eh?

From what I have just witnessed I can plainly discern the truth, said the Chief of the Secret Service. The Princess is a giddy, skittish girl whose injudicious actions have, from time to time, caused greatest annoyance and anxiety to Their Majesties. Rome is full of scandals regarding her unconventionality and her disregard for her high position. And here we have yet another. I discover her insensible with you kneeling at her side declaring your affection?

I hope the discovery gives you most supreme satisfaction, Signor Ghelardi, exclaimed Hubert defiantly.

It gives me the greatest dissatisfaction. His Majesty entrusts her to my care, and I am responsible.

You exercised your duty very well in Egypt, I admit, Waldron replied with a light laugh. Now I suppose your intention will be to go to His Majesty and describe what you have seen here this evening.

I shall act, signore, just as I think fit.

No doubt, in order to curry favour with His Majesty you will give a lurid picture of what you have witnessed, exclaimed Hubert. Well, do so — at your own peril.

As he spoke two maids entered, accompanied by the sentry.

Her Royal Highness has fainted, Ghelardi explained, pointing to the prostrate figure upon the couch. You, sentry, had better go in search of Doctor Mellini. He is probably in his rooms. You know where they are — close to the principal entrance. Tell your captain — he will soon find him.

Si, signore, was the mans answer, as he raised his hand to the salute, turned again and left.

The two maids in their artistic pale grey caps and aprons — the uniform worn by all the female servants of the Palace — dashed across to the young Princess. Then one of them left and ran away for her own smelling-salts.

I think we had better leave Her Highness. She will be attended to and taken to her rooms, Ghelardi said.

So the two men went out together, passing along the corridor which led towards the grand staircase.

Hubert was pondering. He saw that the situation was, both for Lola and himself, a very unpleasant one. Ghelardi would, without a doubt, inform the King. Since he had been appointed to Rome he had learnt that the notorious spy was, in addition to being a most remarkable man in his profession, at the same time a place-seeker of the worst type, a soft-spoken sycophant who was for ever closeted with the King.

That His Majesty, with his shrewd intuition and his instinctive reading of mens minds, had realised this, had been shown by the fact that he had called in the British diplomat to make inquiries into the serious loss of the plans of the frontier fortresses.

No. The King did not trust Luigi Ghelardi so implicitly as Ghelardi himself believed.

The pair, on their way along the corridor, passed an open door. The small room, which was that devoted to the Captain of the Royal Guard while on duty.

Before we part, Signor Ghelardi, I would like to have a word with you, Hubert said suddenly. We cannot do better than speak together here in private.

Benissimo, was the great spys reply, acceding most willingly.

Then when they were inside, and Waldron had closed the door, he turned, suddenly asking:

I presume it is your intention to reveal to the King what you have just witnessed — eh?

It is my duty to do so, signore. I have been entrusted with Her Royal Highnesss welfare.

And by doing so you will once more cause His Majesty both pain and annoyance, Waldron remarked.

And if I were silent should I not be conniving at this impossible situation?

Hubert Waldron looking at him with keen defiance said:

Signor Ghelardi, you will, I tell you, say nothing of to-nights incident to a single soul.

The elder man laughed openly in the diplomats face.

No, Signor Waldron, he said, I quite understand you have no desire that the truth should become common property; but His Majesty will say nothing to others.

His Majesty will not know! Waldron said decisively and very quietly. There was a hard look upon his dark handsome face.

Madonna mia! I may surely make what report I like to my King, to whom I am directly responsible.

In this instance, Signor Ghelardi, though you discern in it an excellent opportunity of showing your remarkable powers of inquiry, you will remain strictly silent. No word of it shall pass your lips.

Oh, and pray why, my dear signore? asked the other opening his eyes.

Because I forbid it.

You forbid! he echoed. I tell you that I shall act just as I deem proper.

Then I, too, shall also act, Signor Ghelardi — and much against your interests, I assure you.

You threaten me — eh? You?

I do not threaten, Hubert hastened to assure him. I shall only act in case you should act against the interests of Her Royal Highness.

I do not think you, a foreigner, can interfere very much with my interests, laughed the other in defiance.

Think whatever you please. After you have had audience with His Majesty I, too, shall have audience, and when I have left, then the King will probably tell you what I have revealed to him.

And what, pray, can you reveal? asked the Chief of the Secret Service, his grey brows again knit, showing that he was somewhat puzzled by the diplomats defiant attitude.

That is my own affair, replied Hubert with a triumphant smile. Suffice it to say that the hour you make any statement concerning what you have witnessed to-night, then in the same hour you will cease to be Chief of Italys Secret Service!

Do you think to frighten me, then?

I have no wish, my dear Signor Ghelardi, was Huberts very polite reply. I only desire that no further scandal should be attached to Her Royal Highnesss good name. And after a brief pause he looked the official straight in the face and said: I offer you silence for silence!

And I decline your most generous offer.

Good. Then we shall see!

But—

I do not wish to discuss this unpleasant matter further, interrupted Waldron. Go and tell the King — but at your own peril. Buona sera. And the diplomat turned away. As he was about to leave the room Ghelardi sprang forward and placed his fingers upon the handle of the door to prevent him.

I think, he said, that we are perhaps misunderstanding each other.

No, we are not, was Huberts prompt reply, sturdy Briton that he was. I understand you, Luigi Ghelardi, perfectly. You have no compunction where Her Highness is concerned. You, man of secrets that you are, will, rather than conceal a womans shortcomings, bring upon her the anger of the King in order to secure your own personal ends.

The bristly haired old official bit his lip. Hubert watched him and smiled inwardly.

You defy me to execute my duty.

Your duty is political espionage, not to spy upon a member of the royal family, the diplomat replied. And, further, I tell you that if you breathe a word of this to His Majesty — or if His Majesty gets to hear of it through any third party, I will not spare you, Luigi Ghelardi, he added, earnestly facing the old man in defiance. Go then, tell him what you will, Hubert continued angrily, and again he turned the handle of the door to pass out.

That is my intention.

And in return my intention will be to bring you down from your high position in the Kings esteem. That I shall do, and quickly — never fear, Waldron said. Then, after a seconds pause, he added: You are acquainted with a certain Englishman — a Mr Jerningham. He knew you well when you were in the German Service — he has cause to remember you. Indeed he has still a little account to settle with you, has he not — eh?

Ghelardi started.

What do you mean? he asked, though affecting disregard of the remark.

I mean nothing — so long as you remain silent, Waldron answered.

Ghelardi was nonplussed. But only for a second, for he was not a man to be easily deterred from any intention.

So you think that I may heed your empty threats — eh, Signor Waldron? Well, we shall see, he replied, with a hard, triumphant laugh.

Then releasing his hold upon the door handle he bowed mockingly to the Englishman, inviting him to pass out.


Chapter Twenty One.

A Confidential Report.
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HUBERT WALDRON HALTED on the threshold, his eyes fixed upon those of the spy.

Well? asked Ghelardi, with a sinister smile.

All I desire to say is that I have the ear of His Majesty as well as yourself. And what I shall tell him will not be to your credit.

The countenance of the Chief of the Secret Service broadened into a smile of open derision. In his high official position he was all-powerful in Italy — more powerful indeed than the whole Cabinet of Ministers.

Neither will it be to your credit when I describe to the King what I have witnessed to-night, he answered.

The Englishman had it upon the tip of his tongue to speak more openly, but on reflection realised that it would be more judicious to keep the information to himself. Jerningham knew that man who had been Englands arch-enemy while in the pay of his masters at Berlin; he had cause to know him — and well, too.

Signor Ghelardi, he said finally, this matter is one of give and take. I offer you terms for your silence. If you refuse, then I shall act as I think fit.

Act just as you think fit, was the Italians sneering response.

Very well, replied the diplomat, turning and walking up the corridor back to the ballroom.

Half an hour later he met His Majesty face to face.

Ah, Signor Waldron, you are back again in Rome — eh? the King exclaimed anxiously. Well — anything to tell me? he asked, dropping his voice.

His Majesty was passing through the Sala Regia alone, and there was nobody in the vicinity to overhear.

Nothing, sir — only—

Only what? Quick, he said impatiently. It is rumoured in Brussels that Austria is mobilising for attack!

In Brussels! exclaimed the King as they walked together. How do you know that?

I have to-night returned from there.

Curious — very curious, repeated His Majesty reflectively. Here, as far as I know, we have heard nothing. Ghelardis agents in Vienna report by telegraph several times daily, but they can obtain no definite information, though it is known that troops are massing in the south — for manoeuvres — the old story.

I am still inquiring into the affair, said Waldron. As soon as I have anything to report I will seek audience of Your Majesty.

Yes; at any hour. I have instructed Villanova.

I have not spoken about the matter to Ghelardi, the Englishman said as they left the great salon and turned into one of the corridors. Several men and women had halted to bow as His Majesty passed.

Ghelardi has discovered nothing, was the Kings hasty response. He has all sorts of wild theories regarding the theft of the plans, but as far as I can see he has no clue whatever to the thief.

Then I shall continue to work without his aid, Waldron declared, and a moment later he bowed and left His Majesty, who passed through a small door leading to the private apartments.

Next morning, at nine oclock, Pucci, the brigadier of detective police, called at Huberts rooms, and produced a carefully written report, which the Englishman settled himself to digest.

It certainly was interesting reading.

While the brigadier sat smoking a cigarette, the diplomat ran through the document, which showed that Pucci had been extremely active during the week of his absence.

The private and public lives — with extracts from the dossiers at the Prefecture of Police — of His Excellency the Minister for War, of Lambarini, secretary of the Council of Defence, and of Pironti, the Ministers private secretary, were all laid bare.

Of General Cataldi it was stated that, after long service in the army, he became General, commanding the Third Army Corps in Calabria. While occupying that post an army scandal occurred regarding the supply of stores, great quantities having been paid for and not delivered by the contractors. A court martial was held and four officers attached to the Generals headquarters had been sentenced to terms of imprisonment and dismissed the Service. Certain journals had accused the General himself of being cognisant of the misappropriation of funds, but this he had indignantly denied and had demanded of the Minister of War an inquiry into his conduct. This had been held, and a report returned that there were no grounds for the allegation. But even in face of that the journals in question had charged him with making scapegoats of the four imprisoned officers.

It was curious that a year later the General, who had hitherto, like all Italian officers, not been very well off, had suddenly appeared to be in possession of considerable funds. He had been transferred to Turin, where he had bought a large house and, with his wife, had entertained lavishly. Another lady, a certain youthful Countess in Milan, had attracted him, and in consequence, after a few months, his wife preferred to live apart.

Then, by reason of his lavish entertainments, his apparent wealth, and also because he had a number of influential friends in the Chamber of Deputies, he had been called by the King and given his portfolio as Minister of War.

The confidential report added that his present expenditure greatly exceeded his income, and that he was also heavily in debt, owing, in great measure, to the extravagances of the young Countess in question, who had now taken up her abode in Rome.

Against Colonel Lambarini nothing was known. He was happily married, with two charming children. He lived well within his income, and was of a plain and rather economic turn of mind. He ran into debt for nothing, and his wife had a private income of her own.

The Kings estimate of Lambarini was therefore perfectly correct.

With Pironti it was different. As His Excellencys secretary he was a man who pandered in every way to all his Chiefs whims and foibles. He was a bachelor, and spent his evenings in the gaming clubs and other questionable haunts, and had been known to lose considerable sums at baccarat. He frequented the political cafés and the variety theatres, and it was also well-known in the army that no one could obtain the ear of His Excellency without first obtaining the good graces of his secretary.

These good graces you mention, Signor Pucci, mean money, I suppose! remarked Waldron suddenly in Italian.

Si, signore, replied the dark-faced detective, with a smile.

Continuing, the report stated that Pironti often associated with undesirable persons, and, further, that it was a known fact that he had received from many officers who had sought promotion douceurs to a considerable amount. Indeed in the army it was declared that so lax was His Excellency in his duties as Minister that he left Pironti to prepare the lists of both promotions and military decorations, merely taking care that the names of none of his enemies appeared there, and scribbling his signature to the decree for the Kings approval.

Hubert Waldon sighed when he had finished that most instructive document.

Then, rising, he placed it in a drawer of his writing-table and locked it safely away.

So His Excellency and his secretary are not exactly above accepting bribes — eh? he asked, throwing himself again in his chair.

According to the result of my inquiries they seem to be both reaping a golden harvest, Pucci said. But perhaps not greater than in any other department.

The police excepted, I hope, laughed the diplomat.

But the brigadier grinned. During his years of office he had known more than one person being given timely warning to escape when the Government, forced to prosecute, did not wish to expose a scandal. The Italian peasant may well say that the law for the count is exactly opposite to that for the contadino.

Hubert sat for some moments looking straight into the fire.

He saw that General Cataldi, with the assistance of his dishonest secretary, could enforce a secret toll from every officer who obtained promotion. While nearly every member of the Cabinet was doing the same thing, and every Deputy was giving or accepting bribes, often quite openly, it was not likely that anyone would dare to come forward and denounce them.

The motto of the Minister in Italy is to make a fortune while the office lasts. And they certainly do — as is proved by the constant scandals ever being exposed by the Press, while more are suppressed with hush-money.

But if this were so, and if His Excellency and his sycophant were reaping such a rich harvest, then would they dare to run such risks as to connive at the theft of the plans by a foreign agent?

According to Tonini, only His Excellency and the two secretaries entered the room wherein the plans reposed. Therefore, either His Excellency or his secretary must have extracted them.

Nevertheless this report of Puccis made it somewhat dubious whether these two corrupt officials, making the many thousands a year themselves, would go to such lengths as to betray their country into the hands of Austria.

Pucci sat there in silence, wondering what was passing through the diplomats mind. He was, of course, in ignorance of what had happened, and was puzzled as to the reason why Waldron was so inquisitive.

Hubert knew the Generals house well — a splendid villa of princely proportions, with delightful garden and terraces, about five miles out of Rome on the white, dusty road which leads to Civita Vecchia. It was near Malagrotta, in the picturesque hills through which still runs the ancient Via Aurelia, and looked down upon ancient Ostia and the broad mouths of the ancient Tiber.

Was he a traitor? Or was he innocent? That was the great and crucial question which he had to decide.

And this Countess, he exclaimed, addressing the detective presently. I noticed that she is not named in your report.

No, signore. But her name is Cioni — of the Cionis of Firenze, one of the most ancient houses in Italy — the Countess Guilia Cioni.

A widow?

No, signore. She is daughter of the late Count Ferdinando Cioni, head of the house. Their palace is on the Lung Arno in Firenze.

Of what age is she?

Thirty.

You say she was from Milan.

They have a palace in Milan — in one of those short streets off the Piazza del Duomo.

And this woman is infatuated with the General, you say? Where does she live?

In an apartment in the Corso Vittorio.

She, no doubt, knows the chief source of his income — eh?

Without a doubt.

Then Waldron thought deeply. A strange theory had crossed his mind.

Has she a maid?

Yes, signore, a young woman from Borghetto named Velia Bettini.

Waldron scribbled the name upon his shirt-cuff together with the address of the young Countess Cioni.

Anything known of this maid?

Pucci, who had done thoroughly the work entrusted to him, reflected for a moment, and then diving his hand into his breast-pocket, drew forth a well-worn note-book, which he searched for a few moments.

Yes, he replied. I made a few inquiries at the Prefecture concerning her. She was previously in the service of the Marchesa di Martini, of Genoa, and was sentenced to six months imprisonment for stealing jewellery belonging to her.

How long ago?

Two years.

Anything else?

Well — her record is not exactly an unblemished one, signore, the detective went on. After her release she went to Paris and was in the service of a young French actress, Mademoiselle Yvonne Barlet, of the Gymnase. While there she passed herself off as a young lady of good family and became friendly with a wealthy young Frenchman, whose name, however I do not know.

And what else?

She returned to Italy and then entered the service of the Countess Cioni.

But this Countess Cioni — who is she? I do not seem to have heard of her in Rome Society.

She is not known — except in a certain circle. One of her intimate friends, however, is Her Royal Highness, the Princess Luisa.

The Princess Luisa? echoed the Englishman. Yes, signore. But, as you have heard, the Princess makes many strange and unfortunate friendships. She is, I fear, rather foolish.

But surely this friendship ought to be put a stop to, Signor Pucci. It is impossible for a Princess of the blood-royal to associate with such a person as this Contessa Cioni.

The detective shrugged his shoulders and elevated his dark eyebrows.

Then he smiled that quiet meaning smile which all Italians can affect in moments of indecision.


Chapter Twenty Two.

The Thrush.
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ON THE NIGHT following Puccis visit to Hubert Waldron, Her Royal Highness sat before the fire in her handsome bedroom curled up in a soft chair, thinking.

The little leather-framed travelling-clock upon her big dressing-table with its gold and tortoiseshell brushes and toilet accessories showed that midnight was past. She had been to a dinner at the Palazzo Riparbella, where Her Majesty had honoured the Duchess of Riparbella with her presence, and an hour ago they had returned.

She had dismissed her maid-of-honour, and when Renata, her personal maid, had entered to attend her she had sent her to bed. Renata was devoted to her mistress. She was used to the vagaries of Her Highness — who so often wore her dresses in her escapades — so she bowed and retired.

For half an hour, still attired in her handsome, pale blue evening gown, with her dark hair well-dressed, and a beautiful diamond necklet upon her white throat, she had sat staring into the dancing flames, thinking — ever thinking.

At last she stirred herself, rising suddenly to her feet, and then, crossing to her bed, she threw herself upon her knees wildly and bent her head within her white hands.

Her pale lips moved, but no sound came from them.

She was fervent in prayer.

Her countenance, her movements, her attitude showed her to be in a veritable tumult of agony and despair. But she was alone, with none to witness her terrible anxiety, and the blank hopelessness of it all.

She had been wondering ever since she had regained consciousness on the previous night what had really occurred in the room of the Minister of the Royal Household — whether the British diplomat, her friend, had also been discovered there in her company. She had questioned the maids, but they had been instructed by Ghelardi and refused to satisfy her curiosity.

Therefore she was in ignorance of what had happened after the receipt of that fatal message from Brussels.

How she had passed that day of feverish anxiety she knew not. Every second had to her seemed an hour.

At last, after crossing herself devoutly, she rose from her knees wearily, when her eyes fell upon the clock.

Instantly she began to take off her splendid evening gown. Her diamonds she unclasped and tossed them unheeded into a velvet-lined casket on the big dressing-table, together with her bracelets and the ornament from her corsage.

Then, kicking off her evening slippers, she exchanged her pale blue silk stockings for stout ones of black cashmere, and putting on a pair of serviceable country boots, she afterwards opened her wardrobe and took out a dingy costume of blue serge — one of Renatas.

This she hastily donned, and taking down her hair, deftly arranged it so that when she put on the little black bonnet she produced from a locked box, she was in a quarter of an hour transformed from a princess to a demure, neatly-dressed ladys maid.

From a drawer in her dressing-table she took out a shabby hand-bag — Renatas bag — and, after ascertaining that there was a small sum of money in it, she put it upon her arm, and finally examined herself in the glass.

She was an adept at disguising herself as Renata, and, after patting her hair and altering the angle of her neat bonnet, she switched off the light and left the room.

Boldly she passed along the corridor of the private apartments until she at length opened a door at the end, whereupon she passed a sentry unchallenged, and away into the servants quarters.

Across the courtyard, now only dimly lit, she passed, and then out by the servants entrance to the Via del Quirinale.

Having left the Palace she hurried through a number of dark side-streets until she reached a small garage in a narrow thoroughfare — almost a lane — called the Via della Muratte, beyond the Trevi fountain.

A sleepy, white-haired old man roused himself as she entered, while she gave him a cheery good evening, and then went up to her car, a powerful grey one of open type, and switched on the head-lamps. From a locker in the garage the old man brought her a big, fur-lined motor coat and a close-fitting hat, and these she quickly assumed. Then a few minutes later, seated at the wheel, she passed out of the garage exclaiming gaily:

I shall be back before it is light, Paolo. Buona motte.

Gaining the Corso, silent and dark at that hour, she drove rapidly away, out by the Popolo Gate, and with her cut-out roaring went straight along the Via Flaminia, the ancient way through the mountains to Civita Castellana and the wilds of Umbria.

The night was dark and bitterly cold, for a strong east wind was blowing from the snowcapped mountains causing Lola to draw up and take her big fur mitts from the inside pocket of the car. Then she turned up the wide fur collar of her coat, mounted to the wheel again, and was soon negotiating the winding road — the surface of which at that season was shockingly loose and bad.

After fifteen miles of continual ascent she approached the dead silent old town of Castelnuova, being challenged by the octroi guards who, finding a lady alone, allowed her to proceed without further word. Then through the narrow, ancient street, lit by oil lamps, she went slowly, and out again into a great plain for a further fifteen miles — a lonely drive, indeed, along a difficult and dangerous road. But she was an expert driver and negotiated all the difficult corners with tact and caution.

Through several hamlets she passed, but not a dog was astir, until presently she descended a sharp hill, and below saw a few meagre lights of the half-hidden town of Borghetto — a little place dominated by a great ruined castle situated on the direct railway line between Firenze and Rome.

Half-way down the hill she slackened speed, her great head-lights glaring, until presently she pulled up at the roadside and, slowly descending, extinguished the lights so that they might not attract attention.

Then, leaving the car, she hurried forward along the road, for she was cramped and cold.

But scarcely had she gone fifty yards when a dark figure came out of the shadows to meet her, uttering her name.

Is it you, Pietro? she asked quickly.

Si, signorina, was the reassuring reply, in a voice which told that its owner was a contadino, and not a gentleman.

Next second they were standing together.

I received your message, Pietro, she said, and I have kept the appointment, as you see.

The man for a few minutes did not reply. In the half-light, for the moon was now struggling through the clouds, the fact was revealed that the peasant was about forty, one of that pleasant-faced, debonair type so frequently met with in Central Italy — a gay, careless fellow who might possibly be a noted person in the little village of Borghetto.

He had taken off his hat at Lolas approach and stood bare-headed before her.

You are silent, she said. What has happened?

Nothing evil has happened, signorina, was his reply, for he spoke in the distinctive dialect of Umbria, very different indeed to the polite language of Rome. Only I am surprised — that is all.

Surprised! Why?

I feared that the signorina would not be in Rome.

Why?

Because I saw the Signor Enrico to-night, and he told me you had left.

Enrico! He has not been here?

I saw him at eleven oclock. He arrived from Firenze by the north express at half-past eight. He had come from far away — from Milano, I think.

He has been at the signoras then? asked Her Highness quickly.

Yes — with the Signorina Velia. I was with him an hour ago.

Did you tell him I should be here?

No; I feared to tell him, signorina.

Good. Where is he now?

Still at the signoras.

Then he does not know I am here?

No, signorina, he goes to Rome to-morrow. Lola was silent for a few moments. She was reflecting deeply.

You say that Velia is here — eh? Then Enrico has come to see her, I suppose? she asked.

I believe so. They met before at the house of old Madame Mortaras and again to-night.

Benissimo, Pietro. Now tell me, what have you found out?

Not very much, signorina, I regret to say. They are too wary, these people. I know, however, they are watching your friend the Englishman. And they mean mischief, too.

Watching Signor Waldron, she echoed in alarm. Are you quite certain of that?

Absolutely.

Who are watching?

Beppo and The Thrush.

That is Beppo Fiola and Gino Merlo — eh? she remarked. I thought Gino had been arrested in Sarzana.

So he was, replied the man, but he escaped. He is wanted, but the present moment is not an exactly opportune one for his arrest, signorina.

And they mean evil?

Decidedly. The Signor Waldron should be warned.

How did you discover this, Pietro? she asked, standing with him in the deep shadow of a disused granary.

Signorina, a man of my profession has various channels of information, was his polite but rather ambiguous reply, his voice entirely altered, for he now spoke in an educated manner. Hitherto he had spoken in the dialect peculiar to the valley of the Tiber, but his last sentence was that of an educated man.

Ah! I know, Signor Olivieri, she said; you are a past-master in the art of disguise to come out here and live as a contadino.

For the purpose of obtaining information every ruse is admissable, signorina. This is not the first occasion in my career by many when I have posed as a peasant.

Curious that Signor Enrico is so friendly with Velia, is it not? she asked.

Exactly my thought, replied Pietro Olivieri, the renowned private detective of Genoa, for such he was; there is some devils work afoot, but whether it is in connection with the matter we are investigating I cannot yet convince myself. As a field-labourer in madames service I have been ever on the alert. Fortunately no one has yet suspected me — for this place is, as you well know, a veritable hot-bed of anarchy and crime; a nest which contains some of the worst and most desperate characters in the whole of Italy. Therefore if I betrayed myself, I fear I should not return to Rome alive.

But have you no fear? she asked anxiously. Not while I exercise ordinary caution. Here, I am Pietro Bondi, a simple, hard-working contadino. I take my wine like a man. I gossip to the women, and I interfere with nobody. At first when I came here my presence aroused suspicion, but that has, fortunately, now died down.

You will watch Enrico?

Certainly.

I wonder what his object is in returning here to Borghetto?

In order to meet Velia.

He could have met her more easily in Rome.

Not if it chanced to be against his interests to be seen in Rome. Remember he is well-known there.

So you think he got off the train here instead of going on to the capital?

Yes. To see the girl Velia who came here to-night — to meet him and the others.

The others? she repeated inquiringly.

Yes— The Thrush and the others.

To form a plot against the Englishman? she gasped.

Exactly, signorina. The Signor Waldron should be warned at once. Will you do so — or shall I send him an anonymous letter?

I will see him to-morrow; but — but what can I say without exposing the truth. Come, Signor Pietro, you are a good one at inventing stories.

Tell him the truth, signorina.

No, she said, that is impossible. I — I could never do that. I have reasons for concealing it — strong reasons.

Then what do you propose doing? If you tell him he is in grave personal danger he will only laugh at you and take no heed of your warning. Englishmen never can understand our people.

True, but — but really, she asked suddenly, is there any great danger?

I tell you, signorina, that some conspiracy is afoot against your friend, replied the detective who, before entering business on his own account, had been a well-known official at the Prefecture of Police in Genoa. His work lay in the north and he knew very little of Rome, and was therefore unknown. You requested me to assist you in this curious inquiry, and I am doing so; yet the further I probe, the deeper and more complicated, I confess, becomes the problem.

But you do not despair? she cried anxiously.

No. I am hoping ere long to see a ray of light through this impenetrable veil of mystery, he replied. At present, however, all seems so utterly complicated. There is but one outstanding feature of the affair, he added, and that is the attempt which will assuredly be made upon the life of your friend.

But why? With what motive?

They hold him in fear.

For what reason?

Ah! that, signorina, I am as yet unable to say, was his quick reply. If I knew that then we might soon get upon a path which would undoubtedly lead us to the truth.

We must crush the conspiracy at all hazards, Signor Olivieri, she said quickly. Remember that Signor Waldron is my friend — my dear friend.

Then go to him and tell him the truth.

Ah, no, I cannot! she cried. That is quite impossible.

You know him, I do not, the detective said. Could you not induce him to leave Italy, say for a few weeks? It would be safer. These men, I tell you frankly, are desperate characters. They will hesitate at nothing.

But why should they attack an Englishman? she asked.

Because he knows — or they think he knows — some secret concerning them. That is my theory.

And they intend to close his lips?

The detective nodded.

S-h-h-h, he whispered next second. See yonder — and he pointed down the hill to where a light had suddenly shone. Someone is coming across the vineyard. Perhaps it is Signor Enrico — probably it is, I overheard him say something about catching the night mail to Rome. It is due in twenty minutes.

Addio, then, she said hurriedly. I will manage to warn Signor Waldron if, as you say, it is absolutely necessary, and, taking the peasants hand in farewell, she ran back to where her car was waiting, and was soon on the road again speeding back over the thirty odd miles which lay between that nest of bad characters and the Eternal City.

While she was hurrying away, without waiting to switch on her lamps, Pietro Olivieri leisurely descended the hill. But as he passed on through the grove of dark cypresses a human figure crept stealthily out of the shadows and, looking after him, muttered a fierce imprecation.

The pair who had believed themselves unseen, had been watched by a very sharp pair of eyes!


Chapter Twenty Three.

Her Highnesss Warning.
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THE GREY MORNING mist hung over the Tiber and over the Eternal City, but outside the town it was bright, crisp, and sunny.

Away at Frascati on the pleasant mountain slopes with those lovely views over the Campagna, fifteen miles from Rome, the day was charming, and at noon quite warm and delightful.

Perhaps of all the contorini of Rome the Frascati is the most attractive. By road and rail it is easy of access, and perhaps this fact had induced Lola to telephone to Hubert and give him an appointment in the beautiful grounds of the Villa Aldobrandini, where there certainly would be no other person, save perhaps a few odd British tourists who would not recognise either of the pair.

At noon, therefore, both having arrived by train from Rome, they had met at a spot appointed by Her Highness, and were standing together against an old broken piece of statuary under a high hedge of dark ilex. The great old sixteenth-century villa, built by Cardinal Pietro Aldobrandini, nephew of Clement VIII, is now, alas! falling into decay; its fountains are dilapidated; its statuary broken; its terraces, once trod by papal dignitaries, moss-grown; while over the steps of its principal entrance the green lizards flash in the sunshine.

Its grounds, however, are still the delight of the traveller, with their terraces, their fantastic grottos, their fountains and rocks, their great oaks, their funereal cypresses, and their splendid extensive views.

From where the diplomat stood beside the Princess he could see far away across the plain to where the great dome of St. Peters rose in the blue-grey mists of the panorama, while on the other hand lay the ancient Tusculum, and the range of blue hills dominated by the Corbio — as the Italians call the Rocca Priora — while a little to the right shone the Lake of Albano, lying like a mirror in its basin in the sunshine.

Lola had arrived there first, but as he came swinging along the path a flush of pleasure mounted to her pale cheeks, and she put out her gloved hand, greeting him warmly.

Dressed in dark grey, and wearing a magnificent set of blue fox, she presented a very different appearance to that of the previous night when she had worn the old dress and close-fitting bonnet of Renatas.

Hubert Waldron thought he had never seen her looking so charming, yet he wondered why she had made that appointment so far away from Rome. He was still wondering, too, why that letter of Henry Pujalets should have had such an effect upon her. With her last strenuous effort, however, she had destroyed it. Why?

Your man seemed awfully dense this morning, the Princess laughed. When I telephoned he thought it was the manageress of your fishmonger, and told me that you required nothing to-day! Your English servants are horribly abrupt, I assure you.

Im so sorry, he said, hastening to apologise. I fear abruptness is one of his failings, but he is honest. Ive reprimanded him lots of times.

Ah! I expect he hears a good many female voices on the phone, she laughed, teasing him; and he has orders to what you call it in English, to choke them off — eh? and she laughed.

Together they walked along the gravelled path to where, beneath a tall cypress, was an old semicircular stone seat, one of those placed there when the great cardinal laid out the grounds of his princely villa. Upon that they seated themselves when suddenly Her Highness, with an anxious look upon her face, turned to her companion and said, still speaking in English.

I fear that we may be watched, therefore I made this appointment with you here.

Watched? he echoed. Who by? Old Ghelardi, I suppose?

No. I have no great fear of him, she answered. But you have enemies here, in Rome, she went on very seriously. I have discovered that they are desperate and intend to do you some grievous harm. Therefore I urge you to make some excuse to leave Rome at once.

Why, whatever do you mean, Princess? he asked, staring at her.

How often have I forbidden you to use that title to me? she cried petulantly. To you I am Lola, plain Lola, as always, she said, looking very gravely into his eyes. We are friends. That is why I am here to warn you.

But I really dont understand, he protested. What enemies can I have here? And if I have, what harm can they possibly do me? Im not afraid, I assure you.

Ah! I know you are not afraid, she answered. But from what I have heard, it seems probable that these people, whoever they are, must be in fear of you — they suspect you are cognisant of some secret of theirs.

The word secret held him speechless for some seconds. She knew nothing of the theft that had been committed at the Ministry of War. The only secret which he had tried to discover was the identity of the thief.

But how came you to know this? he asked at last.

I — well I heard a rumour last night, was her vague reply; and I thought it my duty, as your friend, to warn you lest you should be entrapped or taken unawares.

Then you really and honestly believe that these mysterious, unknown persons, whoever they are, mean mischief? he asked, looking anxiously into her pale, anxious countenance.

How handsome she was! How deeply, too, was he in love with her. He held his breath, remembering how frantically he had kissed her hand; how he had told her of the great burning passion within his heart, though she had lain there with all consciousness blotted out.

If I had any doubt, Signor Waldron, I should not trouble to raise this alarm, she answered in a tone of slight reproach.

But how can I leave Rome? he asked, for he was reflecting that to adopt her suggestion was impossible. His duty to the King, as well as his duty to the British Service, precluded it at present. Cannot you go on leave again? Or — or cannot you get appointed to another post for six months — or a year?

He was silent, his eyes fixed upon hers.

Are you so very anxious then to get rid of me? he asked gravely.

To get rid of you? she echoed blankly. To get rid of you — my most sincere and devoted friend! How can you suggest such a thing?

Well, it almost seems so, he answered with a smile.

My dear Signor Waldron, I warn you most seriously that you are in grave personal peril, and that—

But you do not tell me how you know this, Lola, he interrupted. I am naturally most curious to know.

Without doubt, she responded, her eyes cast down. But the information is from a source which I have no desire to divulge. I learnt it entirely by accident.

It was not contained in that letter I brought you from Brussels? he asked very slowly, for of that he held a faint suspicion. He looked her straight in the eyes.

Oh no, was her reply. That letter — ah! it was about something — something which affected me very closely. I know that I was very foolish to allow it to upset me so. It was absurd of me to faint as I did. But I could not help it. I suppose I am but a woman, after all.

It was on the tip of his tongue to describe how old Ghelardi had discovered them together in the room of the Minister of the Household, but he hesitated, fearing to unduly cause her annoyance. He had defied the chief spy of Italy, but was as yet uncertain whether the crafty old fellow had not gone secretly to the King and told him the story — with many embellishments, perhaps.

Your indisposition was not your own fault, Lola, he answered in a voice of deepest sympathy. No doubt Monsieur Pujalets letter contained something to cause you the gravest disconcern.

Disconcern! she cried, starting up wildly, her big expressive eyes full of anxiety. Ah! you do not know — how can you know all the tortures of conscience, of the daily, hourly terror I am now suffering! No! You cannot understand.

Because you will explain nothing, he remarked with dissatisfaction.

I cannot, I dare not — even to you, my most intimate friend!

Well, Lola, I confess that each time we meet you become more and more mysterious.

Ah! Because I am compelled. Surrounded by enemies, even my association with you seems to have placed you also in a deadly peril. That is why I am appealing to you to leave Rome.

I cant, he said. That is entirely out of the question. But now that you have warned me I will be wary — and will carry my revolver, if you think it necessary.

Cannot you leave Italy? It would be far safer.

And leave you in this perilous position? No, was his prompt and decisive answer.

But I beg — nay, I implore you to do so, she cried, holding out both her hands to him.

He shook his head slowly.

It is quite impossible. If danger really exists, then I must face it.

For some moments she remained silent.

Have you seen Ghelardi lately? she asked quite suddenly.

Her question surprised. What, he wondered, could she know?

I saw him the day before yesterday, was his vague reply.

Has it not struck you that he is very ill-disposed towards you? she exclaimed.

Certainly. I have always known that — even while we were up the Nile, and he was passing as Jules Gigleux. He objected to our friendliness. Yet he never seemed to discover that you were acquainted with Henri Pujalet. That was curious, was it not?

She smiled.

Perhaps because I was extremely careful not to betray it — eh? But next second she glanced at the little diamond-studded watch upon her wrist, and rising quickly, declared that it was time for her to catch the train back to Rome.

There is a luncheon to the Grand Duke of Oldenbourg to-day, and I shall be in horrible disgrace if Im absent, she explained. But it will be best for you to travel by the next train. It is injudicious for us to be seen together, Mr Waldron, especially if we are watched — as I believe we are.

Ghelardis secret agents may lurk anywhere, he said, as they walked together to the great gateway of the villa.

No, I do not fear them, I tell you, she said.

But just now you told me that he is ill-disposed towards me — a fact of which I am well aware.

I tell you it is not Ghelardi that I fear, but certain persons who, for their own mysterious purposes, intend to make an attack upon you when fitting opportunity offers.

Trust me to remain wary, replied Hubert with a smile, and then after they had stood together in the winter sunshine for several moments near the gate he lifted his hat, bowed low over her hand, and then stood watching until she, pulling her splendid furs about her shoulders, had disappeared into the road which led down to the rural station.

Ah! how he loved her! But he sighed and bit his lip.

To Hubert, the object of Her Highnesss warning seemed both mysterious and obscure. Did she, for some hidden purpose of her own wish to get rid of him. If so, why?

The story that an attempt might be made upon him he was inclined to discredit, especially as she had refused to reveal the source of her information.

He lunched at the little albergo above the steps leading to the station, and by half-past two found himself back again in Rome where, in his rooms, he found Pucci, the brigadier of police, awaiting him.

I have a curious fact to report, signore, said the man when they were alone together with the door closed.

Well, asked Hubert, what is it?

That your movements are being closely watched by two well-known characters — criminals.

Waldron started, staring at the man, for had not Lola warned him that very morning.

Do you know them?

Quite well. One is called The Thrush by his associates, and has served several long terms of imprisonment for theft. Indeed I arrested him three years ago for attacking a policeman in the Piazza Farnese and using a knife. The other is Beppo Fiola, who has been sentenced several times for burglary.

Professional thieves then?

Two of the worst characters we have in Rome, signore.

I wonder what they want with me — eh? asked Hubert, lighting a cigarette, perfectly unperturbed.

They mean no good, signore, declared the man very gravely. Perhaps they intend to commit a burglary here?

They are welcome. Theres nothing here of any great value, and if they do come theyll get a pretty warm reception, he laughed.

Ah, signore, it is a very serious matter, protested the detective. These two men would, if it suited them, take life without the slightest hesitation. In a case four months ago where a Russian diamond-dealer was robbed of his wallet and his body found in the Tiber stabbed to the heart, the strongest suspicion attached to the two men in question, though we have not yet been able to bring home the crime to them.

But I havent any diamonds or valuables, replied the diplomat.

No, but perhaps you, signore, may be in possession of some secret or other concerning them, the detective said. Perhaps even they may be employed by some enemy of yours to watch an opportunity and close your lips.

Hubert looked at the man in surprise without replying.

Yes, signore, Pucci added very gravely, such a thing is not entirely unknown in Rome, remember. Therefore I would urge you to exercise the greatest caution; to beware of any trap, and always to carry arms. It would be best, I think, to report to the Questore, and arrest both men on suspicion.

No, Pucci, Hubert replied quickly. No. Watch closely, but make no move. Their arrest might upset all my present plans.


Chapter Twenty Four.

Room Number 164.
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DAYS, MANY ANXIOUS, fevered days, passed — bright winter days during which Hubert was frantically active in his efforts to discover some clue to the mystery of the stolen plans of the frontier fortresses.

Not a stone did he leave unturned in his quiet, patient endeavours, and aided by the faithful Pucci — to whom he still hesitated to reveal the exact object of his search — he kept constant watch upon the actions of His Excellency the Minister of War.

Suspicions were very strong against the latter. He had discovered one important point, namely, that within a week from the loss of the documents the sum of one hundred and sixty thousand lire was paid into the Generals account at the Banca Commerciale, and, further, that it appeared to have come from an unknown source.

Agents employed by Pucci had also watched the two secretaries, Lambarini and Pironti, but against neither was there any suspicious circumstance.

Several times had Waldron had audience with His Majesty, but was compelled to confess that he had nothing to report, while from Vienna came the secret information daily that, though a great army had been mobilised, the manoeuvres had not yet commenced.

The very silence was full of menace.

More than once — at Court, at the Embassy, and in the princely drawing-rooms of Rome — Hubert had met Her Highness. He had stood beside her full of love and admiration, at the same time puzzled at the paleness of her countenance and the constant anxiety which seemed ever expressed there. Since that night when he had delivered Pujalets note to her she had never seemed the same.

Yet she would tell him nothing — absolutely nothing. It was her secret, she said — a secret which she steadily declined to divulge.

Why do you not take my advice and leave Rome? she asked one night when she was dancing with him at a great ball at the Rospigliosi Palace. You are in constant peril.

I have my duties here, was his answer. I cannot leave.

She sighed, and as he held her in his arms he felt that she was trembling.

Why wont you heed me? she implored, looking up at him with those wonderful eyes of hers. Do.

Because I am not my own master, was his reply. Because I cannot.

General Cataldi was there, in his fine uniform resplendent with stars and ribbons, and it chanced that at that moment his eyes fell upon the handsome pair.

He regarded them suspiciously, thoughtfully stroking his white moustache.

That Englishman, Waldron, seems on very friendly terms with the Princess Luisa, he remarked to the brilliant, handsomely dressed young woman at his side — the Countess Cioni.

Yes, was the answer of the lady in pink in the glittering tiara. I, too, have noticed it. But Luisa is always making queer friendships.

He was whispering to her a moment ago, just before they commenced to dance, the General remarked. Has Her Highness ever mentioned him?

Oh yes. They met up the Nile, I understand, when Luisa was sent away from Court in disgrace.

Ah! then the friendship has been of some duration — eh? grunted His Excellency, casting another strangely suspicious look at the pair as he turned away.

Late one night, about a week later, Hubert had been to an official dinner at the Russian Embassy, in the Via Gaeta, and the weather being bright and starlight he threw his cloak over his uniform and, lighting a cigar, started to stroll home.

It was past one oclock and few people were astir in those narrow, ill-lit Italian streets with their high, dark houses. He had turned from the Via Gaeta into the narrow Via Curtatone on his way towards the Piazza del Cinquecento — which was the shortest cut to his rooms — when, ere he was aware of it, a dark figure lurched suddenly out of a doorway and he was dealt a stunning blow at the back of the head, causing him to reel, stumble, and fall.

His assailants, of whom there were two — who had apparently been lying in wait for him — bent quickly over his prostrate form with keen knives drawn, when Huberts hand shot out and next second one of the men staggered back with a revolver bullet in his stomach. So swiftly had the Englishman defended himself that the second man, ere he could use his knife, received a bullet in the cheek, whereupon the pair both wounded and in fear because of the alarm caused by the report of the explosions, slipped round the corner and were well out of sight before a policeman from the neighbouring piazza came running up eagerly to discover what was wrong.

The whole affair happened within a few seconds, but never had Hubert Waldron been nearer death than at that moment.

His presence of mind to draw his weapon which he had carried loose in the pocket of his cloak, and at the same time to fall heavily as though stunned and unconscious, had saved his life. Had he simply fallen back against the wall his assailants knives would, no doubt, have been buried in his heart ere he could have fired.

He had escaped death by an ace.

The policeman, on arrival, found him standing with his back to the wall, recovering from the sudden shock.

Two men knocked me down, he replied in answer to the police agent. But I fired at them. Hit both the brutes, I believe, and he laughed.

Dio! Which way did they go? asked the man.

Round there, to the left, into the Via Vicenza, I believe. But youll never find them. Besides I didnt see them well enough to be able to recognise them again.

The signore is a diplomat, I see. May I not know his name, for the purpose of my report?

No, replied Waldron, for he was not anxious that Ghelardi should learn of the incident, as no doubt he would, if formal report were made that a British diplomat had been attacked in the streets. Its nothing, he said. They tried to rob me, thats all.

And then placing ten francs in the mans hand he picked up his cocked hat and went his way.

What Lola had told him was the truth. But how could she possibly have known that such a desperate attempt was about to be made?

What motive could there be to seal his lips, save because he was endeavouring to see a solution of the mystery of the missing plans!

Was it possible that those two assassins whom Pucci knew to be two of the most desperate characters in Rome were the hirelings of General Cataldi?

On his way homeward that theory became more than ever impressed upon him. His Excellency was guilty of connivance at the theft, and knowing that he was near arriving at a solution of the mystery, intended that his mouth should be closed.

After he had bathed the injury to his head, he threw himself into his chair and sat for a long time pondering, trying to make up his mind how, in face of the present situation, he should act. Was it possible that Lola, being friendly with the Countess Cioni, had somehow learned of the Generals fears, and had obtained information as to the projected plot? If so, why did not Her Highness, so friendly was she, reveal to him the whole strange truth?

No. There was some curious element of mystery in her attitude towards him. She was concealing something — but what it was he could not in the least discern. He loved her — ay, better than any man had ever loved a woman. He regarded her as his sole ideal, for before her all other feminine beauty faded. He, who had run the whole gamut of gaiety in the exclusive Society of the capitals; he who had trodden the diplomatic stage of Europe ever since a child, had at last met the one woman who was sweet perfection; the one woman before whom he had thrown himself upon his knees and worshipped — on that fatal night when his enemy had, alas! discovered him.

And yet the situation seemed so utterly hopeless. His love was, after all, but a hollow mockery, and could only lead to grief and black despair, while his utter failure to trace the hand which had stolen the plans was, he knew, causing His Majesty to lose all faith in him. He had been in Brussels upon a mysterious errand instead of carrying out His Majestys desire.

Italy was at that moment menaced on every side. Complications had arisen with Turkey during the past week or two, while her relations with France were not of the best regarding certain Customs tariffs which France had suddenly risen in order to further strangle Italian trade.

Yes, indeed, the time was now absolutely ripe for Austria to strike her long-premeditated blow. And if she did, then Italy, in her state of unpreparedness, and her serious quarrel with Turkey regarding Tripoli, must, alas! succumb.

Next morning, when Peters brought Hubert the Tribuna in bed as usual, he saw an announcement that His Excellency General Cataldi, Minister of War, was leaving that evening for Lyons, to visit his brother, who was lying dangerously ill there.

Why that sudden journey? he thought. The news had no doubt been communicated to the Press by His Excellency himself.

During the day he reflected upon the matter many times, until at six oclock that evening, dressed in an old tweed suit, and presenting the appearance of a ten-day-ten-guinea tourist, he entered a second-class compartment of the Paris rapide — having first watched the General into the sleeping-car.

That evening he dined upon a roll and a piece of uncooked ham which he bought at the station, and that night he spent crossing the wild, dreary Maremme marshes in sleepless discomfort, for the Italian railway administrative are not over-generous towards the second-class traveller.

By Pisa, with a glimpse of its white Leaning Tower, Carrara with its dazzling white marble quarries, Genoa, Turin, and the glorious scenery of the Mont Cenis, they at last gained France, until at last, late on the following day, they arrived at the long, inartistic station of Culoz, and there, watching intently, he saw the General in his fur-lined overcoat and felt hat descend, and change into the train for Lyons, an action which he himself followed.

On gaining Lyons, however, His Excellency, who was alone and quite unconscious that he was being followed, entered the big buffet of the terminus, and having waited there an hour, purchased a ticket for Tours.

The story of the invalid brother was at once exploded! He had left Italy with some other object in view.

Travelling by a slow train across the mountains, they did not arrive in the pretty capital of Touraine until early next morning, and then the General, entering the omnibus of the Hôtel de lUnivers, drove down the wide Boulevard Heurteloup, while Hubert went to a rival house, the Metropol, in the Place du Palais-de-Justice.

An hour later, however, he called at the Univers, and by means of a judicious tip to the under-concierge — the concierge being absent — discovered that the Italian gentleman who had arrived had given the name of Conio — Emilio Conio, of Milan, he had written in the register.

The Englishman now saw that the object of the Ministers journey was, no doubt, to keep some secret appointment. Therefore he decided to risk detection and transfer his quarters to the Univers, which he promptly did.

Through all the day he watched the General very closely. During the morning, overcome by his journey, His Excellency slept, and not until four oclock did he come down to idle in the lounge. Then after half an hour he crossed the Place and entered one of the cafés there for a vermouth.

His attitude was as though he expected someone who had not arrived.

Hubert smiled within himself when he reflected how he had followed this man who had bribed assassins to take his life, and how utterly unconscious he now was of being watched.

The Italian gentleman is expecting a certain Herr Steinberg, of Berlin, to-night, the assistant concierge whispered to Hubert when he entered the hotel just before dinner. He is to arrive at ten oclock to-night.

And then, as his hands closed over the louis which the Englishman produced, he added:

I will let you know, by a note to your room, msieur.

Hubert, fearing to meet His Excellency in the salle à manger, went out and dined at the Curassier, a noted restaurant in the Rue Nationale, and did not return before half-past ten.

In his room he found a scribbled line as arranged.

Then, descending by the lift, he sought the assistant concierge, and from him discovered that the pair were in consultation in room Number 164.

Yes, I believe there is a door between that and the next room, msieur, the man replied.

Good. Then get me the key for an hour or so, and I will make it all right with you.

The profession of concierge is synonymous of bribery. No concierge in Europe lives upon his stipend. Hence within ten minutes Hubert was crouched against the door of the adjoining room, listening to the conversation of the Italian Minister of War and the stranger from Berlin — a conversation which certainly proved highly instructive.


Chapter Twenty Five.

Government Secrets.
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LIKE MOST DOORS separating rooms in Continental hotels those of the Univers at Tours were no exception. They were thin, and Hubert, kneeling with his ear to the crack, could distinctly hear the conversation between the Cabinet Minister who was passing under the unassuming name of Emilio Conio.

Apparently His Excellency had only a very limited knowledge of German, and the pair were therefore speaking in very indifferent French. The Italian can seldom speak French well.

Very soon Waldron ascertained that the secret meeting had been arranged in order to discuss a forthcoming army contract for one hundred and eighty thousand pairs of boots, lucrative, no doubt. Contracts in these days are always lucrative. There is commission somewhere.

We have had many tenders, His Excellency said. Firms in England, France, and Italy have sent in quotations and samples, in addition to four German firms, including your own.

But they are all strangers, Your Excellency, no doubt, replied the gentleman from Berlin very suavely. We are not strangers, and the terms we offer must, I think, commend themselves to you. Our last deal turned out satisfactory for both sides, did it not?

Except that my secretary became suddenly most avaricious.

By some indiscretion on Your Excellencys part, no doubt. Secretaries are only hirelings.

Probably I was foolish, the General laughed. But as I wrote you, I think that if I pass an order of this magnitude your firm ought to — well, they ought to increase its generosity.

Ah! Excellency, things are cut so terribly fine. You do not know. In order to compete with those Northampton and Leicester firms we have to be content with the very slightest margin of profit, and after our secret commission to you there is really nothing left. We have to live and pay our people. Besides you tie us down so rigidly to dates of delivery.

Unfortunately I am compelled. I cannot show any favour to you, or our association would at once be detected.

And so, for half an hour, the two men haggled and bargained, until the General who, from the conversation, had, it seemed, got six thousand pounds out of a recent contract from army food, grew impatient and said:

Well, it seems that we cannot do business. I am really sorry. But I have Menier, of Marseilles, coming to see me here at noon to-morrow. He will be a little more generous than yourself. I happen to know the large commissions which you recently paid in Turkey to secure the contract. So why strangle me — eh?

Exactly, msieur. But to supply army boots to Turkey and to Italy are quite different matters. To Turkey one can send any rubbish that will hang together — soles of millboard, if necessary — for with a little baksheesh anything will be passed. But in Rome you have your commission, remember, and those officers of yours cannot be bribed.

Perhaps it is as well, laughed the General. What I fear is that if I sign your contract my secretary will at once suspect commission, and make a demand upon me — as he did before — the worm!

Well, permit me to remark that the sum is a really respectable one, and if we pay it on receipt of the contract into an English bank to the account of the Countess Cioni, as before, it cannot be traced to you.

Ah yes. But my secretary is a very shrewd person. I would have to give him something — however small.

Again the two men haggled, while Waldron knelt, holding his breath and listening to the corrupt bargain whereby the Italian Army were to be supplied with inferior German boots in order that His Excellency, the Minister of War, should profit. But in most European countries the same thing is done and winked at.

If you are to have the contract, Herr Steinberg, the General said decisively at last, you must give me an extra half per cent. I will not sign it without.

Upon the whole amount?

Yes, on the whole amount.

But the total contract amounts to nearly a million francs.

Exactly. I gave you the tinned-food contract. It is large, therefore I require a larger sum for my signature.

There was silence for a few moments.

To Waldron it seemed by the rustle of paper that the German contractor must be scribbling a rapid sum to see exactly what the commission amounted to.

I shall, of course, want the usual sum, twenty-five thousand francs down and the balance placed to the credit of the Countess in London seven days after the signed contract is delivered to you in Berlin, His Excellency said.

Well, exclaimed the German in dismay at last. That leaves us so very little that I really cannot decide it off-hand. I must telegraph at once to my partner, and will give you a decision to-morrow.

No, Herr Steinberg, was the Generals answer. I must know now — at once — yes or no. Personally it would give me greater popularity if I dealt in France, rather than in Germany. Besides, if I deal with Menier, my secretary knows nothing. So there is the position. You may leave or accept my terms — whichever you like. It is quite immaterial to me.

Again they argued and haggled, the German pleading for time to communicate with his partner in Berlin, the General quite obdurate. The latter had much experience of contractors.

At last Herr Steinberg, shrewd business man that he was, seeing that the Generals mind was made up, said: Very well. I accept your terms.

Good, answered the General. I shall sign the contract as soon as I return to Rome — the day after to-morrow — and send it to you in Berlin by special messenger.

Agreed. Perhaps you will write me a letter?

At once, was the reply. Then after another brief silence, during which time both had scribbled some agreement, the German said:

I think that will suffice.

And this? asked the General.

They read each others letters, expressed satisfaction, and then Waldron heard a slight click, the opening and shutting of a wallet.

Some notes were counted out — to the sum of one thousand pounds. They rustled, and the listener knew that they were English notes so that they could not be traced so easily as those which the unscrupulous German contractor might withdraw from his own bank in Berlin.

His Excellency counted them, declared the sum to be correct, and then, after a further brief conversation the German left, His Excellency remaining so as not to be seen in his company.

The deal was concluded. Though interesting to Hubert, it however carried him no farther in his inquiry. It proved of course that General Cataldi, Minister of War, was corrupt and unscrupulous, yet were not the majority of the men who formed the Cabinet equally ready to accept bribes?

He stood in that artistically furnished bedroom full of chagrin. He had practically had his journey there for nothing, and had lost valuable time by his absence from Rome.

Therefore he slipped out along the corridor, and two hours later was on his way to Culoz, to catch the train-de-luxe from Paris to Rome.

During that night as the express roared through the mountains he lay in his narrow sleeping-berth watching the green-shaded lamp above, and full of conflicting thoughts.

The attempt upon his life showed plainly that the thief was aware of the strenuous efforts he was making to fathom the mystery. But who was the thief! Was it this unscrupulous, much-decorated General who took secret commission of contractors, the man who allowed the army to be fed on discarded tin food, and go shod in cheap German boots which wore in holes on the first march, in order to enrich himself?

Long and deeply he thought, and still the conviction clung to him that the person mainly responsible for the sale of the plans to Austria was His Excellency himself.

Thoughts of Her Highness rose within him. He sighed. Yes, he loved her with all his body and soul. Yet that barrier of birth could never be bridged. After all, they could be only good friends, therefore he had never dared to declare his love. She was a Princess of the blood-royal and might marry a reigning Sovereign, but he was a mere diplomat, a secretary of Embassy, a man whom the Court regarded as the necessary adjunct of a practically defunct institution, for, however much one may cling in these days to the old usages and customs, yet the glaring fact must be faced that kings themselves are the ambassadors, and royal visits from one Court to another tend to cement more international friendships than ten years of that narrow little squabbling and intriguing world which exists in every capital under the name of the corps diplomatique.

The public have been long enough gulled by the false tinsel and glamour of the diplomatic world, and in these ultra-modern days they see the inutility of it all. Often an obscure Vice-Consul in an obscure port is of greater use to the nation than the whole of the red-taped, ceremonious Embassy, with its splendid house, its dinners and dances, its flunkeys and furbelows, and its flabby, do-nothing policy directed from Downing Street.

Hubert Waldron, born and bred in the diplomatic atmosphere and nurtured upon the squabbles and petty jealousies of international politics, could not close his eyes to the fact that the public of Europe were being gulled daily by the Press, and that at an hour when all would seem quietest and most peaceful, the great and terrible European war would suddenly break out.

Though at the Embassies you will be told that the peace of Europe is quite assured nowadays, and though your penny papers with their advertised actual sales will print reassuring leaders for the sake of the particular party who supports them, yet there is not a diplomat in all Europe who does not, in his own heart, fear a violent and bloody explosion and that brought about by the Dual Monarchy.

Though this view may appear pessimistic, it is nevertheless a hard fact that the Powers of the Triple Alliance have not signed any agreements relating to the Mediterranean, and more than one European throne is to-day tottering to its fall, nay, more than one nation may, at any moment, be erased from the map.

But the whole object of diplomacy is to reassure, not to alarm. The days when the greatest international tension exists are those when the outlook seems the most serene and unruffled.

In our present century war breaks out; it is not declared. And war in Europe may break out at any moment, even though much is said of the solidity of the Triple Alliance.

On arrival at the great echoing station at Rome, Hubert descended, tired and fagged, and took a taxi home.

It was then nine oclock in the morning, and Peters, surprised to see him, handed him a letter which had been left on the previous night. On opening it he found it was from Ghelardi, dated from the Bureau of Secret Police, and asking when he could see him.

At this request he was somewhat surprised in view of what had already passed between them, nevertheless he spoke to the functionary on the telephone at his private house and at eleven oclock entered his private room at the Ministry.

Their greeting was the reverse of cordial. Indeed Hubert had at first hesitated to meet him at all, yet he thought that the object of the interview might concern the unfortunate incident in the Palace; hence he went, determined to still show a bold front.

I regret, Signor Waldron, to have disturbed you, the crafty old man said when his visitor was seated. But it has been reported to me that the other night you were attacked by two individuals, and that you narrowly escaped with your life — that you shot and wounded both your assailants.

The policeman had, notwithstanding the bribe, evidently made a report in order to show his watchfulness to his superior. Hubert frowned in annoyance.

Oh, it was nothing at all, he declared, laughing. I had quite forgotten all about it. They were merely footpads, I suppose. No further notice need be taken of them.

Ah! but they are very dangerous characters, and well-known in Rome, he said. Then, looking straight at him the old man with the bristly hair said in a curious, half-suspicious voice: You appear, Signor Waldron, to have some rather bitter enemies in Rome — eh?

I was not aware of it, answered the diplomat. If I have it does not trouble me in the least. I am perfectly able to defend myself.

They are secret enemies, it seems, Ghelardi said slowly, looking at his visitor meaningly.

Hubert did not reply for a few moments. At last he said:

And they include yourself, Signor Commendatore.

The cunning old fellow smiled.

Ah, you are referring, I suppose, to that incident of the other night. Well, I think we may surely let that pass. We all of us have our hours of irresponsibility, and he slowly twisted the diamond ring around his little finger, laughing lightly.

Thank you. I have no desire for your covert sneers, Signor Commendatore, he said angrily, rising. As I have told you — you are my secret enemy, and I shall treat you as such.

It is rather a pity that you do so.

A pity — why?

For the sake of Her Royal Highness.

Her name need not enter into our discussion, Hubert said hotly, his hand upon the door ready to leave. I do not see your object in troubling me to come here, merely to tell me of the attack made upon me by two criminals which the police should already have under lock and key. It is not much to the credit of the department that the streets of Rome are unsafe at night.

Ah! my dear signore, you are a little too impatient, I fear, replied the chief of spies, quite undisturbed. I was about to prove to you my friendliness.

I desire none of your friendship, declared the Englishman hotly. And I tell you that I will not have you mention the name of the Princess Luisa in connection with my own.

Friendships formed by Her Royal Highness are frequently unfortunate.

Are they! exclaimed Waldron, his eyes aflame. If you were younger, Signor Commendatore, I would knock you down for your gratuitous insult. As it is, I shall not forget it. Buon giorno!

And he left the room, slamming the door after him.


Chapter Twenty Six.

Gathering Clouds.
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DUST HAD ONCE more been thrown into the eyes of Europe.

Weeks had gone by, spring came, and the Roman season was on the wane. The month of May — the Primavera — with all its blossoms and ceremonies had opened.

As far as the world knew not a cloud obscured the political horizon. In the chancelleries of Europe there were no sinister whispers, in the Embassies they danced and dined, the Archduke Francis Ferdinand had made a placid speech from the Throne, and Count Berchtold had declared the foreign policy of Austria-Hungary unchanged, and further, that the changes in the Near East had created new interests common to the Dual Monarchy and to Italy, and that their policy was leading them together along the path of co-operation, and also that their attitude towards each other tended to preserve the peace of Europe and to assure freedom and equilibrium in the Adriatic.

It is always so. The calm is followed by the storm. At Vienna they were secretly completing their plans for a sudden coup against their neighbours, yet the true facts were known only in our own Intelligence Department in Whitehall, and the information had in turn been sent in a cipher dispatch to the Embassy in Rome.

It was this dispatch which the Ambassador, receiving it one evening from the hand of the Kings messenger, who had brought it in hot haste direct from Downing Street, passed over to Hubert to decipher.

The information was highly alarming, to say the least.

The British secret agent — a responsible Austrian official in the Ministry of War — reported that the great army massed in the Tyrol for manoeuvres was being kept there. A secret order had been issued to the Eighth, Tenth, and Thirteenth Army Corps to concentrate from the Adriatic across to the Danube, and at the same time the Ministry of Marine had issued orders to the navy recalling the Adriatic fleet which had been manoeuvring between Cattaro and Ragusa up to Trieste.

The wireless stations at Sebenico and Pola had been taken over by the navy, and operators placed there sent expressly from the Ministry of Marine in Vienna.

All tended to a secret attack — to war — a war in Europe with dreadnoughts, high explosives, aeroplanes, seaplanes, submarines, and wireless conditions never before imagined either in the wildest dreams of novelists or the ever-active brains of place-seeking party politicians.

Preparations were slowly but surely being made in Vienna, and the blow would surely soon be struck.

For an hour Waldron remained in consultation with his Chief. Then, regardless of Downing Street regulations, and only hoping to prevent the conflagration, he went back to his rooms on the ground floor of the Embassy, scribbled a hasty copy of the secret information, and with it walked direct to the Quirinale.

Events would, he saw, very soon be moving fast.

About six oclock he entered the private room of the Minister of the Royal Household, that cosy, well-remembered apartment in which Ghelardi had discovered him on his knees beside Her Royal Highness. The Minister himself was not in, but his secretary went immediately along to the private apartments and asked His Majesty for audience on Waldrons behalf.

The request was immediately granted, and he was at once shown up the long corridor, past the sentries guarding the door leading to the royal apartments, and on into the Kings private cabinet, where His Majesty, plainly dressed in dark blue serge — for he discarded uniform whenever he could — stood eagerly awaiting him.

Well, Waldron? he exclaimed, stretching out his hand warmly, Ive been expecting you for days. Anything to report — eh?

For answer his visitor drew out the rough memorandum from his pocket, and after brief explanation regarding its source, proceeded to read it.

His Majestys handsome, clear-cut face fell. He grew pale, but remained silent till the end.

Then with his hands behind his back, he strode slowly across the soft carpet to the heavily curtained window and back again.

Twice he paced the room in silence.

Strange, Waldron! he said, pausing and standing before the diplomat. Very strange that you get this information, yet Ghelardi is in ignorance of what is happening?

He may not deem it wise to report to Your Majesty, Hubert suggested.

Wise! he echoed. In the interests of the countrys safety it is his first duty! He reports to me sufficient regarding trivial matters — the irresponsible vagaries of my niece, Lola, and things of that sort. Yet he knows nothing of what is in progress across the frontier, the King cried in anger. Again, he has discovered nothing regarding the theft of those plans. If we could but find out the truth we might easily face our friends in Vienna, and prevent this attack. Diplomacy could avert the explosion even now, if we only knew the identity of the spy.

I have made every inquiry, Your Majesty, but I have, alas! failed.

I can only suppose that the conspiracy must have been formed in our own camp, was the Kings hard remark, and his visitor knew what was passing in His Majestys mind. Though Sovereign, he was not blind to the corruptness of his Ministry. Yet, as monarch, his hands were, alas! tied, or he would have long ago cleaned out the Augean stable.

For an hour he remained with the King, discussing the seriousness of the international situation.

Ah, Waldron, sighed His Majesty, as he stood before the fire, erect, almost statuesque, his face pale and hard-set, my people little know how much responsibility rests upon me, or how heavy is the burden of my duties towards my nation. During these past weeks I have slept but little, and many a night have I passed in here alone, trying to devise some scheme whereby to defeat this secret plot against us. I have learnt how untiring have been your efforts to unravel the mystery of the theft, and I also know that a dastardly attempt has been made upon your life. I know how well and faithfully you have served me, even though I am not your own King. I can only thank you most deeply. Your father was my fathers friend, and you are my friend.

And I trust, even though I have failed to accomplish successfully the mission entrusted to me, that Your Majesty will still allow me to be your most faithful and devoted servant, he replied.

I know you have done your very best, Waldron, and I highly appreciate it, was the Sovereigns earnest reply. Ah! he sighed, if we could only discover the truth concerning those plans. Then, by prompt action, we might save the situation. But alas! it is still a mystery.

Has Your Majesty formed any theory? Hubert asked, after a few moments hesitation.

Only one — that Cataldi may have sought profit to himself.

Hubert Waldron nodded, but no word escaped him.

But how can we prove it — how can we prove it? the King said.

The Englishman shrugged his shoulders. He recollected that sum which had come to the Minister from a mysterious source a few days after the theft. But of that he made no mention to the King. It was, after all, no proof. Only a suspicion.

Therefore, after yet another half an hour, he made his adieu, bowed as he backed out of the room, and then walked home full of gravest reflections.

That same evening he had promised to see off at the station by the Milan express two English ladies who had been guests of Lady Cathcart at the Embassy, and this he did, driving in the car with them, for the Ambassador himself had to be present at an official dinner given by the Minister of Foreign Affairs.

He had bidden the two ladies farewell and the train had moved out of the station upon its long, northward journey when, just as he was about to enter the Ambassadors car, standing in the piazza, he caught sight of a familiar face — that of Henri Pujalet.

Hallo? he cried. Why — you in Rome?

Yes. I arrived only this afternoon, responded Her Highnesss lover, halting and putting out his hand. He was well-dressed, though there seemed to have been some slight attempt to disguise his features. Mademoiselle does not know I am here, he added, so if you see her, please do not mention this meeting. I shall not see her until the day after to-morrow — when we have an appointment to meet.

Very well, laughed Waldron, though, truth to tell, he was consumed by jealousy. Then in reply to a question he told Waldron that he was staying at the Hôtel de Russie, out by the Porta del Popolo, to which place Hubert gave him a lift, afterwards bidding him good evening and driving back to the Embassy.

What further indiscretion, he wondered, was Lola about to commit.

His heart was bursting with unspoken love. Night after night he lay and thought of her in wonder. Though she was in ignorance of it, she was his all-in-all. Since he had been in Rome he had danced attendance upon many women, as it was his duty as diplomat to do; he had laughed and flirted, and danced and gossiped, and kissed many a womans hand, but in his heart he held them all in supreme indifference. His eyes and heart were only gladdened when Her Royal Highness, the scandalously skittish and unconventional, chanced to be present. This was fortunately often the case, and frequently he found himself in cosy corners or in conservatories with her as she whispered merrily behind her fan.

This Frenchman, Pujalet, still knew her by the name she had used in her incognita in Egypt — Lola Duprez. Where, he wondered, would they hold their secret meeting?

He bit his lip in mad jealousy as there arose before his eyes a vision of that far-off oasis of dark palms, the steely sky with the bright stars shining, and of two figures clasped breast to breast.

Peters, as he entered his room, placed the evening paper before him.

Taking it up mechanically he saw a heading: Boots for the Army, and read as follows:

It has just transpired, telegraphs our Berlin correspondent, that the tender for the supply of all boots to the Italian Army for the next three years has been secured by the well-known firm of Steinberg and Klein, of Friedenau, near Berlin. It will be remembered that last year they also secured the contract for supplying tinned meats and leather accoutrements for the expedition to Tripoli. The contract was signed by His Excellency General Cataldi some weeks ago, but has not been made public until to-day. The prices quoted by the English and French firms were lower, but His Excellency, after various tests, decided that the quality of the goods offered by the German firm was distinctly better.

Waldron, with bitter words upon his lips, cast the journal from him viciously.

A letter he opened was from Beatriz, dated from Moscow. She was having a brilliant success at the Opera there, she said. When could they meet?

He tore it into small fragments and cast it into the wastepaper-basket. All thought of the handsome dancer who had used him merely as a stepping-stone to fame had now passed from him. He only remembered her with a feeling of poignant bitterness.

Upon the mantelshelf a large, imposing card of invitation caught his eye. Peters sorted them out, and day by day placed them in that conspicuous spot so that he might be reminded of his engagements.

The presence of the Honourable Hubert Waldron, M.V.O., was requested that night by His Excellency General Cataldi at an official reception at the Ministry of War.

He smiled. Cataldi, the unscrupulous, corrupt member of the Cabinet, who was feathering his nest so comfortably, had, perhaps, hired those two assassins to take his life. And he was invited to his reception. The situation was not without its grim humour.

Yes, he would go. He would watch further this man who was providing the brave, patriotic sons of Italy with uneatable beef and unwearable boots, in order that the Countess Cioni should be provided with funds.

He rung up Pucci on the telephone, telling him where he was going.

You have entrée to the Ministry, Pucci, have you not?

He heard the detective reply in the affirmative.

I may want you. So go there.

I cannot go as guest, signore, came the reply. I will arrange, if you wish, to be on duty as a servant.

Good. And be as near His Excellencys private room as possible. I will meet you there at midnight and give you instructions. The reception is at eleven — after the banquet at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. His Majesty will, no doubt, be there, and other members of the Royal Family.

Benissimo, signore, I shall be in the corridor at midnight, acting as waiter.

Then Hubert rang off, and passing into his bedroom, got into uniform with the aid of the queer, under-sized, hunch-backed little man who, for so many years, had been his faithful servant, and whose father before him had been valet to Huberts father.

At eleven oclock Waldron stood before the long cheval glass arranging his tight uniform collar. Then he placed his decorations exactly at the right angle, settled the hang of his pearl-handled diplomatic sword, and took his white gloves from Peters hand.

His face was dark and clouded. On the one hand he had no desire to meet the corrupt Minister who was bringing disaster and defeat upon his country, while on the other he knew that his Chief expected him to turn up there and be on show, as is the duty of those attached to the Embassies.

His Majesty, too, would be there. What, in face of those words of his concerning His Excellency, could he think? Truly, the head upon which lies a crown must, indeed, be very weary. How little does the general public know of that narrow, glittering, fevered world which, in every capital, surrounds a throne — that world where place-seekers intrigue, where money brings power, where morality is so often scoffed at as antiquated and out-of-date, and where the true, honest love of man and woman is forbidden because of rank and blood.

How little do the readers of our daily Press ever dream of the many bitter romances of love that are to-day being enacted beneath the shadows of the thrones of Europe, for the social columns tell nothing save what those mentioned desire that the world shall know, while the scandals which find their way into print are only the sordid ones. How little, indeed, do the public dream of the hearts which lie broken near the thrones of Europe, of the mad passion, of the steel fetters of royalty, or of the true, honest affection of those beyond the pale. It is only when there is a morganatic marriage, or when a Prince or Princess of the blood-royal renounces their royal rights that that public pause for a second to reflect. And then, alas! they too often put it down to mental derangement.

But the public are in ignorance of the world behind the walls of the royal palace, the pomp, the splendour, the officialdom, and, alas! the constant intrigue.

Only those in the immediate entourage of the Sovereign and the diplomat know the truth. And, after all, it is that little fevered world of its own which rules the greater world outside. And so the Powers of Europe struggle on, one against the other, for wealth and supremacy.

At eleven oclock Hubert Waldrons taxi drove into the great courtyard of the Ministry of War, that huge, handsome building at the other end of the Via Venti Settembre to where the British Embassy was situated.

As he descended, the sentries, noticing his uniform, saluted, and returning their salute, he entered the great vestibule, threw his cloak to one of the gorgeously dressed flunkeys, and with his cocked hat tucked beneath his arm made his way up the great red-carpeted staircase to the first floor where the reception was being held.

As he went up he could hear the tuneful strains of dance music being played above by one of the military bands, bright military uniforms were everywhere, the place, usually so dark and sombre, had been adorned by flowers and palms, and was now brilliantly lit by festoons of coloured electric lamps.

Italy, par excellence the country of the British tourist, has its charm even in its officialdom.

At the top of the staircase stood the Minister himself, His Excellency General Cataldi, resplendent in his brilliant, gold-laced uniform, glittering with decorations, saluting as he received his guests.

Hubert smiled bitterly within himself. He recollected that last occasion when, after travelling many miles, he had seen him driving to the Univers at Tours, and remembered the subsequent conversation when he had accepted the bribe to place brown-paper boots upon the feet of the Italian Army.

He saw that His Excellency wished to behave with great cordiality as he passed. But he merely drew himself up, saluted, and passed on along the corridor.

A second later he found himself face to face with the detective, Pucci, who, in plain evening-clothes as a waiter, came up and bowed, and then, with darkly knit brows, motioned that he desired most anxiously to speak with him.


Chapter Twenty Seven.

Reveals an Intrigue.
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HUBERT WALDRON, A smart figure in his diplomatic uniform, strolled along the corridor, followed at a respectable distance by the neatly-dressed waiter until, at a convenient point, the diplomat halted at the junction of two corridors, as though in doubt. Pucci was at his side in an instant.

I learnt only half an hour ago, signore, that there is a plot against you! he said. Signor Ghelardi is your enemy. You were attacked by the two assassins whom he bribed, but the conspiracy failed. Be careful. Exercise the greatest caution, signore — I beg of you.

This is not news to me, Pucci, replied the diplomat, pretending to button his white glove. I am keeping observation upon His Excellency the Minister, so be near me to-night, and keep a sharp look-out. It is in the personal interests of His Majesty. Is he here?

Si, signore. He arrived a quarter of an hour ago. I saluted him and he recognised me — even in this garb. His Majesty never forgets the faces of those whose duty it is to be his personal guardians.

All right, Pucci. Be near in case I require you — I trust you.

Bene, signore. I shall be there if you want me, never fear, was the reply; of the faithful police agent.

And then the British diplomat strolled up the corridor, leaving the waiter to bustle along in the opposite direction.

Pucci was full of resource. He had been attracted to Hubert Waldron because he had seen that he was a fine, strong character, a man of high ideals, of dogged courage, and of British bull-dog perseverance. Waldron, of the stock that had made the Empire what it is, commanded respect. He was a man of action and of honour. Though clever, far-seeing, and with a keen scent for mystery, yet he was honest, upright, and once he made a friend that friend was his for always. His only fault was that he was too generous towards his friends, or to those who were in want. He would give his last half-sovereign to anyone who told him a tale of poverty.

In this connection he had often been imposed upon. He knew it, but always declared that, after all, he might have done one really charitable action, though others who had told their stories were impostors.

Like most men possessed of keen wits, he had been very badly imposed upon at times. Yet often and often, by his sympathetic feelings, he had spent the greater part of his pay in the relief of real cases of distress.

The Waldrons had ever been charitable, for they were always English gentlemen in the truest sense of the word.

In the great Council Chamber with the huge crystal chandeliers, where the walls were hung with the ancient tapestries brought from the Palazzo Communale at Siena — the chamber in which the sittings of the Council of Defence were held, and where the lost plans had been discussed — the King stood, the brilliant, imposing centre of His Excellencys guests.

The assembly was a somewhat mixed one, though mainly military, and uniforms of every description were there, while every second man wore decorations of one kind or another. The ladies were mostly wives of high officers of State, of prefects and of military men. Yet there was also the usual sprinkling of wives and daughters of deputies and senators. Monte Citorio is always much in evidence in every public function in Italy.

Twice each year was the great imposing Ministry of War — or at least the public portion of it — thronged with officials from every corner of the kingdom, for His Excellency, General Cataldi, sent invitations broadcast, as he found it a cheap way of returning the hospitality daily offered to him — especially as the entertainment was paid for out of the public purse.

Waldron, on entering the Council Chamber, made his bow before His Majesty, and then, after nodding acquaintance with many persons he knew, crossed to where the Princess Luisa was standing in conversation with a stout old General, the commandant on the Alpine frontier. He bowed over her hand, and then all three began to chatter, while a few moments later the secretary, Lambarini, approached and found the little group.

Presently Lola, who was wearing a beautiful gown of pale carnation pink, and who looked inexpressibly sweet as she smiled, bent and whispered to Hubert:

We had better not be seen together to-night, I think. Let us meet to-morrow at noon, out at Frascati, as before. I must see you. It is most important.

Good, he replied. That is an appointment, and bending over her hand he passed across the great apartment, and was soon laughing merrily with Suderman, secretary of the Swedish Embassy.

He was rather annoyed that Lola — whom he had come there expressly to meet — should have ordered him to remain apart from her. What, he wondered, did she fear?

When in her presence, the world was, to him, full of bright gladness, but when they were apart, he only moped in silence and despair.

Did she know the truth, he wondered. Had she, by her womans keen, natural intuition, discovered that he loved her — that he was hers, body and soul?

Though he laughed lightly with the tall, fair-haired Swede at his side, his thoughtful eyes were still upon her, full of supreme admiration. And once she glanced furtively at him, as though in fear, it seemed, and then he saw her accompany the fat old General out into the ante-chamber adjoining.

For half an hour, or more, he remained talking with men and women he knew — the same old weary chatter of which the diplomat serving his country abroad grows so unutterably tired.

Who, of all that gay throng save His Majesty himself, dreamed of the sharp-edged sword of war suspended above them? Who knew of the black peril which threatened the fair land of Italy, or of the carefully prepared plot which her enemies in Vienna had prepared against her.

As Waldron stood chatting with a stout woman in black — the wife of one of the great Hebrew financiers of Genoa, he saw His Excellency enter and take his stand near the King, smiling serenely and bowing graciously to those about him — he, the man who was feeding the army upon tinned meat that had been rejected by the German authorities, and who signed contracts in return for bundles of bank-notes. Ah! what a world is ours!

But alas! is there not corruption in every Ministry of every European Power. What contractor to-day can hope to do a legitimate business without placing apart a sum for palm-oil? Disguise it as you will, business morality is in these days of grab and get-rich-quick, at a very low ebb, for too often, alas! honesty spells bankruptcy.

A pretty young Countess was talking with Hubert as he stood watching His Excellency. Was the General, he wondered, the man who had hired the two ruffians, Merlo and Fiola, to make that murderous attack upon him? Or was it Ghelardi, as the detective, Pucci, had that night declared.

Was it possible that the Chief of Secret Police had now found out the strenuous efforts he was making towards the elucidation of the problem of the stolen plans, and in consequence his jealousy had been aroused.

Of which theory to accept he was utterly undecided.

He was listening to the pretty womans inane chatter, hardly aware of what she said. His mind was far too full of the grave peril of the international situation.

Suddenly his eyes wandered around to find Lambarini. He was there a few moments before, but he seemed to have left and passed into one or other of the ante-rooms. A point had arisen in his mind regarding the plans earlier that evening, and upon it he wished to ask him a question.

The Council Chamber was now hot and stifling, and the mingled odours of the chiffons of the women nauseated him. He would have preferred to be in the quiet comfort of his own rooms, now that Lola had sent him away. Yet was not his duty to be seen at that official reception?

Dawson, the British military attaché, conspicuous in his Guards uniform, came up to him, saying in a low voice:

Hallo, Hubert, you look a bit bored, my dear boy. So am I. Couldnt we clear out, do you think? Im going to play bridge down at the club. Come?

Not to-night, old chap, Hubert answered. I shall stay another quarter of an hour, and then toddle home.

Sure you wont — eh?

No, not to-night. Im tired.

Right-ho! Good night, answered the attaché cheerily, and was next moment lost in the crowd. Waldron pushed his way through the throng into the ante-chamber, vainly searching for Lambarini. Pironti, the unscrupulous secretary of the Minister was there, surrounded by women — wives of officers and others who hoped to secure the mans good graces to procure better appointments for their husbands. In the army it was openly declared that Pironti was necessary in order to secure His Excellencys ear, and many a man had been passed over his superiors heads and given lucrative jobs because Pirontis palm had been crossed by a few bank-notes.

Presently, tired to death of the incessant laughter and chatter, Hubert left by a door which he knew led to a long corridor, which ended with a flight of stairs to the first floor.

On the nights of Ministerial receptions the sentries had orders to allow guests to pass without hindrance and unchallenged throughout the building, therefore, as Hubert ascended the stairs the soldier stood at attention.

Above, was another wide corridor leading right round the first floor to where was situated General Cataldis private cabinet in the centre of the huge, handsome pile overlooking the broad Via Venti Settembre.

To that part of the building few of the guests penetrated, save perhaps some officials who took their wives to see the fine suite of rooms occupied by His Excellency the Minister.

Hubert was still in search of Lambarini, and was wondering if he had gone in that direction.

At some distance down the corridor from the door of His Excellencys private cabinet two sentries, their duties relaxed that night, stood at ease chatting, but as Hubert passed they drew themselves to attention, while around a corner from another corridor which ran at right angles a waiter with a silver salver in his hand hurried by.

The mans face struck Waldron as peculiarly familiar, yet he saw it only for a second, as the man seemed in a great hurry.

It was not Pucci, for he had not seen him since he had first entered the building.

Hubert halted and looked after the receding figure, much puzzled. His clothes did not fit him, for the tails of his dress-coat were too long, and the trousers also were too big. Apparently, he seemed of middle-age, with a short moustache turning slightly grey, yet in his eyes, in that brief second when their glance had met, there was an expression that was familiar.

Who can he be? murmured Hubert to himself. I know him. But for the life of me I cant recollect where weve met before.

The man who travels comes frequently across familiar waiters in all sorts of out-of-the-way places. Therefore, after reflection, he came to the conclusion that it must be a man who had served him somewhere or other in the past.

And he went forward to His Excellencys rooms — that room wherein, on the last occasion, he had discussed the stolen plans with Cataldi and the two secretaries.

No one was nigh. The sentry still stood gossiping at the other end of the corridor. He would enter and have yet another look at that big safe which had been so mysteriously opened, though no one appeared to have entered there.

He turned the handle of the big door of polished mahogany. It yielded noiselessly, and pushing it open, he stood upon the thick, Oriental carpet in the too familiar room.

He halted upon the threshold, scarce believing his own eyes.

Before the Ministers safe — the same one from which the plans had been stolen — stood a woman — Lola!

The safe door stood open, and as he looked he watched her abstract an envelope, which she folded hurriedly with nervous hands and thrust into the breast of her gown, at the same time producing a similar envelope which she put in the place of the one she had stolen.

So noiselessly had he entered that she was all unconscious of his presence.

His heart gave a great bound and he held his breath. His senses were frozen by the amazing and horrifying discovery.

With staring eyes he watched her breathlessly, as with hurried hands she closed the heavy safe door, turned the small key twice and then slipped it into her long white glove, at the same time crushing the stolen envelope deeper down into the breast of her low-cut dress.

For a second she remained motionless. Then she tried the safe door in order to reassure herself that it was securely locked, and turned to leave.

But as she did so a low cry escaped her hard, white lips.

She found herself face to face with Hubert Waldron.


Chapter Twenty Eight.

The Eyewitness.
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PRINCESS!

You! she gasped, staring at him, her face white as death, and clutching at the back of a chair for support.

Yes. I see now why you were so anxious that I should not remain in your company this evening, he said in bitter reproach.

Then — then you know! she cried. You — you saw me!

Yes. I have been watching you, and I can only say that I am surprised to find you tampering with His Excellencys safe! he said in a low, hard tone, while, as ill-luck would have it, old Ghelardi, in uniform, with a glittering star upon his coat, entered the room just at that moment and overheard part of the diplomats words.

Ah! said the crafty Chief of Secret Police, affecting not to have overheard anything. Ah! these assignations — eh?

She raised her hand towards him in a quick gesture, but from her glove, there fell the small key.

Ghelardi stooped and picked it up.

Hallo! he exclaimed, what does this mean, Your Highness? A safe key!

The unhappy girl, white as death, nodded in the affirmative.

The white-haired official stepped across, drew the brass cover aside from the keyhole, and tried the key. It yielded.

And may I ask Your Royal Highness why I find you here, in His Excellencys room, with a key to his private safe wherein, I believe, many secrets of our defences are kept? he asked of her.

I refuse to answer you, Signor Commendatore, was her bold reply, as she drew herself up and faced him. You have no right to question me. I shall answer only to His Majesty for what I have done.

This bold declaration took Hubert aback.

Very well, replied the old man, pocketing the key and smiling that strange, cunning smile of his. Your Highness shall be compelled to answer to him — and without very much delay.

And he turned on his heel and without a word left the room.

Ah! Mr Waldron, she cried, wringing her hands, what must you think of me? I know I have acted very foolishly — that I am mad — that I—

Hush, Princess! he said, his heart full of sympathy for her in her wild distress. You have acted wrongly, it is true — very, very wrongly. Yet I am still your friend. I will see you safely out of this impasse — if you will only allow me. What is that document you have abstracted from the safe?

She made no response, but placing her hand within her breast she very slowly drew it out and handed it to him.

Without opening the envelope he placed it in his pocket. Then taking her hand, he looked long and earnestly into her face and said:

You had better return to the Palace at once, Lola. You are not well. Leave me to settle matters with Ghelardi.

But he will tell the King! she gasped, wringing her hands in despair. What can I say — how shall I explain?

Leave all to me, he urged. But before you go, tell me one thing. Why is Henri Pujalet in Rome?

No, no! she shrieked, do not mention his name. I — ah! no — do not torture me, I beg of you! she went on wildly. Hate me — denounce me as a spy, if you will — revile my memory if you wish — but do not taunt me with the name of that man.

I will see you to your carriage. Come, he urged simply.

She struggled to calm herself, placing her gloved hand upon her beating heart, while the Englishman laid his hand tenderly upon her shoulder in deepest sympathy.

At first he had been horrified at discovering the bitter, amazing truth. But horror had now been succeeded by poignant regret and a determination to suppress, if possible, what must be, if divulged by Ghelardi, as no doubt it would — a most terrible national scandal.

While they were standing together, a Colonel of Artillery and two ladies entered, the former showing them the private cabinet of the head of the War Department. The women recognised the Princess by the decoration she wore at the edge of her bodice, and bowed low and awkwardly before her as she passed out, followed by Hubert.

With hurried steps he conducted her to the main entrance, and at once sent a servant for one of the royal automobiles, saying that Her Royal Highness was not well.

Together they waited in an ante-room almost without speaking. She seemed too nervous and overwrought.

I trust you, Mr Waldron, she said suddenly, looking up into his face. Yet — ah! what can you think of me! How you must scorn and despise me! But — but I hope you will not misjudge me — that — you will make allowances for me — a girl — a very foolish girl?

Do not let us discuss that now, he hastened to reply in a low, hard voice, for he never knew until that moment how mad was his affection for her.

And just then one of the royal flunkeys entered, bowing, to announce that the car was awaiting Her Royal Highness.

Their hands clasped in silence, and she walked out through a line of obsequious servants and down the flight of steps to the royal car.

As she went out a waiter stood behind the line of soldiers drawn up in the great vestibule, watching intently. Unobserved he had followed the pair when they had emerged from His Excellencys private cabinet, and his shrewd eyes had noticed something amiss.

He was the same man who had passed Hubert earlier in the evening and whose face had so puzzled him.

The Englishman, after the royal car had driven away, turned and made his way back in search of Ghelardi.

The discovery held him utterly confounded. What secret was contained in that envelope she had stolen? Why had she a key to the Ministers safe?

As he walked back, his mind tortured by a thousand strange thoughts and curious theories, the mysterious waiter followed him at a respectable distance, watching.

Hubert was wondering what had become of Pucci whom he ordered to be near him, and whom he had not seen the whole evening.

He gained the door of His Excellencys room just as the Chief of Secret Police returned along the corridor.

I have been endeavouring to discover His Excellency, but, unfortunately, I cannot find him anywhere, the old man said. We will open the safe and see what has been taken. It is utterly astounding to me that the Princess Luisa should be revealed as a spy.

I do not think we should condemn her yet, urged Waldron. There may be some explanation.

Explanation! What explanation can there be of a woman who takes advantage of a reception, when the sentries are relaxed, to creep up here, open the safe with a false key, and abstract documents.

I cannot see the motive, declared Waldron.

Ah! but I do. I and my agents have been watching for weeks, he replied, and crossing to the safe he placed the key in the lock and again opened it.

Many formidable bundles of documents were disclosed, lying within, together with the thin envelope with which Lola had replaced the one she had taken.

Waldon took it up and turned it over with curiosity. Then, deliberately tearing it open, he pulled out its contents.

It was, he found to his dismay, only a blank piece of tracing paper!

Ah! that is what she has placed here, after taking out a similar envelope, I suppose, snapped the keen-eyed old man, grasping the situation in a moment. I have suspected this all along — ever since those fortress plans so mysteriously disappeared. And now she has taken another document. I was foolish to allow her to leave with you.

The document — or whatever it is — is in my safe keeping.

You have it! he cried quickly. Please hand it to me.

I shall do no such thing, Commendatore, was Huberts defiant reply.

It is a secret of State, and you, as a foreigner, have no right to its possession!

It has been given to me for safety, and I shall hand it over to His Majesty, and to him alone.

Signor Waldron, I demand it, the old man said angrily, raising his voice as he flung the safe door to with a clang and re-locked it. I demand it — in the name of His Majesty!

And I refuse.

You defy me then?

Yes, I defy you, signore, he replied firmly, his dark eyes fixed upon those of the crafty official.

You are Her Highnesss lover. When the King is made aware of that fact he will show you little graciousness, I assure you, said Ghelardi with a dry laugh.

But you will remain silent upon that point, just as you will remain silent regarding what we have discovered to-night, the Englishman said slowly. No scandal must attach to the Princesss name, remember.

Of course you wish to shield her — for your own ends. She is the spy for whom we have been searching all these weeks. It is she who placed in the hands of the our enemies the truth concerning the new fortifications along the northern frontier.

I refuse to discuss that point, replied Hubert very coldly, but firmly. One thing alone I demand of you, and that is silence — silence most absolute and profound.

It is my duty to inform the King of the whole circumstances.

True, it may be your duty, but it is one that you will not perform, Signor Ghelardi. Think of the terrible scandal throughout Europe if the Press got wind of it! And they must do — if you report officially, and it comes to the ears of His Excellency the Minister. The latter hates the Princess, because she accidentally snubbed the Countess Cioni at the ball at the Palazzo Ginori last week.

That is no affair of mine. Womens jealousies do not concern me in the least. I am charged with the safety of the State against foreign espionage.

Well — in this case youve discovered the truth accidentally, responded the diplomat, and having done so, if you respect your Sovereign and his family, you will say nothing. Further, we may, if we remain silent, be able to obtain more information from Her Highness as to the identity of the person into whose hands the plans fell.

She abstracted them, without a doubt, for she had this duplicate key of the safe, the old man declared.

You will say nothing, I command you.

You! How can you impose silence upon me, pray? he demanded fiercely. You are a foreigner, and you are holding a State secret.

I shall hold it at present for safe keeping.

Then I shall go straight to the King and lay the whole matter before him.

You threatened to do a similar action before, said the other very quietly. I repeat my warning — that silence is best.

Then I tell you frankly that I refuse to heed your warning. It is my duty to my Sovereign to tell him the truth.

Very well — go to him and tell him — at your own peril.

Peril! he echoed. What peril?

The peril at which I have already hinted, Signor Ghelardi, he answered in a low, hard voice. Do you wish me to be more explicit? Well — there is in a village called Wroxham, in Norfolk, a mystery — the murder of a man named Arthur Benyon, a British naval officer — which has never yet been cleared up. One man can clear it up — an eyewitness who is, fortunately, still alive and who knows you. And if it is cleared up, then you, Luigi Ghelardi — who at the time occupied the office of Chief of the German Secret Service, and was directing the operation of the horde of spies who are still infesting East Anglia, will be confronted with certain very awkward questions.

The old mans face went livid. He started at Waldrons words, and his bony fingers clenched themselves into the palms.

Shall I say more? asked the Englishman, after a brief pause, his eyes fixed upon the crafty chief of spies. Shall I explain how Arthur Benyon, an agent of the British Intelligence Department, was attacked one summer night after sailing on the Norfolk Broads, being shot in cold blood, and his body flung into the river — how the revolver was thrown in after him, and how, half an hour later, a man, dusty and breathless, gained a car that had been waiting for him and drove through the night up to London. And the fugitive was yourself — Luigi Ghelardi!

He paused.

And shall I describe the hue and cry raised by the police: how at the inquest a man named James, employed on a wherry, made a queer statement that was not believed, and how you left London next day and returned to Germany? Shall I also describe to you what the eyewitness saw — and—

No! cried the man hoarsely. Enough! enough!

Then give me that safe key and remain silent. If not, I shall also do my duty and explain to the King those circumstances to which I have just referred.

Ghelardi reluctantly drew the key from his pocket, and having handed it to the Englishman, passed to the door in silence, staring in horror at the man who had so unexpectedly levelled such a terrible accusation against him.

He knew that Hubert Waldron held all the honours in that game. In his eyes showed a wild, murderous look.

Yes, he would treat the man before him as he had treated the Englishman, Benyon — seal his lips as he had sealed his own — if only he dared!

But Hubert Waldron, his hand upon the hilt of his uniform-sword, only bowed as the other slowly passed out. He knew now the reason why those two men, Merlo and Fiola, had been bribed to encompass his end.


Chapter Twenty Nine.

Reveals the Bondage.
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ON HIS RETURN home Hubert sat at his table, and very carefully broke open the stolen envelope.

To his surprise, he found that it merely contained several pieces of tracing linen upon which were many lines, angles, and numbers, all of which were quite unintelligible.

There were four small sheets, each about twelve inches square and as far as he could make out, they related to certain plans — or else they were plans in themselves. The scale seemed very small; therefore, after a long examination, he came to the conclusion that they must form the key to other plans, and had been reduced purposely, so that they could not be used without considerable preparation.

If they formed a key, this, no doubt, would be done in order that no improper use might be made of them.

The four pieces of tracing linen were practically covered with cabalistic signs and numbers, short lines, long lines, and all sorts of carefully ruled angles at various degrees. Yet there was nothing whatever upon them to show what they were.

There, during the night, beneath his shaded reading-lamp he strove to puzzle out their import.

Upon one he discovered that the various calculations appeared to be heights in metres and centimetres, and certainly in another were measurements concerning reinforced concrete.

Suddenly a startling thought flashed across his mind. The plans of the new fortresses on the Austrian frontier had been stolen, but as far as he could gather no use had been made of them. True, the army of Austria-Hungary had been mobilised and was held in secret, hourly ready for attack. Yet no formal representations had been made from the Vienna Foreign Office to Rome, and all inquiries had failed to establish that the reason of the secret mobilisation was actually due to the alleged act of war on the part of Italy.

Was it possible, therefore, that the plans stolen were worthless and conveyed nothing without that neatly executed key which lay spread on the blotting-pad before him? Would Her Highness, when she met him next day, reveal to him the truth?

For the present he had imposed silence upon his enemy, the crafty old Ghelardi. But how long would that last — how long before Italy, and indeed the whole of Europe, rang with the terrible scandal of a Royal House!

That night he locked away the envelope with its precious contents safely in his steel dispatch-box and still in his clothes, cast himself upon the bed to sleep. But it was already nearly five in the morning, and he failed even to close his eyes.

The discovery of Lolas treachery had utterly bewildered and unnerved him. Surely she could not want money — and the temptation of money alone makes the traitor. He loved her still. Yes, after that first revulsion of feeling at the moment when he had caught her in the very act it had become more than ever impressed upon him that by her sweetness and beauty she held him in her toils — that he loved her with a mad, profound passion, a deep and tender love, such as he had never before experienced, not even in the case of that brilliant-eyed Andalusian who had been so near dragging him down to his ruin.

Ay, he loved her, even though the bitter truth how stood revealed in all its naked hideousness. Yet, alas! he could not tell her of his love. No. He dare not! Between them there existed a wide barrier of birth that was of necessity unsurmountable. She, a princess of the blood-royal, could never be permitted to marry a mere diplomat, any more than she could marry the man to whom she had given her heart, Henri Pujalet.

Thoughts of the latter brought reflections that he was in Rome. That fact was very curious, to say the least.

Had not the Frenchman urged him to keep his presence a secret from Lola? Why? He had, he said, arranged to meet her.

Feelings of the most intense jealousy and hatred arose within Huberts heart, for did he not remember that passionate love-scene he had witnessed beneath the palms in far-off Wady Haifa.

At nine oclock the telephone bell rang, and he replied to it.

It was Renata, Lolas maid, who explained that Her Highness would be unable to go out to Frascati, but would call upon him at noon — an appointment which he eagerly confirmed.

Just before eleven Waldron called upon General Cataldi and was shown at once into the Ministers private room.

Without much preliminary he said in Italian:

I am anxious to know whether another document of very great importance has disappeared from Your Excellencys safe?

The General looked at him keenly, in wonder at his meaning.

I confess I scarcely follow you, he replied.

Well, I have suspicion that, during the reception last night another valuable confidential document was abstracted — an envelope containing several sheets of tracing linen.

His Excellency, quickly taking the safe key attached to his watch-chain, rose eagerly and opened the big steel door.

Yes, he gasped, turning pale, its gone! What do you know about it, signore?

No, laughed the Englishman; this is not quite so serious, for though it was actually stolen last night I already have it safe in my possession.

You!

Yes. I recovered it. But first please tell me to what the tracing refers.

Why, to the plans of our new fortresses along the Austrian frontier, was his prompt reply. I doubt if they would be understood without that key. Pironti declares they would be valueless.

Then the same person who stole the key would have stolen the original plans — eh?

Without a doubt. Who was the thief? You know, signore! I can tell it from your face.

True, I do know, but at present Your Excellency must excuse me if I remain silent. I hope in His Majestys interest — indeed in the interest of the Italian nation to be able to avoid a scandal.

But surely you can tell me in confidence. Signor Waldron, the General protested. The plans disappeared and I know from my own personal observations that His Majesty held me in suspicion, as responsible for their safe keeping.

No suspicion can further attach to you, General Cataldi, the Englishman assured him, nor to your secretary. But I have called to ascertain exactly the nature of the key plans.

I am much relieved if suspicion has been lifted from my shoulders, signore, was the Generals reply. I know that both you and our friend, the Commendatore Ghelardi suspected that someone in the Ministry had connived at this act of espionage.

The theft has been committed by a person outside the Ministry.

Who — do tell me who, signore, he cried eagerly.

Not at present. I can say nothing. I am only here to obtain further information, so that I may make a complete report to His Majesty and explain of what assistance Your Excellency has been to me.

The General — the man who had accepted bribes from every quarter — hesitated for a few seconds. This man whom he had hitherto regarded as his enemy was, he thought, evidently his friend, after all!

The tracings of the key were purposely upon a smaller scale, so that they would have to be enlarged by photography, or re-drawn, to be of any use, he said. Three days ago they were examined by the Committee of National Defence in view of the theft of the plans themselves; my secretary placed them in the safe prior to being returned to the Department of Fortifications.

Then I take it that the missing plans are quite useless to any outsider without the measurements and calculations upon the key?

That is so.

You have never stated this before, remarked Waldron in surprise.

No question has been put to me.

But the plans were stolen and the consequences extremely grave.

And Ghelardi has been in search of the thief. He is no friend of mine, said the General with an expressive smile.

Hence you have not mentioned the key — eh? His Excellency smiled again in the affirmative. Then, if the key is safe, the plans are, after all, useless?

Exactly, Signor Waldron. Indeed I question whether a foreign Power could make out what new construction were intended — and certainly they could not — without the tracings you refer to — discover the strength of the armaments of the forts.

Then that is all I require to know at present, Hubert said, and a few moments later, as Pironti entered, he took his leave.

At noon he was standing in his room when the crooked-backed Peters ushered in Her Royal Highness. She was dressed smartly, but neatly, in deep black, with a large hat which suited her admirably, though her face was white as paper.

I was unable to go out to Frascati, she explained, as she put out her gloved hand to him. So I thought it better to risk being seen and to call on you, Mr Waldron.

The door was closed and they stood alone.

His eyes were fixed upon her, and for some seconds he did not reply.

Lola, he said at last, I — I really hardly know what to say. The whole affair of last night is too terrible for words.

I know, Mr Waldron. Ah! I — I feel that I cannot face you, for what excuse can I make? I have no excuse — none whatever.

But why in Heavens name have you betrayed your country — why have you placed yourself so utterly and entirely in the hands of your enemies? he cried in blank dismay.

Because — ah! because I have been compelled.

Compelled to hand Italys secrets over to the hands of her enemies? he asked in bitter reproach.

Yes. But, at the time, I was in ignorance of what I was doing — of the fateful consequences — until, alas! too late.

And then?

Then, when I realised what! Had done — when I knew that I had made such a terrible mistake, and, further, that you were in search of the thief, I became horrified. Ah! you do not know what I have suffered — how horrible, how awful it has all been; in what constant dread I have lived all these long months, forced as I was to betray my country which I love.

Forced — what do you mean? he asked with a very grave look.

I was forced, because I was utterly helpless, she gasped, her gloved hand upon the back of a chair to steady herself. Last night I failed, because — because of you, Mr Waldron, and that failure means to me but one thing — death — death by my own hand!

He stared at her, starting at her strange words. Why, what do you mean, Lola? he asked quickly. Are you really in your right senses that you should say this?

I tell you quite openly and frankly, that I have come this morning to see you, because of my promise of last night — but it is to see you for the last time. Now, when I leave you I shall go back, and before to-day is out, I shall have bidden farewell to you — and to all!

No, no. You are not yourself to-day, he said. You — a Royal Princess — contemplating suicide! Its absurd! Think of the terrible scandal — of your family, of the Royal House.

The scandal would be greater, if I dared to live and face exposure.

But why face exposure?

There is no other way. Last night, just as I was within an ace of releasing myself from the terrible bondage, you entered and discovered the disgraceful truth. Ghelardi, too, knows it. He will tell His Majesty — for he hates both you and I, as you well know.

Your Highness may rest absolutely assured that he will say no word to the King — he dare not.

Dare not? Why? Ghelardi will dare anything.

He will not dare to utter a syllable regarding the events of last night, said Waldron. Therefore this affair remains between you and me.

And he looked her straight in the face, much pained at that tragic interview.

Be frank with me, Lola — do! he urged after a moments pause. Tell me the real truth, and I may yet be able to save the situation.

No, she cried, wringing her hands frantically. You cannot. I have come to bid you good-bye — you, my good friend. Ah! I have been too foolish; I have disregarded all good counsels, and have gone down — down to my death! Yet only; because I have loved. Had I not had the misfortune to have been born a princess I should have loved and been happy. But, alas! happiness is impossible for me, unfortunate as I am — only death — death!

And she stood, her white nervous lips moving in silence, her fine eyes fixed straight before her as though looking into the Unknown, horrified, transfixed.


Chapter Thirty.

Mijoux Flobecq.
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LOLA, HE CRIED at last, unable to stand the sight of her tears and despair, and equally unable to restrain — himself longer. Lola! Let me help you — let me know the real facts, however ugly they may be — and I will get you out of this difficulty! I implore you to do this, because — ah! you force me to confess to you, though I have believed myself strong enough to preserve my secret — because I love you!

She started quickly and drew back, staring at him in surprise through her tear-dimmed eyes.

You! she gasped.

Yes, he answered in a quick, low whisper, grasping her small hand in his. I know that I have no right to speak to you thus, but I cannot hold my secret longer. My love for you is forbidden, and besides I know, alas! too well, that your affection is centred upon another — Henri Pujalet — the man who loves you.

Mention of her lovers name seemed to electrify her. She snatched away her hand, turned her head and ejaculated:

No, no. Do not mention that mans name, I beg of you?

This caused Hubert considerable surprise. Was it actually possible that they had quarrelled? He recollected that Pujalet had told him that he had come to Rome to meet her.

I regret, Lola, if I have annoyed you, he said quickly in deep apology, but the fact remains that I love only you — you, my love!

You have forgotten your Spanish dancer — eh? she asked in a strange tone of reproach.

I took your advice, was his simple reply; and in doing so I gradually grew to love you, Princess, yet knowing that my affection could only bring me, a lonely man, grief, pain and despair.

She was silent. Her little, white-gloved hand was again in his, and he had raised it reverently to his lips.

Ah! that was to him a moment of extreme ecstasy, for her hand lay inert and he saw that though her head was turned to conceal her emotion, her chest heaved and fell convulsively. She was sobbing.

He placed his arm tenderly about her small waist, and slowly she turned her tear-stained face to his. Their gaze met, but no second glance was needed to show that the passionate affection was reciprocated, though it remained unspoken, unacknowledged.

For some moments he held her in his strong, manly embrace, and though no word passed between them their two hearts beat in unison.

Alas! it was but a false paradise. Yet are not our lives made up of such? And we, all of us, are prepared to sacrifice years of weariness and of grief for five brief minutes of sweet illusion.

He did not speak. He knew not what to say. The serious nature of that theft on the previous night he realised, alas! too well. Had that intricate key plan passed from her hand, then the whole truth would have been out, and Europe must have been suddenly aflame.

As it was, his duty remained towards her, to strive to stifle the scandal and prevent the story either reaching the Kings ears or becoming public property.

Cataldi knew that the key had been stolen, and would probably inform His Majesty, in which case Hubert would be hastily summoned to audience and closely questioned.

In such circumstances what could he explain? Ay, what?

For fully five minutes the pair stood there motionless, save that with his hand he had softly stroked her cheek. Then, unable to repress the passion that arose within his bursting heart, he bent until his lips touched hers in a fierce, passionate caress.

She turned her great, expressive eyes upon his, those eyes that were so deep and fathomless, and sighed heavily as he kissed her. Her beautiful head was thrown back, displaying her slim white throat, around which was a thin platinum chain from which was suspended a tiny platinum locket encrusted with diamonds, a gift of the Tzarina. She was inexpressibly sweet and refined, her soft beauty seeming the more perfect as she stood there inert in the mans strong arms.

Again his lips met hers. Then to his boundless joy he felt that, at the same instant she kissed him in return.

Yet next second, as though annoyed that she should have flung discretion to the winds, she gently disengaged herself from his embrace, saying in a low, pained voice:

No, Hubert — I — I mean Mr Waldron — this is madness. I — we can never be anything but friends, alas! though I—

She broke off short, and hot tears again filled her splendid eyes.

Then, covering her face suddenly with her hands, she burst into a fit of sobbing.

Hubert crossed and turned the key in the door in case Peters might enter.

Then, returning to her, he strove to comfort her. He implored her, with all the pleading he could summon, to reveal to him the whole story of the plans and the reason she had abstracted them.

But she gravely shook her head, and still preserved a resolute silence.

The man stood bewildered. He saw himself in a terrible quandary. Within a few hours the King might get to know, or Cataldi might inadvertently mention the mysterious theft of the key plan.

The Press — and more especially the scurrilous section of it on the Continent — has an ingenious way of ferreting out details regarding scandals which is gravely disconcerting to those who are trying to suppress them.

Of his love Hubert Waldron made no further mention. Her mild reproof held him tongue-tied. He knew, alas! too well, the bitter truth of her simple remark. They could never be more than friends, for she must marry a Prince of the blood-royal. The pride of the Royal House of Savoy would never admit or sanction a morganatic marriage.

For fully another quarter of an hour she remained there. He saw, however, upon her face traces of tears, and when she grew calmer he opened the door of his room, into which she passed, and there bathed her eyes with eau-de-Cologne.

When she again emerged she was her old self, though still very pale and nervous, and just before one oclock she drew on her long gloves and, taking up her blue, morocco hand-bag which bore the royal cipher in gold, bade him a low, half-whispered Addio.

Not farewell, he said, bending and kissing her hand. Keep a stout heart, Lola. Do nothing rash. Act with great caution and discretion, and I, on my part, will do all I can to preserve silence. She shook her head despairingly.

That does not remove the terrible stigma upon me, she said. It does not remove my guilt! And with those words upon her white lips she passed through the door which Hubert unlocked for her and down the stairs to the busy street; he following in silence.

In order not to attract notice she would not allow him to call a vettura, but preferred to walk. Therefore, slipping out of the door with another whispered adieu, she was instantly lost to his sight.

When he returned upstairs the telephone bell was ringing, and he responded.

He heard the detective, Pucci, speaking.

You missed me, signore — eh? he said cheerily, though the voice sounded far away. I am at Orvieto — at the Hôtel Belle Arti — eighty miles from Rome. I could not communicate with you before leaving. Can you come here? It is most important. I cannot leave.

Neither can I, Waldron replied. Why have you gone to the country?

I am keeping observation upon a friend of yours, signore.

A friend of mine! Who?

The gentleman whom you spoke with at the station in Rome last night — a foreigner.

Waldron started. Could he mean Henn Pujalet?

A Frenchman?

Si, signore. His behaviour was curious, therefore I came here with him. I have made a discovery. Will you come here? If you leave by the two-eighteen from Rome — the Milan express — you can be here soon after five. I would return to Rome but I have no one here whom I can trust to follow if he leaves, Pucci explained.

Waldron felt that in the circumstances to leave Rome was impossible — and yet on further reflection he saw that if the King summoned him to audience would it not be best to be absent from the capital and thus gain time for action? The brigadier, Pucci, was not a man ever to follow false scents. He must have discovered something gravely mysterious. Was it possible that he had found out that the elegant Frenchman was the lover of Princess Luisa!

He had only a few seconds to make up his mind. Very well, Pucci. If you think it necessary I will leave by the train you mention. Meet me at the station.

Benissimo, signore, answered the voice faintly dying away, as it does upon some trunk-telephone lines.

Waldron tried to question him further, when the querulous voice of the female clerk at the Exchange declared that the time was up, and promptly cut him off without further ceremony. Telephone operators are no respecters of persons, whether one Is in Paris, Pekin, Petersburg, or Paddington.

Swallowing a sandwich at the station buffet, and travelling without luggage, Hubert Waldron entered a first-class compartment of the express, which that afternoon was well-filled by foreigners leaving Rome for the north — the reason being that the Roman season, now over, Society was making for Paris and London, as fast as it could. There is always a headlong rush at the end of the season, be it in Egypt, on the Riviera, from Algeria or from any French or German watering-place. It is always helter-skelter to the capitals, regardless of comfort or of expense, and the Compagnie des Wagons-lits reaps a rich harvest always.

The journey from Rome up the wooded valley of the winding Tiber, through a country rich in ruins of the ancient Etruscans, lay through the real heart of Italy, delightfully picturesque, yet for Hubert in his state of mind it held no attraction. He sat in the compartment together with two elderly Englishwomen of the quiet, pension type, and a young and rather foppish German student, impatient to meet the detective, and hear from him the result of his observations.

Orte, high up amid its most delightful surroundings, was passed at last, and then, after several stoppages — though the train was termed an express — Orvieto, situate upon the top of its steep rock was reached, a Gibraltar on land, an invulnerable fortress in the days of the Etruscan League, and in mediaeval times a great stronghold of the Guelphs, and often affording refuge to the Popes.

The station lay below the town, which latter was reached by a funicular railway through a long, dark tunnel beneath the fortress. And upon the platform, as the train ran in, Hubert discerned a rather insignificant-looking man in shabby black and somewhat down at heel — a man at whom no one would cast a second glance. It was the brigadier, Pucci.

Hubert descended and crossed towards him, but to his surprise the detective turned away and did not appear to recognise him.

Indeed Pucci hurried off quickly as though business had called him elsewhere, and ere the diplomat could approach he was already out of the station.

In a secluded corner, away from the view of other arriving passengers, the detective halted, saying with relief:

Madonna mia, signore! That was a narrow escape of being detected.

Why? inquired Hubert in surprise.

Why, did you not see who arrived by the train with you?

No, replied the Englishman. I was not watching.

Her Royal Highness the Princess Luisa alighted from your train.

Her Highness? he gasped utterly dumbfounded.

Yes; but I hope she has not seen you, Pucci remarked dubiously.

Then Pujalet is here — still at the hotel, said Hubert, for he at once realised the object of Lolas visit there.

Si, signore. Presently I will tell you what I have by the merest chance discovered, Pucci replied. But we must be extremely wary — or the Princess may see us. She is evidently on her way to the hotel to meet your friend the Frenchman. We will let her go, and follow quickly afterwards. Last night a complot was afoot — some desperate plot — But my suspicions were aroused, and by some action of yours — I know not what — it was frustrated.

But what do you know, Pucci? Hubert Waldron demanded breathlessly. Tell me quickly.

I will tell you presently — after we have ascertained the motive of this journey of Her Highness, replied the detective quietly. Ah! I am glad you have come here, Signor Waldron. There is something in progress which is an entire mystery to me — something which I believe that you alone will be able to explain.

But you have said there was a plot which was frustrated last night. Of what was its nature? The detective did not reply. His head was turned towards the roadway, which his quick eyes were watching intently.

Her Highness has gone up to the hotel, he said. Let us hasten and watch. I will explain all later. Come — we have not time to lose. This fellow, Flobecq, is a very slippery customer.

Flobecq! echoed Hubert Waldron, starting in amazement.

Yes. His name is Flobecq, yet I suppose that is not the name by which you know him — eh?

Flobecq! gasped Hubert Waldron. You are dreaming. Surely that is not his name.

Yes, signore, I tell you it is. His name is Mijoux Flobecq!


Chapter Thirty One.

The Bond Revealed.
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THE WHOLE AFFAIR last night was a complete fiasco, thanks to you!

I know it, alas!

And all through your infernal friendship with Waldron?

I cannot help it. I did my very best, Henri.

Your best! sneered the Frenchman. You actually allowed him to take the tracings from you when you already had them in your possession! Faugh! It is all too childish.

Childish! Lola echoed in anger. Ah, yes, I know. What affection have you now for me — you who declared that you were mine — that—

Love is out of the question, the man replied brutally. With me it is a matter of business. We must all live. You — a Royal Princess — are in no want. I, agent of the Foreign Office at Vienna, am in constant want of money. You gave me plans that were useless. I merely asked you to contrive to obtain for me the missing tracings.

In return for my letters to you! she cried, in bitter reproach.

But the man merely laughed as he replied:

Have I not told you, my dear Lola, it is with me purely a matter of finance, not of sentiment. They were together in a small, plainly furnished sitting-room on the first floor of the mediaeval Palazzo Bisenzi, now occupied by the Hôtel Belle Arti, in ignorance that every word spoken could be overheard by the Englishman and his companion.

The two latter were listening intently at the door of an adjoining room — for in Italian hotels the communicating doors are always an invitation to the eavesdropper. The old place had frescoed walls and ceilings, and in some rooms the floors were of marble.

And because I have failed, you will carry out your disgraceful threat — eh? You told me so on the telephone this morning, she asked in a low, nervous voice.

You have failed purposely — because you did not intend that I should gain knowledge of that military secret. I know how strenuously active that English friend of yours has been in endeavouring to elucidate the mystery of the theft — and now, thanks to you, he has succeeded, replied Mijoux Flobecq, alias Henri Pujalet, the well-known spy of Austria — the man to whom, though young, the authorities in Vienna had practically entrusted the direction of her wide network of spies across the face of Europe. So cleverly had he concealed his identity that even Ghelardi — the great Ghelardi, whose boast it was that he knew every secret agent of importance in Europe — had been utterly unaware that Henri Pujalet and Mijoux Flobecq were one and the same!

Hubert had long ago heard him spoken of as a man whose phenomenal successes in espionage had been most remarkable for their cleverness, ingenuity, and daring. The foreign policy of the Austro-Hungarian Empire had practically been based upon his reports — as that of Italy was based upon those of Luigi Ghelardi — and in every chancellerie in Europe the name of Flobecq was synonymous of all that was crafty, cunning, and unscrupulous.

The official head of Austrias Secret Service was a stout and rather slow-speaking, plethoric man of middle-age, who had graduated under Azeff in Russia, and who was well-known to Ghelardi. But Mijoux Flobecq was a man of meteoric fame, a man who had recently come to be regarded in almost legendary light as one of the most remarkable of the unseen and unknown characters in European espionage.

There are several others, Bylandt of Berlin, Captain Hetherington of London, Gomez of Petersburg, and the mysterious and elusive Monsieur X. of the Quai DOrsay. Diplomats know them by name, and are too well aware of their successes. But not one of them has ever been identified in the flesh.

Lola uttered a loud protest against the allegation that she had purposely played into the Englishmans hands, and then turned and reproached him bitterly for his heartless and brutal treatment.

I have failed through no want of tact, she cried. Was it not clearly to my own advantage to preserve my honour — now, alas! that you stand revealed in your true light — that I should act as you directed and become a thief?

You used the safe key I gave you with great success on the first occasion—

Because I was in ignorance of the terrible gravity of my action, she interrupted. You told me that the plans were of no real consequence, but if you could obtain them it would put you in the good graces of your firm in Paris. You told me that your firm were Government contractors who were seeking to learn certain details in order that they might tender to our Ministry for the construction of the forts. I never dreamed the truth. I had no idea that you were Mijoux Flobecq, the spy of Austria! Not until three days after I had handed you the plans were my suspicions aroused by some remark which His Majesty dropped while speaking with General Cataldi after one of the State banquets. Then, making a few inquiries in secret, aided by my friend, Pietro Olivieri, I was horrified to discover the ghastly truth, she said. I found that you — the man who had declared your profound love for me — had practised a most wicked deception. You had induced me to hand over one of the most important of our State secrets to our enemies in Vienna!

It was useless without the key, he remarked, quite unaffected by the bitterness of her reproach.

I committed a theft for which others were suspected, because of my love for you, she went on in a low, hard tone. You, as Henri Pujalet, had very cleverly led me to believe you had no idea that I was any other than Lola Duprez, niece of old Jules Gigleux of Paris. Yet you knew my real identity all the time! You had laid your plans cleverly, and made me believe that you spoke the truth when you swore undying devotion to me. For nearly nine months you made pretence to love me, and wrote me many letters, to which I naturally responded. Our stolen interviews took place in many cities, but you had always one fixed idea — the coup which you would one day make with my assistance. At last, on that occasion when at midnight I met you on the road to Tivoli, you put before me a proposition. To save you from bankruptcy, and in order that your position might be assured with your firm in Paris, you begged me to obtain the plans of those frontier fortresses — to steal them! You had, it seemed, intimate inside knowledge of all the arrangements at our Ministry of War. You actually described the very portfolio in which they were kept, and knew the very hour at which they would be placed in the Ministers safe, to which you even gave me a duplicate key.

The man only laughed aloud at her chagrin.

I now know how you had met General Cataldi at Biarritz, and had, by a clever ruse, taken a wax impression of his safe key, and how, indeed, for months you had been contemplating the theft, feeling certain that my love for you would be strong enough to induce me to fall your helpless victim. Well, I fell. Yes, I believed in you, Henri — believed that you really loved me. I sacrificed all for your sake. But it never crossed my mind that your love was only a hollow pretence, that you were fooling me with your soft-spoken speeches, and that you were the enemy of my country or a professional spy.

You could have had me arrested, he laughed. Why didnt you?

Ah, when I realised what I had done I begged you to return the plans I had stolen. Mr Waldron conveyed my imploring message to you in Brussels and what was your reply? That I must remain silent — that the key plan was wanted — and that if I did not consent to help you to obtain it you would hand over my letters to you for publication in the Matin!

That is exactly what I intend now to do, was his cold reply. Our bargain was that I would return your letters on condition that you obtained the tracings of the key.

I failed to do that, she cried frantically. I was detected.

By Waldron. Because you intended that you should be caught in the act, and thus prevented from carrying out your part of the contract.

But surely you will give me back my letters! she implored eagerly. You will not hound me — a helpless girl — to death by my own hand! I could not bear the exposure, for the honour of my House.

You should have thought of all that before, he laughed mockingly. The bargain was fair enough, and you accepted readily.

Because I could not bear exposure. Think what the publication of those letters will mean to me. In them I have admitted committing a theft. I — a Royal Princess — have betrayed my own country?

You are not the first woman who has sacrificed her life for her love, he answered, quite regardless of her emotion.

But have you no pity for me, no remorse? she cried in frantic despair.

I repeat that, to me, this is not a matter of sentiment. All I required was the cipher key plan — which you actually had in your possession and gave up to Waldron. I was in the Ministry that night in the garb of a waiter. I watched him follow you into the Ministers private cabinet, and I saw Ghelardi go in later. He came out, and presently you came out with Waldron. I followed you both down to the vestibule, but from your faces I knew that you had been discovered.

Yes, Mijoux Flobecq, she cried in sudden defiance, the game is up, and the honour of Italy is saved. The timely entry of Mr Waldron into that room has averted a European war!

And brought exposure and disaster upon yourself, answered the man in harsh tones. Within a week from to-day Europe will read in the Paris Press a most interesting correspondence which will reflect anything but honour upon the Royal House of Savoy.

Then you really intend to crush me, and send me to my death — eh?

I intend to act exactly as I have said, was the fellows firm response. When my mind is made up I never alter it.

So this is how you repay me for all my sacrifice for you — eh? she asked with poignant bitterness, and a catch in her voice which was distinctly audible by the two men listening.

The brute, whispered Waldron loudly to his companion. He shall answer to me for this!

But I appeal to you, she implored; I—

It is useless. I gave you an excellent opportunity of recovering your letters, but you have not taken it. The bargain, I repeat, was a fair and straightforward one. You wanted your letters — I wanted the key plan. But— and he hesitated as though a sudden suggestion had crossed his mind. Just wait a few moments. I have forgotten something in my room. I will not be a minute or two — and then we can resume this highly interesting conversation.

And the two men listening breathlessly heard the door open and shut, and then the silence was broken only by Lolas low, despairing sobs within.


Chapter Thirty Two.

Through the Night.
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A QUARTER OF an hour passed, but the spy of Austria did not return.

Both Waldron and the detective stood in wonder near the door conversing in low whispers.

Nearly half an hour went by, and they could only hear Her Highness pacing the room in her mad despair. Yet Flobecq had not returned.

Is it possible that he could have overheard my threat of vengeance! exclaimed the Englishman to his companion. Has he suspected that the conversation has been heard and left the hotel?

Madonna mia! He may have done, signore, Pucci replied. He is a most alert person.

Go out and make inquiry. I will remain here. He knows me.

He knows me also, laughed the Italian. I kept observation upon him once in Livorno, where he was conducting some negotiations regarding the purchase of plans of two of our battleships being built in Orlandos yard. That is why I have recognised him. He scented danger on that occasion and fled.

Just as he has now done, I fear, said Hubert. Go quickly and make inquiries.

Ten minutes later the brigadier re-entered and said excitedly:

Hes gone! He had a motor-car awaiting him round in the Via del Duomo. It was a strange car, a long, grey, open one, they say. It had been waiting an hour. The chauffeur was a Frenchman. They left by the Porta Maggiore, and have evidently taken the direction of Bolsena. He took his hand-bag with him, and left a fifty-lire note for his hotel bill.

Then he must have overheard me! gasped Waldron dismayed. By Jove! hes got away, and with the Princesss letters in his possession. What bad luck!

By this time, of course, Pucci was aware of the whole circumstances.

Hubert Waldron was a man of action. Without a seconds hesitation he rapped at the door of the next room, and confronting Lola, who almost fainted at his sudden and unexpected appearance, explained how he had followed her, and listened to the tragic story as revealed by her conversation with the notorious Mijoux Flobecq.

Then you know, Mr Waldron! You know all! she gasped, her face pale as death.

Everything, he answered hastily. They were alone together, for Pucci had gone out to hire a car. But I have no time to lose. The spy has escaped us, and we must follow instantly if we are to be successful in preventing this exposure. Return at once to Rome, and behave just as though nothing whatever had happened. Trust in me, Lola, he said, and looking straight into her eyes he took her small hand gently in his, and raised it in reverence to his lips.

Yes, she whispered in a low, intense voice. You are my only friend, Mr Waldron. I will put my entire trust in you.

Then addio — for the present, he said hastily. I have not a second to spare. I will do all I can to save you from exposure and scandal, Lola. So remain calm, and leave all to me.

I do — I do, she answered frantically. Ah! what should I do at this moment without your kind aid?

No, no, he protested, again bowing and kissing her hand in his courtly manner.

He dared not kiss her upon the lips, though he was sorely tempted.

Au revoir, he said. Return to Rome as soon as ever you can, I beg of you. Fear nothing from either Ghelardi or this spy who has vanished.

And he hurried out, down the wide stone stairs of the great prison-like old palace, a fortress in the days of the Cinquecento, but now turned into an albergo.

Pucci stood below. A car would be round in ten minutes — the best and most powerful he could obtain. But of hire cars in the remote town of Orvieto not much could be expected, therefore when half an hour later they found themselves speeding in the twilight through the hills and dales of the white, dusty road towards the Lake of Bolsena they were not surprised to find that the engine had a nasty knock, and its firing distinctly bad.

The chauffeur, a dark, beetle-browed young man of the debonair giovanotto type, had, however, entered fully into the spirit of the chase, and was travelling with all speed, following the tracks of Flobecqs car, which could be distinctly discerned in the thick white dust.

In the little town of Bolsena, beside the lake, they ascertained that a grey car had come swiftly through, and had turned to the right at the waters edge, taking the road which at the end of the lake branched in two directions, one leading westwards to the sea at Orbetello, forty-five miles or so as the crow flics, or about ninety by road, while the other led direct north, the highway to Siena and Firenze.

It had now grown too dark to see the tracks in the dust, therefore taking their head-lamps they made careful examination of the road, but, alas! upon both they saw motor tracks which seemed in that uncertain light to be exactly similar.

Truly Mijoux Flobecq was an elusive person.

In that, one of the wildest and most unfrequented parts of Italy, where even to-day the motorist is lucky if he is not stoned, and where the peasantry are uncouth and hardly civilised, a night journey was not at all inviting.

After a brief consultation they both agreed that the most probable intention of the fugitive — if his suspicions had been aroused, as was most likely — would be to go north, join the railway on the main line to Florence, and probably get out of the country immediately, carrying with him the Princesss letters.

The coup had failed, and Lola knowing him to be a spy, might reveal the truth. Flobecq was wary enough to foresee such an awkward eventuality. Hence his headlong flight, which had, no doubt, been cunningly arranged, as were all his rapid journeys.

Hubert was just about to mount into the car and continue northward along the straight, well-made road which ran first to Acquapendente and then to Radicofani — a village of bad repute on the top of a conical hill, where every car was stoned as it passed, the Kings included — when his quick ears caught a sound.

A motor cyclist was coming rapidly along the road leading westward.

As he approached Pucci hailed him, and he pulled up.

Have you met a big, open, grey car half an hour or so ago? the detective inquired of the young man, who seemed surprised at being thus stopped.

Yes. It passed me just as I came out of Pitigliano village. At least I suppose it must have been the car you mention. The lights were out, and it was travelling very swiftly.

Going towards Orbetello — eh?

Yes. That is the only place it can reach. The road runs quite straight down the valley, and there are no branches until you get to the sea at Albegna.

Hes gone to Orbetello, no doubt, Hubert exclaimed. He will catch the express for Turin from there. We must make all haste possible.

Then, thanking the motor cyclist for his information, the car was backed and turned, and soon they were tearing through the gathering darkness down a long, winding valley which echoed to the roar of their engine and the constant hoot of their horn.

Steep and dangerous was the road in many places, with a loose surface and a number of sharp turns. The drive was a wild one, but if Flobecq was to be intercepted before he caught the night express for the frontier they would have to drive madly.

The beetle-browed chauffeur of Orvieto drove as he had never driven before, though Italians are noteworthy as dare-devil drivers. They passed through Pitigliano — where the cyclist had met the fugitive — and on again into the wild, dark mountains to Manciano, a remote place in the midst of high, barren precipices. Then, after a steep descent, they at last, after nearly two and a half hours, met a drover who confirmed the cyclist, and said that a motor without lights had gone past long ago, after nearly running him down.

The chase was, indeed, exciting.

The Englishman and his companion sat in the car full of eager anxiety. Once Flobecq gained the train at its stopping-place, Orbetello — that quaint old town on the Mediterranean shore — then he would escape, as without a warrant he could not be detained.

So they urged on the chauffeur, who now drove with all the nerve and daring he possessed. The night became thick and black with those dark, low clouds which in spring in Italy are so frequent, and herald a thunderstorm.

The storm came at last, just about eleven. The lightning flashed and the thunder rolled, echoing and reverberating along the valley where the road ran beside the rushing torrent on its way to the sea.

Then, after four hours of the most exciting drive that either man had experienced, they came to the junction of the Albegna River, and then out upon a broad road across a plain, straight toward the open sea.

After a further eighteen miles or so, a red light showed suddenly — the light of a level railway crossing. They had at last gained the main line which runs by the Maremme from Rome to Pisa — the main line to Genoa and Turin.

Passing the crossing, the gates closed behind them with a clang almost immediately, and then, the road ran parallel with the railway for many miles towards ancient Orbetello with its ponderous walls and the sea.

Hubert bent, and striking a match with difficulty, looked at his watch. It wanted eighteen minutes to midnight.

He and his companion had on the way calculated that if they lost no time they could reach Orbetello, which was one of the stopping-places of the night express from Rome for Paris, just before the train was due to arrive.

Twice after leaving the mountains they had news of the car they were chasing, once from a shepherd and again from two mounted carabinieri. If they could reach Orbetello they might prevent Flobecq from leaving.

We must not yet demand his arrest, the Englishman said to the man at his side. If we did then it would result in just the thing we are endeavouring to avoid — exposure!

No, signore. We must catch him up and keep in touch with him until you decide what action to take in Her Highnesss interests.

The chauffeur, urged on by Hubert, drove with reckless speed, with the railway line always on their left, and now and then passing red and green, signals, and the small, lonely houses of the watchmen of the line.

Already in the far distance could be seen the lights of the little town out at the end of a promontory at the foot of the high, dark Monte Argentario, rising straight from the sea, a corner of Italy which no one ever visits, though it is on the direct sea road to Rome.

At last! cried Waldron excitedly, pointing out the lights.

Yes, signore, that is Orbetello! declared Pucci. But see, he added quickly. See that single light on the left yonder! Is it not moving — coming towards us?

Hubert strained his eyes in the direction which the detective pointed.

By gad! yes. Why — why its a train. And it is coming towards us! he gasped.

At that moment they passed a signal which fell, showing the line to be clear.

Both men sat silent, watching the rather dim but fast-approaching light.

Yes, assuredly it was a train which had stopped at Orbetello and was now on its way towards the north!

On it came swiftly, with a red glare showing from the furnace, until suddenly, with a bursting roar, it thundered past.

Hubert saw the two long sleeping-cars with their blinds closely drawn.

Its the express! he cried, dismayed. The Paris express! The spy has caught it — and escaped!

Pucci said nothing. He sat silent, turning to watch the red tail-lamps as the express bore on its way and out of sight.

And until the car reached the railway station at Orbetello, theft dark and deserted, with lights turned down, no further word was uttered by either man.

Of a sleepy porter Hubert, as he dashed out of the car, made quick inquiry.

Si, signore, replied the man. An open car drove up a few moments before the express came in, and a signore got out and bought a ticket for Turin, and left by the train. The car went away at once, away in the direction of Montalto and Rome.

Hubert described the man Flobecq, and according to the porter the description fitted exactly.

After that the two men returned to the car and held consultation.

The train is due in Turin about eleven to-morrow morning. We cannot reach there before three in the afternoon.

If the individual is making for France he will proceed at eleven-thirty, and be across the frontier before we can reach Turin, Pucci remarked thoughtfully.

Exactly. Our only plan is to have him met at Turin and followed, and a report sent to us at Turin as soon as he arrives at his destination. He may go on to Milan, and thence to Trieste and Vienna — who knows? We must therefore telephone to the Questore in Turin to send down a sharp detective to pick him up and travel with him. You, Pucci, must use your authority as brigadier of detective police and make the request to the Questore.

At once the detective called the porter and sent him for the stationmaster who, as soon as he ascertained the detectives position, opened the office and upon the telephone called up the central police bureau at Turin.

For fully half an hour there was no reply.

At last a voice responded, whereupon the detective at the instrument explained that he was Brigadier Pucci of the brigade mobile of Rome, that he was following a dangerous person named Flobecq, alias Pujalet, who was in the Paris express due at Turin at eleven next morning.

Then he made an urgent request that he should be met, and followed abroad if he attempted to leave Italy. Again there was a silence for ten minutes, while the request was placed before the detective superintendent on duty.

At last came the request for the description of the fugitive, and this Pucci gave slowly, with professional exactness, so that it could be taken down.

He is a very clever and elusive person, and no doubt suspects he may be followed, Pucci added. Therefore the greatest caution is necessary not to let him discover that observation is being kept. I am at Orbetello, and am coming on to Turin by the next train to report personally to the Questore.

The voice in return assured the detective that the fugitive would be met and watched by one of the shrewdest officers available.

Benissimo! I shall arrive about three. Please tell the Questore that the matter is a strictly confidential one — a private inquiry instituted by the direction of His Majesty the King.

Your message shall be sent to the Questore to his home at once, the voice replied, and their communication was interrupted.

Would they be successful in cutting off the spys retreat?

Suspecting that he would be followed, he might leave the train at Pisa and go on to Florence, and thence to Milan. Or again, at Genoa he might decide to continue along to Ventimiglia and thus across the frontier into France at that point.

Hubert pointed out these loopholes of escape, whereupon Pucci returned to the telephone and was presently speaking to the Commissary of Police at the station of Ventimiglia, giving him a description of the fugitive, and asking that he might be followed. And afterwards he spoke to the police officer at Pisa station, warning him in similar manner.

Thus all that they could do from that dark, lonely, obscure little town they did, yet Huberts thoughts were chiefly with Lola. He was wondering if she had yet returned to Rome.

The startling truth which he had learnt while listening to the conversation in Orvieto that evening had staggered him.

The spy, Flobecq, still held the trump card — those foolish declarations of affection and admissions of her guilt.

Truly the situation was most serious, for the honour of the Royal House of Savoy was at stake!


Chapter Thirty Three.

Spreading the Net.
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AT HALF-PAST THREE next day Hubert Waldron entered the private room of the Questore, or Chief of Police at Turin, where they found a rather elegant, brown-bearded man seated at his writing-table. He instantly recognised Pucci, and quick explanations ensued.

The man you want duly arrived here, said the official, and was picked up by Cimino — whom I believe you know.

Certainly. He was with me in Genoa some years ago, said Pucci.

Well, all I know is, that the man Flobecq left by the Paris express just before noon, and Cimino is with him. I had a telephone message from you to the effect that His Majesty was making an inquiry. What is it about? he asked, gazing from the detective to the Englishman.

At present it is confidential, replied Pucci, rather lamely. And then he introduced Waldron as a foreign diplomat, and explained that the matter concerned diplomacy, and that the King desired the affair to be kept entirely secret.

The curiosity of the bearded official was at once curbed. Cigarettes were lit by all three, and the Questore suggested that Pucci and his companion should go to the Hôtel Europe and await word from Cimino.

I will give orders that at any hour when a wire may arrive a copy shall be sent over to you, he promised.

Excellent, exclaimed Hubert, thanking the Chief of Police, and ten minutes later the pair left the Prefecture and drove to the hotel to await developments.

Hubert telegraphed to Lola, giving her brief word of what he had done, and signing himself Your Friend. He feared lest somebody might open the dispatch, because for aught he knew she might have left Rome to attend the Queen upon some public function or other, as she was so often forced to do. She scarcely knew from one day to another where she might be, for King Umbertos Queen was a capricious lady, and somewhat erratic in attending the public ceremonies which were so frequent, and entailed such long and tedious journeys from end to end of the kingdom, one day in Bari, the next in Pisa, and the next in Como. Often Their Majesties, in the fulfilment of their public duties, travelled the whole twenty-four hours in order to arrive at a memorial, to lay a foundation-stone, launch a battleship, or inspect a corps of veterans — and those twenty-four hours of train journey in summer were often the reverse of pleasant. Truly the King worked as hard as any daily toiler within his kingdom.

The Europe, overlooking the big, wide piazza in Turin, proved a quiet place, and Hubert was glad of a stretch on the bed — in his clothes — after the wild motor journey of the previous night.

About twenty-four hours later came the eagerly awaited message from the Italian detective, reporting that Flobecq had installed himself in a small obscure establishment called the Hôtel Weber in the Rue dAmsterdam, close to the Lazare Station in Paris, and that he was apparently in treaty with a person named Bernard Stein, a journalist of evil reputation.

He is negotiating the sale of the Princesss letters! Hubert gasped when he read the copy of the detectives telegram.

Therefore, within an hour, accompanied by Pucci, he was in the express, climbing that steep railroad which leads up to Bardonnechia, and the long tunnel of the Mont Cenis.

The train was not an international one, therefore they were compelled to change at Modane, the frontier, where they took the P.L.M. rapide for Paris.

After another night journey across France, the two men alighted from a taxi at the Hôtel Weber, a small, uninviting-looking place with a dingy café beneath. It was then eight oclock in the morning, and the valet de chambre, a clean-shaven man in shirt-sleeves and green baize apron, showed them two barely furnished rooms with the beeswaxed floors uncarpeted. They held consultation, being joined at once by the detective, Cimino, a short, stout man with small black eyes, and rather shabby clothes.

A few words sufficed to explain the situation.

He had followed Flobecq, unobserved, and had ascertained that on the previous day he had met in the Café de la Paix, a man named Stein, whom he afterwards found was an unattached journalist who wrote for certain of the most unprincipled of the Paris journals.

The two men spent several hours together, and were apparently bargaining. No agreement, he believed, had been arrived at, and they had arranged to meet again that day.

Hubert listened in silence to the mans story, then, taking a taxi, he drove first to the British Embassy, and thence to an apartment near the Arc de Triomphe, where he was closeted for half an hour with Colonel Guy Maitland, the British military attaché.

Thence, just after half-past ten, he drove to the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs on the Quai dOrsay, and there interviewed one of the permanent staff.

When he emerged he was accompanied back to the Hôtel Weber by a thin, insignificant-looking little man, wearing a bowler hat and grey gloves. The net was gradually being drawn around the famous spy, who had not yet left his room, and was still unconscious of how completely he was now surrounded. Truth to tell, the thin man in black was Berton, a detective inspector of the political department of the Sûreté, attached to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

Thus the four men waited impatiently in the hotel, Berton of the Sûreté having telephoned from the little bureau of the proprietor for two plain-clothes agents from the nearest poste of police.

At last Flobecq, on descending the stairs, was met by a waiter who told him that a gentleman was awaiting him in the little private salon on the first floor.

In surprise, he turned into the room indicated, and there came face to face with Hubert Waldron. His cheeks went pale, and he started at the unexpected encounter.

Ah, msieur! he exclaimed, with a strenuous attempt to conceal his surprise. It is you — eh?

Yes, Msieur Flobecq, replied Hubert, at once closing the door. I have great pleasure in meeting you again. You see your identity is well-known to me, and I require a few minutes private conversation with you.

And as he uttered these words he placed himself between the spy and the door.

Well, and what, pray, do you want with me? asked Flobecq in French, his dark brows quickly knit with a hard, evil expression.

I want you to hand over to me those letters you have of the Princess Luisa of Savoy, Waldron said boldly.

The man laughed. He was well-dressed — a good-looking, easy-going figure of that type which always made an impression upon women, but which men instinctively hated.

I have followed you here from Italy. And at Her Highnesss request I ask you for those letters. I know that you are in treaty with the journalist, Stein, regarding them. He is a dealer in scandals, and if he purchases them will, no doubt, have a ready market for them, Hubert added.

Your audacity is really amazing, Msieur Waldron.

It may be. But I have, fortunately, gained knowledge of your heartless deception. I know the whole of the bitter circumstances; of your pretended affection for the Princess, and how you have compelled her to act as your cats-paw and become a thief. Further, and he hesitated for a few seconds, further, I am also well aware of your position as secret agent of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs at Vienna — a fact of which they are also aware, here in Paris — at the Quai dOrsay!

My dear msieur, laughed the other, folding his arms deliberately and facing the Englishman. If you think you can bluff me, you are quite welcome to the illusion. The Princess is my friend — as you well know — you admitted it when we met at Brussels.

She was your friend. But to-day, you having been revealed as a spy of Italys enemy, she is no longer your friend. I am still her friend. And that is the reason of my presence here to-day. You were very clever in your escape from Orvieto, when you left her there in expectation. But there are others equally as evasive, I may assure you. Waldron stood with his hands stuck deep in the pockets of his blue serge suit in an attitude of triumph. He could play the game of bluff equally with anyone, when occasion demanded.

I shall act exactly as I think proper, was the spys indignant reply.

You will think proper to hand me over those letters — letters of an innocent girl who has been misled by as clever and cunning a plot as has ever been conceived in the whole history of espionage. I admit that you, Mijoux Flobecq, are an artist. But in this case, you have been betrayed by the patriotism of your unfortunate victim.

Ah! She has told you then! he remarked with a smile of contempt.

No, I watched and found out for myself, was Huberts reply. The key plan of which you had so ingeniously contrived to obtain possession, is safe in my hands, and—

Because she handed it over to you! he cried. Because she grew afraid at the last second. All women do! It seems that her love for me waned, he added in a strange voice.

That may be. But can a woman ever really love a man who is suddenly revealed to her as an enemy? queried the diplomat. No. You were amazingly clever, Msieur Flobecq, but your estimate of human nature was entirely wrong. As soon as she knew that you were a spy of Italys hereditary enemy, Austria, her love turned to hatred. That was but natural.

And she betrayed me?

No, she did not. There, you are quite mistaken, was Huberts quick response. It will surprise you to know that I was in the Hôtel Belle Arti and overheard every word that passed between you. It was there, for the first time, that I realised the truth. And— He looked straight into the eyes of the spy. ... and I tell you openly and frankly that I am her friend!

Then it was your threat I overheard while speaking to her! Well, and what can you do, pray? She has misled me.

Do! echoed Waldron, still standing with his back to the door of the little, shabbily furnished reading-room. Do! I merely ask you for those letters.

Which you will never get. I have them here safe in my pocket, and he drew out a bulky envelope which he exhibited in triumph. At noon to-day I shall sell them to my friend, Stein, who can easily place them in the proper quarter. It will be my revenge, my dear msieur, he laughed.

And a pretty revenge — eh? — upon a defenceless girl whom you have deceived — whom you have met in all sorts of odd, out-of-the-way places. I saw you together as far away as Wady Haifa, in the Sudan. And I watched you all the time you were together in Egypt.

I think that to discuss this affair further is quite useless, Flobecq said with an annoyed look. You can rest assured that neither your bluff, nor any other influence that you could bring to bear upon me, would ever induce me to give up the letters to you.

That is your decision — eh? Reflect — because your defiance may cost you more than you imagine.

Bah! What do I care for you, a mere British diplomat! What do you know of Secret Service ways, or methods? he laughed.

I know this, was Huberts reply, that if you refuse to give back to me the correspondence of your unfortunate victim you will find yourself in a very awkward predicament here in Paris.

Bah! You are only bluffing, I repeat! What, do you think I have any fear of you? You diplomats are merely air bubbles of self-importance. You are so easily pricked. And he turned from Waldron with an expression of supreme contempt.

Seven months ago there was an incident at Toulon Arsenal — regarding the Admiralty wireless station there — and you escaped, Hubert remarked in a low, meaning voice.

Well?

Well, that incident is not yet forgotten, the Englishman said with a curious smile.

I dont follow you.

Well, in this hotel there are three agents of police now waiting to place you under arrest as a spy of Austria, he said very quietly; therefore I think, Msieur Flobecq, you really must admit that, in this particular game, I just now hold most of the honours — eh?

The spys face darkened. He saw himself checkmated for the first time by a better and more ingenious man.

You will hand me over those letters at once, Waldron went on, or I shall call into this room the inspector of the Sûreté who is anxious to arrest you on charges of espionage. And they have been wanting you now for fully seven months, remember. But they are not yet tired. Oh, dear no! The Sûreté is never tired of waiting. If it is ten years, the penalty for espionage in France is the same! Hubert added, with a grin of triumph.

In an instant Mijoux Flobecq flew into a passion, declaring that the Englishman should never regain possession of the incriminating correspondence for which he had so heartlessly practised blackmail upon Her Royal Highness.

I defy you! he cried with a sneer. I have arranged the price with my friend, Stein. And he shall have the letters for publication — to reveal to Europe how, even in Royal circles, traitors exist?

Traitors! cried Hubert, advancing towards him threateningly. Repeat that word, and, by gad! Ill strangle you — you blackguard! The Princess Luisa is no traitor. You have held her in an evil bondage — you, the agent of your taskmasters in Vienna — you, who with your devilish cunning, hoped to betray Italy into Austrias hands.

Hubert Waldron was intensely angry, now that he had cast that outrageous reflection upon Lolas honour.

Now, once and for all, I demand those letters? he added, facing Flobecq very determinedly.

And I, on my part, refuse to give them to you.

Then you are prepared to accept the consequences — eh?

Quite.

You refuse to release an unfortunate girl from the consequences of a foolish infatuation?

She has betrayed me. Therefore I feel myself entirely at liberty to act just as I deem fit.

Act as you wish, Msieur Flobecq, but I warn you that it is at your own peril. I am prepared to endeavour to give you your liberty in exchange for those letters.

I have my liberty. I do not wish to bargain for it with you! laughed the other in open defiance.

For the last time, I ask you to hand me over that packet.

And I refuse.

Give the letters to me, I say? cried Hubert, and, exasperated by the fellows demeanour, he sprang suddenly upon him.

He was strong and athletic, and the insults which the spy had cast upon Lola had caused him to lose his temper. His hands were at Flobecqs throat.

A second later, however, the spy drew a revolver, and only just in the nick of time did the Englishman manage to turn the barrel aside ere it went off.

Then ensued a fierce and desperate struggle for the weapon — indeed a fight for life.

Hubert held Flobecqs right wrist in a grip of iron, at the same time endeavouring to obtain possession of the envelope containing the letters. In this latter, however, he was unsuccessful.

Again the weapon went off in the mêlée, the bullet embedding itself in the ceiling, while the two men, locked in each others deadly embrace, fell against a table, smashing a large porcelain vase to fragments.

The reports aroused the alarm of the agents of police who, a few seconds later, rushed into the room where they found the two men struggling desperately. But just as they entered, accompanied by the proprietor of the hotel in a state of the utmost alarm, Flobecq discharged his weapon a third time. The bullet struck a huge mirror, shattering it into a thousand pieces.

With the aid of the police agents, Flobecq was, with difficulty, secured, whereupon Hubert — with the one thought uppermost in his mind, that of Lolas honour — placed his hand swiftly into the inner pocket of his adversarys coat and abstracted the envelope containing the fateful letters.

That man is a thief! yelled the spy, white to the lips with fury. Arrest him! Arrest him, I say. He has stolen my property.

Next second, as Hubert drew back and before anyone was aware of it, the man under arrest snatched a heavy police revolver from the hand of one of the men holding him, and fired point-blank at the Englishman.

Again, in the spys passion of hatred, his shot went wide of the mark, and Hubert stood unharmed, the letters already safe in his pocket.

In a moment all three men, finding their prisoner armed, drew back. Then in an instant he had freed himself.

His back was set against the wall, and flourishing the heavy weapon he held them all at bay.

You shant take me! he shrieked in defiance. Touch me again, any of you, and Ill shoot you dead! he shouted in desperation.

And by the distorted expression of his livid face they all knew he meant it.

Berton, the inspector of the Sûreté, made a sudden dash forward, in order to again secure the man so long wanted for espionage, but in less time than it takes to describe the dramatic scene he received a bullet in the shoulder.

Again Flobecq, still holding them all at bay and defying them to arrest him, fired at Waldron, once more missing him, and then firing two further shots at random, one taking effect upon the hand of the elder of the two French agents.

Then the third man, finding his two companions wounded, and himself at the mercy of the frenzied spy, raised his own revolver, took careful aim and fired in self-defence.

The shot took instant effect.

Mijoux Flobecq, the handsome adventurer, shot through the heart, fell forward, face downwards, dead.


Chapter Thirty Four.

The Truth is Told.
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AT THE QUIRINALE the last State Ball of the season was in full swing.

The Palace was ablaze with light. In the great courtyard, where the sentries paced, there were constant arrivals and departures. All aristocratic and official Rome was there. Smart uniforms were everywhere, and in the great ballroom with its wonderful chandeliers the scene was perhaps the most brilliant of any to be witnessed in the whole of Europe.

In a small salon in the private apartments far removed from the music and glitter of the Court — a delightful and artistic room with white-enamelled walls, and furniture and carpet of old rose — stood Hubert Waldron, who had only arrived back in the Eternal City an hour before. He had hastily changed into uniform, and stood there with Her Royal Highness, Princess Luisa, whose slim figure was a tragic one, notwithstanding her handsome Court gown of white satin, and the black watered ribbon of her decoration in her corsage.

He had just related, as briefly as he could, the exciting chase from Orvieto, a thousand miles, to Paris, and the dramatic meeting in the frowsy little hotel in the Rue dAmsterdam.

And here, Lola, are your letters, he said calmly, drawing from his tunic the envelope which he had sealed in Paris without prying into its contents, save to reassure himself that they were letters in the handwriting of the woman he loved so devotedly.

My letters! she gasped, casting her ivory fan aside and eagerly taking them in her gloved and trembling hands. Then — then you have recovered them! she cried in sudden glee. You — you have saved me, Mr Waldron, for to-night I — I confess to you, my friend — I had the fixed intention to end it all. I could not bear to live and face the terrible exposure, for I knew not from day to day if one of the scurrilous papers in Paris might print my letters — the confession of a woman who, though a Princess of a Royal House, was also a spy, because she was fooled — tricked into love!

Lola, he said, still speaking earnestly and very calmly, you need have no further fear of that man. He came near bringing you to ruin — nay to death. But the peril is now at an end.

At an end — how? she asked.

I begged of you to leave all to me — that I would settle the account with him. I have brought you back your letters, he said, very gravely. You need have no further fear, because the scoundrel who made such dastardly pretence of loving you, Lola, is dead!

Dead! she gasped with startled, wide-open eyes.

Yes; shot dead by the Paris police who had wanted him for espionage. He fired at them, and they retaliated in self-defence.

Then my enemy is dead! she exclaimed in a whisper, standing motionless, her big, expressive eyes fixed straight before her.

Yes. The peril which threatened you, Lola, and the very existence of the Italian nation, is at an end.

And you, Mr Waldron, she cried in a voice broken by emotion, turning to him suddenly with hand outstretched, you have risked your own life and have averted a war in Europe, of which I, in my unfortunate ignorance, was so nearly the cause.

Because your actions and your movements have been — well, just a little too unconventional, he laughed, bowing gallantly over her outstretched hand and kissing it fervently.

She knew the truth. She knew how devotedly the Englishman loved her. And she, in return, reciprocated his affection. Had she not, in that moment of her ecstasy, responded to his well-remembered kisses?

He was holding her hand, gazing long and deeply into those fathomless eyes of hers. He was about to speak — again to confess to her his great all-consuming passion, when a hand was placed upon the door knob and they sprang apart, as of a sudden His Majesty the King, a brilliant figure in his uniform and glittering decorations, entered.

Ah, Waldron? he cried in his usual cheery way, I received your message, and came here to find you. They told me that you were here, with Lola. Well? You have a report to make, I suppose. What is it? Lola, he said, addressing Her Highness, I fear I must ask you to leave us. I have some business to talk over with Mr Waldron.

I ask Your Majestys pardon, the diplomat said; but I would beg that Her Royal Highness be allowed to remain. My report closely concerns her.

Concerns her! How?

If Your Majesty will have patience with me I will explain, Hubert replied, and then, as briefly and tersely as possible, he related to the King the series of startling and exciting events recorded in the preceding chapters — how Lola, at the instigation of the Austrian spy, Flobecq, in guise of lover, was induced to go in secret to the private safe of the Minister of War and thence abstract the plans of the new frontier defences. He explained, too, how these being found useless without the key — though in secret Austria mobilised her army in readiness for a descent upon her neighbour at the moment that key was forthcoming — Flobecq, the cunning scoundrel in the employ of the Vienna Foreign Office, had blackmailed the unfortunate Princess by threatening to publish her letters if she did not dare further — and steal the key plan.

And you, it seems, entered His Excellencys cabinet just in the very nick of time, the King said, both surprised yet gratified. Yes, Waldron, I am seldom mistaken in my man, he went on, and when I called you and asked you to assist me, as your respected father assisted my own father, I felt that I could trust you. My confidence has not been misplaced. By your staunch friendship to me — not loyalty, because you are loyal only to your own Sovereign, my good brother — you have saved my beloved nation, saved an international complication which must have cost Europe a terrible war. And more — you have saved my madcap little nieces honour. And why? he demanded suddenly.

Hubert did not answer for several moments.

Well, I will be frank, Your Majesty, he responded. Because ever since we met in Egypt and I believed her to be Lola Duprez, niece of the cantankerous old Gigleux, we have been most excellent friends. I have only done my duty towards her as a friend, and towards you as Sovereign of Italy, at whose Court I am humbly attached as servant of my own King.

Waldron! exclaimed His Majesty, to-night I sleep securely for the first time for several months. The war-cloud has been dispersed — and by you. You have my heartfelt thanks — the thanks of a man who has the misfortune perhaps of being born a King. And he gripped the diplomats hand warmly in his own, and looked into his face as only one man can look at another who returns thanks from the very depths of his heart. We can only reflect, Waldron, added the King in a low, earnest voice, upon how many lives might have been sacrificed, of what ruin and desolation must have resulted and of the terrible horrors of modern warfare that have been averted by your devotion to Lola, to myself, and to my own beloved Italy!

But Hubert Waldron was thinking only of Lola. His Majestys eulogy was lost upon him.

He bowed low, and declared himself as the devoted servant of Italy and her Sovereign, as his father had been before him.

Again the King grasped his hand, and then and there declared that he bestowed upon him the coveted Grand Cross of the Order of Saints, Maurice and Lazarus, an order which very few of the Italian Cabinet Ministers possessed, and one of the principal distinctions of Italy.

Afterwards His Majesty bade him a cheery addio, and, turning, left the room.

For some moments Hubert stood facing Lola, without speaking.

What could he say?

Lola, he exclaimed at last, there is one point which still remains to be cleared up. Tell me. How did you manage to enter the Generals room while the corporal, Tonini, was there on sentry duty?

Tonini knew me well. He is engaged to marry my maid, Renata. I entered the room on pretence of paying a visit to General Cataldi, and finding that His Excellency was not there, I waited in the room a few minutes, during which time I opened the safe. Then I called him in and made him promise solemnly to tell no one that I had paid the General a visit, explaining that I had come to crave the promotion of one of my friends — a captain of cavalry — and was not desirous of the fact becoming public property. He understood the scandal at which I hinted, and therefore loyally preserved silence — even when he knew that the plans had been stolen. Imagine my horror when I realised the full gravity of my action. I had handed over the plans to Austria! At once — ignorant of the inquiry you were making — I called a man I knew, Pietro Olivieri, an ex-police officer, and begged him to assist me to recover the plans. But, alas! he failed. And then Flobecq, holding out the threat to publish my letters, forced me to make an attempt to gain the tracings which formed the key. And she drew her hand wearily across her brow as though to clear her brain of those terrible memories.

A few moments later Hubert stretched forth his hand in farewell.

He loved her with all his heart and all his soul, but, alas! he knew too well the wide barrier of birth that lay between them.

He saw, too, in Lolas face a sweet, passionate love look, that one expression which a woman can never feign. By that alone he knew his affection was reciprocated.

The cup of bitterness was at his lips. But with supreme self-control he dashed it from him.

To speak would only bring upon her grief and sorrow. Yes. Silence was best, after all, even though it cost him all that he held most dear in the world — best for her sake, and for his.

He took her white-gloved hand in his, and bowing over it till his lips touched its back, wished her a courtly addio.

But how can I ever thank you sufficiently for saving me, Hubert? she cried, addressing him by his Christian name, hot tears welling in her great dark eyes.

I desire no thanks, Lola, was his low, earnest reply. If sometimes you remember me as your friend — as your most true, and most devoted friend — then that is an all-sufficient recompense for me.

His voice trembled with emotion and she saw a strange expression at the corners of his mouth.

But I will see you soon — to-morrow — eh? Where? she said eagerly.

No, he answered briefly. I am leaving Rome.

Leaving Rome! she echoed in dismay.

Yes. I am applying for transfer to another post. There are reasons why I cannot remain here any longer. I could not bear it. You know why. And he looked her straight in the face, still holding her hand strongly in his.

She averted her gaze and sighed deeply.

He saw the hot tears upon her cheeks, therefore slowly he drew her towards him in his strong arms, and impressing one last fervent kiss upon her cold white brow, released her, and with bowed head left the room with a whispered:

Addio — addio, my own beloved!

The door closed, and for a moment she stood motionless as a statue.

Then in sudden frenzy, with wild despair in her eyes, she threw herself upon her face on the rose-coloured silk couch, and there burst into a fit of violent sobbing — sobbing as though her young heart would break.

The sun of her life had, at that moment, been suddenly extinguished.

Several years have now brought their changes.

A new King rules in Italy. He has a new entourage and a new Cabinet, but the Princess Luisa stills lives at the Palace, sweet, handsome, yet ever pale and thoughtful.

Her acts of charity and her blameless life have rendered her highly popular in the Eternal City, and when she drives out in one of the royal automobiles the men raise their hats and the populace cry after her, Viva Luisa! Viva Luisa di Savoia!

The giddy world of Rome has often wondered why Her Royal Highness, so bright and vivacious, has never married, though her name has frequently been coupled by gossips with that of one or other of the eligible Royal Princes of Europe, notably the Crown Prince of Saxony.

The truth, however, has never leaked out, for his late Majesty, King Umberto, who alone knew his nieces secret, never betrayed it, even to his Queen.

Sir Hubert Waldron, K.C.M.G., is now British Ambassador at St. Petersburg, yet still a bachelor. In diplomatic circles it has long been a matter of surprise that he has never taken to himself a wife, for many wealthy women are known to have set their caps at him.

However, the world is in ignorance that the plain disc of gold which he wears upon his watch-chain, though it has not the appearance of a locket, nevertheless is one, and opens with a cunningly concealed spring. Within, on one side, is an exquisite little ivory miniature of the Princess Luisa, while on the other two simple words are engraved upon the gold case— For Ever.

Her Royal Highness wears an exact replica — except that it contains a portrait of Hubert Waldron — concealed beneath her corsage, the one talisman which never leaves her either by night or by day.

Though Europe divides them, and the barrier of birth can never be bridged, the little golden lockets form the hidden link which still connects their lives.

When either gaze upon the others pictured face, as oftens happens, memories from out the misty past arise. Those engraved words are as a message passing between them — a promise that will never be broken, the pledge of a passionate and unsuspected royal romance — 

FOR EVER.

THE END


The White Lie (1914)
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The White Lie was first published in Britain by Ward, Lock & Co in 1914. The start of the First World War seemed to unsettle Le Queuxs mental health to some extent, as he became convinced that he was of particular interest to German agents, due to how he had exposed their plans and schemes. He believed it so adamantly that he began to pester the Metropolitan Police for special protection. The police did not find his claims credible and they did not take him seriously, refusing to provide any extra protection for him. While he almost certainly was not of any interest to Germany, his associate and friend, Alfred Harmsworth, was a target. The press magnates influence in intensifying anti-German sentiment and propaganda in his papers resulted in a German warship shelling his house. While he and his family were unharmed by the attack, his gardeners wife was killed by the assault.

The White Lie was not highly considered by critics in general, but there was a short blurb in The Athenaeum describing the novel as a thrilling romance that has ...surprises in plenty. The plot involves a young, sweet and naive French woman, Jean, who marries a man that turns out to be a ruthless criminal. Teeming with international adventure, the narrative includes German spies, dangerous gangs, con-men and a love story.
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Title page from the 1915 edition
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The original frontispiece


CHAPTER I.

IS MAINLY MYSTERIOUS.
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A WOMAN — perhaps?

Who knows! Poor Dick Harborne was certainly a man of secrets, and of many adventures.

Well, it certainly is a most mysterious affair. You, my dear Barclay, appear to be the last person to have spoken to him.

Apparently I was, replied Lieutenant Noel Barclay, of the Naval Flying Corps, a tall, slim, good-looking, clean-shaven man in aviators garb, and wearing a thick woollen muffler and a brown leather cap with rolls at the ears, as he walked one August afternoon up the village street of Mundesley-on-Sea, in Norfolk, a quaint, old-world street swept by the fresh breeze of the North Sea. Yesterday I flew over here from Yarmouth to see the cable-laying, and met Dick in the post-office. I hadnt seen him for a couple of years. We were shipmates in the Antrim before he retired from the service and went abroad.

Came into money, I suppose? remarked his companion, Francis Goring, a long-legged, middle-aged man, who, in a suit of well-worn tweeds, presented the ideal type of the English landowner, as indeed he was — owner of Keswick Hall, a fine place a few miles distant, and a Justice of the Peace for the county of Norfolk.

No, replied the aviator, unwinding his woollen scarf. Thats just it. I dont think he came into money. He simply retired, and next we heard was that he was living a wandering, adventurous life on the Continent. I ran up against him in town once or twice, and he always seemed amazingly prosperous. Yet there was some sort of a mystery about him — of that I have always felt certain.

Thats interesting, declared the man at his side. Anything suspicious — eh?

Well, I hardly know. Only, one night as I was walking from the Empire along to the Rag, I passed a man very seedy and down-at-heel. He recognised me in an instant, and hurried on towards Piccadilly Circus. It was Dick — of that Im absolutely convinced. I had a cocktail with him in the club next day, but he never referred to the incident.

If he had retired from the Navy, then what was his business, do you suppose?



Havent the slightest idea, Barclay replied. I met him here with a motor-bike late yesterday afternoon. We had a drink together across at the Grand, against the sea, and I left him just after five oclock. I had the hydroplane out and went up from opposite the coastguard station, he said, pointing to the small, well-kept grass plot on the left, where stood the flagstaff and the white cottages of the coastguard. He watched me get up, and then, I suppose, he started off on his bike for Norwich. What happened afterwards is entirely shrouded in mystery. He was seen to pass through the market-place of North Walsham, five miles away, and an hour and a quarter later he was found, only three miles farther on, at a lonely spot near the junction of the Norwich road and that leading up to Worstead Station, between Westwick and Fairstead. A carter found him lying in a ditch at the roadside, stabbed in the throat, while his motor-cycle was missing!

From the papers this morning it appears that your friend has been about this neighbourhood a good deal of late. For what reason nobody knows. Hes been living sometimes at the Royal at Norwich and the Kings Head at Beccles for the past month or so, they say.

He told me so himself. He promised to come over to me at the air-station at Yarmouth to-morrow and lunch with me, poor fellow.

I wonder what really happened?

Ah, I wonder! remarked the slim, well-set-up, flying officer. A mere tramp doesnt kill a fellow of Dick Harbornes hard stamp in order to rob him of his cycle.

No. Theres something much more behind the tragedy, without a doubt, declared the local Justice of the Peace. Lets hope something will come out at the inquest. Personally, Im inclined to think that its an act of revenge. Most probably a woman is at the bottom of it.

Barclay shook his head. He did not incline to that opinion.

I wonder with what motive he cycled so constantly over to this neighbourhood from Norwich or Beccles? exclaimed Goring. What could have been the attraction? There must have been one, for this is an out-of-the-world place.

Your theory is a woman. Mine isnt, declared the lieutenant, bluntly, offering his friend a cigarette and lighting one himself. No, depend upon it, poor old Dick was a man of mystery. Many strange rumours were afloat concerning him. Yet, after all, he was a real fine fellow, and as smart an officer as ever trod a quarter-deck. He was a splendid linguist, and had fine prospects, for he has an uncle an admiral on the National Defence Committee. Yet he chucked it all and became a cosmopolitan wanderer, and — if there be any truth in the gossip Ive heard — an adventurer.

An outsider — eh?

Well — no, not exactly. Dick Harborne was a gentleman, therefore he could never have been an outsider, replied the naval officer quickly. By adventurer I mean that he led a strange, unconventional life. He was met by men who knew him in all sorts of out-of-the-world corners of Europe, where he spent the greater part of his time idling at cafés and in a section of society which was not altogether reputable.

And you say he was not an adventurer? remarked the staid British landowner — one of a class perhaps the most conservative and narrow-minded in all the world.

My dear fellow, travel broadens a mans mind, exclaimed the naval officer. A man may be a cosmopolitan without being an adventurer. Dick Harborne, though there were so many sinister whispers concerning him, was a gentleman — a shrewd, deep-thinking, patriotic Englishman. And his death is a mystery — one which I intend to solve. Ive come over here again to-day to find out what I can.

Well, exclaimed Goring, I for one am hardly satisfied with his recent career. While he was in the Navy and afloat — gunnery-lieutenant of one of His Majestys first-class cruisers — there appears to have been nothing against his personal character. Only after his retirement these curious rumours arose.

True, and nobody has fathomed the mystery of his late life, admitted Barclay, drawing hard at his cigarette and examining the lighted end. Ive heard of him being seen in Cairo, Assouan, Monte Carlo, Aix, Berlin, Rome — all over the Continent, and in Egypt he seems to have travelled, and with much more means at his disposal than ever he had in the ward-room.

There are strange mysteries in some mens lives, my dear Barclay. Harborne was a man of secrets without a doubt. Some of those secrets may come out at the inquest.

I doubt it. Poor Dick! he sighed. Hes dead — killed by an unknown hand, and his secret, whatever it was, has, I believe, gone to the grave with him. Perhaps, after all, it is best.

The police are very busy, I understand.

Oh, of course! The Norfolk Constabulary will be very active over it all, but I somehow have an intuition that the crime was one of no ordinary character. Dick must have dismounted to speak to his assailant. If he had been overthrown his machine would most probably have been damaged. The assassin wanted the motor-cycle intact to get away upon. Besides, he added, the victim took over an hour to cover the three miles between North Walsham and the spot where he was found. Something unusual must have occurred in that time.

Well, it can only be left to the police to investigate, replied the tall, country squire, thrusting his hands into his jacket pockets.

They wont discover much — depend upon it, remarked the naval officer, who, as he strolled at his friends side, presented the ideal type of the keen, British naval officer. Dick has been the victim of a very carefully-prepared plot. That is my firm belief. Ive been making some inquiries at the Grand Hotel, and learn that Dick came over from Norwich on his motor-cycle at nine oclock yesterday morning for some purpose, and idled about Mundesley and the neighbourhood all the day. The head-waiter at the hotel knew him, for he had often lunched there. But yesterday he evidently came here with some fixed purpose, for he seemed to be eagerly expecting somebody, and at last, a little before two oclock, a young lady arrived by the motor-bus from Cromer. They describe her as a neat, dark-haired, good-looking young person, rather well-dressed — and evidently a summer visitor. The pair walked about the village, and then went down to the beach and sat upon deck-chairs to chat. They returned to the hotel at half-past three and had tea together, tête-à-tête, in a small sitting-room. The waiter tells me that once, when he went in, suddenly, she was standing up, apparently urging him to act in opposition to his own inclinations. Her attitude, he says, was one of unusual force, it being evident that Dick was very reluctant to give some promise she was endeavouring to extract from him. She left again by the motor-bus for Cromer just after four.

Ah! There you are! The woman! exclaimed the owner of Keswick Hall, with a smile. I thought as much.

I dont think she had anything to do with the affair, said Barclay. The police this morning obtained a detailed description of her — just as I have done — and they are now searching for her in Cromer, Runton, and Sheringham, believing her to be staying somewhere along this coast. She was dressed in a pale blue kit of a distinctly seaside cut, so the police are hoping to find her. Perhaps she doesnt yet know of the tragic fate that has befallen poor Dick.

I wonder who the girl can be? No doubt shed be able to make a very interesting statement — if they could only discover her.

I think she left Cromer last night, Noel Barclay suggested to his companion.

She would, if she were in any way implicated. Perhaps she has already gone!

No, I dont agree. I believe she is still in ignorance.

What, I wonder, was the motive for their meeting here — in this quiet, out-of-the-world little place? asked Goring. If he wanted to see her, he might have motored to wherever she was staying, and not have brought her over here in a motor-bus. No, it was a secret meeting — thats my opinion — and, as it was secret, it probably had some connection with the tragedy which afterwards occurred.

The two men were now close to the Gap, or steep, inclined cart-road which ran down to the sands. On their right, a little way from the road, stood a small, shed-like building where the rocket life-saving apparatus of the Board of Trade was housed. In front, the roadway, and indeed all down the Gap and across the sands to where the waves lapped the shore, had been recently opened, for upon the previous day the shore end of the new German telegraph-cable connecting England with Nordeney had been laid. At that moment, while the cable-ship, on its return across the North Sea, was hourly paying out the cable, a German telegraph engineer was seated within the rocket-station, constantly making tests upon the submerged line between the shore and the ship.

Up from the trench beside the rocket-house came the cable — black, coiled, and snake-like, about three inches in thickness — its end disappearing within the small building.

Been inside to-day? asked Goring, just as they were passing.

No. Lets see how they are progressing, the other said; and both turned into the little gate and asked permission to enter where the tests were being made.

Herr Strantz, the German engineer, a dark-haired, round-faced, middle-aged man, came forward, and, recognising the pair as visitors of the previous day, greeted them warmly in rather imperfect English, and bowed them into where, ranged on a long table, the whole length of the left-hand wall, stood a great quantity of mysterious-looking electrical appliances with a tangle of connecting wires, while below the tables stood a row of fully fifty large batteries, such as are used in telegraph work.

On the table, amid that bewildering assortment of queer-looking instruments, all scrupulously clean and highly polished, were two small brass lamps burning behind a long, narrow strip of transparent celluloid whereon was marked a minute gauge. On the edge of the table, before these lamps, was a switch, with black ebonite handle.

As the two Englishmen entered, the Germans eyes caught the small, round brass clock and noted that it was time to make the test — every five minutes, night and day, while the cable was in process of completion.

Therefore, without further word to his visitors, he carefully pulled over the long ebonite handle of the switch, and, at the same instant, a tiny spot of bright light showed upon the transparent gauge.

This the engineer examined to see its exact place upon the clearly-defined line, afterwards noting it in his book in cryptic figures, and then carefully switching off again, when the tell-tale light disappeared.

Well? asked Barclay. How are you getting along? Not quite so much excitement in this place as yesterday — eh?

No, laughed the engineer. Der people here never see a shore-end floated to land wiz bojes (buoys) before. Dey have already buried der line in der trench, as you see. Ach! Your English workmen are far smarter than ours, I confess, he added, with a pleasant accent.

Is it being laid all right? the airman asked.

Ja, ja. Very good work. Der weather, he could not be better. We have laid just over one hundert mile in twenty-four hours. Gut — eh?

[image: img288.jpg]A carter found him lying in a ditch at the roadside, stabbed in the throat, while his motor-cycle was missing! [Page 9



As he spoke the Morse-sounder at the end of the green baize-covered table started clicking calling him.

In a moment his expert hand was upon the key, tapping a response.

The ship tapped rapidly, and then the engineer made an enquiry, and received a prompt reply.

Then tapped out the short-long-short-long and short, which meant finish, when, turning to the pair, he said:

Dey hope to get it am Ufer (ashore) at daybreak to-morrow. By noon there will be another through line between Berlin and London.

Lieutenant Barclay was silent. A sudden thought crossed his mind. At Bacton, a couple of miles farther down the coast, the two existing cables went out to the German shore. But this additional line would prove of immense value if ever the army of the great War Lord attempted an invasion of our island.

As a well-known naval aviator, and as chief of the whole chain of air-stations along the East Coast, the lieutenants mind was naturally ever set upon the possibility of projected invasion, and of an adequate defence. That a danger really existed had at last been tardily admitted by the Government, and now with our Navy redistributed and centred in the North Sea, our destroyer-flotillas exercising nightly, and the establishment of the wireless at Felixstowe, Caister, Cleethorpes, Scarborough, and Hunstanton, as well as the construction of naval air-stations, with their aeroplanes and hydroplanes from the Nore up to Cromarty we were at last on the alert for any emergency.

When would Der Tag (The Day) — as it was toasted every evening in the military messes of the German Empire — dawn? Aye, when? Who could say?


CHAPTER II.

CONCERNS A PRETTY STRANGER.
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A SHORT, PUFFY, red-faced man in grey flannels went past.

It was Sir Hubert Atherton, of Overstrand — that little place declared to be the richest village in all England — and Francis Goring, recognising him, bade a hurried farewell to his naval friend, and with a hasty word of thanks to the German, went out.

The naval airman and the German were left alone.

Again the round-faced cable engineer pulled over the double-throw switch, examined the tiny point of light upon the gauge, and registered its exact position.

You remember, Herr Strantz, the gentleman who accompanied me here yesterday, exclaimed Barclay, when the engineer had finished writing up his technical log.

Certainly. Der gentleman who was a motor-cyclist?



Yes. He was found on the road last evening, murdered.

Zo! gasped the German, staring at his visitor. Killed!

Yes; stabbed to death fifteen miles from here, and his motor-cycle was missing. It is a mystery.

Astounding! exclaimed Herr Strantz. He took tea mit a lady over at the hotel. I saw them there when I went off duty at half-past three oclock.

I know. The police are now searching for that lady.

Dey will not have much difficulty in finding her, I suppose — hein? the engineer replied. I myself know her by sight.

You know her! cried the Englishman. Why, I thought you only arrived here from Germany two days ago. Where have you met her?

In Bremen, at the Krone Hotel, about three months ago. She call herself Fräulein Montague, and vos awaiting her mother who vos on her way from New York.

Did she recognise you?

I think not. I never spoke to her in the hotel. She was always a very reserved but very shrewd young lady, replied Herr Otto Strantz, slowly but grammatically. I was surprised to meet her again.

Montague! the airman repeated. Do you know her Christian name?

Jean Montague, was the Germans response as he busied himself carefully screwing down one of the terminals of an instrument.

Noel Barclay made a quick note of the name in a tiny memorandum-book which he always carried in his flying-jacket.

He offered the German one of his cigarettes — an excellent brand smoked in most of the ward-rooms of His Majestys Navy — and then endeavoured to obtain some further information concerning his dead shipmates visitor.

But Herr Strantz, whose sole attention seemed centred upon the shore-end of the new cable which was so soon to form yet another direct link between Berlin and London, was in ignorance of anything connected with the mysterious young person.

The statement that Harborne — the motor-cyclist who had spoken the German language so well when he had accompanied the pretty young girl the day before to watch the testing — was dead, seemed to cause the cable-engineer considerable reflection. He said nothing, but a close observer would have noticed that the report of the murder had had a distinct effect upon him. He was in possession of some fact, and this, as a stranger on that coast, and a foreigner to boot, it was not, after all, very difficult to hide.

Noel, however, did not notice it. His mind was chiefly occupied in considering the best and most diplomatic means by which the missing lady, who lived in Bremen as Miss Montague, could be traced.



The two men smoked their cigarettes; Strantz pulling over the switch every five minutes — always to the very tick of the round brass clock — examining the tiny point of light which resulted, and carefully registering the exact amount of current and the position of the ship engaged in paying out the black, insulated line into the bed of the German Ocean.

While Noel watched he also wondered whether, in the near future, that very cable across the sea would be used by Englands enemy for the purposes of her destruction. True, we had our new wireless stations all along the coast, and at other places inland at Ipswich, Chelmsford, and elsewhere, yet if what was feared really came to pass, all those, together with the shore-ends of the cables, would be seized by advance parties of Germans already upon British soil — picked men, soldiers all, who were already living to-day in readiness upon the East Coast of England as hotel-servants, clerks or workers in other trades. Our shrewd, business-like friends across the grey, misty sea would take care to strike a blow on our shores by the wrecking of bridges, the disabling of railways, the destruction of telegraphs, and the like, simultaneous with their frantic dash upon our shore. Germany never does anything by halves, nor does she leave anything to chance.

Herr Strantz, having finished some calculations, and having tapped out a message to the ship, raised his head, and with a smile upon his broad, clean-shaven face, said, with his broad German accent:



Ech! You are an officer. I suppose that, if the truth were told, England hardly welcomes another cable laid by Germany — hein?

Well, laughed the airman, pushing his big, round goggles higher upon his brow, we sometimes wonder when your people are really coming.

Who knows? asked the other, smiling and elevating his shoulders. Never — perhaps.

Ah! Many there are in England who still regard invasion by the Kaisers army as a bogey, Noel Barclay remarked. But surely it is not impossible, or why should the British authorities suddenly awaken to the peril of the air?

All is possible to Germany — when the time is ripe. That is my private opinion as a Deutscher, and as one who has an opportunity of observing, the other frankly responded.

I quite agree, was Noels reply. Dreams of ten years ago are to-day accomplished facts. Aeroplanes cross the Channel and the Alps, and fly from country to country in disregard of diplomatic frontiers, while your German airships — unfortunate as they may be — have actually crossed to us here, and returned without us being any the wiser. Had they been hostile they could have destroyed whole cities in a single night!

And your ever-watchful coastguards who actually saw them were disbelieved, the German laughed.

Yes. I admit the air is conquered by your people — and Great Britain is now no longer an island. Wireless messages can be transmitted five thousand miles to-day, and who knows that it may not be possible to-morrow, by directing similar electric rays, to blow up explosives wherever they may be concealed — in the magazines of battleships or in land forts?

Ach, yes! agreed the engineer. Ten years ago war between England and Germany was more improbable than it is to-day, for each day, I fear, brings us nearer to hostilities — which we, in Germany, know to be inevitable.

And when that day dawns we shall have to exert every force, every nerve, every muscle, if we are to repel you, remarked Noel, his clear-cut face unusually dark and serious.

I fear that you will, sir, was the others quiet response. Individually we want to be friends mit England, but you, as a British officer, know quite well that one day the powder magazine will explode and there must be der war. It will be forced suddenly and swiftly upon the Kaiser and upon the people.

Yes, sighed the naval airman. So all we can now do is to remain good friends as long as ever we can — eh? Forewarned is forearmed.

Exactly; but, added the German, I trust the openness of my remarks has given you no offence, sir. If it has, then I beg you to accept my most sincere apologies. You are an officer and serve your country. I, too, am an officer of reserve and serve mine.



Surely no apologies are needed, my dear Herr Strantz, laughed the lieutenant, extending his hand frankly. We have both exchanged our opinions. In most I agree with you, although, of course, I naturally believe in Englands invincible power on the sea.

That is but natural, my dear lieutenant. You are English, was the engineers response, and while he turned again to pull over the testing-switch and bent to examine the point of light, Noel was puzzled as to his exact meaning.

Presently Noel Barclay, shaking Herr Strantzs hand, humorously expressed a hope that they might never find themselves enemies, and that the cable might be successfully completed and inaugurated on the morrow; strode out into the village street, and down the Gap to that wide expanse of golden sands where a big Post Office gang were busily at work covering up the long black cable lying in its trench.

The engineer of the General Post Office who was in charge, recognising the airman, wished him good afternoon; but his thoughts were centred upon the mysterious death of the man about whom so many queer rumours had been afloat.

Rumours! Ah, how well he recollected one of them — a rumour that had gone around the Service — namely that he had retired with the money earned by selling to a foreign power a certain secret concerning plotting. For that reason, it was said, he had lived so constantly abroad. Though the offence had never been brought home to him by the Admiralty, yet the rumour had never been contradicted. Mud thrown, alas! always sticks.

Was it true, or was it a lie? his friend was wondering, as he stood looking out upon that calm blue summer sea, bathed in the warm light of that August afternoon, the sea in the deep bed of which lay the new link connecting Berlin with London.

What could Dick Harborne have been doing, motoring so constantly about that rural, out-of-the-world corner of England, that delightful little strip of the open Norfolk coast so aptly termed Poppyland? That he was not there as a summer visitor was quite certain. He had his headquarters in Norwich, twenty miles away, and his constant journeys over the roads between the Norfolk capital and the sea were certainly not without some definite motive.

That Strantz should have recognised Harbornes fair companion was also remarkable. What could she have been doing in Bremen? he wondered.

Noel Barclay looked around him anxiously. The wind, which had risen for the past couple of hours while he had been in Mundesley, was now dropping. With the sunset he would have a nice flight back to the hangars standing on the shore beyond Yarmouth. The old bus, as the fine Bleriot monoplane was affectionately termed by the four flying-officers at the air station, had been running like a clock. Indeed he had flown her from Eastchurch two days previously, and intended, on the morrow, to make a flight to inspect the station up at Scarborough.

He lit another cigarette and sat down upon a boat to think, the white surf rolling almost to his feet.

During the time the naval aviator had been watching the testing of the cable, a tall, broad-shouldered, well-dressed, clean-shaven, broad-browed young man in a drab tweed golf suit and cap, a man whose great, dark, deep-set eyes wore a keen, intense look, and whose countenance was one which once seen would be easily remembered, lounged into the Old Ship Hotel. He was accompanied by a pretty, dark-haired girl in a summer gown of cream serge and wearing a neat little hat of pale blue silk. The girls skirt displayed small, well-shaped ankles, yet her shoes were stout and serviceable, and there was a cheapness about her dress and an independent air which stamped her as a girl accustomed to earn her own living.

Both were foreigners — French, apparently, for they spoke that language together. His clothes were English, evidently from a smart tailor, and he wore them with that easy nonchalance of the English golfer, while his pretty, dark-eyed companion, although her gown was of cheap material, it was nevertheless cut well, and both in figure and in gait she had all the chic of the true Parisienne.

Yes, dearest, the young man exclaimed in French, as he rose and looked out into the village street, this is a very interesting little place, I believe. We will have a stroll along the plage and see it after our tea. How quiet, how charming it is, after London — eh?

Ah! I always love the country, Ralph, was her reply in English, and as she sat composedly in her chair, after walking from Overstrand, where they had been to see that lonely, crumbling old church tower which the late Clement Scott has called the Garden of Sleep, she gave him a look which was unmistakable — a look of true, passionate affection.

Indeed, upon her finger, now that she had removed her glove, was a diamond engagement ring, an ornament which meant so very much to her — as it does to all girls in all stations of life who are beloved.

The man turned from the window, his big, deep-set eyes upon her, and, bending, kissed her fondly. But the expression upon his hard, aquiline face as he turned away was a strange, unusual one, though, perhaps unfortunately for her, she was unable to see it. The look was not one of love — nay, rather of world-weariness and of deep anxiety.

I wish my holiday was not yet at an end, Ralph, she sighed, wistfully, after a brief pause. But father is inexorable, and says he must get back to business, while, as you know, I am due back at the Maison Collette on Monday morning. Ive already had three days longer than the other girls — three delightful sunny days.

Yes, sighed the young man. I suppose, dearest, you will be compelled to go back for a time to your modes and your hat-making and your workroom friends. But only until November — until you become my wife. He spoke English with only a slight trace of accent.

Ah! What supreme happiness! cried the girl, in ecstasy, again speaking in French, as he bent until his lips touched hers. I will remain patient, Ralph, till then, even though all the girls may envy me. They are all English, and just because I happen to be French, they are never too friendly.

The young man was silent for a few moments; then he sprang from her side as the waiter entered with the tea.

After he had swallowed a cup of tea he suddenly exclaimed in perfect French:

Ah! I quite forgot, dearest. I wonder if you would excuse me if I leave you here for ten minutes or so? I want to send a telegram.

Certainement, she laughed happily. I shall be quite all right, Ralph. There are papers here to amuse me.

Very well, he said; I wont be a minute longer than possible, and, taking up his cap, he went out and closed the door behind him.

It was then about half-past five oclock.

But the instant he had gone she sprang to her feet. Her face changed. A haunted, wild look shone in her dark, terrified eyes, and she stood rigid, her hands clenched, her face pale to the lips.



Dieu! she whispered aloud, to herself, startled at the sound of her own voice, and staring straight before her. I was a fool — a great fool to return here to-day! Someone may recognise me, though it was to the other hotel I went with M. Harborne. Ah! No, I cannot — I dare not go down on the beach, she went on in French. I must get away from this accursed place as soon as ever Ralph returns. What if he is suspected? Besides, the police may be looking for me, as it must now be known that I was here with him in Mundesley yesterday. Ah, yes! I was a fool to dare to return like this, even in different clothes. As soon as Ralph comes back I must feign serious illness, and he will take me back to Cromer, and on to London to-morrow. What evil fate it was that he should bring me here — here, to the one place on all the earth that I desired never again in my life to see!

And the girl sank back inertly into the horsehair arm-chair in the old-fashioned room, and sat, white-faced and breathlessly anxious, staring straight before her.

Meanwhile Ralph Ansell — who, although actually a Frenchman, bore an English name — walked quickly up the village street and out upon the high road towards Parton. From time to time he turned, as though he feared that he might be followed, but there being nobody in the vicinity, he suddenly, when about half a mile from the village, struggled through a hedge into a grass-field where, in the corner, sheltered from the wind, stood Noel Barclays naval monoplane, with its star-like Gnome engine and wide planes of pale yellow.

The spot was a lonely one. Before him stretched a wide heath covered with gorse, and the Norfolk Broads beyond. Nobody was nigh.

Bending, he crept swiftly along the high hedge, until he reached the machine. His attitude was that of an evil-doer. From his pocket he produced a small bolt of wood painted to resemble steel. He advanced to the left wing-spar of the monoplane and, apparently possessing expert knowledge of the point where it was the most vulnerable, he swiftly drew out a split pin, removed a small steel bolt at the end of the main-stay cable, and replaced it with the imitation bolt.

The dastardly, murderous action was only the work of a couple of minutes, when, placing the bolt in his pocket, he crept back again beneath the hedge, and ten minutes later reached the Old Ship unnoticed, having taken a certain route with which he seemed well acquainted.

As he approached the hotel he came face to face with Noel Barclay, who, cigarette in mouth, strode at an easy pace along the road towards the spot where he had left his machine. He passed the young foreigner without recognition. The man in the golf suit was a mere summer visitor, and to his knowledge he had never seen him before. Unsuspicious of what had been done, he went forward, eager to rise in the air again and return to his headquarters.

But when he had passed Ralph Ansell turned and, glancing covertly after him, an evil expression upon his strong, clean-shaven face, muttered a fierce imprecation in French beneath his breath.

The officer, however, strolled forward in ignorance of the strangers sinister glance or his malediction, while the foreigner, with a crafty smile of triumph, entered the hotel, to find, to his alarm, that Jean had been taken very unwell.

In a moment he expressed the greatest consternation, and at once rang and ordered a cab in which to drive her back to Cromer.

A quarter of an hour later Jean Libert — whose feigned illness had now almost passed — was seated happily at her lovers side, slowly ascending the hill on the cliff-road leading towards Cromer, when, of a sudden, a loud whirr was heard in the air behind them.

Why, look, there is an aeroplane! cried the girl, enthusiastically, turning and watching with interest the naval monoplane rising beyond the village they had just left.

The driver pulled up, and the pair stood up in the vehicle to watch the splendid ascent of the dauntless aviator, who rose against the clear sky in a wide spiral higher and higher, twice passing over their heads, until he had reached an altitude of fully eight hundred feet. Then, after a final circle, he turned and made straight towards the yellow declining sun, speeding evenly and swiftly in the direction of Great Yarmouth.

Next second a loud, shrill shriek escaped the girl as she covered her face with her hands to shut out the appalling sight which met her gaze.

The machine, flying so beautifully, had, of a sudden, collapsed as though she had broken her wing, which rose at right angles, and then the machine, out of control, pitched forward and, nose first, fell straight to the ground like a stone.


CHAPTER III.

DESCRIBES TWO INQUIRIES.
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THE FATAL ACCIDENT to Lieutenant Noel Barclay caused a wave of sympathy throughout the country.

As a daring and experienced aviator he was well known. He had assisted in the foundation of the Naval Flying School at Eastchurch, and had been the first aviator to fly from land and greet the King on the occasion of a great review off Weymouth. Many splendid feats of airmanship had he accomplished, flying from Paris to London on three occasions, and going far out to sea and back, scouting on one or other of the Government hydroplanes.

Several important inventions were to his credit, and it had been due to his genius that certain of the aircraft had been fitted with wireless apparatus and experiments carried out with success. He had done excellent service during the naval manœuvres of the previous year, and his name had been written large in the annals of aviation.



But alas! the public had one morning opened their daily papers to find a tragic picture of his wrecked machine, and beneath was printed the news of his fatal fall from a distance of eight hundred feet.

The inquest had been held at the Old Ship Hotel at Mundesley, the day after the accident, and, in addition to representatives of the Admiralty, a number of aviation experts who had examined the wreckage had been present.

The inquiry was a searching one, for an important London newspaper had hinted that, owing to the parsimonious policy of the Admiralty, certain of their aeroplanes were not of the same stability as those owned by private individuals. Hence the authorities at Whitehall had set themselves to refute such damaging allegations.

To that quiet little fishing village had come some of the greatest aviation experts, world-famous pilots, and representatives of that select body whose dictum in all aviation is law — the Royal Aero Club. And all were there with one object — to decide as to the reason of the sudden collapse of the naval Bleriot.

The coroner sat in a stuffy little room, the windows of which were open. Nevertheless, with the place crowded the atmosphere was oppressively hot. The inquiry was long and tedious, for after evidence had been given as to the lieutenants departure, and eyewitnesses had described his fall, there came a quantity of highly technical evidence put forward by the Admiralty with the object of proving that the machine had been in a perfectly satisfactory condition. The Gnome engine was of 80 horse-power, the monoplane had been thoroughly overhauled only four days previously, and the flights which Barclay had made in her from Eastchurch proved that there had been no defect which could have been detected.

Curious it was that that inquiry was being held in the same hotel where Ralph Ansell and Jean Libert had taken their tea.

One man alone knew the terrible truth — the man who, on that fatal evening, had crept under the hedge unseen, and substituted the small steel bolt with one of wood with such an expert, unerring hand — the man who had stood up in the cab and calmly watched the awful result of his evil handiwork without the slightest sign of pity or remorse.

He had hurled Noel Barclay to his death with as little compunction as he would have crushed a fly. And yet little Jean, with the neat figure and great, dark eyes, in her innocence and ignorance, loved him so dearly and so well. She never dreamed the truth, and therefore he was her ideal, while she was his affianced wife.

In that small, over-crowded room, clean-shaven experts stood up one after the other, each expressing a different theory as to the cause of the accident.

When poor Barclay had been found, the engine was lying upon his chest, his neck was broken, his face battered out of all recognition, and both arms were broken. So utterly wrecked was the machine that it presented the appearance of a mass of splintered wood, tangled wires, and torn strips of fabric flapping in the wind.



All had been examined carefully, piece by piece, after the mangled remains of the unfortunate pilot had been extricated. The bolt was missing and search failed to find it. A quantity of evidence was forthcoming, and many theories advanced, the conclusion arrived at being that the left wing collapsed owing to undue strain, and the machine, instantly out of control, fell to earth.

There was but one verdict which the twelve honest men of Mundesley could return.

Expert evidence agreed that the quick-release at the end of one of the stay-wires was faulty. The steel bolt holding the main-stay cable and secured by a split-pin could not be found. It had evidently broken and fallen out, so that the left wing, being thus unsupported, had collapsed in mid-air.

And in face of these facts the jury returned a verdict of Accidental death.

This the public read next morning in their newspapers, together with expressions of deep sympathy and declarations that the air was, as yet, unconquered.

On the same day as the inquest was held upon the body of Lieutenant Barclay, a coroners inquiry was held at the little market-town of North Walsham, which, though inland, is the relay for the telegraph-cables diverging to Northern Europe, into the discovery on the highway of the body of the motor-cyclist, Mr. Richard Harborne.

Held in a schoolroom near the railway station, public and witnesses sat upon the school benches, while the coroner occupied the headmasters desk.



Again there was an array of witnesses, but from the first the crowd at the back of the room scented mystery.

A carter of the village of Worstead, speaking in his broad Norfolk brogue, described how he had discovered the body and had come into North Walsham and told a constable.

I was a coomin into North Walsham wi a load o hay what Id got from Mr. Summers, o Stalham, when just after I turned into the Norwich road I saw sawmthin a-lyin in the ditch, he said slowly, while the grey-haired deputy-coroner carefully wrote down his words.

Well? asked the official, looking up at the witness.

Well, sir, I found it was im, the man replied.

Who?

The gentleman what war killed.

The deceased, you mean, said the coroner.

Yes, sir. I went over and found im a-lyin face downwards, was the reply. I thought e wor drunk at first, but when I see blood on the road I knowed thered been sawmthin up. So I went over to im.

In what position was the body when you discovered it? the coroner asked.

E wor a-lyin with is feet in the water an is ead in the brambles like.

As if he had fallen there?

No, sir. As if ed been thrown into the side o the road. There was blood — a lot of it all alon the road.



What did you do?

Well, I pulled im out, and saw a nasty cut in is throat. So I drove on to North Walsham and saw Mr. Bennet.

Anything else?

No, sir, nawthin else.

Any juryman wish to ask a question? inquired the coroner, looking across at the twelve local taxpayers.

The foreman, a stout farmer, said:

Id like, sir, to ask the witness if the gentleman was dead when he pulled him out of the ditch.

Dead as mutton, was the witnesss prompt reply.

You think he was dead? He may not have been, the coroner remarked.

Well, I put my and on is eart an it didnt beat, sir.

Very well, said the official holding the inquiry, that will do.

Superintendent Bennet, of the Norfolk Constabulary, stationed at North Walsham, gave evidence regarding the discovery. He described how the previous witness had called at the police-station, and how they went out in a light trap on the Norwich road together.

I found deceased lying on the grass on the left side of the road close to a telegraph post, he said, while a tall, grey-faced, well-dressed man of forty-five, of a somewhat military appearance, who was seated at the back of the room, leaned forward attentively to catch every word. The thorn bushes beside the ditch were broken down by the body apparently being cast there. It was getting dusk when I arrived on the spot, but I could clearly see traces of blood for about forty feet from the ditch forward in the direction of Norwich.

Then the body must have been carried back from the spot where the blow was struck?

It was dragged back. A shower had fallen in the afternoon, and there were distinct marks on the damp road where the heels of the deceased had scraped along, and also the footmarks of the murderer.

At these words those present in court held their breath.

Have you taken any action in regard to those footmarks?

I have not, sir. But the detectives from Norwich have, answered the officer.

Could you see the track of deceaseds motor-cycle?

Quite plainly. The deceased apparently dismounted close to the spot where the first trace of blood appeared, for there were marks of a struggle. The gentleman must have been struck down and promptly flung into the ditch, after which his assailant mounted the cycle and rode off.

Towards Norwich?

Yes, sir — in that direction.

The grey-faced man at the back of the room was now all attention. Upon his countenance was a curious, intense look. The coroner noticed him, and became puzzled, even suspicious. Nobody knew the man or why he was present. Yet to him the death of Richard Harborne was, without a doubt, of the very greatest concern.

More than once the coroner looked suddenly up from writing the depositions, regarding him with covert glances. Though he had all the appearance of a gentleman, yet there was about him a strange, almost imperceptible air of the adventurer. A close observer would have noticed that his clothes bore the cut of a foreign tailor — French or Italian — and his boots were too long and pointed to be English. His well-kept, white hands were the hands of a foreigner, long and pointed, with nails trimmed to points, and upon his left wrist, concealed by his round shirt-cuff secured by solitaires in place of links, he wore a gold bangle which inside bore an inscription.

At times his grey, hard face was impassive and sphinx-like, yet to the narrative of how Richard Harborne was discovered he listened with a rapt attention it was impossible to conceal.

Yes, the coroner himself decided that there was an air of mystery surrounding the stranger, and resolved to tell the police at the conclusion of the inquiry.

Superintendent Bennet, in answer to further questions put by the coroner, said:

At Gordons Farm, to which we carried the body, I searched the dead mans pockets. From the Foreign Office passport I found, I learned the name of the gentleman, and from some letters addressed to him at the Kings Head, at Beccles, I was soon able to ascertain by telephone that he had been stopping there for some little time. Most of the letters were private ones, but two of them were enclosed in double envelopes, and written on plain paper without any address or any signature. They were written in the dots and dashes of the Morse alphabet. A post-office telegraphist has seen them, and says that the letters are a jumble and form no words, therefore they must be secret correspondence in code.

And he handed the two letters in question to the coroner, who examined them with considerable curiosity, while the stranger at the back of the court folded his arms suddenly and looked entirely unconcerned.

I also found this, the superintendent went on, handing a piece of tracing linen to the coroner. As far as I can make out, it is a tracing of some plan or other. But its actual significance I have been unable to determine.

The coroner spread it out upon his writing-pad and looked at it with a puzzled expression.

Anything else? he inquired.

Yes, sir; this, and the officer produced the torn half of a mans visiting-card.

This is apparently part of one of the deceaseds own cards, the coroner remarked, holding it before him, while the court saw that it had been torn across obliquely, leaving a jagged edge.

He seems to have signed his name across the front of it, too, before it was torn, he added.

The piece of card was carefully preserved in the inside pocket of his wallet, the inspector said. On the back, sir, you will see it is numbered 213 G.

The coroner turned it over and saw on the back the number and letter as the police-officer had stated.

There are three others, almost exactly similar, the inspector went on, producing them carefully from an envelope. They are numbered 103 F, 91 I, and 321 G.

Curious, remarked the coroner, taking them. Very curious indeed. They are all signed across, yet only half the card is preserved. They have some secret significance without a doubt.

He glanced across at the stranger, but the face of the latter betrayed no sign of further interest. Indeed, just at that moment, when the whole court was on the tenterhooks of curiosity he looked as though bored by the entire procedure.

The deceased carried a Smith-Wesson hammerless revolver fully loaded, the officer added; but he was so suddenly attacked, it seems, that he had no time to draw it.

The detectives from Norwich who had the case in hand were not called to give evidence, for obvious reasons, but Dr. Dennan, of North Walsham, whom the police called, a short, white-haired, business-like little man, stepped forward, was sworn, and deposed that when he saw the body at Gordons Farm, deceased had been dead nearly two hours.

He was struck in the throat by some thin, sharp instrument — a deep wound. The artery was severed, and death must have occurred within a few minutes, he said. Probably deceased could not speak. He certainly could not have uttered a cry. The blade of the instrument was, I should judge, only about half an inch wide, extremely keen, and tapered to a fine point. Whoever struck the blow was, I am inclined to think, possessed of some surgical knowledge. With Doctor Taylor, I made a post-mortem yesterday and found everything normal. There were some scratches and abrasions on the hands and face, but those were no doubt due to the deceased having been flung into the brambles.

Again the grey-faced stranger craned his thin neck, listening to every word as it fell from the doctors lips.

And again the coroner noticed him — and wondered.


CHAPTER IV.

DESCRIBES A TORN CARD.
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THE NORFOLK MYSTERY, as it was termed by the sensational journalists and Press-photographers, was but a nine days wonder, as, indeed, is every modern murder mystery.

It provided material for the sensational section of the Press for a full week; a hundred theories were advanced, and the police started out upon a dozen or more false scents, but all to no purpose. Therefore the public curiosity quickly died down, and within ten days or so the affair was forgotten amid the hundred and one other sensations of crime and politics, of war rumours, and financial booms, which hourly follow upon each others heels and which combine to make up the strenuous unrest of our daily life.

And so was the fatal accident to the naval aviator quickly forgotten by the public.

Many readers of these present lines no doubt saw reports of both affairs in the papers, but few, I expect, will recollect the actual facts, or if they do, they little dream of the remarkable romance of life of which those two unexplained tragedies formed the prologue.

On the night when the coroners jury returned in the case of Richard Harborne a verdict of Wilful murder by some person unknown, a girl sat in her small, plainly-furnished bedroom on the top floor of a house in New Oxford Street, in London, holding the evening paper in her thin, nerveless fingers.

It was Jean Libert.

She had been reading an account of the evidence given at the inquest, devouring it eagerly, with pale face and bated breath. And as she read her chest rose and fell quickly, her dark eyes were filled with horror, and her lips were ashen grey. The light had faded from her pretty face, her cheeks were sunken, her face haggard and drawn, and about her mouth were hard lines, an expression of bitter grief, remorse, despair.

A quarter of an hour ago, while in the small, cheap French restaurant below, kept by her father — a long, narrow place with red-plush seats along the white walls and small tables set before them — an urchin had passed, selling the extra special. On the contents bill he carried in front of him were the words, in bold type: Norfolk Mystery — Verdict.

She had rushed out into the street, bought a paper, and hastily concealing it, had ascended to her room, and there locked herself in.



Then she sank upon her bed and read it. Three times had she carefully read every word, for the report was a rather full one. Afterwards she sat, the paper still in her white hand, staring straight at the old mahogany chest of drawers before her.

Poor Dick! she murmured. Ah! Heaven! Who could have done it? Why — why was he killed on that evening? If he had not gone to Mundesley to meet me he would not have lost his life. And yet — —

She paused, startled at the sound of her own voice, so nervous had she now become.

She glanced at the mirror, and started at sight of her own white, drawn countenance.

She placed both hands upon her eyes, as though striving to recall something, and in that position she remained, bent and pensive, for some moments.

Her lips moved at last.

I wonder, she exclaimed, very faintly, speaking to herself, I wonder whether Ralph will ever know that I met Dick? Ah! yes, she sighed; I was foolish — mad — to dare to go to Mundesley that afternoon. If only I could have foreseen the consequence of our secret meeting — ah! if only I had known what I know now!

Again she was silent, her face pale, with a fixed, intense look, when at last she rose, unlocked one of the small top drawers of the chest, and, taking the drawer entirely out, extracted something that had been concealed beneath it.

She held it in her hand. There were two halves of one of Dick Harbornes visiting-cards — signed and torn across in a similar manner to those pieces which had been handed for the coroners inspection. Each half bore a number on its back, while on the front, as she placed them together, was Harbornes name, both printed and written.

For a long time she had her eyes fixed upon it. Her brows narrowed, and in her eyes showed a distinct expression of terror.

Yes, she whispered; I was a fool — a great fool to have dared so much — to have listened, and to have consented to go across to Bremen. But no one knows, except Dick — and he, alas! — hes dead! Therefore who can possibly know? — no one.

She held the halves of the torn card between her fingers for some moments, looking at them. Then, sighing deeply, she rose with sudden impulse and, crossing the room, took up a box of matches. Striking one, she applied it to the corners of the half cards and held the latter until the blue flame crept upwards and consumed them.

Then she cast them from her into the grate.

It was the end of her romance with that man who had been struck that cowardly blow in secret — Richard Harborne.

She stood gazing upon the tiny piece of tinder in the fender, immovable as a statue. Her dark brows slowly narrowed, her white, even teeth were set, her small hands clenched, as, beneath her breath, she uttered a fierce vow — a hard, bitter vow of vengeance.

Before her arose the vision of her good-looking lover, the man with the dark, intense eyes — Ralph Ansell. And then the memory of the dead Dick Harborne instantly faded from her mind.

Her romance with Dick had been but a passing fancy. She had never really loved him. Indeed, he had never spoken to her of love. Yet he had fascinated her, and in his presence she had found herself impelled by his charm and his easy-going cosmopolitanism, so that she had listened to him and obeyed, even against her own will.

She recollected vividly that adventurous journey to Bremen — recalled it all as some half-forgotten, misty dream. She could feel now the crisp crackling of those Bank of England notes which she had carried secreted in her cheap little dressing-case with its electro-plated fittings. She remembered, too, the face of the stranger, the fat, sandy-haired German, whom she had met by appointment upon a flat country road a mile distant from the city towards Ottersberg — how he had given her, as credential, one of those pieces of visiting-card, together with a bulky letter, and how, in return, she had handed him the English bank-notes.

Then there was the mysterious packet she had subsequently given to Dick, when she had met him one evening and dined with him at the Trocadero. Then he had thanked her, and declared his great indebtedness.

From that night, until the day of the tragedy, she had not seen him. Indeed, she had made up her mind never to do so. Yet he had persuaded her to meet him at Mundesley, and she had consented, even though she knew what risk of detection by Ralph she must run.

Was it possible that Ralph knew?

The thought held her breathless.

Ralph Ansell loved her. He had sworn many times that no other man should love her. What if Dicks death had been due to Ralphs fierce jealousy!

The very suspicion staggered her.

Again she sank upon her little white bed, gripping the coverlet in her nervous fingers and burying her face in the pillow.

She examined her own heart, analysing her feelings as only a woman can analyse them.

Yes. She loved Ralph Ansell — loved him sincerely and well. Eighteen months ago he had casually entered the little restaurant one evening and ordered some supper from Pierre, the shabby, bald-headed waiter, who had been for so many years in her fathers service. At that moment Jean — who was employed in the daytime at the Maison Collette, the well-known milliners in Conduit Street — happened to be in the cash-desk of her fathers little establishment where one-and-sixpenny four-course luncheons and two-shilling six-course dinners were served.

From behind the brass grille she had gazed out upon the lonely, good-looking, well-dressed young fellow whom she saw was very nervous and agitated. Their eyes met, when he had instantly become calm, and had smiled at her.

He came the next night and the next, with eyes only for her, until he summed up courage to speak to her, with the result that they had become acquainted.

A young man of French birth, though his father had been an American domiciled in Paris, he was possessed of independent means, and lived in a cosy little bachelor flat half-way up Shaftesbury Avenue on the right-hand side. Far more French than English, in spite of his English name, he quickly introduced himself into the good graces of Jeans father — the short, dapper old restaurateur, Louis Libert, a Provençal from the remote little town of Aix, a Frenchman whom many years residence in London had failed to anglicise.

For nearly twenty years old Louis Libert had kept the Restaurant Provence, in Oxford Street, yet Mme. Libert, on account of the English climate, had preferred to live with her mother in Paris, and for fully half the period had had her daughter Jean with her. In consequence, Jean, though she spoke English well, was, nevertheless, a true Parisienne.

Since her mothers death, four years previously, she had lived in London, and was at present engaged as modiste at the Maison Collette, where many of the creations of that world-famous house were due to her own artistic taste and originality.

At first, her father had looked askance at the well-dressed young stranger who so constantly had dinner or supper at the restaurant, but ere long, in consequence of secret inquiries he had made of the hall porter of the flats in Shaftesbury Avenue, he had accepted the young man, and had even been gratified by the proposal of marriage which Ralph had placed before him.

Thus the pair had become engaged, the wedding being fixed to take place in the middle of November. Even as Jean stood there, a faint tap was heard at the door, and the maid-of-all-work announced:

Mr. Ansell is downstairs, miss.

Jean responded, and after washing her hands and patting her hair before the glass, put on her hat and descended to the rather dingy, old-fashioned drawing-room over the shop, where stood her lover alone at the open window, looking down upon the traffic in the broad, brilliantly-lit London thoroughfare.

Very neat and dainty she looked in her well-cut, dark skirt, and blouse of white crêpe de Chine, which she wore with a distinctly foreign chic, and as she entered, her pretty face was bright and happy: different, indeed, to the heavy, troubled expression upon it ten minutes before.

Ah, Ralph! she cried, in warm welcome, as she sprang into his ready arms, and he bent till his lips touched hers. You are earlier than you expected, she added in French. I hardly thought you would be able to get back from the country in time to-night.

Well, you see, dearest, I made an effort, and here I am, replied the young man with the strong, clean-shaven features and the large, round, penetrating eyes. Ive been travelling ever since three oclock, and its now nearly ten.

Though he, too, spoke in French, his appearance was very English. No one would have taken him for anything else but an honest, upright, thorough-going young Englishman. He was of that strong, manly, well-set-up type, the kind of level-headed, steady young man, with whom no father would hesitate to entrust his daughters future. As he stood in his smart, blue serge suit with well-ironed trousers, and a fine diamond in his cravat, holding her in his arms and kissing her fondly, he looked the true lover, and assuredly their hearts beat in unison.

Jean Libert loved him with a great, all-consuming affection, a blind passion which obliterated any defects which she might have observed, and which endowed him in her eyes with all the qualities of a hero of romance.

They were, indeed, a handsome pair. Her dark head was resting upon his shoulder, while his strong right arm was about her slim waist.

Since her return, three days ago, from her summer holiday by the sea at Cromer they had not met. That morning, being Monday, she had resumed her daily labours in the big, long workroom of the Jewish firm who traded under the name of the Maison Collette, and she had, as is usual with girls, related to her friends many of the incidents of what she declared to be a ripping holiday.

As she stood with her white hand tenderly upon his shoulder, looking lovingly into his eyes, she was describing her return to business, and how she regretted that the long summer seaside days were no more, whereupon he said, cheerfully, in English:

Never mind, darling; November will soon come, and you will then have no further need to go to business. You will be mine. Shall we go out for a walk? he suggested, noticing that she already had her hat on.

To his suggestion she willingly assented, and, raising her full, red lips to his, she kissed him, and then they descended to the restaurant below, empty at that hour save for the seedy old waiter, Pierre, and her father, an elderly, grey, sad-looking man, whose business in later years had, alas! sadly declined on account of the many restaurants which had sprung up along Oxford Street during the past ten years. He had seen better times, but nowadays it was always a hard struggle to make both ends meet, to pay the landlord and to live.

Ralph and old Libert exchanged greetings in French, and then, with Jean upon his arm, young Ansell stepped out into Oxford Street.

The August night was dry, warm, and starlit. Few people were about as they strolled along, chatting and laughing merrily. Before the theatres discharge their chattering crowds, the main thoroughfares of central London are usually quiet and half-deserted, and as the pair walked in the direction of Regent Street, Jeans heart beat gladly with supreme satisfaction that at last Ralph had returned to London.

November! Far off seemed that day of all days in her life when she would be Ralphs bride.

Upon her finger was the engagement ring he had given her, one set with diamonds of such fine quality that old Libert had wondered. Indeed, a jeweller, whose habit it was to take his luncheon there each day, had noticed it upon Jeans finger, and had valued it roughly at a hundred pounds. Therefore Ralph could certainly not be badly off!

They had turned the corner into Regent Street, but were too engrossed in each others conversation to notice that, in passing, a tall, grey-faced man, who wore a crush-hat, with a black coat over his evening clothes, had suddenly recognised Ansell.

For a few steps he strode on with apparent unconcern, then he paused and, having gazed for several moments after them still walking with linked arms, unconscious of being remarked, he turned on his heel, crossed the road, and strolled in the direction they were walking.

The watcher was the same grey-faced, keen-looking stranger who, earlier that day, had sat in the country schoolroom at North Walsham listening to the evidence given before the coroner concerning the mystery of the Norwich Road.

His thin lips curled in a smile — a smile of bitter triumph — as he went on with crafty footsteps behind the pair, watching them from across the road.


CHAPTER V.

SECRETS OF STATE.
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THE RIGHT HONOURABLE the Earl of Bracondale, His Majestys Principal Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, crossed his big, business-like library at Bracondale Hall, near Torquay, and stood upon the Turkey hearthrug ready to receive his visitor.

Beneath the red-shaded lamplight he presented a handsome picture, a tall, well-built man of refined elegance, upon whom the cares of State weighed rather heavily. His age was about forty-three, though, in his well-cut evening clothes, he looked much younger; yet his face undoubtedly denoted strength and cleverness, a sharpened intellect ever on the alert to outwit foreign diplomacy, while the lines across his brow betokened deep thought and frequent nights of sleeplessness.

To Great Britains Foreign Minister is entrusted the care of her good relations with both friends and enemies abroad, and surely no member of the Cabinet occupies such a position of grave responsibilities, for a false step upon his part, the revelation of a secret policy, of an unfriendly attitude maintained injudiciously, may at any moment cause the spark in the powder magazine of Europe.

To preserve peace, and yet be in a position to dictate to the Powers is what a British Foreign Minister must do, a task the magnitude and difficulty of which in these days can very easily be understood.

With his hands behind his back, his dark brow slightly contracted, his eyes were fixed blankly upon the big, littered writing-table before him; he was thinking deeply.

In profile his features were clean-cut, his forehead high and above the average intelligence; his hair, though a trifle scanty on top, was as yet untinged by grey, while he wore the ends of his carefully-trimmed moustache upturned, which gave him a slightly French appearance.

In his youthful days, long before he had succeeded to the title, he had been honorary attaché at the Embassy in Rome, and afterwards in Paris, to which was attributable the rather Continental style in which he wore both hair and moustache.

He drew his hand wearily across his brow, for ever since dinner he had never left his writing-table, so busy had he been with the great pile of documents which had been brought that afternoon by special messenger from the Foreign Office.

Suddenly Jenner, the grave old butler who had been fifty years in the service of his family, opened the door and announced:

Mr. Darnborough, mlord.



Halloa, Darnborough! cried the earl cheerily, as his visitor entered. Where have you sprung from at this time of night?

From London, replied the other. I wanted to see you urgently, so I ran down.

And the two men shook hands.

That the visitor was no stranger to the house was apparent, for, without invitation, he sank into an arm-chair, stretched out his legs, and looked very gravely up into the face of the Cabinet Minister before him.

He was dressed in a dark brown suit, and was none other than the grey-faced stranger who, four days before, had sat in the schoolroom at North Walsham and had aroused the curiosity of the coroner.

Well, Darnborough, whats the matter? asked the Earl, passing his visitor the cigar-box. I can see theres trouble by your face. Whats the latest problem — eh?

The visitor selected a cigar, turned it over in his fingers critically, and then, rising suddenly, bit off the end viciously and crossed to the electric lighter near the fireplace.

Well, he answered, there are several things. First, we know why poor Harborne was killed.

Good, replied his lordship. You Secret Service men always get to know all there is to know. Youre marvellous! Have you told them at Scotland Yard?

No, and I dont mean to, replied Hugh Darnborough, the chief of the British Secret Service, the clever, ingenious man whose fingers were upon the pulse of each of the Great Powers, and whose trusty agents were in every European capital. Long ago he had held a commission in the Tenth Hussars, but had resigned it to join the Secret Service, just as Dick Harborne had resigned from the Navy to become a cosmopolitan, and to be dubbed an adventurer by those in ignorance. That had been years ago, and now he held the position of being the most trusted man in any Government department, the confidant of each member of the Cabinet, and even of the Sovereign himself, who frequently received him in private audience.

You have reasons for not telling them at Scotland Yard — eh? asked the Foreign Minister.

Strong ones, replied the other, pulling hard at his cigar. A woman who, I have ascertained, was on one occasion very useful to us, would be dragged into it — perhaps incriminated. And you know we are never anxious to court publicity.

Ah! A woman — eh?

Yes; a young, and rather pretty, woman.

And youve come all the way from London, and got here at eleven oclock at night, to tell me this?

I have something else — of greater gravity.

Well, lets hear the worst, said the Earl with a sigh. Every day brings its troubles. Look yonder! and he pointed to the table. Those are despatches from all the Embassies. The eternal Balkan trouble seems threatening to break out, unless we take strong action. Bulgaria is mobilising again, and Turkey is protesting.

There has been a leakage from the Admiralty. How, I cannot explain. A copy of the secret report upon our last naval manœuvres is in the hands of our friends in the Wilhelmstrasse.

What? cried the Earl, starting, his face pale with alarm.

I repeat that the report is known in Germany — every word of it!

And our weakness is thereby revealed?

The exact position is known.

But the confidential report has not yet come through to me!

And yet it has somehow leaked out from Whitehall, Darnborough replied, drily.

A full and drastic inquiry must be ordered. I will telephone at once to the First Lord.

He already knows. I saw him this afternoon, was the quiet reply of the head of the Secret Service, a man whose coolness in great crises was always remarkable. When danger threatened he was always far more cool and collected than when all was plain sailing.

But what are the main features of the report? Tell me, Darnborough. You always know everything.

The chief points of the secret report reached me from one of my agents in Berlin this morning. It was brought over by messenger, replied the Earls visitor, seating himself and puffing thoughtfully at his cigar. You will recollect that two fleets were engaged in the North Sea, Blue being the British Fleet, and Red representing the German.

How foolish of the Admiralty not to have issued a report for public consumption. They ought to have done so long ago, and issued the confidential report afterwards — as was done two years ago, interrupted His Majestys Minister.

Yes, that is what should have been done, the other assented. It is useless to tell the world the truth when national defence is in question. But to resume. Blues commander was given two hundred and thirty ships to Reds one hundred and seventeen, or nearly two to one. Blue had twenty-eight battleships and battle-cruisers to Reds eighteen, or fifty-five per cent. more.

An advantage far greater than we should possess in actual war, unless every British fighting ship was brought home from the Mediterranean.

Exactly. War was declared on June 18th — earlier than is usual — and six days later a truce was suddenly ordered from Whitehall. War was resumed three days afterwards, but was stopped suddenly four days later.

Well, and what did really happen? I mean, what facts have our friends in Berlin got hold of? asked the Earl, with the greatest interest.

Proofs undeniable that, under our present arrangements for home defence, a serious raid must entail a vital blow at the heart of the Empire, he replied slowly.

How? asked Lord Bracondale sharply.

Because the enemy, notwithstanding all our efforts at defence, our destroyers, our scouting hydroplanes, and our look-outs along the coast, raided the Humber, landing thirty-six thousand men, and, on the following day, made raids on the Wear, Blyth, and Sunderland, putting twenty-four thousand men ashore. Thus, four of the most important ports and bases on the East Coast were captured within two days, together with the wireless stations at Cleethorpes, Hunstanton, and Caister, and sixty thousand men were ashore. Moreover, the supposed enemy inflicted very heavy losses upon us without sustaining any disasters, and, further, they sent a strong force of cruisers into the Atlantic to prey upon British trade.

Bad, sighed the Earl, the corners of his mouth hardening. Very bad, Darnborough. It is to be hoped that the Press wont get wind of this!

The ubiquitous Chief of the Secret Service shrugged his shoulders.

It may leak out to the Opposition journals, just as it has already leaked out to the Wilhelmstrasse. If the Admiralty had not ordered a sudden cessation of hostilities the enemys admiral would next have been heard of in such a position that a panic would have been caused throughout the country. As it was, the enemys submarines of the D and E classes, which were sent away to hunt on their own, established a reign of terror, getting to the entrance of Cromarty Harbour, which was our base, and torpedoing the ships which were guarding the Fleet inside. They also torpedoed the Dreadnoughts St. Vincent and Collingwood, while another section of the enemys submarines inflicted very heavy loss on the British Fleet in the North Sea and seized the wireless at Cleethorpes.

The Earl was silent for a long time, thoughtfully stroking his moustache.

But all this betrays our weakness to Germany! he exclaimed at last. It is astounding — incredible!

But it is, nevertheless, true, remarked Darnborough. The security of the country is in gravest danger. Why, only a few days ago the Post Office allowed Germany to lay another cable across the North Sea from Mundesley, in Norfolk, to the Island of Nordeney.

Mundesley? repeated the Earl. Why, that was where poor Harborne went on the day he lost his life.

Yes. He had been in that neighbourhood for some time — upon a secret mission, poor fellow! — a mission which he had not lived to fulfil.

A silence fell between the two men.

The situation is, I see, one of the utmost gravity. Steps must be taken at once to reassure the public in case rumours should be published regarding the truth. The Opposition will certainly not spare the Government the facts, and must, if disclosed, give an impetus to the campaign for universal service, which would be very inconvenient to us at the present time. And more than that — Germany now actually knows the rottenness of our defences!

That, unfortunately, is the case.

The Earl of Bracondale bit his under lip. A Cabinet Council had been summoned for the next afternoon, and he must place the true situation before it. All the clever diplomacy he had exercised with the Powers during the past five years had now been nullified, and England stood exposed in all her vulnerability. The inflated bubble of the strong, invincible British Navy had been pricked and burst.

Black days had, alas! fallen upon our nation, and a grave peril hourly threatened. Germany had hitherto hesitated to attack England because of the uncertainty regarding our true strength. Our land defences were known to Germany, even to the most minute detail, all reported accurately and methodically by the enemys spies living amongst us. But our naval secrets had all been well preserved, so that the British Fleet had always been regarded as able to repel invasion and make reprisals.

Now, however, its failure to prevent an armed raid was known to our friends across the North Sea, and most certainly they would seek to take advantage of the valuable knowledge they had gained.

Suddenly the Earl, turning to where Darnborough stood, exclaimed:

You spoke of poor Harborne. He was a smart agent, I believe?

The best I ever had. He was clever, ingenious, utterly fearless, and devoted to the service. You will recollect how he obtained the accurate clauses of the secret Japanese treaty, and how he brought to us news of the secret French agreement over the Morocco question.

I recollect, replied the Foreign Minister. When he told me I would not believe it. Yet his information proved correct.

Harbornes death is to be deeply regretted, Darnborough said. I attended the inquest. Of course, to the public, the motive is a mystery.

Not to you — eh, Darnborough?

No. If Richard Harborne had lived, Germany would never have learnt the truth regarding the recent naval manœuvres, was the reply of the Chief of the Secret Service.

You said something about a woman. Is she known?

No. I have suspicions that an indiscretion was committed — a grave indiscretion, which cost poor Harborne his life. Yet what is one mans life to his enemies when such a secret is at stake?

But who was the woman?

A friend of Harbornes. She had been, I believe, useful to him in certain negotiations regarding the purchase of copies of plans of the new Krupp aerial gun, and in several other matters.

Any suspicion regarding her? asked the Earl quickly.

None. She is, of course, in ignorance of the truth, and probably unaware who killed the man with whom she was so friendly. I am endeavouring to trace her.

Is she a lady?

No. A French milliner, I understand.

A little romance of Harbornes which has ended fatally?

Yes — poor Harborne! sighed the grey-faced man, in whose keeping were the secrets of the Empire, and who knew more of the political undercurrents of Europe than any other living person. His loss is very great to us, for he was a fine specimen of the true-hearted, patriotic Englishman, he added, pulling hard at his cigar. His place will be hard to fill — very hard.

I know, Darnborough, remarked Lord Bracondale gravely. To such a man the country ought to erect a monument, for he has laid down his life for his country. But, alas! our country recognises no heroes of the Secret Service!

And as the Cabinet Minister spoke the telephone-bell rang. He crossed to his writing-table, took up the instrument, and responded to an urgent call from the House of Commons in London, where an important and heated debate regarding our foreign relations was in progress.


CHAPTER VI.

THE SAFE-BREAKERS.
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THE DAY HAD been hot and stifling in London — one of those blazing days when the tar on the roadway perfumes the air, the dry pavements reflect back the heat into ones face, and the straw-hatted Metropolis — or the portion of it that is still in town — gasps and longs for the country or the sea.

The warm weather was nearly at an end, and most holiday-makers were back again. Londons workers had had their annual fortnight long ago, and had nearly forgotten it, and now only principals were away golfing, taking waters at Harrogate, Woodhall Spa, or in the Scotch hydros, or perhaps travelling on the Continent.

From the high-up windows in Shaftesbury Avenue, close to Piccadilly Circus, Ralph Ansell looked down upon the busy traffic of motor-buses, taxis, and cars, the dark-red after-glow shining full upon his keen, clean-shaven face.



He was already dressed to go out to dinner, and as he stood in his cosy bachelor rooms — a pleasant, artistic little place with soft crimson carpet, big, comfortable, leather arm-chairs, and a profusion of photographs, mostly of the fair sex, decorating mantelshelf and walls — his brows were narrowed and he blew big clouds of cigarette smoke from his lips.

Suddenly the door opened and a man, shorter and rather thick-set, also in evening clothes, entered. He was evidently French, and possessed neither the good looks nor the elegance of Ansell.

Ah! my dear Adolphe! Ralph cried in French, springing forward to welcome him. I hardly expected you yet. Your train from Paris was not late — eh? Well, how goes it?

Infernally hard up — as usual, was his visitors reply, as he tossed his black overcoat on to the couch, flung his soft felt hat after it, and then sank into a chair. Why all this emergency — eh?

The man who spoke was of low type, with black, rather curly hair, sharp, shrewd eyes like his friends, ears that lay slightly away from his head, and a large, rather loose, clean-shaven mouth. Between his eyes were three straight lines, for his brow wore a constant look of care and anxiety. He did not possess that careless, easy, gentlemanly air of Ansell, but was of a coarser and commoner French type, the type one meets every day in the Montmartre, which was, indeed, the home of Adolphe Carlier.

Ansell walked to the door, opened it as if to ascertain there was no eavesdropper, and, closing and locking it, returned to his friends side.

I sent for you, my dear friend, because I want you, he said, in a low voice, gazing straight at him.

Anything good? asked the other, stretching out his legs and placing his clasped hands behind his head wearily.

Yes, an easy job. The usual game.

A jewellers?

Ansell nodded in the affirmative.

Where?

Not far from here.

Much stuff?

A lot of good stones.

And the safe?

Easy enough with the jet, Ansell answered. Youve brought over all the things, I suppose?

Yes. But it was infernally risky. I was afraid the Customs might open them at Charing Cross, Carlier replied.

You never need fear. They never open anything here. This is not like Calais or Boulogne.

I shant take them back.

You wont require to, my dear Adolphe, laughed Ansell, who, though in London he posed as a young man of means, was well known in a certain criminal set in Paris as The American, because of his daring exploits in burglary and robbery with violence.

A year before, this exemplary young man, together with Adolphe Carlier, known as Fil-en-Quatre, or The Eel, had been members of the famous Bonnemain gang, to whose credit stood some of the greatest and most daring jewel robberies in France. For several years the police had tried to bring their crimes home to them, but without avail, until the great robbery at Louis Verriers, in the Rue des Petit-Champs, when a clerk in the employ of the well-known diamond dealer was shot dead by Paul Bonnemain. The latter was arrested, tried for murder, and executed, the gang being afterwards broken up.

The malefactors had numbered eight, six of whom, including Bonnemain himself, had been arrested, the only ones escaping being Carlier, who had fled to Bordeaux, where he had worked at the docks till the affair had blown over, while Ansell, whose dossier showed a very bad record, had sought refuge in England.

The pair had not met since the memorable evening nine months before, when Ansell had been sitting in the Grand Café, and Carlier had slipped in to warn him that the police had arrested Bonnemain and the rest, and had already been to his lodgings. Two hours later, without baggage or any encumbrance, he had reached Melun in a hired motor-car, and had thence left it at midnight for Lyons, after which he doubled his tracks and travelled by way of Cherbourg across to Southampton, while Carlier had, on that same night, fled to Orleans.

Part of the proceeds of the robbery at the diamond merchants had been divided up by the gang prior to Bonnemains arrest — or rather the fifty thousand francs advanced by the Jew broker from Amsterdam to whom they always sold their booty. Therefore both men had been possessed of funds. Like others of their profession, they made large gains, but spent freely, and were continually short of money. Old Bonnemain, however, had brought burglary to a fine art, and from the proceeds of each coup he used to keep back a certain amount out of which to assist the needy among his accomplices.

Ansell, in addition, had a second source of revenue, inasmuch as he was on friendly terms with a certain Belgian Baron, who, though living in affluence in Paris, was nevertheless a high official of the German Secret Service. It was, indeed, his habit to undertake for the Baron certain disagreeable little duties which he did not care to perform himself, and for such services he was usually highly paid. Hence, when he fled to London, it was not long before a German secret agent called upon him and put before him a certain proposal, the acceptance of which had resulted in the death of Dick Harborne.

The young adventurer threw himself into the arm-chair opposite to where Adolphe Carlier was seated, and in the twilight unfolded his scheme for a coup at a well-known jewellers in Bond Street, at which he was already a customer and had thoroughly surveyed the premises.

I expected that you had some new scheme in hand, Carlier said at last, in French, after listening attentively to the details of the proposition, every one of which had been most carefully thought out by the pupil of the notorious Bonnemain. On arrival this afternoon I put up at the Charing Cross Hotel — so as to be handy if we have to get out quickly.

Good. Probably we shall be compelled to move pretty slick, Ansell said, in English. Then, after a few moments pause, he added: Do you know, my dear Adolphe, I have some news for you.

News?

Yes. Im going to be married in November.

Married! echoed Carlier, staring at his friend. Whos the lucky girl?

Shes French; lives here in London; smart, sweet — a perfect peach, was his answer. Shell be a lot of use to us in future.

Carlier was silent for a few moments.

Does she know anything? he asked in a low, serious voice.

Nothing.

What will she say when she knows?

What can she say? asked Ansell, with a grin.

Shes not one of us, I suppose?

One of us? Why, no, my dear fellow. Ill introduce you to-morrow. You must dine with us — dine before we go out and do the job. But she must not suspect anything — you understand?

Of course, replied the young Frenchman. Ill be delighted to meet her, Ralph, but — but Im thinking it is rather dangerous for you to marry an honourable girl.

What? cried the other, angry in an instant. Do you insinuate that Im not worthy to have a decent, well-brought-up girl for a wife?



Ah! you misunderstand me, mon vieux. I insinuate nothing, replied Carlier. I scent danger, that is all. She may turn from you when — well — when she knows what we really are.

Ansells mouth hardened.

When she knows shell have to grin and bear it, was the answer.

She might give us away.

No, she wont do that, I can assure you. The little fool loves me too well.

Is that the way you speak of her?

Every girl who loves a man blindly is, in my estimation, a fool.

Then your estimation of woman is far poorer than I believed, Ralph, responded Carlier. If a girl loves a man truly and well, as apparently this young lady loves you, then surely she ought not to be sneered at. We have, all of us, loved at one time or other in our lives.

Youre always a sentimental fool where women are concerned, Adolphe, laughed his companion.

I may be, answered the other. And I can assure you that I would never dare to marry while leading the life I do.

And what better life can you ever hope to lead, pray? Do we not get excitement, adventure, money, pleasure — everything that makes life worth living? Neither you nor I could ever settle down to the humdrum existence of so-called respectability. But are these people who pose as being so highly respectable really any more honest than we are? No, my dear friend. The sharks on the Bourse and the sharp men of business are just as dishonest. They are thieves like ourselves under a more euphonious name.

Carlier smiled at his friends philosophy. Yet he was thinking of the future of the girl with whom he was, as yet, unacquainted — the girl who had chosen to link her life with that of the merry, careless, but unscrupulous young fellow before him. They were bosom friends, it was true, yet he knew, alas! how utterly callous Ralph Ansell was where women were concerned, and he recollected certain ugly rumours he had heard, even in their own undesirable circle.

They spoke of Jean again, and Ralph told him her name.

We will dine there to-morrow night, he added. Then we will come on here, and go forth to Bond Street at half-past eleven. Ive watched the police for the past week, and know their exact beat. Better bring round the things youve brought from Paris in a taxi to-morrow morning.

The things referred to were an oxy-acetylene gas-jet, and a number of the latest inventions of burglarious tools — indeed, all the equipment of the expert safe-breaker.

That night the pair went forth and dined at the Café Royal in Regent Street, and afterwards went to the Palace Theatre, finishing up at a night club in Wardour Street. Then, on the following morning, Carlier returned, bringing with him the heavy but unsuspicious-looking travelling trunk he had conveyed from Paris.

In the evening Ralph and he went to the Provence Restaurant, but, to their disappointment, Jean was not there. She had been home, but had left half an hour later to go to Balham to visit one of her fellow-assistants at the Maison Collette who was dangerously ill. She had taken with her some fruit and flowers.

Annoyed at her absence, Ralph had suggested the Trocadero for dinner.

Its better than in this wretched little hole, he added to Carlier, in an undertone. And well want a good dinner before we get to business, he added, with a sinister grin.

So they had wished old Libert a merry bon soir, and were driven in a taxi along to the Trocadero grill-room, where, amid the clatter of plates, the chatter, and the accompanying orchestra, they found themselves in their own element.

At half-past ten they ascended to Ansells flat, and each had a stiff brandy-and-soda and a cigar.

Both men were expert thieves, therefore it was not surprising that, by half-past two oclock next morning, wearing cotton gloves and dark spectacles to hide the glare from the jet, they stood together before the great safe at the back of Matheson and Wilsons, the well-known jewellers, and while Ansell put up his hand and cleared shelf after shelf of magnificent ornaments, Adolphe expertly packed them away into the small black canvas bag he held open.

Those were breathless, exciting moments. The jet had done its work. It had gone through the hardened steel plates like a knife through butter, and the door, believed to be burglar-proof, stood open, displaying wonderful diamond tiaras in cases, ropes of pearls and paper packets containing uncut gems worth a huge amount.

The haul was a magnificent one, and though they had not yet succeeded in getting clear, both men were gloating over their booty — a triumphant satisfaction that no burglar can repress.

The scene was a weird one. The glaring light thrown by the jet had been extinguished, but the steel still glowed with heat, and Ansell blistered his fingers when they had accidentally touched the edge. The only light now was a small electric torch which threw direct rays in a small zone. But of a sudden, both men heard a noise — the distinct footsteps of a man crossing the shop!

They straightened their backs, and, for a second, looked at each other in alarm.

Next instant a big, burly night-watchman dashed in upon them, crying:

What do you fellows want ere — eh?

Nothing. Take that! replied Ansell, as he raised his hand and dashed something into the mans face.

But too late. The man raised his revolver and fired.

Though the bullet went wide, the report was deafening in that small inner room, and both intruders knew that the alarm was raised. Not a second was to be lost. The police-constable on duty outside would hear it!



Without hesitation, Ralph Ansell raised his arm and instantly fired, point blank, at the man defending the property of his master.

A second report rang out, and the unfortunate night-watchman fell back into the darkness. There was a sound of muffled footsteps.

Then all was silence.


CHAPTER VII.

THE DOWNWARD PATH.
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A YEAR HAD gone by.

Since that memorable night when Ansell and Carlier had so narrowly escaped capture in Bond Street, and had been compelled to fly and leave their booty behind, things had gone badly with both of them.

With Bonnemain executed, and their other companions in penal servitude at Cayenne, a cloud of misfortune seemed to have settled upon them.

Of the tragedy on the Norwich road no more had been heard. The police had relinquished their inquiries, the affair had been placed upon the long list of unsolved mysteries, and it had passed out of the public mind. Only to the British Cabinet had the matter caused great suspense and serious consideration, while it had cost the Earl of Bracondale, as Foreign Minister, the greatest efforts of the most delicate diplomacy to hold his own in defiance to the German intentions. For two whole months the Foreign Office had lived in daily expectation of sudden hostilities. In the Wilhelmstrasse the advisability of a raid upon our shores had been seriously discussed, and the War Council were nearly unanimous in favour of crossing swords with England.

Only by the clever and ingenious efforts of British secret agents in Berlin, who kept Darnborough informed of all in progress, was Lord Bracondale able to stem the tide and guide the ship of state into the smooth waters of peace.

And of all this the British public had remained in blissful ignorance. The reader of the morning paper was assured that never in this decade had the European outlook been so peaceful, and that our relations with our friends in Berlin were of the most cordial nature. Indeed, there was some talk of an entente.

The reader was, however, in ignorance that for weeks on end the British fleet had been kept in the vicinity of the North Sea, and that the destroyer flotillas were lying in the East Coast harbours with steam up, ready to proceed to sea at a moments notice.

Nevertheless, the peril had passed once again, thanks to the firm, fearless attitude adopted by Lord Bracondale, and though the secret of Englands weakness was known and freely commented upon in Government circles in Berlin, yet the clamorous demands of the war party were not acceded to. The British lion had shown his teeth, and Germany had again hesitated.



Ralph Ansell and Adolphe Carlier, after the failure of their plot to rob Matheson and Wilsons, in Bond Street, had fled next day to Belgium, and thence had returned to France.

Ralph had seen Jean for a few moments before his flight, explaining that his sudden departure was due to the death of his uncle, a landowner near Valence, in whose estate he was interested, and she, of course, believed him.

So cleverly, indeed, did he deceive her that it was not surprising that old Libert and his daughter should meet the young adventurer at the Hotel Terminus at Lyons one day in November, and that three days later Ralph and Jean were married at the Mairie. Then while the old restaurateur returned to London, the happy pair went South to Nice for their honeymoon.

While there Adolphe Carlier called one day at their hotel — a modest one near the station — and was introduced to Jean.

From the first moment they met, Adolphes heart went forth to her in pity and sympathy. Though a thief bred and born, and the son of a man who had spent the greater part of his life in prison, Carlier was ever chivalrous, even considerate, towards a woman. He was coarser, and outwardly more brutal than Ralph Ansell, whose veneer of polish she, in her ignorance of life, found so attractive, yet at heart, though an expert burglar, and utterly unscrupulous towards his fellows, he was, nevertheless, always honourable towards a woman.

When their hands clasped and their eyes met upon their introduction, she instantly lowered hers, for, with a womans intuition, she knew that in this companion of her husbands she had a true friend. And he, on his part, became filled with admiration of her great beauty, her wonderful eyes, and her soft, musical voice.

And he turned away, affecting unconcern, although in secret he sighed for her and for her future. She was far too good to be the wife of such a man as Ralph Ansell.

Months went on, and to Jean the mystery surrounding Ralph became more and more obscure.

At first they had lived quietly near Bordeaux, now and then receiving visits from Adolphe. On such occasions the two men would be closeted together for hours, talking confidentially in undertones. Then, two months after their marriage, came a telegram one day, stating that her father had died suddenly. Both went at once to London, only to find that poor old Libert had died deeply in debt. Indeed, there remained insufficient money to pay for the funeral.

Therefore, having seen her father buried at Highgate, Jean returned with Ralph to Paris, where they first took a small, cosy apartment of five rooms in the Austerlitz quarter; but as funds decreased, they were forced to economise and sink lower in the social scale — to the Montmartre.

To Jean, who had believed Ralph to be possessed of ample means, all this came as a gradual disillusionment. Her husband began quickly to neglect her, to spend his days in the cafés, often in Adolphes company, while the men he brought to their rooms were, though well-dressed, of a very different class to those with whom she had been in the habit of associating in London.

But the girl never complained. She loved Ralph with a fond, silent passion, and even the poor circumstances in which already, after ten months of married life, she now found herself, did not trouble her so long as her husband treated her with consideration.

As regards Adolphe, she rather avoided than encouraged him. Her womans keenness of observation showed her that he sympathised with her and admired her — in fact, that he was deeply in love with her, though he strenuously endeavoured not to betray his affection.

Thus, within a year of the tragic end of Dick Harborne, Jean found herself living in a second-floor flat in a secluded house in the Boulogne quarter, not far from the Seine, a poor, working-class neighbourhood. The rooms, four in number, were furnished in the usual cheap and gaudy French style, the floor of bare, varnished boards, save where strips of Japanese matting were placed.

On that warm August evening, Jean, in a plain, neatly-made black dress, with a little white collar of Swiss embroidery, and wearing a little apron of spotted print — for their circumstances did not permit the keeping of a bonne — was seated in her small living-room, sewing, and awaiting the return of her husband.

She had, alas! met with sad disillusionment. Instead of the happy, affluent circumstances which she had fondly imagined would be hers, she had found herself sinking lower and lower. Her parents were now both dead, and she had no one in whom to confide her suspicions or fears. Besides, day after day, Ralph went out in the morning after his café-au-lait, and only returned at eight oclock to eat the dinner which she prepared — alas! often to grumble at it. Slowly — ah! so very slowly — the hideousness and mockery of her marriage was being forced upon her.

Gradually, as she sat at the open window waiting his coming, and annoyed because the evening meal which she had so carefully cooked was spoilt by his tardiness, the dusk faded and darkness crept on.

She felt stifled, and longed again for the fresh air of the country. Before her, as she sat with her hands idle in her lap, there arose memories of that warm afternoon when, in that charming little fishing village in England, she had met her good friend Richard Harborne, the man who that very same evening fell beneath an assassins knife.

Her thoughts were stirred from the fact that, while out that morning, Mme. Garnier, from whom she purchased her vegetables daily, had given her a marguerite. This she wore in the breast of her gown, and its sight caused her to reflect that on that never-to-be-forgotten afternoon at Mundesley, when she had walked with Harborne, he, too, had given her a similar flower. Perfumes and flowers always stir our memories of the past!

She sat gazing out into the little moss-grown courtyard below, watching for Ralphs coming. That quarter of Paris was a poor one, inhabited mainly by artisans, yet the house was somewhat secluded, situated as it was in a big square courtyard away from the main thoroughfare. Because it was quiet, Ralph had taken it, and further, because Mme. Brouet, the concierge, a sharp-faced, middle-aged woman, wife of a cobbler, who habitually wore a small black knitted shawl, happened to be an acquaintance of his.

But, alas! the place was dismal enough. The outlook was upon a high, blank, dirty wall, while below, among the stones, grass and rank weeds grew everywhere.

The living room in which the girl sat was poor and comfortless, though she industriously kept the place clean. It was papered gaudily with broad stripes, while the furniture consisted of a cheap little walnut sideboard, upon which stood a photograph in a frame, a decanter, a china sugar-bowl, and some plates, while near it was a painted, movable cupboard on which stood a paraffin lamp with green cardboard shade, and a small fancy timepiece, which was out of order and had stopped.

In the centre of the room was a round table, upon which was a white cloth with blue border and places laid for two, and four rush-bottomed chairs placed upon the square of Japanese matting covering the centre of the room completed the picture.

Jean laid aside her needlework — mending one of Ralphs shirts — and sighed over the might-have-been.

I wonder what it all means? she asked herself aloud. I wonder what mysterious business Ralph has so constantly with Adolphe? And why does Mme. Brouet inquire so anxiously after Ralph every day?

For the past fortnight her husband, whose clothes had now become very shabby, had given her only a few francs each day, just sufficient with which to buy food. Hitherto he had taken her out for walks after dusk, and sometimes they had gone to a cinema or to one of the cheaper music-halls. But, alas! nowadays he never invited her to go with him. Usually he rose at noon, after smoking many cigarettes in bed, ate his luncheon, and went out, returning at any time between six and eight, ate his dinner, often sulkily, and then at nine Carlier would call for him, and the pair would be out till midnight.

She little guessed in what a queer, disreputable set the pair moved, and that her husband was known in the Montmartre as The American. She was in ignorance, too, how Ralph, finding himself without funds, had gone to the Belgian Baron — the secret agent of Germany — and offered him further services, which had, however, been declined.

At first Ansell had been defiant and threatening, declaring that he would expose the Baron to the police as a foreign spy. But the stout, fair-moustached man who lived in the fine house standing in its own spacious grounds out at Neuilly, on the other side of the Bois de Boulogne, had merely smiled and invited him to carry out his threat.

Do so, my friend, he laughed, and you will quickly find yourself arrested and extradited to England charged with murder. So if you value your neck, it will, I think, be best for you to keep a still tongue. There is the door. Bon soir.

And he had shown his visitor out.

At first Ansell, who took a walk alone in the Bois, vowed vengeance, but a few hours later, after reflecting upon the whole of the grim circumstances, had come to the conclusion that silence would be best.

Though he had endeavoured not to show it, he was already regretting deeply that he had married. Had he been in better circumstances, Jean might, he thought, have been induced to assist him in some of his swindling operations, just as the wives of other men he knew had done. A woman can so often succeed where a man fails. But as he was almost without a sou, what could he do?

Truth to tell, both he and Carlier were in desperate straits.

Jean had been quick to notice the change in both men, but she had remained in patience, making no remark, though the whole circumstances puzzled her, and often she recollected how happy she had been at the Maison Collette when she had lived at home, and Ralph, so smart and gentlemanly, had called to see her each evening.



These and similar thoughts were passing through her mind, when suddenly she was recalled to her present surroundings by Ralphs sudden entrance.

Halloa! he cried roughly. Dinner ready?

It has been ready more than an hour, dear, she replied, in French, jumping to her feet and passing at once into the tiny kitchen beyond.


CHAPTER VIII.

REVEALS THE GRIM TRUTH.
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THOUGH RALPH ANSELLS clean-shaven face was strong, and his eyes keen and searching, in the dress he wore he presented anything but the appearance of the gentleman he did when, twelve months before, he had lived in the cosy little bachelor flat in Shaftesbury Avenue.

His clothes were black, striped with grey, the coat edged with braid in the foreign manner, his neck was encircled by a soft collar tied with a loose, black cravat. His waistcoat was open, displaying his soft, white shirt and the leather belt around his waist, while on his head was a cloth cap with an unusually large peak.

He looked the true Parisian loafer, as indeed he was. Yet love is blind, and as yet Jean would believe nothing to his discredit, crushing out any suspicion that had arisen within her.

Having discarded his cap and tossed it across upon a chair, revealing his high, square forehead, he threw off his coat, and in his shirt-sleeves sat down at the table, exclaiming:

Now, then, girl, I hope youve got something eatable to-night. I shall want something to keep me going before to-morrow morning.

Why? asked the girl, putting down the tureen of pot-au-feu and seating herself.

Ive got a little business on, thats all, he snapped, taking his soup, commencing it, and grumbling that it was badly made.

I do my best, Ralph, she protested. You know Ive had no money for three days now.

And if you had, the soup would be just the same, he declared. You may be all very well to make hats, but youre no good as a mans wife. Ive discovered that long ago. I—

His words were interrupted by a loud rap at the door.

He started in alarm, but the next second sprang up and welcomed his visitor warmly.

You, Adolphe, old fellow! he cried. Why, you gave me quite a start. Come in and have a bit of dinner. I want to talk to you. I was coming to find you as soon as Id finished. Jean, another plate for Adolphe.

So the man who had entered laid his hard-felt hat on the sideboard, as was his habit, and sat down at the table in the chair that his friend had placed for him.

Then Ansell, having carefully closed the window, went back to the table and, bending towards his friend, said:



Listen. Im going to tell you something important. Ive got a good thing on for us both to-night. You know the Barons out at Neuilly? Well, to-night, it quite — —

Hush, Ralph! Madame — — his companion cried, glancing at Jean, apprehensively.

Oh, she may just as well know the truth at first as at last, laughed Ansell roughly. Then, turning to his wife, he exclaimed, with a sinister grin: Perhaps, Jean, you may wonder how we live — how I have got my money in the past. Well, I may as well tell you, for one day you will surely discover our secret. We are burglars.

The girl started, staring blankly at her husband, and uttered a low scream.

Burglars! she gasped, astounded.

Yes. And now you know the truth, take care that you never blab out a word to anyone, or, by Heaven, it will be the worse for you! If you say a word, he added, fiercely, with knit brows and glaring eyes, if you let drop a hint to anybody, Ill break every bone in your body.

Ralph! she cried, starting up in horror. Have you taken leave of your senses?

Enough! protested Adolphe, angrily. I wont stand by and hear such threats, Ralph.

What, pray, is it to do with you? asked Ansell, fiercely. Shes my wife, and I can speak to her. I can tell her what home-truths I like without your interference.

I should have deemed it more prudent to have said nothing, Ralph, answered the other quietly.



Though Carlier was dressed also in a striped jacket and waistcoat and black trousers, he wore no collar, and looked even a greater blackguard than his friend.

His eyes met Jeans, and in them he saw an expression of silent thanks for taking her part.

Then she turned and, covering her face with her hands, burst into bitter, blinding tears, and disappeared into the little kitchen.

Sit down, Ansell urged. Now that little fool has gone, we can talk.

You are a perfect idiot, declared the other, in disgust.

Thats my affair. Shell have to be brought to her senses and know the truth.

It has upset her.

I cant help that, he laughed. She must get over it. If she wants fine dresses and a good time she must help us. And I mean that she shall before long. Look at Taverniers wife.

She is of a different type to madame.

Rubbish! he laughed. Wait and see what Ill do. Shell be a valuable asset to us before long.

Adolphe leaned his elbows upon the table and shrugged his shoulders.

Bien! he said. Let me hear the proposition.

It is quite simple, the young adventurer said. I know the interior of the Barons house. There is a lot of good stuff there — some jewellery, too, and even enough table silver to make the job worth while. In his safe he keeps a lot of papers. If we could only get them they would fetch something in certain quarters — enough to make us both rich; but the worst of it is that we left our jet in London, and we cannot get it without. And he took a caporal from the packet before him and slowly lit it. Then he resumed, saying: Now, I propose that we leave the safe out of the question, and go for the plate in the salle-à-manger. We have no tools for a really artistic job, so we must be content this time with the Barons embroideries. His papers may come later — at least, thats my project. Ive been out at Neuilly all day, and have had a good look around, and decided on the way we shall get in. It is perfectly easy — all save the watchdog. But a bit of doctored meat will do the trick. I got a little dose for him from old Père Lebrun on my way home, and from his pocket he produced a small bottle.

Is the Baron at home? asked his accomplice, to whom, of course, Ansell had never spoken about the failure of his plot for blackmail.

Of course, was the reply. But what does that matter? Hell be sound asleep, and to-morrow we shall be a couple of thousand francs the richer. It is childishly easy, my dear friend, I assure you.

And if we meet the Baron, who, if all I hear be true, is an extremely shrewd person, what shall we do?

Well, if we meet anybody, we must act as we have always acted.

Shoot, eh?

Ansell nodded and grinned.



We had bad luck in London, remember, said The Eel.

Yes; but it is easy out at Neuilly, the other declared. Ive been in the salle-à-manger, remember. Every bit of plate in use is solid silver. Much of it is kept in drawers in the room. Besides, there were a lot of knick-knacks about in the large salon. Levy will buy them in a moment. We are on a soft thing, I can assure you. I was an ass not to have thought of it long ago. Once the dog is silenced the rest is quite easy.

Carlier, who had only two francs in his pocket, reflected deeply. He was silent for fully three minutes, while his companion watched his face narrowly.

When do you propose starting?

Say at eleven. Well get your things from your place, and Ill take my flash-lamp, keys, and a few other necessaries.

No, youll not, Ralph! cried Jean, as she rushed out from the kitchen, where behind the half-closed door she had been listening to the plot.

Shut up, girl, will you? her husband commanded roughly. We want no womans advice in our business.

And rising from his chair, he unlocked the drawer in the movable cupboard wherein he kept certain of his private belongings, and took therefrom a serviceable-looking revolver, which he examined and saw was fully loaded.

He also drew forth some skeleton keys, a burglars jemmy in two sections, a pair of india-rubber gloves, a small, thin saw, and an electric pocket-lamp, all of which he carefully stowed away in his pockets.

The contents of that drawer were a startling revelation to Jean. He had always kept it locked, and she had often wondered what it contained.

Now that she knew she stood staggered.

She looked in horror at the revolver he held in his hand, and then with a sudden movement she flung herself upon him and grasped his arms, appealing to him for the sake of her love to desist from such an adventure.

Quick and passionate came the words, the full, fervent appeal of a woman deeply and honestly in love. But he heeded not either her tears or her words, and only cast her from him with a rough malediction, declaring her to be an encumbrance.

But think! she cried. Now that I know what you are I am in deadly fear that — that one day they may come, Ralph, and take you away from me.

And she stood pale-faced and trembling before him.

Ah, never fear, my girl, replied her husband. Theyll never have me. Theyve tried a good many times, havent they Adolphe? and he laughed defiantly. The police! Zut! I do not fear them! and he snapped his thin, long fingers in contempt.

But one day, dear — one day they may be successful. And — and what should I do?

Do? he asked. Well, if I were put away I suppose youd have to do as a good many other women have done.

She looked at him very straight in deep reproach, but uttered no word.

Disillusionment had fallen upon her, and utterly crushed her. Ralph — her Ralph — the man in whom all her love, all her thoughts, all her sympathies were centred, was a thief, and, further, he had cursed her as an encumbrance.

The poor girl drew her hand across her brow as though unable to actually realise the astounding facts. She was stunned by the hideous truth which had that evening been revealed. The blow had in an instant crushed all the light out of her life.

She now realised the reason of those many secret conferences with Carlier, and certain other rather disreputable-looking companions, jail-birds, without a doubt. She knew why he was sometimes absent all night, why he had stolen in, weary and worn, in the early hours of the morning, and why, on one occasion, he had remained in the house for two whole weeks and had never once gone out.

Well, now you know the truth, girl, I hope you wont ask any more inquisitive questions, Ralph said, noticing how strangely she had stared at him. Our business concerns nobody but ourselves — you understand?

Yes, I understand, she replied, slowly, in a strange, hard voice. I understand, too, Ralph, that you no longer love me, or you would never have spoken to me as you have to-night.

And she burst into tears.



Ralph, Ralph, this is too bad! protested his friend. You ought to have a little pity for poor madame — you really ought.

I tell you I dont want any interference in my domestic affairs, so shut up, or you and I wont agree. Do you hear that — once and for all? replied Ansell determinedly, thrusting his bony face into that of this companion.

The latter shrugged his shoulders, and merely remarked:

Well, you surprise me greatly.

Of a sudden, however, Jean, with a quick movement, sprang towards her husband, who had already put on his coat and cap, and placed the revolver in his pocket preparatory to departing upon his midnight adventure. She seized him by both wrists and, throwing herself wildly upon her knees, begged and implored him not to go.

For my sake, Ralph, dont go! she urged. Dont go! Give up the project! Work and lead an honest life, I beg of you.

Honest life! he laughed with a sneer. Can you imagine me sitting in an office all day, adding up figures, or writing letters for some other thief with a brass plate on his office door? No, Im not cut out for that, I assure you, he added.

But for my sake, dont go, she urged again, his hands still in hers, for she held them firmly, and placed them to her lips.

His confession that he was a thief had fallen upon her, and for the first few moments had held her speechless, but now she had found tongue, and even though the disgraceful truth was out, her first thought was for his safety.

Youre a confounded little fool! he declared, roughly. Let me go. Come on, Adolphe! We havent any use for womens tears.

And he twisted her hands roughly so that she was compelled to relinquish her hold.

He was leaving the room, but again she caught him, clinging to him resolutely, and beseeching him to heed her word.

This angered him. His face was pale, his eyes flashed quickly and, gripping her by the right hand, he raised his fist to strike her.

In a flash, however, Carlier, who stood with his hat on ready to depart, sprang in from behind, and gripped the brutes arm, shouting:

No, you shall not strike her — not while I am present! Come away, you infernal coward!

Jean gave vent to a hysterical shriek, and shook herself free, but ere she could realise what had actually happened, the two men, without further word, had left the room, her husband slamming the door after him with a fierce imprecation.

Then she stood alone, white-faced, terrified, heart-broken.

Ralph Ansell had at last shown himself in his true colours — a thief, a bully, a coward, and a blackguard.

And yet she had loved him until that hour — loved him with all the strength of her being — loved him as she had loved no other man in her whole life.

She had lived only for him, and she would have willingly died for him had he not raised his hand against her.

But she stood in the centre of that meagre little room, staring straight before her, her countenance white to the lips, her big, dark eyes fixed like one in a dream.

Poor Jean! Even then her brain was awhirl. She could scarcely realise the grim, terrible truth.

For a few moments she stood there motionless as a statue, then suddenly she staggered, reeled, and collapsed, inert and senseless, upon the floor.


CHAPTER IX.

IN THE NIGHT.
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NOT UNTIL SEVERAL hours afterwards did Jean regain consciousness.

When slowly she opened her eyes and gazed wonderingly about the silent room, she found herself lying in a heap upon the floor, a terrible throbbing across her brow and a lump in her throat.

Gradually she recollected the horror of that half-hour before she had fainted, and slowly she raised herself and tottered to a chair.

Upon the table stood the empty bottle from which Ralph and Adolphe had drunk glass after glass of red wine, before going forth to commit the crime. There were the three empty plates, too; while on the top of the cupboard the cheap, evil-smelling lamp which Jean had lit on Ralphs arrival, was burning low, shedding a small zone of dim, yellow light.

Gone! she gasped aloud. Oh, I cant believe it! Ralph — my own Ralph — a common thief! Impossible! impossible! Then she sobbed, burying her pale face in both her hands in blank despair.



The horrible, bitter truth had been forced upon her, and she saw it in all its hideousness.

He raised his hand to strike me down! she murmured to herself. He would have struck me, had it not been for Adolphe. Ah! yes, she sighed. Adolphe knows — he knows the truth — of all I have suffered. Ralph is a thief, and — and the police will one day arrest him. He will be tried and punished, and I shall be left alone — alone!

For a long time the despairing girl sat in her lonely room, bent and utterly crushed. Her thoughts were of the man she loved, and who, in return, had now revealed his contempt, even hatred. He had told her that she was but an encumbrance. He had not minced matters, but spoken openly and frankly, like the brute he was.

She was unaware that The American was well known in the Montmartre as a keen, unscrupulous man, against whom were so many charges. Next to Bonnemain himself, he had been the most daring and expert of all that dangerous gang.

How cleverly he had deceived her, however, she now knew. Her senses seemed benumbed, for the blow had rendered her, for the time, insensible.

A full hour went by.

The room was silent, save that from the courtyard below rose the drunken voice of a workman who lived in the ground-floor flat — the husband of the slatternly concierge — who had just returned.

The broken clock still pointed to the hour of four, therefore she had no idea of the time, but sat staring in front of her, like one in a dream.



Once or twice her breast slowly heaved and fell beneath her neat, black gown. Then at last she rose and, crossing to the cupboard with firm resolve, took out a small, ten-centime bottle of ink and an envelope.

Seating herself at the table, she took the pen in her trembling fingers, and with tears falling upon the paper, traced uneven words in French, as follows:

In spite of my love for you, Ralph, I cannot suffer longer. Certain hidden things in your life frighten me. Farewell. Forget me. — Jean.

Slowly she folded it, took off her wedding-ring, and placed it in the envelope, together with the letter. Afterwards she addressed it to her husband, and left it upon the table. Then slowly she rose with a hard, fixed look, and passed into the adjoining room, which was a bedroom.

She took a sad farewell of the few little treasures which she had brought from her own room in Oxford Street — knick-knacks, photographs, and the like — and, putting on her hat, passed back across the living-room, and then crept down the stairs and out — undiscovered and unheard by the ever-watchful old woman in the black, knitted shawl.

Without a glance back, she gained the broad, well-lit thoroughfare, and, turning to the left, went blindly and broken-hearted along in the direction of the Bois, out into the world, sad, despairing, and alone, heedless of where her steps led her, out into the unknown.

Meanwhile The American and The Eel were busy with their adventure.

To the left of the broad, main avenue, which, running through Neuilly-on-Seine, crosses the river to Courbevoie, lived the wealthy Baron de Rycker.

The house stood alone in a secluded spot, surrounded by its own spacious grounds, and hidden from the road by a high wall. In this was a big gate of ornamental iron, the top of which was gilded — a gate which the concierge, who lived in the lodge beside it, always kept locked.

But, through the gate, the house itself could not be seen, because plates of iron had been fixed half-way up, shutting out the view of house and well-kept grounds from the public view.

As Ralph was aware, the concierge was more than a mere lodge-keeper. He knew who were the Barons friends, and admitted them without question, in whatever garb they might chance to be. But any inquisitive person, or stranger, never got within that gate, or if they attempted, they met with a warm reception from the fierce dog which constantly prowled about the grounds.

The two men arrived in Neuilly soon after eleven oclock and, entering a café near the river, remained there smoking and drinking coffee, till midnight, when they went forth, treading lightly, for at The Eels lodgings in the Rue Lapage, off the Boulevard de Clichy, they had both put on boots with india-rubber soles.



Passing the wall of the Barons garden, they found all quiet and in darkness.

Then The American went back as far as the gate and threw a stone against the ironwork, with the result that the dog, which prowled there at night, barked furiously.

That was what Ralph Ansell desired.

Taking from his pocket a stone, to which was tied by cotton a piece of poisoned liver, he threw it over the gate and listened to it drop upon the gravel.

In a moment the dog, with natural curiosity, pounced upon it, and finding it to be a toothsome delicacy, could not resist it.

For another five minutes Ralph waited without making a sound.

Then he threw another stone against the iron sheeting of the gate.

The noise was loud. But there was no answering bark.

Then he crept back to where Adolphe lurked in the shadow.

A quarter of an hour later, both men were crouching before a long window which led out upon a well-kept lawn. They had scaled the wall, and crept across the grass without a sound.

The weather favoured them, for there was a slight west wind which, while catching the foliage of the trees, caused it to rustle and so conceal any slight noise they might make.

Ralph pressed the button of his electric lamp, and a small spot of light shone upon the glass. Then, with expert hand, he quickly smeared it with treacle, and afterwards, with a glaziers diamond, cut out a piece sufficient to allow him to insert his hand and turn the latch within.

A moment later, both men were inside the large, well-furnished salle-à-manger, treading noiselessly upon the thick Turkey carpet, though The Eel, in entering, unfortunately stumbled, and in grabbing the door to prevent himself falling, cut his hand badly, even through the india-rubber gloves they both wore.

The pair lost no time in clearing the fine, carved sideboard of the quantity of valuable plate it contained. Then, led by Ralph, to whom the interior of the big house was well known, The Eel entered the cosy, luxuriously-furnished library, which was the private den of the chief secret agent of the German Empire.

It was not a large room. Its size was revealed to Adolphe by the flashing of his companions lamp. Lined with books, and with a big, business-like writing-table placed in the window, it was a cosy place — a place with which many a spy of Germany was familiar and in which many a man had received a bundle of hundred-franc notes in return for information, or plans of Frances armaments or defences.

From it a door led straight into the grounds, so that a visitor was not compelled to pass through the house in order to have a confidential chat with its owner, while in a farther corner of the garden was a door in the wall by which a side road might be gained.



Neither man spoke as they made a noiseless tour of the room. The Eel carried a capacious sack of black material, and into it thrust what knick-knacks seemed to be of value — several miniatures, a couple of gold snuff-boxes, a small box of Limoges enamel, and the like, while The American was busy with his skeleton keys at the drawers of the big writing-table.

Suddenly he beckoned to Adolphe, and the latter, as he approached, saw that he had succeeded in opening one of the small drawers. Within was a secret cavity known to the thief, for he had twice watched the German spy take money from it.

There was a spring at the back of the drawer, and as The Eel directed the rays of light inside, his companion fingered it, with the result that of a sudden a portion of the wood fell back and from within the other drew out a large bundle of French thousand-franc notes secured by an elastic band.

With a low whistle Ansell, with gloating eyes, slipped them into his breast pocket.

Then, diving his hand in again, he drew out several handsome bracelets set with diamonds and emeralds, two strings of matched pearls, a diamond and platinum pendant, a muff-chain set with diamonds, and a childs coral necklace — the jewellery belonging to the Barons dead wife and his little daughter — which he kept concealed there — a relic of a long-past domestic happiness.

With scarce a glance at the valuables, the thief thrust them into his pocket.

Eagerly they cleared the secret space behind the back of the drawer. There were three other bank-notes lying loose, about twenty golden louis, two ruby rings, and lastly a safe-key, which Ralph held up in triumph, whispering:

What about the Barons secret correspondence — eh?

Wheres the safe? asked his companion.

Upstairs — in his room, I expect. It is not here.

Then, leaving the drawer open, Ralph Ansell crossed the room and, opening his big clasp-knife, the blade of which was as sharp as a razor, he commenced to slash vigorously at the pale green silk upholstery of the couch and easy chairs. He was angry and vicious in his attacks upon the furniture, cutting and slashing everywhere in his triumph over the man who had refused to further assist him.

The Eel watched without uttering a remark. He had seen such explosions of anger before on the part of his companion when they were doing other jobs. It is, indeed, well known to criminologists and to all police officials that the average burglar is never satisfied with mere theft, however great may be his coup, but that some force impels him to spend time in committing wanton damage to the furniture.

It was so with Ralph Ansell. He hated the Baron, therefore he slashed his furniture. In many other homes he had acted in a similar way, just as, indeed, Bonnemain always acted, carrying a keen knife for the purpose.

Shall we risk going to his room? whispered Adolphe, who approached him.

Of course, my friend. A few of those papers will be worth thousands of francs to us, he replied in a low breath. This is the job of our lives, mon vieux. I daresay there are papers there which the German Government would buy back at any price we chose to put on them.

All right, then, was The Eels reply. If theres no great risk, then let us have a try.

Youve got your revolver — eh?

No. I never carry one now, was Adolphes response.

Never mind, Ive got one; and I shall shoot — if necessary, Ralph replied. I mean to have those papers at all costs. So dont lose your head.

I never do.

Bien! Then to work.

And the pair crept from the room without a sound, and along the dark, thickly-carpeted corridor.


CHAPTER X.

HONOUR AMONG THIEVES.
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THEY ASCENDED THE broad, dark staircase noiselessly and crept along to a door which Fil-en-Quatre opened cautiously, when they found themselves in the big salon, a spacious, luxuriantly-furnished room, where many of the notables of Paris, both social and political, were wont to assemble.

Society was in ignorance of the true métier of this wealthy Belgian, and as he entertained lavishly upon the money secretly supplied to him from Berlin, he was accepted at his own valuation, and was highly popular in the embassy set.

The little ray of light from Ralphs lamp travelled slowly around, revealing quantities of bric-à-brac; but so much booty had they already obtained that the pair only selected two gold spoons from a glass-topped specimen-table, with a little box, also of chased gold.

As Ralph looked around, he again became seized by that uncontrollable desire to commit damage for the mere sake of wanton destruction; therefore drawing his knife, he slashed quickly at a big ottoman covered with old rose silk damask, cutting it across and across. Afterwards he treated a down cushion in the same fierce fashion, causing the feathers to fly about the room.

Come — enough! whispered The Eel at his elbow. Where is the Barons room?

Weve got to find it, was the reply. And, by Heaven! if the spy moves, Ill put some lead into him!

And together the pair stole forth on their tour of discovery.

The silent house was weird and full of distorted shadows. Through the long windows of stained glass which lit the great staircase the moon shone, its rays striking straight across the upper landing. Several of the doors were closed. They were bedrooms, evidently.

At one of them Ralph paused, raising his finger to command a halt. With the light touch of the expert he placed his fingers upon the door-handle, and, turning it, without raising the slightest click, he stole inside and stood in silence, listening attentively. All was dark, and there was no noise.

For a few moments he waited in patience. Then, hearing no sound of any sleeper, he switched on his little electric lamp, finding the apartment to be a small, well-furnished bedroom, but empty.

Both men examined it critically by the light of the torch, arriving at the conclusion that it contained nothing of worth.



Therefore, after Ralph had made a vicious slash at the satin-covered down quilt upon the bed, and also drawn his sharp knife across the carpet, severing it clearly, they went out to the next room, and to the next, with similar result.

Apparently the Baron did not sleep on that floor at all.

At last, however, they came to a locked door at the end of the corridor. A rapid examination showed that it had been locked from the inside, and the key was missing. Therefore, without further ado, Ralph knelt down at the lock, and with The Eel holding the little lamp, he commenced to attack the fastening with his skeleton keys. At such work he was an expert, for in three minutes the door stood open, and they found themselves standing in a small place, almost a box-room, for it only contained a plain little leather-covered table, set against the wall, and a chair; while in the opposite corner, upon a strong, wooden stand, stood a big, green-painted fireproof safe, about six feet in height.

Both men uttered ejaculations of surprise when their eyes fell upon it.

The papers — the secrets of Germany — are in here! Ralph exclaimed, in a whisper. Come! Theres no time to lose. Lets get at them. I hope this is the key. I suppose he preferred to keep it in hiding in the secret place in his writing-table than to carry it about with him.

Taking the bright little key from his pocket, he examined it critically by the light of the lamp. Then he examined the makers name upon the brass plate on the safe.

Yes, he said, I think Im right. And if so, we shall each be richer by a couple of hundred thousand francs.

You dont seem to like the Baron, Ralph! whispered his friend, with a smile.

Like him! Why, I hate him! Ive been here before — as his visitor.

Is he really what you alleged — a German spy?

Yes. And I can prove it. Why, in doing what we are now we are acting as patriots, not as common burglars. We are acting for the honour of France.

And for our pockets, my dear fellow, laughed his companion, as he bent beside him and watched him draw aside the brass cover of the lock and insert the key.

Gripping the big brass handle — for he knew the mechanism of that much-advertised make of safe — Ralph first turned it to the right. Then he turned the key, which worked evenly and easily, afterwards twisting the handle in an opposite direction.

Next moment, the bolts being shot back, the heavy, steel door came slowly open; but suddenly, at the same instant, a huge electric alarm bell in the main hall was set ringing.

At first so startled were they both that they did not move. But next second the truth dawned upon them.

Diable! Lets fly! cried Ansell. Its all up! Across the garden and over the wall by the gate in the corner. Quick!



Out of the room and down the stairs dashed the men like lightning. Along the corridor through the room by which they had entered, and out into the moonlight in the garden.

They heard loud shouts of alarm from the windows. Electric lights were being switched on everywhere, and loud cries were being raised of Thieves! Assassins! Thieves! while somebody fired three shots at them from a window as they crossed the grounds and sought concealment in the shadows.

As fast as their legs could carry them they made for the corner of the wall wherein was the Barons secret exit, and, scaling the wall with quick agility, were soon on the other side — and clear away.

As they ran back in the direction of the Bois de Boulogne they could hear shouts and cries of the Baron and his servants. Twice were revolvers emptied to attract the police, and then the hubbub grew fainter, and at last, beneath the deep shadow of a wall, they halted to regain breath.

Never mind, Adolphe! laughed Ralph; weve got a nice haul, and it was an easy job, after all. I never expected the spy to have an alarm attached to the door of his safe. Hes a wary bird, after all!

Lets get back to your place at once, urged The Eel. It will be growing light soon, and we ought to be in before anyone gets about.

Youre right. Jean will be wondering where we are — poor, innocent little thing, he laughed, jeeringly. I suppose shes been fretting — but fretting always does a woman good.



Dont speak like that, old chap, said the other. I dont like to hear it.

Ah! You always take her part. Youre too chicken-hearted where women are concerned. A woman will be your ruin one day, mark me, was Ralphs reply. But come along.

And they hurried forward, in the direction of Ansells house.

Half an hour later, just before the first flush of dawn, the two men entered the weedy courtyard, and Ansell let himself in with his key. Their movements were stealthy; but, nevertheless, Mother Brouet, in suspicion of the truth, for she had known Fil-en-Quatre for several years, put her head out of her door, asking:

Halloa, my boys! Something on — eh?

Yes, mother, laughed Ralph lightly. Something quite good. Keep your eyes open, and if anybody calls, were not receiving visitors — you understand! And theres a couple of louis for you, he added with a grin.

The old woman grasped the coins with her claw-like hand, saying:

Tres bien, msieur, and the head, adorned by curlers, disappeared.

The two men then mounted the stairs on tip-toe, and Ansell noiselessly unlocked the door of his apartment, believing Jean to be asleep.

But they found the lamp still burning as they had left it, the dirty plates still upon the table, and the atmosphere filled by the nauseous perfumes of petroleum.



Ralphs quick eye caught the letter lying upon the table.

Halloa! Whats this? he cried, taking it up, glancing at the superscription, and tearing open the envelope.

He read through the brief, farewell message; then, crushing the paper in his hand fiercely, he stood for a few seconds without uttering a word.

Shes gone! he exclaimed at last; and a good job, too. Im freer without her; but, by Heaven! Ill make her pay for deserting me like this! That I will!

Madame gone? cried Carlier, starting in blank surprise.

Yes.

Well, and I dont wonder, after what you said to her last night. It was shameful.

Thats my own affair, the other said. It dont concern you, so we need not discuss it.

Where has she gone?

I dont know, and, moreover, I dont care. You, however, seem to take a particular interest in her.

I hate to see a woman maltreated, replied Adolphe frankly.

I tell you it is no concern of yours, replied the other, crushing Jeans letter into his jacket pocket and tossing away his cap, while Adolphe re-bound his cut hand with the handkerchief which was already saturated with blood.

Sit down and lets have a drink, said Ansell, lighting a candle, for the lamp was now very dim, and producing another bottle of red wine from the cupboard.

The pair seated themselves, and drank merrily to their own success, after which Ralph Ansell produced from his pockets the jewellery and the bundle of bank-notes, which he proceeded to examine.

Beneath the light of the single candle stuck in the tin candlestick the fine stones sparkled — diamonds, emeralds, and rubies — as The American produced them in a mass from his pocket and laid them upon the table.

Quite a decent lot, he remarked. Old Levy will give us twenty thousand francs for them, if we pretend were not hard up. He went back to Amsterdam on Friday, but Ill wire him later on, and get him over.

But were not hard up, laughed The Eel with a grin of satisfaction.

No — not quite, answered his companion, taking off the india-rubber band from the bundle of notes and carefully counting them, one by one. There were seventy-five blue and pink notes of the Bank of France for one thousand francs each — or three thousand pounds, as well as the loose cash.

Ralph Ansell swallowed another glass of wine.

Im sorry we had such horribly bad luck with that safe, he remarked. But we were fortunate in getting away as we did. We were not a moment too soon, either.

They saw us cross the garden, Adolphe said. I dont like being fired at.



By Jove! If I had met anyone hed have gone down, I assure you, declared Ralph. I had my revolver ready.

A good job that we got out as we did. It is always a risky thing to try and get political papers. Remember the affair at the Austrian Ambassadors, when a stranger offered poor Bonnemain twenty thousand francs to get certain documents? I kept watch outside the Embassy that night, and we were nearly caught — all of us.

Well — this is enough to keep the flag flying for a bit, said Ansell, as he proceeded to divide the bank-notes, placing fifty in his own pocket and giving Adolphe twenty-five.

The men had some sharp words, as thieves always have when it comes to a division of the spoils, but Ansell claimed a double share because he had been the instigator of the affair.

Adolphe Carlier protested vehemently, gesticulating wildly; but at last, finding argument of no avail, he shrugged his shoulders and accepted the inevitable. He had had previous experience of Ralphs overbearing American manners.

Then you agree — eh? asked Ansell, at last.

I suppose I must, was the response, as The Eel thrust a thousand pounds into the inner pocket of his jacket.

Must! Why, it is only fair! declared Ansell. Without my guidance you would never have brought off such a coup. Now this stuff, he added, indicating the jewellery. Ill keep it till I get the money from old Levy — eh?



Very well, replied his companion. But half shares of that, you know.

Of course. Thats agreed, responded the other, and both lifted the tumblers of wine in celebration of their success and safety.

Phew! How warm I feel, exclaimed The Eel.

Take off your coat, old fellow, and wait here till the morning, Then well go out and wire to that old scoundrel, Levy, urged Ansell. We can both do with an hours rest after to-nights work.

Right. But Ill bathe my hand first. It is very painful.

Yes. Go into my room, said the other, indicating the door.

Therefore Adolphe threw off his coat, hung it upon a nail, and, unwrapping his injured hand, entered the adjoining room, closing the door after him.

Youll find water in there, shouted his host, whose face, at the moment, relaxed into a hard, sinister smile.

He placed his hand in his jacket pocket, and it came into contact with Jeans letter.

The recollection of it maddened him. He remembered that the man in the room beyond had stood her champion, and had taken her part.

Curse you! he muttered, beneath his breath. What business is it of yours — you soft-hearted fool?

But scarce had the words fallen from his lips when the door opened suddenly, and the old woman from below, who acted as concierge, terrified and panting, entered, and with a loud whisper, cried:

Ah, Msieur Ansell. Quick! quick! The police are here! The commissary is asking for you. Quick! Get away, or youll be caught like a rat in a trap. You know the way. Leave the rest to me!

And without another word she disappeared, closing the door after her, while the wanted man stood staggered, pale, and dumb.


CHAPTER XI.

THE VOW.
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FOR A SECOND, pale with alarm, Ralph Ansell glanced around the room.

Suddenly an idea suggested itself. He was always resourceful.

Next moment he dashed across to the door and locked it, afterwards rushing to the door which led into the bedroom — the room in which his friend was bathing his wound. There was a bolt upon the door, and this he slipped, thus imprisoning the man who was, as yet, unconscious of danger.

Then, crossing to where Adolphes jacket hung, he quickly drew out the twenty-five thousand francs in notes and placed them in his own pocket.

He held his breath and listened. As yet, all was quiet, save for a mans rough voice below. He was apparently in conversation with Mme. Brouets husband.



That was sufficient for Ansell.

Quickly he pushed away the table from the centre of the room, and, kicking aside the Japanese grass-mats, there was revealed in the floor a trap-door with an iron ring in it.

Without more ado he lifted the heavy flap, disclosing the cavernous darkness of a kind of shaft which led to the cellar, whence there was a secret exit into a neighbouring street. Placing his foot upon the first rung of the rickety ladder, he quickly disappeared, closing the flap after him and bolting it from beneath.

Thus Adolphe, robbed and imprisoned by the man he had trusted so implicitly, was left to his fate.

Scarcely had the fugitive, carrying with him the whole of the booty, closed down the flap in the floor when Adolphe, whose hand was very painful and bleeding profusely, suddenly heard the voices below.

He started, crept to the window, and looked cautiously down into the courtyard.

Two men were there — men whom he instantly recognised as police agents in plain clothes.

The Eel listened for a second, then dashed to the door to warn Ralph.

He turned the handle, but, to his surprise and dismay, found the door bolted.

Ralph! Ralph! he cried. Are you there? Quick! Let me in! The police!

There was no response.



Ralph! he repeated. Quick! The police are below!

And he tugged frantically at the door. But it was securely fastened.

He was caught — like a rat in a trap!

Bending, he peered through the keyhole, surprised to discover that the table had been moved. He could see, too, that the matting had been cast aside, revealing the trap-door. That house had long been the abode of thieves. Bonnemain himself had lived in those same rooms for six years, and he had had the secret exit constructed. More than once it had been used, and the fugitive escaped by that secret way.

In a moment the grim truth flashed across Adolphes mind. Ansell had for some reason bolted the door, and had forgotten to unlock it before escaping.

But why had he not warned him?

The voices outside were now raised, and he could hear the tramp of several other men over the moss-grown stones of the weedy courtyard.

Not a second was to be lost; therefore, taking up one of the rush-bottomed chairs and raising it above his head, he advanced to the door and brought it down with a crash upon the panel just over the lock.

A great crack showed, and by a second heavy blow the panel gave way sufficiently to allow him to insert his hand and draw the bolt from the opposite side.



He dashed across the living-room to where his coat hung, in order to seize his portion of the booty. Quickly he searched the pockets, but in vain!

The notes were gone!

Then, for the first time, he realised that he had been robbed, and from his dry lips there fell a fierce vow of vengeance against the man whose willing tool he had been — the man whose wife had left him because of his callous brutality.

Twice he searched his pockets, then he cast his coat from him in despair and, bending to the floor, tugged at the iron ring.

That, too, was secured. He could not lift it because the scoundrel had bolted it from beneath. Not only had he stolen his money, but he had made him a prisoner, knowing that he must fall into the hands of the police.

With his long, black hair ruffled, his great, dark eyes starting from their sockets, and both fists clenched in desperation, he gazed wildly around for some means of escape. There were none. Heavy footsteps sounded upon the uncarpeted stairs, yet if he attempted to jump from the window he would fall into the arms of the police, who had by this time surrounded the house.

This was Ralphs revenge — because he had taken his poor little wifes part, because he had prevented him from striking her down!

A bitter thought arose in the young thiefs heart. He bit his lip, and in an undertone declared:



If ever I meet the cowardly blackguard I will kill him! That I swear. Not only has he robbed me, but he has also betrayed me to the police, knowing that I must be sent to prison, while he will remain safe!

At that instant there came a heavy banging upon the door, while a loud, imperative voice cried:

We are agents of police. Open — in the name of the law!

The victim shrank back in terror. It was the end of his criminal career! He never dreamed that the police were so hot upon their track, and that they had been traced right over from Neuilly.

Open — in the name of the law! was again repeated, loud and commanding, followed by a sharp rapping.

For a few seconds Adolphe stood motionless, his fist still clenched, his terrified eyes fixed upon the door. He seemed rooted to the spot.

Open this door — or we shall break it down! shouted the police-officer on the stairs.

Then, finding resistance impossible, Ansells victim was compelled to bow to the inevitable.

He crossed the room slowly, turned the key, and drew the bolt.

Next second three men in plain clothes and a couple of police-agents in uniform burst into the room, and Adolphe found himself seized roughly and secured.

Just caught you, my young friend! laughed the police-commissary, with satisfaction. He wore an overcoat and hard felt hat, and carried in his hand an ebony cane with silver knob.

Adolphe, in the hands of the two other men in plain clothes, made no reply, but at the moment Mme. Brouet entered at the door, with curiosity, to watch the proceedings.

The commissary, noticing the smashed panel of the bedroom door, ran inside, while the men in uniform quickly searched the place.

Where is The American? asked the commissary, of Adolphe. We know he is here, somewhere. You need not affect innocence, for your hand tells the truth. You and he did the job at the Baron de Ryckers, and you left a large blood-stain behind. What have you done with the stolen property — eh? Now, out with it! Give it up, and it will be better for you when in court.

I havent any, protested the young man. Ralph has it all.

Where is he?

I dont know. He locked me in yonder room and got away.

Got away with the swag? Ah! Just like The American! He did that same trick three years ago. I remember a complaint made by one of your fraternity whom I arrested at Versailles, replied the commissary. How did he get away?

Adolphe pointed to where the commissary was standing, and the official, looking down, saw, to his surprise, for the first time, the rusty ring in the floor.

He bent and tried to raise it, but found it firmly secured.

Hes gone! he cried to the two agents in uniform, who were cyclists, wearing the flat-peaked caps with the arms of the City of Paris upon them. Go out and scour all the streets in the neighbourhood. You may catch him yet!

Without a seconds delay, both men dashed out to do the bidding of their superior officer.

Adolphe Carlier was left with the two agents of the Sûreté — both dark, shrewd little men, broad-shouldered, and short of stature, — while the commissary, who wore the button of the Légion dHonneur in his overcoat, made a tour of the apartment.

Another agent of police, in plain clothes, entered and saluted.

Did you see anything of the fugitive, Leblanc? asked the commissary eagerly.

Nothing, msieur. I came along from the depôt, but met nobody.

Search this place, he said. There is some stolen stuff hidden in this rat-hole, I expect.

I tell you Ralph Ansell has it all, declared the man held by the two officers, who were now allowing him to bandage up his hand, prior to putting handcuffs upon his wrists. Arrest Ansell, and you will find everything upon him.

Do you live here? asked the commissary.

No. Ansell lives here with his wife.



His wife! Where is she?

I dont know. She was here at dinner-time, but now shes gone. Shes left him.

Why?

Because of his brutality. And Adolphe described the scene of the previous night.

We must find her, said the commissary, decisively. Perhaps she knows something. Ansell and you are the last two members of the Bonnemain gang. Am I not correct?

Quite, msieur.

I thought I was, and the commissary smiled. Well, he added, your friend robbed you and threw you right into our hands. No wonder you are ready to give him away.

The commissary well knew the ways of criminals, and was also aware with what murderous hatred a man was regarded who robbed his accomplice.

Do not discuss him, msieur, replied the man under arrest. He has placed me in your hands, and I am helpless. I suppose I shall only get what I deserve, he added, in a low, pensive tone.

You are reasonable, Carlier, and Im glad to see it, responded the commissary in a softer tone. Your friend is an arrant blackguard to have treated his wife as he has, and to have betrayed you because you took her part. But you surely knew how unscrupulous he was, and also that he was a most dangerous character. We know of one or two of his exploits, and I may tell you that if he is caught, there are two charges of murder against him.



I know, replied the thief, briefly. Though you have arrested me, I can truly say that I have never raised a knife, or fired a revolver, or attempted to take the life of any man.

You will not be charged with any crime more serious than burglary, Carlier, replied the official. But besides the Barons affair to-night, there is also the robbery at the widows apartment in the Rue Léonce Reynaud, the theft from the Château des Grandes Vignes, out at Moret in the Forest of Fontainebleau, and the safe-breaking at Thessiers in the Boulevard des Italiens. You were in all of them, remember.

Msieur knows, replied Adolphe with a grim smile.

It is my duty to know, eh? was the rather sympathetic reply, for the commissary had quickly seen that this member of the broken Bonnemain gang, which had for years given such trouble to the Sûreté, was, though a criminal and outwardly a rough scoundrel of the Apache type, yet nevertheless a man possessed of better feelings than the ordinary thief.

The treatment that Carlier had received at his friends hands had crushed him. He did not crave for mercy, as so many criminals did when suddenly cornered and placed under arrest. He merely regarded it as a stroke of ill-luck, and with the true sportsman-like air faced the music.

As a matter of fact, he was wondering at that moment what had become of little Mme. Ansell, and whether the efforts of the police to discover her would be successful. No doubt they would, for one cannot travel far in Paris if one is searched for by the Sûreté, unless one is a professional thief, and therefore knows the holes in the underworld of Parisian life in which to hide successfully.

The commissary, pointing with his stick at the movable cupboard, ordered one of the agents to search it, and then, moving from one object to another, he had everything turned upside down in search of any property which might be concealed. The cupboard and sideboard were shifted away from the wall, the chairs were examined, the pictures taken down and pulled from their frames; indeed, no stone was left unturned.

When the French police make a search, they do so with a creditable thoroughness.

Adolphe, the gyves upon his wrists, craved a cigarette, and a police-officer took one from the packet lying upon the sideboard. Then, with both hands, the prisoner lit it, and sat upon a chair watching them turn the place upside down.

In the adjoining room they investigated everything. They even cut open the mattress and searched for stolen jewellery or bank-notes.

Its no use, msieur; there is nothing here, Carlier assured the commissary. We have not done a job for a long time.

Are you sure that The American has it all? asked the official earnestly.

Ive already told msieur, was The Eels reply. And, further, may I crave a favour?

What is that?



To speak alone with you just for a moment. I want to tell you something — for your ear alone.

The official was instantly suspicious. But, as the prisoner was securely handcuffed, there was, he saw, no danger.

So he permitted him to pass inside the disordered bedroom, and then he closed the broken door.


CHAPTER XII.

THE FATE OF THE AMERICAN.
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MONSIEUR, SAID CARLIER, in a low, confidential voice, when they were alone, though I may be a thief, and under arrest, I am still a son of France, am I not?

I suppose so, replied the commissary, rather puzzled.

Well, said the man before him, if you keep observation upon the Baron de Rycker, you will find that what he has lost he well deserved to lose.

What do you mean?

I mean that the Baron is a spy — a secret agent of Germany.

The commissary looked at him sharply, and asked:

How do you know that?

Ansell told me.

Are you quite certain?

Quite. Ansell has done some jobs for him, and has been well paid for them. He has acted as a spy for our enemies.



A spy as well as a thief — eh?

Exactly, msieur. Ansell has been in the Barons pay for nearly two years.

But this allegation is quite unsubstantiated. The Baron de Rycker is well known and highly popular in Paris. He moves in the best society, and the Ministers frequently dine at his table.

I know that, msieur. But search that safe in the little room upstairs — the safe we opened. Go there in pretence of examining our finger-prints, and you will find in the safe quantities of compromising papers. It was that collection of secret correspondence which we were after when the alarm-bell rang. We intended to secure it and sell it back to Germany.

If what you say is really true, Carlier, our friends in Berlin would probably give you quite a handsome price for it, replied the official thoughtfully.

He had watched the thiefs face, and knew that he was telling the truth.

Will you have inquiries made? urged the thief.

Most certainly, was the reply. And if I find you have told the truth, I will endeavour to obtain some slight favour for you — a shorter sentence, perhaps.

I have told you the truth, msieur. It is surely the duty of every Frenchman, even though he be a thief like myself, to unmask a spy.

Most certainly, declared the official. And I am very glad indeed that you have told me. I shall make a report to the Prefect of Police this morning, and tell him the name of my informant. The matter will be dealt with at once by the political department of the Sûreté.

The Baron will not be told who informed against him? asked Adolphe anxiously.

Certainly not. But if Ralph Ansell is arrested, he will be charged with assisting foreign spies — a charge quite as serious as breaking into the Barons house.

He hated the Baron because the latter had discharged him from his secret service.

What were his duties?

Ah! that I do not quite know, except that he performed delicate missions, and sometimes went abroad, to Holland, England, Norway, and other places.

Ansell evidently knew the arrangements of the house — eh?

He had been to see the Baron in secret many times.

And been well paid for his work, I suppose?

Oh, yes; heavily paid.

Well, remarked the police official, you may rest assured that the Baron will, in future, be well watched. We have no love for foreign spies in Paris, as you know.

And then the commissary went on to question Carlier closely regarding his antecedents and his connection with the notorious Bonnemain gang, which had now been so fortunately broken up.

To all his questions Adolphe replied quite frankly, concealing nothing, well knowing that his sentence would not be made heavier if he spoke openly.

Ive heard stories of you for a long time, Carlier, the commissary said at last. And I suppose we should not have met now, except for the blackguardly action of this man who posed as your friend.

No. I should have escaped, I expect, just as I have done so often that my friends call me The Eel, on account, I suppose, of my slipperiness! And he grimaced.

The official laughed, and, with a word of thanks for the information concerning the Baron, both captor and prisoner passed back into the living-room, where the police-agents were concluding their searching investigations.

Nothing had been found of an incriminating nature, and the commissary now saw that the man arrested had spoken the truth.

While Ansells house was being turned upside down and Adolphe and the commissary were exchanging confidences, The American was having a truly hot and exciting time, as indeed he richly deserved.

Having entered the shaft, after securing the trap-door with its stout, iron bolt, he descended the rickety ladder to the cellar; thence, passing by a short tunnel, which Bonnemain had constructed with his own hands, he ascended a few rough wooden steps, and found himself in a lean-to outhouse close to a door in a high wall which led into a side street.

Creeping to the door he drew the bolt, and in a moment was free.



Turning to the left, he took to his heels, and ran as fast as his legs would carry him, intending, if possible, to get away to the country.

He was elated at his narrow escape, and how cleverly he had tricked his friend, with whom he knew the police would be busy and so allow him time to get clean away.

He was lithe and active, and a good runner. Therefore in his rubber-soled shoes he ran swiftly in the grey light of early morning, turning corner after corner, doubling and re-doubling until he came to a main thoroughfare. Then, walking slowly, he crossed it, and dived into a maze of small turnings, all of which were familiar to him.

His first idea had been to seek refuge in the house of a friend — a thief, like himself, named Toussaint — but such a course would, he reflected, be highly dangerous. The police knew Toussaint to be a friend of his, and would, perhaps, go there in search of him.

No. The best course was to get away into the country, and then to Belgium or Spain. With that snug little sum in his pocket, he could live quietly for at least a year.

At last, out of breath, he ceased running, and, moreover, he noticed some men, going to their work early, look askance at his hurry.

So he walked quietly, and lit a cigarette so as to assume an air of unconcern.

The Eel has been trapped at last, he laughed to himself. Then, as he put his hand into the outside pocket of his jacket, it came into contact with Jeans letter of farewell.



He drew it out, glanced at it, and put it into his inner pocket with an imprecation followed by a triumphant laugh.

Then he whistled in a low tone to himself a popular and catchy refrain.

He was walking along briskly, smiling within himself at his alert cleverness at escaping, when, on suddenly turning the corner of a narrow street close to the Seine, he found himself face to face with two agents of police on cycles.

They were about a hundred yards away and coming in his direction. They instantly recognised him. They were the two men sent out by the commissary.

In a moment, by the attitude of the two officers, Ralph Ansell realised his danger. But too late. They threw down their cycles and fell upon him.

For a few seconds there was a fierce struggle, but in desperation Ansell drew his revolver and fired point-blank at one of his captors, who staggered and fell back with a bullet-wound in the face.

Then in a moment the thief had wrenched himself free and was away.

The sound of the shot alarmed two other police-cyclists who were in the vicinity, and, attracted by the shouts of the injured mans companion, they were soon on the scene, and lost no time in pursuing the fugitive.

The chase was a stern one. Through narrow, crooked streets The American ran with all speed possible, his endeavour being to reach a narrow lane protected from wheeled traffic by posts at either end, where he knew the cyclists would be compelled to dismount.

The quarter where he was, chanced to be a not altogether respectable one, therefore the wild shouts of the pursuing cyclists brought no assistance from the onlookers. Indeed, the people shouted to the fugitive, crying:

Run, young fellow! Run on and they wont get you! Run!

And men and women shouted after him encouragingly.

With their cries in his ears, Ansell mended his pace, but his pursuers were fast gaining upon him, and had almost overtaken him when he reached the narrow passage between two high, dark-looking houses, close to the river.

He was now near to the river-bank, and within sight of the Pont des Peupliers, which crosses the Seine to Issy. The two police-agents threw aside their cycles and sped after him, but he was too quick for them, and when they had passed through the passage, they saw him dashing along by the edge of the river.

In his mad haste he stumbled and fell, and his pursuers were instantly upon him. But ere they could reach him he had jumped again to his feet and, levelling his revolver, fired point-blank at them.

The bullet passed them harmlessly, but a group of men on their way to work, attracted by the shot and seeing the thief fleeing from justice, again shouted to him encouragingly, for the police of Paris are not in good odour with the public, as are the police of London.

Keep on, brave boy! they shouted. Go it! Dont give up! And so on.

The police-cyclists proved, however, to be good runners. They took no heed of the mens jeers. One of their colleagues had been shot; therefore they intended to arrest his assailant, alive or dead.

Indeed, the elder of the two men had drawn his heavy revolver and fired at Ansell in return.

Coward! cried the men, reproachfully. You cant catch the man, so youd shoot him down. Is that the justice we have in France?

On went the hunted thief, and after him the two men, heedless of such criticism, for they were used to it.

At last, as they neared the bridge, Ralph Ansell felt himself nearly done. He was out of breath, excited; his face scarlet, his eyes starting out of his head.

He was running along the river-bank, and within an ace of arrest, for the two men had now out-run him.

They were within a dozen feet of his heels, one of them with a heavy, black revolver in his hand.

Should he give up, or should he make still one more dash — liberty or death?

He chose the latter, and ere his pursuers were aware of his intention, he halted on the stone edge of the embankment.

For a second he paused, and laughing back triumphantly at the agents, who had cornered him, he raised his hands above his head and dived into the swiftly flowing stream.

The men who had chased him drew up instantly, and the elder, raising his weapon, fired at the thiefs head as it appeared above the water. Three times he fired, and had the satisfaction of seeing the head disappear beneath the surface close to the dark shadow of the bridge.

That he had wounded him was plainly evident. Therefore, in satisfaction, the two men stood and watched to see the fugitive rise again.

But they watched in vain.

If he did rise, it was beneath the great bridge, where the dark shadow obscured him, for it was not yet daylight.

Ralph Ansell, alias The American, and alias half-a-dozen other names, known in criminal circles in Paris, London, and New York, sank in the swift, muddy Seine flood — and disappeared.


CHAPTER XIII.

SISTERS IN SILENCE.
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JUST BEFORE ELEVEN oclock on the following morning two sisters of the Order of Saint Agnes, one of the religious Orders which devote themselves to nursing the poor, were passing through the Tuileries Gardens, sombre figures in their ample plain, black habits, black head-dresses, and deep, white collars, their hands beneath their gowns and gaze downturned, when one of them chanced to note the frail, pathetic little figure of a woman resting upon one of the seats.

It was Jean Ansell. Worn and weary after hours of aimless wandering, she had entered those gardens so beloved of Parisian bonnes and children, and sunk down upon that seat just within the high railings skirting the busy Rue de Rivoli, and had then burst into bitter tears. Her young heart was broken.

Within sound of the hum of the never-ceasing motor traffic, up and down that fine, straight street of colonnades to the great Place de la Concorde, where the fountains were playing, the stream of everyday life of the Gay City had passed her by. None cared — none, indeed, heed a womans tears.

Men glanced at her and shrugged their shoulders, and the women who went by only grinned. Her troubles were no concern of theirs. Hatless, with only an old black shawl about her, and with her apron still on, she found herself hungry, homeless, and abandoned. Moreover, she was the wedded wife of a dangerous criminal!

Those who passed her by little dreamed of the strange tragedy that was hers, of the incidents of the past night, of the burglary, the betrayal, the arrest, the flight, and the crowning tragedy. Indeed, she herself sat in ignorance of what had happened to the pair after they had left the house.

She was only wondering whether Ralph had found her note, and whether on reading it, he had experienced any pang of regret.

She was only an encumbrance. He had bluntly told her so.

And as she again burst into tears, for the twentieth time in the half-hour she had rested upon that seat, the two grave-faced sisters noticed her. Then, after discussing her at a distance, they ventured to approach.

She was sitting in blank despair, her elbow upon the arm of the seat, her head bent, her hand upon her brow, her whole frame convulsed by sobs.



Sister, you are in trouble, exclaimed the elder of the two thin-faced, ascetic-looking women, addressing her as she placed a hand tenderly upon her shoulder. Can we be of any assistance?

Poor Jean looked up startled, dazed for the moment. She was amazed at sight of them. Ah, only those who have been adrift in Paris — the bright, laughter-loving, gay city of world-wide fame — know how hard, cruel, and unsympathetic Paris is, how the dazzling shops, the well-dressed crowds, the brilliantly-lit boulevards, the merry cafés, and the clattering restaurants all combine to mock the hungry and weary, the despairing, the penniless.

The girl looked up into the kind, rather sad features framed by the white linen head-dress, and tried to speak. She endeavoured to reply, but so weak was she after a whole day and night without food, that she suddenly fainted.

It was some time before she recovered consciousness, but as soon as she was sufficiently calm she gave them a brief account of what had happened. She said nothing about her husbands latest exploit, but merely told them how she had left him because of his neglect and brutality, combined with the fact that she had made the astounding discovery that he was a thief.

They sat beside her, listening attentively to her story, and expressing the deepest sympathy.

Then, after a quarter of an hours conversation, the two sisters agreed that they could not leave her there alone, and suggested that she should accompany them to the convent, situated a few kilometres out of Paris, close to Enghien.

So, after taking her to a small restaurant near and giving her some food, they took a taxi to the Gare du Nord, and half an hour later entered the big convent of the Order, a grey, inartistic, but spacious place, with large shady gardens at the rear, sloping down to the Lake of Enghien.

In the heavy door was a small grille, and when one of the sisters rang the clanging bell a womans face peered forth at them with curiosity before admitting them.

Jean, in her weak, nervous state, had visions of long, stone corridors, of ghostly figures in black habits and white caps moving noiselessly, and of a peace and silence entirely strange to her. Inside, no one spoke. Save those conducting her to the rooms of the Mother Superior, all were mute.

On every wall was a crucifix, and at each corner in a small niche stood a statue of the Holy Virgin.

They passed by the fine chapel, and Jean saw the long, stained-glass windows, the rows of empty chairs, and the Roman Catholic altar, the burning candles reflecting upon the burnished gilt, and the arum lilies in the big brass vases on either side.

At last, shown into a large bare room, the walls of which were panelled half-way up — a room bare, austere, and comfortless, with an utter lack of any attempt at decoration — Jean sank into a big leather-covered arm-chair, and one of the sisters took the old black shawl from her shoulders.



A few minutes later there entered an elderly, stately woman, with hard mouth and aquiline nose, yet in whose eyes was a pleasant, sympathetic expression — a woman very calm, very possessed, even austere. She was the Mother Superior.

With her was another sister, also a probationer in the white dress, big apron, and cap with strings, proclaiming her to be a nurse.

The two sisters who had found the poor girl introduced her to the Mother Superior, who at first looked askance at her and whose manner was by no means cordial.

She heard all in silence, gazing coldly at the girl seated in the chair.

Then she questioned her in a hard, unmusical voice.

You have been brought up in London — eh?

Yes, madame. I was a modiste, and my father was a restaurant keeper.

You speak English?

Quite well, madame. I have lived there ten years.

We have a branch of the sisterhood in England — near Richmond. Perhaps you know it?

Yes, madame. I remember my father pointing the convent out to me.

Ah, you know it! exclaimed the elder woman. I was there last year.

Then she reverted to Jeans husband, asking where they were married, and many details concerning their life since that event.

To all the questions Jean replied frankly and openly. All she concealed was the fact that Ralph and Adolphe had committed a burglary on the night when she had taken her departure.

I could not stand it any longer, madame, she assured the Mother Superior, with hot tears in her big eyes. He tried to strike me, but his friend prevented him.

His friend sympathised with you — eh? remarked the woman, who had had much experience of the wrongs of other women.

Yes, madame.

In love with you? Answer me that truthfully! she asked sternly.

I — I — I really dont know, was the reply, and a hot flush came to her pale cheeks.

The questioners lips grew harder.

But it is plain, she said. That man was in love with you! Did he ever suggest that you should leave your husband?

No — never — never! she declared very emphatically. He never made such a suggestion.

He did not know your intention of leaving your home?

No. He knew nothing.

The Mother Superior was silent for a few moments, surveying the pale, despairing little figure in the huge carved chair; then, with a womans sympathy, she advanced towards her and, placing her hand upon her shoulder, said:

My child, I believe your story. I feel that it is true. The man who was a criminal deceived you, and you were right to leave him to his own devices, if he refused to listen to your appeal to him to walk in the path of honesty. To such as you our Order extends its protection. Remain here with us, child, and your home in future shall be a home of peace, and your life shall be spent in doing good to others, according to the Divine command.

At her words the three sisters bent to her enthusiastically, calling her by her Christian name; while Jean, on her part, raised the thin, bony hand of the Mother Superior and kissed it in deep gratitude.

From that moment she became a probationer, and joined the peaceful, happy circle who kept their religious observations so rigidly, and who, during the hours of recreation, chattered and made merry together as women will.

In her white dress, linen apron, and flat cap with strings, her first duties were in the linen-room, where she employed her time in sewing, with three other probationers as companions, while each day she attended a class for instruction in first aid in nursing.

Thus the weeks went on until, in the month of November, the Mother Superior came to her one afternoon with the news — not altogether welcome — that as she spoke English so well, it had been arranged that she should be transferred to the branch in London, and that she was to leave in two days time.

So attached had she become to them all that she burst into tears and appealed to be allowed to remain. The matter, however, had been decided by the Council of the Order, therefore to stay was impossible. The only hope that the Mother Superior held out was that she might come back to Paris at frequent intervals as a visitor.

Long and many were the leave-takings, but at last came the hour of her departure.

Then, with a final farewell to the Mother Superior, she entered the taxi with her small belongings and drove to the Gare du Nord, where, in the black habit of the Order, she took train for London.

The journey by way of Calais and Dover had no novelty for her. She had done it several times before. But on the arrival platform at Charing Cross she saw two sisters of her Order awaiting her, and was quickly welcomed by them.

Then, hailing a taxi, the three drove at once away through Kensington, across Hammersmith Bridge, along Castlenau, across Barnes Common, and at last into Roehampton Lane, that long, narrow thoroughfare which, even to-day, retains a semi-rural aspect, its big, old-fashioned houses surrounded by spacious grounds, and its several institutions which have been built on sites of mansions demolished during the past five years or so.

The Convent of Saint Agnes was a big building, constructed specially by the Order some twenty years ago. Shut off from the dusty, narrow roads by a high, grey wall with a small, arched door as the only entrance, it stood about half-way between the border of Barnes Common and Richmond Park, a place with many little arched windows and a niche with a statue of the Virgin over the door.



Here the Mother Superior — a woman slightly older than the directress in Paris, but with a face rather more pleasant — welcomed her warmly, and before the next day had passed Jean had settled down to her duties — the same as those in Paris, the mending of linen, at which she had become an adept.

In the dull November days, as she sat at the window of the linen-room overlooking the frost-bitten garden with its leafless trees and dead flowers, she fell to wondering how Ralph fared. She wondered how all her friends were at the Maison Collette, and who was now proprietor of her dead fathers little restaurant in Oxford Street.

Through the open windows of her little cubicle, in the silence of night, she could see the red glare over London, and could hear the distant roar of the great Metropolis. Oft-times she lay thinking for hours, thinking and wondering what had become of the man she so unwisely loved — the man who had destroyed all her fondest hopes and illusions.

December went on, a new year dawned — a year of new hopes and new resolutions.

She had settled down in her new home, and, among the English sisters, found herself just as happy as she had been at Enghien. No one in the whole sisterhood was more attentive to her instruction, both religious and in nursing, for she was looking forward with hope that by March she would pass from the grade of probationer to that of nurse, and that she would soon go forth upon her errands of mercy among the poor and afflicted.

And so, after the storm and stress of life in the underworld of Paris, Jean Ansell lived in an atmosphere of devotion, of perfect happiness, and blissful peace.


CHAPTER XIV.

JEAN LEARNS THE TRUTH.
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MONTHS — MONTHS of a quiet, peaceful, uneventful life — went by, and Jean had become even more popular among the English sisters than she had been in Paris.

Though her life had so entirely changed, and she had naught to worry her, not a thought nor a care beyond her religious duties and her nursing, in which she was now growing proficient, she would sometimes sit and think over her brief married life, and become filled by wonder.

Where was her husband? Where, too, was the low-born thief who had taken her part and prevented the blow upon that never-to-be-forgotten night?

Sometimes when she reflected upon it all she sat horrified. And when she recollected how shamefully she had been deceived by the man she so implicitly trusted and so dearly loved, tears would well in her great, big eyes. Sister Gertrude, one of the nurses, a tall, fair woman, who was her most intimate friend, often noticed the redness of her eyes, and guessed the truth.



Seldom, if ever, Jean went out farther than across Barnes Common or into Richmond Park for exercise, and always accompanied by Sister Gertrude, the latter wearing the black habit of the Sisterhood, while Jean herself was in a distinctive garb as a nurse of the Order of Saint Agnes.

Never once in all those months had she been in London. All she saw of it was the red glare upon the night sky. But she was happy enough. London, and especially the neighbourhood of Regent Street, would remind her too vividly of Ralph and of her dear father.

One spring afternoon, while seated at the open window finishing some needlework destined for a poor family living in a back street off the Hammersmith Broadway, she was chatting merrily with Sister Gertrude. Over their needlework the rules allowed them to chatter, and in that barely-furnished little room she and Sister Gertrude enjoyed many a pleasant gossip.

Outside, the garden was gay with daffodils and hyacinths, and the trees were just bursting into bud, the fresh green rendered the brighter by the warm sunshine.

Jean concluded her work at last, placed her needle in the cushion, and removed her thimble.

At last! she sighed. Ive been over this a whole week, she added.

Yes; youve been most patient, declared her friend. Soon you will abandon needlework and be sent out nursing. I heard the Mother Superior talking about it with Sister Lilian after vespers last night. Now that Sister Hannah has gone back to Paris we are one nurse short, and you are to take her place.

Am I? cried Jean, with delight, for she had studied long and diligently in the hope that soon outside work would be given her. She was devoted to nursing, and had made herself proficient in most of the subjects.

Yes. I believe you will hear something in the course of a few days. But, added Sister Gertrude, I know another secret. Your friend, the Mother Superior in Paris, is coming here, and ours has been transferred to Antwerp. The change will be announced, I expect, to-morrow.

At this news Jean expressed the greatest satisfaction, for the grave, yet rather hard-faced, directress of the convent at Enghien had been so good and generous that she had become devotedly attached to her. Indeed, to her she owed her life, for in her despondent state on that morning when found in the Tuileries Gardens she had seriously contemplated throwing herself into the Seine.

Jean was therefore loud in praise of the directress from Enghien, and highly delighted at the thought of her coming to take over the direction of the English branch of the Order.

Here is some paper and string to wrap up your work, Sister Gertrude said at last, handing her an old copy of the Daily Telegraph. I am taking it with me to Hammersmith this evening.

And then she left the room, promising to return in a few minutes.



Alone, Jean, standing at the window, gazed idly at the newspaper, the date of which was a Monday in the previous October.

It was strictly against the rules of the Order to read any newspaper, but as she turned it over, a column headed Paris Day by Day caught her eye. The temptation proved too much, and she scanned it down as she had been in the habit of scanning the paper each evening in the days when she had lived at home.

Suddenly a paragraph caught her eye. Her mouth stood open, her eyes started from their sockets as she read. Then she held her breath, placing her left hand to her breast as though to stay the beating of her heart.

Her countenance was blanched to the lips. The words she read were as follows:

The daring exploits of the notorious criminal, Ansell, alias The American, and Carlier, alias The Eel, are at an end. Yesterday, in Paris, Carlier was sentenced to seven years hard labour, and Ansell, it will be remembered, was shot by the police while swimming the Seine, but his body was never recovered.

Dead! she gasped, white as death. Shot down by the police — my husband!

She staggered, clutching at the small deal work-table for support, or she would have fallen.

And Adolphe has been sent to prison for seven years! she went on, speaking to herself in a low mechanical tone. Was it for the crime committed on that night, I wonder? Were my fears well-grounded, and did my prediction of discovery come true? Ah, if Ralph had but listened to my appeal! she cried in agony. But he is dead — dead! Shot by the police — shot down like an animal. Ah, what an ignominious end!

The newspaper fell from her fingers. The blow had stunned her.

She stood swaying slightly, her white face turned towards the open window, her eyes staring straight before her — silent, motionless, aghast.

Sister Gertrude entered, but so preoccupied was she that she was utterly unconscious of her presence.

You are unwell, Jean, she said, in her soft, refined voice, for before entering the convent five years ago she had moved in society, being the daughter of a well-known Paris banker. Tell me, dear, what ails you?

Jean started, and stared at her in amazement.

I — I — oh, there is nothing, she faltered. I dont feel very well — thats all.

The newspaper lay on the floor, where it had fallen from her white, nerveless fingers.

In Jeans face was a hard, haggard look, and Sister Gertrude, a woman of the world, noted it, and wondered what could have affected her in those few moments of her absence.

Tell me, dear, how you feel? Can I get you anything? she asked her friend, to whom she was so much attached.



Nothing, thanks, was her reply, with a great effort. I shall be quite well soon, I hope.

Sister Gertrude advanced towards her, and, placing her hand upon the girls shoulder tenderly, said:

You will soon be all right again, dear, I hope. But why keep your secret? Why not confide in me?

Secret! she echoed. It is no secret!

Then why not tell me the truth right out? What has upset you?

Jean clenched her teeth. How could she confess that she was the wife of a notorious thief — a man who had been shot like a dog by the police?

No. Her secret was hers, and it should remain so. Her past from that moment was buried. None, save the Mother Superior at Enghien and the two sisters who had found her in the Tuileries Gardens, knew the truth. And none should now know.

Really, you are a little too solicitous of my welfare, she laughed, well feigning amusement at the situation. I am quite well now. Quite well, I assure you.

And picking up the old copy of the newspaper, she resumed the wrapping up of the parcel of underclothing which she had made with her own hands for charitable purposes.

And the big bell having clanged out for tea in the refectory, Jean and Sister Gertrude passed arm-in-arm through the long stone corridor to the big, vaulted hall, where all the inmates of the convent had assembled and the Mother Superior was presiding over the four shining tea-urns at the top table.



But Jean sat silent and thoughtfully sipping her tea, heedless of all about her.

Her mind was full of that terse announcement which she had read, the obituary notice of the notorious thief known in Paris as The American — the man whom she loved and who was her husband.

She was thinking, too, of Fil-en-Quatre, the shock-headed, rather uncouth Parisian loafer — the man who had been sentenced to seven years hard labour. That meant Cayenne, without a doubt — drudgery at Devils Island, that ill-governed penal settlement established by the Republic of France.

She remembered him. Ah, how often he had sympathised with her! How frequently he had uttered cheering words to her in secret, although he had never once betrayed his friends real profession, nor had he ever once spoken of the great and fervent affection which he had borne her.

Though he was a thief, a scoundrel of the underworld of Paris, ingenious, unscrupulous, and even dangerous if cornered, he was nevertheless loyal and honest towards his friend, and behaved as a gentleman towards his friends wife.

Yes, Adolphe Carlier, though a thief, was still a gentleman in the true sense of the word.

The weeks went by, and poor Jean, a widow in secret — for she told no one of what had occurred — was sent forth daily in the poorer districts of London on her mission to the sick, to whom she carried food and delicacies prepared by the kind hands of the sisters.



The slums she visited in Clerkenwell and other places often reminded her of those last few days of her married life, those days before she parted for ever from Le Costaud. Where men feared to venture, and where no police-constable cared to go alone, she went without fear, down into the deepest depths of the unknown underworld of London, and through months she worked hard each day amid the most sordid and poverty-stricken surroundings, returning each night to the convent fagged and hungry. But now that she knew the bitter truth, her whole life was devoted to her work of mercy and to her religious duties. Her sweetness of disposition, her calm patience, her soft voice, and her cheerful manner all endeared her to those whom she tended with such unremitting care.

Thus she passed the long summer days in the stifling slums of London.

So devoted was she, and so hard did she work, that at last a serious illness was threatened, in consequence of which she was sent by the Mother Superior to the West of England branch of the Order, who had a small convent at Babbacombe, near Torquay, and in the latter town, in better air, she continued her labours.

Not far from the convent, on the road leading to Newton Abbot, was the ivy-covered lodge and great, handsome gates of ornamental iron leading to Bracondale Park, the seat of the Right Honourable the Earl of Bracondale, K.G.

The park, a spacious domain with great oaks and elms, was situated high up, overlooking the English Channel, and away in the distance the long, rather low-built mansion with a square, castellated turret at the western end. The fine domain of the Bracondales, one of the most ancient families in England, extended over many thousands of fertile acres in Devon, besides which the Earl possessed a deer forest near Grantown, in the Highlands; a pretty winter villa at Beaulieu, close to Nice; the old-fashioned town house in Belgrave Square, and a pretty seaside villa in the new and fashionable little resort, Saint-Addresse, near Havre.

But, as His Majestys Principal Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, the Earl of Bracondale had but little time in which to enjoy his beautiful residences. True, he spent a few weeks on the Riviera in winter, shot once or twice over the Bracondale coverts in the season, and spent an annual fortnight up at the shooting lodge in Scotland; but he was usually to be found either at Downing Street or down at Bracondale immersed and absorbed by the affairs of State.

His one hobby was motoring, and he frequently drove his own car — a big six-cylinder open one. Years ago, on the introduction of the motor-car, he had been a young man, and had quickly become an enthusiast. He had motored ever since the early days, and was still an expert driver. Once he had held a worlds distance record, and nowadays, even with the heavy responsibilities upon him, he was never so happy as in overcoat and cap at the steering-wheel. And in this recreation he found a very beneficial change after so many hours of studying complicated reports and worrying despatches from the Embassies abroad.

One summers night he had been addressing a big political meeting at Plymouth, and at ten oclock he turned out of the garage of the Royal Hotel, and alone drove through the brilliant, starlit night back to Babbacombe. Usually when he went out at night he took Budron, the head chauffeur, with him. But on this occasion he had left the man in London, superintending some repairs to one of the other cars. Hence he put on a cigar, and, alone, drove leisurely along the rather narrow, winding high road which leads from Plymouth through Plympton and Ivybridge.

The distance was twenty-five miles or so, and he travelled swiftly during the last portion of it.

It was nearly half-past eleven when he passed through Torquay, then silent and deserted, and ascending the hill, was quickly on the Babbacombe road.

Suddenly, however, when within half a mile of his own lodge gates, at a sharp bend in the narrow road along the cliffs, he found himself facing a heavy wagon, the driver of which was asleep.

There was the crash of a heavy impact, a shattering of glass, a rearing of horses, and next second his lordship, shot out of his seat, was lying on the other side of a low hedge, doubled up and quite still, while the car itself was overturned and completely wrecked.


CHAPTER XV.

HIS LORDSHIPS VISITOR.
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THE TWO DOCTORS, summoned by telephone from Torquay, stood beside Lord Bracondales bed, and after careful examination and long consultation, grew very grave.

His lordship had been carried unconscious to the park and upstairs into his own tastefully-furnished room, where he still remained motionless and senseless, though two hours had now passed.

In addition to severe contusions, his shoulder was badly dislocated, and it was also feared that he had suffered severe internal injury through being thrown against the steering-pillar of the car. The examination had occupied a long time, and the greatest consternation had been caused in the big household, the servants going about pale and scared.

Dr. Wright-Gilson, the elder of the two medical practitioners, a rather bent, grey-bearded man, addressing his colleague, said, after a long discussion:

I really think that Morrison should see him. If I telephoned to him at Cavendish Square he could be down here by ten oclock to-morrow. We could then have a consultation, and decide whether to operate or not.

To this the younger man agreed; therefore Wright-Gilson went into the library with Jenner, the stout, white-headed old butler, and, using the private telephone to Downing Street, which stood upon the big, littered writing-table, he was quickly put on to the house of Sir Evered Morrison, the great surgeon.

The specialist, who was asleep, answered the telephone at his bedside, and, hearing of the accident, promised he would catch the next train from Paddington. Then he rose, dressed hurriedly, and left by the newspaper-train.

At eleven oclock the next morning — by which hour the world knew of his lordships accident — the great specialist had made his examination and was seated in the library with the two Torquay doctors.

No, said Sir Evered, a tall, thin, clean-shaven man, who was a personal friend of Lord Bracondales. In my opinion an operation is not advisable. The case is a serious one, and full of grave danger. But I do not think we need despair. Ill remain here, and by this evening I shall hope to see consciousness restored. Then he added: By the way, are there any good nurses in Torquay?

The Convent of Saint Agnes is quite close. They are a Nursing Order, as you know, replied Dr. Wright-Gilson.



Yes, and usually most excellent. We had better send for the Mother Superior and get her to give us two trustworthy nurses. Having myself had experience of them, I have always found them most painstaking, and in every way excellent.

That is also my own experience, Sir Evered. Several of my patients have employed them with great success.

Very well; we will have them. And Jenner was at once called and sent with a note from the great surgeon to the Mother Superior.

Twenty minutes later the grave-faced directress, who wore her black habit and wide, white collar, and spoke with a very pronounced French accent, arrived, accompanied by Jean and Sister Gertrude, whom she introduced to the three medical men standing in the library.

And very soon afterwards Jean found herself installed in the big, handsome bedroom beside the unconscious Cabinet Minister.

The white, inanimate face lay upon the pillow with the pallor of death upon it, the sheet edged with broad lace having been turned down and carefully arranged by the head housemaid.

Many and precise were the instructions which Sister Gertrude and Jean received from the great surgeon, who first explained to them the injuries from which his distinguished patient was suffering, and the nature of the treatment he intended to adopt.

The Honourable John Charlton, his lordships private secretary, arrived post-haste from London at midday, and took over many of the confidential papers and other documents which were lying about upon the library table.

He was anxious for the Earl to recover consciousness in order to obtain instructions concerning the attitude to be adopted towards Austria, regarding whom a ticklish point of policy had on the previous evening arisen. The political horizon of Europe changes from hour to hour.

Our Ambassador in Vienna had wired in cipher urgently requesting a response, and this only the Foreign Minister himself could give.

But the doctors would not allow him to be disturbed.

A warm, anxious day went by, and Jean found herself amid surroundings so luxurious and artistic that she gazed about her open-mouthed in wonder.

As a nurse she soon showed her proficiency and her business-like methods — a manner which at once impressed Sir Evered.

But, alas! The Earl of Bracondale still remained unconscious. His pulse was feeble, his heart was just beating; the spark of life was still aglow.

From all quarters of the world, from every one of the Chancelleries of Europe, telegrams of regret arrived. Kings, statesmen, politicians of all grades, and all parties, lawyers, diplomats; in fact, all classes, sent messages, and all day long boys kept continually cycling up the long drive through the park bearing sheaves of orange-coloured envelopes, which were opened one after the other by the Honourable John Charlton.



Not before the following afternoon did consciousness return to the injured man, and then Jeans real work commenced.

His eyes, when they first opened, met her calm, anxious gaze.

He looked at her in astonishment, and then glanced at the other faces of the doctors around.

Sir Evered spoke as he bent over him.

You know me — eh? Come, youre a lot better now, my dear fellow. Just drink this, and he took a glass from Jeans hand.

The prostrate man swallowed the liquid with an effort. Then, staring about him with an air of astonishment, he said:

Why — its you, Evered. You!

Yes; Im here looking after you, and with good nursing youll soon be quite right again.

His lordship drew a long breath, and for a few moments remained silent. Then he asked, in a low, weak whisper:

Whats happened?

Oh, nothing very much. Dont bother about it, was the great specialists reply. You were thrown out of your car, thats all. No bones broken.

Ah! yes, he replied, slowly raising a hand to his brow. Ah! yes — now I remember. That wagon — right across the road — and no light upon it! Yes — I — I remember!

Dont bother. Thats enough now. Just go to sleep again, my dear fellow, said Sir Evered, soothingly, placing his hand upon his patients brow. Dont try and think. Just rest for the present.

And thus advised, his lordship closed his eyes wearily, and was soon asleep.

Excellent, declared Sir Evered, much gratified when outside the room with the others, leaving Jean alone with the sleeper. Hell recover — no doubt he will.

And five minutes later he was in the library, speaking over the telephone to the Prime Minister at Downing Street, while that same evening the papers gave the welcome news to the world that there was every hope of the Foreign Ministers restoration to health.

The three medical men had strapped up the injured shoulder and applied various remedies, therefore the patient that night was in no pain, though Sister Gertrude took Jeans place at ten oclock and sat by his bedside all night, receiving hourly visits from the doctors.

Bracondale Park was a house of breathless anxiety through the days which followed. Sir Evered, though his presence was required hourly in London — as is the presence of such a great surgeon — remained at the bedside of his friend. They had been at Cambridge together, and ever since their undergraduate days had been intimate chums.

His lordships illness proved of longer duration than was at first anticipated. Sir Evered remained at Bracondale a whole week, and then, finding that his patient was progressing favourably, returned to London, leaving the case in the hands of Dr. Wright-Gilson and Dr. Noel Tanner, while Sister Gertrude and Jean did the nursing.

Life at Bracondale Jean found extremely pleasant. The great house, with its luxuriously-furnished rooms, its fine picture-gallery, where, often, in her hours of recreation, she wandered; the big winter-garden with palms and exotic flowers, the conservatories, the huge ballroom — wherein long ago the minuet had been danced by high-born dames in wigs and patches — the fine suites of rooms with gilded cornices — all were, to her, full of interest.

The great house was built by the second Earl of Bracondale, who was the famous Chancellor of the Exchequer in the reign of Charles I., and ever since the Bracondales had borne their part in the government of England.

The room allotted to Jean was a visitors room — a large, old-fashioned sitting-room, with a bed in one corner screened off; a room the long, leaded windows of which afforded beautiful views across the extensive, well-wooded park to the blue sea beyond. It was a place with a quiet, old-world atmosphere — a room that had never been changed for a century past. The old chintzes were of the days of our grandmothers, while the Chippendale chairs and tables would have fetched hundreds of pounds if put up at Christies.

The elderly housekeeper, in her black silk cap, did all she could to make her comfortable, and treated her with the greatest consideration and respect — more so, perhaps, than she did Sister Gertrude, who, of course, wore the habit of the Order, while Jean still wore her French nurses uniform.

Old Jenner, on the other hand, looked upon them dressed-up Sisters o Mercy, as he termed them in the servants hall, as interlopers, and was often sarcastic at their expense. As an old servant of the family, he felt jealous that they should wait upon his master while his presence was not permitted in the sick-room.

All his life he had been used to wait upon his young lordship, and he was annoyed that he was not allowed to do so at that critical hour.

As soon as the injured man was sufficiently well to talk and to recognise that he was being tended by sisters from the neighbouring convent, he treated both with the greatest consideration. A car was placed at their disposal every afternoon so that they might take an airing, while the whole house was thrown open to them to wander where they liked.

The library, however, was Jeans favourite room. It was a big, sombre, restful place, with high windows of stained glass, a great carved overmantel, and electric lights set in the ancient oaken ceiling. Lined from ceiling to floor with books, and with several tables set about the rich Turkey carpet, it was a cosy, restful place, where one could lounge in a big arm-chair and dream.

Jeans duties in the sick-room were never irksome. The pair took it in turns to sit with the patient every other night, and it was only then that the hours in the green-shaded night-light seemed never ending. By day she found Bracondale always interesting and frequently amusing.

After he had been in bed a fortnight the doctors allowed him to see visitors, and several distinguished men called and were admitted by Jean. These included the Prime Minister, politicians, and magnates of commerce. And there were some mysterious visitors also, including a Mr. Darnborough, who called one afternoon, being shown up by Jenner.

Jean, in surprise, found the butler and the visitor outside the door, whereupon Jenner explained:

This is Mr. Darnborough, nurse, a very great friend of his lordship. He must see him alone, as they have confidential business to transact.

Thank you, Jenner, replied Jean, rather stiffly. If his lordship wishes to see Mr. Darnborough alone he will probably tell me so.

And, surveying the visitor with some suspicion, she ushered him to the sick mans side.

Ah! my dear Darnborough! cried his lordship, gaily, as soon as he recognised him. Im very glad to see you. I heard that you were in Cairo a week ago. Well, how are things in Egypt?

Just as full of trouble as ever, was the reply; but — — and he glanced inquiringly at Jean.

Oh, yes, I forgot, exclaimed the Earl. Nurse Jean, might I ask the favour that you leave Mr. Darnborough to talk with me alone for half an hour? I shall be all right — and my medicine is not due until five oclock.

Jean smiled at the pair.



Certainly; I will come back when it is time for your lordship to have the next dose, she answered.

And with that she passed noiselessly out of the room, the Earls dark eyes following her.

The door having closed, the pair were left alone. Then the Earl lay listening attentively to the all-important secret report which Darnborough had travelled down there to make.


CHAPTER XVI.

JEAN HAS A SURPRISE.
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JEAN, THUS DISMISSED, descended to the library, where, across the dark crimson carpet, the last rays of the gorgeous sunset slanted in through the high windows in which were set the armorial bearings of the dead-and-gone Bracondales in stained-glass escutcheons.

She crossed the great sombre apartment and stood gazing through the diamond panes away over the level green of the broad park to where the sea lay bathed in the golden light of the dying day.

Her eyes were fixed vacantly into space. She was thinking — thinking again of that fateful paragraph in the paper — the unexpected news which had rendered her a widow. And poor Adolphe? Alas! though he had been her only friend and full of sympathy for her, yet he was now wearing out his days in penal servitude at the dreaded Devils Island.

She thought of him often with feelings of pity. Though a criminal of a criminal stock, ill-bred, and with scarcely any education, yet he had behaved to her as few men had behaved. He had always held her in high esteem and respect. Even as she stood there she could hear his high-pitched voice addressing her as Madame.

Upstairs, by the bedside of the sick Cabinet Minister, the thin, grey-faced man, the eyes and ears of the Cabinet, was making a secret report to his lordship.

Though the Earl of Bracondale, K.G., was His Majestys Principal Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, yet Darnborough, the ever-astute, sleepless man of secrets, was the keeper of Great Britains prestige abroad. Though his name never appeared on the roll of Government servants, and did not draw any salary as an official, yet he was the only man in England who could demand audience of the Sovereign at any hour by day or by night, or who had the free entrée to the Royal residences and could attend any function uninvited.

As a statesman, as a secret agent, as an ingenious plotter in the interests of his country, he was a genius. He was a discovery of the late Lord Salisbury in the last days of the Victorian Era. At that time he had been a Foreign Office clerk, a keen-eyed young man with a lock of black hair hanging loosely across his brow. Lord Salisbury recognised in him a man of genius as a diplomat, and with his usual bluntness called him one day to Hatfield and gave him a very delicate mission abroad.

Darnborough went. He had audience with the Shah of Persia, juggled with that bediamonded potentate, and came back with his draft of a secret treaty directed against Russias influence safely in his pocket. He had achieved what British Ministers to Teheran for the previous fifteen years had failed to effect. And from that moment Darnborough had been allowed a free hand in international politics.

Lord Rosebery, Lord Lansdowne, and Sir Edward Grey had adopted the same attitude towards him as the great Lord Salisbury. He was the one man who knew the secret policy of Britains enemies, the man who had so often attended meetings of the Cabinet and warned it of the pitfalls open for the destruction of British prestige.

At that moment the renowned chief of the Secret Service was explaining the latest conspiracy afoot against England, a serious conspiracy hatched in both Berlin and Vienna to embroil our nation in complications in the Far East. Darnboroughs agents in both capitals had that morning arrived at Downing Street post-haste and reported upon what was in progress, with the result that their chief had come to place before the Foreign Minister the latest iniquity of diplomatic juggling.

His lordship lay in bed and listened to the man of secrets without uttering a word.

At length he turned his head restlessly on the pillow and, with a weary sigh, remarked:

Ah! Darnborough, I fear that each day brings us nearer the peril, nearer the day of Germanys attack. The exposure of those confidential reports upon our naval manœuvres was serious enough to our diplomacy. The policy of the Government is, alas! one of false assurance in our defences. The country has been lulled to sleep far too long. False assurances of our national security have been given over and over again, and upon them the Cabinet have pursued a policy of bluff. But, alas! the days of Palmerston and Salisbury are past. Europe can gauge the extent and strength of our national defence, and, with the navigation of the air, we live no longer upon the tight little island of our revered ancestors.

Yes, replied the man seated in the chair by the bedside, as he stretched his legs forward and folded his arms. In all the capitals it is to-day the fashion to laugh at Englands greatness, and to speak of us as a declining Power. I hear it everywhere. The Great Powers are in daily expectation of seeing the tail of the British lion badly twisted, and I quite agree that the most unfortunate leakage of a national secret was that report upon the last naval manœuvres. The bubble of our defensive and offensive power has burst.

And poor Richard Harborne lost his life, remarked the Earl.

Yes, replied the other, thoughtfully.

He was a fine fellow, Darnborough — a very fine young fellow. He came to see me once or twice upon confidential matters. You sent him to Mexico, youll remember, and he came to report to me personally. I was much struck by his keen foresight and cleverness. Have you gained any further information concerning his mysterious end?



I have made a good many inquiries, both at home and abroad, but Harborne seems to have been something of a mystery himself. He was strangely reserved, and something of a recluse in private life — lived in chambers in the Temple when not travelling abroad, and kept himself very much to himself.

For any reason?

None, as far as I can tell. He was a merry, easy-going young fellow, a member of the St. Jamess, and highly popular among the younger set at the club, but he held aloof from them all he could. As I told you some time ago, there was a lady in the case.

His lordship sighed.

Ah! Darnborough, the best of men go under for the sake of a woman!

In this case I am not sure that Harborne was really a victim, replied his visitor. Only the other day, when in Borkum, I ascertained that Harborne had been in Germany and met by appointment a young foreign woman named Fräulein Montague. She was French, I was told, and very pretty. It was she who carried on the negotiations for the purchase of the secret of the new Krupp aerial gun.

You ought to find her. She might tell you something.

Thats just what I am striving my utmost to do. I have learnt that she was the daughter of a French restaurant-keeper, living somewhere in London, and that after Harbornes death she married a Frenchman, whose name I am unable, as yet, to ascertain.

You will soon know it, Darnborough, remarked the Earl with a faint smile. You always know everything.

Is it not my profession? the other asked. Yes, I shall try to discover this lady, for I have a theory that she knows something which we ought to know. In addition, she knows who killed Richard Harborne.

I sincerely hope that you will be successful, declared the Foreign Minister. By Harbornes death Britain has lost a fearless patriot, a man who served his country as truly and as well as any bedecorated general, and who had faced death a dozen times unflinchingly in the performance of his duties to his country and his sovereign.

Yes, declared Darnborough, if any man deserved a C.M.G. or a knighthood, Dick Harborne most certainly did. I am the only person who is in the position of knowing how devotedly he served his country.

I know, I know! exclaimed the Earl. And if he had lived it was my intention of including his name in the next Birthday Honours list.

Poor fellow, remarked his chief. I wonder who that woman Montague was, and whether she really had any hand in the crime? That he was fond of her I have learned on good authority, yet Dick was, after all, not much of a ladies man. Therefore I am somewhat surprised at the nature of the information I have gathered. Nevertheless, I mean to find the woman — and to know the truth.

Have you any clue whatever to her identity? inquired the Earl, looking at him strangely.

None, save what I have told you, was the slow, deliberate reply. But I think I shall eventually find her.

You will, Darnborough. I know well what you mean when you reply in those terms. I have experienced your vague responses before, laughed his lordship.

But the great secret agent only grinned, and his grey face broadened into a smile, while the Earl lay wondering whether, after all, his visitor knew more concerning the mysterious female friend of Harborne than he had admitted.

Darnborough went on with his secret report, placing before the Secretary of State the exact nature of the war-cloud which once again threatened to arise over Europe, and of which our Embassies in Berlin and Vienna, with all the pomp of their officialdom, were as yet in ignorance.

And while the chief of the Secret Service was closeted with the Foreign Minister, and the latter was scribbling some pencil notes of his visitors report, Jean waited downstairs in the library for the Earls permission to return to his room.

As the soft after-glow of early autumn spread over the western sea before her, she turned at last from the long window and crossed the big room, wherein deep shadows were now falling.

The Earls mysterious visitor had been shown in there by Jenner before being conducted to his lordships room, and upon the Earls pedestal writing-table, set in an alcove overlooking the terrace, stood a small, well-worn despatch-box of green enamelled steel, covered with dark green canvas.

It had been brought by Darnborough, and stood unlocked and open, just as he had taken from it the written reports of the agents of the Secret Service who had arrived at Charing Cross early that morning from the Continent.

Curiosity prompted Jean to pause and peer into it. She wondered what business that rather sour-faced man had with the Earl, and what that portable little steel box could contain.

A photograph — the photograph of a young and handsome woman — which was lying face upwards, first attracted her attention. Curious, she thought, that the man towards whom old Jenner had been so deferential should carry about the picture of a pretty woman.

She took it in her fingers and held it in the light in order to examine it more closely. Then, in replacing it, she glanced at the file of papers uppermost, a thick bundle of various documents, stamped with the arms of England and the words, Foreign Office, and upon the outside of which was written in a bold, clerkish hand, Re Richard Harborne, deceased.

Richard Harborne! Sight of that name caused her to hold her breath.

She took out the file of papers with trembling hand and bent to examine them in the light.



She saw there were newspaper cuttings, and long reports both in writing and typed — reports signed by persons of whom she had no knowledge.

In one paper at which she glanced Dick was referred to as The Honourable Richard Davies Harborne, late of His Britannic Majestys Secret Service.

She read eagerly, hoping to discover something to throw light upon the poor fellows sad end, but the writing was small, cramped, and difficult for her to decipher.

Yet, so deeply interested did she become that she did not hear the door open.

Suddenly she heard a footstep behind her, and, starting quickly, turned to find his lordships mysterious visitor standing facing her with a look of severe inquiry upon his grey, furrowed countenance.

Oh! I — I — Im so very sorry! was all she could say, as she quickly replaced the file of papers in the despatch-box. I — I — —

But further words failed her, and she stood abashed, confused, and ashamed.


CHAPTER XVII.

THE DARKENING HORIZON.
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WELL, NURSE, I hardly expected that, he said, reprovingly, his serious eyes fixed upon hers.

Jean turned scarlet, and then admitted, as she stood with her back to the writing table:

I saw the photograph in your despatch-box, and it attracted me. Then I saw those papers.

And they seem to have greatly interested you, nurse — eh? Darnborough remarked.

A woman is always interested in what does not concern her, she replied with a forced smile.

Well, forgive me for saying so, but I consider it gross impertinence on your part to have pried into my papers, young lady, exclaimed the chief of the Secret Service, with some asperity.

I trust you will forgive me, Mr. Darnborough, but, truth to tell, I could not resist the temptation.

Just as many other people could not resist — if they knew what secrets this despatch-box of mine sometimes contains, he laughed. Well, nurse, I forgive you, he added cheerfully, his manner changing. Go back to Lord Bracondale, and make haste and get him well again. England is sorely in need of him to-day — I can assure you.

Does he wish for me?

Yes, he gave me a message asking you to return to him at once.

Ill go, then, she replied. Im so glad youve forgiven me. My action was, I know, horribly mean and quite unpardonable. Good evening.

Good evening, nurse, Darnborough responded, as he busied himself repacking his papers. She left the room.

The great man of secrets was, as yet, in ignorance that the pretty, graceful, half-French nurse and Fräulein Montague, Dick Harbornes friend, were one and the same person.

At that moment he had been talking with the very woman whom his agents had been hunting the whole of Europe to find. Yet he bowed her out of the room in entire ignorance of that fact.

And as she ascended the great, broad, thickly-carpeted staircase to the sick mans room she was filled with regret that Darnborough had not entered five minutes later, when, by that time, she would have learnt the secret of what was contained in those papers concerning Dick Harbornes death.

Her head swam as she recalled that tragic afternoon and also the afternoon succeeding it, when she had witnessed the terrible accident to Noel Barclay, the naval aviator. She recollected how Ralph had been at her side in the cab when they had both witnessed the collapse of the aeroplane, and how utterly callous and unmoved he had been.

For the thousandth time she asked herself whether Ralph Ansell, her dead husband, had ever discovered her friendship with Richard Harborne. It was a purely platonic friendship. Their stations in life had been totally different, yet he had always treated her gallantly, and she had, in return, consented to assist him in several matters— matters of business he had termed them. And in connection with one of them she had gone to Germany as Fräulein Montague and met him on that memorable day when she acted as a go-between.

Had Ralph found this out? If so, had Dick died by her husbands hand?

She was at the door of his lordships room, a pretty figure in her blue cotton gown and white nursing-apron and cap. For a moment she paused to crush down all recollections of the past. Then she turned the handle and entered on tip-toe, fearing lest her patient might be asleep.

But he was very wideawake — planning a line of policy to defeat the suggested Austro-German alliance against Great Britain. Prompt measures were necessary. At eight oclock in the morning two Kings Messengers would be at Bracondale ready to take the cipher despatches — autograph instructions to the British Ambassadors to the Courts of both Empires.

Though the Earl of Bracondale was confined to his bed, the foreign policy of the nation had still to be conducted, and he had resumed control of affairs as soon as ever his hand could use a pen.

A whole stream of officials from Downing Street, and others, called at Bracondale daily and passed through his room. And to each and sundry he gave precise and implicit instructions, the marvellously ingenious policy evolved by his remarkable brain.

It is time for your medicine, Jean said, in a soft voice, as she entered. It was due half an hour ago, but I hesitated to disturb you with your visitor.

Quite right, nurse. Never disturb me when Mr. Darnborough calls. My business with him is always of the very highest importance, and always strictly confidential.

Jean crossed to the small round table whereon stood the bottle and medicine-glass, and after measuring the mixture carefully, handed it to him, asking:

Is your shoulder quite easy now?

Quite, nurse, was his reply, as, raising himself on his other elbow, he tossed off the medicine, pulling a wry face afterwards. Then, with a calm, set expression upon his countenance, he looked at her, and remarked:

I should think nursing must be a terribly dull, monotonous life, isnt it? Surely the continual atmosphere of the sick-room is very depressing?

I do not find it so, she replied brightly, with her pretty French accent. I am devoted to my calling.

I quite recognise that, said his lordship, looking into her sweet, serious eyes. Yet it requires a good deal of self-denial, I should imagine.

Perhaps, and she smiled. But self-denial is one of the first lessons learnt in our Sisterhood.

You joined the Sisterhood in France, did you not? he asked.

Yes; at the chief convent at Enghien, near Paris. But, of course, I have not yet taken my vows as a nun.

You intend to do so, I suppose?

She was silent a few seconds; then, with her eyes averted, she answered frankly:

It is more than possible.

Would it not be a great sacrifice? Remember, you are young. Why should you cut yourself off so entirely from the world?

Again she was silent. Then, seeing that he awaited her reply, she answered:

If I take the vows I shall do so because I have certain reasons for so doing.

Strong reasons? he asked, still looking into her face.

She raised her fine eyes to his again, and nodded in the affirmative.

Then she turned and walked towards the table to put down the empty glass.

Lord Bracondale for the first time realised that the nurse by whom during the past few days he, confirmed bachelor that he was, had become so strangely attracted, possessed a chapter of her life which she hoped was closed for ever.

The curious situation attracted him. What, he wondered, could be the nature of the secret of such a good, pure-minded, honest woman?

His eyes followed her as she moved about the room in silence. He was wondering.

The autumn days passed slowly. His was a long illness.

Out in the great park the golden leaves, in falling, were swept along the wide avenue by the strong winds from the sea, and the face of the country had now become brown and desolate.

Jean, when she took her walk alone each afternoon, when off duty, wandered over the bare fields or beside the grey, chill sea until, so dispiriting did she find the scene, that she preferred to spend her hours of rest in the big, well-warmed house or at the convent itself.

His lordships recovery was very slow.

Sir Evered Morrison had been down three times from London and seen the patient, and on the last occasion had been accompanied by another renowned surgeon.

Though it was kept a profound secret, the truth was that the Earl was not progressing as well as had been expected. Perhaps the strain of State affairs was too heavy upon him, for though far from recovered, he worked several hours with Mr. Charlton, his secretary, who sat at a table at his bedside, writing despatches as his lordship dictated them.

Thus three months went by. November came and went, and still the Earl had not left his room, although he was allowed to sit by the fire in his dressing-gown for two hours each day.



The room had been transformed into a small library, and here his lordship received callers who came from London upon official business. Indeed, he on more than one occasion received an ambassador of one of the Great Powers.

To Jean it was all a very novel and strange experience. At her patients bedside she met some of the greatest of the land, men whose names were as household words. Even a royal prince called one day in his motor-car and sat beside the fire with the invalid. And if the truth be told, scarcely a person who visited the Earl did not remark upon his nurses grace, sweetness, and good looks.

Inwardly, the Earl of Bracondale was much mystified. Unconsciously, though occupied with State affairs, he found himself thinking of her, and when she was absent for rest he looked forward eagerly to her return. To Sister Gertrude he spoke but little, while to Jean he was always frank, open, and exceedingly chatty.

Yet constantly did the suspicion arise in his mind that she was in possession of some dread secret, that there was a chapter in her past which she was undesirous of revealing.

In the middle of December he grew convalescent, and Sir Evered one day announced that he would, with care, completely recover.

The daily bulletins in the newspapers ceased to appear, and the world then knew that the renowned Foreign Secretary was on his way back to health.

This he attributed to Jeans careful nursing. To every one he was loud in her praises. Indeed, he often spoke of her in eulogistic terms while she was present, and on such occasions she would blush deeply and declare that she had only performed her duty.

In those weeks they had been constantly in each others society. The long days in which she sat at his bedside reading or doing needlework, and the nights when each quarter of an hour she stole in stealthily to see that all was well, she had grown very partial to his society. He was so bright and intellectual, and possessed such a keen sense of humour when his mind was not overshadowed by the weight of political events. Often he would chat with her for hours, and sometimes, indeed, he would put a subtle question upon the matter in which he now took so keen an interest — her past.

But to all his cleverly-conceived inquiries she remained dumb. Her wit was as quick as his, and he saw that whatever was the truth, her intelligence was of a very high order. She would speak freely upon every other subject, but as to what she had done or where she had been before entering the Sisterhood she refused to satisfy him.

The past! To her it was all a horrible nightmare. Often, when alone, the face of Ralph Ansell, the man who had been shot like a dog by the police, arose before her. She tried to blot it out, but all was, alas! of no avail.

Sometimes she compared her patient with her dead husband. And then she would sigh to herself — sigh because she held the Earl in such admiration and esteem.



Just after Christmas another diplomatic bombshell burst in Europe. Darnborough came to and fro to Bracondale half a dozen times in the course of four or five days. Once he arrived by special train from Paddington in the middle of the night. Many serious conferences did he have with his chief, secret consultations at which Jean, filled with curiosity, of course was not present, though she did not fail to note that Darnborough usually regarded her with some suspicion, notwithstanding his exquisite politeness.

More than once in those last days of the year Jean suggested that her presence at Bracondale was no longer required. But her patient seemed very loath to part with her.

Another week, nurse, he would say. Perhaps I will be able to do without you then. We shall see.

And so indispensable did his lordship find her that not until the last day of January did she pack her small belongings ready to be carried back to the convent.

It was a warm, bright evening, one of those soft, sunny winter days which one so often experiences in sheltered Torquay, when Jean, having sent her things down by Davis, the under chauffeur, put on her neat little velvet hat and her black, tailor-made coat, and carrying her business-like nursing-bag, went into the huge drawing-room, where she had learnt from Jenner the Earl was reading.

The big, luxurious, heavily-gilded apartment was empty, but the long, French windows were open upon the stone terrace, and upon one of the white iron garden chairs the Earl, a smart, neatly-dressed figure in black morning coat, widely braided in the French manner — a fashion he usually affected — sat reading.

Jean walked to the window, bag in hand, and paused for a few seconds, looking at him in silence.

Then, as their eyes met and he rose quickly to his feet, she advanced with outstretched hand to wish him farewell.


CHAPTER XVIII.

LORD BRACONDALES CONFESSION.
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WHAT! HE CRIED, with a look of dismay upon his pale face. Are you really leaving, nurse?

Yes, Lord Bracondale. I have already sent my things back to the convent. I have come to wish you good-bye.

To wish me good-bye! he echoed blankly, looking her straight in the face. How can I ever thank you — how can I ever repay you for all your kindness, care, and patience with me? Sir Evered says that I owe my life to your good nursing.

She smiled.

I think Sir Evered is merely paying me an undeserved compliment, was her modest reply.

He had taken her small, white hand in his, and for a moment he stood mute before her, overcome with gratitude.

Sir Evered has spoken the truth, Nurse Jean, he said. I know it, and you yourself know it. In all these weeks we have been together we have begun to know each other, we have been companions, and — and you have many a time cheered me when I felt in blank despair.

I am very pleased if I have been able to bring you happiness, she replied. It is sometimes difficult to infuse gaiety into a sick-room.

But you have brought me new life, new hope, new light into my dull, careworn life, he declared quickly. Since I found you at my bedside I have become a different man.

How? she asked, very seriously.

You have inspired in me new hopes, new aspirations — and a fresh ambition.

Of what?

He raised her ungloved hand and kissed it fervently.

She tried to snatch it away, but he held it fast, and, looking into her dark, startled eyes, replied:

Of making you my wife, Jean.

Your wife! she gasped, her face pale in an instant, as she drew back, astounded at the suggestion.

Yes. Listen to me! he cried, quickly, still holding her hand, and drawing her to him as he stepped into the huge room upholstered with pale blue silk. This is no sudden fancy on my part, Jean. I have watched you — watched you for days and weeks — for gradually I came to know how deeply attached I had become to you — that I love you!

No, no! she exclaimed. Let me go, please, Lord Bracondale! This is madness. I refuse to hear you. Reflect — and you will see that I can never become your wife!

And upon her sweet face there spread a hard, pained expression.

But I repeat, Jean — I swear it — I love you! he said. I again repeat my question — Will you honour me by becoming my wife? Can you ever love me sufficiently to sacrifice yourself? And will you try and love me — will you — —

I cannot bear it! she cried, struggling to free herself from his strong embrace, while he held her hand and again passionately raised it to his lips. Please recall those words. They are injudicious, to say the least.

I have spoken the plain truth. I love you!

Her eyes were downcast. She stood against a large, silk-covered settee, her hand touching the silken covering, her chest heaving and falling in deep emotion, so unprepared had she been for the Earls declaration of affection.

Through her mind, however, one thought ran — the difference in their social status; he — a Cabinet Minister; and she — the widow of a thief!

Recollection of that hideous chapter of her life flashed upon her, and she shuddered.

Bracondale noticed that she shivered, but, ignorant of the reason, only drew her closer to him.

Tell me, Jean, he whispered. May I hope? Now that you are leaving, I cannot bear that you should go out of my life for ever. I am no young lover, full of flowery speeches, but I love you as fervently, as ardently, as any man has ever loved a woman; and if you will be mine I will endeavour to make you contented and happy to all the extent I am able.

But, Lord Bracondale, she protested, raising her fine eyes to his, I am unworthy — I — —

You are worthy, Jean, he declared, earnestly. You are the only woman in all my life that I have loved. For all these years I have been a bachelor, self-absorbed in the affairs of the nation, in politics and diplomacy, until, by my accident, I have suddenly realised that there is still something more in the world to live for higher than the position I hold as a member of the Cabinet — the love of a good woman, and you are that woman. Tell me, he urged, speaking in a low whisper as he bent to her, tell me — may I hope?

Slowly she disengaged the hand he held, and drew it across her white brow beneath her velvet hat.

I — I — ah! no, Lord Bracondale, she cried. This is all very unwise. You would soon regret.

Regret! he echoed. No, I shall never regret, because, Jean, I love you!

Have you ever thought that, while you are a peer and a Cabinet Minister, I am only a nurse?

Social status should not be considered when a man loves a woman as truly and devotedly as I love you. Remember, to you I owe my recovery, he said frankly. In the weeks you have spent at my side I have realised that life will now be a blank when you have left my roof. But must it be so? Will you not take pity upon me and try to reciprocate, in even a small degree, the great love I bear you? Do, Jean, I beg of you.

She was silent for a long time, her eyes fixed across the terrace upon the pretty Italian garden, to the belt of high, dark firs beyond.

You ask me this, Lord Bracondale, and yet you do not even know my surname! she remarked at last.

Whatever your surname may be, it makes no difference to me, was his reply. Whatever skeleton may be hidden in your cupboard is no affair of mine. I ask nothing regarding your past life. To me, you are honest and pure. I know that, or you would not lead the life you now lead. I only know, Jean, that I love you, and, again taking her soft hand tenderly, he once more raised it to his lips and imprinted upon it tender kisses.

His words showed her that his affection was genuine. His promise not to seek to unveil her past gave her courage, for she had all along been suspicious that he was endeavouring to learn her secret. What would he say, how would he treat her, if he ever knew the ghastly truth?

Now, I wish to assure you, he went on, that I have no desire whatever that you should tell me the slightest thing which you may wish to regard as your own secret. All of us, more or less, possess some family confidence which we have no desire to be paraded before our friends. A wife should, of course, have no secrets from her husband after marriage. But her secrets before she becomes a wife are her own, and her husband has no right to inquire into them. I speak to you, Jean, as a man of the world, as a man who has sympathy for women, and who is cognisant of a womans feelings.

Do you really mean what you say, Lord Bracondale? she asked, raising her serious eyes inquiringly to his.

I certainly do. I have never been more earnest, or sincere, in all my life than I am at this moment.

You certainly show a generous nature, she replied. His assurance had swept away her fears. She dreaded lest he should know the truth of the tragedy of her marriage. She held Darnborough in fear, because he seemed always to suspect her. Besides, what could that file of papers have contained — what facts concerning her friends tragic end?

I hate to think of your wearing your life out in a sick-room, Jean, he said. It is distressing to me that you, whom I love so dearly, should be doomed to a convent life, however sincere, devout, and holy.

It is my sphere, she replied.

Your proper sphere is at my side — as my wife, he declared. Ah, Jean, will you only give me hope, will you only endeavour to show me a single spark of affection, will you try and reciprocate, to the smallest extent, my love for you? Mine is no boyish infatuation, but the love of a man whose mind is matured, even soured by the worlds follies and vanities. I tell you that I love you. Will you be mine?

She still hesitated. His question nonplussed her.



How could she, the widow of a notorious thief dare to become Countess of Bracondale!

He noticed her hesitation, and put it down to her natural reticence and shyness. He loved her with all his heart and soul. Never, in all his career, had he ever met, in society or out of it, a woman to whom he had been so deeply devoted. He had watched her closely with the keen criticism of a practised mind, and he had found her to be his ideal.

She was still standing against the pale blue settee, leaning against it for support. Her face was pale as death, with two pink spots in the centre of the cheeks betraying her excitement and emotion. She dare not open her mouth lest she should betray the reason of her hesitation. It was upon the tip of her tongue to confess all.

Yet had he not already told her that he had no desire to probe the secret of her past — that he only desired her for herself, that her past was her own affair, and that his only concern was her future, because he loved her so? She recognised how good, how kind, how generous, and how every trait of his character was that of the high-born English gentleman. In secret she had long admired him, yet she had been careful not to betray an undue interest beyond that of his accident. In such circumstances a womans diplomacy is always marvellous. In the concealment of her true feelings, woman can always give many points to a man.

Bracondale was awaiting her answer. His eyes were fixed upon hers, though her gaze was averted. He held her in his arms, and again repeated his question in a low, intense voice, the voice of a man filled with the passion of true affection.

Will you be mine, dearest? he asked, a second time. Will you trust in me and throw in your lot in life with mine?

She shook her head.

No, Lord Bracondale; such a marriage would, for you, be most injudicious. You must marry one of your own people.

Never! he cried in desperation. If I marry, it will be only your own dear self.

But think — think what the world will say.

Let the world say what it likes, he laughed. Remember my policy and my doings are criticised by the Opposition newspapers every day. But I have learned to disregard hard words. I am my own master in my private life as well as in my public life, and if you will only consent to be my wife I shall tackle the difficult European problems with renewed vigour, well knowing that I have at least one sympathiser and helpmate — my wife.

He paused, and looked into her dark eyes for quite a long time.

Then, bending till his lips almost touched hers, and placing his arm tenderly about her waist, he asked breathlessly:

Jean, tell me, darling, that you do not hate me — that you will try to love me — that you will consent to become my wife. Do, I beg of you.

For a few seconds she remained silent in his embrace, then slowly her lips moved.



But so stirred by emotion was she that no sound escaped them.

You will be mine, darling, will you not? he urged. Jean, I love you — Ill love you for ever — always! Do, I beseech of you, give me hope. Say that you love me just a little — only just a little.

Tears welled in her great, dark eyes, and again her chest heaved and fell.

Then, of a sudden, her head fell upon his shoulder and she buried her face, sobbing in mute consent, while he, on his part, pressed her closely to him and smothered her cheek with burning kisses.


CHAPTER XIX.

THE GARDEN OF LOVE.
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SIX YEARS LATER.

The years had gone by — happy, blissful years, during which the Countess of Bracondale had become a popular society and political hostess.

At Bracondale, and in Scotland, the Earl and his wife had on three occasions entertained the Sovereign at shooting-parties, and no social function was complete without the handsome, half-French Lady Bracondale.

After her marriage, though she had no ambition to enter that wild world of unrest which we call modern society, she realised that, in order to assist her husband in his political and diplomatic work, she was compelled to take her place in London life. So she had entered upon it cheerfully; the town house had been redecorated, and many brilliant functions — dinners, balls, diplomatic receptions, and the like — had been given, while at the Foreign Office receptions her ladyship always acted as hostess to the corps diplomatique.



The society newspapers gave her portrait constantly, and declared her to be among the most beautiful women in England.

Wealth, position, popularity, all were hers, and, in addition, she had the great love of her devoted husband, and the comfort of her sweet little daughter, Lady Enid Heathcote — a child with pretty, golden hair — whom she adored. The happiest of wives and mothers, she also bore her part as one of the great ladies of the land, and her husband was ever proud of her, ever filled with admiration.

It was eight oclock on a warm, August morning at Bracondale, where Jean and her little daughter, with Miss Oliver, the governess, were spending the summer.

Jean came down to breakfast in a pretty gown of Japanese silk embroidered with large, crimson roses, and passed through the dining-room out upon the terrace overlooking the park, where, on warm mornings, it was their habit to take their coffee in Continental style.

As she went along to where the table was set, little Enid, with her hair tied at the side with blue ribbon, and wearing a pretty, cotton frock, came dancing along the terrace, where she was walking with her governess, crying in her childish voice:

Good morning, mother, dear. I wish you many happy returns of your birthday.

Thank you, darling, replied Jean, catching the child up in her arms and kissing her, while Miss Oliver, a tall, discreet, and rather prim person, at that moment came up with a great bunch of fresh roses which she had just cut for the table.

Bracondale had been absent on official duties at Downing Street for a week, but had returned by special train from Paddington, arriving at Torquay at half-past three in the morning. He had indeed placed aside some most pressing affairs of State in order to spend his wifes birthday in her company.

And hardly had she kissed her child before he stepped forth from the dining-room, exclaiming:

Ah! good-morning, Jean. A very happy birthday, dearest, and bending, he kissed her fondly, while she returned his caress.

Gunter told me that you did not get home until nearly four oclock. You must be tired, she said.

No, not very, he laughed. I had a few hours sleep in the train. Ive just come down to spend the day with you, dearest. I must get back at midnight.

It is really very good of you, dear, she replied. You know how pleased we both are to have you at our side, arent we, Enid?

Yes, mother, of course we are, declared the child, as her father bent to kiss her.

And now, Jean, Ive brought you down a little present, which I hope you will like. Men are all fools when they buy a present for a woman. But Ive got this little trifle for you as a souvenir.

And placing his hand in the pocket of his dark, flannel jacket, he drew out a magnificent string of pearls — a gift worth, at the least, fifteen thousand pounds. Indeed, that was the price he had paid for them to a dealer in Hatton Garden.

And he had carried them loose in his pocket, leaving the dark green leather case lying upon the library table.

Oh, how lovely! Jean cried, in delight, as she saw them. Her eyes sparkled, for she had often wished for such a beautiful row. Pretty things delighted her, just as they delight a child. It is good of you, dearest, she said, looking fondly into his face. I never dreamed that I should have such a handsome present as that!

Let me put them on, he suggested.

Therefore she stood beside the little tea-table, and with Enid clinging to her gown, Lord Bracondale clasped the pearls around his wifes neck, and then bent to kiss her, a caress which she at once reciprocated, repeating her warm thanks for the magnificent gift.

They suited her well, and Miss Oliver at once went and obtained a small mirror so that her ladyship should see the effect for herself. Jean was not vain. She only liked to wear jewels because it pleased her husband. In the great safe in her dressing-room was stored an array of beautiful jewels — the Bracondale heirlooms. Some of the diamonds had been reset, and she wore them at various official functions. But she prized only those which her husband had given to her. In the Bracondale family jewels she took but little interest.

After all she was essentially modern and up-to-date. Her birth, her youthful experience, the bitterness of her first marriage, and her curious adventures had all combined to render her shrewd and far-seeing. She had kept abreast of the times, and that being so, she could, by her knowledge, often further her husbands interests.

It being her birthday, she invited Miss Oliver to take her coffee with them, and they were a merry quartette when they sat down to chat in the bright morning sunshine.

The scene was typically English — the long sweep of the park, the great elms dotted here and there, and behind the dark belt of firs the blue Channel sparkling in the morning sun.

I think in the second week of September I may be able to get away from Downing Street, Bracondale said, as he sipped his cup of black coffee, for he seldom took anything else until his lunch, served at noon. Morning was the best time for brain work, he always declared, and mental work upon an empty stomach was always best.

Shall we go to Saint Addresse? suggested Jean. The sea-bathing is always beneficial to Enid, and, as you know, the villa, though small, is awfully comfortable.

We will go just where you like, dearest. I leave it for you to arrange, was his reply.

I love the villa, she replied, and Enid does, too.

Very well, let us go, he said. Ill make arrangements for us to leave in the second week in September.

Enid was delighted, and clapped her tiny hands with glee when Miss Oliver told her of her mothers decision, and then the governess took the child for a stroll around the rosery while husband and wife sat together chatting.

Bracondale sat with his wifes hand in his, looking into her eyes, and repeating his good wishes for many a happy return of that anniversary.

I hope you are happy, Jean, he said at last. I am trying to make you so.

I am very happy — happier now than I have ever been before in all my life, she answered, looking affectionately into his face. But do you know that sometimes, she added, slowly, in an altered voice, sometimes I fear that this peace is too great, too sweet to last always. I am dreading lest something might occur to wreck this great happiness of mine.

He looked at her in surprise.

Why do you dread that? he asked.

Because happiness is, alas! never lasting.

Only ours.

Ah! she sighed, let us hope so, dearest. Yet this strange presage of coming evil, this shadow which I so often seem to see, appears so real, so grim, and so threatening.

I dont understand why you should entertain any fear, he exclaimed. I love you, Jean; I shall always love you.

She was silent, and he saw that something troubled her. Truth to tell, the shadow of her past had once again arisen.



Ah! But will you always love me as fondly as you now do? she asked, rather dubiously.

I shall, Jean. I swear it. I love no other woman but yourself, my dear, devoted wife.

Many men have uttered those same words before. But they have lived to recall and regret them.

That is true, he said. Yet it is also true that I love you with all my heart and all my soul, and, further, that my love is so deep-rooted that it cannot be shaken.

We can only hope, she said in a low voice, sighing again. Though my happiness is so complete, I somehow cannot put this constant dread from me. It is a strange, mysterious feeling that something will one day happen to sweep away all my hopes and aspirations — that you and I might be parted.

Impossible, darling! he cried, starting to his feet; and standing behind her, he placed his arm tenderly around her neck. What could ever happen that would part us?

Then the thought flashed across his mind. Her past was enveloped in complete mystery, which, true to his word, he had never sought to probe.

We never know what trials may be in store for us, she remarked. We never know what misfortunes may befall us, or what misunderstandings may arise to destroy our mutual affection and part us.

But surely you dont anticipate such a calamity? he asked, looking into her handsome countenance, his eyes fixed upon hers.



Well, I — I hardly anticipate it, yet I cannot get rid of this ever-increasing dread of the future which seems so constantly to obsess me.

Ah, I think it may be your nerves, darling, he remarked. You had a great strain placed upon you by the London season. All those entertainments of yours must have run you down. You must go to Monplaisir. The bracing air there will benefit you, no doubt. Here, in Devon, it is highly relaxing.

No, it is not my nerves, she protested. It is my natural intuition. Most women can scent impending danger.

He was inclined to laugh at her fears, and bent again to kiss her upon the cheek.

Take no heed of such unpleasant forebodings, he exclaimed cheerily. I, too, sometimes look upon the darker side of things, yet of late Ive come to the conclusion that it is utterly useless to meet trouble half-way. Sufficient the day when misfortune falls.

But surely we ought always to try and evade it?

If you are foredoomed to misfortune, it cannot be evaded, he declared.

That is exactly my argument, she replied. I feel that one day ere long a dark shadow, perhaps of suspicion, I know not what, will fall between us.

And that we shall be parted! he cried, starting. You are certainly cheerful to-day. And he smiled.

I ought to be, after your lovely present, she said, touching the pearls upon her neck with her white hand. But I confess to you, dearest, I am not. I am too supremely happy, and for that reason alone I dread lest it may pass as all things in our life pass, and leave only bitter regrets and sad disappointments behind.

You speak in enigmas, Jean, he said, bending earnestly to her again. Tell me what really distresses you. Do you fear something real and tangible, or is it only some vague foreboding?

The latter, she responded. I seem always to see a grim, dark shadow stretched before my path.

Bracondale remained silent in wonder for some time.

Then with words of comfort and reassurance, he again pressed his lips to hers, and urged her to enjoy her happiness to its full extent, and to let the future take care of itself.

Have no care to-day, darling, he added. It is your birthday, and I am with you.

Ah, yes, you are here — you, my own dear husband!

And raising her lips, she smiled happily, and kissed him of her own accord.


CHAPTER XX.

CROOKED CONFIDENCES.
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ABOUT NOON ON the same day which Jean and her husband spent so happily together by the Devon sea, two men of about thirty-five met in the cosy little American bar of a well-known London hotel.

Both were wealthy Americans, smartly dressed in summer tweeds, and wore soft felt hats of American shape.

One, a tall, thin, hard-faced man, who had been drinking a cocktail and chatting with the barmaid while awaiting his friend, turned as the other entered, and in his pronounced American accent exclaimed:

Halloa, boy! Thought you werent coming. Say, youre late.

The other — dark, clean-shaven, with a broad brow, and rather good-looking — grasped his friends hand and ordered a drink. Then, tossing it off at one gulp, he walked with his friend into the adjoining smoking-room, where they could be alone.

Whats up? asked the newcomer, in a low, eager voice.



Look here, Hoggan, my boy, exclaimed the taller of the two to the newcomer, Im glad youve come along. I phoned you to your hotel at half-past ten, but you were out. It seems theres trouble over that game of poker you played with those two boys in Knightsbridge last night. Theyve been to the police, so youd better clear out at once.

The police! echoed the other, his dark brows knit. Awkward, isnt it?

Very. You go, old chap. Get across the Channel as quick as ever you can, or I guess youll have some unwelcome visitors. Dont go back to the hotel. Abandon your traps, and clear out right away.

Silas P. Hoggan, the man with the broad brow, had no desire to make further acquaintance with the police. As a cosmopolitan adventurer he had lived for the past six years a life of remarkable experiences in Vienna, Berlin, St. Petersburg, and Rome. He posed as a financier, and had matured many schemes for public companies in all the capitals — companies formed to exploit all sorts of enterprises, all of which, however, had placed money in his pocket.

Two years before he had been worth thirty thousand pounds, the proceeds of various crooked businesses. At that moment he had been in San Francisco, when, by an unlucky mischance, a scheme of his had failed, ingenious as it was, and now he found himself living in an expensive hotel in London, with scarcely sufficient to settle his hotel bill.

Since the day when he had stolen those notes from the coat pocket of his accomplice, and locked him in the trap so that the police should arrest him, and thus give him time to escape — for Silas P. Hoggan and Ralph Ansell were one and the same person — things had prospered with him, and he had cultivated an air of prosperous refinement, in order to move in the circle of high finance.

After his escape across the Seine, he had sought refuge in the house of a friend in the Montmartre, where he had dried the soddened bank-notes and turned them into cash. Then, after a week, he had taken the night rapide to Switzerland, and thence to Germany, where in Berlin he had entered upon financial undertakings in partnership with a crook from Chicago. Their first venture was the exploiting of a new motor tyre, out of which they made a huge profit, although the patent was afterwards found to be worthless. Then they moved to Russia, and successively to Austria, to Denmark, and then across to the States.

Losses, followed by gains, had compelled him of late to adopt a more certain mode of living, until now he found himself in London, staying at one of its best hotels — for like all his class he always patronised the best hotel and ate the best that money could buy — and earning a precarious living by finding pigeons to pluck, namely, scraping up acquaintanceship with young men about town and playing with them games of chance.

As a card-sharper, Silas P. Hoggan was an expert. Among the fraternity The American was known as a clever crook, a man who was a past-master in the art of bluff.



Yet his friends warning had thoroughly alarmed him.

The circumstance which had been recalled was certainly an ugly one.

He had found his victims there, in a swell bar, as he had often found them. About many of the London hotels and luxuriously appointed restaurants and fashionable meeting places are always to be seen young men of wealth and leisure who are easy prey to the swindler, the blackmailer, or the sharper — the vultures of society.

A chance acquaintanceship, the suggestion of an evening at cards, a visit to a theatre, with a bit of supper afterwards at an hotel, was, as might be expected, followed by a friendly game at the rooms of the elder of the two lads at Knightsbridge.

Hoggan left at three oclock that morning with one hundred and two pounds in his pocket in cash and notes, and four acceptances of one hundred pounds each, drawn by the elder of the two victims.

Five hundred pounds for one evenings play was not a bad profit, yet Hoggan never dreamed that the London police were already upon his track.

What his friend had suggested was the best way out of the difficulty. As he had so often done before he must once again burn his boats and clear.

The outlook was far too risky. Yet he was filled with chagrin. In the circumstances, the acceptances were useless.

I shall want money, he remarked.

Well, boy, I guess I havent any cash-money to spare just at the moment, as you know, replied his accomplice. Weve been hard hit lately. Im sorry we came across on this side.

Our lucks out, Hoggan declared despondently, as he selected a cigarette from his case and lit it. What about little Lady Michelcoombe? She ought to be good for a bit more.

Ill try, if you like, boy. But for Heavens sake clear out of this infernal city, or youll go to jail sure, urged Edward Patten, his friend.

Where shall I go, Ted? Whats your advice?

Get over to Calais or Ostend, or by the Hook into Holland. Then slip along to some quiet spot, and let me know where you are. Lie low until I send you some oof. You can go on for a week or so, cant you?

For a fortnight.

Good. Meanwhile, Ill touch her ladyship for a bit more.

Yes. Shes a perfect little gold-mine, isnt she?

Quite. Weve had about four thousand from her already, and we hope to get a bit more.

You worked the game splendidly, Ted, Hoggan declared. What fools some women are.

And you acted the part of lover perfectly, too. That night when I caught you two together on the terrace at Monte Carlo — you remember? She was leaning over the balustrade, looking out upon the moonlit sea, and you were kissing her. Then I caught you at supper later, and found that you were staying at the hotel where she was staying. All very compromising for her, eh? When I called on her a week afterwards, and suggested that she could shut my mouth for a consideration, I saw in a moment that she was in deadly fear lest her husband should know. But I was unaware that her husband had no idea that she had been to Monte, but believed her to be staying with her sister near Edinburgh.

Shes paid pretty dearly for flirting with me, remarked Silas P. Hoggan with a grin.

Just as one or two others have, boy. Say, do you recollect that ugly old widow in Venice? Je-hu! what a face! And didnt we make her cough up, too — six thousand!

Im rather sorry for the Michelcoombe woman, remarked Hoggan. Shes a decent little sort.

Still believes in you, boy, and looks upon me as a skunk. She has no idea that you and I are in partnership, he laughed. Well get a thousand or two more out of her yet. Fortunately, she doesnt know the exact extent of my knowledge of her skittish indiscretions. Say, we struck lucky when we fell in with her, eh?

Hoggan reflected. It was certainly a cruel trick to have played upon a woman. They had met casually in the Rooms at Monte Carlo, then he had contrived to chat with her, invited her to tea at a famous café, strolled with her, dined with her, and within a week had so fascinated her with his charming manner that she had fallen in love with him, the result being that Patten, who had watched the pair, suddenly came upon them, and afterwards demanded hush-money, which he divided with his friend.



Such instances of blackmail are much more frequent than are supposed. There is a class of low-down adventurer who haunts the gayer resorts of Europe, ever on the look-out for young married women who have been ordered abroad for the benefit of their health, and whose husbands, on account of their social, Parliamentary, or business duties, cannot accompany them.

Hunting in couples, they mark down a victim, and while one, giving himself the airs of wealth, and assuming a title, proceeds to flirt with the lady, the other carefully watches. Too often a woman at the gay watering-places of Europe finds the gaiety infectious and behaves indiscreetly; too often she flirts with the good-looking young stranger until, suddenly surprised in compromising circumstances, she realises that her husband must never know, and is filled with fear lest he may discover how she has allowed herself to be misled.

Then comes the blackmailers chance. A hint that it would be better to pay than court exposure generally has the desired effect, with the result that the woman usually pawns what jewellery she possesses, and pays up.

Many an unfortunate woman, though perfectly innocent of having committed any wrong, has paid up, and even been driven to suicide rather than allow the seeds of suspicion to be sown in her husbands heart.

It was so in Lady Michelcoombes case. She was a sweet little woman, daughter of a well-known earl, and married to Viscount Michelcoombe, a man of great wealth, with a house in Grosvenor Square and four country seats. Already the pair of adventurers had compelled her to pawn some of her jewels and hand them the proceeds. She was quite innocent of having committed any wrong, yet she dreaded lest her husbands suspicions might be excited, and had no desire that he should learn that she had deceived him by going to Monte Carlo instead of to her sisters. The real reason was that she liked the gaiety and sunshine of the place, while her husband strongly disapproved of it.

Certainly her clandestine visit had cost her dear.

Well, exclaimed Hoggan, the perfect lover, youd better see her ladyship as soon as possible. Guess shes still in London, eh?

Ill ring up later on and ask the fat old butler. But you clear out right away, boy. Theres no time to lose. Write to me at the Poste Restante in the Strand. Dont write here, the police may get hold of my mail.

If her ladyship turns on you, I guess youll have to look slick.

Bah! No fear of that, sonny. Weve got her right there.

You cant ever be sure where a woman is concerned. She might suddenly throw discretion to the winds, and tell her husband all about it. Then you, too, would have to clear right away.

Guess I should, replied Patten. But I dont fear her. I mean to get another thousand out of her. Women who make fools of themselves have to pay for it.



Well, I must say you engineered it wonderfully, declared Hoggan.

And Ill do so again with a little luck, his friend declared. Come and have another cocktail, and then shake the dust of this infernal city off your feet. Every time you have a drink things look different.

The two men passed into the inner room, where the bar was situated, and after a final Martini each, went out together into the handsome hall of the hotel.

Wal, so long, old pal! Clear out right away, whispered Patten, as he shook his friends hand.

And next moment Silas P. Hoggan passed across the courtyard and into the busy Strand, once more a fugitive from justice.


CHAPTER XXI.

THE GREEN TABLE.
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ONE AFTERNOON A fortnight later Ralph Ansell, well dressed, and posing as usual as a wealthy American, who had lived for many years in France, stood at the window of his room in the expensive Palace Hotel at Trouville, gazing upon the sunny plage, with its boarded promenade placed on the wide stretch of yellow sand.

In the sunshine there were many bathers in remarkable costumes, enjoying a dip in the blue sea, while the crowd of promenaders in summer clothes passed up and down. The season was at its height, for it was the race week at Deauville, and all the pleasure world of Paris had flocked there.

Surely in the whole of gay Europe there is no brighter watering place than Trouville-sur-Mer during the race week, and certainly the played-out old Riviera, with the eternal Monte, is never so chic, nor are the extravagant modes ever so much in evidence, as at the Normandie at Deauville, or upon the boarded promenade which runs before those big, white hotels on the sands at Trouville.

Prices were, of course, prohibitive. The casino was at its gayest and brightest, and the well-known American bar, close to the last-named institution, Ansell patronised daily in order to scrape acquaintance with its chance customers.

Having been up playing cards the greater part of the night before, he had eaten his luncheon in bed, and had just risen and dressed.

He gazed out of his window down upon the sunny scene of seaside revelry, as a bitter smile played upon his lips.

What infernal luck I had last night, he muttered, between his teeth. Then glancing at the dressing-table, his eyes fell upon the hotel bill, which had come up on the tray with his déjeuner. Fourteen hundred and eighteen francs, he muttered, and only those three louis to pay it with.

Those last three louis had been flung carelessly upon the table when he had undressed at six oclock that morning.

He took them in his palm and looked at them.

Not a word from Ted, he went on, with a sigh. I wonder what can have happened. Has he got a bit more out of the Michelcoombe woman and cleared out? No, he added, hes a white man. Hed never prove a blackguard like that.

Ralph Ansell had not recalled his own dastardly action when he robbed, deserted, and trapped his accomplice, Adolphe Carlier.

For a long time he remained silent as slowly he paced the small, well-furnished room, his hands thrust deep in his trousers pockets, his eyes fixed upon the carpet. His fertile, inventive brain was trying to devise some subtle means to obtain money. He was a genius regarding schemes, and he put them before his victims in such an inviting and attractive way that they found refusal impossible. For some of the wildest of schemes he had been successful in subscribing money — money which had enabled him to live well, to travel up and down Europe, and pose as a man of considerable means.

Railway concessions in the Balkans, the exploitation of oil in Roumania, of tin in Montenegro, and copper in Servia, had all been fruitful sources of income, and now when they had failed he had fallen back upon his skill at cards.

On the previous night, at a disreputable but luxuriant gaming-house situated only a few dozen paces from the hotel, he had met his match. His opponent was too wary, and he had lost very considerably. Indeed, all that remained to him were those three golden louis.

And with that slender capital he intended that night to retrieve his lost fortune. It is usually easy for the cheat to retrieve his fortune. So with a laugh he lit a fresh cigarette, put his three louis in his pocket, and muttered, I wish to Heaven Ted would come over here. We might work something big. Ill wire him.

Then, examining himself in the glass, and settling his tie, he walked out at three oclock in the afternoon, his first appearance that day.



Emerging from the lift into the hall, he passed through the low-built lounge, where a number of summer muslin-dressed idlers were chatting and laughing, and strode out upon the boards placed upon the golden sea-sands outside the hotel.

Trouville is unique. Other watering-places have a drive along the sea-front, but the gay little bathing trou has no sea-front. The hotels abut upon the actual sands, just as Arcachon abuts upon its shallow oyster-beds.

Ansell had not gone half-a-dozen yards along the plage before he met a young Englishman whose acquaintance he had made in a night café on the previous evening — a young cavalry officer, who greeted him merrily, believing him to be the well-known American financier. Even the men who are British officers and gentlemen in these days are prone to bow the knee to American dollars, the golden key which unlocks the door of the most exclusive English society. Only the old-fashioned squire of the country village, the old-fashioned English hunting gentleman, will despise the men who aspire to society because they can buy societys smiles.

He walked with the young fellow as far as the casino. Ansell did not even know his name, and as he had already summed him up as living on his pay, with a load of debts behind, he did not trouble even to inquire. Only wealthy mugs interested him.

Entering the casino, they had a drink together, then smoked and chatted.



Ansell was half inclined to tell a tale and borrow a fiver, but so clever was he that he feared lest the young fellow might speak of it in Trouville. Therefore he stood at the bar laughing merrily, as was his wont, and keeping a watchful eye upon any man who entered. He could fascinate other men by cheery good humour, his disregard for worry, his amusing optimism, and his brightness of conversation.

His training as a crook had surely been in a good school, yet there were times when, before his vision, arose the face of the true, honest girl whom he had married, and whom he had so cruelly treated. Sometimes, just as at that hour when he stood at the bar of the great gilded casino, laughing gaily, he would reflect upon his married life, and wonder where Jean was and how she fared.

The young Englishman, Baldwin by name, was spending the season at Trouville with his mother, who rented a pretty villa in the vicinity, and he, being on leave, was idling amid the mad gaiety of Paris-by-the-Sea.

He was much taken by the manners and airy talk of the rich American, whom he found much less vulgar than many he had met in London society. He made no ostentatious show, though it was whispered throughout Trouville that he was one of the wealthiest men in Wall Street. What would young Baldwin have thought if he had seen those three precious louis?

Until five oclock Ansell chatted and smoked with him, all the time his brain busy to invent some fresh scheme to obtain funds. Then, punctually at five, he took leave of his friend, and entering a fiacre, drove along to Deauville, that fashionable village of smart villas, with its big, white casino and its quaintly built but extremely select Hotel Normandie.

At the latter he descended and, entering, passed through the big lounge where the elegant world and the more elegant half world were chattering and taking their tea after the races. He knew the big hotel well, and many men and women glanced up and remarked as he passed, for Silas P. Hoggan had already established a reputation.

Finding nobody to speak to, he took a seat in a corner, drank tea because it was the correct thing to do, smoked a cigarette, and became horribly bored.

Those who saw him reflected upon the great burden which huge wealth as his must be, little dreaming that, after all, he was but a blackmailer and an ingenious swindler.

Presently he looked in at the casino, where he found a French Baron whom he knew, and then, after a further hour in the café, he returned to his hotel in Trouville, where he dressed carefully and later on appeared at dinner.

Whenever funds were especially low, Ralph Ansell always made it a rule to order an expensive dinner. It preserved the illusion that he was wealthy. He was especially fond of Russian Bortch soup, and this having been ordered, it was served with great ceremony, a large piece of cream being placed in the centre of the rich, brown liquid.

The dinner he ate that night was assuredly hardly in keeping with the ugly fact that, within the next four days, if funds were not forthcoming, he would find himself outside the hotel without his newly-acquired luggage.

Truly his luck was clean out.

After dinner he sat outside the hotel for an hour, watching people pass up and down the plage. The evening was close, and the sand reflected back the hot rays of the sun absorbed during the day.

He was thinking. Only those three louis remained between him and starvation. He must get money somehow — by what means it mattered not, so long as he got it.

Suddenly, with a resolve, he rose and, passing along the plage, arrived at a large, white house overlooking the sea, where, on the second floor, he entered a luxuriously-furnished suite of rooms where roulette was in full swing.

Many smartly-dressed men and women were playing around the green table — some winning, some losing heavily.

The room, filled to overflowing, was almost suffocating, while, combined with the chatter of women and the lower voices of men, was the distinctive sound of the clink of gold as the croupier raked it in or paid it out.

To several acquaintances Ralph nodded merrily as he strolled through the room, until suddenly he came upon two men, wealthy he knew them to be, with whom he had played cards on the previous night.

Ah, messieurs! he cried, greeting them merrily. Are you prepared to give me my revenge — eh?

Quite, msieur, was the reply of the elder of the men. Shall it be in the next room? There is a table free.

At your pleasure, was The Americans reply. The man who had proved so shrewd on the previous night was absent, but the two other men were, he knew, somewhat inexperienced at cards.

They passed into the adjoining room and there sat down, a stranger joining them. Others were playing in the same room, including at least a couple of crooks well known to Ansell — one man an elegantly-dressed Italian and the other a Spaniard. The summer resorts of Europe prove the happy hunting-ground for the knights of industry.

The cards were dealt, and the game played.

At the first coup Ralph Ansell won three hundred francs, though he played fairly. Again and again he won. His luck had returned.

In half an hour he had before him a pile of notes and gold representing about three hundred pounds.

His face, however, was sphinx-like. Inveterate gambler that he was, he never allowed his countenance to betray his emotion. Inwardly, however, he was elated at his success, and when the stranger, a middle-aged Russian Baron, proposed to stake an amount equal to his winnings, he quickly welcomed the proposal.

In an instant he was on the alert. Now was the moment to perform one of his clever card-sharping tricks, the trick by which he had so often won big sums from the unsuspecting.

He placed two one-hundred franc notes aside in case he should lose; then the cards were dealt, and the game played.

Only at that moment did the crook realise what an astute player the stranger was.

He tried to cheat, and, though he performed the trick, nevertheless his opponent actually beat him.

He bit his lip in anger.

Then, pushing the money across to the Baron, he rose from the table and bade his companions good-night, though the sun was beginning to shine in between the drawn curtains of the stuffy room.


CHAPTER XXII.

DISCLOSES A SCHEME.
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AT NOON NEXT day, while Ansell was lying lazily in bed in the Palace Hotel reading the Matin, a page entered with a letter.

He tore it open, and found that it was dated from the railway buffet at Calais-Maritime, and read:

Dear Ralph, — Impossible to send oof. Lady Michelcoombe squeezed dry. Husband knows. So lie low. — Ted.

He crushed the letter in his hand with an imprecation. His mine of wealth had suddenly become exhausted.

From the address it was plain that Ted Patten was flying from England. Lord Michelcoombe had discovered the truth. Probably his wife had confessed, and explained how she had been trapped and money extracted from her. Well he knew that the penalty for his offence was twenty years penal servitude.



It was all very well for Ted to advise him to lie low, but that was impossible without ample funds. The crook who is big enough to effect a big coup can go into safe retirement for years if necessary. But to the man who is penniless that is impossible.

He rose and dressed even more carefully than usual. Afterwards he took his déjeuner in the big salle-à-manger and drank half a bottle of Krug with it. Like all men of his class, he was fastidious over his food and wines. The afternoon he spent idling in the casino, and that night he again visited the private gaming house with his two hundred francs, or eight pounds, in his pocket.

It proved a gay night, for there was a dance in progress. In the card-room, however, all was quiet, and there he again met the Russian, who, however, was playing with three other men, strangers to him.

After he had critically inspected the company, he at length accepted the invitation of a man he did not know to sit down to a friendly hand. In those rooms he was believed to be the wealthy American, as he represented himself to be.

The men he found himself playing with were Frenchmen, and very soon, by dint of working the trick, he succeeded in swindling them out of about fifty pounds.

Then suddenly his luck turned dead against him. In three coups he lost everything, except two coins he had kept in his pocket.

Again, with a gamblers belief in chance, he made another stake, one of five hundred francs.



The cards were dealt and played. Again he lost.

His brows knit, for he could not pay.

From his pocket he drew a silver case, and, taking out his card:

Silas P. Hoggan,

San Diego, Cal.

handed it to the man who had invited him to play, with a promise to let him have the money by noon next day.

In return he was given a card with the name: Paul Forestier, Château de Polivac, Rhone.

The men bowed to each other with exquisite politeness, and then Ralph Ansell went out upon the moonlit plage with only two pounds in his pocket, laughing bitterly at his continued run of ill-luck.

That night he took a long walk for miles beside the rocky coast of Calvados, through the fashionable villages of Beuzeval and Cabourg, meeting no one save two mounted gendarmes. The brilliant moon shone over the Channel, and the cool air was refreshing after the close, stuffy heat of the gaming-house.

As he walked, much of his adventurous past arose before him. He thought of Jean, and wondered where she was. Swallowed in the vortex of lower-class life of Paris — dead, probably.

And The Eel? He was still in prison, of course. Would they ever meet again? He sincerely hoped not.

As he walked, he tried to formulate some plan for the future. To remain further in Trouville was impossible. Besides, he would have once more to sacrifice his small belongings and leave the hotel without settling his account.

He was debating whether it would be wise to return to Paris. Would he, in his genteel garb, be recognised by some agent of the Sûreté as The American? There was danger. Was it wise to court it?

At a point of the road where it ran down upon the rocky beach, upon which the moonlit sea was lapping lazily, he paused, and sat upon the stump of a tree.

And there he reflected until the pink dawn spread, and upon the horizon he saw the early morning steamer crossing from Havre.

He was broke!

Perhaps Ted Patten had treated him just as he had treated Adolphe. That letter might, after all, be only a blind.

He may have got money, and then written to frighten me, he muttered to himself. Strange that he didnt give an address. But I know where I shall find him sooner or later. Harrys in Paris is his favourite place, or the American Bar at the Grand at Brussels. Oh, yes, I shall find him. First let me turn myself round.

Then, rising, he walked back to Trouville in the brilliant morning, and going up to his room, went to bed.



Whenever he found himself in an hotel with no money to pay the bill, he always feigned illness, and so awakened the sympathies of the management. In some cases he had lain ill for weeks, living on luxuries, and promising to settle for it all when he was able to get about.

He had done the trick at the Adlon, in Berlin, till found out, and again at the Waldorf-Astoria, in New York. This time he intended to work the wheeze on the Palace at Trouville, though he knew that he could not live there long, for the short season was nearly at an end, and in about three weeks the hotel would be closed.

But for a fortnight he remained in bed — or, at least, he was in bed whenever anyone came in. The doctor who was called prescribed for acute rheumatism, and the way in which the patient shammed pain was pathetic.

This enforced retirement was in one way irksome. Wrapped in his dressing-gown, he, after a week in bed, was sufficiently well to sit at the window and look down upon the gay crowd on the plage below, and sometimes he even found himself so well that he could appreciate a cigar.

The manager, of course, sympathised with his wealthy visitor, and often came up for an hours chat, now that the busiest week of his season was over.

All the time Ansells inventive brain was busy. He was devising a new scheme for money-making, and concocting an alluring prospectus of a venture into which he hoped one mug, or even two, might put money, and thus form the original syndicate, which in turn would supply him with funds.

He knew Constantinople, the city where the foreign crook and concession-hunter abounds. Among his unscrupulous friends was an under-official at the Yildiz Kiosk, with whom he had had previous dealings. Indeed, he had paid this official to fabricate and provide bogus concessions purporting to be given under the seal of the Grand Vizier of the Ottoman Empire. For one of these concessions — for mining in Asia Minor — he had paid one thousand pounds two years ago, and had sold it to a syndicate in St. Petersburg for ten thousand. When the purchasers came to claim their rights they found the document to be a forgery.

He was contemplating a similar coup. He had written to Youssof Effendi asking if he were still open for business, and had received a telegram answering in the affirmative. Therefore, after days of thought, he had at last decided upon obtaining a concession for the erection and working of a system of wireless telegraphy throughout the Turkish Empire, and opening coast stations for public service.

His ideas he sent in a registered letter to his accomplice in Constantinople, urging him to have the concession prepared in his name with all haste.

And now he was only waiting from day to day to receive the document by which he would be able to net from some unsuspecting persons a few thousand pounds.



True, the bogus documents concerning the mining concession had borne the actual seal of the Grand Vizier, but though an inquiry had been opened, nothing had been discovered. Corruption is so rife in Turkey that the Palace officials ever hang together, providing there is sufficient backsheesh passing. Ralph knew that, therefore he was always liberal. It paid him to be.

A few days before the date of the closing of the hotel a large, official envelope, registered and heavily sealed, was brought up to Mr. Hoggans room by a page, and Ralph, opening it, found a formidable document in Turkish, which he was unable to read, bearing four signatures, with the big, embossed seal of the Grand Vizier of the Sultan.

With it was an official letter headed Ministère des Affaires Étrangers, Sublime Porte, enclosing a translation of the document in French, and asking for an acknowledgment.

The imitation was, indeed, perfect. Ralph Ansell rubbed his hands with glee. In Berlin he could obtain at least ten thousand pounds for it, if he tried unsuspicious quarters.

But he wanted ready money to pay his hotel bill and to get to Germany.

An hour later, when the manager came up to pay his usual morning visit, he expressed regret that he had to close the hotel, and added:

We have still quite a number of visitors. Among them we have Mr. Budden-Reynolds, of London. Do you happen to know him? They say he has made a huge fortune in speculation on the Stock Exchange.



Budden-Reynolds! exclaimed Ralph, opening his eyes wide. Ive heard of him, of course. A man whos in every wild-cat scheme afloat. By Jove! Thats fortunate. I must see him.

The introduction was not difficult, and that same evening Mr. Budden-Reynolds, a stout, middle-aged, over-dressed man of rather Hebrew countenance, was ushered into the sick financiers room.

Say, sir, Im very pleased to meet you. I must apologise for not being able to come down to you, but Ive had a stiff go of rheumatism. I heard you were in this hotel, and I guess Ive got something which will interest you.

Then, when he had seated his visitor, he took from a drawer the formidable registered packet, and drew out the Turkish concession.

The speculator, whose name was well known in financial circles, took it, examined the seal and signatures curiously, and asked what it was.

That, said Silas P. Hoggan, grandly, is a concession from the Sultan of Turkey to establish wireless telegraph stations where I like, and to collect the revenue derived from them. Does it interest you, sir?

Hoggan saw that the bait was a tempting one.

Yes, a little, replied the speculator grandly.

Its a splendid proposition! Im half inclined to go with it straight to the Marconi Company, who will take it over gladly at once. But I feel that we shall do better with a private syndicate, who, in turn, will resell to the Telefunken, the Goldsmidt, or Marconi Company.



I think you are wise, was the reply.

Theres a heap of money in it! Think of all the coast stations we can establish along the Levant, the Dardanelles, and the Black Sea, to say nothing of the inland public telegraph service. And this, as you will see by the French translation, gives us a perfectly free hand to do whatever we like, and charge the public what we like, providing we give a royalty of five per cent. to the State.

Then he handed Mr. Budden-Reynolds the letter from the Sublime Porte, together with the French translation.

The letter the speculator read through carefully, and then expressed a desire to participate in the venture.

Ansells bluff was superb.

The two men talked over the matter, The American drawing an entrancing picture of the enormous sums which were bound to accrue on the enterprise until, before he left the room, Mr. Budden-Reynolds declared himself ready to put up three hundred and fifty pounds for preliminary expenses if, in exchange, he might become one of the original syndicate.

Upon a sheet of the hotel notepaper a draft agreement was at once drawn up, but not, however, until Ansell had raised many objections. He was not eager to accept the money, a fact which greatly impressed the victim.

An hour later, however, he took Mr. Budden-Reynolds cheque, signed a receipt, and from that moment his recovery from his illness was extremely rapid.



Early next morning he handed in the cheque to a local bank for telegraphic clearance — which would occupy two days — and then set about packing.

On the second day, at three oclock in the afternoon, he drew the money, paid his hotel bill with a condescending air, and prepared to depart for Constantinople, for, as he had explained to his victim, there were several minor points in the concession which were not clear, and which could only be settled by discussion on the spot.

Therefore he would go to Paris, and take the Orient Express direct to the Bosphorus.

He had been smoking with Budden-Reynolds from four till five, and then went out to the American bar for an apéritif.

When, however, he returned and ascended to his room to dress for dinner, he was suddenly startled by a loud knock on the door, and his friend Budden-Reynolds bustled in.

Facing The American suddenly, he said, purple with rage:

Well, youre about the coolest and most clever thief Ive ever met! Do you know that your confounded Turkish concession isnt worth the paper its written upon?

What do you mean? asked Ansell, with an air of injured innocence.

I mean, sir, cried the speculator, I mean that you are a thief and a swindler, and I now intend to call in the police and have you arrested for palming off upon me a bogus concession. As it happens, my son is in the British Consulate in Constantinople, and, having wired to him to investigate the facts, he has just sent me a reply to say that the Grand Vizier has no knowledge of any such concession, and that it has not been given by him. Indeed, the concession for wireless telegraphy in Turkey was given to the Marconi Company a year ago, and, further, they have already erected two coast-stations on the Black Sea.

Mr. Silas P. Hoggan, of San Diego, Cal., unscrupulous as he was, stood before his irate visitor absolutely nonplussed.


CHAPTER XXIII.

THE FALLING SHADOW.
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THE COUNTRY CHÂTEAU of the Earl of Bracondale, though modestly named the Villa Monplaisir, stood on the road to Fécamp amid the pines, about half a mile from the sea, at St. Addresse, the new seaside suburb of Havre.

St. Addresse is, perhaps, not so fashionable as Etretat or Yport, being quieter and more restful, yet with excellent sea-bathing. Along the broad plage are numerous summer villas, with quaint gabled roofs and small pointed towers in the French style — houses occupied in the season mostly by wealthy Parisians.

Monplaisir, however, was the largest and most handsome residence in the neighbourhood; and to it, when the British statesman was in residence, came various French Ministers of State, and usually for a few days each year the President of the Republic was his lordships guest.

It was a big, modern house, with wide verandahs on each floor, which gave extensive views of country and sea, a house with a high circular slated tower at one end, and many gables with black oaken beams. Around was a plantation of dark pines, protecting the house from the fierce, sweeping winter winds of the Channel, and pretty, sheltered flower-gardens, the whole enclosed with railings of white painted ironwork.

Over the doorway was a handsome semi-circular roof of glass, while from the west end of the house ran a large winter garden, full of palms and exotic flowers.

Before his marriage, Bracondale had been inclined to sell the place, for he went there so very little; but Jean, being French, expressed a wish that it should be kept, as she liked to have a pied-à-terre in her own land. At Montplaisir she always enjoyed herself immensely, and the bathing had always been to little Lady Enid of greatest benefit.

One morning towards the end of September Jean, in her white-embroidered muslin frock, the only trimming upon which was a single dark cerise rosette at the waist, and wearing a black velvet hat with long black osprey, stood leaning on the verandah chatting to Bracondale, who, in a well-worn yachting suit and a Panama hat, smoked a cigarette. They were awaiting Enid and Miss Oliver, for they had arranged to take the child down to the sea, and already the car was at the door.

How delightful it is here! exclaimed Jean, glancing around at the garden, bright with flowers, at the blue, cloudless sky, and the glimpse of distant sea.

Ah! he laughed. You always prefer this place to Bracondale — eh? It is but natural, because you are among your own people.

At that moment they both heard the noise of an approaching car, and next moment, as it swept round the drive past the verandah, a good-looking young man in heavy travelling coat, seated at the back of the car, raised his soft felt hat to them.

Halloa! exclaimed the Earl. Heres Martin! Left Downing Street last night. More trouble, I suppose. Excuse me, dearest.

Yes, but youll come with us, wont you?

Certainly. But I must first see what despatches he has brought, was the reply. Then his lordship left his wifes side, passed along the verandah, and into the small study into which Captain Martin, one of His Majestys Foreign Service Messengers, had been shown.

Mornin, Martin! exclaimed Bracondale, greeting him. Nice passage over?

Yes, my lord, was the travellers response. It was raining hard, however, in Southampton. A bad day in London yesterday.

And then, unlocking the little, well-worn despatch-box which he carried, he took out half a dozen bulky packets, each of which bore formidable seals and was marked On His Britannic Majestys Service.

The Foreign Minister sighed. He saw that they represented hours of hard work. Selecting one of them, which he saw was from Charlton, he opened it, read it carefully, and placed it in his pocket. The others he put in a drawer and locked them up.

Then he scribbled his signature upon the receipt which Martin, the ever-constant traveller, presented to him, and the Kings Messenger took it with a word of thanks.

When do you go back? he asked of the trusty messenger, the man who spent his days, year in and year out, speeding backwards and forwards across Europe, carrying instructions to the various Embassies.

To-night, at midnight.

Will you call here at eight for despatches?

Certainly.

Theyll be ready for you. I thought you were in Constantinople.

Frewen went yesterday. He took my turn. I do the next journey — to Petersburg — on Friday, he added, speaking as though a journey to that Russian capital was only equal to that from Piccadilly to Richmond.

Tell Sir Henry to send somebody else to Russia. I shall, I expect, want you constantly here for the next three weeks or so. And you have no objection, I suppose?

None, laughed Captain Martin, who for the past eight years had had but few short spells of leave. The life of a Kings Messenger is, indeed, no sinecure, for constant journeys in the stuffy wagonlits of the European expresses try the most robust constitution. He was a cosmopolitan of cosmopolitans, and, before entering the Foreign Office, had held a commission in the Engineers. Easy-going, popular, and a man of deepest patriotism, he was known in every Embassy in Europe, and to every sleeping-car conductor on the express routes.

And, by the way, on the mantelshelf of my room at Downing Street, Martin, you will find a small stereoscopic camera, added Lord Bracondale. I wish you would bring it over next time you come.

Certainly, Martin replied.

Then, at eight oclock to-night. You can leave your despatch-box here, his lordship said.

So Martin, a man of polished manners, placed his little box — a steel one, with a travelling-cover of dark green canvas — upon a side table, and, wishing the Earl good-morning, withdrew, returning to Havre in the hired car to shave, wash, and idle until his return to London.

Wherever Bracondale went, the problems of foreign policy followed him.

During the recess members of the House may leave the country and their cares and constituencies behind them, but to the Minister for Foreign Affairs, the despatches go daily by messenger or by wire, and wherever he may be, he must attend to them. International politics brook no delay.

Upon Bracondales brow a shadow had fallen since he had scanned Charltons letter. More trouble with Germany had arisen.

But he put on a forced smile when, a moment later, he rejoined Jean, who was now standing in readiness with Miss Oliver and little Enid, the latter looking very sweet in her tiny Dutch bonnet and a little Paris-made coat of black and white check and white shoes and socks.



In a few moments they were in the big, open car, and were quickly driven through the pines and out upon the sea-road until, when on the railed esplanade at St. Addresse, the car pulled up suddenly at some steps which led down to the sands.

Just before he did so his lordship, addressing Jean, said:

I know you will excuse me staying with you this morning, dear, but I must attend to those despatches Martin has brought. And they will certainly take me till luncheon. So I will see you down to the beach and then go back. The car shall come for you at half-past twelve.

Oh, Im so sorry, said Jean, regretfully. But I know, dear, how worried you are. So Ill forgive you. I shall spend a quiet morning with a book, and Enid will enjoy herself.

Then the car stopped, he got out, helped Enid and Miss Oliver down, and then gave his hand to Jean, who, with her dark cloak thrown over her white dress, looked extremely dainty, and much younger than her years.

While the car waited for them, all four descended to the beach, where little Enid with her governess went forward, while Bracondale and his wife walked along to a secluded corner in the rocks, where it was Jeans habit to read while awaiting her little girl.

Then, after he had seen her comfortably settled in the shadow, for the sun was hot, he lit a cigarette and strolled back to where the car awaited him, absorbed in the international problem which had, according to Charlton, so suddenly arisen.



As he sat in the car and was whirled along the sea-front towards Monplaisir, he passed a clean-shaven, well-dressed man in a dark suit with carefully-ironed trousers, his handkerchief showing from his jacket pocket, patent leather boots, grey spats, and a light grey Tyrolese hat. The stranger gave him a curious, inquisitive glance as he passed, then, looking after him, muttered some words beneath his breath.

The idler stood and watched the car disappear in the dust along the wide, straight road, and then he walked to the steps over which Jean had passed and followed in her footsteps.

As a matter of fact, this was not the first occasion upon which the stranger had watched her ladyship.

On the previous day he had been passing along a street in Havre when a big red car had passed, and in it was her ladyship with little Lady Enid.

In a second, on looking up suddenly, he had recognised her.

But she had not seen him. At the moment she had been bending towards the child, buttoning up her coat.

The stranger, who had only the day previous arrived in Havre, and was awaiting a steamer to America, turned upon his heel and, chancing to meet a postman face to face, pointed out the car and asked in French whose it was.

The veteran, for he wore his medal, glanced at the car and replied:

Ah! That is the automobile of the English lord. That is the Countess of Bracondale, his wife.



Do they live here?

At the Villa Monplaisir, msieur, out on the road to Fécamp.

Are they rich? he asked unconcernedly.

Oh, yes; Lord Bracondale is the English Minister for Foreign Affairs.

Bracondale! echoed the stranger, recognising the name for the first time. And that is his wife?

Yes.

And the child?

His daughter.

Is Lady Bracondale often here, in Havre? he inquired eagerly.

Not often. Perhaps once a week in the season. She comes shopping, replied the grizzled old man, hitching up his box containing his letters.

Look here, my friend, exclaimed the stranger. Tell me something more about that lady. And he slipped a two-franc piece into the mans hand.

Ah! I fear I know but little — only what people say, msieur.

What do they say?

That Madame the Countess, who is French, is a most devoted wife, although she is such a great lady — one of the greatest ladies in England, I believe. I have heard that they have half-a-dozen houses, and are enormously wealthy.

Rich — eh? remarked the inquirer, and his keen, dark eyes sparkled. You know nothing more?

No, msieur. But I daresay there are people out at St. Addresse who know much more than I do.

Bien. Bon jour, said the stranger, and he passed on, eager to make other and more diligent inquiries.

And the stranger, whose name was Silas P. Hoggan, of San Diego, Cal., was the same man who had watched the Earl of Bracondale depart in his car, and who now descended to the beach, following in the footsteps of the Countess.


CHAPTER XXIV.

THE BLOW.

[image: img289.jpg]

WITH EASY, LEISURELY gait, the man in the grey hat strode along the sands towards the rocks behind which the Countess and the governess had disappeared.

Upon his mobile lips played an evil, triumphant smile, in his keen eyes a sharp, sinister look as he went forward, his hands thrust carelessly into his jacket pocket.

His eyes were set searchingly upon the grey rocks before him, when suddenly he saw in the distance Miss Oliver and little Enid walking together. Therefore he knew that Lady Bracondale was alone.

What luck! he murmured. I wonder how shell take it? To think that I should have been lying low in Trouville yonder all that time while she was living here. Ive got ten louis, and a ticket for New York, but if you are cute, Ralph Ansell, he said, addressing himself, you wont want to use that ticket.



He chuckled and smiled.

The Countess of Bracondale! he muttered. I wonder what lie she told the Earl? Perhaps shes changed — become unscrupulous — since we last met. I wonder?

And then, reaching the rocks, he walked as noiselessly as he could to the spot where he had located that she must be.

He had made no error, for as he rounded a great limestone boulder, worn smooth by the action of the fierce winter waves, he saw her seated in the shadow, her sunshade cast aside, reading an English novel in ignorance of any person being present.

It was very quiet and peaceful there, the only sound being the low lapping of the blue, tranquil water, clear as crystal in the morning light. She was engrossed in her book, for it was a new one by her favourite author, while he, standing motionless, watched her and saw that, though she had grown slightly older, she was full of girlish charm. She was quietly but beautifully dressed — different indeed to the black gown and print apron of those Paris days.

He saw that upon the breast of her white embroidered gown she wore a beautiful brooch in the shape of a coronet, and on her finger a ring with one single but very valuable pearl. He was a connoisseur of such things. At last, after watching her for several minutes, he knit his brows, and, putting forward his hard, determined chin, exclaimed in English:

Well, Jean!

Startled, she looked up. Next second she stared at him open-mouthed. The light died out of her face, leaving it ashen grey, and her book fell from her hand.

Yes, its me — Ralph Ansell, your husband!

You! she gasped, her big, frightened eyes staring at him. I — I —— The papers said you were dead — that — that — —

I know, he laughed. The police think that Ralph Ansell is dead. So he is. I am Mr. Hoggan, from California.

Hoggan! she echoed, looking about her in dismay.

Yes — and you? You seem to have prospered, Jean.

She was silent. What could she say?

Through her mind rushed a flood of confused memories. Sight of his familiar face filled her with fear. The haunting past came back to her in all its evil hideousness — the past which she had put behind her for ever now arose in all its cruel reality and naked bitterness.

And worse. She had preserved a guilty silence towards Bracondale!

Her husband, the man to whom she was legally bound, stood before her!

She only glared at him with blank, despairing, haunted eyes.

Well — speak! Tell me who and what you are.

The word what cut deeply into her.

He saw her shrink and tremble at the word. And he grinned, a hard, remorseless grin. The corners of his mouth drew down in triumph.



It seems long ago since we last met, doesnt it? he remarked, in a hard voice. You left me because I was poor.

Not because you were poor, Ralph, she managed to reply; but because you would have struck me if Adolphe had not held you back.

Adolphe! he cried in disgust. The swine is still in prison, I suppose. He was a fool to be trapped like that. I ran to the river — the safest place when one is cornered. The police thought I was drowned, but, on the contrary, I swam and got away. Since then Ive had a most pleasant time, I assure you. Ralph Ansell did die when he threw himself into the Seine.

She looked at him with a strange expression.

True; but his deeds still remain.

Deeds — what do you mean?

I mean this! she cried, starting to her feet and facing him determinedly. I mean that you — Ralph Ansell, my husband — killed Richard Harborne!

His face altered in a moment, yet his self-possession was perfect.

He smiled, and replied, with perfect unconcern:

Oh! And pray upon what grounds do you accuse me of such a thing? Harborne — oh, yes, I recollect the case. It was when we were in England.

Richard Harborne was a member of the British Secret Service, and the authorities know that he died by your hand, was her slow reply. It is known that you acted as the cats-paw — that it was you who tampered with the aeroplane which fell and killed poor Lieutenant Barclay before our eyes. Ah! Had I but known the truth at the time — at the time when I, in ignorance, stood by your side and loved you!

Then you love me no longer — eh, Jean? he asked, facing her, his brows knit.

How can I? How can I love a man who is a murderer?

Murderer! he cried, in anger. You must prove it! Ill compel you to prove it, or by gad! Ill — Ill strangle you!

The facts are already proved.

How do you know?

From an official report which I have seen. It is now in my husbands possession — locked up in his safe.

Your husband! repeated Ansell, affecting ignorance of the truth.

Yes, she said hoarsely. I have married, believing that you were dead.

And both pleased and relieved to think I was dead, without a doubt! he laughed, with a sneer.

She said nothing.

At that instant when she had raised her eyes and met him face to face she knew that all her happiness had been shattered at a single blow — that the shadow of evil which she had so long dreaded had at last fallen to crush her.

No longer was she Countess of Bracondale, a happy wife and proud mother, but the wife of a man who was not only a notorious thief, but an assassin to boot.



Inwardly she breathed a prayer to Providence for assistance in that dark hour. Her deep religious convictions, her faith in God, supported her at that dark hour of her life, and she clasped her hands and held her breath.

The man grinned, so confident was he of his power over her.

I believed you were dead, or I would not have married again, she said simply.

Yes. You thought you had got rid of me, no doubt. But I think this precious husband of yours will have a rather rough half-hour when he knows how youve deceived him.

I have told him no lie!

No? You told him nothing, I suppose. Silence is a lie sometimes.

Yes. I have been silent regarding your crimes, she replied. The affair is not forgotten, I assure you. And a word from me will sentence you to the punishment which all murderers well deserve.

Good. Do it! he laughed, with a shrug of his shoulders. I wish you would. You would be rid of me then — the widow of a murderer!

You killed Richard Harborne because you were paid to do so — paid by a spy of Germany, she said, very slowly. The report which my husband possesses tells the truth. The British Secret Service has spared no pains to elucidate the mystery of Harbornes death.

Then they also know that I married you, I suppose? They know you are wife of the guilty man — eh?



She bit her lip. That thought had not recently occurred to her. Long ago, when it had, she had quickly crushed it down, believing that Ralph was dead. But, on the contrary, he was there, standing before her, the grim vision of the long-buried past.

Well, she asked suddenly, what do you want with me now that you have found me?

Not much. I dare say you and I can come to terms.

What terms? I dont understand?

You are my wife, he said. Well, that is your secret — and mine. You want to close my mouth, he said roughly. And of course you can do so — at a price.

You want money in return for your silence?

Exactly, my dear girl. I am very sorry, but I have been a trifle unfortunate in my speculations of late. Im a financier now.

She looked him straight in the face, her resolution rising. She hated that man whose hands were stained with the blood of Richard Harborne, who had been such a platonic friend to her.

I wish you to understand, now and at once, she said, that you will have nothing from me.

He smiled at her.

Ah! I think you are just a little too hasty, my dear Jean, was his reply. Remember you are my wife, and that fact you desire to keep a secret. Well, the secret is worth something, surely — even for the sake of your charming little girl.

Yes, she said angrily. You taunt me with my position — why? Because you want money — you, a thief and an assassin! No; you will have none. I will go to the police and have you arrested.

Do, my dear girl. I wish you would do so, because then your true position as my wife will at once be plain. I shall not be Silas P. Hoggan, homeless and penniless, but Ralph Ansell, husband of the wealthy Countess of Bracondale. Say — what a sensation it would cause in the halfpenny papers, wouldnt it?

Jean shuddered, and shrank back.

And you would be arrested for the murder of Richard Harborne — you, the hired assassin of the Baron, she retorted. Oh, yes, all is known, I assure you. Not a year ago I found the report among Lord Bracondales papers, and read it — every word.

And how does he like his private papers being peered into, I wonder?

Well, at least I now know the truth. You killed Mr. Harborne, and, further, it was you who tampered with Lieutenant Barclays aeroplane. You cant deny it!

Why should I deny it? Harborne was your lover. You met him in secret at Mundesley on the previous afternoon. Therefore I killed two birds with one stone. A very alert secret agent was suppressed, and at the same time I was rid of a rival.

He was not my lover! she protested, her cheeks scarlet. I loved you, and only you.

Then why dont you love me now? Why not return and be a dutiful wife to me?



Return! she gasped. Never!

But I shall compel you. You married this man, Bracondale, under false pretences, and he has no right to you. I am your husband.

That I cannot deny, she said, her hands twitching nervously. But I read of your death in the papers, and believed it to be true, she added in despair.

Well, you seem to have done extremely well for yourself. And you have been living in London all the time?

Mostly.

I was in London very often. I have seen your name in the papers dozens of times as giving great official receptions and entertainments, yet I confess I never, for a moment, dreamed that the great Countess Bracondale and my wife, Jean, were one and the same person.

She shrank at the word wife. That surely was the most evil day in all her life. She was wondering how best to end that painful interview — how to solve the tragic difficulty which had now arisen — how best to hide her dread secret from Bracondale.

Well, she said at last, though you married me, Ralph, you never had a spark of affection for me. Do you recollect the last night that I was beneath your roof — your confession that you were a thief, and how you raised your hand against me because I begged you not to run into danger. How —— ?

Enough! he interrupted roughly. The past is dead and gone. I was a fool then.



But I remember it all too well, alas! she said. I remember how I loved you, and how full and bitter was my disillusionment.

And what do you intend doing now? he asked defiantly.

Nothing, was her reply. Truth to tell, she was nonplussed. She saw no solution of the ghastly problem.

But I want money, he declared, fiercely.

I have none — only what my husband gives me.

Husband! Im your husband, remember. I tell you, Jean, I dont intend to starve. I may be well dressed, but thats only bluff. Ive got only a few pounds in the world.

I see, she said. You intend to blackmail me. But I warn you that if those are your tactics, I shall simply tell Bracondale what I know concerning Richard Harborne.

You will — will you! he cried, fiercely, advancing towards her threateningly. By Heaven, if you breathe a word about that, I — Ill kill you!

And in his eyes shone a bright, murderous light — a light that she had seen there once before — on the night of her departure.

She recognised how determined he was, and drew back in fear.

Then, placing his hand in his jacket pocket, he drew forth a small leather wallet, much worn, and from it took a soiled, crumpled but carefully-preserved letter, which he opened and presented for her inspection.



Do you recognise this? he asked, with a sinister grin.

She drew back and held her breath.

Ill read it, he said with a triumphant laugh. I kept it as a souvenir. The man you call husband will no doubt be very pleased to see it. Then he read the words:

In spite of my love for you, Ralph, I cannot suffer longer. Certain hidden things in your life frighten me. Farewell. Forget me. — Jean.

For a few seconds she was silent. Her face was white as paper.

Then, with a sudden outburst, she gasped, in a low, terrified voice, and putting up her arms with a wild gesture:

No, no! You must not show that to him. You wont, Ralph — for my sake, you wont. Will you?


CHAPTER XXV.

TO PAY THE PRICE.
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WELL? ASKED ANSELL, looking at his wife with a distinctly evil grin.

Well? she answered blankly, for want of something else to say.

What will you give me for this letter? he asked, carefully replacing it in his wallet and transferring it to his pocket with an air of supreme satisfaction.

I have nothing to give, Ralph.

But you can find something quite easily, he urged, with mock politeness. Your ladyship must control a bit of cash-money. Remember, Ive already made enquiries, and I know quite well that this man Bracondale is extremely wealthy. Surely he doesnt keep too tight a hold on the purse-strings!

I have already told you that I have no money except what Lord Bracondale gives me, and he often looks at my bankers pass-book. He would quickly ask me where the money had gone to.



Bah! You are a woman, and a woman can easily make an excuse. Hell believe anything if he is really fond of you, as I suppose he must be. You wouldnt like him to have that letter — would you, now?

No. Ive told you that, she replied, her pale, dry lips moving nervously.

Then we shall have to discuss very seriously ways and means, and come to terms, my girl, was his rough rejoinder.

But how can I make terms with you?

Quite easily — by getting money.

I cant! she cried.

Well, I guess Im not going to starve and see you living in luxury — a leader of London society. It isnt likely, now, is it?

No; knowing you as well as I do, I suppose it isnt likely.

Ah! You do me an injustice, Jean, he said. I only want just sufficient to get away from here — to America — and begin afresh a new life. Ill turn over a new leaf — believe me, I will. I want to, but I havent the cash-money to do it. To be honest costs money.

Yes, she sighed. I suppose it does. And to be dishonest, alas! is always profitable in these days, when honour stands at a premium.

Well, how much can you get for me? he asked roughly.

Nothing, she replied, holding out her hands in despair. Where am I to get money from?



You know best, Jean. I dont. All I know is, I want money — and I mean to have it.

But I tell you I cant get any, she protested.

Youll have to. You dont want Bracondale to know the truth, do you? he asked.

She shook her head. Her eyes were wild and haggard, her cheeks as pale as death.

Well, look here, he said, again thrusting his hands in the pockets of his jacket. Give me five thousand pounds, and you shall have your letter. I will be silent, and we will never meet again. Ill go back to America, and give my firm promise never to cross to Europe again.

Five thousand pounds! echoed the distracted woman. Why, I cant get such a sum! You must surely know that.

You will do so somehow — in order to save your honour.

What is the use of discussing it? she asked. I tell you such a proposal is entirely out of the question.

Very well. Then you must bear the consequences. If you wont pay me, perhaps Bracondale will.

What! she gasped. You would go to my husband?

Husband! he sneered. Im your husband, my girl. And I mean that either you or Bracondale shall pay. You thought yourself rid of me, but you were mistaken, you see, he added, with a hard laugh of triumph.



I was misled by the newspapers, she said, simply, as she stood with her back against the grey rocks. Had I not believed that you had lost your life in the Seine I should not have married Lord Bracondale.

Deceived him, you mean, not married him, he said harshly. Well, I havent much time to wait. Besides, that governess of yours may come back. It wont be nice for that little girl to be taken from you, will it? he said. But when Bracondale knows, thats what will happen.

Never. He is not cruel and inhuman, like you, Ralph! she responded, bitterly.

Im merely asking for what is due to me. I find that another man has usurped my place, and I want my price.

And that is — what? she asked, after a few minutes pause, looking him straight in the face.

Five thousand, and this interesting letter is yours.

Impossible! she cried. You might as well ask me for the crown of England.

Look here, he said, putting out his hand towards her, but she shrank from his touch — the touch of a hand stained with the blood of Richard Harborne.

No. I wont hurt you, he laughed, believing that she stood in fear of him. I want nothing but the cash-money. Ill call at Monplaisir this evening for it. By Jove! he added. Thats a nice, comfortable house of yours. Youve been very happy there, both of you, I suppose — eh?

Yes, she sighed. His threat to call at the villa held her appalled. She saw no way to appease this man, who was now bent upon her ruin. The present, with all its happiness, had faded from her and the future was only a grey vista of grief and despair.

You know quite well, he went on, that when you tell me that you cant get money, I dont believe you. You surely arent going to stand by and see your husband starve, are you? Ive had cursed bad luck of late. A year ago I was rich, but to-day Im broke again — utterly broke, and, moreover, the police are looking for me. Thats why I want to get away to America — with your help.

But dont I say I cant help you? she protested. Ah! she exclaimed, a second later. You can have my brooch — here it is, and she proceeded to take it from the breast of her white gown.

Bah! Whats the good of that to me? he laughed. No. Keep it — why, it isnt worth more than fifty pounds! You surely dont think Im going to let you have your affectionate letter for that sum, do you?

Ive got nothing else.

But you have at home, he urged. What other jewels have you got?

Nothing of great value here. The Bracondale jewels are at Bracondale, she replied slowly, after a few seconds deliberation. I have nothing much here, except — —

And she drew herself up short.

Except what? he asked sharply.

Nothing.

Oh, yes, you have, he said, in a hard voice. Now tell me. What have you got of real value?

I tell you I have nothing.

Thats a lie, he declared. Youve got something you dont want to part with — something you value very much.

She was silent and stood there pale and trembling before him. He saw her hesitation, and knew that his allegation was the truth.

Come, out with it! I mustnt stay here any longer. We shall be seen, he said. What have you got?

She bit her blanched lip.

My pearls, she replied in a voice scarcely above a whisper.

What pearls?

Matched pearls which my husband gave me for my birthday.

Valuable — eh?

Yes, she sighed. But you cant have them. I prize them very much.

Greater than your own honour? he asked, seriously.

You shall never have them. What excuse could I make to Bracondale?



Leave that to me. Pearls are easier negotiated than diamonds. I can sell them at once. If they are the good goods Ill give you the letter in exchange for them. Thats a bargain.

They cost several thousands, I know.

Good! Then well conclude the business to-night.

No, no! she protested. What could I tell my husband?

I wish you wouldnt keep referring to him as husband, Jean, when he is not your husband.

To the world he is. I am no longer Jean Ansell, remember, she protested.

Well, we wont discuss that. Lets arrange how the exchange shall be made. Now, around your house is a verandah. You will accidentally leave the pearls on the table in one of the rooms at midnight, with the long window unfastened, and Ill look in and get them. You will be in the room, and we can make the exchange. Next day you will discover your loss and tell the police that burglars have visited you. By that time I shall be in Amsterdam. Its quite easy. Only keep your nerve, girl.

But — —

There are no buts. We are going to carry this thing through.

She hesitated, thinking deeply. Then she openly defied him.

I will not let you have those pearls. He gave them to me, and I wont arrange a mock burglary.

You wont give them to me as price of your honour — eh? Then youre a bigger fool than I took you for. I dare say they wont fetch more than a thousand — perhaps not that. So its a sporting offer I am making you.

You can have anything except that.

I dont want anything else. I want to do you a good turn by getting away from here — away from you for ever. I quite understand your feelings and sympathise with you, I assure you, he said, his manner changing slightly.

But she was obdurate. Therefore he at once altered his tactics and resorted again to his bullying methods. He was a low-down blackguard, although he was dressed as a gentleman and cultivated an air of refinement. Yet he was a prince among thieves and swindlers.

All this is mere empty talk, he declared at last. I tell you that if you refuse to do as I direct I shall call upon Bracondale this evening and ask for alms. Oh, he laughed, it will be quite amusing to see his face when I show him your letter, for he no doubt believes in you. Are you prepared to face the music?

And, pausing, he fixed his cruel, relentless eyes, beady and brilliant as those of a snake, upon his trembling victim.

She did not answer, though she now realised that he held her future in his remorseless hands. This man whom she had once loved with a strong, all-consuming passion, had risen to smite her and to ruin her.

Will Bracondale be at home to-night? he asked presently.

No, she responded in a low whisper. He will be at his club. He has arranged to play bridge with M. Polivin, the Minister of Commerce. You wont see him.

Good. Then you will be alone — to meet me and take the letter in exchange for the pearls, which I shall take, he said, confidently. I had a look around the house early this morning before anyone was about. It would be very easy to enter there — quite inviting, I assure you. I wonder you dont take precautions against intruders. I speak as an expert, and he laughed grimly.

But she made no response.

I notice, he went on— I notice that the room on the left of the front entrance is a small salon. It has a long window leading to the balcony. Leave that unlatched, and I will come there at midnight. If you are there, leave the light on. If there is danger then put it out. I shall know.

But I cant — I wont.

You will! You want that letter, and I will give it to you in exchange for the pearls! He will suspect nothing. A thief got in and stole them. That was all. He is rich, and will buy you another set. So why trouble further?

No — I — —



Yes — ah, look! That woman is coming back with the child. I must clear. Remember, it is all arranged. At midnight to-night Ill bring you the letter. Au revoir!

And next moment the evil shadow of her life disappeared around the corner of the rock and was gone.


CHAPTER XXVI.

A CHILDS QUESTION.
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AT LUNCHEON JEAN met her husband, but so agitated was she that she scarce dare raise her eyes to his.

Before entering the dining-room where Bracondale awaited her she halted at the door, and with a strenuous effort calmed herself. Then she went forward with a forced smile upon her lips, though her cheeks were pale and she knew that her hand trembled.

His lordship had spent a strenuous morning with the papers Martin had brought from the Foreign Office. At least two of our Ambassadors to the Powers had asked for instructions, and their questions presented difficult and intricate problems which really ought to have gone before the Cabinet. But as there would not be another meeting just yet, everyone being away on vacation, it devolved upon Bracondale to decide the question of Britains policy himself.



In the pretty, cosy room, outside which the striped sun-blinds were down, rendering it cool and pleasant after the midday heat on the beach, the Foreign Minister stood thoughtfully stroking his moustache.

Well, Jean, he asked, had a quiet morning, dear?

Yes, delightful, was her reply. The heat is, however, rather oppressive.

Im awfully sorry I could not come down to fetch you, dear, he said; but Ive been dreadfully busy all the morning — lots of worries, as you know. Ive only this moment risen from my table. There are more complications between France and Austria.

Oh, I know how busy you are, she replied as she seated herself at the daintily set-out table, with its flowers, bright silver, and cut glass.

Their luncheons tête-à-tête were always pleasant, for on such occasions they sat at a small side-table, preferring it to the big centre-table when there were no guests.

Did you see anyone you knew? he asked, carelessly, for often Mme. Polivin, the rather stout wife of the Minister of Commerce, went to the sands with her children.

Well, nobody particular, was her reply, with feigned unconcern. Enid enjoyed herself immensely, she went on quickly. She didnt bathe, so I told her to make a sand castle. She was delighted, especially when the water came in under the moat.



And then, as he seated himself opposite her, old Jenner entered with the hors dœuvres.

Jean was thankful that the room, shaded as it was, was in half darkness, so that her husband could not see how pale she was. Through the open windows came the scent of flowers borne upon the warm air, and the silence of the room was over everything.

He began to discuss their plans for the autumn.

Trevor asks us to go a cruise in his yacht up the Adriatic in October, he said. I had a letter from him this morning, dated from Stavanger. You remember what a good time we had with him when we went to Algiers and Tunis two years ago.

Ive never been to the Adriatic, she remarked.

I went once, about nine years ago, with that financial fellow Pettigrew — the fellow who afterwards met with a fatal accident in a lift at the Grand in Paris. It was delightful. You would be interested in all the little places along the beautiful Dalmatian coast — Zara, where they make the maraschino; Sebenico, Pola, the Bay of Cattaro, and Ragusa, the old city of the Venetian Republic. Shall we accept?

It is awfully kind of your brother-in-law, she replied. Yes, Id love to go — if you could get away.

I could come overland and join you at Venice or Trieste, and then we could put into Brindisi or Ancona for any urgent despatches. You see, theres no convenient rail on the Dalmatian side. Yes, I think I could manage it.

Then accept by all means. I love the sea, as you know. Where do they sail from?

Marseilles. You will join the Marama there. She will then touch at Genoa, Naples, and go through the Straits of Messina, and Ill join you in the Adriatic.

Helen is going, I suppose? she remarked, referring to Trevors wife. Of course, and the two Henderson girls, and little Lady Runton. So we shall be a merry party.

Jean was delighted. In the excitement of the moment she forgot the dark cloud that had fallen upon her.

Yet next second she reflected, and wished that her departure upon that cruiser was immediate, in order that she could escape the man who had so suddenly and unexpectedly returned into her life.

We shall go to Scotland after our return, he said. Remember, weve got house parties on the eighth, seventeenth, and thirtieth of November.

And Christmas at Bracondale, she said. I love spending it there.

Or perhaps on the Riviera? Why not? It is warmer, he suggested.

It may be, but I really think that nowadays, with the change in the English climate, it is just as warm in Torquay at Christmas as at Nice.

Yes, he replied with a smile. Perhaps you are right, after all, Jean. If you want warmth and sunshine from December to April you must go to Egypt for it. People have begun to realise that it is often colder in Monte Carlo than in London. And yet it used not to be. I remember when I was a lad and went to Nice with the old governor each winter, we had real warm sunshine. Yes, the climate of the south of Europe has become colder, just as our English climate has become less severe in winter.

And he ate his lobster salad and drank a glass of Chablis, thoroughly enjoying it after the hard mental strain of the morning.

I think I shall go for a run in the car this afternoon. I feel to want some fresh air. Will you come? he asked.

I think not, dear, was her reply. I have a little headache — the sun, I think — so I shall rest.

Very well. Ill have a drive alone.

Lets see, she exclaimed; didnt you say you were going out to-night?

Yes, dear, to Polivins. Theres a man-party this evening. You dont mind, do you? I promised him some time ago, and for political reasons I desire to be friendly. I shant go till ten oclock, and no doubt you will go to bed early.

By all means go, dear, she said, very sweetly. I — I had forgotten the day.

It was not often he left her alone of an evening when they were together during the recess. In the London season she was, as a political hostess, often compelled to go out alone, while he, too, had frequently to attend functions where it was impossible for her to be present. Sometimes, indeed, days and days passed and they only met at breakfast. Frequently, too, he was so engrossed in affairs of State that, though he was in the house, yet he was closeted hours and hours with Darnborough, with some high Foreign Office official, an ambassador, or a Cabinet Minister.

That big, sombre room of his in the dark, gloomy London mansion was indeed a room of political secrets, just as was his private room at the Foreign Office. If those walls could but speak, what strange tales they might tell — tales of clever juggling with the Powers, of ingenious counter-plots against conspiracies ever arising to disturb the European peace, plots concocted by Britains enemies across the seas, and the evolution of master strokes of foreign policy.

Are you quite sure you prefer not to go for a drive this afternoon? he asked, looking across at her.

No, really, dear. I dont feel at all fit. It is the excessive heat. It was awfully oppressive on the beach.

Very well, dear. Rest then, and get right by the time I get in for tea.

She looked at him from beneath her half-closed lashes.

Why had he asked her whether she had met anyone she knew that morning? It was not a usual question of his.

Could he know anything? Had he been present and seen the meeting?

No, that was impossible. He had been at home all the morning. She had made enquiry of Jenner as she came in, so as to satisfy herself.

Yet there was a strange suspicion in his manner, she thought. It may have been her fancy, nevertheless he seemed unduly curious, and that question of his had set her wondering.

For some moments she ate her dessert in silence.

Before her arose all the horror of that amazing meeting. The words of the criminal who was her husband rang in her ears, cruel, brutal, and relentless. He had threatened to call there at the villa, and hand her letter to Bracondale, a threat which, she knew, he would carry out if she did not appease him and bow to his will.

She was to exchange those pearls, Bracondales valued gift, for the silence of a blackmailer and assassin! Ah! the very thought of it drove her to desperation. Yet she was about to do it for Bracondales sake; for the sake of little Enid, whom she so dearly loved.

Every word the brute had uttered had burned into her brain. Her temples throbbed as though her skull must burst. But she fought against the evil and against a collapse. She put on a brave front, and when Bracondale addressed her she laughed lightly as though she had not a single care in all the world.

The meal over, she took a scarlet carnation from the silver épergne between them, broke the stem and, bending, placed it in the lapel of his coat, receiving as reward a fond, sweet kiss, old Jenner having finally left the room.



Now go and rest, dearest, his lordship said. I have a few letters I will write before I go out.

And he was about to cross to the door when it suddenly opened, and little Enid in her white muslin dress danced into the room, rushing up to her mothers outstretched arms.

Bracondale caught the child and, taking her up, kissed her fondly.

Then, when he set her down again, she rushed to Jean, and in her childish voice asked:

Mother, I was so afraid this morning when I saw you talking to that nasty man!

Nasty man! echoed Jean, her heart standing still.

Yes, mother. I ran across from Miss Oliver and was coming to you, but when I got round the rock I saw — oh, I saw a nasty man raising his hands, and talking. And you were so frightened — and so was I. So I ran back again. He was a nasty, bad man.

For a second a dead silence fell.

Then Jean, with a supreme effort, collected her thoughts and exercised all her self-control.

What was that, Jean? inquired Bracondale quickly.

Oh, nothing. A man came along begging — rather a well-dressed man he seemed to be. And because I refused to give him anything he commenced to abuse me. But I soon sent him away.

The child says you were afraid.



Afraid! she laughed, with a strange, hysterical little laugh. If I had been I should have called for help. He was only some loafer or other who, finding me alone, thought he could get a franc, I suppose. And then, after a pause, she added, I had a similar experience one day last year. The police really ought to keep the sands clear of such persons.

What was he like? Ill tell the chief of police about it.

Well, really, I didnt take very much notice, she replied. I was reading, and looking up suddenly found him standing before me. I had no idea that Enid saw him. He asked me for money in a very rough manner. And naturally I declined, and told him that if he did not clear off I would shout for help. So — well, after a few more abusive words, he slunk away.

He might have stolen your brooch, Bracondale remarked.

He might, certainly, she said. Not until after he had gone did I realise how helpless I had been.

Yes, mother, exclaimed the little girl, but you were frightened, werent you? I thought he was going to hit you, for you put up your hands, and he clenched his fists and put his face right into yours. Oh! it did frighten me!

Didnt you tell Miss Oliver? asked her father.

No; but I will. I went digging, and forgot all about it.

If I were you, Enid, I shouldnt tell Miss Oliver, her mother said, very quietly. You were frightened for nothing. It was only a man who wanted money.

But he was such a nasty man — he had a horrid face, and such big, big eyes! declared the child, and then, turning, she danced away out of the room, leaving Bracondale facing Jean in silence.


CHAPTER XXVII.

THE INTRUDER.
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THAT AFTERNOON JEAN remained in her room in a fierce fever of anxiety, while Bracondale drove his car along the winding, shady road to Yvetot, and home by St. Valery-en-Caux, and the sea-road which commences at Fécamp.

Did he suspect? she wondered.

She could not help feeling mortified that the child should have made that unfortunate remark. She felt also that her excuse was a lame one. Did he really believe her story?

From the steel safe in her daintily-furnished room, with its silken upholstery in old rose, she took the big, square, velvet-lined case, and, opening it, gazed upon the string of splendid pearls. She took them out tenderly and, standing before the long cheval-glass, put them round her neck — for the last time.

As she examined herself in the mirror she sighed, her face hard, pale, and full of anxiety and distress.

Would Bracondale notice the change in her?



She put away the pearls, and, replacing the case in the safe, locked it.

Bates, her rather sour-faced maid, entered at the moment. She was a thin, angular person, very neat and prim, an excellent hairdresser, and a model of what a first-class maid should be.

Why, you dont look well this afternoon, madam, she said, glancing at her inquiringly.

No, Bates. Its the heat, I think. Will you bring me my smelling-salts? she asked, as she sank into an arm-chair, a pretty figure in her pale-blue silk dressing-gown.

The maid brought the large, silver-topped bottle across from the dressing-table and handed it to her mistress, who, after sniffing it, dismissed her.

Then Jean sat for a full half-hour staring straight before her, looking down the long vista of her own tragic past.

At midnight that letter would be safe in her hand. She consoled herself with the thought that, by acceding to Ansells demand, as she had done, she would rid herself of him for ever.

Her honour would be preserved, and Bracondale would never know. For the sake of her child, how could she confess to him?

He joined her in the petit salon, where she gave him tea, and then, till dinner, he retired into the study to complete the despatches for which Martin was to call and take to Downing Street.

At dinner she wore a pretty gown of cream lace, the waist and skirt being trimmed with broad, pale-blue satin ribbon, fashioned into big, flat bows; a Paris gown of the latest mode, which suited her admirably. It was rather high in the neck, and all the jewellery she wore was a single brooch.

He also looked smart in his well-cut dinner jacket, with a light grey waistcoat and black tie; and as they sat opposite each other they chatted merrily. She had composed herself, and was now bearing herself very bravely.

It was, however, a relief to her when, just as they had finished dessert, Jenner entered, saying:

Captain Martin is in the study, mlord.

Oh, yes! exclaimed the great statesman, rising at once. Then, turning to Jean, he said: Youll excuse me, dearest, wont you? I must get Martin off. Ive finished. Have you?

Yes, dear, was her reply. You go. Im just going to see Enid for a little while.

After Ive got Martin off I shall go along to Polivins. Im sorry to leave you this evening. But you wont mind, dear, will you?

Not at all, was her prompt reply. I know it is a duty.

I shall certainly not be back till one or two oclock. They are a very late lot — the men who go there, he remarked.

I shall go to bed, so dont hurry, dear.

Good night, then, he said, crossing to her and bending till he touched her lips with his. Then he went along to the study, where the Kings Messenger was waiting.

Halloa, Martin! exclaimed his lordship, cheerily. Youre up to time — you always are. Youre a marvel of punctuality.

I have to be, constantly catching trains, as I am, laughed the nonchalant traveller, as he unlocked his despatch-box and took the seven big sealed letters from the Foreign Secretarys hand.

Then he scribbled a receipt for them, packed them in a little steel box, and carefully locked it with the tiny key upon his chain. That box often contained secrets which, if divulged, would set Europe aflame.

Dont forget my camera next time you come over, Bracondale urged. And tell Sir Henry that if Bartlett is back from Persia I would like him to run over and report to me.

I wont forget, was Martins reply; and then, with a word of farewell, he took up his precious despatch-box and left the room.

The evening was dark and oppressive, with black clouds threatening thunder. Those hours passed very slowly.

Jean tried to read, but was unable. Then she went to the big salon and, seating herself at the grand piano, played snatches of Grand Opera. But she was too anxious, too impatient for midnight to come and end all the suspense.

Miss Oliver joined her, as usual, about ten oclock for half an hours chat. But the presence of the governess irritated her, and she was glad when she retired. She wondered whether Enid had told her anything. The childs chatter had, indeed, been extremely unfortunate.



Eleven oclock!

She sat in her boudoir trying to occupy her mind by writing a letter, but she could not. She had to go through the terrible ordeal of seeing that man again.

At one moment she felt impelled to confess all to Bracondale, yet at the next she thought of his honour, and of the child. No, at all hazards, at all costs, even if it cost her her life, she must preserve her secret.

For wealth or for position she cared nothing — only for Bracondales love.

The little clock struck the quarter. It wanted fifteen minutes to midnight.

With knit brows she rose quickly. The whole household had now retired; all was silence, and she was alone. Outside Ralph was no doubt watching for the light in the little salon.

She ascended the thickly-carpeted stairs noiselessly, and from the safe in her room took the square morocco box. Then, assuring herself that no servant could be watching, she carried it down to the little salon and, switching on the light, placed the box upon a small Louis Quinze table in the centre of the room.

It was a prettily-furnished apartment, with genuine old Louis Quinze furniture. In a corner was a large palm, and upon a side-table a great vase of fresh flowers. The gilt furniture shone beneath the bright light, and the whole had an effect of artistic brilliancy and daintiness.

She crossed to the drawn curtains of daffodil plush and, placing her hand within, undid the latch of the long window which led out upon the balcony and pushed it open slightly. Then, recrossing the room, she stood near the door, waiting.

There was still time before he was due to enter there and give her the letter in return for the pearls.

Of what use was it to wait there? So she switched off the light in case Bracondale should return and wonder, and passed into the adjoining room. What if Bracondale came back before the exchange were effected?

She stood holding her breath, listening in eager anxiety.

Suddenly the telephone-bell rang in the study, and in order that Jenner might not hear it and descend to answer it, she hurried to the instrument herself.

It was a call from the British Embassy in Paris. One of the secretaries spoke to her, asking whether his Excellency the Ambassador might speak to his lordship upon an important matter.

Lord Bracondale is not in. I am Lady Bracondale, she replied.

When do you expect Lord Bracondale back? the voice inquired.

Soon after twelve. Will you ring up again? Tell Sir Charles that I will at once tell my husband when he returns, she said, and then rang off.

Meanwhile a dark figure, which had stealthily crept along the road, entered the gate and stole noiselessly over the grass to the verandah.

The man had been watching the house for an hour past, and, as though with sudden resolution, he made up his mind to enter.

At first he seemed fearful of discovery. Indeed, for a full half-hour had he lurked motionless beneath a tree, waiting, and, though there was complete silence in that still, oppressive night, yet he appeared to hesitate.

All the rooms on the ground floor were in darkness save for the study, the curtains of which were only half-closed. Therefore, as he approached the house, he saw Lady Bracondale alone, speaking into the telephone.

Suddenly, with an agile movement, he scaled the verandah, and a few seconds later, without making a sound, he stood before the window against the entrance porch — the window of the little salon which Jean had indicated where the pearls would be. His movements betrayed that he was an expert at moving without making a sound.

Bending, the dark figure, still moving stealthily, crept up to the long window upon which there suddenly flashed a small zone of white light from an electric pocket-lamp, revealing the fact that, though the heavy curtain was drawn, the window was ajar.

For a few seconds the man listened. Then, having reassured himself that there was no one in the room, he slowly pushed back the curtain and peered into the darkness.

Suddenly he heard a footstep and, dropping the curtain instantly, stood in the darkness, quite motionless.



Somebody entered the room, switched on the light, crossed to the centre of the apartment, stood there for a few seconds, and then, receding, switched off the light again and closed the door.

The intruder stood in the room behind the curtain without moving a muscle.

He could hear sounds of footsteps within the house.

He had closed the long glass door when he had entered, and now stood concealed behind the yellow plush curtain.

Suddenly he heard the piano being played — a song from La Bohême. He stood listening, for he was always fond of music. As he halted there the sweet perfume of the flowers greeted his nostrils, and he murmured some low words beneath his breath.

His hand sought his jacket pocket, and when he withdrew it he had in his grasp a serviceable-looking revolver. He inhaled a long deep breath, for he was desperate.

At last he summoned courage, and again drew back the curtain very slowly. All was darkness within until he switched on his pocket-lamp and slowly examined the place.

The light fell upon the table whereon stood the jewel-case, and he walked straight to it and opened it.

The moment his eyes fell upon the magnificent string of pearls he stood for a second as though in hesitation.

Then swiftly he took them up, and with a glance at them thrust his prize into his jacket pocket.

It was the work of an instant.



He reclosed the lid. It snapped and startled him.

Next moment his light was switched off and he disappeared.

A second later, however, Jean turned the handle of the door, entered the room, and again switched on the light.

The place became flooded with electricity, and she stood a pale, erect figure, staring at the clock, which was just chiming the hour of midnight.


CHAPTER XXVIII.

THE CLOSED BOX.
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HARDLY HAD THE sound of the silvery bells died away when a second figure scaled the balcony, and, seeing the light over the top of the curtain, as arranged, he placed his hand upon the long glass door and slowly opened it.

He drew aside the curtain slightly to ascertain if Jean were there awaiting him, and, seeing her, he entered boldly.

Ralph was dressed just as he had been in the morning, only he wore yellow lisle-thread gloves, so as to conceal his finger-prints, which, alas! were too well known to the police.

Husband and wife faced each other, in ignorance that an intruder stood concealed behind that curtain within two or three feet of them.

The intruder had fixed his eyes upon Jean, and stood staring at her as though fascinated by her amazing beauty.

At last, Ralph! she gasped. I — I thought perhaps you would not come — that you would think the risk too great.



Bah! What risk? he asked. Even if I were discovered, Bracondale could easily be satisfied that we are husband and wife.

She shrank back at those words.

The child saw you with me this morning and told her father.

Awkward. What did you say?

I made an excuse. One which, I hope, satisfied him.

Trust you, Jean, for a good excuse, he laughed brutally.

Then, with a glance at the jewel-case on the table, he added: But if I were you Id be very wary. I suppose I did wrong in meeting you openly as I did. I ought to have been more circumspect. But, my girl, we need not have necessity to meet again, need we?

I hope not — for my sake, was her reply, as she turned her pale face to his.

If you play the game, I shall also do the same. So you neednt fear. Only I must have an address where to write to you.

No, she protested. You must not write. It will be far too dangerous. And, besides, you made me a promise that if I gave you those, and she glanced at the table, you would give me back my letter, and go away, never to see me again.

He regarded her in silence for a few moments, a sinister smile playing about his mobile lips. But he made no reply.

Ah, Ralph, she went on, I — I cant somehow trust you. When you have spent this money you will come back again. I know you will. Ah! you do not know all that this means to me.

Well, doesnt it mean a lot to me — eh?

But I am a woman.

You have money, while Im without a sou. You surely cant blame me for getting a bit to go on with! he exclaimed. Is anybody about?

No. Bracondale has not yet returned, and all the servants are in bed.

By Jove! This is a pretty house of yours, Jean! he remarked, gazing around. He had not removed his hat. You ought to consider yourself deuced lucky. While Ive been having all my ups and downs, youve been living the life of a lady. When I saw you in your car at Havre I couldnt believe it. But to see you again really did my eyesight good.

And benefited your pocket, she added bitterly.

He grinned. His nonchalant air irritated her. He was just the same as he had been in those days of their poverty, even though he now wore the clothes of a gentleman.

Well, he said at last, Ive been thinking things over this evening. You cant expect me, Jean, to accept a lump payment for my silence, can you? If you had a respectable sum which you could hand over so that my wants would, in future, be provided for, it would be different. I — —

Your wants! she interrupted in anger. What are your wants? Money — money — money always! Ah, Ralph! I know you. You brought me to ruin once, and you will do so again. I know it!

Not unless you are a fool! he replied roughly. You want your letter back — which is only natural. For it you give me your pearls. It is not a gift. I take them. I find the window unlatched, and come in and help myself. To-morrow you will raise a hue and cry — but not before noon, as I shall then be nearing old Uncle Karl, in Amsterdam. Bracondale will be furious, the Süreté will fuss and be busy, and you will be in picturesque tears over your loss. Bracondale will tell you not to worry, and promptly make you another present — perhaps a better one — and then all will be well.

But you said you would leave Europe, she replied anxiously.

So I shall.

But — — and she hesitated.

Ah! I see you dont trust me.

I trusted you — once — Ralph. Do you recollect how brutally you treated me — eh? she asked, in deep reproach.

I recollect that, because of you, I quarrelled with Adolphe. He loved you, and now hes in prison, and serve him right, the idiot!

The concealed intruder was watching them between the wall and the curtain, yet hardly daring to breathe for fear of discovery. He had the pearls in his pocket, and as the glass door was closed he was unable to reopen it and escape, lest he should reveal himself.

He heard Ansells words, and understood the situation. If the lid of the jewel-case were raised the thief would be discovered, and the alarm given.

Those were moments of breathless peril.

Adolphe protected me from your violence, she replied, simply. He was my friend, but he did not love me, because I loved you — only you!

And you care for me no longer?

The fire of my love for you burned itself out on that tragic night, she replied.

How very poetic, he sneered. Is it your habit to talk to Bracondale like that?

She bit her lip. Mention of Bracondales name caused a flood of great bitterness to overwhelm her.

I did not expect, when you came here, that you would insult me in addition to blackmailing me.

Blackmail, you call it — eh?

What else is it?

A simple purchase, my girl. I have a letter, and you wish to buy it. The transaction is surely a fair one! Besides, if you do not wish to buy my silence, it is quite immaterial to me. I shall soon find another purchaser in Bracondale.

He wont believe you.

He has only to have a search made of the marriage register. Perhaps you dont remember the date. I do.

And I, worse luck! Ah, how grossly you deceived me! she exclaimed bitterly. I thought I married a gentleman, only, alas! to discover that I had a notorious thief as husband.



You expected too much. You thought you had become a lady, and were disappointed when you found that you were not. Yes — I suppose when I told you the truth, it must have been a bit of a jag for you. That fool, Adolphe, wanted me to keep the truth from you. But what was the use?

Yes, she sighed. You were at least frank — perhaps the only occasion upon which you ever told me the truth.

The truth is generally unwelcome, he laughed. Lies are always pleasant.

To the liar.

Im afraid youll have, in future, to lie to Bracondale.

I shall use my own discretion, she responded. Perhaps I shall confess.

And if so, what then?

I shall tell him that you entered here and stole my pearls.

How very generous that would be, he laughed angrily. And I wonder what Bracondale would think of you if you endeavoured to send your own husband to prison — eh?

Ah, you will drive me to desperation! she cried, her dark eyes glaring at him angrily. Give me the letter and go — go! Bracondale may be back now — at any moment!

I assure you I fear neither Bracondale nor you — nor even the result of your confession. And I feel quite loath to-night to leave you; you look so extremely charming in that pretty gown.



Dont be foolish. At least have some consideration for me — for my future.

It is my own future I am thinking of, he declared harshly. Your future is assured, so long as you play the game with Bracondale. If you act indiscreetly, and give way to silly moods, then you will only have yourself to blame for your ruin. Besides, he added, with his lip curling slightly, you have the child to consider. Whats her name?

Her name is of no matter to you, was Jeans hot response. She is mine, not yours.

Im rather glad of that, he responded. But I dont think this is really a fit opportunity to waste time in mutual recrimination.

No. Go, I tell you. If you remain longer, it will be dangerous — dangerous for us both.

He looked at the clock, and then his gaze wandered to the closed jewel-case upon the Louis Quinze table. The small room, closed as it was, was filled with the perfume of the great bunch of flowers in the long Chinese vase — a perfume that seemed almost overpowering.

But I tell you I see no danger, was his careless reply, for it seemed his object to taunt her. He had already hinted at a continued tax upon her resources if she desired him to keep his lips sealed, and she, on her part, realising his true character, clearly foresaw that all her efforts could have but one result. To satisfy his demands would be impossible.

A shadow had fallen upon her eventful life, one that would never again be lifted.

Will you have no pity for me? she implored. Have you come here with the express intent of goading me to madness?

No — simply in order to have a straight talk with you — a chat between husband and wife.

Well, we have had it. Take the pearls and go. Get clear away before you are discovered. Bracondale may now be back at any moment, she added in fear of his sudden return.

Im in no great hurry, I assure you, was his reply, as he seated himself upon the arm of a chair.

Give me the letter, Ralph. Do — if you please.

He laughed in her face, his hands stuck in his jacket pockets, as was his habit.

She looked around her with an expression of terror and despair. She listened, for she fancied she heard a footstep.

They both listened, but no other sound could be distinguished.

A false alarm, remarked the man. Then, suddenly rising from where he was seated, he placed his hand in his breast pocket, and, drawing out his wallet, took therefrom the well-worn letter.

Well, he said reluctantly, here you are. I suppose youd better have it. And now you cant say but what Im not generous — can you?

Jean almost snatched the precious note from his fingers, glanced at it to reassure herself that she was not being tricked, and then, striking a match which she took from a side-table, she applied it to one corner of the farewell letter, and held it till only a black piece of crackling tinder remained.



Now you are satisfied, I hope, he remarked in a harsh voice.

Yes. Take the pearls. Take the box, and go, she urged quickly, placing her hand upon his arm to emphasise her words, and pushing him across to the table where stood the big morocco case.

All right, he laughed. Lets look at these wonderful pearls of yours. I wonder how much they are worth?

He halted at the table, fingering the spring-fastening of the case, and at last raised the lid.

It was empty!

You vixen! You infernal woman! he cried, turning upon her, white with anger, and with clenched fists. Youve played a slick trick on me — youve had me — and now — by gad! I — Ill have my revenge!


CHAPTER XXIX.

DEADLY PERIL.
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RALPH ANSELL MADE a sudden dash at his wife, gripping her by the throat with his gloved hands.

She staggered to the table, and he bent her backwards across it. His evil face was distorted by a look of murderous hatred, his big eyes started from their sockets in his wild frenzy of anger.

Where are those pearls? he demanded. Speak! Give them to me at once, or, by Heaven, Ill strangle you!

I — I dont know, she managed to gasp. They were in there. I — I — I thought they were there.

You liar! You got the letter and burned it, well knowing that the jewels were not in the box! Where are they? he demanded, tightening his grip upon her throat and shaking her roughly. Speak, woman — speak! Tell me where they are!

Jean struggled frantically to free herself from his murderous grip. He was throttling her.



I — I dont know — where — they are! she protested, with great difficulty.

You do! Youve kept them! he hissed between his teeth, for he was in a fury of fierce anger at having been so deceived. Its no use lying. I mean to have them, or go straight to this man Bracondale.

Im telling the truth! protested the unhappy woman. They were there half an hour ago. I put them there.

Bah! Dont tell me that! They could not have gone without hands. No, youve worked a real slick trick! And I was fool enough to trust you! Come, hand them over at once — if you dont want Bracondale to know, and he again forced her farther back over the table. Hell be here in a minute. What a nice scene for him — eh? Come, where are those pearls?

Ive told you I dont know. Its the truth, Ralph, I swear it! she cried, in wild despair. Somebody must have stolen them!

You liar! he cried, his face white with evil passion. Do you dare to tell me that? Do you think Im a fool to believe such a story? Stolen! Of course theyre not stolen. Youve hidden them. Yes, he added, youve been devilish clever to get that letter out of me, and burn it before my eyes — havent you — eh? But you shall pay for it! he cried, between his teeth, as his strong hands compressed her throat until she went scarlet and her wild, glaring eyes started from her head.

She tried to cry out — tried to shriek and raise an alarm, for she knew her life was in danger. But she could utter no sound beyond a low gurgle.

You refuse to give me the pearls — eh? he said, his dark brows knit, and murder in his piercing eyes. You think to trick me — your husband! By gad! You shall pay for this! Tell me where they are. This is your last moment. You shall die — die — curse you! And his grip tightened upon her thin, white throat — the grip of a murderer.

Jean, unable to move, unable to cry out, felt herself fainting, when next second she was startled by a sharp pistol shot.

Ah! gasped her assailant, releasing his hold instantly and clapping his right hand to his back.

The shot had been fired from behind.

Ah! cried the wounded man in wild despair. I — why, I — —

Then he reeled completely round and fell backward upon the carpet — inert — dead!

At the same instant Jean, staggered by the suddenness of it all, was confronted by a ragged, unkempt, hatless man in a striped jacket some sizes too big for him. Around his neck was a dirty scarf in lieu of a collar, and his dark hair was curly and ruffled.

She saw the man emerge from the curtain, and started back in increased alarm.

Madame! cried the newcomer, it is me! Dont you know me?

She stood rooted to the spot.

Adolphe! she gasped, staring at him.

Yes, madame. I came here, not knowing that this was your château, he explained, in a low whisper. I found the window open just before that man arrived. I came in and took your pearls. Here they are!

And he drew them from the pocket of his shabby jacket and handed them back to her.

Where — where did you come from? You have saved my life, she faltered in blank amazement.

I came out of prison nine months ago, was his reply. They brought me to Paris, but I could find no work, so I tramped to Havre, hoping to get a job at the docks, or to work my passage to New York. But all to no avail, so I — I had, alas! to return to my old profession. And the first house I enter I find, to my dismay, is yours!

You heard us talking? she asked quickly.

I heard everything — and I understood everything, was the quick reply. That man, he went on, robbed me and gave me deliberately into the hands of the police. I swore to be avenged, and I have killed him — as he deserves. He was an assassin, and I am his executioner!

But the servants will be alarmed by the shot! she gasped suddenly. There is no time to lose. You must want money. I shall send you some to the Poste Restante in Havre — to-morrow. Now go — or you may be discovered.

But how will you explain? he asked hurriedly. Ah, madame, through those long, dreary years at Devils Island I have thought of you, and wondered — and wondered what had become of you. I am so glad to know that you are rich and happy, as you assuredly deserve.

She sighed, for a flood of memories came over her.

Yes, Adolphe, I am greatly indebted to you. Twice you have saved me from that mans violence. Ah, I shall not forget.

But, madame, think of yourself! If he comes — if the servants come — how can you explain his body in your room? Let me think!

Already Jean fancied she heard sounds of someone moving in the house, and of subdued and frightened voices.

Yes, the servants had been alarmed, and were searching from room to room! Not an instant was to be lost.

I have an idea! exclaimed The Eel. Here, take this, madame, and he held out his revolver to her with both hands.

But she shrank back.

Take it — take it, I beg of you, he implored.

She obeyed, moving like one in a dream.

Swiftly he took up the pearls and, bending, placed them in the dead mans pocket. Then, having done this, he said:

Your explanation is quite a simple one. You came in here unexpectedly, and found the man — a perfect stranger to you, and a burglar, evidently, from the fact that he wore gloves — taking your pearls from their case. You demanded them back, but he turned upon you with a revolver. There was a struggle for the weapon. You twisted his hand back, and in the fight it went off. And he fell dead. Keep cool. That is your story.

But I — —

That is the only story, madame, he said firmly. It is a lie, I admit — but a white lie — the only explanation you can give, if you would still preserve your secret.

Footsteps sounded out in the hall, and therefore there was not a second to waste.

The thief grasped her thin, white hand and, bending devotedly, kissed it.

Adieu, madame. May Heaven assist and preserve you in future! he whispered, and next moment he had disappeared behind the curtain and dropped over the verandah.


CHAPTER XXX.

THE WHITE LIE.
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FOR A FEW seconds Jean stood motionless, staring at the lifeless body of her husband, who lay with face upturned, the evil eyes closed, the hands listless by his sides.

His head was towards the window, close to a small gilt settee, his feet towards the door.

She stood with her eyes full of horror, fixed upon the white, dead face.

In that dread moment a veritable lifetime of despair swept through her fevered brain.

The servants, with hushed, terrified voices, were searching the rooms on the ground floor. She could hear Miss Oliver speaking.

Their footsteps sounded on the big, tiled hall outside the door. What if Adolphe were captured leaving the premises?

She held her breath. All her self-possession was required now, for she also recognised Bracondales voice. He had returned!

Was silence judicious in those circumstances? She decided it was not. Therefore she gave vent to a loud scream — a scream which told them where she was.

In a moment they all burst into the room — Bracondale in his evening clothes, Miss Oliver in her dressing-gown, and the two footmen, who had hastily dressed, one of them without his coat.

The servants, seeing a man lying upon the carpet, halted upon the threshold, but Bracondale dashed forward to his wife, who stood with her hands to her brow in frantic terror. She was, he saw, on the verge of fainting. Therefore he took her in his arms and hastily inquired what had occurred.

Hes dead — I believe! gasped one of the footmen, in French.

Jean! What has happened? Bracondale demanded, in amazement. Tell me, dearest.

But she was too agitated to speak. She only clung to him and, burying her face upon his shoulder, sobbed hysterically, while Miss Oliver rushed away for a smelling-bottle.

Who is this man? Bracondale asked in a hard voice. What is the matter? The servants heard a shot just after I came in. They came to me in the study — but I had heard nothing.

She raised her wild eyes to his, and then glanced round the pretty apartment. Her gaze fell upon Ralph Ansells dead face, and she shuddered and shrank back. Her mouth was twitching. She was hysterical, and could say nothing.

Tell me, Jean. What does all this mean? asked Bracondale, very quietly, considering the circumstances.



Ah! no dear! she cried. Dont ask me — dont ask me! I — I killed him!

Killed him! echoed her husband blankly. What do you mean? You are not yourself, dearest.

She looked at the servants meaningly.

Will you leave us alone? Bracondale said, turning to them just as Miss Oliver returned with the bottle of smelling-salts.

They all left the room, including the governess, husband and wife being left with the dead man.

Tell me, darling, what has occurred? asked Bracondale in a soft, sympathetic voice, endeavouring to calm her.

For a long time she refused to answer. She could not bring herself to speak a lie to him, not even a white lie! The night had been so full of horror and tragedy that she was beside herself. She wondered whether it were not, after all, a horrible dream.

Yet no! It was true. Ralph Ansell was dead. He had carried his secret with him to the grave, and she was free — free! She was really Lady Bracondale, the mother of Bracondales child!

She had been at the point of confessing. But no. Bracondale must know nothing.

You killed this man, Jean? her husband was saying in a low, intense voice. Why?

I — I — he attacked me, and I — —

She did not conclude her sentence.

Why, your neck is all black and blue! Bracondale said, noticing it for the first time.



He tried to strangle me, then he intended to shoot me, she said hysterically. We struggled — and — and it — it went off!

But who is he?

How can I tell? she asked frantically. I came in here unexpectedly, and saw him with my pearls in his hand. I — I demanded them back, but he refused. I threatened to shout and alarm the servants, but he sprang upon me and tried to strangle me!

Bracondale, for the first time, noticed that the morocco jewel-case stood open on the table.

He must have got them from your bedroom! he exclaimed; and then, his quick eye catching sight of the tinder of the burnt letter in the fender of the stove, he bent, picked it up, and remarked:

He seems to have also burnt something. I wonder what it was?

His lordship crossed the carpet and stood looking upon the dead face.

Who is he? Do you know, Jean? he inquired in a serious, intense tone.

I — I have no idea.

The police will establish his identity, no doubt. I will telephone for them, he said. But where are the pearls now?

In his pocket, I expect, she said.

Bracondale bent and hastily felt the outside of one of the dead mans pockets. But they were not there.

He felt the other, and, discovering them, drew out the beautiful string, and replaced it in its box.



An expert thief, I should say, from his dress, remarked Bracondale. He wears gloves, too — just as all modern burglars do.

He nearly strangled me, Jean declared weakly.

It was fortunate that the revolver went off during the struggle, or he might have killed you, dearest. Ah! you are a brave girl. The papers will, no doubt, be full of this!

Ah! no! she implored. Do not let us have any publicity. I — I hate to think that I have killed a man — even though he be an armed burglar.

But the law permits you to take life in self-defence, therefore do not trouble yourself over it. He would, no doubt, have killed you with little compunction, rather than forego carrying away his prize.

Yes — but — —

No, urged her husband kindly. Do not let us discuss it further. Come with me to your room. I will telephone to the police in Havre, and leave the rest to them. Come, dearest, you have had a terrible experience, and you must rest quietly now — and recover.

He linked his arms in hers tenderly, and conducted her slowly from the presence of that white, dead countenance she knew, alas! too well.

After taking her to her room and leaving her in the hands of Bates, her maid, he descended, and from the study telephoned to the Chef de la Sûreté at Havre.

Then, receiving a reply that three agents of police would at once be dispatched on cycles, he went upstairs to where she was seated in a big arm-chair, pale and trembling, still suffering from the shock.

It was only when they were again alone, and he took her in his strong arms, kissed her fondly upon the lips, and softly reassured her, that she could summon courage to speak.

You do love me, Jack? she asked with intense, eager eyes. You do really love me? Tell me.

Why, of course I do, dearest, he declared. Why do you ask? Have you not seen that I love you?

I — I — yes, I know. But I thought perhaps you — —

She hesitated. She was wondering if he suspected anything. But no. She was free! Adolphe, ever sympathetic and ever faithful to her interests, had saved her. Yet, poor fellow, he was only a thief!

She swallowed the big lump that arose in her throat, and then, throwing her long, white arms wildly about her husbands neck, she kissed him with a fierce, intense passion, bursting into tears — tears of joy.

True, she had told a white lie, but in the circumstances, could you, my reader, blame her?

THE END


The Four Faces (1914)
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CHAPTER I CURIOSITY IS AROUSED
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I CONFESS ID like to know somethin more about him.

Where did you run across him first?

I didnt run across him; he ran across me, and in rather a curious way. We live in Linden Gardens now, you know. Several of the houses there are almost exactly alike, and about a month ago, at a dinner party we were givin, a young man was shown in. His name was unknown to me, so I supposed that he must be some friend of my wifes. Then I saw that he was a stranger to her too, and then all at once he became very confused, inquired if he were in Sir Harry Dawsons houseSir Harry lives in the house next to oursand, findin he was not, apologized profusely for his mistake, and left hurriedly.

Anyone might make a mistake of that kind in some London houses, the second speaker said. What is he like? Is he a gentleman?

Oh, quite.

And for how long have you leased him your house in Cumberland Place?

Seven years, with option of renewal.

And you mean to say you know nothing about him?

I wont say nothin, but I know comparatively little about him. Houston and Prince, the house agents, assure me theyve made inquiries, and that he is a rich young man whose uncle amassed a large fortune in TasmaniaI didnt know fortunes were to be made in Tasmania, did you? The uncle died six months ago, Houston and Prince tell me, and Hugesson Gastrell has inherited everything he left. They say that they have ascertained that Gastrells parents died when he was quite a child, and that this uncle who has died has been his guardian ever since.

That sounds right enough. What more do you want to know?

It somehow seems to me very strange that I should have come to know this man, Gastrell, without introduction of any kindeven have become intimate with him. On the day after he had come to my house by accident, he called to fetch a pair of gloves which, in his confusion on the previous evenin, he had left in the hall. He asked if he might see me, and then he again apologized for the mistake he had made the night before. We stayed talkin for, I suppose, fully half an hourhes an excellent talker, and exceedingly well-informedand incidentally he mentioned that he was lookin for a house. From his description of what he wanted it at once struck me that my Cumberland Place house would be the very thing for himI simply cant afford to live there now, as you know, and for months I have been tryin to let it. I told him about it, and he asked if he might see it, andwell, the things done; he has it now, as I say, on a seven years lease.

Then why worry?

I am not worryinI never worrythe most foolish thing any man can do is to worry. All I say isI should like to know somethin more about the feller. He may be quite all rightI have not the least reason for supposin he isntbut my wife has taken a strong dislike to him. She says she mistrusts him. She has said so from the beginnin. After he had asked to see me that mornin, the mornin he called for his gloves, and we had talked about the house, I invited him to lunch and introduced him to my wife. Since then he has dined with us several times, andwell, my wife is most insistent about itshe declares she is sure he isnt what he seems to be, and she wanted me not to let him the house.

Women have wonderful intuition in reading characters.

I know they have, and thats why I feelwell, why I feel just the least bit uneasy. What has made me feel so to-day is that I have just heard from Sir Harry Dawson, who is on the Riviera, and he says that he doesnt know Hugesson Gastrell, has never heard of him. There, read his letter.

Seated in my club on a dull December afternoon, that was part of a conversation I overheard, which greatly interested me. It interested me because only a short time before I had, while staying in Geneva, become acquainted at the hotel with a man named Gastrell, and I wondered if he could be the same. From the remarks I had just heard I suspected that he must be, for the young man in Geneva had also been an individual of considerable personality, and a good conversationalist.

If I had been personally acquainted with either of the two speakers, who still stood with their backs to the fire and their hands under their coat-tails, talking now about some wonderful run with the Pytchley, I should have told him I believed I had met the individual they had just been discussing; but at Brookss it is not usual for members to talk to other members unintroduced. Therefore I remained sprawling in the big arm-chair, where I had been pretending to read a newspaper, hoping that something more would be said about Gastrell. Presently my patience was rewarded.

By the way, this feller Gastrell whos taken my house tells me hes fond of huntin, the first speakerwhom I knew to be Lord Easterton, a man said to have spent three small fortunes in trying to make a big oneremarked. Said somethin about huntin with the Belvoir or the Quorn. Shouldnt be surprised if he got put up for this club later.

Should you propose him if he asked you?

Certainly, provided I found out all about him. Hes a gentleman although he is an Australianhe told Houston and Prince he was born and educated in Melbourne, and went to his uncle in Tasmania immediately he left school; but he hasnt a scrap of that ugly Australian accent; in fact, he talks just like you or me or anybody else, and would pass for an Englishman anywhere.

Without a doubt that must be the man I had met, I reflected as the two speakers presently sauntered out of the room, talking again of hunting, one of the principal topics of conversation in Brookss. I, Michael Berrington, am a man of leisure, an idler I am ashamed to say, my parents having brought me up to be what is commonly and often so erroneously termed a gentleman, and left me, when they died, heir to a cosy little property in Northamptonshire, and with some £80,000 safely invested. As a result I spend many months of the year in travel, for I am a bachelor with no ties of any kind, and the more I travel and the more my mind expands, the more cosmopolitan I become and the more inclined I feel to kick against silly conventions such as this one at Brookss which prevented my addressing Lord Easterton or his friendmen I see in the club every day I am there, and who know me quite well by sight, though we only stare stonily at each otherand asking more about Gastrell.

So Lady Easterton had taken an instinctive dislike to this young man, Hugesson Gastrell, and openly told her husband that she mistrusted him. Now, that was curious, I reflected, for I had spoken to him several times while in Geneva, and though his personality had appealed to me, yet

Well, there was something about him that puzzled me, somethingI cannot define what it was, for it was more like a feeling or sensation which came over me while I was with hima feeling that he was not what he appeared to be, and that I saw, so to speak, only his outer surface.

Hullo, Michael!

The greeting cut my train of thought, and, screwing myself round in the big arm-chair, I looked up.

Why, Jack! I exclaimed, I had no idea you were in England. I thought you were bagging rhinoceroses and things in Nigeria or somewhere.

So I have been. Got back yesterday. Sorry I am back, to tell you the truth, and he glanced significantly towards the window. A fine, wetting drizzle was falling; dozens of umbrellas passed to and fro outside; the street lamps were lit, though it was barely three oclock, and in the room that we were in the electric lights were switched on. The sky was the colour of street mud, through which the sun, a huge, blood-red disc, strove to pierce the depressing murk of Londons winter atmosphere, thereby creating a lurid and dismal effect.

Jack Osborne is a man I rather like, in spite of the fact that his sole aim in life is to kill things. When he isnt shooting hippos and rhinos and bears and lions in out-of-the-way parts of the world, he is usually plastering pheasants in the home covers, or tramping the fields and moors where partridges and grouse abound.

Had a good time? I asked some moments later.

Ripping, he answered, quite ripping, and he went on to tell me the number of beasts he had slain, particulars about them and the way he had outwitted them. I managed to listen for ten minutes or so without yawning, and then suddenly he remarked:

I met a man on board ship, on the way home, who said he knew youfeller named Gastrell. Said he met you in Geneva, and liked you like anything. Struck me as rather a rum sortwhat? Couldnt quite make him out. Who is he and what is he? Whats he do?

I know as little about him as you do, I answered. I know him only slightlywe were staying at the same hotel in Geneva. I heard Lord Easterton, who was in here half an hour ago, saying he had let his house in Cumberland Place to a man named GastrellHugesson Gastrell. I wonder if it is the man I met in Geneva and that you say you met on board ship. When did you land?

Yesterday, at Southampton. Came by the Masonic from Capetown.

And where did Gastrell come from?

Capetown too. I didnt notice him until we were near the end of the voyage. He must have remained below a good deal, I think.

I paused, thinking.

In that case, I said, the Gastrell who has leased Eastertons house cant be the man you and I have met, because, from what Easterton said, he saw his man quite recently. Ah, here is Lord Easterton, I added, as the door opened and he re-entered. You know him, dont you?

Quite well, Jack Osborne answered, Dont you? Come, Ill introduce you, and then well clear this thing up.

It was not until Osborne and Lord Easterton had talked for some time about shooting in general, and about hippo and rhino and gator killing in particular, and I had been forced to listen to a repetition of incidents to do with the sport that Jack Osborne had obtained in Nigeria and elsewhere, that Jack presently said:

Berrington tells me, Easterton, he heard you say that you have let your house to a man named Gastrell, and we were wondering if he is the Gastrell we both knowa tall man of twenty-eight or so, with dark hair and very good-looking, queer kind of eyeswhat?

Oh, so you know him? Easterton exclaimed. Thats good. I want to find out who he is, where he comes from, in fact all about him. I have a reason for wanting to know.

He came from Capetown with melanded at Southampton yesterday, Osborne said quickly.

Capetown? Arrived yesterday? Oh, then yours must be a different man. Tell me what he is like.

Osborne gave a detailed description.

And at the side of his chin, he ended, hes got a little scar, sort of scar you see on German students faces, only quite smalldoesnt disfigure him a bit.

But this is extraordinary, Lord Easterton exclaimed. You have described my man to the lettereven to the scar. Can they be twins? Even twins, though, wouldnt have the same scar, the result probably of some accident. You say your man landed only yesterday?

Yes, we came off the ship together.

Then he was on board onlet me thinkten days or so ago?

Oh, yes.

Its most singular, this apparent likeness between the two men.

It isif they really are alike. When shall you see your man again? Osborne inquired.

I have this moment had a letter from him, Easterton answered. He asks me to lunch with him at the Café Royal to-morrow. Look here, Ill tell you what Ill doIll say Im engaged or somethin, and ask him to dine here one evenin. Then if you will both give me the pleasure of your company, we shall at once find out if your Gastrell and mine are the samethey cant be the same, of course, as your man was in the middle of the ocean on the day mine was here in London; I mean well find out if he has a twin brother.

Have you met his wife? Jack Osborne inquired carelessly, as he lit a long cigar.

Phew! Yes. I should say so. One of the most gloriously beautiful women I have ever seen in my life. She was on board with him, and I believe everybody on the ship was head over ears in love with her. I know I was.

Ah, that settles it, Easterton said. My man is a bachelor.

Osborne smiled in a curious way, and blew a cloud of smoke towards the ceiling without saying anything.

Why, what is it? Easterton asked, noticing the smile.

Oh, nothing. A little thought that crept into my brain, thats all.

Tell us what your Gastrells wife is like, Easterton pursued.

Like? What is she not like! Think of all the most lovely girls and women you have ever set eyes on, and roll them into one, and still you wont get the equal of Jasmine Gastrell. What is she like? By heaven, you might as well ask me to describe the taste of nectar!

Dark or fair?

Both.

Oh, nonsense.

It isnt nonsense, Easterton. She has the strangest eyesthey are really green, I suppose, but they look quite blue in some lights, and in other lights deep purple. They are the most extraordinary eyes I have ever seen; a woman with eyes like that must have tremendous intelligence and quite exceptional personality. Its useless for me to try to describe the rest of her face; its too lovely for anything.

And her hair? Easterton asked. Has she dark hair or fair?

Both.

Ah, Jack, stop rottin, Easterton exclaimed, laughing. What is the colour of the hair of this woman who has so set your heart on end?

It may be auburn; it may be chestnut-brown; it may be red for all I know, but I am hanged if I can say for certain which it is, or if its only one colour or all three shades. But whatever it is its perfectly lovely hair, and she has any amount of it. I wouldnt mind betting that when she lets it down it falls quite to her feet and hangs all round her like a cloak.

I should like to meet this goddess, Jack, Easterton said, his curiosity aroused. Though you are so wedded to hippos, and rhinos, and gators and things, you dont seem entirely to have lost your sense of appreciation of woman beautiful. Where are she and her husband staying?

Ive not the least idea.

Didnt they tell you their plans?

They said nothing whatever about themselves, though I tried once or twice to draw them out. In that respect they were extraordinarily reserved. In every other way they were delightfulespecially Mrs. Gastrell, though I was greatly attracted by Gastrell too, when I came to know him towards the end of the voyage.


CHAPTER II THE ANGEL FACES
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HUGESSON GASTRELL HAD accepted Lord Eastertons invitation to dine at the club, and the three men were seated near the fire as I entered, Easterton and Jack Osborne on one of the large settees, their visitor facing them in an arm-chair, with his back to me. I went towards them across the big room, apologizing for my unpunctuality, for I was nearly ten minutes late. To my surprise they remained silent; even Easterton did not rise, or greet me in any way. He looked strangely serious, and so did Jack, as a rule the cheeriest of mortals.

I am dreadfully sorry for being so late, I exclaimed, thinking that my unpunctuality must have given them offence. I was about to invent some elaborate excuse to account for my delay, when the man seated with his back to me suddenly rose, and, turning abruptly, faced me.

I recognized him at once. It was Gastrell, whom I had met at the Hotel Metropol in Geneva. As he stood there before me, with his back half turned to the light of the big bay window, there could be no mistaking him. Again I was struck by his remarkable appearancethe determined, clean-cut features, the straight, short nose, the broad forehead, the square-shaped chin denoting rigid strength of purpose. Once more I noticed the cleft in his chinit was quite deep. His thick hair was dark, with a slight kink in it behind the ears. But perhaps the strangest, most arresting thing about Gastrells face was his eyesdaring eyes of a bright, light blue, such as one sees in some Canadians, the bold, almost hard eyes of a man who is accustomed to gazing across far distances of sunlit snow, who habitually looks up into vast, pale blue skiesone might have imagined that his eyes had caught their shade. He wore upon his watch-chain a small gold medallion, a trinket which had attracted my attention before. It was about the size of a sovereign, and embossed upon it were several heads of chubby cupidsfour sweet little faces.

At first glance at him a woman might have said mentally, What nice eyes! At the second, she would probably have noticed a strange thingthe eyes were quite opaque; they seemed to stare rather than look at you, there was no depth whatever in them. Certainly there was no guessing at Gastrells character from his eyesyou could take it or leave it, as you pleased, for the eyes gave you no help. The glance was perfectly direct, bright and piercing, but there could be absolutely no telling if the man when speaking were lying to you or not. The hard, blue eyes never changed, never deepened, nor was there any emotion in them.

To sum up, the effect the mans personality produced was that of an extraordinarily strong character carving its way undaunted through every obstacle to its purpose; but whether the trend of that character were likely to lean to the side of truth and goodness, or to that of lying and villainy, there was no guessing.

All these points I observed againI say again, for they had struck me forcibly the first time I had met him in Genevaas he stood there facing me, his gaze riveted on mine. We must have stayed thus staring at each other for several moments before anybody spoke. Then it was Lord Easterton who broke the silence.

Well? he asked.

I glanced at him quickly, uncertain which of us he had addressed. After some instants pause he repeated:

Well?

Are you speaking to me? I asked quickly.

Of course, he replied, almost sharply. You dont seem to know each other after all.

Oh, but yes, I exclaimed, and I turned quickly to Gastrell, instinctively extending my hand to him as I did so. We met in Geneva.

He still stood looking at me, motionless. Then gradually an expression, partly of surprise, partly of amusement, crept into his eyes.

You mistake me for someone else, I am afraid, he said, and his voice was the voice of the man I had met in Genevathat I would have sworn to in any court of law, It is rather remarkable, he went on, his eyes still set on mine, that Mr. Osborne, to whom Lord Easterton has just introduced me, also thought he and I had met before.

But I am certain I did meet you, Osborne exclaimed in a curious tone, from where he sat. I am quite positive we were together on board the Masonic, unless you have a twin brother, and even then

He stopped, gazing literally open-mouthed at Hugesson Gastrell, while I, standing staring at the man, wondered if this were some curious dream from which I should presently awaken, for there could be no two questions about itthe man before me was the Gastrell I had met in Geneva and conversed with on one or two occasions for quite a long time. Beside, he wore the little medallion of the Four Faces.

Easterton looked ill at ease; so did Osborne; and certainly I felt considerably perturbed. It was unnatural, uncanny, this resemblance. And the resemblance as well as the name must, it would seem, be shared by three men at least. For here was Lord Eastertons friend, Hugesson Gastrell, whom Easterton had told us he had met frequently in London during the past month; here was Jack Osborne claiming to be acquainted with a man named Gastrell, whom he had met on his way home from Africa, and who, as he put it to us afterwards, was the dead facsimile of Eastertons guest; and here was I with a distinct recollection of a man called Gastrell whowell, the more I stared at Eastertons guest the more mystified I felt at this Hugesson Gastrells declaring that he was not my Geneva companion; indeed that we had never met before, and that he had never been in Geneva.

The dinner was not a great success. Gastrell talked at considerable length on all sorts of subjects, talked, too, in a most interesting and sometimes very amusing way; yet all the time the thought that was in Osbornes mind was in my mind alsoit was impossible, he was thinking, that this man seated at dinner with us could be other than the individual he had met on board ship; it was impossible, I was thinking, that this man seated at dinner with us could be other than the individual I had met in Geneva.

Easterton, a great talker in the club, was particularly silent. He too was puzzled; worse than thathe felt, I could see, anxious and uncomfortable. He had let his house to this manthe lease was already signedand now his tenant seemed to be, in some sense, a man of mystery.

We sat in the big room with the bay window, after dinner, until about half-past ten, when Gastrell said he must be going. During the whole time he had been with us he had kept us entertained by his interesting conversation, full of quaint reminiscences, and touched with flashes of humour.

I hope we shall see a great deal of each other when I am settled in Cumberland Place, he said, as he prepared to leave. The remark, though spoken to Easterton, had been addressed to us all, and we made some conventional reply in acknowledgment.

And if, later, I decide to join this club, he said presently, you wont mind proposing me, will you, Easterton?

I? Eroh, of course, not in the least! Easterton answered awkwardly, taken off his guard. But it will take you a good time to get in, you know, he added as an afterthought, hopeful that the prospect of delay might cause Gastrell to change his mind. Two, even three years, some men have to wait.

That wont matter, Gastrell said carelessly, as the hall porter helped him on with his coat. I can join some other club meanwhile, though I draw the line at pot-houses. Well, good night to you all, and you must all come to my house-warminga sort of reception Im going to give. I ought to be settled into the house in a month. And I hope, he added lightly, addressing Jack Osborne and myself, you wont run across any more of my doubles. I dont like the thought of being mistaken for other men!

The door of the taxi shut with a bang. In the hall, where the tape machines were busy, Osborne and I stood looking at each other thoughtfully. Presently Osborne spoke.

What do you make of it? he asked abruptly. I am as certain that is the fellow who was with me on board ship as I am that I am standing here.

And I am equally positive, I answered, hes the man I met in Geneva. Its impossible there could be two individuals so absolutely identicalI tell you its not possible.

Osborne paused for some moments, thinking.

Berrington, he said suddenly.

Yes? What? I asked, taken aback at his change of tone.

He took a step forward and laid his hand upon my shoulder.

Berrington, he repeatedand in his eyes there was a singular expressionI have an idea.

He turned to a page who was standing near.

Boy, he said sharply, what address did that gentleman who has just gone tell you to give to his driver?

He told the driver himself, sir, the boy answered, but I heard the address he gave, sir.

What was it?

Three forty, Maresfield Gardens, sir. Its near Swiss Cottageup Fitzjohns Avenue on the right.

Osborne turned to me quickly.

Come into this room, he said. There is something I want to ask you. The place is empty, and we shall not be disturbed.

When he had closed the door, and glanced about him to make sure that we were alone, he said in a low voice:

Look here, Mike, I tell you again, I have an idea: I wonder if you will fall in with it. I have watched that fellow Gastrell pretty closely all the evening; I am rather a good judge of men, you know, and I believe him to be an impostor of some kindI cant say just yet of what kind. Anyway, he is the man I met on the Masonic; he can deny it as much as he likeshe is. Either he is impersonating some other man, or some other man is impersonating him. Now listen. I am going to that address in Maresfield Gardens that he gave to his taxi-driver. I am going to find out if he lives there, or what he is doing there. What I want to know isWill you come with me?

Good heavens, Jack! I exclaimed, what an extraordinary thing to do. But what will you say when you get there? Supposing he does live thereor, for that matter, supposing he doesntwhat reason will you give for calling at the house?

Oh, Ill invent some reason quick enough, but I want someone to be with me. Will you come? Will you or wont you?

I glanced up at the clock. It wanted twenty minutes to eleven.

Do you mean now? Do you intend to go at this time of the night?

I intend to go at onceas fast as a taxi will take me there, he answered.

I paused, undecided. It seemed such a strange thing to do, under the circumstances; but then, as I knew, Jack Osborne had always been fond of doing strange things. Though a member of Brookss, he was unconventional in the extreme.

Yes, I will, I said, the originality of the idea suddenly appealing to me. In point of fact I, too, mistrusted this man Gastrell. Though he had looked me so straight in the eyes when, two hours before, he had calmly assured me that I was mistaken in believing him to be his namesake in Geneva, as he put it; still, as I say, I felt convinced he was the same man.

Good, Osborne answered in a tone of satisfaction. Come, we will start at once.

A strange feeling of repressed excitement obsessed me as our taxi passed up Bond Street, turned into Oxford Street, then to the right into Orchard Street, and sped thence by way of Baker Street past Lords cricket ground and up the Finchley Road. What would happen when we reached Maresfield Gardens? Would the door be opened by a stolid footman or by some frigid maidservant who would coldly inform us that Mr. Gastrell was not at home; or should we be shown in, and, if we were shown in, what excuse would Jack Osborne make for calling so late at night? I cannot say that I felt in the least anxious, however, for Osborne is a man who has knocked about the world and seen many queer sides of life, and who never, under any circumstances, is at a loss how to act.

I glanced at my watch as our taxi turned into Maresfield Gardens. It was ten minutes past eleven. At the house indicated half-way up the hill the taxi suddenly pulled up.

Osborne got out and pressed the electric bell-push. As I looked up at the windows, I noticed that nowhere was any light visible. Nor was there a light in the ground-floor windows.

I believe everybody is in bed, I said to him, when the bell remained unanswered. Without replying, he pressed the push again, and kept his finger on it.

Still no one came.

Wed better call to-morrow, I suggested, when he had rung a third time with the same result.

The words had hardly left my lips, when we heard the door-chain rattle. Then the bolts were pulled back, and a moment later the door was carefully drawn open to the length of its chain.

Inside all was darkness, nor was anybody visible.

What do you want? a womans voice inquired.

The voice had a most pleasant timbre; also the speaker was obviously a lady. She did not sound in the least alarmed, but there was a note of surprise in the tone.

Has Mr. Gastrell come home yet? Osborne asked.

Not yet. Do you want to see him?

Yes. He dined at Brookss Club this evening with Lord Easterton. Soon after he had left, a purse was found, and, as nobody in the club claimed it, I concluded that it must be his, so I have brought it back.

That is really very good of you, Mr. Osborne, the hidden speaker answered. If you will wait a moment I will let you in. Are you alone?

No, I have a friend with me. But who are you? How do you know my name?

There was no answer. The door was shut quietly. Then we heard the sound of the chain being removed.

By the time Jack Osborne had paid our driver, and dismissed the taxi, the door had been opened sufficiently wide to admit us. We entered, and at once the door was shut.

We were now in inky blackness.

Wont you switch on the light? Osborne asked, when a minute or so had elapsed, and we remained in total darkness.

Nobody answered, and we waited, wondering. Fully another minute passed, and still we stood there.

I felt Osborne touch me. Then, coming close to me, he whispered in my ear:

Strike a match, Mike; I havent one.

I felt in my pockets. I had not one either. I was about to tell him so when something clicked behind us, and the hall was flooded with light.

Never before had I beheld, and I doubt if I shall ever behold again, a woman as lovely as the tall, graceful being upon whom our eyes rested at that instant. In height quite five foot nine, as she stood there beneath the glow of the electrolier in the luxurious hall, in her dinner dress, the snowy slope of the shoulders and the deep, curved breast, strong, yet all so softly, delicately rounded, gleamed like rosy alabaster in the reflection from the red-shaded light above her.

Our eyes wandered from exquisite figure to exquisite faceand there was no sense of disappointment. For the face was as nearly perfect as a womans may be upon this earth of imperfections. The uplift of the brow, the curve of the cheek to the rounded chin, the noble sweep of delicate, dark eyebrows were extraordinarily beautiful. Her hair was a net for the sunlight, its colour that of a new chestnut in the spring when the sun shines hotly upon it, making it glow and shimmer and glisten with red and yellow and deepest browns. Now it was drawn about her head in shining twists, and across the front and rather low down on the brow was a slim and delicate wreath of roses and foliage in very small diamonds beautifully set in platinum. The gleam of the diamonds against the red-brown of the wonderful hair was an effect impossible to describeyet one felt that the hair would have been the same miracle without it.

Mrs. Gastrell! Why, I didnt recognize your voice, I had heard Osborne exclaim in a tone of amazement just after the light had been turned on. but my attention had been so centred upon the Vision standing there before us that I had hardly noticed the remark, or the emphasis with which it was uttered. I suppose half a minute must have passed before anybody spoke again, and then it was the woman who broke the silence.

Will you show me the purse? she asked, holding out her hand for it and addressing Osborne.

On the instant he produced his own and gave it to her. She glanced at it, then handed it back.

It is not his, she said quietly. Her gaze rested steadily upon Osbornes face for some moments, then she said:

How exceedingly kind of you to come all this way, and in the middle of the night, just to find out if a purse picked up at your club happens to belong to the guest of a friend of yours.

In her low, soft voice there was a touch of irony, almost of mockery. Looking at her now, I felt puzzled. Was she what she appeared to be, or was this amazing beauty of hers a cloak, a weapon if you will, perhaps the most dangerous weapon of a clever, scheming woman? Easterton had told us that Gastrell was a bachelor. Gastrell had declared that he had never before met either Jack Osborne or myself. Yet here at the address that Gastrell had given to the taxi-driver was the very woman the man calling himself Gastrell, with whom Osborne had returned from Africa, had passed off as his wife.

My husband isnt in at present, she said calmly, a moment later, but I expect him back at any minute. Wont you come in and wait for him?

Before either of us could answer she had walked across the hall, unlocked and opened a door, and switched on the light in the room.

Mechanically we followed her. As we entered, a strange, heavy perfume of some subtle Eastern scent struck my nostrilsI had noticed it in the hall, but in this room it was pungent, oppressive, even overpowering. The apartment, I noticed, was luxuriously furnished. What chiefly attracted my attention, however, were the pictures on the walls. Beautifully executed, the subjects were, to say the least, peculiar. The fire in the grate still burned brightly. Upon a table were two syphons in silver stands, also decanters containing spirits, and several tumblers. Some of the tumblers had been used. As I sank, some moments later, into an easy chair, I felt that its leather-covered arms were warm, as if someone had just vacated it.

And yet the door of this room had been locked. Also, when we had arrived, no light had been visible in any of the windows of the house, and the front door had been chained and bolted.

Make yourselves quite at home, our beautiful hostess said, and, as she spoke, she placed a box of cigars, newly opened, upon the table at my elbow. I am sorry, she added, that I must leave you now.

There was a curious expression in her eyes as she smiled down at us, an expression that later I came to know too well. Then, turning, she swept gracefully out of the room, closing the door behind her.

I looked across at Osborne. For some moments neither of us spoke. The mysterious house was still as death.

Well, Jack, I said lightly, though somehow I felt uneasy, what do you make of it, old man?

It is just as I thought, he answered, taking a cigar out of the box and beginning to trim it.

How do you meanjust as you thought? I asked, puzzled.

Gastrell is an impostor, andand that isnt his wife.

He did not speak again for some moments, being busily occupied in lighting his long cigar. Presently he leaned back, then blew a great cloud of smoke towards the ceiling.

Suddenly we heard a click, like the wooden lid of a box suddenly shut.

Hullo! he exclaimed suddenly, whats that?

Whats what?

Why! Look! he gasped.

His gaze was set upon something in the shadow of a small table in a corner of the roomsomething on the floor. In silence, now, we both stood staring at it, for Osborne had risen suddenly. Slowly it moved. It was gradually gliding along the floor, with a sound like paper being pushed along a carpet. Whence it came, where it began and where it ended, we could not see, for the shadow it was in was very deep. Nor was its colour in the least discernible.

All we could make out was that some long, sinuous, apparently endless Thing was passing along the room, close to the wall farthest from us, coming from under the sofa and disappearing beneath the table.

All at once Osborne sprang towards me with an exclamation of alarm, and I felt his grip tighten upon my arm.

Good God! he cried.

An instant later a broad, flat head slowly reared itself from beneath the red table-cover which hung down almost to the floor, rose higher and higher until the black, beady, merciless eyes were set upon mine, and in that brief instant of supreme suspense my attention became riveted on the strange, slate-grey mark between and just behind the reptiles cruel eyes. Then, as its head suddenly shot back, Osborne dashed towards the door.

Once, twice, three times he pulled frantically at the handle with all his force.

Good God! Berrington, he cried, his face blanched to the lips, were locked in!

Almost as he spoke, the serpent with head extended swept forward towards us, along the floor.

I held my breath. Escape from its venomous fangs was impossible.

We had been trapped!


CHAPTER III A HAMPSTEAD MYSTERY
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WITH A SHRIEK of alarm I leapt to the further side of the table which stood in the middle of the room, and at that moment hurried footsteps became audible.

Our wild shouts for help had evidently been heard, for someone was hurrying down the bare oak stairs into the hall.

Hang this confounded lockit catches! we heard a voice exclaim as the handle turned. Then an instant later the door was flung open, and Gastrell stood before us.

I am dreadfully sorry, you fellows, he said apologetically, that you should have been alarmed in this way, because I can assure you that my tame cobra, Maharaja, is quite harmlesslook at him now, and we saw that the horrid reptile had swung round the instant its master had entered, and was sliding towards his feet. Hes a pet of mineI brought him home with me, and he follows me like a dogno, you neednt be in the least nervous, he added quickly, seeing that I instinctively edged away as the reptile passed. Im awfully sorry to have kept you waiting. I must apologize, too, for that confounded doorI myself got locked in here the other day. My wife told you I was out, but I was not. I came in by the side door, and she didnt know I was back, because I went straight upstairs. If youll wait a moment Ill take our friend Maharaja out.

He left the room, and the snake slid rapidly along the floor after him, almost, as he had said, like a dog following his steps.

A nice cheerful pet to keep, I remarked, annoyed at my experience; but at that moment the mysterious Gastrell bustled in alone.

So sorry, he said, and, after thanking us for coming out so far to ascertain if he had lost his purse, he pulled up a chair, seated himself between us, lit a big cigar, and helped us to whiskey from a silver tantalus.

You had better add the soda yourselves, he said. And now there is something I want to say to you both. You must have been surprised at my declaring so emphatically this evening that I had not met either of you beforeeh?

I can answer for myself, Osborne exclaimed quickly. Are you going to admit, after all, that you were on the Masonic?

Of course! Who else could it have been? Any more, he added, addressing me, than it could have been someone other than me whom you met in Geneva?

Then why did you deny it? Osborne said rather irritably, looking hard at him with an expression of disapproval and mistrust, while my eyes wandered to that little gold medallion upon his chain.

Because I had to,that is, it was expedient that I should, was his reply. I have a reason for not wanting it to be generally known that I am married,least of all did I want Easterton, whose house I have just leased, to know me to be a married man; indeed, I told him some weeks ago that I was a bachelorI had to, for reasons which I cant reveal at present.

He stopped speaking, and we watched him narrowly.

Still, I remarked, I dont see how you could have been on board ship in the middle of the ocean, and at the same time in London.

I didnt say I was. I wasnt. I was in London a fortnight ago, and spent some hours with Lord Easterton. On the same day I sailed for Madeira, where I joined my wife on the homeward-bound Masonic. Think, Mr. Osborne, he ended, his curious gaze set on my companions face, think when we first met on board. It was not before the ship reached Madeira, surely.

Jack Osborne reflected.

By Jove, no! he suddenly exclaimed. How odd I should all along have thought you had embarked at Capetown with the rest of us. But Mrs. Gastrell came from the Cape, surely?

She did, and the name Mr. Gastrell was also in the passenger list, because a cousin of mine should have been on board. At the eleventh hour he was prevented from sailing, and it was upon receipt of a cable from him that I decided to catch the next boat to the Canaries and there meet my wife.

I admit that, as he paused, I felt rather small; and I believe Osborne felt the same. We had driven from the club right out here to Swiss Cottage, and on the way we had conjured up in our imaginations all sorts of mysterious happenings, even possible intrigues; and now the whole affair proved to have been quite ordinary, with a few commonplace incidents to relieve its monotonynotably the incident of the giant cobra.

True, there was the mystery of the locked door. But then, had it really been locked? I had not myself tried to open it, and now as I thought about it, it seemed to me quite possible that Jack Osborne might, in the excitement of the moment, have failed to turn the handle sufficiently, and so have believed that the door was locked when it was not. Again we had Gastrells assurance that he had found himself locked in one day. As for his declaration to Easterton that he was not the Gastrell whom Osborne had met on the Masonic, it was clear now that he had some secret reason for wishing to pass in London as a bachelor, and as Osborne had told Easterton that the Gastrell on the Masonic had told him that he had met me in Geneva, naturally Gastrell had been drivenin order to conceal his identityto maintain that he had never before met me either.

Our host insisted upon our taking another of his very excellent cigars before we left,it was close upon one oclock when we rose to go. He rang up a taxi for us, helped us on with our coats, accompanied us to the door, and shook hands with each of us most cordially.

What do you make of it, Michael? Osborne asked, when we had remained silent in the swift-travelling taxi for five minutes or more, and were approaching Marlboro Road Station.

Nothing, I answered bluntly. I dont know what to make of it.

Suspect anything?

Yesand no.

Thats just how I feel, and yet

Well?

I mistrust him. I dont know why, but I do. I mistrust them both. Theres something queer happening in that house. I am certain there is.

You cant be certain, as you dont know.

My suspicions are so strong that they amount to convictions.

So I think, too. And those dirty tumblers on the tray, and the hot arm-chair I sat down inJack, I believe there were a lot of people in that house, hidden away somewhere, all the time we were there. I believe Gastrell admitted his identity only because he was obliged to. Our calling like that, so unexpectedly, and being admitted by his wifeif she is his wifedisconcerted him and took him unawares. I cant think why she admitted usespecially I cant think why she kept us so long in the dark in the hall before she switched on the light. By Jove! What a stunning woman!

She isbut crafty. I thought that when I met her on board ship. And those eyes of hers. Phew! They seem to read right into ones soul, and discover ones secret thoughts. He stopped for an instant, then added, meditatively, I wonder what makes Gastrell keep that horrible cobra as a pet.

I yawned, and we relapsed into silence. Then gradually my thoughts drifteddrifted away from London, far from crowds and hustle, the rumble of motor buses and the hootings and squawkings of ears, to a peaceful, rural solitude.

I was in Berkshire. Down in the picturesque valley into which I gazed from the summit of a wooded slope stood a Manor house, ivy-grown, old, very beautiful Facing it an enormous plateau, hewn out of the Down, had been converted to various usesthere were gardens, shrubberies, tennis lawns. Lower came terrace after terrace of smoothly mown grass, each with its little path and borders of shrubs, interspersed with the finest Wellingtonias in the county, tapering gracefully to heaven, copper-beeches and grand oaks.

The house itself was very long and low, its frontage white, mellowed with age, and broken up by old-fashioned, latticed windows which gleamed blue and grey in the translucent, frosted air. The roof of the Manor boasted a mass of beautiful red-brown gables, many half hidden from sight by the wealth of ivy; last summer also by a veritable tangle of Virginia creeper and crimson rambler, now sleeping their winter sleep.

My thoughts wandered on. They travelled with extraordinary rapidity, as thought does, picture after picture rising into the vision of my imagination like the scenes in a kaleidoscopic cinema.

Now I was seated in the old Manor. I could see the room distinctly. It was a small boudoir or ante-room opening into the large drawing-rooma cosy, homely place, its low, latticed windows, divided into four, opening outwards on to garden and terraces, its broad, inviting window-seat comfortably cushioned. Nearly all the furniture was quite old, dark oak, elaborately carvedwriting-table, high-backed chairs, an old French armoury in the corner; but near the hearth there were two or three deep, modern armchairs of peculiarly restful character, covered with exquisite flowered chintzes.

This vision deepened. I started. The door of the quiet room had suddenly opened, and, humming a gay little French air, a young girl had enteredfresh, exquisite, like a breath of early Springtime itself in the midst of Winter. With her deep eyes, so soft and brown, her skin of a healthy olive pallor, the cheeks just flushed with crimson, and her nimbus of light brown hair through which the golden threads strayed so charmingly, she made a perfect picture standing there in her long gown of sapphire-blue velvet.

The soft contours of her young face were outlined against a tall screen embroidered gorgeously with silken peacocks, before which she stopped to lay down upon a small table the sheaf of red and brown and golden chrysanthemums which she carried in her arms.

My pulses throbbed as they always did in her presence, or when, indeed, she so much as crossed my daydreams, as at this moment. For this girl was Dulcie Challonerthe woman who was fast becoming the one woman in the world to me, and thus had I seen her enter that very room when last I had spent a week-end at Holt Manor, four miles from the little village of Holt Staceyand that happened to have been only three weeks from the present moment.

The taxi stopped abruptly, shattering my dreams. We had reached the club. Some letters were awaiting me. My spirits rose as I recognized the handwriting on one of them.

Dulcie wrote to say that her father hoped, if I were not already booked, I would spend Christmas with them.

I was already booked. I had accepted an invitation a month before to dine on Christmas Day with an hysterical aunt from whom I had expectations. Well, the expectations must take their chance. Then and there I sat down and wrote a long letter to Dulcie saying what joy the contents of her letter had given me, and a brief line to my aunt explaining that unavoidable circumstances had arisen which necessitated my cancelling my promise to come to her, much as I regretted doing so.

Snow was falling slowly and persistently, as it had done all the afternoon, when, about ten days later, I arrived at the little station of Holt Stacey, the nearest to Holt Manor. The motor brougham awaited my rather late train, and I was quickly installed among the fur rugs in its cosy interior and being whirled along the silent whiteness of the narrow lanes between the station and my destination. The weather was very cold, and I saw through the windows of the car that every branch and twig had its thick covering of pure white snow, while the thatched roofs of the tiny cottages we passed were heavily laden. By four oclock in the afternoon most of the cottage windows were lit up, and the glow of the oil lamps shining through tiny panes on to the gleaming carpet of snow without, produced a most picturesque effect.

Now we were purring up the hilly drive; then rounding the sweep to the hall door. The man did not have to ring. Before he could get off the box I heard heavy footsteps leaping down the stairs three at a time and flying across the hall. The door was flung open, and a wild war-whoop from Dick announced my arrival to whoever cared to know of it.

Good old sport! shouted Dick, snatching the travelling-rug from my arm, after telling the footman behind him to take Mr. Berringtons things to the green room in the west wing, and almost pushing me into the hall. Good old sport! Youre awfully late. Weve all done tea.

I told him we had been quite half an hour after the scheduled time in starting from Paddington, and that the crowds had been enormous.

Just what I told Dulcie, he exclaimed. You dont want to see her, I suppose? What a beastly long time it seems since you were here! Three weeks, isnt it, since I was home, ill?

In vain I endeavoured to quiet Dicks ringing voice as a girlish, lithe figure appeared between the curtains which divided the stairs from the hall, a figure clad in soft rosy silk with a little lacy tea-jacket over it, and with golden-brown hair waving naturally about a broad, white forehead, with starry brown eyes full of welcome. Taking my hand in hers quietly for an instant, Dulcie asked me what sort of journey I had had, and presently led me across the hall to the drawing-room.

You will like to see father, she said. He and Aunt Hannah are in the drawing-room; theyve looked forward so much to your coming.

With a heart beating faster than usual I followed Dulcie. Her father I was always glad to see, and we were exceedingly good friends, having much in common. Of a good old county family, Sir Roland Challoner had succeeded late in life to the title on the sudden death in the hunting field of his father, Sir Nelson Challoner.

Dulcies mother had died just after the birth of Dick, and Sir Roland had tried to make up the loss to Dulcie by getting his only and elderly sister HannahAunt Hannah as she was inevitably called by all who stayed at Holt Manor, and in fact by everybody who had seen her more than twiceto come and live with him. And there at Holt she had, in her eccentric way, ever since superintended domestic arrangements and mothered his beautiful little girl and her only brother, by this time an obstreperous boy of fourteen, at Eton and on his way to Oxford.

Aunt Hannah was, as Dulcie expressed it, rather a dear, quaint thing. But she was more than that, I thought. She had such a pungent wit, her sayings were at times so downrightnot to say acridthat many stood in terror of her and positively dreaded her quick tongue. I rather liked Aunt Hannah myself, perhaps because, by the greatest of good luck, I happened not to have done anything so far to incur her displeasure, which she was never backward in expressing forcibly, or, as Dick the schoolboy brother put it, in no measured terms. Still, as it is the unexpected that always happens, I knew there might yet come a day when I should be called upon to break a lance with Aunt Hannah, and I must say I devoutly hoped that in the event of so deplorable an occurrence, heaven would vouchsafe me the victory. Steeped in intrigue up to her old ears, Aunt Hannah had, I believed, several times laid deep plans touching her nieces futureplans mysterious to the last degree, which seemed to afford her the liveliest satisfaction. None of these schemes, however, had succeeded up to the present, for Dulcie seemed with delightful inconsistence consistently to turn down the admirable suitors whom Aunt Hannah metaphorically dangled before her eyes. Yet so cleverly did she do this that, in some wondrous way known only to herself, she continued to retain them all in the capacity of firm friends, and apparently no hearts were ever permanently bruised.

As I say, I quite liked Aunt Hannah, and she had afforded me a good deal of innocent amusement during my not infrequent visits at Holt Manor. Certainly on these occasions I had managed to adopt, if not actually a brotherly, at any rate an almost brotherly demeanour towards Dulcie whenever the sharp-eyed old lady chanced to be in the vicinity. As a result, after much careful chaperonage, and even astute watching, of my manner towards her niece, Aunt Hannah had slacked off delightfully, evidently regarding me as one of those stolid and casual nonentities who, from lack of much interest in anything can safely be trusted anywhere and under the most trying circumstances.

Here is a telegram for you, Mike, Dulcie said to me one morning, when I had been several days at Holt and the slow routine of life was beginning to reassert itself in the sleepy village after the excitement created by Christmas. The sight of the envelope she handed to me sent my thoughts back to London, the very existence of which I seemed to have entirely forgotten during the past delightful days in this happy, peaceful spot. My gaze was riveted upon Dulcie, standing there before me, straight and slim in her dark violet breakfast gown, with its ruffles of old lace at neck and wrists, the warm light from the fire turning her fluffy brown hair to gold, as I mechanically tore open the envelope, then pulled the telegram out.

You dont seem in a hurry to read it, she exclaimed lightly, as I sat there looking at her still, the telegram open in my hands.

I glanced down. It was from Osborne, and ran:

Read report to-days papers about Maresfield Gardens fire. Write me what you think about it.

JACK OSBORNE.

I read it through again, then looked up at Dulcie, who still stood there before me.

Have the papers come? I asked.

She glanced up at the clock.

They wont be here just yet, she answered. We dont get them before midday, you know, and during these days they havent arrived until lunch time, owing to Christmas.

You can read it if you like, I said, handing her the telegram, for I had seen her glance at it inquisitively. It will interest you enormously.

She made a little grimace when she had read it.

Interest me enormously, she said contemptuously, crumpling up the paper and tossing it into the grate. For some moments she did not speak.

What fire was there at Maresfield Gardens? she inquired suddenly, and why does he ask you what you think about it?

Ah, so it does interest you a little, I exclaimed, taking hold of her hand and drawing her towards me, for as she stood there looking down at me she seemed somehow to magnetize me. Sit by me, here, and Ill tell you.

I told her of the conversation at the club, of Lord Eastertons dinner, of Osbornes queer suggestion, of our visit to the house at Maresfield Gardens in the middle of the night, of our being admitted by the strange woman, including, of course, the incident of the serpent.

When I had finished, she looked at me seriously for some moments without speaking.

I dont think I like that adventure, she said at last.

For a moment she paused.

Dont go to that house again, Mike, she suddenly exclaimed. Promise me you wont.

I was deliberating what reply I should make to this request, though I did not think it likely I should want to go to the house again, when our attention was distracted by the footman entering with the morning paperswe were sitting in the big hall, before the fire of blazing logs.

Dulcie sprang up and snatched the papers from the man, and Dick, bouncing in at that instant, exclaimed with mock solemnity:

Oh fie! Thou shalt not snatch, Dulcie, you are no lady.

Thank heaven for that, she retorted quickly, then began to tantalize me by holding the papers just beyond my reach.

At last she gave me two, and Dick one, opened one herself, and sat upon the rest. They made quite a pile, for Sir Roland was one of those broad-minded men who like to read both sides on questions of any importance.

I soon found the report I sought. It occupied a prominent position, and was headed:

HAMPSTEAD FIRE MYSTERY BODY FOUND STABBED POLICE PUZZLED

The disastrous fire at Number 340 Maresfield Gardens, on Christmas Eve, has given rise to an interesting sequel.

I had not been aware that a fire had occurred there, and I read on:

It was confidently hoped that no lives had been lost, but about midday yesterday the charred body of a woman was discovered among the débris.

Upon careful examination it was ascertained beyond doubt that the body had been several times stabbed, apparently with some sharp weapon or instrument. All the wounds were in the breast, and it is stated that any one of them might have caused death.

The police are instituting searching inquiries, and a sensational announcement will most likely be made shortly. The origin of the conflagration remains a mystery. Apparently nobody occupied the house when the fire broke out, the sub-tenants, whose identity is veiled in obscurity, having left some days previously.

Have you read the account in your paper? I asked, turning to Dulcie as I put mine down.

Yes, she answered, I have just finished it. Isnt it terrible?

I have a theory, a boys voice exclaimed suddenly. Dick, seated on the floor, tossed aside the newspaper I had thrown to him.

That woman whose body has been found may have been stabbed, but I believe that big cobra had something to do with her death. I dont know why I think that, but I do. Its instinct, I suppose. Michael, I believe you were spoofed by that man Gastrell, whoever he isabsolutely spoofed.

Good heavens, Dick! I exclaimed in dismay, how do you come to know what I have just told to Dulcie in confidence?

Oh, ask me another, old sport! he cried out, and burst into laughter. If you will exchange confidencesisnt that the phrase?with Dulcie, and be so engrossed that you dont notice me in the roomwell, what can you expect?


CHAPTER IV IN FULL CRY
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RIDING TO HOUNDS is one of the few forms of sport which appeal to me, and I should like it better still if no fox or other creature were tortured.

On that point Dulcie and I had long been agreed; it was one of many questions upon which we saw eye to eye, for on some subjects our views differed.

It seems to me grotesque, I remember her saying to me once, that we English should hold up our hands in horror at the thought of bull-fights, while so many of us take pleasure in the hateful business of the kill in fox-hunting.

In reply I had explained to her that the art of diplomacy lies in seeing the beam in the other mans eye and drawing attention to it, while blinding oneself to the mote in ones own, and if possible convincing the other man that the mote does not exist. Dulcie, however, had her full share of intelligence, with the result that, in modern slang, she wasnt taking any.

In that case, she had retorted, you should feel thankful that you are not a diplomat, Mike. You have your points, but tact and logic are not among them, you know!

Sir Roland always mounted me when I stayed at Holt Manor in the hunting season, and already I had enjoyed two capital days sport. Pressed to do soand it had not needed great persuasioninstead of returning to town on the second Saturday after Christmas, I had stayed over the Sunday, for on the Monday hounds were to meet at the Manor House. All the other guests, with the exception of two cousins of Sir Rolands, had left on the Saturday, so that we were a family party to all intents; in secret I was determined that before the dawn of spring I should be a member of the family in reality.

Mounted on a well-shaped chestnut three parts thoroughbred, Dulcie had never, I thought, looked so wholly captivating as she did on that Monday morning; I overtook her, I remember, while the chattering cavalcade trotted from the meet at Holt Manor to the first cover to be drawn.

The first cover proved to be tenantless. So did a small, thickly underwooded copse. So did a stretch of bracken. So did a large pine wood some miles from Holt Manor, which was usually a sure find.

You may say what you like, Dulcie exclaimed as the notes of the huntsmans horn warned us that the pack was once more being blown out of cover, I maintain still that a drag hunt has advantages over a fox huntyour red herring or your sack of aniseed rags never disappoint you, and you are bound to get a run.

As we turned out of the lane into a broad meadow, then broke into a hand canter across the soft, springy turf, to take up our position at a point where we could easily slip forward if hounds should find, I told Dulcie jokingly that if her father preserved foxes as carefully as he always said he did, these covers on his estate would not have been drawn blank.

She turned her head sharply.

Father always says, she exclaimed, that

But what he always said I never heard, for at that instant a piercing Tally-ho! rent the air, and, looking up, we saw a long, yellow, lean-bodied fox which apparently had jumped up within a hundred yards of the pack, lolloping unconcernedly towards a hedge near by. He reached the fence, paused, cast a single glance behind him at the fifteen or so couple of relentless four-footed pursuers, then popped calmly through a gap in the fence, and disappeared.

A few moments later hounds had settled to the line, and were streaming out across the broad, undulating pasture which spread away before us in the distance, cut here and there by thorn fences, a winding stream marked by pollards, and several post-and-rails. From all directions came the field, galloping at top speed for the only gate in the thick hedge, fifty yards ahead of us, crowding and jostling one another in their anxiety to get through. Six or eight horsemen had cleared the fence at the few places where it was jumpable. Others were preparing to follow them. The music of the flying pack grew less distinct.

Come along, Mike! Dulcie called to me, turning her horse abruptly in the direction of the hedge, we shall get left if we hang about here.

She was thirty yards from the hedge nowtwentyten. Timing his stroke to a nicety her horse rose. An instant later he had cleared the fence, with a foot or more to spare. I followed, and almost as my mare landed I saw Dulcie lower her head and cast a backward glance.

Now we were sailing side by side over the broad, undulating pastures which form a feature of that part of Berkshire. A hundred yards ahead of us the pack tore ever onward, their sterns and noses mostly to the ground, their music rising at intervalsa confused medley of sound in various cadences, above which a single, deep, bell-like note seemed ever prominent, insistent.

Thats Merry Boy, Dulcie exclaimed as she began to steady her mounta stiff post-and-rails was fifty yards in front of us. I know his voice well. Dan always declares that Merry Boy couldnt blunder if he triedI knew Dan to be the huntsman.

On and on the pack swept, now heading apparently for a cover of dark pines visible upon a hill to the left of us, away against the skyline. In front of us and to right and left horses were clearing fences, which here were very numerous, some jumping well and freely, some blundering, some pecking on landing, a few falling. Yet, considering the size of the field, there was very little grief.

Who is the girl in the brown habit? I asked Dulcie, soon after we had negotiated a rather high-banked brook. I had noticed this girl in the brown habit almost from the beginning of the runtall, graceful, a finished horsewoman, mounted on a black thoroughbred, and apparently unaccompanied, even by a groom.

That? Dulcie exclaimed, bringing her horse a little nearer, so that she need not speak too loud. Oh, she is something of a mystery. She is a widow, though she cant be more than twenty-four or five. She lives at the Rook Hotel, in Newbury, and has three horses stabled there. She must have been there a couple of months, now. A few people have called upon her, including my father and Aunt Hannah, but nobody seems to know anything about her, who she is or was, or where she comes from. Doesnt she ride well? I like her, though as yet I hardly know her. Shes so pretty, too, and has such a nice voice. Ill introduce you, if you like, if I get a chance later.

I remembered that this widow in the brown habit had been one of the first to arrive at the meet, but she had not dismounted. Dulcie also told me that she had dined at Holt once, and evinced great interest in the house. She had brought with her an old volume containing pictures of the place as it was in some early century, a book Sir Roland had never seen before, and that he had read with avidity, for everything to do with the past history of his house appealed to him. Mrs. Stapleton had ended by making him a present of the book, and before she had left, that night Sir Roland had shown her over the whole house, pointing out the priests hiding-holea curious chamber which fifty years before had come to light while repairs were being made in the great hall chimneyalso a secret door which led apparently nowhere.

I think my father was greatly attracted by her, Dulcie said, and I am not surprised. I think she is quite lovely, though in such a curious, irregular way; but besides that there is something awfully taking about her. She doesnt, however, seem to go down very well with the people about here; but then you know what county society is. She seems to have hardly any friends, and to live an almost solitary life.

Though I had spared her as much as I could, and though I ride barely ten stone seven, my mare was beginning to sob. Unbuttoning my coat and pulling out my watch as we still galloped along, I found that hounds had been running close on forty minutes without a moments check.

Dulcie, I said, coming up alongside her again, my mare is nearly beat. Have you a second horse out?

She told me she had notthat my mount would have been her second horse had she been out alone.

Look, she exclaimed suddenly, they have turned sharp to the right. Oh, I hope they wont kill! I feel miserable when they kill, especially when the fox has shown us such good sport.

I answered something about hounds deserving blood: about the way the farmers grumbled when foxes were not killed, and so on; but, woman-like, she stuck to her point and would listen to no argument.

I hope theyll lose him in that cover just ahead, she exclaimed. Hounds may deserve blood, but such a good fox as this deserves to get away, while as for the farmerswell, let them grumble!

Half a minute later the pack disappeared into the dense pine wood. Then suddenly there was silence, all but the sound of horses galloping still; of horses blowing, panting, sobbing. From all directions they seemed to come.

Whoo-whoop!

The scream, issuing from the depths of the wood, rent the air. An instant later it came again:

Whoo-whoo-whoop!

There was a sound of cracking twigs, of a heavy body forcing its way through undergrowth, and the first whip crashed out of the cover, his horse stumbling as he landed, but recovering himself cleverly.

Have they killed? several voices called.

No, worse luckgone to ground, the hunt servant answered, and Dulcie, close beside me, exclaimed in a tone of exultation:

Oh, good!

I had dismounted, loosened my mares girths, and turned her nose to the light breeze. Sweat was pouring off her, and she was still blowing hard.

Shall I unmount you, Dulcie? I asked.

She nodded, and presently she stood beside me while I attended to her horse.

Ah, Mrs. Stapleton! I heard her exclaim suddenly.

I had loosened the girths of Dulcies horse, and now I looked up.

Seated upon a black thoroughbred, an exceedingly beautiful young woman gazed down with flushed face and shining eyes.

It was a rather strange face, all things considered. The features were irregular, yet small and refined. The eyes were bright and brownat least not exactly brown; rather they were the colour of a brilliant red-brown wallflower, and large and full of expression. Her skin, though extremely clear, was slightly freckled.

Dulcie had exchanged a few remarks with her. Now she turned to me.

Mike, she said, I want to introduce you to Mrs. Stapleton. Mrs. Stapleton, do you know Mr. Berrington?

The beautiful young widow, gazing down at me as I looked up at her and raised my hat, presently made some complimentary remark about my mount and the way she jumped, then added:

I noticed her all through the runshes just the stamp of animal I have been looking for. Is she for sale, by any chance, Mr. Berrington?

I replied that the mare was not mine, that she must ask Miss Challoner or Sir Roland. For the instant it struck me as odd that, hunting regularly with this pack, she should not have recognized the animal, for I knew that Dulcie rode it frequently. Then I remembered that some people can no more recognize horses than they can recognize their casual friends when they meet them in the street, and the thought faded.

There was talk of digging out the foxan operation which Dulcie and I equally detestedand that, added to the knowledge that we were many miles from Holt, also that our horses had had enough, made us decide to set out for home.

Looking back, for some reason, as we walked our horses away from the cover-side towards the nearest lane, I noticed the young widow seated erect upon her black horse, staring after us. I turned to shut the gate, after we had passed into the lane; she was still sitting there, outlined against the wood and apparently still staring in our direction.

Why, I dont know, but as I trotted quietly along the lane, to overtake Dulcie, whose horse was an exceptionally fast walker, I felt uneasy.

Presently my thoughts drifted into quite a different channel. All recollection of the days sport, of the pretty widow I had just talked to, and of the impression she had left upon my mind, faded completely. I was thinking of someone else, someone close beside me, almost touching me, and yet

Neither of us spoke. It was nearly four oclock. The afternoon was quickly closing in. Away beyond the woods which sloped upward in the western distance until they touched the sky, the suns blood-red beam pierced the slowly-rising mist rolling down into the valley where the pollards marked the winding course of the narrow, sluggish stream. Over brown woods and furrowed fields it cast a curious glow.

Now the light of the winters sun, sinking still, fell full on my companions face, I caught the outline of her profile, and my pulses seemed to quicken. Her hair was burnished gold. Her eyes shone strangely. Her expression, to my eyes, seemed to be entirely transformed. How young she looked at that instant, how absolutely, how indescribably attractive! Would she, I wondered, ever come to understand how deeply she had stolen into my heart? Until this instant I myself seemed not fully to have realized it.

Presently she turned her head. Her gaze rested on mine. Gravely, steadily, her wonderful brown eyes readI firmly believewhat was in my soul: how madly I had come to love her. Without meaning to, I started. A sensation of thrilling expectancy took possession of me. I was approaching, I felt, the crisis of my life, the outcome of which must mean everything to both of us.

You are very silent, Mike, she said in a low, and, as I thought, rather strained voice. Is anything the matter?

I swallowed before answering.

Yessomething is the matter, I said limply.

What?

I caught my breath. How could she look into my eyes like that, ask that questionsuch a foolish question it seemedas though I were naught to her but a stranger, or, at most, some merely casual acquaintance? Was it possible she realized nothing, suspected nothing, had no faint idea of the feeling I entertained for her?

What is the matter? she asked again, as I had not answered.

Oh, its somethingwell, something I cant well explain to you under the circumstances, I replied awkwardly, an anxious, hot feeling coming over me.

Under what circumstances?

What circumstances!

Yes.

This is our gap, I exclaimed hurriedly, as we came to a broken bank by the lane-sideI was glad of the excuse for not answering. I turned my mares nose towards the bank, touched her with the spur, and at once she scrambled over.

Dulcie followed.

Around us a forest of pines, dark, motionless, forbidding, towered into the sky. To right and left moss-grown rides wound their way into the undulating cover, becoming tunnels in the distance as they vanished into blackness, for the day was almost spent.

Slowly we turned into the broader of the two rides. We still rode side by side. Still neither of us spoke. Now the moss beneath our horses hoofs grew so thick and soft that their very footfalls became muffled.

Ten minutes must have passed. In the heart of the dense wood all was still as death, save for a pheasants evening crow, and the sudden rush of a rabbit signalling danger to its companions.

What circumstances, Mike? Dulcie repeated. She spoke in a strange tone. Her voice was very low, as though she feared to break the silence which surrounded us.

Taken aback, I hesitated. We were very close together nowmy leg touched her horse. Already, overhead in a moonless sky, the stars shone brightly. In the growing gloom her face was visible, though partly blurred.

Why not stop here a moment? I said, hardly knowing that I spoke, or why I spoke. My mouth had grown suddenly dry. The timbre of my voice somehow founded different. Without answering she shortened her reins, and her horse was still.

Why had we stopped? Why had I suggested our stopping? I saw her, in the darkness, turn her face to mine, but she said nothing.

Dulcie! I exclaimed suddenly, no longer able to control myself. Without knowing it I leant forward in my saddle. I could see her eyes, now. Her gaze was set on mine. Her lips were slightly parted. Her breast rose and fell.

Some strange, irresistible force seemed all at once to master me, deadening my will, my brain, my power of self-restraint. My arm was about her; I was drawing her towards me. I felt surprise that she should offer no resistance. My lips were pressed on hers....



She was kissing me feverishly, passionately. Her whole soul seemed to have become suddenly transformed. Her arms were about my neckI could not draw away.

Oh, Mike! Mike! she gasped, tell me you really mean itthat you are not just playing with meflirting with metell me you ... oh, I love you so, dearest. Ah, yes. I love you so, I love you so!

It was very dark by the time we had made our way through the extensive wooda short cut to Holt Manorand were once more in the lanes, I felt strangely happy, and yet a curious feeling which I could neither explain nor account for obsessed me.

Our joy was so greatwould it last? That was the purport of my sensation, if I may express it so. I longed at that moment to be able to look into the future. What had the Fates in store for mefor us both?

Perhaps it was as well I didnt know.

We had entered the park gates, and were half-way up the long avenue of tall elms and stately oaks, when I saw a light approaching through the darkness. It came nearer, and we guessed it must be a man on foot, carrying a lantern.

Now he was quite close.

Is that Miss Dulcie? a voice inquired out of the blackness, as the light became stationary.

Yes. That you, Churchill? Dulcie called back.

Churchill was the head gardener. Born and bred on the estate, there were few things he loved better than to recall to mind, and relate to anybody sufficiently patient to listen to him, stories and anecdotes of the family. Of Miss Dulcie he would talk for an hour if you let him, telling you how he remembered her when she was not so high, and of the things she had done and said as a child.

What do you want, Churchill? she called to him, as he remained silent.

Still for some moments he did not speak. At last he apparently plucked up courage.

Theres been sad doings at the house, he said, and his voice was strained.

Sad doings! Dulcie exclaimed in alarm. Why, what do you mean?

Theres been a shocking robbery, Miss Dulcieshocking. Youll hear all about it when you go in. I thought it best to warn you about it. And Master Dick

He stopped abruptly.

Good heavens, Churchill! she cried out in great alarm, quick, tell me what has happened, tell me everything. What about Master Dick?

Hes been served shocking, Miss. Oh, its a terrible affair. The whole house looted during the hunt breakfast this, morning, and Master Dick

Yes! Yes!

Treated something crool.

Dick! They havent hurt Dick. Oh, dont say they have done him some injury!

The tone of agony in her voice was piteous.

Hes come round now, Miss Dulcie, but hes been unconscious for hours. They put chloroform or something on himSir Roland himself found him in one of the upstairs rooms, lying on the floor just like dead.

Oh, heavens, how awful! How is he now?

The two doctors are with him still, Miss, and as I come away, not ten minutes ago, they telled me he was goin on as well as could be expected. It was at lunch time Sir Roland found him, and then the robbery was discovered. Every bit of jewellerys been stolen, tis said, and a whole chest-full of platethe plate chests were open all the morning as some of the old silver had been used at the breakfast. The robbery must have took place during the meet, when the hall and rooms downstairs was full of people and all the servants as busy as could be. There was lots of cars there as you know, Miss, and the police think the thieves must have come in a car and gone into the house as if they were hunting-folk. But nobody dont seem to have seen any stranger going upstairsthe police say there must have been several thieves on the job. Master Dick may be able to tell something when hes hisself again, pore young gentleman.

We didnt wait to hear more, but set our horses into a smart trot up the avenue to the house.


CHAPTER V HUGESSON GASTRELL AT HOME
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A WEEK HAD passed since Dulcie had promised to become my wife, and since the amazing robbery in broad daylight at Holt Manor.

I had been five days back in town, where I had some estate business to attend to. It was the evening of Hugesson Gastrells housewarming reception in his newly furnished mansion in Cumberland Place, and the muster of well-known people was extraordinary.

Peers and peeresses, prosperous City financiers, celebrities of the drama and of the operatic stage, luminaries of the law, diplomats, and rich retired traders who had shed the tradesman and blossomed into gentleman, jostled one another in the rooms and on the stairs. It is surprising how people will rush to the house of a wealthy man. At least one Duke was present, a Cabinet Minister too, also a distinguished Judge and two Archbishops, for I noticed them as I fought my way up into the room where music was being performed, music the quality of which the majority of the listeners gauged by the fees known to be paid to the artists engaged, and by the amount of newspaper publicity those artists Press agents had succeeded in securing for them.

Nor were journalists lacking at this interesting social function, as some of them afterwards termed it in their papers. In London I move a good deal in many kinds of society, and now I noticed, mingling in the crowd, several men and women I was in the habit of meeting frequently, though I did not know them to speak toPress representatives whose exclusive duty I knew it to be to attend social gatherings of this description. As I edged my way through the dense throng I could hear my favourite composition, Dvoraks Humoresque, being played on the violin by Beatrice Langley, who I had been told was to appear, and for a few brief minutes the crowd was hushed. To my chagrin the music ended almost as I succeeded in forcing my way into the room, so that I was in time only for the applause.

Now the hall and the large rooms where the guests were, were filled with the buzz of conversation. In two of these rooms supper was in progress, a supper in keeping with the sumptuousness, the luxury and the general extravagance noticeable everywhere.

For this house in Cumberland Place which he had rented from Lord Easterton lent itself admirably to Hugesson Gastrells distorted ideas as to plenishing, at which some people laughed, calling them almost Oriental in their splendour and their lavishness. Upon entering, the idea conveyed was that here was a man who had suddenly found himself possessed of a great deal more money than he had ever expected to come by, and who, not being accustomed to wide means, had at once set to work to fling his fortune broadcast, purchasing, wherever he went, everything costly that took his fancy.

For after mounting some steps and entering under a wide portico, one found oneself in a spacious, lofty vestibule where two flights of warmly tinted marble steps, shallow and heavily carpeted, ran up to right and left to a wide gallery on three sides of the hall. The marble was so beautiful, the steps were so impressive to look upon, that one was forcibly reminded of the staircase in the Opera House in Paris, of course in miniature. On the lowest step on either side were carved marble pillars supporting nude figures of great size and bearing each an electric lamp gold-shaded to set off the yellow-tinted marble and the Turkey carpets of gold and of richest blue. In one corner stood a Mongolian monster, a green and gold dragon of porcelain resting on a valuable faience pedestala bit of ancient Cathay set down in the heart of London.

In their magnificence the reception rooms excelled even this hall, boasting, as they did, a heterogeneous collection of rare antiques, of valuable relics, and of articles de virtu from practically the world over. Everywhere they lay in strange confusionon the mantelpieces, tops of cupboards, on shelves, angle brackets, and on almost every table. Here was a delicate lute of jade, used by Chinese lovers of a thousand years ago. There stood silver lamps, carved most marvellously and once trimmed by vestal virgins, lamps from the temples of Herculaneum, of Rome and of Pompeii. Shadowy gods and goddesses, dragons, fetishes of more or less hideous mien, glared everywhere at one another in a manner most unpleasant. Porcelains; wonderful blue-patterned plates from Pekin; willow-patterned dishes from Japan; ancient hammered beer tankards from Bavaria and the Rhine; long-stemmed Venetian glasses of iridescent hues, were scattered everywhere in bewildering profusion. In an ante-room was a priceless crucifix in three different woods, from Ober-Ammergau; on the mantelpieces of three of the reception rooms were old French gilt clocksthe kind found nowadays only in secluded and old inns of the Bohemian Quartier Latin, inns which the tourist never sees, and where collectors are to all intents unknown. Set upon this landing of polished oak upon the first floor was a very ancient sundial, taken from some French château, a truly beautiful objet dart in azure and faded gold, with foliated crest above, borne long ago, no doubt, by some highly pompous dignitary. Here and there, too, were suits of armour of beaten steelglittering figures, rigid and erect and marvellously inlaid with several different metals. Two rooms of the building, I was told by a guest with whom I had entered into conversation, were set aside entirely as an armoury.

Hardly had I finished observing all this, and a great deal more besides, when a voice at my elbow exclaimed:

Good evening, Mr. Berrington. I wonder, now, if youll remember meeh?

As I turned, I instantly recognized the speaker.

Of course I recollect youMrs. Stapleton, I exclaimed, looking into her eyes with, I am afraid, rather unconcealed admiration, for I dont pretend that I am not of a very susceptible nature. I have met many people I know, this evening, I continued, but this is an unlooked-for pleasure. I was told in Berkshire that you never came to town.

Were you really? she exclaimed with a ripple of merry laughter. They seem, down there, to know more about ones movements than one knows oneself.

For an instant she paused.

And how is your lovely and delightful friendDulcie Challoner? she inquired presently. Is she here to-night?

No, I said, wondering for the moment if she knew or suspected my secret, for our engagement had not yet been announced. The Challoners dont know our host, though, judging by the people here to-night, he seems to know nearly everybody.

Do you know him well? Have you known him long? she inquired carelessly, letting her gaze rest on mine.

I told her that our acquaintanceship was very slight, that I had made his acquaintance in Geneva, and met him once afterwards in London.

I dont know him well, either, she observed, then added with some emphasis, He strikes me as being a most charming young man.

Naturally I agreed with her, though I had been unable to make up my mind whether, upon the whole, I liked him or not. I thought that upon the whole I didnt, seeing what strange things had happened.

By the by, I said suddenly, have you had supper?

She answered that she had not, and added that she was starving. Several people were emerging from one of the supper rooms, and thus it came that I presently found myself seated tête-à-tête with the beautiful widow, and at last beginning to enjoy an evening which until now I had found rather dull.

It was natural that we should presently speak of Berkshire and of Holt Manor, and soon we were discussing at length the subject of the robbery.

And have the police as yet no clues? Mrs. Stapleton suddenly asked.

None, apparently. I suppose you have heard all about what happened, and the statements made by Sir Rolands little son, Dick Challoner.

I know nothing beyond what I read in the newspapers, she replied. The papers mentioned that Sir Rolands boy had been chloroformed by the thief or thievesthat was all so far as I remember.

Yes, I answered, he was chloroformed, but he need not have been according to his own accountand as he is extremely truthful and never boasts, I think we may believe his story. He had his head and shoulders in a big oak chest in his fathers bedroom, where his father had sent him to find a hunting apron to lend to somebody, and when he stood upright again he heard two men talking, upon the opposite side of the screen which hid the oak chest.

The voices were those of strangers, and the boy naturally supposed that the speakers were some friends of Sir Rolands. He was about to show himself, when he heard one of the men say:

She says this drawer has money in it: give me your key.

He heard a key being pushed into a drawer lock, the drawer pulled out, the chink of coin and the crackle of bank-notes. Then he heard the other man suddenly say:

Hurry up. Theyll have got the plate by this time and be waiting for us.

The boy was awfully frightened, of course, but he didnt lose his head. Knowing that his presence must be discovered in a moment, he sprang out from behind the screen, intending to dash past the men and downstairs and give the alarm. Unfortunately he rushed right up against one of them, who instantly gripped him and clapped his hand over his mouth while the other man pressed his hand over his eyespresumably to prevent Dicks being afterwards able to identify them. Dick says that one of the men twisted his arm until he couldnt stir without extreme pain, then told him that he must show them where the key of Sir Rolands safe wasa little safe in the wall in his bedroom. Dick knew where the key wasSir Roland keeps it, it seems, in a drawer of his dressing-tablebut he refused to tell, though the man screwed his arm until he nearly broke ithe strained it badly, and the poor little chap has it still in a sling. Then, finding that they could do nothing with him, and that nothing would make him peach, as he saysthough he says they threatened to hit him on the headone of them pressed something over his mouth and nose, which seemed to suffocate him. What happened after that he doesnt know, as he lost consciousness.

What a brave little boy, my beautiful companion exclaimed in a tone of admiration. Did he say at all what the men were like?

He didnt catch even a glimpse of their faces, they pounced on him so quickly. But he says that both wore hunting kit, and he thinks both were tall. One wore pink.

It was a carefully planned affair, anyway, Mrs. Stapleton said thoughtfully, as I refilled her glass with Pol Roger. What was the actual value of the things stolen?

Sir Roland puts it at twelve or fourteen thousand pounds, roughly. You see, he had a lot of jewellery that had belonged to Lady Challoner and that would have been Miss Challoners; most of that was stolen. It should have been in the safe, of course, but Sir Roland had taken it out the week before, intending to send it all to London to be thoroughly overhauled and cleanedhe was going to give it to Dulcieto Miss Challoner on her twenty-first birthday; she comes of age next month, you know. It was in one of the drawers that the thieves unlocked, and they took most of it. They would have taken the lot, only some of it was in a back partition of the drawer, and they apparently overlooked it.

But how did they manage to steal the plate? I read in some paper that a lot of plate was stolen.

Heaven knowsbut they got it somehow. The police think that other men, disguised probably as gentlemens servants, must have made their way into the pantry during the hunt breakfast, while Sir Rolands servants were up to their eyes in work, attending to everybody, and have slipped it into bags and taken it out to a waiting motor. Strangers could easily have gone into the back premises like that, unnoticed, in the middle of the bustle and confusion. If Dick had told the men who bullied him what they wanted to know, Sir Rolands safe would have been ransacked too, and several thousands of pounds more worth of stuff stolen, most likely. He is a little brick, that boy.

He is, indeed. How long did he remain unconscious?

Until Sir Roland himself found him, just before lunch. The ruffians had pushed him under the bed, and if Sir Roland had not happened to catch sight of his foot, which protruded a little, the boy might have been left there until night, or even until next day, and the whole household have been hunting for him.

Mrs. Stapleton sipped some champagne, then asked:

Is anybody suspected?

Thats difficult to say, I answered. Naturally the police think that one or other of the servants at Holt must know something of the affair, even have been an actual accomplicebut which? None of the servants has been there less than four years, it seems, and several have been in Sir Rolands service ten and fifteen yearsthe old butler was born on the estate. Sir Roland scouts the idea that any of his servants had a hand in the affair, and he told the police so at once. Even the fact that one of the thieves had, according to Dick, referred to some womanhe had said, She says this drawer has money in itwouldnt make Sir Roland suspect any of the maids.

The police then asked him in a roundabout way if he thought any of his guests could have had anything to say to it. Phew! How furious Sir Roland became with them! You should have seen himI was with him at the time. Then suddenly he grew quite calm, realizing that they were, after all, only trying to do their duty and to help him to trace the thieves.

Up to the present I have not, so far as I am aware, he said in that cold, dignified way of his, entertained criminals at Holt Manor or elsewhere. No, my man, he ended, turning to the sergeant, or the inspector, or whatever he was, the men who have stolen my property were not any of my guests. You may set your minds at rest on that point.

Conversation drifted to other topics. Several times during supper I endeavoured to lead my beautiful companion on to talk about herself, but on each occasion she cleverly diverted conversation to some other subject. I confess that when she casually questioned me concerning my own affairs I was less successful in evading her inquiries; or it may have been that I, in common with most of my sex, like to talk freely about self and selfs affairs, especially when the listener is a beautiful woman who appears to be sympathetic and deeply interested in all one has to say about oneself.

During that brief half-hour our intimacy grew apace. There are people with whom one seems to have been on terms of friendship, almost as though one had known them for years, within ten minutes after being introduced to them; others who, when one has known them quite a long time, seem still to remain comparatively strangers. Mrs. Stapleton belonged to the first group, although she spoke so little about herself. Yet I was not in the least attracted by her in the way Dulcie Challoner attracted me. I found her capital company; I could imagine our becoming great friends; I could think of her in the light of a bonne camarade. But that was all. As for feeling tempted to fall in love with herbut the bare thought was grotesque.

What a charming, delightful girl that isI mean Miss Challoner, Mrs. Stapleton exclaimed suddenly, when, after talking a great deal, we had been silent for a few moments. And how exquisitely pretty, she added after an instants pause.

I hardly knew what to say. I know enough of women to be aware that no woman is particularly anxious, save in exceptional cases, to listen to a panegyric on the charms and the physical attractions of some other woman. Therefore, after a moments reflection, I answered with affected indifference:

I think I agree with you. I have known her a number of years. Her father was a great friend of my fathers.

Indeed? she replied, raising her eyebrows a little, then letting her gaze rest full on mine. That is interesting. I am a believer in platonic friendships. I wonder if you are.

Oh, of course, I said quickly. It is ridiculous to suppose that a man and woman cant be friends withoutwithout

Yes? she said encouragingly.

Oh, wellI suppose I mean without falling in love with each other.

She smiled in a way that puzzled me a little, but said nothing.

Do you mean in all cases? she suddenly inquired.

In most cases, anyway.

And when would you make an exception?

This was a problem I felt I could not solve. However, I made a dash at it.

In the case of people of abnormally susceptible temperament, I said, I suppose such people couldnt be friends without soon becomingwell, lovers.

Ah, I see, she observed thoughtfully.

She was toying with a strawberry ice, and her lowered eyelids displayed the extraordinary length of their lashes. Certainly I was talking to an interesting and very lovely womanthough again here, as before in the hunting field in Berkshire, I found myself wondering in what her beauty consisted. Not a feature was regular; the freckles on nose and forehead seemed to show more plainly under the glare of the electric lights; the eyes were red-brown. But how large they were, and how they seemed to sparkle with intelligence!

She looked up suddenly. Her expression was serious now. Up to the present her eyes, while she talked, had been singularly animated, often full of laughter.

Mr. Berrington, have you ever been in love?

I was so surprised at this question, from a woman to whom I was practically a stranger, that I thought it best to treat it as a jest.

Yes, a dozen times, I answered. I am in love at this moment, I added lightly, as if joking.

You need not have told me that, she said, serious still. I knew it the moment I saw you both together. I askedbut only to hear what you would say.

Butbut I stammered, Iyouthat is I dont quite catch your meaning. When did you see us both togetherand who is the other person you are thinking of?

She had finished her ice.

Please give me some more champagne, she said.

I picked up the half-empty bottle, refilled her glass, then my own. She held out her glass until it clinked against mine.

Here is health and long life to your friend on the chestnut, she exclaimed, smiling again, and to you too. I only hope that your married life will be happier than

She checked herself. Her tongue had run away with her, and, as our lips touched our glasses, I mentally finished her sentence.

But who, I wondered, had her husband been?

People were still flocking into the room. Others were moving out. From a distance there came to us above the noise and the buzz of conversation the words of a song I love:

Mon coeur souvre à ta voix

Comme souvre les fleurs

Aux baisers de laurore,

Mais O! Mon bien aime

Pour mieux secher mes pleurs

Que ta voix parle encore,

Dis moi qua Dalila

Tu reviens pour jamais.

Redis à ma tendresse

Les serments dautrefois

Les serments que jaimais.

Ah, réponds à ma tendresse,

Ah, verse-moi livresse!

How gorgeous! I exclaimed, straining my ears in a vain attempt to hear better. Who is it?

Kirkby-Lunn, my companion answered quickly. Are you fond

She stopped. Her face was partly turned. I saw a glance of recognition flash into her eyes and vanish instantly. Following the direction of her glance, my gaze rested upon the strange, striking woman I had seen but once but could not possibly forget. Mrs. Gastrell had just entered, and with her, to my astonishment, Jack Osborne. It was Jasmine Gastrell with whom my companion had exchanged that momentary glance of recognition.

Are you fond of music? Mrs. Stapleton asked, looking at me again.

Very, I answered absently, of music that is music.

For my attention had become suddenly distracted. How came this woman to be here, this woman who called herself Gastrells wife? Lord Easterton was somewhere about, for I had seen him in the crowd. Such a striking woman would be sure to attract his attention, he would inquire who she was, he might even ask Gastrell, and then what would happen? What would Gastrell say? Was the woman actually his wife, or was she

Mechanically I conversed with my companion for a minute or two longer, then suddenly she suggested that we should go.

And let some of these starving people take our table, she added, as she prepared to rise.

Osborne and his singularly lovely companion were now seated at a table only a few yards off. His back was turned to us, and I had not caught Mrs. Gastrells glance.

Dyou know who that is, that woman who has just come in? I inquired carelessly, indicating her as I rose.

That? Mrs. Stapleton answered, looking full at her, and this time their eyes met in a cold stare. No, I have no idea.

I confess that this flat untruth, spoken with such absolute sang-froid, somewhat disconcerted me. For I could not be in the least doubt that I had distinctly seen the two women greet each other with that brief glance of mutual recognition.


CHAPTER VI THE HOUSE IN GRAFTON STREET
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ONE AFTERNOON, SOME days later, I was sitting in my flat in South Molton Street, smoking a pipe and carelessly skimming an evening paper, when my man brought me some letters which had just arrived.

Several I tossed aside unopenedI recognized the handwritings and was in no haste to absorb the contents of epistles from acquaintances whose company, at the best of times, bored me stiff, as some Americans say. But the letter was there that I had expected in the morning, and at once I tore it open.

Dulcie wrote chiefly about herselfwhich was all I wanted to hearabout her father and Aunt Hannah, while two pages she devoted to her little brother Dick, of whom she was inordinately fond.

Dick, she said, had shown the utmost pluck and endurance throughout his painful convalescence after his rough-and-tumble with the burglars. She told me how he had from the first sat up in bed with his honourable wounds upon him, bandaged and swathed, joking and making light of the occurrence now, as perhaps only the best breed of English schoolboy knows how. One thing still puzzled both little Dick and herself, and for that matter the whole family, she saidwho could the woman be to whom the thieves had alluded? No word, added Dulcie, had as yet been forthcoming as to the whereabouts of any of the valuables stolen on that memorable day, either family jewels or plate, and the detectives at Scotland Yard acknowledged that so far matters were at a deadlock.

Further on in her newsy letter Dulcie made mention of the fascinating widow staying at the Rook Hotel in Newbury, and of her wish to know her better. She added incidentally that Mrs. Stapleton had been away since the day after the meet at Holt Manor, and that no one knew where she was staying. She hoped she would soon be back, she said, as she wished so much to renew her acquaintance, and to strengthen it. Dulcie then spoke of her Aunt Hannah, who had been particularly amusing and crochety of late, but added that she was really such a dear at heart that people all loved her when they came to know her well. My dear, she wrote, Aunt Hannah has surpassed herself lately. You know what vigorous likes and dislikes she takes, all of a sudden? Well, now Auntie has conceived an inordinate aversion for poor Mrs. Stapleton, and seems inclined not only to give her the cold shoulder, but to hound her down by saying the nastiest things about her, just as the other people in the county did when she first came to live among us. I rather believe that she had this feeling all along, more or less, but now she seems positively to hate herthough she confesses that she doesnt know why she does! Isnt that like Auntie? And now she has been asking me never to notice Mrs. Stapleton, and not to speak to her again when she returns, in fact to drop the acquaintance entirelyand that just as we have called, and Ive tried to be nice to her out hunting, and weve had her to dine; I told you how taken father was with her, and how he took her all over the house and showed her simply everything. I really dont see why I should draw back now. Nor does father. As a matter of fact, I dont see how we canit has gone too farand just to satisfy one of dear old Aunties whims! She has a good many, as you know, Mike. There is just this one thing, however, that sometimes one of her unaccountable whims or dislikes turns out to have been well grounded.

My darling then went on to speak of her father and of the happiness our engagement afforded him, happiness tempered, as she could not help knowing, by the sorrow her leaving him would bring to him, for the most wonderful confidence and companionship existed between father and daughter. This sadness, Dulcie went on, came out almost pathetically in her fathers even added tenderness to herhe whose tenderness and affection had always been such a wonderful thing to her since her earliest childhood. But now, she said, her father sometimes followed her about the house and grounds when she had been absent from him for a short time, seeking occasion for talks with her, giving her his confidence, and consulting her wishes on matters about the gardens and stables in a way that was quite touching. It was as though, now that the parting was so soon to take place, he could not get enough of his only daughters company, as if the old man clung to her more than ever before.

The closely-written sheets dropped from my hand on to my knee. Ah, my own little girl, I thought, who wouldnt miss yousadly, yes, terribly? Your delightful presence, the truth and honour that seem to be manifest in your smallest gesture, in every glance from your clear eyes; the companionship of your fearless intellect cutting through conventionalities like a knife, arriving at the right point with the unerring instinct of a woman, yet with the naiveté of a child.

Memories crowded in upon me, memories of all my happy days with Dulcie in the countryin the hunting field, in the gardens about her home, of afternoons spent among the books and prints and pictures in her fathers quiet, book-lined library at Holt, of the evenings in the drawing-room at the piano, of hours of pleasant talk in the beautiful conservatories and on the grassy terraces, and by the lake-side below the tennis lawn. What, I thought, would life be like when at last I had her always with me, brightening my life, filling my own homeour homewith laughter and with the music of her voice! Again and again she rose to my enthralled vision, and ever she was Youth and Love, the vision crowned with the wonder of her nebulous, brown-gold hair as she gazed at me out of her sweet, clear eyes in which I seemed still to read unfathomable purity and truth.

It is a terrible thing to be in love. Some savage races there are which hold to the belief that the spirits of lovers changing places, give rise to the feverish mental upheaval which we prosaically term falling in love, the spirits being restless at their enforced imprisonment and unsatisfied until they have returned each to its appointed sphere. Now that I have recovered from the affliction I sometimes wonder if it might not with advantage be treated as ordinary maladies and some passions arewith the aid of drugs. Perhaps some day it will be. Certainly it soon will be if the eugenists get their way.

And, thinking of the letter I had just read, which now lay folded in my pocket, my memory drifted backward. For since the day I had met Jack Osborne at Brookss on his return from Nigeria, many incidents had occurred which puzzled me. Trifling incidents individually, no doubt, yet significant when considered in the concrete. There was the incident, for instance, of Sir Harry Dawsons declaring in a letter written to Lord Easterton from the Riviera that he had never met Gastrell, never heard of him even, though Lord Easterton had Gastrells assurance that he knew Sir Harry Dawson and had intended to call upon him on the evening he had unwittingly entered Lord Eastertons house, which was next door.

Then there was something not quite normal in Gastrells posing one day as a married man, the next as a bachelor; also in his pretending at one moment that he had never seen Osborne and myself before, yet admitting at the next that he had met us. True, he had advanced an apparently sound reason for this volte-face of his, but still

The affair, too, in Maresfield Gardens. That surely was an incident which bordered on a mystery. I felt I should never forget our extraordinary reception that nightthe black out house, as stage managers say; our repeated ringing the door bell; the slow unlocking and unbolting the door; the cautious inquiry; our wait in the darkness after our admission; the discovery of that horrible serpent with its chilling eyes; the locked door; the sudden entry of Gastrell, and his odd conversation.

Then the conflagration which had occurred a few days later, and the subsequent discovery among the débris of a body, charred and stabbed; the apparent ignorance of everybody as to whose body it was; the statement made by the police that none knew the names of the sub-tenants who had occupied that house when the fire had broken out, or what had since become of themthe actual tenant was in America. Without a doubt, I reflected as I knocked the ashes out of my pipe into the grate, something queer was going on, and I had inadvertently got myself mixed up in it.

The last incident to puzzle me had been that momentary glance of mutual recognition exchanged between the woman I knew only as Mrs. Gastrellor Jasmine Gastrell, as Osborne always spoke of herand Mrs. Stapleton, and their subsequent apparent entire lack of recognition. That, certainly, had been most odd. What could have been the cause of it? Why, knowing each other, did they all at once feign to be strangers? And the extraordinarily calm way Mrs. Stapleton had, looking me full in the eyes, assured me that she had never before even seen the woman she had just smiled at. Lastlythough this was of less consequencehow came Jack Osborne to be dancing attendance upon the woman I knew as Mrs. Gastrell, when he had assured me as we drove away in the taxi from Maresfield Gardens that night that though he admired her he mistrusted her?

I had filled my pipe again, and, as I puffed at it to set it going, one more thought occurred to me. And this thought, I must say, perplexed me as much as any.

Hugesson Gastrell was said to have spent the whole of his life, until six months previously, in Australia and Tasmania. If that were so, then how did he come to have so large a circle of friends, or at any rate of acquaintancesacquaintances, too, of such distinction and high position? Was it possible he could in a few months have come to know all these peers and peeresses and baronets and knights, distinguished musicians and actors and actresses, leading members of the learned professions, and all the rest of the Society crowd who had thronged his house that evening?

Suddenly something I had been told at the club an hour or so before flashed back into my mind. Another club member besides Easterton had, it seemed, become acquainted with Gastrell through Gastrells calling at the wrong houseby mistake.

A coincidence? Possibly. And yet

I sucked meditatively at my pipe.

Suddenly the telephone rang. Easterton was speaking.

What! I exclaimed, in answer to the startling information he gave me. When did he disappear?

Where was he last seen?

No, he has not been here. I havent seen him since Gastrells reception.

Oh, yes, I saw you there.

Yes, very extraordinary.

No.

Oh, no.

Good. Ill come to you at once. Are you at Linden Gardens?

Very well, Ill come straight to the club.

Mechanically I hung up the receiver. Curious thoughts, strange conjectures, wonderings, arguments, crowded my brain in confusion. Five days had passed since the date of Gastrells reception, when I had seen Jack Osborne at supper with the woman he had said he mistrusted. Since that evening, according to what Easterton had just told me, nobody had seen or heard of him. He had not been to his chambers; he had not left any message there or elsewhere; he had not written; he had neither telegraphed nor telephoned.

Where was he? What was he doing? Could some misfortune have befallen him? Had he

I did not end the sentence my mind had formed. Instead I went out, hailed a taxi, and in a few minutes was on my way to Brookss.

Outside a house in Grafton Street a group of people stood clustered about the door. Others, on the pavement opposite, stared up at the windows. Two policemen upon the doorstep prevented anyone from entering.

Leaning forward as my taxi sped by, I peered in through the open door of the house, then up at the windows, but there was nothing out of the ordinary to be seen. Further down the street we passed three policemen walking briskly along the pavement in the direction of the house.

Whats the commotion in Grafton Street? I inquired of my driver as I paid him off at Brookss.

Ive no idea, sir, he answered. Looks as though there was trouble of some sort. Another fare hailed him, so our conversation ended.

I found Easterton awaiting me in a deserted card-room.

This may be a serious affair, Berrington, he said in a tone of anxiety as I seated myself in the opposite corner of the big, leather-covered settee. Here five days have gone by, and there isnt a sign of Jack Osborne, though he had not told anybody that he intended to absent himself, had not even hinted to anybody that he had any idea of doing so.

You say he has not been seen since Gastrells reception?

Not since thenfive days ago. The fellows here at the club are getting quite alarmed about himthey want to advertise in the newspapers for news of his whereabouts.

That means publicity, a shoal of inquiries, and maybe a scandal, I answered thoughtfully. If Jack has intentionally disappeared for a day or two and all at once finds himself notorious he will be furious.

Just what I tell them, Easterton exclaimed; I wish you would back me up. You see, Jack hasnt any relatives to speak of, and those he has live abroad. Consequently the fellows here consider it is what the Americans call up to them to institute inquiries, even if such inquiries should necessitate publicity.

I pondered for a moment or two.

You know, I said, Jack is a curious fellow in some wayssome call him a crank, but he isnt that. Still, he is something of a character, and absolutely unconventional. I remember his making a bet, once, that he would punch out a boastful pugilist at the National Sporting Clubno, it wasnt at the N.S.C., it was at a place down EastWonderland, they call it.

And did he do it? Easterton asked.

Did he? By heaven, the poor chap he tackled was carried out unconscious at the end of the second roundJacks bet was with Teddy Forsyth, and he pocketed a couple of ponies then and there.

Did he really? Capital! And Teddys such a mean chap; he didnt like partin, did he?

Like it? He went about for the rest of the night with a face like a funeral mutes.

Capital! Lord Easterton repeated. But to return to the point, Jacks eccentricities and vagaries can have nothin to do with his disappearance.

Why not? How do you know?

Well, why should they? I only hope he hasnt gone and made a fool of himself in any way thatll make a scandal or get him into trouble. In a way, you know, we are connections. His mother and mine were second cousins. Thats really why I feel that I ought to do somethin to find out what has happened to him. Do youdo you think he can have got mixed up with some woman?

I wont say that I actually think so, but I think its more than possible.

No! Why? What woman?

At that instant I remembered that the woman I had in my mind was the woman who on board the Masonic had, so Jack had told me, called herself Hugesson Gastrells wife, and called herself his wife again at the house in Maresfield Gardens. But Gastrell had told Easterton, or at any rate led him to suppose, he was unmarried. How, then, could I refer to this woman by name without causing possible friction between Easterton and his tenant, Gastrell?

I am afraid I cant tell you, Easterton, I said after an instants hesitation. I dont want to make mischief, and if what I think is possible is not the case, and I tell you about it, I shall have made mischief.

Easterton was silent. For some moments he remained seated in his corner of the settee, looking at me rather strangely.

I quite understand what you mean, Berrington, he said at last. Still, under the circumstances I should have thoughtand yet no, I dare say you are right. I may tell you candidly, though, that I cant help thinkin you must be mistaken in your supposition. Jack doesnt care about women in that way. He never has cared about them. The only thing he cares about is sport, though, of course, he admires a pretty woman, as we all do.

To that observation I deemed it prudent to make no reply, and at that moment a waiter entered and came across the room to us.

Your lordship is wanted on the telephone, he said solemnly.

Who is it? Easterton asked, looking up.

Scotland Yard, my lord.

Oh, say, hold the line, and Ill come down.

Have you informed the police, then? I asked quickly, when the servant had left the room.

Yes. I went to Scotland Yard this mornin, but I told them not to let a word about the disappearance get into the newspapers, if they could help it, until they heard further from me, and they promised they would respect my wish. You had better come down with me. They may have found out something.

I waited outside the glass hutch, which effectually shut in all sound, watching Lord Eastertons face below the electric light. His lips moved rapidly, and by the way his expression suddenly changed I judged that he was hearing news of importance. After talking for a minute or two he hung up the receiver, pushed open the door and came out. His face betrayed his emotion.

Come over here, he said in a curious tone. I have something to tell you.

I followed him a little way down the passage which led to the card-rooms. When we were out of sight and earshot of the club servants he stopped abruptly and turned to me.

Jack has been found, he said quickly. He was found gagged and bound in a house in Grafton Street half an hour ago. He is there now, and the police are with him.

Good God! I exclaimed. How did they identify him?

He was not unconscious. The police want me to go there at once. Come.

We walked up to Grafton Street, as it was such a little way, also Easterton wanted to tell me more. The Inspector who had just spoken to him had not told him what had led to the police entering the house in Grafton Street, or if anybody else had been found upon the premises. He had only told him that Scotland Yard had for some weeks had the house under surveillancethey had suspected that something irregular was going on there, but they did not know what.

I expect they have a pretty shrewd idea, Easterton added, as we crossed Piccadilly, but they wont say what it is. Hello! Just look at the crowd!

Up at the end of Dover Street, where Grafton Street begins, the roadway was blocked with people. When we reached the crowd we had some difficulty in forcing our way through it. A dozen policemen were keeping people back.

Are you Lord Easterton? the officer at the entrance asked, as Easterton handed him his card. Ah, then come this way, please, mlord. This gentleman a friend of yours? Follow the constable, please.

We were shown into a room on the ground floor, to the right of the hall. It was large, high-ceilinged, with a billiard table in the middle. Half a dozen men were standing about, two in police uniform; the remainder I guessed to be constables in plain clothes.

Suddenly I started, and uttered an exclamation.

Seated in a big arm-chair was Dulcie Challoner, looking pale, frightened. Beside her, with her back to me, stood Aunt Hannah!


CHAPTER VII OSBORNES STORY
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GOOD HEAVENS, DULCIE! I exclaimed, hurrying across to her, whatever are you doing here? And you, Aunt Hannah?

At the sound of my voice Dulcie started up in her chair, and Aunt Hannah turned quickly. To my amazement they both looked at me without uttering. Dulcies eyes were troubled. She seemed inclined to speak, yet afraid to. The expression with which Aunt Hannah peered at me chilled me.

What is the meaning of this, Mr. Berrington? she asked coldly, after a brief pause. Even in that moment of tense anxiety it struck me that Aunt Hannah looked and spoke as though reproving a naughty schoolboy.

Meaning of what? I said stupidly, astonishment for the moment deadening my intelligence.

Of your bringing us up to London to findthis.

Bringing you up? What do you mean, Miss Challoner? I exclaimed, mystified.

In spite of my deep anxiety, a feeling of annoyance, of resentment, had come over me. No man likes to be made to look ridiculous, and here was I standing before a lot of constables, all of them staring in inquisitive astonishment at my being thus addressed by the old lady.

Is this Mr. Berrington, madam? an immensely tall, bull-necked, plain-clothes policeman, of pompous, forbidding mien, suddenly asked.

Yes, officer, it is, she snapped. During all the time I had known her I had never seen her quite like this.

See here, he said, turning to me, I want your address, and for the present you will stay here.

I am considered good-tempered. Usually, too, I can control my feelings. There is a limit, however, to the amount of incivility I can stand, and this fellow was deliberately insulting me.

How dare you speak like that to me! I burst out. What has this affair to do with me? Do you know who I am?

Arent you Mr. Michael Berrington? he inquired more guardedly, apparently taken aback at my outburst of indignation.

I am.

Then read that, he said, producing a telegram and holding it out before me.

It was addressed to:

Miss Dulcie Challoner, Holt Manor, Holt Stacey, and ran:

The police have recovered property which they believe to have been stolen from Holt Manor. Please come at once to 430 Grafton Street, Bond Street, to identify it. Shall expect you by train due Paddington 12:17. Please dont fail to come as matter very urgent.

MICHAEL BERRINGTON.

It had been handed in at the office in Regent Street at 9:30 that morning, and received at Holt Stacey village at 9:43.

How absurd! How ridiculous! I exclaimed. My name has been forged, of course. I never sent that telegram; this is the first I have seen or heard of it.

That you will have to prove, the detective answered, with official stolidity.

Surely, Aunt Hannah, I almost shoutedso excited did I feelas I again turned to her, you cant think I sent that telegram?

I certainly think nothing else, she replied, and her eyes were like shining beads. Who would send a telegram signed with your name but you, or someone instructed by you?

I saw that to argue with her in the frame of mind she was then in would be futilemy presentiment at Holt that some day I should fall foul of her had come true! I turned to the officer.

I must see the original of that telegram, I said quickly, and shall then quickly prove that it was not sent by me. How soon can I get hold of it?

Oh, we can see about it at once, sir, he answered much more civilly, for, pretending to look for something in my pocket, I had intentionally pulled out my leather wallet, containing two hundred pounds or more in notes, and opened it for an instant. There is nothing like the sight of paper money to ensure civility from a policeman disposed to be impertinentI should like, in justice, to add that most policemen are not.

Also Easterton had come over and spoken to me, and of course pooh-poohed the idea of my having sent the telegram, which had just been shown to him. Dulcie stared at me with large, pathetic eyes, and I knew that, but for Aunt Hannahs so-to-speak mounting guard, she would have asked me endless questions instead of sitting there mute.

You had better come with me and hear Jack Osbornes story, Easterton said some moments later. The Inspector tells me he is upstairs, and still rather weak from the effect of the treatment he has received.

I had seen a puzzled look come into Aunt Hannahs eyes while Easterton was speaking, but she remained sour and unbending.

Osborne was sitting up in a chair, partly undressedhe still wore his evening clothescotton wool bound round his ankles and one wrist. He smiled weakly as we entered, and the policeman who sat at his bedside immediately rose. It was easy to see that Jack had suffered a good deal; he looked, for him, quite pale, and there were dark marks beneath his eyes. Nor was his appearance improved by several days growth of beardhe was usually clean-shaven.

His story was quickly told, and points in it gave food for thought, also for conjecture.

It seemed that, while he was at supper with the woman I knew as Mrs. Gastrell, at Gastrells reception, two men, unable to find a vacant table, had asked if they might sit at his table, where there were two vacant seats. Both were strangers to him, and apparently to Mrs. Gastrell too. They seemed, however, pleasant fellows, and presently he had drifted into conversation with them, or they with him, and with his fair companionJack, as I have said, is extremely cosmopolitan, and picks up all sorts of acquaintances. I could well believe that at a reception such as Gastrells he would waive all formality of introduction if he found himself with companionable strangers.

Supper over, the four had remained together, and later, when Jack had seen his fair friend safely into a cab, he had rejoined the two strangers, becoming gradually more and more friendly with them. The reception had not ended until past one in the morning, and he and his two acquaintances had been among the last to leave. Having all to go in the same direction, they had shared a taxi, and on arriving at the chambers which the strangers had told him they sharedthese chambers were in Bloomsbury, but Jack had not noticed in what streetone of the strangers had suggested his coming in for a few minutes before returning to the Russell Hotel, where he had his rooms, which was close by.

At first disinclined to do this, he had finally yielded to their persuasion. He had a whiskey-and-soda with them, he saidhe mentioned that the chambers were comfortable and well furnishedand one of them had then suggested a game of cards. They had all sat down to play, and

Well, he remembered, he said, seeing cards being dealtbut that was all he did remember. He supposed that after that he must have fainted, or been made unconscious; he now suspected that the drink he had taken had been drugged.

When he recovered consciousness he had no idea where he was, or how long he had been insensible. The room was unfamiliar to him, and everything about him strange. He was stretched upon a bed, in an apartment much larger than the one he was now in, with hands and feet tightly tied. The two windows faced a blank wall, the wall apparently of the next house; later he came to know, by the sound of Big Ben booming in the night, that he was still in London.

The door of the room was at the back of the bed; he could not see it from where he lay, and, bound as he was, could not even turn, but was forced to lie flat upon his back.

He had not long been conscious, when the light of day began to fade. Soon the room was in pitch darkness. Then it was he became aware that someone was in the room. He listened attentively, but could hear nothing; nevertheless the presence of a man or woman made itself felt beyond a doubt. He judged the time of day to be about six oclock in the evening, when suddenly somebody touched hima hand in the darkness. He started, and called out; but there was no answer. Some minutes later a man spoke.

The voice was not that of either of the men he had met at Gastrells reception; he could swear to that, he said. Yet he seemed to recognize the voice, indeed, to have heard it recently. He racked his brains to remember where, but to no purpose.

The man spoke in a low tone, and its timbre and inflection betrayed what is called the voice of a gentleman, he said.

You have been brought here, the man said, to give certain information, and to reveal certain secrets. If you do this, you will be released at onceyou will be taken away from here in an unconscious state, just as you were brought here, and set down in the night not far from your hotel. If you refuse, you will be taken out during the night, and dropped into the Thames.

The man had then gone on to question him. The questions he had asked had been numerous, and one and all had had to do with persons of high station with whom Jack was on terms of intimacyall of them rich people. What most astonished him, he said, was that his unseen interlocutor should know so much about himhis questions and remarks showed how much he knewand that he should apparently know who all his friends were.

Jack could not remember all the questions he had been asked, but he repeated some of them. Whereabouts did the Duchesse de Montparnasse keep her jewels in her château on the Meuse? The questioner said he knew that Osborne could tell him, because he knew that Osborne, just before going to Nigeria, had, while staying at that château, been shown by the Duchesse herself her priceless jewelleryone of the finest collections in the world, chiefly valuable owing to its interesting historic associations.

Then, in which apartment in Eldon Hall, in Northumberland, the seat of the Earl of Cranmere, was the large safe that Lord Cranmere had bought ten months before from an American firm, the name of which was given? He said that he, Osborne, must know, because he was a guest at Lord Cranmeres when the safe arrivedwhich was the truth. He also wanted to know if there were a priests hiding-hole in Eldon Hall, as was the case in so many of the large country mansions built about the same period, and, if so, its exact whereabouts in the house.

As Jack Osborne said this, my thoughts flashed away to Berkshire, to Holt Manor, to the dark, depressing hiding-hole there that I had peered down into more than once. Who had spoken to me of that hiding-hole only recently? Why, Dulcie, of course. She had mentioned it whilst telling me about Mrs. Stapleton, and about Sir Rolands showing the young widow over the house. Dulcie had mentioned it specially, because Mrs. Stapleton had evinced such evident interest in it.

I checked my train of thought, focussing my mind upon that single incident.

Mrs. Stapleton, the mysterious widow of whom nobody appeared to know anything, had been strangely interested in that hiding-hole and in all that Sir Roland had said about itDulcie had told me that. The hiding-hole was in close proximity to Sir Rolands bedroom, and to one other room from which valuable jewellery had been stolen. Mrs. Stapleton had left the neighbourhood on the day after the robbery, had been absent ever sincethat of course might be, and probably was, merely a coincidence. At supper at Gastrells reception in Cumberland Place Mrs. Stapleton had acknowledged Mrs. Gastrells smile of recognition, and an instant later the two women had stared at each other stonily, and Mrs. Stapleton had assured me that she did not know the other woman, that she had never seen her before. Then those two men, of whom Osborne had just spoken, had of their own accord joined him and Mrs. Gastrell at supper, and eventually he had gone with the men to their flat in Bloomsbury. And now here was an unseen man, evidently a scoundrel, inquiring the whereabouts of a safe in a country house belonging to a nobleman known to be extremely rich, and asking in particular if the house possessed a priests hiding-hole, and if so, exactly where it was locateda man who threatened evil if the information were withheld. Could all this, I could not help wondering, be mere coincidence? Then on the top of it came that extraordinary telegram sent to Dulcie from London, with my name attached to it.

Jack, however, had not done relating his adventures, so I turned again to listen to him.

A third thing the fellow asked, he said, was the name of Hugo Salmonsteiners bankersSalmonsteiner the millionaire timber-merchant whose son was out big-game shooting with me a year ago. It seemed an absurd question, for surely it must be easy to find out who any mans bankers are, but still he asked me, and appeared to be most anxious that I should tell him. Oh, but there were scores of other questions, all much on the same lines, and tending to extract from me information of a peculiar kind.

Did you answer any of them? Easterton asked.

Answer them? Why, of courseall of em. I didnt want to remain here in durance vile an hour longer than I could help, I can assure you. But naturally my answers werewell, inaccurate, to say the least. I had to word them very carefully, though, or the fellow would have caught me out. He suspected that I might be misleading him, I think, for once or twice he put questions which might have unmasked me if I had not been on my guard when answering them. Really we pitted our brains and cunning against each others all the time, and, if I may say so without boasting, I think my cunning won.

Then why were you not released? I said.

I was to have been, to-nightso he said. Do you think, though, he would, whoever he was, have let me go after questioning me like that? He said not a word about my not giving information to the police, or warning the people he had questioned me about. Do you think he would have let me go? I dont.

Every day food and drink were left by meset on a table within reach of me, while the room was in inky blackness, for the man who had touched me in the dark had also released my right arm and left it so. Several times I tried to free my other arm, and my feet, but I couldnt manage it. I have been lying here with both feet and one arm bound for four nights and three days, to my knowledge, without seeing anybody, and, of course, without shaving or washing. I cant tell you what these days and nights have been likethey have been like a long, awful nightmare; even the house has all the time been as still as death. My God, what a relief it was to hear the door bell ringing this afternoon, and the knocker going as though the place was on fire!

And when the police did force an entrance it seems they found nobody but me!


CHAPTER VIII MORE SUSPICIONS
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WOMEN ARE EXTRAORDINARYA platitude, of course, for everybody who has mixed with women and who possesses a gleam of intelligence knows that they are extraordinary, just as he knows, or ought to know, that if they were not bizarre and mystifying, complex and erratic, they would be less insidiously captivating than they are.

There are, however, exceptions to most rulessome misguided savant of a bygone epoch formulated a maxim which says that the exception proves the rule, obviously an absurd statement, for if one man has no nose on his face it is no proof that all other men have noses on theirs. Aunt Hannah constituted an exception to the rule that women are rendered additionally attractive through being extraordinary. Had she been less extraordinary she would have been more lovable. As it was she came near, at this time, to being the reverse of lovable, or so it struck me when, upon my endeavour to talk calmly and rationally to her after hearing all that Jack Osborne had just told us, and striving to induce her to listen to reason, she remained prejudiced, illogical.

I should not have cared a button, naturally, had it not been for Dulcie and the estrangement between us that the foolish old ladys behaviour created. Dulcie thought no end of her aunt, respected her views and sentimentsshe had been brought up to do so, poor childand, I knew, really loved her. Well, I said to myself tartly, she will now have to choose between Aunt Hannah and me, and feeling cock-sure, after all that had occurred between us, that I should be the favoured one and that Aunt Hannah would be metaphorically relegated to the scrap-heap, I decided to approach Dulcie at once.

No, first I must see the original of that telegram, I reflected. Accompanied, therefore, by the police officer, I made my way to the post office in Regent Street. Having explained that I wanted to see the original of the telegram because, as I said, I think a mistake has been made in transcribing it, I was presently confronted by the postmaster, a most courteous, obliging person.

Why, certainly, he said, when I had repeated my untruth. You shall see it at once.

I waited in anxious expectancy, chatting lightly with the policeman, while the postmaster looked through the file of the days messages.

This is it, I think, he said presentlywe were in his private room. But, he went on, glancing from the message that had been sent to the original, your original message is unsigned. Is that the alleged mistake of which you complain?

Unsigned! I exclaimed, taking both papers from him. Why yes, so it is! Then how does that message that was sent off come to be signed?

The original message was type-written. The wording was exactly the same as that in the telegram received, with this exceptionthe telegram received was signed Michael Berrington, the typed message had no signature.

How do you account for this discrepancy? I asked quickly.

If you will kindly wait a moment, he answered, I will inquire into this.

He left the room. The policeman, to whom I had handed both messages, was still contemplating them with a look of perplexity in his round eyes, when the postmaster returned, bringing with him an intelligent-looking girl.

This, he said, is the young lady who transmitted the message.

I am afraid I smiled. How long, I wonder, will post-office assistants, and shop girls, bar tenders, and others continue to be young ladies, while ladies in the correct sense of the word never think, when talking of one another, of using terms more distinctive and dignified than girl and woman?

Do you remember my sending this telegram this morning? I asked, looking her full in the eyes.

I remember taking in the message, but Im afraid I dont remember your face, sir, she answered nervously, evidently afraid that I was about to get her into trouble. You see, we see so many people, and most of them only for a few moments. I recall rather clearly taking in that message, because it was typed, which most telegrams are not. Andand I thought it was handed in by a lady, and not by a gentleman. In fact I feel sure it was. Was it really you who gave it to me to send off?

No, it was not, I answered quickly. A lady? Can you remember what she was like?

I can. She was, I think, really the most beautiful lady I have ever seen. She was quite tall, as tall as a man, and she had a lovely figure. It did seem to set off her beautiful clothes so well. Then her face was lovely toolong, dark eyebrows she had, if I remember rightly, and her eyes were large. Oh, and she had a lot of auburn hairred you might almost call itI dont know which it was really, but I never saw such hair.

Good! I exclaimed.

I turned to the policeman.

She has described beyond doubt a woman I know; a woman you will probably soon know something about too.

Indeed, sir? he said, interested.

But about this signature, I went on, again addressing the operator. How does this telegram you sent off come to be signed if the original was not signed?

It was signed, sir. It must have been. Otherwise the name wouldnt have been telegraphed. AhI remember!

Remember what?

The signature was in pencil. Just after the telegram had been despatched, the lady came in again and asked if she might see the message again just for a momentshe was not sure if she had said something she had meant to say, she said. I got it and gave it to her, and a moment or two afterwards she gave it back to me, thanking me very much for having let her see it. She must have rubbed off the signature then. She could do it easy with a damp finger. Of course, I ought to have looked, but I didnt think to.

I think we have now solved the mysteryin part, I exclaimed triumphantly. This is some abominable conspiracy, and I am going to get to the bottom of it. My name was evidently signed, telegraphed, and then purposely obliterated.

After thanking the postmaster for his extreme courtesy and for the trouble he had taken, and impressing upon him that under no circumstances was the bright-eyed little operator to be censured, or allowed to get into any trouble, I returned with the policeman, who was now quite apologetic, to the house in Grafton Street. The door was locked. A constable standing by, however, told us that Osborne and Easterton had driven away together in a carhis lordships car, which his lordship had telephoned for, he said, and that the two ladies had gone to the Ritz for teahe had heard them say, as they walked away, that they were going there.

Alone I followed them. I know my way about the Ritz as though I lived there, being there so often with friends, and I soon found Aunt Hannah and Dulcie. They were alone in a cosy private tea-room leading out of one of the large rooms which is but seldom used, having tea.

I saw Aunt Hannah stiffen as I approached. I saw tooand this disturbed me far morethat Dulcie had been weeping. Her eyes were still quite moist.

What do you wish, Mr. Berrington? Aunt Hannah inquired starchily, sitting bolt upright in her chair as I approached.

I detest the use of the word wish in place of want; I dont know why, but I always associate it with prim, prudish, highly-conventional old ladies.

I have come to explain everything, and to set your mind at rest, I said, trying to speak lightly, and intentionally saying mind instead of minds, for I did not want Dulcie to suppose that I thought she shared her aunts grotesque belief in this matterthe belief that I actually had sent that hateful telegram.

I hope you will succeed, Aunt Hannah observed, then shut her lips tightly.

She did not offer me a cup of tea, but I feigned not to notice this paltry affront, and proceeded briefly to relate what had just taken place at the post office. At last, when I had, as I thought, completely cleared my character, I stopped speaking. To my surprise the old lady remained as unbending as ever.

I dont know why Ive gone to the trouble of telling you all this, I said, hiding the mortification I felt, but you see, at any rate, that I had an explanation to offer, though I grant you that at present it can only be a partial one. That is no fault of mine, however.

Partialyes, it certainly is that, muttered the old lady.

Aunt Hannah has small green eyes, and they seemed to snap. She still sat up stiffly, her entire aspect rigid.

This, I thought, is the limit. Decidedly the moment of battle has arrivedindeed, the initial encounter had already taken place. I dont mind confessing that my spirit quailedfor an instant. Then, realizing that I was up against it, my courage returned. My engagement to Dulcie hung in the balance. I must face the music.

Perhaps at first I overdid it, but something is to be conceded to nervousness. Aunt Hannah kept tapping her teaspoon against her saucer with nervous little taps. The constant small noise was very irritating. Determined to stop it, I leant suddenly forward across the little table, till my face was close to Aunt Hannahs. Anger boiled in my heart. Sympathy for Dulcie rose up and flooded my mind. Though I allowed my most charming boudoir smile to overspread my face, it was all I could do not to seize hold of that old lady and shake her. Inwardly I craved to grasp her lean wrists in a firm grip, and force her to listen to reason. A dear Dulcie had sometimes called her. A dear she might be when in a nice mood, but in the peevish vein she was now in, her obstinacy held a particularly maddening quality.

You know, I said, still smiling hypocritically, you are really trying to disbelieve me now. You are trying to make mischief between Dulcie and meand you enjoy it, and I glanced in the direction of my darling, whose eyes were shining strangely. Why dont you answer? I went on, as Aunt Hannah remained silent; I could hear her gulping with rage. At last she spoke:

What impudencewhat unwarrantable impudence! The words were shot from between her teeth. Youyou dare to speak to me like thisyouyou

After all, Miss Challoner, I cut in, its true. I no more sent that, or any telegram, to Dulcie than I am flying over the moon at this moment. And if you still disbelieve me, at least tell me why. Yes, I must know. Dont evade an answer. You have something else in your mind, I can see that, and I am not going to rest until I know what that something is.

Oh, you very rude young man, she burst out. Yes, you shall know what it is! If, as you say, the telegram was not sent by youand I suppose I must believe youwhy was it not sent to Sir Roland? Such a telegram should have been sent to him, and not to his daughterif the stolen property had been found, it was for him to come to Town, or even for me to, but certainly it was not Dulcies place to go gallivanting about in London. Now, I maintain it was sent to Dulcie because the sender knew Sir Roland to be away from homeand who, but you, knew him to be away? He left only yesterday, and he should return to-night. You knew because, so my niece tells me, she told you in a letter that he was to leave home for a day.

My niece! Really, Aunt Hannah was qualifying for opéra bouffe! Just then she knocked her spoon so loudly against her cup that it startled me.

Dont worry, Dulcie, I said, seeing how distressed she looked. You believe I didnt send it, anywayI dont mind what anybody else thinks, I added spitefully. The mystery will be cleared up sooner or later, and he laughs longest ... you know the rest. Only one thing I wonder, I ended, again facing Aunt Hannah, if you thought that, why did you bring Dulcie up to town? Why didnt you leave her at Holt, and come up alone?

I will tell you why, she snapped back. Because, wilful and disobedient as she has always been, she refused to stay at Holt and let me come up alone.

Dulcie looked at me without answering, and I read love and confidence in her eyes. That was all I really cared to know, and the look afforded me immense relief.

I felt there was no good purpose to be served by remaining there longer, so after shaking hands warmly with Dulcieto the manifold disapproval of Aunt Hannah, who stared at me frigidly and barely even bowed as I took my leaveI sauntered out into Piccadilly.

My thoughts wandered. They were not, I must say, of the happiest. Obviously there was an enemy somewhereit might be enemies. But who could it be? Why should I have, we havefor Dulcie suffered equallyan enemy? What reason could anyone have for wishing to make Dulcie, or me, or any of the Challoners, unhappy? Everybody I knew who knew them seemed to love them, particularly the tenantry. Sir Roland was looked up to and respected by both county people and villagers for miles around Holt Stacey, while Dulcie was literally adored by men and women alike, or so I believed. True, old Aunt Hannah sometimes put people out owing to her eccentricities and her irascible temper, but then they mostly looked upon her as a rather queer old lady, and made allowances for her, and she had not, I felt sure, an enemy in the country-side.

As for myself, well, I could not recollect ever doing any particularly bad turnI had my likes and dislikes among the people I knew, naturally. Then suddenly a thought struck memy engagement to Dulcie. Could that be

I smiled as I dismissed the thoughtit seemed too grotesque. No; once and for all I decided that the whole affair could have nothing to do with any kind of personal animosity. Criminals were at work, desperate criminals, perhaps, and Osborne and Dulcie and I had chanced to prove very useful as pawns in some scheme of theirs for securing plunder. I glanced at my watch. It was just five oclock. Concluding that Jack Osborne must now be at his rooms, I drove to the Russell Hotel. Yes, he particularly wanted to see me; would I please go up at once, the clerk said when he had telephoned up my name and my inquiry if Mr. Osborne were at home to anybody.

Easterton was with him still; a doctor was on the point of leaving as I entered the room where Jack sat in his dressing-gown in a big chair, drinking a cup of soup. Already he looked better, I thought, than when I had seen him at the house in Grafton Street, barely two hours before.

After exchanging a few remarks with him, and being assured by Easterton that the doctor had said that Jack might now see anyone he pleased, I came straight to the question of the telegram, repeating to him almost word for word what I had told Aunt Hannah.

For nearly a minute after I had stopped speaking he did not utter. He appeared to be thinking deeply, judging by the way his brows were knit. Then, suddenly looking straight at me, he said:

Mike, I dont like this businessI dont like it at all. Theres something radically wrong about the whole thing. Now, look here, you know that when I say a thing I mean it. Therefore I tell you thisI am going to set to work, as soon as I have quite recovered from the nightmare I have been through, to discover what is happening. I am going to solve every detail of this mystery, and if there is some gang of scoundrels at work committing burglaries and what notbecause I feel quite sure this affair is in some way connected with the robbery at HoltI am going to get them convicted. The doctor tells me I shall be perfectly all right in a couple of days. I have nothing to do. You have nothing to do. Will you join me in this attempt I am going to make to track these men down? I hear it said that you are engaged to be married to Dulcie Challoner. If thats so, then you should be even more anxious than I am to get this gang arrestedthe police say it must be a gang. They have looted some thousands of pounds worth of jewellery which practically belonged to Dulcie Challoner. Think what it will mean to her if through your efforts all that is restored to her. Besides, she will think you a heroI mean an even greater hero than she already considers you, most likely; I confess I dont agree with her, old man. You are a very good chapbut a hero? No. Say, then, will you help me in this search? It may prove exciting too; on the other hand, it may not.

Jacks breezy manner and almost boyish enthusiasm appealed to me. After all, I had, as he said, nothing on earth to doI often wished I hadand I was rather keen on anything that might lead to or savour of adventure. Though I was engaged to Dulcie, there were family reasons why the marriage could not take place at once, and then I thought again of what Jack had just said about the stolen jewelsDulcie was still greatly upset at their loss, and there was even the possibility, I thought with a smile, that if I were directly or indirectly responsible for their recovery Aunt Hannah might eventually deign again to smile upon mewhich would, of course, give me great joy!

Yes, old chap, I said, Ill do anything you jolly well like. Im sick of doing nothing.

First rate! he answered. Then thats settled. Ive all sorts of ideas and theories about the Holt Manor robbery and this affair of mine, and that telegram to-day, and other things that have happenedsome you know about, some you dont. I have a friend who was for twenty years at Scotland YardGeorge Preston, wonderful chap, knows London upside-down and inside-out, and now hes kicking his heels with nothing to do hell be only too glad to earn a bit. You might ring him up for me now, and ask him to come here to-morrow.

Somebody knocked, and I went to the door, Jack having told me that he did not want to see anybody likely to bore him.

It was only an hotel messenger. The clerk in the office had tried to ring up the room, he said, but could get no answer. Turning, I saw that Jack had forgotten to replace the receiver the last time he had spoken.

What do you want? I asked.

The messenger said that a young gentleman had just called. He wanted to see a Mr. Berrington who was probably with Mr. Osborne.

What about? I said. And didnt he give his name?

He wouldnt say what about, sir, though he was asked. He said it was most important. He said to say Mr. Richard Challoner.

Dick! I exclaimed. Good heavens, what is Dick doing up in London? Oh, go down, I said to the messenger, and send him up at once.

Its Dick Challoner, I said, turning to Osborne and Easterton, Sir Rolands boy, the little chap I told you about who behaved so pluckily when the thieves at Holt got hold of him. I wonder what hes doing in town, and why he wants to see me.

Then I sat down, lit a cigarette, and waited. I little suspected what an amazing story I was about to hear.


CHAPTER IX THE SNARE
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DICKS FACE BORE a broad grin as he entered the room. He looked dreadfully mischievous. Assuming as serious an expression as I could conjure, I said to him:

Why, whats the meaning of this, Dick? How do you come to be in town? Are you with Aunt Hannah?

Its all rightbrother-in-law, he answered lightly. No, I am not with Aunt Hannah, nor is Aunt Hannah with me. I have come up on my own.

On your own? What do you mean?

Ill tell you, butwont you introduce me, Mike?

Easterton, I said, this is Roland Challoners boy, Dick. Jack, this is the boy I told you about who was chloroformed by the thieves at Holt.

Jacks eyes rested on Dick. Then he put out his hand.

Come here, old chap, he said in his deep voice. For several moments he held Dicks hand in his while he sat looking at him.

Yes, he said at last, I have heard about youDick. I heard about what you did that day those men caught you. Keep that spirit up, my boyyour family has never lacked pluck, if history is to be trustedand youll become one of the kind of men England so badly needs. What are you doing in London? Is your father with you?

No, I have come up on my own, Dick repeated. I am going to tell Mike why, in a moment. Are you Mr. Jack Osborne that Mike is always talking to my sister about, who took Mike to that housethe house where the fire was?

Yes, I am, Jack answered, laughing. Why?

Oh, because my sister didnt like your taking Mike there, you knowshe didnt like it a bit. She and Mike are going to be married, you know, and Mike is going to be my brother-in-law.

I pounced upon him to make him be quiet, though Easterton and Osborne clamoured that he should be left alone and allowed to say anything he liked, Jack declaring that he wanted to hear more of this romance.

At last we all became serious, and then Dick said:

I made a discovery this morning at Holt. There is someone hidden in the old hiding-hole close to fathers bedroom.

Hidden in it! I exclaimed. Oh, nonsense!

Your telegram to Dulcie arrived at about half-past ten this morning, he went on, not heeding my remark, and she and Aunt Hannah at once got ready to go to townI know what was in the telegram, because Dulcie told me. About an hour after they were gone, I happened to go up to fathers bedroom to fetch something, and when I came out again I noticed an odd soundat first I couldnt think where it came from. It was like someone breathing very heavily, someone asleep. I stood quite still, and soon I found that it came from the priests hiding-holeyou know it, you have seen it. I went over on tip-toe, got into the angle where the opening to the hole is, and pressed my ear down on the sliding board. I could hear the sound quite well thensomebody breathing awfully heavily. First I thought of sliding back the board and peeping in. Then I decided I wouldnt do that until Id got somebody else with me. I noticed that the sliding board was unboltedthere is a little bolt on the side of it, you knowso I very quietly pushed forward the bolt and then went downstairs to look for James or Charlesthats the butler and the footman, you know, he said to Jack. Cook told me they had both gone into Newbury for the day, and of course fathers chauffeur was out with the carhe had taken Aunt Hannah and Dulcie to Holt Stacey to catch the train to London, and I knew that he would take a day off too, because he always does when he gets the chancefather isnt expected back until to-night. So then I went to try to find Churchill, or one of the other gardenersgoodness knows where they were hiding themselves. Anyway, I couldnt find them, nor could I find either of the keepers; in fact, I seemed to be the only man on the place.

Well, go on, I said, as he paused. You were the only man on the place. What did the only man do then?

Ill tell you if youll wait a momentmy brother-in-law is always so beastly impatient, he said, turning again to Jack. Dont you find him like that, Mr. Osborne?

I doalways. But go on, old boy, Im very interested.

And so am I, Easterton laughed.

Of course, it was no use telling cook or the maids; theyd have got what cook calls styricks or something, so then it suddenly struck me the best thing for me to do would be to come right up to town and find Aunt Hannah and tell her. I knew where shed be, because youd said in your telegramfour hundred and thirty Grafton Street. I didnt know where Grafton Street was, but I thought I could find outI borrowed money from cook for the railway ticket, though I didnt tell her what I wanted it for, or she wouldnt have given it to me, and directly after lunch I bicycled to Holt Stacey station and caught the train.

I got to Grafton Street all right by a bus down Bond Street. There was a policeman standing near the house in Grafton Street, and when I rang the bell he came up and asked me what I wanted. I told him, and he said he thought Id find the two ladies I wanted at the Ritz Hotel. I knew where that was, and he showed me the way to get to it, down Dover Streetof course, if Id had money enough Id have taken taxis and got about much quicker. A giant in livery at the Ritz Hotel told me that two ladies answering to the description of the ladies I sought had left the hotel about a quarter of an hour before I got there, and he didnt know where they had gone. Then I went to Brookss to see if you were there, but you werent, though they said youd been there. That put the lid on it. I didnt know what to do, and Id only got tenpence hapenny left. I was awfully hungry, so I went and had tea and buns at the A.B.C. shop at Piccadilly Circus. While I was having tea I remembered hearing you tell Dulcie that Mr. Osborne lived at the Russell Hotel. Id have telephoned to Mr. Osborne and explained who I was and asked him if he could tell me where I could find you, and Id have telephoned too to your flat in South Molton Street to ask if you were there, but Id got only fivepence hapenny left after tea, and you might both have been out and then Id have had only a penny-hapenny and Paddington seemed an awfully long way to walk to, and I wasnt quite sure of the way, so Id have had to keep asking, and thats such a bore, isnt it?

So after tea I got on to the tube and came here and asked for Mr. Osborne. The man downstairs told me two gentlemen were with him, and I asked him what they were like. He told me as well as he could, and I guessed from the description one of them must be you, and then just after the messenger had come up to ask if it was you and to tell you I was there, another hotel man turned up downstairs, and I talked to him, and he said he knew a Mr. Berrington was with Mr. Osborne because he, the man, had telephoned up your name a little while before, and Mr. Osborne had said to show you up. And so here I am, and thats all.

He stopped abruptly, breathless after his long talk, which had been delivered without an instants pause.

For your age you seem fairly intelligent, Jack said, with a look of amusement.

Yes, fairly, Dick retorted. But my brother-in-law says that when he was my age the world was a much better and finer place, that the boys did wonderful thingswhen he was my age. He says, for instance, that he talked Latin and Greek and German and French and one or two other languages just as you talk English, Mr. Osborne, when he was my age funny how he has forgotten them all, isnt it? My sister told me only yesterday that Mike talks French fluently, but that his German leaves much to be desired. Those were her words. Were all the boys wonderful when you were my age too, Mr. Osborne, can you remember? Another thing Mike says is that when he was my age all boys were taught to swim by being taken to the ends of piers and flung into the seaMike says he was taught like that just as the rest were, and that he jolly well had to swim or hed have been drowned, which seems pretty obvious, doesnt it, when you come to think of it? When did the fashion of teaching boys to swim like that go out, Mr. Osborne? Im jolly glad it has gone out.

When I had succeeded in checking Dicks flow of talk and quelling his high spirits, and had questioned him further with regard to the man he declared to be in hiding at Holtthough without my being able to obtain from him any further informationI turned to Jack.

What do you make of it? I said. What do you suggest ought to be done?

I think, he answered after a moments pause, that it affords an excellent excuse for you to run down to Holt to-night.

Oh, good! Dick exclaimed, jumping with excitement. And theres a train at a quarter to seven that we can catch; it gets to Holt Stacey at five minutes to eight.

Jack glanced up at the clock.

In three quarters of an hours time, he said. That will suit you, Mike, and youll be glad, I know, of the excuse to go down to Holt to see the flowers andand things. Dont think I suppose for a moment that you want to see either Dulcie Challoner or the old lady you call Aunt Hannah, but still if you should see them, and of course you will

Oh, hell see them right enough, Dick burst out, especially my sister. There arent any flies on my brother-in-law, you bet!

I boxed Dicks ears, but he didnt seem to mind. Perhaps I didnt box them very hard, for instead of howling as he ought to have done, he looked up at me sharply and exclaimed:

Then youre coming down to Holt now! Hooray! Well go down togetherhow ripping! Ill telephone to say youre coming, and say to get your room ready, and he sprang across to the instrument by the bedside.

I stopped him, gripping him by the shoulder, though not before he had pulled off the receiver and called through to the operatorTrunks, please!

Youll do nothing of the sort, I said, and look here, Dick, you are in Mr. Osbornes rooms, and not in your own play-room, so dont forget it.

I felt greatly preoccupied as the train sped down to Berkshireanxious, too, about many things, not the least of these being how I should be received. Would Sir Roland have returned? Would Aunt Hannah have told him everything? If so would he have adopted her view with regard to the sending of that telegram, and with regard to other matters? And Dulcie, would she at last have come to think as Aunt Hannah thought? I could not believe she would have, but still

As I have said, women are so extraordinary, that there is no knowing what they may not do, no accounting for what they may do.

Knowing there would be no conveyance obtainable at Holt Stacey, I had decided to go on to Newbury. On our alighting at Newbury I suddenly heard Dicks shrill voice calling:

Why, Mike, theres father!

Sir Roland had just got out of a compartment further up the train, and soon we were in conversation. He too had come from London, but whereas Dick and I had only just caught the train, Sir Roland had, he said, entered it as soon as it came into the station, which accounted for our not having seen him at Paddington. As we walked along the Newbury platform I explained to him very briefly the reason I had come down, and how it was I had Dick with me, inwardly congratulating myself upon my good fortune in thus meeting Sir Roland and so being able to explain everything to him concerning what had happened that day, before he should meet his sister and hear what she would tell him.

It was only at the last moment I decided to come by this train, Sir Roland said as he entered the taxi that a porter had hailed, and I followed him, while Dick hopped in after us. How tiresome it is one cant get a conveyance at Holt Stacey; people are for ever complaining to me about it. As I have not telegraphed for the car to meet me I had to come on to Newbury.

I came to Newbury for the same reason, I said; and then, as the taxi rolled swiftly along the dark lanes, for we had a twelve miles run before us, I gave Sir Roland a detailed account of all that had happened that day, from the time Easterton had rung me up at my flat to tell me of Jack Osbornes disappearance and to ask me to come to him at once, down to the sudden and unexpected arrival of Dick at Jacks rooms at the Russell Hotel.

Sir Roland was astounded, and a good deal perturbed. Several times during the course of my narrative he had interrupted in order to put some question or other to Dick. At first he had reproved him for going to London on what Dick called his own; but when I told him more he admitted that what the boy had done he had done probably for the best.

Oh, I havent told you one thing, Dick suddenly interrupted.

Well, what? Sir Roland asked.

While I was on my way to Holt Stacey this morning, Mrs. Stapleton passed me in her car. I was on that part of the road, about a mile from the lodge, where if you look round you can see a long bit of the avenue. I wondered if Mrs. Stapleton were going to Holt by any chance, so I bicycled rather slowly for a minute or two, and looked round once or twice. I had guessed right, because all at once I saw her car going up the avenue.

Are you sure it was Mrs. Stapleton? I asked, suddenly interested.

Oh, quite. But I dont think she saw me, her car went by so fast.

Was anybody with her?

No, she was alonethe chauffeur was driving.

And the car that went up the drive, are you sure it was the same?

Positivethat long grey car of hers, Id know it anywhere; you can recognize it ever so far away.

We were half a mile from the lodge, now. Soon we had shot through the open gates, and were sliding up the splendid avenue. I felt intensely excited, also happier than when in the train, for I knew I now possessed Sir Rolands entire confidence. Delicious was it to think that in a few minutes I should see Dulcie again, but what excited meand I knew it must be exciting Sir Roland toowas the thought of that manor would it prove to be a woman?lying concealed in the hiding-hole. Who could he be? How long had he been there? How had he got there and what could he be doing?

I had told Sir Roland of the false conclusion Aunt Hannah had come to with regard to the sending of that typed telegram, and how bitterly she had spoken to me about itI had thought it best to prepare him for the absurd story that I felt sure Aunt Hannah would proceed to pour into his ear directly she met him. To my relief he had laughed, appearing to treat the matter of her annoyance and suspicion as a joke, though the sending of the telegram he looked upon, naturally, as a very grave matter. Consequently, upon our arrival at Holt, instead of inquiring for his sister, and at once consulting her upon the subject of the days events, as he would, I knew, have done under ordinary circumstances, he told Charles, the footman, to send the butler to him at once, and to return with him.

We were now in the little librarySir Roland and myself, Dick, the butler and the footman, and the door was shut. Without any preliminaries Sir Roland came straight to the point. He told the two servants of Dicks discovery that morning, told them that presumably the man was still in hiding where Dick had bolted him down, and that the four of us were at once going, as he put it, to unearth the scoundrel.

And you will stay here, Dick, Sir Roland added. We shall not need your services at this juncture.

Dick was, I could see, deeply disappointed at, as he put it to me in an undertone, being side-tracked like this by the guvnor when it was I who marked the beggar to ground ; but his fathers word was law, and he knew it.

Never mind, my dear old chap, I said, as I noticed a slight quiver of the under lip, directly weve unearthed him and got him safely bagged Ill come and tell you what he looks like and all about him. You see, your father doesnt want to run unnecessary riskyoure the only boy hes got, and this man may be armed. You would be annoyed if the fellow were to make holes in you, and I should be vexed too; greatly vexed.

Dick laughed at that, and when, a minute later, we left him, he was happier in his mind.

No sound was audible as we stood above the priests hole, listening intently. This hiding-place was oddly situated, and ingeniously constructed. In an angle formed by two walls with old oak wainscoting was a sliding floorin reality it was a single board, but it was made to resemble so exactly several boards set parallel and horizontally that none could believe it to be a single board unless they were shown. Immediately beneath was a room, or closet, not much bigger than a very large cupboard, which could accommodate three men standing, or two seated. In olden days this sliding board was covered with tapestry, and being made in such a way that, when stamped upon or struck, no hollow sound was emitted, it formed a safe place of concealment for any outlawed person for whom the emissaries of the law might be in search. To this day the board slides away into the wall as sweetly as it did in the days of the Reformation; but Sir Roland, owing to an accident having once occurred through someone leaving the hole uncovered, had affixed a small bolt to the board and given orders that this bolt should always be kept pushed into its socket.

When we had all stood listening for fully a minute, Sir Roland said suddenly:

Charles, draw the bolt and slide back the boardget back, James! he exclaimed sharply to the butler, who in his anxiety to see what would be revealed was bending forward.

Dyou want to be shot? Whoever the man may be he is pretty sure to be armed.

An instant later the board had vanished into the wall, and Sir Roland stood peering down exactly as he had warned his butler not to do.

By Jove! he exclaimed.

Casting prudence aside, we all pressed forward and looked down into the hole. Huddled in a heap at the bottom was a man in hunting kitwhite breeches, top boots and pink coat. Sitting along the floor, he was bent almost double, so that we could not see his face.

Hello! Sir Roland called out, who are you? What are you doing there?

But the figure didnt move.

At one end of the hiding-hole a ladder was nailed vertically. The feet of the man touched its lowest rung. Turning, Sir Roland began carefully to descend.

Let me, sir! the butler exclaimed excitedly, let meits not safehe may attack you, sir!

Without answering Sir Roland continued to clamber down. Now he stood upon the floor of the hiding-hole, at the foot of the figure. We saw him stoop, raise the mans head, and bend the body upward until the back rested against the other end of the hole.

An exclamation escaped us simultaneously. The face was that of a man of twenty-seven or so, though the stubbly beard and moustache, apparently a weeks growth or more, at first gave the idea that he was much older. The eyes were closed and sunken. The mouth gaped. The face was deathly pale and terribly emaciated.

By Gad! gasped Sir Roland, as he took hold of the wrist and felt for the pulse. My Gad, I think hes dead!


CHAPTER X NARRATES A CONFESSION
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HALF AN HOUR later the man found in the hiding-hole lay upon a bed in one of the spare rooms.

Though not dead, he had, when discovered, been in the last stage of exhaustion. The doctor telephoned for had at once discovered that what we already suspected was truethe mans left ankle was very badly sprained. It must, he said, have been sprained ten or twelve days previously. In addition, the man was almost like a skeleton.

You found him not an hour too soon, the doctor said when, after completing his diagnosis, and giving instructions concerning the treatment of his patient to the nurse who had just arrived, he rejoined us in the smoking-room downstairs. He is in a state of complete collapse. For days he has evidently not touched food.

He looked at us in turn with an odd expression as he said this. He was clearly mystified at finding a man at Holt Manor dying of starvationa starving man dressed for the chase, a man obviously of refinement, and undoubtedly to be described as a gentleman.

Sir Roland decided under the circumstances to tell the doctor everything: how the mans presence had been discovered by Dick, how we had afterwards found him lying upon the floor of the hiding-hole, apparently dead, and how, with the help of ropes, we had finally pulled him out. The doctor had, of course, heard of the robbery at Holt nearly a fortnight before, and he at once put two and two together.

For two days the stranger quivered between life and death. Two nurses were in constant attendance, and the doctor called frequently. It was on the afternoon of the third day that he expressed a desire to talk to Sir Roland; he had, until then, been allowed to speak only a word or two.

He wanted, he said, to speak with Sir Roland alone; but to this Sir Roland would not agree.

If you want to speak to me, you can speak quite freely before this gentleman, he said; I was in the room at the time.

At first the man seemed distressed, but at last, finding that Sir Roland would make no concession, he said in a weak voice:

Im dying, Sir Roland, I feel it, and before I go there are things I should like to say to youthings that it may be to your advantage to hear.

His voice, I noticed, had in it the timbre peculiar to the voices of men of education.

Say anything you like, Sir Roland answered coldly.

You have been exceedingly kind to me: there are men who, finding me in concealment as you found me, and after what has happened in this house, would at once have called in the police. You may believe me or not, but I am extremely grateful to you. And I want to show my gratitude in the only way I can.

He paused for nearly a minute, then continued:

Sir Roland, I will tell you as much as I am justified in telling about the robbery; but first, has anybody concerned in it been arrested?

Sir Roland shook his head.

Nobodyas yet, he answered. The police have not discovered even the smallest clue.

I and another were in your bedroom when your son suddenly sprang from behind the screen, the stranger went on. Again you may believe me or not, but I tried to prevent my companion from doing him any injury. It was I who put the chloroform on the boy, but I did him no other harm, I swear, sir.

I saw Sir Rolands eyes blaze. Then, as his glance rested upon the strangers starved, almost ashen faceit seemed to be gradually growing lividthe sternness of his expression relaxed.

How came you to be in hiding here? he asked abruptly. How many accomplices had you?

Seven, the stranger replied, without an instants hesitation. The robbery was carefully planned; it was planned so carefully that it seemed without the bounds of possibility that it could fail to succeed. I and others were at your hunt breakfast

Were your accomplices all men? I interrupted sharply.

The mans stare met mine. He looked at me with, I thought, singular malevolence.

They were not, he answered quietly. He turned again to Sir Roland. Just after your son had been rendered unconscious, I had the misfortune to slip up on the polished floor and sprain my ankle badly. No sooner did my companion realize what had happened, than he snatched from me all the stolen property I held, in spite of my endeavour to prevent him, then emptied my pockets, and left me. Dismayed at being thus desertedfor unless I could hide at once I must, I knew, quickly be discoveredI crawled out of the room on all fours, and along the landing as far as the angle where the hiding-place is. The hole was openwe had opened it before entering your room, lest we might be surprised and suddenly forced to hide. Almost as I reached it I heard somebody coming. Instantly I scrambled down and slid the board over my head.

How came you to know of the existence and the whereabouts of the hiding-hole at all? Sir Roland inquired, eyeing the stranger suspiciously.

That I do not wish to tell. I hoped ultimately to be rescued by my accomplices, and for that reason I made no sound which might have revealed my presence. My ankle had swollen considerably, and, confined in my riding-boot, which I couldnt pull off, it gave me intense pain. To clamber out unaided was consequently an impossibility; so there I lay, slowly starving, hoping, night after night, that my accomplices would force an entrance into the house and rescue me, for my companion who left me must have guessed where I was in hidingwe had agreed, as I have said, to seek concealment in that hole should either of us be driven to hide in order to escape detection.

Was the man who deserted you the man who deliberately strained my boys arm by twisting it? Sir Roland asked.

Yes.

What is his name?

GastrellHugesson Gastrell, thats the name the brute is known by. He always was a blackguarda perisher! I shall refuse to betray any of the others; they are my friends. But Hugesson Gastrelldont forget that name, Sir Roland. You may some day be very glad I told it to youthe man of The Four Faces!

He paused. He seemed suddenly to be growing weaker. As we sat there, watching him, I could not help in a sense feeling pity for the fellow, and I knew that Sir Roland felt the same. It seemed terrible to find a man like this, quite younghe was certainly under thirtya man with the unmistakable cachet of public school and university, engaged in a career of infamy. What was his lifes story I wondered as I looked at him, noting how refined his features were, what well-shaped hands he had. Why had he sunk so low? Above all, who was he? for certainly he was no ordinary malefactor.

Suddenly he turned on to his back, wincing with pain as he did so; he had been lying partly on his side.

I cant betray my friends, Sir Roland, he murmured, but believe me when I say I am deeply grateful for your kindness to me. I was not always what I am now, you know, his voice grew weaker still; not always an adventurera criminal if you will. Yes, I am a criminal, and have been for many years; unconvicted as yet, but none the less a criminal. I was once what you are, Sir Roland; I took pride in being a gentleman and in calling myself one. Educated at Marlborough and at Trinitybut why should I bore you with my storyeh, Sir Roland? Why should I bore you with, withah! The Four Faces! The Four Faces! he repeated.

His eyes rolled strangely, then looked dully up at the ceiling. What did he mean by The Four Faces? Did he refer to the medallion worn by Gastrell? His mind was beginning to wander. He muttered and murmured for a minute, then again his words became articulate.

Jasmineoh, Jasmine my darling, I love you so!

I started.

Jasmine, if only you would ... oh, yes, that is all I ask, all I want, my darling woman, all I ... you remember it all, dont you? ... yes ... oh, it was her fault ... he wouldnt otherwise have killed her ... oh, no, discovery is impossible, the ... it was quite unrecognizable.... The Four Facesha! ha! ... I myself saw it, black, charred beyond all hope of recognition ... he did right to ... dear, I should have done the same....

Between these scraps of sentences were words impossible to catch the meaning of, so indistinctly were they uttered, some being said beneath his breath, some muttered and inarticulate, some little more than murmurings.

He moved restlessly on the bed. Then his eyes slowly closed, and for a minute he lay still. And then, all at once, he seemed to spring back into life.

Mother! he shouted suddenly in quite a strong voice.

He started up in bed, and now sat erect and still, his wide-stretched eyes staring straight before him.

The nurse had, at Sir Rolands request, left the room before the stranger had begun to speak to him. Now, opening the door quickly, Sir Roland called to her to return.

The strangers eyes were fixed. Motionless he sat there glaring, as it seemed to us, at some figure facing him. Instinctively we followed the direction of his gaze, but naught was visible to us save the artistic pattern upon the pink-tinted wall-paper opposite the foot of the bed.

His lips were slightly parted, now. We saw them move as though he spoke rapidly, but no words came. And then, all at once, he smiled.

The Four Faces! he repeated, almost inaudibly.

It was not a vacant smile, not the smile of a man mentally deficient, but a smile charged with meaning, with intelligent expression; a smile of delight, of greetinga smile full of love. It was the first time we had seen a smile, or anything approaching one, upon his face, and in an instant it revealed how handsome the man had been.

Mother!

This time the word was only murmured, a murmur so low as to be barely audible. The fellows pyjama jacket, one Sir Roland Challoner had lent to him, had become unfastened at the throat, and now I noticed that a thin gold chain was round his neck, and that from it there depended a flat, circular locket.

Sir Roland was seated close beside the bed. Almost as I noticed this locket, he saw it too. I saw him bend forward a little, and take it in his fingers, and turn it over. I could see it distinctly from where I sat. Upon the reverse side was a miniaturethe portrait of a womana woman of forty-five or so, very beautiful still, a striking face of singular refinement. Yes, there could be no doubt whateverthe eyes of the miniature bore a striking likeness to the strangers, which now gazed at nothing with that fixed, unmeaning stare.

I had noticed Sir Roland raised his eyebrows. Now he sat staring intently at the miniature which lay flat upon the palm on his hand. At last he let it drop and turned to me, while the stranger still sat upright in the bed, gazing still at something he seemed to see before him.

I believe I have discovered his identity, Sir Roland whispered. I recognize the portrait in that locket; I couldnt possibly mistake it seeing that years ago I knew the original well. Its a miniature of Lady Logan, who died some years ago. Her husband, Lord Logan, was a gambler, a spendthrift, and a drunkard, and he treated her with abominable cruelty. They had one child, a son. I remember the son sitting on my knee when he was quite a little chaphe couldnt at that time have been more than five or six. He went to Marlborough, I know; then crammed for the army, but failed to pass; and yet he was undoubtedly clever. His father became infuriated upon hearing that he had not qualified, and, in a fit of drunkenness, turned him with curses out of the house, forbidding him ever to return, in spite of Lady Logans pleading on the lads behalf. The lad had from infancy been passionately devoted to his mother, though he couldnt bear his father. The mother died soon afterwardsof a broken heart it was saidand Lord Logan survived her only a few months, dying eventually of delirium tremens. Upon his death the little money he left was swallowed up in paying his debts. The son, whose name was Harold, didnt show up even at the funeralsnone knew where he was or what had become of him. It was generally believed that he had gone abroad, and Logans executors thought it probable that the son had not had news of either his mothers or his fathers death. Altogether it was a very sad story and

He checked himself, for the stranger had turned his head and was looking at usnever shall I forget the infinite pathos of his expression at that moment. There was something in the face which betrayed misery and dejection so abject that for days afterwards the look haunted me. Again I saw the lips move, but no sound came.

He had sunk back upon his pillows. Once more his eyes gazed fixedly at the ceiling. Some moments later the mouth gaped, the lips turned slowly blue, a dull, leaden hue spread over the pale features.

The nurse hurried forward, but there was nothing to be done. Harold Logan, Lord Logans wastrel son, was dead.


CHAPTER XI CONCERNS MRS. STAPLETON
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TEN DAYS HAD passed since the events I have set down in the previous chapter, and still no clue of any kind had been obtained to the robbers at Holt, or the perpetrators of the outrage at the house in Grafton Street. Nor, indeed, had any light been thrown upon the mystery of the forged telegram, while the incident of the discovery of the charred body of a murdered woman among the débris of the house in Maresfield Gardens destroyed by fire on Christmas Eve had, to all intents, been entirely forgotten.

In the firelight in a small room leading out of the large library, Dulcie and I sat and talked. Perched on the broad arm of a giant padded chair, swinging her small, grey-spatted feet to and fro, she glanced at me moodily, replying in monosyllables to most of my remarks. Presently I rose with a gesture of annoyance, and began to pace the floor.

It was not a comfortable atmosphere by any meansmetaphorically. In point of fact, Dulcie and I quarrelled.

We had quarrelled during our afternoon walk over the hard-frozen snow to a neighbouring hamlet to take a deserving widow a can of soup, and old Captain Barnacle in Wheatsheaf Lane a promising Christmas pudding.

The cause of our quarrel was a curious one. Though Aunt Hannah appeared to have overcome her belief concerning the telegram she had felt so certain I had sent, I felt that she was now prejudiced against mewhy, heaven only knew. Her manner towards me, as well as her expression, and the way she spoke to me, all betrayed this. Women dislike being proved to be in the wrong even more than men do, and the conclusion I had come to was that Aunt Hannah would never forgive my having, in a sense, made her eat her words and look ridiculous. It was on the subject of Aunt Hannah, then, that Dulcie and I had begun our quarrel, for Dulcie had stood up for her when I condemned herthat I condemned her rather bitterly, I admit. From that we had presently come to talk of Mrs. Stapleton, for whom Dulcie had suddenly developed a most extraordinary infatuation.

On the morning that Dick, on his way to the station, had passed Mrs. Stapleton in her car, Mrs. Stapleton had called at Holt and asked to see Dulcie. At that moment Dulcie was in the train with Aunt Hannah, on her way to London in response to the telegram. The widow had then asked to see Aunt Hannah Challoner, and then Sir Roland.

Upon hearing that all three were absent from home, she had asked if she might come into the house to write a note to Dulcie, and the maid who had opened the door to herthe butler and footman having, as we know, gone into Newburyhad politely but firmly refused to admit her, declaring that she had orders to admit nobody whomsoever.

This refusal had apparently annoyed Mrs. Stapleton a good deal, and on the same evening she had called again, and again asked to see Dulcie, who by that time had returned. It was while she was alone with Dulcie in her boudoir that Sir Roland and Dick and I had returned to Holt, and that the strangerwhom we now knew to have been Lord Logans sonhad been discovered in the hiding-hole. Mrs. Stapleton had remained with Dulcie over an hour, and during that hour it was that she had apparently cast the spell of her personality over Dulcie. It was on the subject of this infatuation of Dulcies that Dulcie and I had ended by quarrelling rather seriously.

I wont hear a word said against her, Dulcie suddenly declared impetuously, kicking her heel viciously against the chair. I think she is the most fascinating woman I have ever met, and the more you abuse her the more I shall stand up for herso there.

Abuse her! I answered irritably. When did I abuse her? Repeat one word of abuse that I have uttered against her. You know quite well that I havent said a syllable that you can twist into abuse. All I have said is that I mistrust her, and that I think it a pity you should for ever be metaphorically sitting on her skirts, as you have been during the past few days.

And you dont call that abuse? Dulcie retorted. Then tell me what you do call it.

I myself like Mrs. Stapleton up to a point, I answered, evading the question. She is capital company and all that, but

But what? Dulcie asked quickly, as I hesitated.

But who is she? And where does she come from? How is it that nobody about here, and apparently nobody in town either, knows anything at all about her? Such an attractive-looking woman, young, apparently well off, and a widowsurely somebody ought to know something or other about her if she is quitewell, quite all right. Its most singular that she shouldnt have any friends at all among our rather large circle of acquaintance.

I shall tell her just what you have said about her, Dulcie exclaimed quite hotly. I never thought you were that kind, Michaelnever. You pride yourself upon being broadmindedyou have often told me soand yet because Tom, Dick and Harry dont know all about poor Mrs. Stapletonwho her husband was, who her parents were, and where she comes fromyou immediately become suspicious, and begin to wonder all sorts of horrid things about her.

My dear Dulcie, I said, becoming suddenly quite calm, so anxious was I to soothe her at any cost, for I hated our falling out like this, you put words into my mouth I never spoke, and thoughts into my mind which never occurred to me. I have said only one thing, and I shall say it again. I mistrust Mrs. Stapleton, and I advise you to be on your guard against her.

The door opened at that moment, and Charles, entering, announced:

Mrs. Stapleton.

Oh, Connie, how glad I am youve come! Dulcie burst out, jumping off the arm of the big chair impetuously, and hurrying forward to meet the widow, who at once embraced her affectionately. We were just this instant talking about you. Isnt that strange?

And I hope not saying nasty things, as I have reason to believe some of my friends do, Mrs. Stapleton answered, with a charming smile, casting a careless glance at me. But, of course, I couldnt imagine you or Mr. Berrington saying anything unpleasant about anybody, she added quickly; you are both muchmuch too nice.

This was heaping coals of fire upon me, and I believe I winced as Dulcies eyes met mine for a brief instant and I noticed the look of scorn that was in them. She did not, however, repeat to Mrs. Stapleton what I had just said about her, as she had threatened to do. Instead, she slipped her arm affectionately through the young widows, led her over to the big arm-chair, made her sit down in it, and once more perched herself upon its arm.

Ring for tea, Mike, like a dear, she said to me. Her tone had completely changed. Once more she had become her own, delightful self. This sudden volte-face did not, I must admit, in the least surprise me, for I knew what a child of moods she was, how impulsive and impetuous, and I think I loved her the more because she was like that.

We now formed, indeed, quite a merry trio. By the time tea was finished Connie Stapletons magnetic personality must, I think, have begun to affect me to some extent, for I found myself wondering whether, after all, I had not been mistaken in the opinion I had formed that she was a woman one would be well-advised not to trust too implicitlybecome too intimate with.

And your jewels, dear! she suddenly asked, as though the recollection of the robbery had but at that instant occurred to her. Have you recovered any of them? Have the police found any clue?

Yes, Dulcie answered at once, the police have a clue, though, as yet, none of the stolen things have been recovered.

Indeed? I exclaimed. Why, Dulcie, you never told me. What is it? What is the clue?

I forgot to tell you; at least, I should have told you, but youve been so snappy all the afternoon that I thought there was no need, Dulcie answered equivocally. Well, the clue is merely this. When Churchillthats the head gardener, you know, she said to Mrs. Stapletonwas sweeping away the snow in the drive at the back of the house, that narrow drive which leads down to the lane that joins the main road to Newbury, just by Stags Leap, he saw something shining on the ground. He picked it up and found it was a buckle, set in diamonds, as he thought, so when he brought it to me of course he was tremendously excitedhe made sure it was one of the stolen bits of jewellery. As a matter of fact, it was one of a set of very old paste buckles which belonged to my mother, and those buckles were among the stolen things.

When did he find it? Mrs. Stapleton asked, interested.

Why, only a few hours agoit was just after lunch when he came to me, and he had then only just found it. You see, the ground has been covered with snow ever since the day of the robbery; that was the last day we hunted.

Did the gardener say anything else? Has he any theory to account for the buckle being there?

Again it was Mrs. Stapleton who put the question.

None, Connie, Dulcie answered. At least, yes, she corrected, he has a sort of theory, but I dont think much of it. That narrow drive is rarely used, you know; the gate into the lane is nearly always lockedit was unlocked and the gate set open the day the hounds met here in order to save people coming from the direction of Stags Leap the trouble of going round by the lodge. I dont think, all the same, that many people came in that way.

I dont see much theory in that, I observed drily. Somehow I could not shake off the feeling of irritability that my quarrel with Dulcie during the afternoon had created.

Naturally, because I havent yet come to the theory part, Dulcie answered sharply, noticing the tone in which I spoke. I am coming to it now. Churchill says he happened to come along that drive between about eleven oclock and half-past on the morning of the meetthat would be just about the time when everybody was at the breakfastand he distinctly remembers seeing a car drawn up close to the shrubbery. There was nobody in it, he says, but as far as he can recollect it was drawn up at the exact spot where he found the buckle this afternoon. Of course, there was no snow on the ground then.

Has he any idea what the car was like?

As Connie Stapleton made this inquiry I happened to glance at her. I could only see her profile, but there was, I thought, something unusual in her expression, something I did not seem to recollect having ever seen in it before. It was not exactly a look of anxiety; rather it was a look of extreme interest, of singular curiosity.

Churchill is most mysterious and secretive on that point, Dulcie answered. I asked him to tell me what the car was like, if he had any idea whose it was. He said it was a grey car, but he wouldnt tell me more than that. He said he believed he had hit the line, and would soon be on a hot scent. Try as I would, I couldnt get him to say another word. He asked if he might have this afternoon off, and gave me to understand he wanted to go into Newbury. I believe he is going to try to do a little detective work, she ended, with a laugh; but, as I say, I dont put much faith in any theory Churchill may have formed.

Well, my dear Dulcie, if you succeed in recovering your jewellery you know I shall be the first to congratulate you, Mrs. Stapleton said, taking Dulcies hand and patting it affectionately. It is too dreadful to think all those lovely things should have been stolen from you, things of such exceptional value to you because of their long association with your family. Oh, how stupid of me, she suddenly said, interrupting herself, I have forgotten to tell you what I have come to see you for. I have some friends from town dining with me to-nightsome of them are going to stay the night at The Rook, the others will return to town in their carsand I want you and Mr. Berrington to join us. Its quite an informal little dinner party, so I hope you will forgive my asking you in this offhanded way and at such short notice. The fact is, two people telegraphed at lunch time that they wouldnt be able to come, so I thought that if I motored over here I might be able to persuade you to come instead. Will you come, dear? And you, Mr. Berrington? Do say yes. Dont disappoint me when I have come all this way out to try to persuade youif I were not really anxious that you should join us I should have telephoned or telegraphed!

Of coursewhy, I shall love to come! Dulcie exclaimed, without a moments hesitation. And, Mike will comeI know he will.

You mean he wont be able to let you be away from him so long, Connie Stapleton said mischievously, and there was something very peculiar in her laugh. It flashed across me at that moment that for an instant or two she looked a singularly wicked woman.

Dulcie smiled self-consciously, but said nothing. I knew that she rather disliked any joking allusion being made to our engagement.

May I use your telephone, darling Dulcie? Connie Stapleton asked suddenly. I want to tell the hotel people that we shall be the original number. I told them after lunch that we might be two short.

Dulcie had a telephone extension in the little room which adjoined her boudoir, and some moments later Mrs. Stapleton was talking rapidly into the transmitter in her smooth, soft voice. She spoke in a tongue that neither of us understood, and when, after she had conversed for over five minutes, she hung up the receiver, Dulcie called out to her gaily:

Why, Connie, what language was that?

Polish, she answered. Didnt you recognize it? Of course, you know that I am Russian.

Russian! Why, no, I hadnt the least idea. I always thought you were not English, although you speak English perfectly. I remember wondering, the first time I met you, to what nationality you belonged, and I came to the conclusion that possibly you were Austrian.

No, Russian, Mrs. Stapleton repeated. I have a Polish maid who speaks hardly any English, and I was talking to her. And now, my dear, I really must be going. What is the exact time?

It was five minutes past six. Dulcie pressed the electric button.

Mrs. Stapletons car at once, she said, when the footman entered.

A few minutes later Mrs. Stapletons long grey Rolls-Royce was gliding noiselessly down the avenue, over the snow, its tail lights fast disappearing into the darkness.


CHAPTER XII THE BROAD HIGHWAY
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HAD DULCIE CONSULTED me before accepting Mrs. Stapletons invitation to dinner I should have improvised some plausible excuse for declining. She had not, however, given me the chance of refusing, for she had then and there accepted for both of us unconditionally, so that I could not, without being rude, make any excuse for staying away.

Dulcie, I said, when we were again alone, I wish you hadnt accepted that invitation without first of all consulting me. I really am not keen to go.

Oh, dont be silly! she exclaimed joyously, and, putting her arms about my neck, she gave me three delicious kisses. We have quarrelled all the afternoonyou were perfectly horrid to me, you know you wereand if we mope here together all the evening we shall most likely fall out again, and that will be absurd. Besides, I feel just in the humour for a jolly dinner party, and Im sure any party given by Connie is bound to be jolly, just as jolly as she is. I do think she is such a fascinating person, dont you, Mike? Oh, I am sorry; I quite forget you dont like her.

I have not said I dont like herI do like her, Dulcie, in a sense, and up to a point. But I still hold to the opinion I formed of her when I met her firstI wouldnt trust her implicitly.

Never mind, Mike, she cried in high spirits. Well set all your prejudices aside to-night, and try to enjoy ourselves. I wonder wholl be there. I quite forgot to ask her.

Probably nobody you know, or she would have told you. She said friends from town, so there are not likely to be any of our friends from about here. We ought to start soon after seven, as she said dinner would be at eight; with the snow as thick as it is it may take us quite an hour to get to Newburytwelve miles, remember.

We were the last to arrive, and I confess that the moment we were shown into the room and I realized who Mrs. Stapletons other guests were I mentally upbraided myself for having come, or rather, for having let Dulcie come. The first to whom our hostess introduced Dulcie was Mrs. Gastrell, and directly afterwards she presented to Dulcie Mrs. Gastrells cousin, as she called himnone other than Hugesson Gastrell, who was standing by. To my surprise Easterton and Jack Osborne were there, and the widow seemed pleased at finding that I knew themI guessed it was owing to Eastertons being there that Jasmine Gastrell was made to pass as Gastrells cousin.

With singular formality she made Dulcie and me acquainted with everybody, which struck me as odd in these days when introductions at dinner parties, receptions and balls have gone quite out of fashion.

Mr. Berrington, Mrs. Stapleton said, taking me across the room to two men engaged apparently in earnest conversation, I want to make you and Lord Cranmere and Mr. Wollaston known to one another, and, interrupting them, she introduced us.

There was nothing striking about the Earl of Cranmere. A man past middle age, he had, I thought a rather weak face. A small, fair beard, neatly trimmed and pointed, concealed his chin: as I looked at him I wondered whether, were that beard removed, I should see any chin at all. The short upper lip was hidden by a fair moustache; he had also whiskers. The fair hair, which was rather thin on the top, was carefully parted in the middle, and plastered down on both sides. His complexion was clear, the complexion of a man who lives a good deal in the open, and his eyes were pale blue, with almost golden lashes and eye-brows. He inclined to stoutness, and spoke with a slight lisp. This then was the man, or rather one of the men, I thought, as I noted these points about him while we exchanged remarks, concerning whom Jack Osborne had been so mysteriously questioned while he lay bound upon the bed in that dark room in Grafton Street. I knew Lord Cranmere to be a particular friend of Jacks, though in appearance no two men could have presented a greater contrast.

What mostly kept my thoughts busy, however, was the presence of Hugesson Gastrell.

Since his name had been mentioned by Harold Logan on his dying bed, I had carefully debated whether or not to tell Easterton, who had let him his house, what I now knew about him; also whether to tell Sir Roland Challoner that Osborne and I had actually met Gastrell. Unable to decide, I had put the case to Osborne, and eventually we had decided to say nothing, at any rate for the moment, to anybody at all.

What would be the good? Jack had argued. You have the word of a dying man, and thats all; and what is there that you can prove against this man Gastrellat present? Besides, if you say anything, you may find yourself forced to reveal that you know who the dead man was, that you know him to have been Lord Logans son, and you told me that Sir Roland wants particularly to avoid doing that. No, keep silent and await developments, thats my advice, as you have asked for it. Hell probably end by hanging himself if you give him rope enough. I wouldnt tell even Dulcie, if I were you.

I was thinking of all this again, when my train of thought was suddenly cut by a voice at my elbow:

Mr. Berrington, I want to introduce you to Mrs. Gastrell. Come with me, will you?

I turned abruptly. Connie Stapleton was at my elbow, and she spoke in soft, purring tones.

Shes the woman you asked me if I knew, the other night at Mr. Gastrells reception, she went on in an undertone, as we walked towards the woman. I was introduced to her a couple of nights later. She is a cousin of Mr. Gastrells.

Almost before I had time to collect my thoughts, she had introduced me, adding, a moment later, with one of her charming smiles:

And will you take Mrs. Gastrell in to dinner?

I was debating whether or not to refer to our previous meeting, at Maresfield Gardens, when Mrs. Gastrell herself solved the difficulty.

I wonder, she said, her great eyes very wide open, her gaze resting full on mine, if you remember that we have met before. It was just before Christmas. You and Mr. Osborne called in the middle of the night to ask if Hugesson had lost his purse: we both thought it so kind of you.

I remembered a good deal more than that, but I did not tell her so. I remembered too that she had seemed to speak sarcastically, almost mockingly, that night when she had said she thought it kind of Jack to have come out all that way just to inquire if Gastrell had accidentally left his purse at the club. She appeared now, however, to mean what she said, and so I only answered:

How, having met you once, Mrs. Gastrell, could I forget our meeting? What rather astonishes me is that you should remember me by sight, seeing that we spoke for a few minutes only.

She smiled in acknowledgment of the compliment, and I found myself wondering how many men that terribly alluring smile of hers had enslaved from first to last.

Would you believe it, she went on almost without a pause, we were very nearly burnt in a dreadful fire that broke out in that house on Christmas Eve. We only just managed to escape with a few of our belongings; we had not, I am thankful to say, anything very valuable there, because the house had been sub-let to us, so that the furniture was not ours.

You certainly were fortunate, in a sense, I answered, marvelling at her self-possession, and mentally asking myself if she spoke with conviction and whether I had, after all, formed a wrong opinion about her as well as about our hostess. Then I heard Gastrells voice behind me, and that brought me to my senses. If such a man were a guest of Mrs. Stapletons it seemed quite on the cards that men and women of equally bad character might also be included among her friends. I had several reasons for suspecting Mrs. Gastrell of duplicity, and I determined to remain on my guard.

The dinner, I confess, was excellent. I was glad to see that Dulcie sat between Jack Osborne and Lord Easterton, and was thus out of harms way. We dined at a round table, and almost facing me were two unintelligent-looking womenI had heard their names, but the names conveyed nothing to me. These women, both past middle age, somehow had the appearance of being extremely rich. They sat on either side of Hugesson Gastrell, whose conversation appeared to be amusing them immensely. One other woman made up the party of twelvea dark, demure, very quiet little person, with large, dreamy eyes, a singularly pale complexion, and very red lips. She was dressed almost simply, which the other two women certainly were not, and altogether she struck me as looking somewhat out of place in that galère.

Champagne flowed freely, and gradually we all became exceedingly vivacious. Once, when I glanced across at Dulcie, after conversing animatedly for ten minutes or so with the beautiful woman at my side, I thought I noticed a troubled look in her eyes, but instantly it disappeared, and she smiled quite happily. Then, turning to her neighbour, Jack Osborne, she said something to him in an undertone which made him laugh, and he too looked across at me. It had struck me all the evening that Jack was in exceptionally high spirits, and more than once I had wondered if he had some special reason for being so.

It was an extraordinary dinner party. The more I looked about me, the more astonishing it seemed. A stranger entering the room would have noticed nothing unusual; he would have seen a number of apparently quite ordinary men and women dining, and enjoying themselves, people rather more sociable, perhaps, than the guests at dinner parties often are. And yet I had reason to believe that among these ostensibly respectable people three at least there were whose lives were veiled in a mystery of some sortI hoped it might be nothing worse. The opinion I had formed of our hostess is already known. In addition there was that strange young man, Hugesson Gastrell, who, knowing everyone in London, was, in a sense, known by no one. For what did anybody know about him? Questioned, people invariably answered that he came from Australia or Tasmania and had inherited a large fortune from an uncle. That was all. They knew naught of his parents or his antecedents; his private life was a closed book.

My glance rested on my neighbours white, well-manicured hands. Several times already, during dinner, I had observed how graceful they were, and had noticed the long, slender fingers, the well-shaped, polished nailsfingers on which precious stones shone and sparkled as the rays cast down from beneath the shades of the subdued electric lamps touched them at frequent intervals. Suddenly a thought flashed in upon me, and involuntarily I caught my breath. The voice of a dying man was calling to me, was crying a name in my ears as it had done that day I had sat with Sir Roland Challoner by Harold Logans bed and watched the fearful eyes gazing into vacancy.

Jasmine ... it is all I ask, all I want, my darling woman ... wouldnt otherwise have killed her ... it was her fault ... oh, no, discovery is impossible ... black, charred beyond all hope of recognition ... did right to kill her, dear, I ...

The sound of the voiceI seemed to hear it distinctly in spite of the conversation and laughter all aroundand the picture which rose simultaneously into the vision of my imagination, made me recoil. My gaze was set again upon those pale, graceful hands with their blue veins, their scintillating gems. As in a dream I heard Jasmine Gastrell in conversation with Cranmere, seated upon her other side; heard, too, his silly talk, his empty laughter. Her hands seemed now completely to hold my gaze. I could not look away. And, as I watched them, the feeling of revulsion rose.

Conjectures, suspicions, hideous thoughts filled my brain as my eyes remained riveted. Now the fingers looked like snakesstrange, flesh-tinted reptiles with eyes emerald green and ruby red, cruel, sinuous. Now great knots of muscle stood out upon her bare arms. Her hands were clutching somethingwhat it was I could not see. The fingers grew twisted and distorted ... they had crimson stains upon them ... the very nails were shot with blood and I thought I saw

My train of thought was cut by my neighbour on my right. What she said I hardly knew, and did not care. Still, I was glad that she had spoken. The interruption had diverted my attention, and brought my thoughts from dreamland back into actual life.

Then the thought came to me, What was the object of this dinner party? Why had Connie Stapleton invited these people down to Newbury? Why, if she wished to give a dinner party, had she not given it in town? From the conversation during dinner I had gathered that the guests, one and all, lived in London. It seemed strange therefore to the verge of eccentricity to ask them to come fifty miles to dine. True, the cuisine at The Rook was above reproach, the hotel itself excellently appointed, but none the less

Dont you agree, Mr. Berrington? Mrs. Gastrell exclaimed, laughing as she turned from Cranmere to me.

I didnt catch the question, I said with a start, again brought suddenly to earth.

Lord Cranmere is of opinion that the man you found in hiding at Holt must, from the descriptions which have been given of him, at some time or other have been a gentleman. I say, No; that no gentleman could sink so low as to become a common criminal of that kind. One can understand a gentleman, by which I mean a man of education and careful upbringing, being driven, through force of circumstances, to rob a bank, or even to forge a signature to a cheque; but for such a man to sink to the level of a common housebreaker is unthinkabledont you agree with me?

Her eyes shone strangely as they rested upon mine. Not until now had the wonderful intelligence in their purple-green depths struck me so forcibly. From the orange-tinted lamps before her on the table the light which shone up in her face seemed to increase their brilliance, accentuate their expression and their power. It imparted, too, to her extraordinary complexion a peculiar, livid tint, while the masses of her burnished, red-brown hair, coiled about her head in great ropes and dressed low in her neck, was shot with a chestnut shade which greatly enhanced its beauty.

I paused before answering. For fully ten minutes she had not addressed me, so deeply engaged had she been in conversation with Lord Cranmere. Why should she all at once interrupt her talk and put this question to me? None but Sir Roland Challoner and I were aware of the dead mans identity; even we had no actual proof that he had been Lord Logans son, though our discovery of the locket, considered in relation to certain facts known to Sir Roland, left no room for doubt. That locket Sir Roland had appropriated in order that the dead mans identity might not be traced and the family name tarnished. Jasmine Gastrell must of course be aware of his identity? Did she suspect that I knew his name, and could this be an attempt to entrap me into revealing that I knew it?

That is a question difficult to answer, I said guardedly. I believe there are instances on record of men of education, of men even of good birth, sinking to the lowest depth of degradation when once they had begun to tread the downward path. It would be interesting to know who that man really was. He wouldnt tell his name, wouldnt even hint at it.

So that of course you dont know it.

Naturally.

Again that keen, searching expression in the large, luminous eyes. They seemed to look right through me. They seemed to read my thoughts and wrest my secrets from me.

And you found nothing upon him that might have given you a clue, I suppose; nothing in his pockets, no marks upon the body, there was nothing he was wearing that might have put you on the track?

Absolutely nothing, I answered, thinking of the locket as I looked straight into her eyes. Never before had I realized how cleverly I could lie.

It was close on midnight when we all assembled in the hall preparatory to leavingthose of us who were leaving. Hugesson Gastrell had left long before, in fact immediately after dinner, as he had, he said, an important appointment in London. Somebody nudged me lightly as he brushed past, and glancing round I caught Osbornes eye. He made no sign whatever, yet there was something in his look which made me think he wanted me, and a minute later I sauntered after him into the room where the hats and coats had been.

But for us, the room was now deserted. Glancing quickly to right and left, Jack walked over to a corner where a tall screen stood. There was nobody behind it.

He beckoned to me, and I approached.

We are among a set of scoundrels, he said rapidly, under his breath. I am glad to see that you too didnt recognize him.

Recognize whom? I asked in astonishment, also speaking in a whisper.

Preston, the ex-detective. I introduced him to you the last time we met in town.

I remember the man perfectly, but surely he isnt here.

Jacks lips stretched into a grin.

Lord Cranmere, he said. Thats Preston!

He chuckled.

Cranmeres own brother was actually deceived when we brought the two together, as a test, he went on. Preston is a genius. He doesnt merely make up to look like someone else; he doesnt, when he is made up, just impersonate the character; for the time he is the man, he feels like him, he says, he shares his views, he becomes his other ego. He has the advantage in this case of knowing Cranmere well, and he has, in consequence, excelled himself to-night. The way he has hit off Cranmeres lisp is marvellous. Easterton, who meets Cranmere frequently, is at this moment in the hall arguing with Preston about land taxation and small holdings, under the impression that he is talking to Cranmere. It really is rather amusing.

When I had expressed my astonishment, and we had talked for a minute or two, he suddenly grew serious.

But remember, Mike, he said, laying his hand upon my shoulder, nobody knows thisnobody but you and I. Preston has assured me that the success of our efforts to run the leaders of this gang to groundhe tells me he is sure there is a gang working together and playing into one anothers hands very cleverlywill largely depend upon our discreetness and our secretiveness, also upon our tact and our knowledge of when to act. So not a word, mind; not a syllable even to Dulcie Challonerhave I your promise?

Dulcie and I talked but little as we sped homeward through the darkness. She seemed depressed, I thought, though she assured me that she had thoroughly enjoyed herself and was feeling quite well. I must say that the mental atmosphere of that party had affected me unpleasantly, though I could not have said precisely why.

On and on the car travelled, smoothly, almost noiselessly. Snow was fallingit had been falling for two hours, the chauffeur had told us before we startedthough not very heavily. The night was quite still. We had long passed the tiny hamlets a mile or two from Newbury and were now on the five miles stretch of winding road between there and Holt Stacey. Soon we passed the sign-post close to Holt Stacey railway station. As we sped through the village some moments later the houses and cottages all wrapped in darkness seemed to spring forward into the light one after another as though to peer at us as we shot by.

Now Holt Stacey lay behind us, and only four miles remained. From the time we had left Newbury no vehicle of any kind had passed us, nor any human being, nor had we overtaken any. Dulcie, nestling close to me in the warm, comfortable brougham, was more than half asleep. I too felt drowsy, and I fear that more than once my chin had dropped forward with a jerk. Suddenly the car swerved abruptly to the right. So tightly were the brakes applied at the same instant that we were both thrown forward almost on to the floor. The car lurched, rose up on one side, then as I instinctively threw my arms about Dulcie to protect her if possible from what seemed about to be a very serious accident, the car righted itself and stopped dead.

Good heavens! What has happened? I exclaimed, as the chauffeur, who had sprung off his seat, opened the door. Dulcie still lay in my arms, trembling with fear, though from the first she had not uttered a sound, or in the least lost her head.

Someone lying in the road, sir, he answered, drunk, I shouldnt wonder. He was half covered with snow, and I all but ran over him.

Lying in the snow! Why, hell die if hes left there, I exclaimed. Go and have a look at him, and then come back to me.

Several minutes passed, and the chauffeur did not return. Becoming impatient, I opened the door of the brougham, and called out. A moment later the man appeared. The electric torch he carriedone he used when occasion arose to examine the car in the darkwas still switched on. The hand that held it trembled a little, and in the light which shone down inside the brougham I noticed that the chauffeur looked singularly pale.

Could you kindly step out for a moment, please, sir? he said in a curious tone.

Guessing that something serious must be amiss to prompt him to ask me to step out into the deep snow in my evening shoes, I got out at once, in spite of Dulcies entreating me not to do so and get my feet soaked.

When I had shut the car door, and we had walked a few paces, the chauffeur stopped abruptly.

Sir, he said in a hoarse voice.

Well, what? I asked, also stopping.

Sirits Churchill, the gardener. Poor fellow! Its awful! Hes dead, sir, quite cold. Hehes been killedmurdered!


CHAPTER XIII THE BARON
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COMING SO SOON after the robbery at Holt, the brutal murder of Sir Rolands head gardener created an immense sensation throughout both Berkshire and Hampshirefor the Holt Manor estate, though actually in Berkshire, is also upon the border of Hampshire. The London papers, too, devoted much space to the matter, the problem they set their readers to solve being: whether the murder could have any bearing upon the robbery. Some of the leading journals declared that both crimes must have been in some way related; others urged that this was most unlikely, and then proceeded to prove the accuracy of their own individual reasoning.

The man had been done to death in a peculiarly horrible manner. He had been hit upon the back of the head with some heavy implementprobably a jemmy the police said when the wound, with the wounds upon the forehead, had been examined beneath a microscope. The theory they held was that some person had crept up unheard behind the victimas this could easily have been done with snow so thick upon the groundstunned him with a blow upon the back of the head, and then despatched him outright by blows upon the forehead. No footsteps were anywhere visible, the falling snow having hidden them.

Churchills movements during that afternoon had in part been traced. Directly after taking to Dulcie the buckle he had found and obtaining her permission to absent himself for the afternoon, he had walked to Holt Stacey, and there caught the 4:05 train to Newbury. He had exchanged the time of day with the ticket-collector at Newbury, who had taken the half of his ticket. The return half had afterwards been found in the dead mans pocket. Where he had been, or what he had done, between 4:20from the time he left Newbury station, on footand 6:10, when he had looked in at the Dog and Clown and had a drink and a chat with the landlord, was unknown. He had not told the landlord why he was in Newbury, or said anything concerning his movements in that town.

The fact of his having bought a return ticket showed that he had intended to return to Holt Stacey by train. But he had not gone back by train. The last train for Holt Stacey left Newbury at 9:11, and at 9:30 he had been seen by a seedsman who kept a shop in the town, and who knew Churchill well, standing in the High Street talking to an unknown man he had never seen before. After that, nobody appeared to have seen Churchill untiljust before 10:30, at which time the inn at Holt Stacey closedhe had come into the inn and ordered a hot drink. Nobody was with him then. He appeared, so the innkeeper said, to already have drunk to excess, and this had surprised the innkeeper, who knew him to be a temperate man, adding that that was the first time he had ever seen him even partially intoxicated. Incidentally Churchill had mentioned that a gentleman had given him a lift from Newbury in his car. He had not said who the gentleman wasif a stranger or somebody he knew, or where he was going. Presumably the man in the car had branched off at Holt Staceyfor he had not put up there for the night. Had he been going on past Holt Manor he would, it was reasonable to suppose, have taken Churchill all the way, and dropped him at the gate.

Soon after 10:30 Churchill had left the inn, saying that he was about to walk home to Holt Manor, a distance of four miles. That was the last time he was known to have been seen alive. It was snowing when he set out.

Poor Dulcie was terribly cut up. I had always known her to be very partial to the old gardener, who remembered her as a baby, but until after his death I had not realized how deeply attached to him she really had been. What most distressed me was that she blamed herself, indirectly, for what had happened. Again and again did she declare to me that, had she not given him leave to take the afternoon off the tragedy would not have happened. In vain I tried to make her see the fallacy of her argumentshe would not listen to reason.

A fortnight went by, and nothing was discovered. The secret of the murder remained even a greater mystery than the secret of the robbery. True, I had my suspicions, but until I had some slight shreds of evidence to go upon it would, I knew, be futile to make known those suspicions. And it was because I suspected somebody of indirect, if not direct, connivance at Churchills murder, that I became more and more distressed, indeed alarmed, at Dulcies daily increasing affection for the woman Stapleton. Their friendship was now firmly establishedat any rate, Dulcies feeling of friendship for the widow. Whether the widows feeling of friendship for Dulcie was actual or only apparent was, I thought, quite another matter.

Come at once. Urgent:Jack.

That telegram reached me on this afternoon, exactly two weeks after the murder, two weeks that I had spent at Holt Manor with Dulcie, during which time, I am bound to say, Aunt Hannah had revealed herself in quite a new light, being friendly, even affectionate in the extreme.

Dont gooh! dont go, Mike! Dulcie cried out, suddenly clutching my arm, after reading the telegram which I had handed to her.

But I must, darling, I exclaimed. Jack wouldnt send me that wire if the matter were not really urgent. It has most likely to do with the robberyI have told you that he is determined to find out who committed it, with the help of that detective friend of his, George Preston. It may even have to do with the other affairor possibly with Jack being kept confined in the house in Grafton Street.

I dont care what it has to do withdont go, dearestplease dont, I ask you as a favour, and, bending over, she kissed me on the lips.

It was horribly hard to resist such an appeal, and yet I felt I should be a cur if Jack really needed meand obviously he didand I failed to go to him. And what would Dulcie think of me later if, through my giving way to her entreaty, some serious harm should befall my friend? Much as I loved her, I could not let her influence me in such a case; even if I did, it might in the end make her despise me.

I would do anything in the world for you, sweetheart, I said, kissing her fondly. You know that, as well as I do. I would grant you any favour provided

Provided what? she asked quickly as I paused.

Provided that my doing so could have no harmful result. Prevent my going to Jack in such a crisis, and

I stopped abruptly. My tongue had, alas, outrun my discretion.

Crisis? What crisis? Dulcie burst forth, startled at my tone. Oh, Mike, you are keeping something from me, you are deceiving medont say that you arent, for I know you are!

Darling, I exclaimed, taking her in my arms, I am not deceiving youindeed, indeed I am not. I may have been wrong in using the word crisis. What I meant was that, knowing that Jack and a friend of his are striving tooth and nail to track down the thieves who robbed this house, and seeing that I have promised to help Jack to the best of my ability, I feel that this urgent telegram of his means that something has come to light, that he has heard something or discovered some clue which makes it imperative that I should go to him at once. And I am goingnow.

Quickly I released her. Then, fearing that further delayadded, possibly, to further persuasion on her partmight end by weakening my determination, I gave her a final kiss, and hurried out of the room.

Again I glanced at the telegram

Come at once. Urgent.Jack.

Then I crumpled the paper and tossed it into the fire.

Having arrived at Paddington I went straight to Jack Osbornes hotel. He had left word that, upon my arrival, I should be told to go to a house in Warwick Street, Regent Street, and there inquire for him.

It was George Prestons address. I hastened there in a taxi, and, as I rang the bell, I heard a clock strike six. Preston himself admitted me.

Mr. Osborne has not yet arrived, he said as, after a word of explanation, we shook hands, but I expect him any minute, and he is expecting you. Will you come in and wait?

As I had not previously been to Prestons house its appearance surprised me. One does not associate a police detective, even an ex-detective, with a taste in things artistic, but here on all sides was evidence of refinement and a cultured mindshelves loaded with carefully selected books, volumes by classic authors; treatises on art; standard works by deep thinkers of world-wide repute, while on the walls hung mezzotints I knew to be extremely rare. In addition there were several beautiful statues, cloisonné vases from Tokio and Osaka, antique furniture from Naples and from Florence, also treasures from Burma, the West Indies, and New Guinea.

The door opened, and the maid announced: Baron Poppenheimer.

Ah, my dear Baron, Preston exclaimed as he advanced to meet him, this is a real pleasure; I didnt expect you so soon, but, as you are here, come and sit down, and he drew forward a chair. But first let me present to you Mr. Michael Berrington, a friend of our mutual friend Jack Osbornes.

Delighted to meet youdelighted, I am sure, Baron Poppenheimer said, with a slight accent, extending two fingersa form of handshake which I particularly dislike. Dreadfully cold again, is it not?hein? Dreadfully cold, I am sure.

His appearance rather amused me. His was a queer figure. He wore a thick, dark blue box-cloth overcoat, double-breasted, with large pearl buttons, and a wide collar of yellow fur, which came well down on the shoulders; the fur cuffs matched it. His gloves were woolly ones, lavender-coloured, and the black silk hat which he carried in his right hand was burnished until it rivalled the shine of his patent bootsthe uppers being hidden by spats. He had curly, black hair; black, rather bushy eyebrows; and a small imperial. While he carried a stout malacca cane with a large gold head to it, and in his left eye was a gold-rimmed monocle secured round his neck by a broad black ribbon.

We conversed for a little time, and from his talk I could see that he was something of a character. He knew many of my friends, and, upon my repeating my name to him, he seemed to know a good deal about me. I expressed surprise at this, whereupon he looked up at Preston, who stood immediately behind me, and observed drily:

I believe I could tell Mr. Berrington almost as much about himself as I was able to tell you, Preston; what do you think?

Baron Poppenheimer is an extraordinarily clever clairvoyant and palmist, Mr. Berrington, Preston said. I place such implicit confidence in his forecasts that I persuade him, whenever I can, to help me in my work. Yesterday he took it into his head to read my palms, and he told me things about myself that staggered-meI almost begin to believe in black magic!

I became greatly interested.

I wish I could some day persuade the Baron to read my palms, I exclaimed, Palmistry has always rather appealed to me.

So? Baron Poppenheimer answered. I will read your palms for you now, if you will, I am sure.

He took my right hand, flattened it, palm upward, on his knee, studied it closely for a moment or two, then, after a few moments silence, began to talk fluently and rapidly. The things he told me about myself, things I had done, even things I had only thought, made me almost gape with amazement. Then he took my left hand, examined both sides of it closely through his monocle, and continued his disclosures. He told me to within a day or two how long I had been engaged to be married, and described Dulcies appearance to the life; he even went so far as to tell me exactly how she talked. For some moments I wondered if Preston could have coached the Baron in my movements; then I remembered that the Baron had told me things about myself of which Preston knew nothing.

And that is all I have to tell you, my dear Mike, the Baron suddenly exclaimed in quite a different voice. I sprang back in my chair as I looked up sharply. Jack Osborne had pulled off his black, curly wig, and sat laughing loudly. Preston too was considerably amused.

Yes, George, Jack said at last, that disguise will do; you certainly are a marvel in the art of make-up. If I can deceive Mike Berrington, who is one of my oldest friends, I shall be able to hoodwink anybody. Now you had better try your hand on Mike. What sort of person do you propose to turn him into? I have told you that he is an excellent actor, and can mimic voices to perfection.

Osborne then explained why he had telegraphed to me. Preston had made a discoverya rather important discovery. Exactly what it was they would not tell me then, but Preston had suggested that on that very night the three of us should visit Eastertons house in Cumberland Place, where Gastrells reception had taken place, wearing effectual disguises which he would attend to, and see for ourselves what there was to be seen. It was Osborne, I now learned for the first time, who had effected the introduction between Hugesson Gastrell and Lord Cranmerethe actual Lord Cranmere had been consulted by Jack on the subject of his being impersonated, and when Jack had outlined to him his plan and told him why the detective, Preston, wished to impersonate him, Lord Cranmere had entered into the spirit of the thing and given his consent. He had, indeed, expressed no little alarm when Jack had told him how the mysterious, unseen individual at the house in Grafton Street had cross-questioned him with regard to Eldon Hall, Cranmeres place in Northumberland, the whereabout of the safe that Cranmere had bought ten months previously, the likelihood of there being a priests hiding-hole at Eldon, and so on.

The whole idea regarding to-night, and our plan of action, originates with Preston, Jack said to me. He believesin fact, he is almost surethat Gastrell and his associates know nothing of him by repute as a detective, also that they dont know him by sight, or by name either. He says, however, that they believe they are now personally acquainted with Lord Cranmere, upon whose property we think they have evil designs. Lord Cranmere is now, in turn, going to introduce to Gastrell and his associates two particular friends of his. Those friends will be Baron Poppenheimer andwho is Cranmeres other friend to be, George? he inquired, looking up at Preston.

Sir Aubrey Belston, Preston answered at once. Mr. Berrington is not at all unlike Sir Aubrey, in build as well as in feature.

Baron Poppenheimer and Sir Aubrey Belston, Jack said, who in private life are Jack Osborne and Michael Berrington. And if George disguises you and coaches you as well as he did me, I undertake to say that nobody will suspect that you are not actually Sir Aubrey Belston.


CHAPTER XIV IN THE MISTS
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AT A QUARTER to one in the morning Cranmeres big, grey, low-built car slid noiselessly along Wigmore Street and drew up at the entrance to one of the most imposing-looking houses in Cumberland Place.

The imposing footman got down and rang the bellhe pressed the button four times in succession, as Lord Cranmere had told him to do. Almost at once the door was opened, and from the car window we saw a tall man in knee-breeches silhouetted, while a little way behind him stood another man. Lord Cranmere stepped out of the car, and we followed himBaron Poppenheimer and Sir Aubrey Belston. In point of fact, the real Sir Aubrey Belston was at that moment somewhere in the Malay States, making a tour of the world.

Lord Cranmere had told the chauffeur that he would not require him again that night, and I had noticed the man touch his hat in the belief that this actually was his employer who addressed him, for the real Earl of Cranmere had lent us his car. I heard the car purr away in the darkness, and an instant later the door of number 300 Cumberland Place shut noiselessly behind us.

The footman in knee-breeches and powdered head, who had admitted us, led us without a word across the large hall, turned into a long corridor dimly-lit by tinted electric lamps, turned to the left, then to the right, then showed us into a small, comfortably-furnished room in which a fire burned cheerily, while in a corner a column printing machine ticked out its eternal news from the ends of the earth. We waited several minutes. Then the door opened and Hugesson Gastrell entered.

Like ourselves, he was in evening clothes. He advanced, shook hands cordially with Lord Cranmere, saying that he had received his telephone message.

These are my friends of whom I spoke, Cranmere said, Baron Poppenheimer and Sir Aubrey Belston.

Delighted to meet you, Gastrell exclaimed. Any friend of Cranmeres is welcome here; one has, of course, to be careful whom one admits on these occasionsisnt that so, Cranmere? Come upstairs and have some supper.

We followed him, ascending to the first floor. In a large, high-ceilinged, well-lit room an elaborate supper was spread. There were seats for thirty or forty, but only ten or a dozen were occupied. A strange atmosphere pervaded the place, an atmosphere of secrecy, of mystery. As we entered, the people at supper, men and women, had glanced up at us furtively, then continued their conversation. They talked more or less under their breath.

Gastrell called for a bottle of bubbly, and about half an hour later we rose. The room was by this time deserted. Following Gastrell along a narrow passage, we presently found ourselves in a room larger than the one we had just left. Here between forty and fifty men and women sat at several tables. At one chemin-de-fer was in progress; at another petits chevaux; at a third the game which of late years has become so popular in certain circlesSandown Park. On all the tables money was heaped up, and on all sides one heard the musical chink of gold and the crackle of bank-notes. Nobody spoke much. Apparently all present were too deeply engrossed to waste time in conversation.

As I glanced about me I noticed several people I knew intimately, and four or five I knew only by sight, people well known in Society. I was on the point of bowing to one woman I knew, who, looking up, had caught my eye; just in time I remembered that she would not recognize me in my disguise. Then a man nodded to me, and I nodded back. He looked rather surprised at seeing me, I thought, and at once it flashed across me that of course he was under the impression that I was Sir Aubrey Belston, and probably he had heard that Sir Aubrey was travelling round the world.

Gastrell, after a few minutes conversation, found us places at a table where Sandown Park was being played. As I seated myself I found, facing me, Jasmine Gastrell, and for some moments I felt uncomfortable. I could feel her gaze upon my face as she scrutinized me closely, but even she did not penetrate my disguise.

Lord Cranmere sat upon the opposite side of the table, Baron Poppenheimer on my side, two seats from me. On my right was one of the unintelligent-looking women I had met at Connie Stapletons dinner party at the Rook Hotel in Newbury; on my immediate left a man I did not know. Connie Stapleton I had looked about for, but she was nowhere visible.

So this was one of the ways Gastrell amassed moneyhe ran a gaming-house! I now began to see his object in cultivating the acquaintance of people of rank and wealth; for I had long ago noticed that Jasmine and Hugesson Gastrell never missed an opportunity of becoming acquainted with men and women of position. Also I began to grasp Prestons line of action. Disguised as the Earl of Cranmere, who was known to be extremely rich, he had cleverly ingratiated himself with the Gastrells and led them on to think him rather a fool who could easily be gulled. Jack had more than once told me how artfully Preston played his cards when on the track of people he suspected and wished to entrap, so that I could well imagine Prestons leading the Gastrells on to ensnare himas they no doubt supposed they were doing. For that he would not have been admitted to this gambling denit evidently became one at nightunless the Gastrells had believed they could trust him and his friends implicitly, I felt certain.

My friends tell me that I am a rather good actor, and Prestons coaching in Sir Aubrey Belstons mannerisms and ways of talking had given me a measure of self-confidence. When, thereforeI had played for a quarter of an hour and won a good dealJasmine Gastrell suddenly addressed me, I did not feel disconcerted.

I mean to follow your lead, she said. You are so extraordinarily lucky. How is it you manage to win every time?

Not every time, I corrected. Its quite easy if you set about it in the right way.

I wish I knew the right way, she answered, fixing her eyes on me in the way I knew so well. Wont you tell me how you do it?

Different people must do it, as you put it, in different ways, I said. Forgive my asking, but are you superstitious?

She broke into rippling laughter.

Superstitious? I? she exclaimed. Oh, thats the last thing my enemies would accuse me of being!

I paused, looking hard at her.

And yet, I said seriously, judging by your eyes, I should say that you are remarkably psychic, and most people who are psychic are superstitious up to a point.

I went on looking at her, staring right into her eyes, which she kept set on mine. She did not in the least suspect my identityI was now positive of that. I had spoken all the time in an assumed voice.

Yes, I said at last, impressively.

Yes what? she asked quickly; she was not smiling now. Why do you say yes like that? What does it mean?

Apparently our conversation disturbed some of the players, so I said to her seriously, indicating an alcove at the end of the room:

Let us go over there. I should like to talk to you.

She made no demur, and presently we sat together in the alcove, partly concealed by palms and other plants, a small table between us.

Now tell me how you win, and how I am to win, she exclaimed, as soon as we were seated. I should dearly love to know.

I reflected, as I sat looking at her, that she was a consummate actress. I could not doubt that she ran this establishment in connection with Gastrell, yet here she was feigning deep anxiety to discover how she could win.

I dont know your name, I said at last, ignoring her inquiry, but you are one of the most amazing women, I would say one of the most amazing human beings, I have ever met.

How do you know thatI mean what makes you say it? she asked quickly, evidently disconcerted at my solemnity and at the impressive way I spoke.

Your aura betrays it, I answered in the same tone. Every man and woman is surrounded by an aura, but to less than one in ten thousand is the human aura visible. It is visible to me. The human aura betrays, in too many cases, what I would call its victim. Your aura betrays you.

I leaned forward across the table until my face was close to hers. Then, still looking straight into her eyes, I said, almost in a whisper:

Shall I tell you what I see? Shall I tell you what your life has been?

She turned suddenly pale. Then, struggling to regain her composure, she said after a brief pause, but in a tone that lacked conviction:

I dont believe a word you say. Who are you? Whom have I the pleasure of speaking to?

Sir Aubrey Belston, I answered at once. You may have heard of me. Good Godthe things I see!

I pretended to give a little shudder. My acting must have been good, for on the instant she turned almost livid. Again she made a terrific effort to overcome the terror that I could see now possessed her.

I will tell you what I see! I exclaimed, suddenly snatching the wrist of her hand which lay upon the table, and holding it tightly. Though almost completely concealed by the palms and plants, she strove to shrink still further out of sight, as though the players, engrossed in their games, would have spared time to notice her.

My eyes met hers yet again, but the expression in her eyes had now completely changed. In place of the bold, impelling look I had always seen there, was a fearful, hunted expression, as though she dreaded what I was going to say.

I see a room, I said in a low, intense tone, holding her wrist very tightly still. It is not a large room. It is a first-floor room, for I see the exterior of the house and the two windows of the room. I see the interior again. Several people are thereI cannot see them all clearly, but two stand out distinctly. One is Gastrell, to whom I have this evening been introduced; the other is you; ah, yes, I see you now more clearly than before, and I see now another manhandsome, fair, about twenty-eight or thirtyI can see his aura toohis aura within your aurahe loves you desperatelyandah, I see something lying on the floora womanshe is deadyou

Her thin wrist suddenly turned cold; her eyes were slowly closing. Just in time I sprang to my feet to save her from falling off her chair, for she had fainted.

None of the players were aware of what had happened; all were too deeply engrossed. Without attempting to restore my companion to consciousnessfor, in the face of what I had now learned practically beyond doubt to be a fact, I had no wish to revive herI left her lying in her chair, stepped noiselessly along behind the mass of plants which occupied one side of the room, emerged further away, and presently took a vacant seat at a chemin-de-fer table.

I glanced at my watch. It was nearly two oclock. Thinking over what had just happened, and wondering what my next move had better be, and what Jack and Preston intended doing, I stared carelessly about the room.

At all the tables play was still in progress. At some complete silence prevailed. From others there arose at intervals a buzz of conversation. Behind some of the lucky players stood groups of interested watchers. About the sideboard were clustered men and women refreshing themselves, the majority smoking and laughing, though a few looked strangely solemn. Among the latter I suddenly noticed a face I had seen before. It was the demure, dark little woman who at Connie Stapletons dinner party had all the evening seemed so subdued. She was dressed quietly now, just as she had been then, and she looked even more out of place in this crowd of men and women gamblers, all of whom were exceedingly well-dressed, than she had looked at that dinner party. There is only one person I should be more surprised at seeing here, I said mentally, and that is Dulcie.

The thought of her made me wonder what she would think if she could see me at this moment, when suddenly my heart seemed to stop beating.

Seated at the table nearest me but one, a table partly surrounded by a group of excited onlookers, was Connie Stapleton. And close beside her, engrossed in the game, Dulcie Challoner herself!


CHAPTER XV THE MODERN VICE
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SO STAGGERED WAS I that for the moment I almost forgot my disguise, and the rôle I was playing, and was on the point of hurrying over to Dulcie and asking her how she came to be there. That Mrs. Stapleton must have brought her, of course I guessed.

Fortunately I restrained myself just in time. Dulcie, I saw to my dismay, was not merely playing, but was deeply engrossed in the game. Sandown Park was the game in progress at that table, a game which to all intents is a series of horse-races, but whereas at a race-meeting only half a dozen or so races are run in an afternoon, the players at Sandown Park can back horses in half a dozen races in as many minutes. Judging by the interest she evidently took in the game, Dulcie must, I conjectured, have been playing for some time, for she appeared to be quite au fait. Never had she mentioned this game to me, and never had I known her to take interest in backing horses or in any form of reckless speculation. Consequently I had reason to suppose that this was the first time she had played, if not the first time she had seen or heard of the game.

Did I dare approach her? Would my feelings get the better of me and lead to my betraying who I was? Though I had not been identified by people who knew me, would Dulcies perception be keener and lead to her seeing through my disguise? These and similar doubts and questions crowded my brain as I stood there watching her from a distance, but in the end indiscretion got the better of prudence, and I decided to join the men and women grouped about the table at which she and her friend sat.

For fully ten minutes I stood there, and during that time I saw her win seven times in succession. She seemed to play without judgment or calculation, in fact, with absolute recklessness, and after winning three races in succession she had increased her stake each time. In the fourth race she had backed a horse for ten pounds at four to one, and won. In the next race she had planked twenty sovereigns on an outsider, and raked in over a hundred pounds. The next two races had increased her pile by between three and four hundred pounds. I could see her panting with excitement. Her lips were slightly parted. Her eyes shone. Her whole soul seemed centred upon the game.

And then she began to lose.

At first slowly, then rapidly, her pile of gold and notes dwindled. Time after time she backed the wrong animal. Now only a few five- and ten-pound notes and a little heap of sovereignstwenty at mostremained. Her face had turned gradually pale. Connie Stapleton leant towards her and whispered in her ear. I saw Dulcie nod; then, taking up all the money in front of her, she handed it to the man who held the bank, and received a ticket in return.

The board with the graduated divisions and the names of the horses marked upon them spun round once more. Dulcies brows were contracted, her face was drawn, her expression tense. Slowly the board now revolved, slower still. It stopped. I saw her give a little start, and distinctly heard the gasp which escaped her.

She had lost everything.

Connie Stapletons hand closed over hers, as though to reassure her. Again the widow spoke into her ear. A moment later I saw a roll of notes pushed towards Dulcie. Eagerly she grabbed them.

This was terrible. I realized at once what was happening. The widow was lending her money. I wondered if the money she had already lost had been lent to her by her friend. Instantly it dawned upon me that it must have been, unless, indeed, Dulcie had, before I arrived, been extraordinarily lucky, for I knew that she had not money enough of her own to gamble with for such high stakes. She was playing again nowand losing. Once or twice she won, but after each winner came several losers. I was gradually getting fascinated. Again the widow lent her money, and again she lost it all.

At last they rose. Never, as long as I live, shall I forget the expression that was on my darlings face as, with the widows arm linked within her own, she made her way towards the door.

I followed them to the supper room. They stopped, and, standing at one of the tables, Mrs. Stapleton filled two glasses with champagne. She gave Dulcie one, and herself emptied the other. She filled her own again and once more emptied it. Dulcie only half emptied her glass, then set it down.

Out of the room they went. While they put on their wraps I went in search of my hat. A few minutes later Mrs. Stapleton and Dulcie were entering a car which I at once recognized as Connie Stapletons. As the car started I saw a taxi approaching, and hailed it.

Follow that car, I said to the driver. Keep it in sight, and, when you see it stop, stop forty or fifty yards behind it.

Right up into Hampstead the grey car sped. It slackened speed near Southend Road, eventually pulling up at a house in Willow Road. Leaning forward, I rubbed the frosted glass in the front of my taxi, and peered out. I saw Mrs. Stapleton alight first; then she turned and helped Dulcie to get out. Both entered the house. The door closed quietly, and the car rolled away.

For some minutes I waited. Then I told my driver to pass slowly by the house and make a note of the number. The number was 460.

That, at any rate, was satisfactory. I had discovered what was, presumably, Mrs. Stapletons London address. Only then did I begin to wonder what Osborne and Preston would think when they found that I had gone. So engrossed had I become in Dulcies movements that for the time all thought of my two companions had passed out of my mind. I thought of returning to the house in Cumberland Place; then, deciding that it was too late, I told the driver to go direct to my flat in South Molton Street.

A letter was lying on the table in my sitting-room. I seemed to recognize the writing, and yet

I tore open the envelope and pulled out the letter. To my surprise it was from Dick, who was now back at Eton. My dear Mike, it ran. I have something very important to say to you, and I want to say it at once. But I dont want to write it. Can you come here to see me to-morrow as soon as possible, or can you get leave for me to come to London to see you? I dont want to go home, because if I did father and Aunt Hannah and Dulcie would ask questions, and what I want to say to you is quite private. Will you telegraph to me as soon as you get this to say what I can do and where I can see you at once?

Your affectionate brother-in-law-to-be,

DICK.

I read the letter through again; then refolded it and put it in a drawer. The letter, I saw by the postmark, had arrived by the last post.

What could the boy want to see me about? What could he have to say to me that he wished to keep secret from his family? I could not imagine. Anyway, I would, I decided, gratify himI was very fond of Dick. Then and there I wrote out a telegram to be sent off early in the morning, telling him that I would come down in the afternoon; I had decided to try to see something of Dulcie during the morning, also to telephone to Holt to inquire for her, though without betraying to Sir Roland or Aunt Hannah that I knew anything of her movements during the previous night.

But Sir Roland forestalled me. Shortly after eight oclock I was awakened by the telephone at my bedside ringing loudly. Still half asleep, I grabbed the receiver and glued it to my ear.

Had I seen anything of Dulcie? Did I know where she was and why she had not returned?

The speaker was Sir Roland, and he spoke from Holt Manor.

Why, isnt she at home? I asked, controlling my voice.

If she were here I shouldnt ask where she is, Sir Roland answered quite sharply. Mrs. Stapleton called yesterday afternoon to ask if Dulcie might dine with her in town and go to the theatre. Of course I raised no objectionSir Roland in no way shared my suspicion concerning Mrs. Stapleton; on the contrary, she attracted him and he liked her, though Aunt Hannah did notand Dulcie dressed and went off at about five oclock. They were to go to The Rook, Mrs. Stapleton said, where she would dress, and then they would motor to London. Mrs. Stapleton assured me that she would bring Dulcie back here by about midnight or one oclock, and Dulcie took with her the key of the back door, so that nobody need wait up for hershe told her maid to go to bed. Her maid has just come to tell me that when she went to awaken Dulcie, she found that she had not returned. I have telephoned to The Rook, and they tell me there that Mrs. Stapleton has not been back to the hotel since yesterday soon after lunch. So I suppose that after leaving here she decided to motor straight to town, and dress there. I suppose she has some pied-à-terre in London, though she has never told me so.

And you say that Dulcie has the door key with her, I said. Do you think it was wise to give it to her?

Why in the world not? She has often taken it before. But tell me, have you seen anything of Dulcie?

I didnt like telling an untruth, but, questioned in that point-blank way, I had to prevaricate; otherwise I should have been forced to say all I knew.

She has not been to see me, I answered. Perhaps Mrs. Stapletons car broke down and they have been obliged to seek refuge at some wayside inn. I wouldnt be anxious, Sir Roland, I added, knowing how little it needed to make him anxious about Dulcie. You will probably get a telegram from one of them presently.

We exchanged a few more remarks, and then Sir Roland exclaimed suddenly:

Hold the line a moment. Hannah wants to speak to you.

Aunt Hannah, who, whatever faults she possessed, rarely lost her head, spoke sensibly and incisively. She didnt like this affair at all, she said, and intended to speak very seriously to Dulcie immediately upon her return. Also she was determined to put an end to this strong friendship between her niece and Mrs. Stapleton. On Dulcies side, she said, it was nothing less than an absurd infatuation. She would not have minded her being infatuated about some women, but she had come thoroughly to mistrust Mrs. Stapleton.

I asked her to telephone or telegraph to me the moment Dulcie got home, and said that if I saw Dulcie in town or heard anything of her during the morning I would at once ring up Holt Manor. With that we rang off.

Can I see Mrs. Stapleton? I inquired, as the door of the house in Willow Road was opened by a maid with rather curious eyes; I had come there straight from my flat, no longer wearing my disguise, and it was nearly eleven oclock. Just then I had an inspiration, and I added quickly, before she had time to answer, or Mr. Hugesson Gastrell?

An arrow shot at random, it proved a lucky shot, for the maid answered at once:

Mrs. Stapleton isnt dressed yet, sir; but Mr. Gastrell can see you, I expect. What name shall I say?

I was shown into a small morning room, and there I waited for, I suppose, five minutes. At last I heard footsteps approaching, and in a moment Gastrell entered.

Dear me, this is a surprise, he exclaimed cordially, extending his hand. I didnt know I had given you this address. Well, and what can I do for you?

His tone, as he said this, was rather that of a patron addressing an inferior, but I pretended not to notice it, and, drawing upon my imagination, answered:

I dont think you did give me this address; it was somebody elseI forget whowho mentioned it to me the other day in course of conversation. Really I have come to see Mrs. Stapleton and inquire for Miss Challoner.

Miss Challoner? Do you mean Miss Dulcie Challoner, Sir Rolands daughter?

Yes.

An extremely puzzled look came into his eyes, though this he was probably not aware of.

But what makes you think Miss Challoner is here? he inquired quickly.

She spent the night here with Mrs. Stapleton.

He looked still more puzzled.

Did she really? he answered in a tone of surprise which obviously was feigned.

Yes. Didnt you know?

This is the first I have heard of it, but I dare say you are right. Mrs. Stapleton has rooms in this houseits a little private establishment of minebut beyond that I know little of her movements. Ill go and inquire if youll wait a moment.

Clever scoundrel! I said aloud when he had left the room and shut the door. Rooms here, knows little of her movements, first he has heard of it. But I am going to bowl you out in the end, my friend, I ended mentally as I seated myself and picked up one of the morning papers which lay upon the table. It was the Morning Post. I noticed that several little bits had been cut out of the front pagepresumably advertisements.

I had scanned one or two pages and was reading a leading article when Gastrell returned.

You are quite right, he said, offering me his cigarette case. Miss Challoner is here. After supper last night at the Carlton with Mrs. Stapleton she didnt feel very well, so Mrs. Stapleton persuaded her to come back and sleep here instead of motoring back to Newbury. She told her maid to telegraph early this morning to Sir Roland Challoner, in case he should feel anxious at Miss Challoners not returning last night, but the maid stupidly forgot to. She is sending a telegram now. Miss Challoner is quite all right this morning, and will be down presently, but I am afraid you wont be able to see Mrs. Stapleton, as she isnt up yet.

I thanked him for finding out, thinking, as I did so, that certainly he was one of the most plausible liars I had ever come across; and then for a few minutes we conversed on general topics.

You dont remember who it was told you my address? he presently asked carelessly, flicking his cigarette ash into the grate.

I am sorry, I dont, I answered, pretending to think. It was some days ago that somebody or other told me you lived here, or rather that you had an address here.

Oh, indeed. Its odd how people talk. By the way, how did you come to know that Mrs. Stapleton and Miss Challoner were here?

His question was interrupted by Dulcies entering, wrapped in a great fur coat. There were dark marks under her eyes that I had never seen there before, but she seemed in quite good spirits as she came across the room and greeted me.

How in the world did you find out I was here! she exclaimed. It is most astonishing. Did you know that Connie had rooms here? I didnt, until last night. It was so good of her to put me up. I cant think what it was upset me so last night, but I am quite all right this morning. Connie has just telegraphed to father to explain my absenceyou know how little it takes to worry him. Ive got my evening dress on under this coat that Connies lent me. She wanted to lend me one of her day dresses, but not one of them comes near fitting me.

I gasped. I couldnt answer. It was bad enough to find people like Gastrell and Jasmine Gastrell and Connie Stapleton perjuring themselves in the calmest way imaginable; but that Dulcie, whom I had until now implicitly believed to be everything that was good should thus look me in the eyes and lie to mewith as much self-assurance as though she had been accustomed to practising deception all her life.

A kind of haze seemed to rise before my eyes. My brain throbbed. All the blood seemed suddenly to be going out of my heart. Mechanically putting out an arm, I supported myself against the mantelpiece.

Mike! Mike! What is the matter? Are you ill? do you feel faint?

Her voice sounded a long, long way off. I heard her words as one hears words in a dream. My mouth had turned suddenly dry. I tried to speak, but could not.

Here, Berrington, drink this and youll feel better.

These were the next words I remember hearing. I was lying back on the settee, and Gastrell was holding a tumbler to my lips. It contained brandy slightly diluted. I drank a lot of it, and it revived me to some extent.

Still uncertain if I were sleeping or awake, I passed out through the hall, slightly supported by Dulcie, and clambered after her into the taxi which awaited us outside.

Go to Paddington, I heard her say to the driver, as she pulled the door to. No servant had come out of the house, and Gastrell had disappeared while we were still inside the hall.


CHAPTER XVI SECRETS OF DUSKY FOWL
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TO THIS DAY that drive to Paddington recalls to mind a nightmare. The entire confidence I had placed in Dulcie was shattered. Had anybody told me it was possible she could deceive me as she had done I should, I know, have insulted himso infuriated should I have felt at the bare thought. And yet she clearly had deceived me, deceived me most horribly, inasmuch as she had done it in such cold blood and obviously with premeditation. Her eyes, which had always looked at me, as I thought, so truthfully, had gazed into mine that morning with the utmost coolness and self-possession while she deliberately lied to me. Dulcie a liar! The words kept stamping themselves into my brain until my head throbbed and seemed on the point of bursting. As the car sped along through the busy streets I saw nothing, heard nothing. The remarks she made to me seemed to reach my brain against my will. I answered them mechanically, in, for the most part, monosyllables.

What did it all mean? How could she continue to address me as though nothing in the least unusual had occurred? Did she notice nothing in my manner that appeared to be unusual? True, she addressed to me no term of endearment, which was singular; but so engrossed was I in my introspection and in my own misery that I scarcely noticed this. Indeed, had she spoken to me fondly, her doing so just then would but have increased the feeling of bitterness which obsessed me.

Several times during that drive I had been on the point of telling her all I knew, all I had seen and heard: the suspicions I entertained regarding her friend Connieher abominable friend as she now seemed to me to be; the grave suspicions I entertained also regarding Gastrell, with whom she seemed to be on good terms, to say the leastthese, indeed, were more than suspicions. But at the crucial moment my courage had failed me. How could I say all this, or even hint at it, in the face of all I now knew concerning Dulcie herself, Dulcie who had been so much to me, who was so much to me still though I tried hard to persuade myself that everything between us must now be considered at an end?

I saw her off at Paddington. Mechanically I kissed her; why I did I cannot say, for I felt no desire to. It was, I suppose, that instinctively I realized that if I failed to greet her then in the way she would expect me to she would suspect that I knew something. She had asked me during our drive through the streets of London who had told me where to find her; but what I answered I cannot recollect. I made, I believe, some random reply which apparently satisfied her.

For two hours I lay upon my bed in my flat in South Molton Street, tossing restlessly, my mind distraught, my brain on fire. Never before had I been in love, and perhaps for that reason I felt this cruel blowmy disillusionmentthe more severely. Once or twice my man, Simon, knocked, then tried the door and found it locked, then called out to ask if anything were amiss with me. I scarcely heard him, and did not answer. I wanted to be left alone, left in complete solitude to suffer my deep misery unseen and unheard.

I suppose I must have slept at lastin bed at three and up at eight, my night had been a short onefor when presently I opened my eyes I saw that the time was half-past two. Then the thought flashed in upon me that in my telegram I had promised to go to Eton to see Dick by the train leaving Paddington at three. I had barely time to catch it. A thorough wash restored me to some extent to my normal senses, and at Paddington I bought a sandwich which served that day instead of lunch.

Once or twice before I had been down to Eton to see Dick, though on those occasions I had been accompanied by Sir Roland. I had little difficulty now in obtaining leave to take him out to tea. He wanted to speak to me quite privately, he said as we walked arm in arm up the main street, so I decided to take him to the White Hart, and there I ordered tea in a private room.

Now, Mike, he said in a confidential tone, when at last we were alone, this is what I want to draw your attention to, and, as he spoke, he produced a rather dirty envelope from his trousers pocket, opened it and carefully shook out on to the table several newspaper cuttings, each three or four lines in length.

What on earth are those about, old boy? I asked, surprised. Newspaper advertisements, arent they?

Yes, out of the Morning Post, all on the front page. If you will wait a minute I will put them all in orderthe date of each is written on the backand then you will see if things strike you in the way they have struck me.

These were the cuttings:

R.P, bjptnbblx. wamii. xvzzjv. okk.

zxxp.DUSKY FOWL.



Rlxt. ex. lnvrb. 4. zcokk. zbpl. qc.

Ptfrd. Avnsp. Hvfbl. Ucaqkoggwx.DUSKY

FOWL.



Plt. ecii. pv. oa. t1vp. uysaa. djt. xru.

przvf. 4.DUSKY FOWL.



Nvnntltmms. Pvvvdnzzpn. ycyswsa.

Bpix. uyyuqecgsqa. X. W. ljfh. sc.

jvtzfhdvb.DUSKY FOWL.

I cant make head or tail of them, I said when I had looked carefully at each, and endeavoured to unravel its secret, for obviously it must possess some secret meaning. What do you make of them, Dickanything?

Yes. Look, and I will show you, he answered, going to the writing-table and bringing over pen, ink and paper. I have always been fond of discovering, or trying to discover, the meanings of these queer cypher messages you see sometimes in some newspapers, and I have become rather good at itI have a book that explains the way cyphers are usually constructed. I have found out a good many at one time and another, but this one took me rather a long time to disentangle. I can tell you, Mike, that when I found it concerned you I felt frightfully excited.

Concerned me! I exclaimed. Oh, nonsense. What is it all about?

Follow me carefully, and Ill show you. I guessed from the first that it must be one of those cyphers that start their alphabet with some letter other than A, but this one has turned out to be what my book calls a complex alphabet cypher. I tried and tried, all sorts of waysI began the alphabet by calling b a; then by calling c a; then by calling d a, and so on all the way through, but that was no good. Then I tried the alphabet backwards, calling z a; then y a; right back to a, but that wasnt it either. Then I tried one or two other ways, and at last I started skipping the letters first backwards, and then forwards. Doing it forwards, when I got to l I found I had got something. I called l a; n b; p c; and so on, and made out bjptnbblx, the first word in the first cypher, to be the word improving, and the two letters before it in capitals R.P. to be really D.C. The next cypher word, wamii, stumped me, as the code didnt make it sense; then it occurred to me to start the alphabet with m instead of l, skipping every alternate letter as before, and I made out wamii to mean shall. The next cypher word, xvzzjv, I couldnt get sense out of by starting the alphabet with either l or m, so I tried the next letter, n, skipping alternate letters once more, and that gave me the word settle. I knew then that I had got the key, and I soon had the whole sentence. It ran as follows:

D.C. improving shall settle all soon.Dusky Fowl.

Still, I wasnt much the wiser, and it never for a moment occurred to me that D.C. stood for Dulcie Challoner

Good heavens, Dick! I cried, you dont mean to tell me that Dulcie

Do be patient, brother-in-law, and let me go through the whole thing before you interrupt with your ejaculations, Dick said calmly. Well, four days went by, and then in the Morning Post of February 7th the second advertisement appeared:

Rlxt. ex. sroehnel. 28. Zcokk. zbpl. qc.

Ptfrd. Avnsp. Hvfbl. Ucaqkoggwx.DUSKY

FOWL.

The code was the same as the first, and I deciphered it quite easily. Here it is, and he read from a bit of paper he held in his hand:

Date is February 28. Shall stay at Mount Royal Hotel, Bedlington.Dusky Fowl.

There was nothing more after that until February 12th, when the third advertisement appeared, same code,here it is deciphered:

Car will be at Clun Cross two day February 28.Dusky Fowl.

That Dusky Fowl bothered me a lot. I couldnt think what it meant. Several times I had gone through the names of all the dusky birds I could think ofblackbird, rook, crow, raven, and so on, but nothing struck me, nothing seemed to make sense. Then the next dayyesterdayan advertisement in the same code appeared which startled me a lot because your name and Mr. Osbornes were in it, and it didnt take me long then to get at the meaning of Dusky Fowl. Here is the advertisement from yesterdays Morning Post, and directly I had read it I wrote that letter asking you to come to see me at once, or to let me come to you.

He read out:

Osborne and Berrington suspect. Take precautions. D.C. with me Hampstead.Dusky Fowl

Dusky Fowl evidently stands for rook, and rook for Rook Hotel, and Rook Hotel for Mrs. Stapleton. And that being the case, who else can D.C. stand for but Dulcie Challoner? Its as plain as a pike-staff.

By Jove, Dick, I said after a few moments pause, I believe you are right!

I am sure I am, he answered with complete self-assurance.

This clearly was a most important discovery. I decided to take the cuttings and their solutions to Osborne the moment I got back to town, and I intended to go back directly after delivering Dick safely back at his school.

Really, I exclaimed, feeling now almost as excited as the boy, you are pretty clever, old chap, to have found out all that. I wonder, though, why Mrs. Stapleton doesnt telegraph or write to the man or people these messages are intended for. It would be much simpler.

It wouldnt be safe, Mike. I read in a book once that people of that sort, the kind of people Mr. Osborne always speaks of as scoundrels, nearly always communicate in some sort of cypher, and generally by advertising, because letters are so dangerousthey may miscarry, or be stopped, or traced, and then they might get used as evidence against the people who wrote them. By communicating in cypher and through a newspaper of course no risk of any sort is run.

Except when the cyphers get deciphered, I said, as you have deciphered these.

Oh, but then people seldom waste time the way I do, trying to find these things out; when they do its generally a fluke if they come across the key. It took me hours to disentangle the first of those advertisementsthe rest came easy enough.

All this conversation had distracted my mind a good deal, and I began to feel better. For several minutes I was silent, wrapped in thought, and Dick had tact enough not to interrupt me. I was mentally debating if Dick might not, in more ways than one, prove a useful associate with Osborne, Preston and myself in our task of unveiling the gang of clever rogues and getting them convicted. One thing, which had struck me at once, but that I had not told Dick, for fear of exciting him too much, was that Bedlington was the large town nearest to Eldon Hall, the Earl of Cranmeres seat, the place the mysterious, unseen man in the house in Grafton Street had asked Jack Osborne about while he lay bound upon the bed; also that February 28th was the date when Cranmeres eldest son would come of age, on which day a weeks festivities at Eldon would beginand festivities at Eldon were events to be remembered, I had been told. What most occupied my thoughts, however, was the question I had asked myselfshould I make a confidant of little Dick and tell him how things now stood between Dulcie and myself?

Dick, old boy, I said, at last, I wonder if I can treat you as I would a grown manas I would treat some grown men, I should say.

I dare say you could, brother-in-law, he answered. Why dont you try?

Supposing that you were not to become my brother-in-law, as you seem so fond of calling me, would you be sorry?

I jolly well think I should! he replied, looking up sharply. But what makes you say a thing like that? Its all rot, isnt it?

He seemed, as he looked at me with his big brown eyes which were so like Dulcies, to be trying to discover if I spoke in jest or partly in earnest.

You are going to marry Dulcie, arent you? Youre not going to break it off? You havent had a row or anything of that kind

No, not exactly a row, I said, staring into his nice frank face.

Then why do you talk about not becoming my brother-in-law? If you dont marry Dulcie youll jolly nearly kill her. You dont know how fearfully fond of you she is. You cant know, or you wouldnt talk about not marrying her.

I havent talked about not marrying her, I answered hurriedly. Tell me, Dick, is that truewhat you say about her being so awfully fond of me?

I shouldnt say it if it wasnt true, he said with a touch of pride. But what did you mean when you said you wondered if you could treat me as if I were a man?

I put my arm round the lad, as he stood at the table, and drew him close to me.

Dick, old boy, I said with a catch in my voice, I am very unhappy, and I believe Dulcie is too, and I believe it is possible you may be able to put things right if you set about it in the right way. But first, tell meyou have talked to Mrs. Stapleton; do you like her?

I have never liked her from the first time she talked to me, he answered without an instants hesitation. And I dont like her any the better since I have heard you and Mr. Osborne talking about her, and since I spotted her in that advertisement yesterday.

Well, Dick, I went on, Mrs. Stapleton and Dulcie are now tremendous friends, and I believe that Mrs. Stapleton is trying to make Dulcie dislike me; I believe she says things about me to Dulcie that are untrue, and I think that Dulcie believes some of the things she is told.

What a beastly shame! But, oh no, Mike, Dulcie wouldnt believe anything about you that was nastymy word, Id like to see anyone say nasty things to her about you!

I am glad you think that, but stillanyway, certain things have happened which I cant explain to you, and I am pretty sure Dulcie likes me less than she did. I want you to try to find that out, and to tell me. Will you try to if I can manage to get you a week-end at Holt?

Will I? You try me, Mike. And I wont only try to find outI shall find out.

It was six oclock when I arrived back at Eton with Dick. Word was sent to me that the headmaster would like to speak to me before I left. He came into the room a few minutes afterwards, told Dick to go away and return in ten minutes, then shut the door and came over to me. He looked extremely grave.

Half an hour ago I received this telegram, he said, pulling one out of his pocket and handing it to me. As I know you to be an intimate friend of Sir Rolands, you may like to read it before I say anything to Dick.

I unfolded the telegram. It had been handed in at Newbury at five oclock, and ran:

My daughter suddenly taken seriously ill. Dick must return at once. My butler will await him under the clock on Paddington departure platform at 7:15, and bring him down here. Please see that Dick is under clock at 7:15 this evening without fail.CHALLONER.

I read the telegram twice, and even then I seemed unable to grasp its full significance. Dulcie seriously ill! Good God, what had happened to herwhen we had parted on Paddington platform only a few hours before she had appeared to be in perfect health. Had this sudden attack, whatever it might be, any connection with Mrs. Stapleton, or with that hateful affair that I had witnessed the night beforemy darling Dulcie gambling recklessly and losing, and then borrowingfrom a woman I now fully believed to be an adventuressmoney to go on gambling with? Was it even possible that, beside herself with dismay at the large amount of money she now owed Mrs. Stapleton, she had in a sudden moment of madness attempted to take

I almost cried out as I banished from my brain the hideous thought. Oh, God, anything rather than that! I must get further news, and without a moments loss of time. I must telegraph or telephone to Holt.

The headmasters calm voice recalled me to my senses.

It is indeed terrible news, he said sympathetically, struck, no doubt, at the grief which the news had stamped upon my face. But it may, after all, be less serious than Sir Roland thinks. I was about to suggest, Mr. Berrington, he went on, pulling out his watch, that as you are, I take it, returning to London by the 6:25, you might take Dick up with you and place him in charge of Sir Rolands butler who will be awaiting him at a quarter past seven under the clock on Paddington platform. If you can be so very kind as to do this it will obviate the necessity of my sending someone to London with him. I have given an order for such things as he way require to be packed, and they should be ready by now. We must break the news very gently to the boy, for I know that he is devoted to his sister, so for the boys sake, Mr. Berrington, try to bear up. I know, of course, the reason of your deep grief, for Dick has told me that you are engaged to be married to his sister.

Hardly knowing what I said, I agreed to do as he suggested, and see Dick safely to Paddington. How we broke the news to him, and how he received it when we did break it, I hardly recollect. All I remember distinctly is standing in a telephone call office in Eton town, and endeavouring to get through to Holt Manor. Not until it was nearly time for the London train from Windsor to start, did the telephone exchange inform me they had just ascertained that the line to Holt Manor was out of order, and that they could not get through.

Anathematizing the telephone and all that had to do with it, I hurried out to the taxi in which Dick sat awaiting me.

All the way from Windsor to London we exchanged hardly a word. Dick, I knew, was terribly upset at the news, for his devotion to his sister was as well known to me as it was to his father and to Aunt Hannah. But he was a plucky little chap, and tried hard not to show how deeply the news had affected him. For my part my brain was in a tumult. To think that I should have parted from her that morning with feelings of resentment in my heart, and that now she lay possibly at deaths door. Again and again I cursed myself for my irritability, my suspicions. Were they, after all, unjust suspicions? Might Dulcie not have excellent reasons to give for all that had occurred the night before? Might she not have been duped, and taken to that house under wholly false pretences? An uncle of hers believed to be dead, a brother of Sir Rolands, had, I knew, been a confirmed gambler. There was much in heredity, I reflected, in spite of modern theories to the contrary. Was it not within the bounds of possibility that Dulcie, taken to that gambling den by her infamous companion, and encouraged by her to play, might suddenly have felt within her the irresistible craving that no man or woman born a gambler has yet been able to overcome? And in any case, what right had I had metaphorically to sit in judgment upon her and jump to conclusions which might be wholly erroneous?

The train travelled at express speed through Slough, Didcot, and other small stations. It was within a mile of London, when my thoughts suddenly drifted. Why had Sir Roland not sent James direct to Windsor to meet Dick, instead of wasting time by sending him all the way to London? But perhaps James had been in town that dayhe came up sometimesand Sir Roland had wired to him there. Again, why had he not sent the car to Eton to fetch Dick away? That would have been the quicker plan; ah, of course he would have done that had it been possible, but probably the car had been sent into Newbury to fetch the doctor. That, indeed, was probably what had happened, for the telegram had been handed it at Newbury instead of at Holt Stacey. I knew that Sir Rolands chauffeur had a poor memoryit was well known to be his chief fault; probably he had shot through Holt Stacey, forgetting all about the telegram he had been told to send off there, and, upon his arrival in Newbury, remembered it and at once despatched it. Sir Roland had, I knew, a rooted dislike to telephoning telegraphic messages direct to the post office, and I had never yet known him dictate a telegram through his telephone. Oh, how provoking, I said again, mentally, as I thought of the telephone, that the instrument should have got out of order on this day of all daysthe one day when I had wanted so urgently to use it!

Now the train was slowing down. It was rattling over the points as it passed into the station. Looking out of the window I could see the clock on the departure platform. A few people were strolling near it, but nobody was under itat least no man. I could see a woman standing under it, apparently a young woman.

Dicks luggage consisted of a suit-case which we had taken into the carriage with us, and this I now carried for him as we descended into the sub-way. The clock on the departure platform is only a few yards from the exit of the sub-way, and, as we came out, the woman under the clock was not looking in our direction. Somehow her profile seemed familiar, and

I stopped abruptly, and, catching Dick by the arm, pulled him quickly behind a pile of luggage on a truck. An amazing thought had flashed into my brain. As quickly as I could I gathered my scattered wits:

Dick, I said after a few moments reflection, trying to keep my brain cool, I believeI have an idea all isnt right. There is no sign of James, though our train was some minutes late and it is now twenty past sevenJames was to be here at a quarter past, according to that telegram. But that woman waiting thereI know her by sight though I have never spoken to her. She might remember me by sight, so I dont want her to see me. Now look here, I want you to do this. Take hold of your suit-case, and, as soon as that womans back is turned, walk up and stand under the clock, near her, as though you were awaiting someone. Dont look at her or speak to her. I believe this is some trick. I dont believe that telegram was sent by your father at all. I dont believe Dulcie is ill. I think that woman is waiting for you, and that when you have been there a few moments she will speak to youprobably ask you if you are Master Challoner, and then tell you that she has been sent instead of James to meet you, and ask you to go with her. If she does that, dont look in the least surprised, answer her quite naturallyyou can inquire, if you like, how Dulcie is, though I shall not be a bit surprised if we find her at home perfectly welland if she asks you to go with her, go. Dont be at all frightened, old chap; I shall follow, and be near you all the time, whatever happens. And look here, if I have guessed aright, and she does say that she has been asked to meet you and tells you to come along with her, just put your hand behind you for an instant, as you are walking away, and then I shall know.

Oh, Mike, if Dulcie isnt ill, if after all nothing has happened to her

His feelings overcame him, and he could not say more.

I moved a little to one side of the pile of trunks, and peered out.

Now, Dicknow! I exclaimed, as I saw the woman turn her back to us.

Dick marched up to her, carrying his suit-case, and waited under the clock, just as I had told him to. He had not been there ten seconds when I saw the woman step up to him and speak to him.

They exchanged one or two remarks, then, turning, walked away together. And, as they walked, Dicks hand went up his back and he scratched an imaginary flea.

Instantly I began to walk slowly after them. Dick was being taken away by the dark, demure, quietly-dressed little woman I had seen at Connie Stapletons dinner party, and, only the night before, standing among the onlookers in Gastrells house in Cumberland Place.


CHAPTER XVII IS SUSPICIOUS
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THEY WALKED LEISURELY along the platform, Dick still carrying his suit-case, and at the end of it passed down the sloping sub-way which leads to the Metropolitan Railway. For a moment they were out of sight, but directly I turned the corner I saw them again; they walked slower now, Dick evidently finding his burden rather heavy. At the pigeon-hole of the booking-office a queue of a dozen or so were waiting to buy tickets. The woman and Dick did not stop, however. I saw them pass by the queue, and then I saw the woman hold out tickets to the collector to be clipped, and as I took my place at the back end of the queue she and Dick passed on to the Praed Street platform.

To what station should I book? I had no idea where they were going, so decided to go to High Street, Kensington, and pay the difference if I had to follow them further. There were still six people in front of me, when I heard the train coming in.

Hurry up in front! I called out in a fever of excitement, dreading that I might not get a ticket in time.

All right, my mandont shove! the man immediately before me exclaimed angrily, pushing back against me. This aint the only train, you know; if you miss this you can catch the next!

I believe he deliberately took a long time getting out his money. Anyway, before I had bought my ticket the train had started. A moment later I stood upon the platform, watching, in a frenzy of despair, the red tail-light of the train containing Dick and the strange woman disappearing into the tunnel.

I felt literally beside myself. What in the world had I done! I had deliberately let the strange woman take Dick away with her, without having the remotest idea where she was going or why she had, to all intents, abducted the boy. It was awful to think ofand I alone was entirely to blame! Then the thought came back to me that I had told Dick to have no fear, assuring him that I would be near him all the time. What would the headmaster say who had confided him to my care? Worse, what would Sir Roland say when I confessed to him what I had done?

These and other maddening thoughts were crowding into my brain as I stood upon the platform, dazed, and completely at a loss what to do, when somebody nudged me. Turning, I recognized at once the man in the snuff-coloured suit who had told me so rudely not to shove, and had then dawdled so while buying his railway ticket. I was about to say something not very complimentary to him, when he spoke.

I trust you will forgive my apparent rudeness a moment ago at the booking-office, he said in a voice I knew quite well, but theres a method in my madness. I am PrestonGeorge Preston.

Good heavens! I exclaimed, the sudden revulsion of feeling almost overpowering me. But do you know what has happeneddo you know that Sir Roland Challoners son I had charge of has

Dont distress yourself, Mr. Berrington, he interrupted reassuringly, I know everything, and more than you know, but I rather feared that you might see through this disguise. I have been loafing about Paddington station for nearly an hour. The lady I expected to see arrived just after seven, and took up her position under the clock. Then I saw you and the lad arrive; I saw you recognize the woman; I saw you put yourself out of sight behind the pile of trunks, and talk earnestly to the lad for a few moments, and I guessed what you were saying to him. I walked right past you in the sub-way, and intentionally made you miss this train, because it is inexpedient that you should follow those two. I know where they are going, and Mr. Osborne knows too; I neednt trouble to explain to you here how I come to know all this. The thing you have to do now is to come with me to my house off Regent Street, where Mr. Osborne awaits us.

Never in my life, I suppose, have I felt so relieved as I did then, for the mental pain I had endured during these few minutes had been torture. Indeed, I felt almost indignant with Preston for his having made me suffer so; but he explained that he had revealed himself to me the moment he felt justified in doing so. Suddenly a thought occurred to me.

Do you know, I asked him quickly, anything of a telegram sent to Eton this morning, apparently by Sir Roland, saying that Miss Challoner had been taken suddenly ill, and requesting that his son might be sent home to Holt at once?

Yes, I know, becauseI sent it.

You sent it!

Yesthough I didnt write it. Mrs. Stapleton wrote it. She gave it to her chauffeur, who was in the hall at the Rook Hotel, and when she was gone he asked me if I would mind handing it in, as I had intentionally told him I was going to the post office. I was a chauffeur, too, at the time, chauffeur to Baron Poppenheimer, whom I drove down this morning in his car ostensibly to see the beautiful widow. Baron Poppenheimer was, of course, Mr. Osborne. The widow was not at The Book when we arrivedwe knew she wouldnt be, and, of course, you know where she was, she was at the house in Hampstead where you found Miss Challoner when you called there this morning; she arrived home about two oclock, however, and while Baron Poppenheimer was making himself agreeable to heryour friend Mr. Osborne is a most splendid actor, and ought to have been in the detective forceI was making headway with her chauffeur out in the garage. Yes, Mr. Berrington, you can set your mind at restMiss Challoner is perfectly well. I wonder if by chance you telephoned to Holt this afternoon.

I tried to.

And you couldnt get through? The line was out of order?

Yes.

Good! Preston exclaimed, his small, intelligent eyes twinkling oddly. That is as I thought. One of Gastrells accomplices set the line out of order between three and five this afternoon. When the line comes to be examined the electrician will, unless I am greatly mistaken, find the flaw at some point between Holt Stacey and Holt Manorif you should happen to hear, you might tell me the exact point where they find that the trouble exists. My theories and my chain of circumstances are working out splendidlyI havent as yet made a single false conjecture. And now come along to my house, and Ill tell you more on the way.

Osborne sat in Prestons sitting-room, smoking a long cigar. He no longer wore the disguise of Baron Poppenheimer, or any disguise, and upon our entry he uttered an exclamation.

By Jove, Mike, he said, you are the very man weve been wanting all day. Where did you disappear to last night? And turning to Preston he added, Were you right? Did he follow the widow and Miss Challoner home last night?

Yes, I answered for him, I did. Did you see Dulcie at Gastrells last night?

I should say soand we saw you gazing at her. You nearly gave yourself away, Mike; you did, indeed. You ought to be more careful. When we saw you follow them out of the room, we knew, just as though you had told us, that you meant to follow them home. And what about the boy? he said, addressing Preston. Did he turn up? And was he met?

Yes, just as I expected; but he wasnt met by Sir Rolands butler, of course. He was met by Doris Lorrimeryou have probably noticed her, that dark, demure, quietly dressed girl who was at Connie Stapletons dinner party at The Rook, and at Gastrells last night.

You dont mean to say that she, too, is one of Gastrells accomplices! Jack exclaimed. It seems impossiblelooking like that!

I have suspected it for some time. Now I am sure. She has taken Dick Challoner to Connie Stapletons house in Hampstead. Its one of the headquarters of the set, though, of course, the principal headquarters are at 300 Cumberland Place. How furious Lord Easterton would be if he knew! He suspects nothing as yet, I think.

But how do you know that Doris Lorrimer has taken the boy to that Hampstead house? Osborne asked quickly; and why has she taken him?

The gang have kidnapped himit was Connie Stapletons ideain order to get the reward they feel sure Sir Roland will offer for his recovery. How I know where Doris Lorrimer has taken him is that Connie Stapletons chauffeur, with whom I fraternized this afternoon in Newbury, happened to mention that his mistress had told Miss Lorrimer to be under the clock at Paddington at seven-fifteen this evening to meet the man with the parcel, as she said, and then to take the parcel to her house in Hampstead! I wont tell you until later how I come to know the kidnapping was Mrs. Stapletons idea; I have a reason for not telling youyet.

You certainly are a marvel, George, Jack said, as he blew a cloud towards the ceiling. We seem to be well on the way now to running these scoundrels to ground. I shall be glad to see them convictedright glad.

We are on the wayyes, Preston answered, but youll find it a longer way than you expect, if you are already thinking of convictions. You dont knowyou cant have any idea ofthe slimness of these rogues if you suppose we are as yet anywhere near running them to ground. Just look how clever they have already been: first there is the fire in Maresfield Gardens and the discovery of the stabbed and charred body, for you may depend upon it that fire was meant to conceal some crime, probably murder, by destroying all traces, including that body which ought by rights to have been entirely consumed; then there is the robbery at Holt Manor; then the affair in Grafton Street, with yourself as the victim; then the murder of Sir Rolands gardener, Churchillall these constitute mysteries, undiscovered crimes, and now comes this business of kidnapping Sir Rolands young son.

We talked at considerable length, discussing past and present happenings, and arranging our future line of action. Preston was immensely interested in the cypher messages unravelled by DickI had brought the cuttings with me to show to him and Jack. The reference to the date of the coming of age of Cranmeres son, considered in connection with the questions about Cranmeres seat, Eldon Hall, put to Osborne during his mysterious confinement in Grafton Street, made the detective almost excited. The unravelling of those cyphers was, he said, perhaps the most important discovery as yet made. Indeed, he believed that our knowledge of these messages might simplify matters Sufficiently to lead directly to the arrest of at any rate some members of the gang at a much earlier date than he had previously anticipated.

It is clear, he said, as he put the cuttings into the envelope again and handed them back to me, that Gastrell and company contemplate a coup of some sort either on the day Lord Cranmeres son comes of age, or on one day during the week of festivities that will follow. Clun Cross. We must find out where Clun Cross is; probably its somewhere in Northumberland, and most likely its near Eldon Hall. I suppose, Osborne, that you are invited to the coming of age, as you know Cranmere so well?

Yes, and I mean to go. But Berrington isnt invited; he doesnt know Cranmere.

He probably knows what he looks like, though, Preston answered, laughinghe was thinking of his impersonation of the Earl, and his wonderful make-up. I am not invited either, professionally or otherwise, so that Mr. Berrington and I had better go to Bedlington and put our heads together there, for something is going to happen at Eldon Hall, Osborne, you may take my word for that. We mustnt, however, forget that last cypher message: Osborne and Berrington suspect; take precautions. Precautions with such people may mean anything. I am firmly of opinion that poor Churchills assassination was a precautionary measure. It was on the afternoon before that murder, remember, that Churchill found the paste buckle at the spot where a grey car had been seen, left deserted, on the morning of the robbery at Holt. It was on the afternoon before that murder that he brought the buckle to Miss Challoner, told her about the grey car he had seen, which, he said, led him to suspect something, and asked to have the afternoon off. It was on that same afternoon that Mrs. Stapleton happened to motor over to Holt, and while there was told by Miss Challoner all about the finding of the buckle, also all about Churchills secret suspicion about the car, and his asking to have the afternoon off, presumably to pursue his inquiries. And what happened after that? Dont you remember? Mrs. Stapleton telephoned from Holt to the Book Hotel in Newbury and talked to someone thereher maid, so she saidfor five minutes or more, talked to her in Polish. Now, does anything suggest itself to either of you? Dont you think it quite likely that Mrs. Stapleton, hearing from Miss Challoner all about what had happened, telephoned in Polish certain instructions to somebody in Newbury, most likely one of her accomplices, and that those instructions led, directly or indirectly, to Churchills being murdered the same night, lest he should discover anything and give information? One thing I am sure of, thoughMrs. Stapletons chauffeur is an honest man who does not in the least suspect what is going on; who, on the contrary, believes his mistress to be a most estimable woman, kind, considerate, open-handed. I found that out while associating with him to-day as a fellow-chauffeur.

It was nearly nine oclock before we went out into Soho to dine. Preston told us that he had arranged to call at Willow Road for Dick between ten and half-past. The three of us were to go to Hampstead and represent ourselves as being instructed by Sir Roland to take the boy away. Preston himself would, he said, represent himself as being an Eton master, and Doris Lorrimer was to be closely cross-questioned as to who had authorized her to meet the boy and take him to Hampstead and

Well, Preston had thoroughly thought out his plan of action down to the smallest detail, and during dinner in the little restaurant in Gerrard Street, to which he had taken us, he explained it to us fully. Briefly, his intention was to frighten Doris Lorrimer half out of her senses by threatening instant prosecution if she did not, then and there, make certain disclosures which would help on our endeavour to bring to justice the whole gang with which she was evidently associated.

But supposing, I hazarded, we dont see Doris Lorrimer. Supposing we see only a servant, who assures us that we are mistaken, and that Dick isnt there. Supposing that Mrs. Stapleton, or even Gastrell, should confront us. What then?

I have carefully considered all those possibilities, Preston answered lightly as he refilled my glass, then Jacks, and then his own. If anything of that kind should happen I shall simplybut there, leave it to me and I think you will be satisfied with the outcome. You must remember, Mr. Berrington, that I have been at this sort of thing over twenty years. Well, heres luck to our enterprise, and, raising his glass, he clinked it against our glasses in turn, then emptied it at a draught.

And now, he said, preparing to rise, we must be moving. We have rather a ticklish task before us, though I have no fear whatever as to its sequel, provided you leave most of the talking to me. In any case there must be no violence, remember. The only thing I regret is that the lad will most likely be asleep, so that we shall have to awaken him.

Punctually at half-past ten our taxi drew up outside the house numbered 460 Willow Road, Hampstead.


CHAPTER XVIII CONTAINS ANOTHER SURPRISE
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LIGHTS WERE IN most of the windows, as though a party were in progress.

Preston rang the bell. It was answered at once by a maid who had answered it in the morning, and before Preston had time to speak the maid asked us if we would come in. This time she showed us into a room a good deal larger than the one in which I had been interviewed by Gastrell in the morning. Very beautifully furnished, on all sides what is termed the feminine touch was noticeable, and among a number of framed photographs on one of the tables I recognized portraits of well-known Society people, several with autograph signatures, and one or two with affectionate inscriptions. I wondered to whom they had been presented, and to whom the affectionate inscriptions were addressed.

We waited a few minutes, wondering what would happen next, and who would come in to see us, for the maid had not even asked our names, though I saw that she had recognized me. For a moment it occurred to me that we ought to have changed into evening clothes, and I was about to tell Preston so when the door opened and Jasmine Gastrell entered, accompanied, to my amazement, by Dulcie Challoner.

I think even Preston was taken abackand it took a great deal to astonish Preston. Osborne, I could see, was dumbfounded. Jasmine Gastrell was the first to speak, and she addressed me without looking either at Osborne or Preston.

Good evening, Mr. Berrington, she said, with one of those wonderful smiles of hers which seemed entirely to transform her expression; this is an unexpected pleasure.

How strangely different she now looked from the way she had looked at me in Cumberland Place when, disguised as Sir Aubrey Belston, I had pretended to read her past life! She turned to Jack, and, raising her eye-brows as though she had only that instant recognized him, Why, she exclaimed, its Mr. Osborne! I had no idea we were to have the pleasure of seeing you here to-nighthad you, Dulcie?

Dulcie, who was standing by quite unconcernedly, turned at once to me without answering Mrs. Gastrells question.

Dear old Mike, she said, how delightful of you to have come. I do hope you have entirely recovered. You looked so ill when you saw me off at Paddington this morning that I felt anxious about you all the way home. What was the matter with you? Have you any idea?

I was so staggered, first at finding her at this house again, and then at her addressing me in the calm way she did, that for some moments I could not answer. Jack and Preston, now in conversation with Jasmine Gastrell, did not notice my hesitation. At last, collecting my scattered thoughts, I answered:

I am quite well, Dulcie. There was nothing really much amiss with me this morningI thought you knew that.

I stopped abruptly. What else could I say?

Under the circumstances I could not well speak about the telegram, and say why we had arrived in this way at such an unusual hour.

I suppose you have come about Dick, she went on suddenly. He is asleep nowhe was so tired, poor little chap.

Dulcie, I burst out impetuously under my breath, casting a hurried glance at the other three, who, still in conversation, did not appear to notice us. Dulcie, what is the meaning of all this? Why are you here? Why is Dick here? I want to see youI must see you alone as soon as possiblethere is so much I want to say to you, want to ask you; such a lot has happened during the past day or two that I cant understand, and that I want to have explained. Tell me, my darling, I went on hurriedly, when and where can we can meetalone?

She gave a delightful little laugh, and tapped me playfully with her fanshe and Jasmine were in evening dress. Then, looking roguishly up into my eyes, she went on:

So far as Dick is concerned, everything is easily explained. When I got home this morning I felt very unwell. I found father terribly anxious at my absence, and Aunt Hannah in what I call one of her fits of tantrums. I went to lie down, and, while I was asleep, father came and looked at me. For some reason he got it into his head that I looked very ill, and just then Connie arrived in her carshe went to Holt direct from London, as she wanted to explain to father the reason she didnt take me home last night, and at the same time make her apologies for the anxiety she knew she must unintentionally have caused him; father, you know, likes Connie very much. After seeing me in bed he had jumped to the conclusion that I was really very ill and ought to see a doctor at once. Connie said that as she was going straight to Newbury she would, if he liked, send Doctor Claughton out to Holt. Then father said something about letting Dick know I was ill, and Connie volunteered to send a telegram to Eton, signed with fathers name, and father said he wished she would. And that is the explanation of the whole affair.

Explanation! I exclaimed. I dont call that half an explanation. What about James being told to meet Dick at Paddington and then not turning up?

Oh, that was a mistake of Connies. James was in town to-day, and Connie understood father to say that he would telegraph to James and tell him to meet Dick at Paddington. After telegraphing to Eton in fathers name, from Newbury, she found she had made a mistake, so then she telegraphed to Doris Lorrimer to meet Dick. After the doctor had seen me, he told father there was nothing to be in the least alarmed about; in fact gave father to understand that his imagination had played pranks with him; so then father telephoned to Connie at the Book Hotel, and they decided there was no need for Dick to come home, and Connie suggested Dicks spending the night here and returning to Eton to-morrow.

I did not speak for some moments. At last I said:

Dulcie, who told you all this?

Why, Connie, of course. Father had to attend an important magistrates meeting in Newbury this afternoon, and, as I seemed quite well again, she got fathers leave to bring me up to town again to meet some friends of hers who are here to-night. Now are you satisfied, Mike?

No, I am not, I answered bluntly. Dulcie, have you seen Dick since he arrived here?

No, he had gone to bed before I arrived, and Connie said I had better not disturb him.

My darling, I said a moment later, I must see you alone. When can I?

Would to-morrow morning suit you, dear? she asked, looking at me with her frank brown eyes. As I returned the gaze I found it impossible to believe that she had wittingly deceived me that morning, or indeed at any time, and yet

Yes. Shall we say at twelve oclock? I suggested. And shall I call here for you?

That will do beautifully. Oh, Mike, my darling, she said quickly, under her breath, I hope you still love me just as much as you did; I dont know why, but somehow I sometimes feel that you mistrust meeven that you suspect me of something or other, I dont know what.

Dulcie! I exclaimed impulsively, and I made as though to seize her hand, then remembered we were not alone, and refrained. Dulcie, there are things I want you to explain to me, mysteries that only you can clear up. I dont really mistrust you, my own darling; indeed, indeed I dont; but I mistrust some of the people you mix with and have made friends of, more than that, I happen to know that some of them are no better than adventurers, and I want to get you away from them. What house is this we are in? I mean whose is it and who lives here?

But at that instant our conversation was interrupted by Jasmine Gastrell.

Oh, you lovers! she exclaimed, laughing as she looked across at us. What heaps and heaps lovers seem to have to tell each other after being parted for a few hours. It reminds me of my own young days, she added archly, for she looked barely seven-and-twenty. Mr. Osborne has just told me, Dulcie, that he is asked to stay at Eldon Hall for Lord Cranmeres sons coming of age, on the twenty-eighth. I have been invited too; I do wish you were going to be there. Connie has accepted.

Ten minutes later, as the three of us sauntered slowly along Willow Road, we realizedat least I can answer for myselfthat in spite of our careful scheming, and our complete confidence in the success of our plan, we had been cleverly outwitted. Not for a moment had Preston, or Jack Osborne, believed the long story that Jasmine Gastrell had related to them while Dulcie and I had been engrossed in conversation, a story it is unnecessary to repeat, though it had been told apparently with a view to leading them to think that Mrs. Gastrell was shortly to make a tour round the world. In the same way I had not been deceived by the ingenious tissue of implications and falsehoods that Connie Stapleton had poured into Dulcies ear, and that Dulcie had innocently repeated to me. What most astonished me, however, was the rapidity with which Connie Stapleton and Jasmine Gastrell seemed able to concoct these ingenious and plausible narratives to account for anything and everything that happened on any occasion. A single discrepancy, for instance, in the story that Dulcie had just repeated to me would have brought the whole fabric of what appeared to be true statementsthough I believed them to be falsecrumbling to the ground. But there had been no such discrepancy. Everything that had occurred during the afternoon in relation to Dick, the telegram sent to Eton, Doris Lorrimers meeting him in place of Sir Rolands butler, had been accounted for simply and quite rationally. And yet I felt firmly convinced the statements must in the main be a series of monstrous untruths, a belief in which Preston, with all his experience, concurred. Only two points puzzled me. Neither Jasmine Gastrell nor Connie Stapleton, nor, indeed, anybody else, could by any possibility have known that Preston, Jack, and I contemplated calling at the house in Willow Road that evening. How came it, then, that everything had been so skilfully arranged with a view to disarming our suspicions when we did call? That, I confess, was a problem so complicated that it formed the one and only argument in favour of the story that Dulcie had repeated to me being in part true. The other puzzling point was Dulcies being at that house that night, and her knowing that Dick was there. Surely if Connie Stapleton and her accomplices had intended to kidnap Dick for the purpose of extorting money from Sir Roland, they would not intentionally have let Dulcie know what was happening. And, arguing thus with myself, I began at last to wonder if, after all, I had been mistaken; if, after all, Mrs. Stapleton had not invented that story, but had told Dulcie the truth. I confess that the more I thought it all over and the harder I tried to sift possible facts from probable fiction the more hopelessly entangled I became. Perhaps the strongest argument in favour of my theory that we were being cleverly and systematically hoaxed lay in Dicks discovery of the cypher messages in the Morning Post. There could, at any rate, be no getting away from the cypher message which had appeared on the previous day and that ran: Osborne and Berrington suspect. Take precautions

Then I thought again of Dulcie. It was appalling, almost incredible, that she should be allowed to associate with men and women whom we practically knew to be adventurers, and who might be not merely adventurers, but criminals masquerading as respectable members of Society. Yet I was impotent to prevent her; it was, of course, Sir Rolands duty to forbid her to mix with these people, but then Sir Roland, from being powerfully attracted by the young widow Connie Stapleton, was, as I had long ago guessed, becoming deeply enamoured of her; so that, far from preventing Dulcie from associating with herDulcie, with her strange infatuation for the womanhe deliberately encouraged the intimacy. Well, next morning, at any rate, I should see Dulcie alone, I reflected, with a feeling of satisfaction, and then I would have it out with her and go into the whole affair thoroughly, speaking to her with brutal franknesseven at the risk of hurting her feelings and incurring her displeasure I would tell her everything I knew and all that I suspected. Something must be done, and at once, to put an end to her absurd attachment to the widowI had thought it all over quite long enough; it was now time to act. And Dick too; I must get hold of him and question him narrowly to find out if his story of what happened from the time he left me on Paddington platform and went and stood beside Doris Lorrimer under the clock, and his arrival at Willow Road, Hampstead, tallied with the story that Connie Stapleton had told Dulcie, and that Dulcie had related to mefor I somehow fancied that the two narratives might differ to some extent, if only in their minor details.

We were approaching Hampstead Tube station when Preston, turning to me from Jack Osborne, with whom he had been in close conversation, inquired:

Has Sir Roland lately said anything to you, Mr. Berrington, that interested you particularly? Has he thrown out any hint of any sort?

I reflected.

Nothing that I can recollect, I said. Have you reason to suppose that he has something of special interest that he wants to say to me?

I have, but until he speaks it is not for me to make any comment.

We had reached the Tube station. Jack booked to Russell Square; Preston to Piccadilly Circus; and I took a ticket to Bond Street, those being the stations nearest to our respective destinations.

Are you aware, Preston said soon after the train had started, that since we left my house and went to dine in Soho, we have been followed? I wanted to be perfectly certain before telling you, but I see now that I was right in my suspicion. Look to your left presently, one at a time, and at the end of the compartment youll see quite an ordinary-looking man, apparently a foreigner, smoking a cherootthe man seated alone, with a lot of hair on his face.

You wouldnt notice him if he passed you in the street, would you? he said after we had looked, but I have noticed him all the evening. He was in Warwick Street when we all came out of my house; he followed us to Soho; he was in Gerrard Street, awaiting us, when we came out of the restaurant after dining; he came after us to Hampstead; he has followed us from Willow Road to the Tube station, and he is in this compartment now for the purpose of observing us. I want you each not to forget what he is like, and in a few minutes, when we all separate, I shall be curious to see which of us he followsto know which of us he is really shadowing.

Jack was the first to alight. He bade us each a cheery good night, after reminding us that we were all three to meet on the following afternoon, and hurried out. The hairy man with the cheroot remained motionless, reading his newspaper.

My turn came nextat Oxford Circus station. As I rose, I noticed the man carelessly fold up his newspaper, cram it into his coat pocket, and get up. Rather to my surprise I did not, after that, see him again. He was not with me in the carriage of the train I changed into, nor was he, apparently, on the platform at Bond Street station when I got out. As I pushed my latch-key into the outer door of South Molton Street Mansions, I glanced quickly up and down the street, but, so far as I could see, there was no sign of the man.

However, a surprise awaited me. Upon entering my flat I noticed a light in the sitting-room at the end of the little passagethe door stood ajar. Entering quickly, I uttered an exclamation of amazement. For in the big arm-chair in front of the firethe fire burned as though it had lately been made upDick lay back fast asleep, his lips slightly parted, his chest rising and falling in a way that showed how heavily he slept.

Recovering from my amazement, I stood for a minute or two watching him. How delightful he looked when asleep like that, and what a strong resemblance he bore to Dulcie. But how came he to be here? And how came Dulcie to have told me, less than an hour before, that he was in the house at Hampstead, and asleep there? Gazing down upon him still, I wondered what really had happened since I had last seen him that evening, and what story he would have to tell me when he awoke.

My man had gone to bed, for it was now past midnight. Considering where I had better put Dick to sleep, my glance rested upon some letters lying on the table. Mechanically I picked them up and looked at the handwritings on the envelopes. Nothing of interest, I decided, and I was about to put them down again, unopened, when I noticed there was one from Holt that I had overlooked. The handwriting was Sir Rolands. Hastily tearing open the envelope, I pulled out the letter. It was quite short, but its contents sent my heart jumping into my mouth, and had Dick not been asleep close by in the chair I believe I should have used some almost unprintable language.

Oh, the foolthe silly, doddering, abject old fool! I exclaimed aloud as I flung the open letter down on to the table and began to pace the room in a fury of indignation. No fool like an old fooloh, those words of wisdomthe man who first uttered them should have a monument erected to his memory, I continued aloud; then suddenly, as Dick stirred in his sleep, I checked myself abruptly.

The letter Sir Roland Challoner had written to me ran as follows:

My dear Mike,As you and Dulcie are engaged, I dare say you will be interested, and you may be surprised, to hear of another engagement. I have asked Dulcies beautiful friend, Mrs. Stapleton, to become my wife, and she has done me the honour of accepting my proposal. Write to congratulate me, my dear Mike, and come down again soon to stay with us.

Yours affectionately,

ROLAND CHALLONER.


CHAPTER XIX IN THE PAPERS
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DICK WAS SLEEPING so heavily that he hardly stirred when I picked him up, carried him into my bedroom, laid him on my bed and loosened his clothes; I had decided to sleep on the settee in the room adjoining. Soon after seven next morning I was awakened by hearing him moving about. He had made himself quite at home, I found, for he had had a bath and used my towels and hair-brushes and found his way into a pair of my slippers.

I hope you dont mind, he said apologetically, after telling me what he had done. And now shall I tell you how I come to be here, Mike? he added, clambering up on to my bed and lying down beside me.

I told him I wanted to know everything, and at once, and, speaking in his rapid, vivacious way, he went on to explain exactly what had occurred.

It seemed that when he went and stood by Doris Lorrimer under the clock at Paddington station, she had, as I had told him she probably would, asked him if he were Dick Challoner. Upon his telling her that he was, she said that she had been sent to meet him, and asked him to come with her. She had not told him where they were going, but when she got out at Baker Street station and he got out after her, a man had suddenly come up to her and said he wished to speak to her privately. She had told Dick to wait, and had then walked a little way away with the man, and for about ten minutes they had stood together, conversing in undertones.

What was the man like? I interrupted.

Dick described him rather minutelyhe said he had taken special notice of his appearance because he was such a hairy manand before he had done I felt practically certain the man who had met Doris Lorrimer was the foreign-looking man who had shadowed Preston, Jack, and myself the night before.

I think, Dick went on, the lady altered her plans after meeting that man; because for some moments after he had gone she seemed undecided what to do. Finally she went out of the station, hailed a taxi in Baker Street, told me to get into it, and then said something to the driver that I couldnt hear. We went straight down Baker Street, down Orchard StreetI noticed the names of both streetsthen turned to the right and stopped at a house in Cumberland Place. As you had disappeared, I was beginning to feel a bit frightened, Mike,I didnt much like the woman, who had spoken hardly a word to me all the time,so just as she got out of the taxi on the left side, I quickly opened the door on the right side, popped out while her back was still turned, and ran away as hard as I could, leaving my suit-case in the taxi. It was very dark, and I believe that until after she had paid the driver she cant have missed me, as nobody came after me.

Well, and what did you do then?

As soon as I had got well away, I went up to a policeman and asked him the way to South Molton Street. He explained clearly, and I came straight on here and asked for you. Your man, Simon, said you werent in, and that he didnt know when you would be, so I asked if I might come in and wait, as I said I had something important to say to you. Of course he knew me by sight from seeing me with you sometimes, so he said Certainly, and put me into your sitting-room. It was past eight when I got here. I was awfully hungry, so I ate all the cake and all the biscuits I found in the sideboard in your dining-room, and then I sat down in your big chair to wait for youand I suppose I then fell asleep.

This report interested me a good deal, and I was still pondering it when my man came in with my letters and the newspaper, which he always brought to me before I got up. After reading my letters I picked up the newspaper, telling Dick to lie still and not disturb me until I had glanced through it. I had read the principal items of news, when suddenly my attention became centred upon an article which was headed:

AMAZING SERIES OF ROBBERIES POLICE COMPLETELY BAFFLED

The article made up nearly a column of closely set type, and ran as follows:

Within a brief period of three months, that is to say since the beginning of December last, no less than eleven great robberies have been committed in various parts of Great Britain. Up to the present, however, no clue of any sort has been obtained that seems likely to lead to the discovery of the perpetrators of any one of these crimes. The victims of these robberies are the following:

Here followed a list of names of eleven well-known rich people; the names of the houses where the robberies had been committed; a brief description of the method employed by the thieves; and the value, approximately, of the property stolen in each case. The houses were for the most part large country mansions situated in counties far apart, and Holt Manor, Sir Roland Challoners seat in Berkshire, figured in the list. The article then continued:

When eleven such serious robberies, as we may rightly term them, are committed in comparatively rapid succession, and our police and detective force, in spite of their vaunted ability, prove themselves unable to effect a single arrest, what, we have a right to ask, is amiss with our police, or with their methods, or with both?

Questioned upon the subject, a well-known Scotland Yard Inspector yesterday informed our representative that official opinion inclines to the belief that the crimes mentioned have one and all been effected by a group of amazingly clever criminals working in combination. How many members the gang consists of, he said, how they obtained the special information they must have possessed to enable them to locate so accurately the exact whereabouts of the valuables they seized, and how they succeeded in securing those valuables in broad daylight, we have not the remotest notion. The theory held at present, he continued, is that a number of expert thieves have by some means succeeded in becoming intimate with the owners of the houses that have been robbed. We repudiate entirely the theory that servants in the different houses must have been accomplices in the robberies either directly or indirectly.

The article then proceeded to advance a number of apparently plausible theories to account for the non-discovery of the thieves, and finally ended as follows:

If, then, our police and detectives would retain, or rather regain, their prestige, it is incumbent upon them at once to take steps to prevent any further outrages of this kind. Otherwise the police of Great Britain will run a grave risk of becoming the laughing-stock of Continental countries, where, we make bold to state, such a series of robberies, all more or less of the same nature, and involving a loss of, in the aggregate, approximately £50,000, would not thus have been committed with impunity.

I handed Dick the paper. When he had carefully read the article right through, he looked up abruptly.

By Jove, he exclaimed, I have an idea!

I waited. For some moments he was silent. Then he continued:

Do you remember the account of the robbery at Thatched Court, near Bridport? Its one of the robberies mentioned in this list.

I cant say I do, I answered. I dont read the newspapers very carefully. Why?

I happened to read that account, and remember it rather well. The robbery took place about five weeks agothe house was entered while everybody, including some of the servants, was at a race-meeting. Among the things stolen was a pair of shot-guns made by Holland and Holland.

But what on earth has that to do with anything? Where does the idea come in?

It doesnt come inthere. It comes in later. You know that every shot-gun has a number on it, and so can be identified. Now, if these thieves are people who are pretending to be gentlemenhow do you put it? Theres a word you use for that, but Ive forgotten it.

Do you mean masquerading as gentlemen?

Masqueradingthats the word I was thinking of; if they are masquerading as gentlemen theyll probably keep good guns like that to shoot withthey can do that, or think they can, without running much risk, whereas if they sold them theyd run rather a big risk of being caught, because I happen to remember that the numbers of the stolen guns were mentioned in the newspaper account of the robbery. They said the guns were in a case, and almost new. Now, this is where my idea comes in, as you put it. I heard you tell Dulcie only the other day that you wanted a pair of guns by a tip-top maker. Just afterwards I happened to hear her talking to Mrs. Stapleton about her weddingby the way, Mike, have you fixed the date yet?

Not yet. But what about Mrs. Stapleton?

Well, Dulcie spoke about wedding presents, just casually in course of conversation, and I heard her tell Mrs. Stapleton that you had said you hoped among your wedding presents there would be a good gun, or, better still, a pair, I heard her say that you said. Mrs. Stapleton didnt answer at once, but I noticed a queer sort of expression come on to her face, as if shed just thought of something, and presently she said: I have a good mind, darling, to give him a pair of guns that belonged to my poor husband. They are quite newhe cant have used them more than once or twice, if that. They were made by a Bond Street gun-maker he always went to, one of the best in London. Mike, is Holland and Hollands shop in Bond Street?

Yes, I answered, at the top of Bond Street. Oh, but there are several good gun-makers in Bond Street. Besides, why should Mrs. Stapleton give me such a present as that? I really hardly know her.

Wait until Ive finished, Mike, you always jump at conclusions so. Dulcie said almost at once: Oh, dont do that, Connie. Mike wouldnt expect such a present as that from you. He mightnt like to take it; you see, you hardly know him reallyjust what you have this moment said. Then Dulcie said: I tell you what I wish you would do, Connielet me buy them from you to give to him. What shall I give you for them? I believe that was what Mrs. Stapleton had been driving at all the timeshe wanted to sell the guns without running any risk, for of course you would never think of noticing the numbers on them, and nobody would ever suppose that guns given to you by Dulcie, apparently new guns, were guns that had been stolen. In the end Dulcie said she would give Mrs. Stapleton eighty pounds for the pair, and that was agreed upon, so that Dulcie has practically bought them for you, in fact she may have paid Mrs. Stapleton for them already. Now look here, Ill get hold of that newspaper that gave the numbers of the guns, and I bet you when Dulcie gives you those guns youll find theyre marked with the numbers of the stolen guns.

Dick, I said thoughtfully, after a moments pause, were you eavesdropping when you heard all this?

Why, no, of course not! he exclaimed indignantly. I was in the room, reading a book, and I couldnt help hearing all they said, though they were talking in undertones.

I turned over in my bed, and looked into his eyes for an instant or two.

Would you be surprised to hear, Dick, I said slowly, watching to see what effect my words would have upon him, would you be surprised to hear that Dulcie gave me a pair of guns, as her wedding present, only last week?

Dick sprang up in the bed.

Did she? he cried out, clapping his hands. OhMike, tell me, are they Holland guns?

I nodded.

Dick jumped off the bed and began to caper about the room.

Have you got them here? he exclaimed at last, as his excitement began to subside.

They are in the next room. You shall see them after breakfast.

I had difficulty in calming Dicks excitement and inducing him to eat his breakfast, and directly breakfast was over I took him into the next room, produced the gun-case, pulled out the two pairs of barrels, and together we examined the numbers stamped upon them. Dick wrote the numbers down in the little notebook he always carried in his trousers pocket, and a little later we drove down to Fleet Street to look up the file of the newspaper in which Dick had, he declared, read the report of the robbery at Thatched Court, near Bridport.

I confess that I had not placed much faith in Dicks theory about the numbers. I had taken him down to Fleet Street chiefly because he had so earnestly entreated me to. When, therefore, after turning up the report, Dick discovered, with a shout of triumph, that the numbers on my guns were actually identical with the numbers mentioned in the newspaper as those of the stolen guns, I was not merely greatly astonished, but also considerably perturbed.

Dick, I said thoughtfully, when I had to some extent recovered from my surprise, I really think we shall have to make a private detective of you. Would you like me to take you now to one of the most famous detectives in Londona man who was connected with Scotland Yard for twenty years, who is helping Mr. Osborne to try to discover who the thieves are who robbed Holt Manor, and who it was who killed poor Churchill?

Do you mean Mr. Preston? the boy asked quickly, peering up at me out of his intelligent brown eyes.

Yes. I suppose you have heard Mr. Osborne and me speak of him.

Of course I have, and I should love to see him. Are you going to see him now?

I am going straight to him to tell him of your discovery of these numbers. He already knows all about your having deciphered the newspaper cyphers; in fact, he has the cuttings at this moment, and your translation of them. He told me the other day that he would like to meet you.

Preston was at home at his house in Warwick Street, off Recent Street. In a few words I had explained everything to him, and at once he grew serious.

The unfortunate part, he said at last, is that in spite of this young mans sharpness in making this discovery, it really leaves us almost where we were, unless

Unless what? I asked, as he paused, considering.

Well, Mr. Berrington, its like this, he said bluntly. You are engaged to be married to Miss Challoner, and she gives you a wedding presenta pair of new guns; at least they are to all intents new, and naturally she expects you to think they are, and might be vexed if she thought you had found out that she picked them up as a bargain. Now, it all turns on this: Have you the moral courage to tell your fiancée that you believe the wedding present she has given you is part of the plunder secured in a recent robbery, indeed that you know it is, and that therefore you and she are unwittingly receivers of stolen goods? I have never myself been in love, so far as I can recollect, but if I were placed as you are I think I should hardly have the courage to disillusion the young lady.

I am bound to admit that until he put this problem to me it had not occurred to me to look at the matter in that light, and now I felt much as Preston declared he would feel if he were in my place. Dulcie might not mind my having discovered that she had picked up the guns as a bargainindeed, why should she? But when it came to hintingas I should have to do if I broached the matter at allthat I believed that her great friend Connie Stapleton knew, when she sold the guns to her, that they had been stolenConnie Stapleton, who was about to become her stepmother

No, I shouldnt have the pluck to do it. I shouldnt have the pluck to face the storm of indignation that I knew my words would stir up in herwomen are logical enough, in spite of all that the ignorant and unthinking urge to the contrary, but in this particular case Dulcie would, I felt perfectly certain, round upon me, and, in the face of evidence, no matter how damning, declare that I was, to say the least, mistaken. She would go at once to Connie Stapleton and tell her everything, and immediately Connie Stapleton would invent some plausible story which would entirely clear her of all responsibility, and from that moment onward I should probably be her bitterest enemy. No, I thought; better, far better, say nothingperhaps some day circumstances might arise which would of themselves lead to Mrs. Stapletons, so to speak, giving herself away. Indeed, in face of the discovery, I now decided not to make certain statements to Sir Roland that I had fully intended to make. After all, he was old enough to be my father, and if a man old enough to be my father could be so foolish as to fall in love with an adventuress, let him take the consequences. I should not so much have minded incurring Sir Rolands wrath, but, knowing him as well as I did, I felt positive that anything I might say would only strengthen his trust in and attachment to this woman he had decided to wed. He might even turn upon me and tell me to my face that I was striving to oppose his marriage because his marrying must, of course, affect my pecuniary positionan old man who falls in love becomes for the time, I have always maintained, mentally deranged.

Preston conversed at considerable length with Dick Challoner, and, by the time I rose to leavefor I had to call at Willow Street for Dulcie at noonthe two appeared to have become great friends.

I shall take you with me to call for Dulcie, I said to Dick as we went out. Then we shall drive you to Paddington, put you in the train for Windsor, and leave you to your own devices.

I wish I hadnt lost my suit-case, Dick observed ruefully. I bet anything its in that house in Cumberland Place where the taxi stoppedunless the woman who met me at Paddington intentionally left it in the taxi when she found I had jumped out and run away. We ought to inquire at Scotland Yard, oughtnt we?

We arrived at Willow Road, Hampstead, at ten minutes to twelve. Telling Dick to remain in the taxi, I got out and rang the bell. The door was opened by a maid I had not seen before, and when I inquired for Miss Challoner she stared at me blanklyindeed, as I thought, suspiciously.

Nobody of that name lives here, she said curtly. Quickly I glanced up at the number on the door. No, I had not mistaken the house.

She is staying here, I said, staying with Mrs. Stapleton.

With Mrs. who?

Mrs. Stapleton.

You have mistaken the house. Theres nobody of that name here.

Well, Mr. Gastrell, then, I said irritably. Ask Mr. Gastrell if I can see him.

I tell you, sir, youve come to the wrong house, the maid said sharply.

Then who does live here? I exclaimed, beginning to lose my temper.

The maid looked me up and down.

Im not going to tell you, she answered; and, before I could speak again, she had shut the door in my face.


CHAPTER XX PRESTON AGAIN
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I HAD SEEN Dick off at Paddington, after asking the guard to keep an eye on him as far as Windsor, and was walking thoughtfully through the park towards Albert Gate, when a man, meeting me where the paths cross, asked if he might speak to me. Almost instantly I recognized him. It was the man who had followed Preston, Jack, and myself on the previous night, and been pointed out to us by Preston.

I trust, he said, when I had asked him rather abruptly what he wanted to speak to me about, that you will pardon my addressing you, sir, but there is something rather important I should like to say to you if you have a few minutes to spare.

Who are you? I inquired. Whats your name?

I would rather not tell you my name, he answered, and for the moment it is inadvisable that you should know it. Shall we sit here? he added, as we came to a wooden bench.

I am rather inquisitive, otherwise I should not have consented to his proposal. It flashed across me, however, that whereas there could be no harm in my listening to what he wished to say, he might possibly have something really of interest to tell me.

You are probably not aware, he said, when we were seated, that I followed you last night from a house in Warwick Street, Regent Street, to a restaurant in Gerrard Street, Soho; thence to Willow Road, near Hampstead Station; and thence to South Molton Street Mansions. Two gentlemen were with you.

And may I ask why you did that? I said carelessly, as I lit a cigarette.

That is my affair, he replied. You have lately been associating with several men and women who, though you may not know it, belong to a gang of exceedingly clever criminals. These people, while mixing in Society, prey upon it. Until last night I was myself a member of this gang; for a reason that I need not at present mention I have now disassociated myself from it for ever. To-day my late accomplices will discover that I have turned traitor, as they will term it, and at once they will set to work to encompass my death, he added. I want you, Mr. Berrington, to save me from them.

I stared at him in surprise.

But how can I do that, and why should I do it? I said shortly. I dont know who you are, and if you choose to aid and abet criminals you have only yourself to thank when they turn upon you.

Naturally, he answered, with what looked very like a sneer; I dont ask you to do anything in return for nothing, Mr. Berrington. But if you will help in this crisis, I can, and will, help you. At this moment you are at a loss to know why, when you called at Willow Road an hour or so ago, the woman who opened the door assured you that you had come to the wrong house. You inquired first for Miss Challoner, then for Mrs. Stapleton, and then for Hugesson Gastrellam I not right?

Well, you are, I said, astonished at his knowledge.

I was in the hall when you called, and I heard you. Gastrell, Mrs. Stapleton, and Miss Challoner were also in the house. They are there now, but to-night they go to Paristhey will cross from Newhaven to Dieppe. It was to tell you they were going to Paris that I wished to speak to you nowat least that was one reason.

And what are the other reasons? I asked, with an affectation of indifference that I was far from feeling.

I want money, Mr. Berrington, that is one other reason, the stranger said quickly. You can afford to pay for information that is worth paying for. I know everything about you, perhaps more than you yourself know. If you pay me enough, I can probably protect myself against these people who until yesterday were my friends, but are now my enemies. And I can put you in possession of facts which will enable you, if you act circumspectly, presently to get the entire gang arrested.

At what time do the three people you have just named leave for Paris? I asked, for the news that Connie Stapleton and Dulcie were going to France together had given me a shock.

To-night, at nine.

Look here, I exclaimed, turning upon him sharply, tell me everything you know, and if it is worth paying for Ill pay.

In a few minutes the stranger had put several startling facts into my possession. Of these the most important were that on at least four occasions Connie Stapleton had deliberately exercised a hypnotic control over Dulcie, and thus obtained even greater influence over her than she already possessed; that Jack Osborne, whom I had always believed to be wholly unsusceptible to female influence, was fast falling in love, or, if not falling in love, becoming infatuated with Jasmine Gastrellthe stranger declared that Mrs. Gastrell had fallen in love with him, but that I could not believe; that an important member of this notorious gang of criminals which mixed so freely in Society was Sir Rolands wastrel brother, Robert, of whom neither Sir Roland nor any member of his family had heard for years; and that Mrs. Stapleton intended to cause Dulcie to become seriously ill while abroad, then to induce Sir Roland to come to France to see her, and finally to marry him on the other side of the Channel in the small town where she intended that Dulcie should be taken ill. There were reasons, he said, though he would not reveal them then, why she wished to marry Sir Roland on the Continent instead of in England, and she knew of no other way of inducing him to cross the Channel but the means she intended to employ.

The man hardly stopped speaking when I sprang to my feet.

How much do you want for the information you have given me? I exclaimed, hardly able to conceal the intense excitement I felt.

He named a high figure, and so reckless did I feel at that instant that I told him I would pay the amount to him in goldhe had stipulated for goldif he would call at my flat in South Molton Street at five oclock on the following afternoon.

His expressions of gratitude appeared, I must say, to be most genuine.

And may I ask, he said, what you propose to do now?

Propose to do! I cried. Why, go direct to Willow Road, of course, force an entrance, and take Miss Challoner awayby force, if need be.

You propose to go there alone?

Yes. For the past fortnight I have somehow suspected there might be some secret understanding between Mr. Osborne and Mrs. Gastrellthey have been so constantly together, though he has more than once assured me that his intimacy was only with a view to obtaining her confidence. I dont know why I should believe your word, the word of a stranger, in preference to his, but now you tell me what you have told me I remember many little things which all point to the likelihood of your statement that he is in love with Mrs. Gastrell being true.

I wouldnt go alone, Mr. Berrington, the stranger said in a tone of warning. You dont know the people you have to deal with as I know them. If you would like to come to Paris with me to-night I could show you something that would amaze youand you would come face to face there with Connie Stapleton and Miss Challoner, and others. Be advised by me, and do that. I am telling you to do what I know will be best for you. I dont ask you to pay me until we return to England.

I paused, uncertain what to decide. Thoughts crowded my brain. Supposing, after all, that this were a ruse to entrap me. Supposing that Dulcie were not going to Paris. But no, the mans statements seemed somehow to carry conviction.

If we cross by the same boat as they do, I said suddenly, we shall be recognized.

He smiled grimly.

Not if you disguise yourself as you did at Hugesson Gastrells the other night, he said.

Good heavens! I exclaimed, how do you know that?

He looked to right and left, then behind him. Nobody was near. Then, raising his hat, like lightning he pulled off his wig, eyebrows and moustache, whiskers and beard, crammed them into his jacket pocket, and, with his hat on the back of his head, sat back looking at me with a quiet smile of amusement.

Preston! I gasped. Good heavens, man, how do you do it?

Producing his cigarette case, in silence he offered me a cigarette. Then he spokenow in his natural voice.

I always test my impersonations when I get a chance of doing so, he said, upon people who know me well, because if one can completely deceive ones friends it gives much confidence when one comes to serious business. Mr. Berrington, all I have just told you is absolute truth. I have found it all out within the last eleven hours. More than that, I am myself now one of the gang, and if I turn traitor I shall be done to death by them just as certainly as I am sitting here. I flatter myself that I have arranged it all rather cleverlyI have succeeded in placing in confinement that man who shadowed you last night, without any member of the gangs knowing anything about his arrest or in the least suspecting it, and I have literally stepped into his shoes, for these clothes and boots that I am wearing are his. I believe the end of this abominable conspiracy is now within sight. To-night you must come with me to Paris on the boat that Miss Challoner, the woman Stapleton, Gastrell, and one or two others will cross by. I shall assume the disguise I have just removed. You will become once more Sir Aubrey Belston, we shall travel from Victoria in separate compartments, and on board the boat I shall casually mention to my friends that Sir Aubrey Belston is on board. In Paris we ought to find out a lotI have a friend there named Victor Albeury, who already knows a lot about this affairand we shall, unless I am greatly mistaken. Now I must go home and get some hours of sleep, for I have been busy since we parted in the Tube at Oxford Circus at midnight last night.

But tell me, I exclaimed, my brain a whirl, is what you told me really true: that Osborne has become a victim to the wiles of Jasmine Gastrell?

Absolutely. I have suspected as much for several weeks, and last night I discovered it to be an absolute fact. Mr. Berrington, when Osborne left us last night at Russell Square station he didnt return to his hotel. Would you believe it, he had an assignation with the woman, and kept it? But what is more curious still is what you wouldnt believe when I told it to you some minutes agoJasmine Gastrell has fallen madly in love with Osborne! Isnt it astonishing? To think that an amazingly clever woman like that should let her heart get the better of her head. But its not the first case of the sort that I have known. I could tell you of several similar instances of level-headed women of the criminal class letting their hearts run away with them, and some day I will. But now I really must leave you. Go back to your place, pack as much luggage as you will need for a week or ten daysfor we may be away that longwrite Sir Aubrey Belstons name on the luggage labels in a disguised handwriting; send it to Victoria by messengernot by your own man, as we must take no risks whateverand come to me not later than six, and I will then again disguise you as Sir Aubrey Belston. You wont be followed by any member of the gang, for the man I am impersonating is supposed to be shadowing you. Connie Stapleton expects Alphonse Furneauxthats the man who followed you last night, and whom I am now impersonatingto meet her at Victoria at a quarter past eight to-night. You will get there a little later, and of course we must appear to be total strangers. Keep out of sight of the woman, and of Gastrell, and of anyone else you may see whom you remember seeing at Cumberland Place the other night. You can speak to anybody you like once we are on board the boat, but not before. The train leaves at nine. My! I am disappointed with Osborne, more disappointed and disgusted than I can tell you. And to think that if I had not made this discovery about him he might unwittingly have brought about some fearful tragedy so far as you and I are concerned! But I must really go, and, with a friendly nod, he rose and strolled away.

He had spoken rapidly, with hardly a pause, and as I watched him pass out of the park I wondered how he had managed to ingratiate himself with this gang of scoundrels. Only a day or two before we had discussed the advisability of informing Easterton of what was taking place nightly in the house in Cumberland Place which he had leased to Hugesson Gastrell, but we had come to the conclusion that no good end would be served by telling him, for were any complaint to be made to Gastrell he would of course declare that the people who gambled in the house were personal friends of his whom he had every right to invite there to play.

I returned to my flat, told my man what to pack, then went out again and walked aimlessly about the streets. A feeling of restlessness was upon me, which I could not overcome. Many strange things had happened since Christmas, but this, surely, was the strangest thing of all, that Jack Osborne, who had persuaded me to help him in his self-imposed task of tracking down these people, should actually have come under the spell of Jasmine Gastrells beauty and undeniable fascination. I recollected now his saying, when, weeks before, he had spoken of Jasmine Gastrell for the first time, that everybody on board the ship had fallen in love with her, and that he himself had been desperately attracted by her. But I had thought that he spoke in jest; it had not occurred to me that he really thought seriously about the woman. Of late, however, his manner towards her had certainly been different, and I knew that night after night the two had spent the evening together, ending up with supper at one of the fashionable restaurants.

Then my thoughts drifted to Dulcie. What had come over her since she had formed this violent attachment for Connie Stapleton? In some ways she seemed unchanged, yet in other respects she was completely altered. For a brief ten days after we had become engaged I had seemed to be all in all to her. But from then onward she had appeared to come more and more under the influence of her friend, who seemed, in a sense, to be supplanting me in her affection. And now Preston had told me that several times Connie Stapleton had intentionally hypnotized Dulcie, no doubt for the purpose of obtaining greater control over her and still further bending her will to hers. I could not, under the circumstances, wholly blame Dulcie for what I had at first believed to be a change in her attitude towards me. Far more readily could I blame her father for his monstrous infatuation for the widow.

And what could be the meaning of this sudden flitting to Paris? Preston had given the reason, had explained it in detail, but his theory was so horrible that I refused to believe it. Connie Stapleton might be, and obviously was, an adventuress, but surely a woman of such beauty, with such charm of manner and personality, and apparently so refined, could not actually be the monster Preston would have had me believe. The view I held was that Connie Stapleton and some of her accomplices for some reason found it expedient to forsake England for a little while Preston had assured me that they meant to remain upon the Continent for several weeks at leastand that the woman thought that by taking Dulcie with her she would be better able to persuade Sir Roland to cross the Channel, a thing he had done only once in his life, and that I had heard him declare he would never do again, so ill had he been on that occasion.

One of the first men I saw upon my arrival at Victoria in my disguise was Preston disguised as Alphonse Furneaux. With him were Connie Stapleton, Dulcie, Gastrell, and one or two men I did not remember having seen before. Doris Lorrimer was also there.

Obsequious officials were hurrying about doing their bidding, in anticipation of generous largesse. Here and there little groups of passengers stood staring at them, obviously under the impression that they must be people of some importance. Acting upon Prestons instructions I kept well out of sight until within a minute or two of nine oclock, by which time the widow and her companions had entered their saloon carriage.

I had hardly stepped into my first-class compartment, which was some way behind the saloon, and settled myself comfortably for the journey to Newhaven, when a lady, the only other occupant, suddenly exclaimed:

Aubrey, dont you recognize me, or are you intentionally cutting me?

I glanced across at her. She was a woman of middle age, obviously a lady, well dressed, but not good-looking. Hastily recovering my presence of mind, I answered quickly:

I beg your pardon. Please dont think me rude; I was worrying about a trunk of mine that I think has been left behind, and for the moment I didnt see youshe was seated on the opposite side, in the corner farthest from me.

Of course I dont think you rude, you foolish boy, she exclaimed gaily. How could I? And how are you, dear? and where are you going? I had no idea you had already returned from your travels.

I got back only last week, I said, feeling my way cautiously. How well you are looking. Let me see, when was it we last met?

She broke into a ripple of laughter.

Oh, Aubrey, she exclaimed, what a wag you are! When are you going to grow up, I wonder. Now, do be serious and answer that question I put to the last night we were together.

This was awful. The train had only just started, and here I was face to face with a woman evidently an intimate friend of Sir Aubrey Belstons, who for aught I knew might insist on talking to me and cross-questioning me all the way to Newhaven. I decided to take the bull by the horns.

Look here, I exclaimed, becoming suddenly serious, dont let us talk about that any more. The answer I gave you that night was final. I have thought the whole thing over carefully, and, much as I should like to, I cant change my mind.

She stared at me, evidently dumbfounded. I thought she looked rather frightened. Her lips parted as if she were going to speak again, then shut tightly. A minute or more passed, during which time she kept her head averted, gazing out into the darkness. And then all at once, to my horror, she burst into tears, and began sobbing hysterically.

The sight of a woman in tears always affects me strangely. I rose from my seat and went over to her, and, now seated facing her, endeavoured by every means I could think of to soothe her.

Dont cryoh, please dont, I said sympathetically. It isnt my fault, you know; I would do anything I could for you, I am sure you know that, but what you ask is impossible.

But why is it impossible? she suddenly burst out impetuously, looking up into my face with tear-stained eyes. Give me a good reason for your refusal and I wont say a word more.

Oh, if only I knew what it was she had asked Sir Aubrey that nightwhat it was she wanted him to do. Never in my life before had I been in such an awful predicament. And then suddenly it flashed upon me that some day she would for certain meet the real Sir Aubrey Belston again, and what would happen then when she referred to this meeting in the train and he stoutly deniedas of course he wouldmeeting her at all? What mischief might I not unwittingly be doing? What havoc might I not be creating? If only I could discover her name it might in some way help me to get out of this terrible tangle.

The train was slowing down now. Presently it stopped. We were at Croydon. The door opened and other travellers entered our compartment. Putting some of my belongings on to my seat, I passed into the corridor and entered a smoking compartment.

The man seated opposite me was buried in a newspaper. Some moments after the train had started again, he lowered it, and I saw his face. At once he raised his eyebrows in recognition; then, extending his hand, greeted me most cordially.

I was face to face again with Hugesson Gastrell!


CHAPTER XXI A CHANNEL MYSTERY
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NOBODY COULD HAVE seemed more friendly or more thoroughly pleased to see me again than Hugesson Gastrell as he grasped me heartily by the hand, expressing surprise at our meeting so unexpectedly.

On the night I had talked to him at Cumberland Place, when I was masquerading for the first time as Sir Aubrey Belston, I had experienced a growing feeling of revulsion against him, and now as he took my hand the same feeling returned and I could not dispel it, for the thought had flashed in upon me: could it be that I was shaking hands with a man whose hand was stained with blood? I had, of course, no proof that Gastrell had committed murder, but in face of what Harold Logan had told Sir Roland Challoner and myself upon his death bed, added to other things I knew, it seemed well within the bounds of possibility that

And are you crossing to France? he inquired, cutting my train of thought.

Yes, I answered mechanically.

Going to Paris?

Yes.

Why, how capital! he exclaimed. You must make one of our party on the boat, and when we land. Connie Stapleton will be delighted to meet you again, Sir Aubrey; she is on this train, and so are other mutual friends. Connie was speaking of you not half an hour ago.

Indeed? I said, feeling that I must say something.

Why, yes. Try one of these cigars, Sir Aubrey, he added, producing a large gold case from his inside breast pocket.

I had to take one, though I hated doing it. I tried to look him in the face as I did so, but I couldnt. It was not that I feared he might recognize me, for I did notexperience had proved to me that my disguised appearance and voice were most effectual. But there was something about the man that repelled me, and I hated meeting his gaze.

The noise of the train caused us presently to relapse into silence, and, picking up my newspaper, I tried to read. My thoughts were too deeply engrossed, however, to allow me to focus my attention on the printed page. Could it really be possible, was what I kept wondering, that this smooth-spoken, pleasant-mannered man was actually a criminal? Again Harold Logans dying eyes stared into mine; again I saw him struggling to speak; again I heard those ominous words, almost the last words he had spoken before his spirit had passed into Eternity:

Hugesson Gastrelldont forget that name, Sir Roland. You may some day be glad I told it to you.

I shuddered. Then I remembered Prestons warning and the part I had to play. Up to the present, Gastrell suspected nothingof that I felt positive; but let the least suspicion creep into his brain that I was not the man he believed he had been speaking to

Instantly I pulled myself together. For Dulcies sake even more than for my own I must exercise the utmost care. Her life as well as mine might depend upon the skill and tact I must exercise during the next few hours, possibly during the next few days. I felt I would at that moment have given much to be able to look into the future and know for certain what was going to happen to me, and, most of all, to Dulcie, before I returned to England.

Well it was for my peace of mind that that wish could not be gratified.

On board the boat, rather to my surprise in view of what had happened and of what Gastrell had just said to me, I saw nothing of Gastrell or of any of his companions, including Preston. Apparently one and all must have gone to their cabins immediately upon coming on board.

It was a perfect night in the Channel. Stars and moon shone brightly, and a streak of light stretched away across the smooth water until it touched the sky Hue far out in the darkness. For a long time I stood on deck, abaft the funnel, smoking a cigar, and thinking deeply. I had turned for a moment, for no particular reason, when I thought I saw a shadow pass across the deck, then vanish. I saw it again; and then again. Stepping away from where I stood, hidden by a life-boat, I distinctly discerned three figures moving noiselessly along the deck, going from me. Curiosity prompted me to follow them, and to my surprise I saw them disappear one after another down the hatchway leading to the steerage. As they must, I felt certain, have come out through the saloon door, this rather puzzled me.

It was past midnight when, at last, I went below. The saloon, smoking-room and alleyways were deserted and almost in darkness. No sound of any sort was audible but the rhythmic throbbing of the engines. The boat still travelled without the slightest motion.

Hark!

I stopped abruptly, for I had heard a soundit had sounded like a gasp. Hardly breathing, I listened intently. Again I heard itthis time more faintly. It had seemed to come from a cabin on my left, a little further forward.

I stood quite still in the alleyway for several minutes. Then, hearing nothing more, I went on to my own cabin.

But somehow, try as I would, I could not get to sleep. For hours I lay wide awake upon my bunk. What had caused that curious sound, I kept wondering, though I tried to put the thought from me. And who had those men been, those three silent figures passing like spectres along the deck, and what had they been doing, and why had they gone down into the steerage?

I suppose I must at last have fallen asleep, for when I opened my eyes the sea had risen a good deal, and the boat was rolling heavily. Pulling my watch from beneath my pillow, I saw that it was nearly fourwe were due into port at Dieppe before four. The timbers of the ship creaked at intervals; the door of my cabin rattled; I could hear footsteps on deck and in the alleyway beside my door.

Have you heard the dreadful news, sir? a scared-looking steward said to me as I made my way towards the companion ladder half an hour laterI had taken care to adjust my disguise exactly in the way that Preston had taught me to.

Nowhat? I asked, stopping abruptly.

A saloon passenger has hanged himself during the night.

Good God! I exclaimed. Who is it?

I dont know his name. He was in number thirty-twoalone.

Thirty-two! Surely that was a cabin in the alleyway where I had heard the gasp, not far from my own cabin.

Are you certain it was suicide? I asked.

Oh, it was suicide right enough, the steward answered, and he must have been hanging there some hoursby a rope. Seems he must have brought the rope with him, as it dont belong to the boat. He must have come aboard intending to do it. My matehe found him not half an hour ago, and it so scared him that he fainted right off.

Have you seen the poor fellow? What was he like?

Yes. Most amazing thing, sir, the steward continued volubly, but it seems hed disguised himself. Hed got on a wig and false moustache and whiskers.

All the blood seemed to rush away from my heart. Everything about me was going round. I have a slight recollection of reeling forward and being caught by the steward, but of what happened after that, until I found myself lying on a sofa in the saloon, with the ships doctor and the stewardess standing looking down at me. I have not the remotest recollection.

The boat was rolling and pitching a good deal, and I remember hearing someone say that we were lying off Dieppe until the sea should to some extent subside. Then, all at once, a thought came to me which made me feel sick and faint. While I had been unconscious, had the fact been discovered that I too was disguised? I looked up with a feeling of terror, but the expression upon the faces of the ships doctor and of the stewardess revealed nothing, and my mind grew more at ease when I noticed that the few people standing about were strangers to me.

I saw nothing of any member of the group of criminals I now felt literally afraid to meet until the Paris express was about to start. More than once I had felt tempted to alter my plans by not going to Paris, or by returning to England by the next boat. But then Dulcie had risen into the vision of my imagination and I had felt I could not leave her alone with such a gang of scoundrelsI might be leaving her to her fate were I to desert her now. No, I had started upon this dangerous adventure, and at all costs I must go through with it, even though I no longer had poor Preston to advise me.

Ah, Sir Aubrey, we have been looking for you.

I turned sharply, to find at my elbow Connie Stapleton and Doris Lorrimer. The latter stood beside her friend, calm, subdued; Mrs. Stapleton was in her usual high spirits, and greeted me with an effusive hand-shake.

Hughie told us you were on board, she said, and he says you are going to stay at our hotel. I am so pleased. Now, you must dine with us to-nightno, I wont take a refusal, she added quickly, as I was about to make some excuse. We shall be such a cheery partyjust the kind of party I know you love.

There was no way of escape, at any rate for the moment. Later I must see what could be done. My desire now was to keep, so to speak, in touch with the gang, and to watch in particular Dulcies movements, yet to associate on terms of intimacy with these people as little as possible. We had not been long in the train, on our way to Paris, when someoneit was Dulcie who first spoke of it, I thinkbroached the subject which had created so much excitement on boardthe suicide of the disguised stranger.

I wonder if his act had any bearing upon this robbery which is said to have been committed on board between Newhaven and Dieppe, a man whom I remembered meeting at Connie Stapletons dinner party, presently observedI suddenly remembered that his name was Wollaston.

Robbery? I exclaimed. I have heard nothing about it. What was stolen? and who was it stolen from?

Well, he answered, the stories I have heard dont all tally, and one or two may be exaggerated. But there is no doubt about the robbery of Lady Fitzgrahams famous diamonds, which I have always heard were worth anything between thirty and forty thousand pounds. She was coming over to stay at the Embassy, and had them with her, it seems, in quite a small dressing-bag. I am told she declares she is positive the stones were in the bag, which was locked, when she went on board at Newhaven; yet early this morning they were missing, though the bag was still locked. The theory is that during the night someone must by some means have forced an entrance to the cabinthey declare the cabin door was locked, but of course it cant have beenin which she and her maid slept, have unlocked the bag and extracted the jewels. Lady Fitzgraham was travelling alone with her maid, I am told, he ended, but Sir Aubrey Belston travelled with her part way from London to Newhaven.

You are talking to Sir Aubrey at this moment, Connie Stapleton said quickly. She turned to me: Sir Aubrey, let me introduce Mr. Wollaston.

I beg your pardon, Wollaston stammered, I had no ideaI know you by name, of course, but I have not before, I believe, had the pleasure of meeting you. It was Hughie Gastrell, whom I expect you know, who told me he had seen you in Lady Fitzgrahams compartment on the way to Newhaven. I suppose Lady Fitzgraham didnt, by any chance, speak to you of her jewelssay she had them with her, or anything of that kind?

She didnt say a word about them, I answered. Is she on this train?

Yes. Gastrell has gone to suggest to her that she should stay with us at the Continental, and

Sir Aubrey has just decided to stay there, Mrs. Stapleton interrupted, and I have proposed that to-night we should all dine together.

Conversation then reverted to the suicide and the robbery, and as Connie Stapletons friends who shared the private car entered it, she introduced them to me. They seemed pleasant people enough, and, as the subject of conversation did not change, one after another they propounded ingenious theories to account for the way the robbery might have been committed. I noticed that they spoke less about the alleged suicide, and that when the subject was broached they confined their remarks chiefly to the question of the dead mans disguise, suggesting reasons which they considered might have prompted him to disguise himself. They ended by deciding there was no reason to suppose that the suicide and the robbery had any bearing on each other.

The run from Dieppe to Paris by express takes about three hours, and we were about half-way through the journey when Wollaston, who had been absent at least half an hour, re-entered our compartment in conversation with my recent travelling companion, whom I now knew to be Lady Fitzgraham. She hardly acknowledged my look of recognition, and out of the tail of my eye I saw Connie Stapleton glance quickly at each of us in turn, as though Lady Fitzgrahams unmistakable stiffness surprised her.

Now the train was running at high speed across the flat, uninteresting stretch of country which lies about thirty miles south of Rouen. Presently the Seine came in sight again, and for some miles we ran parallel with it. We had just rushed through a little wayside station beyond Mantes, the train oscillating so severely as it rattled over the points that Dulcie, Connie Stapleton and Lady Fitzgraham became seriously alarmed, while other occupants of the car glanced apprehensively out of the windows.

This car wants coupling up, Gastrell exclaimed suddenly. At our next stopping place Ill complain, and get it done.

The words had scarcely passed his lips when the swaying increased considerably. All at once the brakes were applied with great force, the train began to slacken speed, and a moment later we knew that we had left the metals.

To this day it seems to me extraordinary that any of us should have escaped with our lives. We probably should not have done so had the land not been on a dead level with the rails at the point where the train jumped the track. As a result, the cars did not telescope, as is usual on such occasions, nor did they capsize. Instead, the locomotive dashed forward over the flat, hard-frozen meadow, dragging the cars behind it, then came gradually to a standstill owing to the steam having been shut off.

My first thought as soon as the train had stopped was for Dulcie. As I crawled along the carfor we had all been flung on to the groundI came upon her suddenly. Pale as death, and trembling terribly, she stared at me with a scared expression, and so great was the wave of emotion which swept over me at that instant that I all but forgot my disguise in my wild longing to spring forward and take her in my arms and comfort her.

Are you hurt? I gasped, retaining only with the utmost difficulty the artificial tone I had adopted from the first, the tone poor Preston had coached me in until my accents, so he had assured me, exactly resembled those of Sir Aubrey Belston.

Nono, came her answer, in a weak voice, only shakenbut oh, the thirst this shock has given me is fearful. Is there anything I can drink?

I looked about me. On all sides was a litter of hand-baggage that the accident had hurled pell-mell about the car. Beside me was a large dressing-bag lying on its side, partly open, the force of the blow as it was flung up against the woodwork having burst the lock. Thinking there might be something in it that I could give to Dulcie to relieve her burning thirst, I set the bag upright, and pulled it wide open.

As my gaze rested upon the contents of that bag, astonishment made me catch my breath. For the bag was half filled with jewellery of all descriptions jumbled up as if it had been tossed in anyhowthere had been no attempt at packing. During the brief moments which elapsed before I shut the bag, I noticed rings, brooches, bracelets, scarf pins, watches, hair combs and three large tiaras, all of them, apparently, set in precious stonesmostly emeralds, rubies and diamonds.

Hastily closing the bag, and fastening the clips to keep it shut, I left it where I had found it and was about to go in search of water, when the sight I saw made my heart nearly stop beating.

For at the end of the car, standing motionless, and looking straight at me, was Alphonse Furneaux! Almost as I returned his dull gaze the truth seemed to drift into my brain. Furneaux must have escaped from Prestons house, from the room where Preston had confined him. He must have discovered that Preston was impersonating him. He must have followed him from London, followed him on to the boat

I dared not let my thoughts travel further. Horrible suspicions crowded in upon me. Could the man standing there staring at me be Prestons murderer? Was he aware of my identity too, and, if so, had he designs upon my life as well? Had he told the gang I was now mixed up with of my disguise, and had they entrapped me in order to wreak vengeance? And that hoard of jewellery I had so unwittingly discoveredhad the man now standing there before me seen me looking at it?


CHAPTER XXII THE THIN-FACED STRANGER
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I PRETENDED NOT to notice him as I pushed past him and presently returned with water. Lady Fitzgraham, Connie Stapleton, and several others also clamoured for water to moisten their parched lips, and when I had attended to Dulcie I gave them some. For the next two hours everything was confusion. All the passengers had been severely shaken, and some were seriously hurt, but fortunately not one had been killed. Our extraordinary escape I shall always attribute to the fact that we travelled in a Pullman, a car that has most wonderful stability.

A large crowd had assembled at Gare St. Lazare to witness the arrival of the special with the passengers who had travelled in our ill-fated train. Now that I had collected my scattered thoughts once more I was resolved at the earliest possible moment to inform Lady Fitzgraham of the discovery I had made, for I had come to the firm conclusion that some, at any rate, of the jewellery that bag contained must be hers, some of the jewellery which had been stolen on board the boat.

Upon our arrival at the Continental I discovered that Gastrell and Connie Stapletons friends numbered no less than twelve, without counting Lady Fitzgraham or myself, so that in all we were sixteen. Of the people I had met before, whom I believed to be members of the gang, only Jasmine Gastrell was absent. What most puzzled me was what the reason could be they had all come to Paris. Did the London police suspect them, and were they fleeing from justice in consequence? That, I decided, seemed hardly likely. Could they be contemplating some coup on the Continent, or had they come over to prepare with greater security some fresh gigantic robbery in England? That seemed far more probable, and just then I remembered that in less than a fortnight the coming-of-age festivities of Lord Cranmeres son would beginFebruary the 28th. What complicated matters to some extent was that I had no means of ascertaining beyond doubt which members of this large party were actually members of the gang I now knew to exist, and which, if any, besides Dulcie, Lady Fitzgraham, and myself, also, I fancied, the man named Wollaston, were honest folk, some of them possibly dupes. Lady Fitzgraham I knew well by name and repute, and there could be no possibility of her being mixed up in criminal or even shady transactions. That the robbery of her famous jewels, by whomsoever it had been committed, had been premeditated and carefully planned, there seemed hardly room to doubt.

Next day all the Paris newspapers contained reports of the suicideas they evidently all believed it to have beenand of the robbery on board the boat. The usual theories, many of them so far-fetched as to be almost fantastic, were advanced, and all kinds of wild suggestions were made to account for the dead mans having been disguised. Not until three days later was the sensational announcement made in the newspapers that he had proved to be George Preston, the famous English detective, who had retired upon pension only the year before.

We had been four days in Paris, and nothing in the least suspicious had occurred. I had been unable to tell Lady Fitzgraham of my suspicions regarding the whereabouts of her stolen jewels, for she had not dined at the Continental, nor had I seen her after our train had reached Paris, or even on the train after the accident. The hotel manager was under the impression, I had discovered while conversing with him, that we had all met by accident either in the train or on the boat, as the accommodation needed had been telegraphed for from Dieppe. He also was quite convincedthis I gathered at the same timethat our party consisted of people of considerable distinction, leaders of London Society, an impression no doubt strengthened by the almost reckless extravagance of every member of the party.

The robbery and the supposed suicide on board the boat were beginning to be less talked about. It was the evening of our fourth day in Paris, and I had just finished dressing for dinner, when somebody knocked. I called Come in, and a man entered. Without speaking he shut the door behind him, turned the key in the lock, and came across to me.

He was tall and thin, a rather ascetic-looking individual of middle age, with small, intelligent eyes set far back in his head, bushy brows and a clean-shaven faceclearly an American. He stood looking at me for a moment or two, then said:

Mr. Berrington, I think.

I started, for my make-up was perfect still, and I firmly believed that none had penetrated my disguise. Before I could answer, the stranger continued:

You have no need to be alarmed, Mr. Berrington; I am connected with the Paris Sûreté, and George Preston was a colleague and an intimate friend of mine. We had been in communication for some time before his death, and I knew of his disguise; he had given me details of his line of action in connection with the people you are with; for he knew that in impersonating Alphonse Furneaux and associating himself so closely with this group of criminals he ran a grave risk. Still, he went on, speaking smoothly and very rapidly, I believe this tragedy would not have occurredfor that he was murdered I feel certain, though I have no proofhad the real Furneaux not succeeded in making good his escape from the room where Preston had confined him in his own house, a room where he had more than once kept men under lock and key when he wanted them out of the way for a while.

As the stranger stopped speaking, he produced from his pocket a card with a portrait of himself upon it, and the autograph signature of the Prefect of Police.

Well, I said, feeling considerably relieved, what have you come to see me about?

Your life is in danger, he answered bluntly, in great danger. Alphonse Furneaux has penetrated your disguise, and I have every reason to believe that he has betrayed your identity to the rest of the gang. If that is so, you can hardly escape their vengeance unless you leave here at once, under my protection, and return to London. Even there you will need to be extremely careful. Please prepare to come now. It may already be too late.

I cant do that, I answered firmly, facing him. Miss Challoner, the daughter of Sir Roland Challoner, has unwittingly become mixed up with these people; she suspects nothing, and as yet I have been unable to warn her of the grave risk she runs by remaining with them. It is solely on her account that I am here. I must remain by her at all costs to protect herand to warn her as soon as possible.

You can safely leave that to me, Mr. Berrington, the stranger answered, with a keen glance. If you stay here another night I wont be responsible for your safetyindeed, I dont consider that I am responsible for it now. Quick, please, pack your things.

Impossible, I replied doggedly. You dont understand the situation, Mr.

AlbeuryVictor Albeury.

You dont understand the situation, Mr. AlbeuryI am engaged to be married to Miss Challoner, and I cant at any cost desert her at such a time. She has struck up an extraordinary friendship with Mrs. Stapleton, who is staying in this hotel and is mixed up with the gang, and I want to watch their movements while retaining my disguise.

But of what use is your disguise, Albeury cut in quickly, now that, as I told you, these scoundrels are aware of your identity, or will be very soon? You have no idea, Mr. Berrington, of the class of criminal you have to deal with. These men and women have so much money and are so presentable and plausible, also so extremely clever, that you would have the greatest difficulty in inducing any ordinary people to believe they are not rich folk of good social standing, let alone that they are criminals. If you insist upon remaining here it will be nothing less than madness.

And yet I insist, I said.

The stranger shrugged his shoulders. Then he sat down, asked if he might light a cigarette, and for a minute or so remained wrapped in thought.

Supposing that I could induce Miss Challoner to come away, he said suddenly, would you come then?

Of course I should, I answered. I have told you it is only because she is here that I remain here.

Albeury rose abruptly, and tossed his half-smoked cigarette into the grate.

Wait here until I return, he said.

He unlocked the door, and went out of the room. I heard his footsteps grow fainter and fainter as he went along the corridor.

At the end of a quarter of an hour, as he did not return, I went out into the passage, locked the door of my room behind me, and walked slowly in the direction Albeury had gone. I knew the number of Dulcies room to be eighty-sevenit adjoined the bedroom occupied by Connie Stapleton, which opened into a private sitting-room; this I had ascertained from one of the hotel porters. As I reached the door of the sitting-room I heard voicesa mans voice, and the voices of two women. The man was Albeury. The women, who both spoke at once, were certainly Connie Stapleton and Dulcie. They were in the room, and by their tones I judged them to be wrangling with Albeury. I knocked boldly.

Summoned to enter by Connie Stapleton, I walked straight in and faced them. At once the wrangling ceased.

There was a look in Connie Stapletons eyes that I had never seen there before. Hitherto I had seen only her attractive side. When I had conversed with her she had always seemed most charmingintelligent, witty, amusing. Now her eyes had in them a cold, steely glitter.

What do you want, Michael Berrington? she asked icily. Dont you think its time you took off that disguise?

The sound of a little gasp diverted my attention. I turned, and my gaze met Dulcies. Her expression betrayed fear.

Yes, I am Michael Berrington, I said quietly, speaking now in my natural voice, and looking Connie Stapleton full in the eyes. As you have discovered my identity you probably know why I am disguisedjust as you most likely know why George Preston was disguised when you, or some of your gang, strangled him on board the boat.

Connie Stapletons eyes seemed gradually to resemble a snakes. Her lips were tightly closed. Her face was livid. For some moments she stood there, glaring at me. Then she spoke again:

This man, she said, indicating Albeury, has been speaking of you. He tells me that he has advised you to return to England, and I have told him it is now too late. You wont see England again, Mr. BerringtonI tell you that quite openly, before this police officer, whom I have known for many years. I do so with impunity because he knows that if he betrays me I can reveal something I know about himand should do so at once.

I was about to speak, when my gaze again met Dulcies. She had turned suddenly pale. Now she glanced apprehensively first at her friend, then at me, and then at the American detective Albeury. Deep perplexity as well as fear was in her eyes.

Do tell me what it all means, she implored, looking up at me; for the first time for many days she seemed to need my help. So many things have puzzled me during the past daysI have seen so much and heard so much that I cant understand. She turned to Mrs. Stapleton. Connie, she cried out impetuously, why have you suddenly changed? Why have you turned against me? What have I done or said that has given you offence?

Before Mrs. Stapleton had time to answer, I spoke:

Dulcie, I exclaimed, I will say now what I have wanted for days to tell you, though I have not had a chance of doing so, and I knew that if I wrote a letter you would show it to this woman, who would invent some plausible story to make you disbelieve me. Now listen. This woman is not what you believe her to be. In her presence I tell you that she is an adventuress of an odious description, and that, in becoming friendly with you, also in becoming engaged to your father, she has acted from the basest motives. Dulcie, you must leave her at once, and come away with me.

I saw an extraordinary look of repugnance creep into Dulcies eyes as she cast a half-frightened glance at Connie Stapleton, seated staring at her with an unconcealed sneer.

Connie, she said bitterly, oh, Connie, dont look at me like that!

The woman laughed.

Cant you see I have no further use for you, you little fool? she retorted harshly. Go with himgo with your lover, return to your doddering old fatherif you can get to himwho had the amazing effrontery to ask me to become his wifeI, who am young enough to be his granddaughter!

At that instant I caught the sound of a door being closed carefully. Something prompted me to step out into the passage, and I came face to face with Gastrell, who had evidently just left Connie Stapletons other room and so must have overheard our conversation, also whatever conversation with Albeury she might have had before I entered. For some moments we stood looking at each other without speaking. He appeared to be calm and wholly unconcerned.

Do you want me for anything? he asked suddenly.

No, I answered. I have been to see Mrs. Stapleton.

Thats rather obvious, as you have this instant left her room. Is there anything she can do for you?

Do for me?

Yes.

He came slowly up to me; then, speaking into my face, he said in a hard undertone:

You have tried to spy upon usand failed. Your companion, George Preston, spied upon ushe is dead. By this time to-morrow

Without another word he went past me down the corridor. He turned the corner at the end, and a moment later I heard the iron gates of the lift shut with a clatter, and the lift descending.

Just then it was that Dulcie rushed out into the corridor. Catching sight of me, she sprang forward and clung to me, trembling.

Oh, Mike! Mike! she cried piteously, I am so terrified. I have just heard such dreadful thingsMike, your life is in dangeryou must get away from here at once!

Thats what I am going to do, I said, with an assumption of calmness I was far from feeling. And you must come with me, my darling. What about your clothes and things? Can you get them packed quickly?

Still clinging to me, she hesitated.

II am afraid to go back into that room, she exclaimed at last. Connie has suddenly turned upon meI believe she cant bear me any more.

Im glad to hear that, I answered, intensely relieved at last. Ah, if only the woman had turned upon her long before, I thought, how much better it would have been for Dulcie.

But surely, I said, you can go into your own room to pack your things.

This proposition evidently troubled her.

No, she said after an instants pause. Doris Lorrimer is in my room.

And what if she is? She cant prevent your packing your own things?

She can, and she will. Oh, Mike, she continued bitterly, you dont knowyou cant understand. Doris Lorrimer is under Connies control, just as I have been. Connie seems to have some extraordinary power over her. She does everything Connie tells her to, and Connie has told her not to let me goto retain my belongings if I attempt to leave.

But a moment ago Mrs. Stapleton told you to goshe said she had done with you; I heard her myself.

She doesnt mean it. I am terrified of her now, Mike; I want to get away from her, but I darent. If I go, something awful will happen to meI know it will!

Though I had long suspected it, only now did I realize the fearful hold that this woman had obtained over Dulcie, who seemed hardly able any longer to exercise her will. This, I knew, must in a measure be the result of the womans having hypnotized her. My mind was made up in a moment.

Dulcie, I exclaimed firmly, you are coming with me to-nightyou understand? To-nightwhether you take your things or not is not of consequence. Ill see to everything. Dont return to your room. Dont see Mrs. Stapleton again. Come with menow.

Albeury appeared in the passage. Seeing us, he approached.

Go at once, Mr. Berrington, he said in a tone of authority. It is even more serious than I thought. You havent a moment to lose.

I am taking Miss Challoner with me, I replied. I refuse to leave her here.

He glanced at each of us in turn.

Must you? he said. Why not leave Miss Challoner to me? I will answer for her safety. I am too well known in Paris even for reckless people such as we have to deal with now to attempt to oppose me or to do me an injury.

Either Miss Challoner comes with me, or I remain, I replied stubbornly. Something seemed suddenly to have set me on my mettle. But how is it, Mr. Albeury, I added quickly, that if these people know you are connected with the police, and you know as much about them as you appear to do, you cant at once have them arrested?

We require circumstantial evidence, he answered, definite evidence of some kind, which at present we havent got. In cases such as this we cant arrest on suspicion. Much of my information about these people comes from George Preston. People of this description are extremely difficult to arrest, because, in spite of what is practically known about them, nothing against them can be proved. That is where their cleverness comes inno matter what they do, they keep out of reach of the law. But come, Mr. Berrington, I must get you away at onceno, dont return to your room, as I was moving in that direction, Come downstairs at once, and bring Miss Challoner with youwe wont go by the lift, if you dont mind.

Dulcie had an evening wrap over her arm. Taking it from her, I wrapped it about her shoulders, then slipped on the thin overcoat I had with me.

Quickly we followed Albeury to the end of the corridor. We were about to descend the stairs, when an unexpected sight arrested our attention.


CHAPTER XXIII RELATES A QUEER ADVENTURE
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UP THE GREAT stairway, slowly, very carefully, came four men carrying a stretcher. The form extended upon it was completely covered by a white sheet, all but the feeta mans feet. Behind and on each side were men, apparently gentlemen, all strangers to me. So deeply occupied were their thoughts, seemingly, that they appeared not to notice Albeury, Dulcie and myself as we stepped aside to let them pass. For the moment my attention was distracted. What had happened? Had there been an accident? If so, who was the victim, and who were these men with him?

Can you show me the way to room eight eight? one of the leading bearers asked as he came up to me. He stopped, waiting for me to answer, and as he did so the men beside the stretcher gathered about me, so that for the instant I lost sight of Dulcie, who had instinctively stepped back a pace or two.

I indicated the whereabouts of the room.

And can you tell me which is Mr. Berringtons room? he then asked.

Yes. But I am Mr. Berrington. What is it you want?

You are? Are you Mr. Michael Berrington?

Yes.

Oh, then you had better come with us now.

Whom are you carrying? What has happened?

Without answering he moved onward down the corridor, with the stretcher.

I walked a little way ahead, and at the room numbered eighty-eight, Mrs. Stapletons room, I knocked.

Again I was face to face with the woman. Seated in an arm-chair, a cigarette between her lips, she appeared to be reading a newspaper. Upon seeing me she rose abruptly; then, as the covered stretcher was borne slowly in, I saw the cigarette fall from her lips on to the floor, and with surprised, frightened eyes, she gazed inquiringly at the bearers, then down at the outline of the figure beneath the sheet.

Who is it? she gasped. Tell me who it is, and why he has been brought here!

Nobody answered, though now the bearers, also the men who accompanied them, had all crowded into the room.

Suddenly I noticed that the door of the room had been shut, and instantly the thought came to me

Where was Dulcie? What had become of her? Also where had Albeury gone?

Hardly had the thought flashed into my mind when I was pounced upon from behind, a hand covered my mouth, my wrists were tied tightly behind me, and my feet bound with a cord. Now I saw the figure that had lain beneath the sheet upon the stretcher rise up of its own accord. The covering fell away, and Gastrell stood before me. I saw him make a sign. At once a gag was crammed into my mouth with great force, so that I could neither cry out nor speak. In a few moments I had been lifted by two men, extended on my back upon the stretcher, and the white cloth had been thrown over me, covering me completely.

Now, the stretcher being raised, I knew that I was being conveyed along the corridor. I was being carried down the stairs, slowly, carefully. In the hall I heard a confused murmur of voices; somebody was telling someone that the poor fellow was more seriously hurt than had at first been supposed, and that they were taking him to the hospital. Suddenly I recognized a voice. It was Albeurys, and he spoke in French. Presently I knew that I was being carried out of the hotel, and down the hotel steps. I was being lifted into a car. The ends of the stretcher rested upon the seats. There were expressions of sympathy; questions were being asked and answered in French; the door of the car was shut quietly, and the car swept away.

For twenty minutes or more we passed through the streets of Paris, slowing down at frequent intervals, turning often to right or left. Gradually the sound of the traffic passing grew less, our speed increased, and I judged that we must be out in the environs. Now we were going slowly up a steep hill. We reached the top of it, and our speed increased considerably.

On and on we sped. We must, I gathered, have travelled well over an hour, and now be far out in the country. There was no light inside the car, and though still covered by the sheet, I somehow seemed to feel that the night was very dark. In what direction had we come? Whereabouts, outside Paris, was that long hill up which we had travelled so slowly?

Suddenly someone inside the car moved. An instant later the sheet over my face was pulled back. In the darkness I could still see nothing, but I felt that someone was staring down at me. How many occupants the car contained, of course I could not tell. Still no one spoke, and for five minutes or more the car tore faster and faster along the straight country road.

Then, all at once, a light flashed in my eyesthe light of an electric torch.

You have but a few minutes to live, a mans voice exclaimed in a low tone. If you want to say your prayers, you had better do so now.

The voice was clearly Gastrells. Now I realized that two men besides myself were in the closed car. The light from the electric torch still shone down upon my face. My eyes grew gradually accustomed to the bright light, which had at first dazzled them.

This is to be your fate, Gastrell continued a minute later. At a spot that we shall presently come to, far out in the country, fifty miles from Paris, you will be taken out, bound as you are, and shot through the head. The revolver has your initials on itlook.

He held something before my eyes, in such a way that I could see it clearly in the disc of light. It was a pistols grip. On it shone a little metal plate on which I could distinctly see the engraved initialsM.B.

When you are dead, your wrists and legs will be released, and you will be left by the roadside in the forest we are now in, the revolver, with its one discharged chamber, on the ground beside you. Look, whose handwriting is this?

A letter was passed into the ring of light. I started, for the writing was apparently my own, though certainly I had not written the letter. It was written on notepaper with the Continental Hotel heading, and my handwriting and signature had been forgeda wonderful facsimile of both. On the envelope, which was stamped, were written, also apparently by me, the name and address:

Miss DULCIE CHALLONER,

Holt Manor,

Holt Stacey,

Berkshire, England.

My dear Dulcie, the letter ran, I hope you will forgive the dreadful act I am about to commit, and forget me as quickly as possible. I am not insane, though at the inquest the coroner will probably return a verdict of Suicide during temporary insanity. But my life for years past has been one continuous lie, and from the first I have deceived you most shamefully. I asked you to become my wife, yet I am already married, and have been for some years. Though I am very fond of you, I do not love you, nor have I ever loved you. The things I have said and hinted about your friend Mrs. Stapleton were all utterly false; they emanated entirely from my imagination and were wholly without foundation. This is all I have to say, except againforgive me.

Your sincere and miserable friend, MICHAEL BERRINGTON.

The letter was undated.

What my feelings were when I had read that letter, I find it impossible to describe. The fury of indignation that surged up within me as the car continued to glide smoothly along with unabated speed seemed to drive from my thoughts the sensation of terror which had at first possessed me. Death would be awful enough, especially such a death, but that Dulcie should think I had intentionally and consistently deceived her; that she should be made to believe I had never loved her and that I had wantonly taken my life like a common coward, were too fearful to think about. In an access of mad passion I wildly jerked my wrists again and again in vain attempts to get free. My mouth was still gagged, or I should have called loudly in the desperate hope that even in the deserted spot we were in the cry might be heard and bring assistance. Oh, those moments of frantic mental torture! To this day I can hardly bear to think of them.

Gradually I grew calmer. The electric torch had been extinguished and we still swept on through the darkness. If only the engine would give out, I kept thinking; if only the car would for some reason break down; if only an accident of any sort would happen, I might yet escape the terrible fate awaiting me. To think that a crime such as this could be committed with impunity; worse still, that my name should be handed down to posterity dishonoured and disgraced. To be shot like a dog, with arms and legs bound like a felons! The more I strove to distract my thoughts the more my mind dwelt upon the immediate future. What would Sir Roland think, and Jack Osborne, and all my friendseven old Aunt Hannah? While pretending to feel pity, how they would inwardly despise me for my apparent cowardicethat cruel letter, too, it would be printed in the newspapers. Yet even that I could have borne with fortitude, I thought, if by some means Dulcie could be made to know that the letter which in a day or two would be found upon my dead body had not been written by me, and that I had not taken my life.

The car was slowing down. Presently it stopped. Once more the disc of light shone down upon my face. Quickly my disguise as Sir Aubrey Belston, which I still worewig, moustache and eyebrows, whiskers and beardwas removed. Hurriedly my face and neck were rubbed all over with a sponge soaked in some greasy liquid smelling strongly of turpentine, then rapidly dried with a cloth. Next, two men raised me off the stretcher, lifted me out of the car and set me on my feet, propping me against the car to prevent my falling over, for my legs were still tightly bound.

Instinctively I glanced about me. We seemed to be in the depths of some forest. The road we were on was rather narrow. On both sides of it dark pine trees towered into the sky, which itself was inky, neither moon nor stars being visible.

A light breeze moaned mournfully up the forest. As I stood there, unconsciously listening, the sound seemed to chill me. In vain I strained my ears again in the mad hope that even at this last moment help of some sort might arrive. To right and left I looked along the road, but the blackness was as dense as the blackness of the sky above.

The lamps of the car had been extinguished. Now the only light visible was the glow of the electric torch. For a moment it flashed upon a face, and on the instant I recognized Gastrell, also a man I knew by sight though not by name.

So these were my persecutors, two men moving in the best society, and wholly unsuspected of anything approaching crime. They were to be my murderers! Even in that moment of crisis I found myself unconsciously wondering who the driver of the car could be, for obviously he too must be implicated in this plot, and a member of the gang. Another thought flashed through my mind. Which of all these criminals had done poor Churchill to death? Which had assassinated Preston on board the boat, leaving the impression that he had intentionally hanged himself? Was Gastrell the assassin? Was

Here is a placebeside this tree.

The remark, uttered by the stranger, cut my train of thought. Now Gastrell stood beside me. In one hand he held the torch. The fingers of his other hand were unfastening my coat. Soon I felt him push his hand, with a letter in it, into my inside pocket.

The letter intended for Dulcie! The letter which would besmirch my name, dishonour and disgrace it for ever!

In a fit of mad frenzy I tugged wildly at my bonds again in frantic attempts to free myself. As well might I have tried to free myself from handcuffs. Calmly Gastrell rebuttoned my coat, heedless of my struggles.

And when you are dead, he said quietly, Holt Manor and estates, and the Challoner fortune, will come eventually to my companions and myself, for Connie, in spite of what she said, is going to marry Roland Challoner, and I intend to marry Dulcieif she likes it or if she doesnt. So now you realize, I hope, when it is too late, how ill-advised you and your folk were to attempt to overthrow our plans. Several before you have tried, and all have failed; the majority are dead. Very likely more will try, and they too will fail. You know the fate of Churchill and of Preston. You know your own fate. Osborne has saved himself by becoming one of us, for when he marries Jasmine he will join us or else

He stopped abruptly. A moment later he added:

Two of your friends we still have to reckon with, though neither counts for much: Challoners sister, and his son.

A cold sweat broke out upon me as the ruffian mentioned Dick. God! Was it possible these fiends would wreak their vengeance on a mere boy? And yet if they meant to, how could he escape them? How simple for such men to get him in their power. Ah, if only I could have spoken I should, I truly believe, have humiliated myself by beseeching the monsters to spare poor little Dick.

Come, hurry along, the stranger, who was standing by, exclaimed impatiently.

Bob, Gastrell called, without heeding the interruption.

At once the driver of the car approached. He spoke no word. The disc of light shone upon his face andPull your cap off, Gastrell said sharply.

The fellow did so. As I stared hard at him, something in his face seemed familiar to me. Fat and bloated though the face was, and though the eyes sagged, in the mans expression there was something

Gastrell turned to me.

Dont you see the likeness? he asked quickly.

Gagged as I was, of course I couldnt speak.

Bob is Sir Rolands brotherRobert Challoner, he said. At Holt his name is never spoken, but you have heard of him. Bob Challoner was kicked out of his home, first by his father, Sir Nelson Challoner, and afterwards by his own brother, Sir Roland. I will now tell you it was Bob who suggested the robbery at Holt, and who, with Connie, helped us through with it. He is going now to see to it that Dulcie becomes my wife.

Stop your talk, for Gods sake! the stranger interrupted again, his patience at an end. Time is slipping by. Bring him here and finish him.

They carried me a little way into the forest, then set me on my feet again, propped against a tree. That I did not feel utterly terrified at the thought of my approaching death astonished me. After the mental torture I had endured, however, I felt comparatively calm.

Gastrell approached to within about a yard. Again the wind moaned up through the forest. No other sound whatever broke the nights stillness. Once more a disc of light shone straight into my eyes, though now from a distance of a few inches only. I saw the muzzle of a pistol glitter above the lightI knew now that the electric torch was connected with the weapon.

There came a sharp, metallic click, as Gastrell cocked the hammer.


CHAPTER XXIV IN STRANGE COMPANY
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A LOAD REPORT rang out just behind me. The light before my eyes vanished. Something lurched up against my chest, knocking the breath out of me, then collapsed in a heap on to the ground at my feet.

There was an instants stillness. Now footsteps could be heard crackling forward through the undergrowth. There came the sound of a heavy blow, a stifled cry, a dull thud as though a body had fallen heavily. What had happened? And what was happening? Helplessly I stared about me, striving in vain to pierce the blackness of the forest. I heard people moving close beside me, but no word was spoken.

Then suddenly someone touched me. The ropes which bound my wrists were being severed with a blunt instrument. Now my legs were being released. Some fragments of rope dropped to the ground. I was free!

Nowhere was there any light, and still nobody spoke. Taking me by the arm, the man who had set me free led me forward through the darkness. Now we were close to the car. Men were beside it, apparently very busy, though what they were engaged in doing I could not ascertain. And then, all at once, the road became flooded with lightthe headlights of the car had been switched on simultaneously.

Almost immediately I saw what was happening. Several large bags had been placed inside the car, and others were being pushed in after them. What did they contain? For the moment I was puzzled. Then suddenly the obvious truth flashed across me. The group of menI could see them indistinctly in the darknessmust be poachers, and poaching out of season I knew to be an offence punishable in France with a very heavy sentence. There seemed to be five men engaged in handling the sacks, while a sixth stood looking on.

Entrez a voice beside me said suddenly. At the same instant I was gripped by the arm and pushed forward towards the car.

Who fired that shot? I exclaimed quickly, in French.

I didand saved your life, the man who held me answered. Why?

And you killed him?

Yes.

The report sounded like a rifle shot.

It was a pistol shot. But what matters, so long as he is dead?

Have you his revolver? Did you pick it up? I asked anxiously.

Yes.

Show me both pistols.

My thoughts were travelling with extraordinary rapidity. Rather to my surprise he handed the pistols to me without a word. Quickly I held them in the light cast by the cars lamps and hurriedly examined them. Yes, both were weapons of the same calibre, both took the same cartridges. Below the barrel of Gastrells revolver was the small electric lamp from which the light had shone on to my face. I gripped the pistol tightly and the light shone out again.

I will return here in a moment, I said in French, as I moved away, for the man had released my arm.

With the help of the pistol glow-light I made my way back to the tree where a few minutes before I had been propped up, helpless. On the ground, close to the trunk, Gastrells body lay huddled in a heap, a red spot in the middle of his forehead showing that death must indeed have been instantaneous. I had, however, no time for reflection. Quickly I thrust my hand into the dead mans pockets, one after another. All were emptysomeone must already have gone through them. Glancing about me to make sure I was not observed, I hastily transferred to the dead mans pocket, from the inside pocket of my own coat, the letter which he himself had placed there not ten minutes before. Then I rebuttoned his coat, picked up the bits of severed rope lying aboutthe ropes that previously had bound methrew the pistol on to the ground close to the dead mans hand, and turned to retrace my steps. Suddenly I stopped. I had forgotten something. Picking up the pistol again I fired a shot into the air, then once more threw it down. My ruse would have proved truly futile had Gastrells body been discovered, shot through the head, a letter in his pocket pointing directly to suicide, and a revolver on the groundstill loaded in every chamber!

A minute later I was hustled into the car, squeezed tightly between several men. On the floor of the car were a number of large sacks, exhaling an odour none too savoury. The door was slammed, I saw a figure step on to the driving seat, and once more the powerful car shot out into the night, its search-lamps lighting up the road as far as we could see.

For a while nobody spoke.

I dont know who you are, I said at last in French, breaking the silence, but I am most grateful to you for saving my life.

Still nobody uttered.

On my return to England, I continued, I shall prove my gratitude in a way you may not expect. Meanwhile, I should like to know if you heard what happened, what was said, after the car pulled up and I was lifted out of it.

We heard everything, one of the men answered in English, out of the darkness. The man who shot your enemy is driving this car now.

And may I ask where we are going? I said, as the car still tore along the white, undulating road, scattering the darkness on either side and far ahead, for we were still deep in the forest.

Yes. We shall stop first at Chalons-sur-Marne, to deposit these, and he indicated the sacks, which I had by now discovered contained dead pheasants, tightly packed.

And then?

You will see.

Later I gathered from them that the police, as well as gamekeepers, were their deadliest enemies. That night, it seemed, they had been almost captured by some of the forest keepers, who had succeeded in securing their car. The car we were in, they told me quite frankly, they intended to get rid of at once, in a far distant town. That town we were now on our way toafter leaving Chalons we should not stop until we got there. The car, they added, had happened to pull up close to where they lay hidden. Upon discovering that it contained only four men, including the driver, they had intended to overpower all of us and seize the car. Then, overhearing some of the conversation, they had decided to pause and await developments. Owing to that decision it was that my life had so fortunately been saved.

And how do you poach the birds? I asked a little later; as they became gradually more talkative we began to grow quite friendly.

They laughed.

It is easily done, one of them answered, and went on to explain that the method they adopted consisted in burning brimstone under the trees where the pheasants roosted, the fumes causing the birds to tumble off their perches and down to the ground.

They further told me that different parts of the forest teemed with different kinds of game, and that most of it was preserved. In the section we had just been in, pheasants were most abundant. Poached out of season they were additionally valuable, being placed in cold storage directly they were sold, and eventually exported. Equally ingenious were the methods they employed for poaching other sorts of gamesome of these methods they described to me in detailand certain dealers in the town of Chalons, they ended, were always ready to receive it.

At last we passed out of the forest, which I felt glad to leave behind. Now the road twisted a good deal, also it grew more hilly. The darkness, however, became gradually less intense. In Chalons we pulled up in a curious little street. The driver, having clambered down, knocked three times at a small door. Instantly it was opened; the sacks, one after another, were handed in, the door shut noiselessly, and once more we started off.

Have you any idea, I asked suddenly, what became of the companions of the man who meant to kill me?

Yes, came the immediate reply. One of them attacked us, and was knocked senseless.

And the other?

I cant say. He suddenly disappeared. We emptied the dead mans pockets to prevent, if possible, his identity being established. You might tell us who he was, and all about him.

I had already told them a good deal, but now I told them more, explaining, eventually, how I had come to be with Hugesson Gastrell and his companion, and the wastrel, Robert Challoner; why they had wished to murder me; how they had already murdered Churchill and George Preston, and the reason they had done so. Miscreants of sorts themselves, as I now knew, they became immensely interested. As we proceeded I told them of the letter that Gastrell had pushed into my pocket, and how, on the following day, it would be found in his own pocket.

So that until I reveal myself, I added, I shall, after the discovery of that letter, be dead to my friends and relatives. That, according to a plan I have now thought out, should facilitate my getting the gang arrested, if not in France, at any rate in England.

On and on the car sped at the same regular speed. Village after village was left behind. Now and again we skirted large towns, keeping, however, well without their boundaries. What departments we travelled through I had not the least idea. The drivers knowledge of the country was remarkable. Upon my expressing surprise at the geographical knowledge he possessed, they told me that at one time he had been chauffeur to a nobleman who moved about a great deal.

When I pulled out my watch I found it was half-past two.

I wish you would tell me how much further you are going, I said at last, yawning. How many more hours are we going on like this?

We are now on our way to Lyons, the man who had last spoken answered quicklythe cigar that he was lighting cast a red glow in his face. To sell the car nearer Paris wouldnt be safe; besides, in Lyons we have a purchaser awaiting it. We have passed Troyes, Chatillon, and Dijon. We are now in the Department of Saône-et-Loire.

Again we sank into silence. The soft purring of the car seemed to increase our drowsiness. Colder and colder the night air grewin my evening clothes and thin overcoat I felt it very keenly.

I suppose I must have dozed, for when, presently, I opened my eyes, the streaks of dawn were visible. My neck and limbs were stiff, and, as I looked about me dully, I saw that my companions one and all were fast asleep.

I turned, rubbed the frosted glass in front of me, and peered out at the driver. There he sat, motionless, almost rigid, his hands still gripping the wheel, his gaze set straight ahead. That the cold outside must be intense, I knew, yet he seemed not to notice it.

At a village beyond Louhans we stopped for breakfast, and to cool the engine; but in less than half an hour we were on the road again. As the car swiftly passed over one of the bridges in Lyons a church clock was striking eight. Gradually slackening speed, we turned abruptly to the right, then began a maze of narrow streets. At last, at a quiet-looking hotel out on the road to Vienne, we stopped, and I knew that our journey of three hundred miles or so was at last at an end.

Café-au-lait was served for us in a private room on the first floor, and I was able, for the first time, to scrutinize my companions closely. Six in all, they certainly looked a dare-devil, reckless lot. To guess from their appearance what their trade or calling had originally been seemed impossible. Two of them might certainly have belonged to the farmer class had the expression in their eyes been less cunning, less intelligent. The man who had saved my life, and whom I judged to be their leader, was tall, dark, thick-set, with a heavy beard and moustache, and dark, deep-set eyes. His voice, full and resonant, was not unpleasant. Seldom have I seen a man who looked so absolutely fearless.

It was, I suppose, the confidence they felt that I should not betray them after what had happened that made them speak so freely before me. That very morning, I gathered, they would rid themselves of the car to a big receiver of stolen goods, whose headquarters were in Lyons, the largest receiver of stolen goods in the whole of Europe, so they said. With the money thus obtained they would buy a car to replace the one seized on the previous night; it was interesting to find that these lordly thieves and poachers found a car essential to enable them to carry on their business.

The time for parting soon arrived, and once more I thanked my rescuer and his accomplices for the great service they had rendered me. That a human life should have been sacrificed was terrible to think of, and yet

The reflection that, but for the sacrifice of Gastrells life, I should myself have been lying dead, set my mind at ease; and after all, I said mentally, the death of a man like Gastrell must do more good than harm.

The first thing I did after leaving them was to buy some clothes and other necessaries, and a valise to pack them in. After that I set out for a quiet stroll through the quaint old town, which I had never before visited. Reviewing the situation, as I walked slowly along, and debating in my mind whether to return to Paris or go straight back to England by the next boat, various possibilities presented themselves in turn. Virtually I was dead to all my friends in England, or I should be in a day or two, when the letter which would be found in Gastrells pocket had been printed in the newspapers. That belief, I felt, would help me to carry out the plan I had formed for discovering at first hand the actual movements of the gang, some members of which would, I felt sure, be present at Eldon Hall for the coming-of-age festivities of Lord Cranmeres eldest son.

Yet what about Dulcie? I felt that I must see her, and see her as soon as possible. That thought it was which now entirely obsessed me. To see her meant, of course, that I must at once return to Paris, for almost for certain she would still be there. True, her last words, uttered in the corridor of the Continental, had convinced me that she now strongly suspected Connie, that she wished to get away from her. But would she succeed in getting away? Already I had proofs of the womans extraordinary will power, and Dulcie, I knew, had been hypnotized by her more than once. I had doubts of Dulcies ability to resist the womans spell. Obviously, then, my duty lay before me. I must at once return to Paris. I must see Dulcie againif possible, see her in private. I must get her away from that woman and take her back to England, no matter how great the risk I might have to run. And what, I wondered suddenly, was Albeury doing all this time?

Still pondering all this, I sauntered into a restaurant I happened to be passing, ordered a bottle of wine, and asked for a copy of the latest railway time-table.

The rapide for Paris was due, I saw, to leave Lyons Perrache at eight that night. That would suit me well, and I at once decided to go by it. Then, having nothing to do until the time of starting, I once more strolled out into the town.

A newsboy was shouting the news, and I bought a paper from him. Almost the first headline upon which my glance rested stirred a recollection in my mind. Where, before, had I heard that namethe Duchesse de Montparnasse? Ah, now I remembered. When Jack Osborne, confined so mysteriously in the house in Grafton Street, in London, had been cross-questioned in the dark, he had been asked various questions concerning the Duchesse de Montparnasse. And now, right before me, was an account of a strange robbery, a robbery committed the day before at the Duchesses great château on the Meuse!

At once I guessed that this robbery must be yet another of the gangs outrages. My suspicion became conviction when, on reading further, I learned that it had taken place on the occasion of a great reception, when the servants at the château had been busily engaged. The goods stolen, the report ended, were valued at many thousands of pounds.

Finding little else of interest in the paper, I continued my ramble. Glancing at my watch I found it was past six. At that moment it was that, turning aimlessly into a side street, I came suddenly face to face with François, my rescuer.

We seem fated to meet! he exclaimed in his patois French, and he laughed.

He looked hard at me for some moments; then, as though his mind were suddenly made up, he said abruptly:

I wonder, Mr. BerringtonI fancy that by nature you are inquisitiveif you would like to see something you have never seen before. I dont believe you fully realize how implicitly I now trust you. I should like to prove it to you.

I should like to see it, immensely, I answered, wondering what on earth, in the nature of a novelty, such a man could have to show me.

Come, he said in the same tone, linking his arm in mine. I will show it to you now. As I say, I have no fear at all that you will betray me, yet there isnt another living person, excepting my own accomplices, I would take where I am going to take you now.

Down the side street he had just come up I followed him. We turned to the right again, then to the left. A little further on he stopped at a greengrocers shop, a small, insignificant shop with one window only.

Wait here, he said as he entered.

A minute later he reappeared and beckoned to me.

My friend, he said, presenting me to a cadaverous man of middle age, with a thin, prominent, rather hooked nose, high cheek-bones, and curious eyes of a steely grey, which bushy eye-brows partly concealed.

The man looked at me keenly, but he neither smiled nor spoke, nor did he offer to shake hands.

We were now inside the shop. Quickly we passed into an inner room, and thence to a room beyond it. This room was lined apparently with bookshelves. Advancing to a corner of it, after carefully locking the door, the cadaverous man, standing on tiptoe, pressed what appeared to be a book in the topmost shelf. At once a door in the bookshelves opened. In silence we followed him through it, and the door shut noiselessly behind us.

I suppose we had walked ten or twelve yards along the narrow, low-ceilinged, uncarpeted passage, lit only by the candle lantern that our guide had unhooked from a nail in the wall, when he suddenly stopped and bent down. Now I saw that he was lifting the boards, one after another. A few moments later the upper rungs of a ladder became visible. François descended, I followed carefullyI counted fifteen rungs before I reached the groundand the gaunt man came after me, shifting the boards back into position above his head when he was half-way down the ladder.

The darkness here was denser than it had been in the passage above, but the lantern served its purpose. We were in a much narrower passage now, so low that we had to stoop to make our way along it. The ceiling was roughly hewn, so was the ground we walked upon. Half a dozen steps along the rough ground and we stopped again. Facing us was a low, extremely narrow door, apparently an iron doorit resembled the door of a safe. Fitting a key into it, the gaunt man pushed it open, and one by one we entered.

At once I became aware of a singular change in the atmosphere. In the narrow, cavernous, obviously subterraneous little passage we had just left the air had been humid, chill, and dank, with an unpleasant earthy odour. Here it was dry and stuffy, as if heated artificially. So intense was the blackness that I seemed almost to feel it. There was a dull thump. Turning, I saw that the cadaverous man had shut this door too. Just as I was wondering why he took such precautions something clicked beside me, and the chamber was flooded with light.

For an instant the glare blinded me. Then, as I looked about me, the sight that met my gaze made me catch my breath. Was this an Aladdins Palace I had suddenly entered? Had my brain become deranged, causing a strange, an amazing hallucination? Or was I asleep and dreaming?


CHAPTER XXV THE GLITTERING UNDERWORLD
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NEVER SHALL I forget that astounding spectacle. Even as I think of it now, it rises once more before me.

The room, though low, was very long and very broad; I guessed at once that originally it must have been a cellar, or possibly a series of cellars. Now as the brilliant electric rays from a dozen powerful ceiling lamps shone down through their tinted shades, they lit up a collection of treasure such as few indeed can have gazed upon.

Heaped upon trays on tables all about the room were unset precious stones of every conceivable description, which glittered and scintillated in the most wonderful way imaginable. Upon the floor, in rough, uncovered boxes, heaps of gold bracelets and brooches, gold rings and gold chains, gold ornaments and trinkets, and bits of miscellaneous jewellery were piled high in inextricable confusion, as though they had been tossed there to be thrown on to a waste heap. Upon the ground were bars of gold, the thickness of a brick, ranged carefully in rows. At one end of the room was a small smelting furnace, not now alight, and above it an iron brazier. Upon the walls hung sets of furs, many seal-skin and ermine, while at one side of the room, upon the ground, lay piled up some thousands of silver spoons and forks, also silver drinking cups and candlesticks, many silver salvers, and an endless assortment of silver articles of every kind.

When at last I had recovered from my astonishment, I turned abruptly to François, who stood at my elbow.

This, I suppose, I said, speaking in a whisper, is a sort of clearing-house for stolen property.

He nodded.

The largest in the whole of Francehe added a moment later, the largest, possibly, anywhere in Europe. Stolen goods come here from all the Continental centres; also from Great Britain, the United States, and even from Australia.

But surely, I said, the police know of this place?

They know that it exists, but they dont know where it is. You see how implicitly I trust you, what faith I place in the honour ofa gentleman.

I think not, I corrected. You know that my tongue is tiedbecause you saved my life. That is why you trust me.

He smiled grimly.

But why have you brought me here? I asked, after a pause.

For the reason I have namedto show how implicitly I trust you.

It was only then that a thought flashed in upon me.

You say, I exclaimed sharply, that jewellery stolen in Great Britain sometimes finds its way here?

Most of the English stuff is got rid of in this room.

And are youdo youryour clients tell you where the stuff comes from?

Always, the gaunt man answered. That is a condition of my taking it off their hands. You will understand that large rewards are sometimes offered for the return of property intact and uninjured.

I paused to collect my thoughts before speaking again, anxious not to make a false step.

Can you recollect, I said at last, if jewellery taken from a country house in Berkshire, Englandthe house is called Holt Manorjust after Christmas, ever found its way here?

The gaunt man reflected for a moment. Then, without speaking, he walked across the room, unlocked the door of a little safe which was let into the wall, took from the safe a fat, leather-bound ledger, opened it, and ran his finger down a page.

Yes, he said in his deep voice. The property was valued at about twelve or fourteen thousand pounds. I have here a list of the articles.

Turning, he peered oddly at me out of his strange eyes.

May I see the list? I asked quickly.

Have you a reason for wanting to see it?

Yes. Some of the jewellery taken had been generations in the family. If it is intact still, I may be able to get a fancy price offered for it, or for some of it.

Bien he said. Much of the stuff has been melted down, but not all.

I read carefully down the list, which, arranged neatly and systematically, showed at once what had been melted down, and how it had been disposed of, while a complete list was given of articles kept intact. Among the latter I recognized several bits of jewellery which Dulcie had greatly valued, and quickly I arranged with the gaunt man to buy them from him then and there. After that the three of us sat talking for a considerable time, and before the time arrived for me to leave I knew beyond doubt that the jewellery I had caught sight of when Connie Stapletons bag had burst open in the train had been the jewellery, or some of it, stolen on board the boat.

Some day we may meet again, I said as I parted from François and his companion, in the little greengrocers shop.

Some day we shall, the cadaverous man answered in a strange voice. He extended his hand, and I shook it. A minute later I was in a taxi, hurrying through the streets of Lyons towards the Perrache station.

As the express sped rapidly towards Paris, endless strange reflections and conjectures crowded my brain. Was I acting wisely in thus returning to the French capital, where I might so easily be recognized, seeing how anxious I was that my friends in England should think me dead? I wasI knewthough I did not admit it even to myselfreturning to Paris mainly in the hope that I might catch a glimpse of Dulcie. And yet if I did see her, of what use would it be? Also, what should I do? Let her recognize me, and the plan I had formed to get the scoundrels arrested would most likely be spoiled at onceand more than ever I was now determined to bring them to justice in the end.

I fell into a deep sleep, for I was tired out; I had slept little enough during that night-long journey in the stolen car. When I awoke, the train was steaming into Paris; an official, who had aroused me by rubbing his hand upon my cheek, stood awaiting a pourboire.

Go to the Hotel Continental, I said in French to the driver of the taxi into which I had just stepped with my newly-bought valise. Get there as quickly as you can.

That I was doing a mad thing in thus returning to the hotel, where in all probability the members of the gang were still staying, I knew. But a man in love hardly reckons with risks, and as I lay back in the taxi, my brain awhirl, I knew that I was as desperately in love as it is possible for man to be.

Parisgay Parislooked gloomy enough in the dull blue haze which hung over and partly enveloped its deserted, dreary streets. Happening to glance up at the windows of a house with green sun-shutters half open, my eyes met those of a faded girl with touzled hair, peering down into the street, and mechanically she ogled me. In disgust I averted my gaze, hating, for the moment, my own sex, which made such women possible. On and on the car rolled. Some revellers in dishevelled evening clothes, their eyes round and staring, their faces ghastly in the morning light, stumbled out beneath an archway above which a lamp burned dully with an orange glow.

Everything and everyone seemed only half awake. The reception clerk at the hotel was sulky and inclined to be argumentative. Yes, he was positive, he said in reply to my inquiry, that nobody of the name of Challoner was staying at the hotel,no, nor yet of the name of Stapleton. They had slept there the night before? Yes, that was quite possible, but he was not concerned with people who had stayed there, only with the people who were there then. He had no idea, he added, at what time they had left, nor yet where they had goneand did I need a room, or didnt I? Because if I didnt I had better go away.

His impertinence annoyed me, but I had too much to think about to have time to lose my temper. I told him I needed a room, and I sent up my valise. A bath, a shave and a change of clothes braced me considerably, and by the time I reached the coffee-room I felt thoroughly refreshed.

What adventures had befallen me since I had breakfasted in that room, only forty-eight hours before, I reflected, as the waiter approached with the Figaro. Breakfast was laid for a hundred or more, but barely a dozen people were in the room. All were strangers to me, so I soon became engrossed in the newspaper.

My attention was distracted by the waiter, who, again approaching, turned up two chairs at my table.

With all those tables empty, I said to him with a wave of the hand, you can surely put people elsewhere. I dont want strangers here.

He smiled pleasantly, showing extraordinarily white teeth.

A gentleman and lady wish to sit at monsieurs table, he said, bowing politely, and still smiling.

Monsieur will not object?

He seemed so amiable that I felt I couldnt be rude to him.

But who are the lady and gentleman? And why did they specify this table? I asked, puzzled.

The waiter gave a little shrug, raising his eyebrows as he did so.

How can I tell? he answered. They come to the door a moment ago, while monsieur is reading his newspaper; they see monsieur; they speak ensemble in whispers for some moments, it would seem about monsieur; and then they call me and tell me to serve their déjeuner at monsieurs table.

Hardly had he stopped speaking, when my gaze rested upon two people who had just entered and were approaching.

One was the police official, Victor Albeury. The other was Dulcie Challoner!

They greeted me with, I thought, rather exaggerated nonchalance as they came up, then seated themselves, one on either side of me, Albeury telling the waiter to hurry up with the breakfast that he had ordered five minutes ago.

I was puzzled, rather than surprised, at the matter-of-fact way that Albeury and Dulcie conversed with mefew things astonished me now. Had we all been on the best of terms, and met after being separated for half an hour or so, they could hardly have been more composed. For five minutes we discussed commonplace topics, when suddenly I noticed that Albeury was looking at me very hard. Dulcie, too, seemed to have grown curiously uneasy.

Whereabouts is he? Albeury said quickly in a low tone, glancing sharply at Dulcie. The door was at the back.

Gone, she whispered. She seemed greatly agitated.

Mr. Berrington, Albeury said hurriedly, his eyes set on mine, I suspect that man. They all left last night. He arrived just before they left. I happened to see Doris Lorrimer engaged in earnest conversation with him.

Of whom are you speaking? I asked, not understanding.

Of the waiter at this tablethat polite, unctuous man I saw talking to you. Listen. I have rescued Miss Challoner from Stapleton and her accomplices. We are going to leave Paris for London in less than half an hour; its not safe for Miss Challoner to stay here longer. And you must travel with us. It is imperative that you should. I cant say more to you now, while that man is hanging about. Tell me quickly, before he returns: what happened to you yesterday? Where were you last night?

Oh, Mike! Dulcie interrupted, if you only knew the mental agony I have suffered, all that I endured last nightMike, I dreamed that you were dead, I dreamed that they had killed you!

I stared at her, startled.

They tried to, I almost whispered. But they failed, and now I

Mr. Berrington, Albeury cut in, you must forgive my brusquenessyour breakfast will be brought to you in a moment; when it is, dont eat it. Make any excuse you like, but dont eat it.

Good God! I exclaimed, instantly guessing his thought, surely you cant suppose

I can, and do suppose. More than that, I am practically certain that

He cut his sentence short, for Dulcie had signalled with her eyes. The waiter had re-entered the room.

I breathed more freely when at last the three of us were on our way to the railway station. Strange as it may seem, I had experienced some difficulty in ridding myself of the officious attentions of the smiling, smooth-tongued, extremely plausible waiter.

On board the steamer, in a corner of the saloon where none could eavesdrop, I related to Dulcie how I had been bound, gagged, borne out of the hotel upon the stretcher concealed beneath a sheet, and all that had subsequently occurred that I felt justified in telling her. Of the thieves clearing-house in Lyons and my rescuers connection with it, also of the discovery of the whereabouts of her stolen property, I could of course say nothing, my lips being in honour sealed.

A little later, as beneath the stars we slowly paced the deckthe sea was wonderfully smooth for the end of FebruaryDulcie opened her heart to me, as I had so long hoped she some day would.

Oh, if only you knew, she suddenly exclaimed in an access of emotion, after I had, for a little while, tried to draw her on to talk about herself, if only you knew all that I have been through, Mike, you would be sorry for me!

Why dont you tell me everything, my darling? I answered gently, and, almost without my knowing it, I drew her closer to me. You knowyou must know, that I wont repeat to a living soul anything you may say.

Oh, yes, Mike, of course I know, she said, pressing my hands in hers, as though she sought protection, but there is

There is what?

She glanced to right and left, up the dark deck, and down it, then gave a little shudder. But for ourselves, the deck was quite deserted.

I hardly know, she almost whispered, and I felt her trembling strangely. Somehow I feel nervous, frightened. I feel as if some danger were approachingapproaching both of us.

Again she looked about her. Then, as I spoke soothingly, she gradually grew calmer.

I was very, very fond of Connie Stapleton, you know, she said presently, and I thought that she liked me. That time, at Holt, when you warned me to beware of her, I felt as if I hated you. She influenced me so strangely, Mike,I cannot explain how. Mike, my darling, I tell you this now because somehow I feel you will forgive me, as at last its all over. It seems so odd now to think of it, but as I grew to love her my love for you seemed to grow lessI knew from the first that she detested my loving you so, and if I spoke much about you to her it annoyed her. She wanted to destroy my love for you, Mike, but never, all the time I have been with her, did I say a word against you. Do you believe me when I tell you that?

Later she told me that the woman had quite recently hinted at her doing certain things she hardly dared to think about, and that, the very day before, she had disclosed a horrible plan which she had formulated, in which Dulcie was to play a very important parta plan to do with a robbery on a very extensive scale.

Oh, Mike, Mike, she went on, I must have been mad during these past weeks to have listened to what she hinted atI was mad, or else she had completely hypnotized me. You remember Mr. Osbornes being taken to that house in Grafton Street, and kept there in confinement, and the telegram I received that was supposed to come from you? Well, I know now who it was who kept him there a prisoner, and came to him in the dark, and questioned him, and tried to get him to reveal information which he alone could give. The man who did all that was

A footstep just behind us made us both turn quickly. A faint light still shone along the almost dark deck. Before I could recognize the figure, before I had time to speak, Dulcie had sprung suddenly forward and gripped the muffled man by the arm.

Father! she exclaimed under her breath, with difficulty controlling her emotion, father, what are you doing here?


CHAPTER XXVI THAT WOMAN!
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SIR ROLAND, WHOSE appearance the cap pulled over his eyes had partly disguised, made a motion with his hand, enjoining silence. Then, linking Dulcies arm in his, he walked slowly towards the saloon entrance. I walked beside them, but for the moment nobody spoke.

We presently found ourselves in a small, deserted room, apparently a card room. Here, after carefully shutting the door, Sir Roland seated himself. Then he indicated the seats that he wished us each to occupy, for he was rather deaf.

It is unwise, he said, as he offered me a cigar, ever to converse privately on the deck of a steamer. Though I have travelled little by sea, I know that on board ship, especially on a small boat like this, voices carry in an extraordinary manner. Standing down wind of you, on deck, some moments ago, I heard your remarks quite distinctly, in spite of my deafness. I even recognized your voicesuntil then I did not know you were on board.

But why are you here, father? Dulcie exclaimed. When did you leave England?

I crossed the night before last. Connie wired to me to come at onceshe said in her telegram most urgent, though she gave no reason for the urgency.

And have you seen her? Where is she now?

I was to meet her in the lounge of the Hotel Bristol in Paris last night. Punctually at nine oclock, the time arranged, I arrived there. I waited until nearly ten, and then a messenger arrived with a note. It was from her. She said in it that she had been telegraphed for to return to England, that she was leaving by the night boat. She expressed deep regret, and said she hoped that I would come back to London as soon as possibleand so here I am.

Again, for some moments, nobody spoke. Dulcie was the first to break the silence.

Father, she exclaimed impetuously, are you really going toare you still determined to marry that woman?

Sir Roland stared at her.

That woman? he said in surprised indignation. Whom do you mean by that woman?

Connie Stapleton, father, she answered, looking him full in the eyes. Have you the least idea who and what she is?

Sir Roland gazed at her aghast. Then, obviously controlling himself:

I know that she has done me the honour of accepting my offer of marriage, he replied, with cold dignity. More than that, I dont ask to know; her circumstances dont interest me; my fortune is ample for both.

Dulcie made a gesture of impatience.

For goodness sake, father, she exclaimed, how can you talk like that? Connie Stapleton is

She turned to me abruptly.

Oh, Mike, she said in a tone of great vexation, tell him everythingI cant.

I cleared my throat to gain time to collect my thoughts. Sir Rolands rather dull stare was set upon my face inquiringly, though his expression betrayed astonishment and keen annoyance.

Its just this, Sir Roland, I said at last, bracing myself to face an unpleasant task. You, Dulcie, and I too, have been completely taken in by Mrs. Stapleton. We believed her to be as charming as she certainly is beautiful, we thought she was a lady, we

Thought! Sir Roland interrupted, cold with anger. I still consider her to be

Will you let me finish? I say we all thought that, I say we supposed that Mrs. Stapleton was just one of ourselves, a lady, an ordinary member of society. Then circumstances arose, events occurred which aroused my suspicions. At first I tried to dispel those suspicions, not only because I liked the woman personally, but because it seemed almost incredible that such a woman, mixing with the right people, received everywhere, could actually be what the circumstances and events I have hinted at pointed to her being. But at last proof came along that Mrs. Stapleton wasas she is stilla common adventuress, or rather an uncommon adventuress, a prominent member of a gang of clever thieves, of a clique of criminals

Criminals! Sir Roland stormed, bursting suddenly into passion. Often I had seen him annoyed, but never until now had I seen him actually in an ungovernable fury. How dare you say the lady I am about to marry isis

I have proofs, Sir Roland, I cut in as calmly as I could. You may doubt my word, you can hardly doubt the word of a famous Continental detective. He is on board. I will bring him here now.

As I quietly rose to leave the room, I saw Sir Roland staring, half stupidly, half in a passion still, from Dulcie to me, then back again at Dulcie. Before he could speak, however, I had left the little room and gone in search of Victor Albeury. He was not in his cabin, nor was he in the smoking-room, where men still sat playing cards, nor was he in the big saloon. On the forward deck I found him at last, a solitary figure leaning against the stanchion rail, smoking his pipe, and gazing abstractedly out across the smooth sea, his eyes apparently focussed upon the black, far-distant horizon.

Gently I tapped him on the arm, as he seemed unaware of my approach.

Well, Mr. Berrington, he said calmly, without looking round or moving, what can I do for you?

Please come at once, I exclaimed. Sir Roland and Miss Challoner are in the small saloon; we have been trying to explain to Sir Roland that the woman Stapleton is an adventuress. Probably you dont know that she is engaged to be married to Sir Roland. He wont believe a word we say. We want you to come to himto speak to him and open his eyes.

It was no easy matter, however, to get the old man to believe even Albeurys calm and convincing assurance that Connie Stapleton belonged to a gang of infamous people, some of whom we knew beyond question to be cold-blooded assassins. It was due, indeed, largely to Albeurys remarkable personality that in the end he succeeded in altering the opinion Sir Roland had held concerning this woman of whom he was evidently even more deeply enamoured than we already knew him to be.

But she has been such a close friend of yours, Dulcie, he said at last, in an altered tone. If she is all that you now say she is, how came you to remain so intimate with her all this time?

She has tricked me, father, just as she has hoodwinked you, she answered, with self-assurance that astonished me. And then she seemed somehow to mesmerize me, to cast a sort of spell over me, so that I came almost to love her, and to do almost everything she suggested. By degrees she got me in her power, and then she began to make proposals that alarmed meand yet I was drawn to her still. Once or twice Mike had warned me against her, but I had refused to believe his warnings. It was only two days ago that the crisis came. She didnt ask me to do what she wanted; she told me I must do itand then, all at once, the scales seemed to fall from my eyes. At last her true nature was revealed to me. It was an awful moment, fatherawful!

Far into the night the three of us remained talking. At last, when we rose to separate, Albeury turned to me.

I sleep with you in your cabin to-night, Mr. Berrington, he said quietly. And I have arranged that one of the stewardesses shall share Miss Challoners cabin. Nobody can tell what secret plans the members of this gang may have made, and its not safe, believe me it isnt, for either of you to spend the night unprotected. Locks, sometimes even bolts, form no barrier against these people, some of whom are almost sure to be on board, though I havent as yet identified any among the passengers. You will remember that Lady Fitzgrahams cabin was ransacked last week, though she was in it, and the door locked on the inside. And poor Prestonwe cant risk your sharing his fate.

These ominous warnings would assuredly have filled me with alarm, had not Albeurys calmness and complete self-possession inspired me with a strange confidence. Somehow it seemed to me that so long as he was near no harm could befall either Dulcie or myself. Even Prestons presence had never inspired such confidence as this clever and far-seeing detectives presence had done ever since I had come to know him.

But nothing happened. When I woke next morning, after a night of sound rest, the boat was steaming slowly into port.

Together the four of us journeyed back to town, and for the first time for many weeks I had an opportunity of a lengthy talk with Dulcie. Somehow her association with the woman Stapleton seemed to have broadened her views of life, though in all other respects she was absolutely unchanged. To me she seemed, if possible, more intensely attractive and lovable than during the period of our temporary estrangementI realized now that we had during those past weeks been to all intents estranged. Perhaps, after all, the singular adventures she had experiencedsome which she related to me were strange indeedhad served some good purpose I did not know of. What most astonished me was that, during those weeks which she had spent in close companionship with Stapleton, Gastrell, Lorrimer, and other members of the criminal organization, nothing had, until quite recently, been said that by any possibility could have led her to suppose that these friends of hers, as she had deemed them to be, were other than respectable members of society. Certainly, I reflected as she talked away now with the utmost candour and unconcern, these people must constitute one of the cleverest gangs of criminals there had ever been; the bare fact that its members were able to mix with such impunity in exclusive social circles proved that.

Before the train left Newhaven I had bought a number of newspapers, but not until we were half-way to London did it occur to me to look at any of them. It was not long, then, before I came across an announcement which, though I had half expected to see it, startled me a little. The report of my supposed suicide was brief enough, and then came quite a long account of my uneventful careeruneventful until recently. Turning to Dulcie, who, seated beside me, was staring out at the flying scenery, I handed her one of the papers, indicating the paragraph.

Good heavens, Mike! she exclaimed when she had read it. How awful! Supposing I had read that without knowing it to be untrue!

She held out the paper to Sir Roland.

Father, just read that, she said.

He had heard me relate to Dulcie the story of my narrow escape in the forest near Martin dAblois, and I was pleased to see a smile at last come into his eyes, for since his cruel disillusionment he had looked terribly depressed.

After all, I said as he put the paper down, I am glad I returned to Paris, if only because my doing so has saved you from this shock.

If I had read that, believing it to be true, he answered quietly, the shock would probably have killed me.

Killed you! I exclaimed. Oh, no, Sir Roland, a little thing like that would not have killed you; a family like yours takes a lot of killingthe records in history prove that.

He gazed at me with a strange seriousness for some moments. At last he spoke.

Michael, he said, and there was an odd catch in his voice, I wonder if you have the remotest conception of the strength of my attachment to you. I dont believe you have. And yet I could hardly be more attached to you than I am if you were my own son.

When, after parting from Sir Roland and Dulcie in Londonthey were to return to Holt directI arrived with Albeury at my flat in South Molton Street, I found a stack of letters awaiting me, also several telegrams. Simon, my man, was expecting meI had telegraphed from Newhavenbut almost directly he opened the door I noticed a change in his expression, and to some extent in his manner. Deferential, also curiously reserved, he had always been, but now there was a something in his eyes, a look which made me think he had something on his mindsomething he wished to say to me but dared not say.

I had sent Albeury into my study to smoke a cigar and drink a glass of wine while I went up to my room to have a bath. Simon was still busy with my things when I came out of the bathroom, and, while I dressed, I took the opportunity of questioning him.

Whats amiss, Simon? I asked lightly.

He looked up with a start.

Amiss, sir? he repeated, with obvious embarrassment.

I said amiss. Out with it.

He seemed, for some moments, unable to meet my glance. Then suddenly he faced me unflinchingly.

Yes? I said encouragingly, as he did not speak.

Ill tell you whats amiss, sir, he answered abruptly, forcing himself to speak. The day after youd left, a peculiar-looking man called here, and asked to see you. When I told him you were not at home, he asked if you were out of town. I didnt answer that, sir, but I asked him quite politely if I couldnt give you any message. He answered No, that he must see you himself. Then he started to question me, in a kind of roundabout way, about you and your movements, sir.

I hope you kept your counsel, I exclaimed quickly, for, excellent servant though Simon, was, he occasionally lacked discretion.

Indeed I did, sir. Though I was quite courteous, I was a bit short with him. The next day he come again, about the same timeit was close on dinner timeand with him this time was another mana rather younger man. They questioned me again, sir, quite friendly-like, but they didnt get much change out of me. Yesterday they tried it on a third timeboth of them come againand, well, sir, happing to put my hand into my jacket pocket soon after they were gone, I found these in it.

As he spoke he dived into his jacket, and pulled out an envelope. Opening the envelope, he withdrew from it what I saw at a glance were bank-notes. Unfolding them with trembling hands, which made the notes crackle noisily, he showed me that he had there ten five-pound notes.

And they gave you those for nothing? I asked, meaning to be ironical.

Well, sir, they didnt get anything in return, though they expect something in returnthats only natural. They said theyd come back to see me.

Did they say when theyd come back?

To-day, sir, about the same time as they come yesterday and the day before. He pulled out his watch. Its close on seven now. Perhaps you will like to see them if they come presently, sir.

On the other hand, perhaps I shall not, I said, and I lit a cigarette. At the same time, if they call, you can tell me.

Certainly, sirif anybody rings, Ill come at once and tell you.

He shuffled for a moment, then added:

And these notes, sir; am I entitled to keep them?

Of course you are. Anybody has a right to accept and keep a gift. At the same time, I would warn you not to be disappointed if, when you try to cash them, you find the numbers have been stopped.

Downstairs, with Albeury, I began to look through my correspondence. The third telegram I opened puzzled me.

Is it all right?Dick.

It had been awaiting me two days. Guessing that there must be a letter from Dick which would throw light on this telegram, I glanced quickly through the pile. I soon came to one addressed in his handwriting.

I had to read it through twice before I fully realized what it all meant. Then I turned quickly to Albeury.

Read that, I said, pushing the letter to him across the table.

He picked it up and adjusted his glasses. A few moments later he sprang suddenly to his feet.

My God! Mr. Berrington! he exclaimed, this is most serious! And it was written he glanced at the dateeight days agothe very day you left London.

What is to be done? I said quickly.

You may well ask, he answered. He looked up at the clock. The police must be shown this at once, and, under the circumstances, told everything that happened in France. I had hoped to be able to entrap the gang without dealing with Scotland Yard direct.

For some moments he paced the room. Never since I had met him had I seen him so perturbedhe was at all times singularly calm. I was not, however, surprised at his anxiety, for it seemed more than likely that quite unwittingly, and with the best intentions, Dick Challoner had not merely landed us in a terrible mess, but that he had certainly turned the tables upon us, leaving Dulcie and myself at the mercy of this desperate gang. On board the boat I had mentioned Dick to the detective, and told him about the cypher, and the part that Dick had played. He had not seemed impressed, as I had expected him to be, and without a doubt he had not been pleased. All he had said was, I now remembered: Its a bad thing to let a boy get meddling with a matter of this kind, Mr. Berringtonhe had said it in a tone of some annoyance. And now, it would seem, his view had been the right one. What Dick had done, according to this letter just received from him, had been to start advertising in the Morning Post on his own accountin the cypher code which he had discoveredserious messages intended for the gang and that must assuredly have been read by them. With his letter two cuttings were enclosedhis two messages already published. As I looked at them again a thought flashed across me. Now I knew how it came about that my impenetrable disguise had been discovered. Now I knew how it came about that Alphonse Furneaux had been released from the room where Preston had locked him in his flat. And now I knew why the members of the gang had left the Continental so suddenly, scattering themselves probably in all directions, and why the woman Stapleton had dashed back to London.

I caught my breath as my train of thought hurried on. Another thought had struck me. I held my breath! Yes, it must be so. Try as I would I could not possibly deceive myself.

Dick had unwittingly been responsible for the murder of George Preston!

This was the most awful blow of all. Unconsciously I looked up at the detective, who still paced the room. Instantly my eyes met his. He may have read in my eyes the horror that I felt, or the strength of my feeling may have communicated my thought to him, for at once he stood still, and, staring straight at me, said in a tone of considerable emotion:

That boy has done a fearful thing, Mr. Berrington. He has

Stop! Stop! I cried, raising my head. I know what you are going to say! But you mustnt blame him, Albeuryhe did it without knowingabsolutely without knowing! And only you and I know that he is to blame. Dick must never knownever. Nobody else must ever know. If his father ever finds it out, it will kill him.

For some moments Albeury remained quite still. His lip twitchedI had seen it twitch like that before, when he was deeply moved. At last he spoke.

Nobody shall ever know, he said in the same strained tone. He paused, then:

I must talk on your telephone, he exclaimed suddenly, turning to leave the room.

As he did so, Simon entered.

The two men are here, sir, he said. I have told them you are quite alone. Shall I show them in?


CHAPTER XXVII THE FOUR FACES
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THEY WERE QUIETLY dressed, inoffensive-looking men, one a good deal younger than the other. Judged by their clothes and general appearance they might have been gentlemens servants or superior shop-assistants. Directly they saw that I was not alone, the elder, whose age was fifty or so, said, in a tense voice:

We wish to see you alone, Mr. Berrington. Our business is quite private.

You can talk openly before this gentleman, I answered, for, at a glance from me, Albeury had remained in the room. What do you want to see me about?

In private, please, Mr. Berrington, he repeated doggedly, not heeding my question.

Either you speak to me in this gentlemans presence, I answered, controlling my irritation, or not at all. What do you want?

They hesitated for barely an instant, and I thought my firmness had disconcerted them, when suddenly I saw them exchange a swift glance. The younger man stepped quickly back to the door, which was close behind him, and, without turning, locked it. As he did so his companion sprang to one side with a sharp cry. Albeury had him covered with a revolver. The younger man had already slipped his hand into his pocket, when I sprang upon him.

Though some years have passed since I practised ju-jitsu, I have not forgotten the different holds. In a moment I had his arms locked behind himhad he attempted to struggle then he must have broken his wrists. Turning, I saw that Albeury had the other man still at his mercy with the revolvernot for an instant did he look away from him.

I was about to call loudly to Simon to call the police, when the elder man spoke.

Stop! he gasped, just above a whisper. You have done us. Give us a chance to escape and well help you.

Help me! How? I said, still gripping my man tightly. What have you come for? What did you want?

Were under ordersso help me, we are! he exclaimed huskily. We had at any cost to see you.

And for that you bribed my man, or tried to?

Yesto let us see you alone.

Albeurys arm, extended with the cocked revolver, was as rigid as a rock. The muzzle covered the mans chest. Again the man glanced swiftly at the detective, then went on, speaking quickly:

If youll let us go, well tell everythinganything you want to know!

I glanced an inquiry at Albeury. Though his gaze was still set upon his man, he caught my look.

Rightwell let you go, he said, without moving, if youll tell us everything. Now speak. Why are you here?

Were under orders, the man repeated. We were not to leave this flat with him alive in it, he jerked his chin at me. If we do we shall be killed ourselves when The Four Faces know. But youve done us. Weve got to escape now somehow, if youll let us, and our only way is to give you information thatll help you to get the whole gang arrested. Youve discovered a code we use, and youve tampered with it, and thats whats done it.

Done what?

Got The Four Faces down on you, and made them set on killing you.

Whom do you mean by The Four Faces?

Why, the men and womenyou know them; Gastrell, Stapleton, and the restthe gang known as The Four Faces.

Why are they known as The Four Faces?

Because there are four heads, each being known as The Fat Face, The Long Face, The Thin Face, and The Square Face. And each head has four others of the gang directly under his or her orders.

And Gastrell and Stapleton are faces?

Yes.

But Gastrell is dead.

Dead? Gastrell? Impossible!

Yes. Go on.

For some moments astonishment held him dumb.

Gastrell and the rest of them will be at Eldon Hall, in Northumberland, the day after to-morrow, he said at last, for the coming of age of Cranmeres son. The house is to be lootedcleaned out. Everything is arrangedthe plan is perfectas all the arrangements of The Four Faces always areit cant fail unless

Yes?

Now that you know, you can warn Cranmere. You must warn him to be very careful, for if they get wind theres suspicion about theyll drop it and you wont catch them. You know the robberies and other things thereve been, and nobodys been caughttheyve not even been suspected. Nows your chance to get them allthe first real chance theres ever been. But you mustnt show up, mind that. This house is watchedto see when we come out. Nor you nor your man must go out of this flat till the gangs been caught, every one of themits the day after to-morrow theyll be at Eldon Hall. Theyre expecting a gigantic haul there, including all the Cranmere diamondstheyre worth thousands on thousands. Youre both known by sight, and if youre seen about were just as bad as dead.

He stopped abruptly, then went on:

And you mustnt answer if anybody rings or knocks. And you mustnt answer the telephone. You understand? Nobody must answer it. Its got to be supposed youre both in here, deadyou and your man. Theyve got to think we done it. Theres no one else living in this flat, we know that.

I cant warn Lord Cranmere if I dont go out of here.

He canhe indicated the detective. He can go out at any time. They dont know hes in here. If wed known youd anybody with you wed have come another time. Your man said you were alonequite alone, he saidand, well, we thought the fifty quid had squared him.

Still holding my man tightly in the ju-jitsu grip, I again spoke quickly to the detective.

Isnt he lying? I asked. Is it safe to let them go?

Quite safe, he answered, without an instants hesitation. I know them both. This fellow has been four times in jailthe first time was seventeen years agohe got fourteen months for burglary; the second time was thirteen years ago, for attempted murder, when he got five years; the third was eleven years ago; the fourth was nine years back. Hes got half a dozen aliases or more, and your manlet me see, yes, hes been once in jail: ten years for forgery, went in when he was eighteen and not been out above three years. Its safe to let them goquite safetheyve spoken straight this time, couldnt help themselves.

While Albeury was speaking I had seen the men gasp. They were staring at him now with a look of abject terror. But still I held my man.

I dont like to risk it, I expostulated. The whole tale may be a plant.

Its not, Mr. Berrington. I tell you theyre straight this time, theyve got to be to save their skins. I could put the Yard on to them right awaybut it wouldnt serve our purpose, the gang would then escape.

His revolver still covered the elder mans chest.

Hand out your gun, he said sharply, and empty out your pocketsboth of you.

Soon everything the mens pockets had contained lay upon the floor. Among the things were three pistols, two jemmies, some curious little bottles, and some queer-looking implements I couldnt guess the use of. Just then a thought occurred to me.

But theyd have robbed this flat, I said, if what they say is true.

You are mistaken, Albeury answered. They didnt come for robbery, but on a more serious errandto put an end to you. I know the methods of this gang pretty well, I can assure you. You would have been found dead, and your man dead too most likely, and the circumstances attending your death would all have pointed to suicide, or perhaps to accidental death. But weve not much time to spare. Come.

He turned to the men.

Come over here, both of you, he said sharply, and signalled to me to release my man. I did so. To my surprise, both men seemed cowed. In silence, and without attempt at violence, they followed Albeury across to the escritoire. At that moment it was that the bell of the flat rang loudly. Without stirring, we stood expectantly waiting. I had unlocked the door of the room, and presently Simon entered.

Mr. Osborne would like to see you, sir, he said in his usual tone of deference. When I told him you had visitors he said he wouldnt come in. Hes waiting at the door, sir.

Jack! Splendid! I exclaimed. The very man we want to seeyou have heard me speak of Mr. Osborne, Albeury, and you know plenty about him. I turned to Simon. Show him in here at once, I said. If he still hesitates, say I want particularly to see him.

It seemed quite a long time since last I had met Osborneon the night we had gone together, with poor Preston, to Willow Road, and had afterwards been followed by Alphonse Furneaux. I had felt so annoyed with Jack for becoming enamoured of Jasmine Gastrell after all we had come to know about her that I had felt in no hurry to renew my friendship with him. But now circumstances had arisen, and things had changed. If he were still infatuated with the woman, we should, between the lot of us, I thought, quickly be able to disillusion him.

He looked rather serious as he entered, and glanced from one to another of us inquiringly. I introduced Albeury to him; as I mentioned Albeurys name I saw the two scoundrels start. Evidently he was well known to them by name, and probably by repute.

As I was passing, I looked in, Osborne said, as we havent run across each other for such a long time, but I dont know that Ive got anything in particular to say to you, and you seem to be engaged.

But I have something particular to say to you, I answered quickly, coming at once to the point, as Simon left the room and shut the door behind him. Youve made pretty much of a fool of yourself with that Gastrell woman, Jack, I went on, with difficulty restraining the indignation I felt. You are largely responsible for terrible things that have happened during the past few daysincluding the murder of George Preston.

Murder? The newspapers said it was suicide.

Of course they didit was arranged that they should. Now listen, Jack, I continued seriously. We are on the eve of what may prove to be a tremendous tragedy, of an event that in any case is going to make an enormous sensationnothing less than the capture, or attempted capture, of the whole of the notorious and dangerous gang that a short time ago you appeared to be so desperately anxious to bring to justice. These two men, I indicated them, belong to the gang in the sense that they are employed by it; but they have now turned Kings evidence.

In a few words I outlined to him exactly what had happened. As I stopped speaking, Albeury interrupted.

And if you will now listen, Mr. Osborne, he said, you will hear a complete statement of facts which should interest you.

With that he pulled a notebook out of his pocket, opened it, laid it flat on the escritoire and seated himself, producing his fountain pen. Both men stood beside him.

Rapidly he cross-questioned them, writing quickly down in shorthand every word they spoke. Almost endless were the questions he put concerning the whole gang. One by one the name of each member of it was entered in the notebook, followed by an address which, the men declared, would find himor her. The number of members, we thus discovered, amounted to over twenty, of whom no less than eight were women. Jasmine Gastrells career was described in detail, also Connie Stapletons, Doris Lorrimers, Bob Challoners, Hugesson Gastrells, and the careers of all the rest in addition. The names of some of these were known to us, but the majority were not. Incidentally we now found out that Hugesson Gastrell had never been in Australia, nor yet in Tasmania, and that the story of his having been left a fortune by an uncle was wholly without foundation. The natural son of well-to-do people in Yorkshire, he had been launched penniless on the world to make his way as best he could, and the rapidity with which he had increased his circle of acquaintance among rich and useful people from the time he had become a member of the gang had been not the least remarkable feature in his extraordinary career.

I shall never forget that cross-examination, or the rapidity with which it was conducted. In the course of a quarter of an hour many mysteries which had long puzzled us were revealed, many problems solved. The woman whose stabbed and charred body had been found among the débris of the house in Maresfield Gardens burnt down on Christmas Eve was, it seemed, another of Gastrells victims; he had stabbed her to death, and the house had been fired with a view to destroying all traces of the crime. Questioned further, the elder of the two scoundrels went on to state that he had been in the house in Maresfield Gardens on the night that Osborne and I had called there, just before Christmas, the night we had driven up there from Brookss Club on the pretext of Osbornes having found at the club a purse which he believedso he had told the woman Gastrellto have been dropped by Hugesson Gastrell. Other members of the gang had been in the house at the time, the man said,just before we entered they had been in the very room into which Jasmine Gastrell had shown us when she had at last admitted us, which of course accounted for the dirty tumblers I had noticed on the table, and the chair that had felt hot when I sat in it. She had first opened the door to us, the man continued, under the impression that we were additional members of the gang whom she expectedour rings at the door had accidentally coincided with the rings these men would have given. Then, at once discovering her mistake, and recognizing Osbornes voice, she had deemed it prudent to admit us, thinking thus to allay any suspicion her unusual reception might otherwise arouse in us.

He told us, too, that the great cobra kept by Gastrellhe had owned it from the time it was a tiny thing a foot longhad once or twice been used by him in connection with murders for which he had been responsibleit was far from being harmless, though Gastrell had declared to us that night that it couldnt harm anybody if it tried. Indeed, it seemed that his first intention had been to let it attack us, for he feared that our having recognized him might arouse our suspicion and indirectly lead to his arrest, and for that reason he had, while we were left in darkness in the hall, opened the aperture in the wall through which it was allowed to pass into the room into which Jasmine Gastrell had then admitted us. But a little later, deeming that the crime might be discovered in spite of all the precautions that he would have taken to conceal it, he had suddenly changed his mind, unlocked the door, and come to our rescue at the last moment.

The mysterious affair in Grafton Street had been arrangedthey went on to say when threatened by Albeury with arrest if they refused to tell everythingby Hugesson Gastrell and two accomplices, the two men with whom Osborne had entered into conversation on the night of Gastrells reception in Cumberland Place, and it was a member of the gang, whose name I had not heard beforethe sole occupant of the house at the timewho had questioned Osborne in the dark. Upon the unexpected arrival of the police at Grafton Street this man had clambered through a skylight in the roof, crawled along the roofs of several houses, and there remained hidden until nightfall, when he had escaped down a thieves ladder, which is made of silk rope and so contrived that upon the thiefs reaching the ground he can detach it from the chimney-stack to which it has been fastened. Jasmine Gastrell herself it was who had sent Dulcie the telegram signed with my name, her intention being to decoy me into the Grafton Street house, where I should have shared Osbornes unpleasant experience. It was Gastrell who had murdered Churchill. Who had murdered Preston on board the boat, they declared they didnt know, nor could they say for certain who had inserted in the newspaper the cypher messages disentangled by Dick, for Gastrell, Stapleton, Jasmine Gastrell, and other leaders of the gang were in the habit of communicating with their crowd of confederates by means of secret codes. Incidentally they mentioned that Connie Stapleton was in reality Gastrells wife, and that Jasmine was his mistress, though Harold Logan, found in the hiding-hole at Holt, had been madly in love with her.

There, I said, turning to Jack Osborne as Albeury ended his cross-examination, now youve got it all in black and white. And thats the woman youve been fooling with and say youre going to marrynot merely an adventuress, but a criminal who has herself instigated common burglaries and has connived at and been an accessory to murders! You must be mad, Jackstark, staring. For Heavens sake get over your absurd infatuation.

Its not infatuation on my side only, Mike, he answered, with a curious look that came near to being pathetic. Jasmine is in love with meshe really is. It sounds absurd, I know, under the circumstances, but you know what women are and the extraordinary attachments they sometimes formyes, even the worst of them. Shes promised to start afresh, lead a straight life, if only Ill marry her; she has indeed, and, whats more, shell do it.

I heard Albeury snort, and even the scoundrels, who had stood by looking on and listening, grinned.

In forty-eight hours shell be arrested and sent to jail, I said calmly. Dont be such an utter idiot, Jack!

He sprang to his feet.

Jasmine arrested! he cried. My God, she shant be! Ill go to her now! Ill warn her! Ill

Youll do nothing of the sort, Albeury interrupted. Weve a trap set for the whole crew, more than twenty of them in all, and if you warn that woman shell tell the rest and then

Well, what?

Our plan will be defeatedmore than that, the whole lot of us in this room will be murdered as sure as Im sitting here. Youve heard the truth about this gang from these two men. You know what a desperate crowd they are; what theyd be like if they get their backs against the wall you ought to be able to guess. Mr. Osborne, unless you pledge your solemn word that youll not warn Jasmine Gastrell, I shall be forced to retain you here. Mr. Berrington has told you that I am an international police detective. I have, under the circumstances, the power to arrest you.

Osborne was evidently terribly upset. For a minute he sat, thinking deeply. A glance showed how madly in love he obviously was with the woman. Looking at him, I wondered whether what he had said could by any possibility be truethat Jasmine Gastrell had really lost her heart to him. The idea, at first thought, seemed absurd, even grotesque, and yet

Suddenly Jack looked up.

Supposing, he said, speaking with great deliberation, I pledge my solemn word that I wont warn her of what you intend to do, or give her any reason to suspect that such a plot exists, and that I undertake to take her abroad with me and keep her there for one year from nowI shall marry her at oncewill you undertake that she shall leave the country unmolested, and be left unmolested?

I looked inquiringly at Albeury.

Yes, he said at once. I agree to thatwe both agree to it; thats so, Mr. Berrington?

I nodded. A thing I liked about Albeury was that he made up his mind almost instantlythat he never hesitated a moment.

All the same, Mr. Osborne, he added quickly, you must pardon my saying that I consider you barely sane. Its no business of mine, I know, but do for Gods sake think what you are doing before you bind yourself for life to such a womanthink of it, for life!

Thats all right, Jack answered quietly. Dont distress yourself. I know exactly what I am doing, and

He paused, looking hard at Albeury.

From now onward, he said slowly, Jasmine Gastrell will be a wholly different woman. I am going away with her at once, Albeury; to-morrow, at latestwe may even leave to-night. We shall not return to England for a yearthat I promise you. For a year I shall see neither Berrington nor you nor any of my friends. But in a years time you and Berrington and I, and Jasmine too, will meet again, and then

The telephone in the flat rang loudly. Albeury sprang up. An instant later he was in the hall, preventing Simon from answering the call. Quickly he returned, while the bell continued ringing.

Whats your codeMorse? he said sharply to the men.

Nosecret, the elder man answered.

Quick, thengo; if its not for you, say so.

Carefully the man Albeury had cross-questioned unhooked the receiver. He held it to his ear, and an instant later nodded. Then, with the pencil which hung down by a string, he tapped the transmitter five times, with measured beat.

Still holding the receiver to his ear, he conversed rapidly, by means of taps, with his confederates at the other end. From where we stood, close by, the taps at the other end were faintly audible. For nearly five minutes this conversation by code continued. Then the man hung up the receiver and faced us.

I done it, he said. Now me and my pal can get away from here at onceand both of you, indicating Albeury and Osborne. We shall meet our pals whove watched this housewe shall meet them in Tottenham Court Road in half an hour. Ive told them weve done out Mr. Berrington and his man. They think you both dead. Its a deal, then?

Whats a deal? I asked.

That you and your man stick in here until after the gang has been taken.

Yes, thats understood.

And that you wont answer any bell, or knock, nor any telephone, nor show any sign of life till after theyve been took?

Of course. Thats all arranged.

Then well go, andand good luck to you.

A few moments later we heard them going down the stairs. At once Albeury called Osborne and myself into the room we had just left. Then he rang for Simon.

Everything was quickly settled. Albeury was to go at once to Scotland Yard and make arrangements for the arrest of the gang at Eldon Hall on the following day but one; the arrival of the large body of detectives that would be needed would have, as he explained, to be planned with the greatest secrecy. After that he would catch the night express to the north, and, on the following morning, himself call at Eldon Hall to see Lord Cranmere. He would not alarm him in the least, he said. He would tell him merely that there were suspicions of a proposed attempted robbery, and ask leave to station detectives.

And Im to stay here with Simon, I suppose, I said despondently, until everything is finished.

Not a bit of it, he answered. Simon will stay here, and with him a detective who will arrive to-night at midnight. We may need you at Eldon Hall, and you must be there.

Meet you there? But I have promised those men thatbesides, supposing that I am seen.

As far as those scoundrels are concerned, he answered, all they care about is to save their wretched skins. You wont be seen, that Ill guarantee, but none the less you must be thereits absolutely necessary. A closed car will await you at the Bond Street Tube station at three oclock to-morrow morning. Ask the driver no questionshe will have his orders.

Some minutes later Albeury left us. Osborne had already gone. I told Simon, who had been taken into our confidence, to pack a few necessaries in a small bag for me, and then, seated alone, smoking a cigar for the first time since my return, I allowed my thoughts to wander.


CHAPTER XXVIII THE FACES UNMASKED
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ELDON HALL IS one of those fine old country mansions so much admired, and not infrequently coveted by, rich Americans who come over to do England.

It was the late Colonel North, of nitrate fame, who, upon visiting Killeen Castle, in County Meath, with a view to buying the place for his son, laconically observed: Yes, its not a bad old pile, but much too ramshackle for my son. I could manage to live in it, I dare say, but if my son buys it hell pull it down and rebuild it, a remark which tickled its owner a good deal.

Eldon Hall, in Northumberland, is fully as old and in some respects as venerable a pile as Killeen Castle, though its architecture is wholly different. Many attempts have been made to fix the date of Eldonthe property has been in Lord Cranmeres family from a period, as the lawyers say, so far back that the memory of man runneth not to the contrarybut experts differ considerably in their opinions.

This is due to the fact that though a portion of the old place is undoubtedly Elizabethan, there yet are portions obviously of a much earlier date. According to several authorities the earlier building must at some period have been in part destroyed, most probably, they say, by fire, the portion left intact being then deserted for generations, and, towards the end of the sixteenth century, inhabited again, when, it is further conjectured, the latter part must have been built. The effect produced by this architectural medley is bizarre in the extreme, and many and strange are the local legends and traditions connected with Eldon Hall.

Situated on the slope of a gigantic ravine, twelve miles from the nearest town, and eight from the nearest railway station, and the roads in that part of Northumberland being far from good, until the advent of the automobile Eldon Hall was looked upon by many as, in a sense, inaccessible.

The house being far from the beaten track, few excursionists or trippers came near the place in those days, and, indeed, even to-day the sightseers who find their way there are for the most part Americans. From the ridge of hills which shuts in and practically surrounds the estatehills all densely woodeda panoramic and truly glorious view can be obtained of the wonderfully picturesque scenery that unfolds itself on all sides. Here, then, it was that, on the 28th day of February, 1912, many hundreds of people from all parts of the country, exclusive of local residents and of Lord Cranmeres own tenantry, were to assemble for a week of festivity and rejoicing which, so rumour said, would eclipse anything of the kind ever before seen at Eldon, which long had been famous for its outbursts of entertainment.

Lord Cranmeres elder son, who was about to come of age, was like the typical athletic young Briton. Tall, well-built, handsome, with plenty of self-assurance and a wholly unaffected manner, he was worthy of his fathers pride. It was no exaggeration to say that everybody, rich and poor alike, who came into contact with him, at once fell under the spell of his attractive personality. A popular man himself Lord Cranmere had always been, but his outlook upon life was somewhat narrowin spite of his opportunities he had seen little of life and had few interests beyond fox-hunting, game-shooting and salmon-fishing. His eldest son, on the contrary, had, from the age of eighteen, travelled constantly. Twice already he had been round the world, and so quick was his power of observation that at twenty-one he knew more of life and of things that matter than many a man of his class and twice his age.

It was a glorious morning, the sun shining brightly, and strangely warm for February, as the car in which I had travelled from London with three companions, all of them Scotland Yard men, pulled up at a farmhouse within two miles of Eldon. The journey from London, begun at three in the morning on the previous day, had been broken at Skipton, near Harrogate, where we had spent the night. Now, as the five of usfor our driver was also, I discovered, a member of the forcewalked briskly along the narrow, winding lane in the direction of the park which surrounds Eldon Hall, the morning air was refreshing, also intensely invigorating.

We looked little enough like London men, and I doubt whether anybody meeting us would for an instant have supposed that we were not what we intended that we should look like, namely well-to-do tenantry of Lord Cranmeres bound for the scene of the coming-of-age festivities. It was barely nine oclock, and at eleven the mornings sports were to begin. Several carts overtook us, loaded with cheery fellows; some of whom shouted rustic jests as they passed us by, which my companions were quick to acknowledge. We had walked, I suppose, rather less than a mile, when we suddenly came to a stile.

Heres our short cut, the man who walked beside me said, as he stopped abruptly. Manys the time Ive climbed over this stile more years ago than I like to think, sir, he remarked lightly. My father was under-keeper to his lordships father, and Ive not been back since twenty years. Its not a bit changed, though, the old place, not a bit, Im going, when I retire on my pension, to live down here again. I want to leave my bones where I was born, and where my fathers and mothers are. Its a fine country, this sir, not a county like it in the whole of England, he added with enthusiasm. And you see yonder cross-roads? Thats Clun Crosstheres said to be a highwayman buried at that cross-roads with a stake pushed through his body.

Clun Cross. I remembered the name at once. It was the name that had appeared in one of the advertisements deciphered by Dick.

We made our way up the steep footpath which led across a cramped field. Now we were on the boundary of a thickly underwooded cover.

Theres not a tree in this wood I dont remember, he said, looking about him as we scrambled up the bridle path. Bracken up to our waists was on both sides, and it grew and hung over so thickly that the path was barely visible. As we reached the top of the track he gave a low whistle. Instantly the whistle was answered. A moment later half a dozen men rose up out of the undergrowth.

At the foot of a clump of pine trees in the middle of the wood, we lay down to confer. Then it was I learned, for the first time, something of the line of action the police had decided to adopt.

Forty police officers in various disguises, the majority dressed to look like the tenantry in their holiday clothes, were, it seemed, concealed in the various covers, in addition to a dozen disguised as labourers, stationed in fields beside the roads leading to Eldon Hall.

Besides these were fifteen officers, guests to all appearance, who would arrive with the other guests and mingle with them freely. There were also eight men disguised as hired waiters, who would help the servants below stairs in the Hall, and five female detectives assisting the maids in their work.

Youve got the revolver I gave you? the gamekeepers son said, turning to me suddenly. His name, he had told me, was Ross.

Yes, though I all but forgot it.

Let me see it, he said.

I produced it from my pocket, and handed it over.

I thought so! he exclaimed. Not loaded. He loaded it with the cartridges I gave him, then gave it back to me.

Half an hour passed. One by one the men had risen and wandered away. Now only three remained. Ten minutes later two more rose and went, leaving me alone with Ross. His reminiscences of game-keepinga calling he seemed still to loveand of the former Lord Cranmere and his relations and his friends, also his experiences during the eighteen years he had been in the police force, were interesting to listen to. Brighter and brighter the sun shone. The weather was almost spring-like and no breath of wind stirred. Half a mile or so away, in the valley far beneath us, well-dressed men and women sauntered in the gardens and out upon the lawns. Larger and larger grew the number of these guests. From varying distances came the sound of cars rapidly approaching. In the broad, flat meadow, far down to our right, sports of different sorts were in progress. Beyond them were swings and similar attractions where children in their hundreds thronged and clustered. In all directions flew flags and bunting, while the sharp reports of the shooting-gallery rifles were audible above the blare of the roundabouts steam organs.

Ross pulled out his field glass, and, kneeling up in the deep bracken, focussed the crowds in turn. It was now past noon. From the lawn facing the house the strains of a Strauss valse, played by an excellent band, floated up to where we knelt, though the racket of the steam organs clashed with it to some extent.

Slowly the time crept on. Longer and longer grew the approaching queue of cars. In one field alone, set aside as a garage, I counted over a hundred. Others were left out in the stable yards. Others could be seen, deserted by the roadsides. Beyond the band upon the lawn mammoth marquees had been erected, in which lunch for the vast concourse would presently be served. Already servants in their dozens hurried in and out as they made ready for the feast.

About the queerest job Ive ever had a hand in, this is, Ross observed presently, lowering his glass. What do you make of it, Mr. Berrington?

Nothing as yet, I answered. What puzzles me iswhy did they want to bring me here?

Ross chuckled.

Hes most likely got some reason, he presently murmured. I dont suppose Albeuryd fetch you here for your health.

Again he focussed his glass. Now the people were gradually drifting. Slowly the crowds began to surge in the direction where the tents stood. Now the tents were filling fast. Once more the band was playing. Everyone seemed happy. Joy and laughter were in the air. Engrossed in the panorama which interested me considerably, all thought of my reasons for being there had for the moment faded from my mind, and

Hark! Ross exclaimed.

He remained silent, listening.

What did you hear? I asked, when half a minute had passed.

Didnt you hear it?

No. What?

That buzzing sound. It wasnt a car, Im certain. I believe it was athere, listen!

I heard it now, distinctly. Away to our right it sounded, high in the air, apparently; a strange, humming noise.

An aeroplane?

He nodded.

Quickly the sound increased in volume. Now we saw that the crowds down in the valley had heard it. They were gazing up in the sky, away to our right. Now they were getting excited. Like ants they hurried about. Out of the tents they swarmed, like bees out of a hive that has been stirred up with a stick. And now out of the house, too, they came hurryingguests, men and maidservants, hired helpers, everybody.

The humming grew louder and louder.

Scot! What an idea!

Idea? I exclaimed. What do you mean?

Wed a rumour before leaving town that something unexpected and startling might occur in connection with this affair. This is it, you may depend.

Still I was perplexed.

I dont follow your line of thought, I said. What can an aeroplane have to do with the gang, or they with it? They wouldnt come down in an aeroplane to commit a robbery, surely?

He looked at me, as I thought, pityingly, as though sorry for my lack of imagination, or intelligence, or both.

Now everybody was rushing about; all were hurrying in one direction; a few later stragglers still came stumbling out of the house, running as fast as their legs would carry them. The humming sounded just above our heads. Looking up, we suddenly saw the aeroplane.

A large biplane, containing two passengers, it passed not thirty feet above us, flying horizontally in a straight line. Now it descended a little way, then slowly began to circle. At that moment we heard a shot, fired somewhere in the woods.

Our signal, Ross murmured. Are you ready to go?

Go where?

Youll see.

The aeroplane was descending rapidly. Almost immediately beneath it was gathered a dense crowd. Looking through Rosss glass, I saw one of the passengers waving to the crowd to clear out of the way. A moment later, and the biplane was dashing straight at the people beneath.

Quick! My glass.

I handed it to him. Instantly he levelled it in the direction of the house.

See those men? he said, pointing.

I turned in the direction he was looking. In the main road, just beyond the house, two men seemed to be busy with a large car. As I looked, a third man appeared in the roadway, walking quickly towards them. He stepped into the car behind the one where the two men already were, and, crouching, was at once lost to sight.

Comequickly! Ross exclaimed. You see the idea now? That aeroplane arrival is a ruse to distract everybodys attention. Theres never been an aeroplane up here before. This is the first time most of that crowd, except the guests, have ever seen one. When we get into the house youll find it completely desertedor apparently so. But some of the gang will be busy there, that you may depend uponour men are already there.

With all speed we scrambled through the bracken and down the steep slope towards the house. In five minutes or less we were within fifty yards of Eldon Hall.

The back door stood wide open. Entering cautiously, we found ourselves in the kitchen premises. Kitchen, pantry, every room and the stone-flagged passages were deserted. A moment or two later we pushed open a spring door, to find ourselves in the hall. Nobody was there either, and the front door stood ajar.

Off with your bootsquick!

A glance into the various downstair rooms, all of which were deserted, then up the front stairs we crept in our stockinged feet. On the landing two men stepped noiselessly out of a doorway. Both, I saw, were detectives in rubber shoes.

You know the men of the gang by sight? one of them whispered, as he stood beside me.

Some of them, I answered.

And they know who you are, we understand.

Yes.

Then if you meet oneshoot! Hell shoot you if you dont shoot first.

My hand trembled with excitement as I clutched the pistol in my pocket. My mouth was dry. I could hear my heart thumping. Cautiously I followed Ross along the corridor.

Suddenly a loud report almost deafened me. At the same instant Ross fell forward on to his face, with a hideous crashI can hear it now as I think of it. A moment later a man dashed past me, and tore furiously down the stairs. Springing after him I fired wildly as he ranoncetwice. I had missed him and he was gone. In one of the rooms I could distinctly hear sounds of a scuffle. There were blows, some oaths and a muffled groan. Now the house was suddenly in uproar. The deafening sound of several shots echoed along the corridors. Two men were running towards me. Wildly I flung out my arm, the revolver in my hand aimed point blank at one of them, and then

Something struck me from behind, a fearful blow, and, stumbling, I lost consciousness.



I was in a room, almost in darkness. Like shadows two figures moved noiselessly about. They were figures I didnt recognize. My head ached fearfully. Where was I? What had happened? I remember groaning feebly, and seeing the two figures quickly turn towards me.

Again all was blank.


CONCLUSION
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IT WAS BROAD daylight now, but the blinds were all pulled down. I was in the same room; my head felt on fire. Never had I suffered so terribly. Never, I hope and trust, shall I suffer so again. A woman beside the bed gently held my wrista nurse.

Something soothing was passed between my lips. It relieved me. I felt better.

Many days passed before I became convalescentdark days of nightmare, hideous days of pain. A month elapsed before I was allowed to ask questions concerning that awful day and all that had taken place.

Three of the detectives had been shot deadpoor Ross had been the first victim. Five had been seriously wounded. Several others had been injured. But the entire gang of The Four Faces had finally been captured. Some had been arrested in the house, red-handed; among these were Connie Stapleton and Doris Lorrimerguests at Eldon for the week, they had been discovered in Mrs. Stapletons bedroom in the act of packing into a bag jewellery belonging to Lord and Lady Cranmere. Others had been run down in the woods. Several had been arrested on suspicion at Clun Cross, and upon them had been found evidence proving their identity. Six cars had been held up and their occupants taken into custody.

What upset me most, when all this was told to me, was the news of poor Rosss death. During the short time I had known him I had taken a strong liking to him. He had seemed such a thoroughly honest fellow, so straightforward in every way. He had a wife and several children, he had told meseveral times he had spoken of his wife, to whom he had evidently been devoted. And he had so looked forward to the time, now only two years off, when he would have retired on his pension and returned to his native countyreturned to settle down, if possible, on the Eldon Hall estate. Yet in an instant he had been shot down like a dog by one of those scoundrels he was helping to arrest. It all seemed too terrible, too sad. Well, as soon as I was sufficiently recovered to get about again I would, I decided, visit his widow in London, and see if I could help her in any way.



Six weeks had passed, and I was almost well again. Once more I was staying at Holt Manor. Already the breath of spring was in the air. Sir Roland, recovered at last from the mental shock he had sustained, was there. Aunt Hannah was away, making her annual round of visits. Dulcie and I were wholly undisturbed, except by little Dick, who was at home for his Easter holidays.

As we sauntered in the beautiful woods on a sunny afternoon towards the end of April, discussing our plans for the honeymoonfor we were to be married in a weeks timeDulcie suddenly asked, apropos of nothing:

Mike, why did that detective, Albeury, make you go to Eldon Hall? You were not to take part in the capture. You could quite well have stayed in London.

In a way that was a mistake, I answered. He never intended that I should go further than the farm two miles from the Hall, where we had pulled up. He thought he would need me to identify some of the men about to be arrested, and so he wanted me on the spot. But he had not told me why he wanted me there, so when the police officers prepared to start out for Eldon from the farm, naturally I insisted upon going with themI wanted to see some of the fun, or what I thought was going to be an extremely exciting event.

Which it proved to be, she said seriously.

Just then I remembered something.

Look, my darling, I said, what I received this morning.

I drew out of my pocket a letter, and handed it to her. It bore a German postmark. It had been posted in Alsace-Lorraine.

She unfolded the letter, and slowly read it through.

How dreadful, she said. Poor Jack!

I paused.

It may not be, I said at last. All his life he has done odd and unexpected things, and they have generally turned out well. He has written to me twice since he left England, and I am convinced, now, that he and Jasmine Gastrellor rather Jasmine Osborneare tremendously in love with each other. I told you of his idea that she would, when he had married her, entirely change her life. Perhaps that idea is not as quixotic as we first thought.

Perhaps, if they really love each other she began, then stopped abruptly.

My darling, I murmured, is there any miracle that love isnt able to accomplish? Look what you have faced, what I have faced, during these dreadful months of anxiety and peril. It was love alone that strengthened uslove alone that held us together in those moments of terrible crises. Come.

So we turned slowly homeward in the golden light of the spring afternoon, secure in our love for one another and in the knowledge that the black shadows which had darkened our lives during the past months had at last vanished for ever.

THE END
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CHAPTER I.

INTRODUCES A GENTLEMAN.
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THEN ITS AN entire mystery?

Yes, Phrida.

But its astounding! It really seems so utterly impossible, declared my well-beloved, amazed at what I had just related.

Ive simply stated hard facts.

But theres been nothing about this affair in the papers.

For certain reasons the authorities are not exactly anxious for any publicity. It is a very puzzling problem, and they do not care to own themselves baffled, I replied.

Really, its the most extraordinary story of London life that Ive ever heard, Phrida Shand declared, leaning forward in her chair, clasping her small white hands as, with her elbows upon the table-à-deux, she looked at me with her wondrous dark eyes across the bowl of red tulips between us.

We were lunching together at the Berkeley, in Piccadilly, one January day last year, and had just arrived at the dessert.

The whole thing is quite bewildering, Teddy — an utter enigma, she exclaimed in a low, rather strained voice, her pretty, pointed chin resting upon the back of her hand as she gazed upon me from beneath those long, curved lashes.

I quite agree, was my answer. The police are mystified, and so am I. Sir Digby Kemsley is my friend, you know.

I remember, she said. You once introduced me — at the opening of the Motor Show at Olympia, I believe. A very brilliant and famous man, isnt he?

Rather! A famous engineer. He made the new railway across the Andes, and possesses huge rubber interests in Peru. His name, both in Seina and Valparaiso, is one to conjure with, was my reply; but — —

But what? queried my well-beloved.

Well, theres one fact which greatly increases the mystery — a fact which is yet to be told.

Whats that? she asked eagerly.

I hesitated.

Well, Ive been making inquiries this morning, I replied with some reluctance, and I learn to my blank amazement that there is no such person as my friend.

No such person! she echoed, staring at me, her lips parted. Being seated in a corner, no one could overhear our conversation. I dont follow you!

Well, Sir Digby died somewhere in South America about a year ago, was my quiet response.

What? Was your friend a fraud, eh?

Apparently so. And yet, if he was, he must have been a man of marvellous cunning and subterfuge, I said. He was most popular at the club, known at the Ritz and the Savoy, and other places about town.

He struck me as a man of great refinement — a gentleman, in fact, Phrida said. I recollect him perfectly: tall, rather thin, with a pointed, grey beard, a long, oval face, and thinnish, grey hair. A very lithe, erect man, whose polite, elegant manner was that of a diplomat, and in whose dark eyes was an expression of constant merriment and good humour. He spoke with a slight accent — Scotch, isnt it?

Exactly. You remember him perfectly, dear. A most excellent description, I said; and that same description has been circulated this morning to every police office throughout the United Kingdom, as well as to the prefectures of police in all the European capitals. All the ports are being watched, as it is expected he may make his way abroad.

But what do the authorities suspect? asked Phrida, with a serious look.

Ah, thats just it! They havent yet decided what to suspect.

I looked across at her and thought, though slightly more pale than usual, she had never appeared more charming.

Sweet-faced, slim, with a soft, sibilant voice, and dainty to her finger-tips, she did not look more than nineteen, though her age was twenty-four. How shall I describe her save to say that her oval, well-defined features were perfect, her dark, arched brows gave piquancy to a countenance that was remarked wherever she went, a merry face, with a touch of impudence in her smile — the face of an essentially London girl.

Only daughter of my fathers late partner, James Shand, we had been friends from childhood, and our friendship had, three years ago, blossomed into a deep and mutual affection. Born and bred in Kensington, she cared little for country life. She loved her London, its throbbing streets, its life and movement, its concerts, its bright restaurants, and, most of all, its theatres — for she was an ardent playgoer.

My father, Edward Royle, was head of the firm of well-known chemical manufacturers, Messrs. Royle and Shand, whose works were a feature of the river landscape close to Greenwich, and whose offices were in St. Mary Axe. He had died two years before, pre-deceasing his partner by a year. The business — a big one, for we were the largest chemical manufacturers in England — had been left solely in my hands. Shands widow still lived with Phrida in Cromwell Road, drawing from it an income of seven thousand pounds yearly.

As for myself, I was a bachelor, aged thirty-two, and if golf be a vice I was greatly addicted to it. I occupied a cosy set of chambers, half-way up Albemarle Street, and am thankful to say that in consequence of my fathers business acumen, my balance at my bankers was increasing annually. At the works at Greenwich nearly two thousand hands were employed, and it had always been the firms proud boast that they laboured under the most healthy conditions possible to secure in the manufacture of chemicals.

My father, upon his deathbed, had held my hand and expressed to me his profoundest satisfaction at my engagement with the daughter of his partner, and almost with his last breath had pronounced a blessing upon our union.

Yes, I loved Phrida — loved her with all my heart and all my soul. She was mine — mine for ever.

Yet, as I sat at that little table in the white-enamelled restaurant gazing at her across the bowl of tulips, I felt a strange, a very curious misgiving, an extraordinary misty suspicion, for which I could not in the least account.

I experienced a strange intuition of doubt and vague uncertainty.

The facts we had just been discussing were, to say the least, amazing.

Only the Metropolitan Police and myself were aware of the astounding discovery which had been made that morning — a discovery of which the ever-vigilant London evening newspapers had as yet no inkling.

The affair was being carefully hushed up. In certain quarters — high official quarters, I believe — a flutter of excitement had been caused at noon, when it had become known that a mystery had occurred, one which at the outset New Scotland Yard had acknowledged itself utterly without a clue.

About the affair there was nothing usual, nothing commonplace. The murder mysteries of London always form exciting reading, for it is surely the easiest work of the practised journalist to put forward from day to day fresh clues and exciting propositions.

The present case, however, was an entirely fresh and unheard-of mystery, one such as London had never before known.

In the whole annals of Scotland Yard no case presenting such unusual features had previously been reported.

Have you no theory as to what really occurred? Phrida asked slowly, after a very long and pensive silence.

None whatever, dear, I replied.

What theory could I form? Aye, what indeed?

In order that the exact truth should be made entirely plain to the reader and the mystery viewed in all its phases, it will be best for me to briefly record the main facts prior to entering upon any detail.

The following were the circumstances exactly as I knew them.

At twenty-five minutes to ten on the previous night — the night of January the sixth — I was at home in Albemarle Street, writing letters. Haines, my man, had gone out, and I was alone, when the telephone bell rang. Taking up the receiver I heard the cheery voice of Sir Digby Kemsley asking what I was doing. My prompt reply was that I was staying at home that night, whereupon his voice changed and he asked me in great earnestness to come over to his flat in Harrington Gardens, South Kensington, at eleven oclock.

And look here, he added in a confidential tone, the outside door will be closed at half-past ten and the porter off duty. Ill go down just before eleven and leave the door ajar. Dont let anyone see you come in. Be extremely careful. I have reasons Ill explain afterwards.

Right, I replied, and shut off.

His request seemed just a little curious. It struck me that he perhaps wished to consult with me over some private matter, as he had done once before. Therefore, just before eleven I hailed a taxi in Piccadilly and drove westward past Gloucester Road Station, and into the quiet, eminently select neighbourhood where my friend lived.

At eleven oclock Harrington Gardens — that long thoroughfare of big rather gloomy houses, most of them residences of City merchants, or town houses or flats of people who have seats in the country — was as silent as the grave, and my taxi awoke its echoes until, about half way up, I stopped the man, alighted, and paid him off.

Then, after walking a couple of hundred yards, I found the door ajar and slipped into the hall unobserved.

Ascending the wide carpeted steps to the second floor, the door of the flat was opened noiselessly by the owner himself, and a few seconds later I found myself seated before a big fire in his snug sitting-room.

My friends face was grey and entirely changed, yet his manner was still as polished, cheery, and buoyant as ever.

The flat — quite a small one, though very expensive as he had once remarked to me — was furnished throughout with elegance and taste. Upon its walls everywhere hung curios and savage arms, which he had brought from various parts of the world. The drawing-room was furnished entirely in Arab style, with cedar-wood screens, semi-circular arches, low, soft divans and silken rugs, which he had bought in Egypt, while, in contrast, the little den in which we were sitting at that moment was panelled in white with an old-rose carpet, rendering it essentially bright and modern.

The tall, grey-bearded, elegant man handed me a box of Perfectos Finos, from which we selected, and then, throwing myself into a chair, I slowly lit up.

His back was turned from me at the moment, as he leaned over the writing-table apparently gathering up some papers which he did not desire that I should see. He was facing a circular mirror on the wall, and in it I could see his countenance reflected. The expression upon his face — cold, cynical, sinister — startled me. He placed the papers in a drawer and locked it with a key upon his chain.

Well? I asked. Why all this confounded mystery, Digby?

He turned upon me quickly, his long face usually so full of merriment, grey and drawn. I saw instantly that something very serious was amiss.

I — I want to ask your advice, Royle, he replied in a hard voice scarce above a whisper. Walking to the pretty rug of old-rose and pale green silk spread before the fire he stood upon it, facing me. And — well, truth to tell, I dont want it to be known that youve been here to-night, old fellow.

Why?

For certain private reasons — very strong reasons.

As you wish, my dear chap, was my response, as I drew at his perfect cigar.

Then he looked me straight in the face and said: My motive in asking you here to-night, Royle, is to beg of you to extend your valued friendship to me at a moment which is the greatest crisis of my career. The fact is, Ive played the game of life falsely, and the truth must out, unless — unless you will consent to save me.

I dont follow you, I said, staring at him. What in heavens name do you mean?

My dear boy, Ill put my cards down on the table at once, he said in a slow, deep tone. Lets see — weve known each other for nearly a year. You have been my best friend, entirely devoted to my interests — a staunch friend, better than whom no man could ever desire. In return Ive lied to you, led you to believe that I am what I am not. Why? Because — well, I suppose Im no different to any other man — or woman for the matter of that — I have a skeleton in my cupboard — a grim skeleton, my dear Royle. One which Ive always striven to hide — until to-night, he added with emotion.

But that hardly interferes with our friendship, does it? We all of us have our private affairs, both of business and of heart, I said.

The heart, he echoed bitterly. Ah! yes — the heart. You, my dear boy, are a man of the world. You understand life. You are never narrow-minded — eh? he asked, advancing a step nearer to me.

I hope not, I said. At any rate, Ive always been your friend, ever since our first meeting on the steamer on the Lake of Garda, last February.

The eminent engineer rolled his cigar between his fingers, and calmly contemplated it in silence.

Then, quite abruptly, he exclaimed:

Royle, my present misfortune is due to a woman.

Ah! I sighed. A woman! Always a woman in such cases! Well?

Mind you, I dont blame her in the least, he went on quickly, I — I was hot-tempered, and I miscalculated her power. We quarrelled, and — and she, though so young, refined and pretty, has arisen to crush me.

Anyone I know?

No. I think not, was his slow reply, his dark eyes gazing full into mine as he still stood astride upon the hearthrug.

Then he fidgeted uneasily, stroked his well-clipped grey beard with his strong, bronzed hand, and strode across the room and back again.

Look here, Royle, he exclaimed at last. Youre my friend, so I may as well speak straight out. Will you help me?

Certainly — if I can.

Im in a hole — a confounded hole. Ive been worried ever since I got back from Egypt just before Christmas. Only you can save me.

Me! Why?

I want you to remain my friend; to still believe in me, when — well — when Ive gone under, he answered brokenly, his brows contracting as he spoke.

I dont understand you.

Then Ill speak more plainly. To-night is the last time we shall meet. Ive played the game, I tell you — and Ive lost!

You seem horribly hipped about something to-night, my dear fellow! I exclaimed in wonder at his strange words. In all my circle of friends no man was more level-headed than Sir Digby Kemsley.

Yes, Im not quite myself. Perhaps you wouldnt be, Royle, in the same circumstances. Halting, he stood erect with his hands clasped behind his back. Even then, at that moment of despair, he presented the fine figure of a man in his well-cut dinner clothes and the single ruby in his piqué shirt-front. I want to entrust a secret to you — a great secret, he went on a few seconds later. I tell you that to-night is the last occasion we shall ever meet, but I beg — may I implore you to judge me with leniency, to form no unjust conclusions, and when you remember me to regard my memory as that of a man who was not a rogue, but a victim of untoward circumstances.

Really, my dear fellow, I said, you speak in enigmas. What do you mean — you intend what?

That matters nothing to you, Royle, was his hoarse reply. I merely ask for your continued friendship. I ask that you will treat my successor here in the exact manner in which you have treated me — that you will become his firm friend — and that you will perform for me one great and most important service.

Your successor! Who will succeed you? You have no son!

No, I have no male relation whatever, he replied. But we were speaking of the favour I am begging of you to perform for me. On the fourteenth of January I shall not be here, but it is highly necessary that on that evening, at eight oclock, a secret message should be delivered into the hands of a certain lady — a message from myself. Will you do it?

Certainly. Are you going abroad again?

I — well, I can hardly tell. I may be dead by then — who knows? And he smiled grimly.

He returned to his writing-table, unlocked a drawer, and took therefrom a letter which was carefully sealed with black wax.

Now, listen, he said, holding the letter in his fingers; on the night of the fourteenth, just at eight oclock precisely, go to the Piccadilly tube station, stand at the telephone box numbered four on the Haymarket side, when a lady in black will approach you and ask news of me. In response you will give her this note. But there is a further condition: you may be watched and recognised, therefore be extremely careful that you are not followed on that day, and, above all, adopt some effective disguise. Go there dressed as a working-man, I would suggest.

That request, Kemsley, is certainly a very queer one, I remarked. Is she the lady?

He smiled, and I took that as an affirmative.

You say shell be dressed in black. Lots of ladies dress in black. I might mistake her.

Not very likely. I forgot to tell you that she will wear a small spray of mimosa.

Ah, that shows originality, I remarked. Mimosa is not often worn on the person.

It will serve as a distinguishing mark. Then, after a pause, he added, handing me the letter: There is one further request I want to make — or, at least, I want you to give me your promise, Royle. I ask you to make a solemn vow to me that if any suspicion arises within your mind, that you will believe nothing without absolute and decisive proof. I mean that you will not misjudge her.

I certainly will not.

Your hand upon it?

I put forth my hand and, gripping his warmly, gave him my word of honour.

I hope you will never regret this, Royle, he said in an earnest tone.

We are friends, I remarked simply.

And I trust, Royle, you will never regret the responsibility which you have accepted on my behalf, he said in a deep, hard voice — the voice of a desperate man. Remember to treat my successor exactly as you have treated me. Be his best friend, as he will be yours. You will be astonished, amazed, mystified, no doubt, at the events which must, alas! inevitably occur. But it is not my fault, Royle, believe me, he declared with solemn emphasis. It is, alas! my misfortune!


CHAPTER II.

THE SCENT.
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AFTER GIVING ME the letter, and receiving my assurance that it would be safely delivered, Sir Digbys spirits seemed somewhat to revive.

He chatted in his old, good-humoured style, drank a whisky and soda, and, just before one oclock, let me out, urging me to descend the stairs noiselessly lest the hall-porter should know that he had had a visitor.

Time after time I had questioned him regarding his strange reference to his successor, but to all my queries he was entirely dumb. He had, I recollected, never been the same since his return from a flying visit to Egypt.

The future will, no doubt, astound you, but I know, Royle, that you are a man of honour and of your word, and that you will keep your promise at all hazards, was all he would reply.

The secrecy with which I had entered and left caused me considerable curiosity. Kemsley was one of those free, bluff, open-hearted, open-handed, men. He was never secretive, never elusive. I could only account for his curious, mystifying actions by the fact that the reputation of a woman was at stake — that he was acting for her protection.

And I was to meet that woman face to face in eight days time!

As I walked towards Gloucester Road Station — where I hoped to find a taxi — all was silence. At that hour the streets of South Kensington are as deserted as a graveyard, and as I bent towards the cutting wind from the east, I wondered who could be the mysterious woman who had broken up my dear friends future plans. Yet he bore her no malice. Some mens temperaments are really curious.

Beneath a street-lamp I paused and looked at the superscription upon the envelope. It ran:

For E. P. K.

The initial K! Was the lady Digbys wife? That was the suspicion which at once fell upon me, and by which I became convinced.

At half-past one oclock I let myself into my own flat in Albemarle Street. The faithful Haines, who had been a marine wardroom servant in the navy before entering my employ, was awaiting me.

The telephone bell rang ten minutes ago, sir, he said. Sir Digby Kemsley wishes to speak to you.

Very well! I replied. You can go to bed.

The man placed my tray with whisky and soda upon the little table near my chair, as was his habit, and, wishing me good-night, retired.

I went to the telephone, and asked for Digbys number.

After a few seconds a voice, which at first I failed to recognise, replied to mine:

I say, Royle; Im so sorry to disturb you, old chap, but could you possibly come back here at once?

What? I asked, very surprised. Is it so very important? Cant it wait till to-morrow?

No, unfortunately it cant. Its most imperative that I should see you. Something has happened. Do come! he begged. But dont attract attention — you understand!

Something happened! I echoed. What?

That woman. Come at once — do, theres a good fellow. Will you — for my sake and hers?

The mention of the woman decided me, so I replied All right! and hung up the receiver.

Within half an hour I alighted in Courtfield Gardens and walked up Harrington Gardens to the door of my friends house, which I saw was already ajar in anticipation of my arrival.

Closing the door noiselessly, in order not to attract the attention of the alert porter who lived in the basement, I crept up the carpeted stairs to the door of the flat, which I found also ajar.

Having closed the door, I slipped into the hall and made my way to the warm, cosy room I had left earlier that night.

The door was closed, and without ceremony I turned the handle.

I threw it open laughingly in order to surprise my friend, but next instant halted in amazement upon the threshold.

I stood there breathless, staring in speechless wonder, and drawing back.

Im really very sorry! I exclaimed. I thought Sir Digby was here!

The man who had risen from his chair and bowed when I opened the door was about the same build, but, apparently, a trifle younger. He had iron-grey hair and a pointed beard, but his face was more triangular, with higher cheek-bones, and eyes more brilliant and deeper set.

His thin countenance relaxed into a pleasant smile as he replied in a calm, suave voice:

I am Sir Digby Kemsley, and you — I believe — are Mr. Edward Royle — my friend — my very intimate friend — are you not?

You! I gasped, staring at him.

And then, for several seconds I failed to articulate any further words. The imposture was so utterly barefaced.

You are not Sir Digby Kemsley, I went on angrily at last. What trick is this?

No trick whatever, my dear Royle, was the mans quiet reply as he stood upon the hearthrug in the same position in which my friend had stood an hour before. I tell you that my name is Kemsley — Sir Digby Kemsley.

Then you assert that this flat is yours?

Most certainly I do.

Bosh! How can you expect me to believe such a transparent tale? I cried impatiently. Where is my friend?

I am your friend, my dear Royle! he laughed.

Youre not.

But did you not, only an hour ago, promise him to treat his successor in the same manner in which you had treated himself? the man asked very slowly, his high, deep-set eyes fixed upon me with a crafty, almost snake-like expression, an expression that was distinctly one of evil.

True, I did, was my quick reply. But I never bargained for this attempted imposture.

I tell you it is no imposture! declared the man before me. You will, perhaps, understand later. Have a cigar, and he took up Digbys box and handed it to me.

I declined very abruptly, and without much politeness, I fear.

I was surveying the man who, with such astounding impudence, was attempting to impose upon me a false identity. There was something curiously striking in his appearance, but what it was I could not exactly determine. His speech was soft and educated, in a slightly higher pitch than my friends; his hands white and carefully manicured, yet, as he stood, I noted that his left shoulder was slightly higher than the other, that his dress clothes ill-fitted him in consequence; that in his shirt-front were two rare, orange-coloured gems such as I had never seen before, and, further, that when I caught him side face, it much resembled Digbys, so aquiline as to present an almost birdlike appearance.

Look here! I exclaimed in anger a few moments later. Why have you called me over here? When you spoke to me your voice struck me as peculiar, but I put it down to the distortion of sound on the telephone.

I wanted to see if you recognised my other self, he answered with a smile.

At this late hour? Couldnt you have postponed your ghastly joke till the morning? I asked.

Joke! he echoed, his face suddenly pale and serious. This is no joke, Royle, but a very serious matter. The most serious that can occur in any mans life.

Well, what is it? Tell me the truth.

You shall know that later.

Where is Sir Digby?

Here! I am Sir Digby, I tell you.

I mean my friend.

I am your friend, was the mans response, as he turned away towards the writing-table. The friend you first met on the Lake of Garda.

Now, why all this secrecy? I asked. I was first called here and warned not to show myself, and, on arrival, find you here.

And who else did you expect to find? he asked with a faint smile.

I expected to find my friend.

But I am your friend, he asserted. You promised me only an hour ago that you would treat my successor exactly as you treated me. And, he added, I am my own successor!

I stood much puzzled.

There were certain features in his countenance that were much like Digbys, and certain tones in his voice that were the same. His hands seemed the same, too, and yet he was not Digby himself.

How can I believe you if you refuse to be frank and open with me? I asked.

You promised me, Royle, and a good deal depends upon your promise, he replied, looking me squarely in the face. Perhaps even your own future.

My future! I echoed. What has that to do with you, pray? I demanded angrily.

More than you imagine, was his low response, his eyes fixed upon mine.

Well, all I know is that you are endeavouring to make me believe that you are what you are not. Some evil purpose is, no doubt, behind it all. But such an endeavour is an insult to my intelligence, I declared.

The man laughed a low, harsh laugh and turned away.

I demand to know where my friend is! I cried, stepping after him across the room, and facing him again.

My dear Royle, he replied, in that curious, high-pitched voice, yet with a calm, irritating demeanour. Havent I already told you I am your friend?

Its a lie! You are not Sir Digby! I cried angrily. I shall inform the police that Ive found you usurping his place and name, and leave them to solve the mystery.

Act just as you think fit, my dear old fellow, he laughed. Perhaps the police might discover more than you yourself would care for them to know.

His words caused me to ponder. At what could he be hinting?

He saw my hesitancy, and with a sudden movement placed his face close to me, saying:

My dear fellow look — look into my countenance, you surely can penetrate my disguise. It cannot be so very perfect, surely.

I looked, but turned from him in disgust.

No. Stop this infernal fooling! I cried. Ive never seen you before in my life.

He burst out laughing — laughed heartily, and with genuine amusement.

His attitude held me in surprise.

You refuse to be my friend, Royle — but I desire to be yours, if you will allow me, he said.

I can have no friend whom I cannot trust, I repeated.

Naturally. But I hope you will soon learn to trust me, was his quiet retort. I called you back to-night in order to see if you — my most intimate friend — would recognise me. But you do not. I am, therefore, safe — safe to go forth and perform a certain mission which it is imperative that I should perform.

You are fooling me, I declared.

For a second he looked straight and unflinchingly into my eyes, then with a sudden movement he drew the left cuff of his dress shirt up to the elbow and held out his forearm for me to gaze upon.

I looked.

Then I stood dumbfounded, for half-way up the forearm, on the inside, was the cicatrice of an old knife wound which long ago, he had told me, had been made by an Indian in South America who had attempted to kill him, and whom he had shot in self-defence.

You believe me now? he asked, in a voice scarce above a whisper.

Of course, I said. Pardon me, Digby — but this change in your personality is marvellous — almost superhuman!

So Ive been told before, he replied lightly.

But, really, didnt you penetrate it? he asked, resuming his normal voice.

No. I certainly did not, I answered, and helping myself to a drink, swallowed it.

Well? I went on. What does this mean?

At present I cant exactly tell you what I intend doing, he replied. To-night I wanted to test you, and have done so. Its late now, he added, glancing at the clock, which showed it to be half-past two oclock in the morning. Come in to-morrow at ten, will you? he asked. I want to discuss the future with you very seriously. I have something to say which concerns your own future, and which also closely concerns a friend of yours. So come in your own interests, Royle — now dont fail, I beg of you!

But cant you tell me to-night, I asked.

Not until I know something of what my own movements are to be, he replied. I cannot know before to-morrow, he replied with a mysterious air. So if you wish to be forewarned of an impending peril, come and see me and I will then explain. We shall, no doubt, be on closer terms to-morrow. Au revoir, and he took my hand warmly and then let me out.

The rather narrow, ill-lit staircase, the outer door of which had been shut for hours, was close and stuffy, but as I descended the second flight and was about to pass along the hall to the door, I distinctly heard a movement in the shadow where, on my left, the hall continued along to the door of the ground-floor flat.

I peered over the banisters, but in the darkness could distinguish nothing.

That somebody was lurking there I instantly felt assured, and next moment the truth became revealed by two facts.

The first was a light, almost imperceptible noise, the jingle of a womans bangles, and, secondly, the faint odour of some subtle perfume, a sweet, intoxicating scent such as my nostrils had never greeted before.

For the moment I felt surprise, but as the hidden lady was apparently standing outside the ground-floor flat — perhaps awaiting admittance — I felt it to be no concern of mine, and proceeding, opened the outer door and passed outside, closing it quietly after me.

An unusually sweet perfume one can seldom forget. Even out in the keen night air that delightful odour seemed to cling to my memory — the latest creation of the Rue de la Paix, I supposed.

Well, I duly returned home to Albemarle Street once again, utterly mystified.

What did it all mean? Why had Digby adopted such a marvellous disguise? What did he mean by saying that he wished to stand my friend and safeguard me from impending evil?

Yes, it was all a mystery — but surely not so great a mystery as that which was to follow. Ah! had I but suspected the astounding truth how very differently would I have acted!

Filled with curiosity regarding Digbys strange forebodings, I alighted from a taxi in Harrington Gardens at a quarter to eleven that same morning, but on entering found the uniformed hall-porter in a great state of excitement and alarm.

Oh, sir! he cried breathlessly, advancing towards me. Youre a friend of Sir Digbys sir. The police are upstairs. Something extraordinary has happened.

The police! I gasped. Why, whats happened?

Well, sir. As his man left the day before yesterday, my wife went up to Sir Digbys flat as usual this morning about eight, and put him his early cup of tea outside his door. But when she went in again she found he had not taken it into his room. She believed him to be asleep, so not till ten oclock did she go into the sitting-room to draw up the blinds, when, to her horror, she found a young lady, a perfect stranger, lying stretched on the floor there! She rushed down and told me, and I went up. I found that Sir Digbys bed hadnt been slept in, and that though the poor girl was unconscious, she was still breathing. So I at once called in the constable on point duty at the corner of Collingham Road, and he phoned to the police station.

But the girl — is she dead? I inquired quickly.

I dont know, sir. Youd better go upstairs. Theres an inspector, two plain-clothes men, and a doctor up there.

He took me up in the lift, and a few moments later I stood beside Digbys bed, whereon the men had laid the inanimate form of a well-dressed girl whom I judged to be about twenty-two, whose dark hair, unbound, lay in disorder upon the pillow. The face, white as marble, was handsome and clean cut, but upon it, alas! was the ashen hue of death, the pale lips slightly parted as though in a half-sarcastic smile.

The doctor was bending over her making his examination.

I looked upon her for a moment, but it was a countenance which I had never seen before. Digby had many lady friends, but I had never seen her among them. She was a perfect stranger.

Her gown was of dark blue serge, smartly made, and beneath her coat she wore a cream silk blouse with deep sailor collar open at the neck, and a soft flowing bow of turquoise blue. This, however, had been disarranged by the doctor in opening her blouse to listen to her breathing, and I saw that upon it was a small crimson stain.

Yes, she was remarkably good-looking, without a doubt.

When I announced myself as an intimate friend of Sir Digby Kemsley, the inspector at once took me into the adjoining room and began to eagerly question me.

With him I was perfectly frank; but I said nothing regarding my second visit there in the night.

My gravest concern was the whereabouts of my friend.

This is a very curious case, Mr. Royle, declared the inspector. The C.I.D. men have established one fact — that another woman was with the stranger here in the early hours of this morning. This hair-comb — and he showed me a small side-comb of dark green horn— was found close beside her on the floor. Also a couple of hair-pins, which are different to those in the dead womans hair. There was a struggle, no doubt, and the woman got away. In the poor girls hair are two tortoiseshell side-combs.

But what is her injury? I asked breathlessly.

Shes been stabbed, he replied. Lets go back.

Together we re-entered the room, but as we did so we saw that the doctor had now left the bedside, and was speaking earnestly with the two detectives.

Well, doctor? asked the inspector in a low voice.

Shes quite dead — murder, without a doubt, was his reply. The girl was struck beneath the left breast — a small punctured wound, but fatal!

The woman who left this hair-comb behind knows something about the affair evidently, exclaimed the inspector. We must first discover Sir Digby Kemsley. He seems to have been here up until eleven oclock last night. Then he mysteriously disappeared, and the stranger entered unseen, two very curious and suspicious circumstances. I wonder who the poor girl was?

The two detectives were discussing the affair in low voices. Here was a complete and very remarkable mystery, which, from the first, the police told me they intended to keep to themselves, and not allow a syllable of it to leak out to the public through the newspapers.

A woman had been there!

Did there not exist vividly in my recollection that strange encounter in the darkness of the stairs? The jingle of the golden bangles, and the sweet odour of that delicious perfume?

But I said nothing. I intended that the police should prosecute their inquiries, find my friend, and establish the identity of the mysterious girl who had met with such an untimely end presumably at the hands of that woman who had been lurking in the darkness awaiting my departure.

Truly it was a mystery, a most remarkable problem among the many which occur each week amid the amazing labyrinth of humanity which we term London life.

Sir Digby Kemsley had disappeared. Where?

Half an hour after noon I had left Harrington Gardens utterly bewildered, and returned to Albemarle Street, and at half-past one met Phrida at the Berkeley, where, as I have already described, we lunched together.

I had revealed to her everything under seal of the secrecy placed upon me by the police — everything save that suspicion I had had in the darkness, and the suspicion the police also held — the suspicion of a woman.

Relation of the curious affair seemed to have unnerved her. She had become paler and was fidgeting with her serviette. Loving me so devotedly, she seemed to entertain vague and ridiculous fears regarding my own personal safety.

It was very foolish and hazardous of you to have returned there at that hour, dear, she declared with sweet solicitation, as she drew on her white gloves preparatory to leaving the restaurant, for I had already paid the bill and drained my liqueur-glass.

I dont see why, I said. Whatever could have happened to me, when — —

My sentence remained unfinished.

I held my breath. The colour must have left my cheeks, I know.

My well-beloved had at that moment opened her handbag and taken out her wisp of lace handkerchief.

My nostrils were instantly filled with that same sweet, subtle perfume which I so vividly recollected, the identical perfume of the woman concealed in that dark passage-way!

Her bangles, two thin gold ones, jingled as she moved — that same sound which had come up to me from the blackness. I sat like a statue, staring at her amazed, aghast, like a man in a dream.


CHAPTER III.

DESCRIBES THE TRYSTING-PLACE.
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I DROVE PHRIDA back to Cromwell Road in a taxi.

As I sat beside her, that sweet irritating perfume filled my senses, almost intoxicating me. For some time I remained silent; then, unable to longer restrain my curiosity, I exclaimed with a calm, irresponsible air, though with great difficulty of self-restraint:

What awfully nice perfume you have, dearest! Surely its new, isnt it? I never remember smelling it before!

Quite new, and rather delicious, dont you think? My cousin Arthur brought it from Paris a few days ago. I only opened the bottle last night. Mother declared it to be the sweetest shes ever smelt. Its so very strong that one single drop is sufficient.

What do they call it?

Parfait dAmour. Lauzan, in the Placé Vendôme, makes it. Its quite new, and not yet on the market, Arthur said. He got it — a sample bottle — from a friend of his in the perfume trade.

Not on the market! Those words of hers condemned her. Little did she dream that I had smelt that same sweet, subtle odour as I descended the stairs from Sir Digbys flat. She, no doubt, had recognised my silhouette in the half darkness, yet nevertheless she felt herself quite safe, knowing that I had not seen her.

Why had she been lurking there?

A black cloud of suspicion fell upon me. She kept up a desultory conversation as we went along Piccadilly in the dreary gloom of that dull January afternoon, but I only replied in monosyllables, until at length she remarked:

Really, Teddy, youre not thinking of a word Im saying. I suppose your mind is centred upon your friend — the man who has turned out to be an impostor.

The conclusion of that sentence and its tone showed a distinct antagonism.

It was true that the man whom I had known as Sir Digby Kemsley — the man who for years past had been so popular among a really good set in London — was according to the police an impostor.

The detective-inspector had told me so. From the flat in Harrington Gardens the men of the Criminal Investigation Department had rung up New Scotland Yard to make their report, and about noon, while I was resting at home in Albemarle Street, I was told over the telephone that my whilom friend was not the man I had believed him to be.

As I had listened to the inspectors voice, I heard him say:

Theres another complication of this affair, Mr. Royle. Your friend could not have been Sir Digby Kemsley, for that gentleman died suddenly a year ago, at Huacho, in Peru. There was some mystery about his death, it seems, for it was reported by the British Consul at Lima. Inspector Edwards, of the C.I. Department, will call upon you this afternoon. What time could you conveniently be at home?

I named five oclock, and that appointment I intended, at all hazards, to keep.

The big, heavily-furnished drawing-room in Cromwell Road was dark and sombre as I stood with Phrida, who, bright and happy, pulled off her gloves and declared to her mother — that charming, sedate, grey-haired, but wonderfully preserved, woman — that she had had such a jolly lunch.

I saw the Redmaynes there, mother, she was saying. Mr. Redmayne has asked us to lunch with them at the Carlton next Tuesday. Can we go?

I think so, dear, was her mothers reply. Ill look at my engagements.

Oh, do lets go! Ida is coming home from her trip to the West Indies. I do want to see her so much.

Strange it was that my well-beloved, in face of that amazing mystery, preserved such an extraordinary, nay, an astounding, calm. I was thinking of the little side-comb of green horn, for I had seen her wearing a pair exactly similar!

Standing by I watched her pale sweet countenance, full of speechless wonder.

After the first moment of suspense she had found herself treading firm ground, and now, feeling herself perfectly secure, she had assumed a perfectly frank and confident attitude.

Yet the perfume still arose to my nostrils — the sweet, subtle scent which had condemned her.

I briefly related to Mrs. Shand my amazing adventures of the previous night, my eyes furtively upon Phridas countenance the while. Strangely enough, she betrayed no guilty knowledge, but fell to discussing the mystery with ease and common-sense calm.

What I cant really make out is how your friend could have had the audacity to pose as Sir Digby Kemsley, well knowing that the real person was alive, she remarked.

The police have discovered that Sir Digby died in Peru last January, I said.

While your friend was in London?

Certainly. My friend — I shall still call him Sir Digby, for I have known him by no other name — has not been abroad since last July, when he went on business to Moscow.

How very extraordinary, remarked Mrs. Shand. Your friend must surely have had some object in posing as the dead man.

But he posed as a man who was still alive! I exclaimed.

Until, perhaps, he was found out, observed Phrida shrewdly. Then he bolted.

I glanced at her quickly. Did those words betray any knowledge of the truth, I wondered.

Apparently there was some mystery surrounding the death of Sir Digby at Huacho, I remarked. The British Consul in Lima made a report upon it to the Foreign Office, who, in turn, handed it to Scotland Yard. I wonder what it was.

When you know, we shall be better able to judge the matter and to form some theory, Phrida said, crossing the room and re-arranging the big bowl of daffodils in the window.

I remained about an hour, and then, amazed at the calmness of my well-beloved, I returned to my rooms.

In impatience I waited till a quarter past five, when Haines ushered in a tall, well-dressed, clean-shaven man, wearing a dark grey overcoat and white slip beneath his waistcoat, and who introduced himself as Inspector Charles Edwards.

Ive called, Mr. Royle, in order to make some further inquiries regarding this person you have known as Sir Digby Kemsley, he said when he had seated himself. A very curious affair happened last night. Ive been down to Harrington Gardens, and have had a look around there myself. Many features of the affair are unique.

Yes, I agreed. It is curious — very curious.

I have a copy of your statement regarding your visit to the house during the night, said the official, who was one of the Council of Seven at the Yard, looking up at me suddenly from the cigarette he was about to light. Have you any suspicion who killed the young lady?

How can I have — except that my friend — —

Is missing — eh?

Exactly.

But now, tell me all about this friend whom you knew as Sir Digby Kemsley. How did you first become acquainted with him?

I met him on a steamer on the Lake of Garda this last summer, was my reply. I was staying at Riva, the little town at the north end of the lake, over the Austrian frontier, and one day took the steamer down to Gardone, in Italy. We sat next each other at lunch on board, and, owing to a chance conversation, became friends.

What did he tell you?

Well, only that he was travelling for his health. He mentioned that he had been a great deal in South America, and was then over in Europe for a holiday. Indeed, on the first day we met, he did not even mention his name, and I quite forgot to ask for it. In travelling one meets so many people who are only of brief passing interest. It was not until a week later, when I found him staying in the same hotel as myself, the Cavour, in Milan, I learnt from the hall-porter that he was Sir Digby Kemsley, the great engineer. We travelled to Florence together, and stayed at the Baglioni, but one morning when I came down I found a hurried note awaiting me. From the hall-porter I learned that a gentleman had arrived in the middle of the night, and Sir Digby, after an excited controversy, left with him for London. In the note he gave me his address in Harrington Gardens, and asked me not to fail to call on my return to town.

Curious to have a visitor in the middle of the night, remarked the detective reflectively.

I thought so at the time, but, knowing him to be a man of wide business interests, concluded that it was someone who had brought him an urgent message, I replied. Well, the rest is quickly told. On my return home I sought him out, with the result that we became great friends.

You had no suspicion that he was an impostor?

None whatever. He seemed well known in London, I replied. Besides, if he was not the real Sir Digby, how is it possible that he could have so completely deceived his friends! Why, he has visited the offices of Colliers, the great railway contractors in Westminster — the firm who constructed the railway in Peru. I recollect calling there with him in a taxi one day.

Edwards smiled.

He probably did that to impress you, sir, he replied. They may have known him as somebody else. Or he simply went in and made an inquiry. Hes evidently a very clever person.

Personally, I could not see how my friend could possibly have posed as Sir Digby Kemsley if he were not, even though Edwards pointed out that the real Sir Digby had only been in London a fortnight for the past nine years.

Still, on viewing the whole situation, I confess inclination towards the belief that my friend was, notwithstanding the allegations, the real Sir Digby.

And yet those strange words of his, spoken in such confidence on the previous night, recurred to me. There was mystery somewhere — a far more obscure mystery even than what was apparent at that moment.

Tell me what is known concerning Sir Digbys death in Peru, I asked.

From the report furnished to us at the Yard it seems that one day last August, while the gentleman in question was riding upon a trolley on the Cerro de Pasco railway, the conveyance was accidentally overturned into a river, and he was badly injured in the spine. A friend of his, a somewhat mysterious Englishman named Cane, brought him down to the hospital at Lima, and after two months there, he becoming convalescent, was conveyed for fresh air to Huacho, on the sea. Here he lived with Cane in a small bungalow in a somewhat retired spot, until on one night in February last year something occurred — but exactly what, nobody is able to tell. Sir Digby was found by his Peruvian servant dead from snake-bite. Cane evinced the greatest distress and horror until, of a sudden, a second man-servant declared that he had heard his master cry out in terror as he lay helpless in his bed. He heard him shriek: You — you blackguard, Cane — take the thing away! Ah! God! Youve — youve killed me! Cane denied it, and proved that he was at a friends house playing cards at the hour when the servant heard his master shout for help. Next day, however, he disappeared. Our Consul in Lima took up the matter, and in due course a full report of the affair was forwarded to the Yard, together with a very detailed description of the man wanted. This we sent around the world, but up to to-day without result.

Then the man Cane was apparently responsible for the death of the invalid, I remarked.

I think so — without a doubt.

But who was the invalid? Was he the real Sir Digby?

Aye, thats the question, said Edwards, thrusting his hands into his trouser pockets. For some moments we both sat staring blankly into the fire.

Among the papers sent to us, he said very slowly at last, was this. Read it, and tell me your opinion.

And then he took from his pocket-book and handed me a half-sheet of thin foreign notepaper, which had been closely written upon on both sides. It was apparently a sheet from a letter, for there was no beginning and no ending.

The handwriting was educated, though small and crabbed, and the ink brown and half-faded, perhaps because of its exposure to a tropical climate. It had been written by a man, without a doubt.

That, said Edwards, was found in a pocket-book belonging to Cane, which, in his hasty flight, he apparently forgot. According to our report the wallet was found concealed beneath the mattress of his bed, as though he feared lest anyone should read and learn what it contained. Read it, and tell me what you think.

I took the sheet of thin paper in my fingers, and, crossing the room to a brighter light, managed to decipher the writing as follows:

... At fourteen paces from where this wall rises from the lawn stands the ever-plashing fountain. The basin is circular, while around runs a paved path, hemmed in by smoke-blackened laurels and cut off from the public way by iron railings. The water falls with pleasant cadence into a small basin set upon a base of moss-grown rockwork. Looking south one meets a vista of green grass, of never-ceasing London traffic, and one tall distant factory chimney away in the grey haze, while around the fountain are four stunted trees. On the right stretches a strip of garden, in spring green and gay with bulbs which bloom and die unnoticed by the hundreds upon hundreds of Londons workers who pass and re-pass daily in their mad, reckless hurry to earn the wherewithal to live.

Halt upon the gravel at that spot on the twenty-third of the month punctually at noon, and she will pass wearing the yellow flower. It is the only trysting-place. She has kept it religiously for one whole year without — alas! — effecting a meeting. Go there — tell her that I still live, shake her hand in greeting and assure her that I will come there as soon as ever I am given strength so to do.

I have been at that spot once only, yet every detail of its appearance is impressed indelibly upon my memory. Alas! that I do not know its name. Search and you will assuredly find it — and you will see her. You will speak, and give her courage.



I bit my lip.

A sudden thought illuminated my mind.

The yellow flower!

Was not the mysterious woman whom I was to meet on the night of the fourteenth also to wear a yellow flower — the mimosa!


CHAPTER IV.

DEAR OLD DIG.
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I TOLD EDWARDS nothing of Sir Digbys curious request, of his strange confidences, or of the mysterious letter to E. P. K., which now reposed in a locked drawer in my writing-table.

My friend, be he impostor or not, had always treated me strictly honourably and well. Therefore, I did not intend to betray him, although he might be a fugitive hunted by the police.

Yet was he a fugitive? Did not his words to me and his marvellous disguise prior to the tragedy imply an intention to disappear?

The enigma was indeed beyond solution.

At seven oclock my visitor, finding necessity to revisit Harrington Gardens, I eagerly accompanied him.

There is a briskness and brightness in Piccadilly at seven oclock on a clear, cold, winters night unequalled in any thoroughfare in the world. On the pavements and in the motor-buses are thousands of Londons workers hurrying to their homes in western suburbs, mostly the female employees of the hundreds of shops and work-rooms which supply the worlds fashions — for, after all, London has now ousted Paris as the centre of the feminine mode — the shops are still gaily lit, the club windows have not yet drawn their blinds, and as motors and taxis flash past eastward, one catches glimpses of pretty women in gay evening gowns, accompanied by their male escorts on pleasure bent: the restaurant, the theatre, and the supper, until the unwelcome cry — that cry which resounds at half-past twelve from end to end of Greater London, Time, please, ladies and gentlemen. Time! — the pharisaical decree that further harmless merriment is forbidden. How the foreigner laughs at our childish obedience to the decree of the killjoys. And well he may, especially when we know full well that while the good people of the middle class are forced to return to the dulness of their particular suburb, the people of the class above them can sneak in by back doors of unsuspected places, and indulge in drinking, gambling, and dancing till daylight. Truly the middle-class Londoner is a meek, obedient person. One day, however, he may revolt.

Piccadilly was particularly bright and gay that night, as, passing the end of St. Jamess Street, we sped forward in the taxi towards Brompton Road and past the Natural History Museum to Gloucester Road.

On our arrival the door of the flat was opened by a constable without a helmet. Recognising the famous inspector, he saluted.

The body of the unknown girl had been removed to the mortuary for a post-mortem examination, but nothing else had been moved, and two officers of the C.I.D. were busy making examination for finger-prints.

I allowed them to take mine for comparison, but some they found upon the mahogany table and upon the back of a chair were undoubtedly those of the victim herself.

The small glass-topped specimen-table still lay where it had been overturned, and the fragments of the two green-glass flower-vases were strewn upon the carpet with the drooping red anemones themselves.

Regarding the overturned table the two detectives held that it had separated the assassin from his victim; that the girl had been chased around it several times before her assailant had thrown it down, suddenly sprung upon her, and delivered the fatal blow, full in her chest.

Weve thoroughly examined it for finger-prints, sir, the elder of the two officers explained to my companion. Both on the glass top and on the mahogany edge there are a number of prints of the victim herself, as well as a number made by another hand.

A mans? I asked.

No; curiously enough, it seems to be a womans, was the reply.

A womans!

I thought of that sweet perfume, and of the person who had lurked in the shadow of the stairs!

Thats interesting, remarked Edwards. They may be those of the woman who wore green combs in her hair, or else of the porters wife.

The owners man-servant is away abroad on business for his master, weve found out, answered the man addressed. So of late the porters wife, who lives in the basement of the next house, has been in the habit of coming in every day and tidying up the room. We took her prints this morning, and have found quite a lot about the place. No, added the man emphatically, the finger-prints on that little table yonder are not those of the porters wife, but of another woman whos been here recently. We only find them upon the door-handle and on the edge of the writing-table, against which the woman must have leaned. Well have them photographed to-morrow.

The men then showed us the marks in question — distinct impressions of small finger-tips, which they had rendered vivid and undeniable by the application of a finely-powdered chalk of a pale green colour.

Apparently the two experts had devoted the whole day to the search for finger-print clues, and they had established the fact that two women had been there — the victim and another.

Who was she?

The investigation of the papers in my friends writing-table had not yet been made. Inspector Edwards had telephoned earlier in the day, stating that he would himself go through them.

Therefore, exercising every care not to obliterate the three finger-marks upon the edge of the table, the officers proceeded to break open drawer after drawer and methodically examine the contents while I looked on.

The work was exciting. At any moment we might discover something which would throw light upon the tragedy, the grim evidence of which remained in that dark, still damp stain upon the carpet — the life-blood of the unknown victim.

Already the face of the dead girl had been photographed, and would, before morning, be circulated everywhere in an endeavour to secure identification.

I had learnt from Edwards that before noon that morning, upon the notice-board outside Bow Street Police Station, there had been posted one of those pale, buff-coloured bills headed in great, bold capitals: Body found, in which the description had been filled in by a clerkish hand, and at the bottom a statement that the corpse was lying at the Kensington Mortuary awaiting identification.

That she was a lady seemed established by her dress, her well-kept hands, innocent of manual labour, by the costly rings and bracelet she was wearing, and the fact that, in the pocket of her coat was found her purse containing eleven pounds in gold and some silver.

Sir Digbys papers promised to be extremely interesting, as we cleared the books off a side-table and sat down to carefully investigate them.

The writing-table was a pedestal one, with a centre drawer and four drawers on either side. The first drawer burst open was the top one on the left, and from it Edwards drew two bundles of letters, each secured by faded pink tape.

These bundles he handed to me, saying — 

See what you think of these, Mr. Royle!

One after another I opened them. They were all in the same sprawly handwriting of a woman — a woman who simply signed herself Mittie.

They were love-letters written in the long ago, many commencing My darling, or Dearest, and some with Dear old Dig.

Though it seemed mean of me to peer into the closed chapter of my friends history, I quickly found myself absorbed in them. They were the passionate outpourings of a brave but overburdened heart. Most of them were dated from hotels in the South of England and in Ireland, and were apparently written at the end of the eighties. But as no envelopes had been preserved they gave no clue to where the addressee had been at the time.

Nearly all were on foreign notepaper, so we agreed that he must have been abroad.

As I read, it became apparent that the writer and the addressee had been deeply in love with one another, but the ladys parents had forbidden their marriage; and as, alas! in so many like cases, she had been induced to make an odious but wealthier marriage. The mans name was Francis.

He is, alas! just the same, she wrote in one letter dated Mount Ephraim Hotel, at Tunbridge Wells, Thursday: We have nothing in common. He only thinks of his dividends, his stocks and shares, and his business in the City always. I am simply an ornament of his life, a woman who acts as his hostess and relieves him of much trouble in social anxieties. If father had not owed him seventeen thousand pounds he would, I feel certain, never have allowed me to marry him. But I paid my fathers debt with my happiness, with my very life. And you, dear old Dig, are the only person who knows the secret of my broken heart. You will be home in London seven weeks from to-day. I will meet you at the old place at three oclock on the first of October, for I have much — so very much — to tell you. Father knows now how I hate this dull, impossible life of mine, and how dearly I love your own kind self. I told him so to-day, and he pities me. I hope you will get this letter before you leave, but I shall watch the movements of your ship, and I shall meet you on the first of October. Till then adieu. — Ever your own Mittie.

At the old place! Where was it, I wondered? At what spot had the secret meeting been effected between the man who had returned from abroad and the woman who loved him so well, though she had been forced to become the wife of another.

That meeting had taken place more than twenty years ago. What had been its result was shown in the next letter I opened.

Written from the Queens Hotel at Hastings on the fourth of October, the unfortunate Mittie, who seemed to spend her life travelling on the South Coast, penned the following in a thin, uncertain hand: — 

Our meeting was a mistake, Dig, a grave mistake. We were watched by somebody in the employ of Francis. When I returned to Tunbridge Wells he taxed me with having met you, described our trysting-place — the fountain — and how we had walked and walked until, becoming too tired, we had entered that quiet little restaurant to dine. He has misjudged me horribly. The sneak who watched us must have lied to him, or he would never have spoken to me as he did — he would not have insulted me. That night I left him, and am here alone. Do not come near me, do not reply to this. It might make matters worse. Though we are parted, Dig, you know I love you and only you — you! Still your own Mittie.

I sat staring at that half-faded letter, taking no heed of what Edwards was saying.

The fountain! They had met at the fountain, and had been seen!

Could that spot be the same as mentioned in the mysterious letter left behind by the fugitive Cane after the sudden death of the Englishman away in far-off Peru?

Did someone, after all the lapse of years, go there on every twenty-third of the month at noon wearing a yellow flower, to wait for a person who, alas! never came?

The thought filled me with romance, even though we were at that moment investigating a very remarkable tragedy. Yet surely in no city in this world is there so much romance, so much pathos, such whole-hearted love and affection, or such deep and deadly hatred as in our great palpitating metropolis, where secret assassinations are of daily occurrence, and where the most unpardonable sin is that of being found out.

Whats that youve got hold of? Edwards asked me, as he crossed to the table and bent over me.

I started.

Then, recovering myself — for I had no desire that he should know — replied, quite coolly:

Oh, only a few old letters — written long ago, in the eighties.

Ah! Ancient history, eh?

Yes, I replied, packing them together and retying them with the soiled, pink tape. But have you discovered anything?

Well, he replied with a self-conscious smile, Ive found a letter here which rather alters my theory, and I saw that he held a piece of grey notepaper in his hand. Here is a note addressed to him as long ago as 1900 in the name of Sir Digby Kemsley! Perhaps, after all, the man who died so mysteriously in Peru was an impostor, and the owner of this place was the real Sir Digby!

Exactly my own theory, I declared.

But that fountain! he remarked. The fountain mentioned in the letter left behind by the man Cane. We must take immediate steps to identify it, and it must be watched on the twenty-third for the coming of the woman who wears a yellow flower. When we find her, we shall be able to discover something very interesting, Mr. Royle. Dont you agree?


CHAPTER V.

TIME WILL PROVE.
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THESE ARE TRULY the fevered days of journalistic enterprise the world over.

There are no smarter journalists than those of Fleet Street, and none, not even in New York, with scent more keen for sensational news. The days story is the first thought in every newspaper office, and surely no story would have been a greater scoop for any journal than the curious facts which I have related in the foregoing pages.

But even though the gentlemen of the Press are ubiquitous, many a curious happening, and many a remarkable coroners inquiry, often remain unreported.

And so in this case. When, on the following morning, the coroner for the borough of Kensington held his inquiry in the little court off the High Street, no reporter was present, and only half a dozen idlers were seated in the back of the gloomy room.

When the jury had taken their seats after viewing the remains, according to custom, the police inspector reported to the coroner that the body remained unidentified, though the description had been telegraphed everywhere.

I might add, sir, went on the inspector, that there is strong belief that the young lady may be a foreigner. Upon the tab of her coat she was wearing was the name of a costumier: Sartori, Via Roma. Only the name of the street, and not the town is given. But it must be somewhere in Italy. We are in communication with the Italian police with a view to ascertaining the name of the town, and hope thus to identify the deceased.

Very well! said the coroner, a shrewd, middle-aged, clean-shaven man in gold pince-nez. Let us have the evidence, and he arranged his papers with business-like exactitude.

The procedure differed in no way from that in any other coroners court in the kingdom, the relation of dry details by matter-of-fact persons spoken slowly in order that they might be carefully taken down.

The scene was, indeed, a gloomy one, for the morning was dark, and the place was lit by electric light. The jury — twelve honest householders of Kensington — appeared from the outset eager to get back to their daily avocations. They were unaware of the curious enigma about to be presented to them.

Not until I began to give my evidence did they appear to evince any curiosity regarding the case. But presently, when I had related my midnight interview with my friend, who was now a fugitive, the foreman put to me several questions.

You say that after your return from your visit from this man, Sir Digby Kemsley, he rang you up on the telephone?

Yes.

What did he say? inquired the foreman, a thin, white-headed man whose social standing was no doubt slightly above that of his fellow jurymen.

He asked me to return to him at once, was my reply.

But this appears extraordinary — —

We are not here to criticise the evidence, sir! interrupted the coroner sharply. We are only here to decide how the deceased came by her death — by accident, or by violence. Have you any doubt?

The foreman replied in the negative, and refrained from further cross-examining me.

The coroner himself, however, put one or two pointed questions. He asked me whether I believed that it had actually been Sir Digby speaking on the second occasion, when I had been rung up, to which I replied:

At first, the voice sounded unfamiliar.

At first! Did you recognise it afterwards?

I paused for a few seconds, and then was compelled to admit that I had not been entirely certain.

Voices are, of course, often distorted by the telephone, remarked the coroner. But in this case you may have believed the voice to have been your friends because he spoke of things which you had been discussing in private only half-an-hour before. It may have been the voice of a stranger.

That is my own opinion, sir, I replied.

Ah! he ejaculated, and I entirely agree with you, for if your friend had contemplated the crime of murder he would scarcely have telephoned to you to come back. He would be most anxious to get the longest start he could before the raising of any hue and cry.

This remark further aroused the curiosity of the hitherto apathetic jury, who sat and listened intently to the medical evidence which followed.

The result of the doctors examination was quickly told, and not of great interest. He had been called by the police and found the young woman dying from a deep wound under the breast, which had penetrated to the heart, the result of a savage blow with some long, thin, and very sharp instrument. The girl was not dead when he first saw her, but she expired about ten minutes afterwards.

I should think that the weapon used was a knife with a very sharp, triangular blade judging from the wound, the spruce-looking doctor explained. The police, however, have failed to discover it.

The words of the witness held me dumbfounded.

Have you ever met with knives with triangular blades, doctor? inquired the coroner.

Oh, yes! was the reply. One sees them in collections of mediæval arms. In ancient days they were carried almost universally in Southern Europe — the blade about nine inches long, and sometimes perforated. Along the blade, grease impregnated with mineral poison was placed, so that, on striking, some of the grease would remain in the wound. This form of knife was most deadly, and in Italy it was known as a misericordia.

I sat there listening with open mouth. Why? Because I knew where one of those curious knives had been — one with a carved handle of cracked, yellow ivory. I had often taken it up and looked at the coat of arms carved upon the ivory — the shield with the six balls of the princely house of the Medici.

And in your opinion, doctor, the deceased came by her death from a blow from such a weapon as you describe? the coroner was asking.

That is my firm opinion. The wound penetrated to the heart, and death was probably almost instantaneous.

Would she utter a cry?

I think she would.

And yet no one seems to have heard any noise! remarked the coroner. Is that so? he asked, turning to the police inspector.

We have no evidence of any cry being heard, replied the officer. I purposely asked the other tenants of the flats above and below. But they heard no unusual sound.

One of the detective-sergeants was then called; Inspector Edwards, though present, being purposely omitted. In reply to the coroner, he described the finding of the body, its examination, and the investigation which ensued.

I need not ask you if you have any clue to the assassin, said the coroner, when he had concluded writing down the depositions. I presume you are actively prosecuting inquiries?

Yes, sir, was the brief response.

I think, gentlemen, the coroner said, turning at last to the jury, that we can go no further with this inquiry to-day. We must leave it for the police to investigate, and if we adjourn, let us say for a fortnight, we may then, I hope, have evidence of identification before us. The case certainly presents a number of curious features, not the least being the fact that the owner of the flat has mysteriously fled. When he is found he will, no doubt, throw some light upon the puzzling affair. I have to thank you for your attendance to-day, gentlemen, he added, addressing the dozen respectable householders, and ask you to be present again this day fortnight — at noon.

There was evident dissatisfaction among the jury, as there is always when a coroners inquest is ever adjourned.

It is certainly the reverse of pleasant to be compelled to keep an appointment which may mean considerable out-of-pocket expense and much personal inconvenience.

One juror, indeed, raised an objection, as he had to go to do business in Scotland. Whereupon the coroner, as he rose, expressed his regret but declared himself unable to assist him. It was, he remarked, his duty as a citizen to assist in this inquiry, and to arrive at a verdict.

After that the court rose, and every one broke up into small groups to discuss the strange affair of which the Press were at present in ignorance.

Edwards had crossed the room and was speaking to me. But I heard him not. I was thinking of that triangular-bladed weapon — the misericordia of the middle ages — so frequently used for stealthy knife-thrusts.

Coming? he asked at last. This aroused me to a sense of my surroundings, and I followed him blindly out into the afternoon shopping bustle of High Street, Kensington.

Outside the Underground Station were the flower-sellers. Some were offering that tribute which the Riviera never fails to send to us Londoners in spring — sprigs of mimosa: the yellow flower which would be worn by the mysterious E. P. K., the written message to whom reposed in my writing-table at home.

Personally, I am not a man of mystery, but just an ordinary London business man, differing in no way to thousands of others who are at the head of prosperous commercial concerns. London with all its garish glitter, its moods of dulness and of gaiety, its petrol-smelling streets, its farces of passing life, and its hard and bitter dramas always appealed to me. It was my home, the atmosphere in which I had been born and bred, nay, my very existence. I loved London and was ever true to the city of my birth, even though its climate might be derided, and Paris claimed as the one city in which to find the acme of comfort and enjoyment.

I had not sought mystery — far from it. It had been thrust upon me, and now, as we went along the High Street in Kensington, towards the police-station, I found myself a sudden but important factor in a stern chase — a man-hunt — such as London had seldom known, for Edwards was saying to me:

At all hazards we must find your friend Kemsley, and you, Mr. Royle, must help us. You know him, and can identify him. There are grave suspicions against him, and these must be cleared up in view of the mysterious tragedy in Harrington Gardens.

You surely dont expect me to denounce my friend! I cried.

It is not a question of denouncing him. His own actions have rendered the truth patent to every one. The girl was brutally killed, and he disappeared. Therefore he must be found, Edwards said.

But who was it who telephoned to me, do you think? I asked.

Himself, perhaps. He was full of inventiveness, and he may have adopted that course hoping, when the time came, to prove an alibi. Who knows? asked the famous inspector.

Look here! I said as we crossed the threshold of the police-station, I dont believe Sir Digby was either an impostor or an assassin.

Time will prove, Mr. Royle, he laughed with an incredulous air. A man dont take all these precautions before disappearing unless he has a deeper motive. Your friend evidently knew of the ladys impending visit. Indeed, how could she have entered the flat had he not admitted her?

She might have had a key, I hazarded.

Might — but not very likely, he said. No, my firm conviction is that the man you know as Sir Digby Kemsley struck the fatal blow, and took the knife away with him.

I shrugged my shoulders, but did not reply.

Inside the station, we passed into the long room devoted to the officers of the Criminal Investigation Department attached to the division, and there met two sergeants who had given evidence.

I was shown the photograph of the dead unknown, calm, and even pretty, just as I had seen her lying stretched in Digbys room.

The medical evidence was curious, Mr. Royle, wasnt it? Edwards remarked. That triangular knife ought not to be very difficult to trace. There surely are not many of them about.

No, I replied faintly, for the recollection of one which I had seen only a few days prior to the tragic occurrence — the one with the arms of the Medici carved upon its hilt, arose vividly before me.

To me, alas! the awful truth was now plain.

My suspicion regarding the culprit had, by the doctors evidence, become entirely confirmed.

I set my jaws hard in agony of mind. What was a mystery of London was to me no longer a mystery!


CHAPTER VI.

THE PIECE OF CONVICTION.
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THE MORNING OF the tenth of January was one of those of gloom and darkness which are, on occasions, the blots upon Londons reputation.

There seemed no fog, only a heavy, threatening cloud of night fell suddenly upon the city, and at three oclock it might have been midnight. Streets, shops, and offices were lit everywhere, and buses and taxis compelled to light up, while in the atmosphere was a sulphurous odour with a black deposit which caused the eyes to smart and the lungs to irritate.

Londoners know those periods of unpleasant darkness only too well.

I was sitting in my room in Albemarle Street, watching Haines, who was cleaning a piece of old silver I had bought at an auction on the previous day. The collecting of old silver is, I may say, my hobby, and the piece was a very fine old Italian reliquary, about ten inches in height, with the Sicilian mark of the seventeenth century.

Haines, under my tuition, had become an expert and careful cleaner of silver, and I was watching and exhorting him to exercise the greatest care, as the ornamentation was thin, and some of the scrollwork around the top extremely fragile. It had, according to the inscription at its base, contained a bone of a certain saint — a local saint of Palermo it seemed — but the relic had disappeared long ago. Yet the silver case which, for centuries, had stood upon an altar somewhere, was a really exquisite piece of the silversmiths art.

Suddenly the telephone-bell rang, and on answering it I heard Phridas voice asking — 

I say, Teddy, is that you? Why havent you been over since Thursday?

I started, recollecting that I had not been to Cromwell Road since the afternoon of the inquest — three days ago.

Dear, do forgive me, I craved. I — Ive been so horribly busy. Had to be at the works each day.

But you might have been over in the evening, she responded in a tone of complaint. You remember you promised to take me to the St. Jamess last night, and I expected you.

Oh, dearest, Im so sorry, I said. But Ive been awfully worried, you know. Do forgive me!

Yes, I know! she answered. Well, Ill forgive you if youll run over now and take me to tea at the Leslies. Ive ordered the car for four oclock. Will that suit you?

The Leslies! They were snobbish folk with whom I had but little in common. Yet what could I do but agree?

And then my well-beloved rang off.

When I got down to Cromwell Road just before four oclock, the darkness had not lifted.

My feelings as I passed along the big, old-fashioned hall and up the thickly-carpeted stairs to the drawing-room were mixed ones of doubt, and yet of deep affection.

Ah, I loved Phrida — loved her better than my own life — and yet —— ?

Fresh in my memory was the doctors evidence that the crime in Harrington Gardens had been committed with a thin, triangular knife — a knife such as that I had often seen lying upon the old-fashioned, walnut what-not in the corner of the room I was just about to enter. I had known it lying in the same place for years.

Was it still there?

Purposely, because I felt that it could no longer be there, I had refrained from calling upon my love, and now, when I paused and turned the handle of the drawing-room door, I hardly dared to cast my eyes upon that antiquated piece of furniture.

Phrida, who was sitting with her hat and coat already on, jumped up gaily to meet me.

Oh, you really are prompt, Teddy! she cried with a flush of pleasure.

Then, as I bent over her mothers hand, the latter said — 

Youre quite a stranger, Mr. Royle. I expect you have been very upset over the curious disappearance of your friend. Weve searched the papers every day, but could find nothing whatever about it.

Phrida had turned towards the fire, her pretty head bent as she buttoned her glove.

No, I replied. Up to the present the newspapers are in complete ignorance of the affair. But no doubt theyll learn all about it before long.

Then, crossing the room to pick up a magazine lying upon a chair, I halted against the old walnut what-not.

Yes, the mediæval poignard was still lying there, just as I had always seen it!

Had it been used, and afterwards replaced?

I scarcely dared to glance at it, lest I should betray any unusual interest. I felt that Phridas eyes were watching me, that she suspected my knowledge.

I took up the magazine idly, glanced at it, and, replacing it, returned to her side.

Well, she asked, are you ready?

And then together we descended to the car.

All the way up to Abbey Road she hardly spoke. She seemed unusually pale and haggard. I asked her what was the matter, but she only replied in a faint, unnatural voice — 

Matter? Why nothing — nothing, I assure you, Teddy!

I did not reply. I gazed upon the pretty, pale-faced figure at my side in wonder and yet in fear. I loved her — ah! I loved her well and truly, with all my soul. Yet was it possible that by means of that knife lying there so openly in that West-End drawing-room a womans life had been treacherously taken.

Had my friend Digby, the fugitive, actually committed the crime?

When I put the whole matter clearly and with common-sense before myself, I was bound to admit that I had a strong belief of his innocence.

What would those finger-prints reveal?

The thought held me breathless. Yes, to satisfy myself I would surreptitiously secure finger-prints of my well-beloved and then in secret compare them with those found in Sir Digbys rooms.

But how? I was reflecting as the car passed by Apsley House and into the Park on its way to St. Johns Wood.

Was I acting honestly? I doubted her, I quite admit. Yet I felt that if I took some object — a glass, or something with a polished surface — that she had touched, and submitted it to examination, I would be acting as a sneak.

The idea was repugnant to me. Yet with that horrible suspicion obsessing me I felt that I must do something in order to satisfy myself.

What inane small talk I uttered in the Leslies big, over-furnished drawing-room I know not. All I remember is that I sat with some insipid girl whose hair was flaxen and as colourless as her mind, sipping my tea while I listened to her silly chatter about a Cooks tour she had just taken through Holland and Belgium. The estimable Cook is, alas! responsible for much tea-table chatter among the fair sex.

Our hostess was an obese, flashily-dressed, dogmatic lady, the wife of the chairman of a big drapery concern who, having married her eldest daughter to a purchased knighthood, fondly believed herself to be in society — thanks to the paid paragraphs in the social columns of certain morning newspapers. It is really wonderful what half-guineas will do towards social advancement in these days! For a guinea ones presence can be recorded at a dinner, or an at home, or ones departure from town can be notified to the world in general in a paragraph all to ones self — a paragraph which rubs shoulders with those concerning the highest in the land. The snobbery of the social column would really be amusing were it not so painfully apparent. A good press-agent will, for a fee, give one as much publicity and newspaper popularity as that enjoyed by a duke, and most amazing is it that such paragraphs are swallowed with keen avidity by Suburbia.

The Leslies were an average specimen of the upper middle-class, who were struggling frantically to get into a good set. The old man was bald, pompous, and always wore gold pince-nez and a fancy waistcoat. He carried his shop manners into his drawing-room, retaining his habit of rubbing his hands in true shop-walker style when he wished to be polite to his guests.

His wife was a loud-tongued and altogether impossible person, who, it was said, had once served behind the counter in a small shop in Cardiff, but who now regarded the poor workers in her husbands huge emporium as mere money-making machines.

By dint of careful cultivation at bazaars and such-like charitable functions she had scraped acquaintance with a few women of title, to whom she referred in conversation as dear Lady So and So, who said to me the other day, or as my friend Lady Violet always says.

She had buttonholed me at last, though I had endeavoured to escape her, and was standing before me like a pouter-pigeon pluming herself and endeavouring to be humorous at the expense of a very modest little married woman who had been her guest that afternoon and had just left after shaking my hand.

Women of Mrs. Leslies stamp are perhaps the most evil-tongued of all. They rise from obscurity, and finding wealth at their command, imagine that they can command obeisance and popularity. Woe betide other women who arouse their jealousy, for they will scandalise and blight the reputation of the purest of their sex in the suburban belief that the invention of scandal is the hallmark of smartness.

At last I got rid of her, thanks to the arrival of an elegant young man, the younger son of a well-known peer, to whom, of course, she was at once all smiles, and, presently, I found myself out in the hall with Phrida. I breathed more freely when at last I passed into the keen air and entered the car.

Those people are impossible, dearest, I blurted out when the car had moved away from the door. They are the most vulgar pair I know.

I quite agree, replied my well-beloved, pulling the fur rug over her knees. But they are old friends of mothers, so Im compelled to go and see them sometimes.

Ah! I sighed. I suppose the old draper will buy a knighthood at this years sale for the Kings Birthday, and then his fat wife will have a tin handle to her name.

Really, Teddy, youre simply awful, replied my companion. If they heard you I wonder what they would say?

I dont care, I replied frankly. I only speak the truth. The Government sell their titles to anybody who cares to buy. Ah! I fear that few men who really deserve honour ever get it in these days. No man can become great unless he has the influence of money to back him. The biggest swindler who ever walked up Threadneedle Street can buy a peerage, always providing he is married and has no son. As old Leslie buys his calicoes, ribbons and womens frills, so hell buy his title. He hasnt a son, so perhaps hell fancy a peerage and become the Lord Bargain of Sale.

Phrida laughed heartily at my biting sarcasm.

Truth to tell, though I was uttering bitter sentiments, my thoughts were running in a very different direction. I was wondering how I could best obtain the finger-prints of the woman who held my future so irrevocably in her hands.

I had become determined to satisfy myself of my loves innocence — or — can I write the words? — of her guilt!

And as I sat there beside her, my nostrils again became filled by that sweet subtle perfume — the perfume of tragedy.


CHAPTER VII.

FATAL FINGERS.
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TWO DAYS PASSED.

Those finger-prints — impressions left by a woman — upon the glass-topped specimen table in Sir Digbys room and on the door handle, were puzzling the police as they puzzled me. They had already been proved not to be those of the porters wife, the lines being lighter and more refined.

According to Edwards, after the finger-prints had been photographed, search had been made in the archives at Scotland Yard, but no record could be found that they were those of any person previously convicted.

Were they imprints of the hand of my well-beloved?

I held my breath each time that black and terrible suspicion filled my mind. I tried to put them aside, but, like a nightmare, they would recur to me hourly until I felt impelled to endeavour to satisfy myself as to her guilt or her innocence.

I loved her. Yes, passionately and truly. Yet, somehow, I could not prevent this ever-recurring suspicion to fill my mind. There were so many small points to be elucidated — the jingle of the golden bangles, and especially the perfume, which each time I entered her presence recalled to me all the strange and unaccountable happenings of that fatal night.

Again, who was the poor, unidentified victim — the pale-faced, pretty young woman who had visited Digby clandestinely, and gone to her death?

Up to the present the police notices circulated throughout the country had failed to establish who she was. Yet, if she were a foreigner, as seemed so likely, identification might be extremely difficult; indeed, she might ever remain a mystery.

It was nearly ten oclock at night when I called at Cromwell Road, for I had excused myself for not coming earlier, having an object in view.

I found Phrida in the library, sweet and attractive in a pale blue gown cut slightly décolletée. She and her mother had been out to dinner somewhere in Holland Park, and had only just returned.

Mrs. Shand drew an armchair for me to the fire, and we all three sat down to chat in the cosiness of the sombre little book-lined den. Bain, the old butler, who had known me almost since childhood, placed the tantalus, a syphon and glasses near my elbow, and at Phridas invitation I poured myself out a drink and lit a cigarette.

Come, I said, you will have your usual lemonade; and at my suggestion her mother ordered Bain to bring a syphon of that harmless beverage.

My love reached forward for one of the glasses, whereupon I took one and, with a word of apology, declared that it was not quite clean.

Not clean! exclaimed Mrs. Shand quickly.

There are a few smears upon it, I said, and adding Excuse my handkerchief. It is quite clean, I took the silk handkerchief I carried with me purposely, and polished it with the air of a professional waiter.

Both Phrida and her mother laughed.

Really, Mr. Royle, you are full of eccentricities, declared Mrs. Shand. You always remind me of your poor father. He was most particular.

One cannot be too careful, or guard sufficiently against germs, you know, I said, handling the clean glass carefully and pouring out the lemonade from the syphon.

Phrida took the glass from my hand, and laughing happily across its edge, drank. Her fingers were leaving tell-tale impressions upon its surface. And yet she was unconscious of my duplicity. Ah! yes, I hated myself for my double dealing. And yet so filled was I now by dark and breathless suspicion, that I found myself quite unable to resist an opportunity of establishing proof.

I watched her as she, in all innocence, leaned back in the big saddle-bag chair holding her glass in her hand and now and then contemplating it. The impressions — impressions which could not lie — would be the means of exonerating her — or of condemning her.

Those golden bangles upon her slim white wrist and that irritating perfume held me entranced. What did she know concerning that strange tragedy in Harrington Gardens. What, indeed, was the secret?

My chief difficulty was to remain apparently indifferent. But to do so was indeed a task. I loved her, aye, with all my strength, and all my soul. Yet the black cloud which had fallen upon her was one of impenetrable mystery, and as I sat gazing upon her through the haze of my cigarette smoke, I fell to wondering, just as I had wondered during all those hours which had elapsed since I had scented that first whiff of Parfait dAmour, with which her chiffons seemed impregnated.

At last she put down her empty glass upon the bookshelf near her. Several books had been removed, leaving a vacant space.

Mrs. Shand had already risen and bade me good-night; therefore, we were alone. So I rose from my chair and, bending over her, kissed her fondly upon the brow.

No. I would believe her innocent. That white hand — the soft little hand I held in mine could never have taken a womans life. I refused to believe it, and yet!

Did she know more of Sir Digby Kemsley than she had admitted? Why had she gone to his flat at that hour, lurking upon the stairs until he should be alone, and, no doubt, in ignorance that I was his visitor?

As I bent over her, stroking her soft hair with my hand, I tried to conjure up the scene which had taken place in Sir Digbys room — the tragedy which had caused my friend to flee and hide himself. Surely, something of a very terrible nature must have happened, or my friend — impostor or not — would have remained, faced the music, and told the truth.

I knew Digby better than most men. The police had declared him to be an impostor; nevertheless, I still believed in him, even though he was now a fugitive. Edwards had laughed at my faith in the man who was my friend, but I felt within me a strong conviction that he was not so black as pigheaded officialdom had painted him.

The Council of Seven at Scotland Yard might be a clever combination of expert brains, but they were not infallible, as had been proved so many times in the recent annals of London crime.

Phrida had not referred to the tragedy, and I had not therefore mentioned it.

My sole object at the moment was to obtain possession of the empty glass and carry it with me from the house.

But how could I effect this without arousing her suspicion?

She had risen and stood with her back to the blazing fire, her pretty lips parted in a sweet smile. We were discussing a play at which she had been on the previous evening, a comedy that had taken the town by storm.

Her golden bangles jingled as she moved — that same light metallic sound I had heard in the darkness of the staircase at Harrington Gardens. My eager fingers itched to obtain possession of that glass which stood so tantalisingly within a couple of feet of my hand. By its means I could establish the truth.

Well, Teddy, my beloved said at last, as she glanced at the chiming clock upon the mantelshelf. Its past eleven, so I suppose I must go to bed. Mallock is always in a bad temper if I keep her up after eleven.

I suppose that is only natural, I laughed. She often waits hours and hours for you. That I know.

Yes, she sighed. But Mallock is really a model maid. So much better than Rayne.

Personally, I did not like the woman Mallock. She was a thin-nosed, angular person, who wore pince-nez, and was of a decidedly inquisitive disposition. But I, of course, had never shown any antagonism towards her; indeed, I considered it diplomatic to treat her with tact and consideration. She had been maid to the oldest daughter of a well-known and popular countess before entering Phridas service, and I could well imagine that her principal topic of conversation in the servants hall was the superiority of her late mistress, whose service she had left on her marriage to a wealthy peer.

Im glad she is an improvement upon Rayne, I said, for want of something else to say, and, rising, I took her little hand and pressed it to my lips in farewell.

When she had kissed me I said:

Ill just finish my cigarette, and I can let myself out.

Very well. But look in to-morrow, dear, wont you? she replied, as I opened the door for her to pass. Better still, Ill ring you up about three oclock and see what you are doing. Oh! by the way, mother wants to remind you of your promise to dine with us on Wednesday night. I quite forgot. Of course you will — eight oclock as usual.

Wednesday! I exclaimed vaguely, recollecting the acceptance of Mrs. Shands invitation about a week previously. What date is that?

Why, the fourteenth.

The fourteenth! I echoed.

Yes, why? Really, you look quite scared, Freddy. Whats the matter. Is anything terrible going to happen on that date? she asked, looking at me with some concern.

Going to happen — why? I asked, striving to calm myself.

Oh — well, because you look so horribly pale. When I told you the date you gave quite a jump!

A jump? Did I? I asked, striving to remain calm. I didnt know, but, really, Im filled with great disappointment. Im so sorry, but it will be quite impossible for me to dine with you.

Another engagement? she said in a rather irritated tone. Going to some people whom you like better than us, of course. You might tell the truth, Teddy.

The truth is that I have a prior engagement, I said. One that I cannot break. I have to fulfill faithfully a promise I gave to a very dear friend.

Couldnt you do it some other time?

No, I answered. Only on the evening of the fourteenth.

Then you cant come to us? she asked with a pout.

Ill look in after, I promised. But to dine is entirely out of the question.

I saw that she was annoyed, but next moment her lips parted again in a pretty smile, and she said:

Very well, then. But remember, you will not be later than ten, will you?

I promise not to be, dearest, I answered, and kissing her, she ascended to her room.

The fourteenth! It was on that evening I had to carry out the promise made to Digby and meet the mysterious lady at the Piccadilly Circus Tube Station — the person whose initials were E. P. K. and who would wear in her breast a spray of mimosa.

I returned to the library, and for a second stood thinking deeply. Would I, by that romantic meeting, be placed in possession of some further fact which might throw light upon the mystery? Ah! would I, I wondered?

The empty glass caught my eye, and I was about to cross and secure it when Bain suddenly entered. Seeing me, he drew back quickly, saying: I beg pardon, sir. I thought you had gone. Will you take anything more, sir?

No, not to-night, Bain, was my reply.

Whereupon the old servant glanced around for the missing glass, and I saw with heart-sinking that he placed it upon the tray to carry it back to the servants quarters.

The link which I had been so careful in preparing was already vanishing from my gaze, when of a sudden I said:

Ill change my mind, Bain. I wonder if you have a lemon in the house?

Ill go to the kitchen and see if cook has one, sir, replied the old man, who, placing down the tray, left to do my bidding.

In an instant I sprang forward and seized the empty tumbler, handling it carefully. Swiftly, I tore a piece off the evening paper, and wrapping it around the glass, placed it in the pocket of my dinner jacket.

Then, going into the hall, I put on my overcoat and hat, and awaited Bains return.

I shant want that lemon! I cried to him as he came up from the lower regions. Good-night, Bain! and a few moments later I was in a taxi speeding towards Albemarle Street, with the evidence I wanted safe in my keeping.

That finger-prints remained on the polished surface of the glass I knew full well — the prints of my beloveds fingers.

But would they turn out to be the same as the fingers which had rested upon the glass-topped specimen-table in Digbys room?

Opening the door with my latch-key, I dashed upstairs, eager to put my evidence to the proof by means of the finely-powdered green chalk I had already secured — the same as that used by the police.

But on the threshold of my chambers Haines met me with a message — a message which caused me to halt breathless and staggered.


CHAPTER VIII.

CONTAINS FURTHER EVIDENCE.
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SIR DIGBY KEMSLEY was here an hour ago, sir. He couldnt wait! Haines exclaimed, bringing himself to attention.

Sir Digby! I gasped, starting. Why, in heavens name, didnt you ring me up at Mrs. Shands? I cried.

Because he wouldnt allow me, sir. He came to see you in strictest secrecy, sir. When I opened the door I didnt know him. Hes shaved off his beard and moustache, and was dressed like a clergyman.

A clergyman!

Yes, sir. He looked just like a parson. I wouldnt have known him in the street.

An excellent ruse! I exclaimed. Of course, Haines, you know that — well — that the police are looking for him — eh?

Perfectly well, but you can trust me, sir. Ill say nothing. Sir Digbys a friend of yours.

Yes, a great friend, and I feel that hes falsely accused of that terrible affair which happened at his flat, I said. Did he promise to call again?

He scribbled this note for you, Haines said, taking up a letter from my blotting-pad.

With trembling fingers I tore it open, and upon a sheet of my own notepaper read the hurriedly written words — 

Sorry you were out. Wanted to see you most urgently. Keep your promise at Piccadilly Circus, and know nothing concerning me. My movements are most uncertain, as something amazing has occurred which prevents me making explanation. I will, however, send you my address in secret as soon as I have one. I trust you, Teddy, for you are my only friend.

Digby.

I read the note several times, and gathered that he was in hourly fear of arrest. Every corner held for him a grave danger. Yet what could have occurred that was so amazing and which prevented him speaking the truth.

That I had not been in when he called was truly unfortunate. But by the fact that he was in clerical attire I surmised that he was living in obscurity — perhaps somewhere in the suburbs. London is the safest city in the world in which to hide, unless, of course, creditors or plaintiffs make it necessary to seek peace beyond the jurisdiction of the Court.

Many a good man is driven to the latter course through no fault of his own, but by the inexorable demands of the Commissioners of Income Tax, or by undue pressure from antagonistic creditors. Every English colony on the Continent contains some who have fallen victims — good, honest Englishmen — who are dragging out the remainder of their lives in obscurity, men whose names are perhaps household words, but who conceal them beneath one assumed.

Digby would probably join the throng of the exiled. So I could do naught else than wait for his promised message, even though I was frantic in my anxiety to see and to question him regarding the reason of the presence of my well-beloved at his flat on that fatal night.

Imagine my bitter chagrin that I had not been present to receive him! It might be many months before I heard from him again, for his promise was surely very vague.

Presently I took the glass very carefully from my pocket, unwrapped it from its paper, and locked it in a little cabinet in the corner of my room, until next morning I brought it forth, and placing it upon a newspaper powdered it well with the pale green chalk which revealed at once a number of finger-marks — mine, Bains, and Phridas.

I am something of a photographer, as everybody is in these days of photo competitions. Therefore, I brought out my Kodak with its anastigmat lens, — a camera which I had carried for some years up and down Europe, and after considerable arrangement of the light, succeeded in taking a number of pictures. It occupied me all the morning, and even then I was not satisfied with the result. My films might, for aught I know, be hopelessly fogged.

Therefore, with infinite care, I took the glass to a professional photographer I knew in Bond Street, and he also made a number of pictures, which were duly developed and enlarged some hours later, and showed the distinctive lines and curves of each finger-print.

Not until the morning of the day following was I able to take these latter to Edwards, and then a great difficulty presented itself. How was I to explain how I had obtained the prints?

I sat for an hour smoking cigarettes furiously and thinking deeply.

At last a plan presented itself, and taking a taxi I went down to Scotland Yard, where I had no difficulty in obtaining an interview in his airy, barely-furnished business-like room.

Hulloa, Mr. Royle! he exclaimed cheerily as I entered. Sit down — well, do you know anything more of that mysterious friend of yours — eh?

I did not reply. Why should I lie? Instead, I said:

Ive been doing some amateur detective work. Have you the photographs of those finger-prints found on the specimen-table in Sir Digbys room?

Yes, of course, was his prompt reply, and going over to a cupboard he brought out a pile of papers concerning the case, and from it produced a number of photographic prints.

My heart stood still when I saw them. Were either of them exactly similar to any of those I carried with me? I almost feared to allow comparison to be made.

Edwards, noticing my hesitation, asked in what quarter my efforts had been directed.

Ive been getting some finger-prints, thats all, I blurted forth, and from my pocket drew the large envelope containing the prints.

The detective took them across to the window and regarded them very closely for some time, while I looked eagerly over his shoulder.

The curves and lines were extremely puzzling to me, unaccustomed as I was to them. Edwards, too, remained in silent indecision.

Well send them along to Inspector Tirrell in the Finger-print Department, my friend said at last. Hes an expert, and will tell at a glance if any marks are the same as ours.

Then he rang a bell, and a constable, at his instructions, carried all the prints to the department in question.

Well, Mr. Royle, exclaimed the inspector when the door had closed; how did you obtain those prints?

I was ready for his question, and a lie was at once glibly upon my lips.

Sir Digby, on the night of his disappearance, returned to me a small steel despatch box which he had borrowed some weeks before; therefore, after the affair, I examined it for finger-prints, with the result I have shown you, I said.

Ah! but whatever prints were upon it were there before the entrance of the victim to your friends rooms, he exclaimed. He gave it to you when you bade him good-night, I suppose?

Yes.

And you carried the box home with you?

Yes, I repeated; in fear nevertheless, that my lie might in some way incriminate me. Yet how could I tell him of my suspicion of Phrida. That secret was mine — and mine alone, and, if necessary, I would carry it with me to the grave.

Edwards was again silent for some minutes.

No, Mr. Royle, I cant see that your evidence helps us in the least. If there should be the same prints on your despatch box as we found upon the specimen-table, then what do they prove? — why, nothing. If the box had been in the room at the time of the tragedy, then it might have given us an important clue, because such an object would probably be touched by any malefactor or assassin. But — —

Ah! I cried, interrupting. Then you do not suspect Sir Digby, after all — eh?

Pardon me, Mr. Royle, but I did not say that I held no suspicion, was his quiet answer. Yet, if you wish to know the actual truth, I, at present, am without suspicion of anyone — except of that second woman, the mysterious woman whose finger-prints we have, and who was apparently in the room at the same time as the unidentified victim.

You suspect her, then? I asked breathlessly.

Not without further proof, he replied, with a calm, irritating smile. I never suspect unless I have good grounds for doing so. At present we have three clear finger-prints of a woman whom nobody saw enter or leave, just as nobody saw the victim enter. Your friend Sir Digby seems to have held a midnight reception of persons of mysterious character, and with tragic result.

I feel sure he is no assassin, I cried.

It may have been a drama of jealousy — who knows? said Edwards, standing erect near the window and gazing across at me. Your friend, in any case, did not care to remain and explain what happened. A girl — an unknown girl — was struck down and killed.

By whom, do you think?

Ah! Mr. Royle, the identity of the assassin is what we are endeavouring to discover, he replied gravely. We must first find this man who has so successfully posed as Sir Digby Kemsley. He is a clever and elusive scoundrel, without a doubt. But his portrait is already circulated both here and on the Continent. The ports are all being watched, while I have five of the best men I can get engaged on persistent inquiry. Hell try to get abroad, no doubt. No doubt, also, he has a banking account somewhere, and through that we shall eventually trace him. Every man entrusts his banker with his address. He has to, in order to obtain money.

Unless he draws his money out in cash and then goes to a tourist agency and gets a letter of credit.

Ah, yes, thats often done, my friend admitted. The tourist agencies are of greatest use to thieves and forgers. They take stolen notes, change them into foreign money, and before the numbers can be circulated are off across the Channel with their booty. If we look for stolen notes we are nearly certain to find them in the hands of a tourist agency or a money-changer.

Then you anticipate that you may find my friend Digby through his bankers?

Perhaps, was his vague answer. But as he is your friend, Mr. Royle, I perhaps ought not to tell you of the channels of information we are trying, he added, with a dry laugh.

Oh, I assure you Im entirely ignorant of his whereabouts, I said. If I knew, I should certainly advise him to come and see you.

Ah! you believe in his innocence, I see?

I most certainly do!

Well, — we shall see — we shall see, he said in that pessimistic tone which he so often adopted.

What are you doing about those letters — that letter which mentions the fountain? I asked.

Nothing. Ive dismissed those as private correspondence regarding some love episode of the long ago, he replied. They form no clue, and are not worth following.

At that moment the constable re-entered bearing the photographs.

Well, what does Inspector Tirrell say? Edwards asked quickly of the man.

He has examined them under the glass, sir, and says that they are the same prints in both sets of photographs — the thumb and index-finger of a woman — probably a young and refined woman. Hes written a memo there, sir.

Edwards took it quickly, and after glancing at it, handed it to me to read.

It was a mere scribbled line signed with the initials W. H. T., to the effect that the same prints appeared in both photographs, and concluded with the words No record of this person is known in this department.

I know I stood pale and breathless at the revelation — at the incontestable proof that my well-beloved had actually been present in Digbys room after my departure on that fatal night.

Why?

By dint of a great effort I succeeded in suppressing the flood of emotions which so nearly overcame me, and listened to Edwards as he remarked:

Well, after all, Mr. Royle, it doesnt carry us any further. Our one object is to discover the identity of the woman in question, and I think we can only do that from your absconding friend himself. If the marks are upon your despatch-box as you state, then the evidence it furnishes rather disproves the theory that the unknown woman was actually present at the time of the tragedy.

I hardly know what words I uttered.

I had successfully misled the great detective of crime, but as I rode along in the taxi back to my rooms, I was in a frenzy of despair, for I had proved beyond a shadow of doubt that Phrida was aware of what had occurred — that a black shadow of guilt lay upon her.

The woman I had loved and trusted, she who was all the world to me, had deceived me, though she smiled upon me so sweetly. She, alas! held within her breast a guilty secret.

Ah! in that hour of my bitterness and distress the sun of my life became eclipsed. Only before me was outspread a limitless grey sea of dark despair.


CHAPTER IX.

DESCRIBES THE YELLOW SIGN.
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THE NIGHT OF my mysterious tryst — the night of January the fourteenth — was dark, rainy, and unpleasant.

That afternoon I had taken out the sealed letter addressed to E. P. K. and turned it over thoughtfully in my hand.

I recollected the words of the fugitive. He had said:

On the night of the fourteenth just at eight oclock precisely, go to the Piccadilly Tube Station and stand at the first telephone box numbered four, on the Haymarket side, when a lady in black will approach you and ask news of me. In response you will give her this note. But there is a further condition. You may be watched and recognised. Therefore, be extremely careful that you are not followed on that day, and, above all, adopt some effective disguise. Go there dressed as a working man, I would suggest.

Very strange was that request of his. It filled me with eager curiosity. What should I learn from the mysterious woman in black who was to come to me for a message from my fugitive friend.

Had he already contemplated flight when he had addressed the note to her and made the appointment, I wondered.

If so, the crime at Harrington Gardens must have been premeditated.

I recollected, too, those strange, prophetic words which my friend had afterwards uttered, namely:

I want you to give me your promise, Royle. I ask you to make a solemn vow to me that if any suspicion arises within your mind, that you will believe nothing without absolute and decisive proof. I mean, that you will not misjudge her.

By her he had indicated the lady whose initials were E. P. K.

It was certainly mysterious, and my whole mind was centred upon the affair that day.

As I stood before my glass at seven oclock that evening, I presented a strange, uncanny figure, dressed as I was in a shabby suit which I had obtained during the day from a theatrical costumiers in Covent Garden.

Haines, to whom I had invented a story that I was about to play a practical joke, stood by much amused at my appearance.

Well, sir, he exclaimed; you look just like a bricklayers labourer!

The faded suit, frayed at the wrists and elbows, had once been grey, but it was now patched, brown, smeared with plaster, and ingrained with white dust, as was the ragged cap; while the trousers were ragged at the knees and bottoms. Around my neck was a dirty white scarf and in my hand I carried a tin tea-bottle as though I had just returned from work.

Yes, I remarked, regarding myself critically. Not even Miss Shand would recognise me — eh, Haines?

No, sir. Im sure she wouldnt. But youll have to dirty your face and hands a bit. Your hands will give you away if youre not careful.

Yes. I cant wear gloves, can I? I remarked.

Thereupon, I went to the grate and succeeded in rubbing ashes over my hands and applying some of it to my cheeks — hardly a pleasant face powder, I can assure you.

At a quarter to eight, with the precious letter in the pocket of my ragged jacket, I left Albemarle Street and sauntered along Piccadilly towards the Circus. The rain had ceased, but it was wet underfoot, and the motor buses plashed foot passengers from head to foot with liquid mud. In my walk I passed, outside the Piccadilly Hotel, two men I knew. One of them looked me straight in the face but failed to recognise me.

Piccadilly Circus, the centre of the night-life of London, is unique, with its jostling crowds on pleasure bent, its congestion of traffic, its myriad lights, its flashing, illuminated signs, and the bright façade of the Criterion on the one side and the Pavilion on the other. Surely one sees the lure of London there more than at any other spot in the whole of our great metropolis.

Passing the Criterion and turning into the Haymarket, I halted for a moment on the kerb, and for the first time in my life, perhaps, gazed philosophically upon the frantic, hurrying panorama of human life passing before my eyes.

From where I stood I could see into the well-lit station entrance with the row to the telephone boxes, at the end of which sat the smart young operator, who was getting numbers and collecting fees. All the boxes were engaged, and several persons were waiting, but in vain my eyes searched for a lady in black wearing mimosa.

The winter wind was bitterly cold, and as I was without an overcoat it cut through my thin, shabby clothes, causing me to shiver. Nevertheless, I kept my watchful vigil. By a neighbouring clock I could see that it was already five minutes past the hour of the appointment. Still, I waited in eager expectation of her coming.

The only other person who seemed to loiter there was a thin, shivering Oriental, who bore some rugs upon his shoulder — a hawker of shawls.

Past me there went men and women of every grade and every station. Boys were crying Extrur spe-shull, and evil-looking loafers, those foreign scoundrels who infest the West End, lurked about, sometimes casting a suspicious glance at me, with the thought, perhaps, that I might be a detective.

Ah! the phantasmagora of life outside the Piccadilly Tube at eight oclock in the evening is indeed a strangely complex one. The world of London has then ceased to work and has given itself over to pleasure, and, alas! in so many cases, to evil.

In patience I waited. The moments seemed hours, for in my suspense I was dubious whether, after all, she would appear. Perhaps she already knew, by some secret means, of Sir Digbys flight, and if so, she would not keep the appointment.

I strolled up and down the pavement, for a policeman, noticing me hanging about, had gruffly ordered me to Move on! He, perhaps, suspected me of loitering for the purpose of committing a felony.

Everywhere my eager eyes searched to catch sight of some person in black wearing a spray of yellow blossom, but among that hurrying crowd there was not one woman, young or old, wearing that flower so reminiscent of the Riviera.

I entered the station, and for some moments stood outside the telephone box numbered 4. Then, with failing heart, I turned and went along to the spacious booking-hall, where the lifts were ever descending with their crowds of passengers.

Would she ever come? Or, was my carefully planned errand entirely in vain?

I could not have mistaken the date, for I had made a note of it in my diary directly on my return from Harrington Gardens, and before I had learned of the tragedy. No. It now wanted a quarter to nine and she had not appeared. At nine I would relinquish my vigil, and assume my normal identity. I was sick to death of lounging there in the cutting east wind with the smoke-blackened tin bottle in my hand.

I had been idly reading an advertisement on the wall, and turned, when my quick eyes suddenly caught sight of a tall, well-dressed woman of middle age, who, standing with her back to me, was speaking to the telephone-operator.

I hurried eagerly past her, when my heart gave a great bound. In the corsage of her fur-trimmed coat she wore the sign for which I had been searching for an hour — a sprig of mimosa!

With my heart beating quickly in wild excitement, I drew back to watch her movements.

She had asked the operator for a number, paid him, and was told that she was on at box No. 4.

I saw her enter, and watched her through the glass door speaking vehemently with some gesticulation. The answer she received over the wire seemed to cause her the greatest surprise, for I saw how her dark, handsome face fell when she heard the response.

In a second her manner changed. From a bold, commanding attitude she at once became apprehensive and appealing. Though I could not hear the words amid all that hubbub and noise, I knew that she was begging the person at the other end to tell her something, but was being met with a flat refusal.

I saw how the black-gloved hand, resting upon the little ledge, clenched itself tightly as she listened. I fancied that tears had come into her big, dark eyes, but perhaps it was only my imagination.

At last she put down the receiver and emerged from the box, with a strange look of despair upon her handsome countenance.

What, I wondered, had happened?

She halted outside the box for a moment, gazing about her as though in expectation of meeting someone. She saw me, but seeing only a labourer, took no heed of my presence. Then she glanced at the tiny gold watch in her bracelet, and noting that it was just upon nine, drew a long breath — a sigh as though of despair.

I waited until she slowly walked out towards the street, and following, came up beside her and said in a low voice:

I wonder, madame, if you are looking for me?

She glanced at me quickly, with distinct suspicion, and noting my dress, regarded me with some disdain.

Her dark brows were knit for a second in distinct displeasure, even of apprehension, and then in an instant I recollected my friends injunction that I might be watched and followed. In giving her the message the greatest secrecy was to be observed.

She halted, as though in hesitation, took from her bag a tiny lace handkerchief and dabbed her face, then beneath her breath, and without glancing further at me, said:

Follow me, and I will speak to you presently — when there is no danger.

Upon that I moved away and leisurely lit my pipe, as though entirely unconcerned, while she still stood in the doorway leading to the Haymarket, looking up and down as though awaiting somebody.

Yes, she was a distinctly handsome woman; tall, erect, and well preserved. Her gown fitted her perfectly, and her black jacket, trimmed with some rich dark fur, was a garment which gave her the stamp of a woman of wealth and refinement. She wore a neat felt hat also trimmed with fur, white gloves, and smart shoes, extremely small, even girlish, for a woman so well developed.

Presently she sauntered forth down the Haymarket, and a few moments afterwards, still smoking and carrying my bottle, I lounged lazily after her.

At the corner, by the Carlton, she turned into Pall Mall, continuing along that thoroughfare without once looking back. Opposite the United Service Club she crossed the road, and passing across the square in front of the Athenæum, descended the long flight of steps which led into the Mall.

There in the darkness, beneath the trees, where there were no onlookers — for at that hour the Mall is practically deserted, save for a few loving couples and a stray taxi or two — she suddenly paused, and I quickly approached and raised my cap politely.

Well? she asked sharply, almost in a tone of annoyance. What is it? What do you want with me, my man?


CHAPTER X.

CHERCHEZ LA FEMME.
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I CONFESS THAT her attitude took me aback.

I was certainly unprepared for such a reception.

I believed, madame, that you were in search of me? I said, with polite apology.

I certainly was not. I dont know you in the least, was her reply. I went to the Tube to meet a friend who did not keep his appointment. Is it possible that you have been sent by him? In any case, it was very injudicious for you to approach me in that crowd. One never knows who might have been watching.

I come as messenger from my friend, Sir Digby Kemsley, I said in a low voice.

From him? she gasped eagerly. I — ah! I expected him. Is he prevented from coming? It was so very important, so highly essential, that we should meet, she added in frantic anxiety as we stood there in the darkness beneath the bare trees, through the branches of which the wind whistled weirdly.

I have this letter, I said, drawing it from my pocket. It is addressed For E. P. K.

For me? she cried with eagerness, as she took it in her gloved hand, and then leaving my side she hurried to a street lamp, where she tore it open and read the contents.

From where I stood I heard her utter an ejaculation of sudden terror. I saw how she crushed the paper in one hand while with the other she pressed her brow. Whatever the letter contained it was news which caused her the greatest apprehension and fear, for dashing back to me she asked:

When did he give you this? How long ago?

On the night of January the sixth, was my reply. The night when he left Harrington Gardens in mysterious circumstances.

Mysterious circumstances! she echoed. What do you mean? Is he no longer there?

No, madame. He has left, and though I am, perhaps, his most intimate friend, I am unaware of his whereabouts. There were, I added, reasons, I fear, for his disappearance.

Who are you? Tell me, first.

My name is Edward Royle, was my brief response.

Ah! Mr. Royle, the woman cried, he has spoken of you many times. You were his best friend, he said. I am glad, indeed, to meet you, but — but tell me why he has disappeared — what has occurred?

I thought you would probably know that my friend is wanted by the police, I replied gravely. His description has been circulated everywhere.

But why? she gasped, staring at me. Why are the police in search of him?

For a few seconds I hesitated, disinclined to repeat the grave charge against him.

Well, I said at last in a low, earnest voice, the fact is the police have discovered that Sir Digby Kemsley died in South America some months ago.

I dont follow you, she said.

Then I will be more plain. The police, having had a report of the death of Sir Digby, believe our mutual friend to be an impostor!

An impostor! How utterly ridiculous. Why, I myself can prove his identity. The dead man must have been some adventurer who used his name.

That is a point which I hope with your assistance to prove, I said. The police at present regard our friend with distinct suspicion.

And I suppose his worst enemy has made some serious allegation against him — that woman who hates him so. Ah! I see it all now. I see why he has written this to me — this confession which astounds me. Ah! Mr. Royle, she added, her gloved hands tightly clenched in her despair. You do not know in what deadly peril Sir Digby now is. Yes, I see it plainly. There is a charge against him — a grave and terrible charge — which he is unable to refute, and yet he is perfectly innocent. Oh, what can I do? How can I act to save him? and her voice became broken by emotion.

First tell me the name of this woman who was such a deadly enemy of his. If you reveal this to me, I may be able to throw some light upon circumstances which are at the present moment a complete mystery.

No, that is his secret, was her low, calm reply. He made me swear never to reveal the womans name.

But his honour — nay, his liberty — is now at stake, I urged.

That does not exonerate me from breaking my word of honour, Mr. Royle.

Then he probably entertains affection for the woman, and is hence loth to do anything which might cause her pain. Strangely enough, men often love women whom they know are their bitterest enemies.

Quite so. But the present case is full of strange and romantic facts — facts, which if written down, would never be believed. I know many of them myself, and can vouch for them.

Well, is this unnamed woman a very vengeful person? I asked, remembering the victim who had been found dead at Harrington Gardens.

Probably so. All women, when they hate a man, are vengeful.

Why did she hate him so?

Because she believed a story told of him — an entirely false story — of how he had treated the man she loved. I taxed him with it, and he denied it, and brought me conclusive proof that the allegation was a pure invention.

Is she young or middle-aged?

Young, and distinctly pretty, was her reply.

Was it possible that this woman was speaking of that girl whom I had seen lying dead in my friends flat? Had he killed her because he feared what she might reveal? How dearly I wished that I had with me at that moment a copy of the police photographs of the unidentified body.

But even then she would probably declare it not to be the same person, so deeply had Sir Digby impressed upon her the necessity of regarding the affair as strictly secret.

Indeed, as I walked slowly at her side, I saw that, whatever the note contained, it certainly had the effect upon her of preserving her silence.

In that case, could the crime have been premeditated by my friend? Had he written her that secret message well knowing that he intended to kill the mysterious woman who was his deadliest enemy.

That theory flashed across my brain as I walked with her, and I believed it to be the correct one. I accepted it the more readily because it removed from my mind those dark suspicions concerning Phrida, and, also, in face of facts which this unknown lady had dropped, it seemed to be entirely feasible.

Either the unsuspecting woman fell by the hand of Digby Kemsley or — how can I pen the words — by the hand of Phrida, the woman I loved. There was the evidence that a knife with a triangular blade had been used, and such a knife had been, and was still, in the possession of my well-beloved; but from what I had learned that night it seemed that, little as I had dreamed the truth, my friend Digby had been held in bondage by a woman, whose tongue he feared.

Ah! How very many men in London are the slaves of women whom they fear. All of us are human, and the woman with evil heart is, alas! only too ready to seize the opportunity of the frailty of the opposite sex, and whatever may be the secret she learns, of business or of private life, she will most certainly turn it to her advantage.

It was similar circumstances I feared in the case of dear old Digby.

I was wondering, as I walked, whether I should reveal to my companion — whose name she had told me was Mrs. Petre — the whole of the tragic circumstances.

Is it long ago since you last saw Digby? I asked her presently, as we strolled slowly together, and after I had given her my address, and we had laughed together over my effective disguise.

Nearly two months, she replied. Ive been in Egypt since the beginning of November — at Assuan.

I was there two seasons ago, I said. How delightful it is in Upper Egypt — and what a climate in winter! Why, it is said that it has never rained there for thirty years!

I had a most awfully jolly time at the Cataract. It was full of smart people, for only the suburbs, the demi-monde, and Germans go to the Riviera nowadays. Its so terribly played out, and the Carnival gaiety is so childish and artificial.

It amuses the Cookites, I laughed; and it puts money in the pockets of the hotel-keepers of Nice and the neighbourhood.

Monte is no longer chic, she declared. German women in blouses predominate; and the really smart world has forsaken the Rooms for Cairo, Heliopolis, and Assuan. They are too far off and too expensive for the bearer of Cooks coupons.

I laughed. She spoke with the nonchalant air of the smart woman of the world, evidently much travelled and cosmopolitan.

But I again turned the conversation to our mutual friend, and strove with all the diplomatic powers I possessed to induce her to reveal the name or give me a description of the woman whom she had alleged to be his enemy — the woman who was under a delusion that he had wronged her lover. To all my questions, however, she remained dumb. That letter which I had placed in her hand had, no doubt, put a seal of silence upon her lips.

At one moment she assumed a haughtiness of demeanour which suited her manner and bearing, at the next she became sympathetic and eager. She was, I gauged, a woman of strangely complex character. Yet whom could she be? I knew most, perhaps even all, of Digbys friends, I believed. He often used to give cosy little tea parties, to which women — many of them well known in society — came. Towards them he always assumed quite a paternal attitude, for he was nothing if not a ladies man.

She seemed very anxious to know in what circumstances he had handed me the note, and what instructions he had given me. To her questions I replied quite frankly. Indeed, I repeated his words.

Ah! yes, she cried. He urged you not to misjudge me. Then you will not, Mr. Royle — will you? she asked me with sudden earnestness.

I have no reason to misjudge you, Mrs. Petre, I said, quietly. Why should I?

Ah! but you may. Indeed, you most certainly will.

When? I asked, in some surprise.

When — when you know the bitter truth.

The truth of what? I gasped, my thoughts reverting to the tragedy in Harrington Gardens. Though I had not referred to it I felt that she must be aware of what had occurred, and of the real reason of Digbys flight.

The truth which you must know ere long, she answered hoarsely as we halted again beneath the leafless trees. And when you learn it you will most certainly condemn me. But believe me, Mr. Royle, I am like your friend, Sir Digby, more sinned against than sinning.

You speak in enigmas, I said.

Because I cannot — I dare not tell you what I know. I dare not reveal the terrible and astounding secret entrusted to me. You will know it all soon enough. But — there, she added in a voice broken in despair, what can matter now that Digby has shown the white feather — and fled.

He was not a coward, Mrs. Petre, I remarked very calmly.

No. He was a brave and honest man until — — and she paused, her low voice fading to a whisper that I did not catch.

Until what? I asked. Did something happen?

Yes, it did, she replied in a hard, dry tone. Something happened which changed his life.

Then he is not the impostor the police believe? I demanded.

Certainly not, was her prompt reply. Why he has thought fit to disappear fills me with anger. And yet — yet from this letter he has sent to me I can now see the reason. He was, no doubt, compelled to fly, poor fellow. His enemy forced him to do so.

The woman — eh?

Yes, the woman, she admitted, bitter hatred in her voice.

Then, after a pause, I said: If I can be of any service to you, Mrs. Petre, for we are both friends of Digbys, I trust you will not fail to command me.

And I handed her a card from my case, which I had carried expressly.

You are very kind, Mr. Royle, she replied. Perhaps I may be very glad of your services one day. Who knows? I live at Park Mansions.

And may I call?

For the present, no. I let my flat while I went abroad, and it is still occupied for several weeks. I shall not be there before the first week in March.

But I want to find Digby — I want to see him most urgently, I said.

And so do I!

How can we trace him? I asked.

Ah! I am afraid he is far too elusive. If he wishes to hide himself we need not hope to find him until he allows us to, she replied. No, all we can do is to remain patient and hopeful.

Again a silence fell between us. I felt instinctively that she wished to confide in me, but dare not do so.

Therefore I exclaimed suddenly:

Will you not tell me, Mrs. Petre, the identity of this great enemy of our friend — this woman? Upon information which you yourself may give, Digbys future entirely depends, I added earnestly.

His future! she echoed. What do you mean?

I mean only that I am trying to clear his good name of the stigma now resting upon it.

The handsome woman bit her lip.

No, she replied with a great effort. Im sorry — deeply sorry — but I am now in a most embarrassing position. I have made a vow to him, and that vow I cannot break without first obtaining his permission. I am upon my honour.

I was silent. What could I say?

This woman certainly knew something — something which, if revealed, would place me in possession of the truth of what had actually occurred at Harrington Gardens on that fatal night. If she spoke she might clear Phrida of all suspicion.

Suddenly, after a pause, I made up my mind to try and clear up one point — that serious, crucial point which had for days so obsessed me.

Mrs. Petre, I said, I wonder if you will answer me a single question, one which does not really affect the situation much. Indeed, as we are, I hope, friends, I ask it more out of curiosity than anything else.

Well, what is it? she asked, regarding me strangely.

I want to know whether, being a friend of Digbys, you have ever met or ever heard of a certain young lady living in Kensington named Phrida Shand.

The effect of my words was almost electrical. She sprung towards me, with fire in her big, dark eyes.

Phrida Shand! she cried wildly, her white-gloved hands again clenched. Phrida Shand! You know that woman, eh? You know her, Mr. Royle. Is she a friend of yours? — or — or is she your enemy? Your friend, perhaps, because she is pretty. Oh, yes! she laughed, hysterically. Oh, yes! Of course, she is your friend. If she is — then curse her, Mr. Royle — invoke all the curses of hell upon her, as she so richly deserves!

And from her lips came a peal of laughter that was little short of demoniacal, while I stood glaring at her in blank dismay.

What did she mean? Aye, what, indeed?


CHAPTER XI.

IN WHICH AN ALLEGATION IS MADE.
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I STOOD AGHAST at her words.

I strove to induce her to speak more openly, and to tell me why I should not regard Phrida as my friend.

But she only laughed mysteriously, saying:

Wait, and you will see.

You make a distinct charge against her, therefore I think you ought to substantiate it, I said in a tone of distinct annoyance.

Ah! Mr. Royle. Heed my words, I beg of you.

But, tell me, is Miss Shand the same person as you have denounced as Digbys enemy? I asked in breathless apprehension. Surely you will tell me, Mrs. Petre, now that we are friends.

Ah! but are we friends? she asked, looking at me strangely beneath the light of the street-lamp in that deserted thoroughfare, where all was silence save the distant hum of the traffic. The dark trees above stood out distinct against the dull red night-glare of London, as the mysterious woman stood before me uttering that query.

Because we are mutual friends of Sir Digbys. I hope I may call you a friend, I replied, as calmly as I was able.

She paused for a moment in indecision. Then she said:

You admit that you are friendly with the girl Shand — eh?

Certainly.

More than friendly, I wonder? she asked in a sharp tone.

Well — Ill be perfectly frank, was my answer. I am engaged to be married to her.

Married, she gasped, to her! Are you mad, Mr. Royle?

I think not, I answered, greatly surprised at her sudden attitude. Why?

Because — because, she replied in a low, earnest voice, scarce above a whisper, because, before you take such a step make further inquiry.

Inquiry about what? I demanded.

About — well, about what has occurred at Harrington Gardens.

Then you know! I cried. You know the truth, Mrs. Petre?

No, she replied quite calmly. I know from this letter what must have occurred there. But who killed the girl I cannot say.

Who was the girl they found dead? I asked breathlessly.

Ah! How can I tell? I did not see her.

In a few quick words I described the deceased, but either she did not recognise her from the description, or she refused to tell me. In any case, she declared herself in ignorance.

The situation was galling and tantalising. I was so near discovering the truth, and yet my inquiries had only plunged me more deeply into a quagmire of suspicion and horror. The more I tried to extricate myself the deeper I sank.

But whoever the poor girl may have been, you still maintain that Phrida Shand was Digbys most deadly enemy? I asked quickly, setting a trap for her.

I took her unawares, and she fell into it.

Yes, was her prompt response. An instant later, however, realising how she had been led to make an allegation which she had not intended, she hastened to correct herself, saying: Ah, no! Of course, I do not allege that. I — I only know that Digby was acquainted with her, and that — —

Well? I asked slowly, when she paused.

That — that he regretted the acquaintanceship.

Regretted? Why?

The woman shrugged her shoulders. All along she had been cognisant of the tragedy, yet with her innate cleverness she had not admitted her knowledge.

A man often regrets his friendship with a woman, she said, with a mysterious air.

What! I cried fiercely. Do you make an insinuation that — —

My dear Mr. Royle, she laughed, I make no insinuation. It was you who have endeavoured to compel me to condemn her as Digbys enemy. You yourself suggested it!

But you have told me that his fiercest and most bitter enemy was a woman!

Certainly. But I have not told you that womans name, nor do I intend to break my vow of secrecy to Digby — fugitive that he may be at this moment. Yet, depend upon it, he will return and crush his enemies in the dust.

I hope he will, was my fervent reply. Yet I love Phrida Shand, and upon her there rests a terrible cloud of suspicion.

She was silent for a moment, still standing beneath the lamp, gazing at me with those big, dark eyes.

At last she said:

The way out is quite easy.

How?

If you have any regard for your future put your love aside, was her hard response.

You hate her! I said, knitting my brows, yet recollecting the proof I had secured of her presence in Digbys flat.

Yes, was her prompt response. I hate her — I have cause to hate her!

What cause?

That is my own affair, Mr. Royle — my own secret. Find Digby, and he will, no doubt, tell you the truth.

The truth concerning Phrida?

Yes.

But he knew I was engaged to her! Why did he not speak?

And expose her secret? she asked. Would he have acted as a gentleman had he done so? Does a man so lightly betray a womans honour?

A womans honour! I gasped, staring at her, staggered as though she had struck me a blow. What do you mean?

I mean nothing, was her cold reply. Take it as you may, Mr. Royle, only be warned.

But if Digby knew that she was worthless, he would surely have made some remark to arouse my suspicion? I exclaimed.

Why should he? she queried. A true gentleman does not usually expose a womans secret.

I saw her point, and my heart sank within me. Were these scandalous allegations of hers based upon truth, or was she actuated by ill-feeling, perhaps, indeed, of jealousy?

We walked on again slowly until we reached St. Jamess Palace, and passed out into the end of Pall Mall, where it joined St. Jamess Street. Yet her attitude was one of complete mystery. I was uncertain whether the admission she had so unconsciously made regarding Phrida — that she was Digbys worst enemy — was the actual truth or not.

One thing was plain. This Mrs. Petre was a clever, far-seeing woman of the world, who had with great ingenuity held from me her knowledge of the crime.

A problem was, therefore, presented to me. By what means could she be aware of it? First, she had expected to meet Digby that evening; secondly, the letter I had brought was written before the assassination of the unknown girl.

How could she have obtained knowledge of the affair if it were not premeditated and hinted at in the letter I had so faithfully delivered?

Half way up St. Jamess Street my companion suddenly exclaimed:

I must be going! Would you please hail me a taxi, Mr. Royle?

I will — when you have answered my question, I said, with great politeness.

I have already replied to it, was her response. You love Phrida Shand, but if you have any self-respect, any regard for your future, break off Whatever infatuation she has exercised over you. If you are Digbys friend, you will be a man, and act as such!

I really dont follow you, I said, bewildered.

Perhaps not. But surely my words are plain enough!

Is she the enemy of Digby, of whom you have spoken?

That question I am not permitted to answer.

I was silent a few seconds. Then I asked earnestly:

Tell me openly and frankly, Mrs. Petre. Is she the person you suspect of having committed the crime?

She gave vent to a short dry laugh.

Really, Mr. Royle, she exclaimed, you put to me the most difficult riddles. How can I possibly suspect anyone of a crime of which I know nothing, and of which even the papers appear to be in ignorance?

But you are not in ignorance, I said. How, pray, did you learn that a tragedy had occurred?

Ah! she laughed. That is my secret. You were very careful not to tell me the true cause of poor Digbys flight. Yes, Mr. Royle, I congratulate you upon your ingenuity in protecting the honour of your friend. Rest assured he will not forget the great services you have already rendered him.

I look for no reward. He was my friend, was my reply.

Then, if he was your friend and you are still his, heed my warning concerning Phrida Shand.

But tell me what you know? I cried, clutching her arm as we walked together. You dont understand that you are making allegations — terrible allegations — against the woman I love dearest in all the world. You have made an assertion, and I demand that you shall substantiate it, I added in frantic anxiety.

She shook off my hand angrily, declaring that nothing more need be said, and adding that if I refused to heed her, then the peril would be mine.

But you shall not leave me until you have furnished me with proof of these perfidious actions of my love! I declared vehemently.

Mr. Royle, we really cannot use high words in the public street, she replied in a low tone of reproof. I am sorry that I am not permitted to say more.

But you shall! I persisted. Tell me — what do you know? Is Digby the real Sir Digby?

Of course he is!

And what are his exact relations with Phrida?

Ah! she laughed. You had better ask her yourself, Mr. Royle. She will, no doubt, tell you. Of course, she will — well, if you are to marry her. But there, I see that you are not quite responsible for your words this evening. It is, perhaps, natural in the circumstances; therefore I will forgive you.

Natural! I echoed. I should think it is natural that I should resent such dastardly allegations when made against the woman I love.

All I repeat is — go and ask her for yourself, was the womans quiet response as she drew herself up, and pulled her fur more closely about her throat. I really cant be seen here talking with you in that garb, she added.

But you must tell me, I persisted.

I can tell you no more than I have done. The girl you love will tell you everything, or — at least, if you have a grain of ingenuity, as you no doubt have — you will find out everything for yourself.

Ah! but — —

No, not another word, please, Mr. Royle — not to-night. If after making inquiry into the matter you care to come and see me when I am back in Park Mansions, I shall be very happy to receive you. By that time, however, I hope we shall have had news of poor Digbys whereabouts.

If I hear from him — as I expect to — how can I communicate with you? I asked.

For a few seconds she stood wondering.

Write to me to Park Mansions, she replied. My letters are always forwarded.

And raising her umbrella she herself hailed a passing taxi.

Remember my warning, were her final words as she gave the man an address in Regents Park, and entered the conveyance. Go and see Phrida Shand at once and tell her what I have said.

May I mention your name? I asked hoarsely.

Yes, she replied. Good-night.

And a moment later I was gazing at the red back-lamp of the taxi, while soon afterwards I again caught a glimpse of the same lonely seller of shawls whom I had seen at the Tube station, trudging wearily homeward, there being no business doing at that hour of the evening.


CHAPTER XII.

PHRIDA MAKES CONFESSION.
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I SAT IN my rooms in Albemarle Street utterly bewildered.

My meeting with the mysterious woman who wore the spray of mimosa had, instead of assisting to clear up the mystery, increased it a hundredfold.

The grave suspicions I had entertained of Phrida had been corroborated by her strangely direct insinuations and her suggestion that I should go to her and tell her plainly what had been alleged.

Therefore, after a sleepless night, I went to Cromwell Road next morning, determined to know the truth. You can well imagine my state of mind when I entered Mrs. Shands pretty morning-room, where great bowls of daffodils lent colour to the otherwise rather dull apartment.

Phrida entered, gay, fresh, and charming, in a dark skirt and white blouse, having just risen from breakfast.

Really, Teddy, she laughed, you ought to be awarded a prize for early rising. I fear Im horribly late. Its ten oclock. But mother and I went last night to the Aldwych, and afterwards with the Baileys to supper at the Savoy. So I may be forgiven, may I not — eh?

Certainly, dear, I replied, placing my hand upon her shoulder. What are you doing to-day?

Oh! Im quite full up with engagements, she replied, crossing to the writing-table and consulting a porcelain writing tablet.

Im due at my dressmakers at half-past eleven, then Ive to call in Mount Street at half-past twelve, lunch at the Berkeley, where mother has two women to lunch with her, and a concert at Queens Hall at three — quite a day, isnt it? she laughed.

Yes, I said. You are very busy — too busy even to talk seriously with me — eh?

Talk seriously! she echoed, looking me straight in the face. What do you mean, Teddy? Why, whats the matter?

Oh! nothing very much, dearest, was my reply, for I was striving to remain calm, not withstanding my great anxiety and tortured mind.

But there is, she persisted, clutching at my hand and looking eagerly into my face. What is amiss? Tell me, she added, in low earnestness.

I was silent for a moment, and leaving her I crossed to the window and gazed out into the broad, grey thoroughfare, grim and dispiriting on that chilly January morning.

For a moment I held my breath, then, with sudden determination, I walked back to where she was standing, and placing both hands upon her shoulders, kissed her passionately upon the lips.

You are upset to-day, Teddy, she said, with deep concern. What has happened? Tell me, dear.

I — I hardly know whats happened, I replied in a low voice. But, Phrida, I said, looking straight into her great eyes, I want to — to ask you a question.

A question — what? she demanded, her cheeks paling slightly.

Yes. I want you to tell me what you know of a Mrs. Petre, a — —

Mrs. Petre! she gasped, stepping back from me, her face pale as death in an instant. That woman!

Yes, that woman, Phrida. Who is she — what is she?

Please dont ask me, Teddy, my love cried in distress, covering her pretty face with her hands and bursting suddenly into tears.

But I must, Phrida — I must, for my own peace of mind, I said.

Why? Do you know the woman?

I met her last night, I explained. I delivered to her a note which my friend Digby had entrusted to me.

I thought your friend had disappeared? she said quickly.

It was given to me before his flight, was my response. I fulfilled a confidential mission with which he entrusted me. And — and I met her. She knows you — isnt that so?

I stood with my eyes full upon the white face of the woman I loved, surveying her coldly and critically, so full of black suspicion. Was my heart at that moment wholly hers? In imagination, place yourself, my reader, in a similar position. Put before yourself the problem with which, at that second, I found myself face to face.

I loved Phrida, and yet had I not obtained proof positive of her clandestine visit to my friend on that fateful night? Were her finger-prints not upon the little glass-topped specimen-table in his room?

And yet so clever, so ingenious had she been, so subtle was her womans wit, that she had never admitted to me any knowledge of him further than a formal introduction I had once made long ago.

I had trusted her — aye, trusted her with all the open sincerity of an honourable man — for I loved her better than anything else on earth. And with what result?

With my own senses of smell and of hearing I had detected her presence on the stairs — waiting, it seemed, to visit my friend in secret after I had left.

No doubt she had been unaware of my identity as his visitor, or she would never dared to have lurked there.

As I stood with my hand tenderly upon her arm, the gaze of my well-beloved was directed to the ground. Guilt seemed written upon her white brow, for she dared not raise her eyes to mine.

Phrida, you know that woman — you cant deny knowledge of her — can you?

She stood like a statue, with her hands clenched, her mouth half open, her jaws fixed.

I — I — I dont know what you mean, she faltered at last, in a hard voice quite unusual to her.

I mean that I have a suspicion, Phrida — a horrible suspicion — that you have deceived me, I said.

How? she asked, with her harsh, forced laugh.

I paused. How should I tell her? How should I begin?

You have suppressed from me certain knowledge of which you know I ought to have been in possession for my friend Digbys sake, and — —

Ah! Digby Kemsley again! she cried impatiently. Youve not been the same to me since that man disappeared.

Because you know more concerning him than you have ever admitted to me, Phrida, I said in a firm, earnest voice, grasping her by the arm and whispering into her ear. Now, be open and frank with me — tell me the truth.

Of what? she faltered, raising her eyes to mine with a frightened look.

Of what Mrs. Petre has told me.

That woman! What has she said against me? my love demanded with quick resentment.

She is not your friend, in any case, I said slowly.

My friend! she echoed. I should think not. She — —

And my loves little hands clenched themselves and she burst again into tears without concluding her sentence.

I know, dearest, I said, striving to calm her, and stroking her hair from her white brow. I tell you at once that I do not give credence to any of her foul allegations, only — well, in order to satisfy myself, I have come direct to you to hear your explanation.

My — my explanation! she gasped, placing her hand to her brow and bowing her head. Ah! what explanation can I make of allegations I have never heard? she demanded. Surely, Teddy, you are asking too much.

I grasped her hand, and holding it in mine gazed again upon her. We were standing together near the centre of the room where the glowing fire shed a genial warmth and lit up the otherwise gloomy and solemn apartment.

Ah! how sweet she seemed to me, how dainty, how charming, how very pure. And yet? Ah! the recollection of that womans insinuations on the previous night ate like a canker-worm into my heart. And yet how I loved the pale, agitated girl before me! Was she not all the world to me?

A long and painful silence had fallen between us, a silence only broken by the whirl of a taxi passing outside and the chiming of the long, old-fashioned clock on the stairs.

At last I summoned courage to say in a calm, low voice;

I am not asking too much, Phrida. I am only pressing you to act with your usual honesty, and tell me the truth. Surely you can have nothing to conceal?

How absurd you are, Teddy! she said in her usual voice. What can I possibly have to conceal from you?

Pardon me, I said; but you have already concealed from me certain very important facts concerning my friend Digby.

Who has told you that? The woman Petre, I suppose, she cried in anger. Very well, believe her, if you wish.

But I dont believe her, I protested.

Then why ask me for an explanation?

Because one is, I consider, due from you in the circumstances.

Then you have set yourself up to be my judge, have you? she asked, drawing herself up proudly, all traces of her tears having vanished. I saw that the attitude she had now assumed was one of defiance; therefore I knew that if I were to obtain the information I desired I must act with greatest discretion.

No, Phrida, I answered. I do not mistrust or misjudge you. All I ask of you is the truth. What do you know of my friend Digby Kemsley?

Know of him — why, nothing — except that you introduced us.

For a second I remained silent. Then with severity I remarked:

Pardon me, but I think you rather misunderstood my question. I meant to ask whether you have ever been to his flat in Harrington Gardens?

Ah! I see, she cried instantly. That woman Petre has endeavoured to set you against me, Teddy, because I love you. She has invented some cruel lie or other, just as she did in another case within my knowledge. Come, she added, tell me out plainly what she has alleged against me?

She was very firm and resolute now, and I saw in her face a hard, defiant expression — an expression of bitter hatred against the woman who had betrayed her.

Well, I said; loving you as intensely as I do, I can hardly bring myself to repeat her insinuations.

But I demand to know them, she protested, standing erect and facing me. I am attacked; therefore, I am within my right to know what charges the woman has brought against me.

She has brought no direct charges, was my slow reply. But she has suggested certain things — certain scandalous things.

What are they? she gasped, suddenly pale as death.

First tell me the truth, Phrida, I cried, holding her in my arms and looking straight into those splendid eyes I admired so much. Admit it — you knew Digby. He — he was a friend of yours?

A — a friend— she gasped, half choking with emotion. A — friend — yes.

You knew him intimately. You visited him at his rooms unknown to me! I went on fiercely.

Ah! she shrieked. Dont torture me like this, Teddy, when I love you so deeply. You dont know — you can never know all I have suffered — and now this woman has sought to ruin and crush me!

Has she spoken the truth when she says that you visited Digby — at night — in secret! I demanded, bitterly, between my teeth, still holding her, her white, hard-set face but a few inches from my own.

She drew a long, deep breath, and in her eyes was a strange half-fascinated look — a look that I had never seen in them before.

Ah! Teddy, she gasped. This — this is the death of all our love. I foresee only darkness and ruin before me. But I will not lie to you. No! I — I — —

Then she paused, and a shudder ran through her slim frame which I held within my grasp. Ill tell you the truth. Yes. I — I — went to see your friend unknown to you.

You did! I cried hoarsely, with fierce anger possessing my soul.

Yes, dear, she faltered in a voice so low that I could scarce catch her reply. Yes — I — I went there, she faltered, because — because he — he compelled me.

Compelled you! I echoed in blank dismay.

But at that instant I saw that the blackness of unconsciousness had fallen upon my love even as I held her in my embrace.

And for me, too, alas! the sun of life had ceased to shine, and the world was dead.


CHAPTER XIII.

THE FUGITIVES SECRET.
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TENDERLY I PLACED my love upon the couch, and then rang the bell.

In answer to my summons the young Italian man-servant appeared.

Send Mallock here quickly, I said. Miss Shand is not well. But say nothing of this to your mistress, or to the other servants. You understand, Egisto?

Cer-tainly, sare, replied the smart young Tuscan, and a few moments later the door re-opened to admit the thin-faced maid in black, wearing her muslin apron and gold-rimmed glasses.

She dashed across to the couch in an instant, and bent, looking into the white, immobile face of my well-beloved.

I fear your mistress has fainted, Mallock, so I thought it best to call you. I have, unfortunately, imparted to her some news which has upset her. Will you please see after her?

Of course, sir. Ill go and get some smelling salts and some water.

And quickly the girl disappeared. Then, when she had gone, I stood before the inanimate form of the woman I loved so well, and wondered what could be the real, actual truth.

Her admission had taken me aback. She had confessed to visiting my friend, but had alleged that he had compelled her. Was she actually beneath some mysterious thraldom — was she held in some secret bondage by the man I had trusted and who was my best friend?

The very suspicion of it filled me with a fierce irresponsible anger, and I clenched my fists.

Ah! I would find him and face him. I would clutch his throat and force the truth from his lips.

And if he had betrayed me — if he had exercised any evil influence over Phrida — then, by heaven! I would take his life!

Mallock bustled in the next moment, and sinking upon her knees began to apply restoratives.

Tell your mistress that I will return after luncheon, if she will see me, I said.

Yes, sir.

And — and tell her, Mallock, to remain calm until I see her. Will you?

Yes, sir, answered the maid, and then I went out into the hall, struggled into my overcoat, and left the house.

Out in Cromwell Road the scene, grey, dull and dismal, was, alas! in accord with my own feelings.

The blow I had feared had fallen. The terrible suspicion I had held from that moment when, upon the stairs at Harrington Gardens, I had smelt that sweet, unusual perfume and heard the jingle of golden bangles, had been proved.

She had actually admitted her presence there — with the man I had believed to be my friend, the man, whom, up to the present, I had sought to shield and protect!

I hailed a taxi, and not knowing what I did, drove to the Reform. As I passed up the steps from Pall Mall the porter handed me my letters, and then, heedless of where my footsteps carried me, I entered the big, square hall and turned into the writing-room on the left — a room historic in the annals of British politics, for many a State secret had been discussed there by Ministers of the Crown, many a point of the Cabinets policy had been decided, and also the fate of many a bill.

The long, sombre room with the writing tables covered with blue cloth, was empty, as it usually is, and I flung myself down to scribble a note — an apology for not keeping an appointment that afternoon.

My overburdened heart was full of chagrin and grief, for my idol had been shattered by a single blow, and only the wreck of all my hopes and aspirations now remained.

In a weeks time the coroner would hold his adjourned inquiry into the tragedy at Harrington Gardens, and then what startling revelations might be made! By that time it was probable that the police would be able to establish the identity of the accused, and, moreover, with Mrs. Petre vengeful and incensed against Phrida, might she not make a statement to the authorities?

If so, what then?

I sat with my elbows upon the table staring out into Pall Mall, which wore such a cold and cheerless aspect that morning.

What could I do? How should I act? Ah! yes, at that moment I sat utterly bewildered, and trying in vain to discern some way out of that maze of mystery.

I had not looked at the unopened letters beneath my hand, but suddenly chancing to glance at them, I noticed one in an unfamiliar feminine handwriting.

I tore it open carelessly, expecting to find some invitation or other, when, within, I found three hastily scrawled lines written on the notepaper of the Great Eastern Hotel at Liverpool Street. It read:

Since I saw you something has happened. Can you meet me again as soon as possible? Please wire me, Mrs. Petre, Melbourne House, Colchester.

I gazed at the note in extreme satisfaction. At least, I had the womans address. Yes, after I had again seen Phrida I would see her and force from her lips the truth.

I rose quickly, placed the other letters in my pocket without opening them, and drove down to the City, where I was compelled to keep a business appointment.

At half-past three Egisto admitted me to Mrs. Shands, and in reply to my question, told me that the Signorina, as he always called Phrida, was in the morning-room.

Dressed in a pale grey gown, relieved with lace at the collar and wrists, she rose slowly from a big armchair as I entered, and came across to me, her face pale, drawn, and anxious.

Ah! dearest, I cried. Im glad to see you better. Are you quite yourself again now?

Quite, thanks, was her low, rather weak reply. I — I felt very unwell this morning. I — I dont know what was the matter. Then clinging to me suddenly, she added, Ah! forgive me, Teddy, wont you?

There is nothing to forgive, dear, was my reply, as, placing my arm tenderly about her slim waist, I looked into the depths of those wonderful dark eyes of hers, trying to fathom what secret lay hidden there.

Ah! she ejaculated. I know, dear, that though you affect to have forgiven me — that you have not. How could you possibly forgive?

I am not angry with you in the least, Phrida! I assured her quite calmly. Because you have not yet told me the truth. I am here to learn it.

Yes, she gasped, sinking into a chair and staring straight into the fire. The short winters day was dying, and already the light had nearly faded. But the fire threw a mellow glow upon her pale, hard-set features, and she presented a strangely dramatic picture as she sat there with head bent in shame. Ah! yes. You are here again to torture me, I suppose, she sighed bitterly.

I have no desire in the least to torture you, I said, standing erect before her. But I certainly think that some explanation of your conduct is due to me — the man whom you are to marry.

Marry! she echoed in a blank voice, with a shrug of her shoulders, her eyes still fixed upon the fire.

Yes, marry, I repeated. You made an admission to me this morning — one of which any man would in such circumstances demand explanation. You said that my friend had forced you to go to Harrington Gardens. Tell me why? What power does that man hold over you?

Ah, no! Teddy! she cried, starting wildly to her feet. No, no! she protested, grasping my hands frantically. Dont ask that question. Spare me that! Spare me that, for the sake of the love you once bore for me.

No. I repeat my question, I said slowly, but very determinedly.

Ah! no. I — I cant answer it. I — —

For a few moments a silence fell between us.

Then I said in a low, meaning tone:

You cant answer it, Phrida, because you are ashamed, eh?

She sprang upon me in an instant, her face full of resentful fire.

No! she declared vehemently. I am not ashamed — only I — I cannot tell you the reason I went to Harrington Gardens. Thats all.

Yours is, to say the least, a rather thin excuse, is it not? I asked.

What else can I say? Simply I can tell you nothing.

But you admit that you went to Harrington Gardens. Did you go more than once? I asked very quietly.

She nodded in the affirmative.

And the last occasion was on the night when my friend was forced to fly, eh? I suggested.

I saw that she was about to elude answering my question. Therefore, I added:

I already know you were there. I have established your presence beyond the shadow of doubt. So you may just as well admit it.

I — I do, she faltered, sinking again into her chair and resting her elbows upon her knees.

You were there — you were present when the crime was committed, I said, looking straight at her as I stood before her with folded arms.

Whoever has said that tells wicked lies, was her quick response.

You were in Digbys room that night — after I left, I declared.

How do you know.

Because the police have photographs of your finger-prints, was my quiet reply.

The effect of my words upon her was electrical.

The police! she gasped, her face instantly pale as death. Do they know?

Inspector Edwards is in possession of your finger-prints, I replied briefly.

Then — then they will suspect me! she shrieked in despair. Ah! Teddy! If you love me, save me!

And she flung herself wildly at my feet, clutching my hands and raising her face to mine in frantic appeal.

For that very reason I have returned here to you to-day, Phrida, I replied in a low tone of sympathy. If I can save you from being implicated in this terrible affair, I will. But you must tell me the whole truth from the start. Then I may be able to devise a plan to ensure your security.

And I slowly assisted her to her feet and led her back to her chair.

She sat without moving or speaking for some moments, gravely thinking. Then of a sudden, she said in a hard, hoarse voice:

Ah! you dont know, Teddy, what I have suffered — how I have been the innocent victim of a foul and dastardly plot. I — I was entrapped — I — —

Entrapped! I echoed. By whom? Not by Digby Kemsley? He was not the sort of man.

He is your friend, I know. But if you knew the truth you would hate him — hate him, with as deep and fierce a hatred as I do now, she declared, with a strange look in her great eyes.

You told me he had forced you to go to his flat.

He did.

Why?

Because he wanted to tell me something — to — —

To tell you what?

I refuse to explain — I cant tell you, Teddy.

Because it would be betraying his secret — eh? I remarked with bitterness. And, yet, in the same breath you have told me you hate him. Surely, this attitude of yours is an unusual one — is it not? You cannot hate him and strive to shield him at the same moment!

She paused for a second before replying. Then she said:

I admit that my attitude towards your friend is a somewhat strange one, but there are reasons — strong, personal reasons of my own — which prevent me revealing to you the whole of what is a strange and ghastly story. Surely it will suffice you to know that I did not conceal all knowledge of your friend and call upon him in secret all of my own free will. No, Teddy, I loved you — and I still love you, dear — far too well for that.

I trusted you, Phrida, but you deceived me, I replied, with a poignant bitterness in my heart.

Under compulsion. Because — — and she paused with a look of terror in her eyes.

Because what? I asked slowly, placing my hand tenderly upon her shoulder.

She shrank from contact with me.

No. I — I cant tell you. It — its all too terrible, too horrible! she whispered hoarsely, covering her white face with her hands. I loved you, but, alas! all my happiness, all the joy of which I have so long dreamed, has slipped away from me because of the one false step — my one foolish action — of which I have so long repented.

Tell me, Phrida, I urged, in deep earnestness, bending down to her. Confide in me.

No, she replied, with an air of determination. It is my own affair. I have acted foolishly and must bear the consequences.

But surely you will not sacrifice our love rather than tell me the truth! I cried.

Hot tears welled in her eyes, and I felt her frail form tremble beneath my touch.

Alas! I am compelled, she faltered.

Then you refuse to tell me — you refuse to explain why this man whom I believed to be my friend, and to whom I have rendered many services, has held you in his thraldom? I exclaimed bitterly.


CHAPTER XIV.

REVEALS A FURTHER DECEPTION.
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MY LOVE PAUSED. She remained silent for a long time. Then, with her head bowed, she faltered:

Yes. I — I am compelled to refuse.

Why compelled? I demanded.

I — I cannot tell you, she whispered hoarsely. I dare not.

Dare not? Is your secret so terrible, then?

Yes. It is all a mystery. I do not know the truth myself, she replied. I only know that I — that I love you, and that now, because that woman has spoken, I have lost you and am left to face the world — the police — alone!

Have I not told you, dearest, that I will do my best to protect and defend you if you will only reveal the truth to me, I said.

But I cant.

You still wish to shield this blackguard who has held you in secret in his hands? I cried in anger.

No, I dont, she cried in despair. I tell you, Teddy, now — even if this is the last time we ever meet — that I love you and you alone. I have fallen the victim of a clever and dastardly plot, believe me, or believe me not. What I tell you is the truth.

I do believe you, I replied fervently. But if you love me, Phrida, as you declare, you will surely reveal to me the perfidy of this man I have trusted!

I — I cant now, she said in a voice of excuse. It is impossible. But you may know some day.

You knew that I visited him on that fatal night. Answer me?

She hesitated. Then presently, in a low tone, replied — 

Yes, Teddy, I knew. Ah! she went on, her face white and haggard. You cannot know the torture I have undergone — fearing that you might be aware of my presence there. Each time I met you I feared to look you in the face.

Because your secret is a guilty one — eh?

I fell into a trap, and I cannot extricate myself, she declared hoarsely. Now that the police know, there is only one way out for me, she added, in a tone of blank despair. I cannot face it — no — I — now that I have lost your love, dear. I care for naught more. My enemies will hound me to my death!

And she burst into a torrent of bitter tears.

No, no, I answered her, placing my hand tenderly upon her shoulder. Reveal the truth to me, and I will protect you and shield you from them. At present, though the police are in possession of your finger-prints, as being those of a person who had entered the flat on that night, they have no knowledge of your identity, therefore, dear, have no fear.

Ah! but I am in peril! she cried, and I felt her shudder beneath my touch. That woman — ah! — she may tell the police!

What woman?

Mrs. Petre, the woman who has already betrayed me to you.

Then she knows — she knows your secret? I gasped.

She bent her head slowly in the affirmative.

I saw in her eyes a look of terror and despair, such as I had never before seen in the eyes of any person before — a haunted, agonised expression that caused my heart to go out in sympathy for her — for even though she might be guilty — guilty of that crime of vengeance, yet, after all, she was mine and she possessed my heart.

Is there no way of closing that womans lips? I asked very slowly.

She was silent, for, apparently, the suggestion had not before occurred to her. Of a sudden, she looked up into my face earnestly, and asked:

Tell me, Teddy. Will you promise me — promise not to prejudge me?

I do not prejudge you at all, dearest, I declared with a smile. My annoyance is due to your refusal to reveal to me anything concerning the man who has falsely posed as my friend.

I would tell you all, dearest, she assured me, but it is impossible. If I spoke I should only further arouse your suspicions, for you would never believe that I spoke the truth.

Then you prefer that I should remain in ignorance, and by doing so your own peril becomes increased! I remarked, rather harshly.

Alas! my silence is imperative, was all she would reply.

Again and again I pressed her to tell me the reason of the evil influence held over her by the man who was now a fugitive, but with the greatest ingenuity she evaded my questions, afterwards declaring that all my inquiries were futile. The secret was hers.

And so you intend to shield this man, Phrida, I remarked at last, in bitter reproach.

I am not silent for his sake! my love cried, starting up in quick resentment. I hate him too much. No, I refuse to reveal the truth because I am compelled.

But supposing you were compelled to clear yourself in a criminal court, I said. Supposing that this woman went to the police! What then? You would be compelled to speak the truth.

No. I — Id rather kill myself! she declared, in frantic despair. Indeed, that is what I intend to do — now that I know I have lost you!

No, no, I cried. You have not lost me, Phrida. I still believe in your purity and honesty, I went on, clasping her passionately to my heart, she sobbing bitterly the while. I love you and I still believe in you, I whispered into her ear.

She heaved a great sigh.

Ah! I wonder if you really speak the truth? she murmured. If I thought you still believed in me, how happy I should be. I would face my enemies, and defy them.

I repeat, Phrida, that notwithstanding this suspicion upon you, I love you, I said very earnestly.

Then you will not prejudge me! she asked, raising her tear-stained eyes to mine. You will not believe evil of me until — until I can prove to you the contrary. You will not believe what Mrs. Petre has told you? she implored.

I promise, dearest, that I will believe nothing against you, I said fervently, kissing her cold, hard lips. But cannot you, in return, assist me in solving the mystery of Harrington Gardens. Who was the girl found there? Surely you know?

No, I dont. I swear I dont, was her quick reply, though her face was blanched to the lips.

But Mrs. Petre gave me to understand that you knew her, I said.

Yes — that woman! she cried in anger. She has lied to you, as to the others. Have I not told you that she is my most deadly enemy?

Then she may go to the police — who knows! How can we close her mouth?

My love drew a long breath and shook her head. The light had faded, and only the fitful flames of the fire illuminated the sombre room. In the dark shadows she presented a pale, pathetic little figure, her face white as death, her thin, delicate hands clasped before her in dismay and despair.

Have you any idea where Digby is at this moment? I asked her slowly, wondering whether if he were an intimate friend he had let her know his hiding-place.

No. I have not the slightest idea, was her faint reply.

Ah! If only I could discover him I would wring the truth from him, I exclaimed between my teeth.

And if you did so, I myself would be imperilled, she remarked. No, Teddy, you must not do that if — if you love me and would protect me.

Why?

If you went to him he would know that I had spoken, and then he would fulfil the threats he has so often made. No, you must not utter a single word. You must, for my sake, still remain his friend. Will you, dear?

After what you have told me! I cried. Never!

But you must, she implored, grasping both my hands in hers. If he had the slightest suspicion that I had admitted my friendship with him, he would act as he has always declared he would.

How would he act?

He would reveal something — he would bring proofs that even you would consider irrefutable, she answered in a low, hard whisper. No, dear, and her grip upon my hands tightened. In any case there only remains to me one course — to end it all, for in any case, I must lose you. Your confidence and love can never be restored.

You must not speak like that, I said very gravely. I have not yet lost confidence in you, Phrida. I — —

Ah! I know how generous you are, dear, she interrupted, but how can I conceal from myself the true position? You have discovered that I visited that mans flat clandestinely, that — that we were friends — and that — —

She paused, not concluding her sentence, and bursting again into tears, rushed from the room before I could grasp and detain her.

I stood silent, utterly dumbfounded.

Were those words an admission of her guilt?

Was it by her hand, as that woman had insinuated, the unknown girls life had been taken?

I recollected the nature of the wound, as revealed by the medical evidence, and I recalled that knife which was lying upon the table in the drawing-room above.

Why did Phrida so carefully conceal from me the exact truth concerning her friendship with the man I had trusted? What secret power did he exercise over her? And why did she fear to reveal anything to me — even though I had assured her that my confidence in her remained unshaken.

Was not guilt written upon that hard, white face?

I stood staring out of the window in blank indecision. What I had all along half feared had been proved. Between my love and the man of whom I had never had the slightest suspicion, some secret — some guilty secret — existed.

And even now, even at risk of losing my affection, she was seeking to shield him!

My blood boiled within me, and I clenched my fists as I strode angrily up and down that dark room.

All her admissions came back to me — her frantic appeal to me not to prejudge her, and her final and out-spoken decision to take her own life rather than reveal the truth.

What could it mean? What was the real solution of that strange problem of crime in which, quite unwittingly, I had become so deeply implicated?

I was passing the grate in pacing the room, as I had already done several times, when my eyes fell upon a piece of paper which had been screwed up and flung there. Curiosity prompted me to pick it out of the cinders, for it struck me that it must have been thrown there by Phrida before I had entered the room.

To my surprise I saw the moment I held it in my hand that it was a telegram. Opening it carefully I found that it was addressed to her, therefore she had no doubt cast it upon the fire when I had so suddenly entered.

I read it, and stood open-mouthed and amazed.

By it the perfidy of the woman I loved, alas! became revealed.

She had deceived me!


CHAPTER XV.

AN EFFACED IDENTITY.
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THE TELEGRAM WAS signed with the initial D. — Digby!

The words I read were— Have discovered T suspects. Exercise greatest care, and remember your promise. We shall meet again soon.

The message showed that it had been handed in at Brussels at one oclock that afternoon.

Brussels! So he was hiding there. Yes, I would lose no time in crossing to the gay little Belgian capital and search him out.

Before giving him up to the police I would meet him face to face and demand the truth. I would compel him to speak.

Should I retain possession of the message? I reflected. But, on consideration, I saw that when I had left, Phrida might return to recover it. If I replaced it where I had found it she would remain in ignorance of the knowledge I had gained.

So I screwed it up again and put it back among the cinders in the grate, afterwards leaving the house.

Next morning I stepped out upon the platform of the great Gare du Nord in Brussels — a city I knew well, as I had often been there on business — and drove in a taxi along the busy, bustling Boulevard Auspach to the Grand Hotel.

In the courtyard, as I got out, the frock-coated and urbane manager welcomed me warmly, for I had frequently been his guest, and I was shown to a large room overlooking the Boulevard where I had a wash and changed.

Then descending, I called a taxi and immediately began a tour of the various hotels where I thought it most likely that the man I sought might be.

The morning was crisp and cold, with a perfect sky and brilliant sunshine, bright and cheerful indeed after the mist and gloom of January in London.

Somehow the aspect, even in winter, is always brighter across the channel than in our much maligned little island. They know not the pea-souper on the other side of the Straits of Dover, and the light, invigorating atmosphere is markedly apparent directly one enters France or Belgium.

The business boulevards, the Boulevarde Auspach, and the Boulevard du Nord, with their smart shops, their big cafés, and their hustling crowds, were bright and gay as my taxi sped on, first to the Métropole, in the Place de Brouckere.

The name of Kemsley was unknown there. The old concierge glanced at his book, shook his head, and elevating his shoulders, replied:

Non, msieur.

Thence I went to the Palace, in front of the station, the great new hotel and one of the finest in Europe, a huge, garish place of gilt and luxury. But there I met with equal success.

Then I made the tour of the tree-lined outer boulevards, up past the Botanical Gardens and along the Rue Royale, first to the Hotel de France, then to the Europe, the Belle Vue, the Carlton in the Avenue Louise, the new Wiltschers a few doors away, and a very noted English house from the Boulevard Waterloo, as well as a dozen other houses in various parts of the town — the Cecil in the Boulevard du Nord, the Astoria in the Rue Royale, and even one or two of the cheaper pensions — the Dufour, De Boeks, and Nettells, but all to no purpose.

Though I spent the whole of that day making investigations I met with no success.

Though I administered judicious tips to concierge after concierge, I could not stir the memory of a single one that within the past ten days any English gentleman answering the description I gave had stayed at their establishment.

Until the day faded, and the street lamps were lit, I continued my search, my taxi-driver having entered into the spirit of my quest, and from time to time suggesting other and more obscure hotels of which I had never heard.

But the reply was the same — a regretful Non, msieur.

It had, of course, occurred to me that if the fugitive was hiding from the Belgian police, who no doubt had received his description from Scotland Yard, he would most certainly assume a false name.

But I hoped by my minute description to be able to stir the memory of one or other of the dozens of uniformed hall-porters whom I interviewed. The majority of such men have a remarkably retentive memory for a face, due to long cultivation, just as that possessed by ones club hall-porter, who can at once address any of the thousand or so members by name.

I confess, however, when at five oclock, I sat in the huge, noisy Café Métropole over a glass of coffee and a liqueur of cognac, I began to realise the utter hopelessness of my search.

Digby Kemsley was ever an evasive person — a past master in avoiding observation, as I well knew. It had always been a hobby of his, he had told me, of watching persons without himself being seen.

Once he had remarked to me while we had been smoking together in that well-remembered room wherein the tragedy had taken place:

I should make a really successful detective, Royle. Ive had at certain periods of my life to efface myself and watch unseen. Now Ive brought it to a fine art. If ever circumstances make it imperative for me to disappear — which I hope not, he laughed, well — nobody will ever find me, Im positive.

These words of his now came back to me as I sat there pensively smoking, and wondering if, after all, I had better not return again to London and remain patient for the additional police evidence which would no doubt be forthcoming at the adjourned inquest in a weeks time.

I thought of the clever cunning exercised by the girl whom I so dearly loved and in whose innocence I had so confidently believed, of her blank refusal to satisfy me, and alas! of her avowed determination to shield the scoundrel who had posed as my friend, and whom the police had declared to be only a vulgar impostor.

My bitter reflection maddened me.

The jingle and chatter of that noisy café, full to overflowing at that hour, for rain had commenced to fall outside in the boulevard, irritated me. From where I sat in the window I could see the crowds of business people, hurrying through the rain to their trams and trains — the neat-waisted little modistes, the felt-hatted young clerks, the obese and over-dressed and whiskered men from their offices on the Bourse, the hawkers crying the Soir, and the Dernière Heure, with strident voices, the poor girls with rusty shawls and pinched faces, selling flowers, and the gaping, idling Cookites who seem to eternally pass and re-pass the Métropole at all hours of the day and the night.

Before my eyes was there presented the whole phantasmagoria of the life of the thrifty, hard-working Bruxellois, that active, energetic race which the French have so sarcastically designated the brave Belgians.

After a lonely dinner in the big, glaring salle-à-manger, at the Grand, I went forth again upon my quest. That the fugitive had been in Brussels on the previous day was proved by his telegram, yet evasive as he was, he might have already left. Yet I hoped he still remained in the capital, and if so he would, I anticipated, probably go to one of the music-halls or variety theatres. Therefore I set out upon another round.

I strolled eagerly through the crowded promenade of the chief music-hall of Brussels — the Pole Nord, the lounge wherein men and women were promenading, laughing, and drinking, but I saw nothing of the man of whom I was in search.

I knew that he had shaved off his beard and otherwise altered his appearance. Therefore my attention upon those about me was compelled to be most acute.

I surveyed both stalls and boxes, but amid that gay, well-dressed crowd I could discover nobody the least resembling him.

From the Pole Nord I went to the Scala, where I watched part of an amusing revue; but my search there was likewise in vain, as it was also at Olympia, the Capucines, and the Folies Bergères, which I visited in turn. Then, at midnight, I turned my attention to the big cafés, wandering from the Bourse along the Boulevard Auspach, entering each café and glancing around, until at two oclock in the morning I returned to the Grand, utterly fagged out by my long vigil of over fifteen hours.

In my room I threw off my overcoat and flung myself upon the bed in utter despair.

Until I met that man face to face I could not, I saw, learn the truth concerning my loves friendship with him.

Mrs. Petre had made foul insinuations, and now that my suspicions had been aroused that Phrida might actually be guilty of that terrible crime at Harrington Gardens, the whole attitude of my well-beloved seemed to prove that my suspicions were well grounded.

Indeed, her last unfinished sentence as she had rushed from the room seemed conclusive proof of the guilty secret by which her mind was now overburdened.

She had never dreamed that I held the slightest suspicion. It was only when she knew that the woman Petre had met me and had talked with me that she saw herself betrayed. Then, when I had spoken frankly, and told her what the woman had said, she saw that to further conceal her friendship with Digby was impossible.

Every word she had spoken, every evasive sentence, every protest that she was compelled to remain silent, recurred to me as I lay there staring blankly at the painted ceiling.

She had told me that she was unaware of the fugitives whereabouts, and yet not half an hour before she had received a telegram from him.

Yes, Phrida — the woman I trusted and loved with such a fierce, passionate affection, had lied to me deliberately and barefacedly.

But I was on the fellows track, and cost what it might in time, or in money, I did not intend to relinquish my search until I came face to face with him.

That night, as I tossed restlessly in bed, it occurred to me that even though he might be in Brussels, it was most probable in the circumstances that he would exercise every precaution in his movements, and knowing that the police were in search of him, would perhaps not go forth in the daytime.

Many are the Englishmen living under a cloud in Brussels, as well as in Paris, and there is not a Continental city of note which does not contain one or more of those who have gone under at home.

Seedy and down-at-heel, they lounge about the cafés and hotels frequented by English travellers. Sometimes they sit apart, pretend to sip their cup of coffee and read a newspaper, but in reality they are listening with avidity to their own language being spoken by their own people — poor, lonely, solitary exiles.

Every man who knows the by-ways of the Continent has met them often in far-off, obscure towns, where they bury themselves in the lonely wilderness of a drab back street and live high-up for the sake of fresh air and that single streak of sunshine which is the sole pleasure of their broken, blighted lives.

Yes, the more I reflected, the more apparent did it become that if the man whom Inspector Edwards had declared to be a gross impostor was still in the Belgian capital, he would most probably be in safe concealment in one or other of the cheaper suburbs.

But how could I trace him?

To go to the bureau of police and make a statement would only defeat my own ends.

No; if I intended to learn the truth I must act upon my own initiative. Official interference would only thwart my own endeavours.

I knew Digby Kemsley. He was as shrewd and cunning as any of the famous detectives, whether in real life or in fiction. Therefore, to be a match for him, I would, I already realised, be compelled to fight him with his own weapons.

I did not intend that he should escape me before he told me, with his own lips, the secret of my well-beloved.


CHAPTER XVI.

REVEALS ANOTHER ENIGMA.
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THE IDENTITY OF the victim has not yet been established, sir.

These words were spoken to the coroner by Inspector Edwards at the adjourned inquest held on January the twenty-second.

Few people were in court, for, until the present, the public had had no inkling as to what had occurred on that fatal night in Harrington Gardens. The first inquest had not been covered by any reporter, as the police had exercised considerable ingenuity in keeping the affair a secret.

But now, at the adjourned inquiry, secrecy was no longer possible, and the three reporters present were full of inquisitiveness regarding the evidence given on the previous occasion, and listened with attention while it was being read over.

Inspector Edwards, however, had dealt with them in his usually genial manner, and by the exercise of considerable diplomacy had succeeded in allaying their suspicions that there was any really good newspaper story in connection with it.

The medical witnesses were recalled, but neither had anything to add to the depositions they had already made. The deceased had been fatally stabbed by a very keen knife with a blade of peculiar shape. That was all.

The unknown had been buried, and all that remained in evidence was a bundle of blood-stained clothing, some articles of jewellery, a pair of boots, hat, coat, gloves, and a green leather vanity-bag.

Endeavours had been made, sir, to trace some of the articles worn by the deceased, and also to establish the laundry marks on the underclothing, the inspector went on, but, unfortunately, the marks have been pronounced by experts to be foreign ones, and the whole of the young ladys clothes appear to have been made abroad — in France or Belgium, it is thought.

The laundry marks are foreign, eh? remarked the coroner, peering at the witness through his pince-nez, and poising his pen in his hand. Are you endeavouring to make inquiry abroad concerning them?

Every inquiry is being made, sir, in a dozen cities on the continent. In fact, in all the capitals.

And the description of the deceased has been circulated?

Yes, sir. Photographs have been sent through all the channels in Europe. But up to the present we have met with no success, Edwards replied. There is a suspicion because of a name upon a tab in the young girls coat that she may be Italian. Hence the most ardent search is being made by the Italian authorities into the manner and descriptions of females lately reported as missing.

The affair seems remarkably curious, said the coroner. It would certainly appear that the lady who lost her life was a stranger to London.

That is what we believe, sir, Edwards replied. Seated near him, I saw how keen and shrewd was the expression upon his face. We have evidence that certain persons visited the flat on the night in question, but these have not yet been identified. The owner of the flat has not yet been found, he having absconded.

Gone abroad, I suppose?

It would appear so, sir.

And his description has been circulated also? asked the coroner.

Yes, a detailed description, together with a recent photograph, was Edwards reply. Then he added: We have received this at Scotland Yard, sir — an anonymous communication which may or may not throw considerable light on to the affair, and he handed a letter on blue paper to the coroner, which the latter perused curiously, afterwards passing it over to the foreman of the jury.

Rather remarkable! he exclaimed.

Then, when the jury had completed reading the anonymous letter, addressing them, he said:

It is not for you, gentlemen, to regard that letter in the light of evidence, but, nevertheless, it raises a very curious and mysterious point. The writer, as you will note, is prepared to reveal the truth of the whole affair in return for a monetary reward. It is, of course, a matter to be left entirely at the discretion of the police.

I started at this statement, and gazed across the court — dull and cheerless on that cold winters afternoon.

Who had written that anonymous letter? Who could it be who was ready to reveal the truth if paid for doing so?

Was Phridas terrible secret known?

I held my breath, and listened to the slow, hard words of the coroner, as he again addressed some questions to the great detective.

Yes, sir, Edwards was saying. There is distinct evidence of the presence at the flat on the night in question of some person — a woman whose identity we have not yet been successful in establishing. We, however, have formed a theory which certainly appears to be borne out by the writer of the letter I have just handed you.

That the unknown was struck down by the hand of a woman — eh? asked the Coroner, looking sharply across at the Inspector, who briefly replied in the affirmative, while I sat staring straight before me, like a man in a dream.

I heard the Coroner addressing the jury in hard, business-like tones, but I know not what he said. My heart was too full to think of anything else besides the peril of the one whom I loved.

I know that the verdict returned by the jury was one of Wilful murder. Then I went out into the fading light of that brief London day, and, seeking Edwards, walked at his side towards the busy Kensington High Street.

We had not met for several days, and he, of course, had no knowledge of my visit to Brussels. Our greeting was a cordial one, whereupon I asked him what was contained in the anonymous letter addressed to The Yard?

Ah! Mr. Royle. Its very curious, he said. The Coroner has it at this moment, or Id show it to you. The handwriting is a womans, and it has been posted at Colchester.

At Colchester! I echoed in dismay.

Yes, why? he asked, looking at me in surprise.

Oh, nothing. Only — well, Colchester is a curious place for anyone to live who knows the truth about an affair in Kensington, was my reply, for fortunately I quickly recovered myself.

Why not Colchester as well as Clapham — eh?

Yes, of course, I laughed. But, tell me, what does the woman say?

She simply declares that she can elucidate the mystery and give us the correct clue — even bring evidence if required — as to the actual person who committed the crime, if we, on our part, will pay for the information.

And what shall you do? I asked eagerly.

I dont exactly know. The letter only arrived this morning. To-morrow the Council of Seven will decide what action we take.

Does the woman give her name? I asked with affected carelessness.

No. She only gives the name of G. Payne, and the address as The G.P.O., London. Shes evidently a rather cute person.

G. Payne — the woman Petre without a doubt.

I recollected her telegram asking me to meet her. She had said that something had happened, and she had urged me to see her as soon as possible. Was it because I had not replied that she had penned that anonymous letter to the police?

The letter bore the Colchester post-mark, and she, I knew, lived at Melbourne House in that town.

I suppose you will get into communication with her, I exclaimed presently.

Of course. Any line of action in the elucidation of the mystery is worth trying. But what I cannot quite understand is, why she requires blood-money, remarked the detective as we strolled together in the arcaded entrance to the Underground Station at High Street, Kensington. I always look askance at such letters. We receive many of them at the Yard. Not a single murder mystery comes before us, but we receive letters from cranks and others offering to point out the guilty person.

But may not the writers of such letters be endeavouring to fasten guilt upon perfectly innocent persons against whom they have spite? I suggested.

Ah! Thats just it, Mr. Royle, exclaimed my companion gravely. Yet it is so terribly difficult to discriminate, and I fear we often, in our hesitation, place aside letters, the writers of which could really give valuable information.

But in this case, what are your natural inclinations? I asked. I know that you possess a curious, almost unique, intuition as to what is fact and what is fiction. What is, may I term it, your private opinion?

He halted against the long shop-windows of Derry & Toms, and paused for several minutes.

Well, he said at last in a deeply earnest tone, I tell you frankly, Mr. Royle, what I believe. First, I dont think that the man Kemsley, although an impostor, was the actual assassin.

Why? I gasped.

Well — Ive very carefully studied the whole problem. Ive looked at it from every point of view, he said. I confess the one fact puzzles me, that this man Kemsley could live so long in London and pose as the dead Sir Digby if he were not the actual man himself, has amazed me! In his position as Sir Digby, the great engineer, he must have met in society many persons who knew him. We have evidence that he constantly moved in the best circles in Mayfair, and apparently without the slightest compunction. Yet, in contradiction, we have the remarkable fact that the real Sir Digby died in South America in very mysterious and tragic circumstances.

I saw that a problem was presented to Inspector Edwards which sorely puzzled him, as it certainly did myself.

Well, I asked after a pause, and then with some trepidation put the question, what do you intend doing?

Doing! he echoed. There is but one course to pursue. We must get in touch with this woman who says she knows the truth, and obtain what information we can from her. Perhaps she can reveal the identity of the woman whose fingers touched that glass-topped table in the room where the crime was committed. If so, that will tell us a great deal, Mr. Royle. Then, taking a cigarette from his pocket and tapping it, he added, Do you know, Ive been wondering of late how it is that you got those finger-prints which so exactly corresponded with the ones which we secured in the flat. How did you obtain them?

His question non-plussed me.

I had a suspicion, I replied in a faltering voice, and I tried to corroborate it.

But you have corroborated it, he declared. Why, Mr. Royle, those prints you brought to the Yard are a most important clue. Where did you get them?

I was silent for a moment, jostled by the crowd of passers-by.

Well, I said with a faint smile, realising what a grave mistake I had made in inculpating my well-beloved, I simply made some experiments as an amateur in solving the mystery.

Yes, but those prints were the same as those we got from the flat. Whence did they come?

I obtained them upon my own initiative, I replied, with a forced laugh.

But you must surely tell me, Mr. Royle, he urged quickly. Its a most important point.

No, I replied. Im not a detective, remember. I simply put to the test a suspicion I have entertained.

Suspicion of what?

Whether my theory was correct or not.

Whatever theory you hold, Mr. Royle, the truth remains the same. I truly believe, he said, looking hard at me, namely that the unknown victim was struck down by the hand which imprinted the marks you brought to me — a womans hand. And if I am not mistaken, sir — you know the identity of the guilty woman!


CHAPTER XVII.

CONCERNS MRS. PETRE.
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DAYS, WEEKS, PASSED, but I could obtain no further clue. The month of March lengthened into April, but we were as far as ever from a solution of the mystery.

Since my return from Brussels I had, of course seen Phrida many, many times, and though I had never reverted again to the painful subject, yet her manner and bearing showed only too plainly that she existed in constant dread!

Her face had become thin and haggard, with dark rings around her eyes and upon it was a wild, hunted expression, which she strove to disguise, but in vain.

She now treated me with a strange, cold indifference, so unlike her real self, while her attitude was one of constant attention and strained alertness.

The woman Petre had apparently not been approached by Scotland Yard, therefore as the days went by I became more and more anxious to see her, to speak with her — and, if necessary, to come to terms with her.

Therefore, without a word to anyone, I one evening caught the six oclock train from Liverpool Street, and before eight was eating my dinner in the big upstairs room of The Cups Hotel, while the hall-porter was endeavouring to discover for me the whereabouts of Melbourne House.

I had nearly finished my meal when the uniformed servant entered, cap in hand, saying:

Ive found, sir, that the house youve been inquiring for is out on the road to Marks Tey, about a mile. An old lady named Miss Morgan lived there for many years, but she died last autumn, and the place has, they say, been let furnished to a lady — a Mrs. Petre. Is that the lady you are trying to find?

It certainly is, I replied, much gratified at the mans success. Then, placing a tip in his palm, I drank off my coffee, put on my overcoat, and descended to the taxi which he had summoned for me.

He gave directions to the driver, and soon we were whirling along the broad streets of Colchester, and out of the town on the dark, open road which led towards London. Presently we pulled up, and getting out, I found myself before a long, low, ivy-covered house standing back behind a high hedge of clipped box, which divided the small, bare front garden from the road. Lonely and completely isolated, it stood on the top of a hill with high, leafless trees behind, and on the left a thick copse. In front were wide, bare, open fields.

Opening the iron gate I walked up the gravelled path to the door and rang. In a window on the right a light showed, and as I listened I heard the tramp of a mans foot upon the oilcloth of the hall, and next moment the door was unlocked and opened.

A tall, thin-faced young man of somewhat sallow complexion confronted me. He had keen, deep-set eyes, broad forehead, and pointed chin.

Is Mrs. Petre at home? I inquired briefly.

In a second he looked at me as though with distrust, then apparently seeing the taxi waiting, and satisfying himself that I was a person of respectability, he replied in a refined voice:

I really dont know, but Ill see, if you will step in? and he ushered me into a small room at the rear of the house, a cosy but plainly-furnished little sitting-room, wherein a wood fire burned with pleasant glow.

I handed him my card and sat down to wait, in the meanwhile inspecting my surroundings with some curiosity.

Now, even as I recall that night, I cannot tell why I should have experienced such a sense of grave insecurity as I did when I sat there awaiting the womans coming. I suppose we all of us possess in some degree that strange intuition of impending danger. It was so with me that night — just as I have on other occasions been obsessed by that curious, indescribable feeling that something is about to happen.

There was about that house an air of mystery which caused me to hesitate in suspicion. Whether it was owing to its lonely position, to the heavy mantle of ivy which hid its walls, to the rather weird and unusual appearance of the young man who had admitted me, or to the mere fact that I was there to meet the woman who undoubtedly knew the truth concerning the tragic affair, I know not. But I recollect a distinct feeling of personal insecurity.

I knew the woman I was about to meet to be a cold, hard, unscrupulous person, who, no doubt, held my loves liberty — perhaps her life — in the hollow of her hand.

That horrifying thought had just crossed my mind when my reflections were interrupted by the door opening suddenly and there swept into the room the lady upon whom I had called.

Ah! Mr. Royle! she cried in warm welcome, extending her rather large hand as she stood before me, dressed quietly in black, relieved by a scarlet, artificial rose in her waistband. So youve come at last. Ah! do you know Ive wanted to meet you for days. I expected you would come to me the moment you returned from Brussels.

I started, and stood staring at her without replying. She knew I had been to Belgium. Yet, as far as I was aware, nobody knew of my visit — not even Haines.

You certainly seem very well acquainted with my movements, Mrs. Petre, I laughed.

But she only shrugged her shoulders. Then she said:

I suppose there was no secrecy regarding your journey, was there?

Not in the least, I replied. I had business over there, as I very often have. My firm do a big business in Belgium and Holland.

She smiled incredulously.

Did your business necessitate your visiting all the hotels and music-halls?

How did you know that? I asked in quick surprise.

But she only pursed her lips, refusing to give me satisfaction. I saw that I must have been watched — perhaps by Digby himself. The only explanation I could think of was that he, with his clever cunning, had watched me, and had written to this woman, his accomplice, telling her of my search.

Oh! dont betray the source of your information if you consider it so indiscreet, I said with sarcasm a few moments later. I came here, Mrs. Petre, in response to your invitation. You wished to see me?

I did. But I fear it is now too late to avert what I had intended, was her quiet response. The door was closed, the room was silent, and we were alone.

Seated in an armchair the woman leaned back and gazed at me strangely from beneath her long, half-closed lashes, as though undecided what she should say. I instantly detected her hesitation, and said:

You told me in your message that something unexpected had occurred. What is it? Does it concern our mutual friend, Digby?

Friend! she echoed. You call him your friend, and yet at the same time you have been in search of him, intending to betray him to the police!

Such was certainly not my intention, I declared firmly. I admit that I have endeavoured to find him, but it was because I wished to speak with him.

Ah! of course, she sneered. That girl Shand has, perhaps, made a statement to you, and now you want to be inquisitive, eh? Shes been trying to clear herself by telling you some fairy-tale or another, I suppose?

I repeat, Mrs. Petre, I said with anger, I have no desire nor intention to act towards Digby in any way other than with friendliness.

Ah! You expect me to believe that, my dear sir, she laughed, snapping her fingers airily. No, that girl is his enemy, and I am hers.

And that is the reason why you have sent the anonymous letter to the police! I said in a low, hard voice, my eyes full upon her.

She started at my words.

What letter? she asked, in pretence of ignorance.

The one mentioned at the adjourned inquest at Kensington, I replied. The one in which you offer to sell the life of the woman I love!

So you know she is guilty — eh? the woman asked. She has confessed it to you — has she not?

No. She is innocent, I cried. I will never believe in her guilt until it is proved.

Then it will not be long, Mr. Royle, before you will have quite sufficient proof, she replied with a triumphant smile upon her lips.

You are prepared to sell those proofs, I understand, I said, suddenly assuming an air of extreme gravity. Now, Im a business man. If you wish to dispose of this information, why not sell it to me?

She laughed in my face.

No, not to you, my dear sir. My business is with the police, not with the girls lover, was her quick response.

But the price, I said. I will outbid the police if necessary.

No doubt you would be only too glad of the chance of saving the girl who has so cleverly deceived you. But, without offence, Mr. Royle, I certainly think you are a fool to act as you are now acting, she added. A foul crime of jealousy has been committed, and the assassin must pay the penalty of her crime.

And you allege jealousy as the motive? I gasped.

Most certainly, she answered. Then, after a pause of a few seconds, she added— The girl you have so foolishly trusted and in whom you still believe so implicitly, left her home in Cromwell Road in the night, as she had often done before, and walked round to Harrington Gardens in order to see Digby. There, in his rooms, she met her rival — she had suspicions and went there on purpose armed with a knife. And with it she struck the girl down, and killed her.

Its a lie! I cried, starting to my feet. A foul, wicked lie!

But what I say can be proved.

At a price, I said bitterly.

As you are a business man, so I am a business woman, Mr. Royle, she replied quite calmly. When I see an opportunity of making money, I do not hesitate to seize it.

But if you know the truth — if this is the actual truth which at present I will not believe — then it is your duty, nay, you are bound by law to go to the police and tell them what you know.

I shall do that, never fear, she laughed. But first I shall try and get something for my trouble.

And whom do you intend to bring up as witness against Miss Shand? I asked.

Wait and see. There will be a witness — an eye-witness, who was present, and whose evidence will be corroborated, she declared in due course with a self-satisfied air. I have not resolved to reveal the truth without fully reviewing the situation. When the police know — as they certainly will — you will then find that I have not lied, and perhaps you will alter your opinion of the girl you now hold in such high esteem.


CHAPTER XVIII.

DISCLOSES THE TRAP.
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THE WOMANS WORDS held me speechless.

She seemed so cold, so determined, so certain of her facts that I felt, when I came to consider what I already had proved, that she was actually telling me the ghastly truth.

And yet I loved Phrida. No. I refused to allow my suspicions to be increased by this woman who had approached the police openly and asked for payment for her information.

She was Phridas enemy. Therefore it was my duty to treat her as such, and in a moment I had decided upon my course of action.

So I am to take it that both Digby and yourself are antagonistic towards Phrida Shand? I exclaimed, leaning against the round mahogany table and facing her.

She did not speak for a few seconds, then, springing to her feet, exclaimed:

Would you excuse me for a few seconds? I forgot to give an order to my servant who is just going out.

And she bustled from the room, leaving me alone with my own confused thoughts.

Ah! The puzzling problem was maddening me. In my investigations I now found myself in a cul-de-sac from which there seemed no escape. The net, cleverly woven without a doubt, was slowly closing about my poor darling, now so pale, and anxious, and trembling.

Had she not already threatened to take her own life at first sign of suspicion being cast upon her by the police!

Was that not in itself, alas! a sign that her secret was a guilty one?

I knew not what to do, or how to act.

I suppose my hostess had been absent for about five minutes when the door suddenly re-opened, and she entered.

When we were interrupted, Mrs. Petre, I said, as she advanced towards me, I was asking you a plain question. Please give me a plain reply. You and Phrida Shand are enemies, are you not?

Well, we are not exactly friends, she laughed, after all that has occurred. I think I told you that in London.

I remember all that you told me, I replied. But I want to know the true position, if — whether we are friends, or enemies? For myself, it matters not. I will be your friend with just as great a satisfaction as I will be your enemy. Now, let us understand each other. I have told you, Im a man of business.

The woman, clever and resourceful, smiled sweetly, and in a calm voice replied:

Really, Mr. Royle, I dont see why, after all, we should be enemies, that is, if what you tell me is the positive truth, that you owe my friend Digby no ill-will.

I owe no man ill-will until his perfidy is proved, was my reply. I merely went to Brussels to try and find him and request an explanation. He charged me with a mission which I discharged with the best of my ability, but which, it seems, has only brought upon me a grave calamity — the loss of the one I love. Hence I am entitled to some explanation from his own lips!

Which I promise you that you shall have in due course. So rest assured upon that point, she urged. But that is in the future. We are, however, discussing the present. By the way — youll take something to drink, wont you?

No, thank you, I protested.

But you must have something. Im sorry I have no whisky to offer you, but I have some rather decent port, and disregarding my repeated protests, she rang the bell, whereupon the young man who had admitted me — whom I now found to my surprise to be a servant — entered and bowed.

Bring some port, his mistress ordered, and a few moments later he reappeared with a decanter and glasses upon a silver tray.

She poured me out a glass, but refused to have any herself.

No, no, she laughed, at my time of life port wine would only make me fat — and Heaven knows Im growing horribly stout now. You dont know, Mr. Royle, what horror we women have of stoutness. In men it is a sign of ease and prosperity, in women it is suggestive of alcoholism and puts ten years on their ages.

Out of politeness, I raised my glass to her and drank. Her demeanour had altered, and we were now becoming friends, a fact which delighted me, for I saw I might, by the exercise of a little judicious diplomacy, act so as to secure protection for Phrida.

While we were chatting, I suddenly heard the engine of my taxi started, and the clutch put in with a jerk.

Why! I exclaimed, surprised. I believe thats my taxi going away. I hope the man isnt tired of waiting!

No. I think it is my servant. I phoned for a cab for her, as I want her to take a message into Colchester, Mrs. Petre replied. Then, settling herself in the big chair, she asked:

Now, why cant we be friends, Mr. Royle?

That I am only too anxious to be, I declared.

It is only your absurd infatuation for Phrida Shand that prevents you, she said. Ah! she sighed. How grossly that girl has deceived you!

I bit my lip. My suspicions were surely bitter enough without the sore being re-opened by this woman.

Had not Phridas admissions been a self-condemnation to which, even though loving her as fervently as I did, I could not altogether blind myself.

I did not speak. My heart was too full, and strangely enough my head seemed swimming, but certainly not on account of the wine I had drunk, for I had not swallowed more than half the glass contained.

The little room seemed to suddenly become stifling. Yet that woman with the dark eyes seemed to watch me intently as I sat there, watch me with a strange, deep, evil glance — an expression of fierce animosity which even at that moment she could not conceal.

She had openly avowed that the hand of my well-beloved had killed the unknown victim because of jealousy. Well, when I considered all the facts calmly and deliberately, her words certainly seemed to bear the impress of truth.

Phrida had confessed to me that, rather than face inquiry and condemnation she would take her own life. Was not that in itself sufficient evidence of guilt?

But no! I strove to put such thoughts behind me. My brain was awhirl, nay, even aflame, for gradually there crept over me a strange, uncanny feeling of giddiness such as I had never before experienced, a faint, sinking feeling, as though the chair was giving way beneath me.

I dont know why, but Im feeling rather unwell, I remarked to my hostess. Surely it could not be due to my overwrought senses and my strained anxiety for Phridas safety.

Oh! Perhaps its the heat of the room, the woman replied. This place gets unpleasantly warm at night. Youll be better in a minute or two, no doubt. Ill run and get some smelling salts. It is really terribly close in here, and, rising quickly, she left me alone.

I remember that instantly she had disappeared a red mist gathered before my eyes, and with a fearful feeling of asphyxiation I struggled violently, and fell back exhausted into my chair, while my limbs grew suddenly icy cold, though my brow was burning.

To what could it be due?

I recollect striving to think, to recall facts, to reason within myself, but in vain. My thoughts were so confused that grim, weird shadows and grotesque forms arose within my imagination. Scenes, ludicrous and tragic, wildly fantastic and yet horrible, were conjured up in my disordered brain, and with them all, pains — excruciating pains, which shot through from the sockets of my eyes to the back of my skull, inflicting upon me tortures indescribable.

I set my teeth in determination not to lose consciousness beneath the strain, and my eyes were fixed upon the wall opposite. I remember now the exact pattern of the wallpaper, a design of pale blue trellis-work with crimson rambler roses.

I suppose I must have remained in that position, sunk into a heap in the chair, for fully five minutes, though to me it seemed hours when I suddenly became conscious of the presence of persons behind me.

I tried to move — to turn and look — but found that every muscle in my body had become paralysed. I could not lift a finger, neither would my lips articulate any sound other than a gurgle when I tried to cry out. And yet I remained in a state of consciousness, half blotted out by those weird, fantastic and dreamy shapes, due apparently to the effect of that wine upon my brain.

Had I been deliberately poisoned? The startling truth flashed across my mind just as I heard a low stealthy movement behind me.

Yes. I was helpless there, in the hands of my enemies. I, wary as I believed myself to be, had fallen into a trap cunningly prepared by that clever woman who was Digbys accomplice.

I now believed all that Edwards had told me of the mans cunning and his imposture. How that he had assumed the identity of a clever and renowned man who had died so mysteriously in South America. Perhaps he had killed him — who could tell?

As these bitter thoughts regarding the man whom I had looked upon as a friend flitted through my brain, I saw to my amazement, standing boldly before me, the woman Petre with two men, one a dark-bearded, beetle-browed, middle-aged man of Hindu type — a half-caste probably — while the other was the young man who had admitted me.

The Hindu bent until his scraggy whiskers almost touched my cheek, looking straight into my eyes with keen, intent gaze, but without speaking.

I saw that the young man had carried a small deal box about eighteen inches square, which he had placed upon the round mahogany table in the centre of the room.

This table the woman pushed towards my chair until I was seated before it. But she hardly gave me a glance.

I tried to speak, to inquire the reason of such strange proceedings, but it seemed that the drug which had been given me in that wine had produced entire muscular paralysis. I could not move, neither could I speak. My brain was on fire and swimming, yet I remained perfectly conscious, horrified to find myself so utterly and entirely helpless.

The sallow-faced man, in whose black eyes was an evil, murderous look, and upon whose thin lips there played a slight, but triumphant smile, took both my arms and laid them straight upon the table.

I tried with all my power to move them, but to no purpose. As he placed them, so they remained.

Then, for the first time, the woman spoke, and addressing me, said in a hard, harsh tone:

You are Digbys enemy, and mine, Mr. Royle. Therefore you will now see the manner in which we treat those who endeavour to thwart our ends. You have been brave, but your valour has not availed you much. The secret of Digby Kemsley is still a secret — and will ever be a secret, she added in a slow, meaning voice.

And as she uttered those words the half-bred Indian took my head in his hands and forced my body forward until my head rested upon the table between my outstretched arms.

Again I tried to raise myself, and to utter protest, but only a low gurgling escaped my parched lips. My jaws were set and I could not move them.

Ah! the situation was the strangest in which I have ever found myself in all my life.

Suddenly, while my head lay upon the polished table I saw the Hindu put a short double-reed pipe to his mouth, and next instant the room was filled with weird, shrill music, while at the same moment he unfastened the side of the little box and let down the hinged flap.

Again the native music sounded more shrill than before, while the woman and the young man-servant had retreated backward towards the door, their eyes fixed upon the mysterious box upon the table.

I, too, had my eyes upon the box.

Suddenly I caught sight of something within, and next second held my breath, realising the horrible torture that was intended.

I lay there helpless, powerless to draw back and save myself.

Again the sounds of the pipe rose and then died away slowly in a long drawn-out wail.

My eyes were fixed upon that innocent-looking little box in horror and fascination.

Ah! Something moved again within.

I saw it — saw it quite plainly.

I tried to cry out — to protest, to shout for help. But in vain.

Surely this womans vengeance was indeed a fiendish and relentless one.

My face was not more than a foot away from the mysterious box, and when I fully realised, in my terror, what was intended, I think my brain must have given way.

I became insane!


CHAPTER XIX.

THE SEAL OF SILENCE.
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YES, THERE WAS no doubt about it. Terror and horror had driven me mad.

And surely the deadly peril in which I found myself was in itself sufficient to cause the cheek of the bravest man to pale, for from that box there slowly issued forth a large, hideous cobra, which, coiling with sinuous slowness in front of my face held its hooded head erect, ready to strike.

While the Hindu played that weird music on the pipes its head with the two beady eyes and flickering tongue, moved slowly to and fro. It was watching me and ready to deal its fatal blow.

The woman saw the perspiration standing upon my white brow, and burst out laughing, still standing at a safe distance near the door.

Ah! Mr. Royle, you wont have much further opportunity of investigation, she exclaimed. You have become far too inquisitive, and you constitute a danger — hence this action. Im very sorry, but it must be so, declared the brutal, inhuman woman.

She was watching, gloating over her triumph; waiting, indeed, for my death.

Surely I was not their first victim! All had been carried out in a method which showed that the paralysing drug and the deadly reptile had been used before by this strange trio.

The music, now being played incessantly, apparently prevented the snake from darting at me, as it was, no doubt, under the hypnotic influence of its master. But I knew that the moment the music ceased it would be my last.

With frantic efforts I struggled to withdraw my head and hands from the reptiles reach, but every muscle seemed powerless. I could not budge an inch.

Again I tried to speak, to shout for help, but no word could I articulate. I was dead in all save consciousness.

Oh, yes, laughed Mrs. Petre hoarsely; were just playing you a little music — to send you to sleep — to put the seal of silence upon you, Mr. Royle. And I hope youll sleep very well to-night — very well — as no doubt you will! and she gave vent to a loud peal of harsh laughter.

Then, for a moment she hesitated, until suddenly she cried to the Hindu:

Enough!

The music ceased instantly, and the snake, whose hooded head had been swaying to and fro slowly, suddenly shot up erect.

The spell of the music was broken, and I knew my doom was sealed.

Those small, brilliant eyes were fastened upon mine, staring straight at me, the head moving very slowly, while those three brutes actually watched my agony of terror, and exchanged smiles as they waited for the reptile to strike its fatal blow.

In an instant its fangs would, I knew, be in my face, and into my blood would be injected that deadly venom which must inevitably prove fatal.

Yes, I had been entrapped, and they held the honours in the game. After my death Phrida would be denounced, accused, and convicted as an assassin. Because, perhaps, I might be a witness in her favour, or even assist her to escape arrest, this woman had taken the drastic step of closing my lips for ever.

But was it with Digbys knowledge? Had he ever been her accomplice in similar deeds to this?

Suddenly I recollected with a start what Edwards had told me — that the real Sir Digby Kemsley, an invalid, had died of snake-bite in mysterious circumstances, in Peru; and that his friend, a somewhat shady Englishman named Cane, had been suspected of placing the reptile near him, owing to the shouts of terror of the doomed man being overheard by a Peruvian man-servant.

Was it possible that the man whom I had known as Digby was actually Cane?

The method of the snake was the same as that practised at Huacho!

These, and other thoughts, flashed across my brain in an instant, for I knew that the agony of a fearful death would be quickly upon me.

I tried to utter a curse upon those three brutes who stood looking on without raising a hand to save me, but still I could not speak.

Suddenly, something black shot across my startled eyes. The reptile had darted.

The horror of that moment held me transfixed.

I felt a sharp sting upon my left cheek, and next instant, petrified by a terror indescribable, I lost consciousness.

What happened afterwards I have no idea. I can only surmise.

How long I remained senseless I cannot tell. All I am aware of is that when I returned to a knowledge of things about me I had a feeling that my limbs were benumbed and cramped. Against my head was a cold, slimy wall, and my body was lying in water.

For a time, dazed as I was, I could not distinguish my position. My thoughts were all confused; all seemed pitch darkness, and the silence was complete save for the slow trickling of water somewhere near my head.

I must have lain there a full hour, slowly gathering my senses. The back of my head was very sore, for it seemed as though I had received a heavy blow, while my elbows and knees seemed cut and bruised.

In the close darkness I tried to discover where I was, but my brain was swimming with an excruciating pain in the top of my skull.

Slowly, very slowly, recollections of the past came back to me — remembrance of that terrible, final half-hour.

Yes, Joy! I was still alive; the loathsome reptiles fang had not produced death. It may have bitten some object and evacuated its venom just prior to biting me. That was the theory which occurred to me, and I believe it to be the correct one.

I could raise my hand, too. I was no longer paralysed. I could speak. I shouted, but my voice seemed deadened and stifled.

On feeling my head I found that I had a long scalp-wound, upon which the blood was congealed. My clothes were rent, and as I groped about I quickly found that my prison was a circular wall of stone, wet and slimy, about four feet across, and that I was half reclining in water with soft, yielding mud beneath me, while the air seemed close and foul.

The roof above me seemed high, for my voice appeared to ascend very far. I looked above me and high up, so high that I could only just distinguish it was a tiny ray of light — the light of day.

With frantic fingers I felt those circular walls, thick with the encrustations and slime of ages. Then all of a sudden the truth flashed upon me. My enemies, believing me dead, had thrown me down a well!

I shouted and shouted, yelled again and again. But my voice only echoed high up, and no one came to my assistance.

My legs, immersed as they were in icy-cold water, were cramped and benumbed, so that I had no feeling in them, while my hands were wet and cold, and my head hot as fire.

As far as I could judge in the darkness, the well must have been fully eighty feet or so deep, and after I had been flung headlong down it the wooden trap-door had been re-closed. It was through the chink between the two flaps that I could see the blessed light of day.

I shouted again, yelling with all my might: Help! Help! in the hope that somebody in the vicinity might hear me and investigate.

I was struggling in order to shift into a more comfortable position, and in doing so my feet sank deeper into the mud at the bottom of the well — the accumulation of many years, no doubt.

Two perils faced me — starvation, or the rising of the water: for if it should rain above, the water percolating through the earth would cause it to rise in the well and overwhelm me. By the dampness of the wall I could feel that it was not long since the water was much higher than my head, as I now stood upright.

Would assistance come?

My heart sank within me when I thought of the possibility that I had been precipitated into the well in the garden of Melbourne House, in which case I could certainly not hope for succour.

Again I put out my hands, frantically groping about me, when something I touched in the darkness caused me to withdraw my hand with a start.

Cautiously I felt again. My eager fingers touched it, for it seemed to be floating on the surface of the water. It was cold, round, and long — the body of a snake!

I drew my hand away. Its contact thrilled me.

The cobra had been killed and flung in after me! In that case the precious trio had, without a doubt, fled.

Realisation of the utter hopelessness of the situation sent a cold shudder through me. I had miraculously escaped death by the snakes fangs, and was I now to die of starvation deep in that narrow well?

Again and again I shouted with all my might, straining my eyes to that narrow chink which showed so far above. Would assistance never come? I felt faint and hungry, while my wounds gave me considerable pain, and my head throbbed so that I felt it would burst at any moment.

I found a large stone in the mud, and with it struck hard against the wall. But the sound was not such as might attract the attention of anybody who happened to be near the vicinity of the well. Therefore I shouted and shouted again until my voice grew hoarse, and I was compelled to desist on account of my exhaustion.

For fully another half-hour I was compelled to remain in impatience and anxiety in order to recover my voice and strength for, weak as I was, the exertion had almost proved too much for me. So I stood there with my back to the slimy wall, water reaching beyond my knees, waiting and hoping against hope.

At last I shouted again, as loudly as before, but, alas! only the weird echo came back to me in the silence of that deeply-sunk shaft. I felt stifled, but, fortunately for me, the air was not foul.

Yes, my assassins had hidden me, together with the repulsive instrument of their crime, in that disused well, confident that no one would descend to investigate and discover my remains. How many persons, I wonder, are yearly thrown down wells where the water is known to be impure, or where the existence of the well itself is a secret to all but the assassin?

I saw it all now. My taxi-man must have been paid and dismissed by that thin-faced young man, yet how cleverly the woman had evaded my question, and how glib her explanation of her servant going into the town in a taxi.

When she had risen from her chair and left me, it was, no doubt, to swiftly arrange how my death should be encompassed.

Surely that isolated, ivy-covered house was a house of grim shadows — nay, a house of death — for I certainly was not the first person who had been foully done to death within its walls.

As I waited, trying to possess myself with patience, and hoping against hope that I might still be rescued from my living tomb, the little streak of light grew brighter high above, as though the wintry sun was shining.

I strained my ears to catch any sound beyond the slow trickling of the water from the spring, but, alas! could distinguish nothing.

Suddenly, however, I heard a dull report above, followed quickly by a second, and then another in the distance, and another. At first I listened much puzzled; but next moment I realised the truth.

There was a shooting-party in the vicinity!


CHAPTER XX.

FROM THE TOMB.
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AGAIN I SHOUTED — yelled aloud with all my might. I placed my hands to my mouth, making a trumpet of them, and shouted upwards:

Help! For Gods sake! Help! Im down here — dying! Help! — Help!

A dozen times I yelled my appeal, but with the same negative result. Whoever had fired in the vicinity was either too far away, or too occupied with his sport to hear me.

I heard another shot fired — more distant than the rest. Then my heart sank within me — the party were receding.

I dont know how long I waited — perhaps another hour — when I thought I would try again. Therefore I recommenced my shouts for assistance, yelling frantically towards the high-up opening.

Suddenly the streak of light became obscured, and dust and gravel fell upon me, the latter striking my head with great force from such a height.

I heard a noise above — a footstep upon the wooden flap of the well. My heart gave a bound.

Help! I yelled. Open the well! Im down here — dying. Save me! Fetch assistance!

The feet above moved, and a moment later I saw above me a round disc of daylight and a head — a girls head — silhouetted within it.

Whos there? she asked in a timid, half-frightened voice.

Its me! I cried. Get me out of this! Im dying. Get me a rope or something, quickly!

Who are you? asked the girl, still frightened at her discovery.

Im a man whos been thrown down here, and I cant get out. Get somebody to help me, I beg of you!

All right! she replied. Theres some men, shooting here. Ill run and tell them.

And her face disappeared from the disc of daylight.

At last! Help was forthcoming, and I breathed more freely.

I suppose about five minutes must have elapsed before I saw above me the heads of two men in golf-caps, peering over the edge of the well.

Hulloa! cried one in a refined voice, what are you doing down there?

Doing! I echoed, you should come down and see! I said with some sarcasm. But, I say! Send me down a rope, will you? Im a prisoner here.

Have you been thrown in there? asked the voice. This lady says you have.

Yes, I have. Ill tell you a strange story when you get me out.

All right! exclaimed the other. Hold on! Well go over to the farm and get a rope. Why, I was here half-an-hour ago, and never dreamt you were down there. Hold on!

And the two faces disappeared, their places being taken by the silhouette of the girl.

I say! I cried. Where am I? What do they call this place?

Well, this is one of the fields of Coppins Farm, just outside Lexden Park.

Do you know Melbourne House? I asked.

Oh, yes. Miss Morgans. Shes dead, replied the girls voice from above. Its out on the high road — close by.

Is this well in the middle of a field, then? I asked.

In the corner. Some old, half-ruined cottages stood here till a couple of years ago, when they were pulled down.

And this was the well belonging to them?

I suppose so, she replied, and a few minutes later I heard voices and saw several heads peering down at me, while now and then gravel fell upon my unprotected head, causing me to put my hands up to protect it.

I say! cried the mans voice who had first addressed me, Were sending down a rope. Can you fasten it round you, and then well haul you up? I expect youre in a pretty state, arent you?

Yes; Im not very presentable, I fear, I laughed.

Then down came a stout farmers rope, several lengths of which were knotted together after some delay, until its end dangled before me.

I hope youve joined it all right, I cried. I dont want to drop down!

No, its all right! one of the men — evidently a labourer — declared. You neednt fear, mister.

I made a knot in the end, then, placing it around both my thighs, made a slip knot and clung to the rope above. This took me some minutes. Then, when all was ready, I gave the signal to haul.

Slowly! I shouted, for I was swinging from side to side of the well, bruising my elbows and knees. Haul slower! Im getting smashed to pieces!

They heeded me, and with care I was gradually drawn up to the blessed light of day — a light which, for a few minutes, nearly blinded me, so exhausted and dazed was I.

Naturally I was beset by a hundred queries as to how I came to be imprisoned in such a place.

But I sat down upon the ground, a strange, begrimed and muddy figure, no doubt, gazing about me for a few moments unable to speak.

I was in the corner of a bare, brown field, with a high hedgerow close by. Around were the foundations of demolished cottages, and I was seated upon a heap of brick-rubbish and plaster.

The two who were dressed in rough, shooting kit I took to be military men, while three others were farm-hands, and the girl — a tall, rather good-looking open-air girl, was dressed in a short, tweed skirt, well-cut, a thick jacket, a soft felt hat, and heavy, serviceable boots. No second glance was needed to show that, although so roughly dressed, she was undoubtedly a lady.

One of the men called her Maisie, and later I knew that her name was Maisie Morrice, that she was his sister, who had been walking with the guns.

My presence down the well certainly needed explanation, and as they had rescued me, it was necessary to satisfy their natural curiosity.

I had a curious adventure here last night, I told them, after pausing to take breath. I came from London to see a lady living at Melbourne House. A lady named Petre — but I was given some drugged wine, and — well, when I came to I found myself down there. Thats all.

A very unpleasant experience, I should say, remarked the elder of the two sportsmen, a tall, grey-moustached man, as he surveyed me. I suppose youll go back to Melbourne House and get even with the lady? I would!

Melbourne House! echoed the other man. Why, Maisie, thats where old Miss Morgan lived, and its been taken by some woman with an Indian servant, hasnt it?

Yes, replied the girl. Shes been there a month or two, but quite a mystery. Nobody has called on her. Mother wouldnt let me.

Apparently shes not a very desirable acquaintance, remarked her brother grimly.

I want to go there, I said feebly, trying to rise.

You seem to have hurt your head pretty badly, remarked the elder sportsman. I suppose youd better go into Colchester and see the police — eh?

Ill drive him in, sir, volunteered one of the men, whom I took to be the farmer.

Yes, Mr. Cuppin, exclaimed the girl. Get your trap and drive this gentleman to the doctor and the police.

Thank you, I replied. But I dont want the people at Melbourne House to know that Im alive. They believe me dead, and it will be a pretty surprise for them when I return, after seeing the doctor. So I ask you all to remain silent about this affair — at least for an hour or so. Will you?

They all agreed to do so, and, being supported by two of the men, I made my way across the field to the farm; and ten minutes later was driving into Colchester in the farmers dog-cart.

At the Cups my appearance caused some sensation, but, ascending to my room, I quickly washed, changed my ruined suit, and made myself presentable, and then went to see an elderly and rather fussy doctor, who put on his most serious professional air, and who was probably the most renowned medical man in the town. The provincial medico, when he becomes a consultant, nearly always becomes pompous and egotistical, and in his own estimation is the only reliable man out of Harley Street.

The man I visited was one of the usual type, a man of civic honours, with the aspirations of a mayoralty, I surmised. I think he believed that I had injured my head while in a state of intoxication, so I did not undeceive him, and allowed his assistant to bathe and bandage my wound and also the bite upon my cheek, while the farmer waited outside for me.

When at last I emerged, I hesitated.

Should I go to the police and tell them what had occurred? Or should I return alone to Melbourne House, and by my presence thwart whatever sinister plans might be in progress.

If I went to the police I would be forced to explain much that I desired, at least for the present, to keep secret. And, after all, the local police could not render me much assistance. I might give the woman and her accomplices in charge for attempted murder, but would such course help in the solution of the Harrington Gardens affair?

After a few moments reflection I decided to drive straight to the house of shadows and demand an explanation of the dastardly attempt upon me.

A quarter of an hour later Mr. Cuppin pulled up near the long, ivy-covered house, and, alighting, I made my way within the iron gate and up the gravelled path to the front door, where I rang.

I listened attentively, and heard someone moving.

Yes, the house was not empty, as I had half feared.

A moment later a neat maid-servant opened the door, and regarded me with some surprise.

Is Mrs. Petre at home? I inquired.

No, sir, she isnt, replied the girl with a strong East Anglian accent.

When will she be in? I asked.

I really dont know, sir, she said. She hasnt left word where shes gone.

Is anyone else at home?

No, sir.

How long have you been with Mrs. Petre? I asked, adding, in an apologetic tone, I hope Im not too inquisitive?

Ive been here about two months — ever since she took the house.

Dont you think your mistress a rather curious person? I asked, slipping half-a-sovereign into her hand. She regarded the coin, and then looked at me with a smile of surprise and satisfaction.

I — I hardly know what you mean, sir, she faltered.

Well, Ill be quite frank with you, I said. Im anxious to know something about what company she keeps here. Last night, for instance, a gentleman called in a taxi. Did you see him?

No, sir, she answered. Mistress sent me out on an errand to the other side of the town, and when I came back just before half-past eleven I found the front door ajar, and everybody gone. And nobodys been back here since.

After disposing of my body, then, the precious trio had fled.

I knew that Phrida must now be in hourly peril of arrest — for that woman would, now that she believed me dead, lose not an instant in making a damning statement to the police regarding what had occurred on that night in Harrington Gardens.


CHAPTER XXI.

RECORDS A STRANGE STATEMENT.
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WILL YOU PERMIT me to come inside a moment? I asked the girl. I want you to tell me one or two things, if you will.

At first she hesitated, but having surveyed me critically and finding, I suppose, that I was not a tramp she opened the door wider and admitted me to the room wherein her mistress had entertained me on the previous night.

I glanced quickly around. Yes, nothing had been altered. There was the chair in which I had sat, and the round, mahogany table upon which my head had laid so helplessly while the reptile, charmed by the Hindus music, had sat erect with swaying head.

Ah! as that terrible scene again arose before my eyes I stood horrified. The girl noticed my demeanour, and looked askance at me.

Does your mistress have many visitors? I asked her. To tell you the truth, Im making these confidential inquiries on behalf of an insurance company in London. So you can be perfectly open with me. Mrs. Petre will never know that you have spoken.

Well, sir, replied the dark-eyed maid, after a pause, during which time she twisted her dainty little apron in her hand, I suppose I really ought not to say anything, but the fact is mistress acts very curiously sometimes. Besides, I dont like Ali.

You mean the Indian?

Yes. Hes too crafty and cunning, she replied. Sometimes in the middle of the night I wake up and hear Ali, shut up in his room, playing on his flute — such horrible music. And on such occasions the mistress and Horton, the man, are usually with him — listening to his concert, I suppose.

On those occasions, have there been guests in the house? I asked quickly.

Once, I think about a fortnight ago, a gentleman had called earlier in the evening. But I did not see him.

Did you see him next morning?

Oh, no; he did not stay the night.

But on this particular occasion, how did you know that Mrs. Petre and Horton were in the room with him?

Because I listened from the top of the stairs, and could hear voices. The gentleman was in there too, I believe, listening to the noise of Alis pipes.

Had the stranger fallen a victim to the serpent, I wondered?

Who could he have been, and what was his fate?

Has your mistress and her two servants left you suddenly like this before? I inquired.

Never, sir. I cant make it out. They seem to have gone out with the gentleman who called — and evidently they left all of a hurry.

Why?

Because when I got back I found that my mistress had pulled out the first coat and hat she could find, and had not taken even a handbag. Besides, if she knew she was to be absent she would have left me a note. And she added in a tone of resentment: It isnt fair to leave me by myself in a lonely house like this!

No, it isnt, I agreed. But, tell me, does your mistress have many callers?

Very few. She has had a visitor lately — a gentleman. He stayed a few days, and then left suddenly.

Young or old?

Elderly, clean-shaven, and grey hair. She used to call him Digby.

Digby! I echoed. When was he here? Tell me quickly!

Oh, about four days ago, I think. Yes — he went away last Sunday night.

Tell me all about him, I urged her. Hes a friend of mine.

Oh, then perhaps I ought not to say anything, said the girl a little confused.

On the contrary, you will be doing me the very greatest service if you tell me all that you know concerning him, I declared. Dont think that anything you say will annoy me, for it wont. He was my friend, but he served me a very evil trick.

Well, sir, she replied, he arrived here very late one night, and my mistress sat with him in the drawing-room nearly all night talking to him. I crept down to try and hear what was going on, but they were speaking so low, almost whispering, so that I could catch only a few words.

What did you hear? I inquired breathlessly.

Well, from what I could gather the gentleman was in some grave danger — something to do with a girl. Mistress seemed very excited and talked about another girl, which she called Freda, or something like that, and then the gentleman mentioned somebody named Royle, whereon mistress seemed to fly into a passion. I heard her say distinctly, You are a fool, Digby! If youre not very careful youll give the game away. Then he said, If the truth comes out, she will suffer, not me.

Whom did you infer he meant by she? I asked.

Ah, sir, thats impossible to say, was her response. Well, they were alone there for hours. He seemed to be begging her to tell him something, but she steadily refused. And every time he mentioned the name of Royle she became angry and excited. Once I heard her say, As long as you keep carefully out of the way, you need not fear anything. Nobody — not even the girl — suspects the truth. So I dont see that you need have the slightest apprehension. But mind, youre going to play the straight game with me, Digby, or, by heaven! it will be the worse for you!

Then she threatened him? I remarked.

Yes. She seemed very determined and spoke in a low, hard voice. Of course, I could only catch a few disjointed words, and out of them I tried to make sense. But I overheard sufficient to know that the visitor was in a state of great agitation and fear.

Did he go out much?

All the time he was here I never knew him to go further than the garden, said the maid, who seemed to be unusually intelligent.

What about Ali?

Ali was his constant companion. When they were together they spoke in some foreign language.

A sudden thought flashed across my mind.

Could Ali be a Peruvian Indian and not a Hindu? Was he the accomplice of the mysterious Englishman named Cane — the man suspected of causing the death of Sir Digby Kemsley?

What this girl was revealing was certainly amazing.

You are quite sure that this man she called Digby left the neighbourhood last Sunday? I asked her.

Quite. I overheard him speaking with the mistress late on Saturday night. He said, By this time to-morrow I shall be back in Brussels. And I know he went there, for next day I posted a letter to Brussels.

To him? I cried. What was the address?

The name was Bryant, and it was addressed Poste Restante, Brussels. I remember it, because I carefully made a note of it, as the whole affair seemed so extraordinary.

But this man she called Digby. Was he well-dressed? I inquired.

Oh, no — not at all. He seemed poor and shabby. He only had with him a little handbag, but I believe he came from a considerable distance, probably from abroad, expressly to see her.

Then you think he is in Brussels now?

Well, I posted the letter on Monday night. To-day is Wednesday, she said.

I reflected. My first impulse was to go straight to Brussels and send a message to Mr. Bryant at the Poste Restante — a message that would trap him into an appointment with me.

But in face of Phridas present peril could I possibly leave London?

I was at the parting of the ways. To hesitate might be to lose trace of the man who had proved such a false friend, while, by crossing to Brussels again, I would be leaving Phrida to her fate.

You heard no other mention of the person named Royle? I asked her after a brief pause, during which I placed a second half-sovereign in her hand.

She reflected for a moment, her eyes cast down upon the carpet, as we stood together in that sombre little room of horrors.

Well, yes, she replied thoughtfully. One afternoon when I was taking tea into the drawing-room where they were sitting together I heard mistress say, I dont like that man Royle at all. He means mischief — more especially as he loves the girl. The gentleman only laughed and said, Have no fear on that score. He knows nothing, and is not likely to know, unless you tell him. Then mistress said, Ive been a fool, perhaps, but when we met I told him one or two things — sufficient to cause him to think. Then the gentleman stood up angrily and cried out in quite a loud voice: What! you fool! Youve actually told him — youve allowed your infernal tongue to wag and let out the truth! But she said that she had not told all the truth, and started abusing him — so much so that he left the room and went out into the garden, where, a few minutes later, I saw him talking excitedly to Ali. But when the two men talked I could, of course, understand nothing, added the girl.

Then your mistress declared that she didnt like the man Royle, eh?

Yes; she seemed to fear him — fear that he knew too much about some business or other, replied the maid. And to tell you quite frankly, sir, after watching the mistress and her visitor very narrowly for a couple of days I came to the conclusion that the gentleman was hiding — that perhaps the police were after him.

Why? I inquired in a casual tone. What made you think that?

I hardly know. Perhaps from the scraps of conversation I overheard, perhaps from his cunning, secret manner — not but what he was always nice to me, and gave me something when he left.

You didnt hear any other names of persons mentioned? I asked. Try and think, as all that you tell me is of the greatest importance to me.

The girl stood silent, while I paced up and down that room in which, not many hours before, I had endured that awful mental torture. She drew her hand across her brow, trying to recall.

Yes, there was another name, she admitted at last, but I cant at the moment recall it.

Ah, do! I implored her. Try and recall it. I am in no hurry to leave.

Again the dark-eyed maid in the dainty apron was silent — both hands upon her brow, as she had turned from me and was striving to remember.

It was some foreign name — a womans name, she said.

I recollected the dead girl was believed to have been a foreigner!

Suddenly she cried — 

Ah, I remember! The name was Mary Brack.

Mary Brack! I repeated.

Yes. Of course I dont know how its spelt.

Well, if it were a foreign name it would probably be Marie B-r-a-c-q — if you are sure youve pronounced it right.

Oh, yes. Im quite sure. Mistress called her poor girl! so I can only suppose that something must have happened to her.

I held my breath at her words.

Yes, without a doubt I had secured a clue to the identity of the girl who lost her life at Harrington Gardens.

Her name, in all probability, was Marie Bracq!


CHAPTER XXII.

MARIE BRACQ!
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MARIE BRACQ! THE name rang in my ears in the express all the way from Colchester to Liverpool Street.

Just before six oclock I alighted from a taxi in Scotland Yard, and, ascending in the lift, soon found myself sitting with Inspector Edwards.

At that moment I deemed it judicious to tell him nothing regarding my night adventure in the country, except to say:

Well, Ive had a strange experience — the strangest any man could have, because I have dared to investigate on my own account the mystery of Harrington Gardens.

Oh! tell me about it, Mr. Royle, he urged, leaning back in his chair before the littered writing-table.

Theres nothing much to tell, was my reply. Ill describe it all some day. At present theres no time to waste. I believe I am correct in saying that the name of the murdered girl is Marie Bracq.

Edwards looked me straight in the face. Thats not an English name, is it? he said.

No, Belgian, I should say.

Belgian? Yes, most probably, he said. A rather uncommon name, and one which ought not to be difficult to trace. How did you find this out?

Oh, its a long story, Mr. Edwards, I said. But I honestly believe that at last we are on the scent. Cannot you discover whether any girl of that name is missing?

Of course. Ill wire to the Brussels police at once. Perhaps it will be well to ask the Préfect of Police in Paris if they have any person of that name reported missing, he said, and, ringing a bell, a clerk appeared almost instantly with a writing-pad and pencil.

Wire to Brussels and Paris and ask if they have any person named Marie Bracq — be careful of the spelling — missing. If so, we will send them over a photo.

Yes, sir, the man replied, and disappeared.

Well, I asked casually, when we were alone, have you traced the tailor who made the dead girls costume?

Not yet. The Italian police are making every inquiry.

And what have you decided regarding that letter offering to give information?

Nothing, was his prompt reply. And if this information you have obtained as to the identity of the deceased proves correct, we shall do nothing. It will be far more satisfactory to work out the problem for ourselves, rather than risk being misled by somebody who has an axe to grind.

Ah! Im pleased that you view the matter in that light, I said, much relieved. I feel confident that I have gained the true name of the victim.

But how did you manage it, Mr. Royle? he asked, much interested.

I, however, refused to satisfy his curiosity.

You certainly seem to know more about the affair than we do, he remarked with a smile.

Well, was I not a friend of the man who is now a fugitive? I remarked.

Ah, of course! And depend upon it, Mr. Royle, when this affair is cleared up, we shall find that your friend was a man of very curious character, he said, pursing his lips. Inquiries have shown that many mysteries concerning him remain to be explained.

For a moment I did not speak. Then I asked:

Is anything known concerning a woman friend of his named Petre?

Petre? he echoed. No, not that Im aware of. But it seemed that he was essentially what might be called a ladies man.

I know that. He used to delight in entertaining his lady friends.

But who is this woman Petre whom youve mentioned? he inquired with some curiosity.

The woman who is ready to give you information for a consideration, I replied.

How do you know that?

Well, I am acquainted with her. I was with her last night, was my quick response. Her intention is to condemn a perfectly innocent woman.

Whom? he asked sharply. The woman who lost that green horn comb at the flat?

I held my breath.

No, Edwards, I answered, That question is unfair. As a gentleman, I cannot mention a ladys name. If she chooses to do so thats another matter. But if she does — as from motives of jealousy she easily may do — please do not take any action without first consulting me. Ere long I shall have a strange, almost incredible, story to put before you.

Why not now? he asked, instantly interested.

Because I have not yet substantiated all my facts, was my reply.

Cannot I assist you? Why keep me in the dark? he protested.

Im afraid you can render me no other assistance except to hesitate to accept the allegations of that woman Petre, I replied.

Well, we shall wait until she approaches us again, he said.

This I feel certain she will do, I exclaimed. But if you see her, make no mention whatever of me — you understand? She believes me to be dead, and therefore not likely to disprove her allegations.

Dead! he echoed. Really, Mr. Royle, all this sounds most interesting.

It is, I declared. I believe I am now upon the verge of a very remarkable discovery — that ere long we shall know the details of that crime in South Kensington.

Well, if you do succeed in elucidating the mystery you will accomplish a marvellous feat, said the great detective, placing his hands together and looking at me across his table. I confess that Im completely baffled. That friend of yours who called himself Kemsley has disappeared as completely as though the ground had opened and swallowed him.

Ah, Edwards, Londons a big place, I laughed, and your men are really not very astute.

Why not?

Because the man you want called at my rooms in Albemarle Street only a few days ago.

What? he cried, staring at me surprised.

Yes, I was unfortunately out, but he left a message with my man that he would let me know his address later.

Amazing impudence! cried my friend. He called in order to show his utter defiance of the police, I should think.

No. My belief is that he wished to tell me something, I said. Anyhow, he will either return or send his address.

I very much doubt it. Hes a clever rogue, but, like all men of his elusiveness and cunning, he never takes undue chances. No, Mr. Royle, depend upon it, hell never visit you again.

But I may be able to find him. Who knows?

The detective moved his papers aside, and with a sigh admitted:

Yes, you may have luck, to be sure.

Then, after some further conversation, he looked at the piece of sticking plaster on my head and remarked:

I see youve had a knock. How did you manage it?

I made an excuse that in bending before my own fireplace I had struck it on the corner of the mantelshelf. Afterwards I suddenly said:

You recollect those facts you told me regarding the alleged death of the real Kemsley in Peru, dont you?

Of course.

Well, theyve interested me deeply. Id so much like to know any further details.

Edwards reflected a moment, recalling the report.

Well, he said, taking from one of the drawers in his table a voluminous official file of papers. There really isnt very much more than what you already know. The Consuls report is a very full one, and contains a quantity of depositions taken on the spot — mostly evidence of Peruvians, in which little credence can, perhaps, be placed. Of course, he added, the suspected man Cane seems to have been a very bad lot. He was at one time manager of a rubber plantation belonging to a Portuguese company, and some very queer stories were current regarding him.

What kind of stories? I asked.

Oh, his outrageous cruelty to the natives when they did not collect sufficient rubber. He used, they said, to burn the native villages and massacre the inhabitants without the slightest compunction. He was known by the natives as The Red Englishman. They were terrified by him. His name, it seems, was Herbert Cane, and so bad became his reputation that he was dismissed by the company after an inquiry by a commission sent from Lisbon, and drifted into Argentina, sinking lower and lower in the social scale.

Then, after referring to several closely-written pages of foolscap, each one bearing the blue embossed stamp of the British Consulate in Lima, he went on:

Inquiries showed that for a few months the man Cane was in Monte Video, endeavouring to obtain a railway concession for a German group of financiers, but his reputation became noised abroad and he found it better to leave that city. Afterwards he seems to have met Sir Digby and to have become his bosom friend.

And what were the exact circumstances of Sir Digbys death? I asked anxiously.

Ah! they are veiled in mystery, was the detectives response, turning again to the official report and depositions of witnesses. As I think I told you, Sir Digby had met with an accident and injured his spine. Cane, whose acquaintance he made, brought him down to Lima, and a couple of months later, under the doctors advice, removed him to a bungalow at Huacho. Here they lived with a couple of Peruvian men-servants, named Senos and Luis. Cane seemed devoted to his friend, leading the life of a quiet, studious, refined man — very different to his wild life on the rubber plantation. One morning, however, on a servant entering Sir Digbys room, he found him dead, and an examination showed that he had been bitten in the arm by a poisonous snake. There were signs of a struggle, showing the poor fellows agony before he died. Cane, entering shortly afterwards, was distracted with grief, and telegraphed himself to the British Consul at Lima. And, according to custom in that country, that same evening the unfortunate man was buried.

Without any inquiry? I asked.

Yes. At the time, remember, there was no suspicion. A good many people die annually in Peru of snake-bite, Edwards replied, again referring to the file of papers before him. It seems, however, that three days later, the second Peruvian servant — a man known as Senos — declared that during the night of the tragic affair he had heard his master suddenly yell with terror and cry out You blackguard, Cane, you hell-fiend; take the thing away. Ah! God! You — why, youve killed me!

Yes, I said. But was this told to Cane?

Cane saw the man and strenuously denied his allegation. He, indeed, went to the local Commissary of Police and lodged a complaint against the man Senos for falsely accusing him, saying that he had done so out of spite, because a few days before he had had occasion to reprimand him for inattention to his duties. Further, Cane brought up a man living five miles from Huacho who swore that the accused man was at his bungalow on that night, arriving at nine oclock. He drank so heavily that he could not get home, so he remained there the night, returning at eight oclock next morning.

And the police officials believed him — eh? I asked.

Yes. But next day he left Huacho, expressing a determination to go to Lima and make a statement to the Consul there. But he never arrived at the capital, and he has never been seen since.

Then a grave suspicion rests upon him? I remarked, reflecting upon my startling adventure of the previous night.

Certainly. But the curious thing is that no attempt seems to have been made by the police authorities in Lima to trace the man. They allowed him to disappear, and took no notice of the affair, even when the British Consul reported it. I fancy police methods must be very lax ones there, he added.

But what could have been the method of the assassin? I asked.

Why, simply to allow the snake to strike at the sleeping man, I presume, said the detective. Yet, one would have thought that after the snake had bitten him he would have cried out for help. But he did not.

Had the victim, I wondered, swallowed that same tasteless drug that I had swallowed, and been paralysed, as I had been?

And the motive of the crime? I asked.

Edwards shrugged his shoulders, and raised his brows.

Robbery, I should say, was his reply. But, strangely enough, there is no suggestion of theft in this report; neither does there seem to be any woman in the case.

You, of course, suspect that my friend Digby and the man Cane, are one and the same person! I said. But is it feasible that if Cane were really responsible for the death of the real Sir Digby, would he have the bold audacity to return to London and actually pose as his victim?

Yes, Mr. Royle, replied the detective, I think it most feasible. Great criminals have the most remarkable audacity. Some really astounding cases of most impudent impersonation have come under my own observation during my career in this office.

Then you adhere to the theory which you formed at first?

Most decidedly, he replied; and while it seems that you have a surprise to spring upon me very shortly, so have I one to spring upon you — one which I fear, Mr. Royle, he added very slowly, looking me gravely in the face— I fear may come as a great shock to you.

I sat staring at him, unable to utter a syllable.

He was alluding to Phrida, and to the damning evidence against her.

What could he know? Ah! who had betrayed my love?


CHAPTER XXIII.

LOVES CONFESSION.
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I DINED ALONE at the Club, and afterwards sat over my coffee in one of the smaller white-panelled rooms, gazing up at the Adams ceiling, and my mind full of the gravest thoughts.

What had Edwards meant when he promised me an unpleasant surprise? Had the woman Petre already made a statement incriminating my well-beloved?

If so, I would at once demand the arrest of her and her accomplices for attempted murder. It had suggested itself to me to make a complete revelation to Edwards of the whole of my exciting adventure at Colchester, but on mature consideration I saw that such a course might thwart my endeavours to come face to face with Digby.

Therefore I had held my tongue.

But were Edwards suspicions that the assassin Cane and the man I knew as Sir Digby Kemsley were one and the same, correct, or were they not?

The method by which the unfortunate Englishman in Peru had been foully done to death was similar to the means employed against myself at Colchester on the previous night. Again, the fact that the victim did not shout and call for aid was, no doubt, due to the administration of that drug which produced complete paralysis of the muscles, and yet left the senses perfectly normal.

Was that Indian whom they called Ali really a Peruvian native — the accomplice of Cane? I now felt confident that this was so.

But in what manner could the impostor have obtained power over Phrida? Why did she not take courage and reveal to me the truth?

Presently, I took a taxi down to Cromwell Road and found my well-beloved, with thin, pale, drawn face, endeavouring to do some fancy needlework by the drawing-room fire. Her mother had retired with a bad headache, she said, and she was alone.

I expected you yesterday, Teddy, she said, taking my hand. I waited all day, but you never came.

I had to go into the country, I replied somewhat lamely.

Then after a brief conversation upon trivialities, during which time I sat regarding her closely, and noting how nervous and agitated she seemed, she suddenly asked:

Well! Have you heard anything more of that woman, Mrs. Petre?

I believe shes gone abroad, I replied, with evasion.

Phridas lips twitched convulsively, and she gave vent to a slight sigh, of relief, perhaps.

Tell me, dearest, I said, bending and stroking her soft hair from her white brow. Are you still so full of anxiety? Do you still fear the exposure of the truth?

She did not reply, but of a sudden buried her face upon my shoulder and burst into tears.

Ah! I sighed, still stroking her hair sympathetically, I know what you must suffer, darling — of the terrible mental strain upon you. I believe in your innocence — I still believe in it, and if you will bear a stout heart and trust me, I believe I shall succeed in worsting your enemies.

In a moment her tear-stained face was raised to mine.

Do you really believe that you can, dear? she asked anxiously. Do you actually anticipate extricating me from this terrible position of doubt, uncertainty, and guilt?

I do — if you will only trust me, and keep a brave heart, darling, I said. Already I have made several discoveries — startling ones.

About Mrs. Petre, perhaps?

About her and about others.

What about her?

I have found out where she is living — down at Colchester.

What? she gasped, starting. Youve been down there?

Yes, I was there yesterday, and I saw Ali and the two servants.

You saw them — and spoke to them? she cried incredibly.

Yes.

But, Teddy — ah! You dont know how injudicious it was for you to visit them. Why, you might have — —

Might have what? I asked, endeavouring to betray no surprise at her words.

Well, I mean you should not have ventured into the enemys camp like that. It was dangerous, she declared.

Why?

They are quite unscrupulous, she replied briefly.

They are your enemies, I know. But I cannot see why they should be mine, I remarked.

My enemies — yes! my love cried bitterly. It will not be long before that woman makes a charge against me, Teddy — one which I shall not be able to refute.

But I will assist you against them. I love you, Phrida, and it is my duty to defend you, I declared.

Ah! You were always so good and generous, she remarked wistfully. But in this case I cannot, alas, see how you can render me any aid! The police will make inquiries, and — and then the end, she added in a voice scarce above a whisper.

No, no! I urged. Dont speak in that hopeless strain, darling. I know your position is a terrible one. We need not refer to details; as they are painful to both of us. But I am straining every nerve — working night and day to clear up the mystery and lift from you this cloud of suspicion. I have already commenced by learning one or two facts — facts of which the police remain in ignorance. Although you refused to tell me — why, I cannot discern — the name of the unfortunate girl who lost her life, I have succeeded in gaining knowledge of it. Was not the girl named Marie Bracq?

She started again at hearing the name.

Yes, she replied at once. Who told you?

I discovered it for myself, I replied. Who was the girl — tell me?

A friend of Digby Kemsleys.

A foreigner, of course?

Yes, Belgian, I believe.

From Brussels, eh?

Perhaps. I dont know for certain.

And she learned some great secret of Digbys, which was the motive of the crime, I suggested.

But my love only shook her pretty head blankly, saying— I dont know. Perhaps she knew something to his detriment.

And in order to silence her, she was killed, I suggested.

Perhaps.

She made no protest of her own innocence, I noticed. She seemed to place herself unreservedly in my hands to judge her as I thought fit.

Yet had not her own admissions been extremely strange ones. Had she not practically avowed her guilt?

Can you tell me nothing concerning this Belgian girl? I asked her a few moments later.

I only knew her but very slightly.

Pardon me putting to you such a pointed question, Phrida. But were you jealous of her?

Jealous! she ejaculated. Why, dear me, no. Why should I be jealous? Who suggested that?

Mrs. Petre. She declares that your jealousy was the motive of the crime, and that Digby himself can bear witness to it.

She said that? cried my love, her eyes flashing in fierce anger. Shes a wicked liar.

I know she is, and I intend to prove her so, I replied with confidence. When she and I meet again we have an account to settle. You will see.

Ah! Teddy, beware of her! Shes a dangerous woman — highly dangerous, declared my love apprehensively. You dont know her as I do — you do not know the grave evil and utter ruin she has brought upon others. So I beg of you to be careful not to be entrapped.

Have others been entrapped, then? I asked with great curiosity.

I dont know. No. Please dont ask me, she protested. I dont know.

Her response was unreal. My well-beloved was I knew in possession of some terrible secret which she dared not betray. Yet why were her lips sealed? What did she fear?

I intend to find Digby, and demand the truth from him, I said after we had been silent for a long time. I will never rest until I stand before him face to face.

Ah! no dear! she cried in quick alarm, starting up and flinging both her arms about my neck. No, dont do that? she implored.

Why not?

Because he will condemn me — he will think you have learned something from me, she declared in deep distress.

But I shall reveal to him my sources of information, I said. Since that fatal night I have learned that the man whom I believed was my firm friend has betrayed me. An explanation is due to me, and I intend to have one.

At my expense — eh? she asked in bitter reproach.

No, dearest. The result shall not fall upon you, I said. I will see to that. A foul and dastardly crime has been committed, and the assassin shall be brought to punishment.

My well-beloved shuddered in my arms as she heard my words — as though the guilt were upon her.

I detected it, and became more than ever puzzled. Why did she seek to secure this mans freedom?

I asked her that question point-blank, whereupon in a hard, faltering voice, she replied:

Because, dear, while he is still a fugitive from justice I feel myself safe. The hour he is arrested is the hour of my doom.

Why speak so despondently? I asked. Have I not promised to protect you from those people?

How can you if they make allegations against me and bring up witnesses who will commit perjury — who will swear anything in order that the guilt shall be placed upon my head, she asked in despair.

Though the justice often dispensed by country magistrates is a disgraceful travesty of right and wrong, yet we still have in England justice in the criminal courts, I said. Rest assured that no jury will convict an innocent woman of the crime of murder.

She stood slightly away from me, staring blankly straight before her. Then suddenly she pressed both hands upon her brow and cried in a low, intense voice:

May God have pity on me!

Yes, I said very earnestly. Trust in Him, dearest, and He will help you.

Ah! she cried. You dont know how I suffer — of all the terror — all the dread that haunts me night and day. Each ring at the door I fear may be the police — every man who passes the house I fear may be a detective watching. This torture is too awful. I feel I shall go mad — mad!

And she paced the room in her despair, while I stood watching her, unable to still the wild, frantic terror that had gripped her young heart.

What could I do? What could I think?

This cannot go on, Phrida! I cried at last in desperation. I will search out this man. Ill grip him by the throat and force the truth from him, I declared, setting my teeth hard. I love you, and I will not stand by and see you suffer like this!

Ah, no! she implored, suddenly approaching me, flinging herself upon her knees and gripping my hands. No, I beg of you not to do that! she cried hoarsely.

But why? I demanded. Surely you can tell me the reason of your fear! I went on— the man is a rank impostor. That has been proved already by the police.

Do you know that? she asked, in an instant grave. Are you quite certain of that? Remember, you have all along believed him to be the real Sir Digby.

What is your belief, Phrida? I asked her very earnestly.

She drew a long breath and hesitated.

Truth to tell, dear, I dont know what to think. Sometimes I believe he must be the real person — and at other times I am filled with doubt.

But now tell me, I urged, assisting her to rise to her feet and then placing my arm about her neck, so that her pretty head fell upon my shoulder. Answer me truthfully this one question, for all depends upon it. How is it that this man has secured such a hold upon you — how is it that with you his word is law — that though he is a fugitive from justice you refuse to say a single word against him or to give me one clue to the solution of this mystery?

Her face was blanched to the lips, she trembled in my embrace, drawing a long breath.

I — Im sorry, dear — but I — I cant tell you. I — I dare not. Cant you understand? she asked with despair in her great, wide-open eyes. I dare not!


CHAPTER XXIV.

OFFICIAL SECRECY.
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THE FOLLOWING EVENING was damp, grey, and dull, as I stood shivering at the corner of the narrow Rue de lEveque and the broad Place de la Monnie in Brussels. The lamps were lit, and around me everywhere was the bustle of business.

I had crossed by the morning service by way of Ostend, and had arrived again at the Grand only half an hour before.

The woman Petre had sent a letter to Digby Kemsley to the Poste Restante in Brussels under the name of Bryant. If this were so, the fugitive must be in the habit of calling for his letters, and it was the great black façade of the chief post-office in Brussels that I was watching.

The business-day was just drawing to a close, the streets were thronged, the traffic rattled noisily over the uneven granite paving of the big square. Opposite the Post Office the arc lamps were shedding a bright light outside the theatre, while all the shops around were a blaze of light, while on every side the streets were agog with life.

Up and down the broad flight of steps which led to the entrance of the Post Office hundreds of people ascended and descended, passing and re-passing the four swing-doors which gave entrance to the huge hall with its dozens of departments ranged around and its partitioned desks for writing.

The mails from France and England were just in, and dozens of men came with their keys to obtain their correspondence from the range of private boxes, and as I watched, the whole bustle of business life passed before me.

I was keeping a sharp eye upon all who passed up and down that long flight of granite steps, but at that hour of the evening, and in that crowd, it was no easy matter.

Would I be successful? That was the one thought which filled my mind.

As I stood there, my eager gaze upon that endless stream of people, I felt wearied and fagged. The Channel crossing had been a bad one, as it so often is in January, and I had not yet recovered from my weird experience at Colchester. The heavy overcoat I wore was, I found, not proof against the cutting east wind which swept around the corner from the Boulevard Auspach, hence I was compelled to change my position and seek shelter in a doorway opposite the point where I expected the man I sought would enter.

I had already surveyed the interior and presented the card of a friend to an official at the Poste Restante, though I knew there was no letter for him. I uttered some words of politeness to the man in order to make his acquaintance, as he might, perhaps, be of use to me ere my quest was at an end.

At the Poste Restante were two windows, one distributing correspondence for people whose surname began with the letters A to L, and the other from M to Z.

It was at the first window I inquired, the clerk there being a pleasant, fair-haired, middle-aged man in a holland coat as worn by postal employees. I longed to ask him if he had any letters for the name of Bryant, or if any Englishman of that name had called, but I dared not do so. He would, no doubt, snub me and tell me to mind my own business.

So instead, I was extremely polite, regretted to have troubled him, and, raising my hat, withdrew.

I saw that to remain within the big office for hours was impossible. The uniformed doorkeeper who sat upon a high desk overlooking everything, would quickly demand my business, and expel me.

No, my only place was out in the open street. Not a pleasant prospect in winter, and for how many days I could not tell.

For aught I knew, the fugitive had called for the womans letter and left the capital. But he, being aware that the police were in search of him, would, I thought, if he called at the post office at all for letters, come there after dark. Hence, I had lost no time in mounting guard.

My thoughts, as I stood there, were, indeed, bitter and confused.

The woman Petre had not, as far as I could make out, made any incriminating statement to the police. Yet she undoubtedly believed me to be dead, and I reflected in triumph upon the unpleasant surprise in store for her when we met — as meet we undoubtedly would.

The amazing problem, viewed briefly, stood thus: The girl, Marie Bracq, had been killed by a knife with a three-cornered blade, such knife having been and being still in the possession of Phrida, my well-beloved, whose finger-prints were found in the room near the body of the poor girl. The grave and terrible suspicion resting upon Phrida was increased and even corroborated by her firm resolve to preserve secrecy, her admissions, and her avowed determination to take her own life rather than face accusation.

On the other hand, there was the mystery of the identity of Marie Bracq, the mystery of the identity of the man who had passed as Sir Digby Kemsley, the reason of his flight, if Phrida were guilty, and the mystery of the woman Petre, and her accomplices.

Yes. The whole affair was one great and complete problem, the extent of which even Edwards, expert as he was, had, as yet, failed to discover. The more I tried to solve it the more hopelessly complicated did it become.

I could see no light through the veil of mystery and suspicion in which my well-beloved had become enveloped.

Why had that man — the man I now hated with so fierce an hatred — held her in the hollow of his unscrupulous hands? She had admitted that, whenever he ordered her to do any action, she was bound to obey.

Yes. My love was that mans slave! I ground my teeth when the bitter thought flashed across my perturbed mind.

Ah! what a poor, ignorant fool I had been! And how that scoundrel must have laughed at me!

I was anxious to meet him face to face — to force from his lips the truth, to compel him to answer to me.

And with that object I waited — waited in the cold and rain for three long hours, until at last the great doors were closed and locked for the night, and people ascended those steps no longer.

Then I turned away faint and disheartened, chilled to the bone, and wearied out. A few steps along the Boulevard brought me to the hotel, where I ate some dinner, and retired to my room to fling myself upon the couch and think.

Why was Phrida in such fear lest I should meet the man who held her so mysteriously and completely in his power? What could she fear from our meeting if she were, as I still tried to believe, innocent?

Again, was it possible that after their dastardly attempt upon my life, Mrs. Petre and her accomplices had fled to join the fugitive? Were they with him? Perhaps so! Perhaps they were there in Brussels!

The unfortunate victim, Marie Bracq, had probably been a Belgian. Bracq was certainly a Belgian name.

The idea crossed my mind to go on the following day to the central Police Bureau I had noticed in the Rue de la Regence, and make inquiry whether they knew of any person of that name to be missing. It was not a bad suggestion, I reflected, and I felt greatly inclined to carry it out.

Next day, I was up early, but recognised the futility of watching at the Poste Restante until the daylight faded. On the other hand, if Mrs. Petre was actually in that city, she would have no fear to go about openly. Yet, after due consideration, I decided not to go to the post office till twilight set in.

The morning I spent idling on the Boulevards and in the cafés, but I became sick of such inactivity, for I was frantically eager and anxious to learn the truth.

At noon I made up my mind, and taking a taxi, alighted at the Préfecture of Police, where, after some time, I was seen by the Chef du Sureté, a grey-haired, dry-as-dust looking official — a narrow-eyed little man, in black, whose name was Monsieur Van Huffel, and who sat at a writing-table in a rather bare room, the walls of which were painted dark green. He eyed me with some curiosity as I entered and bowed.

Be seated, I pray, msieur, he said in French, indicating a chair on the opposite side of the table, and leaning back, placed his fingers together in a judicial attitude.

The police functionary on the continent is possessed of an ultra-grave demeanour, and is always of a funereal type.

Msieur wishes to make an inquiry, I hear? he began.

Yes, I said. I am very anxious to know whether you have any report of a young person named Marie Bracq being missing.

Marie Bracq! he echoed in surprise, leaning forward towards me. And what do you know, msieur, regarding Marie Bracq?

I merely called to ascertain if any person of that name, is reported to you as missing, I said, much surprised at the effect which mention of the victim had produced upon him.

You are English, of course? he asked.

Yes, msieur.

Well, curiously enough, only this morning I have had a similar inquiry from your Scotland Yard. They are asking if we are acquainted with any person named Marie Bracq. And we are, msieur, said Monsieur Van Huffel. But first please explain what you know of her.

I have no personal acquaintance with her, was my reply. I know of her — that is all. But it may not be the same person.

He opened a drawer, turned over a quantity of papers, and a few seconds later produced a photograph which he passed across to me.

It was a half-length cabinet portrait of a girl in a fur coat and hat. But no second glance was needed to tell me that it was actually the picture of the girl found murdered in London.

I see you recognise her, msieur, remarked the police official in a cold, matter-of-fact tone. Please tell me all you know.

I paused for a few seconds with the portrait in my hand. My object was to get all the facts I could from the functionary before me, and give him the least information possible.

Unfortunately, I know but very little, was my rather lame reply. This lady was a friend of a lady friend of mine.

An English lady was your friend — eh?

Yes.

In London?

I nodded in the affirmative, while the shrewd little man who was questioning me sat twiddling a pen with his thin fingers.

And she told you of Marie Bracq? In what circumstances?

Well, I said. It is a long story. Before I tell you, I would like to ask you one question, msieur. Have you received from Scotland Yard the description of a man named Digby Kemsley — Sir Digby Kemsley — who is wanted for murder?

The dry little official with the parchment face repeated the name, then consulting a book at his elbow, replied:

Yes. We have circulated the description and photograph. It is believed by your police that his real name is Cane.

He has been in Brussels during the past few days to my own certain knowledge, I said.

In Brussels, echoed the man seated in the writing chair. Where?

Here, in your city. And I expect he is here now.

And you know him? asked the Chef du Sureté, his eyes betraying slight excitement.

Quite well. He was my friend.

I see he is accused of murdering a woman, name unknown, in his apartment, remarked the official.

The name is now known — it has been discovered by me, msieur. The name of the dead girl is Marie Bracq.

The little man half rose from his chair and stared at me.

Is this the truth, msieur? he cried. Is this man named Kemsley, or Cane, accused of the assassination of Marie Bracq?

Yes, I replied.

But this is most astounding, the Belgian functionary declared excitedly. Marie Bracq dead! Ah! it cannot be possible, msieur! You do not know what this information means to us — what an enormous sensation it will cause if the press scents the truth. Tell me quickly — tell me all you know, he urged, at the same time taking up the telephone receiver from his table and then listening for a second, said in a quick, impetuous voice, I want Inspector Frémy at once!


CHAPTER XXV.

FRÉMY, OF THE SURETÉ.
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AFTER A FEW moments a short, stout, clean-shaven man with a round, pleasant face, and dressed in black, entered and bowed to his chief.

He carried his soft felt hat and cane in his hand, and seated himself at the invitation of Van Huffel.

This is Inspector Frémy — Monsieur Edouard Royle, of Londres, exclaimed the Chef du Sureté, introducing us.

The detective, the most famous police officer in Belgium, who had been for years under Monsieur Hennion, in Paris, and had now transferred his services to Belgium, bowed and looked at me with his small, inquisitive eyes.

Monsieur Frémy. This gentleman has called with regard to the case of Marie Bracq, said Van Huffel in French.

The detective was quickly interested.

She is dead — been assassinated in London, his chief went on.

Frémy stared at the speaker in surprise, and the two men exchanged strange glances.

Monsieur tells me that the man, Sir Digby Kemsley, wanted by Scotland Yard, is accused of the murder of Marie Bracq — and, further, added Van Huffel, the accused has been here in Brussels quite recently.

In Brussels? echoed the round-faced man.

Yes, I said. He has letters addressed to the Poste Restante in the name of Bryant. And I spelt it as the detective carefully wrote down the name.

He will not be difficult to find if he is still in Brussels, declared the inspector. We had an inquiry from Scotland Yard asking if we had any report concerning Marie Bracq only this morning, he added.

It was sent to you by my friend, Inspector Edwards, and whom I am assisting in this inquiry, I explained.

You said that Marie Bracq was a friend of a lady friend of yours, Msieur Royle, continued the Chef du Sureté. Will you do us the favour and tell us all you know concerning the tragedy — how the young lady lost her life?

Ah! msieur, I replied, I fear I cannot do that. How she was killed is still a mystery. Only within the past few hours have I been able to establish the dead girls identity, and only then after narrowly escaping falling the victim of a most dastardly plot.

Perhaps you will be good enough to make a statement of all you know, Msieur Royle, urged the grey-haired little man; and if we can be of any service in bringing the culprit to justice, you may rely upon us.

But first, msieur, allow me to put observation upon the Poste Restante? asked Frémy, rising and going to the telephone, where he got on to one of his subordinates, and gave him instructions in Flemish, a language I do not understand.

Then, when he returned to his chair, I began to briefly relate what I knew concerning Sir Digby, and what had occurred, as far as I knew, on that fatal night of the sixth of January.

I, of course, made no mention of the black suspicion cast upon the woman I loved, nor of the delivery of Digbys letter, my meeting with the woman Petre and its exciting results.

Yet had I not met that woman I should still have been in ignorance of the identity of the dead girl, and, besides, I would not have met the sallow-faced Ali, or been aware of his methods — those methods so strangely similar to that adopted when Sir Digby Kemsley lost his life in Peru.

The two police functionaries listened very attentively to my story without uttering a word.

I had spoken of the woman Petre as being an accomplice of the man who was a fugitive, whereupon Frémy asked:

Do you suppose that the woman is with him?

She has, I believe, left England, and, therefore, in all probability, is with him.

Are there any others of the gang — for there is, of course, a gang? Such people never act singly.

Two other men, as far as I know. One, a young man, who acts as servant, and the other, a tall, copper-faced man with sleek black hair — probably a Peruvian native. They call him Ali, and he pretends he is a Hindu.

A Hindu! gasped the detective. Why, I saw one talking to a rather stout Englishwoman at the Gare du Nord yesterday evening, just before the Orient Express left for the East! He gave a quick description of both the man and the woman, and I at once said:

Yes, that was certainly Ali, and the woman was Mrs. Petre!

They probably left by the Orient Express! he cried, starting up, and crossing to his chiefs table snatched up the orange-coloured official time table.

Ah! yes, he exclaimed, after searching a few moments. The Orient Express will reach Wels, in Austria, at 2.17, no time for a telegram to get through. No. The next stop is Vienna — the Westbahnhof — at 6. I will wire to the Commissary of Police to board the train, and if they are in it, to detain them.

Excellent, remarked his chief, and, ringing a bell, a clerk appeared and took down the official telegram, giving the description of the woman and her accomplice.

I suppose the fugitive Englishman is not with them? suggested the Chef du Sureté.

I did not see him at the station — or, at least, I did not recognise anyone answering to the description, replied the inspector; but we may as well add his description in the telegram and ask for an immediate reply.

Thereupon the official description of Digby, as supplied to the Belgian police by Scotland Yard, was translated into French and placed in the message.

After the clerk had left with it, Frémy, standing near the window, exclaimed:

Dieu! Had I but known who they were last night! But we may still get them. I will see the employée at the Poste Restante. This Monsieur Bryant, if he receives letters, may have given an address for them to be forwarded.

After a slight pause, during which time the two functionaries conversed in Flemish, I turned to Van Huffel, and said:

I have related all I know, msieur; therefore, I beg of you to tell me something concerning the young person Marie Bracq. Was she a lady?

A lady! he echoed with a laugh. Most certainly — the daughter of one of the princely houses of Europe.

What? I gasped. Tell me all about her!

But the dry-as-dust little man shook his grey head and replied:

I fear, msieur, in my position, I am not permitted to reveal secrets entrusted to me. And her identity is a secret — a great secret.

But I have discovered her identity where our English police had failed! I protested. Besides, am I not assisting you?

Very greatly, and we are greatly indebted to you, Msieur Royle, he replied, with exquisite politeness; but it is not within my province as Chef du Sureté to tell you facts which have been revealed to me under pledge of secrecy.

Perhaps Msieur Frémy may be able to tell me some facts, I suggested. Remember, I am greatly interested in the mysterious affair.

From mere curiosity — eh? asked Van Huffel with a smile.

No, msieur, was my earnest reply. Because the arrest and condemnation of the assassin of Marie Bracq means all the world to me.

How?

I hesitated for some moments, then, hoping to enlist his sympathy, I told him the truth.

Upon the lady who is my promised wife rests a grave suspicion, I said, in a low, hard voice. I decline to believe ill of her, or to think that she could be guilty of a crime, or — —

Of the assassination of Marie Bracq? interrupted Van Huffel. Do you suspect that? Is there any question as to the guilt of the man Kemsley? he asked quickly.

No one has any suspicion of the lady in question, I said. Only — only from certain facts within my knowledge and certain words which she herself has uttered, a terrible and horrible thought has seized me.

That Marie Bracq was killed by her hand — eh? Ah, msieur, I quite understand, he said. And you are seeking the truth — in order to clear the woman you love?

Exactly. That is the truth. That is why I am devoting all my time — all that I possess in order to solve the mystery and get at the actual truth.

Frémy glanced at his chief, then at me.

Bien, msieur, exclaimed Van Huffel. But there is no great necessity for you to know the actual identity of Marie Bracq. So long as you are able to remove the stigma from the lady in question, who is to be your wife, and to whom you are undoubtedly devoted, what matters whether the dead girl was the daughter of a prince or of a rag-picker? We will assist you in every degree in our power, he went on. Msieur Frémy will question the postal clerk, watch will be kept at the Poste Restante, at each of the railway stations, and in various other quarters, so that if any of the gang are in the city they cannot leave it without detection — —

Except by automobile, I interrupted.

Ah! I see msieur possesses forethought, he said with a smile. Of course, they can easily hire an automobile and run to Namur, Ghent, or Antwerp — or even to one or other of the frontiers. But Msieur Frémy is in touch with all persons who have motor-cars for hire. If they attempted to leave by car when once their descriptions are circulated, we should know in half an hour, while to cross the frontier by car would be impossible. Then, turning to the inspector, he said, You will see that precautions are immediately taken that if they are here they cannot leave.

The matter is in my hands, msieur, answered the great detective simply.

Then msieur refuses to satisfy me as to the exact identity of Marie Bracq? I asked Van Huffel in my most persuasive tone.

A thousand regrets, msieur, but as I have already explained, I am compelled to regard the secret entrusted to me.

I take it that her real name is not Marie Bracq? I said, looking him in the face.

You are correct. It is not.

Is she a Belgian subject? I asked.

No, msieur, the lady is not.

You said that a great sensation would be caused if the press knew the truth?

Yes. I ask you to do me the favour, and promise me absolute secrecy in this matter. If we are to be successful in the arrest of these individuals, then the press must know nothing — not a syllable. Do I have your promise, Msieur Royle?

If you wish, I answered.

And we on our part will assist you to clear this lady who is to be your wife — but upon one condition.

And that is what? I asked.

That you do not seek to inquire into the real identity of the poor young lady who has lost her life — the lady known to you and others as Marie Bracq, he said, looking straight into my eyes very seriously.


CHAPTER XXVI.

SHOWS EXPERT METHODS.
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IT BEING THE luncheon hour, Frémy and myself ate our meal at the highly popular restaurant, the Taverne Joseph, close to the Bourse, where the cooking is, perhaps, the best in Brussels and where the cosmopolitan, who knows where to eat, usually makes for when in the Belgian capital.

After our coffee, cigarettes, and a triple-sec each, we strolled round to the General Post Office. As we approached that long flight of granite steps I knew so well, a poor-looking, ill-dressed man with the pinch of poverty upon his face, and his coat buttoned tightly against the cold, edged up to my companion on the pavement and whispered a word, afterwards hurrying on.

Our interesting friend has not been here yet, the detective remarked to me. We will have a talk with the clerk at the Poste Restante.

Entering the great hall, busy as it is all day, we approached the window where letters were distributed from A to L, and where sat the same pleasant, fair-haired man sorting letters.

Bon jour, msieur! he exclaimed, when he caught sight of Frémy. What weather, eh?

The great detective returned his greetings, and then putting his head further into the window so that others should not overhear, said in French:

I am looking for an individual, an Englishman, name of Bryant, and am keeping watch outside. He is wanted in England for a serious offence. Has he been here?

Bryant? repeated the clerk thoughtfully.

Yes, said Frémy, and then I spelt the name slowly.

The clerk reached his hand to the pigeon-hole wherein were letters for callers whose names began with B, and placing them against a little block of black wood on the counter before him, looked eagerly through while we watched intently.

Once or twice he stopped to scrutinise an address, but his fingers went on again through the letters to the end.

Nothing, he remarked laconically, replacing the packet in the pigeon-hole. But there has been correspondence for him. I recollect — a thin-faced man, with grey hair and clean shaven. Yes. I remember him distinctly. He always called just before the office was closed.

When did he call last? asked Frémy quickly.

The night before last, I think, was the mans answer. A lady was with him — a rather stout English lady.

We both started.

Did the lady ask for any letters?

Yes. But I forget the name.

Petre is her right name, I interrupted. Then I suggested to Frémy: Ask the other clerk to look through the letter P.

Non, msieur! exclaimed the fair-haired employée. The name she asked for was in my division. It was not P.

Then she must have asked for a name that was not her own, I said.

And it seems very much as though we have lost the gang by a few hours, Frémy said disappointedly. My own opinion is that they left Brussels by the Orient Express last night. They did not call at the usual time yesterday.

They may come this evening, I suggested.

Certainly they may. We shall, of course, watch, he replied.

When the man and woman called the day before yesterday, continued the employée, there was a second man — a dark-faced Indian with them, I believe. He stood some distance away, and followed them out. It was his presence which attracted my attention and caused me to remember the incident.

Frémy exchanged looks with me. I knew he was cursing his fate which had allowed the precious trio to slip through his fingers.

Yet the thought was gratifying that when the express ran into the Great Westbahnhof at Vienna, the detectives would at once search it for the fugitives.

My companion had told me that by eight oclock we would know the result of the enquiry, and I was anxious for that hour to arrive.

Already Frémy had ordered search to be made of arrivals at all hotels and pensions in the city for the name of Bryant, therefore, we could do nothing more than possess ourselves in patience. So we left the post office, his poverty-stricken assistant remaining on the watch, just as I had watched in the cold on the previous night.

With my companion I walked round to the big Café Metropole on the Boulevard, and over our bocks, at a table where we could not be overheard, we discussed the situation.

That big café, one of the principal in Brussels, is usually deserted between the hours of three and four. At other times it is filled with business men discussing their affairs, or playing dominoes with that rattle which is characteristic of the foreign café.

Why is it, I asked him, that your chief absolutely refuses to betray the identity of the girl Marie Bracq?

The round-faced man before me smiled thoughtfully as he idly puffed his cigarette. Then, shrugging his shoulders, he replied:

Well, msieur, to tell the truth, there is a very curious complication. In connection with the affair there is a scandal which must never be allowed to get out to the public.

Then you know the truth — eh? I asked.

A portion of it. Not all, he replied. But I tell you that the news of the young ladys death has caused us the greatest amazement and surprise. We knew that she was missing, but never dreamed that she had been the victim of an assassin.

But who are her friends? I demanded.

Unfortunately, I am not permitted to say, was his response. When they know the terrible truth they may give us permission to reveal the truth to you. Till then, my duty is to preserve their secret.

But I am all anxiety to know.

I quite recognise that, Msieur Royle, he said. I know how I should feel were I in your position. But duty is duty, is it not?

I have assisted you, and I have given you a clue to the mystery, I protested.

And we, on our part, will assist you to clear the stigma resting upon the lady who is your promised wife, he said. Whatever I can do in that direction, msieur may rely upon me.

I was silent, for I saw that to attempt to probe further then the mystery of the actual identity of Marie Bracq was impossible. There seemed a conspiracy of silence against me.

But I would work myself. I would exert all the cunning and ingenuity I possessed — nay, I would spend every penny I had in the world — in order to clear my well-beloved of that terrible suspicion that by her hand this daughter of a princely house had fallen.

Well, I asked at last. What more can we do?

Ah! sighed the stout man, blowing a cloud of cigarette smoke from his lips and drawing his glass. What can we do? The Poste Restante is being watched, the records of all hotels and pensions for the past month are being inspected, and we have put a guard upon the Orient Express. No! We can do nothing, he said, until we get a telegram from Vienna. Will you call at the Préfecture of Police at eight oclock to-night? I will be there to see you.

I promised, then having paid the waiter, we strolled out of the café, and parted on the Boulevard, he going towards the Nord Station, while I went along in the opposite direction to the Grand.

For the appointed hour I waited in greatest anxiety. What if the trio had been arrested in Vienna?

That afternoon I wrote a long and encouraging letter to Phrida, telling her that I was exerting every effort on her behalf and urging her to keep a stout heart against her enemies, who now seemed to be in full flight.

At last, eight oclock came, and I entered the small courtyard of the Préfecture of Police, where a uniformed official conducted me up to the room of Inspector Frémy.

The big, merry-faced man rose as I entered and placed his cigar in an ash tray.

Bad luck, msieur! he exclaimed in French. They left Brussels in the Orient, as I suspected — all three of them. Here is the reply, and he handed me an official telegram in German, which translated into English read:

To Préfet of Police, Brussels, from Préfet of Police, Vienna:

In response to telegram of to-days date, the three persons described left Brussels by Orient Express, travelled to Wels, and there left the train at 2.17 this afternoon. Telephonic inquiry of police at Wels results that they left at 4.10 by the express for Paris.

I have already telegraphed to Paris, Frémy said. But there is time, of course, to get across to Paris, and meet the express from Constantinople on its arrival there. Our friends evidently know their way about the Continent!

Shall we go to Paris, I suggested eagerly, anticipating in triumph their arrest as they alighted at the Gare de lEst. I had travelled by the express from Vienna on one occasion about a year before, and remembered that it arrived in Paris about nine oclock in the morning.

With the permission of my chief I will willingly accompany you, msieur, replied the detective, and, leaving me, he was absent for five minutes or so, while I sat gazing around his bare, official-looking bureau, where upon the walls were many police notices and photographs of wanted persons, rats dhotel, and other malefactors. Brussels is one of the most important police centres in Europe, as well as being the centre of the political secret service of the Powers.

On his return he said:

Bien, msieur. We leave the Midi Station at midnight and arrive in Paris at half-past five. I will engage sleeping berths, and I will telephone to my friend, Inspector Dricot, at the Préfecture, to send an agent of the brigade mobile to meet us. Non dun chien! What a surprise it will be for the fugitives. But, he added, they are clever and elusive. Fancy, in order to go from Brussels to Paris they travel right away into Austria, and with through tickets to Belgrade, too! Yes, they know the routes on the Continent — the routes used by the international thieves, I mean. The Wels route by which they travelled, is one of them.

Then I left him, promising to meet him at the station ten minutes before midnight. I had told Edwards I would notify him by wire any change of address, therefore, on leaving the Préfecture of Police, I went to the Grand and from there sent a telegram to him at Scotland Yard, telling him that I should call at the office of the inspector of police at the East railway station in Paris at ten on the following morning — if he had anything to communicate.

All through that night we travelled on in the close, stuffy wagon-lit by way of Mons to Paris arriving with some three hours and a half to spare, which we idled in one of the all-night cafés near the station, having been met by a little ferret-eyed Frenchman, named Jappé, who had been one of Frémys subordinates when he was in the French service.

Just before nine oclock, after our café-au-lait in the buffet, we walked out upon the long arrival platform where the Orient Express from its long journey from Constantinople was due.

It was a quarter of an hour late, but at length the luggage porters began to assemble, and with bated breath I watched the train of dusty sleeping-cars slowly draw into the terminus.

In a moment Frémy and his colleague were all eyes, while I stood near the engine waiting the result of their quest.

But in five minutes the truth was plain. Frémy was in conversation with one of the brown-uniformed conductors, who told him that the three passengers we sought did join at Wels, but had left again at Munich on the previous evening!

My heart sank. Our quest was in vain. They had again eluded us!

I will go to Munich, Frémy said at once. I may find trace of them yet.

And I will accompany you! I exclaimed eagerly. They must not escape us.

But my plans were at once altered, and Frémy was compelled to leave for Germany alone, for at the police office at the station half an hour later I received a brief message from Edwards urging me to return to London immediately, and stating that an important discovery had been made.

So I drove across to the Gare du Nord, and left for London by the next train.

What, I wondered, had been discovered?


CHAPTER XXVII.

EDWARDS BECOMES MORE PUZZLED.
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AT HALF-PAST SEVEN on that same evening, Edwards, in response to a telegram I sent him from Calais, called upon me in Albemarle Street.

He looked extremely grave when he entered my room. After Haines had taken his hat and coat and we were alone, he said in a low voice:

Mr. Royle, I have a rather painful communication to make to you. I much regret it — but the truth must be faced.

Well? I asked, in quick apprehension; what is it?

We have received from an anonymous correspondent — who turns out to be the woman Petre, whom you know — a letter making the gravest accusations against Miss Shand. She denounces her as the assassin of the girl Marie Bracq.

Its a lie! a foul, abominable lie! I cried angrily. I told you that she would seek to condemn the woman I love.

Yes, I recollect. But it is a clue which I am in duty bound to investigate.

You have not been to Miss Shand — you have not yet questioned her? I gasped anxiously.

Not before I saw you, he replied. I may as well tell you at once that I had some slight suspicion that the young lady in question was acquainted with your friend who posed as Sir Digby.

How? I asked.

He hesitated. Well, I thought it most likely that as you and he were such great friends, you might have introduced them, he said, rather lamely.

But surely you are not going to believe the words of this woman Petre? I cried. Listen, and I will tell you how she has already endeavoured to take my life, and thus leave Miss Shand at her mercy.

Then, as he sat listening, his feet stretched towards the fender, I related in detail the startling adventure which befel me at Colchester.

Extraordinary, Mr. Royle! he exclaimed, in blank surprise. Why, in heavens name, didnt you tell me this before! The snake! Why, that is exactly the method used by Cane to secure the death of the real Sir Digby!

What was the use of telling you? I queried. What is the use even now? The woman has fled and, at the same time, takes a dastardly revenge upon the woman I love.

Tell me, Mr. Royle, said the inspector, who, in his dinner coat and black tie, presented the appearance of the West End club man rather than a police official. Have you yourself any suspicion that Miss Shand has knowledge of the affair?

His question non-plussed me for the moment.

Ah! I see you hesitate! he exclaimed, shrewdly. You have a suspicion — now admit it.

He pressed me, and seeing that my demeanour had, alas! betrayed my thoughts, I was compelled to speak the truth.

Yes, I said, in a low, strained voice. To tell you the truth, Edwards, there are certain facts which I am utterly unable to understand — facts which Miss Shand has admitted to me. But I still refuse to believe that she is a murderess.

Naturally, he remarked, and I thought I detected a slightly sarcastic curl of the lips. But though Miss Shand is unaware of it, I have made certain secret inquiries — inquiries which have given astounding results, he said slowly. I have, unknown to the young lady, secured some of her finger-prints, which, on comparison, have coincided exactly with those found upon the glass-topped table at Harrington Gardens, and also with those which you brought to me so mysteriously. And he added, To be quite frank, it was that action of yours which first aroused my suspicion regarding Miss Shand. I saw that you suspected some one — that you were trying to prove to your own satisfaction that your theory was wrong.

I held my breath, cursing myself for such injudicious action.

Again, this letter from the woman Petre has corroborated my apprehensions, he went on. Miss Shand was a friend of the man who called himself Sir Digby. She met him clandestinely, unknown, to you — eh? he asked.

Please do not question me, Edwards, I implored. This is all so extremely painful to me.

I regret, but it is my duty, Mr. Royle, he replied in a tone of sympathy. Is not my suggestion the true one?

I admitted that it was.

Then, in quick, brief sentences I told him of my visit to the Préfecture of Police in Brussels and all that I had discovered regarding the fugitives, to which he listened most attentively.

They have not replied to my inquiry concerning the dead girl Marie Bracq, he remarked presently.

They know her, I replied. Van Huffel, the Chef du Sureté, stood aghast when I told him that the man Kemsley was wanted by you on a charge of murdering her. He declared that the allegation utterly astounded him, and that the press must have no suspicion of the affair, as a great scandal would result.

But who is the girl? he inquired quickly.

Van Huffel refused to satisfy my curiosity. He declared that her identity was a secret which he was not permitted to divulge, but he added when I pressed him, that she was a daughter of one of the princely houses of Europe!

Edwards stared at me.

I wonder what is her real name? he said, reflectively. Really, Mr. Royle, the affair grows more and more interesting and puzzling.

It does, I said, and then I related in detail my fruitless journey to Paris, and how the three fugitives had alighted at Munich from the westbound express from the Near East, and disappeared.

Frémy, whom I think you know, has gone after them, I added.

If Frémy once gets on the scent hell, no doubt, find them, remarked my companion. Hes one of the most astute and clever detectives in Europe. So, if the case is in his hands, Im quite contented that all will be done to trace them.

For two hours we sat together, while I related what the girl at Melbourne House had told me, and, in fact, put before him practically all that I have recorded in the foregoing pages.

Then, at last, I stood before him boldly and asked:

In face of all this, can you suspect Miss Shand? Is she not that mans victim?

He did not speak for several moments; his gaze was fixed upon the fire.

Well, he replied, stirring himself at last, to tell you the truth, Mr. Royle, Im just as puzzled as you are. She may be the victim of this man we know to be an unscrupulous adventurer, but, at the same time, her hand may have used that triangular-bladed knife which we have been unable to find.

The knife! I held my breath. Was it not lying openly upon that table in the corner of the drawing-room at Cromwell Road? Would not analysis reveal upon it a trace of human blood? Would not its possession in itself convict her?

Then what is your intention? I asked, at last.

To see her and put a few questions, Mr. Royle, he answered slowly. I know how much this must pain you, bearing in mind your deep affection for the young lady, but, unfortunately, it is my duty, and I cannot see how such a course can be avoided.

No. I beg of you not to do this, I implored. Keep what observation you like, but do not approach her — at least, not yet. In her present frame of mind, haunted by the shadow of the crime and hemmed in by suspicion of which she cannot clear herself, it would be fatal.

Fatal! I dont understand you.

Well — she would take her own life, I said in a low whisper.

She has threatened — eh? he asked.

I nodded in the affirmative.

Then does not that, in itself, justify my decision to see and question her?

No, it does not! I protested. She is not guilty, but this terrible dread and anxiety is, I know, gradually unbalancing her brain. She is a girl of calm determination, and if she believed that you suspected her she would be driven by sheer terror to carry out her threat.

He smiled.

Most women threaten suicide at one time or other of their lives. Their thoughts seem to revert to romance as soon as they find themselves in a corner. No, he added. I never believe in threats of suicide in either man or woman. Life is always too precious for that, and especially if a woman loves, as she does.

You dont know her.

No, but I know women, Mr. Royle — I know all their idiosyncrasies as well as most men, I think, he said.

I begged him not to approach my well-beloved, but he was inexorable.

I must see her — and I must know the truth, he declared decisively.

But I implored again of him, begging him to spare her — begged her life.

I had gripped him by the hand, and looking into his face I pointed out that I had done and was doing all I could to elucidate the mystery.

At least, I cried, you will wait until the fugitives are arrested!

There is only one — the impostor, he said. There is no charge against the others.

Then I will lay a charge to-night against the woman Petre and the man Ali of attempting to kill me. I said. The two names can then be added to the warrant.

Very well, he said. Well go to the Yard, and I will take your information.

And you will not approach Phrida until you hear something from Brussels — eh? I asked persuasively. In the meantime, I will do all I can. Leave Miss Shand to me.

If I did it would be a grave dereliction of duty, he replied slowly.

But is it a dereliction of duty to disregard allegations made by a woman who has fled in that mans company, and who is, we now know, his accomplice? I protested. Did not you yourself tell me that you, at Scotland Yard, always regarded lightly any anonymous communication?

As a rule we do. But past history shows that many have been genuine, he said. Before the commission of nearly all the Jack the Ripper crimes there were anonymous letters, written in red ink. We have them now framed and hanging up in the Black Museum.

But such letters are not denunciations. They were promises of a further sensation, I argued. The triumphant and gleeful declarations of the mad but mysterious assassin. No. Promise me, Edwards, that you will postpone this projected step of yours, which can, in any case, even though my love be innocent, only result in dire disaster.

He saw how earnest was my appeal, and realised, I think, the extreme gravity of the situation, and how deeply it concerned me. He seemed, also, to recognise that in discovering the name of the victim and in going a second time to Brussels, I had been able to considerably advance the most difficult inquiry; therefore, after still another quarter of an hour of persuasion, I induced him to withhold.

Very well, he replied, though I can make no definite promise, Mr. Royle. I will not see the lady before I have again consulted with you. But, he added, I must be frank with you. I shall continue my investigations in that quarter, and most probably watch will be kept upon her movements.

And if she recognises that you suspect her? I gasped.

Ah! he exclaimed, with a slight shrug of the shoulders. I cannot accept any responsibility for that. How can I?


CHAPTER XXVIII.

FURTHER ADMISSIONS.
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THE SECRET OF Digby Kemsley is still a secret, and will ever remain a secret.

I recollected Mrs. Petre uttering those words to me as that dark-faced villain Ali had forced my inert head down upon the table.

Well, that same night when I had begged of Edwards my loves life, I sat in his room at Scotland Yard and there made a formal declaration of what had happened to me on that well-remembered night outside Colchester. I formally demanded the arrest of the woman, of Ali, and of the young man-servant, all of whom had conspired to take my life.

The clerk calmly took down my statement, which Edwards read over to me, and I duly signed it.

Then, gripping his hand, I went forth into Parliament Street, and took a taxi to Cromwell Road.

I had not seen Phrida for several days, and she was delighted at my visit.

She presented a pale, frail, little figure in her simple gown of pale pink ninon, cut slightly open at the neck and girdled narrow with turquoise blue. Her skirt was narrow, as was the mode, and her long white arms were bare to the shoulders.

She had been curled up before the fire reading when I entered, but she jumped up with an expression of welcome upon her lips.

But not until her mother had bade me good-night and discreetly withdrew, did she refer to the subject which I knew obsessed her by night and by day.

Well, Teddy, she asked, when I sat alone with her upon the pale green silk-covered couch, her little hand in mine, Where have you been? Why have you remained silent?

Ive been in Brussels, I replied, and then, quite frankly, I explained my quest after the impostor.

She sat looking straight before her, her eyes fixed like a person, in a dream. At last she spoke:

I thought, she said in a strained voice, that you would have shown greater respect for me than to do that — when you knew it would place you in such great peril!

I have acted in your own interests, dearest, I replied, placing my arm tenderly about her neck. Ah! in what manner you will never know.

My interests! she echoed, in despair. Have I not told you that on the day Digby Kemsley is arrested I intend to end my life, and as she drew a long breath, I saw in her eyes that haunted, terrified look which told me that she was driven to desperation.

No, no, I urged, stroking her hair with tenderness. I know all that you must suffer, Phrida, but I am your friend and your protector. I will never rest until I get at the truth.

Ah! Revelation of the truth will, alas! prove my undoing! she whispered, in a voice full of fear. You dont know, dear, how your relentless chase of that man is placing me in danger.

But he is an adventurer, an impostor — a fugitive from justice, and he merits punishment! I cried.

Ah! And if you say that, she cried, wildly starting to her feet. So do I! So do I!

Come, calm yourself, dearest, I said, placing my hand upon her shoulder and forcing her back into her chair. You are upset to-night, and I kissed her cold, white lips. May I ring for Mallock? Wouldnt you like to go to your room?

She drew a deep sigh, and with an effort repressed the tears welling in her deep-set, haunted eyes.

Yes, she faltered in her emotion. Perhaps I had better. I — I cannot bear this strain much longer. You told me that the police did not suspect me, but — but, now I know they do. A man has been watching outside the house all day for two days past. Yes, she sobbed, they will come, come to arrest me, but they will only find that — that Ive cheated them!

They will not come, I answered her. I happen to know more than I can tell you, Phrida, I whispered. You need have no fear of arrest.

But that woman Petre! She may denounce me — she will, I know!

They take no notice of such allegations at Scotland Yard. They receive too much wild correspondence, I declared. No, dearest, go to bed and rest — rest quite assured that at present you are in no peril, and, further, that every hour which elapses brings us nearer a solution of the tragic and tantalising problem. May I ring for Mallock? I asked, again kissing her passionately upon those lips, hard and cold as marble, my heart full of sympathy for her in her tragic despair.

Yes, she responded faintly in a voice so low that I could hardly catch it. So I crossed and rang the bell for her maid.

Then, when she had kissed me good-night, looking into my eyes with a strange expression of wistfulness, and left the room, I dashed across to that little table whereon the ivory-hilted knife was lying and seized the important piece of evidence, so that it might not fall into Edwards hands.

I held it within my fingers, and taking it across to the fireplace, examined it in the strong light. The ivory was yellow and old, carved with the escutcheon bearing the three balls, the arms of the great House of Medici. The blade, about seven inches long, was keen, triangular, and, at the point, sharp as a needle. Into it the rust of centuries had eaten, though in parts it was quite bright, evidently due to recent cleaning.

I was examining it for any stains that might be upon it — stains of the life-blood of Marie Bracq. But I could find none. No. They had been carefully removed, yet chemical analysis would, without doubt, reveal inevitable traces of the ghastly truth.

I had my back to the door, and was still holding the deadly weapon in my hand, scrutinising it closely, when I heard a slight movement behind me, and turning, confronted Phrida, standing erect and rigid, like a statue.

Her face was white as death, her thin hands clenched, her haunted eyes fixed upon me.

Ah! I see! she cried hoarsely. You know — eh? You know!

No. I do not know, Phrida, was my deep reply, as I snatched her hand and held it in my own. I only surmise that this knife was used on that fatal night, because of the unusual shape of its blade — because of the medical evidence that by such a knife Marie Bracq was killed.

She drew a deep breath.

And you are taking it as evidence — against me!

Evidence against you, darling! I echoed in reproach. Do you think that I, the man who loves you, is endeavouring to convict you of a crime? No. Leave matters to me. I am your friend — not your enemy!

A silence fell between us. She neither answered nor did she move for some moments. Then she said in a deep wistful tone:

Ah! if I could only believe that you are!

But I am, I declared vehemently. I love you, Phrida, with all my soul, and I will never believe ill of you — never, never!

How can you do otherwise in these terrible circumstances? she queried, with a strange contraction of her brows.

I love you, and because I love you so dearly — because you are all the world to me, I said, pressing her to my heart, I will never accept what an enemy may allege — never, until you are permitted to relate your own story.

I still held the weapon in my hand, and I saw that her eyes wandered to it.

Ah! Teddy! she cried, with sudden emotion. How can I thank you sufficiently for those words? Take that horrible thing and hide it — hide it anywhere from my eyes, for sight of it brings all the past back to me. Yet — yet I was afraid, she went on, I dare not hide it, lest any one should ask what had become of it, and thus suspicions might be aroused. Ah! every time I have come into this room it has haunted me — I seem to see that terrible scene before my eyes — how — how they — —

But she broke off short, and covering her face with both hands added, after a few seconds silence:

Ah! yes, take it away — never let me gaze upon it again. But I beg of you, dear, to — to preserve my secret — my terrible secret!

And she burst into tears.

Not a single word shall pass my lips, neither shall a single soul see this knife. I will take it and cast it away — better to the bottom of the Thames. To-night it shall be in a place where it can never be found. So go to your room, and rest assured that you, darling, have at least one friend — myself.

I felt her breast heave and fall as I held her in my strong embrace.

Then without words she raised her white, tear-stained face and kissed me long and fondly; afterwards she left me, and in silence tottered from the room, closing the door after her.

I still held the knife in my hand — the weapon by which the terrible deed had been perpetrated.

What could I think? What would you, my reader, have thought if the woman you love stood in the same position as Phrida Shand — which God forbid?

I stood reflecting, gazing upon the antique poignard. Then slowly and deliberately I made up my mind, and placing the unsheathed knife in my breast pocket I went out into the hall, put on my coat and hat, and left the house.

Half an hour later I halted casually upon Westminster Bridge, and when no one was near, cast the ancient Misericordia into the dark flowing waters of the river, knowing that Edwards and his inquisitive assistants could never recover it as evidence against my love.

Four days later I received a letter from Frémy, dated from the Hotel National at Strasbourg, stating that he had traced the fugitives from Munich to the latter city, but there he had lost all trace of them. He believed they had gone to Paris, and with his chiefs permission he was leaving for the French capital that night.

Weeks passed — weeks of terror and apprehension for my love, and of keenest anxiety for myself.

The month of May went by, spring with all her beauties appeared in the parks and faded in the heat and dust, while the London season commenced. Men who were otherwise never seen in town, strolled up and down St. Jamess Street and Piccadilly, smart women rode in the Row in the morning and gave parties at night, while the usual crop of charitable functions, society scandals, Parliamentary debates, and puff-paragraphs in the papers about Lady Nobodys dances showed the gay world of London to be in full swing.

My mantelshelf was well decorated with cards of invitation, for, nowadays, the bachelor in London can have a really good time if he chooses, yet I accepted few, spending most of my days immersed in business — in order to occupy my thoughts — while my evenings I spent at Cromwell Road.

For weeks Phrida had not referred to the tragedy in any way, and I had been extremely careful to avoid the subject. Yet, from her pale, drawn countenance — so unlike her former self — I knew how recollection of it ever haunted her, and what dread terror had gripped her young heart.

Mrs. Shand, ignorant of the truth, had many times expressed to me confidentially, fear that her daughter was falling into a bad state of health; and, against Phridas wishes, had called in the family doctor, who, likewise ignorant, had ordered her abroad.

Get her out of the dullness of this road, Mrs. Shand, he had said. She wants change and excitement. Take her to some gay place on the Continent — Dinard, Trouville, Aix-les-Bains, Ostend — some place where there is brightness and movement. A few weeks there will effect a great change in her, Im certain.

But Phrida refused to leave London, though I begged her to follow the doctors advice, and even offered to accompany them.

As far as I could gather, Van Huffel, in Brussels, had given up the search for the fugitives; though, the more I reflected upon his replies to my questions as to the real identity of Marie Bracq, the more remarkable they seemed.

Who was she? That was the great problem uppermost always in my mind. Phrida had declared that she only knew her by that name — that she knew nothing further concerning her. And so frankly had she said this, that I believed her.

Yet I argued that, if the death of Marie Bracq was of such serious moment as the Chef du Sureté had declared, then he surely would not allow the inquiry to drop without making the most strenuous efforts to arrest those suspected of the crime.

But were his suspicions, too, directed towards Phrida? Had he, I wondered, been in consultation with Edwards, and had the latter, in confidence, revealed to him his own theory?

I held my breath each time that idea crossed my mind — as it did so very often.

From Frémy I had had several letters dated from the Préfecture of Police, Brussels, but the tenor of all was the same — nothing to report.

One thing gratified me. Edwards had not approached my love, although I knew full well, just as Phrida did, that day after day observation was being kept upon the house in Cromwell Road, yet perhaps only because the detectives duty demanded it. At least I tried to think so.

Still the one fact remained that, after all our efforts — the efforts of Scotland Yard, of the Belgian police, and of my own eager inquiries — a solution of the problem was as far off as ever.

Somewhere there existed a secret — a secret that, as Phrida had declared to me, was inviolable.

Would it ever be revealed? Would the ghastly truth ever be laid bare?

The affair of Harrington Gardens was indeed a mystery of London — as absolute and perfect an enigma of crime as had ever been placed before that committee of experts at Scotland Yard — the Council of Seven.

Even they had failed to find a solution! How, then, could I ever hope to be successful?

When I thought of it, I paced my lonely room in a frenzy of despair.


CHAPTER XXIX.

THE SELLER OF SHAWLS.
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AFTER MUCH ELOQUENT persuasion on my part, and much straight talking on the part of the spectacled family doctor, and of Mrs. Shand, Phrida at last, towards the last days of June, allowed us to take her to Dinard, where, at the Hotel Royal, we spent three pleasant weeks, making many automobile excursions to Trouville, to Dinan, and other places in the neighbourhood.

The season had scarcely commenced, nevertheless the weather was perfect, and gradually I had the satisfaction of seeing the colour return to the soft cheeks of my well-beloved.

Before leaving London I had, of course, seen Edwards, and, knowing that watch was being kept upon her, I accepted the responsibility of reporting daily upon my loves movements, she being still under suspicion.

I ought not to do this, Mr. Royle, he had said, but the circumstances are so unusual that I feel I may stretch a point in the young ladys favour without neglecting my duty. And after all, he added, we have no direct evidence — at least not sufficient to justify an arrest.

Why doesnt that woman Petre come forward and boldly make her statement personally? I had queried.

Well, she may know that you are still alive — he laughed— and if so — shes afraid to go further.

I questioned him regarding his inquiries concerning the actual identity of Marie Bracq, but he only raised his eyebrows and replied:

My dear Mr. Royle, I know nothing more than you do. They no doubt possess some information in Brussels, but they are careful to keep it there.

And so I had accompanied Phrida and her mother, hoping that the change of air and scenery might cause her to forget the shadow of guilt which now seemed to rest upon her and to crush all life and hope from her young heart.

Tiring of Dinard, Mrs. Shand hired a big, grey touring-car, and together we went first through Brittany, then to Vannes, Nantes, and up to Tours, afterwards visiting the famous chateaux of Touraine, Amboise Loches, and the rest, the weather being warm and delightful, and the journey one of the pleasantest and most picturesque in Europe.

When July came, Phrida appeared greatly improved in both health and spirits. Yet was it only pretence? Did she in the lonely watches of the night still suffer that mental torture which I knew, alas! she had suffered, for her own deep-set eyes, and pale, sunken cheeks had revealed to me the truth. Each time I sat down and wrote that confidential note to Edwards, I hated myself — that I was set to spy upon the woman I loved with all my heart and soul.

Would the truth never be told? Would the mystery of that tragic January night in South Kensington never be elucidated?

One evening in the busy but pleasant town of Tours, Mrs. Shand having complained of headache after a long, all-day excursion in the car, Phrida and I sauntered out after dinner, and after a brief walk sat down outside one of those big cafés where the tables are placed out beneath the leafy chestnut trees of the boulevard.

The night was hot and stifling, and as we sat there chatting over our coffee amid a crowd of people enjoying the air after the heat of the day, a dark-faced, narrow-eyed Oriental in a fez, with a number of Oriental rugs and cheap shawls, came and stood before us, in the manner of those itinerant vendors who haunt Continental cafés.

He said nothing, but, standing like a bronze statue, he looked hard at me and pointed solemnly at a quantity of lace which he held in his left hand.

No, I want nothing, I replied in French, shaking my head.

Ve-ry cheep, sare! he exclaimed in broken English at last. You no buy for laidee? and he showed his white teeth with a pleasant grin.

I again replied in the negative, perhaps a little impatiently, when suddenly Phrida whispered to me:

Why, we saw this same man in Dinard, and in another place — I forget where. He haunts us!

These men go from town to town, I explained. They make a complete round of France.

Then I suddenly recollected that the mans face was familiar. I had seen him outside the Piccadilly Tube Station on the night of my tryst with Mrs. Petre!

Yes, laidee! exclaimed the man, who had overheard Phridas words. I see you Dinard — Hotel Royal — eh? he said with a smile. Will you buy my lace — seelk lace; ve-ry cheep?

I know its cheap, I laughed; but we dont want it.

Nevertheless, he placed it upon the little marble-topped table for our inspection, and then bending, he whispered into my ear a question:

Mee-ster Royle you — eh?

Yes, I said, starting.

I want see you, to-night, alone. Say no-ting to laidee till I see you — outside your hotel eleven oclock, sare — eh?

I sat staring at him in blank surprise, but in a low voice I consented.

Then, very cleverly he asked in his normal voice, looking at me with his narrow eyes, with dark brows meeting:

You no buy at that price — eh? Ah! and he sighed as he gathered up his wares: Cheep, laidee — very goot and cheep!

And bowing, he slung them upon the heavy pile already on his shoulder and stalked away.

What did he say? Phrida asked when he had gone.

Oh, only wanted me to buy the lot for five francs! I replied, for he had enjoined secrecy, and I knew not but he might be an emissary of Frémy or of Edwards. Therefore I deemed it best for the time to evade her question.

Still, both excited and puzzled, I eagerly kept the appointment.

When I emerged from the hotel on the stroke of eleven I saw the man without his pile of merchandise standing in the shadow beneath a tree, on the opposite side of the boulevard, awaiting me.

Quickly I crossed to him, and asked:

Well, what do you want with me?

Ah, Mee-ster Royle! I have watched you and the young laidee a long time. You travel so quickly, and I go by train from town to town — slowly.

Yes, but why? I asked, as we strolled together under the trees.

I want to tell you some-zing, mee-ster. I no Arabe — I Senos, from Huacho.

From Huacho! I gasped quickly.

Yees. My dead master he English — Sir Digby Kemsley!

Sir Digby! I cried. And you were his servant. You knew this man Cane — why, you were the man who heard your master curse the man who placed the deadly reptile against his face. You made a statement to the police, did you not? I asked frantically.

Yees, Mee-ster Royle — I did! I know a lot, he replied in his slow way, stalking along in the short breeches, red velvet jacket, and fez of an Oriental.

You will tell me, Senos? I said. You will tell me everything? I urged. Tell me all that you know!

He grinned in triumph, saying:

I know a lot — I know all. Cane killed my master — killed him with the snake — he and Luis together. I know — I saw. But the Englishman is always great, and his word believed by the commissary of police — not the word of Senos. Oh, no! but I have followed; I have watched. I have been beside Cane night and day when he never dream I was near. I tell the young lady all the truth, and — ah! — she tell him after I beg her to be silent.

But where is Cane now? I asked eagerly. Do you know?

The Red Englishman — he with Madame Petre and Luis — he call himself Ali, the Indian.

Where? Can you take me to them? I asked. You know there is a warrant out for their arrest?

I know — but — —

But what? I cried.

No, not yet. I wait, he laughed. I know every-ting. He kill my master; I kill him. My master be very good master.

Yes, I know he was, I said.

That man Cane — very bad man. Your poor young laidee — ah? She not know me. I know her. You no say you see me — eh? I tell every-ting later. You go Ostend; I meet you. Then we see them.

At Ostend! I cried. Are they there?

You go Ostend to-morrow. Tell me your hotel. Senos come — eh? Senos see them with you. Oh! Oh! he said in his quaint way, grinning from ear to ear.

I looked at the curious figure beside me. He was the actual man who had heard the dying cries of Sir Digby Kemsley.

But, tell me, I urged, have you been in London? Do you know that a young lady died in Canes apartment — was killed there?

Senos knows, he laughed grimly. Senos has not left him — ah, no! He kill my master. I never leave him till I crush him — never!

Then you know, of what occurred at Harrington Gardens? I repeated.

Yes, Senos know. He tell in Ostend when we meet, he replied. You go to-morrow, eh? and he looked at me anxiously with those dark, rather blood-shot eyes of his.

I will go to-morrow, I answered without hesitation; and, taking out my wallet I gave him three notes of a hundred francs each, saying:

This will pay your fare. I will go straight to the Grand Hotel, on the Digue. You will meet me there.

And the laidee — eh? She must be there too.

Yes, Miss Shand will be with me, I said.

Good, sare — very good! he replied, thrusting the notes into the inner pocket of his red velvet jacket. I get other clothes — these only to sell things, and he smiled.

I tried to induce him to tell me more, but he refused, saying:

At Ostend Senos show you. He tell you all he know — he tell the truth about the Red Englishman.

And presently, after he had refused the drink I offered him, the Peruvian, who was earning his living as an Arab of North Africa, bowed with politeness and left me, saying:

I meet you, Mee-ster Royle, at Grand Hotel in Ostend. But be careful neither of you seen. They are sharp, clever, alert — oh, ve-ry! We leave to-morrow — eh? Good!

And a moment later the quaint figure was lost in the darkness.

An hour later, though past midnight, I despatched two long telegrams — one to Frémy in Brussels, and the other to Edwards in London.

Then, two days later, by dint of an excuse that I had urgent business in Ostend, I found myself with Phrida and Mrs. Shand, duly installed, in rooms overlooking the long, sunny Digue, one of the finest sea-promenades in Europe.

Ostend had begun her season, the racing season had commenced, and all the hotels had put on coats of new, white paint, and opened their doors, while in the huge Kursaal they played childish games of chance now that M. Marquet was no longer king — yet the magnificent orchestra was worth a journey to listen to.

On the afternoon of our arrival, all was gay and bright; outside the blue sea, the crowd of well-dressed promenaders, and the golden sands where the bathing was so merry and so chic.

But I had no eyes for the beauties or gaiety of the place. I sat closeted in my room with two friends, Frémy and Edwards, whom I introduced and who quickly fraternised.

A long explanatory letter I had written to Brussels had reached Frémy before his departure from the capital.

Excellent, he was saying, his round, clean-shaven face beaming. This Peruvian evidently knows where they are, and like all natives, wants to make a coup-de-theatre. Ive brought two reliable men with me from Brussels, and we ought — if they are really here — to make a good capture.

Miss Shand knows nothing, you say? Edwards remarked, seated on the edge of my bed.

No. This man Senos was very decided upon the point.

He has reasons, no doubt, remarked the detective.

It is just four oclock, I remarked. He has given me a rendezvous at the Café de la Règence, a little place at the corner of the Place dArmes. I went round to find it as soon as I arrived. Were due there in a quarter of an hour.

Then let us go, messieurs, Frémy suggested.

And what about Miss Shand? I asked.

The two detectives held a brief discussion. Then Edwards, addressing me, said:

I really think that she ought to be present, Mr. Royle. Would you bring her? Prepare her for a scene — as there no doubt will be — and then follow us.

But Senos will not speak without I am present, I said.

Then go along to Miss Shand, give her my official compliments and ask her to accompany us upon our expedition, he replied.

And upon his suggestion I at once acted.

Truly those moments were breathless and exciting. I could hear my own heart beat as I went along the hotel corridor to knock at the door of her room.


CHAPTER XXX.

FACE TO FACE.
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WE HAD, ALL four of us, ranged ourselves up under the wall of a big white house in the Chausee de Nieuport, which formed the south side of the racecourse, and where, between us and the sea, rose the colossal Royal Palace Hotel, when Frémy advanced to the big varnished oak door, built wide for the entrance of automobiles, and rang the electric bell.

In response there came out a sedate, white-whiskered man-servant in black coat and striped yellow waistcoat, the novel Belgium livery, but in an instant he was pinioned by the two detectives from Brussels, and the way opened for us.

No harm, old one! cried the detectives in French, after the man had admitted his master was at home. We are police-agents, and doing our duty. We dont want you, only we dont intend you to cry out, thats all. Keep a still tongue, old one, and youre all right! they laughed as they kept grip of him. The Continental detective is always humorous in the exercise of his duty. I once witnessed in Italy a man arrested for murder. He had on a thin light suit, and having been to bed in it, the back was terribly pleated and creased. Hulloa! cried the detective, so it is you. Come along, old dried fig! I was compelled to laugh, for the culprits thin, brown coat had all the creases of a Christmas fig.

The house we rushed in was a big, luxurious one, with a wide passage running through to the Garage, and on the left a big, wide marble staircase with windows of stained glass and statues of dancing girls of the art nouveau.

Frémy, leaving his assistants below with the man-servant, and crying to Edwards to look out for anybody trying to escape, sprang up the marble steps three at a time, followed by the narrow-eyed Peruvian, while Phrida, clinging to my arm, held her breath in quick apprehension. She was full of fear and amazement.

I had had much difficulty in persuading her to accompany us, for she seemed in terror of denunciation. Indeed, not until I told her that Edwards had demanded her presence, had she consented.

On the first landing, a big, thick-carpeted place with a number of long, white doors leading into various apartments, Frémy halted and raised his finger in silence to us.

He stood glancing from door to door, wondering which to enter.

Then suddenly he stood and gave a yell as though of fearful pain.

In an instant there was a quick movement in a room on the right, the door opened and the woman Petre came forth in alarm.

Next second, however, finding herself face to face with me, she halted upon the threshold and fell back against the lintel of the door while we rushed in to encounter the man I had known as Digby, standing defiant, with arms folded and brows knit.

Well, he demanded of me angrily. What do you want here?

Ive brought a friend of yours to see you, Mr. Cane, I said quietly, and Edwards stepped aside from the door to admit the Peruvian Senos.

The effect was instant and indeed dramatic. His face fell, his eyes glared, his teeth set, and his nails dug themselves into his palms.

Mee-ster Cane, laughed the dark-faced native, in triumph. You no like see Senos — eh? No, no. He know too much — eh? He watch you always after he see you with laidee in Marseilles — he see you in London — ha! ha! Senos know every-ting. You kill my master, and you — —

Its a lie! cried the man accused. This fellow made the same statement at Huacho, and it was disproved.

Then you admit you are not Sir Digby Kemsley? exclaimed Edwards quickly. You are Herbert Cane, and I have a warrant for your arrest for murder.

Ah! he laughed with an air of forced gaiety. That is amusing!

Im very glad you think so, my dear sir, remarked the detective, glancing round to where the woman Petre had been placed in an armchair quite unconscious.

Phrida was clinging to my arm, but uttered no word. I felt her fingers trembling as she gripped me.

I suppose you believe this native — eh? asked the accused with sarcasm. He tried to blackmail me in Peru, and because I refused to be bled he made a statement that I had killed my friend.

Ah! exclaimed the native. Senos knows — he see with his own eyes. He see Luis and you with snake in a box. Luis could charm snakes by music. Senos watch you both that night!

Oh! tell what infernal lies you like, cried Cane in angry disgust.

You, the Red Englishman, are well known in Peru, and so is your friend — the woman there, who help you in all your bad schemes, said Senos, indicating the inanimate form of Mrs. Petre. You introduced her to my master, but he no like her — he snub her — so you send her to Lima to wait for you — till you kill him, and get the paper — eh? I saw you steal paper — big blue paper with big seals — from masters despatch-box after snake bite him.

Paper! echoed Edwards. What paper?

Perhaps I can explain something, Frémy interrupted in French. I learnt some strange facts only three days ago which throw a great deal of light on this case.

I dont want to listen to all these romances, laughed Cane defiantly. He was an astute and polished adventurer, one of the cleverest and most elusive in Europe, and he had all the adventurers nonchalance and impudence. At this moment he was living in that fine house he had taken furnished for the summer and passing as Mr. Charles K. Munday, banker, of Chicago. Certainly he had so altered his personal appearance that at first I scarcely recognised him as the elegant, refined man whom I had so foolishly trusted as a friend.

But now you are under arrest, mon cher ami, you will be compelled to listen to a good many unpleasant reminders, Frémy remarked with a broad grin of triumph upon his round, clean-shaven face.

If you arrest me, then you must arrest that woman there, Phrida Shand, for the murder of Marie Bracq in my flat in London. She was jealous of her — and killed her with a knife she brought with her for the purpose, Cane said with a laugh. If I must suffer — then so must she! She killed the girl. She cant deny it!

Phrida! I gasped, turning to my love, who still clung to me convulsively. You hear what this man says — this vile charge he brings against you — a charge of murder! Say that it is not the truth, I implored. Tell me that he lies!

Her big eyes were fixed upon mine, her countenance blanched to the lips, and her breath came and went in short, quick gasps.

At last her lips moved, as we all gazed at her. Her voice was only a hoarse, broken whisper.

I — I cant! she replied, and fell back into my arms in a swoon.

You see! laughed the accused man. You, Royle, are so clever that you only bring grief and disaster upon yourself. I prevented Mrs. Petre from telling the truth because I thought you had decided to drop the affair.

What? I cried. When your accomplice — that woman Petre — made a dastardly attempt upon my life at your instigation, and left me for dead. Drop the affair — never! You are an assassin, and you shall suffer the penalty.

And so will Phrida Shand. She deceived you finely — eh? I admire her cleverness, he laughed She was a thorough Sport, she — —

Enough! commanded Edwards roughly. I give you into the custody of Inspector Frémy, of the Belgian Sureté, on a charge of murder committed within the Republic of Peru.

And I also arrest the prisoner, added Frémy, for offences committed in London and within the Grand Duchy of Luxemburg.

The man, pale and haggard-eyed notwithstanding his bravado, started visibly at the famous detectives words, while at that moment the two men from Brussels appeared in the room, having released the white-whiskered man-servant, who stood aghast and astounded on the threshold. I supported my love, now quite unconscious, in my strong arms, and was trying to restore her, in which I was immediately aided by one of the detectives.

The scene was an intensely dramatic one — truly an unusual scene to take place in the house of the sedate old Baron Terwindt, ancient Ministre de la Justice of Belgium.

I was bending over my love and dashing water into her face when we were all suddenly startled by a loud explosion, and then we saw in Canes hand a smoking revolver.

He had fired at me — and, fortunately, missed me.

In a second, however, the officers fell upon him, and after a brief but desperate struggle, in which a table and chairs were overturned, the weapon was wrenched from his grasp.

Eh! bien, exclaimed Frémy, when the weapon had been secured from the accused. As you will have some unpleasant things to hear, you may as well listen to some of them now. You have denied your guilt. Well, I will tell Inspector Edwards what I have discovered concerning you and your cunning and dastardly treatment of the girl known as Marie Bracq.

I dont want to hear, I tell you! he shouted in English. If Im arrested, take me away, put me into prison and send me over to England, where I shall get a fair trial.

But you shall hear, replied the big-faced official. There is plenty of time to take you to Brussels, you know. Listen. The man Senos has alleged that you stole from the man you murdered a blue paper — bearing a number of seals. He is perfectly right. You sold that paper on the eighth of January last for a quarter of a million francs. Ah! my dear friend, you cannot deny that. The purchaser will give evidence — and what then?

Cane stood silent. His teeth were set, his gaze fixed, his grey brows contracted.

The game was up, and he knew it. Yet his marvellously active mind was already seeking a way out. He was amazingly resourceful, as later on was shown, when the details of his astounding career came to be revealed.

Now the true facts are these — and perhaps mademoiselle and the man Senos will be able to supplement them — his Highness the Grand Duke of Luxemburg, about two years ago, granted to an American named Cassell a valuable concession for a strategic railway to run across his country from Echternach, on the eastern, or German, frontier of the Grand Duchy, to Arlon on the Belgian frontier, the Government of the latter State agreeing at the same time to continue the line direct to Sedan, and thus create a main route from Coblenz, on the Rhine, to Paris — a line which Germany had long wanted for military purposes, as it would be of incalculable value in the event of further hostilities with France. This concession, for which the American paid to the Grand Duke a considerable sum, was afterwards purchased by Sir Digby Kemsley — with his Highnesss full sanction, he knowing him to be a great English railroad engineer. Meanwhile, as time went on, the Grand Duke was approached by the French Government with a view to rescinding the concession, as it was realised what superiority such a line would give Germany in the event of the massing of her troops in Eastern France. At first the Grand Duke refused to listen, but both Russia and Austria presented their protests, and his Highness found himself in a dilemma. All this was known to you, msieur Cane, through one Ludwig Mayer, a German secret agent, who inadvertently spoke about it while you were on a brief visit to Paris. You then resolved to return at once to Peru, make the acquaintance of Sir Digby Kemsley, and obtain the concession. You went, you were fortunate, inasmuch as he was injured and helpless, and you deliberately killed him, and securing the document, sailed for Europe, assuming the identity of the actual purchaser of the concession. Oh, yes! he laughed, you were exceedingly cunning and clever, for you did not at once deal with it. No, you went to Luxemburg. You made certain observations and inquiries. You stayed at the Hotel Brasseur for a week, and then, you were afraid to approach the Grand Duke with an offer to sell back the stolen concession, but — well, by that time you had resolved upon a very pretty and romantic plan of action, and he paused for a moment and gazed around at us.

Then robbery was the motive of the crime in Peru! I exclaimed.

Certainly, Frémy replied. But I will now relate how I came into the inquiry. In the last days of January, I was called in secret to Luxemburg by the Grand Duke, who, when we sat alone together, informed me that his only daughter Stephanie, aged twenty-one, who was a rather erratic young lady, and fond of travelling incognito, had disappeared. The last heard of her was three weeks before — in Paris — where she had, on her return from Egypt, been staying a couple of days at the Hotel Maurice with her aunt, the Grand Duchess of Baden, but she had packed her things and left, and nothing more had been heard of her. Search in her room, however, had revealed two letters, signed Phrida, and addressed to a certain Marie Bracq.

Why, I never wrote to her in my life! my love declared, for she had now regained her senses.

His Highness further revealed to me the fact that his daughter had, while in Egypt, made the acquaintance at the Hotel Savoy on the Island of Elephantine, of the great English railroad engineer, Sir Digby Kemsley, who had purchased a railway concession he had given, and which he was exceedingly anxious to re-purchase and thus continue on friendly terms with France. His daughter, on her return to Luxemburg, and before going to Paris, had mentioned her acquaintance with Sir Digby, and that he held the concession. Therefore, through her intermediary, Sir Digby — who was, of course, none other than this assassin, Cane — went again to Luxemburg and parted with the important document for a quarter of a million francs. That was on the eighth of January.

After the affair at Harrington Gardens, Edwards remarked.

Yes; after the murder of Marie Bracq, he lost no time in disposing of the concession.

Its a lie! cried the accused. That girl there killed her. I didnt — she was jealous of her!

My love shrank at the mans words, yet still clinging to me, her beautiful countenance pale as death, her lips half parted, her eyes staring straight in front of her.

Phrida, I said in a low voice, full of sympathy, you hear what this man has alleged? Now that the truth is being told, will you, too, not speak? Speak! I cried in my despair, speak, dearest, I beg of you!

No, she sighed. You — you would turn from me — you would hate me!

And at her words Cane burst into a peal of harsh, triumphant laughter.


CHAPTER XXXI.

SHOWS THE TRUTH-TELLER.
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SPEAK, LAIDEE, URGED the Peruvian. Speak — tell truth. Senos know — he know!

But my love was still obdurate.

I prefer to face death, she whispered, than to reveal the bitter truth to you, dear.

What could I do? The others heard her words, and Cane was full of triumph.

I think, Miss Shand, that you should now tell whatever you know of this complicated affair. The truth will certainly have to be threshed out in a criminal court.

But she made no answer, standing there, swaying slightly, with her white face devoid of expression.

Let Senos tell you some-tings, urged the narrow-eyed native. When that man kill my master he fly to Lisbon. There Mrs. Petre meet him and go London. There he become Sir Digby Kemsley, and I see him often, often, because I crossed as stoker on same boat. He go to Luxemburg. I follow. One day he see Grand Dukes daughter — pretty young laidee — and somebody tell him she go to Egypt. She go, and he follow. I wait in Marseilles. I sell my rugs, wait three, four weeks and meet each steamer from Alexandria. At last he come with three laidees, and go to the Louvre et Paix, where I sell my rugs outside the café. I see he always with her — walking, driving, laughing. I want to tell her the truth — that the man is not my master, but his assassin. Ah! but no opportunity. They go to Paris. Then she and the laidees go to Luxemburg, and he to London. I follow her, and stay in Luxemburg to sell my shawls, and to see her. She drive out of the palace every day. Once I try and speak to her, but police arrest me and keep me prison two days — ugh! After a week she with another laidee go to Paris; then she alone go to Carlton Hotel in London. I watch there and see Cane call on her. He no see me — ah, no! I often watch him to his home in Harrington Gardens; often see him with that woman Petre, and once I saw Luis with them. I have much patience till one day the young lady leave the hotel herself and walk along Pall Mall. I follow and stop her. She very afraid of dark man, but I tell her no be afraid of Senos. Quick, in few words, I tell her that her friend not my master, Sir Digby — only the man who killed him. She dumbstruck. Tells me I am a liar, she will not believe. I repeat what I said, and she declares I will have to prove what I say. I tell her I am ready, and she askes me to meet her at same place and same time to-morrow. She greatly excited, and we part. Senos laughs, for he has saved young laidee — daughter of a king — from that man.

What? You actually told her Highness! cried Frémy in surprise.

I told her how my master had been killed by that man — with the snake — and I warned her to avoid him. But she hesitated to believe Senos, was the natives reply. Of course, she not know me. That was date six January. I remember it, for that night, poor young laidee — she die. She killed!

What? Edwards cried, staring at the speaker. She was killed, you say?

Yes, Frémy interrupted, Marie Bracq was the name assumed by her Highness, the daughter of the Grand Duke. She loved freedom from all the trammels of court life, and as I have told you, went about Europe with her maid as her companion, travelling in different names. Mademoiselle Marie Bracq was one that it seems she used, only we did not discover this until after her death, and after his Highness had paid the quarter of a million francs to regain the concession he had granted — money which, I believe, the French Government really supplied from their secret service fund.

Then it was the daughter of the Grand Duke who fell a victim in Canes flat? I gasped in utter surprise at this latest revelation.

Yes, msieur, replied Frémy. You will recollect, when you told us at the Préfecture of the name of the victim, how dumbfounded we were.

Ah, yes, I recollect! I said. I remember how your chief point-blank refused to betray the confidence reposed in him.

And to all this the assassin of Sir Digby Kemsley listened without a word, save to point to my love, and declare:

There stands the woman who killed Marie Bracq. Arrest her!

Phrida stood rigid, motionless as a statue.

Yes, she exclaimed at last, with all her courage, I — I will speak. I — Ill tell you everything. I will confess, for I cannot bear this longer. And yet, dearest, she cried, turning her face to me and looking straight into my eyes, I love you, though I now know that after I have spoken — after I have told the truth — you will despise and hate me! Ah, God alone knows how I have suffered! how I have prayed for deliverance from this. But it cannot be. I have sinned, I suppose, and I must bear just punishment.

There was silence.

We all looked at her, though the woman Petre was still lying in her chair unconscious, and upon the assassins lips was a grim smile.

You recollect, Phrida said, turning to me, you remember the day when you introduced that man to me. Well, from that hour I knew no peace. He wrote to me, asking me to meet him, as he had something to tell me concerning my future. Well, I foolishly met him one afternoon in Rumpelmeyers, in St. Jamess Street, when he told me that he had purchased a very important German patent for the manufacture of certain chemicals which would revolutionise prices, and would bring upon your firm inevitable ruin, as you pursued the old-fashioned methods. But, being your friend, and respecting us both, he had decided not to go further with the new process, and though he had given a large sum of money for it, he would, in our mutual interests, not allow it to be developed. Naturally, in my innocence I thanked him, and from that moment, professing great friendliness towards you, we became friends. Sometimes I met him at the houses of friends, but he always impressed upon me the necessity of keeping our acquaintance a secret.

And she paused, placing her hand upon her heart as though to stay its throbbing.

One afternoon, she resumed, the day of the tragedy, I received a telegram urging me to meet him without fail at five oclock at Rumpelmeyers. This I did, when he imparted to me a secret — that you, dear, were in the habit of meeting, at his flat, a foreign woman named Marie Bracq, daughter of a hair-dresser in the Edgware Road; that you, whom I loved, were infatuated with her, and — and that — —

The liar! I cried.

He told me many things which naturally excited me, and which, loving you as I did, drove me to madness. I refused at first to heed his words, for somehow I mistrusted him — I know not why! But he offered to give me proof. If I went that night, or early in the morning, to Harrington Gardens, I would find her there, and I might question her. Imagine my state of mind after what he had revealed to me. I promised I would come there in secret, and I went home, my mind full of the lies and suspicion which he had, I now see, so cleverly suggested. I didnt then know him to be an assassin, but, mistrusting him as I did, I took for my own protection the old knife from the table in the drawing-room, and concealed it inside my blouse. At one oclock next morning I crept out of the house noiselessly, and walked to Harrington Gardens, where I opened the outer door with the latch-key he had given me. On ascending to his flat I heard voices — I heard your voice, dear — therefore I descended into the dark and waited — waited until you came down the stairs and left. I saw you, and I was mad — mad! Then I went up, and he admitted me. The trap was already laid for me. I crossed that threshold to my doom!

How? I asked in my despair. Tell me all, Phrida, — everything!

But at this point the Peruvian, Senos, interrupted, saying:

Let me speak, sare. I tell you, he cried quickly.

When I speak to the lady in Pall Mall I follow her. She go that afternoon to Harrington Gardens, but there see Mrs. Petre, whom she already know. Mrs. Petre find her excited, and after questioning her, induce her to tell her what I say — that Cane he kill my master. Then Mrs. Petre say, Sir Digby away in the country — not return to London — at Paddington — till one oclock in the morning. I listen to it all, for Senos friend of the hall-porter — eh? So young laidee she says she come late in the night — half-past one or two oclock — and ask himself the truth. But Cane in his room all the time, of course.

Well, Phrida? I asked quickly. Tell us what happened on that night when you entered.

Yes, cried Cane sarcastically, Lie to them — theyll believe you, of course!

When I entered that man took me into the sitting-room, and I sat down. Naturally I was very upset. Mrs. Petre, whom I had met before, was there, and after he had told me many things about your relations with the daughter of a hair-dresser — things which maddened me — Mrs. Petre admitted her from the adjoining room. I was mad with jealousy, loving you as I did. What happened between us I do not know. I — I only fear that — that I took the knife from my breast and, in a frenzy of madness — killed her! And she covered her face with her hands.

Exactly! cried Cane. Im glad you have the moral courage to admit it.

But describe exactly what occurred — as far as you know, Edwards said, pressing her.

I know that I was in a frenzy of passion, and hysterical, perhaps, she said at last. I recollect Mrs. Petre saying that I looked very unwell, and fetching me some smelling-salts from the next room. I smelt them, but the odour was faint and strange, and a few moments later I — well, I knew no more.

And then — afterwards? I asked very gravely.

When, later on I came to my senses, she said in slow, hard tones, as though reflecting, I found the girl whom I believed to be my rival in your affections lying on the ground. In her breast was the knife. Ah, shall I ever forget that moment when I realised what I had done! Cane was bending over me, urging me to remain calm. He told me that my rival was dead — that I had killed her and that she would not further interfere with my future. I — I saw him bend over the body, withdraw the knife, and wipe it upon his handkerchief, while that woman, his accomplice, looked on. Then he gave me back the knife, which instinctively I concealed, and bade me go quickly and noiselessly back home, promising secrecy, and declaring that both he and Mrs. Petre would say nothing — that my terrible secret was safe in their hands. I believed them, and I crept down the stairs out into the road, and walked home to Cromwell Road. I replaced the knife in the drawing-room, and I believed them until — until I knew that you guessed my secret! Then came that womans betrayal, and I knew that my doom was sealed, she added, her chin sinking upon her breast.

You see, laughed Cane defiantly, that the girl admits her guilt. She was jealous of Marie Bracq, and in a frenzy of passion struck her down. Mrs. Petre was there and witnessed it. She will describe it all to you, no doubt, when she recovers.

And what she will say is one big lie, declared Senos, coming forward again. We all know Mrs. Petre, he laughed in his high-pitched voice; she is your tool — she and Luis. But he become a snake-charmer and give exhibitions at music-halls. He bit by one snake at Darlington, a month ago, and die quick. Ah, yes! Senos know! Snake bite him, because he brought snake and give him to that man to bite my poor master.

Why will Mrs. Petre tell lies, Senos? demanded Edwards who, with Frémy, was listening with the greatest interest and putting the threads of the tangled skein together in their proper sequence.

Because I, Senos, was at Harrington Gardens that night. I knew that the laidee I had spoken to was going there, and I feared that some-ting might happen, for Cane a desperate man when charged with the truth.

You were there! I gasped. What do you know?

Well, this, said the narrow-eyed man who had hunted down the assassin of his master. I waited outside the house — waited some hours — when about eleven Cane he came down and unfastened the door and leave it a little open. I creep in, and soon after you, Mr. Royle, you come in. I wait and see you go upstairs. Then I creep up and get out of the window on the landing and on to the roof, where I see inside Canes room — see all that goes on. My friend, the hall-porter, he tell me this sometime before, and I find the spot where, kneeling down, I see between the blinds. I see you talk with him and I see you go. Then I see Miss Shand — she come in and Mrs. Petre, and Cane talk to her. She very excited when she meet young laidee, and Mrs. Petre she give her bottle to smell. Then she faint off. The laidee, daughter of great Duke, she say something to Cane. He furious. She repeat what I say to her. Then Mrs. Petre, who had given Miss Shand the smelling-salts, find knife in her breast and secretly puts it into Canes hand. In a moment Cane strikes the young lady with it — ah! full in the chest — and she sinks on the floor — dead! It went into her heart. Cane and the woman Petre talk in low whispers for few minutes, both very afraid. Then Miss Shand she wakes, opens her eyes, and sees the young laidee dead on the floor. She scream, but Mrs. Petre puts her hand over her mouth. Cane take out the knife, wipe it, and after telling her something, Miss Shand creep away. Oh, yes, Senos he see it all! Miss Shand quite innocent — she do nothing. Cane kill daughter of the great Duke — he with his own hand — he kill her. Senos saw him — with his own eyes!

Ah! I cried, rushing towards the native, and gripping both his brown hands. Thank you, Senos, for those words. You have saved the woman I love, for you are an eye-witness to that mans crime which with such subtle ingenuity he has endeavoured to fasten upon her, and would have succeeded had it not been for your dogged perseverance and astuteness.

He kill my master, replied the Peruvian simply. I watch him and convict him. He bad assassin, gentlemens — very bad man!


CHAPTER XXXII.

IS THE CONCLUSION.
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DO YOU REALLY believe that man? asked Cane, turning to us quite coolly, a sarcastic smile upon his lips.

He was a marvellous actor, for he now betrayed not the slightest confusion. He even laughed at the allegations made against him. His bold defiance utterly amazed us. Yet we knew now how resourceful and how utterly unscrupulous he was.

Yes, I do! was the officers reply. You murdered her Highness, fearing that she should go to her father and expose you before you could have time to dispose of your stolen concession to him. Had she gone to him, the police would hunt you down as Sir Digbys assassin. But by closing her lips you hoped to be able to sell back the concession and still preserve your guilty secret.

Of course, remarked Frémy, the whole affair is now quite plain. Poor Miss Shand was drawn into the net in order to become this scoundrels victim. He intended from the first to make use of her in some way, and did so at last by making her believe she had killed her alleged rival in Mr. Royles affection. Truly this man is a clever and unscrupulous scoundrel, for he succeeded in obtaining a quarter of a million francs from a reigning sovereign for a document, to obtain which he had committed a foul and dastardly crime!

A lie — lies, all of it! shouted the accused angrily, his face as white as paper.

Oh, do not trouble, laughed Frémy, speaking in French. You will have an opportunity to make your defence before the judge — you and your ingenious accomplice, Mrs. Petre.

We want her in England for the attempted murder of Mr. Royle, Edwards remarked. Ill apply for her extradition to-morrow. Your chief will, no doubt, decide to keep Cane here — at least, for the present. We shall want him for the murder of the Englishman, Sir Digby Kemsley.

You may want me, laughed the culprit with an air of supreme defiance, but youll never have me! Oh, no, no! Ill remain over here, and leave you wanting me.

Prisoner, what is the use of these denials and this defiance? asked Frémy severely in French, advancing towards him. You are in my custody — and under the law of the Kingdom of Belgium I arrest you for the murder of Sir Digby Kemsley, in Peru, and for the murder of Stephanie, daughter of his Highness the Grand Duke of Luxemburg. Then, turning to his two subordinates, he added briefly: Put the handcuffs on him! He may give trouble!

Handcuffs! Ha, ha! cried Senos the Peruvian, laughing and snapping his brown fingers in the prisoners face. It is my triumph now. Senos has avenged the death of his poor, good master!

A moment, exclaimed the prisoner. I may at least be permitted to secure my papers before I leave here, and hand them over to you? They will, perhaps, interest you, he said quite coolly. Then he took from his watch-chain a small key, and with it opened a little cupboard in the wall, from whence he took a small, square deed-box of japanned tin, which he placed upon the table before us.

With another and smaller key, and with a slight grin upon his face, he opened the lid, but a cry of dismay escaped us, for next second we saw that he held in his hand a small, black object, sinuous and writhing — a small, thin, but highly venomous black snake!

It was over in an instant, ere we could realise the truth. Upon his white wrist I saw a tiny bead of blood, where the reptile had struck and bitten him, and as he flung it back into the box and banged down the lid he turned upon us in defiance, and said:

Now take me! I am ready, he cried, uttering a peal of fiendish laughter. Carry me where you will, for in a few moments I shall be dead. Ah! yes, my good friends! I have played the great game — and lost. Yet Ive cheated you all, as I always declared that I would.

The two men sprang forward to slip the metal gyves upon his wrists, but Frémy, noticing the instant change in the assassins countenance, motioned them off.

The culprits face grew ashen grey, his thin jaws were fixed. He tried to utter some further words, but no sound came from him, only a low gurgle.

We stood by and watched. He placed both his palms to his brow and stood for a few seconds in the centre of the room. Then a paroxysm of pain seemed to double him completely up, and he fell to the carpet writhing in most fearful agony. It was horrible to witness, and Phrida, with a cry, turned away.

Then suddenly he lay stiff, and stretched his limbs to such an extent that we could hear the bones crack. His back became arched, and then he expired with horrible convulsions, which held his limbs stiffened and extended to their utmost limits — truly, the most awful and agonising of deaths, and a torture in the last moments that must have been excruciating — a punishment worse, indeed, than any that man-made law might allow.



As Herbert Cane paid the penalty of his crimes the woman Petre at last recovered consciousness.

I saw the look of abject terror upon her face as her eyes fell upon the man lying dead upon the carpet before us.

She realised the terrible truth at once, and giving vent to a loud, hysterical scream, rose and threw herself on her knees beside the man whose wide-open eyes, staring into space, were fast glazing in death.

Edwards bent, and asked in a low voice whether I wished to give her into custody for the attempt upon me.

But I replied in the negative.

The assassin has received his just punishment and must answer to his Maker, I replied. That is enough. This scene will assuredly be a lesson to her.

She falsely accused Miss Shand, remember, he said. She knew all the time that Cane struck the poor girl down.

No, I replied. Now that the stigma has been removed from the one I love, I will be generous. I will prefer no charge against her.

Ah! dearest, cried Phrida, I am glad of that. Let us forgive, and endeavour, if possible, to forget these dark, black days and weeks when both our lives were blighted, and the future seemed so hopeless and full of tragedy.

Yes, I said, let us go forth and forget.

And with a last glance at the dead man, with the woman with dishevelled hair kneeling in despair at his side, I took the arm of my beloved, and kissing her before them all, led her out, away from the scene so full of bitterness and horror.



To further prolong the relation of this tragic chapter of my lifes history would serve no purpose.

What more need I tell you than to say Mrs. Petre disappeared entirely, apparently thankful to escape, and that at St. Mary Abbots, in Kensington, a month ago, Phrida and I became man and wife, both Edwards and Frémy being present.

As I pen these final lines I am sitting upon the balcony of the great Winter Palace Hotel, in Luxor, within sight of the colossal ruins of Karnak, for we are spending a delightful honeymoon in Upper Egypt, that region where the sun always shines and rain never falls. Phrida, in her thin white cotton gown and white sun helmet, though it is January, is seated beside me, her little hand in mine. Below us, in the great garden, rise the high, feathery palms, above a riot of roses and poinsettias, magnolias, and other sweet-smelling flowers.

It is the silent, breathless hour of the desert sunset. Before us, away beyond the little strip of vegetation watered by the broad, ever-flowing Nile, the clear, pale green sky is aflame with crimson, a sunset mystic and wonderful, such as one only sees in Egypt, that golden land of the long-forgotten.

From somewhere behind comes up the long-drawn nasal song of an Arab boatman — that quaint, plaintive, sing-song rhythm accompanied by a tom-tom, which encourages the rowers to bend at their oars, while away still further behind across the river, lays the desolate ruins of the once-powerful Thebes, and that weird, arid wilderness which is so impressive — the Valley of the Tombs of the Kings.

Phrida has been reading what I have here written, and as I kiss her sweet lips, she looks lovingly into my eyes and says:

It is enough, dearest. Say that you and I are happy — ah! so supremely happy at last, in each others love. No pair in the whole world could trust each other as we have done. I know that I was guilty of a very grave fault — the fault of concealing my friendship with that man from you. But I foolishly thought I was acting in your interests — that being your friend, he was mine also. I never dreamed that such a refined face could hide so black and vile a heart.

But I have forgiven all, darling, I hasten to reassure her! I know now what a clever and ingenious scoundrel that man was, and how full of resource and amazing cunning. You were his victim, just as I was myself — just as were the others. No, I add, life, love, and happiness are before us. So let us learn to forget.

And as our lips meet once again in a long, fond, passionate caress, I lay down my pen in order to press her more closely to my breast.

She is mine — my own beloved — mine for now and evermore.

THE END


The Mysterious Three (1915)
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Chapter One.

Concerns a Visitor.
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DO YOU KNOW a Mr Smithson, Gwen? Sir Charles Thorold asked his wife abruptly as he stood astride before the big fire in the hall.

Smithson? Lady Thorold answered as she poured out the tea. No. Who is he?

I have no idea. Never heard of him.

Then, addressing the butler, Sir Charles asked anxiously — 

Did he leave a card, James?

No, Sir Charles. He asked to see you — or her ladyship.

Or me? Lady Thorold exclaimed. Why, how very mysterious. What was he like?

A tall, powerfully-built man, mlady.

A gentleman?

Myes, mlady. He came in a car.

As James said this in his grave, solemn way, I saw Vera Thorolds eyes twinkle with amusement. For Sir Charless only child possessed that gift rare in a woman — a sense of humour.

You are sure you have the name right? Thorold said, after a moments pause.

Quite, Sir Charles. I think he was not going to give his name, as you were out. I asked him what name, and he seemed to hesitate, then he said: Oh, say Mr Smithson called, Sir Charles knows me, and then he seemed to smile, Sir Charles.

He seemed to smile. I wonder why?

His master turned to Lady Thorold.

What do you make of it, Gwen?

I make nothing of it, replied his wife. Is it some friend of yours, Vera?

Mother, how ridiculous, the girl exclaimed; as if I should have a friend called Smithson!

Pardon me, Sir Charles, but— broke in the butler.

Well, what?

There is a portrait of him in the morning-room.

A portrait? gasped his master. A portrait of Smithson! Then why the deuce didnt you say so before! Which is it? I should really like to know.

There are so many portraits in the morning-room, Lady Thorold interrupted, we had better go in, and James will show us which it is. He may have mistaken the name, after all.

We all got up from tea in the hall, made our way to the drawing-room, and thence into the morning-room, which opened out of it. There was plenty of daylight still. James came in after us, and went straight up to a framed panel portrait which stood with others on a small table in a remote corner. It showed a tall handsome, clean-shaved man of three or four and thirty, of fine physique, seated astride a chair, his arms folded across the back of the chair as he faced the camera.

This is the one, Sir Charles, the butler said, pointing to it.

I distinctly saw Lady Thorold give a start. Sir Charles, tanned though his face was by wind and sun, turned quite pale. Vera, who was standing by me at the moment, suddenly gripped my arm, I think unconsciously. As I glanced down at her I noticed that her eyes were set upon her mother. They had in them an expression of deep anxiety, almost of terror. Sir Charles was the first to recover his composure.

Oh — that one, he exclaimed slowly, with a forced laugh. Then there is no mystery at all. His giving the name Smithson was of course his joke. Now we know why he smiled. Thank you, James. You can go.

I confess that I was puzzled. Indeed, I felt greatly mystified, and to some extent perturbed. I knew quite well by my hosts tone and manner and by the look in Lady Thorolds eyes, perhaps most of all by that squeeze Vera had unconsciously given my arm, that all three had received some very unpleasant, apparently some terrible shock. But why? And what could have caused it? Who was that big man whose portrait stood framed there? What was his name? Why had he called himself Smithson? What was the mystery concerning him in relation to my hosts, or the mystery concerning my hosts in relation to him? My curiosity was keenly aroused.

I dont think I am likely ever to forget that date — Wednesday, February 5, 1911, for it marks the beginning of a train of events so remarkable, I would call it amazing only I am not addicted to talking in superlatives. Yet I do assure you that I in no way exaggerate, and that the story I am about to tell is but a record of bare facts.

That February morning was quite bright and balmy, I remember it because it was the first day of the Waterloo Cup meeting. Rather warm, indeed, for hunting, and at the meet and the coverside the scraps of conversation one overheard referred chiefly to a big ball at Oakham.

Hounds had not been thrown into Colly Weston Wood more than a quarter of an hour when a piercing View Holloa echoed through the wood, and a long, lean, yellow-bodied fox broke away not two hundred yards from the spot where the majority of the field sat waiting on their impatient, fidgety mounts, and with a single glance behind him at the mottled pack streaming out of the cover in full cry, crossed a ploughed field, popped through a hedge and disappeared.

A few moments later came the usual wild stampede, and in less than a minute hounds and horses were fast disappearing in the distance, the music of the flying pack growing rapidly fainter in the distance.

By a singular stroke of ill-luck — or so I thought it then — I had got left. I had set my horse at a treacherous stake-and-wattle fence, hoping thus to steal a march on the rest of the field galloping wildly for a couple of open gates. My horse had blundered, I daresay partly through my fault, and had staked himself, though only slightly. To cut a long story short, my days amusement was over, for, after doing what I could to staunch the bleeding, I had to lead the poor beast all the way home to Houghton Park, a distance of at least eight miles.

Naturally I expected to be home long before my host, Sir Charles Thorold, and his wife and daughter, for as I entered the Park gates, with my lame animal crawling slowly after me, it was barely three oclock. I was a good deal surprised, therefore to see Sir Charles and the two coming along another of the Park roads, and not a hundred yards away from me. They had entered by another gate.

Hello, Ashton! Thorold called out to me cheerily. Why, where have you been, and what is amiss?

I explained as soon as we were all together, and he sympathised. So did Miss Thorold. She was genuinely sorry I had missed the really splendid run.

We all missed our second horses, she added, and our animals were so dead beat that we decided to come home, though hounds were, I believe, going to draw again.

Her sympathy soothed me a good deal, for I think that even then I was in love with the tall, graceful, fair-haired girl who, on horseback, looked so perfectly bewitching. The exercise, the fresh air and the excitement of the mornings sport had combined to give a colour to her cheeks and to impart a singular brightness to her eyes that together enhanced her quite exceptional loveliness.

Though I could remember her as a child, I had not seen her for eleven years until a fortnight previously, her father had invited me to Houghton Park, in Rutland. He had invited me the previous year, but on that occasion Vera had been away in Switzerland.

We had got rid of our muddy hunting kit, indulged in hot baths, and, feeling delightfully clean and comfortable and at peace with all the world, were at tea in the great hall of Houghton, a fine, many-gabled country mansion, with rows of twisted chimneys said to date back to a period of Elizabeth, when James the butler, calm and stately — I can see him still — had walked in his slow, dignified manner into the hall, to tell Sir Charles that a gentleman had called shortly before he returned, a gentleman named Smithson.

We went back to the big oak-panelled hall to finish our tea, and though Sir Charles and Lady Thorold made light of the incident, and quickly changed the subject of conversation, the entire atmosphere seemed somehow different. Our relations appeared suddenly to have become quite strained.

Half an hour later I found Vera in the library. I had noticed that, since our return downstairs, my presence had been distasteful to her — or at least I thought so.

She was seated on a big settee, near the fire, pretending to read a newspaper, but her fingers twitched nervously, and presently I saw one hand squeeze the paper convulsively.

I tossed away my cigarette, and crossed over to her.

Vera, I said in a low tone, tell me what is amiss. What has happened? why do you look so worried?

We were alone, and the door was closed.

She looked up, and her eyes met mine. Her lips parted as if she were about to speak, then they shut tightly. Suddenly she bit her lip, and her big, expressive eyes filled with tears.

Vera, I said very gently, sinking down beside her, for I felt a strange affinity between us — an affinity of soul, What is it? Whats the matter? Tell me, dear. I wont tell a soul.

I couldnt help it. My arm stole round her waist and my lips touched her cold forehead. Had she sprung away from me, turned upon me with flaming eyes and boxed my ears even, I should have been less surprised than at what happened, for never before had I taken such a liberty. Instead, she turned her pretty head, sank with a sigh upon my shoulder, and an instant later her arms encircled my neck. She was sobbing bitterly, so terribly that I feared she was about to become hysterical.

Oh, Mr Ashton! she burst out, oh, if you only knew!

Knew what? I whispered. Tell me. I wont breathe it to a single living person.

But thats it, she exclaimed as she still wept bitterly. I dont know — but I suspect — I fear something so terribly, and yet I dont know what it is!

This was an enigma I had not looked for.

What is going to happen? I asked, more to say something, anything, than to sit there speechless and supine.

If only I knew I would tell you, she answered between her sobs, I would tell you sooner than anybody because — oh, I love you so, I love you so!

I shall never forget how my heart seemed to spring within me at those blessed words.

Vera! My darling!

She was in my arms. I was kissing her passionately. Now I knew what I had not before realised — I was desperately in love with Vera Thorold, this beautiful girl with the wonderful, deep eyes and the glorious hair, who when I had last seen her, had been still a child in short frocks, though lovely then.

Footsteps were approaching. Quickly we sprang apart as the door opened.

Her ladyship wishes you to come at once, mademoiselle, said a voice in the shadow in what struck me as being rather a disagreeable tone, with a slightly foreign accent. It was Judith, Lady Thorolds French maid.

Vera rose at once. For a brief instant her eyes met mine. Then she was gone.

I sat there in the big book-lined room quite alone, smoking cigarette after cigarette, wondering and wondering. Who was Smithson? What was this strange, unexpected mystery? Above all, what was this trouble that Vera dreaded so, or was it merely some whim of her imagination? I knew her to be of a highly-strung, super-sensitive nature.

The big grandfather-clock away in a corner hissed and wheezed for some moments, then slowly struck seven. I waited for the dressing gong to sound. Usually James, or the footman, Henry, appeared as soon as the clock had finished striking, and made an intolerable noise upon the gong. Five minutes passed, ten, fifteen. Evidently the gong had been forgotten, for Sir Charles dined punctually at the unfashionable hour of half-past seven. I rose and went upstairs to dress.

At the half-hour I came down and went towards the small drawing-room where they always assemble before dinner. To my surprise the room was in darkness.

Something seems to be amiss to-night, I remember saying mentally as I switched on the light. The domestic service at Houghton was habitually like clockwork in its regularity.

A quarter to eight struck. Eight oclock! I began to wonder if dinner had been put off. A quarter-past eight chimed out.

I went over to the fireplace and pressed the electric bell. Nobody came. I pressed it again. Finally I kept my finger pressed upon it.

This was ridiculous. Thoroughly annoyed, I went into the dining-room. It was in darkness. Then I made my way out to the servants quarters. James was sitting in the pantry, in his shirt sleeves, smoking a cigar. A brandy bottle stood upon the dresser, and a syphon, also a half-empty tumbler.

Is anything the matter, James? I asked, with difficulty concealing the irritation I felt.

Not as I know of, he answered in rather a rude tone. I saw at once that he had been drinking.

At what time is dinner?

Dinner?

He laughed outright.

There aint no dinner. Why aint you gone too?

Gone? Where?

With Sir Charles and her ladyship and Miss Vera and Judith.

I dont understand you. What do you mean?

They went an hour ago, or more.

Went where?

Oh, ask me another. I dont know.

James in his cups was a very different person from sober, respectful, deferential James. And then it came back to me that, about an hour before, I had heard a car going down the avenue, and wondered whose it was.

The sound of loud, coarse laughter reached me from the kitchen.

Well, all I says is its a pretty state of things, a womans high, harsh voice exclaimed. I think it was the cooks. Cleared and gone with bags and baggage as if the devil hisself was after em.

Praps e is, a mans voice, that I recognised as Henrys, announced, and again came peals of laughter.

This was a pleasant situation, certainly. My hosts vanished. The butler drunk. The servants apparently in rebellion!

Restlessly I paced the hall. My thoughts always work quickly, and my mind was soon made up.

First I went to the telephone, rang up the Stags Head Hotel in Oakham, the nearest town — it was eight miles off — and asked the proprietor, whom I knew personally, to send me out a car as quickly as possible, also to reserve a room for me for the night. Then I went into the morning-room, tucked the big panel photograph, in its frame, under my arm, took it up to my room, and deposited it in the bottom of my valise. As I finished packing my clothes and other belongings I heard the car hooting as it came quickly up the long beech avenue leading from the lodge-gates.

My valise was not heavy, and I am pretty strong. Also I am not proud. I lifted it on to my bed, crouched down, hoisted the valise on to my back, as the railway porters do, carried it downstairs, and let the driver have it. He was a man I knew, and I noticed that he was grinning.

Taking physical exercise, sir? he asked lightly.

Yes, I answered, its better sport than foxhunting.

He laughed outright, then helped me into my overcoat. A minute later we were on the road to Oakham.

And all the while the sad face of the girl for whom I had that evening declared my love — as I had last seen it, with her eyes set on mine as though in mute appeal — kept rising before me like a vision.


Chapter Two.

Contains Certain Revelations.
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UNTIL LUNCH-TIME NEXT day I remained in Oakham, not knowing what to do, uncertain what steps to take.

I am a bachelor with a comfortable income, and, I am ashamed to say, an idler. Work never did really appeal to me. I try to compensate for not working by paying my taxes regularly and being as charitable as I can to people I come across and like, and whom the world seems to treat unjustly.

My father, Richard Ashton, was Colonel in the Blues. I was his only child, for my mother died in bringing me into the world to live at ease and waste my time. When my father died I found myself heir to a small property in Rutland, which I promptly let, and One Hundred and Eighty Thousand pounds safely invested — mostly in Consols. Sport in general, especially hunting and shooting, also reading, constitute my favourite forms of recreation. Generally I live in London, where I have a flat in King Street, St. Jamess.

I dont remember what made me do it, but while lunching at the Stags Head I decided that I would take the car out to Houghton Park again. I think I was curious to see if any fresh development had taken place there.

Nobody answered my repeated rings at the front door, so I went round to the back. The door was locked. I rang, and rang again, and knocked. But nobody came.

I walked right round the house. Every window was shut, and apparently fastened. The whole place was as still as death. Then I went to the stables. I could hear the occasional rattle of a headstall chain, but the horses were all locked in.

Having lit a cigar and told my driver to await my return, I sauntered aimlessly up into the woods — Houghton Park is one of the most beautifully wooded estates in Rutland, with a lake seven acres in extent hidden away in a delightfully picturesque spot surrounded by pine-grown hills. Several times during the past fortnight I had rambled up into these woods accompanied by Vera, and the association brought her back into my thoughts with renewed vividness. Where was she at that moment? What was she doing? Was she happy? Had any evil befallen her? When should I hear of her again? When should I see her?

These, and many other reflections, came crowding in confusion into my brain. What could be the meaning of this extraordinary mystery, so suddenly created, so unexpected? I had known Sir Charles and Lady Thorold many years, in fact since I was a child. For years they had lived in London — in Belgravia. Then, two years previously, they had rented Houghton Park and come to live there. The County people of Rutland are perhaps as conservative as any in England, and, knowing little about Sir Charles and Lady Thorold, who had received their title through political influence before settling in that county, they had not made haste to call.

As soon, however, as it had become known that the new arrivals were extremely rich, also that Sir Charles meant to entertain largely, and was going to hunt, and that the Houghton covers were to be well preserved, the barriers of exclusiveness upon which the old families so pride themselves, had been quickly swept away.

Somewhat out of breath after my slow climb up through the woods, I rested at the top of the hill, from which a glorious view could be obtained of the picturesque landscape of early spring, that unfolded itself as far as sight could reach, a perfect panorama of our beautiful English scenery that Americans so much admire, probably because it affords so striking a contrast to their never-ending prairies and gigantic mountains. Upon the opposite side of the hill on which I stood, deep down in a ravine thick with brambles and undergrowth, the face of the placid lake glistened like a mirror between the budding trees, sparkling here and there with a blinding brightness where the sun shone straight upon it.

A pheasant springing into the air within a yard of me made me jump, and brought my wandering thoughts quickly back to earth. Why had I rambled up here? I could not say. I had walked and climbed in a kind of dream, so deeply was my mind engrossed with thoughts of what had happened and with conjectures as to the future. And now, unconsciously, my attention gradually became centred upon the lake, or rather upon a curious-looking, dark object among the weeds upon its surface, within a stones throw of the bank.

I glanced at my watch. It was barely three oclock. I had nothing at all to do, so decided to make my way down through the undergrowth and find out what this strange object might be.

Yes, I had not been mistaken. The first impression I had formed had been the right one, though I had tried to persuade myself it could not be. I was standing on the bank now, not ten yards from the object, and I could see distinctly what it was. A human body, fully clothed, lay there motionless — a mans body, face downward, the head almost submerged.

My first thought was to plunge in and swim out to it and try to rescue the drowning man. But an instants reflection caused me to refrain. The man, whoever he was, must be dead. He had been there a long time, or the head would not have sunk, nor, indeed, would the body have floated.

I made my way as quickly as I could along the footpath on the bank until I reached the boathouse, a hundred yards away. It was locked. With a big stone I shattered the padlock, and in a minute I was rowing towards the body.

With some difficulty I succeeded in hitching the painter round the feet. Having at last done so, I rowed back to the bank, towing the drowned man.

And there I turned the body over. It must have been in the water many hours, probably all night, I saw at once. And directly I saw the face I recognised it, drawn and disfigured though it was.

The drowned man was Thorolds butler, James.

What had happened? Had he fallen into the lake while under the influence of drink? Had he committed suicide? Or had he — 

Somehow this last reflection startled me. Was it possible there had been foul play?

I had to leave the body there, for I found it impossible to lift it on to the bank without help.

The great house, as the tenantry called it, was still locked when I got back there. Silence still reigned everywhere. The driver of my taxi was fast asleep on his seat.

When I prodded him with my stick he sat up with a start, and apologised.

Get back to Oakham as quickly as you can, I said to him as I stepped into the car and slammed the door.

He turned his starting handle without result. He lifted the bonnet, and for a long time examined the machinery. Then, removing his coat, he wormed himself underneath the car, lying flat upon his back.

When at last he emerged he was red in the face and perspiring freely.

Oh, by the way, sir, he said suddenly, picking up his coat and thrusting his hand into one of its pockets, I think you dropped this.

As he stopped speaking he pulled his hand out and held out to me a little silver flask about four inches square.

I took it, and examined it.

This isnt mine, I said. Where did you find it?

Just there, sir, and he pointed to the ground beside the car.

When I looked at the flask again, I noticed that the tiny shield in the middle was engraved. The engraving was a cipher, which, on scrutinising closely, I made out to be the letters D.P. intertwined.

I unscrewed the stopper and smelt the contents. The smell, though peculiar, was not wholly unfamiliar. Still, for the moment I could not classify it.

Didnt you drop it, sir?

No.

Then perhaps I had better take it, and he held out his hand.

No, Ill keep it — you neednt be anxious, I said. I have been staying here, and probably it belongs to somebody in the house, or to somebody who has called.

I fumbled in my pocket and produced two half-crowns, which at once allayed any conscientious squeamishness afflicting the driver at the thought of handing over his treasure-trove to a stranger.

But where was Vera? Where, indeed, were the Thorolds?

The chauffeur continued to overhaul his engine and its complicated mechanism. While he was thus engaged I poured a little of the fluid out of the flask, which was quite full. The colour was a dark, transparent brown, almost the shade of old brandy. Somehow I could not help thinking that this flask might — 

And yet, why should it prove a clue? What reason was there to suppose it had been dropped by the strange visitor on the previous day, the mysterious Smithson?

Hullo, sir, this is curious!

My driver was bending over the machinery he had been examining so closely. His hands, which had previously been in the gear-box resembled a niggers, only they looked more slimy.

What is it? I asked, approaching him.

The plugs have been tampered with. No wonder she wouldnt start. Look.

He was holding out a damaged sparking-plug.

I own a car and, being well acquainted with its intricacies, saw at once that what he said was true. Somebody — presumably while he was wandering about the lawns and back premises — must have lifted the bonnet and injured the plugs. There was no other solution. The car could not have travelled out from Oakham, or travelled at all, had that damage been done before.

We looked at each other, equally puzzled.

You aint been playing me a trick, sir? he said suddenly, an expression of mistrust coming into his eyes.

Oh, dont be a fool! I answered irritably.

He turned sulky.

Some one as, anyway, he grunted. And its just a chance Ive some spare plugs with me.

He produced his tool-box, rummaged among its contents with his filthy hands, discovered what he wanted, and adjusted them. Then he shut down the bonnet with a vicious bang and set his engine going.

He was about to step on to his seat, when simultaneously a sharp report a good way off and the zip of a bullet close to us made us spring away in alarm.

Together, without uttering a word, we gazed up towards the wood on the hill, where the sound of the report had come from.

Another shot rang out. This time the bullet shattered the car headlight.

Ah! God! the driver gasped. Help! I — I—

Poor fellow. Those were his last words. Almost as he uttered them there came a third report, and the driver, shot through the head, collapsed into a heap beside the car.

And then, what I saw as I turned sharply, sent a shiver through me.

I held my breath. What further mystery was there?

Surely some great evil had fallen upon the house of the Thorolds.


Chapter Three.

The Name of Smithson.
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A MAN WAS kneeling, facing me, on the outskirts of the wood on the hill, not a hundred yards away. His face was in shadow, and partly hidden by a slouch hat, so that I could hardly see it. The rifle he held was levelled at me — he was taking steady aim — his left arm extended far up the barrel, so that his hand came near the muzzle — the style adopted by all first-class shots, as it ensures deadly accuracy.

I am bound to confess that I completely lost my nerve. I sprang to one side almost as he fired. I had just enough presence of mind left to pick up the driver in my arms — even at the risk of my life I couldnt leave him there — lift him into the car, and slam the door. Then I jumped on to the driving-seat, put in the clutch — in a perfect frenzy of fear lest I myself should be shot at the next instant — and the car flew down the avenue.

Twice I heard reports, and with the second one came the sound of a whistling bullet. But it went wide of the mark.

The lodge came quickly into view. It was well out of sight of the wood on the hill where the shots had been fired. I uttered an exclamation as I saw that the big white gate was shut. It was hardly ever shut.

Slowing down, I brought the car to a standstill within a few yards of the lodge, jumped out, and ran forward to open the gate.

It was fastened with a heavy chain, and the chain was securely padlocked.

Shouting failed to bring any one out of the lodge, so I clambered over the gate and knocked loudly at the door. But nobody answered, and, when I tried to open the door, I found it locked.

There seemed to be but one way out of the difficulty. I have said that I am strong, yet it needed all my strength to lift that heavy gate off its hinges. It fell with a crash back into the road, and I managed to drag it away to one side. Then starting the engine again, I set off once more for Oakham all out.

I went straight to the hospital, but a brief examination of the poor fellow sufficed to assure the doctors that the man was already dead. Then I went to the police-station and told them everything I knew — how a man giving the name Smithson had called at Houghton Park to see Sir Charles Thorold; how Thorold had repudiated all knowledge of the man; how Sir Charles and Lady Thorold and their daughter, and Lady Thorolds maid, Judith — I did not know her surname — had suddenly left Houghton, and mysteriously disappeared; how I had, that afternoon, found the house shut up, though I had seen a man disappear from one of the windows; how I had discovered the butlers body in the lake; how my driver had been shot dead by some one hidden in a wood upon a hill, and how other shots had been fired at me by the assassin.

At first the police seemed inclined to detain me, but when I had convinced them that I was what they quaintly termed a bona fide gentleman, and had produced what they called my credentials, — these consisted of a visiting card, and of a letter addressed to me at Houghton Park — and given them my London address and telephone number, they let me go. I found out afterwards that, while they kept me talking at the station, they had telephoned to London, in order to verify my statements that I had a flat in King Street and belonged to Brookss Club.

The coffee room of the Stags Head Hotel that night was crowded, for it was the night of the Hunt Ball, and every available bed in the hotel had been engaged some days in advance. Those dining were all strangers to me, most of them young people in very high spirits.

Ive kept this table for you, sir, the head waiter said, as he conducted me across the room. It is the best I could do; the other place at it is engaged.

And by a beautiful lady, I hope, I answered lightly, for I knew this waiter to be something of a wag.

No, sir, he answered with a grin, by a gentleman with a beard. A charming gentleman, sir. Youll like him.

Who is he? What is he like?

Oh, quite a little man, sir, with a nervous, fidgetty manner, and a falsetto voice. Ah, he added, lowering his voice, here he comes.

There was a twinkle of merriment in the waiters eyes, as he turned and hurried away to meet the giant who had just entered the room. I dont think I had ever before seen so tall and magnificent-looking a man. He must have stood quite six feet four, and was splendidly built. His dark, deep-set eyes peered out with singular power from beneath bushy brows. He had a high, broad forehead, and thick black hair. His beard, well-trimmed, reached just below his white tie, for of course he was in evening clothes.

There was a noticeable lull in the buzz of conversation as the newcomer appeared, and all eyes were set upon him as he strolled with an easy, swinging gait across the room towards my table. I saw dowagers raise their lorgnettes and scrutinise him with great curiosity, mingled with approval, as he went along.

Instinctively I rose as he approached. I dont know why I did. I should not have risen had any ordinary stranger been brought over to my table to occupy a vacant seat. The man looked down at me, smiled — it was a most friendly, captivating smile — nodded genially, and then seated himself facing me. I am a bit of a snob at heart — most of us are, only we wont admit it — and I felt gratified at the reflected interest I knew was now being taken in me, for many people were staring hard at us both, evidently thinking that this remarkable-looking stranger must be Somebody, and that, as we were apparently acquainted, I must be Somebody too.

The waiters eye caught mine, and I heard him give a low chuckle of satisfaction at the practical joke he had played upon me.

I suppose you are also going to the ball, sir, the big man said to me in his great, deep voice, when he had told the waiter what to bring him.

No, Im not. I rather wish I were, I answered. Unfortunately, however, I have to return to town to-night. Are you going?

To town?

No, to the ball.

He hesitated before answering.

Yes — well, perhaps, he said, as he began his soup. I am not yet certain. I want to go, but there are reasons why I should not, and he smiled.

That sounds rather curious.

It is very curious, but it is so.

Do you mind explaining?

I do.

His eyes were set on mine. They seemed somehow to hold my gaze in fascination. There was in them an expression that was half ironical, half humorous.

I believe this is the first time we have met, he said, after a pause.

Im quite sure it is, I answered. You will forgive my saying so, but I dont think any one who had once met you could very well forget it.

He gave a great laugh.

Perhaps you are right — ah! perhaps you are right, he said laughing, wiping his moustache and mouth with his napkin. Certainly I shall never forget you.

I began, for the first time, to feel rather uncomfortable. He seemed to talk in enigmas. He was evidently what I believe is called a character.

Do you know this part of the country well? I asked, anxious to change the subject.

Yes — and no, he answered slowly, thoughtfully.

This was getting tiresome. I began to think he was trying to make fun of me. I began to wish the waiter had not put him to sit at my table.

Presently he looked again across at me, and said quite suddenly — 

Look here, Mr Ashton, let us understand each other at once, shall we?

His eyes looked into mine again, and I again felt quite uneasy. He knew my name. I felt distinctly annoyed at the waiter having told him my name without first asking my permission, as I concluded he must have done. It was a great liberty on his part, I considered — an impertinence, more especially as he had not mentioned this strangers name to me.

I shall not be at the ball — and yet I shall be there, the big man continued, as I did not speak. Tell me, do you return to Houghton after going to London?

You seem to know a good deal about me, Mr— I said, rather nettled, but hoping to draw his name from him.

He did not take the hint.

Sir Charles is well, I hope? And Lady Thorold? he went on. And how is their charming daughter, Miss Vera? I have not seen her for some days. She seems to be as fond as ever of hunting. I think it a cold-blooded, brutal sport. In fact I dont call it sport at all — twenty or so couples of hounds after one fox, and the chances all in favour of the hounds. I have told her so more than once, and I believe that in her heart she agrees with me. As a matter of fact, Im here in Oakham, on purpose to call on Sir Charles to-morrow, on a matter of business.

I was astounded, also annoyed. Who on earth was this big man, who seemed to know so much, who spoke of Vera as though he knew her intimately and met her every day, and who apparently was acquainted also with Sir Charles and Lady Thorold, yet whom I had never before set eyes on, though I was so very friendly with the Thorolds?

The stranger had spoken of my well-beloved!

You will forgive my asking you, I am sure, I said, curiosity getting the better of me, but — well, I have not the pleasure of knowing your name. Do you mind telling me?

Mind telling you my name? he exclaimed, with a look of surprise. Why, not in the least. My name is — well — Smithson — if you like. Any name will do?

He must have noticed my sudden change of expression, for he said at once — 

You seem surprised?

I — well, I am rather surprised. But you merely are not Smithson, I answered awkwardly. I was staring hard at him, scrutinising his face in order to discover some resemblance to the portrait which at that moment lay snugly at the bottom of my valise. The portrait showed a clean-shaven man, younger than this strange individual whom I had met, as I believed, for the first time, barely a quarter of an hour before. Age might have wrought changes, and the beard might have served as a disguise, but the man in the picture was certainly over thirty-four, and my companion here at dinner could not have been less than forty-five at most. Even the eyes, those betrayers of disguised faces, bore no resemblance that I could see to the eyes of the man in the picture. The beard and moustache of the man facing me were certainly not artificial. That I could see at a glance.

Why are you surprised? the man asked abruptly.

It would take a long time to explain, I answered, equivocating, but it is a curious coincidence that only yesterday I almost met a man named Smithson. I was wondering if he could be some relation of yours. He was not like you in face.

Oh, so you know Smithson?

No, I dont know him. I have never met him. I said I almost met him.

Have you never seen him, then?

Never in my life.

And yet you say he is not like me in face. How do you know he is not like me in face if you have never seen him?

The sudden directness of his tone disconcerted me. For an instant I felt like a witness being cross-examined by a bullying Counsel.

Ive seen a portrait of him.

Indeed?

My companion raised his eyebrows.

And where did you see a portrait of him? he inquired pointedly.

This was embarrassing. Why was he suddenly so interested, so inquisitive? I had no wish to make statements which I felt might lead to my being dragged into saying all sorts of things I had no wish to say, especially to a stranger who, though he had led me to believe that he was acquainted with the Thorolds, apparently had no inkling of what had just happened at Houghton Park.

No inkling! I almost smiled as the thought occurred to me, and was quickly followed by the thought of the sensation the affair would create when the newspapers came to hear of what had happened, and began to spread themselves upon the subject, as they certainly would do very soon.

My companions voice dispelled my wandering reflections.

Where did you see the portrait of this other Smithson? he asked, looking at me oddly.

In a friends house.

Was it at Houghton Park?

In point of fact, it was.

His eyes seemed to read my thoughts, and I didnt like it. He was silent for some moments. Then suddenly he rose.

Well, Mr Ashton, he said quite genially, as he extended his hand, I am glad that we have met, and I trust we shall meet again. In point of fact, to use your own phrase, we shall, and very soon. Until then — good-bye. I have enjoyed our little conversation. It has been so — what shall I say — informal, and it was so unexpected. I did not expect to meet you to-night, I can assure you.

He was gone, leaving me in a not wholly pleasant frame of mind. The man puzzled me. Did I like him, or did I not? His personality attracted me, had done so from the moment I had set eyes on him framed in the doorway, but I was bound to admit that some of his observations had annoyed me. In particular, that remark: We shall meet again, and very soon; also his last words: I did not expect to meet you to-night, I can assure you, caused me some uneasiness in the face of all that had happened. Indeed all through dinner his remarks had somehow seemed to bear some hidden meaning.


Chapter Four.

Further Mystery.
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I HAD TO go up to London that night. My lawyers had written some days previously that they must see me personally at the earliest possible moment on some matter to do with my investments, which they controlled entirely, and the letter had been left lying at my flat in King Street before being forwarded. And as the Oakham police had impressed upon me that my presence would be needed in Oakham within the next day or two, I had decided to run up to London, see my lawyers and get my interview with them over, and then return to Rutland as soon as possible.

Again and again, as the night express tore through the darkness towards St. Pancras, Veras fair face and appealing eyes floated like a vision into my thoughts. I must see her again, at once — but how could I find her, and where? Would the police try to find her, and her father and mother? But why should they? After all, perhaps Sir Charles and Lady Thorolds flight from Houghton did not mean that they intended to conceal themselves. What reason could they have for concealment?

Then, all at once, an idea occurred to me. I smiled at my stupidity in not thinking of it before. There was the Thorolds house in Belgrave Street. It had been shut up for a long time, but perhaps for some reason they had suddenly decided to go back there. On my arrival at St. Pancras I would at once ring up that house and inquire if they were there.

But I was doomed to disappointment. While the porter was hailing a taxi for me, I went to the station telephone. There were plenty of Thorolds in the telephone-directory that hung inside the glass door, but Sir Charles name was missing.

Determined not to be put off, I told the driver to go first to Belgrave Street. The number of the Thorolds house was, I remembered, a hundred and two. By the time we got there it was past midnight. The house bore no sign of being occupied. I was about to ring, when a friendly constable with a bulls-eye lantern prevented me.

Its empty, sir, he said; has been for months and months, in fact as long as I can remember.

But surely there is a caretaker, I exclaimed.

Oh, theres a caretaker, a very old man, he answered with a grin. But you wont get him to come down at this time of night. Hes a character, he is.

There had been nothing in the newspapers that day, but, on the morning after, the bomb burst.

AMAZING STORY
WELL-KNOWN FAMILY VANISH
BUTLERS BODY IN THE LAKE

Those headlines, in what news-editors call war type, met my eyes as I unfolded the paper.

I was in bed, and my breakfast on the tray beside me grew cold while I devoured the three columns of close-set print describing everything that had occurred from the moment of Sir Charles disappearance until the paper had gone to press.

I caught my breath as I came to my own name. My appearance was described in detail, names of my relatives were given, and a brief outline of my fathers brilliant career — for he had been a great soldier — and then all my movements during the past two days were summarised.

I had last been seen, the account ran, dining at the Stags Head Hotel with a gentleman, a stranger, whom nobody seemed to know anything about. He had come to the Stags Head on the evening of Monday, April 1, engaged a bedroom and a sitting-room in the name of Davies, and he had left on the night of Wednesday, April 3. He had intended, according to the newspaper, to sleep at the Stags Head that night, but between ten and eleven oclock he had changed his mind, packed his suit-case, paid his bill, and left. Where he had come from, none knew; where he had gone, or why, none knew. How he had spent his time from his arrival until his departure, nobody had been able to discover.

All that is known about him, ran the newspaper report, is that he was a personal friend of Mr Richard Ashton, and that he dined at the Stags Head Hotel with Mr Ashton on the Wednesday evening, his last meal in the hotel before his hurried departure.

This was horrible. It seemed to convey indirectly the impression that I knew why the Thorolds had disappeared, and where they had gone. More, a casual reader might easily have been led to suppose that I was implicated in some dark plot, involving the death of the butler. I appeared in the light of a man of mystery, the friend of a man who might, for aught I knew, be some criminal, but whose name — this certainly interested me — he apparently intended should remain secret.

I turned over the page. Good heavens — my portrait! And the one portrait of myself that of all others I detested. Anybody looking at that particular portrait would at once say: What a villainous man; he looks like a criminal!

I remembered now, rather bitterly, making that very observation when the proofs had been sent to me by the photographer, and how my friends had laughed and said it was quite true, and that it resembled a portrait in a Sunday paper of the accused in Court.

There were also portraits of Sir Charles and Lady Thorold, and a pretty picture of Vera, the best that had ever been taken of her. But the one portrait that I felt ought to have been reproduced, though it was not, was one of the bearded giant, who had given his name as Davies.

Thoroughly disgusted, I turned without appetite to my tepid breakfast. I had hardly begun to eat, when the telephone at my bedside rang.

Was that Mr Richard Ashtons flat? asked a voice. Might the speaker speak to him?

Mr Ashton was speaking.

Oh, this was the office of The Morning. The editor would greatly appreciate Mr Ashtons courtesy if he would receive one of his representatives. He would not detain him long.

I gulped a mouthful of tea, then explained that I would sooner not be interviewed. I was extremely sorry, I said, that my name had been dragged into this extraordinary affair.

The news-editor was persistent. I was firm. I always am firm when I am at the end of a telephone, but rarely on other occasions. Finally I rang off.

A brief interval. Then another ring. Well, what?

The editor of the—

No, I answered as politely as I could. I am extremely sorry. You see, I have just refused to be interviewed by The Morning, and it would hardly be fair to that journal if... Oh, The Morning was a paper of no consequence, was it? That made a difference, of course, but still... no... no... I was really sorry... I could not... I...

I hung up the receiver. As I did so my man entered. There were four gentlemen downstairs, also a photographer. They wanted to know if — 

Tell them, I interrupted, that I cannot see them. And, John—

Sir?

I am not at home to anybody — anybody at all. You understand?

Quite, sir.

I noticed that his tone was not quite as deferential as usual. I knew the reason. Of course he had seen this odious paper, or some paper more odious still. Probably he and the other servants in the building had been discussing me, and hazarding all sorts of wildly improbable stories about me.

The telephone bell rang again. I forget what I said. I think it was a short prayer, or an invocation of some kind. My first impulse was not to answer the phone again at all, but to let the thing go on ringing. It rang so persistently, however, that in desperation I pulled off the receiver.

Who the dickens is it? What do you want? I shouted.

I gasped.

What! Vera? Where are you? I want to see you. I must see you at once!

My love was in dire distress. I could hear emotion in her voice. My heart beat quickly in my eagerness.

Oh, come to me — do come to me! she was saying hurriedly in a low tone, as though fearful of some one overhearing her. Im in such trouble, and you alone can help me. Tell me when you will come. Tell me quickly. At any moment someone may catch me talking on the telephone.

Where are you? Give me your address, quickly, I answered, feverishly. I was madly anxious to meet her again.

We are in London — but we go to Brighton — to-day — this afternoon—

Your address in London, quick.

Twenty-six Upper—

There was a sudden clatter. The receiver had been put back. Some one had interrupted her.

I tapped the little lever of the instrument repeatedly.

Number, please, a monotonous voice asked.

What number was I talking to this instant? I said, almost trembling with anxiety.

Im sure I dont know. What number do you want?

The number Ive been talking to.

I tell you I dont know it, replied the female operator.

Cant you find it out?

Ill try. Hold the line, please.

After a brief interval, the voice said — 

It may have been double-two two two Mayfair. Shall I ring them for you?

Please do.

I waited.

Youre through.

Hello, what is it? a beery voice asked.

I want to speak to Miss Vera Thorold?

Vera oo?

Thorold.

Theobald? Hes out.

Thorold, Miss Vera Thorold, I shouted in despair.

Oh, we aint got no Veras here, the beery voice replied, and I could picture the speakers leer. This aint a ladies seminary; its Poulsens Brewery Company, Limited. Youre on the wrong number. Ring off.

And again the instrument was silent.

Vera had been cut off just at the moment she was about to reveal her whereabouts.

Almost beside myself with anxiety, I tried to collect my thoughts in order to devise some means of discovering Veras whereabouts and getting into immediate communication with her. I even went to the telephone exchange, interviewed the manager, and told him the exact time, to the fraction of a minute, when I had been rung up, but though he did his best to help me, he could not trace the number.

I have a vivid imagination, and am of an exceptionally apprehensive disposition, which has led some men to declare that I meet trouble half-way, though that is a thing I am constantly warning my friends not to do. In this case, however, I found it impossible not to feel anxious, desperately anxious, about the one woman I really cared for in the whole world. She had appealed to me urgently for help, and I was impotent to help her.

Dejectedly I returned to my flat. The lift-boy was standing in the street, his hands in his pockets, the stump of a cheap cigarette between his lips. Without removing his hands from his pockets, or the cigarette-end from his mouth, he looked up at me with an offensive grin, and jerked out the sentence between his teeth — 

Theres a lady here to see you — a Miss Thorold.

Miss Thorold? Where is she? How long has she been here? I exclaimed, quelling all outward appearance of excitement.

About ten minutes. Shes up in your rooms, sir. She said you knew her, and shed wait till you came back.

Vera! I gasped involuntarily, and entered the lift, frantic with impatience.

At last. She was there — in my rooms, awaiting me with explanation!


Chapter Five.

Puts Certain Questions.
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RARELY HAVE I felt more put out, or more bitterly disappointed, than I did when I hurried into my flat, expecting to come face to face with Vera, my beloved, and longing to take her in my arms to kiss and comfort her.

Instead, I was confronted by a spinster aunt of Veras whom I had met only three times before, and to whom I had, the first time I was introduced to her — she insisted upon never remembering me either by name or by sight, and each time needing a fresh introduction — taken an ineradicable dislike.

Ah, Mr Ashton, Im so glad youve come, she said without rising. I have called to talk to you about a great many things — I daresay you can guess what they are — about all this dreadful affair at Houghton.

Now the more annoyed I feel with anybody of my own social standing, the more coldly polite I invariably become. It was so on this occasion.

I should love to stay and talk to you, Miss Thorold, I answered, after an instants pause, but I have just been sitting at the bedside of a sick friend. To-day is the first day he has been allowed to see anybody. The doctor said he ought not to have allowed me in so soon, and he warned me to go straight home, take off every stitch of clothing I have on, and send them at once to be disinfected.

Oh, indeed? she said rather nervously. And what has been the matter with your friend?

It was the question I wanted.

Didnt I tell you? I said. It was smallpox.

My ruse proved even more successful than I had anticipated. Miss Thorold literally sprang to her feet, gathered up her satchel and umbrella, and with the hurried remark: How perfectly monstrous — keep well away from me! she edged her way round the wall to the door, and, calling to me from the little passage: I will ring you on the telephone, went out of the flat, slamming the door after her.

But where was Vera? How could I discover her? I was beside myself with anxiety.

The Houghton affair created more than a nine days wonder. The people of Rutland desperately resent anything in the nature of a scandal which casts a disagreeable reflection upon their county. I remember how some years ago they talked for months about an unpleasant affair to do with hunting.

Even if it were true, some of the people who knew it to be true said one to another, it ought never to have been exposed in that way. Think of the discredit it brings upon our county, and what a handle the Radicals and the Socialists will be able to make of it, if ever it is discovered that it really did occur.

And so it came about that, when I was called back to Oakham two days later, to attend the double inquest, many of the people there, with whom I had been on quite friendly terms, looked at me more or less askance. It is not well to make oneself notorious in a tiny county like Rutland, I quickly discovered, or even to become notorious through no fault of ones own.

Shall I ever forget how, at the inquest, questions put to me by all sorts of uneducated people upon whom the duty devolved of inquiring into the mysterious affair connected with Houghton Park?

I suppose it was because there was nobody else to question, that they cross-examined me so closely and so foolishly.

Their inquiries were endless. Had I known the Thorolds long? Could I name the date when I first became acquainted with them? Was it a fact that I rode Sir Charles horses while I was a guest at Houghton? About how often did I ride them? And on how many days did I hunt during the fortnight I spent at Houghton?

All my replies were taken down in writing. Then came questions concerning my friendship with Miss Thorold, and these annoyed me considerably. Was the rumour that I was engaged to be married to her true? Was there any ground for the rumour? Was I at all attached to her? Was she attached to me? Had we ever corresponded by letter? Was it a fact that we called each other by our Christian names? Was it not true, that on one evening at least, we had smoked cigarettes together, alone in her boudoir?

It was. This admission seemed to gratify my cross-questioners considerably.

And may I ask, Mr Ashton, asked a legal gentleman with a most offensive manner, as he looked me up and down, if this took place with Sir Charles knowledge?

Oh, yes it did. With his full knowledge and consent!

Oh, really. And you will pardon my asking, was Lady Thorold also aware that you and her daughter sat alone together late at night, smoking cigarettes and addressing each other by your Christian names?

Now I am fairly even-tempered, but this local solicitors objectionable insinuations ended by stirring me up. This, very likely, was what he desired that they should do.

My dear sir, I exclaimed, will you tell me if these questions of yours have any bearing at all upon the matter you are inquiring into, and if your very offensive innuendoes are intended as veiled, or rather as unveiled, insults to Miss Thorold or to myself?

I heard some one near me murmur, Hear, hear, at the back of the room. The comment encouraged me.

You will not address me in that fashion again, please, my interlocutor answered hotly, reddening.

In what fashion?

You will not call me your dear sir. I object. I strongly object.

A titter of amusement trickled through the room. My adversarys fingers — for he had become an adversary — twitched.

I was under the impression, he remarked pompously, that I was addressing a gentleman.

I am not good at smart retorts, but I got one in when I answered him.

A gentleman — I? I exclaimed blandly. I assure you, my dear sir, that I dont pose as a gentleman. I am quite a common man — just like yourself.

Considerable laughter greeted this remark, but it was at once suppressed. Still, I knew that this single quick rejoinder had biased the gallery in my favour. Common people enjoy witnessing the discomfiture of any individual in authority.

Two days later, I left Oakham and returned to London, feeling like a schoolboy going home for Christmas.

The days went by. On the following week I again went to Oakham to attend the adjourned inquest. In the case of the butler, an open verdict was returned, but in the case of the driver, one of murder by some person unknown.

Of Vera I had had no news.

Twenty-six Upper... That might be in London, or in Brighton. It might even be in some other town. I thought it probable, however, that the address she had been about to give was a London address, so I had spent the day before the inquest in trying the various London Uppers contained in Kellys Directory.

Heavens, what an array! When my eyes fell upon the list, my heart sank. For there were no less than fifty-four Uppers scattered about the Metropolis. Some, obviously, might be ruled out at once, or so I conjectured. Upper Street, Islington, for instance, close to the Angel, did not sound a likely residential locality — as the estate agents say — for people of Sir Charles and Lady Thorolds position to be staying in. Nor did Upper Bland near the Elephant and Castle, nor Upper Grange Road, off the Old Kent Road; nor Upper Chapman Street, Shadwell. On the other hand, Upper Brook Street; Upper George Street, Sloane Square; Upper Grosvenor Street, Park Lane; even Upper Phillimore Gardens, Kensington, seemed possible spots, and these and many other Uppers I tried, spinning from one to another in a taxi, until the driver began to look at me as though he had misgivings as to my sanity.

Twenty-six dont seem to be your lucky number, sir, he said jocularly, when he had driven me to thirty-seven different Uppers and called in each at the house numbered twenty-six. It wouldnt be twenty-six in some Lower Street, or Place, or Road, or Gardens, would it, sir?

He spoke only half in jest, but I resented his familiarity, and I told him so. His only comment, muttered beneath his breath, but loud enough for me to hear, was — 

Lummy! the coves dotty in is own upper, thats what ee is.

On my return from Oakham I went to Brighton, wandering aimlessly about the streets and on the esplanade, hoping against hope that some fortunate turn in the wheel of Fate might bring me unexpectedly face to face with my sweet-faced beloved, whose prolonged and mysterious absence seemed to have made my heart grow fonder. Alas! fate only grinned at me ironically.

Vera had vanished with her family — entirely vanished.

But not wholly ironically. I had been distressed to find that the little silver flask picked up at Houghton had been mislaid. For hours I had hunted high and low for it in my flat. John had turned out all my clothes, and pulled the pockets inside out, and I had bullied him for his carelessness in losing it, and almost accused him of stealing it.

It was while in the train on my way back to London, after my second futile visit to Brighton, that I sat down on something hard. Almost at once I guessed what it was. Briefly, there had been a hole in the inside breast-pocket of my overcoat. It had been mended by Johns wife — whose duty it was to keep all my clothes in order — before I knew of its existence. Therefore, when I had naturally enough suspected there being a hole in one of my pockets, and sought one, I had found all the pockets intact. The woman had mended the hole without noticing that the little flask, which had dropped through it, lay hidden in the bottom of the lining.

I ripped open the lining at once, and pulled out the flask, delighted at the discovery. And, as soon as I reached town, I took the flask to a chemist I knew and asked him to analyse its contents. He would do so without delay, he said, and let me know on the following morning the result of his analysis.

Its a mixture of gelsiminum and ether, he said, as soon as I entered his shop next day.

Poison, of course, I remarked.

He smiled.

Well, I should rather think so, he answered drily. A few drops would send a strong man to sleep for ever, and there is enough of the fluid here to send fifty men to sleep — for ever. Therefore one wouldnt exactly take it for ones health.

So here was a clue — of a sort. The first clue! My spirits rose. My next step must be to discover the owner of the flask, presumably some one with initials D.P., and the reason he — or she — had carried this fluid about.

I lunched at Brookss, feeling more than usually bored by the members I met there. Several men whom I had not seen for several weeks were standing in front of the smoking-room fire, and as I entered, and they caught sight of me, they all grinned broadly.

The accused then left the Court with his friends, one of them said lightly, as I approached. He was granted a free pardon, but bound over in his own recognisances to keep the peace for six months.

You have been getting yourself into trouble, Dick, and no mistake, observed his neighbour — I am generally called Dick by my friends.

Into trouble? What do you mean? I retorted, nettled.

Why — you know quite well, he answered. This Houghton affair, the scandal about the Thorolds, of course. How came you to get mixed up in it? We like you, old man, but you know it makes it a bit unpleasant for some of us. You know what people are. They will talk.

I suppose you mean that men are judged by the company they keep, and that because I happened to be at Houghton at the time of that affair, and was unwillingly dragged into prominence by the newspapers, therefore that discredit reflects on me.

Well, I should not have expressed it precisely in that way, but still—

Still what?

As you ask me, I suppose I must answer. I do think it rather unfortunate you should have got yourself mixed up in the business, and both Algie and Frank agree with me — dont you, Algie? he ended, turning to his friend.

Awe — er — awe — quite so, quite so. We were talking of you just as you came in, my dear old Dick, and we all agreed it was, awe — er — was — awe — a confounded pity you had anything to do with it. Bad form, you know, old Dick, all this notoriety. Never does to be unusual, singular, or different from other people — eh what? Ones friends dont like it — and one dont like it oneself — what?

Their shallow views and general mental vapidity, if I may put it so, jarred upon me. After spending ten minutes in their company, I went into the dining-room and lunched alone. Then I read the newspapers, dozed in an armchair for half-an-hour, and finally, at about four oclock, returned to my flat in King Street. John met me on the stairs.

Ah! there you are, sir, he exclaimed. Did you meet them?

Meet whom?

Why, they havent been gone not two minutes, so I thought you might have met them in the street, sir. They waited over half-an-hour.

But who were they? What were their names? I asked, irritated at John for not telling me at once the names of the visitors.

A young lady and a gentleman — theres a card on your table, sir; I cant recall the names for the moment, he said, wrinkling his forehead as he scratched his ear to stimulate his memory. The gentleman was extremely tall, quite a giant, with a dark beard.

I hurried up the stairs, for the lift was out of order, and let myself into my flat with my latch key. On the table, in my sitting-room, was a ladys card on a salver.

Miss Thorold.

In Veras handwriting were the words, scribbled in pencil across it — 

So sorry we have missed you.


Chapter Six.

The House in the Square.

[image: img291.jpg]

I ADMIT THAT I was dumbfounded.

Vera and her mysterious friend were together, calling in the most matter-of-fact way possible, and just as though nothing had happened! It seemed incredible!

All at once a dreadful thought occurred to me that made me catch my breath. Was it possible that my love was an actress, in the sense that she was acting a part? Had she cruelly deceived me when she had declared so earnestly that she loved me? The reflection that, were she practising deception, she would not have come to see me thus openly with the man with the black beard, relieved my feelings only a little. For how came she to be with Davies at all? And again, who was this man Davies? Also that telephone message a fortnight previously, how could I account for it under the circumstances?

Oh, come to me — do come to me! I am in such trouble, my love had cried so piteously, and then had added: You alone can help me.

Some one else, apparently, must have helped her. Could it have been this big, dark man?

And was he, in consequence, supplanting me in her affection? The thought held me breathless.

At times I am something of a philosopher, though my relatives laugh when I tell them so, and reply, Not a philosopher, only a well-meaning fellow, and extremely good-natured — a description I detest. Realising now the uselessness of worrying over the matter, I decided to make no further move, but to sit quiet and await developments.

If you worry, I often tell my friends, it wont in the least help to avert impending disaster, while if what you worry about never comes to pass, you have made yourself unhappy to no purpose.

A platitude? Possibly. But two-thirds of the words of wisdom uttered by great men, and handed down as tradition to a worshipping posterity, are platitudes of the most commonplace type, if you really come to analyse them.

Time hung heavily. It generally ends by hanging heavily upon a man without occupation. But put yourself for a moment in my place. I had lost my love, and those days of inactivity and longing were doubly tedious because I ached to bestir myself somehow, anyhow, to clear up a mystery which, though gradually fading from the mind of a public ever athirst for fresh sensation, was actively alive in my own thoughts — the one thought, indeed, ever present in my mind. Why had the Thorolds so suddenly and mysteriously disappeared?

Thus it occurred to me, two days after Davies and Vera had called at my flat, to stroll down into Belgravia and interview the caretaker at 102, Belgrave Street. Possibly by this time, I reflected, he might have seen Sir Charles Thorold, or heard from him.

When I had rung three times, the door slowly opened to the length of its chain, and I think quite the queerest-looking little old man I had ever set eyes on, peered out. He gazed with his sharp, beady eyes up into my face for a moment or two, then asked, in a broken quavering voice — 

Are you another newspaper genleman?

Oh, no, I answered, laughing, for I guessed at once how he must have been harassed by reporters, and I could sympathise with him. I am not a journalist — Im only a gentleman.

Of course he was too old to note the satire, but the fact that I wore a silk hat and a clean collar, seemed to satisfy him that I must be a person of some consequence, and when I had assured him that I meant him no ill, but that, on the contrary, I might have something to tell him that he would like to hear, he shut the door, and I heard his trembling old hands remove the chain.

And how long is it since Sir Charles was last here? I said to him, when he had shown me into his little room on the ground floor, where a kettle purred on a gas-stove. I know him well, you know; I was staying at Houghton Park when he disappeared.

He looked me up and down, surprised and apparently much interested.

Were you indeed, sir? he exclaimed. Well, now — well, well!

Why dont you sit down and make yourself comfortable, my old friend, I went on affably. I drew forward his armchair, and he sank into it with a grunt of relief.

You are a very kind genleman, you are, very kind indeed, he said, in a tone that betrayed true gratitude. Ah! Ive known genlemen in my time, and I know a genleman when I sees one, I do.

What part of Norfolk do you come from? I asked, as I took a seat near him, for I knew the Norfolk brogue quite well.

He looked at me and grinned.

Well, now, thats strange you knowing I come from Norfolk! But its true. Oh, yes, it is right. Im a Norfolk man. I was born in Diss. I mind the time my father—

Yes, yes, I interrupted, well talk about that presently, for I could see that, once allowed to start on the subject of his relatives and his native county, he would talk on for an hour. What I have come here this afternoon to talk to you about is Sir Charles Thorold. When was he last here?

It will be near two years come Michaelmas, he answered, without an instants hesitation. And since then I havent set eyes on him — I havent.

And has this house been shut up all the time?

Ay, all that time. I mind the time my father used to tell me—

I damned his father under my breath, and quickly stopped him by asking who paid him his wages.

My wages? Oh, Sir Charles lawyers, Messrs Spink and Peters, of Lincolns Inn, pays me my wages. But they are not going to pay me any more. No. They are not going to pay me any more now.

Not going to pay you any more? What do you mean?

Give me notice to quit, they did, a week ago come Saturday.

But why?

Orders from Sir Charles, they said. Would you like to see their letter, sir?

I should, if you have it by you.

It was brief, curt, and brutally frank — 

From Messrs Spink and Peters, Solicitors, 582, Lincolns Inn, W.C.

To William Taylor, Caretaker, — 

102, Belgrave Street, S.W.

Messrs Spink and Peters are instructed by Sir Charles Thorold to inform William Taylor that owing to his advanced age his services will not be needed by Sir Charles Thorold after March 25. William Taylor is requested to acknowledge the receipt of this letter.

They dont consider your feelings much, I said, as I refolded the letter and handed it back to him.

He seemed puzzled.

Feelings, sir? What are those? he asked. I dont somehow seem to know.

No matter. Under the circumstances it is, perhaps, as well you shouldnt know. Now, I want to ask you a few questions, my old friend — and look here, I am going, first of all, to make you a little present.

I slipped my fingers into my waistcoat pocket, produced a half-sovereign, and pressed it into the palm of his wrinkled old hand.

To buy tobacco with — no, dont thank me, I said quickly, as he began to express gratitude. Now, answer a few questions I am going to put to you. In the first place, how long have you been in Sir Charles service?

Sixteen years, come Michaelmas, he answered promptly. I came from Diss. I mind the time my father—

How did Sir Charles, or Mr Thorold as he was then, first hear of you?

He was in Downham Market. I was caretaker for the Reverend George Lattimer, and Sir Charles, I should say, Mr Thorold, came to see the house. I think he thought of buying it, but he didnt buy it. I showed him into every room, I remember, and as he was leaving he put his hand into his pocket, pulled out a sovrin, and gave it to me, just as you have done. And then he said to me, he said: Ole man, he said, would you like a better job than this? Those were his very words, Ole man, would you like a better job than this?

He grinned and chuckled at the reflection, showing his toothless gums.

And then he took you into his service. Did you come to London at once?

Ay, next week he brought me up, and Ive been here ever since — in this house ever since. The Reverend George Lattimer wor vexed with Sir Charles for a stealing me from his service, as he said. I mind in Diss, when—

Was there any reason why Mr Thorold should engage you in such a hurry? Did he give any reason? It seems strange he should have engaged a man of your age, living away in Norfolk, and brought you up to London at a few days notice.

Oh, yes there was reason — there was a reason.

And what was it?

Well, well, it was not praps xactly what you might call a reason, it was what Sir Charles he calls a stipilation. I have a stipilation to make, Taylor, he said, when he engaged me. Yes, sir, I said, and what might this, this stipilation be? I said. Its like this, Taylor, he said. Ill engage you and pay you well, and you will come with me to Lundon to-morrow, and you shall have two comfortable rooms in my house, those were his very words, sir, and you will have little work to do, cept when I am out of Lundon, and you have to look after the house and act as caretaker. But there be a stipilation I must make. And what might that stipilation be, sir? I asked him. Its like this, he said, a looking rather hard at me. You must never see or know anything that goes on in my Lundon ouse, when I am there, or when I am not. If you see or hear anything, you must forget it. Do you understand? Do we understand each other? he said. And I have done that, sir, ever since Sir Charles engaged me. Never have I seen what happened in this house, nor have I heard what happened in this house, nor known what happened in this house. I have kep the stipilation, and Ive served the master well.

And for serving your master well, and doing your duty, you are rewarded by getting kicked out at a months notice because of your advanced age.

The old mans eyes became suddenly moist as I said this, and I felt sorry I had spoken.

Did you see or hear much you ought to have forgotten? I hazarded, after a brief pause.

He peered up at me with an odd expression, then slowly shook his head.

Have you actually forgotten all you saw and heard? I inquired carelessly, as I lit a cigarette, or do you only pretend?

I dusnt say, sir, he answered. I dusnt say.

He looked to right and left, as it seemed to me instinctively, and as though to assure himself that no one else was present, that no one overheard him. It was evident to me that there was somebody he feared.

Several times I tried tactfully to draw him, but to no purpose.

I should like to look over the house again, I said at last. I know it well, for I stayed here often in days gone by, though I dont recollect ever seeing you here. How long is it since Sir Charles stayed here?

Three years come Lady Day, he answered.

And has the house been empty ever since? Has it never been sub-let?

Never. Sir Charles never would sub-let it, though there were some who wanted it.

Well, I will look over it, I think, I said, moving to rise. Im inclined to rent it myself; thats really why I am here.

He may, or may not, have believed the lie. Anyway, my suggestion filled him with alarm. He got up out of his chair.

You cant, you cant, he exclaimed, greatly perturbed. He pushed his skinny hand into his jacket-pocket, and I heard him clutch his bunch of keys. The doors are all locked — all locked.

You have the keys; give them to me.

I dusnt, I dusnt, indeed. All, you are a genleman, sir, you wont take the keys from an old man, sir, I know you wont.

Sit down, I said, sharply.

Idle curiosity had prompted me to wish to go over the house. The old mans anxiety that I should not do so settled my determination. My thought travelled quickly.

Have you a drop of anything to drink that you can give me? I asked suddenly. I should like a little whisky — or anything else will do.

Again the expression of dismay came into his old eyes.

Dont tempt me, sir, ah, dont tempt me! he exclaimed. Sir Charles made me promise as long as I was with him I wouldnt touch a drop. I did once. Oh, I did once.

And what happened?

He hid his face in his hands, as if to shut out some horrid memory.

Dont ask me what happened, sir, dont ask me. And I swore I wouldnt touch a drop again. And I havent got a drop — except a cup of tea.

The kettle on the gas-stove had been boiling for some time. My intention — an evil one — when I had asked for something alcoholic, had been to induce the old man to drink with me until the effects of the whisky should cause him to overcome his scruples and hand over his keys. But tea!

At that moment my elbow rested on something hard in my pocket. Almost at the same moment an idea flashed into my brain. I tried to dispel it, but it wouldnt go. I allowed my mind to dwell upon it, and quickly it obsessed me.

Why, I dont know, but since the chemist had returned the little flask to me, after analysing its contents, I had carried it in my pocket constantly. It was there now. It was the flask that my elbow had pressed, recalling it to my mind.

Twenty drops will send a strong man to sleep — for ever, he had said.

The words came back to me now. If it needed twenty drops to kill a strong man, surely a small dose could with safety be administered to a wiry little old man who, though decrepit, seemed still to possess considerable vitality. But would it be quite safe? Did I dare risk it?

A cup of tea will do just as well, I said carelessly, tossing aside my cigarette. No, dont you move. I see you have everything ready, and there are cups up on the shelf. Let me make the tea. I like tea made in one way only.

I felt quite guilty when he answered — 

You are very kind, sir; you are very kind; you are a genleman.

It was easily and quickly done. I had my back to him. I poured the tea into the cups. Then I let about five drops of the fluid in the flask fall into a spoon. I put the spoon into his cup, and stirred his tea with it.

In a few moments I saw he was growing drowsy. His bony chin dropped several times on to his chest, though he tried to keep awake. He muttered some unintelligible words. In a few minutes he was asleep.

I took his pulse. Yes, it was still quite strong. I waited a moment or two. Then, slipping my hand into his jacket-pocket, I took out the bunch of keys noiselessly, turned out the gas-stove, and stepped quietly out of the room, closing the door behind me.


Chapter Seven.

Treading among Shadows.
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THE HOUSE WAS found very dirty and neglected. It contained but little furniture. Dust lay thickly upon everything. The windows, I was almost tempted to think, had not been opened since Sir Charles had last lived there three years ago. There was also a damp, earthy smell in the hall.

As I went slowly up the stairs, bare of carpet or any other covering, they creaked and groaned in a way that was astonishing, for the houses in Belgrave Street are not so very old. The noises the stairs made echoed higher up.

I had decided to enter the rooms on the ground floor last of all. The first floor looked strangely unfamiliar. When last I had been here the house had been luxuriously furnished, and somehow the landing, in its naked state, seemed larger than when I remembered it.

Ah! What fun we had had in that house long ago!

My friends the Thorolds had entertained largely, and their acquaintances had all been bright, amusing people, so different, as I had sometimes told my friends, from the colourless, stupid folk whose company one so often has to endure when staying in the houses of acquaintances. I often think, when mixing with such people, of the story of the two women discussing a certain impossible young man, of a type one meets frequently.

How deadly dull Bertie Fairbairn is, one of them said. He never talks at all.

Oh, he is better than his brother Reggie, the other answered. Whenever you speak to Bertie he says, Right O!

The door of the apartment that had been the large drawing-room was locked. On the bunch of keys, I soon found the key that fitted, and I entered.

Phew, what a musty smell! Most oppressive. The blinds were drawn half-way down the windows and, by the look of them, had been so for some considerable time. The furniture that remained was all hidden under holland sheets, and the pictures on the walls, draped in dust-proof coverings, looked like the slabs of salted beef, and the sides of smoke-cured pork one sees hung in some farmhouses. The carpets were dusty, moth-eaten and rotten.

Gingerly, with thumb and forefinger, I picked up the corners of some of the furniture coverings. There was nothing but the furniture underneath, except in one instance, where I saw, upon an easy-chair, a plate with some mouldy remnants of food upon it. No wonder the atmosphere was foetid.

I was about to leave the room, glad to get out of it, when I noticed in a corner of the ceiling a dark, yellow-brown stain, about a yard in circumference. This struck me as curious, and I went over and stood under it, and gazed up at it, endeavouring to discover its origin. Then I saw that it was moist. I pulled up one of the blinds in order to see better, but my scrutiny failed to give me any inkling as to the origin of the stain.

I went out, shut and locked the door, and entered several other rooms, the doors of all of which I found locked. One room was very like another, the only difference being that the smell in some was closer and nastier than the smell in others, though all the smells had, what I may call the same flavour — a taste of dry rot. I wondered if Sir Charles knew how his house was being neglected, how dirt and dust were being allowed to accumulate.

This was Lady Thorolds boudoir, if I remembered aright. The inside of the lock was so rusty that I had difficulty in turning the key. Everything shrouded, as elsewhere, but, judging from the odd projections in the coverings, I concluded that ornaments and bric-à-brac had been left upon the tables.

Nor was I mistaken. As I lifted the cloths and dust sheets, objects that I remembered seeing set about the room in the old days, became revealed. There were several beautiful statues, priceless pieces of antique furniture from Naples and Florence, curious carved wooden figures that Sir Charles had collected during his travels in the Southern Pacific, cloisonné vases from Tokio and Osaka, a barely decent sculpture bought by Sir Charles from a Japanese witch-doctor who lived a hermits life on an island in the Inland Sea — how well I remembered Lady Thorolds emphatic disapproval of this figure, and her objection to her husbands displaying it in the way he did — treasures from different parts of China, from New Guinea, Burmah, the West Indies and elsewhere.

Another cloth I lifted. Beneath it were a number of photographs in frames, piled faces downward in heaps. I picked up some of them, and took them out to look at. A picture of Vera in a short frock, with a teddy-bear tucked under her arm, interested me; so did a portrait of Lady Thorold dressed in a fashion long since past; and so did a portrait of my old father in his Guards uniform. The rest were portraits of people I didnt know. I looked at one or two more, and was about to replace the frames where I had found them, when I turned up one that startled me.

It was a cabinet, in a bog-oak frame, of the man whose likeness had caused the commotion at Houghton, the man who had called himself Smithson. But it was not a portrait similar to the one I had taken away. The same man, undoubtedly, but in a different attitude, and apparently many years younger.

Closely I scrutinised it.

The enigma presented was complete. I am not a pilferer, but I considered that I should be justified in putting the portrait into my pocket, and I did so without another thought. Then I replaced all the frames where I had found them, and resumed my ramble over the house.

In the rest of the rooms on that floor, I found nothing further of interest. On the floor above, however, a surprise was in store for me.

The first two rooms were bedrooms, neglected-looking and very dusty. There were fewer coverings here. Dust was upon the floor, on the beds, on the chairs and tables, on the window-sills, on the wash-stands, on the chests of drawers, on the mantelpiece — everywhere. In the next room, the door of which I was surprised to find unlocked, just the same. A table of dark mahogany was thickly coated with dust.

Hullo! Why, what was this? I thought at once of a detective friend of mine, and wondered what he would have said, what opinion he would have formed and what conclusion he would have come to, had he been in my place at that moment. For on the table, close to the edge of it, was the clear outline of a hand. Someone had quite recently — apparently within the last few hours, and certainly since the previous day — put his hand upon that dusty table. I scanned the outline closely; then suddenly I started.

There could be no doubt whatever — it was not the outline of Taylors hand. The fingers that had rested there were long and tapering. This was not the impression of a mans hand, but of a womans — of a womans left hand.

Evidently some one had been in this room recently. From point to point I walked, looking for further traces, but there were none that I could see. What woman could have been in here so lately? And did the old man asleep downstairs know of her entry? He must have, for she could not have entered the house, had he not admitted her. I felt I was becoming quite a clever detective, with an exceptional gift for deduction from the obvious. Another gleam of intelligence led me to conclude that this womans presence in the house probably accounted for Taylors determination not to let me go over the house.

I thought I heard a sound. I held my breath and stood still, listening intently, but the only sound that came to me was the distant shrill whistle of some one summoning a taxi. Outside in the passage, all was still as death. I walked to the end of the passage, peeped into other bedrooms, then returned to the room with the table bearing the imprint of the hand.

The windows overlooked Belgrave Street — double windows, which made the sound of the traffic down below inaudible. Carelessly I watched for some moments the vehicles and passers-by, unconsciously striving to puzzle out, meanwhile, the problem of the hand. Suddenly, two figures approaching along the pavement from the direction of Wilton Street, arrested my attention. They seemed familiar to me. As they came nearer, a strange feeling of excitement possessed me, for I recognised the burly form of Davies, or Smithson, and as he had called himself, and, walking beside him, Sir Charles Thorold. The two appeared to be engaged in earnest conversation.

They disappeared where the street turned, and as I came away from the window I noticed, for the first time, that the room had another door, a door leading presumably into a dressing-room. I went over to it. It was locked.

I tried a key on the bunch, but at once discovered that a key was in the door. The door was locked on the inside!

I knocked. There was no answer. And just then I distinctly heard a sound inside the room.

Whos there? I called out. Let me in!

A sound, resembling a sob, reached me faintly. I heard light footfalls. The key turned slowly, and the lock clicked.

I turned the handle, and went in.


Chapter Eight.

More Mystery.
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I HALTED ON the threshold, wondering and aghast.

Vera, in her hat and jacket, stood facing me a few yards away. She was extremely pale. There were dark shadows under her eyes, and I saw at once she had been weeping.

For a moment neither of us spoke. Then, pulling myself together — 

Why, darling, what are you doing here? I asked.

She did not answer. Her big, blue, unfathomable eyes were set on mine. There was in them an expression I had not seen there before — an odd, unnatural look, which made me feel uncomfortable.

What are you doing here? I repeated. Why did you call upon me with Davies?

Her lips moved, but no words came. I went over and took her hand. It was quite cold.

Suddenly she spoke slowly, and hoarsely, but like some one in a trance.

I cannot tell you, she said simply. I wanted to see you.

Oh, but you must!

Her eyes met mine, and I saw her arched brows contract slightly.

Nobody says, must to me, she answered, in a tone that chilled me.

Vera! Vera! I exclaimed, dismayed at her strange manner, what is the matter? What has happened to you, darling? Why are you like this? Dont you need my help now? You told me on the telephone that you did.

On the telephone? When was that?

Why, not three weeks ago. Surely you remember? It was the last time we spoke to each other. You had begun to tell me your address, when suddenly we were cut off.

I saw her knit her brows, as though trying to remember. Then, all at once, memory seemed to return.

Ah, yes, she exclaimed, more in her ordinary voice. I recollect. I wanted your help then. I needed it badly, but now—

Well, what? I said anxiously, as she checked herself.

Its too late — now, she whispered. My arm was about her thin waist, and I felt that she shuddered.

Vera, what has happened? Tell me — oh, tell me, dearest!

I took both her small hands in mine. I was seriously alarmed, for there was a strange light in her eyes.

Why did you not come when I wanted you? she asked, bitterly.

I would have, but how could I without knowing where you were?

She paused in indecision.

Im sorry. You are too late, Dick, and she shook her head mournfully.

Oh, dont say that, I cried, not knowing what to think. Has some misfortune befallen you? Tell me what it is. You surely know that you can trust me.

Trust you!

There was bitterness, nay mockery, in her voice.

Good heavens, yes! Why not? I cried.

There is no one in whom I can trust. I can trust you, Mr Ashton, least of all — now.

Evidently she was labouring under some terrible delusion. Had some one slandered me — poisoned her mind against me?

How long have you been here? I asked suddenly, thinking it best to change the subject for the moment.

Since early this morning, she answered at once.

Did you come here alone?

Alone? No, he brought me.

He? Who is he?

Dago Paulton.

Dago Paulton? I echoed. Is he the man Smithson? I asked shrewdly.

Of course. Who else did you suppose? Then, suddenly, her expression changed to one of surprise.

But you dont know him, surely, she exclaimed. You have never even met him. He told me so himself.

No, but I know about him, I said, with recollection crowding upon me.

You dont! You cannot! Who told you about him? And what did they tell you? Oh, this is awful, it is worse than I feared, she exclaimed, in great distress. And now it is all too late.

Too late for what? To do what?

To help me. To save me from him.

Does this man want to marry you?

He is going to. He must marry me. Ah! You dont know — you—

My love shuddered, without completing her sentence.

Why? Is it to save your father? I hazarded again.

To save my father — and my mother, she exclaimed. And then, to my surprise, she sank upon a chair, flung her arms out upon the table in front of her, hid her face up on them, and began to sob hysterically.

Vera, my dearest, dont — oh! dont, I said beseechingly, as I bent down, put an arm tenderly about her, and kissed her upon the cheek. Dont cry like that, darling. Its never too late, until a misfortune has really happened. You are not married to him. There may be a way of escape. Trust me. Treat me as a friend — we have been friends so long — tell me everything, and I will try to help you out of all your trouble.

She started up.

Trust you! she burst forth, her face flushed. Can I trust any one?

Ive done nothing; I dont know what you mean, or to what you refer! I exclaimed blankly.

Can you look at me like that, she said slowly, after a pause, and tell me, upon your oath, that you did not reveal my fathers secret; that you have never revealed it to anybody — never in your life?

I give you my solemn oath, Vera, that I have never in my life revealed it to anybody, or hinted at it, or said anything, either consciously or unconsciously, that might have led any one to suspect, I answered fervently, with my eyes fixed on hers.

Truth to tell, I had not the remotest idea what the secret was, nor, until this instant, had it ever occurred to me to think that Sir Charles possessed a secret. I felt, however, that I had a part to play, and I was determined to play it to the best of my ability. Vera seemed to take it quite for granted that I knew her fathers secret, and I felt instinctively that, were I to endeavour to assure her that I was in complete ignorance of everything, she would not, under the circumstances, believe a single word I said.

Do you believe me now? I asked, as she did not speak.

Yes — I do believe you, was her slow response. And then she let me take her in my ready arms again.

She seemed to have been suddenly relieved of a great weight, and now she spoke in quite her ordinary way.

Where is Paulton now? was my next question. At last there seemed to be some remote possibility of the tangle of past events becoming gradually unravelled. I knew, however, that I was treading thin ice. A single careless word might lead her to suspect my duplicity. In a sense, I was still groping in the dark, pretending that I knew a great deal, whereas I knew nothing.

He is coming to-night to fetch me.

At what time?

At ten oclock.

And you are to wait here until then?

Yes.

What have you had to eat?

Some tea, and bread and butter, and she glanced towards a table, on which stood a teapot and an empty plate.

You cant subsist on that, I said quickly.

More food is to be brought to me by old Taylor at five oclock.

I glanced at my watch. It was a quarter-past four.

Why dont you go out and go away? I suggested. There is surely nothing to prevent you. Why do you remain here in helpless inactivity?

Where should I go? I havent any money. I havent a sou. Besides — besides — I dare not disobey. If I did, he — hed — hed bring disaster — terrible disaster, upon me!

I can lend you some money, I said. Then a thought struck me.

Why not come away with me? I exclaimed. I will get you a room at an hotel, see to you, provide you with money, and take care that nobody objectionable — neither this fellow Paulton, nor anybody else — molests you.

Ah, Dick, if only I dared! she exclaimed fervently, with shining eyes.

You love me, Vera — do you not?

You know that I do, Dick.

Then leave here. Who is to prevent you? Where are your father and mother?

She turned sharply.

How can you ask that? she cried, with a quick glance. I pulled myself together on the instant. I was forgetting to be cautious.

Wouldnt it be safe for you to appeal to them for help? I asked vaguely.

She paused, evidently reflecting, and I breathed more freely.

Under the circumstances — no, she said at last, with decision. They must await developments. I must remain here. Listen! What was that? And she started in fear.

The door stood ajar. The door of the room I had been in, which opened on to the passage, was also open. Both of us listened intently. The sound of mens voices, somewhere in the house, became audible.

I crept out into the passage on tiptoe, walked a little distance along it, stopped, and listened again. Yes, there were voices in the hall. Two men were talking. At once I recognised that Sir Charles Thorold, and the man known as Davies, were engaged in earnest conversation in low tones. In the otherwise silent and deserted house, their words were distinctly audible.

We must get a doctor — we must, I heard the big fellow say deeply. I thought at first the fellow was asleep, then that he was drunk. The pulse is hardly perceptible.

But how can we? Thorold answered. It isnt safe. There would be inquiries, and if he should die there would surely be an inquest, and then—

He dropped his voice, and I could not catch the last words. Then Davies again spoke.

I found this umbrella, and these gloves, on the table in his room, I heard him say, and there are two tea-cups on the table. Both have been used, used within the last half-hour, I should say. The tea in them is still warm, and the teapot is quite hot. My heart stopped its beating. I put out an arm to support myself. A slight feeling of giddiness came over me. I broke out into a cold perspiration, for I had left my gloves and umbrella in the old mans room!

My mouth turned suddenly dry, as I thought of the tea I had doctored with the drops from the flask, of which only a little was needed to send a strong man to sleep — for ever.

But Davies and Sir Charles were talking again, so I pulled myself together.

How do you account for this umbrella and the gloves? I heard Davies ask, and Thorold answered: Let me have a look at them.

They were silent for some moments.

He has had some one there, thats evident, Sir Charles said. Who on earth can it have been? This is an expensive umbrella, silk, and gold-mounted, and these gloves, too, are good ones. Its extraordinary their owner should have forgotten to take them with him.

He may be in the house still, answered Davies. I hope, for his own sake, he isnt, Sir Charles said, in a hard voice. Let us come and have a look at poor old Taylor. We shall find the keys in his pocket, anyway, and when we have attended to the other matter, well go up and see Vera, and try to bring her to her senses with regard to Paulton. She must do it — hang it — she must! I hate the thought of it, but its my only chance of escape from this accursed parasite!

Voices and footsteps died away. Once more the house was silent as death.

Truly, that deserted house was a house of mystery.


Chapter Nine.

The Gentleman Named Paulton.
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ON CREEPING BACK to her room, I found Vera awaiting me anxiously.

She, too, had heard the men talking, she had recognised her fathers and his companions voices, though unable to catch what was being said. I bent, and we exchanged kisses. In a few words I told her what had occurred, and explained the situation. I wanted to ask her about the man Davies; how she came to know him, and if she had known him long. There were other matters, too, that I wished to talk to her about, but there was no time to do so then.

Though I pride myself upon a rapidity of decision in moments of crises, and have misled the more ingenuous among my friends into believing that I really am a man of exceedingly strong character, who would never find himself at a loss if brought suddenly face to face with a critical problem, I dont mind admitting that I am an invertebrate, vacillating creature at such times. Oh, no, I never lose my head. Dont think that. But when instant decision is needed, and there are several decisions one might come to, I get quite jumpy, half make up my mind to take one course, half make up my mind to take the opposite course, and finally take the third, or it may be the fourth or fifth.

Well, you had better get away at once, dear, Vera urged quickly, when I had told her what I had heard below.

But what are you going to do? I asked.

Oh, I know what Im going to do, she replied at once, but I want to have your plan. I know, dear, you are never at a loss when up against it, to use your own phrase. You have often told me so, or implied it.

Now I did not entirely like her tone. There was a curious gleam in her eyes, which I mistrusted. I had noticed that gleam before, on occasions when she had been drawing people on to make admissions that they did not wish to make. She was rather too fond, I had sometimes thought, of indulging in a form of intellectual pastime that I have heard people who talk slang — a thing that I detest — call pulling you by the leg. The suspicion crossed my mind at that moment, that Vera was trying to pull my leg — and I frankly didnt like it.

This is no time for joking, Vera, I said, for the gleam in her eyes had now become a twinkle. This is a time for action — and very prompt action.

I wondered how she could jest at such a moment. That is why I want you to act, she answered innocently, and to act promptly. However, as I believe you have no idea what to do, Dick, Im going to tell you what to do, and you must do it — promptly. Now, follow me. I know my way about this place. She led me softly along the corridor, turned to the right, then to the left, and then to the left again. Presently we reached the top of a flight of steep, and very narrow wooden stairs.

Follow me, she whispered again, and keep one hand on that rope, indicating a cord that served as a bannister. These stairs are slippery, or they always used to be. As a child, I used to fall down them every Sunday.

We were on the first floor. The stairs continued to the ground floor. She turned suddenly.

How about your gloves and umbrella?

There was the curious look in her eyes again, so I paid no attention.

Have you matches? she asked, a moment later.

I struck one, and, stooping, we made our way along a narrow, dark passage, with a low ceiling. Five stone steps down into a damp, stone tunnel, about twenty feet in length, then to the right, and we came to a wooden door.

Give me your keys, she said.

I did so, and she unlocked the door. It led into a little stone-flagged yard. On three sides of it were high walls, walls of houses. The wall on the fourth side, only a few feet high, was surmounted by iron rails. Stone steps led up to the gate at the end of the rails. She opened the gate, re-locking it when we had passed out, and we stood in a stone-flagged cul-de-sac, about fifteen yards long, across the open end of which, the traffic of the street could be seen passing to and fro.

And now, she said, when we had reached the street, disobeying the injunction of Paulton, you are going to tell me what I must do next.

I hailed a taxi, and we drove off in it, discussing plans as we went along.

Then I secured a room for her in a comfortable little hotel I knew of, in a street off Russell Square. The difficulty that now arose, was how to get her luggage.

She told me all her things were packed, as she was to have left for Paris that night, alone. The order received from her father was, that she should remain in an obscure lodging near Rue la Harpe, the address of which, he had given her. There she would receive further instructions. These instructions, she told me, were to come either from her father, or from Paulton. She had strict orders not to communicate with Davies. Her luggage was in Brighton. Sir Charles and Lady Thorold had been staying in Brighton, and she had come up that morning. Paulton had met her at Victoria, and taken her in a cab direct to her fathers empty house in Belgrave Street. He had told her that if she dared go out before he came to her at ten that night, he would go to the police.

But who is this man Davies? I asked.

A friend.

But cannot you tell me something more concerning him? I demanded.

At present, no. I regret, Dick, that I am not allowed to say anything — my lips are sealed.

And Paulton. Why obey him so subserviently?

Ah! she sighed. Because I am compelled.

With these rebuffs, I was forced to be satisfied.

With regard to the plan for recovering her luggage, I rose to the occasion. After pondering the problem for a quarter of an hour, I suggested that she should write a note to her mother in Brighton, saying that Paulton had suddenly changed his plans, and that her luggage was wanted at once. It was to have been sent off at eight oclock that night, when Paulton would meet it at Victoria, she had told me. The bearer of the note we would now send to Brighton — a District Messenger — would be instructed to bring the luggage back with him. I looked up the trains in the railway-guide, and found it would be just possible for the messenger to do this in the time. To avoid any mishap, I told the messenger to alight, on his return journey, at Clapham Junction, and bring the luggage from there, in a taxi, to the hotel near Russell Square.

We dined together upstairs, at the Trocadero — ah! how I enjoyed that evening! How delightful it was to sit tête-à-tête with her. Before we had finished dinner, word was brought to us that Veras luggage had arrived.

I think I managed that rather well, I said. Dont you?

No, she answered, I dont.

No?

As you ask me, I may as well tell you that I think you could hardly have managed it worse. You have simply put Paulton on my track.

But how?

How! Really, my dear Dick, your intelligence resembles a childs. You send a messenger for my luggage. Acting on your instructions, he brings it from Brighton to Clapham Junction by train, then hails a taxi, and brings the luggage on it direct to this hotel. Paulton is told by my mother in Brighton, that a messenger from London called for the luggage. All he has to do, is to ring up the messenger offices, until he finds the one where you engaged your messenger. Having found that out, he ascertains from the messenger the address to which he took the luggage in the taxi, and at once he comes and finds me.

But, I said quickly, Paulton is not in Brighton.

How can that matter? He can easily find out who took my luggage. I tell you, dear, if Paulton finds me, worse still, if he finds me with you, the result will be terrible for all of us. You should yourself have gone to Clapham, met the messenger-boy there, and yourself have brought the luggage here.

I felt crushed. I had believed my plan had been laid so cleverly. At the same time, my admiration for Veras foresight increased, though I did not tell her so.

We went back to the hotel at once, took away the luggage with us, and by ten oclock that night she was comfortably settled in another small hotel, within a stones throw of Hampstead Heath.

My sweet-faced, well-beloved told me many things I wanted to know, but alas! not everything, and all the time we conversed, I had to bear in mind the important fact that she believed me to be familiar with Sir Charles secret — the secret that had led to his sudden flight from Houghton with her mother, herself and the French maid. I mistrusted that French maid — Judith. I had disliked the tone in which she had addressed Vera, when she had called her away from me that night at Houghton, and told her that Lady Thorold wanted her. I had noticed the maid on one or two previous occasions, and from the first I had disliked her. Her voice was so smooth, her manner so artificially deferential, and altogether she had seemed to me stealthy and cat-like. I believed her to be a hypocrite, if not a schemer.

The man who had called himself Davies, Vera told me, in the course of our long conversation that evening, was not named Smithson at all. That was a name he had adopted for some motive which, she seemed to take it for granted, I must be able to guess. Mexican by birth, though of British-Portuguese parentage, he had spoken to her, perhaps, half-a-dozen times. He appeared to be a friend of her father, she said, though what interest they had in common she had never been able to discover.

Speaking of Paulton, she said, her soft hand resting in mine, that he had known her mother longer than her father, and he had, she believed, been introduced by her mother to Sir Charles, since which time, the two mens intimacy had steadily increased.

She gave no reason for the dismay the sight of the framed panel portrait of Smithson had created, or for the sudden dismissal that night of all the servants at Houghton, and the subsequent flight. I could not quite decide, in my mind, if she took it for granted that I, knowing Sir Charles secret — as she supposed — knew also why he had left Houghton thus mysteriously, or whether she intentionally refrained from telling me. But certainly she seemed to think there was no reason to tell me who had done poor James, the butler, to death, or who had fired the rifle shots from the wood, and killed the chauffeur. At the inquest on the butler, the jury had returned an open verdict.

Could he have been drowned by Paulton, and drowned intentionally? Or was Davies responsible for his death? That it must have been one of those two men I now felt certain — supposing he had not committed suicide, or been drowned by accident.

Another thing Vera clearly took for granted was, that I must have known why the man hidden in the wood had fired those shots at me. I had guessed, of course, from the first, that the bullet that had killed the driver had been meant for me; though why anybody should wish to do me harm I had not the remotest idea.

Of some points, of course, my love was ignorant as myself.

On the subject of the flask with the gelsiminum — a very potent poison distilled from the root of the yellow jasmine — that had been picked up on the drive at Houghton, just outside the front door, Vera said nothing. Indeed, though I referred to it more than once, she each time turned the conversation into a different channel, as though by accident.

By the way, darling, I said, as our lips met again in a long, lingering caress, when we had been talking a long time, why did you ring me up to tell me you were in trouble and needed my help, and why did you call with Davies at my chambers?

Several times during the evening I had been on the point of asking her these questions, but on each occasion she had diverted my intention. It seemed odd, too, that though I had more than once asked her to tell me Davies true name, she had each time turned the conversation without satisfying me. And at last she had point-blank refused to tell me.

Why? I wondered.

She looked at me steadily for some moments.

It seems almost incredible, Dick, she said at last, speaking very slowly, and drawing herself away, that knowing my fathers secret, you should ask those questions. Tell me, how did you come to make the terrible discovery about my father? How long have you known everything? Who told you about it?


Chapter Ten.

Relates a Strange Incident.
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VERAS VERY DIRECT questions took me aback, though I had expected them sooner or later. Who told me? I said, echoing the words in order to gain time for thought, my arms still about her. Oh, Im sure I cant remember. I seem to have known it a long time.

It cant have been such a very long time, she answered, still looking at me in that queer way that made me feel uncomfortable. Surely you must remember who told you. It is hardly the sort of thing one would be told every day — or even twice in ones life, is it?

Honestly, I said with quick decision, I cant tell you how I came to know it.

Your cannot means will not, she said, and her lip twitched in the curious way that I knew meant she was nettled.

However, after that she dropped the subject, and I felt relieved. I hated deceiving her, yet I was compelled. I am not an adept in the art of what Lamb calls walking round about a truth, at least, not for more than a minute or two at a time, and my love had such quick intelligence that it is no easy matter — as I had several times discovered, to my discomfiture — to mislead her.

For the first time since we had met in the house in Belgrave Street, our conversation became purely personal.

I had almost feared the events of the past weeks might have altered her regard for me, and it afforded me intense relief to find I was mistaken. For I was desperately in love with her, more so than I cared to admit even to myself. And now I found to my joy that my love for her was apparently fully reciprocated.

And yet why should she care for me? This puzzled me, I confess, though I know as a thoroughgoing man of the world and as a cosmopolitan that women do take most curious likes and dislikes. I am neither clever, good-looking nor amusing, nor, I believe, even particularly good company as it is called. There are scores upon scores of men just like myself. You meet them everywhere, in town and in the country. Society teems with them, and our clubs are full of them. Men, young and middle aged, who have been educated at the public schools and Universities, who have comfortable incomes, are fond of sport, who travel up and down Europe, who have never in their lives done a stroke of work — and dont intend ever to do one if they can help it — who live solely for amusement and for the pleasure of living.

What do women see in such men, women who have plenty of money and therefore do not need to marry in order to secure a home or to better themselves? What did — what could Vera Thorold see in me to attract her, least of all to tempt her to wish to marry me?

Vera, my dearest, I said, when we had talked of each others affairs for a considerable time, why not marry me now? I can get a special licence! Then you will be free of all trouble, and nobody will be able to molest you. I shall have a right to protect you in every way possible.

Free of all trouble if I marry you, Richard? she answered, reflectively, evading my question, and looking at me queerly.

And why not? I asked. I felt rather hurt, for her words seemed to imply some hidden meaning. Dont you think I shall be good to you and treat you properly?

Oh, that would be all right, she answered, apparently amused at my misconstruing her meaning. I am sure, Dick, that you would be good to any girl. I have already heard of your spoiling two or three girls, and giving them presents they had no right to accept from you — eh? she asked mischievously.

I am afraid I turned rather red, for, to be candid, I am something of a fool where women are concerned. At the same time I was surprised at her knowing the truth, and I suppose she guessed this, for, before I had time to speak again, she went on — 

You must not forget that I am a modern girl, my dear old Dick. I know a great deal that I suppose I have no business to know, and when I hear things I remember them. Dont for a moment flatter yourself that I think you perfect. I dont. My frank opinion of you is that you really are an awfully good sort, kind, sympathetic, unselfish — singularly unselfish for a man — generous to a fault, and extravagant. In short, I like you far, far better than any man I have ever met, and I love you very much, you dear old boy — but there it ends.

I should rather say it did! I answered. If you really think all that of me, I am more than satisfied.

On the other hand, she continued quickly, I dont pretend to think — and you neednt think I do — that you are not just like most other men in some respects, in one respect in particular.

What is the one respect?

You are dreadfully susceptible — oh, yes, Dick, you are! There is no need for any one to tell me that. I can see it in your face. Your eyes betray you. You have what I once heard a girl friend of mine call, affectionate eyes. She said to me: Never trust a man who has affectionate eyes, and I never have trusted one — except you.

I am flattered dear. Then why not do what I suggest? I asked, raising her soft hand to my lips.

It wouldnt be safe, Dick, it really wouldnt. We must wait until — until Paulton is dead.

Until Paulton — is — until he — is dead! I gasped. Good Heavens! that may not be for years!

She smiled oddly.

He may live for years, of course, she answered drily.

What do you mean? I asked, staring at her in amazement.

I mean, she said, looking straight at me, and her voice suddenly grew hard, that when he is dead, the world will be rid of a creature who ought never to have been born.

Her eyes blazed.

Ah! Dick — Ah! Dick! she went on with extraordinary force, sighing heavily, if you only knew the life that man has led — the misery he has caused, the horrors that are traceable to his vile diabolical plots. My father and mother are only two of his many victims. He is a man I dread. I am not a coward, no one can call me that, but — but I fear Dago Paulton — I fear him terribly. She was trembling in my arms, though whether through fear, or only from emotion, I could not say. Nor could I think of any apt words which might soothe her, except to say — 

Leave him to me, dearest. Yet from what you tell me, I said after a pause, I can only suppose that some one is — how shall I put it? — going to encompass Paultons death.

Who knows? she asked vaguely, looking up into my eyes.

I shrugged my shoulders, but said nothing. There was nothing I could say. This much I had suspected at any rate — Paulton had been responsible for the chauffeurs death — or Vera believed him to have been.

When I left my beloved late that night, and returned to King Street, I was not satisfied with my discoveries. So many mysteries still remained unsolved. What was the danger that had threatened her when she had rung me up at my flat, and begged me to help her? Where had she been staying? What danger threatened her now? What hold had the man Paulton over her, and why did she fear to disobey him? Most perplexing of all — what was her fathers secret, and why had he fled from Houghton?

There were many minor problems, too, which still needed solution. Who was Davies; what was his true name, and why was he so intimate with Sir Charles?

Again I seemed to see that curious stain on the ceiling of the room in Belgrave Street, and once more I wondered what had caused it. It might be, of course, merely a stain caused by some leaking pipe, and yet — 

I thought of that remarkable conversation I had heard in the hall of the unoccupied house. What had they meant when they said they must bring Vera to her senses? Also, why had they seemed averse from calling in a doctor to see the old man Taylor, and to — 

Taylor! I had been so much engrossed with Vera and her bondage of terror for the past few hours that I had forgotten all about him. Taylor. Had he recovered consciousness, I wondered, or had he — 

A cold shiver ran through me as this last thought occurred to me.

It must have been quite two oclock in the morning before I fell asleep. I am not an early riser, and my first feeling when I was awakened by John shaking me rather roughly, was one of annoyance. With difficulty I roused myself thoroughly. My servant was standing by the bedside, looking very pale.

There are two police-officers downstairs, he said huskily. They have come — they say they have come, sir—

Well, out with it, I exclaimed wrathfully, as he checked himself abruptly. What have they come for? Do they want to see me?

He braced himself with an effort — 

They say, sir, he answered, that — that theyve come to arrest you! It is something to do, I think, with some old man whos been found dead in an unoccupied ouse.


Chapter Eleven.

Contains some Strange News.
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MY HEART SEEMED to stop beating. Old Taylor, then, was dead, and I sat up in bed, staring straight before me.

For nearly a minute I did not speak. All the time I felt Johns calm gaze, puzzled, inquisitive, fixed upon me. I had gone through enough unhappiness during these past weeks to last me a lifetime, but all that I had endured would be as nothing by comparison with this. I could not blind myself to one fact — I had poisoned old Taylor deliberately. Had I, by some hideous miscalculation, the result of ignorance, overdosed him, and brought his poor old life to a premature end? I might be charged with manslaughter. Or worse!

Why! I might be convicted of murder. I might even be hanged! The grim thought held me breathless.

And Vera — my thoughts fled to her at once — what would become of Vera? Even if I were only imprisoned, and only for a short spell, Vera would have none to look to for help, none to defend her. She would be at the mercy of her persecutors! I think that thought appalled me even more than the thought that I might be tried for manslaughter or murder.

Oh, I said at last to John, its some mistake. The police have made some grotesque blunder. You had better show them up, and I will talk to them.

No blunder had been made, and I knew it.

I must say that I was surprised at the officers extreme courtesy. Seeing they were about to arrest me on suspicion of having caused a mans death, their politeness, their consideration for my feelings, had a touch of irony.

They waited while I had my bath and dressed. Then we all drove together to the police-station, chatting quite pleasantly on topics of passing interest. At the police-station my name and address and many other particulars, were taken down in writing. With the utmost gravity a pompous inspector asked me what birthmarks I possessed, if any, and various other questions ending with if any. I wondered whether, before he had done, he would ask me my sex — if any.

Nearly a month dragged on — days of anxiety, which seemed years, and I had had no word from Vera!

I shall never forget that trial — never.

My opinion of legal procedure, never high, sank to zero before the trial at the London Sessions ended. The absurdity of some of the questions asked by counsel; the impossible inferences drawn from quite ordinary occurrences; the endless repetitions of the same questions, but in different sets of words; the verbal quibbling and juggling; the transposing of statements made in evidence and conveying a meaning obvious to the lowest intelligence; the pathos indulged in when the old mans end came to be described; the judges weak attempts at being witty; the red-tapeism; the unpardonable waste of time — and of public money. No, I shall never forget those days.

It lasted from Monday till Thursday, and during those four days I spent eleven hours in the witness-box. Ah! what a tragic farce. I received anonymous letters of encouragement, and, of course, some offensive letters. I even received a proposal of marriage from a forward minx, who admitted that though still at school, in Blackheath, she had read every word of the trial, that she kept a dear portrait of me, cut out of the Daily Mirror, under her pillow at night. I felt I must indeed have reached the depths of ignominy when my hand was sought in matrimony by an emotional Blackheath flapper. A pretty flapper, I admit. She sent me five cabinet portraits of herself, in addition to a miniature of herself as a baby. Phew! What are our young people coming to?

Well, in the end I was acquitted, and told that I might leave the Court without a stain upon my character.

Certainly that was in a sense gratifying. In the face of acrobatic verbal feats Counsel representing the Director of Public Prosecutions had indulged in during the trial, I felt that anything might have happened, and was fully prepared to be branded a felon for life. The drug, the jury decided, had been administered without any intention whatever to do more than send the old man to sleep for an hour or so, and an analysis of the tea left in the cup proved beyond a doubt, that this tea could not possibly have caused death, which had been due to heart-failure. I had been traced, it seemed, by my gloves and umbrella left in the old mans room. Other details — long-winded ones — I need not describe.

The problem now was, what to do next. My name, Richard Ashton, had become a sort of butt. Everybody knew it, had seen it in print twenty times during the past week. Mentioned by the comedian in a music-hall, it at once created laughter. I laughed myself — not uproariously, I admit — when a comedian at the Alhambra compared me to an albatross, thereby causing the entire audience to shake with merriment, and a stranger to turn to me with the remark — 

Richard Ashton! What a Nut, eh?

Now the vulgar term Nut was in its infancy then, and new to me. I pawed the air in a vain endeavour to grasp the point of comparing me first to an albatross, and then to a nut. Nuts dont grow on ash trees, or I might have thought the ash of Ashton bore some kind of relationship to a nut. Finally I gave it up, convinced that I must be deficient in a sense of humour.

Meanwhile, my beloved had disappeared. To my chagrin I ascertained at the hotel at Hampstead that a man had called on the day following my arrest, and that she had gone away with him, taking all her luggage.

A description of the man failed to help me to identify him. From it I decided, however, that it was not Sir Charles who had called for Vera, nor yet the mysterious Smithson. My natural inference, therefore, was that the fellow Paulton had discovered her hiding-place, and compelled her to go away with him.

I tried hard to put into practice my theory that it is useless to worry about anything, and for some days I remained passive, watching, however, the advertisement columns in the principal daily newspapers, for during our evening at the hotel, Vera had incidentally remarked that she had, while at Brighton, advertised for a bracelet she had lost, and by that means recovered it. I advertised for news of her. But there was no response.

On the Sunday, having nothing particular to do, I looked in during the afternoon at one of my usual haunts, Tattersalls sale yard. I thought it probable I should there run across somebody or other I knew, and I was not mistaken. At the entrance I overtook a little man whose figure I could not mistake. The little sporting parson from a village outside Oakham was a great friend of mine, and he had told me that, whenever in town for a week-end he invariably went to Tattersalls on the Sunday afternoon to see what horses were to be sold there next day.

Not that I can afford to buy a horse, oh dear no! I remembered him saying to me in the drawing-room at Houghton. You know what parsons families are. Mine is no exception to the rule!

I had upbraided him for his lack of forethought, and he had chuckled, adding seriously that in his opinion the falling birth rate spelt the downfall of the Nation, a point upon which I had differed from him more than once.

Hullo, Rowan! I exclaimed, as I overtook him, and quietly slipped my arm into his from behind, making him start. I see you spoke the truth that day.

He was frankly delighted to see me. I knew he would be, for he is one of the few Rutlanders I have met who are wholly devoid of what some Americans term frills. I believe that if I were in rags and carrying a sandwich-board and I met little Rowan in the streets of London to-morrow, he would come up to me and grasp me by the hand. There are not many men of whom one can say that. I dont suppose more than ten per cent, of my acquaintances, if as many, would look at me again if next week I became a pauper.

What truth, and when? he asked, in answer to my remark.

Dont you remember telling me, I said, I believe it was the last time we hunted together, that when in London you always do two things? You said: I always attend service on Sunday morning, and Tattersalls on Sunday afternoon. How is the old cob?

Getting old, Dick, getting old, like his master, Rowan said with a touch of pathos. I hear the Hunt talk of buying me another mount. It is good of them; very good. I am not supposed to know, of course.

And so you have come to find something up to your weight, eh? I went on. He does not, I suppose, ride more than eight stone twelve in his hunting kit. He is the wiriest little man I have ever seen.

No, he answered. I have come to have a last look at Sir Charles Thorolds stud. It comes under the hammer to-morrow, as, of course, you know.

Thorolds horses to be sold! I exclaimed. I had no idea. Then he has said good-bye to Rutland for good and all. I am sorry.

So am I, very. He is a man I have always liked. Naturally his name is in rather bad odour in the county just at present, but that does not in the least affect my own regard for him.

It wouldnt, I said to him. You are not that sort, Rowan. It is a pity there are not more like you about.

He changed the subject by asking if I had seen Sir Charles and Lady Thorold lately.

I have not seen Lady Thorold since the Houghton affair, I answered. I have seen Sir Charles, but not to speak to.

I recollected how I had caught a glimpse of him in that house in Belgrave Street.

You have heard the latest about Miss Thorold, of course? he said, as we passed into the Yard, which at this hour — about four oclock — was crowded with well-dressed men and women.

The latest? What do you mean?

Dear me, he exclaimed, smiling. Why, we country cousins know more than you men about town after all, sometimes. Shes at Monte Carlo.

At Monte? Vera Thorold!

Yes.

What is she doing there? Who is with her?

I dont know whos with her, or if any one is with her. She is pretty independent, as you know, and well able to take care of herself — a typical twentieth century girl.

But who told you she was at Monte?

Several people. Ah! theres Lord Logan! Hell tell us. He was speaking of her yesterday. He returned from the Riviera only a couple of days ago.


Chapter Twelve.

Gossip from the Sunshine.
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OH, YES, THATS right enough, Lord Logan said, when we questioned him. I saw her the night before I left. She was playing trente-et-quarante — and winning a bit, too, by Gad!

He was an ordinary type of the modern young peer — well-set-up, unemotional, faultlessly groomed. He produced a gold cigarette case as he spoke, and held it out to me. I noticed that the cigarettes it contained bore his coat of arms.

These cigarettes are not likely to be stolen from you, I said lightly, indicating the coat of arms.

He smiled.

You are right. I was the first to start the fashion — get em from Cairo every week — and now everybodys doin it, haw, haw! Ive got my cartridges done the same way. At some places where one shoots the beater fellers rob one right and left — the devils. I said to one of my hosts the other day, I said: Your cartridge carriers are a lot of bally rogues. What do you mean? he asked, bristlin up like a well-bred bull-dog. Well, I said, you make em all turn out their pockets, and youll see, I said. And he did!

And what was in them?

In them? Damme, what wasnt in them? My dear feller, every beater who had carried cartridges had a dozen or two cartridges in his pockets then — its a fact. And wed done shootin, and the beaters were goin home, so they couldnt pretend they were just carryin the bally cartridges in their pockets to have em handy. But there wasnt a cartridge of mine missing among the lot. They knew only too well they wouldnt be able to sell to the local ironmonger cartridges with a coat of arms on em — eh what? And thats why I now have my cigarettes tattooed in the same way. I believe my servants used to rob them by the hundred. They dont now, except perhaps a handful to smoke themselves, and of course thats only natural. What was it you were askin me just now? Ah, yes, about Vera Thorold. She seems to be a flyer.

Did you speak to her?

Oh, yes, I talked to her right enough. She did look well. Simply lovely. White cloth frock, you know. Shes all alone at Monte, stayin at the Anglais.

Did she say how long shed be there?

No. I didnt ask her. She was winnin the night I saw her. I never saw such devils luck — never. I lost over a thousand on the week, so I thought it time to pay my hotel bill — what?

The three of us made the tour of Tattersalls together, admiring, criticising, fault-finding. Among Thorolds horses was the mare I had ridden on that last day I had been at Houghton. What a long time ago that seemed! I felt tempted to make a bid for her next day, she had carried me so well.

Then I thought again of my well-beloved. What an extraordinary girl she was! Ah! how I loved her. Why had she not told me that she meant to go to the Riviera? Why — 

An idea flashed in upon me. I was getting bored with the mad hurry of London. This would be a good excuse for running out to the Côte dAzur. Indeed, my chief reason for remaining in town had been that I believed Vera to be there still, either in hiding for some reason of her own, or, what I had thought far more likely, forced against her will by that blackguard Paulton to remain in concealment and keep me in ignorance of her whereabouts.

Instead of that she was on her own — how I hate that slang phrase — at Monte Carlo winnin a fortune, as Lord Logan had put it.

A strange world, my masters! Never were truer words spoken. The longer I live the more I realise its strangeness. When I arrived at Monte Carlo by the day rapide from Paris, rain was pelting down in torrents, and a fierce storm was raging. Wind shrieked along the streets. Out at sea, lightning flashed in the bay, while the thunder rattled like artillery fire. I was glad to find myself in the warm, brilliantly-lit Hotel de Paris, and when, after dinner, I strolled into the fumoir, it was so crowded that I had difficulty in finding any place to sit.

Among the group of men close to whom I presently found myself, conversation had turned upon the pigeon-shooting at Monte. From their remarks I gathered that an important event had been decided that day, the Prix de — I forget what, but the prize appeared to be a much coveted cup, with a considerable sum in added money. This had been won, it seemed, by a Belgian Count, who had killed twenty-seven pigeons without a miss.

Mais cest épatant — vraiment épatant! declared an excitable little Frenchman, as he pulled forward his chair. He went on to explain, with great volubility and much gesticulation, the difficulties that some of the shots had presented. This Frenchman, I gathered further, had backed the Belgian Count every time from his first shot to the last, and had in consequence won a lot of money.

Time was when trap-shooting appealed to me. I have shot pigeons at Monte, at Ostend, and here in England at Hurlingham at the Gun Club, also at Hendon, but it has always struck me as being a cold-blooded form of amusement — its warmest supporters can hardly call it sport. Not that there is more cruelty connected with pigeon-shooting than with game-shooting, as some would have us believe. Indeed, I have always contended that trap-shooting is less cruel than game-shooting, for pigeon-shooters are one and all first-rate shots — if they were not they would lose heavily and soon give up the game — with the result that the greater proportion of the birds shot at are killed outright, a thing that cannot be said of game, where ones tailor sometimes takes out a licence.

But why is it, I wonder, that pigeon-shooters, considered collectively, are such dreadful-looking men? I have often wondered, and I am by no means the only man who has noticed this feature of pigeon-shooters. Glancing carelessly at the crowd seated near me now, it struck me forcibly that I had rarely set eyes on such a dissipated-looking set. Men of middle age, most of them, obese, fat-faced, with puffy eyes and sagging skin, they looked capable of any villainy, and might well have been addicted to every known vice.

One man in particular arrested my attention. His age was difficult to place. Lying, rather than sitting, back in a softly-padded leather chair, with crossed legs, and with one arm hanging loosely over the arm of the chair, he talked in a singularly ugly voice between his yellow teeth, which clenched a long cigar stuck in the corner of his mouth.

Another twist, and he would have cleared the boundary, he was saying to his companion, a good-looking English lad of five-or-six-and-twenty. The second barrel cut him to pieces; its extraordinary what a lot of shot a blue-rock can carry away. How did you come out on the day?

Badly — shocking, answered the young man. I backed the guns to start with, and you know how badly the whole lot of you shot. Then I started backing the bird, and you began to kill every time. My luck was out to-day — dead out.

I saw his friend smile.

Dago was the one lucky man this afternoon, I should say, the first speaker remarked presently. But there — hes always lucky.

Instantly my interest was aroused. Dago! Could it be — surely — ?

Yes, hes lucky enough, the other answered. Then, after a pause he added: Thats a man I cant stand.

Cant stand? Why?

Oh, I dont know. The fellow gets on my nerves. How does he live? Have you any idea?

You mean, what is his source of income? Im sure I cant tell you. But for that matter, how do half the men we meet here at Monte manage to live? It would not be well to ask. They have money, and that is the main thing. All we require is to transfer to our own pockets as much of it as we can.

The young man looked at him thoughtfully for some moments, then said — 

Yes, I suppose so.

The tone in which he spoke was ironical, but his companion didnt notice it.

Do you know Paulton well? the elder man asked himself.

As well as I care to. Why do you ask?

Only just out of curiosity. Many people form an unfavourable impression of him when they meet him first, and afterwards they come to like him.

Thats the reverse of my case, answered the young man quickly. The first time I met him I rather liked him, I remember. But after I had met him several times — well, I changed about him. He may be all right! I dare say he is. I suppose our personalities are not akin, as I have heard some one put it.

Hes a fine shot.

You are right. He is. I thought he would win the cup to-day.

The bird that knocked him out was badly hit. If he had killed it, he would have won second money.

The young Englishman lay back, stretched himself, and yawned. Im getting fed up with this place, he said at last. I shall get back to England in a day or two. How long shall you remain here?

It depends — partly on Dago. Were running a sort of syndicate together, you know — or probably you dont know. He has to see one or two men here about it before we leave.

What sort of syndicate?

I am afraid Im not at liberty to tell you — yet. I can tell you this — though, we have a lady interested in it, a very pretty girl. That ought to appeal to you, and he laughed.

Have I seen her? the young man asked, looking at him curiously.

His companion pondered. Then suddenly he exclaimed — 

Why, yes — of course you have. She was playing trente-et-quarante the other night, and nothing could stop her winning. She won a maximum and went on and on, simply raking in the money. You and I were there together. I am sure you must remember.

That girl!

The tone in which he uttered these words surprised me. Could it be Vera of whom they had been speaking? According to Lord Logan she had won heavily at trente-et-quarante. And if so, who was this man, this partner and friend of Dago Paultons? And what could the secret syndicate be in which both were interested?

I had my back to the door, and the middle-aged man who spoke between his teeth and was lying back in the lounge chair was almost facing me. Suddenly, a look of recognition came into his eyes — he had seen some one behind me enter, whom he knew.

Ah, here is good old Dago, he exclaimed. He held up his hand and signalled to him.

I had fitted a cigarette into my holder, struck a match, and lit up slowly, while I composed my thoughts. Now I half-turned to gaze upon this man of whom I had heard so much, and was now to see for the first time.


Chapter Thirteen.

In the Web.
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I HELD MY breath.

I should have recognised him at once from the panel portrait, though he looked some years older than when that photograph had been taken.

Of medium height, and rather broadly built, he had all the appearance of a gentleman. His hair was very short, with dark grey, rather deep-set eyes, and thick dark eyebrows. The hair was parted in the middle, and plastered down, but he was not in evening clothes, as were the men to whose conversation I had been listening.

He shook hands cordially with his friend, nodded to the good-looking young man, and called to the waiter to bring him a chair, those near by being all occupied. While waiting for the chair to be brought, he suddenly caught sight of me, evidently in recognition, for he turned quickly and spoke in a low tone to his friend, who at once glanced in my direction.

All this! felt rather than saw, for I was not looking directly at the two men.

Where had Paulton seen me before? That was the first thought that occurred to me, and of course I could not answer it. I had no recollection of having ever seen him previously. Suddenly, he crossed over to me.

Mr Richard Ashton, I think? he said in a genial tone, and with a smile.

Yes, I answered rather stiffly, none too pleased at his addressing me. I certainly had no wish to know him.

My names Paulton, he said, ignoring my coldness. Ive seen you before. You were pointed out to me one night at the Savoy. I want to introduce my friend. Henderson, let me present you to Mr Richard Ashton. Mr Ashton — Mr Henderson.

It was done before I could say anything — before I could avoid it. There was nothing for it, therefore, but to pretend to appear pleased.

He asked me what I would drink, and I had to say something — though I hated drinking with the fellow. Put yourself in my place — drinking with a man who had tried in cold blood to kill me, and who had shot an innocent man dead! I felt it had been weak of me not to ignore his greeting and meet his look of recognition with a stony stare. But regret for a mistake was useless now. I had made a false step when I spoke to him, and I couldnt suddenly, apparently for no reason, turn my back upon him.

A sudden terrific gust of wind shook the heavy windows, and a sheet of rain splashed against the panes like a great wave, distracting, for the moment, every ones attention. A storm on the Riviera is always heavy and blustering.

I have just come in, Paulton said. In all my life I dont recollect such an awful storm as this, except once in the Jura, when I was out boar-shooting. How fortunate it didnt start while the pigeon-shooting was on to-day.

He turned to me suddenly.

By the way, Ashton, he said familiarly, we have a mutual friend, I think.

Indeed? I answered drily. Who is that?

Sir Charles Thorolds daughter, Miss Vera.

I was astonished at this effrontery — so astounded that my surprise outweighed my feeling of indignation at the tone of familiarity in which he spoke of Vera. He might have been referring to some barmaid we both knew.

I think he detected my annoyance, but he said nothing. After a pause I replied, keeping myself in check — 

Is Miss Thorold a friend of yours?

A friend of mine? Rather. I should say so!

He glanced across at Henderson, and they both smiled significantly. This was intolerable.

I do know Miss Thorold, I remarked, emphasising the Miss Thorold, but I dont remember that she has ever mentioned your name to me.

No, probably she wouldnt mention it. Vera is discreet, if she is nothing else.

The impertinence of this reply was so obvious, so pointed, that I knew it must have been intentional.

Really, I dont follow you, I said icily. What, pray, has Miss Thorold to say to you, and what have you to say to her?

Oh, a very great deal, I can assure you.

Indeed? How intensely interesting!

It is, very. Her flight from Houghton that night must have astonished you.

I could bear the fellows company no longer. Emptying my tumbler, I rose with deliberation, and, excusing myself with frigid politeness, strode out of the fumoir.

In the vestibule I met the good-looking young Englishman. He had left the room soon after Paulton had entered. Now he came up and spoke to me.

I hope youll forgive my addressing you, he said in well-bred accents, raising his hat, but I heard your name mentioned when Paulton introduced Henderson to you. May I ask if you are the Mr Richard Ashton?

It depends what you mean by the Richard Ashton, I answered. This young man attracted me; he had done so from the first.

Do you happen to live in King Street, St. Jamess? he inquired abruptly.

Yes, I do.

Then youre the man I have for weeks past been wanting to meet. I believe you know Miss Thorold — Miss Vera Thorold.

I do.

She wants particularly to see you.

How do you know that?

Because she told me, or rather a friend of hers — to whom I am engaged to be married — did. They are together at the Alexandra Hotel, in Mentone. My friend is staying there with an aunt of mine.

Surely if Miss Thorold wished to meet me she could have written to me, or telegraphed, I said rather frigidly.

No. I think I ought to tell you that the man who introduced himself to you some minutes ago — the man Dago Paulton — has entire control over her — she goes in fear of him! She did not dare write to you, or even send you a wire. She knew that if she did he would find out. The lady to whom I am engaged told me this some days ago, and told me a great deal about you that had been told to her by Miss Thorold.

Do you mind telling me your name? I said, looking at him squarely.

Faulkner — Frank Faulkner. Paulton is a man of whom you ought to be very careful. He is really a scoundrel, that I dont mind telling you. I have just been told by a man who really knows, that he has forced Miss Thorold to take an active interest in a rascally scheme of some kind that he and Henderson have devised. I am told by my lady friend — her name is Gladys Deroxe — that Miss Thorold tried her utmost to have nothing to do with it, but Paulton threatened to reveal something he knows concerning her father, so in the end she consented. Paulton has no longer a card for the Rooms; he was shut out last year for some reason, and he has lately been compelling Miss Thorold to go and play there in his place. Her luck at trente-et-quarante has been phenomenal, but all the money she has won he has of course at once taken from her, she is his factotum. I am very glad for her sake that you have come out. I suppose it was by accident you came? You didnt expect to find her here — eh?

On the contrary, I said, I chanced to hear only last Sunday that Miss Thorold was staying on the Riviera — so I decided to come over at once, I said.

She knows that you are here, you know.

She knows? Why, who on earth can have told her?

I have just been telephoning to Miss Deroxe over at the Bristol at Beaulieu. Miss Thorold is there with her. I told them that a man named Ashton was here, and I described your appearance. Miss Thorold said at once it must be you. Unfortunately she leaves to-night for Paris, and Miss Deroxe goes with her.

But why is she going to Paris? I exclaimed eagerly.

Who? Miss Thorold? Shes acting on Paultons orders. Her visit has some mysterious bearing upon the scheme I have just spoken about.

The door of the fumoir opened at that moment, and Paulton and Henderson came out into the vestibule. At once they must have seen Faulkner and myself conversing, and for an instant a look of anger flashed into Paultons eyes. The expression subsided quickly, and he and Henderson approached smiling calmly.

Im prepared to bet that I know what you two were talking about, Paulton said lightly, addressing Faulkner. You were talking of Vera. Ah! Am I wrong? No, I see Im not. You have told our friend Ashton that she goes to Paris to-night. Well, you are mistaken. Information has reached me that there has been a landslip on the line beyond Beaulieu, and it is blocked in consequence.

Then he turned to me.

Would you like to come over to Beaulieu, Ashton? he said, as though making some quite ordinary request. My car will be here presently. I can take you too, Faulkner, if you wish to see Miss Deroxe. I am going straight to the Bristol.

I was about to refuse, when Faulkner spoke.

I should like to go, and Mr Ashton will of course come.

Good. My car should be here in a quarter of an hour.

He strolled over to the bureau, and I heard him inquire for letters. There were several. He took them from the gold-laced porter, sank on to a settee, and began to tear them open.

Why did you accept his offer? I inquired of Faulkner, in an undertone, as I lit a cigarette.

Never mind, he answered quickly. I know what Im doing. Leave everything to me now. At that moment the large glazed double doors leading into the Place in front of the Casino revolved slowly and a tall, imposing-looking woman of thirty-five or so, in rich black furs, which had all the appearance of being valuable, sailed in, followed by her maid carrying a small bag. Paulton, glancing up from his letters, noticed her, and at once sprang to his feet.

Ah, Baronne, how pleasant to meet you again! he exclaimed, as he approached her. I expected you here sooner.

I should have been here an hour ago, she exclaimed, but the train was delayed. This storm is awful!

She had a rich, deep contralto voice, one of those speaking voices that at once arouse interest and curiosity. It aroused interest now, for the guests seated in the hall simultaneously interrupted their conversation in order to look at the new arrival, so striking was her appearance.

I went to the station quite a while ago, Paulton said. They told me the train could not arrive.

It has not arrived yet, I believe, she answered. I got off at a wayside station, drove the two miles into Beaulieu, and then hired the car which has just brought me on here.

She was indeed a handsome woman, obviously a woman of singular personality. Exceedingly dark, with great coils of blue-black hair that her travelling-veil only partly concealed, she was very handsome still. When I had watched her for nearly a minute, wondering whom she might be, my gaze unconsciously drifted to the quietly-dressed maid who stood respectfully and demurely a few feet behind her mistress, bearing a large leather dressing-case in her hand. Her appearance somehow seemed familiar. Suddenly she turned her face rather more towards me, and I recognised her at once.

It was Judith, the French girl who had been Lady Thorolds maid. Her beady little black eyes rested on me for an instant, then were quietly lowered. But instinctively I knew that in that single, swift glance she had recognised me — and I certainly held her in suspicion.

The rooms have been retained for you Baronne, I heard Paulton say, the rooms you had last year. Shall I order supper?

Certainly. Please do, the deep voice answered. Tell Gustave to send it to my rooms in a quarter of an hour. Ma foi! I am famished.

For the first time I noticed that she spoke with a foreign accent. But it was not very marked.

Then I shall see you later, Paulton said, as the new arrival moved towards the lift. À tantôt, Baronne.

À bientôt.

Paulton bent over her hand, and when the doors of the lift had shut he came across to us.

Youd better get into your coats, he said. My car is just coming round!

Who is the lady? Faulkner asked carelessly.

Who? Paulton exclaimed. You dont mean to say you dont know Baronne de Coudron? I thought everybody in Monte knew the Baronne — by sight. Shes one of my best friends.

As the big grey Rolls-Royce sped through the darkness, the storm still raged. None of us spoke. Three glowing cigars alone indicated our whereabouts.

Whether or not it was the stiff brandy-and-soda I had had in the smoking-room, I know not, but I suddenly realised that I was becoming curiously drowsy. I tried to keep awake. My eyelids felt like lead. They were smarting, too. Presently I was aware that something glowing red had fallen to the ground. Afterwards I came to know it had been Faulkners cigar.

I do not know what happened immediately afterwards. My mind suddenly became a complete blank.

At last, hours afterwards, I suppose, I slowly struggled back to consciousness.

Where was I?

The room, and all in it, was strange to me. All was utterly unfamiliar. My head ached very badly. My back and limbs were stiff. I got off the sofa where I had lain asleep, scrambled to my feet, and looked about me. At once I saw Faulkner. He was asleep still, in a most uncomfortable attitude, in a big leather armchair. His mouth was wide open.

A glance out of the window showed me that the house we were in was in the open country. Already it was broad daylight, and a perfect calm had succeeded the storm of the previous night. But had it been the previous night? I supposed so. Signs of the storm were still visible everywhere — trees blown down and lying on their sides, branches and great limbs lying about. The country all around was densely wooded. Look in what direction I would, only trees, grass fields and mountains were visible. There was not a house in sight; not a cottage; not a hut.

I went over to Faulkner, and shook him roughly. He was still sleeping soundly, and it took me some minutes to arouse him into consciousness.

His first observation when at last fully awake, was characteristic of the young man — 

Where, in Heavens name, am I?


Chapter Fourteen.

The Perfume.
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I DASHED ACROSS to the door. It was locked. Now tell me, what do you make of it? Faulkner asked, when he had looked about the unfamiliar room and stared blankly out of the window.

The solution seems pretty obvious, I said. Weve been drugged, or in some way made unconscious last night in Paultons car, and driven here. I distinctly remember trying to keep awake. You gave me that cigar I smoked. Was it one of your own?

He paused, then said — 

Now I come to think of it, Ashton, I remember noticing I had three cigars in the case I left in the pocket of my overcoat when I hung it in the cloakroom. There were only two when I pulled the case out in the car. I wondered then if the cloakroom attendant had helped himself. Paulton was the first to light up, you may remember, and he offered us cigars, whereupon I said I had some, and I gave you one of mine — one of the two. It struck me that my cigar had rather a peculiar flavour, but after a while it got all right. I believe those weeds must have been slipped into my case by Paulton and my own cigars removed. The ones we smoked last night were drugged, that I will swear.

I pulled out my watch.

What time do you make it? I asked. My watch has stopped.

He produced his own and glanced at it.

So has mine, he said. It stopped at five minutes to four.

We both sat in silence for some moments. Obviously there was nothing to be done but to wait for somebody to come. The door was locked, there was no bell in the room, and the room was on an upper floor.

Over an hour must have passed, and we had endeavoured to take our bearings.

From what we could see of the place from the high up window, it was a huge rambling old château with round turrets, and slated roofs, overlooking a large sloping park in the midst of picturesque mountains, many of which were still tipped with snow. The situation was perfect, but it was in a remote, lonely spot, without another house in sight.

In the front was a long double colonnade with a terrace which commanded a fine vista down the valley. The style was that of Louis XV, as indeed was the furniture of the room, and there were several old paintings and works of art in the apartment.

It was a huge grim place, which seemed to be half a prison, half a fortress — a place wherein dwelt the ghosts of a glorious long-forgotten past. There was an air of neglect and decay about its time-mellowed court-yard, some of the walls of which were half-hidden by ivy. One of the round towers indeed was roofless, while what had once been an Italian flower-bed was now but a wilderness of weeds.

Outside the sun shone brightly, and, from its position, we concluded the hour must be nearly noon. Then, all at once we simultaneously caught the sound of footsteps. Some one was coming very softly apparently, along a carpeted passage outside the door. I went across to the sofa, lay down, and pretended to be asleep, Faulkner following my example, lying back in the big chair. At the door the footsteps stopped. There was a pause. Then a key was inserted into the lock almost noiselessly, the lock clicked, the handle turned, and the door was pushed open a little way.

Somebody bent over me. I breathed heavily, in pretence of sleep. The footsteps moved away, and, as I parted my eyelids slightly, I saw a woman — quite a young girl. She had her back to me and was bending over Faulkner apparently to ascertain if he too, were asleep. Acting upon a sudden impulse I sprang from the sofa, ran to the door, slammed it, and stood with my back to it.

To my surprise the girl looked at me quite calmly.

I knew you would do that msieur, she said, and her voice, though she spoke with a marked French accent, was very pleasant. Did you think that I supposed you both were asleep? Ah, non, your friend here is wide awake, though he too keeps his eyes shut and his mouth open.

The girl was quite pretty, about eighteen I judged, refined in appearance, with large, innocent brown eyes, dark eyelashes and eyebrows, and auburn hair that turned to shining gold as the suns rays, entering at the window, touched it.

As she stopped speaking, Faulkner opened his eyes, sat up, and stared at her with undisguised admiration. Then, as the absurdity of the situation struck us, we both laughed.

Whoever you are, I said, trying to speak seriously, though, under the circumstances, and with a pretty girl staring into my face, with an expression in her eyes that was partly of amusement and partly mockery, I found it hard to do so. Whoever you are, I should really like an explanation.

Explanation of what?

I want to know why we have been brought here — what place this is, and who had the cool impertinence to lock us in here.

Oh, I had the cool impertinence to lock you in, she answered, smiling.

You! And who are you? And whose house is this?

This is the Château dUzerche. It belongs to the Baronne de Coudron. I am the Baronnes niece.

The Château dUzerche — eh?

I could not for the moment, think of anything else to say. The girl spoke quite naturally, as though nothing unusual had occurred.

I am going to bring your déjeuner in a minute, she said, drawing down the blinds to keep out the sun. Will you both give me your word you wont leave this room if I leave the door unlocked? Please do — for my sake.

She looked so captivating as she said this, her voice was so soft, and altogether she seemed so charming, that Faulkner at once answered that he had not the least desire to leave the room if she would promise to come back as quickly as possible, and to stay a little while.

Then you will promise? she asked, her big eyes set on his.

How foolish! Why? I asked, interrupting.

Well, she replied. If you will remain here I will bring you a visitor.

A visitor?

Yes, she laughed. Somebody you know.

Who?

A great friend of yours.

I looked at her puzzled.

A friend — man or woman?

Female, she assured us with a charming accent. Your friend Mademoiselle Thorold.

Vera! I gasped. Is she here?

Yes, was her reply. She is here.

How well Vera knew my character when she told me that day I was susceptible. I think I am dreadfully so. The look in those great brown eyes gazing into mine seemed to weaken my will until I had to answer almost sulkily — 

I suppose I must. Yes, I — well, Ill promise for the present anyhow, I said.

Not to leave this room before my return? she said.

Not to leave this room before you return, I repeated.

Then she left us, and we sat looking at each other like a pair of fools.

Well, Faulkner said. If you can be rude to a pretty girl like that, Ashton, I cant, and I dont intend to be. Besides, if Vera is here, Gladys may be here also!

I thought you said you are engaged to be married?

I did. And I am. But I dont see why, for that reason, you need call me a fool for being ordinarily polite to another woman, or to any woman, especially if we are to meet Vera.

You quite mistake my meaning, I said. I say we are a pair of fools — I am more to blame perhaps than you — for being coerced by a chit of a girl into promising to stay here, as though we were a pair of schoolboys put on their honour. It is downright silly, to say the least. Yet we must not break our parole — eh?

I liked Faulkner. His spirit, and his way of saying what he thought amused me. One meets so few men nowadays with pluck enough to say what they really think and mean.

The young girl, whose name was Violet — Violet de Coudron — spread the white cloth, laid the table, and herself brought in our déjeuner. What position did she occupy in the house, we both wondered. Surely there must be servants, and yet... where was Vera?

You have to stay here until to-morrow, she said, when we had begun our meal — the cooking was excellent, and the wine was above reproach.

And, until then, you are under my supervision. Those are my orders.

Your orders, received from whom — eh? I asked.

Mademoiselle Thorold wishes it.

Were we brought here yesterday, or when? Faulkner asked presently.

About two oclock this morning.

And what was this grim joke?

That I may not tell you, msieur, she replied. Indeed, I couldnt tell you — for I dont know. Miss Thorold knows.

Who lives here usually? I asked. The Baronne?

She is rarely here. But that is enough. I cannot answer more questions. Is there anything else that I can get you?

Nothing else we needed, except tobacco, and she brought us that. Very good tobacco it was, too.

Wearily the day passed, for though the room we were in was well-furnished, there were few books in it. We could, of course, have gone out of the room, out of the house probably, but our pretty little wardress had placed us on parole.

Whether or not the house was occupied, even whether there were servants in it, we could not tell. And the matter did not interest us much. What we should have liked to know was, why we had been brought there, still more, how Vera Thorold and Gladys Deroxe were faring in our absence. During the past weeks my life seemed to have been made up of a series of mysteries, each more puzzling than the last. I was distracted.

During the afternoon, while sitting together, very dejected, we suddenly caught the faint sound of a female voice singing.

Both of us listened. It was Veras voice, a sweet contralto, and she was singing, as though to herself, Verlaines Manoline, that sweet harmonious song — 

Les donneurs de sérénades,
Et les belles écouteuses,
Échangent des propos fades
Sous les ramures chanteuses.

Cest Tircis et cest Aminte
Et cest léternel Clitandre
Et cest Damis qui pour mainte cruelle
Fait maint vers tendre.

The girl brought us tea presently, and, late in the evening, a plain dinner. The room was lit by petrol-gas. Each time she stayed with us a little while, and we were glad to have her company. She was, however, exceedingly discreet, refusing to make any statement which might throw light upon the reason of our confinement.

How strange it all was. Vera did not appear. We laughed at our own weakness and our own chivalry.

She showed us the bedroom where we were to sleep. Beautifully and expensively-furnished, it had two comfortable-looking beds, while a log-fire burnt cheerily in the grate — for the evening after the sunshine was singularly chilly in the mountains.

If Vera does not come by mid-day to-morrow, Faulkner said, as we prepared to get into bed, I shall break my parole and set out to discover where she is. Our pretty friend is all very well, but my patience is exhausted. Im not in need of a rest cure just at present.

We had both been asleep, I suppose, for a couple of hours, when I suddenly awoke. The room was in total darkness, but somehow I felt the presence of some stranger in the room. At that instant it flashed in upon me that we had left the door unlocked. Straining my ears to catch the least sound, I held my breath.

Suddenly a noise came to me, not from the room, but from somewhere in the house. It was a cry — A cry for help! Sitting bolt upright in the bed, I remained motionless, listening intently. I heard it again. It was a womans cry — but this time fainter — 

Help! Help! sounded in a long drawn-out gasp — a gasp of despair.

Something moved in the darkness. Again I felt, rather than heard it. My mouth grew dry, and fear, a deadly fear of the unknown, possessed me.

Who is there? I called out loudly.

There was no answer, but the sound of my voice gave me courage. I stretched my arm out in the darkness, meaning to reach over to Faulkners bed and prod him into wakefulness, when by chance I touched something alive.

Instantly a cold, damp hand gripped my own, holding it like a vice, and a moment later I was flung down on my back on the bed, and held there firmly by a silent, unseen foe.

In vain I struggled to get free, but the speechless, invisible Thing pressing me down in the darkness, kept me pinned to the bed! I was about to cry out, when a third hand closed about my throat, preventing me. It was a soft hand — a womans hand. Also, as it gripped me, a faint perfume struck my nostrils, a perfume familiar to me, curious, rich, pungent.

And then, almost as I stopped struggling, the room was suddenly flooded with light.


Chapter Fifteen.

Within an Ace.
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SLOWLY I REALISED that Paulton was bending over me, holding me down.

The Baronne de Coudron, upon the opposite side of the bed, had her thin, strong sinewy hands upon my throat. Beside the gas-jet a yard or two away, Faulkner stood with his hand still holding the little chain he had pulled in order to turn on the light.

Nobody spoke.

The Baronne, removing her hands from me, stood upright, big and strong, gazing down upon me still. She wore an elaborate kimono made of some soft pink Eastern material. Paulton was in evening clothes, one shirt-cuff was turned back.

You should have taken my advice, msieur, the Baronne said in her deep voice, addressing Dago Paulton. She spoke quite calmly.

Instead of answering, and without loosening hold, he half-turned, apparently undecided what to do, until his eyes rested upon Faulkner. Then suddenly, to my surprise, he released me. I got up.

Faulkner, come here, he said sharply.

The young man — he was in the blue pyjamas he had found laid out upon the bed when Violet de Coudron had shown us into the bedroom — looked quietly at the speaker for a moment or two, then answered with the utmost sang-froid — 

Im not your servant, hang you! Dont speak to me like that.

You may not be my servant, but I now control your movements, Paulton retorted quickly. Therefore you will please do what I order. I take it that you know that I brought you and Ashton over here.

Naturally.

Have you any idea why?

None.

Then I will tell you. Listen.

He was standing beside the bed. The Baronne, near him, looked with interest at Faulkner and myself as we now stood together a yard or two away from them.

For some months past, Paulton said, watching me with an unpleasant expression, you have been on intimate terms with the Thorolds.

Really, I answered, shortly, I cant see what concern that is of yours. I have known the Thorolds intimately for a good many years. Perhaps you will tell me your reason for the extraordinary liberty you took last night in bringing us here. I consider it a gross impertinence.

Impertinence! he laughed. Let me tell you both, he said, that you have to thank this lady, he turned slightly to indicate the Baronne, for being alive to-day. When I brought you here I intended that neither of you should ever again be heard of. Your disappearance would have made a stir, no doubt, but the stir would not have lasted; you would soon have been forgotten here. Dead men tell no tales. But the Baronne interfered.

Im sure we feel deeply grateful, I answered ironically. One would think we were conspirators, or criminals, by the way you talk. So far as Im aware, I never set eyes on you until last night in the Hotel de Paris.

Quite likely, he replied, but that is beside the point. You possess information you have no right to possess. You know the Thorolds secret, and until your lips are closed I shall not feel safe. Ah! that remarkable secret again! What on earth could it be? That was the thought that flashed across my mind, but I merely answered— You cant suppose I shall reveal it?

He smiled coldly.

Not reveal it, man, when you know what is at stake! You must think me very confiding if you suppose I shall trust your bare assurance. As I have said, I intended to — to — well, to close both your mouths.

Why Faulkners, I asked.

Because he is to marry Gladys Deroxe, who is so friendly with Vera Thorold, who is to be my wife. Vera knows too much, and may have told her little friend what she knows. I mistrust Veras friends — even her friends friends. You understand?

At that rate, I answered, growing reckless, you will need to remove a good many people.

That is possible. It is for that reason—

Oh, why talk so much! the Baronne interrupted impatiently. Tell him everything in a few words, and have done with it!

I will. He said fiercely, You both stand in my way. I brought you here last night to get rid of you. I came into this room some minutes ago to carry out my plan. I was going to kill you both with an anaesthetic. Then the Baronne came in, threatening to wake you if I tried to do what I had said I should. I felt you touch me in the dark, I knew we had awakened you, and at once seized you — the Baronne held your throat to prevent your calling out. Then Faulkner sprang up and turned on the light and—

He paused, listening. There had been another cry for help, barely audible even in the stillness of the night. He glanced at his companion. She too had heard it.

They looked meaningly at each other, but neither moved to leave the room. The cry had sounded so piteous that I should myself have rushed out to ascertain whence it came. Was it Veras voice? Paulton was near the door, and to have passed him would have been impossible.

Was it my Vera? The thought held me in a frenzy.

There is only one way, he went on, as though nothing had happened, for you to regain your liberty. I should not offer even this, had not the Baronne persuaded me to against my better judgment.

What is the way?

You must never attempt to see Vera again. And you, Faulkner, must write at once to Gladys Deroxe and break off your engagement. It is the only alternative. Do you both agree?

Neither of us answered. The suggestion was a childlike one.

Is there no other way? I asked at last in order to gain time.

None.

Then I refuse absolutely, Faulkner exclaimed hotly.

Your proposal is ridiculous, I declared with a grin.

Paulton turned furiously on the Baronne.

I said what it would be! he broke out with a curse. Get out of my way!

She had sprung in front of him, but he pushed her aside. Again she rushed forward to stop his doing something — we had not guessed what it was — and this time he struck her a blow in the face with his open hand, and with a cry she fell forward on to the bed.

Beside myself, I leapt forward, but Faulkner was nearer to him and I saw his fist fly out. I did not know then that Faulkner had won friendly bouts against professional light-weight boxers at the National Sporting Club. It was a stunning blow, Faulkners fist hit him on the mouth, at what boxers call the crucial moment, that is, just before the arm straightens. Paulton reeled backward, his lower lip rent almost to the chin.

His hand disappeared. Now it flashed out with a Browning pistol, but as the shot rang out the woman leapt to her feet and struck his arm away. An instant later Faulkner was behind him deftly twisting his left arm so that he bent backward with a scream of pain.

I had wrested the weapon from him ere he could shoot again, and as I helped Faulkner to hold him down I realised the mans colossal strength. Mad with fury, and with blood pouring from his mouth, he struggled to get free. But the twisted arm that Faulkner still clutched tightly by the wrist with both hands, kept him down. Suddenly he changed his tactics. He had wormed himself half round on the floor, his teeth closed tightly upon Faulkners right shoulder.

Twist his right arm — quick! Faulkner shouted at me.

I did so, and the man lay flat upon his back, his two arms screwed so tightly that I marvelled they did not break.

The strange, warm smell that I had noticed in the room for the first time some minutes previously, and that had gradually grown stronger, was now so oppressive that it almost stifled us. Still holding down our man, we both glanced about the room to find out whence it came, and now we noticed that the atmosphere was foggy, or so it seemed. The Baronne was standing by us, staring down at Paulton, but not attempting in any way to help him. Her gaze was dull, almost vacant. She seemed stupefied.

An odd noise, as of distant roaring, sounded somewhere in the house. It was growing louder. All at once I saw the Baronne move quickly to the door. She listened for a moment, then turned the handle slowly.

As the door opened a little way, a cloud of dense, yellow smoke swept into the room, choking and nearly blinding us. She slammed the door and locked it.

Dieu! she gasped, pale as death.

And then, simultaneously, we knew the awful truth, that the château was on fire; that our only way of escape was made impassable by smoke.


Chapter Sixteen.

The Harvest of Fire.
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IN FACE OF Death human antagonism becomes suddenly absorbed in the mad craving for Life.

The bitter hatred, the fearful rage, the furious struggle of the past few minutes were, in that instant, forgotten as though they had never been. Speechless with terror we gazed hopelessly at each other. Ah! I can see that picture still. Am I ever likely to forget it?

The Baronne, deathly white, stood there a handsome figure, trembling in her wonderfully embroidered pink kimono, her eyes fixed and starting as though madness were stealing into her brain. Paulton stood with his lips badly cut. Young Faulkner was erect and calm, with set teeth, blood spattered about his pyjamas, and an angry red wound showing at the spot where Paulton in his frenzy had bitten into his shoulder.

Truly, it was a weird and terrible scene. I stood aghast.

The fierce devouring roar in the house increased. It sounded like a furnace heard at night in the Black Country. Quickly the air grew thicker. Through the door, dark yellow, choking smoke percolated, then rolled upward in spirals that became merged in the general atmosphere.

We both slipped into our clothes hurriedly. Then Faulkner was the first to act.

Crossing quickly to the window, he pulled aside the curtains, thrust down the handle, and pushed open both frames. A red, quivering glow flickered in the blackness of the night, revealing for an instant the level meadow far below, the trees silhouetted upon it, the outlines of a distant wood.

Now he was kneeling on the broad window-sill of the long casement window, his body thrust far out. I saw him glance to right and left, then look down towards the earth. Slowly he drew back. Once more he stood amongst us.

We are pretty high up, he said, without any sign of emotion. Thirty feet I should say.

He looked about him. Then he went over to the beds, and pulled off all the clothes.

Six blankets and six sheets — but I wouldnt trust the sheets, and the blankets are too short, he observed as though nothing unusual were happening.

A washstand, a couple of antique wardrobes, four chairs with high carved backs, a dressing-table and a smaller table, was all that the room contained besides the beds. He glanced up at the ceiling. It was solid. He tore up the carpet. Beneath it was a loose board, hinged. He lifted it by the ring. Smoke rolled up into his face, and he slammed the board down again, stamping his foot upon it. And at that instant the gas suddenly went out.

In the sky, the lurid light still rose and fell over the meadows and hills. The fierce roaring in the house grew louder. From a cover beyond the lawn came the echo of crackling wood and cracking timber, but nowhere was a human voice audible.

At this juncture, to my amazement, Faulkner calmly produced his cigarette case, lit a cigarette, topped it and offered me one. I took it without knowing what I did — I, who had so often pretended that in a moment of crisis I should never lose my head!

Whats to be done? I gasped, beside myself. Where is Vera? I knew that in another moment I should be upon my knees, praying as I had only once in my life prayed before. It is, alas, only at such times that many of us think of our Maker and invoke His aid. In the ordinary course of life prayers weary so many of us and we feel we do not need them. I remember still, a typhoon off Japan, and how everybody prayed fervently. Yet when the seas subsided, and we felt safe once more, we all pretended we forgot how frightened we had been, and especially how we had implored forgiveness for our sins and promised never to sin again. We humans are, after all, but abject cowards.

There is nothing to be done, that I can see, Faulkner answered. He glanced again at the beds, now naked of coverings, then up at the curtain-pole over the window. He pulled over the smaller table, climbed on to it, then proceeded, leisurely as it seemed to me, to examine the rings of the curtain-pole with the help of the bedroom candle he held above his head. Every second brought us nearer a terrible fate.

These are good stout hooks, he said, puffing smoke out of his nose. They ought to hold all right. What do you think, Ashton?

Oh, for the love of Heaven do something — anything! I exclaimed, for already the room was stifling, and down the passage the fire could be heard crackling as it ate its way towards us. I dont know what to think. I dont know what you mean, or what you ask me.

Why, he answered, we can easily get the steel cross-pieces off those bedsteads, and, hooked one to another with these stout brass curtain-hooks they will reach to the ground easily. The question is — how shall we be able to secure the top one, and, when it is secured, shall we be able to let ourselves down the steel bands without cutting our hands to pieces? These flat bedstead bands are very sharp, you know.

He remained fiddling with the hooks with one hand, while with the other he still held the candle above his head. The heat was becoming intolerable. Now we could hardly see across the room, and the smoke hurt our eyes.

All this had happened quickly, though in my dread the seconds seemed hours.

A wild cry in the room made us start. The Baronne had apparently gone suddenly mad. Dashing towards the door, she unlocked it and flung it wide open. An instant later she had disappeared — rushed out into the blinding smoke.

I ran at the door to slam it. As I did so I stumbled over something on the floor, and fell heavily.

I had stumbled over Paulton. In a paroxysm of terror he knelt there, motionless. He was praying! At any other time I should have felt nothing but unutterable contempt for him — a man I believed to be a murderer, driven through sheer mental torture to mumble prayers to his Creator whose name I had several times heard him blasphemously invoke. Now I felt only pity — intense pity. But I had no time to think. Clambering to my feet I managed to reach the door through the smoke that choked me, and to shut it securely. The Baronne de Coudron had, I knew, rushed to her death in her sudden access of madness — madness induced by terror.

Faulkner had removed all the hooks from which the heavy curtain-rings had hung. Now he was at work wrenching the steel bedstead binders from their sockets and hooking them together. Mechanically I helped him. And all the time I could hear Paulton, hidden in the darkness, beseeching the Almighty to save him from a terrible death.

Louder and louder grew the roar of the approaching fire, and with it the crackling of the woodwork and the falling of scorched walls. From afar came the sound of a mighty crash, the glare in the sky brightened, a thousand sparks were swept across the window. Instinctively we knew that in one of the west wings a roof had fallen in.

Hark! What was that? A voice was calling — a girls shrill voice, it sounded almost like a childs. Whence did the cry come? It was nowhere in the house. Yet it could hardly be outside.

Help! Quick! Quick! My God! Help! The door of the room creaked ominously. Phew! The heat in the passage was scorching it. In a minute it would burst into flame. Where was that voice? I rushed to the window — 

Hello! Hello! I shouted at the top of my voice.

The cry came from above. Tightly clutching the window frame I leapt forward and peered up in the darkness. As I did so, a coil of stout rope fell past me and disappeared. Now a rope was hanging down across the window from above. I stretched out an arm, and was just able to clutch it.

Is it fast? I shouted.

Yes — fast to an iron staple that supports the chimney. Get out, quick! Quick!

Go down first — go down! I shouted up.

I tell you to get out! the girls voice cried. This was no time for courtesies. The girl said we must go, and so...

I was pulled back violently from the window and flung on to the floor. A man was clutching at the rope. It was Paulton. At the same instant a shout of laughter sounded in the room. Scrambling to my feet, I saw Faulkner laughing. Had the man any nerves at all? Did he know what fear meant?

Paulton did that, he exclaimed. I think hes the limit. Look at him sliding down — the cur! Who is the girl above?

I dont know, and dont care! I cried. Do for the love of Heaven, follow down. Im suffocating. The fire will be on us in an instant.

And leave the girl! he said in a tone of reproach and surprise. You cant mean it, Ashton.

She wont go first — she said so.

Wont she?

He went over to the window, leaned out as I had done, and looked up as best he could.

Go down at once, he shouted in a tone of extraordinary firmness. We dont move until you do.

I suppose his commanding tone made her realise he really meant to wait. Anyway, a moment later a girls figure appeared, swinging above the window. She rested her feet upon the window-sill, and looked at us.

Dont be frightened, she said. It is tied very firmly, and the staple cant give way.

Dont be frightened! And this from the chit of a girl, as I had called her the night before when she had so cleverly induced us to stay in the room. She was just visible now in the blackness beneath, as she slid down the rope with remarkable agility.

Go ahead, Ashton, Faulkner said, as the rope slackened. Ill steady the rope while you go down. Dont get excited! Theres lots of time.

Smoke was floating up from the window now as though the window were a chimney. My smarting eyes met Faulkners as I clutched the rope with both hands and prepared to swing out. His eyes were bloodshot, red and swollen. Yet he was actually smiling. And he had lit another cigarette!

It was with a feeling of intense relief, that as I looked up from the ground, I saw Faulkner swing out on the rope from the fourth storey window, twisting round and round like a joint upon a roasting jack. It is said that in moments of acute crisis thoughts, absurd in their triviality, sometimes take prominence. It was so now. As I watched, with halting breath, Faulkners hunched-up figure slowly sliding down like a monkey on a string, only one thought was in my mind.

Would he, when he reached the ground, have that cigarette between his lips?

He reached the ground, and I went up to him. In an access of emotion I grasped him by the hand.

You are a hero, old chap! I exclaimed. A perfect hero!

Dont be foolish, Ashton, he answered. Instead, hand out that box of matches. I do think, he added, it might have occurred to you to hang on to the rope to prevent my spinning round in that absurd fashion. I hate being made to look ridiculous.

He struck a match. Yes, the cigarette was still between his lips!

I had never before seen a blazing house at close quarters, and the sight impressed though it appalled me. Together we walked out into the weedy Italian garden, a hundred yards or more, and there stood watching the spectacle. Truly, it was superb. One after another immense sheets of flame shot up high into the sky, parted into fifty tongues which quivered for an instant, then vanished.

Where was Vera? What of her? Was she still alive, or had she died in that awful furnace?

A breeze was at our backs, and thus the smoke was swept away, revealing the conflagration in all its awful grandeur.

And now the window we had just left began suddenly to turn red. The redness grew brighter. As I watched it, panting with excitement, a red and yellow ribbon licked the window frame that a few minutes previously we had clutched. The ribbon broadened, lengthened, swept out into the night, lapping the grey wall of the old château until it floated high above the roof, shrivelling the ivy and burning it to ashes.

That was the last window in the main building. There was nothing more to burn. For some moments the flames seemed slightly to subside. Then, all at once, with a great crash which must surely have been heard a mile or more away, the entire roof broke inward, opening up to the sky an inferno from which blazing fragments in their thousands and myriad sparks shooting up into the sky illuminated fields and woods for several miles around.

What a gorgeous sight!

It was the middle of the night, and the place being far removed from any habitation save the little village two miles off behind the hill, the alarm had not yet been raised.

I turned. Faulkners eyes, wide open, were rivetted on the scene. For the first time in his life, as I believe, he had given way to his emotion. Ah! he added in an undertone, how this makes one think!

Think? I said. Of what? My only thought was of my loved one.

He turned his head and looked at me.

Oh, he answered cynically, of what we shall have for lunch to-morrow. Good Heavens! he exclaimed, and in the light cast down upon us by the blood-red canopy flickering in the sky above I could see his eyes shining strangely, Have you no sense at all of grandeur? Cant you realise and appreciate the overpowering magnificence of all this? Have you no sentiment, romance or poetry at all in your conception? Dont you feel the hand of Providence? Doesnt this bring home to you the majesty of eternity better than any religion that has been tried or thought of? Really, Ashton, really...

I was amazed at his sudden outburst of pent-up feeling — I had imagined him cold, undemonstrative, unemotional, a being without nerves and devoid of temperament. So his self-control and apparent calmness had been nothing but a mask. I think I liked him all the better for it.

We heard voices — womens shrill, terrified voices. We were unable to locate them. Suddenly I started. Surely that was Veras voice! Yes, I recognised it.

Attentively we both listened. Then, as the flames shot up again, lighting up the meadows away to the woods, we both distinctly saw in silhouette a man and a woman struggling in the distance.

The man had her by the wrists. He was overpowering her. At that same moment the red glare sank, and both were hidden in the darkness.


Chapter Seventeen.

Found in the Débris.
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WE WERE ON the alert in a moment.

Though we searched in the darkness for a distance of a hundred yards or more, we failed to come upon either the man or the woman of whom we had caught a brief glimpse as they struggled desperately.

Nor did we again hear the sound of voices. That I had heard Veras voice, I felt convinced. We wondered if there was a lodge, and how far it was away. Perhaps the servants had taken shelter there.

The whole place seems to be deserted, Faulkner said when, after a futile search, we again found ourselves near the burning château, where the fire had by this time subsided considerably. And yet there must have been people in the house — at any rate, servants.

We walked right round the château. What a huge old place it had been! No wonder the fire had taken a long time to reach us, if it had broken out, as it presumably had done, in a wing remote from the room where we had been. Judging by the architecture of the outer walls I concluded that the château must have been built towards the end of the fourteenth century, and afterwards added to.

There was a sharp nip in the air, and we felt chilly enough. Already the streaks of dawn were striving to pierce the belt of leaden clouds, against which the black pinewoods could be seen distinctly outlined.

Faulkner turned to me.

Have you any money? he asked.

Plenty, I answered. Why?

When it is daylight we must make for the nearest village and get a conveyance to the railway-station. We must be miles from everywhere, or fire-escapes would have come along before now. I suppose the Baronne is dead.

She can have escaped only by a miracle, I said. We shall probably know soon.

And that cur — Paulton. What can have become of him?

I cant help thinking it was Paulton we saw struggling. But who can the woman have been? I hope it wasnt Vera. I am certain I heard her voice. What do you think?

It may have been Mademoiselle de Coudron, Faulkner said. She seems to have disappeared. What a brave girl! She must have climbed along the roofs to save us, with the fire just behind her. I wonder who the woman was who called for help first of all — I mean before we knew that fire had broken out.

The whole thing is most mysterious, but the biggest mystery is the disappearance of everybody. We heard at least three voices in the darkness!

Happening to glance down the long carriage drive which, after winding for a hundred yards across the broad, level lawns, disappeared into the wood, I noticed two men on horseback approaching at a walk. They had just emerged from the wood, and, so far as I could see in the half-light, were officials of some kind.

They broke into a jog-trot as they caught sight of us, and took a short cut across the grass. As they came near us we saw that they were two gendarmes.

What are you doing here? one of them asked sharply in French.

I didnt like his tone, and I saw Faulkners lip twitch with annoyance. Instead of answering, we looked the two men up and down.

What are you doing here — tell me at once, the speaker repeated, in a bullying tone.

I suppose we did look disreputable, standing there without collars, with unlaced boots, and with our coat collars turned up. Also a days growth of beard is hardly conducive to a smart appearance, and in most civilised countries but America a man is judged by his appearance and by the clothes he wears.

Who set fire to the château? demanded the gendarme, quickly losing his temper as we refused to speak.

Oh, we did, of course, I exclaimed in French, meaning to be cynical. We burnt it down on purpose.

The man raised his black eyebrows, and glanced at his companion.

You hear that? he said meaningly.

The man who had remained silent produced a notebook and scribbled in it.

Faulkner turned to me.

A few more of your witticisms Ashton, he said, and we shall get penal servitude. Dont you know you are talking to State officials, and have you ever known a State official to be other than matter-of-fact? For Heavens sake, dont make more statements that may be used in evidence against us.

My friend was joking, Faulkner said in his perfect French to the man who had addressed us; but the official seemed not to understand what the word plaisanterie meant.

At this juncture the men exchanged one or two remarks in a rapid undertone. Then, while one of them remained, apparently to keep guard over us, the other cantered away across the turf, struck the road close to the wood, and disappeared.

In the absence of his companion, who apparently was his superior in authority, the gendarme thawed to some extent. We gathered that the Château dUzerche was about eighty miles by road from Monte Carlo, and twelve or so miles from Digne, in the Bedeone Valley, also that no village lay within a radius of two miles of it. Small wonder, therefore, that no fire-escape had come.

Where is la Baronne de Coudron? the man asked suddenly.

We explained that we feared she had been either burnt or suffocated. At this he looked grave.

And her companion, the Englishman Monsieur Paulton, where is he?

Again we explained. He had escaped from the fire, but, since his escape, we had not seen him.

Why do you want to know? Faulkner asked, in his politest tones.

Because, the man answered, taken off his guard, we have a warrant for the arrest of both Madame la Baronne and the Englishman.

Arrest! For what? Faulkner asked.

On several charges. The most recent is a charge of obtaining money by fraud — a large sum. There is also a charge of blackmail.

Against both?

Against both.

I was silent. Here was a new phase of the affair. By degrees we gathered from him that Paulton was known to be interested in various undertakings of, to say the least, a dubious nature, also that he promoted wild-cat companies in England, on the Continent, and in America. Information that especially interested us was that all who had escaped from the fire had made their way to the lodge at the entrance to the drive.

It was at this juncture that the other gendarme reappeared. He was still on horseback, and, as he came towards us slowly, our attention became centred upon the man who walked beside him, with one hand on his stirrup. In the distance it looked very like Paulton.

He seemed quite composed. His mouth was bound up, partly concealing his face.

When a few yards from us the gendarme reined up. As he did so, Paulton raised his arm, pointed at me, and said in French — 

Thats the man you came to arrest. That is Dago Paulton.

And his companion? the gendarme asked.

Is his valet.

And your name, monsieur?

Ferrari — Paoli Ferrari. My father was Italian, my mother English. I have been in Mr Paultons service as butler for the last three years. Previous to that I was butler to Count Pinto — the Portuguese diplomat who had won the cup for shooting.

Thank you, monsieur, I am exceedingly indebted to you, the gendarme said blandly. Then, producing an official-looking document, he said to me — 

We have to take you into custody, you and Madame la Baronne.

For some moments, indignation prevented my speaking. Was it possible these outrageous statements of Paultons would be taken without question? Such a thing seemed monstrous and grotesque, but knowing, as I did, how intensely stupid some police officials are, no matter to what country they may belong, I thought it likely that I should presently be marched off and placed under lock and key.

Faulkner, to my annoyance, seemed amused.

They will march you twelve miles to Digne, he said, and when you get there and prove your identity they will apologise in the most humble fashion for the mistake that has been made. Meanwhile, you will have had your twelve-mile walk, and Paulton have been allowed to escape. Had we looked less disreputable than we do, our statements might have been believed in preference to his.

In my indignation I at first became sarcastic, and thinking that liberty at that moment would be far better than being held up upon a false charge, I made a sudden bolt for it, cutting swiftly across a meadow and leaping a stream. I am a good runner, but, of course, the mounted gendarmes were quickly upon me, and cut me off, so I soon found myself in their hands.

Faulkner elected to come with me, but we were not marched to Digne. Instead, we were allowed to walk leisurely alongside the horses as far as the village, a distance of two miles or so, and there were shown into a comfortable room in the tiny police bureau, and given breakfast. The garde-champêtre spoke English fluently. He had lived in England several years. Consequently in a short time we succeeded in convincing him of the blunder the gendarme had made, and in proving who we were.

By this time the village was beginning to awaken, and crowds were on their way to the château. We soon found a tradesman willing to let out a horse and trap in return for a louis paid in advance. In this we also started back for the château, anxious to get news of Vera, and of Violet.

On our way by the road, we found the lodge of the château, it had not been in sight more than a minute, when a large red car passed out through the gateway into the high road we were on, turned, and sped away from us along the long white ribbon of road at terrific speed. It must, we calculated as it dwindled into a distant speck, have been travelling at a speed of quite sixty miles an hour. Faulkner looked at me significantly. Our surmise had been correct, the servants had sought shelter at the lodge and had now left.

By the time we reached the smouldering ruins, a score of people, all of them peasants, stood staring at it. The good French farmers had each some platitude to make: It must have been an enormous fire; It must have burned very quickly; Some one must have set it alight, and so on. They were all people of the bovine type, as we found when we tried to obtain information from them.

The Baronne and her niece lived there. That was about all that they could tell us. Apparently they knew nothing of Paulton — had never seen or heard of him.

How many servants had there been in the Château they knew not. But a man and several women had just left the lodge in a motor-car.

We can do no good by staying here, Faulkner said at last. We had better make for Digne. What puzzles me is, where can the servants be? There must have been servants, and they could have told us something. They are not at the lodge. Perhaps Paulton had taken them with him in the car we had seen. The only soul at the lodge is an old woman who is stone deaf, and she is crying so that she cannot speak at all.

We stood gazing thoughtfully at the still smouldering fire, when Faulkner said suddenly — 

What is that big, square thing down among the twisted girders? and he pointed to it.

We could not make out what it was. Then, all at once I realised.

Why, I said, its a safe — one of those big American safes. I expect its contents are uninjured.

But where was Vera? Ah! I felt beside myself in anxiety — a breathless, burning longing, to know how fared the one woman in all the world who held me in her hands for life, or for death.

She loved me, truly and well — of that I was convinced. And yet she existed in that mysterious hateful bondage — a bondage which, alas! she dared not attempt to break.

What could be the truth? Why were her lips closed? — Ay, why indeed? I dreaded to think.


Chapter Eighteen.

In which the Mask is Raised.
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THREE DAYS HAD passed.

Two curious things happened while we were sitting in the atrium of the Casino in Monte Carlo during the interval.

In the first place Paultons friend, Henderson, whom I had met only on that one occasion in the fumoir of the hotel, happened to saunter in. He looked hard at both of us, but either did not recognise us — a thing that I think hardly possible — or else deliberately cut us.

Later, I went over to the buffet with Faulkner, for the play was not interesting, and we had decided to leave. A dozen men stood there, talking, and suddenly I caught the word DUzerche.

They were talking of the fire three days previously. Anxious to hear all I could about Château dUzerche, I moved a little nearer.

Theyve not discovered the Baronnes body, I heard the young Frenchman say, and apparently no one else was burnt. I wonder if those old rumours one heard about the Baronne were really true?

What rumours? his companion, a bald-headed gambler, asked. I dont seem to remember hearing any.

You mean to say you have never heard the stories that everybody knows? the first speaker exclaimed. My dear fellow, where do you live?

In Paris as a rule, his friend answered drily. I returned here last week.

Ah, pardon me, I had forgotten. Well, it has long been common talk—

He lowered his voice and spoke into his companions ear. I approached as near as I dared, but I could not catch a word.

You cant mean it! his friend exclaimed. Surely it isnt possible!

Everything is possible, mon cher ami, the first speaker said. The less possible things seem, generally the more possible they are. I shall be anxious to hear what is found inside the safe that the newspapers say has been discovered amongst the débris. If it is not claimed it will, I take it, be the duty of the police to open it.

But surely it will be claimed.

I doubt it under the circumstances. I believe the rumours to be true.

An electric bell rang arrogantly, in warning that the curtain was about to rise, and some moments later the atrium was half deserted.

I told Faulkner what I had heard. He seemed in no way surprised.

I thought it inadvisable to tell you this before, he said after a pause, but now that you have got wind of it I may as well tell you the rumours — or rather the chief one. The rest dont matter. The Baronne de Coudron was known to be extremely rich, yet a few years ago she was quite poor. She bought the Château dUzerche recently. How and where she suddenly got the money is a mystery that has puzzled everybody, and rumours have been afloat that she obtained it by means which could lead her to penal servitude. But of course nobody knows anything definite — so nobody dares do more than insinuate.

The gendarmes seemed to know something definite, I said.

Yes, and much use they made of it! Paulton is most likely safely back in England by now.

They can arrest him there of course.

They can — but will they? Do you think officials capable of being hoodwinked as these gendarmes were, will have acumen enough to catch a clever man like Paulton? We must admit that he is clever.

The more I saw of Faulkner, the more I grew to like him. Singularly undemonstrative in ordinary conversation, he recalled to my mind a blacksmiths forge that is covered and banked up with cold, wet coal, but that burns so fiercely within. What had first attracted me to the lad had been his amazing coolness in the face of death, a coolness that amounted to indifference. I could picture him under fire, calmly rolling a cigarette and telling others what to do. Yet he was not a soldier. Like myself he was merely an idler. Leaving out the Houghton Park incident, I have myself only once been under fire. It was not on a battlefield, though not far from one — the field of Tewkesbury. It was during a big rabbit shoot, when two of the guns fired straight at me simultaneously, and the rabbit they killed rolled over on to my feet, dead.

My conduct was not heroic on that occasion I am afraid. With one bound I sprang behind a big elm, and, from that position of safety, hurled vituperation at my unintentional assailants, ordering them to desist. It took me some moments to convince myself I had not been hit, but the shock to my system was, I confess, considerable.

From the theatre we strolled through the big doors into the Salles de jeux. I tossed a hundred-franc note on the rouge and left it there. Red came up six times, and I gathered up my winnings.

The ball clicked again the seventh time, and black came up!

An old man with fingers like claws, and horribly long and dirty nails, introduced himself, engaged me in conversation, and ended by trying to induce me to partake in his infallible system for winning at roulette!

What a lot of rubbish has been written about the Rooms at Monte! The first time I went there — when I was quite a youth — I expected to find a sort of Aladdins palace, myriad glittering lights everywhere, gorgeously-dressed women sparkling with diadems and precious stones.

Instead, I sauntered into a series of large, lofty, heavily-gilded rooms with an atmosphere one could cut with a knife, in which were several long tables with people sitting round them, quite common-looking people, and anything but smart; the majority of the women were bloused and skirted tourists. One might have mistaken the scene for a number of board-meetings in progress simultaneously, but for the fact that in the centre of each table sat men in funereal black who, at intervals, droned monotonously through their noses — 

Messieurs, faites vos jeux.

And then a little later — 

Rien nva plus!

Then the click of the ball, and the jingle of money lost and won.

It was one of the greatest disillusionments I have ever experienced. There was nothing in the least exciting, nothing sensational. There was a rustle of notes, and the whole scene was sordid, debasing. I can remember only one other disillusionment that has given me so great a shock. I experienced that the first time I visited Niagara Falls. I had seen pictures in plenty of the Falls, and had based thereon my idea of what the Falls would look like when I got there.

I arrived at noon, eager to gaze upon Natures Marvellous Phenomenon, as the booklet of the Railway Company described it. The first thing I saw was a truly gigantic hoarding-board advertising somebodys lung-tonic, alongside it one recommending some one elses Blood Capsules, and then, whichever way I looked, the landscape, which should have been gorgeous, was disfigured by similar announcements. Even the water was spoilt, for some of the falls being harnessed to dye-works, ran in shades of dirty greens and reds and yellows, and when I wanted to go under the main Falls I found I must buy a ticket at a box-office and go down in a lift. Never, I remember thinking, have the words, Where only man is vile, been more applicable than at Niagara.

But this is an aside. Elated at my success at roulette, a game which generally bores me, for I generally lose, I suggested to Faulkner that we should go together to some haunt of amusement more exhilarating than the Casino.

What about the ball down in La Condamine to-night? he asked, looking at me oddly.

Ball? I said. What ball? I didnt know there was one.

Oh, yes there is. It isnt an aristocratic ball, you know. Far from it. Ive lived out here a good deal, and got to know my way about. It is rather an expensive form of amusement, but as you have made two hundred and fifty-six pounds in ten minutes, you may as well spend a pound or two that way as any other. I think you will afterwards admit it has been an experience.

I did admit it — and a great deal besides. It was the most unconventional ball I had ever attended, or have attended since. We picked up a number of acquaintances, eight or ten in all, and went boisterously down to La Condamine. The gay supper was most enjoyable. Most of the womens dresses were suitable for warm climates, being conspicuous by their scantiness, rather than by their beauty. Some wore the black loup over their eyes. At supper I sat beside a girl whose identity was thus concealed. She had a wonderful figure, and her thick dark hair hung in two long plaits down below her waist. About her movements there was something that seemed familiar to me, and in vain I tried to recollect when I had met her before, and where. At last my curiosity outran my discretion.

Take off your mask, I said to her in French. Ill give you two louis.

Give them to me, she said, also in French, the only language she had talked, and I will take it off.

I did so.

Dont be too surprised, she exclaimed in broken English with a ripple of laughter. She pulled up the mask, then twisted it off, and I found myself seated beside Lady Thorolds maid, Judith, whom I had last seen at the hotel on the night the Baronne de Coudron had arrived.

I confess that I was considerably annoyed.

I am not, I am thankful to think, one of those men who like to behave absurdly with domestic servants, especially with other peoples servants.

I had never liked this girl, she had always struck me as being hypocritical and designing, and though now she looked extremely pretty, judged by a certain standard, I could not dispel from my thoughts the picture of the demure maid with downcast eyes, whom a casual observer probably would not have looked at twice.

Her manner was the reverse of demure, nor were her eyes downcast. They struck me as being the most brazen eyes I had seen for a long time as they gazed unflinchingly up into my own. Much as I knew, I disliked her, I could not, at that moment, help noticing those strangely dark eyes of hers, now so full of laughter and wickedness; also the singular evenness of the small white teeth; the natural redness of the full lips; the clear, olive complexion, and the thick mantle of long, blue-black hair. Yet I did not admire her in the least. Oh, no. If her appearance struck me as remarkable and not wholly unpleasing, it was only for a brief instant.

Have you left Lady Thorolds service? I asked, loud enough for others to hear. I thought that, at any rate, would be a nasty snub. Instead, she laughed immoderately. So, to my surprise, did her friends who had overheard my question.

Ah, monsieur, but you are too drôle! she exclaimed, as she stopped laughing. I was not in Lady Thorolds service, or in la Baronne de Coudrons or in anybody elses. I have never been in service. I — in service? I? Pah!

She made a gesture of contempt.

I dont understand, I said.

I was Lady Thorolds friend, her very intimate friend, and la Baronne de Coudrons too, and — and other peoples. I am no servant, I assure you! msieur.

I stared at her.

You little impostor! I said after a pause.

She laughed, and took my arm confidingly.

I have always liked you, I have really, she said in a coaxing undertone. You are not like other men. You are not always trying to make love to everybody. Ma foi! How I detest some of your countrymen, they make themselves too ridiculous when they come to France.

You seem to know a lot about them, I answered, for want of something better to say.

Bien! I can assure you! she replied, to my surprise, quite bitterly. Then she said quickly, in her broken English as though anxious to change the subject — 

You want Mademoiselle Vera — eh?

What do you mean? I gasped, amazed.

What I say. You want her. Well, she is quite near here.

Near here!

Mais oui. Pay me enough, and I will take you to her — now.

I was panting with excitement. With an effort I controlled myself. It was clear to me that this woman knew a great deal. She might indeed be able to clear up the whole mystery of Houghton Park if she were paid enough, perhaps also the mystery connected with Château dUzerche.

Yes, I would humour her. If it became necessary, I would pay her the highest sum she might ask for, that I was in a position to pay. But first to meet my darling again. How I longed to see her once more, after all those mysterious happenings!

How much do you want? I asked abruptly.

She named an absurdly large sum. Eventually we came to terms, and I paid her in French notes.

Très bien! she said, as she stuffed the money into some queer corner in her brief skirt. You are a gentilhomme, not like ze others. Mais oui.

Then she rose, signalled to me with her eyes, and I followed her out of the room.


Chapter Nineteen.

More Revelations.
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EAGERLY I STRODE out after her.

We went a short distance along the road to the left, then turned again to the left and halted before a large white house. Up two flights of stairs she led me, along a short corridor, and through two rooms. She opened the door at the further end of the second room, and then motioned to me to enter.

Seated at a table, playing cards, were Paulton, Violet de Coudron, Vera Thorold and the Baronne. Violet and Vera were in evening gowns — Vera in turquoise blue. The sight of the Baronne sitting there, alive and uninjured, so astounded me that I remained speechless. Paulton sprang fiercely to his feet.

Who brought you up here? he exclaimed furiously. Who?

The door had remained open. A ripple of laughter behind me made me cast a hurried glance that way, and I saw Judith convulsed with amusement. She recovered her composure in a few moments, and came in.

I have carried out my threat, she said in French quickly, addressing Paulton. You brought it entirely upon yourself by your niggardliness. Mr Ashton is generous — and a gentilhomme.

Paulton clenched his fist.

Yes, the French girl went on, looking at him fearlessly, you are quite right to restrain yourself. It would be a bad nights work if a tragedy were to happen here. At the château it was different. You had it your own way there — up to a point.

The man became blasphemous, and I saw Vera wince. Her eyes were set upon mine, in mute appeal.

The truth flashed in upon me. Paulton ran this private gaming establishment. The Baronne presumably was his partner. Judith was an accomplice. But the two girls? What part did they play? It was horrible finding Vera here, yet my faith in her never wavered. I knew she must be there against her will, that eventually she would explain all. And seeing what I had seen of Violet, I felt equally sure that circumstances which she too could not prevent were responsible for her presence.

I suppose most men who self-complacently term themselves men of the world, would have laughed outright at what they would have called my blind belief in innocence, had the circumstances been related to them. For here were two young girls mixing with the lost souls of Monte Carlo, and apparently enjoying themselves. On the face of it, my confidence seemed quixotic, I admit, but there are times when I trust my instinct rather than even circumstantial evidence. And up to now my instinct has generally proved correct.

This was no time for deliberate thought, however. I knew I must act quickly, and for once I was able to come to a decision with remarkable promptitude. Obviously Paulton and the Baronne were there in hiding. They knew they were liable at any moment to be arrested. And, thanks to Judith, I had discovered their place of concealment.

You know there is a warrant out for the arrest of you both, I said, facing them fearlessly. I can at once inform the police of your whereabouts — or I can say nothing. It is for you to decide which I shall do.

The Baronne looked at me, as I thought, imploringly.

If Vera Thorold comes away with me at once, and you undertake never again to molest her, your secret will remain safe, so far as I am concerned. If you refuse to let her come, then you will be arrested at once.

The tables were, indeed, strangely turned. A few days previously these two adventurers had held me at their mercy, and Faulkner too. Now I could dictate to them what terms I chose.

I saw a look of dismay enter Violet de Coudrons eyes, and I guessed the reason of it. She and Vera had become close friends, and now Vera was to go from her. It seemed dreadful to leave a young, beautiful, refined girl like Violet in the control of these ghouls, yet I could not suggest their surrendering her too, for was she not the Baronnes niece? And was the Baronne actually a Baronne — or was she merely an adventuress? I had looked up her name and family in the Almanack de Gotha, and she seemed to be all right, but still — 

Then an idea came to me. I would, with Veras help, and Faulkners, try to steal the girl away if she should express a wish to leave those unhealthy and unholy surroundings. It would be almost like repaying Paulton and the Baronne in their own coin. These and other thoughts sped through my mind with great rapidity.

Well, I said quickly, addressing Paulton again, what is your answer? Am I to betray your whereabouts, or not?

He still hesitated, still loth to decide. Then suddenly he exclaimed abruptly — 

Take her. I shall be even with you soon, never fear. I shall be even with you in a way you dont expect.

I smiled, thinking his words were but a hollow taunt. Later, however, I also realised to the full that his had been no empty boast.

The two girls left the room, and both returned wearing hats and sealskin coats over their evening gowns. Then, linking my arm in that of my beloved, we descended the stairs together.

At last she was saved from that scoundrelly gang who seemed to hold her so completely in their clutches, she was still mine — mine!

At Judiths suggestion we walked back to where the ball was in progress. As a matter-of-fact I was undecided how next to act. Besides, I wanted to see Faulkner, who was awaiting me.

So we went back, and seated with Vera and Judith, I had a long chat with the latter, about many things. She told me much that interested me. Paulton and the Baronne ran this establishment, as I had guessed, and often made it their headquarters. They had several assumed names. They had run similar secret gaming-houses in Paris, Ostend, Aix and elsewhere. In this particular house they lived in a big, well-furnished flat overlooking the harbour of Monaco. Vera and Violet had each a bedroom, and shared a sitting-room. Since they had met for the first time, some weeks previously, they had become great friends — in fact almost inseparable. Both had been staying at the Château dUzerche when the fire had broken out, and she, Judith, had been there too. It had been Veras voice we had heard calling for help before we suspected the alarming truth. She had been overcome by smoke in her own room — it was just before that she had called for help — and almost stifled. No lives had been lost. There had been only five servants at DUzerche that night, and they had all escaped. The Baronne had, it seemed, escaped by turning sharp to the right into a lumber-room, almost directly she had rushed out of the room. From the lumber-room she had scrambled through a skylight on to the roof, entered another skylight immediately above a rusty iron fire staircase, the existence of which everybody else had forgotten, and so made her way out of the building in safety.

I inquired about the man and woman struggling in the dark.

She smiled when I referred to this, and, pulling up her short sleeve — it reached barely to her elbow — displayed several horizontal streaks of a deep purple which looked like bruises.

I was that woman, exclaimed Judith quietly. The man was Dago, and these are the marks his fingers left upon me when he gripped me and fought with me. Are you surprised I have to-night so readily betrayed his hiding-place?

Not so very readily, I said, thinking of the sum of which she had mulcted me before she would speak at all.

Guessing my thoughts, she laughed.

Still, msieur, she said, you will admit that you have received full value for your money, nest-ce-pas?

During this conversation, carried on in one of the ante-rooms within earshot of the music in the ballroom, Vera sat almost in silence. I grew to understand the woman Judith better, indeed almost to like her. She said little about herself, though I questioned her frequently concerning her own life. She seemed more inclined to talk of other people, and their doings. One thing I did gather was that she belonged to a gang of male and female adventurers, who probably stood at nothing when they had an end to gain. To this gang belonged also the Baronne, Paulton and Henderson. Whether Sir Charles Thorold was, or was not, in some way mixed up in this gangs schemes I could not ascertain for certain, though several times I tried to. For about Sir Charles and Lady Thorold, Judith seemed unwilling to speak.

I had a long and confidential chat with Vera. Ah! that hour was perhaps full of the sweetest happiness of my life. She was mine — mine! It was past three in the morning when we paused for a few moments in our animated conversation. Ah, here comes your friend, exclaimed my sweet beloved.

Faulkner, passing the open door, had caught sight of us and strolled in. Violet de Coudron was with him. She looked dreadfully tired, I thought, though this did not greatly detract from her very exceptional beauty.

Briefly, I told Faulkner all that had happened.

It is fortunate we are not conventional, he said lightly, when I had outlined my plan. What food for scandal some people would find in all this. I think, after all, that our visit here to-night has not been wholly unprofitable — eh? You may be surprised to hear that this new friend of mine — and he indicated Violet de Coudron, seated beside him— has arranged to leave the Baronne for good and all. She tells me she leads an awful life here, and that when Vera is gone—

But you have known Vera only a few weeks, I interrupted, addressing Violet.

Yes, she answered sadly, with her pretty accent, and those are the only weeks of comparative happiness I have had. I couldnt stay here with these people without her. I couldnt. I really couldnt. Oh, if you only knew all I have been through — all I have been forced to endure since the Baronne adopted me! And she hid her face in her hands.

Adopted you! I exclaimed. You said you were the Baronnes niece.

I said so — yes. I always said so, because she made me, and I passed always as her niece. But I am not. I can scarcely remember my parents. All I can recollect is that they were very poor — but oh, so kind to me! I remember their kissing me passionately one day, with tears streaming down their cheeks — it was evening, and nearly dark — and telling me that they had to go away from me, that probably we should never meet again in this world.

How old were you then? I asked, much interested.

I could not have been more than six, possibly seven. It was in Rouen. They took me to a big, fashionable street I did not remember having ever been in before, kissed me again and again once more, stood me by the porte-cochère, and rang the bell. Then they went hurriedly away. By the time the bell was answered, they had disappeared. I was questioned by a tall man-servant — after that, I dont exactly recollect what happened, except that the Baronne adopted me. She lived in the big house.

And it was in Rouen, you say?

Yes, in Rouen.

Do you think you would recognise it if you saw the outside of it again? I asked quickly.

She paused.

I think I should, she said thoughtfully, though we did not stay there long — not more than a few months. Why do you ask?

Only, I answered, because I have an idea. But now let us leave this place. It is nearly four oclock.

Yes, we were a truly unconventional quartette.

The hotel people were surprised, on the following morning, to find one of our two rooms occupied by two fair visitors, while in the other Faulkner and I slept, tucked up together. But in gay, reckless Monte nobody is surprised at anything.

That an attempt would at once be made to discover Violets whereabouts and get her back, we knew. For that reason we had arranged to leave for Paris by the mid-day rapide.


Chapter Twenty.

Concerns a Mysterious Light.
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LONDON — THE dear, dirty old city of delight — looked gloomy enough as we passed out of Charing Cross yard, and made our way around the corner to the Grand Hotel. It was a damp, raw evening, and after the crisp atmosphere and bright sunshine of the Riviera, seemed to us more than ordinarily depressing.

By wire we had engaged rooms at the Grand for Vera and Violet, overlooking Trafalgar Square, and we now began to wonder what our next step ought to be. I wanted, if possible, to get into communication with Sir Charles and Lady Thorold, for I was anxious not to delay my marriage any longer, and Vera, though she had promised to become my wife as soon as possible, refused to do so until she had seen her parents.

But where were her parents?

She had no idea, neither had I. We had telegraphed to the address in Brighton where they had been staying, but an intimation had come from the Post Office that the message had not been delivered, the addressee having left.

As for Faulkner, he was distrait. Something seemed to be on his mind, and I thought I knew what it was. He was engaged to be married to Gladys Deroxe, of whom Vera had, during the past day or two, let drop certain things.

Gladys Deroxe, she had confided to me among other things, was one of the most jealous women she had ever met. Her jealousy amounted almost to an obsession. When I heard this I breathed a fervent hope that Faulkner might never marry her, for I have seen something of jealous wives among my friends. What was weighing upon Faulkners mind, of course, was that he had brought Violet to London with him, and that, as Miss Deroxe lived in Mayfair, she might at any moment get to hear of this, and then?

Another thought occurred to me now, for the first time. Had my unemotional, phlegmatic friend fallen in love with Violet de Coudron, the foundling?

She was pretty and fascinating enough for any one to fall in love with. Personally, I thought Faulkner would do well to marry her in preference to Gladys, who I gathered to be something of a schemer, with an eye to the main chance. Vera had come to know Miss Deroxe quite by accident. At first she had liked her, but soon she had begun to discover her true character. Violet on the contrary, she liked immensely. Yet girls form strange prejudices.

Thus a week of anxiety passed. The two girls remained at the Grand, while I stayed at my rooms, and Faulkner slept at his club. Though he did not tell me, I knew he had not informed Gladys of his return to town. Therefore he must have felt somewhat perturbed, though, as was his wont, he completely hid his feelings, when one morning as I was walking with him up Hamilton Place a taxi swept up behind us, stopped beside the kerb, and a rather florid-looking girl, leaning out of the cab window, called in a loud, querulous voice — 

Frank! Frank!

Before he presented me to her I had guessed her identity, and I saw at a glance that she was none too well pleased at his being in London without her knowing it.

I was calling upon my uncle Henry, she said presently, and chanced to look out of the window, when I saw you go by. I was amazed. I thought you were on the Riviera still. So I hurried out, hailed a taxi, and pursued you. Why didnt you tell me you were back?

He invented on the spot some excellent reason — I forget what it was — and it seemed to satisfy her. And then, feeling that my presence was not needed, I made an excuse, raised my hat, and left them.

I am only glad, I remembered saying mentally and ungrammatically, it is Faulkner, and not I, who is to marry that girl.

Next day, I took my well-beloved in the car down to Virginia Water, where we lunched, and returned in the afternoon. That evening I, as usual, scanned the personal columns of the Morning Post. I have a habit of doing this, as some of the announcements one sees there are not devoid of humour.

That day the personal columns were singularly dull. The advertisements of money-lenders masquerading as private gentlemen, and as ladies anxious to be philanthropic, occupied a good deal of the space. There was the widow of twenty-three who implored some kind-hearted gentleman (sic) to lend her twenty pounds to save her from the bailiffs; a lady of high social standing, closely related to an Earl, who touted for the chaperonage of débutantes, willing to pay for the privilege of being surreptitiously smuggled into Society; a crack-brained inventor advertising for some one to finance a new torpedo for destroying German bands, or something of the kind, and so on. There was nothing at all exciting. Why, I cant say, but quite a commonplace line at the foot of the second column interested me. It ran — 

Meet me 2.

That was all — no name, no address, no date. Why I had noticed it at all, I could not imagine. I concluded it must be the extreme brevity of the advertisement that had caught my fancy.

Next morning, it being dry and fine, I called at the Grand Hotel, and took Vera for a run in the car to Hatfield, returning by St. Albans. We lunched at Paganis — one gets so tired of the sameness of the ordinary restaurants — and after that I left Vera at the hotel, and sent my car to the garage.

Somehow I felt in a restless mood, and the atmosphere of well-bred respectability pervading the club oppressed me, as it so often does. I am afraid that the older I grow the more Bohemian I become, and the less willing to bend to convention. It seems to me farcical, for instance, that in this twentieth century of ours, a rule made fifty years ago to the effect that pipes shall not be smoked in this club, should still be enforced. Plenty of the younger members of the clubs where this rule obtains have endeavoured to rebel, but in vain. The Committee have solemnly pointed out to such free-thinking and independent spirits that their fathers and grandfathers got on quite well without smoking pipes in the club, and that if their fathers and their grandfathers did without pipes, they ought to be able to do without pipes too — in the club. Oh, yes, they were at liberty, if they liked, to smoke cigarettes at five a penny all over the house, but never tobacco in a pipe, even if they paid half-a-crown an ounce for it.

The conversation of the only two occupants of the smoking-room — try as I would, I could not help listening to it — wearied me so intensely that I got up at last and went out. I strolled aimlessly up the street to Piccadilly, then turned to the left. Many thoughts filled my mind as I rambled along, and when, presently, I found myself at Hyde Park Corner, I decided I would stroll down into Belgravia and see if a new caretaker had been installed at the house in Belgrave Street in place of poor old Taylor.

To my surprise the house was boarded up. Nearly every window was boarded, even the top-floor windows. It looked like a house in which people have died of some plague.

I found the policeman on the beat, and questioned him. Inclined at first to be sullen and uncommunicative, he became cordial and confidential soon after my fingers had slipped a coin into his hand.

So you havent heard anything about number a hundred and two, he said some moments later. About here its causin a bit o talk.

Indeed? In what way?

He paused, as though reflecting whether he ought to tell me.

Well, sir, its like this, he said at last. The ouse is, as youve seen, boarded up, and theres nobody living there but—

Yes? But what?

Well, for the last eight nights theres been a light in a window on the first floor.

A light? But how could you see a light if there were one, with the windows boarded up?

Oh, it can be seen right enough, through the chinks between the boards.

Who has seen it?

I have — and others also.

Is it always in the same window?

Not always in the same window, but always on the same floor. Ah, no! On two nights there was a light on the second floor too.

And at what time is it seen?

Very late — not before two in the morning, as a rule.

And how long does it remain?

Sometimes for five or ten minutes, sometimes as much as half-an-hour, or more. Three nights ago two windows were lit up at one-twenty and remained lit until two-fifty-five.

And do you mean to say nobody goes into the house or comes out of it?

Nobody. Nobody at all. Its being watched front and back. Twice weve been in and hunted the place all over — we got leave to do this — but there was nothing, nor no one nowhere.

Oh, I exclaimed incredulously, that is a ridiculous thing to say. If a light really appears and disappears, there must be somebody in the house. Probably theres a secret entrance of which you know nothing about.

There are only three entrances, he answered quickly, and one of em cant rightly be called an entrance. Theres the front door, and the back door for the tradesmen, and then theres a queer little way out into Cranes alley — we cant think why that entrance was ever made.

The queer little way out I at once guessed to be the dark, underground, narrow little stone cellar-passage through which Vera had led me when we had escaped together on the day I had discovered her hidden in the house.

And are the entrances all locked? I asked.

Oh, you may take that from me, he replied. They are locked right enough, and nobody dont get the keys, neither.

At that moment, oddly enough, the thought of the curious-looking brown stain in the corner of the ceiling on the first floor, that I had noticed on the day I had explored the unoccupied house, came suddenly back into my mind.

I must have talked to the policeman for fully fifteen minutes, and had asked him many questions. Before the end of that time I had, however, discovered that he was of a superstitious nature, and that he did not at all like what was happening.

I pondered for a little while, then I said — 

Look here, officer — if you want to please a policeman always call him officer— I am going to peep into that room, and you must help me.

Me, sir?

Yes, you. What are policemen for, except to help people? Now listen. I cant, of course, get into the house, but I am going to arrange for a ladder to be brought here to-night that will reach to the first-floor windows. This street is, Im sure, quite deserted in the small hours of the morning. The ladder will be hoisted up by the men who bring it, you will keep an eye up and down the street to see that nobody comes along to interrupt us. Then I shall crawl up the ladder and peer in at the window. If there is space between the boards wide enough to admit light, the space must be wide enough to enable me to peep into the room.

Its a bit risky, sir.

Risky? Not the slightest. Ill make it worth your while to undertake what risk there is. So that is understood. You are on duty here to-night at two oclock?

Oh, yes, sir, but—

There is no but. I shall see you later, then.

I returned to King Street. My man John had a friend who worked for a builder, he told me. This friend of his would, he said, arrange everything, and be delighted to. Oh, yes, he had a ladder. He had several ladders. He could bring along single-handed, a ladder the length I wanted, and set it in position.

This was satisfactory. I went to a theatre in order to kill time, for I felt excited and terribly impatient. I had not told Vera of my plan, or Faulkner, or indeed anybody but the policeman.

The builders man was punctual to the minute. He had concealed the ladder in Cranes Court before dark, thinking suspicion might be aroused were he to be seen carrying a ladder through the streets of London in the middle of the night. Two oclock had just struck, when he crept stealthily into Belgrave Square with the ladder over his shoulder. Acting upon my instructions, he laid it flat upon the pavement. Impatiently I waited. A quarter-past two chimed on some far-distant clock. Still the windows remained in darkness.

Twenty minutes passed... Twenty-five... I began to feel anxious. Would this mysterious visitor not come to-night? That would indeed be a bitter disappointment. Ah!

The light had appeared. It was on the first floor. Now it percolated feebly between the boards covering two windows.

At a signal from me the man picked up the ladder, raised it to a vertical position, then let it rest, without a sound, against the window-sill.

All right, sir, he whispered to me.

Restraining my excitement, I began slowly, cautiously, to creep up the rungs.


Chapter Twenty One.

Contains a Further Surprise.
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THE BOARDS COVERING the windows were about an inch thick, but, with the slovenliness unfortunately too common among British workmen, they had been nailed up anyhow, and between the two boards immediately facing me was a space an inch or more. Through that, I saw the weak light, as of a candle.

Two rungs higher up I climbed, leant forward, and endeavoured to glue my eye to this crack, in order to peer into the room.

It was by no means easy to see more than a narrow strip of the room, and that strip was empty. Guessing, however, that something I should be able to see must soon happen in the room, I decided to wait. I suppose I must have waited about five minutes — it seemed like a quarter of an hour — my eye was beginning to ache, and I had a crick in my neck, when of a sudden a shadow fell across the bare boards — the strip of floor that I could see — and then a second shadow. A moment later a man stood in the room, his back to the window, a light in his hand. At once I recognised the man by his colossal stature.

It was the dark giant I knew as Davies.

What was he doing? I could not see. Some one was beside him, also with his back turned. I started. This second man was Sir Charles Thorold, undoubtedly. They were conversing, but I could not, of course, catch their words.

Sir Charles was bending down. He seemed to be on all fours. Now Davies was on all fours too. They were both crawling on all fours about the floor, as though searching for something.

With breathless interest I watched them. They had passed out of my range of vision, though a pair of feet were still visible. The feet remained in sight for quite a long time, ten minutes or more. Then they too disappeared.

What on earth are they about? was my mental comment. What can they be seeking?

It had seemed obvious that they had been trying to find something.

Still on the ladder I waited, hoping that something more might happen, but I saw nothing more, and presently the light was extinguished. I judged that some one had carried the candle into another room. Apparently there was no object in waiting longer on the ladder, so I cautiously descended to the ground again.

I felt satisfied, and yet dissatisfied, with the result of my observation.

It was satisfactory to know who the people were who visited the house in this mysterious way in the small hours. But it was unsatisfactory not to have found out why they went there at that time of night, and thus secretively — or why they went there at all.

Just as I reached the ground, thought of the advertisement I had noticed in the Morning Post floated back into my mind — 

Meet me 2.

Could there be any connexion between that advertisement and these mysterious visits at two in the morning? It seemed unlikely, and yet it was somewhat curious.

I did not tell the expectant constable more than I deemed it good that he should know. I told him I thought I had discovered the presence of two men in the house, but I did not say they were men I knew and could identify.

He was pleased with the half-sovereign I gave him, and hinted clearly that he would always be glad to render me any service in his power. It always interests me to observe how readily the milk of human kindness comes oozing out where one least expects it, provided the source whence it springs is handled in the right way.

As he had said this, I determined to take him at his word. I had seen enough to excite my curiosity and to stimulate in me a keen desire actually to enter the house. But how could this be arranged?

Everything is possible of accomplishment, I find, if you set about it in the right way. I had obtained from the policeman his private address in Rodney Street, Walworth Road, and, on the following evening, when he was off duty, I looked in to see him.

Rarely have I been more welcomed by anybody than I was by that policeman and his wife, or more hospitably entertained. Plenty of men of about my own social standing would, I know, think me quite mad if I told them I had hobnobbed with a common policeman. The club would have been shocked. My dear fellah, I can hear them saying, you really should draw the line somewhere, dont you know. A gentleman is a gentleman, and a policeman is — well, is a policeman — eh, what? He may be an exceedingly good and honest fellah, and all that sort of thing, dont you know, but, after all, we must keep to people in our own station of life, or we shall be dining with each others valets next, and ones friends butler will be asking one to lunch with him at his club. Im cosmopolitan myself, up to a point, but really one must keep the classes distinct, we must keep ourselves aloof from the common people, or where will it end, dont you know? As I say, a gentleman is a gentleman, and a man who isnt a gentleman, well, he isnt a gentleman — you cant get away from that.

To which my only reply would be that, to my knowledge, there are plenty of gentlemen who are not gentlemen, and quite a sensible proportion of the men we do self-complacently term bounders who are men of high ideals and of great refinement.

During supper, to which he had asked me half-apologetically, the constable entertained me with many good stories, for he had been seventeen years in the Metropolitan Police, and had seen much of life in London during that time. I waited until we had finished supper, and his wife had retired, before submitting for his approval the proposal I had come to make.

Mine was quite a simple proposal, though not devoid of risk, yet the plan could not well be carried out without his help. Briefly, I was determined to force an entrance to the house in Belgrave Street on the following night, and the way I had decided to get in was through the dark cellar-passage which opened on to Cranes Alley.

During the afternoon I had visited the Alley, and examined the lock of the gate at the end of the iron railings which topped the wall of the little yard, also the lock of the small door that led into the black cellar-passage which ultimately led into the house. Both, I saw, could easily be forced. Indeed, there would be no need to force the lock of the iron gate. I could climb over the gate, as I had done that day. All this I told the constable, and he calmly nodded.

And you want me to abet you in this crime, he said at last, with a grin, as he loaded his pipe anew.

I do, I said. And — Ill make it worth your while.

Well, its house-breaking, you know, he observed drily, filling the room with clouds of smoke. And you know what the sentence for breaking into a house at night is?

Never mind about the sentence, I answered quickly. I shall have to serve that — and not you! But there wont be any sentence, because there wont be any capture — if you help me. And you are going to help me. Oh, yes, you are.

We both laughed.

You are a one, sir — an no mistake! he exclaimed. Well, yes, Ill do me best and charnce it. Im a bit of a sport meself when they gives me arf a charnce.

And so it was settled. It was this policemans duty to keep an eye on Cranes Alley, which was included in his beat. Well, he would for once forget to keep an eye on it, while the sergeant was out of the way. More, he would lend a hand when the time came to force the lock of the door in the little yard. After that he would be at liberty to slip back to Belgrave Street and resume his monotonous tramp.

And all this would happen on the following night, or rather, about two oclock next morning.

When I left him it was nine oclock, and, feeling in high spirits, I drove to the Grand to tell Vera my plan, for I felt I must tell somebody. She was alone in the private sitting-room overlooking the thousand lights of Trafalgar Square, and I sat with my arm about her.

It is madness — sheer madness, she exclaimed, when I had outlined my scheme, and if you will take my advice — you know my advice is generally sound — you will at once abandon the idea, Dick. It is very well for you to say that my father is your friend, but you dont know my father — you dont know him as I know him. There are two sides to his character. Indeed, I would say he is really two men in one. The man you know is very different from the other man — my father as you have never seen him, and as I hope you never will see him. He can become perfectly savage. He has a temper that is altogether unmanageable when once it gets the better of him. It doesnt often, but when it does — 

No, dont do it, dear, dont, I beg of you. I ask you not to. I beg you not to if you really love me.

I must, I answered, with a firmness that surprised her. I have gone too far now to draw back, even if I wanted to, which I dont. I am going to see this thing through. Im going to discover the mystery of that house. I dont care what risks I take, or what happens, but I am going to see for myself what all this secret business means.

To my surprise she began to laugh.

Dick, she said, I sometimes wonder if you are quite all there. Why on earth cant you let people alone, and mind your own business? Supposing Whichelo should turn upon you — good Heavens, he could squeeze the life out of you with one hand.

Whichelo? I asked, puzzled, still holding her soft hand in mine.

Yes. You said when you looked in at the window you saw Whichelo with my father.

Instantly I put two and two together. So the big, dark giant whom I had known only as Davies was called Whichelo!

At last I had found out!

And why should this man with the funny name, this Whichelo, want to squeeze the life out of me as you so picturesquely put it? I inquired carelessly, rising and crossing to the window, the blinds of which were not drawn.

For the simple reason, she answered, that of course he wont allow you to reveal the secret that has been kept so well, and so long. He and my father would stick at nothing to prevent that — believe me. I tell you again, I know my father.

Somehow, though she spoke calmly, I felt she had some very strong incentive for not wanting me to enter the house and see what was happening there. She seemed to dread my carrying out my plan. Yet apparently she was not anxious on my account. But my mind was now made up. Nothing, I was determined, should stop me. I believed that I was on the eve of making discoveries which would lead to the unravelling of the mystery of Houghton Park, and the mysteries which had followed.

Good-night, darling, I said, going back to her. I took her in my arms and kissed her. As I did so, I thought I felt her sob.

Why, Vera, what is the matter? I exclaimed, releasing her.

The matter? she said, forcing a smile. Nothing. Oh! nothing at all, dear. Why?

You — you seemed worried.

Oh, youre mistaken. Why should I be? She gave vent to a little hysterical laugh. I kissed her again, and told her to cheer up. Then I left her. I did not dare trust myself longer in her presence, lest she should, after all, persuade me to change my mind.


Chapter Twenty Two.

A Secret is Disclosed.
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THE NIGHT WAS still — clear and starlit.

Between two and three in the morning is the one hour when, in London, the very houses seem to slumber, save in a few districts, such as Fleet Street, Covent Garden and its purlieus, where night and day are alike — equally active, equally feverish — those streets which never sleep.

I wore an old suit, a golf cap, shoes with rubber soles, and in my jacket-pocket carried an electric torch. I had decided not to take a pistol. After all, I was not bent on mischief. Also I was going, as I supposed, among friends. Even if Sir Charles were to turn upon me I could not believe he would do me an injury, in spite of my beloveds warning. He and I had known each other such a long time.

Vera, finding that nothing would dissuade me, had ended by giving me the bunch of keys which I had forgotten she still possessed — the keys I had taken from old Taylors pocket. If you are determined to do this mad thing, Dick, she had said to me, kissing me fondly, you may as well get in with the key, instead of house-breaking. On the bunch were the key which would unlock the iron gate, and the one of the little door. This greatly simplified matters, for there were no bolts on the little door, as there were upon the front door and on the tradesmens door.

The light appeared in the same window on the first floor at exactly twenty minutes past two. Standing in Belgrave Street with my constable friend, who was now on duty, I saw it flicker suddenly. Without further delay we both went round Cranes Alley. Nobody was about. Not a sound anywhere. Noiselessly I unlocked the iron gate, then the little door...

Good luck, sir, the policeman whispered, as I crept into the dark, low-roofed passage. And if you want any help, remember youve got the whistle.

There were two little stone-walled cellar-passages, and I took the one to the right. Before I had gone a yard I uttered an exclamation. I was up against a great veil of grey cobwebs which hung from everywhere and was stretched right across the stone passage. So thick were they that I had to push into them to make my way along. How I regretted I had not brought a stick! Suddenly something damp creepy, large, horrible, ran across my face, then another, and another.

Ugh! My blood ran cold at their touch, for I hate spiders.

I pulled out my electric torch. Its sudden glare sent scores of spiders scurrying in all directions. I could actually hear them — nay, I could smell them, and, wherever I looked, I could see them. The sight made me shudder, for they were not, apparently, house-spiders of the usual variety — but large, fat, oval-bodied things, with curved legs, and with protruding heads that seemed to look at me. Indeed, I dont think that in the whole of my life I have ever spent moments that I less like to dwell upon than the two minutes it took me to push my way through that loathsome tangle of evil-smelling cobwebs alive with spiders. I would not go through such an experience again for any sum.

At last I got through them, and I recollect thinking, as I emerged, how foolish I had been to take the wrong turning.

Of course, when Vera had led me out we must have come by the other passage, as there had been no cobwebs then. And that led me further to wonder whether at that time the passage had not been in regular use by some person or persons. I did not for a moment believe that old Taylor had been so conscientious as to keep either passage free of cobwebs, seeing how utterly neglected had been the rest of the house.

In the servants quarters, where I presently found myself, I recognised at once that same acrid smell of dry rot I had noticed when last in the house, only now it was more pronounced. Noiselessly I crept along, in my rubber shoes, to the hall. Everywhere the deathly stillness was so intense that one seemed almost to feel it. Cautiously I crept up the front stairs, keeping close to the wall in order to prevent their creaking. My electric torch proved most useful.

I was outside the door of the drawing-room that overlooked Belgrave Street — the first room I had entered on that previous occasion — the room into which I had peered the night before, as I stood upon the ladder. A tiny ray of faint light percolated through the keyhole. I listened, hardly breathing, but could hear no sound at all, except my own heart-beats.

Should I turn the handle gently, slowly push the door ajar, and peep in? It might squeak. Should I fling open the door and rush in? Faced with a problem, I was undecided. I admit that at that moment I felt inclined to run away. Instead, I stood motionless, hesitating, frightened at my own temerity. Had I, after all, been wise in disregarding Veras good advice?

I thought of that curious brown stain I remembered so distinctly upon the ceiling in this very room. It had been in the right hand corner — the corner farthest from me. What was above that corner? Ah, I knew just where that spot would be in the room above.

Suddenly an idea struck me. I would creep up to the next floor and enter the room above. I had taken from the bunch about eight keys I thought might prove of use. Vera had told me which they were. All were loose in different pockets, each with a tag tied to it, bearing the name of the room it belonged to.

The room upstairs was in darkness, but the door of it was not locked. Cautiously I entered, pushed to the door behind me, and then pressed the button of my electric torch.

Everything was in disorder. Most of the dusty furniture had been pushed into a corner. Some of it was still covered with sheets, but much of it was not. Clearly people had been in here a good deal of late. I picked my way between various pieces of furniture across to the corner I sought. On arriving there I started, and at once switched off my light.

In the floor at that corner, was a big hole, a very big hole indeed, several feet across.

The carpet had been rolled back. The boards had all been ripped up. Two of the beams below them had been sawed across, and about three feet of each of these beams removed. The ceiling of the room below had been smashed away — this I judged to be the exact spot where the brown stain had been — and, as I cautiously bent forward, and craned my neck, I could see right down into the drawing-room.

Voices were murmuring — mens voices. The sight upon which my gaze rested made me recoil.

Stretched out on the floor, right below me, was a human body — shrivelled, dry, quite brown, but undoubtedly a body. It looked exactly like a mummy, a mummy five feet or more in length. Beside it knelt two figures. As I looked, I saw them slowly lift the body from the floor, one man holding either end of it. In a moment or two they had carried it out of sight. And the men who had taken it away were Sir Charles Thorold and the man I had known as Davies, but whose name I now knew to be Whichelo.

This was more, a great deal more than I had expected or even dreamt I should see when I entered the house of mystery.

What could it all mean? Had there been foul play? And if so, had Thorold had a hand in it? I could not think this possible. And yet what other construction could I possibly place upon what I had just witnessed?

I did not know what to think, much less had I any idea of what I ought now to do. And then, all at once, an inspiration came to me.

I took several long breaths. Then, setting my voice at a low, unnatural pitch, I gave vent to a deep, long-drawn-out wail, gradually raising my voice until it ended in a weird shriek.

The stillness below became intense. I paused for perhaps half-a-minute. Then I slowly repeated the wail, ending this time in a kind of unearthly yell.

I knew I had achieved my purpose — knew that the men below were terrified, panic-stricken. I could picture them kneeling beside the shrivelled corpse, literally petrified by horror, their eyes starting from their sockets, their faces bloodless.

Then I walked with measured tread about the floor, the dull plunk plunk of my rubber soles sounding, in the depth of the night, and in the stillness of that unoccupied house — ghostly even to me. Next I began to push the furniture about, and a moment later I slammed the door.

There was a wild, a frantic stampede. Both men had sprung to their feet and were dashing headlong down the stairs. I pursued them in the darkness! They heard the quick patter of my rubber shoes upon the stairs behind them, and it seemed to give them wings. Furniture was knocked spinning in the darkness. A terrific crash echoed through the house as, in their blind rush, they hurled on to the stone floor of the hall a big china vase the height of a man which had stood upon a pedestal. A door slammed. Then another, more faintly, a long way down some corridor.

Then once more all was still.

Chuckling at the grim humour of the situation, I went slowly up the stairs again. There was still a light in the first-floor room. I pushed the door open and walked boldly in.

I halted, surprise had petrified me.

The sight that my eyes rested upon I shall not forget as long as ever I live!


Chapter Twenty Three.

Contains Another Revelation.
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I STOOD STILL in horror, my eyes riveted upon the shrivelled human body. It was stretched out upon several chairs placed side by side. The sight was most gruesome.

Near it, upon the floor, was an ordinary packing-case, in the bottom of which a quantity of wood shavings had been pressed down, to form a sort of bed. At once I realised that this box had been prepared for the reception of the body.

It was about to be smuggled out of the house!

But how did it come to be there? Whose body was it? How long had it been dead? And how had the man — for I saw it was the body of a man, apparently a man of middle-age — come by his death?

It was not the sight of the Thing that had startled me, however, for I had expected to see it there.

What had taken my breath away had been the sight of great heaps of coin upon the floor, gold coin which had evidently just been emptied out of the little sacks close by. Near by were some glass bottles containing powdered metal, some bottles of coloured fluid, and various implements — a couple of metal moulds, a ladle, a miniature hand-lathe, several files, and some curiously-fashioned tools which I judged must be finishing tools used in the manufacture of coin.

The truth was plain — a ghastly unexpected truth.

Thorold and Whichelo were, or had been, in some way concerned in issuing base coin, though to me it seemed hardly possible that Sir Charles could actually be implicated. I picked up a handful of the shining coins, and let them fall between my fingers in a golden stream. If they were not golden French louis they were certainly fine imitations. All the coins were French twenty and ten-franc pieces, I noticed. There were no British coins among them, nor were there coins of any other nation. In all, there must have been several thousands of them.

When I had recovered from my surprise, I began to examine the body more closely. With my electric torch I ran a flash all along it and to and fro. It was the body of a man about thirty, I definitely decided, and it was swathed in brown rags. I had seen bodies in the catacombs in Rome and in Paris that looked like this, and also in South America I had seen some.

South America! My thought of that continent set up a fresh train of thought in my mind. It made me think of Mexico, and the thought of Mexico, though not in South America, brought the tall, dark man, Whichelo, back to me vividly. He had been in Mexico a great deal at one time, Vera had told me. And this mummified body lying in front of me — yes, it singularly resembled the mummified bodies I had seen in Mexico when on my travels about the world.

What had caused death? Critical inspection with my electric torch showed distinctly a fracture at the base of the skull, as though it had been struck with some blunt implement, such as a hammer.

Yes, there could be no doubt that the skull had been severely fractured. I should have held the theory that the poor fellow had been attacked from behind, felled to the ground with some iron weapon. I wondered greatly how long the man had been dead. No expert knowledge was needed to decide that he must have been dead a number of years. And where had the body been hidden all this time?

Instinctively I glanced at the ceiling — at the gaping hole in it — and instantly I knew. This mummified body had been hidden away, buried between the ceiling and floor! It had been in that corner, where the hole now was. And the brown stain I had noticed in the corner of the ceiling...

But the money? Why, of course, the money must have been there, too. A thought struck me. I picked up some of the coins again, and glanced at the dates. Twenty-five or thirty years ago they were dated, yet they looked quite new. Clearly, then, they had not been in circulation. Paultons significant remark returned to me — the remark he had made that night in the room in Château dUzerche, when I had said something about not revealing Sir Charles Thorolds secret.

Could there be some hidden connexion between this discovery I had made, Thorolds secret, and the charge upon which Paulton was wanted?

I spent some time in examining the room and its contents. Then I explored other parts of the house.

Was I now gradually approaching the solution of Sir Charles Thorolds secret?

I believed it more than likely that I might now at last be well on my way to solving the mystery of Houghton Park and the Thorolds sudden flight. That Sir Charles and his big friend would not return that night I fully believed. They might, or might not, be superstitious, but there could be no doubt I had terrified them thoroughly. If they returned at all it would be in the daytime, I conjectured.

What was to be done? How should I act?

I decided that the only thing to do would be to go out into the street and inform the constable of all that had happened. I had told him I would not stay long in the house in any case, and my prolonged absence might be making him feel uneasy.

I left by the front door — which I found securely bolted and chained on the inside — and there found the constable flashing his bulls-eye lantern upon the door, and with his truncheon ready drawn.

Hush! I whispered, and he smiled upon seeing me, and at once replaced his truncheon.

I was beginning to feel very anxious on your account, sir, he said. I arf wondered who might be a-comin out. Well, sir, did you see anything?

I should say so, I answered, and then, as briefly as I could, I told him nearly everything.

I persuaded him to come in then and there.

Well, look at that, now! he said, as I showed him first the mummified body, then the sacks of gold, and pointed out to him the great hole cut in the ceiling. Well, look at that, now! he repeated.

The awkward part of the affair is this, I said at last. Who is going to lodge information? I dont care to, for, if I do, inquiries will be made as to how I came to be on the premises at all, and how I managed to get in, and it wont look well if I am proved, on my own showing, to have entered the place secretly in the middle of the night. Again, I dont want to lodge information against Sir Charles Thorold. Why should I? He has always been my friend. Nor, for that matter, do I want to prefer any sort of charge against Whichelo. So far as the body is concerned, we may be quite wrong in conjecturing that there has been foul play. Indeed, there is no actual proof that the mummy was hidden in the ceiling of the room, though personally I think it must have been. Everything points to it. And you, Bennett, cant very well give information either without compromising yourself as well as me. Your inspector would want to know how you managed to get into the house, and what right you had to enter it.

I paused, considering, while he removed his helmet and scratched his head.

Ill tell you what I think we had better do, I said at last.

Well, sir, what? he inquired eagerly.

Nothing. Nothing at all. Go back to your beat. Ill bolt and chain the front door when youre gone. Then Ill put out the light in this room, and make my way out of the house by the way I entered it.

But the two men, the policeman said quickly. Where can they have got to? They cant have left the premises.

You may depend upon it they have, I answered. I feel pretty sure there must be some secret entrance to this house, that they alone know. The back door, too, is bolted and chained on the inside, and they can hardly have entered the way I did — ugh! and I shuddered again at the thought of those horrible, hairy-legged spiders scampering over my bare flesh.

Meet me 2.

Again that odd little advertisement arose in my thoughts. I would watch the front page of the Morning Post for a day or two. Perhaps another advertisement might appear that would help me.

Early next day I went and told Vera everything. I found her seated in the lounge on the right of the hall.

She listened eagerly, and I saw at once that the news excited her a good deal, yet to my surprise she made no comment, but changed the subject of conversation by remarking — 

Violet brought Frank Faulkner here yesterday evening. He is engaged to be married to her. He has broken off his engagement to Gladys Deroxe, and I am very glad he has, she declared.

Really, I exclaimed. Well, frankly Im not surprised, for I believe he has been in love with Violet from the moment he first met her. But how did Miss Deroxe take it? Was there a dreadful scene?

Scene? There was no scene at all, it appears. What happened was simply this. Gladys discovered that Frank had brought Violet over from the Riviera, that she was staying here at his expense, and that he seemed to be extremely attentive to her. Now, a sensible girl would have asked her future husband, in a case of that sort, to come to see her and explain everything. That, certainly, is what I should have done.

And what did Miss Deroxe do?

Do? Good Heavens, she sat down then and there and wrote him a letter — oh! such a letter! He showed it to me. I have never in my life read anything so insulting. She ended by telling him in writing that she had never really cared for him, and that she hoped she would never see him again. In one place she wrote: I might have guessed the kind of man you are by the kind of company you keep. I know all about your friend, Richard Ashton. He associates with dreadful people. I am only glad I have found you out before it was too late! Those were her words. So you see the kind of reputation you have acquired, my dear Dick.

I laughed — laughed uproariously. I, the associate of dreadful people, I, a member of that hot-bed of conventions and of respectability, Brookss Club. The whole thing was delicious.

When will Frank and Violet be here again?

I asked presently, after we had ascended together to the private sitting-room.

Ive invited Frank to lunch. I told them you were coming. Frank has something important to tell you, he said.

Did he tell you what?

No. At least it had reference, he said, to the Château dUzerche, or to something that has been found there. To tell the truth, I was thinking of something else when he told me.

Dearest, I said, some minutes later, my arm about her waist, you remember my telling you I had taken a few of the coins I found in your fathers house. Well, yesterday I had them tested. They are not counterfeits. They are genuine.

She looked at me curiously. Then, after a pause, she said — 

What made you think they might be counterfeit?

What made me think so? Seeing that I discovered with them a number of implements, etc, used apparently in the manufacture of base coin, my inference naturally was that the coins must have been false.

Still she looked at me. Gradually her expression hardened.

Dick, she said at last, you are deceiving me. You have deceived me all along. You told me you knew my fathers secret. Now you dont know it — do you?

Indeed you are mistaken, quite mistaken, dearest, I exclaimed quickly. I know it well enough, but I dont, I admit, know that part of it which bears upon these coins. I never pretended to know that part.

It was a wild shot, but I felt I must say something in my defence.

I hated deceiving Vera in this way, as, indeed, I should have hated to deceive her in any way, but, playing a part still, I was driven to subterfuge. After all, I had never said I knew her fathers secret. She had jumped to the conclusion that I knew it, that day I had found her locked in the upper room in the house in Belgrave Street, and I had not disillusioned her. That was all.

The door of the sitting-room opened at that moment, we sprang apart as Faulkner and Violet entered. The pretty girl, in a blue serge coat and skirt, looked radiantly happy, and the happiness she felt seemed to increase her great beauty. I confess I had not before fully realised what a lovely girl she was.

Ah, Dick, my dear fellow, Faulkner exclaimed, grasping me by the hand, I want you to congratulate me, old chap.

Oh, I do, of course, I said at once. I congratulate you doubly — on becoming engaged, and on breaking off your engagement.

He made a quick little gesture of impatience.

Oh, I dont mean congratulations of that kind, he said quickly. I shouldnt ask you to waste your time in congratulating me upon anything so commonplace as an engagement of marriage. I want you to congratulate me upon something you dont yet know.

Well, what is it? I said impatiently. Have you come into a fortune?

Right the very first time! he exclaimed. Yes, I have. Ive inherited, quite unexpectedly, a very large fortune. But the odd thing is this. My benefactor is, or rather was, unknown to me. Until yesterday I had never even heard his name.

How wonderful! But how splendid! I cried out. Do tell me more about it. Tell me everything.

I will. And now prepare to receive a shock. The will leaving me this fortune was found in the safe discovered among the débris of Château dUzerche, after the fire?


Chapter Twenty Four.

A Further Tangle.
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CERTAINLY, THIS WAS a most remarkable development. I listened without comment.

Yet when Faulkner had given me, at the luncheon table, all the details by way of explanation, as he put it, the tangle seemed even greater than before he had begun.

The will, dated three years previously, had been drawn up by a well-known firm of London lawyers. It was quite in order, and the testators name was Whichelo, Samuel Whichelo, formerly of Mexico City, merchant, but then resident at Wimbledon Common. The testator, who had been unmarried, left a few legacies to friends and servants, but practically the whole of his fortune he bequeathed entirely to Frank Faulkner, in return for the considerable service he once rendered me.

Faulkner had handed me a copy of the will — it was quite a short will. When I came to this sentence I naturally looked up.

Ah! I said, then there is a method in the testators madness. But I thought you told me you had never even heard his name.

Until yesterday I never had heard it.

Then what was this considerable service he says you rendered him?

Well, Ill tell you, he said. Years ago, when I was knocking about the world — I was then about twenty — I chanced to find myself, one night, in the China Town of San Francisco. I had a friend with me, about my own age. Foolishly, we were exploring at night, alone — that is, without an interpreter or guide of any sort, which is about as risky a thing as any ordinary unarmed European can do in San Francisco, where you may still, I believe, find the scum of all the nations. Suddenly we heard a cry. A man was calling, Au secours! Au secours! Without stopping to think, I rushed in the direction whence the cry came. It was repeated. It was in a house which I recognised, at a glance, as an establishment of doubtful repute. I must tell you that when I was twenty I was considered a first-rate boxer, and it may have been the confidence I felt in my ability to defend myself that made me rush, without hesitation, into that Chinese den. Cards and chits were scattered about the tables and on the floor, and nine or ten Chinamen were in the room, struggling furiously with a tall, dark man of powerful build, who was being rapidly overcome owing to the number of his assailants. Chinese oaths were flying about freely, and I saw a knife-blade flash suddenly into the air.

He paused for a second, then continued — 

My blood was up. I felt as I feel sometimes now, that I didnt care for anything or any one or what might happen to me. I rushed at the nearest Chinaman like a maniac — I believe he thought I was one. My first blow knocked him silly. Then, right and left I hit out. I was in perfect condition at that time. Down went the Chinamen one after another, as my blows caught them on the chin — I used to be famous for that chin-blow, I specialised in it, so to speak. I detest boasting. I tell this only to you, because I think it may amuse you and explain my windfall. In less than two minutes I had stretched five of the Chinamen senseless with that chin-blow, and the remaining three or four, seized with panic, fled.

What then? I asked.

At once I led the man who had called for help out into the street. I saw he was pretty badly hurt, so with the help of my friend, who had now joined me again, I got him out of China Town, expecting to be set upon at any moment by friends of those Chinamen, thirsting for revenge. Though he had called Au secours! he was not French, it seemed. He was British Portuguese, though he lived in Mexico, he told me later. We got him to the hospital. I must have your name — I must have your name, he exclaimed quite excitedly, as I was leaving, I remember. You have rendered me a service I shall never forget — never. You must come and see me to-morrow. I told him I could not do that, as I was leaving early next morning for Raymund, on my way to the Yosemite Valley. But I said I hoped we might meet again some day, and, as he insisted upon my doing so, I gave him a card with my address — my London club address. It was at the club that I found, yesterday morning, the communication from his lawyers.

And by Gad! I exclaimed enthusiastically, you deserve this bit of luck, as you call it, Frank. I think you acted splendidly!

Oh, for Heavens sake dont become emotional, old chap, he said hurriedly. If you knew how I hate gush, you wouldnt.

It isnt gush, I answered. What wouldnt I have given to see you buckling up those Chinamen one after another. Splendid!

I turned to Violet.

I congratulate you, I said, taking her hand, on marrying a real man. I think the two of you are the pluckiest pair I have ever met. It will be long before I forget that incident on the roof of Château dUzerche. But for you, neither Frank nor I would be alive to-day.

Nor the Baronne, nor Dago Paulton, she added mischievously. Oh, yes, I am a heroine! A heroine to save such very precious lives!

Are you not grateful to the Baronne? I asked quickly. After all, she did adopt you, and bring you up.

Yes, the girl answered, with a swift, reproachful glance, she adopted me and brought me up, but only that I might help to further her own ends. She didnt adopt me out of affection, I can assure you.

I saw that I had again trodden upon thin ice, so I quickly changed the topic.

But the great mystery, I said, addressing Faulkner, is not yet solved. How on earth did Whichelos will, leaving you this fortune, come to be in the safe in Château dUzerche, in the Basses Alpes? When did Whichelo die?

Four months ago. The lawyers distinctly remember him making a will, but he had never returned it to them, and, since his death, they had been trying to find it. They even advertised for it.

To whom would his fortune have gone, had he died intestate? I inquired suddenly.

To his younger brother, Henry. From what the lawyers tell me, this brother of his must be a peculiar man. His life appears to be a mystery. He is, however, known to be intimate with your friend, Sir Charles Thorold. Sir Charles and he were in Mexico together ten years ago, the lawyers tell me, and were there again about three years ago.

Who are the lawyers who wrote to you? something prompted me to ask.

You mean about the will? Oh, a firm in Lincolns Inn, Spink and Peters.

Instantly I thought of old Taylor.

Ah, I said, I have heard of them. Thorold has had some business dealings with them. By the way — who opened the safe?

The French police. It seems, that since the fire, neither Dago Paulton nor the Baronne de Coudron have shown any signs of life. Even the insurance people have not been written to by them.

Paulton and the Baronne are probably afraid of being arrested, I said at once.

We talked a little longer, but Faulkner seemed unable to throw any further light on the mystery of the will being found in the safe, and the lawyers were equally in the dark. Probably they would never have heard of the will had the French police not communicated with them.

Oh, I have another bit of news for you, Faulkner said suddenly. Sir Charles Thorold is to return to Houghton.

My father going back to Houghton! Vera exclaimed, amazed. Why, who told you that? Ive heard nothing of it.

Read it in the newspaper this morning, Faulkner answered. I have the paper here — in my pocket.

He tugged out of his coat-pocket a copy of a morning paper, unfolded it, and presently found the announcement.

There it is, he said, passing the paper to her, with his finger on the paragraph.

The announcement ran as follows — 

We are able to state that Sir Charles and Lady Thorold have decided to return to their country residence, Houghton Park, in Rutland, which has been vacant since the mysterious affair when the body of Sir Charles butler was discovered in the lake at Houghton, and the chauffeur from Oakham was shot dead by an unknown assassin. The news is creating considerable interest throughout the county.

What an astonishing thing! I exclaimed. Really, one may cease being surprised at anything. I wonder how the county will receive them. I prophecy that the majority of Rutland society will cut them dead, after what has happened.

Why should they? Faulkner asked, in surprise. Theres no reason why they should, I answered I only say they will. You dont know Rutland county people — or you wouldnt ask.

Veras lunch-party had proved a great success. The four of us had been in the best of spirits. And yet, once, at least, during the meal, Paultons face, dark, threatening, floated into my imagination, and again I heard that ominous threat he had uttered in Paris that night, the last words I had heard him speak — 

I shall be even with you soon, in a way you dont expect.

Where was he at this moment? What plot was he hatching? Had he left Paris? Was he in London? Would he and the Baronne try to get Violet away from Faulkner by force?

Though now we were all so light-hearted, I could not help thinking of Paulton and the Baronne, and wondering what their next clever move would be. It was not to be supposed they would remain dormant. They were probably lying doggo, in order to spring with greater force.

During the same week I looked in again at Rodney Street on my policeman, who expressed himself delighted to see me. Some days had now passed since I had forced my way into the house in Belgrave Street during the night. I was wondering what had happened there since; whether lights had been seen again; whether anybody else had been into the place; or if the body and the gold had been removed.

When he had pushed forward his most comfortable chair, and I had seated myself in it, the constable said: I have some news for you to-day, sir.

News? I exclaimed. What kind of news?

Well, simply this, sir. All them sacks of money has been removed, but the mummy has been left just where it was. The police have possession of it now.

When did they take possession of it? I asked quickly, starting up.

Yesterday. Mr Spink, in whose hands the house is during Sir Charles Thorolds absence, went there. I see him when he comes out, and I never in my life see a man look so white and scared. He found the body lying there, of course, also all the furniture pushed about, and the great hole cut in the ceiling. When he came out he was as terrible pale, and shivering with excitement. It was about three in the afternoon. He called me at once, and I went in with the man on point-duty. Everything was much as when you and me saw it, sir, only there wasnt no money.

Then of course Whichelo and Sir Charles have taken it away. I wonder at their leaving the body, though. Such a give-away, isnt it? Did the police find out how the men entered and left the house?

I found that out, sir — quite by charnce. Theres a way into a cellar we didnt know of, and that cellar leads into the cellar of the house adjoining, which is empty. Thats the way they went in and out. It was easy to see as how somebody had been to and fro that way.

Do the police know anything of the money? I asked. Didnt they see any sign of it at all?

No, sir. Nor Mr Spink didnt neither.

Do they suspect who has been into the house?

No, sir, they aint got no idea. And about the body and how it got there, they are quite at sea. Sauntering along Victoria Street, Westminster, half-an-hour later, the thought occurred to me to look in on my doctor, David Agnew, who was also my old personal friend.

For some days I had not been well. A feeling of lassitude had come over me, also loss of appetite. Agnew was generally able to prescribe for my simple ailments.

He was a bright, genial fellow, and merely to meet him seemed to do one good. None would have taken him for the celebrated bacteriologist he was, for I — and I think most people — usually picture a bacteriologist as a cadaverous, ascetic, preternaturally solemn individual, with a bald head, wrinkled brow, and large, gold-rimmed spectacles. It was Thorold who had introduced me to Agnew many years before, and many and many a time had the three of us dined together.

At first I was told that the doctor was not at home, but upon sending in my card, I was immediately admitted.

The shock I received upon entering Agnews consulting-room, I am not likely to forget. Instead of the hearty greeting I had expected, I was faced by a man whose staring eyes spoke terror. It was Agnew, but I saw at once that something terrible must have happened.

He was pacing the room with his handkerchief to his mouth when I entered. He turned at once, and came over to me.

Ashton, he said abruptly, taking my hand in both his own, and gripping it so that I almost cried out, I have an awful thing to tell you — you are the one man in whom I can confide in this crisis, and I am truly glad youve come. I feel I must tell some one. I shall go mad if I dont.

His expression appalled me.

What is it? What? I exclaimed. For Heavens sake dont look at me like this!

I must tell you, I must, he gasped. Our mutual, our dear friend, Charles Thorold, was in here an hour ago. I had been called out for five minutes, but he said he would wait. As I had a patient in here, Gregory, my man, showed Thorold into the room upstairs — my laboratory. In an open box on the table were several little glass tubes containing bacilli — different sorts of bacilli that Ive been cultivating. It seems that Charles, with fatal curiosity, picked up one of these tubes to examine it. The glass of the tube is very thin. One of them broke in his hand — ah! What catastrophe could be more complete? Its terrible... horrible! He stopped abruptly, unable to go on.

Well? Why so terrible! Tell me! I exclaimed.

He pulled himself together with an effort.

That tube contained a cultivation of pneumonic plague, he exclaimed huskily, one of the deadliest microbes known. The blood-serum in which I had grown the germs fell upon his hands. Not suspecting the danger, he actually wiped it off with his handkerchief! I did not return until a quarter of an hour afterwards. The evil was then beyond remedy. He became infected!

Phew! What will happen now?

Happen? In a few days at most he will be dead! There are no recoveries from pneumonic plague — that most terrible contagious disease so well-known in Eastern Siberia and Japan. There is no hope for him. None. You hear — none!

By Gad! I gasped, horrified. You cant mean it. Where is Thorold now?

In isolation at St. Georges hospital. I sent him there at once. Oh! Heaven, it is too terrible to think of — and my fault, all my fault for leaving the tube there!

I tried to calm him, but he was quite beside himself.

I halted, astounded at the gravity of the situation.


Chapter Twenty Five.

Towards the Truth.
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THOUGH I HATED to cause pain to Vera, I realised that I must immediately tell her. The thought of breaking the terrible news to her upset me, yet the thing had to be faced.

Never shall I forget those awful moments. I had tried to break the news gently, but how can such tragic news be broken gently? That conventional word is surely a mockery when used in such a connexion.

She was devoted to her parents. What seemed to trouble her now more than anything else, was the fact that we did not know her mothers whereabouts, and so could not inform her of the frightful contretemps.

Try not to worry, dearest, I said, placing my hand tenderly upon her shoulder, and kissing her upon the lips in an endeavour to soothe her. We are bound very soon to find out where she is.

Yes, she retorted bitterly, and by that time — by that time poor father may be dead!

She was silent for a few moments, then she said — 

The only thought that comforts me, dear, a little, is that, if he should die, the living lie will die with him. He is so good, so kind, so self-sacrificing, that I think he would be quite ready to die if he thought his death would relieve us of the fearful tension of these last horrible years. My dear, dear father! Ah, how stormy has his life been! Does he know what you have just told me — I mean, that he cannot live?

No, I replied.

She began to weep bitterly again, and I did my best to calm her, and kissed her again. I told her he did not know the danger, which was the truth. Agnew had only told him the germs would probably make him very ill for awhile.

The house-physician at the hospital had not broken the actual truth to him — the truth that, infected with such deadly germs he was doomed to death. Perhaps I ought not to have told Vera the whole ghastly truth. Yet, upon carefully considering the matter, I had decided that frankness would be better.

I will telephone to St. Georges, I said, a little later, and ask for the latest news. Youd better not go to see him until the house-physician gives you leave. He asked me to tell you that.

The reply was satisfactory. Sir Charles was not in pain, the hall-porter said. He was slightly feverish. That was all. What grim consolation!

Two eager days passed. Still Lady Thorold showed no sign of life. I had telephoned to Messrs Spink and Peters. Also I had telegraphed to Houghton Park, as it was said Lady Thorold intended to return there. But to no purpose. One thing that surprised me was that Whichelo had not been to the hospital. Where was he during these days? Had he, too, not heard of the calamity?

You have not heard the exciting news, I said to Faulkner, when I met him outside the Devonshire on the way to his club.

What exciting news? he inquired, in his cool phlegmatic way. You get excited so easily, Dick, if you will forgive my saying so.

He listened with interest to the news, and when I had done talking, he said quite calmly — 

Curious to relate, I saw the Baroness, Paulton and Henderson not ten minutes ago.

Saw them! I gasped. Where?

In Piccadilly, not thirty yards from here. They turned up Dover Street, and went down in the tube lift.

Are you positive?

Quite. I couldnt well forget them. They were walking together, laughing and chatting as though nothing were amiss. I admire that kind of nerve.

Meanwhile, the newspapers were full of the remarkable discovery of the mummified man in Sir Charles Thorolds house in Belgrave Street. The hole cut in the ceiling gave rise to all sorts of wild surmises.

It did not, however, occur to any of the reporters that the body might have been hidden between the ceiling and the floor.

What the newspapers worried about most was the mummys age. Experts put their heads together, and put on their spectacles. Some were of the opinion that it must be centuries old. Sir Charles, the one man who might have thrown some light upon it could not, of course, be questioned. Only one medical expert, an old professor, differed from his confrères. A wizened little man, himself not unlike a mummy, he maintained, in the face of scientific ridicule, that the mummy found in Belgrave Street had been dead less than twenty years. Further, he pronounced that the method of embalming was a process uncommon in this country or in Egypt, but still in vogue in China and in Mexico. He believed the body to be, he said, that of a man of middle-age, a Spaniard, or possibly a Mexican.

The news of Sir Charles condition was more satisfactory that evening, inasmuch as the sister at the hospital told me, when I called, that he was still no worse. Perhaps, after all, Dr Agnew had been mistaken. Oh, how I hoped he had been, for my own sake, almost as much as for my darlings.

I think, I said to Vera, whose spirits rose a little when she heard my report, that to-morrow morning I will run down to Oakham, to have another look at Houghton.

What on earth for? she exclaimed, in a tone of surprise. I intended asking father to-day, when I saw him at the hospital, if the report that he intended returning to Houghton were true. He seemed so hot and restless however, that I decided not to ask him until to-morrow. I do believe he is going to get better, dont you? But now, tell me what good do you think you will do by going out to Houghton?

Good? I answered. I dont expect or intend to do good. No, it is merely that something — I cant tell you what — prompts me to go again to see the place.

How silly! Vera declared, as I thought rather rudely. Modern girls are so dreadfully outspoken. I do sometimes wish we were back in the days when a matron would raise her hands in dismay and exclaim: Oh, fie! or Oh, la! when a young girl did aught that seemed to her unladylike.

Yet, in spite of Veras remonstrance, I caught a train to Oakham early next morning. Sir Charles had had a restless night, the hospital porter told me on the telephone, before I started, but his condition was surprisingly satisfactory.

Then I rang up Dr Agnew.

Dont you think he may, after all, recover? I inquired eagerly.

In reply the doctor said he only hoped and trusted that he might. More than that, he would not tell me. I gathered, therefore, that he still had serious fears.

I arrived at the Stags Head, in Oakham, in time for lunch. Directly after lunch I started out for Houghton in a hired car.

What a lot had happened, I reflected, as in the same car in which the chauffeur had been shot, we purred down the main street, since I had last set out along that road. What a number of stirring incidents had occurred — incidents crowded into the space of a few weeks. But at last they seemed to be coming to an end. That thought relieved me a good deal. Ah, if only — if only Thorold would recover!

The drive to Houghton from Oakham was a pretty one, past woods and rich grazing pastures until suddenly, turning into the great lodge-gates, we went for nearly a quarter of a mile up the old beech avenue to where stood the old Elizabethan house, a large, rambling pile of stone, so full of historic associations.

On pulling up at the ancient portico, I found to my surprise, the front door ajar. I pushed it open and entered. There was nobody in the big stone hall — how well I remembered the last day when we had all had tea there after hunting, and that fateful message from the butler that Mr Smithson had called to see Sir Charles. I made my way into the drawing-rooms, then into the morning-room, and afterwards into the dining-room. The doors were all unlocked, but the rooms were empty. It was while making my way towards the kitchen quarters that I heard footsteps somewhere in the house.

They were coming down the back stairs.

I waited at the foot of the stairs, just out of sight. They were firm, heavy footfalls. A moment later, a tall man stood facing me.

It was the dark giant I had first met at dinner at the Stags Head, when we had shared a table on the night of the Hunt Ball — the man whom I now knew to be Henry Whichelo.


Chapter Twenty Six.

Mr Smithson again.
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HE GAVE A hardly perceptible start on seeing me. Then he extended his big hand and grasped mine in the most friendly way.

Well, this is a real surprise — a very pleasant surprise, Mr Ashton, he said, looking me full in the eyes. I have often thought of you since the evening we met and had that pleasant meal together, and I told you my name was Smithson, because I knew the name would puzzle you. And what are you doing here? Making an ocular survey — as I am?

The ready lie rose to my lips. It is very well for moralists to tell us we should always speak the truth. There are occasions when an aptitude for wandering into paths of falsehood may prove extremely useful. It did so now.

No, I answered, Im not. I am on my way to my little place about twenty miles from here — it is let now, but I think of returning to live there — and it occurred to me to look in at Houghton again. I saw it mentioned, in some paper the other day, that the Thorolds are returning.

Yes, that is so, Whichelo answered. Sir Charles has instructed me to see to everything, and make all arrangements. I have only to-day heard that he is very ill at the hospital. Have you seen him?

I told him the latest bulletin. Then I asked him if he had any idea of Lady Thorolds whereabouts.

All I know, he answered, is that she was abroad when last I heard of her.

Abroad? Was that lately?

About a week ago. She was then somewhere in the Basses Alpes. Has she not been to see Sir Charles?

No. We dont know where she is.

Who do you mean by we?

Vera Thorold and myself.

Thats strange, he said thoughtfully. Oh, of course Lady Thorold cant have heard of his illness. She would have come at once, or at any rate have telegraphed, if she had.

We talked a little longer — we had strolled into the morning-room, and sat down there — when Whichelo said suddenly — 

That discovery of a mummy in Sir Charles town house is curious, eh? How would you account for that, Ashton? And for the hole in the ceiling?

I dont account for it at all, I replied quickly, trying to look unconcerned beneath his narrow, scrutinising gaze. What is your theory with regard to it?

Oh, I never theorise in cases of that kind, he replied. What is the use of theorising? One is almost certain to be wrong.

You must, however, I said with some emphasis, have some view or other as to the mummys age. Do you think it is an ancient mummy, or a modern one?

He smiled, showing his wonderfully white teeth, which contrasted strangely with his crisp, black beard.

I am not a mummy expert, so I wont venture an opinion, he replied. I should say the best thing they can do is to bury it, or give it to some museum. Im sure Thorold wont want it.

Dont you think, I said, speaking rather slowly, Thorold may know how it came to be concealed there?

What a ridiculous idea, if you will pardon my saying so, Whichelo answered quite sharply. What on earth can he know about it?

After all, I said, in the same even tone, it was found in his house. Now, I have a theory. Shall I tell you what it is?

He could not well say no, though I noticed he was not anxious to listen to the expression of my views or theories on the subject.

Well, I continued, looking at him steadily, I have a theory regarding that strange hole in the ceiling. Can you guess what it is?

Im sure I cant, he said, rather uneasily. What is it?

My belief is that the mummy has been for a long time hidden in that ceiling — between the ceiling and the floor above. They lifted the boards of the upper room to get the mummy out, when the ceiling, rotted by decay, fell down. Thats my belief. You will, I think, find in the end that Im right, though the idea does not seem, as yet, to have occurred to anybody else.

Whichelo laughed. It was obviously a forced laugh.

By Jove! you have a vivid imagination, Ashton, he said, only I fear you wont find many, if any, to agree with your theory. Why should the mummy have been hidden in the ceiling? Who would have hidden it? People usually have some reason for doing things, he ended, with a touch of malice.

They have, I answered significantly. Then, unable to resist the impulse, I added with affected carelessness: I suppose, if a man hid a bag of gold, he would have some reason for hiding it, especially if he hid it in a ceiling. What do you think?

The mans countenance blanched to the lips. His mouth twitched. He seemed unable to utter a word.

What do you know? he suddenly exclaimed hoarsely, clutching the arm of his chair with trembling fingers. Then he added, in a threatening tone: Tell me!

I remembered that I was alone with him in there, miles from everywhere. When standing, he towered high above me, a veritable giant, and I knew that, if he chose to attack me, he must overcome me with the greatest ease. At all costs I must pacify him.

Perhaps now, I said calmly, you think there is more in my theory than at first appeared. Listen to me, Mr Whichelo, I went on, forcing my courage, from what I have said, and hinted, you probably guess that I know — well — something. It remains for you to decide whether we are to be friends — or not. Personally, I am willing to be friendly with you. Thorold and I are friends, and have been for years. In addition, I am to marry Vera, so, naturally, I should prefer to remain friendly with her friends. Why not take me into your confidence, and tell me all you know? Im not a man to talk, I assure you.

I knew I had done right to take him in that way, and to be quite frank with him. Had I shown the white feather at all, even by implication, he would have pounced down upon me. That I felt instinctively.

Our eyes met sharply. During those brief moments something passed between us that revealed our true characters to each other. I had never really mistrusted Whichelo, though on that night we had dined together at the Stags Head in Oakham, his manner and his mode of speech had puzzled me a good deal. Now I instinctively knew him to be a man upon whom I could rely.

Tell me all you know, he said, in a low tone, glancing about him to make sure we were alone.

At once I came to the point.

First, I know, I said slowly, that the body was hidden in the ceiling. Secondly, I believe the old professors theory which you have probably read in the newspapers, that the mummy has not really been dead very many years. Thirdly, I know that you and Thorold entered that house by way of the cellar of the house adjoining — and I dont mind telling you that it was I who frightened you and Thorold out of your lives by giving vent to that screech in the room above.

You! he gasped, surprised.

Yes, but dont interrupt me, I said. You and he brought the body to light and intended to smuggle it out of the house in a packing-case.

I stopped. Then, with my eyes still set on his, I said — 

I saw those implements for coining, which afterwards disappeared. More than that — I saw the bags of gold! Then I paused. What has become of them? I added meaningly.

Whichelo held his breath.

By Heaven! he exclaimed suddenly. Then you know everything! How did you find this out?

I made a random shot.

If you will boldly advertise, I said, what else can you expect? Meet me two.

My shot hit its mark. At once I saw that the advertisement really had reference to the affair.

Surely, I said, there was no need to advertise? You could have communicated by post, telegram or telephone!

Ah! you are mistaken, he answered quickly. We had reasons for advertising — but I cannot explain them now. Tell me, knowing all that you know — how you discovered it I dont attempt to guess — but what are you going to do?

Do? — Nothing. Its no concern of mine.

But — but—

There is no but, I interrupted, except that, having told you what I know, Mr Whichelo, I expect your full confidence in return.

And you shall have it, Ashton, he exclaimed at once. Oh, I can assure you, you shall have it.

Then perhaps youll tell me first, I said abruptly, how that will of your brothers came to be found in the safe among the ruins of Château dUzerche after the fire. Had it not been found, you would, I understand, have been sole heir to the fortune your brother left to Frank Faulkner.

Yes, you are quite right, he answered, with a quiet laugh. I should have been. That will was stolen from my brother.

So I guessed. But by whom?

By Paulton and the Baronne, his companion.

Stolen by Paulton and the Baronne! I echoed. But in what way could they benefit by stealing it, as the money would have come to you had the will not been found? Why did they not destroy it?

Well — to tell the truth, they have a hold over me, he went on quickly, just as they have over Thorold. Probably they refrained from destroying it, intending to get Faulkner into their clutches.

I dont follow you, I said. Even if they have a hold over you, as you say, they could not have benefited by you inheriting this money.

Ah! You are mistaken, he answered. They would have benefited considerably. Had I inherited that fortune, it must all have gone to them. I cant say more than that.

Blackmail? I asked.

He nodded.

And do they blackmail Thorold in the same way?

Again he nodded in the affirmative.

At last I seemed to be really on the verge of unravelling the mystery which had puzzled me so long — also on the way to discovering the closely-guarded secret of the Thorolds.

After a brief pause, I put another question to him.

Is all that French gold I have seen, genuine? I asked. I know some of it is, because I had some tested.

How many? he inquired, in a tone of surprise.

Three. They were all good.

Most of them are base coin, he said. A small proportion only are coin from the French mint.

Then Thorold — and you, also, I take it — have had to do with uttering base coin.

You are wrong — in a sense. It may appear so to you. It would seem so to most people, most likely. In point of fact we are both innocent. We have been made a catspaw — how I cannot explain. You see, I am wholly frank with you. That is because I trust you, Ashton — and I dont trust many men, I can assure you.

This was getting interesting.

Whichelo, finding how much I knew, had unreservedly thrown off all pretence. I suppose he thought it his safest plan, as indeed it was. I had given him my word I would hold my peace if he dealt with me openly, and evidently he believed me.

From the morning-room we had strolled towards the back premises, and this conversation had taken place in the butlers pantry, quite a big room. The only door was immediately behind us. All the time we had been conversing — and we must now have talked for over an hour — the door had stood half-open. Now, happening, for some reason, to turn round, I noticed that it was shut.

Hullo! I exclaimed, starting up surprised. Why, I thought that door was open!

At once we dashed over to it. I turned the handle to the right and tugged at it; then to the left and again tugged. It had been locked from the outside — shut and locked so carefully, that we had not heard a sound.

I bent down to examine the lock.

The key was still in it — on the outside!

I drew back, and held my breath. What did it mean?


Chapter Twenty Seven.

In the Shadow.
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WHICHELO WAS AT once practical.

He turned, and glanced quickly at the long window. It was securely barred, horizontally, as well as vertically. Then he pushed a table forward, clambered upon it, and exerting all his strength, endeavoured to wrench one, then another, of the bars from its socket.

A silly action. He could not stir one of them.

Paulton has locked us in, he said, as he stood again beside me.

Paulton! I echoed.

Yes — or Henderson. They and the Baroness — for whom I believe the police are seeking — are in hiding somewhere here. I thought it likely they would end by coming, as this is about the last place the police will be likely to search. They arrived yesterday, little knowing that I was in the vicinity. Theyre hiding in here. I happen to know this, though they dont know that I know it.

But why can they have locked us in?

I cant say. Probably theyre up to some of their old rascality. They are full of ingenuity, and defy the police at every turn. The first thing we have to do is to get out.

He looked about the long, narrow pantry. Soon his gaze fell upon a long-handled American fire-axe, suspended in a corner against the wall, beside a portable fire-extinguisher. He smiled, and crossed the room.

When I lived abroad, he remarked, as he took down the axe and felt its balance, I was rather a good tree-feller. Now, this I call a really beautiful axe.

Drawing himself to his full height as he spoke, he held the axe out at arms length, admiring it.

Its balance is perfect, and theres not an ounce of useless weight anywhere, either in the head, or in the stem. That is where American axes outclass our British axes entirely. Your axe of British manufacture is a clump of block steel stuck on the end of a heavy, clumsy stem. Sound British stuff, it is, so the ironmonger will tell you. Last a lifetime. Last for ever. And that is just what you dont want, Mr Ashton. In these days we dont need axes, or agricultural implements, or machinery, or anything else made to last for ever. We want things made to last just long enough to give something better, time to be invented, and some improvements to be made, and no longer. That practice of the British nation of making things to last for ever, has been the curse of our declining country for the past fifty years.

But what do you want the axe for? I asked, anxious to stop his sudden flow of oratory.

What do I want it for? he exclaimed. Stand back, and Ill show you.

He stepped towards the door, and measured his distance from it with the axe-stem. Then, without removing his coat, or even rolling up his sleeves, he gripped the stem by its extreme end with both hands. With a whizz the axe described a complete circle over his head, then descended. The blade, striking the lock in the very middle, wrecked it completely. Another whizz, another blow, and the lock fell in fragments on to the floor, with a metallic clatter. A third blow, and the door flew open.

I was about to go out into the passage, when Whichelo caught me by the shoulder and pulled me back.

Scatter-brained Englishman! he exclaimed, half in jest. Doesnt it occur to you that Paulton may be, and probably is, waiting with a gun?

I confess it had not occurred to me.

Then how can we get out? I asked quickly.

Just wait, he answered, and Ill show you.

At this moment we heard voices in the house, apparently in the large entrance-hall — mens gruff voices. Also there was a tramp of many footfalls. The murmur approached. A door opened and shut. Some of the men were coming along the passage in our direction.

They stopped abruptly, as they reached the pantry where we now stood. At once we saw they were policemen — plain-clothes men, in golf-caps and overcoats, yet by their cut, unmistakably policemen. They looked us up and down suspiciously. Then one of them spoke.

Where are Paulton and his accomplices? was the sharp inquiry.

Somewhere in this house, Whichelo answered. I havent seen them yet.

Not seen em! Then why are you here?

Whichelo produced a card, and handed it to the speaker. Then he unfolded a letter he had withdrawn from his breast-pocket, and handed him that too. This letter was from Thorold, dated some days previously. It contained a request that Whichelo should go to Houghton and begin to make arrangements for his return there.

Satisfied with our bona fides, the police-officers looked inquiringly at the smashed lock.

Well — and whose work is this? one of the rural constables asked.

Mine, Whichelo answered. Some one, probably the men you want, locked us in. The only way to get out was to smash the lock. And so I smashed it. I advise you to be careful in your search. Most likely they are armed, and probably they will be desperate at finding themselves entrapped. How did you find out they were here, officer?

Two men and a woman, all answering the circulated description of Paulton, Henderson and the woman Coudron, were seen to alight at Oakham station from the last down express last night. They were followed. They hired a conveyance. Its driver was cross-questioned. And so we soon discovered their whereabouts.

Whichelo had, indeed, done well to warn the police-officers to exercise caution in their search — as it afterwards proved. For a quarter of an hour no trace could be found of the wanted men and woman, though the cellars, as well as all the rooms on the ground floor, on the first floor, and the second floor were searched.

In all, there were seven policemen. Whichelo and I accompanied them on their search, and I began to feel excited.

What about the attics? Whichelo suggested at last.

I dont think theyll be there, the police-inspector answered. I expect theyve got off into the woods. Still, we may as well go up and see.

The attics, which constituted the servants sleeping-rooms at Houghton, were very large and airy. A long, narrow corridor ran between the rows of rooms. Facing the end of this corridor was a door. This was the door of the largest room of all.

Some of the doors were locked — some not. Whichelo had keys belonging to all the rooms. The door at the end of the corridor the searchers approached last.

Whichelo eagerly tried two or three keys, but none of them fitted. He was forcing in a fourth key, when suddenly, with a deafening roar, an explosion took place within that room.

At the same instant something crashed through the upper panel of the door, leaving a torn ragged hole in the wood, and riddling the wall at the further end of the passage. Everybody sprang back with a cry. Then, to our amazement, we realised that nobody had been hit by the charge of shot, which had travelled straight along the passage. It seemed a miraculous escape. The charge must have grazed Whichelos shoulder-blade as he bent down to fit the key.

Scarce had we recovered from our fright, when the barrel of a gun was pushed through that hole. Those inside meant business. The barrel pointed swiftly to the right. There came a blinding flash, another deafening report. It turned quickly to the left, and a third shot echoed through the house. Wildly we had thrown ourselves flat upon the floor. The charges had swept over us, cutting great furrows in the wall on either side.

Look out! Its a repeater! I shouted, as I noticed the magazine beneath the barrel. Keep back! Keep well away, all of you!

The barrel swept from left to right, and right to left. It was resting on the smashed panel, and I guessed that whoever held it, had the butt pressed to his shoulder, and was endeavouring to discover our whereabouts before firing again. The fact that we might all be lying flat upon the ground, close to the door, apparently had not occurred to the man handling the gun.

Truly, that was a most exciting moment. Suddenly Whichelo moved. He was whispering into the ear of the constable crouching beside him. Swiftly the latter produced his truncheon, and Whichelo took it. Cautiously, noiselessly, he scrambled on all fours, then up to his feet. Now he stood upright, the truncheon firmly clenched in his right hand. Then, suddenly, grasping the protruding gun-barrel with his left hand, he dealt it a terrific blow close to the muzzle with the long, heavy, wooden truncheon.

And that single blow did it. The barrel, badly bent, was useless.

Quickly we all sprang to our feet and ran pell-mell down the passage. Though an ignominious retreat, it was the only move possible. Nor were we too soon. Hardly had we reached safety, round the corner of the passage, when another shot rang forth, and the wall facing the door was again riddled with pellets.

They seem to have a battery, the inspector said, when we were once more in the hall. We shall need to starve them out, he observed later. Theres no other alternative that I see. Ive never seen such a thing as this before in all my years in the Rutland constabulary.

Starve them! I exclaimed. And how long will that take? For aught we know, they may be well-provisioned.

Its the only thing to do, sir, he repeated doggedly. We cant smoke them out; and we cant very well burn them out; and I doubt if the law will let us shoot them, though they shoot at us.

That may be so, Whichelo cut in quietly. But I tell you this now — Im going to take the law into my own hands.

The officer looked alarmed.

You cant, the inspector exclaimed, as if unable to believe his ears. To your average police-officer the thought of a mans audacity to take the law into his own hands, seems incredible. You cant, sir, he repeated. You cant, indeed!

You think not? Whichelo said, coolly, gazing down upon them all from his great height. Come along, Ashton, he called to me. Im going to teach a lesson to those vermin upstairs.

I followed him out to the back premises, and thence along a passage to the gun-room, the door of which stood open. As we entered, Whichelo uttered an exclamation.

And no wonder, for the room had been ransacked. The glass front of the gun-rack had been smashed, several shot-guns had been removed — I remembered there had always been three or four guns in this baize-covered rack, now there was only one — and about the floor were empty cartridge-boxes, their covers lying in splinters, as though the boxes had been hurriedly ripped open. The repeating-gun that had been fired at us was probably the Browning which Sir Charles used for duck-shooting, for this was among the missing weapons.

They intend to hold a siege, Whichelo said, after a pause. Theyve provided themselves with a stack of ammunition. This is going to be a big affair, Ashton, a much bigger affair than even we anticipated.

Carefully he took down the only gun left in the rack.

This is of no use, he said, looking at it contemptuously. Its a twenty-eight bore.

The outlook certainly was very black. True, there were nine of us. Had we been twenty, however, the situation would hardly have been better. For there, up in that attic, in a position commanding the full length of the corridor, were two desperate men, armed with guns, and provided with hundreds of rounds of ammunition, which, as we knew, they would not hesitate to use. The question which occurred to us, of course, was: how were they provisioned? Given food and drink to last a week, and who could say what damage they might do?

I went with Whichelo out into the Park. The woods were looking glorious. It was a perfect evening, too, soft and balmy, with that delightful smell of freshness peculiar to the English countryside and impossible, adequately, to describe in print.

We were perhaps ninety yards from the house, with our backs to it, as we strolled towards the copse. All at once a double shot rang out behind us on the still, evening air. At the same instant I felt sharp points of burning pain all over my back and legs. Whipping round, I saw a figure on the roof, outlined against the moonlit sky, just disappearing.

Whichelo too, had been badly peppered. Fortunately we wore thick country tweeds, and these had, to some extent, protected us.


Chapter Twenty Eight.

The Unknown To-morrow.
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TAKE IT FROM me. It is not pleasant to be wounded, even in a good cause.

To be shot in the back by a man standing upon a roof, with a scatter-gun, is not merely physically painful; it is, in addition, humiliating, because it also wounds ones amour propre.

At once I decided not to tell Vera what had happened. She was kind, sympathetic, and for many other things I loved her, but instinctively I knew that she would laugh if I told her the truth, and I was in no fit state then to be laughed at.

Indeed, merely to laugh gave me pain — a great deal of pain. It seemed to drive a lot of little sharp spikes into the holes made by the pellets.

Doctor Agnew — for I had returned to town that night, being extremely anxious to see Thorold again — to whom I exposed my lacerated back, made far too light of the matter, I thought — far too light of it. He said the pellets were just under the skin — I think he murmured something about an abrasion of the cuticle, whatever that may mean — and that he would pick them all out in half a jiffy. I hate doctors who talk slang, and I hinted that I thought an anaesthetic might be advisable.

Anaesthetic! he echoed, with a laugh. Oh, come, Mr Ashton, Agnew added, you must be joking. Yes — I see that you are joking.

I had not intended to joke.

Joking had been the thought furthest from my mind when I suggested the anaesthetic. But, as he took it like that, and spoke in that tone, naturally I had to pretend I really had been joking.

Agnew picked out all the pellets, as he had said he would, in half a jiffy, and I must admit that the pain of the operation was very slight. I should, in truth, have been a milksop had I insisted upon being made unconscious in order to avoid the pain of a few sharp pin-pricks.

Next day I went to see my love, and found her in tears.

Her father was, alas, worse, His temperature had risen. At the hospital they feared the worst. All the previous night he had been delirious. The sister had told her that he had said the strangest things, while in that condition.

I tried to comfort her, but I fear my efforts had but little avail.

Did they tell you what he said while he was delirious? I asked quickly.

They told me some of the things he said. He kept on, they declared, talking of some crime. He seemed to see things floating up before him, and to be trying to keep them from him. And he talked about gold, too, they said. He kept rambling on about gold — gold. The nurses didnt like it. One of them, I saw, had been really frightened by his wild talk.

This was serious. That a crime had been committed, in which Sir Charles Thorold had, in some way, been concerned, I had felt sure ever since that discovery in the house in Belgrave Street. It would be too dreadful if, while delirious, he should inadvertently make statements that might arouse grave suspicion.

Statements uttered by a man in delirium, could not, of course, be used as evidence in a Court of Law, but they might excite the curiosity of the hospital staff — they had, indeed, already done that — and though I am no believer in the foolish saying that women cannot keep a secret, I do know that a good many nurses are strangely addicted to gossip.

We must, at any cost, stop his talking, Vera declared very earnestly. What can we do, Dick? What do you suggest?

What could I suggest? How deeply I felt for her. It would, of course, be possible to keep him quiet by administering drugs, to deaden the activity of his brain, but the doctors would never agree to such a proposal. Besides, such a suggestion would arouse their curiosity; it might make them wonder why we so earnestly wished to prevent the patient talking.

They might jump at all sorts of wrong conclusions, especially as they knew Sir Charles to be the man whose name had recently figured so prominently in the newspapers on two occasions.

No, the idea of drugging him, to keep his tongue quiet, must be at once abandoned.

We had just come to that conclusion, when somebody knocked. A page-boy entered with a telegram, which Vera opened.

No answer, she said, and handed it to me.

The messenger retired. Scanning the telegram, I saw it ran as follows — 

Just heard terrible news. Also where you are. Returning at once. Engage rooms for me your hotel. — Mother.

The telegram had been handed in at Mentone.

Vera seemed a good deal relieved at the thought of seeing her mother again. At this I was not surprised, for, in a sense, she had felt herself responsible for Lady Thorolds evident ignorance of her husbands mishap and illness. She had felt all along, she told me, that she should have kept in touch with her mother.

If my father dies, without my mother having heard of his illness, I shall never forgive myself, she had said to me once.

Lady Thorold arrived at the Grand Hotel next evening. She had travelled by the Mediterranean express without stopping, and had hardly slept at all. Nevertheless, she insisted upon going at once to the hospital, to see her husband.

He was a little better, the doctor told her. He had recovered consciousness for a short time that evening, and his brain seemed calmer. Several times, while conscious, he had asked why Lady Thorold did not come to him, and where she was. Her absence evidently disturbed him a good deal.

On leaving the hospital, I looked in at Faulkners club. He was in the hall, talking to the porter, and just about to come out.

Ah, my dear Dick, he exclaimed, youre the very man I want to see. How is Sir Charles?

A very little better, I answered. I have just come from the hospital. Lady Thorold is with him now.

Good. By the way, have you seen the tape news just in?

What news?

He led me across to the machine at the further end of the hall, picked up the tape, and held it out at arms length. The startling words I read were as follows — 

The men whom the police are trying to arrest at Houghton Park to-day, shot three policemen dead, and seriously injured a fourth. A reinforcement of police has been summoned. Thousands of people have assembled in the Park, which surrounds the house, and hundreds are arriving hourly on foot, on bicycles, in carriages, and in cars.

While we stood there, the machine again ticked. This was the message that came up — 

Houghton Park. Later: A number of bags of gold coin, mostly French louis, have just been found at Houghton Park. They were discovered by the police, concealed between the rafters and the roof. There are said to be several thousand pounds worth of these coins.

So the mystery was slowly leaking out. I felt that everything must soon be known. How did those sacks of gold come to be hidden in the roof at Houghton? Who had concealed them there? Could it be the same gold I had seen in the house in Belgrave Street? And if so, had Whichelo...

I felt bewildered. What chiefly occupied my thoughts was the news of those policemen. Poor fellows! How monstrous they should not have been allowed to fire upon the murderers.

Too furious to speak, I left the club with Faulkner, and together we walked along Piccadilly, towards Bond Street. As we sauntered past the Burlington, a pair of laughing, dark eyes met mine, and at once I recognised — Judith!

Ah, mon cher ami! she cried, revealing her white teeth as she extended her well-gloved hand. She was gorgeously and expensively dressed, in the height of Paris fashion, and I noticed that all who passed us by — men and women alike — stared hard at her.

Did you come back with Lady Thorold? I asked — why, I hardly knew — when we had talked for some moments.

Mais, oui, she exclaimed. We were together in Mentone, when I read in a newspaper about this dreadful affair. I had just heard from a friend here that Mademoiselle Vera was staying at the Grand Hotel, so I told Lady Thorold. She was désolée at the news about Sir Charles — pauvre homme — and said she must return at once to see him, and asked me if I would come with her. So I said, Oh, yes. And here I am. Do you remember our evening together at the ball in Monte Carlo? she ended, with a rippling, silvery laugh.

Where are you staying? Faulkner asked.

I? At the Piccadilly Hotel. You must come to supper with me there. What night will you come?

We made some excuse for not arranging definitely what night we would have supper with her, and I laughed as I thought of the two louis I had given the girl as a bribe to remove her mask, and of the sum I had afterwards paid her to take me to Vera. And now she was staying at the Piccadilly Hotel, and giving supper parties — the girl whom I had once believed to be Lady Thorolds maid!

How strangely wags the world to-day!

As we all three emerged into Burlington Gardens, boys came rushing past with the latest edition of an evening paper.

Ah, gran Dieu! she cried, as she caught sight of the contents bills. For this was what we read on them — 

HOUGHTON PARK.

SACKS OF GOLD DISCOVERED.

AMAZING STORY.

She snatched a paper from the nearest boy, but it contained only the news we had just read on the club tape.

Judith seemed more upset at the news of Sir Charles condition, I thought, than about the Houghton Siege, as the papers called it. She said she must go at once to Lady Thorold, and, hailing a passing taxi, left us.

As I looked at the pictures of Houghton Park, in that paper we had bought, I could not help wondering what the Rutland people must be saying.

Only a month or two ago, the sudden flight of the Thorolds from Houghton, and the events that had followed, had brought that exclusive county notoriety, which I knew it hated.

Then there had been the mystery of old Taylors death in the house in Belgrave Street, and quite recently the mystery of the mummified remains, both of which events had again brought Rutland indirectly into the limelight of publicity, the Thorolds and myself being Rutland people.

Now, to cap everything, came this Siege of Houghton Park, to which the newspapers, one and all, accorded the place of honour in their columns. It was the story of the day. This final ignominy would give Rutlands smug respectability its deathblow. Never again, would its county families be able to rear their proud heads and look contemptuously down upon the families of other counties and mentally ejaculate— We thank thee, O Lord, that we are not as these publicans. Henceforth, proud and exclusive Rutland would bear the brand of Cain, or what the county deemed just as bad — the brand of Public Notoriety. Yes, there is amazing snobbishness, even yet, in our rural districts. Yet there is also still some sterling British broad-mindedness — the old English gentleman, happily, still survives.

Faulkner had asked me to go to a theatre with him. He knew, he said, he could not ask Vera, with her father so ill, but Violet de Coudron would be there. He would try to get a fourth, as he had a box. There was no good in moping, he ended, sensibly enough.

I returned to King Street to dress, intending to telephone first, to the hospital, to inquire for Sir Charles. On the table, in my sitting-room, a telegram awaited me. Somehow I guessed it must be from Vera in her distress, and hurriedly tore it open — 

Father sinking fast, it ran, and beseeching for you to come to him. Come at once. Most urgent — Vera.

I rang for my man. The telegram had been awaiting me about half-an-hour, he said.

Telling him to telephone to the hospital, to say I was on my way, and also to Faulkner, to tell him I couldnt go to the theatre, I hurried down the stairs, dashed out into the street, and hailed the first taxi I met.

Was the actual truth at last to be revealed?


Chapter Twenty Nine.

A Strange Truth is Told.
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I WENT STRAIGHT up to the side-ward in the hospital where Thorold lay, the hall-porter, in his glass-box, having nodded me within. At the door of the ward I met the sister, in her blue gown.

I am so glad you have come, Mr Ashton! she exclaimed. He wants so much to see you, and I fear he has not long to live.

The dark-eyed woman, with the medal on her breast, seemed genuinely distressed. Thorold, for some reason, had always attracted women. I think it was his sympathetic nature that drew women to him.

I waited in the corridor. Suddenly Vera came out, a handkerchief saturated with antiseptic before her mouth, to avoid infection.

Her face was pale and drawn, her eyes red from weeping. On seeing me, she began to sob bitterly; then she buried her face in her hands.

I did my best to comfort her, though it was a hard task. At last she spoke— Go in to him — go in to him now, dear, she exclaimed broken-heartedly. He wants you alone — quite alone.

The invalid was quite conscious when I entered, a handkerchief similar to Veras having been given me by a nurse. He was propped up with pillows into almost a sitting posture. The other bed in the side-ward was unoccupied, for it was being used for isolation. After what I had been told, I was surprised at his appearance, for he struck me as looking better than when I had last seen him. A faint smile of welcome flickered upon his lips as he recognised me. Then he grew serious.

Without speaking, he indicated a chair beside the bed. I drew it near, and seated myself.

We are quite alone? he whispered, looking slowly about the room. Nobody is listening — eh? Nobody can hear us?

Nobody, I answered quickly. A lump rose in my throat. It was dreadful to see him like that. Yet, even then, I could hardly realise I was so soon to lose my valued and dearest friend, who had been such a striking figure in the hunting-field.

He put out his thin hand — oh, how his arm had shrunk in those few days! — and let it rest on mine. It felt damp and cold. It chilled me. The moisture of death seemed already to be upon it.

Listen, Dick, my boy, he said very feebly. I have much to tell you, and — and very little time to tell it in. But you are going to marry Vera, so it — so its only right that you should know. Ah, yes, I can trust you, he said, guessing the words I had been about to utter. I know — oh, yes, I know that what I say to you wont make any difference to our long friendship. But even if it should, he said, grimly, it wouldnt matter — now we are so very soon to part.

I felt the wasted hand grip more firmly upon my wrist.

I have known you for half your life, my boy, he said, after a pause, and Ill tell you this. There is no man I know, whom I would sooner Vera married, than yourself. You have your faults, but — but you will be good to her, always good to her. Ah! I know you will, and that is as much as any woman should expect. And Gwen is glad, too, that you are going to marry Vera. But now, Dick, there is this thing I must tell you. I — I should not rest after death, if I died without your knowing.

Again he paused, and, in silent expectation, I waited for the old sportsman to speak.

You have lately come to know, he said at last, that there is to do with me, and with my family, a mystery of some kind. Part of my secret, kept so well for all these years, I believe you have recently discovered. The rest you dont know. Well — Ill tell it — to — you — now.

With an effort, he shifted his body into a more comfortable position. Then, after coughing violently, he went on — 

Dick, prepare yourself for a shock, he said, staring straight at me with his fevered eyes. I have — I have been a forger, and — and worse — a murderer!

I started. What he said seemed impossible. He must suddenly be raving again. I refused to believe either statement, and I frankly told him so.

I am not surprised at your refusing to believe me, he said, calmly. I dont look like a criminal, perhaps — least of all like a forger, or a murderer. Yet I am both. It all occurred years ago. Ah! its a nightmare — a horrible dream, which has lived with me all my life since.

He paused, then continued.

It happened in the house I had then just bought — my house in Belgrave Street. The governor had left me money, but I was ambitious — avaricious, if you like. I wanted more money — much more. And I wanted it at once. I could not brook delay. I had travelled a good deal, even then, and I was still a bachelor. During my wanderings, I had become acquainted with all sorts and conditions of people. In Mexico I had met Henry Whichelo, and on our way home to England on the same ship, we became very intimate. Another man on board, with whom I had also grown intimate, was Dan Paulton — or Dago, as his friends called him. A man of energy and dash, and of big ideas, he somehow fascinated and appealed to me. Well — he — he discovered my ambition to grow rich quickly and without trouble. He was a plausible and most convincing talker — he is that still, though less than he was — and by degrees he broke it to me that he was interested in, and in some way associated with, a group of continental financiers, as he called them. Later, I discovered, when too late, that really they were bank-note forgers! He talked to me in such a way that gradually, against my will, and quite against my better nature, I became interested in the operations of these men. And, as he had thus ensnared me by his insidious talk, so, in the same way, he had ensnared our companion, Whichelo.

And he paused, because of his difficulty in breathing.

It was about this time that I married. Within a year after my marriage, I found that blackguard Paulton was doing his best to steal Gwen from me, he went on, in a half-whisper. He was talking her right round, I found, as he seemed able to talk anybody round. By this time, I had discovered him to be a far greater scoundrel than I had ever before suspected. Then came a revulsion in my feelings. I had come suddenly to hate him. My mind became set upon revenge. Already I had become actively interested in Paultons continental schemes for making money, the forgery of French bank-notes, and by manufacturing coin. My fortune was already more than doubled. Alas! It was too late to draw back. Some of the base coin had actually been moulded and finished in my house in Belgrave Street. The rest was made abroad. The coins, perfectly made by an ingenious process, were nearly all French louis and ten-franc pieces, these being the coins most easy to circulate at the time. Paultons plan for issuing the coin we made, was ingenious and most successful. It seemed impossible — of — of — discovery. And—

Once again he was compelled to pause, drawing a long and difficult breath. Then he continued — 

It was the year before I met you that the tragedy occurred. Paulton, Whichelo, Henderson, and also a half-brother of Paultons named Sutton, who was nearly always with him, and myself, were gathered in the room on the second floor, in my house in Belgrave Street, the room that was found recently with a hole cut in the floor. It was late at night, and the place was dimly lit. We worked in silence. The work we were engaged upon I need not trouble to explain to you — I expect you can guess it. My mind was in a whirl. I was thinking all the time of my wife, wondering how far her intrigue with Paulton had already gone. Then and there I would have assaulted Paulton, turned him out of the house, but I had so far compromised myself that I confess, I dare not. I could not do anything that might incur his enmity — he had the whip-hand of me completely — I, who had recently bought a knighthood, just as easily as I could have bought a new hat.

Suddenly, some one knocked. Ah! How we all started! I was the first to spring to my feet. In a few moments all tools and implements we had been using, had been spirited away. They had disappeared into receptacles in the floor and in the walls, made specially for their concealment. Then I unlocked the door. Gwen entered. She had been dining out with friends, and had returned much earlier than she had expected. Her bedroom was far removed from the room in which we were at work, but she had noticed a faint light between a chink in the shutters, and so, on entering the house, she had come up to that room.

And he was seized by another fit of coughing, and pointed to a glass half-filled with liquid, which I placed to his lips.

How surprised and startled she looked, at finding us all there, apparently reading newspapers and smoking! he went on. That was the first time she began to suspect — something. The glance she exchanged with Paulton, brought the fire of jealousy to my brain. I believe at that moment I went mad, for I loved her. I have a furious, a most awful temper. You have never, in all these years we have known each other, my boy, discovered that — and yet I say the truth. Yes — it — it got the better of me that night. Without an instants forethought, I sprang across the room, crazed, beside myself with jealousy. I slammed the door and locked it. Then rushing at my wife — God forgive my having done it — I seized her by the arms, and flung her to the ground, charging her with infidelity, vilifying her most horribly, hurling blasphemy upon Paulton who, pale as death, glared at me. Then — ah, shall I ever forget that moment! he cried, in agony of mind. Then he sprang at me. I dodged him, and he slipped and fell. Instantly recovering himself, he made a second rush. This time his half-brother, Sutton, came at me, too, with a drawn knife. In my frenzy I picked up the nearest thing handy, with which to defend myself. It was a short iron bar, used for opening boxes, the only tool we had, in our haste, overlooked when hiding the implements. With one bound, Paulton was upon me, his half-brother just behind. As I aimed a terrific blow at him with the iron rod, he ducked. The blow meant for him struck Sutton just below the ear. The man collapsed in a heap upon the floor. He never spoke again. He died without a cry!

The dying man moaned again in mental agony, and moved feverishly upon his pillow.

Dont — dont tell me any more, I urged in distress, seeing how it upset him to recall what had happened.

I must. By Heaven, I must! he exclaimed hoarsely. You must know everything before I die. I shall never rest unless you do. Never!

He breathed with increasing difficulty, then went on — 

And — and seeing what had happened, Paulton, I truly believe, went mad, said the prostrate man. It took Whichelo, and Henderson and myself, all our strength to hold him down. Gwen was on the sofa, in hysterics. What surprised me was that nobody in the street outside was attracted by the uproar. I suppose they couldnt hear it through the double windows. I wont go into further details of that awful night. I cant bear to think of them, even now. But from that night onward, Paulton had me in his power. It was Whichelo who suggested embalming Suttons body and hiding it in the house. He would himself perform the embalming. He had embalmed bodies in Mexico, and understood the process.

He remained silent for some seconds.

And so that was done, he continued. Paulton and Henderson had left the house, the former satisfied at the thought that he could now use me as his cats-paw — and by Heaven! he has done so! The coin we had in the house, some genuine, but most of it base, we hid away with the body between the ceiling and the floor. None knew our secret but my wife, Gwen — who almost revealed it during an attack of brain fever, which resulted from the shock she had received — Paulton, Henderson and myself. Vera was not old enough to know, but when she reached her seventeenth year, we decided to tell her the whole story, deeming it wiser, for various reasons, to do so. And now you understand.

And during all the years I have known you, I said, where has Paulton been? What became of Whichelo, and of Henderson? I met Whichelo for the first time in my life, just after you had left Houghton so mysteriously. Yet you say you have known him all these years.

Whichelo joined his brother in Mexico City, and remained there for many years, he replied. Paulton and Henderson continued their clever work of money-making, though mostly in Rome, and in Barcelona, where they had a number of accomplices. And I was bled — blackmailed by Paulton to the extent of nearly all my fortune — month after month, year after year. My wife, as you know, has her own fortune, and there were reasons why he could not touch that without incriminating himself, so for years I have had to live almost entirely on her means. Some years ago, Paulton and Henderson were both arrested in Paris on a charge of forgery of Russian bank-notes. They were tried, and sentenced to ten years penal servitude. At the end of seven years, they were released. Paulton returned to England, and began once more to blackmail me. Worse, he had seen Vera, and at once told me he should marry her. If I refused my consent he would, he declared—

The poor fellow who had once bought a knighthood, stopped, gasping for breath. I laid my hand upon his arm, as I thought to soothe him, but he pushed it off quite roughly.

Some months ago he sent me an ultimatum. If I still refused to let my girl marry him, he — would call before the last day of — March — and—

Yes? Yes? I exclaimed, unable now to restrain my curiosity.

He declared he would disclose all he knew, take Vera from me by a plan that he explained, and that I saw I could not frustrate, and encompass the death of any persons to whom he thought I might have revealed the secret concerning him. Also he would tell the police the truth about the murder of his half-brother. He believed that you and I being such intimate friends, I had told you about him. Also he believed, for some reason, that my butler, James, knew something. He said he would kill you both. One of his accomplices was Judith, whom, a year ago, Gwen unsuspectingly engaged as maid. She, it seems, had kept Paulton posted in all that was happening in Houghton. I was driven to my wits ends — entirely desperate — though — you — you never suspected it.

But the photograph, I exclaimed, as I noticed a curious change suddenly come over him, that photograph of Paulton — why was it at Houghton?

We always kept it there, that Vera might never fail to identify Paulton, should she ever meet him. When we told Vera, in her seventeenth year, all that had happened years ago, we showed her that portrait for the first time. It was my idea to set it in the morning-room recently, so that my poor girl might never forget what the man looked like who had sworn to take her from me.

Could you not have removed the — that hidden body? I exclaimed, anxious to get from him as many facts as possible, in the short time he had still to live. What proof could he then have had — ?

Dont — ah! dont! he interrupted. There were reasons — of — of course, had it been possible, I — a water-pipe had burst in my house — it had caused the body to stain the ceiling — and — also there were— and his thin, bony fingers clutched at the air in frantic gesture.

His sentences were now disjointed, their meaning could not be followed. Now he was straining terribly his mouth gaped, his dry throat emitted a strange, rasping sound. I seized his wasted wrist. His pulse was almost still. Now his face was growing ashen, his eyes were staring into space — their intelligence was fading.

The nurse entered, and glanced at me significantly.

I sprang to my feet, and ran to the door.

Vera! Vera! Lady Thorold! I called. Come — ah! come quickly, he is dying... dying!

They rushed in from the corridor, where they had been awaiting me. In an access of despair, Lady Thorold threw herself upon her knees beside the bed, moaning aloud in a grief terrible to witness. My love stood beside her, gazing down upon her father — dazed — motionless. Grief had paralysed her senses.



Suddenly, his thin, white lips moved, but no words were audible. Quickly Vera bent over him. The shrunken lips moved again. He was murmuring. For an instant, his filmy eyes showed a gleam of intelligence once again.

Dick — be good — to her — you — you will be good — to her!

The voice was now, so faint, that I could barely catch his words. His dull gaze rested upon my eyes. I stooped down. My hand was upon his. Ah! How cold he was!

Always, I said aloud, with an effort, a great lump rising in my throat. I promise that — I promise I will do all possible to make Vera happy — always — always!

By the expression, that for an instant came into his dull, filmy eyes, I saw that he had heard and understood. Slowly the eyelids closed. He was turning paler still. The light died from his face.

A few seconds later his countenance was ashen, and I knew that he had breathed his last.

Speechless, motionless, I still stood there.

My hand was still upon his, as it lay upon the coverlet, slowly stiffening. The only sound audible was the bitter wailing of his widow — and of Vera. I made no attempt to comfort them. Better, I knew, let the passion of their sorrow read! its flood-tide, and allow the fury of their misery to exhaust itself. Words of sympathy, at such a time, would only be a mockery.

Later, I would do all possible to help them to recover from the awful blow which had so suddenly fallen upon them.


Chapter Thirty.

Contains the End.
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FOR A QUARTER of an hour we remained there in the presence of the dead.

The grey light in the side-ward faded into darkness. The electric light had not been switched on. The sobs and lamentations of Lady Thorold and her daughter, locked in each others arms, began slowly to subside.

Gradually my thoughts drifted to the past, and all that had happened in those years I had known Thorold so intimately, and had loved him almost as a father. One thought afforded me most intense happiness. At last the time had come when I should be able to prove to Vera the intense love I bore her.

Be good to her — you will be good to her — Dick — always, had been her fathers dying request. Ah, how well I would obey my dear friends last request! Never again should unhappiness of any kind cross his childs path, if I could prevent it. I would show her how, in my opinion, a husband should treat a wife.

My thoughts drifted to Houghton. What had happened there, I wondered. What was happening now?

Ah! What was happening! Had I known what was happening in those moments I should not, perhaps, have felt as restful as I did.

Next day the newspapers were full of it.

The Siege, as they had termed it, had in truth become a real and desperate siege. All attempts to dislodge Paulton, Henderson, and the woman with them, had proved of no avail. Several policemen had since been severely wounded. This was due to the fact that the police, under the impression that the besieged men were armed only with shot-guns, had approached, as they believed with impunity, rather close to the house. All at once, a murderous fusillade had been opened upon them from a shuttered window — only by chance, indeed, had the result not proved again fatal. The wounds the police had received had been dreadful, far worse than bullet wounds, for the assailants had, by cutting the paper cases of the shot-cartridges round the middle with a knife, caused the charge of shot to travel like a bullet, which burst open when it struck.

It was late in the afternoon, ran one newspaper account of the conclusion of the siege, when a big body of police arrived from Oakham, armed with revolvers and rifles, to fire upon the besieged men, and in a few minutes the rattle of musketry rang out, the reports echoing and reverberating in the woods around Houghton Park, and among the distant hills. In return, came shots in quick succession, fired now from one window, then from another. The men hidden in the house seemed to have plenty of ammunition.

The reporter then indulged in half a column of descriptive writing. After that, he came again to the point — 

Finally, finding that all efforts to dislodge the besieged proved futile, and fearing they might, in their mad fury of revenge, set the house alight, the order was given to renew the attack. This was at once done. The combined fire played havoc upon the house for doors, windows, and shutters were quickly riddled, and even some of the chimney-pots were shattered. At last the return fire ceased entirely, and the order was given to rush the house. This was done, and only just in time. In one of the lower rooms straw, paper, wood shavings and other inflammable material had been piled up, and two paraffin-cans lay upon the floor, both being empty. Evidently it had been the intention of the besieged men to pour paraffin over the inflammable material, but they had found only empty cans. The material had been set on fire, but, not being well alight, was soon extinguished. At once a search was made for the besieged men — a risky undertaking, seeing that they might still be provided with ammunition and lying in concealment to open fire on the besieging party.

It was in a shuttered room on the first floor that the bodies were at last found. The shutters had been riddled with rifle bullets. The two men and the woman were lying upon the floor, all three had been shot dead. Paulton had received no fewer than three bullet wounds.

There was much more, but I had read enough. I let the newspaper drop from my nerveless fingers.

Somehow, in spite of these terrible happenings, I felt happy — strangely happy.

At the moment, I had no time to analyse my feelings and discover a reason for the sense of restfulness that had come over me at last, after those weeks of hot, feverish excitement. Later, I knew it was the knowledge that all who could harm my well-beloved had mercifully been removed.

Lady Thorold, Whichelo and Vera were the only people living, besides myself, who knew the grim secret of Sir Charles past life. No more would Lady Thorold, kind, gentle, sympathetic woman that she was, be haunted by the fear of blackmail, or terrorised by those human vultures who had so often threatened to reveal what had happened in the house in Belgrave Street in the dead of night years before. And, blessed thought, no more would my darling be harassed, bullied, or made to go almost in fear of her life.

And the gold — those bags of base coin found hidden so carefully at Houghton Hall, hidden there by Whichelo after their removal from Belgrave Street? And the mysterious body discovered in the house in Belgrave Street? Both had been pounced upon by the police.

But my only thought, my only care was of Vera — Vera, my beloved.

No doubt expert men from Scotland Yard were at that moment using all their intelligence, evolving endless abstruse theories, straining every nerve to pierce the mystery surrounding these remarkable discoveries.

I smiled maliciously, as these thoughts occurred to me, and I realised how fruitless all the well-meant endeavours must prove. For never, never now would any one find the true solution. The whole of the strange affair would be written down as a mystery.

Not until three months after poor Sir Charles had been laid to rest at Highgate, did our wedding take place, in Brompton Parish Church. And in the same week, at the same church, another wedding was solemnised. Frank Faulkner and Violet were married on the Tuesday, and I was present in the church beside Vera, who looked so sweet and smart in a pretty afternoon gown.

Dick, dear, how happy they both are, she whispered, as Faulkner and his handsome bride passed down the aisle after the service, while the great organ pealed forth the strains of the old, yet ever new and never hackneyed, wedding march of Mendelssohn.

And how perfectly lovely Violet looks, I answered.

Whichelo, who was beside us, and whose immense height had occasioned considerable comment among the invited guests, as well as some laughter amongst the crowd gathered together in the street, overhearing my remark, laughed aloud.

A few more outbursts of unrestrained admiration of that kind, he growled, in his deep voice, and I may hear from Thursdays prospective bride that my services as best man will not be needed!



Well — what more is there to tell?

We were married two days later, at the same church as Faulkner and Violet — and spent a delightful honeymoon in Denmark and in Norway. Then we returned to dear old London, Lady Thorold having taken up her abode in a small house in Upper Brook Street.

Our most devoted friend to-day is Henry Whichelo — Harry, as he likes us both to call him. He knows everything of the past, yet no syllable of our secret will ever pass his lips. Not a week goes by but he dines at our table, full of his quiet humour, yet sometimes as we sit smoking together in the evening, the subject of those strange happenings — how fresh they still are in the memory of both of us — comes uppermost in our conversation.

Ah, my dear old Dick, Harry said to me the other night, as we talked incidentally of the fire at Château dUzerche, how I should have loved to see you sliding down that rope! Young Faulkner has often told me of your really wonderful sang-froid!

My sang-froid in moments of crisis is now a standing joke against me! Vera, it was, who first started it, I believe. Well — I forgive her. I brought it on myself entirely, and must bear the consequences of my overweening conceit in the past!



A warm evening in August. The end of a stifling day.

As I sit writing the final lines of this strange narrative in my cosy little study in our new home — no, our home is not in tiny Rutland, but overlooking Hampstead Heath, a part of London that my wife loves — the crimson sun sinks slowly in the grey haze lying over the great city below. Vera is here with me, in her pale pink dinner-gown, and her fair hair brushes my cheek as she bends over me. Now her soft cheek is pressed to mine.

The blood-red afterglow burns and dies. The summer light is fading. The only sound is the whirr of a car going towards the Spaniards. The air outside is breathless, for the day has been terribly oppressive.

I raise my smiling face to her sweet countenance, and now, all at once, she stoops lower still, until on a sudden access of emotion, she passionately kisses my lips.

Vera, my love! I exclaim, looking up into her great blue eyes. Why — why, whats the matter, my darling?

Her eyes are brimming with tears. Her red lips move, but no words escape them. The corners of her mouth are twitching.

My darling — my own darling, what is it? I cry, rising to my feet, and folding my arms tenderly about her. Her head is upon my shoulder. She is weeping bitterly.

Dick, she exclaims, hardly above a whisper. Oh, Dick — my darling, my own darling boy, I have been sitting here thinking — dreaming of the past, of all we have been through — of those awful days and nights of anxiety and of dread terror. And now, the words came with a sob, oh! I am so completely happy with you, my dearest — so absolutely happy. I cant describe it. I hardly know—

The twilight deepens. I hold her closely in my arms, but I cannot trust myself to speak. Our hearts beat in unison.

Dusk grows into darkness. Still no word passes between us. We are too full of our own reflections, of our own thoughts, of our perfect happiness, now rid as we are for ever, of the grim shadow of evil once placed upon us by The Mysterious Three.

THE END


At the Sign of the Sword (1915)
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Chapter One.

The Waters of the Meuse.
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WARM, BRILLIANT, AND cloudless was the July noon.

Beneath the summer sun the broad, shallow waters of the Meuse sparkled as they rippled swiftly onward through the deep, winding valley of grey rocks and cool woods on their way from the mountains of Lorraine, through peaceful, prosperous Belgium, towards the sea.

That quiet, smiling land of the Ardennes was, in July in the year of grace 1914, surely one of the most romantic in all Europe — a green, peaceful land, undisturbed by modern progress; a land where the peasantry were still both honest and simple, retaining many of their primitive customs; a land where the herdsmen still called home the cattle by the blast of the horn as they had done for past centuries, where the feudal castles studding the country — mostly now in ruins — were once the abodes of robber-knights.

In that long, deep green valley, which wound from Namur up past Dinant to the French frontier at Givet, the people had advanced but little. Legend and history, poetry and fiction, provoked an interesting reminiscence at almost every turn, for it was, indeed, a land that fascinated those used to the mad hurry of our modern money-making life.

Not far from quaint, old-world Dinant, with its church with the slate-covered, bulgy spire nestling beneath its fortress-crowned rock, its narrow cobbled streets, and its picturesque little Place, lay the pretty riverside village of Anseremme, the favourite resort of artists, being situated at the junction of the Lesse — one of the loveliest of rivers — with the Meuse.

Seated at a shaded table eating their déjeuner, upon the rose-embowered terrasse of the unpretending little Hôtel Beau Séjour, which ran beside the rippling Meuse, sat a young man with a girl.

That the pair had met clandestinely was apparent to the white-aproned patron — who also acted as chef — from the fact that the young man had arrived on foot with rather dusty boots an hour before, had seated himself, ordered an apéritif and idled somewhat impatiently over the Indépendance Belge, until, from the direction of Givet, a fine grey car, sweeping along the road and raising a cloud of dust, suddenly pulled up before the hotel. From it a well-dressed young girl had alighted, and as she passed on to the terrasse, the young man had sprang up, uttered a loud cry of welcome, and bent over her hand.

Meanwhile, the chauffeur had discreetly moved on to the Hôtel de la Meuse, where he apparently intended to get his luncheon.

The young girl was distinctly handsome, as she sat leaning her elbows upon the table, gazing into her companions eyes, and bending forward to listen to the low words he was uttering. She was little more than twenty, with dark hair, regular, well-chiselled features; a small, pretty mouth, which puckered when she smiled; soft, delicate cheeks, and a pair of those great, dark-brown liquid eyes, which are so characteristically Belgian. Her dark-blue serge gown was a model of tailored neatness, while her little, close-fitting hat, in black straw, suited admirably a delicate, refined face, about which there could be no two opinions.

The poise of her head, the white, delicate throat, discreetly open, and upon which hung a beautiful diamond and pearl pendant; the smallness of her white, ungloved hands, and the daintiness of her grey suede shoes and silk stockings to match, all combined to produce a chic which was that of one living in a smart circle of the haut monde.

Both speech and gesture betrayed an education in France, for her accent was not of the Bruxellois but, like her graceful bearing, that of the true Parisienne.

She was laughing merrily at some remark the young man had made, and in her eyes, as they fixed themselves upon his, there showed the love-light — that one expression that can never be feigned by any man or woman in the world.

Her companion, a dark, oval-faced, well-set-up young fellow, was under thirty, above the average height for a Belgian, perhaps, with a pair of keen, shrewd eyes, in which was a kindly, sympathetic look, closely trimmed hair, and a small dark moustache cut in English fashion. He was broad-shouldered, strong, and manly, and by his gesture and attitude the keen observer would have marked that he had had more military training than was usual in the circle in Brussels in which he moved. He was dressed in a suit of well-cut grey tweeds, with straw hat, while the silver watch set in the well-worn leather wristlet gave him an altogether English air. Indeed, he had lived five years in London — in lodgings in Shepherds Bush — when a student, and, as a consequence, spoke English fairly well.

That they were a handsome pair Monsieur le Patron of the hotel, quizzing them through the low-set window of his kitchen which looked out upon the terrasse, could not disguise from himself. Often he had seen the big car sweep past, but of its ownership he was in ignorance. Yet more than once the interesting pair had met at his hotel and had lunched quietly together, while signs had not been wanting that those meetings were in secret.

Jules, the little bald-headed waiter from Rochefort, had flicked out the white cloth and spread it between them; he had placed two yard-long loaves crosswise upon it, with serviettes flat upon the plates and single knives and forks, when Aimée, with a light musical laugh, exclaimed in French:

I had the greatest difficulty to get away to-day, Edmond. At the very last moment I feared lest I should disappoint you. My mother wanted some lace from Teitzs, in Brussels, and I, of course, last night volunteered to go shopping for her. But this morning, while I was taking my petit déjeuner, Mélanie came to me to say that mother had made up her mind to come with me, as she wanted to see the Countess dEchternach before she went to England. She and her husband are taking their yacht to Cowes, and we had been asked to join the party, as you know, but father unfortunately is kept at home because of important meetings of the Senate.

Then your mother, the Baroness, may suspect — eh? exclaimed Edmond Valentin with some apprehension.

No. I think not, reflected the girl. But at first I didnt know what to do. I knew that by that time you had already left Brussels, and I could not telephone and stop you. Suddenly I recollected that mother has a bad memory, so presently I reminded her of a purely fictitious engagement she had made with the Committee of the Archaeological Society of Antwerp on that day, and succeeded in inducing her to remain to receive the Burgomaster and his antiquarian friends, to whom her father had granted a permit to see over the Château.

And so you succeeded in escaping! he laughed; and instead of shopping in Brussels and lunching with old Madame Garnier, you are here. Splendid! Then, glancing round to reassure himself that nobody was present, his fingers tenderly closed over the tiny hand which lay upon the tablecloth.

But, dearest, he went on in French, with a grave expression in his kind, dark eyes, when you did not come at eleven oclock I began to fear — fear what I am, alas! always fearing—

What? she asked quickly.

He hesitated for a few seconds.

That somebody may have discovered the truth, and told the Baron — Aimée, he replied very slowly.

Really, Edmond, I dont see what there is to fear. I know you have enemies, and further, that my father does not view you in exactly a friendly spirit, simply because you are not rich, like Arnaud—

Arnaud Rigaux! Interrupted Edmond angrily. I hate to hear the very name of the fellow! Your father, the Baron, wishes you to marry him, in order to cement the two greatest financial houses in Belgium — that of Neuville Frères and the Banque de Tervueren. Besides, he must be at least thirty years your senior, Aimée.

This is really unkind of you, Edmond, exclaimed the girl in reproach, withdrawing her hand. I came to meet you, so that we might spend a pleasant day in the country. Surely you believe that I love you, and that being so, how could I possibly consent to marry Monsieur Rigaux?

But I am only a mere obscure Brussels lawyer, Aimée, he said. How can I ever hope to marry you?

The girl did not reply. Her heart was too full for mere words. They were alone upon that shady terrasse, with the great river swirling and rippling past them, while at the moment the quiet was broken by the sweet carillon of old church bells somewhere, chiming the hour of noon.

I know, my darling, he said in a low voice, in English, so that none should overhear and understand, as he looked at her across the table, that your father and his friends hold the money-strings of our little nation. They reckon the world by its millions of francs, and the finances of Belgium are in their hands. He will make the most strenuous effort to force you to marry Rigaux, and so strengthen the position of both houses.

I will never marry the man — never! Aimée de Neuville declared emphatically in good English. I hate him!

You swear that? he demanded quickly, a fierce light suddenly in his eyes.

I do, Edmond.

Ah? he sighed in deep relief. Then I am satisfied. Let us discuss the subject no further.

And at that moment old Jules reappeared with the plate of tempting hors doeuvres and the carafe of vin-blanc ordinaire.

Edmond Valentin, the avocat, who struggled hard and fought for small fees in that most palatial Palais de Justice in the world, sat for a few moments gazing thoughtfully across the broad sunlit Meuse, where, on the opposite bank, a train, looking like a small toy, was following the bend of the river on its way to France, leaving a long trail of white smoke behind. He was thinking — thinking of something he knew — a secret — and as it arose in his mind his strong hands clenched themselves tightly beneath the table.

The girl, watching his countenance, wondered when she saw that strange expression of fierce hatred flit across his broad brow. But next second it had vanished, and smiling upon her, he began to help her to the anchovies and salad which the bald-headed waiter had placed before them.

They were truly a striking pair, she pretty and dainty, with a soft, sweet expression that men always found so charming, while he was particularly smart and handsome, without the slightest trace of foreign effeminacy, a fine, well-set-up fellow, who, but for the depth and largeness of his eyes, might easily have been mistaken for an Englishman. Yet their social positions were wide as the poles. She was the only child of Baron Henri de Neuville, the great financier, whose money controlled railways and tramways in half a dozen countries in Europe, and whose splendid old Château de Sévérac, higher up the river, was one of the show-places of Belgium. Ex-Minister of Finance and a member of the Senate, his position gave his wife, the Baroness, and her daughter, the entrée to the Court circle in Brussels, hence Aimée moved in the most exclusive set.

Her companion, however, was the son of the late Burgomaster of Ghent, an estimable man, who had amassed a considerable fortune and possessed much land around Antwerp, but who had, with hundreds of others, been completely ruined by dabbling in a wild-cat scheme on the Congo, and who had died penniless, save for the little pittance which his son Edmond could afford him.

Love, however, laughs at money-bags, and Aimée, while she was passionately fond of the man before her, detested that thin-faced, black-haired, narrow-eyed man, Monsieur Rigaux, whose praises the Baron was so constantly singing when they sat at table together. There was an indescribable look in the financiers eyes which had, for the past four years — ever since she returned from school at Roedean — always frightened her. It was an expression which, though with her womans intuition she distrusted, yet she could neither describe it, nor the feeling which it always aroused within her. What we too often term natural antipathy, is a silent, mysterious warning which springs from our innermost conscience, and surely should never be dismissed.

The little cloud which had descended between the pair had quickly lifted, and as they sat eating their déjeuner, childishly happy in each others love, two officers of the 8th Chasseurs, in their braided tunics and undress caps, came along the terrasse, and, seeing a lady, saluted as they passed, and took seats at a little table at the farther end.

My old regiment! Edmond remarked. Sometimes, Aimée, I regret that I resigned to take up law, he added, with a sigh and a wistful look as he glanced at the two men in uniform.

But you are making a name at the Courts, the girl declared. I read in the paper yesterday a case in which you are defending — the Affaire of the Rue du Trône, they call it — a murder-mystery.

Yes, the man answered, with a touch of bitterness in his voice. I am defending the man Sigart, though I myself am convinced of his guilt.

And yet you defend him?

Edmond Valentin shrugged his shoulder.

An advocate is forced to serve whichever side engages him, he replied. That is why the profession of arms is so much more honest.

Granted, his companion said. It gives you an entrée to the better houses — you can become a member of the Cercle Militaire, and all that, but is it not all useless? The war, which has been predicted all these years, has never come — nor, in my belief, will it ever come. Germany only raises a bogey from time to time, in order to terrify Europe, as my father puts it, the girl added.

Ah! I fear the Baron is a little too optimistic, replied her lover. War, when it comes — as it most assuredly will — will come in the hour when we least expect it. Then, when the Teuton hordes burst their bonds, woe-betide the nations they attack.

Well, Edmond, we have one consolation, that they will never attack us. We are neutral, and the Powers — even Germany herself — have agreed to respect our neutrality.

Ah, Aimée, that remains to be seen, was his slow, apprehensive reply. Germany, when she fights, will fight for world-wide power, irrespective of treaties or of agreements. The Kaiser is the great War Lord, and his intention is to vindicate his self-assumed title, and to rule the world.

Father, who is behind the scenes of international politics, quite disputes that view.

The Baron will not admit it — nobody in Belgium will admit it — because no cloud appears to-day upon the political horizon. But the dark cloud will arise ere long, depend upon it, and then we shall, every man of us, be compelled to fight for our lives, and for all we hold most dear.

A silence fell between them. The young man slowly stirred his coffee, and then, taking a cigarette from his case, lit it, with a word of apology at having expressed such words of warning, and daring to disagree with the view held by the Baron de Neuville.

But do you really fear war, Edmond? asked the girl at last, having reflected deeply upon her lovers words.

Oh, I didnt mean to alarm you, dearest, he laughed quickly. War will, I believe, break out in Europe; but not yet — probably not for years to come. Germany is not ready; and besides, she fears both France and England. Nevertheless, she is preparing to conquer the world. Of that, one has evidence everywhere in Germany.

My father does not believe it.

Because, like so many others all the world over who are piling up their money and reaping rich dividends, he does not wish to believe it. He, like millions of others, is content in the blissful paradise which he himself creates. But there, dearest, enough of my controversial subjects. Let us enjoy this glorious day, and he blew a cloud of blue cigarette smoke from his lips, and laughed at her merrily across the little coffee-cup which he raised to his lips.

Then presently, Edmond having settled the account, the blissful pair entered the great grey car, in which Antoine, the Barons clean-shaven chauffeur, loyal to his young mistress, drove them rapidly away, up the white, winding road which led due east into the heart of the peaceful, picturesque Ardennes.


Chapter Two.

The Rising Cloud.
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A FORTNIGHT LATER — the second day of August, to be exact.

The Taverne Joseph, that popular restaurant in the Boulevard dAnspach, in Brussels, where, beneath the shadow of the Bourse, the business-man gets such delicious plâts du jour, was crowded, as it always is each day at noon. The many little tables set out upon the pavement, along which the life of the bright little Belgian capital ebbed and flowed, were filled by men who daily, year in and year out, ate their midday meal, gossiped, and drank long glasses of iced bock.

At one table, in a corner by the glass screen which divided the pavement before Josephs establishment from that belonging to a restaurant next door, Edmond Valentin sat alone.

He had every reason to congratulate himself most heartily. An hour ago, after making a most brilliant and impassioned speech for the defence in the Assize Court, the trial of the Affaire of the Rue du Trône had at last ended. The chemists assistant, Sigart, a cruel-hearted assassin who had killed his young wife by administering gelsiminium — as the prosecution had alleged — had been acquitted, and upon Edmonds remarkable success he had been everywhere congratulated by his confrères in the great atrium of the Courts.

As he sat alone, idly watching the passers-by, he was wondering what Aimée would think. She would read in the Petit Bleu that night the account of the trial, which she was so closely following, he knew. What would she say when she saw that he had been successful — that he had made a name in the legal world at last!

He was in the act of lighting a cigarette, one of a special brand of Egyptians which were sold only at the little Mosque in the courtyard of the Grand Hotel opposite, when a strident voice reached his ear, and next second a perspiring young vendor of newspapers, in a peaked cap, thrust under his nose a newspaper, crying in French, German Ultimatum to Belgium! — Vla Le Journal! He paid his sou, and eagerly opened the thin damp sheet.

His quick eyes scanned the sinister news which the paper contained, to the effect that the German Minister in Brussels had, at seven oclock on the previous evening, offered Belgium an entente with Germany in return for her facilitating German military operations. A pistol was held at Belgiums head. She had been given till seven oclock that morning to reply. A Council Meeting had been held which had lasted till midnight, after which Messieurs Hymans and Van den Heuvel had drafted a reply, which for three hours further had been discussed. Belgium relied upon the treaty to which Germany herself had been signatory, guaranteeing her neutrality, and had therefore replied that she could not accept the proposal.

Edmond Valentin held his breath as he read those significant lines of print.

Half the men in the restaurant eagerly bought papers, were silent for a moment, and then the greatest excitement was apparent everywhere.

War with Germany! yelled the newsvendors in strident tones as they rushed along the Boulevard, and even the police — the most correct in Europe — were so dumbfounded that they did not raise a voice in protest at this unseemly breach of the regulation which prohibits the crying of news.

Belgium had defied the great and terrible machine of Prussian militarism. She had told the Kaiser, openly and plainly, that she would, like Holland, remain neutral, in accordance with the solemn treaty to which the Powers had put their signatures.

Well, my friend, remarked a fat stockbroker, to whom Valentin was known as having his lunch daily at the Joseph. This is defiance — eh? We have held up our hand to stop the great War Lord of Germany. We have no quarrel with our neighbours. This is only newspaper gossip. There will be no war, I assure you. A Bourse canard — perhaps.

But if Germany attacks us? queried the young lawyer, placing his newspaper on the table.

Bah! that she will never do. We know the Kaiser and his mailed fist of old. If Russia has mobilised, surely it cannot concern us?

But France and Great Britain are Russias allies, remember.

Exactly. Germany will never dare to face Europe with only Austria, an effete nation, as an ally. Your agreement supports mine, my dear friend, laughed the fat over-dressed man, who wore a large diamond in his cravat.

But are there not already violations of the French frontier, and also in Luxembourg? The Germans have also occupied frontier towns in Russia, Edmond argued.

Bien! But it is only a menace on the part of Germany — and menace is not war. Do not forget the Agadir incident. No, no, msieur. The coming war is not yet — not yet, although I quite admit that we have felt the unrest on the Bourse this morning.

Unrest? echoed Edmond. I tell you that to-day there is war in the air, msieur! The German Emperor has created, by his clever chicanery, a diplomatic position in Europe which is impossible. The preparations of Prussia are complete. That the Emperor means war is apparent to those who have studied events, as I have, ever since the deplorable assassinations in Sarajevo.

Ah! mon ami, I see you are pessimistic, laughed the stockbroker, draining his glass of Benedictine. It would be bad for Belgium if all her sons were alarmists like yourself.

No, msieur, pardon? was Edmond Valentins quick response. If all were like yourself, we should be lulled to deep by the assurances of our bitter enemy — the enemy who intends to march through this capital of ours to Antwerp, and the sea.

Bah! The old story told to us for so many years! laughed the man at the next table as he rose slowly and took his straw hat. We shall meet here again — say this day week, and then you will be forced to admit the truth of my argument.

Well — let us hope so, msieur. We shall see, Valentin replied with a gesture of apprehension, which showed him to be concerned.

The fat man wished him a merry bon jour, and passed out upon the sun-baked pavement, where the excited crowds were now hurrying, eagerly discussing the alarming news.

War! War! WAR!

The word was upon everyones lips throughout the length and breadth of the animated little capital of les braves Belges — the people so long sneered at by their superiors in Paris until the very expression had become synonymous of a populace actuated by timid arrogance, and who merely aped all the culture and most of the vices of the Parisians.

When the optimistical stockbroker had gone, Edmond again took up his paper and read how Sir Edward Grey had made a statement in the House of Commons, in London, regarding the obligations of honour, and of national security involved in the maintenance by Great Britain of Belgian neutrality. France and Russia were already in a state of war with Germany. Would Great Britain stand by Belgium?

Upon the terrasse of the crowded restaurant and within, the sole topic of the excited conversation was the seriousness of the situation. Old men who had been scared times without number by the war-clouds which had risen over Europe, laughed to scorn the idea of a great conflict.

My dear Jules? shouted a thin-faced, white-bearded man — the head of a great commercial house — across the restaurant. Do not give it another thought. There will be no war. The Germans are not yet ready, and the diplomats will arrange it all, as they always do. They are paid for it. The Kaisers bark is worse than his bite.

Whereat many laughed.

But not so Edmond Valentin. He had been a close student of international politics, and in order to supplement his income at the criminal bar, he had often written articles upon international politics for the Indépendance Belge, and the Matin of Antwerp. What he had feared and predicted was, alas! coming rapidly true.

Germany, with her horde of spies everywhere in Belgium, France, and England, and her closely guarded military and naval secrets had deceived Europe. She was fully prepared — and her Emperor intended to make war, and to crush civilisation beneath the despotic heel of Prussian militarism. The cross of Christ was to be overthrown by the brutal agnosticism of Nietzsche, the blasphemous philosopher who died in a madhouse.

Edmond Valentin held his breath, and replacing the paper again upon the table, while the buzz of dispute and argument was still in his ears, stared straight before him into the busy, glaring thoroughfare.

War! War! WAR!

At length he rose, and making his way blindly to the Bourse, only a few steps away, he boarded one of the open-air trains, and ascended the steep, winding streets, the narrow Marche aux Herbes, and the Rue de la Madeline, until he reached the broad Rue de la Régence, which led straight up to the great façade of the domed Palais de Justice. Half-way up the street he alighted and, entering a block of offices, ascended to his bureau.

The city was agog with excitement. In that hot, blazing noontide, everyone seemed outside discussing the grave peril in which Belgium was now placed by daring to stem the overwhelming tide of Teutons.

If they come they will not hurt us, a man in the tram had laughed. They will simply march through Belgium — that is all. What on earth have we to fear?

Edmond had overheard those words. They represented the opinion of the populace, who had been frightened by the bogey of threatened war so many times, until now they had grown to regard the regularly rising cloud over Europe as part of the German policy, the brag and swagger of the great War Lord.

Edmond was alone. His one clerk was still away at his déjeuner as usual, from noon till two oclock. From the open window of the small, dingy room he watched the animated scene below — watched like a man in a dream.

At the moment he was not thinking of the threatened war, but of the man Arnaud Rigaux.

An imprecation escaped his set teeth, as his face assumed a dark, threatening expression, his strong hands clenched, as they always did when certain thoughts arose.

One day ere long, he murmured, we will settle the account between us, msieur. With us it is an eye for an eye, but you little dream what form my revenge will take. The hour is now fast approaching — depend upon it!

Turning suddenly from the window, he lit a cigarette, for, like most Belgians, he was an inveterate smoker as well as something of a dandy in his attire, and seating himself at his big writing-table he began to scribble hastily memorandum after memorandum. For fully two hours he continued.

Old André, his clerk, returned, and placed a copy of a newspaper containing the report of the Affaire of the Rue du Trône at his elbow, saying:

The Press are full of your praise, msieur. Is it not splendid — magnificent!

But his master took no heed, so intent was he upon his writing, referring to various bundles of legal papers before him, as he scribbled on.

Then, at last, just before four oclock, he put on his hat and went forth again, walking to the Palais de Justice, where, after searching through the courts, he found, in the dark panelled Court of Appeal, a confrère of his — a tall, thin man, with a bushy black beard. His friend congratulated him heartily upon his success in the cause célèbre that morning, after which they both went out into the atrium and sat upon a bench, while Edmond Valentin gave him a number of instructions.

Afterwards, just before five, Edmond emerged again, crossed into the wide, leafy Avenue Louise, and boarding a tram, rode straight up that splendid boulevard of fine private residences, to the gates of the pretty natural park of which Bruxellois are so proud, the Bois de la Cambre. Upon a seat in one of the secluded paths, not far from the entrance, he found Aimée, dressed in white embroidered muslin, awaiting him.

Ah, Edmond! she cried, springing up. Terrible, is it not? There will be war! You were right — quite right — dearest. Germany intends to encroach upon our land?

Yes, darling, he replied, bending over her little gloved hand with deep apology at being late. I fear that it is so, and that we shall be compelled to defend ourselves, he sighed. The terror of war is upon us.

But there will not be fighting in Belgium — surely? the girl declared. Colonel Maclean, the British military attaché, was at lunch with us to-day, and he told my father that England did not anticipate war. It is only the German nature to be aggressive against Russia.

Ah! no. Do not believe the optimists, my darling, the man said, seating himself at her side. Do not believe in the soft words and the self-styled culture of the Germans. They are the natural enemies of Europe, and the camarilla of Potsdam intends now to fight for world-power.

She was silent, tracing a semicircle on the gravel with the ferrule of her white silk sunshade.

It was a pretty, leafy nook where they were sitting — a spot where it was often their habit to meet in secret when she was in Brussels. That big white mansion of the Baron Henri de Neuville he had passed half-way up the Avenue Louise was one of the largest and most handsome private residences in Brussels, with its imposing gates of ornamental ironwork surmounted by a gilt coronet, and huge glass-covered winter-garden — a place pointed out to messieurs, the tourists of the Agence Cook, who passed daily in the motor char-à-banc, as the town-house of the Baron de Neuville, the great Belgian millionaire, as the uniformed guide put it each morning in his parrot-like English, when he conducted his charges on their way to the field of Waterloo.

Do you know, Aimée, exclaimed her companion seriously at last, I have decided to return to my old regiment, and to act my part — the part of a true Belgian. I can at once return as sous-officier.

What? gasped the girl in quick alarm. But, Edmond — you — you — you might be wounded if war really broke out! You might even be killed! No! For my sake, dear, dont go, she implored, placing her trembling little hand upon his arm and looking up appealingly into his eyes.

War will be upon us, if not to-day, then to-morrow. My place is in the ranks of the defenders, he said firmly. I have no money-bags to protect, as your father the Baron has. My profession will be at an end with war, hence I have decided. I have made all arrangements for my friend Verbruggen to take my cases in the Courts.

And you will really rejoin the Chasseurs-à-pied? she asked anxiously.

I shall. It is only my duty, dearest. Against the great Germany our little Belgium will require every man who can hold a rifle, replied her lover. The German Kaiser means war — and war means the shedding of blood in our land.

But think — if you were killed, Edmond! she gasped, staring at him.

I should at least die knowing that we loved each other, darling, he answered, taking her hand tenderly in his own and raising it to his lips. You are mine, and I am yours; only death can part us.

He glanced up and down. They were alone in that narrow, leafy way, with the birds twittering gaily above them, and the hot sunshine filtering through the branches; for the charm of the Bois was its rural picturesqueness, near as it was to the centre of the gay, vivacious little capital.

His arm stole very slowly around her waist, and she fell back into his embrace in the supreme ecstasy of that moment.

Though the barrier between us — the barrier of money — is insurmountable, Aimée, I love you better — ah! better than my own life, sweetheart. To-day, though the sun still shines over our dear Belgium, it is, alas! the darkest day of our history. The terror of the Uhlan is already over our land. Your father, the Baron, will, I know, endeavour to snatch you from me, and marry you to the man whom I have so just a cause to hate — enemy as he is of my own race, my name, my country. But, darling, I refuse, in this hour of deadly peril, to remain inactive. I love you, and, my darling, I know that you love me. Our dear country is threatened by the invader, who intends to smash and to crush us, to sweep our smiling, peaceful land with fire and sword; to stamp out our national life, and to grind us beneath the millstones of a blasphemous autocracy. And, as an officer of the Belgian army, my place is with my regiment — to defend our country; to defend our innocent women — to defend you, my own beloved.

Tears welled in her great dark eyes as she listened to his words, and he bent until his lips pressed hers.

His argument was complete. How could she protest further? Her secret lover was a fine, manly man — far more manly than any she had ever met in her own select circle of that vain bejewelled society, where mammon was god, and where finance daily juggled with the destiny of nations.

To rejoin his regiment was, after all, her lovers duty. She knew it in her innermost consciousness. Yes, he was right. Though a lieutenant, he could rejoin as sous-officier. The war-cloud, so black and lowering, must burst within a few hours.

As a true daughter of Belgium she was at heart a patriot, even though, in her own home, the only patriotism ever taught her had been the love of self-esteem.

He was silent, not daring to utter further word; and she, looking into his dark, thoughtful, serious eyes, in silence, wept.

Yet in the ears of both of them rang that single word of such awful and such fatal significance:

War! War! WAR!


Chapter Three.

The Hearts Desire.
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AT TEN OCLOCK on the same evening the Baron Henri de Neuville sat smoking a cigar in a small, luxuriously furnished room in the great white mansion in the Avenue Louise.

A broad-shouldered, grey-haired, slightly bald man, whose heavy jaws were fringed by short grey side-whiskers, and whose deep-set eyes were rendered darker by the natural pallor of his complexion. His hair was well brushed to hide his baldness, and in his well-cut evening clothes he looked younger than he really was. He had been commanded to the Palace earlier in the evening, for the King had consulted him in connection with some secret financial transaction affecting the nation, and therefore at his throat he wore the ribbon and cross of the Order of Leopold.

With him sat his friend, Arnaud Rigaux, a dandified thin-faced man, a few years his junior, with black hair plastered down upon his head, a pair of narrow-set beady eyes, a countenance of distinctly Hebrew cast, and a small pointed black moustache, unmistakably dyed. The shrivelled thinness of his hands was certainly not in keeping with the artificial youth of his face, and, on second glance, the most casual observer would have realised that he was one of those men who, by reason of a fast life, have aged prematurely, and who endeavour to remain young, and believe themselves still attractive to the fair sex.

He had, in years past, been a rather handsome man. But the life he had led had left its mark indelibly upon him, for he looked what he was, a roué who had run the whole gamut of the gaieties of Europe, from the Casino at Aix to the Villa Regala at Bucharest, and from the haunts of the demi-monde on the Riviera to the night-cafés of Berlin and the cabarets of the Montmarte.

As he lounged back in the big, soft, saddle-bag chair, the fine diamond glistening in his shirt, he presented a picture of the affluent parvenu, that type of wealthy financier of Hebrew strain, which is so familiar the world over.

The Baron was certainly of a refined and gentlemanly type, though there was in his face that shrewd, hard expression which seems inseparable from the financial mind. Yet his companion was of an entirely different stamp — coarse, unsympathetic, with sensuality stamped upon his loose lips.

He removed the cigar from his mouth, and lifting his narrow eyes to his companion, remarked:

I am relieved to hear your opinion, my dear Henri. It agrees entirely with mine. Though the Bourses show signs of panic, I cannot but think that war is impossible.

The Minister Orts was at the Palace, and I had a few words with him, the Baron said. They had, at the Ministry, a telegram from our Minister in London only an hour ago. War is not anticipated there.

Nor here — only by the ignorant, laughed Rigaux. Germany cannot — nay, she dare not — attack Europe.

It is whispered that the King has appealed to King George of England to uphold our neutrality. But in one or two quarters I hear it alleged that the fixed purpose to provoke a general war has underlain Germanys policy for many years, and now, with Austria as her ally, she has wantonly flung down the gauntlet to all Europe.

I dont believe it at all, declared the other. The Kaiser cannot commit such an outrage on all justice and all public right. Our neutrality was guaranteed by Germany herself. How can she dishonour her own signature?

But Germany aspires to supremacy, we must not forget, my dear friend, and to supremacy as complete as that claimed by Napoleon. She intends that all the other Powers shall be her subordinate allies. She would drag them all in her wake.

Bah! England will not bargain away to Germany her obligations to us, depend upon it, was the others reply. The Kaiser fears the British fleet. He is not yet ready, my dear Baron. So let us dismiss the so-called peril, for it does not exist, I assure you. The Baron rose from his chair, and stepped out upon the long balcony into the close, breathless night.

A regiment of Lancers were clattering along the broad avenue, just distinguishable among the trees, and the people were cheering wildly as they passed.

War was in the air. Notwithstanding the assurances of his friend Rigaux, the Baron could not disguise from himself the serious apprehension that had so suddenly arisen in his mind. Hitherto, he had been loudest in his expressions that war would not be yet, but since he had been at the Palace, an hour ago, and seen the serious expression upon the faces of his sovereign, and of certain officials, he had become suspicious of the worst.

What if England defied this sabre-rattling of Germany, and declared war to protect Belgium? He pondered as he stood there, glancing down into the leafy avenue where the people were shouting, À bas les Allemands!

He had his back turned to his friend, who still sat smoking. Had he turned, he might, however, have seen something which would have aroused wonder within him, for while he stood there, looking down upon the straight, leafy way, bright under its lines of lamps, his friend, behind his back, had clenched his fists fiercely. Arnaud Rigauxs teeth were set, and upon his countenance was a fierce look of hatred of the man whom he was trying to lull into a false sense of security.

A distinctly evil expression played about the corners of his sensuous mouth, as his narrow-set eyes glinted with the fire of a detestation which, until that moment, he had so cleverly concealed.

Though posing as an intensely patriotic Belgian, he was, if the truth be told, one of the few men in Brussels who knew the German intentions, and who, for a fortnight past, had been fully prepared.

War must come, he was well aware. It had all been arranged two years ago, yet the Belgian Government, and even the Baron de Neuville, its chief financial adviser, had remained in utter ignorance. They had never suspected the Kaisers treachery.

Rigaux smiled as he reflected how cleverly the secret of it all had been kept. Great Britain must now certainly fall into the trap so cunningly prepared for her, and then Europe would, as the Kaiser intended, be drenched in blood.

In those moments, while the Baron stood outside, he reflected upon the private audience he had had with the Emperor at Potsdam nine months before, of the secret reports he had furnished regarding the financial situation of Belgium, and other matters, and the preparations for war in Luxembourg and along the frontier, which were revealed to him by a high official in the Wilhelmstrasse. He had returned from his business-visit to Berlin, and not a soul in Brussels had ever dreamed that he had been received by the Most Highest. The secret policy of the Kaiser was to court the good-will of certain financiers who, most of them, willingly became his agents and cats-paws, and kept the War Office in Berlin well informed of the trend of events. It was so in the case of the clever, wealthy, and unscrupulous Arnaud Rigaux.

The Baron turned, but in an instant the face of his friend reassumed its expression of easy-going carelessness.

This silly war-scare seems to please the people — eh? he laughed aloud. Hark at them shouting! It is to be hoped they will not attack the German Legation, burn the German flag, or commit some ridiculous outrage of that sort.

Lets hope not, or it might be misconstrued into an act of war, the Baron agreed, as he stepped again into the small, cosy, but exquisitely furnished room. Probably the Garde Civile have taken every precaution to avoid demonstrations. Nevertheless, he added, I do not like the outlook at all, my dear Arnaud. I confess I do not like it at all.

Mon cher ami, surely you, of all men, are not being led away by this sensation in the newspapers! exclaimed his friend, pursing his thick lips. We both know the value to be placed upon messieurs les journalistes. We buy them all whenever we desire their favour — do we not?

But the Baron cast himself into his chair and shook his head gravely, saying:

I fear, notwithstanding, that the outlook is very black for Belgium. War would mean ruin to us both. We have, both of us, large interests in France and Germany, he added, ignorant of the vile treachery of which his friend had been guilty. If war came in Europe, I should be ruined.

Exactly, responded the other. That is why, in such circumstances as these, a union of our houses would be so intensely desirable. Have you spoken to Mademoiselle Aimée again? he asked, regarding the Baron with those narrow, crafty eyes of his.

Yes, was the reply.

And what has Mademoiselle said?

Up to the present, sighed the Baron, she is still obdurate.

Because of that good-looking avocat — eh? he retorted. Why do you allow her still to meet the fellow?

She does not meet him to my knowledge.

She does — almost daily. I have set watch upon them. They met to-day — in the Bois, at five oclock.

The Baron was again silent for a few moments. Then he said:

Valentin has, it seems, made quite a sensational success in the Affaire of the Rue du Trône. There is a long account in to-nights papers. Berton, the Minister of Justice, was speaking of it.

But surely you will not allow your daughter to marry a penniless lawyer? protested the financier. Think what you and I could do, if only we amalgamated upon fair and equivalent business lines. As you well know, I am extremely fond of Aimée.

You have spoken to her, she tells me.

I have. But, unfortunately, she treats me with a calm and utter indifference.

Perhaps she will, eventually, grow tired of Edmond Valentins attentions, her father suggested.

Never, growled Rigaux. I believe she loves the fellow. But if you were only firm, my dear friend, she would, in the end, consent to marry me.

I am firm.

Yet you allow them to meet daily!

How can I prevent it?

By sending her away — say to England. I will go to England also.

My own opinion is that you would fare no better in England than here. Aimée is a girl of spirit. She may be led, but driven never, her father declared emphatically.

But cannot you compel her to give up this man? urged Rigaux eagerly.

Have I not tried, for weeks and weeks? Personally, my friend, I dont think you dance attendance sufficiently upon her, if you really mean to win her. She has been spoiled ever since a child, and likes lots of attention.

Arnaud Rigauxs brows narrowed slightly, for he at once realised that what the Baron said was the truth. He had certainly been deficient in his amorous advances, for, truth to tell, he had become so utterly blasé that few women nowadays attracted him.

Yes, he sighed grossly. Perhaps you are right, Baron. Is she at home this evening?

Shes alone in the petit salon, reading, I believe. My wife is out at dinner with the wife of the Roumanian Minister.

Then, if there is nothing else for us to discuss, I will go down and spend an hour with her — eh?

Très bien, acceded the Baron, while Rigaux, casting away his cigar, settled his cravat before a big mirror at the end of the room, smoothed his hair with both his hands, and left.

Passing down the softly carpeted corridor he paused before a door, and opening it entered, to find himself in a good-sized salon carpeted in Saxe blue, with white enamelled walls and gilt furniture of the style of Louis Quatorze. Over the elegant apartment was suffused a soft light, the source of which was cunningly concealed behind the wide cornice running round the walls, the electric glow being thrown down by the white ceiling itself.

Upon a side-table stood a great silver bowl of La France roses, which filled the room with their fragrance, and near it, in a comfortable chaise-longue, reclined Aimée, looking sweet and dainty in a soft, filmy evening-gown of palest carnation pink.

She looked up from her book, startled, as the door opened, and then, recognising her visitor, rose, rather stiffly, to greet him.

What, all alone, my dear Mademoiselle? exclaimed Rigaux, as though in surprise, as he bowed over her hand. I have been chatting with the Baron, but I expected to find Madame here. Well, and what do you think of all this very alarming news — eh?

Awful — is it not? the girl replied, inviting him to a chair.

The Baron and I have just been discussing it, and we are of opinion that there will be no war. I notice, however, in the papers to-night, a report of Monsieur Valentins great success in the Affaire of the Rue du Trône. I must congratulate him — and yourself.

The girl blushed slightly. It was the first time this man, whom she so heartily hated, had ever mentioned her lover. Indeed, she was not, until that moment, quite certain whether he was aware of her secret — whether the Baron had told him.

Yes, she managed to reply at last. It should secure him a foothold in his profession. The papers say that his speech for the defence was apparently one of the most clever and brilliant ever heard in the Courts.

And you, of course, must be justly proud, eh, Mademoiselle? he remarked, looking straight into her beautiful eyes.

Well, I suppose so, she laughed, her fingers toying nervously with the leaves of Bazins latest romance.

He sighed deeply. Then, after a pause, said:

Ah! I only wish that you entertained one little thought for me, Aimée — one kindly reflection regarding myself — I who love you so.

And, bending, he stretched forth his hand to seize hers. But she swiftly withdrew it.

Oh, why return to that subject again, msieur! she protested impatiently. Its discussion only pains us both. I am fully aware that my father is anxious, for business reasons, that we should marry, but I assure you, once and for all, that I will never accept any man whom I do not love.

You put it — well, a trifle bluntly, Mademoiselle.

I only speak the truth, quite openly and frankly, she responded, her big serious eyes turned upon his. Would you have me accept, and afterwards fool you!

Her question — a somewhat disconcerting one — held him silent for some moments.

Remember, Aimée, he said at last, in a deep voice, I have known you ever since you were a tiny child. I have watched you grow to become a woman, and gradually I have realised that there is no woman in the whole world whom I love — except your own dear self. Can you doubt me?

And with an earnest expression that was well feigned, he looked straight into her pale, set countenance.

No, msieur, I do not doubt you, was the girls quiet response, and he fancied he saw her trembling slightly. But when, the other day, you asked if I could ever love you, I told you the bare truth — brutal as it may have appeared. Yet I am not mistress of my own heart, and I tell you that I do not love you — I can never love you — never!

I am too old, he murmured bitterly.

Not that, she responded, shaking her well-poised head. Age matters nothing when a woman really loves.

You love that man Edmond Valentin, he snapped, almost savagely.

She nodded in the affirmative, but no word escaped her lips.

Arnaud Rigaux set his teeth, and his fingers clenched themselves into his palms. But only for a second, and she, with her eyes cast down upon the carpet, did not detect the fire of hatred which shone, for a second, in his crafty, narrow-set eyes.

Next second his manner entirely changed. He was one of those men whose cunning enables them to conceal their feelings so cleverly that, while they smile and hold out the hand of friendship, murder lurks within their heart. This attribute is, alas! one of the elements of success in business in our modern days, and is a habit cultivated by the man whom the world admires as keen and smart.

But, my darling? he exclaimed, in a voice broken by an emotion which was so cleverly feigned that it deceived even her womans sharp observance, you do not know how very deeply I love you, he declared, bending to her, and again trying to take her hand, which, however, she again snatched away and placed behind her. All these years I have watched you grow up, and I have longed and longed for the day when I might beg of you to become my wife. Think of what our marriage would mean to you — to your father, the Baron, and to myself. He and I, united, could rule the whole finances of the nation; we could dictate terms to the Chamber, and we should be the greatest power in Belgium — next to his Majesty himself. Surely your position as my wife would be preferable to that of the wife of a poor struggling lawyer, however estimable he may be.

She sat listening without interrupting him. She had heard this mans praises sung daily by her father for so long that at last they now fell upon deaf ears. She listened quite coldly to his outpourings, yet, at the moment, she despised him in her innermost heart.

What Edmond had declared was the bare, naked truth. Arnaud Rigaux was only seeking to gain further personal riches and aggrandisement by doing her the honour of offering her his hand in marriage.

Her anger arose within her as his words fell upon her ears. She had not been blind to his stealthy unscrupulousness, for she remembered how, on one occasion, she had overheard her father upbraid him for participating in some shady financial transaction with some electric tramways in Italy, the details of which she, as a woman, had been unable to follow. But her fathers bitter words of reproach had been, to her, all-sufficient. The Baron had told him, openly and plainly, that he had swindled the Italian company, and she had always remembered his outspoken words.

The man seated before her suddenly rose, and unable to take her hand because she was holding it behind her, placed his sensuous grasp upon her shoulder, and bent in an attempt to kiss her.

She turned her head swiftly from his foetid breath. It was nauseous. It caused her a fierce revulsion of feeling.

She sprang up, her eyes aflame in an instant.

Msieur Rigaux! This is intolerable! she protested, drawing herself up in proud defiance. I wish you to remember who I am, and further, I wish you to go to my father and tell him, that no matter what may happen, no matter what pressure he may place upon me, no matter if I die unmarried, I will never become the wife of Arnaud Rigaux. You hear!

He drew back at this obstinate rebuff — he whose money bought womens smiles from end to aid of Europe.

In a second he became apologetic.

But, Mademoiselle, I—

Please leave this room, she ordered, very firmly. If not, I shall ring for the servants. Go! and she pointed determinedly to the door. Go! Describe this scene to my father, and tell him from me, once and for all, that I love Edmond Valentin, and that I intend to marry him.

The mans loose lips hardened. He murmured something which the girl could not catch, but she saw in his eyes, for the first time, the light of a fierce and terrible hatred, as he bowed stiffly, and, turning on his heel, took his congé, and with a fierce imprecation upon his lips strode out of the pretty, artistic room, wherein she stood, an imperious and defiant figure, in the centre of the carpet.


Chapter Four.

The Man from Cologne.
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TWO HOURS LATER Arnaud Rigaux entered his small, well-furnished den in the big house on the broad Boulevard de Waterloo, close to the medieval Porte de Hal, that medieval castle-like structure, now the fine Musée dArmes, known to every traveller in Brussds.

Scarcely had he crossed the threshold when his man, a white-haired, ultra respectable-looking valet, ushered in a rather stout, middle-aged man of military bearing, with fair hair and blue-grey eyes. He was wearing a cap and a motor dust-coat.

Ah! my dear Guillaume! I must apologise, Rigaux said. I had no idea you had been waiting for me.

Your servant was unaware where you were. We telephoned to a dozen places. I arrived from Cologne just after nine oclock.

Rigaux glanced at the closed door rather apprehensively, and then in a low voice asked:

What does it all mean?

War, replied the other in a whisper. The Emperor is in Cologne in secret. I had audience with him at three oclock, and he sent me to you. I have to return at once. I was to tell you that his Majesty wishes for your final report.

For a moment the financiers narrow eyes grew serious, and his lips quivered.

The reply from England has not yet been received, his visitor went on, speaking in excellent French, though he was undoubtedly German. But whatever it may be, the result will be the same. Eight Army Corps are moving upon the Luxembourg frontier. They will soon be in Belgium. What a surprise our big howitzers will be for the forts of Namur and Liège — eh?

And he laughed lightly, chuckling to himself. Captain Wilhelm von Silberfeld, of the famous Deaths Head Hussars, was a trusted messenger of the Kaiser, a man who had performed many a secret mission for his Imperial Master. He was attached to the General Staff in Berlin, and for hours he had sat in the fast two-seated motor-car, travelling swiftly over the hundred and sixty miles or so of long, straight white roads which led from Cologne to the Belgian capital.

In four days we shall be in Belgium, the German officer whispered. The Emperor, as you know, decided upon war three months ago, and ever since we have been steadily and carefully making the final preparations. What is the opinion here?

The Cabinet meets to-night. The Government do not, even now, believe that Germany really intends to defy Europe, and I, of course, have endeavoured still to lull them to sleep, responded the financier. But I have not been idle these past three days. My reports are all prepared. The last was written at seven oclock this evening.

And crossing to a big, heavy book-case, which occupied the whole of one side of the room, he opened one of the glass doors. Then, pulling forward a section of the books which swung round upon a pivot, there was disclosed the green-painted door of a safe, securely built into the wall. This he opened with a key upon his chain, and from a drawer took out a large envelope filled with papers, which he handed to his visitor.

All are here? asked the other.

Yes. According to instructions I received by courier yesterday, I have prepared the list of names of influential persons in Liège and Louvain — the banks, and what cash I believe them to hold. How are you proceeding in Antwerp?

Antwerp is practically a German city. We have, outside the city, six concrete platforms ready for our big howitzers. They were put down two years ago by German residents in their gardens — for the English game of tennis, and he laughed. Besides, we have three secret wireless installations of wide range communicating with Nauen, as we also have here in Brussels. Is your wireless here in working order?

S-s-sh, my friend? Rigaux said warningly. I will send Michel out on a pretext, and you shall see. He is loyal, but I trust no man. I never let him know too much.

Then he rang, and his man, white-haired and humble, appeared.

Michel, go down to the Grand Hotel at once and ask for Monsieur Legrand. Tell him I wish to see him. If he will kindly come up here in a taxi.

Bien, msieur! and the grave-faced servant bowed and withdrew.

A few moments later Arnaud Rigaux took from a drawer in his library table an electric torch and led the way up the great wide staircase, through his own bedroom, past a door into a smaller dressing-room, in which was a huge mahogany wardrobe. The door of this he opened, and pushing the back outwards through a line of coats hanging there, a dark opening was revealed. Into this both men passed, finding themselves upon a wooden flight of dusty stairs, up which they ascended for two floors, until they arrived in a long, low attic, beneath the sloping roof of which were suspended, upon porcelain insulators, many thin, black-enamelled wires.

Come! You shall hear for yourself, Rigaux exclaimed; and passing along to the gable-end of the main wall of the house, he paused before two tables, upon which were set out a most complete set of wireless instruments.

To the uninitiated eye those two tables were filled with a most complicated assortment of weird electrical apparatus connected by india-rubber covered wires. To the expert, however, all was quite clear. On the one table stood a receiving-set of the latest pattern, while upon the other was what is technically known as a five kilowatt set, which would transmit wireless messages as far as Nauen, the great wireless station near Potsdam, and, indeed, over a radius of nearly a thousand miles. It was a Marconi set, not Telefunken.

Arnaud Rigaux seated himself upon a stool before the receiving-table, while overhead, insulated from the rafters of the roof, were a hundred bare copper wires strung across and across. His example was followed by Captain von Silberfeld, both clamping the double head-telephones over their ears, listening.

Next instant both heard the buzzing ticks of wireless, so weird and uncanny to those uninitiated.

Da-de, Da-de-da. Da-de, Da-de-da.

It was a call. Then followed the code-letters, B.B.N. with B.Y.B.

Hush! Rigaux exclaimed, glancing at the book at his elbow. The British Admiralty station at Cleethorpes are calling the battleship London.

The big wireless code-book — a book which could be bought in Berne for five francs — lay open before him. There was a quick response in the phones.

The London is off the west coast of Ireland, he remarked, bending with interest. Theres the reply. Here is London.

He touched the tuner, one of the round ebonite handles upon a long mahogany box, and next moment a little click of quite a different note was heard in the head phones.

Listen? Rigaux exclaimed, and then for a moment he was again all attention. Marseilles is speaking to one of your North German Lloyd liners on her way from Alexandria. Then he paused. Are you satisfied that I am leaving to your army a complete set, quite in working order — eh?

Entirely. Why, it is splendid, declared the captain, who, though he had no expert knowledge of wireless, had seen quite enough to convince him that the secret installation was practically perfect. This, he added, will surely be of great use to us before many weeks are over. It is splendid!

Let us descend, Rigaux said. Michel may now be back. This part of the house is, of course, unknown to my servants.

When they were again back in the financiers snug little business-room, wherein he received visitors privately, he asked earnestly:

Tell me, Count, is all complete?

Everything. We shall advance to-morrow, or next day. We have mobilised secretly, though Europe is in entire ignorance. First Belgium is to be occupied — then we shall cross to England. Paris is only a secondary affair. London is our chief goal. We shall crush for ever the arrogant English with our Zeppelins and our submarines. Oh! what an unpleasant surprise they will have? and he laughed.

But you will not conquer Belgium — eh?

Not if she offers no defence. If she does, then I tell you — in confidence — the Kaiser means to sweep this country with fire and sword; we shall wipe villages and towns completely out of existence, so as to strike terror and horror into the heart of Europe. War is war, you know.

Do you advise me to leave Brussels?

Well, not yet — wait and see. Your safety is assured. You already have your safe-conduct, have you not?

That has already been arranged.

His Majesty told me to give you his Imperial assurance. The final draft in your favour on the Dresdner Bank has been passed, and you will receive it in due course, paid into your bank in London, replied the German officer.

But what do you advise me to do, my friend? Remember, I may yet be discovered as having assisted you. And it will be awkward — very awkward?

Remain here for a time, and then go back to the coast. You can, as a patriotic Belgian, always cross from Ostend to England as a wealthy refugee — when the time arrives. And that will not be very long, I assure you, he added, with a grim smile. The brave Belgians have to-day ended their career. Our big howitzers will come along. Pouf! and Belgium is no more. In a few days we shall be at the mouth of the Scheldt, and at Ostend — in front of Dover. Besides, our grand fleet of Zeppelins are ready in their secret sheds. Later, when Belgium is devastated, they will glide forth for the conquest of our dear, sleepy friends, the British — whom God preserve. Meanwhile, we have a very satisfactory army of secret agents over yonder making ready to undermine any poor, puny defence that they — with all their vaunted might of Empire — can possibly put up.

Both men laughed heartily as they stood there together, conversing in low tones.

The intention, then, is first to destroy Belgium? asked Rigaux, suddenly growing serious.

Yes. To seize this country, notwithstanding any defence which may be offered. The Grand Duchy of Luxembourg we shall only march through. But the General Staff know that, in Belgium, there may be a desperate resistance, if Britain — the broken reed — is to be relied upon. Hence we shall smash her — and Britain afterwards.

But is Great Britain, with her splendid navy, really a broken reed? queried the financier very seriously.

Personally, I do not at all agree. I only tell you the declaration of our General Staff.

Britain has a very mysterious way of asserting her own superiority, said the banker, shaking his head dubiously. France is still, as she has ever been, a nation of great emotions. But Great Britain, with her enormous Colonial possessions, her deep-seated loyalty, and her huge wealth, is a tremendous power — a power which I believe the Kaiser has never yet estimated at its true value.

Bah! my dear Arnaud. We, in Berlin, know all that is in progress. Surely you must know, you must feel, the irresistible power of our militarism — of our great and formidable war-machine. Germany is the greatest nation at war that the world has ever seen, and—

And England still rules the seas, interrupted the financier in a hard voice.

The seas! Bah! declared his dusty, travel-worn visitor. We shall first win on land; then our grand fleet will face those overbearing British. We shall, like the Dutch, place a broom upon the mast-head of the flag-ship of Grand Admiral von Tirpitz, and sweep the British clean off the seas.

You are optimistical — to say the least.

I am, my dear Arnaud, he admitted, because I, as one of the General Staff, know what has been arranged, and what is intended. I know the great surprises we have in store for Europe — those great guns, which will smash and pulverise to dust the strongest fortresses which man can devise, and aircraft which will hurl down five tons of high explosive at a time, he added, with an exultant laugh. But, I had almost forgotten. Have you had any report from our friend Van Meenen, in Ostend?

It came yesterday, and is included in the papers you have there. Our friends in Liège have been warned, I suppose?

They have been warned to-day. Doctor Wilberz, brave Belgian, of course, has a secret wireless in his house, while sixty of our trusty agents are living there, quite unsuspected.

Wilberz was here in Brussels a month ago, and told me what he was doing. Truly the ring of forts will stand a very poor chance when you make the attack.

Belgium will never dare to resist, we feel sure, declared Captain von Silberfeld. In a month the Crown Prince will enter Paris. But I must get away at once. I have to be back in Cologne with the dawn. The Staff are awaiting your reports with eagerness, especially those upon the financial position.

I have supplied every detail, responded the banker. The position is not good, and even my friend the Baron de Neuville cannot, I happen to know, come to the rescue at the present moment.

Good, exclaimed the Captain, dropping into German. Adieu! he said, placing the bulky envelope beneath his cotton dust-coat. What excitement there is in the streets — eh?

The banker laughed grimly.

It will increase very soon, I suppose, he said.

Yes, whispered the other, as they descended to the front entrance together, where the long, powerful, low-built car stood with its glaring headlights, in charge of a smart chauffeur, who saluted in military fashion. Adieu, my dear Arnaud. I must hasten, he whispered, for to-morrows dawn will bring to us The Day!

And with a triumphant wave of his hand he mounted beside the driver, and a moment later the car moved swiftly and silently down the hill on its long journey to the German frontier, carrying with it the final secret report of the many made through the last ten years by the traitor Arnaud Rigaux to the Prussian General Staff.

The man who had sold his country for German gold stood for a few seconds watching the car disappear into the night, and then, as the roar of the crowd making a demonstration before the French Consulate farther up the Boulevard fell upon his ears, he turned, and with a bitter laugh of triumph, went within and closed the great oaken door.

A silence fell. No one was near. Suddenly, a few moments later, the dark figure of a man, who had evidently been watching the departure of the car, as he stood back in the deep shadow of the trees in the centre of the boulevard, emerged, crossed the road, and hurried down the hill in the direction the car had taken.


Chapter Five.

Bursting of the Storm.
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A GREAT, LONG, old-fashioned room with a rather low ceiling, across which ran black oaken-beams, around were lancet windows, high and narrow, with ancient leaded panes and green glass, the walls panelled with rare but faded tapestries, the carpet dull and also faded, and the heavy furniture genuinely Flemish of the sixteenth century.

On a long, padded seat in the recess of the central window, the depth of which showed the great strength of the walls, Aimée de Neuville sat, her white pointed chin resting upon her hand, gazing away over a marvellous panorama of winding river and wooded slopes, the deep beautiful valley of the Meuse, which lay far below that high-up château, once the fortress of the robber-knights of Hauteroche.

The splendid old Château de Sévérac, standing as it did half-way between quaint old-world Dinant, the resent of British tourists, and the French frontier at Givet, commanded a wide sweep of the beautiful valley with the blue, misty high-lands towards Luxembourg. The great place with its ponderous three-foot-thick walls, its round towers with slated roofs, and its deep, cavernous dungeons with inscribed stones, dated from the twelfth century, a fine feudal castle, which had played a leading part in the history of the Meuse valley — indeed, in the history of Europe. Built high upon its steep limestone cliff, around which the river swept suddenly in a semicircle, it had, in the days of its builders, been a fortress impregnable. Its private chapel bore the arms of the Knights-Templars, and in that very room, where the pale-faced young girl sat, the Emperor Charles V had sat, after the capture of Metz in 1552. A place full of historic memories, for the very walls spoke mutely of those turbulent times, when that valley was the chief theatre of all the fierce wars in Western Europe.

But the Knights of Hauteroche had defended it always from the attack of their bitterest foes, until, in 1772, it had passed from their hands, and having fallen to ruin, had, in the last days of the nineteenth century, been acquired by the rich Baron de Neuville, who was reputed to have spent half a million sterling upon its restoration, and a similar sum in furnishing it just as it had been in the sixteenth century.

Few such splendid strongholds existed in Europe. For years the Barons agents had travelled up and down the Continent with open commissions to purchase antique furniture, tapestry, and armour of the period, with the result that the castle was now unique. Inside its courtyard one was at once back in the days of the Emperor Charles V, the illusion being complete, even to the great kitchen of the robber-knights, where, upon the huge spit, an ox could be turned and roasted whole, so that the retainers — the bowmen of the forest — could be regaled and rewarded after their doughty exploits.

From every corner of the world, tourists — many of them loud-speaking Americans with their red-bound Baedekers — craved of the Barons major-domo, a vinegar-faced Frenchman, permission to pass through the splendid apartments, and when the family were not in residence, permission was generally accorded, for — as with all financiers, from Twickenham to Timbuctoo — the Baron, in secret, liked to be talked about. Indeed, the late King Leopold, who had on several occasions stretched his long legs in that room wherein Aimée now sat, had declared that the view from the window up the river to be one of the finest in all Europe.

Looking up the peaceful valley, where the Meuse wound far below in the August sunshine, there lay on the right bank grey rugged rocks descending sheer into the water green and deep, making a sudden bend; while on the left lay green pastures and spreading woodlands, with range upon range of hills away to the blue haze of the frontier of France. Beside the river, the road followed like a white ribbon along its bank, and upon it the dusty old post-diligence, with its four weedy horses and its jingling bells, was travelling, just as it had travelled for two centuries past. Truly that reach of the Meuse was the most rural, peaceful, and picturesque spot in all the Ardennes, and little wonder was it, indeed, that the Baron de Neuville, when the great ruined castle had been offered for sale, had immediately purchased it, and renovated it to its present perfect state.

I cant think why father should have made us come here just in these troublous times, the girl exclaimed petulantly to her mother, a grave, white-haired, well-preserved lady in black, who, seated at the farther end of the room, was busy with her fancy needlework. And then the girl beat an impatient tattoo upon one of the small leaded window-panes with the tips of her slim white fingers.

Your father thinks it is more pleasant for us here than in Brussels just now, with all the silly excitement in progress, my dear, the Baroness replied. I have just had a telegram. He will be here to-night.

Does he give any further news of the situation?

None.

But when we left in the car yesterday, it was believed that we might be at war at any moment, the girl said.

Her mother, a calm-faced, rather stout woman, and typically Belgian, sighed deeply.

What will happen we cannot tell, my girl.

But if the Germans come, what shall we do? queried Aimée, for she was thinking of Edmond, from whom she had had a hastily scribbled letter that morning. He had rejoined his regiment as sous-officier, and he said they expected to leave that day for the frontier.

Do? echoed the Baroness. Why, nothing. They will simply march along the valley down yonder, and we shall be quite safe up here. The Germans are, after all, men of culture. They are gentlemen.

As she spoke, Mélanie, Aimées French maid, entered the room, saying:

A gentleman wishes to speak to Msieur le Baron on the telephone. Will you speak, Mademoiselle? she asked.

Who is he?

The name he gave was Huart, Mademoiselle.

Huart, exclaimed the Baroness. That is surely the name of the manager of the Sirault Ironworks at Liège. Go and speak to him, Aimée.

The girl descended to her fathers small business-room situated in the base of one of the round-slated turrets of the castle, and took up the telephone-receiver from the table.

Hello? she asked.

Is the Baron there? demanded a mans rough voice.

No, msieur. But I am Mademoiselle de Neuville. Can I give him any message? He is in Brussels, and will, I think, be here this evening.

I am Huart, speaking from the works at Liège. War has broken out.

War? gasped the girl, holding her breath.

Yes. Eighty thousand Germans are advancing towards the river, and we are already defending Liège against them. Terrible fighting is taking place. Hark! Listen to our forts! Can you hear?

The girl listened, and for the first time heard the thunder of war — a dull, low roar in the receiver.

That was one of the big guns in Fort Loncin, General Leman is defending the city, but the Germans are burning all the villages around. From my window here I can see the smoke across the river.

Oh! this is awful! the girl cried. I will telephone to my father and tell him — if I can find him.

Yes, Mademoiselle — tell him that I fear the worst. The first reports of the enemy reached here at dawn, and Liège seems to swarm with German spies. A dozen or so were caught signalling to the enemy with flags from the tops of high houses. They have all been shot — outside here, against the wall.

They were not Belgians.

They posed as such. One of them was one of my foremen. I always believed him to be a Belgian. It is a revelation, Mademoiselle.

But can the Germans enter the city?

No, Mademoiselle. Last night all the bridges over the river were destroyed.

And then, even as she listened, a dull roar fell upon her ear. It was Fort Loncin speaking again with its steel throat.

Please tell the Baron that I shall remain here pending further instructions from the company. We shall hold out here. Soldiers are pouring into the town. The first regiment of the Guides, and the second, fourth, and eighth Chasseurs-à-pied passed here early this morning, having come poste-haste from Brussels. They have gone along the river-bank. Liège will not suffer much, but the country around is already in flames. It is terrible, Mademoiselle — terrible!

The eighth regiment of Chasseurs-à-pied! Then Edmond Valentin was already at the front! He was with them, along the river-bank!

But are they killing people? asked the girl, in frantic excitement.

I fear they are, Mademoiselle, replied the voice, dying away slowly, and being succeeded by a loud electrical buzzing. Reports have just come in that at Visé and Argenteau some townspeople fired at the soldiers, and in consequence the Germans are killing them, and burning down the houses. It is awful.

But that cant really be true, she cried, The Germans are surely not savages like that!

I fear that the reports are only too true, Mademoiselle. One came over the telephone from the Burgomaster of Cheratte, close to Argenteau. As an eye-witness of fearful atrocities, he reported them to the Préfect, with a request that they be immediately transmitted to the Minister of Justice, in Brussels.

But it seems utterly incredible, the girl declared. As incredible as the swarms of spies here in the town. To-day, one does not know enemy from friend! But please tell your father that I will speak to him this evening — if the wires are not cut. They are already cut to Maastricht, Verviers, and Aix.

Yes, do ring us up, msieur, and tell us what is happening, implored the girl. Tell me what the Eighth Chasseurs are doing, and where they are. Will you, please? I have a friend in them — an officer.

Certainly, Mademoiselle, I will do what I can, and — Mon Dieu!

The voice broke off short.

Msieur! Msieur Huart! Hello! — hello? cried the girl in wonder and apprehension.

There was no response, only a slight buzz. She replaced the receiver upon the Instrument, and turned the handle quickly. Then she listened again. All was silence.

Hello! hello? she called. Hello, Liège! Hello, Liège!

The wire was dead — cut, perhaps by a German shell!

Again and yet again she tried to obtain response to her call.

Their nearest exchange was that at Dinant.

Hello, Dinant! Dinant! she kept repeating. Hello, Dinant!

But from Dinant there was no reply.

Upon her the blow had fallen. Edmond, so manly and brave, was already at the front — one of the first to go forth against the giant invader of their gallant little nation. Those words from her fathers employé in Liège had conveyed volumes to her.

War was no longer an eventuality. It was a fact. Already the Kaiser was hurling his legions of Pikelhauben westwards towards the sea. The Teutons had burst their bonds, and Edmonds prophesy had, alas! proved only to be true. The ambitious Kaiser meant war — war at all hazards and at all costs, in order to retain his imperial crown, and in order to justify, with his clamorous people, his title of the great War Lord of the twentieth century and ruler of the world.

But there had been many War Lords in the world ages before him — Rameses, Herod, Caesar, Attila, and Napoleon. After all, the Kaiser, surrounded by his disgracefully degenerate camarilla, was but a pinchbeck edition of Bonaparte; a monarch who, while holding the outstretched hand of friendship to Great Britain, had been hourly plotting to conquer her. The quintessence of treachery, the zenith of personal egotism existed, with the wildest dreams of avarice, in the heart of that deformed monarch, who was as warped in his brain as in his body. In his gaudy tinsel, and in all his panoply of uniform, and his tin crosses which he believed to be iron, he was but the pliable puppet of the degenerates of Potsdam. He believed himself to be the Sword of God — as he had insanely declared to his troops — and stood as the idol of the people of kultur yet tottering upon his pedestal.

His fierce antagonism towards civilisation, as opposed to the Prussian militarism, had been betrayed by his undying words, which would live in history through the ages. The fierce War Lord, in his pitiable arrogance, had actually incited his troops to murder and debauchery by the words he had spoken — words that would be for ever registered against him upon his downfall:

When you meet the foe you will defeat him, he had said. No quarter will be given, no prisoners will be taken. Let all who fall into your hands be at your mercy. Gain a reputation like the Huns under Attila. That reputation was, apparently, what his hordes were achieving in the burning of Visé and Argenteau. Attila, in his expedition across Greece, reduced seventy of the finest cities to smoking ruins and shambles. He was the black demon of ruin and destruction, and this modern murder-Monarch of the Huns, if that report over the telephone be true, was emulating the blood-guilty ruffian.

Pale and breathless, Aimée de Neuville rushed up the great staircase to relate to her mother the appalling news that Germany had, at last, swept down upon peaceful little Belgium with fire and sword.

The war-cloud had burst! The Kaiser, in his eagerness to plunge Europe into blood, had not waited for Great Britains reply. His lustful, grey-coated hordes of braided Uhlans, infantry and artillery, with all their endless streams of lumbering guns, heavy waggons, motor-cars, and loaded motor-lorries, had crossed the frontier, and with the fierceness of hell-hounds let loose, were already sweeping the valley of that peaceful-flowing river which wound below the great Château de Sévérac.

War! War! WAR!

The girl, pale and excited, held her breath as she placed her thin, trembling fingers upon the handle of the door of that room wherein her mother sat in calm ignorance of the awful truth.

War! War! WAR!

And Edmond, the man whom she loved, the man whose last final kiss she still felt upon her brow, had marched into Liège with his regiment, to face the treacherous Germans, to fight for home and freedom, and to stem the great oncoming Teuton tide.

Should she tell the Baroness the truth?

For a second the girl, pale with agitation, hesitated. The awfulness of such sudden news might unnerve her. She had a weak heart.

No. She would conceal her knowledge of the awful fact.

She drew a deep breath and, opening the door, entered smiling, as she exclaimed with a wonderfully careless and nonchalant air:

Oh! the man only wants to talk to father on business, I told him he would be here to-night to dinner.


Chapter Six.

In the Trenches before Liège.
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AT THAT SAME moment when Aimée had listened to the dread news over the telephone, Edmond Valentin, in the uniform of a sous-officier of Chasseurs-à-pied, in his heavy dark-green overcoat and peaked shako, with his bulging haversack upon his back, was kneeling in a hastily dug trench firing steadily across the broad sunlit river, which lay deep in its valley.

On the opposite bank ran the railway from Liège, across the Dutch frontier to Maastricht, and from beyond the line there appeared all along, for miles, light puffs of smoke which betrayed the position of the enemy, who had crossed those picturesque green hills of the frontier, and who were endeavouring to force a passage across the Meuse.

On the right, over the hills where the river wound, could be heard the loud roar of the German guns which had been brought up against Liège, while from the left came the eternal rattle of the machine-guns. In that trench, before which the river and the canal ran parallel, the men on either ride of Edmond uttered no word. They were silent, firing with regularity, fascinated by the novel scene. Most of them had played the war-game at the annual manoeuvres, when one stood up in trenches and laughed in the face of blank cartridge. Yet here was real war. Already more than one of their comrades had fallen on their faces struck by German bullets, and not far away a shell had just burst behind one of their machine-guns.

The din and rattle of it all struck a strange, uncanny note upon that quiet countryside.

For nearly half an hour Edmond had been plugging away with his men, when of a sudden a machine-gun section ran up close to them. Room was made in the trench, and the gun, carried in parts by half a dozen sturdy soldiers, was quickly assembled.

Then, the belt of cartridges having been adjusted, at the word of command the terrible engine of destruction suddenly spat its hail of death across the river.

The onder-officier with the gun laughed gaily to Edmond, saying in Flemish:

Our friends yonder will not like this — eh?

Oy hebt gelyk, (you are right), laughed Edmond. But see over there! What is that smoke; there — away to the left?

That is Visé, was the reply, shouted above the rattle of the machine-gun. The enemy must have set the place on fire — the brutes! Look?

And as both watched they saw a great column of black smoke rising slowly into the clear, cloudless sky.

If they cross at the bridge there they will have the road open to them to Tongres and St. Trond — the main road to Brussels. I suppose we are defending it, said the onder-officier, a man with a red moustache.

Ja! Lets hope so, said Edmond, raising his Mauser rifle mechanically again, and discharging the five cartridges from its magazine.

At that instant the trench was suddenly swept by a perfect hail of lead from across the river, while from over the heights beyond came a Taube aeroplane, which noisily buzzed as it rose higher and higher, and then, out of range, made a complete circle, in order to reconnoitre the defenders position. Dozens of men in the trenches raised their rifles and fired at it. But it had already risen high out of harms way, and gaily it circled round and round over the line of the Meuse, noting all the Belgian positions on the north bank of the river, and signalling to the enemy from time to time.

The spot where Edmond was stationed with his regiment was situated about eight miles from Liège, and one from Visé. Just to his right was a bridge, which the Belgians had not destroyed, and which the enemy were now protecting from destruction by means peculiar to the blonde beasts of the Kaiser.

Placed upon it were two big furniture-vans, which had been hastily daubed in the Belgian colours — red, black, and yellow. And these were filled with Belgian soldiers, prisoners in German hands. By adopting these dastardly methods, they knew that the defenders would not shell the bridge and destroy it.

Edmonds regiment did not present any picture of uniformity. Some men about him were dressed in the military fashion of thirty years ago — caps with enormous peaks, and wide-flowing capes covering green and yellow uniforms — while others, including himself, were in the dark-green modern uniform which has lately been adopted, and had been served out to those who had hurriedly rejoined the colours. While the enemy were all in the new service kit of greenish-grey cloth, which at a distance was exceedingly difficult to distinguish — with heavy leather boots reaching half-way up their calves — the Belgians marched in garments of all colours, from the sombre black of the carabineers to the bright amaranthe and green of the Guides.

In war some curious sights are seen in the trenches. Close to where Valentin was crouching there knelt a smart lancer, with a basket containing carrier-pigeons strapped to his back like a knapsack. Amid the roar and din the poor birds fluttered about restlessly inside their cage, eager to escape to their homes. But if the brave little Belgian nation lacked uniforms and accoutrements, it never lacked courage. All was a hubbub of hope, and a talk of victory.

À bas les Alboches!

Vive la guerre! had been shouted from Ostend to Givet, and the spirits of the nation — soldiers and civilians alike — were of the highest, for now that England had declared war, Belgium was fighting the battles of two great nations, France and Britain.

Both French and British soldiers would soon come to their aid, if they could only hold out.

They will never silence our forts at Liège, declared the lancer with the pigeons. But just as he uttered the words, Edmond Valentin heard a sound like the shrill yell of a small dog in the distance, and the next second there occurred near them a terrific explosion.

The deadly German artillery were getting the range!

Again and again came the familiar yell, followed by the inevitable crash. A dozen or so men were lying about him, shattered, dead, or dying.

But the pom-pom continued to deal death, slackening only now and then when a fresh belt was adjusted.

Adding to the roar of heavy guns, and quite close to them, lay the hidden fort of Pontisse, while forts Barchon, Evegnèe, and Fleron, on the heists across the river, were thundering and dealing death in the enemys ranks. Behind them, to the left, lay three other forts — Liers, Lanlin, and Loncin — defending the city of Liège, and forming a further portion of the ring.

Time after time their huge guns roared, and the very earth quaked. Time after time the enemy across the river were decimated by the terrible fire.

Then, every now and then, the ear was deafened by the loud crackling of musketry, which sounded like the loading of granite blocks into a cart. They were of two pitches, the deeper from the rifles of the infantry, and the sharper from the cavalry carbines. And above it all — above the constant explosions of shrapnel — sounded the regular pom-pom-pom-pom, steady as the tick of a rapid clockwork motor — adding to the deadly fire now sweeping the valley for nearly twenty miles.

Edmond, quite cool and determined, lay there firing away in the direction of the little puffs of grey smoke, which were hardly distinguishable behind the distant railway line. It was his first experience of being under fire, and after the first few minutes he grew quite unconcerned, even though he saw that many of his comrades had, alas! been bowled over. The primeval fury of the male beast bent on fighting, which seizes every man who is called upon to defend his life, had also seized him.

They say that the French will be at Liège to-night, remarked the onder-officier with the red moustache, in charge of the machine-gun. If they are, we will teach those German brutes a lesson. We will—

Next instant he reeled and fell forward upon his face. A bullet entering his jaw had passed through his head, carrying with it a large piece of his skull. Death had been instantaneous. With hope of victory upon his lips the brave fellow had passed, in a single second, into that land which lies beyond the human ken.

The four Chasseurs serving the gun stopped and turned him over, but saw at once that he no longer lived.

A few seconds later Edmond heard sharp words of command from his lieutenant, who had crawled along to him, and in obedience he ceased firing his Mauser, took the dead mans place and assumed charge of the machine-gun, which, within another half-minute, was continuing its work, while the body of the onder-officier was dragged aside.

Curse the grey devils! They shall pay for that! cried one of the men fiercely.

Just then, however, there came a lull in the firing. The shells had ceased, and the enemy was slackening in his attack all along the line.

Was the fight subsiding?

A dull, distant roar was heard from Boncelles, where the steel cupolas were rising, and the big guns hurling death at the grey hordes of the Kaiser, and then disappearing. Then silence.

Suddenly another loud crackling of rifles, and again Edmonds pom-pom recommenced its rapid rhythmic rattle.

More Mausers crackling, the shrill yell of a shell passing over them, and then a blood-red explosion some distance behind them.

Another shouted word of command, and the whole line of rifles were again discharged. It seemed almost as a signal for the fight to recommence, for next moment the attack was renewed with redoubled vigour.

The short, sharp reports of the enemys artillery reverberated along the valley, and shells were now exploding unpleasantly near the trenches.

I thought they had had enough, growled one of the men to Edmond, in French, but it seems they havent. Bien, we will show the Kaiser and his brigands that we mean defiance. See, over there, msieur! They are burning Visé, and Argenteau too! I lived in Visé when a boy. My sister is there now — unless she has escaped into Holland. I pray to God the poor girl has done so.

I sincerely hope she has, Edmond declared. It surely is no place for a woman down yonder.

Ah, mon vieux, theyve been killing women and children, the savages, growled another man with set teeth, as he took out a fresh belt of cartridges. I heard so as we came along from Liège. But I cant believe it to be true. The Germans are surely not savages, but a cultured race.

Culture? snapped the first man, a somewhat rough, uncouth fellow, plainly of the peasant class. If they were cultured, as it is said, they would not burn those undefended villages yonder, and massacre the inhabitants as they are doing. It is horrible — awful!

Ah, but the massacres are only hearsay, Edmond remarked.

No. One man, an eye-witness, has escaped from Visé. He swam the river, told the terrible truth, and the report was telephoned this morning to Brussels. I overheard our captain tell the major as we were on the march here. The Germans have shot down dozens of men and women, and even little children. Some of them have been deliberately burned alive in their homes. That, msieur, is the way Germany makes war! But surely that is not war — it is savage butchery, msieur. Culture, bah!

And the man bent again to his gun.

Could those brave Belgians have seen what was, at that moment, happening in those unoffending villages about them, they would surely have left their trenches and, even regardless of the pitiless fire of the enemy, dashed to the rescue of the poor unoffending inhabitants. On that warm, bright sunlit August day, whole villages were being put to the sword by the ruthless soldiery of the Kaiser, upon the flimsy pretext that the villagers, being non-combatants, had fired upon the troops. Yet the truth came out that such massacres of the inhabitants were actually part of the general plan of campaign. The Kaiser had ordered those cold-blooded atrocities for purely strategical considerations. They were not merely the riotous and isolated outbursts of marauding and buccaneering soldiers, but were ordered by Imperial command.

Over there, among those green hillsides sloping to the river, the Teutonic wave had burst its bounds. Fiendish tortures were being inflicted on helpless old men, women, and children. Peaceful villagers were hanged to trees, sometimes stark naked, and their bodies riddled by bullets. Innocent children were savagely sabred by German officers who, only a week before, were strutting in civilised drawing-rooms, the scented and elegant darlings of the ladies of Berlin.

At that hour, while Edmond Valentin crouched beside his newly acquired pom-pom, pouring a deadly fire away across the river, there were being enacted scenes of outrage, plunder, and massacre too terrible even to bear description — scenes in which blood-guilty ruffians of the great War Lord of Germany performed their grim and terrible work, a work so dastardly and inhuman as to have no parallel; atrocious acts actually ordered by the officers themselves, and which would for ever be handed down in history as an indelible blot upon the escutcheon of those blasphemous and barbarous brigands who loved to call their country the Fatherland.

That strip of green, smiling, undulating country between the German frontier and the Meuse, dotted by small prosperous villages, many of them filled by factory-hands and work-people, was that day swept by the fierce fiery hurricane of war, and so suddenly had it all come upon them that most of the people had not had time to realise what war meant ere they found the swaggering Uhlans clattering up the streets, shouting at and insulting the inhabitants, shooting down men, women, and children, and laughing heartily at the panic which their appearance caused.

From where Edmond Valentin was posted he could only see the columns of black smoke as it rose steadily from the farms and villages now burning in all directions. He, like nearly everyone else, disbelieved the stories of murder and mutilation, for they were really in credible. Surely the Kaiser would never treat little Belgium in such a manner after his Empire solemnly guaranteeing its neutrality!

If so, of what use were treaties? Why should anybodys signature be honoured further, either in business or in social life?

Bang! There was a blood-red flash, the air was filled with blue-grey smoke and a poisonous odour which made ones eyes smart. For a second, Edmond was staggered by the terrible force of the concussion, for he had been dealt a blow from behind which sent him reeling forward heavily. The air was filled with flying fragments, and he held his breath. It was as though an earthquake had occurred.

Then, when the smoke cleared, he saw a dozen of his comrades lying shattered about him, including two of the men at his gun. Not far away the scorched grass had been torn up, and a great hole showed in the brown earth.

He set his teeth, and bent over the two fallen men. One had been wounded in the stomach by a fragment of the shell, and was writhing on the ground in his death agony, uttering fearful curses upon the enemy and the Kaiser in particular; while the other, after a final convulsive shudder which shook his whole frame and told its own tale to anybody who had been under fire in battle, turned slowly over and then lay quite still.

The shell alas! had only been too truly placed, for not only were a dozen brave fellows lying shattered, but a splinter had also struck the breech of Edmonds gun, and it had jammed in consequence.

When serving before with the Chasseurs he had been in charge of a machine-gun, and hence was thoroughly familiar with its mechanism. Therefore, quite calmly, as though no fight were in progress, he quickly unscrewed the parts, discovered that a pin was bent and knocked it straight, and within five minutes the pom-pom was again pouring forth, its rain of lead sweeping to and fro across the railway line opposite.

Suddenly, with a roar and flash, another earthquake occurred. The air instantly became filled with black acrid smoke and flying fragments of shell from one of the enemys howitzers beyond the hills, and at that moment the trench became a perfect inferno, for deadly shells were falling upon it, and dozens of Edmonds comrades were being maimed or killed on every hand.

As the smoke cleared slightly he bent again to sight the gun, when his eye caught the bridge below, whereon the dastardly enemy had placed that vanload of brave Belgians as a parti-coloured screen.

Just as he looked, he saw a shell, fired deliberately by a German gunner, strike the van, explode, and next second there remained only a heap of wreckage, among which the twenty poor fellows who had been imprisoned in it were lying heaped, dead and dying, some of them shattered out of all recognition.

The murderers! cried Edmond, while his men, who also noticed what had happened, loudly cursed the ruthless barbarians with whom they now found themselves confronted.

Bang! The explosion was deafening. Edmond again felt the concussion where he was crouching. It knocked his shako aside, and for a second he believed he had been hit. Yet, by a miracle, he was unharmed.

Next second an order was shouted — the order to retire!

The Germans, now using their artillery and shelling the Belgian trenches, were advancing. They were crossing the bridge below, and a pontoon section had already begun its work under fire.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Shells were falling thickly now. Their defence had, alas! been all in vain. Edmond heard the order shouted in Flemish.

Vlucht! Vlucht! shouted the lieutenant. Edmond stood for a second like a man in a dream. The earth everywhere was being whipped by bullets.

Then he directed his men to dismantle the gun and, two others helping, each quickly shouldering a piece, the little party made off with the Chasseurs over the crest of the hill and down the other side, leaving behind them, alas! many hundreds of their poor comrades.

Bang! Yet another shell fell, rending a great hole in the trench at the very spot where, only a few moments before, Edmond Valentins gun had been standing.


Chapter Seven.

In the Eagles Claws.
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TWO DAYS LATER the Sixth Brigade, to which the Eighth Chasseurs belonged, had been christened by the men The Flying Column, for it had been designed to support the other brigades in action. Since their retreat from the Meuse, Edmond Valentin had marched with his regiment hither and thither; marched until he was footsore, with few intervals of rest, sometimes engaging the enemy, and then moving forward again to some new position, blindly, but with the knowledge that it was upon some general, previously conceived plan.

War is truly a strange experience. The mere man in the fighting-line shoots in a trench, lies low, smokes a cigarette and chaffs his comrades, shoots again, then advances — or retreats, as the case may be. Rumours pass from mouth to mouth of success or of defeat; he knows not which is the truth. Retire or advance, what does it matter? If one retires it is for strategic purposes; if one advances it does not mean victory. Edmond Valentin, sous-officier of infantry, was but a mere little pawn in that colossal game of world-power.

They had made a great détour around Liège, behind the forts of Lanlin, Loncin, and Flémalle, and as the fighting had now become intense near Fort Boncelles, they had been called up to assist the attacked brigade.

It was night when they reached the little village of Esneux, prettily situated on the river. On the previous day the place had been occupied by the Germans under Von Emmich, but the big guns from Boncelles had been turned upon them, and the Bavarians had been compelled to evacuate the place, not, however, before they had driven out the poor frightened inhabitants and sacked it. But the heavy shell-fire from the Boncelles fort had wrecked the town and set fire to it, so that when the Chasseurs arrived they found it only a heap of still smoking ruins.

About nine oclock that evening Edmonds company took up a position in a dark wood close to an old ruined château above the burnt-out village, but presently, with about thirty others, he was ordered out to the edge of the wood where the highroad ran to Liège. Once there, every one of them was left to his own thoughts, and Edmond, having fixed his gun in position in a ditch well covered behind a wall, sat back with his men, lit a cigarette and reflected.

He was thinking of Aimée, as he thought of her always every hour, wondering whether she had fled from Belgium, now that invasion was an accomplished fact. That day the wildest rumours had reached them — rumours of German successes everywhere, save at Liège. It was declared, from mouth to mouth, that the French had been driven back all along the line, and that the enemy were already marching through Holland on to Antwerp — German-made lies which were, later on, proved to have been circulated to create panic.

As they waited there, gazing anxiously across the river where blood-red glares showed away in the distance — farms and homesteads fired deliberately by the Uhlans — the moon rose brightly in the clear sky. Now and then could be heard the distant rumble of heavy artillery, while at infrequent intervals the forts of Embourg across the river and Boncelles on their left roared forth, showing sharp, angry flashes in the night.

Close by where Edmond had taken up his position was a small stone-built hut, roofless and in ruins; but upon its walls he noticed that a big white paper had been pasted.

He strode up to it, and in the moonlight examined it. The poster was one of the enemys proclamations which had been printed in Berlin in readiness months before, and he read as follows:

AU PEUPLE BELGE!

Cest à mon plus grand regret que les troupes Allemandes se voient forcées de franchir la frontière de la Belgique. Elles agissant sous la contrainte dune nécessité inévitable la neutralité de la Belgique ayant été déjà violée par des officiers français qui, sous un déguisement, aient traversé le territoire belge en automobile pour pénétrer en Allemagne.

Belges! Cest notre plus grand désir quil y ait encore moyen déviter un combat entre deux peuples qui étaient amis jusquà présent, jadis même allies. Souvenez vous au glorieux jour de Waterloo où cétaient les armes allemandes qui ont contribué à fonder et établir lindépendance et la prospérité de votre patrie.

Mais il nous faut le chemin libre. Des destructions de ponts, de tunnels, de voies ferrées devront être regardées comme des actions hostiles. Belges, vous avez à choisir.

Jespère donc que lArmée allemande de la Meuse ne sera pas contrainte de vous combattre. Un chemin libre pour attaquer celui qui voulait nous attaquer, cest tout ce que nous désirons.

Je donne des garanties formelles à la population belge quelle naura rien a souffrir des horreurs de la guerre; que nous payerons en monnayé les vivres quil faudra prendre du pays; que nos soldats se montreront les meilleurs amis dun peuple pour lequel nous éprouvons la plus haute estime, la plus grand sympathie.

Cest de votre sagesse et dun patriotisme bien compris quil dépend déviter à votre pays les horreurs de la guerre.

Le Général Commandant en Chef lArmée de la Meuse!

Von Emmich.

It was a proclamation which was now posted everywhere, not only in the districts occupied by the Germans, but it had also been secretly affixed to walls by spies in Liège, Louvain, Charleroi, and even in Brussels itself. By it, the Germans were hoping to secure the allegiance of the Belgian people.

While this proclamation expressed regret that the German troops found themselves obliged to cross the Belgian frontier, it pointed out that only necessity compelled them to do so because French officers had violated Belgian territory by crossing from France into Germany by motor-cars. A poor excuse surely for the burning and sacking of all those little undefended frontier towns — Visé, Argenteau, Soumagne, Poulseur, and the rest.

Belgians? it went on. It is our great desire that there may still be means to avoid a combat between two peoples who were friends until now, and were formerly even allies. Remember the glorious day of Waterloo, where fought the German armies who contributed to found and establish the independence and prosperity of your country.

But we must have an open road. Any destruction of bridges, tunnels, or railways must be regarded as hostile actions. Belgians, it is for you to choose!

I hope, then, that the German army of the Meuse will not be compelled to wage war with you. An open way to attack those who wish to attack us: that is all we desire.

I give these formal guarantees to the Belgian population: that it will suffer nothing from the horrors of war; that we will pay in gold for the provisions that we find necessary to take from your country; that our soldiers will show themselves to be the best friends of a people for whom we cherish the highest esteem and the greatest sympathy.

By your wisdom and patriotism, which we fully recognise, your country will be spared the horrors of war.

General Commander-In-Chief of the Army of the Meuse, — 

Von Emmich.

And yet the poor inhabitants of Visé had been outraged and shot by the Kaisers unrestrained savages! In all those villages lying across the rippling Ourthe and the broad Meuse, the treatment of the inoffensive civilians had been ruthless and merciless. Removal from the face of the earth — a favourite phrase of the Germans themselves — was, from the first, the invaders idea of how best to deal with the unarmed, unoffending villagers, the only crime of whose hard-working people was that they had fallen in the path of the blasphemous Prussian militarism.

A private who was reading the proclamation remarked to Edmond:

What trickery — eh? I hear that the Uhlans yesterday shot the Burgomaster of Esneux, over yonder, and propped his body against a wall all day as a warning — because he had carried a revolver. Thirty men were afterwards shot in the Place without any trial whatever, and women and children were outraged and bayoneted and their bodies flung into the river. Our women, they say, are being treated infamously, and all the possessions of the villagers are being destroyed. May God curse those Germans!

Yes, replied the sous-officier, and as he turned away with a sigh a red light behind the hill gradually appeared, and then quickly grew brighter. There is another village on fire, over there. I suppose the Uhlans will drive our people to reprisals so that excuse for further cruelty may be found.

And yet they post up this proclamation! cried the man in Flemish, and with the point of his bayonet he succeeded in tearing holes in the notice, and eventually mutilated and obliterated it, saying:

Death to the Alboches! Death to the Kaisers murderers and brigands! After all, the Emperor who makes war upon women and children is only a brigand, just like those in Sicily. Surely a prize should be offered for his head!

Just as the man spoke they both saw, in the distance, sudden little red flashes, which told that the troops were vomiting death upon the enemy again, so they dashed back to their ditch, while in the trees above them could already be heard the phit of the enemys bullets as they struck the branches.

Ere a few moments the order was given to fire, and quickly Edmonds pom-pom again began its regular spitting of death, whilst on the flank their invisible batteries also opened fire with destructive shrapnel.

The night grew darker, and the moon became, for a time, obscured behind a bank of swiftly-drifting cloud. In the distance the fires lit up the battle scene with a red, sinister glare, while, far away upon the hills on the right, could be seen moving masses of Belgian soldiers, a Dantean vision of hell, and whilst the men lay in their shallow ditch firing away with monotonous regularity, bullets were whistling past, striking the trees, or flattening themselves with muffled noise in the earth.

The fight was a hot one. In front were the millions of the Kaiser, oncoming like a great irresistible tide, yet the gallant little Belgian army, which for years had been jeered at by every Frenchman, soldier or civilian, as a comic-opera force, were defending their country in a manner so patriotic and desperate that it held the whole world in surprise.

Confronted by a big and arrogant Empire, which for years had laid its cunningly-devised plots for their destruction, the Belgian army stood undaunted, and meant to strive on and defend their soil until France and Great Britain could come to their aid.

That the Germans should never take Belgium had been resolved in the hearts of all King Alberts subjects, while His Majesty himself, in the uniform of a private of infantry, was daily in the trenches, and often spoke quiet, homely words of encouragement to private and general alike. The whole army knew how, two days before, he had been in the trenches at Herstal, and had given private soldiers cigarettes with his own hands. In some cases he had not, at first, been recognised, dressed in a shabby, dusty uniform, just like themselves.

But he was a king — a king eventually without a country — and his name will for ever go down in history as a wonderful example of self-denial, personal bravery, and of human sympathy with his crushed and desolated nation.

Suddenly, while Edmond was commanding his gun, a shrapnel burst just behind him. A bullet struck his water-bottle, and a splinter passing through it the water ran out down his leg. But at the same moment another bullet struck in the head a man to whom he was giving an order and he fell heavily forward on his face — dead.

In a moment the place seemed swept by lead. Two or three shells fell in quick succession, the enemy having apparently advanced to a long copse just across the river-bank.

The brutes have occupied Esneux again, I believe, remarked a man close by.

Away on the crest of one of the hills a small but very bright light showed. It was flashing in Morse code. A signaller quite near read it aloud.

The enemy! he shouted. The message is in German!

Yet they still plugged away with their rifles, undaunted at the enemys advance. The forts were speaking more frequently now, and continually the very earth trembled beneath the great crashes of modern artillery of the Brailmont system of defence.

Along that dark line of low hills was seen constant flashing in the blackness; storm clouds had arisen to obscure the moon, and rain was now threatening. The whole sky was now a deep, angry red, with patches of crimson heightening and dying down — the reflections of the inferno of war. The noise was deafening, and on every hand the gallant defenders were sustaining heavy losses.

Of a sudden, before indeed they were aware of it, the whole edge of the wood became lit up by an intense white brilliance, so dazzling that one could not discern anything in front. A thousand headlights of motor-cars seemed to be there focussed into one. The Germans had turned one of their great field searchlights upon them, and a second later shells fell and burst in all directions in the vicinity.

Handicapped by want of such modern appliances, the Belgians were unable to retaliate. They could only remain there, in the actual zone of the enemys pitiless fire. Dozens of brave men fell shattered or dead amid that awful whirlwind of bullets and fragments of steel, as slowly the long ray of intense light moved along the line, searching for its prey, followed by the enemys artillery which never failed to keep up a pitiless, relentless fire, with wonderful accuracy for a night engagement.

From end to end swept that white line of brilliancy; then slowly — very slowly — it came back again, causing the men to lie flat upon their stomachs and wait in breathless anxiety until it had passed. Time after time that long, shallow trench which was, after all, only a ditch, for no opportunity had been afforded for military engineering — was swept by both light and fire from end to end, and each time Edmonds comrades were being placed hors de combat. That the situation was critical, he knew. Yet not a single man stood dismayed. Their Mausers crackled with just the same regularity, and, thanks to the fine spirit of his men, his pom-pom continued to rain lead upon the trenches of Von Emmichs walls of men across the river.

At last the retire was sounded. The position had by this time become quite untenable. Edmond Valentin bit his nether lip. The same order always. They retired, but never advanced. For them, the Teuton tide seemed utterly overwhelming. Yet their spirit was never broken. The Belgian is ever an optimist.

Surely Belgium would never fall beneath the Kaisers rule, to be ground under his iron heel and smashed by that mailed fist which had so long been the favourite joke of the great caricaturists of Europe.

Impossible!

With alacrity the Maxim was dismounted, and with calm orderliness the retirement was commenced at a moment when that annoying searchlight had turned its attention to the right flank, and the great white beam lay full upon it.

They were to withdraw towards Liège, first retiring into the wood.

Wat sullen wy doen? (what is to be done?) asked one of Edmonds men in Flemish — the thickset man who had read the proclamation.

Our general knows best, my comrade, Edmond reassured him in his own language. This may be only a strategic move. We shall sweep them off our soil before long — depend upon it.

Gy hebt gelyk, (You are right), muttered the man, panting beneath his load — the barrel of the Maxim strapped across his shoulder.

Ik stem geheel met U! (I quite agree with you), murmured another of the men in his soft, musical Flemish. We will never surrender to those brigands! Never, while there is breath left in us. They are assassins, not soldiers!

They marched forward along the wide, dark, dusty road, safe from the enemys fire at that point because of the rising ground between them and the winding, peaceful valley of the Ourthe.

In their faces stood Liège, five miles distant. They were moving forward, still in high spirits. Many of the men were whistling to themselves as they marched, sturdy and undaunted. The Eighth Chasseurs was one of the first regiments of King Albert, all men of splendid bravery, and of finer physique than the average Belgian.

From Liège came still the continuous boom of artillery, for the forts untaken were keeping up a regular fire, and the enemy, it was known, were sustaining terrible losses both night and day.

The forts, built in a ring in the environs of the city, were safe enough. But not so the town. The Germans, aided by their swarms of spies in the place, had made a dozen attempts to take it during the past forty-eight hours, but had always been repulsed.

They had resorted to every ruse. One party of Germans had dressed themselves in British uniforms — whence they obtained them nobody has ever known — and on entering the town were at once welcomed enthusiastically as allies. But, fortunately, the ruse was discovered when one was overheard to speak in German, and all were promptly shot. Then another party appeared as Belgian Red Cross men, and they, on being discovered to be enemies, shared a similar fate: they were shot in the Place Cockerill. The Germans had requested an armistice for twenty-four hours to bury their dead. This, however, was refused, because it was well known that the big Krupp howitzers— the German surprise to Europe — were being brought up, each drawn by forty horses, and that the cessation of hostilities asked for was really craved in order to gain time to get these ponderous engines of destruction into position.

As they were marching, the moon again shone out over the doomed city of Liège, when of a sudden Edmond saw over it, in the sky, three black points which immediately changed into a light cloud, and soon flames were rising from the town. The Germans were now firing petrol-shells upon the place!

They gained a small village called Angleur, a quaint little whitewashed place, over which shot and shell had swept for the past three days, until the villagers now took no notice. Here generous hearts offered comfort to the tired soldiers, jugs of fresh milk and bread were brought out though it was the middle of the night.

But they had no time to accept those gifts.

Presently they met some terrified people — men, women, and children — fleeing from outside Liège, carrying bundles, all they could save from their wrecked homes.

The Germans are in the wood! they cried.

Before them lay a blazing village.

Edmonds captain gave an order to halt, and they drew up. Then they saw the disappearance into the red furnace of entire companies, and soon afterwards the stretchers and ambulance corps following each other in quick succession told them of the splendid heroism of their glorious defenders.

Again they went forward, every mans mouth hard-set and determined, yet in some cases with a grim joke upon their lips, for they resolved to defend the lives of their dearly-loved ones, and to account for as many of the enemy as they could.

For God and Belgium? shouted one man, a stout private from Malines, who had lost his shako and his kit.

Then they all ran to death with but little hope left in them. Such an illustration of bravery had been rare in this present century.

The remembrance of the Almighty, shouted by that fat private, had an effect upon the religious men in the ranks, officers and privates alike, and in that red glare of war, with blood showing in the very sky, they dashed on with renewed hope and a spirit of splendid patriotism unbroken.

They took cover in an orchard and, pulling down the hedges frantically, soon saw, descending from the hill on their right, the batteries and remains of their own much-tested regiments.

Stretchers were taken up to the woods on the left, and soon came down again with the wounded. Edmonds Flying Column was protecting the transport of these braves, but an order was shouted that they had to withdraw away up on to the plateaux. Then they rushed to the fort of Flémalle, where they took up fighting positions. But the Germans did not want to make another attempt. The mission of the Eighth Chasseurs was over. Three hours later they moved forward again. The forts would now defend their position in the campaigning army.

Such was a typical night of the defence of Liège.


Chapter Eight.

The Double Face.
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AT THE CHÂTEAU de Sévérac the hot, fevered days were passing but slowly.

Aimée and the Baroness were still there, and now they had been joined by the Baron, who had in Brussels been assured that the enemy would respect the houses of the rich, and that at his splendid home, perched high on that rock above the Meuse, they would have nothing to fear. Rigaux, indeed, had declared to his friend that at the château they would be far safer than in any of the towns, which might be invested or bombarded — safer even than in Brussels itself.

Hence they had remained there, full of hourly anxiety as to what really would be the outcome of it all.

The Baron de Neuville had suggested that his wife and Aimée should flee to England. But while Aimée felt that so long as she remained in Belgium she might at least have a chance of seeing Edmond very soon, the Baroness, on her part, refused to leave her husbands side, while he, in his responsible position as financial adviser to the Government, could not leave Belgium.

From time to time they received scraps of terrifying news over the telephone from Brussels. Aimée, indeed, each hour rang up her fathers secretary in Brussels, and listened to the latest news from the scene of the fighting.

But, alas! it was a tale of repeated disaster, until she became sick at heart. Of the whereabouts of the Eighth Chasseurs she could glean nothing. She had heard nothing whatsoever of them since they passed through Liège on their way to the front. For aught she knew, they might have shared the same fate as that of other regiments, or been swept out of existence by the terrible fire of the enemys machine-guns.

Often she would step out upon the balcony which led from her own room and gave such a wonderful panorama of river and woods, and there she would listen attentively.

Sometimes she fancied she could hear the far-distant booming of the guns. And yet the world about her, warm and sunlit, without a cloud in the brilliant summer sky, seemed so very peaceful. The birds sang merrily, and the peasants, undisturbed after the first days of war, were now garnering in the yellow corn.

The first panic of war had passed, and the dull-eyed Walloons, who composed the major part of the population in that district, clattered along in their wooden sabots and declared that the enemy were going straight on towards Brussels. They would never come near them.

They were unaware as yet of the frightful deeds being done beyond Liège in those warm summer days, acts of merciless savagery and every refinement of cruelty which degenerate minds, filled with the blood-lust of war, could conceive. They knew not of the dastardly practice, made by the Kaisers cultured troops, of placing before them innocent women and children to act as a living screen, in the hope that the Allies would not, from motives of humanity, fire upon them.

The whole world was being thrilled and shocked by the unspeakable acts of these blonde beasts who, at the behest of their arrogant Kaiser, had simply become hordes of savages, and whose atrocious acts could only be compared with those of the troops of African wilds. But in Belgium little was known of it all, save in the devastated villages themselves, and by Monsieur Carton de Wiart, the Minister of Justice in Brussels, who was preparing an official report to present to the Powers.

The hideous atrocities perpetrated during that bloody fortnight, from August 6th to the 20th, during which the country north of Liège was being swept by fire and sword, were being hidden from the gallant little nation.

In the great high-up Château de Sévérac they only knew of them by rumour, and whenever Aimée told what she had heard over the telephone to her father sitting there so grave and morose, he always shook his head and declared that they were only wild rumours.

The German soldiers are civilised. They do not shoot women, my dear girl, he would always declare. The true stories of the Kaisers frightful examples — which his bloody Majesty himself admitted — had not yet been told. The Baron and his family did not know how, at Aerschot, the male inhabitants who crossed their thresholds were seized and shot under the eyes of their wives and children; how poor Monsieur Thielemans, the Burgomaster, and his fifteen-year-old son, with a dozen prominent citizens, were set up against a wall and shot, and their bodies cast unceremoniously into a hole. They knew not how young girls, and even little children, had been raped at Orsmael; how wounded Belgian soldiers were tied to telegraph poles and shot; how, constantly, Red Cross waggons bearing doctors and wounded were deliberately fired upon; or how these Teuton apostles of kultur had actually mounted machine-guns in their own Red Cross vans and fired at the unsuspecting! Of the awful scenes in St. Trond, Velm, and Haelen, rumour only gave the faintest outline, which was dismissed as imaginary and without foundation.

Alas! however, it was the bitter and terrible truth. Abominable deeds were committed not only in those places, but at Sempst men had their arms and hands cut off; at Corbeek Loo women and girls were bayoneted; at Seraing the blood-guilty ruffians massacred several hundred people, and in more than one village terrified women were made to pass in front of machine-guns amid the laughter of the drunken German soldiers and their threats to blow them out of existence at any moment.

Was it any wonder that many poor wretches went stark mad with terror?

Over this stricken country, between Liège and Louvain, towards Brussels, the Flying Column were fighting — struggling along bravely from day to day against the most fearful odds.

While Aimée sat, hour after hour in silence, watching and wondering, Edmond with his Maxim was doing terrible execution. Yet of what use was it all? They were being gradually driven back towards Brussels, compelled to leave the villagers to their fate.

The roads were crowded by homeless men, women, and children, poor wretched people who had watched their homes sacked and burnt. For years they had been thrifty, and saved until they could live in quiet comfort, still working hard. Yet in one short fortnight all had gone from them; all they now possessed was piled into a wheelbarrow, perambulator, or cart, or else carried in a sack upon their backs.

The scenes on that wide, open main road leading through Louvain and Tirlemont to Brussels, a well-kept highway, lined in places by tall poplars, were enough to cause ones heart to bleed.

Edmond looked upon them with a sigh. Beneath the pitiless sun the never-ceasing crowd moved westward, driven on by the advancing German army. All sorts of ramshackle vehicles were mixed up in the slowly moving mass of humanity who were tramping their way, day and night, on and on to some place of safety — where, they knew not — Brussels, Antwerp, or to Ghent, Ostend, or perhaps the sea. The iron of despair was in their souls.

Such a human tide as this, naturally, hampered the Belgian army severely. Weary, footsore, and sad-eyed, many old persons fainted by the wayside, and those who were friendless were left there to die. Everybody was thinking of his or her own family. They had no time for sympathy with others. Most of them were dressed in their best clothes — in order to save them — and all had fearful tales to tell of the behaviour of the Uhlans. Many of those poor, red-eyed, hatless women in black had seen their husbands, brothers, sons, or lovers shot down before their eyes. Some had been falsely accused of firing at the troops; some had simply been seized by drunken, laughing soldiers; some had been questioned by swaggering German officers, others had not. With all, trial or no trial, the end was the same — death.

And their corpses had been left to rot where they fell, and the village fired by those little black cubes of a highly inflammable chemical substance, which the brutes carried with them for that one purpose.

The fog of war was over everything.

It is not warfare, father, declared Aimée one evening, as she sat with her parents in a big, handsome salon, wherein the last blood-red light of the fiery afterglow was fast fading. It is massacre. They have just told me, over the telephone, of fearful things that have happened in Aerschot. The Germans have wrecked the beautiful church, smashed the holy statues, desecrated the crucifix, and stabled their horses there. And these are the troops upon whom the Kaiser is beseeching Gods blessing. It is all too awful for words!

Yes, child, replied the grey-haired Baroness, looking up from her embroidery — for in these days of excitement she tried to occupy her mind with her needlework. The Kaiser respects neither the laws of nations, nor the laws of Almighty God, Whose aid he asks. His evil deeds cry aloud to Heaven, and to us who, horror-struck, are watching.

The Emperor is carrying out the policy, which I read yesterday in the Indépendance, advocated by Bismarck, said the Baron. The Iron Chancellor laid it down, as a maxim, that true strategy consisted in hitting the enemy hard, and in inflicting on the inhabitants of invaded towns the maximum of suffering, so that they might bring pressure upon their Government to discontinue it. He is declared to have said: You must leave the people through whom you march only their eyes to weep with.

The inhuman brute! ejaculated the Baroness. But our dear Belgium will never sue for peace.

Never, declared the Baron fiercely, rising and passing to the window, an erect, refined figure. We have the British on our side. They will quickly wipe the Germans from the seas, and then come here to our assistance. The speech of Asquith in the House of Commons shows their intentions. Besides, have we not Russia — a colossal power in Europe when she commences to move? So we may rest assured that for every evil and unwarrantable act committed upon our soil, ample vengeance will be exacted when the Cossacks are let loose upon our friends of Berlin.

They say that at Liège and in other places, German spies have been discovered, Aimée remarked. I hear that at the entrance to Liège, the German soldiers were actually met by spies — hitherto respectable inhabitants of the place — who acted as their guides through the city, and pointed out the principal buildings and the residences of the rich.

Exaggerated stories, declared the Baron. I do not believe in the existence of German spies in Belgium.

But they have arrested many both in Brussels and Antwerp.

Spy-mania seems to arise in every war, was his reply.

But Germany has been long preparing. Her spies are said to be everywhere, declared the girl with emphasis. No game is too low or despicable for the enemy to play, it seems.

At that moment the liveried footman entered and, bowing, announced to the Baron:

Monsieur Rigaux has arrived.

Ah! show him in. He may have news, cried his master, eagerly.

Next moment the thin-faced, dark-haired man, wearing a smart grey suit and yellow gloves, came forward all smiles and graces, as he bowed low over the Baronesss hand and then over Aimées.

Well, my dear Arnaud? the Baron commenced anxiously. What is the latest from the front? Have you motored from Brussels?

Yes. And the news is disquieting — distinctly disquieting. Max, the Burgomaster, is already taking precautions in anticipation of the occupation of the capital by the enemy. Our troops are evacuating the city.

Mother and daughter exchanged glances, both pale-faced and startled at such a turn of events.

Then we have again been defeated, exclaimed the Baron in a hard voice.

It seems so. The news is out that Liège has fallen at last. The forts are silent — reduced to rubbish-heaps.

Liège fallen! gasped both mother and daughter. Yes. It seems that several days ago the Germans brought up some big Krupp howitzers, the secret of which has been so admirably kept, and—

Why do you say so admirably, Msieur Rigaux? interrupted Aimée quickly. Such words would make it appear that you admire the Germans.

The man started. His eyes narrowed, and his face assumed a sinister look. But only for a second. He saw the slip he had made, and hastily corrected it.

My dear Mademoiselle, he laughed. Surely you cannot suspect me of pro-German sympathies? I hate the Kaiser, and all his abominable works. I used the words admirably kept because in Germany they really know how to keep a secret. They are not like the English, for example, who will show any foreigner of distinction over their latest Dreadnoughts, or their strongest defences.

Well, the tone in which you spoke was certainly as though you entertained pro-German tendencies, said the girl frankly, adding but what about these wonderful guns?

Ah! Mademoiselle. They are wonderful, alas! As soon as they got these fearful engines of destruction into position they simply pulverised the forts. Poor General Leman was taken out of the ruins, unconscious, and is now a prisoner in Germany.

Leman a prisoner? gasped the Baron. Why, it was only a month ago that he dined here with us.

Poor fellow! exclaimed the Baroness. But why was he unconscious?

Owing to the deadly fumes from the explosion. One of the big shells from the German howitzer penetrated to the magazine, and it blew up.

Ah! But Leman did not surrender.

Certainly not, said Rigaux, who was, in secret, very well informed of all that was in progress along the front. His wireless — worked by a German naval wireless operator who lived in seclusion in his house at Brussels — had, for days been picking up all the official messages, the operator having in his pocket the key to the war-cipher.

Not a move on land or on sea on the part of the Germans but was known at once to Arnaud Rigaux, who daily handed to the fair-haired young operator a brief report of what was in progress in Brussels. This the young man reduced to code and transmitted it, after having called up the German station at Nauen. Other stations heard it, but the message being in a code specially supplied for the purpose, it conveyed to them no meaning.

Arnaud Rigaux, the most clever and most dangerous spy which Germany possessed on Belgian soil, was, because of his high position as a financier, still unsuspected.

From his manner the Baron could see that his friend had come out from Brussels hastily, in order to tell him something which he hesitated to do in the presence of the ladies.

So an advance is really being made towards Brussels and the Government has moved to Antwerp? Aimée asked anxiously. The papers are so vague about it all.

I fear that is so, was Rigauxs reply. It seems, too, that the British are moving uncommonly slowly. They have not yet, it is said, embarked their expeditionary force, as we fully expected they would have done days ago.

The British, if they move slowly, always move very surely, was the girls reply. I was at school in England, you know, and I am quite aware of their slowness.

It is fatal in war, Mademoiselle. Why are they not here to help us — eh? We have relied upon them.

They will be here soon, and when they come they will give a good account of themselves, never fear. They are tried soldiers. The Germans have never seen a modern war. They are only swaggerers.

True. But they are at least scientific in their campaign. The English are not.

Well, Arnaud, if you continue to talk like that I shall begin to agree with Aimée, and accuse you of taking the German side, laughed her father.

Diable! I hate them too much. Look what I have lost — what I stand to further lose — eh? protested the thin-faced man, with a quick gesture of the hands. All I hope is that the English army will be in Belgium before the enemy enters Brussels.

But the French, suggested the Baron. What are they doing? One hears so very little of General Joffré and his army!

Ah! he, too, is moving slowly. At Verdun, and along the line of Alsace-Lorraine, there has been some fierce fighting, I hear.

How do you know? asked the girl.

By the papers.

But the papers have published no reports, she said in surprise. What journal has given the news? We have them all, and I read them very carefully.

Again Rigaux was, for a second, nonplussed.

Oh! I think it was in the Antwerp Matin — the day before yesterday — if I recollect aright.

The truth was that he had heard it over his secret wireless only that morning.

Who won?

Unfortunately, the Germans.

Ah! sighed the girl. It is always so. When shall we ever have a victory?

Who knows, Mademoiselle? Let us hope it will be very soon. Belgium will never be crushed.

Not so long as a single man remains alive who can carry a gun, declared the Baron fiercely. I wish I were younger. Id go to the front at once and do my share.

As Edmond Valentin has gone, Aimée remarked, more in order to spite Arnaud Rigaux than anything else.

In a second the spys face was wreathed in smiles.

Ah, how is Msieur Valentin? where is he, Mademoiselle? he inquired.

He is with the Eighth Chasseurs-à-pied, somewhere near Liège.

He is not near Liège now, their visitor said. The whole country, up to Louvain, is now held by the enemy. His brigade has, I expect, been thrown back to somewhere near Brussels — unless, of course, it has come south, towards Namur.

In an instant the girl was eager and anxious. Namur, with its great forts, believed to be impregnable, was only a few miles away.

Would they come across in this direction, do you think? she asked eagerly.

Certainly. If they were in the Meuse Valley they might follow it up towards Huy, and onward.

But there has been no sign of the enemy along there.

There will be soon, I fear, Mademoiselle. We are not sufficiently strong to keep them back.

As a matter of fact, he knew that Uhlan patrols were in the woods within fifteen miles of them, and that very soon the whole Meuse Valley would probably run with blood. The Potsdam plan of campaign was to sweep every part of Belgium, from the frontier to the sea, with the fire of war.

What shall we do if they come? asked the pale-faced girl, dismayed. Is it best to stay here?

I believe so. You are far safer here in your château than in Brussels.

But what will happen to us?

Oh, you may have a visit, perhaps, from a polite German officer who may billet some of his men here for the night. He will simply apologise for the inconvenience he causes. That is all.

But they have been massacring people north of Liège, Aimée remarked.

Bah! those are simply exaggerated tales of the country-people. Do not credit them, Mademoiselle. Nobody in Brussels believes them. In war, such tales are always told, he said assuringly.

Who is commanding the Eighth Chasseurs? Do you know? asked the girl anxiously.

Well, yes, I happen to know because Jacques, my second chauffeur, is in the regiment of Monsieur Valentin. They belong to the Sixth Brigade under General Paul Thalmann.

Thalmann! echoed the Baroness. Ah, we know him quite well. He was commandant at Bruges a year ago. Then he was moved to Ghent. Aimée and I stayed with him for three days during the Exhibition. A fine old soldier. One of the best men in all Belgium.

Arnaud Rigaux smiled curiously. The Hebrew came out in him at that moment.

Yes, he said, with slight hesitation. But a gambler, my dear Baroness. He is in my debt to a considerable extent. Besides, I — well, I suspect him.

Of what? asked the great financier.

Of dealings with the enemy.

Aimée started.

What do you mean, msieur? she asked quickly.

I simply mean what I say, Mademoiselle. General Thalmann has, to my knowledge, been on the verge of bankruptcy for the past three years. He is a bosom friend of a certain Karl Schnerb, whom I have long suspected of being a secret agent of Germany. After his acquaintance with Schnerb, the General began to repay me some of what I had lent him. Voilà tout!

You say, then, that General Thalmann is in the pay of our enemies? asked Aimée quickly.

You surely dont mean that, Arnaud? asked her father at the same moment.

I only tell you facts that I know, my dear Baron, was their visitors reply. And for that reason, and that alone, I say: May God help our poor little Belgium.

Aimée was silent.

Was it possible that a traitor was in command of Edmonds brigade?

The girl held her breath. If what Arnaud Rigaux had alleged was the actual truth — and he always knew the truth — if such things were, then poor little Belgium was, alas! doomed.


Chapter Nine.

The Kaisers Secret Agent.
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THE POSITION IS a very grave one, Henri, Rigaux explained when, a few minutes later, they were alone together in a small, circular, book-lined room, that room below one of the high round towers of the château, which the Baron used as a bureau. I hesitated to speak very openly before your wife, because it would cause her undue alarm. There is no doubt — indeed, there has been abundant proof in these last four days — that Belgium swarms with German spies. They are everywhere. Our enemies have been most crafty and cunning in their preparations for our undoing. They have arrested and shot sixteen German agents in Antwerp alone. They had carrier-pigeons, secret wireless, code-books, German ammunition, secret stores of petrol, and other things, which showed, only too plainly, their intentions. Now your telephone was cut at noon to-day, was it not, and you are wondering? Well, the truth is that the Germans occupied Brussels at eleven oclock this morning?

They are in Brussels! gasped the Baron, starting up. You must be joking!

I am not, I regret to say. To-day, at eleven, Burgomaster Max met the German commander in the Chausée de Louvain. There was no resistance, and the enemy marched into the city, doing the goose-step as they passed the Gare du Nord.

Impossible? gasped de Neuville, pale as death.

But it is the unfortunate truth. The Germans are asking for an indemnity of eight millions sterling. The Minister of finance has asked me to negotiate the loan. Will you and your friends take part in it?

For a moment the Baron de Neuville was silent. He knew the financial straits of the Government at that moment, and he was reflecting.

At last he said, in a low, earnest voice:

Arnaud, if I touch it at all, my friends in London and myself will make the whole loan.

What, you will bear the eight millions? asked Rigaux, with some surprise.

Yes. I feel it my duty to assist in the present crisis.

But I only asked for a portion. I can do some myself, and obtain the remainder in Holland.

I tell you I will arrange to bear the whole responsibility. I will send word to Monsieur Max to-night. I can arrange with good substantial friends in London to assist me.

Rigaux was silent for a few seconds.

Well, he said enthusiastically at last, yours is indeed a fine example of patriotism, Henri, I will let Max know your generous offer. There is no telegraphic or telephonic communication with Brussels now.

He did not add that in his pocket was a special pass, signed by the German commander, which allowed him to go through the enemys lines, backwards and forwards, at will. If the Baron and his friends paid over eight millions to the enemy, then his friends in Berlin would be highly pleased at his clever diplomacy.

You return to Brussels to-night — eh?

Yes, at once. It is a risky business to be on the roads at night nowadays.

I shall go to Brussels to-morrow, and make the offer personally, the Baron said.

But, if you do so, you will not leave your wife and daughter here. If I were you I would send them to Ostend, where, if further trouble occurs, they can easily cross to England. They should not be left here alone. One never knows what may happen. The Baron did not reply. He was still reassured by the words of certain highly-placed officials in Brussels that the Baroness and Aimée would be quite safe at Sévérac, and Rigaux, on his part, did not think it worth while to tell him of the close proximity of the Uhlans.

I shall see you in Brussels to-morrow, the Baron said briefly.

Yes. May I tell Max that you will be at the Hôtel de Ville at noon — eh? asked the secret agent of the Kaiser, and that you and your English friends will, if necessary, guarantee the loan to the municipality of the eight millions demanded?

Yes, was his friends reply.

Ah, Henri, cried Arnaud Rigaux, you are a true patriot. You, the wealthiest man in Belgium, to come forward at such a time, And, Judas-like, he took the Barons hand — he who was now secretly acting as financial agent of the German Government. Monsieur Max has been made responsible for the good behaviour of the capital, and they have handed him back his scarf of office. The surrender was a sad and impressive scene, I can assure you, he added.

Ah, yes, replied the Baron very gravely. I had no idea that the enemy were already in Brussels.

Yes. They have taken Liège, Tirlemont, and Louvain, and are now coming up to bombard Namur.

So near! cried the broad-shouldered Baron, amazed.

Yes. That is why I suggest to you, privately, that the ladies should be sent at once to the coast.

Thanks for your hint, my dear Arnaud. I will certainly consider it, was the others reply.

He handed Rigaux the big silver box of cigarettes, and when both had lit up, the footman brought, in response to his masters summons, two tiny Bohemian liqueur glasses and filled them with fine old cognac.

They tossed them off, in Belgian fashion, and soon afterwards Rigaux gripped his friends hand, saying:

Au revoir, till to-morrow. And all Belgians will thank you, Henri, for saving their capital from the Kaisers brigands.

The Baron de Neuville smiled, and shrugged his thickset shoulders.

It is but my duty as a loyal Belgian. I cannot fight side by side with our brave men, as I certainly would if I were younger. So I will help as far as my means permit.

And then Arnaud Rigaux, with those winds in his ears, waved his hand and descended the winding stairway to the great hall, outside which in the courtyard his fast, open car was in waiting.

Having put on his holland dust-coat, he flung himself into the bucket-seat next the driver, and then they moved away cautiously down the steep hill into the peaceful valley, where the summer twilight was fast darkening into night.

Many groups of homeless, despairing people, hauling along great packages and tramping towards an unknown bourne, were upon the road, and now and then suspicious cars passed without salute or challenge.

Once they met a patrol of Uhlans riding merrily along, big-booted fellows with lances, who chatted gaily, and who seemed to take no notice of them, knowing that in that particular area there was no opposition.

Suddenly Rigaux, who had now become very alert, remarked to the driver:

Be careful. We are getting near Loverai, outside Charleroi.

Before them had suddenly showed points of light from lanterns in the road, and then, a few hundred yards further on, they heard a gruff challenge in German, and a stern command to halt.

The driver drew up at once, and the car was instantly surrounded by half a dozen stalwart German outposts, their fixed bayonets shining in the headlights, demanding to know the destination of the travellers.

To Brussels, replied Rigaux, in German. Here is my official permit from headquarters, signed by the Commander-in-Chief of the Army of the Meuse.

The sentry, in his spiked helmet, examined it beneath the flickering light of a lantern held by one of his comrades, and while doing so a lieutenant strolled up and also carefully scrutinised it. Yet for the moment the motorists were under arrest.

Herr Rigaux — eh? — and chauffeur? the officer read. A general secret service pass from headquarters. You are going to Brussels, I suppose?

Arnaud Rigaux replied in the affirmative, whereupon the lieutenant gave an order and the half-dozen men drew up in the dark, clicking their heels together, and presented arms in salute.

You are free to pass, Herr Rigaux, said the officer. Take the left-hand road, and you will avoid the outposts of Charleroi and get to Nivelles. Our lines are two miles farther on, but with your pass you will have no difficulty. I see that you are one of us.

Rigaux remounted into his car, and with a merry good night they swept along the dark, wide road, which at that point ran between two rows of high poplars, which were swaying and rustling slightly in the cool night wind, so refreshing after the broiling day.

Half a dozen times the car had been challenged in as many miles, but on each occasion the permit to travel was scrutinised closely, and as they went forward they saw in the sky, on the far-off horizon, the dull, red glare of the fires of war. They had left Charleroi on their right — the town of hardware, which the Germans had now surrounded, and intended on the morrow to reduce — and had now set their faces straight for the capital.

The pass which that morning Rigaux had received, on application to the headquarters at the Hôtel Cosmopolite, in Brussels, proved an open-sesame everywhere, for it was one of those cryptic passports which the German Empire had issued to all its spies, from the lowly to the wealthy.

That small piece of grey paper, stamped, signed, and countersigned, rendered its bearer immune from arrest, and provided safe conduct everywhere. What would his friends the Belgians say, or do, if they had known he had possessed such a document?

Time after time, on that dark, straight road between Charleroi and Brussels, the car was held up by men in spiked helmets, who covered both master and chauffeur threateningly with their rifles. But sight of that paper was magical. Arnaud Rigaux was bowed to with politeness, and urged onward with cautionary words to the next post.

Brussels lay thirty miles from Charleroi. They were now within the enemys lines, and were passing many burnt-out cottages and villages, some of the débris of which, strewn in the roadway, still glowed red in the night. Before them, in the dark, heavy sky, showed the glare of the lights of Brussels, the gay little city which now lay crushed and invested by the Teuton invaders.

The reflection of the light was not red, as in the case of a burning town. The Germans were committing no atrocities there, for the simple reason that, in the capital, they were beneath the eyes of the representatives of neutral powers. In the country it mattered not, and could easily be denied, but in Brussels the Commander-in-Chief had decreed that all should preserve a correct attitude and present the quintessence of German culture.

It was nearly one oclock in the morning when at last, Rigaux having pulled his cap over his eyes, they passed the sentries outside the station of Uccle, and were allowed to proceed down the long, straight Avenue Brugmann and the Chausée to the end of the Avenue Louise.

Half the street lamps of Brussels were out, and no one was in the streets save German sentries at the corners, acting as policemen, their fixed bayonets glinting in the brilliance of the cars headlights. Brussels, with her Civil Guard disbanded, was in the grip of the invader, who modestly demanded eight millions as its ransom.

The car turned into the small Place Louise, past the café in the corner, and De Boeks Hotel so long a famous English house, turned to the left, and then ran along the tree-lined boulevard to where Rigaux lived.

There was now no secrecy of presence of the fair-haired German naval wireless operator, for the enemy had occupied the capital. Indeed, as soon as Arnaud Rigaux arrived home he met him in the hall, and accompanied him to the room in the roof, in which was that powerful wireless plant run off the electric-light main.

The young fellow seated himself at once at his table, and, touching a Morse-key, a long blue spark was emitted and crackled across the big coil.

Call up Nauen, Rigaux said, his holland dust-coat not yet removed. Give them this message: That the Baron de Neuville has consented, upon representations I have made, to negotiate the whole of the indemnity of eight millions levied upon the city of Brussels. Let me know of the acknowledgment of the receipt of the message by R.X.

Certainly, msieur, was the operators reply in good French, and he began to tap out the preliminary Da-de-Da-de-Da, the call-signal, followed by the code-letters indicating that he wished to speak with Nauen.

Then he switched over, and adjusting his headphones to his ears, listened attentively.

Again he repeated the call, with dexterous rapidity, when, a few seconds later, he heard the answering ticks of the Telefunken near Potsdam, after which he reduced to code the significant message which Rigaux had given him for transmission, and tapped it out.


Chapter Ten.

The Hôtel de LÉpée.
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THE QUAINT, OLD-WORLD little town of Dinant, with its crooked cobbled streets — the resort of painters and dreamers — lay in a narrow ravine on both sides of the winding Meuse, connected by a long iron bridge. High limestone cliffs towered above the town, crowned by a good-sized but out-of-date citadel — a fort which dominated the whole country. Across the river lay the railway station, and some modern hotels, while the modern town was built upon the pleasant wooded slopes behind.

It was here that Edmond Valentin found himself with the Sixth Brigade. Five days ago they had arrived, after a forced march under the hot sun, from Gembloux, beyond Namur, and, having joined the French force which had crossed the frontier between Sedan and Givet, they were occupying the heights above the town. Indeed, from where Edmond stood on that bright, sunny morning, he could look down upon the tiny little white village of Anseremme, just beyond Dinant, the place where he had, on that memorable day before the war, lunched with Aimée so happily on the long rose-embowered terrasse beside the river, now sparkling in the sun.

Had the red tide of war yet reached high-up Sévérac, he wondered? It was not far off — perhaps fifteen miles or so beyond those blue hills. Daily — nay, hourly — he thought of her, wondering how she fared in those hot, breathless days when Belgium was fighting so desperately for her very existence as a nation.

The Sixth Brigade, under General Thalmann — the fine, grey-moustached, well-set-up man, who had been so grossly calumnified by Rigaux for his own crafty purposes — had been in the very thick of the fighting ever since that day when they had so suddenly arrived in Liège and found themselves in the firing-line. They had helped to repulse the German cavalry at Haelen, and had then fought their way desperately up to Tirlemont, to Gembloux, and back to the Meuse again. With scarce any sleep they had been in touch with the enemy practically the whole time, and were, indeed, The Flying Column of the Belgian army. Their losses around Charleroi had been considerable, and though so weary, dusty, and worn, not a man among them was dismayed. The spirit of the men was admirable.

General Joffré had already held council with the Belgian Commander-in-Chief, a council at which General Thalmann had been present, and from information they had gathered it was well known that the Germans intended to make an assault upon the town of Dinant, and take the citadel as one of the important and strategic points on the Meuse.

The peaceful inhabitants of the place — which, besides being a tourist centre, possessed a thriving trade in beaten brass-ware, and the making of those grotesquely-shaped cakes of honey and flour called conques, two industries which had survived in the place ever since the Middle Ages — were, of course, in ignorance, and the authorities did not deem it expedient to express their fears, in order, if possible, to avoid panic.

Edmond knew that the French army, on its way up the Meuse Valley, must have passed beneath the great old château of Sévérac. If so, Aimée must have watched those long, interminable lines of red-trousered infantry, trudging on with their piled-up haversacks, the squadrons of heavily-booted cavalry, and the snake-like processions of lumbering field-guns, motor transport wagons, and drab vans marked with the red cross.

Away across those blue hills, in the direction of France, Aimée was probably watching and waiting in patience. He longed to write to her, to send her words of hope and courage. But it was all utterly impossible. No letter could ever reach her now, unless he could find means to deliver it himself.

There was fighting in progress behind them — fierce fighting at Charleroi — for they had learnt, only an hour ago over the field-telephone, that the Germans were attacking the place, and that a big battle had already opened.

The first few hours of that hot, breathless day were hours of inactivity, welcome indeed to the hard-pressed Sixth Brigade.

Edmonds company had piled their arms, and were lying about on the sun-scorched grass behind the citadel, smoking cigarettes and laughing as gaily as though they were at manoeuvres, when of a sudden a German Taube aeroplane, distinguishable by its shape, was seen crossing them at a great altitude, whereupon many rifles were raised at it. But it was far beyond range, and circled round and round over their camp, taking observations.

The enemy must be near, remarked a thin, little, dust-covered lieutenant to a brother-officer. They intend to attack, without a doubt.

Hardly had he spoken when the aeroplane dropped two smoke-balls, indicating the position of the defenders, and then sailed away across the hills and was lost to view.

The old fortress in front of Edmond was occupied by Belgian artillery ready for a desperate defence; but the force, though a gallant one, was, unfortunately, not large.

Another hour went by. The men were still at ease, for perhaps, after all, the enemy, with the strongly fortified town of Namur before them lower down the river, might not think Dinant worth attack.

Suddenly, however, the truth became revealed.

Somewhere over in the direction of Sévérac the enemy had taken up positions, and without warning a shell fell unexpectedly upon the railway station, narrowly missing the dock, crashing through the roof, and exploding with a crash which reverberated along the whole valley.

In a moment bugles sounded and the defenders were instantly on the alert. A second shell tore out part of the front of the Hôtel des Postes, opposite the station, and then, from the citadel the guns thundered in reply, sending shells in the direction where the grey masses of the enemy were seen to be.

To watch the battle from that height was fascinating to Edmond. Below, a French captain and a squad of couriers on motor-cycles crossed the bridge rapidly and disappeared on the road to Namur, while, in the town, a few French troops of the line regiments were marching. The inhabitants were all indoors with closed doors and shutters, most of them crowding into the cellars in fear.

Soon the cliffs resounded with rifle and gun fire, while away in the east could be heard the continual rumble of the field howitzers of the enemy. The Germans had, it seemed, also brought up several mountain-batteries along the hills.

The enemy were advancing rapidly.

The bridge was being defended strongly by the French troops, while, very soon, members of the Volunteer Hospital Corps began hurrying along the streets in search of the wounded.

In half an hour the quiet, prosperous little town where, from the bulgy slate-covered steeple of the church the bells had, for centuries, sent their sweet carillon over the river, became swept by lead. Beneath the pitiless shell-fire the houses in the narrow Rue Grande were suffering severely and, at certain spots the street were covered with falling débris, a rubble of stones and mortar mixed with articles of furniture.

Half-way down that long, narrow street, so well known to summer visitors to the Ardennes, there stood, on the left, a quaint old-fashioned little inn called the Hôtel de lEpée — the Hotel of the Sword — one of the most ancient houses in Dinant, for it dated from the fifteenth century, and had then been part of a Franciscan Monastery. The rooms were small, with their original old oaten panelling; the floors were of great stone slabs hollowed by the feet of many generations, and though the little place was typical of the Ardennes, there was a curious medieval air about it which was genuine.

The Hotel of the Sword was kept by a stout, prosperous, red-faced old Belgian named François Mazy, who usually wore the blue linen blouse of the Ardennois. Uncle François was known to all Dinant, on account of his cheery good-nature and charitable disposition. And to his homely inn, each summer, went many well-known people of Brussels, because there they fared exceedingly well — Uncle François doing the cooking himself, and charging his visitors, in each of whom he took a real personal interest, only very modestly as compared with the more modern houses.

To Uncle François hundreds of the townspeople, men, women, and terrified children, now fled, because beneath the house, and running far under the cobbled street, were huge vaulted cellars hewn in the limestone rock — the cellars of the ancient monastery, the entrance to which had, only a few years before, been discovered behind a walled-up archway.

There, lit by flickering candles and one or two evil-smelling lamps, the great cavernous vaults of the monks of old, were filled by those poor excited and terrified people, who had taken refuge from the sudden horrors of war.

Many of them were women, anxious for their husbands safety, and little children with big wide-open wondering eyes, while Uncle François himself, with Marie, his stout, middle-aged daughter, moved among the crowd in that hot, stifling atmosphere, uttering cheering words in his native Walloon, and trying to comfort them.

All will be well soon, my friends, he declared. It is only a skirmish.

Meanwhile, the fight was growing hotter every moment. Edmond, with his ever-ready Maxim, had found cover behind a piece of thick, broken wall, one of the ancient earthworks of the citadel, and from there he and his men kept up a terrible rain of lead upon the oncoming Germans, who were now fighting in the Place below.

Of a sudden, a shell struck the spire of the church, blowing off part of the pumpkin-shaped top which fell into the Place with a heavy crash and clouds of dust, the beautiful bells, which had rung out there so musically for ages, coming down also.

On the long bridge, terrible fighting was now in progress. The defenders were in cover under the abutment wings of the bridge, which were about three feet high. Edmond could witness it all from where he was, three hundred feet or so above. Suddenly there was a red flash over the river, a great roar, and the air was filled with smoke and débris.

The defenders had retired suddenly and blown up the bridge across the Meuse, to prevent the enemys advance.

It was magnificent — yet it was terrible. On every side the town seemed to be now attacked by the enemy, who had sprung from nowhere. In the position they had taken up, the Belgian Chausseurs were barely two companies strong, and though they fought so bravely, they could see that the enemy were surely, if slowly, advancing upon the citadel.

For another hour the fearful fight went on. From behind the débris of the bridge the red-breeched French were replying gallantly to the enemy. One could hear nothing save the irregular explosions of rifles, the machine-like splutterings of the mitrailleuse punctuated by the shock of shell-fire, and now and then, on explosion which caused the earth to tremble.

Owing to the heavy firing, clouds now obscured the sun. The heavens darkened, and it began to rain, but the firing in no way abated. From where Edmond crouched behind his gun he could see what was happening below in the Place, and across beyond the blown-up bridge, which lay a mass of wreckage and twisted girders across the stream.

A sudden increase in the firing told that reinforcements had arrived, and he saw a half-company of a line regiment hurriedly enter the hotel opposite the station, expecting to find there a good field of fire. They brought with them a dozen terrified, shrieking women, whom they had found hiding in the waiting-room at the railway station.

An hour after noon the fire slackened, and the rain ceased. A few limping figures, the French in blue coats and red trousers — that unfortunately flamboyant uniform which always drew fire — staggered into the hotel, while, during the lull, a hatless woman in black calmly crossed the little Place and, quite unconcerned, dropped a card into the letter-box!

At that moment Edmonds company heard the order to retire. Retire! Every man held his breath. Their spirits fell. Dinant had fallen, after all, notwithstanding the defence of the combined French and Belgian forces. It was hopeless. The Germans meant to crush them and to swarm over Belgium.

In perfect order the Sixth Brigade retired back, down the steep, grassy slopes behind the citadel, and within half an hour the hated German flag was, even as Edmond stood watching through his glasses a couple of miles away, hoisted over the captured citadel.

He uttered a malediction beneath his breath, and turned to hand his glasses to one of his men.

Sight of that flag was a signal for renewed fighting. Two French batteries had, happily, arrived, and having taken up a position close to them, opened fire upon the citadel from the rear. The enemys flag had roused the defenders to fury, and one of the first shots from the French field-guns cut the German flag right across, at which the Belgians cheered wildly to the echo. The French batteries threw their sheik upon the ancient citadel with marvellous accuracy, and the fire was heavy and incessant.

Another French line regiment arrived to reinforce the Belgians, marching gaily in those fatal red trousers of theirs, and then so smothering was their fire that, through his glasses, Edmond could see the heads of the Germans, dotting the ramparts of the fort, begin to gradually disappear.

For four long hot hours the desperate struggle continued without a moments cessation. The Belgians were determined to drive the enemy from their position, while the enemy were equally determined to hold it, and the slaughter on all sides became terrible. One of Edmonds men fell forward, dead, with a bullet in his brow.

Suddenly heavier firing was heard from across the river. The French were shelling the citadel from the other side of the Meuse, and this they continued to do until, at six oclock, a long pontoon bridge, just completed by the Germans a little higher up the river, was suddenly swept by a hail of shell and destroyed. A regiment of German infantry, who were at that moment upon it, in the act of crossing, were shattered and swept into the river, the clear waters of which became tinged with their blood. The French had waited until that moment, allowing the Germans to construct the pontoon, and had then wiped it out.

So heavy had now become the attack of the Allies upon the citadel, that not a living thing was to be seen upon the ramparts. Shell after shell fell upon them, exploding, shattering the thick masonry everywhere, and sending up columns of dense black smoke which hovered in the still evening air.

Then, of a sudden, there was a roar, and a terrific explosion of greater force than all the others before, which completely tore out one angle of the fortress, some of the heavy masonry falling with a huge crash down the hill-side into the Place below, which was already thick with dead and dying.

A great cheer sounded somewhere in French, for another fresh regiment had suddenly arrived.

Orders were swiftly given to the Sixth Brigade to re-advance, and in half an hour Edmond found that victory was theirs after all — they had retaken the fort! The German flag was hauled down and, in wrath, destroyed, and amid vociferous cheering, the Belgian red, black, and yellow tricolour was hoisted again in its place, Edmond at last regaining the position he had held in the early morning.

Looking down upon the stricken town once again, he saw at what frightful cost the fort had been retaken. That morning peace had reigned — but alas, now?

The streets and the river-banks were dotted with the dead, French, Belgian and German, lying in all sorts of contorted attitudes, the blue coats of the French infantry splashed with red, and their red trousers, alas! stained a deeper hue.

The Germans had retired away towards Namur, it was said. The fire had ceased, and some Belgian infantry — in their round caps and blue greatcoats — moving down the narrow street from the Place, were cheered lustily. But the yells of triumph died from their lips as they saw the ambulances eagerly and silently at work, and they paused at that grim, awful testimony of what war really meant.

A big grey armoured car of the French, with the muzzle of a machine-gun pointing out, tried to pass out of the town, but was unable to do so because of the bodies heaped in the streets, for the fronts of several houses were lying across the roadway. Then, at that moment, there was heard in the air, the whirr of a scouting aeroplane which, at a seconds glance, was seen to be French, observing what positions the enemy were taking up for the night.

The sun had set, and the red afterglow — that crimson light of war — was showing in the west over where lay Great Britain, the chief objective of the Kaiser and his barbaric hordes of brigands, hangmen, executioners, and fire-bugs — the men doing the bidding of that blasphemous antichrist who was daily lifting his hands to Heaven and invoking Gods blessing upon his hell-hound impieties.

In the twilight, sparks of fire were beginning to show in the shadows across the river, where the French were encamped, while below, in the town, after that thirteen hours of fierce bombardment, the Dinantais, much relieved, came forth from every cellar and every shelter to assemble in animated groups and discuss the terrible events of that never-to-be-forgotten day — a day unequalled since Charles the Bold reduced the old tower of Crève-Coeur — the Tower of the Broken Heart — opposite at Bouvignes, and the streets of the town had run with blood.

Slowly — very slowly — the twilight faded and night crept on. The quiet of death spread over the historic little town. The streets were not lit, because the electric plant had been wrecked. The great vaulted cellars of the Hotel of the Sword had disgorged its crowd of terrified refugees, and all, thankful that they had survived that fierce attack, returned to their fire-swept homes again, while the Allies holding the town prepared their evening meal and tended their wounded, of whom, alas! there were so very many.

And as night fell, Edmond Valentin, who had flung aside his shako, flung himself upon the ground near his gun, and fell to wondering — wondering as he always did — how Aimée, his dearly beloved, was faring now that the enemy had advanced up the valley, from the misty hills of the German frontier.

The men about him were smoking, laughing, and joking, but he heard them not. One thought alone filled his mind — that of Aimée, always Aimée.


Chapter Eleven.

This Word of the Uhlan.
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THE GERMAN TIDAL-WAVE was steadily advancing. Prussia had set her heel upon Belgium.

A perfect horde of jack-booted Uhlans had swarmed over the country, and had already made themselves hated by their mad, murderous acts of cruelty and pillage. They were — as the blasphemous Kaiser had intended they should be when making his plans at Potsdam — agents of the Terror. Of the nineteen regiments of them in the German army, no fewer than fourteen were being employed to terrorise the inoffensive villagers of poor little Belgium; yet so bravely did the Belgian army fight that within twelve days the larger part of this force, in their gaily-braided uniforms and carrying their ready lances — upon which they sometimes impaled children — were either killed, wounded, or held prisoners. These brutes, who had boasted of their kultur, and commanded by noblemen, had been sent out to live upon the country; but they had been entrapped everywhere, and revenged themselves by acts of the most fiendish and horrible cruelty unequalled in modern history.

The Uhlans! As in the war of 1870, so now in Belgium, their very name struck terror into the hearts of the hard-working, thrifty people of Eastern Belgium.

Therefore it was hardly surprising when, one evening a week after Dinant had been stormed, Aimée, who had just ascended to her room to tidy her hair prior to sitting down to dinner with her mother, should stand white-faced and aghast when Mélanie, her dark, good-looking femme-de-chambre, burst in, crying:

Ah, Mademoiselle, it is terrible — terrible! The Uhlans are here! They are already in the château, asking for Msieur le Baron!

The Uhlans here! she gasped, in an instant pale to the lips. What can they want?

Mon Dieu! Who knows? I hope they will not kill us all? cried the trembling maid, her face pale and scared. I have just seen Gustave talking excitedly with two soldiers down in the great hall, while outside, in the outer courtyard, there are a lot of horses.

Aimée dashed from her pretty chintz-hung room, across to a spare room at the rear of the château, and looking down, saw, in the falling twilight, a number of horses champing their bits in the big, paved courtyard, while heavily-booted and spurred Uhlans, in their grey service uniforms, were standing astride in groups, talking and laughing.

She held her breath. She and her mother were alone and defenceless, the Baron being in Brussels. What could they do? How should they act?

War was suddenly at their doors!

Without a moments hesitation she ran quickly down to the great salle-à-manger, the walls of which were hung with rare tapestries, and where, on the table already laid with fine old silver and flowers, candles were burning in their handsome silver candelabra.

The Baroness, grey-haired and stately, sitting in an ancient high-backed chair, looked up in surprise from her book when Aimée rushed in, and exclaimed in reproof:

My dear child, whatever has happened? Are you mad?

Ah! mother, cried the girl in frantic apprehension, the Uhlans are here! They are asking below for father. The Germans are upon us at last!

The Germans! echoed the Baroness, quite unperturbed, looking eagerly over her gold-rimmed glasses. What can they want with us? We are doing them no harm.

They are demanding to see father.

At that moment the liveried footman entered, trembling and pale-faced, saying:

A German officer is demanding to see the Baron, Madame. He refuses to believe that the master is absent in Brussels. He therefore demands to see you, Madame.

The Baroness knit her brows and drew herself up with hauteur, preserving a wonderful calm in their defenceless circumstances.

Very well, she sighed, I suppose I had really better see him.

A moment later a big, broad-shouldered Uhlan officer, a fair-haired Saxon, not bad-looking save for the ugly sabre-scar of his student days upon his left cheek, strode into the handsome apartment, and halting before the two ladies, clicked his spurred heels together and saluted.

In his long military boots and his Uhlan helmet this officer of the War Lord of Germany looked taller and more forbidding than he really was, yet his politeness to the Baroness and her daughter was at once reassuring.

I sincerely regret this intrusion, Madame, he said, in almost perfect French. I am extremely sorry I am unable to respect the privacy of your home, but, alas! it is war — the quarrel of nations.

And taking from within his grey tunic a card, he handed it to her. The Baroness glanced at it, and saw that the name was Baron Wernher von Meyeren.

I am in command of my platoon of the Tenth Uhlans, and we are compelled to billet upon you, he explained. I did not wish to disturb you, ladies, but I find that the Baron himself is absent, hence I have to intrude myself upon you.

My husband is in Brussels, at a council meeting at the Ministry of Finance, replied the Baroness de Neuville. He gave me to understand, however, that here we should be quite safe from molestation.

The German officer, his strong hand upon the hilt of his sword, smiled grimly. He looked worn and dusty, and had the appearance of a man who had ridden far at the bidding of his superiors.

I fear, Baronne, that nobody is now safe from molestation, here, in Belgium. I am no politician, only a soldier, but it seems that your gallant little country has decided to defend itself — a mouse against a lion — with unfortunate and very regrettable results. I have with me forty-five men, upon whom I have imposed the strictest orders to behave with proper decorum in your beautiful château. If you will please order your servants to give them food — of which they are sorely in need — they will make themselves comfortable for the night in any corner they may find. Then, turning to Aimée, he added politely: Mademoiselle need have no fear. It is but the fortunes of war.

The Baroness, still quite cool, looked at him steadily for a few seconds. Then she asked: Cannot you billet your men upon the villagers below, in the valley?

Ah, I regret, Baronne, that that is impossible. Some of the villagers, though non-combatants, have fired at my men and killed them; therefore, in accordance with international law, their houses have been set on fire. The peaceful villages are all occupied by troops to-night, so we have been compelled to come up here.

We have Msieur Rigaux to thank for this? cried Aimée to her mother. He told us we should be quite safe here?

The big Uhlan officer shrugged his shoulders, and glancing at the table already set, said:

The unfortunate situation need not, I think, be discussed, Mademoiselle. I merely ask if I, with my two subordinate officers, may be permitted to join you at table this evening?

The Baroness hesitated, still holding the Uhlans card in her hand. His rank equalled that of her husband, and though they were strangers, she foresaw that any resistance might have unpleasant results for them. The German tide was undoubtedly advancing.

Baron von Meyeren, she said at last, with considerable dignity, this indignity you place upon us, two defenceless women, compelled as we are to entertain our enemies, is, I suppose, but the fortune of war. You and your officers are quite welcome here at my table, but I would ask you to order your men to behave with decency, for I heard — only yesterday — some terrible stories of the conduct of Uhlans further up the valley.

The officer bowed.

Madame, he said, I assure you that you need not have the slightest apprehension. In the German Army we punish disobedience by death. My men know that — by examples already set them.

My daughter and I have your word, msieur — eh? asked the Baroness.

Madame, he replied, you certainly have my solemn word. To-morrow morning we shall, I hope, relieve you of this incubus, and I trust that you will, by that time, have discovered that we are not the bloodthirsty savages which the world reports us to be.

The Baroness then called the footman and gave certain orders that the troopers below should be entertained, while half an hour later Baron von Meyeren, who had suddenly betrayed a sabre-rattling overbearing towards the ladies, sat down at the dinner table with his two younger officers, apparently young fops from Berlin.

The Baroness and her daughter refused to sit at table with their enemies.

The swaggering German Baron did not ask for what he wanted. He simply ordered it from his orderly who stood behind him.

The wine served did not exactly suit his palate, whereupon he told the orderly to go down into the cellars and ascertain what they contained.

Bring us up some good wine, he added in German. The best these people have. They are sure to have something worth drinking. And give the men some also. It will keep up their spirits.

The two women were sitting at the further end of the long room, watching the weird scene, the three men laughing and eating beneath the zone of light shed by the dozen or so lighted candles.

Soon the orderly returned with six bottles of Baron de Neuvilles choicest champagne. These they opened themselves, and in loud, harsh voices, brutally drank the health of their hostess and her daughter.

Beneath a veneer of polish and culture which that trio of the enemy wore, was a coarseness and brutality which were at once revealed, for they laughed uproariously, gossiping together in German, with coarse remarks, which only Aimée, sitting in silence, understood.

They swallowed the wine in tumblers — the choice wine of Belgiums great millionaire — and very soon they demanded that the Baroness and her daughter should sit with them at table.

Again they refused, but both women discerned the drunken leers in the eyes of the men, yet believing the assurance of the Uhlan commander, the word of a German nobleman, they were not frightened. Nevertheless the swords those men wore at their sides bore the blood of the innocent people massacred to provide the frightful examples which the Kaiser had laughingly given to their brave little nation, which had no quarrel with the bombastic and treacherous monarch who had self-styled himself the War Lord of Europe.

Come, Mademoiselle! cried von Meyeren. Do not sit over there. We are enemies, but we will not hurt you. And you, Baroness! he cried, rising and going across to them, I insist upon your having dinner. It is not fair, is it, Heinrich? he asked, addressing the elder of the pair.

No. The Baroness must join us. She must, he said.

The two women refused, but with their heads elevated by wine the three men insisted, and at last, in order to pacify them, the mother and daughter consented to sit at the further end of the table, though they would eat nothing.

Heres health to the Fatherland? cried the younger of the three, getting up unsteadily and spilling his wine as he raised it to his lips amid the Hochs of his two companions.

The scene was surely as disgraceful as it was unexpected. Baron de Neuvilles wife and daughter left there, alone and unprotected, in that great mediaeval château, had accepted the word of honour of a Saxon nobleman. They had never expected to witness such a scene of drunkenness as that!

Suddenly, from somewhere below, sounded mens shouts and womens screams. Were the men below drunk, like their officers? Again and again was the uproar repeated.

The Baroness rang the bell, but there was no response.

Whatever can be happening below? asked Aimée, full of fear. Now that the officers were drunk, what hope was there for the Kaisers barbaric savages in the servants hall?

Again the bell was rung, when Mélanie, in her cap and apron, dashed into the room, crying:

Ah! Madame! It is terrible — terrible! The soldiers are wrecking the salon. They are ripping the furniture with their swords. They are all drunk, Madame — the beasts are all drunk?

The girl was flushed and dishevelled. Her hair was down, and she was panting, having, truth to tell, just escaped the embraces of a too amorous German in his cups.

The cultured Baron Wernher von Meyeren heard the maids complaint to her mistress, and laughed heartily.

Our men are evidently enjoying themselves, he remarked in German to his two brother-officers. This Baron de Neuville is the richest man in Belgium. It is fun to be in his house — is it not? And his daughter is pretty too. What do you think — eh?

Aimée overheard the words of the blonde beast.

She stood boldly before him, and turned upon him like a tiger.

You Uhlan? cried her mother. Your very regiment is synonymous of all that is treacherous and ill-begotten. If you do not respect women, then I believe all that is told of you. Let your God-cursed Emperor let loose his hordes upon us, but the day will come, and is not far distant, when the finger of God will be placed upon you, and you, a nobleman of Saxony, will be withered and die as a stickleback will die beneath the sun.

Oh, mother! Do be careful what you say. Pray be careful! urged Aimée, clinging to her beseechingly.

The gallant Baron, with crimson face, rose unsteadily, gripping the edge of the table to prevent himself from falling, and in fierce anger cried:

For those words to us, woman, your house shall suffer, and drawing his sword, he swept from the table the beautiful épergnes of flowers and china baskets of fruit, and, staggering to the wall, he slashed viciously the fine old tapestries, in his frantic drunken rage.

Ernst, he hiccoughed to one of the officers, tell the men below that this Belgian woman has insulted us while we are her guests, and let them make an example of this fine Barons castle.

No, no? shrieked Aimée. No, I beg of you, Baron — I beg of you to spare our home. Remember your word to us! cried the girl frantically in German.

But he only laughed triumphantly in her face, and the man he addressed as Ernst, having left to do his bidding, he with the other officer and two grey-coated orderlies, gleefully commenced to wreck the splendid room, while the two terrified women, clinging to each other, stood in a corner watching how they vented their mad ire upon all on which they could lay their hands.

In a few moments they were slashing the upholstery with their swords, tearing down and destroying the ancient Flemish tapestries, while the Baron himself paid particular attention to the pictures — all valuable old masters — defacing and destroying them one by one.

See, woman! what we will now do with this snug home of yours? he said in his drunken frenzy as, taking up an iron poker from the big open grate, he attacked the beautiful old chandelier of Venetian glass suspended in the centre of the room, smashing it to fragments.

The yells of the men in the adjoining apartments mingled with the smashing of furniture and loud, drunken laughter, reached them where they stood. They told their own tale. Everywhere in that splendid old château destruction was being carried on at the express orders of the cultured Baron von Meyeren, one of Germanys noblemen.

Wreck the place? he yelled to half a dozen burly Uhlans who burst in, two of them holding bottles in their hands. And we will make a bonfire afterwards. This woman has cursed us, and we, as German soldiers, will teach her a lesson she will not easily forget!

Poor Mélanie had disappeared, but above the terrible disorder and wild shouting were the shrieks of the female servants below, while a smell of fire suddenly greeted their nostrils.

Look, mother! theres smoke! gasped Aimée in terror. They have set the château on fire?

As she spoke, two of the Uhlans had torn down a huge picture — part of an altar-piece from a church at Antwerp — which occupied the whole of the end wall of the room, and were kicking their big boots through the priceless canvas. It was a picture attributed to Rubens.

Come, child, let us go, whispered the Baroness, her eyes dimmed with tears, and her face pale and set.

They turned to leave, but as they did so, the Baron caught Aimée roughly by the shoulder, and leering at her, patted her beneath the chin.

In an instant the girl, resenting such familiarity, turned upon him like a tigress and slapped his flabby face so heavily that he drew back in surprise, while the others witnessing the rebuff, laughed at his discomfiture. He raised his sword with an oath, and would have cut her down had not the man called Ernst rushed forth and stayed his hand.

Go, ladies, urged the man in French. Escape, while there is yet time.

Hold that girl! shouted von Meyeren, fiercely struggling to get free from his brother-officer. But the latter held him, and barred his passage while the two terrified women dashed down the stairs, up which the black smoke was already slowly curling.

Darkness had fallen, and only here and there had the lamps been lit. Therefore the Baroness and her daughter were enabled to obtain hats and wraps and to creep down a steep, winding back staircase which was seldom used, and which the Uhlans had, fortunately, not yet discovered.

The scene was a terrible one of wholesale, wanton destruction. Some of the men were busy getting together the plate and valuables, while, just as they left, they caught sight of one man who emerged into the courtyard with the Baroness jewel-case beneath his arm.

The thieves and murderers of the Kaiser were repeating in the beautiful Château of Sévérac, the same disgraceful methods which they had pursued in the villages of the Meuse. They respected neither God nor man, neither old age nor youth. They made war upon women, and shot down the unarmed and defenceless. Indeed, this great army of kultur was, in reality, but a disciplined horde of barbarians.

The Baroness and her daughter, with wraps hastily thrown about them, succeeded in escaping from the house by the postern gate, which gave entrance to a wood, but ere they left, a red glare from one of the lower rooms, shining away across the river, told only too plainly that the dastardly Uhlans had used some of their famous inflammable confetti, and were burning the place.

The fierce, exultant yells of the drunken soldiery fell upon their ears as they plunged into the dark wood, part of the Barons wide domain, the intricate by-paths of which were well known to Aimée.

Breathlessly they hastened on, until in the darkness beneath the trees they were compelled to slowly grope their way. Their fear was lest the woods be searched, and they might be captured, for the brutes — inflamed as they were with wine — were now in the mood for torture and for murder. Woe-betide them if they fell into their hands.

Mother and daughter pushed eagerly, breathlessly on, terrified at the fearful orgie of destruction they had just witnessed. For a full half-hour they walked, Aimée leading the way through the narrow, winding shooting-paths, until at last they came forth into the open fields.

Then they paused, scarce daring to look behind them. Alas! at the bend of the valley, high upon its rock, Sévérac stood out vividly with flames belching fiercely from the windows of its high, round towers, and casting a blood-red glare upon the waters and across to the woods on the opposite bank.

Dieu! gasped the Baroness— the fiends! — those hell-fiends of the Emperor?

Mother, exclaimed Aimée, quite calm again now that they had escaped from the hands of that brigandish band, remember there is a God of Justice, with whom vengeance lies for wrong, and most assuredly will He, if we place our trust in Him, mete out the dread fate of death and obscurity to the arrogant Kaiser, and to all his dastardly barbarians. Let us get back to Brussels somehow. There, at least, we shall be safe.

And as they stood watching the fierce flames leap up around those ancient towers which had withstood the wars of Charles the Bold, they knew not the awful scene taking place in the courtyard, where Gustave, Mélanie, and seven other of the servants, male and female, were shot one after the other in cold blood, as they emerged in terror from the burning place. Appearance of each was being hailed by the drunken laughter of the assembled soldiers, and in escaping the fire they fell victims of the blood-lust of the brutes.

The Red Cock is crowing all over Belgium! shouted the Baron von Meyeren thickly, alluding to the incendiary acts of Germans being committed everywhere. We shall make a bonfire of Namur, to-morrow, my men! Hurrah! for God and the Fatherland.

And as he passed across the courtyard, for the atmosphere had now become hot and stifling, he savagely kicked aside the body of one of the young female servants who, poor thing, had been sabred in her attempt to escape.


Chapter Twelve.

The Fugitives.
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THAT FLIGHT PROVED indeed a hideous nightmare.

Throughout those hot, stifling hours of oppressive darkness, the Baroness de Neuville — as homeless as those hundreds of poor people on the roads, even though wife of a millionaire — wandered on, Aimée taking her arm tenderly. On, and still on they went, along the straight, open road which, leaving the Meuse, led over the hills to the straggling little whitewashed village of Winenne, which they at last reached.

There they joined a hustling crowd of terror-stricken fugitives of all classes, sad-eyed men, frightened women, and wondering children, some stern, some crying bitterly, but all carrying bundles, or pushing wheelbarrows or perambulators containing all they had saved from their lowly homes. From Winenne, the Baroness and her daughter, after trudging on with the crowd for some distance, left the high road and took a by-way, which Aimée knew by motoring frequently over it, led due south across the hill, for ten miles or so, to Bourseigne, where lived the Baronnes brother, a large landed proprietor. In his house they had decided to seek protection. The red flush of dawn had given place to the light of day ere they came in sight of the little place, lying deep in its hollow, but as they looked eagerly upon The Château — as the long, white, old-fashioned house was termed — their spirits fell, for it was roofless, and its grim, blackened walls, alas! told their own tale.

A peasant on the road told them the story.

Three days ago the Germans had arrived and occupied the place, which was only three miles from the French frontier. Monsieur Hannaerts, the seigneur of the place, had been arrested as hostage for the good behaviour of the village, but, because a half-witted youth had discharged a toy-pistol at a German soldier, the unhappy gentleman had been bound to a telegraph pole at the roadside, and shot in the presence of the villagers.

An hour later the British, under General Sir John French, who had arrived at Charleroi and had extended their line towards Mézieres, began to shell the village, with the result that it had been partially destroyed, the Château, which had been the enemys headquarters, suffering most severely.

The tide of war, however, had now passed by, and when the two weary, footsore women entered the village, they found life proceeding almost as usual. Those who had not been killed had returned to their wrecked and shattered homes, and were full of stories of the fierce brutality of the invader, which the gallant Anglais in khaki had so swiftly driven out.

Naturally, much distressed at the news of her brothers murder, the Baronne entered the place with fixed, terror-stricken eyes, that same set expression of woe and hopelessness which was seen everywhere in Belgium, now that the gallant little kingdom had fallen beneath the fire and sword of a relentless barbarian.

On every hand great holes showed in the walls, torn open by the British shells, many houses were completely demolished, and in some places only rubble heaps remained to show the site where houses had stood. In others, walls stood gaunt and blackened where the fire had gutted them, causing roofs and windows to fall in.

Wandering pigs were grunting in the long street, and big-eyed little children, now that the roar of war had ceased, were playing merrily among the ruins and finding all sorts of oddments half burned in the débris. One, evidently a humourist, had put on the spiked helmet of a dead German, and was striking comic attitudes, to the delight of his playfellows. His head being completely buried in the canvas-covered helmet, he presented a most ludicrous appearance.

Let us find Msieur Labarre, mother, suggested Aimée, for she knew the place well, as they had often been her uncles guests at the now ruined château.

Yes, murmured the Baronne. I feel so very faint, dear, that I really can go no farther? And, indeed, the poor woman, refined and cultured, having tramped all through that terrible night in her thin shoes, and having been challenged so constantly by soldiers in the darkness — each challenge being a fright lest it be that of the enemy — she was entirely exhausted and unnerved.

Labarre was a farmer, who held some land belonging to Aimées unde, and it was not long before they entered his modest house — a long, ugly, grey-slated place surrounded by haystacks and outhouses.

Labarre, a stout, ruddy-faced man, of middle age, in a blue linen blouse, typical of the Walloon farmer, welcomed the poor ladies warmly and in great surprise, and soon they were in the hands of his stout wife, Elise, and were drinking cups of hot bouillon, for, in the farms of the Ardennes, the stock-pot is usually simmering upon the fire.

The long, old-fashioned room, with its heavy beams, its stone-paving, its row of copper cooking-utensils shining in the sun, and its wide chimney and wooden chairs was, indeed, a haven of rest after the terrors of that night.

And while they drank the bouillon, the fat farmer lifted his hands as he told them the story of the German occupation.

Ah! Baronne! It was terrible — very terrible, he cried in his Walloon dialect. Those pigs of Germans came here, took all the corn I had, smashed my piano and thieved two of my horses. But the brave English drove them out. We fled when the English shells began to fall, but, fortunately, not one did any damage to our house, though the big barn was set on fire with two haystacks, and destroyed.

Having remained under the farmers hospitable roof for a day, Aimée, who had now completely recovered, resolved to leave her mother in Madame Labarres charge, and endeavour to reach Dinant where, it was said, the telephone with Brussels had been repaired. By that means she could, she hoped, communicate with her father, and ascertain what they should do.

The British soldiers in khaki were now in possession of Bourseigne, and that communication was open from Dinant to Brussels, Aimée had learnt from a lieutenant of the Gloucesters, a good-looking young fellow named Dick Fortescue, whom she had met in the little Place having some trouble with the Walloon language in a purchase of fodder he was making, and had offered to interpret.

What Fortescue had told her caused her to decide, therefore, two hours later, there being no trains nor any conveyance available, she set out alone, a slim, pathetic little figure in dusty black, wearing a black shawl borrowed from the farmers wife, and turned her face westward along that white road so familiar to her, a highway which ran over green hills and along deep valleys, and which was the main road over which the lumbering, old-fashioned post diligences, with their jingling bells, still passed, in peace time, between Sedan and Dinant.

With her face to the deep glow of the sunset she trudged forward, her thoughts reverting, as they always did, to Edmond — her Edmond!

Where is he? she murmured, as her white, hard-set lips moved. What can have happened to him?

Was he lying still and dead — buried perhaps in a nameless grave — or was he still fighting valiantly in defence of his country and his King?

If he were, he would, wherever he might be, still be thinking of her. Of that she was confident, for they loved each other with a firm, all-absorbing and eternal love, a love that could never be shaken, and that could never die.

The light of the fading day darkened into the blood-red afterglow, and before her there rose the lowering clouds of night, as alone and unprotected she still bent forward, with sixteen miles to cover ere she reached the narrow, cobbled streets of Dinant. Ten miles away on her left stood Sévérac, now, alas! but a smouldering ruin, and over in that direction she could hear the distant booming of heavy guns, for that evening the British, acquitting themselves so bravely, were fighting Von Kluck all along the line from Mons, through Charleroi, to near Mézieres. They were stemming the German invasion, and while the flower of the German Army was being hurled against them, they swept them off even though the Kaiser, in his insane arrogance, had issued as his Imperial command that General Frenchs contemptible little army should be crushed out of existence.

In her torn and dusty black gown, and patent leather shoes, worn badly down by the long tramp from Sévérac, Aimée, though weary and footsore, did not lose heart. She was gratified that her mother was in a place of safety, and now, if she could only communicate with her father, they would, no doubt, be able to get to Ostend, and perhaps over to England. So she went forward with the distant rumble of artillery ever in her ears, while as darkness fell, she turned aside to notice a fierce red glare in the sky far away across the Meuse, in the direction of Phillipeville. Over there another town had no doubt been given to the flames.

At the village of Malvoisin she met several thousands of refugees coming towards France, raising clouds of suffocating dust. They were peasants driven by the enemy out of the peaceful valley of the winding Ourthe, and were hoping to find shelter across the frontier in France. Now and then there passed clattering squadrons of Belgian cavalry, the little yellow tassels hanging gaily from the front of their caps, while ever and anon there lumbered past, in the dim light, great grey-painted siege-guns, long trains of ammunition-wagons, Red Cross motor-ambulances, and endless lines of transports of all sorts.

Squads of infantry marched gaily to martial airs, or the men sang the latest popular songs of the café-chantant, while there also passed several machine-guns drawn by their dog-teams.

Presently Aimée joined three tearful, homeless women, one of whom trundled an old rickety perambulator filled with her household goods. They had come from Rossignol, forty miles distant, which had been sacked and burned by a Uhlan patrol, and they described to her the terrible scene. Therefore, in company, the trio pushed forward until at length they entered a long dark street of shattered houses, which Aimée recognised, to her amazement, as that of Anseremme. Yes! There was the little Hôtel Beau Séjour where she and Edmond had spent so many sunny hours in secret together, but alas! its walls were now gaunt and roofless. It had been gutted by fire, while the pleasant little terrasse beside the river was heaped with the débris of fallen walls.

She sighed as she passed the place which held for her so many fond memories, and again pressed forward with blistered feet, on past that great high split rock, through which the road runs beside the river, known as the Roche Bayard, until at length she found herself in the long dark street of half-ruined houses that led straight into the little Place at Dinant.

Arrived there, she halted aghast. The long bridge had fallen, a wreck, into the river, and there were signs everywhere of the ruthless bombardment a week before, when happily the Germans had been driven out and had retired. But at that hour, about half-past ten oclock, the place was as silent as the grave. Everywhere was ruin and desolation, while in the air was still the pungent odour of burnt wood, the woodwork of houses set on fire by the German shells.

There being neither gas nor electricity, an oil lamp had been hung upon a nail on a wall, and it was near this that the girl was standing. She was well known in Dinant as daughter of the Baron who held the purse-strings of Belgium, and, with her mother, frequently came to the little town in their car.

She stood hesitating as to whom she should ask a favour and allow her to telephone to Brussels, when she was suddenly startled by a familiar voice behind her, and holding her breath, she faced the man who had addressed her.

It was a Belgian soldier.

It was Edmond Valentin!


Chapter Thirteen.

Before the Storm.
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AIMÉE? HE GASPED. You!

Dieu! Edmond. You! — fancy you here, just at the moment when—

When — what? he echoed. Tell me, why are you here — in this place? Why are you not in Brussels? It is not safe for you here, my darling!

And he placed his hand tenderly upon her shoulder and, in the dim light of the lantern, looked straight into her dear face.

She gazed at him. He was in his heavy military overcoat, with a rifle slung upon his shoulder, for he had come down into the town from the fortress above, where his machine-gun was posted, in order to take a message from his captain to the captain of infantry holding the head of the wrecked bridge close by.

A few brief, hasty words sufficed to explain the terrible scene at Sévérac; how she and her mother had fled, and the reason of her long tramp to Dinant. There, in that dark, silent little square before the ruined church, with the high ruined old fortress on the cliff above, he drew her weary head down upon his breast, imprinting upon her white brow a long, passionate kiss, and murmuring:

Ah! my darling, I have prayed to God that I might be spared to see you once again — if only just once — for the last time!

No, no, she cried, lifting her lips to his, and kissing him long and fervently. No. We shall win, Edmond, and you will live. Right and justice are, surely, upon our side, and we shall vanquish this German enemy of civilisation. Brute force can never win in the face of Providence and Gods good-will.

True, darling. But you must save yourself, he urged. And, hastily, he told her of the attack upon Liège, the retreat to the Meuse, the bombardment of Dinant, and the valiant manner in which the defenders had fought and retaken the citadel.

In those five minutes in which the devoted pair stood together in the dim, flickering light, he held her in his strong embrace. Their affection was a fierce and passionate devotion, the fire of a love unquenchable. He repeated in her ear his fervent love for her, and then he added in a hard voice:

Aimée, if in this terrible fight for life I fall, and we do not meet again, I want you to promise me one thing. Will you, darling?

Of course, Edmond. What is it?

That you will never consent to marry that man, Arnaud Rigaux — our enemy?

I will never marry him, Edmond. I would rather die first?

You promise me that? he asked eagerly.

I promise you. Before I consent I would rather take my own life. I swear to you that I will never be the wife of Arnaud Rigaux.

Bien! Remember always that he is our mutual enemy — yours and mine, he said in a hard, determined tone. Then he again kissed her, reassured by her fervent promise.

As they stood beneath the lamplight, a sentry passed them, his bayonet gleaming beneath the fitful light. But they were both in ignorance that, away in the shadow of a doorway, a man who had just entered the square had withdrawn to watch the affectionate pair — out of curiosity perhaps.

Lovers are always interesting to the curious, yet this man who had hitherto walked very briskly, had suddenly stopped and withdrawn to the shadow, so suddenly indeed, that the heavy-footed sentry had not detected his light steps.

Had Edmond Valentin known that he was being spied upon, then woe-betide the watcher! The Belgians were again in occupation of the town, and any suspicious character was at once arrested as a German spy, of whom there were so many hundreds swarming all over the country.

As it was, the pair stood in utter ignorance of the sharp watchful eyes upon them, and in the silence of the night, continued in low undertones their assurances of affection.

Away across the river — beyond the ruins of the old Château of Crève-Coeur — a fierce red light rose until it glared in the night sky, the toll of war paid by the poor defenceless peasantry, to those barbaric hordes of kultur who were sweeping across Belgium with rapine, fire, and sword. At no crime or outrage, torture or desecration, were those hirelings of the Master Criminal of Earth now hesitating. The modern Judas, who had stretched out the hand of friendship to Great Britain, to Russia, to France and to Belgium, falsely proclaiming himself the Apostle of Peace, and endeavouring to blind the world to his true intentions, had now revealed himself as the worlds bitterest, most dastardly, and most low-down enemy, who was making what he was pleased to term frightful examples in an endeavour to terrify and to stagger humanity.

I fear that you will not be able to telephone to your father, darling, Edmond was saying. Only an hour ago communication was again interrupted. Some Uhlans have cut the wires, I suppose. They do so every day. Your only chance will be to try and get through to Brussels yourself — only it is so far away, now that there is no rail or motors — sixty miles, or more.

But what shall I do? she asked. What do you advise, Edmond?

What could he advise? He stood before her, unable to reply.

So engrossed were they in their conversation that they did not notice that, after the sentry had passed across the square to the corner of the narrow Rue Grande, up which Aimée had trudged, the dark civilian figure in the doorway had slipped across the Grand Place, and was again engulfed in the shadows.

You can go no further to-night, dearest, he said. You know this place — Dinant. Why not go to the Hôtel de lEpée yonder, up the street, and remain there till morning? Then I will get permission to come and see you, and we can decide upon some plan.

Ah! yes! she cried. Uncle François! I know the dear old fellow. His son was in our service as chauffeur two years ago. What an excellent idea! Yes. I will go at once. But without money will he take me in? she queried with hesitancy.

Never fear, darling? he laughed. The daughter of the Baron de Neuville has unlimited credit in any town in Belgium. But alas? he added, I must go, sweetheart, for I have to deliver an immediate message, and obtain a reply. I may be too late if I do not hurry.

Yes — go, Edmond, she said, just a little reluctantly. Carry out your duty. I know my way to Uncle François quite well. Au revoir!

Till to-morrow, my own darling, he said, and holding her again in his strong embrace for a few seconds, he imprinted upon her white, open brow, fond passionate caresses in all the ecstasy of their mutual love.

As he held her in his arms, in the dark silent Grand Place, the sharp sound of a bugle broke upon their ears. It was blown from the citadel above.

The alarm! gasped her lover breathlessly. Dieu! What can have happened? In a moment the call was repeated, and echoed across the river, while next second there was the rattle of rifle-shots in the darkness, and from the rock, above where they stood, opened out long white beams of intense light which slowly swept the valley up and down.

Suddenly the quick pom-pom-pom of a Maxim — Edmonds Maxim — broke the quiet, followed by a red flash and a terrific explosion above them.

The Belgians had discovered that the enemy, under cover of darkness, were making another attack upon the town!

You cannot stay here, darling, Edmond cried, in frantic haste. Run along to Uncle François. He has big cellars there. Remain below in them until the storm has passed. I must get back to my gun. And he kissed her again breathlessly, saying, Good-bye, darling — till to-morrow.

Once more the heavy guns upon the citadel flashed and roared. No time was now to be lost.

We are attacked again? cried Valentin. Run along to the Epée! You will be safe there. Run quickly! — and he kissed her in hasty farewell. Then they parted.

She had only a couple of hundred yards to go to gain the old-fashioned inn. He watched her disappear around the corner, then, as fast as his legs could carry him, he ascended the hill-side to where his men, posted with their machine-gun, were already firing.

By this time, however, the whole town was agog. The alarm signals had aroused everyone. It was, indeed, an awful nightmare. The barbaric enemy were again upon them for a second time!

A German armoured motor-car had suddenly swept down the Rue St. Jacques — which ran behind the Rue Grande — and was firing with its machine-gun into the windows of houses without warning or provocation.

Behind it, rode a large body of Uhlans, who at once ran through, with their lances, those of the peaceful inhabitants who opened their doors to ascertain the cause of the firing.

Aimée succeeded in gaining the door of the ancient inn only just in time, knocking frantically, and obtaining admittance, while Uncle François, recognising her, was at once eager for information as to what had happened to the Baron. At the moment the girl entered the shelter of the house, bullets were already sweeping up the streets.

Dinant had been attacked suddenly by a force under Lieutenant-Colond Beeger, one of the most arrogant Huns of the Kaiser — a monster, who dealt death upon defenceless women and children, and who had been sent by his superiors to repeat the frightful examples of Aerschot and of Visé. The sharp, relentless talons of the Prussian eagle had, alas! been set into the little place, peaceful, quiet, and unoffending as it had always been throughout the ages.

Within five minutes the town arose from its silence to a pandemonium of noise. Edmond, who had climbed up the four hundred steps leading to the citadel to his machine-gun, saw but little of the Dantean scene below. His pom-pom was now spitting death down into the Grand Place, but suddenly he slackened the fire in fear lest he might be sending to the grave any of those brave Dinantais, whom he could not distinguish from the enemy in the darkness.

Meanwhile, Aimée stood in the great cellars of the Hotel of the Sword, huddled with a hundred others of all ages and all classes, and fearing for her lover in that violent storm which had so suddenly burst upon them.

How would it end? What could the end be?


Chapter Fourteen.

Held by the Enemy.
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THE LONG, NARROW street was being swept by a hail of lead. Once again was Dinant stricken.

The Germans — ordered by the assassin who led them — were firing indiscriminately into the houses as they rode along.

A woman sleeping in the top room of the hotel was killed, while, in the next house, a poor little child was mortally wounded, and died in its mothers arms. Those who opened their doors, startled at the commotion, were all ruthlessly shot down. The marauders, more savage than the warriors of the Khalifa, spared nobody.

Aimée, seated upon a mouldy wine-barrel in the stuffy cellar amid that crowd of terrified women, listened to the firing, keenly apprehensive of Edmonds fate. That sudden and unexpected meeting now seemed to her like some strange dream.

Hiding there, she knew not the savage, awful acts that were being committed by the Kaisers assassins, acts which were but the prelude of a reign of terror.

Do not be distressed, Mademoiselle, urged old Uncle François, placing his big, heavy hand kindly upon the girls shoulder. You are safe here, and besides, our soldiers will soon drive out the enemy, as they did before.

As he spoke, the earth shook beneath the roar of a big field-gun.

Hark! They are firing upon them from the citadel? he added.

That night proved one of breathless suspense. The sound of intermittent firing could be heard, even down in that vaulted cellar, together with the heavier explosions which, ever and anon, shook the ancient place to its very foundations.

Uncle François and his daughter busied themselves in making coffee for the refugees, poor, frantic women, who dreaded what fate might befall their husbands and brothers. Many of them knelt piously and aloud besought the protection of the Almighty against the barbarians.

Dawn came at last, and with it large masses of German troops swept into the town. Some sharp fighting had occurred along the heights above the Meuse, but during the night the gallant defenders had been driven out of the town, being compelled to fall back along the wide valley towards Namur.

Edmond Valentin worked his gun valiantly, with a fierce, dogged determination not to leave Aimée in the hands of the brutal soldiery.

But it was all to no purpose. The order was given to retire, and he was compelled to withdraw with his comrades under cover of darkness.

The pigs shall die? he muttered fiercely to himself. He clenched his teeth, and, even after the order to cease fire, he still worked his Maxim, mowing down a squad of twenty or so German infantrymen who had just entered the Place below, at the spot where he and Aimée had stood together only a short time before.

Aimée was down there, in that stricken town! Could he thus abandon her to her fate!

He blamed himself for advising her to go to the house of Uncle François. She should have kept on the road towards Namur, for had she done so, she would have now been beyond the danger zone.

A shrapnel bullet had grazed his left wrist, and around it he had hastily wrapped a piece of dirty rag, which was now already saturated with blood. But in his chagrin at their compulsory retreat, he heeded not his injury. The welfare of the sweet girl, whom he loved more dearly than his own life, was his only thought.

His brigade, thus driven from their position, withdrew in the darkness over the hills to behind the village of Houx, where the long railway-bridge crossing the Meuse, destroyed a few days ago by the defenders, was now lying a wreck of twisted ironwork in the stream. There they took up a second defensive position.

But meanwhile in Dinant the Germans, filled with the blood-lust of triumph, and urged on by their cultured darlings of Berlin drawing-rooms — those degenerate elegants who were receiving tin crosses from their Kaiser because of the frightful examples they were making — were now committing atrocities more abominable even than those once committed in Bulgaria, and denounced by the whole civilised world.

Into the big, ill-lit cellar descended a terrified woman who told an awful story. German soldiers were smashing in the doors of every house, and murdering everybody found within.

My poor husband has just been killed before my very eyes! shrieked the poor, half-demented creature. My two children also! The Imites! They stabbed them with their bayonets! I flew, and they did not catch me. They are arresting all women, and taking them up to the Monastery. They will be here soon.

Here! gasped Aimée, her face suddenly white as death. Surely they will not come here? she cried.

They will? shouted the frantic, half-crazed woman, who had seen her beloved husband fall beneath the bullets of the soldiers ere they, laughingly, set fire to her house. They will?

Scarcely had she spoken before a young man, Pierre Fiévet, a nephew of Uncle François, limped down the broken steps into the cellar, wounded in the foot, and, calling the old man aside, said in a low voice in his native Walloon dialect:

Dont alarm the women. But the situation outside is fearful. He was a young doctor, and well known in Dinant. About sixty workmen at the cotton-mill, together with our friend Himmer, the manager, have just been found in hiding under a culvert, he added. They have all been shot — everyone of them. The soldiers are using bombs to set fire to the houses everywhere. It is a raging furnace outside?

Dieu! gasped the old man. What shall we do?

Heaven help us! I do not know, replied the young doctor. I only just managed to escape with my life. I saw, only a minute or two ago, in the Place dArmes, quite two hundred men and boys — old men of seventy-five and boys of twelve, many of whom I knew — drawn up, and then shot down by a machine-gun. Père Jules, our old friend, was among them — and surely he was fully eighty!

Holy Jesu! May God place His curse upon these Germans? cried the old fellow fervently. As surely as there is a God in heaven, so assuredly shall we be avenged by a Hand which is stronger and more relentless than the Kaisers in wreaking vengeance. What else do you know? he inquired eagerly.

Xavier Wasseige, manager of the Banque de la Meuse, has been shot, together with his two sons, and Camille Finette and his little boy of twelve have also been murdered. They are wiping out the whole, district of Saint Médart, between the station and the bridge. All is in flames. The soldiers are worse than African savages. The new post-office has been burnt and blown up. It is only a heap of ruins.

Uncle François knit his grey brows, and gazed steadily into his nephews eyes.

Look here! Are you lying, Pierre? he asked. Have you really seen all this?

Yes. I have seen it with my own eyes.

I dont believe you, declared the old man bluntly. I will go out and see for myself what these German fiends are doing.

Oh! In the name of God, dont! cried his nephew in quick apprehension. You will certainly be killed. The whole of the Rue Sax, along by the river-bank, is burning. Not a single house has escaped. They intend, it seems, to destroy all our town, on both sides of the river, now that they have repaired their pontoon. Think that we have lived in Dinant to witness this!

But what shall we do? gasped the poor old fellow. How can we save these poor women? His words were overheard by Aimée, who rose quickly and came forward, asking:

What has happened? and, indicating the young man, she asked, What has this gentleman been telling you?

Oh — well — nothing very important, Mademoiselle, François answered with hesitation. This is Doctor Pierre Fiévet, my nephew, and he has just brought me a message. There is no real danger, Mademoiselle, he assured her. Our splendid troops are still close by, and will drive the invaders out, as before. The brigand, Von Emmich, will meet his deserts before long, depend upon it, my dear Mademoiselle.

The girl, thus assured, withdrew to allow the two men to continue their conversation, which she believed to be of a private character.

Dont alarm these women, Pierre, whispered old François. Poor creatures, they are suffering enough already, But what will you do? What can you do? At any moment they may burn down this place — and you will all be suffocated like rats in a hole.

And, surely, that will be a far better fate for the women, than if the soldiers seize them, was the old mans hard response. I, and your cousin Marie, will die with them here — if it is necessary. I, for one, am not afraid to die. I have made my peace with God. I am too old and feeble to handle a rifle, but when I was young I was a soldier of Belgium. Our little country has shown the world that she can fight. If the great wave of Germany sweeps further upon us we must necessarily be crushed out of existence. But the Powers, France, England, and Russia, will see that our memory — our grave — is avenged. I still believe, Pierre, in our country, and in our good King Albert!

Forty men over at the brewery of Nicaise Frères, who were found in the cellars an hour ago, were brought out and shot, the young man said. But ah! mon oncle, you should have witnessed the scene in the Place dArmes — how they placed our poor, innocent townspeople against the wall — ranging them in rows, under pretence that the German Colonel was to address them. A miserable spy, who spoke Walloon as fluently as I do myself, shouted that Colonel Beeger wished to speak to them, and to urge them to bow to the inevitable, and become German subjects. They were all attention, ready to listen, and little dreaming the awful fate in store for them. They never foresaw the German treachery until a little grey machine-gun at the corner, with the four men behind it, suddenly rattled out, and in a few moments the whole of them were wallowing in their own life-blood. Ah! it was fearful, cruel, inhuman — ghastly! And this is in our civilised age!

Pierre, exclaimed the good-natured old fellow softly, so that the women in that dank Dantesque vault should not overhear. Our God is the God of justice and of righteousness. These murderers may wreck and desecrate our churches; they may kill our dear devoted priests; they may ridicule our religion, yet the great God who watches over us will, most assuredly, grind in His mill the arrogant nation that has sought to crush the world beneath Prussian despotism. We may die to-day in our good cause, but the Kaiser to-morrow will be hurled down and die accursed by humanity, and damned to hell by his Creator!

True, our poor people are falling beneath German bullets — though they have committed no offence against the German nation — yet what can you do here? You seem to be caught in a trap. What shall you do with these women?

Heaven knows? gasped the honest old fellow. What can I do? What do you suggest? and he wrung his hands.

At that moment a white-haired old man, nearly eighty years of age, staggered down the broken steps, shrieking:

Ah! Let me die! Let me die! The brutes are shooting men and boys in the Place, and now the soldiers are here — to kill us all!

A terrible panic ensued at those significant words. The women huddled together, shrieked and screamed, for there, sure enough, came down the stone steps a grey-coated German soldier in spiked canvas-covered helmet, shouting roughly some command in German, and carrying his gleaming bayonet fixed before him.

You women must all come up out of here! cried a stern voice in bad French, as several other soldiers followed the first who had descended, until a dozen stood in the cellar.

The poor frightened creatures shrieked, wailed, and prayed for protection.

But the brutal soldiers, led by a swaggering young lieutenant of the Brandenburg infantry, were obdurate and commenced to roughly ill-treat the women, and cuff them towards the steps.

Uncle François raised his voice in loud protest, but next second a shot rang sharply out, and he fell dead upon the stones, a bullet through his heart, while the brute who had shot him roughly kicked his body aside with a German oath.

Such an action cowed them all.

A silence fell — the grim, terrible silence of those caught in a death-trap, for the women were now held by the enemy, and they knew, alas! too well, what their fate would now be — either dishonour or death.


Chapter Fifteen.

Betrays the Traitor.

[image: img291.jpg]

THE FEW MOMENTS that followed were indeed full of grim horror.

An old peasant woman, standing by Aimée, in her frenzy, spat at one of the German soldiers, whereupon he struck her in the breast with his bayonet, and, with a piercing shriek, the poor thing fell, her thin, bony hands clutching at the stones in her death agony.

Come! no loitering! shouted the young officer brutally, in French. We must have you cellar-rats out above ground. Then, catching sight of Aimée, he approached her, and spoke some words in German. She knew the language well, but did not reply, pretending that she did not understand.

At that moment there was a struggle on the stone stairway, which was narrow and winding, and his attention became diverted from her, whereupon the big, grey-coated infantryman, who had shot poor Uncle François, strode up to her and leered in her face.

She turned her head.

He placed his heavy hand upon her shoulder, saying, in his bad French:

My girl, you are young and very pretty — to be sure?

And then she saw, by his flushed face and bright eyes, that he had been drinking. The Germans drank up whatever they could loot — spirits, wine, beer, liqueurs, aperitifs — all the contents of the cafés.

The girl, though defenceless, drew herself up quickly, and replied in German, with the words:

I see no reason why you should insult me?

Insult! he laughed roughly. Ah, you will see. We shall teach you rats, who live down here in holes, a lesson. Get along — and quickly.

And he prodded her with his bayonet towards where the others, driven like sheep, were stumbling up the dark, slippery steps of the ancient vault.

She went forward without a murmur. The fate of the others was to be hers also.

Where was Edmond? If he were there he would certainly teach those brutes a severe lesson. But alas! he was not there. The Belgians had been driven out, and they, weak and defenceless, were held by a fierce relentless set of savages. The whole world was now learning the vanity of attempting to distinguish between the Germany of culture and the panoplied brutality of Prussian arrogance.

With the others, Aimée had ascended the steps and had gained the big ancient kitchen of the inn.

A number of the elder women had been pushed forward out into the street, where some screamed in sudden madness at seeing the bodies of men lying in the roadway. But Aimée, with half a dozen or so of the younger women, were detained by the officer, who had just given a sharp order to his men.

Suddenly the young elegant in command went outside, leaving the women to suffer the indignities of a dozen or so soldiers left to guard them. The big infantryman again approached Aimée, but the would speak no further word.

Suddenly, in the doorway, there appeared the figure of a major, at whose word the men quickly drew up to attention.

Aimée looked at him, scarce believing her own eyes.

Was she dreaming?

She stood staring at him. Though his uniform was strange, his face was only too familiar.

It was Arnaud Rigaux.

Msieur Rigaux! You! she gasped. You — a German!

Yes, Mademoiselle, he laughed. I have been searching everywhere for you. It is indeed fortunate that I am here in time. This, surely, is no place for you.

Searching for me? she echoed. How did you know I was here — in Dinant? And, tell me — why are you, a Belgian — wearing the Prussian uniform?

Truly the meeting was a dramatic one.

He laughed lightly, replying hastily:

My dear Aimée, I will explain all that later. Come. Get away with me, while there is yet time. Then, whispering in her ear, he added: These men are mostly drunk. Quick! Come with me, and I will place you in safety.

But I cannot understand, the girl cried, still in hesitation. Why are you here — with the enemy, and in the enemys uniform?

This is surely no time for questions or explanations, he urged. And, turning to the soldiers, he gave an order to march the remaining women out of the house. Let me save you, Aimée, he added in French, turning to her.

How? How can you save me? she inquired, instinctively mistrusting him. The very fact that he was dressed as a German officer had aroused grave suspicion in her mind.

I have my car in waiting, away beyond the German lines. Come with me. Dont hesitate. Trust yourself in my care, I beg of you, Mademoiselle.

I want to get to my father, she said, still hesitating.

He is in Brussels. I will take you to him — on one condition, and he placed his hand upon her arm and looked earnestly into her pale, agitated countenance.

What condition? she inquired, starting quickly at his touch. He made conditions, even in that hour of direst peril! Dinant was aflame, and hundreds of innocent people were now being murdered by the Kaisers Huns.

The condition, Aimée, he said, looking straight into her eyes very seriously, is that you will become my wife.

Your wife, Msieur Rigaux — never!

You refuse? he cried, a brutal note in his hard voice. You refuse, Mademoiselle, he added threateningly— and so you prefer to remain here, in the hands of the soldiery. They will have but little respect for the daughter of the Baron de Neuville, I assure you.

She turned upon him fiercely, like a tigress, retorting:

Those men, assassins as they have proved themselves to be, will have just as much respect for me as you yourself have — you, a traitor who, though a Belgian, are now wearing a Prussian uniform?

The man laughed in her face, and she saw in his countenance a fierce, fiendish, even terrible expression such as she had never seen there before. Gradually it was beginning to dawn upon her that this man who could move backwards and forwards through the opposing lines, dressed as a German officer, must be a spy.

Very well, he said. If you so desire, I will leave you to your fate — the wretched fate of those women who have just been driven out from here. The enemy has set his hand heavily upon you at last, he laughed. And you Belgians may expect neither pity nor respect.

Ah, then I know you? she cried. You are not Belgian — but German — you, who have posed so long as my fathers intimate friend — you, who thought to mislead us — who schemed to bring the enemy into our midst. Though you have uttered words of love to me, I see you now, exposed as a spy — as an enemy — as one who should be tried and shot as a traitor?

She did not spare her words in the mad frenzy of the moment.

You speak harshly, he growled. If you do not have a care, you shall pay for this?

I will. I would rather die here now, than become the wife of a low, cunning spy, who has posed as one of ourselves while he has been in secret relation with the enemy all the time. I hate you, Arnaud Rigaux — I hate you! shrieked the girl. Do your worst to me! The worst cannot be worse than death — and even that I prefer, to further association with one who wears the Prussian uniform, and who is leading the enemy into our country. Your cultured friends have burned and sacked Sévérac. Let them sack the whole of Belgium if they will, but our men have still the spirit to defend themselves, just as I have to-day. I defy you, clever, cunning spy that you are. Hear me? she cried, her white teeth set, her head low upon her shoulders, and her hands clenched as she stood before him, half crouched as a hunted animal ready to spring. You men who make war upon women may try and crush us, but you will never crush me. Go, and escape in your car if you will. Pass through the Belgian lines back to Brussels. But, though only a defenceless girl, I am safer even in the hands of this barbarian enemy than in the hands of a traitor like you?

Very well, girl — choose your own fate, laughed the man roughly. You refuse to go with me — eh?

Yes, she said. I refuse. I hate the sight of your treacherous face. Already I have told my father so.

Your father is no longer a person to be regarded, the man declared. He is already ruined financially. I have seen to that, never fear. You are no longer the daughter of Baron de Neuville, but the daughter of a man whom this war has brought to ruin and to bankruptcy. It should be an honour to you, daughter of a ruined man, that I should offer you marriage.

I am engaged to marry Edmond Valentin, she replied.

Bah! a mere soldier. If he is not already dead he soon will be. Germany flicks away the Belgian army like so many grains of sawdust before the wind.

No. Edmond is honest and just. He will live, she cried. And you, the spy and traitor, will die an ignoble death!

Well, he laughed defiantly. We shall see all about that, Mademoiselle. We have been long preparing for this coup — for the destruction of your snug little kingdom, and now we are here we shall follow Bismarcks plan, and not leave your country even their eyes to weep with. It will be swept from end to end — and swept still again and again, until it is Belgian no longer, but German — part of the world-empire of our great Kaiser.

The fellow did not further disguise that he was a German agent — he who had posed as a patriotic Belgian, was there in Dinant, dressed in Prussian uniform.

The trembling girl stood amazed. The ghastly truth was, to her, one horrible, awful nightmare.

Your great Kaiser, as you call him, does not intimidate me, she replied boldly. Go, Arnaud Rigaux, and leave me to my fate, whatever you decide it to be. I will never accept the friendly offices of a man who is a traitor and a spy.

Rigaux bit his lip. Those were the hardest words that had ever been spoken to him. He had been on a mission into the German lines, and only by pure chance had he recognised her with Valentin, standing in the Place on the previous night.

His cunning brain was already working out a swift yet subtle revenge. Aimée had attracted him, and he had marked her down as his victim by fair means or by foul. But her defiance had now upset all his calculations. To his surprise she preferred death itself, to the renunciation of her vow to Edmond Valentin.

He hesitated. He held her in his relentless hands. That she knew. Death was to be her fate, and she stood, with pale face, bold and defiant — prepared to meet it.


Chapter Sixteen.

The Fire of Fate.
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OUTSIDE IN THE streets could be heard the sound of rifle-fire, while the air was filled with the pungent odour of powder, and of burning wood.

The whole town had, by that time, become a veritable hell. Not far along the street, indeed in sight of the Hotel of the Sword, forty or so innocent men — honest workers at a neighbouring factory — had been drawn up against a wall. The front row was ordered to kneel, with their hands up, the others remaining standing behind them. A platoon of soldiers suddenly drew up in face of these unhappy men, with their rifles ready. In vain did the frantic women beg for mercy for their sons, husbands, and brothers. But the officer, grinning, ordered his men to fire. Some fell forward, dead, others were only slightly wounded. But the soldiers, to make sure, fired three volleys into that heap of men in their death throes. Such fell, hellish work had been ordered as examples by the glittering War Lord — the man who declared that God was his guide in his arrogant desire to rule the world. Those poor fellows were, even while their bodies were still warm, thrown into a pit dug in a neighbouring garden.

Further up the same street, a poor old paralytic was shot in his invalid-chair, together with a bright little boy of twelve, and their bodies were kicked aside into a doorway, while, at the same time, a man of sixty-five, his wife, his son and his daughter, were set up against the wall of their burning house and shot. And none of them had committed any crime!

Here and there were loud explosions. The soldiers, who had pillaged the cafés and drunk indiscriminately all they could find, were blowing open the safes of merchants and shopkeepers with dynamite, and stealing all they could discover. They were mere brigands.

The Faubourg de Leffe, near the broken viaduct of the railway, was already in flames. Soldiers were using their inflammable confetti provided them by the Fatherland, which they were sprinkling everywhere, for the monster in command had given the order that Dinant, after being sacked, and its people massacred, should be burnt.

As the slim, pale-faced girl stood facing her fathers false friend, she could hear the wild shrieks of the defenceless women outside — those poor creatures dragged forth to witness the heartless murder of those dearest to them.

Well, Rigaux asked again, with an evil grin upon his face. So you are quite decided — eh?

I am quite decided, msieur, that you are my bitterest enemy, was her hard, defiant answer. I have been caught here, helpless. But I have no hope, therefore I have no fear. To whatever fate you, as spy of the accursed Kaiser of Germany, may condemn me, I am quite prepared.

For a few seconds he remained silent. Her coolness and bold defiance, in face of that awful scene, absolutely staggered him. He never credited her with such nerve.

But will you not accept my offer, and escape with me?

No. I will not accept the assistance of one who has openly confessed himself to be a traitor, she responded.

But you cannot remain here — you will be killed — perhaps even meet with a worse fate. You do not know what awful scenes are in progress in Dinant at this moment, he said. The soldiers are collecting up the people, men, women, and children, and mowing them down with their machine-guns. You cannot remain here while this awful work of destruction, theft, and incendiarism is in progress!

And whose work, pray, is this? It is men such as you who are responsible — men who have sold Belgium into her enemys hands, she cried bitterly, her big eyes glaring at him in her womans undisguised hatred.

Merely the fortunes of war, Mademoiselle, he replied with a smile, as he shrugged his shoulders, quite unperturbed by her violent denunciation.

Then go, and leave me to face this terrible fate to which I have been consigned. Shoot me with that revolver I see you have in your belt, she cried wildly. Shoot me, if you will. I am quite ready.

But he grinned horribly in her face — the grin of a man who intended a demoniacal revenge.

She knew herself to be defenceless — utterly helpless in his hands. Men and women of Dinant, known to her from childhood, lay stiffening in death in that narrow street wherein hell had been let loose by the orders of the arrogant War Lord — that pinchbeck Napoleon who dangled his tin crosses before his troops to incite them to deeds of barbarism, which were afterwards magnified and distorted into those of valour.

No, the man laughed. If you, as daughter of the Baron de Neuville, still disregard my well-meant efforts to rescue you from this awful abyss of dishonour and death, then I have no more to say. I can only leave you to the same fate as that of the women of the town.

No! shrieked the girl. Shoot me. And she stood before him ready to fall beneath the bullet of his revolver. Shoot me — have mercy upon me and shoot me!

She felt his hot, foetid breath once again upon her cheek; she heard the report of the rifles outside, the loud, piercing shrieks of defenceless women, the exultant shouts and laughter of the Germans, and the rapid crackling of a machine-gun in the immediate vicinity.

She struggled violently to free herself, but he was the stronger. His sensuous lips were upon hers, his big eyes looked fiercely into hers, while her slim figure was held within his strong, desperate grasp. She saw the evil, wicked look in his eyes.

Let me go, you brute — you spy of Germany! she shrieked in French. Let me go, I say!

No, no, he laughed in triumph. You are mine — mine! I have brought ruin upon your miserable little country, upon your father, upon your fine château, and now, because you still defy me — I bring it upon you!

Bien! And what do you intend? she asked.

I intend to take you out yonder, into the street, and to hand you over to the tender mercies of those most unpolite troops of Germany — the Bavarians. There are three thousand in the town, and they are having a really reckless time — I can assure you.

You hell-scoundrel! cried the poor girl in her frantic, almost insane terror. You — you who have sat at our table and eaten with us — you, whom my father has trusted, and to whom my mother has sent presents at Noël. Ah! I now see you unmasked, yet you—

Enough! cried the fellow, springing upon her and putting his thick, loose lips to hers. A last kiss, and then you go to the late which every Belgian woman goes to-day where our Kaiser and his troops are victorious, and he kissed her though she still struggled fiercely to evade his grasp.

Suddenly both started, for in the room sounded a loud deafening report.

Aimée started and drew back, breathless and shocked, for from that hated face thrust into hers, before her, one eye disappeared. The hateful face receded, the body reeled and suddenly falling backward, rolled over the stone flags of the kitchen.

A bullet had entered the eye of Arnaud Rigaux, and, passing through his brain, had taken away a portion of his skull, causing instant death. That left eye, as he reeled and fell backwards, was blotted out, for it was only a clot of blood.

Aimée! shouted a voice.

The girl, startled, turned to encounter a man in a grey uniform — a German infantryman! He wore a small round grey cap, and in its front the little circular cockade of blue and white — the mark of the Bavarian.

Aimée!

The girl stared into the face of her rescuer.

It was Edmond — Edmond — her own dear Edmond — and dressed as a Bavarian!

The infernal spy! he cried in a hard, rough voice. I caught the fellow just in time, my darling. For two years past I have known the truth — that in addition to being our worst enemy — he has also been a traitor to our King and country, and your fathers false friend.

But Edmond? gasped the girl, staring at him like one in a dream. Why are you here — dressed as a German?

Hush! he whispered. If I am caught I shall be shot as a spy! I must not talk, or I may betray myself. Come with me. We must get back at once to the Belgian line.

But — but how? she gasped, for now the truth had dawned upon her — the truth of the great risk her lover ran in penetrating to the invested town.

Come with me. Have no fear, my darling. If God wills that we die, we will at least die together. Come, he whispered, appear as though you go with me unwillingly, or somebody may suspect us. Come along now, he shouted, and taking her wrist roughly pretended to drag her forth into the street, where dead men and women were lying about in the roadway, and the houses only a few yards away were already ablaze.

He dragged her along that narrow street, so full of haunting horrors, urging her beneath his breath to pretend a deadly hatred of him. They passed crowds of drunken Germans. Some were smashing in windows with the butt ends of their rifles, and pouring petrol into the rooms from cans which others carried. Others were dragging along women and girls, or forcing them to march before them at the points of bayonets, and laughing immoderately at the terror such proceeding caused.

A swaggering young officer of the Seventieth Regiment of the Rhine staggered past them with a champagne bottle in his hand. He addressed some command to Edmond Valentin.

For a second Aimées heart stood still. But Edmond, seeing that the lieutenant was intoxicated, merely saluted and passed on, hurrying round the corner into the square where, against the wall near the church, they saw a line of bodies — the bodies of those innocent townspeople whom the bloodthirsty horde had swept out of existence with their machine-guns.

On every side ugly stains of blood showed upon the stones. A dark red stream trickled slowly into the gutters, so awful had been the massacre an hour before.

As they crossed the square they witnessed a frightful scene. Some men and women, who had hidden in a cellar, were driven out upon the pavement ruthlessly, and shot down. The officer who gave the order, smoking a cigarette and laughing the while.

Aimée stood for a second with closed eyes, not bearing to witness such a fearful sight. Those shrill cries of despair from the terrified women and children rang in her ears for a moment. Then the rifles crackled, and there were no more cries — only a huddled heap of dead humanity.

Edmond dragged her forward. German soldiers whom they passed laughed merrily at the conquest apparently made by one of their comrades.

And as they went by the ruined church, and out upon the road towards Leffe, the scene of pillage and drunkenness that met their eyes, was indeed revolting.

Though the Belgian Government has since issued an official report to the Powers concerning the wild orgies of that awful day in Dinant, the story, in all its true hideousness, will, perhaps, never be known. Those seven hundred or so poor creatures who could testify to the fiendish torture practised upon them: how some were mutilated, outraged, bound, covered with straw and burned alive, and even buried alive, are all in their graves, their lips, alas! sealed for ever.

Another officer, a major of the Seventeenth Uhlans, rode past, and Edmond saluted. They were, indeed, treading dangerous ground.

If Edmond were discovered, both he and she would be shot as spies against the nearest wall.

How she refrained from fainting she knew not. But she bore that terrible ordeal bravely, her spirit sustained by her great, boundless love for the man at her side.

The road they had taken led by the river-bank, and just as a body of Uhlans had clattered past, raising a cloud of dust, they saw across the hills at Bouvigne, a heliograph at work, signalling towards Namur.

Above them a Taube aeroplane was slowly circling.


Chapter Seventeen.

In Deadly Peril.
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NOT ONLY WAS Dinant itself being decimated, but in the Faubourg of Leffe, through which they were now passing, the German soldiers, the majority of them infantrymen wearing on their caps the green and white cockade denoting that they were from Saxony, including also many from Baden, were busy pillaging the houses, and in one spot an officer had drawn up a number of terrified women and children, and was compelling them to cry Vive lAllemagne! Each house, after being sacked, was systematically burned down.

In safety they passed through all the terrors which filled the little place, yet in fear each moment of detection. But the soldiers and officers seemed so intent upon their fell work of wanton destruction that, happily, no notice was taken of the fugitives. At last they gained the high road which, following the bold of the Meuse, ran in the direction of Namur. Ten miles or so beyond lay the German front, and that would have to be passed, if they were to escape with their lives.

On the road were many German soldiers, and passing them constantly were rumbling guns, ammunition-wagons, and motor-cars containing staff-officers.

Aimée knew the roads in the vicinity well, and in a whisper suggested that they should turn off into a narrow lane on the right. She knew of a path which led through the wood to a village called Assesse, she said.

Assesse! echoed her lover. You know the way, darling! Bien, it is near that place we must get. Close by there I hid my Belgian uniform, and dressed in these clothes — clothes I took from a Bavarian shot by us while on outpost duty.

They turned into the lane, where they found themselves alone.

I think, the girl said, that it would be best if we did not walk together. We might be suspected. I will go ahead, and you follow me. It is nearly five miles, but when we enter the wood the path is quite straight, through two other woods and over a brook — until we reach the village.

Very well, dearest, he said, reluctantly obliged to admit that her advice was sound. He would certainly stand a better chance of escape alone, now they were in the open country over which the Germans were swarming, than if they were together. Yet neither could disguise from themselves the fact that their lives now hung by a single thread.

Should any soldier they met accost Edmond, then he would certainly be betrayed, and death would, most assuredly, be their lot.

Having parted, however, the girl, dusty, dishevelled, and hatless, went forward, he following her at a short distance, in fear lest she might fall into the hands of one of the Prussian brutes.

At last, however, they came to the wood, but both noticed that, near by, were half a dozen Uhlans drawn up on outpost duty. They quickly caught sight of the girl, but regarded her as harmless, and then, when Edmond came swinging along, they allowed him also to pass, believing him to be one of their comrades-in-arms.

Within the wood they were practically safe, and had hurried forward a couple of miles, when Aimée suddenly heard voices and loud laughter ahead. A number of Uhlans were riding in single file up the path in their direction, therefore, in an instant she dashed away into the undergrowth until they had passed, an example followed by Edmond.

Then, when the enemy had gone, they once more went forward again, but full of caution lest they should be taken by surprise.

Those five miles were the longest either of them had ever covered, for every yard was full of breathless terror. They knew not where, an outpost might be lurking, for they were gradually approaching the Belgian front.

It was nearly two oclock in the afternoon when, on emerging from the wood into the hot sunshine again, they found themselves above a tiny whitewashed village, with slated roofs and thin church spire — the village of Assesse.

This place they carefully avoided lest it should be occupied by the enemy, but approaching a field not far away, Edmond said:

See yonder! darling, that old black shed. In there, my uniform is hidden beneath some straw. Until night comes on I dare not change.

Then let us hide in the shed till night, she suggested. You can change after dark, and we can then go forward.

He sighed. The situation was, he knew, critical. You know the risk we shall run, darling. Are you really prepared for it?

I will face any danger at your side, Edmond. You have saved my life to-day, remember, and at imminent risk of your own.

Because I love you, my own darling, was his quick response. I have thought only of you, and of you alone. I must save you, and God will surely assist me in so doing.

Yes. We are in His hands, she declared fervently. Let us go over yonder, and hide till it grows dark.

But you must be hungry, he suggested.

No, Edmond, she laughed. Dont think of me — think of yourself, of your own safety.

So they crept forward, unobserved, until they reached the shed — a mere shelter for cows. In one corner of the dirty place lay a great heap of mouldering straw, and Edmond, having worked away until he had made a hole large enough to admit them both, they both crept in and lightly covered themselves.

And then, as she found herself in his strong arms, she felt his fond kisses raining upon her brow, fierce, passionate caresses, that told her plainly how deep and how sacred was his great love for her — how strong was his affection and devotion.

For seven long hours they remained there, conversing in whispers, he recounting to her the various engagements in which he had been since the outbreak of the war.

He explained to her, too, how by reason of a law-case brought to him by a client, his suspicions had, two years before, been aroused that Arnaud Rigaux, the great Brussels financier, was a secret agent of the German Government. For months he had watched closely until, only a fortnight before the war, Rigauxs suspicions had been aroused that he was being watched. The spy feared him — feared lest he should go to the Minister of War and disclose his suspicions. This course, however, Edmond had hesitated to take.

Why? asked Aimée. Was it not your duty to tell the truth?

It was my duty, I admit. But had I done so, you, dearest, not knowing the true facts, would have believed me guilty of trying to remove my rival by an underhand method. I should have lost your esteem. Therefore I preferred to wait until I could strike an effective blow, and still, at the same time, reveal to you that I had just cause for so doing.

Your just cause was revealed to-day, Edmond, she said. You have avenged our country, which that mean, despicable spy sought to undermine and destroy, and at the same time, dear, you saved me.

I had no idea that the scoundrel was in Dinant, watching the wanton work of his Prussian friends. He hated Belgium, and all Belgians, and so he went, I suppose, to witness a scene of destruction unparalleled in modern history.

Last night, after we had been driven back over the hills, I resolved at all hazards to return to you; therefore, as I have explained, I took the clothes from a dead Bavarian and succeeded in passing the German outposts just before the dawn. It was an exciting journey back to Dinant, I can assure you, and he smiled grimly.

Ah! It must have been. And you risked your life — you are risking it now — in order to save me, she said.

Slowly the light faded and a ray of red sunset, shining in at the doorway of the shed, lit up the place with crimson light.

Suddenly they heard sounds of voices. They both held their breath.

Aimée, who knew German, heard one of the men exclaim, as they approached:

This would, I think, be a snug place in which to spend the night, Karl.

Her heart beat quickly. She could hear it thumping.

The mans companion muttered some response gruffly, and they both entered with heavy tramp. She could see that they were tall, broad-shouldered Uhlans, in grey braided tunics, jack boots, and helmets.

They looked around for a few seconds, whereupon the gruff-voiced man exclaimed in disgust:

No. Its too dirty. Let us get further along. We shall surely find a better place than that.

And then they strode out, remounted their horses and rode away.

The pair in hiding drew long breaths of relief. That had, surely, been a narrow escape.

When it had grown quite dark and the rats began to scamper, Edmond, foraging about, discovered his torn worn-out Belgian uniform, and quickly exchanged his Bavarian dress for his own clothes. Then he having carefully stolen out and reconnoitred, they both crept away across the fields to where the trees of a plantation showed like a black, jagged line against the night sky.

In his Belgian uniform Edmond Valentin was now in even greater danger than before, for at any moment they might be challenged, when he would, assuredly, be shot.

But, keeping closely in the shadows, they went on until they gained the plantation. The night was close and oppressive. In the distance, every now and then could be heard the thunder of guns, while in the sky before them, the long straight beams of the searchlights, sweeping backwards and forwards, showed the direction of the Belgian front, now that they had retired from the Meuse.

I left the regiment about three miles from the edge of this wood, Edmond whispered. They were yonder, where that second searchlight is showing. But probably they have retired farther, towards Namur, or our outposts would certainly have been here. We must have a care, and avoid the German sentries.

Then they crept forward and entered the dark, silent plantation. There was not a breath of wind; not a leaf stirred, hence their footsteps sounded loudly as they stole forward, holding their breath, and halting every now and then to listen.

Once they heard voices — men speaking in German and laughing. Even the scent of tobacco reached their nostrils. They halted, drew back and waited, so escaping detection.

That was truly a weird and exciting night adventure, for they were now very near the German outposts. They could see the twinkling lights of camp-fires upon a hill-side on their right, and once the far-off sound of a bugle fell upon their ears.

Presently they emerged from the plantation, and Edmond, having paused for a few moments to take his bearings, struck off down a narrow lane, where the trees overhung until their branches met above. For nearly a mile further they went along, leaving the roadway whenever they heard the tramp of soldiers approaching, and once very narrowly running right into the arms of a German sentry, who was standing hidden in the shadow of a haystack. It was only by drawing up suddenly, bending behind a bush, and waiting through some ten minutes of breathless agony, that they were able to extricate themselves from a very tight corner.

And at last, when they were aide to creep forward unseen, they again found themselves almost beneath the hoofs of a cavalry patrol, riding along across some open pasture-land.

When that further danger had passed, Edmond whispered to his beloved:

We have, I believe, passed the German outposts now, dearest. Yet we must be very careful. We may not have got quite through yet. Come, we will cross that low hill yonder. No, the valley, perhaps, will be best, he added. I see theres a farmhouse on the hill. The Uhlans may be there — in quarters for the night. We must avoid that.

So they descended over the grass land, where the country dipped towards the low ridge of hills, beyond which lay the Belgians on the defensive.

A few moments later they found themselves in a field of standing corn which had, alas! been sadly trampled by the enemy, and still crept along in the shadow of a high bank. On their right ran a shallow brook, rippling musically over the stones, one of those many trout streams, the undisturbed haunt of the heron, with which the picturesque Ardennes abound.

All was quiet, and nobody appeared to be in the vicinity. Yet Edmond knew that the whole of the enemys lines must be so well patrolled that it would be most difficult for them to escape across to the Belgians with their lives.

The German sentry system is as near perfect as the military brain can render it. Not a cat could slip by the German lines, now that they were advancing to the conquest.

Still he had come through on the previous night, and he was bent, for the sake of Aimée, upon getting her back safely. Of a sudden, a voice sounded a short distance away — a loud gruff expression in German.

The pair drew up and waited, holding their breath.

Straight before them the long, bright beam of a searchlight was slowly sweeping the sky, searching for German aeroplanes.

The men were against a line of bushes.

Be careful, Edmond! whispered the girl. They are coming this way.

But they were not, for they could see that the dark figures silhouetted against the night sky were receding.

Straight before them was another dark copse, which led up the side of the low hill.

When the Germans had gone, Aimée and her lover crept forward noiselessly, making their way to the cover afforded by the copse which, Edmond had concluded, lay between the opposing lines.

They had, however, not gone more than a hundred yards when a German sentry sprang suddenly forth from the shadow, with fixed bayonet, and uttered a loud, gruff challenge in German:

Halt! Who goes there?

Aimée, startled, drew back in terror, clinging to her lovers arm. But only for a second. Then she drew herself up again, and stood motionless at his side.

Who goes there? again demanded the sentry, in a tone of quick suspicion. Come forward, he commanded in an imperious voice. Who are you? Neither spoke. In their ignorance they were walking right into the enemys camp! They were entrapped!


Chapter Eighteen.

The Gulf of Shadows.
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WE MUST FLY for our lives, Aimée! her lover whispered. Follow me!

Bien! I am ready! she answered, quite cool in that moment of their supreme peril. The terrors of that day had not unnerved her, because of Edmonds presence.

She thought only of him.

Between where they stood there, half concealed by the low bushes and the dark shadow of the copse before them, was a distance of some ten yards, or so. To escape, they must make a dash across that small open space.

The German sentry repeated his challenge loudly.

Not an instant was now to be lost. It was a matter of life or death.

Now, darling! cried Edmond, and together they held their breath and together sped towards the copse.

Next instant a rifle flashed, and there was a loud report, followed, a second later, by another sharp shot, and then another, and yet another.

The alarm had been given, and, in a moment, the whole line of the enemys sentries were on the alert.

Aimée heard the bullets scream past her as she ran.

She heard, too, Edmond gasp and ejaculate an expression of surprise. But until they were safe in the copse, speeding along together as fast as their feet could carry them, she was unaware that her lovers right arm was hanging limp and useless — that he had received an ugly wound through the shoulder.

Why? she gasped in dismay, pulling up suddenly. You are hurt — dearest! You are wounded! la the darkness she felt some warm sticky fluid upon her hand.

Its nothing, really, Aimée. Just a graze — thats all, he declared. Come, for Heavens sake. Let us get on, or we may yet be caught! Our own outposts must be somewhere close by. Let us hope they are beyond this copse. Come — let us hurry — hurry!

Those final words of his were uttered because he felt his strength giving way, and before he fell exhausted, as he must do, he meant still to strive with his last effort to place his beloved in safety.

She, noticing that his voice had somehow changed, and knowing that the blood was streaming from his shoulder, took his left arm and assisted him stealthily along.

Suddenly, by a mere chance, they struck a narrow path in the darkness, and this led them to the further end of the copse.

Scarcely, however, had they come out into the open, when another voice challenged them loudly — in French!

Those words, startling them for a second, caused them next moment to gasp with relief.

Edmond answered the challenge cheerily, and they walked forward to where stood the friendly Belgian outpost. In a few quick words Valentin explained to the cavalryman how they had passed through the German lines, but being suspicious of spies, the man, quite rightly, called up four of his comrades, and then both fugitives were conducted along a high road for a considerable distance to the Belgian camp.

Before General Thalmann, commanding the Sixth Brigade, seated in his tent, Edmond Valentin quickly established the fact that he was no spy, and, indeed, he was able to give some very valuable information regarding the disposition of the enemy, and related for the first time, the terrible story of the sack and destruction of Dinant.

The grey-moustached General, having complimented him upon his gallant conduct and his wonderful escape, ordered him to at once have his wound dressed. Then, rising from his camp-chair, he bowed politely to Aimée, saying:

I also wish to offer my heartiest congratulations to you, Mademoiselle, upon your providential escape from Dinant. I allow you to accompany Sous-officier Valentin to the Base Hospital. Captain Dulac, he added, turning to one of his officers present, please sign the necessary order. And note that I bestow the highest praise upon Sous-officier Valentin, of the Eighth Chasseurs, for penetrating into the enemys lines and obtaining much valuable intelligence.

I may add, General, that I discovered, in Dinant, the Brussels financier, Arnaud Rigaux, dressed as a German Major, and, having myself proved that he was a spy, shot him?

You shot Arnaud Rigaux! exclaimed the General, staring at him. Is that true?

Yes, msieur.

You are quite certain of this?

Quite certain. Mademoiselle was present.

Then please make a note of that also, Captain Dulac, the commander said. Only yesterday I received word from headquarters that he was to be captured, and wherever found, sent for trial by court-martial at Antwerp. So you, Valentin, it seems, have put a sudden end to this mans dastardly career — eh? and the well-set-up, grey-moustached man — one of Belgiums bravest generals — grinned with satisfaction. Well, I congratulate you, and you may rest assured that your distinguished services will not go unrewarded. Bon soir, Mademoiselle — Bon soir, Valentin.

And the pair were then led forth from the tent, away to that of the medical service, where a doctor quickly investigated Edmonds wound.

Aimée, fortunately perhaps, remained outside, for scarcely had her lover entered the tent, than he fell fainting. Restoratives were quickly administered, and the bullet was extracted under an anaesthetic, while she waited in patience outside. Edmonds wound was, alas! of a far more serious character than the gallant soldier of Belgium had at first believed. In consequence of medical advice he was sent, next day, by train to the military hospital in Antwerp, Aimée, by order of the general, being allowed to accompany him in the military train.

From Antwerp Aimée was able to communicate with both her mother and father, and a fortnight after her arrival there she received, with intense satisfaction, the joyful news that they had both met at Ostend, and had gone to London, Brussels being, of course, in the hands of the enemy.

The Baroness wrote several times, urging her daughter to come to London — to the Langham Hotel, where they had taken up their temporary quarters — but the girl replied that she would not leave Edmonds side, she having volunteered as a Red Cross nurse at the St. Elizabeth Hospital.

For over a month Edmond Valentin, eager to return to the front and to still bear his part in the fighting, lay in his narrow bed in the long ward now filled to overflowing with wounded. His shoulder had been shattered, and more than one medical consultation had been held regarding it.

Aimée, in her neat uniform as nurse, with the big scarlet cross upon the breast of her white apron, had learned the sad truth — that, in all probability, Edmond might never be able to use his right arm again, though no one had told him the painful fact.

As he lay there he was ever dreaming of going back to again work that innocent-looking little machine-gun of his, which had sent to their deaths so many of the Huns of the Kaiser.

The bitter truth was, however, told to him one day. The enemy, under General von Bäseler, were advancing upon Antwerp. They had destroyed Malines, and were almost at the gates of Belgiums principal port. It was the third day in October, and British troops had now arrived to assist in the defence of Antwerp. All the wounded who could walk were ordered to leave.

And so it happened that Edmond Valentin, accompanied by Aimée, resolved at last to escape to London, where the girl could rejoin her parents.

With a huge crowd of refugees of all classes, the pair, ever faithful to each other — yet, be it said, greatly to Edmonds regret — crossed one grey wintry afternoon to Dover, where, on the pier, the pair woe met by the Baron and Baroness, and carried with delight to that haven of the stricken — that sanctuary of the war — London.

The gallant conduct of the Sous-officier of Belgian Chasseurs, in a shabby blue military great-coat, worn and torn, and with the right arm bandaged across his chest, had reached England through the Press long before. In the papers there had been brief accounts of his fearless penetration into the enemys lines, and the gallant rescue of the woman he so dearly loved. King Albert had bestowed upon him the Cross of the Order of Leopold, and his photograph — together with that of Aimée — had been published in many of the newspapers.

Little wonder was it, therefore, that a little over a month later — on that well-remembered day in November when the British monitors from the sea assisted the Belgians and our own troops in the splendid defence of the Straits of Dover — newspaper reporters and photographers stood so eagerly upon that long flight of stone steps which lead up to the entrance of St. Martins Church, in Trafalgar Square, where a wedding of Belgian refugees was to take place.

The happy couple emerged from the church at last man and wife, and Edmond Valentin, still in his shabby dark-blue great-coat, and with his arm bandaged, did not escape the ubiquitous photographers any more than did Aimée de Neuville — now little Madame Valentin.

But both were modest in the happy dénouement of the great human drama, preferring to remain blissful in each others love, rather than to court any further publicity.

True, most of the newspapers next day, — and especially the illustrated ones, — reported that the wedding had taken place, but there was only the vaguest hint of the real and actual romance which I have — perhaps somewhat indiscreetly — attempted to describe in the foregoing pages — the romance of those terribly dramatic happenings at the Sign of the Sword.

THE END
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CHAPTER I.

BESIDE STILL WATERS.
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THE YOUTH IN the multi-coloured blazer laughed.

Youd have to come and be a nurse, he suggested.

Oh, Id go as a drummer-boy. Id look fine in uniform, wouldnt I? the waitress simpered in return.

Dennis Burnham swallowed his liqueur in one savage gulp, pushed back his chair, and rose from the table.

Silly young ass, he said, in a voice loud enough for the object of his wrath to hear. Lets get outside.

The four of us rose, paid our bill, and went out, leaving the youth and his flippant companions to themselves. For it was Bank Holiday, August the third, 1914, and I think, though it was the shortest and most uneventful of all our river annuals, it is the one which we are least likely to forget. On the Saturday Dennis, Jack Curtis, Tommy Evans and myself had started from Richmond on our yearly trip up the river. Even as we sat in the two punts playing bridge, moored at our first camping-place below Kingston Weir, disquieting rumours reached us in the form of excited questions from the occupants of passing craft. And now, as we rose from the dinner-table at the Magpie, Sunbury, two days later, it seemed that war was inevitable.

What I cant understand, growled Dennis, as we stepped into one of the punts and paddled idly across to the lock, is how any young idiot can treat the whole thing as a terrific joke. If we go to war with Germany — and it seems we must — its going to be —— Good Heavens! who knows what its going to be!

Meaning, said Tom, who never allowed any thought to remain half-expressed, meaning that we are not prepared, and they are. We have to step straight into the ring untrained to meet an opponent who has been getting ready night and day for the Lord knows how many years.

Still, you know, said Jack, who invariably found the bright spot in everything, we never did any good as a nation until we were pushed.

We shall be pushed this time, I replied; and if we do go to war, we shall all be wanted.

And wanted at once, Tom added.

Which brings me to the point which most concerns us, said Dennis, with a serious face. What are we going to do?

It seems to me, I replied, that there is only one thing we can do. If the Government declare war, it is in your cause and mine; and who is to fight our battles but you and me?

Thats it, old man, exactly, said Dennis. We must appear in person, as you lawyers would say. Im afraid theres not the slightest hope of peace being maintained now; and, indeed, in view of the circumstances, I should prefer to say there is not the slightest fear of it. We cant honourably keep out, so let us hope we shall step in at once.

Jacks muttered hear hear spoke for us all, and there was silence for a minute or two. My thoughts were very far away from the peaceful valley of the Thames; they had flown, in fact, to a still more peaceful glen in the Western Highlands — but of that anon. I fancy the others, too, were thinking of something far removed from the ghastly horror of war. Jack was sitting with an open cigarette-case in his hand, gazing wistfully at the bank to which we had moored the boat. There was a little girl in the question. Poor chap; I knew exactly what he was thinking; he had my sympathy! The silence became uncomfortable, and it was Jack who broke it.

Give me a match, Tommy, he exclaimed suddenly, and dont talk so much. Tom, who had not spoken a word for several minutes, produced the matches from a capacious pocket, and we all laughed rather immoderately at the feeble sally.

As to talking, said Tom, when our natural equanimity had been restored, you all seem to be leaving me to say what we all know has to be said. And that is, what is the next item on the programme?



I think we had certainly better decide — — Dennis began.

You old humbug! exclaimed Tom. You know perfectly well that weve all decided what we are going to do. It is merely the question of putting it in words. In some way or other we intend to regard the case of Rex v. Wilhelm as one in which we personally are concerned. Am I right?

Scored a possible, said Jack, who had quite recovered his spirits.

In which case, Tom continued, we dont expect to be of much assistance to our King and country if we go gallivanting up to Wallingford, as originally intended. The question, therefore, remains, shall we go back by train — if we can find the station here — or shall we punt back to Richmond?

I dont think we need worry about that, said Dennis. I vote we go back by river; it will be more convenient in every way, and we can leave the boats at Messums. If things are not so black as we think they are we can step on board again with a light heart, or four light hearts, if you prefer it, and start again. What do you say, Ron?

I should prefer to paddle back, I replied. It would be a pity to break up our party immediately. I dont want to be sentimental, or anything of that sort, but you chaps will agree that we have had some very jolly times together in the past, and if we are all going to take out our naturalisation papers in the Atkins family, it is just possible that we — well, we may not be all together again next year.

And you, Jack? asked Dennis.

Oh, down stream for me, said young Curtis, with what was obviously an effort at his usual light-hearted manner. Think of all the beer weve got left. But the laugh with which he accompanied his remark was not calculated to deceive any of us, and I am afraid my clumsy speech had set him thinking again. So we went ashore, and had a nightcap at the Magpie, where the flippant youth was announcing to an admiring circle that if he had half a dozen pals to go with him he wouldnt mind joining the army himself! Having scoured the village in an unavailing attempt to round up half a pound of butter, we put off down stream, and spent the night in the beautiful backwater. No one suggested cards after supper, and we lay long into the night discussing, as thousands of other people all over the country were probably discussing, conscription, espionage, martial law, the possibilities of invasion, and the probable duration of the war. I doubt very much if we should have gone to sleep at all had we been able to foresee the events which the future, in its various ways, held in store for each of us. But, as it was, we plunged wholeheartedly into what Tommy Evans described as Lifes new interest. We positively thrilled at the prospect of army life.



Think of it, said Jack enthusiastically, open air all the time. Nothing to worry about, no work to do, only manual labour. Why, its going to be one long holiday. Hang it! Ive laid drain-pipes on a farm — for fun!

It was past one oclock when we got out supper. And our appetites lost nothing by the prospect of hardships which we treated rather lightly, since we entirely failed to appreciate their seriousness. Jacks visions of storming ramparts at the point of the bayonet merely added flavour to his amazing collation of cold beef, ham, brawn, cold fowl, and peaches and cream, with which he insisted on winding-up at nearly two in the morning. He would have shouted with laughter had you told him that in less than three weeks he would be dashing through the enemys lines with despatches on a red-hot motor-cycle. And Tommy — poor old Tommy — well, I fancy he would have been just as cheerful, dear old chap, had he known the fate that was in store. For to him was to fall the lot which, of all others, everyone — rich and poor alike — understands. There is no need for me to repeat the story. Even in the rush of a war which has already brought forward some thousands of heroes, the reader will remember the glorious exploit of Corporal Thomas Evans, in which he won the D.C.M., and also, unfortunately, gave his life for his country. It is sufficient to say that three men in particular will ever cherish his memory as that of a loyal friend, a cheery comrade, a clean, honest, straightforward Englishman through and through.

As for Dennis and myself — but I am coming to that.

Having finished our early morning supper, we turned in for a few hours sleep, Jack and Tommy in one boat, Dennis and I in the other. But before we did so we stood up, as well as we could under our canvas roof, and drank The King; and I fancy that in the mind of each of us there was more than one other name silently coupled with that toast. Then, for the first time in my memory of our intimacy together, we solemnly shook hands before turning in. But, try as I would, I couldnt sleep. For a long time I lay there, in the beautiful silence of the night, my thoughts far away, sleep farther away still. Presently I grovelled for my tobacco-pouch.

Restless, Ron? Dennis asked, himself evidently quite wide awake.

Cant sleep at all, I answered. But dont let me disturb you.

Youre not disturbing me, old man. I cant sleep either. Lets light the lamp and smoke.

Accordingly we fished out our pipes and relighted the acetylene lamp, which hung from the middle hoop. Jack turned over in his sleep.

Put out the light, old fellow. Not a cabnet meeting, yknow, he murmured drowsily. And by way of compromise I pulled the primitive draught curtain between the two boats, and as I sat up to do so I noticed with a start that Dennis wore a worried look I had never seen before. I lay back, got my pipe going, and waited for him to speak.

I wonder, he said presently, through the clouds of smoke that hung imprisoned beneath our shallow roof— I wonder if there would have been any war if the Germans smoked Jamavana?

Whats worrying you, Den? I asked, ignoring his question.

Worrying me? Why, nothing. Ive got nothing to worry about. What about you, though? I dont want to butt in on your private affairs, but youve a lot more to be worried about than I have.

I? Oh, nonsense, Dennis, I protested.

None of that with me, Ron. You know what I mean. Theres no point in either of us concealing things. This war is going to make a big difference to you and Myra McLeod. Now, tell me all about it. What do you mean to do, and everything?



There isnt much to tell you. You know all about it. Were not engaged. Old General McLeod objects to our engagement on account of my position. Of course, hes quite right. Hes very nice about it, and hes always kindness itself to me. You know, of course, that he and my father were brother officers? Myra and I have been chums since she was four. We love each other, and she would be content to wait, but, in the meantime — well, you know my position. I can only describe it in the well-worn phrases, briefless barrister and impecunious junior. Theres a great deal of truth in the weak old joke, Dennis, about the many that are called and the few that are briefed. Of course the General is right. He says that I ought to leave Myra absolutely alone, and neither write to her nor see her, and give her a chance to meet someone else, and all that — someone who could keep her among her own set. But I tried that once for three months; I didnt answer her letters, or write to her, and I worried myself to death very nearly about it. But at the end of the three months she came up to town to see what it was all about. Gad, how glad I was to see her!

I bet you were, said Dennis, sympathetically. But what dyou mean by telling me youd got nothing to worry about? Now that youre just getting things going nicely, and look like doing really well, along comes this wretched war, and you join the army, and such practice as you have goes to the devil. Its rotten luck, Ronnie, rotten luck.

It is a bit, I admitted with a sigh. My little bit of hard-earned success had meant a lot to me.

Still, said Dennis, youve got a thundering lot to be thankful for too. To begin with, shell wait for you, and then, if necessary, marry on twopence-halfpenny a year, and make you comfortable on it too. As far as her father is concerned, shes very devoted to him, and would never do anything to annoy him if she could possibly help it, as I easily spotted the night we dined with them at the Carlton. But shes made up her mind to be Mrs. Ronald Ewart sooner or later; that I will swear!

Im very glad to hear you say so, I answered, but the thing that worries me, of course, is the question as to whether I have any right to let this go on. If war is declared — —

Which it will be, said Dennis.

Well, then, my practice goes to the devil, as you say. How long after the war is it going to be before I could marry one of Myras maids, let alone Myra? And, supposing, of course, that I use the return half of my ticket, so to speak, and come back safe and sound, my own prospects will be infinitely worse than they were before the war. The law, after all, is a luxury, and no one will have a great deal of money for luxuries by the time we have finished with it and wiped Germany off the map. Besides, if theres no money about, theres nothing to go to law over. So there you are, or, rather, there I am.

What do you intend to do, then? my friend asked.

I shall go up to Scotland to-morrow night — well, of course, its to-night, I should say — and see her — and — and — —



Yes — well, and — —

Oh, and tell her that it must be all — all over. I shall say that the war will make all the difference, that I must join the army, and that she must consider herself free to marry someone else, and that, as in any case I might never come back, I think its the best thing for us both that she should consider herself free, and — er — and — and consider herself free, I ended weakly.

Just like that? asked Dennis, with a twinkle in his eye.

I shall try and put it fairly formally to her, I said, because, of course, I must appear to be sincere about it. I must try and think out some way of making her imagine I want it broken off for reasons of my own.

Dennis laughed softly.

You delicious, egotistical idiot, he said. You dont really imagine that you could persuade anyone you met for the first time even that youre not in love. By all means do what you think is right, Ron. I wouldnt dissuade you for the world. Tell her that she is free. Tell her why you are setting her free, and Ill be willing to wager my little all that you two ridiculous young people will find yourselves tied tighter together than ever. By all means do your best to be a good little boy, Ronald, and do what you conceive to be your duty.

You neednt pull my leg about it, I said, though somewhat half-heartedly.



Im not pulling your leg, as you put it, Dennie answered, in a more serious tone. If ever I saw honesty and truth and love and loyalty looking out of a girls eyes, that girl is Myra McLeod.

Thank you for that, Den, I answered simply. There was little sentiment between us. Thank heaven, there was something more.

And so you see, you lucky dog, youll go out to the front, and come back loaded with honours and blushes, and marry the girl of your dreams, and live happy ever after. And Dennis sighed.

Why the sigh? I asked. Oh, come now, I added, suddenly remembering. Fair exchange, you know. You havent told me what was worrying you.

My dear old fellow, dont be ridiculous, theres nothing worrying me.

I pressed him to no purpose. He refused to admit that he had a care in the world, and so we fell to talking of matters connected with the routine of army life, how long we should be before we got to the front, the sport we four should have in our rest time behind the trenches, our determination to stick together at all costs, etc. Suddenly Dennis sat bolt upright.

Gad! he cried savagely, if you beggars werent going, I could stick it. But you three leaving me behind, its — —

Leaving you behind? I echoed in astonishment. But why, old man? Arent you coming too?

I hope so, said Dennis bitterly; I hope so with all my heart, and I shall have a jolly good shot at it. But I know what it will be, worse luck.

But why, Dennis? I asked again. I dont understand.

Of course you dont, he replied, but youve got your own troubles, and theres no point in worrying about me, in any case.

I begged him to tell me; I pleaded our old friendship, and the fact that I had taken him into my confidence in the various vicissitudes of my own love affair. It struck me at the time that it was I who should have been indebted to him for his patient sympathy and help; and here he was, poor old fellow, with a real, live trouble of his own, refusing to bother me with it.

So youve just got to own up, old man, I finished.

Oh, its really nothing, said Dennis miserably. Im a crock, thats all. A useless hulk of unnecessary lumber.

How, my dear chap? I asked incredulously. Here was Dennis Burnham, who had put up a record for the mile in our school days, and lifted the public schools middle-weight pot, a champion swimmer, a massive young man of six-foot-two in his socks, calling himself a crock.

You remember that summer we did the cruise from Southampton to Stranraer?



Heavens! yes, I exclaimed, and we capsized the cutter in the Solway, and you were laid up in a farmhouse at Whithorn with rheumatic fever. Am I ever likely to forget it?

Im not, anyway, said Dennis, ruefully. That rheumatic fever left me with a weak heart. I strained it rowing up at Oxford, you remember, and that fever business put the last touches on it for all practical purposes.

Are you sure, old man? I asked. It seemed impossible that a great big chap like Dennis, the picture of health, should have anything seriously wrong with him.

Im dead sure, Ron; I wish I werent. Not that it matters much, of course; but just now, when one has a chance to do something decent for ones Motherland and justify ones existence, it hits a bit hard.

Is it serious? I asked— really serious?

Sufficient to bar me from joining you chaps, though Ill see if I can sneak past the doctor. You remember about three weeks ago we were to have played a foursome out at Hendon, and I didnt turn up? I said afterwards that I had been called out of town, and had quite forgotten to wire.

Which was extremely unlike you, I interposed; but go on.



Well, as a matter of fact, I was on my way. I was a bit late, and when I got outside Golders Green Tube Station I ran for a bus. The rest of the day I spent in the Cottage Hospital. No, I didnt faint. The valve struck, and I simply lay on the pavement a crumpled mass of semi-conscious humanity till they carted me off on the ambulance. Its the fourth time its happened.

Of course you had good advice? I asked anxiously.

Heavens! yes, he exclaimed; any amount of the best. And they all say the same thing — rest, be careful, no sudden excitement, no strain, and I may live for ever — a creaking door.

My dear old Den, I said, for I was deeply touched. Why didnt you tell me?

Plenty of worries of your own, old man, he answered, more cheerfully; and, besides, it would have spoiled everything. You fellows would have been nursing me behind my back, to use an Irishism, and trying to prevent my noticing it. You know as well as I do that if you had known I should have been a skeleton at the feast.

You must promise me two things, I said presently. One is that you wont try to join the army; there is sure to be a rush of recruits in the next few days, and the doctors will be flurried, and may skip through their work roughshod. The other is that you will take care of yourself, run no risks, and do nothing rash while we are away.

The first he refused. He said he must do what he could to get through, if only to satisfy his conscience; but he made me the second promise, and solemnly gave me his word that he would do nothing that would put him in any danger. Then at last, at his suggestion, we turned in; he insisted that I had an all-night journey in front of me. And so eventually I fell asleep, saddened by the knowledge of my friends trouble, but somewhat relieved that I had extracted from him a promise to take care of himself.

Little did I dream that he would break his promise to save one who was dearer to me than life itself, or that I should owe all my present and future happiness to poor old Denniss inability to join the army. Truly, as events were to prove, he did his bit.


CHAPTER II.

THE MAN GOING NORTH.
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WE MADE RICHMOND about half-past eleven, and completed the necessary arrangements for the housing of the boats and the disposal of our superfluous fodder, as Jack called it, for by this time we had all made up our minds that the war was inevitable.

The bustle of mobilisation had already taken possession of the streets, and as we stepped out of Charing Cross Station we stumbled into a crowd of English Bluejackets and Tommies and French reservists in Villiers Street. We parted for the afternoon, each to attend to his private affairs, and arranged to meet again at the Grand Hotel Grill Room for an early dinner, as I had to catch the 7.55 from Kings Cross.

I dashed out to Hampstead to my flat, and packed the necessary wearing apparel, taking care to include my fly-book and my favourite split-cane trout rod in my kit. I should only be in Scotland for a couple of days, but I knew that I should be fishing with Myra at least one of them, and no borrowed rod is a patch on ones own tried favourite. I snatched an half-hour or so to write to the few relatives I have and tell them that I was joining the army after a hurried visit to Scotland to say good-bye to Myra. And then I got my kit to Denniss rooms in Panton Street, Haymarket, just in time to have a chat with him before we joined the others at the Grand Hotel. I found him hopefully getting things ready for a long absence, sorting out unanswered letters, putting away papers, etc. On the table was an open copy of a stores catalogue. He had been trying to find suitable presents for his two small step-sisters. Dennis invariably thought of himself last of all, and then usually at someone elses request.

Well, old man, I asked, how do you feel about it now?

Rotten, Ronnie, he replied, with a rueful smile. Ive been on the phone to my silly doctor chap, and he shouted with laughter at me. Still, I shall have a jolly good shot at it as soon as the thing is definite.

I only pray to heaven, I said seriously, that no slipshod fool of a doctor lets you through.

They wont let me in, old chap; no such luck. Its a ghastly outlook. What on earth am I to do with myself while the war lasts?

My dear chap, I exclaimed, it wont be as bad as all that. There will be thousands of men who wont go to the war. I shant be surprised if you see very little difference about town even when the wars in full swing. You cant go, although you want to, and its jolly bad luck, old man. Dont think I dont understand, but, believe me, you wont be the only man left in London by a million or two.



I know, he said penitently, Im grousing and worrying you. Sorry! But I can see you setting out for the Temple in the morning and leaving your house on fire. It wouldnt make it easier simply because you knew you werent able to do anything to put out the fire. In fact, it would make it a jolly lot worse. Still, well cut that and change the subject. When you get back from Invermalluch give me a look up. I expect I shall be here. And, of course, give my kindest regards to Miss McLeod — oh, and the General, he added, as an afterthought.

I will, indeed, I promised readily, and Ill wire you the train Im coming back by. I should like you to meet it, and we can spend the few remaining days I have together. If you dont get past the doctor I should like you to keep your eye on one or two things for me while Im away.

Of course, anything you like. The more the merrier, he answered readily; and the poor fellow brightened visibly at the thought of being able to do something for a pal.

We taxied round the corner with my kit, and joined the others at the grill room. They were both in the highest of spirits, Jack, of course, in particular. He had been told that his intimate knowledge of motors and motor-cycles would be of great advantage to him, and he had been advised on all hands to join as a despatch-rider. In imagination he already saw himself up to the most weird pranks on his machine, many of which, much to the gratification of his friends, and just as much to his own astonishment, were proved later to have a solid foundation in fact. Over dinner we discussed the question of applying for commissions.

Oh, dash it, no, said Jack; Im going to Berlin on the old snorter.

Commissions are off — quite out of the question, Tommy agreed with emphasis. To begin with, it means waiting, which is absurd; and in the second place I object to any attempt to travel first-class. Its silly and snobbish, to put the kindest construction on it. If Ive got to join this excursion Im willing to go where they like to put me, and if necessary Ill hang on behind.

I record this remark because it was the last that I ever heard poor Tommy Evans make in this connection; and I think the reader will agree it was just what one would have expected of him.

We said good-bye after dinner. They all wanted to come to the station to see me off, but I was anxious to be alone with Dennis.

The others in any case had plenty to do, and I could scarcely let them sacrifice their last few hours of liberty to come and see me off. I rather expected that the excitement of the war would have prevented a lot of people travelling, but the reverse was the case. There seemed to be more people than ever on the platform, and I could not get a corner seat even in the Fort William coach. I bundled my things into a carriage and took up as much room as I could, and then Dennis and I strolled about the platform until the train was due to start.

Strange mixtures of humanity you see on a railway platform, Dennis remarked presently.

Very, I agreed. I daresay there are some very curious professions represented here.

This chap, for instance, said Dennis, indicating a youth in a tweed jacket and flannel trousers. He might be anything from an M.P.s private secretary to an artists model, for all we know. I should say hes a journalist; he knows his way through a crowd as only journalists do.

A typical Yorkshire cattle-dealer in his Sunday best, I suggested, as we passed another passenger. And so we went the length of the platform making rough guesses as to the professions of my fellow travellers. Suddenly I noticed a tall man, wearing a tweed cap and a long covert-coat, his hands in his pockets, a stumpy cigar stuck in the corner of his mouth. His hair was gray, and his face bore signs of a tough struggle in early youth. His complexion was of that curious gray-yellow one sees frequently in America and occasionally in Denmark — something quite distinct from the bronze-gray of many colonials. I nudged Dennis.

What did you make of that? I asked him after we had passed.



I should be much more interested to know what that made of us, he replied.

Nothing, I should think, I answered carelessly. Why, the mans eyes were nearly closed, he was half asleep. I bet he hasnt taken the slightest notice of anyone for the past ten minutes. You could commit a murder under his nose and he wouldnt see it.

I think not, said Dennis quietly. I fancy that if you took out a cigarette-case as you passed him he would be able to tell you afterwards how many cigarettes you had left in the case, what brand they were, and what the monogram on the front was. If youve any murders to commit, Ronnie, I should be careful to see that our American friend is some thousands of miles away.

Good heavens, you old sleuth! I exclaimed in astonishment. I never saw a more innocent-looking man in my life.

I hate innocent people, said Dennis emphatically; they are usually dangerous, and seldom half as innocent as they look.

But what makes you think this man is only pretending to look like a dreaming, unobservant idiot, and why do you call him American so definitely?

He may or may not be American; but we have to give him a name for purposes of classification, Dennis explained. In any case his overcoat was made in the States; the cut of the lapels is quite unmistakable. I knew an American who tried everywhere to get a coat cut like that over here, and failed. As to his being observant, you seem to have overlooked one important fact. There the man stands, apparently half asleep. Occasionally he displays a certain amount of life — tucks his papers more tightly under his arms, and so on. Now, the man who has been dreaming on a station platform and is obviously going by the train would wake up to look at the clock, or glance round to see how many are travelling, and generally take an interest in the bustle of the station. But this man doesnt. Why? Because he only wakes up when his interest wanders, and that is only when he has seen all he wants to see for the moment. When we pass him the second time he will probably appear to be more awake, unless there is someone else passing him in the other direction, simply because he has seen us and sized us up and dismissed us as of no interest; or, more likely, stowed us away in his capacious memory, and, having no further use for us, he forgets to appear disinterested.

Good Lord, Dennis! I exclaimed, Id no idea you ever noticed things so keenly. What do you think he is — a detective?

Either that or a criminal. They are the same type of mind. One is positive and the other negative, thats all. Well turn back and test him as we pass him. Talk golf, or fishing, or something.



So we commenced a half-hearted conversation on trout flies, and as we approached the American I was explaining the deadly nature of the Red Palmer after a spate and the advisability of including Greenwells Glory on the same cast. Unfortunately, as we passed our man there were three other people coming towards us, and he was gazing over the top of the carriage with the same dreaming look that had, according to Dennis, deceived me before. But we were hardly abreast of him when his stick shot up in front of us. His arm never moved at all; it was done with a quick jerk of the wrist.

Youve dropped a paper, sir, he said to Dennis, to my utter astonishment, for I had seen no paper dropped. Dennis turned quickly, and picked up a letter which was lying on the platform behind him.

Im very much obliged, sir; thank you, said Dennis, as he put the letter in his pocket.

I never saw you drop that, I exclaimed when we were safely out of earshot. Did you?

There you are, my friend cried triumphantly. You were walking beside me and you didnt spot it, and he was some distance away and he did; and you say he was half asleep.

I say, Den, I exclaimed, laughing, dyou think its going to be safe to travel on this train? I wonder where hes going?

Then we dismissed the man from our minds. The train was going in six minutes, and I joined the crowd round the rug and pillow barrow, and prepared to make myself comfortable. Leaving everything to the last minute, as most travellers do, we had a hurried stirrup-cup in view of the fact that I was about to gang awa, and as the train glided out of the station Dennis turned to wire for my breakfast-basket at Crianlarich. The one thing that it is important to do when travelling on the West Highland Railway I had forgotten! We had not passed Potters Bar before I decided that it would be impossible to sleep, so I ferreted out the attendant and bribed him to put me into a first-class carriage. Better still, he showed me into a sleeper. I was dog-tired, and in ten minutes fell fast asleep. I awoke for a moment or two as the train snorted into a station and drew up. I dozed again for some time, and then the door of my sleeper opened and who should look in but the American.

Say, I beg your pardon, he exclaimed apologetically. My mistake.

Not at all, I replied. Where are we now? For the train was still standing.

Edinburgh, he answered. Just leaving. Sorry to disturb you.

I again assured him that there was no harm done, and he turned and left me, the tassels of his Jaeger dressing-gown trailing after him. Then I fell asleep again, and woke up as we left Whistlefield. I had finished my wretched ablutions — for an early morning wash on a train is always a wretched business — as we reached Crianlarich. I was not long in claiming my breakfast; and when the passengers in the refreshment-room had finished their coffee — which seems to be the time when the train is due to leave, and not vice-versâ, as might be expected — the guard was standing on the platform, flag in hand, on the point of blowing his whistle. Suddenly the head of the American shot out of the window of his carriage — no other expression describes it.

Say, conductor, he exclaimed angrily, wheres my breakfast?

Surely Dennis had been right about the nationality.

What name might it be, sir? asked the guard.

Hilderman — J. G. Hilderman. Ordered by telegraph.

Ill see, sir, said the guard, dashing into the refreshment-room. It did not seem to matter when the train started; but, after a further heated argument, in which the official refused to wait while a couple of eggs were being fried, Mr. Hilderman was supplied with a pot of coffee, some cold ham, and dried toast, and we recommenced our belated journey. I reached Fort William and changed on to the Mallaig train, as did Mr. Hilderman, on whom, after the breakfast episode, I had begun to look with an affectionate and admiring regard. The man who can keep a train waiting in Great Britain while the guard gets him his breakfast must be very human after all. Most of the way on the beautiful journey through Lochaber I leaned with my head out of the window, drinking in the gorgeous air and admiring the luxurious scenery of the mountain side. But, in view of the hilly nature of the track and the quality of the coal employed, it is always a dangerous adventure on the West Highland Railway, and presently I found myself with a big cinder in my eye. I was trying to remove the cause of my discomfort, and at the same time swearing softly, I am afraid, when Hilderman came up.

I guess Im just the man youre looking for, he said. Show me.

In less time than it takes to tell the offending cinder was removed, and I was amazed at the delicacy and certainty of his touch. I thanked him profusely, and indeed I was really grateful to him. Naturally enough, we fell into conversation — the easy, broad conversation of two men who have never seen each other before and expect never to see each other again, but are quite willing to be friends in the meantime.

Terrible news, this, he said presently, pulling a copy of the Glasgow Herald from his pocket. I suppose you got it at Fort William?

No, I said. I didnt leave the train. I wasnt thinking of newspapers. What is it?



A state of war exists between Great Britain and Germany as from twelve oclock last night.

Ah! said I. It has come, then. And I was surprised that I had forgotten all about the war, which was actually the cause of my presence there. I noticed with some curiosity that Hilderman looked out of the window with a strangely tense air, his lips firmly pressed together, his eyes wide open and staring. He was certainly awake now. But in a moment he turned to me with a charming smile.

You know, Im an American, he said. But this hits me — hits me hard. Theres a calm and peaceful, friendly hospitality about this island of yours that I like — like a lot. My own country reminds me too much of my own struggles for existence. For nearly forty years I fought for breath in America, and, but that I like now and again to run over and have a look round, you can keep the place as far as Im concerned. Ive been about here now for a good many years — not just this part, for this is nearly new to me, but about the country — and I feel that this is my quarrel, and I should like to have a hand in it.

Perhaps America may join in yet, I suggested.

Not she, he cried, with a laugh. America! Not on your life. Why, shes afraid of civil war. She dont know which of her own citizens are her friends and which aint. Shes tied hand and foot. She cant even turn round long enough to whip Mexico. Dont you ever expect America to join in anything except family prayer, my boy. Thats safe. You know where you are, and it dont matter if you dont agree about the wording of a psalm. If an American was told off to shoot a German, hed ten to one turn round and say: Here, hold on a minute; thats my uncle!

You think all the Germans in the States prefer their fatherland to their adopted country, or are they most of them spies?

Spies? said Hilderman, I dont believe in spies. It stands to reason there cant be much spying done in any country. Over here, for instance, for every German policeman in this country — for thats all a spy can be — there are about a thousand British policemen. What chance has the spy? You dont seriously believe in them, do you? he added, smiling, as he offered me a Corona cigar.

I dont know, I said doubtfully. I didnt want to argue with my good Samaritan. There is no doubt a certain amount of spying done; but, of course, our policemen are hardly trained to cope with it. I daresay the whole business is very greatly exaggerated.

You bet it is, my boy, he replied emphatically. Going far? he asked, suddenly changing the subject.

North of Loch Hourn, I answered.

Oh! said Hilderman, with renewed interest. Glenelg?

I take the boat to Glenelg and then drive back, I explained. I was in a mood to tell him just where I was going, and why, and all about myself; but I recollected, with an effort, that I was talking to a total stranger.

Drive back? he repeated after me, with a sudden return to his dreamy manner. Then, just as suddenly, he woke up again. Where are we now? he asked.

Passing over Morar bridge, I explained.

Dear me — yes, of course! he exclaimed, with a glance out of the window. Well, I must pack up my wraps. Good-bye, Mr. Ewart; Im so glad to have met you. Your countrys at war, and you look to me a very likely young man to do your best. Well, good-bye and good luck. I only wish I could join you.

I wish you could, I replied heartily. I shall certainly do my best. And many thanks for your kind assistance.

And so we parted, and returned to our respective compartments to put our things together; for our journey — the rail part of it, at any rate — was nearly over. And it was not until long afterwards that I realised that he had called me by my name, and I had never told him what it was.


CHAPTER III.

MAINLY ABOUT MYRA.
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THE TRAIN SLOWED down into Mallaig station. I thrilled with anticipation, for now I had only the journey on the boat, and Myra would be waiting for me at Glenelg. The train had hardly stopped when I seized my bag and jumped out on to the platform. The next instant I was nearly knocked back into the carriage again. A magnificent Great Dane had jumped at me with a deep bark of flattering welcome, and planted his paws on my shoulders.

Sholto, my dear old man! I cried in excitement, dropping my bag and looking round expectantly. It was Myras dog, and there, sure enough, was a beautiful vision of brown eyes and brown-gold hair, in a heather-coloured Burberry costume, running down the platform to meet me.

Well — darling? I said, as I met her half-way.

Well? she whispered, as she took my hand, and I looked into the depths of those wonderful eyes. Truly I was a lucky dog. The world was a most excellent place, full of delightful people; and even if I were an impecunious young barrister I was richer than Crœsus in the possession of those beautiful brown eyes, which looked on all the world with the gentle affection of a tender and indulgent sister, but which looked on me with —— Oh! hang it all! — a fellow cant write about these sort of things when they affect him personally. Besides, they belong to me — thank God!

I got your telegram, dear, said Myra, as we strolled out of the station behind the porter who had appropriated my bag. Sholto brought up the rear. He had too great an opinion of his own position to be jealous of me — or at any rate he was too dignified to show it — and he had always admitted me into the inner circle of his friendship in a manner that was very charming, if not a little condescending.

Did you, darling? I said, in reply to Myras remark.

Yes; it was delivered first thing this morning, and father was very pleased about it.

Really! I exclaimed. I am glad. I was afraid he might be rather annoyed.

I was a little bit surprised myself, she confessed, though Im sure I dont know why I should be. Dads a perfect dear — he always was and he always will be. But he has been very determined about our engagement. When I told him youd wired you were coming he was tremendously pleased. He kept on saying, Im glad; thats good news, little woman, very good news. Pon my soul Im doocid glad! He said you were a splendid fellow — I cant think what made him imagine that — but he said it several times, so I suppose he had some reason for it. I was frightfully pleased. I like you to be a splendid fellow, Ron!

I was very glad to hear that the old General was really pleased to hear of my visit. I had intended to stay at the Glenelg Hotel, as I could hardly invite myself to Invermalluch Lodge, even though I had known the old man all my life. Accordingly I took it as a definite sign that his opposition was wearing down when Myra told me I was expected at the house.

And he said, she continued, that he never heard such ridiculous nonsense as your saying you were coming to the hotel, and that if you preferred a common inn to the house that had been good enough for him and his fathers before him, you could stop away altogether. So there!

Good — thats great! I said enthusiastically. But did you come over by the boat from Glenelg, or what?

No, dear; I came in the motor-boat, so we dont need to hang about the pier here. We can either go straight home or wait a bit, whichever you like. I wanted to meet you, and I thought youd rather come back with me in the motor-boat than jolt about in the stuffy old Sheila.

Rather, dear; I should say I would, said I — and a lot more besides, which has nothing to do with the story. Suddenly Myras motherly instinct awoke.

Have you had breakfast? she asked.



Yes, dear — at Crianlarich. The only decent meal to be got on a railway in this country is a Crianlarich breakfast.

Well, in that case youre ready for lunch. Its gone twelve. I could do with something myself, incidentally, and I want to talk to you before we start for home. Lets have lunch here.

I readily agreed, and after calling Sholto, who was being conducted on a tour of inspection by the parsons dog, we strolled up the hill to the hotel. As we entered the long dining-room we came upon Hilderman, seated at one of the tables with his back to us.

Yes, he was saying to the waiter, I have been spending the week-end on the Clyde in a yacht. I joined the train at Ardlui this morning, and I can tell you — —

I didnt wait to hear any more. Rather by instinct than as a result of any definite train of thought, I led Myra quickly behind a Japanese screen to a small table by a side window. After all, it was no business of mine if Hilderman wished to say he had joined the train at Ardlui. He probably had his own reasons. Possibly Dennis was right, and the man was a detective. But I had seen him at Kings Cross and again at Edinburgh before we reached Ardlui, so I thought it might embarrass him if I walked in on the top of his assertion that he had just come from the Clyde. However, Myra was with me, which was much more important, and I dismissed Hilderman and his little fib from my mind.

Ronnie, said Myra, in the middle of lunch, you havent said anything about the war.

No, dear, I answered clumsily. It — — It was an astonishingly difficult thing to say when it came to saying it.

And yet that was what you came to see me about?

Yes, darling. You see, I — —

I know, dear. Youve come to tell me that youre going to enlist. Im glad, Ronnie, very glad — and very, very proud.

Myra turned away and looked out of the window.

I hate people who talk a lot about their duty, I said; but it obviously is my duty, and I know thats what you would want me to do.

Of course, dear, I wouldnt have you do anything else. And she turned and smiled at me, though there were tears in her dear eyes. And I shall try to be brave, very brave, Ronnie. Im getting a big girl now, she added pluckily, attempting a little laugh. And though, of course, we afterwards discussed the regiment I was to join, and how the uniform would suit me, and how you kept your buttons clean, and a thousand other things, that was the last that was said about it from that point of view. There are some people who never need to say certain things — or at any rate there are some things that never need be said between certain people.

After lunch we strolled round the fish-table, a sort of subsidiary pier on which the fish are auctioned, and listened to the excited conversations of the fish-curers, gutters, and fishermen. It was a veritable babel — the mournful intonation of the East Coast, the broad guttural of the Broomielaw, mingled with the shrill Gaelic scream of the Highlands, and the occasional twang of the cockney tourist. Having retrieved Sholto, who was inspecting some fish which had been laid out to dry in the middle of the village street, and packed him safely in the bows, we set out to sea, Myra at the engine, while I took the tiller. As we glided out of the harbour I turned round, impelled by some unknown instinct. The parsons dog was standing at the head of the main pier, seeing us safely off the premises, and beside him was the tall figure of my friend J. G. Hilderman. As I looked up at him I wondered if he recognised me; but it was evident he did, for he raised his cap and waved to me. I returned the compliment as well as I could, for just then Myra turned and implored me not to run into the lighthouse.

Someone you know? she asked, as I righted our course.

Only a chap I met on the train, I explained.

It looks like the tenant of Glasnabinnie, but I couldnt be certain. Ive never met him, and Ive only seen him once.



Glasnabinnie! I exclaimed, with a new interest. Really! Why, thats quite close to you, surely?

Just the other side of the loch, directly opposite us. A good swimmer could swim across, but a motor would take days to go round. So were really a long way off, and unless he turns up at some local function were not likely to meet him. Hes said to be an American millionaire; but then every American in these parts is supposed to have at least one million of money.

Do you know anything about him — what he does, or did? I asked.

Absolutely nothing, she replied, except, of course, the silly rumours that one always hears about strangers. He took Glasnabinnie in May — in fact, the last week of April, I believe. That rather surprised us, because it was very early for summer visitors. But he showed his good sense in doing so, as the country was looking gorgeous — Sgriol, na Ciche, and the Cuchulins under snow. Ive heard (Angus McGeochan, one of our crofters, told me) he was an inventor, and had made a few odd millions out of a machine for sticking labels on canned meat. That and the fact that he is a very keen amateur photographer is the complete history of Mr. Hilderman so far as I know it. Anyway, he has a gorgeous view, hasnt he? Its nearly as good as ours.

He has indeed, I agreed readily. But I dont think Hilderman can be very wealthy; no fishing goes with Glasnabinnie, theres no yacht anchorage, and theres no road to motor on. How does he get about?

Hes got a beautiful Wolseley launch, said Myra jealously, a perfect beauty. He calls her the Baltimore II. She was lying alongside the Hermione at Mallaig when we left. Oh! look up the loch, Ron! Isnt it a wonderful view?

And so the magnificent purple-gray summit of Sgor na Ciche, at the head of Loch Nevis, claimed our attention — (that and other matters of a personal nature) — and J. G. Hilderman went completely from our minds. Myra was a real Highlander of the West. She lived for its mountains and lochs, its rivers and burns, its magnificent coast and its fascinating animal life. She knew every little creek and inlet, every rock and shallow, every reef and current from Fort William to the Gair Loch. I have even heard it said that when she was twelve she could draw an accurate outline of Benbecula and North Uist, a feat that would be a great deal beyond the vast majority of grown-ups living on those islands themselves. As we turned to cross the head of Loch Hourn, Myra pointed out Glasnabinnie, nestling like a lump of grey lichen at the foot of the Croulin Burn. Anchored off the point was a small steam yacht, either a converted drifter or built on drifter lines.

Our friend has visitors, said Myra, and hes not there to receive them. How very rude! That yacht is often there. She only makes about eight knots as a rule, although she gives you the impression she could do more. You see, shes been built for strength and comfort more than for looks. She calls at Glasnabinnie in the afternoons sometimes, and is there after dark, and sails off before six. (Myra was always out of doors before six in the morning, whatever the weather.) From which I gather, she continued, that the owner lives some distance away and sleeps on board. She cant be continuously cruising, or she would make a longer stay sometimes.

You seem to know the ways of yacht-owners, dear, I said. Hullo! what is that hut on the cliff above the falls? Thats new, surely.

Oh! that beastly thing, said Myra in disgust. Thats his, too. A smoking-room and study, I believe. He had it built there because he has an uninterrupted view that sweeps the sea.

Why beastly thing? I asked. Its too far away to worry you, though it isnt exactly pretty, and I know you hate to see anything in the shape of a new building going up.

Oh! it annoys me, she answered airily, and somehow it gets on daddys nerves. You see, it has a funny sort of window which goes all round the top of the hut. This is evidently divided into several small windows, because they swing about in the wind, and when the sun shines on them they catch the eye even at our distance. And, as I say, they get on daddys nerves, which have not been too good the last week or two.

Never mind, I consoled her; hell be all right when his friends come up for the Twelfth. I think the doctors are wrong to say that he should never have a lot of people hanging round him, because there can surely be no harm in letting him see a few friends. I certainly think hes right to make an exception for the grouse.

Grouse! sniffed Myra. They come for the Twelfth because they like to be seen travelling north on the eleventh! And I have to entertain them. And some of the ones who come for the first time tell me they suppose I know all the pretty walks round about! And in any case, she finished, in high indignation, can you imagine me entertaining anybody?

Yes, my dear, I can, I replied; and the argument kept us busy till we reached Invermalluch. The old General came down to the landing-stage to meet us, and was much more honestly pleased to see me than I had ever known him before.

Ah! Ronald, my boy! he exclaimed heartily. Pon my soul, Im glad to see you. Its true, I suppose? Youve heard the news?

The question amused me, because it was so typical of the old fellow. Here had I come from London, where the Cabinet was sitting night and day, to a spot miles from the railway terminus, to be asked if I had heard the news!



You mean the war, of course? I replied.

Yes; its come, my boy, at last. Come to find me on the shelf! Ah, well! It had to come sooner or later, and now were not ready. Ah, well, we must all do what we can. Begad, Im glad to see you, my boy, thundering glad. Its a bit lonely here sometimes for the little woman, you know; but she never complains. (In point of fact, she even contrived to laugh, and take her fathers arm affectionately in hers.) And besides, there are many things I want to have a talk with you about, Ronald — many things. By the way, had lunch?

We lunched at Mallaig, thank you, sir, I explained.

Well, well, Myra will see you get all you want — wont you, girlie? he said.

I say, Ronnie, Myra asked, as we reached the house, are you very tired after your journey, or shall we have a cup of tea and then take our rods for an hour or so?

I stoutly declared I was not the least tired — as who could have been in the circumstances? — and I should enjoy an hours fishing with Myra immensely. So I ran upstairs and had a bath, and changed, and came down to find the General waiting for me. Myra had disappeared into the kitchen regions to give first-aid to a bare-legged crofter laddie who had cut his foot on a broken bottle.

Well, my boy, said the old man, youve come to tell us something. What is it?



Oh! I replied, as lightly as I could, it is simply that we are in for a row with Germany, and Ive got a part in the play, so to speak. Im enlisting.

Good boy, he chuckled, good boy! Applying for a commission, I suppose — man of your class and education, and all that — eh?

Oh, heavens, no! I laughed. I shall just walk on with the crowd, to continue the simile.

Glad to hear it, my boy — I am, indeed. Pon my soul, youre a good lad, you know — quite a good lad. Your father would have been proud of you. He was a splendid fellow — a thundering splendid fellow. We always used to say, You can always trust Ewart to do the straight, clean thing; hes a gentleman. I hope your comrades will say the same of you, my boy.

By the way, sir, I added, I also intended to tell you that in the circumstances I — I —— Well, I mean to say that I shant — shant expect Myra to consider herself under — under any obligations to me.

However difficult it was for me to say it, I had been quite certain that the old General would think it was the right thing to say, and would be genuinely grateful to me for saying it off my own bat without any prompting from him. So I was quite unprepared for the outburst that followed.

You silly young fellow! he cried. Pon my soul, you are a silly young chap, you know. Dyou mean to tell me you came here intending to tell my little girl to forget all about you just when you are going off to fight for your country, and may never come back? You mean to run away and leave her alone with an old crock of a father? You know, Ewart, you — you make me angry at times.

Im very sorry, sir, I apologised, though I had no recollection of having made him angry before.

Oh! I know, he said, in a calmer tone. Felt it was your duty, and all that — eh? I know. But, you see, its not your duty at all. No. Now, there are one or two things I want to tell you that you dont know, and Ill tell you one of em now and the rest later. The first thing — in absolute confidence, of course — is that — —

But at this point Myra walked in, and the General broke off into an incoherent mutter. He was a poor diplomatist.

Ah! secrets? Naughty! she exclaimed laughingly. Are you ready, Ronnie?

Hes quite ready, my dear, said the old man graciously. Ive said all I want to say to him for the time being. Run along with girlie, Ewart. You dont want to mess about with an old crock.

Daddy, said Myra reproachfully, youre not to call yourself names.

All right, then; I wont, he laughed. You young people will excuse me, Im sure. I should like to join you; but I have a lot of letters to write, and I daresay youd rather be by yourselves. Eh? — you young dog!

It was a polite fiction between father and daughter that when the old fellow felt too unwell to join her or his guests he had a lot of letters to write. And occasionally, when he was in the mood to overtax his strength, she would never refer to it directly, but often she would remark, You know youll miss the post, daddy. And they both understood. So we set out by ourselves, and I naturally preferred to be alone with Myra, much as I liked her father. We went out on to the verandah, and while I unpacked my kit Myra rewound her line, which had been drying on the pegs overnight.

Are you content with small mercies, Ron? she asked, or do you agree that it is better to try for a salmon than catch a trout?

It certainly isnt better to-day, anyway, I answered. I want to be near you, darling. I dont want the distance of the pools between us. We might walk up to the Dead Mans Pool, and then fish up stream; and later fish the loch from the boat. That would bring us back in nice time for dinner.

Oh! splendid! she cried; and we fished out our fly-books. Hers was a big book of tattered pig-skin, which reclined at the bottom of the capacious poachers pocket in her jacket. The fly-book was an old favourite — she wouldnt have parted with it for worlds. Having followed her advice, and changed the Orange I had tied for the bob to a Peacock Zulu, which I borrowed from her, we set out.

Just above the Dead Mans Pool you get a beautiful view of Hildermans hideous hut, Myra declared as we walked along. I may explain here that Dead Mans Pool is an English translation of the Gaelic name, which I dare not inflict on the reader.

See? she cried, as we climbed the rock looking down on the gorgeous salmon pool, with its cool, inviting depths and its subtle promise of sport. Oh! Ronnie, isnt it wonderful? she cried. Almost every day of my life I have admired this view, and I love it more and more every time I see it. I sometimes think Id rather give up my life than the simple power to gaze at the mountains and the sea.

Why, look! I exclaimed. Is that the window you meant?

Yes, Myra replied, with an air of annoyance, thats it. You can see that light when the sun shines on it, which is nearly all day, and it keeps on reminding us that we have a neighbour, although the loch is between us. Besides, for some extraordinary reason it gets on fathers nerves. Poor old daddy!

It may seem strange to the reader that anyone should take notice of the suns reflection on a window two and a quarter miles away; but it must be remembered that all her life Myra had been accustomed to the undisputed possession of an unbroken view.

Anyhow, she added, as she turned away, we came here to fish. One of us must cross the stream here and fish that side. We cant cross higher up, theres too much water, and theres no point in getting wet. Ill go, and you fish this side; and when we reach the loch well get into the boat. See, Sholtos across already.

And she tripped lightly from boulder to boulder across the top of the fall which steams into the Dead Mans Pool, while I stood and admired her agile sureness of foot as one admires the graceful movements of a beautiful young roe. Sholto was pawing about in a tiny backwater, and trying to swallow the bubbles he made, until he saw his beloved mistress was intent on the serious business of fishing, and then he climbed lazily to the top of a rock, where he could keep a watchful eye on her, and sprawled himself out in the sun. I have fished better water than the Malluch river, certainly, and killed bigger fish in other lochs than the beautiful mountain tarn above Invermalluch Lodge; but I have never had a more enjoyable days sport than the least satisfying of my many days there.

There was a delightful informality about the sport at the Lodge. One fished in all weathers because one wanted to fish, and varied ones methods and destination according to the day. There was no sign of that hideous custom of doing the thing properly that the members of a stockbrokers house-party seem to enjoy — no drawing lots for reaches or pools overnight, no roping-in a gillie to add to the chance of sending a basket south. When there was a superfluity of fish the crofters and tenants were supplied first, and then anything that was left over was sent to friends in London and elsewhere. At the end of the days sport we went home happy and pleased with ourselves, not in the least depressed if we had drawn a blank, to jolly and delightful meals, without any formality at all. And if we were wet, there was a great drying-room off the kitchen premises where our clothes were dried by a housemaid who really understood the business. As for our tackle, we dried our own lines and pegged them under the verandah, and rewound them again in the morning, made up our own casts, and generally did everything for ourselves without a retinue of attendants. And thereby we enjoyed ourselves hugely.

Angus and Sandy, the two handy-men of the place, would carry the lunch-basket or pull the boats on the loch or stand by with the gaff or net — and what experts they are! — but the rest we did for ourselves. By the time I had got a pipe on and wetted my line, Myra was some fifty yards or so up stream making for a spot where she suspected something. She has the unerring instinct of the inveterate poacher! I cast idly once or twice, content to revel in the delight of holding a rod in my hand once more, intoxicated with the air and the scenery and the sunshine (What a good thing the fish in the west like it bright!), and after a few minutes a sudden jerk on my line brought me back to earth. I missed him, but he thrilled me to the serious business of the thing, and I fished on, intent on every cast.

I suppose I must have fished for about twenty minutes, but of that I have never been able to say definitely. It may possibly have been more. I only know that as I was picking my way over some boulders to enable me to cast more accurately for a big one I had risen, I heard Myra give a sharp, short cry. I turned anxiously and called to her.

I could not distinguish her at first among the great gray rocks in the river. Surely she could not have fallen in. Even had she done so, I hardly think she would have called out. She was extraordinarily sure on her feet, and, in any case, she was an expert swimmer. What could it be? Immediately following her cry came Sholtos deep bay, and then I saw her. She was standing on a tall, white, lozenge-shaped rock, that looked almost as if it had been carefully shaped in concrete. She was kneeling, and her arm was across her face. With a cry I dashed into the river, and floundered across, sometimes almost up to my neck, and ran stumbling to her in a blind agony of fear. Even as I ran her rod was carried past me, and disappeared over the fall below.

Myra, my darling, I cried as I reached her, and took her in my arms, what is it, dearest? For Gods sake tell me — what is it?

Oh, Ronnie, dear, she said, I dont know, darling. I dont understand. Her voice broke as she lifted her beautiful face to me. I looked into those wonderful eyes, and they gazed back at me with a dull, meaningless stare. She stretched out her arm to grasp my hand, and her own hand clutched aimlessly on my collar.

In a flash I realised the hideous truth.

Myra was blind!


CHAPTER IV.

THE BLACK BLOW.
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OH, RONNIE, DARLING, Myra asked, in a pitiful voice that went to my heart. What can it mean? I — I — I cant see — anything at all.

Its the sun, darling; it will be all right in a minute or two. There, lie in my arms, dear, and close your poor eyes. It will be all right soon, dearest.

I tried to comfort her, to assure her that it was just the glare on the water, that she would be able to see again in a moment, but I felt the pitiful inadequacy of my empty words, and it seemed that the light had gone out of my life. I pray that I may never again witness such a harrowing sight as that of Myra, leaning her beautiful head on my shoulder, suddenly stricken blind, doing her best to pacify her dog, who was heart-broken in the instinctive knowledge of a new, swift grief which he could not understand.

I must ask the reader to spare me from describing in detail the terrible agony of the next few days, when the hideous tragedy of Myras blindness overcame us all in its naked freshness. I cannot bring myself to speak of it even yet. I would at any time give my life to save Myras sight, her most priceless possession. I make this as a simple statement of fact, and in no spirit of romantic arrogance, and I think I would rather die than live again the gnawing agony of those days.

I took Myra in my arms, and carried her back to the house. Poor child; she realised almost immediately that I was as dumbfounded as she was herself at the terrible blow which had befallen her, and that I had no faith in my empty assurances that it would soon be all right again, and she would be able to see as well as ever in an hour or two, at most. So she at once began to comfort me! I marvelled at her bravery, but she made me more miserable than ever. I felt that she might have a sort of premonition that she would never see again. As we crossed the stream above the fall I saw again the reflected light from Hildermans window, and a pang shot through me as I remembered her words on that very spot — that she would rather die than be unable to see her beloved mountains.

I clutched her in my arms, and held her closer to me in dumb despair.

Am I very heavy, Ron, dear? she asked presently. If you give me your hand, dear, I could walk. I think I could even manage without it; but, of course, I should prefer to have your hand at any time. She gave a natural little laugh, which almost deceived me, and again I marvelled at her pluck. I had known Myra since she was four, and I might have expected that she would meet her tragic misfortune with a smile.



Youre as light as a feather, dearest, I protested, and, as far as that goes, Id rather carry you at any time.

Im glad you were here when it happened, dear, she whispered.

Tell me, darling, how did it happen? I asked. I mean, what did it seem like? Did things gradually grow duller and duller, or what?

No, she answered; that was the extraordinary part of it. Quite suddenly I saw everything green for a second, and then everything went out in a green flash. It was a wonderful, liquid green, like the sea over a sand-bank. It was just a long flash, very quick and sharp, and then I found I could see nothing at all. Everything is black now, the black of an intense green. I thought Id been struck by lightning. Wasnt it silly of me?

My poor, brave little woman, I murmured. Tell me, where were you then?

Just where you found me, on the Chemists Rock. I call it the Chemists Rock because its shaped like a cough-lozenge. I was casting from there; it makes a beautiful fishing-table. I looked up, and then — well, then it happened.

Were just coming to the house, said Myra suddenly. Were just going to turn on to the stable-path.

Darling! I cried, nearly dropping her in my excitement; you can see already?

Oh, Ronnie, Im so sorry, she said penitently. I only knew by the smell of the peat stacks. I could not restrain a groan of disappointment, and Myra stroked my face, and murmured again, Im sorry, dearest.

Will you please put me down now? she asked. If daddy saw you carrying me to the house hed have a fit, and the servants would go into hysterics. So I put her tenderly on her feet, and she took my arm, and we walked slowly to the house. She could see nothing, not even in the hazy confusion of the nearly blind; yet she walked to the house with as firm a step and as natural an air as if she had nothing whatever the matter with her.

You had better leave dad to me, Ron, she suggested. We understand each other, and I can explain to him. You would find it difficult, and it would be painful for you both. Just tell him that Im not feeling very well, and hell come straight to me. Dont tell him I want to see him. Give me your arm to my den, dear.

I led her to her den, a little room opening on to the verandah. There was a writing-table in the window covered with correspondence in neat little piles, for Myra was on all the charity committees in the county, and the rest of the room was given up to a profusion of fishing tackle, shooting gear, and books. Sholto followed us, every now and then rubbing his great head against her skirt. I left her there, and turned into the hall, where I met the General. He had heard us return.



Youre back early, my boy, he remarked.

Yes, I said, taking out my cigarette-case to give myself an air of assurance which was utterly unknown to me. Myra is not feeling very well. Shes resting for a bit.

Not well? he exclaimed, in surprise. Very unusual, very unusual indeed. And he turned straight into Myras room without waiting for an answer to his quiet tap on the door. With a heavy heart I went upstairs to the old schoolroom, now given over to Mary McNiven, Myras old nurse.

Master Ronald! I am glad, she cried, when I accepted her invitation to come in. Mary had boxed my ears many times in my boyhood, and the fact that we were old friends made it difficult for me to tell her my terrible news. I broke it as gently as I could, and warned her not to alarm the servants, and very soon she wiped away her tears and went downstairs to see what she could do. I went out into the fresh air for a moment to pull myself together, marvelling at the unreasoning cruelty of fate. I turned into the hall, and met the General coming out of Myras room. He was talking to Mary and one of the housemaids.

These things often occur, he was explaining in a very matter-of-fact voice. They are unusual, though not unheard-of, and very distressing at the time. But I am confident that Miss Myra will be quite herself again in a day or two. Meanwhile, she had better go to bed and rest, and take care of herself while Angus fetches Doctor Whitehouse. No doubt he will give her some lotion to wash her eyes with, and it will be only a day or two before we see Miss Myra about again as usual. You must see that she has no light near her, and that she rests her eyes in every possible way. There is nothing whatever for you girls to get anxious or frightened about. I have seen this sort of thing before, though usually in the East.

The old man dismissed the maids, and went into the drawing-room, while I spent a few moments with Myra. I was delighted to see the General taking it so well, as I had even been afraid of his total collapse, so I took what comfort I could from his ready assurance that he was quite accustomed to that sort of thing. But when, some twenty minutes later, I went to look for him in the drawing-room, and found him prostrate on the sofa, his head buried in his arms, I realised whence Myra had derived her pluck. He looked up as he heard the door open, and tears were streaming down his rugged old face.

Never mind me, Ronald, he said brokenly. Never mind me. I shall be all right in a minute. I — I didnt expect this, but I shall be all right in a minute. I closed the door softly and left him alone.

I found Angus had harnessed the pony, and was just about to start for Glenelg to fetch Doctor Whitehouse. So I told him to tell the General that I should be better able to explain to the doctor what had happened, and, glad of the diversion, I drove in for him myself. But when he arrived he made a long and searching examination, patted Myras head, and told her the nerve had been strained by the glare on the water, and rest was all that was needed; and, as soon as he got outside her door, he sighed and shook his head. In the library he made no bones about it, and her father and I were both grateful to him.

Its not a bit of use my saying I know when I dont, the doctor declared emphatically. Im puzzled — indeed, Im absolutely beaten. This is a thing Ive not only never come across before, but Ive never even read about it. This green flash, the suddenness of it, the absence of pain — she says she feels perfectly well. She could see wonderfully well up to the second it happened; no warning headaches, and nothing whatever to account for it. I have known a sudden shock to the system produce instantaneous blindness, such as a man in a very heated state diving into ice-cold water. But in this case there is nothing to go by. I can only do her harm by pretending to know what I dont know, and you know as much as I do. She must see a specialist, and the sooner the better. I would recommend Sir Gaire Olvery; that would mean taking her up to London. Mr. Herbert Garnesk is the second greatest oculist in the country; but undoubtedly Sir Gaire is first. Meanwhile I will give her a little nerve tonic; it will do her no harm, and will give her reason to think that we know how to treat her, so that it may do her good. She must wear the shade I brought her, and take care her eyes are never exposed to the light.

The fact that you yourself can make nothing of it is for us or against us? asked the General, in an anxious voice.

He was looking haggard and tired out.

In what way? queried the doctor.

I mean that if she had — er — totally lost her — the use of her eyes — for all time, could you be certain of that or not? Or can you give us any reason to hope that the very fact of your not understanding the nature of the case points to her getting over it?

Ah, said the doctor, Im not going to be so unfair to you as to say that. I will say emphatically that she has not absolutely hopelessly lost her sight. The nerves are not dead. This green veil may be lifted, possibly, as suddenly as it fell; but I am talking to men, and I want you to understand that I can give no idea as to when that may be. I pray that it may be soon — very soon.

Im glad youre so straightforward about it, Whitehouse, said the old man, as he sank into a chair. I dont need to be buoyed up by any false hopes. You can understand that it is a very terrible blow to Mr. Ewart and myself.

I can indeed, said the doctor solemnly. I brought her into the world, you know. It is a tragic shock to me. Ill get back now, if youll excuse me. I have a very serious case in the village, but Ill be over first thing in the morning, and Ill bring you a small bottle of something with me. Youll need it with this anxiety.

Nonsense, Whitehouse, declared the General stoutly. Im perfectly all right. Theres nothing at all the matter with me. I dont need any of your begad slush.

Now, my dear friend, said the medical man cunningly, its my business to look ahead. In the next few days youll be too anxious to eat, so Im going to bring you something that will simply stimulate your appetite and make you want to eat. Its not good for any man to go without his meals, especially when that mans getting on for sixty.

Thank ye, my dear fellow, said the old man, more graciously. Im sorry to be such a boor, but I thought you meant some begad tonic. The General was getting on for seventy; to be exact, he was sixty-nine — he married at forty-six — and when the medicine came he took it, because, after all, it was begad decent of Whitehouse to have thought of it.

I spent a miserable night. I went to bed early, and lay awake till daybreak. The hideous nightmare of the green ray kept me awake for many nights to come. The General agreed with me that we must waste no time, and it was arranged that we should take Myra up to London the next day.

You know, Ronald, said the old man to me as we sat together after the mockery that would otherwise have been an excellent dinner, I was particularly glad to see you to-day. Ive been very worried about — well, about myself lately. I had an extraordinary experience the other day which I should never dare to relate to anyone whom I could not absolutely rely on to believe me. Ive been fidgeting for the last month or two, and that window that you say you saw to-day has got very much on my nerves. Ive been imagining that its a heliograph from an enemy encampment. Simply nerves, of course; but nerves ought not to account for extraordinary optical delusions or hallucinations.

Hallucinations? I asked anxiously. What sort of hallucinations?

I hardly like to tell you, my boy, he answered, nervously twirling his liqueur glass in his fingers. You see, youre young, and Im — well, to tell you the truth, Im getting old, and when you get old you get nerves, and they can be terrible things, nerves. I looked up at the haggard face, drawn into deep furrows with the new trouble that had fallen on the old man, and I was shocked and startled to see a look of absolute fear in his eyes. I leaned forward, and laid my hand on his wrist.

Tell me, I suggested, as gently as I could. He brightened at once, and patted my arm affectionately.

I couldnt tell the little woman, he muttered. She — shed have been frightened, and she might have thought I was going mad. I couldnt bear that. I hadnt the courage to tell Whitehouse either; but youre a good chap, Ronald, and youre very fond of my girlie, and your father and I were pals, as you boys would say. I daresay it was only a sort of waking dream, or — — He broke off and stared at the table-cloth. I took the glass from his hand, and filled it with liqueur brandy, and put it beside him. He sipped it thoughtfully. Suddenly he turned to me, and brought his hand down on the table with a bang.

I swear Im not mad, Ronald! he cried fiercely. There must be some explanation of it. I know Im sane.

What was it exactly? I asked quietly. Nothing on Gods earth will persuade me that you are mad, sir.

Thank you, my boy. Ill tell you what happened to me. You wont be able to explain it, but you shall hear just what it was. You may think its silly of me to get nervous of what sounds like an absurdity, but you see it happened where — where to-days tragedy happened.

What Myra calls the Chemists Rock? I asked, by this time intensely interested.

At the Chemists Rock, he replied. It was a lovely afternoon, just such an afternoon as to-day. I had been going to fish with girlie, but I was a little tired, and — er — I had some letters to write, so I said I would meet her later in the afternoon. It was agreed we should meet at the Chemists Rock at half-past four. I left the house about a quarter-past, and strolled down the river to the Fank Pool, crossed the stream in the boat that lies there, and walked up the opposite bank past Dead Mans Pool towards the Chemists Rock. I mention all this to show you that I was feeling well enough to enjoy a stroll, and a very rocky stroll at that, because, if I hadnt been feeling perfectly fit, I should have gone up the back way past the stable, the way you came back this afternoon. So you see, I was undoubtedly quite well, my boy. However, to get on with the tale. As soon as I came in sight of our meeting-place I looked up to see if girlie had got there before me. She was not there. I looked further up stream, and saw Sholto come tearing down over the rocks. I knew that he had seen me, and that she was following him. I naturally strolled on to go to the rock — I say I went — — He broke off, and passed his hands across his eyes.

Yes, I said softly; you went to the rock, and Myra met you — —

No, he said; I didnt. I didnt go to the rock.

But I dont understand, I said, as he remained silent for some moments. The old man leaned forward, and laid a trembling, fever-scorched hand on mine.

Ronald, he said, in a voice that shook with genuine horror, and sent a cold shiver down my spine, I did not go to the rock. The rock came to me.


CHAPTER V

IS MORE MYSTERIOUS.
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I SAT AND stared at the old man in astonishment. Obviously he was fully convinced that he was giving me an accurate account of what had happened, and equally obviously he was perfectly sane.

That is all, he said presently. The rock came to me.

Good heavens! I exclaimed, suddenly brought to my senses by the sound of his voice. What an extraordinary thing!

For a moment I thought I was mad, and sometimes, when I have thought over it since — and the Lord knows how many times Ive done that — Ive come to the conclusion that I must have fallen asleep. But even now the fear haunts me that my mind may be going.

You mustnt imagine anything like that, General, I advised seriously. Whatever you do, dont encourage any doubts of your own sanity. There must be some explanation of this, although I cant for the moment imagine what it can possibly be. It is a remarkable thing, and I fancy you will find, when we do know the explanation, that anyone else standing where you were at that time would have seen exactly the same thing. The rock stands out of the water; it is just above a deep pool, and probably it was a sort of mirage effect, and not by any means a figment of your brain.

To my surprise the old man leaned back in his chair and burst out laughing.

Of course, he exclaimed. I never thought of that — a sort of mirage. Well, Im begad thankful you suggested that, Ronald. Ive no doubt that it was something of the sort. What a begad old fool I am. Let us pray that our poor little girls trouble, he added solemnly, will have some equally simple solution.

The General was so relieved that I had given him, at any rate, some sort of reason to believe that his brain was not yet going, that he began to declare that he was convinced Myra would be better in a day or two. So we arranged that I should take her up to London the next day, and leave her in charge of her aunt, Lady Ruslit, and then, as soon as we had heard Sir Gaires verdict, I was to bring her back again. General McLeod had been anxious at first to come with us, but I pointed out that he would be of more use to Myra if he stayed behind, and kept an eye on her interests in the neighbourhood. I promised to wire him the result of the interview with Olvery as soon as I knew it. And just about a quarter to ten we went to bed.

Ronald, said the old man, as we shook hands outside my door, theres just one thing I wasnt frank with you about in the matter of the Chemists Rock. I am anxious to believe that its a point of no particular importance. You know the rock is a sort of sandstone, not grey like the rest, but nearly white?

Yes, I answered, wondering what could be coming next.

Well, said the old man, that day when I saw it appearing to come towards me it was not white, but green.

No, I said at last, when we had spent another twenty minutes discussing this new aspect in my room. Its beyond me. I cant see how the two events can be connected, and yet they are so unusual that one would think they must be. I certainly think it is a point to put in detail before Olvery.

On the whole, I quite agree with you, said the General. I am rather afraid he may take us for a pack of lunatics, and refuse to be bothered with the case.

Im sure he wont do that, I asserted confidently. And he may have some medical knowledge that will just shake the puzzle into place, and explain the whole mystery to us. It seems to me a most remarkable thing that these two strange affairs should have happened in exactly the same place. That it is some strange freak of nature I have no doubt, but I am absolutely at a loss to think what it can be.

It can hardly be wondered at that, as I have said before, sleep and I were strangers that night, and I was glad enough when the time came for me to get up.

Myra came down after breakfast, wonderfully brave and bright, but there was no sign whatever of her sight returning to her. The leave-taking was a wretched business, and I cannot dwell on it. Sandy started early to sail to Mallaig with the luggage, and we followed in the motor-boat, Angus at the engine, old Mary McNiven in the bows, while I took the tiller, and Myra lay on a pile of cushions at my feet, her head resting on my knee, her arm round Sholtos neck; for she had wanted the dog to see her off at the station. The old General managed to keep up a cheery manner as he said good-bye at the landing-stage, but he was looking so care-worn and haggard that I was glad that he had been persuaded not to come up to London with us. He was certainly not in a fit state for the fatigues of a long journey. As we passed Glasnabinnie the Baltimore slid out from the side of the shed that stood on the edge of the miniature harbour which Nature had thoughtfully bestowed on the place.

I can hear a motor-boat, said Myra, suddenly sitting up.

Yes, I replied. Its Hildermans.

Is she ahead of us? she asked.

I looked round, and saw that the Baltimore was putting out to round the point.

No, shes about level, I answered. Shes evidently making for Mallaig. We are, if anything, a little ahead, but they will soon pass us, I should think.

Oh, Ron, cried Myra, with childish excitement, dont let them beat us. Angus, put some life into her. We must make the harbour first.

Angus did his best, and I set her course as near in shore as I dared on that treacherous coast. The Baltimore glided out to sea with the easy grace of a powerful and beautiful animal, and as we passed the jagged promontory she was coming up about thirty yards behind us.

Challenge him, Ron, Myra exclaimed; youve met him.

I turned, and saw Hilderman and two other men in the boat, one a friend apparently, and the other the mechanic. I stood up and waved to him.

Well race you to Mallaig, I shouted.

Its a bet, he agreed readily, at the top of his voice, waving back.

It was a ding-dong business across the mouth of Nevis, and the Baltimore was leading, if anything, but we had not far to go, and our opponents had taken a course a good deal farther out to sea than we were. Coming up by the lighthouse, however, the Baltimore drew in at a magnificent pace, and swept in to pass inside the lighthouse rock. Hilderman, who was quite distinct at the short distance, stood up in the stern of the Baltimore, and looked at us. We were making good time, but we had no chance of outdistancing his powerful boat. But, as he looked at us, and was evidently about to shout some triumphant greeting, I saw him catch sight of Myra, lying at my feet, her face hidden in the shade over her eyes. Suddenly, without the slightest warning, he swung the tiller, and, turning out again, took the long course round the lighthouse, and we slid alongside the fish-table a good minute ahead of him. Myra was delighted; she had no suspicion that we had virtually lost the race, and the trifling excitement gave her a real pleasure. Angus, I could see, was puzzled, but I signed to him to say nothing. My heart warmed to Hilderman; he had seen that Myra was not well, and, divining that it would give her some pleasure to win the race, he had tactfully given way to us. I was really grateful to him for his kindly thought, and determined to thank him as soon as I could. We had nearly half an hour to wait for the mid-day train, and, after seeing Myra and Mary safely ensconced in the Marine Hotel, I went out with Sholto to get the tickets, telegraph to Dennis, and express my gratitude to Hilderman. But when I stepped out of the hotel he was standing in the road waiting for me.

Good morning, Mr. Ewart, he said, coming forward to offer me his hand. Is there anything the matter with Miss McLeod?

Shes not very well, I replied. She has something the matter with her eyes. It was very good of you to let us win our little race. Every little pleasure that we can give Miss McLeod just at this time is of great value to us.

Eyes? said Hilderman, thoughtfully, with the same dreamy expression that Dennis had pointed out at Kings Cross. What sort of thing is it? I know something about eyes.

Im afraid I can tell you nothing, I replied. She has suddenly lost her sight in the most amazing and terrible manner. We are just taking her up to London to see a specialist.

Had she any pain? he asked, or any dizziness or fainting, or anything like that?

No, I said; there is absolutely nothing to go by. It is a most extraordinary affair, and a very terrible blow to us all.

It must be, he said gently, very, very terrible. I have heard so much about Miss McLeod that I even feel it myself. I am deeply grieved to hear this, deeply grieved. He spoke very sympathetically, and I felt that it was very kind of him to take such a friendly interest in his unknown neighbour.

I think youd better join me in a brandy and soda, Mr. Ewart, he said, laying a hand on my arm. I dont suppose you know it, but you look ten years older than you did yesterday.

Yesterday! Good heavens! Had all this happened in a day? I was certainly feeling far from myself, and I accepted his invitation readily enough. We turned into the refreshment-room outside the station, and I had a stiff whisky and soda, realising how far away from London I was when the man gave me the whisky in one glass and the soda in another.

Tell me, said Hilderman, if it is not very rude of me to ask, or too painful for you to speak about, what was Miss McLeod doing when this happened? Reading, or what? I gave him a rough outline of the circumstances, but, in view of what the General had told me the night before, I said nothing about the mystery of the green ray. We wanted to retain our reputation for sanity as long as we could, and no outsider who did not know the General personally would believe that his astonishing experience was anything other than the strange creation of a nerve-wrought brain.

And that was all? he asked thoughtfully.

Yes, that was all, I replied.

I suppose you havent decided what specialist you will take her to when you get her to London? he queried. I was about to reply when I heard Sholto in a heated argument with some other dog, and I bolted out, with a hurried excuse, to bring him in. As I returned, with my hand on his collar, the harbour-master greeted me, and told me we might have some difficulty in reaching London, as the train service was likely to be disorganised owing to the transport of troops and munitions. When I rejoined Hilderman I was full of this new development. It would be both awkward and unpleasant to be turned out of the train before we reached London; and every moments delay might mean injury to my poor Myra.

I dont think you need worry at all, Mr. Ewart, my new friend assured me. The trains will run all right. They may alter the services where they have too many trains, but here they are not likely to do so. Thank heaven, I shall not be travelling again for some time. I hate it, although I have to run about a good deal. I have a few modest investments that take up a considerable portion of my time. I figure on one or two boards, you know.

I thanked him for his kindly interest, and left him. I wired to Dennis not to meet the train, but to be prepared to put me up the following night. Then I got the tickets, and took Myra to the train. Hilderman was seeing his friend off; a short, somewhat stout man, with flaxen hair, and small blue eyes peering through a pair of large spectacles. He bowed to us as we passed, and I was struck by the kindly sympathy with which both he and his companion glanced at Myra. Evidently they both realised what a terrible blow to her the loss of her sight must be. I will admit that, when it came to the time for the train to start, my heart nearly failed me altogether. The sight of the beautiful blind girl saying good-bye to her dog was one which I hope I may never see again. As the train steamed out into the cutting Sholto was left whining on the platform, and it was as much as Angus could do to hold him back. Poor Sholto; he was a faithful beast, and they were taking his beloved mistress away from him. Myra sat back in the carriage, and furtively wiped away a tear from her poor sightless eyes.

Poor old fellow, she said, with a brave smile. If they cant do anything for me in London he will have to lead me about. Itll keep him out of mischief.

Dont say that, darling! I groaned.

Poor old Ron, she said tenderly. I believe its worse for you than it is for me. And now that Mary has left us for a bit I want to say something to you, dear, while I can. You mustnt think I dont understand what this will mean to you, dear. I want you to know, darling, that I hope always to be your very great friend, but I dont expect you to marry a blind girl.

I shall certainly not tell the reader what I said in reply to that generous and noble statement.

Besides, dear, I concluded eventually, you will soon be able to see again. And so I tried to assure her, till presently Mary returned. And then we made her comfortable, and I read to her in the darkened carriage until at last my poor darling fell into a gentle sleep.

But twenty-six hours later, when I had seen Myra safely back to her aunts house from Harley Street, I staggered up the stairs to Denniss rooms in Panton Street a broken man.

Dennis opened the door to me himself.



Ronald! he cried, what has happened?

Hello, old man, I said weakly; Im very, very tired.

My friend took my arm and led me into his sitting-room, and pressed me gently on the sofa. Then he brought me a stiff brandy and soda, and sat beside me in silence for a few minutes.

Feel better, old boy? he asked presently.

Yes, thanks, Den, I answered. Im sorry to be such a nuisance.

Tell me, he said, when you feel well enough. But I lay, and closed my eyes, for I was dog-tired, and could not bring myself to speak even to Dennis of the specialists terrible verdict. And soon Nature asserted herself, and I fell into a deep sleep, which was the best thing I could have done. When I awoke I was lying in bed, in total darkness, in Denniss extra room. I sat up, and called out in my surprise, for I had been many miles away in my slumbers, and my first hope was that the whole adventure had been a hideous nightmare. But Dennis, hearing my shout, walked in to see if I wanted anything.

Now, how do you feel? he asked, as he sat on the side of the bed.

Did you carry me in here and put me to bed? I asked idly.

You certainly didnt look like walking, and I thought youd be more comfortable in here, he laughed.

Great Scott, man! I cried, suddenly remembering his heart trouble, you shouldnt have done that, Dennis. You promised me youd take no risks.

Heavens! that was nothing, he declared emphatically. Youre as light as a feather. There was no risk in that.

Indeed, as events were to prove, it was only the first of many, but being ignorant of that at the time, I contented myself with pointing out that very few feathers turned the scale at twelve-stone-three.

Now look here, old son, said Dennis, in an authoritative voice. You mustnt imagine Im dealing with your trouble, whatever it is (for you are in trouble, Ronald), in a matter-of-fact and unsympathetic way. But what youve got to do now is to get up, have a tub, slip into a dressing-gown, and have a quiet little dinner with me here. Its just gone eight, so you ought to be ready for it.

He disappeared to turn on the bath-water, and then, when he met me in the passage making for the bathroom, he handed me a glass.

Drink this, old chap, he said.

What is it? I asked suspiciously. I dont want any fancy pick-me-ups. They only make you worse afterwards.

That was prescribed by Doctor Common Sense, he answered lightly. Its peach bitters!

After my tub I was able to tackle my dinner, with the knowledge that I was badly in need of something to eat, a feeling which surprised me very much. Throughout the meal Dennis told me of the enlistment of Jack and poor Tommy Evans, and we discussed their prospects and the chances of my seeing them before they disappeared into the crowded ranks of Kitcheners Army. Dennis himself had been ruthlessly refused. He spoke of trying his luck again until they accepted him, but I knew, from what he told me of the doctors remarks, that he had no earthly chance of being passed. He seemed to have entirely mastered his regret at his inability to serve his country in the ranks, but I understood at once that he was merely putting his own troubles in the background in face of my own. The meal over, we got behind two of Denniss excellent cigars, and made ourselves comfortable.

Now then, old man, said my friend, a complete and precise account of what has happened to you since you left Kings Cross two days ago.

It has all been so extraordinary and terrible, I said, that I hardly know where to begin.

I saw you last at the station, he said, laying a hand on my knee. Begin from there. So I began at the beginning, and told him just what had happened, exactly as I have told the reader.

Dennis was deeply moved.



And then you saw Olvery? he asked. What did he say?

I got up, paced the room. What had Olvery said? Should I ever forget those blistering words to the day of my death?

Come, old boy, said Dennis kindly. You must remember that Olvery is merely a man. He is only one of the many floundering about among the mysteries of Nature, trying to throw light upon darkness. You mustnt imagine that his view is necessarily correct, from whichever point he looked at the case.

Thank you for that, I said. I am afraid I forgot that he might possibly be mistaken. He says he knows nothing of this case at all; he can make nothing of it; it is quite beyond him. He is certain that no such similar case has been brought to the knowledge of optical science. His view is that there is the remotest possibility that this green veil may lift, but he says he is sure that if there were any scientific reason for saying that her sight will be restored he would be able to detect it.

I prefer your Dr. Whitehouse to this man any day, said Dennis emphatically. He took just the opposite view. This man Olvery, like so many specialists, is evidently a dogmatic egotist.



Im very glad you can give us even that hope. But the eyes are such a delicate instrument. It is difficult to see how the sight can be recovered when once it has gone. Of course, Olvery is going to do what he can. He has suggested certain treatment, and massage, and so forth, and he has no objection to her going back home again. Myra, of course, is tremendously anxious for me to take her back to her father. She is worrying about him already; and, fortunately, Olvery knows Whitehouse, and has the highest opinion of him.

Go back as soon as you can, old chap, Dennis advised. Wire me if there is anything I can do for you at this end. Ill make some inquiries, and see if I can find out anything about any similar cases, and so on. But you take the girl back home if she wants to go.

While we were still talking, Denniss man, Cooper, entered.

Telegram for Mr. Ewart, sir, he said.

I took the yellow envelope and opened it carelessly.

What is it? cried Dennis, springing to his feet as he saw my face.

Read it, I said faintly, as I handed it to him. Dennis read the message aloud:

Come back at once. I cant stand this. Sholto is blind. — McLeod.


CHAPTER VI.

CONTAINS A FURTHER ENIGMA.
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BACK AGAIN AT Kings Cross. I seemed to have been travelling on the line all my life. Myra turned to Dennis to say good-bye.

I hope, she said bravely, that when we meet again, Mr. Burnham, I shall be able to tell you that I can see you looking well.

I do hope so, indeed, Miss McLeod, said Dennis fervently, with a quick glance at me. He was lost in admiration at the quiet calm with which my poor darling took her terrible affliction.

Good-bye, old chap, my friend said to me cheerily. I hope to hear in a day or two that Miss McLeod is quite well again. And, he added in a whisper, wire me if I can be of the slightest use.

I readily agreed, and I was beginning, even at that early stage, to be very thankful that my friend was free to help me in case of need.

When at last we reached Invermalluch Lodge again I sat for an hour in the library with the old General, telling him in detail the result of the specialists examination, but I took care to put Denniss point of view to him at the outset. I was glad I had done so, for he seized on the faint hope it offered, and clung to it in despair.



What is your own impression of Olvery? he asked.

I fancy his knighthood has got into his head, I replied. He gave me the impression that he was quite certain he knew everything there was to be known, and that the mere fact of his not being sure about the return of her sight made him positive that it must be complete and absolute blindness. Of course he hedged and left himself a loophole in the event of her recovery, but I could have told him just as much as he told me.

You say you took it on yourself to take Myra out of his hands altogether. Why?

When I received your wire, I rang him up at once, and asked him to see me immediately, I replied. Eventually he agreed, and I took a taxi to his place, and told him about Sholto. He gave his opinion without any consideration whatever. He said: The merest coincidence, Mr. Ewart — the merest coincidence — and you may even find that the dog has not actually lost his sight at all. So naturally I thanked him, gave him his fee, and came away. I propose now that you should try and get this man — Garnish, is it —— ?

Garnesk, interposed the General, consulting a note Dr. Whitehouse had left— Herbert Garnesk.



Well, I want you to try and get him sufficiently interested to come here — and stop here — until he has come to some decision, no matter what it is.

A thundering good idea, Ronald, agreed the old man. But we cant tell him this extraordinary story in writing.

Ill go and find him, and fetch him back with me, if I have to hold a gun to his head.

Accordingly I dashed off to Mallaig again, and caught the evening train to Glasgow. I spent an unhappy night at the Central Station Hotel — though it was certainly not the fault of the hotel — and looked up Mr. Garnesk as early in the morning as I dared disturb a celebrated consultant oculist. I took a fancy to the man at once. He was young — in the early forties — very alert-looking, and exceedingly businesslike. His prematurely grey hair gave an added air of importance to the clever eye and clean-cut features, and he had a charm of manner which would have made his fortune had he been almost ignorant of the rudiments of his calling.

So thats the complete story of Miss McLeod and her dog Sholto, he mused, when I had finished speaking. For a brief second I thought he was about to laugh at the apparent absurdity of the yarn, but before I had time to answer he spoke again.

Miss McLeod and her dog are apparently blind, and Mr. Ewart is a bundle of nerves — and this is very excellent brandy, Mr. Ewart. Allow me.



I accepted the proffered glass with a laugh, in spite of myself.

What do you think of it? I asked.

He sat on the edge of the table and swung his leg, wrapt in thought for a moment.

Im very glad to say I dont know what to think of it, he replied presently.

Why glad? I asked anxiously.

Because, my dear sir, this is so remarkable that if I thought I could see a solution I should probably be making a mistake. This is something I am learning about for the first time; and, frankly, it interests me intensely.

Suddenly he sat down abruptly, with a muttered Now, then, and began to catechise me in a most extraordinarily searching manner, firing off question after question with the rapidity of a maxim gun.

I shall not detain the reader with details of this catechism. His inquiries ranged from the system on which the house was lighted and the number of hours Myra averaged per week on the sea to the make of the engine in her motor-boat. His last question was: Does anybody drink the river water?

Windows that flash in the sun seem to me to be confusing the issue, he said at last. Windows must always reflect light in a certain direction at a certain time, and though they may be irritating they could not possibly produce even temporary blindness. Still, we wont forget them, Mr. Ewart, though we had better put them aside for a moment. Now, how soon can you bring Miss McLeod to see me?

We had hoped, I ventured to suggest, that you would be able to run up and see her, and have a look at the ground. You could then examine the dog as well.

Ill be perfectly candid with you, Mr. Ewart, he replied. I was just going to start on a short holiday. I was going to Switzerland; but the war has knocked that on the head, so I am just running up to Perthshire for a weeks fishing. I need a holiday very badly, more especially as I have undertaken some Government work in connection with the war. Fortunately, I am a bachelor, and I will willingly give up a couple of days to Miss McLeod.

Why not combine business with pleasure? I suggested. Theres good fishing at Invermalluch, gorgeous scenery, a golf-course a mile or two away, and you can do just as you please on the Generals estate. Hell be delighted.

Are you sure? he asked. Well, anyway, I can go to the Glenelg Hotel and fish up Glenmore. Now, Mr. Ewart, we will catch the afternoon train, the earliest there is — though I suppose theres only one.

I cant tell you how grateful I am, Mr. Garnesk, I said. It may mean a very great deal to us that you are so anxious to see Miss McLeod.

I am not anxious to see Miss McLeod, he answered, cryptically. Im anxious to see the dog.

I left him, to telegraph to the General that I was arriving that night bringing the specialist with me; and I need hardly say that I left the telegraph office with a comparatively light heart. The journey to Mallaig was one of the most interesting afternoons I have spent. Garnesk was consulting oculist to all the big chemical, machine, naval and other manufacturers in the great industrial centre on the Clyde, and he kept me enthralled with his accounts of the sudden attacks of various eye diseases which were occasionally the fate of the workers. The effects of chemicals, the indigenous generation of gases in the furnace-rooms, and so on, had afforded him ample scope for experiment; and, fortunately for us all, he was delighted to have found new ground for enlarging his experience. The mixture of professional anecdote and piscatorial prophecy with which he entertained me, now and then rushing across the carriage to get a glimpse of a salmon-pool in some river over which we happened to be passing, gave me an amusing insight into the character of one whom I have since learned to regard as a very brilliant and charming man. When we arrived at the landing-stage at the Lodge, the General greeted him with undisguised joy.

Begad! Mr. Garnesk, he blurted, Im thundering glad to see you, sir. Its good of you to come, sir — extremely good.



That remains to be seen, General, said Garnesk, solemnly— whether my visit will do any good. I hope so, with all my heart.

Amen to that! said the old man, pathetically, with a heavy sigh.

How is Miss McLeod? asked the scientist.

Her eyes are no better, the General replied. She cannot see at all. Otherwise she is in perfect health. She says she feels as well as ever she did. I cant understand it, he finished helplessly.

A suit-case, a bag of golf-clubs, and a square deal box completed Garnesks outfit.

Steady with that — here, let me take it? he cried, as Angus was lifting the last item ashore. Business and pleasure, he continued, raising the box in his arms and indicating his clubs and fishing-rods with a jerk of the head. Ive one or two things here that may help me in my work, and as they are very delicate instruments I would rather carry them myself.

As we approached the house the sound of the piano greeted us in the distance; and soon we could distinguish the strains of that most beautiful and understanding of all burial marches, Griegs Aases Tod.

My daughter can even welcome us with a tune, said the old man proudly. To him all music came under the category of tunes, with the sole exception of God Save the King, which was a national institution.

Garnesk stopped and stood on the path, the deal box clasped carefully in his arms, his head on one side, listening.

We have the right sort of patient to deal with, anyway, he remarked, with a sigh of relief. But to me the melancholy insistence of the exquisite harmonies was fraught with ill-omen, and I could not restrain the shudder of an unaccountable fear as we resumed our walk. Later on, when I found an opportunity to ask her why she had chosen that particular music, I was only partially relieved by her ingenuous answer:

Oh! just because I love it, Ronnie, she said, and there are no difficult intervals to play with your eyes shut. I thought it was rather clever of me to think of it. I shall soon be able to play more tricky things. It will cure me of looking at the notes when I can see again.

Myra and the young specialist were introduced; and, though he chatted gaily with her, and touched on innumerable subjects, he never once alluded to her misfortune. Though the General was evidently anxious that Garnesk should make his examination as soon as possible, hospitality forced him to suggest dinner first, and I was surprised at the alacrity with which the visitor concurred, knowing, as I did, his intense interest in the case. But, after a few conventional remarks to the General and Myra, I was about to show him to his room when he seized my arm excitedly.



Quick! he whispered. Wheres the dog?

I led him to a room above the coach-house where poor Sholto was a pitiful prisoner. Garnesk deposited his precious packing-case on the floor, and called the dog to him. Sholto sprang forward in a moment, recognising the tone of friendship in the voice, and planted his paws on my companions chest. For twenty minutes the examination lasted. One strange test after another was applied to the poor animal; but he was very good about it, and seemed to understand that we were trying to help him.

I should hate to have to kill that dog, but it may be necessary before long, said the specialist. But why didnt you tell Miss McLeod her dog was blind?

We were afraid it would upset her too much, I answered, and then suddenly realising the point of the question, I added, but how on earth did you know we hadnt?

Because, he said thoughtfully, if you had, she strikes me as the sort of girl who would have asked me straight away what I thought I could do for him.

You seem to understand human nature as well as you do science, I said admiringly.

The two are identical, or at least co-incident, Mr. Ewart, he replied solemnly. But what was it you did tell her?



We said he was suffering from a sort of eczema, which looked as if it might be infectious, and we thought she ought not to be near him for a bit. Otherwise, of course, she would have wanted him with her all the time.

When the examination was over for the time being, I chained Sholto to a hook in an old harness-rack, for he was strong and unused to captivity, and the door had no lock, only a small bolt outside. Garnesk packed away his instruments, carried them carefully to the house, and then we sprinted upstairs to dress hurriedly for dinner.

Myra, poor child, was sensitive about joining us, but the specialist was very anxious that she should do so, and we all dined together. There was no allusion whatever to the strange events which had brought us together, but, with my professional knowledge of the mysteries of cross-examination, I noticed that Garnesk contrived to acquire more knowledge of various circumstances on which he seemed to wish to be enlightened than Sir Gaire Olvery had gleaned from forty minutes blunt questioning.

Myra had hardly left us after the meal was over when the butler handed the General a card, and almost simultaneously a tall, shadowy figure passed the window along the verandah.

Pon my soul, thats kind of him, said the simple-hearted old man. Run after him, Ronald, and fetch him back.

Who is it? I asked, rising.



Mr. J. G. Hilderman wishes to express his sympathy with General McLeod in his daughters illness. Very neighbourly indeed.

I ran out after Hilderman, and found that his long legs had taken him nearly half-way to the landing-stage by the time I overtook him. He stopped as I called his name.

Why, Mr. Ewart, he exclaimed in surprise, you back again already? I hope you had a very satisfactory interview with the specialist.

I told him briefly that our visit to London had given us no satisfaction at all, and gave him the Generals invitation to come up to the house.

I wouldnt think of it, Mr. Ewart, he declared emphatically. Very kind of General McLeod, but he dont want to worry with strangers just now.

He was very determined; but I insisted, and he eventually gave way. I was glad he had come. I had a somewhat unreasonable esteem for his abilities and resource, and every assistance was welcomed with open arms at Invermalluch Lodge at that time. His extensive knowledge even included some slight acquaintance with the bodys most wonderful organ, for he told us some very interesting eye cases he had heard of in the States. He was genuinely dumbfoundered when we told him that Sholto was an additional victim.

You dont say so! he exclaimed. Well, that is remarkable. It sounds as if it came out of a book. In broad daylight a young lady goes out, and is as well as can be. An hour later she is stone blind. Two days afterwards her dog goes out, and he comes in blind. Yes, its got me beaten.

Its got us all beaten, said Garnesk deliberately, and I was shocked to hear him say it. I reflected that he had not even examined Myra, and my disappointment was the keener that he should admit himself nonplussed so early. But he left me no loophole of doubt.

I can make nothing whatever of it, he added, ruefully shaking his head. I wonder if I ever shall?

Come, come! my dear sir, said Hilderman cheerily. You scientist fellows have a knack of making your difficulties a little greater than they really are, in order to get more credit for surmounting them. I know your little ways. Im an American, you know, professor; you cant get me that way.

Garnesk laughed — fortunately. And again I was grateful to Hilderman for his timely tact, for it cheered the old man immensely, and helped me a little, too. Presently the General left the room, and Garnesk leaned forward.

Mr. Hilderman, he said earnestly, do everything in your power to keep the old mans spirits up. I can give him no hope, professionally — I dare not. But you, a layman, can. It is difficult in the circumstances for Mr. Ewart to give much encouragement, but I know he will do his best.

J. G. Hilderman is yours to command, said the American, with a bow that included us both. And then the oculist suggested that we should have a look at Sholto. I led the way to the coach-house with a heavy heart. I should not have minded a mystery which would have endangered my own life. Apart from any altruism, the personal peril would have afforded a welcome stimulant. But this unseen horror, which stabbed in the dark and robbed my beautiful Myra of her sight, chilled my very soul. I climbed wearily up the wooden stair to Sholtos new den, carrying a stable lantern in my hand, for it was getting late, and the carefully darkened room would be as black as ink. The other two followed close on my heels. I opened the door and called to the dog. A faint, sickly-sweet odour met me as I did so.

You give your dogs elaborate kennels, said Hilderman, as he climbed the stairs, and I laughed in reply.

At that instant Garnesk stood still and sniffed the air. With a sudden jerk he wrenched the lantern from my hand and strode into the room. Sholto was gone. Only half his chain dangled from the hook, cut through the middle with a pair of strong wire-nippers.

The oculist turned to us with an expression of acute interest.

Chloroform, he said quietly.


CHAPTER VII.

THE CHEMISTS ROCK.
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BY THE TIME we gave up our hunt for Sholto that night and saw Hilderman into the Baltimore II. at the landing-stage, the harvest moon had splashed the mountain side with patches of silver in reckless profusion. But we were in no mood for æsthetics. We applied the moonlight to more practical purposes.

Show me the river, Mr. Ewart, said Garnesk, as we turned away from the shore. Accordingly I took him up stream till we came to Dead Mans Pool.

What do you make of things now? I asked, as we walked along.

I cant make anything of the stealing of a dog except that someone coveted it and has now got it. Can you?

No, I answered thoughtfully, I cant. But its an extraordinary coincidence, at the least; and who on earth could have stolen him? You see, no one round here would dream of taking anything that belonged to Miss McLeod. And, though Sholto is well enough bred, hes never been in a show, and has no reputation. I cant make it out.

Im very sorry it happened just now, said the oculist. I was in hopes that by experimenting on the animal I could cure the girl. But at any rate that is beyond grieving about now. Is this the place?

Yes, I said, this is Dead Mans Pool. That dim white shape there is the Chemists Rock. It was there that Miss McLeod lost her sight, and here that the General had his extraordinary experience. It looks innocent and peaceful enough, I added, with a sigh.

The General was very lucky — very lucky indeed! murmured my companion.

Why? I asked.

He was down here looking at the rock, and he saw some sort of vision; Miss McLeod was up at the rock looking down at the pool, and she lost her sight. The General might have been looking this way instead of that, in which case we might have had another case on our hands.

Then you think the two adventures are different aspects of the same thing? If only we knew where Sholto was it might give us even more to go on.

Have you any tobacco? he asked abruptly. Ive got a pipe, but I left my tobacco in my room.

We were in evening dress, and my pouch and pipe were in the house; so I left him there while I ran in to fetch them. When I returned he was nowhere to be seen, and for a moment I half suspected some new tragedy; but as I looked round I caught the gleam of the moonlight on his shirt-front. I found him kneeling on the Chemists Rock, looking out to sea.



Many thanks, Mr. Ewart, he said, as he handed me back my pouch and took the light I offered him. Ah! Im glad to see you smoke real tobacco. By the way, he added, have you a friend — a real friend — you can trust?

I have, thank God! I replied fervently. Why?

I should like you to send for him. Do anything you can to get him here at once. Go and drag him here, if you like — only get him here.

But why this urgency? I asked again. I admit that we have some very horrible natural phenomena to deal with; but, apart from the fact that some wretched poacher has stolen a dog, we have no human element to fear. I dont see how he can help, and he might run a risk himself.

Never mind — fetch him or send for him. If you could have seen yourself start when you returned to the pool yonder to find me missing, you would realise that your nervous system would be the better for a little congenial companionship. Frankly, Mr. Ewart, I dont like the idea of you being left alone here during the next few days with a blind girl and an old man — if youll pardon me for being so blunt.

But youll be here, I said; and I hope you will have something to say to us that will put nerves out of the question when you have examined Myra.

Garnesk rose to his feet and laid a friendly hand on my arm.



As soon as Ive seen what this place looks like at a quarter-past four to a quarter-past five in the afternoon I shall leave you.

But — good heavens, man! I cried, aghast, you wont leave us like that. We hoped for so much from your visit. You cant realise, man, what it may mean to — to us all! You see — —

My dear chap, said my companion, cutting me short with a laugh, it is just because I do realise that my presence here may be dangerous to Miss McLeod that I propose to leave.

Dangerous to her? I gasped. What on earth do you mean now? The whole world seemed to have taken leave of its senses, and I mentally vowed that I should wire for Dennis first thing in the morning.

I say that because her dog has been drugged and taken away.

But some fool of a poacher was responsible for that! I cried.

My companion looked at me thoughtfully as he puffed at his pipe.

I was the cause of the dogs disappearance, he said quietly.

I see what youre driving at, I said. You pretended to steal the dog because you were afraid Myra would make overwhelming objections to your vivisecting him, or whatever you want to do. Of course, now I see you would be the only person about Invermalluch Lodge likely to have chloroform. But even then I dont see what you mean by saying that your presence here would be dangerous to Miss McLeod.

Thats a very ingenious construction to put on my words, my dear fellow, he said; but in my mind I was relying on you to overcome my patients objections to any experiments that might be deemed advisable on her dog. I meant something much more serious than that. I have known you only a few hours, Mr. Ewart; but nobody need tell me you are anything of a fool, unless he wants a very flat contradiction. You are looking at this affair from a personal point of view — and no wonder, either. But if you were not so worried about your fiancée your brain would have grasped my point at once. That is why I want you to send for a friend.

I will, I promised solemnly. Now tell me — what did you mean?

When I said I was the cause of the dogs disappearance, I meant that if I hadnt arrived on the scene the dog would never have been touched. The dog was taken by someone who knew he was blind, who knew that I would experiment on him, and who was determined to get there first.

But, I exclaimed, that would be carrying professional jealousy a bit too far — if thats what you mean!

It would be carrying it so far that we can rule it out of court, he answered. So thats what I dont mean. Lets go back and analyse the occurrence. I say the dog was not stolen by poachers, because of the chloroform; you said the same yourself. I say that the thief knew the dog was blind, because he knew he was in a darkened room above the coach-house, and he stole him from there. A poacher would have gone to the kennel, and found it empty — and that would have been the end of that. But the man who knew the dog was in a special room must have known why he was there; and it seems to me that the man who steals a blind dog steals him because, for some reason or other, he wants a blind dog — that very one, probably. Have you got me?

Yes, I said, I follow you so far. Go on. And I was surprised to find how relieved I was at this suggested complication. I felt that if we could only attribute this amazing week of mysteries to some human agent I should be able to grapple with it.

Now I come to my main point, Garnesk continued, and its this: The man who wanted Sholto because he was blind wanted him to experiment on. But no professional man would do a thing like that, even supposing there to be one about. That motive again is ruled out of court. There remains one possible solution — —

Well? I asked breathlessly, for even now I failed to grasp the conclusion my scientific companion could be coming to. Go on!

If this thief did not want Sholto to experiment on himself, he stole the dog in order to prevent me from experimenting on him.



I laughed aloud from sheer excitement and the relief of finding some tangible thing to go on, for the oculists argument struck me as very nearly perfect.

You ought to be at Scotland Yard, I said. You seem to me to have hit the nail on the head.

The two callings are very closely allied, he said modestly. Detectives deal with murderers and thieves, and I with nerves and tissues. It is all a question of diagnosis.

I must say I think youve diagnosed this case very well, Mr. Garnesk, I said, though we are just at the beginning of our troubles if what you suppose is correct.

I cant think of any other solution, he answered thoughtfully; and we are, as you say, just at the beginning of our troubles. The first thing to do is — —

To find the man who stole the dog, I cut in.

To find the man who knew the dog was blind, he corrected. By that means we may come to the man who stole the dog; then we may get his reason from his own lips, if we are exceptionally lucky. But I fancy I can supply his motive, failing a full confession.

You can? I cried. Lets hear it.

Youve thought of one yourself, of course? he asked.



The only motive I can think of is too fantastic altogether. It is weak enough to presuppose that someone has a grievance against Miss McLeod or the General, and that someone took advantage of the extraordinary circumstances to steal Sholto, and if possible prevent Myra getting her sight back. Oh, its too ridiculous!

We have to remember, my companion suggested, that our unknown quantity not only knew that the dog was blind, but also knew that I was coming or had arrived, and would probably experiment on the beast. It argues a very terrible urgency that the animal disappeared within an hour or two of my arrival. From all that I deduce what seems to me the only possible motive. The dog was stolen by the man who made Miss McLeod blind.

Made her blind! I cried. You dont seriously mean that you think someone — some fiend of hell — deliberately blinded her?

Not deliberately, my companion replied. But I believe it was through some human agency that she was blinded. I think some person or persons were anxious that Miss McLeod should remain blind, in case we should, in the process of recovering her sight, hit upon the cause of her losing it.

In silence I sat for a few moments, thinking over this extraordinary new outlook. I must certainly wire for Dennis in the morning.

Mr. Garnesk, I said presently, you are bringing a very terrible charge against some human monster whom we have yet to discover. But I must admit that you seem to have logic on your side. It remains for me to discover who these people are — if there are more than one.

Yes, he mused; that is what we must discover.

We! I exclaimed. Then youre not going away?

Yes, he said. I think it would be fairer to you all if I left you. I think my arrival has done some good — my departure may do more. But I assure you, Mr. Ewart, I shall not give up this case till Miss McLeod recovers her sight. I give you my hand on that.

I shook hands with him warmly.

Thank you, I said, as I noticed the eager look on his keen, handsome face. Thank you from the bottom of my heart. To-morrow I hope I shall find the man who knew Sholto was blind.

I only know of one outside the Generals household, he answered.

But I dont even know that! I cried, forgetting Dennis for the moment. As for Olvery, he had gone clean out of my mind. Who do you mean?

The American, said my companion.

Hilderman! I exclaimed. Surely you must be mistaken. Why, he was absolutely astonished when we told him. He cant have known.

Still, Garnesk insisted, I felt sure he knew. I suspected something about him, but I was wrong to do that, quite wrong; I admit that now. I couldnt at first see why he pretended he hadnt heard that Sholto was blind. You may have noticed that I tried to give him the impression that I had examined Miss McLeod and come to the conclusion that I could do nothing. I confess I did that to see how he took it. But I was on a wrong scent altogether. He knew about the dog, that was obvious, but it was also obvious that he hadnt been told from an official source, so to speak. He kept fishing for information. He brought up the dog several times, each time with a query mark in his voice — as you might say. He remarked that the last time he saw Miss McLeod she had her beautiful dog with her. That made me suspicious, because from what you told me she always had her dog with her. Then he said her dog must be feeling it very keenly, you remember. I tried him with my pessimistic conclusions to see how he took it. You see, as soon as I saw the dog I put contagious disease out of the question. Natural forces unguided seemed impossible, but natural forces of some nature that we cant yet understand seemed probable. Still I was wrong to suspect Hilderman, quite wrong. Besides he couldnt possibly have stolen the dog.

Im glad you feel you were wrong there, I said, because I rather like the man. I shouldnt care to have to suspect him.

Dont suspect him, whatever you do, said the oculist earnestly. Whatever you do, dont do that. He might be very useful. Make a friend of him. Youll want all your friends.

He rose and stretched his legs, and I followed suit. We stood for a moment on the Chemists Rock and gazed up the river, over the top of the falls, into the silver and purple symphony of a highland night. Presently my companion turned and took my arm.

Ive seen all I want to see, he said as he began to lead me down to the pool again. Theyll wonder what has become of us. And as Ive seen enough for one night, lets get back to the house.

Its a wonderful view at any time of the day or night, I agreed, and I sighed as I thought of poor Myra.

It must be, said Garnesk absently, picking his way across the rocks. It must be a magnificent view. I havent noticed it; you must bring me here to-morrow.


CHAPTER VIII.

MISTS OF UNCERTAINTY.

[image: img291.jpg]

WHEN WE GOT back to the house we found Myra and her father — not unnaturally — wondering what had become of us.

What have you been doing, and where have you been, and what do you mean by it? she asked, playfully. I wish I could see you. Im sure you must be looking very guilty.

Garnesk and I exchanged hurried glances. It was obvious from her remark that the General had not told her of Sholtos disappearance. I decided there and then that I would have to tell her the whole truth myself, and I gave the others a pretty broad hint that we would like to be left alone. I left the drawing-room and went with them to the library, and answered the old mans feverish questions as to the result of our search.

Then I returned to Myra. It was a difficult and unpleasant task that I had to perform, but I got through it somehow; and, as I expected, Myra was very distressed about her dog, but not in the least frightened. I had thought it wiser not to acquaint her with the specialists deductions as to the connection between her own affliction and the theft of Sholto. When I had given her as many particulars as I thought advisable, the other two rejoined us.



Can you think of anyone at all, Miss McLeod, the specialist asked, who would be likely to steal Sholto?

I cant, the girl replied helplessly. I wish I could.

The two classes of people we want to find, I suggested, are those who like Sholto so much as to be prepared to steal him, and those who dislike him so much as to be anxious to destroy him.

You dont think theyll hurt him, she cried, anxiously. Poor old fellow! Its bad enough his being blind; but I would rather know he was dead than being ill-treated.

Its much more likely to be the act of some very human person who covets his neighbours goods, said Garnesk, reassuringly. But, at the same time, we must not overlook the other possibility. Can you remember anyone who does dislike the dog?

Only one, said Myra, thoughtfully, and I dont think he could have done it. He has a small croft away up above Tor Beag, and Sholto and I were up there one day; but its months ago. Sholto went nosing round as usual, and the man came out and got very excited in Gaelic — and you know how excited one can be in that language. He was very rude to me about the dog, and it made me rather suspicious. I told daddy about it after.



Yes, and I hope you wont go wandering about so far from home without saying where youre going in future, my dear; because — — said the old man, and pulled himself up in pained confusion as he realised the tragic significance of his words.

Some sort of poacher, perhaps, suggested Garnesk, coming quickly to the rescue.

An illicit whisky still somewhere about, more likely, Myra replied. And as she could think of no other likely person, and the crofter seemed out of the question, we had to confess ourselves puzzled. I had hoped that Myra would have been able to give us some clue with which we could have satisfied her, while we kept our suspicions to ourselves. Then we left Myra with the specialist, who made a temporary examination. In twenty minutes he assured us that he could make nothing of the case, but that he was willing to stake his reputation that there was nothing organically wrong; and he gave us, so far as he dared, distinct reason to hope that she would eventually regain full possession of her lost faculty. So, after general rejoicings all round, in which I quite forgot the mystery of the man who stole the dog, I went to bed feeling ten years younger, and slept like a top.

When I awoke in the morning much of my elation of spirit had evaporated, and I felt again the oppression of surrounding tragedy. I got up immediately — it was just after six — dressed, and went down to bathe. I was strolling down the drive, with a towel round my neck, when Garnesk put his head out of his window and shouted that he would join me. The tide being in, we saved ourselves a walk to the diving-rock, as the point was called, and bathed from the landing-stage. Refreshed by the swim, we determined to scour the country-side for any tracks of the thief.

What beats me is how anybody in a place like this, where everybody for miles round knows more about you than you do yourself, could get rid of an enormous beast like Sholto. He was big even for a Dane, and his weight must have been tremendous when he was drugged, said Garnesk, as we walked up the beach path. Have you ever tried to carry a man whos fainted?

I have, I answered with feeling, and I quite agree with you. If the thief wanted to do away with the dog the beasts body is probably somewhere near.

What about the river? my companion suggested.

More likely the loch, I decided, or the sea. But that would mean a boat, because it would have to be buried in deep water, or the body would be washed up again on the rocks, even with a heavy weight attached. There are many deep pools in the river, but they are constantly fished, and that would lead to eventual detection. We are dealing with a man who knows his way about. It might be the loch or one of the burns, easily.

Accordingly we decided to try the loch first; but though we followed the path from the house, carefully studying the ground every foot of the way, and examined the banks equally carefully, we were forced to the conclusion that we were on the wrong scent. Then we came down one of the burns that runs from the loch to the sea, and met with the same result.

Well walk along the beach and go up the next stream, Garnesk suggested. Hullo, he exclaimed suddenly, as we clambered over the huge rocks into a tiny cove, theres been a boat in here!

I looked at the shingly beach, and saw the keel-marks of a boat and the footprints of its occupants in the middle of the cove. We went up gingerly, for fear of disturbing the ground of our investigations. I looked at the marks, and pondered them for a moment. By this time my senses were wide awake.

What do you make of it? the oculist asked.

Well, I replied, with an apologetic laugh, Im afraid youll think me more picturesque than businesslike if I tell you all the conclusions Ive already come to; but the man who came ashore in this boat didnt steal Sholto.

Go on, he said. Why, I told you I knew you werent a fool.

Thank you! I laughed. It seems to me that if a man arrived in a boat and went ashore to steal a dog, he would go away again in the same boat.

And didnt he?

I feel convinced he didnt, I replied, and pointed out to him what must have been obvious to both of us. Compare the keel-marks with high-water mark. There is less than half a boats length of keel-mark, and it is just up above high-water mark. This craft, which appears to have been a small rowing-boat, was run ashore at high tide, or very near it, and run out again very quickly. It might conceivably have come in and been caught up by the sea. But Sholto was stolen between a quarter past eight and half-past nine, when the tide was well on the way out. If Sholto went out to sea it was not in this boat.

Well, said Garnesk, thoughtfully, your point is good enough for me. We must look somewhere else.

I hope my attempts at detective work will not put us off the scent, I said, doubtfully.

I dont think they will, Ewart, said my companion, graciously. Not in this case, anyway. Im sure youre right, because this bay can be seen from the top windows of the house.

You evidently reached my conclusions with half the effort in half the time, I laughed.

Oh, nonsense! he exclaimed. It was you who pointed out that the one man in this boat came in daylight.

Why one man so emphatically? I asked.

When two men come in a boat to commit a theft, and only one of them goes ashore, the other would hardly be expected to sit in the boat and twiddle his thumbs. Its a thousand pounds to a penny that he would get out and walk about the beach. Now, only one gentleman came ashore from this boat, and only one got on board again. One set of footprints going and one coming decided me on that. Besides, if anyone came along and saw a solitary man sitting in a boat, they might ask him how his wife and children were, and he would have to reply; whereas an empty boat, being unable to answer questions, would raise no suspicions.

You seem to be arguing that this boat may have been the one we are looking for, I pointed out; and yet we are agreed that the state of the tide made it impossible for Sholto to have been taken away in it.

Yes, said Garnesk, I agree to that. But I fancy the thief came by that boat. It seems to me that our man jumps out of the boat, runs ashore, and his friend pulls away and picks him up elsewhere — probably nearer the house. It would look perfectly natural for a man who has apparently been giving a companion a pull across from Skye, say, to land him and then go back. The more I think of this the more it interests me. You see, if the top windows of the house can be seen from the bay, it means that the lower windows can be seen from the top of the cliff. If we can find where our thief lay in wait on the cliff and watched the house, probably with his eyes glued on the dining-room windows to see when we commenced dinner, if we can also find where he left his sea-boots while he went to the house, and then where he rejoined his companion, we are getting on.

What makes you say sea-boots? I asked. You cant tell a top-boot by the footmarks.

Indirectly you can, Garnesk replied, puffing thoughtfully at his pipe. That boat was pulled in and pushed out by a man who exerted hardly any pressure, although the beach only slopes gently. His companion did not lend a hand by pushing her out with an oar; if he had done so we should have seen the marks, and I couldnt find any. The only other way to account for it is that our friend, who exerted so little pressure, was wearing sea-boots and walked into the water with the boat. Had he been alone, the jerk of his final jump into the boat would have left a deeper impression on the beach. The tide was just going out; it would have no time to wash this mark away. I looked for the mark, and it wasnt there; so I came to the final conclusion that two men arrived in the cove shortly after seven last night in a small open boat. One of them — a tall, left-handed man in sea-boots — pushed the boat out again and went ashore.

I am afraid I was rude enough to shout with laughter at this very definite statement; but it was mainly with excited admiration that I laughed — certainly not with ridicule. Garnesk turned to me apologetically.

I know it sounds far-fetched, my dear chap, he said; but we shall have to think a lot over this business, and I am simply thinking aloud in order that you can give me your help in my own conclusions.

My dear fellow, I cried, dont, for heavens sake, imagine that I am laughing at you. It was the left-handed touch that made me guffaw with sheer excitement.

Well, I think he was left-handed, because the footmarks were going ashore on the right-hand side of the keel-marks, and going seawards on the left-hand side. Jump out of a boat and push it out to sea, and notice which side of the boat you stand by instinct — provided you were doing as he was, pushing on the point of the bows. The fact that his feet obliterate the keel-marks in one place proves that. So now we want to find a left-handed man in sea-boots who knew Sholto was blind — and he laughed in a half-apology.

What about these sea-boots, I asked, and the place we are to find where he left them?



Well look for that now; and if we find it we can be pretty sure our mariner stole the dog.

You seem to be taking it for granted already, I pointed out.

The easiest way to prove he didnt is to satisfy ourselves that theres no evidence he did, said the oculist. But I fancy he did.

From the way youve sized it up so far I should be inclined to back your fancy, I admitted frankly. I take it, from your diagnosis, that our nautical friend came ashore here, went up on to the cliff, and glued his eye to the dining-room window. When he saw we were at dinner, and it was getting dusk — in fact, almost dark — he took off his sea-boots and slipped up to the Lodge in his stocking-soles. So if we climb the cliff, we expect to find the spot on which he deposited his boots.

If we expected that, Garnesk replied, we should also expect to find his boots; and he wouldnt be likely to leave such incriminating evidence in our hands as that. No, my dear Ewart; when he left the cliff he was wearing his boots, and he left them at some point on the path between the house and his embarking place. Come — lets look.

I was intensely interested in my friends deductions, and I felt convinced that he was right. So we climbed the cliff, he by one route and I by another, in order to see if we could find any traces of last nights visitor. But that was impossible; the rocks were too storm-swept to harbour any sort of lichen which would have shown evidence of footmarks. Still, we were not disappointed when we reached the top, and Garnesk looked at me with a charming expression of boyish triumph when we came across a patch of ground where the heather had obviously been trampled about and worn down by someone recently lying there.

I dont think well worry about tracing him from here just now, said the specialist. It would be a very difficult job, and we may as well make for the most likely spot to embark from.

Right you are, I agreed. I think there can only be one — that is a secluded little inlet, almost hidden by the rocks on the other side of the house.

Come on, lets have a look at it, my companion urged; and we blundered down the side of the cliff and hurried along the shore. But when we came to the small bay which I had in mind there was certainly some sign of disturbance among the rough gravel with which the shore was carpeted; and that was all the evidence we could find.

It is such an ideal spot for the job that this almost knocks our theory on the head, murmured Garnesk ruefully. There are no boat-marks, or anything.



Which, in a way, bears out your diagnosis, I cried, suddenly hitting on what I thought to be the solution of the difficulty.

How, in heavens name?

Our old friend the tide, I declared, with returning confidence.

Of course, he almost shouted. Ive got you, Ewart. The boat came in here while the tide was going out — when, in fact, it was some distance out, possibly nearly an hour after it ran into the other cove. Since then the tide has come in again and obliterated any marks the men may have made. If we find any evidence on a line running between this place and the house, we can call it a certainty.

In feverish excitement we hurried towards the house, casting anxious glances to right and left, but the stubborn heather showed no sign of any recent passenger that way. At last Garnesk, who was some distance to my right, hailed me with an exultant shout. There, sure enough, was a broad patch bearing marks of recent occupation, much the same as the other at the top of the cliff. We were able easily to distinguish the exact spot where the thief had laid the unconscious dog while he put on his boots. The discovery of an unmistakable footprint in a more marshy spot, which could only have been imprinted by a stockinged foot, completed my friends triumph.

My dear fellow, I cried heartily, slapping my companion on the back, I congratulate you. If you go on like this we shall have the dog and the thief in no time.

It will be some days, even at this rate, he warned me solemnly, before we get as far as that. Now, back to the embarking-point, and see if we can reconstruct the thing fully.

So we retraced our steps, and studied the shingle once more, but failed to discover any marks of any value. Then we sat down, and the oculist drew a vivid picture of the journey the thief had made. At last, feeling more than satisfied with our work, we rose to go in to breakfast.

Ewart, I want you to wire for that friend of yours before you do anything else. You may want him soon. I will leave by the morning train to-morrow, but I shall continue on this case till the mystery is solved. In the meantime, you will need someone you can trust at your side all the time.

Ill go into Glenelg, and wire immediately after breakfast, I promised. Hullo, more reflections, I laughed, and pointed to a small, bright object some distance away on the rocks, which was catching the glint of the sun.

We seem to be surrounded by a spying army of glittering objects, laughed my companion, as we strolled on. We had walked some forty yards when some instinct — I know not what — prompted me to investigate the affair. I turned back, and went to pick up the shining object, though for the life of me I could not have told you what I expected to find.

Garnesk! I bawled. Garnesk! Come here!

What is it? he shouted to me, as he came hurtling over the rocks.

Look at it, I replied tersely, and placed it in his outstretched palm. He glanced at it, and then at me.

That settles it, he said, and whistled softly, for I had found a small piece of brass, and on it was engraved: — 

Sholto, The Douglas, Invermalluch Lodge, Inverness-shire.

It was the name-plate from Sholtos collar.


CHAPTER IX.

THE MYSTERY OF SHOLTO.
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WE DISCUSSED OUR discovery pretty thoroughly on the way back to the house, and both agreed that it left no doubt upon one aspect of this strange affair — the man who stole Sholto was no ordinary thief.

The General was standing on the verandah, looking about for us, as we came up the beach path. I told him of Garnesks deductions and their interesting result, and the old man was greatly affected.

I never dreamt I should live to see the old place abused in this shocking manner, he grunted. Pon me soul, its — its begad disgraceful. Ive lived here all my life, on and off, and Ive never been troubled with anything like this, scarcely so much as a tramp even. I hope to God itll soon be over, thats all.

Thanks to Mr. Garnesk, were moving along in the right direction, I tried to reassure him. And we have the satisfaction, in one way, of being able to tell Myra that Sholto is still alive, even if we dont know where he is.

Seems to me, Ronald, said the General, you dont know that, or anything about the poor beast, except that he has been stolen, and probably taken away in a boat. Judging by Mr. Garnesks theory, they probably threw him overboard in deep water.

No one who intended destroying a dog would take the trouble to wrench the name-plate off his collar, I pointed out. The dog is alive, and not unconscious. They need his collar to keep him in hand, but they are afraid the plate might give them away. Mr. Garnesk is right, Im sure, and if we find the thief we find the cause for Myras terrible misfortune.

Where do you imagine they can have taken him to then? Seems to me were getting some pretty queer neighbours.

That is just what we have to find out, said Garnesk, and I for one will not rest until I do.

Pon my soul, my dear chap, said the old man warmly, its very good of you to take so much interest in the affairs of total strangers. It is, indeed, thundering good of you.

Not at all, General, laughed the visitor. If you spent your life trying to cure fussy ladies of imaginary eye trouble, without putting it to them that their livers are out of order, youd welcome this as a very appetising antidote.

Talking about appetites, his host suggested, who says breakfast?

I fancy we both do, I answered, and we turned indoors.

During breakfast Garnesk announced his determination to devote as much of the day as necessary to an examination of Myra, and then catch the evening train from Mallaig, but the girl herself rose in rebellion at this immediately.

You mustnt do anything of the sort, she declared emphatically. Daddy, tell him hes not to. The idea of coming up here, and looking at me, and then going away again! Its ridiculous!

I assure you, it is ample reward, declared the oculist gallantly, and everybody laughed at the frank compliment.

But you must fish the river, have a day on the loch. Ron must take you in the motor-boat up to Kinlochbourn. Then youve simply got to see Scavaig and Coruisk — oh! and a hundred other things besides.

Garnesk insisted that, much as he would like to stay, he felt bound to leave at once, but Myra was equally obstinate; and, as was natural, being a woman, she won on a compromise. Garnesk agreed to stay over the week-end. I was very glad that Myra liked my new friend. She had been very shy of Olvery, but she took an immediate fancy to the Glasgow specialist. She liked his voice, she told me afterwards, and on the second day of his visit she asked him if his sister was very much younger than he. Garnesk looked up in surprise.

One of them is, he replied, nearly twenty years. What made you ask?

I guessed it by the way you talk to me, Myra declared confidently.



The detective instinct seems to be in the air, I laughed.

So when I borrowed Anguss ramshackle old cycle, and went into Glenelg along a road which is more noteworthy for its picturesqueness than its navigable qualities, I left Garnesk to his examination with the knowledge that he would do his utmost, and that she would help him all she could.

I wired to Dennis: I can meet you at Mallaig Monday morning. Wire reply. — Ronald. Then I sent a couple of picture postcards to Tommy and Jack, wishing them luck, and explaining that I had not returned to join them because Myra was ill. I was sure Dennis would appreciate the urgency of my message, but I worded it carefully, deliberately making it appear to be the answer to an inquiry, for the reason that it is always wise to do as little as you can to stimulate local gossip. Anything like Come at once; most urgent, despatched by one who was known to be a visitor at the lodge, would have set the entire country-side talking. So I jumped on to Anguss collection of old metal, and jolted back again as fast as I could. Garnesk was still engaged with Myra, and I took the opportunity of a chat with her father.

Would you care to see the discoveries we made this morning? I asked, when I found him in the library.

Yes, I should indeed, my boy, he responded eagerly, and I think he was glad of the diversion. Ill come with you now.

There is one thing I want to say, sir, before we go any farther.

What is it? he asked, looking rather anxiously at me.

I want to tell you, I said, that in the event of Myra not regaining her sight I should like your permission to marry her as soon as she herself wishes it. As you know, I have a small private income, which is sufficient for my needs in London, and would be more than I should require up here. If Myra is to be blind, I should like to marry her in order that I may always be able to take care of her, and I should propose to settle down somewhere near you. I dabble in contributory journalism, and I could extend that as far as possible, and I might even do pretty well at it. Both she and you would know then that, in the event of anything happening to you, she would be cared for by someone she loves.

My dear Ronald, exclaimed the old man, affectionately laying a hand on my shoulder, Im very glad to hear you say that. As a matter of fact, whatever happens, I dont care how soon you marry my dear girl. She wants it with all her heart, and I have always been fond of you myself. The only thing that has held me back up to now is the question of money, and, possibly, a little selfishness. Im not a rich man, as you know, and if it were not for my pension I couldnt even live in my fathers house. But now my one desire is to see my poor little girl happy, and well scrape together a shilling or two somehow. Shake hands, my boy.

We both of us forgot all about the terrible war, and, naturally enough, the mysterious trouble which faced us then was sufficient for the moment. Having settled that question at last, I conducted the old man to the small cove where we had made our first discovery, but we began by visiting the coach-house. I daresay that to the trained eye there may have been valuable evidence lying under our very noses, but the only confused marks which we found on the surrounding ground conveyed nothing to either of us. Later, on our way back to the house, from what we now called the embarking-point, we came upon a spot where the heather had been cut off in fairly large quantities. The old man stood, and contemplated the shorn stumps for a moment, and shook his head solemnly. It was not that he had any sentimental regret for the heather which grew on almost every inch of ground for hundreds of miles round, but he objected to the sign of visitors, or, as he would have said, trippers.

Who would want to cut heather here? I asked, for I could not see the slightest reason for gathering anything which could be obtained at your door wherever you lived in the Highlands.



Holiday-makers, he said ruefully. They take rooms in the village, and get it into their heads that the heather in one spot is better than anything else for miles round, so they walk out to that spot, and cut some to take away with them when they go back home. I wish theyd always go back home and stop there.

When I showed the General the keel-marks in the cove and explained to him in detail how Garnesk had arrived at his conclusions, the old man was quite awed.

Pon me soul, he must be thundering clever, thundering clever, he muttered. But its not healthy, you know, Ronald; in fact, its begad unhealthy. Ive always been a bit scared of these people who see things that are not there. Still, I suppose its the modern way; reading all these detective yarns and so on does it, no doubt.

He was still marvelling at this new mystery when we got back to the house to find Myra sitting on the verandah with the specialist, who was keeping her in fits of laughter with anecdotes of some of his wealthy women patients.

He sprang up as he saw us approaching, and ran down to meet us.

Im certain of one thing, he said excitedly, as he walked between us, and answered the Generals question. We have got to solve the mystery, and she will see again. This is something new, but it has a very simple solution, which we must find out by hook or by crook. When I know how Miss McLeod lost her sight I shall very likely be able to find out how to restore it, and I shall also know something that perhaps no other oculist has ever dreamed of. There isnt the slightest sign of any organic disease, which probably means that Nature will assert herself, and she will eventually regain her sight naturally. But we mustnt wait for that. Weve got to be up and doing. I tell you, sir, I wouldnt have missed this for anything. Have you been exploring?

Weve been having a look at those marks which meant so much to you and conveyed nothing whatever to me, although I was once considered something of a scout, the General admitted.

Did you find anything fresh?

No, only some trippers, as the General calls them, had been cutting heather, I replied.

Thats not likely to help us much, the oculist agreed, unless they were not trippers at all, and were cutting the heather as a blind. What were they like?

Oh, we didnt see them. We only saw the results of their iconoclasm. The heather was recently, but not freshly, cut, I replied, and the old man glanced at me with some slight suspicion, as if he feared I, too, was about to take up the deduction business.

Recent, but not fresh? muttered Garnesk.



Now, why should a man who wanted —— Good heavens! Ive got it.

What are you dear people getting so excited about? Myra asked, for by this time we had almost reached the verandah.

Well tell you in a minute, dear, I called, and waited for Garnesk to explain.

Of course, he continued, as if thinking aloud, its obvious. The man came ashore in a small boat, picked some heather, and carried it in his arms. Anyone who noticed him would have noticed his load of heather. Then he stole Sholto, concealed him under the heather, and was still apparently only carrying a bundle of innocent heath. Why! they seem to have thought of everything, and made no mistake.

Except that the man was wandering about the country-side, gathering wild flowers, in his stockinged soles, I pointed out.

Still, it was almost dark, and he chanced that, said Garnesk.

What I dont understand about it is this, the General joined in: Where did he come from to gather this heather? A man must know that if he is seen to come ashore and pick heather and get into his boat again he is doing a very curious thing. That boat can only have come from Knoydart or Skye at the farthest, and everybody knows you wouldnt take heather there.



Yes, Im afraid youre right, General, Garnesk admitted, with a sigh of regret, and I was compelled to agree with him.

I know where he came from, then.

It was said so quietly that it startled us all, though it was Myra who spoke.

Where, then? we all asked together.

He must have come from a yacht.


CHAPTER X.

THE SECRET OF THE ROCK.
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WE MADE EXHAUSTIVE inquiries everywhere, but no one had seen a yacht anchored or otherwise resting off the point the previous night. One or two vessels had been noticed passing the mouth of Loch Hourn during the evening, but they were mostly recognisable as belonging to residents in the neighbourhood, and in any case not one of them had been seen to drop the two men in a boat who were causing us so much anxiety. When Garnesk and I went up the river to the Chemists Rock we were equally unsuccessful there.

Look here, I said, suppose you were to go blind, Mr. Garnesk? I cant allow you to run any risks of that sort. We have every reason to know that there is something gruesome and uncanny about this spot, and I should feel happier if you would keep at a safe distance.

How about yourself? he replied.

Its a personal affair with me, I pointed out, but I cant let your kindness in assisting us as you are doing run the length of possible blindness.

Nonsense, my dear fellow, he exclaimed; were in this together. I am just as keen to get to the bottom of this matter as you are. But it behoves us both to be careful. It is most important that you should take care of yourself at the present moment. What would happen to Miss McLeod if I carried you back to the house in a state of total blindness?

Oh, I shall be all right, I declared confidently. But, of course, your point is a good one, and I shall not run any risks.

And yet you start by careering up the river here when we have very excellent reasons for supposing that it is hardly the place to spend a quiet afternoon.

You dont really believe that there is anything curious about the river itself, do you? I asked. We have agreed that some human agency is responsible for the tragic affliction that has fallen upon poor Myra. In that case we are not safe anywhere.

Thats true enough, he agreed, but everything that has happened so far has happened here. Sooner or later, no doubt, the operations will be extended to some other region, but at present we know there is a possibility of our being overcome by some strange peril between the Chemists Rock and Dead Mans Pool.

Well, as we dont know how to deal with the danger when it does arrive, I suggested, suppose we see as much as we can from the banks. I will go up the centre of the stream and report to you, if you like, but you stay here.

Youll do nothing of the sort, he cried. I cant imagine what we can possibly learn by standing on that rock, but if either of us goes, we go together, or I, in my capacity of bachelor unattached, go alone.

Naturally, I could only applaud such generous sentiments, and at the same time refuse to countenance his proposal. So we sat among the heather, some distance above the bank, and awaited developments.

It is four-twenty now, said my companion presently, looking at his watch. If anything is going to happen it should happen soon.

Dont you think it was mere coincidence that Myras blindness and the Generals strange illusion occurred about this time? Why should this green ray only be visible between four and five?

It hasnt really been visible at all, Garnesk pointed out. Miss McLeod saw a green flash, and the General saw a green rock, which had taken upon itself the responsibilities of transportation. Thats all we know about the green ray, except the green veil that Miss McLeod tells us of. I dont expect to see that.

I wish I knew what we did expect to see, I sighed.

Exactly, he replied solemnly. By the way, he added after a pause, do you see anything peculiar about the rocks or the pool between four and five; I mean anything that you couldnt notice at any other time of the day?

Nothing at all, I answered despondently; it is pleasanter here then than at any other time — or was until we came under this mysterious spell.

Why is it pleasanter? he asked.

It is just then that it gets most sunshine, I pointed out.

I made the remark idly enough, for the course of the river, with its rugged banks and great massive rocks, looked particularly beautiful as the sun streamed full upon it, and I was immeasurably surprised when Garnesk jumped to his feet with a shout.

What is it? I cried in alarm. Youre not — —

The sun, Ewart, the sun! he exclaimed, and, snatching a pair of binoculars which I carried in my hand, he dashed up the slope to the foot of a cliff that overhung the stream. I gazed after him for a moment in astonishment, and then set out in pursuit.

Stop where you are, man! he called to me as he turned, and saw me tearing after him. No, no; I want you there. Dont follow me.

I did as I was told, for I trusted him implicitly, and I knew that he would not run any risk without first acquainting me of his intention, and I took it for granted that he had arranged a part for me to play, although he had not had time to tell me what it was. But my astonishment increased as I watched him climb the rock, for when he arrived a few feet from the summit he sat down on a ledge and calmly lighted a cigarette!



What is it all about? I called to him, when I had fully recovered from my surprise.

I only wanted to have a look at the view, he laughed back, and put the glasses to his eyes. First he examined the house, and then he turned his gaze in the direction of the sea. It was then that it dawned on me that he was looking for a yacht. This was the fateful hour, and it had naturally struck him that the unknown yacht might be in the vicinity.

Well, I shouted, can you see the yacht?

No, he replied, theres nothing in sight, only a paddle steamer; looks like an excursion of some sort.

Oh! thats the Glencoe, I explained; she wont help us at all. She runs with tourists from Mallaig.

She seems to be barely able to take care of herself, he laughed. I shouldnt like to be on her in a storm.

We conversed fairly easily while he was on the cliff, for we were not many yards apart, and I began to wonder when he was coming down again.

Have you any objection to my joining you? I asked presently, as there seemed to be nothing for me to do below.

Stop where you are for a bit, old man, he advised. I shall be down in a minute.

As long as you like, I replied. Youve got a fine view from there, anyway. Dont worry about me.



I sat down on a rock, refilled my pipe, and prepared to wait till he rejoined me.

Hi! Ewart! he called presently, for my mind had already wandered to that darkened den at the house.

Hullo, I answered, jumping to my feet. What is it?

Do you notice anything unusual?

No, I shouted, nothing that —— , but suddenly I felt a strange singing in my ears, my pulses quickened, my voice died away into nothing. I looked up at Garnesk; he was leaning perilously near the edge of the cliff waving to me. I saw his lips move, yet I heard no sound. My heart was thumping against my chest with audible beats. I looked round me in every direction. No, there was nothing strange happening that the eye could see, yet here was I with a choking pulsation in my throat. My temples too were throbbing like a couple of steam hammers. Again I looked up at Garnesk; he was climbing hurriedly down the cliff. He paused and waved to me, and again his lips moved, and again I heard nothing.

Surely, I told myself, the events of the past few days had told on my strength. This was nerves, sheer nerves. Garnesk must give me his arm to the house. I would lie down and rest, and I should be all right in a few moments. It was nerves, that was all. But if Garnesk were not very quick about it I should have burst a blood-vessel in my brain before he reached me. Already my chest seemed to have swelled to twice its size. Garnesk, as I looked, seemed to be farther off than ever, a tiny speck in the distance.

The singing in my ears became a rushing torrent. It was the waterfall, I told myself; how stupid of me! Of course I should be all right in a minute. But my friend must hurry. I collapsed on the rock and gasped for breath. I looked for Garnesk. Still he seemed to be as far away as ever, and he scarcely seemed to be moving at all. I must tell him to be quick. It was simply nerves, of course; but I mustnt let them get the better of me, or what would poor Myra do? I staggered to my feet to call to Garnesk.

Hurry up; Im not well. I framed the words in my brain, but no sound passed my lips. I struggled for breath, and called again with all the power I could muster. I could not hear myself speak. And then I understood! My knees rocked beneath me, the river swirled round me, a rowan tree rushed by me in a flash, and as I fell sprawling on my face among the heather a thousand hammers seemed to pound the hideous sickening truth into the heaving pulp that was once my brain.


CHAPTER XI.

HOW THE UNEXPECTED HAPPENED.
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WHEN I CAME to myself I was lying with my head pillowed on Garnesks arm. My coat and collar were on the ground beside me, and my head and shoulders were dripping with water.

Ah! said my companion, with a sigh of relief, thats better. Youll be all right in a few minutes, Ewart. Take it easy, old chap, and rest.

Where am I? I asked. Good heavens! I exclaimed, as I heard my own voice, and sat bolt upright in my astonishment, I thought I was dumb!

Well, never mind about that now, old fellow, Garnesk advised. Well hear all about that later. Shut your eyes and rest a minute.

All right, I agreed, pass me my pipe and I will.

Garnesk laughed aloud as he leaned over to reach my coat pocket.

When a man shouts for his pipe hes a long way from being dead or dumb or anything else, he said.

Truth to tell, I was feeling very queer. I was dizzy and confused, but I felt that I wanted my pipe to help me collect my thoughts. So I lay there for some minutes quietly smoking, and indeed I felt as if I could have stayed like that for ever.

I must have fainted, I explained presently, overlooking the fact that Garnesk probably knew more about my ridiculous seizure than I did myself. I dont know when I did a thing like that before, I added, beginning to get angry with myself.

Well, I hope you wont do it again, said my friend fervently. Its not a thing to make a hobby of. And dont you come near this infernal river any more until we know something definite.

You mean that the place has got on my nerves, I said. I suppose it has; Im very sorry.

Do you feel well enough to tell me all about it? he asked, or would you rather wait till we get up to the house?

Oh, Ill tell you now, I agreed readily. We mustnt say anything about this at the house. So I told him exactly how I had felt.

When did it first come on? he asked.

When I heard you shout, and jumped up to see what it was. By the way, what was it?

Well, he replied, well discuss the matter if you wouldnt mind releasing my arm?

My dear fellow, I cried, sitting up suddenly, as I realised that he was still propping up my head, Im most awfully sorry.

Now then, he said, as he lighted his pipe and made himself comfortable, well go into the latest development. You remember what made me rush off and leave you there?

I remember saying something about the sunlight, and you suddenly dashed off.

To tell you the truth, I had very little faith in the theory that at this hour, above all, the spook of the Chemists Rock was active, until you pointed out that only about that time is the whole of the river course up to the rock, and the whole of the rock itself, flooded with sunlight. Then, when you made that remark, I suddenly felt that I ought to be on the cliff on the look out for this unknown yacht. We connect the two together in some way which we dont yet understand, so I meant to go and have a look for the ship. I saw nothing of any importance until I shouted to you. Just then I was looking through the glasses at the shore. I turned them on the landing-stage and along the beach, and I had just lighted on the bay where we explored this morning when suddenly, for half a second or so, all the shadows of the rocks turned a vivid green, and then as suddenly resumed their natural colour again.

Good heavens! I exclaimed. Green again! Can you make anything of it at all, Garnesk? Im sorry Im such a duffer as to faint at the critical moment, when I might have been of some assistance to you. What in Gods name can it all mean?

Im no further on, he replied bitterly; in fact, Im further back.



Further back! I cried. How? I dont see how you can be.

Ill tell you what my theory was about all this affair, and it struck me as a good one — strange, of course, but then, this is a strange business.

It is, indeed, I agreed ruefully. Well, go on.

I had an idea, Ewart, that we should find some sort of wireless telegraphy at the bottom of this business. I had almost made up my mind that we had stumbled across the path of some inventor who was working with a new form of wireless transmission. I felt that in that way we might account for Miss McLeods blindness and the blindness of the dog. It also seemed to hold good as to the disappearance of Sholto. The inventor hears of the extraordinary effect of his invention, and is afraid he will get into a mess if it is found out. The yacht to experiment from fitted in beautifully. But now all thats knocked on the head.

Why? I asked. It seems to me, Garnesk, that you are doing all the thinking in this affair, as if you had been used to it all your life. Your only trouble is that youre too modest. I take it that because you didnt see the yacht when you noticed the green flash you are taking it for granted you were wrong to expect it. I must say, old chap, I think youve done thundering well, as the General would put it, and even if you are prepared to admit your theory has been knocked on the head Im not — at any rate, not until I have a jolly good reason. Yet it doesnt seem to matter much what I say or do if Im going to faint like a girl at the first sign of danger. If you hadnt come to my rescue I might still be lying there waiting to come round, or something, I finished in disgust.

My companion looked at me thoughtfully.

Ewart, he said, and solemnly shook his head, you have brought me to the very thing that made me say my theory was exploded.

What thing? I asked. Surely my fainting cant have made any difference to conclusions you had already come to?

But then you see, my friend replied, you didnt faint. And if I had not seen you were in difficulties you would probably never have recovered.

Didnt faint? I exclaimed. Well, I dont know what the medical term for it is, and I daresay there are several technical phrases for the girlish business I went through. That idea of being dumb was simply imagination, but I assure you it was just what I should call a fainting fit.

I dont want to alarm you if youre not feeling well, he began apologetically.

Go on, I urged. Im as fit as I ever was.

Well, the young specialist responded, in a serious tone, if you want to know the truth, Ewart, you were suffocated.

Suffocated! I shouted, jumping to my feet. What in heavens name do you mean?

I cant tell you exactly what I mean because I dont know, but yours was certainly not an ordinary fainting fit. To put the whole thing in non-medical terms, you were practically drowned on dry land!

I sat down again — heavily at that. Should we never come to an end of these mysterious attacks which were hurled at us in broad daylight from nowhere at all?

Im not sure that you hadnt better rest before we go into this fully, Ewart, Garnesk remarked doubtfully. Youre not by any means as fit as youve ever been, in spite of your emphatic assurance.

Tell me what you think, why you think it, and what you feel we ought to do. Why, man, Myra might have been here alone, with no one to rescue her and — and — —

Quite so, said Ewart sympathetically. So you must comfort yourself with the knowledge that it may be a great blessing that she has temporarily lost her sight. Now, I say you didnt faint, because, medically, I know you didnt. For the same reason I say you were suffocating as surely as if you had been drowning. Hang it, my dear chap, its my line of business, you know. I cant account for it, but there is the naked fact for you.



How does this affect your previous conclusions? I asked. Before you tell me what you think brought on this suffocation I should like to hear why you give up your theory.

Simply because no wireless, or other electric current, could have that effect upon you. If you had had an electric shock in any of its many curious forms I could have said it bore me out; but, you see, its impossible. And, as I refuse to believe that we are continually bumping into new mysteries which have no connection with each other, it follows that if this suffocation was not caused by the supposed wireless experiments, the other cant have been either.

Im not making the slightest imputation on your medical knowledge, I ventured, but are you absolutely certain that you are not mistaken?

My dear fellow, he laughed, for goodness sake dont be so apologetic. I can quite see that you find it difficult to believe. But I am prepared to swear to it all the same. For one thing, the symptoms were unmistakable; for another, it seems impossible that we should both faint at exactly the same time and place for no reason at all.

You didnt faint too, surely? I cried.

No, he admitted, but we might very easily have been suffocated together — smothered as surely as the princes in the Tower. When I saw you were in difficulties I shouted to you. Obviously you didnt hear me. I naturally didnt wait to see what would happen to you; I cleared down the cliff, and sprinted to you as fast as I could. When I came to within about twenty yards of you I found a difficulty in breathing. I went on for a couple of paces, and realised that the air was almost as heavy as water. So I rushed back, undid my collar, took a deep breath; and bolted in to you, picked you up, and carted you here. Voilà! But I very nearly joined you on the ground, and then we would never have regained consciousness, either of us. I applied the simplest form of artificial respiration to you, dowsed your head, and now youre all right. On the whole, Ewart, we can consider ourselves very well out of this latest adventure.

What youre really telling me, I pointed out gratefully, is that you saved my life at the risk of your own. Im no good at making speeches, or anything of that sort, Garnesk, but I thank you, if you know what that means. And Myra will — —

Not a word to her, Ewart, my companion interrupted eagerly. Whatever you do, dont on any account worry that poor girl with this new complication. Anything on earth but that.

No, I agreed; youre right there. Myra must be kept in the dark.

Yes, he replied, with a look of relief. It might have a serious effect on her chances of recovery if she had this additional worry. And I dont think it would be advisable to tell the old man either. I think we had better keep it to ourselves absolutely. Tell no one, Ewart, except your friend when he comes.

Very well, I answered, for I was very anxious to spare both Myra and her father from the knowledge of any further trouble. Ill tell Dennis when he comes, but otherwise it is our secret.

Good, said Garnesk. Now put your coat on, old chap, and well stroll back to the house.

I got up and buttoned my collar, retied my bow, and slipped into my jacket. I was rather uncomfortably damp, and I felt a bit shaky and queer, and decided that I could do with a complete rest from the mysteries of the green ray. But the subject remained uppermost in my mind, and my tired brain still strove to unravel the tangled threads of the puzzle.

By the way, I said, as we walked slowly up to the house, you have not yet explained what there was in my remark about the sunlight that made you think of the yacht.

Well, he replied, you see I had an idea that perhaps they might come here when the gorge, through which the river flows, was flooded with light, so that they could see if any strange effects were produced. But that suffocation was not brought about by any electrical experiment, and I am beginning to be afraid that, after all, we may be up against some strange natural phenomena, some terrible combination of the forces of Nature, which has not yet been observed, or at any rate recorded.

Why afraid? I asked, for although I had been glad to believe that we were faced with a problem which would prove to have a human solution, the revulsion had come, and I should have welcomed the knowledge that some weird, freakish application of natural power might be held accountable.

Afraid? queried Garnesk, with a note of surprise. I am very often afraid of Nature. She is a devoted slave, but a cruel mistress. I dont think that I should ever be very much scared by a human being, even in his most fiendish aspect, but Nature — I tell you, Ewart, there are things in Nature that make me shudder!

Yes, I agreed heavily, youre right, of course. Thats how I have felt for the past twenty-four hours. It was a tremendous relief to me to feel that we were men looking for men. But the last few minutes I have had an idea that it would be comforting to explain it all out of a text-book of physics. Still, youre right. It is better far to be men fighting men than to be puny molecules tossed in the maëlstrom of immutable power which created the world, and may one day destroy it.

Im glad you agree, he said simply. You see you could not possibly live for a second in electrically produced atmosphere which was so thick that you couldnt hear yourself speak. Death would be instantaneous. It couldnt have been our unknown professors wireless experiments after all. Yet it seems impossible that a sudden new power should crop up suddenly at one spot like this. Imagine what would happen if this had occurred in a city, in a crowded street. Hundreds would have been stricken blind, then hundreds would have been suffocated. Vehicles would have run amok, and the result would have been an indescribable chaos of the maimed, mangled and distraught. A flash like this green ray (which blinded Miss McLeod and her dog, deluded the General, and nearly suffocated us) at the mouth of a harbour, say, the entrance to a great port — Liverpool, London, or Glasgow — would be responsible for untold loss of life. If this terrible phenomenon spread, Ewart, it would paralyse the industry of the world in twenty-four hours. If it spread still farther the face of the globe would become the playing-fields of Bedlam in a moment. Think of the result of this everywhere! Some suffocated, some blinded, and millions probably mad and sightless, stumbling over the bodies of the dead to cut each others throats in the frenzy of sudden imbecility.

Dont, Garnesk, I begged. It wont bear thinking about. We have enough troubles here to deal with without that!

Yes, my companion admitted, we need not add to them by any idle conjectures of still more hideous horrors to come. But it is an interesting, if terrible speculation. And it means one thing to us, Ewart, of the very greatest importance. We must solve the riddle somehow.

You mean, I cried, as I realised the tremendous import of his words— you mean that the sanity of the universe may rest with us! You mean that if we can solve this riddle we, or others, may be able to devise some means of prevention, or at least protection? You mean that we are in duty bound to keep at this night and day until we find out what it is?

That is just what I do mean, he replied seriously. It is a solemn duty; who knows, it may be a holy trust. Ewart, we agree to get to the bottom of this? We have agreed once, but are we still prepared to go on with this now that we know we may be crushed in the machinery that controls the solar system and lights the very sun?

I shall certainly go on, I replied eagerly. But we can hardly expect you to run risks on our behalf.

It may be in the interests of civilisation, he answered, and in that case it is our duty. Now look here, Ewart, this will have to be a secret. It is essential that we should not get ourselves laughed at because, for one thing, the scoffers may get into serious trouble if they start investigating our assertions in a spirit of levity. You and I must keep this to ourselves entirely. What about your friend?

I can trust him, I replied simply.

Then tell him everything, Garnesk advised. If you know you can rely upon him he may be of great assistance to us.

What about Hilderman? I asked. He knows a good deal already.

There is no need for him to know any more. He may be of some use to us. I had thought he might be of the greatest use, but he may be able to help us still. We should decrease, rather than augment, his usefulness by telling him these new complications.

How do you mean? I asked.

Well, for instance, he might think we are mad, although hes a very shrewd fellow.

Yes, I agreed, I think hes pretty cute. Funny that Americans so often are. Anyway, hes been cute enough to make sufficient to retire on at a fairly early age, and retire comfortably too.

Hm, was my companions only comment.

After dinner that evening we discussed all sorts of subjects, mainly the war, of course, and went to bed early.

Now, Ron, exclaimed Myra, as we said good-night, if Mr. Garnesk is really going to leave us on Monday, you mustnt let him worry about things to-morrow. Do let him have one days holiday while he is with us, anyway.

I will, I agreed. Well have a real holiday to-morrow. Suppose we all go up Loch Hourn in the motor-boat in the afternoon?

So it was arranged that we should have an afternoon on the sea and a mornings fishing on the loch. Garnesk fell in with the idea readily.

It will do you good, he declared. You wont be feeling too frisky in the morning after your adventure this afternoon.

As it turned out he was quite right, for I awoke in the morning with a slight headache and a tendency to ache all over. So we fished the loch in a very leisurely fashion for an hour or two, and after lunch the four of us went up to Kinlochbourn. We took a tea-basket with us, and very nearly succeeded in banishing the green ray altogether from our minds. I had taken my Kodak with me, and we ran in shore, and otherwise altered our course occasionally in order to enable me to record some choice peep of the magnificent scenery. When we got back to the lodge we were all feeling much the better for the outing. After dinner Myra, who had taken the greatest interest in the photographs, although, poor child, she could not see what I had taken, and would not be able to see the result either, was anxious to know how they had turned out.

I should love to know if the snapshots are good, she said, particularly the one at Caolas Mor. Develop them in the morning, Ronnie, wont you? If you dont youll probably take them away, and forget all about them.

Garnesk looked at me. He was always on the qui vive for any opportunity to give Myra a little pleasure. He felt very strongly that she must be kept from worrying at all costs.

Why not develop them now, Ewart? he suggested.

Certainly, I said, if everybody will excuse me.

Dads in the library, Myra replied, but everybody else will come with you if you ask us nicely. Besides, I shall have to tell you where everything is. Theres plenty of room for us all.

Right you are, I agreed readily, and went out to get a small folding armchair from the verandah. We went up to the dark-room at the top of the house, and Myra sat in the corner, giving me instructions as to the position of the bottles, etc. I prepared the developer while Garnesk busied himself with the fixing acid.

Now were ready, I announced, as I made sure that the light-tight door was closed, and lowered the ruby glass over the orange on Myras imposing dark-room lamp; she believed in doing things comfortably; no messing about with an old-fashioned hock-bottle for her. I took the spool from my pocket and began to develop them en bloc.

How are they coming along? Myra asked, leaning forward interestedly.



Theyre beginning to show up, I replied; they look rather promising.

Its rather warm in here, said the girl presently; do you think it would matter if I removed my shade, Mr. Garnesk?

Not if you put it on again before we put the light up, the specialist answered. Myra took off the shade and the heavy bandage with a sigh of relief, and leaned her elbow on the table beside her.

Theres a glass beaker just by your arm, dear, I said; just a minute and Ill put it out of reach.

All right, said Garnesk, moving forward, Ill move it; dont you worry.

But before he could reach the table there was a crash. The beaker went smashing to the floor. I turned with a laugh, which died on my lips. Myra was standing up with her hand to her head.

What is it, darling? I cried, dropping the length of film on the floor. Garnesk made a grab for the shade. Myra gave a short, shrill little laugh, which had a slightly ominous, hysterical note in it.

Dont be alarmed, dear, she said quietly, in a curiously tense voice, I can see!


CHAPTER XII.

WHO IS HILDERMAN?
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I MUST ADMIT that I was so delighted to find that Myra had recovered her sight that I very nearly made what might have been a very serious mistake. I gave a loud shout of triumph and made a dive for the light, intending to switch it on. This might, of course, have had a very bad effect upon my darlings eyes, but fortunately Garnesk darted across the room and knocked up my arm in the nick of time.

Not yet, Ewart, not yet, he warned me. We must run no risks until we are quite sure.

But, Ronnie, I can see quite well, Myra declared delightedly. I see everything just as easily as I usually can by the light of the dark-room lamp.

Still, we wont expose you to the glare of white light just at present, Miss McLeod, said Garnesk solemnly. We must be very careful. Tell me, how did your sight return, gradually or suddenly?

Suddenly, I think, the girl replied. I took off the shade and laid it down, and then when I looked up I could distinctly see the lamp.

Immediately the shade was removed?

No, she answered, not just immediately. You see, I was looking at the floor, which is so dark, of course, that you couldnt see it in the ordinary way. Then as soon as I looked up I could see the lamp. For a moment I thought it was my imagination, but when I found I could see Ron stooping over the developing-dish I knew that I was all right again.

This is very extraordinary, you know, said Garnesk. Can you count the bottles on the middle shelf?

Oh, yes! laughed Myra, I can make them out distinctly. Of course, I know pretty well what they are, but in any case I could easily describe them to you if Id never seen them before.

What have I got in my hand? the specialist queried, holding his arm out.

A pair of nail-clippers, Myra declared emphatically, and Garnesk laughed.

Well, he said, you can obviously see it pretty well; but, as a matter of fact, its a cigar-cutter.

Oh! well, you see, the girl explained airily, I always put necessity before luxury!

So then the oculist made her sit down again and questioned and cross-questioned her at considerable length.

Im puzzled, but delighted, he admitted finally. Its strange, but it is at the same time decidedly hopeful.

I suppose it means that she will always be able to see in a red light at any rate? I suggested.



Probably it does, he agreed, and, of course, her sight may be completely restored. There is also a middle course; she may be able to see perfectly after a course of treatment in red light. I will get her a pair of red glasses made at once. We can see how that goes. But I feel that it would be advisable to introduce her to daylight in gradual stages, in case of any risk.

Oh, if we could only find poor old Sholto! Myra exclaimed eagerly. Garnesk turned to her with a look of frank admiration.

Youre a lucky young dog, Ewart, he whispered to me, by Jove you are!

So Myra graciously, but a little regretfully I think, placed herself in the hands of the young specialist and replaced her shade. Then we left the dark-room, allowing the films to develop out on the floor, and went downstairs. We took her out on to the verandah and removed the shade for a moment, but the chill air of the highland night made her eyes smart after their unaccustomed imprisonment, and we gave up the experiment for that night.

As Garnesk and I bathed together in the morning we were both brighter and more cheerful than we had been since his arrival.

I shall catch the train from Mallaig, he declared. Can you take me in and meet your friend without having long to wait?

If you insist on going, I replied, I can get you there in time to meet him and you will have an hour or more to wait for your train.

Oh, so much the better! We can tell him everything and give him all the news in the interval.

Are you still determined to go? I asked.

Yes, he said, I must go. It will be necessary for me to make one or two inquiries and get a pair of glasses made for Miss McLeod.

I shall be very sorry to lose you, Garnesk, I said earnestly. Dont you think you could write or wire for the glasses? You see, if we have come to the conclusion that this green ray is some chemical production of Nature unassisted there isnt the same reason for you to leave us.

No, thats true, he agreed, but we were both a bit scared yesterday, old chap, and the more I think of this dog business the less I like it. It was mere conceit on my part that made me say it was bound to be some natural phenomenon merely because I couldnt understand how the effect could have been humanly produced.

Perhaps, I suggested, our best course would be to keep an open mind about the whole thing.

Yes, he replied, Im with you entirely. And in that case my going away is not going to aggravate the effects of a natural phenomenon, while it may restrain the human agency by removing the necessity for further activity.

Well, thats sound enough, I acquiesced; but I shall hear from you, I hope?

Of course, my dear fellow, he laughed, were in this thing together. Youll hear from me as often as you want, and who knows what else besides. I have no intention of dropping this for a minute, Ewart. But I think I can do more if I am not on the spot. Were agreed that my presence here may be a source of danger to you all.

Yes, I said, I think yours is the best plan. What do you propose to do?

Well, to begin with, I shall devote an hour or two to knocking our panic theory on the head.

You mean the natural phenomenon idea?

Precisely, said he. I dont think that it will be able to exist very long in the light of physical knowledge — not that that is a very powerful light, but it should be strong enough for our purpose. As soon as I have convinced myself that our enemy is a mere human being I shall take such steps as I may think necessary at the time. Then, of course, I shall acquaint you with the steps that I have taken, and we shall work together and round up our man, and, figuratively speaking, make him swallow his hideous green ray.

What sort of steps do you mean? I asked.

Well, that all depends, my friend answered, on what sort of man we have to deal with. But it will certainly include providing ourselves with the necessary means of self-defence, and may run to calling in the assistance of the authorities.

Im not sure that the presence of the police in a quiet spot like this might not have a disastrous effect on our plans, I pointed out.

I shouldnt worry about the police, he laughed. I should make for the naval chaps. Im rather pally with them just now; Im booked up to do some work of various descriptions for the period of the war, and I think if I can give them the promise of a little fun and excitement they would be willing to help.

Which indeed they could, I agreed readily. Any attempt our enemy might make to get away from us would probably mean a bolt for the open sea, and a few dozen dreadnoughts would be cheerful companionship.

Garnesk laughed, and we strolled up to the house, putting the finishing touches to our toilet as we went. Shortly after breakfast we made ready for our trip to Mallaig. Myra was very anxious to come with us until I explained that we should have to wait there till we had met Dennis and seen the specialist off. She was naturally sensitive about appearing in public with the shade on, poor child, so she readily gave up the idea.

Im very sorry youre going, Mr. Garnesk, said Myra, as she shook hands.



I shall see you again soon, he replied. I have by no means finished with your case, and as soon as you report the effect of the glasses I shall send youll see me come tripping in one afternoon, or else I shall ask you to come down to me.

Its very good of you to take so much trouble about it, said Myra gratefully.

Not at all, he responded lightly. It is a pleasure, Miss McLeod, I assure you.

The old general was still more effusive of his gratitude, and as he waved good-bye from the landing-stage his face was almost comically eloquent of regret.

By the way, said Garnesk as we passed Glasnabinnie, dont tell Hilderman much about what has happened. We feel we can trust him, but you never know a mans propensity for talking until you know him very well.

Right, I agreed. Ill take care of that. We cant afford to get this talked about. It would be very painful for Myra and her father if it became the chatter of the country-side.

Besides, Garnesk pointed out, it will be much safer to be quiet about it. If we are dealing with men they will probably prove to be desperate men, and we dont want to run any risks that we can avoid.

No, said I, this is going to be quite unpleasant enough without looking for trouble.

So when we arrived in Mallaig and met Hilderman on the fish-table I was careful to remember my companions advice.

Ah, Mr. Ewart! the American exclaimed in surprise, How are you? And you, Professor? I hope your visit has proved entirely satisfactory. How is Miss McLeod?

Just the same, I am sorry to say, Garnesk replied glibly. There is no sign at all of her sight returning. I can make nothing of it whatever.

Dear, dear, Professor! Hilderman exclaimed, with a shake of the head. That is very bad, very bad indeed. Havent you even any idea as to how the poor young lady lost her sight?

None whatever, said Garnesk, with a hopeless little shrug. I cant imagine anything, and Im not above admitting that I know nothing. There is no use my pretending I can do anything for poor Miss McLeod when I feel convinced that I cant.

So youve given it up altogether, Mr. Garnesk? Hilderman asked, as we strolled to the station.

What else can I do? the oculist replied. I cant stop up here for ever, much as I should prefer to stay until I had done something for my patient.

You have my sympathy, Mr. Ewart, said Hilderman in a friendly voice. It is a terrible blow for you all. I fervently hope that something may yet be done for the poor young lady.



I hope so too, I answered, with a heavy sigh, but the sigh was merely a convincing response to the lead Garnesk had given me, for, as a matter of fact, I was quite certain that we had found the basis of complete cure.

Yes, Hilderman muttered, as if thinking aloud, it is a very terrible and strange affair altogether. Have you had any news about the dog?

None whatever, I replied, this time with perfect truth.

Surely you must suspect somebody, though, the American urged. It is a very sparsely populated neighbourhood, you know.

We cant actually suspect anybody, nevertheless, said I. On the one hand, it may have been an ordinary, uninteresting thief who stole the dog with a view to selling him again. On the other hand — —

Well, said Hilderman with interest, as I paused, on the other hand?

It may have been someone who had other reasons for stealing him, I concluded.

I dont quite follow you.

Ewart means, said Garnesk, cutting in eagerly, evidently fearing that I was about to make some indiscreet disclosure of our suspicions, though I had not the slightest intention of doing so, Ewart means that it may have been someone who regarded the dog as a personal enemy. Miss McLeod informs us that there was a man in the hills, ostensibly a crofter, who disliked Sholto, quite unreasonably. He drove the dog away from his croft and was very rude to Miss McLeod about it. She suspected an illicit still, and thought the fellow was afraid Sholto might nose out his secret and give the show away.

Ah! said Hilderman. An illicit still, eh! Where was this still, or, rather, where was the croft?

I remembered that Myra had told us it was somewhere up Suardalan way, above Tor Beag, and I was just about to explain, when I felt my friends boot knock sharply against my ankle. Taking this as a hint and not an accident, I promptly lied.

It was miles away, I announced readily, away up on The Saddle. Miss McLeod wanders pretty far afield with Sholto at times.

Indeed, said the American, I should think that might be quite a likely explanation, and rather a suitable place for a still, too. I climbed The Saddle some months ago with an enthusiastic friend of mine. We went by water to Invershiel, and then drove up the Glen. I shouldnt like to walk from Invermalluch and back; there are several mountains in between, and surely there is no road.

Evidently our shrewd companion suspected that I had either made a mistake or deliberately told him an untruth, but I was quite ready for him. I had no time to consider the ethics of the matter. I was out to obey what I took to be my instructions, and obey them I did.

Oh, there are quite a lot of ways of getting there, I replied airily; but perhaps the easiest would be to take the motor-boat to Corran and walk up the Arnisdale, or follow the road to Corran and then up the river. Miss McLeod has her own ways of getting about this country, though, and she may even know some way of avoiding the difficulties of the Sgriol and the other intervening mountains.

Hilderman looked at me in considerable surprise for a moment.

You seem to know the district pretty well yourself, Mr. Ewart, he remarked.

Well, I ought to, I explained; I was born in Glenmore.

Oh, I didnt know that, he murmured; that accounts for it, then. And at that moment we heard the train approaching, and we hurried into the station to meet our respective visitors.

Fact or fancy? asked Garnesk in an undertone as we strolled down the platform, Hilderman having hurried on ahead.

Fancy, I replied. I took it you wanted me to avoid giving him the precise details.

Yes, I did, he laughed. But you certainly made them precise enough. It is better to be careful how you explain these things to strangers.

Why? I asked. If we suspected Hilderman I should be inclined to agree with you that we should feed him up with lies; and if you think it will help us at all to suspect him Im on at once. But as we both feel that his disposition is friendly and that we have no cause to doubt him, what is your reason for putting him off the scent every time? I know you well enough by this time to feel sure that you havent been making these cryptic remarks for the sake of hearing yourself speak.

Heres the train, he said. Ill tell you later.

I looked along the carriages for Dennis, but I had evidently missed him, for as I turned back along the platform I found him looking round for me, standing amid the mêlée of tourists and fisherfolk, keepers and valets, sportsmen and dogs, which is typical of the West Highland terminus in early August, and which seemed little affected by the fact that a state of war existed between Great Britain and the only nation in the world which was prepared for hostilities.

Well, old man, I greeted him as we shook hands heartily. You got my wire, of course. I hope you had a decent journey.

Rather, old chap, I should think I did! he replied warmly. Slept like a turnip through the beastly parts, and woke up for the bit from Dumbarton on. I also had the luck to remember what you said about the breakfast and took the precaution of wiring for it. Here I am, and as fit as a fiddle.

Thats great! I exclaimed cheerily, for Denniss bright attitude had exactly the effect on me that it was intended to have — it made me feel about twenty years younger. This is Mr. Garnesk, the specialist, who very kindly came from Glasgow to see Myra. Mr. Garnesk — Mr. Burnham.

The two shook hands, and the oculist suggested lunch. We left the station to go up to the hotel, but we saw Hilderman and his newly arrived friend — the same man who had seen me taking Myra up to London — walking leisurely up the hill in front of us. Garnesk took my arm.

Steady, my boy, steady, he said quietly. We dont want to be overheard giving the lie to your dainty conversation of a few minutes ago. Isnt there anywhere else we can lunch, because they are evidently on the same tack?

Yes, I replied, turning back, theres the Marine just behind you. Thatll do us well. Then we can come out and talk freely where theres no chance of our being overheard.

So we lunched at the Marine Hotel, after which we strolled round the harbour, along the most appalling road in the history of civilisation, popularly and well named the Kyber. Safely out of earshot, I made a hurried mental précis of the events of the past few days, and gave Dennis the resultant summary as tersely as I could.



Im very glad you had Mr. Garnesk with you, said Dennis at last, with a glance of frank admiration at the young specialist.

Not so glad as I am, I replied fervently. What I should have done without him heaven only knows. I cant even guess.

Oh, nonsense! cried Garnesk, in modest protest. I havent been able to do anything. Our one advance was a piece of pure luck — the discovery that Miss McLeod could see by the light of a red lamp. We have decided to keep that quite to ourselves, Mr. Burnham.

Of course, agreed Dennis, so emphatically that I laughed.

Why so decided, Den? I asked, for I felt that I should like to climb to the topmost pinnacle of the highest peak in all the world and shout the good news to the four corners of the earth.

Im not a scientist, Ron, Dennis replied. That may account for the heresy of my profound disbelief in science. I wouldnt cross the road to see a miracle. The twentieth century is uncongenial to anything of that sort. Take it from me, old chap, theres a man at the back of this — not a nice man, I admit, but an ordinary human being to all outward appearances — and when we catch a glimpse of his outward appearances we shall know what to do.

Yes, when we do, I sighed.



You mustnt let Ewart get depressed about things, Mr. Burnham. He very naturally looks at this business from a different standpoint. With him it is a tragic, mysterious horror, which threatens the well-being, if not the existence, of a life that is dearer to him than his own.

Ill look after him, said Dennis, with a grim determination which made even Garnesk laugh.

When you two precious people have finished nursing me, I said, I hope youll allow me to point out that that very reason gives me a prior claim to take any risks or run into any dangers that may crop up from now on. If there is any trouble brewing, particularly dangerous trouble, then it is my place to tackle it. I am deeply grateful to you fellows for all you have done and are doing and intend to do, but the nursing comes from the other side. I cant let you run risks in a cause which is more mine in the nature of things than yours.

I fancy, said Dennis, that even your eloquent speeches will have very little effect when it comes to real trouble. If danger comes itll come suddenly, and we shall be best helping our common cause by looking after ourselves.

Hear, hear, said Garnesk, and I could only mutter my thanks and my gratitude for the possession of two staunch friends.

To get back to business, I said presently, why did you want me to bluff Hilderman like that?

Because, said Garnesk slowly, Im not sure that Hilderman is the man to take into our confidence too completely. Its not that I dont trust the man, but he looks so alert and so cute, and has such a dreamy way of pretending he isnt listening to you when you know jolly well that he is, that I have a feeling we ought to be careful with him.

Very much what Dennis said about him the first time he saw him. But if you dont suspect him, and he is a very cute man, why not trust him and have the benefit of his intelligence?

How would you answer that question yourself, Ewart? the specialist asked quietly.

Oh, I laughed, I should point out that his cuteness may be the very reason that we dont suspect him.

Precisely, Garnesk agreed; and that is partly my answer as well.

And the other part? put in Dennis quietly.

Well, its a difficult thing to say, and its all conjecture. But I have a feeling that Hilderman is not what he says he is. He has a knack of doing things, a way of going about here, that gives me the impression he is employing his intelligence, and a very fine intelligence it probably is, all the time. I dont think he is retired at all. Theres a restless energy about the fellow that would turn into a sour discontent if his mind were not fully occupied with work which it is accustomed to, and probably enjoys doing.



Have you anything to suggest? I asked.

I have an idea, he replied; but I havent mentioned it because it doesnt satisfy me at all. I have an idea that the man is some sort of detective hard at work all the time. But I cant imagine what sort of detective would take a house up here and keep himself as busy as Hilderman appears to be over some case in the neighbourhood. I cant imagine what sort of case it can be.

What about a secret German naval base in the Hebrides? I suggested. Its not by any means impossible or even unlikely that the Germans have utilised the lonely lochs and creeks to some sinister purpose. Many of the lochs are entirely hidden by surrounding mountains, which come right down to the edge of a narrow opening, and make the place almost unnoticeable unless you happen to be looking for it.

Theres something in that, certainly, Garnesk agreed; but we must remember hes been here since May. Surely our precious Government would have managed to find what they wanted, and clear it out by this time. Then again, did they suspect the base, or did they have a general idea that war was coming so far back as May?

As to the war, Dennis put in, we dont really know when the authorities had their first suspicions.

No, said I; but I fancy it was not a very definite suspicion until after the Archduke was assassinated. But look here, Garnesk, just let us suppose Hilderman really is a Government detective in the guise of an American visitor. Wouldnt he be just about the man we want, or do you think it would make too much stir to take him into our confidence?

Far too much, Garnesk replied emphatically. Its not that he would talk; but if he has been here all this time his opponents have got wind of him long before this, and his arrival on the scene in connection with our case would give any suspicious character the tip to bolt. I should advise keeping in touch with Hilderman, learn as much as you can about him, and be ready to run to him for help if you come to the conclusion that he is the man to give it.

We sat down among the heather at the foot of the Mallaig Vec road, and looked out over the harbour.

Dont turn your heads, said Dennis quietly, but glance down at the pier.

Yes, said Garnesk in a moment, he seems to be as interested in us as we are in him.

Hilderman and his friend were standing on the end of the pier watching us through their field-glasses.


CHAPTER XIII.

THE RED-HAIRED MAN.
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ILL SEND THE glasses at once, said Garnesk, as the train steamed out of the station. Dennis and I stood on the platform and watched him out of sight.

He seems a good fellow, said Dennis.

Splendid! I agreed readily. Hes exceeding clever and wide-awake, and very charming. What we should have done without him heaven only knows. I fancy his visit saved the entire household from a nervous collapse.

Weve no time for collapses, nervous or otherwise, Dennis replied. We shall want our wits about us, and we shall need all the vitality we can muster. But at the same time I dont think there is any cause for nerves. Youre not the sort of man, Ron, to let your nerves get the better of you in an emergency, especially if we can prove that our enemy is a tangible quantity, and not a conglomeration of waves and vibrations.

Hilderman and his friend appear to be waiting for us, I interrupted.

You may as well introduce me, said Dennis. Id like to meet the man. Who is his friend, do you know?

Havent the remotest idea, I replied. I have seen him once before, but that is all. I dont know who he is.

Is he staying with Hilderman, or does he live in the neighbourhood?

That I couldnt tell you either, I said. Im sure he doesnt live anywhere near Invermalluch.

As we strolled out of the station Hilderman and his companion were standing chatting by the gate which leads on to the pier. As we approached, Hilderman turned to me with a smile.

Ah, Mr. Ewart, he exclaimed, your friend has left you, then. I hope you wont let his inability to help Miss McLeod depress you unduly. While theres life theres hope.

I shall not give up hope yet awhile, anyway, I answered heartily.

May I introduce my friend Mr. Fuller? he asked presently, and I found myself shaking hands with the round-faced little man, who blinked at me pleasantly through his glasses. I returned the compliment by introducing Dennis.

On holiday, Mr. Burnham? asked the American. Dennis was so prompt with his reply that I was convinced he had been thinking it out in the meanwhile.

Well, I hardly know that I should call it a holiday, he replied immediately. I have just run up to say good-bye to Ewart before offering my services to my King and country. We had intended to join up together, but he has, as you know, been detained for the time being, so I am off by myself.

We are very old friends, I explained, and Burnham very decently decided to come here to see me as I was unable to go south to see him.

Never mind, Mr. Ewart, said Hilderman. I guess youll be able to join him very soon. I wish you luck, Mr. Burnham. I suppose it wont be long before you leave.

Hes talking of returning to-morrow, I cut in. I wish youd tell him its ridiculous, Mr. Hilderman. Fancy coming all this way for twenty-four hours. He must have a look round, to say nothing of his stinginess in depriving me of his company so soon.

Well, I can quite understand Mr. Burnhams anxiety to join at the earliest possible moment, he answered. But Ive no doubt Lord Kitchener wouldnt miss him for a day. I think he might multiply his visit by two, and stop till Wednesday, at any rate. Ah, heres the Fiona!

I looked out to the mouth of the harbour, and saw the steam yacht, which was in the habit of calling at Glasnabinnie, gliding past the lighthouse rock. I was about to make some comment on the boat when Hilderman forestalled me.

How are you going back? he asked.

In a motor-boat, I replied. I am afraid Angus is getting weary of waiting already.



Im sure Mr. Fuller would be delighted to have you fellows on board. Why not let your man take Mr. Burnhams luggage to Invermalluch, and come to Glasnabinnie on the Fiona? You can lunch with me, and when you tire of our company I will run you across in the Baltimore. Eh? What do you say?

I shall be delighted, of course, his companion broke in.

I hesitated for a moment, and glanced at Dennis. His face obviously said, Accept, so I accepted.

Thank you, I said; we shall be very pleased. It will be more jolly than going back by ourselves.

Good! cried Hilderman, and I can show you the view from my smoking-room. I hope it will make you green with envy.

So I gave Angus his instructions, and the four of us waited at the fish-table steps for the dinghy to come ashore from the yacht. She was not a particularly beautiful boat, but she looked comfortable and strong, and her clumsy appearance was accentuated by the fact that her funnel was aft a commodious deck dining-saloon, on the top of which was a small wheel-house. Myra had been right, as it turned out; she was a converted drifter. The two men who came in to pick us up wore the usual blue guernsey, with S.Y. Fiona worked in an arc of red wool across the chest. They were obviously good servants and useful hands, but there was none of that ridiculous imitation of naval custom and etiquette which delights the heart of the Cotton Exchange yacht-owner. We boarded the Fiona with the feeling that we were going to have a pleasant and comfortable time, and not with the fear that our setting of a leather-soled shoe upon the hallowed decks was in itself an act of sacrilege. We were no sooner aboard than Fuller set himself to play the host with a charm which was exceedingly attentive and neither fussy nor patronising.

The trivial but necessary question of edible stores will detain us for a few moments, he said. But we shall be more comfortable here than wandering about among the herrings. So we made ourselves comfortable in deck-chairs in the stern, while the steward went ashore and made the all-important purchases.

You cruise a good deal, I suppose? was my first question.

Yes, a fair amount, our host replied. I pretty well live on board, you know, although I have a small house further north, on Loch Duich, if you know where that is.

Mr. Ewart was born up here, and knows it backwards, Hilderman informed him. And we chatted about the district and the fishing and the views until the steward returned, and we got under weigh. I should have liked to have seen the accommodation below, but the journey was a short one, and I had no opportunity to make the suggestion. Dennis was sitting nearest the rail, and there was a small hank of rope at his feet.

I beg your pardon, Mr. Burnham, said Fuller suddenly. I didnt notice that rope was in your way. And he learned over and tossed the rope away. As he did so some hard object fell with a clatter from the coil.

Its not interfering with me in the least, laughed Dennis, and looked down at a large, bone-handled clasp-knife which had dropped in front of him. He picked it up idly, and weighed it in his hand.

Useful sort of implement, he said.

Oh, these sailor-chaps like a big knife more than anything, said Hilderman; and, of course, they need them strong. I daresay that has been used for anything, from primitive carpentry to cutting tobacco. The one knife always does for everything.

We continued our conversation while Dennis idly examined the knife, opening it and studying the blade absently. Presently Fuller, noticing his absorption, began to chaff him about it.

Well, he laughed, have you compiled a complete history of the knife and its owner? If youre ready to sit an examination on the subject I will constitute myself examiner, then well find who the knife belongs to, and corroborate or contradict your conclusions.

Its a very ordinary knife to find on board a boat, I should think, said Dennis.



Oh come, Mr. Burnham, Hilderman joined in, you mustnt wriggle out of it. Surely you can answer Mr. Fullers questions.

If Mr. Fuller will allow me to put one or two preliminary questions to him, Dennis replied, entering into the spirit of fun, I am ready to go into the witness-box and swear quite a number of fanciful things.

Come now, Fuller, chaffed Hilderman. You must give him a run for his money, you know. He is risking his reputation at a moments notice. I think you ought to let him ask you three questions, at any rate.

Fire away, Mr. Burnham, said our host. Ill give you a start of three questions, and then you must be prepared to answer every reasonable question I put to you, or be branded publicly as an unreliable witness and an incompetent detective.

Dennis puffed at his pipe and smiled, and I was surprised to see that he really was bringing his mind to bear on the trivial problem with all the acuteness he had in him.

Well, in the first place, he asked, do you stop in port very often overnight, or for any length of time during the day?

I never stop in port longer than I can help, laughed Fuller, or the owner of that knife would probably take the opportunity of buying a new one, and throwing this old thing away. All the same, I dont see how that is going to help you.



Ah, said Dennis, in bantering vein, you mustnt expect me to give away my process, you know. The secrets been in the family for years.

Whats your second question, Den? I asked.

Is there a hotel within reasonable distance of your house on Loch Whatever-it-is, Mr. Fuller?

Loch Duich? our host replied. Theres one about six miles by road and eleven or twelve by the sea.

I dont think I need ask you the third question, then, said Dennis. You can begin your examination now.

Now, Mr. Burnham, Fuller commenced, you quite understand that anything you say will be taken down in writing, and may be used as evidence against you?

I assure you I have a keen appreciation of the gravity of the situation, Dennis replied seriously.

Well, said Fuller. Ill begin with an easy one — one that wont tax your powers of observation beyond endurance.

Yes, I urged, let him down gently. He does his best.

What profession does the owner of that knife follow?

Hilderman and I laughed.

We may as well count that answer as read, he said.



Theres a catch there, Dennis, I warned him. The legal designation is mariner.

I dont think it is, said my friend.

We wont quarrel about terms, laughed our host graciously. Sailor or seaman or deckhand will do just as well.

No, said Dennis, it wont. The owner of this knife is not a sailor by profession.

But, Fuller protested, it must belong to one of my crew, and it is obviously a seamans knife.

In that case, Dennis answered, I think youll find that you have a man on board who is not a professional seaman in the ordinary use of the term. Ill tell you what I think of this knife, shall I?

By all means, urged Hilderman and his friend together, and I began to take a keen interest in this curious discussion, for I could see that Dennis was no longer playing. He turned the knife over in his hand, and looked up at Fuller.

Mr. Fuller, he said quietly, the owner of this knife is not a sailor by profession. He is probably a schoolmaster. I cant be sure of that, but I can say this definitely: he is a professional man of some sort, possibly an engineer, but, as I say, more probably a mathematical master. He is left-handed, has red hair, a wife, and at least one child.

I shouted with laughter when I realised how thoroughly my friend had pulled my leg, but I broke off abruptly when Hilderman sat bolt upright, and his chair and Fullers cigar fell unheeded on to the deck. But in a second they took their cue from me, and roared with laughter.

Oh, excellent, Mr. Burnham, said Hilderman between his guffaws. But you forgot to mention that his sister married a butchers assistant.

Ah, but I dont admit she did, Dennis protested.

Im very much indebted to you for exposing this masquerader, said Fuller. I shall have the matter inquired into. But seriously, Mr. Burnham, you made one extraordinary fluke in your deductions, which almost took my breath away. I have a man on board with red hair, and when the boat came into the harbour he was working about here. I saw him leave his work to come ashore for us. I shouldnt be at all surprised to find that the knife belonged to him.

Oh, well, Dennis laughed, one shot right is not a bad average for a beginner, you know.

No, said Hilderman, puffing a cloud of smoke, and dreamily following its ascent with his eyes, not bad at all. Not bad at all.

And then, the joke of the clasp-knife being played out, we admired the scenery, and conversed of less speculative subjects till we arrived at Glasnabinnie.

We were pulled ashore by the man with the red hair, and when our host confronted him with the knife he promptly claimed it.

I think you won, Mr. Burnham, laughed Fuller, and Dennis smiled in reply. We slid alongside the landing-stage and stepped out, and Denniss schoolmaster was about to slip the painter through a ring and make the boat fast. But evidently the ring was broken. The man came ashore, and Hilderman began to lead us up the path. But Dennis deliberately turned and watched the sailor. Hilderman and his companion strolled ahead while I stood beside Dennis. The man with the red hair fished among a pile of wire rope, and picked out a small marline-spike. Then he lifted a large stone, held the marline-spike on the wooden planking of the landing-stage, and hammered it in with the stone. Then he threw the painter round it, and made the boat secure in that way.

Yes, murmured Dennis quietly, as we turned to join the others, I think I won.

For the man had held the stone in his left hand.


CHAPTER XIV.

A FURTHER MYSTERY.
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WELL, SAID HILDERMAN, as we caught them up, what about lunch? After his journey I daresay Mr. Burnham has an appetite, not to mention his excursion into the realm of detective fiction.

We lunched at Mallaig, I explained, with Mr. Garnesk before we saw him off.

Oh, did you? he asked, with evident surprise. I didnt see you at the hotel.

We went to the Marine, I replied, to save ourselves a climb up the hill.

We had a snack at Mallaig too, the American continued, intending to lunch here. Are you sure you couldnt manage something?

It would have to be a very slight something, Dennis put in. But I daresay we could manage that.

Good! said Hilderman. Come along, then, and lets see what we can do.

We strolled into the drawing-room through the inevitable verandah, and though Hilderman was the tenant of the furnished house he had contrived to impart a suggestion of his own personality to the room. The furniture was arranged in a delightfully lazy manner that almost made you yawn. The walls were hung with photographic enlargements of some of the most beautiful spots in the neighbourhood. I remembered what Myra had told me as to his being an enthusiastic photographer, so I asked him about them.

Did you take these, Mr. Hilderman?

Yes, he answered. These are just a few of the best. I have many others which I should like you to see some time. I always leave the enlarging to keep me alive during the winter months. These are a few odd ones I enlarged for decorative purposes.

They are beautiful, I said enthusiastically, for they were real beauties, more like drawings in monochrome than photographs. And you certainly seem to have got about the neighbourhood since your arrival.

Yes, he laughed, I dont miss much when I get out with my camera. Most of these were taken during the first month of my stay here.

These snow scenes from the Cuchulins are simply gorgeous, and surely this is the Kingie Pool on the Garry?

Right first time, he admitted, evidently pleased to see his work admired. I thought of Garnesks suspicion that our American friend was engaged on detective work of some kind, and it struck me that with his camera and his obvious talent he had an excellent excuse for going almost anywhere, supposing he were called upon at any time to explain his presence in some outlandish spot.



You must have kept yourself exceedingly busy, I remarked in conclusion.

After the meal we adjourned to the hut above the falls. Hilderman certainly had some right to be proud of his view. It was magnificent. We stood outside the door and gazed out to sea, north, south and west, for some minutes.

You have the same uninterrupted view from inside, said Hilderman, as we mounted the three steps to the door. He held the door open, and I stepped in first, followed by Dennis and Fuller. The window extended the whole length of the room, and folded inwards and upwards, in the same way as some greenhouse windows do. Suddenly I laughed aloud.

Whats the joke? asked Hilderman.

This, I said, pointing to a large carbon transparency of a mountain under snow, which hung in the window on the north side. Youve no idea how this has been annoying us over at Invermalluch.

How? asked Dennis.

It swings about in the breeze, I replied, and it reflects the light and catches everybodys eye. Its a very beautiful photograph, Mr. Hilderman, but, like many human beings, its exceedingly unpopular owing to the position it holds.

A thousand apologies, Mr. Ewart, said the American. It shall be removed at once.

Oh, not at all! I protested. Surely you are entitled to hang a positive of a photograph in your window without receiving a protest from neighbours who live nearly three miles away.

Thats Invermalluch Lodge, then, across the water, Dennis asked.

Yes, I replied, and we forgot about the transparency, which remained in undisputed possession of a pitch to which it was certainly entitled. We sat and smoked, and looked out at the mountains of Skye and the wonderful panorama of sea and loch, with an occasional glance at the gurgling waterfall at our feet, and presently I picked up a copy of an illustrated paper which was lying at my hand. I turned the pages idly, and threw a cursory glance at the photographs of the weeks brides, and the latest efforts of the theatrical press agents, and I noticed, without thinking anything of the fact, that one page had been roughly torn out. I was about to remark that probably the most interesting or amusing picture in the whole paper had been accidentally destroyed, when Fuller leaned across Dennis, and took the paper out of my hands.

Dont insult Mr. Hildermans precious view by reading the paper in his smoking-room, Mr Ewart, he said, with a loud laugh. As a Highlander you should have more tact than that.

Hilderman turned round, and looked from one to other of us.

What paper is he reading? I didnt know there was one here.



I explained what paper it was, adding, I quite admit that it was a waste of time when I ought to be admiring your unrivalled view, Mr. Hilderman. I offer you my sincere apologies.

Hilderman threw a quick glance at Mr. Fuller.

Better give it him back, Fuller, he said. There is nothing more annoying than to have a paper snatched away from you when youre half-way through it.

Shortly after that Fuller declared that he must be leaving, and asked Hilderman rather pointedly whether he felt like a trip to Loch Duich. I determined to step in with an idea of my own.

I was going to make a suggestion myself, Mr. Hilderman, I began, but it doesnt matter if you are engaged.

Well, I dont know that Im particularly keen to come with you this afternoon, Fuller, he remarked. What was your suggestion, Mr. Ewart?

I was wondering whether you would come over to Invermalluch with Burnham and me and — er — have a look round with us?

Well, if Fuller doesnt think it exceedingly rude of me, I should like to, the American replied, especially as Mr. Burnham will be leaving you to-morrow, or the day after at latest.



Incidentally, I dont know how we shall get back without you, I pointed out. You see, we sent the motor-boat on.

By Jove, so you did! Hilderman exclaimed. Well, that settles it, Fuller.

I could take them on the Fiona and put them ashore, his companion persisted. Hilderman gave Fuller a look which seemed to clinch the matter, however, for the little man beamed at me through his spectacles, and explained that if he took us in his yacht it would be killing two birds with one stone.

Still, of course, my dear fellow, he concluded, you must please yourselves entirely.

So we saw him safely on board the Fiona, and then started for Invermalluch in Hildermans magnificent Wolseley launch.

Fuller knows me, he explained, by way of apology. I go up with him sometimes as often as three times a week, but I gathered that you asked me with a view to discussing the mystery of the green flash, or whatever you call it.

Youre quite right; I did, I replied. I simply want you to come and have a look at the river, and see what you can make of it.

Anything I can do, you know, Mr. Ewart, he assured me, I shall be delighted to do. If you think it will be of any assistance to you if I explore the river with you — well, Im ready now.

From that we proceeded to give him, at his request, minute details of Garnesks conclusions on the matter, and I am afraid I departed from the truth with a ready abandon and a certain relish of which I ought to have been most heartily ashamed.

When we stepped ashore at Invermalluch Hilderman looked back across the water.

If Id waited for Fuller, he laughed, I should have been stuck there yet. Hes let the water go off the boil or something.

We went up to the house and had tea on the verandah, for the General had taken Myra up Loch Hourn in the motor-boat. After tea we got to business.

Now that Ive had a very refreshing cup of tea, the American remarked, I feel rather like the mouse who said Now bring out your cat when he had consumed half a teaspoonful of beer! Now show me the river.

I dont want to sound at all panicky, I said, but I think I ought to warn you that our experiences at the particular spot we are going to have — well, shall we say they have provided a striking contrast from the routine of our daily life?

Im not at all afraid of the river, Mr. Ewart, he replied lightly. I should be the last person to doubt the statements of yourself and Miss McLeod and the General, but I am inclined to think the river has no active part in the proceedings.

You hold the view that it was the merest coincidence that Miss McLeod and the General both had terrible and strange experiences at the same spot? asked Dennis.



It seems to be the only sensible view to hold, Hilderman declared emphatically. I must say I think Miss McLeods blindness might have happened in her own room or anywhere else, and the Generals strange experience seems to me to be the delusion of overwrought nerves. I confess there is only one thing I dont understand, and that is the disappearance of the dog. Thats got me beaten, unless it was that crofter.

We intend to go to the Saddle to-morrow and make a few investigations. I was going by myself, I added cautiously, but I think I can persuade Burnham to stay and go with me.

I certainly should stay for that, Mr. Burnham, Hilderman advised. One more day cant make much difference.

Ill think it over, said Dennis, careful not to commit himself rashly.

We came to the Dead Mans Pool, and crossed over the river, and began to walk up the other side.

This is about the right time for a manifestation of the mystery, I remarked lightly, though I was far from laughing about the whole thing.

Well, said Hilderman, if we are to see the green flash in operation I hope it will be in a gentle mood, and not pull our teeth out one by one or anything of that sort. Evidently he had little sympathy with our fear of the green ray and the awe with which we approached the neighbourhood of the river.



Are we going to the right place? Dennis asked. I mean the identical spot?

That lozenge-shaped thing up there is the Chemists Rock, I replied, and the other important place is Dead Mans Pool, which we have just left.

Miss McLeod went blind on the Chemists Rock, didnt she? Dennis inquired.

Yes, I replied, with a shudder. She was fishing from it.

Then suppose we go back to the pool, he suggested. We agreed readily enough, for I had no desire to hang about the fateful rock, and Hilderman for his part seemed to have no faith in the idea at all. I fancy he thought it would make no difference to us in what part of the river we might be, only provided we didnt fall in. So Dennis led the way back, and he was the first to pick his way to the middle of the stream. Hilderman and I were some distance behind. Suddenly we stopped stock-still, and looked at him. He had begun to cough and splutter, and he seemed rooted to the small stone he was standing on in the middle of the stream. In a flash I understood, and with a cry I bounded after him, Hilderman following at my heels.

Its all right, Ewart, cried Hilderman behind me. Hes only choked, or something of that sort. Hell be all right in a minute.

Dennis had crossed to the centre of the stream by a way of his own, and we ran down to the stepping-stones by which we had come, in order to save the time which we should have been compelled to waste in feeling for a foothold as we went. Every second was of importance, and I fully expected to see Dennis topple unconscious into the pool below before I should be able to save him. I knew what it was exactly; he was going through my own horrible experience of drowning on dry land, to quote Garnesks vigorous phrase. Imagine my astonishment, therefore, when I reached Denniss side with only a slight difficulty in breathing. There was no sign, or at least very little, of the air which was heavier than water. Hilderman plunged along behind me, and we reached the stone on which my friend was standing almost simultaneously. Dennis held an arm pointing up the river, his face transfixed with an expression of horrified amazement. Suddenly Hilderman gave a hoarse, shrill shout, breaking almost into a scream.

Shut your eyes! he yelled. Shut your eyes! Oh, for heavens sake, shut your eyes!

But I never thought of following his advice. Denniss immovable arm, pointing like an inanimate signpost up the river, fascinated me. Slowly I raised my eyes in that direction. Then I stepped back with a startled cry, lost my footing, slipped, and fell on my face among the rocks.

The river had disappeared!


CHAPTER XV.

CONCERNS AN ILLUSTRATED PAPER.

[image: img291.jpg]

THE RIVER HAD disappeared!

In front of us was a great green wall of solid rock, which seemed to tower into the sky above us, and to stretch away for miles to right and left. The curious part about it was that the rock was undoubtedly solid. The shrubs that grew upon it, the great crevices and clefts, were all real. I knew — though I had a hard struggle to make myself believe — that it was all a marvellous and indescribable delusion, for there could be no cliff where only a few seconds before there had been a mighty, rushing torrent.

And yet I could have planted finger and foot on the ledges of that solid precipice and climbed to the invisible summit. Hilderman was muttering to himself beneath his breath, but I was too dazed, my brain was too numbed to make any sense out of the confused mumble of words which came from him. Dennis held my arm in a vice-like grip that stopped the circulation, and almost made me cry out with the pain.

Hilderman staggered, his arm over his eyes, across the stepping-stones to the side of the stream. I found my voice at last.

Dennis! I shouted at the top of my voice, though why I should have shouted I can never explain, for my friend was standing just beside me. Dennis, come away, man. Get out of this!

I exerted my strength to the uttermost, but Dennis was immovable, rooted to the spot by the strange, snake-like fascination of the nightmare. Then, as suddenly as it had arisen, the rock disappeared again, and there before our startled gaze was a peacefully flowing river. Dennis turned to me with a face as white as a sheet.

The place is haunted, he said, with a somewhat hysterical laugh.

Lets get away from it and sit down, and think it over, I urged, pulling him away. We made for the side of the river and sat down, at a very safe distance from the bank. I rolled up my sleeve, and had a look at my arm.

Great Scott! Dennis exclaimed, as I dangled the pinched and purple limb painfully. What on earth did that?

Im afraid it was your own delicate touch and dainty caress that did it, old man. You seized hold of me as if you hadnt seen me for years, and I owed you a thousand pounds.

Ron, my dear fellow, he said penitently, Im most awfully sorry. Why didnt you shout?

I burst out laughing.

I entered a protest in vigorous terms, but you were otherwise engaged at the moment, and, anyway, dont look so scared about it, old man; itll be quite all right in a minute.



Poor Dennis was quite upset at the evidence I bore of his absorption in the miracle, and we postponed our discussion while he massaged the injured arm in order to restore the flow of blood.

Wheres Hilderman? I asked presently, and though we looked everywhere for the American he was nowhere to be seen.

He didnt look the sort to funk like that, said Dennis thoughtfully.

I should have been prepared to bet he was quite brave, I concurred. Well, anyway, I added, the main point is, what do you think of our entertainment? Youve come a long way for it, but I hope you are not disappointed now youve seen it. Its original, isnt it?

By heaven, Ron! he cried, youre right. It is original. It is even a more unholy, indescribable mystery than I expected, and I never accused you of exaggerating it, even in my own mind.

Im glad that both you and Hilderman have had ocular demonstration of it, I remarked. It is so much more convincing, and will help you to go into the matter without any feeling that we are out on a hare-brained shadow-chase.

Were certainly not that, anyhow, Dennis agreed emphatically. It is a real mystery, Ronald, my boy. A real danger, as well, Im afraid. But well stick at it till the end.

Thanks, old fellow, I said simply, and then I added, I wonder what can have become of Hilderman?



Gad! cried Dennis, in sudden alarm. He cant have fallen into the river by any chance?

We jumped to our feet and looked about us.

No, I said presently, he hasnt fallen into the river. And I pointed a finger out to sea. The Baltimore II., churning a frantic way across to Glasnabinnie, seemed to divide the intervening water in one great white slash.

I wonder, said Dennis quietly, is that funk, or isnt it?

We watched the diminishing craft for a minute or two in silence, and finally decided to keep an open mind on the subject until we might have an opportunity to see Hilderman and hear his own explanation.

Talking about explanations, what about the left-handed schoolmaster with the red-headed wife, or whatever it was? I asked.

That was a bit of luck, said Dennis modestly, and I will admit, if you like, that we owe that to Garnesk.

Garnesk wasnt there, I protested.

No, my friend admitted, he wasnt there at the time, but he put me on the look-out for a left-handed sailor. I was very much impressed with his deductions about the man who stole Miss McLeods dog, and I determined to be on the look-out for a left-handed man. I also admit that I carefully watched everyone we met, especially the fishermen at Mallaig, to see if I could detect the sort of man I wanted. I was rewarded when we were pulled out to the Fiona by those two men of Fullers. One of them was red-headed, you remember? Well, that man was left-handed. It was very easy to observe that by the way he held his oar and generally handled things. Of course I was very bucked about it, so I paid very close attention to him. He wore a wedding-ring — ergo, he was married. It is not conclusive, of course, but a fairly safe guess when youre playing at toy detectives. So when I found the knife I looked for some sign that it belonged to him, and found it. It was all quite simple.

I daresay it will be when you explain it, but you havent in the least explained it yet, I pointed out. How about the schoolmaster and all that, and what made you think the knife belonged to him.

Simply because he was very probably — working on the law of averages — the only left-handed man among the crew, and that knife belonged to a left-handed man.

But my dear old fellow, I cried, you dont seriously mean to tell me that you can say whether a man is left-handed or not by looking at marks on the handle of his knife?

Not on the handle, Dennis explained; on the blade. Have you got a knife on you?

I produced my pen-knife.

Ill trust you with it, I declared confidently. Ive never held any secrets from you, Den.

Dennis opened the knife and laid it in the palm of his hand. I stood still and watched him.

Youve sharpened pencils with this knife and the pencils have left their mark. If you hold the knife as you would when sharpening a pencil and look down on the blade there are no pencil marks visible. Now turn the knife over and you will find the marks on the other side of the blade.

Half a minute, I said eagerly, lets have a look. The knife is in position for sharpening a pencil and the back of the knife is pointing to my chest. The marks are underneath. I took a pencil from my pocket and tried it. Yes, Ive got you, Dennis. Its quite clear. If I held the knife with the point to my right instead of to my left, as I should do in sharpening with my left hand, the marks appear on the other side of the blade. It is not quite conclusive, Den, but its jolly cute.

Not when youre looking for it, he said. I was struck by the fact that the knife which, by its size and weight, was a seamans handy tool, had also been used for the repeated sharpening of a blue pencil. When I saw those indications I went through the motion and came to the conclusion that the marks were on the wrong side. Then I tried with my left hand and accounted for it. The blue pencil made me suspicious. I have no knowledge of a yacht-hands duties, but surely sharpening blue pencils is not one of them. Then the knife had also been carried in the same pocket as a piece of white chalk. The only sort of person I could think of who would carry a piece of chalk loose in his pocket and use a blue pencil continuously was a schoolmaster. So I stated definitely — theres nothing like bluff — that the knife belonged to the left-handed man, who quite obviously had red hair, who appeared to wear the insignia of the married state, and who — again according to the law of averages — had at least one child. I naturally slumped the schoolmaster idea in with it, and there you have the whole thing in a nutshell. But it was Garnesk who set me looking for left-handed clues, and if I hadnt been looking for it, it would never have entered my head.

But look here, I suggested, some people sharpen pencils by pointing the pencil to them. Wouldnt that produce the same effect?

Yes, he admitted, I thought of that. But the marks would have been very much fainter, because there would have been much less pressure. I put that idea aside.

Good! I exclaimed. I should much prefer to swallow your theory whole, Dennis, but it struck me that might be a possible source of error, which, of course, might have led us on to a false trail. And, I say, those questions you asked about the time he stayed in port and the hotel. Were those all bluff? Or had you some sort of idea at the back of them?



I had a very definite idea at the back of them, Dennis replied. I thought perhaps the white chalk which was deposited in the blade-pocket, and was even noticeable on the handle, might be due to billiard chalk. But, of course, I didnt mention billiards, because it would have given my line of reasoning away. I thought it was better to spring it on them with a bump.

Which you certainly did, I laughed. As a matter of fact, I thought you were simply having a game with us all. But now that youve told me the details, Den, do you remember what happened when you did spring it on them?

Well, of course I do, he replied. But even so, I hardly know what to make of it. I should like to feel confidently that Fuller is the man we are after. But we must remember that both he and Hilderman might very easily have thought I really had discovered something from the knife and been exceedingly surprised without having any guilty connection with the discovery.

Hm, I muttered, I prefer to suspect Fuller.

Oh, I do too, Dennis agreed. It is safer to suspect everybody in a case like this. But why are you so emphatic?

Well, I explained, we have a few little things to go on. Myra diagnosed that Sholto was taken on a yacht by Garnesks left-handed man in sea-boots. Then you produce a left-handed member of a yachts crew out of an old pocket-knife, and Fuller jumps out of his skin when you mention it. That seems to be something to go on, and then there was that incident in the smoking-room.

When you were reading the paper? he asked. I couldnt make that out. Did you notice anything suspicious about it?

Of course I was in a suspicious mood, I admitted, but it struck me as a singularly rude thing to do to snatch the paper out of my hand like that. His remark about Hildermans precious view was very weak. I think there was something behind it.

What? asked Dennis.

It may have been that there was a letter, or something in the way of a paper, which he didnt want me to see laid inside the paper; but there was another curious point about it. There was a page torn out. I had just noticed this and was on the point of making some silly remark about it when Fuller leaned right across you and took the thing from me, as you saw.

If the page he didnt want you to see was torn out, there was no chance of your seeing it, Dennis argued, logically enough.

No, I agreed, but after your exhibition, if he had anything to conceal he may have been afraid of my even seeing that the page was torn out.



What do you imagine the missing page can possibly have contained?

I dont know, I answered, and thought hard for a minute. By Jove, Den! I cried suddenly, I believe Ive got it. This takes us back to Garnesks idea of a wireless invention causing all the trouble. We think we have reason to believe that Fuller may have stolen the dog. We also think we have reason to believe that one of his yacht-hands is what you called a mathematical master. Now, suppose the paper had got hold of this and printed an illustration of the mysterious invention or perhaps a photograph of the mysterious inventor?

And the inventor, knowing that we should accuse him of blinding Miss McLeod and making off with her dog, the moment we could identify him, tears out the offending illustration in case either we or anyone else in the neighbourhood should see it? He admitted, by the way, that he never went into port if he could help it.

Well, anyway, I said, well have a look for the paper and find the missing page.

You noticed the date? Dennis asked, anxiously.

Oh! it was this weeks issue, I replied.

Do they take it at the house? he inquired, again with a note of anxiety.

Not that I know of, but well rake one up somewhere, dont you fret. And, I say, this is a fine way to welcome a visitor; you havent even said how-do to your host and hostess. Im most awfully sorry.



Dont be an ass, Ronnie, said Dennis, cheerfully. With the utmost respect, as you barrister chaps would say, I hadnt noticed your departure from the requirements of conventional hospitality. I wouldnt have missed this for all the world and a bit of Bond Street.

So then we hurried to the house with a nervous energy, which spoke eloquently to our state of suppressed excitement.

All the same, Den muttered dolefully, as we hurried down the stable path, its going to be what the Americans would call some wireless invention that can plant a grown-up mountain in the middle of an innocent river in the twinkling of an eyelash.

It is, indeed, old fellow, I agreed, but dont let us worry about that. Well get in and see Myra and the General, and then have a look round for the Pictures — the paper you were looking at.

We found Myra sitting on the verandah and wondering what on earth had kept us, and if we had changed our minds and gone straight back south with Garnesk.

Im most awfully sorry, darling, I apologised. Its all my fault, of course. We went to Glasnabinnie, and since then Ive been showing Dennis the river and generally forgetting my duties as deputy host.

What did you go to the river for? Myra asked, suspiciously.



Oh! just to have a look round, you know, dear. Its a very nice river, I replied, airily.

Ronnie, dear, please, she said gently, laying her hand on my arm and turning her veiled and shaded face to mine, please dont joke about it. I cant bear to think of you running risks there.

I looked at my beautiful, blind darling, and a pang shot through me.

God knows Im not joking about it, dearest, I said sadly.

I know you werent really, Ronnie. But, please, oh! please, keep away from the river.

Very well, dear, I promised, I will, unless an urgent duty takes me there. We must solve this mystery somehow, and it may mean my going to the river. But I promise not to run any unnecessary risks.

Ill keep an eye on him and see that he takes care of himself, Miss McLeod, said Dennis, coming to the rescue.

Thank you, Mr. Burnham, the girl replied, but you know it applies to you as well. You must look after yourself also.

By the way, dear, I asked, changing the subject, have you a copy of this weeks Pictures?

Im afraid not, she answered. Must it be the Pictures? Ive just been looking at another illustrated paper.

Looking at what? I cried, jumping to my feet. Darling, whos talking about running risks?

Oh, its all right, dear, she assured me. I got Mary to bring my dark-room lamp down to the den and just glanced at the pictures by the red light. But I wont do it again, if it alarms you, dear. All the same, Im quite sure I could see by daylight.

You promised Garnesk you wouldnt till you heard from him, darling, I urged. It might be very dangerous, so please dont for my sake.

Very well, then, Myra sighed, Ill try to be good. But I hope hell write soon.

Where do you think we could get a copy of the paper? I asked shortly.

If its frightfully important, dear, you might get one in Glenelg, and, failing that, Doctor Whitehouse would lend you his. I know he takes it in. Why are you so keen about it?

Well go into the den and tell you everything in a minute or two, dear, I promised. Is there any objection to my sending Angus in to the doctor?

None whatever, Myra declared, he can go now if you like.

So after I had despatched Angus into the village with strict instructions not to come back without a copy of the paper if he valued his life, we all adjourned to Myras den, and my friend and I told her in detail everything that had happened. About an hour and a half later Angus returned with the paper. I took it from him with a hurried word of thanks and nervously turned over the pages.

Ah! heres a page I didnt see, I exclaimed excitedly, but the only thing on the whole page was a photograph of a new dancer appearing in London. Without waiting for me to do so, Dennis leaned over me and turned the page over with a quick jerk of the wrist.

Phew! I exclaimed involuntarily, and Dennis gave a long, low whistle.

Oh! what is it? Tell me! pleaded Myra, anxiously.

Its a photograph of our friend Fuller, I replied slowly, in a voice that shook with excitement. And hes wearing court dress, and underneath the photograph are the words Baron Hugo von Guernstein, Secretary of the Military Intelligence Department of the Imperial German General Staff.


CHAPTER XVI.

DISCLOSES CERTAIN FACTS.
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THERES NO DOUBT about it, I remarked as soon as we had partially recovered from our surprise. Thats Fuller right enough.

Oh! theres no doubt its our man, said Dennis emphatically. Even if we had not the evidence of the torn page to corroborate it, the likeness is perfect.

Yes, I agreed, but what do you think his game can be? Im coming round to Garnesks wireless theory.

Whatever it is, weve stumbled on something of real importance this time. We must find out what it is and show it up at once.

I hope youll take care, said Myra anxiously. I shouldnt mind so much if I could be with you to help, but its dreadful to sit here and know you are in danger and not be able to do anything at all.

Im very glad you cant, darling, I said heartily, as I threw my arm round her shoulders. I dont want you to come rushing into these dangers, whatever they may be. In a way I am glad you are not able to join us, because I know how difficult it would be to stop you if you were.

I suppose this is all one affair, she said doubtfully. You dont think this is something quite different from the green ray? It might be two quite separate things, you know.

I dont think we are likely to meet with two such interesting problems in such a remote locality unless they are connected with each other, Miss McLeod, and especially as everything else apart from the photograph of Baron von Guernstein points to Fuller as the culprit. I think we can take it that in solving one mystery we provide the solution to the other.

I quite agree with you, Dennis, I said, but what I am worrying about now is, what we are going to do.

The first thing you must do is to dress for dinner, and not let anyone imagine there is anything untoward about, Myra advised. And please dont tell father you have been lunching with one of the Kaisers principal spies, if thats what the Barons title really means. I would much rather you said nothing to him at all about it for the present, and in any case you must have something definite in mind as to your plans before you put the matter to him. If you tell him you dont know what to do about it he will be in a dreadful state. He is very far from well, and all this business has told on him dreadfully.

That is very excellent advice, Miss McLeod, Dennis agreed warmly. Ronald, well go and disguise ourselves as ordinary, undisturbed human beings and hide our fears and doubts behind the breastplate of a starched shirt. Come along.

So Dennis dragged me away, and then, realising his indiscretion, allowed me to return to my fiancée just for two minutes, old fellow.

Dinner was a curious meal, though not quite so strange as the meal the General and I had together the night, less than a week before, that Myra lost her sight.

I hope I shall never live through a week like that again. Even now, as I look back, I cannot believe that it all happened in seven days. It still seems to have been something like seven months at the very least.

We had one thing in our favour as we sat down to the table; we all had a common object in view. We were each of us determined to forget the green ray for a moment. Fortunately the old man took an immediate fancy to Dennis and that brightened me considerably. There are few things so pleasant as to see those whose opinion you value getting on with your friends. Only once, and that after Mary McNiven had come to take poor Myra away, did the subject of the green ray crop up.

Mr. Burnham knows about it all, I suppose? the General asked.

Ive told him everything, and Garnesk and I went over the whole thing with him before the train went.

Good! said the old man emphatically. Excellent fellow Garnesk — excellent; in fact, I dont know when Ive met such a thundering good chap. No new developments, I suppose?

I hesitated. I could not have brought myself to lie to him, and in view of the startling complications with which we had so recently been confronted, I was at a loss for an answer. Dennis came to my rescue just in time.

I think Rons difficulty is in defining the word developments, General, said he. If we said there were developments it would naturally convey the impression that we had something definite to report. I think perhaps the best way to put it would be that we believe we are getting on the right scent, by the simple process of putting two and two together and making them four. We hope to have something very decided to tell you in a day or two.

I shall be glad to hear something, I can assure you, said the old man, but in the meantime we will try to forget about it. You have had a tiring journey, Mr. Burnham, followed by a strange initiation into what is probably a new sphere of life altogether — the sphere of mysteries and detectives, and so forth. No, Ronald, well give Mr. Burnham a rest for to-night.

But just as I was congratulating myself that we had escaped from the painful necessity of putting him off with an evasive answer, if not a deliberate lie, the butler entered and announced that he had shown Mr. Hilderman into the library.

Well, as we are ready, we had better join him, said the old man, and we adjourned to the other room.

Now if Hilderman should by any tactless remark betray our strange experience in the afternoon there would be the devil to pay. I followed the General into the library, beckoning to the American with a warning finger on my lip. He saw at once what I meant, fortunately, and held his tongue, and we all talked of general matters for some little time. Then Hilderman took the bull by the horns.

As a matter of fact, General, he announced boldly, I ran over to have a word with Mr. Ewart about a certain matter which is interesting us all. I dont suppose you wish me to worry you with details at the moment?

I should be very glad to hear what you have to tell us, Mr. Hilderman, but unfortunately I — er — I have a few letters I simply must write, so I hope you will excuse me. My daughter is in the drawing-room, so perhaps you fellows would care to join her there. Her counsel will be of more use to you than mine in your deliberations, I have no doubt.

However, when we looked for her in the drawing-room Myra was not there, and I found her in her den.

Why not bring him in here? she asked. He wont bite, and it will be more conducive to a free and easy discussion. I should like to hear what he has to say for himself in view of his running away this afternoon, and I shouldnt feel comfortable in the drawing-room with this shade on. In here I feel that he must just put up with any curiosities he meets.

So we made ourselves comfortable in the den, and Hilderman sat in a chair by the window.

Of course, you know what I have come to speak about, Mr. Ewart, he began at once. You must have thought my conduct this afternoon was very strange — very unsportsmanlike, to say the least.

Oh, I dont know, I replied as lightly as I could. It was a very strange affair, and it rather called for strange conduct of one sort or another.

Still, you must have thought it cowardly to run away as quickly as I could, he insisted.

It was some time before we even noticed you had left us, I laughed, and then, I confess, I couldnt quite make out where you had got to or why you had gone.

As a matter of fact we were rather scared, Dennis put in. We searched for you in the river.

It sounds a very cowardly confession to make, Hilderman admitted, but I went back to the landing-stage, got into my boat, and cleared off as quickly as I could. I must ask you to believe that I was under the impression that it would be best for us all that I should. But my idea proved to be a bad one and nothing came of it. So here I am to ask you if you have learned anything or have anything to suggest.

Im afraid were more at a loss than ever now, I admitted. The further we get with this thing the less we seem to know about it, unfortunately.

Hilderman was exceedingly sympathetic, and though he made numerous suggestions he was as puzzled as we were ourselves. I had some difficulty in defining his attitude. We knew as much as was sufficient to hang his friend Fuller, but I could not make up my mind whether he really was a friend of von Guernsteins or not. It was a small thing that decided me. On an occasionable table beside the American lay a steel paper-knife, a Japanese affair, with a carved handle and a very sharp blade. Hilderman picked up the knife and toyed with it.

I should be careful with that, Mr. Hilderman, I advised. That is a wolf in sheeps clothing; its exceedingly sharp.

Oh, yes! cried Myra. If you mean my paper-knife, it ought not really to be used as a paper-knife at all, the point is like a needle. I must put it away or hang it up as an ornament.

The American laughed and laid the knife down again on the table, and we resumed our discussion. Both Dennis and I knew that we must be very careful to conceal our suspicions, but at the same time we did our best to reach some sort of conclusion with regard to Hilderman himself.

And, I suppose, until you have searched about the Saddle, he remarked, you will be no further on as to who stole Miss McLeods dog. It seems to me that the dog was taken by the man who wished to conceal an illicit still, and the green flash, or green ray, or whatever you call it, is simply a manifestation of some strange electrical combination in the air.

Im afraid we shall have to leave it at that, I said with an elaborate sigh of regret.

Not when you have Mr. Burnhams distinguished powers of deduction to assist you, surely, Mr. Ewart? said Hilderman, and waited for an answer.

Flukes are not very consistent things, I fear, Dennis supplied him readily, and if we are to make any progress we shall hardly have time for idle speculation.

Fortune might continue to favour you, the American persisted. Dont you think its worth trying?

Im afraid not, said Dennis, with a laugh that added emphasis and conviction to his statement.

By the way, Myra suggested, I dont know if anybody would care for a whisky and soda or anything. I wont have drinks served in here, but if anybody would like one, you know where everything is, Ron. I always say if anyone wants a drink in my den they can go and get it, and then I know they really like being in the den. You see Im a woman, Mr. Hilderman, she laughed.

I must say I think the idea of refreshment would not enter the head of anyone who had the pleasure of your company here, Miss McLeod, unless you suggested it yourself.

We laughed at the rather heavy compliment, and I went into the dining-room to fetch the decanters, syphons and glasses.

Ill help you to get them, called Dennis, and followed me out of the room.

Well? I asked as soon as we reached the other room. What do you make of it?

Im not sure, Dennis admitted. Im puzzled. I shouldnt be surprised if he turned out to be a Government secret service man keeping an eye on Fuller-von-Guernstein, and that when he has quite made up his mind that the mystery of the green ray is connected with his own business he will show his hand.

Something of the same sort occurred to Garnesk, I said. Well, at present wed better avoid suspicion and go back before he thinks were holding a committee meeting.

So I led the way to the den. I was walking carefully and slowly, because I was unaccustomed to carrying trays of glasses and things, and consequently I made no noise. I pushed the door open with my shoulder, Dennis following with a couple of syphons, and as I did so I chanced to glance upwards.



In a large mirror which hung over the fireplace I saw the reflection of Hildermans face, knitted in a fierce frown, gazing intently at some object which was outside my view. Myra was talking, though what she was saying I did not notice. I went into the room and put the tray on the big table, and as I filled the glasses I looked round casually to see what Hilderman had been looking at. Lying on the sofa on which Myra was sitting was the copy of the Pictures, open at the page bearing the incriminating photograph!

I mixed Hildermans drink according to his instructions — for by this time he had entirely recovered his equanimity — and handed it to him. As I did so I happened to look in the direction of the small table beside him. Myras Japanese paper-knife was still there, but the point had been stuck more than an inch into the mahogany top of the table. I turned away quickly, with a laughing remark to Myra, which did not seem to raise any suspicion at the time, though I have no recollection now what it was I said.

A few moments afterwards I quietly and unostentatiously slipped out of the room. Surely there could be no doubt about it now. The whole thing was obvious. Hilderman had noticed the paper, jumped to the conclusion that we suspected everything, and in the sudden access of baffled rage had picked up the paper-knife and stabbed it into the table.

There was only one possible reason for that — Hilderman was an enemy. In that case, I thought, he has come here to try and find out how much we know and to keep an eye on us. Possibly he might be attempting to keep us there so that Fuller could get up to some satanic trick elsewhere. I decided to act at once. I turned back to the den and put my head round the door.

Will you people excuse me for a bit? I said lightly. The General wants me. And with that I left them. I had almost asked Hilderman not to go till I came back, but I was afraid it might sound suspicious to his acute ears. I hardly knew what to do. I should have liked to have been able to speak with Dennis, if only for a moment. Indeed, I am quite ready to confess that just then I would have given all I possessed for ten minutes conversation with my friend. I stole quietly out of the house, and thought furiously.

If Hilderman wanted to keep us from spying on Fuller, where was Fuller? Would I be wiser to wait and try to keep an eye on Hilderman, or was my best plan to ignore him and try and locate his German friend? I decided on the latter course. I went back and wrote a short note to Dennis and slipped it inside his cap.

Im convinced they are both enemies. Take care of Myra. I may be out all night. Dont let her worry about me; I may not be back for some time, but I shall come back all right. — R.

I left this for my friend, knowing that sooner or later he would find it, and went down to the landing-stage. The Baltimore II. and Myras boat, the Jenny Spinner, were drawn up alongside, and I realised that if I took the Jenny I should be raising Hildermans suspicions at once. Anchored a little way out was another small motor-boat — the first the General had — which Myra had also called after a trout fly — the Coch-a-Bondhu — though the play upon words was lost on most people. The boat was still in constant use, and Angus and Hamish continually went into Mallaig and Glenelg in it to collect parcels and so on. I ran to the petrol shed, and got three tins of Shell, put them in the dinghy and pushed out to the Bondhu, climbed on board, sounded the tank, filled it up, and started out across the Loch. I can only plead my anxiety to get well out of sight and hearing before Hilderman should think of leaving the house, as an excuse for my lamentable thoughtlessness on this occasion. Indeed, it was not till long afterwards that I realised I had forgotten to anchor the dinghy, and I left it, just as it was, to drift out to sea on the tide.

I made all the pace I could and reached the other side in about twenty minutes. I was sadly equipped for an adventurous expedition! I had no flask to sustain me in case of need, no weapon in case I should be called to defend myself; I was wearing a dinner-jacket, no hat, and a pair of thin patent-leather pumps!

I ran the boat right in shore, heedless of the danger to the propeller, in a small sandy cove round the point, so that I was hidden from Glasnabinnie. Then I realised that I had been a little too precipitate in my departure. There was no anchor-chain on board, and the painter was admirably suited for making fast to pier-heads and landing-stages at high tide, but was nothing like long enough to enable me to make the craft secure on short. However, I dragged her as far up as I could, and prayed that I might be able to return before the tide caught her up and carried her away. In those circumstances I should have been stranded in the enemys country, by no means a pleasing prospect!

Having done the best I could for Myras faithful motor-boat, I made my way round the hill, climbing cautiously upwards all the time, my dinner-jacket carefully buttoned in case a gleam of moonlight on my shirt-front should give me away at a critical moment. It was a rocky and difficult climb, and I soon regretted that I had not taken the bridle path to Glasnabinnie and made my way boldly up the bed of the burn. However, it was too late to turn back, and eventually, after one or two false steps and stumbles, I succeeded in reaching a spot from which I could obtain a good view of the hut. No, there was no light there, no sign of movement at all. I decided to work my way round to the other side and then, if I continued to get no satisfaction, to descend to the house. The windows of the hut, or smoking-room, as the reader will no doubt remember, extended the whole length of the structure; and surely, I thought, if there were a light in the place it would be bound to be visible. I edged round the face of a steep crag, floundered across the stream between the two falls, getting myself soaked above the knees as I did so, and crouched among the heather on the other side of the building. No, there was no one there, the place was deserted. I knelt down and peered about me listening intently.

Not a sound greeted my expectant ear save the incessant rumble of the falls. Then as I turned my attention to the house itself and looked down the course of the burn to Glasnabinnie, I could scarcely suppress a cry of astonishment. For there below me, moving to and fro between the house and the hut, was a constant procession of small lights, like a slowly moving stream of glow-worms, twenty or thirty yards apart. I was rooted to the spot. What could it mean? Was this another weird natural manifestation, or was it, as was much more likely, a couple of dozen men bearing lights? Yes, that was it, men bearing lights — and what else besides? Men dont climb up and down steep watercourses in the night for the sake of giving an impromptu firework display to an unexpected visitor, I told myself. There was only one thing to do, and that was to investigate the matter and chance what might happen to me. I crept down to the hut, and lay on my face among the heather and listened. Here and there a mumble of voices, now and then a subdued shout, apparently an order to be carried out by the mysterious light-bearers, broken occasionally by the shrill call of a gull, conveyed nothing to me that I could not see. I looked up at the hut. No, there was no one there, and the windows were not screened, because I could see the moonlight streaming through the far side. Yet, surely, the hut must be their objective, I thought. Where else could they be going to? Fascinated, I crawled on my hands and knees till I could touch the walls of the smoking-room by putting out my arm. I heard a great commotion coming, it seemed, from the very ground beneath my feet.

I laid my ear to the ground and listened. The noise grew louder, and the voices seemed to be shouting against a more powerful sound — the waterfall, possibly. I thought perhaps the floor of the hut would give me more opportunity to locate the source of the disturbance. I threw caution to the winds and slipped through the wide windows into the room. I moved as carefully as I could, however, once my feet found the floor, for if there should be anyone below they would probably hear me up above. I turned back the carpet in order to hear more distinctly, and as I did so I noticed a rectangular shaft of light which trickled through the floor. There was a trap-door. I knelt down and lifted it cautiously by a leather tab which was attached to one side of it and peered through. I can never understand how it was I did not drop that hatch again with a self-confessing crash when I realised the extraordinary nature of the sight that greeted my eyes. There was I in the smoking-hut of a peaceful American citizen, where only a few hours before I had spent a pleasant hour in friendly conversation, and now I was lying on the edge of the entrance to a great cavern.

Below me there was a confused mass of machinery and men. Some were working on scaffolding, others were many feet below. The nearest of them was so close to me that I could have leaned down and laid my hand on his head. I tried to make out what they were doing, but except that they were dismantling the machinery, whatever it might be, I could make nothing of it. I watched them breathlessly, trembling lest at any moment one of them should look up and detect my presence.

The place was lighted by electricity, though there were not enough lamps to illuminate the cavern very brightly, and as my eyes got accustomed to the lights and shadows I was able to make out the cause of this.

Evidently there was a turbine engine below, driven by the water from the falls, which supplied the necessary power. After a moment or two it dawned on me how the cavern came to be there; it was, or had been, the course of a hidden river, such as are common enough among the mountains, but the stream had been diverted, probably by some sort of landslide, and had left this tumbler-shaped cave, resembling a pit shaft. Now, I thought, I have only to find out what all this machinery is for and the whole mystery is solved. I opened the trap a little further, and allowed my body to hang slightly over the edge.

Then for the first time I saw, to my right, fixed so that it almost touched the floor of the hut, a great round brass object, mounted on an enormous tripod, which, again, stood on a platform. In front of this was a large square thing like a mammoth rectangular condenser, such as is used for photographic enlarging and other projection purposes. Had it not been for this condenser I should have taken the whole thing to be an elaborate searchlight. But, I asked myself, what would be the good of a searchlight there? Suddenly the whole truth dawned upon me.

The searchlight must operate through a trap in the wall of the hut just below the floor. I leaned further in, forgetting my danger in the intoxication of sudden discovery.

Only a foot or two away from me a man was working on the searchlight. Carefully taking it to pieces, he was handing the parts to another man, who was perched on the scaffold below him. He was so close to me that I could hear him breathing. I was about to wriggle back to safety when he looked up. He gave a sudden loud shout. I lay there fascinated. After all, I thought, before they can reach me I can slip out and edge round the cliff, run down on to the shore, and get away in the motor-boat. But I had reckoned without my host. Even as the man shouted, and the others left their work to see what was the matter, Fuller dashed out from behind the platform, gave one terrified look at me, and, flinging himself at the wall of the cavern, threw all his weight on a rope which dangled there. I scuttled to my feet, intending to make a bolt for it. But the boards shivered beneath me, and, before I could realise what was happening, I found myself hurtling through the air to the floor of the cavern below.


CHAPTER XVII.

SOME GRAVE FEARS.
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AND NOW, AS the reader will readily understand, I must continue the story as it was afterwards related to me.

Myra, the General, and Dennis sat up and waited for me till the early hours of the morning, but I did not return. The young people did what they could to assure the old man that my sudden and unexpected disappearance had been entirely voluntary, and Dennis, who had found my note, as soon as he put on his cap to stroll out casually, and see where I had got to, gave him subtly to understand that it was really part of a prearranged plan, and Myra at length persuaded him to go to bed at midnight.

When I failed to put in an appearance at breakfast-time, however, even they began to be a trifle alarmed, but they did their best to conceal their fears. They scoured the hillside and then went down to the landing-stage. Dennis had reported the previous night that the motor-boat was still in its place when he saw Hilderman off, and it never occurred to Myra that I might make my departure in the Coch-a-Bondhu.

He hasnt gone by the sea, any way, Dennis announced again, as he and the girl stood on the landing-stage.



You mean the Jenny is still there? she asked.

Yes, said Dennis, shes just where she was when we arrived from Glasnabinnie in Hildermans boat yesterday.

Mr. Burnham! Myra cried suddenly, is there another boat, a brown motor-boat, anchored just out there?

No, said Dennis, realising how terribly handicapped they were by Myras inability to see.

Are you sure? the girl asked anxiously.

Quite sure, said Dennis positively. There is one motor-boat here, and that is all.

I suppose he took that to put Hilderman off the scent, Myra mused, and in that case he is probably quite safe. I daresay hes gone to look for our friend von Whats-his names yacht or his house at Loch Duich.

Dennis clutched at the opportunity this theory gave him to allay her fears, and declared that it was ridiculous of him not to have thought of it before, and he gave Myra his arm to the house. But he was not at all satisfied with it, and, as it turned out afterwards, Myra was not very confident about it either. Dennis knew me well enough to know that I should never have set out with the deliberate intention of stopping away overnight without leaving some more definite message for my fiancée. However, their thoughts were speedily diverted, for they had hardly reached the house before a strange man made his way towards them through the heather.

Mr. Ewart, sir? he asked.

Do you wish to speak to Mr. Ewart? Dennis asked cautiously.

I have a parcel and a message for him from Mr. Garnesk, said the stranger, a young man, who might have been anything by profession.

Oh, indeed, said Dennis, his suspicions aroused at once. Garnesk, he knew, had only arrived in Glasgow the night before.

I see you are wondering how I got here and why I came down the hill, instead of up a road of some sort, said the youth with a smile.

Frankly, I was, Dennis admitted.

Then, perhaps, I had better explain who I am and how I come to be here. My name is McKenzie. I am employed by Welton and Delaunay, the Glasgow opticians, makers of the Weldel telescopes and binoculars. Mr. Garnesk has a good deal to do with our firm in the matter of designs for special glasses to withstand furnace heat, for ironworkers, etc. He arrived at the works last night in a car, and, after consulting with the manager, they kept a lot of us at work all night on a new design of spectacles.



I was sent with this parcel in the early hours of the morning. There was no passenger train, but Mr. Garnesk got me a military pass on a fish train, and here I am. I was to deliver the parcel to Mr. Ewart, or, failing him, to Miss McLeod. When I saw this lady with the — er — the shade over her eyes I thought you were probably Mr. Ewart, sir.

Im not, as a matter of fact, said Dennis. But where have you come from, and why didnt you come up the path?

Mr. Garnesk gave me instructions, sir, which I read to the boatman who brought me here. Mr. Garnesk said I would find several fishermen at Mallaig who had motor-boats, and would bring me across. He also gave me this paper, and told me on no account to deviate from the directions he gave.

Dennis held out his hand for the paper. He glanced through it, and then read it to Myra.

Take a motor-boat from Mallaig to Invermalluch Lodge, he read. Tell the man to cross the top of Loch Hourn as if he were going to Glenelg, but when he gets well round the point he is to double back, and land you as near as he can to the house, but to keep on the far side of the point. You are on no account to be taken to the landing-stage at the lodge. When you arrive at the lodge insist on seeing Mr. Ewart, or Miss McLeod personally, if Mr. Ewart is not there. Then rejoin your motor-boat, and go on to Glenelg. Wait there for the first boat that will take you to Mallaig, and come back by the train. Do not return to Mallaig by motor-boat.

Those are very elaborate instructions, Mr. Burnham, said Myra. It would seem that Mr. Garnesk is very suspicious about something.

Evidently, Dennis agreed. Youd better let Miss McLeod have that parcel, he added to McKenzie. The youth handed him the parcel, and at Myras suggestion Dennis opened it. Topmost among its contents was a letter addressed to me. Dennis tore it open and read it.

Miss McLeod is to wear a pair of these glasses until I see her again. She will be able to see through them fairly well, but she must not remove them. The consequences might be fatal. The three other pairs are for you and Burnham, and one extra in case of accidents. It will also come in handy if you take Hilderman into your confidence. Wear these glasses when you are in any danger of coming in contact with the green ray. I have an idea that they will act as a decided protection. I also enclose one Colt automatic pistol and cartridges, the only one I could get in the middle of the night. If you decide to ask Hildermans help tell him everything. I am sure he will be very useful to you. Keep your courage up, old man! The best to you all. In haste. — H.G.

Were certainly learning something, said Dennis, as he finished. Obviously Garnesk is very suspicious of somebody, but its not Hilderman. He writes as if he were pretty sure of himself. Probably he has proved his theory about Hilderman being a Government detective.

I have a message for Mr. Ewart, sir, the messenger interrupted.

You had better tell it me, Dennis suggested.

Id rather Miss McLeod asked me, McKenzie demurred. Those were Mr. Garnesks instructions. He said failing Mr. Ewart, insist on seeing Miss McLeod.

Very well, laughed Myra. I quite appreciate your point. May I know the message?

Mr. Ewart was to take no notice whatever of anything Mr. Garnesk said in his letter about Mr. Hilderman. He was on no account to trust Mr. Hilderman, but to be very careful not to let him see he was suspected. The gentlemen were always to wear their glasses whenever they were in sight of the hut above — Glas. — above Mr. Hildermans house.

Whew! Dennis whistled. But why didnt he —— ? Oh, I see. He was afraid the letter might fall into Hildermans hands.

I wonder where Ron can have got to? Myra mused wistfully.

Were very much obliged to you for all the trouble you have taken, Mr. McKenzie, said Dennis. Youve done very well indeed.



Oh, Mr. Garnesk also said that Miss McLeod was to put on her glasses by the red light.

Yes; thats important, Dennis agreed. Well go up to the house now, shall we, Miss McLeod?

Yes, said Myra, and Mr. McKenzie must come and have a meal and a rest, as Im sure he needs both after his journey. Ill send Angus to look after the boatman. So the three strolled up to the lodge.

By the way, said Dennis, of course its all right, and youve carried out your instructions to the letter, but how can you be sure this is Miss McLeod, and how do you know Im not Hilderman?

Mr. Garnesk described everybody I should be likely to meet, McKenzie replied, including Mr. Hilderman and Mr. Fuller. I know you are Mr. Ewarts friend because you have a small white scar above your left eyebrow. So, being with you, and wearing a shade and an Indian bangle, I thought I was safe in concluding the lady was Miss McLeod.

Garnesk doesnt seem to miss much! Dennis laughed.

He made me repeat his descriptions about twenty times, said McKenzie, so I felt pretty sure of myself.

When they got up to the lodge, and the messengers requirements had been administered to, Dennis unpacked the parcel. The spectacles proved to be something like motor goggles; they fitted closely over the nose and forehead, and entirely excluded all light except that which could be seen through the glass. The only curious thing about them was the glass itself. Instead of being white, or even blue, it was red, and the surface was scratched diagonally in minute parallel lines. Myra and Dennis hurried upstairs, and lighted the lamp in the dark-room. When the girl came down again she declared that she could see beautifully. Everything was red, of course, but she could see quite distinctly.

Have you any idea why these glasses are ruled in lines like this? Dennis asked McKenzie.

I couldnt say for certain, sir, the youth replied. But I should think it was because Mr. Garnesk thought the glasses would be so near the eye as to be ineffective. In photography, for instance, you cant print either bromide or printing-out paper in a red light. But if you coat a red glass with emulsion, and make an exposure on it, you can print the negative in the usual way. I dont know why it is.

Perhaps there is no space for a ray to form, Myra suggested.

You must tell Mr. Garnesk how deeply grateful we all are to him, said Dennis. Ill give you a letter to take back to him. It has been a wonderfully quick bit of work!

I should think he has got some hundreds of the glasses finished by this time, said McKenzie, and he has already asked for an estimate for fifty thousand of them.



Whatever for? Myra exclaimed.

I couldnt say at all, but Mr. Garnesk probably has it all mapped out. He always knows what hes about.

A couple of hours later McKenzie left for Glenelg, with ample time to catch his boat, and the others sat down to lunch. Myra was delighted that she could see, even though everything was red. Just as they had finished lunch a telegram was delivered to Dennis. It was handed in at Mallaig, and it read: Dont worry about me. May be away for a few days. — Ewart.

Oh, good! exclaimed Dennis. A wire from Ron. Hes all right. Dont worry about me. May be away for a few days. Sent from Mallaig. He may have got something he feels he must tell Garnesk about, and has gone to Glasgow.

I expect thats it, Myra agreed. Im glad hes wired. I do hope hell write from wherever he is to-night. Do you think I shall get a letter in the morning?

Certain to, Dennis vowed, laying the telegram on the mantelpiece. Hes sure to write, however busy he is.

Though Myra was disappointed that there was no personal message for her, she tried to believe that everything was all right. Dennis went on what he called coastguard duty, and watched the sea and shores with the untiring loyalty of a faithful dog. That night, after dinner, he went out to keep an eye on things, and left Myra with her father. She has told me since that she felt miserable that I had not wired to her, and went to fetch my telegram in order to get what comfort she could from my message to Dennis. She held the telegram under the light, and read it through. The words were: May be away for a few days. — Ewart. She made out the faint pencil writing slowly through the red glass. She read it twice through, and then suddenly collapsed into an armchair in the horror of swift realisation. Ewart! she whispered, Ewart! He would never sign a telegram to Mr. Burnham in that way. If Ronnie didnt send that wire, who did?

In a moment she jumped to her feet. She must act, and act quickly.

She ran into the den, and picked up the revolver and cartridges which Garnesk had sent, and which she had put carefully away until I should come and claim them. She loaded the revolver, and tucked it in the pocket of the Burberry coat which she slipped on in the hall. Then she tore down to the landing-stage, and made straight for Glasnabinnie in the Jenny Spinner. She had got about half a mile when Dennis, coming up to the top of the cliff on his self-imposed coastguard duties, saw her and recognised her through his binoculars.

He ran down to the landing-stage, putting on his red glasses as he went. His horror was complete when he found there was no craft of any kind about, not even a rowboat. Alas! I had idiotically allowed the dinghy to drift away. He ran along the shore, every now and then looking anxiously through his binoculars for any sign of any kind of boat that would get him over to Glasnabinnie in time to fulfil his promise of looking after Rons little girl.

Myra has since admitted — and how proud I was to hear her say it — that she forgot about everything and everybody except that I was in danger, and probably Hilderman knew something about it. Her one thought was to hold the pistol to his head and demand my safe return.

She came ashore a little beyond the house, having made a rather wide detour, so that she should not be seen. She knew the best way to the hut, and there was a light in it. She thought Hilderman would be there. She had passed well to seaward of the Fiona, and noticed that she was standing by with steam up. Myra climbed the hill to the hut with as much speed as she could.

Hilderman was standing below the door of the smoking-room talking to three men. She knew that she would have no chance, even with a revolver, against four men. She might hurt one of them, but she recognised, fortunately, that the others would overpower her.

Eventually Hilderman went into the hut, and two of the men stayed outside talking. The other went down the hill. It was in watching this man that Myra saw the sight that had astonished me, the continuous stream of lights down the bed of the burn. She waited, so she said it seemed, for hours and hours, before she could see a real chance of attacking Hilderman.

Indeed, neither she nor Dennis can give any very clear idea precisely how long it was that she waited there, but it must have been a considerable time. At last Hilderman was alone. Myra crept to the edge of the little plateau on which the hut stood, and then made a dash for the door. She thrust it open and stepped inside, pulling it to behind her. Hilderman sprang to his feet with an oath as he saw her.

Heavens! he cried. You!

Myra drew the revolver and presented it at him.

Put up your hands, Mr. Hilderman, she said, with a calmness that astonished herself, and tell me what you have done with Ronnie — Mr. Ewart.

I must admit youve caught me, Miss McLeod! Hilderman replied. I can only assure you that your fiancé is safe.

Where is he? Myra asked.

He is quite close at hand, Hilderman assured her, and quite safe. What do you want me to do?

You must set him free at once, said Myra quietly.

And if I refuse?



I shall shoot you and anyone else who comes near me.

Now look here, Miss McLeod, said Hilderman, I may be prepared to come to terms with you. If you shot me and half a dozen others it would not help you to find Mr. Ewart. On the other hand, it would be awkward for us to have a lot of shooting going on, and I have no wish to harm Mr. Ewart. If I produce him, and allow you two to go away, are you prepared to swear to me that you will neither of you breathe a word of anything you may know to any living soul for forty-eight hours? I think I can trust you.

Myra thought it over quickly.

Yes, she said, if you will — —

But she never finished the sentence. At that moment someone caught her wrist in a grip of steel, and wrenched the pistol from her.

Come, come, Miss McLeod, said Fuller, This is very un-neighbourly of you.

Myra looked round her in despair. There must be some way out of this. She cudgelled her brains to devise some means of getting the better of her captives. Fuller laid the pistol on the table and sat down.

You need not be alarmed, he said. We shall not hurt you. You will be left here, that is all. And we shall get safely away. After this we shall not be able to leave your precious lover with you, but Hilderman insists that he shall not be hurt, and we shall take him to Germany and treat him as a prisoner of war.

Then Myra had an inspiration. She turned her head towards Fuller, as if she were looking about two feet to the right of his head.

You may as well kill me as leave me here, she said calmly.

Nonsense, said Hilderman. If we leave you here, and see that you have no means of getting away by sea, you will have to find your way across the hills or round the cliffs. There is no road, and by the time you return to civilisation we shall be clear.

Thats very thoughtful of you, said Myra. You bargain on my falling over a precipice or something. A blind girl would have a splendid chance of getting back safely!

Good heavens! Hilderman cried. I thought you must be able to see. Fuller, this means that that fellow Burnham came with her, and is close at hand. What in the name — —

But he, too, was interrupted, for a great, gaunt figure flashed like some weird animal through the window. A long bare arm reached over Fullers shoulder and snatched the pistol.

Yes, Mr. Burnham is with her, said Dennis quietly, as he stood in front of them, stripped to the waist, the water pouring off him in streams, and covered them with the revolver.

Hilderman and Fuller von Guernstein held up their hands as requested.



This is very awkward, said Fuller. We shall have to let that wretched Ewart go.

And then Dennis swayed, threw up his arms, and fell sideways, full length on the floor. Myra glanced at him, and threw herself on her knees beside the prostrate form.

Dead! she screamed. Dead!

Hilderman pushed her gently aside, and knelt down to examine Dennis.

Its his heart, he announced. Come Hugo. Were safe now, and the girls blind. Lets get away.


CHAPTER XVIII.

THE TRUTH REVEALED.
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I WILL HERE resume my own narrative.

When I came to myself I was dazed and aching, but, so far as I could discover, there were no bones broken. The curious part about it was the rapidity with which I recalled my fall into the cavern. When I found I could move my limbs freely I sat up, and discovered that I was in a small cabin on board a steamer. I stood up and stretched myself. I was feeling weak and ill, but that would pass off I thought. A minutes speculation decided me that I was on board the Fiona, in which case I was shanghaied.

I knew that if I valued my life I must act at once. I opened the door of the cabin, and was surprised to find that it was unlocked. Then I crept cautiously in the shadows of the dawn up the companion-ladder to the deck. Though I heard voices I could see no one close to me. I stole along the deck and listened. The voices were talking quite freely in German. Where could we be? And, more important still, where were we going?

I looked around me, and saw that we were steaming slowly down a narrow loch, surrounded by mountains which stretched right down to the shores. I looked across the deck and almost shouted out in my surprise. For there, moving gracefully alongside of us, was a submarine. There were two officers on the deck of the submarine chatting with Hilderman and Fuller, who were leaning over the rail of the Fiona. A submarine! A German submarine in a peaceful Scottish loch! Then this was the secret base we had discussed. I looked up at the wheel-house. In front of it was the very searchlight, with its curious condenser that I had seen in the cavern.

What could it mean? I decided to slip overboard unseen, if possible, swim to the shore, and get back over the rocks to the mouth of the loch, and give the alarm if I should be fortunate enough to attract the attention of any passing steamer.

But suddenly an idea struck me. I crept quickly up the ladder to the deckhouse, threw my arms round the man at the wheel, flung him down on to the deck, and swung the wheel round with all the strength I had in me. There was a dull, crunching sound as the yacht lurched round. A groaning shiver shook her, and, if I may be pardoned the illustration, it felt exactly as if the ship were going to be sick. There were hoarse cries from the men, and as the Fiona righted herself I looked astern. There was a frothy, many-coloured effervescence of oil and water.

The submarine had disappeared! The yacht was nearing the head of the loch. It was now or never. I made a dash for the side, but Fuller was before me. He tripped me up, and I fell heavily to the deck, bruising myself badly and giving my head a terrible bump. I put up my arm in a last feeble attempt to defend myself. Fullers hands closed on my throat and nearly choked the life out of me, and as I sank back, struggling for breath, a loud cry rang out from Hilderman.

Guernstein! Guernstein! he yelled.

Fuller let me go and ran to Hilderman. I lifted myself on my elbow. Somehow or other I would crawl to the side, and get away before he came back to finish me, but as I looked out over the stern I was rooted to the spot by the sight that met my eyes. Or was I deluding myself with the fantastic delirium of a dying man? Not four hundred yards away was a motor-boat. It was Hildermans Baltimore II., and in it were Myra, my poor Myra, and Garnesk and Angus, all wearing motor-goggles. But, strangest of all, a British destroyer was puffing serenely behind them. No, I must be dreaming. Garnesk had told me he was sending glasses for Myra. He had mentioned his connection with the naval authorities. This must be the nightmare of death-agony.

Then Fuller rushed up the wheel-house ladder and jumped on to the searchlight platform. Suddenly there flashed out on the grey light of the dawn a vivid green ray. So, then, the mystery was solved — but, alas! too late. The green ray was produced by a searchlight, and every man on the destroyer would be blind. I looked back, and as I did so I remembered, with an uncanny distinctness, old General McLeods words, The rock came to me. The warship seemed suddenly to grow double its size, and then double that, and so on, growing bigger and bigger until it appeared to fill the entire loch, and spread out the whole length of the horizon. I could even see a gold signet-ring on the finger of a young officer on the bridge. I looked round at the details of the boat; it stood out in amazing clearness. If one man on that ship, hundreds of yards away, had opened his mouth I could have counted his teeth. Suddenly I gasped with astonishment as I awoke to the fact that every man on board the destroyer was wearing motor-goggles! I had no time to speculate about this new surprise, for then the Fiona, left to her own devices, suddenly crashed ashore. The ship shook and shivered, and Fuller was thrown on his face beside the searchlight, and as I looked again the destroyer had resumed its normal proportions.

Then the crew of the Fiona rushed about the deck in mad terror, until, evidently at the wise suggestion of one of their number, they decided to wait calmly and give themselves up. Hilderman, closely followed by Fuller, sprang ashore, and made for the mountains. Half a dozen shots rang out from the destroyer, and a rifle bullet checked Fullers progress before he had gone more than a few yards.

Hilderman, however, managed to reach the shelter of a ridge of rock, and I watched him as he scuttled up the mountain side, and made straight for a long grey rock which protruded from the foot of a steep crag. And as I looked, and saw him go to the rock and open a door in it, I realised that it was really a great, grey, lean-to shed, cunningly concealed. Hilderman had scarcely opened the door when a huge, dark shadow seemed to fall out of the shed and envelop him. It was Sholto. Blind, and half-mad with fury, he sprang at Hildermans throat with the unerring aim of his breed. The wretched man staggered and fell, and Sholto —— .

I turned away from the sickening sight, and looked over the side, and saw Myra standing up, waving to me, as they drew alongside the wrecked Fiona.

And then Im afraid I must have fainted.



I lay on the sofa in Myras den, and Myra — God bless her! — was kneeling beside me. Sholto was with us too, looking incredibly wise in a pair of motor-goggles.

So you see, darling, said Myra, the glasses cured me completely, and I can see just as well as ever. And I shall not repeat what I said in reply to such glorious news.



Tell me, dear, I asked shortly, what exactly happened with Dennis? I havent quite got that.

Well, he saw me on my way to Glasnabinnie, she explained, and was determined to follow. He couldnt find a boat of any kind, so he swam! Angus saw him in the water and ran and told daddy. When they found there was no boat they went and fetched the one on the loch, carried it down to the sea, and called Hamish. Then they pulled across. Then, you see, when Dennis had his heart attack, I thought he was only pretending. I thought he saw that we should never be able to get away again, and that if he pretended to be dead they would leave us alone. So I followed his lead. I was terribly frightened when I couldnt make him answer me after they had gone, but before I could do anything daddy and the men arrived. Angus stopped with me, and told me where the Fiona had gone. We took the Baltimore because she is much faster than our boat. He must have been a duffer to lose that race we had. And then daddy and Hamish took Dennis — I refuse to call him Mr. Burnham after this — and brought him here and sent for Dr. Whitehouse.

Im thankful hes out of danger, I said fervently.

But the doctor says he must take it very, very gently for a long time, and he wont be able to walk much for months. Did he know he had this heart trouble?



I had scarcely finished explaining the extent of Denniss heroism when Garnesk arrived.

Hildermans dead! he said. He made a full confession. It seems he is a German, and his names von Hilder. He has lived most of his life in America. He is a brilliant physicist, and has done some big things with electricity and light. He was here to prepare the submarine base you found, and he also got on with a new invention — The Green Ray. Of course he didnt give the secret of that away, but we have the searchlight, and I have already tumbled to it partly. It is practically a new form of light.

It is formed by passing violet and orange rays through tourmaline and quartz respectively. The accident to Miss McLeod was their first intimation of its blinding properties, and to the end he knew nothing about the suffocation part of it. I find by experiment that when the two rays are switched on simultaneously the air does not become de-oxygenised, but when you put the violet ray first it does, and it remains so until the orange ray is applied. The effect that Hilderman imagined, and succeeded in producing, was a ray of light which should so alter the relative density of the air as to act as a telescope. Hes done it, and its one of the finest achievements of science. However, I have a piece of wonderful news for you.



What is it? we both demanded at once.

The Secret of the Green Ray is ours, and ours alone. Hilderman has admitted that the reason why they did not clear it out at the first sign of suspicion was that, in their final calculations, they were unsure of their figures. That means, put popularly, that though he knew what he was trying to do, and how he meant to do it, the actual result was something of a fluke. It very often is with inventors. They had no drawings that they could rely on to make another searchlight by, so they were bound to take the whole thing back with them. They could send no figures, because the relative distances and other quantities baffled them. They could not take the searchlight back in pieces, because if any piece had been broken they might not have been able to reconstruct the proportions with critical accuracy, as we say. So what was to have been Germanys hideous weapon of war is now ours. We have a searchlight which acts as a telescope, which will pierce the deepest fog, and which will dispel the most ungodly poisonous gases ever invented. You can see for yourself that no gas could make headway against the atmosphere you encountered the other day. Armies and navies will be absolutely powerless to advance against it. The green ray is the fourth arm of military power. So you see what youve done for your country, you lucky dog!

I! I cried. I like that! Ive had less to do with it than anyone. What about you, eh? — coming running up with a gunboat at the critical moment. How did you manage that?

Well, he replied, as soon as I was in the train on my way back I solved the problem of the fateful hour — with your help, of course. You pointed out that only then was the whole of the gorge flooded with sunshine. Now, it struck me that, if it were not electricity, it would be heat or some other form of light. Then it flashed into my mind that if it were done from a searchlight possessed of some devilish properties the light would not be visible, but the properties would continue to act. Voilà! Then I had already — also with your help — had some doubt of von Hilder; and the hut was the place from which a searchlight would operate on the river. As soon as I got out of the train I taxied to my naval chief, under whom I am working throughout the war, and simply paralysed him with the whole yarn. I pitched him such a tale that he got through to the gunboat to stand by at Mallaig. They were at Portree, nice and handy. I rushed and got the glasses done for the men, picked up the destroyer at Mallaig, and made round here to find out what was happening. Then we sighted Miss McLeod and Angus, and you know the rest. Miss McLeod refused to take the shelter the warship offered, and Angus refused to leave her, so I stayed with them. We acted as pilot-boat, and there you are. Thats the lot! Are you satisfied?

Im satisfied, old man, I said, holding out my hand. Some day Ill try and tell you how satisfied.

Oh, thats all right, he laughed, and left us in great spirits to return to the searchlight.

And so I was left alone with Myra, who a month ago became my wife. For my services rendered in connection with the remarkable affair I received an appointment in the Naval Intelligence Department, while many of our recent successes on land and on sea have, though the truth has been withheld from the public, been due to the employment of The Green Ray.

THE END


The Zeppelin Destroyer (1916)
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BEING SOME CHAPTERS OF SECRET HISTORY

The Zeppelin Destroyer was first published by Hodder and Stoughton in 1916. The Zeppelin included in the title refers to a specific type of airship which was developed in Germany at the start of the twentieth century. It was named after Count Ferdinand Zeppelin, the general that first developed the outline for the airship in 1874. In the 1890s, after he retired from the army, he devoted his time and energy to making the Zeppelin a reality and in 1900 it took to the skies for the first time. Prior to 1914, the Zeppelin had started to be used as a passenger plane and, while there were some setbacks and failures, it carried more than ten thousand fare-paying customers before the outbreak of war.

Once the war began, the Zeppelin was employed by the German army and navy for use in bombing campaigns, although it proved to be fairly inefficient overall at causing significant damage. Nevertheless, the airships still managed to cause hundreds of fatalities in Britain and were feared by the public. The Zeppelin Destroyer relates the tale of three British inventors, who are desperate to stop the damage being wrought by nightly German bombing raids from Zeppelins. They are determined to develop a sophisticated weapon capable of defeating the onslaught from their enemies and desperate to prevent German spies stealing the plans for it.
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The first edition of the novel
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A Zeppelin airship in 1913


Chapter One.

Over a Gasper.
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TO-MORROW? TO-MORROW, MY dear Claude! Why, there may not be a to-morrow for you — or for me, when it comes to that — eh?

Yes. Youre quite right, old son, was my cheerful reply. Im quite aware that these experiments are confoundedly dangerous — and, besides, there are nasty wind-pockets about just now. I got into a deadly one yesterday afternoon, just across the line at Mill Hill.

I saw you, replied my friend Teddy Ashton, a fellow-aviator and chum at Hendon. It gave me a nasty moment. You had engine-trouble at the same time.

Yes, I replied. I was up over eight thousand feet when, without a seconds warning, I found myself in a pocket spinning over. Phew! If ever I nearly came to grief, it was at that moment!

I was on the lawn, having tea with Betty, and we were watching you. I quite expected to see you come plumb down, Teddy said. You righted your old bus splendidly.

Shell have to have a new dope, I think, was my reply, endeavouring to turn the conversation into another channel, for I did not care to discuss my narrow escape from death over the mishap which was certainly my own fault.

I was standing with Teddy in one of the long work-sheds of the Barwick Aeroplane Factory at Hendon on that bright morning early in October, 1915. The wind was light, the barometer high, and both of us had been up, as we had been testing our monoplanes.

As he stood leaning against a half-finished machine idly smoking a gasper — a cigarette in the airman jargon — he presented a fine picture of the clean-limbed young Englishman in his wind-proof aviation suit, with leather cap and ear-pieces, while his goggles had been pushed upon his brow.

Both of us, as quirks, had learned to fly at the same school at Brooklands before the outbreak of war, and both of us were enthusiastic airmen.

In introducing myself to the reader of this chronicle of fact I suppose I ought — at the risk of using the first person singular a little too much — to explain that I, Claude Munro, aged twenty-five, am son of Sir Reginald Munro, a man well-known as a physician, a prominent prescriber of pills and powders in Wimpole Street.

On coming down from Cambridge I had read for the bar a short time, but finding that my inclination was more in the direction of electricity and mechanics, my indulgent father allowed me to take a course of study at a Wireless School, where I was not long in learning most of the recent discoveries in the field of radio-telegraphy.

One Saturday afternoon, about two years before, my father had taken me in his car to Hendon to see the passenger-flights at two guineas a head, and the excellent Verrier had taken me up with him. Immediately I became bitten with aviation, and instantly decided to adopt it as a profession.

At first the governor — as all governors do — set his face firmly against such a risky business, but at last I persuaded him to plank down the fees, and thereupon I began a course of tuition in flying, with the result that I now owned my own big monoplane upon which I was conducting certain important experiments, in association with Teddy Ashton.

See that in the paper this morning about the new German Fokker monoplane? I asked him as we both smoked and rested, our machines standing side by side outside.

Of course, my dear old Claude, was his reply.

It would be one of the jokes of the war if it wasnt such a grim jest. Remember what they said recently in Parliament — that we held the supremacy of the air, and that it is maintained.

All humbug, I declared bluntly. Sad though it is to admit it.

Of course it is! cried Teddy very emphatically.

The fact is that the public havent yet realised that the joke is against our Government experts who now see all their science set at nought by a rule-of-the-thumb Dutchman who, by the simple process of putting a big engine into a copy of an obsolete French monoplane, has given his own countrys chief enemy the freedom of the air.

I agreed with him; and his words, I confess, set me thinking. The papers had been full of the Fokker aeroplane, of its great superiority over anything we possessed, and of it as a real peril to our pilots in Flanders.

The real fact is, declared Teddy, in the intervals of a deal of hammering, that theres nothing extraordinary about the Fokker except that it is built sensibly for a definite job and does it, while our own experts have tangled themselves and the British aircraft industry in a web of pseudo-science and political scheming which has resulted in our lack of the proper machines and engines to fight the Zeppelins.

Yes, I answered with a sigh. Youre quite right, Teddy. But something must be done. We must find some means by which to fight the enemys dirigibles. We have a few good aeroplanes, I admit, but, as you say, those are not the product of the Government factories, but have been produced by private firms. Why? Because airmen have been so badly let down by their experts.

At that moment a shadow was cast before the door of the shed, and a bright musical feminine voice cried:

Hulloa, Claude! I followed you hard, right from Hertford.

It was Roseye— Rosie of the aerodrome! Roseye Lethmere, daughter of Sir Herbert Lethmere, was my own well-beloved, whom I had taught to fly, and who was at that moment perhaps the most notable airwoman in England.

Really, I exclaimed, as I advanced to meet her.

Why, I hadnt any idea you were here. Nobody told me.

Miss Lethmere is always elusive, Teddy laughed, bowing to her. Have you been up on your own bus, or on Eastwells?

On Mr Eastwells. My engine did not run well, so Barnes, his mechanic, lent me his machine, was her reply. Then, turning to me, she said: I went up only five minutes after you. I wonder you didnt look back when you banked over the railway line at Wheathampstead. I was just behind you then, though I could not overtake you, as my engine seemed a little sluggish.

That doesnt occur very often in Eastwells bus, remarked Teddy. I flew it last Thursday, and found the 150 Gnome ran perfectly.

Well, Claude, you outdistanced me altogether, declared my well-beloved. From Hertford, with the wind behind you, you absolutely shot back. I thought that Mr Eastwells machine would outmatch yours, but, though I put every ounce into the engine, I was hopelessly out of it. It hadnt been tuned up well.

Thats curious, Roseye, I replied. I had no idea that my bus was any match for his! I thought that his Mertonville machine was much faster than mine — or than yours as a matter of fact.

To-day mine is out of the running, she laughed. To you, my reader, I suppose I ought to describe my own beloved Roseye. Well, I am not good at describing women. As the only son of a blunt, white-haired physician who having made expert study of all the thousand-and-one ailments of the eternal feminine, including that affection called nerves — mostly the result of the drug habit, I had heard, from my youth upwards, many disparaging remarks upon the follies and the unbalance of the mind of the gentler sex.

This, however, did not prevent me from loving Roseye Lethmere, daughter of Sir Herbert, who had come into my life quite unexpectedly a year ago.

As she stood there chatting with us, attired in her airwomans clothes, her appearance was certainly workwomanlike. She was dressed in a wool-lined leather coat, and overall trousers, with a knitted Balaclava helmet, and over that again a leather skull-cap, the whole tied down tightly beneath the chin. A huge khaki woollen muffler was around her throat, while a pair of unsightly goggles hanging around her neck completed the picture. She had followed my advice, I noted, and tied her muffler very securely around her chin.

How very different she looked at that moment to when I took her — as I so frequently did — to a play, and afterwards to supper at the Carlton, the Savoy, or Ciros. She was a girl who, on the outbreak of war, had decided to play her part in the national crisis, and she certainly had done so.

Three times had she flown across the Channel with me, and three times had we returned in safety to Hendon.

Indeed, only a week before, she had flown by herself on a British-built Duperdussin with 100 horse-power Anzani engines from Brooklands across to France, descending a mile outside Abbeville. She had had lunch at the old Tête de Boeuf hotel in that town, and returned, landing safely at Hendon — a feat that no woman had ever before accomplished.

Roseye Lethmere certainly possessed a character that was all her own.

In her ordinary costume, as a London girl, she was inexpressibly dainty and extremely well dressed. Her curiously soft blue eyes, almost child-like in their purity of expression, were admired everywhere. Whenever, however, her picture appeared in the papers it was always in her flying costume.

Most women, when they take up any outdoor exercise, be it hunting, golfing, strenuous tennis, or sport of any kind, usually acquire a certain indescribable hardness of feature, a sign by which, when they sit in the stalls of a theatre, the mere man at once knows them.

But the beauty of Miss Rosie — as she was known at Hendon — in spite of her many exciting and perilous exploits in the air, was still soft and sweet, as it should be with any fresh healthy girl of twenty-two.

The workmen started hammering again, fitting a new propeller to a machine in course of hurried completion for the front, so we all three went outside, where our own machines stood close together.

Theed, my mechanic — who had been the governors chauffeur before I took up flying — was busily testing my engine, and I could hear it missing a little.

Hulloa! I cried, looking up at a big monoplane at that moment passing over us. Why, Eastwells up in Thorolds new bus!

Yes, answered Roseye. I passed quite close to him behind St. Albans.

The October morning was bright and sunny, with a blue, cloudless sky, just the morning for trial flights and stunts, and, in consequence, two pupils were out on the aerodrome with their instructors, preparing for their lesson.

Roseye noticed this, and smiled across at me. She remembered, probably, how carefully I used to strap her into the seat, and how, more than once, she had gasped when we made a nose-dive, or volplaned for an undesired landing. Yet, even in those days, she had betrayed no fear in the air for, apparently, she reposed entire faith in my judgment and my capabilities at the joy-stick.

We stood watching Eastwell as he banked first on one side, then on the other, until at last he made a graceful tour of the aerodrome and, swooping down suddenly, landed quite close to us.

Morning! he cried cheerily, as he slowly unstrapped himself and climbed out of his seat. Morning, Miss Lethmere, he added, saluting. Well, how does my bus go? You had a little engine-trouble, hadnt you?

Yes. I couldnt overtake Mr Munro, she replied, laughing. Were you watching me?

Yes. Ive just come back from Cambridge. I left here this morning as soon as it was light— Eastwell, in his aviators leather jacket, fur helmet and goggles, presented a tall, gaunt, rather uncouth figure. Yet, in his ordinary clothes, he was something of a dandy, with light brown hair, a carefully-trained moustache, and a pair of shrewd grey eyes.

Roseye had been acquainted with him for over two years, and it was she who had first introduced us.

They had met at Wiesbaden, where her father, Sir Herbert, had been taking his annual cure. Eastwell had been at the Kaiserhof Hotel where they had also been staying and, being a young Englishman of means and leisure, an acquaintanceship had sprung up between them.

Lionel Eastwell was a great lover of music, and for that reason had been at Wiesbaden, where, in the Kursaal, the programme in the pre-war days was always excellent.

On their return to London Eastwell called at Cadogan Gardens, and Sir Herbert had then ascertained that the pleasant young man — who for two years had taken such a great interest in aviation — was possessed of a very comfortable income, was a member of the aero club, and lived in a very snug set of chambers half-way up Albemarle Street.

At the Royal Automobile Club he was also a well-known figure in the select circle of rather go-ahead airmen who made that institution their nightly rendezvous.

As a result of hearing Lionel Eastwell speak of the pleasures and exhilaration of the air, and after watching his flights at Hendon, Roseye had at last determined to seek the new sensation of aerial navigation, and in taking her lessons she and I had met.

Airmen and airwomen form a very select coterie practically unknown to the world outside the aerodrome. They fly; they risk their lives; they make their daily experiments with their new engines, new wings, new airscrews, new strainers, new magnetos, and all sorts of newly-invented etceteras, all the time risking their lives in a bad nose-dive, or with a buckled wing.

Our quartette, all of us enthusiasts, and all holding our own views regarding the British supremacy of aerial navigation in the war, stood chatting for ten minutes, or more, until turning to Roseye, I said:

Well, Im going over to see what Theed is up to. Then, together, we left Eastwell to go back to his own machine.

Yet, in that second, a strange thing occurred. Perhaps I may have been unduly suspicious — if so, I regret it and offer apology — but I felt certain somehow that I saw in Roseyes face a look of displeasure that I should have taken her from the man whose sudden appearance had caused her countenance to brighten.

And, at the same time, as I glanced surreptitiously at Lionel Eastwell, while in the act of offering him a gasper from my case, I most certainly saw a strange and distinctly sinister expression — one that caused me through the next hour to reflect very deeply, and ponder over its cause.


Chapter Two.

The Murder-Machines.
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AN HOUR LATER I made another flight in order to try my new gyroscopic stabiliser, which — for the benefit of those unversed in aerial navigation — I may say is an invention which incorporates a horizontal reference plane of accuracy and integrity to which all angles can be referred.

I flew across to the Thames, and followed the winding silvery streak with dotted blotches of houses up to Windsor and back, finding that the invention rendered my machine a platform which was not only steady, but was also held in constant relation to the horizontal.

That morning was ideal for flying and, on my return, I was not surprised to find that both Teddy Ashton and Roseye were up again. Indeed, as I brought my machine to earth I saw Roseye flying at a great height coming in from the south.

Two or three of the school-buses were up, circling the aerodrome, including an unwieldy one that always reminded us of poor Codys cathedral.

As soon as I landed, Eastwell came across again, eager to inquire how the new gyroscope arrangement had worked, for, like myself, he was a great enthusiast over all new notions, however wild they might be. Indeed, I believe he had tried every newfangled idea produced during the past couple of years.

I having pronounced it good, he begged me to let him try it, and a few moments later he was in the pilots seat. Then after Theed had spun the propeller, our friend rose quickly, and went out to meet my well-beloved on her return.

Roseye, seeing my bus, thought I was flying it, but as she circled gracefully down she realised at last that it was Eastwell, and both machines, after making several fine circuits of the aerodrome, came to earth almost at the same moment.

I had been watching Roseye. For a woman, she was certainly a most intrepid flyer. Crossing to her, I glanced at her self-registering altimeter and saw that she had been up over eight thousand feet.

Ive been across to Dorking, she laughed gaily, as she sprang out of her seat, raised her goggles and pulled off her heavy leather gloves. I followed the railway from Dorking along to Guildford and met two men up from Farnborough. At Guildford I kept over the South Western line to Surbiton, and then steered back by compass.

She also inquired how my stabiliser had worked, and I told her that Lionel had been trying it.

Later, Eastwell was full of most glowing praise of the new invention, after which I put my machine back into the hangar and, taking Roseye with me in my two-seater, deposited her at home in Cadogan Gardens in time for lunch.

Then, as was my habit, I went on to the Royal Automobile Club in Pall Mall, and, after my meal, sat in the window of the big smoking-room chatting with three of the boys — airmen all of them.

George Selwyn, a well-known expert on aircraft and editor of an aircraft journal, had been discussing an article in that mornings paper on the future of the airship.

I contend, he said firmly, that big airships are quite as necessary to us as they are to Germany. We should have ships of the Zeppelin and Schutte-Lanz class. The value of big airships as weapons of defence cannot be under-estimated. If we had big airships it is certain that Zeppelin raids — more of which are expected, it seems — would not be unopposed, and, further, we should be able to retaliate. Weve got the men, but we havent got the airships — worse luck! The Invisible Hand of Germany has deceived us finely!

Thats so, I chimed in. The Germans can always soothe their own people by saying that, however dear food is and all that, yet they cant be strafed from above — as we unfortunately are.

I quite agree, declared Charlie Digby, a well-known pilot, and holder of a height-record. A tall, clean-shaven, clean-limbed fellow he was lying back in the deep leather armchair with his coffee at his side. But is it not equally true that, if we had aeroplanes of the right construction and enough of them, we could give the night-raiders in Zeppelins a very uncomfortable time?

Quite so. Im all in favour of suitable aeroplanes, Selwyn admitted. We must upset this Zeppelin menace by some means or other. Here we are — the greatest and most powerful nation the world has ever seen, worried three times a month by the threat of these German gas-bags! It is quite possible to obtain such aeroplanes as would enable us to fight the Zepps. As somebody wrote in the paper the other day regarding the future range of the naval big guns, it is useless to send up half-trained quirks on soggy seaplanes accompanied by still less trained spotting officers equipped with short-range wireless which cannot receive. The gun-spotter in a Fleet action should be a fully trained and experienced gunnery-Jack, seated in a comfortable observation-car where charts and navigating instruments can be used with accuracy. Therefore, if we cant get the proper aeroplanes, we must have airships for the purpose, as they are at present the only apparent vehicle for scientific gunnery in a Fleet action.

With this we all agreed.

Another point, I said, was advanced by a clever writer in the Aeroplane the other day. It was pointed out that in the matter of fighting Zeppelins, however good aeroplane patrols may be, they must depend on their eyes to find enemy airships. One may silence engines, but one cannot silence air, and, though one may shut off and glide slowly, yet there will always be enough whistling of wind round wires and struts to wash out any noise of airship engines, gears, and propellers, unless they are very close indeed. An airship, on the other hand, can shut off and float. There may be some creaking of the girders, and stays, but there will be no continuous whistling. Therefore an airship makes a perfect listening-post for enemy aircraft of all kinds.

Im quite sure of that, declared Charlie Digby from the depths of his chair. If we are to win the war we must fight the Zeppelin. We want a real good man at the head of affairs and we should allow him a free hand, and put a stop to the endless committees and conferences and confabulations which have been the curse of this country in every department since war began — and before. Let that man have the advice of all the specialists he may require, and let him encourage people with ideas to offer their advice, instead of turning them down, as is the custom of most people in commanding positions.

Those same sentiments I had read in one of the papers that very day.

I said nothing more. It was time for me to be off, so I rose and left, having an appointment with Teddy Ashton.

As I passed through the big hall of the club I reflected how true were Digbys words. If we were to win the war we must fight the Zeppelins effectively.

But how?

That same question had occupied the minds of both Teddy and myself for many months, long indeed before the first Zeppelin had crossed the North Sea. Both of us had realised the deadly peril of those huge murder-machines against which we would be utterly powerless.

During the first year of war the public had laughed at the idea of Zeppelins coming over to drop bombs on undefended towns, or making an air raid upon London. The popular reply to anyone who ventured to express fear of such a thing as had been openly threatened in the German Press was: Bah! they havent come yet!

But at last they had come, and they had dropped bombs upon inoffensive citizens. There were some writers already crying, Never mind the Zeppelins! In the sluggish apathy which refused to worry as to the state of our air-defences they discovered a sort of heroism! Surely, they exclaimed, civilians, including women and children, ought to be really glad and proud to share the risks of their sons or brothers in the trenches.

A poor argument surely! The unarmed people of London and the provinces, when summoned to confront the hail of fire and death, had showed an imperturbable coolness worthy to compare with the valour of the soldiers in the field. On that point, testimony was unanimous. The people had been splendid. But they expected something more than passive heroism. It was so very easy to shut ones eyes to the ghastly record of suffering a hundred miles off, easy, as somebody had said, to doze under the hillside with Simple, Sloth and Presumption.

Long ago I had agreed with Teddy that some means must be found to fight effectively the German airships now that anti-aircraft guns had proved unreliable for inflicting much damage, except in a haphazard way. In conjunction, therefore, we had been actively conducting certain secret experiments in order to devise some plan which might successfully combat the terror of the night.

Zeppelins had flown over the coast towns and hurled bombs upon its defenceless inhabitants. Each raid had been more and more audacious in its range, and in its general scheme. London and the cities of the Midlands had been, more than once in sight of the enemys airships. Yet a certain section of the Press were still pooh-poohing the real significance of the attempt to demoralise us at home.

Out in St. Jamess Square — on the cab-rank which the Club had taken for its own — I jumped into my car and drove away down to Gunnersbury, beyond Chiswick, where, in a market-garden, I rented a long shed of corrugated iron, a place wherein, with Teddy, I conducted the experiments which we were making into the scientific and only way by which Zeppelins could be destroyed.

While the world had been wondering, we had worked, and in our work Roseye constantly assisted us. It was hard and secret work, entailing long and patient study, many experiments, and sometimes flights necessitating much personal risk.

Failures? Oh! yes, we had many! Our failures were, indeed, of daily occurrence. More than once, when we thought ourselves within an ace of success, we found that we were faced with the usual failure.

Many, alas! were the disappointments. Yet we all three had one goal in view, keeping it ever before us — the fighting of the Zeppelin.

Little did we dream of the strange, dramatic events which were to result from our secret scientific investigations, undertaken in all our enthusiasm.

Could we but have foreseen what the future held for us — or the power put forth against us by the Invisible Hand!


Chapter Three.

The Brown Deal Box.
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SIX DAYS HAD gone by.

The weather having continued bright and fine, with a high and steady barometer, all of us at Hendon, quirks and pilots alike, had been up on many occasions.

In secret, I had placed upon my machine — a Breguet monoplane with a 200 horse-power Salmson — another new invention which, with Teddys aid, I had devised, and was testing. We were keeping the affair a profound secret. Nobody knew of the contrivance evolved out of my knowledge of wireless, save we two, Roseye and my mechanic Harry Theed.

Carefully concealed from the eye it was carried in a large locked box, while, as further precaution, after testing it each time, I put it on my car and took it away to my chambers with me, for we were not at all anxious for any of the mixed crowd at the aerodrome to pry into what we were doing, or to ascertain the true direction of our constant experiments.

One afternoon down at Gunnersbury Teddy, in mechanics brown overalls, was busily engaged repairing a portion of the apparatus which I had broken that morning owing to an unfortunately bad landing.

To the uninitiated the long shed with its two lathes, its tangle of electric wires across the floor, the great induction coils — some of them capable of giving a fourteen-inch spark — the small dynamo with its petrol engine, and other electrical appliances, would no doubt have been puzzling.

Upon the benches stood some strange-looking wireless condensers, radiometers, detectors and other objects which we had constructed. Also dressed in overalls, as was my chum and fellow-experimenter, I was engaged in assisting him to adjust a small vacuum tube within that heavy, mysterious-looking wooden box which I daily carried aloft with me in the fuselage of my aeroplane.

We smoked gaspers and chatted merrily, as we worked on, until at last we had completed the job.

Now lets put a test on it again — eh, Claude? my friend suggested.

Right ho! I acquiesced.

It was already dusk, for the repair had taken us nearly four hours, and during the past half-hour we had worked beneath the electric light.

The shed was on one side of the large market-garden, at a considerable distance from any house. Indeed, as one stood at the door there spread northward several flat market-gardens and orchards, almost as far as the eye could reach.

Presently, when we had adjusted the many heavily-insulated wires, I started the dynamo, and on turning on the current a bright blue blinding flash shot, with a sharp fierce crackling, across the place.

Gad! thats bad! gasped Teddy, pale in alarm. Somethings wrong!

Yes, and confoundedly dangerous to ourselves and to the petrol — eh? I cried, shutting off the dynamo instantly.

Phew! It was a real narrow shave! remarked Teddy. One of the narrowest weve ever had!

Yes, my dear fellow, but it tells us something, I said. Weve made an accidental discovery — that spark shows that we can increase our power a thousandfold, when we like.

It has, no doubt, given the wireless operators at the Admiralty, at Marconi House, and elsewhere a very nasty jar, laughed Teddy. Theyll wonder whats up, wont they?

Well, we cant help their troubles. I laughed.

I expect weve jammed them badly, Teddy said. Look the aerial is connected up!

By Jove! so it is? I said.

I saw what I had not noticed before, that the network of phosphor-bronze aerial wires strung beneath the roof of the shed had remained connected up with the coils from an experiment we had conducted on the previous afternoon.

Ill pump Treeton about it to-morrow. Hell be certain to have heard if there has been any unusual signals at Marconi House, I said. Theyll no doubt believe that spark to be signals from some new Zeppelin!

No doubt. But we may thank our stars that were safe. Both of us could very easily have been either struck down, or blown up by the petrol-tank. Well have to exercise far more caution in the future, declared Teddy.

Caution! Why, Teddy had risked his life in the air a hundred times in the past four months, flying by day and also by night, and experimenting with that apparatus of ours by which we hoped to defy the Zeppelin.

Those were no days for personal caution. The long dark shadow of the Zeppelin had been over London. Women and babes in arms had been blown to pieces in East Anglia, on the north-east coast, and every one knew, from the threats of the Huns, that worse was intended to follow.

Our searchlights and aerial guns had been proved of little use. London, the greatest capital of the civilised history, the hub of the whole world, seemed to lie at the mercy of the bespectacled night-pirate who came and went as he pleased.

As is usual, the public were saying things — but were not acting. Both Teddy and I had foreseen this long ago, for both of us had realised to the full the deadly nature of the Zeppelin menace. It was all very well for a Cabinet Minister to assure us on March 17, 1915, that Any hostile aircraft, airships, or aeroplanes which reached our coast during the coming year would be promptly attacked in superior force by a swarm of very formidable hornets.

Events had shown that the British authorities at that time did not allow sufficiently for the great height at which Zeppelins could travel, or for the fact that, while the airship could operate successfully at night-time, darkness was the least suitable time for aeroplanes in the stage of development which they had reached, on account of the difficulties of starting and of landing in the dark, as well as of seeing or hearing the airship from a machine flying aloft.

The German Government and the German people had thrown their fullest energies into the development of aircraft for war. Unfortunately we had not, and it is not too much to say that, during the first few months of the war, the responsible authorities in this country did not take the aerial menace seriously.

We, as practical airmen, had taken it up seriously — very seriously, and, as result, had devoted all our time and all our limited private means — for my governor was not too generous in the matter of an allowance — towards combating the rapidly increasing peril of air attack.

The first German attempt had been on Christmas Day in the previous year. As I happened to witness it, it had fired me with determination.

Shall I ever forget the excitement of that day. I had gone down the Thames to spend Christmas with my old friend, Jack Watson, of the Naval Flying Corps, when, under cover of a light fog, a German airman suddenly appeared.

We first saw him over the Estuary, slightly to the south of us, flying at a height that we estimated at about 9,000 feet. There was great excitement. Anti-aircraft guns at once opened on him, but they failed to hit him. Lost to our view in a mist, he was not seen again until well up the river, and from the reports afterwards published it seems that fire was once more opened on him from our guns. Rising higher to escape our shells, he made a complete half-circle. By now, several British aeroplanes were in pursuit, and the German, seeing that it was hopeless to attempt to go farther, turned back. Thousands of people had a good view of this — the first real air-battle on the British coast. Shells were bursting in the air apparently all round the German. Time after time it seemed that he had been hit, yet time after time he escaped. Men could not fail to admire the skill with which he handled his machine. At one point a sudden dip of the aeroplane seemed to show that a shot had got home. Still, however, according to what I heard afterwards, he kept on, circling, dodging, twisting, climbing and diving with almost incredible swiftness to escape his pursuers. He made straight for the sea — and escaped. Weeks afterwards a rumour was received that some fishermen had found a body away out in the sea which was believed to be that of the German airman, but no satisfactory confirmation was ever published.

It was that incident which first set me thinking of how to combat hostile aircraft. At once I thought of aeroplane versus aeroplane, but when three weeks later, two Zeppelins came over to the east coast to reconnoitre, and dropped nine bombs, blowing to pieces two old people, then my attention was turned towards the Zeppelin, and in Teddy Ashton I found a ready and enthusiastic assistant.

This raid, and those which followed on points on the north-east coast, small as their immediate results were, yet demonstrated one thing. The German Press proclaimed that German genius had at last ended the legend that England was invulnerable owing to her insularity. An English writer had pointed out that it was certainly proved that the seas no longer protected England from attack. She was no longer an island. Should she hope to keep her shores inviolate, and to allow her people to live in the safety that they had enjoyed for so many centuries, she must be prepared to meet invaders from the sky, as well as on the water. Both Teddy and myself saw that the coming of the German airship was the beginning of a new chapter in the history of this country.

The real German defence was summed up in a semi-official message published, which read: The German nation has been forced by England to fight for her existence, and cannot be forced to forego legitimate self-defence, and will not do so, relying upon her good right.

Her good right! Had Germany a right to drop bombs blindly on open villages, and kill our women and babes at night?

That had fired us both, and the result had been that long shed, and the great mass of electrical apparatus it contained.

Sometimes, when I begged more money from my father for the purposes of those experiments, he had grumbled, yet always when I pointed out what Teddy and I were actually doing, he was ready again to sign a further cheque.

Teddy was, of course, richer than myself. His father had been a cotton-weaver who had lived in Burnley, and had died leaving his whole fortune to his only son. Therefore my friend was possessed of considerable means, and had it not been so, I fear that we should never have been able to establish such an extensive plant, or go to the big expenses which we had so often to incur.

The secrets of that shed of ours had to be well guarded. Our night-watchman was a retired police-sergeant, John the father of my faithful mechanic, Harry Theed, and in him we reposed the utmost confidence.

If anyone ever wants to get into this ere place, sir, old Theed often said to me, then theyll have to put my lights out first — I can assure you.

Well, Teddy exclaimed presently, as he slowly lit a fresh cigarette. Lets adjust things a bit better, and well then try how she goes — away out on the pole. Its getting quite dark enough to see — especially with your glasses.

Right you are, I said, and then, after another ten minutes of manipulation with the wires, during which I cut out the aerial and several big glass-and-tin-foil condensers, all was ready for the experiment.

Teddy had drawn a heavy wooden bench in front of the door, and upon it I placed the big box of brown-stained deal which contained our mysterious apparatus from which we both expected such great things. Indeed, that curious machine, had just escaped bringing upon us instant death.

Yet that mishap to which we had been accidentally so near had revealed several things to me, causing me to reflect upon certain crucial and technical points which, hitherto, I had not considered.

In that square, heavy box, connected up by its high-tension wires to three of the big induction coils upon the table was, we believed, stored a power by which the Zeppelins could be successfully destroyed and brought to earth.

It was nearly dark when I opened the door of the shed situated opposite to where I had placed the box, and looked out to ascertain if anyone was about, as we wished for no prying eyes to witness our experiment.

I walked out, and around the building, but nobody was near. Then, when I returned to the door, I stood for a moment gazing away across the wide area of market-gardens to where, perhaps half a mile distant, stood a high flag-pole which had been erected for me a couple of years before, and which had, before the war, borne my wireless aerial.

The little white hut near by I had built, and until the outbreak of war, when Post Office engineers had come and seized my private station, I had spent many hours there each evening reading and transmitting messages.

The pole, in three sections, which in the falling darkness could only just be discerned, was about eighty feet in height and stayed by eight steel guys, each of which was in three sections connected together by green-glazed porcelain insulators, so that any leakage of electrical current could not go to earth. Affixed to the pole and protruding some two feet above it was a copper lightning-conductor with four points, an accessory which I had had put up recently for experimental purposes.

Nobodys about, I said to Teddy when I returned. Will you run the dynamo, if all is in order?

Then, after a final examination of the various electrical connexions, he started the engine and the dynamo began to hum again.

I drew over a switch at the side of the box, when a loud crackling was heard within — a quenched-spark of enormous power. Afterwards, I quickly seized my binoculars and going out through the open door, taking great care not to pass before the lens, — where in the place of glass was a disc of steel — something like that of a big camera, forming the end of the box, I focussed my glasses eagerly upon the flagstaff.

Hurrah! Teddy! I cried in glee. It works — Gad! come and look! At last! We have it at last!

Next moment, my friend was eagerly at my side, while at the same instant we heard a light footstep and Roseye, in her big motor-coat, stood unexpectedly before us.

It works! Roseye! It works, darling! Mind! Dont pass in front of the box. Do be careful! I cried in warning, while at the same time Teddy Ashton, with the binoculars at his eyes, gasped:

By Jove, Claude! Its wonderful. Yes! Youre right! We have success at last!


Chapter Four.

Concerns the Secret.
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IN OUR EAGERNESS, Roseye and I set out to walk towards the pole, leaving Teddy in charge of the apparatus.

To approach the spot, we had to leave the market-garden and take a road lined by meagre cottages, then at last, skirting two orchards and yet another market-garden, we came out upon a second road, which we crossed, and at last found ourselves at the disused wireless-hut.

There a strange spectacle greeted our eyes for, the darkness having by that time become complete, we saw, around the lightning-conductor on the pole and over the steel stays, blue electric sparks scintillating.

Look, darling! I cried. See what we have at last produced by the unseen directive current!

Yes, replied my well-beloved. Look at the sparks! How pretty they are! Why — they seem to be jumping across the insulators from one stretch of wire-rope to the other!

That effect is exactly what Teddy and I have for so long laboured to produce, was my answer, as I stood there fascinated by the sparks and the slight crackling which reached our ears where we stood.

The fact was that though our apparatus was half a mile away, yet upon those steel strands, as well as upon the copper lightning-conductor, the electric waves which we were discharging — a new development of the discovery of Heinrich Hertz — was such as to spark over all the intervening gaps, even though the space where the insulators were inserted was quite three inches.

It was a phenomenon such as had never before been witnessed by any experimenter in electricity. The theories I had formed and so often discussed with Teddy were now proved to be quite sound, for they had resulted in the construction of that apparatus which must, I knew, be most deadly to any Zeppelin.

The sparks, as we watched them, suddenly ceased.

For a moment I stood surprised, yet next instant realised that Teddy had, no doubt, some very good reason for stopping the engine. Somebody might have come upon the scene, and we were always extremely cautious that nobody should know in what we were engaged. The neighbours knew us as airmen, and believed we were engaged in making some kind of new propellers.

What I had seen in those few minutes, the flashing crackling sparks running over the surface of those porcelain insulators and, indeed, over part of the wooden pole — for it happened to have been raining until an hour before, and all the surfaces were damp — was, to me, sufficient to cause me to hold my breath in excitement.

We have made a great and most important discovery to-day, Roseye, I said as calmly as I could, as together we walked back to the shed. This discovery is undreamed of by Germany. It will give us power over any Zeppelin which dares to come to our shores, providing that we can approach sufficiently near.

Ah! if you can, replied the girl at my side. No doubt we shall increase the range, I replied. We have, this evening, established the one most important fact that our apparatus is really capable of directing the rays, and that between metal and metal we can now, as Hertz endeavoured to, set up an electric spark from a distance.

You certainly have done that — but I dont yet see the trend of your argument, Claude. I know Im only a woman and unversed in technicalities, so please forgive me, wont you?

Well, I said as we walked, my arm linked in hers. First, as you know, a Zeppelin is constructed mostly of aluminium, its stays and practically all its rigid parts are of that metal except some of light steel. It consists of a number of ballonets filled with highly inflammable gas, and around those ballonets are ribs of aluminium and steel. There must be joints in these ribs, and over those joints we have now proved that we can create sparks from a considerable distance. From the ballonets there is a constant leakage of gas, therefore if we charge the aluminium and steel so that they spark wherever there is the slightest gap we shall ignite that escaping gas and cause the whole airship to explode with terrific force. Do I explain it clearly?

Quite, Claude, was her slow, thoughtful reply. I see now in what direction all these wonderful and patient experiments have been made. To-night you have certainly produced sparks.

And ere long I hope we shall increase our range, and be able to do without half the current and all its consequent paraphernalia, was my confident reply. Im certain, I said, as certain as we are walking here together, that we have at last established a sound means of protecting Great Britain against Zeppelin raids.

I hope you have, dear, Roseye replied. Oh! what a great thing it will be for the country. You and Teddy will deserve monuments — if you really can succeed.

We shall succeed, darling — with your assistance. Im confident of that!

I — how can I help?

In many ways. Youve already assisted us enormously, I said. Teddy was only saying so to-day, and I gripped her arm more tightly, as we turned the corner and approached the shed where Ashton was, we knew, awaiting us.

Splendid, my dear fellow! I cried as we re-entered. Sparking beautifully, all over — like fireworks!

Pretty dangerous fireworks! my friend remarked. I cut off the current just now.

Yes, I said. Why?

Well, do you know, old chap, I thought I heard somebody about! he replied. Even with the dynamo running I fancied I overheard voices. Therefore I cut off at once, and went outside to see. Strangers seemed to be somewhere at the back.

Did you find anyone? Roseye asked.

Nobody — yet Im quite certain I heard voices, he insisted.

Some of the men from the market-garden perhaps, I remarked.

I dont think so, was Teddys reply.

Why not? I demanded in surprise.

Well — because what I heard — and I tell you, Claude, I heard it quite distinctly — was a sudden exclamation of surprise.

Surprise!

Yes. As though somebody had made an unexpected discovery, Teddy said. I had just been watching the effect on the pole through your glasses, and had returned inside when I heard an exclamation, followed by some quick words of surprise that I could not catch. It was a mans voice.

Surely there could not be anybody else watching the sparking upon the pole! I exclaimed in quick apprehension.

Thats just what I believe has happened, Ashton replied seriously. Weve been watched — as I suspected we were.

Youve said so all along, I know.

And now Im quite convinced of it. And whoever has watched us making our experiments now knows that to-night our efforts have been crowned with success.

Well, I remarked after a pause. If what you say is true, Teddy, we shall have to be very wary in future. I know there are a great many unscrupulous persons who would be ready to go to any length in order to learn this secret discovery of ours which, when fully developed, will, I feel convinced, mean the buckling-up of the Zeppelin menace.

Thats quite true, Claude, Roseye declared. At Hendon and elsewhere there are, I know, a number of men intensely jealous of your success, and of the one or two ideas which you have patented, and which are now adopted in the construction of our military aeroplanes.

Its really astonishing how many enemies one makes quite unintentionally! declared Teddy, leaning against the bench. Claude has more than I have, I believe — and I never disguise from myself that Ive got a really fine crop.

Only the other day, when Lionel dined with us, he was speaking to dad about spies, Roseye said. He told us that he felt sure that we had men in our air-service who sent every new development and idea to Germany. Do you think thats really a fact?

A fact! I echoed. Why, dearest, of course it is! Weve seen the result of it many times. As soon as we had that integral propeller the Germans knew, and copied us; the secret of Jack Pardons new dope was known in a few days, and the enemy are using it on every one of their machines to-day. Nothing is secret from those brutes.

But who does all this? asked Roseye.

Why, what I call the Invisible Hand, was my reply. The Invisible Hand was established in our midst in about 1906, when the Kaiser sat down and craftily prepared for war. He saw himself faced by the problem of the great British power and patriotism, and knew that the Briton would fight every inch for his liberty. Therefore the All-Highest Hun — the man who will be held up to universal damnation for all time — proceeded to adopt towards us the principle of dry-rot in wood. He started a system of sending slowly, but very surely, his insect-sycophants to burrow into the beam of good British oak which had hitherto supported our nation. That beam, to-day, is riddled by these Teutonic worms — insects which, like the book-worm, are never seen, yet, directed by the Invisible Hand, are only known by their works.

Then you think there really are spies at Hendon?

Of that Im quite certain, was my reply. We all know that there are spies at every aerodrome — while in the higher ranks those who control our air-services, though patriotic enough, seem to suffer by reason of the still higher control which divides responsibility.

Have any spies been lurking about here to-night? asked Roseye very anxiously.

That is my firm conviction, was Teddys reply to her. I believe that there have been two strangers here. One was, perhaps, gazing through his glasses at the pole and, seeing in the darkness the sparking over the insulators set in the steel guys, ejaculated the natural expression of surprise that I overheard. But they got away noiselessly, and all my search failed to discover them.

Well — we must be very wary, my dear Teddy, I repeated. They must not get at this secret of ours, otherwise from the gondola of a Zeppelin they will be able to use the invisible force against any of our aeroplanes in a stronger and greater degree than we could ever hope to do it. Then we ourselves would be destroyed by the secret power we have invented.

They shall never know the secret from me, was my friends fierce reply. Only we three know it — while Theed has, of course, learnt something. That could, not be helped.

We must not forget the words I read out to you the other day from the Berliner Tageblatt, I replied. That paper said: The fires and devastation caused by our Zeppelin squadron in England represented a victory greater and more important than could be achieved in a single battle. That, I added, is the triumphant boast of Major Moraht, Germanys most prominent military critic.

Yes, and it went further, exclaimed Teddy, turning to Roseye. The paper declared that if the Germans were as brutal as they were accused of being, their naval airship squadron could long ago, in memory of the Baralong, have set London afire at all four of her corners.

Thats just what we intend to prevent, I declared very emphatically. That is what, notwithstanding the efforts of prowling strangers who are seeking to know in what direction our experiments are being conducted, we intend to achieve. To-night, Roseye, we have made one great and astounding discovery — a discovery which has placed within our hands a power which Germany, with all her science and investigation, little dreams. We now know the true secret which will eventually prove the undoing of the Kaiser and his barbarous hordes.

Yes, dear, was my well-beloveds reply. At all hazards, no spy of Germany must be allowed to wrest this secret from us.

But they are clever — devilishly cunning and entirely unscrupulous. The Invisible Hand, well provided with money, lurks everywhere, ready to grasp what it can in the interest of our octopus enemies, I declared warningly. Therefore let us be ever on the alert — ever watchful and mindful, in order to avert the relentless talons with which this unknown and Invisible Hand is furnished.


Chapter Five.

The Raid on London.
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IT WAS THE night of the fourteenth of October, in the year 1915.

Sir Herbert and Lady Lethmere, with Roseye — who looked charming in pink — were dining en famille in Cadogan Gardens. The only two guests were Lionel Eastwell and myself.

Terrible — is it not? Lady Lethmere remarked to me, as I sat on her right. We were at the Lyric Theatre when the Zeppelins came last night. We heard the guns firing. It was most alarming. They must have caused damage in London somewhere. Isnt it too awful?

And at other places, I fear, remarked Sir Herbert, a fine outspoken, grey-haired, rather portly man, who had crowned his career as a Sheffield steel manufacturer by receiving a knighthood. He spoke with the pleasant burr of the north country.

Well, the noise of the guns was terrific, his wife went on. Fortunately there was no panic whatever in the theatre. The people were splendid. The manager at once came on the stage and urged us all to keep our seats — and most people did so. But it was most alarming — wasnt it, Herbert?

Yes, dear, it really was, replied her husband, who, turning to me, asked: What were you doing at that time, Munro?

Well, Sir Herbert, to tell the truth I happened to be out at Hendon with my friend Ashton, preparing for a flight this morning. I got hold of a military biplane which had just been finished and had only had its last tests that afternoon, but as I had no bombs, and not even a rifle, I was unable to go up.

And if you had gone? Eastwell chimed in. I fear, Claude, that you would never have reached them in time. They flew far too high, and were, I understand, moving off before our men could get up. Our Flying Corps fellows were splendid, but the airships were at too great an altitude. They rose very high as they approached London — according to all reports.

And the reports are pretty meagre, I remarked. I only know that I was anxious and eager to go up, but as I had not the necessary defensive missiles it was utterly useless to make the attempt.

Nevertheless, I believe our anti-aircraft guns drove them off very quickly, didnt they? Lionel asked.

Not before theyd done quite enough damage and killed innocent old persons and non-combatants. Then they went away, and bombed other defenceless towns as they passed — the brutes! said Lady Lethmere.

And writers in to-days papers declare that all this is really of no military significance, remarked Sir Herbert, glancing fiercely across the table, a stout, red-faced man, full of fiery fight.

Military significance is an extremely wide term, I ventured to remark. London heard the bombs last night. To-day we are no longer outside the war-zone. We used, in the good old Victorian days, to sing confidently of our tight little island. But it is no longer tight. It seems to me that it is very leaky — and its leakage is towards those across the North Sea who have for so long declared themselves our friends. Friends! I remember, and not so very long ago, standing on the Embankment and watching the All-Highest Kaiser coming from the Mansion House with a huge London crowd cheering him as their friend.

Friend! snorted Sir Herbert. He has been far too clever for us. He has tricked us in every department of the State. Good King Edward knew; and Lord Roberts knew, but alas! our people were lulled to sleep by the Kaisers pretty speeches to his brave Brandenburgers and all the rest, and his pious protests that his only weapon was the olive branch of peace.

Yet Krupps and Ehrhardts worked on night and day, I said. Food, metals, money and war-materials were being collected each month and stored in order to prepare for the big blow for which the Emperor had been so long scheming and plotting.

Yes, truly the menace of the Zeppelin is most sinister, said Roseye across the table. How can we possibly fight it? We seem to be powerless! Our lawyers are busy making laws and fining people for not creeping about in the darkness at night, and asking us to save so as to pay ex-ministers their big pensions, but what can we do?

Rather ask whom can we trust? I suggested.

But, surely, Claude, there must arise very soon some real live man who will show us the way to win the war? asked Roseye.

I drew a long breath. She knew our secret — the secret of that long dark shed out at Gunnersbury which was watched over at night by the sturdy old Theed, father of my mechanic, he being armed with a short length of solid rubber tyre from the wheel of an old disused brougham — about the best weapon of personal defence that could ever be adopted. A blow from that bit of flexible rubber would lay out a man senseless, far better than any iron bar.

Well, said Sir Herbert, re-entering our discussion. The Zeppelin peril must be grappled with — but who can enter the lists? You airmen dont seem to be able to combat it at all! Are aeroplanes too slow — or what?

No, Sir Herbert, I replied. Thats not the point. There are many weaknesses in the aeroplane, which do not exist in the big airship — the cruiser of the air. We are only the butterflies — or perhaps hornets, as the Cabinet Minister once termed us — but I fear we have not yet shown much sting.

We may, Claude! interrupted Roseye with a gay laugh.

Lets hope we can, I said. But all these new by-laws are, surely, useless. Lets hit the Hun in his home. Thats my point of view. We can do it — if only we are allowed.

Im quite sure of that, Claude, Roseye declared. There are lots of flying-men who, if given bombs to-morrow, would go up and cross to the enemy aircraft centres in Belgium or Schleswig and drop them — even at risk of being shot down.

Well, Sir Herbert, I ventured, laughing, the situation is not without its humour. I dont know whether it has ever occurred to you that, in order not to unduly alarm the public, we may yet have certain regulations posted upon our hoardings that may prohibit Zeppelin commanders from cruising over England without licences; that they must have red rear-lights; they must put silencers upon their engines, and must not throw orange peel, paper bags, bottle or other refuse within the meaning of the Act into the streets in such a manner as to cause any danger to foot-passengers or create litter such as would come beneath the powers relegated to inspectors of nuisances of Boroughs. Such regulations might, perhaps, make it a penal offence if Zeppelins did not keep to the left in traffic; if bombs were dropped in places other than those properly and purposely illuminated for the purpose, or if they did not travel at a rate faster than the British aircraft.

Really, Claude, thats an awfully humorous idea, remarked Sir Herbert as all at table laughed.

In addition, it might be suggested that the heads of all dogs, ducks, cats, parrots, and the horns of gramophones might be encased in cotton-wool to conceal their whereabouts, that no smoking be permitted, and no artificial light between one hour before sunset and one hour after sunrise.

Exactly, I laughed. And an inter-departmental committee of the red-tabbed might be charged with the due execution of the regulations — all offenders to be shot at sunrise following the day whereon any breach of the Defence of the Zeppelin Act were committed.

Really youre too bad! declared Eastwell, laughing heartily as he held his glass poised in his hand.

Well, I protested. Here weve had Zeppelins killing people. Surely something must be done! Either regulate the Zeppelin traffic, or else fight them.

Im all for the latter, declared Roseye.

So am I, was my remark.

And I also, declared Eastwell. But how? — thats the question!

Roseye exchanged glances with me, and I wondered whether he noticed them.

Somehow I had just a faint suspicion that he did, for I detected a curious expression upon his lips — a look such as I had never seen there before.

He made no remark, but busied himself with the excellently-cooked snipe before him.

Fortunately Lionel Eastwell was not aware of our secret — the secret of that brown deal box which we were so rapidly perfecting.

Only on the previous day Roseye had been up in the air with me across Hampstead, Highgate, and out as far as Hatfield and home to the aerodrome, making a further test of the potent but unseen power which we had been able to create, and which must, if further developed, be our strong arm by which to strike a very deadly blow against enemy airships.

Personally, declared Sir Herbert, in his bluff, matter-of-fact way, I think the whole idea of air-defence from below is utterly futile. A gun can never hit with accuracy a moving object so high in the air and in the dark. What target is there?

Exactly, exclaimed Eastwell. That has always been my argument. Ive been interested in aviation for years, and I know the enormous difficulties which face the efforts of those who man our anti-aircraft guns. Searchlights and guns I contend are inadequate.

Theyve hardly been tried, have they? queried Lady Lethmere. And, moreover, I seem to recollect reading that both have done some excellent work on the French front.

But London is not the French front, Eastwell protested. The conditions are so very different.

Then what do you suggest as a really reliable air-defence? Sir Herbert inquired.

Fight them with fast aeroplanes and bombs, Eastwell said.

But youve just told Munro that had he gone up last night from Hendon his flight would have been quite useless, as he would never have been able to mount sufficiently high in the time.

Quite so. But we ought to have efficient air-patrols at night, was his reply.

Combined with properly illuminated landing-places, Roseye added. Otherwise more than half the airmen and observers must kill themselves through landing in the dark without any knowledge of the direction of the wind.

That could all be arranged — as it no doubt will be in due course, I said. The Government are not such fools as some people seem inclined to believe. Im not one of those who blame the whole Government for a few mistakes of its subordinate departments, and the incompetency of men pitchforked, in the hurry of an unexpected war, into places for which they are entirely unfitted. We all know of glaring cases of that sort. No. Lets take heart, and look on the best side of things. Britain is not vanquished yet, and the heart of the true Briton beats quicker and is fiercer than ever in its patriotism over the base enemy outrage of the kind that was committed upon innocent Londoners last night.

Only yesterday I was reading a popular book called Can Germany Win? written by an anonymous American, remarked Sir Herbert. The writer gaily informs the public that even well-directed rifle-fire can bring the vaunted Zeppelins down, and to secure any accuracy of aim themselves, the airships must descend to an altitude which brings them well within the range of modern guns.

I know! I laughed. The rubbish written about Zeppelins is simply ludicrous. Ive read that book, which has no doubt been read by thousands of patriotic Britons. I remember quite well that, in it, we are gravely informed that as far as Zeppelins were concerned the British public may sleep comfortably in their beds. The great thing is, we are urged, to discount as far as possible, by reason supported by scepticism, the terrorising tales of the Zeppelins worth and doughty prowess which are so brilliantly press-agented in Germany. The writer has further told us that talk never broke any bones, and the Germans are doing a good deal of talk at the present moment to hide the defects in their monster pets which have been detected as useless by the test of War. The Zeppelins, the writer told us, are comparatively negligible quantities. Last nights raid is the commentary.

Yes, said Roseye, something must really be done to prevent such raids.

But how? queried Lionel Eastwell across the table in that slow refined voice of his. Its all very well to talk like that — but you must act.

Roseye and I again exchanged glances. She knew well what was passing in my mind.

And I remained silent.


Chapter Six.

Theeds Strange Story.
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING while I was writing letters in my room Theed entered, saying that his father had called and wished to see me.

A moment later the sturdy old ex-police-sergeant came in, his felt hat in his hand, and when I had sat him beside the fire I saw an unusual expression upon his grey, furrowed countenance.

Ive come up, sir, he said, because something curious appened at the shed lars night.

Happened — whats happened? I asked, staring at him.

Well — something I cant quite make out, sir. But I thought I ought to report at once.

Tell me, by all means, Theed, I said, instantly interested.

Well, sir. There were strangers about lars night.

Strangers! Who? I asked, recollecting Teddys allegations on the night of our successful test.

Well — it was like this, Mr Munro, the old fellow began. I went on at nine oclock as usual, and met Harry there. We talked together about half an hour, and then he left. I ad a pipe in front o the stove and sat readin the war news — as I always do. I expect I must ave dozed for a bit, but I woke up at eleven, ad another pipe and read a bit more of my paper. I heard Chiswick church-clock strike twelve, and then, after makin up the stove again, I ad another doze, as I generally do. Of a sudden I was woke up by hearin low whisperin. My lamp was out — it ad gone out because I adnt much oil. But I was on the alert in a moment, for I saw the light of an electric torch a movin about at the other end of the shed, and two figures were a gropin about and whisperin. Ill swear one was a woman!

A woman! I gasped. What did you do?

I took up my bit o rubber tyre, bent down, and crept noiselessly along. It seemed as if they were examining those three electric coils, and were perhaps a tryin to find the box what—

Happily, I took the precaution to bring it away yesterday afternoon, and have it here, in the next room, I interrupted.

Good. Excellent, sir! My idea is that they were after that there box. Im dead certain of it, old Theed said. Well, I bent well below the benches and nearly got up to em in order to flash my lamp, an so take em by surprise, when, of a sudden, somebody clipped me hard over the ead, and I knew nothing more till I awoke at daylight, and found this! he added, pointing to a spot on the back of his head upon which was a big lump and a large piece of black sticking-plaster.

Then there must have been a third person present — eh?

There must! Hed evidently been a watchin me, and struck me down, just as I was a comin up to the pair with the torch.

You say you saw a woman. Did you also see the mans face?

No, I didnt. And I only knew that there was a woman there by the black fur she wore around her throat. I was right at the opposite end of the shed, remember, and I only saw er just for a second — a biggish womans white face and the black fur.

You didnt see the person who knocked you down?

No, I didnt — the cursed blackguard, was old Theeds quick reply. Had I seen him, Id ave given im a taste of my bit o rubber — I tell yer. He wouldnt ave been sensible yet — you bet!

But how did they get in? I asked, amazed at his story.

Get in? Why, they seem to ave ad a latch-key. At any rate they opened the door with a duplicate key that theyd got from somewhere. Theres no sign of em having broken in.

For a few moments I stood in silence, then Theeds son having called a taxi, I got in and took our faithful night-watchman down to Gunnersbury.

There, on the spot, he explained to me exactly what had occurred in the night, giving a dramatic demonstration of how he had crept up to the intruders, and pointing out the spot where he had fallen, and where, indeed, there were some palpable blood-spots from the wound in his head.

While I lay ere, sir, he added, the three of em, of course, just pried into everything they wanted to see, and then went out, closin the door after them. It was just after eight this morning when I came to, and I tell you I felt quite dazed, and horrible bad!

What time do you think all this happened? I inquired.

In the middle of the night — between two and three oclock — I should say.

Careful investigation which I made of the whole apparatus disclosed that nothing whatever had been interfered with — except one thing. Two wires connecting the big induction coils had evidently been disconnected, for they had been wrongly connected up, thus showing that the strangers, whoever they had been, might have made certain experiments with our plant.

Happily, however, that big brown deal box had not been there, and I smiled within myself at the bitter disappointment which must have been theirs. In any case, our great secret was still safe.

Well, I said. You certainly had a most exciting adventure, Theed. Well have to set a trap for these gentry in future. Just think out something, will you, and Mr Ashton and I will help you. If they come again we might put in a little electric juice which will effectively stop them from meddling with our things in future. They might get a very nasty jar, I added, laughing.

But ow do you think they got hold of that duplicate key, sir? asked the grey-haired old pensioner.

I hesitated. The whole affair was a most complete mystery, and only went to bear out Teddys declaration that, on the night of our test, somebody must have been about and expressed sudden surprise at its astounding result.

From the telephone call-box inside Hammersmith Broadway station I rang up Teddy at Hendon, and asked him to meet me there after lunch.

This he did, and as together we walked away from the hangars, so as not to be overheard, I related to him the strange story, as told by old Theed.

He stood astounded.

Somebody knows, my dear Claude! Who can it be?

Who knows? Only ourselves, Roseye and the Theeds. Nobody else, was my quick reply.

Then, suddenly, he said: I suppose Roseye couldnt have dropped any hint to her father? If so, the latter might have spoken to Eastwell — or somebody else!

Roseye made to me a solemn promise of secrecy, and I trust her, Teddy, I said very quietly.

So do I, my dear fellow. So do I, he assured me.

Well — I cant fathom the mystery at all. Evidently they were on some desperate errand — or they wouldnt have knocked poor old Theed senseless — eh? And the woman! Who could she have been?

Who knows? I asked. Nevertheless, we must make it our business to find out, my dear chap, I added in earnestness. Weve got secret enemies somewhere — probably around us here. Indeed, that has been my firm conviction for some time.

And mine also. So let us keep open eyes everywhere. Wheres Roseye? Is she coming over this afternoon?

I expect her every minute. Shell be astounded and excited.

You wont tell her — shall you? It will only alarm her, Claude — and I never advocate alarming a woman.

I paused. Instantly I realised the weight of such an argument, for Roseye was, after all, a dainty and highly-strung little person, who might worry herself over the mystery far too much.

Yes, Teddy, I said somewhat reluctantly. I quite agree. At present wed best leave matters as they are, and keep our own counsel.

Hardly were those words out of my mouth when we saw my well-beloved, with face flushed in glad welcome, coming across to us. She had evidently arrived in her car, and already put on her air-kit, for, it being a fine afternoon, she intended to make a flight.

The Zeppelin raid upon London had set the whole aircraft world agog. Every one at Hendon and Brooklands was full of it, most men criticising the air-services, of course, and declaring vaguely that something must really be done.

It was so very easy to make such a declaration. Old men in their easy-chairs in the London club-windows were saying that very same thing, but nobody could, with truth, point out any real effective remedy against what certain Hide-the-Truth newspapers described as the German gas-bags.

A lot of people were about the aerodrome that afternoon, and Teddy went off to test his engine, while Roseye, drawing on her thick gloves, mounted into her machine which her mechanic had brought out for her.

I shall run over to Aylesbury and back, she told me. I know the railway line. Shall you go up?

Probably, I replied, as I stood beside her Duperdussin watching her man adjusting one of the stays which he seemed to think was not quite tight enough. Then, a few moments later, she shot from me with a fierce blast of the exhaust, and in a few seconds had left the ground, rapidly rising in the air.

I watched her for some minutes as she skimmed over the tree-tops and rose higher and higher, then satisfying myself that her engine was running well. I turned and crossed to the shed wherein stood my own bus, with the ever-patient Theed awaiting me.

The Breguet was brought out, and with a few idlers standing about me, as they always do at Hendon, I climbed into the pilots seat and began to test my big engine. It roared and spluttered at first, but gradually, with Theeds aid — and he was a splendid mechanic by the way — I got it to run with perfect evenness and precision.

Why, I dont know, but my bus usually attracted some onlookers. About the aerodrome we always have a number of idle persons with a sprinkling of the eternal feminine silk-stockinged hangers-on to the pilots and pupils who, not being able to fly, do the next best thing, become friends of flying-men. In that little knot of people gathered about my machine — probably on account of the Zeppelin sensation — I noted, in particular, one podgy fat-faced little man.

As I strapped myself into the pilots seat, after examining my altimeter, compass, etc, and adjusting my self-registering thermometer, I chanced to glance at the people around, and had noticed the man in question. His strange-looking bead-like eyes fascinated me. Upon his round white face was a look of intense interest, yet those eyes, rather narrowly set, struck me as queer-looking and uncanny — eyes such as I had never seen before.

Suddenly I wondered if their gaze upon me was some evil omen.

Next second I laughed within myself at such an absurd thought. It was the first time in all my life that such an idea had ever crossed my mind, therefore I at once dismissed it. Such thought was most foolish and utterly ridiculous.

Yet, again, I glanced at him, unable to withdraw my gaze entirely. Those dark, beady eyes of his, set slightly askew, were certainly most uncanny. Their gaze seemed cold and relentless, and yet at the same time exulting.

Sight of them sent through me a strange creepy feeling, but, with resolution, I turned away, busying myself in my preparations for starting.

Perhaps it was knowledge that strangers had been prying into our experimental plant out at Gunnersbury that had somewhat upset me, yet, after all, though they had cruelly assaulted poor old Theed, no very great success had been theirs.

Who were they? That was the vital question.

Just as I was on the point of starting I saw Lionel Eastwell coming from the hangar, walking behind his own machine, which was being pushed out by his man Barnes and two others.

I waved to him from my seat, and he waved a merry greeting back to me.

Then, all being ready, I motioned to Theed to let her go, and with a deafening rush I shot forward, leaving behind a pungent blue trail from the big exhaust.

I rose quickly and had begun the ascent, the engine running beautifully, when of a sudden, before I was aware of it, something went wrong.

A sharp crack, a harsh tearing sound, and one of my wings collapsed. Across the back I was struck a most violent blow just as she took a nose-dive, and then, next instant, all knowledge of what had happened became blotted out by a dark night of unconsciousness.


Chapter Seven.

Reveals a Plot.
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THE NEXT THAT I recollect is, with my brain awhirl, I tried to open my eyes, but so painful were they, that I was compelled to close them again in fearful agony.

Somebody whispered close to me, but my mind was too muddled to understand what was said.

My eyes burned in their sockets; my brain seemed unbalanced and aflame. I tried to think, but alas! could not. When I tried to recollect, all remembrance of the past seemed as though it were wrapped up in cotton-wool.

How long I remained in that comatose state I have no idea.

Some unknown hand forced between my teeth a few drops of liquid, which with difficulty I swallowed. This revived me, I know, for slowly — very slowly — the frightful pain across my brow decreased, and my burning eyes became easier until, at last, blinking, I managed to open them just a little.

All was dead white before me — the white wall of a hospital-ward I eventually discovered it to be — and as I gazed slowly around, still dazed and wondering, I saw a man in black, a doctor, with two nurses standing anxiously beside my bed.

Hulloa, Mr Munro, he exclaimed softly. Youre better now, arent you?

Yes, I whispered. But — but where am I?

Never mind where you are. Just go to sleep again for a bit, the doctor urged. Youre all right — and youll very soon be up again, which is the one thing that matters, I heard him say.

But, tell me— I articulated with great difficulty.

I shant tell you anything, just yet, said the man in black firmly. Just go to sleep again, and dont worry. Here. Take this, and he placed a little medicine-glass to my parched lips.

The effect of the drug was sleep — a long sleep it must have been — for when I again awoke it was night, and I saw a stout, middle-aged night-nurse seated at my side, reading beneath a green-shaded lamp.

As soon as she noticed me moving she gave me another draught, and then, thoroughly revived, I inquired of her what had actually happened.

I saw her motion to some one behind her, and next moment found Roseye bending over me, pale-faced and anxious.

Oh! Im so glad, dear, she whispered eagerly into my ear. Once we thought you would never recover, and — and Ive been watching and waiting all the time. They wouldnt let me see you until to-night. Teddy has been here constantly, and he only left at midnight.

But — darling — but what has happened? I managed to ask, looking up into those dear eyes of hers utterly amazed.

May I tell him, nurse? she inquired, turning to the buxom woman beside her.

The nurse nodded assent, whereupon she said:

Well — youve had a nasty spill! One of your wings suddenly buckled — and you fell. Its a perfect miracle that you were not killed. I saw the accident just as I was going up in a spiral, and came down again as fast as ever I could. When I reached you, I found you pinned beneath the engine, and everybody believed you to be stone-dead. But, happily, they got you out — and brought you here.

What is this place? I asked, gazing around in wonderment. Where am I?

The Hendon Cottage Hospital, was her reply.

How long have I been here?

Four days. The papers have had a lot about your accident.

The papers make a lot of ado about nothing, I replied, smiling. To them, every airman who happens to have a nose-dive is a hero. But how did it happen?

Nobody knows. You seemed to be ascending all right, when suddenly I saw your right-hand plane collapse, and you came down plumb, she said. As you may imagine, darling, I rushed back, fearing the worst, and through these four awful days I have dreaded that you might never speak to me again.

What does Theed say?

What can he say? He has declared that before you started everything was perfectly in order.

Has Teddy examined the bus?

I think so, but hes entirely mystified — just as we all are, said my well-beloved. Dad and mother are dreadfully worried about you.

Thanks, I replied. Ill be all right soon — but Im stiff — jolly stiff, I can tell you!

That doesnt matter, said the nurse cheerily. No bones are broken, and Doctor Walford has said that youll be up again very soon.

Well — thanks for that, I replied with a smile. My chief desire at the present moment is to know why my machine failed. Yet I suppose I ought to be thankful to Providence that I wasnt killed — eh?

Yes, Claude, you ought. Your smash was a very bad one indeed.

Has the guvnor been here?

Every day. But of course youve been under Doctor Walford, and hes not allowed anyone to see you.

I suppose the guvnor has been saying to everybody, I told you so, I remarked. He had always said Id kill myself, sooner or later. My reply was that Id either fly, or kill myself in the attempt. Have there been any more Zeppelin raids while Ive been lying here?

No raids, but gossip has it that Zeppelins have been as far as the coast and were afterwards driven off by our anti-aircraft guns.

Good. When will Teddy be here? I asked, raising myself with considerable difficulty.

In the morning, was my loves response, as she took my hand in hers, stroking it softly, after which I raised her slim fingers to my lips.

Seeing this, the nurse discreetly left us, strolling to the other end of the ward, in which there were about twenty beds, while Roseye, bending down to me, whispered in my ear:

You cant tell how I feel, dear Claude, now that God, in His great goodness, has given you back to me, and she cried quietly, while again and again I pressed her soft little hand to my hot, fevered lips.

Teddy Ashton, bright and cheery at news of my recovery, stood by my bed at about nine oclock next morning. The doctor had seen me and cheered me by saying that I would soon be out. My first questions of Teddy were technical ones as to how the accident happened.

I really cant tell, old chap, was his reply. Ive had the bus put into the hangar and locked up for you to see it just as it is.

Is it utterly wrecked? I inquired anxiously, for I feared the guvnors wrath and his future disinclination to sign any more cheques.

No. Not so much as we expected. One plane is smashed — the one that buckled. But, somehow, you seemed to first make a nose-dive, then recover, and glide down to a bad landing.

But how could it possibly have happened? I demanded. All was right when I went up, Im certain. Theed would never have let me go without being perfectly satisfied. That I know.

No, he wouldnt, Teddy agreed. But the affair has caused a terrible sensation at Hendon, I can tell you.

In an instant the recollection of that podgy man, with those black eyes set askew, crossed my mind.

Yes. After all, sight of him had been an omen of evil. Hitherto I had scorned any such idea, but now I certainly had positive proof that one might have a precursor of misfortune. I deeply regretted the accident to my Breguet for, not knowing the true extent of the damage, I began to despair of bringing our secret experiments to a satisfactory issue.

Look here, Claude, Teddy said at last, bending over me and speaking in a low tone. Has it struck you as rather peculiar that the appearance of those strangers at Gunnersbury should have been followed so quickly by this accident of yours?

By Jove! no! I gasped, as the true import of his words became instantly impressed upon me.

We have enemies, Teddy — you and I — without a doubt. Weve made a discovery which is destined to upset the enemys plans — therefore they want to wipe us, and all our knowledge, out of existence. Thats what you mean — isnt it?

My chum nodded in the affirmative.

Thats exactly what I do mean, he said in a hard, meaning tone.

Then my accident was due to treachery! I cried angrily. We must discover how it was all arranged.

Yes. Somebody, no doubt, tampered with your machine, Teddy declared very gravely. Because I believe this, Ive left it just as it was, and locked it up safely with a man to look after it. Well examine it together later on, when youre fit to run over.

Well, to cut a long story short, we did examine it about a week later. With Harry Theed, Teddy and Roseye, we made a very complete survey of every strainer, wing-flap hinge, nut-bolt, taper-pin, eye-bolt, in fact every part of the machine, save the engine — which was quite in order and practically undamaged.

For a whole day we worked away, failing to discover anything, but late in the afternoon I noticed one of the bolts missing, and called the attention of both my companions.

By Jove! exclaimed Teddy. Why, thats the weak spot where the plane must have buckled! Then, bending closer to the hole in which the missing steel bolt should have been, he cried: Look! What do you make of this — eh, Claude?

I bent eagerly to where he indicated, and there saw something which caused me to hold my breath.

In the hole where the steel bolt should have been was a plug of broken wood!

Wood! The truth became, in that instant, quite plain. The tested steel bolt, which was most important to secure the rigidity of the aeroplane, had been withdrawn, and in its socket a plug of wood had been placed by some dastardly and unknown enemy!

The Invisible Hand, of which I had spoken so many times, had very narrowly sent me to my death!

Who could have tampered with my machine?

All four of us stood gazing at each other, aghast at the discovery of that wicked plot against my life. My escape had been miraculous. I had risen easily from the ground, the wooden bolt holding the plane in position, but as soon as I had attempted to turn, strain had, of course, been placed upon the machine, and instantly the wood had snapped, so that I had come down to earth like a log.

If there is a desperate plot against me, Roseye, I said, looking straight at her, then there is, surely, a similar one against you, and also against Teddy. Our enemies are desperate, and they know a good deal — thats certain. Perhaps they have somehow learnt that we four possess the secret of how the Zeppelin menace can be combated. No secret however is safe from the owner of the Invisible Hand. Hence, if an attempt is made to send me to my death — attempts will also be made against you both.

Well — that seems quite feasible — at any rate, remarked Teddy. I dont think Roseye should go up again — just for the present.

Certainly not, I said. Theres some deep-laid and desperate scheme against us. Of that, Im now convinced. Our enemies do not mean to allow us to conduct any further experiments — if they can help it.

But they dont know the truth, Claude, chimed in Roseye.

No. They are working most strenuously to get at it. Thats quite clear.

But who can they be? asked my well-beloved.

Ah! Thats a mystery — at least it is at the present. It is a very serious problem which we must seek to solve.

But we shall do so, sooner or later, never fear, Teddy exclaimed confidently. We hold the secret, and our enemies, whoever they may be, shall never learn it.

A silence fell between us for several moments.

At last I said:

I wonder who that woman was that old Theed declares he saw on that night out at Gunnersbury?

Ah! if we knew that, my dear chap, we might make some progress in our inquiries. But we dont, Teddy said. Her identity is just as much of a mystery as that of the owner of the Invisible Hand — that hand that took out the steel bolt and replaced it with one of wood.

But I mean to discover the author of this infernal attempt upon me! I exclaimed fiercely. Whoever did it intended that I should be killed.

Never mind. Youve cheated them finely, Claude, Teddy laughed. Get quite well, old man, and well set to work to fathom this mystery, and give whoever is responsible his just deserts.

That we will, I said resolutely. Its the dirty work of somebody who is jealous of us.

Yes. And I think that Miss Lethmere ought to exercise the very greatest care, he remarked. As they failed in their attempt upon you, they may very probably make one upon her.

By Jove! I never thought of that! I gasped, staring at my friend. And they might form a plot against you also — remember that, Teddy.

Quite likely, said my chum airily. Ill keep wide awake, never fear. What about getting old Theed to suggest some good private detective?

No, was my prompt reply. Well be our own detectives. Well watch and wait.


Chapter Eight.

Some Suspicions.
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WE WAITED, AND we watched. And what we were able to discover was certainly astounding.

During my convalescence many of my flying friends called at my rooms in Shaftesbury Avenue to congratulate me upon my narrow escape.

I had been shaken very considerably, but actually I was not much the worse for it. I felt quite fit and eager, but the doctor would not hear of me going out, except for a run in a closed car.

The real cause of my accident was kept a profound secret from every one.

The governor thought it was due to clumsiness or recklessness, and I was, of course, compelled to allow him to think so. Sir Herbert and Lady Lethmere, who called one afternoon, appeared to hold the same opinion, for the red-faced old steel manufacturer said:

You must really be more careful, in future, my dear boy — far more careful. Accidents so quickly happen in aeroplanes.

Yes, accidents do, I admitted. It was on the tip of my tongue to explain to him how some devilish plotter had attempted to take my life.

I was constantly haunted by the remembrance of a face — the face of that man in the crowd with the eyes askew. As I sat alone at my fireside, often reading the papers through, even to the advertisements, and out of patience with everything and everybody, those narrow beady eyes would rise before me. I would recognise that face with the curious exultant expression anywhere.

After long debate within myself I had come to the conclusion, however, that the man with the eyes askew was not actually the person who had substituted in my machine a wooden bolt for a steel one.

I recollect the expression upon that hard, furrowed countenance even now — a wildly exultant expression as though he were gloating over the death-trap so cunningly prepared for me. Yet, when I reflected during my convalescence, I knew that no lunatics hand was responsible for such crafty contrivance, and further, the person who had withdrawn the steel bolt would certainly not come forth so boldly to peer into my face as that podgy little stranger had done.

No. The man with the eyes askew might, perhaps, have gained secret knowledge of the dastardly plot, and come there to watch me rise to my death. But I was confident that his was not the Invisible Hand that had been raised against me.

From everybody — even from Lionel Eastwell and the insurance people — we concealed the truth. Lionel, who lived in Albemarle Street, not far away often came in to cheer me up, sitting with me, consuming cigarettes, expressing wonder at the reason of my accident, and gossiping technicalities, as airmen will always gossip. Indeed, at the Royal Automobile Club the air boys are the biggest gossips in that institution — which, not so long ago, Prince Henry of Prussia so completely nobbled.

Reminiscences of the Prince Henry Motor Tour through England have not been exactly popular since August 1914 — and any member mentioning His Imperial Highnesss name had become at once taboo. The remembrance of that tour through the heat and dust of the Moselle valley, and afterwards from south to north of England, is still with me. My pilot in Germany was a certain Uhlan captain, who afterwards distinguished himself as responsible for the atrocities committed upon the poor inoffensive Belgians in Dinant, on the Meuse. The lives of seven hundred of those poor victims, men, women and children butchered in cold blood in the Grand Place outside the church with the bulgy spire cries out for vengeance upon that fair-haired spick-and-span Prussian who sat beside me for many days chatting so amiably in English, and assuring me that Germany would ever be Great Britains firmest friend and ally.

Ah! How cleverly were we all bamboozled! Whenever I entered the portals of the club I remembered, as many of my fellow-members did, how completely we were gulled and blinded by that horde of German secret agents who came to us as friends and fellow-motorists, and partook of our hospitality while actively plotting for our undoing.

Lionel Eastwell sat discussing this with me one dark rainy afternoon.

Theres no doubt that the Germans held out the hand of friendship and laughed up their sleeves, he said, blowing a cloud of cigarette smoke upwards from his lips. Now that one remembers, one grows furious at it all. I confess that I liked Germany and the Germans. My people went to Germany each summer, for the mater was a bit of a musician, and we usually drifted to Dresden. I suppose I inherited from her my love of music, and thats why I was sent to Dresden for a couple of years tuition.

And did you never suspect? I asked. Remember what Lord Roberts and many others told us. Recollect how we were warned by men who had travelled, and who knew.

Of course I read all those speeches and writings, but I confess, Claude, that I laughed at them. I never dreamed that war would come — not for another twenty years or more. I was lulled into a sense of false security, just as our Government and people were lulled.

True, Germany told us fables — pretty land, sea and air fables — and we were childish enough to believe them. If peace had been the Kaisers object, why did Krupps and Ehrhardts work night and day and Count Zeppelin carry on his frantic work of building giant airships? I queried. The greatest block head in a village school, with the true facts before him, could have done nothing else than suspect. But we are such a smug and unsuspicious people. We never like to hear an unpleasant truth.

True, were aroused now. This Zeppelin raid on London has inflamed the public mind. The people are clamouring loudly for something to be done. What can be done? he asked. How can we possibly fight those enemy airships — eh? And he looked me straight in the face with those calm blue-grey eyes of his.

I paused.

I would have greatly liked to tell him of our secret discovery, for, after all, he was our most intimate friend. Yet I had given a promise to Roseye and to Teddy and, therefore, could not break it.

That Lionel Eastwell was a real stolid John Bull patriot had been proved times without number. We all liked him, for he was ever courteous to Roseye, and always wholehearted and easy-going with both Teddy and myself.

You ask a question which I cant answer, Lionel, I replied at last.

I thought, perhaps, you had some scheme, he laughed airily. Youre always so very inventive.

Those words, when I remembered them in the light of after events, sounded somewhat curious.

Inventive! I laughed. How can I put forward any scheme by which to fight an airship, except that of fast aeroplanes capable of mounting above the airship and dropping bombs? And, surely, thats one which our Aircraft Factory have considered long ago.

Lionel shook his head in reply.

No. There must be some other mode than that — if we could only discover it. That poor women and children are being blown to pieces while in their beds is too terrible to contemplate, he declared. To-day Great Britain seems inadequately defended. But somebody will, of course, devise something. We cant remain defenceless much longer. Whenever an arm of war has been invented, ever since the dark ages, somebody has always invented something to combat it. It will be so in the case of the Zeppelin — never fear, he added confidently.

Lets hope so, I replied, yet, truth to tell, it seemed to me very much as though he were trying to pump me regarding the secrets of that brown deal box which was reposing in a locked cupboard in the adjoining room. Perhaps, of course, mine was an entirely ungrounded suspicion. But there it was. I hesitated — and wondered.

At that moment Theed — who acted as my mechanic, valet, and man-of-all-work — rapped at the door and, entering, announced:

Miss Lethmere, sir.

Next instant Roseye, merry and radiant in a new fur motor-coat and close-fitting black hat, burst into the room.

She drew back on seeing Lionel, and then, recovering herself in an instant, exclaimed:

Oh, Claude, I — thought you were alone! How are you to-day? Ive brought you some flowers.

Thanks, dear, I replied. Im feeling much better to-day. Teddy was in this morning, and he told me that youd made a flight soon after breakfast. How far did you go? I thought you intended to rest for a bit?

I went to Chelmsford, she replied. I had a little engine-trouble before I got back, and had to come down in somebodys park. I think it was somewhere near Watford. But I was able to put it right and get home, if a trifle lamely.

So Bertie Maynard told me, remarked Lionel. I saw him in the club just before lunch, and he said that youd had engine-trouble.

Oh, it wasnt very much really. Only, after Claudes smash, Im rather careful, she said.

One should always take every precaution, declared Lionel seriously, as he rose and gave her his chair opposite me. A lot of the boys are far too daring nowadays. Theyve followed Pegoud, and take needless risks long before they are qualified to do so. Its easy enough to make the sensational loop if you are a practised hand. But when half-trained pupils try and attempt it — well, theyre bound to make a mess of it.

Roseye glanced at me for a moment, and I knew that she was annoyed at Lionels presence. He was a good enough fellow in his place as a friend of her family, and a gossip who entertained her father so constantly, but she had no desire that he should be present at what she had intended should be a cosy tête-à-tête over our tea and muffins.

Well. Have you seen the papers to-day? I asked, in order to change the subject. They are still full of the want of an efficient air-defence.

That will come all right, my dear Claude, Im sure, replied Lionel who, leaning back against the corner of my writing-table, had lit a fresh cigarette.

I sincerely hope so, returned Roseye. What we sadly need is a Man who will be really responsible for air-defence — and air-defence alone — one who can make the most of the weapons that are now in our hands, and who has the wit, courage and initiative to use our own splendid airmen as they themselves desire to be employed — namely, to fight the enemy.

Quite so, I agreed. We also want arrangements for warning the towns and cities that air-raids are probable, so that people may take cover against both bombs and splinters of shell from anti-aircraft guns.

All that will come in due course, Lionel assured us.

No doubt, I hastened to say. Please understand that Im not criticising any department of our defences. On the contrary, I only argue from the point of the man who may be desirous of protecting his home. Perhaps, as you say, some efficient means will at last be found by which to deal successfully with the enemy aircraft. If so, the whole country will eagerly welcome it.

What we dont like is attacks without any timely warning, said Roseye.

Lionel smiled — with a touch of sarcasm I thought.

There wont be any more raids for a bit, I feel positive, Miss Lethmere, was his assurance. Our friends across the North Sea are not yet fully prepared with their machinery. The raid on the thirteenth was but a mere rehearsal of what they hope to do. And, as you argue, we should certainly be prepared.

You speak almost as though you know, I remarked, not without some surprise at his words.

I only speak after surveying the matter calmly and logically, was his slow reply. The German newspapers have — ever since the early days of the war — threatened to bombard London from the air. This last raid has shown that they are capable of doing so.

Theyre capable of anything! I cried. Remember Scarborough!

And Belgium, chimed in Roseye.

Well, said Lionel to me. You make all sorts of experiments on your new propellers and things down at Gunnersbury. Why dont you try and devise some plan by which we can destroy Zeppelins? Youre always so intensely ingenious, Claude.

So youve just said. But far better men than myself have tried — and failed, was my diplomatic response.

But surely some means can be devised! he cried. Our flying-boys are splendid, as you know — and—

Except when they come to grief, as I did the other day, I interrupted with a hard laugh.

Well, you surely cant complain, was his answer.

Youve had the very devils luck ever since you took your certificate.

Admitted. But that doesnt help me to fight Zeppelins, I replied.

It only wants somebody to do something, to find out some new invention or other, and the boys will tumble over each other in their eagerness to go up after enemy airships. Of that, Im positive, declared Eastwell. Youve got a lot of plant down at Gunnersbury, havent you? If so, you ought to turn your serious attention to this matter which is at the present moment of the very highest importance to the country.

Roseye glanced at me, and I saw that my visitors words and bearing puzzled her.

What do you make of Lionels questions? I asked her ten minutes later, when Eastwell had risen and left, having taken the gentle hint that I wished to be alone with Roseye over the tea and muffins.

I dont know what to make of them, dear, replied the girl, seating herself again in the big chair.

Well, Ive been watching him for some days, I said slowly. And, do you know that, strictly between ourselves, I believe that he has some suspicion of the direction of our experiments, and is pumping us to see what he can glean!

How can he possibly know? He is, of course, well aware that youve been devising new propellers, but he can know nothing of our real work. Neither Teddy nor Theed would ever let drop a single word, and, as you know, Ive never breathed a sentence at home.

He spoke as though he knew that the enemy intended more raids — but not just at present.

Roseye suddenly stirred herself and stared at me in amazement with those big expressive eyes of hers.

What? do you think — do you really suspect that Lionel Eastwell is our enemy, Claude? she asked, suddenly pale and breathless.

Well — perhaps not exactly that, I replied hesitatingly. Only his queer questions, naturally make one think. We know we have enemies, clever, unscrupulous ones who have not hesitated to attempt to take my life. Therefore we must both be wary — extremely wary — for we never know where the next pitfall may be concealed.

I quite agree with all that, dear, answered Roseye, looking at me earnestly. But I really cant think that Lionel is anything else than one of our best friends. At least hes been a really good chum to me, ever since we first met. No, she added decisively, Im convinced that no suspicion can attach to him. Such an idea, Claude, is to me, too utterly absurd.

Yes. Well, I suppose youre right, dearest, I replied with a sigh. Women always see so very much farther than men in matters of this sort.

And I rose and, crossing to her chair, kissed her fondly upon the lips.

Im sorry — very sorry indeed, dearest, that Ive cast any reflection upon your friend, I said in deep apology. Do please forgive me, and well never mention the subject again.


Chapter Nine.

Contains More Curious Facts.
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ONE AFTERNOON A week later, when out at Hendon, I heard accidentally from a man I knew — one of the instructors at the Grahame-White Aviation School — that Eastwell was very queer, and in bed.

The weather proved bad for flying, therefore I sent Theed off and returned to town. Teddy had gone down to the naval air-station at Yarmouth to see the test of a new seaplane, so I went along to look up Lionel at his rooms in Albemarle Street.

His man, a thin-faced, dark-haired fellow named Edwards, who admitted me, said that his master had had a bad attack of something, the true import of which the doctor had failed to diagnose.

I found him lying in bed in his narrow but artistic bachelor bedroom, looking very wan and pale.

Hulloa, Claude! he cried with sudden joy, as I entered. Awfully good of you to come in, old chap! Ive been horribly queer these last three days, but Ill be fit again in a day or two, the doctor says. Well — whats the news? How are the boys out at Hendon?

All right. I was there this morning. Harrington had rather a bad smash yesterday afternoon, I hear. Came down outside Ruislip, and made an unholy mess.

Not hurt, I hope?

Tore his face and hands a bit — thats all. But his biplane is in scraps, they say.

He pointed to the box of cigarettes, and I took one. Then, when I had seated myself at his bedside, I saw that he had newspapers scattered everywhere, including the Paris Matin, the Journal, and the Rome Tribuna. That was the first time I had known that our friend was a linguist.

Well, he asked. What about the Zeppelin raids? Any more news?

He had returned to the subject by which he seemed obsessed. Yet, after all, this was not surprising, for many people talked air-raids incessantly. One section of the public, as usual, blamed the authorities, while the other supported them.

Well, I said cheerily, theres a new invention they are all talking of at Hendon to-day. Somebody has claimed to be able to construct a biplane which will rise from the ground without running, and can attain any speed from ten to two hundred miles an hour.

Phew! Thats interesting, exclaimed Lionel, raising himself upon his elbow, and taking a sip of a glass of barley-water at his side. And who is this wonderful man who has such a wonderful scheme?

Oh, I forget his name, I said. But the theory, as far as I can gather, is rather a good one. He can rise so quickly.

How?

Well, I replied. From what I can hear, there is a kind of rotary wing — not a propeller and not a thing which can be classed as a helicoptic.

Lionel Eastwell grew intensely interested in the new invention which everybody at the aerodrome was discussing.

Yes, he said. I follow. Go on, Claude. Tell me all youve heard about it. The whole thing sounds most weird and wonderful.

Well, I said, from what I can find out, the machine is not designed to screw itself through the air in the direction of its axis, or, by pushing the air downwards, to impart upward motion to the structure, as a screw propeller in water imparts a forward motion to the vessel by pushing the water backwards. The biplane is designed to obtain by a rotary motion the same upward thrust in opposition to the downward pull of gravity as the flapping wings, and the passive outspread wings of birds, and to obtain it by the blades being projected through the air in such a manner as to extract and utilise the practically constant energy of the expansive force of the air.

By Jove! my friend exclaimed, stirring himself in his bed. That theory is very sound indeed — the soundest Ive ever heard. Whos invented it?

As Ive told you, Ive forgotten, I replied. But what does it matter? There are hosts of new inventions every month, and the poor misguided public who put their money into them generally lose it. But I quite agree that the general idea of this is splendid. The war-inventions authorities ought at once to take it up hot and strong. The inventor is, no doubt, an ingenious man of thought and knowledge — whoever he may be. But alas! nobody ever meets with very much encouragement in aeronautics.

No, he said, pillowing his head comfortably. It is all so mysterious. We take on a wild-cat idea one day and manufacture machines that are declared to work miracles. Then, next week, we abandon the type altogether, and woo some other smooth-tongued inventor.

Thats just it, I laughed. If the authorities could only adopt some really reliable type to fight Zeppelins. But alas! it seems that they cant, I added.

For a few seconds he remained silent. I saw that he was reflecting deeply.

Well, he said. Weve established listening-posts all round London for its protection.

A real benefit they are! I laughed. We have officers and men listening all night, it is true. Of course as a picturesque fiction in order to allay public curiosity they publish photographs of men listening to things like gramophone-trumpets.

Exactly. The theory of that new invention is extremely sound. Thats my opinion.

And mine also, I said. I hear that the inventor has told the authorities that if they will assist him to complete his machine — which I expect is a costly affair — he will be able to carry out daily raids on Cuxhaven, Essen, Düsseldorf, and even as far as Berlin; carrying several tons of explosives.

How many? asked my friend.

Oh! four or five it is said.

Phew! remarked Lionel, again stirring in his bed. That sounds really healthy — doesnt it?

Yes — the realisation of the dream of every flying-man to-day, I said.

Then our conversation drifted into another channel, and, half an hour later, I left him.

During the past few days Teddy and I had been very busy with our own invention, and had made a number of further experiments down at Gunnersbury.

We could easily direct the electric current upon those insulated steel guys around our distant wireless-pole, but our difficulty was how to increase our power without increasing the bulk of the apparatus which we should be compelled to take up in the monoplane for purposes of attacking a Zeppelin.

There was a limit to the weight which my Breguet with its 200 horse-power engines would carry, and though, of course, we believed it would be unnecessary to use bombs, yet some should be carried for purposes of defence, as well as a Lewis gun.

Therefore we were faced by a very difficult problem, that of weight.

The next day was Sunday, and Teddy having returned from Yarmouth, we spent the whole afternoon and evening down at the workshop, making further experiments. I had not seen Roseye since Friday evening, which I had spent at Lady Lethmeres, Sir Herbert being absent in Liverpool. Therefore, as we had carried out an alteration of the apparatus and intended to try sparking upon the pole again after dark, I rang Roseye up on the telephone shortly after five oclock.

Mulliner, Lady Lethmeres maid, replied, and a few minutes later Lady Lethmere herself spoke to me.

Oh, Ive rung you up at your rooms half a dozen times to-day, Mr Munro — but could get no answer! she said.

Being Sunday, my man is out, I exclaimed. Im down here at Gunnersbury.

Can you take a taxi at once, and come over and see me? she urged. I want to speak to you immediately.

What about? I asked anxiously.

I cant say anything over the telephone, she answered in a distressed voice. Do come at once, Mr Munro. I am in such trouble.

I promised. And after briefly relating the curious conversation to Teddy, I found a taxi, and at once drove to Cadogan Gardens.

Mr Munro! exclaimed Lady Lethmere, looking at me with a pale, anxious expression as I entered the morning-room. Something has happened!

Happened — what? I gasped.

Roseye! She went out yesterday morning to go over to Hendon to meet you — she told me — and shes not come back!

Not back! I cried, staring at her. Where can she be?

Ah! Thats exactly what I want to know, replied the mother of my well-beloved. I thought perhaps she might have flown somewhere and had a breakdown, and was therefore unable to return, or to let me know last night. That happened, you recollect, when she came to grief while flying over the Norfolk Broads.

But she never arrived at Hendon yesterday, I exclaimed. I was there all the morning.

So I understand from Mr Carrington of the Grahame-White School, to whom I telephoned this morning. It was after learning this curious fact that I began to try and get into communication with you.

Well — where can she possibly be? I asked in blank dismay.

The only thing I can think of is that she altered her mind at the last moment, and went to see some friends. She may have given a servant a telegram to send to me, and the servant forgot to dispatch it. Such things have happened, you know.

I shook my head dubiously. Knowing Roseye as I did, I knew that she always sent important messages herself.

One thing is certain, that she has not met with an accident while flying, for her machine is still locked up in the hangar.

Yes. It is a consolation to know that she has not gone up and disappeared.

No, I said. She seems to have intended to meet me. But we had no appointment to meet. My intention yesterday morning was to go over to Gunnersbury, and I only changed my mind five minutes before I left my rooms. I spent part of the afternoon with Eastwell, who is queer in bed.

I heard that he was not well. Roseye told me so yesterday morning before she went out.

I wonder how she knew? I exclaimed.

I believe he spoke to her on the telephone on Friday night.

You overheard some of their conversation, I suppose?

None. She was shut up in the telephone-box, and when she came out I asked her who had rung up. She replied, Oh! only Lionel! Next morning, while we were at breakfast, she remarked that Mr Eastwell was ill and in bed. He must have told her so on the previous night.

I remained silent. This disappearance of Roseye, following so closely upon the dastardly attempt upon my life, caused me to pause. It was more than curious. It was distinctly suspicious.

Was the Invisible Hand — the claw-grip of which had laid such a heavy grasp upon Great Britain ever since August 1914 — again at work? Was the clutch of that hand, which had so cunningly protected the enemy alien and fed the Germans, again upon myself and the woman I loved?

Lady Lethmere, this is all too amazing. I had no idea that Roseye was missing, I said. Sir Herbert has not returned, I suppose?

No. I expect him to-morrow. I have not yet sent him word. But I must say I am now getting most anxious.

Of course, I said. We have to remember that to-day is Sunday, and that few telegraph offices are open.

Yet there is always the telephone, Lady Lethmere said.

I argued that, in many country places, the telephone service was not available on Sundays and, though I felt intensely anxious, I endeavoured to regard the matter with cheerful optimism. I saw, however, that Lady Lethmere, a good, kindly and most charming woman, who had ever been genuinely friendly towards me, was greatly perturbed regarding her daughters whereabouts.

And surely not without cause. Roseye had left that house at eleven oclock on the previous morning — dressed as usual in a navy-blue gaberdine coat and skirt, with her skunk boa and muff, intending to change later on into her Burberry flying-suit which she kept at Hendon. From the moment when she had closed the front door behind her, she had vanished into space.

Such was the enigma with which I — her lover — was at that moment faced.

I ask you, my reader, to place yourself for a moment in my position, and to put to yourself the problem.

How would you have acted?

Would you have suspected, as I suspected, the sinister and deadly touch of the Invisible Hand?


Chapter Ten.

The Tunnel Mystery.
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I WENT BACK to my rooms in Shaftesbury Avenue and, in consequence of my telephone message, Teddy came and threw himself in the chair opposite me half an hour later, to discuss the curious disappearance of my well-beloved.

Teddy suggested that we should report the occurrence to the police, and give them Roseyes photograph, but I was averse to this course. I pointed out that, in all probability, she was with friends somewhere, and that Monday morning would bring me a letter from her.

Well — Monday morning came. Eagerly I went through my correspondence, but there was no word from her, either to her mother or to myself. It was only then that I began to be really anxious, and at noon I went down to Scotland Yard and there, in the cold waiting-room, stated exactly what had occurred.

The inspector, when he looked at the photograph I produced, exclaimed:

Ah, sir. Ive often seen Miss Lethmeres picture in the papers. Why, shes the famous flying-lady — isnt she?

I replied in the affirmative, and explained how she had left her home in Cadogan Gardens to go to Hendon to meet me.

I see. She was lost sight of between Cadogan Gardens and Hendon, he exclaimed, adding a memorandum to what he had already written down. Well, sir, he said. Well do our best, of course. But — you dont think Miss Lethmere has disappeared intentionally — eh?

And he looked at me inquiringly with his dark, serious eyes.

Intentionally! No — why?

Well, because we get many young ladies reported missing in the course of a year, and many of them we find, on inquiry, have hidden themselves purposely, for their own private reasons, quarrels, run-away matches, hiding from angry parents, and such-like causes. I tell you, he added, some of the cases give us quite a lot of trouble and annoyance.

Im quite sure that Miss Lethmere is not hiding herself purposely, I declared quickly. There can be no object in her doing so.

No. Not as far as you are aware, sir, the inspector replied very politely. But neither you nor I can always follow the trend of the feminine mind, he added with a faint smile. You, of course, do not suspect the existence of any motive which would lead her to disappear intentionally. Nobody in such circumstances as yours, ever does. Do you happen to know whether she took any money with her when she left home?

Mulliner, Lady Lethmeres maid, says that just before going out Miss Lethmere glanced in her purse, found that she only had a few shillings, and took four Treasury-notes from her jewel-box.

Was that all the money in the jewel-box? he asked.

No. About eighteen pounds remains there now.

Hm. She evidently did not make any preparation for a journey — or any long absence.

Well, replied the inspector after a brief pause, we will certainly circulate her description, and see what we can gather. The young lady may have met with a street accident, and be in one of the hospitals. Though I hope she hasnt, of course!

So with that rather poor assurance I had to be content, and took my leave.

That afternoon I again went out to Hendon, making inquiry everywhere of the men who were Roseyes friends, but she certainly never went there on the Saturday, and I found her machine still in the hangar. Her mechanic knew nothing, for he had received no orders from her since Friday.

Three days — three breathless anxious days passed. Ah! shall I ever forget the awful tension of those terrible hours!

Sir Herbert had returned, and, with his wife, was naturally distracted. He was making inquiries in every quarter of friends and acquaintances, and of anyone who might have been likely to see his missing daughter. In this, both Teddy and I actively assisted him.

On the third evening I returned to my rooms to wash, intending to go along to the Automobile Club to dine with the flying-boys who assembled there every night, when Theed told me that the police had, an hour before, rung me up from Scotland Yard, and requested me to go down there at once.

This I did without delay and, having been shown into that big, bare waiting-room, the same dark-haired inspector came to see me.

Well, Mr Munro, he exclaimed, weve met with no very great result, though the description of the missing young lady has been circulated right through the country. But the affair is certainly a mystery.

Then you dont suspect that she has purposely disappeared — eh? I asked quickly.

Well — after all — I dont know, was his hesitating reply. Something belonging to her has been found which rather leads to that supposition.

What has been found? I gasped eagerly.

This, he answered, and he placed upon the table a gold chatelaine which I at once recognised as belonging to Roseye — for. I had given it to her. It formed a jingling bunch. There was a chain-purse, a combined match-box and cigarette-case, a powder-box with its little mirror in the cover, and a card-case all strung upon thin gold chains which, in turn, were attached to a ring — so that it could be carried upon the finger.

Wherever was that found? I asked, turning pale at sight of it.

It was discovered this morning by a platelayer engaged in examining the rails in the long tunnel just beyond Welwyn Station on the Great Northern Railway.

In a tunnel!

Yes. The two tunnels which are quite near to each other have, at our request, been thoroughly searched by the local police and the platelayers, but nothing else has been found. My first fear was, added the inspector, that there might have been a tragedy in the tunnel. Happily, however, there is no ground for any such suspicion.

But there may have been a struggle in the train! I suggested.

Possibly, answered the inspector. Its fortunate that the cards were in the case, for when the chatelaine was handed to the sergeant of constabulary at Welwyn, he at once recognised Lethmere as the name of the lady whose description had been circulated by us. Therefore the constabulary sent it up here at once.

I took it and found that in the purse were the four Treasury-notes, as the maid Mulliner had described, together with some silver. Three of my own particular brand of Russian cigarettes remained in the case, while among the cards which I opened upon the table was one of my own upon which I had, only a few days previously, written down the address of the makers of a new enamel which I had advised her to try upon her machine.

The tiny powder-puff and the small bevelled mirror were there, though the latter had been cracked across in its fall in the tunnel.

Seven years bad luck! I remarked to the inspector, whose name I had learned to be Barton.

I was turning over with curiosity that bunch of jingling feminine impedimenta which I knew so well, when the door suddenly opened, and a red-tabbed captain in khaki entered.

This is Captain Pollock, Barton said, introducing him. He wished, I believe, to ask you a question, Mr Munro.

I looked at the new-comer with some surprise, as he bowed and, in rather an authoritative manner, took a chair at the big leather-covered table at which I was seated with the inspector.

The facts of your friend Miss Lethmeres disappearance have been communicated to us, Mr Munro, he commenced, and we find that the ladys disappearance is much complicated by certain rather curious facts.

Well? I asked, rather resentful that another department of the State should enter upon what, after all, was a purely personal investigation. Besides, I could see no motive. The War Office had enough to do without making inquiries regarding missing persons.

Well, said the captain politely, I of course know you, Mr Munro, to be a well-known aviator, and have often read of the long and sensational flights undertaken by Miss Lethmere and yourself. I hope you will not think that I am personally inquisitive regarding your lady friend. But, he went on apologetically, I am only performing my duty in inquiring in the interests of the State. You are, I know, an intensely patriotic man. I hope that I, as a British officer, am equally patriotic. Therefore we stand upon the same ground — dont we?

Most certainly, was my reply, though, much puzzled as to the drift of his argument, I looked straight into his face, a round, rather florid countenance, with a small sandy moustache.

Good, he said. Now I want you to answer me, in confidence, the questions I will put to you. Your replies I shall treat as absolutely secret.

Captain Pollock is from the Intelligence Department, remarked the inspector, interrupting in explanation.

I will answer, of course, to the best of my ability, I said. But with one reservation — I will say nothing that might reflect upon a womans honour.

He pursed his lips ever so slightly. But that very slight movement did not pass me unnoticed.

Was a womans honour concerned in this?

The two men exchanged glances, and in an instant a fierce resentment arose within me. Between us, upon the bare table, lay the gold chatelaine that I had bought at Bouets, in the Gallerie at Monte Carlo a year and a half ago.

It had been found in that tunnel on the main line of the Great Northern. Something tragic had occurred. Was there any further room for doubt?

The matter does not concern a womans honour — er — not exactly so, the man in khaki said slowly.

I want to know— And he paused, as though hesitating to explain his motive for coming along to see me.

What do you want to know about? I asked boldly. Come, Captain Pollock, let us face each other. There is a mystery here in Miss Lethmeres disappearance, and in the finding of this bunch of feminine fripperies in the tunnel. I intend to elucidate it.

And I will assist you, Mr Munro — if you will only be frank with me.

Frank! I echoed. Of course Ill be frank! Again he looked me straight in the face with those funny, half-closed little eyes of his. Then, after a few moments pause, he asked:

Now — tell me. Is it a fact that you, with a friend of yours named Ashton, have made some very remarkable electrical discovery?

I looked at him, stunned by surprise. He noticed my abject astonishment.

Ill go farther, he went on. Does this discovery of yours concern aircraft; is it designed to bring disaster upon Zeppelins; and are you engaged in perfecting a secret invention in which you have the most entire confidence? In other words, have you nearly perfected a method by which you will be able to successfully combat enemy airships in the air? Tell me the truth, Mr Munro — in strictest secrecy, remember.

His words staggered me. How could he know the secret that we had so closely guarded?

I did not reply for several moments.

Well? he asked, repeating his question.

I dont see why I should reveal to anyone — even to you — what I have been doing in the interests of the defence of our country, I protested.

Except that by doing so we should both be able to carry our investigations farther — and, I hope, to a satisfactory issue.

I had given my word to Teddy and to Roseye, and they had given their words to me, to disclose nothing. This I recollected and, therefore, I hesitated.

The captain, seeing my reluctance, said:

In this inquiry we ought, surely, to assist each other, Mr Munro! Miss Lethmere is missing, and it is for us to unite in our efforts to elucidate the mystery.

But how can answers to the questions you have put to me serve, in any way whatever, to bring us nearer to the truth of what has happened to Miss Lethmere? I queried.

They do. I merely ask you, yes or no. Your reply will at once place us in a far better position to conduct this most important inquiry, he said. I may tell you that at present the gravest suspicion rests upon Miss Lethmere.

Suspicion! I echoed angrily. Of what, pray?

The captain drew a long breath and, once more looking me straight in the face, replied:

Well, of being a secret agent of the German Government — or to put it very bluntly, of being a spy!

Roseye a spy! I shouted, starting up from my chair. A most foul and abominable lie! How dare you cast any such imputation upon her?

It is, unfortunately, no imputation, Mr Munro, replied the captain. You naturally doubt the truth, but we have documentary evidence that the missing lady is not exactly the purely patriotic young person whom you have so long believed her to be. Since the war lots of men who have trusted pretty women have had many rude awakenings, I assure you.

Ill believe nothing against Roseye!

Well, answered Pollock, taking from his pocket an official envelope, perhaps you will look at this! and from the envelope he took a half sheet of dark-blue notepaper of a type and size used by ladies, and handed it across to me, saying:

This was found in her card-case here. From Scotland Yard they sent it over to us this afternoon, and its real import we very quickly discovered.

My eyes fell upon the paper, and I saw that it was covered with lines of puzzling figures in groups of seven, all written neatly in a distinctly feminine hand.

Well, I asked in surprise, what does all this mean?

Only one thing, was the hard reply. This paper, folded small and secreted, was found in this card-case. Those figures you see convey a message in the secret code of the Intelligence Department of the German Naval War Staff — a seven-figure code. A couple of hours ago we succeeded in deciphering the message, which is to the effect that you and Ashton have made an astounding discovery and have succeeded in directing a powerful electric wave by which you can charge metals at a distance, and cause sparking across any intervening spaces of those metals. By this means you are hoping to defeat Zeppelins by exploding the gas inside their ballonets, and as you are both highly dangerous to the success of the enemys plans for the wholesale destruction of life and property by airships, it is here suggested that you should both meet sudden ends at the hands of certain paid hired assassins of the Berlin secret police.

Then, after a pause, the captain again looked at me, and said very slowly:

Mr Munro. This document found in Miss Lethmeres purse is nothing else but your own death-warrant! Miss Lethmere is a spy and, though she may be your friend, she is plotting your death!


Chapter Eleven.

The Signalmans Story.
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I SAT, STAGGERED by that damning evidence placed before me!

Proof indisputable lay there that Roseye — my own dear well-beloved, she whose ready lips met mine so often in those fierce, trustful caresses — the intrepid girl who had been as a pal to Teddy and myself in our secret experiments, and who knew all the innermost secrets of our invention and our power to fight Zeppelins — was a traitor to her country!

It was incredible!

Was it by her connivance that the steel bolt in my machine had been withdrawn, and one of wood substituted?

In this terrible war men laughed, and women wept. The men went out to the front in Flanders with all the fine patriotic sentiment of Britons, singing gaily the various patriotic songs of war. But alas! how many went to their death, and the women wept in silence in the back streets of our dear old London, and of every town in the work-a-day kingdom.

In official circles it was known — known indeed to the public at large — that the Zeppelin menace was a real and serious one. Teddy and I had, in secret, striven our best to discover a means by which to combat these sinister attacks upon our non-combatants.

Yet upon that leather-covered table before me lay that puzzling cryptic message found among the belongings of my missing beloved.

The whole affair was, indeed, a mystery. After a few moments of silence I raised my head and, looking again at Pollock, said:

All this is, of course, very interesting from the point of view of a police problem, but the hard, real fact remains.

What fact? he asked.

That I, with my friend Ashton, am in possession of certain discoveries by which we can, under given conditions, bring Zeppelins to the ground.

The red-tabbed captain curled his lip in a rather supercilious smile.

He was evidently one of those persons imported into the Department after the outbreak of war and, in comparison with Barton as an investigator, was a nonentity.

True, a piece of paper bearing a message in the enemys cipher had been found secreted in Roseyes card-case.

But I argued that before the owner of the card-case could be condemned, she must be found, and an explanation demanded of her.

You surely cannot condemn an accused person in her absence! I argued.

Barton agreed with me. It was against all principles of justice to condemn an accused person unheard.

Well, explained the red-tabbed captain, upon the face of it, there can be no real defence. Here we have the missing ladys belongings found in a tunnel, and in them — fortunately, for ourselves — we discover a message intended for transmission to the enemy. That message, Mr Munro, is quite plain, and speaks for itself. You have made an interesting scientific discovery. Possibly they have ferreted out your secret. It interests them: they fear you and, therefore, they have plotted your death.

I wont believe that! I cried in angry resentment. Ask yourself! Would you yourself believe it of the woman whom you loved?

My dear Mr Munro, replied the captain coldly, we are at war now. We cannot gauge either our feelings, or our beliefs, by the standard of pre-war days.

Well, I declared bluntly, I dont believe it. Miss Lethmere would never hold any communication with the enemy. Of that Im quite positive.

But we have it written down here — in black and white!

True. But before we take this as authentic we must discover her, and question her. To you mysterious people of the Secret Service the task will, surely, not be so very difficult. You know the mystery of Miss Lethmeres sudden and unaccountable disappearance. Therefore I leave all to you — to investigate, and to elucidate the puzzle. I dont pretend to account for it. You, both of you, of the War Intelligence Department and the Special Branch of Scotland Yard, have the facts before you — plain facts — the disappearance of Lady Lethmeres daughter. When her whereabouts is ascertained then the remainder of the inquiry is surely quite easy. I am not an investigator, I added with biting sarcasm. Im only an inventor, and I leave it to you both to discover why Miss Lethmere disappeared.

You apparently have invented something of which the enemy is determined, at all hazards, to learn the truth, remarked Inspector Barton.

I laughed, and slowly took a cigarette from my case.

They will never know that, I declared with entire confidence. I can tell you both that the secret experiments of Ashton and myself have been crowned with success. We have, however, been most wary and watchful. We are well aware that at our works out at Gunnersbury there have been intruders, but those who have dared to enter at night to try and discover our plans have been entirely misled and, up to the present, no single person beyond ourselves has ever seen, or has ever gained any knowledge whatsoever of that electrical arrangement which constitutes our discovery.

Then you really can fight Zeppelins? asked Barton, much interested.

I nodded in the affirmative, and smiled.

So what is written here in cipher is perfectly correct? asked Pollock.

Perfectly. The missing lady has actively assisted Mr Ashton and myself in our experiments.

And apparently the lady wrote down this message giving you away, remarked Barton.

Somebody wrote it — but it certainly is not her handwriting.

Quite so. Spies frequently get other persons to copy their messages in order that they can disclaim them, replied the Intelligence officer. Weve had several such cases before us of late.

His words aroused my anger bitterly. That Roseye had held any communication with the enemy I absolutely refused to believe. Such suggestion was perfectly monstrous!

Yet how was it possible that anyone should know of the success of our experiments at Gunnersbury?

Recollection of that well-remembered night when Teddy had declared there had been strangers prowling about, flashed across my mind.

I knew, too well, that the evil that had befallen me, as well as the disappearance of my well-beloved, had been the work of the Invisible Hand — that dastardly, baneful influence that had wrecked my machine and nearly hurled me to the grave.

Well, I said at last, I would much like a copy of this remarkable document.

I fear that I cannot give it to you, Mr Munro, was the captains slow reply. At present it is a confidential matter, concerning only the Department, and the person in whose possession it was.

We must find that person, I said resolutely.

What is your theory regarding Miss Lethmere? I asked, turning to Barton.

Well, Mr Munro, it would appear that either the lady herself, or some thief, threw the chatelaine from a train passing north through the tunnel.

There may have been a struggle, I remarked, and in trying to raise the alarm it might have dropped from her hand.

That certainly might have been the case, the inspector admitted.

An hour later, accompanied by Teddy and Barton, I set out from Kings Cross station and, on arrival at Welwyn — a journey a little over twenty miles — we spent the evening in searching inquiry.

The station-master knew nothing, except that both tunnels had been searched without result.

The story told by the platelayer who found the chatelaine was to the effect that he noticed a paper bag lying in the centre of the up-express line and, on picking it up, found the jingling bunch of gold impedimenta. The paper bag had probably been blown along there by a passing train and had somehow become entangled among the short lengths of chain composing the chatelaine.

Of course it might ha been there a couple o days, the stout, sooty-faced man replied to a question of Bartons. I work in the tunnels all the time, but I didnt see it before to-day. We often finds things thrown out o trains — things people want to get rid of. They must ave quite a fine collection o things up at Kings Cross — things what I and my mates have found while weve been a goin along with our flares.

You can form no idea when it might have been thrown out? I asked.

Probably late last night, or early this mornin, was the mans reply. I started to examine all the rails just after eleven oclock last night, and had not quite finished when the 11:30 express out o Kings Cross for Edinburgh came through.

It might have been thrown from that, I remarked. Where was the first stop made by that express?

Grantham, sir — at 1:33 in the morning — then York, he replied, in a hard, rough voice. His face was deeply furrowed, and his eyes were screwed up, for he spent more than half his life in the darkness, choking smoke and wild racket of those two cavernous tunnels through which trains roared constantly, both night and day. Of course, sir, he added, there were lots o trains a passing on the up-line during the night, mails, goods, and passengers. Therefore its quite impossible to say from which the gold stuff was thrown. My idea is that a thief wanted to get rid of it.

No, I replied. If that were so hed most certainly have taken the money from the purse. The Treasury-notes and silver could not have been identified.

Then your theory is that it was dropped out by accident? asked Teddy, who had been listening to the mans story with keenest interest.

Well — it certainly was not got rid of purposely by any thief, was my answer, and with this Barton agreed.

Of other railwaymen we made inquiry. To each I showed Roseyes photograph, but none of the porters had any recollection of seeing her.

The signalman who was on night duty in the box north of the second tunnel was somewhat dubious. When I showed him the photograph he said:

Well, sir, Saturday night was a bright calm night — and when the Scotch express was put through to me from Welwyn box I was wondering if there were any Zeppelins about, for it was just such another night as that on which they recently attacked London. They always seem to look for the railway lines for guidance up to town. After I had attended to my signals, and accepted the express, I went to the window of my cabin to look out. As I was standing there the express came out of the tunnel and flew by. The driver was a little late and was, I saw, making up time. As it went past nearly all the windows had drawn blinds — all but about three, I think. At one of them I caught a glimpse of two women who, standing up near the door, seemed to be struggling with each other.

You saw them distinctly? I asked eagerly. Two women?

Yes. I saw them quite plainly, he replied, and I realised that he was a man of some intelligence. When trains go by, especially the expresses, the glimpse we get is only for a fraction of a second. But in that we can often see inside the carriages at night, if the regulations are broken and the blinds are up. A good many people disregard the danger — even in these days of Zeppelins.

They do, I said. But please describe, as far as you are able, exactly what you saw.

Well, sir, the Scotch express tore past just as I was standing at the window star-gazing. My mate at Stevenage had just put through an up-goods, and all was clear, so I stood wondering if the Zepps would dare to venture out. Then I heard the low roar of the Edinburgh night-express approaching up the tunnel, and a moment later it ran past me. As it did so I saw in one of the carriages the two women standing there. Both had their hats off. One, a fine big strong person I should take her to be, seized the other, whose hair had fallen about her shoulders, and she seemed to be helplessly in her grip.

Did you report it? Barton asked quickly.

I rang up Stevenage and told my mate that something was going on in the express. But he replied later on to say that he had watched, and seen nothing. Later on in the night he spoke to me again, and said that the man in the Hitchin box, who had kept a look out, had reported back that all blinds of the express had then been drawn.

So the assumption seems to be that Roseye was attacked by some strange woman, I said, turning to Teddy. She struggled at the door, and in the struggle the chatelaine which she had in her hand fell out upon the line.

Barton drew a long breath.

Its all a profound mystery, Mr Munro, he said.

If your theory is correct, then we must go a step further and assume that the stout woman overpowered Miss Lethmere, and afterwards drew down the blinds before the express reached Hitchin, where there is a junction and the train would, I suppose, slow down.

Yes, sir, exclaimed the signalman. Drivers have orders to go slow through Hitchin because of the points there.

But why should Miss Lethmere be attacked by a woman? I queried in dismay.

Why should she have disappeared from home at all, Mr Munro? asked Barton. Yes. I quite agree with you, sir, the more we probe this mystery, the more and more complicated it becomes.

Well, Mr Barton? I exclaimed. Now, tell me frankly, whats your theory. Why has Miss Lethmere disappeared?

The inspector, one of the best and shrewdest officials attached to the Criminal Investigation Department, paused for a few moments and, looking me full in the face, replied:

To tell you the truth, Mr Munro, Im still absolutely puzzled. The whole affair seems to grow more involved, and more astounding.


Chapter Twelve.

Reveals an Astounding Fact.
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WEEKS PASSED, BUT alas! the problem remained unsolved. I became plunged in the darkest depths of despair.

The hue-and-cry had been raised all over the kingdom. Sir Herbert Lethmere had offered a reward for any information concerning his daughter, but nobody came forward with any really tangible declaration.

The hard indisputable fact was that she had gone down those front-door steps in Cadogan Gardens and disappeared as completely as though the earth had opened and swallowed her.

For me, those weeks were weeks of keen, hourly anxiety, weeks of grief and breathless forebodings.

The woman I loved so dearly had been snatched from me, and now I felt that I had no further object in life. Indeed, I had no heart to make any further experiments to perfect my Zeppelin-destroyer, and though Teddy, in his old cheery way, tried to console me and endeavoured to get me down to Gunnersbury, I always firmly refused to go. The place was now hateful to me. My keenness had vanished. Now and then I went out to Hendon and looked at Roseyes machine still there. Her mechanic, whom Sir Herbert still kept on — he being unfit for military service — hung about the aerodrome and smoked yellow perils awaiting his mistresss return.

Once or twice, on bright days, I made a short flight just to keep fit. Otherwise I generally remained at home in my rooms pondering, or else out trying to follow some imaginary clue to which my theory led me.

Lionel Eastwell always expressed himself full of sympathy. Many times we met at the club and elsewhere, and he always expressed his belief that Roseye was somewhere with friends. Indeed, he seemed full of optimism.

My firm opinion is that Miss Lethmere has met with an accident, and is in some hospital or other — some cottage hospital perhaps. Maybe she has lost her memory as result of her unfortunate mishap, he suggested one day. There are lots of such cases recorded in the papers.

Truth to tell, my suspicion of Lionel Eastwell had daily increased. First, he had always appeared far too inquisitive regarding our experimental work. Secondly, he had been ever polite and affable towards Roseye with a view, it seemed, of preserving an extremely close friendship. Why, I wondered? I knew that she had liked him for his courtesy and pleasant demeanour ever since they had first met. And the point that they had first met in Germany I had never forgotten. It had increased my suspicion — and pointedly so.

The most puzzling fact concerning him, however, was that I had discovered during my eager and constant investigations, from one of the boys at Hendon — Dick Ferguson, who was flying a new REP Parasol, that on the very evening of the day that I had called at Albemarle Street to find him ill in bed, he had met him in Hatchetts in Piccadilly, and had actually dined with him there in the grill-room.

When I had sat at Eastwells bedside, three hours before, he had then declared himself unable to move without pain, and had told me that the doctor had strictly forbidden him to get up. Yet, on that very same night, he had dined down below in the cheerful grill-room and, according to Dick, was as merry as ever.

These were facts which certainly required explanation.

Why had he not gone along to the Piccadilly Hotel, or to the Club, as was his habit? Was it because, fearing to be seen, he had chosen the smaller and quieter resort?

Most probably he feared to meet either Teddy or myself at the Piccadilly, for we both frequently went there as a change from the Automobile Club. We flying-men are a small circle, and we have our own particular haunts — just as every other profession has.

Three times I had questioned Dick Ferguson regarding Lionels presence at that small, but popular restaurant on that particular night. At first I believed that he had probably mistaken the date — which was so easy. But he had fixed it absolutely by telling me that it was the night when the Admiralty had admitted that Zeppelins had again been over Essex and Norfolk and been driven back by our anti-aircraft guns.

Certainly I had no reason to doubt Dicks story. He was a pal of Teddys, and I had been up with him twice on his new Parasol — that machine which Hendon men will remember as having caused such a sensation.

How flying has changed since the war! In the pre-war days those Sunday meetings out at Hendon, with their passenger-flights, were quite smart frivolous gatherings. In the enclosure stood rows of fine cars with many young bloods — who afterwards gallantly put on khaki — with many of their best girls, some of them of the bluest blood of the land, while others were revue actresses, with a few women aged, apeing and adipose, with of course a good sprinkling of girls on the keen look out for husbands.

There are some men who went regularly to exhibitions of flying before the war who could tell strange tales — of pretty women held in the clutches of blackguards, and of good, innocent boys who fell, were blackmailed, and were squeezed to their death.

But it is ever so in sport. The racecourse and the tapis vert have both been the cause of the downfall of a good many excellent fellows, therefore the organisers of the aerodromes are not to be blamed for the exploits of those pestilent undesirables who as at Epsom, Newmarket or Sandown, having paid the admission fee, passed through its gates.

Ah! I recall — and many will recall with me — those summer afternoons upon the lawn where the little tea-tables were set, and where some of the worst girls in the smartest and most daring of costumes sat with some of the best girls in the neatest to sip the innocuous beverage and to nibble cakes with the best and bravest young fellows in all England.

That strange, daring little world of flying-men — knew it, but they were level-headed and, keeping themselves to themselves, gave the cold shoulder to the unknown ones who drifted in from nowhere to display their brilliant raiment, and to watch, in a bored way, such feats as looping the loop, and other exercises which have proved such splendid training for our flying-boys to-day.

I did not trust Eastwell. Both his actions and his attitude puzzled me. An intimate friend of Sir Herbert, he was often at Cadogan Gardens, telling his host and Lady Lethmere that he firmly believed that Roseye was still ill, and still unidentified.

Purposely I avoided him. Teddy and I were in full agreement over this. A man who had been ill in bed and in pain, with no prospect of getting about for some days, and yet could go and dine merrily at Hatchetts that same evening, was, I argued, not to be trusted further.

All that Captain Pollock and Inspector Barton had told me served to increase the amazing puzzle.

They said that Roseye was a spy of Germany, but I defied them. I declared that they had lied.

My own opinion, Munro, is that my poor girl is dead, Sir Herbert declared one afternoon when I called. I know, he went on sympathetically. I know how deeply devoted you were to her. But alas! we must be brave and face facts in this critical situation in which we all find ourselves to-day.

For a moment I did not reply. I had frankly told him of that mysterious message found in Roseyes card-case, and he had followed every channel of my inquiries with eager interest, paying most of the out-of-pocket expenses and having one or two confidential interviews with Inspector Barton.

Like myself, and like Teddy also, he would not hear of any allegation against his daughter. That cryptic message he regarded as the work of the Invisible Hand which, since August 1914, had been raised against our dear beloved country.

Once or twice Lionel Eastwell had called upon me in Shaftesbury Avenue and sat beside my fire, discussing the war, the Zeppelin menace and the apparent apathy in certain quarters to deal firmly with it. At that moment the popular Press were loud in their parrot-cries that we had no adequate defence. In a sense, they voiced the public demand. But those papers which were now loudest in the denunciation of the Government were the selfsame which, before the war, had jeered at any suggested progress in aviation, and had laughed to scorn any prizes offered to aviators as encouragement in designing machines, or in flying them.

The Invisible Hand was, even in those days, laid heavily upon the Press, who laughed at Zeppelins, and declared that on that night long ago, when they had been seen hovering over Sheerness, the naval witnesses of their arrival were pulling the long bow.

The Invisible Hand indeed stretched far and wide in the pre-war days. From Wick to Walmer, from Cork to Cromer, and from Donegal to Dover, the British public were assured that Zeppelins could never cross the North Sea. They were only very delicate gas-bags — some called them egg-shells — which could perhaps take up passengers in fair weather and, given continued fair weather, deposit them somewhere in safety.

The Invisible Hand wrote screeds of deliberate lies and utterly bamboozled England, just as the Crowned Criminal of Germany carried on his secret and insidious policy of the Great Betrayal.

Curiously enough the very organs of the Press which in 1913, when strange airships were reported over Yorkshire and the North-East coast, received the news with incredulity and amusement, were the very organs which now cried the loudest that something must be done to destroy Zeppelins.

I was chatting with Teddy one afternoon in my room, and had pointed out that fact, whereupon he blew a cloud of cigarette smoke from his lips, and said:

Youre quite right, my dear Claude. The armchair sceptics of 1913 were the people who have since told us that Zeppelins could kill only an occasional chicken — that Zeppelins could not reach London — that Zeppelins, if they did get to London, would never return — that Zeppelins were useless in bad weather — that Zeppelins could not survive a fall of snow — and so on.

Do you recollect how one section of the Press violently attacked another because the latter had dared to warn the country against the danger of attacks from the air? I asked. The purblind optimists waxed hilarious, and called it the Scareship Campaign.

Teddy laughed, as he stretched himself in his chair.

Yes, he said. I recollect quite well, though I had not yet taken my ticket, how the trust-our-dear-German-brother propagandists were terribly angry because some newspaper or other had demanded a large provision for dirigibles in the coming Estimates. They accused the paper of staging the performance for the sake of a new journalistic scoop. One paper, a copy of which I still have, Teddy went on, expressed greatest amusement at the statements of witnesses who had seen and heard Zeppelins on the North-East coast. I was only reading it the other day. One person heard the whirr of engines; another a faint throbbing noise. To one, the airship appeared as a cigar-shaped vessel, to another as a small luminous cloud. These variations — they are not contradictions — were sufficient, in the opinion of that particular paper, to discredit the whole business. The writer of the article calmly stated that what was alleged to be a Zeppelin turns out to have been merely a farmer working at night in a field on the hilltop, taking manure about in a creaky wheelbarrow, with a light swung on the top of a broomstick attached to it.

I know, Teddy, I exclaimed. Our dear old England has been sadly misled by those who intended to send us to our ruin and dominate the world. Yet we have one consolation — you and I — namely, that we have, within our hands, a power of which the enemy knows nothing, and—

But the enemy suspects, my dear old fellow, said my friend seriously. Thats why you had your unfortunate spill — and why Roseye is to-day missing. Probably I shall be the next to fall beneath the clutch of the Invisible Hand.

Yes. For heavens sake! do be careful, I exclaimed anxiously. You cant be too wary!

Well — weve the satisfaction of knowing that they havent discovered our secret, he declared.

No — and, by Jove! they wont! I declared firmly. Yet, the way in which we have been misled by those infected with the Teuton taint is really pathetic. I remember the wheelbarrow story quite well. Just about that same time a foreign correspondent of one of our London daily papers wrote telling us that Zeppelins were mere toys. They cost fifty thousand pounds apiece to build, and German experts had agreed that in fine weather they might reasonably expect to reach our coast, but that it was doubtful if they could get back. The return voyage, with the petrol running low and the capacity of the ship and crew approaching exhaustion, would probably end in disaster if the wind were contrary. We were also told by this wonderful correspondent that the idea that these ships could drop from one to two tons of explosives on our heads at any time was absurd.

Yes, yes, Teddy sighed. It is all too awful! That correspondents story only serves to show how easily we were fascinated by German friendship, and by the Emperor himself, who raced at Cowes, and who, while bowing his head piously over Queen Victorias grave, was already secretly plotting our downfall. But are we not secretly plotting the downfall of the Zeppelins — eh? he added, with his usual cheery good humour.

Yes, we are. And, by Gad, well show the world what we can do, ere long, I said. But I am full of fierce anger when I recollect how our little aviation circle has been ridiculed by red-taped officialdom, and starved by the public, who thought us airy cranks just because the Invisible Hand was all-powerful in our midst. The German experts deceived the Berlin correspondents of our newspapers; the Emperor uttered his blasphemous prayers for peace, the Teutonic money-bags jingled and their purse-strings were opened. And so our trustful public were lulled to sleep, and we were told to forget all about Zeppelins for they were mere harmless toys, and we were urged, in leading articles of our daily papers, to get on with the Plural Voting Bill, and to investigate the cause in the fall of the output of sandstone— including ganister as officialdom describes that commodity.

True, Claude, exclaimed my friend, as we smoked together. The whole thing is a striking example of the blindness of those who would not see; and who, even now, when innocent women and children are being killed, are dismissing the raids as of no military importance.

Since war broke out weve learnt one or two things — havent we? I said. Though the public are still in ignorance of the actual truth, we flying-men who have studied aeronautics as perfected by Germany, know that Zeppelins can now be brought to a standstill and mark time during the observations of their pilots. Aiming is still in a primitive stage, notwithstanding the use of directed aerial torpedoes such as we know, by the Press bureau, have been used. Smoke-bombs are effective to cover the rising of the airship to safety heights. Zeppelins can fly at a height of two and a half to three miles, while shots through the fabric can be repaired during the flight.

Exactly, replied Teddy. But we have also proved that warnings to Britons do not foster panic. Nowadays we see quite plainly that Zeppelin raids have been adopted by the Germans as part of their regular campaign, and it is quite clear that during the coming months they may increase and multiply — whatever the civilised world may say or think. The enemy is out to damage our cities, and has, indeed, told the neutrals that he will do so, regardless of every law of civilised warfare.

I contend that Zeppelin raids are of military importance — of very great importance — and I intend to devote myself to treating them as such, whatever officialdom may say to the contrary, I declared.

Bravo! old man! Teddy said. And Ill help you — with every ounce of energy I possess!

Yet scarcely had he uttered those words, when Theed opened the door and held it back for a visitor to enter.

I started to my feet, pale and speechless! I could not believe my eyes.

There, before us, upon the threshold, dressed cheaply, plain, even shabbily, and utterly unlike her usual self, stood Roseye — my own beloved!


Chapter Thirteen.

The Leopards Eyes.
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FOR A FEW moments I stood dumbfounded.

I could scarcely believe my own eyes.

The figure before me was pale-faced and wan. She wore an old blue felt hat with wide brim which was most unbecoming, a faded jersey that had once been dark mauve, and an old black skirt, while her boots were cracked and bulging, and she was without gloves.

She smiled at me inanely, as she came across the room and Theed closed the door after her.

Roseye! I gasped. Whatever does this mean?

Is it really you! cried Teddy, equally amazed.

It is, she replied in a low, very weary voice.

I saw that she appeared exhausted, for she clutched at the edge of the table, so I led her gently to my chair wherein she sank inertly, with a deep sigh.

Roseye, I said. Where have you been?

She turned her gaze upon the fire. Her face remained hard-set. The expression upon her white countenance was one of tragedy.

Her chest heaved and fell, and I saw that her ungloved hands, grasping the arms of the chair, were trembling.

You are cold! I cried. And dashing to the cupboard I got out some brandy and a siphon.

She sipped a few drops from the glass I offered her, smiling in grateful acknowledgment.

Then, as I stood upon the hearthrug facing her, I repeated my question:

Tell us, Roseye. Where have you been?

In her great blue eyes I noticed a strange, vacant expression; a look such as I had never seen there before. She only shook her head mournfully.

What has happened? I inquired, bending and placing my hand tenderly upon her shoulder.

But, with a sudden movement, she buried her face in her small hands and burst into a torrent of tears.

Dont ask me! she sobbed. Dont ask me, Claude!

Look here, old chap, exclaimed Teddy, who was quite as mystified as myself. Ill come back later on. That Miss Lethmere is safe is, after all, the one great consolation.

And, rising, my friend discreetly left the room.

When he had gone I fell upon my knees before my rediscovered love and, taking her cold hands in mine, covered them with hot, fervent kisses, saying:

Never mind, darling. You are safe again — and with me!

All my efforts to calm her, however, proved unavailing, for she still sobbed bitterly — the reaction, no doubt, of finding herself again beside me. With women, in circumstances of great strain, it is the feminine privilege to relieve themselves by emotion.

Speak! I urged of her. Tell me where youve been, darling?

But she only shook her head and, still convulsed by sobs, sat there inert and heedless of all about her.

As I knelt in silence, the quiet of my room remained unbroken save for the low ticking of the clock, and the soft sobs of the woman I so dearly loved.

Tenderly I took my own handkerchief and wiped those tears from her white, hard-set face. Then, for the first time, I saw that her left eyebrow showed a dark red scar. It had not been there on the last occasion when we had been together.

That mark upon her brow set me wondering.

Across her forehead she drew her hand wearily, as at last she sat forward in her chair, an action as though to clear her confused and troubled brain.

Let me take off your hat, I said and, with a mans clumsiness, removed the old felt hat from her head.

As I did so her wealth of soft hair, which I saw had been sadly neglected, fell unkempt about her shoulders.

That — that woman! she suddenly ejaculated, half starting from her seat. Ah! that woman! she cried.

What woman, dear? I asked, much mystified at her words.

That woman — that awful woman! she shouted.

Ah! send her away — save me from her — Oh! save me. Look!

And she pointed straight before her at some phantom which she had conjured up in her imagination.

At once I realised that she was hysterical, and that some hideous ghost of her past adventure had arisen before her.

Calm yourself, darling, I urged softly, my arm around her waist. There is no one here. You are alone — alone with me — Claude!

Claude! she echoed, turning toward me and gazing blankly into my eyes with an expression which lacked recognition. Oh — yes! she added in a tone of surprise. Why — yes — Claude! Is it you — really you?

Yes. I am Claude — and you are alone with me, I said in great apprehension, for I feared lest she might be demented. No doubt she had been through some terrible experiences since last I had clasped her hand.

Again she sighed deeply. For the next few moments she gazed into my eyes in silence. Their stony stare thrilled and awed me. At last a very faint smile played about her lips, and she exclaimed: Oh, yes! How awfully silly of me, Claude! How very foolish. Forgive me, wont you?

Forgive you, darling! Why, of course, I said, pressing her closely to me.

But — but that terrible woman! she cried, still terrified. You wont let her come near me again — will you?

No. She shant. Im with you, and will protect you, darling. Trust in me.

Ah! she sighed. It was awful. How — how Ive lived through it I dont know.

Through what? I asked, eager to induce her to tell her story.

No, she answered. You — you would never believe me! — you would never understand! Oh! that woman! Look! and in terror she raised her finger and pointed again straight before her. Look! Dont you see her! Shes fixed her eyes upon me — those awful leopards eyes!

Theres nobody here, Roseye, I assured her. Youre alone with me.

Alone! Why, no. Shes there — see straight over there! cried my love, her face distorted by wild terror. Ah! shes coming nearer! she shrieked, again covering her face with her hands, as though to shut out the imaginary face.

Ugh! she shuddered. Dont let her touch me! Dont let her touch me! Dont, Claude — for Heavens sake, I beg of you. That woman — that awful woman with the leopards eyes!

Come, come, I said, rather severely. You must not give way to these hallucinations, Roseye. Theres nobody here, I assure you. Its all—

But she is here! she shrieked. You cant deceive me; shes here — with us. Perhaps you cant see her — but I can. Oh! those horrible eyes — the fiend! Ah! what I have suffered!

I did not reply. I was at a loss how to act. Sight of my beloved betraying such abject terror unnerved me.

Too well did I recollect the story of the railway signalman near Welwyn, how, when the night-express came out of the tunnel tearing north from London, he had distinctly seen two women struggling. One was in the grasp of the other.

Was this the woman whom Roseye believed was present in my room — the mysterious Woman with the Leopards Eyes?

I crossed to the window, and standing at the spot where at my love declared she could see the mysterious female by which she seemed haunted, said:

Now, look, dear! There is nobody here.

There is! she persisted. Shes there just behind you. Mind! She intends to do you harm! Yes, she added. I saw her at Hendon. I remember, most distinctly! She knows you — and she means to do you harm!

I returned to her side, frantic at my inability to convince her that all was her imagination.

There was no doubt that, deeply impressed upon her memory, was some recollection of terrifying events in which a mysterious woman had played a leading part.

As I looked at that blank, yet horrified expression upon her pale, sweet face I became more than ever convinced that she had been held beneath the thraldom of some woman of evil intent — that woman whom she described as possessing the crafty eyes of a leopard.

For a full half-hour I argued with her, endeavouring to calm her but, unfortunately, to little avail. Presently, however, her expression altered, she grew less agitated, until at last, as I sat holding her in my arms, I kissed her fondly upon the lips, and again begged:

Do tell me, my darling, where you have been all this long time? Ive searched for you everywhere.

I — I dont know, was her blank reply. I cant tell you.

But surely you recollect something? I urged eagerly. Those are not your own clothes that you are wearing. Where did you get them from?

She looked quickly down at her jersey and at her skirt, and then raised her eyes to me in dismay. Apparently, for the first time, she now realised that she was dressed in some one elses clothes.

Thats curious! she exclaimed, as though speaking to herself. Thats very curious. That hat is not mine, either!

No, it isnt, I said, handing it to her to examine, which she did critically.

Then, placing her hands idly upon her knees, she remained for a long time with brows knit in silence, apparently trying to recall the past.

You lost your chatelaine — the one I gave you, I said, hoping that the fact might, in some way, stir the chords of her blunted memory.

My chatelaine! she repeated, looking at me vacantly.

Yes. You lost your purse and money, and other things, I said. I think you must have lost it from a train.

Suddenly she raised her face again to mine, and asked in a half-dazed kind of way:

Are you — are you Claude?

Yes, I replied. Surely you remember me!

Oh — yes! But — oh! my head — my poor head! and she placed her hands to her temples and drew a long breath.

Cannot you recollect — do try and tell me something. Try and describe to me what occurred after you left home. What happened to you?

She shook her head sadly.

I cant tell you, she said at last, speaking quite rationally. I really cant.

But you must recollect something, dear? I asked. Your chatelaine was found dropped from a train on the line near Welwyn station, on the Great Northern Railway.

On the railway? she repeated slowly. Ah!

That brings back something to your memory, dearest, does it not? I inquired anxiously, for I now felt convinced that she remembered something regarding her loss.

Yes — but — but — well, I cant tell you about it, Claude.

You cant, dearest — or do you mean that you decline to tell me! Which?

For a few moments she was again silent. Her blank white face had become almost as its own self, with that sweet, calm smile I had known so well.

I must decline to tell you, she slowly answered at last. Im sorry — but I — I only ask your forgiveness, Claude.

What is there for me to forgive? I cried dismayed. You disappeared. Everybody feared foul play — and—

There was foul play! she interrupted in a hoarse voice.

By whom?

By somebody.

You know who were your enemies? I asked quickly. You must know, indeed.

She nodded in the affirmative, her eyes once more downcast, as though fearing to meet my gaze.

Cannot you name them — cannot you denounce them, darling? It is your duty, I said in a low, persuasive tone. Reveal the truth to me, Claude.

No, never! was her plain and instant reply.

Why not?

There are reasons.

What reasons?

Reasons of my own. Strong reasons.

And may I not know them? I asked with some resentment.

No, Claude — I can never reveal the truth — not even to you. She was now quite her old self.

But I thought we trusted each other blindly and implicitly, I protested. You surely know how deeply and fondly I love you, my darling.

Exactly, she exclaimed, with one of those sweet and winning smiles of hers. Thats just my point. If you love me as you declare — and I believe you do — then you will trust me, and you will, when I assure you that I cannot tell you what has happened, refrain from further questioning me.

Her argument was, certainly, one to which I could not very well reply. It was a curious argument, and aroused suspicion within me.

She had now grown quite calm, and I could plainly see that she had at last recalled the past, yet she did not intend to make any statement whatever regarding it.

Why? This disinclination to reveal to me the slightest fact was, in itself, most extraordinary. I then found myself reflecting upon the discovery of that secret memorandum in her card-case, and the allegation made against her by the red-tabbed Intelligence officer.

I was on the point of telling her what had been discovered — the purport of the cipher-message and the suspicion which rested upon her. Yet, would that induce her to be frank and tell me the truth? I decided that it would not, therefore I said nothing. Instead, I remarked in a low, sympathetic voice: I really think, darling, that it is due to me — to your people also — that you should tell us the truth of what happened to you, and of the identity of your enemies.

I have already told you, Claude, was her quiet response. If you really love me, then you should at least trust me.

I do trust you, darling! I protested quickly. You surely know that! You are in possession of all the secrets of our invention, and—

Ah! the invention — the invention! she cried and, as she suddenly recollected it, her whole manner instantly changed.

She started from her chair crying: Yes — yes! Now I remember! I remember! It was awful — terrible — ugh! Ah! my poor brain! and again she drew her hand across her brow. My poor head!

She paused but, next second, she turned to me, exclaiming in a tone quite unusual to her:

No! I shall tell you nothing — I shall say nothing! I do not want to remember — I pray only to forget — yes, to forget all — everything. It is too horrible! Too cruel! and I saw that my reference to our secret apparatus had stirred another chord in her memory — one that caused her both fierce anger and bitter remorse.

That fact, in itself, revealed to me quite plainly that her tragic experiences, whatever they might have been, had some curious connexion with our invention for the destruction of Zeppelins. Thus, arguing with myself further, I became more than ever convinced that she, in all her innocence, had fallen defenceless into the unscrupulous grip of the terrible but relentless Invisible Hand.

Why did she so persistently withhold from me the truth? What more natural than, knowing the identity of her enemies, she should seek to denounce and justly punish them? Now she was back at my side she surely could not fear them!

Certainly her demeanour was most mysterious, and I stood there, facing her, utterly bewildered. The expression in her dear face was quite uncanny.

Once again I begged her to tell me something — however slight — regarding what had occurred to her. I told her of our tireless search; of the eager hue and cry; of the publication of her portrait, and of the offered reward for any information.

Ah! she replied, with a strange, faint smile, as though of triumph almost. All that was to no effect. The precautions taken were far too complete. Nobody could have found me — for I was in a living grave.

Yes, I said, hoping that she would reveal to me something more, however vague. Tell me about it, darling. Do, Roseye.

Tell you! she echoed with angry resentment, putting me from her firmly and staring at me. No, never! Then a second later she turned towards the curtained window and shrieked:

Ah! look! — that accursed woman again! Why do you allow her to come here — if you love me, Claude!

She is not here, I declared firmly. It is all your silly imagination!

She is! cried my love wildly. You are lying to me! Shes there! Over there! Kill her — Claude — or she will kill you — ah! that Woman with the Leopards Eyes!


Chapter Fourteen.

False or True?
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ONE BRIGHT CRISP afternoon in mid-December, Roseye, wrapped warmly in her furs, sat beside me in the car as we sped through Leatherhead on our way out to Burford Bridge, where we had decided to have tea.

In the grey wintry light the landscape had become gloomy and depressing. Yet my love chatted merrily as we sped along.

Since that well-remembered evening at my rooms when she had made her sudden reappearance on my threshold from nowhere, the days had been very dark and terribly anxious ones.

After her refusal to tell me anything, I had taken her home, where her sudden arrival had been as a thunderbolt to her parents. But alas! her overstrained brain had then given way, and for three weeks she had remained in bed under the care of Sir Charles Needham, one of the greatest mental specialists in Harley Street.

Thanks to his skill, she had slowly recovered — very slowly it seemed to me.

A dozen times I had chatted with Sir Charles, and he had admitted to me that the case was not only most unusual, but almost unique. He could not obtain from her any lucid account of what had occurred after she had left home on that fatal morning. She had contradicted herself so many times.

Any reference to inventions, to electricity, to trains, to Zeppelins, or to women, sent her into fierce paroxysms of anger. Her attitude was most mysterious. In fact her adventures during the time she had been missing were enveloped in a dark cloud of mystery which, even Barton himself, was unable to penetrate.

Captain Pollock, of course, had been informed and had repeated his red-taped suspicions. But, having no reliable or actual evidence upon which to base his assertions, Barton seemed inclined to disregard them.

I noticed this, putting it down to the usual disagreement which exists in officialdom the world over. No one official has ever been known to be in actual accord with another in another Department. Thats why the clock of State creaks on so rustily in every civilised community.

Arrived at that motoring rendezvous, the Burford Bridge Hotel, we took a stroll in its picturesque grounds on the slope of Box Hill, leafless and deserted on that December afternoon.

Having walked some distance along the gravelled paths, we sat together upon a seat, when her sudden silence caused me to ponder. Since we had been walking she had scarcely uttered a word, and had appeared utterly absorbed.

At last she exclaimed:

I shall be so very glad when they let me fly again, Claude. I feel ever so much better now — quite my old self again.

Im delighted to hear that, was my reply. But you must wait another week or two before you take out your machine. Your man is overhauling it thoroughly. When I was at Hendon yesterday I saw that he had taken down the engine.

Yes. Im most anxious to help you, dear, with your great invention. How is it getting on?

Famously, I replied. Teddy and I have been working hard for the last four days, and have made progress in both lightening the weight of the outfit, and increasing its power. Ive ordered a big new dynamo to be constructed on such lines that it can be placed on my machine with a second engine. This engine will either run the dynamo, or the propeller.

Of course, I quite see, she exclaimed. You must have a second engine for night-flying. How long will it be, do you think, before you can make a trial flight? she asked anxiously.

Early in January I hope, darling.

And you will let me come with you — wont you? Now promise me. Do, she urged, placing her gloved hand upon my arm, and looking earnestly into my face.

Yes. I promise, I answered laughing. Teddy will, no doubt, be very anxious to come, but you shall make the first flight, darling. It is your privilege.

May I come out to Gunnersbury and help you? she asked. Im quite all right again, I assure you.

When Sir Charles gives his consent, then you may come, I replied.

Ill ask him to-morrow, she cried gladly. Im so horribly tired of leading an idle life at home. Lionel lunched with us yesterday, and took me out to a matinée. It was quite jolly to have such a change. We had tea at the Piccadilly afterwards.

Lionel! I exclaimed in surprise.

Yes. Why? Are you jealous — you dear old thing?

I drew a deep breath, and she evidently noticed my displeasure.

Jealous! I cried with affected nonchalance. Why should I be?

Well — I ought, of course, to have told you before, she answered. But hes such a good friend of ours, you know.

Good friend. All the suspicions I held regarding him flashed across my mind. Why had he pretended to be an invalid on that day I had sat at his bedside, and yet afterwards had dined at Hatchetts? Why was he ever inquisitive regarding our secret experiments, and why did he appear to possess such unusual knowledge of coming events?

Yes, I remarked after a pause. He is, no doubt, a good friend.

I saw that I could learn more by disarming suspicion than by appearing ungenerous.

You dont mind me going to a matinée with him, do you, Claude? she asked frankly. Of course, if it has annoyed you, I wont go again. But mother said she thought a theatre would be a pleasant relaxation for me, now that we cant go out at night on account of the darkened streets and the bad winter weather.

The darkened streets seem to make no difference to pleasure-going, I said bitterly, and purposely disregarding her first question. Though we are at war — though thousands upon thousands of our poor brave fellows have been killed or maimed in the defence of their homes and their loved ones, yet the London public are still the same. Nothing seems to disturb them. Bond Street, with all its fripperies, is still in full swing: the drapers everywhere are paying big dividends — money is being squandered in luxuries by those who have never previously known such things; jewellers are flourishing, and extravagance runs riot through the land. Men and women go nightly to revues and join in rollicking choruses, even while the death-rattle sounds in the throats of Britains bravest sons. Ah! Roseye, I said. It is all too awful. What I fear is that we are riding gaily for a fall.

No, she said. I agree in a sense with all you say. But we are not riding for a fall, so long as we have brave men ready to sacrifice their lives in Britains cause. You, Claude, are one of those, she added, looking straight into my face with an open, frank expression — that love-look which can never be feigned, either by man or by woman.

In that second I realised that at least my suspicion that she had any secret affection for Lionel Eastwell was groundless.

Yet I was, nevertheless, annoyed that he should still mislead her parents by expressions of friendship. True, when I came to examine and to analyse my doubts, I could discover no real and actual foundation for them. Perhaps it was an intuition that possessed me — a strange half-formed belief that Eastwell, though such a cheerful companion, such a real good fellow, and so popular with all the flying-boys, was not exactly of the truly patriotic type which he represented himself to be.

For that reason alone I inwardly objected to Roseye associating with him, yet as he was such a warmly welcomed friend of the family, it was extremely difficult for me to move in any antagonistic spirit.

Within myself I had a fierce and desperate struggle, yet long ago I had realised that if I intended to win I must not show the slightest sign of anger or of suspicion.

So, as we sat there together — gazing across the sloping lawn, so melancholy in that falling December twilight, yet so picturesque and gay on those summer evenings as I had often known it — I crushed down the apprehension that had arisen within me, and laughed gaily with my dainty well-beloved.

Still the facts — the mysterious inexplicable facts — remained. Was it possible that my love desired again to assist in the completion of our experiments in order to know the result of them — and perhaps to betray them?

No. I could not — even in my inward anger at the knowledge that she had spent the previous afternoon with the man I suspected — bring myself to believe that she was really acting in contradiction to the interests of the country.

Somebody has truly said that love is blind. Well, I loved Roseye. And my blindness had been a very pleasant and delightful affliction up to that tragic day of her disappearance.

Through those weeks when her mind had remained unbalanced and unhinged, she had never once made any statement nor had she ever inadvertently admitted anything which might reveal the truth as to where she had been, or the identity of the person whom she held in greatest terror — that Woman with the Leopards Eyes.

With all the cunning I possessed I had sought to glean from her some fact, any fact however vague, concerning those weeks when she had been missing, but beyond what I have written in these pages, I could gather no single incident.

I was but an ordinary man — one whose father had risen in the medical profession to grasp one of its plums. From being a neer-do-well and idler, I had taken up aviation and, after much perseverance, had learned to fly. I suppose I was gifted with ordinary intelligence, and that intelligence had shown me that, now we were at war, the enemy had placed upon the whole country that secret Hand, eager and clutching, to effect and secure our undoing. Its finger-prints, indelible and unmistakable, remained wherever one sought them.

That Hand had been upon me when I had crashed to earth with a wooden bolt in my machine in place of one of steel.

But whether the Hand had really been placed upon Roseye was a problem which utterly defied solution.

That she had suffered had been vividly apparent, yet her absolute and fixed refusal to say anything, to admit anything, or to make any charge against anyone, was, in itself, an astounding feature of what was an extremely curious situation.

I remained that afternoon at Burford Bridge just as dumbfounded and mystified as I had been at that moment when Theed had opened the door of my sitting-room and she had returned from what, in her own words, had been a living tomb.

Why a living tomb? Who had prepared the trap — if trap there had been? Who was the unknown woman, the very mention of whom terrified her — the Woman with the Leopards Eyes?

Though we sat there and laughed together — for I had affected, I hope successfully, an utter disregard of any suspicion or jealousy of Eastwell — I gazed upon her, and I saw that she had grown nervous and anxious.

Why?

It seemed to me that, with her womans innate cleverness and cunning — which by the way is never outmatched by that of the mere man — she was reading my own innermost thoughts. She knew my suspicions, and her intention, at all hazards, was to conceal from me some bitter and perhaps disgraceful truth.

This thought aroused within me a relentless hatred of the fellow Eastwell. Nevertheless, once again when I came to examine the actual facts, I could discover really nothing tangible — nothing which ought to lead me, with any degree of right or justice, to an adverse decision.

I had revealed much to Inspector Barton before Roseyes disappearance. I had told him of my suspicions of Eastwell, but I suppose he had — as natural to, an investigator of crime — regarded those suspicions as the natural outcome of a mans jealousy. But they were not, because I had never been jealous of the man — not until we sat there on the lawn before the hotel, and she had told me how she had spent an afternoon at the theatre in his company.

As a matter of fact jealousy had never entered my head. Previously I had always regarded Eastwell as quite a good fellow, full of the true stamina of a patriot. He had been, I knew, full of schemes for the future of aviation in England ever since he had taken his first flap at the aerodrome. Once, indeed, he had serious thoughts, in the pre-war days, of putting up as Parliamentary candidate for a Yorkshire borough. But the matter fell through because the Opposition, on their part, ran a man whose chances were assured — an Anglo-Indian colonel who had passed through every local distinction, from being a member of the local Board of Guardians to becoming a DL. Against such odds Eastwell could not fight. In the great game of politics it has ever been that the local man who spends his money with the local butcher, baker and candlestick-maker, is usually returned with a thumping majority.

The man from afar, the man with a mission, the man who knows his job and will dare to raise his voice in the House to declaim his countrys shortcomings, will usually be jeered at as a carpetbagger and hopelessly outpaced and outvoted.

I knew this. I had seen it long ago.

As I sat there at Roseyes side I fell to wondering — wondering whether she had actually played an open, straightforward game.

Or was she deceiving me!

Which?


Chapter Fifteen.

Concerns Harold Hale.
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CHRISTMAS CAME, BUT it brought no relaxation to Teddy, or to myself.

We were working hard at our scheme out at Gunnersbury, making experiment after experiment, many being failures, with a few successes.

Of Eastwell we saw nothing, for he had flown up to the north-east coast in order to watch some evolutions being carried out by the anti-aircraft corps, and had not returned.

Sir Charles had now given Roseye permission to assist us in our work and, indeed, one morning in the first week of the New Year she made her first flight since that day of her disappearance.

My mind, however, was by no means at rest. After my own experiences I was careful to examine and to fly her machine several times around the aerodrome before I would allow her to go up. If my machine had been tampered with in the way it had, then there was but little doubt that an attempt might be made against her.

She had gone for about an hour when I saw her returning, a tiny speck in the clear sky coming from the south-west, and flying very high. When at last she landed and I handed her out of the pilots seat, she put up her big goggles and, flushed with satisfaction, cried:

Ive had such a splendid wind behind me! The weather is quite perfect. How good it feels to be out once again, Claude!

Yes, dear, I answered, as we strolled together over towards the hangars, whence one of the school-buses had just begun to flap. I should like to go up but, as you know, they are busy putting in my second engine for night-flying, and to drive the dynamo. I fear it wont be ready for quite another fortnight yet.

What speed do you really expect to develop? she asked, much interested.

In order to overtake a Zeppelin I must, at least, be able to fly eighty miles an hour, was my reply. And I must also be able to fly as slowly as thirty-five in order to economise fuel and to render the aim accurate as well as to make night-landing possible.

Are you certain that you will be able to do it? she asked, a little dubiously I thought. She knew that, as far as our apparatus for the direction of the intense electric current was concerned, it was practically perfect. Yet she had, more than once, expressed her doubt as to whether my monoplane, with its improvements of my own design, would be able to perform what I so confidently expected of it.

Of course one can be certain of nothing in this world, dear, was my reply. But by all the laws of aerodynamics it should, when complete, be able to do what I require. I must be able to carry fuel for twelve hours cruising at low speed, so as to enable me to chase an airship to the coast, if necessary. Further, I must, in order to be successful, be able to climb to ten thousand feet in not more than twenty minutes. You see, I explained, I am trying to have the engines silenced, and I am fitting up control-gear for two pilots, so as to allow one to relieve the other, and, further, I have designed the alterations whereby either Teddy or myself can have equal facilities to work the searchlight as well as the deadly current.

I do hope it will be a success. You have had so many failures, dear, she said, as we stood together, watching Teddy make a descent, for he was up testing his engine.

Yes, that first magnetic wave idea proved a failure, I said regretfully. And why, I cant yet discover. My first idea was to create an intensified magnetic wave which would have the effect of seizing the working parts of the Zeppelin engines, and putting them out of action. For instance, from your aeroplane you would direct this wave against the Zeppelin and bring its engines gradually into a state of immobility. The natural act of the Zeppelin engineer, on finding that his engine was slowing down, would be to admit more fuel for a few moments. On the sudden release of the arresting medium the engine would pick-up violently and blow the heads out of the cylinders, thereby causing the explosion which we desire to create.

Your experiments were all in secret, Roseye remarked. The theory seems sound enough. Curious that it did not work!

Yes. Even now I cant, for the life of me, discover the reason, I replied. Yet we have, happily, tested this new apparatus of ours, and we know it is feasible as soon as ever we can get its weight further reduced, and the ray intensified.

And the sooner you can do that, the better, my well-beloved declared. Before very long, at the present rate of increase, we shall, I expect, see Zeppelins of a much greater size.

True, I remarked, as I watched Teddy spring out of his bus, and make his way across the aerodrome in our direction. No time should be lost. To be effective the aeroplane will have to be able to climb to 18,000 feet, and even remain aloft at that height for hours to lie in wait for the airship. The airship of one year hence will inevitably be a much more formidable machine than the present Zeppelin.

But we must be most careful to keep the secret, Claude, she urged. The enemy must not know it, or they may combat us!

I was silent for a few moments. Across my mind there flashed the recollection of that strange enemy message in cipher that had been found in her card-case.

What could be the explanation of that mystery? It was plain that the enemy were in possession of some facts and, further, that at all hazards, and regardless of all risks, they intended to discover our secret.

I disregarded her remark, merely answering:

I fear the Zeppelin menace will be serious in the North Sea before many months. It is only the bad weather which protects us.

The alterations to my machine were being carried on by a first-class firm at Willesden, therefore, at Teddys suggestion, all three of us ran over in the car in order to inspect the work, which we found progressing most favourably.

The foreman engineer, a big fat, elderly man, just as we were about to leave the premises, called me aside and, in a confidential tone, exclaimed:

Excuse me, sir. But did you send a gentleman named Hale here?

Hale? I repeated, looking at him in surprise. I know nobody of that name!

Well — heres his card, said the engineer. He called yesterday afternoon, and told me that youd sent him, and that he had your authority to look at your machine.

I took the rather soiled card, and saw upon it the name: Harold Hale — National Physical Laboratory.

I held it in my hand in surprise.

A Government official! I exclaimed in wonder. I gave no such permission! I declared. As I have repeatedly said, these alterations you are making are strictly in secret.

Thats what I told him, sir.

You didnt let him see the work, I hope? I asked anxiously.

Not very likely, sir, was the mans reply. I asked him for a written authorisation, but he said hed left it in his office. There was a good deal of swank about him, I thought. He seemed to have a swelled head.

Well — what happened? I inquired.

Oh! He became very officious-like — said he was a Government inspector of aircraft, and demanded to see what alterations you were making in your machine. My reply was to tell him that when he brought a letter from you, Id show him — and not before.

Excellent! I said. Then he didnt produce any credentials?

None. But he argued with me for a long time — told me that I had no right to deny him access to information required for official purposes; that I was liable under the Defence of the Realm Act, and all sorts of other bunkum. In reply, I merely told him to go along to the office and see Mr Smallpiece, our manager — whom I knew to be up at the London office, added the foreman with a grin.

What kind of man was he? Describe him, I urged.

Well — he was about forty I should say — round-faced, with a little close-cropped black moustache. He was well dressed — a dark-blue overcoat with velvet collar, and a grey plush hat. He came in a taxi.

Ah! If we could find the driver, we might perhaps discover who he was, I exclaimed.

Well, sir, I suspected him, somehow. I didnt like him. So I took the number of the taxi. Youll see it on the back of the card.

I looked, and there found a number scribbled in pencil.

By Jove! I cried. Most excellent. Ill soon find out what his movements were. Thank you very much, I added. Remember nobody is to know anything whatever of the work in progress. That man may have been a Spy.

Thats just exactly what I put him down to be, sir! declared the foreman. But trust me. Nobody shall know anything.

When I rejoined Roseye and Teddy they were inquisitive — and very naturally — as to what the foreman had been telling me. But I kept my own counsel, determined to make investigations alone.

We drove back to town and lunched in the restaurant at the Piccadilly Hotel. Teddy had suggested the Automobile Club, but I had overruled him, and we went to the Piccadilly instead. At the club there was far too much flying shop — and I wanted time to think.

At three oclock I ran Roseye home, dropping Teddy on the way, and then returned to Shaftesbury Avenue.

As I entered, Theed told me that his father had been up to say that on the previous night there had been some strangers about the shed at Gunnersbury. He had heard footsteps around the place at about three oclock in the morning, but on going out he could discover nobody. He had taken out his big heavy Browning pistol which I had bought for him, and he had told his own son that he regretted that he had not caught the intruders.

Here was another source of suspicion! It confirmed my belief that the Invisible Hand had been laid once more upon us, and, further, that whoever directed it was alike most daring and unscrupulous.

Thats most curious! I said, in reply to Theed. Your father seems to be having quite a lively time at night out there!

Yes. He does, sir. Hes convinced that somebody is watching to find out whats going on — spies, he declares.

No, no, Theed, I laughed, in order to hearten him. Theres far too much bunkum talked about spies, and far too many sensational rumours on every hand. Tell your father that hes becoming nervous. Surely he ought not to be after all his long police service!

I only uttered those words for effect. I knew that Theed would bully the old man, and tell him that he was suffering from nerves. Every son loves to jeer at his father, be he peer or peasant.

I passed into my room and took up the telephone.

In a few moments I was on to my friend Professor Appleton, the Director of the National Physical Laboratory, that department which, for years, had studied aeronautics.

I dont follow you, Mr Munro, he said, when I told him the facts. What name do you say?

Hale, was my reply. H-a-l-e, and I spelt it.

Weve nobody of that name. There must surely be some mistake!

But he came with a visiting-card, I said. He went to the firm of engineers who are making certain alterations in my monoplane, and demanded of the foreman the right to examine what was in progress. He told them at Willesden that he was an official of your Department, sent by you, with authority from myself.

Well, Mr Munro, replied the professor, in that quiet, matter-of-fact way of his, this is the first Ive ever heard of any Mr Hale. He certainly has never been sent by us. In fact I was entirely unaware, until this moment, that you had any experiments in progress.

Really, professor, Im awfully sorry to trouble you, I said. But Im only trying to do my little bit — my very small bit — in the war. Thank you for telling me this. One never knows when one meets enemies. The Germans are so clever, so practical, and so subtle.

They are, he answered. Be wary, my dear Munro. If you are carrying out experiments upon any extensive scale you may be quite certain that somebody in enemy pay is watching. I have long seen it — long before the outbreak of war.

Here again we had come up against the dead wall of fact.

Then you think that the stranger was an enemy spy? I asked.

Well, in face of the facts, and of what I myself know, Im perfectly certain of it, the professor said. I have no knowledge whatever of any person called Harold Hale. He evidently went out to Willesden to try and obtain certain knowledge, yet, by the sturdy attitude of the foreman whom you mention, he was defeated. Truly the wily and dastardly plots of our dear-brother-Germans — as they were called by some irresponsible Englishmen those hot August days of the declaration of war — have been amazing. It seems to me, Munro, added the voice over the wire, that if you are wary and watchful you may discover something that may be of unusual interest to the Intelligence Department.

Then in my ear there was a loud buzz, followed by a sharp click, and all became silent.


Chapter Sixteen.

At Holly Farm.

[image: img294.jpg]

THOSE CONSTANT PROOFS of the enemys eager inquisitiveness were, I here freely admit, very disconcerting.

We seemed surrounded by spies.

A dastardly attempt had been made to kill me, while some evil — what, I knew not — had happened to my well-beloved. It often struck me as most peculiar why she should preserve that strict secrecy regarding her whereabouts through those weeks when she had been missing.

Her terror of the mysterious woman whom she so constantly described as possessing the eyes of a leopard, together with the unbalanced condition of her brain, were, in themselves, solid proof that she had passed through some horrifying and terrible experience. Besides, had she not admitted that she had existed in what she herself had termed a living tomb?

So evident was it that we were being watched by some persons who intended, at all hazards, to discover the secret of our directive electrical apparatus that Teddy and I now adopted a new scheme. Each evening, after concluding our experiments, instead of taking the brown deal box back to my rooms, both my friend and myself disconnected the essential parts of the apparatus, each taking part of it home for safe keeping, thus leaving only the shell to be inspected by any intruder who might make a further visit to the shed.

Old Theed, however, kept a good look out and, as twice he had reported suspicious persons in the vicinity at night, he always carried his Browning pistol.

A fortnight had passed and my newly-arranged monoplane was nearing completion. Daily I went out to Willesden to superintend, and make certain alterations which had occurred to me since I had adopted my new design.

That more Zeppelin raids were expected everybody knew, and none better than myself.

The weather in the last fortnight of January 1916 was bad, and many people were declaring that the German airships would not dare to venture out except in calm conditions.

Some of the boys were discussing that point at Hendon one afternoon.

Teddy was inclined to argue as the public argued, that Zeppelins were affected by weather conditions, and advanced many theories of fogs, clouds, rain, snow, and the barometer.

Then you dont think inclement weather any protection, Claude? asked my friend, while the others all listened in silence.

No, I said. I quite agree with the arguments put forward on a basis of fact by many writers in the press. Of course Zeppelins, like every other craft not independent of the weather, prefer to sally forth in calms or light winds. But the utmost one can say is, first, that the calmer the weather the likelier a raid is to occur; and, secondly, that raids are less likely to occur in broad moonlight than on dark nights.

Then, my dear fellow, whispered Teddy into my ear, in a tone so low that the others could not hear, it is on one of the dark nights that we must make our trial flight — eh?

Well, according to the latest yarns, remarked a fellow named Ainley, the newest Zeppelins are armoured, and these very large craft have a gross lift of over thirty tons.

That is not much larger than the Zeppelins existing when war broke out, I said, but, of course, it must be admitted that even a small increase of size enlarges an airships capabilities and range. The top speed of the new thousand horse-power type is said to be about sixty-two miles an hour, but driving at such high speed must involve a heavy consumption of petrol.

What about climbing? asked Ainley. Youve made Zeppelins a study, Munro. Tell us your opinion?

Well, in order to escape, more than one German airship has risen, we know, to 10,000 feet, but that was only in case of great emergency, and meant sacrifice of load and great waste of gas. You see, if a Zeppelin is over a town and is discharging her bombs and consuming her petrol, her natural tendency would be to rise. Probably the new type of super-Zeppelin could, I should say, rise 4,000 to 5,000 feet, but it must be remembered that it cannot, with impunity, go to 12,000 or 15,000 feet because of the density of the atmosphere.

Cover Great Britain with up-to-date Archies. Thats my opinion — and one shared by many competent writers on the subject, Ainley remarked, whereupon Teddy and I exchanged glances.

Little did that small group of pilots dream of the great surprise which we had up our sleeve.

A few days later — the First of February to be exact — the country was startled by the news published in the morning papers that on the previous night no fewer than six Zeppelins had flown over some Midland counties, dropping a large number of bombs, and killing and injuring many innocent women and children.

People who read the accounts stood aghast. Then, once again, came the cry from the big populous centres in the Midlands that warning of the approach of enemy aircraft should be given, and once again the papers were flooded with letters from indignant readers making all sorts of wild suggestions how to combat the Zeppelin peril. On top of this, however, came the welcome news that the L19, one of the raiders, had been found by a trawler in a sinking condition in the North Sea.

At least one of the barbaric baby-killers had got its just deserts.

Personally, I felt deeply moved by this latest dastardly invasion. That there must be an end to traditions, to political speech-making, to conferences and to promises of imaginary nests of hornets, was now clear. The homes of Englishmen were threatened with destruction. Germany had adopted a new mode of warfare that must change everything. Therefore, happily, unfettered by red tape, and unattached to any naval or military branch of the Service, but merely an experimenter, I intended, at the earliest moment, to put my directive wave to the crucial test.

During the past week we had not been idle a moment, and Teddy and I, after more failures, had at last been able to reduce the weight of our apparatus by nearly one-half, while we had been able to more than double the intensity of the current since that well-remembered night when we had tested it upon our wireless-pole while strangers had lurked unseen in the vicinity.

My monoplane was at last completed, and ready for delivery. All three of us became greatly excited, for after so many months of patient experimenting and designing, all was now ready for a practical trial in the air.

Lionel had returned from the North, but was gone to France in connexion with some trials of a new French monoplane at the aerodrome at St. Valéry-en-Caux. Therefore he was in ignorance of our pending experiments.

That we were being closely watched by spies, and that our every movement was being noted, we knew quite well. Indeed, Roseye seemed, curiously enough, to be filled with serious apprehensions.

Because of this, I decided not to fly from Hendon, but to experiment out in the country. Therefore on Thursday, the Tenth of February, in greatest secrecy, I removed my machine in two motor-lorries down to a little place called Nutley, on the borders of those high lands of Ashdown Forest, about eleven miles north of Lewes.

There, after some search, we found a convenient barn at a lonely, out-of-the-world place called Holly Farm, and this we soon converted into a suitable hangar.

The farmer and his wife were quite ready to rent us the house furnished as it stood, so next day we found ourselves in full possession.

Our party consisted of Teddy Ashton, the Theeds (father and son), Roseye, the maid Mulliner, and myself. Roseye and I made another journey by car up to Gunnersbury, and also to my rooms, in order to fetch down the remainder of the apparatus, and on the third day of our arrival all the parts were ready for assembling.

Holly Farm was a small but comfortable old house, with an ancient whitewashed kitchen which had black oak beams across its ceiling. The living-room was typical of the best room of the old-fashioned British farmer. In the deep-seated window stood a case of wool-flowers beneath a glass dome, while upon the horsehair-covered furniture were many crocheted antimacassars, and upon the wide, open hearth the farm-hand, an old fellow of nearly eighty, made huge log fires which were truly welcome in that wintry chill.

We had brought with us an ample stock of provisions, for the place we had chosen stood upon one of the highest points, not far from Chelwood Beacon, and miles from any town or village of any size.

From the attic windows which peeped forth from the thatch, we commanded a magnificent view both away north over Surrey, and south across the Downs to the Channel. We were up upon what the Bathy-orographical map of England terms The Forest Ridge, which lies between the North Downs and the sea.

With old Theed as sentry, we worked away in the farmyard, the doors of which were carefully closed, assembling the machine. That work took three days, though we all strove with a will, leaving Mulliner to act as housekeeper and prepare our meals.

Every day Theeds son took the farmers cycle and went to get us a paper at Forest Row Station on the line between Tunbridge Wells and Horsham, that being the only connexion we held with the world outside. The good farmer I had paid handsomely, and had frankly told him that we were making some secret experiments with a new aeroplane against the Germans, whereupon he, as a good Englishman, had promised to hold his tongue.

That week passed rapidly — a week of arduous work, of intense anxiety and excitement. Sometimes a part would not fit, or was missing, and then our spirits would instantly flag. Still, after much eagerness — and sometimes a few bad words, sotto voce, of course — we gradually got the machine into readiness, and began the engine-test.

So powerful were those twin engines, with their wide throttle range, that their roar could be heard miles away, for I had not been able to silence them. Nevertheless, nowadays, country people are happily so used to hearing the rhythmic throb of aeroplane engines, that they scarcely take notice of it. Mine, however, were unusually fierce, especially when both were working, one for the propeller, and the other either for the searchlight or the directive sparking apparatus.

They had both been run upon the bench for many hours, of course, and passed as perfect by the makers. Yet a pilot never likes to trust himself upon something he has not tested with his own hands.

Each one of us had his or her own work, and each one of us worked with a true spirit of patriotism. I had argued that if the Anti-Aircraft Service were unable to bring down Zeppelins, then I, as a private individual and a pilot who had had some experience in the air, was ready to risk my own life in the attempt. And in this Teddy was whole-heartedly with me.

Naturally, Roseye often grew apprehensive. It was because of that she made me repeat many times the promise I had given her — that she should make the first flight with me in the newly-constructed machine.

Each day Teddy and I, aided by young Theed, worked testing, tightening strainers, seeing to pins and washers, adjusting bolts and other things. And at evening, while the Theeds and Mulliner gossiped in the kitchen, we three made ourselves comfortable before the great log fire in the farmers best room, and sometimes passed the time with cards, a well-thumbed pack of which Roseye had discovered in a drawer.

One evening we had played cards and Teddy had wished us good night, taken his candle and ascended the narrow creaky stairs, worn hollow by the tread of generations of farmers.

Claude, exclaimed my love, when we were alone, I feel so very worried over you! I know how keen you are to act your part in this war, and to put your theory to the test. But is it really wise? Remember that you are going to risk your life. The creation of that electric wave, when in the air, may re-act upon your own engines and seize them — or it may create a spark across your own petrol-tank. In that case you would be blown up in mid-air!

Ah! That contingency Ive already provided for, darling, I assured her. Have you not seen that my new petrol-tank is a wooden barrel held by wooden bands, so that there is no metal over which to spark?

I know. But electricity is such a mysterious force, one never knows what it will do, or how it will take effect.

You are going a little wide of the mark, Roseye, I laughed. We know pretty well the limitations of electricity — or rather we three know as much — and perhaps a little more, than the enemy does. My discovery is quite simple, after all. I have found out the means by which to create and to direct a flash of intense electrical current, a kind of false lightning. And that current, sparking over the interstices between the aluminium lattice-work and envelope of a Zeppelin, must certainly ignite the inflammable gas with which the ballonets are filled and which is so constantly escaping.

Yes, I know, was her answer, as she allowed me to place my arm tenderly about her slim waist.

Then she seemed unduly thoughtful and apprehensive.

Well? I asked. Why are you worrying, darling? I am striving to do my very best for my country. I am going to fight — or attempt to fight — just as valiantly as though I were dressed in khaki, and wore the winged badge of the pilot of the Royal Flying Corps. Indeed, my chance is better. I have no Flight-Commander to look to for orders. I am simply a handy man of the air who has, I trust, thought out a feasible plan.

Your plan is most excellent, Claude, she admitted. But what I fear is the great personal risk and peril to yourself.

Theres none, I laughed. You, my dear, have no fear when you are flying — even at high altitudes. Neither have I. Both of us are used to being up, and our machines are part of ourselves. I never think of danger; neither do you, Roseye. So dont let us discuss it further, I urged.

Then, in order to turn our conversation into a different channel, while I still held her hand as she sat upon that old black horsehair couch with me at her side, I said:

Ive just been reading what is termed a hot-aircraft poem in the Aeroplane. I wonder if I recollect the concluding lines. They run something like this:—

The Scout makes no question of Ays or Noes,
But right or left, as banks the Pilot, goes
And he who dropped One down into the Field — 
He knows about it all — he knows, he knows!

Here with a Dud Machine, if Winds allow,
A Flask of Wine, a Load of Bombs — and Thou
Before me sitting in the Second Seat — 
A Midnight Raid is Paradise enow.

And when I turn upon the Homeward Trail,
Dreaming of Decorations, Cakes and Ale,
How bitter on the First Days Leave to find
My Name spelt wrongly in the Daily Mail!

Ah! protested my love. You really dont take it with sufficient seriousness, Claude!

I do, was my quick protest. I am not worrying about failure: I am only anticipating success.

Do not be over sanguine, dear, I beg of you.

I never have been, was my reply. To-morrow I shall make the first test in the air — and you shall come with me, as I have for so long promised.


Chapter Seventeen.

Not Counting the Cost.
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FROM OUR AVIATION map — a plan of the country unfamiliar to most people — we had ascertained that about fourteen miles away, in a direct line due east from Holly Farm, and about three miles beyond the little town of Mayfield, lay a small village called Stockhurst.

The reasons why it attracted us were twofold. First the church was situated alone at some little distance from the village, and, secondly, it possessed an unusually high, pointed spire.

Therefore on the following morning Teddy and I took the car, and after going round by the high road which took us eighteen miles, through Maresfield, Buxted, and across Hadlow Down, we at last, after going along a picturesque lane, then brown and leafless, arrived at the long, straggling village street of Mayfield, a quiet old-world place, far removed from the noise and bustle of the world at war. Most of the homely cottages were thatched, and the whole place was typical of the charm of rural Sussex. As we passed slowly along we saw upon our right an ancient comfortable-looking inn with its big stable-yard at the side, the AA badge and a sign which told us that it was The George. Yet, farther on, an incongruous note was struck by a glaring red-brick shop called The Stockhurst Stores.

That morning was bright and crisp, with a clear blue sky. Indeed, before we had left we noted that the barometer was rising, and that the flight conditions were hourly improving.

A little way out of the village we came upon the fine old ivy-covered church, with a tall spire of a type similar to that of St. Martins in Trafalgar Square, while the dimensions of the aisle showed that it had been built in the long ago medieval days when Stockhurst had been one of the important market-towns of that district, until other and more convenient markets had sapped its trade, and it had slowly dwindled down to an obscure little place known only by reason of the monumental brasses and beautiful stained glass of its church, which Thomas Cromwell had happily spared.

Pulling up the car, I placed a file, a pair of heavy cutting-pliers, a piece of asbestos cloth and a short length of copper-wire cable in my pockets and, with Teddy, wandered through the graveyard in pretence of inspecting the exterior of the beautiful castellated fabric. By some arched windows we saw that its earlier portions were undoubtedly Norman, while others were of the Perpendicular Period. These we examined, and discussed, in order not to attract the undue attention of anybody in the vicinity.

We tried all the doors, much gratified, in secret, to find them locked. It proved the absence of any sexton or cleaner.

During our inspection of the church tower we had noticed the exact spot where descending from the spire ran the narrow flat strip of copper connecting the lightning-conductor with its earth-plate. We sauntered back to that place, where in the angle of the ancient flint wall, beside one of the heavy buttresses the metal strip went straight down into the turf. The copper was much oxidised, for it had been placed there many years ago for the protection of the steeple during thunderstorms.

We mustnt lose time, I muttered to Teddy.

Can you see anybody about?

No. Alls clear, he declared. Ill watch, while you do it!

I went quickly across to the wall and at a spot about five feet from the ground behind a big laurel bush I pulled the strip away from the wall with my fingers and worked at it with file and pliers, until I had severed it.

Then, at about a foot nearer the ground, I made a nick in the copper with my file and bent it until it broke, leaving a portion of the conductor about a foot long in my hand. This I at once concealed beneath the bush, while I placed a strip of asbestos cloth against the wall beneath each of the loose ends of the copper conductor, the latter holding the protective cloth in position upon the wall. Then, when I had concluded the work to my satisfaction, I pushed back the shrub so as to conceal as far as possible the damage to the lightning-conductor, and rejoined my friend.

Im afraid the rector wouldnt much approve of our work — if he knew, laughed Teddy, as we returned to the car.

No, I said, adding, I suppose youll spend a pretty quiet day in this place, wont you?

Yes. The George looks comfortable, but not too cheerful, was Teddys reply. What time shall you fly over?

Just after ten. The whole village should be in bed by then. You go out of the hotel just before the place shuts, and wander up here and watch. Theed, after seeing us off, will jump into the car and come over for you at once. Meanwhile, after the experiment, you can employ your time in connecting up the broken conductor with the bit of wire cable. Ive left it all ready under the bush.

By Jove, Claude! he said enthusiastically. I shall be standing there eager to see whether it sparks across when you turn on the current.

I shall do so four times — judging the distance at five hundred, one thousand, two thousand, and three thousand yards, I said. Then I shall flash you two shorts from the searchlight to show you that Ive finished. Understand?

Quite. Afterwards I shall wait about for Theed to pick me up, Teddy replied. I do hope we shall meet with success.

We ought. The points of the lightning-conductor should pick up the intense current. Weve proved the theory on our insulated guys upon the wireless-pole, I said in confidence. But, of course, we dont want to attract too much attention here. So make up some feasible story at the hotel after Ive left you there.

Ten minutes later we were in the old-fashioned bar-parlour of the George, where the tables were highly polished by the spilt ale of generations, and where the landlady, a buxom widow in a cap, greeted us courteously.

I stayed for a quarter of an hour, and smoked a cigarette. Then, rising, I said loudly:

Well — you go over and see about it. Make the best bargain you can. But dont pay more than ninety to ninety-five. Jack will run over in the car for you sometime this evening.

And so giving the landlady the idea that my friend was about to go out and do business with some neighbouring farmer, I went out and drove as rapidly as I could back to Holly Farm.

That afternoon I spent with Theed tuning up in the yard, running the dynamo, making tests of the searchlight, manipulating the dual controls, and seeing to my altimeter and other instruments. I intended that, as far as was humanly possible, there should be no hitch of any kind.

Roseye, in her mechanics overalls, helped me eagerly. Her small hands, so white and delicate at the Savoy or the Carlton, were now oily and grimy, and across her chin was a smudge of oil, giving her an almost weird and comical appearance.

Well? she asked. And what does it matter, pray? I havent my best frock on, nor my newest crêpe-de-chine blouse.

Yes. She was a real sport. She knew as much of aircraft as most pilots in the services, and could effect a repair as well as most of the cigarette-smoking mechanics of the Royal Flying Corps. Women, when they take to flying aeroplanes, are often too daring, and take risks at which men would hesitate. Roseye was an illustration. I had often stood in breathless fear watching her bank in a manner that I should never have dared to, yet she had come to ground lightly as a bird, and hopped out of her seat laughing with the pure joy of living the exhilarating life in the air.

Truly the cobwebs are blown away from the brains and lungs of those who fly. Indeed, it is a chilly proceeding, even when indulged in during the dog days. Motoring without a wind-screen is considered rough by many people, but let them fly an aeroplane at forty miles an hour at 8,000 or 10,000 feet on any day. It is always chilly in the air, and by our thermometer that afternoon we both knew that we should have a cold night-flight.

Beyond the little front garden of the farm, a square ill-kept grass patch, bordered by neglected standard roses, was a big grass-field, while beyond lay the open down sloping away to the valley. At each corner of the field we had already placed big acetylene lights, ready charged, so that after we left, old Theed could light them to show us our landing-place, for a descent at night is always dangerous, especially if there is no landmark and the night be dark.

Through those exciting days of our sojourn at Holly Farm, I, assisted by Teddy and Roseye, had worked night and day attending to every detail. Indeed, at six oclock that very morning — almost before the grey dawn — I had gone round to these four lamps, the intense white light of which would be visible for many miles, and lit and tested them in order to assure myself that all was in working order.

The afternoon wore on. Mulliner brought us out cups of tea into the yard, for we were far too anxious and busy to think of the afternoon gossip. The days were lengthening, of course, but we found them all too short. This final experiment that we were undertaking would prove whether, after all, we had any effective defence against the terror of the night — or not.

Try how I would, I could not put entirely away from myself the growing suspicion that, if spies had been so watchful, they would now be increasingly eager and ingenious in their endeavour to combat us. Once I laughed at those who told us there were German spies about us — I denounced them as scaremongers. But hard facts, shown to us in black and white, shown to us in prosecutions and actual executions of spies, had convinced me — as they must have convinced every Briton unless he were a pro-German or a lunatic — that dastardly secret agents existed even in the most unsuspected quarters, and that the Invisible Hand had been responsible for many a disaster to the British arms on land and at sea.

Would that Hand still bring disaster upon myself?

Daylight faded — and quickly. The evening was calm and clear, with an orange glow of sunset in the west.

All was in readiness. My machine, with its big dual engines, its searchlight, its dynamo, and that most deadly apparatus contained in the brown deal box, stood in the yard running like clockwork, all its controls in order, every strainer taut, every nut locked, and the wooden petrol-container filled.

All that was required was to wheel it out into the big grass-field and give the propeller a start.

Roseye and I ate a frugal meal alone. Mulliner, who served it, must have commented inwardly upon our unusual silence. We generally chattered merrily. Truth to tell, my mind was just then too full for words. If the test succeeded, then all would be well, and Great Britain could defy the enemys Zeppelins. If it failed, I would not only be ruined — for I had borrowed money to reconstruct my machine — but I should know that all my theories had been blown to the winds, and that the enemys bombastic threats to set London in flames were no idle ones.

Roseye, reading my thoughts, became also pensive. The hour of our great trial was now at hand.

Even as we sat at table we could hear the quick throb of the engines for a few moments, and then they were cut off. Theed was busy getting everything in order.

Darkness had fallen.

There was scarcely a breath of wind; the stars shone brightly in the steely-blue heavens, and the barometer was steadily rising.

A splendid night for flying! I declared, and as Roseye stood with me upon the threshold my arm stole lightly around her waist.

Yes, dear, was her reply, as she stood gazing away at the surrounding hills silhouetted against the night sky.

The silence was intense. From the distance, far away from the depth of the opposite valley, came the noise of a train on the main line which ran between London and the sea.

We both looked across the starlight scene, and wondered.

It was only half-past eight, so we went back into the farmers best room, and sat before the logs chatting.

In those strenuous days we were seldom alone together. Yet, full well, I knew how she reciprocated my affection, and how her every thought was for my welfare.

Yes. We loved each other truly, and my life would have been one of the most perfect bliss were it not for that gulf of suspicion that had been opened by her inexplicable disappearance. That hour, however, was not the one in which to recall it, so I crushed down its bitter memory. Roseye was mine — and mine alone.

You really want to go up with me to-night, darling? I asked, as I again sat beside her upon the frayed old couch before the big blazing fire. You are not afraid?

I fear nothing, Claude, when I am with you, she replied, raising her big blue eyes to mine. And then my lips met hers in a long, rapturous caress.

In the dim light of the cheap paraffin lamp upon the table I saw that her expression was one of complete trust and devoted affection. How could I doubt her further?

And yet the motive of her absolute refusal to tell me the truth concerning where she had been was veiled in mystery. It was an enigma that had puzzled me to distraction.

Remember, darling, I said, you have never before flown at night. We have no landmarks, and can only guide by the compass. Towns and villages which, in normal times, can be easily identified, are now blotted out by the lighting regulations, and even when we find our church spire, our landing-place here may be difficult to discover.

But it will be lighted, and we shall see it, she said. If we steer by the compass for Stockhurst, Teddy — hearing our approach — will show us flashes from his lamp.

I hope so. Hes had a weary job I expect in that dead-alive place all day, I laughed.

No doubt. But by this time hes active enough, she replied.

And then we both lit cigarettes, for she was very fond of my own particular brand — one that I had found in the ward-room of one of our battle-cruisers before the war, and had always smoked since.

The cheap American clock upon a side table crept slowly on. Both of us were impatient. We waited still half-past nine, when Theed came in to report that all was in readiness. Would I help to wheel out the machine into the grass-field, he asked.

This I did. The three of us, including Roseye, put out the monoplane into position, pointing eastwards away from the trees, and facing the valley where, in the bright starlight, we saw that a faint grey mist was now rising.

Afterwards we returned into the farm-house and I helped Roseye into her flying-suit, with its strapped wind-cuffs and wide belt. She loosened her wealth of hair and, twisting it up deftly, without pins, placed it beneath her leather helmet, after which she stuffed her padded gloves into her pocket.

Its going to be cold, I said. I hope youre warm enough, darling? I asked anxiously.

Quite, she assured me. My suit is wind-proof.

Very quickly I also got into my kit — a kit I had used for months, because in an experiment of that sort one wants to be hampered with nothing new. Then, when we were both ready for the flight, we went into the field and, climbing into our seats, buckled the straps across us.

Theed junior and his father were attending to us, the former being at the propeller and in readiness.

As soon as weve gone, jump into the car and go out for Mr Ashton, I said to the younger man. Youll find him somewhere near Stockhurst church. He knew the road, for he had gone over it on the previous day in order to explore.

Right, sir! Ill get away at once and leave father to light the flares for landing, was his reply.

Then, one after the other, I made tests. First, I ran the engine, then I switched on the small light which showed our compass, the map in its celluloid cover, the altimeter, and the other instruments ranged before me. Afterwards I switched on the searchlight which for a few seconds shot a white beam of intense brilliancy towards the sky.

Having proved to my satisfaction that both engines the and dynamo were working well, I shouted the word to Theed.

In a few seconds there was a sudden throb of the engine which instantly developed into such a roar that to speak to Roseye at my side became quite impossible.

We shot forward into the darkness, a sharp gust of wind struck our faces, we bumped for a few seconds along the ground, and then left the earth, the noise of the powerful engines almost splitting the drums of our ears.

I saw before me a belt of trees and, pulling over the lever, rose above them, described a semicircle, and then, watching my compass, rose at once and headed for Stockhurst church, where I knew Teddy was anxiously awaiting our arrival.

I know that Roseye, with the icy wind cutting her eyes, lowered her goggles, but after that I fear I became too occupied to notice anything further.

It was a wild night-flight, and I knew that both our lives were now in jeopardy.


Chapter Eighteen.

The Tri-Coloured Rings.
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ALMOST AS SOON as we rose we saw straight before us a beam of reddish light moving swiftly northward in the direction of London.

For a few seconds it was shut off, shone out again, and then went out. I knew it to be from a railway engine, the stoker of which had been firing up. Moving trains, notwithstanding the pulling down of carriage-blinds, and the darkening of railway platforms so that persons break their legs in descending, or getting out at a supposed platform and falling upon the line, form the best guides for aircraft at night. By following an express locomotive, which must be stoked at frequent intervals, and looking out for the coloured signal-lights along the line, an airman can always reach the London area. I had, when night-flying at Hendon before the war, often guided myself home by following an up-express.

So terrific was the roar of my new engine that I could only communicate with Roseye by signs.

I pointed at the moving train and, understanding my gesture, she nodded.

As we rose higher and yet higher into the calm starlit sky, the earth beneath us became increasingly mysterious and misty. Here and there dim lights showed, single lights of scattered cottages unseen by rural constables, or improperly obscured lights from the larger houses.

Soon some red and green lights showed away on our left, and I knew that in the valley there ran the main railway line to London.

By day, at an altitude of 2,500 feet, the whole surface of the earth appears perfectly flat, hills and valleys seeming to be on the same level. Therein lies one of the dangers of aerial navigation. The contour of the earth is quite indistinguishable when one is half a mile high, therefore the altimeter is not of very great use — and more especially so at night. The instrument only records the number of feet above sea-level, and not above the earth. Thus, a pilot flying by night can very easily pass over a valley and suddenly find himself encountering a range of high hills with a fatal belt of trees or row of houses.

Such is exactly what happened to us on that memorable night. We crossed the valley, and as I steered straight by compass in the direction of Stockhurst at about thirty miles an hour, I had dipped and of a sudden I found myself nearing a dark, high hill. Just in time I shot up and cleared, I believe only by inches, the roof of a house.

Roseye was quick to notice our sudden ascent and how we skimmed over the house and the trees of somebodys park as we kept our rather zigzag course.

A clever writer upon aeroplanes has, with much truth, pointed out that the natural course of a machine is never a direct one, and if a line could be drawn between two given points it would be found that first it veered slightly to the left of this line, then gradually worked back to the true direction, afterwards heading off to the right and again returning. Thus the true course is in the form of a continuous series of left and right-hand semicircles.

These eccentric semicircles we were making with the engine running like clockwork. There were few clouds and, therefore, the chance of a nasty nose-dive was not to be apprehended. Once a machine gets into clouds it behaves like a ship in a stormy sea, and clouds can easily be met with after height of three thousand feet.

After passing over the hill I dropped again to 2,000 feet, that being the best height to fly on a crosscountry journey. There now opened out to our view a quantity of lights, among which were the red glare of a furnace, and a long row of small lights which evidently marked the main street of some little town in defiance of the order.

I planed down till I could clearly see the obscured lights of a railway station, and by my map, over which my little four-volt lamp was shining, I decided it to be Uckfield. I therefore realised that I was bearing too far south and, further, just at that moment I had a bump — as we call it — or rather I ran into a patch of rarefied air which caused the machine to plunge heavily and tilt.

Righting her, I rose again rapidly to 3,000 feet to get out of the danger-zone and, turning east, discerned in the darkness below me yet another cluster of lights which I approached rapidly, having decided that it must be Buxted.

Still steering south-east I could see, away on my left in the far distance, a number of scattered lights in a long line, denoting where Hastings and St. Leonards lay. Beyond those lights, away upon the dark sea, showed the long beam of a ships searchlight moving slowly in an are in the Channel.

Roseye, seated beside me, touched my arm and pointed to it. Again I nodded in response.

By the map I saw we were now approaching that high ridge which stretches from Heathfield across to Burwash, the ridge which overlooks Hailsham and the Pevensey Levels. My altimeter then showed 2,800 feet and all went well for ten minutes, or so, until just as I approached the railway line near Heathfield, we became suddenly blinded by the white beam of a searchlight from below.

Roseye put up both hands to her eyes, but I bent my head and kept on my course.

I saw her put out her hand as though to turn our own searchlight downwards and gripped her wrist, preventing her.

I knew that our approach had been heard by the anti-aircraft listening-post on Brightling Beacon, and that, having picked us up, they would see the tri-coloured rings beneath my planes. Truly it was fortunate that I had had them painted there, for I knew that upon the Beacon they had a very useful anti-aircraft gun.

Beneath my breath, however, I cursed the men with that searchlight for, following us, it blinded us. My first impulse was to turn away from it but, next instant, I realised that to do so might arouse suspicion below and they might open fire. Therefore I kept on though, so intense was the glare, that I could see nothing of my instruments before me, and Roseye sat with her gloved hands covering her face.

As suddenly as it had opened upon us, the light was shut off. The naval gunners on duty below had evidently satisfied themselves that we were not enemies, and therefore, finding myself too far south for Mayfield, I made a semicircle until I again came across a railway line going north. I decided that if I followed it I must find Mayfield station.

It struck me that already Teddy must be hearing my approach. My luminous wrist-watch showed it to be now past ten. Curious how very quickly time passes in the air if there is but little wind, and ones engine is running well. It only seemed as though we had left Holly Farm a few minutes before. Since we had left I had spoken no word with my well-beloved, the roar of the exhaust and the shrill whistling of the icy wind preventing conversation. Yet I could see her well-wrapped-up figure silhouetted against the sky as, seated alert and watchful, she was now on the look out for Teddys signal.

That we were flying far too high I suddenly realised, therefore I planed down to about 900 feet, and at that altitude we sailed over Mayfield which was, however, in complete darkness, save for a cycle travelling along its main street, and a couple of lights at the station whither the green and red signals had guided us. Passing Mayfield I still descended to 600 feet, and then again circled round, but neither of us could discern any flashing signal.

Teddy had with him a strong electric torch, and we had arranged that he should give me a number of shorts followed by a number of longs in order to tell me that all was clear.

But we could discern no signal!

Still lower I descended and circled about until I had actually picked out the pointed spire of Stockhurst church.

Yet there was still no sign.

Roseye saw how puzzled I had become, and extended her palms to denote dismay. What could have gone wrong? Where was the hitch?

Back I turned over Mayfield again, and once more took certain bearings, for night-flying is always fraught with many difficulties, and one can so very easily get lost. I consulted both map and compass very carefully, satisfying myself at last that I had made no mistake.

I had certainly picked up Stockhurst. But where was the agreed sign?

Something surely must have happened! Why did not Teddy show us his light?

The time was quite correct. We were only ten minutes late. I knew my friend too well to put his silence down to mere forgetfulness.

No. Something had happened!

Both of us strained our eyes into that black, cavernous space below, as we hovered in mid-air full of hesitation and perplexity.

There was but one thing to do, namely, to make our way back, for a landing there was quite impossible, scarcely anything being distinguishable save a small winding stream. Besides, I was without knowledge as to whether the wind had changed since I had left the farm. It probably had.

Suddenly, flying as low as I really dared, I struck out a little to the south making a complete circle of Stockhurst, but avoiding Mayfield. I had no desire to rouse the town again by the noise of my exhaust, for in those days of Zeppelin peril the throb of aircraft engines was always alarming, and more especially at night.

Three times did I circle round, but failed to attract Teddys attention.

Suddenly Roseye nudged me and pointed eagerly down to the left. Her quick eyes had detected a tiny white light showing, which looked like short and long sparks.

My heart gave a bound. Yes, it was Teddy!

Yet we were now so high again, to avoid the surrounding hills, that his flash-lamp only looked a tiny point of light.

He flashed some message in Morse, but I only got a few letters.

Would he repeat it? We both watched breathlessly, as I headed the machine in his direction.

Yes!

Again the light spoke in the longs and shorts of the Morse code, which both Roseye and I could understand.

Together we read it.

Return in an hour, he signalled.

Why? I wondered. What could have occurred?

Somehow, by the appearance of his light, I thought he must be signalling in secret, and not in the open.

He would expect some acknowledgment from me, telling him that I understood.

Therefore I elevated our searchlight so as to shine upward, instead of below. Then, touching the lever, a long beam of white light shot skyward for a second.

Afterwards I shut it off, and made straight away due southward by the compass, greatly puzzled.

What could possibly have happened?


Chapter Nineteen.

Flashes in the Night.
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IT WAS MOST fortunate that I had taken in plenty of petrol.

Picking up the railway line close to Mayfield, I followed it due south towards Heathfield. For half the distance I could see that it ran through woods, for the moon was rising, and gave us a slightly better view of what lay below us.

When just over Heathfield Station the searchlight from the anti-aircraft post on Brightling Beacon again shot up suddenly, and in a few moments was upon us. I was flying quite leisurely, and banked so that they might get another good view of the rings on my planes.

They evidently recognised me through their glasses, for very quickly they shut off their light and I continued, finding my way by the coloured signal-lights of the line from London to Eastbourne.

The land beneath us was low-lying and pretty level. There, before me, I saw a few half-obscured lights denoting Hailsham town, then the railway lights of Polegate junction came into view, and still farther in the distance the row of scattered lights, some of which were moving, denoted the position of Eastbourne.

The authorities may make all sorts of complicated lighting orders with power to the police to enforce them, but it is next to impossible to black out any even moderately populous area.

While a hundred residents will effectually darken their windows, there are the few thoughtless ones who burn gas beneath their skylights, or who do not sufficiently cover one window — often a staircase-window — or servants who go to bed neglectful to draw their curtains across the blinds.

Then there are shaded street lamps burning at dangerous corners, or at cross-roads, and these, provided the ground is wet after rain, reflect a zone of bright light which acts as an excellent guide to aviators aloft.

In the increasing light of the moon I made out the big gasometers of Eastbourne which stood out as a landmark in the direction of Langney, but, leaving them on my left, I steered a course for the coast over Willingdon Hill, my altimeter again showing 2,800 feet.

I flew slowly and leisurely for fear of our anti-aircraft guns.

As I expected, a few moments later the listening-post on Beachy Head, having heard my approach, was instantly on the alert, and the beam from their searchlight shot up, searching slowly about for me, because at that moment I had run into a bank of cloud and became obscured.

We were suddenly both enveloped in darkness, our only light being that little bulb set over the map. Still I kept blindly on, hoping to get out of it quickly. Yet the moments seemed hours as we went along. I increased the speed, but so long were we in that damp obscurity, that I knew that we had entered the cloud at its greatest length.

At last we emerged once more into the cold bright night. The atmosphere of the cloud had chilled us both to the bone, but as we emerged the long white ray fell quickly upon us. Then I swerved, so as to exhibit to the naval watchers the rings upon my planes and decreased my speed to show that I had neither desire nor intention to escape. Indeed, I hovered there for a few moments in order to let them have good sight of me. This satisfied them, and once again the long white ray was shut off.

In the increased light I found that road which most motorists know so well, the steep and often winding way which runs near Beachy Head down to Friston and on to Seaford. Then, flying over Newhaven, I kept on to Rottingdean and headed for the scattered and ill-obscured lights of Brighton.

Flying at 3,000 feet I passed over the central station at Brighton, striking north to Lewes, with my eyes constantly upon my watch. From Lewes I followed the right-hand line of railway which I saw, by the map, would lead me past Barcombe to Uckfield. And with my engine running well I again, on gaining Buxted, struck due east in search of another line of railway which would lead me to Mayfield.

Here, I had some difficulty. I found a winding river, and believing it to be the Rother, took my bearings by it. Ten minutes later I found I had made an error, and had to return to Buxted and take fresh bearings, which eventually led me once again back over Mayfield.

An hour had passed, and I now again began to search for Teddy.

By the bearings I had taken before, I soon picked up the spire of Stockhurst and, descending to about 500 feet, again circled around it.

I had only made one circuit when we both saw Teddys flashes, and then we knew that all was in readiness. The moment of our great experiment had come!

Roseye, who had taken careful instructions beforehand, prepared to manipulate the levers, while I flew the machine.

To judge distance in the darkness is always extremely difficult, especially when one is flying an aeroplane. Nevertheless, I had already made calculations and, assisted by my previous experiences of night-flying, began the trial.

I had been travelling at sixty miles an hour for the past few minutes, but I now slowed up and, dropping still another hundred feet or so, circled out until I gauged that I was about five hundred yards distant from the tall, thin steeple.

While I pointed the nose of the machine in the direction of the church, Roseye set the secondary engine and dynamo at work. Then I drew over the little red-painted switch on the box close at my hand ere Roseye was aware of my intention. I left it there for a full minute, directing the invisible wave of electricity upon the lightning-conductor of the church. Then I released it, and wondered what result the watchful Teddy had observed.

Circling the steeple again still higher, and going out farther, to what I judged to be a thousand yards distant, I repeated the experiment three times, in order that Teddy could make accurate observation. Roseye pulled over the lever the last time, for at that moment we had a bump.

I wondered if he was witnessing sparks flying across that intervening space of the severed lightning-conductor — sparks of twelve inches, or so.

Or was he watching and seeing nothing — in which case it would be proved that the invention, when put to practical test in the air, was a failure.

A further thousand yards away I proceeded, and thrice again Roseye pulled over the switch, peering down below, as though in order to try and get sight of the flashes of electricity behind that convenient laurel bush.

For a few moments I made a rapid spiral ascent until I judged that I was a full three thousand yards in a westerly direction from the church steeple.

Then I myself made the contact with our apparatus, directing the intensely powerful current towards the church.

Thrice I repeated it. Then, once more I went back to a thousand yards, and again switched on the current. Afterwards I made two rapid shorts with the searchlight, to indicate to my friend that I had finished and, turning tail, set forth straight back to try and find the spot where old Theed had lit the acetylene lamps to mark the field wherein we could land.

Being so late, all lights of the villages were now practically extinguished except railway signal-lights.

In consequence, a great difficulty confronted me.

With Roseye seated at my side, motionless and wondering whether our experiments had proved successful, I flew on until, of a sudden, we entered a second bank of cloud, all the vista before and below us becoming obscured. Since we had started some drifting clouds had blown across, and in one of these we now found ourselves. To rise higher would mean that I could not pick up any landmarks, or perhaps not see the flares awaiting us.

We knew that young Theed had found Teddy with the car, for he had flashed on his electric headlights three times to us as signal.

I confess that, at the moment, I became greatly puzzled for, on emerging from the cloud, I found myself over a big patch of forest, with rising ground behind it. My altimeter showed three thousand three hundred feet, and before me were other clouds drifting rapidly in my direction.

A biting wind having sprung up I, for a full half-hour, lost my bearing altogether. Roseye, practised airwoman that she was, had quickly discerned my perplexity and danger. Yet she showed no fear — trusting in me implicitly.

There seemed to be a quantity of rising ground about me, therefore I decided to ascend farther, first to avoid the oncoming clouds that were drifting low, precursory of rain or snow, and secondly, from a higher altitude to be able to pick up hoping, Theeds flares guiding us home.

I rose to five thousand eight hundred feet when, on my left, I saw in the far distance a red stream of light from the furnace of a locomotive, but on what line of rail it was I could not decide. Lost I was in that unbounded space of darkness — lost until I saw half a dozen scattered street lamps darkened on top and shedding slight patches of light upon the pavement, when I suddenly realised that below me lay a small town. I recognised station lights! I had seen those once before that evening. It was Uckfield!

While lost I had flown in a complete circle quite unconsciously, as every airman flies. But now, steering again by compass, it was not long before I at last saw those four tiny points of white light below — the acetylene lamps over which old Theed was keeping guard.

At such a height were we that the flashes looked mere specks.

Roseye nudged me, and pointed down at them, while I nodded a response.

Just at that moment we saw, a tiny pin-point of light flashing near the lamps, and knew it to be old Theed signalling to us, fearing lest at that height we might miss our landmark and go forward.

He could not see us, but of course he must have been hearing our powerful engine for some time.

In response, I gave one short flash with the searchlight, and then commenced to plane rapidly down, circling above the field marked for our landing.

A belt of firs stood on the west side I knew, and these I was compelled to avoid. My additional difficulty was one that always confronts a pilot when landing at night, namely, an ignorance of the direction of the wind. By day the pilot can tell this from the way in which smoke blows, the currents of air waving across growing crops, and by other signs which in the darkness are not available. A good landing should be against the wind, so as to break the impact of coming to earth. Yet by night, if there be no mark in the aerodrome telling the pilot the direction of the wind, he has to take chances and risk it.

This I did. I came down in a rapid spiral over Holly Farm and, circling the field twice, alighted carefully, facing the front of the house. Unable to judge the distance exactly we, of course, bumped along a little, but I succeeded in steadying her, and a moment later we were stationary on terra-firma after nearly two hours and a quarter in the air.

Instantly I shut off the engine and then, turning to Roseye, uttered the first word.

Well? I asked, taking her gloved hand in mine.

Splendid, Claude! she cried enthusiastically.

Splendid! Absolutely splendid!

I saw that she was pinched with cold, half-frozen indeed, and very cramped, therefore I unstrapped her, and lifted her out into the arms of old Theed, who came running up to us.

Then I hopped out myself and, taking my loves arm, we walked up to the farm where we were soon before the huge log fire in the farmers best room, while Theed went round to extinguish the lamps.

Then, as we stood before the fire to thaw, still in our flying clothes, I drew her dear face towards mine and kissed her fondly upon the lips.

I wonder why Teddy sent us away for an hour, as he did? she queried.

Dont know, dearest, was my reply. Hell be back very shortly, and will tell us what happened.

At that moment Mulliner entered with two cups of hot cocoa, a beverage at that hour and in those circumstances very welcome.

You managed splendidly! Roseye declared. Isnt it awfully exciting to be up in the dark! Nobody who hasnt been up at night would ever dream how weird and yet how lovely is the feeling — would they?

Its far worse with these new lighting orders, I remarked. One gets so few landmarks. Thats why I lost my way more than once.

Scarcely had I uttered those words when Teddy, in his big brown motor-coat and muffler, burst into the room.

Dashing across to me he wrung my hands with wild enthusiasm.

It works, Claude! he cried. The conductor sparked across at every test. Even the last, at three thousand yards, the spark was quite an intense one!

Then we havent failed! I cried breathlessly.

No. I should rather think not! was my friends eager reply. Why, at five hundred yards the laurel bush got badly burnt, and at a thousand it made a fearful crackle and was alight.

But it really acted at three thousand — you say?

It acted perfectly — and over a twelve-inch spark, too!

Then it shows that, after all, we can direct the electric current and thus create sparks across from metal to metal! I remarked.

Yes. Weve succeeded, he said. To-night Ive witnessed something that no man has hitherto seen. Our minor experiments were interesting enough, but this is proof positive that an invincible power to successfully destroy Zeppelins has at last been put into our hands.

I hope so, declared Roseye. Mr Munro and I have had a most exciting flight. But why, she asked, why did you send us away on our arrival?

Because the terrible roar made by your engine alarmed the whole neighbourhood, and some people ran out in their night-clothes towards the church, believing you to be an enemy machine. Therefore I climbed a wall and signalled to you to return in an hour, when all would, I hope, be quiet again.

Was all quiet when we returned?

Yes, they had all gone back to their beds. Theed had arrived for me by that time, so after your second visit he assisted me to take out the asbestos sheet and rejoin the conductor with the copper cable. We made a good joint; so that therell be no danger to the church in case of a thunderstorm.

Then the importance of the invention is proved? asked Roseye.

Proved? he echoed. Proved without a shadow of doubt.

And he unwound his muffler, cast off his heavy frieze coat, and we both went out to assist in wheeling the machine back into the barn.

That night we had proved to our satisfaction that our long and patient labours had certainly not been in vain.


Chapter Twenty.

Those Eyes!
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NEXT DAY DAWNED wild and wet, with a sixty-mile-an-hour wind.

During the morning Teddy and I, assisted by Theed, made some little adjustments to the machine which, though reposing in the barn, was ready at any instant for another flight.

All three of us were, naturally, full of glee that our invention was a proved success. It only remained for us to rise and attack the next Zeppelin that came over.

This idea, however, was all very well, of course, but enemy airships had a sly knack of coming over the sea at unexpected moments, dropping bombs, and returning before our aeroplanes could rise sufficiently high to drop incendiary bombs upon them. The exploits of poor young Warneford, and of the French gunners behind the lines at Brabant-le-Roi, had been hailed with delight by the Allies, and naturally so, yet no enemy aircraft had been brought down on British soil. That was a feat which I intended, even at the risk of my own life, to achieve.

The power to destroy a Zeppelin had been placed within my hand, and I intended to use it, though at present I had not matured any actual plan.

After our frugal luncheon that day, a meal of boiled bacon and beans, the weather cleared up, so Roseye expressed a wish to go down to Eastbourne to buy something she required. So I took her in the ear. A nip was in the air, so she wore a veil, and on starting away I told Teddy that, in all probability, we should have dinner in Eastbourne before returning.

Right ho! old man, he replied. Perhaps I shall run up to town. We want those two new nuts and the sparking-plugs you know, so I can get them. If I go, I shant be down till the last train, so send Theed over to Nutley to meet me, wont you?

Right, I said, and a moment later, with Roseye beside me, I started off down the long narrow wooded lane which led round by a place called Oldlands, and down into Maresfield.

The winter landscape was dull and dispiriting.

We had passed through the little town, and out again upon the Lewes road when, having gone about four miles, we suddenly saw a big dark green limousine standing at the roadside. The chauffeur, whose coat was off, had evidently got tyre-trouble, and, the road at that bend being very narrow, I was compelled to slow down in order to pass.

Beside the car, watching the chauffeur as he worked, was a middle-aged man in a thick drab motor-coat and cap of shepherds plaid, while beside him stood a tall, erect woman in furs. The man was idly smoking a cigar end and laughing with the woman, and as we passed the latter turned to gaze at us. In the passing glance I obtained of her I saw that hers was a hard, thin face, with high cheek-bones, an unusually pointed chin, and a curious expression in her eyes.

Somehow — why I cannot tell — I thought she regarded us a little inquisitively.

Next instant Roseye, in breathless fear, clutched at my arm, gasping:

Quick, Claude! For Heavens sake lets get away!

Why? I asked, much surprised at the sudden terror she had evinced.

That woman! cried my love, in a voice of alarm. Did she see me — do you think she saw me? she asked, her trembling hand still upon my arm.

How could she, through that veil? I asked. It was impossible.

Is my veil really thick enough to conceal my face entirely? she asked eagerly.

Not absolutely to conceal it, but to render identification extremely difficult at such a distance, I replied. But — tell me, why are you trembling like this, Roseye?

Oh, drive on, she cried. Drive quickly. Do! She saw you — she will know you from those photographs in the newspapers. I saw by her look that she recognised you. Dont glance round. Keep on, keep on! Go as fast as ever you can. Save me from her — oh! do save me, Claude! she implored.

I saw, with much apprehension, that her unaccountable mental agitation was returning.

But who is the woman? I demanded eagerly. Shes a perfect stranger to me.

Ah! but not to me, Claude! That woman! she gasped, as her gloved hands lying upon her knees clutched convulsively. That woman is — shes the Woman with the Leopards Eyes!

That woman! I ejaculated, amazed. Was that really the woman?

Yes. But — why is she about here? She means mischief, Claude. She means to do us both harm!

And the man? I asked, bending to her without glancing into her face, for I was driving at increased pace in obedience to her command. Who is he?

I couldnt see his face — only hers — the fiend!

Shall we turn back and watch their movements? I suggested.

No, no! A thousand times no! she shrieked, apparently terrified at such a suggestion. Dont go near her. Save me from her — wont you, Claude? If you love me, dont let her approach me. Will you?

Trust in me, darling, I said reassuringly, yet greatly puzzled at the unexpected encounter, and in fear also that sudden sight of the hated woman might bring on another nerve attack.

She drew aside her veil and lifted her close-fitting little motor-hat from her brow, as though its weight oppressed her. Then I noticed how pale and terrified was her face. She had blanched to the very lips.

Dont trouble about the matter any more, I urged, yet I knew well that sight of the mysterious woman had recalled to her memory some evil and terrible recollection that she had been striving to put from her for ever.

But I do trouble about it, Claude, she said in a harsh, apprehensive voice. I fear for you more than I fear for myself. She is your enemy, as well as mine. Against her we are, both of us, powerless.

I pricked up my ears at her words.

What do you mean, Roseye? I asked. How can she be my enemy? Ive never before set eyes upon the woman!

Ah! you dont know, dear — so you cant understand, was my loves impatient reply.

No. I want you to tell me, I said. If danger really besets both of us, is it not your duty to explain the facts to me, and leave me to take steps to protect ourselves?

Yes. I would tell you, dear — only — only—

Only what?

Only — well — only I cant! she answered evasively. Then, a second later, she added: I told you, Claude, long ago that I couldnt tell you anything.

You hold some secret; and yet you conceal it from me! I remarked in a tone of reproach.

Because — because I am compelled. I — I am in fear — in deadly fear, Claude!

In fear of what? I asked, for I saw by her demeanour that such was the nerve-strain that she was on the point of tears.

For a second she hesitated. Then she said:

In fear of that woman — the one with the Leopards Eyes.

I saw it was quite useless to argue further with her while driving, for we were then travelling at a great pace, and had already passed the four-ways at the Cross-in-Hand.

She lapsed into a long silence, seated immovably at my side, her gaze was fixed blankly upon the muddy road that constantly opened out before us.

On the previous night we had been flying over that very road.

I remarked upon it, in order to change the conversation, but she only nodded. Truly her figure was a pathetic one, for she had turned back her veil, so that the air might cool her troubled brain.

As a result that passing glimpse of the mysterious woman whom she held in such fearsome terror, her whole attitude had again in become changed. She looked wild and haggard, and in her great blue eyes, so clear and trustful, there was a queer, uncanny look that caused me both wonderment and apprehension.

On we went, through Hailsham and Polegate, until we ran over the steep hill at Willingdon, and at last descended through Eastbourne Old Town, until we reached the busy Terminus Road of the fashionable go-ahead watering-place, the road which led to the fine sea-front so beloved by the summer visitor.

Roseye having done her shopping in the Terminus Road, we ran along past the Wish Tower to the Grand Hotel, where we took tea at one of the little wicker tables in the glass-fronted lounge, and afterwards smoked cigarettes.

Though it was winter, the hotel was filled by a smart crowd.

I met Tringham, who had learnt flying with me and who was now a naval Flight-Commander. He was with his young wife and we four had a long gossip, but of course I said nothing of our secret flight on the previous night.

Naturally, our talk was of Zeppelins, and in the course of our chat Tringham, who was in naval uniform, discussed with me what was necessary to damage a Zeppelin sufficiently to bring her down.

The question, he declared emphatically, has several answers. If the machine is hit fair and square by an explosive-incendiary projectile, which ignites the gas as it escapes from the damaged gas-bags after mixing with the air, it is certain it will crash to earth a blazing wreck, as the one did behind the French lines the other day. But rifle bullets will do little harm, as they only make small holes, which often can be repaired by the crew whilst aloft.

I quite agree that rifles against a Zeppelin are just about as efficacious as firing with pea-shooters, I remarked.

The public have not yet realised that a Zeppelin is a very difficult thing to attack successfully, declared the Flight-Commander, who as one of the best-known of our naval pilots, had done much heroic work, and was now stationed somewhere on the East Coast. Shells which dont hit fair to the mark may badly damage one of the eighteen ballonets, but this is not sufficient to bring her down. However, it may partially cripple the machine by upsetting its stability, and it is then highly dangerous to run the powerful engines at speed. To hit either of the gondolas would, of course, do serious harm, but at six thousand feet they are at night an almost invisible mark, and it is only by a lucky chance they would be damaged.

And what, in your opinion, is the best means of destroying Zeppelins? Roseye asked, with a sly glance at me.

My dear Miss Lethmere, he replied, guns and guns alone are at present of any use against these air monsters. We must see to it that the weapons we use are sighted to carry to 12,000 feet, and fire a shell that will not only rip up casing and ballonet, but will at the same time ignite the escaping gas.

The newest super-Zeppelins have a sentry posted on top, remarked Mrs Tringham, a smart little lady, well-known to Roseye, for she had often flown with her husband. He is separated from the crew far below, but he is in telephonic communication with the commander, so that he can warn him of any aeroplane ascending above for bomb-dropping. I quite agree with Alfred, she went on, well-equipped guns and good naval gunners are the best defences against this new peril of the night.

Moreover, Tringham remarked, I give no credence whatever to the reports that the Germans are circulating, namely, that they are completing two new Zeppelins a week.

I agree, I said. That story has gone the round of the Press, but is only a piece of clever propaganda sent out to neutral countries with the object of being seized upon by their sensational newspapers. No! Airships are big, unwieldy, as well as very vulnerable things. That the enemy has a number of them is quite certain, but the policy of frightfulness on paper is part of the Teuton plan. I admit that we are behindhand with our air-defences; but I do not support the Press in its shrieking clamours. We shall defeat the Huns one day — never fear. England has never yet been beaten.

And again I glanced at my well-beloved, whom I saw had already read what was passing in my mind. Our secret was our own.

But I was glad to have the views of such an air expert as my friend Tringham, because he reflected what was just then uppermost in the official mind.

Evidently the nest of hornets fallacy had been dismissed.

When the Flight-Commander and his wife left us — for he was on forty-eight hours leave, and they were motoring back to town — Roseye and I went for a stroll back into the town. There was nothing to do before dinner, so we went into a cinema and sat watching the latest picture-drama — a certain photo-play that was highly popular at that moment and which, with transpontine vividness, showed a fuzzy-haired heroine, bound and gagged by the cigarette-smoking villain, flung down into a slimy sewer, and afterwards rescued by the muscular and, of course, clean-shaven hero. I wonder why, to-day, no hero ever wears a beard? Twenty years ago they were all blonde-bearded. But Mr Frank Richardson having declared that whiskers and love are as oil and water, the public have adopted that view.

After the pictures we returned to the hotel, where we dined and, shortly after nine, left in the car for Holly Farm.

The night was again bright, clear and starlit, and the run home was very pleasant, even though the prohibition of headlights necessitated the greatest caution and a reduction of speed.

Roseye said little during the journey back. I saw she was unduly thoughtful. No doubt she was reflecting upon that incident on the road. While Tringham and his wife had sat with us and we were gossiping, she had been quite her old self again, but I had noticed that as soon as they had left she had lapsed into that strange attitude of nervous, even terrified apprehension.

She seemed to be possessed of some presage of coming evil. And yet she refused — blankly refused — to tell me the truth, and so place me upon my guard against any plot or pitfall which the enemy might prepare for us.

We ran on. Noting her silence, I pushed forward with all haste until at length we swung round from the lane into the farmyard, the gates of which old Theed had left open for us.

The old fellow ran up to us from out of one of the sheds wherein he had been seated awaiting us.

Mr Munro! he cried eagerly. May I see you at once, sir. I want to tell you something. Theres some mystery here, sir.

Mystery? I echoed together with Roseye.

Then, noting his scared face beneath the light of my side-lamps, I asked:

Mystery? What mystery? Tell me.


Chapter Twenty One.

Roseyes Secret.
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OLD THEED, THE stalwart ex-police officer, was greatly excited.

Just before half-past eight, my son having gone in the car over to Horsham to see his young lady, and afterwards to pick up Mr Ashton, I was sitting in the kitchen with Mulliner, he said. Suddenly I thought I heard footsteps out in the yard. I listened for a few moments and then I heard, quite distinctly, a curious sawing noise. I went silently out by the front door and was just creeping round the corner of the house, when the figure of a man — who was evidently on the watch — suddenly sprang from the shadow. I was seized by the collar, and the next I knew was that a handkerchief was stuffed into my mouth and a rope tied round my arms and legs. I tried to cry out, but I could not. I was trussed like a fowl. My assailants were two men, and pretty tough ones they were, too!

Mulliner was in the house — eh? asked Roseye.

Yes, miss. They flung me down into the garden yonder, up against those rose-bushes, and then went into the house after her, Theed went on. I heard her scream, but could not move to assist her. She shouted for help, but I couldnt answer. But she was plucky and she saved the situation.

How? I asked, amazed.

Why, she shouted out to me: Its all right, Theed! Ive telephoned down to Nutley. The police will soon be here!

That was certainly a master-stroke, considering that we have no telephone here, I exclaimed.

No. But it scared the thieves — or whoever they were — for they didnt wait, but made off in a car which they had waiting down the lane. I heard them hurry away down to the lane, and soon afterwards the car started.

Who released you? I asked.

They had tied Mulliner to a chair in the kitchen but, after half an hour, she managed to get free, and came out to find and release me. Then, on going into the yard with a lamp, we found a curious thing. They had evidently been examining your aeroplane, sir.

Theyve been in there! I gasped. Strangers!

Yes, sir. But, as far as I can see, theyve done nothing.

I at once took one of the side-lamps from the car and, with Roseye, went into the barn. Mulliner, who had now recovered from her fright, followed us.

As far as I could discern by a cursory glance, nothing had been tampered with. It was fortunate, however, that we had removed the box containing the secret electrical apparatus, and that it was concealed in the house, as was our constant habit.

The story told by the pair was certainly alarming.

Once again I recognised here the evil finger-prints of the Invisible Hand.

You saw the men who attacked you? Roseye said to Mulliner when we were again in the house. Describe them to us.

Well, miss. Theres the difficulty. There were two men, I know, as well as a woman — a tallish woman, dressed in a fur-coat and a small motor-hat. She had a thin, dark-looking face and funny eyes, and she spoke to the men in some foreign language — Italian, I think.

Ah! gasped Roseye, turning to me terrified. The woman! I feared it — I knew it! The woman with the Leopards Eyes!

And the men? I asked. Did you not see them?

I only caught a glimpse of one of them, and the description she gave of him almost tallied with that of the man whom we had seen in the womans company at the roadside. The pair had evidently been on the watch ever since afternoon. They no doubt had seen us leave, and also watched Teddy and Theeds son go away.

But the second man? I demanded eagerly. Cant you give us any description of him?

The maid hesitated, and fidgeted slightly. I saw that she was undecided and a little unwilling. Her hair was still awry from her attack, and she had forgotten, in her excitement, to replace her well-starched Dutch-cap.

Well, sir, she answered at last, I have a suspicion — but only a very faint one — remember I couldnt really see his face, for he sprang upon me from behind. But he spoke to his companion, and I thought I recognised his voice — only a faint suspicion, the woman added. Indeed, I dont really like mentioning it, because Im sure youll laugh at me. Youll think it too absurd.

No. This is no laughing matter, Mulliner, I said. We are in deadly earnest. It is only right of you to tell us any suspicion that you entertain.

Well — to tell you the truth, sir, I thought I recognised the voice of a gentleman who often visits Cadogan Gardens — Mr Eastwell.

Eastwell! I echoed. Do you really think it was actually Mr Eastwell?

I glanced at Roseye and saw that, at mention of the mans name, her face had instantly gone pale as death, and her hands were trembling.

Are you quite sure of that, Mulliner? she asked breathlessly.

No. Not quite. I only know that he wore a big pair of motor-goggles with flaps on the cheeks, and those effectively altered his appearance, but as he assisted in tying me up in the chair, my eyes caught sight of his watch-chain. It was familiar to me — one of alternate twisted links of gold and platinum of quite uncommon pattern. This I recognised as Mr Eastwells, for I had seen it many times before, and it went far to confirm my suspicion that the voice was undoubtedly his. I admit, miss, that I was staggered at the discovery.

I led Roseye into the best room and, having closed the door, stood before her in front of the log fire and asked:

Now what is your opinion, dear? Has Lionel Eastwell been here to-night, do you really think? Her pale lips compressed, and her eyes narrowed at my words. I saw that she was unnerved and trembling.

Yes, she whispered at last. Yes — Claude — I believe he has been here!

Then hes not our friend, as we have so foolishly believed — eh?

She drew a long breath, and gazed about the room as though utterly mystified.

I — I never suspected this! was her low reply. But—

But what? Tell me, darling. Do tell me, I begged.

But he may be acting in conjunction with that woman in some desperate plot against us!

I believe he is, I declared. I believe that whatever has happened to you, and my accident also, are both the result of cunning and dastardly plots directed by this man who has so long posed as our friend. Have you never suspected it? I asked of her.

Never — until to-night, was her reply. But if he has dared to come here in order to assist that woman, then his action places an entirely fresh complexion upon the whole affair.

My opinion is that Lionel Eastwell has, all along, suspected that we have perfected our invention, and has formed a most clever and desperate plot to possess himself of our secret, in order to transmit it to Germany, I declared, as I held her hand tenderly in mine.

Yes, she replied, sighing after a pause. Your surmise may be correct, Claude.

But do you share my views?

Well— she responded at last, yes, Claude — I do! But, she added, the whole affair is too mystifying — too utterly amazing. When, one day, I can tell you what happened to me you will, I know, stand aghast. Ah! when I think of it all, she cried hoarsely, I often regard it as a miracle that I am alive and at your side again — at the side of the man I love!

More than this she refused to tell me.

I had, at last, established that the hand of Lionel Eastwell, the popular pilot at Hendon, was the hand of the enemy. I had suspected it, but here was proof!

His association with the mysterious woman was, of course, still an enigma, but I saw that Roseye herself held the key to it, and now that we had agreed that Eastwell was playing us both false, I hoped that this, in itself, would induce her to tell me the frank and open truth.

When Teddy returned he heard from my lips what had happened during our absence, and he stood speechless.

Lets run the dynamo, light up, and examine the machine, he suggested, and though it was already midnight we readily adopted his suggestion.

That it had again been tampered with I felt no doubt.

That statement of old Theeds that he had heard sawing made it plain that some devils work had been done — and by Eastwell no doubt, because he was an expert in aviation. The expert knows exactly the point at which he can weaken the strongest aeroplane.

Well, we soon ran the dynamo, and had a good light going, one that was almost too glaring in that confined space. All of us were present, including the maid Mulliner, as slowly we examined and tested, piece by piece, every bolt, nut, strainer, and indeed every part of the machine.

It was past three oclock in the morning ere we finished, yet we could find absolutely nothing wrong. The engines worked well: the dynamo was in order, the intensified current for the working of the invisible wave was up to the high voltage as before, and as far as we could discover the machine had not been tampered with in any way.

They intended to investigate the secrets of the box, Teddy remarked. No doubt thats what they were after.

Well — they didnt see very much! I laughed, for already I had been up to the locked attic to which we had carried it on the previous night, and found it there with the door still secure.

Then, having satisfied ourselves that no damage had been done, we all retired to rest.

But sleep did not come to my eyes.

Hour after hour I lay awake until the grey dawn, pondering over the events of that night. That a desperate plot of the enemy was afoot against us could not be doubted, and I realised that it would take all our ingenuity and foresight to combat the plans of an unscrupulous enemy well provided with money, and desperate upon a resolve.

To go boldly to the authorities and denounce Lionel Eastwell as a spy would avail me nothing. Indeed, there was no actual evidence of it. No more popular man at Hendon, at Brooklands, or at the Royal Automobile Club was there than Eastwell. Yet, was not that popularity, purchased by the ample means at his disposal, and the constant dinners and luncheons which he gave regardless of their cost, proof in itself that he was acting secretly against the interests of Great Britain? Long ago I had suspected that his was the Invisible Hand that sent every secret of our progress in aviation to Germany by way of the United States. He had several American friends to whom I had been introduced, apparently business men who had come over for various reasons, and it was, no doubt, those men who conveyed back to New York secret information which, later on, returned across the Atlantic and was duly docketed in the Intelligence Bureau of the German General Staff at Berlin. Truly the wily Teuton leaves nothing to chance, and has his secret agents in the most unsuspected places.

Yet, reflecting as I did in those long wakeful hours, I saw that it was not surprising, and that the enemy would, naturally, have kept a very watchful eye upon anyone who had devised a means of fighting Zeppelins, and, if possible, defeat him in his attempt.

This thought decided me. I meant, at all hazards, to try my device against an enemy airship, even though I might fail. I had foreseen all the risks of machine-guns mounted upon the top of the latest airship, of the dangers of night-flying, of landing difficulties even if successful, and the hundred and one mishaps which might occur in the excitement and darkness.

Indeed, in following a Zeppelin at a high altitude and in clouds, I might very easily be mistaken for an enemy attendant aeroplane, and thus draw the fire of our own anti-aircraft guns. In addition, I held no official position in the anti-aircraft service. As far as the newly-formed Joint Naval and Military Air Committee were concerned, I might be a mere man-in-the-street. Therefore I should be compelled to act upon my own initiative. Indeed, I had already offered my invention to the proper official quarter, but had only received a type-written acknowledgment. I, however, was not surprised, because that Department had, I knew, been flooded by the devices of hot-air cranks.

Still, as I lay reflecting, I remembered that we could build 1,700 aeroplanes for the cost of one Dreadnought, and a Zeppelin would cost a good deal less than a destroyer. I did not approve of that shrieking section of the Press which was loudly declaring that we had lost the supremacy in aeroplanes which we possessed at the beginning of the war. That was not a fact. We, of course, had no dirigibles worth the name and, perhaps, we were asking pilots to fly machines inferior to the Fokker. Yet we had brought Fokkers down at the front, and with good experimental work and a speedy policy of construction we should, I believed, soon be far ahead of the Central Powers as far as aircraft was concerned.

Those days were dark and perilous days for Britain.

That something must be done, every one was agreed. Yet, as I tossed upon my bed in that narrow little room in the obscure farm-house, I knew that within my hand I possessed a great, and yet mysterious power — and that power I intended to use and prove at the earliest opportunity.

Still I had to reckon with enemies; cool, clever, cunning persons who would hesitate at nothing in order to nullify my efforts, and wreck my machine and all my hopes.

Ah! If only Roseye, my well-beloved, would reveal to me the truth.

Why did she so persistently refuse?

Why? I wondered why?


Chapter Twenty Two.

More Devils Work.
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NEXT DAY I decided that, in view of the fact that our enemies had traced us, it would be best to at once remove our headquarters. Further, in order to attack a Zeppelin, as I intended, we ought to station ourselves upon the line of their advance from the East Coast towards London, and somewhere in proximity to an anti-aircraft listening-post.

All three of us held council and decided that, as I knew of a listening-post in East Anglia, I should fly the machine to that neighbourhood, rather than dismantle it and take it by road. It was arranged that Teddy should accompany me, and that Theed should drive Roseye, Mulliner and his father in the car. By this rapid and unexpected flight we hoped to at least evade the unwelcome attentions of that mysterious woman whom Roseye described as having leopards eyes.

Experience had taught us that in the Zeppelin raids upon England the airships generally approached by crossing the coast-line between Lowestoft and Margate, therefore I decided upon a district that would be the centre of a danger-zone.

Having studied my map I saw that my most direct route would be over Tonbridge, thence by the railway line to Sevenoaks, and then north-east till I could pick up Gravesend — which would be easy on account of the river Thames — and afterwards due north would bring me to G — , which would be easily distinguishable by certain landmarks.

We had wheeled out the machine, and I was tuning her up before starting, both Teddy and I ready in our air-clothes, when Theed, who was giving the machine a final look round, suddenly gave vent to an ejaculation of dismay.

Why look, sir! he cried. Whats this?

I hopped quickly out of the pilots seat and, joining him, saw to my surprise that, beneath the wooden petrol-tank a fine insulated twin-wire had been, placed, and upon it, tacked lightly to the wood, was a small disc of some black-looking material through which the fine wire ran.

In breathless eagerness I traced the wire and, to my horror, saw what a devilish contrivance it was. The twin-wire had been connected up to the battery that ran the lamp over my map and instruments, therefore had I switched on the light at night, it would have failed, for it was intended that the current should ignite that little disc of inflammable material and explode my petrol-tank behind me!

Truly, the device of those crafty and subtle enemies was a devilish one. That wire had been connected up by an Invisible Hand — by the hand of one who certainly knew the most vulnerable point of the machine.

Teddy and Roseye both stood aghast at this latest revelation.

Then, when I had disconnected the wire, I placed it with the little black incendiary disc upon the ground and connected up the wires to an accumulator from the car.

In a moment the black substance shot into a fierce red flame which burned and spluttered with intense heat for fully five minutes.

From the barn, a few minutes later, Theed emerged carrying a piece of the wire, evidently discarded by the intruder who had so swiftly and so cunningly prepared another death-trap for me.

A further hour we spent in making a second examination of the machine, and then having appointed to meet that evening at the old Kings Head, in G — , at seven oclock, I climbed into the pilots seat and, with Teddy at my side, we shot forward and soon left the ground heading for the railway line which I knew would run from right to left across our track at Tonbridge.

I was really glad to place Holly Farm behind me. It certainly was not a healthy spot, as far as we were concerned. The low-down cunning of our enemies had once more been revealed. Yet how I longed for Roseye to tell me the actual truth! Why did she so persistently refuse? What could she have to hide from me — the man who loved her so very dearly.

We trusted each other. She had trusted her life to me in the air on many occasions — even on the previous night. Yet she remained silent.

The day was bright and crisp, with a slight north-westerly wind and a few scudding clouds. Very soon, when we had risen to about four thousand feet — for I had determined to fly high again — I saw a big seaplane coming up from the coast. It passed us about four miles distant and then I gave over the dual controls to Teddy, so that he might get used to them ready for the crucial test when it must mean either destruction to a Zeppelin, or to ourselves.

Teddy was a first-rate patriot. There was nothing of the milk-and-water type about him, and yet, at the same time, he was nothing of a ladys man. He was always courteous, humorous, and charming with the fair sex, but he preferred to read and smoke his rather foul briar pipe, than to go out of an evening into the glitter and clatter of London life. But we were friends — firm friends, and he was just as prepared and keen to take the risk as I was.

We found Tonbridge quite easily. Below us what looked like a toy-train was puffing along towards Dover, leaving a white streak of steam behind. For a few minutes I made a short circuit over the town in order to find the line that ran across to Sevenoaks, and at last, distinguishing it, I made my way over that rather scattered place and then struck another railway line at a place marked upon the map as Fawkham, after which I soon picked out the shining river with Gravesend on one bank and Tilbury on the other. I glanced at the altimeter. We were 10,500 feet up. Below us all was misty in the valley of the river. Then over the brown land of Essex I sped forward until I again found another railway line at Brentwood and, following it, soon saw my landmark — one which I need not refer to here, for I have no desire to instruct enemy airmen.

Nothing extraordinary had met my eye. I was used to the patchwork landscape.

Then began a search for a convenient field in which to land.

I came down from ten thousand to a thousand feet in long sweeping circles, examining each grass meadow as I went.

The lower I came, the more easily could I distinguish the pastures and ploughed land and woods.

A train was passing and I noted the direction of the smoke — most important in making a landing. Teddy at my side, as practised as I was myself in flying, had never moved. Through his big goggles he was gazing down, trying to decide upon a landing-place, just as I was.

I banked for a moment. Then put her nose down and then, finding no spot attractive, climbed again.

I did not want to land too near the town, for I had no desire to attract undue attention.

I was trying to find a certain main road, for, truth to tell, I had been up very early that morning consulting my maps.

On that main road were two or three farms in which I hoped I could shelter my machine, just as I had done at Holly Farm.

I suppose we spent perhaps nearly half an hour in the air before, after critical examination, I decided to descend into a large park before a good-sized old Georgian house belonging, no doubt, to some county family.

Parks, provided they have few trees, are always desired by the aviator as landing-places.

Indeed, as I circled round I could plainly see that several figures, attracted by the heavy, roar of my engine, were standing outside watching us.

Two minutes later I brought the machine round to the wind.

Down went her nose — down, down. The air screamed about our ears. The earth rushed up to meet us, as it always seems to do. Truth to tell, by my own fault, I had had a nasty nose-dive, but I righted her and, touching the grass, managed to pull up dead.

Teddy, who had been watching it all, never turned a hair.

Only when I shut off the roar of the engine, he remarked:

By Jove! Devilish good landing! That nose-dive was rather a nasty one, Claude — wasnt it?

And, unstrapping himself, he hopped out and sought his cigarette-case from his hip-pocket, as was his habit.

We were close against the big, rather ugly country house, therefore, leaving the machine, we went up and soon found its owner — a retired colonel of the usual JP type — hard on poachers when on the County Bench, I expect.

Still, he welcomed us warmly and was, we found, quite a good sort.

I asked him to take us aside, and he conducted us to the library, a fine old-fashioned room lined with brown-backed books.

There I told him the truth — of what we were after.

Well, said the white-haired old man, looking me up and down, you seem a pretty keen young fellow, and your friend also. If you are over here on such a mission then I hope you will, both of you, consider yourselves my guests. Ive a big barn beyond the stables where I can garage your machine quite well.

Then I told him of the trio who were on their way to the Kings Head, in G — .

I shall only be too delighted to be their host, he replied at once. I know Sir Herbert and Lady Lethmere well, but I dont believe Ive ever met their daughter.

Then he introduced his wife, a rather youngly-dressed woman, whose eyes were made-up and the artificiality of whose cheeks were just a trifle too transparent. But artificiality seems fashionable to-day.

We duly put the machine away into the barn and later, when we sat at tea in the drawing-room, the conversation naturally turned upon Zeppelins.

Colonel Cator, for such we had found our hosts name to be, held rather sceptical views regarding the power of aeroplanes to combat airships, and he waxed distinctly humorous as we sat together.

There have been so many fables told us about aircraft, declared the erect old man, that one does not really know what to believe.

There have been a good many improvements recently in aircraft of all sorts, so that most of the pre-war types have been already scrapped, I said.

Yes, yes, I know, exclaimed our host. But what I object is to the fairy-tales that weve been told in the past — how weve been reassured.

But does the past really affect the present very much? I queried.

I contend that it does. We should have been told the truth, he declared emphatically and, rising, he took from beneath a table a large scrap-book.

Then, returning to his chair, he said: I have here a cutting from The Times of March 20, 1913. I came across it only the other day. Listen — and Ill read it to you, because it is most illuminating to you airmen.

And then he read to us as follows: — 

Colonel Seeley, Secretary of State for War, said yesterday: We have decided that the Army should have small dirigibles which could be packed up in boxes, put in motor-lorries or in ships, and sent wherever they are required. These we have got. These dirigibles, I say without hesitation — and all who understand the matter will agree — are superior to any other kind of portable airship. They have various mechanical advantages, which I do not wish to dwell upon, because those concerned believe the secret is our own, enabling them to rise more rapidly in the air, and enabling them, above all, to avoid having to part with hydrogen when they rise, and therefore there is no need for reinforcing the hydrogen when they fall. They have these advantages, which we believe are superior to those of any other nation.

Then, pausing, the colonel raised his eyes to mine, and, with a merry laugh, asked:

Now. What do you think of that for a Ministerial statement eh?

Perhaps, instead of putting them in boxes, we might have had them put into paper bags, and distributed with pounds of tea? suggested Teddy. Why not?

But I dont see how it affects the present situation at all, I argued. We are surely much wiser now than we were three years ago.

Well — lets hope so, laughed the colonel. But that speech is full of grim humour — is it not?

And with that we were compelled to agree.


Chapter Twenty Three.

The L39.
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HAVING TAKEN COLONEL and Mrs Cator into our confidence, and they having invited Roseye to stay with them, we were all, on the following day, duly installed at Swalecliffe Park.

Without delay I called upon the officer in charge of the listening-post — the whereabouts of which I do not intend to disclose — and, to my joy, found that he was a man named Moncrieff whom I had met many times at Hendon, and also at the club.

Having told him of my intention to have a go at the next enemy airship that might come over, he readily promised that upon receiving the next alarm, he would make a point of ringing me up at Swalecliffe.

Then, with the machine in readiness and already tested and re-tested, and also with a full petrol-tank, there was nothing further to do but to draw it out into the park each night, and await the alarm.

It was on the first day of March when we had come down in Swalecliffe Park as strangers — on a Wednesday I remember — and the following days had been fully occupied with our preparations, while throughout each night Teddy and I, ready dressed for flight, sat in the colonels study wherein the telephone was installed.

Thursday night passed quite uneventfully. During the earlier hours the colonel and Roseye sat with us, but the barometer being low, and the weather gusty, we had, even at ten oclock, decided that no Zeppelin would risk crossing the North Sea.

On Friday night the four of us played bridge till half-past four, the Theeds being, of course, on duty outside. We had the consolation of knowing that, though the Invisible Hand might be searching for us, it had not yet discovered our place of concealment. Each evening we tested the telephone — through the local exchange — out to the listening-post, and each evening Moncrieff, who was in charge, answered cheerily:

Dont fear, old chap, Ill give you a ring as soon as anything is going on.

Saturday, the fourth of March, was bright and warm, but just before sunset a sharp easterly breeze sprang up and, with a falling barometer, we knew that our vigilance would remain unrewarded. So again we played bridge until Roseye grew sleepy and then retired. Certainly we did not appear to meet with any luck.

On Sunday morning we all went to the pretty little church of Swalecliffe, and in the afternoon I went out for a pleasant stroll with Roseye through the park and leafless woods.

Again I pressed her to reveal to me what she knew regarding that mysterious woman who was in association with the fellow Eastwell.

But once again she steadfastly declined to reveal anything.

No, no! she protested. Please dont ask me, Claude.

But surely I have a right to know! I declared. Your enemies are mine; and we are fighting them together. We have agreed to marry, Roseye, therefore you may surely trust me with your secret!

I had halted at a stile before crossing our path leading into the wood, and, as I held her hand in mine, I looked straight into her big blue eyes.

She drew a long breath, and her gaze wavered. I saw that she now relented, and that she was unable to refute my argument.

I pressed her hand and, in a deep, earnest voice, urged:

Tell me darling. Do tell me?

Again her chest heaved and fell beneath her furs.

Well, Claude. Its — its a strange story — as strange as any woman has ever lived to tell, she said at last, with great hesitation and speaking very slowly. On that morning when I left I received a letter purporting to come from you, and urging me to meet you in secret on the departure platform of the Great Northern station at Kings Cross. Naturally, much puzzled, I went there, wondering what had happened. While waiting, a woman — the woman you have seen — came up to me and told me that you had sent her — that you wished to see me in secret in connexion with your invention, but that you were in hiding because you feared that some spies intended to obtain knowledge of the truth. She said that there were enemy spies on every hand, and that it would be best to go over to the hotel, and there wait till night before we went North to Grantham, whither you had gone.

Grantham! I echoed. Ive not been in Grantham for years.

But I believed that you were there, so plausible was the womans story, she replied. We left at night, travelling in a first-class compartment together. On the way, I suddenly suspected her. Somehow I did not like the look in those strange eyes of hers, and I accused her of deceiving me. Indeed, while dozing, I had seen her carefully take my chatelaine, put something into it, and drop it out of the window. We were in a tunnel, I believe.

Then it was that woman who put the cipher-message into your card-case! I exclaimed. Yes, go on.

Yes, she replied. I sprang up, and tried to pull the communication-cord as we came out of the tunnel, but she prevented me. She pushed a sponge saturated with some pungent-smelling liquid into my face, and then I knew nothing more until I found myself in a small room in a cottage somewhere remote in the country.

Then you were detained there — eh?

Yes. Forcibly. That awful woman tried, by every means in her power, to force or induce me to reveal the details of the experiments which you and Teddy were making at Gunnersbury. But I refused. Ah! how that hell-fiend tortured me day after day!

She nearly drove me mad by those fearful ordeals which, in a hundred ways, she put upon me — always promising to release me if I would but reveal details of what we had discovered. But I refused — refused always, Claude — because I knew that she was an enemy, and victory must be ours if I remained silent. Days — those terrible days — passed — so many that I lost count of them — yet I knew that the woman with the cruel eyes of a leopard had dosed me with some drug that sapped my senses, and she held me irrevocably in her power, prompted no doubt by somebody who meant to work evil also upon you. In the end I must have lost my reason. I think she must have given me certain drugs in order to confuse me as to the past. Then, one day, I found myself in the town of Grantham, inquiring for the station. I was in a maids clothes, and in them I eventually returned to you. And you — Claude — you know all the rest. And she burst into a torrent of tears.

Yes, I said slowly. And that blackguard Lionel Eastwell is the man who has directed all this intricate and dastardly intrigue against us.

Then I took my love into my arms, and pressing her to me, soothed her tears with my passionate kisses.

What she had revealed to me amazed me.

In the evening, just after the Sunday-night supper, Benton, the fat old butler, entered the drawing-room and, approaching me, said:

Mr Moncrieff is on the telephone, sir.

I sprang up with alacrity and, a few seconds later, spoke to my friend at the listening-post.

You there, Munro? he asked. Weve just had a message to say that three Zeppelins are crossing the North Sea in the direction of the Norfolk coast.

Right! I said, and shut off at once. There was no time to lose.

In a moment I told them of the alarm. Without much delay Teddy and I slipped into our air-kit, while Theed, with the machine wheeled out into the park, reported that all was in readiness.

I met Roseye in the corridor above the central staircase of the great old-world house, and there kissed her fondly.

For your dear sake I go, and for the sake of my King and country! I whispered. Good-bye, my darling. Keep a stout heart until you hear of me again!

But — oh! — oh! — I fear, Claude! she cried anxiously, clinging to me.

No, my darling. We must, to-day, all make sacrifices. There must be no fear. I shall be back with you to-morrow.

And then again I kissed her and disengaged those loving, clinging arms about me.

Five minutes later Teddy and I were away in the air.

The night was dull and overcast with a promise of clearing — yet bitterly cold.

Of course with our big engine roaring we could hear nothing of the enemys approach, but I deemed it wise to rise high and, at the same time, to follow the railway line from Colchester towards London, because that, no doubt, was the route which the airships would follow.

The alarm had been given, trains being darkened and brought to a standstill, station and signal-lights extinguished and towns blotted out, I quickly lost sight of the railway track and could only go very slowly to save petrol in case of a chase, and guide myself by my compass.

From a town somewhere on the coast I could see the long scintillating beams of a searchlight striking across the dark night sky, first directed in one quarter and then in another. I think it must have been the searchlight on the coast at T — .

I saw Teddy was busy adjusting the Lewis machine-gun at his side as we climbed rapidly in the pitch darkness. The engine raced and hummed and the wind shrieked weirdly around us.

I switched on the bulb over the instruments, in order to look at my altimeter, but so dark was it that the light got into my eyes and I was compelled to shut it off again.

I flew in a wide circle at first, steadily climbing until the few faint twinkling lights below had disappeared entirely. We were getting nearer and nearer the Zeppelin altitude.

Ah! how the engine throbbed and roared.

Suddenly something black shot up close to me, rushing on as quickly as an express train. So suddenly did it rise up against me, that it gave me quite a start. It seemed a great, unholy thing, and quite shapeless.

It was another aeroplane, like ourselves, out to destroy the enemy airship with bombs. And by Jove! we narrowly avoided a nasty collision.

A second later we heard the loud report of a gun. Our anti-aircraft gunners had spotted their quarry somewhere in the vicinity. A moment afterwards upon our left, straight before us, two long beams of searchlight shot out, and then a sharp volley from the guns.

They were possibly five miles distant, and in the direction of London — somewhere near Brentwood I thought.

Bang! bang! — bang! we could hear, even above the throb of our powerful engine. Teddy turned on the second engine, and then opened up the searchlight, sweeping it around before us. But we could see nothing save some thin filmy clouds.

Suddenly the searchlights from below went out, and the guns ceased. With one eye upon the altimeter I peered over, hoping to pick up some landmark, but I could find absolutely none.

That a Zeppelin was in the vicinity was certain. I tried to keep as cool as I possibly could, but I confess that at that moment it was difficult.

I cruised about, knowing that I was now nearing the London area.

Suddenly, deep below, yet some miles ahead, I saw a blood-red flash. The Zeppelin had dropped a bomb!

Again I switched on the little light, and a glance at my altimeter showed that I was up eleven thousand feet, therefore I pushed straight along in the direction of that red glare.

That it was an incendiary one I saw, because the flare continued far down in the misty workaday world below.

The Zeppelin was executing its evil work upon the harmless civilian inhabitants.

I craned and peered around on all sides, but could see nothing else — only the glare from the incendiary fire.

The night was rapidly growing brighter, and we could see the stars. Again we heard a violent cannonade, and once more half a dozen beams of searchlights swept the sky from several points evidently much nearer to London. More than once the searchlights picked us up and examined us with suspicion, blinding us with their glare the while.

Once more from below there came up two loud detonations — high explosive bombs — yet we could see no Zeppelin, though we peered into the darkness again as soon as the searchlight left us.

Blinded by the glare, I had banked a little too steeply, and nearly had another bad nose-dive. Teddy noticed it, and said something, but what it was I could not hear for the roar. That an enemy airship was about, and that it had dropped incendiary bombs was proved by the three or four red glares we could distinctly see beneath us.

No doubt the Zeppelin was moving fast, dropping her bombs preparatory to rising and escaping beyond the zone of our anti-aircraft guns. I rose higher, but still no sign of it. Apparently the searchlights, having once located it, had again lost it, for once more all the guns were silent.

I began to lose heart. How horribly cold it was!

I was now over London, unless I was much mistaken. Several other of our bomb-dropping aeroplanes were circling below me, also unable to find the Zeppelin.

Suddenly Teddy gave me a sharp nudge and pointed upward.

I glanced in the direction he indicated, and there saw the great long dark hull of the airship hovering quite near us.

We were then over eight thousand feet up, and the airship was perhaps another thousand feet higher. I could distinguish its two gondolas, and as we passed near its stern its fins and planes were now plainly silhouetted against the bright, steely sky.

With all speed possible I shot upward, but apparently the commander of the Zeppelin had discovered us, while at that very same moment a searchlight from somewhere below picked him up and revealed him, a huge silvery object, upon the side of which was painted in black a large iron-cross, the Hun badge of frightfulness, together with initial and number L39.

Scarcely had I become aware of the close proximity of the enemy when I saw a little spurt of red flare from the forward gondola. It continued for several moments, and I knew that it was a machine-gun spitting forth its leaden hail upon us.

Therefore I drew away and rose still higher, while, next second, the propellers of the monster airship began to whirr and it started away, nose upward and due east, evidently upon its homeward journey.

Unfortunately the men manning our searchlights below kept one of their beams upon us as well as another upon the Zeppelin, and I must confess that both Teddy and I, in our excitement, consigned them to a place with an atmosphere slightly warmer than the one we were at that moment experiencing. It seemed as though the anti-aircraft gunners, knowing the airship to be now out of range, were seized by a sudden curiosity to see what we were doing chasing the Zeppelin away as we gradually rose above it.

Ah! Shall I ever forget those exciting moments! Time after time the machine-gun on the monster airship fired upon us, but I was flying in such a manner that to hit us would, I knew, be difficult. Yet just then a stray bullet struck one of my planes and went through it, while a second later another tore through the casing of the fuselage.

The commander of the Zeppelin thought, no doubt, that our intention was to rise and drop a bomb upon him, and he was now travelling very quickly in order to try and outpace us. In this, however, he did not succeed.

How far we travelled I have no idea. In those moments I lost all sense of time and of distance. I only know that, though so high, I could distinguish the Thames with its few dotted lights about, though we were rapidly leaving London behind.

We were passing over Essex, for I could plainly see the Thames widening upon my right, and I was gradually overhauling the enemy.

At that moment I steadied myself, for I knew that the smallest slip would mean death to us both. At signal from me Teddy — who had already had the dynamo running for some time — placed his hand upon the switch which controlled the unseen, but deadly current.

Slowly I crept nearer and nearer. Four thousand yards off — three thousand — another spurt — then I judged I was only two thousand yards away. Yet try how I would, I could get no nearer.

Again I set to work and, letting out my roaring engines to their full power, I slowly decreased the space between the fleeing monster and myself, Teddy still awaiting my signal.

Next instant I saw yet another spurt of fire from the rear gondola of the Zeppelin, and felt a hot, burning sensation in my forearm.

Then I knew that I had been hit!

I nudged Teddy, and he nodded. He understood and with the end of the box in which was the large, lens something like a camera, directed full upon the enemy, he pulled over the switch.

The result was appalling.

Next instant there was a blinding flash as the electric sparks flying from point to point all over the metal framework of the Zeppelin ignited the hydrogen; a huge red burst of flame came from the centre of the great airship, and following it was a terrific explosion, the frightful force of which would have turned us completely over had I not been prepared.

I swerved quickly, in order to get out of the vicinity, for the danger at that instant was very great.

Then, as I glanced aside, I saw the huge monster plunge down to earth, ablaze and flaring like a huge torch.

A second terrific explosion of bombs occurred when it reached the ground, and the whole country-side, shaken as though by an earthquake, became instantly illuminated for miles around.

Appalled at the sight, and yet relieved of the terrible tension, we both looked down and found that the enemy airship had, fortunately, fallen upon some flat land without houses — a wide, lonely marsh it appeared to be.

I at once dropped to a thousand feet and then, with a final glance at our work of destruction, turned tail and set about finding a landmark.

It was difficult, but I discovered one at last and, half an hour later, finding old Theeds flares in Swalecliffe Park, gently planed again to earth.



Need I detail the congratulations showered upon Teddy and myself; of Roseyes delight, or of her parents enthusiasm next day? Indeed, it seemed as though the world about us — our little world who knew the truth of our night-exploit — had gone mad with joy.

On the following day I reported personally to the authorities, and afterwards had a long conference with certain high officials, who listened most intently to the description of my apparatus, and who heartily congratulated both Teddy and myself.

That same night, indeed, my description being but superficial, experts came down with me to Swalecliffe, where the apparatus was thoroughly and satisfactorily tested, and declared to be an air-defence of the highest importance, and one which must soon prove our superiority against the Zeppelin menace.



It was, I felt, my duty to reveal in the proper quarter the dastardly attempts made upon all three of us by our enemies, directed by the man Eastwell, who I feared knew something of our secret, whereupon orders were at once given to the Special Branch of Scotland Yard for his arrest under the Defence of the Realm Act.

Two officers ascended to his rooms in Albemarle Street an hour later, but when he learnt they were detectives he dashed into his bedroom and, without hesitation and before they could prevent him, shot himself.

Sir Herbert has now given his consent to Roseyes marriage directly after the war, and as for myself — well, I have been given an important post — with Teddy, of course, as my co-worker. We are working hard day and night in construction of certain heavy brown deal boxes, the secret of which the enemy in our midst is straining every nerve to discover.



The only mention of the missing airship was a telegram published in the London newspapers on March 12, 1916, and which can be turned up in the files by any curious reader. I here give it in facsimile: — 

SEQUEL TO AIR RAID.

ONE OF THE ZEPPELINS REPORTED DESTROYED.

The Hague, March 11. — Private information received from Cologne says that one of the Zeppelins which dropped bombs recently in England has not yet returned. It is believed that the airship was wrecked. — Central News.

THE END
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Chapter One.

The Man of the Moment.
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THAT MAN KNOWS too much!

Do you really think he overheard?

He may not have done. But we must take no risks, my dear fellow. Remember we are at war! With people who know too much theres but one way — dismissal, declared Lewin Rodwell, the tall, well-groomed middle-aged man, in morning-coat and grey trousers, who stood in the panelled boardroom with his chairman, Sir Boyle Huntley, the other directors having left after the weekly meeting of the board.

He might talk — eh? Sir Boyle remarked in a low, apprehensive tone.

He would probably fear the law of libel, said Lewin Rodwell, fair-haired, sleek, rather refined, who, at the moment, was one of the most popular and patriotic figures in London — a man whose praises were sung constantly in the halfpenny press, and who numbered peers, Cabinet Ministers and diplomats among his friends.

His companion, ten years his senior, was of a different type — a somewhat uncouth man, with a reddish, bloated face, dark hair tinged with grey, deep-set crafty eyes, and a voice which betrayed his cockney birth and breeding, which even his Birthday baronetcy could not disguise.

Both men, of humble origin, had won considerable fortune in the City and had worked together on the boards of many companies more or less prosperous. They were keen business men — which, in these days, seems to be the accepted description of those who are not above descending to sharp practices — and indeed, if the truth be told, had been guilty of certain financial juggling which would have looked very ugly against them if placed before a court of law.

Yet what they had done had been done within the law, and their hands were, consequently, just as clean as those of hundreds of other company-directors in the City of London.

Rodwell, with his back to the fire — for it was a cold, dark November afternoon in the year 1914 — slowly lit a good cigar which he took from his case, while Sir Boyle fidgeted uneasily with some papers at the table.

How shall you get rid of that unnecessary fellow? he asked his friend at last. If he were dismissed now, hed at once guess the reason, and might become our enemy.

Enemy! Bosh! laughed Lewin Rodwell, scornfully. Theres no fear of that, my dear chap. Leave him to me. I shall do nothing till after our meeting next Thursday. Then we can call in Charlesworth and tell him that the fellow — Sainsbury is his name, I believe — is a slacker, and ought to join the army. Owing to the war we must cut down expenditure — you know. He must go, and several others too — in order to give our economy a flavour of truth.

Charles worth has always spoken very highly of him. Hell certainly urge us to keep him, the chairman remarked, looking blankly into the fire. Only a fortnight ago his name was on the list of employees to be retained throughout the war.

I know. But if Sainsbury has overheard what I said, then hes better outside this building than in it, Rodwell declared emphatically, drawing heavily at his cigar.

You were a confounded fool to speak of such matters outside your own room at home, Lewin. It was most indiscreet. It isnt like you.

I know. I was a confounded fool, the other admitted. But I had no idea anyone had entered. He wears those infernal rubber things on his heels. But leave it to me. Ill clear him out all right.

It must be done most delicately. He mustnt, for a single moment, suspect the reason of his dismissal.

Lewin Rodwell reflected for a second, and then, as though in his active, clever brain a sudden suggestion had arisen, he laughed and replied:

There are more ways than one by which to crush an enemy, my dear Boyle — as you yourself know. Leave all to me, and I can guarantee that we shall have nothing to fear from this young prig, Sainsbury. So set your mind at ease at once over it.

Very well, Lewin. I know how clever you always are in avoiding trouble, laughed Sir Boyle Huntley. Had it not been for you wed both have more than once been in a very tight corner. As it is weve prospered famously, and — well, I suppose the world thinks quite a lot of us — especially of you — the man who does so much good and charitable work without any thought of reward — purely as a patriotic Briton.

Lewin Rodwell winked knowingly, and both men laughed aloud.

Rodwells eye caught the clock. It was half-past four.

By Jove! I must fly! he cried. I promised to be at Lady Bettys soon after four. Trustram, of the Admiralty, will be there, and I particularly want to meet him. Ive got my car. Can I drop you anywhere?

Yes. At the Constitutional. Im meeting a man there.

So the pair, leaving the room, were helped on with their overcoats by an obsequious liveried servant and, descending in the lift, passed through the handsome set of offices where a hundred clerks were working beneath the electric-light, and out into Gracechurch Street, where Rodwells fine limousine was awaiting him; the footman standing with the fur rug ready to throw over his masters knees.

On their way through the City the elder man reverted to the subject they had discussed in the boardroom of The Ochrida Copper Corporation — one of the greatest copper concerns in the world — and, drawing a long breath, he said:

I really do hope that young fellow heard nothing. What if he knew — eh?

Of course he heard, was his co-directors reply. But whether he understood is quite another thing.

I fear he did understand.

Why?

Because, as he left the room, I watched his face, and saw both suspicion and surprise upon it.

Bah! My dear Boyle, dont let that worry you for a second longer, Rodwell laughed, as the car sped silently along Queen Victoria Street and across to the Embankment. Even if he does suspect hell soon be rendered quite harmless. When Lewin Rodwell makes up his mind to sweep an enemy from his path, you know that the enemy always disappears.

I know that, replied the Baronet, with a slight hardening at the corners of his flabby mouth. Perhaps he recollected the fate of certain other enemies. He well knew the callous unscrupulousness of his friend and associate in his determined efforts to get rich quickly. Indeed, they had both got rich very quickly — more especially Rodwell — during the past four or five years by methods which would never bear investigation. Yet, as in so many other cases in our great complex London, the world regarded him as a perfectly honest and trustworthy man — a true Briton, who was ever ready to place both his valuable time and his money at the disposal of the British cause against her barbaric enemy.

Sainsbury will never trouble us, I assure you, he repeated, as at last Sir Boyle alighted in Northumberland Avenue, and he waved him a cheery good-bye as he went up the steps of the club.

Then, as the car re-started off to Upper Brook Street, Lewin Rodwell sat back, his hands resting idly on the fur rug, his cold, round blue eyes staring straight before him, the skin drawn rather tightly over his cheek-bones, giving him a look haggard and quite unusual.

Yes, he exclaimed to himself, drawing a long breath, Boyle is quite right. That young man suspects — curse him! Phew! I must close his mouth somehow. But how? Thats the question. In these days, with the Government deceiving the people and lulling them into a false sense of security, the very least breath of suspicion quickly becomes magnified into an open scandal. And scandal, as far as I am concerned, would mean that I should be compelled to invite investigation. Could I bear such a test? he asked. Gad! no! he gasped.

He set his lips firmly, and his eyes narrowed. He tossed his cigar angrily out into the roadway. It tasted bitter.

As the car went up the Haymarket, boys were crying the evening papers. Upon the contents-bill he noticed that the British were fighting gallantly at the Yser, stemming the tide of the Devils spawn, who were endeavouring to strike a death-blow at Frenchs little army and get through to Calais.

He smiled at his own strange thoughts, and then sank back into the soft cushions, again reflecting. That contretemps in the boardroom had really unnerved him. It unnerved him so much, indeed, that from Piccadilly Circus he drove to his club and swallowed a stiff brandy-and-soda — an action quite unusual to him — and then he went along to Upper Brook Street.

When the rather pompous elderly butler announced him at the door of the large drawing-room, Lady Betty Kenworthy, a tall, middle-aged woman, rose, greeting the great man affably, and then she introduced him to the dozen or so of her friends who were gossiping over their teacups — the names of most of them being household words both to those in society and the readers of the halfpenny picture-papers out of it.

Lady Betty, a well-preserved, good-looking woman, whose boy was at the front, was one of those leaders of society who, at the outbreak of war, for want of something more exciting, had become the leader of a movement. In London, after the first few months of war, the majority of society women took up one movement or another: red cross, Serbian relief, socks for the troops, comforts for mine-sweepers, huts for soldiers, work for women, hose-extensions for Highlanders, or one or other of the thousand-and-one movements which cropped up and duly found their places in the advertisement columns of the Times.

Lady Betty Kenworthys particular movement was the Anti-Teuton Alliance — an association formed by a few patriotic enthusiasts who bound themselves to take action against the hated German in every way — to expose and intern the enemy in our midst, to free the country from the baneful German influence which has spread into every sphere of our national life, to purchase no goods of German origin, to ban the German language, and to discover the existence of the pro-German sentiment, German intrigue, and the expenditure of German gold— palm-oil one distinguished writer has called it — in official and Parliamentary circles.

The programme was, to say the least, a wide and laudable one, and afforded ample scope to the thousands of members who had enrolled themselves.

In Lady Bettys drawing-room that afternoon the committee of the movement had assembled, eager to meet Mr Lewin Rodwell, who had shown such patriotism that even Cabinet Ministers had publicly bestowed great praise upon his ceaseless and self-denying efforts.

There were present, first of all, the usual set of society women of uncertain age, dressed in the latest French models, which gave them an air of youth, yet, at the same time, accentuated their angularity and unnatural freshness; two or three elderly men, led there against their will by their strong-minded spouses, a pretty girl or two from nowhere, and one or two male enthusiasts, including two good-looking and merry-going peers who were loud in their condemnation of the whole Government — from the Prime Minister downwards.

Among those to whom the great and much-advertised Lewin Rodwell was introduced was a rather thick-set, dark-haired, clean-shaven, middle-aged man named Charles Trustram, a thoroughly John Bull type of Englishman, who occupied a highly responsible position in the Transport department of the Admiralty.

The two men shook hands warmly, whereupon Trustram expressed his great pleasure at meeting a man so famous as Lewin Rodwell.

I came here this afternoon, Mr Rodwell, on purpose to meet you, he assured him. Lady Kenworthy told me you were coming, and I know the committee of the Anti-Teuton Alliance, of which Im a member, are most eager to enlist your influence.

Ill be most delighted, declared Rodwell, in his charmingly affable manner. I think the movement is a really excellent one. Without a doubt the question has become very serious indeed. There are Germans and German influence in our midst in quarters quite unexpected and undiscovered — high official quarters too. Can we, therefore, be surprised if things dont always go as they should?

Exactly, said the Admiralty official, as they both took seats together on a couch against the wall. Theres no doubt that the Germans, as part of their marvellous preparedness, made an audacious attempt to weave a network of vile treachery in our Government Departments and, above all, in the War Office and Admiralty. As an official I can tell you, in strictest confidence of course, that I have, several times of late, had my suspicions seriously aroused. Information leaks out. How — nobody — not even our Intelligence Department itself can discover.

My dear sir, exclaimed Rodwell confidentially, is it really to be wondered at when men of German birth and German descent are employed in nearly all the various departments in Whitehall? After all, are we not to-day fighting for our countrys life and freedom? Certainly those who come after us would never forgive us — you and I — those who, if born into a Germanised world and held under the iron yoke of barbaric Kultur, looked back to our conduct of the war that sealed their fate and found that, besides supplying the enemy with war material — cotton and the like — we actually harboured Germans in our camp and gave them knowledge, power and position vital to the enemys success. And I assert to-day, Mr Trustram, that we treat Germany as the most-favoured nation, even though the flower of our land are being sacrificed by thousands and thousands upon the fields of Flanders. Yes, it is an outrageous scandal — a disgrace to our nation. As I said in a speech at Liverpool last week, we are daily being misled, misguided, and lured to our destruction. And for that reason, the great man added— for that reason Im only too ready and anxious to help the Anti-Teuton Alliance in their splendid crusade against this canker-worm in Englands heart.

Lady Betty, seated quite near, talking to a dowager-duchess, overheard him. He had purposely spoken loudly and emphatically, with that object.

Good! Mr Rodwell, her ladyship cried. Excellent! I am so delighted that you thoroughly approve of our efforts. We are trying to do our share, in this terrible crisis. You are such a busy man that I almost feared to ask you to help us.

I am never too busy, Lady Kenworthy, to help in such a good cause as this, he assured her, in that suave manner of his which stood him in such good stead at times. True, I am rather a busy man, as everyone has to be in these days. We, in the City, have to bear our share in finance, for we know that one day — sooner or later — the Government will require a big loan to carry on the war. And when they do, we hope to be as ready to meet it as the industrial population of the country will no doubt be. Still, to us it means much thought. We have no time nowadays for any idle week-ends, or golf by the sea.

At mention of golf Lady Betty smiled. She knew well that it was the great mans habit to play golf at Sunningdale or Walton Heath with various important personages.

The conversation regarding the aims and aspirations of the Anti-Teuton Alliance grew general, and everyone was much gratified to hear Mr Lewin Rodwells reiterated approval of it, especially the half-dozen ascetic, hard-faced women who made movements the chief object of their lives.

Lewin Rodwell smiled inwardly at them all, sipped the cup of China tea offered him by a slim, dark-haired, loosely-clad girl who secretly regarded him as a hero, and then talked loudly, airing his opinion of what the Government really ought to do. To him, the huge farce was amusing. Lady Betty was, of course, a good sort, but he knew quite well that her association with the Anti-Teuton movement was merely for the sake of advertisement and notoriety — in order to go one better than the Countess of Chesterbridge, who had, for years, been her rival on the face of the social barometer — which, after all, was the personal columns of the daily newspapers.

After an hour, when most of the guests had left, Rodwell rose at last and said to Trustram, with whom he had had a long and very intimate chat:

I really do wish youd run in and see me, Mr Trustram. Id be so awfully delighted. Im sure we can do something together in order to expose this terrible scandal. Will you?

Most certainly. Ill be most pleased.

Good. Cant you dine with me — say on Tuesday?

His newly-found friend reflected a moment, and then replied in the affirmative.

Excellent. Tuesday at eight — eh? You know my address.

Yes — in Bruton Street.

Right — thats an appointment, Rodwell exclaimed cheerily; and then, after bending low over Lady Bettys thin white hand, he left.


Chapter Two.

The Suspicions of Elise.
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AT NINE OCLOCK that same evening, in a well-furnished drawing-room half-way up Fitzjohns Avenue, in Hampstead, a pretty, blue-eyed, fair-haired girl of twenty-one sat at the piano alone, playing a gay French chanson, to pass away the time.

Dressed in a dainty little dinner-gown of carnation pink, and wearing in her well-dressed hair a touch of velvet to match, she presented a pretty picture beneath the shaded electric-light which fell over the instrument set in a corner.

Her mother, Mrs Shearman, a charming, grey-haired lady, had just gone out, while her father, Daniel Shearman, a rich tool-manufacturer, whose works were outside Birmingham, was away at the factory, as was his habit three days each week.

Elise Shearman was just a typical athletic English girl. In her early youth her parents were making their way in the world, but at fourteen she had been sent abroad to school, first to Lausanne, and afterwards to Dresden, where she had studied music, as so many English girls have done.

On her return to Hampstead, whither her father had removed from the grime and toil of work-a-day Birmingham, she found her home very dull. Because the Shearmans were manufacturers, the snobbishness of Hampstead, with its first Thursdays, would have nothing to do with them; though, if the truth were told, Dan Shearman could have bought up most of his neighbours in Fitzjohns Avenue, and was a sterling good Englishman into the bargain — which could not be said of some of those slippery, smooth-tongued City adventurers who resided behind the iron railings of that select thoroughfare.

Running her slim white hands over the keys, she began the gay refrain of one of the chansonettes which she had learned in Paris — one of the gay songs of the boulevards, which was, perhaps, not very apropos for young ladies, but which she often sang because of its gay, blithe air — Belloches LEventail Parisien.

In her sweet, musical treble she sang gaily — 

Dès quarrivent les grands chaleurs,
À la terrass des brasseries
Les éventails de touts couleurs
Viennent bercer nos rêveries.
Car, pour allécher le client,
Le camelot toujours cocasse
En séventant dun air bonasse
Envoi ce petit boniment:

And then, with a swing and go, she sang the chorus — 

Ça va, ça vient,
Ça donn de lair, ça fait du bien.
Cest vraiment magnifique.
Quel instrument magique!
Ça va, ça vient,
Ca donn de lair et du maintien
Et ça ne coûte presque rien:
Voici léventail parisien!

Hardly had she concluded the final line when the door opened and a tall, dark-haired, good-looking young man entered, crossed to her, and, placing his hand upon her shoulder, bent and kissed her fondly.

Why, Jack, dear — you really are late! the girl exclaimed. Were you kept at the office?

Yes, dearest, was his answer. Or rather I had some work that I particularly wanted to finish, so I stayed behind.

He was tall and broad-shouldered, with a pair of keen, merry brown eyes, a handsome face with high, intelligent brow, as yet unlined by care, a small, dark moustache, and a manner as courteous towards a woman as any diplomat accredited to the Court of St. James.

Jack Sainsbury, though merely an employee of the Ochrida Copper Corporation, a man who went by Tube to the City each morning and returned each night to the modest little flat in Heath Street, at which his sister Jane acted as housekeeper for him, was an honest, upright Englishman who had, in the first month of the war, done his duty and gone to the recruiting office of the Honourable Artillery Company to enlist.

A defective elbow-joint had prevented him passing the doctor. And though no one in the office knew he had tried to join the new army, he had returned to the City and continued his soul-killing avocation of adding figures and getting out totals.

His meeting with Elise Shearman was not without its romantic side.

One Sunday morning, two years before, he had been riding his motor-cycle up to Hatfield, as was his habit, to meet at the Red Lion — that old inn that is the rendezvous of all motor-cyclists — the men and women who come out there each Sunday morning, wet or fine, from London. Fine cars, driven by their owners, turn into the inn-yard all the morning, but the motor-cyclist ignores them. It is the meeting-place of the man on the cycle.

One well-remembered Sunday morning Elise, who was advanced enough to put on a Burberry with a leather strap around her waist and sit astride on a motor-cycle, was careering up the North Road beyond Barnet when, of a sudden, she swerved to avoid a cart, and ran headlong into a ditch.

At the moment Jack Sainsbury, who chanced to be behind her, stopped, sprang off, and went to her assistance.

She lay in the ditch with her arm broken. Quickly he obtained medical aid, and eventually brought her home to Fitzjohns Avenue, where he had, with her fathers knowledge and consent, been a constant visitor ever since.

Jack Sainsbury, whose father, and his family before him, had been gentlemen-farmers for two centuries in Leicestershire, was, above all, a thorough-going Englishman. He was no smug, get-on-at-all-hazards person of the consumptive type one meets at every turn in the City. On the contrary, he was a well-set-up, bold, straightforward, fearless fellow who, though but a clerk in a City office, was one of that clean-limbed, splendid type which any girl would have welcomed as her hero.

What Jack Sainsbury said, he meant. His colleagues in the office knew that. They all regarded him as a man of high ideals, and as one whose heart had, ever since the war, been fired with a keen and intense spirit of patriotism.

That Elise Shearman loved him could be seen at the first moment when he had opened the door and crossed the threshold. Her eyes brightened, and her full, red lips puckered sweetly as she returned his fond, passionate kisses.

Yes, they loved each other. Elises parents knew that. Sometimes they were anxious, for Dan Shearman felt that it would not be altogether a brilliant match, as far as an alliance went. Yet Mrs Shearman, on her part, had so often pleaded, that no separation of the pair had, as yet, been demanded. Hence they found idyllic happiness in each others love.

You seem unusually thoughtful to-night, Jack! exclaimed the girl, tenderly smoothing his hair as they stood together clasped in each others arms.

Do I? he answered with a start. I really didnt know, he laughed, aroused from his deep thoughts.

You are, Jack. Why?

I — well, Im really not — except perhaps—

Perhaps what? asked Elise determinedly.

Well, I had rather a heavy day at the office, was her lovers hesitating reply. And Ive just remembered something.

Oh! business. And thats all?

Yes, business, dearest, was his reply. I must apologise if my thoughts were, for the moment, far away, he laughed.

Youre like father, said the girl. He sits by the fire sometimes for a quarter of an hour at a stretch staring into it, and thinking of his horrid business affairs. But of course business is an obsession with him.

Perhaps when Im your fathers age it will be an obsession with me, replied Jack Sainsbury.

I sincerely hope it wont, she said, with a smile upon her pretty lips.

It wont, if Im able to make sufficient money to keep you properly, darling, was the young mans fervent answer, as he bent until his moustache lightly brushed her cheek.

Truth to tell, he was reflecting seriously. For hours he had thought over those strange words he had overheard on entering the boardroom that afternoon.

Those astounding words of Lewin Rodwells were, in themselves, an admission — a grave and terrible admission.

Lewin Rodwell and Sir Boyle Huntley were engaged in a great conspiracy, and he — Jack Sainsbury — was the only person who knew the ghastly truth.

Those two highly patriotic men, whose praises were being sung by every newspaper up and down the country; whose charitable efforts had brought in hundreds of thousands of pounds and hundreds of tons of comforts for our troops abroad; the two men whose photographs were in every journal, and whom the world regarded as fine typical specimens of the honest Briton, men who had raised their voices loudly against German barbarism and intrigue, were, Jack Sainsbury knew, wearing impenetrable masks. They were traitors!

He alone knew the truth — a truth so remarkable and startling that, were it told and published to the world, Great Britain would stand aghast and bewildered at the revelation. It was inconceivable, incredible. At times he felt himself doubting what he had really heard with his own ears. Yet it had been Rodwells voice, and the words had been clear and distinct, a confession of guilt that was as plain as it was damning.

Sir Boyle had, from his seat in the House of Commons, risen time after time and denounced the policy of the Government in not interning every enemy alien in the country; he had heckled the Home Secretary, and had exposed cases of German intrigue; he had demanded that rigorous action should be taken against the horde of German spies in our midst, and had spoken up and down the country warning the Government and the people of the gravity of the spy-peril, and that British citizens would take the law in their own hands if drastic measures were not taken to crush out the enemy in our midst.

Yet that afternoon — by no seeking of his own — Jack Sainsbury had learnt a truth which, even hours after the words had fallen upon his ears, left him staggered and astounded.

He knew the secret of those two great and influential men.

What should he do? How should he act?

Such was the cause of his marked thoughtfulness that night — an attitude which Elise had not failed to notice and which considerably puzzled her.

Mrs Shearman, a pleasant-faced, grey-haired and prosperous-looking lady, who spoke with a strong Lancashire accent, entered the room a few moments later, and the pair, springing aside at the sound of her footsteps, pretended to be otherwise occupied, much to the elder ladys amusement.

After greeting Jack the old lady sat down with him, while Elise, at her mothers request, returned to the piano and began to sing Léon Garniers Sublime Caresse, with that catchy refrain so popular on the boulevards of Paris and in cafés in every town in France — 

Quand lâchement
À lautre amant
Je me livre et me donne.
Quà lui je mabandonne.
Le coeur pâmé,
O cher aimé,
Cest à toi que sadresse
Ma sublime caresse!

Elise, who spoke French excellently, was extremely fond of the French chansonette, and knew a great many. Her lover spoke French quite well also, and very frequently when they were together in the tube or train they conversed in that language so that the every-day person around them should not understand.

To speak a foreign language amid the open mouths of the ignorant is always secretly amusing, but not so amusing as to the one person who unfortunately sits opposite and who knows that language even more perfectly than the speaker — I was about to write swanker.

In that drawing-room of the red-brick Hampstead residence — where the road is so steep that the vulgar London County Council Tramways have never attempted to invade it, and consequently it is a desirable residential neighbourhood according to the house-agents advertisements — Jack and Elise remained after Mrs Shearman had risen and left. For another quarter of an hour they chatted and kissed wholeheartedly, for they loved each other fondly and dearly. Then, at ten oclock, Jack rose to go. It was his hour, and he never overstepped the bounds of propriety. From the first he had felt himself a mere clerk on the forbidden ground of the successful manufacturers home. Dan Shearman, honest, outspoken and square, had achieved Hampstead as a stepping-stone to Mayfair or Belgravia. To Jack Sainsbury — the man of the fine old yeoman stock — the refinement of the red-brick and laurels of Hampstead was synonymous with taste and breeding. To him the dull aristocracy of the London squares was unknown, and therefore unregarded.

How the people born in society laugh at Tom, Dick and Harry, with their feminine folk, who, in our world of make-believe, are struggling and fighting with one another to be regarded by the world as geniuses. Money can bring everything — all the thousand attributes this world can give — all except breeding and brains.

Breed, even in the idiot, and brains in the paupers child, will always tell.

When Jack Sainsbury descended the steps into Fitzjohns Avenue and strode down the hill to Swiss Cottage station, he was full of grave and bitter thoughts.

As an Englishman and a patriot, what was his line of action? That was the sole thought which filled his mind. He loved Elise with every fibre of his being, yet, on that evening, greater and even more serious thoughts occupied his mind — the safety of the British Empire.

To whom should he go? In whom dare he confide?

As he crossed from the Avenue to the station, another thought arose within him. Would anybody in whom he confided really believe what he could tell them?

Lewin Rodwell and Sir Boyle Huntley were national heroes — men against whom no breath of suspicion as traitors had ever arisen. It was the habit of the day to laugh at any suspicion of Britains betrayal — an attitude which the Government had carefully cultivated ever since the outbreak of war. On that day the Chief of the Military Operations Department of the War Office — in other words our Secret Service — had been — for reasons which will one day be revealed — promoted and sent to the front, leaving the Department in the hands of others fresh to the work.

Such, alas! was the British Intelligence Department — an organisation laughed at by the Secret Services of each of our Allies.

The folly of it all was really pathetic.

Jack Sainsbury knew much of this. He had, indeed, been, through Dr Jerome Jerrold, a friend of his, behind the scenes. Like all the world, he had read the optimistic, hide-the-truth newspapers. Often he had smiled in disbelief. Yet, on that afternoon, his worst fears had in a single instant been confirmed. He knew the volcano upon the edge of which Great Britain was seated.

What should he do? How should he act?

In the narrow booking-office of Swiss Cottage station he stood for a moment, hesitating to take his ticket.

Of a sudden an idea crossed his mind. He knew a certain man — his intimate friend. Could he help him? Dare he reveal his suspicions without being laughed at for his pains?

Yes. He would risk being derided, because the safety of the Empire was now at stake.

After all, he — Jack Sainsbury — was a well-bred Briton, without a strain of the hated Teutonic blood in his veins.

He would speak the truth, and expose that man who was so cleverly luring the Empire to its doom.

He passed before the little pigeonhole of the booking-office and took his ticket — an action which was destined to have a greater bearing upon our national defence than any person even with knowledge of the facts could ever dream.


Chapter Three.

The House in Wimpole Street.
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JUST BEFORE ELEVEN oclock that night Jack Sainsbury stopped at a large, rather severe house half-way up Wimpole Street — a house the door of which could be seen in the daytime to be painted a royal blue, thus distinguishing it from its rather dingy green-painted neighbours.

In response to his ring at the visitors bell, a tall, middle-aged, round-faced manservant opened the door.

Is Dr Jerrold in? Jack inquired.

Yes, sir, was the mans quick reply; and then, as Sainsbury entered, he added politely: Nice evening, sir.

Very, responded the visitor, laying-down his hat and stick and taking off his overcoat in the wide, old-fashioned hall.

Dr Jerome Jerrold, though still a young man, was a consulting physician of considerable eminence, and, in addition, was Jacks most intimate friend. Their fathers had been friends, living in the same remote country village, and, in consequence, ever since his boyhood he had known the doctor.

Jack was a frequent visitor at the doctors house, Jerrold always being at home to him whenever he called. The place was big and solidly furnished, a gloomy abode for a bachelor without any thought of marrying. It had belonged to Jerrolds aunt, who had left it to him by her will, together with a comfortable income; hence her nephew had found it, situated as it was in the centre of the medical quarter of London, a most convenient, if dull, place of abode.

On the ground floor was the usual depressing waiting-room, with its big round table littered with illustrated papers and magazines; behind it the consulting-room, with its businesslike writing-table — whereon many a good mans death-warrant had been written in that open case-book — its heavy leather-covered furniture, and its thick Turkey carpet, upon which the patient trod noiselessly.

Above, in the big room on the first floor, Jerome Jerrold had his cosy library — for he was essentially a studious man, his literary mind having a bent for history, his History of the Cinquecento being one of the standard works upon that period. Indeed, while on the ground floor all was heavy, dull and gloomy, well in keeping with the dismal atmosphere which all the most famous West-End doctors seem to cultivate, yet, on the floor above, one passed instantly into far brighter, more pleasant and more artistic surroundings.

Without waiting for the servant, Thomasson, to conduct him upstairs, Jack Sainsbury ran lightly up, as was his habit, and tried the door of the doctors den, when, to his surprise, he found it locked.

He twisted the handle again, but it was certainly firmly fastened.

Jerome! he cried, tapping at the door. Can I come in? Its Jack!

But there was no reply. Sainsbury strained his ears at the door, but could detect no movement within.

A taxicab rushed past; then a moment later, when the sound had died away, he cried again — 

Jerome! Im here! I want to see you, old fellow. Open the door.

Still there was no answer.

Thomasson, standing at the foot of the wide, old-fashioned stairs, heard his masters visitor, and asked — 

Is the door locked, sir?

Yes, Jack shouted back.

Thats very strange? remarked the man. Ive let nobody in since Mr Trustram, of the Admiralty, went away — about a quarter of an hour ago.

Has he been here? Jack asked. I met him here the other day. He struck me as being a rather surly man, and I didnt like him at all, declared Sainsbury, with his usual frankness.

Neither do I, sir, strictly between ourselves, replied Thomasson quite frankly. Hes been here quite a lot lately. His wife consulted the master about three months ago, and thats how they first met, I believe. But cant you get in?

No. Curious, isnt it?

Very. The doctor never locks his door in the usual way, Thomasson said, ascending the stairs with Sainsbury, and himself trying the handle.

He knocked loudly, asking — 

Are you in there, sir? But still no response was given.

I cant make this out, Mr Sainsbury, exclaimed the man, turning to him with anxiety on his pale face. The keys in the lock — on the inside too! He must be inside, and hes locked himself in. Why, I wonder?

Jack Sainsbury bent and put his eye to the keyhole. The room within was lit, for he could see the well-filled bookcase straight before him, and an empty chair was plainly visible.

Instantly he listened, for he thought in the silence — at that moment there being an absence of traffic out in the street — that he heard a slight sound, as though of a low, metallic click.

Again he listened, holding his breath. He was not mistaken. A slight but quite distinct sharp click could be heard, as though a piece of metal had struck the window-pane. Once — twice — it was repeated, afterwards a long-drawn sigh.

Then he heard no more.

Open the door, Jerrold! he cried impatiently. Dont play the fool. Whats the matter, old chap?

Funny — very funny — isnt it! Thomasson exclaimed, his brows knit in mystification.

Most curious, declared Sainsbury, now thoroughly anxious. How long was Mr Trustram here?

He dined out with the doctor — at Princes, I think — and they came back together about half-past nine. While Mr Trustram was here he was on the telephone twice or three times. Once he was rung up by Mr Lewin Rodwell.

Mr Lewin Rodwell! echoed Sainsbury. Did you happen to hear anything of their conversation?

Well, not much, sir, was the servants discreet reply. I answered the phone at first, and it was Mr Rodwell speaking. He told me who he was, and then asked if Mr Trustram was with the doctor. I said he was, and at once went and called him.

Did Mr Trustram appear to be on friendly terms with Mr Rodwell? asked the young man eagerly.

Oh! quite. I heard Mr Trustram laughing over the phone, and saying All right — yes, I quite understand. Its awfully good of you to make the suggestion. I think it excellent. Ill propose it to-morrow — yes, at the club to-morrow at four.

Suggestion? What suggestion had Lewin Rodwell made to that official of the Transport Department — Lewin Rodwell, of all men!

Jack Sainsbury stood before that locked door, for the moment unable to think. He was utterly dumbfounded.

Those words he had heard in the boardroom in the City that afternoon had burned themselves deeply into his brain. Lewin Rodwell was, it seemed, a personal friend of Charles Trustram, the well-known and trusted official to whose push-and-go the nation had been so deeply indebted — the man who had transported so many hundreds of thousands of our Expeditionary Force across the Channel, with all their guns, ammunition and equipment, without a single mishap. It was both curious and startling. What could it all mean?

Thomasson again hammered upon the stout old-fashioned door of polished mahogany.

Speak, sir! Do speak! he implored. Are you all right?

Still there was no reply.

He may have fainted! Jack suggested. Something may have happened to him!

I hope not, sir, replied the man very anxiously. Ill just run outside and see whether the window is open. If so, we might get a ladder.

The man dashed downstairs and out into the street, but a moment later he returned breathlessly, saying — 

No. Both windows are closed, just as I closed them at dusk. And the curtains are drawn; not a chink of light is showing through. All we can do, I fear, is to force the door.

You are quite sure hes in the room?

Positive, sir.

Did you see him after Mr Trustram left?

No, I didnt. I let Mr Trustram out, and as he wished me good-night he hailed a passing taxi, and then I went down and read the evening paper. I always have it after the doctors finished with it.

Well, Thomasson, what is to be done? asked Sainsbury, essentially a young man of action. We must get into this room — and at once. I dont like the present aspect of things a bit.

Neither do I, sir. Below Ive got the jemmy we use for opening packing-cases. We may be able to force the door with that.

And once again the tall, thin, wiry man disappeared below. Jack Sainsbury did not see how the man, when he had disappeared into the basement, stood in the kitchen his face blanched to the lips and his thin hands trembling.

It was only at the moment when Thomasson was alone that his marvellous self-possession forsook him. On the floor above he remained cool, collected, anxious, and perfectly unruffled. Below, and alone, the cook and housemaid not having returned, they being out for a late evening at the theatre, a craven fear possessed him.

It would have been quite evident to the casual observer that the man, Thomasson, possessed some secret fear of what had occurred in the brief interval between Mr Trustrams departure and Sainsburys arrival. Tall and pale-faced, he stood in the big basement kitchen, with its rows of shining plated covers and plate-racks, motionless and statuesque: his head upon his breast, his teeth set, his cheeks as white as paper.

But only for a moment. A second later he drew a deep breath, nerved himself with a superhuman effort, and then, opening a cupboard, took out a steel tool with an axe-head at one end and a curved and pronged point at the other — very much like a burglars jemmy. Such a tool was constructed for strong leverage, and, quite cool as before, he carried it up the two flights of stairs to where Jack stood before the locked door, eager and impatient.

Sainsbury, being the younger of the pair, took it, and inserting the flat chisel-like end into the slight crevice between the stout polished door and the lintel, worked it in with leverage, endeavouring to break the lock from its fastening.

This proved unsuccessful, for, after two or three attempts, the woodwork of the lintel suddenly splintered and gave way, leaving the door locked securely as before.

Time after time he tried, but with no other result than breaking away the lintel of the door.

What mystery might not be contained in that locked room?

His hands trembled with excitement and nervousness. Once he had thought of summoning the police by telephone, but such an action might, he thought, for certain reasons which he knew, annoy his friend the doctor, therefore he hesitated.

Probably Jerrold had fainted, and as soon as they could get at him he would recover and be quite right again. He knew how strenuously he had worked of late at Guys, in those wards filled with wounded soldiers. Only two days before, Jerrold had told him, in confidence, that he very much feared a nervous breakdown, and felt that he must get away and have a brief rest.

Because of that, Sainsbury believed that his friend had fainted after his hard day at the hospital, and that as soon as they could reach him all would be well.

But why had he locked the door of his den? For what reason had he desired privacy as soon as Trustram had left him?

Again and again both of them used the steel lever upon the door, until at last, taking it from Thomassons hands, Jack placed the bright curved prong half-way between the lock and the ground and, with a well-directed blow, he threw his whole weight upon it.

There was a sharp snap, a crackling of wood, the door suddenly flew back into the room, and the young man, carried by the impetus of his body, fell headlong forward upon the dark red carpet within.


Chapter Four.

His Dying Words.
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WHEN JACK RECOVERED himself he scrambled to his feet and gazed around.

The sight which met both their eyes caused them ejaculations of surprise, for, near the left-hand window, the heavy plush curtains of which were drawn, Dr Jerrold was lying, face downwards and motionless, his arms outstretched over his head.

Quite near lay his pet briar pipe, which had fallen suddenly from his mouth, showing that he had been in the act of smoking as, in crossing the room, he had been suddenly stricken.

Without a word, both Sainsbury and Thomasson fell upon their knees and lifted the prostrate form. The limbs were warm and limp, yet the white face, with the dropped jaw and the aimless, staring eyes, was horrible to behold.

Surely hes not dead, sir! gasped the manservant anxiously, in an awed voice.

I hope not, was Sainsburys reply. If so, theres a mystery here that we must solve. Then, bending to him, he shook him slightly and cried, Jerome! Jerome! Speak to me. Jack Sainsbury!

Ill get some water, suggested Thomasson, and, springing up, he crossed the room to where, upon a side-table, stood a great crystal bowl full of flowers. These he cast aside, and, carrying the bowl across, dashed water into his masters face.

Sainsbury, who had the doctors head raised upon his knee, shook him and repeated his appeal, yet the combined efforts of the pair failed to arouse the prostrate man.

What can have happened? queried Jack, gazing into the wide-open, staring eyes of his friend, as he pulled his limp body towards him and examined his hands.

Its a mystery, sir — aint it? remarked Thomasson.

One thing is certain — that the attack was very sudden. Look at his pipe! Its still warm. He was smoking when, of a sudden, he must have collapsed.

Ill ring up Sir Houston Bird, over in Cavendish Square. Hes the doctors greatest friend, suggested Thomasson, and next moment he disappeared to speak to the well-known pathologist, leaving Sainsbury to gaze around the room of mystery.

It was quite evident that something extraordinary had occurred there in the brief quarter of an hour which had elapsed between Mr Trustrams departure and Jacks arrival. But what had taken place was a great and inscrutable mystery.

Sainsbury recollected that strange metallic click he had heard so distinctly. Was it the closing of the window? Had someone escaped from the room while he had been so eagerly trying to gain entrance there?

He gazed down into his friends white, drawn face — a weird, haggard countenance, with black hair. The eyes stared at him so fixedly that he became horrified.

He bent to his friends breast, but could detect no heart-beats. He snatched up a big silver photograph frame from a table near and held it close to the doctors lips, but upon the glass he could discover no trace of breath.

Was he dead? Surely not.

Yet the suggestion held him aghast. The hands were still limp and warm, the cheeks warm, the white brow slightly damp. And yet there was no sign of respiration, so inert and motionless was he.

He was in well-cut evening clothes, with a fine diamond sparkling in his well-starched shirt-front. Jerome Jerrold had always been well-dressed, and even though he had risen to that high position in the medical profession, he had always dressed even foppishly, so his traducers had alleged.

Jack Sainsbury unloosed the black satin cravat, tore off his collar, and opened his friends shirt at the throat. But it was all of no avail. There was no movement — no sign of life.

A few moments later Thomasson came back in breathless haste.

Ive spoken to Sir Houston, sir, he said. Hes on his way round in a taxi.

Then both men gazed on the prostrate form which Sainsbury supported, and as they did so there slowly came a faint flush into the doctors face. He drew a long breath, gasped for a second, and his eyes relaxed as he turned his gaze upon his friend. His right arm moved, and his hand gripped Sainsburys arm convulsively.

For a few moments he looked straight into his friends face inquiringly, gazing intently, first as though he realised nothing, and then in slow recognition.

Why, its Jack! he gasped, recognising his friend. You — I — I felt a sudden pain — so strange, and in an instant I — ah! I — I wonder — save me — I — I — ah! how far off you are! No — no! dont leave me — dont. I — Ive been shot — shot! — I know I have — ah! what pain — what agony! I—

And, drawing a long breath, he next second fell back into Sainsburys arms like a stone.

Ten minutes later a spruce, young-looking, clean-shaven man entered briskly with Thomasson, who introduced him as Sir Houston Bird.

In a moment he was full of concern regarding his friend Jerrold, and, kneeling beside the couch whereon Sainsbury and Thomasson had placed him, quickly made an examination.

Gone! Im afraid, he said at last, in a low voice full of emotion, as he critically examined the eyes.

Jack Sainsbury then repeated his friends strange words, whereupon the great pathologist — the expert whose evidence was sought by the Home Office in all mysteries of crime — exclaimed — 

The whole affair is certainly a mystery. Poor Jerrold is dead, without a doubt. But how did he die?

Thomasson explained in detail Mr Trustrams departure, and how, a quarter of an hour later, Sainsbury had arrived.

The doctor had never before, to my knowledge, locked this door, he went on. I heard him cheerily wishing Mr Trustram good-night as he came down the stairs, and I heard him say that he was not to fail to call to-morrow night at nine, as they would then carry the inquiry further.

What inquiry? asked Sir Houston quickly.

Ah! sir — that, of course, I dont know, was the servants response. My master seemed in the highest of spirits. I just caught sight of him at the head of the stairs, smoking his pipe as usual after his days work.

The great pathologist knit his brows and cast down his head thoughtfully. He was a man of great influence, the head of his profession — for, being the expert of the Home Office, his work, clever, ingenious, and yet cool and incisive, was to lay the accusing finger upon the criminal.

Hardly a session passed at the Old Bailey but Sir Houston Bird appeared in the witness box, spruce in his morning-coat, and presenting somewhat the appearance of a bank-clerk; yet, in his cold unemotional words, he explained to the jury the truth as written plainly by scientific investigation. Many murderers had been hanged upon his words, always given with that strange, deliberate hesitation, and yet words — that could never, for a moment, be shaken by counsel for the defence.

Indeed, long ago defending counsel had given up cross-examination on any evidence presented by Sir Houston Bird, who had at his service the most expert chemists and analysts which our time could produce.

This is a mystery, exclaimed the great expert, gazing upon the body of his friend with his big grey eyes. Do you tell me that he was actually locked in here?

Yes, Sir Houston, replied Thomasson. Curious — most curious, exclaimed the great pathologist, as though speaking to himself. Then, addressing Sainsbury, after the latter had been speaking, he said: The poor fellow declared that hed been shot. Is that so?

Yes. He said that he felt a sudden and very sharp pain, and the words he used were, Ive been shot! I know I have!

And yet there appears no trace of any wound, or injury, Sir Houston remarked, much puzzled.

Both windows and door were secured from the inside, therefore no assassin could possibly escape, sir, declared Thomasson. I suppose theres no one concealed here in the room? he added, glancing apprehensively around.

In a few moments the three men had examined every nook and corner of the apartment — the two long cupboards, beneath the table, behind the heavy plush curtains and the chenille portière. But nobody was in concealment.

The whole affair was a profound mystery.

Sir Houston, dark-eyed and thoughtful, gazed down upon the body of his friend.

Sainsbury and Thomasson had already removed Jerrolds coat, and were searching for any bullet-wound. But there was none. Again Sir Houston inquired what the dying man had actually said, and again Sainsbury repeated the disjointed words which the prostrate man had gasped with his dying breath.

To the pathologist it was quite clear first that Jerome Jerrold believed he had been shot; secondly that no second person could have entered the room, and thirdly that the theory of assassination might be at once dismissed.

I think that poor Jerrold has died a natural death — sudden and painful, for if he had been shot some wound would most certainly show, Sir Houston remarked.

There will have to be an inquest, wont there? asked Sainsbury.

Of course. And, Thomasson, you had better ring up the police at once and inform them of the facts, urged Sir Houston, who, turning again to Sainsbury, added: At the post-mortem we shall, of course, quickly establish the cause of death.

Again he bent, and with his forefinger drew down the dead mans nether lip.

Curious, he remarked, as though speaking to himself, as he gazed into the white, distorted face. By the symptoms I would certainly have suspected poisoning. Surely he cant have committed suicide!

And he glanced eagerly around the room, seeking to discover any bottle, glass, or cup that could have held a fatal draught.

I dont see anything which might lead us to such a conclusion, Sir Houston, answered Sainsbury.

But he may have swallowed it in tablet form, the other suggested.

Ah! yes. I never thought of that!

His dying words were hardly the gasping remarks of a suicide.

Unless he wished to conceal the fact that he had taken his own life? remarked Sainsbury.

If he committed suicide, then he will probably have left some message behind him. They generally do, Sir Houston said; whereupon both men crossed to the writing-table, which, neat and tidy, betrayed the well-ordered life its owner had led.

An electric lamp with a shade of pale green silk was burning, and showed that the big padded writing-chair had recently been occupied. Though nothing lay upon the blotting pad, there were, in the rack, three letters the man now dead had written and stamped for post. Sainsbury took them and glanced at the addresses.

Had we not better examine them? he suggested; and, Sir Houston consenting, he tore them open one after the other and quickly read their contents. All three, however, were professional letters to patients.

Next they turned their attention to the waste-paper basket. In it were a number of letters which Jerrold had torn up and cast away. Thomasson having gone to the telephone to inform the police of the tragic affair, the pair busied themselves in piecing together the various missives and reading them.

All were without interest — letters such as a busy doctor would receive every day. Suddenly, however, Sainsbury spread out before him some crumpled pieces of cartridge-paper which proved to be the fragments of a large strong envelope which had been torn up hurriedly and discarded.

There were words on the envelope in Jerrolds neat handwriting, and in ink which was still blue in its freshness. As Sainsbury put them together he read, to his astonishment:

Private. For my friend Mr John Sainsbury, of Heath Street, Hampstead. Not to be opened until one year after my death.

Sir Houston, attracted by the cry of surprise which escaped Sainsburys lips, looked over his shoulder and read the words.

Ah! he sighed. Suicide! I thought he would leave something!


Chapter Five.

Certain Curious Facts.
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BOTH MEN SEARCHED eagerly through the drawers of the writing-table to see if the dead man had left another envelope addressed to his friend. Two of the drawers were locked, but these they opened with the key which they found upon poor Jerrolds watch-chain which he was wearing.

Some private papers, accounts and ledgers, were in the drawers, but the envelope of which they were in search they failed to discover.

It seemed evident that Jerome Jerrold had written the envelope in which he had enclosed a letter, but, on reflection, he had torn it up. Though the crumpled fragments of the envelope were there, yet the letter — whatever it might have been — was missing. And their careful examination of the waste-paper basket revealed nothing, whereupon Sir Houston Bird remarked — 

He may, of course, have changed his mind, and burned it, after all!

Perhaps he did, Jack agreed. But I wonder what could have been the message he wished to give me a year after his death? Why not now?

People who take their own lives sometimes have curious hallucinations. I have known many. Suicide is a fascinating, if very grim study.

Then you really think this is a case of suicide?

I can, I fear, give no opinion until after the post-mortem, Mr Sainsbury, was Sir Houstons guarded reply, his face grave and thoughtful.

But it is all so strange, so remarkable, exclaimed the younger man. Why did he tell me that hed been shot, if he hadnt?

Because to you, his most intimate friend, he perhaps, as you suggested, wished to conceal the fact that he had been guilty of the cowardly action of taking his own life, was the reply.

It is a mystery — a profound mystery, declared Jack Sainsbury. Jerome dined with Mr Trustram, and the latter came back here with him. Meanwhile, Mr Lewin Rodwell was very anxious concerning him. Why? Was Rodwell a friend of Jeromes? Do you happen to know that?

I happen to know to the contrary, declared the great pathologist. Only a week ago we met at Charing Cross Hospital, and some chance remark brought up Rodwells name, when Jerrold burst forth angrily, and declared most emphatically that the man who posed as such a patriotic Englishman would, one day, be unmasked and exposed in his true colours. In confidence, he made an allegation that Lewin Rodwells real name was Ludwig Heitzman, and that he was born in Hanover. He had become a naturalised Englishman ten years ago in Glasgow, and had, by deed-poll, changed his name to Lewin Rodwell.

Jack Sainsbury stared the speaker full in the face.

Lewin Rodwell, the great patriot who, since the outbreak of war, had been in the forefront of every charitable movement, who had been belauded by the Press, and to whom the Prime Minister had referred in the most eulogistic terms in the House of Commons, was a German!

Thats utterly impossible, exclaimed Jack. He is one of the directors of the Ochrida Copper Corporation, in whose office I am. I know Mr Rodwell well. Theres no trace whatever of German birth about him.

Jerrold assured me that his real name was Heitzman, that he had been born of poor parents, and had been educated by an English shipping-agent in Hamburg, who had adopted him and sent him to England. On the Englishmans death he inherited about two thousand pounds, which he made the nucleus of his present fortune.

Thats all news to me, said Jack reflectively; and yet—

What? Do you know something regarding Rodwell then? inquired Sir Houston quickly.

No, he replied. Nothing very extraordinary. What you have just told me surprises me greatly.

Just as it surprised me. Yet, surely, his case is only one of many similar. Thousands of Germans have come here, and become naturalised Englishmen.

A German who becomes a naturalised Englishman is a traitor to his own country, while he poses as our friend. I contend that we have no use for traitors of any sort in England to-day, declared Jack vehemently; both men being still engaged in searching the dead mans room to discover the message which it appeared had been his intention to leave after his death. They had carefully examined the grate, but found no trace of any burnt paper. Yet, from the fact that a piece of red sealing-wax and a burnt taper lay upon the writing-table, it appeared that something had been recently sealed, though the torn envelope bore no seal.

If an envelope had been sealed, then where was it?

We shall, no doubt, be able to establish the truth of Jerrolds allegation by reference to the register of naturalised Germans kept at the Home Office, Sir Houston said at last.

Jack was silent for a few moments, and then answered:

That, I fear, may be a little difficult. Jerrold has often told me how it had been discovered that it was a favourite dodge of Germans, after becoming naturalised and changing their names by deed-poll, to adopt a second and rather similar name, in order to avoid any inquiry along the channel which you have just suggested. As an example, if Ludwig Heitzman became naturalised, then it is more than probable that when he changed his name by deed-poll he did not adopt the name of Lewin Rodwell, but something rather near it.

Very likely, was the great doctors remark.

Suddenly Jack Sainsbury paused and, facing his companion, said:

Look here, Sir Houston. In this tragic affair I believe theres something more than suicide. Thats my firm opinion. Reflect for one moment, and follow my suspicions. Poor Jerome, in addition to his profession, has for some years been unofficially assisting the Intelligence Department of the War Office. He was one of the keenest and cleverest investigators in England. He scented acts of espionage as a terrier does a rat, and by his efforts half a dozen, or so, dangerous spies have been arrested and punished. In a modest way I have been his assistant, and have helped to watch and follow suspected persons. Together, we have traced cases of petrol-running to the coast, investigated night-signalling in the southern counties, and other things, therefore I happen to know that he was keen on the work. Curious that he never told me of his grave suspicions regarding Mr Rodwell.

Perhaps he had a reason for concealing them from you, was the others reply.

But he was always so frank and open with me, because I believe that he trusted in my discretion to say nothing.

Probably he had not verified his facts, and intended to do so before revealing the truth to you.

Yes, he was most careful always to obtain corroboration of everything, before accepting it, was Jacks reply. But certainly what you have just told me arouses a grave suspicion.

Of what?

Well — that our poor friend, having gained knowledge of Lewin Rodwells birth and antecedents, may, in all probability, have probed further into his past and—

Into his present, I think more likely, exclaimed the great doctor. Ah! I quite see the line of your argument, he added quickly. You suggest that Rodwell may have discovered that Jerrold knew the truth, and that, in consequence, death came suddenly and unexpectedly — eh?

Jack Sainsbury nodded in the affirmative. But surely Trustram, who was one of Jerrolds most intimate friends, could not have had any hand in foul play! He was the last man who saw him alive. No, he went on. My own experience shows me that poor Jerrold has died of poisoning, and as nobody has been here, or could have escaped from the room, it must have been administered by his own hand.

But do you not discern the motive? cried Sainsbury. Rodwell has risen to a position of great affluence and notoriety. He is a bosom friend of Cabinet Ministers, and to him many secrets of State are confided. He, and his friend Sir Boyle Huntley, play golf with Ministers, and the name of Lewin Rodwell is everywhere to-day one to conjure with. He has, since the war, risen to be one of the most patriotic Englishmen — a man whose unselfish efforts are praised and admired from one end of Great Britain to another. Surely he would have become desperate if he had the least suspicion that Jerome Jerrold had discovered the truth, and intended to unmask him — as he had openly declared to you.

Yes, yes, I see, Sir Houston replied dubiously. If there were any traces of foul play I should at once be of the same opinion. But you see they do not exist.

Whether there are traces, or whether there are none, nothing will shake my firm opinion, and that is that poor Jerome has been assassinated, and the motive of the crime is what I have already suggested.

Very well; we shall clear it up at the post-mortem, was the doctors reply, while at that moment Thomasson re-entered, followed by a police-officer in plain clothes and two constables in uniform.

On their entry, Sainsbury introduced Sir Houston Bird, and told them his own name and that of his dead friend.

Then the officer of the local branch of the Criminal Investigation Department sat down at the dead mans writing-table and began to write in his note-book the story of the strange affair, as dictated by Jack.

Sir Houston also made a statement, this being followed by the man Thomasson, who detailed his masters movements prior to his death — as far as he knew them.

His master, he declared, had seemed in excellent spirits all day. He had seen patients in the morning, had lunched frugally at home, and had gone down to Guys in the car to see the wounded, as was his daily round. At six he had returned, dressed, and gone forth in a taxi to meet his friend, Mr Trustram of the Admiralty. They having dined together returned, and afterwards Mr Trustram had left and the doctor, smoking his pipe, had retired to his room to write. Nothing further was heard, Thomasson said, till the arrival of Mr Sainsbury, when the door of the room was found locked.

You heard no one enter the house — no sounds whatever? asked the detective inspector, Rees by name, a tall, clean-shaven, fresh-complexioned man, with rather curly hair.

I didnt hear a sound, was the servants reply. The others were all out, and, as a matter of fact, I was in the waiting-room, just inside the door, looking at the newspapers on the table. So I should have heard anyone go up or down the stairs.

Inspector Rees submitted Thomasson to a very searching cross-examination, but it was quite evident to all in the room that he knew nothing more than what he had already told. He and his wife had been in Dr Jerrolds service for eight years. His wife, until her death, a year ago, had acted as cook-housekeeper.

Did you ever know of Mr Lewin Rodwell visiting the doctor? asked Sir Houston.

Never, as far as I know, sir. He, of course, might have come to consult him professionally when Ive been out, and the maid has sometimes opened the door and admitted patients.

Have you ever heard Mr Rodwells name?

Only on the telephone to-night — and of course very often in the papers, replied the man.

Your master was very intimate with Mr Trustram? inquired the detective.

Oh yes. They first met about three months ago, and after that Mr Trustram came here several times weekly. The doctor went to stay at his country cottage near Dorking for the week-end, about a fortnight ago.

Did you ever discover the reason of those conferences? Jack Sainsbury asked. I mean, did you ever overhear any of their conversations?

Sometimes, sir. But not very often, was Thomassons discreet reply. They frequently discussed the war, and the spy-peril, in which — as you know — the doctor was actively interesting himself.

Upon Jack Sainsburys countenance a faint smile appeared. He now discerned the reason of the visits of that Admiralty official to the man who had been so suddenly and mysteriously stricken down.

He exchanged glances with Sir Houston, who, a moment before, had been searching a cigar cabinet which had hitherto escaped their notice.

At Reess suggestion, Jack Sainsbury went to the telephone and rang up Charles Trustram, to whom he briefly related the story of the tragic discovery.

Within twenty minutes Trustram arrived, and, to the detective, told the story of the events of the evening: how they had met by appointment at Princes Restaurant at half-past seven, had dined together, and then he had accompanied the doctor back to Wimpole Street about half-past nine, where they had sat smoking and chatting.

Jerrold seemed in quite good spirits over the result of an inquiry he had been making regarding a secret store of petrol established by the enemys emissaries somewhere on the Sussex coast, Mr Trustram explained. He had, he told me, disclosed it to the Intelligence Department, and they were taking secret measures to watch a certain barn wherein the petrol was concealed, and to arrest those implicated in the affair. He also expressed some anxiety regarding Mr Sainsbury, saying that he wished he could see him to-night. Then, turning to Jack, he added: At his request I rang up your flat at Hampstead, but you were not in.

Why did he wish to see me?

Ah! that I dont know. He told me nothing, was the Admiralty officials reply. While I was sitting here with him I was rung up three times — twice from my office, and once by a well-known man I had met for the first time that afternoon — Mr Lewin Rodwell.

At mention of Rodwell all present became instantly interested.

How did Mr Rodwell know that you were here? inquired the detective quickly. Thats a mystery. I did not tell him.

He might have rung up your house, and your servant may possibly have told him that you were dining with Jerrold, Sir Houston suggested.

That may be so. I will ask my man.

What did Mr Rodwell want? Rees asked.

He told me that he had that evening been in consultation with his friend Sir Boyle Huntley, and that, between them they had resolved to commence a propaganda for the internment of all alien enemies — naturalised as well as unnaturalised — and he asked whether I would meet them at the club to-morrow afternoon to discuss the scheme. To this I readily consented. When I returned to this room I found the doctor in the act of sealing an envelope. After he had finished he gave the envelope to me, saying This will be safer in your care than in mine, my dear Trustram. Will you please keep it in your safe? I consented, of course, and as I took it I saw that it was a private letter addressed to Mr Sainsbury, with instructions that it was not to be opened till a year after his death.

Then you have the letter! cried Jack excitedly.

Yes, I have it at home, replied Mr Trustram; who, proceeding, said: At first I was greatly surprised at being given such a letter, and chaffingly remarked that I hoped he wouldnt die just yet; whereat he laughed, refilled his pipe and declared that life was, after all, very uncertain. I want my friend Sainsbury to know something — but not before a year after Im gone. You understand, Trustram. I give you this, and you, on your part, will give me your word of honour that, whatever occurs, you will safely guard it, and not allow it to be opened till a year has elapsed after my death. He seemed to have suddenly grown serious, and I confess I was not a little surprised at his curious change of manner.

Did it strike you at all that he might be contemplating suicide?

No, not in the least. Such an idea never entered my head. I regarded his action just as that of a man who makes his will — thats all. I took the envelope and, about five minutes later, left him, as I had been called down to the Admiralty upon an urgent matter.

A quarter of an hour afterwards Mr Sainsbury called and we could not get into the room, Thomasson remarked. That is all we know.


Chapter Six.

Reveals the Victim.
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THREE DAYS HAD passed.

The coroners inquiry had been duly held into the death of Dr Jerome Jerrold, and medical evidence, including that of the deceaseds friend, Sir Houston Bird, had been called. This evidence showed conclusively that Sir Houston had been right in his conjecture, from the convulsed appearance of the body and other signs, that poor Jerrold had died of poisoning by strychnine. Therefore the proceedings were brief, and a verdict was returned of Suicide while temporarily insane.

No mention was made of the sealed letter left with Mr Trustram, for in a case of that distressing nature the coroner is always ready to make the inquiry as short as possible.

Jack Sainsbury, who had been granted leave by Mr Charlesworth, the managing-director, to attend the inquest upon his friend, returned to the City in a very perturbed state of mind.

He sat at his desk on that grey December afternoon, unable to attend to the correspondence before him, unable to fix his mind upon business, unable to understand the subtle ramifications of the cleverly conceived and dastardly plot, the key of which he had discovered by those few words he had overheard between the Chairman of the Board and his close friend, the great Lewin Rodwell.

He was wondering whether his dead friends allegation that Rodwell was none other than Ludwig Heitzman was really the truth. Sir Houston Bird had promised to institute inquiry at the Alien department of the Home Office, yet, only that day he had heard that the official of whom inquiry must be made actually bore a German name. The taint of the Teuton seemed, alas! over everything, notwithstanding the public resentment apparent up and down the whole country, and the formation of leagues and unions to combat the activity of the enemy in our midst.

Jack Sainsbury disagreed with the verdict of suicide. Jerome Jerrold was surely not the man to take his own life by swallowing strychnine. Yet why had he left behind that puzzling and mysterious message which Charles Trustram, having given his word of honour to his friend, refused to be opened for another year?

The will had been found deposited with his solicitor — a will which left the sum of eighteen-odd thousand pounds to my friend and assistant in many confidential matters, Mr John Sainsbury, of Heath Street, Hampstead.

As far as it went that was gratifying to Jack. It rendered him independent of the Ochrida Copper Corporation, and the strenuous driving-power, as it is termed in the City, of Charlesworth, the sycophant of Sir Boyle Huntley and his fellow directors. The whole office knew that Huntley and Rodwell, brought in during days of peace to reorganise the Company upon a sound financial basis, were gradually getting all the power into their own hands, as they had done in other companies. The lives of that pair were one huge money-getting adventure.

In the office strange things were whispered. But Jack alone knew the truth.

The most irritating fact to him was that Jerome Jerrold, just as he had discovered Rodwells birth and masquerading, had died.

Why?

Why had Lewin Rodwell rung up his new friend, Trustram, just before poor Jeromes death? Why had Jerome asked to see his friend Sainsbury so particularly on that night? Why had he locked his door and taken his life at the very moment when he should have lived to face and denounce the man who, while an alien enemy, was posing as a loyal subject of Great Britain?

Of these and other things — things which he had discussed on the previous night with Elise — he was thinking deeply, when a lad entered saying:

Mr Charles worth wants to see you, sir. He rose from his chair and ascended in the lift to the next floor. On entering the managers room he found Mr Charlesworth, the catspaw of Sir Boyle, seated in his padded chair, smoking a good cigar.

Oh — er — Sainsbury. Im rather sorry to call you in, but the directors have decided that as you are of military age they are compelled, from patriotic motives, to suggest to you that you should join the army, as so many of the staff here have done. Dont you think it is your duty?

Jack Sainsbury looked the manager straight in the face.

Yes, he said, with a curious smile. I quite agree. It certainly is my duty to resign and take my part in the defence of the country. But, he added, I think it is somewhat curious that the directors have taken this step — to ask me to resign. Charlesworth, an estimable man, and beloved by the whole of the staff of the company at home and abroad, hesitated a moment, and then replied:

Unfortunately I am only here to carry out the orders of the directors, Sainsbury. You have been a most reliable and trusted servant of the company, and I shall be only too pleased to write you a good testimonial. You will have half-pay during the time you are absent, of course, as the others have.

Well, if I leave the Ochrida Copper Corporation, as the directors have practically dismissed me, I require no half-pay — nothing whatever, he answered, with a grim smile. I part from you and from the company, Mr Charlesworth, with the very kindest and most cordial recollections; but I wish you, please, to give my compliments to the directors and say that, as they wish me to leave and act in the interests of my country, I shall do so, refusing to accept the half of my salary which they, in their patriotism, have so generously offered me.

Charlesworth was a little puzzled by this speech. It was unexpected. The steady, hardworking clerk, who had been so reliable, and whom he had greatly esteemed, might easily have met his suggestion with resentment. Indeed, he had expected him to do so. But, on the contrary, Sainsbury seemed even eager to retire from the service of the company.

Charlesworth was, of course, ignorant of the conditions of Dr Jerrolds will, or of those words Jack Sainsbury had overheard as he had entered the boardroom. Vernon Charlesworth had been a servant of the Ochrida Copper Corporation ever since its formation eighteen years ago — long before the new blood represented by the Huntley-Rodwell combination had been brought into it. From the first inception of the company the public, who had put their modest savings into it, had lost their money. Yet recently, by the bombastic and optimistic speeches of Sir Boyle Huntley at the Cannon Street Hotel, and the self-complacent smiles of Lewin Rodwell at the meetings, confidence had been inspired, and it was still a going concern — one which, if the truth be told, Huntley and Rodwell were working to get into their own hands.

Of course I am really very sorry to part with you, Sainsbury, the manager said, leaning back in his chair and looking at him. Youve been a most trustworthy servant, yet I, of course, have to abide by the decision of the board.

Jack Sainsbury smiled.

No, please dont apologise, Mr Charlesworth, he said, with a faint smile. I daresay I shall soon find some other employment more congenial to me.

I hope so, replied the manager, peering at the young man through his horn-rimmed glasses — a style affected in official circles. Nowadays, with so many men at the front, it is not really a difficult matter to find a post in the City. It seems to me that the slacker has the best of it.

Im not a slacker, though you may think I am, Mr Charlesworth, cried Jack, reddening. A month after war was declared I went to the recruiting office fully prepared to enlist. But, unfortunately, they rejected me as medically unfit.

Did they? exclaimed the other in surprise. You never told us that!

Was it necessary? I merely tried to do my duty. But— and he paused, and then, in a meaning voice, he added: If I cant do my duty out in the trenches, I can at least do it here, at home.

If it is true that youve been already rejected as unfit, exclaimed Charlesworth, I daresay I might induce the directors to reconsider their decision.

No, sir, was Sainsburys proud reply. I will not trouble you to do that. It is quite apparent that, for some unknown reason, they wish to dismiss me. Therefore I consider myself dismissed — and, to tell you the truth, I dont regret it. But, before I go, I would like to thank you and the staff for all the kindness and consideration shown to me during my illness a year ago.

Then you refuse to stay? asked Charlesworth, rather puzzled, for he held Sainsbury in high esteem.

Yes. Before dismissing me I consider that the directors should have inquired whether I had tried to enlist, he answered resentfully.

Then I suppose there is no more to say. Shall you remain till the end of the week?

No, sir. I intend to go now. It would not, I think, be a very happy seven days for me if I remained, would it?

Charlesworth sighed. He was sorry to lose the services of such a bright, shrewd and clever young man.

Very well, he replied regretfully. If that is really so, Sainsbury, I must wish you good-bye, and with frankness he stretched forth his hand, which the young man took, and then turned on his heel and left the managers room.

While Jack Sainsbury was on his way through the bustle of Gracechurch Street, Lewin Rodwell, who had been upstairs at a meeting of the board, descended and entered Charlesworths room, closing the door after him.

Well, he asked carelessly, after chatting upon several important business matters, have you spoken yet to young Sainsbury?

Yes. And hes gone.

Lewin Rodwell drew a sigh of relief.

He ought to enlist — a smart, athletic fellow like that! Such men are just what England wants to-day, Charlesworth. I hope you gave him a good hint — eh?

I did. But it seems that he has already endeavoured to enlist, but was rejected — a defective arm.

Lewin Rodwell was silent — but only for a few seconds.

Well, never mind; hes gone. We must reduce the staff — it is quite imperative in these days. What about those six others? Staff reduction will mean increased profits, you know.

They all have notice. Im sorry about Carew. He has an invalid wife and seven children. His salary is only two pounds fifteen.

Im afraid we cant help that, Charlesworth, replied the man who posed in the West End as the great self-denying patriot who hobnobbed with, Cabinet Ministers. We must reduce the staff, if were going to pay a dividend. Hell get work — munition-making or something. Sentiment is out of place in these war-days.

And yet, only two days before, the speaker had made a brilliant speech at a Mansion House meeting in which he had beaten the patriotic drum loudly, and appealed to all employers of labour to increase wages because of the serious rise in food-prices. Charlesworth knew this, but made no remark. It was not to his interest to thwart the great Lewin Rodwell, or his place-seeking sycophant Sir Boyle Huntley, who had been put by his friend into the position he now held.

Truly the City is a strange, complex world of unpatriotic, hard-hearted money-seeking — a world where the Anglo-German or the swindling financier waxes rich quickly, and where the God-fearing Englishman goes to a Rowton House ousted by the peaceful penetration of our dear kind friends the Germans.

Those who have known the City for the past ten years or so know full well — ay, they know, alas! too well — the way in which Germany has prepared us for the financial aspect of the war. In the light of current events much has been made plain that was hitherto shrouded in mystery. We have seen plainly the subtle methods of the enemy.

Lewin Rodwell and his catspaw, Sir Boyle, were only typical of dozens of others in that little area from Temple Bar to Aldgate, the men who were working for Germany both prior to the war and after.

Charlesworth, to do him full credit, was an honest Englishman. Yet such a man was bound to be employed by our enemies as a safeguard against inquiry, and in order to avert suspicion. City men, like Charlesworth, might be patriotic to the backbone, yet when it became a matter of choosing between bread-and-cheese and starvation, as in his own case, the matter of living at Wimbledon on two thousand a year appealed to him, in preference to cold mutton and lodgings in Bloomsbury.

Germans, with or without assumed English names, controlled our finances, our professions, our hotels, nay, our very lives, wherefore it was hardly surprising that we were unable, in the first few months of war, to rid ourselves of that disease known as German measles.

I must say Im sorry about Carew, remarked Charlesworth. Hes been with us ever since the formation of the Company — and you recollect we sent him abroad two years ago upon the Elektra deal. He made a splendid bargain — one that has brought us over twenty thousand pounds.

And he was paid a bonus of twenty-pounds, wasnt he? snapped Rodwell impatiently. Surely that was enough?

But really I think we should keep him; he is very valuable.

No, Charlesworth. Let him go. Give him the best of references, if you like. But we must cut down expenses, if you and I are to live at all.

We must live at the expense of these poor devils, I suppose, remarked Charlesworth, with a slight sigh.

Truth to tell, he could not express his repugnance.

Yes. Surely we are the masters. And capital must live! was the others hard reply. But where is Sainsbury going? Rodwell inquired quickly. What does he intend doing?

I have no idea, the manager said. He behaved most mysteriously when I told him that his services were no longer required.

Mysteriously! exclaimed Rodwell, starting and looking straight across at his companion. How?

Well, he expressed undisguised pleasure at leaving us — thats all.

What did he say? asked Lewin Rodwell, in an instant deeply interested. Tell me exactly what transpired. I have a reason — a very strong reason — for ascertaining. Tell me, he urged, with an eagerness which was quite unusual to him. Tell me the whole facts.


Chapter Seven.

The Spiders Web.
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THREE WEEKS WENT past — dark, breathless weeks in Englands history.

Jack Sainsbury, keeping the knowledge to himself, spent many deep and thoughtful hours over his friends tragic end. Several times he suggested to Mr Trustram that, in order to clear up the mystery, the sealed letter should be opened. But Trustram — having given his word of honour to the dead man — argued, and quite rightly, that there was no mystery regarding Jerrolds death. He had simply committed suicide.

Rodwell and Charles Trustram had, by this time, become very friendly. The latter had been introduced to Sir Boyle Huntley, and the pair had soon introduced the Admiralty official into a higher circle of society than he had ever before attained. Indeed, within a few weeks Rodwell, prime mover of several patriotic funds, had become Trustrams bosom friend. So intimate did they become that they frequently played golf together at Sunningdale, Berkhampstead or Walton Heath, on such occasions when Trustram could snatch an hour or so of well-earned recreation from the Admiralty; and further, on two occasions Sir Boyle had given him very valuable financial tips — advice which had put into his pocket a very considerable sum in hard cash.

Admiralty officials are not too well paid for their splendid and untiring work, therefore to Charles Trustram this unexpected addition to his income was truly welcome.

The establishment of Lady Betty Kenworthys Anti-Teutonic Alliance had caused a wave of indignant hatred of the German across the country, and hence it was receiving universal support. It aimed at the internment of all Germans, both naturalised and unnaturalised, at the drastic rooting out of the German influence in our officialdom, and the ousting of all persons who, in any sphere of life, might possess German connections by blood or by marriage.

While Trustram was, of course, debarred, on account of his official position, from open sympathy with the great movement, Lewin Rodwell and Sir Boyle went up and down the country addressing great and enthusiastic audiences and denouncing in violent terms the subtle influence of the enemy in our midst.

Jack Sainsbury watched all this in grim silence. What he had overheard in the boardroom of the Ochrida Copper Corporation rang ever in his ears.

More than once he had sat in Sir Houston Birds quiet, sombre consulting-room, and the pair had discussed the situation. Both agreed that the clever masquerade being played by Rodwell and his baroneted puppet was, though entertaining, yet a highly dangerous one. But without being in possession of hard, indisputable facts, how could they act? The British public had hailed Lewin Rodwell as a fine specimen of the truly patriotic Englishman, little dreaming him to be a wolf in sheeps-clothing. To all and every charitable appeal he subscribed readily, and to his small, snug house in Bruton Street came many of the highest in the land. Alas! that we always judge a man by his coat, his cook, his smiles and his glib speeches. Put a dress-suit upon the biggest scoundrel who ever stood in the dock at the Old Bailey — from Smith who murdered his brides in baths downwards — and he would pass as what the world calls a gentleman.

One evening in December — the ninth, to be exact — there had been a big dinner-party at Sir Boyles, in Berkeley Square, and afterwards Trustram had accompanied Rodwell home to Bruton Street in a taxi for a smoke.

As the pair — the spider and the fly — sat together before the fire in the small, cosy room at the back of the house which the financier used as his own den, their conversation turned upon a forthcoming meeting at the Mansion House, which it was intended to hold in order to further arouse the Home Office to a true sense of the danger of allowing alien enemies to be at liberty.

I intend to speak quite openly and plainly upon the subject, declared Rodwell, leaning back in his chair and blowing a cloud of cigar-smoke from his lips. The time has now passed for polite speeches. If we are to win this war we must no longer coddle the enemy with Donnington Hall methods. The authorities know full well that there are hundreds of spies among us to-day, and yet they deliberately close their eyes to them. To me their motto seems, Dont aggravate the Germans. They are such dear good people. The whole comedy would be intensely humorous — a rollicking farce — if it were not so terribly pathetic. Therefore, at the meeting, I intend to warn the Government that if some strong measure is not adopted, and at once, the people themselves will rise and take matters into their own hands. Therell be rioting soon, if something is not done — thats my firm conviction, and in his dark eyes was a keen, earnest look, as he waved his white hand emphatically. Truly, Lewin Rodwell was a clever actor, and the line he had taken was, surely, sufficiently bold to remove from him any suspicion of German birth, or of double-dealing.

Yes, I quite agree, declared Trustram enthusiastically. We know well enough at the Admiralty that the most confidential information leaks out to the enemy almost daily, and—

And what can you expect, my dear fellow, when we have so many Germans and naturalised Germans here in our midst? cried Rodwell, interrupting. Intern the whole lot — thats my idea.

With that I entirely agree, exclaimed Trustram, of course believing fully in his friends whole-hearted sincerity. There are far too many Germans in high places, and while they occupy them we shall never be able to combat their craftiness — never! Lewin Rodwell fixed his cold, keen eyes upon the speaker, and smiled inwardly with satisfaction.

My poor friend Dr Jerrold held exactly similar views, Trustram went on. Dear old Jerrold! He was ever active in hunting out spies. He assisted our Secret Service in a variety of ways and, by dint of diligent and patient inquiry, discovered many strange things.

Did he ever really discover any spies? asked Rodwell in a rather languid voice.

Yes, several. I happen to know one case — that of a man who collected certain information. The documents were found on him, together with a pocket-book which contained a number of names and addresses of German secret agents in England. Rodwell instantly became interested.

Did he? What became of the book? That surely ought to be most valuable to the authorities — eh?

It has been, I believe. But, of course, all inquiries of that nature are done by the War Office, so I only know the facts from Jerrold himself. He devoted all the time he could snatch from his profession to the study of spies, and to actual spy-hunting.

And with good results — eh? Poor fellow! He was very alert. His was a sad end. Suicide. I wonder why? asked Rodwell.

Who knows? remarked the other, shrugging his shoulders. We all of us have our skeletons in our cupboards. Possibly his might have been rather uglier than others?

Rodwell remained thoughtful. Mention of that pocket-book, of which Jerrold had obtained possession, caused him to ponder. That it was in the hands of the Intelligence Department was the reverse of comforting. He had known of the arrest of Otto Hartwig, alias Hart, who had, for many years before the war, carried on business in Kensington, but this was the first he had learnt that anything had been found upon the prisoner.

He endeavoured to gain some further details from Trustram, but the latter had but little knowledge.

All I know, he said, is that the case occupied poor Jerrold fully a month of patient inquiry and watchful vigilance. At last his efforts were rewarded, for he was enabled to follow the man down to Portsmouth, and actually watch him making inquiries there — gathering facts which he intended to transmit to the enemy.

How? asked Rodwell quickly.

Ah! thats exactly what we dont know. That there exists a rapid mode of transmitting secret intelligence across the North Sea is certain, replied the Admiralty official. Weve had illustrations of it, time after time. Between ourselves, facts which I thought were only known to myself — facts regarding the transport of troops across the Channel — have actually been known in Berlin in a few hours after I have made the necessary arrangements.

Are you quite certain of that? Rodwell asked, with sudden interest.

Absolutely. It has been reported back to us by our friends in Germany.

Then we do have friends in Germany? remarked Rodwell, with affected ignorance.

Oh, several, was the others reply. Then, in confidence, he explained how certain officers had volunteered to enter Germany, posing as American citizens and travelling from America with American passports. He mentioned two by name — Beeton and Fordyce.

The well-dressed man lolling in his chair, smoking as he listened, made a mental note of those names, and grinned with satisfaction at Trustrams indiscretions.

Yet, surely, the Admiralty official could not be blamed, for so completely had Lewin Rodwell practised the deception that he believed him to be a sterling Englishman, red-hot against the enemy and all his knavish devices.

I suppose you must be pretty busy at the Admiralty just now — eh? The official account of the Battle of the Falklands in to-nights papers is splendid reading. Sturdee gave Admiral von Spee a very nasty shock. I suppose we shall hear of some other naval successes in the North Sea soon — eh?

Trustram hesitated for a few seconds. Well, not just yet, was his brief reply.

Why do you say not yet? he asked with a laugh. Has the Admiralty some thrilling surprise in store for us? Your people are always so confoundedly mysterious.

We have to be discreet, laughed Trustram. In these days one never knows who is friend or foe.

Well, you know me well enough, Trustram, to be quite certain of my discretion. I never tell a soul any official information which may come to me — and I hear quite a lot from my Cabinet friends — as you may well imagine.

I do trust you, Mr Rodwell, his friend replied. If I did not, I should not have told you the many things I have regarding my own department.

Lewin Rodwell smoked on, his legs crossed, his right hand behind his head as he gazed at his friend.

Well, you arouse my curiosity when you say that the Admiralty have in store a surprise for us which we shall know later. Where is it to take place?

Again Charles Trustram hesitated. Then he answered, with some reluctance:

In the North Sea, I believe. A certain scheme has been arranged which will, we hope, prove effectual.

A trap, I suppose?

Trustram laughed faintly.

I didnt tell you so, remember, he said quickly.

Ah, I see! — a trap to draw the German Fleet north — up towards Iceland. Is my surmise correct?

Trustrams smile was a silent affirmative. This is indeed interesting, Rodwell exclaimed. I wont breathe a word to anyone. When is it to be?

Within a week.

You mean in a week. To-day is Wednesday — next Wednesday will be the sixteenth.

Again Trustram smiled, as Rodwell, with his shrewd intelligence, divined the truth.

Its all arranged — eh? And orders have been sent out to the Fleet? asked the financier.

Again Trustram laughingly replied, I didnt say so, but from his friends manner Lewin Rodwell knew that he had learnt the great and most valuable secret of the true intentions of the British Navy.

It was not the first piece of valuable information which he had wormed out of his official friends. So clever was he that he now pretended to be highly eager and enthusiastic over the probable result of the strategy.

Lets hope Von Tirpitz will fall into the trap, he said. Of course it will have to be very cunningly baited, if you are to successfully deceive him. Hes already shown himself to be an artful old bird.

Well — without giving anything away — I happen to know, from certain information passing through my hands, that the bait will be sufficiently tempting.

So we may expect to hear of a big naval battle about the sixteenth. I should say that it will, in all probability, be fought south of Iceland, somewhere off the Shetlands.

Well, that certainly is within the range of probability, was the others response. All I can tell you — and in the very strictest confidence, remember — is that the scheme is such a cleverly conceived one that I do not believe it can possibly fail.

And if it failed?

Well — if it failed, Trustram said, hesitating and speaking in a lower tone— if it failed, then no real harm would occur — only one thing perhaps: that the East Coast of England might be left practically unguarded for perhaps twelve hours or so. Thats all.

Well, that would not matter very much, so long as the enemy obtains no knowledge of the British Admirals intentions, remarked Lewin Rodwell, contemplating the end of his cigar and reflecting for a few seconds.

Then he blurted out:

Gad! thats jolly interesting. I shall wait for next Wednesday with all eagerness.

You wont breathe a word, will you? Remember, it was you who obtained the information by suggestion, Trustram said, with a good-humoured laugh.

Cant you really rely on me, my dear fellow, when I give you my word of honour as an Englishman to say nothing? he asked. I expect I am often in the know in secrets of the Cabinet, and I am trusted.

Very well, replied his friend. I accept your promise. Not a word must leak out. If it did, then all our plans would be upset, and possibly it would mean the loss of one, or more, of our ships. But you, of course, realise the full seriousness of it all.

I do, my dear Trustram — I do, was the reassuring answer. No single whisper of it shall pass my lips. That, I most faithfully promise you.


Chapter Eight.

Toilers of the North Sea.
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JUST AS IT was growing dark on the following evening, a powerful pale grey car, with cabriolet body, drew out of the yard of the quaint old Saracens Head Hotel at Lincoln, and, passing slowly through the town, set out on the straight, open road which led past Langworth station to Wragby, and on to Horncastle.

The occupant of the car, muffled up as though he were an invalid, had come in from London half an hour before, taken his tea in the coffee-room, and had resumed his journey, together with his smart, clean-shaven chauffeur.

Though he posed as an invalid at the Saracens Head, yet as soon as the car had left the town he threw off his thick muffler, opened his coat and drew a long sigh of relief.

Truth to tell, Mr Lewin Rodwell, whose photograph appeared so constantly in the picture-papers, was not over anxious to be seen in Lincoln, or, indeed, in that neighbourhood at all. With Penney, his trusted chauffeur — a man who, like himself, was a friend of Germany — he had set out from Bruton Street that morning, and all day they had sat side by side on their journey towards the Fens.

Many times, after chatting with Penney, he had lapsed into long spells of silence, during which time he had puffed vigorously at his cigar, and thought deeply.

Until, after about five miles, they passed Langworth station, they had been content with their side-lights, but soon they switched on the huge electric head-lamps, and then they put a move on, as Rodwell was anxious to get to his journeys end as quickly as possible.

Youll drop me, as usual, at the three roads beyond Mumby. Then go into Skegness and put up for the night. Meet me at the same spot to-morrow morning at seven-thirty.

Very well, sir, was the young mans obedient reply.

Lets see, remarked Rodwell. When we were up in this lonely, forsaken part of the country a week ago, where did you put up?

The last time in Louth, sir. The time before in Lincoln, and the time before that in Grimsby. I havent been in Skegness for a full month.

Then go there, and mind and keep your mouth shut tight!

I always do, sir.

Yes, it pays you to do so — eh? laughed Rodwell. But I confess, Penney, that Im getting heartily sick of this long journey, he sighed, compelled, as we are, to constantly go many miles out of our way in order to vary the route.

The road is all right in summer, sir, but it isnt pleasant on a cold stormy night like this — especially when youve got a two-mile walk at the end of it.

Thats just it. I hate that walk. Its so dark and lonely, along by that open dyke. Yet it has to be done; and, after all, the darker the night — perhaps the safer it is. Then he lapsed again into silence, while the car — well-driven by Penney, who was an expert driver — flew across the broad open fenlands, in the direction of the sea.

The December night was dark, with rain driving against and blurring the windscreen, in which was a small oblong hole in the glass, allowing Penney to see the long, lonely road before him. Passing the station at Horncastle, they continued through the town and then up over the hill on the Spilsby road and over the wide gloomy stretch until, about half-past seven oclock, after taking a number of intricate turns up unfrequented fen-roads, they found themselves passing through a small, lonely, ill-lit village. Beyond this place, called Orby, they entered another wide stretch of those low-lying marshes which border the North Sea on the Lincolnshire coast, marshes intersected by a veritable maze of roads, most of which were without sign-posts, and where, in the darkness, it was a very easy matter to lose ones way.

But Penney — who had left the high road on purpose — had been over those cross-roads on many previous occasions. Indeed, he knew them as well as any Fenman, and without slackening speed or faltering, he at last brought the car to a standstill a few miles beyond the village of Mumby, at a point where three roads met about two miles from the sea.

It was still raining — not quite so heavily as before, but sufficiently to cause Rodwell to discard his fur-lined overcoat for a mackintosh. Then, having placed an electric flash-lamp in his pocket, together with a large bulky cartridge envelope, a silver flask and a packet of sandwiches, he took a stout stick from the car and alighting bade the young man good-night, and set forth into the darkness.

I wonder whether Ill be in time? he muttered to himself in German, going forward as he bent against the cold driving rain which swept in from the sea. He usually spoke German to himself when alone. His way, for the first mile, was beside a long straight drain, into which, in the darkness, it would have been very easy to slip had he not now and then flashed on his lamp to reveal the path.

Beneath his breath, in German, he cursed the weather, for already the bottoms of his trousers were saturated as he splashed on through the mud, while the rain beat full in his face. Presently he came in sight of a row of cottage-windows at a place called Langham, and then, turning due north into the marshes, he at last, after a further mile, came to the beach whereon the stormy waters of the North Sea were lashing themselves into a white foam discernible in the darkness.

That six miles of low-lying coast, stretching from the little village of Chapel St. Leonards north to Sutton-on-Sea, was very sparsely inhabited — a wide expanse of lonely fenland almost without a house.

Upon that deserted, low-lying coast were two coastguard stations, one near Huttoft Bank and the other at Anderby Creek, and of course — it being war-time — constant vigil was kept at sea both night and day. But as the district was not a vulnerable one in Great Britains defences, nothing very serious was ever reported from there to the Admiralty.

By day a sleepy plain of brown and green marshes, by night a dark, cavernous wilderness, where the wild sea beat monotonously upon the shingle, it was a truly gloomy, out-of-the-world spot, far removed from the bustle of wars alarm.

Lewin Rodwell, on gaining the beach at the end of a long straight path, turned without hesitation to the right, and walked to the south of the little creek of Anderby for some distance, until he suddenly ascended a low mound close by the sea, half-way between Anderby Creek and Chapel Point, and there before him stood a low-built fishermans cottage, partly constructed of wood, which by day was seen to be well-tarred and water-tight.

Within a few yards of the beach it stood, with two boats drawn up near and a number of nets spread out to dry; the home of honest Tom Small and his son, typical Lincolnshire fishermen, who, father and son, had fished the North Sea for generations.

At the Anchor, in Chapel St. Leonards, old Tom Small was a weekly visitor on Saturday nights, when, in that small, close-smelling bar-parlour, he would hurl the most bitter anathemas at the All Highest of Germany, and laugh his fleet to scorn; while at Anderby Church each Sunday morning he would appear in his best dark blue trousers, thick blue jacket and peaked cap, a worthy hardworking British fisherman with wrinkled, weatherbeaten face and reddish beard. He was of that hardy type of seafarer so much admired by the town-dweller when on his summer holiday, a man who, in his youth, had been cox of the Sutton lifeboat, and who had stirring stories to tell of wild nights around the Rosse Spit and the Sand Haile, the foundering of tramps with all hands, and the marvellous rescues effected by his splendid crew.

It was this man, heavily-booted and deep-voiced, by whom Lewin Rodwell was confronted when he tapped at the cottage door.

Come, hurry up! Let me in! cried Rodwell impatiently, after the door was slowly unlocked. Im soaked! This infernal neighbourhood of yours is absolutely the limit, Small. Phew! and he threw down his soaked cap and entered the stone-flagged living-room, where Smalls son rose respectfully to greet him.

Where are my other clothes? he asked sharply, whereupon the weatherbeaten fisherman produced from an old chest in the corner a rough suit of grey tweeds, which Rodwell, carried to the inner room on the left, and quickly assumed.

Pretty nice weather this! he shouted cheerily to father and son, while in the act of changing his clothes. Is all serene? Have you tested lately?

Yes, sir, replied the elder man. I spoke at five oclock an told em you were coming. So Mr Stendel is waiting.

Good! was Rodwells reply. Anybody been looking around?

Not a soul to-day, sir. The weathers been bad, an the only man weve seen is Mr Bennett, from the coastguard station, on his patrol. He was ere last night and had a drop o whisky with us.

Good? laughed Rodwell. Keep well in with the coastguard. Theyre a fine body, but only a year or so ago the British Admiralty reduced them. It wasnt their fault.

We do keep in with em, was old Tom Smalls reply, as Rodwell re-entered the room in dry clothes. I generally give em a bit o fish when they wants it, and o course Im always on the alert looking out for periscopes that dont appear, and the shrewd old chap gave vent to a deep guttural laugh.

Well now, Small, lets get to work, Rodwell said brusquely. Ive got some important matters on hand. Is all working smoothly?

Splendidly, sir, answered the younger man. Nothing could be better. Signals are perfect to-night.

Then come along, answered the man who was so universally believed to be a great British patriot; and, turning the handle of the door on the right-hand side of the living-room, he entered a small, close-smelling bedroom, furnished cheaply, as the bedroom of a small struggling fisherman would be. The Smalls were honest, homely folk, the domestic department being carried on by Toms younger daughter, Mary, who at the moment happened to be visiting her married sister in Louth.

The son, Ted, having lit a petrol table-lamp — one of those which, filled with spirit, give forth gas from the porous block by which the petrol is absorbed and an intense light in consequence — Lewin Rodwell went to the corner of the room where an old curtain of crimson damask hung before a recess. This he drew aside, when, hanging in the recess, were shown several coats and pairs of trousers — the wardrobe of old Tom Small; while below was a tailors sewing-machine on a treadle stand — a machine protected by the usual wooden cover.

The latter he lifted; but beneath, instead of a machine for the innocent needle-and-cotton industry, there was revealed a long electrical tapping-key upon an ebonite base, together with several electrical contrivances which, to the uninitiated, would present a mysterious problem.

A small, neatly-constructed Morse printing machine, with its narrow ribbon of green paper passing through beneath a little glass cover protecting the inker from the dust; a cylindrical brass relay with its glass cover, and a tangle of rubber-insulated wires had been hidden beneath that square wooden cover, measuring two and a half feet by one.

Behind the sewing-machine stand, and cunningly concealed, there ran a thick cable fully two inches in diameter, which was nothing else but the shore-end of a submarine cable directly connecting the East Coast of England with Wangeroog, the most northerly of the East Frisian Islands, running thence across to Cuxhaven, at the mouth of the Elbe, and on by the land-line, via Hamburg, to Berlin.

The history of that cable was unknown and unsuspected by the British public, who, full of trust of the authorities, never dreamed that there could possibly be any communication from the English shore actually direct into Berlin. Five years before the declaration of war the German Government had approached the General Post Office, offering to lay down a new cable from Wangeroog to Spurn Head, in order to relieve some of the constantly increasing traffic over the existing cables from Lowestoft, Bacton and Mundesley. Long negotiations ensued, with the result that one day the German cable-ship Christoph passed the Chequer shoal and, arriving off the Spurn Lighthouse, put in the shore-end, landed several German engineers to conduct the electrical control-tests between ship and shore, and then sailed away back to Germany, paying out the cable as she went.

In due course, after the arranged forty days tests from Wangeroog to the Spurn, the cable was accepted by the General Post Office, and over it much of the telegraphic traffic between England and Germany had, for the past five years, been conducted.

On the declaration of war, however, telegraph engineers from York had arrived, excavated the cable out of the beach at the Spurn, and effectively cut the line, as all the lines connecting us with German stations had been severed. After that, the British postal authorities contented themselves that no further communication could possibly be established with the enemy, and the public were satisfied with a defiant isolation.

They were ignorant how, ten days after the cables had been cut, old Tom Small, his son and two other men, in trawling for fish not far from the shore, had one night suddenly grappled a long black snaky-looking line, and, after considerable difficulties, had followed it with their grapnels to a certain spot where, with the aid of their winch, they were able to haul it on board in the darkness.

Slimy and covered with weeds and barnacles, that strategic cable had been submerged and lay there, unsuspected, ready for the Day, for, truth to tell, the Spurn Head-Wangeroog cable had possessed a double shore-end, one of which had been landed upon British soil, while the other had been flung overboard from the German cable-ship four miles from land, while old Tom Small and his son had been established on shore in readiness to perform their part in dredging it up and landing it when required.

So completely and carefully had Germanys plans been laid for war that Small, once an honest British fisherman, had unsuspectingly fallen into the hands of a certain moneylender in Hull, who had first pressed him, and had afterwards shown him an easy way out of his financial difficulties; that way being to secretly accept the gift of a small trawler, on condition that, any time his services were required by a strange gentleman who would come down from London and bring him instructions, he would faithfully carry them out.

In the middle of the month of August 1914 the mysterious gentleman had arrived, showed him a marked chart of the sea beyond the five-fathoms line at the Sand Haile, and had given him certain instructions, which he had been forced to carry out.

Not without great difficulty had the second shore-end of the cable been brought ashore at night just opposite his cottage, and dug into the sand at low water, the end being afterwards carried into the little bedroom in the cottage, where, a few days before, several heavy boxes had arrived — boxes which old Tom afterwards saw contained a quantity of electric batteries and weird-looking apparatus.

It was then that Lewin Rodwell arrived for the first time, and, among other accomplishments, being a trained telegraph electrician, he had set the instruments up upon the unsuspicious-looking stand of the big old sewing-machine.

Small, who daily realised and regretted the crafty machinations of the enemy in entrapping him by means of the moneylender in Hull, was inclined to go to the police, confess, and expose the whole affair.

Rodwell, with his shrewd intuition, knew this, and in consequence treated father and son with very little consideration.

Even as he stood in the room that night fingering the secret instruments, which he had just revealed by lifting the cover, he turned to the weatherbeaten old man and said, in a hard, sarcastic voice:

You see the war is lasting longer than you expected, Small — isnt it? I suppose youve seen all that silly nonsense in the papers about Germany being already at the end of her tether? Dont you believe it. In a years time we shall have only just started.

Yes, sir, replied the old fellow, in a thick voice. But — well, sir, I — I tell you frankly, Im growing a bit nervous. Mr Judd, from the Chapel Point coastguard, came ere twice last week and sat with me smokin, as if he were a-tryin to pump me.

Nervous, be hanged, Small. Dont be an idiot! Rodwell replied quickly. What can anybody know, unless you yourself blab? And if you did — by Gad! your own people would shoot you as a traitor at the Tower of London — you and your boy too! So remember that — and be very careful to keep a still tongue.

But I never thought, when that Mr Josephs, up in London, wrote to me sending me a receipt for the money I owed, that I was expected to do all this! Small protested.

No, if you had known you would never have done it! laughed Rodwell. But Germany is not like your gallant rule-of-thumb England. She leaves nothing to chance, and, knowing the cupidity of men, she takes full advantage of it — as in your case.

But I cant bear the suspense, sir; I feel — I feel, Mr Rodwell — that Im suspected — that this house is under suspicion — that—

Utter bosh! Its all imagination, Small, Lewin Rodwell interrupted. Theyve cut the cable at the Spurn, and thats sufficient. Nobody in England ever dreams that the German Admiralty prepared for this war five years ago, and therefore spliced a second end into the cable.

Well, I tell you, sir, I heartily wish Id never had anything to do with this affair, grumbled old Tom.

And if you hadnt youd have been in Grimsby Workhouse instead of having six hundred and fifty-five pounds to your credit at the bank in Skegness. You see I know the exact amount. And that amount you have secured by assisting the enemy. I know mine is a somewhat unpalatable remark — but thats the truth, a truth which you and your son Ted, as well as your two brothers must hide — if you dont want to be tried by court-martial and shot as traitors, the whole lot of you.

The old fisherman started at those words, and held his breath.

We wont say any more, Tom, on that delicate question, Rodwell went on, speaking in a hard, intense voice. Just keep a dead silence, all of you, and youll have nothing to fear or regret. If you dont, the punishment will fall upon you; I shall take good care to make myself secure — depend upon that!

But cant we leave this cottage? Cant we get away? implored the old fellow who had innocently fallen into the dastardly web so cleverly spun by the enemy.

No; you cant. Youve accepted German money for five years, and Germany now requires your services, was Rodwells stern, brutal rejoinder. Any attempt on your part to back out of your bargain will result in betraying you to your own people. Thats plain speaking! You and your son should think it over carefully together. You know the truth now. When Germany is at war she doesnt fight in kid-gloves — like your idiotic pigs of English!


Chapter Nine.

To Number 70 Berlin.
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LEWIN RODWELL, AS a powerful and well-informed secret agent, was no amateur.

After the old fisherman had left the close atmosphere of that little room, Rodwell seated himself on a rickety rush-bottomed chair before the sewing-machine stand, beside the bed, and by the bright light of the petrol table-lamp, carefully and with expert touch adjusted the tangle of wires and the polished brass instruments before him.

The manner in which he manipulated them showed him to be perfectly well acquainted with the due importance of their adjustment. With infinite care he examined the end of the cable, unscrewing it from its place, carefully scraping with his clasp-knife the exposed copper wires protruding from the sheath of gutta percha and steel wire, and placing them each beneath the solid brass binding-screws upon the mahogany base.

The silly old owl now knows that we wont stand any more nonsense from him, he muttered to himself, in German, as he did this. Its an unsavoury thought that the old fool, in his silly patriotism, might blab to the police or the coastguard. Phew! If he did, things would become awkward — devilish awkward.

Then, settling himself before the instruments, he took from his inner pocket the long, bulky envelope, out of which he drew a sheet of closely-written paper which he spread out upon the little table before him. Afterwards, with methodical exactness, he took out a pencil and a memorandum-block from his side-pocket, arranging them before him.

Again he examined the connections running into the big, heavy tapping-key, and then, grasping the ebonite knob of the latter, he ticked out dots and dashes in a manner which showed him to be an expert telegraphist.

M.X.Q.Q. were the code-letters he sent. M.X.Q.Q. he clicked out, once — twice — thrice. The call, in the German cable war-code, meant: Are you ready to receive message?

He waited for a reply. But there was none. The cable that ran for three hundred miles, or so, beneath the black, storm-tossed waters of the North Sea was silent.

Curious! he muttered to himself. Stendel is generally on the alert. Why doesnt he answer?

M.X.Q.Q. he repeated with a quick, impatient touch. M.X.Q.Q.

Then he waited, but in vain.

Surely the cable, after the great cost to the Empire, has not broken down just at the very moment when we want it! he exclaimed, speaking in German, as was his habit when excited.

Again he sent the urgent call beneath the waters by the only direct means of communication between Britains soil and that of her bitter enemy.

But in Tom Smalls stuffy little bedroom was a silence that seemed ominous. Outside could be heard the dull roar of the sea, the salt spray coming up almost to the door. But there was no answering click upon the instruments.

The electric current from the rows of batteries hidden in the cellar was sufficient, for he had tested it before he had touched the key.

Tom, he shouted, summoning the old fisherman whom he had only a few moments before dismissed.

Yes, sir, replied the old fellow gruffly, as he stalked forward again, in his long, heavy sea-boots.

The cables broken down, I believe! What monkey-tricks have you been playing — eh? he cried angrily.

None, sir. None, I assure you. Ted tested at five oclock this evening, as usual, and got an acknowledgment. The line was quite all right then.

Well, it isnt now, was Rodwells rough answer, for he detected in the old mans face a secret gleaming satisfaction that no enemy message could be transmitted.

I believe youre playing us false, Small! cried Rodwell, his eyes flashing angrily. By Gad! if you have dared to do so youll pay dearly for it — I warn you both! Now confess!

I assure you, sir, that I havent. I was in here when Ted tested, as he does each evening. All was working well then.

The younger man, a tall, big-limbed, fair-haired toiler of the sea, in a fishermans blouse of tanned canvas like his father, overhearing the conversation, entered the little room.

It was all right at five, sir. I made a call, and got the answer.

Are you sure it was answered — quite sure? queried the man from London.

Positive, sir.

Then why in the name of your dear goddess Britannia, who thinks she rules the waves, cant I get a reply now? demanded Rodwell furiously.

How can I tell, sir? I got signals — good strong signals.

Very well. Ill try again. But remember that you and your father are bound up to us. And if youve played us false I shall see that youre both shot as spies. Remember you wont be the first. Theres Shrimpton, up at Gateshead, Paulett at Glasgow, and half a dozen more in prison paying the penalty of all traitors to their country. The British public havent yet heard of them. But they will before long — depend upon it. The thing was so simple. Germany, before the war, held out the bait for your good King-and-country English to swallow. That you English — or rather a section of you — will always swallow the money-bait we have known ever so long ago.

Mr Rodwell, you neednt tell us more than we know, protested the old fisherman. You and your people ave got the better of us. We know that, to our cost, so dont rub it in.

Ah! as long as you know it, thats all right, laughed Rodwell. When the invasion comes, as it undoubtedly will, very soon, then you will be looked after all right. Dont you or your son worry at all. Just sit tight, as this house is marked as the house of friends. Germany never betrays a friend — never!

Then they do intend to come over here? exclaimed the old fisherman eagerly, his eyes wide-open in wonderment.

Why, of course. All has been arranged long ago, declared the man whom the British public knew as a great patriot. The big expeditionary force, fully fit and equipped, has been waiting in Hamburg, at Cuxhaven and Bremerhaven, ever since the war began — waiting for the signal to start when the way is left open across the North Sea.

That will never be, declared the younger man decisively.

Perhaps not, if you have dared to tamper with the cable, was Rodwells hard reply.

I havent, I assure you, the young man declared. I havent touched it.

Well, I dont trust either of you, was Rodwells reply. Youve had lots of money from us, yet your confounded patriotism towards your effete old country has, I believe, caused you to try and defeat us. Youve broken down the cable — perhaps cut the insulation under the water. How do I know?

I protest, Mr Rodwell, that you should insinuate this! cried old Tom. Through all this time weve worked for you, and—

Because youve been jolly well paid for it, interrupted the other. What would you have earned by your paltry bit of fish sent into Skegness for cheap holiday-makers to eat? — why, nothing! Youve been paid handsomely, so you neednt grumble. If you do, then I have means of at once cutting your supplies off and informing the Intelligence Department at Whitehall. Where would you both be then, I wonder?

We could give you away also! growled Ted Small.

You might make charges. But who would believe you if you — a fisherman — declared that Lewin Rodwell was a spy — eh? Try the game if you like — and see!

For a few moments silence fell.

Well, sir, exclaimed Teds father. Why not call up again? Perhaps Mr Stendel may be there now.

Again Rodwell placed his expert hand upon the tapping-key, and once more tapped out the call in the dot-and-dash of the Morse Code.

For a full minute all three men waited, holding their breath and watching the receiver.

Suddenly there was a sharp click on the recorder. Click — click, click, click!

The answering signals were coming up from beneath the sea.

B.S.Q. was heard on the sounder, while the pale green tape slowly unwound, recording the acknowledgment.

Stendel was there, in the cable-station far away on the long, low-lying island of Wangeroog — alert at last, and ready to receive any message from the secret agents of the All Highest of Germany.

B.S.Q. — B.S.Q. — came up rapidly from beneath the sea. I am here. Who are you? answered the wire rapidly, in German.

Lewin Rodwells heart beat quickly when he heard the belated reply to his impatient summons. He had fully believed that a breakdown had occurred. And if so, it certainly could never be repaired.

But a thrill of pleasure stirred him anew when he saw that his harsh and premature denunciation of the Smalls had been unwarranted, and the cable connection — so cunningly contrived five years before, was working as usual from shore to shore.

Cable-telegraphy differs, in many respects, from ordinary land-telegraphy, especially in the instruments used. Those spread out before Rodwell were, indeed, a strange and complicated collection, with their tangled and twisted wires, each of which Rodwell traced without hesitation.

In a few seconds his white, well-manicured and expert hand was upon the key again, as the Smalls returned to their living-room, and he swiftly tapped out the message in German:

I am Rodwell. Are you Stendel? Put me through Cuxhaven direct to Berlin: Number Seventy: very urgent.

Yes, came the reply. I am Stendel. Your signals are good. Wait, and I will put you through direct to Berlin.

The sounder clicked loudly, and the clockwork of the tape released, causing the narrow paper ribbon to unwind.

S.S. answered Rodwell, the German war-code letters for All right. Received your message and understand it.

Then he took from his pocket his gold cigarette-case, which bore his initials in diamonds on the side, and selecting a cigarette, lit it and smoked while waiting for the necessary connections and relays to be made which would enable him to transmit his message direct to the general headquarters of the German Secret Service in the Koeniger-gratzerstrasse, in Berlin.

In patience he waited for a full ten minutes in that close little room, watching the receiving instrument before him. The angry roar of the wintry sea could be heard without, the great breakers rolling in upon the beach, while every now and then the salt spindrift would cut sharply across the little window, which rattled in the gusty wind.

Click — click — click! The long letter T repeated three times. Then a pause, and the call M.X.Q.Q. — J.A.J.70.

By the prefix, Rodwell knew that he was through, and actually in communication with the headquarters of the German espionage throughout the world; that marvellously alert department from which no secret of state, or of hostile army or navy was safe; the department formed and controlled by the great Steinhauer, who had so many times boasted to him, and perhaps with truth, that at the Koeniger-gratzerstrasse they knew more of England than even the English themselves knew.

True, the British public will never be able to realise one hundredth part of what Germany has done by her spy-system, or of the great diplomatic and military successes which she has achieved by it. Yet we know enough to realise that for years no country and no walk of life — from the highest to the lowest — has been free from the ubiquitous, unscrupulous and unsuspected secret agents of whom Lewin Rodwell was a type.

In Germanys long and patient preparation for the world-war, nothing in the way of espionage was too large, or too small for attention. The activity of her secret agents in Berlin had surely been an object-lesson to the world. Her spies swarmed in all cities, and in every village; her agents ranked among the leaders of social and commercial life, and among the sweepings and outcasts of great communities. The wealthiest of commercial men did not shrink from acting as her secret agents. She was not above employing beside them the very dregs of the community. No such system had ever been seen in the world. Yet the benefits which our enemies were deriving from it, now that we were at war, were incalculable.

By every subtle and underhand means in her power, Germany had prepared for her supreme effort to conquer us, and, as a result of this it was that Lewin Rodwell that night sat at the telegraph-key of the Berlin spy-bureau actually established on British soil.

He waited until the call had been repeated three times with the secret code-number of the Koeniger-gratzerstrasse, namely: Number 70 Berlin.

Then, putting out his cigarette, he drew his chair forward until his elbows rested upon the table, and spreading out the closely-written document before him, tapped out a signal in code.

The letters were F.B.S.M.

To this kind of pass-word, which was frequently altered from time to time, he received a reply: G.L.G.S. and then he added his own number, 0740.

The signals exchanged were quite strong, and he drew a long breath of relief and satisfaction.

Then, settling down to his dastardly work, he began to tap out rapidly the following in German:

On Imperial War Service. Most Urgent. From 0740 to Berlin 70. Transmitted Personally.

Source of information G.27, British Admiralty. Lieutenant Ralph Beeton, Grenadier Guards, British secret agent, is at present staying at Kaiserhof Hotel, Berlin, as James B. James, an American citizen, of Fernville, Kansas, and is transmitting reports. Captain Henry Fordyce, British Navy, is at Park Hotel, Düsseldorf, as Francis Dexter, iron merchant of New Orleans, and has sent reports regarding Erhardts ordnance factory. Both should be arrested at once. Lieutenant George Evans, reported at Amsterdam on the 5th, has gone to Emden, and will probably be found at the Krone Hotel.

Then he paused. That message had, he knew, sealed the fate of three brave Englishmen who had dared to enter the camp of our enemies. They would be arrested within an hour or so, and most certainly shot as spies. His face broadened into an evil grin of satisfaction as the truth crossed his mind.

He waited for an acknowledgment that his report had been received. Then, having listened to the answering click — clickety — click, he sent a second message as follows: — 

British Naval Dispositions: Urgent to Q.S.R.

Source of information H.238. To-night, off the Outer Skerries, Shetlands, are battleships King Charles (flag), Mole, Wey, Welland, Teign, Yare, Queen Boadicea, Emperor of India, King Henry VIII; with first-class cruisers Hogue, Stamford, Petworth, Lichfield, Dorchester; second-class cruisers Rockingham, Guildford, Driffield, Verulam, Donnington, Pirbright, Tremayne and Blackpool; destroyers Viking, Serpent, Chameleon, Adder, Batswing, Sturdy and Havoc, with eight submarines, the aircraft-ship Flyer, and repair-ship Vulcan. Another strong division left Girdle Ness at 4 p.m. coming south. The division in Moray Firth remains the same. Trusty, Dragon, Norfolk and Shadower left Portsmouth this evening going east. British Naval war-code to be altered at midnight to 106-13.

The figures he spelt out very carefully, repeating them three times so that there could be no mistake. Again he paused until, from Berlin, they were repeated for confirmation.

Afterwards he proceeded as follows:

Ruritania leaves Liverpool for New York at noon to-morrow, carrying bullion. Also liners Smyrna, Jacob Elderson, City of Rotterdam and Great Missenden leave same port for Atlantic ports to-morrow. Submarines may be advised by wireless.

Once more he paused until he received the signal of acknowledgment, together with the query whether the name of one of the ships mentioned was Elderson or Elderton. But Lewin Rodwell, with keen interest in his fell work of betraying British liners into the hands of the German pirate submarines, quickly tapped out the correct spelling, repeating it, so that there should be no further mistake.

After yet another pause, the man seated in the fishermans stuffy little bedroom grasped the telegraph-key and made the signals— J.O.H.J. — which, in the German war-code, meant: Take careful note and report to proper quarter instantly.

All right, came the answering signal, also in code. Prepared to receive J.O.H.J.

Then, after a few seconds, Rodwell glanced again at the closely-written sheet spread before him, and began to tap out the following secret message in German to the very heart of the Imperial war-machine:

Official information just gained from a fresh and most reliable source — confirmed by H.238, M.605, and also B.1928 — shows that British Admiralty have conceived a clever plan for entrapping the German Grand Fleet. Roughly, the scheme is to make attack with inferior force upon Heligoland early on Wednesday morning, the 16th, together with corresponding attack upon German division in the estuary of the Eider and thus draw out the German ships northward towards the Shetlands, behind which British Grand Fleet are concealed in readiness. This concentration of forces northward will, according to the scheme of which I have learned full details, leave the East coast of England from the Tyne to the Humber unprotected for a full twelve hours on the 16th, thus full advantage could be taken for bombardment. Inform Grand Admiral immediately.

Having thus betrayed the well-laid plans of the British Admiralty to entice the German Fleet out of the Kiel canal and the other harbours in which barnacles were growing on their keels, Lewin Rodwell, the popular British patriot, paused once more.

But not for long, because, in less than a minute, he received again the signal of acknowledgment that his highly interesting message to the German Admiralty had been received, and would be delivered without a moments delay.

Then he knew that the well-organised plans of the British Fleet, so cleverly conceived and so deadly if executed, would be effectively frustrated.

He gave the signal that he had ended his message and, with a low laugh of satisfaction, rose from the rickety old chair and lit another cigarette.

Thus had England been foully betrayed by one of the men whom her deluded public most confidently trusted and so greatly admired.


Chapter Ten.

The Khaki Cult.
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TWENTY-FOUR HOURS LATER Lewin Rodwell was standing upon the platform of the big Music Hall, in George Street, Edinburgh, addressing a great recruiting meeting.

The meeting, presided over by a well-known Scotch earl, had already been addressed by a Cabinet Minister; but when Rodwell rose, a neat, spruce figure in his well-fitting morning-coat, with well-brushed hair, and an affable smile, the applause was tremendous — even greater than that which had greeted the Minister.

Lewin Rodwell was a peoples idol — one of those who, in these times, are so suddenly placed high upon the pedestal of public opinion, and as quickly cast down.

A mans reputation is made to-day and marred to-morrow. Rodwells rapid rise to fortune had certainly been phenomenal. Yet, as he had made money in the City — like so many other people — nobody took the trouble to inquire exactly how that money had been obtained. By beating the patriotic drum so loudly he stifled down inquiry, and the public now took him at his own valuation.

A glib and forceful orator, with a suave, persuasive manner, at times declamatory, but usually slow and decisive, he thrust home his arguments with unusual strength and power.

In repeating Lord Kitcheners call for recruits, he pointed to the stricken fields of Belgium, recalling those harrowing scenes of rapine and murder, in August, along the fair valley of the Meuse. He described, in vivid language, the massacre in cold blood of seven hundred peaceful men, women and young children in the little town of Dinant-sur-Meuse, the town of gingerbread and beaten brass; the sack of Louvain, and the appalling scenes in Liège and Malines, at the same time loudly denouncing the Germans as licentious liars and the spawn of Satan. From his tongue fell the most violent denunciations of Germany and all her ways, until his hearers were electrified by his whole-souled patriotism.

The Kaiser, he cried, is the Great Assassin of civilisation. There is now ample evidence, documentary and otherwise, to prove that he, the Great War Lord, forced this great war upon the world at a moment which he considered propitious to himself. We now, alas I know that as far back as June 1908 the Kaiser assembled his Council and, in a secret speech, declared war against England. You, ladies and gentlemen, have been bamboozled and befooled all along by a Hush-a-bye Government who told you that there never would be war: emphatic words which were met with loud yells of Shame! and execration.

The Cabinet, he continued, knew all along — they knew as far back as 1908 — that this Mad Dog of Germany intended to strangle and crush us. Yet, what did they do? They told you — and you believed them — that we should never have war — not in our time, they said; while in the House of Commons they, knowing what they did, actually suggested disarmament! Think of it!

Renewed cries of Shame! rose from all parts of the hall.

Well, Lewin Rodwell went on, clenching his fist, we are at war — a war the result of which no man can, as yet, foresee. But win we must — yet, if we are to win, we must still make the greatest sacrifices. We must expend our last shilling and our last drop of blood if victory is at last to be ours. Germany, the mighty country of the volte-face, with her blood-stained Kaiser at her head, has willed that Teuton kultur shall crush modern civilisation beneath the heel of its jack-boot. Are you young men of Scotland to sit tight here and allow the Germans to invade you, to ruin and burn your homes, and to put your women and children to the sword? Will you actually allow this accursed race of murderers, burglars and fire-bugs to swarm over this land which your ancestors have won for you? No! Think of the past history of your homes and your dear ones, and come forward now, to-night, all of you of military age, and give in your names for enlistment! Come, I implore of you! he shouted, waving his arms. Come forward, and do your duty as men in the service of mankind — your duty to your King, your country, and your God!

His speech, of which this was only one very small extract, was certainly a brilliant and telling one. When he sat down, not only was there a great thunder of applause while the fine organ struck up Rule Britannia, but a number of strong young men, in their new-born enthusiasm, rose from the audience and announced their intention of enlisting.

Excellent! cried Rodwell, rising again from his chair. Here are brave fellows ready to do their duty! Come, let all you slackers follow their example and act as real honest, patriotic men — the men of the Scotland of history!

This proved an incentive to several waverers. But what, indeed, would that meeting have thought had they caught the words the speaker whispered in German beneath his breath, as he reseated himself? More cannon-fodder, he had muttered, though his face was brightened by a smile of supreme satisfaction of a true Briton, for he had realised by his reception there in Edinburgh, where audiences were never over-demonstrative, how exceedingly popular he was.

Afterwards he had supper at the Caledonian Hotel with the Cabinet Minister whom he had supported; and later, when he retired to his room, he at once locked the door, flung off his coat, and threw himself into the armchair by the fire to smoke and think.

He was wondering what action his friends at Number 70 Berlin were taking in consequence of the report he had made on the previous night. On Wednesday the north-east coast of England would be left unguarded. What, he wondered, would happen to startle with frightfulness the stupid English, whom he at heart held in such utter contempt?

That same night Jack Sainsbury was on his way home in a taxi from the theatre with Elise. They had spent a delightful evening together. Mrs Shearman had arranged to accompany them, but at the last moment had been prevented by a headache. The play they had seen was one of the spy-plays at that moment so popular in London; and Elise, seated at his side, was full of the impressions which the drama had left upon her.

I wonder if there really are any spies still among us, Jack? she exclaimed, as, with her soft little hand in his, they were being whirled along up darkened Regent Street in the direction of Hampstead.

Alas! I fear there are many, was her lovers reply. Poor Jerrold told me many extraordinary things which showed how cleverly conceived is this whole plot against England.

But surely you dont think that there are really any spies still here. There might have been some before the war, but there cant be any now.

Why not, dearest? he asked very seriously. He was as deeply in love with her as she was with him. The Germans, having prepared for war for so many years, have, no doubt, taken good care to establish many thoroughly trustworthy secret agents in our midst. Jerrold often used to declare how certain men, who were regarded as the most honest, true John Bull Englishmen, were actually in the service of the enemy. As an instance, we have the case of Frederic Adolphus Gould, who was arrested at Rochester last April. He was a perfect John Bull: he spoke English without the slightest trace of accent; he hated Germany and all her works, and he was most friendly with many naval officers at Chatham. Yet he was discovered to be a spy, having for years sent reports of all our naval movements to Germany, and in consequence he was sent to penal servitude for six years. In the course of the inquiries it was found that he was a German who had fought in the Franco-German war, and was actually possessed of the inevitable iron cross!

Impossible! cried the girl, in her sweet, musical voice.

But its all on record! The fellow was a dangerously clever spy; and no doubt there are many others of his sort amongst us. Jerrold declared so, and told me how the authorities, dazzled by the glamour of Teuton finance, were, unfortunately, not yet fully awake to the craft and cunning of the enemy and the dangers by which we are beset.

Then he lapsed into silence.

Your friend Dr Jerrold took a very keen interest in the spy-peril, didnt he?

Yes, dear. And I frequently helped him in watching and investigating, was his reply. In the course of our inquiries we often met with some very strange adventures.

Did you ever catch a spy? she asked, quickly interested, for the subject was one upon which Jack usually avoided speaking.

Yes, several, was his brief and rather vague reply. The dead mans discretion was reflected upon him. He never spoke of his activity more frequently than was necessary. In such inquiries silence was golden.

And you really think there are many still at large?

I know there are, Elise, he declared quickly. The authorities are, alas! so supine that their lethargy is little short of criminal. Poor Jerrold foresaw what was happening. He had no axe to grind, as they have at the War Office. To-day the policy of the Government seems to be to protect the aliens rather than interfere with them. Poor Jerrolds exposure of the unsatisfactory methods of our bureau of contra-espionage to a certain member of Parliament will, I happen to know, be placed before the House ere long. Then matters may perhaps be remedied. If they are not, I really believe that the long-suffering public will take affairs into their own hands.

But I dont understand what spies have done against us, queried Elise, looking into her lovers face in the furtive light of the street-lamp they were at that moment passing. Her question was quite natural to a woman.

Done! echoed her fine manly lover. Why, lots of our disasters have been proved to be due to their machinations. The authorities well know that all our disasters do not appear in the newspapers, for very obvious reasons. Look what spies did in Belgium! Men who had lived in that country all their lives, believed to be Belgians and occupying high and responsible positions — men who were deeply respected, and whose loyalty was unquestioned — openly revealed themselves as spies of the Kaiser, and betrayed their friends the instant the Germans set foot on Belgian soil. All has long ago been prepared for an invasion of Great Britain, and when the Day comes we shall, depend upon it, receive a very rude shock, for the same thing will certainly happen.

How wicked it all is! she remarked.

All war is wicked, dearest, was the young mans slow reply. Yet I only wish I were fit enough to wear khaki.

But you can surely do something at home, she suggested, pressing his hand. There are many things here to do, now that youve left the City.

Yes, I will do something. I must, and I will! he declared earnestly.

A silence again fell between them.

It is a great pity poor Dr Jerrold died as he did, the girl remarked thoughtfully at last. I met him twice with you, and I liked him awfully. He struck me as so thoroughly earnest and so perfectly genuine.

He was, Elise. When he died — well — I — I lost my best friend, and he sighed.

Yes, she answered. And he was doing such a good work, patiently tracing out suspicious cases of espionage.

He was. Yet by so doing he, like all true patriots, got himself strangely disliked, first by the Germans themselves, who hated him, and secondly by the Intelligence Department.

The latter were jealous that he, a mere civilian doctor, should dare to interfere, I suppose, remarked the girl thoughtfully.

The khaki cult is full of silly jealousies and petty prejudices.

Exactly. It was a very ridiculous situation. Surely the man in khaki cannot pursue inquiries so secretly and delicately as the civilian. The Scotland Yard detective does not go about dressed in the uniform of an inspector. Therefore, why should an Intelligence officer put on red-tabs in order to make himself conspicuous? No, dearest, he went on; I quite agree with the doctor that the officials whose duty it is to look after spies have not taken sufficient advantage of patriotic civilians who are ready to assist them.

Why dont you help them, Jack? suggested the girl. You assisted Dr Jerrold, and you know a great deal regarding spies and their methods. Yet you are always so awfully mysterious about them.

Am I, darling? he laughed, carrying her hand tenderly to his lips and kissing it fondly.

Yes, you are, she protested quickly. Do tell me one thing — answer me one question, Jack. Have you any suspicion in one single case? — I mean do you really know a spy?

Jack hesitated. He drew a long breath, as again across his troubled mind flashed that thought which had so constantly obsessed him ever since that afternoon before Jerome Jerrold had died so mysteriously.

Yes, Elise, he answered in a thick voice. Yes, I do.


Chapter Eleven.

The Enemys Cipher.
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THE AFTERNOON OF December 16th, 1914 — the 135th day of the war — was grey and gloomy in Northumberland Avenue, that short thoroughfare of high uniform hotels and buildings.

The street-lamps had just been lit around Trafalgar Square when Lewin Rodwell passed out of the big hall of the Constitutional Club, and down the steps into the street. At the moment a newsboy dashed past crying the evening papers.

The words that fell upon Rodwells ear caused him to start; and, stopping the lad, he purchased a paper, and, halting, read the bold, startling headlines: Bombardment of the East Coast this morning: Great destruction of seaside towns.

Ach! he murmured with a grin of satisfaction. Ach! Number 70 was not slow in acting upon my message. Instead of the German Fleet falling into the trap, they have taught these pigs of English a lesson. Not long ago one Minister declared that if the German Fleet did not come out of the Kiel Canal, that the brave British would dig them like rats out of a hole. Good! They have come out to respond to that challenge, and he laughed in grim satisfaction. Lets see what theyve done.

Turning upon his heel, in his eagerness to learn the truth, he reascended the broad steps of the Club, and in the hall seated himself and eagerly devoured the account which, at that moment, was thrilling the whole country.

The paper stated, as all will remember, that the German ships having, by some extraordinary and unknown means, succeeded in evading the diligent watch kept upon them in the North Sea, had appeared on the Yorkshire coast early that morning. A German battleship, together with several first-class cruisers, had made a raid, and shelled Hartlepool, Scarborough and Whitby. At the three towns bombarded much damage was done, hotels, churches and hospitals being struck; and, according to the casualty list at that moment available, twenty-nine persons had been killed and forty-six wounded at Hartlepool; two killed and two wounded at Whitby, and thirteen casualties in Scarborough. The paper added that the list of casualties was believed to be very much greater, and would, it was thought, amount to quite two hundred. British patrol boats had endeavoured to cut off the Germans, whereupon the latter had fled.

Lewin Rodwell, having read the leading article, in which the journal loudly protested against the bombardment of undefended towns, and the ruthless slaughter of women and children, cast the paper aside, rose and again went out.

As he walked in the falling twilight towards Pall Mall, he laughed lightly, muttering in German, beneath his breath: That is their first taste of bombardment! They will have many yet, in the near future. They laugh at our Zeppelins now. But will they laugh when our new aircraft bases are ready? No. The idiots, they will not laugh when we begin to drop bombs upon London!

And, hailing a taxi, he entered it and drove home to Bruton Street, where Sir Boyle Huntley was awaiting him.

The man with the bloated, red face and loose lips greeted his friend warmly as he entered the quiet, cosy study. Then when Franks, Rodwells man, had pulled down the blinds and retired, he exclaimed:

Seen this evenings paper? Isnt it splendid, Lewin! All your doing, my dear fellow. Youll get a handsome reward for it. Trustram is very useful to us, after all.

Yes, was the others reply. Hes useful — but only up to a certain point. My only regret is that we havent a real grip upon him. If we knew something against him — or if hed borrowed money from one of our friends — then we might easily put on the screw, and learn a lot. As it is, hes careful to give away but little information, and that not always trustworthy.

True, was Sir Boyles reply. But could we not manage to entice him into our fold? Weve captured others, even more wary than he, remember.

Ah! I wish I could see a way, replied Rodwell reflectively, as he stood before his own fireplace, his hands thrust deep into his trousers pockets.

To my mind, Lewin, I foresee a danger, said the stout man, tossing his cigarette-end into the grate as he rose and stood before his friend.

How?

Well — last night I happened to be at the theatre, and in the stalls in front of me sat Trustram with young Sainsbury, the fellow whom we dismissed from the Ochrida office.

Sainsbury! gasped the other. Is he on friendly terms with Trustram, do you think?

I dont think, my dear fellow — I am certain, was the reply. He had his girl with him, and all three were laughing and chatting merrily together.

His girl? Let me see, we had him watched a few days ago, didnt we? Thats a girl living up at Hampstead — daughter of a Birmingham tool-manufacturer, Elise Shearman, isnt she? remarked Rodwell slowly, his eyebrows narrowing as he spoke.

I believe that was the name. Olsen watched and reported, didnt he? asked the Baronet.

Yes. I must see him. That young fellow is dangerous to us, Boyle — distinctly dangerous! He knows something, remember, and he would have told his friend Jerrold — if the latter had not conveniently died just before his visit to Wimpole Street.

Yes. That was indeed a lucky incident — eh?

And now he is friendly with Charles Trustram. How did they meet, I wonder?

Trustram was, of course, a friend of Jerrolds.

Ah — I see. Well, we must lose no time in acting, exclaimed Lewin Rodwell in a low, hard voice. I quite realise the very grave and imminent danger. We may be already suspected by Trustram.

Most probably, I think. We surely cant afford to court disaster any further.

No, was Rodwells low, decisive answer, and he drew a long breath. We must act — swiftly and effectively.

And then he lapsed into a long silence, during which his active brain was ardently at work in order to devise some subtle and deadly plan which should crush out suspicion and place them both in a position of further safety.

At the moment, the British public believed both men to be honest, patriotic supporters of the Government — men who were making much sacrifice for the countrys welfare.

What if the horrible and disgraceful truth ever became revealed? What if they were proved to be traitors? Why, a London mob would undoubtedly lynch them both, and tear them limb from limb!

One man in England knew the truth — that was quite plain — and that man was young Sainsbury, the clerk who had accidentally overheard those indiscreet words in the boardroom in Gracechurch Street.

Lewin Rodwell, though ever since that afternoon when he had been so indiscreet he had tried to hide the truth from himself, now realised that, at all hazards, the young mans activity must be cut short, and his mouth closed.

Sir Boyle remained and dined with him. As a bachelor, and an epicure, Lewin Rodwell always gave excellent dinners, dinners that were renowned in London. He had a French chef to whom he paid a big salary — a man who had been chef at Armenonville, in the Bois, in Paris. Upon his kitchen Rodwell spared nothing, hence when any of those men — whom he afterwards so cleverly made use of to swell his bank-balance — accepted his hospitality they knew that the meal would be perhaps the best procurable in all London.

Many are the men-about-town who pride themselves upon their knowledge of the gastronomic art, and talk with loving reflections of the soups, entrées, and what-not, that they have eaten. Most of such men are what may be termed hotel epicures. They swallow the dishes served at the fashionable hotels — dishes to the liking of their own palates possibly — smack their lips, pay, and are satisfied. But the real epicure — and he is indeed a rara avis — is the one who knows that the thin-sliced grey truffle, light as a feather, cannot be put on a fillet in London, and that sea-truffles have never been seen in the Metropolis.

To be a real epicure one must be a cosmopolitan, taking ones bouillabaisse in Marseilles, ones red mullet in Leghorn, ones caviare at eleven in the morning in Bucharest, ones smoked fish and cheese in Tromso, ones chickens breasts with rice in Bologna, and so on, across the face of the earth. To the man who merely pretends to know, the long gilt-printed menu of the smart London hotel becomes enticing to the palate, but to the man who has eaten his dinner under many suns it is often an amusing piece of mysteriously-worded bunkum.

Lewin Rodwell and his friend the Birthday Baronet sat down together to a perfectly-cooked and perfectly-served repast. Franks, the quiet, astute, clean-shaven man, a secret friend of Germany like his master, moved noiselessly, and the pair chatted without restraint, knowing well that Franks — whose real name was Grünhold — would say nothing. It was not to his advantage to say anything, because he was a secret agent of Germany of the fifth class — namely, one in weekly receipt of sixty marks, or three pounds.

Rodwell was apprehensive, unhappy, and undecided. Truth to tell, he wanted to be alone, to plot and to scheme. His friends presence prevented him from thinking. Yet, after dinner, he was compelled to go forth with him somewhere, so they went to the revue at the Hippodrome, and on to Murrays afterwards.

It was half-past two oclock in the morning when Rodwell re-entered with his latch-key and, passing into his den, found upon his writing-table a rather soiled note, addressed in a somewhat uneducated hand, which had evidently been left during his absence.

Throwing off his overcoat, he took up the note and, tearing it open, read the few brief unsigned lines it contained. Then, replacing it upon the table, he drew his white hand across his brow, as though to clear his troubled brain.

Afterwards he crossed to the small safe let into the wall near the fireplace and, unlocking it, took forth a little well-worn memorandum-book bound in dark blue leather.

Cipher Number 38, I think, he muttered to himself, as he turned over its pages until he came to that for which he was in search.

Then he sat down beneath the reading-lamp and carefully studied the page, which, ruled in parallel columns, displayed in the first column the alphabet, in the second the key-sentence of the cipher in question — one of forty-three different combinations of letters — and in the third the discarded letters to be interspersed in the message in order to render any attempt at deciphering the more difficult.

In that cleverly-compiled little volume were forty-three different key-sentences, each easy of remembrance, and corresponding in its number of letters with about two-thirds, or so, of the number of letters of the alphabet. From time to time it changed automatically, according to the calendar and to a certain rule set forth at the end of the little volume. Hence, though the spys code was constantly being changed without any correspondence from headquarters— Number 70 Berlin — yet, without a copy of the book, the exact change and its date could not be ascertained.

Truly, the very best brains of Germany had, long ago, been concentrated upon the complete system of espionage in Great Britain, with the result that the organisation was now absolutely perfect.

Taking a sheet of ruled paper from one of the compartments in the American rolltop desk before him, Lewin Rodwell, after leaning back wearily in his chair to compose himself, commenced, by reference to the pages of the little book before him, to trace out the cipher equivalents of the information contained in the note that had been left for him by an unknown hand in his absence.

He opened the big silver cigarette-box at his elbow, and having taken a cigarette, he lit it and began reducing the information into cipher, carefully producing a jumble of letters, a code so difficult that it had for a long time entirely defied the British War Office, the Admiralty, the Foreign Office, and the French Secret Service.

Though marvellously ingenious, yet it was, after all, quite simple when one knew the key-sentence.

Those key-sentences used by Number 70 Berlin in their wonderful and ever-changing secret code — that code by which signal lights were flashed across Great Britain by night, and buzzed out by wireless by day — were quite usual sentences, often proverbs in English, such as A little knowledge is a dangerous thing, A man and his money are soon parted, Give one an inch and hell take an ell, Money makes the world go round, and so on.

Simple, of course. Yet the very simplicity of it all, combined with the constant change, constituted its greatest and most remarkable secrecy. The great Steinhauer, with his far-reaching tentacles of espionage across both hemispheres, held his octopus-like grip upon the world, a surer, a more subtle and a more ingenious hold than the civilised world, from the spies of Alexander the Great down to those of President Kruger, had ever seen.

With infinite care, and because the information concerning certain naval movements in the Channel was urgent, he produced a mass of letters with words in German interspersed — a cipher message which resulted a fortnight later in one of our battleships being sunk in the Channel, with only eighty survivors. Of the message the following is a facsimile: — 
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Chapter Twelve.

On Thin Ice.
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ONE EVENING EARLY in January three men had assembled and held a serious conference in Jack Sainsburys modest little flat in Heath Street, Hampstead. His sister being out for the day, Jack had personally admitted his visitors, who were Charles Trustram and Sir Houston Bird, and the trio had sat by the fire discussing a matter of the greatest moment.

Briefly, the facts were as follow: Trustram had, ever since the raid on Scarborough, wondered whether the failure of the British naval plan to entrap the German Fleet had been directly due to his own indiscretion in mentioning to Lewin Rodwell what was intended. He deeply regretted having let out what had been an absolute secret; yet Rodwell was a man of such tried and sterling patriotism, constantly addressing audiences in the interests of recruiting, and a man whose battle cry Britain for the British had been taken up everywhere. No one was possessed of a deeper and more intense hatred of Germany than he, and Trustram felt certain that no man was a greater enemy of the Kaiser.

The papers wrote fulsome praise of his splendid example and his fine patriotic efforts, both as regards recruiting and in the raising of funds for various charitable objects; therefore the Admiralty official was wont to comfort himself with the reflection that such a man could never be an agent of Germany.

Only a few days ago, when he had confessed to Sir Houston and the latter had, on his part, spoken to Sainsbury, the puzzle had become pieced together; and on that evening, as the trio sat opposite each other, the young fellow explained how he had been dismissed from the Ochrida Company at the instigation of Lewin Rodwell and his titled sycophant Sir Boyle Huntley.

There is a mystery, Jack went on. Im certain theres some great mystery regarding poor Jerrolds sudden death, he said decisively. I was, that night, on my way to him, to tell him what I had accidentally learnt, and to seek his advice how to act. Yet, poor fellow, he died in my arms.

His suicide was certainly quite unaccountable, declared Sir Houston. I often reflect and wonder whether he really did commit suicide — and yet it was all quite plain and straightforward. He must have swallowed a tablet — coated, no doubt, or the effect must have been far more rapid.

But why did he declare that hed been shot? asked Trustram, whose fine, strong face was dark and thoughtful.

Ah! Who knows? Theres the mystery, replied the great pathologist. Of course, men sometimes have curious hallucinations immediately prior to death. It might have been one.

He was in terrible agony — poor fellow, Jack remarked.

No doubt, no doubt. But the drug would, of course, account for that.

Then, in the light of your expert medical knowledge, you dont think that his death was a mysterious one? Jack queried.

No, I dont say that at all, was the reply of the busy man, who was working night and day among the wounded in the hospitals. I merely say that Jerrold was poisoned — and probably by his own hand. Thats all.

You say probably, remarked Trustram. Could that man, Rodwell, have had anything to do with it do you think?

My dear Mr Trustram, how can we possibly tell? asked Sir Houston. What real evidence have we got? None.

And so clever are our enemies that we are not likely ever to get any, I believe, was Trustrams hard reply. I only know what has happened to our plans for the defeat of the German Fleet. Is it really possible that this Lewin Rodwell, one of the most popular men in England, is a German agent?

If you dared to say so, the whole country would rise and kill you with ridicule, remarked Jack Sainsbury. Once the British public establishes a man as a patriot, their belief in him remains unshaken to the very end. This war is a war where spies and spying, treachery and double-dealing, play a far bigger part than the world ever dreams. Jerrold always declared to me that there were German spies in every department of the State, just as there are in France, in Russia, and in Italy. No secret of any of the European States is a secret from the central spy-bureau in Berlin.

Jerrold knew that. He set out sacrificing body and soul — nay, his very life — to assist our Intelligence Department, Trustram remarked.

I know, said Jack. They were foolishly jealous of his knowledge — jealous of the facts he had gathered during his wanderings up and down Germany, and jealous of the sources of information. They pretended a certain friendliness towards him, of course, but, as you know, the khaki cult is never in unison with the civilian. Jerrold did his duty — did it splendidly, as a true Englishman should. His work will live as a record. Seven years ago he commenced, at a time when the money-grubbing, ostrich-like section of the public — bamboozled by politicians who pretended not to know, yet who knew too well, and who told us there would be no war — not in our time — were content in amassing wealth. What did they care for the countrys future, as long as they drew big dividends? Jerrold foresaw the great Teutonic plot against civilisation, and was not afraid to point to it. What did he get for his pains? Ridicule, derision, and aspersions that his mind was deranged, and that he was a mere romancer. Well, to-day hes dead, and we can only judge him by his works.

There are others — certain others too — whom we may also judge by their works, remarked Trustram grimly— their subtle, fiendish works, aimed at the downfall of our Empire. If the truth had been realised when Lord Roberts started out to speak — and when the whole Government united to poke fun and heap ridicule upon the great Field-Marshal, who knew more of real warfare than the whole tangle of red-tape at Whitehall combined — then to-day thousands of brave men, the flower of our youth, who have laid down their lives in the trenches in Flanders, would have been alive to-day. No! he cried angrily. There are traitors in our midst, and yet if one dares to suspect, if one dares to breathe a word, even to inquire and bring absolute evidence, the only thing which the khaki-clad Department will vouchsafe to the informant is a meagre printed form to acknowledge that ones report has been received. After that, the matter is buried.

Perhaps burnt, laughed Sir Houston.

Most probably, Trustram asserted. To me, an Englishman, the whole situation is as utterly appalling as it is ludicrous. We must win. And it is up to us all to see that we do win.

Excellent! cried Sir Houston. And so we will — all three of us. Ill go to the War Office to-morrow and try and see someone in authority. You, Sainsbury, will come with me, and youll make your statement — youll tell them all that you know. They must take some notice of it!

I should be quite ready, was Jacks reply. But will they believe me? They didnt believe poor Jerrold, remember — and he actually held proof positive of certain traitorous acts. The whole idea of the Intelligence Department is to pooh-pooh any report furnished by a civilian. Indeed, Jerrold showed me a signed statement by a British officer whom the authorities had actually threatened to cashier because he had assisted him to investigate some night-signalling in Surrey!

Impossible! cried Sir Houston.

Its the absolute truth. Ive had the statement in my own hands. He was an officer stationed in a town in Surrey.

Well, remarked the great pathologist. Let us allow the past bygones to be bygones. Let us work — not in resentment of the past, but for our protection in the future. What shall we do?

The two men were silent. On the one hand they saw the fortress-wall which the War Office placed between the civilian and the man in khaki. Reports of espionage were extremely unwelcome at Whitehall. And yet how could men in khaki and assistant-provost-marshals, with their crimson brassards of special-constable or veteran volunteer conspicuousness, ever hope to cope with the clever, subtle and wary spies of Germany? The whole thing was too farcical for words.

The British public, trustful of this cult of khaki and of a Cabinet who daily bleated forth All is well! had no knowledge, for instance, of the cleverly-laid plan of the enemy in Russia — the plot to blow up Ochta, the Russian Woolwich. Later, the English, in their ignorance of German intrigue, asked each other why no forward move was being made — the move promised us in the spring. They knew nothing of that great disaster, so cleverly accomplished by Germanys spies, the blowing up of Ochta, that disaster which entirely crippled Russia, and which resulted, later on, in her retreat from Warsaw. It was this — alas that I should pen these lines! — which prevented the British and French from advancing during the whole spring and summer of 1915.

The Russians, our gallant allies, were producing, at the Putilof works, great siege guns, bigger than any turned out from Krupps. Yet, after Ochta had been blown up by means of a cable laid by spies under the Neva before the war, so that hardly one brick stood upon another and Petrograd had been shaken as by an earthquake in consequence, what could Russia do? She had no munitions; therefore why make guns?

That act of German spies in directly crippling Russia — an act plotted and prepared ten years previously — had checked the striking power of France, and quite defeated the splendid intentions of Lord Kitchener and our own good General French.

Let history speak. As our two armies were holding only a small section of the line, it was more convenient for the general interests of the Allies that we should, instead of employing our increased forces, postpone the entry into action of our national armies, and bend our chief energies to the task of supplying Russia with the munitions which had suddenly become to her a matter of life or death.

Was not this, indeed, an object-lesson to England?

The trio were discussing the situation, when Jack Sainsbury exclaimed:

And yet the public will not believe that there are spies amongst us — even in face of daily events of incendiary fires, of submarine outrages, and of spies who, arriving with American passports, are watched, arrested, and executed at the Tower of London.

True? cried Trustram. I agree entirely with all you say. Shall we act — or shall we join in the saliva of sweetness and raise the chorus that the Germans are, after all, dear good people?

Never! exclaimed Sir Houston fiercely. Jerrold knew, and he died mysteriously. We, all three of us, know. Let us act; let us raise our voices, as the Duke of Newcastle, Lord Charles Beresford, Lord Leith of Fyvie, Lord Crawford, Lord Portsmouth, Lord Headley, and all the others have raised theirs. Britain for the British, I say, and we must win — and, at all hazards, we will win!

Yes, but what shall we do? How are we now to act? queried Jack, looking at his visitors.

That we must decide, Sir Houston responded. We know many things — things that are proved as far as Lewin Rodwell is concerned. We must watch — and watch very closely and carefully — then we shall learn more.

But while we are watching the Empire is, surely, in gravest peril? Trustram protested.

We have an Intelligence Department which is said to be dealing with news leaking from our shores.

Intelligence Department? laughed Jack Sainsbury. Read the German papers, and youll see that the public in Germany are daily told the actual truth concerning us, while we are deliberately kept in ignorance by the superior cult of khaki. Then he added, The whole of this system of secrecy, and of playing upon the public mind, must be broken down, otherwise very soon, I fear, the British will believe nothing that is told them. We wont be spoon-fed on tit-bits any more. We are not the pet-dogs of a Hide-the-Truth administration.

Thats a bit stiff, declared Trustram with a frown, as befitted an official wearing His Majestys uniform.

I dont care! I speak exactly what I feel. The British Empire is to-day greatly menaced, and if we are to win, we must face the facts and speak out boldly. We dont want these incompetent khaki-clad amateur detectives telling the matter-of-fact British nation official untruths. Why, only the other day the Parliamentary mouthpiece of the War Office told us that every German secret agent was known and under constant surveillance! Is that the truth, I ask you, or is it a deliberate official falsehood? Read Hansards reports. I have quoted from them!

The two men could not raise a protest. They knew, alas! that the words the young man had spoken were the actual and ghastly truth.

Well, he went on, looking at his visitors, we know what is in progress — or at least we have the strongest suspicion of it. Now, what decision have you both arrived at? What, in the interests of the safety of the Empire, shall we do?

Trustram shrugged his shoulders blankly, while Sir Houston drew a long breath.

Neither man replied. What could they do, save to warn the War Office, who they knew would probably turn a deaf ear to all their suspicions?


Chapter Thirteen.

Towards the Brink.
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LATER THAT SAME evening Jack, who had walked down Fitzjohns Avenue to Mr Shearmans, as was his habit, found Elises father at home.

Though old Dan Shearman, a hale, bluff North-country man, rather liked young Sainsbury, yet, at heart, he would have preferred a man of established prosperity as his daughters husband — a manufacturer like himself, or a professional man with a good paying practice. Dan Shearman — as everybody called him in Birmingham — was a practical man, and had made a fortune by dint of hard toil and strict economy. He had begun as a half-timer in a cotton-mill in Oldham, and had risen, step by step, until now he was one of the biggest private employers of labour in the Midlands.

For years he had hoped that Elise would make a rich marriage, yet her chance meeting with Jack Sainsbury had suddenly turned the course of events, and both he and his wife could not hide from themselves how deeply the young couple had fallen in love with one another. More than once husband and wife had consulted as to whether it would not be to Elises future interest if they broke off the attachment. Indeed, just before the outbreak of war, they had contemplated sending Elise for a long stay with her aunt, who was married to an English merchant in Palerno.

Yet, partly because the girl begged to remain in London, and partly because of Mrs Shearmans liking for young Sainsbury, the bluff old fellow gave way — though there always remained the fact that Jack was a mere clerk and that, at the present time, he was out of a situation. That he had been rejected by the military doctors Mr Shearman knew, but he was unaware that Jack had been left a legacy by the doctor who had so mysteriously committed suicide in Wimpole Street.

Hey, lad! old Dan cried cheerily, as Jack entered the little smoking-room. Sit yer down a moment, an have a cigarette. Theres some over yonder!

When the young man had lit up and seated himself, Shearman asked:

Well! whats the pay-pers say to-night — eh? Aw wonder ow this ere war is goin on?

Badly, sir, I fear, was Sainsburys prompt reply. We dont seem to be able to move against the superior power of the enemy.

Superior power be anged, lad! cried the round-faced, grey-haired old man, his eyes flashing as he spoke. Aw dont believe in what these ere writers talk about — their big guns, their superior power, an all that! Were still powerful enough in good old England to lick the ole lot o them sour-krowts, as I eard a man in New Street callin em yesterday.

Well, I hope so, laughed Sainsbury, who really was anxious to get upstairs to the drawing-room, where he knew Elise was eagerly awaiting him. But at present we seem to be progressing very slowly. The Russian steam-roller, as it was called, has come to a halt.

Ah! a bit more o them there writers bunkum! What aw say is that were a-bein misled altogether. Nawbody tells the truth, and nawbody writes it. What yer reads to-day, lad, ll be flatly contradicted to-morrow. So whats the use o believin anything?

He was, truly, a bluff old chap who, born and bred in Lancashire, had afterwards spent three parts of his life in and about Birmingham. Old Dan Shearman was a man who always wanted hard facts, and when he got them he would make use of them in business, as well as elsewhere, with an acumen far greater than many men who had been educated at a public school. He rather prided himself upon his national-school training, and was fond of remarking, Aw doant pretend to much book-learnin, but aw knows my trade, an aw knows ow to make money by it — which a lot o people doant!

Jack Sainsbury always found him amusing, for he was full of dry, witty remarks; and as he sat for a quarter of an hour, or so, the old fellow, puffing at his cigar — though he always smoked his pet pipe in his private office at the works — made some very caustic remarks about official red-tape at Whitehall.

Were a-makin munitions now, he explained. But oh! the queries we get, and the visits from officers in uniform — people who come and tell me ow aw should run my business, yet the first time theyve ever seen a Drummond lathe is in one of my workshops. Aw say that arf of its all a mere wicked waste of a mans time!

Yes, sighed the young man— I suppose there is far too much officialism; and yet perhaps it is necessary. Then he added, Is Elise at home, do you know?

Yes, shes at ome, lad — shes at ome! laughed the old fellow cheerily. Aw know you want to go oop to er. Well, aw did the same when I wor your age. Aw wont keep yer longer. So go oop, lad, an see er. My wifes out somewhere — gone to see one of er fine friends, I expect.

Jack did not want further persuasion. Leaving the old man, he closed the door, ran up the carpeted steps two at a time and, in a few moments, held his well-beloved fondly in his arms.

She looked very pretty that night — a sweet, rather demure little figure in a smart, but young-looking dinner-gown of pale cornflower-blue crêpe-de-chine, a dress which well became her, setting off her trim, dainty figure to perfection, while the touch of velvet of the same shade in her fair hair enhanced her beauty.

Oh! Im so glad youve come, dear! cried the girl, as she looked fondly into her lovers face with those clear, childlike eyes, which held him always beneath their indescribable spell. And as he imprinted soft kisses upon her lips, she added: Do you know, Jack, I may be most awfully silly — probably youll say I am — but the truth is I have suddenly been seized by grave apprehensions concerning you.

Why, darling? he asked quickly, still holding her in his strong arms.

Well, Ill confess, however silly it may appear, said the girl. All day to-day Ive felt ever so anxious about you. I know that, like poor Dr Jerrold, you are trying to discover and punish the spies of Germany. Now, those people know it. They are as unscrupulous as they are vindictive, and I — well, Ive been seriously wondering whether, knowing that you are their enemy, they may not endeavour to do you some grave harm.

Harm! laughed the young man. Why, whatever makes you anticipate such a thing, darling?

Well — I dont really know, was her reply. Only to-day Ive been thinking so much about it all — about Dr Jerrolds strange death, and of all youve lately told me — that Im very apprehensive. Do take care of yourself, Jack dear, wont you — for my sake?

Of course I will, he said, with a smile. But what terrible fate do you anticipate for me? You dont really think that the Germans will try and murder me, do you?

Ah! You dont know what revenge they might not take upon you, the girl said as they stood together near the fire in the big, handsome room, his arm tenderly around her waist. Remember that poor Dr Jerrold upset a good many of their plans, and that you helped him.

Well, and if I did, I dont really anticipate being assassinated, he answered, quite calmly.

But the doctor died. Why? asked the girl. Could his death have been due to revenge, do you think?

Jack Sainsbury was silent. It was not the first time that that vague and terrible suggestion had crossed his mind, yet he had never uttered a word to her regarding his suspicions.

Jerome committed suicide, was his quiet, thoughtful reply.

Thats what the doctors said. But do you think he really did? queried the girl.

Jack shrugged his shoulders, but made no reply.

Ah! I see! You yourself are not quite convinced! she said, looking him straight in the face.

Well, Elise, he said after a brief silence, and with a forced laugh, I really dont think I should worry. I can surely take care of myself. Perhaps you would like me to carry a revolver? Ill do so, if it will content you.

You cant be too careful, dear, she said earnestly, laying her slim fingers upon his arm. Remember that they are the spies of the most barbarous race on earth and, in order to gain their ends, theyll stick at nothing.

Not even at killing your humble and most devoted servant — eh? laughed Jack. Well, if it will relieve your mind Ill carry a pistol. I have an automatic Browning at home — a bit rusty, I fear.

Then carry it with you always, dear. — I— But she hesitated in her eagerness, and did not conclude her sentence.

In a second he realised that she had been on the point of speaking, of telling him something. Yet she had broken off just in time. That fact puzzled him considerably.

Well, he asked, his serious gaze fixed upon those big blue eyes of his well-beloved, while her fair head rested upon his shoulder: what has caused you these gloomy forebodings concerning myself, dearest? Tell me.

Oh, nothing, she replied in a strange, nervous voice. I suppose that Im horribly silly, of course. But, knowing all that you have told me about the wonderful spy-system of Germany, I have now become gravely apprehensive regarding your safety.

Jack saw that she was endeavouring to conceal something. What knowledge had she gained? In an instant he grew eagerly interested. Yet he did not, at the moment, press her further.

And you think that the fact of carrying a gun will be a protection to me, do you, little one? Well, most women believe that. Yet, as a matter of fact, firearms are very little protection. If a man is seriously marked down by an enemy, a whole army of detectives cannot save him. Think of the political assassinations, anarchist outrages, and the like. Police protection has usually proved futile.

But you can take proper ordinary precautions, she suggested.

And pray, dear, why do you ask me to take precautions? he inquired. Then, looking earnestly into her eyes, he added very gravely: Something — or somebody — has put all these grim fears into your head. Now, dearest, tell me the truth, he urged.

She made no response. Her eyes were downcast, and he saw that she hesitated. For what reason?

Whoever has put all these silly ideas into your head, darling, is responsible to me! he said in a hard voice.

Well, Jack, I — I really cant help it. I — I love you, as you know; and I cant bear to think that you are running into danger, as you undoubtedly are.

He looked into her pretty face again.

Now look here, darling, he went on: arent you getting just a little too nervous about me? I quite admit that in these days of wars, of terrible massacres, of barbarism and of outrages of which even African savages would not be guilty, one is apt to become unduly nervous. Youve been reading the papers, perhaps. They dont always tell us the truth nowadays, with the Censor trying to hide up everything.

No, Jack, she said boldly. I havent been reading the papers. Im only anxious to save you.

But how do you know that Im in any danger? he asked quickly. Why be anxious at all? I assure you that Im perfectly safe. Nobody will lift a finger against me. Why should they?

Ah! you dont see, she cried. There is a motive — a hidden motive of revenge. Your enemies intend to do you harm — grievous bodily harm. I know that.

How? he asked quickly, fixing her splendid eyes with his.

That straight, bold question caused her to hesitate. She had intended to prevaricate, that he knew. She did not wish to reveal the truth to him, yet she feared lest he might be annoyed. Nevertheless, so serious was he, so calm and utterly defiant in face of her grave warning, that a second later she found herself wavering.

Well, she replied, I — I feel absolutely certain that it is intended that some harm shall come to you.

Then Id better go to Scotland Yard and say that Im threatened — eh? he laughed merrily. And they will put on somebody to watch me, well knowing that, if the whole of Scotland Yard — from the Assistant Commissioner downwards — were put on to shadow me, the result would be just the same. I should surely be killed, if my enemies had seriously plotted my death.

Thats just my very argument, she said sagely, her pretty head slightly inclined as she spoke. I feel convinced that some evil is intended.

But why, darling? he asked in surprise. What causes you all these silly notions?

Several things. Frankly, I dont believe that Dr Jerrold took his own life. I believe that he was a victim of the dastardly spies of the Great Assassin.

Jack said nothing. The mystery in Wimpole Street was great. Yet, how could they dispute the medical evidence?

Thats another matter, he remarked. How does that concern my safety?

It does, very deeply. Your enemies know that you assisted Jerrold, and I am firmly convinced that you are marked down in consequence.

My darling! he cried, drawing her closer to him. You really make me feel quite creepy all over! and he laughed.

Oh, I do wish, dear, youd take this grave danger seriously!

But I dont. Thats just it! he answered. I quite understand, darling, that you may be anxious, but I really feel that your anxiety is quite groundless and hence unnecessary.

The girl sighed, and then protested, saying — 

Ah! if you would only heed my warning!

Havent I promised to do so? Im going to carry my revolver in future.

You take it as a huge joke! she said in dissatisfaction, disengaging herself slowly from his embrace.

I do. Because I cant see why you should warn me. Who has put such thoughts into your head? Surely I know how to take care of myself? he exclaimed.

Perhaps you do. But that a grave danger threatens you, Jack, I happen to know, was her serious reply.

How do you know? he asked quickly, facing her. He had, all along, seen that, for some unaccountable reason, she was hesitating to tell him the truth.

Well, she said slowly, if — if I tell you the truth, Jack dear, you wont laugh at me, will you? she asked at last.

Of course not, my darling. I know full well that you love me, and, as a natural consequence, you are perhaps a little too apprehensive.

I have cause to be, she said in a low voice, and, taking from the breast of her low-cut gown a crumpled letter, she handed it to him, saying: A week ago I received this! Read it!

He took it and, opening it, found it to be an ill-scribbled note, upon a sheet of common note-paper such as one would buy in a penny packet, envelopes included.

The note, which was anonymous, and bore the postmark of Willesden, commenced with the words Dear Miss, and ran as follows:

Your lover, Sainsbury, has been warned to keep his nose out of other peoples affairs, and as he continues to inquire about what does not concern him his activity is to be cut short. Tell him that, as he has disregarded the advice given him by letter two months ago, his fate is now sealed. The arm of Germanys vengeance is long, and reaches far. So beware — both of you!

For a few seconds Jack held the mysterious missive in his hand, and then suddenly he burst out laughing.

You surely wont allow this to worry you? he exclaimed. Why, its only some crank — somebody we know who is playing a silly practical joke, — and folding the letter, he gave it back to her with a careless air. Such a letter as that doesnt worry me for a single minute.

But it contains a distinct assertion — that you are doomed! cried the girl, pale-faced and very anxious.

Yes — it certainly is a very cheerful note. Whom do you know at Willesden?

Not a soul that I can think of. Ive been puzzling my brains for days as to anybody I know there, but can think of no one.

It was posted out there on purpose, no doubt! he laughed. Well, if I were you, Elise, I wouldnt give it another thought.

Ah, thats all very well. But I cant get rid of the distinct belief that some mischief is intended, answered the girl very gravely.

No, no, darling? he assured her, placing his arm again round her slim waist, and kissing her fondly upon the lips. Dont anticipate any such thing. Somebodys having a game with us. They think it a huge joke, no doubt.

But do look the facts in the face, Jack! she urged. These spies of Germany, swarming over the country as they do, will hesitate at nothing in order to gain victory for their barbarous Fatherland. Not only have we to fight the unscrupulous army of the Kaiser, remember, but another army of pro-Germans in our midst, — those pretended Englishmen who have their spiritual homes in Berlin.

True. But dont let that letter get on your nerves, darling. Burn it, and then forget it.

Did you ever receive a letter warning you? she asked.

Yes. Ive had several. One was, I believe, in the same handwriting as yours, was his rather careless reply.

You never told me of them!

Because I discarded them, he said. I believe Ive had quite half a dozen at various times, but I pay no attention to people who dont sign their names.

Elise Shearman sighed. In her fine blue eyes there was a distinctly troubled look.

She loved Jack very deeply and tenderly. What if these people actually did make an attempt upon his life? Suppose he were killed! That the spies of Germany had every motive to put an end to his activity in ferreting them out, was quite plain. Indeed, her father, knowing nothing of the anonymous letter, had referred to it that evening. He had declared that her lover was running very grave risks. It had been this remark which had set her thinking more deeply and more apprehensively.

Jack saw that she was worrying, therefore he kissed her fondly, and reassured her that no harm would befall him.

Ill take every precaution possible, in order to satisfy you, my darling, he declared, his strong arms again around her as he held her closely to him.

They looked indeed a handsome pair — he tall, good-looking, strong and manly, and she dainty and fair, with a sweet, delightful expression upon her pretty face.

Then — then you really love me, Jack? she faltered, looking up into his face as he whispered into her delicate ear, regretting if any ill-considered word he had uttered had pained her.

Love you, my darling? he cried passionately— why, of course I do. How can you doubt me? You surely know that, for me, there is only one good, true woman in all the world — your own dear, sweet self! She smiled in full content, burying her pretty head upon his shoulder.

Then — then you really will take care of yourself, Jack — wont you? she implored. When you are absent Im always thinking — and wondering—

And worrying, I fear, little one, he interrupted. Now dont worry. I assure you that Im quite safe — that—

His sentence was interrupted by a tap at the door. They sprang apart, and Littlewood, old Dans neat, middle-aged manservant — a North-country man, a trusted friend of the family — entered and, addressing Jack, said, with that pleasant burr in his voice:

Theres a gentleman called, sir — gives the name of Murray, sir. He wants to see you a moment upon some rather urgent business.

Murray? echoed Jack. I dont recollect the name. Who is he?

Hes a gentleman, sir. Hes down in the hall. He wont detain you a minute, he says, was the mans reply.

Then excuse me a moment, he said in apology to Elise, and left the room, descending to the hall with Littlewood.

Below stood a clean-shaven man in a black overcoat who, advancing to meet him, said— Are you Mr Sainsbury, sir?

Yes. Thats my name, replied the young man.

I want to speak to you privately, just for a few moments, the stranger said. I want to tell you something in confidence, he added, lowering his voice. Shall we go outside the door? and he glanced meaningly at Littlewood.

At first Jack was much puzzled, but, next moment, he said — 

Certainly — if you wish.

Then both men went forth, descending the steps to the pavement, whereupon a second man, who sprang from nowhere, joined them instantly, while Mr Murray said, in a calm and quite determined voice — 

Mr Sainsbury, we are officers of the Criminal Investigation Department, and we arrest you upon a warrant charging you with certain offences under the Defence of the Realm Act.

What! gasped Jack, staring at them absolutely dumbfounded. Are you mad? What tomfoolery is this?

I will read the warrant over to you at Bow Street, answered the man who had called himself Murray.

And, as he uttered the words, a taxi that had been waiting a few doors away drew up, and almost before Sainsbury could protest, or seek permission to return to his fiancée and explain the farce in progress, he was, in full view of Littlewood, bundled unceremoniously into the conveyance, which, next instant, moved swiftly down the hill in the direction of Swiss Cottage station, on its way to Bow Street Police Station.


Chapter Fourteen.

Held by the Enemy.
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THAT CAN HARDLY be correct — because there are proofs, remarked the tall, fair, quick-eyed man, who sat in the cold, official-looking room at Bow Street Police Station at half-past three oclock that same morning.

Jack Sainsbury was standing in defiance before the table, while, in the room, stood the two plain-clothes men who had effected his arrest.

The fair-haired man at the table was Inspector Tennant, of the Special Department at New Scotland Yard, an official whose duty since the outbreak of war was to make inquiry into the thousand-and-one cases of espionage which the public reported weekly to that much-harassed department. Tennant, who had graduated, as all others had graduated, from the rank of police-constable on the streets of London, was a reliable officer as far as patriotism and a sense of duty went. But it was impossible for a man born in a labourers cottage on the south side of Dartmoor, and educated at the village school, to possess such a highly trained brain as that possessed by say certain commissaires of the Paris Sûreté.

Thomas Tennant, a highly popular man as far as the staff at the Yard went, and trusted implicitly by his superiors from the Assistant-Commissioner downwards, worked with an iron sense of the red-taped duty for which he received his salary.

Im sorry, said Tennant, looking at the young man; but all these denials will not, I fear, help you in the least. As I warned you, they are being taken down in writing, and may be used in evidence against you, and he indicated a clerk writing shorthand at a side-table.

Jack Sainsbury grew furious.

I dont care a brass button what evidence you can give against me, he cried. I only know that my conscience is perfectly clear. I have tried, since the war, to help my friend Dr Jerome Jerrold of Wimpole Street, to inquire into spies and espionage. We acted together, and Jerrold reported much that was unknown to Whitehall. He—

Doctor Jerrold is the gentleman who committed suicide — if my memory serves me correctly, interrupted the police official, speaking very quietly.

Perhaps he did. I say perhaps — remember, exclaimed the young man under arrest. But I dont agree with the finding of the Coroners jury.

People often disagree with a Coroners jury, was the dry reply of the hide-bound official, seated at the table. But now, let us get along, he added persuasively. You admit that you are John James Sainsbury; that you were, until lately, clerk in the employ of the Ochrida Copper Corporation, in Gracechurch Street, from the service of which you were recently discharged. Is that so?

Most certainly. I have nothing to deny.

Good. Then let us advance a step further. You were, I believe, an intimate friend of Dr Jerome Jerrold, who lived in Wimpole Street, and who, for no apparent reason, committed suicide.

Yes.

You do not know, I presume, that Dr Jerrold was suspected of a very grave offence under the Defence of the Realm Act, and that, rather than face arrest and prosecution by court-martial as a spy — he took his own life!

Its a lie — an infernal lie! shouted young Sainsbury. Who alleges such an outrageous lie as that?

The fair-haired detective smiled, and in that suave manner he usually adopted towards prisoners, with clasped hands he said:

I fear I cannot tell you that.

But its a confounded lie! Jerome Jerrold was no spy. He and I were the firmest friends, and I know how he devoted his time and his money to investigating the doings of the enemy in our midst. Did you not read the words of the Lord Chancellor the other day?

Im afraid I didnt.

Well, speaking in the House of Lords, he admitted that we have not only to fight a foe in the open field, but that their spies are in every land and that the webs of their intrigue enmesh and entangle every Government. It was in order to assist the authorities — your own department indeed — that Dr Jerome, two friends of his, and myself devoted our time to watching at nights, and investigating.

The officials lips curled slightly.

I know that, full well. But how do you explain away the fact that your friend, the doctor, committed suicide rather than face a prosecution?

He had nothing to fear. Of that I am quite confident. No braver, more loyal, or more patriotic man ever existed than he, poor fellow.

Im afraid the facts hardly bear out your contention.

But what are the facts? demanded the young man fiercely.

As I have already said, it is not within my province to tell you.

But Ive been arrested to-night upon a false charge — a charge trumped up against me perhaps by certain officials who may be jealous of what I have done, and what I have learnt. I am discredited in the eyes of my friends at the house where I was arrested. Surely I should be told the truth!

I, of course, do not know what truths may be forthcoming at your trial. But at present I am not allowed to explain anything to you, save that the charge against you is that you have attempted to communicate with the enemy.

What! shouted Jack, astounded: am I actually charged, then, with being a German spy?

Im afraid that is so.

But I have no knowledge of any other of the enemys agents, save those which were discovered by Jerrold and reported to Whitehall by him.

Ah! the evidence, I think, goes a little further — documentary evidence which has recently been placed in the hands of the War Office.

By whom, pray?

You surely dont think it possible for me to reveal the name of the informant in such a case? was the cold reply.

Jack Sainsbury stood aghast and silent at the grave charge which had been preferred against him. It meant, he knew, a trial in camera. He saw how entirely he must be discredited in the eyes of the world, who could never know the truth, or even the nature of his defence.

He thought of Elise. What would she think? What did she think when Littlewood told her — as he had told her, no doubt — of how he had been mysteriously hustled into a taxi, and driven off?

For the first time a recollection of that strange anonymous warning which his well-beloved had received crossed his memory. Who had sent that letter? Certainly some friend who had wished his, or her, name to remain unknown.

The whole thing is a hideous farce, he cried savagely, at last. Nobody can prove that I am not what I here allege myself to be — an honest, loyal and patriotic Englishman.

You will have full opportunity of proving that, and of disproving the documentary evidence which is in the hands of the Director of Public Prosecutions.

Public Prosecutions! Mine will be in camera, laughed Jack grimly. I suppose I shall be tried by a kind of military inquisition. I hope they wont wear black robes, with slits for the eyes, as they did in the old days in Spain! he laughed.

I fail to see much humour in your present position, Mr Sainsbury, replied Tennant rather frigidly.

I see a lot — even though Im annoyed that your men should have called at Fitzjohns Avenue, instead of going to my place in Heath Street. If you know so much about me, you surely knew my address.

The warrant was issued for immediate arrest, sir, exclaimed one of the detectives to his superior. Therefore we went to Fitzjohns Avenue.

I suppose I shall have an opportunity of knowing the name of my enemy — of the person who laid this false information against me — and also that I can see my counsel?

The latter will certainly be allowed to-morrow.

May I write to Miss Shearman — my fiancée?

No. But if you wish to give her any message — say by telephone — I will see that it is sent to her, if you care to write it down.

A pencil was handed to him, whereupon he bent and scribbled a couple of lines.

To Miss Elise Shearman, from the prisoner, John Sainsbury. — Please tell Miss Shearman that I have been arrested as a spy, and am at Bow Street Police Station. Tell her not to worry. I have nothing to fear, and will be at liberty very soon. Some grave official error has evidently been made. Then, handing the slip to the Detective Inspector, he said — 

If they will kindly ring up Mr Shearmans in Hampstead — and he gave the number— and give that message, I shall be greatly obliged.

It shall be done, replied the police official. Have you anything else to say?

Only one thing, and of this statement I hope you will make a careful note: namely, that on the night when Dr Jerome Jerrold died so mysteriously, I was on my way to give him some most important information that I had gathered in the City only a few hours before — information which, when I reveal it, will startle the Kingdom — but he died before I could tell him. He died in my arms, as a matter of fact.

Inspector Tennant was silent for a few moments. Then he asked — 

Did you ever reveal this important information to anyone else?

No. I did not. Only Jerrold would have understood its true gravity.

Then it concerned him — eh?

No. It concerned somebody else. I was on my way to consult him — to ask his opinion as to how I should act, when I found I could not get into his room. His man helped me to break in, and we found him dying. In fact, he spoke to me — he said hed been shot — just before he expired.

Yes, I know, remarked Tennant reflectively. I happened to be present in court when the inquest was held. I heard your evidence, and I also heard the evidence of Sir Houston Bird, who testified as to suicide.

Jerrold did not take his life! Jack protested.

Can you put your opinion before that of such a man as Sir Houston? asked Tennant dubiously.

He had no motive in committing suicide.

Ah! I think your opinion will rather alter, that is, if the prosecution reveals to you the truth. He had, according to my information, every motive for escape from exposure and punishment.

Impossible! declared Jack Sainsbury, standing defiant and rather amused than otherwise at the ridiculous charge brought against him. Dr Jerrold was not a man to shrink from his duty. He did his best to combat the peril of the enemy alien, and if others had had the courage to act as he did, we should not be faced with the scandalous situation — our enemies moving freely among us — that we have to-day.

Inspector Tennant — typical of the slow-plodding of police officialdom, and the careful attention to method of those who have risen from uniformed rank — listened and smiled.

Upon the warrant was a distinct charge against the young man before him, and upon that charge he centred his hide-bound mind. It is always so easy to convict a suspect by ones inner intuition. Had Jack Sainsbury been able to glance at the file of papers which had culminated in his conviction, he would have seen that only after Jerome Jerrolds death had the charge of war-treason been brought against him. There was no charge of espionage, because, according to the Hague Convention, nobody can technically be charged as a spy unless the act of espionage is committed within the war zone. England was not then — because Zeppelin raids had not taken place — within the war zone. Hence nobody could be charged as a spy.

Mr Sainsbury, I think there is nothing more to say to-night, Tennant said at last. It is growing late. Ill see that your message is sent to Fitzjohns Avenue by telephone. They will see you in the morning regarding your defence. But — well, I confess that Im sorry that you should have said so much as you have.

So much! cried the young man furiously. Here I am, arrested upon a false charge — accused of being a traitor to my country — and you regret that I dare to defend a man who is in his grave and cannot answer for himself! Are you an Englishman — or are you one of those tainted by the Teuton trail — as so many are in high places?

I think you are losing your temper, said the red-tape-tangled inspector of the Special Branch — a man who held one of the plums of the Scotland Yard service. I have had an order, and I have executed it. That is as far as I can go.

At my expense. You charge me with an offence which is utterly ridiculous, and beyond that you cast scandalous reflections upon the memory of the man who was my dearest friend!

I only tell you what is reported.

By whom?

I have already stated that I am not permitted to answer such a question.

Then my enemies — some unknown and secret enemies — have placed me in this invidious position!

Well — if you like to put it in that way, you may, reflected the police official, who, with a cold smile, closed the book upon the table, as a sign that the interview was at an end.


Chapter Fifteen.

The Working of Number 70.
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JUST AS IT was growing dusk on the following evening, a handsome middle-aged woman, exquisitely dressed in the latest mode, and carrying a big gold chain-purse, attached to which was a quantity of jangling paraphernalia in the shape of cigarette-case, puff-box, and other articles, was lolling in, a big armchair in Lewin Rodwells little study in Bruton Street.

From her easy attitude, and the fact that she had taken off her fur coat and was in the full enjoyment of a cigarette with her well-shod feet upon the fender, it was quite apparent that she was no stranger there.

It certainly was the only thing to be done in the circumstances, I quite agree, she was saying to Rodwell, who was seated opposite her, on the other side of the fire.

How did he look at Bow Street this, morning? Tell me! Rodwell asked her eagerly.

Pale and worried, was the womans reply. The case was heard in the extradition court, and there were very few people there. The girl was there, of course. A young barrister named Charles Pelham appeared for him, and reserved his defence. The whole proceedings did not occupy five minutes — just the evidence of arrest, and then the magistrate remanded him for a week.

So I heard over the phone.

I thought perhaps you would be called, the woman remarked.

My dear Molly, laughed the man grimly, Im not going to be called as witness. Ive taken very good care of that! I havent any desire to go into the box, I can assure you.

I suppose not, laughed the woman. The prisoner must never know that youve had a hand in the affair.

She was a well-built, striking-looking woman, with a pair of fine dark eyes sparkling from beneath a black hat, the daring shape of which was most becoming to her. Upon her white hand jewels gleamed in the fitful firelight, for the lights were not switched on, and in her low-cut blouse of cream crêpe-de-chine she wore a small circle of diamonds as a brooch.

Its a good job for us all that youve closed the young mans mouth just in time, she declared. He knew something, that is evident.

And he kept it to himself, intending one day to launch it as a thunderbolt, Rodwell remarked. But youve been infernally clever over the affair, Molly. Without you, I dont know what I should have done in this case. There was a distinct danger.

It wasnt very difficult, after all, his companion replied. Money does wonders — especially the good money of Germany. Here in England Number Seventy happily has much good money, and has a good press.

Yes, laughed Rodwell. And yet the fools here think they will win!

My dear Lewin, they would win if they were not so hopelessly egotistical, and if we had not long foreseen the coming conflict and Germanised the British political and official life as our first precaution. In consequence, our victory is assured. Already this country is in the grip of our German financiers, our pro-German politicians, labour-leaders, and officials of every class. Our good German money has not been ill-spent, I can assure you! she laughed.

I quite agree. But tell me how you really managed to engineer that evidence, he asked, much interested.

Well, after you had given me the correspondence four days ago, I took a taxi and went down to the City to see my old friend George Charlesworth, was her reply. He and I used to be quite old chums a year ago, when, as you know, he fell into the trap over that other little matter, and became so useful, though he still remains in entire ignorance.

Ah! of course, you know the arrangements of the office. I quite forgot that.

Yes. I arrived about five oclock, just as the old boy was leaving, and sat in his room while he finished signing his letters. Already most of the clerks had gone. When he had finished, and all the staff had left, I lit up a cigarette and begged to be allowed to finish it before we went out, I having suggested that he should take me to dinner that night at the Carlton. Suddenly I pretended to grow faint, and asked him to get me some brandy. In alarm the dear old fellow jumped up quickly, and ran out to an hotel for some, leaving me in the office alone. Then, when hed gone, it didnt take me long to hurry out into the clerks office and put the papers in between the leaves of that big green ledger which I found in the desk at which young Sainsbury had worked — just as you had described where it would be found.

Excellent! You are always very cute, Molly, he laughed. I suppose you quickly recovered when Charlesworth got back with the brandy — eh?

Well, I didnt recover too quickly, or the old bird might have grown suspicious, was her reply.

Mariechen Pagenkoff, known as Mrs Molly Kirby, was a native of Coblenz, but had been educated in England, and had lived here the greater part of her life until she had lost all trace of her foreign birth. Her husband had been a German shipping-agent in Glasgow, and at the same time a secret agent of the Koeniger-gratzerstrasse. But he had died two years before, leaving her a widow. Her profession of spy had brought her into contact with Lewin Rodwell, and ever since the outbreak of war the pair had acted in conjunction with each other in collecting and transmitting information through the various secret channels open between London and Berlin, and in carrying out many coups of espionage. Mrs Kirby lived very comfortably — as the widow of a rather wealthy shipping-agent might live — in a pretty flat in Cadogan Gardens, and to those around her she was believed to be, like Lewin Rodwell, most patriotic and charitable. Indeed, she had done much voluntary work for the charitable funds, and had interested herself in the relief of Belgian refugees, and in the work of the Red Cross.

The day after you had been to the office, Rodwell explained, I went down there upon one or two matters which required attention, and, after a couple of hours, I told Charlesworth that I wanted to glance at a certain ledger to verify a query. The book was brought, and as I carelessly searched through it in Charlesworths presence, I discovered some documents. We opened them, when, to our great surprise, we found letters in German, there being enclosed in one a ten-pound note.

What did old Charlesworth say? asked Mrs Kirby, with a smile upon her red lips.

Well, as he can read German, I allowed him to digest the letters. The old man was dumbfounded, and exclaimed: Why, young Sainsbury kept this book! Look at this letter! Its addressed to Dear Jack! Is it possible, do you think, that Sainsbury was a German spy?

What did you say?

I expressed the gravest surprise and concern, of course, and suggested that he, as manager, should take the documents to Scotland Yard and make a statement as to how they had been discovered. He wanted me to go with him, but I declined, saying that in my position I had no desire to be mixed up with any such unpleasant affair, and that he, as managing-director of the Ochrida Corporation, was the proper person to lodge information. The old fellow grew quite excited over it. He had several of the clerks up, and from them ascertained that the ledger in question had not been used since Sainsbury left. This, in conjunction with the fact that one of the letters was addressed to Jack, and in it a mention of meeting at Heath Street, proved most conclusively that the incriminating documents belonged to Sainsbury. Therefore, an hour later, after I had instructed Charlesworth what to tell them at Scotland Yard, I had the satisfaction of seeing him enter a taxi with the documents in his pocket. I continued to do some work in the office when, later on, as I expected, he returned with a detective who inspected the book, the desk in which it was kept, and who listened to the story of young Sainsburys career.

And I suppose you gave the young man a very good character — eh? asked the woman who had led such an adventurous life.

Oh, excellent! was Rodwells grim reply. The officer went away quite convinced that Sainsbury was a spy.

Though you gave me the letters, I quite forgot to read them, said the woman. Of what character were they? Pretty damning, I suppose?

Damning — I should rather think they were! answered the man who posed as the great British patriot, and hid his real profession beneath the cloak of finance and platform-speaking. Two of them were letters which our friend Wentzel, at Aldershot, had received from the Insurance Company at Amsterdam — you know the little institution I mean, in the Kalverstraat. Wentzel is known as Jack, and in one of these he is addressed as such. So it came in very useful. The letter enclosed a Bank of England note for ten pounds.

The monthly payment of his little annuity — eh? laughed the woman. I understand. I had a letter only this morning from the same Insurance Company.

Well, laughed the man, we all have dealings with the same office. I have had many. The organisation there is perfect — not a soul in the Censors department suspects. Truly, one must admire such perfect organisation as that established by Number Seventy.

I do. My husband always declared the arrangements in Holland to be perfect — and they are perfect, even to-day, while we are at war in England — the great Ruler of the Seas, as she calls herself, has already fallen from her height. Britannias trident is broken; her rulers know, and quite appreciate the fact. That is why they establish a censorship in order to keep the truth regarding our submarines from what they term the man-in-the-street. As soon as he knows the truth — if he ever will — then Heaven help Great Britain!

Meanwhile we are all working towards one end, my dear Molly — victory for our Fatherland!

Certainly. We shall conquer. The great Russian steam-roller — as the English journalists once called it — is already rusty at its joints. The rust has eaten into it, and soon its engineers will fail to make it move — except in its reverse-gear, and the woman laughed. But tell me, she added: of what does the evidence against Sainsbury exactly consist?

Lewin Rodwell reflected seriously for a few moments. Then he slowly replied:

Well, there are several things — things which he will have great difficulty in explaining away. Ive taken good care of that. First, there is the letter from the Dutch Insurance Company sending him a ten-pound note. Secondly, there is a letter from a certain Carl Stefansen, living at Waxholm, on the Baltic, not far from Stockholm, asking for details regarding the movements of certain regiments of Kitcheners Army, and thanking him for previous reports regarding the camps at Watford, Bramshott and elsewhere. Thirdly, there is an acknowledgment of a report sent to a lock-box address in Sayville, in the United States, on the second of last month, and promising to send, by next post, a remittance of five pounds in payment for it. A letter from Halifax, Nova Scotia, also requests certain information as to whether the line of forts from Guildford to Redhill — part of the ring-defences of London — are yet occupied.

Forts? What do you mean?

Those forts established years ago along the Surrey hills as part of the scheme for the defence of the Metropolis, but never manned or equipped with guns. They cost very many thousands to construct — but were never fully equipped.

And they are still in existence?

Certainly. And they could be occupied, and turned to valuable account, at any moment.

A fact which I can see they fully appreciated at Whitehall, and which will lend much colour to the charge against this inquisitive young fellow — who — well — who knows just a little too much. Ah! my dear Lewin, I never met a man quite like you. You can see through a brick wall.

No further than you can see, my dear Molly, laughed the crafty man. We were both of us trained in the same excellent school — that school which is the eyes and ears of the great and invincible Imperial Army of the Fatherland. Where would be that army, with our Kaiser at its head, if it had no eyes and no ears? Every report we send to Berlin is noted; every report, however small and vague, is one step towards our great goal and final victory. The Allies may beat themselves against our steel and concrete ring, but they will never win. We sit tight. Our men sit in their comfortable dug-outs to wait — and to wait on until the Allies beat themselves out in sheer exhaustion. Our great invincible nation must win in this island, for one reason — because the German eagle has already gripped in her talons the very official heart of Great Britain herself. Our Kaiser Wilhelm is only William of Normandy over again. In Berlin we hold no apprehensions. We know we must win. If not to-day — well, we sit safe in our trenches in Flanders, or give the gallant Russians a run just to exercise them — knowing well that victory must be ours when we will it!

Then, the correspondence found in Sainsburys ledger is entirely conclusive, you think? asked his companion after a pause.

Absolutely. There is no question. The letter shows him guilty of espionage.

They were actual letters, then?

Certainly. One of them was in an envelope addressed to him at the office, and posted at Norwich. I managed to find that envelope in his desk on the day before he was discharged. It came in extremely useful, as I expected it might.

So the charge against him cannot fail? asked the handsome woman, puffing slowly at her cigarette. Remember, he may suspect you — knowing all that he does!

Bah! The charge cannot fail. Of course Ive had nothing to do with the matter as far as the authorities are concerned. I have simply slipped the noose over his head, and shall let the Intelligence Department do the rest. They will do their work well — never fear.

But you told the Intelligence Department about that Dr Jerrold?

Boyle did. I was most careful to keep out of it, replied Rodwell, with a cunning look. Boyle happens to be a friend of Heaton-Smith, who is in the Intelligence Department, and to him he gave information which cast a very deep suspicion that while Jerrold was pretending to hunt out spies, he was also engaged in collecting information. Indeed, we sent our friend Klost to consult him as a patient in order to further colour the idea that, in the doctors consulting-room, he was receiving German spies. Heaton-Smith, who has a perfect mania regarding espionage, took it, up at once, and had Jerome watched, while we on our part, manufactured just a little thread of evidence, as we have done in the present case. By it we succeeded in a warrant being issued for his arrest. It would have been executed that night if — well, if he had not committed suicide.

Perhaps he knew a warrant was out against him?

I think he did, said Rodwell, with an evil smile.

What causes you to think so?

Well, by the fact that Boyle, to whom he was unknown, rang him up that evening at half-past seven and, posing as an anonymous friend, warned him that there was a warrant out for him and that, as a friend, he gave him an opportunity to escape.

What did he reply to Sir Boyle?

He hardly replied anything, except to thank the speaker for his timely information, and to ask who it was who spoke. Boyle pretended to be a certain Mr Long, speaking from the National Liberal Club, and added, If you wish to write to me, my name is J.S. Long. The doctor said he would write, but could not understand the charge against him. Boyle replied that it was one of war-treason, and added that the authorities had got hold of some documents or other which incriminated him on a charge of spying.

What did he say?

Well, he declared that it was an infernal lie, of course, laughed Rodwell.

The woman was again silent for a few moments.

Its truth was plainly shown by his suicide, she remarked at last. By Jove, my dear Lewin, his death was most fortunate for you — wasnt it?

Yes. We had to play a trump card then — just as we now have to play another against young Sainsbury, replied the man, his eyes narrowing.

I must congratulate you both, said Mrs Kirby. Youve played your cards well — if youre certain that hell be convicted.

My dear Molly, they cant help convicting him. The acknowledgment and payment for reports, the request for more information, and the vague references to certain matters in which our friends in Holland are so keenly interested, all are there — addressed to him. Besides, he is known to have been an intimate friend and assistant of the man Jerrold — the man who committed suicide rather than face arrest and trial for treason. No, Rodwell added confidently; the whole affair is quite plain, and conviction must most certainly follow.

And serve him well right! added the handsome woman. Serve him right for being too inquisitive. But, she added in a rather apprehensive voice, I suppose theres no chance of him making any allegations against you — is there?

What do I care if he did! asked the man, with a laugh of defiance. Then, lowering his voice, he added: First, there is no evidence whatsoever to connect me with any matters of espionage, and secondly, nobody would believe a word he said. The world would never credit that Lewin Rodwell was a spy!

No, she laughed; you are far too clever and cunning for them all. Really your sang-froid is truly marvellous.


Chapter Sixteen.

The Catspaw.
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SOME WEEKS HAD passed.

Jack Sainsbury had not reappeared at Bow Street, the authorities having decided, so serious was the charge and so important the evidence, that the trial should take place by court-martial and in camera.

Therefore the prisoner spent day after day in his narrow cell at Brixton Prison, full of fierce, angry resentment at the false charge made against him, and full of anxiety as to how Elise was bearing up beneath the tragic blow which had fallen upon them both.

He saw no one save Charles Pelham, his counsel, who now and then visited him. But even his adviser was entirely in the dark as to the exact evidence against his client. In the meantime the truth was that the Intelligence Department at Whitehall had sent an agent over to Holland to inquire into the bona fides of the Insurance Company whose offices were supposed to be in the Kalverstraat, in Amsterdam, and had discovered that though the office was run by highly respectable persons, the latter were undoubtedly Germans who had come to Holland just before the war. Every inquiry made by the Department revealed further proof of the accuseds guilt. Indeed, the astute Colonel who was the titular head of the Department had had Mr Charlesworth up at the War Office and thanked him personally for exposing what he had declared to be a most serious case of espionage.

Truly the fetters were gradually being forged upon the innocent young fellow languishing within Brixton Prison.

In complete ignorance of either the exact charge, or the identity of those who made it, Jack lived on day by day, full of the gravest apprehensions. The whole affair seemed to be one great, hideous nightmare. What would old Dan Shearman, never very well disposed towards him, think of him now? He recollected that strange anonymous letter which Elise had received. Who could possibly have sent it? A friend, without a doubt. Yet who was that secret friend? When would his identity be revealed?

He wondered if the person who had written that warning to his well-beloved would, when he knew of his arrest, come forward and expose the dastardly plot against him? Would he rescue him, now that he was in deadly peril?

With chagrin, too, he remembered how he had treated Elises fears with such silly unconcern. He had never dreamed of the real gravity of the situation until he found himself in the hands of the police, with that scandalous and disgraceful charge hanging over his head. The whole thing was so amazing, and so utterly bewildering, that at times he felt, as he paced that narrow, dispiriting cell, that he must go mad.

The days dragged on, each longer than its predecessor. Once his sister was allowed to see him. But he was anxious and eager to face his judges, to hear what false evidence the prosecution had to offer, and to refute the foul lies that had evidently been uttered against him. The authorities, however, seemed in no hurry to act, and it almost, seemed as though they had forgotten all about him.

One day he received a letter — the one welcome gleam of hope — a letter from Elise, who told him to bear up, to take courage, and to look forward to an early freedom.

You surely know, Jack, she wrote, that I do not believe you to be a spy. Surely I know how strenuously you have worked in order to ferret out and expose the horde of spies surrounding us, and how you constantly helped poor Dr Jerrold.

Those words of hers cheered him, yet he deeply regretted that she should have referred to the dead mans name. The prison, authorities had read that letter, and mention of Jerrold would, in the circumstances, probably be registered as a point against him.

The weeks thus lengthened, until the middle of February.

On the night of the 21st of that month — the night on which the Admiralty issued its notification that a British fleet of battleships and battle cruisers, accompanied by flotillas, and aided by a strong French squadron, the whole under the command of Vice-Admiral Carden, had begun the attack on the forts of the Dardanelles — Charles Trustram dined early with Lewin Rodwell at the Ritz.

Rodwell was due to speak at a big recruiting meeting down at Poplar, and after their meal the pair drove in his car eastwards to the meeting, where he was received with the wildest enthusiasm.

A well-known retired Admiral was in the chair — a man whose name was as a household word, and whose reputation was that of one who always hit straight from the shoulder with the courage of his own convictions. The hall was crowded. The speech by the chairman was a magnificent one, well calculated to stir the blood of any Briton of military age to avenge Germanys piracy blockade. He spoke of the low cunning of the scrap-of-paper incident, of the introduction of the red phosphorus poison-shells a month before, and the terrible barbarities committed in Belgium. That East-End audience were held spellbound by the fine patriotic speech of the grey-haired Admiral, who had spent his whole life at sea ever since he had left the Britannia as a midshipman.

Trustram, seated near the front, saw Lewin Rodwell rise deliberately from his chair on the platform, and became electrified by his words — fiery words which showed how deep was the splendid patriotic spirit within his heart.

On rising he was met with a veritable thunder of applause from that huge expectant working-class audience. They knew that Lewin Rodwell, being in the confidence of the Cabinet, would tell them something real and conclusive about the secret war-facts which the hundred-and-one irresponsible censors, in their infinite wisdom, forbade the long-suffering press to publish. Lewin Rodwell always regaled them with some tit-bits of inside information. It had been advertised up and down the country that he was on golfing terms with the rulers of Great Britain, and the words of a man possessing such knowledge of state-secrets were always worth listening to.

Glibly, and with that curious, half-amused expression which always fascinated an audience, Lewin Rodwell began by jeering at those who slacked.

I ask you — every man of military age present, he cried, thrusting forth his clenched fist towards his audience— I ask you all to get, at any post office, that little pink-covered pamphlet called The Truth about German Atrocities. You can get it for nothing — just for asking for it. Take it home and read it for yourselves — read how those devilish hordes of the Kaiser invaded poor little law-abiding Belgium, and what they did when they got there. Murder, rape, arson and pillage began from the first moment when the German army crossed the frontier. Soldiers had their eyes gouged out, men were murdered treacherously and given poisoned food. Those fiends in grey killed civilians upon a scale without any parallel in modern warfare between civilised Powers. We know now that this killing of civilians was deliberately planned by the higher military authorities in Berlin, and carried out methodically. They are a nation of murderers and fire-bugs. A calculated policy of cruelty was displayed that was without parallel in all history. Women were outraged, murdered and mutilated in unspeakable fashion; poor little children were murdered, bayoneted or maimed; the aged, crippled and infirm were treated with a brutality that was appalling; wounded soldiers and prisoners were tortured and afterwards murdered; innocent civilians, women and children of tender age, were placed before the German troops to act as living screens for the inhuman monsters, while there was looting, burning and destruction of property everywhere. Read, I say, that official report for yourselves! he shouted, with anger burning his eyes, for he was indeed a wonderful actor.

Read! he cried again. Read, all of you, how seven hundred innocent men, women and children were shot in cold blood in the picturesque little town of Dinant, on the Meuse; read of the massacres and mutilations at Louvain, Tamines, Termonde and Malines — and then reflect! Think what would be the fate of your own women and children should the German army land upon these shores! The Germans did not hate the Belgians — they had no reason whatever to do so. But the hatred in Germany against the British race to-day amounts to a religion, and if ever the Germans come, depend upon it that the awful massacres in Belgium will be repeated with tenfold vigour, until the streets of every English town and village run red with the blood of your dearly-loved ones. Young men! he shouted, I ask you whether you will still stand by and see these awful outrages done, whether you will be content to witness the mutilation and murder of those dearest to your hearts, or whether, before it is too late, you will come forward, now, and at once, and bear your manly share in the crushing out for ever of this ogre of barbarism which has arisen as a terrible and imminent menace to Europe, and to the thousand years of the building up of our civilisation.

In conclusion he made a fervent, stirring appeal to his hearers — an appeal in which sounded a true ring of heartfelt patriotism, and in consequence of which many young men came forward and gave in their names for enlistment.

And Lewin Rodwell laughed within himself.

A dozen men congratulated him upon his splendid speech, and as Charles Trustram sat by his side, on their drive back to the West End, he could not refrain from expressing admiration of the speech.

Ah! laughed Rodwell. I merely try to do my little bit when I can. It is what we should all do in these black days. There is a big section of the public that doesnt yet realise that we are at war; they must be taught, and shown what invasion would really mean. The lesson of poor stricken Belgium cannot be too vividly brought home to such idiots as we have about us.

As the car dashed past Aldgate, going west, Trustram caught sight of the contents-bill of a late edition of one of the evening papers. In large letters was the bold announcement, Air Raids on Colchester, Braintree and Coggeshall.

The Zeppelins have been over again! he remarked, telling Rodwell what he had just read.

When?

Last night, I suppose.

Didnt you know anything of it at the Admiralty? asked Rodwell.

I heard nothing before I left this evening, Trustram replied.

The pair smoked together for an hour in Rodwells room in Bruton Street; and during that time the conversation turned upon the arrest of Jack Sainsbury, Trustram expressing surprise that he had not yet been brought to trial.

I suppose the case against him is not yet complete, remarked Rodwell, with a careless air. A most unfortunate affair, he added. He was a clerk in the office of a company in which I have some interest.

So I hear. But I really cant think its true that hes been guilty of espionage, remarked the Admiralty official. He was a great friend of Jerrolds, you remember.

Well, I fear, if the truth were told, there was a charge of a similar character against Jerrold.

What! cried Trustram, starting forward in great surprise. This is the first Ive heard of it!

Of course I cant say quite positively — only that is whats rumoured, Rodwell said.

But what kind of charge was there against Jerrold? I cant credit it. Why, he did so much to unearth spies, and was of the greatest assistance to the Intelligence Department. That I happen to know.

That is, I think, admitted, replied the man who led such a wonderful life of duplicity. It seems, however, that information which came into the hands of the authorities was of such a grave character that a warrant was issued against him for war-treason, and—

A warrant! cried Trustram. Surely thats not true!

Quite true, was Rodwells cold reply. On the evening of his death he somehow learned the truth, and after you had left him that night he apparently committed suicide.

Trustram was silent and thoughtful for some time. The story had astounded him. Yet, now he reflected, he recollected how, on that fatal night, while they had been dining together, the doctor had spoken rather gloomily upon the outlook, and had remarked that he believed that all his patriotic efforts had been misunderstood by the red-taped officialdom. In face of what his companion had just told him, it was now revealed that Jerome Jerrold, even while they had been dining together, had been contemplating putting an end to his life. He recollected that envelope in his possession, that envelope in which the man now dead had left something — some mysterious message, which was not to be read until one year after his death. What could it be? Was it, after all, a confession that he, the man so long unsuspected, had been guilty of war-treason!

The doctors rather strange attitude, and the fierce tirade he had uttered against the Intelligence Department for their lack of initiative and their old-fashioned methods, he had, at the time, put down to irritability consequent upon over-work and the strain of the war, but, in face of what he had now learnt, he was quite able to understand it. It was the key to the tragedy. No doubt that letter left for Jack Sainsbury contained some confession. Curious that suspicion had now also fallen upon Sainsbury, who had so often assisted him in watching night-signals over the hills in the southern counties, and in making inquiries regarding mysterious individuals suspected of espionage.

Well, he said at last, youve utterly astounded me. Where did you hear this rumour?

My friend Sir Boyle Huntley is very intimate with a man in the War Office — in the Intelligence Department in fact — and it came from him. So I think theres no doubt about it. A great pity, for Dr Jerrold was a first-class man, and highly respected everywhere.

Yes. If true, it is most terrible. But so many idle and ill-natured rumours get afloat nowadays — how, nobody can tell — that one doesnt know what to believe, if the information does not come from an absolutely reliable source.

What Ive just told you does come from an absolutely reliable source, Rodwell assured him. And as regards young Sainsbury, letters which he forgot and left behind him in his desk at the office are clear proof of his dealings with the enemy. In one was enclosed a ten-pound note sent as payment for information from somebody in Holland.

Is that really so? And he forgot it? asked Trustram.

Well, Ive had the letter and the banknote in my hand. Our managing-director found the correspondence, and showed it to me before he handed it over to Scotland Yard.

Well, I must say that Ive never suspected either of them as traitors, declared the Admiralty official. I liked young Sainsbury very much. He was a smart young fellow, I thought, and I know that Jerrold held him in very high esteem.

Ah! my dear Trustram, remarked Rodwell, with a sigh, nowadays, with an avalanche of German gold doing its fell work in England, it is, alas! difficult to trust anybody. And yet it is all the fault of the Government, who seem afraid to offend Germany by interning our enemies. If I had my way Id put the whole lot of them under lock and key, naturalised and unnaturalised alike. It is in that where the peril arises, for, in my opinion, the naturalised Germans in high places are suborning many of our men to become traitors and blackmailing them into the bargain — alas! that I, an Englishman, should be compelled to express such an opinion regarding my compatriots. Here you have two cases in point where apparently honest, well-meaning and patriotic Englishmen are branded as spies, with evidence — in one case certainly, that of Sainsbury — sufficient to convict him.

When will his trial be? Have you heard?

No. You will be better able to discover that. It will, of course, be a secret court-martial.

In that case we shall never know either the nature of the charge — or of his defence.

Exactly, replied Lewin Rodwell, with grim inward satisfaction. We shall only know the sentence.

Charles Trustram drew heavily at the fine cigar his host had given him, and sighed. The terrible charges of treason against his dead friend and young Sainsbury were indeed astounding. Yet he, as an official, knew full well that the Director of Intelligence did not take such steps as had been taken without some very firm and sound basis for prosecution. The Department generally erred upon the side of leniency, and always gave the accused the benefit of the doubt. That there was to be a court-martial was, indeed, a very significant fact.

I suppose you are sending out troops to the Dardanelles? remarked Lewin Rodwell carelessly, after a short silence. I saw the announcement in to-days papers?

Yes. It will be a far tougher proposition than we at first believed. Thats the general opinion at the Admiralty. We have three troop-ships leaving Southampton to-morrow, and four are leaving Plymouth on Friday — all for Gallipoli.

Of course theyll have escorts, Rodwell remarked, making a mental note of that most important information.

As far as Gibraltar.

Not farther? Arent you afraid of German submarines?

Not after they have passed the Straits. The drafts we are sending out this week are the most important we have yet despatched. The American liners Ellenborough and Desborough are also taking out troops to Egypt to-morrow.

From Plymouth, I suppose?

Yes. All the drafts for Egypt and Gallipoli are going via Plymouth in future, was Trustrams innocent reply.

Those few unguarded words might cost the British Empire several thousand officers and men, yet it seemed as though Trustram never dreamed the true character of the unscrupulous spy with whom he was seated, or the fact that the woman Kirby — whom he had never seen — was seated in an adjoining room, patiently awaiting his departure.

What, indeed, would Charles Trustram have thought had he known the true import of that vital information which he had imparted to his friend, under the pledge of confidence. The bombardment of Scarborough, Hartlepool and Whitby had been directly due to what he had divulged, though he was in ignorance of the truth. More than once, however, he had reflected upon it and wondered.

Yet after all he had dismissed such suspicion as utterly absurd. To suspect Lewin Rodwell of any dealings with the enemy was utterly ridiculous. No finer nor truer Englishman had ever breathed. The very thought of such a thing caused him to ridicule himself.

He rose at half-past eleven, and, warmly shaking his friends hand, asked:

Will you dine with me to-morrow at the Club?

Rodwell hesitated; then, consulting his little pocket diary, replied — 

Im awfully sorry, my dear fellow, but I am due to speak in Lincoln to-morrow night. Any other night Ill be delighted.

Thursday next, then, at eight oclock — eh?

Good. Its an appointment, and he scribbled it down.

Then Trustram strode out and, hailing a passing taxi, drove home to his quiet rooms off Eaton Square.

The moment he had gone Mrs Kirby, wearing a small, close-fitting hat and blue serge walking-gown, quickly joined Rodwell in the hall.

Ive learnt something of importance, Molly. I must get away down to old Smalls at once. Gott strafe England! he added very seriously.

Gott strafe England! the woman repeated after him in fervent earnestness, as though it were a prayer. Then she asked in surprise, Going to-night? Its a long way. Why, you wont get there before morning!

I must be there as soon as possible. Our submarines can get some troop-ships — if we are slick enough! Every moments delay is of the utmost importance, he exclaimed hurriedly. Ring up Penney, will you, and tell him to bring round the car at once. Then come into the dining-room and have a snack with me before I go. But to what do I owe a visit at this hour? Have you anything to report?

Yes, she said. Ill tell you when Ive been on the phone, she answered. Its something urgent, and very important. I dont like the look of things.


Chapter Seventeen.

The Super-Spy.
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DAWN WAS BREAKING, chill and stormy, over the grey North Sea.

On the far, misty horizon showed four little puffs of black smoke at regular intervals upon the sky-line — four British destroyers steaming on patrol duty.

Beyond, as Lewin Rodwell approached Tom Smalls cottage, he also distinguished two trawlers moving towards the left, off Sutton-on-Sea, engaged in the perilous work of mine-sweeping.

Rodwell, wearing a thick and somewhat shabby overcoat, and a golf-cap pulled well down, had trudged across from those branch roads where Penney had dropped him after his night run of nearly a hundred and sixty miles. He was tired, yet he plodded forward through the mud, for the little low-built old tarred cottage was at last in sight.

If we can get those troop-ships it will be a grand coup for us. Molly is quite right, he exclaimed to himself in German. From Norddeich they can wireless away to Pola, on the Adriatic, and the Austrian submarines can go out to meet them in the Mediterranean — providing we have no undersea boats there just now.

Old Tom Small was outside his door mending a net when Rodwell approached.

Hulloa, Tom! cried the visitor cheerily. Didnt expect me — eh?

No, sir, grinned the bronzed, wrinkle-faced old fellow in the tanned smock — tanned in the same tub as his lines and nets. This is unusual for you to come ere at this our — isnt it?

Yes. Ive just come from London, he explained, as he entered the little sitting-room, which smelt so strongly of stale fish and rank tobacco. Wheres Ted?

Es gone along to Skegness to get me some tackle. E only started arf an our ago.

Well, asked Rodwell, throwing off his coat and cap, and flinging himself upon the old wooden armchair. Anything happened since I was here last week?

Not much — only that there Judd, the coastguard from Chapel Point, seems to be always a passin or comin in to smoke — as though he suspects summat.

Ah! youre getting nervy again, Tom, I see, laughed Rodwell. What the dickens can he suspect if he doesnt see me, and you and Ted are both discreet and keep still tongues! Why, theres no more respectable fisherman along the whole coast here than Tom Small, he added.

Well, sir, replied the old fellow, Ive tried to keep respectable always, till now. And I wouldnt ha done this dirty work — no, not for a fortune, had I known what was intended.

No, I dont really suppose you would, remarked Rodwell with quiet sarcasm. But, having begun, youve got to go on — or else be shot, both of you, as traitors to your country. Nevertheless, dont lets discuss that: it serves no purpose. I must get to work. Is the line all in order?

Yes, sir, was the reply. I tested just before six — as soon as I got up. Mr Stendel is on duty on the other side. He asked Ted if wed seen you lately, and e told im you adnt been down this week.

Did he want to speak to me?

Yes, sir. I think e did.

Old Small did not know the Morse code, except the testing signals, but young Ted had, before the war, been sent for a course to a wireless and cable-school in Glasgow, on the pretext that he wanted to act as wireless operator on board a Grimsby trawler. Therefore Ted always transmitted and received messages.

When they wanted to speak urgently from Wangeroog, the German operator rang up Ted and informed him. Then Ted would walk into Huttoft, Alford, Chapel St. Leonards, or one or other of the neighbouring villages where there was a telegraph-office, and despatch a perfectly innocent-looking message addressed to either the chauffeur Penney, or to Mrs Kirby, such as Received your letter — Small, My daughter left yesterday — Small, Thanks, am writing — Ted, or Will send fish to-morrow — T. Small. The wording of the message did not matter in the least; as long as Rodwell received the name Tom, Ted, or Small, he knew that he was wanted at the end of the secret cable.

The gentleman from London passed into the stuffy little bedroom, drew aside the old damask curtain and took off the top of the big tailors sewing-machine displaying the instruments beneath. Through the little window the grey, dispiriting light grew brighter as the dawn spread. The tide was out, and there was very little wind. The sea lay unusually calm in the morning mist. In the air was a salt smell of seaweed, and when he seated himself upon the old rush chair he could hear the low, monotonous lapping of the waves up and down the beach. That February morning was raw and chill upon the bleak, open coast of Lincolnshire, and while old Tom bustled about to get Muster Rodwell a slice of cooked bacon, the spy of the All Highest of Germany busied himself in looking through the intricate-looking array of cable instruments, the hidden batteries of which he had recharged a week ago, spending a whole night there working in his shirt-sleeves and perspiring freely.

Presently, settling himself down to his work, he touched the ebonite tapping-key and in dot-and-dash he sent under the sea the letters M.X.Q.Q., the German war-code for Are you ready to receive message? Thrice he despatched the letters, and then awaited the answering click.

There was no response.

Stendel is always so slow! he growled to himself. Already the appetising smell of frying bacon had greeted his nostrils. Old Toms daughter was away. Indeed, he kept her away as much as possible, as Mr Rodwell had no desire to have women poking their noses into things that did not concern them — as he once remarked.

Thrice again did the man at the end of that unsuspected cable tap out those four code-letters.

At last, however, came the answering sound upon the receiver.

B.S.Q. — B.S.Q., came up rapidly from the depths of the sea. Who are you? Wangeroog was asking.

Rodwell is here, tapped out the spy. Is Stendel there?

In a moment came the answer.

Yes. Stendel is speaking. I have a message for you.

Mine is most urgent. Please put me through at once to J.A.J.70.

Your signals are good. Cuxhaven is engaged with Copenhagen. Wait, and I will put you through. While waiting will you take my message?

S.S., answered Rodwell, which meant, All right. I understand. Then he added O.O., by which the German operator on the island of Wangeroog knew that he was to proceed.

After a few seconds pause the recorder began to click, and upon its green receiving tape there came out the following:

J. Number 6834115. Berlin, February 21st, 1915.

Ueber die zustaende 1828, 59361 sind folgende Nachrichten 0083 joasckcumf 2122: 298511, 3826, 3278: 2564: 8392 schmutzig: 6111: sparsam: dannen: schiene: 2568, tbsxic zerreiben. 3286 zeilverlust.

Slowly it came out accurately registered on the long green paper ribbon, which, when it stopped, Rodwell tore off and carefully rolled up in order to decipher it at his leisure by aid of his little cipher-book.

Then, after a brief pause, he placed his fingers upon the key and, with an expert touch, inquired if he were yet through to Number Seventy Berlin?

The answer came in the affirmative.

A few moments later he tapped out the letters G.S.F.A. — the code pass-word which automatically by the calendar was so often changed. He received the answer G.L.G.S. Then, according to rule, he gave his own registered number — that of 0740. Every spy of Germany is registered by number in the department presided over by Dr Steinhauer.

Fully five minutes elapsed before he received the permission to proceed.

Then, finding himself in direct communication with the headquarters of the Imperial Secret Service, that argus-eyed bureau known as Number 70 Berlin, he began his report with the usual preamble, as follows:

On Imperial War Service. Most Urgent. Naval. From 0740, to Berlin 70. Transmitted Personally. February 22nd, 1915.

Source of information G.27, British Admiralty. American liners Ellenborough and Desborough leave Plymouth to-day with drafts for Alexandria. Four troop-ships also leave Plymouth for Dardanelles on Friday next, and three leave Southampton to-day. Names of latter are Cardigan, Lamberhead, and Turleigh. All are escorted to Gibraltar, but not farther. In future all drafts for Mediterranean ports embark at Plymouth. Suggest Pola be informed by wireless, if none of our submarines are in Mediterranean. Are there any? Await reply. Burchardt Number 6503 left for Amsterdam with important information last night. Grossman 3684 was arrested in Hartlepool yesterday. Nothing found upon him. Will probably be released. Expecting visit of B — shortly. Tell him to call in secret upon 0740 in London. End of message.

Then he sat back and waited for the reply to his inquiry regarding the submarines of the Fatherland. He knew that even at that early hour the great bureau in the Koeniger-gratzerstrasse, the eyes and ears of the German nation, was all agog, and that one of the sub-directors would certainly be on duty. They never failed to answer any question put to them.

Old Small entered with the news that the bacon was ready, therefore he ordered it to be brought in, and as he sat at the table of the old sewing-machine awaiting the response, he ate the homely breakfast with a distinct relish. He did not notice the look of hatred in old Smalls eyes.

Suddenly Stendel, on Wangeroog, asked if he had finished with Berlin, to which message he answered that he was waiting for a reply.

I have another message, Stendel tapped out. Will you take it? — very short.

G.G.F., replied Rodwell, which in the war-code meant Am ready to receive message.

Then came the following from beneath the cold waters which divided the two nations at war, a combination of German words and the numerical code — 

J.S.F.: 26378: Möwe: (sea-gull) J.S.J.J: schimpflich (infamous) Ozstc: 32; Schandfleck (blot) tollkühn (foolhardy).

And it was followed by the affix of the sender, 10,111, and the word zerren (pull).

Again Rodwell tore off the piece of pale green tape and placed it carefully in his pocket, in order to decode it later on.

Then he leisurely finished his bacon and declared to Tom that he felt the better for it.

I ear as ow the pay-pers are a sayin that the German submarines are a torpedoin our ships olesale, sir, remarked old Tom, when the recorder was silent again. Its a great shame, surely. That aint war — to kill women an children on board ship. Why, the most brutal of all foreigners in the world would go out and rescue women an children from a sinkin ship!

Its war, my dear man — war? replied Rodwell. You people, living on the shores of England, dont yet know what war means. It means that, at all hazards and at all costs, you must vanquish your enemy. No kid-glove or polite speeches. The silly peace ideas of humanity, and all that rubbish, dont count nowadays. The German super-man does not understand such silly manoeuvres when he is out to vanquish his enemy. Why, you and your daughter and Ted would be far better off under our own Kaiser than you are to-day, with all this shuttlecock policy of your out-of-date rule-of-thumb Government, and your strangulating taxation consequent upon it. Your English sovereign is only worth fifteen shillings to-day.

Yes, but I dont understand how it is that you German people have put us under your thumbs, as you have done.

Merely because you British people are trustful fools, laughed Rodwell merrily. You never listened to Lord Roberts, a great soldier and strategist greater than any we have to-day in Germany. You all laughed at his warnings. And now youll have to laugh on the other side of your mouths. Thats the real, plain, brutal truth of it all. You cant conceal it. If you English had taken the advice of your popular hero Bobs, there would have been no war to-day. You would have been far too strong for our Fatherland.

But why should we sacrifice our lives any further? asked the toiler of the sea. Im sick and tired of the whole affair, as I said to Ted only this morning.

I quite appreciate that, was Rodwells reply. But—

A click sounded upon the instrument, and Rodwell, breaking off, bent eagerly to read the tape.

The words, in German, which came out upon it were: Reply to 0740. Eight undersea boats are in Mediterranean. Message will be sent by wireless to Trieste and Pola for re-transmission. Any report from 6839? Await reply.

Rodwell hesitated. The number quoted was that of his friend Mrs Kirby.

In a few moments he tapped out the reply.

Number 6839 is in close touch with Minister, as reported by me a week ago. She will make cable report as soon as accurate information can be obtained. Our activity on the Clyde is progressing. The engineers are out and other branches of labour are threatening to strike. Unrest also in South Wales. Good work in progress there.

Then, for some minutes, the instruments were silent, and he watched the receiver intently.

At last it again clicked, and the green tape once more began to unwind.

To 0740. — From O. Meiszner — Headquarters Imperial Intelligence Staff. Order 0213 to do utmost possible with Clyde workers. Information will reach him from Holland by Route Number 6 regarding South Wales and dockers. Report all movements of troops to Dardanelles, also movements from Aldershot to Flanders. Nothing from 0802 at Portsmouth. Please inquire reason and reply: urgent. Are you on good terms with G.27 British Admiralty? Reply.

The number G.27 meant Charles Trustram, for as such he had been reported by Rodwell, and duly registered in the dossiers of the great spy-bureau in Berlin.

Yes. On excellent terms with G.27. But he is not yet indebted to us, he replied, swiftly tapping the instrument.

He should be. Please see to it. His information is always good, and may be as extremely useful as that regarding the plot to entrap our Navy. I am sending Number 0324 to you as an American citizen. He bears urgent instructions, and is travelling via New York, and due in Liverpool about March 10th. He will report personally on arrival in London. End of message.

SS. were the letters tapped out — three dots, succeeded by three more dots — and by it Dr Otto Meiszner, seated at the headquarters of German espionage in Berlin, knew that his friend had received and understood what he had transmitted from the heart of the Fatherland.

Rodwell, having replaced the cover over the instruments, lay back for a moment to think.

He knew that ere long the unseen rays of wireless would flash in code the news from Hanover away across Europe, to the Austrian station at Pola, on the Adriatic, reporting the departure of those troop-ships, which, after passing through the Straits of Gibraltar, would be at the mercy of the German submarines lurking in readiness in the Mediterranean.

Upon his hard mouth was an evil grin, as he rose, pushed the old chair aside and, striding into the adjoining room, joined the weatherbeaten old fisherman — the man who was held so dumb and powerless in the far-reaching tentacles of that terrible Teuton octopus, that was slowly, but surely, strangling all civilisation.


Chapter Eighteen.

Tom Small Receives Visitors.
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THE SUPER-SPY, HAVING concluded his work, sat with the old fisherman beside the wood-fire in the little low-pitched living-room that smelt so strongly of fish and tar.

Old Tom Small presented a picturesque figure in his long sea-boots, on which the salt stood in grey crystals, and his tanned blouse; for, only an hour ago, he had helped Ted to haul up the boat in which, on the previous night, they had been out baiting their crab-pots. Ruddy and cheery-looking, his grey hair was scanty on top, and his knotty hands, hardened by the sea, were brown and hairy. He was a fine specimen of the North Sea fishermen, and, being one of natures gentlemen, he was always polite to his visitor, though at heart he entertained the deepest and undying contempt for the man by whose craft and cunning the enemy were being kept informed of the movements of Britains defensive forces, both on land and at sea.

Now that it was too late, he had at last awakened to the subtle manner in which he had been inveigled into the net so cleverly-spread to catch both his son and himself. Ted, his son, had been sent to the cable-school at Glasgow and there instructed, while, at the same time, he and his father had fallen into the moneylenders spider-web, stretched purposely to entrap him.

What could the old fellow do to extricate himself? He and Ted often, in the evening hours, before their fire, while the storm howled and tore about that lonely cottage on the beach, had discussed the situation. They had both, in their half-hearted way, sought to discover a means out of the impasse. Yet with the threat of Rodwell — that they would both be prosecuted and shot as traitors — hanging over them, the result of their deliberation was always the same. They were compelled to remain silent, and to suffer.

They cursed their visitor who came there so constantly and sent his mysterious messages under the sea. Yet they were compelled to accept the ten pounds a week which he paid them so regularly, with a frequent extra sovereign to the younger man. Both father and son hesitated about taking the tainted money. Yet they dared not raise a word of protest. Besides, in the event of an invasion by Germany, had not Rodwell promised that they should be protected, and receive ample reward for their services?

Old Small and Rodwell were talking, the latter stretching forth his white hands towards the welcome warmth of the flaming logs.

You must continue to still keep your daughter Mary away from here, Tom, the visitor was saying. Send her anywhere you like. But I dont want her prying about here just now. You understand! Youve got a married daughter at Bristol, havent you?

Yes, sir.

Well, send her down there for a long stay. Ill pay all expenses. So book the whole of it down to me. Heres twenty pounds to go on with; and, taking his banknote case from his pocket, he drew forth four five-pound notes.

Yes, sir; but she may think it funny — and—

Funny! cried his visitor. Remember that youre paid to see that she doesnt think it funny. Have her back here, say next Tuesday, for a couple of days, and then send her off on a visit down to Bristol. You and Ted are able to rub along together very well without her.

Well — we feels the miss o the girl, replied the old fellow, who, though honest and loyal, had fallen hopelessly into the trap which German double-dealing had prepared for him.

Of course you do. I should — were I in your place, was Rodwells response. But the confidential business in which you and I are engaged just now is not one in which a woman has any concern. Shes out of place here; and, moreover, few women can keep a still tongue. Just reflect a moment. Suppose she told some friend of hers what was in progress under your roof? Well, the police would soon be out here to investigate, and youd both find yourselves under arrest. No, he added. Keep your girl away from here — keep her away at all costs. Thats my advice.

Very well, sir, I will, replied the wrinkled old fellow, rubbing the knees of his stained trousers with his hands, and drawing at his rather foul pipe. I quite see your point. Ill get the girl away to Bristol this week.

Oh! and theres another thing. Id better remain in here all day to-day, for I dont want to be seen wandering about by anybody. They might suspect something. So if anyone happens to come in, mind they have no suspicion of my being here.

All right, sir. Leave that to me.

To-night, about ten or eleven, Im expecting a lady down from London. Shes bringing me some important news. So youd better get something or other for her to eat.

A bit o nice fish, perhaps? the old fellow suggested as a luxury.

Well — something that she can eat, you know.

Ill boil two or three nice fresh crabs. The lady may like em, if I dress em nice.

Excellent! laughed Rodwell. Truly his was a strange life. One day he ate a perfectly-cooked dinner in Bruton Street, and the next he enjoyed fat bacon cooked by a fisherman in his cottage.

Old Tom, glancing through the window out upon the grey, misty sea, remarked:

Hulloa! Theres that patrol a-comin back. For two days theyve been up and down from the Spurn to the Wash. Old Fred Turner, on the Seamew, whats a minesweeper nowadays, hailed me last night when we were baitin our pots. He got three mines yesterday. Those devils have sown death haphazard!

Devils! echoed Rodwell, in a reproachful tone. The Germans are only devils because we are out to win.

Im sorry, sir, exclaimed the old fellow, biting his lip. I didnt think when I spoke.

But, Tom, you should never speak before you think. It lands you into trouble always, his visitor said severely.

Yes, I — But — I say — look! cried the old man, starting forward, and craning his neck towards the window. Why, if there aint that there Judd, the coastguard petty-officer from Chapel Point again! An hes a-comin across ere too.

Ill get into the bedroom, whispered Rodwell, rising instantly, and bending as he passed the window, so as not to be seen. Get rid of him — get rid of him as soon as ever you can.

Es got a gentleman with him, old Tom added.

Dont breathe a word that Im here, urged the spy, and then, slipping into the stuffy little bedroom, he closed the door and turned the key. Afterwards he stood listening eagerly for the arrival of the visitors.

In a few moments there was a loud knocking on the tarred door, and, with a grunt, Tom rose to open it.

Hulloa, Tom! cried the petty-officer of the coastguard cheerily. Morning! How are you?

Oh! pretty nicely, Muster Judd — if it warnt for my confounded rheumatics. An now, to cap it all, Ive got my girl laid up ere very bad. She only got ome last night.

Oh! exclaimed Mr Judd. But I thought you had a gentleman visitor this morning?

Gentleman visitor? Yes. Ive ad the doctor to my girl — a visitor Ive got to pay — if thats what you mean. Shes been awful bad all night, an Teds now gone into Skegness for some medcine for er.

The man who accompanied the coastguard-officer remarked:

This is a lonely house of yours, Mr Small. A long way from the doctor — eh?

It is, sir, an no mistake. We dont see many people out ere, except Mr Judd, or Mr Bennett — or one o the men on patrol.

Then, being compelled to ask the pair inside, for it had started to rain heavily, Tom Small sat with them chatting, yet full of wonder why they had called at that early hour.

The man in the next room stood breathless behind the door, listening to all their conversation. It was quite plain that he had been seen to enter there, whereupon the coastguards suspicions had been aroused. He scented considerable danger. Yet his adventurous spirit was such that he smiled amusedly at old Smalls story of his sick daughter, and of the visit of the doctor.

Judd, seated in the chair which Rodwell had occupied until he had vacated it in alarm, suddenly turned to old Tom, and said:

This gentleman here is my superior officer, Tom, and he wants to ask you something, I think.

Yes, sir, what is it? asked the crafty old fisherman, turning to the man in plain clothes.

You had a visitor here last Thursday — a gentleman. Who was he? asked the stranger suddenly.

Last Thursday, repeated Small reflectively. Now let me see. Who came ere last Thursday? Werent we both out fishin? No, he added: I know! Yes, we did ave someone come — Mr Jennings, of course.

And who is Mr Jennings?

Why, e comes regularly from Lincoln for our insurances.

The petty-officer exchanged meaning glances with his superior, who then asked — 

Arent you in the habit of receiving visits from a gentleman — somebody whos been seen about here in a closed car, painted pale grey?

No car as ever come ere, sir, declared the old man blankly. Folk in cars dont come to visit people like Tom Small.

And yet you are not quite so poorly off as you pretend to be, Mr Small, remarked his questioner. What about that nice little balance you have in the bank — eh?

Well, Ive earned it, therefore I dont see why it should concern you, protested the old fellow angrily.

Just now it does concern me, was the others rather hard reply — words to which the man in the inner room listened with breathless concern.

Was it possible that the existence of the secret cable was suspected? Had Tom, or his son, been indiscreet? No; he felt sure they had not. They had everything to lose by disclosing anything. And yet those two visitors were bent upon extracting some information from him. Of what nature he was not quite clear.

An awful thought occurred to him that he had left his cap in the sitting-room, but, on glancing round, he was relieved to see that he had carried it into the bedroom when he had sat down at the instruments.

What would those two men say, if they only knew that, within a few yards of them, was the end of a cable which ran direct to Berlin?

While the rain continued pelting down for perhaps a quarter of an hour, the pair sat chatting with Small. It was evident that the naval officer was disappointed with the result of his visit, for the old fisherman answered quite frankly, and had given explanation of his two visitors which could not well be met with disbelief.

Are you gentlemen a-lookin for German spies, then? asked old Small at last, as though sorely puzzled at the questions that had been put to him.

Were always on the look out for those devils spawn, answered Judd. There was a Dutch trawler off here last night, and she wasnt up to any good — Im sure of that.

Perhaps its the same craft as wor ere about a fortnight back. She flew the Dutch flag, but I believe she wor a waitin for a German submarine, in order to give er petrol. They were a talkin about er in the Anchor on Saturday night. Bill Chesney was out fishin an got right near er. I think one o the patrol boats ought to ha boarded er.

She was seen off the Spurn, and was then flying the British flag, remarked Judds superior officer.

Ah! There you are! cried Small. I was certain she was up to no good! Those Germans are up to every bit o craft and cunnin. Did you gentlemen think that Mr Jennings, from Lincoln, was a German spy? he asked naïvely.

No, not particularly, replied his visitor. Only when strangers come along here, in the prohibited area, we naturally like to know who and what they are.

Quite so, sir. An if I see any stranger a-prowlin about ere in future, I wont fail to let Mr Judd know of im.

Thats right, Small, was the officers response. There are lots of rumours around the coast of our fishermen giving assistance to the enemy by supplying them with petrol and other things, but, as far as I can gather, such reports are disgraceful libels upon a very hardworking and deserving class. We know that some of them put down tackle in Torbay, and elsewhere, when they learn the fleet is coming in, so that they may obtain compensation for damage caused to their nets. But as to their loyalty, I dont think anyone can challenge that.

I ope not, sir, was Smalls fervent reply. There aint a fisherman along the whole coast o Lincolnshire who wouldnt bear his part against the enemy, if he could — an bear it well, too.

The clean-shaven officer reflected for a few moments.

Youve never, to your recollection, seen a pale grey closed-up car anywhere about here, have you? he asked at last.

Never, sir.

Quite sure?

Positive, sir. The roads about ere are not made for cars, was the old fellows reply. I certainly did see a car one night, about six weeks ago. The man had lost his way an was driving straight down to the sea. He wanted to get to Cleethorpes. They were Navy men from the wireless station, I think.

The old mans manner and speech had entirely disarmed suspicion, and presently the pair rose, and bidding him good-bye, and urging him to keep a sharp look-out for strangers, they left.

The moment they were safely away, Rodwell emerged from the bedroom, and in a low, apprehensive voice, asked:

What does all this mean, Tom — eh?

Dont know, sir. That Judds been about here constantly of late. Es up to no good, Im sure. Ive told you, weeks ago, that I didnt like the look o things — an I dont!

Rodwell saw that the old fellow was pale and alarmed. He had preserved an impenetrable mask before his two visitors, but now they had gone he was full of fear.

Rodwell, as he stood in the low-pitched little room, recollected certain misgivings which Molly had uttered on the previous night, just before he had left Bruton Street. His first impulse now was to leave the house and slip away across the fen. Yet if he did somebody must certainly see him.

Shall you get off now, sir? asked the old man suddenly.

Not till to-night, was the others reply. It would be a bit dangerous, so I must lay doggo here till dusk, and then escape.

Do you think they really suspect us, sir? asked the old fellow, in a voice which betrayed his fear.

No. So dont alarm yourself in the least, replied the gentleman from London. I suppose Ive been seen about, and my car has been noticed on the roads. Theres no danger, as long as Im not seen again here for a bit. Ill get through to Stendel, and let him know that I shant be back again for a fortnight or so.

Yes; you must certainly keep away from ere, Tom urged. Theyll be a-watchin of us, no doubt.

Ive got a lady coming here, as I told you — Mrs Kirby, to whom you telegraph sometimes. She wont get here till night, and I must wait for her. Shell have some urgent information to send across to the other side. Penney will meet her in Lincoln, where shell arrive by train, and hell bring her on by car.

Youd better keep to the bedroom, urged the old man. They might come back later on.

Yes: I wont be seen, and returning to the stuffy little room, he reopened the cable instruments and soon got into communication with Stendel, in order to pass away the time which he knew must hang heavily upon his hands, for even then it was not yet nine oclock in the morning.

He sat smoking and gossiping with the old fisherman nearly all the day, impatient for the coming of darkness, for his imprisonment there was already becoming irksome.

It grew dusk early when, about four oclock, a footstep outside caused them both to start and listen. In answer to the summons at the door Tom went, and was handed a telegram by the boy messenger from Huttoft.

Opening it, he found it had been despatched from London, and read:

Impossible to leave till to-morrow. — M.

He gave it to Rodwell, who at once saw that the woman he expected had been delayed. Probably she had not yet been able to gather that important information which was wanted so urgently in Berlin.

The telegram puzzled him. Was it possible that the arrangements which he had made with such cunning and forethought, and had left to Molly to carry out, had broken down after all?

Lewin Rodwell bit his lip, and wondered. He seemed that day beset by misfortune, for when at five oclock, Ted having returned, he tested the cable as usual, a call came through from Berlin.

Rodwell answered it, whereupon Number 70 flashed the following message beneath the sea.

Your information of this morning regarding troop-ships leaving Plymouth for Dardanelles is incorrect. Desborough was torpedoed off Canary Islands on January 18th, and Ellenborough is in dry dock in Belfast. Source of your report evidently unreliable.

Rodwell read the words upon the long green tape as it slowly unwound, and sat staring at them like a man in a dream.


Chapter Nineteen.

Days of Darkness.
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ON THE SAME afternoon that Lewin Rodwell was stretching himself, impatient and somewhat nervous, in the lonely little house on the beach, Elise Shearman, pale and apprehensive, was seated in Sir Houston Birds consulting-room in Cavendish Square.

The spruce, young-looking pathologist, clean-shaven and grave, with hair streaked with grey, was listening intently to the girls words. It was her second visit to him that day. In his waiting-room were half a dozen persons who had come to consult him, but the blue-eyed young lady had been ushered straight into the sanctum of the great Home Office expert.

Curious! Very curious! he remarked as he listened to her. That anonymous letter you brought this morning I have already taken to Whitehall. The whole affair seems a complete mystery, Miss Shearman. No doubt the charge against young Sainsbury is a very serious one, but that you should have been given warning is most strange. Since I saw you this morning Ive had a visit from Mr Trustram, whom I called up on the phone, and we have had a long consultation.

What is your opinion? she asked breathlessly.

Will you forgive me, Miss Shearman if, for the present, I refrain from answering that question? asked the great doctor, with a smile. He was sitting at his table with one elbow resting upon it and half turned towards her, as was his habit when diagnosing a case. The room was small, old-fashioned, and depressingly sombre in the gloom of the wintry afternoon.

But do you think Jack will ever clear himself of these horrible charges? she asked, pale and anxious.

I hope so. But at present I can give no definite opinion.

But if he cant, hell go to penal servitude! cried the girl. Ah! how I have suffered since his arrest! Father will hear no word in his favour. He daily tells me that Jack is a spy of Germany, and as such deserves full punishment.

Mr Trustram has found out from the War Office that his trial by court-martial begins at the Old Bailey to-morrow.

Yes, I know. Mr Pelham, his counsel, called on me just after lunch, and told me so, said the girl tearfully. But oh! he seemed so hopeless of the result. The prosecution, he said, would bring forward the most damning evidence against him. Can it be true, Sir Houston? Do you really think it is true?

No, I dont, was the prompt, straightforward answer. Nothing will ever cause me to suspect Sainsbury to be guilty of espionage. Hes far too good an Englishman to accept German gold.

Then you believe him to be innocent! cried the girl, her fair countenance brightening with a ray of hope.

Yes, I do. Hes the victim of some dastardly plot. Thats my firm belief. And yet it is so strange that his friend Jerrold committed suicide.

But was Dr Jerrold a spy? That is the question!

It seems quite true that a warrant had been issued for his arrest upon a charge of war-treason, Sir Houston replied. Why didnt he try and face it?

The girl, pale and agitated, sat in silence, her gloved hands lying idly on her lap before her. Those awful weeks of anxiety had left traces upon her face, now thin and worn. And she felt that her lovers fate was sealed unless he could clear himself. In desperation she had sought the great doctor, and he had been most thoughtful and sympathetic.

I think, he went on in a kindly voice, I think it would be best, Miss Shearman, if you went home, and remained there in patience. You know that Mr Pelham is a sharp lawyer, and, being quite alive to the seriousness of the situation, he will do his very utmost for his client. Go quietly home, and await the result of our combined efforts, he urged sympathetically. I am meeting Mr Trustram again at five oclock. Believe me, Mr Trustram is not inactive, while I, too, am doing my level best in your lovers interests.

Oh! thank you, cried the girl, tears standing in her fine blue eyes. You are both so good! I — I dont know how to thank you both, and, unable to further restrain her emotion, she suddenly burst into tears.

Quickly he rose and, placing his hand tenderly upon her shoulder, he uttered kind and sympathetic words, by which she was at length calmed; and presently she rose and left the room, Sir Houston promising to report to her on the morrow.

Now, dont alarm yourself unduly, was his parting injunction. Just remain quite calm and patient, for I assure you that all that can be done will be done, and is, indeed, being done.

And then, when the door had closed, the great pathologist drew his hand wearily across his white brow, sighed, buttoned his perfectly-fitting morning-coat, glanced at himself in the glass to see that his hair was unruffled — for he was a bit of a dandy — and then pressed the bell for his next patient.

Meanwhile, Charles Trustram was working in his big airy private room at the Admiralty. Many men in naval uniform were ever coming and going, for his room was always the scene of great, but quiet, orderly activity.

At his big table he was examining documents, signing some, dictating letters to his secretary, and discussing matters put forward by the officials who brought him papers to read and initial.

Presently there entered a lieutenant with a pale yellow naval signal-form, upon which was written a long message from the wireless department.

Those long, spidery aerial wires suspended between the domes at the Admiralty, had caught and intercepted a German message sent out from Norddeich, the big German station at the mouth of the Elbe, to Pola, on the Adriatic. It had been in code, of course, but in the department it had been de-coded; and the enemys message, as the officer placed it before him, was a truly illuminating one.

I think this is what you wanted, said the lieutenant, as he placed the paper before him. It came in an hour ago, but theyve found great difficulty in decoding it. That is what you meant — is it not?

Good Heavens! Yes! cried Trustram, starting to his feet. Why, here the information has been sent to Austria for re-transmission to the German submarines — the exact information I gave of transports leaving for the Dardanelles! The Ellenborough and Desborough are not mentioned. That shows the extent of their intimate knowledge of the movements of our ships. But you see, he went on, pointing to the message, the Cardigan, Leatherhead and Turleigh are all mentioned as having left Southampton escorted to Gibraltar, and not beyond, and further, that in future all drafts will embark at Plymouth — just the very information that I gave!

Yes; I quite see. There must be somewhere a very rapid and secret channel for the transit of information to Germany.

Yes, and we have to find that out, without further delay, Trustram replied. But, he added, this has fixed the responsibility undoubtedly. Is Captain Weardale in his room?

He was, when I came along to you.

Trustram thanked him, and, a few moments later, was walking down one of the long corridors in the new building of the Admiralty overlooking St. Jamess Park, bearing the deciphered dispatch from the enemy in his hand.

The artful skunk! he muttered to himself. Who would have credited such a thing! But its that confounded woman, I suppose — the woman of whom poor Jerrold entertained such grave suspicions. What is the secret of it all, I wonder? Ill find out — if it costs me my life! How fortunate that I should have suspected, and been able to test the leakage of information, as I have done!

Just before midnight a rather hollow-eyed, well-dressed young man was seated in Mrs Kirbys pretty little drawing-room in Cadogan Gardens. The dark plush curtains were drawn, and against them the big bowl of daffodils stood out in all their artistic beauty beneath the electric-light. His hostess was elaborately dressed, as was her wont, yet with a quiet, subdued taste which gave her an almost aristocratic air. She posed as a giddy bridge-player, a theatre and night-club goer; a woman who smoked, who was careless of what people thought, and who took drugs secretly. That, however, was only her mask. Really she was a most careful, abstemious, level-headed woman, whose eye was always directed towards the main chance of obtaining information which might be of use to her friend Lewin Rodwell, and his masters abroad.

Both were German-born. The trail of the Hun was over them — that Teuton taint of a hopeful world-power which, being inborn, could never be eradicated.

Well? she was asking, as she lolled artistically in the silk-covered easy chair in her pretty room, upholstered in carnation pink. So you cant see him till to-morrow? Thats horribly unfortunate. Im very disappointed, she added pettishly.

No, replied the young man, who, fair-haired and square-jawed, was of distinctly German type. Im sorry. I tried my best, but I failed.

Hm. I thought you were clever enough, Carl. But it seems that you failed, and she sighed wearily.

You know, Molly, Id do anything for you, replied the young fellow, who was evidently of quite superior class, for he wore his well-cut evening coat and soft-fronted dress-shirt with the ease of one accustomed to such things. And, if the truth were told, he would have been recognised by any of the clerks in the bureau of the Savoy Hotel as one of their most regular customers at dinner or supper.

I know that, Carl, replied the handsome woman impatiently. But, you see, I had made all my arrangements. The information is wanted hourly in Berlin. It is most urgent.

Well, theyll have to wait, my dear Molly. If I cant get it till to-morrow — I cant.

Why not?

Oh, whats the good of explaining? Heinrich has gone off down to Brighton with a little friend of his — thats all. Hes motored her down to the Metropole, and wont be back till to-morrow. How, in Heavens name, can I help it?

I dont suppose you can, my dear boy, laughed the big, overbearing woman, who held the son of the naturalised German financier in the grip of her white, bejewelled fingers. But, all the same, we have both to remember our duty to the Fatherland. We are at war.

True! And havent I helped the Fatherland? Was it not from information given by me that you knew the truth of the blowing up of the battleship Bulwark off Sheerness, and of the loss of the Formidable on New Years day? Have I and my friends in Jermyn Street been inactive?

No, you havent. Our dear Fatherland owes you and your friends a deep debt of gratitude. But — Well, I tell you, Im annoyed because my plans have been upset by your failure to-day.

Rodwells plans, you mean! Not yours! cried the young fellow, his jealousy apparent.

No, not at all. I dont see why you should so constantly refer to Mr Rodwell. He is our superior, as you know, and in its wisdom Number Seventy has placed him in supreme command.

Then why do you complain of my failure? protested the young man viciously, placing his cigarette-end in the silver ash-tray.

I dont. I only tell you that it has upset my personal plans. I had hoped to get away down to Torquay to-morrow. I must have a change. Im run down.

One day does not matter, surely, when our national interests are at stake!

Of course not, silly boy, laughed the woman. She saw that she was not treating him with tact, and knew his exact value. Dont let us discuss it any further. See what you can do to-morrow.

Ill compel Heinrich to get at what we want, cried Carl Berenstein — whose father had, since the war, changed his name, with the consent of the Home Office, of course, to Burton. Im as savage as you are that he should prefer to motor a girl to Brighton. But what can I do?

Nothing, my dear boy. The girl will always win. When youve lived as long as I have, you will understand.

Then you dont blame me — do you? asked the young man, eagerly.

Why, of course, not at all, my dear Carl. Heinrichs a fool to be attracted by any petticoat. There are always so many better.

As long as you dont blame me, Molly, I dont care. The guvnor is as wild as I am about it.

Oh, never mind. Get hold of him when he comes back, and come here as soon as possible and tell me. Remember that Number Seventy is thirsting for information.

Yes, I will. Rely on me. We are good Germans, all of us. These silly swelled-headed fools of English are only playing into our hands. They have no idea of what they will have to face later on. Ach! I only wish I were back again in the dear Rhineland with my friends, who are now officers serving at the front. But this British bubble cannot last. It must soon be pricked. And its result must be disastrous.

We hope so. We cant tell. But, there, dont let us discuss it. We are out to win the war. This matter I leave to you, good Germans that you and Heinrich are, to make your report.

Good. I will be here to-morrow evening, when I hope I shall have everything quite clear and precise. There is to be a big movement of troops to France the day after to-morrow, and I hope to give you a list of the names of all the regiments, with their destinations. You know, I suppose, that three parts of the cartridges they are making at the G — factory will, in a months time, when they get to the front, be useless?

So Mr Rodwell told me, a couple of days ago. Herzfelder is evidently doing good work there; but it is not a matter even to whisper about. It might leak out, and tests might be made.

Then, having drained off the whisky-and-soda which his hostess had poured out for him, he rose, shook her hand warmly, saying, Ill be here as early as possible to-morrow night. Good-bye, Molly, and strode out.

And the maid showed the young man to the door of the flat, while Mrs Kirby cast herself into a low lounge-chair before the fire, lit a cigarette, and, with her eyes fixed thoughtfully upon the flames, smoked furiously.


Chapter Twenty.

Told at Dawn.
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AGAIN THE GREY dawn was breaking over the chill North Sea — a wild, tempestuous morning.

On the far horizon northward, a steamer had just appeared, leaving behind a long trail of black smoke, but over the great expanse of storm-tossed waters which broke heavily upon the beach there was no sign of any other craft.

Thirty-six hours had passed since the young German who called himself Burton, but whose real name was Berenstein, had sat in Mrs Kirbys drawing-room discussing the faulty ammunition being made at the works at G — . Twelve hours before, namely, at six oclock on the previous evening, the court-martial sitting at the Old Bailey had concluded the hearing of the grave case of espionage brought against young Sainsbury. The evidence — some of the most damning evidence ever brought before a court-martial — had been given, and Mr Pelham his counsel had made his speech for the defence. Sentence had been postponed, in order that the whole of the facts should be considered by the military authorities. The trial having taken place in camera, not a word had leaked out to the newspapers, therefore the public were in ignorance of the young mans arrest, still more so of the grave offence with which he had been charged.

Elise knew what had happened. She had sat outside the court, in the big stone hall upstairs, where a kindly usher had given her a brief résumé of the proceedings. Indeed, through the glass door she had been able to get a momentary peep of her lover as he had stood in the dock, pale and erect, defiant of his accusers.

When the court rose, she had returned to Fitzjohns Avenue in a taxicab, sobbing and broken-hearted.

On arriving home she had rung up Sir Houston Bird on the telephone, but his man had answered saying that he had been called out suddenly, and had not returned. Therefore she went to her room and there gave way to a paroxysm of grief. It was over. Jack had been found guilty!

In the grey light of dawn, Lewin Rodwell was seated in the stuffy, little room in Tom Smalls cottage, his hand upon the telegraph-key, clicking out rapidly a message to Berlin.

At his side sat his accomplice, Mrs Kirby, in a heavy fur motor-coat with toque to match, for she had been all night on the road with Penney, who, having dropped her quite near, had turned the car and gone back into Horncastle to wait until the following evening.

The woman had been engaged writing, by the light of the petrol lamp, a long message since her arrival an hour before, while it was still dark; and it was this — a detailed report of the movements of troops to the front in Flanders, which young Burton had obtained for her — that Rodwell was engaged in transmitting.

Without speaking the spy sat, his left elbow upon the table, with his brow upon his palm while, with his right hand, he tapped away quickly with the rapid touch of the expert telegraphist.

What a wretched little place! the woman remarked at last, gazing around the narrow little bedroom. How horribly close and stuffy!

Yes, and youd find it so, if youd been here a prisoner for three days and nights, as I have, Molly, her companion laughed, still continuing to transmit the information for which Number Seventy had asked so constantly. The German General Staff were anxious to ascertain what strength of reinforcements we were sending to our line near Ypres.

Suddenly Rodwell shouted for Ted; but the woman, passing into the living-room, calling for young Small, and receiving no reply, remarked: I believe they both went out down on the beach, to the boat, a moment ago. Do you want him?

Only to tell him to get some breakfast. You must be fagged out after your journey, he said, still working the cable without a pause. How cold and draughty this house is! he said. I shall be glad when night comes again, and we can get away. I mean to give this place a rest for a month. Im afraid its getting just a bit unhealthy for me. Come in, and shut the door, Molly. Im nearly blown out, with that door open, he complained.

Then, after she had re-entered the room and closed the door, he soon gave the signal end of message, and paused for the acknowledgment.

It came without delay. A few rapid clicks, and then all was still again — a silence save for the howl of the wind and the monotonous roar of the great breakers rolling in upon the beach outside.

Well, Molly, the man said, as he lit a cigarette, and seated himself on the edge of the little old-fashioned bed, well have to stay in here, I suppose, till its dark. Small doesnt like it known that he has visitors. What time did you order Penney?

I told him to be at the place where he usually drops you at eight oclock.

Excellent. I wonder where Ted is? I want my breakfast badly.

He said something about going down to the boat to get some fish for you.

Ah! of course. They went out in the night. I forgot, he said.

Then, after a pause, the woman exclaimed — 

Is there no possibility of getting away from here before night? I dont like the black looks which Small and his son gave me, Lewin.

Black looks! Oh, thats nothing. Im always putting the screw on them. Besides, Ted got to know from Stendel — who chatted to him over the wire one day — all about the Scarborough raid. So, naturally, hes antagonistic.

But he might betray us, you know.

Hell never do that, depend upon it. He knows that his own neck would be in danger if he did so. So rest quite assured about that. Then, after a few moments silence, he added: I wonder when we shall get that young Sainsbury out of the way. Hes the greatest source of danger that we have.

I thought your idea was that nobody would believe him, whatever he alleged against you? asked the woman.

Thats so. But we have now to count with Trustram. If he wilfully deceived me regarding those two transports leaving Plymouth, then he certainly suspects. And if he suspects, his suspicions may lead him in the direction of Sainsbury — see?

Yes. I quite see. You scent a further danger!

No, not exactly, was his vague reply, an evil smile upon his lips. With the exercise of due precaution we need have nothing to fear — as long as Sainsburys mouth is closed by the law — as it must be in a day or two.

But you dont mean to come down here again for some time, do you?

No. For the next week or two we must trust to other channels of transmission — Schuettes wireless at Sydenham, perhaps, though thats far from satisfactory.

Hark! exclaimed the woman, as they heard someone at the outer door. Both listened. There was a grating sound like that of a key — as though the door was being unlocked.

This surprised them, and they exchanged inquiring glances.

There was a sound of heavy footsteps, causing them both to hold their breath.

Next instant the door of the bedroom was unceremoniously flung open, revealing upon the threshold two burly men in hard felt hats and overcoats presenting service revolvers at them.

It was a striking scene.

The woman screamed loudly, but the man, who had sprung to his feet to find himself thus cornered, stood firm, his face blanched, and his eyebrows contracted.

And pray whats the meaning of all this? he demanded, in hoarse defiance.

A second later, however, he saw that behind the two men who entered the room to place himself and his companion under arrest, were three other persons. One was a naval officer in uniform, evidently from the Admiralty Intelligence Department, while the other two were men well-known to him — namely, Sir Houston Bird and Charles Trustram.

Your clever game is up, Mr Rodwell! exclaimed Trustram, entering the room with the naval captain, whose gaze fell at once upon the telegraph instruments mounted on the old sewing-machine in the corner.

Yes, exclaimed the officer. And a pretty big game it seems to have been — eh? So youve been working a cable across to Germany, have you? Weve had suspicion that the cable laid to Wangeroog might have had a second shore-end, and, indeed, we started dredging for it off the Spurn only two days ago.

Mr Rodwell, said Trustram, addressing him, as the two detectives were searching him for firearms: You thought you were very clever. You betrayed me once, but I took very good care that all the information I gave you afterwards should be such as you would work for Englands advantage, and not for yours. In one case last week, when your masters acted upon my information, we were able to bag six of your submarines in the Straits of Dover within forty-eight hours. So you see my game was a double one, he added, with a smile of satisfaction.

Rodwell was so nonplussed at thus being caught red-handed, that he could utter no reply. All his bluff and defiance had left him, and he stood white, inert, with a look of abject shame and terror upon his changed countenance.

As for the woman, she gave vent to a torrent of bitter vituperation. But nobody noticed her; she had, like poor old Tom Small and his son, been simply tools of that unscrupulous and clever master-spy in whose stirring patriotism all England was believing, but who had at last fallen into the trap which Charles Trustram had so cunningly prepared for him — a trap in which the confirmation of his traitorous act had actually been made by the enemys unseen wireless rays.

Sir Houston said little, except to remark that no doubt Lewin Rodwells arrest would put a new complexion upon the case against John Sainsbury, and result, he hoped, in breaking up the activity of the enemy in our midst.

Of much that followed the public are already aware.

The newspapers, however, merely reported that Mr Lewin Rodwell, who had been a most popular speaker at recruiting meetings, who had been a well-known city financier, and a power in the social and political world of London, had died suddenly in a motor-car in the Brixton Road. The Censor, however, suppressed the facts that he had been in the custody of two officers of the Special Department of New Scotland Yard when the tragic occurrence happened, and that he had succeeded in swallowing a tabloid that he had carried concealed in his handkerchief in case of necessity, while being conveyed to Brixton Prison on a charge of espionage.

The public knew, of course, that an unnamed woman was under arrest for acts of war-treason and, later, that she had been sentenced to eight years imprisonment. They also knew that Jack Sainsbury had been mysteriously and suddenly released by a Home Office order, after having been tried and convicted by court-martial; but the true story of the evil machinations of Ludwig Heitzman, alias Lewin Rodwell, and how he had succeeded in bringing such indisputable evidence against an innocent man, is here revealed for the first time in the foregoing pages.

On the evening of Lewin Rodwells well-deserved, but cowardly end — the evening of the day of his arrest — Sir Boyle Huntley disappeared from London to the Continent, and was never again seen.

On that same night, too, at ten oclock, there was a little assembly in Sir Houston Birds consulting-room in Cavendish Square. Jack and his fiancée were standing happily reunited and arm in arm, while Charles Trustram and Sir Houston were also present. It was then that Trustram decided to hand over the note which poor Dr Jerrold had left for his friend on the fatal night before he took his own life.

Jack broke the seals, and slowly taking out the brief letter, read it, his lips contracting as he realised its contents. Then he handed it from one to the other until they had all read it.

The confession, for such it was, showed how Jerrold had, like old Small — who, by the way, was forgiven, for the assistance he had in the end rendered to the authorities — first been inveigled into the net spread by a moneylender, and having been forced to perform a small traitorous though unsuspected act three years before the outbreak of war, had, in order to extricate himself from financial ruin, been constantly threatened with exposure by Rodwell if he refused to further help the enemy, now that we were at war. He had steadfastly defied the master-spy, and had, indeed, in order to retrieve his past, boldly sought out spies and denounced them. But, alas! Rodwells widespread influence in the network of espionage asserted itself, and into the hands of the Intelligence Department there had been placed the facts, with the proofs of his action three years before. A warrant had consequently been issued, and rather than bear the blackmail longer, or the punishment, he had been driven to take his own life, and thus unfortunately give colour to the base, unfounded charges levelled against his friend.

Then, when the lovers knew the truth — and that the anonymous letter of warning had been sent by the woman Kirby in order to mystify them and thus strengthen Rodwells hand — Jack, heedless of their two friends being present, turned and kissed his well-beloved fondly upon the lips.

He saw that her big blue eyes were dimmed by tears of joy, and then he said, his voice trembling with emotion:

At last, my darling, I am free — free to love and to marry you — free at last of that terrible stigma placed so cleverly and wilfully upon me by that mean, despicable coward, who was both spy and blackmailer.

Yes, Jack dear, whispered the girl softly, as she raised her ready lips to those of her lover— yes, you are free, and moreover we now love each other far better than ever we did, for our affection has been tried — tried and proven in the fire of the hatred of Number Seventy Berlin.


The Way to Win (1916)

[image: img22.jpg]

CONTENTS

Foreword.

Chapter One.

Chapter Two.

Chapter Three.

Chapter Four.

Chapter Five.

Chapter Six.

Chapter Seven.

Chapter Eight.

Chapter Nine.

Chapter Ten.

Chapter Eleven.

Chapter Twelve.
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I DO NOT think anyone who has studied the progress of the War with care and patience can deny that, during the past few months, a mighty change has come over the aspect of the great struggle.

A year ago, when I wrote Britains Deadly Peril, the fortunes of the Allies appeared to be at the lowest ebb. Indomitable energy and perseverance have since worked wonders. To-day we plainly see that the conquering march of the Teuton has been arrested and the process of forcing back his hordes has begun.

Britain — the fierce Lion of Britain — is at last fully aroused to the momentous issues which hang on the decision, and has flung herself with all her unrivalled tenacity, and with a unanimity unparalleled in our history, into the titanic conflict.

Russia, France, and Italy have responded to the call with equal nobility. To-day the Allies are more than a match for the Hun in manpower; they are equal to them, at least, in the supply of munitions, the lack of which so badly hampered our cause last year. Finally, the great new masses of the British Army, straining at the leash, are eagerly awaiting the signal to hurl themselves at the foe for his destruction.

The British Navy, silent and invincible, holds the seas of all the world, and Germany and her Allies are to-day feeling the pinch of war in most deadly earnest. Prices in enemy countries are rising by leaps and bounds; the food supply is beginning to fail; money is lacking; the value of the mark is falling, and there is every prospect of a shortage of men — cannon-fodder they were once called by Germans — in the near future.

We are on the eve of great events.

Already we hear the ominous rumblings which prelude the breaking of the storm. The great clash is at hand which, for good or ill, shall settle the destinies of our world for many generations to come — perhaps for ever.

Can we doubt the issue? Assuredly not. The spirit of our dear old Britain and her glorious Allies is unbroken, and still unbreakable. Cost what it may, they are fully determined to smash, once and for ever, the accursed Teuton attempt to dominate the world and throw back the clock of civilisation for centuries. There will be no faltering and no turning back on Great Britains part until that great end is attained.

Courage and resolution and a hard fist are the keys of the situation for the Allies. We have them in abundant measure. And unless Britain is unthinkably false to all the traditions that have made her great, our triumph in the Near To-morrow is assured.

William Le Queux.

Devonshire Club, London, March, 1916.


Chapter One.

The Rift in the Clouds.
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IF WE COULD imagine a being from another planet dropped suddenly on this old earth of ours and left with the aid of maps to figure out for himself the real position of the world-war, we could readily imagine that it would seem to him that the Germans were winning hands down.

Perhaps there would be a good deal of excuse for such a belief.

He would see, in the first place, that the Germans had overrun and captured the whole of Belgium except one very small portion. He would see that the greater part of Northern France was in their undisputed possession. He would see that they had driven the Russians from Poland and penetrated far within the boundaries of Russia proper.

He would also see that they had almost completely conquered or cajoled the Balkan States, and that German trains were running from the North Sea to Constantinople. He would see them holding apparently impregnable lines of defences against forces at least as strong as their own — probably much stronger. He would see them or their Allies holding up British forces in Persia and in Mesopotamia. He would see the Italians apparently firmly held along the mountainous boundaries of the Austrian Empire. He would see that a great British army had been driven out of Gallipoli. He would unquestionably come to the conclusion that the cause of the Allies was a lost cause, and would probably conclude that the best thing they could do would be to make a speedy peace on the best terms the victors could be induced to grant.

And he would be unquestionably wrong in his deduction, even though we admit the accuracy of his facts.

For, like the thoughtless and the whimperers among us, he would for want of knowledge leave out of his consideration certain hard facts which, properly considered, would reverse his judgment. Like the thoughtless and the whimperers, he would judge too much from mere appearances and would fail to see the real essential things. He would fail to see the wood for the trees; he would mistake the shadow for the substance. Just so the German people to-day are making the mistake of thinking that the occupation of enemy territory, a mere temporary advantage gained through treacherous preparation for war at a time when they professed to be working for peace, constitutes the victory that must be theirs before they could hope to gain the world-dominion upon which, as we now know, their hearts and the hearts of their rulers have been set for the last forty years.

For eighteen months the civilised world has been struggling against the most formidable menace to its liberties by which it has ever been faced. For eighteen months we have seen the enemy apparently going on from triumph to triumph. We have seen the devastation of Belgium, the crucifixion of a little people whose only wish was that they should be allowed to live their happy lives in peace, and whose only crime was that they dared to resist the Prussian bully. We have seen the martyrdom of Poland. We have seen the very heart of France — incomparable Paris — threatened with destruction.

We have seen the stately memorials of a great civilisation, such as Germany has never known and never can know, wrecked and plundered. We have seen innocent civilians murdered in hundreds, women and children sent to death or a far worse fate. We have seen the ruin of Serbia. We have lost thousands of our best and bravest sons. We have seen the tragic failure in the Gallipoli Peninsula — itself a mere incident of the world-war, yet one of the greatest military undertakings upon which we have ever embarked. We have failed conspicuously to protect the little nations in whose cause we drew the sword, and who have gone down in ruin under the iron heel of a ferocious tyranny beside which the worst oppression of historic times seems mild in comparison. Can it be a matter of wonder if the cry, How long, O Lord, how long? goes up from the fainting heart of outraged civilisation?

Yet the darkest hour is ever the herald of the dawn; and if to-day we try with a single mind to penetrate the fog and mystery with which this greatest of all wars is surrounded, we shall see that there is really and truly a rift in the clouds. No doubt we have still many days of storm and stress before us. The end is not yet. But, in the noble language of the King, the goal is drawing into sight. The sun of victory is not yet shining fully upon us, but none the less the dawn is at hand. Already its first faint gleams are breaking in upon our eyes; there are abundant signs, if we lift up our hearts and our courage, that the long period of gloom and depression is passing away.

Properly to understand the position as it exists to-day we must look backward to the years 1870 and 1871, for in those years was born the spirit of aggression and arrogance which ever since has been the driving power of Germany. After years of preparation, when so far as possible everything was ready, Germany fell suddenly upon a France torn by internal dissensions, weak through want of preparation, and utterly unready for war. Naturally there could be but one end to such a conflict, and a few short months saw France helpless beneath the heel of the invader. Germany emerged from that war with almost incalculable profit, firmly imbued with the idea that she was invincible, and convinced that at any moment she chose she could reach out her greedy hands and grasp the sceptre of European domination. Then, as she thought, she could with safety enter upon a conflict with an England which had grown over-rich and perhaps over-lazy. Then the real enemy could be crushed, and the world-dominion of which her megalomaniac rulers dreamed would be within her grasp.

If a nation has determined upon war, there is never any lack of excuse, and Germany chose her time well. Her blow fell at a time when no single one of the Allies was prepared for war. That fact alone fixes absolutely the responsibility for the present appalling conflict, and in the days to come the unanimous verdict of history will be that the War was deliberately provoked by Germany through sheer greed and lust of power.

For, be it remembered, there was no legitimate ambition before Germany which she was not perfectly free to enjoy. Her trade was free and unhampered, the seas were as open to her use as to our own, she possessed vast colonial dominions which gave her every opportunity for all the legitimate expansion of which she could dream for centuries to come. She had grown rich and prosperous in the exercise of the freedom which she has ever been the first to deny to others. No one menaced her or sought to do her injury. But she was the nouveau riche among the nations. She had been poisoned for a long course of years with the false doctrine that the German was something essentially superior to the peoples of other races, and she owes her approaching downfall, which is as certain as the rising of to-morrows sun, to the blind teachers of the blind who have imbued her with that spirit of envy and arrogance which may be as fatal to a nation as to an individual.

We all know only too well what happened when war broke out. Germany, with her armies trained to the hour after years of patient preparation, with her forces ready to the last man and the last gun, shamelessly broke her plighted word with the invasion of Belgium. She had counted that there, at least, she would meet with no resistance; she could not realise that a little people, even to save its honour, would dare to oppose the onrush of her countless hordes. In that she made her first and, perhaps, her greatest mistake. Just as she thought that England would not draw the sword for a scrap of paper, so she thought that Belgium would not dare to resist.

We know now that she was wrong; we know, too, that the heroism of the Belgians surely saved Europe in those first days by gaining the priceless time which enabled France and England to throw their scanty forces across the path of the invader, which led ultimately to the great battle of the Marne, that titanic conflict which surely and decisively smashed once and for ever the German plans. In spite of all that has happened since, in spite of the apparent victories Germany has won, in spite of the territories she has occupied, the defeat of the Marne marked the beginning of her final overthrow.

But the peril was appalling. France, Russia, and Britain were alike unprepared for war, short of men, short of munitions, short of everything which would have enabled them at once to meet the common enemy on anything like equal terms. The days are gone for ever when victory can be won by men alone; modern war is too machine-like in its developments, the importance of supplies and organisation is far too great to give a poorly equipped army the slightest chance of success. Not men alone, but munitions are the secret of success to-day, and every single advantage that Germany has won since war broke out has been won by her superiority in mechanical equipment. Her men, considered individually, are certainly not the equals of either the French or the Russians or the British; they have neither the dash of the French, nor the dogged courage and endurance of the Russians, nor the personal sang-froid and cool initiative of the British. But Germany had the numbers and the equipment, and to numbers and equipment alone she owes such successes as she has gained.

Caught unprepared at the outset of war, the Allies were naturally in a position which must well have seemed hopeless. Germany reaped to the full the advantages which she had sought in long preparation for war under the guise of peace. Her armies plunged forward with resistless momentum until they were within sight of the very gates of Paris, and in the eyes of the world it was merely a matter of time as to when she would occupy the French capital. Then came Von Klucks amazing blunder, the swift stroke of the French and British against the German right wing, and the precipitate retreat which led to the defeat at the Marne. From that day, in spite of apparent successes, the fortunes of Germany have been on the wane.

There was no mistake about the reply of civilisation to the German menace. France, Russia, and England threw down the guage in the most unmistakable terms in the historic declaration that neither would conclude a separate peace without the others. That, we have now to recognise, is one of the main facts which must operate most powerfully in bringing about the final defeat of Germany. In no particular can she hope to rival the resources of the Allies, and so long as the Allies hang together they are unmistakably on the road to final victory. It is for this reason that at the present moment it is the main object of German diplomacy to sow distrust and suspicion among the partners in the Quadruple Entente. Their one and only hope — and they know it — is to provoke a quarrel among the Allies which would not merely rob the Allies of all hope of final victory, but would give the Huns and their dupes a reasonable chance — indeed, more than a reasonable chance — of snatching triumph from the very jaws of defeat.

There is a school of croakers very much in evidence in England at present who can see nothing of good in anything which their own country has done and is doing. They remind one of Gilberts

Idiot who praises in enthusiastic tone
Each century but this, and every country but his own.

They are, of course, always with us, but at the present moment they are more than usually aggressive, and we notice them perhaps more than is good for us. They are the chief source of that dangerous form of pessimism which we see exemplifying itself in a constant belittling of the enormous efforts and the enormous sacrifices which this country has made. According to these mischievous propagandists, nothing we do or have done can possibly be sufficient or right. The effects of this perpetual calamity howling on our own people is bad enough; it is far worse upon the peoples of the Allied countries and the neutrals, because, not understanding our national peculiarities, they are apt to take us at a wholly absurd valuation and to think that, as our own people are constantly accusing us of slackness in a war in which we have so much at stake, there must be something in the charge. If plenty of mud is thrown, some of it is tolerably sure to stick, and there can be no doubt that the perpetual depreciation of British efforts by people in this country has had a most dangerous effect, and has, in fact, played the German game to perfection both here and abroad.

Those who wish to form an adequate realisation of what Britain has really done in the cause of civilisation should try to take a longer view, and try also to throw their minds backward to the condition of affairs which existed when the declaration of war came eighteen months ago. They should try, in fact, to learn something of the lessons taught by our past history.

We can start with the indisputable and undisputed fact that so far as the war on land was concerned this country was entirely unprepared to take up the rôle it has since assumed. That is a proposition which not even the Germans, who are so ready to accuse England of having caused the War, can very well dispute. Throughout our history we have been a naval and not a military Power, though it is of course true that, judged by the standards of other days, we have now and again put forward very considerable military efforts.

But it was many a long year since British troops had fought on the Continent of Europe, and it is safe to assume that the great majority of people in this country, had they been asked, would have replied without hesitation that we should never again take part in the land fighting in a continental war.

Now it must be obvious to anyone who takes the trouble to give the matter a moments thought that, for the purposes of war as it is understood by the great military nations of Europe, the British Army as it existed in August, 1914, was hopelessly inadequate. Our real strength lay on the sea, where it has always lain. It is true that, for its size, the British force which was thrown into Flanders in the early days of the struggle was perhaps the most perfectly trained and equipped army that ever took the field.

But no one will contend that it was adequate in size, and we know that the Germans regarded it as a contemptible little army that was to be brushed aside with hardly an effort by the German hordes. It consisted of perhaps 120,000 men, and undoubtedly, as our French friends have generously admitted, it played a part worthy of the best and highest traditions of our race. But it was not an army on the continental scale.

What has been done since? How have we taken up the task of creating forces which might be regarded as commensurate to meet the menace by which civilisation found itself faced?

Our contemptible little army, thanks to the genius of Lord Kitchener, has grown until to-day it numbers something in the neighbourhood of four million men. That is a fact which the world knows and recognises, and in itself alone it is sufficient to refute the contention of those who are to be found preaching in and out of season that Britains efforts have been lamentably inadequate. Great armies are not to be made in a day or a year, they do not spring fully armed from the earth, and the fact that we, a naval rather than a military Power, have in the course of eighteen months raised and equipped forces on such a scale ought to be sufficient to confound those shallow critics who are eternally bewailing our supposed slackness, which, as a matter of fact, has no existence outside their own disordered imaginations. I do not believe there is to be found to-day a military writer whose opinion is of any value who would not agree that the effort which Britain has made is one of the most stupendous in all military history.

In France, in Russia, and in Italy everyone whose authority is regarded as having any substantial basis is agreed on the point, and the Germans themselves, however they may affect to sneer at our army of hirelings, know a great deal too much about military matters not to recognise that one of the very gravest of their perils is the growing military power of England. That power will be exercised to the full when the time comes, and it will assuredly be found to be of the very greatest importance in bringing about the overthrow of German hopes and ambitions.

We all know — the whole world knows — why the military power of England has not yet reached its full majesty. We all know that in the War of to-day a superabundance of munitions is demanded which none could have expected from the history of the past. Every form of military stores — guns, rifles, shell, ammunition — all must be provided on a scale of colossal magnitude.

It is the fact that Germany alone of all the warring nations partly realised this, and in her careful preparations for a war of her own seeking, for which she chose her own time, accumulated in the days of peace such enormous reserves of munitions as she hoped would render her to a large extent independent of manufacture during the actual period of fighting. It is certain that Germany hoped to overthrow Russia and France in a series of swift, brief attacks without trenching dangerously upon her reserve stocks. We know now that she was wrong; but we know, too, that she came within an ace of success.

That she realised her error and embarked upon the manufacture of munitions on a vast scale is true, but none the less it is also true that she cannot hope to compete in this respect with the united resources of the Allies once they get into their full stride. Slowly, perhaps, but none the less surely, she is being overtaken even in the department which she made almost exclusively her own, and the day is coming when she will have not the remotest prospect of keeping up an adequate reply to the storm of high explosives which will break upon her lines east, west, north, and south. When that day comes — and it may be nearer than most of us think — we shall see the swiftest of changes in the present position of the War. There will be an end at last to the long deadlock in which we and our Allies have been forced to act on the defensive.

Already, indeed, the change is in sight. Germany to-day, in spite of her frantic struggles, is absolutely and firmly held in a ring of steel. She is, in every real sense of the word, on the defensive; her spasmodic attacks are purely defensive in their origin and conception, and the steadily increasing pressure of her foes must sooner or later find and break through some weak spot in lines which are already seriously extended and must soon wear thin.

I do not pretend for a moment that everything has gone as well as we could wish; I do not pretend that there have not been mistakes, delays, lack of decision, lack of foresight. No war was ever fought without mistakes; we are not a race of supermen. But I do say that we have made such an effort as has perhaps never been made in history before to meet a series of conditions of which neither we in particular nor the world at large has ever experienced.

The nation that could wage war without making mistakes would very speedily dominate the world.

If the Germans had not made mistakes at least as great as those of the Allies, they would long ago have won a supreme and crushing victory which would have left the whole of Europe prostrate at their feet. Whereas what do we see to-day? The plain, unalterable fact is that in her sudden assault upon nations wholly unprepared for it Germany has not won a single success of the nature which is decisive. She did not succeed in knocking out either of the enemies who really count, and she soon found herself condemned to a long and dragging war of the very nature which all her experts, for years past, have admitted must be fatal to German hopes and ambitions. Germany has always postulated for success swift and shattering blows; she believed she could deal such blows at her enemies in detail before she was defeated by a prepared unity against which she must be powerless. She hoped to shatter France before the slow-moving Russians could get into their stride, and leave her ruined and crushed while she turned to meet the menace from the East. She counted on winning the hegemony of Europe before she could be checked by a combination ready to meet her on more than level terms. There she made the first and greatest of her mistakes, a mistake from the effects of which she can never recover.

And will anyone contend that, in bringing the German design to hopeless ruin, Britain has not played a worthy part? Will anyone be found bold enough to assert that the position on the Continent to-day would not have been very widely different if Britain had chosen the ignoble part and refused to unsheath the sword in defence of those great principles for which our forefathers in all ages have been ready to fight and to die? Will anyone venture to express a doubt that, but for the assistance of Britain, France must have been crushed? And, with France helpless and Britain neutral, what would have been Russias chance of escaping disaster?

I need hardly say that I do not put these suggestions forward with any idea of belittling the part — the very great and very heroic part — which has been played in the great world-tragedy by France and Russia. But I do seriously suggest — and French and Russian writers have been the first generously to admit it — that Englands assistance has made their campaigns possible.

If we have not done the terrific fighting which has been done by France and Russia, we have at least borne a very respectable share in the fray; we can leave others to speak for us on this score. But we have supported our Allies in other fields; we have, to a very large extent, found the sinews of war; we have made of our land the workshop of the Allies, and poured out a stream of munitions which has been of the utmost value, even if it has not made all the difference between victory and defeat. And, above all and beyond all, we have, by our sea power, practically carried the campaigns of our Allies on our backs. Thanks to our unchallenged supremacy afloat, the Allies have been able to move in all parts of the world with a security unknown in any other war in history. While the German Fleet skulks in the fastnesses of the Kiel Canal, and the German flag has disappeared from the ocean highways of the world, the ships of the Allies move almost unhindered on their daily business, the endless supplies of men and munitions go to and fro unchallenged except by the lurking submarines of the enemy, which, for all their boastings, are powerless to affect vitally the ultimate issue or to do more than inflict damage which, compared with the targets offered them, is practically of no significance.

Has our country anything to be ashamed of in the contribution it has thus made to the war for the liberation of civilisation from the domination of brute force? Assuredly not. And when in the fullness of time the opportunity is offered us for a more striking demonstration of what British world-power means, I am confident that we shall see ample proof that the spirit and temper of our race is as fine as ever, and that we shall play a worthy part in the final overthrow of the common enemy. In the meantime let us make an end of the constant stream of self-depreciation which is far removed from real modesty and self-respect; let us do our part in that stern and silent temper which has for all time been part of our great heritage.

Stern work lies before us; the long-drawn agony is not yet even approaching its close. But we can best help forward the end if we approach our task not with empty boasting, not with perpetual whimperings and self-reproach, but with the cool courage and dogged determination which have carried us so far through the worst dangers that have threatened us in the past, and which, if we play our part without faltering, will yet bring us to a triumphant issue from the perils which beset us to-day.


Chapter Two.

Our Invincible Navy.
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IT IS THE brightest and most encouraging feature of the War that British supremacy at sea is unchallenged and probably unchallengeable by Germany.

It is true that the main German Fleet has not yet dared to give battle in the open sea, and that the endeavours of scattered units afloat have met with speedy disaster. It is no less true that should the High Canal Admiral venture forth from the secluded shelters in which the Imperial German Navy has for so many months concealed itself, its prospects of dealing a successful blow at the maritime might of Britain are exceedingly slender.

None the less, it is incredible that, sooner or later, the German Navy will fail to attempt what German writers are fond of describing as a Hussar Stroke. We can contemplate that issue — and we know our sailors do so — with every confidence. In every single particular — in ships, in men, in moral, and in traditions — the British Navy is superior to that of Germany. Even without the powerful help we should receive from our French and Italian Allies, British control over the ocean highways is supreme.

A Radical journal, which for years past has been conspicuous for its laudation of everything German, has lately tried to make our flesh creep with tales of the mounting in German warships of a monster gun — said to be of 17-inch calibre — which was so utterly to outrange anything we possess as to render our control of the North Sea doubtful and shadowy.

It is strange to find a journal which, before the War, was one of the chief asserters of the peaceful intentions of Germany thus passing into the ranks of the scaremongers. When the late Lord Roberts ventured, before the War, to point out the dangers which lay before us, he was denounced as an alarmist. Yet on the very doubtful supposition that a single shell which fell into Dunkirk was a 17-inch missile the Daily News has built up a scare article worthy only of a race of panic-mongers, and full of false premisses and false deductions from the first line to the last. Such are the changed views brought about by changed circumstances!

But even supposing that the Germans actually possess a 17-inch naval gun, is the Daily News content to assume that the Admiralty and the Government are not fully aware of the fact and that they have taken no steps whatever to meet the new danger? It is a literal fact that we have always been an inch or two ahead of Germany in the calibre of our biggest guns — the history of the Dreadnought fully proves that — and it is incredible that we should suddenly be caught napping in a matter on which we have led the world. I leave out of consideration the purely technical question as to whether such guns could by any possibility be fitted to ships designed and partly constructed to take smaller weapons; experts say that such a change would be impossible without what would amount to practical reconstruction.

Putting these considerations on one side, is the record of our naval service such as to justify us in assuming that they know less than they have always known of the plans and intentions of the enemy?

Mr Balfours reply on the subject was plain and categorical; the naval authorities know nothing of any such weapon, and do not believe that it exists. In all probability we shall be quite safe in accepting their estimate of the situation, and whatever the facts may be the Navy may be trusted to deal with new penis as they arise. After all, a Navy is not merely so many ships and so many men armed with so many guns of such and such a size. That is a fact which, however imperfectly it is appreciated in Germany, is well known here. Tradition and moral count even more afloat than ashore; we possess both. A Navy whose chief achievements have been the drowning of helpless non-combatants in the infamous submarine campaign may hardly be said to possess either.

For many months now the German flag has vanished from the ocean highways of the world. For many months British commerce has peacefully pursued its pathways to the uttermost ends of the earth.

There have been times when the depredations of German raiders, such as the Emden, caused some inconvenience and considerable loss. There have been times when the submarine campaign has apparently had a great measure of success. But though many ships, with their cargoes and with many innocent lives, have been sunk, nothing which the German pirates could do was sufficient seriously to threaten our overseas trade. Very soon the marauders were rounded up and destroyed, and in a space of time which, before the War, would have been deemed incredible the seas were practically free for the passage of the ships of the Allies.

In the early days of the War many good judges believed that the German commerce raiders would have been as effective against our overseas trade as were the French privateers in the days of the Napoleonic wars. Certain it is that it was the universal expectation that our losses in mercantile tonnage would have been far more grievous than has proved to be the case.

We see now that this expectation was unduly alarmist. But it was entertained not merely by amateur students of war, but by many of the sailors who have given a lifetime of thought to the problems of warfare at sea. Every lesson that could be drawn from history suggested that the life of the German raiders would have been far longer than actually proved to be the case. Those lessons, however, were learned in the days when the war fleets were composed of great sailing vessels which could keep the sea far longer without fresh supplies than is possible to-day. Cut off from any possible sources of regular supplies of food, coal, and ammunition, the few German ships which remained at liberty when war broke out were quickly hunted down by superior forces and destroyed until, a very few months after the outbreak of war, Germanys strength afloat was closely confined to the Baltic and a very small portion of the North Sea.

Nothing like the achievements of the British Navy has ever been witnessed in the history of war. Not even the most enthusiastic believer in sea power could have dreamed of such brilliant and striking successes; not even the most enthusiastic admirer of the British Navy could, in his most sanguine moments, have expected such results as have been attained.

When we come to think of the expanse of ocean to be covered, the services which the British Navy has rendered to civilisation will be seen to be stupendous. Not merely have all the German ships which were at liberty outside the North Sea and the Baltic been hunted down and destroyed, but the Grand Fleet, the darling of the Kaisers heart, the object upon which millions have been poured out like water with the express purpose of crushing Britain, has been penned up in the narrowest of quarters, and from every strategical point of view has been reduced to practical impotence. True, it succeeded, under cover of fog and darkness, in sending a squadron of fast ships to bombard undefended Scarborough, where its gallant efforts resulted in the killing and wounding of some hundreds of women, children, and other non-combatants who, had we been fighting a civilised foe, would have been perfectly safe from harm. But a repetition of the attempt at this dastardly crime led to such condign punishment that the effort has never been repeated, and from that day to this German excursions at sea, so far, at least, as British waters are concerned, have been confined to the occasional appearance of stray torpedo craft and the campaign of submarine piracy and murder which has left upon the name of the German Navy a stigma which it will take centuries to eradicate.

With the one solitary exception of the unequal fight off Coronel, where the Good Hope and Monmouth were destroyed by the greatly superior squadron of Von Spee, the Germans have uniformly had the worse of any sea fighting which they ventured to undertake. Even the Baltic, in which they fondly imagined they had undisputed supremacy, has been rendered more than unhealthy by the activities of British submarines — so unhealthy, in fact, that the German attack upon the Gulf of Riga, which was to have led to the crushing of the Russian right wing and the advance upon Petrograd, ended in a dismal failure and the precipitate flight of the attackers. That they will be any more successful in the future is practically unthinkable. Stronger, both relatively and actually, than before the War, the British Navy calmly awaits the day, hoping it may soon come, when the Germans will stake their existence upon a last desperate effort to challenge that mastery of the sea the hope of which must be slipping for ever from their grasp.

It is only necessary to say a few words about the atrocious policy of submarine frightfulness which culminated in the sinking of the Lusitania and the deliberate sacrifice of the lives of some 1,200 innocent people who had nothing whatever to do with the War. That policy, the deluded German people were solemnly assured, was to bring Britain to her knees by cutting off supplies of food and raw material, and starving her into submission. It is worth noting in this connection that the Germans to-day are calling upon heaven and earth to punish the brutal English for attempting to starve the German people by a perfectly legitimate blockade carried out in strict accordance with the rules of international law. We heard nothing of the iniquities of the starvation policy as long as the Germans hoped to be able to apply it to us in the same way that they applied it to Paris during the war of 1870-71; it was only when they realised that the submarine policy had failed that they began the desperate series of appeals, directed especially to the United States, that they were being unfairly treated owing to Britain refusing to allow them the freedom of the seas — in other words, refusing to sit idly by while Germany obtained from the United States and elsewhere the food and munitions of which she stood, and stands, in such desperate need.

As a matter of fact, the German submarine campaign has not even succeeded in reducing appreciably the strength of the British mercantile marine.

Despite our losses, our mercantile marine is to-day, thanks to new building and purchases, but little weaker than when war broke out, while, so far as we can judge, the submarine campaign has failed to contribute in the slightest degree to the rise in food values which has imposed so great a burden upon large classes of people in our country. It has been in fact, a complete and absolute failure. It has cost us, it is true, many valuable vessels and many valuable lives, but as a means to ending the War it has achieved practically nothing. The policy of terrifying by murder has prospered no more afloat than it did ashore, while outside the ranks of the combatants it has done nothing but earn for Germany the contempt of the whole civilised world, to bring Germany within an ace of war with the United States, and to brand the German Navy and the entire German nation with an indelible stain of blood and crime.

The submarine policy was a policy which could have been justified only by complete success. It may suit the German Press, led by the nose by the Government, to tell the German people that hated England was being rapidly subdued by the efforts of the heroic murderers commanding the German U-boats. We know differently.

We have the authority of Mr Balfour for saying that the German losses in submarines have been formidable, and it has been stated — and not contradicted — in the House of Commons that no fewer than fifty of these assassins of the sea have met the fate which their infamy richly deserved. Unofficial estimates have put the number even higher. We shall not know the exact facts until after the War, but we know at least that the German people have at length awakened to an uneasy realisation of the fact that they have murdered in vain, and that they have covered themselves with undying infamy to no real purpose.

I do not suppose that knowledge sits very hardly upon their consciences; but even in Germany there must be people who are beginning to wonder what judgment the civilised world will pass upon them in the future, and how they are ever to hold up their heads again among civilised nations. And not even a German can remain perpetually indifferent to the judgment of the civilised world.

By every means which ingenuity could devise and daring seamanship could carry into execution Germanys submarines have been chased, harried, and sunk, until, as we are informed upon reliable authority, the chiefs of the German Navy are finding it increasingly difficult to find and train submarine crews. And small wonder! No one questions the bravery of the German sailor, whatever we may think of his humanity. But, also, he is human, and not the superhuman being which the Germans imagine themselves to be. And when he sees, week after week and month after month, submarine after submarine venturing forth into the waters of the North Sea only to be mysteriously swallowed up in the void, one can understand that he shrinks appalled from a prospect sufficient to shake the nerves of men who, whatever their other qualities may be, have not been bred for hundreds of years to the traditions and the dangers of the sea. Small wonder that they quail from the unknown fate which for ever threatens them! Many sally forth never to return; others, more fortunate, on reaching home have a tale to tell which, losing nothing in the telling, is not of a nature to encourage their fellows.

It is said that a single voyage in a German submarine is enough so seriously to try the nerves of officers and men that they need a prolonged rest before they are ready to resume their duties. Imagine the conditions under which they live! Hunted day and night by the relentless British destroyers, faced ever by strange and unfamiliar perils and by traps of which they know nothing, it is hardly a matter of surprise if their nerves give way.

The War has given us the most wonderful example the world has ever seen of what sea power means. Thanks to their undisputed command of the ocean, the Allies have been able to carry on operations in widely separated theatres practically free from any of the difficulties which would certainly have proved insurmountable in the presence of strong hostile forces afloat. We and our Allies have been able to transport men and munitions wherever we wished without serious hindrance, and even in the presence of hostile submarines we have only lost two or three transports in eighteen months of war. That, it must be admitted, is a very wonderful record.

Even the tragic blunder of the Dardanelles gave us a striking instance of what sea power can effect. We were able, thanks to the Navy, not merely to land huge forces in the face of the enemy, but we were able also to re-embark them without loss under circumstances which, by all the laws of war, should have meant an appalling list of casualties. There can be no doubt whatever that had the re-embarking troops on the Gallipoli Pensinsula tried to reach their ships without having firm command of the sea, not more than a very small percentage of them would have survived.

In considering the bearings of naval power to the great struggle as a whole, we must always keep in mind what the Germans expected and hoped when they declared war. We know, of course, that they did not expect Britain to enter the War. But at the same time they must have realised that there was a possibility of our doing so, and they had formulated a plan of campaign to meet such a contingency. We know pretty well what that campaign was. The German theory has been put into practice since; unfortunately for the Germans, it has not worked out quite in accordance with the text-books. They declared for the war of attrition; their idea was that, by submarine attacks, the British Fleet could be so whittled down that at length the German main Fleet would be able to meet it with reasonable prospects of success. Their Fleet, while the process of attrition was going on, was to remain sheltered in the unreachable fastnesses of the Kiel Canal. The latter, however, is the only part of the German programme which has gone according to the book.

The High Canal Fleet remains in the last ditch, and apparently, at the time of writing, seems likely to remain there. But the process of attrition has not made the progress the Germans hoped for. It is true we have lost a number of ships through submarine attacks. But it will not be overlooked by the Germans any more than by ourselves that the greater part of our losses was sustained in the early days of the submarine campaign. As soon as the Navy got busy with the submarine pest our losses practically ceased, and it is now a long time since we have lost a fighting unit through torpedo attack. As is usual with the Navy, our men set themselves to grapple with unfamiliar conditions, and their success has been very striking. Not only have they been able to protect themselves against submarine attack, but they have made the home seas, at any rate, too hot to hold the pirates, dozens of which have been destroyed or captured. And when the submarine war was transferred to the Mediterranean it was not very long before the Navy again had the menace well in hand. In the meantime our building programme was pushed forward at such a rate that a very large number of ships of the most powerful class have been added to the fighting units of the Fleet, with the result that not merely relatively to the Fleet of Germany, but actually in point of ships, men, and guns, our Fleet to-day is stronger than it was when war broke out. That, again, is an achievement wholly without parallel. And it is one of the chief factors in considering the future of the campaign. The Germans have never been able to rival us in speed of construction even in times of peace; it is in the last degree unlikely that they have been able to do so under the conditions that have prevailed during the past eighteen months. I have not the least doubt that we are fully justified in assuming that our final victory at sea is assured — if, indeed, it is not practically won already. The conditions are plain for everyone, both at home and abroad, to see for himself, and we have plenty of evidence to suggest that they are fully appreciated in Germany; the idle quays of Hamburg, the idle fleets of German merchant ships rotting in the shelter of neutral ports, the peaceful progress of the ships of the Allies over the seas of the world, and the growing stringency of conditions in Germany brought about by the British blockade are quite sufficient evidence for those Germans — and their number is growing — who are no longer blinded by the national megalomania.

Our Navy is a silent service; it would perhaps be better for us if at times it were a little more vocal. For there is no disguising the fact that there is a body of impatient grumblers at home who, because we do not read of a great sea victory every morning with our breakfasts, are apt to ask what the Navy is doing. We can be quite sure that that question is not asked in Germany. There, at any rate, the answer is plain.

We can discount, I am sure, the tales we hear of Germany starving, and that the horrors of Paris in 1870 are being repeated. That story is no doubt diligently spread abroad by the Germans themselves in the hope of appealing to the sentiment, or rather the sentimentality, of certain classes in the neutral nations. At the same time, we cannot shut our eyes to the growing mass of evidence which goes to show that the stringency of the British blockade is producing a great and increasing effect throughout Germany. To begin with, her export trade, despite the leaks in the blockade, has practically vanished, and it must be remembered that modern Germany is the creation of trade with overseas countries. She grew rich on commerce; she might have grown richer if she had been content with the opportunities which were as fully open to her as to the rest of the world. It is due to the steady strangling process carried out by the British Navy that her long accumulation of wealth has been decisively checked, and that she is dissipating that accumulation in what is inevitably bound to be a sure, if slow, bleeding to death. And, whatever may be the course of the War, Germanys overseas trade can be resumed only by the permission or through the destruction of the British Navy. That is a factor of supreme and tremendous importance.

In the British blockade — in other words, in the British Fleet — we have the factor which in the long run must make possible the final overthrow of Germany. I am not suggesting that we can win this war by sea power alone; the final crash must come through the defeat of Germanys land forces, since she is a land and not a sea Power. But it is the operation of sea power which must make the final blow possible. Sea power, and sea power alone, will make possible the final blockade of Germany by land as well as by sea. The ring of the blockade already is nearly complete; and when the British and French, advancing from the base at Salonica, link up, as they must sooner or later, with the Russian forces coming south across the Balkans, Germany will be held in a ring of iron from which she will have no means of escape.

She realises fully that she has not the remotest chance of breaking through the lines of the Allies in the West; she has failed utterly to break the Russian line in the East. It is vital for her to break the ring by which she is nearly surrounded, and in this fact we have the explanation of her dash across the Balkans. So far that dash has been attended with a great measure of success owing to the failure of the Allies to win the active support of Greece, Rumania, and Bulgaria. She has succeeded in crushing Serbia and Montenegro, and in linking up with her Turkish Allies through the medium of the Constantinople railway. But Salonica, firmly held by the Allies, must ever be a thorn in the side of her progress to the East, and until she succeeds in reducing it her flank is open to a blow which would shatter her prospects in the East as decisively as they have already been shattered in the West. We cannot imagine that the Allies have gone to Salonica solely for reasons of their health, and it needs no great acquaintance with military history to realise that the possession by the Allies of the Salonica lines may be as fatal to Germany as the holding of the lines of Torres Vedras by Wellington was fatal to the plans of Napoleon.

The analogy is not exact — analogies seldom are — but the Spanish ulcer is sufficiently reproduced for practical purposes. German commanders in the East can never feel safe so long as Salonica remains in our possession. And I have no doubt that when the time is ripe we shall see the Allies advancing through the Balkans to join hands with the Russians and, it may be, with the Rumanians. Then Germany will be definitely isolated, and the process of exhaustion, already considerably advanced, will proceed with ever-growing momentum, until it reaches the point when a combined attack on land by the whole of the Allies simultaneously will prove irresistible. I am not one of those who believe that Germany can be defeated by economic pressure alone. But it cannot be denied that economic pressure offers the greatest means of so weakening her power of resistance that her final military defeat will be rendered immeasurably easier.

And we must always remember — there is too strong a tendency in certain quarters to forget it — that it is the principal duty of the British Navy, so long as the German Fleet prefers idleness to fighting, to bring about the reduction of the German power of resistance by a remorseless strangulation of her trade. Our policy in this respect is perfectly definite. It is that, paying due regard to the undoubted rights of neutral nations, we will allow nothing to reach Germany which will assist to prolong her powers of resistance.

There has been a strong disposition in some quarters to represent the British Navy as fighting with one hand tied behind its back owing to the supposed apathy or worse of the Foreign Office. Sir Edward Grey, in perhaps the greatest speech of his long career, has sufficiently disposed of that charge. It is not denied that from a variety of causes, some of them at least beyond our control, Germany has obtained supplies which we would very gladly have denied to her. But, unfortunately for us and fortunately for her, neutral nations have their rights, which we are bound to respect unless we wish to make fresh enemies. It is beyond doubt that supplies are leaking into Germany through Holland and Scandinavia which we should be glad to keep out. It is absolutely impossible to prove enemy destination in all these cases, and it must be remembered that unless we can prove this we have no right to interfere with the commerce of neutral nations, who are quite entitled, if they can do so, to supply Germany with precisely the class of goods which the United States is supplying to us.

We are too apt to overlook the fact that there is nothing criminal in supplying guns and ammunition to Germany. Neutral nations are free to do so — if they can. We are entitled to stop them — also if we can. But we are not entitled to interfere with the legitimate commerce of a neutral nation; in other words, we must prove that contraband is intended for the use of the enemy before we can lay hands upon it.

It is this feature of international law which makes it so difficult for us to declare an absolute blockade of Germany. And it is just this aspect of the case which is the justification of the trade agreements of the kind which has been concluded with Denmark. Under that agreement, and under similar ones, we allow certain goods to be imported in normal volume to neutral countries under the assurance that they will not be re-exported to Germany. The agreement with Denmark has been violently attacked, and attacked, as everyone admits who has seen it, without the slightest justification. It is admitted that it does not give us all we would like to have; but, on the other hand, it is also admitted by those who have seen it that it gives us a good deal more than we could hope to obtain by other means short of what would be practically a declaration of war.

And even the hotheads among us would shrink from telling either Holland or the Scandinavian countries that unless they surrender their rights and do as we wish, we should at once declare war upon them or practically force them to declare war upon us. We need have no shadow of doubt what Germany would do if she wielded the power we do. She would show, as she has shown, scant consideration for the rights of neutrals. But, thank heaven! we are not Germany, and we fight with clean hands.

We have to solve the problem of making our blockade as effectual as possible while paying scrupulous regard to the rights of others. That problem is in process of solution; the importation of commodities into Germany is decreasing day by day; and if we are not at the end of our difficulties in this respect, we are at least drawing into sight of the achievement of our purpose. And the more fully that purpose can be attained, the nearer draws the end of the great struggle and the emancipation of the civilised world from the dominion of brute force.


Chapter Three.

The Coming Victory on Land.
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NO ONE IN these days would seek to minimise the untold advantages which sea power confers upon those who wield it.

But to say that England, supreme at sea, could conquer Germany while the latter was undefeated on land would be to stretch the doctrine of sea power very far beyond what is actually within the bounds of possibility. Very few people to-day hold the doctrines of sea power which were current coin only a few months ago. That without sea power Germany could win a decisive victory over England is admittedly impossible.

Without sea power greater than our own she can neither destroy our trade nor attempt an invasion of England with any prospect of success. In the presence of the British Fleet any attempt to land on these shores sufficient forces to act with decisive effect would be impossible. For such an undertaking Germany must secure command of the narrow seas, even though it might be for only a few days or even a few hours.

Under existing conditions her sole chance of doing this would be to decoy our Fleet away from our home waters by a desperate dash of her own squadrons, trusting to be able to carry out a surprise landing on our shores in the interval — necessarily brief — in which she could hope to operate undisturbed. That menace, however, is one to which the chiefs of our Navy are fully awake, and it is indeed a forlorn hope.

Imagine Germany successful on land. Could we defeat her through our undisputed command of the sea? Personally I do not believe we could. In all probability she could under such circumstances obtain the supplies which would render her self-supporting, while at the same time doing a great trade with neutral nations or with her former antagonists over the land routes which we could not command.

It is for this reason that the situation calls for the exercise of military power on the part of Britain on a scale never dreamed of in previous years.

We may, I think, take it for granted that without the military as well as the naval assistance of Great Britain our Allies would have very little prospect of bringing the War to a successful conclusion. It is the military power of England, growing gradually day by day, which in the end must turn the scale if the scale is to be turned. It is true we have rendered to our Allies very much more than the measure of support which we promised them when we joined them to combat the peril which threatened all in common. We have rendered the seas safe; we have already given assistance on land perhaps far beyond anything they either expected or had the right to ask. Naturally, we make no special virtue of this; the fight is one of self-preservation for ourselves just as it is for France, Russia, and Italy. We all share a common peril; all of us in common owe to the others the fullest mutual co-operation and effort.

And upon us, just as much as upon our Allies, rests the duty of developing our fighting efficiency to the highest pitch of which the Empire is capable. Nothing less than this will be sufficient to remove for all time the menace by which civilisation is faced. Those who say that because Britain has gone beyond what she undertook to do it cannot be expected that she should do more are nothing less than traitors to the common cause. We cannot bargain with our destiny. And, assuredly, if we fail to measure the gravity of the situation, if we fail to put forth the whole energies of our people, destiny will take a terrible revenge. Can it be, with the awful lessons of Belgium and Serbia before our eyes, that this nation will be satisfied with anything less than the maximum of effort in the prosecution of the War?

Cost what it may, the final overthrow of Germany must be effected on land, and in the execution of that inflexible purpose Britain, whether she likes it or not, must play a leading part. We have been for centuries a great naval Power; the day has dawned when we must become a great military Power as well. We have, indeed, already become so in part. We have raised armies on a scale which, before the War, neither our friends nor our enemies would have thought possible. Without unduly flattering ourselves, we may claim to have done much; we shall yet do more and more until the power of Prussia is finally broken. It is not enough that we should content ourselves, as some suggest, with supplying money and munitions to our Allies.

We must take the field as a nation fighting for everything which makes life worth living. To those who say that we cannot afford to raise larger armies than we have already raised, I would reply that if necessary the last of Britains savings, the whole strength of her manhood, must be flung into the melting-pot of war. And I am happy to think that at length the nation as a whole is showing a growing realisation of this undoubted fact. We are fast getting over our preliminary troubles (which have lasted far too long); the entire nation is settling down in grim and deadly earnest to make an end once and for all of the German pretensions. Tear-em is a good dog, but Holdfast is better, says the old saw, and we are to-day not far from the time when, not for the first time in the worlds history, the silent, deadly, dogged determination of the British race will be a fact with which the entire world will have to reckon. We are out to fight this War to a finish, and I am glad to think the nation as a whole has at last awakened to the grim facts of the situation.

Those who are suggesting that the British Navy can by any means give the death-blow to German aim at world-domination are, I am convinced, doing the nation ill service. Their argument is that because we are a naval Power we should be content with the exercise of our naval strength, and should not venture to embark on military operations on a scale for which our previous experience has not tended to fit us. Counsels of this kind, however well intended, are a profound — they might well be a fatal — mistake. They tend to deaden the brain and paralyse the arm of the Executive; they add to the terrible perils by which we are already surrounded. More than this, they tend greatly to prolong the conflict and add immeasurably to the terrible toll of life and treasure which the War is extorting from all the nations who have the misfortune to be engaged in it. Let us put aside once and for all the comfortable theory that as we have already done more than was expected of us there is no need for further exertions.

There is a crying need for all that we can do, for more, indeed, than we can hope to do.

To be sparing of effort in war is to be guilty of the greatest possible folly. Moderation in war, as Lord Fisher is credited with saying, is imbecility; and it is infinitely cheaper in the long run to do a thing well than to half do it and, probably, have all the work to do over again under still more difficult circumstances, even if it can be done at all. A glance at the record of the Dardanelles Expedition will show what I mean.

And unless in this hour of supreme trial Britain is true to herself and to the great cause for which she and her Allies have unsheathed the sword, if she is content with less than the utmost effort of which she is capable, the historian of the future, looking backward across the centuries, will be able to place his finger unerringly upon the day and hour of which it will be possible to say, Here the decline of the British Empire began. Happily, indeed, for ourselves and civilisation at large the awakening spirit of our people is the best possible guarantee against any such disaster.

As I said in my opening chapter, our mythical visitor from another planet, judging the progress of the War by the map only, might well be excused if he came to the conclusion that the Germans had already won so far as the land campaign was concerned. Now this is precisely the mental position of the German people to-day. They have been told, day by day and month by month, that Germany is everywhere victorious, and, speaking generally, they believe it. Of course, a few of the more thoughtful and better informed are beginning to wonder why, if the constant tales of victory are true, they seem to be no nearer to the sight of peace. But the German Government has to deal not with the well-informed few, but with the ill-informed many.

So long as the mass of the people are prepared to believe what they are told, they will go on supplying the Government with the means of war, and, after all, that is no bad frame of mind for the conduct of a great struggle.

No doubt the process of disillusionment, when it comes, will be all the more violent and painful, but at present we have to face the fact that a very large proportion of the German people believe that they are winning. Up to recently they have shown that they are willing to put up with the shortage and distress which are growing in Germany, looking upon them as part of the price of victory. But, as I shall show later, even this comfortable belief is beginning to break down before the stern logic of facts, and, as a result, chinks and cracks are appearing even in the iron wall of German patience and perseverance. That those chinks and cracks will widen as time goes on is certain; and when the wall gives way, as it assuredly will, we shall see a catastrophe which will probably sweep away the German organisation as it exists to-day.

Now let us consider for a moment the grounds upon which Germany assumes she has won the War. She regards the whole field of the War on land as absolutely dominated by the German arms. German armies have occupied practically the whole of Belgium, they have pushed their way far into France, they have occupied the whole of Poland and a considerable slice of Russia proper, they have overrun and devastated Serbia and Montenegro, have won control of the Balkans, and have opened up an uninterrupted way to Constantinople and the East. But — and it is a very big but indeed — their one complete military success in the real sense of the word has been the destruction of the fighting power of Montenegro, the smallest and the weakest of their opponents! Not even Serbia, properly speaking, has been destroyed as a fighting force, for at least half of the splendid Serbian Army is intact, and will take the field again as soon as it has rested and secured fresh equipment.

As regards Germanys more powerful opponents, the only ones which count so far as the final decision of the War is concerned, they stand to-day not merely with their fighting efficiency unimpaired, but, taken as a whole, actually stronger than they were a year ago. The huge armies which Britain is raising have not yet even taken the field; France is certainly no more weakened relatively than is Germany herself; Russia, recovering amazingly from her misfortunes, will soon be ready to strike new and harder blows; Italy is steadily, if slowly, pushing forward to the heart of her hereditary enemy. Moreover, all are absolutely united and determined in the prosecution of the War.

Yet in the face of these indisputable facts the Germans appear to be genuinely surprised that the Allies are not ready and willing to accept the preposterous peace terms which, in their arrogance, they have been good enough to put forward, through the usual unofficial channels, for acceptance. It is a surprise to them that the Allies are not ready to confess that they are vanquished. The fact is, of course, that they are not vanquished or anything like it. They mean to go on, as Mr Asquith has said, until the military power of Prussia, the fons et origo of the whole bloody struggle, is finally and completely destroyed. And they have the means and the will to do it. The fact that Germany has forced her way into so large an amount of the Allied territory is merely, in the eyes of the Allies, another reason why they should continue to fight, and a good reason why they should fight with growing hopes of ultimate success.

Longer lines necessarily mean thinner lines, for the simple reason that Germany has reused her maximum of man-power, while the Allies have still large reserves as yet untouched.

There we have the bedrock fact of the War, and no amount of boasting and bragging of German victories will alter it. It signifies little or nothing that Germany shall have overrun the Balkans so long as she is open to a smashing blow in the West, which is, and must ever be to the end, the real heart of the War. It is in France and Flanders that the final blow must come, and it will profit Germany nothing to hold Constantinople while the Allies are thundering at the crossing of the Rhine.

If Germany had succeeded in her ambitious design to capture Paris or London or Petrograd, she might have reasonable excuse for some of the boasting which has filled the columns of her Press; she would have still more excuse if she had succeeded in destroying the armed forces of Britain or of France or of Russia. But she has done none of these things. Britain, France, Russia, and Italy are not merely still full of fight, they are growing stronger while she is growing weaker. They are certainly not weakening as much as she is herself in the moral sense and in the capacity and determination to endure to the end. And while I am no believer in the theory that a war can be won by sitting down and waiting for exhaustion to defeat the enemy, there can be no doubt of the fact that if the War resolves itself into a contest of endurance the Allies are at least as well equipped as the Germans to see this thing through to the end.

We must never lose sight of the fact that the German thrust to the East is merely an expression of her uncomfortable consciousness that it is her last chance of breaking the blockade by land as well as by sea which is exercising such a strangling effect upon her. Germany, as a fact, is in the position of a beleaguered garrison. Unless she can break the ring around her she must inevitably perish. If we bear this fact in mind, we shall be in a better position to appreciate at its real value the bearing of the German successes in the direction of Constantinople, and of her real motives in that adventure. So far Germany is closely blockaded on three fronts — by the French and British, by the Italians, and by the Russians. She can have no reasonable hope that she will be able to break the blockade in either of these directions; her efforts have already brought her disastrous failures and enormous losses. By her success in the Balkans she has opened, for what they are worth, fresh sources of supplies; she has secured, again for what it is worth, the adhesion of Bulgaria; she has secured the neutrality of Greece, and, so far, of Rumania. But she is not yet safe even here. Salonica menaces her communications eastwards; and should the Allies take the offensive from this base, we ought to see the last of Germanys communications with the outer world, except through the neutral countries, finally closed. Then, and then only, will the full influence of the sea power of the Allies begin to make itself felt with decisive results.

The plain fact is that those who have decried the supposed inactivity of the British Fleet have failed to take into consideration the fact that the German successes on land have, to some extent, neutralised British successes afloat. Germany had every reason to hope that our failure in the Gallipoli Peninsula would enable her to call upon the services of some half a million Turks and to secure fresh sources of supplies of food and raw material, not very great, perhaps, but still helpful; and in Serbia she has won what is of real value, a fresh supply of copper. If she could push through a really serviceable system of communication with Bagdad and the Persian Gulf, she would gain still more solid advantages, including, it might be, control of the British oil supplies in Persia. But this hope has been utterly smashed by the great Russian victory at Erzerum. I do not believe the German aims in these directions were immediate perils, but the Germans, as we know to our cost, take long views in matters of war, and the better we understand their aims the better will be our chance of countering them. And in this case a full understanding of what Germany is aiming at provides us with a specially urgent reason for decisive action at the point where Germany can be hit the hardest. This is unquestionably on the West front.

The importance of closing at the earliest possible moment the gap in the blockade — the direct road from Berlin to Constantinople and Egypt and the East — is supreme, for Germany may very veil secure, if only for a time, complete control of Turkey. The effect of our sea power is gravely weakened if Germany is able to draw the supplies of men and materials she needs through the Balkan countries. We have to re-establish the barrier on the Eastern road with as little delay as possible, remembering that the Germans may be trusted to make the utmost of what must seem to our foes to be nothing less than a heaven-sent opportunity. We know that already they have very completely looted Serbia of everything that could be of the slightest use to them, and we can be fairly confident that the process will be continued in Turkey and Bulgaria.

It is for this reason that the Balkan area suddenly assumed such importance in the War. So long as Germany keeps open the road to the East, so long is she obtaining reinforcements in men and supplies which enable her to prolong the War.

There are a variety of plans open to us for the purpose of countering the latest German thrust for the open. But it must be remembered that the majority of these partake too much of the nature of the small packet to be sound from a military and strategic point of view. Most of our troubles in the present War have sprung from a diffusion of effort which has led us to dissipate our strength in a variety of local attacks which have missed the point at which a decisive blow could be dealt.

We have over and over again been too weak at the critical point. That is a danger which I trust will be guarded against in the future by the improved arrangements that have been made during the past few months for a better co-ordination of the joint plans of the Allies. Joint simultaneous action by all the Allies, each on his own front, is one of the cardinal necessities for bringing the War to a successful conclusion; and unless this is attained we shall always be faced with the danger that Germany, having the advantage of operating on interior lines, will be able, thanks to the mobility afforded her by her magnificent system of railways, to meet and check, if not to defeat, her enemies in detail.

It is an unhappy fact that so far there has been a lamentable lack of co-ordination between the Allies. For some reason or another we have never been able to bring our preparations to fruition at the same moment. Valuable steps have been taken of late, however, to bring about a better co-ordination of the Allies plans, and there is therefore reason to hope that in the coming great struggle we shall see greater unity of action as well as more unity of control and direction.

But whatever may be the success of our efforts in this direction I have not the least doubt that the West front will remain the decisive theatre of the War. If the Germans are to be beaten, they will be beaten in the West; if we can score a great success there, we can with every confidence leave the Balkan imbroglio and the menace to Egypt and the East to settle itself. A strong threat in the direction of the Rhine would bring the German armies westward as fast as express trains could carry them, would automatically open up the road across the Balkans from Salonica, and would at once enormously facilitate the Russian recovery of lost territory and an invasion of Germany from the East.

Moreover, it would be a blow in the decisive direction, for, after all — and it cannot be too often repeated — it is on the Western front that the final victory will be won.

Now there can be no doubt that the Germans themselves are fully conscious of this fact, and that they are taking the speediest measures to guard against the peril of a great attack by the Allies in the course of the coming months. The Budapest correspondent of the Morning Post has given us invaluable information upon this point. Great developments are expected in Austro-German military circles in the early spring, and preparations are being made to meet a tremendous onslaught by the Allies on three or four fronts. One of the best informed military writers in Hungary, Monsieur Tibor Bakos, who is known to have exceptional sources of information, has stated that in the early spring the Allied Powers have decided to embark upon an offensive of unparalleled magnitude. This is the direct result of the steps that have been taken to establish a common military and diplomatic leadership and control among the Allies. They know well in Vienna and Berlin that at a given moment the iron ring round the Central Empires will suddenly tighten at every point.

All the political leaders and generals of the Allies, says the writer, are absolutely certain of a great and decisive victory, and their optimism as regards the final issue of the War is even more marked than it was in 1914, when the War began, and in the spring of 1915, when Italy joined the Entente.

Now, assuming that a joint scheme of attack has been decided upon, where will these attacks be delivered? That, of course, is the secret of our military leaders; but, within certain lines, there is ground for a reasonable forecast. And first and foremost comes the battle-ground in the West. In this direction Champagne and Artois seem clearly marked out. The Russians may be expected to move on both wings of their long lines — in the south with the idea of joining hands with the French and British across the Balkans and of convincing Rumania, and in the north to complete a turning movement which shall drive back the German centre. On the Italian front the line of the Isonzo seems to be indicated.

As supplementary but still important movements we shall probably see shrewd blows struck across Macedonia and at Turkey in the Caucasus, and perhaps elsewhere. Indeed, the blow at Erzerum has come since these lines were penned.

On the other hand, we have to remember that the Germans may anticipate our blows at any or all of these points. What are the prospects of success for us or for our enemies?

Now we are assured by those who ought to know that the strength of the Allies in men and munitions is greater than that of the enemy. We are assured that our supplies of shells are now fully adequate, and it is a remarkable fact that a writer in a leading American magazine has stated recently that we are no longer ordering shells from the United States. We know that we and the French have vast supplies of guns. Can we, with all these advantages, break decisively the German lines in the West, which the enemy professes to regard as impregnable?

I believe we can, and I believe it is in the West that the real and most deadly blow will come. No doubt it will be coupled with strong action elsewhere, but I have seen and heard nothing to shake my conviction that here must be the real settlement of the War. Given ample supplies of men and guns and ammunition, I believe we have commanders who are capable of driving the enemy out of his strong entrenchments from the North Sea to the Swiss frontier, who are capable of forcing the crossing of the Rhine and carrying the War into the enemys territory. And we must always remember that Germany is peculiarly sensitive to invasion. We know something of the panic that was caused by the Russian advance into East Prussia in the early days of the War. And since then the Germans have begun to fear that in the event of invasion the measure that they have meted out to those they had in their power will in turn be meted out to themselves. They have, in fact, a bad conscience, and they fear the vengeance of their foes.

In this, as in all other wars, one is faced with the fact that the written word of to-day may be falsified by the events of to-morrow, but as I write there is every indication that we are on the eve of a renewal of the great struggle which shall go far to decide on the Western front the issue of the War. Already we hear the mutterings which prelude the breaking of the storm. We hear of German guns and reinforcements hurrying westward, we know that our own commanders are not idle, we know that the deadlock is more apparent than real, and that in war, as in everything else, nothing ever really stands still. Every day that passes helps us or our enemies. We cannot say that the coming struggle will give us all we seek; we know that in any event we have many days of trial and grievous loss before us. But we have good grounds for hope. Our people are united and determined to an extent to which we have hitherto been strangers.

We know that everything has been done to fit our troops to play their great part in what may well be the final act of Armageddon. We know they are resolute and of good courage. And if the coming great battle of the West, of which to-day we hear and see the signs, prove, as it well may, the most terrible conflict which this old earth has ever witnessed, we can look forward with calm confidence to the outcome, for we believe that Britain and France, united and determined, confident in the justice of their cause, will be far more than a match for any effort our enemies can make either in offence or defence. If we can secure united and simultaneous action by all the Allies, it is my firm belief that before the year is out we shall have set our advancing feet on the road which leads to Berlin and victory.


Chapter Four.

Our Mastery of the Air.
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THE STORY OF the British air service in the days before the War is so characteristically English that I must give a few lines to it if only to make quite clear the realisation of what we have done to meet the new dangers which, as usual, caught us unprepared.

We exhibited as a nation a most regrettable reluctance to comprehend the value of the aeroplane and the airship as a means of making war.

We failed utterly to grasp the fact that with the coming of the aeroplane a new factor had entered into military science, just as, in the early days of the submarine, we neglected the new invention until we had lagged behind other nations to an extent that, under different circumstances, might well have proved disastrous. We made a few feeble and futile efforts in aeroplane construction; we dallied tentatively with airships of a microscopic pattern. The flying wing of the Army was half starved, and the advice and remonstrances of the men who had really studied and understood the subject were cold-shouldered by the authorities to whom everything new and revolutionary was — and too often is — anathema.

I have studied the progress of aviation from the time when I acted as a judge at the first Aviation Meeting held in this country — on Doncaster racecourse. It may perhaps be remembered that in the early days of flying, when the Daily Mail offered a prize of 10,000 pounds for the first flight from London to Manchester, a misguided evening journal derisively offered a prize of a million pounds for the first man who flew, I think, ten miles.

No doubt the sneer was inspired partly by professional jealousy of the Daily Mail, but it revealed, in very striking fashion, the mental attitude, shared unfortunately by our military authorities, of those who refused to see in the new arm anything more than a very complicated, useless, and dangerous toy.

Time has slipped along since Sommer, Le Blon, and Cody flew at Doncaster; the pioneers of aviation persisted in their efforts, and within three years of the Daily Mails offer being made the prize had been won. Tremendous progress was made in every department of flying, and the keener students of military affairs realised that in the aeroplane there had arrived a weapon, both of offence and defence, which would go far to revolutionise warfare as it had been understood in the past.

None the less, our Army lagged far behind the rest of the world. Either the War authorities were not sufficiently insistent, or the Treasury turned a deaf ear to their appeals for money for the development of the new science.

The result was that while our French friends and our German enemies — for they were our enemies even then, as we have now good reason to know — were pushing ahead with aerial investigation and securing a lead which might well have been fatal to us, the British air service languished in comparative neglect. It is certainly hardly too much to say that but for the assistance given by the Daily Mail flying in England would have been utterly and totally neglected. The result was what might have been expected, and the outcome was characteristically British.

When the War broke out we were in a condition of decided inferiority to the French fliers — that perhaps mattered little, as we were fighting on the same side — and very much behindhand in relation to Germany, which mattered a great deal. We had to make up in quality — and of the quality of our airmen there was happily no question — what we lacked in equipment. We were entirely without airships comparable in any way to the Zeppelins, and we had nothing like the number of the German Tauben. Most happily for us the quality of our airmen proved far beyond anything which Germany possesses, and in the matter of men we took at once, and have since held, a commanding lead.

It was not long before the value of the new arm was signally demonstrated. In all probability the fate of the British Army in the early days of the War was decided by air reconnaissance. It was one of the air scouts who discovered the enormous concentration of German troops before Sir John Frenchs army, and thus gave the timely warning which made the great retreat from Mons a possibility.

What followed reproduced in striking fashion the early history of the submarine, and proved very clearly that our deficiencies in the matter of aircraft were not due to any defect in personnel or energy or inventiveness. Striking advances were made when the obvious requirements of the War became manifest.

Money, of course, had to be poured out like water, and no doubt we spent a great deal more than would have been necessary had we made due preparation in time of peace. But, at any rate, thanks to the British genius for improvisation, the work was done. Men and machines were soon forthcoming in ever-increasing numbers, and it was not many months before Sir John French was able to announce that our airmen had established a definite personal ascendency over the airmen of the enemy. That ascendency has been fully maintained.

Man for man and machine for machine we lead the Germans in the matter of flight, so far at least as the aeroplane is concerned. German losses in aerial conflict have been very much heavier than our own, a fact that is not surprising when the personal equation is taken into consideration. In natural daring and personal initiative — two of the qualities indispensable to the successful airman — the French and the British characters are far superior to the German. We can look forward with complete confidence to any comparison that can be made between the rival air services so far as the heavier-than-air machines are concerned.

A good deal has been said lately about the new German Fokker machine, and there has been a good deal of loose talk as to its formidable possibilities. As a matter of fact, its wonders appear to have been very much exaggerated, for it is only a powerful engine put into an obsolete type of French machine. It is not without significance that it is designed for purely defensive purposes, and is absolutely forbidden to cross the German lines under any circumstances whatever. It is a very small, very heavily engined monoplane, carrying a formidable gun, and for short distances capable of very swift climbing and very high speed.

For its own special purpose it is undoubtedly a first-class engine of war, but that it has met its match in the British and French battle-planes was clearly shown during a recent raid on Freiburg. During that raid, a great part of which was over enemy territory, the fighting machines which acted as escorts to the bombers fought no fewer than ten battles with the Fokkers and Aviatiks; and when we remember that the only aeroplane of the Allies to be lost out of the entire squadron was compelled to descend through engine trouble, we can easily understand that highly exaggerated reports as to the efficiency of the rule-of-thumb Fokker had by some means got into circulation. In all probability they arose from the comparatively numerous victims among our flying men claimed by the German official news just after the Fokker made its appearance. But the reason for the seeming disproportion in numbers was very simple. We were constantly the attacking party; in other words, our airmen were constantly over the German lines, while the Germans, as far as they could, gave our lines a very wide berth. The following figures, quoted in the House of Commons by Mr Tennant, are illuminating. They relate to four weeks fighting on the Western front, practically all of which had taken place in German territory:

British machines lost, 13.
Enemy machines brought down, 9.
Enemy machines probably brought down, 2.
British bombing raids, 6.
Enemy bombing raids, 13.
British machines used, 138.
Enemy machines used, about 20.
Machines flown across enemy lines, 1227.
Enemy machines flown across our lines (estimated), 310.

Now we need not go farther than these figures to see that the apparently heavier British losses are due not to any superiority on the German side, but to the enormously greater risks taken by our men. They are constantly flying over the German lines, whereas the German airman appears — probably with good reason — to keep to the comparative safety of his own territory, where he is protected by the German anti-aircraft guns. And that when it comes to actual combat in the air the British battle-plane has little to fear from the Fokker is shown by the experience of one of our airmen who single-handed fought a duel with three Fokkers and brought them all down. Moreover, we have always to remember that when a battle is fought the defeated Fokker comes to earth in German territory, and we cannot definitely count it as destroyed, whereas if one of our machines is brought down the Germans are always as sure of it as we are.

Another factor which shows how great an advantage we have over the enemy in the matter of the air service is revealed by the comparative failure of German bombing attacks and the havoc that has been wrought by the French and British squadrons. Leaving the Zeppelin raids for the moment out of the question, there can be no difference of opinion that the Allies air raids have been enormously the more destructive, not in the matter of the sacrifice of civilian life — pre-eminence in that regard is easily claimed by the Huns — but in the havoc wrought on military objectives.

When we turn to the dirigible airship — the lighter-than-air machine — the comparison at first sight seems hopelessly against us. We have nothing that can be compared to the Zeppelin in either speed or power of destruction. We have, it is true, a number of airships of different types, but experience so far has not shown that they are of great, if of any, practical value. Our military authorities have deliberately pinned their faith to the aeroplane, and so far as this War is concerned it would appear that we are hopelessly outclassed in the matter of airships.

But we must not allow ourselves to be deceived by appearances. We must not fail to take into consideration the fact that so far as its real military value is concerned the Zeppelin has shown itself to be an absolute and costly failure. This may seem at first sight a hard saying when we think of the many victims of the Zeppelin raids, of the women and little children slaughtered, of the civilians murdered in midnight raids whose lives against any opponents with the slightest regard for the laws of war or for their own good name would have been absolutely safe.

But the facts cannot be disputed. The Zeppelin is a murder machine pure and simple. Its military value is absolutely negligible, and the destruction it has wrought has been of no military significance whatever. Out of all the victims it has claimed during its frequent nocturnal expeditions here and in France, only the barest handful have been soldiers, and on none of the raids has any military base sustained the slightest damage. Moreover, it has failed in its avowed object of terrorising; neither our own people nor the French have been weakened — rather have they been strengthened — in their determination to carry on the War to the only issue consistent with the future existence of civilisation. The only real and tangible results of the Zeppelin raids from a military point of view have been to cover the Germans with a stigma of crime and murder for which they will pay dearly in the future, and to make the Allies more than ever determined to root out the nest of vermin which for so long has troubled Europe. They have done more, perhaps, than anything else except the infamous submarine campaign to convince the civilised world that so long as Germany retains her power of mischief there will be no peace for the nations at large.

There is no disguising the fact, however, that, for what it is worth, the Zeppelin for the moment holds the field.

We have not yet succeeded in discovering any means either of keeping the raiders away when the conditions are favourable for their visits, or of dealing effectively with them when their presence is detected. Undoubtedly the problem is a very difficult one. Zeppelins can fly so high that gunfire is practically ineffective against them, as has been proved in the raids on both Paris and London; the one recently brought down by the French was flying much lower than usual. They are able to take very effective cover behind any clouds that may be about, and the difficulties by which the aeroplanes are faced in locating and attacking them at night appear to be well-nigh insuperable under present conditions. In time, perhaps, we shall have fleets of powerful aeroplanes which will be able to take the air and not merely rise swiftly to the height at which the Zeppelin flies, but remain aloft all night, if need be, until the dangers inseparable from a landing in the dark have disappeared.

But it must not be forgotten that the very factors which give the Zeppelin its invulnerability against attack practically destroy its value as a fighting machine. No one — not even the commanders of the Zeppelins themselves — would pretend that, flying at a height of 12,000 feet or so on a dark and cloudy night, they can say with certainty where they are, or that they can drop their murderous bombs with any sure hope of hitting an object which would be their justification from a military point of view. They simply wait until they think they are over an inhabited area, and then drop their bombs in the hope of killing as many people as possible, or, perhaps, luckily striking some material object and doing real damage. That is not war as the civilised world understands it, but simply anarchism.

A distinguished writer recently expressed the opinion that as the Germans were essentially a practical people they would not waste effort by dropping at haphazard bombs which they had been at such pains to carry to this country, and that they must therefore be genuinely under the impression that they were doing real military damage. But their whole record in the War entirely disposes of this theory. We know quite well — the Germans have told us so, and their acts have borne out their words — that the policy of frightfulness commends itself to their judgment. Their one idea is to terrify; they hope to do enough damage and kill enough people to bring about in England a movement for peace. Nothing but defeat will convince them that they are wrong.

And this consideration brings me naturally to another — the subject of reprisals. If we cannot stop the Zeppelins coming or deal with them adequately when they are here, can we teach the Germans a lesson which will convince them that two can play at the game of frightfulness, and that in the long run we can play that game better than they can themselves? I think we can, and I think we should.

It has been one of the most striking characteristics of the career of Lord Rosebery that on more than one occasion he has put into terse and vigorous expression the opinions of the great majority of the English people. With all his apparent detachment, Lord Rosebery has a wonderful understanding of what England is saying, and still more what it is thinking, and the reader will call to mind more than one occasion on which the nebulous and only half-expressed thought of England has been suddenly crystallised in the clearest fashion through the mouth of Lord Rosebery. This has unmistakably been the case in the matter of the Zeppelin raids.

In a recent letter to The Times, dated February 3, Lord Rosebery put the English point of view with his customary clearness and directness. He wrote:

This last Zeppelin raid has cleared the air. There may be difficulties from the aircraft point of view in reprisals. I am not behind the scenes, and I do not know. But as regards policy there can be none. We have too long displayed a passive and excessive patience.

We all remember Greys noble lines, To scatter plenty oer a smiling land. For plenty read bombs and you have the Prussian ideal. To scatter bombs over a countryside, to destroy indiscriminately the mansion and the cottage, the church and the school, to murder unoffending civilians, women, children, and sucklings in their beds — these are the noble aspirations of Prussian chivalry, acclaimed by their nation as deeds of merit and daring.

Let them realise their triumph. Let us bring it directly to their hearts and homes. Let us unsparingly mete out their measure to themselves. Nothing else will make them realise their glories. And the blood of any who may suffer will rest on their Government, not on ours.

I am firmly convinced that in that letter Lord Rosebery expressed not merely what the great mass of the English people are thinking and saying to-day, but that he expressed a great and real truth.

In the early days of the War it was the fashion here in England to affect to believe that we were at war not with the German people — represented by the pro-Germans in our midst as a kindly, harmless, and industrious lot of folks — but with the mysterious military caste who were supposed to have usurped all authority, and to be driving the delightful German people at large into the commission of all kinds of bestial outrages which were entirely foreign to their wholly delightful nature. I should imagine that fiction has long gone by the board. We have seen the delightful German nation sent into paroxysms of inhuman glee by such outrages as the sinking of the Lusitania; we have seen them time and again savagely gloating over the slaughter of men, women, and children by their murderous Zeppelins; and if those savage outbursts of delight have done nothing else, we have at least to thank them for teaching us the lesson that we are at war with the entire German nation, and that between that nation and the civilised world there is a great gulf fixed which in our time at least will not be bridged over.

Do we owe any consideration to such a nation? Do we owe to them any of the chivalry and honourable forbearance which we have shown, not once, but a thousand times, in our long contests with civilised adversaries on a hundred fields in all parts of the world? Are our hands to be tied and our people to suffer through our adherence to creeds of warfare which the Huns evidently regard — as they regard Christianity itself — as a lot of worn-out shibboleths?

I say emphatically No, and I say the time has come when we should take steps, in Lord Roseberys words, to bring home the triumphs of the Zeppelins to German hearts and German homes.

It is too much the fashion in this country to look upon the German as a stolid individual with nerves of steel, who is not to be shaken from his serenity by any of the trials which would bear hardly upon ordinary mortals. There never was a greater mistake. I am quite ready to admit that the German can look unmoved upon a great deal of suffering in other people — that is a characteristic of bullies of all nations; and if the German has not shown himself to be a super-man, he has at least convinced the world that he is the super-bully in excelsis. And the only argument that appeals to him is force, naked and unashamed. In his heart of hearts he knows it. That is why he believes that England to-day is cowering in impotent terror under the menace of the Zeppelins, because he knows that is exactly what he would be doing himself if the positions were reversed, and he cannot understand other people who are built on very different lines. We know how one of the early raids on Freiburg produced an instant panic flight of every German who could afford to get away from a district which had suddenly become unhealthy.

Now we have it in our power to reproduce that panic in a dozen German towns within easy reach of our lines in France. And we know something of the real effects of a bombardment by one of the Allied squadrons. In the recent raid on Petrich only fourteen French aeroplanes took part. Yet the Bulgarians officially admitted that they sustained a thousand casualties — far more than we have suffered in the twenty odd Zeppelin raids on England.

Surely it is high time we made it clearly known that any repetition of the bombardment of an unfortified area would be followed by reprisals of the most merciless nature. We can imagine what the effect would be of a big British or French squadron of aeroplanes pelting the German frontier towns with a hail of high explosive and incendiary shells. Assuredly the Zeppelin raids on England would seem futile in comparison. And just as assuredly it would bring home to the German nation as nothing else ever will that the policy of frightfulness in which they have elected to indulge is one which will call down upon them a richly deserved punishment. I believe that, speaking generally, the entire world would approve of our action if we decided to take such measures of reprisals as German crimes call for. The responsibility would be Germanys, not ours. We have fought, as our French Allies have fought, with clean hands.

I believe that stern punishment of this nature is the only possible means of putting an end to the German campaign of murder, and it is for that reason that I advocate it without the slightest hesitation or compunction. The idea of those who believe that reprisals are called for is not to punish the Germans so much as to convince them of the error of their ways and to protect our own people. I believe that our air squadrons could set up such a reign of terror in the Rhine towns that even in Germany the demand for the only possible measure of protection — the cessation of the air raids on unfortified places in France and England — would become irresistible. The German Government may continue to delude the German people about events that are happening outside Germany; they could not by any possibility hide the facts if the air war were effectively carried on to German soil.

Further, I firmly believe that half a dozen smashing aerial attacks upon German towns and cities would do more to put a stop to Germanys unending infraction of all the laws of civilised warfare than the futile notes and protests of President Wilson have effected in a twelvemonth.

It will be objected by those who seek to make war in kid gloves that if we carry out these raids German women and children must inevitably suffer. I do not shrink from the conclusion, though I regret the necessity which has been forced upon us by the Germans themselves. I am not at all ashamed to say that one little English baby dead in the arms of its weeping mother, killed not by the accident of warfare, but of set, savage, and deliberate purpose, far outweighs in my mind any sentimental or humanitarian considerations for our enemies. We should have no ground of complaint if the Germans confined their raids to proper military objects; and if, in the course of those raids, civilians were accidentally killed, that would be one of the penalties of being at war, and we should be justified in asking our people to bear their sorrows with what fortitude they could. The case is widely different when men, women, and children are slain in a foul campaign of insensate murder; and I say again that in self-defence we are entitled to throw mere sentiment to the winds and protect ourselves by any means in our power. And the best means of protection we have against these murderous raids is to hit the Hun in the same way, to give him a taste of his own medicine; in the words of Lord Rosebery, to bring his triumph directly to his heart and his home. Thus, and thus only, we shall convince the German people, and through them the German militarists, that in the long last it does not pay to outrage the conscience of civilisation.

To sum up, I think it is certainly true to say that in the domain of the air the Allies have established and can maintain a definite superiority over the enemy. That they have established it is plain; that they can maintain it is, I think, equally plain, because they have the larger resources, and because successful aerial work calls for the exercise of qualities which both the French and the English possess in a far more marked degree than do the Germans. Our air raids have been far more destructive from the military point of view than anything the enemy has been able to accomplish; they have been better devised and more capably carried out by men who were better fitted for the task they had in hand. It remains to be seen whether the German superiority in the lighter-than-air machines will give them any real advantage.

At present all the arguments point to the greater value of the aeroplane upon which the Allies have pinned their faith. In any case, it is too late, probably, for us to take up the question of airship construction with any hope of making effective use of it during the present War, and we must do the best we can with what we believe to be the superior weapon. My own view is that on the whole the superiority of the Allies is fully assured, and that now and to the end the credit of winning the War in the air will and must remain with us.


Chapter Five.

Britains Unshakable Resolve.
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THIS WAR HAS brought many changes, and will bring many more. But it has brought one for which we cannot be too grateful, one which we may even think in the days to come was the justification and the reward for all the lives and all the treasure which the great struggle has demanded and will yet demand from us.

It has made of us one people. And when I say one people, I am not referring merely to the inhabitants of these small islands, which Britons all the world over will ever regard, as they have ever regarded, as home. I include the great dominions over the seas — Australia, Canada, South Africa, New Zealand, and India, with their many races and many people who live and enjoy their lives under the benign shelter of the British flag.

Nothing the world has ever seen is equal in grandeur, and in the lesson it has taught us, to the majestic uprising of the British peoples when the first shock of war burst upon a startled world in those early days — how long ago they seem to-day! — of August, 1914. From the Tropics to the Poles not a dissentient voice was heard. It is not too much to say that the entire British Empire, which many of us had perhaps come to regard as somewhat a shadowy entity, leaped to arms with a unanimity which not only surprised us, but, as we have every reason to know, startled and bewildered our enemies.

Of our own people here at home we were always sure, provided they could be induced to realise the magnitude of the great struggle before them. Of that, from the earliest days of the violation of Belgium, there was never the slightest doubt. The British people are, and have always been, peculiarly sensitive to the sanctity of their pledged word; not for nothing have we earned the reputation that the Englishmans word is as good as his bond. And when our people realised that Germany, with a cynical disregard of international honour and good faith to which history happily offers few parallels, had deliberately attacked Belgium, there was at once an explosion of cold rage which, could the Germans but have understood it, would have convinced them that the British Empire was in this War, for good or ill, until a final settlement had been reached which would mean either absolute triumph or absolute annihilation.

We know, as a matter of fact, that Englands decision to fight over a scrap of paper produced something akin to stupefaction in Berlin; we know also that it produced an outburst of hate which found its ultimate expression in the fatuous Gott strafe England which has become the by-word of the world as an expression of impotent rage and spite. We may take that as the greatest compliment an honest nation has ever received from a people to whom such a thing as honour and good faith is not only unknown, but is unimaginable. Knowing nothing of national honour themselves, the Germans were naturally unable to forecast accurately the course of action of either Belgium or Britain. From both of them they have received a much-needed lesson, which I have no doubt will be still further driven home by the stern logic of the events which are even now shaping dimly before our eyes.

It was just this consideration of national honour which brought not only England in particular, but the whole Empire, into the field as one man. Great armies sprang into existence before our very eyes. From every quarter of the globe offers of men, money, and supplies of all kinds were poured into our lap with a profusion which was as surprising as it was gratifying. We witnessed, in fact, what required a great national peril to bring to birth, the nascence of the British Empire as a fighting force. And anyone who fails to see that that fact will have a very profound influence upon the future history of the world must be blind indeed to the real significance of events.

The Empire has found itself. That is the one cardinal lesson which, above all others, stands out as the greatest feature of the world-war. Will anyone believe that Germany, with all the advantages she possesses in the matter of organisation and long preparation for war, could in the long last vanquish Britain, solidly united, armed to the teeth, her deficiencies at last made good, and ready to shed the last drop of her blood and spend her last shilling in defence of the glorious heritage which has been won in a thousand years of strife and struggle? If she stood alone to-day, without a single Ally in the world, Britain would never give up the struggle which has been thrust upon her. But she is not alone. She has powerful Allies who are as resolute as she is herself, who realise as fully as she does all that is implied in the threat of German domination, and who are as fully determined as she that the Prussian ulcer shall be cut once and for all from the body politic of civilisation.

Dealing for a moment with Great Britain alone, I do not hesitate to here say that our people are united in this great quarrel as they have never been united before.

In our other wars we have always had parties, more or less strong, but never negligible, which seemed to see in the enemy an object for friendship more attractive than our own people. We have always had parties which, if not openly, at least covertly, seemed to incline to the side of our foes. We all remember the South African campaign, when a very large and influential section of the Liberal Party went out of its way to champion the cause of Paul Kruger.

We do not need — and I have no desire — to dwell upon that unhappy time; many of those who then made a great mistake have to-day atoned for their error by their splendid efforts to vindicate the cause of Britain and civilisation in the present struggle. I mention the fact only to show that to-day there is no pro-German party in this country which carries the slightest weight. The pro-German element is conspicuous by its absence; it is represented only by a small rabble of discredited cranks and self-advertisers for whom the nation has shown its contempt in unmistakable fashion. The heart of the nation as a whole is sound, and it is firmly determined that Germanys eternal attempts to annoy and provoke her neighbours shall be once and for all suppressed.

I shall deal elsewhere with Germanys colossal blunders in regard to the War; I will content myself with saying here that her first and greatest mistake was in regard to the British Empire. She did not think we would fight, but if we did she thought there would be revolution in Ireland and India, and a sudden dropping off of our Colonial Dominions, leaving us so weak and so torn with internal dissensions that we should be in no shape to oppose her triumphal progress over the bodies of her enemies.

Over three million volunteers have rallied to the Colours in reply to the German challenge. Ireland to-day, dropping all her historic feuds, is practically solid for the Empire, and her sons, as ever, have shown their glorious deeds under the British flag. India, with one voice and heart, has rallied to the Empire; her men have given their blood without stint in our cause, her princes have poured out their treasure like water in our service, proud and glad to make what return they could for the blessings they have enjoyed under British rule. The deeds of the Canadians, the Australians, the New Zealanders, have added a new and imperishable tradition to British history. The bloodstained soil of the Gallipoli Peninsula will remain for all time hallowed by the glory of the men of Anzac, who, not once, but time and again, wrested seemingly impossible triumphs from the very jaws of death and defeat.

They failed, it is true, to win the last and greatest victory, but the story of their failure is more glorious than the story of many successes, and so long as our race and our language endure the tale of the landing at Suvla and the fight for the heights overlooking the Dardanelles will be told as an example of what human flesh and blood can achieve and endure. There is nothing greater or nobler in all our history; and while our Empire can produce such men as those who for long months faced the Turks in Gallipoli, we can be sure that in the British Empire the world will have a force to be reckoned with.

Turn to South Africa. There were those among us who felt after the Boer War that Britain was making a dangerous experiment in conferring absolute self-government upon those who but a short time before had been our implacable enemies. But the result was a triumph for British principles of liberty and of trust in the essential justice and equity of our rule. From the first, General Botha, our ablest and most chivalrous antagonist in the war, showed absolute and unshakable loyalty to the people who had put their trust in him. He was followed nobly by the great mass of the people of South Africa, Dutch as well as English; and when De Wets misguided rebellion broke out it was suppressed with a swift efficiency which elicited unstinted admiration, not unmixed, it must be admitted, with surprise. Later we were to see the Union of South Africa playing a gallant part in the expulsion of German rule from the adjoining territories.

All this surely must have been a bitter pill for the Kaiser to swallow. We know how he encouraged Kruger in his revolt against the British; we know how confidently he had counted on disaffection in South Africa to add to our difficulties; we can imagine his joy when De Wet and his irreconcilables raised the standard of revolt, even though their motive was much more hostility to the English than love for the German.

We know he looked upon Ireland as hopelessly disloyal and ready to fling off for ever, perhaps with German help, the hated yoke of the Saxon. We know he looked upon India as seething with discontent and eager to fling herself into the arms of anyone who would give a hand in ejecting the brutal British Raj. We know he looked upon our Dominions as ripe fruit ready to drop off the parent tree at the slightest shake. We know he looked upon ourselves as a decadent nation, grown rich and indolent, caring for nothing but ease, and wrapped in a sloth from which we could never awaken until it was too late. And, lo! upon the first touch of war the weapons he had hoped to use shivered to fragments in his hand, the hopes he had fondly entertained turned to Dead Sea ashes in his mouth.

With one heart, one mind, and one unshakable purpose, the British Empire rushed to war. Swept away in an instant were those bad old party squabbles, those bad old party cries, with which our nation is prone to amuse itself in times of peace to the exclusion, perhaps, of more vital things. We seemed so desperately in earnest about our internal quarrels that perhaps we could not expect the continental nations, least of all the Germans, to realise that, for all our dispute, we are still one nation, that we are still animated by precisely the same spirit that has made England great, overlain though it may be by the dust and cobwebs that have grown up in a century of freedom from war on a great scale.

We do not perhaps quite understand ourselves; it would be certainly too much to expect the Germans to understand us, for they have shown an utter inability to understand any type of mentality but their own. Had they been better acquainted with our idiosyncrasies, I do not say that war would have been averted, but it would certainly have been postponed until Germany felt herself to be still stronger afloat and ashore, when the task of defeating her would have been even harder and more prolonged. So that perhaps we have reason to be thankful that, as the struggle had to come — and of that there cannot be the slightest doubt — it should have come early rather than late; we may have reason to be thankful, despite all the miseries and losses which the War has caused, that it was prematurely precipitated by German arrogance and greed and blindness. How much greater would have been her chances of success if she had been content to wait for, say, another five or ten years, when her prospects of meeting the British Fleet on something like equal terms would have been vastly improved!

And if our nation has closed its ranks and determined that this War shall be fought to the only finish consistent with the continued existence of civilisation as we understand it, what shall we say of our Allies? What tribute can be too great for the matchless heroism of France? How can we praise too highly the dogged courage of the Russian soldier, which has time and again saved the situation in the West by a display of self-sacrifice of which the world can offer few parallels?

What words can express all we owe to gallant little Serbia and Montenegro, crushed beneath the heel of the invader, yet destined to arise with their lustre undimmed and shining brighter than ever? How can we show our appreciation of what Belgium, the greatest martyr of all, has done for the sacred cause of liberty? Who can measure our debt to Italy, flinging herself into the great battle of freedom, not at a time when victory seemed assured, but when the clouds were thickest and our hopes at their lowest ebb?

Can we detect any sign of weakening in the Allies stern resolve? Assuredly not. Bound together by a sacred pact to make no terms with the enemy which shall not be acceptable to all, they will go on from strength to strength, growing daily in power and resources, moved by one mind and by one purpose, till the time comes for the dealing of the last great blow which shall shatter finally and for ever Teutonic aspirations to rule the world. If signs of weakness there be — and they are not wanting — they are not to be found in the ranks of Germanys enemies. Rather are they to be found in the camp of the enemy himself. From all parts of the Teutonic Empires and their Allied nations come the signs which tell of war-weariness, of a growing conviction that further conquests are impossible, that the War has become a struggle for existence, that the enemy is knocking ever more and more loudly at the gate.

The scales are beginning to fall from the eyes of the German people. They are yet far from convinced that all is lost, but at least they are beginning to be sure that nothing is to be gained. No longer do we hear the boastful assertion that all their losses shall be made good by huge indemnities to be extracted from their crushed and beaten foes. A new note is being sounded of the need for sacrifice; new warnings are ever being given that Germanys war will have to be paid for by Germany, and not by the rest of the world. It is too early to say that German resolution is seriously weakened; it is not too soon to say that the German people are beginning to realise at last the strength of the combinations they have aroused against themselves.

On the other hand, the temper of the Allies, their confidence in their cause, and their ability to make that cause good has never stood so high. They have learned the lesson they needed eighteen months ago — that the War will be something far more serious and more terrible than they anticipated, that much remains to be done, that many sacrifices will have to be made before success crowns their efforts. But in learning that lesson they have also learned their own strength. They have learned, too, to trust one another, to see that the cause of one is the cause of all. And in the thoroughness with which they learn that lesson lies the strongest pledge for a happy issue. The Allies cannot be defeated so long as they remain true to themselves and to each other, so long as they remain bound together by the bonds of loyalty and constancy to a great and a sacred cause. That they are so bound to-day none can dispute; that they will remain so bound to the end it would be treason to them and to ourselves to doubt. Not to one but to each of the Allies in turn have the Germans gone with their insulting attempts to buy a separate peace, to achieve by sheer bribery what they have failed to achieve by force of arms in spite of all their victories. By each of their opponents in turn they have been spurned with contempt. Russia simply tore up their clumsy tenders of treason without deigning even to reply. And, as we have since learned, even gallant little Belgium, torn and ravished as few countries have ever been torn and ravished in the worlds history, spurned an offer which would have given her back much of what she had lost, but would have lost for her the priceless possession for which she fought — her national honour.

With these object-lessons before her eyes, perhaps in the days to come even Germany, who has shown herself so thoroughly oblivious to what honour and conscience mean, may realise that there are nations in the world to whom there are better and higher things than mere wealth and power, that there are principles which soar far above material considerations, that she is face to face with something which is at present far beyond her comprehension, and that something far mightier than the mightiest cannon ever forged in the furnaces of Krupps is working for her downfall. That something is the moral sense of the world at large, of which, as yet, the Germans have not the slightest understanding. The German, even in the midst of his successes and triumphs, is faced by a resolution at least as great as his own, he is faced by men whose hearts are aflame with the sacred fire of liberty, he is faced by men to whom honour and good faith are all in all. And in the face of that combination even the boasted might and efficiency of Germany will go down at last, in the fullness of time, in hopeless and irretrievable ruin.


Chapter Six.

The Terror in Germany.
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I AM MOST emphatically not one of those who think we ought to take for granted all the stories we get, often from German sources, of the condition of things in Germany.

We know enough of German methods to know that for her own purposes she is capable of flying kites of varying types and shades; and one of the kites which was very prominently flown in the early days, comparatively speaking, of the War was the fiction that for her own brutal and illegal purposes England was starving German babies through the medium of her infamous (in German eyes) blockade.

It mattered nothing to the Germans that in 1871 the blockade of Paris and the starvation of the civilian people was one of the principal means by which she enforced the capitulation. The Hun never likes his own medicine. What was, when applied to France in 1871, a stroke of German genius, becomes, when applied by the British Fleet to Germany in 1915, a crime so infamous as to call down all the vengeance of heaven upon the brutal English.

In German eyes no weapon of war is legitimate if it is applied against the sacred persons of Germans; on the other hand, any and every device of the devil becomes a righteous punishment if it is used against Germanys enemies. Surely never was any people in the world so lacking in a sense of proportion and common sense! There is no doubt, I think, that the first starvation cries which emanated from Germany were a cunningly devised plan to work upon the sympathies of neutrals and, in particular, upon the United States. There are always in every country a certain number of good, sentimental souls whose hearts are apt to run away with their heads, who are apt to think or act very much as their emotions lead them, and are entirely incapable of looking at more than one side of any question. It was to just these people and, of course, to the German people in America, that the first frantic starvation appeals were directed. I firmly believe that at that time there was little or no serious shortage in Germany, and that the outcry that was raised was merely a ruse to catch the sentimentalists attention. It succeeded to a certain extent, and it gave the hyphenated section of the American people an opportunity of which they took full advantage for renewed girdings against England. But neither then nor at any other time did it succeed in its real purpose, which was to procure by fair means or foul a relaxation of the British blockade.

How serious that blockade was to become I do not believe the German people or the German rulers realised in the early days. I do not believe they realised that it was possible so completely to cut off their supplies as to produce anything like grave inconvenience, to say nothing of actual want. They have learned differently since! There is a growing volume of testimony from competent observers that the effectiveness of the British blockade is at last beginning to tell its story in Germany. The bread cards, the butter cards, the meatless days, the frantic appeals to the German people to give up the grease in which they love to bathe themselves at their meals, may be, as the Government pretends, merely a wise conservation of their resources. But if that is all, this conservation of energy is being carried out on a scale which is rapidly disheartening and discouraging the German people in every part of the Empire.

The following extract from a Copenhagen paper no doubt puts the case so high as to be practically a burlesque, but it at least shows that countries adjoining Germany, and in free communication with her, understand that the shortage of food and other supplies is far more serious than the Germans are prepared to admit. A Reuter telegram from Copenhagen says:

The Labour journal, Folkets Avis, publishes a letter from a business man who has just returned from a six months round tour of Germany, in which he describes the conditions there as more desperate than those in Paris in 1870. The writer is convinced that there is not now a living cat or dog in the whole of Germany, all having been eaten.

Animal lovers trying to hide their pets have been betrayed by their neighbours and punished. Storks, swallows, starlings, and all kinds of wild birds have been systematically killed, and the result, he declares, will be felt in Scandinavian countries in the coming spring. All sea fowl have long since been exterminated.

I have not much doubt that this extract gives far too gloomy a picture if it is intended to represent the condition of the great mass of the German people; I do not believe, though I should like to, that starvation has gone so far as this. But it is more than likely — indeed, I believe it is practically certain — that there is in it a considerable basis of truth.

We have to remember that owing to the demoralisation of the German currency by the flood of paper money prices in Germany have gone up to an enormous extent, while at the same time, owing to the complete disappearance of her manufacturing and export business, wages have fallen in all but a few special trades. For this reason a large percentage of the population is feeling the pinch of want quite apart from any actual shortage of food in the country, and there may well be a good deal in the story of the Danish merchant that most of the wild birds, if not the very dogs and cats, have fallen victims to the necessity for obtaining food.

It will be convenient if we consider the shortage of necessaries in Germany under various heads, the first of which is naturally the deficiency in the food supply, since that is likely to exercise the profoundest influence on the great mass of the people. On this point we have abundant evidence, not only from neutrals who have been able to move more or less freely about Germany, but, still more important, from English people who have returned after being liberated by exchange or otherwise.

One and all are agreed that the German people are suffering from an actual shortage of food. It is not merely a question of prices, though these are far higher than they are in England, and the wealthy folk are still able to get almost all they want. There is, we are assured on evidence which it is practically impossible to ignore, a very serious shortage of many commodities of everyday use, the lack of which is severely felt, as, owing to the very high prices ruling, they are almost entirely beyond the reach of the people at large.

Now, in considering the question of the food supplies of Germany, it is important to remember that in normal times Germany imports some forty per cent, of the fodder used for feeding her sheep and cattle, and it is the scarcity of fodder that has produced the present shortage of meat. That such a shortage exists we know from the ordinances made by the German Government providing for two, three, and even four meatless days per week for everyone in Germany. In the early days of the War, confident that the struggle would be a short one, the Germans took no special pains to keep up their supply of cattle. It was only after the battle of Flanders that they discovered their mistake, and that the question of the supply of meat was destined to be critical.

Then came the panic legislation which led to the slaughtering of swine on an enormous scale. It was decided to devote all the available fodder to the feeding of cattle, since these would be the most difficult to replace after the War. Pigs were killed en masse, orders being given that the flesh was to be tinned to form a reserve. But it was soon found that even this was not sufficient to save the situation. Owing to the growing stringency of the blockade fodder for the cattle began to give out, and then it was decided to fatten pigs. In consequence the slaughter of cattle has increased enormously, and hence arises the growing shortage of milk, butter, and cheese.

Now whatever may be the leakages in the British blockade, it is quite certain that only the barest fraction of Germanys former imports is getting through; nothing can reach her directly oversea, and our trade agreements with neutral nations to prevent reshipment, even if they are not all that we could desire, are certainly having a very great effect. And it is certain that, despite smuggling on an unprecedented scale, Germany is very far from getting anything like all that she imperatively requires. The pinch is there, and it is growing, and that it is growing rapidly is shown by the increasing violence of the German threats against England and her incessant announcements that she is really getting ready for some new frightfulness that shall put all her previous efforts completely into the shade. We hear and note, but we are in no wise terrified.

Frantic efforts are being made by the Germans to purchase and import cattle food of all descriptions, and in addition such fats as butter, lard, and margarine, the shortage of which has produced an enormous effect throughout the Empire. It is our business to see that she fails; and with our Navy given a free hand, I am confident that we can do so.

We know how serious the shortage of bread has become; we know that no German can purchase bread without a bread card, and that the amount he can purchase is severely restricted. We know that he is ordered not to eat meat on certain days of the week. We know, too, that in various towns, even in Berlin itself, the maddened people have already broken out into bread riots, and that their mutinous gatherings have been dispersed by the police. Not even the well-drilled German will consent to go on indefinitely on an empty stomach. There have been cavalry charges in some towns, there have been violent riots in many, people have pillaged shops; in fact, says the German writer of a letter found on a prisoner, we have a war at home as well as abroad.

Another letter sent from Munich to cheer up a prisoner at Oleron says, Wherever we go, and wherever we may be, we see nothing and hear nothing except misery and poverty. A letter from Greiben contains similar lamentations, and adds, With all our strength we have accomplished nothing, and we shall soon be ruined.

Germanys chief imports at present, secured, of course, by devious ways since she is unable to import anything directly, are cotton, wool, copper, lead, paraffin, rubber, nickel, oils, wheat, rye, and barley. These are all of vital necessity to her continued existence, not merely to her successful conduct of the War. With the food shortage growing day by day, she must import even larger and larger quantities, and unless she can do so the end is inevitable; a point must come at which German moral will simply go to pieces. Our blockade is hastening that moment. None the less, we have to remember that starvation alone will not bring Germany to subjection; she will always obtain and grow supplies to a certain extent, probably enough to stave off actual starvation on a scale which would induce her to sue for peace. We have to complete the process of attrition, valuable as it is, by force of arms, and only a decisive military defeat will put an end to German aims and ambitions. That is a cardinal fact of which we must never lose sight.

There is hardly an article of food or drink for which the German chemists have not succeeded in finding more or less satisfactory substitutes. Bread is one of the best known instances. The German kriegs-brod or war bread, though it is nothing like so palatable or so nourishing as ordinary bread, is yet sufficient to sustain life, though there is reason to think it sets up digestive disorders. Similarly, a glance at the German papers will show dozens of advertisements offering substitutes for endless other articles of diet. These substitutes are very interesting; whether they are satisfying is another question, and one which we can leave the beleaguered Germans to find out for themselves. Acorn coffee, artificial fats, artificial honeys, wooden instead of leather shoes, German tea (whatever that may be), egg substitute, wood meal, sausage substitutes with more than the nutritive qualities of beef — these are only a few picked at random. No more convincing testimony to the value and effectiveness of the British blockade could be asked for. These are not the announcements of the German Government, intended to deceive, but the advertisements of business men who have to pay good solid German cash — or it may be notes! — for them. They speak more eloquently than any comment of ours could do.

A good deal of surprise has been expressed that, in view of the undoubted shortage of many necessities in Germany, there has been no apparent falling-off in the equipment or supplies of the German Army. In reality this is not a matter that need disturb our judgment on the general question. We have to remember that Germany is organised on a military basis, and that the militarist party, who most decidedly hold the upper hand, will see to it that as long as there is a pound of food in the country it will not be the Army that will go short. In every department of German life everything is subordinated to the demands of the Army, and no one can question that this is the correct policy. Any serious shortage or discontent in the Army would bring the military structure crashing to the ground, and there can be no doubt that the shortage which exists will have to go much farther before its effects are felt in the field. It will come, beyond doubt, but it is more than likely that shortage of men will make itself felt first.

The views of Abbé Wetterle on this point are worth quoting. He was before the War Deputy for Alsace in the Reichstag. When war broke out he escaped to France, and has lived there since. He considers that the Central Empires are already beaten.

Germany is at the end of her tether, that is the truth, he says. She can no longer obtain credit, and the value of the mark is falling every day. After having mobilised ten million valid and invalid soldiers, Germany, whose losses number three and a half millions, and whose auxiliary services behind her lines require 1,700,000 men, can no longer fill the gaps in her Army, and her battle-line grows in extent every day. Famine stares her population in the face. By February or March at latest the lack of food will be severely felt. Riots have already taken place in her large cities, and they will gradually multiply and become more violent. Lack of men, lack of money, lack of food — such is the danger which threatens Germany.

Now we know very well that the German newspapers are controlled by the Government to an extent which is unknown in any other country in the world; not even the British censorship has such drastic powers. The columns of the German papers are therefore about the last place in which we should expect to find any inkling of the real situation as it exists in Germany to-day. It is the Government order that everything shall be painted couleur de rose. Yet even the German Press is becoming restive under the strain, and is beginning to say things which a very short time ago would have been impossible. Here is a telling extract from the Socialist paper Vorwarts, one of the few of the German journals which has risked a good deal in its insistence upon letting out at least some of the truth. It says:

In a few weeks the sowing and preparing of the fields for the new harvest will have begun, and upon that harvest everything will depend. The coming harvest is of immeasurable importance for the German people. Fantastic speculations as to great imports of foodstuffs from the Orient have now become silent. Germany depends during the duration of the War upon her own production of food... It is evident now that our much-praised organisation of our economic system is in no way so good as enthusiastic amateurs would like us to believe.

This is not exactly the language of a conquering nation whose Chancellor declares that she has sufficient for all her needs, but I have no doubt that it represents the real situation and reflects the prevailing anxiety much more accurately than Dr Helfferichs boasting speeches, which are undoubtedly meant for foreign consumption.

It is not merely in the matter of food supply that Germans are face to face with conditions which are giving her leading men cause furiously to think. It is true it is what makes the most immediate impression on the public at large. But there are men in Germany who realise that there is a world to be faced when the War is over, and that as the days slip by Germany slips into a worse and worse position for meeting the conditions she will have to confront after the declaration of peace. I will first deal very briefly with some of the social aspects of Germanys present condition.

Germanys terrific losses in killed and maimed men, coupled with the terrible drop in the birth-rate, which has fallen far lower than it did in the Franco-Prussian War, are causing the gravest anxiety among the German economic thinkers. Next to the fall in the birth-rate, the rate of mortality among newly-born children is causing alarm; and when we remember how admirable are the German arrangements for the preservation of infant life, we can realise that very grave causes must be at work to account for the existing state of things. That those causes are connected in some degree with the efficacy of the blockade is probable, but a greater contributory cause has been the general distress caused by the War, and the failure of the municipal authorities to provide the necessary relief.

The pensions payable to the widows of German soldiers who have died in action are very small; distress and misery have entered the families where there are many children, and many of those are succumbing to the prevailing lack of food. To such a pitch has Germany been brought by the insane ambition of her rulers!

Orphans in Germany now number 800,000, Many of these orphans must for years remain a tax upon the State; they will be bouches inutiles until they reach the wage-earning age, and they will provide after the War, just as they are providing at present, a problem which will tax Germanys economic and administrative resources to the uttermost.

Another problem with which the Germans will have to deal is the appalling increase in crime. In spite of the fact that a great proportion of the men of the country are serving with the Army, the statistics of crime make appalling reading, and offences of all kinds are especially numerous among children. The juvenile Hun behaves as a Hun to the manner born once he is removed from the stern parental control which in times of peace keeps him within what, for Germany, are reasonable bounds. And even in times of peace the figures of juvenile crime in Germany are terrible. In the year 1912 the following crimes were committed in Germany by boys between the ages of twelve and eighteen:

Criminal assaults, 952.
Murder and manslaughter, 107.
Bodily injuries, 8978.
Damages to property, 2938.

These figures for boys alone are far more than the entire total of such crimes ever committed in England. For instance, the yearly average of crimes of malicious and felonious wounding in England for the ten years 1900-1910 was 1,262; in Germany for the ten years 1897-1907 it was 172,153. And the population of Germany may be taken at 65,000,000, with that of England at 45,000,000. These statistics give us some idea of the real character of the nation which holds itself up as the apostle of kultur to the rest of the world, and shows us what blessings we might expect under Teutonic rule.

It is naturally very difficult to get thoroughly reliable information as to the exact condition of things in Germany. Most of the neutrals whose stories appear in the English Press appear to be rather too apt to say the things which they think will best please English readers. None the less, their stories cannot all be invented, and we have valuable corroboration of many of them in the shape of reports published by neutral observers in the neutral Press — especially in countries where the prevailing sympathy tends to be pro-German — and from our own people who have returned from Germany.

A particularly valuable example of the former comes from Copenhagen. Dr Halvdan Koht, one of the foremost Norwegian historians, is known for his distinctly pro-German leanings. Yet, after a prolonged stay in Germany, he draws in the Christiania newspaper Social Demokraien a decidedly dismal picture of German life and of the state of public feeling in Germany. The people are tired of the War is his conclusion. It is true the whole country considers that Germany is safe, but the whole country has arrived at the conclusion that its adversaries, especially Great Britain, cannot be crushed. The fact that Great Britain is still in full possession of all her territories, that she cannot be attacked on land, and is less affected by the War than Germany is rapidly dawning on the whole people. Moreover, it is being realised that, in spite of her immense military strength, Germany will never be able to enforce a definite decision in her favour. Dr Koht interviewed a number of people of all classes on this subject, and all expressed similar views and heartfelt weariness of the War.

On this subject I might also quote the view expressed by a lady who reached England recently, one of the first batch of the so-called reprisal women who, the Berlin authorities have decided, are eating too much meat and butter, and must therefore be sent home. Germans are suffering agonies, this lady said, especially the poor people. They know, in spite of the lying Press, that their sufferings are merely beginning, and they are preparing themselves for more suffering until their rulers are forced to realise that the limits of endurance have been reached, and then sue for peace. The Germans, she added, are ready to bear the financial losses and the appalling losses in men, but life on rations is simply driving them insane. The bread cards at first amused them like children, as one more opportunity of obeying orders, of which they are so fond. Now they have butter cards, fat cards, and, in some places, petroleum cards.

I do not think we can disregard all the evidence that is rapidly accumulating as to the widespread distress in Germany to-day. And I do not think that that distress is likely to decrease. We have it on the authority of Mr Asquith that the tightening of the blockade is proceeding, and the tighter we pull the strangling knot which the British Navy has drawn round the German neck, the sooner we shall return to the days of peace.

But, in the words of Lord Headley, When Germany wobbles we must hit as hard as possible in the right place and in the right way. But let us make sure of our own set purpose and fixed resolve, that now that we have made up our minds, there shall be no indications of wobbling on our part. That, I think, expresses the judgment of the nation as a whole. We do not want to sit down in the hope that the war of attrition will do our business for us. It is the long push, the strong push, and the push all together of Britain and her Allies which alone will bring us to a triumphant success. The war of attrition is helping to bring nearer the day when the great push will be possible, but of itself alone it will never compel victory over an enemy who — it would be foolish to think otherwise — will fight to the last gasp.


Chapter Seven.

Germanys Bankrupt Future.
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I HAVE NO hesitation in saying that from our point of view one of the most encouraging features of the whole situation is the extraordinary collapse of German credit — extraordinary, I mean, in comparison with her apparent successes in the campaign on land. The heavy decline in the value of German and Austrian money in neutral countries is an absolutely unmistakable sign that the finances of our enemies are, after eighteen months of War, reaching a condition which before long must prove a source of the gravest embarrassment to the Central Powers.

As I write, the exchange value of the sovereign in the United States is about two per cent, below normal, and the same condition exists in Holland and Scandinavia. Considering how much we have been buying abroad, such a trifling depreciation in our credit is a wonderful testimony to the stability of British institutions. But if we turn to German and Austrian currency we find that it has declined in value from twenty to thirty per cent. In other words, neutral countries are beginning to show themselves unwilling to take German money; and as Germany can now buy only from neutral countries, it is quite obvious that she not only has a difficulty in paying for her purchases, but that she has also to pay an exceedingly inflated price for them.

My readers will remember the sensation that was caused when, owing to our heavy purchases of food and war material from America, the value of the sovereign dropped something like six per cent. That meant that for every hundred pounds we paid to America for goods bought we were losing six pounds owing to the fall in the exchange; and when it is recalled that our purchases were on a scale which involved hundreds of millions, it will be seen that the decline was a very serious matter for us. But so good was our credit that there was no difficulty in floating a huge loan in America, and the result was that the value of the sovereign at once appreciated, and it has never seriously dropped since; in fact, it has steadily risen. The process was helped by selling American securities, of which we hold huge sums. We can repeat both processes as often as we like in reason, because our credit is good, and our holdings of American securities are still enormous. Germany can do neither — firstly, because her credit is utterly impoverished, and, secondly, because, whatever she may sell, she and those with whom she would like to deal have no security that the goods would have more than a very slender chance of getting through the British blockade. Here, again, we see how our overwhelming sea power is helping the cause of the Allies. In spite of the huge sums we are spending, Germany is infinitely worse off than we are, and there is every reason to believe that the tremendous fall which her money is now experiencing means that her credit abroad is rapidly nearing the exhaustion point.

The fall in the value of German money tends to show that our blockade is operating with increasing stringency and success. It seems probable enough that Germany can still manage to obtain through the neutral countries many of the things of which she has most pressing need. But apparently her export trade has been much more severely hit. She depends for this trade upon the import of raw materials, most of which are extremely bulky and quite unlikely to escape the unremitting vigilance of the British Navy. Consequently Germany finds herself unable to pay for her imports by the ordinary channels of international trade, and the difficulty of paying at all has become serious. Nearly all modern business is done on a paper basis; that is to say, on promises to pay — in other words, on credit — and credit obviously depends upon the financial stability of the concern or the nation which seeks thus to obtain goods. That is why the continued decline in the value of the paper mark shows the declining confidence of the neutral nations in Germanys power to redeem her pledges when the time for payment comes. Germanys ultimate solvency depends upon her ultimate victory, and we can see by the reluctance of the neutral nations to give credit to Germany that they are very far from satisfied with Germanys prospect of coming out on top. And when neutral financiers come to the conclusion that the War will end in Germanys absolute bankruptcy — that is, in her inability to pay more than a few shillings in the pound of her debts — the value of her paper promises will sink almost to vanishing point, and there will be such a financial crash as this world has never seen. The faith of the neutral in German stability is wavering already, while the Allies still hold the confidence of the world. That is a factor of supreme importance. The day will come when not a single neutral will trade with Germany except on a gold basis, and when that day dawns the utter collapse of the Central Powers will assuredly be close at hand.

We have just seen a very striking evidence of Germanys impoverishment in regard to the supply of wheat which Germany desired to purchase from Rumania. If there is one commodity which Germany needs more than any other to-day it is wheat. Rumania demanded that the wheat should be paid for in gold in Bucharest. The German and Austrian Governments offered anything and everything else except gold. They offered first ammunition, then paper, then Rumanian Treasury bonds, ammunition, and paper. The Rumanians, however, insisted upon gold, and the deal fell through for the simple reason that Germany had no gold to spare. Few instances have been more eloquent of the state to which Germany is reduced. And what Rumania says to-day the rest of the neutrals are likely enough to say to-morrow— Either gold or no goods. We can be quite sure that if Germany meets with a single great defeat in the operations which are assuredly near at hand, there will be a revulsion of feeling in the neutral countries which will render the demand for gold insistent. And if Germany cannot find gold to pay for the wheat she so sorely needs from Rumania, what are her prospects of finding it for other countries?

Now the German method of financing the War has constituted one of the most extraordinary gambles known in the history of finance. She has piled up an enormous debt in paper. The Economist estimates the total of Germanys war credits up to the end of December last at 1,500 million pounds sterling, and the average monthly war expenditure at 92.350 million pounds. Towards this Germany had raised up to September 15, 1915, 1,280 million pounds. In Germany these loans have been cited as a proof that financially the country is impregnable. But this assertion does not convince. The loans have been obtained only by wholesale inflation through borrowing on Treasury bills from the Reichsbank. The amount of these bills outstanding is carefully concealed from the world, but it is certainly enormous, and it seems to be rising rapidly again, though Germanys third loan was floated quite recently. The amount of these bills on January 15 was estimated at 250 million pounds. It is easier to trace the amount of the inflation of the currency by paper, and by paper without any gold backing. Between July, 1914, and January 15, 1916, the amount of Reichsbank notes in circulation increased from 95 million pounds to 319 million pounds and the amount of Treasury notes from 7 million pounds to 16 million pounds, while another 54 million pounds in paper was added in the form of Loan Office notes. That is to say, since the outbreak of war the amount of paper currency has increased from 101 million pounds to 389 million pounds, or about 285 per cent. How much the financial position has been worsened by the extension of banking credits we do not know, as the bi-monthly statements of the great banks have, most significantly, been discontinued. It is true that during the same period the amount of gold in the Reichsbank has been increased by 55 million pounds. But a large part of this increase, it is believed, came from the reserve of the Austro-Hungarian Bank, and in any case it is not nearly sufficient to have the smallest effect in counteracting the flood of paper. The effects of the inflation of the currency and its debasement by the huge issues of paper money are seen in the rapid collapse of the mark and the equally rapid rise in prices which in Germany to-day is making the lives of the poorer people well-nigh unbearable. And it is most noteworthy that in those countries where Germany has been able to trade with the greatest freedom the collapse of German credit is most unmistakable. That is for Germany, as well as for ourselves, a grave and unmistakable fact; it is verily the writing on the wall. Germany has been weighed and found wanting in the balance of the neutral nations who are more friendly disposed towards her.

To meet the expense of the War Germany has issued paper to her own population on a scale of which the world has had no experience. In return for the paper promises of the Government they have poured out with a lavish hand everything of which the Government stood in need, and it is impossible not to marvel at what is either patriotism or a very high order of gullibility carried to the extremest limits. In either case Germanys people have lent to her vast sums for a mere paper security, quite apart from the amounts she has expended in other countries and which she will have to pay for in gold or exports, which come to the same thing. What, we may well ask, will be the position when, after the War, German merchants want money — not paper — to resume their trading with the rest of the world, to purchase the raw material upon which the very life of her commerce depends? How is the Government to raise the gigantic sums that will be required not merely to pay interest on this stupendous pile of debt, but to begin to form a sinking fund to pay it off?

My own view — and it is shared by many others — is that Germanys borrowings on such a stupendous scale were made possible only because the German people, convinced that they were really and truly the supermen they fancied themselves to be, were firmly persuaded that they were going to win the War hands down. They were assured ad nauseam that speedy victory was certain, that France was to be instantly crushed and Russia crippled, that Britain could not intervene in anything like decisive fashion in time to save her Allies, and that the end of the War would come in a few months at most, with a triumphant Germany extorting untold millions in the shape of indemnities from her trampled and bleeding enemies. The War was to be, in fact, a highly profitable trade undertaking, in which Germanys losses in killed and maimed were to be more than compensated for by increased wealth drawn from the coffers of her enemies, and especially England, the worst enemy of all.

But the War has not quite panned out to schedule, and Germany is to-day rapidly realising the fact. In my opinion, said Lord Inchcape, speaking at the annual meeting of the National Provincial Bank of England, Germany is already irretrievably beaten, and no one knows this better than she does herself. That is a very strong expression of opinion from a man who is in a position to know what he speaks of when he deals with matters of finance. As I have said before, I do not believe that money alone can win the War, but there can be no reasonable doubt that the growing financial difficulties of Germany are swiftly bringing her to a position in which she will find it impossible to oppose with any hope of success the steadily growing power of the Allies. So much at least money can do and is doing, though the final blow must be dealt in decisive military action. Otherwise Germany will never be convinced that she is really and truly beaten, her people will be told again that they are unconquerable, and she will begin with all her wonderful organising powers to prepare for a renewed campaign of aggression in the future.

I cannot see how Germany is to be preserved from national bankruptcy; I cannot conceive any means by which she can hope to pay off the enormous debt she has piled up. Her export trade is utterly smashed, and it must take years to get it back even if the Allies are foolish enough after the War to allow her the commercial privileges she has enjoyed in the past, which is most unlikely. Her losses in men and material have been stupendous, she is eating herself up, she is blazing away her piled-up wealth at a time when she cannot keep going even a fraction of her commerce to make up for the steady drain upon her. We at least are free to trade overseas to as great an extent as we can manufacture, and it is a very gratifying fact that the trade of the United Kingdom has in the past few months shown a steady increase; February showed an advance of 10 million pounds on the corresponding month of 1915. We are not losing our markets to the extent that Germany is, for the simple reason, again, that our Fleet can keep open our trade routes. And we have also to pay regard to the fact that the German is not going to be a popular individual for a good many years to come in any civilised country. At the best he is going to have a good deal of trouble to persuade any of the Allies to do business with him on any terms whatever; at the worst it is more than likely that he will find himself shut out completely by an overwhelming tariff from every British, French, Russian, Italian, and Japanese market. How, under such conditions, Germany will ever succeed in paying her debts I cannot understand.

Borrowing in such a War as this is unavoidable for any of the belligerents; it is impossible to defray the stupendous cost out of income. The whole problem to be solved is whether it is possible to secure by taxation the interest on the increased debts and also a margin of revenue which during the War will help to pay for it, and after the War will provide a sinking fund to gradually pay off the sums borrowed. Germanys paper system is all wrong, because, in the first place, she has not the gold to back it up, and, in the second place, because no provision has been made by taxation to raise sums sufficient to provide interest and sinking fund. Even before the War Germanys yearly budgets have been showing a series of deficits, and with the stupendous amount she has added to her debts it is difficult to see how after the War is over she will be able to avoid defaulting. She will certainly not succeed in securing any indemnity as she did from France in 1871; she will far more probably find herself condemned to pay at least sufficient money to provide for the rehabilitation, so far as is possible, of Belgium.

There is, it is true, one aspect of the case which is to some extent favourable to Germany. A great portion of her war debt — in fact, practically the whole of it — is held at home, and it is quite possible that at the end of the War the people who have entrusted her with their savings will find themselves told that they will have to wait indefinitely for their money. Repudiation on this scale would perhaps enable Germany to keep herself right with the rest of the world and avoid actual default in the international sense. But the effect on her own people would be appalling! Now it is a very remarkable fact that though the German Government has carefully kept from the mass of the people any real knowledge of the facts of the situation as we know it exists, it has during the past few months been allowing certain newspapers to warn the public in guarded terms of what is coming. The Berliner Post states openly that the situation is terrifying. That is a good deal of an admission for a people who a few months ago were setting out, as they themselves said, on a conquest of the world, and were going to extort the cost from their beaten enemies. Warning the German people that they must be prepared for very bad times, the Post goes on to say:

Even the highest war indemnity that is thinkable cannot preserve us from a stupendous addition to the Imperial Budget for 1916-17. Without war damages we shall have to reckon upon an increase in the yearly taxation of at least four milliards of marks. From a technical point of view alone such amount cannot be procured immediately by taxation. From the political point of view it would be a great mistake if the population was not gradually acquainted with the situation, which, looked upon as a whole, has something terrifying about it.

Only by slowly being made accustomed to it can the situation become softened for the people. Probably the State Secretary for Finance, when he introduces his proposals for the new taxation, will give as near as possible a review of what the annual deficit will be. German people will only then be able to understand what wounds the War has made and what great measures will be necessary for years to come to heal them. At present the greatest part of the people probably has no idea of the situation.

It is perhaps permissible to ask, in view of this outburst, what the German people, deluded and hoodwinked for so long, are likely to say when the full facts break upon their minds. It will be noted that the Berliner Post deals with the financial situation apart from the war expenses, and finds very little comfort in it. The German people will find still less to be exultant about when the whole truth appears, as sooner or later it must, for it cannot be hidden much longer. Up to the present Germany has imposed practically no new taxes; they will be on a crushing scale when the German people have to set themselves to pay the damages involved in the conflagration which they so wantonly provoked.

But, doubters will ask, are we in any better case? I will quote in answer Sir George Paish, one of our leading financial authorities. We may confidently expect, he recently declared, that the nation after the War will have as much capital for investment as before the War.

In twelve months of war Great Britain has been able to buy and to pay for nearly 900 million pounds of Colonial and foreign produce and goods for home consumption and for war purposes. In addition she has found something like 350 million pounds of money for her Allies, Colonies, and customers. She has met her own war expenses, amounting to 1,000 million pounds, exclusive of the 350 million pounds supplied to her Allies and Colonies for war purposes. This great amount of money has been found with surprising ease. But it is during the current year that we shall feel the severest strain. We have to maintain upon the seas a Fleet even more powerful than that of last year, to provide our Allies, Colonies, and friends with at least 400 million pounds in loans, and to support in the field forces numbering nearly four million men, which will cost anything up to 2,000 million pounds. And in spite of these gigantic liabilities we find to-day that British credit stands practically unimpaired, while that of Germany is rapidly falling, and may soon vanish altogether. If the War has done nothing else, it has given the world such an example of financial stability as has never been seen.

It is the deliberate opinion of Sir George Paish that our position after the War will be just about where we stood at the beginning. We shall have sold a great many of our foreign securities, but, on the other hand, we shall have bought others from our Allies, customers, and Colonies, and, on balance, neither our home nor our foreign wealth will have been appreciably reduced. What we shall have lost will be our new savings. This loss amounts already to about 600 million pounds; if the War lasts another year it will have reached 1,000 million pounds in comparison with what our wealth would have been but for the War.

Of course, we shall have created a great debt. Already our debt, including the pre-war debt, is about 2,200 million pounds, and the debt charge and current Government expenses are about 300 million pounds. But it must be remembered that some 100 million pounds of this is interest which accrues to British investors, and that a large part of this interest will still be available for new capital purposes. Our losses in men will be grievous. But it must be recalled that one lesson of the War is that the whole nation is learning to work harder and more efficiently and that, in consequence, it is very doubtful whether our productive capacity has been seriously, if at all, reduced. When our men return from the War we shall have an enormous supply of labour available, and for the full employment of that labour we shall be able to find the capital. Will Germany be in anything like so favourable a position?

The bold and courageous policy of Mr McKenna in grappling adequately with the problem of finance has secured the emphatic approval of the entire nation. New burdens have been cheerfully shouldered; the country has shown unmistakably that it is prepared to make any sacrifices to win the War, and we have seen the income-tax doubled with far less protest than would have been aroused by the addition of a penny a few years ago. The nation has set itself to meet the cost of the War in the only possible way, by reducing all unnecessary expenditure, public and private, and devoting itself to the maintenance of our essential services, anxious only that so long as efficiency is secured money shall not be spared. We have boldly faced the enormous additional taxation rendered necessary by the gigantic war expenditure, and therein we have a tremendous advantage over Germany, who is only now beginning to consider the new taxes that will be required, and does not seem particularly gratified by the prospect with which she finds herself faced. Ominous mutterings of the coming storm are already to be heard, and when that storm breaks not even the iron discipline with which the Prussians have dragooned the entire German people will suffice to protect them from the wrath of those whom they have so grossly deceived. I do not know whether the German Government will dare to attempt to impose anything like the taxation which would be necessary to make provision for the war debt, but I am at least certain that as matters stand in Germany to-day the people have neither the will nor the ability to find the money. They have been fed with lying assurances that the money is to be found by someone else, and their rage and disappointment when they find out how they have been deceived will, beyond doubt, lead to consequences little foreseen by the light-hearted blunderers who set half the world in flames eighteen months ago.

I do not think that either now or in the future we need fear any comparison between the financial position of Britain and of her enemy. We are, and always have been, a far wealthier nation than the Germans; our credit is good, while Germanys is tottering to complete collapse; our resources in capital are as yet not seriously touched; our trade, even though its volume be diminished by the withdrawal of men for the Army and for munition making, still goes on as far as we can carry it. The real financial strength of the British Empire has as yet not been fully marshalled for the fray, and should the day ever come when money must be found beyond the resources of ordinary taxation there are vast reservoirs of strength which will yield supplies in abundance. For we are in this War to win — let there be no mistake about that — and to gain a complete and lasting victory there is no sacrifice that our people, properly instructed, will refuse to make. To the last man and the last shilling if necessary must be our motto. Our people ask only for a definite and a strong lead; if they get that, we need have no fear of the outcome of the greatest struggle we have ever been called upon to wage.


Chapter Eight.

The Invisible Hand.
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I MAY FAIRLY claim to have taken perhaps a leading part in bringing home to the people of this country a realisation of the perils to which our foolish good nature has exposed us in the matter of the spy danger.

Though I am quite willing to admit that much has been done by our excelled Intelligence Department in putting a check upon the activities of the German spies since the War began, I cannot but confess that I look upon the continued presence in this country of some 22,000 German and Austrian enemies, allowed for the most part to go freely about their business, whatever it may be, with unmixed alarm.

I raised my voice against the presence of spies among us before the War, and since. Indeed, since the outbreak of hostilities I have addressed over a hundred audiences upon this very vital aspect of the War.

Before the crisis — as long ago as 1906 — I wrote and spoke of German spies; but for my pains I was jeered at by the public, laughed at by officialdom, and boycotted by a section of what is to-day known as the Hush-a-bye Press. Many times I sat with Lord Roberts, both of us in a state of despondency. He had tried to do his best to awaken Britain and point out the pitfall ahead, and I had, in my own modest way, endeavoured to assist him. But it was all to no purpose; and when I wrote the forecast, The Invasion, to which Lord Roberts wrote a striking preface, people busy with their money-making and under the hypnotism of the Hun, declared that the great Field Marshal was old, and that I was a mere alarmist.

In this War, united as we are to-day in the common cause, we have buried the past. The future alone — the way to win the War — concerns us.

We know quite well, and the facts have been admitted since the War began, that in times of peace not only our own country, but practically every country in the world, was overrun with a horde of Germans who, though ostensibly in business on their own account, were, in fact, secret agents for that department known as Number 70, Berlin. No nation has ever carried espionage to such lengths as it has been carried by the Germans, perhaps because there is no nation capable of so shamelessly abusing the hospitality of others and so flagrantly returning evil for good. I have no doubt whatever that the laxity shown not only by ourselves, but by other nations to Germans in times of peace, has been a matter for unmixed amusement in the secret councils of the Kaiser at Potsdam. To live in apparent peace and friendship for the express purpose of betraying is a Judas-like achievement in which no nation but the barbaric Teuton could take a pride, and there is ample evidence that before the War this was one of the favourite methods by which the German abroad served the interests of the Fatherland. This I have pointed out for years.

It cannot, alas, be pretended that, even since the War began, we have taken anything like adequate steps to protect ourselves against this grave national peril. Upon the outbreak of the War Germany took steps at once to intern or expel every enemy alien, and thus to put them out of the way of doing any injury. We cannot and do not complain of this; the complaints that have been made against the German proceedings were on the ground that the people interned were treated more like beasts than human beings. The mere fact of expulsion or internment was a matter of ordinary prudence, and the Germans were unquestionably right in taking no chances in the matter of espionage. Their action was only another instance of the thoroughness with which they had prepared for war, for there is no doubt that the steps taken were resolved upon long before war broke out; they could not otherwise have been taken with such promptness and on so great a scale.

Have we been as prudent? What was our action? Of the facts with regard to German spies in England the Government had been fully warned long before the War, and there was and is no excuse for any shilly-shallying with the subject. Yet for a long period hardly any action was taken to prevent the continued existence of a great danger, and it was only when the population became dangerously excited after the sinking of the Lusitania that internment was taken in hand with anything like vigour. And even this promise of Mr McKennas has not been maintained, for we are now informed officially that there are still some 22,000 Germans and Austrians uninterned! Can it be said that these people do not constitute a very grave and a very real danger?

I am quite willing to admit that a proportion of them are perfectly respectable, honest folk who have no sympathy, it may be, with the cause of Germany, and who would not do anything to harm the country of their adoption. There are undoubtedly even Germans who are not devoid of all decent feeling. But there can be little question that a great many of them are of quite another way of thinking, and would be only too willing to commit outrage, wreck trains, blow up factories, destroy munition works, and stab us in the back if the opportunity offered itself.

Some months after the War broke out Mr McKenna, who was then Home Secretary, published a long report in which he dealt with the steps that had been taken to break up the German spy system in England. Possibly the then existing spy organisation was very badly crippled — perhaps for a time it was even destroyed. But the Germans are a pertinacious people; they have since had time to reorganise and perfect their plans, and I have no doubt they have done so. That we have interfered with them is unquestionable, and thanks to the increasingly stringent passport system — adopted shortly after it was advocated in my book German Spies in England — the German agents no doubt find it increasingly difficult to come and go undetected. It has, however, to be recognised that no passport system can keep these gentry out altogether; we know that even in France the German agents, whether actually Germans by birth or not, are very active. We know, too, that they are active here; we have caught and shot no fewer than ten of them up to the time of writing. But will it be pretended that we have caught them all? It is much more likely that many of them are still at large among us, and still active, though their opportunities for mischief have been very drastically restricted by the admittedly splendid work of our Naval and Military Intelligence Departments.

Now I think it will be admitted that the purpose of internment is not punitive, but preventive. We do not want to visit the misdeeds of Germany upon those Germans who are helpless in our midst; we do not want to inflict any unnecessary hardships on those who are not in a position to defend themselves, and who, whatever their nationality, cannot be held responsible for the bestiality which has made the name German accursed for ever among civilised nations. But we do want, and I maintain that we are entitled, to protect ourselves against those who, living here unmolested, are eager to return only evil for good. If in the course of protecting ourselves we inflict some hardships on those who do not deserve them, we can feel regret, but we cannot blame ourselves. The fault lies not with us, but with those who plotted and arranged for war on an unexampled scale, and whose proceedings before and after war broke out were of a kind which put them completely out of court if they plead for any kind of consideration.

Without hesitation I say that it would be practically impossible for a German spy to do any effective work here if he were not aided and abetted by Germans resident in England. To be of any real value a spy must have been trained as such, and he must have a base from which to work; he must have a shelter in which he will be practically free from suspicion; he must have messengers and go-betweens who can move about freely without attracting undue attention. And it is quite certain that no German spy coming to England can obtain all these things except with the active help of Germans already domiciled here — naturalised Germans who are enjoying absolute freedom.

More than one German prisoner has escaped from our internment camps under circumstances which suggest very strongly that he has received help from people outside. That those people were British I refuse to believe. The inference is that they were Germans, and the conclusion is that all such people ought either to be interned or bundled, bag and baggage, out of the country. There is no safety in any middle course. It is for these reasons that I do urge very strongly that the Government shall at once take steps to see that all enemy aliens shall either be expelled or interned. I am convinced that our apathy in this direction, though it springs from feelings which are in every way creditable to our hearts, if not to our brains, is exposing us to dangers which, in these critical days, we should not be called upon to face.

The activity of German spies in England at the present moment needs no demonstrating. The Government has admitted it by the drastic steps they have taken to deal with the peril. But every nation spies during war-time, whatever they may do in peace, and I am certainly not going to blame the Government because German agents are able to come over here and send home information which may be of value to their country. Probably it would not be possible for the Government to stop them coming, and our Intelligence Department is entitled to congratulations upon the excellent work that has been done in detecting them. When the full story of their activities is told — if it ever is — it will be found how we have very often met and beaten the Hun at a game which he has been apt to consider as peculiarly his own. At the same time I do not think we have done all that we could and should have done, and the readiest way of helping on the good work would be to remorselessly intern or expel all enemy aliens, no matter what their status may be.

I am convinced that we should thus deal a formidable blow at the activities of the spies who visit our shores from time to time. They would be deprived at a stroke of their best protectors, and they would be exposed to a very greatly increased risk of detection. I admit that it would be very regrettable if some thousands of innocent Germans and Austrians, who, it may be, have a genuine admiration for England, and many of whom have sons serving in our Army, were thus inconvenienced. But the plain fact is that we cannot afford to take a single unnecessary risk, and whatever may be the inconvenience to the individual the safety of the State must be the first consideration.

It has been shown over and over again, both here and in other countries, that naturalisation is one of the favourite devices of the spy. It protects him by rendering him less likely to suspicion, and enables him to move about freely in places where the non-naturalised alien would have no chance of going. It has been proved during the present War that German troops have been led by men who had actually lived for many years in the district, and had come to be looked upon almost as natives. Naturally they made exceedingly efficient guides. Yet under cover of naturalisation they had been able for years to carry on active espionage work.

Then we also have the Invisible Hand. From August, 1914, to the present day a mysterious, silent, intelligent, Anglo-phobic mailed fist has been steadily at work for our discomfiture. Evidence of the existence of the Invisible Hand lies broadcast. As far as I know, however, only one person has publicly referred to it — the brilliant and well-informed writer who chooses to be known as Vanoc, of the Referee.

He has pointed out that no effort has been made to locate, to destroy, or to intern the owner of the Invisible Hand. Yet we have seen its deadly finger-prints in many departments and in many parts of England, Scotland, and Wales. We recognise them and their identity with those of our enemies.

Vanoc wrote on February 20, 1916, the following words, which should be carefully weighed in all their full meaning:

Ships with steam up waiting for weeks at a time in the Channel, for want of organisation, have cost the taxpayer thousands of pounds for demurrage. The artificial rise in freight is itself an effective blockade of England. That blockade is the work of the Invisible Hand.

Civilian doctors are overworked, while many doctors in Government service are hard put to it to find work until midday. Of all the events that have happened since the beginning of the War, the refusal of the late Ministry to hold a court-martial on the loss of the Formidable is probably the most dramatic and the most effective demonstration of the power of the Invisible Hand. I am not free to tell the true story. When it is told it will be found that the Invisible Hand was hard at work during the Irish troubles and in the Curragh Camp affair before the outbreak of war.

Captain Loxley and his faithful dog friend were drowned from the bridge of a ship handed over to the enemy by the Invisible Hand. The loss of Sir Christopher Craddocks squadron was the work of the Invisible Hand. Influencing honest Britons to organise the destruction of one of their cruiser squadrons, the deed was easily done. Lord Fisher of Kilverstone has never consciously been under the control of the Invisible Hand, but in his work at the Hague Conference he and Sir Charles Otley, both most honourable and noble-minded English gentlemen, were the unconscious instruments of the Invisible Hand.

The bogey of the neutral Powers is a fiction concocted in the damp, sinister palm of the Invisible Hand. At the meeting at Cannon Street Hotel on February 14, 1916, Lord Devonport made it clear to London men of business that an occult force is at work able to use the resources of the British Empire to feed, arm, succour, and strengthen Germany.

The writer went on to point out that of all the triumphs of the Invisible Hand there was none greater than its successful manipulation of events which led to the escape of the Goeben and the Breslau; to the war with Turkey; to the death or disablement of 206,000 men of our race in the Gallipoli Peninsula; and in conclusion he wrote:

The finger-prints of the Invisible Hand show that it has a sense of humour. We have not only been steadily checked or defeated on land for eighteen months, but we have been contemptuously checked or defeated. When the last troops left Gallipoli an aeroplane hovered over the farewell scene. A paper was dropped on which was inscribed, We dont want to lose you, but we think you ought to go. Between the Scylla of silly optimism and the Charybdis of ignorant pessimism there is a narrow strait. To steer our course we must take the Invisible Hand off the helm. We can win this War, but no longer can we win it easily. That feat is possible only if the Fleet is unshackled and the methods that are so successful at sea are applied to the administration of the land. The appointment of Mr Joseph Pease — a Quaker and a president of the Peace Society — to the Ministry at the present time is a piece of work upon which the Invisible Hand is to be warmly congratulated.

If we are to win the War, the identity of this Invisible Hand must be exposed and its sinister influence defeated. We have seen it at work in a hundred devious ways — the protection of the enemy alien, the amazing leniency shown towards spies, the splendid efforts of one department strangled by the red tape of another, the protection of German-owned property and funds, the provision of delights at Donington Hall and other Hun hostels; indeed, the whole of the Dont-hurt-the-poor-German policy which has been the amazement of ourselves and neutrals alike.

It was this Invisible Hand which destroyed the splendid Dominion Parliament House at Ottawa. Indeed, the Invisible Hand has been responsible for no fewer than fifty-eight incendiary fires in factories engaged in war work in the United States; and by its sinister direction large quantities of our merchant shipping, with passengers and crews, have been sent to its doom. It was the fatal Invisible Hand which blew up the great explosive factory in Havre; the Invisible Hand which suborned the despicable fellow Lincoln, ex-M.P., to become a traitor and endeavour to lead our Grand Fleet into a cunningly-prepared trap laid for it by the Navy of the Kiel Canal. Therefore one wonders what may be the next blow dealt against us by this mysterious unknown influence, which seems to be the hand of Satan set upon us.

Is it, indeed, the Invisible Hand which to-day refuses to allow some of our Government Departments to be cleansed of the Teuton taint?

Let us take off the gloves and fight this treacherous, unscrupulous, and untrustworthy foe with a firm and heavy fist. We must coddle the Hun no longer. In the past the Home Department has been far too lenient towards the enemy in our midst; and though there are signs of improvement, yet much more remains to be done.

In these days of the Zeppelin menace and daylight raids by Black Cross aeroplanes there is a distinct and ever-present peril in allowing so many enemy aliens to be at large. Further, it is hardly reassuring to Englishmen that, while they are going forward to train and to fight, their places in business and elsewhere may be taken by enemy aliens who have been officially exempted from internment.

The last published official figures given in the House of Commons by the Home Department show that no fewer than 7,233 enemy aliens have been exempted. In the London area alone there were still at large 9,355 male enemy aliens and 8,207 female enemy aliens, while 471 male enemy aliens were still allowed to reside and wander in prohibited areas.

I maintain that if we mean to win — and we do — this state of things must cease. I have raised my voice against it on many occasions. And because I have dared to do so I have received many threats and warnings of an untimely end from these uninterned gentry who are allowed to go and come about London and other large cities, eager and ready to assist the enemy should a raid either by air or land be attempted upon us.

Already we have seen what spies have accomplished in America, and how widespread is all their plots. The recent proceedings in the New York Courts and the official publication of the correspondence found upon the spies Von Papen and Boy-Ed is still fresh in the memory of readers.

Not only in America, in Canada, and in South Africa — where maps were found ready printed showing that colony as a German colony! — but also in Australia, there has lately been revealed the subtle influence of this same Invisible Hand.

The Melbourne Age, one of the most responsible journals in Australia, published a long exposure of the whole series of plots in its issues in the first week of January, 1916.

In one, under the heading Treachery in Excelsis, it said:

We come now to Germanys supreme act of treachery in our regard. It will be recollected that just prior to the War Australia was visited by the British Association for the Advancement of Science for the purpose of holding here its annual international conference. Our visitors and guests comprised the most eminent men of science from all countries in the world. Germany sent four of her most distinguished professors, viz, Dr Albert Penck, Dr E. Goldstein, Dr Graebner, and Dr Pringsheim. These learned gentlemen still lingered in the Commonwealth when war was declared. They immediately approached the Federal Government for permission to return to Germany, representing that they were international scientists, and therefore neutrals, and that although by accident of birth German citizens, they belonged to the whole world, and ought not to be detained. The Commonwealth Government assented to this proposition, and merely required the savants to take the oath of neutrality. Dr Eugen Goldstein and Dr Albert Penck promptly took the oath. The former went off to Java; the latter took ship to England.

Dr Graebner and Dr Pringsheim appeared to be more dilatory than their confrères, and raised all sorts of objections. These, however, were overruled by the Australian authorities, and at length they took the oath.

Proceeding, the Age says:

Suspicion fell on them, and their correspondence was intercepted and examined, luckily for us, before they sailed. Their correspondence proved that they were spies, and they were immediately arrested and interned. Dr Eugen Goldstein got clear away. But not so Dr Albert Penck. The last-named professors baggage was overhauled during his journey to Europe under cabled instructions from the war authorities. It contained even more complete information concerning Australias military preparations and intentions than the correspondence of Graebner and Pringsheim, and it contained in addition most excellent military contour maps of the country surrounding some of our largest capital cities — maps which could have no vestige of use for any purpose than to serve the ends of a German army of invasion. The maps and other information collected by these eminent German scientists were not the work of a day or of a month. They were of a character to prove that Germany had sent the professors to Australia to steal our dearest defence secrets from us, and to repay our hospitality by paving the way for our destruction. The professors, in short, were official German spies. When Dr Penck arrived a prisoner in England he was recognised, moreover, as a German scientist who had in past years led several scientific expeditions to the Isle of Wight, overtly to examine the peculiar geology of the island, but really to spy on Portsmouth, Britains most important naval base in the English Channel. It is unlikely that Dr Professor Albert Penck will ever see Germany again. When the above facts are considered, what Australian is there can continue to cherish any doubt as to Germanys designs upon the Commonwealth?

From every British colony there has come to us the same story of the clever and ingenious plotting by the enemy alien, just as we have at home daily illustrations of him at his evil work.

Our Allies grappled quickly and drastically with the enemy alien at the very outbreak of war. Russia led the way. Within four days of the declaration of war the Tzar signed a ukase ordering the deportation of all German and Austrian women and children, the internment of all Germans and Austrians, both naturalised and unnaturalised, and, further, the sale of all enemy-owned property by public auction!

Thus a clean and entire sweep was made of the plotters and traitors at one blow, and the German spy system ceased to exist in the Russian Empire.

If we desire to avoid a serious set-back, or even, perhaps, serious disaster when the day of the hammer-blow dawns, we must adopt Russias example and intern all enemy aliens, both the naturalised and the unnaturalised, irrespective of age or social distinction.

The leopard cannot change his spots, and the born German remains a German to the end of his days. The silly naturalisation farce is far too thin a cloak in these days of our national peril, when we are fighting for our loved ones, our homes, and our honour. I admit that to intern all naturalised Germans would, in many cases, inflict serious discomfort upon many men who have lived with us for years and become to all intents and purposes good Britishers. But in war, and in such a world-war as this, one unfortunately cannot discriminate. Personally I am acquainted with some good naturalised Germans, and I also know some bad and highly suspicious ones.

But surely at this moment, when all factors point to our ultimate victory, we will not allow the Invisible Hand to hold open the gate for the entrance of a barbarous enemy into our land?

The hilarious farce of internment and of exemption a few weeks later must no longer continue. Enemy aliens must no longer be allowed to go on honeymoons, or men go down to conduct their business in the City. Every enemy alien now at large in the United Kingdom must be put again behind stout barbed wire, and Mr McKennas promise, extracted by that great demonstration of women under Lady Glanusk at the Mansion House, must be kept to the letter to the country.

My demand is that all should be interned, irrespective of whether they have paid their fees and taken the so-called oath or not. Every German who becomes naturalised as an Englishman is a traitor to his country, and we have no room for traitors in this country to-day.

If we are to win we must promptly curb the evil activities of these wandering denizens of Lord Haldanes spiritual home, a sentiment which I express whole-heartedly, and with which I know, from the mass of correspondence daily reaching me, is shared by a very large number of prominent peers, politicians, and citizens.

We must break up the Black Cross of Satan for ever.


Chapter Nine.

Compulsory Service Britains Master-Stroke.

[image: img296.jpg]

NO GREATER EVIDENCE could be forthcoming of the absolute determination of the British people to fight the War to a finish than the adoption, in the teeth of our most cherished prejudices, of the principle of compulsory service. Limited in its action though it may be, so watered down, apparently of set purpose, that only a very tiny fraction of men will or need be affected by it, the passing of the Act into law definitely marks a new departure for Britain, and for the first time ranges her alongside the rest of the nations of Europe in emphasising the principle — as old as law itself — that in times of stress and danger the State has the right to call upon all of its sons to come forward and do personal service in defence of the common weal. That, at least, is a very great step in advance. We can be sure it was noted with pleasure and gratification in France and Russia, and with very much the reverse feelings in Germany.

Of all the numerous problems which the War forced suddenly into prominence, this was by far the most urgent and most important. No one imagined, when the War broke out, that in less than eighteen months we should see a measure dealing with compulsory service on the Statute Book of England. That, however, is only to say that few, if any, people realised what the War was going to be; I am firmly convinced that if the problem had been boldly faced in August, 1914, and the people told plainly what it was they were up against, they would no more have hesitated than they did when the time finally came for a decision. I do not think there is the slightest doubt that, in spite of the occasional clamour of the cranks who, like the poor, are always with us, the Act is on the whole secure in the hearty approval of the great mass of the people.

As those who have done me the honour of reading my books will remember, I have been for many years a convinced advocate of the principle of compulsory national service for all. The principle is now adopted in part, and it would serve no good purpose to go again into the arguments for and against it. But there are one or two points to which, even in such a book as this, attention may we usefully drawn. We have to remember that for the first time in our history we have undertaken the responsibility of waging a land war on a national scale. That is to say, we have taken the field with nations whose armies consist literally of the nation in arms.

By hook or by crook we have to maintain our position. Magnificent as has been the response to the call for volunteers, it could not be expected that it would be sufficient under such conditions, partly, of course, because our people were confronted by a set of conditions to which they were absolutely strangers. It was not that there was any real decline in their patriotism — that I do not believe for a moment. Shirkers and slackers, of course, there were and are, as there have always been and will always be in every nation under the sun. But upon the whole the response of the manhood of England to the appeal for recruits was so magnificent that we are justified in regarding it with every feeling of pride. And, convinced as I am of the benefits which national service confers upon the nations which adopt it, I should have been glad from the bottom of my heart if we had been able to carry this War to a successful conclusion on the principles of voluntarism which has served us so long. It would have been a glorious vindication of those very principles of liberty which this country went into the War to uphold.

But, after all, there is no derogation from the liberty of the subject in being called upon to serve the State which protects him and to which he owes the very possibility of existence in peace and comfort. That principle is as old as liberty itself; without it liberty, as we understand it to-day, would never have been won; perhaps civilisation itself would have been centuries farther back. It is an utter misrepresentation to speak as though the conscript, which has been made a word of evil omen by the very journals which a few short years ago were holding up everything German for our admiration, were a much-to-be-pitied individual with no rights and no liberties. Because German drill-sergeants happen to be brutes — as the Germans en masse have proved themselves to be — there is no reason for thinking that we need share their brutality. The experience of France, of Switzerland, of Italy — indeed, of every country except Germany that has adopted the principle of compulsion — does not support the comfortable and lazy theory that brutes are created by the militarism which some of our facile writers fail entirely to understand. It is the innate brutality of the Prussian which has produced the horrible results we see springing from German militarism, not the principle of compulsion introduced as a matter of national self-preservation.

We are an insular Power, and as such we have been able in the past to rely almost entirely upon our Fleet for protection against our enemies; our land campaigns of the past, glorious though they have often been, bear little relation to the present struggle, in which the greatest battles of bygone days — battles which have decided the fate of nations — would be dwarfed to mere incidents hardly worth a paragraph in the official report. The campaigns of to-day are being fought not by armies but by nations in arms — a very important distinction. Only a few short years ago, when armies were tiny compared with the vast hosts of to-day, a single battle often decided a war. To-day battles which dwarf the greatest struggles of the past into comparative insignificance are nothing more than mere incidents in the far-flung lines of the contending hosts. And the huge size of modern armies has been made possible only by the system which takes the young and able-bodied and compulsorily trains them with a view to military service when war comes. We did not invent that system; indeed, we refused to adopt it long after it had come into operation among all other European nations. But we have to meet the system in operation in the field against us, and we have hitherto been trying with hastily improvised armies to beat nations which have spent half a century in training their manhood in the use of arms. I rejoice that such marvellous efforts have been made, and that such wonderful results have been achieved under the voluntary system. But that system can never produce the nation in arms, and it is emphatically the nation in arms that is required if we are to beat the Germans. Before this frightful struggle ends we shall certainly require to make every effort of which we, as a nation and an Empire, are capable.

It is a little difficult to understand the opposition to the principle of compulsory service. By the common law of almost all nations the State has the right to call upon the individual for assistance in protecting the State against the common enemy. I do not see, indeed, how this right can be disputed, for to dispute it would be to cut at the very foundations of organised society. One can, of course, readily understand wide differences of opinion as to the advisability or necessity of adopting a compulsory system, especially in the middle of a great war, but against the principle itself I fail to see any valid argument. Salus populi lex suprema. If the interests of the nation demand the introduction of compulsion, whether during a war or not, I cannot understand how it can be opposed either in principle or as a matter of expediency.

Now it must be quite clearly understood that, so far as Britain is concerned, the adoption of the principle of compulsion was purely a matter of expediency, and those lifelong opponents of compulsory service who found themselves able to support the Act sacrificed none of their convictions or principles in doing so. We had reached a stage in the War when the problem of finding enough men to keep our armies in the field up to full strength had become critical. Mr Asquith had pledged himself — quite rightly, as I think — that the married men who enlisted under the Derby group system should not be called up while any considerable number of single slackers remained deaf to every call that was made upon them. In this I believe he was absolutely right, and I believe he had behind him the vast preponderance of intelligent opinion in the country, including, though the fact has been disputed, the bulk of the working-class population. We were unquestionably drafting into the Army too large a proportion of married men, and widows and orphans were being made at a rate that was positively appalling. It was quite obvious that something must be done to put a stop to this condition of things, and the famous pledge of Mr Asquith was the result. And when it was found that the unmarried men still remained outside the Army, the passage into law of a measure of compulsion could be nothing more than a matter of time.

The Act was frankly a temporising measure, and my own personal belief is that it does not go nearly far enough. Mr Asquith has declared that he does not think the situation calls for a measure of general compulsion, and he must be in possession of facts which are hidden from the public. Present indications suggest that he is right; whether he was wise to bolt and bar the door to general compulsion so emphatically as he did is another matter. It was certainly a very remarkable statement of Lord Kitchener, reported to the House of Commons by Mr Walter Long, that the Act as it stood would provide all the men required to ensure victory, a statement which seems hardly to have attracted the attention that it deserved. Both Mr Asquith and Lord Kitchener may be right, and it is certainly true that our prospects are brighter than they have been for many months.

In view of what may conceivably happen in the future, there is one misconception with regard to national service which it is perhaps worth while to try to clear up. It is too hastily assumed that the men who are swept into the net of a compulsory system are necessarily drafted to the fighting ranks. This, of course, is a mistake pure and simple. One of the greatest advantages of the compulsory system is that by its means men can be employed just at the work where their services are most needed. It is quite certain that had we had a compulsory service system in operation when the War broke out we should have seen less of the enlistment into the fighting services of men whose brains and muscles were urgently needed in other directions. We should not, for instance, have seen three hundred thousand miners sent to the trenches while we were short of coal at home; we should not have seen our munition works held up through shortage of skilled labour consequent upon high-class mechanics joining the fighting line. Each man would have been sent to serve where he was most needed, and this, it seems to me, is one of the strongest arguments that can be adduced in favour of the principle of compulsion.

Under all the circumstances the adoption of compulsion has been achieved with wonderfully little disturbance. There have been none of those wild outbreaks of popular passion which were so strenuously forecasted by the thick-and-thin opponents of compulsion. As my readers are, of course, aware, the adoption of compulsion by President Lincoln during the American Civil War was followed by serious disturbances which had to be suppressed by troops brought from the front, and which caused grievous loss of life. We have seen nothing of the kind here, and I do not think we are likely to do so. The country is united and determined to win the War, and the anti-conscription efforts of certain misguided folk have been received with the contempt they deserved. The quiet acceptance of the Act is all the more remarkable when we remember that owing to the operation of the censorship the people generally were very ill-informed about the War, and it is certain that up to quite a recent date they did not realise all that was involved or the magnitude of the task we had undertaken. The wonder is not that a system of compulsion became necessary, but that under the bad system of secrecy we succeeded in raising armies totalling some three millions of men by the voluntary plan. There could be no greater testimony to the genuine patriotism of the workers of England. Happily, the country is now more fully awake to the facts of the situation, and has achieved a better realisation of what the struggle really means.

Nothing has been more remarkable than the attitude of Labour on this subject. We have been told over and over again that the workers of Britain would never accept the principle of compulsion; we have found, in fact, that it has gained the support of all that is best in the Labour ranks. There can be no doubt that one of the greatest difficulties in the way was the hasty and ill-advised resolution passed by the Trade Union Congress at Bristol in January, 1915. It is not necessary to enter into the causes which led to the passing of that most unhappy resolution. Suffice it to say that it put the Trade Unionists in the position of declaring that they would prefer to see the Empire go to ruin rather than see the principle of compulsion introduced. I felt at the time — and subsequent events have justified my belief — that this was a grave libel upon the patriotism of our workers. The Merthyr by-election, when the official Liberal and Labour candidate was decisively beaten by an Independent candidate, who won a tremendous victory on a straight compulsion issue in a constituency which had always been regarded as a stronghold of every idea that would be opposed to compulsion, came as a dramatic surprise. In all probability that election did more than any other single thing to make compulsion possible, and it certainly showed that the working classes of this country had changed their minds on a subject on which it was supposed their minds were irrevocably made up. We were to learn later that their opposition to compulsion was based not on compulsion itself, but on the fear that conscripts would be used to settle industrial troubles as was done in the case of the French railway strike. But the assurance on this head given by Mr Asquith seems to have removed what latent hostility there was to the proposals of the Government, and as a result there is every prospect that the Act will work as smoothly as we could desire or expect.

Under all the circumstances it is easy to sympathise with the attitude of the Labour leaders when they met for the Trade Union Congress of 1916. They found themselves faced with the resolution passed twelve months before under very different circumstances. They knew better — they had been told frankly by Lord Kitchener — the extreme urgency of our needs, and they certainly had no desire to embarrass the Government or stand in the way of the Empire winning the victory. But we have to recognise the facts of human nature. It is not easy for any of us to eat our words, and yet it seemed as if the Congress must either do so or take up a frankly disloyal attitude. They were deeply pledged against compulsion, and it needs no very powerful effort of the imagination to see that they were in a position of some difficulty.

Luckily, a way was found out of the seeming impasse. The Congress decided to adhere to its resolution condemning compulsory service as a matter of principle, but it decisively defeated a proposal to work for the repeal of the Act which had already been passed. The national spirit of compromise came strongly to the front. I wrote before the Congress met: However difficult it may be for them to swallow the very definite declaration of the last Congress, I think the majority of them, if the present recruiting movement fails, will loyally accept the logical sequel. Those words were abundantly justified. In view of the partial failure of Lord Derbys scheme, the Congress took the natural and proper view. Abating none of their strongly held objections to compulsion, they accepted the Bill as the lesser of two evils: better put up with a modified measure of compulsion now than endure defeat, with all the horrors that it would imply, in the future. And there can be no reasonable doubt that that view is far more widely held among the working classes than is shown by the voting of a caucus in which the most extreme Socialist and Syndicalist element has secured a measure of representation which it does not deserve.

As to whether the Act will give us all the men we need, we can only go on and hope for the best. Lord Kitchener apparently thinks it will, and he ought to be in a position to know. But we have to remember that in modern warfare the drain upon an army and the wastage of men — not only from actual casualties in fighting, but from sickness and other causes — is appalling. It has been officially stated that our losses by wastage from all causes amount to fifteen per cent, per month of all the forces in the field. That is to say, that if we have a million men under arms they will have to be replaced every six months! And even this appalling rate of loss might well be exceeded if fighting became very severe; if, for instance, we had to fight battles such as the first and second battles of Ypres. Fighting on an even larger scale, it must be remembered, is only too probable if the Allies undertake the big push which shall throw the Huns out of their entrenchments in the West, to say nothing of a possible advance from Salonica and more fighting in Mesopotamia. It will thus be seen that the requirements of the Army in the matter of drafts during the next few months will be on a gigantic scale, and we cannot afford to run the risk of being short of men.

The time is assuredly coming when the German reserves will begin to give out in view of the enormous extent of front they had to defend. That will be the opportunity of the Allies; and unless we are then in a position swiftly to make good all possible losses and fling more and ever more men into the fight to administer the coup de grâce, the War may well drag on — almost certainly it would drag on — to an inconclusive ending which would be only one remove less disastrous than defeat. It is against such a possibility as this that we have to guard, and we can only do so by deciding that, cost what it may — whether by compulsion or not, whether only the single men are taken or whether every able-bodied man shall be swept into the ranks — the fighting lines of our armies shall be maintained at fighting strength. So much we owe to ourselves, to our Empire, and to the thousands of gallant souls who have given their all in order that we may live out our lives in peace. To falter now would be not only ingratitude to the fallen, but would be the blackest treachery to everything which we know as civilisation.

Mr Asquith has declared that he will be no party to any further measure of general compulsion. I can only assume that he means by this that he is confident of victory under existing circumstances, and I hope and believe he is right. But it would be foolish to disguise from ourselves that war is a very chancy and uncertain business, and that there are few subjects upon which it is more foolhardy to dogmatise. We have seen something during this War of the wreck which has fallen on the reputations of the military experts. And, believe we never so strongly in victory, there is no disguising the fact that our expectations may be falsified by events. In such a case — supposing we require more men than we can obtain by the measure of limited compulsion that we have adopted — are we to lose the War for want of stronger measures? That will hardly, I think, be contended, and if the men wanted are not forthcoming they must be found by sterner measures.

We must win or go under is the great truth we have to keep for ever before our eyes and before the eyes of our fellow-countrymen. And to secure victory there must be no half-measures. If Mr Asquith finds himself unable to undertake the task of raising the men urgently needed — should more be required — other men and other measures must fill the gaps. On that point, at least, there must be no faltering.

I do not believe the workers to-day are troubling themselves very greatly about the nice ethical points for or against the principle of compulsion. They are judging on broad lines, and I am confident they view the question in a light very different from that in which they regarded it when the War broke out. Since those days they have learnt from the example of Belgium and France what is involved in German rule, and their change of views has been helped by a realisation of the magnitude of the task which lies before us. They know that the War is for us a matter of self-preservation, and I believe such opposition to compulsion as still survives comes solely from other and more doctrinaire classes. What the country asks from the Government is a clear and unmistakable lead. If the Government will but take the nation fully and frankly into its confidence, if those who are entitled to speak for the nation will call upon the nation for the greatest and supremest effort of its history, I do not believe there will be any hesitation in the response whether we decide to extend the principle of compulsion or not. I believe the result will be to astonish and confound those who have more or less openly suggested that the spirit of England is not what it was, and that the Englishman has lost in a great measure the stern invincibility and determination which in his forefathers made England what she is and has always been.

So far we have adopted what Lord Lansdowne has described as a homeopathic dose of compulsion. The description is apt; I hope the dose will be sufficient to dispel the disease. But there is one point on which we must be on our guard: the list of reserved trades whose men are not to be taken for the Army is growing at an alarming rate. We know that one of the results of this has been to cut down very seriously the number of men who ought to have joined the colours under Lord Derbys group scheme; we must be careful lest we lose more men than we should from the same cause under the Compulsion Act. It is necessary, of course, that our trade must be kept going as far as possible; otherwise we shall not be able to pay for the War.

But we must remember at the same time that victory is and must be our first consideration, for without this we shall have no trade to look after. And if, in our eagerness to conserve our trade, we neglect or starve the fighting forces, we shall pay a terrible and appalling penalty. That is the worst of doing things by halves; one generally finds in the long run that it would have been better and cheaper to have made a good job at the first. It is more than likely that the reserved occupations will turn out to be the crux of the whole question, and the rapidly growing lists give rise to a feeling of apprehension as to whether we shall not fail, if they are extended indefinitely, to get the men we require. I earnestly hope that this most important subject is receiving careful attention, and that we shall have such periodical revisions of the lists as experience may show to be necessary. All will be well so long as we do not risk, for the sake of supposed trade advantages, any shortage of men in the actual fighting lines.

The willing adoption by our people of the principle of compulsion has been Britains master-stroke in this war. Nothing else, I am convinced, could have had such an effect upon our friends, our enemies, and the neutral nations, whether friendly to us or the reverse. Nothing else could have shown so clearly the unalterable determination of the British people, or proved so unmistakably that at length — late, it is true, but better late than never — the cold and deadly pertinacity of Britain, the dour temper which never knows when it is beaten and never lets go, has been fully roused. Britain, it is said, wins but one victory in every war, but that victory is the last. That is one victory we mean to win in this War, if it takes us ten or twenty years to do it. We fought Napoleon for twenty years; we won the last victory at Waterloo. It will not be twenty years before the Allies win the victory that shall put an end to the pretensions of the upstart who aspires to be the Napoleon of the twentieth century.


Chapter Ten.

Germanys Colossal Blunders.
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IT IS THE fashion of our arm-chair critics and pessimists to talk and write as though all the triumphs of the campaign belonged to Germany, while all the mistakes and misfortunes were the exclusive attributes of the Allies. The perfection of the German military machine is held up eternally for our admiration; we are told day by day — and several times a day — to pay tributes of wondering admiration to the marvels Germany has accomplished. It is pointed out to us how much of her enemies territory she has occupied, and even, sometimes, how impossible it will ever be to turn her out. We are even besought by certain faint-hearts to make peace while we can on the generous terms which Germany has announced herself willing to concede if we will only admit her over-lordship of Europe, an admission we have not the slightest intention of making either now or in the future.

Now I am not going to deny that we and the rest of the Allies have made mistakes, alike in policy, strategy, and tactics; in fact, if you will, in every field of the War. But the nation that can wage war without making mistakes has yet to be discovered, and it is certain that if such a nation ever arises it will speedily dominate the world. Let it be admitted that we have made mistakes in plenty, and that we shall make many more before we see the end of this terrible business. It still remains true that the mistakes of the Allies have been as dust in the balance compared with those made by Germany. I fear many of my readers may think this a hard saying, but I shall try to demonstrate its literal truth.

The first and greatest of the mistakes made by the Allied nations was that they failed to foresee years ago that the War was inevitable, and that Germany was firmly resolved that it should break out just when it was most convenient to her. There we have, in a nutshell, the basis of all our troubles. Of Germanys intentions in the matter there has not been a shadow of doubt; thinkers like Mr Frederic Harrison, and soldiers like Lord Roberts, saw very clearly what was coming, and even that much-abused individual, the man in the street, has for years had more than an uneasy suspicion that Germany was plotting mischief. The famous Kruger telegram, the trouble at Samoa, the visit of the Panther to Agadir, the numberless occasions during the past few years when Germany has interfered in matters which were no concern of hers, ought surely to have been enough to put us on our guard. And on top of all this we have Lord Haldanes bland admission that he came back from his Berlin visit feeling very uneasy as to Germanys intentions. Just after war broke out a very old friend of my own — a man who knows Germany and the Germans well — wrote to remind me that seven or eight years ago he prophesied that war would break out in 1914, when the Kiel Canal widening was to be completed.

I do not see how, in the face of all these facts, we can pretend for an instant that we had not ample warning of the cataclysm which has overtaken the world. I do not say that we were any blinder than the rest of those who are now on our side, but I do say that our failure to make ready in time was the most powerful factor in bringing about the War, and gave Germany an initial advantage which we are now only beginning to wrest from her. For Germany was ready — ready down to the last proverbial button on her soldiers gaiters — and nothing but the gigantic blunders she has made in the conduct of the War has saved civilisation from being overrun by the hordes whom the Kaiser is proud to recognise as the modern successors of Attila. Had the nations of Europe dropped their mutual jealousies five years ago, and clearly warned Germany that the first act of aggression on her part would bring all of them into the field against her, how different would have been the course of modern history!

Let us go back to the beginning of things and examine some of Germanys blunders from the very outset. We have, in the first place, ample evidence that Germany counted with confidence that the War would be short — that she would, in effect, repeat her triumph of 1870-71 on a grander scale. We know that this was so from the evidence of her own writers and statesmen and people, both before and since the War began. The programme was, on paper, delightfully simple. In view of the solemn treaties into which Germany had entered, France had refrained from fortifying her Belgian frontier.

This simplified matters for Germany. Belgian neutrality was to be contemptuously violated and France attacked on her weakest front, the inconvenient line of fortresses along the Rhine being thus carefully avoided. Belgium, it was calculated, would not dare to resist her mighty adversary, or, if she did, so much the worse for her. France was to be shattered in a brief campaign — so effectively shattered, as Germans themselves boasted, that she could never again be a menace. England, fat and lazy England, it was confidently reckoned, would not interfere, or could not interfere in time on land. France disabled permanently, the victorious Germans were to turn on slow-moving Russia, whose mobilisation could not be completed for months, and who was to be hopelessly smashed by the weight of the combined Austro-German arms before she could get her giant legions into the field. Serbia, of course, the ostensible cause of all the trouble, would be of no account, and could be crushed with hardly an effort, leaving the way open for German domination through Bulgaria and Turkey, and on to Persian Mesopotamia and the East. England, the chief adversary in the German dream of world-power, was to be left to be settled with at a more auspicious season.

Now, we have had our trials and disappointments since war broke out, and we shall have more, but I ask in sober seriousness if a fraction of our plans have gone wrong so completely as has every single factor upon which Germany counted for the success of her scheme? We know what happened. Belgium refused to barter her honour for peace, and it is beyond question that the three weeks delay her heroic resistance secured for the Allies saved Europe. France showed herself as great as of old, and her sons flung themselves into the fight with a gallantry which has proved unconquerable. The outrage on Belgium brought England into the fray, and her contemptible little army played no inglorious part in shattering the German advance. Russia mobilised with a speed which startled the world, and her legions were thundering at the gates of Germany weeks ahead of what the Germans had been pleased to regard as the schedule time. Serbia threw back the Austrian armies in an appalling defeat, and in a very few weeks Germany must have realised that she had to face that long and dragging war which every single one of her military writers had foretold must prove ruinous to her. When I say Germany I mean, of course, the German military authorities; the German people were kept in an abysmal ignorance of the facts of the case. It is not too much to say that within three months of the outbreak of the War the German Higher Command must have begun to realise that whatever might be the outcome of the struggle it was not going to be a German triumph. And we may be sure that they have since realised it with ever-growing clearness.

It cannot, of course, be supposed that the Germans neglected altogether the possibility that England might join the Alliance against them, though there is very good ground for the belief that they were vastly surprised that we should fight them over a scrap of paper. But they took the risk, and they took it the more readily because they had for years been assured that England, if not too proud to fight, was at least too wealthy and too lazy to have any stomach for such an enterprise as an armed conflict with the supermen of Germany. Hence the insolent offers that were made to buy us off at the expense of France. And there is little doubt that the Germans believed that even if we did come in we should be of trifling account in the land war, while they reckoned that they could at least keep their Fleet in safety until their submarines had either starved us into submission or had so weakened our Fleet that it could hope to operate at sea with a reasonable chance of success. They thought, in fact, that as a factor in a continental war England could safely be neglected. Certain is it that they never for a moment dreamed that England could raise and put into the field armies on the scale of millions which, in respect of equipment and training, would rival or eclipse anything that Germany could show to the world.

Yet that is precisely what England has done. Man for man the British Army is superior to that of Germany, and it is better trained and better equipped. And it has not yet developed its full fighting force, while the armies of Germany, weakened by eighteen months of terrific fighting, have long passed their zenith. Germany has squandered her best troops, and is beginning at last to fall back on inferior organisations; we have millions of the pick of the nation who have not yet taken the field. They will do so in good time, and with ample reserves behind them. General Frenchs contemptible little army has been a surprise for the Kaiser.

So much for German blunders on land; what can we say about her blunders at sea? The policy of attrition has failed lamentably, and we are not yet starved out by the submarines or greatly perturbed by the threats of new frightfulness which periodically emanate from Berlin. Our Fleet is actually stronger than it was when war began; Germany has lost far more in proportion, and her losses in cruisers — the eyes and ears of the battle squadrons — have been particularly disastrous. The German flag, except as shown by the submarine pirates and occasional raiders, has vanished from the oceans of the world, and with it has gone Germanys gigantic overseas trade, which was the very life-blood of her industrial prosperity.

The probable attitude of England towards the War must have been the subject of a good deal of speculation in the Wilhelmstrasse before Germany threw down the gauntlet to the world, and here again we have an excellent example of the blundering of German diplomacy. We shall never know exactly what advice Prince Lichnowsky gave from London to his Imperial master. It is said that he warned the Kaiser not to allow himself to run away with the idea that England was too much occupied with internal disputes to fight. However that may be, there is every reason for thinking that those who at the time were preaching the possibility of civil war in Ireland did much to convince Germany that the time was ripe for the great adventure. The Germans failed, in the blundering German way, to realise that while Englands troubles are her own, her cause is the cause of humanity and civilisation, and that the first threat of attack on either would bring her warring parties into one formidable cohesion which would defy any possible menace of trouble within. That is precisely what happened, and it must have been the surprise of their lives for the German diplomats.

The Colonies, as we know, represented in the eyes of the Germans so much ripe fruit ready at a touch to drop from the rotten parent tree. India was seething with revolt — according to the German war party; South Africa was represented as ready to throw itself into the lap of Germany for the sake of shaking off the very shadowy British yoke. Can any of the mistakes we have made in politics or strategy match this record of blundering ineptitude? We know how India and the Dominions and South Africa responded to the call of Empire. India, Canada, and Australia have sealed anew with their blood the tie which binds them to the Mother Country; to-day a Dutch South African is busy turning the Germans out of the last bit which remains to them of their once huge Colonial Empire. Perhaps we blundered in our diplomacy in the Balkans, but at least we have not blundered, as the Germans have done, in every part of the world where chance of blundering lay open to us.

So far I have dealt only with German blunders, political and military, in anticipation of war. Let us turn now to some of her blunders in the actual conduct of operations in the field. I do not mean the blunders of subordinates, but the mistakes of strategy and policy which are capable of ruining the best-planned and most carefully-thought-out campaign.

The violation of the neutrality of Belgium may have been an advantage from the point of view of strategy; whether it was or not, the Germans thought it was, and that was good enough for them. If it would be an advantage to Germany, they were prepared to undertake it, and treaty obligations troubled them not one whit. That it would instantly range all civilised opinion against them seems never to have entered their heads. But even after they had crossed Belgium their grand strategy was lamentable. They succumbed to the lure of Paris at a time when they ought to have been thinking solely of the northern ports of France, which were practically open to them, and Paris proved to be the magnet which drew them on to their undoing.

The menace to Paris roused the French to fury, and produced superhuman exertions which a contest on the soil of France elsewhere might very possibly not have evoked. Moreover, the German threat at Paris gave the English time to come into action with what proved to be decisive effect. Was there no German blundering here? What, I wonder, would have been the result if the Germans had in those early days of the War flung all their force at the coasts of Northern France? How should we have met the menace with the sea bases largely in German hands? What would have been our position in the naval warfare to-day?

And even with Paris almost in their grasp, the Germans failed — failed as lamentably as they possibly could. They never even suspected the existence of that great army of Paris which General Manoury had formed under their very noses, as it were. And when on that fatal day Von Kluck found himself faced with a new danger from that great army which issued from the gates of the French capital, what did he do? He committed a blunder which has been condemned by every military writer by trying to march his retreating columns across the front of the British Army which lay parallel to the line of his retreat. No doubt he reckoned that after its terrific gruelling in the great retreat the British Army was in no shape to take offensive action against him. But it was his business to know, not to think; probably his Teutonic arrogance led him to believe that no troops after such a retreat could stand up against the pick of the German arms. He was soon undeceived. General Joffre struck at once and with all his might, seizing with the truest military genius and insight the psychological moment. The French and British flung themselves upon the badly shaken enemy, and in a few short days the victory of the Marne had been won.

Whatever we may think of what has happened since, it is certain that the battle of the Marne will be recognised in the future as one of the great decisive battles of the world. For it smashed beyond repair the German strategic scheme. German blundering alone made victory possible, for at the time the battle was fought the Germans were unquestionably superior to the Allies in every factor which should have given them the victory had they acted on sound lines. The machine was there — the machine upon which the Germans have all along relied — but the human control broke down, and disaster followed. Among all the mistakes which had been made by the Allies, can the keenest critic discover anything to compare with this?

A prominent feature of the German strategy has been the attack of their infantry in dense masses; their commanders have flung men forward in solid columns in the hope of overwhelming their enemies by sheer weight of numbers. This has been a matter of considered policy; attack in this formation has been practised at the German manoeuvres for years. The German commanders took no notice of those military critics of other nations who assured them that with modern weapons such tactics could only meet with irretrievable disaster. With true Prussian cocksureness, and knowing nothing of war since the days when quick-firing guns and magazine rifles had revolutionised war, they insisted that they were right, and that German hardihood would be proof against even the most appalling losses. They have practised what they preached, since there was no possibility of re-training their men in time of war, and the result has been daughter on such a scale as the world has never seen. Not once, but a hundred times have German massed attacks across open country simply melted away before the fire which greeted them, and in this way Germany has lost untold thousands of men who, had they been intelligently used, might have gone far to win the War.

This, again, is not an example of the mistakes made by subordinate commanders in the field, but a settled matter of policy approved by the highest German military experts, and proved hopelessly wrong under the actual test of war. Attacks by massed guns and not by massed infantry have been the most powerful factors in winning the German successes. We saw in the appalling slaughter of the great battle of Ypres how little infantry, resolute and well handled, have to fear from the advance of men who simply come on in solid masses to be shot down.

It has long been a part of the German creed that frightfulness in war pays. The avowed German policy is that a conquered nation shall be left nothing but its eyes to weep with. The idea, of course, is that any nation which has the misfortune to incur Germanys resentment shall be so completely terrorised and oppressed that anything in the shape of a spirit of resistance shall be utterly crushed out in a welter of blood and savagery before which a civilised community must sink appalled. Here we have a simple explanation of the crimes which staggered the world after the invasion of Belgium. It was all a part of the German policy that the Belgian civilians should be tortured, outraged, and murdered, that their towns should be laid waste, that monuments of an ancient civilisation which even the Huns of old respected should be destroyed by the newest apostles of kultur. Eight hundred civilians were massacred at Dinant in cold blood to show the Belgians how hopeless it was to resist Germany; hundreds of women have been violated in the same cause; hundreds of churches have been destroyed; dozens of villages have been laid in ashes. And all this, let it be remembered — let it, indeed, never be forgotten — was the result not of war-maddened soldiers losing their heads and their manhood, but of a deliberate policy deliberately adopted by the rulers of Germany.

In every war and in every army there happen, in hot blood, incidents over which humanity weeps; human nature being what it is, excesses are sometimes unavoidable. But it has been left to modern Germany to elevate murder and violence and destruction to a science; she has in this respect set up a record which would shame a Red Indian, and from which the great warring and plundering nations of old would have shrunk appalled. The history of war for centuries has given us nothing to approach in horror the German devastation of Belgium and of Poland, unless we except the massacres of the Armenians by Germanys Turkish Allies with Germanys connivance and approval.

Now I am quite certain that the criminality of these proceedings troubles the German nation not one whit. But I am equally certain that they will be seriously troubled when they realise that frightfulness is what is in their eyes far worse than a crime; it is a blunder. When the German Hyde has recovered from his debauch of bestiality and violence, we may expect the German Jekyll to begin assuring us that he is really a very decent sort of fellow after all. For Jekyll will come some day to realise that Hydes crimes have not helped his cause, that Hyde was really not merely a savage — that he could accept without a pang — but that he was a sad blunderer. That, to the German, is the real unforgivable sin. And blunderer in his campaign of frightfulness the German assuredly has been and is. The policy of terrorism has been a complete failure; it has failed in Belgium, it has failed in France, it has failed in Serbia, it has failed in Poland, it has failed afloat, and it has failed in the air. It is a record of blood and murder unredeemed by a solitary success; it has steeled the hearts and the resolution of all to whom it has been applied, and among the neutral nations it has provoked feelings which cause nausea whenever Germany is mentioned.

In the face of unmentionable horrors — unmentionable except in the pages of official reports — Belgium has steadily refused to have any traffic whatever with the Huns; her soldiers are preparing to-day to take their full meed of vengeance of those who have made a desert of her smiling land. Serbia is still unconquered, though her land is occupied and devastated. Poland spurns the German yoke. Britain not only is undismayed, but is more firmly resolved than ever to make an end for good and all of German pretensions. Russia is striking shrewd blows, and will strike yet harder in the near future. Italy is steadily preparing for greater things. France is her own great self, and is waiting with unconquerable resolution for the appointed hour. Only in Germany and her Allies do we discover a growing spirit of apprehension and of weakening purpose. Can we say in the face of all these things that the policy of frightfulness has been anything but a blunder of the first magnitude?

It is commonly assumed that German savagery reached its height in the sinking of the Lusitania, and certainly that crime struck the conscience of civilisation more forcibly than the horrors in Belgium, partly because it was a direct object-lesson of the depths to which modern Germany was capable of descending. But in sober truth the Lusitania outrage was nothing in comparison with what had been done in Belgium. There Germanys record of horrors was so atrocious that no respectable newspaper could reproduce the evidence gathered by the French Official Commission, and only those who had read the original could form any conception of what the reality must have been. The victims of the Lusitania at least died swiftly and comparatively painlessly; Belgiums lot was in too many cases such that death would have been infinitely preferable. But to the sinking of the Lusitania is to be attributed the uprising of the wrath of the United States, who saw over a hundred of her citizens simply murdered in cold blood.

It is not for us to criticise the action the United States may think fit to adopt in defence of its own people, but it is certain that nine Americans out of ten are far ahead of their Government in their opinion of what ought to be done. What will be done is a matter for the Americans themselves, and we have no right to interfere. But it is at least to be regretted, in the interest of international morality and good faith, that the United States, as the foremost of the neutral nations, did not see fit to protest against German violation of international law until the interests of American citizens were directly attacked. The failure of the neutral nations to make such a protest has probably done untold harm to the prospects of international agreements in the future. What value, for instance, will the world, in days to come, attach to the proceedings of a Hague Convention whose solemn agreements Germany has been permitted to infringe without a word of protest from neutrals who shared in its deliberations and acquiesced in its decisions?

German disregard of the decencies of international life and her lack of understanding of the feelings of other nations have been abundantly shown in the conspiracy of intimidation which has been carried on in the United States. It seemed quite natural to the Germans that their Embassy in Washington should be made the head centre for plots which were calculated, and intended, to provoke a conflict between the United States and Great Britain. They seem to have been quite incapable of realising that the United States might possibly object to being made the cats-paw of German diplomacy, just as they seem to have thought that the blowing up of American munition works to prevent supplies reaching the Allies was a proceeding about which Americans could have no real reason to complain. In the same manner they appear to have thought that the forgery of United States passports for the use of their spies in England was a mere trifle, undeserving of the slightest censure, regardless of the fact that no other nation in the world would stoop to such unspeakable meanness.

The result of their blundering is that they have brought themselves within measurable distance of having a war with America on their hands, and but for the patience of President Wilson war would have broken out long ago. It is believed, of course, that for some reasons war with the United States would serve the German purpose at the present moment by giving them an excuse for making peace on the plausible ground that they could not fight the whole world; but whatever may be the truth about this now, it was certainly not the truth in the early days of the War when the Germans were overwhelmingly confident that they could win. Even then they were flouting the United States in every possible way, and showing the greatest contempt for the greatest of the neutral nations. It was all of a piece with the blundering diplomacy which has been exhibited in every quarter of the world.

The complete failure of Germany to placate Italy is another blunder which will have a great effect in the final outcome of the War. Perhaps Austria in those days was not quite so servile to her German masters as she is to-day. In any case the attempt failed; and if we are to measure blunders in diplomacy, we can quite justifiably set the German failure in this respect against our own supposed failure in the Balkans with the confidence that the Germans have at least lost as much as we did — probably they have lost a great deal more. The Germans undoubtedly relied upon Bulgaria to overcome the Serbian resistance, just as they relied upon the Turk to help them turn us out of Egypt and open up a direct German route to Persia and India and the East generally. But what are the facts of the situation? There is every reason to believe that relations between the Germans and their Allies are none too cordial. Bulgar and Turk alike hate Teutonic arrogance, and both are beginning to realise that they have been duped. There is every reason to think that the Bulgars are already repenting of their bargain, while the Turks, in the loss of Erzerum, see a vital blow struck by the Russians at the very heart of their Empire. Moreover, we know that the huge supplies which the Germans hoped to draw from both Turkey and Bulgaria are not forthcoming for the simple reason that they do not exist. Turkey unmistakably is tottering to her final fall, and then, we may well ask, what becomes of the grandiose German plans for an advance on Egypt, Mesopotamia, and India? Can we say that in this direction, more than in others, the German plans have gone well?

The Dardanelles expedition is popularly held to be the greatest blunder of our campaign. But are we quite so sure that, failure though it was, it was all lost effort, or even, as things were, that it was not worth the price we paid? That is a question which will be settled only by the historian of the future. But to those who see in it only the failure of a great effort and the sacrifice of many gallant lives it may be pointed out that it had very important results.

In the first place, it held up at least half a million Turks who would have been very useful elsewhere, it brought the enemy a loss of probably 200,000 men, it sensibly weakened his powers of resistance, and in all probability it very materially assisted the Russians to win their great victory at Erzerum. It undoubtedly did much to stave off the threatened attack on Egypt and the Suez Canal, and it probably saved our expedition in Mesopotamia from utter disaster. I do not say all these things could not have been achieved otherwise, but I do feel that in balancing gains and losses we have a right to claim that even in the tragedy of the Dardanelles there are compensations to be found if we try to look at the matter in a cool and impartial light. Most unfortunately the issue has been clouded by the introduction of the personal element as between Mr Churchill and Sir John Fisher, and until the heat of that controversy has cooled down it is unlikely that the problem of the Dardanelles will receive anything like fair and adequate consideration.

The worst of our blunders was our unpreparedness, and for it we are paying a heavy price. But since we set our hands to the plough we have made such efforts as no nation has ever made in the history of the world; and if we had made no mistakes in the raising and training and using of three millions of men in warfare of a type of which we have had no previous experience, we should indeed have been the supermen which the Germans proudly believe and boast themselves to be. Our mistakes have been many and grievous; they will be many and grievous in the days that are to come. But at least we are justified in saying that we are not the only blunderers. Germany started the War with the inestimable advantage of complete readiness for the fray; and if she had not made mistakes at least equal to those of the Allies, she would long ago have been mistress of Europe and well on the way to the dominating position in the world of which she dreamed, but which she will never occupy.


Chapter Eleven.

Victory with Honour.
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WE SHALL NOT sheathe the sword, which we have not lightly drawn, until Belgium recovers in full measure all and more than all that she has sacrificed, until France is secured from the menace of aggression, until the rights of the smaller nationalities of Europe are placed upon an unassailable foundation, until the military domination of Prussia is fully and finally destroyed. That is a great task worthy of a great nation.

Such were the magnificent phrases in which Mr Asquith, at the Guildhall on November 9, 1914, expressed, as I hope, once and for all, the determined resolve of the British people.

We know to-day even more fully than we did before that there can be no peace in the world until the military domination of Prussia is fully and finally destroyed.

I think, however, the British people and their Allies would make one change in Mr Asquiths glowing speech. They would substitute Germany for Prussia. For the blood-guilt of Prussia has infected the entire German nation as with a species of moral leprosy. The German nation as a whole, and not merely the Prussian portion of it, has steeped itself in the vileness of which Prussia, admittedly, was the first and greatest exemplar.

Gone for ever is the theory that we are at war merely with Prussianism. Our one aim and object to-day must be the utter destruction of the military power of the German Empire as a whole, and the squaring of civilisations long account with the Germanic peoples. Assuredly until they are brought to see that the courses upon which they have willingly embarked are vile and cruel and wrong — and they can be taught this only by the stern argument of force — the peace of Europe cannot long be preserved. If we falter now, if we and our Allies are content with anything less than overwhelming and decisive victory, it is as certain as the rising of to-morrows sun that Germany will at once set herself to prepare for a further war of aggression. Nothing but the most decisive humiliation will convince her that the world has no use for men who aim at world-domination. Nothing less will bring home to the minds of her people the clear truth that the megalomaniac dreams of their Emperor have been the sole source of the immeasurable disasters which this War has inflicted upon them.

It is impossible to emphasise too strongly the undeniable truth that for the British Empire this War is and must be decisive. If, in the face of all perils and sacrifices, we persevere to the noble end which Mr Asquith has sketched for us, we can surely see rising in the not very distant future visions of an Empire more glorious even than that of to-day.

In the madness of his dream of world-dominion, the Kaiser fondly believed that one of the first results of the War would be the destruction of the British Empire; he thought that its component parts would fly apart as if by centrifugal force. Never in this world has a rapacious and domineering ruler made a more fatal mistake. The influence of the War upon the constituent elements of the British Empire has been centripetal rather than centrifugal; instead of flying off at a tangent as the Kaiser hoped, our scattered Dominions have drawn in closer and closer still to the tiny island set in the North Sea which, to Britons all the world over, is ever and always home. War has truly forged new links between us and our brothers overseas, and we may rest content that nothing has contributed more powerfully to the shattering of the Kaisers dreams than the glorious story of the Anzacs in Gallipoli, the heroism of the Canadians at Ypres, and the devotion with which the dusky sons of India have flung themselves into the world-fray in the cause of the British Raj. Not disruption but unity has sprung from the War. If we preserve that glorious unity to the end, persevering undismayed through the long days that are yet to come of peril and darkness, we shall bequeath to our children and our childrens children a heritage which will grow brighter and fairer with the passing of the changing years.

But there must be no faltering in our great resolve, no surrender to weariness or pain, no looking back until our task is done. For us, very literally, now is the appointed time. If we fail now, if we put off our harness with our task unfulfilled, if, having set our hand to the plough, we become faint and weak, it needs no strong imagination to see stretching out before us the downward path which must lead the British Empire to disruption and decay.

No matter what the cost, no matter what the sacrifice, we must win this War, and win it so decisively that the menace of Teuton aggression and arrogance, of the immoral doctrine that brute force is the only right, shall be ever removed from civilisation.

Great and glorious are the rewards of success; terrible indeed are the penalties which must await on failure. I implore every single one of my readers to do whatever in him lies to help in the great task of arousing this nation to the fullest possible realisation of the fact that we must either win this War or take our places, humbled and broken, among the nations that no longer count in the councils of the world. For us, at any rate, there is no middle course.

We have to remember that this War will never be settled decisively unless the Allies are able to invade Germany and to inflict a crushing defeat upon the armed force of the enemy. It may be that Germany, faced with certain economic ruin, will sooner or later sue for peace, hoping at least to protect her home territory, to keep her internal resources untouched to be ready for the economic war which will follow the declaration of peace, and to cut her losses rather than risk worse things.

Such a peace would be a disaster as great as the War itself, and much greater than the losses involved in its continuance to a decisive ending. It would leave Germany proud in the consciousness that she had faced, not altogether unsuccessfully, an alliance of powerful enemies, and she would simply set to work upon fresh designs of conquest and of preparation for a renewal of the struggle as soon as things looked sufficiently hopeful. And we may be quite sure that Britain, which has had so large a share in the checking of Germanys over-ambitious designs, would be the principal enemy to be aimed at.

Never again could we hope to face Germany upon such favourable terms, and with such powerful Allies. We do not fear the issue of a conflict with Germany single-handed so long as we are warned in time to make our preparations for attack, but we do not want to see the wealth of our Empire and of the other nations wasted in the future in that mad competition of armaments which Germany has forced on the world. Rather would we see the years that are to come years of peace, when the nations shall enjoy a well-earned rest from the burden of militarism which German designs have imposed upon civilisation.

Of all the perils by which we are now threatened, perhaps the very gravest is the conclusion of a premature peace which, in the very nature of things, could be nothing more than a thinly veiled truce to prepare for a new and even more titanic conflict. That is the game which the Germans are playing to-day, and its dangers to us were admirably pointed out by Lord Rosebery in a recent speech. He said:

There is only one thing which I sometimes fear. It is that when successes begin there may be some weak-minded cry in this country for a premature peace. A premature peace means a short peace, and a war that will be even worse than this to follow. Therefore let all of us unite in the resolve that while no exertion shall be wanting on our part to bring the War to a triumphant conclusion and the Prussian bloodthirsty tyrants to their knees, yet, on the other hand, not a finger will be raised to accelerate peace before it is justly due.

To that grave and noble warning perhaps I may add the testimony of an officer who is now serving at the front. He writes:

At the present moment there are millions of French, Belgian, Russian, and Serbian peasants wandering about homeless, and there are thousands besides who have died as the result of this wandering about, or who have been actually killed by the Germans as though they had been soldiers in uniform.

Now look at Germany — Germany who will soon be ready for peace! She has hardly had her territory touched; her people do not know what it means to have war waged in their own country.

What I say is that this War must not be finished until it has been carried right into the heart of Germany, so that the German people may know and understand what France, Belgium, Serbia, and Russia have gone through during the last fifteen months.

It is a frightful nightmare to all of us out here that we shall suddenly be told one morning that peace is declared while we are still sitting on this present line of trenches through Belgium and France. No one wants peace more than we do out here, but I — and I know most soldiers are the same — would rather die than see a peace made before we have shown them in Germany what the peasants of the Allies have suffered.

Its no good being soft-hearted with the Germans. I dont think there is any danger of the other Allies being carried away by the premature peace talk; its only England, who does not know what war means, who may be.

Over and over again the Germans have attempted, with barefaced effrontery, to buy off our Allies, to attempt to induce them to forsake the common cause, to acquiesce, in short, in the betrayal of Britain. That to-day is the keystone of the game of chicanery and fraud which passes in Berlin for diplomacy. There can be no doubt that to France, to Italy, and to Russia splendid gains are freely open as the price of a dishonourable peace; there is to-day hardly any concession which Germany would not willingly make to either of the Allies to secure their withdrawal from the contest.

The one aim of Germany to-day is to detach Britains Allies, because Germany thinks that with Britain as her sole antagonist she would be sure of ultimate victory. And with her warped code of national honour, with her cynical disregard of the plighted word, she simply cannot understand why the baits she is ready to offer are rejected on all hands with loathing and scorn. She cannot understand the obligations of national honour; she cannot understand that a nation may be too proud to stoop to betrayal for the reward of a bribe. Happily, the bonds which unite the Allies hold firm; and if the Germans cannot see and understand the meaning of the solemn renewal of the Allies pledge to Belgium, so much the worse for them. Probably they think it is all a piece of bluff, and that we are as ready as they themselves are for peace.

The German gauges every man by his own low standard. He believes that every man has his price; nevertheless, in this belief he exempts the English.

I have before me as I write a copy of recent instructions and advice issued from the German Intelligence Department to its spies. This document is a long and most illuminating one. Here are some quotations from it:

The officer who has prepared himself by an exhaustive course of technical study cannot fail to acquit himself in intelligence work, which is more fruitful of distinction than most of the duties of his profession.

It is rarely advisable to try to conceal ones nationality, but at the same time it is often desirable to assume, especially when in Russia or England, the character and accent of a South German, and to allow it to be understood that he is a member of the Roman Catholic faith.

In England it is well to avoid making any approaches to either a military or naval officer. They may be regarded as incorruptible.

The latter sentence of this secret document shows what Germany thinks of our British officers. It shows also to our Allies what our enemies think of us.

The Invisible Hand is ever at work, no doubt. But even the German Intelligence Department, with all its brains and all its cunning, is compelled to admit that we Britons are incorruptible. They have, of course, established the canker-worm in the heart of Great Britain, and we have with us the horde of so-called naturalised Germans, so many of whom are impatiently awaiting the downfall of the country to which they have with their traitorous oaths sworn allegiance. But this they have also done in the territory of our Allies, and we may be sure that the scheme which is working tortuously to split the Allies will be persevered in until its futility becomes obvious even to the German mind. It is this plot which explains the peace talk which is beginning to issue so cleverly from Berlin. The design, quite obviously, is either to weaken the solidarity of the Entente or to represent Germany to the neutral nations as the benevolent victor who is ready with the magnanimous offer of the olive-branch as soon as her beaten foes come to their senses.

Such talk may deceive Germans; it may even have some effect upon the very numerous peace body in America with its ludicrous Ford expedition (to whom it is perhaps principally addressed); but it surely can deceive no one else. It does not deceive the man in the street. We have plenty of evidence that the vast mass of people in the neutral nations realise fully the futility of the German aims, and they are not in the least degree likely to be tempted into proffering peace proposals which would assuredly be instantly rejected by the Allied Powers.

Keen observers among the neutral nations are fully conscious of the fact that Britains determination to win the War is hardening into that stern and immutable resolve which in all ages has been the dominant characteristic of our people when once their dogged temper was fully aroused. And of the determination of our Allies there is happily not the slightest doubt. They are one and all determined to end once and for all the German menace to the peace of the world.

I believe most firmly that we can win this War if we will. We have alike the power and the will to win.

The combined resources of the Allies in men and money are, in the long run, vastly superior to those of Germany and her miserable vassals — for the countries she has dragged into the War with her are, and can be, nothing more. The Central Powers are fighting to-day on four great main fronts, and the drain on their resources is appalling. Germany, in the words of a keen American observer, is being bled white, and to-day she is striving to secure some vestiges of success to hearten her people, who are beginning to entertain some uneasy doubts as to the reality of the victories of which they have heard so much. And her perils are rapidly increasing. Her Turkish Ally has been so badly shaken that we may well look forward to the swift progress of that demoralisation which seems to have already commenced; if Turkey falls by the way, nothing will keep the swelled-headed Bulgarians in the field, and probably nothing would keep the Rumanians and Greeks out of it.

We have to remember that the South-Eastern front is the last chance Germany has of breaking through the iron ring which is ever being drawn tighter and tighter round her throat. Her dreams of expansion eastwards are indeed already shattered, and with the Turkish failure in Armenia probably goes the last hope Germany entertained of being able to call the fight a draw. In the language of the New York Tribune, Germany is now approaching what will be her last great bid for success. But it will not be made on the battlefield; it will be made in conferences, in peace negotiations, and in operations through neutrals. Against that danger it is more than ever necessary for us to be on our guard.

And that danger is undoubtedly increased by the mischievous and traitorous chatter of the peace cranks who in our own country are slowly recovering their courage, and are beginning to make their noisy voices heard. These are the people who at the moment are the real enemies of our country, the real pro-Germans. They are not very numerous, but they are very noisy; they are not very intelligent, but they are very persistent; and, like all martyrs, so-called, they are imbued with the firm conviction that they alone are right, and that all the rest of our people are wrong. They are industrious with the industry of the true fanatic, and they are striving by every means in their power, fair or foul, to swing the wavering and the faint-hearted to their cause.

Already the croaking voice of the peace crank has been heard even in the House of Lords itself, and it might have been heard still more loudly if the public, with a just perception of the mischief these pestilent people are doing, had not taken more than once rough-and-ready measures to put a stop to their misguided energies.

I am no advocate of mob law, but if the peace advocates persist in turning the principle of free speech into a licence for a traitorous propaganda I confess I cannot sympathise deeply with their shrieks for sympathy when an indignant public turns upon them in the only way open to it, and refuses to allow their voices to be heard.

That the heart of the people is sound upon this question of fighting the War to the only conclusion compatible with our national honour and safety I am to-day firmly convinced.

Yet there is a very real risk that the cry of Stop the War! may make too many converts among the unthinking sections who, like all of us, are weary of the War and long to see peace restored. None of us desires to see the War prolonged, with all its terrible cost in blood and treasure; but, on the other hand, no Englishman worthy the name can fail to share the view expressed by Lord Rosebery. It is the business of all loyal Britons to see that the poisonous propaganda which finds its best representation in such egregious bodies as the Union of Democratic Control shall be decisively countered. It is the business of the nation to concentrate all its energies to-day upon the winning of a clear and unmistakable victory which shall ensure the peace of Europe for a century to come.

It is a very striking characteristic of Germany that the better things are going the more loudly she talks of the great things she is going to do in the immediate future. Every trifling success she wins produces an outburst of extravagant boasting wholly disproportionate to the achievement. In the early days of the War, what the Germans call, with their usual lack of good taste, the big mouth (grosse Schnautze) was very much in evidence. It has cooled down very considerably of late, and its place is being taken by a very much more chastened frame of mind.

The olive-branch is much in evidence, and the mailed fist is somewhat at a discount. Frightfulness is, in the main, left to the sabre-rattling Count Reventlow, the puff-ball Captain Persius, and to that portion of the German Press which takes its leading articles direct from the Government lie-factory in Berlin. Ananias has his hand heavily over Germany at the present moment. Otherwise the tone is one of a benignant willingness to admit that Germany and all the other countries have been very much to blame, and that it is time this terrible War was ended. This new species of modesty by compulsion is all a part of the German dodge to try to make a favourable peace which would leave Germany weakened indeed — it is realised that that can hardly be avoided — but by no means whipped. It is our business to stick to our task until the whipping is obvious not only to the whole world, but to the German people as well.

The times are full of perils, yet they are not without hope. Already we see the rifts in the dark clouds which have hung over us for so long. And if we turn a deaf ear to those who counsel the way of ignominious ease, if we decide to persevere with all our heart and all our strength along the path of noble purpose upon which we have embarked, we shall reach in good time to the long-desired haven of victory and peace and prosperity.



I defined in this hall exactly a year ago the objects without the attainment of which the Allies will not lay down their arms. They remain to-day as they were then. We pursue them one and all with undiminished faith; we believe that we have advanced a long way to their achievement. Be the journey long or short we shall not falter till we have secured for the smaller states of Europe their charter of Independence, and for Europe itself and for the world at large its final emancipation from the reign of force. — Mr Asquith, at The Guildhall, November 9, 1915.


Chapter Twelve.

Never Again.
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IT WOULD BE nothing less than a crime against civilisation if, after the War has come to a close, Germany is left with the power again to make herself a menace to the peace of our modern civilised world.

We need have no sentimental considerations on this point. We want none. Germany has shown conclusively that she is not to be bound by any considerations of honour, and that she has deliberately aimed at what the world will never tolerate — world-dominion in the hands of a single Power. We and our Allies have determined that she shall not be allowed to realise her ambitions in this direction; it is our duty to see that for the future, in the interests of humanity as a whole, she is robbed of the power of making herself a nuisance and a danger to her neighbours, who wish only to live in peace.

If peace for the moment were the only object of the Allies, their wishes could be gratified on very easy terms.

There is no doubt whatever that Germany would be glad to bring the War to a close before she is more seriously weakened, if not utterly ruined; it is our business and the business of our Allies to see that no premature peace is allowed to rob them of the fruits of their great sacrifices. For, be it remembered, their real object is not so much victory now, except inasmuch as victory will enable them to gain security in the future. We do not want a world kept perpetually on tenterhooks by Germanys exhibitions of the mailed fist; and unless I misread entirely the signs of the times, I do not think we are likely to have it. Germany will have to be dealt with after the War, and no feelings of pity or consideration for a defeated enemy can have any influence on the settlement.

For years past Germany has deliberately elected to make economic war in times of peace. Of this we have no reason to complain; a countrys fiscal arrangements are a matter for itself. But out of her economic war Germany grew rich and strong enough to wage military war, and she will do so again unless we and our Allies take steps to stop her. Now in this matter old shibboleths have got to go by the board, and there is every indication that, not as a matter of politics, but as a mere matter of self-preservation, both Britain and the Allies are preparing to fight Germany in the future with the weapon which in the past has proved so successful against themselves.

There are very few things indeed produced by Germany which Britain or her Allies cannot produce for themselves, and I have no hesitation in saying that for the future our fiscal watchword ought to be, The Allies first and the rest nowhere. I do not want to see this or that party snatch a party advantage out of our old quarrels on the subject of Free Trade.

I have every hope that as a result of the War many of our old suicidal party divisions and petty bickerings will disappear, never to return; and for this reason I hope — perhaps it is hoping against hope — that when the War is over we shall consider our future tariff system not as Liberals or Conservatives, but as Imperialists pure and simple.

It is true, speaking broadly, that the Liberal Party as a whole is so deeply pledged to Free Trade that any reversal of its policy on this subject must be a matter of grave difficulty. But the question is no longer Free Trade or Tariff Reform; the question to-day is, or at least in the near future will be, the maintenance of Britains commercial prosperity against German attacks which are sure to be renewed the instant peace is declared.

There are those who think — the wish is father to the thought — that Germans will be so unpopular after the War that there will be no risk of their doing business in any British territory, and that many of the neutrals even will refuse to have dealings with them. I think it is undoubtedly true that in many cases and in many countries Germans will find that they are not received in the future as they have been in the past. But the Fownes case shows us very clearly that there are Englishmen who are not averse to trading with Germany even in time of War when such trading is expressly forbidden. What reason have we, then, to think that after peace is declared there will not be found hundreds of firms quite ready to trade with Germans if by so doing they can make a profit? And if this is true of England, can we blame the neutral nations and our Allies if they are no more scrupulous?

Our policy must be to make such trading impossible because unprofitable — firstly, to encourage our own business men throughout the Empire and the business men belonging to the nations that are allied with us, and, secondly, to prevent Germany gaining in the commercial world a position which will enable her again to grow so rich and so strong that she will be enabled in her own time again to menace our security.

There is only one way to secure that end, and that is by a preferential tariff which shall operate in all the Allied countries in favour of Allied goods. At whatever cost in the sacrifice of long-held political convictions, some such measure is imperative if we are not to be faced with the prospect of another and more terrible war just as soon as Germany feels herself strong enough to wage it.

Now it is very significant and very important that at least two Ministers whose Free Trade proclivities cannot be suspected have warned the country that in the future we shall see great alterations in our fiscal policy. Mr Runciman and Mr Montagu have given expression to very similar views, and perhaps I may quote a few words from the speech which the latter made at Cambridge, when he said there were two topics of enormous importance that every man, Liberal or Conservative, would have to keep an open mind upon under the new conditions.

The first (he proceeded) is the fiscal system. It cannot have escaped notice that in the House of Commons last year Liberal Free Traders and Conservative Tariff Reformers, leaders of both parties, expressed their opinions that the old economic condition of the relationship between the different parts of the globe would be altered after the War, and without saying to-day what the answer will be to those problems I will say that it is not a part of Liberalism not to recognise altered conditions and circumstances, and to revise or perhaps strengthen ourselves in respect to the new conditions which may arise. We in the past conducted trade as a peaceful pursuit, and treated all nations as nearly as we could equally. But look at the history of this War and see the use Germany made of her trade, and just ask yourselves whether we can ever afford or dare to let that happen again.

Now, when he made that speech Mr Montagu was speaking to an assemblage of Liberals, and it is not without significance that his remarks were received with loud cheers. There is, indeed, no doubt whatever that Liberals and Conservatives are rapidly drawing nearer together on this great question, and the outlook for a solution along truly Imperial lines is brighter than it has been for many years past. So great are the changes which have been produced by Germanys mad ambition and greed!

Even Manchester, the home of Free Trade orthodoxy, has revolted against the idea that there shall be free trade with Germany after the War.

The Chamber of Commerce of that city has by an overwhelming majority declared itself opposed to anything of the kind. In London a great meeting of business men at the Guildhall, presided over by the Lord Mayor, has called emphatically for a policy which shall smash for ever the German commercial-military system, shall formulate action for the defence and improvement of trade after the War, and shall improve our commercial relations with the Overseas Dominions and the Allies. A strong subcommittee of the Board of Trade has reported emphatically in favour of preference for our Allies and in favour of tariff protection for all industries which are of national necessity. And the committee adds, very significantly, In view of the threatened dumping of stocks which may be accumulated in enemy countries, the Government should take such steps as would prevent the position of industries likely to be affected being endangered after the War or during the period required for a wider consideration of the whole question.

This can be done, in the committees opinion, by import duties which, directed against German and enemy products, would go far to shut them out of the British Empire. The committee even goes so far as to recommend that certain goods coming from enemy countries shall be absolutely refused admission.

We have shown ourselves in the past very far behind the Overseas Dominions in our willingness to advance the cause of British trade for British traders. We must do so no longer. The enormous contributions the Dominions have made to the Empires cause imperatively demand that in the future their devotion shall be recognised, and one of the subjects upon which they feel most keenly is that we do not at present do enough to encourage their young but rapidly growing industries.

If we adopt the policy of Empire goods for the Empire, we shall draw still closer the bonds which unite old England to her younger sons. And surely, putting our own self-interest aside, our gallant Allies have some reason to look to Britain for help in fighting the German octopus. They as well as we are vitally interested in making peace secure after this terrible struggle; and just as the War has been in the main brought about by Germanys economic expansion being turned to evil purposes, so peace will be secured only by her being prevented from waging economic war in the future. And the best way to secure that end is to establish in the British Empire and all the Allied nations a tariff wall that shall amount to a virtual boycott of German products of every kind whatever. There will be no reluctance on the part of our Allies to join us in such a policy; Russia, indeed, has already announced that her trade is closed to Germany for all time.

There is another reason why such a boycott should appeal specially to England. During this War we have made advances amounting to many hundreds of millions to the Allies who are fighting with us in the cause of civilisation. That money will sooner or later be repaid, and on every account it will be best repaid in the way of trade. The more closely we can, after the War, confine our foreign trade to our Allies, the more easily and the more quickly will they be able to reduce their indebtedness to us. A lasting commercial compact between the Allied Powers will not only be a powerful financial help to all of them, but it will be perhaps the most powerful instrument that could be devised for preserving the peace of the world.

We have seen during the past few years what the Germans meant and have done by the methods of peaceful penetration. Unless some remedy is devised those methods will be put into operation again directly after the War. Antwerp is a standing case in point. Belgians and French alike denounced the insidious plot to make of Antwerp a purely German port; but although ninety per cent, of the trade was handled and owned by Germans, and brought no profit to Belgium, the scandal — for it was nothing less — was allowed to continue. In England, especially in London, and in our Dominions we have seen the same evil. The case of the Merton firm, some of whose associates had secured practically the monopoly of the worlds trade in base metals, gives us an object-lesson which I trust we shall not forget. London traders can tell strange stories of peaceful penetration of British industries. They know how countless German clerks came over to work at low wages just to learn the language. They found out too late that these clerks all received a subsidy from the German Government, that they were really German commercial spies in the pay of rival firms, and that any employer who admitted these aliens into his establishment was sure soon to note a falling-off in orders, due to the alien clerks having access to confidential correspondence and advising their paymasters in Germany accordingly. And those self-same clerks received from Germany a premium if they married English girls! Now no tariff will furnish absolute protection against such methods as this; the British trader will have himself to thank if he is caught again by the same device. But we have to remember that the Hun is amazingly ingenious in every description of underhand work, and that fresh plans will be devised if the old ones fail. We must take measures accordingly. And one of those measures must be a stringent revision of the law relating to naturalisation. We want no more Germans naturalised in this country for many a long year to come.

We want no more Germans over here acting as spies in either the military or the commercial field. We will tolerate none. Further, I hope that after the War is over we shall see an effective passport system introduced which shall apply to all foreigners, and that before any German or Austrian is allowed even to reside in the country he will be compelled to obtain some kind of guarantee of good behaviour from some responsible English firm. Only by some such means can we make it difficult or impossible for the worst class of our enemies to swarm over here directly peace is signed.

Coupled with efficient passport restrictions, I hope to see an effective check put upon the admission of undesirable aliens of any and every nation. We do not want a lot of foreign wastrels whose countries are only too glad to be rid of them swarming into England to flood the already overcrowded labour market and, willing to live in hopeless penury, bringing down the price of wages here to the detriment of our own people. Something has been done of late years to reduce this scandal; I hope still more will be done in the future.

Then we have the question of German-controlled firms operating under English names and with English registration. This system must absolutely stop. Whether it will be possible for German firms openly to trade here after the War I do not know, but at any rate we must have no more Teutons posing as British, and Huns acquiring control of British industries. The name German shall be an everlasting stigma. The powers which the Government now possess to control any firm shown to be of enemy nationality should be continued, and there ought to be devised some means of putting an end to the scandals which for years past have given the Germans unrivalled opportunities for worming their way into the English commercial world.

I have no doubt whatever that many reputable British firms will in the future hesitate very considerably before they do any business with Germany. But we have to recognise that there are others who will be less scrupulous, and who will reck nothing of the danger to the country if they see the chance of turning a more or less honest penny. Those are the people against whom, in the interests of our Empire, we have to be on our guard.

We have ample evidence that the awakening of the British commercial community to the dangers which will threaten it immediately after peace is declared has aroused the utmost consternation and resentment in Germany. That is at once its best justification and its strongest recommendation. The Germans have openly boasted, both before and since war broke out, that British firms could not do business without certain goods from Germany. The fact that we have done so for the past eighteen months is sufficient answer, and it is enough to show that we can do so in the future.

It is true, of course, that we had, weakly enough, allowed ourselves to become dependent upon Germany for scores of German-made articles. Such vital necessities as chemicals of various kinds and the aniline dyes are good instances. Even now we are suffering from the lack of some of them. But there is no mistaking the fact that we are very rapidly finding substitutes for what we formerly imported from Germany. The making of British dyes, for example, is progressing by leaps and bounds; and there is no doubt that if our traders are given half the encouragement that is given to German traders by the German Government, they will very soon show that they have nothing to learn from their German rivals. Every day we get new evidence that British firms are more and more completely adapting themselves to the altered conditions, and laying down extensive plant for the manufacture of just those articles we used to purchase dearly from our Teutonic competitors. That policy must be ours for all time.

What Germans have done we can do. The German is great at imitating and improving, but he has little originality; he is like the Japanese, quick to see a good thing and adapt it, but not so quick to invent. We have to see for the future that we are as quick as he is to adapt and a great deal quicker to invent, and unless we do so we shall in a very few years time see arise in a new form many of the troubles which, if we handle the commercial position aright, ought never again to disturb us.

Never again must be our watchword in dealing with the accursed German competition. Our people must be educated to a permanent boycott of German goods; if they will not learn, they must be compelled. Our manufacturers must be protected against the policy of dumping bounty-fed goods throughout our Empire at rates with which it is impossible for them to compete because the German Government makes it possible for the German trader to sell even below cost price with the object of ousting his British rival. Socially and commercially we must be protected against the flood of aliens who have already done untold harm to British labour. All this we have done for eighteen months; we must do it in perpetuity for the future.

But when all is said and done we cannot make our position in the world secure unless our trading classes are prepared to revise very considerably many of the methods they have adopted for years past. The time when British goods sold merely because they were British, and therefore the best on the market, has gone for ever. To-day commercial competition is keen beyond anything of which our forefathers had knowledge, and our methods unfortunately have not kept pace with the changing circumstances.

There has been too much of the old happy-go-lucky style about us; we have been too much inclined to rest upon our reputation, and to think that because all was well fifty or a hundred years ago, all must be well to-day.

The sooner that idea disappears from the minds of our business men the better it will be for them and for the Empire. Never was the Kings message, Wake up, England, more urgently necessary than it is to-day. Proper measures taken by our Government will make it easier for us to beat the Germans in the future in the field of commerce. But no measures which Governments can take will wholly replace business ability and energy. Just as, given proper weapons, our soldiers can beat the Germans in the field of war, so we can beat the Germans in the field of commerce if our commercial soldiers are given weapons adequate to the task they have in hand. But neither the weapons of war nor the weapons of commerce will avail us unless they are used by men with clear heads, strong hearts, and unbounded energy and determination.



As this volume goes to press the Titanic struggle for Verdun — the battle which may well decide the War — rages with undiminished fury. What the outcome may be none can say, but, at least, the omens are good. After over a fortnight of furious fighting, after the expenditure of many lives and enormous quantities of ammunition, the Huns have utterly failed to pierce the French defence. The troops of France are fighting like heroes: her generals are serene and confident. Germany has staked her all on this gigantic thrust. Failure would spell national depression on an unparalleled scale, and add to the German Governments growing difficulties. And if Verdun falls, will the victory be worth the price? We know that almost any position can be taken if losses are disregarded. But whether Verdun will ever be worth to the Germans the price they will have to pay for its capture is, to say the least of it, exceedingly doubtful. But the Germans are deeply committed to the venture, and it may be that they will consider no price too high to pay — for they hold cannon-fodder cheap — in order to save what remains of their badly shattered national, military, and dynastic prestige.

THE END
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Chapter One.

Concerns a Girl in Black.
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NO. I MEAN the girl in black. The one leading the pom.

By jove! Yes. Shes uncommonly smart, isnt she?

Her friend isnt half bad-looking, either?

I dont think so very much of her, Raife. But Southport at this time of year is always full of pretty girls.

Not one of them can compare with the girl in black — shes ripping! declared Raife Remington, a tall, well-set up, dark-haired, hatless undergraduate, who, in grey flannels, was walking beside his college chum, Edward Mutimer, at whose fathers house he was staying during the vac. Both were at Trinity, Cambridge, and both, being in their last year, were reading hard for their degrees.

Each morning in those warm August days by the summer sea they came out for a stroll on the seafront; bright with movement and gaiety, taking an airing before settling down to their studies for the day.

On this particular morning, about ten oclock, the seafront was already full of men in flannels and lounge-suits, and women in garments of muslin and other such flimsy materials usually affected at the seaside, for stifled and jaded Londoners had flocked down there, as usual, to enjoy the sea air and all the varied attractions which Southport never fails to offer.

Raife Remington and his friend were strolling along, chatting about their old college days, idly smoking cigarettes, when they came up behind two well yet neatly-dressed girls, one about twenty, in a white pique coat and skirt with large pearl buttons, cut smartly; the other, about a couple of years her junior, who was fair-haired, very beautiful, and led a little black pom by a silver chain, was in dead black with a neat, close-fitting hat, with a turquoise blue band. Her skirt was short and well adapted for walking, displaying neat ankles encased in black silk stockings, and she wore white kid gloves; yet the only touch of colour was the hat band and the bow of bright cherry ribbon upon the collar of the little black pom.

In every movement, in her gait, in the swing of her carriage and the way she carried her well-poised head, there was ineffable, unaffected grace. Narrow-waisted, slim, delicate, she was the very incarnation of exquisite daintiness and high refinement. Little wonder, therefore, that Raife Remington should have singled her out as the prettiest girl he had ever seen.

He and his friend took several hasty strides forward, in order to glance at her countenance, and in it he was not disappointed. Her soft fair hair was dressed with that smart neatness which characterised her whole attire, and her big, innocent eyes were of that deep child-like blue so seldom seen in a girl after she has reached her teens.

By jove! What a ripping girl! Raife again exclaimed in a low whisper of admiration. I wonder who she can be, Teddy?

Ah, I wonder! echoed his companion, and the two smart, athletic young undergraduates followed the girls unnoticed, for they were chatting together, and laughing merrily, entirely absorbed in their conversation.

Many persons were passing to and fro, as there always are on Southport seafront upon a summers morning, and so many smart motor-cars whirling up and down, even though the month of August is not the smartest season.

Raife Remington, eldest son of Sir Henry Remington, Baronet, was not usually impressionable where the fair sex were concerned. Yet from the moment his eyes had first fallen upon this pretty, fair-haired girl in black, he appeared to fall beneath the spell of her remarkable beauty.

Within himself he was longing for an introduction to her, while Mutimer, because they were smart and stylish, had inwardly set them both down as members of some theatrical company. Yet their clothes and shoes were of palpably better quality than those worn by members of musical companies which visited Cambridge. Therefore he, like Raife, was much puzzled. Most girls are aware, by natural feminine intuition, when they are admired, but the pair walking before them were utterly unconscious of having attracted the attention of any one. Mutimer noticed this, and argued that they certainly could not be actresses.

I wonder where theyre going? remarked Raife in a whisper, but scarcely had the words left his mouth when a black and tan fox-terrier suddenly darted out from behind a man and, without provocation, attacked the dainty little pom and rolled it over ere any one was aware of it.

The tiny dogs mistress screamed, and, bending, cried in alarm and appeal:

Snookie! Oh, my poor little Snooks!

In an instant Raife was on the spot, and with his cane beat off the savage terrier; then, picking up the little pom, which lay on the ground more frightened than hurt, he restored it to the arms of its frantic mistress.

Hes not injured I think, Raife exclaimed.

For the first time the fair-haired girl raised her blue eyes to his, startled and confused.

I — Im so very much obliged to you, she stammered. That man really ought to keep his horrid dog under control.

He ought — the brute! chimed in Teddy Mutimer. What a darling little dog, he added admiringly, stroking the fluffy little animal admiringly.

Poor little Snookie! exclaimed his mistress, stroking her pets head, while the little animal wagged his bushy tail and turned up the whites of his big round eyes with an expression so pitiful as to cause all four to laugh.

The owner of the terrier, an over-dressed, caddish-looking man, had strolled on in utter unconcern, though well aware of what had happened.

That fellow must be a fearful outsider, declared Raife, or he would apologise. He looks like a ratcatcher — or perhaps a dog-stealer. All dog-stealers wear straw hats and yellow boots, like his!

Whereat the three others laughed.

Snookie, duly examined by his dainty little mistress, was declared to have suffered no damage, therefore after Raife had asked permission to walk with them — as they were going in the same direction — they all four found themselves chatting merrily as they strolled along, Raife at the side of the poms mistress, and his chum with her foreign-looking companion.

Already Raife and his fair unknown, to whom his introduction had come about so suddenly and unusually, were chatting without reserve, for, as an undergraduate, he had the habit of contracting quick friendships, and his careless, easy-going manner she found attractive.

In the pleasant morning sunshine they sat for about half an hour, when at last Mutimer and the other girl rose from their chairs to walk together, leaving Raife, to his evident satisfaction, alone with his divinity in black.

Do you live here? Raife inquired, after they had been gossiping for some time.

Oh dear, no, was his companions reply, in that voice he found so refined and musical. Were staying at the Queens. Do you live here? she inquired in turn.

No; Im staying with my friend. Hes up at Cambridge with me, so Im spending part of the vac. with his people.

Oh, youre at Cambridge! she exclaimed, I was at the University Arms with my uncle, about two months ago. We went round and saw the colleges. I was delighted with them.

Where do you generally live? he asked, after she had told him that her name was Gilda Tempest.

My uncle and I live a great deal abroad, was her reply; indeed, more than I care to — to be frank. I love England. But my uncle travels so much that we have no home nowadays, and live nearly all the year round in hotels. I get horribly tired of the eternal table dhôte, the music and the chatter.

Rather pleasant, I should fancy. I love travelling, remarked the young man.

I grow sick to death of it, she declared, with a sigh. We wander all over Europe. My uncle is a wanderer, ever on the move and most erratic.

Are you staying in Southport long? he enquired eagerly.

I really dont know. We may stay for a day — or for a month. I never know where were going. I have not been home for nearly two years now.

Home? Where do you live?

Father has a house in France — in a quaint little village called By — on the edge of the Forest of Fontainebleau. Do you know Fontainebleau?

Oh, yes, he replied. I went there from Paris once, with the guvnor. We stayed at the Hotel de France — I think it was — at Fontainebleau. We went over the old palace and drove out to Barbison, and to Marlotte. Awfully charming places.

Ah! Barbison. That is the colony of artists. I know, I love it, and have often cycled over there, where I have friends. Father is a bit of a recluse, so I travel and look after my uncle.

And Marlotte — by the river. Do you know the picturesque little hotel there, and its al-fresco café — the garden with all the little summer-houses?

Oh, yes, she laughed. Do you know it, too? How gay it is on Sundays in summer. All the artists come out from Paris for the day.

It reminds me of Monkey Island, on the Thames. We used to go up there when I was at Eton.

She looked at him suddenly with a fixed expression, and then said:

You havent told me your name. I only know you as Snookies rescuer — you know, and she laughed.

My names Remington — Raife Remington, he replied. The guvnor lives at Aldborough Park, not far from Tunbridge Wells.

Her face changed in an instant. She seemed to suddenly hold her breath, though quite imperceptibly. For a moment all the colour left her soft cheeks, but as quickly she recovered all her self-possession, and exclaimed, in a changed tone:

Is your father Sir Henry Remington?

Yes. Why? Do you happen to know him?

I — er — oh, no, I dont! she replied, endeavouring to conceal her consternation at the discovery. Only — well — I — of course, had no idea that you were the son of a gentleman so well-known as Sir Henry.

My misfortune, perhaps, he laughed, airily. The guvnor has brains — has been a member of Parliament for twenty years, and all that — I havent any.

You have.

They say I havent, at Cambridge.

She was silent for some moments. What strange freak of Fate had thrown them together — he, the very last man on earth she desired to meet. And yet, she had found him such a bright, cheerful companion!

Her eyes were turned to where Mutimer and her friend, Maud Wilson, were strolling along the seafront.

The young fellow at her side was actually the son of Sir Henry Remington! The baronets name burned into her brain — it was branded there, as though seared by a red-hot iron.

The amazing revelation staggered her. That man seated so idly in the chair, his legs stretched out, displaying the latest make in Varsity socks, was actually the son of Sir Henry!

She could not believe it.

Raife, on his part, was not exactly blind to the fact that mention of his fathers name had unduly surprised her.

I fancy you know the guvnor — eh? he exclaimed, chaffing her. Do you? Tell me. Perhaps youve met him somewhere? Hes at Upper Brook Street in the season, and at Mentone in winter. We have a villa there.

No, Mr Remington, I have never had the pleasure of meeting your father, was her rather strained response. But all the world has heard of him. One sees his picture in the papers very often. I only read yesterday his scathing criticism in the House of Commons on the Navy estimates, and his serious warning regarding the new super-dreadnought — which is building on the Clyde — the vessel which is to be the most powerful battleship afloat.

You know more than I do, Miss Tempest, he laughed. I never read the guvnors speeches. I heard too much about ships at home, before I went up to Cambridge.

I suppose so, she laughed, and then, as though uneasy and anxious to get away, she added: Look! Your friend is coming back with Maud. We must go, and she rose, a tall, graceful figure in neat black.

No. Dont go yet, he urged, still remaining seated. You surely arent in such a great hurry! Its only just past ten.

I have to go back to the hotel, she declared.

Have you so very much to do — and is my society so terribly boring? the young fellow asked, with a mischievous laugh.

Certainly not, was her reproachful reply, and, as though against her will, she re-seated herself. You really ought not to say that, she added.

But you seem very anxious to get away. Why? The girl held her breath, and her great blue eyes were downcast. No. She dare not raise her gaze to his lest he should suspect the terrible truth — he, the son of Sir Henry Remington!

Well, she replied at last. Because I have some letters to write, and — and to tell the truth, I have a dressmaker coming at half-past ten.

I suppose in a womans life ones dressmaker is set upon a very high pedestal. All women must bow to the Goddess of Fashion.

You are horribly philosophic.

My philosophy is induced by your attitude towards me, Miss Tempest, he declared. You are a mystery. You were bright and merry until you knew my name, and then — well, then you suddenly curled into your shell. Really, I confess I cant make you out!

One more experienced than he would probably have discerned that a great and staggering blow had fallen upon his newly-found little friend. She was at a loss how to act — or what to say.

Her heart was thumping hard within her. What if he should discover the terrible secret which she alone knew! Fearing lest he should grow suspicious, she was all anxiety to get away — to place him and his memory behind her for ever.

Yet, somehow, he had fascinated her, and she sat there quite unable to leave him. Though the sunshine, the life and gaiety about her were brilliant, the whole earth had, for her, grown dark in one single instant. She hardly knew what she did — or what she said.

I really must go, she declared, at last, hitching up her pom from beneath her arm.

Well, if you must, you must, I suppose, Miss Tempest, he responded at last, with great reluctance. I fear you dont care for my society, he added, with a sigh.

How very foolish! she cried. Of course, I do — only, as I have explained, I have an engagement which I cant possibly break. My dinner-dress is a positive rag.

Then let us meet later to-day, he suggested. This evening — at any time you like, he urged. Will you see me again? Do, he implored.

For some time she made no reply. She was reflecting deeply. At last, with pale face, and striving to preserve a bold front, she replied rather frigidly: No, really, Mr Remington, I am sorry, very sorry, but I cannot meet you again. I thank you ever so much for saving my little Snookie, but, in our mutual interests, it is far the best that we should not meet again.

Why? I really dont understand you! he exclaimed, much mystified.

I am sorry, I repeat, Mr Remington — very sorry indeed — but I cant meet you again, she said, in a hard, determined tone. I do not dare to.

Engaged, I suppose — and fear tittle-tattle — eh? he sniffed.

No, Im not engaged, was her rather haughty response, her cheeks colouring slightly.

Then why cannot we meet? What prevents it?

She looked at him with a strange, almost weird expression in her big luminous eyes.

A barrier lies between us, Mr Remington, she said, in a low, very earnest voice. We must never meet again after to-day — never?

But, Miss Tempest — you—

I have told you the truth, she said, firmly, rising with little Snookie tucked beneath her arm. Please do not ask me the reason. Come, let us rejoin Maud and your friend.

She started off, and he, being helpless in the face of her determination, was compelled to follow her.

What, he wondered, was the mysterious motive of her refusal to see him again?


Chapter Two.

Presents a Curious Problem.

[image: img296.jpg]

ON ENTERING OLD Mr Mutimers house a telegram addressed to Raife lay upon the hall-table. Tearing it open, he read the brief summons. Come at once, urgent. — Mother.

The words were startling in their brevity. Turning to his friend, he exclaimed in alarmed accents: Something serious has happened at home, old man. See what the mater has wired. He handed the telegram to Teddy.

Teddy read it and gave it back. Im awfully sorry, Raife. Theres a good train in about an hour from now. While you are waiting, you might ring up home and find out whats the matter.

A good idea, said Raife. And at once he entered the study, and, taking up the telephone receiver, got a trunk call.

In less than five minutes he was speaking with Edgson, the old butler at Aldborough Park, his fathers fine place near Tunbridge Wells.

Is Lady Remington there? asked Raife, eagerly. Tell her I want to speak to her.

Shes — oh, its you, Master Raife, sir! Shes — Im sorry, sir, her ladyships not well, sir.

Not well? Whats the matter? asked the young fellow, speaking eagerly into the mouthpiece.

Oh, sir, I — I — I cant tell you over the phone, replied the old servant. Her ladyship has forbidden us to say anything at all.

But, Edgson, surely I may know! cried the young man, frantically.

We thought you were on your way home, sir, the butler replied. Cant you come, Master Raife?

Yes, of course, Im leaving now — at once. But Im anxious to know what has happened.

Come home, sir, and her ladyship will tell you.

Go at once and say that I am at the phone, Raife ordered, angrily.

Im very sorry, sir, but I cant, was the response. I have very strict orders from her ladyship, but Im sorry to have to disobey you, sir.

Cant you tell me anything? Cant you give me an inkling of whats the matter? urged Raife.

Im very sorry, sir, I cant, replied the old man, quietly, but very firmly.

Raife knew Edgson of old. With him the word of either master or mistress was law. Edgson had been in his fathers service ever since his earliest recollection, and though fond of a glass of good port, as his ruddy nose betrayed, he was the most trusted servant of all the staff.

He would give no explanation of what had occurred, therefore, Raife, furiously angry with the old man, rang off.

The train journey from Southport seemed interminable. His mind was in a whirl. The brief words of the telegram, Come home at once, urgent, kept ringing in his ears, above the roar of the carriage wheels. He had the sensations of a man in a nightmare. What could have happened, and to whom? His mother had sent the wire, and therefore it most probably concerned his father.

And ever and again, at the back of his mind, racked with this horrible suspense and uncertainty, was the image of the mysterious girl whose acquaintance he had made on the Southport front. He could hear the low, sweet tones of her musical voice, he could see the grace of her dainty figure. Should he ever meet her again? Would she ever be to him more than a fascinating acquaintance?

When at length he got into London, he felt he could not bear the slow torture of another railway journey. He went to a garage close to the station and hired a motor-car. From there to Tunbridge Wells seemed but a short distance: at any rate, there was action in the movement of the throbbing car, as opposed to the monotony of the train.

But even though the speed limit was exceeded many times in the course of that journey, it seemed hours to his impatient mood before they reached the lodge gates and raced up the stately avenue.

The avenue was three-quarters of a mile long, but at last, Raife Remington, at a bend in the drive, came in view of his home — a great, old, ivy-covered Tudor mansion, with quaint gables, high, twisted chimneys, and two pointed towers. At one end was the tall, stained-glass window of the private chapel, while at the other were domestic offices of later date, and in other forms of architecture.

Passing the inner gate, and between the lawns, where the flower beds were gay with geraniums, the car entered the great open gateway, and drew up in the ancient courtyard, around which the grand old place was built — that same quiet courtyard where the horses hoofs of King Henry the Seventh had so often echoed upon the uneven cobbles, where Sir Henry Reymingtoune, Chancellor to Elizabeth, had bowed low and made his obeisance to his capricious royal mistress, and where Charles the Second, in later days, had idled, surrounded by his elegant, silk-coated sycophants.

The Remingtons had, ever since the fourteenth century, played their part in Englands government: once a great and powerful family, and even to-day a notable and honourable house.

As the car drew up at the door, Raife sprang out, and rushing through the great stone hall, the flags of which were worn hollow by the tread of generations, and where stood the stands of armour of dead Reymingtounes, he came face to face with old Edgson, grave and white-haired.

Ah, Master Raife! cried the old man, Im so glad youve come, sir. Her ladyship is in the boudoir awaiting you.

Whats happened, Edgson? demanded the young man.

Please dont ask me, sir. Her ladyship will tell you, was the old servants response, in a half-choked voice, and he turned away.

A few moments later, Raife entered the small, cosy little room, with the high, diamond-pane windows, whereon were stained-glass escutcheons. Two women were there, his mother seated with her face buried in her hands, sobbing bitterly, and, beside her, her faithful companion, an elderly spinster named Miss Holt, who had been in the family for many years and had, indeed, been at school with Lady Remington.

Miss Holt, who was on her knees trying to comfort Raifes mother, rose as the son entered.

Mother! he cried, rushing towards her. Whats the matter? Tell me — for heavens sake! Edgson will tell me nothing.

But all the response from the agonised woman was a long, low groan.

Miss Holt, he said, turning to her companion. Tell me, what has happened?

The angular woman, whose face was pale and thin, raised a warning finger, and pointed in silence to the sobbing lady. Then she whispered:

Come into the next room, and I will tell you.

Both passed into the inner room, and when Miss Holt had closed the door, she said:

I am sorry to have to break the awful news to you, Mr Raife, but a most remarkable and terrible affair occurred here, early this morning. From what I am able to gather, your father, who — as you know — sleeps over the library, was awakened about three oclock by an unusual noise, and, listening, came to the conclusion that a slow, sawing process was in progress in the library — that some one was below.

Burglars! ejaculated Raife.

Your father took his revolver and the little electric flash-lamp which he always has in his room, and, preferring to investigate before ringing and alarming the household, crept downstairs and noiselessly opened the library door. Inside, he saw a small light moving. In an instant, a man who had already opened the safe, drew a revolver and fired point blank at your father.

Shot my father! gasped Raife, staring at her. Yes. Unfortunately the bullet struck Sir Henry. He fell, but while on the ground, and before the burglar could escape, he fired and shot him dead. We were all alarmed by the shots — and for the rest, well, you had better ask Edgson. He will tell you. I must go back to your poor mother.

But my father?

Alas! he is dead, was the thin-faced womans hushed response.

Dead! gasped Raife, staggered. Then the fellow murdered him!

Miss Holt nodded in the affirmative.

At that moment old Edgson entered with a message. The doctor had returned to see her ladyship.

Raife barred the old servants passage, saying:

Miss Holt has told me, Edgson. Explain at once what had happened when you were all alarmed.

Well, Master Raife, I rushed down, sir, replied the old fellow, white-faced and agitated. Burton, the footman, got down first, and when I rushed into the library I found the poor master lying on the carpet doubled up, with blood all over his pyjama-jacket. He recognised me, sir, and declared, in a low, weak voice, that the thief had shot him. At first I was so scared that I couldnt act or think. But, on switching on the lights, I saw the body of a stranger — an elderly man, wearing thin indiarubber gloves — lying near the French window.

Then my father was still conscious?

Quite. I sent Burton to the telephone to ring up Doctor Grant, in Tunbridge Wells, while I did all I could to restore the poor master. He was then quite sensible. With Burtons aid I managed to get him on to the couch in the bedroom, and then he spoke several disjointed sentences while we waited for the doctors arrival. He asked for you, sir, and told me to give you a message.

A message, Edgson! What message did he leave for me? asked the son, eagerly.

His words were these, sir: Tell Master Raife that the blackguard deliberately shot me! Tell him — to be careful — to be wary of the trap. I — I hesitated to tell the boy the truth, but now, Edgson, alas! it is too late!

The truth! ejaculated young Remington. What did he mean, Edgson? What did he mean about being careful of the trap?

Ah! I dont know, Master Raife, replied the old servant, shaking his head gravely. Some secret of his, no doubt. I pressed the master to reveal it to me; but all he would reply was: I was a fool, Edgson. I ought to have told my boy from the first. Every man has a skeleton in his cupboard, Edgson. This is mine! Then he murmured something about her and that woman — a woman in the case, it struck me, Master Raife.

A woman! echoed young Remington.

So it seemed. But, Master Raife, in my position I couldnt well inquire further into the poor masters secret. Besides, her ladyship and others came in at the moment. So he uttered no other word — and died before Doctor Grant could arrive.

But what does this all mean, Edgson? asked the dead mans son, astounded.

I dont know, Master Raife, replied the grave-faced old man. I really dont know, sir.

To my mind, it seems as though his secret was, in some mysterious way, connected with the fellow who shot him, declared the young fellow, pale and anxious. My poor mother does not know — eh?

She knows nothing, Master Raife. In the years I have been in the service of your family, I have learnt discretion. I have told you this, sir, because you are my masters son, was the faithful mans response.

You had no inkling of any secret, Edgson?

None in the least, sir, though I have been in Sir Henrys service thirty-two years come next Michaelmas.

Its a complete mystery then?

Yes, sir, a complete mystery. But perhaps youd like to see the masters murderer? Weve taken his body over to the empty cottage at the stables. Im expecting the detectives from London every minute. Inspector Caldwell, from Tunbridge Wells, has wired to Scotland Yard for assistance.

Yes. Take me over there, Edgson, said Raife, boldly. I wonder if I know him! This secret of my fathers which he intended to reveal to me, though prevented by death, I mean to investigate — to unravel the mystery. Come, Edgson.

And the young master — now Sir Raife Remington, Baronet — followed the grave old man out of the house and down the broad, gravelled drive, where, in the sunshine, stood the big square stables, the clock of which, in its high, round turret, was at that moment clanging out the hour.


Chapter Three.

The Fatal Fingers.
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UPON A BENCH in the front room of the artistic little cottage, the exterior of which was half hidden by Virginia creeper, lay the body of the stranger.

He was of middle age, with a dark, well-trimmed moustache, high cheek-bones, and hair slightly tinged with grey. He was wearing a smart, dark tweed suit, but his collar had been disarranged, and his tie removed, in the cursory examination made by the police when called.

Upon his cold, stiff hands were thin rubber gloves, such as surgeons wear during operations. They told their own tale. He wore them so as to obviate leaving any finger-prints. Upon his waistcoat there was a large damp patch which showed where Sir Henrys bullet had struck him.

Old Edgson stood beside his young master, hushed and awed.

Hes evidently an expert thief, remarked Raife, as he gazed upon the dead assassins calm countenance. The eyes were, closed and he had all the composed appearance of a sleeper. Have they searched him?

I dont know, sir, replied the old man.

Then I will, Raife said, and, thereupon, commenced to investigate the dead mans pockets.

The work did not take long. From the breastpocket of his jacket he drew out a plain envelope containing three five-pound notes, as well as a scrap of torn newspaper. The young fellow, on unfolding it, found it to be the Agony column of the Morning Post, in which there was, no doubt, concealed some secret message. There were, however, a dozen or so advertisements, therefore which of them conveyed the message he was unable to decide. So he slipped it into his pocket until such time as he was able to give attention to it.

In the dead mans vest-pocket he found the return half of a first-class ticket from Charing Cross to Tunbridge Wells, issued four days previously, while in one of the trousers-pockets were four sovereigns, some silver, and in the other a bunch of skeleton keys, together with a small, leather pocket-case containing some strange-looking little steel tools, beautifully finished — the last word in up-to-date instruments for safe-breaking.

Raife, holding them in his hand, carried them to the window and examined them with keen curiosity. It was, indeed, a neat outfit and could be carried in the pocket without exciting the least suspicion. That the unknown assassin was an expert thief was quite clear.

Old Edgson was impatient to return to the house.

Perhaps her ladyship may be wanting me, sir, he suggested. May I go, sir?

Yes, Edgson, replied the young man. Tell my mother, if you see her, that Ill be back presently.

And the old servant, with his mechanical bow, retired, leaving his young master with his fathers murderer.

Raife gazed in silence upon the face of the dead stranger. Then, presently, speaking to himself, he said:

I wonder who he is? The police will find out, no doubt. Hes probably known, or he would not have been so careful about his finger-prints. By jove! he added, if Id met him in a train or in the street I would never have suspected him of being a criminal. One is too apt to judge a man by his clothes.

The local police had evidently gone through the mans pockets for evidence of identification, but finding none, had replaced the articles in the pockets just as they had found them. Therefore, Raife did the same, in order that the London detectives might be able to make full investigation. The only thing he kept was the scrap torn from the Morning Post.

He turned the body over to get at the hip-pocket of the trousers, when from it he at length drew a bundle of soft black material, which, when opened, he found to be a capacious sack of thin black silk, evidently for the purpose of conveying away stolen property.

This he also replaced, and when, on turning the body into its original position, the shirt became further dragged open at the throat he noticed around it something that had probably been overlooked by the local constable who had opened the dead mans clothes in an endeavour to discover traces of life — a very fine silver chain.

Suspended from the chain was a tiny little ancient Egyptian charm, in the form of a statuette of the goddess Isis, wearing on her head the royal sign, the orb of the sun, supported by cobras on either side.

He removed it from the neck of the unknown, and, holding it in his palm, examined it. The modelling was perfect as a work of ancient art. It was cut in camelian about an inch and a quarter long, and, no doubt, five or six thousand years old. Up the back, from head to foot, were inscribed tiny Egyptian hieroglyphics, the circle of the sun, the feather, the sign of truth, a man kneeling in the act of adoration, a beetle and an ibis, the meaning of which were only intelligible to an Egyptologist.

He wore this as a talisman, no doubt, remarked Raife, speaking to himself. Perhaps it may serve as a clue to his identity. Who knows?

And, gathering the little goddess and its chain into his palm, he transferred it to his pocket.

Just as he did so, voices sounded outside the cottage. Edgson, with three men in overcoats and bowler hats were coming up the garden path.

They entered the room without ceremony, and old Edgson, who accompanied them, said:

These are the gentlemen from London, Master Raife.

Two of the men respectfully saluted the young baronet — for he had now succeeded to the title — while the third, Raife recognised as Inspector Caldwell from Tunbridge Wells.

Well, Caldwell, he said. This is a very sad business for us.

Very sad, indeed, sir, was the dark-bearded mans reply. We all sympathise with you and her ladyship very deeply, sir. Sir Henry was highly respected everywhere, sir, and there wasnt a more just, and yet considerate, magistrate on any county bench in England.

Is that the popular opinion? asked Raife, thoughtfully.

Yes, sir. Thats what everybody says. The awful news has created the greatest sensation in Tunbridge Wells. I wonder who this blackguardly individual is? he added.

The two detectives from Scotland Yard had crossed to where the dead man was lying, his white face upturned, and were scrutinising him narrowly.

I dont recognise him, declared the elder of the pair. Hes done time, no doubt. Look at his gloves.

An old hand, thats quite certain. Weve got his finger-prints in the Department, you bet, remarked the other. Wed better take off his gloves and take some prints as soon as we can; they will, no doubt, establish his identity. Mr Caldwell, will you please telephone to a printers somewhere near for a little printing-ink?

Certainly, replied the inspector. Ill phone back to Tunbridge Wells and have it sent out by a constable on a bicycle.

The three officers then proceeded to make a minute examination of the body, but Raife did not remain. He returned to the house, accompanied by Edgson.

A few minutes later he stood in the library before the open safe, plunged in thought. The sunshine streamed across the fine old room filled with books from floor to ceiling, for Sir Henry was a student, and his library, being his hobby, was cosily furnished — a pleasant, restful place, the long, stained-glass windows of which looked out upon the quaint old Jacobean garden, with its grey, weather-beaten sundial, its level lawns, and high, well-clipped beech hedges.

Raife stood gazing at the safe, which, standing open, just as it was when his father had surprised the intruder, revealed a quantity of papers, bundles of which were tied with faded pink tape: a number of valuable securities, correspondence, insurance policies, and the usual private documentary treasures of an important landowner. Papers concerning the estate were mostly preserved at the agents office in Tunbridge Wells: only those concerning his own private affairs did Sir Henry keep in the library.

What had his dead father meant by those dying words uttered to old Edgson? That warning to be careful of the trap! What trap? What could his father fear? What truth was it which his father had hesitated to tell him — the important truth the telling of which had been too late.

He recollected his fathers words as uttered to the faithful old servant: I was a fool, Edgson. I ought to have told my boy from the first. Every man has a skeleton in his cupboard. This is mine!

And, further, who was the woman whom he had referred to as her?

The young man gazed upon the dark patch on the carpet near the door, soaked by the life-blood of his unfortunate father. The latter, so suddenly cut off, had carried his secret to the grave.

That big, sombre room, wherein the tragedy had taken place, looked pleasant and cheerful with the bright, summer sunlight now slanting upon it. The big, silver bowl of roses upon the side-table shed a sweet fragrance there, while the spacious, old-fashioned mahogany writing-table was still littered with the dead mans correspondence.

The writing-chair he had vacated on the previous night, before going to bed, stood there, the silk cushion still crushed just as he had risen from it. His big briar-pipe lay just as he had knocked it out and placed it in the little bowl of beaten brass which he used as an ash-tray.

The newspapers which he had read were, as usual, flung upon the floor, while the waste-paper basket had not been emptied that morning. The servants had not dared to enter that room of disaster.

Young Raife re-crossed the room, and again examined the open door of the safe.

He saw that it had not been forced, but opened by a duplicate key — one that had, no doubt, been cut from a cast secretly taken of the one which his father always carried attached to his watch-chain. So well had the false key fitted that the door had yielded instantly.

In the darkness in that well-remembered room, the room which he recollected as his fathers den ever since he was a child, the two men — the baronet and the burglar — had come face to face.

I wonder, Raife exclaimed, speaking to himself softly, scarce above a whisper. I wonder if there was a recognition? The words of the poor guvnor almost tell me that, in that critical moment, the pair, bound together in one common secret, met. They hated each other — and they killed each other! Why did the guvnor admit that he had been a fool? Why did he wish to warn me of a trap? What trap? Surely at my age Im not likely to fall into any trap. No, he added, with a bitter smile, I fancy Im a bit too wary to do that.

He paced up and down the long, silent, book-lined chamber, much puzzled.

As he did so, the sweet, pale, refined face of Gilda Tempest again arose before him. He had only met her casually, a few hours ago, yet, somehow why he could not explain, they had seemed to have already become old friends and, amid all his trouble, anxiety and bewilderment, he found himself wondering how she fared, and whether the dear little black pom, Snookie, was guarding his dainty little mistress.

True, a black shadow had fallen upon his home, a tragic event which had rendered him a baronet, and in a few months he would be possessor of great estates, nevertheless that thought had not yet occurred to him. His only concern had been for his bereaved mother, to whom he was so devoted, and from whom his father had hidden his strange secret. Through that dark cloud of mourning, which had so suddenly enveloped him, arose the beautiful countenance of the girl into whose society chance had so suddenly thrown him, and he felt he must see her again, that he must stroll at her side once again, at all hazards.

As his fathers only son, he had a right to investigate the contents of the open safe, for he knew that one executor was away at Dinard, while the other, an uncle, lived in Perthshire. At present, his fathers lawyer had not been communicated with, therefore he crossed again to the safe and methodically removed paper after paper to examine it.

Most of them were securities, mortgages, bonds, and other such documents, which, at that moment, did not possess much interest for him.

One bundle of old and faded letters which he untied were in a handwriting he at once recognised — the letters of his mother before she had become Lady Remington. Another — a batch written forty years ago — were the letters from his grandfather, while his father was at Oxford. With these were other letters from dead friends and relatives; but, though he spent an hour in searching through them, Raife discovered no clue to the strange secret which Sir Henry had died without divulging.

Then he afterwards replaced the papers, closed the safe and re-locked it with the false key which still remained in it.

His mother was still too prostrated to speak with him, therefore he again went across to the cottage where the police were with the dead assassin.

As he entered, one of the detectives was carefully applying printers ink to the tips of the cold, stiff fingers, and afterwards taking impressions of them upon pieces of paper.

The secret of the dead thiefs identity would, they declared among themselves, very soon be known.


Chapter Four.

Reveals Certain Confidences.
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TELL HIM TO be careful — to be wary of — the trap?

Those dying words of Sir Henrys rang ever in his sons ears.

That afternoon, as Raife stood bowed in silence before the body of his beloved father, his mind was full of strange wonderings.

What was the nature of the dead mans secret? Who was the woman to whom he had referred a few moments before he expired?

The young fellow gazed upon the grey shrunken face he had loved so well, and his eyes became dimmed by tears. Only a week before they had been in London together, and he had dined with his father at the Carlton Club, and they had afterwards gone to a theatre.

The baronet was then in the best of health and spirits. A keen sportsman, and an ardent golfer, he had been essentially an out-door man. Yet he now lay there still and dead, killed by an assassins bullet. Raifes mother was inconsolable and he had decided that it was best for him to keep apart from her for the present.

To his friend, Mutimer, he had sent a wire announcing the tragic news, and had, by telephone, also informed Mr Kellaway, the family lawyer, whose offices were in Bedford Row, London. On hearing the astounding truth, Mr Kellaway — to whom Raife had spoken personally — had announced his intention of coming at once to Tunbridge Wells.

At six oclock he arrived in the car which Raife had sent for him — a tall, elderly, clean-shaven man in respectful black.

Now, Mr Kellaway, said Raife, when they were alone together in the library, and the young baronet had explained what had occurred. You have been my fathers very intimate friend, as well as his solicitor for many years. I want to ask you a simple question. Are you aware that my father held a secret — some secret of the past?

Not to my knowledge, Mr Raife — or Sir Raife, as I suppose I ought to call you now, was the sombre, and rather sad, mans reply.

Well, he had a secret, exclaimed Raife, looking at him, searchingly.

How do you know?

He told Edgson, the butler, before he died.

Told his servant his secret! echoed the lawyer, knitting his brows.

No. He told him something — not all.

What did he tell him? asked Mr Kellaway, in quick eagerness.

My father said he wished that he had been frank with me, and revealed the truth.

Of what?

Of his secret. He left me a message, urging me to beware of the trap. Of what nature is the pitfall? asked the young man. You, his friend, must know.

I regret, but I know absolutely nothing, declared the solicitor, frankly. This is all news to me. What do you think was the nature of the secret? Is it concerning money matters?

No. I believe it mainly concerns a woman, the young man replied. My father had no financial worries. He was, as you know, a rich man. Evidently he was anxious on my behalf, or he would not have given Edgson that message. Ah! If his lips could only speak again — poor, dear guvnor.

And the young man sighed.

Perhaps Edgson knows something? the solicitor suggested.

He knows nothing. He only suspects that there is a lady concerned in it, for my father, before his death, referred to her.

Your respected father was my client and friend through many years, said Mr Kellaway. As far as I know, he had no secrets from me.

Raife looked him straight in the face for a few moments without speaking. Like all undergraduates he had no great liking for lawyers.

Look here, Kellaway, he said slowly. Are you speaking the truth?

The absolute truth, was the others grave reply.

Then you know of no secret of my fathers. None — eh?

Ah, that is quite a different question, the solicitor said. During the many years I have acted for your late father I have been entrusted with many of his secrets — secrets of his private affairs and suchlike matters with which a man naturally trusts his lawyer. But there was nothing out of the common concerning any of them.

Nothing concerning any lady?

Nothing — I assure you.

Then what do you surmise regarding the trap, about which my father left me this inexplicable message?

Edgson may be romancing, the lawyer suggested. In every case of a sudden and tragic death, the servant, male or female, always has some curious theory concerning the affair, some gossip or some scandal concerning their employer.

Edgson has been in our family ever since he was a lad. Hes not romancing, replied Raife dryly.

Mr Kellaway was a hard, level-headed, pessimistic person, who judged all men as law-breakers and criminals. He was one of those smug, old-fashioned Bedford Row solicitors, who had a dozen peers as clients, who transacted only family business, and whose firm was an eminently respectable one.

I have always thought Edgson a most reliable servant, he admitted, crossing to the safe, the key of which Raife had handed to him.

So he is. And when he tells me that my father possessed a secret, which he has carried to his grave — then I believe him. I have never yet known Edgson to tell a lie. Neither has my father. He was only saying so at dinner one night three months ago.

I have no personal knowledge of any secret of the late Sir Henrys, responded the elder man, speaking quite openly. If I knew of any I would tell you frankly.

No, you wouldnt, Kellaway. You know you wouldnt betray a clients confidence, said Raife, with a grim, bitter smile, as he stood by the ancient window gazing across the old Jacobean garden.

Ah, perhaps youre right. Perhaps youre right, replied the man addressed. But at any rate I repeat that I am ignorant of any facts concerning your fathers past that he had sought to hide.

You mean that you will not betray my dead fathers confidence?

I mean what I say, Sir Raife — that I am in entire ignorance of anything which might be construed into a scandal.

I did not suggest scandal, Mr Kellaway, was his rather hard reply. My father was, I suspect, acquainted with the man who shot him. The two men met in this room, and, I believe, the recognition was mutual!

Your father knew the assassin? echoed the lawyer, staring at the young man.

I believe so.

It seems incredible that Sir Henry should have been acquainted with an expert burglar — for such he apparently was.

Why should he have left me that warning message? Why should he seek to forewarn me of some mysterious trap?

The old solicitor shrugged his shoulders, but made no reply. The whole, tragic affair was a complete and absolute mystery.

The London papers that afternoon were full of it, and already a host of eager reporters and press-photographers were waiting about on the off-chance of obtaining a glimpse of Raife, or any other member of the bereaved family. More than one had had the audacity to send in his card to Raife with a request for an interview, which had promptly been refused, and Edgson now had orders that the young master was not at home to any one.

Raife, still unconvinced that Mr Kellaway was in ignorance of his fathers secret, took him across to the cottage where lay the body of the stranger. The police were no longer there, but two doctors were making an examination. The inquest had been fixed for the morrow, and the medical men were consulting prior to the post-mortem.

The cause of death was only too apparent, but the principles of the law are hidebound, and it was necessary that a post-mortem should be made, in order that the coroners jury should arrive at their verdict.

Later Raife, assisted the family solicitor to gather out the contents of the safe and make them into bundles, which they sealed up carefully and counted.

Of course, Kellaway said, I am not aware of the contents of your lamented fathers will, and I frankly confess I was rather disappointed at not being asked to make it.

I think it was made by some solicitors in Edinburgh, was Raifes reply. Gordon and Gordon, I believe, is the name of the firm. It is deposited at Barclays Bank in London.

The executors will, no doubt, know. You have wired to them, you say? Then, after a pause, Kellaway added: The fact that Sir Henry engaged a strange solicitor to draw up his will would rather lead to the assumption that he had something to hide from me, wouldnt it?

By jove, yes, was the young mans response. I had never thought of that! He wished to preserve his secret until his death. I wonder if the will reveals anything?

Perhaps — who knows?

Raife remained silent. He was still carefully removing the papers from the steel inner drawer of the safe — a drawer which had been overlooked when he had made his investigation. The papers were mostly memoranda regarding financial transactions, sales and purchases of land, and other matters. Among them were a number of old letters, mostly signed by George Mountjoy, who had been member for South Gloucestershire, and his fathers particular crony. He had died a year ago, and Sir Henry had keenly felt the loss of his life-long friend.

They had been as brothers, and old Mr Mountjoy was frequently a guest at Aldborough for months at a stretch, and treated quite as one of the family.

Letter after letter he turned over aimlessly, reading scraps here and there. They were strange letters, which showed a great bond of friendship existing between the two men. In some, Mountjoy asked Sir Henrys advice regarding his most intimate and private affairs, and in others he gave the baronet his aid, and made suggestions regarding his line of action in many matters.

One struck him as very strange. Dated from the Hotel Angst, in Bordighera, over three years ago, it contained the following passage:

As you have asked my advice upon the most secret page of our history, my dear Henry, I am most decidedly and emphatically of opinion that it will be best to allow them to remain in entire ignorance. He should, however, be diplomatically warned lest the pitfall you fear be placed in his path — as no doubt it will be sooner or later.

Under no circumstances whatever would I alarm your wife by revealing to her the truth. Remember the state of her health is delicate, and undue anxiety would most probably shatter her nerves. No, remain silent. Only you and I know the truth, and that it is our duty to keep it strictly to ourselves.

I know how it must gall you, and how helpless you must feel in the strange, unheard-of circumstances. But I beg of you to regard the threats as idle ones. For your safety I fear nothing, but for Raife it is different. He should be warned, but not in a way to cause him undue anxiety; only to impress upon him the need of shrewd precaution against his enemies.

I shall never divulge the truth, and you, my dear Henry, should still preserve a calm and smiling face. Too well I know the extreme difficulty of doing this; but remember there is not the least suspicion of the truth abroad, and that most men in every walk of life have ugly secrets which they would not care to expose to the light of day.

Your son, Raife, is in ignorance. Let him remain so, I beg of you. The truth, if told, will only bring unhappiness upon you both. He is young and fearless. Warn him against the trap that we, alas! know will be set sooner or later. But further than that do not go. I shall be back in London at the end of this month, and we can discuss the situation further.

The remainder of the letter consisted mainly of Riviera gossip.

Raife stood staring at the sheet of grey note-paper, his brows knit in wonder.

What is it? asked Kellaway, noticing the effect the letter had had upon the young man.

Read that, was his reply. It shows that my suspicions were well-grounded. My father had a secret — a secret which was known to no one else besides his friend, George Mountjoy. Read it, Kellaway. It is evident from that letter, and from the poor guvnors dying message urging me to be careful, that I am in some strange, mysterious peril! What can it be?


Chapter Five.

The Mystery of the White Room.

[image: img296.jpg]

THE ROUTINE OF a coroners inquest does not vary much. In this instance the victim of a very obvious murder being a man of great distinction, a man who had rendered his country high political service, aroused widespread interest. Tunbridge Wells, where it was decided to hold the inquiry, was crowded with visitors as it has never been since the days of Beau Brummell and Beau Nash, those gay leaders of old-time society which foregathered at Bath, Tunbridge Wells, and the other inland spas of our country, to drink the waters, intrigue, elope, fight duels, and make for la joie de vivre as it was then constituted.

Every hotel was crowded, and even some of the old-world coaching inns revived the ancient glories that belonged to them in the days when society travelled by post-chaise and coach, and footpads and highwaymen were a terror on the Kings highway.

A mixed throng promenaded the old Pantiles, discussing with breathless interest each item of fact or speculation that leaked out from the overcrowded and evil-smelling court-room. There were gaily dressed society women, newspaper men — descriptive writers — representing papers all over the country, the United States, Paris, and Rome. The tenants of the murdered baronet and farmers drove in from the countryside. A crowd of well-dressed idlers, those ghouls who appear to gloat over crime and its details wherever it may occur.

The rumour that Sir Henry Remington was the victim of political assassination gained credence. The newsboys shouted the startling headlines and sold more evening newspapers than if it had been the result of a football cup-tie.

Lady Remington, as became her position, the wife of an aristocrat, nerved herself for the occasion and gave her evidence calmly, and in a low, musical voice. The old butler, Edgson, an aristocrat of his craft, repeated the story we already know. The police had failed to identify the body of the dead assassin. Raifes evidence threw no light on the subject. The verdict of murder by a person unknown was returned. The foreman asked permission, as representing the tenants, tradesmen and residents of the country around, to express their sympathy with the family of the late Sir Henry. With the indulgence of the coroner, he supplemented the testimony that Inspector Caldwell had given in the death chamber, when Raife met him there with the detectives from London.

The court-house was soon cleared. The unwonted crowd of visitors scattered, returning to their destinations, and Tunbridge Wells resumed its normal state, leaving the tragic mystery still unsolved.

Lady Remington, with Miss Hope and a maid, had returned in the car to Aldborough Park. When her ladyship reached her boudoir she collapsed, after the strain of the proceedings of the coroners court. The vulgar stare of the mixed crowd in the close room, the foetid atmosphere, the printed impertinences of some of the newspaper reporters, all had served to shatter her nerves, already tried by the tragic loss of the loved husband who had been her idol — her only love. The sweet-faced, grey-haired old lady reclined in a semi-conscious state, yet sobbing bitterly in the privacy of her boudoir. The rigid Miss Hope displayed a part of the anomalous dispositions of womenkind. Her austere features relaxed, and with tears, at first trickling, then flowing, she ministered to the stricken widow and gave what comfort she could.

The superficial austerity of a mature spinster should be treated with indulgence. Blighted love leaves a blight on the temperament of some women, whom a malignant fate has doomed to a solitude for which, by nature, at the outset, they were not intended. The history or life-story of Miss Hope does not concern this narrative further than this — that all the pent-up and hidden charm of a once passionate nature extended itself to this lady in great distress. Although the privacy of the boudoir should screen from public ear and gaze much of the tragedy of bereavement, who shall say that the sympathetic record of such a beautiful scene of human emotion is not justified?

Through her sobs Lady Remington spoke in a low, sweet voice. Leave me, now, Miss Hope. You have been very kind. Thank you so much. You cannot do any more for me! I must fight this grief alone.

There was no angularity of movement, no austerity of countenance now in Miss Hope. Her very voice assumed a softness that would have seemed strange to those who were only familiar with the mental mask she had so long worn in public. She started towards the door, and held it half open. Then, closing it again with swift, graceful movements, she crossed the room and knelt at the lounge on which Lady Remington reclined amidst soft rich cushions of eiderdown. She wept no more; nor had tears left her face stained. Instead, a radiance suffused her cheeks, and her eyes glistened, betraying a beauty that had long been hidden by the set expression of that mask, assumed at first, habitual by long use.

Lady Remington! Oh, Lady Remington! let me speak — let me tell you! I, too, have suffered. Dont stop me. Let me tell you a story to the end. It may help you.

Then commenced a life-story, told musically, almost rhythmically, of love, deceit, treachery, ending in a debacle that soured a beautiful disposition of a lovely girl. Miss Hope did not imply that she had been a lovely girl, but her radiant face, with the deep grey eyes, that for the first time during many years disclosed their full size and the limpid look of sincerity, made it evident to the stricken widow. Abruptly she finished the story, and, rising from her knees, she started across the room again. She had proceeded a bare pace or two when Lady Remington, with a vigour, surprising for her years, almost leapt from the lounge, and, throwing her arms around Miss Hopes neck, exclaimed Gladys! Gladys Hope! you have taught me a lesson in bravery that I will never forget. You are no longer Miss Hope. You are, if you will let me, Gladys, a dear, dear friend to me. As long as I am spared I will endeavour to be more than a friend to you!

They embraced again and again, until the arrival of the maid with tea afforded the opportunity of a closing scene that had been tense and affecting to both women.

The new baronet left the coroners court, and, walking down a long stable-yard of one of the hotels, escaped from the inquisitive crowd that pursued him, by entering a coach-house with a side door that led to the scullery and kitchen of the hotel. Quickly he made for a door in the narrow passage that led to the coffee-room and main entrance. Unbolting the door, which was seldom used in these latex days, he slipped into a narrow alley way. With rapid strides he found himself, unobserved, in one of the old post-houses in a side street. Raife walked right through the low-ceilinged bar to the private parlour, with its oak beams, swinging lamp, and wide, open fireplace and chimney, from which were hanging a few hams and a side of bacon. In a wooden arm-chair with high back, without cushions, sat an elderly man, pink-cheeked and clean-shaven except for two tufts of close-cropped side whiskers. He was smoking a long churchwarden pipe, and the air was redolent with the perfume of a Virginian tobacco, which, if too pungent in excess, possessed an aroma which, by indulgence, is, by some at least, considered not nauseating. He was smoking shag tobacco. At his side, on a deal table which had been scrubbed once a day at least, for some seventy years, was an old brown toby of Kentish ale.

Kent is the garden of England, and Kentish hops are responsible for much that has been good in English manhood. Mr Twisegood was born in Kent of a long line of Kentish ancestry, and Kentish hops had formed a substantial portion of his and their daily fare. Rising from his chair as Raife entered, he displayed a portly and robust frame.

Good afternoon, Master Raife, he said. Im very sorry to hear all this ere bad news about your father, Master Raife. I beg your pardon, Master Raife, I suppose as ow as I ought to carl yer Sir Raife now, sir. Beg your pardon, Master Raife — I mean Sir Raife, sir!

In spite of the heavy load on his mind, Raife smiled, and, laying his hand on the old mans shoulders, said cheerily, No, Twisegood, I hope I shall always be Master Raife to you — and to some others. Yes! Twisegood, its a sad case and Im much troubled. Ive come to you to help me.

Lud a mussy, sir, help ee! What can I do to help the likes o you? Ill help, sure enough, if I can help. Now tell me, Master Raife, what can. I do for ee?

When Raife was a lad, and a mischievous lad, there were many scrapes out of which he had been lifted by old Twisegood. Before the old man inherited the public-house that had been a post-house, he had worked, as many of his ancestors had, on the Remington estates.

There still remains, in spite of the spirit of unrest and agitation, which, rightly or wrongly, pervades the land, a strong sympathy between the old families and their tenants and retainers. Twisegood was of the type that made true knighthood, when knight-errantry was in a cause that they felt to be good. The Twisegoods had been retainers of the Reymingtounes since the Tudors, and the spirit of loyalty was strong within him when the young master had said, Ive come to you to help me. Raife smiled again and said: I dont want much, Twisegood, I want you to let me have the long white room overlooking the stable-yard. I want you to see that the shutters will bolt firmly from within, and see to it that when the lamp is lit no light can be seen from without.

Is that all you want. Master Raife? Ill see to that sure enough. When do you want the room, sir?

Raife replied: I want to go up there now, but you can see to the other things later.

Yes, sir. I dont know whether the room be tidy or no, but come along o me.

They went up a wide staircase with twisted solid oak balustrades, to a wide landing on the first floor. The old man produced a bunch of large keys which jingled until he found one to fit the rusty lock, which turned with difficulty. The door creaked when it reluctantly opened, and they entered together. A faded scent of lavender met them. A yellow film of warm sunlight filtered through the white blinds that hung from the bay window. A white drugget covered the faded carpet, which showed slightly at the edges a dull crushed pink. A huge four-post wooden bedstead hung with white dimity. A white ceiling surmounted, and a white wall paper, with pale pink roses confined within vertical stripes of dull yellow, surrounded the room. Two ancient high-backed chairs covered in holland, and a more modern deep-set, low-lying arm-chair, covered in the same material, faced a huge fireplace of shining black metal. Fire-dogs, fender and fire-irons hammered from steel. A vast copper coal-scuttle of simple, almost crude shape, well charged with coal, stood at the side of the white supports of a deep white mantel-shelf.

There were no pictures on the walls. White candelabra and china vases of quaint shape stood before a small, and very imperfect, mirror on the mantel-shelf. Long white curtains hung in front of the bay window. The whole effect of this big white room, bathed in a warm glow of filtered sunlight, was startling. To Raife it was soothing. Twisegood crossed to pull up the blinds.

Dont do that, Raife said, as he walked to yet another white curtain which screened a small door. The key was in the door. He opened it. It led to a narrow winding stairway with a strong oak door at the bottom. He called to Twisegood for the key. The stairs creaked as the burly old man descended and placed the key in the lock and turned it. That will do. Give me the key. Have the lock oiled, and buy some soft carpet and put it on this stairway. This leads into the loose box, doesnt it? or have you altered the stalls lately?

No, sir! They be just the same as when you stayed here last, sir.

They ascended the crooked stairway, returning to the white room. Raife stood in front of the fireplace gazing at a small miniature on the mantel-shelf. At a glance it appeared to be the only pictorial ornament in the room. Neatly framed in a thin ebony oval was the most beautiful enamel of a womans face in high, powdered head-dress, and an exquisitely-modelled bust. Raife picked it up and, looking at the back of the frame, read this inscription pasted on:

To William Twisegood for a brave service rendered.

How did you get this, Twisegood? asked Raife.

Why, sir! That be a long time ago, sir, when I wur not moren a lad. I be oldern wot your father was, and there come along a day when he wor down along the copse by Tyser Wood, and the young master, he was then, and he was a good plucked un. He had his gun along o him and was out after rabbits just afore the first, when the partridges open the season. I be going along atop among the turmits, when I hears him a ordering some fellers off his ground. I listens, and presently theres a scuffling. I slips down through all the bracken and bramble, and there I sees him a scrappin hard, with all the blood a streaming down his face. There was Nick Blacker and Bill Boneham, each a holdin a lurcher dog, whilst Nicks three sons was a pasting the young master as hard as they could. But they wasnt a getting all their own way, for he was mighty quick with his fists, was Master Harry. They didnt see me a coming. I ups with a couple of bits o rock-stone and I aims at Dick. I hits him clean and down he goes. I as a stout ash stick in my and and I rushes up to Bill. Before he has time to know wots up, I lands him a good un. Then I shouts to make believe that theres others a coming. Nick gets up and off they all start on a full run.

Well, Master Harry! he was young those days, and thought I was brave. So he gave me that miniature and told me as ow it was his grandmother. But bless yer, Master Raife, that wasnt all he gave me.

The old man stopped for want of breath. He had lived his fight over again.

Is there anything I can get for you, sir? he asked.

Yes, Twisegood, have you got any of Mrs Twisegoods home-made wines left?

Why, yes, sir. Twouldnt be the old Blue Boar, if we hadnt got some of that. Or would you rather have some of her sloe gin? That was a drink of the old coaching and posting days. Try some, sir.

All right, thanks, bring me some of that.

Raife sat in the deep arm-chair and his mind was a whirlwind of mixed thought and emotion. On the one hand, the mystery of his fathers murder had not been revealed at the inquest. Nor had any light been thrown upon his fathers dying words — that cryptic utterance which rang in his ears with a dull insistence that maddened him.

Tell him to be careful — to be wary of the trap — every man has a skeleton in his cupboard — this is mine. Then those last three fateful words: her — that woman. Who is that woman? If he only knew. His father fought three lads in the copse at Tyser Wood, as he had just learnt from Twisegood: that was easy. To fight an unknown woman, to be wary of a trap — that is hard.

The full force of an August sun still bathed the world in its glorious light, and the warm glow came through those drawn white blinds of this mysterious white room. In spite of that, Raife shivered.

Old Mr Twisegood returned with the sloe gin. Raife said: Although its August and the sun is shining, I feel cold. Let us light that fire. Soon the hearth roared with crackling flames, and Raife was left to himself and his troubled thoughts.

The white room of the Blue Boar had been famous for many generations. The secret stairway leading into the loose box in the stable had formed the means of many an escapade, and young Sir Raife was very familiar with its possibilities.

To-day he merely wanted to reflect, and the peaceful atmosphere and general air of quietude suited his mood.


Chapter Six.

In the Southern Land of Adventure.

[image: img296.jpg]

RAIFES PASSION FOR Gilda had been as sudden as it was fierce, and here, in the solitude of this strange white room, he allowed his pent-up feelings to obtain the mastery of him. Twisegood having closed the door, Raife paced up and down the long room with rapid strides, reiterating his admiration for her beauty. At length, he decided to return to Aldborough Park. On his way he sent a telegram and eagerly awaited a reply on the following morning, but no reply arrived.

The thousand and one details that surround the funeral of the head of an old family are very trying to those who are responsible for the dignity of the function and its safe conduct. Raife had been sorely tried in his position as the new head of the family.

At last the ceremony was completed and most of the mourners had returned to their homes. With a haste that attracted attention, at least, in some quarters, he went to Southport, and then called at the Queens, and, having asked for Miss Tempest, was rather surprised when the hall-porter handed him a note. He hastily tore it open and read:

Dear Mr Remington — Our friendship is forbidden. For your sake — and for mine — forget me.

Gilda Tempest.

The keenness of a young mans passion is only enhanced by obstacles. Mystified and baffled, Raife yet repeated his resolve to find the girl who had enthralled him.

Many weeks passed by at Aldborough Park, where the bailiffs and stewards of the estates foregathered with the solicitors of the family for the purpose of installing the new regime. Raife was somewhat impatient of the tedious nature of much of the work. To get away from the monotony, he hid himself several times in the long white room of the Blue Boar.

He was sitting there, one afternoon, deeply abstracted and cursing the luck that had robbed him of that mysterious girl whom he loved, when he heard footsteps on the secret stairway that led to loose box in the stable. Hastily drawing the white curtain aside by opening the little door, he was confronted by his old college chum, Edward Mutimer, in whose company he had been when he met Gilda Tempest.

Why, he exclaimed, what are you doing here, Mutimer?

Mutimer laughed, and said: Well, I went up to the Park, and no one knew where to find you. I guessed you were a bit tired of parchments and documents, so I took my chance of finding you here. I asked old Twisegood, but he wouldnt give you away. But, somehow, I thought his manner was a bit strange, so I thought of the loose box and the old stairway — and here I am!

Good! Im glad to see you, Mutimer. You were quite right, Im tired to death of parchments, leases and settlements, and Ive been coming here lately to get away from them. Weve had some fun in this old room when we were kids, havent we? Twisegoods a rare good sort, too. He never gave us away.

Well, I say, Raife, I didnt altogether come here to disturb you for nothing, said Mutimer. I think Ive got some news for you. I couldnt help noticing how keen you were on that girl we met one day at Southport.

Yes! yes! Go on! Gilda Tempest is her name. Where is she? almost shouted Raife, as he leapt from his chair, grasping Mutimers arms with a grip that made his friend wince.

Easy all, old chap, a little bit softer. I think I know where she is. You know she was staying with her uncle at the Queens. Well, they left there quite suddenly, just after your governor died. I was at the railway station and saw her and her uncle. They had not much luggage. As I was at the booking-office window, I heard the old man whisper to her: When we get to town we must wire for rooms. Nice is a busy place, and the Hôtel Royal is liable to be crowded.

Thanks for what youve told me. Mutimer, Im just crazy over that girl. Ill follow her to the ends of the earth, but she shall be mine. Yes, by jove! Gilda Tempest shall be mine. Mutimer! Im not a murderer by nature, but I could slay the man who gets between me and that woman.

By the by, Raife, said his friend, apparently disregarding the confession of love, did anything come to light over your governors dying words. It was something about a trap, and there was a woman in it, wasnt there?

No! nothing came to light. It looks as though Ive got a very first-class family skeleton in my cupboard. Raife said this reflectively, rather sadly. Then, bracing himself up, he exclaimed: Itll take several skeletons to scare me, however. I dont think Im either timid or nervous.

Ha! ha! Well, now for a trip to Nice, he added, with a dont-care-a-hang air, and be bothered to the lawyers for a time. Ill find Gilda Tempest. I swear I will, and her old uncle can be hanged for a meddlesome old ass.

It was in March when the young baronet, who in such tragic circumstances had just inherited large estates and twenty thousand pounds a year, arrived at the Hôtel Royal, on the Promenade des Anglais, at Nice.

His mother, the widowed Lady Remington, accompanied him. Having disposed of her ladyship in a cosy corner among the palms, Raife started on his hot-headed search for Gilda. He was not long disappointed, for in the big lounge of the hotel, not crowded at this moment, he saw Gilda, exquisitely dressed, and accompanied by a distinguished-looking old man.

The old gentleman was Doctor Danilo Malsano — the uncle of Gilda Tempest. Doctor Malsano was tall, and there was a certain air of distinction about him. A superficial graciousness of manner disguised from the casual observer the sinister cast of his countenance.

He had long black hair, receding from a high forehead, leaving two circular, bald patches on either side. A powerful jaw, and somewhat hollow cheeks, with glittering white teeth and small ears, completed the clean-shaven appearance, with the exception of his eyes and bushy eyebrows.

More has been written on the subject of eyes than of any other portion of human anatomy, but Doctor Malsanos eyes were unique. At a glance they suggested a squint. Here was neither a squint nor an aggravated form of astigmatism. The right eye was of a steely blue, that pierced the observer with the sharpness of a gimlet. The left eye was a swivel eye, and served the purpose of preventing one from determining which eye was gazing at you. There is a certain type of Scotch sheep-dog which possesses eyes of the colour of the doctors left eye. It is almost colourless, and with a dark spot in the centre of the right iris.

The doctors striking appearance contrasted strongly with the fragile beauty of the fair-haired young girl, with the eyes of deep-blue, who walked by his side: narrow-waisted, delicate and slim, with a well-poised head on a rounded neck of alabaster whiteness. Raife devoured this vision with his eyes before crossing the foyer to her. The whole charm of the striking personality of the young girl was enhanced by that distinguished grace of style that characterises the refined in temperament. Raife crossed over to her and, with a bow, claimed her acquaintance. Gilda politely but frigidly declined the acquaintance, informing Raife that he was mistaken.

Raife was astounded — staggered. Accepting the situation that had just been dealt to him, and with flaming cheeks smarting from the blow, so sudden and unexpected, he left the hotel by the main entrance and joined the throng of promenaders.

His thoughts lingered on the insult he had encountered. He fancied he had detected a sneer on Doctor Malsanos countenance. Rage and wounded vanity possessed him. At the table dhôte he was distrait, and sorely puzzled Lady Remington with his absent-minded attentions and disjointed conversation. Seeking the first opportunity of escaping his mothers over-anxious regard for his health and spirits, he again found his way into the open air and avoided the crowd. Finding a secluded bench under a group of palms and surrounded by brilliant blossom, he sat down and sought repose in the solace of a choice Habana cigar. It was a secluded spot, and the depths of shadow from foliage were rendered more mysterious by the vivid yet luscious moonlight that flooded the countryside. Long he gazed in front of him, still smarting under that stinging snub that had, at the same time, wounded him sorely and enraged him. The latest heir of the Reymingtounes of Aldborough was not of the stuff to court a snub or endure it. Rage alternated with crumpled dignity, and he fumed, puffing his Habana viciously the while. He had sat there a long time, until the few strollers, who had found themselves near this secluded corner, seemed to have returned to the warmth of house or hotel.

Raife threw the end of his cigar far in front of him, and, rising from the bench, crossed the promenade and leant against a railing. He shivered slightly, for a March night in Nice may be chilly, even treacherously so. Thus musing, he glanced at one of those daintily-illustrated little pamphlets that advertise the resorts of the Riviera. A thought flashed through his mind. His fathers last words, as he lay dying from the assassins revolver, came to him. I was a fool, Edgson. I ought to have told my boy from the first. Every man has a skeleton in his cupboard. This is mine. And the last haunting words of all came to him:

Beware of the trap — she — that woman.

Why had this beautiful young girl come into his life at such a tragic time? Could it be possible? No! Perish the thought. Nothing but good could come from that sweet countenance that had enthralled him from the first glance. But, then, who was this uncle, Doctor Malsano? The very name was evil-sounding, and, in spite of his distinguished air, that swivel eye, with much else of his striking countenance, was sinister.

Raife now felt certain that he had recognised a sneer on the mans face — a malicious sneer, when Gilda had snubbed him.

These long minutes in that full flood of southern moonlight were fraught with much that might be good — or bad — for Sir Raife Remington, Bart. In spite of his passionate outburst in the long white room of the Blue Boar, at Tunbridge Wells; in spite of his vehemently-declared intention to win that beautiful girl for his wife — or die — he was possessed of a premonition of danger ahead. Again his fathers dying words rang in his ears, and the blood-stained chamber, the scene in his ancestral hall of his fathers cruel murder, came vividly before him, and he was tempted to beware of the trap.

In such mood he turned on his heel and sauntered yet a little farther from the Hôtel Royal, where he was staying with his bereaved mother.

The southern lands are the lands of intrigue and mystery. They are the lands of deepest nights and brightest days, and that alternating intensity enters into the characters of the peoples who inhabit them.

As Raife was lighting a second cigar, he was vaguely conscious of a young boy or girl who dodged in the shadows behind him. The strongest man likes to meet his friends face to face, but a potential foe lurking in shadows on a moonlight night in a southern land, is disconcerting.

Watching an opportunity, therefore, Raife wheeled suddenly around, and making a dash for the youngster, secured him. The young girl, who appeared to be about thirteen years of age, did not seem alarmed, but smiled seductively, saying: Signor Raife! meet a preety signora. Meea take you there.

At the same time, the girl handed Raife a piece of paper on which was written:

Quite safe. Follow the girl.

Again those words of warning from his dying father.

Was this the trap.

In his present mood he did not care, and welcomed an adventure even if it should be dangerous.

He followed the little girl.


Chapter Seven.

Who was the Apache?
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RAIFE REMINGTON FOLLOWED the mysterious little girl, she dodging her way through the patches of silver light and gloomy shade. He strode in a gloomy, almost defiant manner, which implied that there was trouble ahead, and he was determined to meet it. As they approached the Hôtel Royal they passed a group of men who appeared to regard Raife with more than the ordinary interest that an obviously English, or perhaps American, visitor should attract. Now in the full light of the moon, enhanced by the brilliant street-lamps and the lights of the town glistening here and there, they dived into a side street. The little girl beckoned to Raife and he approached her. Then pointing to a café she said: Signora meeta you there.

The child disappeared and Raife sauntered in the direction indicated. With an air of nonchalance he relit the cigar which had gone out. There seemed to be an air of mystery about the transaction. He waited for a minute or two but no one appeared, until he felt a sense of impatience mixed with irritation. The event of the afternoon still rankled within him, and he was simmering with a stifled rage and indignation. The suggestion of a trap appeared evident, and he determined to enter the rather dimly-lit café and call for a cognac. He approached the entrance, and his hand was upon the handle of the door, when, from apparently nowhere, the figure of a man appeared. He was dressed in a long coat, loose at the neck, displaying a flowing necktie or cravat of black. His wide-brimmed black hat covered his countenance, and his general appearance suggested a denizen of the Latin quarter of Paris. In a soft undertone he lisped: Pardon, monsieur! mademoiselle, or as he pronounced it, mamselle arrivera tout à lheure. Vous voulez attendre, monsieur?

Raifes knowledge of French was superior to his knowledge of Italian, and he turned to talk to this person who seemed to have sprung from nowhere. His movement must have been leisurely, for when he looked around the stranger had disappeared. The message was simple enough. Mademoiselle will arrive presently. Will you wait, sir? What did all this mystery mean? Why was a little Italian girl sent to lead him to a place of appointment with a lady who sent a cryptic message written without a signature. Who was the person, apparently an Apache, or from the Latin quarter of Paris, who sprang from nowhere and disappeared into space? As Raife contemplated these matters, the cloaked figure of a woman came round the corner of the street.

Ah! Sir Raife! I hope I have not kept you waiting long. I could not get here quicker. She was out of breath, and her words came quickly.

Raife at once recognised the voice and form of Gilda. Her form was disguised in the long rich cloak that she wore, and her face was hidden by a large hat, from which a deep veil was draped around her face, but her rich, low, contralto voice was evident — especially to Raife.

All there was of mistrust, of suspicion, indignation or resentment disappeared, as she placed her hand upon his arm, looking up at him through the folds of her deep veil. Her eyes appealed to him.

I tried to get here before, but they wouldnt let me get away. Of course, you got my message.

In spite of her extraordinary behaviour that afternoon, a few hours ago only, everything seemed quite right and natural to Raife now he heard her voice, and saw those eyes, and felt the soft touch upon his arm. In an absent-minded way he said: Oh, yes! I got your message and I came at once. Where shall we go? I do want to talk to you. Then collecting his scattered senses, he asked a dozen questions rapidly. Who was the Apache fellow? Why did you snub me this afternoon? What was the meaning of the note you left for me at the Queens, Southport? Oh, Gilda, tell me what is the meaning of all this mystery! If there is any trouble let me help you.

The girl, with a sob, replied: Sir Raife, dont ask me any questions. Trust me. It is very hard for me — but dont ask questions. Let us walk back along the Promenade des Anglais. Then, dreamily, as if to herself, she added: Yes — the promenade of the English. We are English. At least, there is no doubt that you are. I sometimes wonder what I am.

They walked together until they reached the promenade again. There, under the light of a street-lamp, they renewed their talk. He, still interrogative, asked questions to which she would or could not reply. All she would say was, Please! Please, dont ask me questions. Just trust me, and, with a soft tremor in her tones, she added: Will you be my friend?

Raifes conquest was complete. All sense of mistrust had disappeared with the first seductive notes of the voice he had longed to hear again, and, to-night, that voice was his.

I trust you. I trust you implicitly, and I will be your friend.

For good or evil his word was given, and the word of a Remington was never lightly given. Passion or love, call it what you will, has led men and women into strangely incongruous and many dangerous situations. This promise, given with the impetuosity of youth aglow and veins afire, might lead to tragic disaster or the consummation of a pure and natural union.

The flow of lovers conversation is frequently intermittent, and sometimes erratic, and now there was a lull in the talk. At length Gilda said: I read in the newspapers that your father was killed — or murdered by an armed burglar. Raife shuddered at the allusion. Continuing, she added: Did you see the body of the murderer?

Raife said: Oh, yes! I saw the body of the brute.

What was he like?

He didnt look much like a burglar. At least, not like the burglars weve read about in books and that sort of thing.

How sad it must have been for you all — for you — and your mother.

There was a ring of sympathy in her voice, and Raife felt grateful for the words of comfort.

Then Gilda asked, Was he well-dressed, then?

Oh, yes! Quite well-dressed, and he had money in his pockets and wore jewellery.

How strange, she added, with a slight quiver. What sort of jewellery?

Oh, the usual sort of things, you know — a watch and chain and a plain signet ring! He also had a curious kind of charm hanging by a chain around his neck. I took possession of that, hoping some day it might serve as a clue. He was a strange-looking chap, and I would like to find out who he was. In fact the guvnor, before he died, said something about a trap, and other things of that sort, and Id like to discover what its all about. Theres some deep mystery surrounding the whole affair. Gilda shivered, and said: Isnt it terrible! and, after a pause, added: Its getting cool to-night. Shall we walk towards the hotel?

As they walked towards the Hôtel Royal, Raife produced from his pocket the charm he had removed from the assassins neck, and, handing it to Gilda for her inspection, said: Heres the charm. It seems to be Egyptian, a figure of the goddess Isis, and there are all sorts of queer hieroglyphics on the back of it. Queer-looking thing for a burglar to wear, isnt it?

Gilda took the charm and her eyes sparkled as she held it tenderly, and seemed almost to fondle it. Then, nervously, and sharply, she said: Oh, how interesting! I love any thing Egyptian, and I have quite a lot of scarabs. Do give this to me as a token of your friendship. It will bring me luck. Fancy it having been worn by a murderer. I shall go to the tables at Monte Carlo, and if you give it to me, it will be my mascot.

Raife was very much in love with Gilda, and he would give his life, willingly, to serve her. The spirit of mystery seemed to enshroud this delicate, fragile girl. Why should she be fascinated by this gruesome relic of his fathers murder? He did not reply for a minute or so. Gilda handed back the charm, saying: No, you dont want to give it to me. And yet, how I feel I would like to own it. I dont know why, but it fascinates me.

Take it, Gilda, he eventually said, fondly calling her by her Christian name, and I hope it will bring you a lot of luck.

Gilda placed the quaint little charm with the thin gold chain in her reticule.

They had now reached the entrance of the Hôtel Royal, and together they entered. Raife cast an eager glance around. To his great relief, Lady Remington, for it was late, had retired to rest.

Gilda whispered: Lets go up the staircase. Theres a quiet alcove there, and my uncle has gone to his room.

In the brilliantly-lit foyer of the hotel an orchestra was discoursing music to a crowd of visitors, who lounged or promenaded at their sweet will. Many eyes were turned to the handsome couple as they ascended the richly-carpeted staircase in search of that quiet alcove which promised much to Raife, and perhaps some pleasure to the mysterious young girl who accompanied him.

The south of Europe belongs, in a sense, to no country. It is cosmopolitan. There is a charm in the pleasure-land of Cosmopolis, for it discourages speculation as to the lineage of your neighbour. One handsome couple merges into another, and the shrewdest guesses as to nationality are liable to be miscalculated. Therefore the glances that were directed towards Raife and Gilda were less inquisitive than they were of admiration. At the top of the staircase Raife assisted in the removal of the long cloak which had effectively hidden the dainty figure underneath. Hat and veil being also laid aside, Gildas beauty revealed itself and dazzled the young man, further enmeshing him in the net of her mysterious charm.

She had, to a large extent, prevented a flow of conversation by extracting his promise after those appealing requests: Please dont ask me questions. Just trust me. Will you be my friend?

The aromatic fumes of oriental tobaccos, blending with the scents of rare exotic blossoms, and the variety of perfumes, with which women associate themselves, rose in a seductive, almost vaporous column to the broad landing which overlooked the throng in the foyer below.

Raife Remington and Gilda Tempest had risen from their seat in the alcove, and leant over the marble balustrade. Each gazed on this scene of artificial gaiety with mixed emotions. For some minutes, neither spoke. The languorous tones of violin and cello in subdued concert, died away. The orchestra rose from their seats, to rest after the ordeal of the prolonged musical medley of alternated rhapsody, tango, and serenade. The movement became general, and the hum of conversation in a babel of talk swelled upwards.

At last Gilda spoke.

I must go now. Tell me again that you have forgiven me, and that you trust me.

Gilda, I tell you again that I trust you. If you are in trouble, send for me, and I will endeavour to help you.

Good-night, Raife! and she started up the next flight of stairs. Half-way up she stopped, and looking round, beckoned him. When he approached she whispered: What is the number of your room? One never knows in these foreign hotels. I might need you.

My number is 26, he said. Again they parted, he wondering what she meant by placing so sudden a confidence in him.

As he descended to the foyer for a final smoke, and that refreshment we have christened a nightcap, he glanced upstairs again hoping to gain a final glimpse of his beloved. Instead, he saw — or was it fancy? — a tall figure looking down on him with a sardonic smile. For a moment only the sense of mistrust pervaded him. Then with an impatient gesture he muttered: Whats the matter with you, Raife Remington? Youre all nerves to-night. Its time you had that whisky and soda.


Chapter Eight.

The Doctors Double Personality.
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RAIFE REMINGTON FINISHED his cigar and returned rather lazily to his room, thinking all the while of the vision of loveliness that had so entranced him — his mind — his soul — his very being.

The little Yale key opened his door, and the lock yielded gracefully to its turn.

Even on the Riviera, the wide expanse of beautiful country which begins on the northern shore of the Mediterranean Sea and extends northwards somewhere towards the Alps — there are Yale keys.

Yale keys may come from anywhere. They do not all arrive from the United States, the land of their invention. Wherever they are found, or wherever they may come from, they serve a useful purpose. They are small and flat, and it is possible to get more Yale keys into a given space on a ring, than any other keys with a reputation for security.

The other keys that Raife Remington carried were not of this nature. The key of the white room at the old Blue Boar, in Tunbridge Wells was much more ponderous. Those of Aldborough Park were invented before the days of Yale and Harvard. The locksmiths who forged and hammered the keys of Aldborough preceded the foundation of American universities. They were cumbersome, and they lay heavily in the pockets of the light suit of clothes which is customary on a spring night at Nice. Raife also sat heavily in the chair, which faced the fire in his room in the Hôtel Royal, after his last cigar and nightcap below.

He dreamt of the events which had crowded a long day. His mind was obsessed. A thousand recollections of mysterious occurrences attacked him from without and within. The sleep, which is a half-sleep, bordering on a doze, gave him no rest. He awoke from this state of semi-somnolence. There was a tap — a very distinct tap or rap at the door. Half-clad, and yawning, he rose from his chair and opened the door. A neatly-clad chambermaid stood without, and with an accent which is charming to us of the North, said: Sir Raife, Miss Tempest send me to you. She say, she lose her keys. Perhaps, Sir Raife, your keys will open her valise. Will you, Sir Raife, lend your keys for the occasion?

Most young men are human, and the obvious is natural to humanity. Raife promptly replied to this neatly-clad, soft-voiced young woman: Yes. To be sure. Tell Miss Tempest I am sorry if she has suffered any inconvenience from her loss. If any of my keys will open her valise, I am glad to have been of service.

The maid retired. Sir Raife lazily went to bed, now to sleep, for a short while, that tired sleep that comes to youth which is only in love, and has no greater anxiety than a torn heart recently healed.

The maid returned to Gildas room and handed the bunch of keys to her, saying: The Signor send you his keys with ze great pleasure — Signorina.

The Southern man and matron smile so often that one cannot always separate the smiles and decide which is cynical, and which is gracious or friendly. The maid retired, smiling.

Gilda took the keys and gazed at them.

Then, with a fondling grasp, she handled them — murmuring the while: These are Raifes keys — the keys of Aldborough Park.

Gazing into space, with a glazed expression, she sank upon the lounge at the foot of her bed and gasped: Why must I do these hateful things!

A soft knock at the door awakened her from the lapse which had ended in this momentary display of despair. Gilda went to the door expecting that the maid had returned for some trivial purpose. Hastily placing the keys in one of those hidden places which women secrete among their clothing, she opened the door, saying, Yes. What is it? The maid was not there.

At this hour, which was early, very early, for the Hôtel Royal at Nice, there stood a lugubrious figure. Tall, crumpled, yet retaining a somewhat dignified demeanour, Doctor Malsano stood there at his worst. In a stifled, sepulchral voice he demanded: Have you got them — the keys?

The frightened girl, with a devilment which belongs to all who may hold a whip-hand for a moment, lost her temporary sense of dismay and answered boldly: What do you want?

He hissed the words at her. Have you got the keys? The keys, I tell you. Have you got them?

That moment of bravery left Gilda almost as quickly as she had become possessed of it. The swivel eye, and the rest of that remarkable countenance and personality, in spite of his dishevelled and distorted appearance, regained the mastery.

Gilda collapsed and weakly replied: The keys! Yes, I have the keys!

The doctor entered and Gilda handed them to him. Those keys of Aldborough Park, obtained by subterfuge from Raife — ! With a snarl the doctor snatched them and left the room. When Gilda Tempest slept a calm sleep, without which beauty will not last, Raife Remington tossed and turned on his bed of unrest. The excitement of the renewed meeting with Gilda had, to an extent, subsided, and in the feverish hours that followed, his mind coursed through all the dramatic events of the last few months. His sense of reason strove hard to rescue him from a mad passion — a passion that every worldly instinct told him would lead to ruin — worse than ruin — death. Yes! death. An inglorious, profitless death.

Doctor Danilo Malsano sat in his room at the Hôtel Royal. A small phial was on the table that faced him. He picked it up and swallowed the contents. His convulsed face presently resumed a more normal, a more peaceful expression. It was a soothing drug that he had taken — one to which he was well accustomed. The soft rays of the red-shaded electric lamp suffused the room, the oval mirror on the dressing-table reflected a saturnine, yet smiling countenance.

The doctor spoke in a whisper to himself, each short sentence was succeeded by a chortle, a subdued chuckle. The arm of coincidence is long! The cursed Anglo-Saxon is proud — very proud, but he is a very simple fool. One of them is dead. It may be this young fools turn next. Gilda loves him, too. That is a pity. Yet it must be.

These soft-spoken reflections, with the drug, seemed to pacify the perturbed mind of this extraordinary man, and he appeared to doze for a while. Presently he sprang to his feet and his frame displayed surprising activity. Taking Raifes keys in one hand, he opened a valise, from which it was evident that he had travelled much. Yet the labels of hotels, cities, and townships had been so cleverly manipulated, that they were hard to decipher. Opening the valise, he produced some wax, on which, with the dexterity of a practised hand, he took the impressions of the keys of Aldborough Park.

It was late when the doctor had completed his task. The first grey streaks of dawn crept through the long curtained windows, as he stealthily opened the door of his room. Surveying the silent corridor with care, he stole stealthily to Gildas room and tapped gently. The frightened girl, accustomed to the strange demands of her uncanny uncle, replied with surprising promptitude.

He hastily thrust Raifes keys into her hand, muttering: Give these back to the young fool, and see to it you dont lose your head. I will meet you in the coffee-room at ten oclock, and you can introduce him to me.

At ten oclock on the morning following these occurrences which appeared of such evil portent, Gilda Tempest, daintily clad in a light gown of soft material in which chiffon seemed to predominate, walked into the coffee-room of the hotel and took her seat at a table, laid for three, next to a window which commanded a view of the Promenade des Anglais. The doctor had planned the arrangement of this table with that prescience which characterised all his movements. She had not been seated many minutes, and was sipping some coffee — the coffee that, in spite of modern facilities, seems to be only obtainable on the continent of Europe, when Sir Raife Remington entered the room. He crossed to the table at which Gilda was seated and greeted her.

To his pleasure and astonishment she said, heartily: Good morning. Sir Raife. Wont you take a seat at our table? I expect my uncle, presently, and he will be very pleased to see you. First of all, let me thank you for the loan of your keys. It was so distressing, I could not find my keys anywhere, and, in desperation, I thought of your kind offer to help me if I needed it.

Raife laughed heartily, and, taking a seat opposite to her, said: Please dont thank me for a small thing like that. I meant, more especially, I would like to help you in something big, as the Americans would say — something real large, should the occasion arise.

Gilda appeared positively radiant on this bright, sunny morning, and her soft, pleasing voice thrilled him as she said: Did you get the keys back? I sent them to your room by the chambermaid, and, do you know, one of them just fitted the little trunk I wanted to open. It contained this gown Im wearing, and Ive put it on in recognition of your kindness to me in my distress.

Again he laughed, saying: Oh, yes, I got the keys all right!

Then, with a strange, strained tone in her voice, she said: Here comes my uncle.

Wherever Doctor Danilo Malsano entered people turned to look. His striking personality was of such a nature that it seemed more than ever strange that he could move about so easily, unobserved, when he was carrying out his nefarious schemes.

Raife rose from his chair as the doctor approached the table, and, gracefully, Gilda introduced: My uncle, Doctor Malsano — Sir Raife Remington.

With Saxon rigidity Raife bowed, but the older man with a warmth and graciousness extended his hand, compelling acceptance. Raife took the old mans hand, and the contact caused him to shudder.

They took their seats at the table and the incongruous trio indulged in the vague generalities that are frequently associated with a breakfast-table. This was not a déjeuner à la fourchette. By common consent, coffee and dainty Vienna bread, with perfect butter, constituted the meal.

Raife could not fail to notice that Gildas radiance had subsided, and, in the presence of her uncle, a subdued conventionalism had superseded.

Once more, in spite of his brief sense of complete trust in this girl, who had not only entered but monopolised the moments of his life, whether awake or asleep — once more the fateful words of his dying father rang in his ears.

Beware of the trap — she — that woman.

He was roused from this reverie by the doctors words, uttered with a cordiality and accompanied by a smile that ill accorded with the sinister chuckles of the previous night.

Doctor Malsano, taking wax impressions in the dead of the night of the keys of his nieces wooer, was a different person from the cheery old gentleman who said: You are staying with your mother, who is a widow, I understand, Sir Raife?

Yes, responded Raife. My mother is with me here. She takes breakfast in her room. Since my fathers death she is fragile and delicate.

Ah, yes! I heard of your fathers death. Let me see. He was murdered, wasnt he? Murdered by some blackguard of a burglar?

Gilda winced. The doctors face was earnestly sympathetic.

Raife replied: Yes, he was murdered by some blackguard of a burglar. Thank God, the burglar died too.

The doctor crooned rather than spoke. We wont talk of sad things on this bright, sunny morning. Nice is charming, isnt it, and so full of smart people? The Baroness von Sassniltz is staying here — in this hotel, Im told.

Yes, responded Raife, she is a friend of my mothers, and sometimes stays with us at Aldborough Park.

Aldborough Park! Dear me, Ive heard of that some time. Its a fine old Tudor place near Tunbridge Wells, isnt it?

Raife said: Yes. Its a fine old place. It belongs to me. There have been happy days at Aldborough, but yet I cannot help thinking that some people seem to thrive on the misery of others.

Thats true, the doctor crooned again, Its sad, but its true.

Then, cheerfully, Raife said; I hope, doctor, that you and Miss Tempest will honour me with a visit there some day soon, and well try and make merry again. If we can, well forget that villainous assassin.

Again Gilda winced, and, dropping her serviette, stooped to pick it up, thus hiding a scarlet flush that suffused her cheeks.

Without replying to the invitation and, with a suddenness that appeared to be anent nothing, Doctor Malsano said:

Oh, Sir Raife, Ive forgotten to express my thanks to you for the charming talisman you have presented to my niece, which I see she is wearing around her neck!

Raife and Gilda both started at this extraordinary sally. Neither knew that the doctor was aware of the gift. The slight gold chain to which the talisman was attached was barely visible, whilst the figure of Isis was entirely screened from view. It heaved on Gildas palpitating breast, behind the bodice of her charming and dainty morning gown. Without apparently heeding the embarrassment of the young couple, he proceeded:

There is a delightful mysticism about Egyptian mythology that charms me. Let me see, Isis was a goddess, wasnt she? To be sure she was a goddess, and the record of her does not always make pleasant reading.

Raife gazed steadfastly at this mysterious man, and marvelled at the meaning of his cryptic utterances, which came from him graciously, and with a smile that was bland, until the swivel eye destroyed the illusion.

Gilda was trained to the startling nature of her uncles methods, and collected her senses rapidly, remarking: Yes, wasnt it kind of Raife — Sir Raife I mean, to give it to me. I told him you would be pleased.

Raife was more mystified than ever. She had not said anything of the kind to him. And what was the meaning of that lapse — the omission of the title in speaking before her uncle? Truly, the depths of these personalities were unfathomable. In spite of it all he had sworn to trust Gilda and remain her friend. He was a Reymingtoune and he would keep his word. Apart from that, he loved her, and love remains as blind to-day as when Cupid became fully fledged and wore wings.

The revolutions of an excited mentality are rapid, and a thought flashed through Sir Raife Remingtons mind. Who was that mysterious-looking, slouch-hatted, and cloaked Apache type of person, who bade him wait for Gilda when she was late for her appointment? Was he a secret agent of Doctor Malsano? What would be the outcome of this hotbed of mystery? It mattered not. Only one thing mattered. He loved this frail, beautiful young girl. He had sworn to trust her and to be her friend.


Chapter Nine.

Foiled by the Work of a Modern Detective.
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THE SUNLIT DAY that followed the breakfast at the little table laid for three, was full of happiness for Raife. He rapidly planned a motor-car ride. There were many details to be arranged. Lady Remington must be propitiated. The conventionalities of the South are less exacting than those of the North, but some of them must be observed. Lady Remington accepted the specious circumstances invented by Raife, and Doctor Malsano and his niece, Gilda Tempest, were duly introduced to her ladyship. The presentation was a characteristic presentment of difficulties overcome by an astuteness that youth can assume when love is the guide to the occasion. Il dottore displayed a suavity that was charming to Lady Remington, and Raife snatched the opportunity for those small attentions that accompany a youthful courtship. All that had savoured of mystery disappeared when the car bounded over the white roads that clamber over the hill and mountain sides of the sunny Mediterranean shore. To those two young hearts it was Elysium. A discreet Italian chauffeur paid those few attentions necessary to the well-ordered mechanism of a modern motor-car, and smiled once or twice when it occurred to him that so much happiness could not exist without a tragedy — somewhere-sometime. A bend in the steep road, a precipitous declivity with a loose stone wall on either side, and a glorious prospect of blue sea, and rich coloured landscape, brought the happy party to one of those meeting grounds, where perfectly trained waiters and caterers for human comfort assort themselves.

Joyously they alighted, and Raife proceeded to plan the arrangements for an al-fresco entertainment. Happiness was the keynote of the pleasure jaunt, and the stately Lady Remington seemed pleased with the companionship of the dignified doctor. The details of an entertainment are rendered easy in a land where men, women, and children are trained through the centuries to the refinements of pleasure.

Raife and Gilda found themselves wandering alone in a grove of trees, those dark-hued olives with leaf and branch in silhouette against a cerulean sky. This was the first occasion when opportunity had served for the display of a pent-up passion. With a fierceness that belongs to the madness of a love that has been controlled, almost discomforted, by circumstances Raife caught Gilda in his arms! Love may be blind, but love is alert. Crumpling leaves and a footstep brought Raife to his more complete sense. Turning, he saw the uncanny form of the Apache person, the forbidding creature who had spoken to him outside the café, on the night when Gilda had sent the little Italian girl to fetch him to her. With a gesture of impatience, that expressed thwarted opportunity, he said: Who is that fellow, Gilda? Why is he here? How did he get here?

Gilda trembled, and held her head between her hands. I dont know, she stammered. Dont ask me. I dont know!

Brief is the life of golden opportunity, and Raifes happiness had been broken by this phantom person of the forbidding aspect. A Saxon can love, but a Saxon can sulk. All that was Saxon in Sir Raife Remington induced him to sulk at this moment. They returned to where the tables were laid with that tempting display of napery and polished silver which is so well understood by the continental caterers. Lady Remington and Doctor Malsano were conversing agreeably. Gilda was evidently distressed, and Raife remained sulky. As they met again, the doctor was saying: Your son was telling me, Lady Remington, that the Baroness von Sassniltz is a friend of yours. She is staying, I understand, at the same hotel with us?

Oh, yes, Doctor Malsano, I know the baroness. She visits us at Aldborough Park, my sons place, you know, near Tunbridge Wells.

How very interesting. I have often felt I would like to meet the baroness. They tell me she is a very brilliant lady. This was said with much unction.

The day that had opened so brightly, and with so much pleasure to Raife, was no longer pleasing to him. He was haunted by that Apache-looking fellow, whose hateful appearance in the olive grove had robbed him of the gratification that he felt should have been his. The course of true love is rarely smooth. It is often very rough. The weird happenings, since Raife and Gilda had met and talked, the brief love way into their souls on the front at Southport, had crowded their lives with mixed joy and sorrow. In these charming al-fresco surroundings, where the daintiness of human service blended with natures choicest gifts, there should have been peace and quietude of spirit. It was not to be. The haunting thought of his fathers dying words recurred again and again. The trap — . She — that woman.

His whole lifes blood should go out to this woman, whom he loved with a passion that belonged to a fierce nature. Yet at every pace or revolution in the progress of their intimacy there was a dark passage, a sinister obstacle.

The dignified uncle repelled him, although he, apparently, was fascinating his stately and severely exclusive mother. The forbidding figure of the Apache had completed, for a while, his sense of depression. The happiest people were, apparently, Lady Remington, the doctor — and the chauffeur — who had found companionship with a soft-eyed, brainless, dark-skinned maid, of the type that serves, and is happy in serving.

When the hired car bowled merrily around on the return journey and pulled up at the hotel, and a smiling group of servants assisted them in their entrance to the hotel, the Baroness von Sassniltz greeted Lady Remington. The opportunity and all the circumstances were of such a nature that it was almost necessary that Lady Remington should make the presentation. Thus Doctor Malsano and Gilda Tempest met the Baroness von Sassniltz.

It is necessary to talk of the Baroness von Sassniltz. She was rich, and of ancient lineage, but not of that old-world type which belonged to middle and eastern Europe, when the most exalted lady was little more than the ordinary frau or housewife. The baroness was brilliant and accomplished, and she was endowed with a commanding presence. She was handsome rather than beautiful, and as for her age — what does it matter so long as she remained attractive, and commanded the admiration of most, and the devotion of many, men.

Modern travel is so easy and it is so frequent that there is a closer intercourse in the society of nations. Switzerland and the Riviera are the acknowledged playgrounds where, by international accord, the crook may jostle the noble, and the conventions of the capitals of the world are allowed a licence and freedom undreamt of a decade ago.

Lady Remington first met the baroness at the Angst Hotel, Bordighera. The frigid bows which are grudgingly given by the highly-born in such circumstances, melted somewhat when, next season, mutual recognition was forced on them by an untimely jostle at the gaming tables of Monte Carlo. Of course those tables were never really fashionable, but they have always been fascinating. They possess the requisite diablerie to amuse the most exclusive and bored aristocracy of the countries of Europe. A further chance meeting at San Moritz completed the essentials necessary to break down the hidebound conventions that surround womens introductions to one another.

Lady Remington and the Baroness von Sassniltz thus became friends. The baroness, so much younger than Lady Remington, possessed a vivacity and sense of initiative in the matter of social entertainment, which were very pleasing to her ladyship. The arduous nature of the late Sir Henrys political life had been responsible for much that was almost drab in his wifes career, which had been beautifully devoted to her husband.

The baronesss jewels were a frequent topic of conversation in most of the capitals of Europe. The joy of possession is very great to the woman who owns jewellery, and the joy seems to increase with the risk that is attached to travel. The hairbreadth escapes, the thrills, and the states of panic attending the conveyance of the baronesss jewels from one spa to another, were worth more than the cost of those expensive baubles. Her maid lived in a constant state of dread and apprehension in her efforts to protect the precious trinkets. There was not a crook in Europe who was not striving to outwit that poor woman and rob the baroness at the same time. Every variety of human emotion followed in their train, and the alert little Fräulein Schneider was the custodian of the priceless baubles, and ever on her guard to confuse the common enemy. Humanity is frail, and the most austere have a weak spot. Fräulein Schneiders vigilance had become so much a part of her character that there were very few who detected the weak point in her armour. Coiled in a shapeless bunch at the back of her head there were long plaited strands of yellow hair. No one ever knew just how much of that hair there was, but the strands seemed interminable. This yellow hair was the one weak spot through which she could be approached. It was combed and pomaded, and plaited with scrupulous care. Everything about Fräulein Schneider was characterised by extreme care, from the guarding of the baronesss jewels to the setting of the miniature black and white bonnet that surrounded the mighty monument of yellow hair.

What beautiful hair, Fräulein! was sufficient to extract a gratified smile, which was the first step towards relaxed vigilance. Doctor Malsano knew this weakness, and he watched and waited for the opportunity to apply the knowledge for his profit. A polished criminal is liable to take long chances when a big haul of booty appears probable. The doctor had shown himself rather indiscreet these last few days. Crossing the foyer of the hotel, after a long chat with the charming Lady Remington, he stumbled and almost fell into the arms of a little Englishman, who protested in such a ludicrous voice that the incident raised a titter among the guests at the hotel. There was no desire for laughter on the doctors part. In that brief, short while he had recognised Detective-Inspector Herrion of Scotland Yard. This immaculate little gentleman, with his fair hair parted in the middle, and a waxed moustache, was none other than the famous Herrion. A detective to-day, to be successful on the continent of Europe, must combine the qualities of an Admirable Crichton, with the cunning of a stoat. Detective-Inspector Herrion excelled these attributes, and, under alternating masks that varied from the superficial inanity of a Scarlet Pimpernel to the repellance of a viper, he did society much daring service. The apparent young sprig of aristocracy, with the deliciously insipid drawl and the grotesque monocle, was none other than Herrion, the one man of all others whom Doctor Malsano dreaded. This dainty little gentleman presented a very different appearance a few minutes later as he stripped before the mirror of the hotel washstand he revealed to himself the sinewy and fibrous muscles of the well-trained athlete.

Herrion was an athlete trained in that lithe school that embodies every active form of sport, from football to fencing, from la savate to the modern savage form of fighting and boxing. Equally deadly with a Browning revolver, a rifle at 800 yards, or a right and left among the birds in stubble or turnips.

This was the form and frame hidden behind such a mask of bored manner and faultless attire as could only be assumed by a Scarlet Pimpernel in his leisure moments. He was truly a man to be feared, and Doctor Malsano had learnt by bitter experience to run when his little, astute enemy loomed on the horizon. The recognition had been mutual at the time of the stumble, and Herrion knew the doctor was not staying in the Hôtel Royal for the cause of philanthropy. When the incident that produced the recognition had ceased to attract attention, the detective dodged through a service door used by the staff, and, making his way along corridors, knocked at an office door. Responding to the invitation to enter, he said to the rotund, bald-headed little man, ensconced in a big chair and surrounded by a maze of books and papers, Forgive me, signor, for my brusque intrusion. Have you the Baroness von Sassniltz staying in your hotel?

Ah, inspector! It is you. I thought it was what you call ze greased lightning. I dont know whether the baroness you speak of is staying in the hotel, but I will inquire, and, ringing a bell, the jovial little manager continued: You see at Nice we have so many barons, counts, ze English lords and people with titles, and at the Royal, — this he said with a whimsical smile— you see, Mr Inspector, we have the crème de la crème of what you call the haut-ton, the best society.

In response to a bell a man in livery entered, and, with the deference of an inferior, asked for instructions. The manager, with an austere manner that contrasted with his previous geniality, ordered: Go to the bureau and ask whether the baroness — what is the name, Mr Herrion? The man started and looked surreptitiously at the detective. Herrion frowned and said, The Baroness von Sassniltz, signor.

As the man closed the door to go on his errand, the inspector said: Im sorry you disclosed my identity to that man. Who is he? Has he been long in the service of the hotel?

Ah, Im very sorry, Mr Herrion. I did not think it would matter down here in this old office of mine. Again, Mr Herrion, I see my mistake. I am sorry.

The messenger returned, and said, The Baroness von Sassniltz is staying in the hotel, signor, with her maid, the Fräulein Schneider.

Thank you, and, as the man glared at the detective again, the manager repeated, You can go.

Herrion followed him to the door and proceeded to talk to the manager. Suddenly wheeling, the officer opened the door and hauled from without the messenger.

You were listening to our talk outside, he said to the man, and turning to the manager, asked: Do you know this man, signor? I dont think you will find him a very good servant for such an aristocratic hotel as the Royal.

The little manager rose from his chair and said furiously: Go! go at once, this hotel is no place for a man like you. Go! I tell you, go, and I will see to it that you do not stay in Nice.

The man attempted to explain, but the manager of a Riviera hotel is a despot in such matters, and the good name of a hotel must not be smirched by an inferior servant.

When the man had gone, Herrion continued his talk: The Baroness von Sassniltz is very wealthy, signor, and she carries with her jewellery that is almost priceless. These people who will carry jewellery around with them are a great trouble to us. Before I intruded in your office I saw a man in the foyer, who is one of the most accomplished thieves in Europe. He is not here for a good purpose. That messenger whom I hauled, sans cérémonie, into the room, is, I have reason to believe, in league with this other criminal. I have seen a man skulking around at night in the costume of what might be the Quartier Latin of Paris, but he looks more like an Apache, and I strongly suspect this is the same man.

Ma foi! Mr Herrion, but if that is so, I and my proprietors are profoundly grateful to you.

Well it is, in some sense, my duty to prevent crime as well as to hunt down criminals and bring them to justice. I am not in Nice for this particular piece of work, but I saw a chance of nipping this mans plans, and I hope I have done it. The rest of the work I leave to you. Good day, signor!

When Herrion had left, the rotund little man leant back in his chair and laughed to himself.

Ma foi! But when I was in London the crooks of Soho, Hatton Garden, and the other quarters used to laugh at the English detectives, with their big boots, pipe, and what they call a skull cap. But, this man Herrion, hes what they call in another class.


Chapter Ten.

The Mystery of some Disappearances.
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THE DOCTOR, AFTER his encounter with Herrion, hastily ascended the main staircase and made his way to his room. Gilda was in the foyer talking to Sir Raife Remington. With a surprising agility, the doctor flung his belongings into his valises and then scribbled a note. Ringing the bell he called for his bill, at the same time instructing the waiter to hand the note to Miss Tempest, whom he would find in the foyer. Call Miss Tempest, he added, by saying that I wish to speak to her. Dont hand her the note in the presence of Sir Raife.

The waiter, with a profound bow, withdrew to obey the instructions, slightly elevating his eyebrows.

A few more instructions and Doctor Malsano left the hotel, ostensibly for a stroll along the Promenade des Anglais. He soon doubled his tracks and secured a motor-car. Seated in this he donned motor goggles of the mask type, attached to a jaunty looking cap. A gaily-coloured silk muffler from his overcoat pocket, with the other alterations he had effected in his room, completed a transformation that had converted the sombre personality into a somewhat flashy-looking tourist. The modest luggage was easily negotiated, and a trail of white dust was all that remained of the courtly old doctor.

Gildas conversation with Raife was interrupted by the arrival of the discreet waiter, who invited Miss Tempest to meet Doctor Malsano upstairs. Raife looked lovingly at her retreating figure. As she disappeared behind a marble pillar he saw the waiter hand her a note, which she hastily secreted in her bodice.

His heart gave a desponding throb. What was this fresh mystery? Why was the progress of their strange courtship to be jarred by a series of uncanny surprises?

He rose from his seat and crossing the foyer glanced up as her transcendingly beautiful but fragile form swept with a stately grace along the landing. She stood for a moment and started to read the note. Then, catching sight of Raife, she lowered it to her side and continued her journey upwards. More torture. Why did she disguise the note? What can have been the cryptic contents? Raife was enthralled with the subtle charms of this wonderful woman creature. Yet all his judgment kept telling him that their course could only lead to tragedy. A score of times a day he tore his soul in shreds by asking himself fatuous questions, to which he could find no answer. He was impelled with the fascination of a will-o-the-wisp, and Gilda was the spirit that danced before him night and day.

Gilda reached the retirement of her room, and then read the note, which said:

H of S Y is here. I have gone. Join me as soon as you can at C — . If we fail to meet there or at B — , meet L in a week or two.

Haunted and hunted, deprived of all real companionship save that of this conspirator criminal who called himself her uncle, Gildas courage failed for a brief while.

Falling on to the lounge, covered with dainty dimity, which was at the foot of the bed she must soon vacate, this fragile girl, whose nerves had stood her in good stead so many times, sobbed.

Yes! hunted from place to place. Hunted by fear of a Nemesis that pursued unrelentingly. When the entrance hall was practically deserted and the dining halls were crowded, a tall figure, cloaked and shrouded in a motor veil, crept down the stairs and entered a car in waiting. Into the mysterious night, quite slowly and silently, the car forged its way. Gilda did not know where she was going and had merely said to the chauffeur: Drive on slowly until I tell you to turn.

The fiendish malignity of an accomplished criminal has formed the subject of much moralising. Criminals of the type of Doctor Danilo Malsano are, fortunately, rare. Their astounding gifts, which they use in a distorted form, make detection difficult, and escape easy.

To his mind it did not appear brutal to involve a beautiful young girl in a nest of criminal intrigue. A day or two after the sudden disappearance of uncle and niece, the quiet little town of Bordighera was made more attractive by the figure of a wistful-looking girl, who gazed across the deep-blue sea. Bordighera does not possess the fashionable and extravagantly gowned appearance of Nice. There is less of glitter, less of glare than in most of the towns of the Riviera. Gilda had come here hoping to attract no attention by reason of the comparative obscurity of the place. Instead of staying at an hotel, she had found lodgings in an obscure street.

For the first time she felt a sense of peace in her life and, away from her uncles baneful influence, a restored freshness was entering her very being. She sat gazing across that beautiful sea with its blue surface flecked by rippling streaks of turquoise, or purple, or deep emerald, as its wondrous depths were affected by a brilliant sun. Distant smoke trailed in the wake of some steamer that may have tramped the world around, or of an Orient liner that was conveying white rulers to the far-away portions of our Eastern Empire.

Gilda thought of Raife and his mad passion for her. She wished to tell him all — at least all she knew. She felt that she could hardly tell how much she knew, nor did she know how much she could tell. She did realise that she had treated him badly, but why had he followed and discovered her? Should she put an end to her perplexities by a short, sharp road to death? Rousing herself from this reverie, Gilda left the seat, with the wonderful view, and sauntered along a winding path embowered with foliage. As she turned the bend of the pathway she saw in front of her, on a jutting headland, an elderly lady and a young man. They, in turn, were gazing seaward.

The young man of to-day is more daring in his costume and displays more individuality than those of a generation ago. It was not hard, even at this distance of a few hundred yards, for Gilda to recognise Raife Remington standing on the jutting rock with his mother.

This young man, who had just inherited large estates and a handsome income, in tragic circumstances, was easy to identify. With a lineage dating from Henry the Seventh, and the later period when Sir Henry Reymingtoune was Chancellor to Queen Elizabeth, and mens fashions rivalled in costliness those of the women, it was natural that Raife should possess judgment in such matters.

Queen Elizabeth has been counted the most extravagantly dressed woman of all time, unless it may be believed that the Queen of Sheba affected a similar extravagance. The pictorial souvenirs of the costumes of Elizabeth are more reliable than those of the days of Sheba, but it is not an important point to decide.

The centuries that have elapsed since the brave days of Drake, Frobisher and Hawkins, and the other bold admirals who founded the British empire, have induced a comparative drabness in mens clothing, and a severity in style.

Much of this has been altered in these later years by imaginative young Americans, who have learnt to deck themselves out more elaborately in cravaterie, hosiery, and general lingerie, whilst newspapers devote columns to the cut of suitings, and the latest form of shoe string, or the brim and feathered tuft that should rule the form of an Alpine hat. These despised and minor considerations now, concern the youth of Britain and the continent of Europe.

Sir Raife Remington, Bart., possessed always the correct judgment in such matters. He allowed his tailor, hatter, hosier, bootmaker, and what not, just the correct latitude. They should, and did, only supply him with clothing that conformed sufficiently with the fashion of the moment, without displaying an outre taste.

If coloured socks were de rigueur, and a variety of tints in shirts and cravats were the order of the day, the general effect should be conformable to the fiat of his tradesmen, without being conspicuous. In short, Raife Remington was a well-dressed man, and his fine, athletic figure, displayed to perfection the clothes he adorned.

Gilda Tempest saw Raifes form in the distance, and the old spirit of dread and unrest returned to her with an added fury.

Where should she go? How could she leave Bordighera without being discovered by Raife or his mother? Where also was the dreaded H of S Y? Turning in the beautiful pathway, she hastened, with drooping form, back over the cliffs, and sought the seclusion of her obscure lodgings in the back part of the quaint and quiet old town.

Long she schemed and planned for a way out of the difficulty. All the soothing reflections of the afternoon had gone, and in place was the renewal of trouble, unrest and danger.

The darkest hours of night and trouble precede the dawn.

Gilda, in the throes of her anxiety, gazed into space. She was awakened from her half-dazed thoughts by a discreet tap at the door. Her buxom, beaming-faced landlady entered and asked the young mees the signorina, Would she like an automobile ride in the beautiful evening time? The signorina looked pale and tired and it might do her good. The chauffeur of the Count Lyonesse had invited her and her husband for a ride, and if the young mees would accompany them all would be well. The Count had gone away for a week and all was safe.

This was the streak of dawn which rapidly became daylight, as Gilda saw her chance to escape from Bordighera in the guise of a peasant and accompanied, nay, safely chaperoned, by these good, simple folk, who saw no harm in a joy-ride in the automobile of the absent count. She must persuade them to take the route by the Col di Tenda through the long tunnel north into Italy, then to Cuneo. If she could induce them to fetch Cuneo, how should she give them the slip? She had left the bulk of her trunks at Nice. She must dispose of papers; but folks who live like Doctor Malsano and Gilda Tempest dont preserve incriminating documents. How could she give them the slip at Cuneo? H of S Y would not follow her. He would follow her uncle — if he could.


Chapter Eleven.

The Tragedy of a Fateful Joy-Ride.

[image: img296.jpg]

WHEN DOCTOR MALSANO and Gilda Tempest had so mysteriously and suddenly disappeared from the Hôtel Royal, at Nice, Raife Remington received a note on the following morning. It was a characteristic note, and quite unsatisfactory. It merely served to add to the state of his mental perturbation. He could not, and would not, believe aught that was ill of the beautiful girl whom he loved with all the fire of his strong nature.

The note ran: My uncle and I have been called away on business suddenly. Will you present our regrets and apologies to Lady Remington?

Cold, terse, and quite inexplicable. It did not state where they had gone, or whether they would return. This extraordinary creature who fascinated him, had left his life again as strangely as she had entered into it. The circumstances were difficult to explain to his mother. Her training left more to be desired in such matters than was offered here by this strange young woman, and her mysterious uncle. Lady Remington spoke with a maternal austerity to her son.

It all seems very strange. They seem to come from nowhere, and with an even greater rapidity they return nowhere. The doctor, Doctor Malsano I mean, is very interesting sometimes when he talks. At other times those curious eyes of his do not inspire confidence. Miss Tempest is a beautiful girl, my dear, but are you sure she is the right kind of girl for a Remington to associate with?

Raife stammered: Yes, mother. Gilda — I mean Miss Tempest, is quite all right. She, or he, will write and explain later.

Lady Remington continued, I think I was rather premature in introducing them to the baroness.

That was all right, mother. We shall hear soon, and all will be explained, replied the son. At heart he felt little more than his mother that all was right, and he was wondering very hard as to what was the meaning of these renewed mysteries.

To change the subject and gain an excuse for time, he added: By the by, shall we spend a few days at Bordighera before returning to Aldborough?

His mother readily concurred, feeling it would be good to change the scene of action for a while. Then she added: Yes, but I expect theres a good deal for you to do still, at Aldborough.



The Counts car pulled up in front of the door of the quaint little house in the side street, on the evening of the day when Fortune seemed to have snatched Gilda Tempest from the jaws of danger.

She had dressed with an assumed jauntiness, hoping to match the costume of the benign and buxom landlady, who had so generously extended the invitation.

Before the party were comfortably seated, a small basket containing light refreshment and some flasks of Chianti were placed aboard. Then the car started on its journey. Gilda, with a tact that came from the training of many emergencies, easily persuaded the chauffeur, who was already charmed by his fair passenger, to take the road up the Roya valley to the French frontier. Thence along the broad, straight military road with the snow-clad Alps, already lilac tinted, to the Col di Tenda. As they were gaily speeding, with merry laughter, a figure sprang from the roadside and waved to them. The road here was deserted, save for the Counts car with its merry, human freight. The chauffeur applied brakes and rapidly stopped. Gilda shuddered and hid her face as well as possible, for the wayfarer, who had adopted this drastic means of attracting attention to his needs on the wayside, was none other than the ex-messenger of the Hôtel Royal at Nice. Here was that forbidding person, with the air of an Apache, and the costume of the Quartier Latin, the man who had acted as her uncles agent in the criminal plots that he was evolving during their stay there.

With the rapidity of thought and action that came to her of the hunted, haunted life, Gilda obscured her face and became engrossed in some quickly planned operation that kept her from the mans view. He spoke Italian, but with a French accent. He first asked the way to the Col di Tenda. Then, as Gildas landlady smiled at him, he emboldened himself to ask for a lift. The cheery old landlord and landlady cried, Yes! jump in. Both were slightly flushed with the wine and contents of the basket they had brought with them. Gilda, as she realised that this horrible person was actually sitting in the tonneau of the car behind her, almost shrieked with fear. The landlord poured out more wine and the merriment soon bordered on excess, as the car bounded upward and swung around corners with a reckless, devilish swing. Gilda, trembling, yet with the well-feigned assumption of one of those mysterious ailments familiar to women who want to be left alone, waved aside the offers of wine; but the chauffeur appeared to enjoy it. With one hand on the wheel, he drank copiously as each glass was handed to him with a merry camaraderie. Now and then a lunge or jolt made even the merrymakers behind exclaim Oh! The chauffeur seemed to want the fair occupant of the seat next to him to admire his deeds of derring-do at the wheel.

With a muffled roar they entered the long tunnel through the mountain. All but Gilda sang merrily as they bounded through the cavernous depths of this giant undertaking. On they sped with a recklessness that fascinated Gilda and at last, alarmed the landlady. With a final plunge they were out again into the open, but Gildas mind was distracted in spite of the devilish excitement of this mad joy-ride. How could she get rid of that hated Apache man seated behind? He was so near to her. Had he recognised her yet? She hoped rather than felt that he had not. She was thankful for the reckless exploits of the now thoroughly excited chauffeur. It distracted attention from her, and they were rapidly approaching the goal she had aimed for. Here and there the groups of Italian and French guards had eyed, with indulgent smiles, the mad career of this strange family party. Even Gildas face was illumined with a wan smile, as she realised the incongruity of this scene. It was merry, in spite of the fact that it was fraught with such danger for her. A few more bends in the road on the steep side of the mountain, and they would be there, for good or evil, as destiny might decide.

Oh! la-la! cheerily shouted the landlord. One more glass of the good wine.

He poured it out. The chauffeur gazed in front of him with a bright yet glassy stare, as he realised the dangers of the precipitous road. The landlady passed him a glass, laying her hand on his shoulder. He turned to take the glass. There was a sharp skid of the wheels that sounded like a hiss. A moment of lull, an eternity of despair, a loud, shrill shriek from the landlady — the car and its occupants had mounted a steep bank and lay overturned on its side. All was now silence, and Gilda did not know how long the silence had lasted. It was quite quiet when, with difficulty, she extricated herself from the twisted mass of débris. The other merry occupants remained silent, and the quiet of it was appalling. She muttered to herself and stifled her sobs, which were half groans. With much labour and difficulty she mounted the fateful bank and clambered to the roadway. The sun had gone down, a golden ball of fire, set in a bank of purple cloud edged with a brilliant orange.

It was now dark and a sense of oppression seemed to pervade the place.

Gildas mind worked rapidly. The necessity for action was immediate. Where was that Apache man, and had he survived?

The zealously guarded frontier road was not to be left long without a passer-by, and soon the measured tread of feet announced the approach of a patrol.

They halted when they discovered the ominous gash in the road, made by the swiftly swerving wheels of the now ruined car. An examination of the wreck disclosed the sadness of the disaster. Huddled in a group were the dead bodies of the landlord, his wife, and the chauffeur. Where was the Apache man? He was not to be found. Had he lived — escaped to remain an agent for evil in this world — a further or continued source of trouble to the sadly stricken girl?

The telephone was not far away, and the soldiers, who sympathised, with all the warmth of their Southern hearts with the beautiful and distressed signorina, soon found means of escort for Gilda.

Thus she reached Cuneo, a further step on the long, lone journey to the unknown. Beyond a shaking, she was none the worse for the accident.


Chapter Twelve.

The Second Burglary at Aldborough Park.
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STEWARDS, BAILIFFS, SOLICITORS, and the men of affairs who are called in on the occasion of the death of the head of the family, had finished their work at Aldborough Park. Life had resumed its normal state. The new baronet had taken possession, and was entering into the duties of his position with commendable spirit and enterprise. Lady Remington witnessed her sons interest in the affairs of the estates with much pleasure.

Her mind was greatly relieved that they had seen the last of the mysterious Gilda Tempest and the forbidding Doctor Malsano. She was satisfied that Raife had overcome his mad infatuation for the woman, and as for the doctor, no possible good could come from such an association. She sincerely hoped they would forget the impulsive invitation extended to them whilst they were at Nice.

The Baroness von Sassniltz was staying at the Park. She had brought the inevitable jewels, without which, and their attendant anxiety, her otherwise placid life was incomplete. Fräulein Schneider, the baronesss maid, and the faithful custodian of the priceless trinkets, was there. Alert as ever, she wore the importance of her trust, as she wore those multitudinous coils of yellow hair. They were all a part of the institution that she represented.

Edgson, the faithful old butler, ruled the servants hall with a firm but genial sway. The yellow coils were the subject of much discussion among the other servants, but Edgson had ruled, with a fine decision, that it was both unladylike and ungentlemanly to discuss a ladys back hair in the servants hall. The Fräulein Schneider, herself, maintained an austerity becoming the importance of her position, and the subject was therefore not discussed directly with that lady. Only one person was believed to have dared to a direct allusion to the crowning piece of the Fräuleins headgear. One James Gibson, called Jim by his intimates, was possessed of a manly frame, well set off by Melton corduroys and leather gaiters. His curly beard was black, and well-trimmed, whilst his sparkling black eyes, that twinkled above his round, rosy cheeks, were counted irresistible by the lasses of that Kentish countryside.

Report had it that Jim met the Fräulein in the town of Lewes, nine miles away, and there purchased a fancy comb, which he induced her to wear for a brief while.

Unwittingly the comb was in position when the Fräulein responded to a sudden summons from the baroness. Not even the Fräulein Schneider could stand the withering stare, assisted by a jewelled lorgnette, of an indignant baroness, whose maid had dared to wear a comb in her well coiled, and oiled hair. The comb was never seen again.

For safe keeping the baronesss jewels were placed in the strong safe in the wall of the library, during her stay at Aldborough Park.

The shooting season was near at hand, and Raife had invited his old college friend, Edward Mutimer, preparatory to the opening of the first of September, when the party would be increased.

Perhaps no festival was treated with greater respect and ceremony than that of St. Partridge. On the first of September, through the centuries, the line of shooters with the dogs and gamekeepers, have set forth in search of the birds that until this day had been so jealously guarded. The Aldborough estates have always been strictly preserved and famed for partridge and pheasant alike.

At eventime, when the shooters had returned from the prolonged and sometimes tiring sport, the fine old Tudor mansion, snug and warm within its ivy-covered walls, rang with the merriment that accompanied the hospitable festivities of such occasions.

The privileged dogs did take their place before the fire. There were Grouse, the setter; Jo, the pointer; Nellie and Judy, the two spaniels; Prince, the black retriever; whilst three or four less useful, less trained, but generally more pampered and self-assertive, were grouped around.

The toast of St. Partridge was given with the brevity that most good toasts deserve. Champagne, followed by port, are the wines for these commemorations.

In the servants hall the gamekeepers and every man and woman of the large household joined in the general festivity, and the usual liberality of the servants hall was still further extended. On such nights the genial old butler was at his best, for the task fell to him to propose the toast of St. Partridge, and do the honours generally. His well-studied and hoary witticisms came with such a hearty burst of his own laughter, that the infection spread around the depleted board, until joy was on every countenance.

On such a night sleep would be heavier than usual. By general consent the potations that followed dinner were not excessive, but a little more liberal, as became the occasion.

One by one the household, in its many varying branches, retired, each in his or her direction up one of the many winding staircases, and along corridors to their respective rooms, with stifling yawns, and walking with a respectful silence until the last of the doors opened and closed.

The guests also lingered longer than usual in billiard-room or library, and they, in turn, having received the ministrations of the servants allotted to them, retired up the wide oak staircase, over the soft, deep carpet.

The most astute criminal, even burglars, will choose sometimes a wrongly-timed occasion for his offence against society.

It was a few nights after the First, when Sir Raife and the rest of the household had sought the sleep that follows sweetly on a long days shooting. Lazily knocking the contents of his pipe into the fire, he climbed into the four-posted bed with its pale-blue curtains hanging around. The old-fashioned, and even the mediaeval, survived in many directions at Aldborough Park, and this bed was one of the survivals.

Although fatigued beyond the ordinary point, even after a long tramp over stubble and turnips, up hill and down dale, Raife did not sleep. His mind was too active, and his thoughts trended in directions which left him sleepless and troubled.

The recollection of his fathers murder, and the dying words which, in spite of the intervening months and the exciting events that had transpired, still, on such an occasion as this, caused him anxiety.

Insomnia may not be a disease, but it is a very serious complaint at the moment of suffering. There are some people who possess mentality of a calibre that permits them to lie awake during long and dark nights. Others, of a higher-strung fibre, cast bedclothes and resolution to the corners of the room, and rise to smoke, to read — or do anything rather than endure the torture of wakefulness caused by a troubled mind. Raife rose from the high, old-fashioned bed and proceeded for a light and his dressing-gown, when he heard sounds that arrested his movement and attention. Premonition of danger displays a very high sense in animals. The later stages of civilisation have made matters so safe for human beings, that the premonitive sense is becoming rare. Environment undoubtedly affects such a sense, and the proximity of the library to Raifes bedroom may have affected his alertness, and kept him awake. Certainly there was something, somebody moving, and the noise was in the direction of the library — the room of sad, tragic association. Nerves do not imply timidity, and Raife of the Reymingtounes was hardly likely to be a timid man. At the moment he was possessed of a strong spirit of revenge. His father had been cruelly shot by a burglar in that very library, where those stealthy sounds were proceeding from. He did not wait to don a dressing-gown. Hastily snatching his Browning revolver from under his pillow, he proceeded along the dark, oak-panelled corridor. Gloomy old helmets, empty shells of armour that had protected his ancestors in many a fray, frowned upon him. As he crept quietly, but quickly, over the familiar soft carpets, he thought also of the baronesss jewels, those gems that attracted trouble in their train. They were in the iron safe embedded in the wall of the library. If there was to be a vendetta, he — Raife Remington — would see to it that the feud was well sustained on his side. The last few yards he covered on tip-toe, gripping his Browning in his hand. At last, he was peeping through the door, determined to have the first shot in the contest that had been forced on him. All such contests are cowardly. The midnight marauder carries long odds in his favour — the greatest being the unwillingness of the man, who is protecting his own property, to fire first. In this aggravated case his fathers spirit, through the memory of his dying words, impelled Raife to fire first and shoot straight. Justice was on his side and Raife brought the revolver to a level for aim, as he peered into the room. The sight that met him was so staggering that he involuntarily gasped.

Holding an electric torch in one hand, a case of the baronesss jewels in the other, and kneeling before the open door of the safe, he saw the outline of the figure of a woman. Raifes involuntary gasp was sufficient, for the woman, who had displayed wonderful craftsmanship in achieving her purpose, switched off the lamp. It was too late. With a bound Raife had seized her by the throat and dragged her to the wall, switching on a powerful electrolier.

His horror and consternation reached the highest human point when he recognised Gilda Tempest, the woman he loved — the woman of mystery — the woman he had trusted! She had asked him to trust her — to be her friend. He had responded with the whole of his heart and enthusiasm, and this — this hideous nightmare was his reward.

Raife slung her from him with force, and hissed: You hideous fiend! Is this womanhood — the womanhood that I — I had loved?

Gilda fell in front of the open door of the dismantled safe. For a full minute her sobs filled the old library, till they became a moan, a prolonged wail.

Raife placed the revolver in the pocket of his pyjamas and crossed the room with bowed head and heaving chest. His face was contorted with rage, and his hands and fingers worked convulsively. He re-crossed the room and gazed at her with a look of intense hatred. Slowly she rose to her knees and crawled towards him with clasped hands. Then, clutching at his knees with upturned face, a still beautiful face, she ceased her sobbing. In low, mellifluous tones she pleaded: Raife, Raife! I have wronged you. I have wronged you grossly, grievously. But listen to me, spare me! I, too, have been wronged. I have not been a willing agent. I have been forced, yes compelled, to do these foul, hateful things.

Raife looked down on her with a contemptuous glance. You have acted well before. You are acting well now. Before I give you in charge of the police you can tell me, if you will, why you borrowed my keys at the Hôtel Royal, at Nice?

No! No! Raife, Sir Raife! Believe me, I am not naturally bad. My uncle — at least, he tells me he is my uncle — forces me to do these things. When he looks at me and tells me what to do I am afraid, but I must obey. I simply must, I cant help it.

He made me get your keys and told me the story to tell you. He is clever, so clever. Here Gilda shuddered, and then trembled violently all over. Passionately she raised her voice a trifle, saying: He is horrid! He is hateful — yes, awful! Then, relapsing almost into a state of coma, she continued: I must obey. Yes, I must obey.

At this moment there was a violent knock on the door, and Raife almost dragged Gilda to a curtain and hastily thrusting her behind, crossed to the door and said lazily, in a tired key: Yes, who is there?

Edgsons, the old butlers voice, came from without in trembling tones. Lud a mussy! Is that you, Sir Raife? You have given us a fright! I saw a light in the library and thought there was burglars again. And Ive got all the men and the gardeners and weve surrounded the house.

Sir Raife laughed a forced, hearty laugh, exclaiming: Well done, Edgson! You were quite right, but there arent any burglars this time. No, Im just at work on some of my papers, thats all. Then, turning the key and holding the door slightly ajar, he added: Give them all a drink, and send them to bed again. I shant be long myself, now.

The old man replied respectfully: Very good, Sir Raife. As he walked down the long corridor behind the other servants who had accompanied him on his well-planned police expedition, Edgson laughed softly to himself. He remembered some of the stories told to him of Master Raifes escapades in the long white room at the Blue Boar.

It was not a very good explanation, but it served at the moment.

When the sound of the last footsteps had died away, Raife returned to Gilda and beckoned her from the curtains, saying:

Now, Gilda, tell me all that happened after you disappeared from the hotel at Nice. Tell me some of the worst of this man Malsanos crimes?

Gilda told how she had seen Raife and Lady Remington at Bordighera. Of her flight from there in the motor-car, of the accident and her escape, and the long journey by a circuitous route to England, where she met her uncle. She told how he had planned this burglary, and was plotting to steal the jewels whilst the baroness was at the Hôtel Royal, Nice.

In a low, musical voice, she related the long story of a young, beautiful girls life, ruined by the unscrupulous machinations of a human fiend. She reclined in a deep, leather arm-chair, facing the still open safe, with the baronesss jewels scattered about on the floor.

The simplicity with which she told her sad story, the sincerity of her manner contrasted with the incongruous surroundings and recent events.

Raife Remingtons mind and heart were torn with confused passions. His pride had received a shock so cruel, that it seemed utterly impossible to condone the offence. He was still suffering from a sense of extreme exasperation. Was this girl telling the whole truth, or only a portion?

He rose from the corner of the table on which he had been sitting, and proceeded to pick up the scattered jewels and the various articles on the floor. He replaced them in the safe and closed the door with the false key that was in it. It was made from the wax model traitorously obtained from him by Gilda. At her uncles enforced bidding? Yes, but how true was that story? He placed the key in his pocket. Much of the mystery of this extraordinary girls actions had been speciously explained away. What was there more of mystery remaining? The struggle between his better sense, his wounded pride and the weird fascination of this wonderful woman lasted for some time. Gilda lay back in the luxurious leather chair, and gazed, with a glazed expression, into space.

At length, he turned to her and said: Gilda, you have hurt me more than I can tell. If this man, Malsano, who says he is your uncle, has compelled your actions, which appear so unnatural, I forgive you. Promise me that you will leave him, hide from him and go into the world you know so well, and lead a pure and clean life. You have shown yourself to be clever enough. Promise me, Gilda, and come to me if you want help. I will help.

He held out his hand. She sprang from the deep recesses of the chair. Clutching his hand, she smothered it in passionate kisses.

Then gazing at him, she said: I promise! I promise, Raife! May I go now?

Mechanically Raife said: Yes.

In two seconds the dainty figure of the young girl was sliding down a silken rope from the library window to the ground below. Amazed at the rapidity of the action, Raife watched her disappearing form as it glided sinuously into a bunch of rhododendron bushes.


Chapter Thirteen.

Into a Trap and Out of it.
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WHEN GILDA TEMPEST had disappeared in the dead of night among the rhododendron bushes, Raife stood at the open latticed window of the old library, which had so nearly been the scene of a second tragedy. He was amazed at the squirrel-like movements of this wonderful girl, who had just played the part of burglar with the dexterity of a practised hand.

Yet she had told the tragedy of a life-story with a restrained, dramatic power that was convincing — at least to him. Again she had taken possession of him and all his thoughts: his love and passion were for her.

On the morning following these extraordinary occurrences, there was seated an old gentleman, wearing blue spectacles, on a secluded seat on the Parade at Brighton. He appeared to be immersed in a book that he held close to his face. An observant onlooker would have noticed that his attention was less engrossed in the book than in the passers-by, of whom, at this point of the Parade, there were not many. A neatly-uniformed nursemaid, with her two young children, approached the seat and appeared to show intention of taking possession of the scant amount of room that was left vacant. The old gentleman uttered a snarl, and glared through his blue spectacles so ferociously that, by common consent, the children refused this particular seat at that particular moment. The old gentleman was again left in sole possession. In spite of the book, impatience seemed to characterise his gestures. At last, with a grunt of satisfaction, he observed, in the distance, the person for whom he had waited.

An elderly lady shuffled her way along the front. As she approached this secluded spot, after looking round warily, she took her place at one end of the seat. The old gentleman raised his hat courteously and said: Well! where are they? Have you got them?

In a beautiful voice, but in tremulous tones, the old lady said: No, I have not got them.

With a half-suppressed howl, he said: What! you have not got them? You lie! You are deceiving me.

Still tremulously, but quite restrained, she replied:

No! I have not got them, and I am not deceiving you. Let me tell you what happened.

In spite of the blue glasses the old mans face assumed a contorted expression of anger that was hateful to behold. Grasping her arm with a vicious grip, he almost shrieked: Again I tell you, you lie! Where are they? You dare not tell me you have bungled after all the care I took.

Hush! she whispered. You will be heard. Yes! I bungled.

Then this innocent-looking old lady told the events of the previous night at Aldborough Park, for it was Gilda Tempest disguised with consummate craft. The old man writhed and fumed, as each incident of that eventful night was narrated to him in the soft and musical tones of this young criminal of the beauteous countenance. The crime of a burglar is at all times contemptible. This story of an attempted burglary was peculiarly repellent, coming from the lips of a young girl who was so dearly loved by the intended victim. To have stolen any property belonging to Raife Remington would have been discreditable, but to attempt, with all the skilled burglars art, to steal those valuable jewels of the baroness, which had been entrusted to Raife for safe keeping — that was to place him in the most invidious position. It sounded hateful in the hearing. Yet this old reprobate of the deepest dye was the cause of this young girls downfall, and he was furious at her failure.

With a resumption of his usual self-control he hissed: Those jewels are worth thirty thousand pounds. You were clumsy to miss such a prize. Now listen to me. That young fools father killed your father.

Gilda shuddered, and tears trickled down the cheeks which had been skilfully lined to disguise their youthful beauty.

Again, stooping towards her, his words were reduced almost to a whisper as he said: Look at me straight in the eyes, Gilda, and listen. You must make love to that man. He cannot, and shall not resist you. He must marry you, and you — must — ruin — him. That shall be your revenge. It shall be my revenge — and your fathers revenge.

Then, springing to his feet with extraordinary vigour, he added:

Come now! Remember what I have said. It must be. It shall be.

People turned to look at this peaceful and distinguished-looking old couple sauntering down the front to their hotel.

There is an unscrupulous type of villain in this world, whose power for harm is unbounded. Even as the weasel, the stoat, and certain of her types of ferocious animals, kill for the lust of killing, so these evil-minded people pursue their depredations. The worst of this type exercise a curious fascination over women.

It is not essential to discuss the possibilities of hypnotism, mesmerism, or any other forms of mind influence, or thought transference. A perusal of the newspapers, and even a general observation of those around us is sufficient to satisfy us of the existence of this power. Curiously, it would more generally seem to be exercised for evil rather than good. Doctor Danilo Malsano exercised his malicious influence over Gilda Tempest with all the malignancy of the type of predatory blood-sucking animals, to which allusion has been made.

It was easy, therefore, for plans to be made to encompass the downfall and ruin of Raife Remington. Subterfuge brought clandestine meetings between the young couple. The clandestine element is that which appeals most strongly to the ordinary lover. Raife Remington loved Gilda Tempest with a fierce passion, which he could not control, but, in many senses, he was an ordinary lover.

He was now well aware of Gildas skill as a thief — a burglar. The thought rankled in his mind, but still he could not stave off the desire for her company. A smile from her chased away the hateful reminiscence of the night in the library at Aldborough Park, when she was fully revealed as a thief. There were other mysterious circumstances that, in his ordinary mood, he could not explain away, but when Gilda smiled and looked at him with her appealing eyes, all doubt vanished.

He was certain of one thing — Doctor Malsano was a blackguard, and he hated him. Again, his sense of reason — nay of duty — impelled him to give information to the police that would lead to the arrest and conviction of this arch-criminal — a criminal who used his uncanny powers to employ, as a dupe, a sweet, beautiful girl whom he called his niece.

His influence appeared almost supernatural, and yet, his cowardice was evident in the fact that he adopted such foul methods. So, in spite of all this, when Gilda smiled, that baneful person, her uncle, was safe from arrest as far as Raife was concerned.

There were many incongruities in this courtship. Their first meeting, and each subsequent meeting, had been quite unconventional — yet there was nought but pure thought as far as this couple were concerned when they met.

The baleful influence of the doctor at other times alone made for trouble.

In all these circumstances, then, it is not surprising that the quaint, old-world, white room of the Blue Boar at Tunbridge Wells should have become the rendezvous when it was the only opportunity that served.

Raife Remingtons sense of proportion had restrained him for a week or two, and he had not met Gilda. Doctor Malsano was not the type of man to allow his victim to elude his machinations for long. Gilda was, therefore, compelled to adopt the disguise of a hospital nurse, and, with full instructions from information obtained by the doctor, visited Tunbridge Wells. On the pretext of a patient who was expected from town, she obtained a room at the Blue Boar. It was not hard to invent a ruse to ensure Raifes attendance at the Blue Boar. When Gilda met him on the staircase, her old influence returned, and under the chaperonage of the landlord, Mr Twisegood, they started the interview. The astute, old Twisegood chuckled as he discreetly left the room, but, at the same time, he had no real knowledge of the state of affairs. Nor was Raife aware that this accidental meeting had been cunningly planned by Doctor Malsano.

For long they talked. Gilda exercised her fascinating arts, and Raife succumbed more completely than ever. The conquest was complete, and Raife arranged to meet her in town, where they should run less risk of observation, and each should enjoy their own society unmolested by the inquisitive.

During all this strange courtship the ordinary caresses, in which lovers freely indulge, had been few indeed. Now, to-day, when Fate seemed propitious, their caresses were less restrained, and, for the first time, Raife kissed Gilda passionately. The fire of youthful kisses will destroy discretion. The sight of a neatly-costumed nurse being passionately embraced by the youthful owner of Aldborough Park would have made an interesting film for a cinema. In real life the casual or accidental witness of such a scene, is liable to be shocked. In this instance the genial old landlord of the Blue Boar was ascending the stairs, and saw sufficient of the impassioned incident, through a mirror, to encourage him to give a loud and friendly cough. The process of disentanglement was instant and complete. Most of us are familiar with it. With a discreet tap at the door, which had been, with an inadvertence which was frequent on such occasions, left partly open, the old man announced: If you please, Sir Raife, Lady Remington is coming upstairs and would like to see you.

Raife merely exclaimed, in a tone that indicated panic, and the exclamation consisted of one word only — a characteristically English utterance, What! Hastily pushing the old man out of the room, and, closing the door, he stood for a moment bewildered. Then Raife ejaculated in short, disjointed sentences: Good heavens! The mater! What brings her here? How did she know?

Gilda stood calmly. She had been well trained to avoid panic in an emergency.

A man ceases to be an aristocrat when he allows panic to be more than momentary. Sir Raife Remington, Bart., was an aristocrat. Gildas practised eye looked at the window and calculated the drop.

With a discretion inherited through generations of service, Twisegood had descended the old staircase.

Lady Remington, with the instinct of a mother, ascended the staircase. Her rather exalted tones sounded from without:

Is this the room, Twisegood? Her hand was upon the handle of the door.

Then did inspiration seize Raife.

Whispering hurriedly: You go down this staircase, pointing to the secret exit, into the loose box at the bottom and wait your chance.

To Gilda, who had shown such dexterity in descending by a silken rope from the library window at Aldborough Park, it was easy to find a way out by a staircase, even if it did lead her into a loose box in a stable!

When Lady Remington explained that the horse in her brougham had cast a shoe, and that Twisegoods man was attending to it — and that Twisegood had said that Sir Raife was upstairs, it became easier to understand why Lady Remington was climbing those stairs at that unpropitious moment.

Sir Raife expressed his opinion of affairs to Twisegood at a later date.


Chapter Fourteen.

Haunted by the Spirit of the River.
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THERE ARE BRIEF times of happiness in the careers of most people, and it is a fortunate circumstance that, in the majority of instances, memory reverts to happiness rather than to misery.

The gambler prefers to remember the times when he won. The joys of our youth linger in our minds until we approach the border-line of dotage. Among the joys of the youth of most of us are the joys of love. There are few who cannot remember the thrill that accompanied the first kisses with the girl we loved. The happy moments when the world was a vista of promised pleasure! There is happiness in the quiet content of drab surroundings, and there is the delirious happiness of forced gaiety. The pleasure spots of this world are many and varied. The Great White Way of New York has its thrills and excitements. Paris, Berlin, Vienna, and the Riviera all possess their pleasure atmosphere and zones, but the vast swing and swirl of London gaiety is a thing apart.

Raife Remington and Gilda Tempest came to London to enter into what they determined should be the love zone of pleasure, which should complete their lives. By a tacit understanding, now that the first and most important stages of conquest had been acquired, the doctor did not appear more than necessary. Raife was rich enough for a full indulgence in the round of gaiety that London offers, especially to those who are to the manner born. Raife was to the manner born, and he possessed the gift of selecting those varied entertainments which appeal to most youth, but more especially to young and beautiful women.

Gilda, now to a considerable extent away from the depressing and exacting influence of her uncle, experienced, for the first time, the joys of love and of comparative freedom. Her lightest whims were gratified, and together, light-heartedly, they joined the gay whirl of entertainment. Dressed in the richest attire and bejewelled, she was the observed of all, and envied by most women. By men she was admired. By the man to whom she had given her heart she was adored, and Raife had acquired a wonderful skill in courtly admiration. He was living in his old-world suite of rooms in Duke Street, St. Jamess, and Gilda and her uncle occupied a suite in a new Bloomsbury hotel.

September, and even October, are frequently the most kindly months in England, in the matter of genial climate, and ate more suggestive of perfect summer weather than that afforded by July.

On a night in September, Raife and Gilda were dining at the Savoy Hotel. He had chosen a table, and, prior to dinner, they were overlooking the river and the embankment, with the long sweep of lights that lead mysteriously into gloom, whilst the flickering reflections of the murky Surrey side sparkled in the swiftly-moving stream at high tide. He was supremely happy. She appeared to be, but it was not possible to fathom the depths of a heart and mind that had been subordinated to the sinister workings of a hard and cruel disposition. There are few who have looked upon that ancient waterway who have not been influenced by its fascination. To-night its mystery entered into the spirit of Raife, and for a brief while he was affected by the outlook. His had been a great happiness for two weeks now, and he had chased away every grim thought in connection with Doctor Malsano and Gilda. They whispered a brief love-talk and then entered the salon, and crossed to the table which was awaiting them. The waiters performed those mystic evolutions which indicate the relative rank of the diners who are to occupy their tables. It appeared evident that Raife was a person of importance. Apart from this testimony from the waiters, he and she were evidently the cynosure of the rest of the richly-clad diners. With a gay laugh he spoke softly across the table.

Gilda, that view of the river depressed me for a while. There was something of gloom and hidden mystery about it. Shall we drink some champagne to-night?

Yes, Raife, by all means. Dont let a horrid river depress you. Im never depressed now that you are mine.

The soft light from the shaded lamp fell on her lovely form. A pink glow suffused her bare arms and heaving breast. The jewels that decked her sparkled, and her wonderful, lustrous eyes looked at him with a strange, tender look as she uttered those last words, Now that you are mine. He answered: Yes, Gilda, I am yours. There seemed to be still some sense of foreboding, in spite of all the happiness of the last two weeks and the luxurious gaiety of their present surroundings. The spirit of that ancient river had left a sense of sadness which Raife could not alter. The waiter arrived opportunely with the wine, and they both drank a glass of the sparkling champagne, the wine which has made much merriment and led to much sadness.

The dinner progressed with all the stateliness of service, and the exquisite choice of food which is associated with a restaurant whose chef receives the salary of a statesman.

Gilda said, during one of those intervals, when a pièce de résistance, which is to follow, has justified a delay:

Oh, Raife, uncle said to-day—

With a gesture of impatience he interrupted: Dont tell me what your uncle said. I dont want to know what he says. I only want to know what you say.

Then he smiled, as many another lover has smiled, who was tempted into a lapse of perfect and complete adoration of his loved one. Even in these happy conditions, where everything seemed favourable to a perfect courtship, love was on tenterhooks.

The dinner was finished, and those supplementary accompaniments to the modern meal were in progress. Cigarettes — cigars — liqueurs, were in course of leisurely consumption by some people. Others were leaving, to continue their round of pleasure at theatre — revue — music-hall, or in one of the hundreds of haunts where the leisured ones congregate at night-time. Among those who were leaving were two men, both of whom carried a distinction with them. One, who was the personification of perfectly-dressed dandydom, with a drawl, nudged his companions elbow and indicated Raife and Gilda at their table. He whispered to his companion I will tell you something about them presently. The other replied: Do, old chap! Theyre a deuced handsome couple, whoever they are. They passed out.

Others were moving, and some, as they passed, bowed to Gilda. Raife could not get over the depression which had come over him as they had leant over the balustrade and gazed at the sad-looking river before dinner. He found an excuse quite early in the evening and accompanied Gilda to her hotel in Bloomsbury. There was a strained manner which had broken the chain of happiness that had lasted for two weeks. Having bade adieu to Gilda he told his chauffeur to drive him to his rooms in Duke Street. When he arrived, he hastily donned a dressing-gown, and, calling his man, ordered a fire to be lit. A disturbed mind frequently desires the solace of a fire, and Raifes mind was perturbed with a sense of foreboding. A box of cigars, with a decanter of brandy and some soda-water, completed his equipment for a moody contemplation of affairs. As he reclined in the deep-set leather arm-chair, he appeared a perfect paragon of manhood. He was clad in a thin Japanese silk dressing-gown of many and bright-hued colours. The sombre black of his evening clothes underneath, heightened by the dazzling brilliancy of a broad expanse of shirt-front, completed the colour scheme, revealed in the subdued light from a shaded lamp on the small oriental table at his side. Trouble sat heavily on his handsome countenance, as he gazed into the crackling flames of the fire that his man, Pulman, had recently lit.

Anything more, sir? asked that discreet person, a fine type of the unrivalled English manservant.

Nothing more, Pulman. And as the door was being softly closed, he called out: Oh, Pulman, I dont want to be disturbed.

Very good, sir, and he retired. As he disappeared downstairs he said to himself: Ten to one theres a woman in the case. That aint at all like Sir Raife, leastways, not as I have known him all these years. Pulman sighed a sigh of wisdom as he opened the door in the basement on his way up the area-steps to a neighbouring hostelry.

Left to himself, and secure from intrusion, Raife rose from his chair and crossed the room to a small black cabinet of exquisite design. Producing a tiny bunch of keys he opened the door of the cabinet, and from a small door within, which sprung open as he touched a spring, he took forth a richly-chased and jewelled miniature frame. The miniature portrait was of Gilda Tempest. He gazed at it, and, as is the wont of young men who gaze at the portraits of their lady love in the seclusion of their own room, he touched it lightly with his lips. Then a sudden twinge seemed to attack him, and a pained expression pervaded his face. He looked at it lovingly, and muttering: Ah! If I only knew. What is this unfathomable mystery? — he replaced it in the drawer.

Raife sat long and moodily. He helped himself freely with the brandy and soda, but the stimulant did not soothe his troubled mind.

After a certain hour the streets of St. Jamess are silent, and Duke Street, where Raifes rooms were situated, is not an exception. To-night the very quietude, which is generally desirable, oppressed him further. Rising again from his chair, he removed his dressing-gown and donned a long overcoat and a golf-cap. Choosing a stout walking-stick, he went out into the night. The streets of St. Jamess are well guarded by police, but the city nightbird is witty in his ways, at the same time, evasive and elusive. As Raife swung into Jermyn Street, he was conscious of a figure that slouched behind him. Stopping abruptly at the corner of St. Jamess Street, he wheeled around to find that the figure was now walking in the other direction, or rather did he appear to crawl. Raife walked down St. Jamess Street, and at the bottom he chartered a passing taxi. Chance enters largely into the movements of the lovelorn mind, and chance impelled him to direct the driver to Hammersmith. At the wide junction of streets called the Broadway, he dismissed the taxi and wandered around for a while. He noticed another taxi pull up almost immediately after his own, and a familiar figure in a long coat and flowing tie, got out and crossed to a coffee-stall. Curiosity prompted him to follow. Some heavy traffic impeded his progress for about half a minute, and when he reached the coffee-stall the figure had disappeared. He called for a cup of coffee which he did not drink.

The trouble entered his mind again and he soliloquised: Was he being shadowed? If so, why? Who was this mysterious figure, and where had they met before?

Bah! he exclaimed aloud. What do I care? The coffee-stall keeper looked at him, and, with a wide experience of such matters, assumed that he had been drinking.

Raife sauntered away, leaving his coffee untouched, which more than ever confirmed the coffee-mans view of the subject. Again a blind impulse steered Raife, and he found himself wandering among the queer little streets and alley-ways that fringe the riverside and lead to Hammersmith Mall. The tide was high and the dull swish of the water, as it swung past the moored barges, soothed his troubled mind for a while, and he became engrossed in the strangeness of his weird surroundings. A slight mist came off the river and added to the mystery. He had now reached that part of the Mall made famous by William Morris, and those brilliant men who founded the Kelmscott Press, and restored the merits of English typography and printing. The houses of Chiswick Mall and Hammersmith Mall are famous for their old-world charm, and many of them suggest, from without, the wealth and comfort within.

Time flies quickly to the engrossed and contemplative mind. Raife had seated himself on a sort of disused capstan, and was gazing at the river as he smoked his pipe. At rare intervals, he heard footsteps in the distance, and assumed they were bargees, or other workmen, going to their nightly occupations. The rumble and clink of machinery proclaimed the proximity of a brewery that does not distinguish between night and day in its operations.

Once, looking round, as he imagined footsteps that were too stealthy for those of a British workman, he fancied he saw the mysterious figure of Jermyn Street and the Broadway. He chased away the thought as merely fanciful and the result of his perturbed brain. The incident trended in his thoughts, however, towards that persistent person. Presently, it flashed through his mind and brought a crowd of recollections to him: the curious meeting with Gilda at Nice; the message conveyed by the little Italian girl among the orange groves by moonlight; the message delivered at the entrance of the café!

Yes! He was sure now. It was that Apache fellow, who looked as though he might be from the Latin quarter of Paris, and yet was not. But had not Gilda told him that he was killed in the motor smash outside Cuneo? Again he said: Bah! What does it matter? Or, what do I care?

With a suddenness that took him quite off his guard he was seized from behind. His arms were pinioned in a firm grip, whilst another man, holding a revolver, went through his pockets. As becomes an outraged Englishman, whether he be plebeian or aristocrat, Raife swore violently, and struggled viciously. At length, the man who searched his pockets, said: Its all right, sir, hes got no weapon or arms. Still holding the pistol in front, his arms were released from behind. Raife turned to face the man with the iron grip who had pinioned him so easily. Both men gave a start and an exclamation of surprise.

Good heavens! Herrion — Inspector — whats the meaning of this? demanded Raife.

Well, said Inspector Herrion, for it was he, the immaculate Scarlet Pimpernel of Scotland Yard, we hardly expected, Sir Raife, to find you here, at this hour of the night.

Raife laughed, and said: I couldnt sleep, so I took a stroll.

Rather a long stroll, Sir Raife, from St. Jamess to the Mall, Hammersmith, in the middle of the night, said Herrion with a curious smile. May I call on you in the morning, sir? he added.

Why to be sure, Ill be delighted to see you. But leave that infernal grip of yours behind, and they both laughed.

At this moment there was a trampling of bushes in the garden behind, the swinging and slamming of a heavy iron gate, and then a shout: Stop him! A cloaked form, with flowing tie, dashed past a few yards from where the trio stood. They joined in hot pursuit, but the Apache, for it was he, was fleet of foot and had a good start. Further, he seemed to know every alley and byway in this maze of wharves and streets.

Taking part in the chase, Raife was handicapped by his ignorance of the neighbourhood, and, at the outset, ran into a post in the dark and placed himself hors de combat in the matter of speed. Raife was a runner, but to charge full tilt into a post was a sore handicap. After a while, Herrion, the dapper, little detective-inspector, was the only one left in the chase, and he ran as well as the Apache, but the Apache had the start, and, with the inherited cunning of his breed, understood the art of doubling. The inspector was unfamiliar with these alleys and slums, and it looked as though the Apache had got clean away. They came to a cul de sac and there was no trace of him. With the consummate skill of his class, he had vanished into space and was gone. The two policemen and Raife retraced their steps and met other officers. Herrion was not the type of man to abandon his quarry without taxing his extraordinary resources to the end. He deployed his men to the best of their knowledge of the locality.

A rat will hide from its pursuer with great cunning, but even a rat will lose its way in a clumsy manner, sometimes. That Apache had reckoned without the state of the tide. He had wormed his way out of the cul de sac, and had intended to hide among some launches in one of the creeks that find their way in shore, if it had not been high tide. He had lost time, and, in his efforts to redouble his tracks, was sighted by Herrion, who at once started in pursuit. The Apache turned and ran. Something caused him to stumble, and over he plunged into the swinging tide, to be sucked under a barge and drowned — or to escape again. They searched in vain.


Chapter Fifteen.

Raifes Resolve.
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ON THE DAY succeeding Raifes night excursion, having refreshed himself by a little sleep, that had come readily after the nights adventure, and those aids that come to a rich man in rooms in St. Jamess, he was planning a days pleasure-hunting with Gilda. He was writing a note, making an appointment, when his man, Pulman, entered and announced a visitor. Mr Herrion wishes to see you, sir.

Ask him in, Pulman, Ill see him at once, said Raife.

Inspector Herrion entered, immaculately clad, as usual, but without the drawl in his speech which he used principally at society functions, and when he felt it would serve him in his work.

Good morning, Herrion, said Raife, cheerily, and with extended hand. What were we chasing that fellow last night for? I got so keen on the hunt, I forgot to ask what it was all about.

Herrion smiled a cryptic smile, and then said solemnly: Sir Raife, I want to speak very seriously to you on a subject that concerns you deeply, and the rest of your family.

Great Scott! Herrion, whats the meaning of this? Whats it all about? You look like an undertaker. Come, my dear fellow, whats it all about?

Well, Sir Raife, I am speaking to you entirely outside my professional capacity. If you take offence, I cant help it. I shall be very sorry, but, I repeat, I cant help it. It is the high regard in which I hold you and your family that prompts me to speak.

Raife laughed heartily and said: Come, come, Herrion, youre getting worse and worse. I shant take offence. Sail ahead and tell me all about it. First of all, have a drink.

Well, I take you at your word, but please listen to me to the end.

Raife dispensed the drinks and Herrion proceeded:

The man we chased last night was one of a gang of burglars. I had word they were making an attempt on Gildersley House, which contains a lot of valuable property, and there is jewellery and plate, too. I was right. Somehow, we did not succeed in catching them. When I seized you, I did not, of course, recognise you, and I thought you were one of the gang.

Raife intervened. I think thats rather amusing, dont you?

No, Sir Raife, I fear not. That Apache-looking fellow is practically in the employ of a certain Doctor Malsano.

Raife started, and his expression became engrossed.

The important part of what I want to say is, proceeded the detective, that, although it is merely a coincidence that you should have been in the middle of the night on the scene of an attempted burglary, I saw you, earlier in the evening, dining at the Savoy with a Miss Gilda Tempest, who is supposed to be the niece of this Doctor Malsano.

Raife sprang from his seat and said: Come, come, Herrion, I cant hear a word against Miss Tempest.

I ask you to keep cool, Sir Raife, until I explain to you how serious is the situation. It is incredible to feel that your good name — Sir Raife Remington — should be associated with a gang of continental swindlers, of whom this lady is the decoy.

Again Raife hotly intervened. I must ask you, Herrion, not to drag Miss Tempests name into the dust.

It is true, I think you will agree, that my professional position entitles me to speak.

Raife winced, but his was not the nature to give in easily. In spite of his own personal knowledge of the doctor, and of Gilda, he loved the girl dearly, and love is blind — sometimes to the point of madness.

Herrion continued: I assure you, in confidence, that Doctor Malsano and Miss Tempest are liable to arrest at any moment. When I was in Nice, a short while ago, they had a plan for stealing the Baroness von Sassniltzs jewels. She was staying at the Hôtel Royal, and so were they. In addition, this Apache-looking fellow, who fell in the river last night, was in their service for the purpose. He was employed as a messenger, and I had him removed. I had other work on and could not stay to protect the baronesss jewels. I did my best in the circumstances. The doctor caught sight of me in the hotel, and he, and his niece, disappeared at once.

This was circumstantial enough, and, but for the obstinate strain in all young lovers, would have carried conviction. Raife remained obdurate, almost defiant, but the skilled observation of the famous detective noticed that he was wavering. With great dignity and deliberation he added: Sir Raife Remington, in your own interests, I beg of you to abandon this mad alliance. It is suicidal.

Raife rose from his chair and walked slowly around the room. He mixed himself a whisky and soda, and drank the contents at a gulp. He crossed the room to Herrion, and, extending his hand, said:

Herrion, you are right. I thank you heartily for your most disinterested action. I will abandon the whole accursed crew. They have blighted my life.

The strong, stern, little man, relentless in the conviction of crime, unwavering in the performance of his duty, had saved a mans name — a family name. A whimsical smile spread over his countenance as he left the room.

Two days later Gilda Tempest received a letter from Raife. It was brief, and to the point. It stated that it was his duty not to be associated with a man whom he was convinced was an unscrupulous criminal. He expressed regrets and bade farewell.

Gildas wonderful, beautiful, and yet inscrutable face did not tell how much she suffered. Doctor Malsano was furious, and showed growing signs of weakness by allowing his passion to get beyond control.

A few days after the foregoing events, Raife Remington, accompanied by Colonel Langton, was on his way to Egypt. Colonel Langton was a big-game shooter, and a club friend of some years standing. Their intention was to make for Khartoum and thence up the Blue Nile.

The Nile-guarded city, the desert-bound city,
The city of Gordons doom.
The womanless city, cradleless city,
The city of men — Khartoum.

This was to be the goal of Raife Remington who had emerged from a great crisis, the crisis of a dangerous passion for a woman. A passion for a beautiful woman — but a woman whose very presence seemed to herald trouble. The big game was to be found beyond Meshrael Zerak, and he was to forget the loss of his love, with the companionship of his friend, Colonel Langton, among the mysterious and unfathomable Arabs of the desert.

Some men are destined, by nature, to live in an atmosphere of altered plans or broken hopes. Raife Remingtons inheritance had, so far, been attended by both. Raife got to Khartoum, but he did not reach Meshrael Zerak; there were other plans for him. When he and Colonel Langton arrived at Khartoum, there remained much to be done before it was possible to get together the entire outfit necessary to a big-game shooting expedition. Colonel Langtons experience was essential to this part of the work, and Raife took the opportunity of seeing what there is of the fantastic life of the desert city of Khartoum. In the daytime the city slumbers, and when the stars or moon rise, there is life. There are cafés in Khartoum, as well as poultry-farms, in this late land of the Mahdi and incredible horrors. Raife selected a seat at a café from which point of vantage to observe the passers-by on the broad plank walk. He called for a bottle of Greek wine, an impossible concoction, less for his consumption than as a passport or ticket for the use of the table and chair, and the enjoyment of the vantage point of observation. There were many other tables at which men sat, for be it remembered that Khartoum is The womanless city, the cradleless city. The city of men. They were men of many nations, from Greece, Sicily, Roumania, and nomadic Semitics from no one knows where. The British conquerors govern there, as in so much of the east and south, not by weight of numbers, but by the inherited knowledge that he is pre-eminently the sahib, the acknowledged ruler in such quarters.

There was not much of comfort in the café of Raifes choice. The Greek wine was bad, the food he called for was worse. A couple of arc lights shed a flickering brilliance which revealed myriad insects of all sizes and shapes, and possessed of malignity in varying degree. They fell in shoals all over the place and created a sense of nausea. In spite of all this, overhead was the deep-blue vault of the unfathomable skies flecked by a million stars. The stolid, sulky silence of the dusky Arabs, in every variety of costumes, which include the turban, the tarboosh, loose, flapping drawers, and the coarse woven jibba, added to a melancholy sense. If it were possible to supplement Raifes dejection, that was achieved by the snuffling dogs who sought garbage under chair and table, and a certain smell which belongs to much of the East.

Raife tired of the café, the plank walk, and his neighbours. He rose from the table, paid his addition and sauntered away. He was passing a narrow, evil-smelling street of the native quarter when he heard blows and cries. Raife, being unfamiliar with Oriental methods, sought a reason for the disturbance, imagining that a good row would cause a diversion and relieve the monotony of the last few hours. He proceeded down the street and discovered that there was a woman in Khartoum, and she was being beaten by a big, dusky Nubian. The woman seemed to look appealingly at Raife, and he, with all the proper, but, in the circumstances, unwise impulse of a normal man of the West, sailed in and hit that Nubian many blows with his useful fists. He should then have beaten a hasty retreat, but he did not. The result of this later indiscretion was that he received from somebody, from somewhere, a stab in the shoulder, which taught him some of the wisdom necessary in the Orient. He found his way back to his hotel, and the regimental surgeon, being sent for, treated the wound, which, though not very serious, would take a long time to heal in a place like Khartoum.

When Colonel Langton returned from purchasing water-bags, sacks, girths for camels, and many of the articles necessary for a well-equipped caravan, he discovered Raife bound up in bandages, and the regimental surgeon putting on the finishing touches to a very neat job of surgery. Having learnt the cause of things, the Colonel swore, in a characteristic fashion, at the prospect of his plans for big-game shooting being at least altered, if not indefinitely postponed.

The news of the occurrence spread, and a few of the officers called on Raife to learn about it. The story having been repeated several times, headed by Colonel Langton, the regimental surgeon and each visitor, in turn, talked interminable lectures on the folly of Raifes action.

Raifes pride, as well as his shoulder, was sorely hurt. He felt he had made an ass of himself, and that these fellows, with their experience, were inwardly laughing at him. He cursed the fact that, for the second time, a woman had landed him in trouble.

His days at Khartoum were very miserable. His wound would not heal and he saw that he would be a drag on the expedition if he started. He decided to return to Cairo, and try and patch himself up there.


Chapter Sixteen.

The Mysterious Stab in the Dark.
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A FEW WEEKS after Raifes unfortunate interference in a Nubians domestic affairs at Khartoum, he was reclining amid soft cushions on the piazza of Shepheards Hotel at Cairo.

There may be no women in Khartoum — at least, there was one, who, being in trouble herself, made trouble for Raife — but there are women at Cairo. Just what the attraction is, no one really knows. It is hot and dusty. There are flies, mosquitoes, and plenty of other irritating little things in Cairo. But Shepheards Hotel is generally full of visitors, and there is a predominance of gaily and richly-dressed women. They come from all countries and speak many languages. The language that one hears more than any is that of the United States of America. Americans do not, individually, stay longer, but there are more of them, therefore the supply is greater. Further, the American woman is a good talker; that is, she talks quickly and talks quite a good deal. There are several of them who talk very well.

Exclusiveness used to be the prerogative of the English to a greater extent than most other countries. As the English are becoming less exclusive, so American women are cultivating the habit. The new generation of American women have cultivated, almost inherited, a score or more of little habits, mannerisms — perhaps affectations, which are quite charming to the impressionable young English person. There is a certain gaucherie about the English which, in turn, retains a charm for the American woman. They would openly hate one another if it were not for these peculiarities, which make the one interesting to the other.

The limelight of publicity has always been turned on to the American boy and girl from infancy. For that reason they have never suffered from shyness. Until recently there has been an excess of privacy in the lives of the English of most ages. That has been altered, and now there are English girls who can rock a chair level with any girl from Kentucky to California.

Of course, the voice question had almost as much vogue as the colour question. That, in turn, has been altered. There are as many soft contraltos, or, at least, mezzo-sopranos coming from the United States as from England nowadays. Altogether, there is less need for antagonism and more need for good fellowship between the United States and Great Britain, than at any period since The Great Misunderstanding of a hundred years ago. This helps to explain the circumstances of the very rapid friendship that had sprung up between Sir Raife Remington, Bart., of Aldborough Park, and Miss Hilda Muirhead, the daughter of Reginald Pomeroy Muirhead, Esq., President of the Fifth State Bank of Illinois, U.S.A.

In writing of Americans it has ever been customary to allude to their wealth, of which many people possess an exaggerated estimate. The successful American is, frequently, very generous, and it is from that freedom and generosity that the exaggerated notion springs.

Mr Reginald Pomeroy Muirhead was not a very wealthy man, but he was a prosperous man, and a generous man, a fine and courtly type of the American banker.

His daughter, Hilda, who had formed such a rapid friendship with Raife Remington, on the piazza — the balcony — in the drawing-room — on the staircase — in the foyer — or any of those places where friendships are made abroad, calls for more description.

Hilda Muirhead was not more than twenty. In some respects she had the knowledge and experience of a woman of thirty. In other respects she was a simple ingénue, with the attractive grace of a gazelle-like child. The latter was her natural mood and attitude. The former had been acquired and thrust upon her by the bitterness of cruel experience at an immature period of her life.

She had a gift of talk, and the charm of her conversation won for her the attention which invariably ended in admiration. Many girls, of any nationality, do not realise the value of natural and intellectual conversation. Her father had seen to it that Hilda did. Hildas mother died in her infancy, leaving Hilda an only child of a devoted and gentle parent.

Hildas appearance was striking in the extreme, and if she had been of the abounding type who flaunt themselves for admiration, she would have, in an obsolete vernacular, swept the board. Her restraint and lack of self-consciousness were an addition to her charm.

Her hair was a glory to behold. Few had seen the full extent of that glory of her womanhood. Her old nigger mammy was almost the only one who had seen it in its full maturity. Her face had an indefinable irregularity of contour, and showed the southern blood in her veins. Her eyes were only large when she opened them under some strong emotion. They were not of that pertinacious, staring type, that are aggressively anxious to attract on all occasions. Her eyes were grey, and constructed for the purpose of normal sight and restrained emotion — but they were beautiful eyes.

The form of her lips had not been moulded into beauty by an assumed pout, nor were they distorted by youthful grimace. They were just wholesome lips, that helped her to talk, and laugh and sing. The rest of her face was in perfect harmony. It was not classical on the lines of a Grecian statue, nor an Italian Madonna. It was a modern, fascinating, yet dignified face.

A broken arm or a bandaged wound invariably attract attention and sympathy, especially from women. Raifes bandaged shoulder, which necessitated that the right sleeve should remain empty, attracted the attention of the women at Shepheards Hotel. His Apollo-like appearance added to the effect when he arrived. In addition to the side glances in his direction, as he reclined on a long wicker chair, shaded from the hot sun which streamed from above, he had to endure the bold stares of the more brazen-faced. At this time, Raife had suffered from two women, and he was, for the present, at least, a woman-hater. He, therefore, refused to notice any of the glances that he received, whatever their nature might be. The balcony piazza and foyer of an hotel are very like the deck of an ocean steamer, and it is not possible for an invalid to resist the advances of those who wish to be polite and render aid.

Raife and Hilda Muirhead met in such a manner. The foyer was almost deserted, and Raife dropped his book just out of reach. Hilda Muirhead and her father were passing. Hilda darted forward and restored the book to Raife, who thanked her.

Mr Muirhead remarked: I hope your injury is not serious, sir?

To which Raife replied: Oh, no. It is just a slight dagger wound.

Hilda exclaimed, involuntarily: A dagger! Even in Egypt men are not frequently suffering from dagger wounds, and the word has a shudder in its sound.

Mr Muirhead said, smilingly: There is generally romance surrounding a dagger wound, sir. If it would not bore or distress you, perhaps, some time later, you might feel inclined to tell us as much as you care.

Raife thought to himself: Oh, hang these people. Why dont they go away? Shes a charming girl, though.

As he thought, Mr Muirhead, with a promptitude characteristic of Americans, produced his card, and, proffering it, said: Here is my card, sir. I am a very humble American citizen. My daughter and I occupy the suite on the first floor, facing north. I shall take it as a compliment, if you should have a dull few minutes to spare, that you should honour us with a visit. We shall be here, or hereabouts, for a week or two.

Even in Cairo the warmth of the old gentlemans invitation appeared rather sudden to Raife. However, he had not been in the United States, and had met few Americans. He certainly had not met one who combined so much courtliness of manner and dignity as Mr Reginald Pomeroy Muirhead, of the Fifth State Bank of Illinois, and father of a charming daughter with a musical voice.

Raife forgot he was a woman-hater. He replied, Im sorry I havent got a card with me, and, if I had, I couldnt get at it with this confounded shoulder. My name is Remington, sir, and Im an Englishman. I will try to avail myself of your very kind invitation.

As they departed, Raife, for the first time, saw those lips that helped Hilda Muirhead to talk and laugh, and to sing. He also encountered her eyes that were for the purpose of normal sight and restrained emotion. On this occasion it was a sympathetic emotion.

When they had gone out into the hot sun for one of those expeditions on donkeys, that are such an attraction to visitors to Egypt, Raife contemplated. In the end he had determined that he would not accept Mr Muirheads invitation to visit them in his suite. He hated the sound of the word suite, anyhow.

It is dull work for a strong young man to recline in a wicker chair, to smoke and to read all day in a hotel, whether it be in Cairo or elsewhere. To refuse the advances of a hundred eyes of every hue, and to maintain a stoical indifference to every one around, because one has suffered at the hands of two women was a brave endeavour. Raife confined himself to his own rooms and dined in solitary state for three days. At the end of that time his desire for companionship of some kind was uncontrollable.

Raife sat in the foyer once more, and Mr Muirhead came across to him with an air of urbanity. Ah, Mr Remington! We have not seen you during the last few days. I hope your wound has not been troubling you.

Raife stood up and looking straight at the genial, old gentleman, said: No, Mr Muirhead, not much; but the doctors have told me that if I dont keep quiet, I shall have complications, and I am already tired of keeping quiet, as they call it.

Well, Mr Remington, if you are tired of keeping quiet by yourself and you will dine with me to-night, in my room, I promise you quietude, and, at the same time, it may prove a relaxation to you.

Raife could not refuse the invitation offered so gracefully, and he accepted.

When Raife was announced that evening, in Mr Muirheads suite of rooms, the first impression he received was that a very ordinary hotel room had been transformed into a bower of flowers and blossom, and that there were many evidences of home life around it in the shape of daintily-framed photographs and tiny ornaments representative of many countries. The arrangement of flowers on the dinner-table which awaited them, showed that an appreciative hand had tended them. Mr Muirhead received his guest, and after the ordinary interchange of greetings, sounded a gong which brought a dusky attendant.

Mr Remington, may I have the privilege of mixing for you an American cocktail? said his host. There are many spurious editions of the cocktail throughout Europe, and, indeed, the world; but it is essentially an American drink, and, if you will allow me to play the part of bar-tender, I think I may please you.

Mr Muirheads cocktail, which he mixed from the ingredients handed to him by the attendant, was a superlative success.

Raife said: Splendid! how do you do it?

At this moment Hilda Muirhead entered.

The Oriental atmosphere at night-time is a thing apart. There is a subtle, undefinable charm about an Oriental apartment, which combines with it just sufficient of the modern to add to luxury. Mr Muirheads reception-room had been adapted as a dining-room for Raifes benefit, and was sumptuous. There were rich oriental draperies and soft divans, with subdued lights; in the centre, a perfectly-appointed dinner-table for three, on which was cream-coloured napery, silver, cutlery and sparkling glass. The whole scene was a wealth of many colours, subdued and harmonised. The sombre black and white of the Western evening dress of men took its place in the soft light and deep shadows. This was the setting and background when Hilda Muirhead entered the room.

The introduction was both formal and informal. Mr Remington, I present my daughter, my only daughter. Then to Hilda he said: Are you ready, my dear; shall dinner be served?

They were, indeed, a handsome trio around the table in the rich apartment of a hundred colours, lights and shadows all welded.

Skilled were the movements of the attendants which brought the dishes — the plats which Mr Muirhead had ordered well, as a polished and travelled American.

Raife hated women less at that time than for many months past. Hilda Muirhead displayed the well-bred and experienced side of her character, and made a charming hostess. Her delicately-tinted, clinging gown revealed a neck and bust of daintily-tinted alabaster, with rounded arms. A pearl necklace was the only article of jewellery that supplemented this confection, which adorned a simple American girl. The environment, the charm of Mr Muirheads conversation, and the subdued grace of the fascinating girl who confronted him, presented to Raife an aspect of Americanhood that he had not conceived possible. There are many degrees of trippers from the United States and elsewhere. If these were trippers, then they possessed an exalted rank amongst trippers. No! they were not trippers. They were aristocrats of a type that Sir Raife Remington, Bart., had not previously encountered.

The dinner was finished and the coffee was served. Hilda had retired and the two men smoked cigarettes. Mr Muirhead, after a silence of a minute or two, said, Mr Remington, I do not wish to intrude on any subject that may be unpleasant to you. Your allusion, the other day, to the fact that your wound was due to a blow from a dagger interested me very much at the time, and I have thought of it several times since. May I ask, I do not press the question, which may even appear impertinent — may I ask, was it — er — was it an accident?

Raife smiled as he said: No, there is no secret about it, although I am rather ashamed of the business. It made me appear such a fool, and has spoilt a big-game hunting expedition I had started on. I should be much further south by now, and probably mauled by some big beast I had failed to hit. So, perhaps, its just as well.

Mr Muirhead was evidently interested. Big-game shooting is known mostly in America by the exploits of an ex-president, whose deeds were, at the same time, exploited and travestied by a Press peculiar to the country.

He interrupted: Do you mind if I ask my daughter to join us again. I am sure the story will interest her so much. Do you mind? You are sure you dont mind?

It was impossible for Raife to mind, and he assented.

When Mr Muirhead returned, followed by Hilda Muirhead, every atom of Raifes hatred of women had vanished. She had changed her dinner-gown, and was now attired in a long, trailing robe of soft silk, clasped at the waist by an antique metal belt studded with quaint stones. The conventional tight folds of her wonderful hair had been loosened and gave indication of the wealth of that glory of womanhood. Her arms were still half bare and some Egyptian bangles hung loosely around her wrists. She stood for a moment holding aside a fortière of the deepest eau-de-nil blue mingled with Indian reds. It was a complete picture of human loveliness in a background of Oriental splendour. As Raife rose from the divan, on which he had been reclining, to acknowledge her presence, he gasped with admiration.

In her well-modulated contralto tones she said, with evident earnestness: Mr Remington, father tells me that you have consented that I should hear the story of your wound — that dagger wound. Then she shuddered.

My dear Miss Muirhead, I am afraid it will make a very dull story, and will make me appear very foolish. However, I will willingly appear foolish before such an audience.

Raife told the story of the woman who was beaten by the Nubian in the back street of Khartoum; of her cries, and his attempt at rescue — and of the stab in the dark from behind. He told it in a characteristically English way — haltingly, and without embellishment.

With elbows on knees, and with dainty fingers entwined under her chin, Hilda Muirhead sat and gazed at this handsome young man — his nationality mattered not to her — as he told the story that made him appear foolish. It was incredible to her that a man who boldly ran down a slum, in a hateful place like Khartoum, to hammer a great big ugly black man, who was beating a woman, should be considered foolish by any one, much more so by himself. The thought, a womans thought, came to her— he did it in the dark, too. What curious people these Englishmen are. How they love to ridicule themselves and one another. Fancy being considered foolish to risk his life for helping a woman.

Hilda Muirhead gazed with admiration, whilst Mr Muirhead rose, crossed the room, and, seizing Raifes hand, said: Mr Remington, thats a fine story. We shouldnt call you a fool in the United States. We should call you a hero and give you the time of your life. Im your friend, sir, if you will allow me that honour.

Raife stammered and blushed. Hilda Muirhead saw that blush and admired it, for there are not many men who blush in the United States.

In an effort to change the subject, which was tiresome to him, Raife said, By the by, Mr Muirhead, I owe you an apology.

Well, now, father, said Hilda, laughingly, I wonder what Mr Remington will apologise for next?

Raife continued, smiling: Oh, this isnt so foolish as the other. Only I omitted to give you my card, when we met. I hadnt got one with me at the moment. He handed his card to Mr Muirhead, and, turning to Hilda, said: May I present you with one also, Miss Muirhead?

Father and daughter read the little neat piece of pasteboard:

Sir Raife Remington, Bart.,
Aldborough Park,
Tunbridge Wells.


Chapter Seventeen.

Mr Muirhead and Hilda Discover Raifes Identity.
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WHEN RAIFE HAD returned to his room after the pleasantest evening of his life, he meditated, as is the wont of impulsive young men after an event. The night was very hot and, in spite of the clear starlit sky overhead, it was sultry. He donned a light cashmere dressing-gown and walked out to the balcony which overlooked the old town. Seating himself in a wicker chair, he lit a cigar and talked to himself, a practice of elderly people and those who are mentally perturbed. He talked to himself softly, in short, disjointed sentences. He muttered, with a curl of his lips: Gilda! Ha! ha! That was a passing fancy. I was a fool. Im glad I got out of it as well as I did. It was good of that fellow, Herrion, to steer me out of the mess I was landing myself into. Fancy marrying a lady burglar.

He yawned and relit his cigar which had gone out. Cigars make no allowance for meditative monologues. Continuing, he raised his voice slightly: Woman-hater! Of course, Im a woman-hater. Two women have landed me in a hole. Starting from his reverie, he thought he heard a cough. Yes, it was a womans cough. He stood up and leant over the balcony. As he looked down, he saw a woman with a light shawl over her head. She was on the balcony immediately under his. He only caught a glance as the figure entered the window below, which corresponded with the one that led to his own room. He whispered now, lest he should be overheard: I wonder who that woman was. Was it Miss Muirhead? — Hilda! I rather like the name. It rhymes with Gilda. But what a different type of girl. And, after all, I must have companionship of some sort.

Next morning the trio met again in the foyer. The ice was broken now. Hotel friendships are very warm whilst they last. Would this one last?

When Raife left, after his story of the wound he got on behalf of a strange woman in Khartoum, Mr Muirhead and Hilda, each holding the card in their hands, the card that Raife had given them, looked at one another with puzzled expressions. Then Mr Muirhead read aloud: Sir Raife Remington, Bart., Aldborough Park, Tunbridge Wells.

Hilda asked: Why didnt he tell us he was a baronet?

Her father answered, reflectively: Yes, these Englishmen certainly are curious. Now, if hed been an American judge, or colonel, we should have known all about it in five minutes, and more than we wanted to know before the day was out, and before the dinner was over, we should have hated him for it.

Hilda, too, gazed reflectively, and said, Yes, thats only too true. Then again, how strange that he should be ashamed of helping that poor woman in Khartoum, and after being stabbed, too.

It has been said of Americans and others that they dearly love a lord. Why shouldnt they? Especially if he is a nice lord. Raife was not a lord, but he was a baronet, and a very handsome and agreeable baronet. Mr Muirhead was an American business man, and it is the habit of such men to go to the rock-bottom of things, so he said to Hilda: I wonder whether hes a new-fledged political baronet, or one of the old families. I expect theyve got a Debrett or Burkes Peerage downstairs. Ill look it up in the morning.

When Mr Muirhead looked up Raifes ancestry in the morning, he was not sorry to learn that Raife was descended from the Tudor and Elizabethan Reymingtounes. He had just completed this operation when they met Raife in the foyer. They greeted one another with cordiality, and Mr Muirhead induced Raife, without much difficulty, to join them in an expedition. Hilda was divinely beautiful at the dinner of the previous night. On this morning, riding in the bright sunlight, she was radiant. The reserve of the previous evening was absent and she talked intellectually. At times, her conversation was brilliant, and interspersed with those quaint witticisms that seem only possible to Americans, and are doubly entertaining when they flow from the lips of a pretty American girl. As Raife sat opposite to her, listening to the pleasing flow of her talk, he wrestled with his inclinations, and his mind determined for him that he need not be altogether a woman-hater. There was no harm in enjoying the society of a pretty girl as long as he did not allow himself to become entangled. At the same time, he could not help contrasting this sunny, vivacious young girl, with the handsome, white-haired, courtly father, against the mysterious Gilda, admittedly a lady burglar, and her sinister uncle with the unpleasing eyes.

During a lull in the talk, which had been mostly between Hilda and Raife, Mr Muirhead said: I notice from your card that you are Sir Raife Remington, a baronet. Ive been wondering why you didnt mention that fact before.

Raife laughed, and replied: Oh, I dont know. It didnt occur to me.

Mr Muirhead was characteristically American, a seeker after information or truth, so he added: I am a very plain American and I am not familiar with the observances or etiquette of English society. I hazard the suggestion that we should address you as Sir Raife, Is that correct?

Raife was very charmed with these ingenuous people, and this time he laughed heartily until his shoulder reminded them all of the dagger wound. Recovering from the spasm of pain, which had caused Hilda to regard him with the real sympathy which brought the perfect beauty into her lustrous eyes, he said: I hope, sir, you will call me Remington, just Remington. The intricacies of etiquette are far too tiresome for such pleasant occasions as these. If Miss Muirhead insists on calling me Sir Raife I must submit, but the sooner she will forget the prefix the greater will be my happiness.

Hilda, with eyes that had changed from sympathy to merriment, and with fun that was not intended for flirtation, exclaimed: Really, Sir Raife, do you mean that? If so, how soon may I call you just Raife only?

Mr Muirhead raised his eyebrows with a quizzical smile.

Raife replied: I am not very familiar with your language as you always charmingly and frequently quaintly express it, but I dare to suggest right now!

Hilda had not imagined that an Englishman, especially an English aristocrat, could be so quick and graceful in repartee, and in spite of her natural self-possession she blushed.

Raife was playing his part as a woman-hater rather badly; but he, at the time, was very confident of himself. Raife was brave enough when they had returned to the hotel, and he felt that the days pleasure had, in no sense, altered his determination in the matter. His bravery came to his rescue in so far that he managed to avoid the incident of a dinner together. He pleaded the excuse of his wounded shoulder and retired to his rooms.

Alone, after dinner, he renewed his moralising. He sat again on the balcony, and tried to chase away the fever of love which was more to him than a mere stab of a dagger in the shoulder. He flattered himself that he was still a woman-hater, and that he had only played a game. This was a divertissement which should last until his shoulder was healed, and then he would rejoin Colonel Langton and renew his intention of big-game shooting. It did not occur to him that he was big game, and that he stood to be shot at. It was yet another of those divine nights which are so frequent in Cairo, and Raifes mood was quite contented as he sat on the balcony and surveyed this fascinating city.

Among the cities of the East, Cairo is counted one of the most enchanting. All that Europe has done to spoil the primitive grandeur of the older civilisation, which has existed centuries before us of the West, leaves Cairo a monument of the gorgeous and inscrutable past. Aladdin with the wonderful lamp and all the stories of the Arabian Nights seem to have emanated from such a place as Cairo.

Raife sat and contemplated the mysterious view which confronted him. It was dark, but it was early, and the lights of the crowded cafés flickered below in a serried row of all that counted for speculation. There, in every garb, every conceivable costume, was a mixture of nationalities from every corner of the globe Americans, Europeans, Egyptians, Turks, Arabs, Negroes, and the unfathomable Indians of the remote East. Raife thought of his first experience of the Americans, and it was a pleasing one. Hilda Muirhead was a novel type to him; for, in spite of the fact that fortune had been kind to him in the matter of wealth and family and inheritance, his experience was limited. A strange vein of adventure was his. He was descended from the Reymingtounes, who, in the days of Elizabeth, helped to found the British Empire, and saved our diminutive islands from invasion and conquest by the all-powerful Spaniard of the period. His mind did not travel in this direction. He was an English aristocrat, and possessed all the endowments of a lavish fortune. At the moment, he was a very ordinary, human young man. He thought he was a woman-hater. Hilda Muirhead was to him an interesting specimen. At least, he flattered himself that was his view of the matter.

Hildas opinion of Raife is rather hard to determine. She was bred, or, as they still sometimes say in the United States, reared in Cincinnati, which is on the border-line of south, and hers was an aristocratic lineage, dating, as far as that country is concerned, to the old colonial days when the present United States were peopled almost entirely by British. The British who fought against British before the Declaration of Independence, were, in a large number of instances, aristocrats. Hilda Muirhead was descended from such stock.

Raife now gazed at the wonderful grouping of minarets and mosques which were silhouetted against the sparkling sky of deepest transparent blue. Cairo is not a noisy city at night-time, and from his wickered chair everything was seductively calm. This calm was suddenly made more pleasing by the strains of music. It was soft, restrained music, and a human voice predominated. The Rosary should, preferably, be sung by a subdued contralto voice to a low-pitched accompaniment. This was the song that completed the breaking of a responsive string in Raifes heart. Hilda Muirhead was singing to her father, but the song floated upwards and through the still, pure night air, reached him. Could it be an accident or was it design? No one shall ever know. It happened. The conquest, for a time, was complete, and Raife felt and knew that only one woman could have sung that song, that night, in that way.

The song was finished. No ragtime melody followed — nothing. The exquisite completeness of the situation and the incident left Raife very doubtful as to whether he really was a woman-hater.


Chapter Eighteen.

A Shadow on Raifes Courtship.
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UNDER THE PLEASANT conditions of Raifes life at Shepheards Hotel, his dagger wound rapidly healed, and he was again able to resume an active life. Hilda Muirhead was trained to that freedom of action which belongs to the American bred. The excessive chaperonage which is customary in Europe does not belong to the United States. Mr Muirhead was an indulgent father, and he, feeling safe as to Raifes credentials, was not in the mood to spoil the sport of young people. He remembered the days of his own courting on the beautiful countryside outside the high cliffs which overshadow the city of Cincinnati. Raife did not even now realise that he was courting. He was perfectly satisfied that he was merely having a good time and amusing himself. He and Hilda made excursions together. They visited bazaars and purchased all sorts of trifles, some of which were cheap and some were not, for an American girl has expensive tastes.

Heluan is about half an hours train ride from Cairo, and here, sitting in the shade outside the hotel, Raife and Hilda for the first time disclosed to themselves that their attraction for one another was not entirely platonic. The pretty little town pitched in the desert was singularly quiet. They had talked of many things and their conversation was rarely flippant, and they both possessed the faculty of enjoying silence when there was nothing of importance to say. In this remote little town, the silent spirit of the vast desert encouraged this mood.

After some minutes of such contemplation Hilda remarked to him Raife, tell me what is a woman-hater? She had accepted his invitation to call him just Raife right from the time when that invitation was extended.

Raife started, and his bronzed cheeks suffused with a scarlet tinge. Had she heard him talking to himself that night on the balcony? Was she the woman with the white shawl whom he caught a glimpse of on the balcony beneath? These thoughts crowded on him as he stammered an evasive reply. I dont know. Why do you ask?

Hilda, with characteristic candour, said: I overheard some man talking one night and he said, I am a woman-hater.

Their conversations on many subjects had been singularly open and free, and Raife now felt that he must disclose some of his career, so with a responsive candour he said: Hilda, it was I whom you must have heard that night. I felt that I hated a woman, and I had every reason to do so. I had fancied that I loved her, and she, with an abominable old uncle, was conspiring to ruin me. Yes. I was a woman-hater, and I came out here and started on my big-game expedition to get away from women.

Hildas face wore a puzzled and pained expression, and for some time she made no reply. Then she spoke tremulously. Raife, I am so sorry. To think I have been in your way all this time, and I thought that we had been such good friends.

He stopped her abruptly. Hilda! Hilda! dont talk like that. The woman I hated is a wicked, harmful woman. You are the embodiment of all that is pure and beautiful in womanhood. Your sweet influence has softened my bitterness and restored my mind to its normal state!

Then, archly, Hilda said: Then I need not run away?

Impetuously he exclaimed, striking the table with the palm of his hand: Run away! If you do I shall follow you. Follow you? Yes, to the end of the world, for Hilda you have made me love you.

Hush! dont talk like that, Raife. In America boys and girls, men and women, can be friends — just friends.

In spite of these brave words, her breast was heaving and her pulses throbbed. Let us go back now, she added. This has troubled me and I must think.

Mr Muirhead was waiting for them when they arrived at Shepherds Hotel, and greeted them with his customary cordiality. As they ascended the stairway together he said: Remington, I want you to dine with us to-night. Dont refuse. I have arranged for a special American dish, which I am going to prepare myself.

Oh! What is that? If its as good as the cocktails you make, I cant refuse, said Raife, laughingly.

Its better, much better, my boy. Its lobster newburgh, and, if you dont like it I shall count you an enemy of my country.

My dear Mr Muirhead, I could not be an enemy of the country that produced your genial self and your gracious daughter, was Raifes flattering retort.

The dinner that night was served with rather more ceremony than usual, and Mr Muirheads dish was a great success. Hilda did not participate so much as usual in the conversation, and her father rallied her on her quietude. At the close of dinner an attendant brought a telegram for Mr Muirhead. He opened it and having read it exclaimed, Pshaw! thats a nuisance. Remington, will you excuse me? This calls for attention. I must cable to the bank. I dont suppose I shall be more than half an hour. Hilda will entertain you.

When her father had gone, and they were alone, they sat, as was their wont, for some time in silence. Hilda poured out some coffee and handed it to Raife. In doing so she touched his hand. The momentary contact thrilled him and he broke the silence. Hilda, perhaps I was wrong in speaking as I did this afternoon. Yet it is true. Let me tell you more of the buried incident, and of another tragedy in my life.

Raife told of his fathers murder and those fateful dying words which warned his son to beware. He told some portion of his association with the mysterious Gilda Tempest. Then he added: There must be a kink in my own character somewhere, which I have inherited from some of my filibustering ancestors. Or perhaps there is gipsy blood in me. Things seem to happen differently to me — than to other men. But everything appears to be in my favour. I am rich, and I am the head of a distinguished family. Yet I have a wandering spirit, and an uncontrollable desire for the unconventional. I am rudderless and cannot steer a straight course.

He had looked straight at the carpet during his narration, and his tones had been agitated. He paused and, raising his head, met her eyes gazing at him with a pained, sympathetic look. When their eyes met neither flinched, nor did they speak for some seconds.

At length Hilda placed her hand on his arm saying, Raife, Im so sorry. How I wish I could help you.
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Raife sprang to his feet and, holding her hands apart, each in one of his, exclaimed passionately, Hilda, dear, sweet Hilda! You can help me. I love you madly! Let me love you! Will you be my wife? Will you steer me to a better, a more useful life?

She dropped her head and fell forward into his arms. He seized her and showered kisses, she yielding. When at length they spoke again she said, Raife, I loved you from the moment you told us the story of your wound. I had not met such modesty and courage combined before. Raife, dear, I will strive to help you to a happy — yes, and, as you ask me, to a useful life.

When Mr Muirhead returned, Hilda was at the piano, singing Elizabeth Barrett Brownings tender song, Love me sweet with all thou art.

Raife did not wait for a chance meeting. On the following morning he wrote a note and sent it to Mr Muirhead:

Dear Mr Muirhead, — I have a matter of vital importance that I would like to discuss with you. Can I see you at once? — Yours very truly, — 

Raife Remington.

When the two men met and Raife had made a statement of his affairs and position, and had asked for Hildas hand, the old gentleman was visibly affected, and, taking Raifes hand, said Remington, I like you very much. I love my daughter with all the love of a father for his only daughter. She is more precious to me than my own life. I only had one other love. It was for her mother. She is dead. The man who breaks Hildas heart kills me and commits a double murder. Remington, I trust you — take her.

Raifes happiness was now complete, and, if his complex temperament would allow him, a great future was before him. In addition to title and wealth, he had inherited marked ability, allied to a wayward disposition. The future was fraught with possibilities for good or evil. In the battle of his life would the good or evil genius win?

On the night following his betrothal to Hilda, he was strolling among the bazaars seeking to purchase something worthy of his beloved. As is the custom among those picturesque, swarthy traders, who ensconce themselves in dark corners awaiting custom as a spider awaits a fly, Raife was haggling over the price of a trinket, when he became conscious of the presence of a figure watching him. Hastily dropping the trinket, he wheeled round. He was just in time to see a familiar figure slide rather than dart around a corner a few yards away. He was determined at all hazards to capture this uncanny person and demand of him his intentions. Raife chased him around the corner and searched every nook and cranny where he could possibly have hidden. He was too late, his quarry had escaped.

Raife muttered to himself: Curse that infernal Apache fellow! He dogged me at Nice. He was killed in a motor smash at Cuneo. He was drowned in the Thames at Hammersmith, and now the brute haunts me in the Bazaar at Cairo. What does he want? Why does he shadow me?

As he sauntered back to renew his haggling for the trinket, the white-bearded and turbaned old Arab was saying to himself, He must be Ingleesi. All the Ingleesi are mad. It had served a useful financial purpose for Raife, however; for, fearing he might dart off again, this time not to return, he sold the trinket to Raife at his own price, which was just one-tenth of what the old man had asked. That is the way of the Oriental trader. On his way back to the hotel with his purchases, his fathers dying words recurred to him, and he was more than ever puzzled by their mystic warning. These were the halcyon days of Raifes short life, and they had been disturbed by this hateful phantom Apache. Raife Remington might be wayward and impressionable, but he was brave and fearless, so he chased the incident from his mind, as he had chased the elusive phantom in the Bazaar.

The sight of Hilda, and the warmth of her affectionate greeting, entirely dispelled this ill-omened cloud. He had quite recovered from the dagger wound now, and the weeks passed by with joyous rapidity. He and Hilda had made excursions together of many varieties. Into the desert, mounted on big white donkeys. To Memphis, the Pyramids of Sakkárah and the Serapeum, the tomb of Beni Hassan. By the luxuriously-appointed steamer, with its double decks and cool verandas, to Luxor, with its palatial modern hotels, contrasting strangely with the ancient ruins, temples, and monuments of a long-forgotten civilisation. Here was ideal ground for love-making among the whispering palm groves, with a turquoise sky above. Each scene so different from the Western ideal, yet so picturesque. The long lines or files of pelicans fishing on the sandy shore, with the flights of pink flamingoes hovering overhead. The line of native women gracefully swaying to and from the waters edge with their pitchers balanced on their heads. These and a thousand strange sights and scenes, and, over all, the wondrous sky of the East, with its gorgeous sunrises and sunsets, and its weird depths of night. In such an Elysium did Hilda and Raife run the first course of their love, and it ran smoothly. Could such happiness last?

Hildas life until she met Raife had been happy, a life of sunshine untouched by shadow, save the loss of her mother. She had given her heart to this handsome young Englishman. She had no knowledge of Englishmen, except that gained by brief and flitting visits to London. The wise and practical side of her character prompted her to reflect often in the seclusion of her chamber. Were English husbands like American husbands? Would an ideal lover make an ideal husband? Raife had told her that he had loved another woman. Would that woman enter into his life again and destroy their happiness? Yes, there was misgiving in her mind at times. When Raife appeared and paid her gallant court, all doubts were dispelled, and she abandoned herself to his caresses.

In his spare moments Raife haunted the bazaars hunting for that Apache fellow. He was determined, if possible, to probe the mystery to its depths, no matter how foul the consequences. Once, on a trip up the Nile, among a group of lascars, he had fancied he saw a man who was not of them, and his mind at the time being slightly distrait, he conceived the idea it might be his enemy. He made straightway for the group, but by the time he got there the fellow was gone.

It had become a frequent practice for Raife to dine with Mr Muirhead lately, and at the dinner-table he announced one night: Oh, say! Remington, Ive had news from the bank and Im afraid I must cut short my vacation. I mustnt grumble; I think Ive done rather well. But Ive worked hard for it.

No doubt, replied Raife reflectively, and with a deprecatory smile. Youve worked hard for your holiday. My lifes been all holiday and my works to come. You are going to help me, arent you, Hilda?

Hilda laughed and retorted: Surely, Raife, Ill help, but you must promise to obey.

Mr Muirhead joined in. Ha! ha! I thought that was your part of the marriage contract, Hilda? Never mind, as long as you both obey perhaps it will be better all round. That brings me to what I was going to say. For the second time I have to apologise for being unfamiliar with English etiquette. I dont know quite what is the method of procedure in the matter of English marriages, especially when the bridegroom is an exalted person.

Raife said laughingly, Pardon me, Mr Muirhead, but you mean Im an exulting person. Ive captured the prize of the world, and I mean to preserve it. If you will accompany me to England, I will take you to Aldborough Park, and introduce you to my mother.

Hilda intervened: Thats just what Im dreading. Shell hate me, and I feel, I know it. Then I shant cry, I shall just stamp, and, for the first time in my life Ill shake my fist and say I told you so.

This assumed outburst produced the merriment that was intended. Raife proceeded. Youll like my mother, Hilda, and shell like you. If Hilda consents, he added, looking first at one and then the other, well be married from our town house in Mayfair. We will have a real proper marriage, ceremony, and it shall take place at St. Georges, Hanover Square.

Well! Well leave all that until we get to Aldborough Park, intimated the prospective father-in-law. Im very anxious to meet your mother, and I trust we shall be friends. I believe you, my dear Raife, when you describe your mothers amiable disposition and charms, but I expect, with that modesty of yours, you have under-estimated the grandeur of that Tudor mansion which is also yours. Ah well, then! Its agreed we start for England as soon as we can.


Chapter Nineteen.

Gilda Receives a Staggering Blow.
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GILDA TEMPEST SAT in her room in her uncles well-appointed flat in Bloomsbury. Her face showed traces of great mental strain. There were no lines in her face, but a drawn expression, which her enemies would have called haggard. She held a copy of the Morning Post, and was reading it leisurely until her attention was attracted by a paragraph as follows:

The engagement has been announced of Sir Raife Remington, Bart., of Aldborough Park, Tunbridge Wells, to Miss Hilda Muirhead, daughter of Reginald Pomeroy Muirhead, Esq., President of the Fifth National Bank of Illinois, U.S.A. We understand that the marriage will take place shortly at St. Georges, Hanover Square.

Gilda read this announcement three times. The third time she threw the paper on the floor and stamped upon it. Then, clutching her head with her hands, she sank on to a lounge and sobbed violently, exclaiming:

What have I done to deserve this? Raife! Raife! You were the only one who could have saved me from this hideous nightmare, called life. I have lost you! Her sobs choked further utterance, and she collapsed, huddled into a tangled mass of broken-hearted, crumpled womanhood.

Good, bad, or indifferent, Gilda Tempest had one affection which had penetrated her heart. Her love for Raife was sincere and with all the temptestuous fury of a jealous woman she now hated Hilda Muirhead.

She hissed the words between her sobs, Daughter of Reginald Pomeroy Muirhead, President of the Fifth National Bank of Illinois! Why must she rob me of the only hope I had in life? With a desperate effort she rose from the lounge and, straightening herself to her full height, staggered across the room to a full-length mirror, where she stood rigidly glaring at her own presentment. The face that had been drawn before she had read the announcement in the Morning Post, was now distorted, and her beautiful hair was dishevelled. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Passion was written on the face that now showed lines, lines of rage and rebellion. I will not obey any more! My life has been a torture. I mutiny! I will win, or I will die!

The door opened softly. Doctor Malsano stood there with folded arms, and in a still, soothing tone, he said, Gilda, child. Come, tell me what is the meaning of this?

Gilda turned on him with an expression fierce and defiant. For many seconds neither spoke. Then, urbanely, the doctor murmured soothingly: Come, Gilda! Let me help you in your trouble. What is the reason of your distress?

The girl stood erect, throbbing with intense emotion. Again there was a long silence. Then, bursting into sobs again, she pointed to the newspaper and said, Read that. See! See what you have done. You have made me a robber, and now you have robbed me of the only desire I have on earth. I will rob you now, for I will kill myself.

The doctor smiled and, crossing the room, picked up the paper. Then he approached the girl and said suavely: Show me, Gilda. What shall I read?

The girl seized the paper and pointed to the paragraph. He read it, and his face momentarily lost its ingratiating expression, and he muttered, Bah! that fool Lesigne. He recovered himself and led the girl to the lounge. Smoothing her hands and gazing earnestly into her eyes he talked. Gilda! this is unfortunate, and that fool Lesigne is to blame. He is not worth his money. I shall dispose of him if he is not cleverer. He has bungled more than once. I sent him to Cairo. His report to me was incomplete. I did not know it was as bad as this. Gilda, I am your uncle, your guardian. We will alter this somehow. Child, go to sleep now. I will make my plans.

The mysterious power of this man had its influence. He left the room. Gilda, still sobbing but pacified, did the doctors bidding and slept.

He went to his room and turned the key in the door. He flung himself into a chair and snatched a phial from a table at his side, drinking the full contents. Every indication of benevolence had left his face, and now it showed signs of torture. He cursed violently, murmuring: That fool Lesigne! How shall I dispose of him? He bungled at Nice — at Cuneo — at Hammersmith — now at Cairo. I must kill him somehow, for he knows too much. The drug now began to take effect and his features relaxed. Just before sleep overtook him he muttered:

She must avenge her fathers death. The feud must be carried on. I will see to it to-morrow. The doctor slept peacefully in the deep recess of the big arm-chair. The soft light of the solitary lamp reflected from a distance on his face. There was a smile on his face. A close observer would have noticed that it was cruel — sardonic, and that the breathing was stertorous.

When Raife, Mr Muirhead and Hilda arrived at Tunbridge Wells, they decided that they should stroll through the town before driving to Aldborough Park. It was morning-time. There was no hurry, and Hilda had never seen an old-world English town. They entered the motor-car which awaited them at the station and Raife ordered the chauffeur to drive to the Blue Boar. On the way he said: If you were English, I would not dare to do anything so unconventional as this, but I feel I know you will like it, and I want you to see one of our old-world posting-houses. It is a fine type of an English inn.

When they pulled into the stable-yard and had dismounted, Hilda was charmed with the quaintness of everything. Mr Twisegood had heard their arrival, and greeted them with all the pomp and ceremony at his command. With the inevitable Lud a mussy! which was a prelude to most of his speech, he said, Why, Sir Raife, weve missed you this many a long day; Im sure, sir, as ow we welcomes you ome, sir.

Hilda, after the manner of American girls, walked right in, and Mr Twisegood had soon invited her to look over the house. Raife took Mr Muirhead into the parlour, saying: Now, sir, you have mixed some delightful cocktails for me in Cairo; will you allow me to introduce to you an old English coaching drink in an old English coaching and posting-house? Mary!

In response to his call a rosy-cheeked, buxom maid appeared.

Bring two glasses of sloe gin and put them in two of those old rummers. Bring me the bottle and I will pour them out, were Raifes instructions.

There was no time to contrast the merits of sloe gin with cocktails, for Hildas voice was heard from the top of the staircase. Father, oh, do come! Heres the sweetest old room I ever saw. Its all white, and smells of lavender.

They climbed the staircase and entered the room. Whilst they were admiring the whiteness and the quaintness of it, Raifes mind was charged with the memory of the last occasion when he had been there, and of other curious occasions. He remembered his meeting there with Gilda Tempest, dressed as a hospital nurse; his mother outside the door and Gilda escaping by the secret staircase to the loose box in the stable below. Altogether he was sorry he had brought them to the Blue Boar. He crossed the room and looked through the latticed window into the stable-yard. Another car had arrived, and the chauffeur was just starting under the archway. The sight of that chauffeur was strangely reminiscent. His coat was open and betrayed a loose, flowing black necktie. Was it possible — could it be that infernal Apache fellow? What was he doing there? Was there no rest from this vigilant spectre who traced him everywhere?

Raife was maddened with the combination of incidents which had spoilt his return to Aldborough Park with his fiancée. Making an excuse to leave the room, he ran downstairs, and, hastily swallowing a full glass of the abandoned sloe gin, he went into the yard and asked the chauffeur: Did you see the number of that car that was here just now?

No, sir, came from the man.

He found the solitary ostler and asked him whether he knew the car or anything about it. The man had been feeding the horse in the loose box and had not seen the car.

Raife was a good-tempered man, but he was morose for a while. After the disconcerting incident of the stable-yard, and the somewhat mixed recollections caused by the visit to the white room, Raife decided that it was best to drive straight to Aldborough Park, and postpone the stroll through the town. As they drove, the apparition of Gilda Tempest in the garb of a hospital nurse, yielding to his caresses in the white room, haunted his mind. He had waived aside the Apache spectre. He could fight him, but he could not fight this apparition.

Hilda Muirhead sat opposite to him. Presently she said: You look troubled, Raife. Has anything real serious happened?

Raife forced a smile, and answered cheerily: No, my dear! Ive got a bit of a headache. One isnt used to trains after the quietude of the desert.

Then anent nothing, which was not her wont, Hilda added. Oh, say! Raife. After you had left the queer white room I discovered a little door behind a curtain. It wasnt a cupboard. Im sure it led somewhere. It looked so cunning and mysterious. Do tell me where it leads to.

This was the door of the narrow staircase leading to the loose box in the stable, through which Gilda Tempest had escaped when Lady Remington was about to enter the room. Raife winced at the question. The sweet young face of his fiancée opposite contrasted strangely with the face of Gilda, whom he had taught himself to hate. He replied: Yes. There is a staircase there. Ill show it to you some day, perhaps. The last word qualified the promise, for he had no intention of showing it to her.

The handsome and silent-running Rolls-Royce car sped merrily over the smooth roads up and down the Kentish hills — the roads of the garden of England, and it was spring time. The sun of an English spring day is not as the sun of the Egyptian desert, but it is sufficient to reveal the tender buds and dainty blossom of the hedgerow. As they sped through the narrow roads that led to Aldborough Park, it made an exquisite picture. It was a picture that was entirely unfamiliar to Hilda. She may have read of a spring day in the garden of England, but she had not seen one, and the sight of it thrilled her. She noticed the respectful greetings of the labourers, the women and children as they passed. Sir Raife Remington was a respected power in this land of his. He was not an owner of mines and mills in a disaffected area, to be met with scowls or curt nods. He was a landlord of ancient lineage, among tenants whom he and his ancestors had ruled generously, and with mutual sympathy. A downward sweep and a curve in the road brought them to the lodge gates. The massive wrought-iron gates, surmounted by the Reymingtoune arms, were already open. The lodge-keeper and his family were grouped together, saluting and curtseying to the master of Aldborough on his return from furrin parts. Raife greeted them cheerily, as the car swept through and into the avenue with its long line of stately beeches. Hildas breast heaved, and her heart throbbed. I am to be Lady Remington and the mistress of all this, she said to herself. She thought of the soot-laden city of Cincinnati, in Ohio, where she had spent so much of her time. She compared the crudeness of an American landscape with the finished charm of this historical place, of which she was to be mistress. It seemed too good to be true. The phantom of the other woman flitted through her mind, and her pleasure was, for a time, less restrained.

As they emerged from the avenue, the mansion, in all its ancient grandeur, came into view. They passed through the shadow of a group of ancient pines and cedars of Lebanon, a graceful sweep around flower beds ablaze with blossoms brought them to the main entrance, where the stately old butler, Edgson, stood bareheaded to receive them. He was supported by a group of white-aproned and white-capped maids, and a pert little page-boy in livery, with a liberal display of bright buttons.

Mr Muirhead had not spoken much during the car ride, but his quick powers of perception had taken in, at a glance, the majesty of this old Tudor mansion. His keen eyes had observed the extended row of gables, the twisted chimneys, the oriel windows, the massive ivy-clad walls, and the added buttresses. The mind of a banker is trained to values, and as he surveyed, with his quick comprehensive glance, the extensive stabling and greenhouses, with a vista of beautiful gardens beyond, he was satisfied that he had not made a mistake in allowing his daughter to become mistress of Aldborough Park, and any of the estates and property that Raife might own.

He did not know of Raifes story of the other woman. By common consent it had been agreed that it was not necessary to tell him. Youth, in love, revels in secrets, and this was the secret of these young lovers.


Chapter Twenty.

The Most Momentous Occasion of Hildas Life.
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HILDA WAS A fairly practical, self-reliant, American girl. She was face to face with the most momentous occasion of her life as she passed through that line of respectful servants. With a womans knowledge she was fully conscious of the strict scrutiny to which she was being subjected from under all those apparently drooping eyelashes.

Where is my mother, Edgson? asked Raife.

She is in the library, Sir Raife, answered the old butler.

Will you announce us, please. No, dont trouble, I will go upstairs myself, if you good folk will wait here, and he ushered them into an old oak-panelled room, with gloomy old portraits that seemed to frown down upon them.

Raifes meeting with his mother was affectionate, and tears were in her eyes as she asked: Have you brought her, Raife?

He replied, cheerily: Yes, mother dear, and I want you to like her and give her and her father a hearty welcome to Aldborough.

In somewhat anxious tones, she said: I hope I shall, dear, and I promise to try. Of course, they shall have a hearty welcome. She is my sons choice, and I will do my duty. Then, in halting accents, she added: You are your own master here. Forgive me, Raife, if I appear anxious. I love you very dearly, and with all a mothers love. You are all I have left in this world, and I fear for your happiness. Then, smiling, she again added: I will not remind you that you were always a brave, darling, wayward boy.

Raife took his mother in his arms and reverently kissed her on the forehead, saying, with a happy laugh: You dear, darling mother! Never fear for me. I will not forget that I am a Reymingtoune. As he left the room Lady Remington turned to the window and wiped away a tear.

Raife almost ran down the staircase, and, bursting into the room, called out cheerily to Hilda and her father: Come along, good folks, and meet my dear old mother. She is upstairs and awaits you.

The close scrutiny of the servants was easy to bear. Hildas heart fluttered as they climbed the wide old staircase and entered the library. Lady Remington was standing to receive them. Raife started to present them. Mother, this is—

He did not finish.

Hilda, with a charming impulse, had crossed the room with both hands extended, exclaiming: You are Raifes mother. Oh, Im so glad!

The radiance of this beautiful young girl, the charm of her musical voice, and the evident spontaneity of the action, were magical. The stately Lady Remington took the two extended hands and kissed Hilda on both cheeks, saying: Welcome, Hilda. I am sure I shall like you, and I hope you will like me. May you both be very happy.

Mr Muirhead stood by Raifes side, viewing this unconventional scene, where the newer West had conquered the stiffer conventions of the older West by a display of genuine frankness. His handsome face was made the more handsome by the pleased smile that it bore. Raife now presented him to his mother with more formality than Hilda had allowed in her case.

When Lady Remington and Mr Muirhead had left the room to stroll around the gardens, Hilda exclaimed: Oh, Raife. This is all very wonderful. I did not believe such places existed outside storybooks. Your mother is a darling. I love her already. Im glad I dont have to stamp my foot and shake my fist, as I told you I would in Cairo, if she didnt like me.

Raife kissed her again and again, and through the kisses said: How do you know she likes you?

Imitating Raifes accents, she said: Womans instinct, dear boy, womans instinct. Besides, she wouldnt have kissed me so hard if she didnt like me.

The words were hardly finished when he seized her, exclaiming: That settles it! Then Ill show you I more than like you, I love you! And he kissed her until she pretended that it hurt.

Now, at last, were Raifes ideals realised, and complete happiness was nearly his. There could be no other spectres or phantoms to cast a shadow over their pure love. Hilda broke away and ran to the other side of the room. The window was open and she looked out, crying: Oh, do come, Raife, look at that wonderful clump of rhododendrons.

She did not see it, but a pained expression crossed his face as he came to the window, and, placing an arm around her, they looked down together on the rhododendrons. Why could not happiness last? What was the curse that at every turn blighted his fondest hopes? The last time he had looked on those rhododendrons was on that fateful dark night, when Gilda Tempest, the burglar — the burglar whom he had fancied that he loved — slid down the silken rope from the window, and disappeared in their dark shadows. And now the hideous memory came to his mind, to destroy his brightest hopes, his dream of bliss. He turned away, leaving Hilda at the window. He stood lighting a cigarette, and again his gaze chanced in a tragic direction. In front of him was the safe, where his father had shot and killed the burglar, and there, the spot where his murdered father had, in his dying words, stammered out, in choking gulps to Edgson, the awful warning to Raife, his son, to beware of the trap — she — that woman. Who was that woman and what was the trap? Again, that was the spot where he had nearly shot Gilda Tempest, the second burglar. Why, oh why, had his mother chosen this room in which to receive his beloved Hilda — his fiancée?

Calling to Hilda, he said: Come, Hilda, let us go downstairs and find your father. They have gone into the grounds, and wont be far away.

They went downstairs, she on to the terrace, and he into a morning-room. He rang the bell and Edgson, the butler, entered. Mix me a stiff whisky and soda, Edgson, please.

The old man eyed his master quizzically as he handed him the cool drink in a long, sparkling tumbler. Arent you feeling well, Sir Raife?

Between gulps, Raife replied: Oh, yes, Edgson, only a bit tired, thank you.

I hope, Sir Raife, youve had a pleasant holiday, sir. We are all very glad to see you back again, sir.

Thank you, Edgson. Yes, very pleasant indeed.

Then, with the licence of an old servant of the family, Edgson chatted on: Pardon the liberty, Sir Raife, but we saw the announcement in the Morning Post, sir, Miss Muirhead who has just come to stay, sir. Shes your fyancee, isnt she, sir? Shes a very beautiful young lady, sir, if I may take the liberty, sir. And if thats her father, sir, hes a very handsome old gentleman — Again asking your pardon, Sir Raife, we, in the servants hall, wishes to offer you our hearty congratulations.

Raife was accustomed to the old butlers garrulity and smilingly replied: Thank you, Edgson. And will you thank the others for me. If all goes well, well very soon be having gay times in the old house.

As he retired towards the door the old man talked to himself. Ay! That we will, I warrant, if Master Raife has anything to do with it. He had barely closed the door when he knocked and entered again. Excuse me, Sir Raife—

Raife was worried and said, rather impatiently: Yes, Edgson, then smiling a forced smile, added: What is it this time?

Closing the door, and looking around with an air of mystery, the old servant almost whispered: Do you remember the night, sir, in last September, when I saw the light in the library, and I had the house surrounded?

Yes, interrupted Raife, irritably. What about it?

The old man, once started, was not to be waved aside: Well, sir, one of the under-gardeners, Hodgson, it was. He was at work among the rhododendrons, and he picked up a long piece of silk rope.

Raife cut him short, saying: Yes, I know, where is it?

The old man stared at this outburst, and said: He handed it to me, sir.

Did he; and have you mentioned it to anyone, else?

With a sly look, that bordered as nearly on a wink as his well-trained discretion would allow, the old man replied, No, Sir Raife, I have the rope. I gave him half a crown and told him to mind that we didnt want no gabblers round Aldborough Park.

Quite right, Edgson, you acted very wisely. Ill tell you all about it, perhaps, some day.

Perhaps is always useful, in qualifying a promise. Producing a sovereign-purse, he extracted two sovereigns and handing them to Edgson, said: Do what you like with these, Edgson. I suggest you give the man, Hodgson, one.

Edgson bowed low. Very good, Sir Raife, Ill carry out your instructions.

When the old man had finally gone, Raife mixed himself another whisky and soda, and cursed with a freedom that was not customary with him. This contretemps was more tangible than the others, and it was the fourth incident or train of unpleasant thoughts that had been forced on him, on this the joyful day, when he had brought Hilda to his home. He was not superstitious, but his nerves were affected by the sequence of events. Did they spell disaster?

The spring day had ended in an unusually warm moonlight night. After dinner they walked on to the terrace and sauntered up and down. Hildas happiness was very great, and unmarred by doubt or foreboding. The other woman was not in her thoughts. She surveyed the ornamental flower beds which, even in this light, showed the wealth of blossom. She had already examined, at close quarters, the old sundial and the quaint-carved stone figures around the lily pond, with a fountain in the centre, with sleepy old carp gliding through the dark shadows of its waters. At length, they decided it was warm enough to sit in the chairs that had been brought from some mysterious corner where they had rested through the long winter time.

The silence that was customary among the trio, when conversation appeared superfluous, was broken by the sound of bells from a church on a hillside some distance away. Softly at first, in irregular clangs of varying notes, they burst into a carillon, ending in crashes, known in some parts as firing. There was an evident intention of joy in the sounds that floated through the still night air until it reached the group seated in the moonlight on the terrace of old Aldborough Park.

Raife broke the silence. Mother, why are the church bells ringing? This used not to be practice-night, for Ive helped myself many a time to clang with those ropes in our old church tower. They wouldnt ring like that for an ordinary week-day service, besides, its too late for a service. Ill call Edgson. Perhaps hell know.

The duties of an old family butler are many and not well-defined. Speaking generally he does mostly what he pleases. He is always working in some way or another, and may be safely trusted to guard the interests of his master. It is his own chosen duty to know everything that transpires on his domain, and to know the reason for it. In response to Raifes call, Edgson appeared. What are the church bells ringing for, Edgson?

With a beaming countenance, the old man replied: They are ringing for you, Sir Raife, and, begging your pardon, Sir Raife, they are ringing for the young lady, Miss Muirhead.

Hilda, in astonished tones, exclaimed: Whats that? Ringing for me? What are they ringing for me for?

Edgson stammered, but failed to make a coherent reply.

Thank you, Edgson. Thatll do, intimated Raife.

The old man retired, chortling to himself: Shes a nice young lady for an American. But, lor, these Americans dont know as much as we do.

When Edgson had gone, Lady Remington explained how those church bells had rung for the birth and marriage of many generations of Reymingtounes during four centuries, and sadly, she added, they had tolled a knell at many a funeral of the family. Then, more cheerfully, smiling at Raife, she continued: My son, I am glad to say, is very popular with the bell-ringers, as well as all over the estate.

Raife intervened. Please leave that out, mother.

His mother retorted: Its true, Raife, and I am glad of it. Well, Hilda, they are ringing those bells to welcome him back home, and to welcome you to Aldborough as the future Lady Remington.

Hilda felt very glad and very proud. She had loved Raife for his own sake, before she had known of all these things so wonderful to her, and, indeed, before she knew he was a baronet. She had loved him for his modesty and courage in fighting the Nubian who was beating the woman in Khartoum.

Lady Remington presently said, graciously:

Hilda, you have had a long and trying day; perhaps you would like to retire early? Together they walked along the terrace, and Lady Remington took Hildas arm, and personally conducted her to her room. There the two women talked awhile. The elderly lady, so soon to be a Dowager, and the young American girl who was to hand down the traditions of the ancient family, and, perchance, become the mother of the future heir to the estate. Lady Remington spoke very kindly, but there was a sad note throughout. She told of her anxiety until they had met. She expressed, ungrudgingly, how Hildas manner had charmed her from the moment of their meeting. She alluded to the great responsibility she was undertaking. They talked for long, and at length, Lady Remington affectionately bade her good-night, and Hilda was left in privacy to her thoughts and sleep, if it would come.

A maid tapped discreetly at the door, and offered her services. Hildas needs were very slight that night, and she was glad when she had dismissed the maid. Attired in a loose dressing-gown she sat in a chair and wondered whether all could possibly be as well as it appeared. Her reverie lasted long. How long she did not know. Rousing herself she made preparation for sleep. Impulse prompted her to have a final look at the fine night and beautiful scene. To view those lovely gardens that were to be hers with Raife. As she approached the window, a slip of paper appeared underneath the door which opened on to a balcony. She started, but Hilda was not the type of girl to scream or become panic-stricken. She opened the paper and read a typewritten message on a plain piece of paper:

It is dangerous to rob another.

What did it mean? Rob another of what? Was it her fancy that the paper had just been placed there, or had it lain there a long time? Perhaps it was a text, or something of that kind. If so, it was harmless and was, perhaps, a crazy fad of some one who had occupied the room before. She studied the fastenings of the window and went to bed without looking at the night as she intended. Then she thought of the other woman Raife had told her about. She decided to say nothing about it, as it might make her appear foolish. It was long before sleep overtook her, but her youthful nature asserted itself and she, being very tired, at length slept.


Chapter Twenty One.

Raifes Jealousy Ends Disastrously.
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THEY WERE HAPPY days at Aldborough Park.

Each succeeding day seemed to complete the sum of Hilda Muirheads hopes. In addition to motor-car rides to Southport, the scene of Raifes first meeting with the other woman, Gilda Tempest, Hilda learnt the joys of riding behind good horses. Raife was an expert whip and drove a tandem as an expert. The countryside was again alive, now that the wayward young man had returned to reside among them. There were dinner-parties at the Park, and garden-parties, where Hilda was introduced to the county families, some of whom were amiable, and even affable, whilst others were not. It was a meeting of disappointment to many of the stately dames, and sometimes frigid daughters, that an American woman should have been selected to reign as queen at the beautiful old home, which, hitherto, had been regarded as a stronghold of English womanhood. These matters were, however, of slight consequence to Hilda, whose happiness was supreme in the possession of the love of the handsome and dashing young aristocrat, whom Fortune had thrown in her way.

She captured the hearts of all the men, and a large proportion of the women, with her frank and ingratiating manners. She over-ruled convention without destroying good taste; the tenants and townspeople were completely won over by her cordiality and good nature, which was frequently lavish. The old landlord, Twisegood, added to his evening custom by narrating the free and unconventional manner in which she made her first entry into his house. The old town of Tunbridge had not been so gay since the days of farthingales, frills and furbelows.

Hilda excelled in most sports. At tennis, golf, and every pastime, she led the way, and there was renewed life in clubs that had become, in a sense, rusty for want of what is generally called fresh blood.

Raife Remington, the woman-hater of a few months ago, had become the most courtly of lovers, and it only needed the joy of marriage bells to complete the symposium of human delight.

In human affairs, however, it is not to be supposed that Fate will not be fickle, and cast a cloud to destroy the perfection of desire. Jealousy has ever been an accompaniment to love, and it draws no distinction between the yokel and the aristocrat.

When Harold Brookman, in the competition flight from the Hendon aerodrome to Manchester, came to grief and descended rather hurriedly in the home-croft of Aldborough Park, it was Hilda who, by chance, extricated him from a tangled mass of machinery. With a sense of initiative and promptitude she obtained assistance, and Harold Brookman was installed in a room at the Park, pending his recovery from the crumpled state in which he found himself.

It has been customary to surround aeronauts with a halo of heroism, and Harold Brookmans exploits were the talk of the world of flying. It happened, unfortunately, that Harold possessed that form of good looks that belongs to flying men, indicating firm resolve and determination. Further, chance willed it that he should be an American.

Those who live under foreign flags are naturally attracted to their fellow-countrymen when they happen to meet. Hilda Muirhead was supremely happy in her love for Raife Remington, and he in turn, was satisfied in their mutual devotion. It was unfortunate, therefore, that Raife should have overheard Hildas genuine and impulsive utterance as she and the injured man met for the first time on the terrace after his recovery from the accident.

Well now, sakes alive, its good to hear your voice, Mr Brookman. Ive been away from home so long, it seemed I was never going to hear a good American voice again.

Raife, who came over on to the terrace at that moment, glared at Harold, and in response to Hildas invitation: Hullo, Raife, come and talk to us, he replied, rather gruffly, Im sorry, Im busy just now. Besides, I havent got a good American voice.

The incident should have been quite unimportant, but nothing is unimportant where jealousy is concerned.

Raife nursed his indignation, and, without announcing his intention, went to London that afternoon. Lady Remington, realising that it was natural that Hilda should be pleased to meet one of her countrymen, especially in such exceptional circumstances, urged Harold Brookman to prolong his stay. In spite of his daring aerial exploits, Harold was very human, and the prospect of enjoying the hospitality of this charming old lady, and the company of his attractive young countrywoman, was agreeable. So he stayed at Aldborough Park, and, when the slight repairs that were necessary had been effected to his aeroplane, he made some trial flights from the croft, which was admirably adapted for the purpose.

It was natural that he should invite Hilda to accompany him on a flight, and she accepted the invitation with enthusiasm. The delights of aviation have been described, and their fascination for the more courageous type of woman is a matter of surprise to many, but it is easily understood by the psychologist. Many days passed, and the wayward Raife sulked at his club in London.

Eventually he returned unannounced, as was his custom. He imagined that Harold Brookman had taken his departure. He chose to drive in a cab that attended at the station, and called on the old landlord, Twisegood, on his way home. The old man greeted him with his customary enthusiasm. The somewhat incongruous couple were really friends, in spite of the difference in their station in life. For a while, Raifes ill-humour subsided, and he greeted the landlord cheerily.

Well, Twisegood, how are you, and whats the news?

Without waiting for a reply, he smacked the old man on the back, saying:

Come along, lets go up to the white room and have a chat. You have what you like, but bring me a bottle of your sparkling cider.

He ascended the stairs and entered the quaint white room. As he threw himself into a chair, and awaited the landlord with the refreshment, his mind, which was already perturbed, reverted to the occasions when he had met Gilda Tempest in that same room. It also brought to his memory the tragic death of his father, and the extraordinary encounter with Gilda in his library in the middle of the night. In spite of these episodes of crime, this strange girl still exercised an extraordinary fascination over him. The fit of jealousy was still on him, and his prolonged fit of sulking in London had not alleviated it. He sprang from his chair, and paced the room angrily, muttering:

Its good to hear your American voice, Mr Brookman. Bah! Shell call him Harold next. Twisegood stood in the doorway, holding the silver tray of refreshments. The old man waited, wondering what could have disturbed the young master in this way. Turning on his angry stride, Raife said:

Come in, Twisegood. Put the tray down and lets sit and talk. Im not quite myself to-day, so dont take any notice of me, if Im disagreeable. He took a deep draught of the cider, and added: Whats the news up at the Park? Ive been away for a few days.

Twisegood smacked his lips after a long pull at his favourite Kentish ale, and commenced:

Well, Master Raife, there be fine times. That American gentleman, he be flying in his machine all over the place, and they do tell me that Miss Muirhead, she be a real plucked un, and she goes up along with him.

Raife did not wait for any more. The demon of jealousy and hate possessed him. He rushed from the room and down the stairs, exclaiming in passionate tones: Ill murder the brute, in spite of his American voice.

Old Twisegood stood mystified by this extraordinary outburst. He descended slowly, wagging his head.

Raife drove up to the main entrance of Aldborough Park, and, as he entered, met his mother, Lady Remington. In a fierce rage he approached her. Mother! Whats that American fellow doing here? Hes got to go — and go at once.

Lady Remington was alarmed at her sons agitation, and endeavoured to pacify him, saying: Raife, whats the matter with you? You look positively deranged.

They went up the staircase together, and the old lady endeavoured to pacify her son. They entered the library, and, with all the tact and patience at her command, she tried to soothe his wounded feelings. It seemed to her that some terrible streak of ill-fortune had entered into her life, and that of her unfortunate son.

He rang the bell viciously for Edgson. No one else would have answered the noisy peal that indicated the masters rage. When he appeared, Raife demanded: Where is Mr Brookman?

The butler replied, with deference: I think hes in the croft, Sir Raife, with his flying-machine.

In sharp tones, that were unfamiliar to the old servant, he rasped out: Where is Miss Muirhead?

The answer came back: I think she is in the croft, too, Sir Raife.

Raife seized his hat, which he had flung upon the table, and descended with heavy tread to the hall. His powerful frame quivered with emotion. He slammed the door and, endeavouring to control himself, sauntered down the terraces, and entered the croft by way of the stable-yard. He was just in time to hear the buzz of a rapidly-revolving engine, and, looking upwards, he saw an aeroplane winging its way at lightning speed over the turrets and twisted chimneys of the Tudor mansion that was his. At the far end of the croft he descried Hilda, his fiancée, waving a handkerchief to the disappearing airman. His rage knew no bounds. He wanted a gun to take a parting shot at this American, who had intruded himself on his happiness. He waited with folded arms and scowling face, until Hilda had tripped across the soft grass of the croft. She ran straight up to him, and, before he had time to resist, threw her arms around his neck. Her sweet voice, in genuine tones, rang in his ears: Raife, Raife, how we have missed you. You dear, wicked old thing to have run away from us.

The complete spontaneity of her action, and the earnestness of her conduct, immediately softened his rage. For a while he said nothing. She lingered with her arms still clinging to him, and appealed: Raife, why, I verily believe you are angry with me. Dont, dear Raife. It will break my heart if you, my hero, my own true love, should be angry with me.

Then, as the cloud gradually removed from his stern countenance, she continued, pleadingly: What have I done, Raife? Was it only that stupid talk about Mr Brookmans American voice? Why, we always talk that way over there. If you had been away for a long time, wouldnt you like to hear an English voice, even if it was only dear old Edgsons, or one of your grooms or gardeners?

The conquest was nearly complete. Raifes smile was only half-hearted as yet, however, as he said, in a tone of remonstrance: Yes, but they tell me you have been riding in that fellows aeroplane.

Hilda laughed merrily as she said: Of course I have. You dear heart, you dont have to be jealous about that. You great, big, brave darling. You go up in one, and you will find theres no time for courting when you are chug-chugging through the air at sixty to seventy miles an hour. You only want to court the sky, or else the clouds, then!

He stopped and gazed into her eyes, and a gradual feeling of shame came over him, as it dawned upon him that his jealousy had savoured far more of the plebeian than the patrician. He was receiving a lesson from this pure-spirited, ingenuous American girl. She might be impulsive, but she was frank and pure-spirited. She had given up her love to her hero and she would be true to him.

He stooped lower and kissed her, saying: Forgive me, Hilda. I was jealous, and I was a veritable fool. There seems to be a kink in my character somewhere, and you have made me ashamed of myself.

The reconciliation was nearly complete, and the first quarrel of the lovers had ended. Would there be any further rifts in the lute, or was there to be perfect peace after this ill-considered hurricane of jealousy?

Harold Brookman sailed through the clouds on his northward journey to Hendon aerodrome. He arrived without further mishap, and was received with acclamation by his comrades of the air. He was not aware of how imminent had been the quarrel between himself and his host, Sir Raife Remington. Nor was he aware of the unreasoning ferocity of the other mans jealousy.

The two lovers wandered, arm in arm, through the gardens. Their happiness was apparently restored, but Hilda Muirhead had received the first shock to her ideals. The wound was there. Would it be allowed to heal for ever, or would the malignant curse of the long years ago enter into her young life also?

Their progress was slow, and there was little conversation between them. Here and there a gardener saluted them, and inwardly envied the young master and his bride that was to be. Lady Remington watched them from the library window as, occasionally, they came into view. To her, also, happiness had, in part, returned after the distressing incidents of the morning. Her heart ached for her wayward son, and the future was fraught with danger. She loved Hilda already with a mothers love, and she was very anxious lest Raifes vagaries should destroy the peace of the young girls life. She descended the broad staircase and met them as they sauntered along the terrace. She was the first to speak, with the intuitive knowledge that, by doing so, she might save embarrassment. She addressed herself to Raife:

Wasnt it strange, Raife, that Mr Brookman should come from Cincinnati, and be married to Hildas old college friend? What was her name, Hilda?

Raife winced, blushed, and stammered: You didnt tell me he was married.

Hilda replied, with some show of spirit: No, Raife, you didnt give me a chance. In any case, I dont see that need make any difference. If Mr Brookman, or any other fellow countryman in distress, were unmarried, I should feel it my duty to be civil to them.

Every word, uttered with an accentuated intonation, was a stab to Raife, who cursed himself for his foolish impetuosity.

Hilda concluded: Yes, Harold Brookman married my college chum, Lottie Devine. Theyve been married about four years. They have two children and are very happy. Lottie wouldnt be my chum if she were not a nice girl, and if Harold Brookman were not a nice man, he wouldnt have married Lottie. Hes over here training for a Transatlantic air race, and I hope hell win.

Raife Remingtons discomfiture was complete.


Chapter Twenty Two.

Another Mysterious Visitor in the Night.
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LONG AFTER HILDA had retired to bed one night, Raife and Mr Muirhead having put on their heavy motor coats, sat enjoying the moonlight, and chatting over the events of the day. There was much to talk of, for there were many questions of settlements, entailing long consultations with lawyers. No reference was made between the two men to Raifes jealousy of the last few days. An interview was arranged with Mr Kellaway, the family solicitor, and the late Sir Henry Remingtons old friend. The services of Messrs Gordon and Gordon, the solicitors of Edinburgh, whom the late Sir Henry Remington had chosen to make his will, would have to be enlisted.

Mr Muirhead explained that, whereas, he did not own valuable estates like Aldborough Park, his financial interests in American securities were extensive and sound. He proposed to endow Hilda with enough of his worldly wealth to enable her to play the Lady Bountiful among Raifes peasantry and elsewhere, and, at the same time, support herself in those directions in which every independent-minded American girl is accustomed.

They were talking earnestly in this manner, when Mr Muirhead remarked, Your servants are about late, to-night. I suppose thats a gamekeeper. I havent much knowledge of such things. We dont preserve game in the United States — at least, he added, not to the extent that you appear to do.

Raife glanced in the direction indicated, and he saw a figure creeping stealthily in the dark shadows of the clump of cedars and pines. That is not a gamekeeper, he said.

He rose, followed by Mr Muirhead, and started in the direction of the retreating figure, which immediately commenced to run. Raife threw off his motor coat, exclaiming: Heavens! I wish I had my revolver.

Mr Muirhead, as is the practice of many Americans, had his. It was an old-fashioned Deringer. He handed it to Raife, saying: Take mine.

Then began a chase, but the retreating figure had, by now, a good start. Down the beech avenue for a hundred yards, then through a gap into a croft, skirting a hedgerow and over a gate at the end, Raife arrived in time to see his quarry jump into a grey car. There were two shots, one at Raife as he clambered over the gate, and one from Raife as the car sped down a side lane that led to the main road. Raife was near enough to see that the figure he had hunted was the omnipresent phantom Apache, who had haunted him half-way over Europe and Egypt.

In the morning Hilda appeared fresh and bright, garbed in a gown of grey tweed. She and Raife were strolling down a long, straight path, where nectarines and peaches were trained against a high, grey-red brick wall, buttressed and lichen-covered on top. On the other side were espalier apple-trees and all those things which go to make an old English garden. They passed through an arch in the wall into an orchard. The blossom of an orchard in springtime is the most inspiring sight that humanity can wish for. There is hope in every petal.

They had talked lightly of many things. Most of their conversation pertained to the beauty of everything around. Hilda had thrown away the paper that she had found under the window of her bedroom, but in spite of her determination to forget the incident, some strange impulse impelled her to allude to it now, although many days had passed. So she said: Oh, I say, Raife! In my room, the first night I was here, I picked up a piece of paper. On it was typewritten something like this: It is dangerous to rob. It was placed under the window that opens on to the balcony. I suppose some one who stayed there before me was fond of texts and that sort of thing, but it struck me as strange.

Raifes face clouded. The supreme happiness of that spring morning, with its exquisite environment, had vanished. He had practically forgotten his chase after the elusive Apache the night before. He had been happy for a brief period while among his own on a superb spring morning — and he now counted Hilda among his own. Why should he be persistently pursued by a malevolent fate? He laughed at the incident, and said: Yes, I expect that is so. You see, I have been away so long. I expect mother has had some dear old lady staying here, and she dropped one of her texts, and the maid did not notice it.



Doctor Malsano sat in his den. It might be called a studio, a library, a laboratory, for he was a master of many crafts. A maid knocked at his door and announced, There is a man named Lesigne wishes to see you, sir.

Ask him in, snapped the doctor.

A pale-faced young man, whose features resembled a combination of cunning and all that is decadent in human physiognomy, entered deferentially. The doctor glared at him.

Have you bungled again? the doctor asked.

No, monsieur! I have not bungled. I left the note, as you told me, under the young ladys window — the window of the young lady at Aldborough Park. Since then I visited the place again and the man, Sir Remington, he chased me across the park. I escaped and I fired at him. He fired at me. It was difficult. I enter the car. I get away. I am here. I await instructions. I am at your service, sir! Doctor Malsano took this narration of an exciting incident, as he would have cracked an egg at breakfast-time. The young man stood deferentially, as the old man spoke. Lesigne, you are a bungler, but you seem to have done this rather well. Go to your room and sleep. I may want you at any moment.

The young man turned and left the room. He was completely under the control of this Machiavelli — the person whose evil influence controlled the fate of many, whilst he appeared indolent.



They were merry days at Aldborough Park on the occasion of the wedding of Hilda Muirhead to Sir Raife Remington. Again the church bells pealed, and the tenants and retainers met for a feast, at which there was much rejoicing. Edgson, the old butler, was not there. It was his privilege to be at the house in Mayfair, and there he took his place, honoured in the rank of servitors, which had been swelled from those at Aldborough Park.

Mr Muirhead, with an aptitude which belongs to the aristocrats of the United States, took his part remarkably well. Lady Remington was gracious and kindly to all. These were Raifes happiest moments. His innate modesty made him the more attractive to every one, for there was the dominating personality of a strong, active man pervading the whole situation. Hilda had no doubts. There was no sense of perturbation. She was radiant, happy, and beautiful. She accepted everything. Lady Remington tendered every loving service to her, personally, and she was not allowed time to reflect on the other woman. The other woman was only known to herself and Raife. The others knew not of her. Raife and herself did not speak of this dread apparition which had by some mysterious means crossed the path of their perfect love several times.

A wedding at St. Georges, Hanover Square, is frequently an impressive ceremony. On the day of Raifes wedding there was more than the usual crowd of bystanders. The church was filled with a smartly-dressed number of society women and men. There were no white horses, but a Rolls-Royce and a Mercedes car took their place. The pages, dressed in the Tudor costume of the period of Edward the Sixth, were there, and a throng of people who represented many grades of the peerage. Hilda was dressed as the best Court dressmakers of London, alone, can dress a woman for an occasion. Raife, with the help of a Cork Street tailor, was immaculate, and his best man was Edward Mutimer, his old college chum, who was with him on the front at Southport when he met Gilda Tempest for the first time.

The ceremony of marriage was complete. The choir had sung. The organist had played the Bridal March from Lohengrin. It was not an occasion for Mendelssohns Wedding March. The rice had been thrown and the gaping crowd of onlookers were satisfied. Raife and Hilda were alone, for a few moments, in the Rolls-Royce car. They were the briefest moments of his short lifetime. They did not talk, for there was too much cause for thought.

Smartest among the well-dressed women in St. Georges, Hanover Square, was Gilda Tempest. It was not hard, with the confidence and skill which had served her on so many occasions, for Gilda to join the guests who were invited to the reception that followed the wedding. The occasion was quite conventional, and Hilda had left to prepare for departure on the honeymoon. Every one was chatting merrily and Raife was leaving the room, when, to his intense surprise, he was confronted by Gilda.

You here? he exclaimed.

Yes, Raife. I am here. I must talk to you, I am so sad — so alone. Let me talk to you. It will probably be the last time. Let me talk to you—

Unobserved by the merry crowd of guests who were bandying commonplaces to the sipping of champagne and various wines, Raife led Gilda into a conservatory which overlooked a drab old London garden — or backyard, with a lilac bush in full blossom.

Raife spoke harshly: What do you want? Why do you come here, to-day? — to-day of all days! Why do you come here?

Gilda Tempest spoke. In short, staccato accents she said: Raife! Raife, I must speak to you. You are the only person in this wide world, to whom I can speak. Let me speak to you. Raife! I must talk, just for the briefest while.

All the old and strange fascination of this extraordinary girl returned. Raife stood entranced by this absorbing figure. The scene that followed was unparalleled in the history of a wedding-day. Her beauty had returned to her. She was no longer haggard, and there were no lines to mar her face. Her whole soul appealed to him, and, in spite of all the conventions, he responded.

Raife Remington fell — and fell in a most inconceivable manner.



The time drew near for the departure of the wedded couple. Hilda, looking charming in her travelling-dress, was going round and saying good-bye to the guests. The last farewell spoken, she looked round for her husband. A sudden premonition of something disastrous, something awful, assailed her and communicated itself to the others. Where was Raife? A dozen voices cried out. There was a hurried search in every room where he could possibly be. A few moments of agonised suspense and wonder, and then the horrible truth was revealed.

The bridegroom had disappeared!



On the cliffs of Cromer were a hat and coat. The local police had been duly informed of the event, and the inspector, with a sergeant, were investigating the circumstances.

Looks like suicide, said the inspector. Its a good coat, too. Well, lets get to work. Whats in the pockets? We shall have the newspaper men round presently, and we must be ready for them when they get here. Curse the newspapers! Our job would be much easier if it were not for them. They smell out a tragedy like a fly finds treacle.

First came a silver card-case, with coronet and initials in multi-coloured jewels, R.R. The cards were inscribed Sir Raife Remington, Bart., Aldborough Park, Tunbridge Wells. This was a card-case presented by Hilda Muirhead in the happy days of courtship, which ended in marriage.

A letter, in brief, rasping sentences, was the next discovery. Kismet! Allah wills it. It was not to be. There is a curse in my life, and now I abandon my life. The letter was not signed.

The inspector tossed the letter to the sergeant, who, having read it, remarked, laconically: Ten to one, theres a woman in the case.

The newspapers were very busy for many days after Raifes coat and hat had been found on the cliffs at Cromer.



Again Doctor Malsano sat in his den, and there was an expression of triumph on his face. Gilda Tempest was there, and the doctor spoke soothingly.

Gilda, we are approaching the end. You played your part very well the other day at the wedding ceremony.

Gilda shuddered. The full force of the crime that she had been compelled to commit, confronted her.

Case-hardened, and soaked in the jaundiced atmosphere of criminality, the doctor continued to smile.

Ha! ha! Remington thought he would escape. Your father killed him and he killed your father. But I am here, and his son shall not escape. Gilda, you must complete the ruin of that young fool. The vendetta is not complete.

Gilda writhed as the old man murmured these hateful words. She loved Raife, and, in her sane moments, would have given more than her life for him. The baneful influence of her uncle had led her to wield a fateful power over the man she loved.

The scene that followed the disappearance of the bridegroom on the wedding-day in Mayfair does not admit of description.

Lady Remington, chastened by a sequence of sad events, remained stately, and carried off the situation with a grace that softened the difficulties of those trying moments.

The pride of Hilda Muirhead — Lady Remington — had been sorely tried. Mr Reginald Pomeroy Muirhead would have, unhesitatingly, shot Raife Remington if they had met.

Easy is the Avernian descent, and Raife had yielded to the malignant control of Doctor Malsano.

A newspaper sensation does not last very long, and the disappearance of Sir Raife Remington no longer occupied the space that would be given to a Cabinet crisis.

The newspaper man on a crime story is not easily set aside. The intelligence of the police is far beyond that which they are paid for. There were certain discrepancies in the circumstantial evidence which went to show that Sir Raife Remington had committed suicide.

A paragraph appeared in the daily papers to the effect that: It is reported that Sir Raife Remington, who so mysteriously disappeared on the day of his wedding, has been seen in Paris.


Chapter Twenty Three.

On the Trail. The Finding of the Reticule.
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IN THE FEW minutes that Raife talked with Gilda Tempest in the conservatory in Mayfair, he had made his plans. They were quite discreditable to him, but he was no longer a free agent. Gildas influence had captured him completely, and it was an influence for evil. Gilda, in turn, was entirely controlled by Doctor Malsano. They met in Paris, and theirs was the abandon of a crazy infatuation, over which Doctor Malsano exercised his cunning. The wayward Raife Remington had fallen very low indeed. Hidden away in the Rue Lafayette was a small flat. It was the scene of many ugly situations; but, throughout all, the relationship of Raife and Gilda was purely platonic. He had left his wife on her wedding-day. He had abandoned himself to a scandalous life.

Doctor Malsanos gang of continental crooks worked in varying directions, and there was very little in the way of villainy that did not come within the scope of their operations, and Raife was entangled in them. Malsano, through Gilda, controlled Raifes actions. Only on one point was he firm. He refused to allow Gilda to remain the decoy, and his unconquerable firmness brought him into antagonism with the doctor, who vowed to complete the revenge that was being carried out on the son of the man who had offended forty years previously.

It seemed incredible that a young aristocrat of ancient lineage, endowed with high moral and intellectual courage, could be dragged down to such depths. A crazy infatuation for a woman, who carried trouble in her train, for a woman who had displayed all the traits of inherent criminality, had brought Raife to a moral standard beneath contempt. It is not to be supposed that Raife had surrendered to his downfall without long and bitter struggles. Time and again he endeavoured to emerge from this fearful debacle. On each occasion the pleading of this fascinating woman held him in a closer grip, and the triumph of Malsano was complete.

The Dowager Lady Remington and the new Lady Remington did not believe the newspaper paragraph that stated that Raife had been seen in Paris. In the midst of the overwhelming trouble, the crushing blow to their pride, these two women solaced one another, and hoped against hope. Neither could believe that the man who possessed such amiable and loving qualities could have destroyed himself, or wantonly disappeared in such cruel circumstances.

A week or more after the disappearance, a maid brought to Raifes mother a reticule which had been picked up in the conservatory in Mayfair. It was very handsome, and contained some visiting-cards on which were engraved, Miss Gilda Tempest. There was no address, nor did the reticule contain any indication of an address.

The old lady at once sent for Hilda and when she entered the room exclaimed, Hilda! at last here is some news, although I fear it is not of the best. She then told of the finding of the reticule and the cards contained therein. She quickly added, We met this young person at Nice, and she has an uncle, a rather evil-looking person. But he can be quite charming on occasions, in spite of an extraordinary swivel eye that produces a most mystifying effect. I always mistrusted them, and now I feel confident they are at the bottom of this mystery.

Hilda at once thought of the other woman that Raife had spoken about in Cairo — the woman that had made him a woman-hater. Had she returned and recaptured her lost fancy? It could not be love. Hilda was the only woman, in her own estimation, who could love Raife. The terrifying thoughts that haunted her made her courageous mind act very quickly. Her fathers business had compelled his return to the United States, and she was alone in so far as initiative was concerned. Taking possession of the reticule, she left the room, and, in the next few minutes was talking on the telephone to Scotland Yard. It is not to be expected that a detective-inspector should be at the other end of a telephone every time he is wanted. Hilda had heard Raife speak of Herrion, and, with the extraordinary gift possessed by most Americans, she remembered his name and all about him.

Is Detective-inspector Herrion there? The reply came softly back, No, he is not. Who is speaking?

The title came strangely to Hildas lips as she spoke into the receiver: I am Lady Remington. You may remember something about the disappearance of Sir Raife Remington some time ago. Then she added, and again the title sounded strange: Sir Raife Remington is my husband, you know. Well, I have got some news, what you call a clue, and I would like very much to see Mr Herrion, if possible. I shall be at the house in Green Street, Mayfair, all day. I wonder if he could call? Then, as the receiver clicked into its position, she leant back and thought very hard.

It was late that evening when Mr Herrion was announced. Hilda received him in a small writing-room. The lithe, powerful little man was, for the occasion, immaculately clad, and there was more than a suggestion of the society lisp that deceived so many unsuspecting criminals. Hilda Remington was brief and business-like. She came to the point at once, producing the reticule and telling all she knew about the other woman. It was not much, but it was quite enough for Detective-Inspector Herrion. Too well he knew the full importance of that name, Miss Gilda Tempest.

Then, in a low tone, he spoke. Lady Remington, you have, indeed, found a useful clue. I know altogether too much about this mysterious woman, who has entered so much into the life of Sir Raife. Her so-called uncle is one of the most desperate criminals in Europe! He is so clever, and veils his operations under the more active work of his dupes in such a manner that it is very hard to run him to earth. This unfortunate woman is completely under his control, and acts as a decoy in a score of directions. I have never been able to fathom the matter completely, but there seems to be some sort of a feud — a vendetta — between this arch-fiend Malsano and Sir Raifes family. Malsano leaves no stone unturned to bring about his ruin. He seems to be afraid of murder, but he lays clever plans to entrap Sir Raife and smirch his name. You will excuse me saying so, Lady Remington, but I have a great admiration for Sir Raife. He is a magnificent man, and he holds a name respected in his country. I tried to help him some time ago, and thought I had succeeded when I persuaded him to go away on a big-game shooting expedition on the Blue Nile. Somehow, these fiendish people track him down and cause trouble.

Hilda Remington had never met a detective-inspector before, and Herrion was in no sense the type of man she had expected to meet. His charming manner and graceful speech gave her confidence. This man — this dainty Scarlet Pimpernel — was a friend, not a policeman. She felt he should, at least, be an Attaché at a Court in Europe. She gazed at him with a combination of admiration and appreciation. Herrion was human, and he could not fail to be influenced by the beauty of this stricken woman, who gazed at him, seeking sympathy and help in her trouble.

With her eloquent eyes she appealed to him as she spoke: Mr Herrion. Somehow you inspire me with confidence. Do help me to find my husband. Herrion rose from his seat, saying: Lady Remington, if that blackguard, Malsano, is to be found in Europe, I will find him. If I can trace your husband, I will do so for his sake, and for your sake, and for the sake of his mother. I will go now and, look up the last records of the gang. Will you give me the number of your telephone? It may save time. And please hold yourself in readiness, as one never knows how long or how soon it may take to unearth a criminal fox in his burrow. When Mr Herrion left Green Street, he took a taxicab to Scotland Yard, and promptly set in motion all the machinery that was possible, in order to find out the whereabouts of Doctor Malsano. His active mind was hard at work, and, under the influence of this beautiful, frank American girl with the pleading eyes and soft voice, he was determined to find Raife and restore him to his bride of a day or so. He was satisfied that Raife was not in his sound mind, or he could not have acted in so scandalous a manner. What ruse had been adopted to lure him away? What fresh devilment was this master of crime at? This should be a matter of international importance. Apart from all these considerations, the pride of his craft had been stirred, and that was not a light matter.

Hilda and Raifes mother sat late talking of the only subject possible to them in the trying circumstances. Hilda had narrated the gist of her interview with Detective-Inspector Herrion. For the first time Raifes mother learnt a very bare outline of Raifes intrigue with Gilda Tempest. It explained many of his moods that had appeared strange. It reminded her of the conversation she had thought she had overheard as she climbed the staircase to the old white room of the Blue Boar Inn at Tunbridge Wells. She recalled the fact that the room had appeared empty, yet she felt confident she had heard voices barely a moment before. A rumour had spread, somehow, from somewhere, concerning the silk rope that had been found under the library window, on the night when the old butler, with a fine sense of strategy, had arranged for the house to be surrounded. All these rumours and speculations were disturbing the old ladys mind. Now, there was something almost tangible in what Hilda had learnt about Gilda Tempest, her uncle, and the reticule that had been picked up in the conservatory.

Now that there was a prospect of something definite being accomplished, Hildas bravery redoubled, and she supported the old lady with her courage. Raifes mother had at length retired, and Hilda sat alone. It was late and she rang for her maid. When the girl appeared she rather startled her with a request for tea. Tea is an unconventional drink when it is nearly midnight, in an English household. All the conventions had been broken since Raife disappeared, and Hilda cared naught for convention. She was anxious for news that should at least help her to straighten out a situation that had become intolerable. It was impossible to return home to the United States and face the sympathy of friends. It was equally intolerable to endure the uncertainties of her present life.

At length the telephone rang. Hilda clutched the receiver. Yes, this is Lady Remington. Who am I speaking to? Oh, yes, Mr Herrion! Any news? Whats that? You think Id better go to Paris, and youll try and meet me there. Sure, Ill start right away, to-morrow. I have a house on the Champs Elysées! It wont be hard for you to find me, and Ill take Lady Remington, Sir Raifes mother, with me.

Here, at last, was action. There was hope in action, and she had suffered from inertia.


Chapter Twenty Four.

How the Grand Coup was Planned.
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RAIFES FLAT IN the Rue Lafayette, Paris, was, like most things in which Doctor Malsano was concerned, cunningly contrived. Two adjacent flats had been converted into one in such a manner that it was easy to enter by one door and leave by another, each out of view of the other. The people who foregathered there were not of the type that would have been welcome at Aldborough Park or Green Street, Mayfair. Here, for the first time, Raife met the Apache fellow at close quarters. His impulse was to thrash him, but Mr Lesigne had most ingratiating manners, and quickly assured Raife that he was on his side now, and, if it were necessary to do any spying, it would be in Raifes interests, and not on him. For diplomatic reasons, to avoid suspicion, Malsano lived by himself, and rarely appeared in public, as was his custom, preferring to direct operations rather than participate in them. For the same reason it was considered advisable that Gilda Tempest should occupy an apartment by herself.

Raife and Gilda found time to make many excursions together, to Versailles, and various rural spots where there was, relatively, a small chance of being recognised. On these occasions there was a certain charm in Gildas companionship which enthralled the young man, and he was quite content to suffer the ill-effects of her pernicious society. At night, in varying disguises, they spent much time at cafés, sitting at the tables of the boulevards, sipping wine and liqueurs. That waywardness, that Raifes mother had been afraid of, asserted itself, and his love of adventure led him to participate in some of the minor divertissements that the doctor planned for his own profit. In no circumstances did Raife share in the plunder of these coups, nor would he allow Gilda to act as decoy, or take active part in them. What he did was with a sense of abandoned devilment. The restraint that Raife was exercising over Gilda was weakening the doctors power over her, and he determined that it was time for him to bring about a still more complete downfall of his enemy.

Among the members of the gang who called at Raifes flat when occasion required, was an ex-officer of dragoons, who had seen some service along the north coast of Africa. He was an extraordinary mixture of braggadocio, and a certain suavity of manner which had considerable charm until it was discovered that, whereas he could swear like a trooper, he did lie like a pickpocket. In the natural sequence of events he and Raife fell foul of one another. The quarrel culminated when Raife discovered him at the flat paying court to Gilda, who resented the attentions that were being forced upon her. The combat did not last long, for Monsieur Denoir was not versed in boxing, and his incompetence was soon made evident to him. It was a dangerous thing for Raife to quarrel with a man of this type, but the whole conditions of his recent life had made him quite reckless of consequences. Monsieur Denoir, with a fine exhibition of graciousness, made amends, and awaited time and opportunity. He did not have to wait long, for he found a ready ally in the doctor.

Gilda and Raife were seated at their favourite table at the Café Buonaventure, on a fine warm evening. Through a mirror Gildas keen and practised eyes saw a little old gentleman with grey hair and spectacles surveying the tables. He was at the far end of the room. They were seated among a crowd of merry, talkative folk, outside the café.

Quick, Raife, we must go at once, she said, suddenly. With an exhibition of that cat-like speed that she displayed when she slid down the silken rope from the library window at Aldborough Park, she threw a coin on the table, and slid around a corner, half dragging him with her.

Whats the matter, Gilda? he asked.

That little old gentleman at the end of the room was Herrion, and I expect hes looking for you.

It had not occurred to Raife before, that he was being hunted, not by an Apache fellow, but by the smartest detective on the Continent. His pride returned to him for a while, and he felt inclined to go and shake Herrion by the hand — if Herrion would let him. That was indeed a question. Who would shake him by the hand now?

By a devious route they returned to the flat. Raife was very silent. Gilda played and sang to him, but it was of no avail, his moodiness lasted for the rest of the evening. She rallied him on his silence and, crossing the room to where he sat on a lounge, said: Raife, tell me why you are so silent. Did that man Herrion upset you?

He answered, wearily: Yes, he did. It has set me thinking, Gilda. I fear I have not done the right thing. It is not right that I should be wanted by a man like Herrion.

Then Gilda was alarmed. This man was all she wanted to atone for a life of misery. He must not be allowed to reflect. He was hers and must remain hers.

A knock at the door terminated the scene for a time. Lesigne entered and presented a note to Raife from Doctor Malsano. Whilst he was reading the note, which was lengthy and called for a reply, she beckoned Lesigne into another room. She spoke hurriedly, and with authority.

Lesigne, you must get this notice into the New York Herald, Paris edition. I dont know how, but you must do it — pay for it — do it, somehow.

The little Lesigne bowed and smiled. Mamselle Gilda, what you tell me, that I will do, if it cost me — yes, if it cost me my life. I am devoted to your service.

Gilda was well aware of the little mans devotion. Whilst he was speaking, she was writing:

Sir Raife Remington and party left Marseilles to-day, en route for the United States.

She smiled as she handed it to Lesigne, and gave him some money to meet any contingent expense. Herrion would not miss this announcement, and it would serve to put him on a wrong trail.

Doctor Malsanos letter was important. It planned a big coup at a house in the Avenue des Champs Elysées. Paris is a city of fine streets and avenues, and amongst the finest is the Avenue des Champs Elysées. With a clever mixture of flattery and badinage, Malsano lured his victim into taking a leading part in this crowning work of his folly. The houses of the Champs Elysées are rich, and this brave stroke called for all the organisation and resource of the band. Malsano himself would direct operations. Denoir would be there, and to complete — Gilda would be there. It was difficult and called for agility, courage and daring. Raife, who possessed all these qualities, was to take the leading and more active part, but he would be well supported.

Detective-Inspector Herrion was in his room in the obscure little Hôtel Villon. He was reading the Paris edition of the New York Herald, and his face wore a puzzled expression. The notice that attracted his attention read as follows:

Sir Raife Remington and party left Marseilles to-day, en route for the United States.

He reflected: Its fifty to one Remington didnt put that notice in. I wonder who did. It would take a lot of people in. Its clever enough for that blackguard, Malsano. After that note on the cliffs, at Cromer, he isnt going to tell us hes alive, at least, not in that way. He took the telephone and rang up the New York Herald office. He told them who he was. Then he read the notice and asked: Where did you get that notice from?

An American voice replied asking him to hold the wire. The man who took it in is not on duty, but the office-boy describes him as a little man, dark, with a broad-brimmed hat, and a big, black necktie. He looked like an artist from the Quartier Latin.

Herrion answered: Thanks, that will do. I think I know the man.

Replacing the receiver he smiled rather than spoke to himself. I thought so. Its Malsanos work, and the man who took it was Lesigne. I must find an excuse to arrest that fellow Lesigne. Malsanos been too clever for me, up to now.

Mr Herrion took his hat, strolled along the boulevards, and made his way to the Prefecture of Police. Here he described Lesigne, and put it, tentatively, that he was a dangerous fellow, and that whereas he, Herrion, could not actually prove anything criminal against him, at the same time, he was satisfied that the man was an active agent among a bunch of criminals. His arrest would serve a useful purpose. The arrest was not made, for Doctor Malsano had other uses for Lesigne, and he had left Paris.

The plans for the burglary in the Champs Elysées were progressing, but they formed no part of Raifes work in the matter. He was to supply the agility, courage and daring on the night, and he readily consented to act such a part. In his present mood he was prepared with all those qualities. In the meantime, he had leisure to enjoy Gildas company. After the fright when Gilda had seen Detective-Inspector Herrion, in his disguise, at the Café Buonaventure, they avoided the boulevards, and took trips into the country. They preferred the country that has been made famous by the great French painters, Corot, Daubigny, and the other founders of the Barbison school. Here, among a simple peasantry, in wood and dale, they wandered together, this extraordinary couple, who, starting with all that beauteous man and womanhood could endow them with, were both involved in crime. The crime was not of their making, yet they were almost unconsciously made the active agents.

It was evening time on one of these happy days, and the sun had set, leaving the fierce glow of brilliant orange, merging into crimson and carmine, flecked with lilac clouds, until high in the heavens, the azure depth was tinged with emerald. Low in the foreground, subdued, yet vivid siennas, with scarlet poppy blossom here and there, welded into deep purples, silhouetted against the vivid sky. They sat on a knoll among the wild flowers, hand in hand, and, as is often the wont of lovers, they spoke little. Raifes past life was, for the present, a closed book. He thrust thought from him, and appeared content as long as he was in Gildas company. She appeared to have no memory of the past as long as he was with her. A tiny cabaret was generally to be found conveniently near, and supplied all the refreshment they needed. The mystery of this handsome couple, who seemed to be in a semi-trance, caused speculation, as the worthy woman, or sometimes her husband, brought the simple food and wine that made their meal. Then, outside the cabaret, they would sit at a table, sipping coffee and liqueurs until the moon shed her silver light and wrapped the world in the subdued glow that has ever been the chosen accompaniment of lovers. Then, late back to the flat, where Gilda sang French love-songs, until the arrival of the braggadocio Denoir, or a missive from Malsano brought them back from the quiet delights of their prolonged love-dream.

At night, away from the influence of Gildas fascinating presence, Raifes mind was subject to storms of emotion. Where was he trending? To what further depths was he descending? His thoughts sometimes led to Hilda — his wife whom he had deserted. His mothers dignified and beautiful face would appear to him as in a vision. His happy boyhood days at school, college, and Aldborough Park, crowded before him.

Then he remembered the fateful day when he had met Gilda, with his friend Edward Mutimer, on the front, at Southport. The unexpected reunion at Nice. Then the nightmare haunted him. The nightmare of that night when he had discovered Gilda as a burglar in the library at Aldborough Park. These and a score more of incidents rushed to his mind. Surely no mans life in so short a time had been crowded with so much incident. Through it all, he was compelled, by some fate, to act against his convictions. What was this evil genius that haunted him? He would break away whilst there yet was time.

On such a night he had retired early, and was restlessly tossing on his bed when he heard a familiar voice outside the front door of the flat. The concierge was talking to some one, who was enquiring for a Monsieur Désigné. The concierge said: There is no one of that name living here, sir, and I do not remember seeing any one such as you describe.

Who lives in this flat? asked the voice.

The concierge replied: Monsieur Vachelle, sir, a very quiet gentleman, sir. I think he is from Brittany, sir. He speaks French, but with a slight provincial accent.

Monsieur Henri Vachelle was the assumed name under which Raife was living in the Rue Lafayette.

Springing from his bed, he hastily pushed aside a sliding panel, by means of which he was able to see, through a combination of mirrors, who was in the passage. It was true. He was not mistaken. The concierge was talking to Detective-inspector Herrion.


Chapter Twenty Five.

The Beginning of the Revenge.
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RAIFES MIND WAS already perturbed by the reflections it had undergone. The thought of Herrion searching for Lesigne outside his flat was more than he could tolerate. Hastily dressing, he let himself out of the door of the second flat, and, calling a taxi, drove to Doctor Malsanos rooms.

No one can, for long, be the associate of thieves without acquiring their cunning. To play eavesdropper is a common precaution on the part of thieves. Raife overheard the doctor talking to Denoir, and the words had a sinister sound in his ears. It was the doctor speaking. You shall have your revenge all right. I will see to that.

Denoirs high-pitched voice responded. Yes, doctor, that big brute of an Englishman hit me. Hit me with his fists. I would like to shoot him. Raife rang a bell, and the doctor opened the door. There was surprise on the face of the ex-officer when Raife confronted them. To show surprise was not part of the doctors stock-in-trade. So, with urbanity, he greeted his guest. Ah, Mr Vachelle! You are a late visitor. Come in. To what do I owe the honour?

Rather curtly, Raife replied: I must talk to you to-night, doctor. Something has occurred.

Does it concern Mr Denoir?

No. It does not concern him.

Very well, I bid you good-night, Mr Denoir, said the doctor, turning to that gentleman.

Mr Denoir retired, bowing low to both the other men.

Come in, Mr Vachelle, or, as I may call you in here, Sir Raife, added the doctor.

Raife was not in the mood to be trifled with and snapped out: Im not so sure of that. I heard what you said to that fellow Denoir just now.

Suaviter in modo, fortiter in re was the doctors motto in business, and unctuously he replied: Ah! that was nothing. The fellow was in a rage. You thrashed him and, naturally, he doesnt like it. I only said that to soothe him. He knows a good deal, and can be dangerous, you know. So I thought it best to soothe him. You quite understand, dont you, Sir Raife?

Somehow, when the doctor undertook to explain a thing away, it all seemed so reasonable. Raifes anger vanished in a smile. When they were seated and some of the doctors best cognac had been produced, Raife told how he had heard and seen the detective, Herrion, outside his door, and overheard him ask for Lesigne.

The doctor raised his eyebrows and smiled.

Raife continued: I must give it up. I cant have that clever little fellow hounding me down. It will never do. You can bet hes been hunting for me all over Europe. Hell find me, too.

The doctor soothed the young man, as he would soothe a child. Now, Sir Raife, dont you fear. They call him a Scarlet Pimpernel, dont they? Hes been trying to catch me for a dozen years. He hasnt succeeded, and he wont. Ha! ha! Raife left late and returned in a taxi to his flat. Once he was in his room his spirit returned to him, and he determined, at all costs, to abandon his hateful life and return to his own form of civilisation.

In the morning he was busy packing a bag, and the floor was strewn with articles of clothing, when Gilda entered, exclaiming: Hullo, Raife! Packing up? Where are you going?

His mood remained determined, and he almost snarled: Going? Ive gone, it seems to me. Gone clean to the devil! Im going away.

Then came the appeal from Gilda. The appeal that he never could resist, and to which he had fallen so many times. She did not use many words. Her utter helplessness was the strong point of it all, and her complete love and trust in him. He sat in a huge chair with his head between his hands gazing vacantly in front of him. She knelt and looked up into those eyes that could glare with the fierce hate of passion, or shed the soft lovelight. She looked for the lovelight she had met there before, and she did not look in vain.

What Doctor Malsano had, for once, failed to accomplish, Gilda had again achieved. Raife was again conquered by the mysterious influence of this beautiful girl. He sprang to his feet and caught her in his arms, showering kisses on her forehead. Gilda! Gilda! Its got to be. Whilst you live I am yours. Yours to live and die for — to sink or swim for you.

Then, hysterically, he almost shouted: To hell with Herrion! I have started, and I will finish. He slung each article of clothing back in its receptacle, and, turning to Gilda, said more restrainedly, We will go into the country to-day, and revel in our flowers and trees, our sky and clouds. I am giving you my life. It is yours. My reason tells me that it can only end in trouble. I dont care. Life is only possible to me when you are around. Now let us hie into the country and make the most of what we yet may have to spend, before we, too—

Gilda threw herself into his arms and closed his lips with her hands — those clever, skilful hands, clever in crime, yet dainty as the hands of a queen of beauty. Dont quote those lines. They make me sad, and I want to be so happy with you to-day, Raife. Where shall we go?

Raife considered for a moment and then said: It will be running a risk, but I feel like running risks to-day. Let us go to Versailles. Let us watch all the splendour of those glorious days when men and women were brave in love and war, and dared to fight for honour.

A pang went through him as he made this last allusion to honour. What was honour to him now? He had surrendered to a code, that did not count for honour among his equals, or those even who once might have been his inferiors. Quick disguise was a part of the craft of the career he had entered upon. He felt that he was less a buccaneer than a privateer. He was plundering the enemy, less for his personal profit than from the spirit of sheer devilment and adventure. There was no profit to him outside Gildas companionship.

On the brightest day of early summer they walked in the gardens of the Palace of Versailles. The most perfect palace of the days when regal prodigality made France at the same time the most luxurious and the most poverty-stricken country in Europe, displayed its splendour in the full flood of warm sunshine. The fountains played and sparkled in a torrent of spray that suggested myriads of tiny precious stones. The air was perfumed with thousands of blossoms from the ornamental flower beds. The groups of statuary stood in bold relief, here against the warm blue sky or silver cloud, there against a bank of stately trees, rich in luxuriant foliage. Gay throngs of smartly-dressed women and children, mingled with the more sombre-clad men, who promenaded with all la joie de vivre that belongs to the Parisian on his own happy hunting ground.

Raife and Gilda, safe in their skilled disguises, mixed with the crowd, and revelled in the beauty and movement around them.

The day of the grand coup was approaching, when the house in the Avenue des Champs Elysées was to be plundered. This was to be the day when Raife was to exhibit those qualities of agility, courage and daring for which, in the language of Malsanos insidious flattery, his countrymen were famous. Both Raife and Gilda felt that their next adventure was fraught with danger, and Raife had consented that Gilda on this occasion should assist in the operations. They therefore made the most of this joyous day at Versailles. It was evening when they decided to seek one of the more obscure little cabarets for their dinner. They were sauntering down an avenue with the long line of trees throwing shadows across the close-cropped grass, when a motor-car passed slowly by in the heavy rows of traffic. Raife looked at the occupant and recognised the Baroness von Sassniltz, his mothers friend, whose jewels Gilda almost succeeded in stealing from the safe in the library at Aldborough Park. The baroness looked hard at Raife, but apparently did not see through his disguise.

The conflict of emotions which had disturbed him during the night and morning were now renewed. Gilda did not notice the car which carried the Baroness von Sassniltz, but, with the intuition of a lover, she did notice that Raifes manner had drifted into an abstracted mood. He was thinking of his own anomalous position. He was worshipping at the shrine of a woman, whom he had detected in the act of burgling the jewels of his mothers friend. This took place in his own house, and not only had he allowed her to escape, but he was here to-day with her expecting to participate with her in a crime of a similar nature. The situation was hideous, and all the glory of the day in Versailles had departed.

They walked along in silence for a while, until a passing taxicab arrested his attention, and he responded to the interrogative look of the driver by hailing it. They entered the taxi, and in response to the drivers query, Where shall I drive, monsieur? he said: Drive to the cabaret of Le Sans Souci, at the end of the avenue, then to the left and about three miles along the main road. You will see it by a group of poplars, with a garden and a small lake in front.

They had been to this little inn before, many times, and the blue-skirted and white-aproned old landlady was accustomed to their visits, and understood not only their simple requirements, but their desire for quietude. They sat in the simple, clean little room, with its dainty curtains, white napery and shining cutlery. The old lady fussed around for a while, chatting gaily, as is the wont of French landladies, whilst the bouillabaisse, cutlets, and superlative omelette were being prepared.

An old punt lay moored at the foot of some moss-covered steps leading to the lake. Pond lilies and chickweed covered the surface of the shallows that led from the steps to the deeper waters, which flickered in the moonlight. Clumps of willows and ash threw their shadows and reflected in the silent pool. Raife took the pole of this ancient, dilapidated punt and steered Gilda, who sat on a narrow seat of rough wood that constituted the only seat. Her neat, grey costume, rich in material but unobtrusive, contrasted with the ashen grey-greens of the old roughly-hewn punt. Thus, he standing up piloting the strange craft, took her over the warm waters, until reaching a deep pool which his pole failed to fathom they came to a rest. Here and there a ghostly bat, after the manner of a miniature vampire, flickered through the air, chasing the lesser night insects whose hum harmonised with the rest of that which was silence.

It was sylvan and, to an extent, idyllic, but it is dangerous to be associated with crime. The convert to crime, religion or politics, is ever the more impressionable, and his actions are liable to outstrip the prudence of those who have inherited the traditions of their creed. The gloom of the situation and the memory of his lost hopes and ambitions attacked Raife, and, in a despairing mood, he perceived the ease with which all could be ended by a quick death in this silent pool. He and Gilda together could complete the tragedy of their lives. He had no doubt that she would consent to suicide, but why should he consult her in the matter? To overturn the punt would be easy, for it was a crazy old craft, and thus, entwined, they would sink to the depths, to oblivion.

A voice came across the water. It travelled clearly, as sound will travel across still water on a quiet night. Monsieur, votre dîner! Cest servi! It was a cheery, pleasant voice, and it announced that dinner was served.

Neither seemed to hear the call. Gilda was in one off her trance moods, and Raife was contemplating his last crime. Again the voice floated over the lake. Sir, your dinner is served. Raife awakened from his own trance and leisurely paddled the punt from the deep pool to shallow water. From the depths of his determination to the shallows of the commonplace he was aroused by the old landlady of the cabaret, who was calling him back to life. His resonant voice responded, as he poled the punt vigorously to the moss and lichen-covered steps. Eh bien, madame, nous arriverons au moment. His voice was quite cheery now, and he hailed her again. All right, we shall be there in a moment. He moored the punt to the rusty iron ring attached to the steps. Gilda seemed to be still in a trance mood. Raife answered the old ladys pleasant railleries. The taxi-driver, who had been ordered to wait, peeped into the room unobserved from the kitchen. His wants had been served. To himself he reflected: Queer couple. Theyre handsome enough, but theres some trouble, I wager.

Dinner was served, and death was forgotten.


Chapter Twenty Six.

Sir Raife Remington, Baronet and Burglar.
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THE JOY DAY of Versailles and all the phantom pleasures had passed. There was only one thing which confronted the gang. It was a momentous occasion. Raife had sold his soul, his very being, and a crime was to be committed. He was to take the leading part — although he did not really realise it — in the burglary in the Avenue des Champs Elysées. They were sitting in the flat in the Rue Lafayette. Gilda was at the piano. Raife was reading some English newspapers. Malsano was present, and Denoir occupied a chair. To-morrow was the day, or rather the night, that had been decided upon for the great event. To-morrow Raife was to descend to the depths of complete crime. It was idiotic. There was no reason for this thing; but he was impelled by a super-dominant fate, which led him to a doom that he could not avoid. They talked together and discussed all the details of the affair.

Gilda left the piano and sat silently in a chair. Her mind was not her own. Simply obedient to the will of Malsano, she sat there and looked at Raife, the one person who could carry her from the throes of her present situation. Raife was inert. He, in turn, was influenced by the environment that had dragged him down from a high position to that of a common criminal. Malsano smiled with the confidence of a practised criminal. He and Denoir had made their compact, which Raife had overheard at the doctors rooms in the Rue Malmaison. With the completeness that accompanied all his plans, Raife Remingtons sacrifice was assured. A paragraph in the newspaper arrested his attention. It read: The mysterious disappearance of Sir Raife Remington, Bart., about a year ago has led to curious complications. It will be remembered that his hat and coat were found on the cliffs at Cromer. In a pocket was a letter apparently written by the demented man, from which it was inferred that Sir Raife Remington had committed suicide. A paragraph appeared in the Paris edition of the New York Herald some time ago to the effect that Sir Raife had left Marseilles for the United States. Detective-Inspector Herrion ascertained that this paragraph had been inserted by a member of a gang of continental thieves, and there seems little doubt that either the baronet has committed suicide or had been made away with. His estates are extensive, and there are complications as to the disposition of affairs. It is rumoured that Aldborough Park, which has been the residence of the Remingtons — or Reymingtounes — since the days of the Tudors, will be placed on the market for sale, as the ancient baronetage becomes extinct with the death of Sir Raife Remington.

This paragraph brought consternation to, his mind, and he realised, for a while, the madness of his present actions. Malsanos presence was sufficient to alter the trend of his mind, and the result was a volte-face. He crossed the room, and, taking a number of liqueur glasses and a decanter from a sideboard, he filled the glasses. Having handed one to each person, he drank in a debonair manner, Success to the crime to be committed.

Malsano smiled, Denoir sneered, and Gilda winced. There were four rings of an electric bell in the room in which they sat. They were sudden, sharp, and in rapid succession. The three men leapt to their feet and made for the extra exit of the flat, which gave no indication from the outside as to the nature of the door. This danger signal had been well-planned by Malsano for emergencies, and all details of their actions had been rehearsed.

Gilda was left alone, and in the briefest while was transformed from a beautiful, smartly-clad girl into an aged old crony, wearing the blue cotton frock and white apron of female servitude. She had barely completed the transformation when the outside bell rang three times. Snatching up a broom she went to the door. Lesigne was there, breathless. In hurried accents he gasped: Are they here, or have they gone? That fellow, Herrion, the English detective, has chased me. Let me get through and away quickly, Mamselle. I hope I have not frightened you, but it is serious.

Gilda had closed the door quickly and accompanied Lesigne to the second exit. As he went out, leaving Gilda alone again to face the music, he bowed gracefully, and, with his hand on his heart, whispered: Mamselle, your disguise is perfect. Even so you still look beautiful — charmante!

Twas thus that Gilda fascinated all whom she met. Alone in the flat, and with danger threatened and imminent, she remained cool. Quickly she disturbed the furniture and made it evident that she was sweeping and dusting the room. Within a minute there was a ring of the bell. It was the ring she had expected and prepared for. The old crony opened the door and was confronted by Detective-Inspector Herrion and another man.

The other man announced brusquely: I am an agent of the police. You have a man here — a man named Lesigne. Never mind what his other names are. I must enter. Where is he? Tell me at once, or it will be the worse for you. Yes, understand me, for you!

Gilda trembled with well-simulated apprehension, stammering: Mais non, monsieur. There is no one here, sir. This is the flat, the apartment of Monsieur Vachelle. I am alone cleaning things up. But enter, sir, and you shall see.

The two police officers entered, and searched each room. In the front room Herrion noticed the four liqueur glasses and the decanter of cognac. Approaching the table on which they stood, he held one of the glasses in his hand and remarked: So, so! Monsieur Vachelle has had company. Who has been visiting Monsieur Vachelle? Tell me.

Gilda protested. Indeed, sir, I do not know. Monsieur Vachelle left early this morning. I think he has gone to the country, but I do not know for certain. Why should he tell me? I am only here to clean and tidy his rooms. Monsieur is a gentleman. I am only a servant.

Herrion stared hard at her, saying: So, Monsieur Vachelle is a gentleman, is he, and you are only a servant?

Gilda felt the force of that penetrating glance and stooped to dust a chair. The two police officers were eventually satisfied that Lesigne was not there, and as for Monsieur Vachelle, they knew nothing of him, good or evil. So they departed. When they were gone, Gilda collapsed and wept bitterly.

The pleasures of Paris continue through the day and night. London is almost a silent city at night, except for the traffic of Fleet Street, the Post Office, and the Markets. Paris is the pleasure city of the world, and it does not attract notice that people should be wandering about in the small hours of the morning. There are not many dark hours in a June night in Paris. The Avenue of the Champs Elysées is wide, and well lit. On the night of the contemplated burglary there seemed to be more than the usual number of people about, and the four persons who sauntered up and down, awaiting opportunity, were kept on the tenterhooks of expectancy rather longer than they had expected. At length there was a lull in the traffic, and Raife entered the basement and prepared a scaling ladder that was to take him to the window immediately over the great front door of the mansion. It was a corner house, and Raifes objective point could only be reached by means of a gutter-pipe which would lead him to a second window around the corner. It was a dangerous undertaking and called for all those qualities that Doctor Malsano had flatteringly endowed Raife with. Hand over hand he crept, swaying to and fro from the insecure and creaking pipe, which threatened to give way under the weight of twelve stone of lithe and living humanity. As he progressed bit by bit, foot by foot, his mind reverted to Gildas dexterous descent by the silk rope from the library at Aldborough Park into the shadow of the rhododendron bushes. Beneath him were spiked railings and stone pavement. The thought of Gilda, at that moment, unsteadied his nerve, and his grip of the pipe, loosened. He glanced round, and, across the road, he descried Gilda, with hands clasped and a look of terror which was plain to him under the flickering light, in spite of the disguise she wore. Almost at his feet were Malsano and Denoir, and the expression on their upturned faces was even more manifest. It was malevolent, a cynical sneer. With a final effort Raife reached the window and lowered himself to the balcony outside. By a well considered arrangement the window yielded easily. The bolt slid aside and he entered.

This, then, was the situation. The owner of Aldborough Park and 20,000 pounds a year, had entered the mansion in the Avenue des Champs Elysées, in the dead of night as a common burglar, impelled by the fascination of a woman who exercised a mysterious: and baneful influence over his career.

Always in the background was the malevolent figure of Doctor Malsano, that evil-omened person, who thrived on villainy and lived on crime.


Chapter Twenty Seven.

The Origin of the Vendetta.
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THERE ARE FEW institutions or customs more difficult for the Anglo-Saxon to understand than the vendetta, or blood feud. Southern blood and gipsy blood are hot, fierce, and passionate to an extent inconceivable to those of the north. The dour Scotchman may be vindictive, but he is not guilty of the vendetta, which pursues its revenge for an injury or insult through the generations, until one or other of the parties has completed the vengeance. The cause of the vendetta is frequently slight, and it is safe to assert that women are frequently the prime cause of the blood feud.

That Raife Remington should have been pursued by the malevolent Malsano on account of an indiscretion of his father in his youthful days, would seem incredible to the northerner living in these enlightened days.

By an extraordinary coincidence, the causes that led to the series of calamities that destroyed the career of the handsome and otherwise brilliant young baronet, dated from a visit paid by his father to Egypt, the land of antiquity and mystery.

Raifes father, Sir Henry Remington, in the days of his youth, paid a visit, with his college friend, Mr Mountjoy, to Egypt. They were the wild, joyous days of youth, and adventure took them at night to a section of Alexandria, which, at that time, was dangerous to strangers. There remain to-day in most southern and eastern towns and cities, certain quarters where the hated feringhee or foreigner, can only intrude with grave risk to himself.

In a house of questionable repute, Sir Henry and Mr Mountjoy encountered an Oriental girl. With the impetuosity of youth, Sir Henry was immediately enamoured of this beautiful gipsy, with the large, oval, lustrous eyes, the olive skin tinged with a colour that alternated between a rosy pink, and a flush of scarlet.

Seated apart in the reeking apartment, lit by oil lamps, where a midnight entertainment was in full swing, this lovely gipsy and young Sir Henry courted one another with the play of eyes instead of words, for neither could understand the language of the other. The sensuous beauty of the girl enthralled the young English aristocrat, and the blood in his veins, already heated by the unwonted liquors that he had consumed, coursed rapidly. The girls responsive glances told him plainly that his advances were not unwelcome. Around the girls neck was a silver chain of fine and delicate workmanship. Attached to the chain was a small Egyptian charm, in the form of a statuette of the goddess Isis, wearing on her head the royal sign, the orb of the sun, supported by cobras on either side. On the back, from head to foot, were inscribed the tiny hieroglyphics, which recorded certain cryptic words associated with the worship of that mythical deity of thousands of years ago. Sir Henry noticed the trinket, and, raising it in his hands, examined it. The gipsy snatched it away with angry gesture, a fierce light entering her large oval eyes, whilst the rosy pink that had suffused her olive cheeks swelled to the flush of scarlet that betrayed her savage nature.

The azure blue of a young, handsome Anglo-Saxons eyes, that look steadfastly, fearlessly, yet passionately, into the dark and sparkling depths of an untutored gipsy girl, are a proper antidote to that girls flash of anger. Sir Henry gazed at her, and the girls eyes fell beneath his searching, passionate gaze.

With an impulse, as rapid as was her sudden rage, she took the chain and charm from her neck, and, with a motion signifying secrecy, handed it to him. Sir Henry kissed it, and, in doing so, kissed her hand.

At intervals around this central, circular apartment, were several doorways, covered by rich and heavy curtains, of that rare oriental colour, which our manufacturers strive, with mixed success, to imitate, at prices that suit the varying purses of a bank clerk or a greengrocer, a stockbroker or an art student.

Before each doorway stood two huge Nubian Arabs, robed in kaftans of yellow ochre-coloured silk, and wearing fezes of that deep, luscious red, the colour of which does not find a name in the students paint box. The dark skins of their countenances were marked by the long slashes, which formed the cicatrices on each left cheek, and denoted their tribal marks. Scarlet slippers contrasted vividly with the dark brown of their huge sinewy legs. Stolidly and impassively they stood sentinels at these doorways, which led to passages, open to the sky between high walls of mud and plaster, above which the stars twinkled brilliantly in the deep-blue unfathomable vault above. The illimitable space, and all that is unknown of eternity, suggested that these stars were a countless myriad of eyes, looking down on this weird collection of humanity.

Gambling in various forms was one of the allurements of the place, whilst music, more or less barbaric, and Oriental dancing added to the supposed attractions. The whole scene would appear as a page from the Arabian Nights, with the added incongruity of a few people in European costume.

At one of these doorways appeared a tall, swarthy woman, of lighter colour than any of these Arabs, yet betraying her southern blood. She was accompanied by a weak but good-looking young man, and a tall, dark man, with extraordinary eyes and a sinister appearance. The woman nudged the sinister man, and both saw Sir Henry kiss the girls hand. The trio crossed the apartment, and the woman seized the gipsy girl roughly by the hair, and hauled her through one of the doorways, whilst the two dusky Nubians held the curtains aside. The hitherto impassive blacks momentarily relapsed, and their stolid faces were lightened by a broad smile, revealing glittering white teeth, and their yellowish white eyeballs rolled in a fiendish manner.

Who shall say what was the fate of the beautiful gipsy girl, who had lightly parted with the treasured talisman of the goddess Isis to the blue-eyed and fair-haired English aristocrat? The English were at that time, in Egypt, the most hated of all feringhees.

Thus, in a gay and innocent spirit of youthful courtship, commenced the feud, the vendetta, that was to lead to such a tragic influence on two generations of the Reymingtounes.

From this apparently trivial incident there followed the events that led to the murder of Sir Henry, and the degradation of his son, pursued and attacked by the unrelenting hatred of the denizens of this Oriental inferno.

In harsh but cultured tones, with a slight foreign accent, the sinister man said to Sir Henry:

Return to me, at once, the charm that young woman handed to you.

Sir Henry reclined on the richly-covered divan among the silken cushions, and leisurely surveyed the two men who confronted him. Slowly, and with the aggravated drawl of the period, he said: By what right do you make that request?

The retort came fiercely.

Give me the charm at once, or it will be the worse for you, sir.

I shall do nothing of the kind, and, rising from the divan, Sir Henry displayed the full six feet of his athletic frame, asking: What do you propose to do?

With an oath, the sinister man with the weird eyes, muttered: Sacré! These Englishmen, with all their arrogant pride, are curs!

He said no more for a while, for Sir Henrys straight left shot between those mysterious eyes and the sinister man fell back on the floor senseless. The debauched but still good-looking Englishman exclaimed weakly: Oh, I say! That wont do, you know.

Two of the Nubians rushed from their sentinel posts, and a white-bearded old Arab, who appeared to spring from nowhere, gesticulated wildly. Sir Henry was seized from behind — but for the briefest while.

The art of boxing may be world-wide in its present application, but the English taught the world this and many other sports. At the period under consideration offence and defence were mostly conducted with lethal weapons. The rapidity of a straight left, followed by a swift upper cut, therefore had its advantage at the outset of a contest. Two burly Nubians lay sprawling, from the process, over the body of the sinister white man. The debauched Englishman, knowing more of the game, and realising his own incapacity against this young giant, skirmished at a safe distance in the rear.

The game was too hot to last long, for the English arrogant pride to which the sinister white man had alluded, would not allow Sir Henry to run away. Instead, he drawled: Are there any more?

Yes, indeed, there were many more, and this time he was more securely seized, and the struggle appeared hopeless. These Orientals and debauched Europeans hunted in packs. An Englishman on a spree needs only a companion to join in the fun, and does not want a bodyguard.

Sir Henry was tiring, and almost overpowered, when the thought of his chum, Mountjoy, flashed through the brain that lay behind his bruised and half-battered head. For the first time in that inferno, there rose from lusty lungs, a hearty Yoicks! Tally ho? the musical call of the English hunting field.

The effect was immediate. Through one of those curtained doorways, past a Nubian who had been left in charge by those more actively engaged in the fray, there rushed a whirling ball of lithe humanity, charging for his goal as he had never charged before on the Rugby football field.

It was Mountjoy, late half-back of his school — Marlborough.

Staggered by the impetus of this fierce and sudden onslaught, the Nubians relaxed their hold on Sir Henry for a moment. Back to back, Harry, called Mountjoy. Now, then, both together! There may be some more of our fellows here!

Then their two voices rose in approximate unison, Yoicks! Tally ho! and the unequal fight began again.

At this period the tactics of boxing were unfamiliar and quite disconcerting for a while.

Make for the door, Harry, shouted Mountjoy, and bit by bit they reached the exit, as, in response to a view hallo two more Englishmen rushed through to the rescue.

The mixed gang of Arabs, Nubians, and European scallawags did not want to kill at first, but these reinforcements of hated Ingleesi struck panic into them, and, in a flash, four or five knives were buried into these last two men, who had so bravely responded to the call of their countrymen in these hideous surroundings.

During the lull, Sir Henry and Mountjoy staggered through the exit, and fell to the ground unconscious, some distance away from the scene, to which they had been lured from their hotel by a wily denizen of the quarter— to see some fun. As they lay there, safe from further molestation from the satellites of the casino, for these people did not pursue their victims beyond their own portals, a lithe figure crept stealthily up to them. It was Thomas Tempest, the father of Gilda, the man who had skirmished safely in the rear during the fierce fight. Bending over Sir Henry, he felt in his pockets and extracted the talisman of the goddess Isis. He would have taken more, but footsteps on the plank walk scared him, and he faded away into the darkness.

The man with the weird eyes, whom Sir Henry had knocked senseless, was Doctor Malsano, then in early middle age. The gipsy girl was his daughter, and the gipsy woman was his wife. Gilda Tempest had no relationship to him. Her father, Thomas Tempest, had fallen low in the social scale, and was entirely under the influence and control of Malsano, who utilised his services for his own ends and profit. He proved to be the means of carrying out the first portion of the vendetta, by shooting Sir Henry at the time of the burglary at Aldborough Park. The bitterness of the feud was increased by the youthful folly of Sir Henry, who, in a spirit of devilment, and with the aid of a native, succeeded in meeting the gipsy girl again. The gipsy mother discovered them, and there was a frenzied scene of rage, the woman cursing the young man with all the fierceness of her race.

Sir Henry treated the matter lightly, until, years afterwards, he was made aware of the fact that the incident had not closed, and that vengeance was on his track. The woman, on her death-bed, had extracted a willing vow from her husband, Malsano, that he would continue the vendetta to the bitter end.

The tortuous workings of the mind of this abnormal man led him to carry out his purpose in his own strange way. In his fiendish efforts, he had dragged down a girl, Gilda Tempest, the daughter of another victim of his criminal nature. Noble by nature, and beautiful by disposition, this handsome young woman was doomed to a life of degradation and crime. Her last act was to sacrifice her life for the man she loved with the strange passion of a warm nature.


Chapter Twenty Eight.

Conclusion.
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MALSANOS REVENGE WAS nearly complete. Raife was now hopelessly compromised. Creeping stealthily along a wide corridor, he entered the library, and, with all the skill of a practised hand, proceeded to rifle a bureau, from which he extracted notes and gold. Revelling in the weird excitement of the debasing act, he ascended the staircase and opened the door of a bedroom. It was a large room, and he was confronted by a subtle perfume which was familiar to him. Where had he met that perfume before? He stood on the threshold and hesitated to perpetrate a further dastardly deed by entering the room. It was evidently a womans room. Raife was not acting of his own volition. A strange impulse controlled him, and he was not master of his actions. There was a soft light diffused, revealing a large, four-poster bed, curtained in pale-tinted dimity. He would have thrashed another man to the point of death for such an action as he was now guilty of. He approached the bed, and pulling aside the curtain, was stricken with horror to behold his wife — Hilda — sleeping peacefully. He stood spellbound, unable to move. A ghastly look of terror and remorse spread over his face. His handsome features were distorted, and his athletic frame convulsed with emotion. The events of the last year crowded his mind in a tornado of shame. Each second was an eternity of mental suffering. Hilda lay there sleeping, her beautiful cheeks suffused with a delicate glow. Her soft brown hair fell in clusters, enhancing the charm of this picture of exquisite innocence. Raifes mind was in a state of hideous torture. Slowly and softly he withdrew from the room, and descended the staircase to the library. He approached the bureau — his wifes bureau — that he had ransacked and restored the stolen money. With bowed head he crossed the big hall, dazed and scarcely realising his actions. Softly he opened the front door and passed out into the night.

Before Mr Reginald Pomeroy Muirhead returned to the United States he fulfilled his compact, and Hilda was endowed with a substantial fortune. The stress of events had told heavily on her and Raifes mother, and, yielding to Hildas persuasion, she had rented the furnished mansion in the Avenue des Champs Elysées. She had hoped by means of such a distraction to take their minds off the great trouble.

Detective-Inspector Herrion was a forceful man, and he had set himself the task of finding Sir Raife, the missing baronet, and he had determined to run Malsano to earth. On the day when he had let Lesigne slip through his fingers at Raifes flat in the Rue Lafayette, Herrion had a suspicion that he had been tricked by the innocent-looking old lady, who appeared to be so busy dusting out the apartment. The flat of Monsieur Henri Vachelle was, therefore, kept under observation, but Malsano was far too wily a criminal to be trapped easily, and the flat was deserted, and the gang found fresh quarters. Herrion was sitting in his room at the obscure little hotel that he affected, when the telephone bell rang, and, removing the receiver, he took a message to the effect that, if he would call at the prefecture, there was important news awaiting him.

Hastily seizing his cap he started off. He was met at the entrance by a sergeant, who said: Quick, Mr Herrion, I think we have found your missing Baron. Will you come with me to the Avenue des Champs Elysées?

A taxi was in waiting, and they entered together. As the car sped towards the famous avenue, the sergeant told Herrion: We have received a letter, an anonymous letter, saying that a burglary will be committed to-night. The house is surrounded, and it is believed that it is the gang of that old scoundrel, Malsano. The gang is in force, and the cunning old reprobate has chosen the house of the Lady Remington, who is the wife of your missing Baron.

Herrion was agitated, a weakness the astute detective-inspector seldom allowed himself to indulge in. With a smile of satisfaction the little man remarked: If that man Malsano is in this affair, for heavens sake dont let him escape. It looks as if we are in for a breezy time. I have no power here, and I can only look on. Mind, the men of Malsanos gang do not hesitate to shoot. Shoot on the least suspicion. Shoot first, not to kill, only to maim.

The gendarme looked at Herrion, raising his eyebrows as he said: Monsieur Herrion, we shall not be unprepared, and we are not so tender with our criminals as you gentlemen across the Channel. We, too, have a score to settle with this Malsano. And there is that mysterious woman, who seems to be all over Europe at the same time. I have seen her. Ma foi! She is clever and beautiful, too.

Herrion replied: Yes, that is the woman who is responsible for Sir Raife Remingtons downfall. She is dangerous, but she is the decoy and the tool of that doctor fellow Malsano.

The taxi stopped at a corner of a street, and they alighted. Seven or eight men were secreted in doorways, and the sergeant approached each one separately and gave them whispered instructions. Herrions position was quite unofficial, but his popularity with the police of Paris had made it possible for him to be present and to participate in the round-up, or coup.

The author of the anonymous letter to the Paris police was Doctor Malsano. Raife had ceased to be useful, and his influence over Gilda was conflicting with the doctors plans, and he must be sacrificed. Murder was only resorted to by this criminal scoundrel when all else failed. It would be a triumph to secure Raifes conviction and sentence to a long term of imprisonment. The terms of the vendetta would be carried out when this hated British aristocrat was a convicted felon.

In a dazed state Raife left the mansion and walked into the night. Gilda, from her point of vantage, had watched and waited in a state of anxiety from the time when her lover had made his perilous climb along the gutter-pipe to the window through which he had effected his entry. She had felt, during the long wait until he reappeared, that she would willingly have changed places. She was accustomed to these hazardous undertakings, and was inured to the disgrace of it.

Malsano and Denoir watched at a distance, each malignantly confident of their revenge.

A green light flickered in the Avenue, and two cars from opposite directions dashed up to the house that Raife had just left. Four gendarmes alighted from each car. At the same time the front door of the mansion was opened, and two men-servants en deshabille appeared. Raife was called to his senses, alert after the dazed condition which followed the sight of his wife, lying asleep on the bed in the room which he had entered as a common burglar. Two gendarmes made a dash at him. He drew his revolver, but hesitated to fire. He was a burglar, but some sense that remained in him prevented him from shooting a gendarme who was only doing his duty. A piercing shriek rang through the night. The gendarme, who felt he was threatened and in danger, fired at Raife. From a doorway where Gilda had watched the commotion, she rushed with an astounding swiftness, and was in front of Raife before that shot was fired. Two gendarmes had thrown themselves upon Raife, but, with a violent effort, he threw them off and flung his revolver far into the roadway. He dashed to Gilda and caught her in his arms, kissing her with a fierce passion. Gilda! Speak to me, Gilda! Why did you try to save me? My life is of no account and yours is so precious.

The police stood around, inert, as the dying girl, in short sentences, gasped her last message. She told him of the doctors treachery. How he had betrayed Raife to the police, and that she had only learnt of the plot when it was too late to stave off the disaster. They did not tell me until you had entered the house. It was then too late.

Gildas last words were: Raife, I — I was not altogether bad. I loved you dearly, Raife. Your father killed my father. There was the feud — the vendetta, and we were made to suffer. I should have made you a good and honest wife if we could have escaped the evil influence. God has willed it otherwise. Good-bye, dearest. Kiss me. Then, then — go to Hilda. Forget me. Go — go to Hilda and be happy. If you think of me, Raife — pity me! Gilda Tempest, the mysterious, beautiful girl, trained to crime, with the nature of an angel, collapsed and died in the arms of the man into whose life she had entered with such disastrous effect.

In the presence of this pathetic scene the agents of police stood in silence, and with what appeared to be respect. At length the sergeant approached Raife, saying: This is indeed a tragedy, monsieur, but it remains my duty to arrest you. Monsieur Vachelle, you are under arrest.

Three gendarmes approached. Raife bowed. A silent figure had been an onlooker at this scene until now. Detective-Inspector Herrion approached the group and, speaking to the sergeant, said: This gentleman is Sir Raife Remington, the missing baronet of whom I have spoken to you. This is the house of his wife, Lady Remington. I dont think there can be any charge. A man is not a burglar in his own house. With deference may I suggest that we enter the house. Lady Remington will make the necessary explanations.

The scared men-servants were still there and, acting on Herrions instructions, they carried the lifeless form of Gilda Tempest into the hall that was now brilliantly-lit. Raife re-entered the house where, a short while before, he had stealthily entered as a burglar. The crowd of people which had collected outside in answer to the revolver shot and general commotion, were dispersed, and the Avenue des Champs Elysées resumed a more normal aspect.

Detective-inspector Herrion approached the sergeant and whispered: I will be responsible for Sir Raife Remington. You may trust me. Dont let that fellow Malsano escape you. He is not far away you may be sure.

The sergeant smote his chest, exclaiming: That will be all right, Mr Herrion. I have arranged for that. You may be sure he is safely with us by now.

The arrest of Doctor Malsano was not effected without trouble. He and Denoir, when they heard the revolver shot and Gildas piercing shriek, made their way down the side street to the motor-car that was waiting for them. They were too late, however, for the doctor was, in a sense, hoist with his own petard. In his anxiety to complete the downfall of Raife and secure his arrest, he had given the police such warning that their plans had been skilfully laid with a view to capturing a gang, not an individual. There was a fight before the two desperadoes were secured, and the old man fought with the fury of a wild cat. Denoir was more easily overcome. Malsano was at last secured, but his resource almost served him to the end. Producing a phial he nearly succeeded in swallowing its contents of poison. A quick upward blow sent it flying in the air. It fell to the pavement and broke in a hundred pieces. The long life of crime had told on the man. Wanted in half the cities of Europe, his conviction was assured. He did not long survive. The life of a gaol broke his nerve, and within a few months he was dead, but before he breathed his last he confessed the story of the vendetta. Soon after the tragic events that led to his return to normal life, for which his distinguished lineage had intended him, Sir Raife heard in silence the account of Malsanos extraordinary villainy. By instinct a criminal, Malsano had exerted all his talents in the direction of grievous harm to every one with whom he came in contact.

Unforgivable, unforgettable, was the crime of sacrificing the life of a beautiful, sweet-dispositioned girl to his cruel desire for ill-gotten gain. Equally cruel was the malignant spirit in which he carried on the brutal vendetta against a man who had not harmed anybody, and was not born at the time when the crazy curse was made.

Hilda had been disturbed by the commotion in the house. She donned a dressing-gown and descended the staircase with all the courage of her highly-strung, self-reliant nature. The scene that confronted her was calculated to try the nerves of the strongest. The dead girl, Gilda Tempest, was lying on a lounge in the centre of the brilliantly-lit hall. Her upturned face was of marble whiteness, and its beauty was intensified by an expression of perfect peace. Raife, Hildas husband, knelt before the lifeless figure. Two gendarmes stood silently by. Herrion crossed the hall and advanced to receive Lady Remington and addressed her.

Lady Remington, there has been a terrible tragedy. Will you allow me to talk to you somewhere, and explain matters to you? I think I can make a difficult situation more easy.

Hilda was quite calm and, addressing one of the men-servants, said: Turn on the lights in this room. Come in, Mr Herrion, and tell me.

With all the grace of manner that belonged to this wonderful detective, Herrion told the story, as he had unearthed it. He pleaded for Raife, and told of the extraordinary influence of the man Malsano. He explained that Raife had not been responsible for his actions, and that a mad, uncontrollable passion had led him into the most dangerous situations. He added: Lady Remington, in the interests of all, let me most earnestly beg of you to try and overlook these distressing occurrences. Sir Raife has not been conscious of the happenings of the past year. He will be very ill. Slowly he will recover, and let me hope that the sadness of these events will be forgotten. If you will leave it to me I think I can hush matters, and smooth things over. The woman, Gilda Tempest, gave her life for Sir Raife. I hope, Lady Remington, you will not think I exceed my privilege, when I beg of you to forget the past.

Lady Remington looked at this extraordinary little man. Then she held out her hand to him, saying: Yes, Mr Herrion, I will do as you suggest. You have done me a great service, and I will never forget.



Seated on the terrace at Aldborough Park were two people, Raifes mother and Hilda. Playing on the lawn was a flaxen-haired little boy, with three puppy dogs. They were rolling over one another after the manner of puppy dogs and children, with that complete abandon and understanding that belong to them. A tall, handsome man, with white hair and slightly bent shoulders, surveyed the scene with a satisfied smile, smoking a pipe the while. The events of that terrible year when Raife Remington was dragged from his high estate to that of a common criminal were forgotten. The fever that followed the last scene of the tragedy had left him white-haired and slightly bent, but he was still a fine and aristocratic figure. The child who played with the puppies on the lawn was the heir to the baronetcy and Aldborough Park.

Detective-inspector Herrion had displayed all his tact and cleverness in preventing a renewal of the scandal that followed Raifes disappearance and, in the moments of his leisure, he was a welcome guest at Aldborough Park.

Raifes mother, the Dowager Lady Remington, had recovered much of health with the return of the normal conditions of life.

The brave American girl, Hilda, who had borne her troubles with courage and resource, was happy.

When she knew the terrible conditions of Gilda Tempests life, she felt sorry for her dead rival, but, she would have been more than human if she had not a sense of relief that the shadow of the other woman no longer cast a gloom on her husbands life.

THE END
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CHAPTER I PRESENTS A PROBLEM
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CURIOUS AFFAIR, ISNT it?

Very.

Now, youre a bit of a mystery-monger, Vidal. Whats your theory — eh?

I havent one, I replied with a smile.

I knew the old boy quite well by sight. Didnt you? asked my friend, Major Keppell, as we stood gossiping together in the doorway of the Hôtel de Paris, high up on the cliff opposite the pier at Cromer.

Perfectly. His habit was to go down the slope yonder, to the pier each morning at ten, and to remain there till eleven, I said. I used to watch him every morning. He went as regularly as the clock, wet or fine.

A bit eccentric, I thought, remarked the Major, standing astride in his rough golfing clothes, and puffing at his briar pipe. Quite a character for a novel — eh? and he laughed. Youll do a book about this strange affair — what?

I shrugged my shoulders and smiled, as I replied: Not very likely, I think. Yet the circumstances are, to say the least, extremely curious.

They are, from all I hear, said my friend. Then, glancing at his wristlet watch, he exclaimed: By Jove! — nearly seven! I must get in and dress for dinner. See you later.



With this he passed through the swing-doors of the hotel, leaving me standing upon the short sweep of gravel gazing out upon the summer sea, golden in the glorious June sunset.

The Major had spoken the truth. A discovery had been made in Cromer that morning which possessed many remarkable features, and to me, an investigator of crime, it presented an extremely interesting problem — one such as I, Herbert Vidal, had never before heard of.

Briefly related, the facts were as follows. Early in February — four months before — there had arrived in Cromer a queer, wizened, little old man named Vernon Gregory. He was accompanied by his nephew, a rather dandified, overdressed young fellow of twenty-three, named Edward Craig.

Strangers are very few in Cromer in winter, and therefore Mrs. Dean, landlady of Beacon House, on the West Cliff, a few doors west of the Hôtel de Paris, where the asphalted footpath runs along the top of the cliff, was very glad to let the new-comers the first-floor front sitting-room with two bedrooms above.

In winter and spring, Cromer, high and bleak, and swept by the wild, howling winds from the grey North Sea, its beach white with the spume of storm, is practically deserted. The hotels, with the exception of the Paris, are closed, the boarding-houses are mostly shut, and the landladies who let apartments wait weeks and weeks in vain for the arrival of a chance visitor. In August, however, the place overflows with visitors, all of the best class, and for six weeks each year Cromer becomes one of the gayest little towns on the breezy East Coast.

So, all through the spring, with its grey, wet days, when the spindrift swept in a haze across the promenade, old Mr. Gregory was a familiar figure taking his daily walk, no matter how inclement the weather.

In appearance he was unusual, and seedy. His bony face was long, thin, and grey; a countenance that was broad at the brow and narrowed to a pointed chin. He had a longish white beard, yet his deep-set eyes with their big bushy brows were so dark and piercing that the fire of youth seemed still to burn within them. He was of medium height, rather round-shouldered, and walked with a decided limp, aided by a stout ash stick. Invariably he wore an old, dark grey, mackintosh cape, very greasy at the collar; black trousers, old and baggy; boots very down at heel; and on his mass of long white hair a broad-brimmed felt hat, which gave him the appearance of a musician, or an artist.

Sometimes, on rare occasions, his well-dressed nephew walked with him — but very seldom were they together.

Craig was a tall, well-set-up young fellow, who generally wore a drab golf-suit, smoked cigarettes eternally, and frequently played billiards at the Red Lion. He was also a golfer and well known on the links for the excellence of his play.

Between uncle and nephew there was nothing in common. Craig had dropped a hint that he was down there with his relative just to look after the old boy. He undoubtedly preferred London life, and it was stated that a few years before he had succeeded to a large estate somewhere on the Welsh border.

The residents of Cromer are as inquisitive as those of most small towns. Therefore, it was not very long after the arrival of this curious couple, that everybody knew that old Mr. Gregory was concealing the fact that he was head of the famous Sheffield armour-plate making firm, Messrs. Gregory and Thorpe, though he now took but little part in the active work of the world-famed house that rolled plates for Britains mighty Dreadnoughts.

Cromer, on learning his identity, at once regarded old Gregorys queer figure with due reverence. His parsimonious ways, the clockwork regularity with which he took his morning walk, bought his daily paper at Mundays Library, and took his afternoon stroll up past the coast-guard station, or towards the links, or along the Overstrand or Sheringham roads, were looked upon as the eccentricities of an immensely wealthy man.

In rich men the public tolerate idiosyncrasies, that in poorer persons are declared to betoken either lunacy, or that vague excuse for the contravention of the conventionalities known as the artistic temperament. Many men have actually earned reputations, and even popularity, by the sheer force of cultivated eccentricities. With professional men eccentricity is one of the pegs on which their astute press-agents can always hang a paragraph.

In the case of Mr. Vernon Gregory, as he limped by, the good shop-keeping public of Cromer looked after him with benevolent glances. He was the great steel magnate who ate frugally, who grumbled loudly at Mrs. Dean if his weekly bill exceeded that of the City clerk and his wife who had occupied the same rooms for a fortnight in the previous July. He was pointed at with admiration as the man of millions who eked out every scuttleful of coal as though it were gold.

Undoubtedly Mr. Gregory was a person of many eccentricities. From his secretary in Sheffield he daily received a bulky package of correspondence, and this, each morning, was attended to by his nephew. Yet the old man always made a point of posting all the letters with his own hand, putting them into the box at the post-office opposite the church.

Sometimes, but only at rare intervals — because, as he declared, it was so very costly — Mr. Gregory hired an open motor-car from Millers garage. On such occasions, Craig, who was a practised motorist, would drive, and the pair would go on long day excursions towards Yarmouth, or Hunstanton, or inland to Holt or Norwich. At such times the old man would don many wraps, and a big blue muffler, and wear an unsightly pair of goggles.

Again, the old fellow preferred to do much of his shopping himself, and it was no uncommon sight to see him in the street carrying home two-pennyworth of cream in a little jug. Hence the good people of Cromer grew to regard their out-of-season visitor as a harmless, but philanthropic old buffer, for his hand was in his pocket for every local charity. His amusements were as frugal as his housekeeping. During the spring his only recreation was a visit to the cinema at the Town Hall twice a week. When, however, the orchestral concerts commenced on the pier, he became a constant attendant at them.

So small is Cromer, with its narrow streets near the sea, that in the off-season strangers are constantly running into each other. Hence, I frequently met old Gregory, and on such occasions we chatted about the weather, or upon local topics. His voice was strangely high-pitched, thin, but not unmusical. Indeed, he was a great lover of music, as was afterwards shown by his constant attendance at the pier concerts.

His nephew, Craig, was what the people of Cromer, in vulgar parlance, dubbed a nut. He was always immaculately dressed, wore loud socks, seemed to possess a dozen styles of hats, and was never seen without perfectly clean wash-leather gloves. He laughed loudly, talked loudly, displayed money freely and put on patronizing airs which filled those who met him with an instinctive dislike.

I first made his acquaintance in April in the cosy bar of the Albion, where, after a long walk one morning, I went to quench my thirst. Craig was laughing with the barmaid and gingerly lighting a cigarette. Having passed me by many times, he now addressed a casual remark to me, to which I politely responded, and we got into conversation. But, somehow, his speech jarred upon me, and, like his personal appearance, struck an unpleasant note, for his white shoes and pale blue socks, his light green Tyrolese hat, and his suit of check tweeds distinctly marked him as being more of a cad than a gentleman.



I remarked that I had walked to Overstrand, whereupon he asked — 

Did you chance to meet my uncle? Hes gone out that way, somewhere.

I replied in the negative.

Wonderful old boy, you know, he went on. Walks me clean right out! But oh! such a dreadful old bore! Always talking about what he did in the seventies, and how much better life was then than now. I dont believe it. Do you?

I hardly know, was my reply. I wasnt old enough then to appreciate life.

Neither was I, he responded. But really, these eccentric old people ought all to be put in an asylum. You dont know what I have to put up with. I tell you, its a terrible self-sacrifice to be down in this confounded hole, instead of being on the Riviera in decent sunny weather, and in decent society.

Your uncle is always extremely pleasant to me when I meet him, I said.

Ah, yes, but you dont know him, my dear sir, said his nephew. Hes the very Old Nick himself sometimes, and his eccentricities border upon insanity. Why, only last night, before he went to bed, he put on his bed-gown, cut two wings out of brown paper, pinned them on his back, and fancied himself the Archangel Gabriel. Last week he didnt speak to me for two days because I bought a box of sardines. He declares they are luxuries and he cant afford them — he, with an income of forty thousand a year!

Rich men are often rather niggardly, I remarked.

Oh, yes. But with Uncle Vernon its become a craze. He shivers with cold at night but wont have a fire in his bedroom because, he says, coals are so dear.

I confess I did not like this young fellow. Why should he reveal all his private grievances to me, a perfect stranger?

Why did your uncle come to Cromer? I asked. This place is hardly a winter resort, except for a few golfers.

Oh, because when he was in Egypt last winter, some fool of a woman he met at the Savoy in Cairo, told him that Cromer was so horribly healthy in the winter, and that if he spent six months each year in this God-forgotten place, hed live to be a hundred. Bad luck to her and her words! Ive had to come here with the old boy, and am their victim. Then he added warmly: My dear sir, just put yourself in my place. Ive nobody to talk to except the provincial Norfolk tradespeople, who think they can play a good game at billiards. Ive got the absolute hump, I tell you frankly!

Well, afterwards I met the loud-socked young man more frequently, but somehow I had taken a violent and unaccountable dislike to him. Why, I cannot tell, except perhaps that he had disgusted me by the way he unbosomed himself to a stranger and aired his grievances against his eccentric uncle.

To descend that asphalted slope which led, on the face of the cliff, from the roadway in front of the Hôtel de Paris, away to the Promenade, old Gregory had to pass beneath my window. Hence I saw him several times daily, and noted how the brown-bloused fishermen who lounged there hour after hour, gazing idly seaward, leaning upon the railings and gossiping, respectfully touched their caps to the limping, eccentric old gentleman who in his slouch hat and cape looked more like a poet than a steel magnate, and who so regularly took the fresh, bracing air on that breezy promenade.

On that morning — the morning of the twelfth of June — a startling rumour had spread through the town. It at once reached me through Charles, the head-waiter of the hotel, who told me the whole place was agog. The strange story was that old Mr. Gregory had at three oclock that morning been found by a coast-guard lying near a seat on the top of the east cliff at a point near the links, from which a delightful view could be obtained westward over the town towards Rimton and Sheringham.

The coast-guard had at once summoned a doctor by telephone, and on arrival the medical man had pronounced the mysterious old gentleman dead, and, moreover, that he had been dead several hours.

More than that, nobody knew, except that the dead mans nephew could not be found.

That fact in itself was certainly extraordinary, but it was not half so curious, or startling, as certain other features of the amazing affair, which were now being carefully withheld from the public by the police — facts, which when viewed as a whole, formed one of the most inexplicable criminal problems ever presented for solution.


CHAPTER II IS MAINLY ASTONISHING

[image: img300.jpg]

IN VIRTUE OF the facts that I was well known in Cromer, on friendly terms with the local superintendent of police, and what was more to the purpose, known to be a close friend of the Chief Constable at Norwich — also that I was a recognized writer of some authority upon problems of crime — Inspector Treeton, of the Norfolk Constabulary, greeted me affably when, after a very hasty breakfast, I called at the police station.

Treeton was a thin, grey-haired man, usually very quiet and thoughtful in manner, but this staggering affair had quite upset his normal coolness.

I expect the detectives over from Norwich in half an hour, he said, with a distinct trace of excitement in his tones, as we stood in his bare little office discussing the mornings discovery. You being such a close friend of the Chief Constable, I dont suppose therell be any objection whatever to your being present during our investigations.

All the same, his tone was somewhat dubious as he added cautiously, You wont, of course, give anything to the Press?

Certainly not, I replied. You can rely upon my discretion. This isnt the first mystery I have assisted the police to investigate. This sort of thing is, so to speak, part of my profession.

Yes, said Treeton, still with some hesitation, so I understand, Mr. Vidal. But our people are terribly particular, as you know, about admitting unofficial persons into police work. No offence. But we are bound to be very careful.

If you like, Ill phone to the Chief Constable, I suggested.

No, sir. No need for that, he said hastily. When the plain-clothes men arrive, I dont think any difficulty will be made as to your accompanying them. Then he added, as if to give the conversation a turn, Its a very queer business, very. But I mustnt talk about it at present. No doubt youll soon see for yourself what a strange affair it is.

What is the curious feature, then? I inquired anxiously.

No, said Treeton, with a deprecatory gesture. No. Mr. Vidal. Dont ask me. You must wait till the officers come from Norwich. Theyll have a surprise, I can assure you they will. Thats all I can say. Ive taken care to have everything kept as it was found so as not to interfere with any clues, finger-prints, or things of that sort.

Ah, I said. Then you suspect foul play, eh?

Treeton flushed slightly, as if annoyed with himself at having let slip the words that prompted my query.

Then he said slowly: Well, at present we cant tell. But theres certainly something very mysterious about the whole business.

Where is the body?



Theyve put it in the life-boat house.

And that young fellow, Craig? I hear hes missing.

The Inspector looked at me with a strange expression on his face.

Ah, he said briefly, that isnt the only remarkable feature of this affair by any manner of means. Then impatiently: I wish theyd come. I phoned to Norwich at six oclock this morning, and now its nearly ten. They might have come over in a car, instead of waiting for the train.

Yes, I responded. That is how so many inquiries are bungled. Red tape and delay. In the meantime a criminal often gets away hours ahead of the sleuths of the law and eventually may escape altogether. Ive known a dozen cases where, because of the delay in making expert investigation, the culprit has never been caught.

As I spoke the telephone bell tinkled and Treeton answered the call. The Superintendent at Holt was asking for information, but my companion could give him but very little.

I am watching the railway-station, sir, said Treeton over the phone, and Ive sent word to all the fishermen in my district not to take out any strangers. Ive also warned all the garages to let me know if any stranger hires a car. The party we fancy may be wanted wont be able to get away if hes still in the district.

Which is not very likely, I murmured in a low voice so that my words should not be heard over the wire.

When the conversation over the phone was ended, I sat chatting with Treeton, until, some twenty minutes later, three men, bearing unmistakably the cut of police-officers in plain clothes, entered the station.

Two of them were tall, dark-haired young fellows, dressed in neat navy-blue serge and wearing bowler hats. The third man, Inspector Frayne, as I learnt afterwards, was in dark grey, with a soft grey felt hat with the brim turned down in front.

Well Treeton, said the Inspector briskly, whats all the fuss about down here?

A case — a very funny case. Thats all, replied the local inspector. I told you over the phone all I know about it.

Then followed a brief, low-pitched conversation between the two officers. I saw Frayne look over at me inquisitively, and caught a few snatches of Treetons words to him. Great personal friend of the Chief Constable.... Yes, quite all right.... Writes about crime.... No, no, nothing to do with newspapers ... amateur, of course ... decent sort.

I gathered from this that there was going to be no difficulty about my joining the party of police investigators. I was right. In a few moments Treeton brought Inspector Frayne over to me and we were introduced. Then, after a few friendly words, we started for the scene of the startling discovery of the morning.

We slipped out of the station in pairs, so as to avoid attracting attention, which might have led to our being followed and hampered in our movements by a crowd of idle and curious inhabitants.

Proceeding by way of the path which wound round the back of the high-up coast-guard station and so up over the cliff, we soon came to the seat where the body of old Mr. Gregory had been found.

The seat, a green-painted one with a curved back, that had more than once afforded me a comfortable resting-place, was the first out of the town towards the links. It was situate a little way from the footpath amid the rough grass of the cliff-top. Around it the herbage never grew on account of the constant tread from the feet of many daily visitors, so that clear about it was a small patch of bare sand.

On the right, upon the next point of the cliff, was another similar seat, while on the left the path leading back to the town was railed off because it was dangerous to approach too near the crumbling edge.

At the seat stood a very tall, thin, fair-haired young constable who had, since the discovery of old Gregorys body, remained on duty at the spot to prevent any one approaching it. This was done by Treetons orders, who hoped, and very logically, that if the sand about the seat was not disturbed some tell-tale mark or footprint might be found by the detectives that would give a clue to the person or persons who had visited the seat with old Gregory in the early hours of that fatal morning.

Near the constable were two men with cameras, and at a little distance a small knot of curious idlers, all that remained of the many inquisitive folks who were at first attracted to the spot, but who, finding nothing to satisfy their curiosity, had soon returned to the town.

The morning was bright and calm, the sunlight reflected from a glassy sea, upon the surface of which were a dozen or so fishing-boats lifting their crab-pots, for the crabs of Cromer are far-famed amongst epicures for their excellencies. It was a peaceful, happy scene, that none could have suspected was the setting of a ghastly tragedy.

On arrival, Inspector Frayne, tall, grey-haired, with aquiline, clean-shaven face, assumed an attitude of ubiquitous importance that amused me.

The body was found lying face downwards six feet beyond the south end of the seat, Treeton explained. You see this mark in the grass?

Looking, we all saw distinctly the impression that marked the spot where the unfortunate man had lain.

No doubt, said the detective inspector, the old gentleman was sitting on the seat when he was attacked from behind by somebody who sneaked quietly across the footpath, and he fell sideways from the seat. Have you looked for footprints?

There are a number of them, as you see, was Treetons reply. Nothing has been disturbed. I left all to you.

Gazing around, I saw that there were many prints of soles and heels in the soft sand about the seat. Many people had evidently sat there on the previous day. In the sand, too, some one had traced with a stick, in sprawly capitals, the word Alice.

Frayne and his two provincial assistants bent and closely examined the prints in question.

Womens mostly, I should say, remarked the detective inspector after a pause. Thats plain from the French heels, flat golf-shoe soles, and narrow rubber-pads, that have left their marks behind them. Better take some casts of these, Phelps, he said, addressing the elder of his subordinates.

Forgive me for making a remark, I ventured. Im not a detective, but it strikes me that if anybody did creep across the grass from the path, as the Inspector rightly suggested, to attack the old man, he, or she, may have left some prints in the rear there. In the front here the footprints we have been examining are obviously those of people who had been sitting upon the seat long prior to the arrival of the victim.

I quite agree, Mr. Vidal, exclaimed Treeton, and at this I thought the expert from Norwich seemed somewhat annoyed. Yes, continued the local inspector, its quite possible, as Mr. Frayne said, that somebody did creep across the grass behind the old man. But unfortunately, there have been dozens of people over that very same spot this morning.

Hopeless then! grunted Frayne. Why on earth, Treeton, did you let them swarm over there? he queried testily. Their doing so has rendered our inquiry a hundred per cent. more difficult. In all such cases the public ought to be rigorously kept from the immediate neighbourhood of the crime.

At least we can make a search, I suggested.

My dear Mr. Vidal, what is the use if half Cromer has been up here prying about? asked the detective impatiently. No, those feminine footprints in front of the seat are much more likely to help us. Theres bound to be a woman in such a case as this. My motto in regard to crime mysteries is, first find the woman, and the rest is easy. In every great problem the eternal feminine, as you writers put it, is ever present. She is in this one somewhere, you may depend upon it.

I did not answer him, judging that he merely emitted these sentiments in order to impress his listening subordinates with a due sense of his superior knowledge. But the search went on.

From the footpath across the grass to the seat was about thirty feet, and over the whole area all of us made diligent investigation. In one of the patches where the sand was bare of herbage I found the print of a womans shoe — a smart little shoe — size 3, I judged it to be. The sole was well shaped and pointed, the heel was of the latest fashionable model — rather American than French.

I at once pointed it out to Frayne, but though he had so strongly expressed the opinion that there was a woman in the case, he dismissed it with a glance.

Some woman came here yesterday evening with her sweetheart, I suppose, he said with a laugh.

But to me that footprint was distinctly instructive, for among the many impressed on the sand before the seat, I had not detected one that bore any resemblance to it. The owner of that American shoe had walked from the path to the back of the seat, but had certainly not sat down there.

I carefully marked the spot, and telling an old fisherman of my acquaintance, who stood by, to allow no one to obliterate it, continued my investigations.

Three feet behind the seat, in the midst of the trodden grass, I came upon two hairpins lying close together. Picking them up, I found they were rather thick, crinkled in the middle, and both of the same pale bronze shade.

Was it possible there had been a struggle there — a struggle with the woman who wore those American shoes — who was, moreover, a fair woman, if those pins had fallen from her hair in the encounter?

I showed the hairpins to Frayne who was busy taking a measurement of the distance from the seat to where the body had been found.

To my surprise, he seemed impatient and annoyed.

My dear Mr. Vidal, he exclaimed, you novelists are, I fear, far too imaginative. I dare say there are hundreds of hairpins about here in the grass if we choose to search for them. This seat is a popular resort for visitors by day and a trysting place for lovers after sundown. In the vicinity of any such seat you will always find hairpins, cigarette ends, wrappings from chocolates, and tinfoil. Look around you and see.

But these pins have not been here more than a day, I expostulated. They are bright and were lying lightly on the grass. Besides, are we not looking for a woman?

Ill admit that they may perhaps have belonged to somebody who was here last evening, he said. But I can assure you they are no good to us. With this he turned away with rather a contemptuous smile.

I began to suspect that I had in some way antagonized Frayne, who at that moment seemed more intent upon working up formal evidence to give before the coroner, rather than in pushing forward the investigation of the crime, and so finding a clue to the culprit.

I could see that he regarded the minute investigations I was making with undisguised and contemptuous amusement. Of course, he was polite to me, for was I not the friend of the Chief Constable? But, all the same, I was an amateur investigator, therefore, in his eyes, a blunderer. He, of course, did not know at how many investigations of crime I had assisted in Paris, in Brussels, and in Rome — investigations conducted by the greatest detectives in Europe.

It was not to be expected that an officer of the Norfolk Constabulary, more used to petty larceny than to murder, would be so alert or so thorough in his methods as an officer from Scotland Yard, or of the Sûreté in Paris.

Arguing thus, I felt that I could cheerfully disregard the covert sneers and glances of my companions; and plunged with renewed interest into the work I had undertaken.

In the sand before the seat, I saw two long, wide marks which told me that old Mr. Gregory must have slipped from his position in a totally helpless condition. That being so, how was it that his body was found several feet away?

Had it been dragged to that spot in the grass? Or, had he crawled there in his death agony?

In the little knot of people who had gathered I noticed a young fisherman in his brown blouse — a tall youth, with fair curly hair, whom I knew well and could trust. Calling him over, I despatched him to the town for a couple of pounds of plaster of Paris, a bucket, some water, and a trowel.

Then I went on methodically with my investigations.

Presently the coast-guard, George Simmonds, a middle-aged, dark-haired man, who was a well-known figure in Cromer, came up and was introduced to Frayne as the man who, returning from duty as night patrol along the cliffs, early that morning, had discovered the body.

I stood by listening as he described the incident to the detective inspector.

You see, sir, he said saluting, Id been along the cuffs to Trimingham, and was on my way back about a quarter past three, when I noticed a man lying yonder on the grass. It was a fine morning, quite light, and at first I thought it was a tramp, for they often sleep on the cliffs in the warm weather. But on going nearer I saw, to my surprise, that the man was old Mr. Gregory. I thought he was asleep, and bent down and shook him, his face being downwards on the grass and his arms stretched out. He didnt wake up, so I turned him over, and the colour of his face fair startled me. I opened his coat, put my hand on his heart, and found he was quite dead. I then ran along to our station and told Mr. Day, the Chief Officer, and he sent me off sharp to the police.

You saw nobody about? Frayne asked sharply. Nobody passed you?

I didnt see a soul all the way from Trimingham.

Constable Baxter was along there somewhere keeping a point, remarked Treeton. Didnt you meet him?

Going out I met him, just beyond Overstrand, at about one oclock, and wished him good morning, was the coast-guards reply.

But where is Craig, the young nephew of the dead man? I asked Treeton. Surely he may know something! He must have missed his uncle, who, apparently, was out all night.

Ah! Thats just the mystery, Mr. Vidal, replied the Inspector. Let us go down to the life-boat house, he added, addressing the detective.

As they were moving away, and I was about to follow, the tall fisher-youth arrived with the plaster of Paris and a pail of water.

Promising to be with them quickly, I remained behind, mixed the plaster into a paste and within a few minutes had secured casts of the imprint of the womans American shoe, and those of several other footmarks, which, with his superior knowledge, the expert from Norwich had considered beneath his notice.

Then, placing my casts carefully in the empty pail, I sent them along to the Hôtel de Paris by the same fisher-youth. Afterwards, I walked along the path, passed behind the lawn of the coast-guard station, where the White Ensign was flying on the flagstaff, and then descending, at last entered the life-boat house, where the officers and three doctors had assembled.

One of the doctors, named Sladen, a grey-headed practitioner who had been many years in Cromer, recognized me as I entered.

Hulloa, Mr. Vidal! This is a very curious case, isnt it? Interests you, of course. All mysteries do, no doubt. But this case is astounding. In making our examination, do you know weve discovered a most amazing fact? and he pointed to the plank whereon lay the body, covered with one of the brown sails from the life-boat.

No. What? I asked eagerly.

Well — though we all at first, naturally, took the body to be that of old Vernon Gregory, it isnt his at all!

Not Gregorys? I gasped.

No. He has white hair and a beard, and he is wearing old Gregorys cape and hat, but it certainly is not Gregorys body.

Who, then, is the dead man? I gasped.

His nephew, Edward Craig!


CHAPTER III SHOWS LIGHTS FROM THE MIST
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BUT EDWARD CRAIG is a young man — while Gregory must be nearly seventy! I exclaimed, staring at Dr. Sladen in blank amazement.

Exactly. I attended Mr. Gregory a month ago for influenza. But I tell you the body lying yonder is that of young Craig! declared my friend. Then he added: There is something very extraordinary about the whole affair, for Craig was made up to exactly resemble his uncle.

And because of it was apparently done to death, eh?

That is certainly my theory.

Amazing, I exclaimed. This increases the mystery very considerably. Then, gazing around, I saw that the two doctors, who had assisted Sladen in his examination, were talking aside eagerly with the detective, while Mr. Day, a short thick-set man, with his white-covered cap removed in the presence of the dead, had joined the party.

Cromer is a war-station, and Mr. Day was a well-known figure in the place, a fine active type of the British sailor, who had seen many years afloat, and now, with his sea-time put in, was an expert signal-man ashore. He noticed me and saluted.

Look, exclaimed Dr. Sladen, taking me across to a bench against the side of the life-boat shed. What do you think of these? and he took up a white wig and a long white beard.

I examined them. Then slowly replied, There is much, very much more, in this affair than any of us can at present see.

Certainly. Why should the young man go forth at night, under cover of darkness, made up to exactly resemble the old one?

To meet somebody in secret, no doubt; and that somebody killed him, I said.

Did they — ah, thats just the point, said the doctor. As far as we can find theres no apparent cause of death, no wound whatever. The superficial examination we have made only reveals a slight abrasion on the left wrist, which might have been caused when he fell from the seat to the ground. The wrist is much swollen — from a recent sprain, I think. But beyond that we can find nothing.

Wont you prosecute your examination further? I asked.

Certainly. This afternoon we shall make a post-mortem — after I get the order from the coroner.

Ah. Then we shall know something definite?

I hope so.

Gentlemen, exclaimed Inspector Frayne, addressing us all, this latest discovery, of the identity of the victim, is a very extraordinary and startling one. I trust that you will all regard the matter as one of the greatest secrecy — at least till after the inquest. Publicity now may defeat the ends of justice. Do you all promise?

With one accord we promised. Then, crossing to where the body lay, I lifted the heavy brown sail that covered it, and in the dim light gazed upon the white, dead countenance.

Yes. It was the face of Edward Craig.

Frayne at that moment came up, and after two men had taken the covering from the body, commenced to search the dead mans pockets. In the old mackintosh cape was a pouch, from which the detective drew a small wallet of crocodile leather, much worn, together with two letters. The latter were carried to the light and at once examined.

One proved to be a bill from a well-known hatter in Piccadilly. The superscription on the other envelope, of pale blue-grey paper, was undoubtedly in the hand of an educated woman.

Frayne drew from this envelope a sheet of notepaper, which bore neither address nor date, merely the words — 

At Ealing, at 10 p.m., on the twenty-ninth of August, where the two Cs meet.

Ah, an appointment, remarked Frayne. Then, looking at the post-mark, he added: It was posted the day before yesterday at Bridlington. I wonder what it means?

I see it is addressed to Mr. Gregory! I pointed out, not to the dead man.

Then the old man had an appointment on the twenty-ninth of August somewhere in Ealing — where the two Cs meet. I wonder where that can be? Some agreed-on spot, I suppose, where two persons, whose initials are C, are in the habit of meeting.

Probably, was my reply. But I was reflecting deeply.



In the wallet were four five-pound notes; a few of Gregorys cards; a letter from a local charity, thanking him for a contribution of two guineas; and a piece of paper bearing a number of very elaborate calculations, apparently of measured paces.

It seemed as though the writer had been working out some very difficult problem of distances, for the half-sheet of quarto paper was absolutely covered with minute pencilled figures; lengths in metres apparently.

I looked at them, and at a glance saw that old Gregory had either received his education abroad, or had lived for a long time upon the continent when a young man. Why? Because, when he made a figure seven, he drew a short cross-stroke half-way up the downward stroke, in order, as foreigners do, to distinguish it from the figure one.

I wonder what all these sums can mean? remarked the detective, as Treeton and I looked over his shoulder.

Mr. Gregory was a business man, the local police officer said. These are, no doubt, his things, not his nephews.

They seem to be measurements, I said, not sums of money.

Perhaps the old man himself will tell us what they are, Frayne remarked. Then again examining the wallet, he drew forth several slips of thin foreign notepaper, which were carefully folded, and had the appearance of having been carried there for a long time. Upon each was written a separate word, together with a number, in carefully-formed handwriting, thus — 

Lavelle 429; Kunzle 191; Geering 289; Souweine 17; Hodrickx 110.

The last one we opened contained the word, Cromer 900, and I wondered whether they were code words.

These are rather funny, Mr. Vidal, Frayne remarked, as he slowly replaced them in the wallet. A little mysterious, eh?

No doubt, old Mr. Gregory will explain, I said. The great puzzle to me is why the nephew should carry the uncles belongings in his pockets. There was some deep motive in it, without a doubt.

Frayne returned to the body and made further search. There was nothing more in the other pockets save a handkerchief, some loose silver and a pocket-knife.

But, around the dead mans neck, suspended by a fine gold chain, and worn beneath his shirt, was a ladys tiny, round locket, not more than an inch in diameter, and engine-turned like a watch, a thin, neatly-made, old-fashioned little thing.

Frayne carefully unclasped it, and taking it across to the light, opened it, expecting to find a photograph, or, perhaps, a miniature. But there was nothing. It had evidently not been opened for years, for behind the little glass, where once had been a photograph, was only a little grey powder. Something had been preserved there — some relic or other — that had, with age, crumbled into dust.

This doesnt tell us much, he said. Yet, men seldom wear such things. Some relic of his sweetheart, eh? Then he searched once more, and drew from the dead mans hip-pocket a serviceable Browning revolver, the magazine of which was fully loaded.

He evidently expected trouble, and was prepared for it, Treeton said, as the Norwich detective produced the weapon.

Well, he certainly had no time to use it, responded Frayne. Death must have been instantaneous.

I think not, I ventured. If so, why was he found several feet away from the seat?

Again Frayne showed impatience. He disliked any expression of outside opinion.

Well, Mr. Vidal, weve not yet established that it is a case of murder, have we? he said. The young man may have died suddenly — of natural causes.

I smiled.

Curious, I exclaimed, a moment later, that he should be made up to so exactly resemble his uncle! No, Inspector Frayne, if Im not greatly mistaken, youll find this a case of assassination — a murder by a very subtle and ingenious assassin. It is a case of one master-criminal against another. That is my opinion.

The man from Norwich smiled sarcastically. My opinion was only the opinion of a mere amateur, and, to the professional thief-catcher, the amateur detective is a person upon whom to play practical jokes. The amateur who dares to investigate a crime from a purely independent standpoint is a man to jeer and laugh at — a target for ridicule.

I could follow Fraynes thoughts. I had met many provincial police officers of his type all over Europe, from Paris up to Petersburg. The great detectives of Europe, are, on the contrary, always open to listen to theories or suggestions.

The three doctors were standing aside, discussing the affair — the absence of all outward signs of anything that might have caused death. Until the coroner issued his order they could not, however, put their doubts at rest by making the post-mortem examination. The case puzzled them, and they were all three eager to have the opportunity of deciding how the young man had died.

The few symptoms offered superficially have some strange points about them, I heard Dr. Sladen say. Do you notice the clenched hands? and yet the mouth is open. The eyes are open too — and the lips are curiously discoloured. Yes, there is decidedly something very mysterious attaching to the cause of death.

And he being the leading practitioner in Cromer, his two colleagues entirely agreed with him.

After a long conversation, in which many theories — most of them sensational, ridiculous, and baseless — had been advanced, Mr. Day, the Chief Officer of Coast-guard, who had been outside the life-boat house, chatting with some friends, entered and told us the results of some of his own observations regarding the movements of the eccentric Mr. Gregory. Day was a genial, pleasant man and very popular in Cromer. Of course he was in ignorance that the body discovered was not that of the old gentleman.

Ive had a good many opportunities of watching the old man, Mr. Vidal, said the short, keen-eyed naval man, turning to me with his hands in the pockets of his pea-jacket, and he was a funny un. He often went out from Beacon House at one and two in the morning, and took long strolls towards Rimton and Overstrand. But Mrs. Dean never knew as he wasnt indoors, for I gather he used to let himself out very quietly. We often used to meet him a-creepin about of a night. I cant think what he went out for, but I suppose he was a little bit eccentric, eh? Why, went on the coast-guard officer, hed often come into the station early of a mornin, and have a chat with me, and look through the big telescope. He used, sometimes, to stand a-gazin out at the sea, a-gazin at nothing, for half an hour on end — lost in thought like. I wonder what he fancied he saw there?

Yes, I said. He was eccentric, like many rich men.

Well, one night, not long ago, Day went on, there were some destroyers a-passin about midnight, and wed been taking in their signals by flash-light, when, in the middle of it, who should come into the enclosure but old Mr. Gregory. He stood a-watchin us for ten minutes or so. Then, all at once he says, I see theyre signalling to the Hermes at Harwich. This remark gave me quite a start, for hed evidently been a-readin all we had taken in — and it was a confidential message, too.

Then he could read the Morse code, I exclaimed.

Read it? I should rather think he could! was the coast-guard officers reply. And mark you, the Wolverene was a-flashin very quick. It was as much as I could do to pick it up through the haze. After that, I confess I didnt like him hanging about here so much as he did. But after all, Im sorry — very sorry — that the poor old gent is dead.

Did you ever see him meet anybody on his nightly rambles? I asked.

Yes, once. I saw him about six weeks ago, about three oclock one dark, and terrible wet, mornin, out on the cliff near Rimton Gap. As I passed by he was a-talkin to a tall young man in a drab mackintosh. Talkin excited, he was, and a-wavin his arms wild-like towards the sea. The young man spotted me first, and said something, whereupon the old gent dropped his argument, and the two of em walked on quietly together. I passed them, believing that his companion was only one of them simple-like fools we get about here sometimes in the summer. But Id never seen him in Cromer. He was a perfect stranger to me.

Thats the only time youve seen him with any companion on these secret night outings? I asked.

Yes. I dont remember ever having seen him in the night with anybody else.

Not even with his nephew?

No, not even with Mr. Craig.

When he dropped in to chat with you at the coastguard station, did he show any inquisitiveness? I asked.

Well, he wanted to know all about things, as most of em do, laughed Day. Ours is a war-station, you know, and folk like to look at the inside, and the flash-lamp I invented.

The old fellow struck you as a bit of a mystery, didnt he? Frayne asked, in his pleasant Norfolk brogue.

Well, yes, he did, replied the coast-guard officer. I remember one night last March — the eleventh, I think it was — when our people at Weybourne detected some mysterious search-lights far out at sea and raised an alarm on the phone all along the coast. It was a very dirty night, but the whole lot of us, from Wells right away to Yarmouth, were at once on the look-out. We could see search-lights but could make nothing of the signals. Thats what puzzled us so. I went out along the cliff, and up Rimton way, but could see nothing. Yet, on my way back, as I got near the town, I suddenly saw a stream of light — about like a search-light — coming from the sea-front here. It was a-flashin some signal. I was a couple of miles from the town, and naturally concluded it was one of my men with the flash-lamp. As I passed Beacon House, however, I saw old Mr. Gregory a-leanin over the railings, looking out to sea. It was then about two oclock. I supposed he had seen the distant lights, and, passing a word with him, I went along to the station. To my surprise, I found that wed not been signalling at all. Then I recollected old Mr. Gregorys curious interest in the lights, and I wondered. In fact, Ive wondered ever since, whether that answering signal I saw did not come from one of the front windows of Beacon House? Perhaps he was practisin Morse!

Strange, very strange! Frayne remarked. Didnt you discover what craft it was making the signals?

No, sir. They are a mystery to this day. We reported by wire to the Admiralty, of course, but weve never found out who it was a-signalling. Its a complete mystery — and it gave us a bit of an alarm at the time, I can tell you, he laughed. There was a big Italian yacht, called the Carlo Alberta, reported next day from Hunstanton, and it may, of course, have been her. But I am not inclined to think so.


CHAPTER IV OPENS SEVERAL QUESTIONS
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OUR NEXT STEP in the inquiry was a domiciliary visit to Beacon House.

While the public, including Mr. Day, were expecting to see his nephew, we, of course, were hoping to find old Gregory.

In this we were disappointed. Already Treeton knew that both men were missing from their lodgings. Yet while the police were watching everywhere for the dandified young man from London, the queer, white-haired old Sheffield steel manufacturer had slipped through their fingers and vanished as though the earth had swallowed him up.

Mrs. Deans house was a typical seaside lodging-house, plainly and comfortably furnished — a double-fronted house painted pale blue, with large airy rooms and bay windows, which, situated high up and on the very edge of the cliff, commanded extensive views up and down the coast.

The sitting-room occupied by uncle and nephew, proved to be a big apartment on the first-floor, to the left of the entrance. The houses in that row had a front door from the asphalt path along the edge of the cliff and also a back entrance abutting upon the narrow street which ran into the centre of the town. Therefore, the hall went from back to front, the staircase ascending in the centre.

The room in which I stood with the detectives, was large, with a cheerful lattice-work wall-paper, and substantial leather-covered furniture. In the window was placed a writing-table, and upon it a telescope mounted on a stand. A comfortable couch was placed against the wall, while before the fire-place were a couple of deep-seated easy chairs, and a large oval table in the centre.

Indeed, the room possessed an air of homely comfort, with an absence of the inartistic seldom found in seaside apartments. The windows were open and the light breeze from the sun-lit sea slowly fanned the lace curtains. On the writing-table lay a quantity of papers, mostly tradesmens receipts — all of which the old gentleman carefully preserved — some newspapers, a tin of tobacco, and several pipes.



Beside the fire-place lay a pair of Egyptian slippers in crimson morocco, evidently the property of young Craig, while his straw hat and cane lay upon the couch, together with the fawn Burberry coat which had been one of the common objects in Cromer. Everywhere were signs of occupation. Indeed, the cushions in the easy chairs were crumpled just as if the two men had only a little while before arisen from them, while in the grate were a number of ends of those gold-tipped cigarettes without which Craig was never seen.

Upon a peg behind the door hung another old grey mackintosh belonging to old Gregory — an exact replica of which had been worn by the man who had so mysteriously met his death.

But where was old Gregory? Aye, that was the question.

With Mrs. Dean, a homely person with hair brushed tightly back, and her husband looking on, we began a thorough search of the room, as well as of the two bedrooms on the next floor. The sitting-room was investigated first of all, but in the writing-table we found nothing of interest. One of the drawers had been emptied and a mass of tinder in the grate told a significant tale.

Old Mr. Gregory had burned a lot of documents before disappearing.

Why? Were they incriminating?

Why, too, had he so suddenly disappeared? Surely he would not have done so without knowledge of his nephews tragic death!

For a full half-hour we rummaged that room and all that was in it, but, alas, found nothing.

In the old mans bedroom stood a battered leathern cabin-trunk bearing many labels of Continental hotels. It was unlocked, and we found it filled with clothes, but strangely enough, not the clothes of an old man, but rather the smart attire of a middle-aged person of fashion.

At first Frayne refused to believe that the trunk belonged to old Gregory. But Mrs. Dean was precise upon the point. That was Mr. Gregorys room.

In the bottom of the cabin-trunk we found a number of folded sheets of foolscap, upon which were written many cryptic calculations in feet and metres; wave-metres, it was written upon one slip. They seemed to be electrical. Upon other sheets were lists of names together with certain figures, all of which conveyed to us no meaning. Frayne, of course, took possession of them for submission to examination later on.

May I look at them later? I asked him.

Certainly, Mr. Vidal. They seem to be a bit of a puzzle, dont they? They have something to do with electricity, I fancy.

In the corner of the room, opposite the window, stood a large wooden sea-chest, similar to those used by naval officers. It was painted black, and bore, in white, the initials V. G. It had an old and battered appearance, and the many labels upon it told of years of transit by rail and steamer.

I bent to examine it, but found it securely locked and bound round with iron bands.

Thats very heavy, sir, Mrs. Dean remarked. He always kept it locked, so I dont know whats inside. When the old gentleman came in, he always went straight over to it as though to ascertain whether the lock had been tampered with.

Ah, then theres something in there he wished to keep away from prying eyes! said Frayne. We must see what it is.

I remarked that the lock was a patent one, but he at once ordered a locksmith to be fetched, while we turned our attention to the adjoining room, the one that had been occupied by young Craig.

It was slightly smaller than the other one, and overlooked the narrow street which ran along the back of the houses towards the church.

We searched the drawers carefully, one after another, but found nothing except clothes — a rather extensive wardrobe. Of cravats, Craig had possessed fully a hundred, and of collars, dozens upon dozens.

Upon his dressing-table stood the heavy silver fittings of a travelling-bag, a very handsome set, and, in a little silver box, we found a set of diamond studs, with several valuable scarf-pins. The device of one of these was some intertwined initials, surmounted by a royal crown in diamonds; apparently a present from some exalted personage.

Presently, however, Treeton, who had remained in Gregorys room assisting in the perquisition, entered with an ejaculation of surprise, and we found that on pulling out the small drawer of the washstand, he had discovered beneath it some papers that had been concealed there.

We at once eagerly examined them, and found that there were slips exactly duplicating those discovered in old Gregorys wallet — slips with names and numbers upon them — apparently code numbers.

Together with these were several papers bearing more remarkable calculations, very similar to those we had found at the bottom of the cabin-trunk. The last document we examined was, however, something very different. It was a letter written upon a large sheet of that foreign business paper which is ruled in small squares.

Hulloa! Frayne exclaimed, this is in some foreign language — French or German, I suppose.

No, I said, glancing over his shoulder. Its in Italian. Ill read it, shall I?

Yes, please, Mr. Vidal, cried the detective, and handed it to me.

It bore no address — only a date — March 17th, and translating it into English, I read as follows: — 

Illustrious Master, — The business we have been so long arranging was most successfully concluded last night. It is in the Matin to-day, a copy of which I send you with our greeting. H. left as arranged. J. arrives back in Algiers to-morrow, and the Nightingale still sings on blithely. I leave by Brindisi for Egypt to-night and will wire my safe arrival. Read the Matin. Does H. know anything, do you think? Greetings from your most devoted servant, Egisto.

A very funny letter, remarked Treeton. I wonder to what it alludes?

Mention of the Matin newspaper would make it appear that it has been written from Paris, I said. Then, with Fraynes assent, I rapidly scribbled a copy of the letter upon the back of an envelope which I took from my pocket.

A few moments later, the locksmith having arrived, we returned to old Gregorys room, and watched the workman as he used his bunch of skeleton-keys upon the lock of the big sea-chest. For ten minutes or so he worked on unsuccessfully, but presently there was a click, and he lifted the heavy wooden lid, displaying an old brown army blanket, carefully folded, lying within.

This we removed, and then, as our astounded gaze fell upon the contents of the chest, all involuntarily gave vent to loud ejaculations of surprise.

Concealed beneath the rug we saw a quantity of antique ornaments of silver and gold — rare objects of great value — ancient chalices, reliquaries, golden cups studded with precious stones, gold coronets, a great number of fine old watches, and a vast quantity of splendid diamond and ruby jewellery.

The chest was literally crammed with jewels, and gold, and silver — was the storehouse of a magnificent treasure, that must have been worth a fabulous sum.

I assisted Frayne to take out the contents of the chest, until the floor was covered with jewels. In one old brown morocco case that I opened, I found a glorious ruby necklet, with one enormous centre stone of perfect colour — the largest I had ever seen. In another was a wonderful collar of perfectly matched pearls; in a third, a splendid diamond tiara worth several thousand pounds.



Enough to stock a jewellers shop, said Frayne in an awed voice. Why, whats this at the bottom?

He began to tug at a heavy square wooden box, which, when he had succeeded in dragging it out and we opened it, we found to contain a hand flash-lamp for signalling purposes — one of the most recent and powerful inventions in night-signalling apparatus.

Ha! Treeton cried. Thats the lamp which Day suspected had been flashed from these windows on the night of the coast alarm.

Yes, I remarked reflectively, I wonder for what purpose that lamp was used?

At any rate, the old man has a fine collection of curiosities, said Frayne. I suppose it was one of his eccentricities to carry them with him? No wonder he was so careful that the lock should not be tampered with!

I stood looking at that strange collection of valuables. There were pieces of gold and silver plate absolutely unique. I am no connoisseur of antique jewellery, but instinctively I knew that every piece was of enormous value. And it had all been thrown pell-mell into the box, together with some old rags — seemingly once parts of an old damask curtain — in order to prevent the metal rattling. Much of the silver-ware was, of course, blackened, as none of it had been cleaned for years. But the gems sparkled and shone, like liquid drops of parti-coloured fire, as they lay upon the shabby carpet. What could it all mean?

Mrs. Dean, who was standing utterly aghast at this amazing discovery, jumped with nervousness as Frayne suddenly addressed her.

Did Mr. Gregory have many visitors?

Not many, sir, was her reply. His secretary used to come over from Sheffield sometimes — Mr. Fielder, I think his name was — a tall, thin gentleman, who spoke with an accent as though he were a foreigner. I believe he was a Frenchman, though he had an English name.



Anybody else?

Mr. Clayton, the old schoolmaster from Sheringham, and — oh, yes — a lady came from London one day, a short time ago, to see him — a young French lady, replied Mrs. Dean.

What was her name?

I dont know. Its about a fortnight ago since she came, one morning about eleven, so she must have left London by the newspaper train. She rang, and I answered the bell. She wouldnt let me take her name up to Mr. Gregory, saying: She would go up, as she wanted to give him a surprise. I pointed out his door and she went in. But I dont think the old gentleman exactly welcomed her.

Why? I asked.

Because I heard him raising his voice in anger, replied the landlady.

Was Mr. Craig there?

No. He was out somewhere I think. My own belief is that the young lady was Mr. Gregorys daughter. She stayed about an hour, and once, when I opened the door, I heard her speaking with him very earnestly in French, asking him to do something, it seemed like. But he flatly refused and spoke to her very roughly; and at this she seemed very upset — quite brokenhearted. I watched her leave. Her face was pale, and she looked wretchedly miserable, as though in utter despair. But I forgot, added Mrs. Dean. Three days later I found her photograph, which the old man, who was very angry, had flung into the waste-paper basket. I kept it, because it was such a pretty face. Ill run down and get it — if youd like to see it.

Excellent, exclaimed Frayne, and the good woman descended the stairs.

A few moments later she came back with a cabinet photograph, which she handed to the detective.

I glanced at it over his shoulder.

Then I held my breath, staggered and dumbfounded.



The colour must have left my cheeks, I think, for I was entirely unprepared for such a shock.

But I pulled myself together, bit my lip, and by dint of a great effort managed to remain calm.

Nevertheless, my heart beat quickly as I gazed upon the picture of that pretty face, that most open, innocent countenance, that I knew so well.

Those wide-open, trusting eyes, that sweet smile, those full red lips — ah!

And what was the secret? Aye, what, indeed?


CHAPTER V IN WHICH THE SHADOW FALLS
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A VERY CHARMING portrait, Frayne remarked. I see it was taken in London. We ought to have no great difficulty in discovering the original — eh, Treeton — if we find it necessary?

I smiled to myself, for well I knew that the police would experience considerable difficulty in ascertaining the identity of the original of that picture.

Are you quite sure, Mrs. Dean, that it was the same lady who came to visit Mr. Gregory? I asked the landlady.

Quite positive, sir. That funny little pendant she is wearing in the photograph, she was wearing when she came to see the old gentleman — a funny little green stone thing — shaped like one of them heathen idols.

I knew to what she referred — the small green figure of Maat, the Goddess of Truth — an ancient amulet I had found, while prying about in the ruins of a temple on the left bank of the Nile, a few miles beyond Wady-Halfa — the gate of the Sudan. I knew that amulet well, knew the hieroglyphic inscription upon its back, for I had given it to her as a souvenir.

Then Lola — the mysterious Lola, whose memory had occupied my thoughts, both night and day, for many and many a month — had reappeared from nowhere, and had visited the eccentric Gregory.

In that room I stood, unconscious of what was going on about me; unconscious of that glittering litter of plate and jewels; of fifteenth century chalices and gem-encrusted cups; of sixteenth century silver, much of it ecclesiastical — probably from churches in France, Italy, and Spain — of those heavy nineteenth century ornaments, that wonderful array of diamonds and other precious stones, in ponderous early-Victorian settings, which lay upon the faded, threadbare carpet at my feet.

I was thinking only of the past — of that strange adventure of mine, which was now almost like some half-forgotten dream — and of Lola, the beautiful and the mysterious — whose photograph I now held in my nerveless fingers, just as the detective had given it to me.

At that moment a constable entered with a note for his inspector, who took it and opened it.

Ah! he exclaimed, turning to Frayne. Heres another surprise for us! I made inquiries this morning of the Sheffield police concerning old Mr. Gregory. Heres their reply. Theyve been up to Messrs. Gregory and Thorpes works, but there is no Mr. Gregory. Mr. Vernon Gregory, senior partner in the firm, died, while on a voyage to India, nearly a year ago!

What? shrieked Mrs. Dean in scandalized tones. Do you mean to say that that there old man, my lodger, wasnt Mr. Gregory?

He may have been a Mr. Gregory, but he certainly was not Mr. Vernon Gregory, the steel manufacturer, responded Treeton, calmly.

Well, that beats everything! she gasped. Then that old man was a humbugging impostor — eh?

So it seems, Frayne replied.

But it cant be true? I cant believe it! He was a real gentleman. See, here, what he had got put away in that old box of his. Them there Sheffield police is mistook, Im sure they be. Therell be some good explanation of all this, Ill be bound, if tis looked for.

I sincerely hope so, I remarked. But at present I certainly dont see any.

Truth to tell, I was utterly staggered and confounded, the more so, by that report from Sheffield. I confess I had all along believed old Gregory to be what he had represented himself as being to the people of Cromer.

Now I realized that I was face to face with a profound and amazing problem — one which those provincial police-officers, patient and well-meaning as they were, could never hope to solve.

Yes, old Vernon Gregory was an impostor. The reply from the Sheffield police proved that beyond a doubt. Therefore, it also followed that the man lying dead was certainly not what he had represented himself to be — nephew of the great steel magnate.

But who was he? That was the present great question that baffled us.

The photograph I held in my hand bore the name: Callard, Photographer, Shepherds Bush Road. But I knew that whatever inquiries were made at that address, the result would be negative. The mysterious Lola was an elusive little person, not at all likely to betray her identity to any photographer.

There were reasons for her secrecy — very strong reasons, I knew.

So I smiled, when Frayne announced that he should send the picture up to London, and put through an inquiry.

I picked up some pieces of the jewellery that was lying at my feet. In my hand I held a splendid golden coronet in which were set great emeralds and rubies of enormous value. Even my inexpert eye could see that the workmanship was very ancient, and the stones but roughly cut and polished. I judged it to be a crown which had adorned the head of some famous Madonna in an Italian or Spanish church; a truly regal ornament.



Again stooping, I picked up a small heavy box of blackened repoussé silver of genuine Italian Renaissance work, and opening it, found it filled with rings of all kinds, both ancient and modern. There were signet rings bearing coats of arms; ladies gem rings; mens plain gold rings; and rings of various fancy devices.

One I picked out was distinctly curious. A mans flat gold ring set with eight finely-coloured turquoises at equal intervals. It looked brighter and newer than the others, and as I fingered it, a small portion of the outer edge opened, revealing a neatly enamelled inscription in French, Thou art Mine. On further examination I found that each of the spaces in which a turquoise was set, opened, and in each was also a tender love passage, I love you, Faithful and True, and so on, executed probably a century ago.

Yes, each piece in that wonderful collection was unique — the treasure of one who was undoubtedly a connoisseur of gems and antiques. Indeed, in no national collection had I ever seen a display more remarkable than that flung out so unceremoniously upon the carpet, around that mysterious flash-lamp.

While one of the detectives, at Fraynes order, began repacking the treasure, I went with the two inspectors to a sitting-room on the ground-floor, where, with the door closed, we discussed the situation.

Outside, upon the path in front of the house, were a knot of curious persons, among them Mr. Day, and his subordinate officer who had made the tragic discovery.

Well, exclaimed Frayne, slowly rubbing his chin, its a very curious case. What will you do now, Treeton?

Do? asked the local officer. Why, Ive done all I can do. Ive reported it to the Coroner, and I suppose theyll make the post-mortem to-day, and hold the inquest to-morrow.

Yes, I know, said the other. But we must find this old man, Gregory. He seems to have been pretty slick at getting away.



Frightened, I suppose, said Treeton.

What. Do you think he killed his nephew? queried the man from Norwich.

Looks suspiciously like it, Treeton replied.

Yes, but why did Craig go out disguised as the old man — thats the question?

Yes, I repeated. That is indeed the question.

And all that jewellery? The old man is not likely to leave that lot behind — unless hes guilty, said Frayne. Again, that visit of the young lady. If we could only get track of her, shed have something to tell us without a doubt.

Of course, said Treeton. Send the photograph to London, and find out who she is. What a bit of luck, wasnt it, that Mrs. Dean kept the picture she found in the waste-paper basket?

I remained silent. Yes, if we could only discover the original of that photograph we should, no doubt, learn much that would be startling. But I felt assured that we should never find trace of her. The police could follow in her direction if they chose. I intended to proceed upon an entirely different path.

What I had learned in that brief hour, had staggered me. I could scarcely realize that once again I was face to face with the mystery of Lola — the sweetest, strangest, most shadowy little person I had ever met in all my life. And yet she was so real, so enchanting, so delightful — such a merry, light-hearted little friend.

Lola!

I drew a long breath when I recalled that perfect oval face, with the wonderful blue eyes, the soft little hand — those lips that were made for kisses.

Even as I stood there in the plainly-furnished sitting-room of that seaside lodging-house, I remembered a strangely different scene. A fine, luxurious chamber, rich with heavy gilt furniture, and crimson damask, aglow under shaded electric lights.

I saw her upon her knees before me, her white hands grasping mine, her hair dishevelled upon her shoulders, pleading with me — pleading, ah! I remembered her wild, passionate words, her bitter tears — her terrible confession.

And this provincial detective, whose chief feats had been confined to cases of petty larceny, speed limit, and trivial offences, dealt with by the local Justices of the Peace, actually hoped to unravel a mystery which I instinctively felt to be fraught with a thousand difficulties.

Any swindler, providing he has made sufficient money by his tricks, has bought a place in the country, and has been agreeable to the Deputy-Lieutenant of the County, can become one of His Majestys Justices of the Peace. Some such are now and then unmasked, and off to penal servitude have gone, men who have been the foremost to inflict fines and imprisonment on the poor for the most trivial offences — men who made the poaching of a rabbit a heinous crime.

I venture to assert that the past of many a J. P. does not bear investigation. But even when glaring injustices are exposed to the Home Secretary, he is often afraid to order an inquiry, for political reasons. It is always Party that must be first considered in this poor old England of ours to-day.

What does Party mean? Be it Liberal, Unionist, Conservative, Labour, anything, there should at least be honesty, fair dealing, plain speaking and uprightness. But alas, this is an age of sham in England. Journalists, novelists, preachers, playwrights, are afraid to speak the truth frankly, though they know it, and feel it. It is Party always. Many a criminal has escaped conviction before our County Benches because of Party, and for the same reason many innocents have been condemned and suffered.

This case of Mr. Vernon Gregory was a provincial case. The amusing farce of local investigation, and local justice, would no doubt be duly played. The coroner always agrees with the evidence of his own family doctor, or the prominent local medico, and the twelve honest tradesmen forming the jury are almost invariably led by the coroner in the direction of the verdict.

Oh, the farce of it all! I hold no brief for France, Belgium, Germany, or any other continental nation, for England is my native land. But I do feel that methods of inquiry on the continent are just, though minutely searching, that there Justice is merciful though inexorable, that her scales weigh all evidence to the uttermost gramme.

These reflections passed through my mind as I stood in that lodging-house room, while the two police officers discussed as to their further procedure in the amazing case with which they had been called upon to deal. I could not help such thoughts arising, for I was dubious, very dubious, as to the thoroughness of investigation that would be given to the affair by the local authorities. Slackness, undue delay, party or personal interests, any one of these things might imperil the inquiry and frustrate the ends of justice.

I knew we were confronted by one of the greatest criminal problems that had ever been offered for solution, calling for the most prompt, delicate and minute methods of investigation, if it was to be handled successfully. And as I contrasted the heavy, cumbrous, restricted conditions of English criminal procedure with the swift, far-reaching methods in use across the Channel, I felt that something of the latter was needed here if the mystery of Craigs death was ever to be solved.


CHAPTER VI MYSTERY INEXPLICABLE
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THE TOWN OF Cromer was agog, when, next day, the coroner held his inquiry.

The afternoon was warm, and the little room usually used as the police court was packed to suffocation.



The jury — the foreman of which was a stout local butcher — having viewed the body, the inquest was formally opened, and Mrs. Dean, the first witness, identified the remains as those of her visitor, Mr. Edward Craig.

This, the first intimation to the public that Mr. Gregory was not dead after all, caused the greatest sensation.

In answer to the coroner, Mrs. Dean explained how, with his uncle, old Mr. Gregory, Craig had taken apartments with her. She had always found him a quiet, well-conducted young gentleman.

Was he quite idle? asked the grave-faced coroner.

No. Not exactly, sir, replied the witness, looking round the closely packed room. He used to do a good deal of writing for his uncle, more especially after the young man, Mr. Gregorys private secretary, had been over from Sheffield.

How often did he come?

At intervals of a week or more. He always carried a small despatch-box, and on those occasions the three would sit together for half the day, doing their business, with the door closed — and, added the landlady vigorously, Mr. Craig had no end of business sometimes, for he received lots of telegrams. From what I heard him say one day to his Uncle, I believe he was a betting man, and the telegrams were results of races.

Ah, probably so, remarked the coroner. I believe you have not seen the elder gentleman since the tragic evening of his nephews death?

No, sir. The last I saw of Mr. Gregory was when he wished me good-night, and went to bed, as was his habit, about half-past ten, on the night previous.

And, where was the deceased then?

My servant Anne had taken up his hot water, and he had already gone to bed.

And, did you find next day that the beds had been slept in?

Mr. Craigs had, but Mr. Gregorys hadnt, was the reply. Whereat the eager, listening crowd buzzed and moved uneasily.

The grave-faced county official holding the inquiry, having finished writing down the replies to his questions upon blue foolscap, looked across to the row of twelve tradesmen, and exclaimed in his sharp, brusque manner —— 

Have the jury any questions to put to this witness?

Id like to ask, sir, said the fat butcher, whether this Mr. Gregory was not a very eccentric and extraordinary man?

He was, replied the good woman with a smile. He always suspected that people was a-robbin him. Hed strike out threepence from my weekly bill, and on the very same day, pay six or seven shillings for a pound of fresh strawberries.

During the night you heard nobody leave your house?

No, neither me, nor my husband, heard any sound. Of course, our dog knew both of em, and was very friendly, so hed make no noise.

I would like to ask you, Mrs. Dean, said another juryman, the thin-faced manager of a boot-shop, whether Mr. Craig was in the habit of receiving any strangers?

No, interrupted the coroner, we are not here to inquire into that. We are here solely to establish the identity of the deceased and the cause of his death. The other matters must be left to the police.

Oh! I beg pardon sir, ejaculated the offending juryman, and sat back in his chair with a jerk.

George Simmonds, a picturesque figure in his coast-guard uniform, was called next, and minutely described how he had found deceased, and had, from his dress, believed him to be old Mr. Gregory. Afterwards he was cross-examined by the foreman of the jury as to whom he had met during his patrol that night, and what he knew personally about the dead man.



I only know that he was a very nice young gentleman, replied the coast-guard. Both he and his uncle often used to pass the time o day with us out against the flagstaff, and sometimes theyd have a look through the glass at the passing ships.

The police evidence then followed, and, after that Dr. Sladen, the chief medical man in Cromer, took the oath and made the following statement, in clear, business-like tones, the coroner writing it down rapidly.

Henry Harden Sladen, Doctor of Medicine, 36, Cliff Avenue, Cromer. I was called to see deceased by the police, at about half-past four on the morning of the twelfth of June. He was lying upon a public seat on the East Cliff, and on examination I found that he had been dead about two hours or more.

Any signs of violence? inquired the coroner, looking up sharply at the witness, and readjusting his gold-rimmed glasses.

None whatever.

Yes, Dr. Sladen?

Yesterday afternoon, continued the witness, I made a post-mortem examination in conjunction with Dr. Copping, of Cromer, and found the body to be that of a young man about twenty-five years old, of somewhat athletic build. All the organs were quite normal. There was an old wound under the left shoulder, apparently a bullet wound, and two rather curious scars on the right forearm, which, we agreed, had been received while fencing. We, however, could find no trace of disease or injury.

Then to what do you attribute death? inquired the coroner.

Well, I came to the conclusion that the young man had been suddenly asphyxiated, but how, is a perfect mystery, responded the doctor. It would be difficult to asphyxiate any one in the open air without leaving any mark of strangulation.

I take it that you discovered no mark?



Not the slightest.

Then you do not think death was due to natural causes?

It was due to asphyxiation — a rapid, almost instantaneous death it must have been — but it was not due to natural causes.

Briefly put, then, you consider that the deceased was the victim of foul play?

Yes. The young man was murdered, without a doubt, replied the doctor, slowly. But so ingeniously was the crime committed, that no trace of the methods by which death was accomplished has been left. The assassin, whoever he was, must have been a perfect artist in crime.

Why do you think so? asked the coroner.

For several reasons, was the reply. The victim must have been sitting upon the seat when suddenly attacked. He rose to defend himself and, as he did so, he was struck down by a deadly blow which caused him to stagger, reel, and fall lifeless some distance away from the seat. Yet there is no bruise upon him — no sign of any blow having been struck. His respiratory organs suddenly became paralysed, and he expired — a most mysterious and yet instant death.

But is there no way, that you — as a medical man — can account for such a death, Dr. Sladen? asked the coroner dryly.

There are several ways, but none in which death could ensue in such circumstances and with such an utter absence of symptoms. If death had occurred naturally we should have been quickly able to detect the fact.

After one or two pointless questions had been put to the witness by members of the jury, his place was taken by his colleague, Dr. Copping, a pushing young medico who, though he had only been in Cromer a year, had a rapidly-growing practice.

In every particular he corroborated Dr. Sladens evidence, and gave it as his professional opinion that the young man had met with foul play, but how, was a complete mystery.

You do not suspect poison, I take it? asked the coroner, looking up from his writing.

Poison is entirely out of the question, was Dr. Coppings reply. The deceased was asphyxiated, and died almost instantly. How it was done, I fail to understand and can formulate no theory.

The public, seated at the back of the court, were so silent that one could have heard the dropping of the proverbial pin. They had expected some remarkable revelations from the medical men, but were somewhat disappointed.

After the evidence of Inspector Treeton had been taken, the coroner, in a few brief words, put the matter before the jury.

It was, he said, a case which presented several very remarkable features, not the least being the fact that the nephew had gone out in the night, dressed in his uncles clothes and made up to resemble the elder man. That fact made it evident that there was some unusual motive for going out that night on the part of the deceased man — either a humorous one, or one not altogether honest. The latter seemed the most reasonable theory. The young man evidently went out to keep a tryst in the early morning, and while waiting on the seat, was suddenly attacked and murdered.

Well, gentlemen, he went on, removing his glasses, and polishing them with his handkerchief, it is for you to return your verdict — to say how this young man met with his death, to-day, or, if you consider it advisable, you can, of course, adjourn this inquiry in order to obtain additional evidence. Personally, I do not see whence any additional evidence can come. We have heard the depositions of all concerned, and if you decide that it is a case of wilful murder, as both Dr. Sladen and Dr. Copping have unhesitatingly stated it to be, the rest must be left to the police, who will no doubt use their utmost endeavours to discover the identity of this artist in crime, as Dr. Sladen put it, who is responsible for this young mans death. So far as I am concerned, and I have acted as coroner for this district for twenty-three years, I have never before held an inquiry into a case which has presented so many puzzling features. Even the method by which the victim was done to death is inexplicable. The whole thing, gentlemen, is inexplicable, and, as far as we can discern, there is no motive for the crime. It is, of course, for you to arrive at a verdict now, or to adjourn for a week. Perhaps you will consult together.

The twelve Norfolk tradesmen, under the leadership of the obese butcher, whispered together for a few moments and were quickly agreed.

The coroners officer, a tall constable, standing near the door, saw that the foreman wished to speak, and shouted: Silence!

We will return our verdict at once, Mr. Coroner, said the butcher. We find that deceased was murdered.

That is your verdict, eh? Then it will read, that deceased was wilfully murdered by some person or persons unknown. Is that what you all agree? he asked in his quick, business-like manner.

Yes, sir. That is our verdict, was the response.

Any dissentients? asked the official. But there was none.

Then the rest must be left to the police, said the coroner, resuming his writing.

At those words, the public, disappointed at the lack of gory details, began to file out into the street, while the jury were discharged.

Who was the murderer? That was the question upon every ones tongue.

And where was Vernon Gregory, the quaint, eccentric old fellow who had become such a notable figure in Cromer streets and along the asphalted parade. What had become of him?



The police had, of course, made no mention in their evidence of the search in the rooms occupied by the two men — of the discovery of the splendid treasure of gold and jewels — or of the fact that the real Mr. Vernon Gregory had died while on a voyage to India.

With Frayne, I walked back to the police-station, where we found that no trace had yet been discovered of the old man. He had disappeared swiftly and completely, probably in clothes which in no way resembled those he habitually wore, for, as his pocket-book and other things were found in the cape worn by his nephew, we assumed that they were actually the uncles. Therefore, it would be but natural that old Gregory would have left the house wearing clothes suitable to a younger man.

The fact that Lola had visited him told me much.

Gregory, whoever he was, was certainly no amateur in the art of disguise. In all probability he now presented the appearance of a man of thirty or so, and in no way resembled the eccentric old gentleman who looked like a poet and whose habits were so regular.

That there was a mystery, a strange, amazing mystery, I knew instinctively. Edward Craig had, I felt confident, fallen the victim of a bitter and terrible vengeance — had been ingeniously done to death by one whose hand was that of a relentless slayer.

So, as I walked past the grey old church of Cromer, back to the Hôtel de Paris, I pondered deeply.

My own particular knowledge I kept a fast secret to myself. Among that heterogeneous collection of treasures had been one object which I recognized — an object I had seen and handled once before, in very different circumstances.

How came it in that old sea-chest, and in the possession of the man who was now exposed as an impostor?

Mr. Day, the chief officer of the coast-guard, passed me by and saluted. But I was so preoccupied that I scarcely noticed him.



I had crossed by the path leading through the churchyard, and arrived at the corner of Jetty Street — a narrow, old-fashioned lane which leads along to the cliff-top in front of the Hôtel de Paris, and where an inclined slope goes down to the pier.

Suddenly, on raising my eyes at a passer-by, my gaze met that of a tall, thin, pale-faced, rather gentlemanly man in a dark grey suit, and wearing a grey felt hat.

The stranger, without noticing me, went on with unconcern.

But in that second I had recognized him. We had met before, and in that instant I had fixed him as the one man who knew the truth regarding that remarkable secret I had now set out to investigate.

I halted aghast, and half-turned upon my heel to greet him.


CHAPTER VII TELLS OF TWO MEN
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THE STRANGER, WHOSE age was about forty-five, went on in the direction of the post-office in the Church Square.

Should I dash back, overtake him and claim acquaintance? Or should I keep my knowledge to myself, and watch in patience?

A single second had I in which to decide. And I decided.

I turned back upon my heel again as though I had not recognized him.

But what could that mans presence mean in that little East Coast town? Aye, what indeed?

I tried to think, to conjecture, to form some theory — but I was too confused. Lola had been there — and now that man who had just passed!

Along the narrow, old-fashioned Jetty Street I strode for some yards, and then turned and retraced my steps till I saw him across the old churchyard entering the post-office.

Treeton was coming up in my direction, little dreaming how near he was to the one man who knew the truth. I smiled to myself at the ignorance of the local police. And yet my own knowledge was that of a man who had led a strange cosmopolitan life, who had mixed with all classes on the Continent, who had trodden the streets of more than one capital in disguise, and who had assisted the Sûreté in half a dozen countries.

I smiled at Treeton as he went by, and he smiled back. That man in the post-office yonder was a remarkable personage. That I well knew. What would any agent in the brigade mobile of Paris have given to be in my place at that moment — to be able to enter the Cromer post-office and lay hands upon Jules Jeanjean — the notorious Jules Jeanjean, of all men!

My thoughts were of Lola. Phew! Had ever man such a strange reverie as I had in those moments when I halted, pretending to look into the shop-window of the jeweller at the corner — yet all the time watching in the direction of the door of the post-office!

To go back would betray recognition, so I was compelled to go forward — to the hotel.

I did not, however, allow the grass to grow beneath my feet. That night, instead of dining at the hotel, I ate a sandwich in the bar of the Albion, and soon discovered that the man I had seen passing Cromer Church was living in apartments in the Overstrand Road, the aristocratic quarter of Cromer, close to the Doctors steps.

I had kept careful watch all the evening. First, quite unconcernedly, he had strolled along the East Cliff, past the seat where the man, now dead, had sat early on that fatal morning. I had followed, and had watched.

He paused close by, ostensibly to light a cigarette with a patent lighter, then, after covertly making observations, he went on away to the edge of the links, and up the path near the Links Hotel, where he gained the Overstrand Road.

The evening was clear and bright, the sundown across the North Sea a blaze of crimson and gold. There were many promenaders along that well-trodden path, yet it required the exercise of all my cunning to escape the observation of the shrewd and clever man I was following.

At eight oclock he entered his lodging. Half an hour later, as I lounged past, I saw him seated at dinner between two elderly women, laughing with that easy-going cosmopolitan air — that foreign charm of his, which had carried him through so many strange adventures.

Then I waited — waited until dusk deepened into night. Silent, and without wind, the summer air was fresh and invigorating after the oppressiveness of the day. The street-lamps were lit, yet I still remained watching, and ever on the alert.

The Norfolk constabulary were observing the old, slow, stereotyped, routine methods of police investigation, as I had expected them to do.

I alone had scented the clue to the mystery.

Not a sign had been seen of the cunning old fugitive. Telegrams had been dispatched by the dozen. Scotland Yard had been, of course, informed, but information from the country is there but lightly considered. Therefore, in all probability, the shrewd old man, who had so cleverly imposed upon the good people of Cromer, was by that time across the Channel.

But, would he leave that splendid treasure of his behind?

All through that evening I waited in patience in the Overstrand Road — waited to see if Jules Jeanjean would come forth again.

At half-past ten, when the moon was shining brightly over the calm sea, I saw him come out, wearing a soft grey felt hat and light drab overcoat. He laughed at the neat maid who opened the door for him, and instinctively put his hand to his hat to raise it, as foreigners so often do.

Instead of walking towards the town, as I had expected, he turned in the direction of Suffield Park, the pretty suburb of Cromer, and actually passed within a few yards of where I was crouching behind the laurel hedge of somebodys front garden.

I allowed him to get some distance ahead, then, treading lightly upon my rubber heels, swiftly followed.

He made in the direction of the great Eastern Railway Station, until he came to the arch where the line crosses the road, when from the shadow there crept silently another figure of a man.

At that hour, and at that point, all was deserted. From where I stood I could see the lights of the great Links Hotel high up, dominating the landscape, and nearer were the long, slowly-moving shafts of extreme brilliance, shining from the lighthouse as a warning to mariners on the North Sea.

Jules Jeanjean, the man of a hundred adventures, met the stranger. It was a tryst, most certainly. Under the shadow of a wall I drew back, and watched the pair with eager interest. They whispered, and it was apparent that they were discussing some very serious and weighty matter. Of necessity I was so far away that I could not distinguish the features of the stranger. All I could see was that he was very well dressed, and wore dark clothes, a straw hat, and carried a cane.

Together they walked slowly in the shadow. Jeanjean had linked his arm in that of the stranger, who seemed young and athletic, and was talking very earnestly — perhaps relating what had occurred at the inquest that afternoon, for, though I had not seen him there, I suspected that he might have been present.

I saw Jeanjean give something to his companion, but I could not detect what it was. Something he took very slowly and carefully from his pocket and handed it to the young man, who at first hesitated to accept it, and only did so after Jeanjeans repeated and firm insistence.

It was as though the man I had recognized that afternoon in Cromer was bending the other by his dominant personality — compelling him to act against his will.

And as I stood there I wondered whether after all Jeanjean had actually recognized me when we met in Church Square — or whether he had been struck merely by what he deemed a chance resemblance, and had passed me by without further thought.

Had he recognized me I do not think he would have dared to remain in Cromer a single hour. Hence, I hoped he had not. The fact would render my work of investigation a thousandfold easier.

Presently, after a full quarter of an hours conversation, the pair strolled together along the moonlit road back towards the town, which at that hour was wrapped in slumber.

By a circuitous route they reached the narrow street at the back of the house where old Mr. Gregory and his nephew had lived, and, after passing and repassing it several times, returned by the way they had come.

Near the railway bridge, where Jeanjean had first met the stranger, both paused and had another earnest conversation. More than once in the lamplight I had caught sight of the mans face, a keen face, with dark moustache, and sharp, dark eyes. He had a quick, agile gait, and I judged him to be about eight-and-twenty.

Presently the two walked out beyond the arch, and I saw the younger man go behind a hedge, from which he wheeled forth a motor-cycle that had been concealed there. They bade each other adieu, and then, starting his engine, the stranger mounted the machine, and next moment was speeding towards Norwich without having lit his lamp, possibly having forgotten to do so in his hurry to get away.



The Frenchman watched his friend depart, then, leisurely lighting a cigarette, turned and went back to the house in Overstrand Road where he had taken up his temporary abode.

It was half-past two when the night-porter at the Hôtel de Paris admitted me, and until the sun had risen over the sea, I sat at my open window, smoking, and thinking.

The discovery that Jules Jeanjean was in that little East Coast town was to me utterly amazing. What was his business in Cromer?

A wire to the Sûreté in Paris, stating his whereabouts, would, I knew, create no end of commotion, and Inspector Treeton would no doubt receive urgent orders by telegram from London for the arrest of the seemingly inoffensive man with the jaunty, foreign air.

The little town of Cromer, seething with excitement over the mysterious murder of Edward Craig, little dreamed that it now harboured one of the most dangerous criminals of modern times.

Next day, in the hotel, I was asked on every hand my opinion in regard to the East Cliff murder mystery. The evidence at the inquest was given verbatim in the Norwich papers, and every one was reading it. By reason of my writings, I suppose, I had earned a reputation as a seeker-out of mystery. But to all inquirers I now expressed my inability to theorize on the affair, and carefully preserved an attitude of amazed ignorance.

I scarce dared to go forth that day lest I should again meet Jeanjean, and he should become aware of my presence in Cromer. Had he recognized me when we met? I was continually asking myself that question, and always I came to the conclusion that he had not, or he would not have dared to keep his tryst with the mysterious motor-cyclist.

Were either of the pair responsible for Edward Craigs death? That was the great problem that was before me.



And where was Gregory? If he were not implicated in the crime, why had he absconded?

I examined the copy of that curious letter signed by Egisto, but it conveyed nothing very tangible to me.

Frayne and his men were still passing to and fro in Cromer, making all kinds of abortive inquiries, and were, I knew, entirely on the wrong scent. Like myself, they were seeking the motive which caused the sudden disappearance of old Gregory. They were actually looking for him in the county of Norfolk! I knew, too well, that he must be already safely far away, abroad.

Frayne called in to see me after luncheon, and sat up in my room for an hour, smoking cigarettes.

Im leaving the rooms that were occupied by Craig and his uncle just as they are, he said to me. Im not touching a thing for the present, so that when we find Gregory we can make him give explanations of what we have secured there. I thought first of taking that sea-chest and its contents over to Norwich with me, but I have now decided to seal up the room and leave everything as it is.

I understand, I replied, smiling to myself at his forlorn hope of ever finding Mr. Vernon Gregory. For, the further my inquiries had gone, the more apparent was it that the old man was a very wily customer.

Weve made one discovery, said the detective as he lit a fresh cigarette.

Oh, whats that? I inquired.

A young fisherman, named Britton, has come forward and told me that on the night of the murder he was going along the road to Gunton, at about midnight, when he met a man on a motor-cycle, with an empty side-car, coming from the direction of Norwich. The man dismounted and asked Britton how far it was to Cromer. The fisherman told him, and the fellow rode off. Britton, who had been to see his brother, returned just before two, and met the same motor-cyclist coming back from Cromer, and travelling at a very high speed. He then had somebody in the side-car with him. In the darkness Britton could not get a very good view of the passenger, but he believes that it was a woman.

A woman! I echoed, somewhat surprised.

Yes, he was sure it was a woman, Frayne said. One good point is, that Britton is able to give a fairly good description of the motor-cyclist, whose face he saw when the fellow got off his machine to speak to him. He pictures him as a sharp-faced man, with a small black moustache, who spoke broken English.

A foreigner, then?

Evidently. Then Frayne went on to remark, It was foolish of this fellow Britton not to have come forward before, Mr. Vidal. But you know how slow these Norfolk fishermen are. It was only after he was pressed by his friends, to whom he related the incident, that he consented to come to the police-station and have a chat with me.

Well — then you suspect the motor-cyclist and the woman?

Not without some further proof, replied the detective, with a look of wisdom on his face. We dont know yet if the passenger in the side-car was a woman. Britton only believes so. The foreigner evidently only came into Cromer to fetch a friend.

But could not any foreigner come into Cromer to fetch a lady friend? I queried.

Yes. Thats just why I do not attach much importance to the young fellows story.

Does he say he could recognize the cyclist again?

He believes so. But, unfortunately, hes not a lad of very high intelligence, laughed Frayne.

To my companions the statement of that young fisherman evidently meant but little.

To me, however, it revealed a very great deal.


CHAPTER VIII REMAINS AN ENIGMA

[image: img300.jpg]

SIX DAYS HAD gone by.

The funeral of the unfortunate Edward Craig had taken place, and locally the sensation caused by the tragic discovery had died down.

The weather was beautifully warm, the sea calm, and gradually a few holiday-makers were appearing in the streets; women in summer blouses, knitted golf coats and cotton skirts, with flannel-trousered men. They were of the class who are compelled to take their holidays early, before their employers; with them came delighted children carrying spades and buckets.

Fearing recognition by the notorious Frenchman, I was greatly handicapped, for I was compelled to remain in the hotel all day, and go forth only at night.

Frayne and his men had locked and sealed the rooms which had been occupied by old Gregory and Craig, and had returned to Norwich. In their place had come a plain-clothes man who, as far as I could gather, lounged about the corners of the streets, and chatted idly with the constables in uniform.

The plain-clothes man in our county constabulary system is not an overwhelming success. His only real use seems to be mostly that of a catcher of small boys who go out stealing fruit.

By dint of judicious inquiry, made by my manservant, Rayner, whom I had summoned from London, I had discovered something regarding the foreign gentleman, who had taken apartments in the Overstrand Road.

Rayner could always keep a secret. He was a fair-haired, bullet-headed chap of thirty-two whom I had found, eight years before the date of this story, wandering penniless in the streets of Constantinople. I had taken him into my service, and never once had occasion to regret having done so. He was a model of discretion, and to a man constantly travelling, like myself, a veritable treasure.

Sometimes upon my erratic journeys on the Continent I took him with me, at others he remained at home in my little flat off Berkeley Square. If I ever called upon him to make inquiries for me, to watch, or to follow a suspected person, he obeyed with an intelligence that would, I believe, have done credit to any member of that remarkable combination of brains — the Council of Seven, of New Scotland Yard.

Living an adventurous life, as he had done, his wits had been sharpened, and his perception had become as keen as that of any detective. Therefore, I had called upon him, under seal of secrecy, to assist me in the investigation of many a mystery.

Knowing his value, I had wired to him to come to Cromer. He arrived when I was out. First, he looked through my traps, folded my trousers and coats, arranged my shirts and ties in order with professional precision, and when I returned, entered my room, saying briefly — 

Im here, sir.

I threw myself into a chair and told him all that had occurred — of course, under strictest secrecy.

Then I gave him minute instructions as to making inquiries of the servants at the house in the Overstrand Road. A servant can always get useful information from other servants, for there is a freemasonry among all who are employed in domestic capacities.

Therefore, it was with interest that I sat in my room, overlooking the sea, on the following day, and listened to Rayners report.

In his straw hat, and well-cut grey tweed suit, my man made a very presentable appearance. It was the same suit in which he went out to Richmond with his young lady on Sundays.

Well, sir, he said, standing by the window, Ive managed to get to know something. The gentleman is a Belgian doctor named Paul Arendt. He has the two best rooms in the house and is the only visitor staying there at present. They say hes a bit eccentric; goes out at all hours, but gives lots of money in tips. Seemingly, hes pretty rich.

Has he had any visitors? I asked quickly.

One. Another foreigner. An Italian named Bertini, who rides a motor-cycle.

Has he been there often?

He came last Monday afternoon — three days ago, my man replied.

Anything else?

Well, sir, I managed to make friends with the maidservant, and then, on pretence of wanting apartments myself, got her to show me several rooms in the house in the absence of her mistress. Doctor Arendt was out, too, therefore I took the opportunity of looking around his bedroom. Id given the girl a sovereign, so she didnt make any objection to my prying about a bit. Arendt is a rather suspicious character, isnt he, sir? asked Rayner, looking at me curiously.

Thats for you to find out, I replied.

Well, sir, I have found out, was his quick answer. In the small top left-hand drawer of the chest of drawers in his room I found a small false moustache and some grease-paint; while in the right-hand drawer was a Browning revolver in a brown leather case, a bottle of strong ammonia, and a small steel tube, about an inch across, with an india-rubber bulb attached to one end.

Ah! I said. I thought as much. You know what the ammonia and rubber ball are for, eh?

The man grinned.

Well, sir, I can guess, was his reply. Its for blinding dogs — eh?

Exactly. We must keep a sharp eye upon that Belgian, Rayner.

Yes, sir. I took the opportunity to have a chat with the maid about the recent affair on the East Cliff, and she told me she believed that the dead man and Doctor Arendt were friends.



Friends! I echoed, starting forward at his words.

Yes, sir. The girl was not quite certain, but believes she saw the Belgian doctor and young Mr. Craig walking together over the golf-links one evening. It was her Sunday out and she was strolling that way just at dusk with her sweetheart.

She is not quite positive, eh? I asked.

No, sir, not quite positive. She only thinks it was young Mr. Craig.

Did Craig or Gregory ever go to that house while our friend has been there?

No, sir. She was quite positive on that point.

What does the doctor do with himself all day? I asked.

Sits reading novels, or the French papers, greater part of the day. Sometimes he writes letters, but very seldom. According to the books I noticed in his room, he delights in stories of mystery and crime.

I smiled. Too well I knew the literary tastes of Jules Jeanjean, the man who was fearless, and being so, was eminently dangerous, and who was passing as a Belgian doctor. He, who had once distinguished himself by holding the whole of the forces of the Paris police at arms length, and defying them — committing crimes under their very noses out of sheer anarchical bravado — was actually living there as a quiet, studious, steady-going man of literary tastes and refinement — Doctor Paul Arendt, of Liège, Belgium.

Ah! Some further evil was intended without a doubt. Yet so clever were Jeanjeans methods, and so entirely unsuspicious his actions, that I confess I failed to see what piece of chicanery was now in progress.

My next inquiry was in the direction of establishing the identity of the motor-cyclist.

That night Rayner kept watchful vigil instead of myself, for I had been up five nights in succession and required sleep. But though he waited near the house in the Overstrand Road from ten oclock until four in the morning, nothing occurred. Jeanjean had evidently retired to rest and to sleep.

After that we took it in turns to watch, I having made it right with the night-porter of the hotel, for a pecuniary consideration, to take no notice of our going or coming.

For a whole week the notorious Frenchman did not emerge after he entered the house at dinner-time. I was sorely puzzled regarding the identity of that motor-cyclist. Would he return, or had he left the neighbourhood?

Early one morning Rayner, having taken his turn of watching, returned to say that Bertini, with his motor-cycle, had again met the foreign gentleman at the railway bridge — the same spot at which I had seen them meet.

They had remained about half an hour in conversation, after which the stranger had mounted and rode away again on the Norwich road, while Jeanjean had returned to his lodgings.

My mind was then made up. That same morning I took train to Norwich, where I hired a motor-car for a fortnight, and paying down a substantial deposit, drove the car — an open forty, though a trifle old-fashioned — as far as Aylsham, a distance of ten miles, or half-way between Norwich and Cromer. There I put up at a small hotel, where I spent the rest of the day in idleness, and afterwards dined.

Aylsham is a sleepy little place, with nothing much to attract the visitor save its church and ancient houses. Therefore, I devoted myself to the newspapers until just before the hotel closed for the night.

Then I rang up Rayner on the telephone as I had made arrangement to do.

Thats me, sir, was his answer to my inquiry.

Well, I asked, anything fresh?

Yes, sir. A lady called to see you at seven oclock — a young French lady. I saw her and explained that you were away until to-morrow, and — —



Yes, yes! I cried eagerly. A French lady. Did she give her name?

No, sir. She only told me to tell you that if I mentioned the word nightingale, you would know.

The Nightingale! I gasped, astounded. It was Lola! And she had called upon me!

When is she coming back? I demanded eagerly.

She didnt say, sir — only told me to tell you how sorry she was that you were out. She had travelled a long way to see you.

But didnt she say shed call back? I demanded, full of chagrin that I should have so unfortunately been absent.

No, sir. She said she might be able to call sometime to-morrow afternoon, but was not at all certain.

I held the receiver in my trembling fingers in reflection. Nothing could be done. I had missed her — missed seeing Lola!

Surely my absence had been a great, and, perhaps, unredeemable misfortune.

Very well, I said at last. You know what to do to-night, Rayner?

Yes, sir.

And I will be back in the morning.

Very good, sir, responded my man, and I shut off. I paid my bill, went outside and lit up the big headlamps of the car. Then I drove slowly out of the yard, and out of the town, in the direction of Cromer.

It had been a close day, and the night, dark and oppressive, was overcast with a threatening storm. The dust swept up before me with every gust of wind as I went slowly along that high road which led towards the sea. I proceeded very leisurely, my thoughts full of my fair visitor.

Lola had called upon me! Why? Surely, after what had occurred, I could never have hoped for another visit from her.

Yes. It must be something of the greatest importance upon which she wished to consult me. Evidently she knew of my presence in Cromer — knew, possibly, of the efforts I was making to unravel the mystery of old Vernon Gregory.

Yet, I could only wait in impatience for the morrow. But would she return? That was the question.

The car was running well, but I had plenty of time. Therefore, after travelling five miles or so, I pulled up, took out my pipe and smoked.

I stopped my engine, and, in the silence of the night, strained my ears to catch the sound of an approaching motor-cycle. But I could hear nothing — only the distant rumble of thunder far northward across the sea.

By my watch I saw that it was nearly midnight. So I restarted my engine and went slowly along until I was within a couple of miles of Cromer, and could see the flashing of the lighthouse, and the lights of the town twinkling below. Then again I stopped and attended to my headlights, which were growing dim.

A mile and a half further on I knew that Rayner, down the dip of the hill, was lurking in the shadow. But my object in stationing myself there was to follow the mysterious cyclist, not when he went to keep his appointment, but when he left.

In order to avert suspicion, I presently turned the car round with its lights towards Norwich, but scarcely had I done so, and stopped the engine again, when I heard, in the darkness afar off, the throb of a motor-cycle approaching at a furious pace.

My lamps lit up the road, while, standing in the shadow bending as though attending to a tyre, my own form could not, I knew, be seen in the darkness.

On came the cyclist. Was it the man for whom I was watching?

He gave a blast on his horn as he rounded the corner, for he could no doubt see the reflection of my lamps from afar.

Then he passed me like a flash, but, in that instant as he came through the zone of light, I recognized his features.



It was Bertini, the mysterious friend of Jules Jeanjean.

I had but to await his return, and by waiting I should learn the truth.

I confess that my heart beat quickly as I watched his small red light disappear along the road.


CHAPTER IX DESCRIBES A NIGHT-VIGIL
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THE GUSTY WIND had died down.

In the silence of the night I listened to the receding noise of the motor-cycle as it swept down the hill into Cromer town, where I knew Rayner would be on the alert.

The sound died away, therefore I relit my pipe, and mounting again into the drivers seat, sat back thinking — thinking mostly of Lola, and my ill-luck at having missed her.

Before me, in the white glare of the lamps upon the road, where insects of the night, attracted by the radiance, were dancing to their deaths, there arose before me that sweet, perfect face, the face that had so attracted me. I saw her smile — smile at me, as she did when first we had met. Ah! How strange had been our friendship, stranger than novelist had ever imagined. I had loved her — loved as I had never loved before, and she had loved me, with that bright, intense look in her wonderful eyes, the womans look that can never lie.

There is but one love-look. A man knows it by his instinct, just as does a woman. A woman knows by intuition that the fool who takes her out to the theatre and supper, and is so profuse in his protestations of undying admiration, is only uttering outpourings of vapid nonsense. Just so, a man meets insincerity with insincerity. The woman gets to know in time how much her vain, shallow admirer is good for, for she knows he will soon pass out of her life, while the mans instinct is exactly the same. In a word, it is life — the life of this, our Twentieth Century.

The man laughed at and derided to-day, is a hero ten years hence.

A few years ago Mr. John Burns carried a banner perspiringly along the Thames Embankment, in a May Day procession, and I assisted him. To-day he is a Cabinet Minister. A few years ago my dear friend, George Griffith, wrote about air-ships in his romance, The Angel of the Revolution, and everybody made merry at his expense. To-day airships are declared to be the chief arm of Continental nations.

Ah, yes! The world proceeds apace, and the unknown to-morrow ever brings its amazing surprises and the adoption of the cranks ideas of yesterday.

Lola had called to see me. That fact conjured up in my imagination a thousand startling theories.

Why?

Why had she called, after all that had passed between us?

I waited, waited for the coming of that mysterious cyclist, who arose from nowhere, and whose business with Jules Jeanjean was of such vast and secret importance.

The very fact of Jeanjean being in Cromer had staggered me. As I sat there smoking, and listening, I recollected when last I had heard mention of his name. Hamard — the great Hamard — Chief of the Sûreté of Paris, had been seated in his private bureau in the offices of the detective police.

He had leaned back in his chair, and blowing a cloud of tobacco-smoke from his lips, had said in French — 

Ah! Mon cher Vidal, we are face to face in this affair with Jules Jeanjean, the most ingenious and most elusive criminal that we have met this century in France. In other walks of life Jeanjean would have been a great man — a millionaire financier, a Minister of the Cabinet, a great general — a leader of men. But in the circumstances this arch-adventurer, who slips through our fingers, no matter what trap we set for him, is a criminal of a type such as Europe has never known within the memory of living man. Personally I admire his pluck, his energy, his inventiveness, his audacity, his iron nerve, and his amazing cunning. Truly, now, cher ami, he is a marvel. There is but one master-criminal, Jules Jeanjean.

That was the character given him by Monsieur Hamard, the greatest French detective since Lecoq.

And now this master-criminal was beneath the railway arch at Cromer meeting in secret a mysterious cyclist!

What evil was now intended?

I waited, my ears strained to catch every sound. But I only heard the distant rumble of the thunder, away across the North Sea, and, somewhere, the dismal howling of a dog.

I waited, and still waited. The sky grew brighter, and I grew perceptibly colder, so that I turned up my coat-collar, and shivered, even though the previous day had been so unusually warm. The car smelt of petrol and oil — a smell that nauseated me — and yet my face was turned to the open country ready to follow and track down the man who had swept past me to keep that mysterious tryst in the darkness.

Looking back, I saw, away to the right, the white shafts of light from the high-up lighthouse, slowly sweeping the horizon, flashing warning to mariners upon that dangerous coast, while, far away in the distance over the sea, I could just discern a flash from the lightship on the Haisboro Sands.

In the valley, deep below, lay Cromer, the street-lamps reflecting upon the low storm-clouds. At that moment the thunder-storm threatened to burst.

Yet I waited, and waited, watching the rose of dawn slowly spreading in the Eastern sky.



Silence — a complete and impressive silence had fallen — even the dog had now ceased to howl.

And yet I possessed myself in patience, my ears strained for the pop-pop of the returning motor-cycle.

A farmers cart, with fresh vegetables and fruit for the Cromer shops on the morrow, creaked slowly past, and the driver in his broad Norfolk dialect asked me — 

Any trouble, sir?

I replied in the negative, whereupon he whipped up his horse, bade me a cheery good morning, and descended the hill. For a long time, as I refilled and relit my pipe, I could hear the receding wheels, but no sound of a motor-cycle could I hear.

Time passed, the flush of dawn crept over the sea, brightened swiftly, and then overcast night gave place to a calm and clear morning. The larks, in the fields on either side, rose to greet the rising sun, and the day broke gloriously. Many a dawn had I witnessed in various parts of the world, from the snows of Spitzbergen to the baking sands of the Sahara, but never a more glorious one than that June morning in Poppyland, for Cromer is one of the few places in England where you can witness the sun both rise from, and set in the sea.

My headlights had burned themselves out long ago. It was now four oclock. Strange that the nocturnal cyclist did not return!

All my preparations had, it seemed, been in vain.

I knew, however, that I was dealing with Jules Jeanjean, a past-master in crime, a man who, no doubt, was fully aware of the inquiries being made by the plain-clothes officers from Norwich, and who inwardly laughed them to scorn.

The man who had defied the Paris Sûreté would hardly entertain any fear of the Norfolk Constabulary.

Many country carts, most of them going towards Cromer, now passed me, and their drivers wished me Good morning, but I remained at my lonely vigil until five oclock. Then I decided that Jeanjeans friend must have taken another road out of Cromer, either the Sheringham, the Holt, or the Overstrand, the three other main roads out of the town.

What had Rayner done, I wondered? Where was he?

I sat down upon the grassy bank at the roadside, still pondering. Of all the mysteries of crime I had assisted in investigating, in order to write down the details in my book, this was assuredly the most remarkable.

I knew that I was face to face with some great and startling affair, some adventure which, when the truth became known, would amaze and astound the world. Jules Jeanjean was not the man to attempt small things. He left those to smaller men. In his profession he was the master, and a thousand escrocs, all over the Continent, forgers, international thieves, burglars, coiners, rats dhotel — most ingenious of malefactors — regarded the name of Jeanjean with awe.

One of his exploits was well known up and down the Continent — for the Matin had published the full story a year ago. Under another name, and in the guise of a wealthy rentier of Paris, he made the acquaintance of one of the Inspectors of the Paris detective service. Inviting him to his private sitting-room in the Hôtel Royale, on the Promenade des Anglais, he gave him an aperitif which in less than three minutes caused the police official to lose consciousness. Thereupon Jeanjean took from the Inspectors pocket his card of authority as a detective — a card signed by the Prefect of Police — and at once left the hotel.

Next night, at the Café Américain in Paris, he went up to a wealthy German who was spending a harmless but gay evening at that well-known supper-resort and arrested him for theft, exhibiting his warrant of authority.

In a taxi he conducted him to the Prefecture of Police, but on their way the German asked him if they could come to terms. The pseudo-Inspector hesitated, then told the taxi-driver to go to a small hotel opposite the Gare du Nord. There he and his prisoner discussed terms, it being eventually agreed that the German — a well-known shipowner of Hamburg — should in the morning telegraph to his bank for eighty thousand marks, for which sum he would be allowed to go at liberty.

It was well known, of course, to Jeanjean that his prisoner had been guilty of the offence for which he had arrested him, and the coup was quite easy.

He kept the German in the hotel till ten oclock next morning, and then the pair went to the Crédit Lyonnais together. At four oclock — the bogus Inspector still with his prisoner, — the money was brought to the obscure hotel, and after Jeanjean had carefully counted through the notes he allowed his prey to go at liberty, advising him to take the next train back to Germany.

At six oclock, the sun shining out warm and brightly, my patience was exhausted. I had spent the night hours there in vain. Yet I dare not drive the car into Cromer, for I intended to repeat my effort on the following night. Therefore I started the engine, and was soon back in the yard of the small hotel in Aylsham.

There I put up the car, breakfasted, and then taking the first train to North Walsham, arrived in Cromer about half-past nine oclock.

When I entered my room at the Hôtel de Paris the maid came quickly along, saying — 

Will you please go up to see your servant, sir! Hes very unwell!

Unwell? I said. Why, whats the matter?

I dont know, sir. The police brought him in about half an hour ago. Hes been out all night, they say. And they found him very ill.

I darted upstairs and entered Rayners room without knocking.

He was lying upon the bed, still dressed, his face pale as death.

Ah, sir! he gasped, I — Im so glad youve come back! I — I wondered whether anything had happened to you. I — I — —

He stretched out his hand to me, but no other word escaped his lips.

I saw that he had fainted.


CHAPTER X CONTAINS A CLUE
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AT ONCE I knew that some startling incident had happened.

Dr. Sladen, called by the police, entered the room a few moments afterwards, whereupon I turned to him, and in order to allay any undue curiosity, said — 

My man has been taken ill, doctor. Exhaustion, I suppose. Hes a great walker, and, unknown to me, has apparently been out for a night ramble.

Ah, yes, answered the quiet, old-fashioned medical man, peering at the invalid through his glasses.

Slowly he took Rayners pulse, and then said — 

Heart a little weak, I suppose. Theres nothing really wrong — eh?

I think not. He was talking to me only a few moments ago, and then suddenly fainted. Been on a long ramble, I should think.

At night, eh? asked the doctor in some surprise.

It is a habit of his to walk at night. He does the same thing in London — walks miles and miles.

We dashed cold water into Rayners face, gave him a smelling-bottle belonging to one of the maids, and very soon he came round again, opening his eyes in wonder at his surroundings.

Heres Doctor Sladen, I said. You feel better now, dont you, Rayner?

Yes, sir, was his feeble reply.



Ah, youve been on one of your night rambles again, I said reprovingly. You over-do it, you know.

Then Sladen asked him a few questions, and finding that he had recovered, shook my hand and left.

The instant the door was closed upon the doctor Rayner sat up, and with a serious expression upon his face said — 

Something has happened, sir. I dont know what. Ill tell you all I know. I went up to the railway arch as you directed, and lay down in the hedge to wait. After a long time the foreigner from the Overstrand Road came along, lit a cigar, and waited. He was wearing an overcoat, and I suppose he must have waited a full half-hour, until, at last, the cyclist came. They had a brief talk. Then the cyclist left his cycle about fifty yards from where I was in hiding, and both men set off towards the town. I, of course, followed at a decent distance, and they didnt hear me because of the rubber soles on my boots.

Well, what then? I inquired impatiently.

They separated just against the Albion, and then followed one another past the church, and to the left, behind this hotel, and along to the house where the dead man lived — the house you pointed out to me. Close by they met another man who, in the darkness, I took to be a chauffeur. But I had, then, to draw back into a doorway to watch their movements. The chap I took to be a chauffeur, after a few words with the two foreigners, came along in my direction, and passed within a yard of me, when of a sudden he turned and faced me. What are you doing here? he asked quickly. Nothing, was my reply. Then take that for your inquisitiveness, he said, and in a second I felt something over both my nose and mouth. It was only for a second, but I recollect I smelt a strong smell of almonds; and then I knew no more, nothing until I found myself here.

Thats most extraordinary! I exclaimed. Then you dont know what became of the three men?



Not in the least, sir, Rayner replied. I was so thoroughly taken aback, that I must have gone down like a log.

Then, thats all you know?

Yes, sir.

Scarcely had he finished relating his strange adventure than Inspector Treeton entered, and greeting me, explained how Rayner had been found by a constable, lying senseless, about three miles out of the town on the road to Holt.

By that I knew he must have been conveyed there, probably by a motor-car, driven by the chauffeur who had so mysteriously attacked him, apparently at the foreigners orders. It was Jeanjeans work, no doubt. The Frenchman had seemingly eyes at the back of his head, and had evidently detected that his actions were being spied upon.

To the police inspector I made no mystery of the affair, merely replying, as I had to the doctor, that my manservant was in the habit of taking long walks, long nocturnal rambles, and that he evidently had overdone it.

Doctor Sladen has already been here and seen him, I added. He says hes quite right again.

This satisfied the highly-esteemed local inspector, and presently he left us, expressing the hope that Rayner would very soon be himself once more.

Well, I said to my man when the inspector had gone, its evident that while you were unconscious they picked you up, put you in the car, and tipped you out upon the road outside the town. Perhaps they believed you to be dead.

Like enough, sir, he said, smiling grimly.

They evidently trapped you, Rayner, I said, laughing. You were not sharp enough.

But, whod have thought that the fellow could have come straight for me, and rendered me insensible in a tick — as he did? asked my man as he lay, still extended on the bed, a dirty, dishevelled figure. I know I was caught, sir; those men were cleverer than I was, I admit.

Yes, Rayner, was my reply. I dont blame you in the least. Im only glad that your plight isnt worse. The men had a motor-car, it seems, at their disposal somewhere, and they went in the direction of Holt.

That appears so, sir.

Why, I wonder? Bertini probably obtained his machine and followed the car. They must have gone either through Wells and Fakenham, or East Dereham.

Back to Norwich, perhaps, sir. All roads from here seem to lead to Norwich.

But you say the incident happened close to Beacon House, where old Gregory lived — eh?

Yes, sir.

Then they objected to you being present. Evidently something was intended and you prevented it.

No. Perhaps I didnt prevent it. They prevented me instead.

Rayner was a bit of a humorist.

Quite likely, I answered, smiling. But I was full of chagrin that I had been out all night, waiting on that lonely road, while that mysterious affair had been in progress.

Well, at any rate, Rayner, youve had a very funny experience, I said, with a laugh.

And not the first, sir, eh? he replied, stretching lazily on the bed. Do you recollect that funny case at Pegli, just outside Genoa? My word, those two assassins nearly did me in that night, sir.

And three nights later we gave them over to agents of the Department of Public Security, I said. Yes, Rayner, you had a tough half-hour, I know. But youre an adventurer, like myself. As long as we solve a mystery we dont regret the peril, or the adventure, do we?

No, sir. I dont — as long as you give a guiding eye over it. But I tell you straight, sir, I dont like detectives. Theyre chumps, most of em.

No. Dont condemn them, I said. Rather condemn the blind and silly police system of England. The man who snares a rabbit gets a conviction recorded against him, while the shark in the city pays toll to the Party and becomes a Baronet. Im no socialist, I added, but I believe in honesty in our daily life. Honesty in man, and modesty in woman, are the two ideals we should always retain, even in this age of degeneracy and irreligion.

I think the local police are blundering the whole of this affair, Rayner went on. Yet I cant make out by what means I was so suddenly put out of action. That curious, strong smell of almonds puzzles me. Its in my nostrils now.

Your fancy, I expect, I said.

At that moment came a knock at the door, and the tall young constable entered, the same man who had been on duty when I had gone up to inspect the seat where Craigs body had been found.

The Inspector has sent me, sir, he exclaimed, saluting, to say hed like to see you at once. Hes just along the West Cliff — at Beacon House, where Mr. Craig lived in.

Certainly, I replied. Tell him I will come at once.

The constable disappeared, and turning to Rayner, I said: I wonder why Treeton wishes to see me in such a hurry? What has happened now? Then, promising to return quickly, I went out.

At Beacon House, I found Treeton standing in the front sitting-room, on the ground-floor, talking seriously with the landlady.

Hulloa! Mr. Vidal, he exclaimed as I entered. Something more has occurred in this house during the night. The place has been broken into by burglars, whove got clean away with all old Mr. Gregorys collection of jewellery.



Burglary, I repeated slowly; and then all that Rayner had told me flashed across my mind. I saw the reason for Jeanjean and his mysterious cyclist companion being near the house, and also why Rayner, on being detected, had been rendered senseless.

Have you found any trace of the thieves? I asked, having already decided to keep my own information to myself.

Lots of traces, laughed Treeton. Come and see for yourself.

We ascended the stairs, followed by the excited landlady and her husband.

This is really terrible, moaned the woman. I wish wed never set eyes upon the poor young man and his uncle. We heard nothing in the night, nothing. In fact, I didnt discover that the room had been opened until an hour ago, when I was sweeping down the stairs. Then I noticed that the seals placed upon it had been broken, and the lock sawn right out. Why we didnt hear them, I cant think!

Ah, you dont hear much when the modern burglar is at work, declared Treeton. Theyre far too scientific for that.

He showed me the door, from which the lock had been cut away, saying — 

They evidently got in by the window of the room downstairs, where weve just been, for it was found closed but not latched. They came up these stairs, cut out the lock, as you see — and look at that! he added as we entered the old mans room.

The strong old sea-chest stood in the centre of the room. The lid, which had been nailed down, and sealed by the police, had been wrenched off and the box stood empty!

Look! cried Treeton again. Every scrap gone — and it must have been a pretty bulky lot — a couple, or even three, sacksful at the least.

I went to the two windows which overlooked the narrow street behind, and examining the sills, saw marks where the paint had recently been rubbed away.

Yes, I see, I remarked, and they lowered the plunder to confederates outside.

But who could have known of the existence of the jewellery, here? asked Treeton. Only ourselves were aware of it. At the inquest all mention of it was carefully suppressed.

Somebody, of course, must have talked, perhaps unthinkingly, about it, and the news got round to the thieves, remarked the landlord.

I remained silent. Had I not, from the first, marvelled that old Mr. Gregory should disappear and leave behind him that collection of valuables?

Ive wired to Norwich, to Frayne, to come over at once, and see if he can find any finger-prints, said the local inspector. Weve discovered something here which the burglars left behind. Look at this.

And from a corner of the room he picked up something and handed it to me.

It was a womans little, patent leather walking-shoe, with two white pearl buttons as fastening. The size I judged to be threes, but, as it was still fastened, it must have been too large for the wearer, who apparently having dropped it, was unable for some reason to regain it, and so left it behind.

Thats very strange! I said, turning the little shoe over in my hand. It was not much worn, and of very good quality. A woman has evidently been here!

Evidently, Mr. Vidal, replied the officer. But surely a woman would never have the pluck to do a job of this sort. Nine people slept in this house last night and never heard a sound.

Truth to tell, I did not expect they would have done, now that I knew the robbery had been engineered by Jules Jeanjean.

Very remarkable — very, I declared. Probably Frayne, when he takes the finger-prints, will find some clue, I added, laughing inwardly, for I knew that those who had committed that robbery were far too clever to leave behind any traces of their identity. Besides, to actually lower the booty down into a public street showed a daring spirit which one only finds in the most expert criminals.

I could not, however, account for the discovery of that little shoe. Had it really been lost — or had it been placed there in order to mystify and mislead the police?

The latter suggestion had, of course, never entered Treetons head.

I wonder, I said to him, if you would allow me to take this shoe along to the hotel? I want to take the exact measurements.

Certainly, Mr. Vidal, was his reply. Youll send it round to me, at the station, afterwards?

In an hour you shall have it, I promised him. Then I placed the shoe in my pocket, and made a tour of the room, touching nothing because of Fraynes coming hunt for finger-prints.

Jeanjean always wore gloves, skin-thin, rubber-gloves, which left no trace of his light touch. The curved lines of his thumb and forefinger were far too well known in Paris, in London, in Berlin and Rome, where the bureaux of detective police all possessed enlarged photographs of them.

Back in my room at the Hôtel de Paris, I took from a drawer the plaster cast of the womans footprints I had found near the spot where Craig had been found.

Then, carrying it down to the shore near the pier, I made a print with the cast in the wet sand left hard by the receding tide.

Afterwards, I took the tiny, patent leather shoe from my pocket, and placed it carefully in the print.

It fitted exactly.


CHAPTER XI THE AFFAIR ON THE SEVENTEENTH
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THE INGENIOUS THEFT of old Gregorys treasure created the greatest consternation amongst the police, though the truth was carefully concealed from the public.

Treeton pledged Mr. and Mrs. Dean and their servant to secrecy, therefore all that was known in Cromer was that there had been an attempted burglary at Beacon House.

Cromer is a quiet, law-abiding town, and burglars had not been known there for years. Therefore the inhabitants were naturally alarmed, and now carefully locked and bolted their doors at night.

I returned the shoe to the police-station, but made no mention of the result of my test.

From the first I had guessed that old Gregory would not leave his treasure behind. Yet, if he were not guilty of Craigs murder, why had he fled?

Lola had visited him, and Jeanjean had been in Cromer. Those two facts were, in themselves, sufficient to tell me that Gregory was an impostor and that Craig, whoever he might really have been, had fallen the victim of some deadly vengeance.

Would Lola return to see me?

In the days that followed — bright June days, with the North Sea lying calm and blue below the cliffs — I waited in patience, scarce leaving the hotel all day, in fear lest she might again seek me, and, paying me a visit, find me absent.

Rayner considered me inactive and grumbled in consequence.

He spent his time lolling upon one of the seats on the cliff-top outside the hotel, idly smoking Virginian cigarettes. He had openly expressed his dissatisfaction that I had not made any attempt to follow the mysterious Doctor Arendt and his Italian friend.



Truth to tell, I was utterly confounded.

To follow Jules Jeanjean, now that he had got clean away with Gregorys treasure, would, I felt, be an utterly futile task. He was too clever to leave any trace behind — a past-master in the art of evasion, and a man of a hundred clever disguises.

What would they say at the Prefecture of Police in Paris, when I related to them the strange story of Jeanjeans exploits in England? Was it possible, I wondered, that the master-criminal, finding the Continent of Europe growing a trifle too hot for him, had come to England to follow his nefarious profession. If so, then he would certainly cause a great deal of trouble to the famous Council of Seven at the Criminal Investigation Department in London.

Thus days went on — warm, idle, summer days with holiday visitors daily arriving, houses being repainted, and Cromer putting on her best appearance for the coming season. Seaside towns always blossom forth into fresh paint in the month of June, window-sashes in white and doors in green. But Cromer, with its golf and high-class music, is essentially a resort of the wealthy, a place where the tripper is unwanted and where there are no importunate long-shoremen suggesting that it is a Nice day for a bowot, sir!

Where was Lola? Would she ever return?

I idled about the hotel, impatient and angry with myself. Yes, Rayner was right after all! I ought to have made some effort to follow the three men. But now, it was quite impossible. They were, no doubt, far away, and probably old Gregorys treasure was by that time safe in his own hands.

The evidence of the shoe puzzled me. The wearer of that little shoe with the two pearl buttons had, without doubt, been near that seat on the East Cliff where Craig had been killed — present, in all probability, when he had been so mysteriously stricken down.

Was it possible that a woman — the same woman — had assisted in the burglary, and had inadvertently lost her shoe? Perhaps she had taken her shoes off in order to move noiselessly, and in trying to recover them could only regain one!

Lola, I remembered, possessed a very small foot. She was always extremely neat and dainty about the ankles and wore silk stockings and pretty shoes. Was it the print of her foot that I had found near that fatal seat? Was it her shoe that had been found at Beacon House?

Ah! If I could but see her? If she would only call upon me once again!

Day after day I waited, but, alas, she did not come.

That she was most anxious to see me was proved by the fact that she had dared to call at all after what had occurred. She had some strong motive in meeting me again, therefore I lived on in hope that she would return.

The Nightingale! Heavens! What strange memories that one word brought back to me as I sat in the window of my high-up room, gazing over the summer sea.

It was now July, and Cromer was rapidly filling with better-class folk. Now and then I went to London, but only for the day, fearing lest Lola should send me a telegram to meet her. In my absence Rayner always remained on duty.

I had written to her address in the Avenue Pereire, in Paris, but had received no reply. Then I had sent a line to the concierge of the house wherein the flat was situated. To this I had received an ill-scribbled few lines in French, expressing a regret that Mademoiselle had vacated the place some weeks previously and that her present address was unknown.

Unknown! Well, that, after all, scarcely surprised me. Lolas address generally was unknown. Only her most intimate friends ever knew it; and for obvious reasons. She existed always in a deadly fear.

Perhaps it was that very fear which even now kept her from me!

Several times I had advertised in the personal column of the Matin in the hope that she might see it and communicate with me, but all to no avail.

In Cromer the sensation caused by the mysterious crime had quite died down.

Frayne, in Norwich, had ceased to make further inquiry, and Treeton now regarded the problem as one that would never be solved. So, with the daily arrival of visitors, Cromer and its tradespeople and landladies forgot the curious affair which had afforded them such a nine days wonder.

The month of July passed, and, with the London season over, every one rushed to the seaside. Cromer was filled to overflowing. The narrow streets were crowded with well-dressed folk, and large cars passed one at every turn. Stifled town-dwellers were there to enjoy the strong, healthy breezes from the North Sea, and to indulge in the bathing and the golf.

Yet, though August came, I still kept on my room at the Paris, hoping against hope that Lola might yet return.

Quite suddenly, one day, I recollected that curious letter in Italian, signed Egisto, and addressed to his Illustrious Master, found at Beacon House.

It had referred to something which had appeared in the Paris Matin of March 17. Consequently I sent to Paris for a copy of the paper, and, one morning, the pale yellow sheet arrived.

The business we have been so long arranging, was successfully concluded last night, the writer of the letter had said, adding that a report of it appeared in the Matin on the day of this letter.

Eagerly I searched the paper, which was, as usual, full of sensational reports, for the French newspaper reader dearly loves a tragedy.

The feature of the paper is always placed in the right-hand corner near the bottom, and, as I searched, my eyes fell upon the words, in bold capitals: Motor Bandits: Dastardly Outrage near Fontainebleau.

What followed, roughly translated into English, read — 



By telephone from Fontainebleau. Early this morning we have received information of a dastardly outrage in which two lives have been sacrificed. It appears that, just after midnight, Monsieur Charles Benoy, the well-known jeweller of the Rue de la Paix, was travelling from Paris to his château near Maret-sur-Loire, on the other side of the Forest of Fontainebleau. He was accompanied by his son Pierre, aged twenty-four, and driven by the chauffeur, named Petit. With him, in the car, M. Benoy had in their leather cases four diamond collars of great value, and two pearl necklaces, which he intended to show next day to a certain American gentleman who has recently purchased the ancient Château de Provins, and who was one of the jewellers customers.

M. Benoys intention was to take the jewels over to Provins in his car on the following morning. Apparently all went well on the journey. They passed through Melun, entered the Forest, and at a high speed passed through the little hamlet of Chantoïseau, where they were seen by two gendarmes.

According to the story of the chauffeur, when about four kilometres beyond Chantoïseau, at a lonely point of the forest, he saw two red lights being waved in the roadway, and reduced his speed on this sign of danger.

As he did so, however, three men sprang out from the undergrowth. They called upon him to stop, and a revolver was fired point-blank at him. Next moment the bandits fired, without further ado, upon the occupants of the car, but the chauffeur, severely wounded, then fainted, and knew no more until he recovered consciousness in the barracks of the Gendarmerie in Moret.

What happened, apparently, was that the three assassins, after shooting all three of the occupants of the car, threw the bodies into the roadway, seized the automobile, and drove off with the jewels. M. Benoy and his son were dead when found, the father having two bullet-wounds in his head, while the son had been struck in the region of the heart. The chauffeur, Petit, lies in a critical condition, and only with great difficulty has been able to give an account of the murderous attack.

Inquiries at M. Benoys shop, in the Rue de la Paix, have revealed the fact that the jewellery is worth about four hundred thousand francs.

The car was seen returning through Melun, being driven at a furious pace by the bandits, but, unfortunately, all traces of it, and of the three men, have been lost.

According to the chauffeurs description of one of the men, who wore motor-goggles as a disguise, the police believe the outrage to be the work of the notorious Jules Jeanjean, the ingenious criminal of whom the police have been so long in search.

The occupants of the car were treated with inhuman brutality. The bodies of both father and son, together with the number-plates of the car, were thrown unceremoniously into the undergrowth; that of Petit was allowed to lie across the footpath, but for what reason cannot be guessed at.

From the fact that the number-plates of the car have been found, it would appear that before the bandits moved off they replaced the correct numbers by false ones. No doubt, also, a rapid attempt was made to alter the appearance of the body of the car, because, close by, there were found two pails containing grey paint, and large brushes with the paint still wet in them.

From this it is seen that the intention of the bandits was to make a long run, perhaps all through the following day, to reach some distant point of safety.

It will be remembered that Jules Jeanjean was the prime mover in the terrible outrage near Lyons, where three motorists were shot dead and two wounded. Two men named Dubois, and Leblon, were arrested, and before their condemnation confessed that Jeanjean, a dangerous anarchist, had instigated the plot.



Readers of the Matin will not need to be reminded of the many desperate crimes of which this atrocious scoundrel has been the author; of his amazing daring and marvellous cunning; and of the almost uncanny ease with which he, time after time, defies every effort of the police to trace and capture him.

M. Hamard, Chef de la Sûreté, and several inspectors have left Paris, and are upon the scene of the outrage, while descriptions of the missing jewellery have already been circulated.


CHAPTER XII LOLA
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SEVERAL TIMES I re-read the account of the dastardly outrage.

Too well I knew how dangerous and desperate a man was Jules Jeanjean, the studious, and apparently harmless, Belgian doctor, who had lodged in the Overstrand Road, and had strolled about the pier and promenade of Cromer. His name, during the last three years or so, had become well known from end to end of Europe as an Anarchist who defied all the powers of law and order; a man who moved from place to place with marvellous swiftness, and who passed from frontier to frontier under the very noses of the commissaries of police stationed there.

His narrowest escape of capture had been one day in Charleroi, where, while sitting before the Café des XXV, he had been recognized by an inspector of the French Sûreté, who was in Belgium upon another matter. The inspector called a local agent of police, who suddenly pounced upon him, but in an instant Jeanjean had drawn a revolver, with which he shot the unfortunate policeman dead, and, in the confusion, escaped.

He then wrote an impudent letter to the Prefecture of Police in Paris, telling them that his intention was to serve any other police agent the same who might attempt to arrest him.

I took from my dispatch-box the copy I had made of the letter in Italian, found at Beacon House. In the light of that newspaper report it proved curious and interesting reading.

Who was the writer, Egisto? Evidently one of the conspirators. It was a report to his Illustrious Master, of what had been done. Who was his Master? Surely not Jules Jeanjean, because one sentence read, J. arrives back in Algiers to-morrow.

Was it possible that the Illustrious Master — the man who actually plotted and directed those dramatic coups — was none other than old Gregory himself!

The letter was certainly a report to the head of an association of dangerous malefactors. Who H. was, who had left as arranged, I knew not, but J. evidently indicated Jules Jeanjean, and the fact that he would arrive back in Algiers on the morrow, showed first, that his hiding-place was on the other side of the Mediterranean; and, secondly, that after the crime a dash had been made to the south to join the mail-boat at Marseilles. The writer, Egisto, had left the other, travelling via Brindisi, to Port Said, so leaving the Paris police to again search for them in vain.

Does H. know anything, do you think? was the question Egisto had asked in his letter.

Did H. indicate Monsieur Hamard, the Chef de la Sûreté?

My own theory was that H. did indicate that well-known official, whom the gang had so often defied.

The writer, too, declared that The Nightingale still sang on blithely.

I knew the singer, the pretty, refined, fair-haired girl, so neat and dainty, with the sweet, clear contralto voice. It was Lola — Lola Sorel!

On the morning of August 24, I was standing with Mr. Day on the well-kept lawn outside the coast-guard station, watching the life-boat being launched for the benefit of the visitors, and in order to collect funds for the Life-boat Institution. The morning was perfect, with bright sunshine, a clear sky and glassy sea. Below us, the promenade and beach were thronged with summer visitors in light clothes, and the scene was one of brightness and merriment.

Amid the cheers of the waiting crowd the life-boat, guided by its gallant crew of North Sea fishermen, wearing their cork belts, went slowly down to the waters edge. The instant it was launched, Mr. Day, who held a huge pistol in his hand, fired a green rocket high into the air — the signal to the Haisboro Lightship that aid was on its way.

Just as he had done so, a telegraph-boy handed me a message.

I tore it open and read the words — 

Can you meet me at the Maids Head Hotel, Norwich, this afternoon at four? Urgent. Reply, Kings Head Hotel, Beccles — Lola.

My heart gave a great bound.

From the messenger I obtained a telegraph-form, and at once replied in the affirmative.

Just before four oclock I entered the covered courtyard of the old Maids Head Hotel, in Norwich, one of the most famous and popular hostelries in Norfolk. John Peston mentioned it in 1472, when its sign was The Murtel or Molde Fish, and to-day, remodelled with taste, and its ancient features jealously preserved, it is well known to every motorist who visits the capital of Norfolk, the metropolis of Eastern England.

I engaged a small private sitting-room on the first-floor, a pretty, old-fashioned apartment with bright chintzes, and a bowl of fresh roses upon the polished table in the centre. Telling the waiter I expected a lady, I stood at the window to await my visitor.

As I stood there, all-impatient, the Cathedral chimes close by told the hour of four, and shortly afterwards I heard the noise of a car turning from the street into the courtyard.

Was it Lola?

From the room in which I was I could not see either roadway or courtyard, therefore I waited, my ears strained to catch the sound of footsteps upon the stairs.

Suddenly I heard some one ascending. The handle of the door was turned, and next second I found myself face to face with the slim, fair-haired girl whose coming I had so long awaited.

She came forward smiling, her white-gloved hand outstretched, her pretty countenance slightly flushed, exclaiming in French — 

Ah! Msieu Vidal! After all this time!

It is not my fault, Mademoiselle, that we are such strangers, I replied with a smile, bowing over her hand as the waiter closed the door.

She was a charming little person, sweet and dainty from head to foot. Dressed in a black coat and skirt, the former relieved with a collar of turquoise silk, and the latter cut short, so that her silk-encased ankles and small shoes were revealed. She wore a tiny close-fitting felt hat, and a boa of grey ostrich feathers around her neck.

Her countenance was pale with well-moulded features of soft sympathetic beauty, a finely-poised head with pretty dimpled chin, and a straight nose, well-defined eyebrows, and a pair of eyes of that clear blue that always seemed to me unfathomable.

I drew forward a chair, and she sank into it, stretching forth her small feet and displaying her neat black silk stockings from beneath the hem of her short skirt, which, adorned with big ball buttons, was discreetly opened at the side to allow freedom in walking.

Well, and why did you not call again upon me in Cromer? I asked in English, for I knew that she spoke our language always perfectly.

Because — well, because I was unable, was her reply.



Why did you not write? I asked. Ive been waiting weeks for you.

I know. I heard so, she said with a smile. I am ve-ry sorry, but I was prevented, she went on with a pretty, musical accent. That same evening I called upon you, I had to leave Cromer ve-ry hurriedly.

A strange thought flashed across my mind. Had her sudden departure been due to the theft at Beacon House? Had she been present then and lost her shoe?

I glanced at the shoes she wore. They were very smart, of black patent leather, with a strip of white leather along the upper edge. Yes, the size looked to me just the same as that of the little shoe which so exactly fitted the imprint I had made in the sand.

Why did you leave so quickly? I asked, standing before her, and leaning against the table, as I looked into the wonderful eyes of the chic little Parisienne.

I was compelled, was her brief response.

You might have written to me.

What was the use, Msieu Vidal? I went straight back to France. Then to Austria, Hungary, and Russia, she answered. Only the day before yesterday I returned to London.

From where?

From Algiers.

Algiers! The mention of that town recalled the fact that it was the hiding-place of the notorious Jules Jeanjean.

Why have you been in Algiers — and in August, too?

Not for pleasure, she replied with a grim smile. The place is a perfect oven just now — as you may well imagine. But I was forced to go.

Forced against your will, Lola, eh? I asked, bending towards her, and looking her full in the face very seriously.

Yes, she admitted, her eyes cast down, against my will. I had a message to deliver.

To whom?



To my uncle.

Not a message, I said, correcting her. Something more valuable than mere words. Is not that so?

The Nightingale nodded in the affirmative, her blue eyes still downcast in shame.

Where was your starting-point? I asked.

In St. Petersburg, a fortnight ago. I was given the little box in the Hôtel de lEurope, and that night I concealed its contents in the clothes I wore. Some of them I sewed into the hem of my travelling-coat, and, and — —

Stones they were, I suppose? I said, interrupting.

Yes, from Lobenskis, the jewellers in the Nevski, she replied. Well, that night I left Petersburg and travelled to Vienna, thence to Trieste, where I found my uncles yacht awaiting me, and we went down the Adriatic and along the Mediterranean to Algiers. My uncle was already at home. The coup was a large one, I believe. Have you seen reports of it in the English papers? she asked.

Certainly, I replied. For a fortnight before I had read in several of the newspapers of the daring robbery committed at the shop of Lobenski, the Russian Court Jeweller, and of the theft of a large quantity of diamonds, emeralds, and rubies. The safe, believed to be impregnable, had been fused by an oxygen acetylene jet, and the whole of its contents stolen. From what Lola had revealed, it seemed that Jeanjean had had no actual hand in the theft, for he had been in Algiers awaiting the booty. But he always travelled swiftly after a coup.

Did the papers say much about it? asked Lola, with interest.

Oh, just a sensational story, I replied. But I never dreamt that you were in Russia, Lola — that you had carried the stones across Europe sewn in your dress!

Ah! It is not the first time, as you know, Msieu Vidal, she sighed. There is always danger of some customs officer or agent of police recognizing me. But uncle says I am unsuspected, and hence the work is assigned always to me.

And you have come to England to see me — eh? Why? I asked, looking again into her clear blue eyes.

I have come, Msieu Vidal, in order to ask a further favour of you — a request I almost fear to make after your great generosity towards me.

Oh! Dont let us speak of that, I said. It is all past and over. I only acted as any other man would have done in the circumstances, Lola!

You acted as a gentleman would act, she said. But, alas! How few real gentlemen are met by a wretched girl like myself, she added bitterly. Suppose you had acted as thousands would have done. Where should I be now? Spending my days in one of your female prisons here.

Instead of which you are still the little Nightingale, who sings so blithely, and who is so inexpressibly dainty and charming, I said with a smile. At the best hotels up and down Europe, Lola Sorel is a well-known figure, always ready to flirt with the idle youngsters, and to make herself pleasant to those of her own sex. Only they must be wealthy — eh?

She made a quick movement as though to arrest the flow of my words.

You are, alas! right, Msieu Vidal, she replied. Ah, if you only knew how I hate it all — how day by day, hour by hour — I fear that I may blunder and consequently find myself in the hands of the police — if — —

Never, if you follow your uncle, Jules Jeanjean, I interrupted. And, I suppose, you are still doing so?

She sighed heavily, and a hard expression crossed her pretty face.

Alas! I am forced to. You know the bitter truth, Msieu Vidal — the tragedy of my life.



For a few moments I remained silent, my eyes upon her.

I knew full well the strange, romantic story of that pretty French girl seated before me — the sweet, refined little person — scarcely more than a child — whose present, and whose future, were so entirely in the hands of that notorious criminal.

Why had I not telegraphed to the Paris police on discovering Jeanjeans presence in Cromer? For one reason alone. Because his arrest would also mean hers. He had too vowed in my presence that if he were ever taken alive, he would betray his niece, because she had once, in a moment of despair and horror, at one of his cold-blooded crimes, threatened to give him away.

As she sat there, her face sweet and soft as a childs, her blue eyes so clear and innocent, one would never dream that she was the cats-paw of the most ingenious and dangerous association of jewel thieves in the whole of Europe.

Truly her story was a strange one — one of the strangest of any girl in the world.

She noticed my thoughtfulness, and suddenly put out her little hand until it touched mine; then, looking into my eyes, she asked, in a low, intense voice — 

What are you thinking about?

I am thinking of you, Lola, I replied. I am wondering what really happened in Cromer, back in the month of June. You are here to explain — eh? Will you tell me?

Her brows contracted slightly, and she drew her hand back from mine.

You know what happened, she said.

I dont. Explain it all to me in confidence, I urged. You surely know me well enough to rely upon my keeping the secret.

Ah, no! she cried, starting up suddenly, a strange light of fear in her eyes. Never, Msieu Vidal! I — I can tell you nothing of that — nothing more than what you already know. Please dont ask me — never ask me again, for I — I cant tell you! It was all too dastardly, too terrible!

And the girl, with a wild gesture, covered her pale face with her little hands as though to shut out from memory the grim recollection of a scene that was full of bitterness and horror.

But you will tell me the truth, Lola. Do. I beg of you? I urged, placing my hand tenderly upon her shoulder.

No, she cried in a voice scarcely above a whisper. No. Dont ask me. Please dont ask me.


CHAPTER XIII RELATES A STRANGE STORY
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I STOOD BEFORE Lola, grieved at her distress.

Too well I knew, alas! how deeply she had suffered, of all the bitterness and remorse with which her young life was filled, blighted by an ever-present terror, her youth sapped and her ideas warped by living in an atmosphere of criminality.

Rapidly, as I took her little hands in unspoken sympathy, recollections of our strangely-made acquaintanceship ran through my memory, and before me arose a truly dramatic and impressive scene.

I had first seen Lola, two years before, seated alone at luncheon in the pretty salle-à-manger of the Hôtel dAngleterre in Copenhagen. Many eyes were upon her because of her youth and beauty, and many men sitting at the various tables cast admiring glances at her.

I was with my friend, Jack Bellairs, and we were breaking our journey for a few days in the Danish capital, before going up to Norway salmon-fishing.

Jack first noted her, and drew my attention to the fact that she was alone. At the time, I knew nothing of the two men who were lunching together at another table at the further end of the room, and that the name of one of them was Jules Jeanjean.

The girl, we discovered from the concierge, had been living alone in the hotel for a month, and had become on very friendly terms with a certain very wealthy Hungarian lady, the Baroness Függer, of Budapest. She accompanied the Baroness everywhere, but the reason she was lunching alone that morning was because the Baroness was absent for the day at Elsinore.

During the next day or two we saw the stately old lady, whose chief delight seemed to be the ostentatious display of jewellery, constantly in Lolas company. The girl, though admired everywhere, treated all the men about her with utter unconcern, being most modest and reserved.

On the fourth morning of our stay, at about ten oclock, the hotel was thrown into the greatest commotion by an amazing report that the Baronesss bedroom had been entered during the night and the whole contents of her jewel-case stolen. The police were at once called, and were mystified by the fact that the Baroness had locked her door before retiring, and that it was still locked when she awoke in the morning. Therefore, it seemed that the jewels had been abstracted immediately before she had entered the room on the previous night — stolen by some one well acquainted with their hiding-place — for the jewel-case was kept for safety at the bottom of a trunk full of soiled linen.

Naturally the police inquired if any of the visitors had left the hotel since the previous night, but no person had left. All the visitors who had been in the hotel the previous day at noon were still there. The night-porter had not noticed anything suspicious, and nobody had heard any unusual sound during the night.

All of us in the hotel were closely interrogated, including Lola, who preserved an air of deepest regret that her dear friend, the Baroness, should have been so ingeniously robbed. Indeed, it was during that interrogation that I had first exchanged words with her.

I cant understand it, she had declared to me in French. I was in the Baronesss room until she returned at a quarter to twelve, and I am quite sure the jewels were there because, when she took off her diamond necklet, I got out the case, and placed it with the other jewels.

The case might then have been already empty, said the Commissary of Police, who was making the investigation.

It might have been, of course, replied the girl. But the diamond necklet is no longer there!

Well, to go into the whole details of the inquiry is unnecessary. Suffice it to say that, though the police searched everywhere, and the Baroness indignantly invoked the aid of her Legation, nothing was ever recovered, and at last I departed for Norway, leaving the Baroness still enjoying the bright companionship of the young and pretty Lola.

The two sedate visitors, one of whom I knew later on as Jules Jeanjean, also remained idling their days in the pleasant city, awaiting the conclusion of a business deal, but, of course, holding no communication with the fair-haired young girl.

After that, quite a year passed, and I found myself, in the course of my erratic wanderings, guest of Lord Bracondale at a shooting-party at Balmaclellan Castle, up in Kirkcudbrightshire — in that wild, lonely, heather-clad land which lies between New Galloway and the Solway Firth.

As is well known, the Earl and Countess of Bracondale surround themselves with a very smart set, and the party in question was a big one. Indeed, most of the rooms in the historic Scottish Castle were occupied, and while there was good sport by day, there was at night much dancing in the fine old ball-room, and much bridge-playing.

In the midst of all the gaiety came the County Ball at Dumfries, to which the whole party went over, the ladies eclipsing each other with their jewels, as the function is always one of the smartest in Scotland.

My room at the castle, a big oak-panelled one, was in the east wing, at the top of a steep flight of spiral stairs set in a corner tower, and on the night following that of the ball, at about half-past two in the morning, I awoke, and lay thinking, when I fancied I heard somebody moving about, outside my door.

I strained my ears to listen.

The room next mine, further along the corridor, was occupied by a Mrs. Forbes Wilson, the widow of the well-known American millionaire, while further beyond slept Lady Oxborough, and beyond these were several other visitors rooms.

I suppose I must have listened for nearly a quarter of an hour, drowsily wondering who could be on the move, when suddenly I was thoroughly roused by hearing a sharp click. The door of the room adjoining mine had been closed!

This struck me as distinctly curious, because, only at six oclock the previous evening, Mrs. Forbes Wilson had been called away suddenly to the bedside of her little daughter, who had been taken ill at Wigton, where she was stopping with friends. The widow had taken her maid with her, and left very hurriedly, leaving her luggage behind, and promising to return next day if there was nothing seriously wrong with her child.

Some one was moving about in her room!

I lay there wondering. But as the minutes passed, and I heard no further sound, I began to believe that my imagination had deceived me. I had almost dozed off to sleep again when suddenly a brilliant ray of electricity shot across my room — the light of a small electric torch — and I was immediately aware that my own door had been opened noiselessly, and an intruder had entered.

Quick as thought I sprang out of bed in my pyjamas, but, as I did so, I heard a womans light scream, while the torch was instantly extinguished.



I was at the door, behind the intruder, and when, next moment, I switched on the light, to my astonishment I found myself confronted with Lola Sorel!

You! I gasped, as the girl shrank from me against the wall, her face white as death. You — Mademoiselle! What is the meaning of this visit — eh?

Will you — will you close the door, Msieur? she begged in a low whisper, in broken English. Some one may overhear.

I did as she bade, and slipped on my dressing-gown, which was hanging over the foot-rail of the bed.

Well? I asked, with a good deal of severity, for I saw by her manner that she was there for some nefarious purpose. She was dressed in plain black, with a neat little velvet cap, and wore slippers with rubber soles. Her hands were covered with india-rubber gloves, such as surgeons often wear when operating or making post-mortem examinations. Her electric torch was attached to her wrist, while, beneath her dark golf-coat, which fell open, I saw that she wore around her waist a capacious bag of black silk.

I — I never dreamed that this was your room, Msieur, the girl declared, terrified. I — I — —

But she did not conclude her sentence, for she realized how completely she had been trapped. Her pretty countenance betrayed terror in every line, her eyes were staring and haggard, and her hands were trembling.

I — I — know there is no escape, she said with her pleasing French accent. You are aware of the truth, Msieur — of what occurred in Copenhagen. Ah, yes. It is Fate that you and I should again meet — and in these circumstances.

Please be seated, Mademoiselle, I said. You have no cause for alarm. Naturally, this encounter has upset you.

I feared that she might faint, therefore I went to the table where, on the previous night, the valet had placed some brandy and a siphon of soda. Mixing a little, I gave it to her to drink.

This will do you good, I said.

Then, when she had swallowed it, I asked her to explain the reason of her nocturnal visit to the castle.

She looked a pale, pathetic little figure, seated there before me, her fair head bowed with shame and confusion, her terrified eyes staring into space.

I — I — am entirely in your hands, Msieur, she stammered at last. I came here to thieve, because — because I am forced to do so. It was work of peril for all three of us — for me most of all. This room was the last I intended to visit — and in it I found the very last person I wished to meet — you!

Tell me more about yourself, I urged. Im greatly interested.

What is there to tell you? she cried, her eyes filling with bitter tears. I am a thief — thats all. You are a guest here — and it is your duty to your host to keep me here, and call the police. Jules was watching on the stairs below. By this time he knows you have trapped me, and they have both escaped — without a doubt — escaped with the stuff I handed to them ten minutes ago.

Jules? Who is he? I asked quickly.

Jules Jeanjean — my uncle, she replied.

Jules Jeanjean! I ejaculated, that man! for the name was synonymous for all that was audacious and criminal.

Yes, Msieur.

And he is your uncle?

Yes. At his instigation I am forced to do these things against my will, she declared in a hard, bitter voice. Ah, if only you knew — if you knew everything, Msieur, I believe you would have pity and compassion for me — you would allow me one more chance — a chance to escape — a chance to try once more to break away from these hateful men who hold me in the hollow of their hands!



She spoke so fervently, so earnestly, that her appeal sank deeply into my heart. By her despairing manner I saw that she hoped for no clemency, for no sympathy, especially from me, who had actually been suspected of the robbery in Copenhagen which she and her confederates had committed.

What have you in that bag? I asked, indicating the black silk bag beneath her coat.

She placed her small hand into it and slowly and shamefacedly drew forth a splendid collar of large pearls.

I took it from the next room, she said briefly. I will replace it if — if only you would allow me to get away, she added wistfully.

And the other stuff you have stolen?

Ah! My uncle has it. He has already gone — carrying it with him!

Deserted you — and left you to your fate — as soon as he realized the danger, I remarked. The coward!

Yes. But it was fortunate that you did not come out of this room — upon the stairs, she said.

Why?

Because he would have killed you with as little compunction as he would kill a fly, she replied slowly.

I quite believe that. His reputation is known all over Europe, I said. Mine was, no doubt, a fortunate escape.

Will you let me put these pearls back? she asked eagerly.

No. Leave them on the table. I will replace them, I said.

Then, what do you intend doing with me? she asked very seriously. Only allow me to go, and I shall always be grateful to you, Msieur — grateful to you all my life.

And with a sudden movement she took my hand in hers, and looked so earnestly into my eyes, that I stood before her fascinated by her wonderful beauty.

The scene was indeed a strange one. She pleaded to me for her liberty, pleaded to me, throwing herself wildly upon her knees, covering her face with her hands, and bursting into a torrent of hot, bitter tears.

My duty, both towards my host and towards the guests whose jewellery had been stolen by that silent-footed, expert little thief, was to raise the alarm, and hand her over to the police.

Yet so pitiful was her appeal, so tragic the story she had briefly related to me, so earnest her promise never to offend again, that I confess I could not bring myself to commit her to prison.

I saw that she was but the unwilling cats-paw of the most dangerous criminal in Europe. Therefore, I gently assisted her to rise to her feet and began to further question her.

In confidence she told me her address in Paris — a flat in the Boulevard Pereire — and then, after nearly half an hours further conversation, I said — 

Very well, Lola. You shall leave here, and I hope to see you in Paris very shortly. I hope, too, that you will succeed in breaking away from your uncle and his associates and so have a chance to live a life of honesty.

Ah! she sighed, gripping my hand with heartfelt thanks, as she turned to creep from the room, and down the stairs. Ah! If I could! If I only could. Au revoir, Msieur. You are indeed generous. I — I owe my life to you — au revoir!

And, then? Well, she had slipped noiselessly down the winding stair, while I had taken the pearl necklace and replaced it in the room of Mrs. Forbes Wilson.

Imagine the consternation next morning, when it was discovered that burglars had entered the place, and had got clean away with jewellery worth in all about thirty thousand pounds.

I watched the investigations made by the police, who were summoned from Dumfries by telephone.

But I remained silent, and kept the secret of little Lola Sorel to myself.

And here she was, once again — standing before me!


CHAPTER XIV WHEREIN CONFESSION IS MADE
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WELL, LOLA, I said at last, still holding her little hand in mine, and why cannot you reveal to me the truth regarding the mystery of the death of Edward Craig?

For a very good reason — because I do not myself know the exact circumstances, was her prompt response, dropping into French. I know that you have made an investigation. What have you discovered?

If you will be frank with me, I said, also in French, I will be equally frank with you.

But, have I not always been frank? she protested. Have I not always told you the truth, ever since that night in Scotland when you trapped me in your room. Dont you remember?

Yes, I replied in a low voice. I remember, alas! too well. You promised in return for your liberty that you would break away from your uncle.

Ah, I did — but I have been utterly unable, Msieur Vidal, she cried quickly in her broken English. You dont know how much I have suffered this past year — how terrible is my present position, she added in a tone of poignant bitterness.

Yes, I quite understand and sympathize with you, I said, taking out a cigarette and lighting it, while she sat back in the big old-fashioned horse-hair arm-chair. For weeks I have been endeavouring to find you — after you came to Cromer to call upon me. You have left the Boulevard Pereire.

Yes. I have been travelling constantly of late.

After the affair of the jeweller, Benoy — eh? Where were you at that time?

In Marseilles, awaiting my uncle. We crossed to Algiers together. Thence we went along to Alexandria, and on to Cairo, where we met our friends.

It was a dastardly business. I read of it in the Matin, I said.

Brutal — horrible! declared the girl. But is not my uncle an inhuman brute — a fearless, desperate man, who carries out, with utter disregard of human life, the amazing plots which are formed by one who is the master of all the criminal arts.

Then he is not the prime mover of all these ingenious thefts? I exclaimed in some surprise, for I had always believed Jules Jeanjean to be the head of that international band.

No. He acts under the direction of another, a man of amazing ingenuity and colossal intellect. It is he who cleverly investigates, and gains knowledge of those who possess rare jewels; he who watches craftily for opportunities, who so carefully plans the coups, and who afterwards arranges for the stones to be re-cut in Antwerp or Amsterdam.

Who is he? I asked eagerly. You may tell me in confidence. I will not betray your secret.

He poses as a dealer in precious stones in London.

In London?

Yes. He has an office in Hatton Garden, and is believed by other dealers in precious stones to be a most respectable member of that select little coterie that deals in gems.

What is his name?

The girl was silent for a few seconds. Then she said — 

In Cromer he has been known under the name of Vernon Gregory.

Gregory! I gasped in astonishment. What, to that quiet old man is due the conception of all these great and daring robberies committed by Jules Jeanjean?

Yes. My uncle acts upon plans and information which the old man supplies, Lola replied. Being in the trade, the crafty old fellow knows in whose hands lie the most valuable stones, and then lays his cunningly-prepared plans accordingly — plans that my uncle desperately carries out to the very letter.

This statement much surprised me, for I had always regarded Jeanjean as the instigator of the plots. But now, it appeared, old Gregory was the head of Europes most dangerous association of criminals.

Then the jewels found in Gregorys rooms at Cromer were all stolen property?

Yes. We were surprised that the police did not discover the real owners, Lola replied. The greater part of the jewels were taken from the castle of the Grand Duke Alexander of Russia, just outside Kiev, about nine months ago.

By you? I asked with a grim smile.

Not all. Some, admitted the girl with a light laugh. Then she continued: We expected that when the old gentleman made such a hurried flight from Cromer, the police would recognize the property from the circulated description. But, as they did not, Uncle determined to regain possession of it — which he did.

Who aided him?

Egisto — a man who is generally known as Egisto Bertini.

The man who rode the motor-cycle?

She nodded.

And you assisted, I said. Why did you leave your shoe behind?

By accident. I thought I heard some of the occupants of the house stirring, so fled without having an opportunity of recovering it. I suppose it has puzzled the local police — eh? she laughed merrily.

It did. You were all very clever, and my man, Rayner, was rendered insensible.

Because he was a trifle too inquisitive. He was watching, and did not know that my uncle, in such expeditions, has eyes in the back of his head, she answered. It was fortunate for him that he was not killed outright, for, as you know, my uncle always, alas! believes in the old maxim that dead men tell no tales.

The assassin! I cried in fierce anger. He will have many crimes to answer for when at last the police lay hands upon him.

He will never be taken alive, she said. He will denounce me, and then kill himself. That is what he constantly threatens.

And because of that you fear to hold aloof and defy him? I asked. You live in constant terror, Lola.

Yes. How can I act — how can I escape them? Advise me, she urged, her face pale and intensely in earnest.

I hesitated. It was certainly a difficult matter upon which to give advice. The pretty girl before me had for several years been the unwilling tool of that scoundrelly gang of bandits, whose organization was so perfect that they were never arrested, nor was any of their booty ever traced.

The four or five men acting under the direction of the master-mind of old Gregory were, in private life, all of them affluent and respected citizens, either in England or in France, while Jules Jeanjean, I afterwards learned, occupied a big white villa overlooking the blue sea three miles out of Algiers. It was a place with wonderful gardens filled with high date-palms and brilliant tropical flowers. There, in his hours of retirement, Jules Jeanjean lived amid the most artistic and luxurious surroundings, with many servants, and a couple of motor-cars, devoting himself to experiments in wireless telegraphy, having fitted up a powerful station for both receiving and transmitting.

The science of wireless telegraphy was indeed his chief hobby, and he spent many hours in listening to the messages from Pold, Poldhu, Clifden, Soller, Paris, Port Said, or Norddeich on the North Sea, in communicating with ships in the Mediterranean, the Adriatic, the Levant, or on the Atlantic.

I was wondering how to advise my little friend. Ever since our first meeting my heart had been full of sympathy and compassion for her, so frail seemed her frame, so tragic her life, and so fettered did she seem to that disreputable gang. Yet, had she not pointed out to me, on the several occasions on which we had met in Paris, the impossibility of breaking the bonds which bound her to that detestable life? Indeed she had, more than once, declared our meetings to be filled with peril for myself.

Her uncle knew me by repute as an investigator of crime, and if he ever suspected me of prying into any affair in which he might be concerned, then my life would most certainly be in jeopardy. Jules Jeanjean never did things by halves. It was, I found, for that reason she had now sought me — to beseech me to relinquish my efforts to fathom the mystery of the death of Edward Craig.

Do heed what I say, Msieur Vidal, she exclaimed with deep earnestness. My uncle knows that you are still in Cromer, and that you have been investigating. In Algiers, a fortnight ago, he mentioned it to me, and declared that very shortly you would cease to trouble him.

He intends foul play — eh? I remarked with a grim smile, lighting another cigarette.

He means mischief, she assured me. He knows, too well, of your success in other cases in which you have interested yourself, she remarked quickly. And he fears — fears lest you may discover the secret of the young mans death.

And if I do? I asked, looking straight into her face.

He does not intend that you shall, she replied very earnestly, adding: Ah! Msieur Vidal, do heed my words — I beg you. Be warned by me!

But, why? I queried. I am not afraid of Jules Jeanjean. I have never done him an evil turn. Therefore, why should he conspire to take my life? Besides, I already know of his connexion with the Cromer mystery, the Benoy affair, and others. Could I not easily have sent a telegram to the Prefecture of Police in Paris, when I recognized him in Cromer? But I did not.

Why?

For two reasons. First, I wished to stand aside and watch, and, secondly, I feared to betray him for your sake, Lola.

Ah! she exclaimed. But you are always so generous. You know quite well that he already believes that I have told you the truth. Therefore, he suspects us both and is determined to put an end to your inquisitiveness.

Unless I act swiftly — eh? I suggested.

But think — what would then become of me? she exclaimed, her eyes open in quick alarm.

I cant see what you really have to fear, I said. It is true, Lola, that you live, like your friends, by dishonest methods, but have you not been forced into it by your uncle? Even if you were arrested, the law would treat you with the greatest leniency. Indeed, if necessary, I would come forward and tell the Court all I have known and discovered concerning the baneful influence which has been exercised upon you by the man Jeanjean.

She shook her head mournfully.

Alas! That would be of no avail, she declared in a low, strained voice.

Why?

Because — because, ah! — you do not know the truth, she faltered, her face pale to the lips.

Cannot you explain it to me? I asked, bending down to her, and placing my hand tenderly upon her shoulder.

I felt her shudder beneath my touch, while her big blue eyes were downcast — downcast in shame.

No. I cannot explain, she replied. If you knew, Msieur Vidal, how horrible, how terrible all this is for me, you would not press your question.



But I do — in your interests, I said with deep earnestness. I want to help you to escape from these scoundrels — I want to stand as your friend.

My friend! she exclaimed blankly. My friend — ah! that you can never be.

Why not?

You would not wish to cultivate my acquaintance further, Msieur Vidal, if — if you were aware of the actual truth. Besides, this friendship which you have shown to me may, in itself, prove fatal to you. If you do not exercise the greatest precaution, your reward for saving me, as you did that night at Balmaclellan, will be death!

You are apprehensive on my account? I asked, wondering whether she were really in earnest — or whether beneath her strange warning there lay some subtle motive.

Yes, was her frank response. Take great care, or death will come to you at a moment when you least expect it.

For an instant I was silent. Her warning was truly a curious and disconcerting one, for I knew the dangerous character of Jules Jeanjean. That if he threatened, he meant action.

I do not care for myself, Lola, I said at last. I am thinking how I can protect you, and rescue you from the hands of these unscrupulous men.

You cannot, she declared, with a hard, fixed look of desperation. No, only be careful of yourself, and, at the same time, dismiss me from your thoughts. I — I am unworthy of your regard, she murmured, her voice choked by a sob. Alas, entirely unworthy!

No, no, I urged. I will not allow you to speak like that, Lola. Ever since you entered my room, on that well-remembered night in Scotland, I have wondered how best I could assist you to lead an honest life; how I could — —

I can accept no further assistance from you, Msieur Vidal, she interposed, in a quivering voice. I repeat that I am utterly unworthy, she cried, and shivered with despair, as she stood erect before me. And — and — if you only knew the truth — the terrible truth of the past — you would at once, I know, turn and discard me — nay, you would probably ring for the waiter and hand me over to the police without either compunction or regret.

And the girl, known as The Nightingale, stood before me, her face white and hard, her eyes with a strange light in them, staring straight before her, her breast heaving and falling with emotion which she was trying in vain to suppress.


CHAPTER XV CONFIRMS CERTAIN SUSPICIONS
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FOR YET ANOTHER hour we sat together, but Lola would reveal nothing further.

She only repeated that serious warning, urging me to abandon this investigation of the strange affair at Cromer.

She refused to tell me the name under which old Gregory was known in Hatton Garden, and she likewise firmly declined to give me any information concerning the curious code which had been found in Gregorys room. Indeed, she affected ignorance of it, as well as of the mysterious spot in Ealing where the two Cs meet.

My uncle is in Antwerp, she told me in reply to a question. I join him to-morrow, and then we go travelling — where, I have no idea. But you know how erratic and sudden our movements necessarily are. The master usually meets my uncle in Antwerp, going there regularly in the guise of a diamond merchant.



And you will not tell me the masters real name? I asked persuasively.

I am not allowed. If you discover it for yourself, then I shall not be to blame, she said, with a meaning smile. But do, I beg of you, give up the search, Msieu Vidal. It can only end fatally if you still persist.

You have warned me, Lola, and I thank you sincerely for doing so, but I shall continue to act as I have begun.

At your own peril — a deadly peril! she ejaculated, with an apprehensive look.

I must accept the risk, I said quietly. And I intend to still stand your friend, Lola.

But you must not, you cannot! she protested. Of course I most deeply appreciate all that you have done for me — and how generous you have been, knowing that I am, alas! what I am. But I will not allow you to risk your life further on my account.

That is really my own affair.

No. It is mine. I am here to-day, in secret, solely to warn you — to ask you — to give up this inquiry, and allow the matter to rest a mystery, she protested. Will you not do this for my sake? she pleaded.

For a few seconds I paused, smiling at her. Then I replied — 

No. I cannot promise that. Young Craig was foully murdered, of that I am confident, and I intend to unravel the mystery.

Even though it costs you your life? she asked slowly.

Why, I wondered, was she so frantically anxious for me to abandon the inquiry? Was it really because she feared that her uncle might attempt to rid himself of me, or had she some other hidden motive?

The expression upon her sweet face had altered. It was eager and apprehensive — a curious look, such as I had never witnessed there before.



Deeply in earnest, she was persuading me, with all the arts of which she, as a woman, was capable to give up the investigation — why?

My refusal evidently caused her the greatest anxiety — even deadly fear. She would, however, reveal nothing more to me. Therefore, I told her point-blank that I would make her no promise.

But you will think over my words, she said earnestly. You will be forewarned of the evil that is intended!

If there is evil, then I will combat it, I replied briefly. My first concern is yourself, Lola. Do you remember our confidential talks when we strolled together in the Bois — when you told me all your troubles, and your fears?

Yes, she replied in a strange, dreary voice. But — but, I did not tell you all. You do not know, she added in a whisper.

Tell me all, I urged. I know you are — well, let us say it quite plainly — a thief.

Ah! If I were only that, I might dare to look you in the face — to crave your sympathy — your interest — your generosity once again. But I cannot. No! I cannot, and she burst into tears.

Are we not friends? I queried. And between friends surely there may be confidences.

To a certain degree, yes. But there is a limit even to confidences between friends, was her slow, thoughtful reply, as she dried her eyes with a little wisp of lace.

I was disappointed. I had fully expected to obtain from her some clue which might lead to a solution of the mystery of Craigs death. But she was obdurate.

Lola, I said, taking her trembling hand again, I wish to tell you something.

Well, what is it? she asked.

Simply this. I think I ought to tell you that, near that seat on the cliff at Cromer, where Craig was found, there was discovered a clear print of a ladys shoe, and I watched her countenance narrowly.

Her face went paler in an instant, and in her eyes showed a quick look of terror. But in a second she had recovered herself, and said — 

That is interesting. Do you think that its presence there gives any clue to the assassin?

I dont know, was my reply. I stood before her in wonder. Her perfect sang-froid was truly amazing. But, I went on, curiously enough, the same ladys shoe was found in Beacon House, after Gregorys property had been carried off. It fitted exactly the imprint in the sand near the seat.

The only sign that her mind was perturbed by my knowledge was a slight twitching at the corners of her pretty mouth. Yes, she preserved an astounding calm.

That is curious, she remarked with unconcern.

Very, I declared, still gazing fixedly into her white face. And can you tell me nothing further regarding this affair? I asked, bending to her, and speaking in a whisper.

She shook her head.

I did not suspect — nay, I could not bring myself to believe — that Edward Craig had fallen by her hand. Yet the facts were strange — amazingly strange — and her demeanour was stranger still.

We had tea together. She poured it out, and handed it to me daintily, with a sweet smile upon her lips. Then after a further chat, she drew on her long gloves, settled her skirts and prepared to leave.

A letter addressed to the Poste Restante at Versailles will always find me, she said, in reply to my request for an address. I use the name Elise Leblanc.

I made a rapid note of it upon my shirt-cuff, and having paid the bill, we descended, and walked together, through the busy streets of Norwich, to the Thorpe Station, where I saw her into the evening express for London.

Au revoir, Msieu Vidal, she said, as she held my hand, before entering the first-class compartment. Do heed my warning, I beg of you. Do not further imperil yourself. Will you?

I cannot promise, I replied with a smile.

But you must not persist — or something will most surely happen, she declared. Au revoir! If we meet again it must be in the strictest secrecy. My uncle must never know.

Au revoir! I said as the porter closed the door, and next moment the train moved off.

I saw her face smiling, and a white-gloved hand waving at the window, and then The Nightingale had gone.

A fortnight went by. I had packed my traps, and leaving Cromer, returned to my rooms in London, and then crossed to Paris, where I spent a week in close, anxious inquiry.

Paris in August is given over to the Cookites and provincials, and most of my friends were absent.

The Prefecture of Police was, however, the chief centre of my sphere of operations, for in that sombre room, with its large, littered writing-table, its telephones, its green-painted walls, and green-baize covered door, the private cabinet of my friend Henri Jonet — the famous Chief Inspector of the Sûreté — I sat on several occasions discussing the activity of Jeanjean and his clever gang.

Jonet was a sharp-featured, clean-shaven man of about forty-five, short and slightly stout, with a pair of merry dark eyes, his hair carefully brushed and trousers always well creased. He was something of a dandy in private life, even though he so often assumed various disguises, passing very frequently as a camelot, or a respectable workman. Of his successes in detection of crime all the world knew.

Next to the Chef de la Sûreté, Chief Inspector Jonet was the most famous police official in Paris, or even in France. In the course of the past few years he had many times dealt unsuccessfully with crimes in which the amazing Jules Jeanjean had been implicated.

I had on many occasions assisted him in his investigations into other matters, and, therefore, on the sultry afternoon, when I called and presented my card, I was shown up immediately into his private bureau — that dismal and rather depressing room, which I so well remembered.

We sat smoking together for a long time before I approached the subject upon which I had called to consult him.

He sat back in his chair enjoying the excellent Bogdanoff cigarette, a fellow to which he had handed to me, and recalling a strange affair that, a year ago, had occupied us both — a theft of bonds from a private bank in the Boulevard Haussmann.

Outside, the afternoon was blazing hot, therefore the green sun-shutters were closed, and the room was in semi-darkness. Jonets big writing-table was piled with reports and correspondence, as well as one or two recently-arrived photographs of persons wanted by the police authorities of other European countries.

Now and then the telephone buzzed, and he would reply, and give instructions in a quick, sharp voice. Then he turned to me again and continued our conversation.

The Benoy affair in March last was a sensational one — the murder of the jeweller while in his motor-car in the Forest of Fontainebleau — you remember, I remarked presently in French, leaning back in my chair and puffing at my cigarette. You made no arrest, did you?

Yes, several. But we didnt get the culprits, he replied with a dry smile. It was our friend Jules Jeanjean again, without a doubt. But he and his accomplices got clean away in the stolen car. It was found two days later a mile out of Maçon, painted grey, and bearing another number. The bandits evidently took train.

Where to?



Who knows? Back to Paris, perhaps, was his reply, flicking the ash from his cigarette. Yet, though we made a close search, we found no trace whatever of the interesting Jules. Sapristí! I only wish I could lay hands upon him. He is undoubtedly the most daring and dangerous criminal in the whole of Europe, Jonet went on. Of late we have had reports of his doings from Germany and Russia, but he always escapes. A big jewel robbery in Petersburg is his latest clever exploit. Yet how he disposes of his booty always puzzles me. He must get rid of it somewhere, and yet we never find any trace of it.

I said nothing. From his words I saw how utterly ignorant even Jonet was of the truth, and how little he suspected the actual fact that Jeanjean was not the originator of those ingenious crimes but merely the instrument of another and a master-brain.

The great police official drew a long sigh, and expressed wonder as to whether the elusive jewel-thief and assassin would ever fall into the hands of justice.

At present he seems to bear quite a charmed life, he declared with a smile. He openly defies us each time — sometimes even going the length of writing us an insulting letter, denouncing us as incompetent and heaping ridicule upon the whole department of the Sûreté. It is that which makes my officers so intensely keen to capture him.

I fear you will never do so, I remarked.

Why?

Because Jeanjean is too clever to be caught. He is wary, rich, and takes every precaution against surprise.

You know him — eh?

Yes, I admitted. But what is the latest information you have regarding him?

Jonet took up the telephone and gave instructions for the dossier of the great criminal to be brought to him.

In a few moments a clerk entered bearing three formidable portfolios full of reports, photographs, lists of stolen jewellery, and other matters concerning the career of the man who had constantly baffled all attempts to capture him.

Jonet opened one of the portfolios and scanned several sheets of closely-written reports. Then he said — 

It seems that he, with a young girl, said to be a niece of his, were in Russia just prior to the great robbery from a jeweller in Petersburg. No doubt they were implicated in it. The girl, travelling alone, passed the frontier at Wirballen on the following day, but the telegram from the Petersburg police arrived at the frontier too late, and in Germany she disappeared.

And what about Jeanjean? I asked.

The famous Chief Inspector read on for a few moments. Then he replied — 

He was seen on the day of the theft, together with an Italian, believed to be one of his accomplices, but after that nothing further was heard of him until four days later. Then an inspector at Lille recognized him from his circulated photograph, but not being quite certain, and also knowing that, if the suspect were actually the man wanted, he would be armed, and recollecting the affair at Charleroi, he did not care to make a pounce single-handed. He went back to the police-station, but while he was looking for the photograph, his man, evidently seeing he was suspected, made his escape.

And have you a photograph of the girl? I asked anxiously.

She has never been arrested, therefore we have no official portrait, was his reply. But last summer, one of my assistants, a young man named Rothera, was in Dinard at the Hôtel Royal, keeping observation in another matter, when one evening he saw a young girl, who was staying in the hotel with an elderly aunt, meet in the Casino a man who greatly resembled Jeanjean. The pair went out and had a long stroll, speaking confidentially together. Meanwhile Rothera, like the inspector at Lille, went to the local bureau de police to turn up the description of the wanted man. Having done so, and having satisfied himself that it was actually the master-criminal so long wanted, he took three men and waited in patience in the country road along which the pair had strolled. Two hours elapsed, when, to their dismay, the young girl returned alone. Jeanjean, it was afterwards discovered, had a motor-car awaiting him about four kilometres away along the Dinan road. Rothera said nothing to the girl, but next day got into conversation with her in the hotel. He was exceedingly attentive through several succeeding days, and being an amateur photographer, asked to be allowed to take a snapshot of her. He had satisfied himself that, from her description, she was that female accomplice of the notorious jewel-thief, of whom we possessed no portrait. She, quite unsuspecting, believed Rothera to be an idle young man of means. He took the picture — and here it is, added the Inspector, and passed over to me a photograph of post-card size.

It was Lola. Lola, in a pretty white summer gown, lolling lazily in a long cane chair upon the beach at Dinard, and laughing merrily, her hat flung upon the ground, and her book in her lap. A pretty scene of summer idleness.


CHAPTER XVI WHERE THE TWO CS MEET
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SO LOLAS PORTRAIT was in the hands of the French police. The fact jarred upon me.

But I was careful not to betray any of the agitation I felt, and after gazing upon it in silence I remarked in a light tone to Jonet — 



That is the only portrait youve got — eh? Rather good-looking, isnt she?

Good-looking! Ah, mon cher Vidal, extremely beautiful, I call her, declared the Inspector, taking the picture and gazing upon it. Really, he added, it hardly seems possible that such a pretty girl should be such a hardened and expert thief as she is reported to be.

I thought Jeanjean was the thief, I said with a pretence of surprise.

Jonet lit a fresh cigarette, after offering me one. Then he said — 

It is on record here, and he tapped the damning portfolio that lay under his hand, that in at least half a dozen cases the methods have been the same. The Nightingale — as the girl, whose real name is Lola Sorel, but who has a dozen aliases — is called by her friends, goes with her maid to one of the smartest hotels, say at Carlsbad, Nice, Aix, Trouville, or London, Berlin, anywhere, where there are usually wealthy women. She is a modest little person, and makes a long stay, keeping her blue eyes well open for any visitor possessed of valuable jewellery. Having fixed upon one, she carefully cultivates the ladys acquaintance, is extremely affable, and soon becomes on such intimate terms with her that she is admitted to her bedroom, and is then able to discover where the ladys jewels are kept — whether the case is sufficiently small to be portable, and if not, what kind of lock it has. Every detail she carefully notes and passes on to Jeanjean, who, when the coup is ready, appears from nowhere. He is too wary to stay in the same hotel.

Then the girl has a maid with her! I exclaimed.

Invariably, was Jonets reply. But the methods by which the robberies are carried out are varied. In some cases the pretty Lola has simply seized an opportunity to transfer her friends jewel-case to her own room, whence it has been abstracted in her absence by Jeanjean. In other cases while she has been out with the owner of the jewels, motoring, or shopping, or at the theatre, Jeanjean, having had the tip from his niece, has slipped in and secured the valuables. Again this method has been varied by Lola stealing the best piece from the victims room and in the night handing it to Jeanjean from her bedroom window, as was done at Cannes last winter, when the Princess Tynarowski lost her diamond collar after a brief acquaintance with the fascinating Lola. The latter remained in the hotel for nearly a fortnight following the theft and left still enjoying the greatest friendship of the unsuspecting victim.

Then this girl must be very clever and daring, I exclaimed.

Yes. She is the tool of that scoundrel Jeanjean, declared Jonet, closing the dossier. Poor girl. Probably she acts entirely against her will. The brute has her in his power, as so many girls are in the power of unscrupulous men in the criminal under-world. They, in their innocence, commit one crime, perhaps unconsciously, and for years afterwards they are threatened with exposure to us; so, in order to purchase their liberty, they are forced to become thieves and adventuresses. Ah, yes, mon cher Vidal, that is a curious and tragic side of criminal life, one of which the world never dreams.

Then you do not believe this girl is really a criminal from instinct? I asked eagerly.

No. She is under the all-compelling influence of Jeanjean, who will not hesitate to take a life if it suits him; the man who has set at naught every law of our civilized existence.

Her position must be one full of terror, I said.

Yes. Poor girl. Though I have never seen her, to my knowledge, yet I, even though I am a police functionary, cannot help feeling pity for her. Think what a girl forced into crime by such a man must suffer! Rothera in his report says she is extremely refined and full of personal charm.



That is why wealthy women find her such a pleasant and engaging companion, I suppose.

No doubt. Most middle-aged women take an interest in a pretty girl, especially if she can tell a good story of her unhappiness with her parents, or of some sorrowful love affair, remarked Jonet. I expect she can romance as well as you can, my friend, he laughed. And you are a professional writer.

Better, in all probability, I rejoined, also laughing. At any rate it seems that, by her romances, this fellow Jeanjean reaps a golden harvest.

And I dare say her profits are not very much, said the police official. He probably pays all her hotel bills, and gives her a little over for pocket money.

And the maid?

Ah! She must be one of the gang. They would never risk being given away by one who was not in the swim. The maid, if she were in ignorance of what went on, would very quickly scent some mystery, for each time her young mistress found a new friend in an hotel she would notice that jewels invariably were reported missing, and a hue and cry raised. No. The maid is an accomplice, and at this moment I am doing all I can to fix the interesting pair.

And you will arrest them?

Of course, he replied determinedly. I sympathize with the pretty little thief, yet I have my duty to perform. Besides, if I have the interesting little lady here before me for interrogation, I shall, I think, not be very long before I discover our friend Jeanjean in his secret hiding-place.

I did not answer for several minutes.

A trap had evidently been laid for Lola, and, in her own interests, she should be warned.

Continuing, I further questioned my friend, and he told me some astounding stories of Jeanjeans elusiveness. I, however, said nothing of what I knew. I remained silent regarding the curious affair in Cromer, and as to my knowledge that the pretty villa near Algiers concealed the man for whom all the police of Europe were in search.

My chief concern was for Lola, and that same evening I wrote to her at the Poste Restante at Versailles giving her warning of what was intended. She was probably in Brussels, but in due course would, no doubt, receive my letter, and see me again, as I requested.

On two other occasions I saw Jonet, but he had no further information regarding Jeanjean and his gang. The chief point which puzzled him seemed to be the fact that not a single stone, out of all the stolen jewels, had been traced.

The receiver is an absolute mystery, he declared. Perhaps the stuff goes to London.

Perhaps, I said. Have you made inquiry of Scotland Yard?

Oh, yes. I was over there a month ago. But they either know nothing, or else they are not inclined to help us. Then with a faint smile he added, As you know, mon cher ami, I have no very great admiration for your English police. Their laws are always in favour of the criminal, and their slowness of movement is astounding to us.

Yes. Your methods are more drastic and more effective in the detection of crime, I admitted.

And in its prevention, he added.

That day was the twenty-sixth of August, and as I walked along the Rue de Rivoli back to the Hotel Meurice, I suddenly remembered the mysterious tryst contained in that letter found in the pocket of Edward Craig. The appointment at the spot, where the two Cs meet, at Ealing.

I left Paris that night by the mail-train, crossed from Calais to Dover, and at noon next day alighted at Ealing Broadway station.

I had never been in Ealing before, and spent several hours wandering about its quiet, well-kept suburban roads, many of them of comfortable-looking detached villas. But I found the district a perfect maze of streets, therefore I went and sat on one of the seats in the small park in front of the station, wondering how best to act.

Two clear days were still before me ere the meeting which had apparently been arranged with old Gregory — the man with the master-mind.

Where the two Cs meet.

I lunched at the Feathers Hotel near the station, and all that hot afternoon wandered the streets, but failed to discover any clue. What Cs were meant? Possibly two persons whose initials were C were in the habit of meeting at some spot, or in some house at Ealing — and Ealing is a big place when one is presented with such a problem.

Fagged and hungry, I returned to my rooms in Carlos Place, off Berkeley Square, where Rayner was awaiting me. He knew the object of my search, and as he admitted me, asked if I had been successful.

No, Rayner, I havent, I snapped. I can see no ray of daylight yet. The appointment is an important one, no doubt, and one which we should watch. But how?

Well, sir, he replied, as I cast myself into my big arm-chair, and he got out my slippers, we could watch the two railway stations at Ealing, and see if we detect old Gregory, or any of the others.

They might go to Ealing in a tram or a taxi, I suggested.

Yes, sir. But therell be no harm in watching the trains, will there? my man remarked. If he went in a taxi he might leave by train.

True, I said, and after a few seconds reflection, added, Yes. Well try the trains.

So, on the night of the twenty-ninth, at about nine oclock in the evening, I took up my post in the small arcade which formed the exit of the station and there waited patiently.

I was in a shabby tweed suit, with patched boots, and a cloth golf-cap, presenting the appearance of a respectable workman, as I smoked my short briar-pipe and idled over the Evening News.

As each train arrived I eagerly scanned the emerging passengers, while pretending to look in the shop window, but I saw nobody whom I knew.

The expression, Where the two Cs meet, kept running through my mind as I stood there in impatient inactivity. It was already past nine, and, in three-quarters of an hour, the fateful meeting, for somehow I felt that it was a fateful meeting, would be held.

The two Cs. The idea suddenly flashed across my mind, whether the spot indicated could be the junction of two roads, or streets, the names of which commenced with C. Yet, how could I satisfy myself? If I searched Ealing again for roads commencing with a C, I could only do so in daylight, too late to learn what I so dearly wished.

Of a porter I inquired the time of arrival of the next underground train and found that I had eight minutes. So I dashed along to the Feathers Hotel, where I obtained a map of the Ealing district and eagerly scanned it to find streets commencing with C.

For some minutes I was unsuccessful, until of a sudden I noticed Castlebar Road, and examining the map carefully saw, to my excitement, that at an acute angle it joined another road, called Carlton Road, a triangular open space lying between the two thoroughfares.

It was the spot in Ealing where the two Cs met!

I glanced at the clock.

It still wanted a quarter to ten, therefore I drained my glass hastily and, leaving the hotel, struck across the small open space opposite the station, in which, in a direct line, lay the junction of the two roads.

The evening was dark and sultry, with every indication of a thunderstorm. I remembered Rayners vigil, but alas! had no time to go to him and explain my altered plans.

Along the dark, rather ill-lit, suburban road I hurried until, before me, I saw a big electric-light standard with four great inverted globes.

It showed a parting of the ways.

I looked at my watch as I passed a street-lamp, and saw that it wanted two minutes to ten.

And as I looked on ahead I saw, standing back in the shadow of the trees, on the left-hand, a dark figure, but in the distance I could not distinguish whether a man or a woman waited there.

I hurried forward, full of eagerness, to witness the secret meeting, and with an intention of watching and following those who met.

Yet, could I have foreseen the due result of such inquisitiveness, I scarcely think that I would have dared to tread ground so highly dangerous.


CHAPTER XVII REVEALS ANOTHER PLOT
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APPROACHING FROM EALING Broadway, the huge electric-light standard, which was also a sign-post, shed a bright glow across the junction of the two roads. The thoroughfare on the right was Castlebar Road and on the left Carlton Road. In the latter road stood half a dozen big old trees, relics of a day when Ealing was a rural village and those trees formed a leafy way.

Beyond the sign-post, placed at the end of the triangle, lay a small open space of grass, and behind it a pleasant house with many trees in its spacious grounds.

At that hour silence reigned in that highly respectable suburban neighbourhood, and, as I went forward, I noticed that the figure beneath the trees was that of a man, who, emerging from the shadow, crossed the road leisurely and passed across the grass into the Castlebar Road, on the right hand.

He was dressed in dark clothes with a light grey felt hat, but so far was I away that to see his features was impossible, though the zone of light from the sign-post revealed his figure plainly.

Once he halted and looked in my direction, on hearing my footsteps, I suppose, but then continued his leisurely stroll.

I was upon the left-hand pavement, and in order not to attract the mans attention, passed along by the garden walls of the series of detached villas, for about two hundred yards, until the road ran in a curve round to the left, and thus I became hidden from his view.

When I found that I had not attracted the attention of the waiting man in the grey hat, I halted.

Was that the spot indicated? Was he one of those keeping the long-arranged appointment?

Ten oclock had struck fully five minutes before, therefore, treading noiselessly, I retraced my steps until I could cautiously peep around the corner and see over the triangular plot of grass to the Castlebar Road.

Yes, the man was still standing there awaiting somebody. I could see the glowing end of his cigar.

Fortunately, he had his back turned towards me, gazing in the direction of the Broadway in apparent expectation. This allowed me to slip along a few yards, and entering the garden gate of one of the villas, I crouched down behind the low stone wall which separated the garden from the footway.

Kneeling there, I could watch without being seen, for fortunately the stranger opposite had not seen me.

I suppose I must have been there fully ten minutes. Several people passed within a few inches of me quite unsuspicious of my presence. In Castlebar Road a few people went along, but none interested the watcher.

Of a sudden, however, after straining his eyes for a long time in the direction whence I had come, he suddenly threw away his cigar and started off eagerly.

A few moments later I witnessed the approach of a short, thinnish man, wearing a black overcoat, open, over his evening clothes, and an opera hat.



And as he approached I recognized him. It was none other than Gregory himself!

The two men shook hands heartily, and by their mutual enthusiasm I realized that they could not have met for some considerable time.

They halted on the kerb in eager consultation, then both with one accord turned and strolled together in the direction of the station.

Next moment I had slipped from my hiding-place and was lounging along at a respectable distance behind them.

How I regretted that I had had no time to hail Rayner, for he would have had no difficulty in keeping observation upon the pair, while I, at any moment, might be recognized by the cunning, clever old fellow to whose inventiveness all the coups of the notorious Jules Jeanjean were due.

He seemed to walk more erect, and with more sprightliness, than at Cromer, where his advanced age and slight infirmity were undoubtedly assumed. In his present garb he really looked what he was supposed to be — a wealthy dealer in gems.

Engaged in earnest conversation, Gregory and his companion walked together along the dark road until they came to a taxi-stand near the station, when, entering the first cab, they drove rapidly away.

The moment they had left, I leapt into the next cab and, telling the driver to keep his friend in sight, we were soon moving along after the red tail-light of the first taxi.

The chase was an exciting one, for we whizzed along dark roads, quite unfamiliar to me, roads lying to the south of Ealing towards the Thames. My driver believed me to be a detective from my garb, and I did not discourage the belief.

Suddenly we turned to the right, when I recognized that we were in the long, narrow town of Brentford, and travelling in the direction of Syon House, the main road to Hounslow and Staines. At Spring Grove, which I had known slightly in years gone by, we turned again to the right, and were soon passing through a district of market-gardens and solitary houses.

On the way I had leaned out of the window and instructed the taxi-driver to keep well behind the other cab, so as not to be discovered. Therefore, in carrying out my orders, he suddenly put on his brakes and stopped, saying — 

Theyre going into that house yonder, sir. See?

I nipped out quickly and saw that in the distance the other taxi had pulled up and the two men had alighted before a garden gate.

Put out your lights, go back to the end of the road, and wait for me, I said.

Then I hurried forward to ascertain what I could.

The taxi, having put down its two fares and been dismissed, turned and passed me as I went forward. At last I had run the sly old fox, Gregory, to earth, and I now meant to keep in touch with him.

On approaching the house I found it to be a good-sized one, standing back, lonely and deserted, in a weedy garden, and surrounded by big, high elms. From the neglect apparent everywhere, the decayed oak fence, and the grass-grown path leading to the front door, it was plain that the place was unoccupied, though in two windows lights now shone, behind dark-green holland blinds.

The place seemed situated in the centre of some market-gardens, without any other house in the near vicinity. A dismal, old-fashioned dwelling far removed from the bustle of London life, and yet within hearing of it, for, as I stood, I could see the night-glare of the metropolis shining in the sky, upon my right, and could hear the roar of motor-buses upon the main road through Spring Grove.

For a few moments I stood up under the shadow of a big bush which overhung the road, my eyes upon the lower window where the fights showed. The house was half-covered with ivy and had bay-windows upon each side of the front door, which was approached by a short flight of moss-grown steps.

That I was not mistaken in my surmise that the house was uninhabited was proved by the To Let notice-board which I discerned lying behind the fence, thrown down purposely, perhaps.

Was old Gregory an intruder there? Had he purposely thrown down that board in order that any person, seeing lights in the window, would not have their suspicions sufficiently aroused to cause them to investigate?

The house was a dark, weird one. But what would I not have given to be inside, and to overhear what was being planned!

Vernon Gregory was, according to Lola, the instigator of all those marvellously ingenious thefts effected by Jeanjean. Was another great robbery being planned?

Perhaps the man in the grey hat had travelled from afar. Possibly so, because of the long time in advance the appointment had been made.

All was silent. Therefore I crept over the weedy garden until I stood beneath the bay window in which a light was shining.

I could hear voices — mens voices raised in controversy. Then, suddenly, they only conversed in whispers. What was said, I could not distinguish. They were speaking in French, but further than that I could catch nothing.

Sometimes they laughed heartily at something evidently hailed as a huge joke. I distinctly heard Gregorys tones, but the others I could not recognize. As far as I could gather they were strangers to me.

Was the place, I wondered, one of old Gregorys hiding-places? Though he conducted his business in Hatton Garden, where he was well known, his private address, Lola had told me, had always been a mystery, such pains did he take to conceal it.

Was that lonely house his place of abode? Had he met his friend in Ealing and taken him there in order to place before him certain plans for the future?

I looked at the grim old house, with its mantle of ivy, and reflected upon what quantities of stolen property it might contain!

That the man I knew as Vernon Gregory was head of an association of the cleverest jewel-thieves in the world, had been alleged by Lola, and I believed her. His deep cunning and clever elusiveness, his amazing craftiness and astounding foresight had been well illustrated by his disappearance from Cromer, even though his flight had been so sudden that he had been compelled to abandon his treasures. Yet as I stood there, upon the carpet of weeds, with my ears strained, I could hear his familiar voice speaking in slow measured tones, as he was explaining something in elaborate detail.

What was it? I stood there in a fever of excitement and curiosity.

Yet I had one satisfaction. I had run him to earth at last.

Presently the voices of the men were again raised in dissension. Gregory had apparently made some statement from which the others — how many there were, I knew not — dissented. They spoke rapidly in French, and I could hear one mans mouth full of execrations, a hard, hoarse voice of one of the lower class.

Then I distinctly heard some one say in English — 

I dont believe it! He knows nothing. Why take such a step against an innocent man?

Because, I tell you, he knows too much! declared Gregory, now speaking loudly in English. He was at Cromer, and discovered everything. Ah! you dont know how shrewd and painstaking he is. Read his books and you will see. He is the greatest danger confronting you to-day, my friends.

I held my breath. They were discussing me!

I object, exclaimed the man who had first spoken in English. He has no evil intentions against us.



But he knows the Nightingale, and through her has learnt much, Gregory replied promptly.

What? gasped the unseen speaker. Has she told him anything? Has the girl betrayed us?

Ask her, the old man urged. Shes upstairs. Call her.

Lola was there — in that house!


CHAPTER XVIII DONE IN THE NIGHT
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I HEARD THE strangers voice call — 

Lola! Lola! Come here. We want you.

I heard her rather impatient reply, and then, a few moments later, she descended the stairs and entered the room where the gang had been discussing me.

Some quick words in French were exchanged. Then I heard her cry — 

I tell you, I refuse!

A mans voice protested.

No, You shall not! she declared in a loud, defiant voice. If you do, then the police shall know!

Oh! exclaimed old Gregory, whose voice I recognized. Then you object, Mademoiselle, eh?

Yes. I do object, Msieu! she cried. If any attempt is made against him, then I shall myself inform the police. Remember, Msieu Vidal is my friend.

Your lover, perhaps, sneered the old man.

No, she cried in loud, angry protest. He is not my lover! Would he love a girl like myself — a girl who has been brought by you, and your friends, to what I am?

Well, you are a very pretty girl, and sometimes uncommonly useful to your uncle, replied old Gregory tauntingly.

Of use to you! she cried. Yes, I know I am! And when you have no further use for me, then — then — an accident will happen to me, and I shall trouble you no further — an accident like that which you intend shall befall Mr. Vidal!

I crouched against the window, my ears glued to the glass. I tried to picture to myself the scene within — how the young girl I had befriended in such curious circumstances was standing before them, defying them to make any attempt to put me out of action.

You speak like a little fool, Lola, old Gregory declared. You lead the life of a lady of means. You travel with a maid, and all you have to do is to be pleasant to people, and keep your eyes and ears open. For that you receive very handsome rewards, and — —

And you make a million francs a year, Msieur Gregory, she interrupted. Ah! when the police trace these marvellous plots to their source, they will be surprised. One day the papers will be full of you and your wicked doings — mark me!

You are mad, you ungrateful little minx! shouted the old man in furious anger. If you try to prevent me carrying out any of my schemes, depend upon it you will rue it. Im not a man to be played with!

Neither am I to be played with, though I am only a girl! she retorted. Im desperate now — rendered desperate by you and your blackguardly gang.

Because you fear for this novelist friend of yours — this prying person who is so fond of investigating other peoples affairs, and using the material for his books, eh?

Yes. I fear for him, because I know what is intended.

I tell you its a matter which does not concern you, said the man with the master-mind, as I listened attentively.

It does. He is my friend, she exclaimed in French. I know that you intend he shall die — and I will warn him.

You will, will you! shouted Gregory, and I heard him spring to his feet. Repeat that, at your peril!

I do repeat it! said the girl wildly. He shall not be harmed!

Eh? So you are ready to betray us, are you! said the old man in a hard, hissing voice.

Yes, she cried in defiance. I will, if you so much as touch a hair of his head.

You will! Then take that! screamed the old man, while, at the same instant, I heard a heavy blow struck, followed by a womans scream, and a loud noise as she fell upon the floor.

Dieu! I heard a mans voice exclaim. Why — master — youve killed her!

Then as I stood there, breathless, I heard some further conversation in low tones. The ruffians were discussing the tragedy — for a tragedy I felt it to be. A defenceless girl struck down by old Gregory — her lips closed for ever because she had sought to protect me!

These men feared me! This thought, despite the horror and anger with which I was seething, flashed through my mind like fire. They believed that I knew more than I really did.

But it was a moment for action. Old Gregory had deliberately struck down that unfortunate girl who had been trained until she had become an expert thief, made a cats paw and tool for that dangerous gang of criminals.

Creeping along the wall of the house, I managed to find and noiselessly place against the window a rustic garden-chair, and discovering also a heavy piece of wood. I prepared to make a dramatic entry into the room where this tragedy had happened, and the conspiracy against my life was being hatched.

Again I listened. The voices were now so low that I could not catch the words uttered.

Then standing on a level with the window-sill, I raised my arm and with the block of wood smashed one of the huge, long panes to fragments.

The crash was startling, no doubt, but ere they could recover from it I had dashed the holland blind aside and stepped boldly into the room, my big Browning revolver in my hand, and my back instantly against the wall.

The scene there was truly a strange one.

It was a dingy, old-fashioned drawing-room furnished in early Victorian style, with ponderous walnut furniture, a brown threadbare carpet, ugly arm-chairs, a what-not, and wax flowers under a glass dome, in the fashion beloved by our grandmothers. By the fireplace was a cosy corner, the upholstery of which was tattered and moth-eaten, while the stuffing of some of the chairs appeared through the corners of the cushions. Near where I stood was an old chintz-covered couch, and beyond, an arm-chair, of the same inartistic description.

The place smelt damp and musty, and in places the faded grey paper was peeling from the walls.

Three men were there. Gregory, and two others, strangers. The old mans appearance had greatly altered from what it was when I had seen him wandering about in Cromer. Then he had worn his white hair and beard long, and with his broad forehead, his pointed chin, and wide-brimmed slouch hat presented the picturesque appearance such as twenty years ago used to be affected by literary men or artists.

But now, as he stood before me, startled by my sudden appearance, I saw that he wore both beard and hair much shorter, and, though he could not alter his height, his facial expression was considerably different.

In an instant I realized that I saw him now as he naturally was, while in Cromer he had so disguised himself as to appear many years older than was actually the case.

His two companions were rather well-dressed men of perhaps thirty, one of whom, a foreigner, wore a small pointed brown beard, while the other, clean-shaven, was unmistakably an Englishman. Thieves they were both, assuredly, yet in the street one would have passed them by as respectable and rather refined citizens.



You! Vidal! cried Gregory, starting back when I sprang so unceremoniously into their midst.

Yes, Vidal, Mr. Gregory! I cried, striving to remain calm. Yet how could I, when my eyes fell upon the form of Lola, who, dressed in a dark-brown walking-costume, was lying huddled up in a heap on the floor, a few feet from where I stood.

Blood was upon the bosom of her dress. She had been struck down brutally with a knife!

I may tell you, Gregory, I said, as coolly as I could, that I have been listening to your interesting conspiracy to kill me. Well, do so now, if you dare! My friends are outside. They will be charmed to meet you, I assure you, especially after the foul deed you committed only a few minutes ago.

The three men started and exchanged glances. I saw by their faces that they were frightened. Yet I dared not lower my pistol, or bend down to Lola, for they would have jumped upon me instantly.

As I spoke, I pushed forth my weapon threateningly, covering them with it determinedly. But it required all my nerve to face them.

You are an assassin, sir! I cried, and I have caught you redhanded.

You havent caught us yet, remarked the foreigner, defiantly, speaking English with a strong accent; and the expressions upon the faces of all three were villainous.

My thoughts were not of myself, but to avenge that murderous blow which had been struck at the poor defenceless girl. They were scoundrels, without pity and without compunction, who held human life cheaply whenever the existence of a person stood in the way of their schemes.

And I knew that they intended that I, too, should die.

But they were not quite sure whether I had the police waiting outside or not. My bluff had worked. I saw how they hesitated. Even Gregory was taken aback by my boldness in entering there and facing them.

I may tell you, I said, still keeping my back to the wall and my useful Browning ready for business, that I have discovered much more concerning your interesting doings and your intentions than you imagine.

Lola has told you! burst forth old Gregory. Well, she wont have further opportunity of doing so.

And you will not have further opportunity of engineering your remarkable thefts, my dear sir, I replied quite coolly. The police desire to see you, and to question you about a certain little affair at Cromer, remember. You are extremely clever, Mr. Gregory — or whatever your real name may be — but I tell you that you are at last unmasked. To-morrow the papers will be full of your interesting career, and one diamond-broker will disappear from Hatton Garden for ever.

Listen, cried the master-criminal to his companions, his face now white as paper. Hark what that little chit of a girl has been saying! Was I not right to strike her down?

Quite, admitted his two companions.

And now you will pay the penalty, my dear sir, I declared. I intend that you shall.

Put that revolver down, Gregory commanded. Let us talk. You are clever, Mr. Vidal, and I — well, I confess you have the whip hand of us.

His companions looked at each other, dismayed at these words of the Master. He had actually admitted defeat!

For a few seconds I did not reply. I was reflecting, and it struck me that this pretence of being vanquished might only be a ruse. Gregory was far too clever and defiant a criminal to be beaten single-handed by the man he so sincerely hated and feared.

No, I replied with a grim smile. It is war between us, Mr. Gregory — not peace. Therefore, I shall hold my revolver here until my friends arrive. They will not be long, and I shall not suffer from fatigue, I assure you.

Gregory, quick-witted and shrewd, cast a rapid glance around as he stood before me, a smart figure in his well-cut evening clothes, with a fine diamond glistening in his pleated shirt-front.

Well, he exclaimed after a brief pause, if you deliberately take on the duties of the police, and pry into affairs which do not concern you, then you must take the consequences.

For that very reason I have entered here, I said, to become witness of your dastardly crime. You have killed that girl — killed her because you feared she would betray you.

She has betrayed us, he retorted. And she deserves all she has got.

You infernal brute! I cried. If it were not that it would be deliberate murder, Id put a bullet through you in return.

Try it, he laughed jeeringly. This quixotic temperament of yours will be your undoing.

I befriended that unfortunate girl, I said. And she has appreciated what I did.

The little fool ran her head into a noose, I know, was his reply. But even though you befriended her, it gave her no right to betray us.

Nor any right to you to strike her down, I said, glancing at the white face of the prostrate form.

Ah! You are her champion! he laughed. But you wouldnt be if you knew the truth. She wasnt the innocent little person she led you to believe she was.

No, I cried angrily. You shall say nothing against your victims honour, curse you! I only thank Heaven that Im here to-night — that I know the truth regarding this tragedy. Your intention was — the intention of all three of you, no doubt, was — to get rid of the evidence of your crime. But that will now be impossible.



As I uttered that last sentence, the bearded Frenchman made a movement towards the door.

Halt! I cried in a loud, imperious voice. Come back here. Do not attempt to leave this room or Ill shoot you, and as he glanced at me he found himself looking into the barrel of my weapon.

Come, said Gregory. Enough of this fooling! Its a drawn game between us, Mr. Vidal. Why not let us discuss the future quietly and without any ill-feeling on either side. I admit what I have done — killed the traitress.

And by Heaven! you shall pay the penalty of your crime! I cried.

Oh, shall I? he laughed with a nonchalant air. We shall see.

Next instant I heard a sharp click in the passage outside and the room was plunged in darkness. The electric light had been switched off by one of Gregorys confederates out in the hall.

I heard the door opened, and voices shouted wildly in French.

Just in time, I heard the new-comer cry.

Ah, Jules! gasped Gregory. You are late. Where have you been? Where are you?

And, by the shuffling of feet, I knew that the men were groping about in the darkness.

Jules Jeanjean was there, in that room!

Dieu! You were nearly trapped, all of you, I heard him cry. Where is he? he asked, referring to myself. He shall not live to blab. Mind he doesnt get out by the window.

But I still stood with my back against the wall, my pistol raised in self-defence.

A few moments elapsed — moments that seemed like hours — when of a sudden my eyes were blinded by the ray of an electric torch which threw a strong light upon me from the doorway.

Ere I could realize my peril, there was a red flash, followed by a loud explosion, and I felt a hot, stinging sensation in my throat.



Then next second the blackness of unconsciousness fell upon me, and I knew no more.


CHAPTER XIX RECORDS FURTHER FACTS
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HOW LONG I remained there, or what subsequently happened to me, I did not learn till long afterwards.

I only knew, when I again awoke to consciousness, that it was day, and I found myself in a narrow bed, with two nurses in blue linen dresses, and white caps and aprons, standing near me, while two doctors were gazing into my face with keen, anxious expressions.

At first they would tell me nothing, even though, with a great effort, I asked what had happened. Bandages were around my throat and across my left shoulder, and I felt a nausea and a giddiness that I knew arose from chloroform, and therefore that some operation had been performed. I slowly struggled back to a knowledge of things about me.

Its all right, Mr. Vidal, the youngest of the two doctors assured me. Try and sleep. Dont worry. Everything is all right.

I felt uncommonly drowsy, and again slept, and not until night had fallen did I re-open my eyes.

A night-nurse was seated at my bedside, reading by a green-shaded lamp. The little room was in darkness, and I think I startled her when I suddenly spoke.

Where am I, Nurse? I inquired in a thin, weak voice, and with difficulty.

This is the Cottage Hospital at Hounslow, was the reply. Youve been here two days, but you are much better now. Dont talk, however, for the doctor has forbidden it.

But I want to know what has happened, I protested.



Well, I dont exactly know, the dark-haired young woman answered. I only know what Ive been told. That is, that a taxi-driver who took you to some house beyond Spring Grove, grew tired of waiting for you, and on going to the house found you in one of the rooms, dying.

Dying! I gasped. Ah! yes, I remember, I added, as recollections of that fateful night arose within my memory.

Yes. You were suffering from a serious bullet-wound in the throat, she went on. The window of the room was smashed, but your friends had all fled.

My friends! I echoed. Who said they were my friends?

The taxi-driver said so, I believe.

Where is he?

He has promised to come to-morrow, to see you.

But was not a lady found in the same room? I inquired eagerly, trying to raise myself. She had been killed — deliberately struck down!

Yes. Ive heard that a lady was found there.

Was she brought here, with me?

No was the nurses reply. She was removed, but to what place Ive not heard.

Lola was dead! Ah! The sight of that white, upturned face, so delicate and sweet, and of that dark, ugly stream of blood across the bosom of her dress, haunted me. I recollected those hideous moments when, being on my guard against the assassins, I alas! had no opportunity of lending her aid.

She was found dead, apparently, and they had removed her body — probably to the nearest mortuary to await an inquest.

All my thoughts became confused when I realized the tragic truth. The nurse saw that I was upset and urged to try to sleep again. Indeed she gave me a draught which the doctor had ordered and, presently, though much against my inclination, I again dozed off.

It was once more day — a warm, sunny day — when I became thoroughly alive to things about me. The doctors came and expressed satisfaction at my improvement, dressed my wound, which I confess was very painful, and declared that I had had a very narrow escape.

A quarter of an inch further to the left, Mr. Vidal, one of the surgeons remarked, and we couldnt have saved you.

Towards noon the taxi-driver, cap in hand, came up to my bedside to inquire how I was. His name was Stevens. The nurse would not, however, allow me to put many questions to him.

You were such a long time gone, sir, that I thought Id just come up and see if you wanted me any more. I had to get over to Acton to the garage, for Id had a long day, he told me. Id just got to the garden gate when I heard a pistol shot and, entering the garden, and seeing the window smashed, I suspected something wrong. I got in at the window and found the room in darkness. A light was burning in the hall and the door was open. Quickly I found the electric switch and, turning it, saw you lying on the floor close beside the body of a young lady.

Did you see the other men? I asked eagerly.

At first sir, I believed it to be a case of murder and suicide, answered Stevens, but a moment later, as I stood in the room horrified at the discovery, I heard several persons leave the house. I tried to raise an alarm, but nobody heard me, so they got clean away. I examined the young lady and yourself, then I rushed out for help. At the bottom of the road I went towards my cab, but as I did so, I heard the engine started and the red tail-lamp moved off, away from me. Those fellows that had run from the house were inside. Yes, sir, them vagabonds had stolen my cab!

What did you do then? I asked excitedly.

Why, I yelled after em, but nobody heard me, until presently I came across a copper and told him what was up. We soon got another taxi and went back to the house, and there we found you both a-lying as Id left you.

Was the lady alive? I queried huskily.

Yes. She was a-breathing slightly, and as we thought she was injured worse than you, the copper took her off at once to the Brentford Hospital by herself, as there wasnt room for both of you in the cab. On the way he sent another taxi back for me and I brought you here.

But is the young lady alive now? I asked.

I believe so, but Im not quite sure. She was last night when I called at the hospital, but she was dreadful bad, and in great danger, they told me.

Ah! I sighed. I only hope and pray that she may recover to face and condemn her brutal enemies.

Was she a friend of yours, sir? asked the man with some curiosity.

Yes, a great friend, was my reply.

But who tried to kill you, sir? Stevens asked. Those blokes as escaped seemed to be a pretty desperate lot. My cab aint been found yet, he added.

They were her enemies as well as mine, I replied vaguely, for I had no intention of telling him the whole story, though I thanked him sincerely for his prompt help. Had it not been for him I fear that Lola and myself would never have lived through the night. Jeanjean would have taken good care that the lips of both of us were closed for ever.

Well, sir, youve had a pretty narrow shave of it, Stevens declared. Theres something very queer about that house, it seems. People say that though the place, as was to be let furnished, had nobody a-living in it, strange lights have been seen a-moving about it, and in the windows now and again and always very late at night.

Will you do a favour for me, Stevens? I asked.

Certainly, sir.

Then I gave him instructions first to go to the hospital where Lola was lying, to inquire how she was. Then he was to go on to my flat in Carlos Place, tell Rayner all that had occurred, and order him to come to me at once.

Just then the nurse kindly, but very firmly intervened, and the taxi-driver rose from the chair at my bedside and left.

For some hours I dozed. Then woke to find the faithful Rayner standing by me, much concerned.

Ive had an awful fright, sir, he said. When you didnt come home for forty-eight hours, I went to Vine Street Police Station and reported that you were missing. Inspector Palmer, of the C.I. Department, knows you well, sir, and he quickly stirred himself. But I heard nothing till that taxi-driver came and told me you were here. He explained how youd been shot at a house in Spring Grove, Isleworth. I hope youre all right again, sir?

Yes, Rayner, so far, I answered rather feebly. Ive a bit of pain in my throat, but theyve bandaged me up all right, and Ill soon be about again. That fellow you knew as Dr. Arendt, in Cromer, plugged me.

What! The man Jeanjean!

The same, I said. Gregory was there, too. I tracked them into their den, and this is what I got for my trouble, I added grimly.

Well, sir, Im no end glad you escaped. Theyre a desperate crowd and you might very easily have gone under. Can I do anything?

Yes. Take a message for me to the Brentford Hospital, to Mademoiselle Sorel.

The lady the taxi-man told me about? Rayner asked.

Yes. An attempt was made upon her life, I replied. Go there, take some nice flowers, and send up a message from me expressing a hope that shes better, and say that I will see her as soon as ever Im able.

Very well, sir. Ill be off at once, he replied.

But for some time longer he sat with me, while I gave him instructions regarding various matters. Then he left, promising me to quickly return and bring me news of Lola.

He was absent about a couple of hours, and on re-entering told me that he had seen the Sister in charge, who had given Lola my flowers and my message and had received one in return from her. This was that she felt much better, and that until we met and consulted it would be best to take no action against the assassins.

That same evening, with the doctors sanction, a tall, clean-shaven man in grey tweeds approached my bed and, seating himself, announced that his name was Warton, and that he was an Inspector of the Criminal Investigation Department.

He brought out a business-like book and pencil and in a rather abrupt manner commenced to interrogate me regarding the events of that night when I so narrowly escaped being murdered.

From his methods I judged that he had risen from a constable. He was bluff and to the point. He told me he was attached to the Brentford Station, and I set him down as a man of similar mental calibre to Frayne.

No good could accrue at that moment from any full explanation, so, after listening to him for some little time, I pretended to be very unwell and only answered his questions with plain yes or no.

It was not likely that I would tell all I knew to this local detective. Had Henri Jonet been present it would have been a different matter, but I saw at a glance that Warton was a very ordinary type of police-officer.

He asked me what took me to the house in Spring Grove on that fateful night. To this I merely replied with the one word — 

Curiosity.

Then he asked — 

Did you know the lady who was found stabbed a few feet from you?



Yes. I had met her, was my reply.

Do you know the circumstances in which she was struck down?

I was not present then, therefore I could know nothing, was my evasive response.

But the men in the house were friends of yours, were they not? he asked.

No. They were not, was my prompt reply.

Then, who were they? he asked, scribbling down my answers with his stumpy pencil.

I — I dont feel well enough to be questioned like this, I complained to the Sister, who was standing by. Ive committed no crime, and I object to the police making a cross-examination as though I were a criminal. I appeal to you, Sister.

The middle-aged woman in her cool linen uniform, with a silver medal upon her breast, looked hard at me for a moment. Then, realizing the situation, she turned to the detective, and said — 

You must come to-morrow. The patient still suffers much from shock, and I cannot allow him to be questioned further. He is too weak.

Very well, Sister, replied Warton, as he closed his pocket-book. Ill come to-morrow. But a strange mystery envelopes that house in Spring Grove, Mr. Vidal, he added, turning back to me. Youll be surprised when you go there and see for yourself.

Perhaps Mr. Vidal may be well enough to do so in a few days, said the Sister. We shall see.

And with that the police-officer was forced to depart.


CHAPTER XX ANOTHER DISCOVERY IS MADE
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ON SEVERAL OCCASIONS during the weary week that followed Inspector Warton called and saw me, but I always managed, by one subterfuge or another, to evade the more pointed of his questions.



The three men who had attacked Lola and myself that night knew from the papers that we both still lived as witnesses against them.

The nurses would not allow me to see the papers, but from Rayner I learnt that the more sensational section of the London Press had published reports headed, Novelist Found Shot. Indeed, a great many reporters had called at the hospital, but had been promptly sent empty away.

At last, one morning, I was declared convalescent and sufficiently well to be removed to my chambers. Therefore Rayner ordered Stevens to bring his taxi for me, and we left the hospital.

Though still feeling far from well, I was all curiosity to see the house in Spring Grove by daylight, so we called at the police-station and a stout sergeant of the T. Division accompanied us with the key, the place being still in the hands of the police.

As we pulled up in that unfrequented side-road I saw how mysterious and desolate the place was in the warm sunshine — an old red-brick Georgian house, with square, inartistic windows, standing solitary and alone, half covered by its ivy mantle, and surrounded by a spacious garden dotted with high trees, and neglected and overgrown with weeds.

As we walked over the moss-grown flags leading to the steps, I noticed the window I had smashed in making my entry that night.

The constable unlocked the door and we found ourselves in a wide, spacious hall, its stone flags worn hollow and containing some old-fashioned furniture. The atmosphere of the house was musty and close, and long cobwebs hung in festoons in the corners.

The room on the right, the one in which I had been found, I remembered well. It was just the same as when I had stood there in the presence of the Master and the notorious Jules Jeanjean. Upon its brown threadbare carpet were two ugly stains in close proximity to each other — the spots where both Lola and I had lain!

I saw the wall against which I had stood in defiance. An evening overcoat still lay upon a chair — the coat which old Gregory had abandoned in his hurried flight, when Stevens, the taxi-driver, had so opportunely appeared upon the scene.

Nothings been touched, sir, remarked the fat sergeant. Weve been waiting for you to see the place, and to tell us what you know.

I exchanged glances with Rayner.

I know very little, I replied. I simply fell in with a very dangerous set. They were evidently plotting something, and believing that I had overheard, attempted to put me out of the way.

And the lady?

I imagine the same sort of thing happened to her. They considered she knew too much of their movements and might betray them.

But what were they plotting?

They spoke in French, so I couldnt catch.

Oh! They were foreigners — eh? exclaimed the sergeant in surprise. Coiners or anarchists, perhaps.

Perhaps, I said. Who knows?

Ah. Ive heard that two strangers have been seen up and down here in the night time, continued the sergeant. Weve got their description from a constable whos been doing night-duty. He says hed know em again. Once he saw a woman with em, and he believes it was the young lady now in the hospital.

He saw them together — eh?

He says so.

Then I changed the conversation, and I followed him from room to room through the dirty, neglected house, which nevertheless, with slight signs here and there, showed marks of recent occupation.

Two of the beds in the upstairs rooms had been slept in, and there was other evidence in both kitchen and dining-room that, as I had surmised, it had been the secret hiding-place of the man who posed in Hatton Garden as a substantial and respectable dealer in precious stones.

No doubt he came there late at night, and if he remained during the day he never went out.

Surely the place was one where he might effectively conceal himself from the police; yet to live in such a house, and in that manner, certainly showed a daring and audacity unequalled. He, of course, never knew when a prospective tenant might come to visit it, or the agents in Hounslow might send to inspect its condition.

You had a very narrow escape here, sir, said the sergeant as we descended the stairs. Will you step outside? I want to show you something.

We all went out by the kitchen door into the weedy garden where, behind a low wall, lay a mound of newly-dug earth. By its side I saw a rough, yawning hole about five feet long by three broad.

Thats the grave theyd prepared for you, sir, without a doubt! By gum! It was lucky that taxi-driver got up here just in time, or theyd have flung you in and covered you up, dead or alive!

I stood aghast, staring at the hole prepared for the concealment — not of my body — but that of Lola. They had had no inkling of my expected presence, hence that prepared grave had been for her — and her alone!

She had been invited there by old Gregory, who had intended that she should die, and ere morning broke all trace of the crime would have been removed.

Yes. The fat sergeant spoke the truth. Had not Stevens fortunately come to that house at the moment he did, we should both have been flung into that gaping hole and there buried. In a week the weeds of the garden would have spread and all traces of the soil having been moved would have been obliterated.

How many secret crimes are yearly committed in the suburbs of London! How many poor innocent victims of both sexes, and of all ages, lie concealed beneath the floors of kitchens and cellars, or in the back gardens of the snug, old-fashioned houses around London? Once, Seven Dials or Drury Lane were dangerous. But to-day they are not half so dangerous to the unwary as our semi-rural suburbs. The clever criminal never seeks to dissect, burn, or otherwise get rid of his victim save to bury the body. Burial conceals everything, and the corpse rapidly moulders into dust.

If the walls of the middle-class houses of suburban London could speak, what grim stories some of them could tell! And how many quiet, respectable families are now living in houses where, beneath the basement floor, or in the little back garden, lie the rotting remains of the victim of some brutal crime.

It is the same in Paris, in Brussels, in Vienna, aye, in every capital. The innocent pay the toll always. Men make laws and cleverer men break them. But God reigns supreme, and sooner or later places His hand heavily upon the guilty.

Ask any of the heads of the police of the European Powers, and they will tell you that Providence assists them to bring the guilty to justice. It may be mere chance, mere coincidence, vengeance of those who have been tricked, jealousy of a woman — a dozen motives — yet the result is ever the same, the criminal at last stands before his judges.

The great detective — and there are a dozen in Europe — takes no kudos unto himself. He will tell you that his success in such and such a case is due to some lucky circumstance. Ask him who controlled it, and he will go further and tell you that the punishment meted out to the assassin by man is the punishment decreed by his Creator. He has taken a life which is God-given — hence his own life must pay the penalty.

Rayner, as he looked into the hole which had been so roughly dug, was inclined to hilarity.

Well, sir, he exclaimed. Its hardly long enough for you, is it?



Enough! I said. Had it not been for Stevens, I should have been lying down there with the earth over me.

I was afraid I shouldnt get my fare, said the taxi-driver, simply. I didnt know you, sir, and I had four-and-sixpence on the clock — a lot to me.

And a good job, too, declared Rayner. If it had only been a bob fare you might have gone back to Acton and left Mr. Vidal to his fate.

Ah! I quite agree, Stevens said. It was only by mere chance, as I had promised my wife to be home early that night, it being our wedding-day, and we had two or three friends coming in.

Then your wedding anniversary saved my life, Stevens! I exclaimed.

Well, if you put it that way, sir, I suppose it really did, he replied with a laugh. But this preparation of a grave is a surprise to me. They evidently got it ready for the young lady — eh?

I paused. My blood rose against the crafty old Gregory and his associates. They knew of Lolas friendship with me, and they had deliberately plotted the poor girls death. They had actually dug a grave ready to receive her!

Within myself I made a solemn vow that I would be even with the man whom the mysterious Egisto had addressed as Master.

Surely I should have a strange and interesting story to relate to my friend Jonet in Paris.

I glanced at the surroundings. About the oblong excavation was a tangled mass of herbage, peas and beans with fading leaves, for it was in the corner of a kitchen-garden, which in the fall of the previous year had been allowed to run wild. And in such a position had the grave been dug that it was entirely concealed.

That it had been purposely prepared for Lola was apparent. She had been invited there to her death!

Had it not been for my fortunate presence, combined with the fact that Stevens had called just at the opportune moment, then the dainty little girl who, against her will, was the cats paw of the most daring and dangerous gang of criminals in Europe, would be lying there concealed beneath that long tangle of vegetables and weeds.

The house has been to let for nearly three years, the sergeant informed me. But this hole has only been recently dug, a little over a week, we think. It was probably on the evening previous to your adventure, sir.

Probably, I said, for the earth looked still fresh, though the rain had caked it somewhat. Two spades were lying near, therefore, I conjectured, the work had been accomplished by two men. The two I had seen with Gregory, I presumed.

Were making inquiries regarding the intruders, the sergeant went on. I only wish Mr. Warton were here, but he had to go up to the Yard this morning. Cant you give any description of the people you saw here?

I thought you had described them, Stevens, I said, addressing the taxi-driver.

So I have, sir. But in the dark I wasnt able to see very much.

Well, I exclaimed, in reply to the sergeant, I, too, did not have much opportunity of seeing them. The electric light was switched off the moment I entered and I was shot by the aid of an electric torch. I had no means of defending myself. I fired at the light at the time, its true, but the scoundrel evidently held it away from him, knowing that I might shoot.

I did not intend to assist the police. The Criminal Investigation Department never showed very great eagerness to assist me in any of my investigations.

But you saw the men?

Yes. As I have already told Inspector Warton.

What brought you here?

I followed two of the men from Ealing.



I know. But for what reason did you follow them?

Because I believed that I recognized them.

But you were mistaken, eh? asked the fat sergeant as we still stood at the edge of the grave.

I hardly know, I answered vaguely, except that a dastardly attempt was made upon my life because I had pried into the mens business.

The sergeant was silent for a few moments, and I had distinct suspicion that, from the expression upon his face, he did not believe me.

Then he remarked in a slow, reflective tone — 

I suppose, Mr. Vidal, you know that the young French lady who was found here has made a statement to Inspector Warton?

What! I gasped. What has she told him?

I dont know, except that hes gone up to Scotland Yard to-day regarding it.

I held my breath.

What indiscretions, I wondered, had Lola committed!


CHAPTER XXI EXPLAINS LOLAS FEARS
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AFTER LEAVING THE house in which I had so narrowly escaped death, I dropped the sergeant at Spring Place station and, with Rayner, drove over to Brentford, where, at the hospital, I stood beside Lolas bed.

She looked a pale, frail, pathetic little figure, clad in a light blue dressing-jacket, and propped up among the pillows. When she recognized me she put forth a slim white hand and smiled a glad welcome.

I have been so very anxious about you, Lola, I said after the nurse had gone. You know, of course, what happened?

Yes, she answered weakly in French. I am so very sorry that you should have fallen into the trap as well as myself, Msieur Vidal. They induced me to call there for one purpose — to kill me, she added in English, with her pretty French accent.

I fear that is so, was my reply. But did you not receive my warnings? The Paris Sûreté are searching for you everywhere, and Jonet is most anxious to find you.

Ah, I know! she exclaimed with a slight laugh. Yes, I got your kind letters, but I could not reply to them. There were reasons which, at the time, prevented me.

She looked very sweet, her fair, soft hair in two long plaits hanging over her shoulders, the ends being secured by big bows of turquoise ribbon.

Yes, she was decidedly pretty; her big, blue, wide-open eyes turned upon me.

I wrote to Elise Leblanc at Versailles, I said, for want of something else to say.

I got the letters. I was in Dresden at the time.

With your uncle?

No. He has been in Vienna, was her brief response.

But he was at that house in Spring Grove.

Yes. It was a trap for me — a dastardly trap laid for me by old Gregory, she cried in anger. He intended that I should die, but he never expected you to come so suddenly upon the scene.

How was it that Jeanjean arrived there also? I asked.

He came there to consult the Master, she replied. A huge affair was being planned to take place at the offices of one of the best known diamond dealers in Hatton Garden. Gregory, being in the diamond trade, knows most of the secrets of the other dealers, and in this case had learned of the arrival of three very fine stones, among the most notable diamonds known to the world. For three months he had carefully laid his plans of attack, and on the night in question had called his confederates together, as was his habit, in order to put his plans finally before them, and to allocate each his work. Through my uncle, however, I knew of the proposed robbery, and the old man, fearing me, had decided that it would be in their interests if I died. Hence the attack upon me.

A most base and brutal one! I cried. But thank Heaven! Lola, you are recovering. I overheard all that you said regarding myself.

She flushed slightly, but did not reply.

To-day I have heard that you have made a statement to the police, I went on in a low voice so that I should not be overheard by the nurse who stood outside the door of the small two-bedded ward, the second bed being unoccupied.

Yes. An agent of police came and questioned me, was her reply, but I did not tell him much — at least, nothing which might give them any clue — or which would jeopardize either of us. I had heard that you were recovering, and therefore I thought you would prefer to unmask Gregory and his associates yourself, rather than leave it to the London police. Besides, they have escaped and I have no idea where they may now be.

Quite right, I replied, much relieved at her words. You acted wisely, for had you told them the truth they would in all probability have arrested you.

She smiled faintly.

Yes. That was one of the reasons which caused me to exercise discretion. I felt that we should soon meet again, Msieur Vidal, she added. They say that I shall be discharged from here in about a week.

I hope so, I declared earnestly. You had a very narrow escape from those fiends.

I was quite unsuspicious when I went there, she said. That house has been our meeting-place for the past eighteen months or so. Sometimes we met at Gregorys flat in Amsterdam, and sometimes at the tenantless house in Spring Grove, or at one which has been to let at Cricklewood, and also at a house in West Hampstead.

The spot where the three Cs meet at Ealing is the usual rendezvous, I suppose?

Yes, the place is easy of access, quiet, and entirely unsuspicious. I have met my uncle there sometimes when in London, and sometimes Gregory or the others. The conference usually took place there, and then we went together in a taxi to one or other of the meeting-places which Gregory had established.

As soon as you have quite recovered we will lay a trap and secure the whole gang, I whispered confidently.

Ah! I fear that will not be easy, she exclaimed, slowly shaking her head. We shall be too well watched.

And we can watch also, I remarked. I know that from to-day I shall be kept under close supervision because they will fear me more than ever. But I shall manage to evade them, never fear. As soon as you leave hospital we must join forces and exterminate this gang of assassins.

She drew a long breath, bent her fair brows and looked straight across at the pale-green wall. I could see that she was not at all confident of escape. She knew how clever, designing and unscrupulous was the old man Gregory; how cheaply her uncle, Jules Jeanjean, held human life.

Where is Gregory now, I wonder? I exclaimed.

Who knows? They are all in France or Belgium, I expect. They may be in Amsterdam, but I do not think so, as they might suspect me of making a statement to the police.

What did you tell the police?

For a moment she hesitated.

Simply that I was enticed there by a young man whom I knew in Paris, and found myself in the company of several men who were undoubtedly thieves. These men I described. I stated that I was pressed to act as their decoy, and on refusal was struck down.



Then they will be already searching for the men! I exclaimed, remembering that Warton had that morning gone up to consult his chief at Scotland Yard.

They will be searching for men whose descriptions do not tally with those of my uncle and his friends, she whispered frankly, with a mischievous smile.

Tell me, Lola, I asked, after complimenting her upon her astuteness, do you recognize the names of Lavelle, Kunzle, Geering, or Hodrickx?

She started, staring at me.

Why? What do you know of them? she inquired quickly, an apprehensive look upon her pretty face.

They are associates of your uncle, are they not — in fact, members of the gang?

Yes. But how did you discover their true names?

Then I explained how, after poor Craigs death, I had found the paper with the elaborate calculations, and the list of names with corresponding numbers.

They are code-numbers, so that mention of them can be made in telegrams or letters, and their identity still concealed.

And what were the columns of figures? I asked, describing them.

Probably either the calculations of weights and values of precious stones, or calculations of wave-lengths of wireless telegraphy in which Gregory experiments, she replied. After a coup Gregory always valued the stolen gems very carefully before they were sent to Antwerp or Amsterdam to be re-cut and altered out of recognition. At one coup, a year ago, when at Kleins, the principal jeweller in Vienna, the night-watchman was killed and the safe opened with the acetylene jet. We got clear away with jewels valued at three-quarters of a million francs. Afterwards, I motored from Vienna to Antwerp, carrying most of the unset stones and pearls in the radiator of my car. The prying douaniers at the frontiers never suspect anything there, nor in the inner tube of a spare wheel. Besides, I was the daughter of the Baronne de Lericourt, travelling with her maid, therefore nobody suspected, and Kunzle, a young Dane, acted as my chauffeur.

In which direction did your uncle travel?

To Algiers, by way of Trieste, and home to his hobby, wireless telegraphy. He has high aerial wires across the grounds of his villa, and can receive on his delicate apparatus messages from Clifden in Ireland, Trieste, Paris, Madrid, London, Port Said, and stations all over Europe.

Can he transmit messages? I asked.

She sighed slightly, her wound was giving her pain.

Oh, yes. His transmitter is very powerful, and sometimes, at night, he can reach Poldhu in Cornwall.

Then your uncle is, apparently, a skilled scientist, as well as a daring criminal! I said, surprised.

Oui, Msieur. He is just now experimenting with a wireless telephone, and has already heard from Algiers, across the Mediterranean, to Genoa, where his friend, the man Hodrickx, has established a similar station. It was Hodrickx you saw at Spring Grove.

And the wireless is sometimes used for their nefarious purposes, I suppose?

Probably. But that is, of course, their own secret. I am told nothing, was her reply, dropping into French. Sometimes, when at home, my uncle sits for hours with the telephones over his ears, listening — listening attentively — and now and then, scribbling down the mysterious call-letters he hears, and referring to his registers to see whose attention is being attracted. Every night, at twelve oclock, he receives the days news sent out from Clifden in Ireland to ships in the Atlantic.

It must be an exceedingly interesting hobby, I remarked.

It is. If I were a man I should certainly go in for experimenting. There is something weirdly mysterious about it, she said with a sweet expression.

If he can speak by telephone across the Mediterranean to Genoa, then, no doubt, such an instrument is of greatest use to him in the pursuit of his shameful profession, I said.

I expect it is, she answered rather grimly, regarding me with half-closed eyes. But, oh! Msieu, how can I bear the future? What will happen now? I cannot tell. For me it must be either a violent death, at a moment when I least expect it, or — or — —

Leave it all to me, Lola, I interrupted. Ill leave no stone unturned to effect the arrest of the whole gang.

Do be careful of yourself, she urged, with apprehension. Remember, they intend at all hazards to kill you! Gregory and my uncle fear you more than they do the police. Ever since you unearthed that mystery in Brussels, they have held you in terror. The evidence you gave in the Assize Court against the man Lefranc showed them that you entertained suspicion of who killed the jeweller, Josse Vanderelst, in the Avenue Louise. And for that reason you have since been a marked man, she added, looking very earnestly into my face.

I assure you I have now no fear of them, Lola. I will extricate you from the guilty bonds in which they hold you, if you will only render me assistance.

For a moment she remained thoughtful, a very serious expression upon her fair face.

Bien! But if the men are arrested they will at once turn upon me, she argued. Then I too will stand in the criminal dock beside them!

Not if you act as I direct, I assured her, placing my hand upon hers, which lay outside the coverlet.

Then, after a brief pause, during which I again looked straight into her great blue eyes, I suddenly asked — 

Where can I find trace of old Gregory? As soon as I am a little better I shall resume my investigations, and run the whole gang to earth.

I do not know where he lives. My uncle once remarked that he was so evasive that he changed his abode as often as he did his collars. His office, however, is in Hatton Garden over a watchmakers named Etherington, on the second floor. You will find on a door, Loicq Freres, Diamond Dealers, Antwerp. Mr. Gregory Vernon, not Vernon Gregory, poses as the London manager of the firm of Loicq Freres, who, by reason of their wealth and the magnitude of their purchases and sales, are well known in the diamond trade. So, by carrying on a genuine business, he very successfully conceals his illegitimate one of re-cutting stones and re-placing them upon the market.

Good! I said, enthusiastically, in English. I shall endeavour to trace his hiding-place, for most certainly he is no longer in London, now that he knows that his attempt upon you was unsuccessful.

And the police are now looking for mythical persons! she laughed merrily, displaying her white, even teeth.

Yes, the more I saw of my dainty little divinity, the greater I became attracted by her, even though force of circumstances had, alas! compelled her, against her will, to become an expert jewel-thief, who by reason of her charm, her beauty, and her astuteness, had passed without suspicion.

What a strange and tragic career had been that of the frail little creature now smiling so sweetly at me! My heart went out in sympathy towards her, just as it had done ever since that memorable night when I had gripped her slim waist and captured her in my room.

The nurse entered, so I rose from my chair, and clasping Lolas little hand, bade her au revoir, promising to return again in two days time, and also suggesting that when she became convalescent I should take her down to some friends of mine at Boscombe to recuperate.

My suggestion she adopted at once, and then I turned, and thanking the nurse for all her kindness, left the hospital.


CHAPTER XXII THE ROAD OF RICHES
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WHEN MY DOCTOR first allowed me forth on foot it was fully a week later.

I had driven to Brentford in a taxi on three occasions to visit Lola, taking her fresh flowers, grapes and other dainties. Each time I recognized a marked improvement in her.

I felt certain that every movement of mine was being watched, but neither Rayner nor myself could discover any one spying upon us. I had always flattered myself that nobody could keep observation upon me without I detected them, and I certainly felt considerable chagrin at my present helplessness.

Rayner, a shrewd, clever watcher himself, was up to every ruse in the science of keeping observation and remaining unseen. Yet he also failed to discover any one.

Therefore, one morning I left Carlos Place in a taxi and drove to Kings Cross Station, where I alighted, paid the man, and went on to the main line departure platform. Thence I passed across to the arrival platform, so as to evade any pursuer, though no one had followed me to my knowledge, and then I drove down to Brentford.

Though still weak, I that afternoon accompanied the dainty little invalid down to Bournemouth, where I saw her comfortably installed with a very worthy family — a retired excise officer and his wife and daughter, living at Boscombe — and, after a night at the Bath Hotel, I returned to London to resume my investigations.

Through three days following I felt very unwell and unable to go out, the journey to Bournemouth having rather upset me in my weak state. Indeed, it was not before another week that one afternoon I alighted from a taxi at Holborn Circus and strolled leisurely down Hatton Garden in search of the watchmakers Lola had indicated.

I found it with but little difficulty, about half-way down on the left-hand side.

A stranger passing along Hatton Garden, that dreary, rather mean street, leading from busy Holborn away to the poverty-stricken district of Saffron Hill, with its poor Italian denizens and its Italian church, would never dream that it contained all the chief wholesale dealers in precious stones in London. In that one street, hidden away in the safes of the various dealers, Jew and Gentile, are gems and pearls worth millions.

The houses are sombre, grimed, and old-fashioned, and there is an air of middle-class respectability about them which disguises from the stranger the real character of their contents. The very passers-by are for the most part shabby, though, now and then, one may see a well-dressed man enter or leave one of the houses let out in floors to the diamond dealers.

It is a street of experts, of men who pay thousands of pounds for a single stone, and who regard the little paper packets of glittering diamonds as the ordinary person would regard packets of seed-peas.

Many a shabby man with shiny coat, and rather down at heel, passing up the street, carries in his pocket, in a well-worn leathern wallet, diamonds, rubies or emeralds worth the proverbial kings ransom.

On that autumn afternoon the sun was shining brightly as I passed the house where Gregory Vernons office was situated. Seldom, indeed, does the sun shine in Hatton Garden or in Saffron Hill, but when it does it brings gladness to the hearts of those sons and daughters of the sunny Italy, who are wearing out their lives in the vicinity. To them, born and bred in the fertile land where August is indeed the Lion Month, the sun is their very life. Alas! it comes to them so very seldom, but when it does, the women and children go forth into the streets bare-headed to enjoy the bella giornata.



And so it was then. Some Italian women and children, with a few old men, white-haired and short of stature, were passing up and down the Road of Riches into which I had ventured.

I knew not, of course, whether old Gregory was still in London. He might be at his upper window for aught I knew. Therefore I had adopted the dress of a curate of the Church of England, a disguise which on many an occasion had stood me in good stead. And as I loitered through the road, with eyes about me on all hands, I presented the appearance of the hard-worked curate of a poor London parish.

Before the watchmakers I halted, looking in at the side door, where I saw written up with the names in dark, dingy lettering, Loicq Freres, Second Floor.

Beyond was a dark, well-worn stair leading to the other offices, but all looked so dingy and so dismal, that it was hard to believe that within were stored riches of such untold value.

I did not hesitate long, but with sudden resolve entered boldly and mounted the stairs.

On the second floor, on a narrow landing, was a dingy, dark-brown door on which the words Loicq Freres were painted.

At this I knocked, whereupon a foreign voice called, Come in.

I entered a clerks room where, at a table, sat a man who, when he raised his head and sallow face, I recognized instantly as the mysterious motor-cyclist of Cromer, the man Egisto Bertini, who had so cleverly evaded me on the night of my long vigil on the Norwich road, and who had assisted Gregory, or Vernon as he called himself, to remove the jewels from Beacon House.

He did not, of course, recognize me, though I knew his face in an instant. He rose and came forward.

Is Mr. Gregory Vernon in? I asked, assuming a clerical drawl.

No, sare, replied the dark-eyed Italian. Can I gif him any message? he asked with a strong accent.



The reply satisfied me, for my object in going there was not to see the man whose real name was Vernon, but to get a peep at the unsuspicious headquarters of the greatest criminal in Europe.

Ah, I — I called to ask him to be good enough to subscribe to an outing we are giving to the poor children of my parish — that of St. Annes. We have much poverty, you know, and the poor children want a day in the country before autumn is over. Several kind friends — —

Meester Vernon, he will not be able to make a subscription — he is away, broke in the Italian.

My quick eye had noticed that opposite me was a door of ground-glass. A shadow had flitted across that glass, for the short curtains behind it were inadvertently drawn slightly aside.

Some one was within. If it were Vernon, then he might have a secret hole for spying and would recognize me. Thereupon I instantly altered my position, turning my back towards the door, as though unconsciously.

Im sorry, I said. Perhaps you could subscribe a trifle yourself, if only one shilling? and I took out a penny account book with which I had provided myself.

Ah, no, was his reply. I haf none to gif, and he shook his head and held out his palms. Meester Vernon — he reech man — me, no! Me only clerk!

Im sorry, I said. Perhaps you will tell Mr. Vernon that the Reverend Harold Hawke called.

Yes, sare, replied the expert motor-cyclist, whom I knew to be one of the clever gang. And he pretended to scribble something upon a pad. He posed as a clerk perfectly, even to the shabbiness of his office-coat. He presented the appearance of a poor, under-paid foreign clerk, of whom there are thousands in the City of London.

Standing in such a position that old Mr. Vernon could not see my face, I conversed with the Italian a few moments longer as I wished to make some further observations. What I saw surprised me, for there seemed every evidence that a bona fide trade was actually conducted there.

The shadow across the private office had puzzled me. I entertained a strong suspicion that old Vernon was within that room, and the man, Egisto Bertini, had orders to tell all strangers that his master was absent.

If he feared arrest — as no doubt he did, knowing that Lola might make a statement to the police — then it was but natural that he would not see any stranger.

No. I watched Bertini very closely as I chatted with him, feeling assured that he was lying.

So I apologized for my intrusion, as a good curate should do, and descended the dark, narrow stairs with the firm conviction that Gregory Vernon was actually in his office.

In the street I walked leisurely towards Holborn, fearing to hurry lest the crafty old man should be watching my departure. Having turned the corner, however, I rushed to the nearest telephone and got on to Rayner.

He answered me quickly, and I gave him instructions to dress instantly as a poor, half-starved labourer — for my several suits of disguise fitted him — and to meet me at the earliest moment at Holborn Circus, outside Walliss shop.

All right, sir, was the mans prompt reply. Ill be there inside half an hour.

And, Rayner, I added, bring my small suit-case with things for the night, and an extra suit. Drop it at the cloak-room at Charing Cross on your way here. I may have to leave London.

Anything interesting, sir? he asked, his natural curiosity rising.

Yes. Ill tell you when we meet, was my answer, and I rang off.

I have always found clerical clothes an excellent disguise for keeping observation. It may be conspicuous, but the clergyman is never regarded with any suspicion, where an ill-dressed man who loiters is in peril of being interfered with by the police, moved on, or even taken into custody on suspicion of loitering for the purpose of committing a felony. England is not exactly the free country which those ignorant of our by-laws are so fond of declaring.

Having spoken to Rayner, I returned to the corner of Hatton Garden, and idling about aimlessly, kept a sharp eye upon the watchmakers shop.

If my visit to the offices of Loicq Brothers had aroused any suspicion in the mind of Gregory Vernon, then he would, no doubt, make a bolt for it. If not, he would remain there till he left for his home.

In the latter case I should certainly discover the place of his abode, and take the first step towards striking the blow.

On the one hand, I argued that Vernon would never dare to remain in England after his brutal attack upon Lola, knowing that the police must question her. Then there was the tell-tale excavation in the garden at Spring Grove — the nameless grave ready prepared for her! But, on the other hand, I recollected the subtle cunning of the man, his bold audacity, his astounding daring, and his immunity hitherto from the slightest suspicion.

The flitting shadow upon the ground-glass was, I felt confident, his silhouette — that silhouette I had known so well — when he had been in the habit of passing the Hôtel de Paris, at Cromer, a dozen times a day.

The afternoon wore on, but I still remained at the Holborn end of Hatton Garden, ever watchful of all who came and went. Rayner was longer than he had anticipated, for he had to drive down to Charing Cross before coming to me. But at last I saw a wretched, ill-dressed, pale-faced man alight from a bus outside Walliss drapery shop, and, glancing round, he quickly found me.

I walked round a corner and, when we met, I explained in a few brief words the exact situation.

Then I instructed him to pass down Hatton Garden to the Clerkenwell Road end and watch there while I maintained a vigilance in Holborn. When Vernon came out we would both follow him, and track him to his dwelling-place.

I told Rayner of Bertinis presence there as a clerk, whereupon my man grew full of vengeful anger, expressing a hope that later on he would meet the Italian face to face and get even for the treatment meted out to him on that memorable night at Cromer.

We had walked together to the end of the Road of Riches in earnest discussion, when, on suddenly glancing along the pavement in the direction of the watchmakers, I recognized the figure of a well-dressed man coming in our direction.

I held my breath, for his presence there was entirely unexpected.

It was Jules Jeanjean.


CHAPTER XXIII FOLLOWS THE ELUSIVE JULES

[image: img300.jpg]

THE MAN OF a hundred aliases, and as many crimes, was walking swiftly in our direction, and I only just had time to nip back and cross to the street refuge in the centre of Holborn Circus.

Rayner recognized him in an instant, and I had just time to exclaim — 

Theres Jeanjean! Take him up, but be careful. Got your revolver?

Trust me, sir, Rayner laughed. I dont forget Cromer.

Be careful, I whispered, and next instant we had separated.

I saw Jeanjean gain the end of the drab thoroughfare and glance around apprehensively. He was dressed smartly in a well-cut suit of blue serge and wore a grey hat of soft felt, and a pair of yellow wash-leather gloves, like those poor Craig had habitually affected. His quick, shifty eyes searched everywhere for a few seconds, then he turned into the bustle of the traffic in Holborn and walked westward in the direction of Oxford Street.

A moment later Rayner, a poor wretched-looking figure, penurious and ill, crossed from the opposite side of the road and lounged slowly after Jeanjean until I lost them amidst the crowd.

I was divided in my intentions, for if I followed the pair I should miss the Italian clerk, and as he undoubtedly was a member of the interesting association, I felt that it would be judicious to follow and ascertain where he lived.

For nearly two hours, nevertheless, my vigilance remained unrewarded. Office-boys came forth from the various houses laden with letters, and middle-aged clerks carried in black bags packets of precious stones in order to insure them for transmission by post. Then as the dusk crept on, the offices and workshops in the vicinity emptied their workers, who hurried home by train or motor-bus, while in a constant stream came weary Italians, painfully and patiently dragging piano-organs and ice-cream barrows on their way to their quarters at the other end of the road, their days wanderings over.

A perfect panorama of London life passed by me as I stood there watching in vain.

At length, about seven oclock, when it had grown dark and the street-lamps had been lit, I saw the figure of the Italian emerge from the door, and turning his back towards me, he walked in the direction of Clerkenwell Road.

In eagerness I took a few quick steps after him, but halted as a sudden suggestion arose within me. If Jeanjean had been there it was for consultation with his chief — the man he regarded as his master — the master-mind of that daring and dangerous association. Was it possible, therefore, that these two men had left the place at long intervals, because of the suspicion in which they held the curate who had called for a subscription? Was it possible that Gregory Vernon, alias Gregory, and alias a dozen other names, no doubt, was still safe in his high-up dingy little office wherein lay concealed stolen gems of untold value?

Rayner was, without doubt, hot upon the track of the elusive bandit whose empreintes digitales, and whose cliches and relevés were so carefully preserved in that formidable dossier at the Prefecture of Police of the Seine. Rayner was a past master in the art of observation, and I felt convinced that ere long I should learn where Jeanjean made his headquarters in London.

Therefore, after a seconds reflection, I decided not to follow Bertini, but to still remain on and watch for the clever old rascal to whose plots so many jewel robberies in Europe, with and without violence, were due. By some vague intuition I felt that if Jeanjean dared to go to the offices of Loicq Freres, then certainly the elder man would have no hesitation. But their daring was astounding in face of the circumstances.

Perhaps, so completely and entirely did they hold Lola in their grip, that they felt confident she dare not reveal the truth. Was it not a fact, alas! that the sweet, dainty little girl was actually a thief, forced into crime and trained by her uncle to act the part of decoy, her very innocence disarming suspicion? Her youth was her protection, for nobody would believe that she was actually a clever adventuress and a professional thief.

Ah! how I pitied her, knowing all that I did. How often recollections arose in my mind of that never-to-be-forgotten night in Scotland when she had inadvertently entered my bedroom, and I had seized her — of her piteous appeal to me, and of her expression of heartfelt thanks when I allowed her her liberty. Yes, assuredly Lola Sorel was to be pitied, not blamed. She had been struggling all along to free herself from those bonds of guilt which had bound her to that unscrupulous brutal gang of malefactors who were undoubtedly the most dangerous criminals in Europe. But, alas! all in vain. They had held her in their inexorable grip until, fearing lest she should appeal to me and make revelations, the sinister-faced old rascal who ruled them had ruthlessly struck her down and left her for dead.

Such a formidable band as that, constituted as it was, and with enormous funds at command, could hold the police in contempt. Money was of no object, and Lola had once told me how police officials, both in Berlin and in Rome, had been judiciously squared by a certain obscure lawyer who had an office in the Italian capital, and who, being a member of the gang, conducted their legal affairs — which mainly consisted in the obtaining of information concerning the whereabouts of jewels in the possession of private families, and in bribing any obnoxious police official, from a sous-prefet down to a humble agent.

Bribery among the Continental police is far more rife than is generally supposed. Poor pay, especially in Italy, is the prime cause. There are, of course, black sheep in every flock, even in England, but in the southern countries the aspect of the flock is much darker than in the northern ones. Many a law-breaker to-day pays toll to the police, even in our own London, and from the street bookmaker in the East End slums to the keeper of the luxurious gaming-house near Piccadilly Circus, hundreds of men are allowed to carry on their nefarious practices by sending anonymous presents to the private addresses of those who might trouble them.

So it is even in matters criminal. There is not a single member of the Criminal Investigation Department who has not been sorely tempted at one time or another. And perhaps in the light of certain recent prosecutions, and the allegations of Mr. Keir Hardie, big names — the names of certain men who are leaders of our present-day life and thought — are suppressed, and grave scandals concealed by the judicious application of gold.



My watch proved a wearying one, especially in my weak state.

With the darkness there were fewer people in the streets. The City traffic had now died down, and at eight oclock Hatton Garden had become practically deserted.

I had been chatting to the constable on duty, who, on account of my clerical attire, had not viewed me with any suspicion, when of a sudden Rayner alighted from a taxi and approached me.

Well? I asked eagerly, when we were together.

He gave me the slip, sir, exclaimed my man breathlessly. Hes devilish clever, he is, sir.

You surely knew that before, Rayner, I said, reproachfully.

Yes, and I took every precaution. But he did me in the end.

How?

Well, when he left here, he walked as far as Gamages very leisurely. Then he took a taxi up to Baker Street Station. I followed him, and saw that he took a ticket to Swiss Cottage, where he took another taxi along the Finchley Road, alighting at the end of a rather quiet thoroughfare of superior houses called Arkwright Road. He went into one of them, a new red-brick house, called Merton Lodge.

You were near when he entered? I asked.

Quite. I watched the door open to admit him, but couldnt see who opened it, he replied. Then I waited for nearly two hours, concealing myself in the area of an unoccupied house close by. The road was so quiet and unfrequented that I dare not show myself. The house seemed smart and well-kept, with a large garden behind.

No one came out?

Nobody. But at last I grew impatient and got out on to the pavement, when, a few seconds later, the door opened, and a middle-aged, dark-eyed man came out straight up to me. He had a Hebrew cast in his features. Without ado, he asked me with indignation why I was watching his house. Whereupon I told him I was waiting for a friend who had entered there. In reply, he denied that any friend of mine was there. He said, I object to my house being watched like this, and if you dont be off, I shall telephone for the police, and have you arrested for loitering. I believe you intend to commit a burglary.

Ah! that was rather disconcerting, eh, Rayner?

Yes, sir. What could I do? I saw Id been spotted, and so the game was up. Well, a thought occurred to me, and I replied to him, Very good. Telephone at once. Ill be pleased to have a constable here to help me. It was a bold move, but it worked. He believed me to be a detective, and his tone altered at once. I tell you, he said, I have nobody in my house. Nobody has come in since I returned home at five oclock. You may search, if you wish! I smiled and said, Oh, so you dont now suspect me of being a thief? Well, he replied, if you think your friend is here, come over and satisfy yourself.

Clever of him — very clever, I remarked. But there might have been a trap! Jeanjean would set one without the slightest hesitation.

Just what I suspected, sir, replied Rayner. At first I hesitated, but I had my revolver with me, so I resolved to search the place. Just as I crossed the road a constable turned the corner idly, and in a moment I was beside him. In a few words I asked him to accompany me, at the same time slipping a couple of half-crowns into his hand, much to the chagrin of the occupier of the house. To the constable I explained that I had reason to believe that a friend of mine was hidden in the house and I had been invited to search. So together we went in, and while the constable remained in the hall, I went from room to room with the dark-faced Hebrew. The place was well furnished, evidently the abode of a man of wealth and taste. He was something of a student, too, for in a corner of the small library at the rear, on the ground-floor, was a table, and on it several queer-looking electrical instruments and a telephone receiver. From room to room I went, and found nobody. Indeed, there was nobody else in the house except a sallow-looking youth, the son of the man who had invited me in. The back premises, however, told their own tale. At the end of the dark garden was a door in the wall, leading to a narrow lane beyond the tradesmens entrance. By that way Jules Jeanjean had escaped nearly two hours before!

So he has eluded you, as he always does, I remarked regretfully.

Yes. But the owner of Merton Lodge no doubt knows him and gives him shelter when hes in London, Rayner said.

He may, but, if I judge correctly, Jeanjean knew he was followed from the first, and simply led you there to mystify you. He entered by the front door and went out at once by the back one, I said. In all probability he only knows the owner of Merton Lodge quite slightly. If not, why did the Hebrew come out so boldly and ask you to search?

Bluff, declared Rayner promptly.

No, not exactly, I remarked. If Jeanjean knew he was followed he would never have gone to a house where he could be again found, depend upon it. No. He perhaps told the person who opened the door to him some cock-and-bull story, and only remained in the house a minute or two. To me, all seems quite clear. He led you on a wild-goose chase, Rayner, I laughed, as we stood together in Holborn.

Yet scarcely had these words left my mouth when there passed close by us a thin, old gentleman in black, and wearing a silk hat. His grey hair and beard were close-cropped, but his broad forehead and narrow chin could not be disguised.

I held my breath as I recognized him at a glance. He had not noticed me, for my back had been towards him. Yet my heart beat quickly, for might he not have identified me by my clerical hat!

It was the man I had suspected of lying closely concealed in his office — old Gregory Vernon, the dealer in stolen gems.


CHAPTER XXIV MAKES A STARTLING DISCLOSURE
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HE CROSSED HOLBORN, walking leisurely, and smoking a cigar, and continued down St. Andrew Street and along towards Shoe Lane, I strolling after him at some distance behind.

At that hour the thoroughfare was practically deserted, therefore concealment was extremely difficult. Yet by his leisurely walk I felt convinced that in passing he had, fortunately, not recognized me.

Behind me came Rayner to see, as he swiftly put it, that no harm came to me.

The old man in the full enjoyment of his cigar, and apparently quite happy that if his offices were watched his two confederates would have taken off the watchers, strolled along St. Bride Street as far as the corner of Ludgate Hill, when he hailed a taxi and drove westward. His example I quickly followed, leaving Rayner standing on the kerb, unable to follow, as no third cab was in sight.

Up Fleet Street we drove quickly and along the Strand as far as Charing Cross, when the taxi I was pursuing turned into Northumberland Avenue and pulled up before the Hôtel Metropole.

I drew up further along, at the corner of the Embankment, at the same time watching the old man pay the driver and enter, being saluted by the uniformed porter, who evidently knew him.

For about five minutes I waited. Then I entered the hotel, where I also was well known, having very often stayed there.

Of the porter at the door, who touched his hat as I went in, I asked the name of the old gentleman who had just entered.

I dont know his name, sir. He often stays here. Theyll tell you at the key-office.

So I ascended the stairs into the hall, and made inquiry of the sharp-eyed, dark-faced man at the key-counter.

Oh, Mr. Vernon, you mean, sir? Been in about five minutes. Hes just gone up in the lift — Room 139a, first-floor — shall I send your name up, Mr. Vidal?

No, Ill go up, I said. Youre sure he is up in his room?

Quite sure, sir. He took his key about five minutes ago.

Is he often here?

Every month, was the reply. He usually spends about a week with us, and always has the same room.

What is he? Have you any idea?

Ive heard that hes a diamond-broker. Lives in Paris, I fancy.

Has he many callers?

One or two business men sometimes; but only one lady.

A lady! I echoed. Who?

Oh, a very pretty young French girl who comes sometimes to see him, replied the clerk. Then, after reflection, he added: I think the name is Sorel — Mademoiselle Sorel.

I started at mention of the name.

Does she come alone? I asked. Excuse me making these inquiries, I added apologetically, but I have strong reasons for doing so.



Once she came alone, I think about six weeks ago. But she generally comes with a tall, rather ugly, but well-dressed Frenchman of about forty-five, a man who seems to be Mr. Vernons most intimate friend.

I asked for a further description of her companion, and decided that it was Jules Jeanjean.

Is the hotel detective about? I asked.

Yes. Hes somewhere down on the smoking-room floor. Do you want him? he asked, surprised.

I replied in the affirmative. Whereupon a page was at once dispatched, and returned with an insignificant-looking man, an ex-sergeant of Scotland Yard, engaged by the hotel as its private inquiry agent.

He knew me well, therefore I said — 

Will you come up with me to 139a. I want to see a Mr. Vernon, and there may be a little trouble. I may have to call in the police.

Whats the trouble, sir? he asked in surprise, though he knew me to be an investigator of crime.

Only a little difference between us, I said. He may have a revolver. Have you got one?

The detective smiled, and produced a serviceable-looking Colt from his hip-pocket, while I drew a long, plated, hammerless Smith & Wesson, which has been my constant companion throughout my adventurous life.

Then together we ascended in the lift, and passed along the corridor till we found the room which the clerk had indicated.

I tapped loudly at the door, at the same moment summoning all my self-possession. I was about to secure one of the most cunning and clever criminals on earth.

There was no answer. Yet I distinctly heard some one within the room.

Again I knocked loudly.

Then I heard footsteps advancing to the door, which was thrown open, and a chambermaid stood there.

Im sorry, sir, she said apologetically.



I drew back in dismay.

Is Mr. Vernon in here? I asked breathlessly.

Mr. Vernon — the gentleman in this room, sir?

Yes. He has come up here, I know.

He did come in a few minutes ago, and took a small leather case, but he went out again at once.

Went out? You saw him?

Yes. He was coming out just as I came in, sir, replied the girl.

Gone! I gasped, turning to the ex-sergeant.

He must have gone down the stairs, sir, the man suggested.

With a glance round the room, which only contained a suit-case, I dashed down the stairs and into the hall.

Of the porter at the door I asked a quick question.

No, sir, he replied. Mr. Vernon hasnt gone out this way. He may have gone out by the door in Whitehall Place.

I rushed through the hotel and, at the door indicated, the man in uniform told me that Mr. Vernon had left on foot five minutes before, going towards Whitehall.

I hurried after him, but alas! I was too late.

Again, he had evaded me!

So I returned to my rooms utterly fagged by the long vigil, and feeling thoroughly ill. Indeed, in my weak state, it had been a somewhat injudicious proceeding, yet I felt anxious and impatient, eager to strike a crushing blow against the daring band who held poor Lola so completely in their power.

The result of my imprudence, however, was another whole week in bed, and a further confinement to my room for a second week. Meanwhile Rayner was active and watchful.

Observation upon the offices of Loicq Frères showed that only an English clerk was left in charge, and that neither Vernon, Jeanjean nor Bertini had since been there. Vigilance upon Merton Lodge, in Hampstead, also resulted in nothing. It was clear, therefore, that the trio had become alarmed at my visit to Hatton Garden, even though I had exercised every precaution to avoid recognition.

As I sat in my big arm-chair, day after day, unable to go out, I carefully reviewed all the events of the past, just as I have set them down in these pages. Somehow — how it came to pass, I cannot tell — I found myself thinking more than ever of Lola Sorel, the sweet-faced, innocent-looking girl whose career had been fraught with so much tragedy, apprehension and bitterness.

Every day, nay, every hour, her pretty, fair face arose before my vision — that pale, delicately-moulded countenance, with the big, blue, wondering eyes, larger and more perfect than the eyes of any woman I had ever before met in the course of my adventurous career.

Time after time I asked myself why my thoughts should so constantly revert to her. Sleeping or waking, I dreamed ever of that dainty little figure with its sweet, rather sad face, the pathetic countenance of the pretty Parisienne who had so gradually fascinated and entranced me.

Within myself, I laughed at my own feelings of sympathy towards her. Why should I entertain any regard for a girl who, after all, was only a thief — a girl whose innocence had decoyed men, and caused women to betray the whereabouts of their jewels, so that her associates could rob them with impunity?

From the moment when I had seized her in my bedroom at Balmaclellan I had pitied her, and that pity had now deepened into keen sympathy for her, held, as she was, in those bonds of guilt, yet struggling always to free herself, like a poor frightened bird beating its wings against the bars.

Had I fallen in love with her? Time after time I asked myself that question. But time after time did I scout the very idea and laughed myself to ridicule.

The thought that I loved Lola Sorel, beautiful as she was, seemed utterly absurd.

Yes. During that fortnight of forced inactivity I had plenty of time to carefully analyse the whole situation, to examine every detail of the mystery surrounding the death of Edward Craig and, also, to formulate fresh plans.

One fact was evident — that Vernon and his friends intended that Lola should die. In addition, so subtle were they, I knew not when some secret and desperate attack might not be made upon myself.

Foul play was intended. Of that I had no doubt.

The autumn days were passing. Business London had returned from the country and the sea, and even the blinds of houses in Berkeley Square were, one after another, being raised, indicative of the fact that many people in Society were already again in town.

I exchanged letters with Lola almost daily. She was very happy and had greatly improved, she said, and also expressed a hope that we should soon meet, a hope which I devoutly reciprocated.

My one great fear, however, was that some dastardly attack might be made upon her if any of the bandits succeeded in discovering her hiding-place. For that reason I sent Rayner to Bournemouth in secret to watch the house, and to ascertain whether any signs of intended evil were apparent.

He remained there a week, until one morning in October I received an urgent telegram from him asking me, if I were well enough, to lose no time in coming to Bournemouth. He gave no reason for the urgency of his message, but gravely apprehensive, I took the next train from Waterloo, arriving in Bournemouth about four oclock. Rayner refused to meet me openly, so I drove to the Grand Hotel, where he was staying, and found him in his room awaiting me.

Theres something up, sir, he said very seriously, when I had closed the door. But I cant exactly make out what is intended. Mademoiselle does not, of course, know Im here. She went to the Winter Gardens with two young ladies last night, and they were followed by a man — a stranger. He went behind them to the concert, and sat in the back seats watching them, and when they walked home, he followed.

Have you ever seen him before?

Never, sir.

Is he young or old?

Young, and looks like a gentleman.

A foreigner?

No, an Englishman, sir, was my mans reply. I dare say if we go along to Boscombe to-night, and watch the house, we might see him. Hes up to no good, I believe.

I readily adopted Rayners suggestion.

As soon as darkness fell, we took the tram eastward, and at length alighted at the end of a quiet road of comfortable red-brick villas, in one of which Lola was residing, a road which ran from the highway towards the sea.

Separating, I passed up the road, while my man waited at the corner. The house of my friends stood in its own small garden, a neat, artistic little red-and-white place with a long verandah in front and a pleasant garden full of dahlias. As I passed it I saw that many of the rooms were lit, and I was eager to go and ring at the door and meet Lola, after our long separation.

But I remembered I was there to watch and to ward off any danger that might threaten. Therefore I turned upon my heel, and finding a hedge, behind which lay some vacant land, I hid myself behind it and waited, wondering what had become of Rayner.

All was quiet, save for the rumble of electric trams passing along the main road to Bournemouth. From where I lurked, smoking a cigarette, I could hear a womans sweet contralto voice singing gaily one of the latest songs of the Paris Café concerts, which ran — 

Cest la femme aux bijoux,

Celle qui rend fou,

Cest une enjôleuse,

Tous ceux qui lont aimée,

Ont souffert, ont pleuré.



Ell naime que largent,

Se rit des serments,

Prends garde à la gueuse!

Le cœur nest quun joujou,

Pour la femme aux bijoux!

La femme aux bijoux! The words fell upon my ears, causing me to ponder. Was she not herself La femme aux bijoux! How strangely appropriate was that merry chanson which I had so often heard in Paris, Brussels, and elsewhere.

Suddenly the train of my reflections was interrupted by the sound of a light footstep coming in my direction, and, peering eagerly forth, I discerned the figure of a rather smart-looking man advancing towards me.

I watched him come forward, tall and erect, into the light of the street-lamp a little to my left. He was well dressed in a smart suit of dark brown with well-creased trousers, and wore a soft Hungarian hat of dark-brown plush. On his hands were wash-leather gloves and he carried a gold-mounted stick.

As he came nearer I saw his face, and my heart gave a great leap. I stared again, not being able to believe my own eyes!

Was it, indeed, any wonder? How would you, my reader, have felt in similar circumstances? I ask, for the man who came past me, within a couple of feet from where I stood concealed, all unconscious of my presence, was no stranger.

It was Edward Craig — Edward Craig, risen from the dead!


CHAPTER XXV IS MORE MYSTERIOUS
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I STOOD THERE aghast, staggered, open-mouthed. The man was walking slowly towards the house whence issued the gay chanson, the house where, in the great bay window, shone a bright light across the tiny strip of lawn which separated it from the roadway.

I watched him like a man in a dream. As he approached the house he trod lightly on tip-toe, unaware of my presence behind the bushes. In a flash the recollections of that strange affair by the North Sea, in Cromer, recurred to me. I remembered that green-painted seat upon the cliff, where the coast-guard, in the early dawn, had found him lying dead, of his strange disguise, and of the coroners inquiry which followed. I remembered too, all too well, the puzzling incidents which followed; the presence of the notorious Jeanjean in that quiet little cliff-resort; the disappearance of the man of master-mind; the discovery of his hoard of gold and gems, and how, subsequently, it had been spirited away in a manner which had absolutely flabbergasted the astute members of the Norfolk Constabulary, unused as they were to cases of ingenious crime.

Truly it was all amazing — utterly astounding.

I watched Craigs receding figure in startled wonder, holding my breath, and trying to convince myself that I had been mistaken in some resemblance.

But I was not. The man who had passed me was Edward Craig in the flesh — the man upon whose death twelve honest tradesmen of Cromer had delivered their verdict — the man who had been placed in his coffin and buried.

Was ever there incident such as this, I wondered? Had ever man met with a similar experience?

By the light of the street-lamp I saw him glance anxiously up and down that quiet, dark road. Then satisfying himself that he was unobserved, he crept in at the gate, crossed the lawn noiselessly, and peered in at the window through the chink between the windowframe and the blind.

For fully five minutes he remained with his eyes glued to the window. In the light which fell upon him I saw that his face had assumed an angry, vengeful look, and that his gloved hands were clenched.

Yes. He certainly meant mischief. He was watching her as she sat, all unconsciously, at the piano, singing the gay chansons of the boulevards, Mimi dAmour, Le tic-tac du Moulin, Petit Pierre, and others, so popular in Paris at the moment.

The family of the retired excise-officer knew but little French, but they evidently enjoyed the spontaneous gaiety of the songs.

That Edward Craig, after his mysterious death, should reappear as a shadow in the night was certainly most astounding. At first I tried to convince myself that only a strong resemblance existed, but his gait, his figure, his face, the manner in which he held his cane, and the slight angle at which he wore his hat — the angle affected by those elegant young men who in these days are termed nuts — were all the same.

Yes. It was Edward Craig and none other!

And yet, who was the man who so suddenly lost his life while masquerading in the clothes of old Gregory Vernon?

Aye, that was the question.

With strained eyes I watched and saw him change his position in order to obtain a better view of the interior of the room. There was no sign of Rayner, who, I supposed, had not risked following him, knowing that I was lurking close to the house.

That his intentions were evil ones I could not doubt, and yet the light shining upon his countenance revealed a strange, almost fascinated expression, as his eyes were fixed into the room, and upon her without a doubt.



The music had not ceased. Her quick fingers were still running over the keys, and in her sweet contralto she was singing the catching refrain — 

Mimi damour,

Petite fleur jolie,

Oui pour toujours

Je tai donné ma vie.

Les jours sont courts

Grisons-nous, ma chérie,

Petit Mimi jolie,

Mimi damour!

Her voice ceased, and, as it did so, the silent watcher crept away, gaining the pavement and walking lightly in my direction.

As he passed, within a couple of feet of where I was concealed, I was able to confirm my belief. There was no doubt as to his identity. By this discovery the cliff-mystery at Cromer had become a more formidable and astounding problem. Who could have been the actual victim? What facts did Lola actually know?

So well organized and so far extended the ramifications of the criminal association of which Gregory Vernon was the head and brains, that I became bewildered.

I stood gazing over the hedge watching Craig disappear back towards the main road, where at the corner a small red light now showed.

When he had got a safe distance from me, I emerged and, crossing the road quickly, hastened after him. Rayner was in waiting and would, no doubt, take up the chase.

Yet when he approached the corner I saw that he suddenly crossed to where the red light showed, and entering the car, which was evidently waiting for him, was driven swiftly off to the right in the direction of Christchurch.

Rayner met me in breathless haste a few moments after the car had turned the corner, saying — 



I didnt know that car was waiting for him, sir. It only pulled up a moment ago.

Was anybody in it?

Only the driver.

Did you take the number?

Yes, sir. Its local, well soon find out its owner.

You must do so, I said. The police will help you. But do you know who that man was?

No, sir. Hes a stranger to me, Rayner replied.

Well, I said, hes Edward Craig.

Edward Craig! echoed Rayner, staring at me as we stood at the street corner together. Why, thats the man who was murdered at Cromer!

The same.

But he died. An inquest was held.

I tell you, Rayner, that Edward Craig — the man who is supposed to be nephew of old Gregory Vernon — is still alive. I could identify him among ten thousand.

Rayner was silent. Then at last he said — 

Well, sir, thats utterly astounding. Who, then, was the man who was killed?

Thats just what we have to discover, I replied. We must find out, too, why he wore old Vernons clothes on that fatal night.

Thoughts of the footprint, and the tiny shoe which had so exactly fitted it, arose within me, but I kept my own counsel and said nothing.

Having told Rayner to inquire of the police regarding the mysterious car, and to return to the hotel and await me, I retraced my steps along that quiet, eminently respectable road, inhabited mostly by retired tradespeople from London or the North of England, who live in their model villas or ideal homes so pleasantly situated, after the smoke and bustle of business life.

When I entered the pretty little drawing-room where Lola was, she sprang to her feet to receive me, holding out her small white hand in glad welcome.



In her smiling, sweet face was a far healthier look than when I had taken leave of her, and returned to London, and in reply to my question, she declared that she felt much stronger. The sea air had done her an immense amount of good. Yes, she was a delightful little person who had been ever in my thoughts.

She anxiously inquired after my health, but I laughingly declared that I was now quite right again.

Her hostess, Mrs. Featherstone, with her daughter, Winifred, and a young fellow to whom the latter was engaged, were present, so I sat down for a chat, all four being apparently delighted by my unexpected visit. Mr. Featherstone had, I found, gone to London that morning and would not return for three days.

Presently mother and daughter, and the young man, probably knowing that I wished to speak with Mademoiselle alone, made excuses and left the room.

Then when the door had closed I rose and walked over to where Lola, in a simple semi-evening gown of soft cream silk, was reclining in an arm-chair, her neat little shoes placed upon a velvet footstool.

To-night, I said in a low voice in French, as I stood near her chair, my hand resting upon it. To-night, Lola, I have made a very startling discovery.

A discovery! she exclaimed, instantly interested. What?

Edward Craig is still alive! I answered. He did not die in Cromer, as we have all believed.

Edward Craig! she echoed, amazed. How do you know? I — I mean — mon Dieu! — its impossible!

It seems impossible, but it is, nevertheless, a fact, Lola, I declared in a low, earnest tone as I bent towards her. I had watched her face and, by its expression, knew the truth. And you, I added, slowly, have been aware of this all along.

I — I — — she faltered in French, opening her big blue eyes widely, as the colour mounted to her cheeks in her confusion.

No, I interrupted, raising my hand in protest. Please do not deny it. You have known that Craig did not die, Lola. You may as well, at once, admit your knowledge.

Certainement, I have not denied it, was her low reply.

How did you know he was alive? I asked.

Well, and then she hesitated. But, after a few seconds reflection, she went on: After that affair at Lobenskis in Petersburg, I was leaving at night for Berlin, by the Ostend rapide, with some of the stolen stones sewn in my dress, as I told you, when, just as the train moved off from the platform, I fancied I caught sight of him. But only for a second. Then, when I came to consider all the facts, I felt convinced that my eyes must have deceived me. Edward Craig was dead and buried, and the man on the railway platform must have only borne some slight resemblance to him.

Was she deceiving me? I wondered.

Have you since seen the same man anywhere else? I asked her, seriously.

Well, yes, she replied slowly. Curiously enough, I saw the same person once in Paris, and again in London. I was in a taxi going along Knightsbridge on the afternoon of the day when I afterwards walked so innocently into the trap at Spring Grove. He was just coming out of the post-office in Knightsbridge, but did not notice me as I passed. I turned to look at him a second time, but he had gone in the opposite direction and his back was towards me. Yet I felt certain that he was actually the same man whom I had seen as the Ostend Express had left Petersburg. And now, she added, looking straight into my eyes, you tell me that Edward Craig still lives!

He does. And he has been here — at this house — to-night!

At this house! gasped the Nightingale, starting instantly to her feet, her face as pale as death.

Yes. He has been standing on the lawn outside, peering in at this window, watching you seated at the piano, I explained.

Watching me!

Yes, I replied. And, if my surmise is correct, he is certainly no friend of yours. He has watched you during the coup in Petersburg, again in Paris, and in London, and now he has discovered your hiding-place, I answered. What does it all mean?

Deathly pale, with thin, quivering lips, and hands clasped helplessly before her, she stood there in an attitude of deadly fear, of blank despair.

Yes, she whispered in a low, strained voice, full of apprehension. I believed that he was dead, that — —

But she halted, as if suddenly recollecting that her words might betray her. Her bosom, beneath the laces of her corsage, rose and fell convulsively.

That — what? I asked in a soft, sympathetic voice, placing my hand tenderly upon her shoulder, and looking into her wonderful eyes.

Oh! I — I — — she exclaimed in a half-choked voice. I thought him dead. But now, alas! I find that my suspicions are well grounded. He is alive — and he has actually been here!

Then you are in fear of him — in deadly fear, Lola, I said. Why? And I looked straight at my dainty little friend.

She tried to make response, but though her white lips moved no sound escaped them. I saw how upset and overwrought she was by the amazing information I had conveyed to her.

Tell me the truth, Lola — the truth of what happened in Cromer, I urged, my hand still upon her shoulder. Do not withhold it from me. Remember, I am your friend, your most devoted friend.

She trembled at my question.

If the dead man was not Edward Craig, then, who was he? I asked, as she had made no reply.

How can I tell? she asked in French. I thought it was Craig. Was he not identified as Craig and buried as him?

Certainly. And I, too, most certainly believed the body to be that of Craig, I answered.

For a few moments there was a dead silence. Then I repeated my question. I could see that she feared that young mans visit even more than she did either her uncle or the old scoundrel Vernon.

For some mysterious reason the fact that Craig still lived held her in breathless suspense and apprehension.

Lola, I said at last, speaking very earnestly and sympathetically, am I correct in my surmise that this man, whom both you and I have believed to be in his grave, is in possession of some secret of yours — some weighty secret? Tell me frankly.

For answer she slowly nodded, and next moment burst into a torrent of hot, bitter tears, saying, in a faltering voice, scarce above a whisper — 

Yes, alas! Msieur Vidal. He — he is in possession of my secret — and — and the past has risen against me!


CHAPTER XXVI HOT-FOOT ACROSS EUROPE
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BY LOLAS ATTITUDE I became more than ever mystified. I tried to induce her to tell me the exact position of affairs, but she seemed far too nervous and unstrung. The fact that Craig had found out her hiding-place seemed to cause her the most breathless anxiety.

That he knew some guilty secret of hers seemed plain.

It was eleven oclock before I rose to go, after begging her many times in vain to tell me the truth. I felt confident that she could reveal the strange mystery of Cromer, yet she steadfastly refused.

You surely see, Lola, that we are both in serious peril, I said, standing before the chair upon which she had sunk in deep dejection. These daring, unscrupulous people must, sooner or later, make a fatal attack upon us, if we do not deliver our blow against them. To invoke the aid or protection of the police is useless. They set all authority at defiance, for they are wealthy, and the ramifications of their society extend all over Europe.

I know, she admitted. Vernon has agents in every country. I have met many of them — quite unsuspicious persons. My uncle has introduced me to people at whose apparent honesty and respectability I have been amazed.

Then you must surely realize how insecure is the present position of both of us, I said.

I do. But disaster cannot be averted, was her sorrowful response.

Unless you unite with me in avenging the attack made upon us at Spring Grove.

What is the use? she queried. They have all left London.

What? I exclaimed quickly. You know that?

Yes, she replied. I know they have.

How?

By an advertisement I saw in the paper three days ago, she answered. They use a certain column of a certain paper on a certain day to distribute general information to all those interested.

In a code?

In a secret cipher — known only to the friends of Msieur Vernon, she said. They always look for his orders or his warnings on the eighteenth of each month. My uncle is back at Algiers.

Where is Vernon?

Ah! I do not know. Perhaps he is with my uncle.



But the young man, Craig. Why is he watching you? It can only be with evil intent.

She drew a long breath, but said nothing. And to all my further questions she remained dumb, so that when I bent over her outstretched hand and left, I felt annoyed at her resolute secrecy — a secrecy which must, I felt, result fatally.

And yet by her manner I was confident that she was still prevented by fear from revealing everything to me. Yes, after all, I pitied her deeply.

At the Grand I found Rayner awaiting me. He had already learnt from the police that the car in which Craig had driven away belonged to a garage in Bournemouth.

On going there he had found the car had just returned. It had been hired for the evening by Craig himself, who had first driven out to Boscombe and was afterwards driven to Christchurch, where he had caught the express for London.

He had, therefore, gone.

This news I scribbled in a note to Lola, and before midnight Rayner had delivered it at Mr. Featherstones house.

Then I retired to rest full of strange thoughts and serious apprehensions. The revelations of that night had indeed been astounding. Craig was alive, and his intentions were, undoubtedly, sinister ones.

But who was the man who had met with such a mysterious death and had been buried as Mr. Gregorys nephew?

At eleven oclock next morning I took the tram along to Boscombe and rang at the door of the house where my delightful little friend was living.

The neat maid who answered amazed me by saying — 

Mademoiselle left for London by the eight oclock train this morning, sir. She packed all her things after you left last night, and ordered a cab by telephone.

Didnt she leave me any message? I asked Mrs. Featherstone, when I saw her a few moments later.

No, none, Mr. Vidal, replied the old lady. After you had gone, and she received your note, she became suddenly very terrified, why, I dont know. Then she packed, and though we tried to persuade her to stay till you called, she declined. All she said, besides thanking us, was that she would write to you.

Most extraordinary! I exclaimed. I wonder what caused her such sudden fear?

Could it have been that she had discovered any one else watching the house? Strange, I thought, that she had not sent me word of her intended departure. She could so easily have spoken to me on the telephone.

Well, two hours later, I followed her to London, and began an inquiry of hotels where I knew she had stayed on previous occasions — the Cecil, the Savoy, the Carlton, the Metropole, the Grand, and so forth. But though I spent a couple of hours on the telephone, speaking with various reception clerks, I could get no news of Mademoiselle Sorel.

Yet, was it surprising? She would hardly, in the circumstances, stay in London in her own name.

Ten days went by. By each post I expected news of Lola, but none came, and I felt confident that she had gone abroad.

I wired and wrote to Mademoiselle Elise Leblanc, at the Poste Restante at Versailles. But I obtained no reply. At last I went down to Cromer and remained at the Hôtel de Paris for nearly a week, carefully going over all the details of the mystery with Mr. Day and Inspector Treeton, who were, of course, both as much puzzled as I was myself.

The autumn weather was perfect. The holiday crowd had left, and Cromer looked her brightest and best in the glorious sunshine and golden tints of the declining year. On the links I played one or two most enjoyable rounds, and once or twice I sat outside the Golf Club and smoked and chatted with men I knew in London.



Daily I wondered what had become of Lola.

Time after time I visited that green-painted seat near which the dead man had been found and where I had discovered the imprint of Lolas shoe. But, beyond what I have already recorded in the foregoing pages, I could discover absolutely nothing. The identity of the man who had masqueraded in the clothes of the master-criminal was entirely enshrouded in mystery.

The law had buried Edward Craig, and in the cemetery, on the road to Holt was a plain head-stone bearing his name and the date of his death.

How could I have been mistaken in his identity? That was the chief fact which held me puzzled and confused. I had looked upon his face, as others had done, and all had agreed that the man who died was actually Craig.

I told Treeton nothing of my discovery, but one day, as I stood at the window of the hotel gazing across the sea, I made a sudden resolve, and that evening I found myself back again in my rooms in London, with Rayner packing my traps for a trip across the Channel.

My one most deadly fear was that Lola might, already, have fallen into one or other of the pitfalls which were, no doubt, spread open for her. The crafty, unscrupulous gang, with Vernon at their head, were determined that we both should die.

On the morning of my arrival from Cromer I left Charing Cross by the boat-train, and that same evening entered the long, dusty wagon-lit of the night rapide for Marseilles.

Marseilles! How many times in my life had I trod the broad Cannebière, drank cocktails at the Louvre et Paix, ate my boullibuisse at the little underground café, where the best in the world is served, or sauntered along the double row of booths placed under the trees of the boulevard — shops where one can buy anything from a toothpick to a kitchen-stove. Yes, even to the blasé cosmopolitan, Marseilles is always interesting, and as I drove along from the station up the Cannebière, I found the place full of life and movement, with the masts of shipping and glimpses of huge docks showing at the end of the broad, handsome thoroughfare.

From the station I drove direct to the big black mail-boat of the French Transatlantic Company, and by noon we had swung out of the harbour past the historic Château dIf, our bows set due south, for Algiers. Lola had told me that Jeanjean had fled to his hiding-place. And I intended to seek him and face him.

There were few passengers on board — one or two French officers on their way to join their regiments, a few commercial men; while in the third class I saw more than one squatting, brown-faced Arab, picturesque in his white burnouse and turban, placidly smoking, with his belongings tied in bundles arranged around him on the deck. The sea in the Gulf of Lyons was rough, as it usually is, yet the bright autumn weather on land had seemed perfect. As soon, however, as we were away from the gulf and in the open sea, following for hours in the wake of an Orient liner on her way to Australia, the weather abated and the voyage became most enjoyable.

As a student of men, I found the passengers in the steerage far more interesting than those in the saloon. Among the former was a knot of young, active-looking men of various nationalities, who leaned over the side watching the crimson sunset, and smoking and chattering, sometimes trying to make each other understand. I saw they were in charge of a military officer, and one of them being a smart, rather gentlemanly young Englishman — the only other Englishman on board, as far as I could gather — I spoke to him.

Yes, he laughed, my comrades here are rather a queer lot. Weve all of us come to grief in one way or another. Bad luck, thats it. I speak for myself. I had a commission in the Hussars, but the gambling fever bit me hard, and I went a little too often to Dick Seddons snug little place in Knightsbridge. Then I came a cropper, the governor cut up rough, and there was only one thing left to do — to hand in my papers, go to Paris, and join the French Foreign Legion. So, here I am, drafted to Algeria as a private with my friends, who are all in the same glorious predicament. See that fair-bearded chap over there? he added, pointing to a well-set-up man of thirty-five who was just lighting a cigarette. Hes a German Baron, captain of one of the crack regiments in Saxony — quite a decent chap — a woman, I think, is at the bottom of his trouble.

And so, while the Arabs knelt towards Mecca, and touched the decks with their foreheads, we chatted on, he telling me what he knew concerning each of his hard-up companions who, under names not their own, were now on their way to serve France, as privates, in the Legion of the Lost Ones, and start their careers afresh.

At last, after a couple of days, the blue coast of Africa could be discerned straight ahead, and gradually, as I stood leaning upon the rail and watching, the long white front of Algiers, with its breakwater, its white domes of mosques, and high minarets, and its heights crowned by white villas, came into view.

The city, dazzling white against the intense blue of the Mediterranean, presented a picture like the illustration to a fairy tale, and I stood watching, the sunny strip of African shore until at last we dropped anchor in the shelter of the bay, and presently went ashore in a boat.

I followed my traps across the sun-baked promenade to the nearest hotel — the old-fashioned Régence, in The Place — and after a wash, and a marzagran at the café outside, I inquired my way to the Prefecture of Police, where, on presenting an open letter, which Henri Jonet, of the Sûreté, had given me a couple of years before, and which had often served as an introduction, I was received very cordially.

To the French detective-inspector I said — 



I am making an inquiry, and I want, Msieur, to ask you to allow me to have one of your men. I am meeting an individual who may prove desperate.

There is danger — eh? Why, of course, Msieur, a man shall accompany you. And he shouted through the open window to one of his underlings who was seated on a bench in the inner courtyard.

I made no mention of the name of Jules Jeanjean. Had I done so the effect would, I know, have been electrical.

But when I got outside with the dark-eyed, sunburnt little man in a shabby straw hat and rather frayed suit, I exclaimed in French — 

There is a villa somewhere outside the town where some experiments in wireless telegraphy are being conducted. Do you happen to know the place?

Ah! Msieur means the Villa Beni Hassan, out near the Jardin dEssai. There are two high masts in the grounds with four long wires suspended between them.

Who lives there?

The Comte Paul dEsneux.

Is he French? I asked, at the same time inquiring his description.

From the latter, as the detective gave it to me, I at once knew that the Comte dEsneux and Jules Jeanjean were one and the same.

Non, Monsieur, replied the man. He is a great Belgian financier. He comes here at frequent intervals, and carries on his experiments with wireless telegraphy. It is said that he has made several discoveries in wireless telephony, hence the Government have given him permission to establish a station with as great a power as that at Oran.

And he is often experimenting?

Constantly. It is said that he can actually transmit messages to Paris and England. Last year, when the station at Oran was injured by fire, the Government operators came here, took his instruments over and worked them. The installation is, I believe, most up-to-date.

Bien! I said. Then let us go up there, and see this Comte dEsneux.

And together we entered a ramshackle fiacre in The Place, and drove away out by the city gate to the white, dusty high-road, along which many white-robed Arabs and a few Europeans were trudging in the burning glare of the African sun.

When I had mentioned the Count as the person whom I wished to see, I noticed that the detective hesitated, and, with a strange look, regarded me with some apprehension.

Did he suspect? Was he suspicious of the truth concerning the actual identity of the wealthy Belgian financier who dabbled in wireless?

Were rumours already afloat, I wondered?

Had the ever-active Jonet at last succeeded in establishing the secret hiding-place of the notorious Jules Jeanjean — the prince of European jewel-thieves?


CHAPTER XXVII OPENS A DEATH-TRAP

[image: img300.jpg]

THE VILLA BENI Hassan, a great red-and-white house of Moorish architecture, with three large domes, and many minarets, and long-arched windows of stained glass, I found standing high up, facing the azure sea, amid a wonderful tropical garden full of tall, feathery palms, dark oleanders, fiery pointsettias, and a perfect tangle of aloes, roses, giant geraniums and other brilliant flowers.

A high white wall hid it from the dusty highway, its position being between the road and the sea with spacious, well-kept grounds sloping away down to the golden beach. Truly it was a princely residence, one of the finest in the picturesque suburbs of Algiers. That afternoon beneath the blazing African sun, shining like burnished copper, all was still in the fiery heat, which, after the coolness of autumn in England, seemed overpowering.

At length the ricketty fiacre pulled up before great gates of ornamental iron-work, the tops of which were gilded, and on ringing, a gigantic Arab janitor in blue and gold livery appeared from the concierges lodge, and salaamed.

In Arabic my companion explained that we wished to see the Comte, whereupon he opened the gates, and on foot we proceeded up the winding, well-kept drive, bordered by flowers, and shaded by palms of various species. On our left, across a sun-baked lawn, in the centre of which a big handsome fountain was playing, I caught sight of an aerial mast of iron lattice nearly a hundred feet high, and across from it to another similar mast were suspended four thin wires, kept apart by wooden crosses.

I held my breath. I was actually upon the domain of the most daring criminal known to the European police.

There are the wires of the wireless station, the detective exclaimed. But why, Msieur, do you wish to see the Comte? he asked with sudden curiosity.

To ask him a plain question, was my brief and, I fear, rather snappish reply. But tell me, I added, have you ever seen his niece here visiting him?

Mademoiselle Sorel, Msieur means. Yes, certainly. She has often been here — young, about nineteen — très petite, and very pretty. She lives in Paris.

Yes. When was she here last?

Ah! I have not seen her here for several months, replied the man in the shabby straw hat. I saw the Comte only yesterday. I was in Mustapha Pasha when he went past in his grey automobile. He had with him the tall elderly Englishman who sometimes visits here, a Msieur Vernon, I think, is his name.

Vernon! I exclaimed with quick satisfaction. Is he here?

I believe so, Msieur. He was here yesterday.

As he uttered the words we turned the corner, and the great white Moorish house, with the broad dark-red bands upon the walls, and dark-red decorations over the arched corridors, came into view.

Boldly we approached the front door, before which was a great arched portico lined with dark-blue tiles, delightfully cool after the sun without. Yet scarcely had we placed our feet upon the threshold when a tall servant, with face jet-black and three scars upon his cheeks, his tribal marks, stood before us with a look of inquiry, silently barring our further passage.

Beyond we saw a cool courtyard, where vine were trailing overhead, and water plashed pleasantly into a marble basin.

Again the detective explained that we wished to see the Comte dEsneux, whereupon the silent servant, bowing, motioned us to enter a small elegantly furnished room on the left of the courtyard, and then disappeared, closing the door after him.

The room, panelled in cedar-wood, was Moorish in character, the light filtering in through long windows of stained glass. Around the vaulted ceiling was a symmetrical device in Arabesque in gold, red and blue, while about the place were soft Moorish divans and silken cushions, with rich rugs on the floor, and a heavy brass arabesque lamp suspended from the centre of the ornamented ceiling. The place was full of the subtlest perfume of burning pastilles, and, in a cabinet, I noted a collection of rare Arab gold and silver jewellery.

And this was the home of the motor-bandit of the Forest of Fontainebleau — the man who had shot dead the Paris jeweller, Benoy, with as little compunction as he killed a fly.



I strode around the room, bewildered by its Arabian Nights aspect. Truly Jules Jeanjean lived in a style befitting an Eastern Prince.

Hush! I exclaimed, and we both listened to a loud crackling. That, I said, is the sound of wireless telegraphy. A message is being sent out across the sea.

Jeanjean was evidently in a room in the vicinity.

Suddenly the noise ceased. The door-keeper, who had not asked our names, had evidently sent in the message that two strangers desired to see his master.

But it was only a pause, for in a few seconds the message was resumed. I could easily distinguish the long and short cracks of the spark across the gap, as the electric waves were sent into the ether over the Mediterranean to Europe.

I happen to know the Continental Morse code, for I had dabbled in wireless telegraphy two years before. So I stood with strained ears trying to decipher the tapped-out message. I heard that it was directed to some station the call-letters of which were B. X. But the message was a mere jumble of letters and numerals of some pre-arranged code.

I listened attentively till I heard the rapid short sound followed by four long sounds, and another short one, which indicated the conclusion of the message.

Then we both waited breathlessly. Who was B. X., I wondered?

I felt myself upon the verge of a great and effective triumph. I would give Jeanjean into custody upon a charge of murder, and if Vernon were still there, he should also be captured at the point of the revolver.

Those seconds seemed hours.

In a whisper I urged my companion to hold himself in readiness for a great surprise, and to have his revolver handy — which he had.

I laughed within myself at the great surprise the pair would have.



The heavy atmosphere of the room where, from a big old bowl of brass with a pierced cover, ascended the blue smoke of perfume being burnt upon charcoal ashes, became almost unbearable. The pastilles as burnt by the Orientals is pleasing to the nostrils unless some foreign matter be mixed with them, or the smoke is not allowed to escape. In this case the round-headed stained glass windows were fully twelve feet from the ground, had wire-work in front of them, and apparently did not open. The designs of dark-blue, purple, red and yellow were very elegant, and they were probably very ancient windows brought from some fairy-like palace of the days before the occupation of Algeria by the French.

Again I gazed around the delightfully luxurious apartment, so essentially Moorish and artistic. Amid such surroundings had lived Lola — the girl who had fled from me and disappeared.

What would the world say when it became known that that magnificent house, almost indeed a palace, was the home of the man of a hundred crimes, the daring and unscrupulous criminal, Jules Jeanjean?

I was listening for a repetition of the wireless signals to B.X., but could distinguish nothing. Probably he was receiving their reply, in which case there would be no sounds except in the head-telephones.

Mon Dieu! gasped my companion, whose name he had told me was Fournier. This atmosphere is becoming suffocating!

I agreed, and tried to extinguish the fire within the brazier. Unfortunately I failed to open the lid, which was held down by some spring the catch of which I could not detect.

Indeed, the thin column of blue smoke grew darker and denser, as we watched. The room became full of a perfume which gradually changed to a curious odour which suffocated us.

We both coughed violently, and upon me grew the feeling that I was being asphyxiated. My throat became contracted, my eyes smarted, and I could only take short, quick gasps.

Lets get out of this, I exclaimed, reaching to open the door.

But it was locked.

We were caught like rats in a trap.

In an instant we both realized that we were imprisoned, and began to bang violently upon the heavy doors of iron-bound and unpolished oak, shouting to be let out. The fool of an Arab had secured us there while he went to announce our visit to his master.

I took up a small ebony and pearl coffee-table inlaid with a verse from the Koran, and raising it frantically above my head, attacked the locked door. But when it struck the oak it flew into a dozen pieces. Fournier took up a small chair with equally futile result, and then in silence we exchanged glances.

Could it be, that on our approach to the house, we had been recognized by the owner and invited into that room which, with its rising fumes, was nothing less than an ingenious death-trap.

I remembered the sinister grin upon the villainous black face of the silent servant.

Again and again we attacked the door, for we knew that our lives depended upon our escape. We shouted, yelled and banged, but attracted no attention. We threw things at the windows, but they were protected by the wire-work.

Then a sudden thought occurred to me.

Swiftly I bent down and examined the large keyhole. The key had been taken and, it seemed to me, the heavy bolt of the lock had been shot into a deep socket in the framework of the door.

Without a word I motioned Fournier to stand back, and finding that the barrel of my revolver was, fortunately, small enough to insert into the keyhole, I pushed it in and pulled the trigger.

A loud explosion followed, and splinters of wood and iron flew in all directions. The bolt of the lock was blown away and the door forced open.

Next second, with revolvers in our hands, we stood facing two black faced servants, who drew back in alarm as we rushed from that lethal chamber.

Fournier, excited as a Frenchman naturally would be in such circumstances, raised his weapon and shouted in Arabic that he was a police-officer, and that all persons in that house were to consider themselves under arrest. Whereupon both men, Moors they were most probably, fell upon their knees begging for mercy.

My companion exchanged some quick words with them, and they entered into a conversation, while at the same moment, casting my eyes across the beautiful, blue-tiled, vaulted hall, I looked through an open door into the room which the Count dEsneux used for his experiments in wireless.

At a glance I recognized, by the variety of the apparatus, the size of the great spiral transmitting helix, by the pattern of the loose-coupled tuning inductance, the big variable condensers, those strange-looking circular instruments of zinc vanes enclosed in a round glass, used for receiving, the electrolytic detector, and the big crystal detector, a gold point working over silicon, carborundum, galena, and copper pyrites — that the station must have a very wide range. The spark-gap was bigger than any I had ever before seen, while there was a long loading coil enabling any distant station using long wave-lengths to be picked up, as well as the latest type of potentiometer, used to regulate the voltage and current supplied to the detectors.

At a glance I took in the whole arrangement, placed as it was, upon a long table beneath a window of stained glass at the further end of that luxurious little Moorish chamber. Apparently no cost had been spared in its installation, and I fully believed that with it the notorious criminal could communicate with any station within a radius of, perhaps, two thousand miles.

Fournier had questioned the native servants rapidly, and received their replies, which were at first unsatisfactory. I saw by the fear in their faces that he had threatened them, when suddenly one of them excitedly made a statement.

Diable! cried the detective in French, turning to me. The Count recognized us, and had us locked in that death-chamber while he and the Englishman, Msieur Vernon, got away!

Escaped! I gasped in dismay. Then let us follow.

A quick word in Arabic, and the two servants, without further reluctance, dashed away along the big hall, through several luxuriously-furnished rooms full of soft divans, where the air was heavy with Eastern perfumes and the decorations were mostly in dark red and blue. Then across a small cool courtyard paved with polished marble, where another fountain plashed, and out to the sun-baked palm-grove which sloped from the front of the house away to the calm sapphire sea.

Excitedly the men pointed, as we stood upon the marble terrace, to a white speck far away along the broken coast of pale brown rocks, a speck fast receding around the next point, behind which was hidden the harbour of Algiers.

By Gad! I cried, gazing eagerly after it, thats a motor-boat, and they are making for the town! We mustnt lose an instant or they will get away to some place of safety.

So together we dashed back to the road as fast as our legs could carry us, and drove with all possible speed back to the town, in order to reach the harbour before the fugitives could land.


CHAPTER XXVIII DESCRIBES A CHASE
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THE DRIVER, WITH the southerners disregard of the feelings of animals, lashed his weedy horse into a gallop, as up-hill and down-hill we sped, back to the town.

Entering the city gate, the man scattered the dogs and foot-passengers by his warning yells in Arabic, until at last we were down upon the long, semi-circular quay, our eager eyes looking over the blue, sun-lit sea.

No sign could we discern of the motor-boat, but Fournier, with his hand uplifted, cried — 

See! Look at that white steam-yacht at the end of the Mole — the long, low-built one. That belongs to the Count. Perhaps he has already boarded her!

I looked in the direction my companion indicated, and there saw lying anchored about half a mile from the shore a small white-painted yacht, built so low that her decks were almost awash, with two rakish-looking funnels, and a light mast at either end with a wireless telegraph suspended between them. The French tricolour was flying at the stern.

From the funnels smoke was issuing, and from where I stood, I could see men running backwards and forwards.

Shes getting under weigh, I cried. The fugitives must be aboard. We must stop them.

How can we? asked the Frenchman, dismayed. Besides, why should we — except that we were nearly suffocated in that room.

That man you know as the Comte dEsneux is the most dangerous criminal in all Europe, I told him. To the Prefecture of Police in Paris — to you in Algiers also — he is known as Jules Jeanjean!

Jules Jeanjean! choked out the man in the shabby straw hat. Is that the actual truth, Msieur?



It is, I replied. And now you know the cause of my anxiety.

Why, there is a reward of four hundred thousand francs for his capture, offered by companies who have insured jewels he has stolen, he cried.

I know. Now, what shall we do? I asked, feeling myself helpless, for at that moment I saw the motor-boat draw away from the yacht, with only one occupant, the man driving the engine. It had turned and was speeding along the coast back in the direction of the villa, white foam rising at its elevated bows.

What can we do? queried my companion. That yacht is the fastest privately owned craft in the Mediterranean. It is the Carlo Alberta, the Italian torpedo-boat built at Spezzia two years ago. Because it did not quite fulfil the specifications, it was disarmed and sold. The Count purchased her, and turned her into a yacht.

But surely there must be some craft on which we could follow? I exclaimed. Lets see.

We drove down to the port, and after a few rapid inquiries at the bureau of the harbour-master, found that there was lying beyond the Mole, a big steam-yacht belonging to an American railway magnate named Veale. The owner and some ladies were on board, and he might perhaps assist the police and give chase.

Quickly we were aboard the fast motor-boat belonging to the harbour authorities, but ere we had set out, the Carlo Alberta, with long lines of black smoke issuing from her funnels, had weighed anchor and was slowly steaming away.

Silas J. Veale, of the New York Central Railroad, a tall, very thin, very bald-headed man in a smart yachting suit, greeted us pleasantly when we boarded his splendid yacht. When he heard our appeal he entered into the adventure with spirit and gave the order to sail at once.

Beside us, on his own broad white deck, he stood scanning the low-built, rapidly disappearing Carlo Alberta through his binoculars.

Guess theyll be able to travel some! Well have all our work cut out if we mean to keep touch with them. Never mind. Well see what the old Viking can do.

Then he shouted another order to his captain, a red-whiskered American, urging him to hurry up and get a move on!

As we stood there, three ladies, his wife and two daughters, the latter respectively about twenty-two and twenty, all of them in yachting costumes, came and joined us, eagerly inquiring whither we were bound.

Dont know, Jenny, he replied to his wife. Were just following a couple of crooks whove got slick away in that two-funnelled boat yonder, and we mean to keep in touch with them till they land. Thats all.

Then were leaving Algiers! exclaimed the younger girl regretfully.

Looks like it, Sadie, was his reply. The police have requested our aid, an we cant very well refuse it. Then turning to me he exclaimed, Say, I wonder where theyre making for?

They are the most elusive pair of thieves in Europe, I replied. They are certain to get away if we do not exercise the greatest caution.

The ladies grew most excited, and as the vessel began at last to move through the water, the chief officer shouting at her men, the girl whose name was Sadie, a smart, rather good-looking little person, though typically American, exclaimed to me, as she fixed her grey eyes on the fleeing vessel — 

Do you think they are faster than we are?

I fear so, was my reply. But your father has promised to do his best.

What crime is alleged against the men? inquired Mrs. Veale, in a high-pitched, nasal tone.

Murder, replied Fournier, in French, understanding English, but never speaking it.



Murder! all three ladies echoed in unison. How exciting!

And exciting that chase proved. Old Mr. Veale entered thoroughly into the spirit of the adventure. With Fournier, I took off my coat and, descending to the engine-room, assisted to stoke, we having put to sea short-handed, three men being ashore. Amateur stoking, of course, is not conducive to speed, but Veale himself, his coat also off, and perspiring freely, directed our efforts.

Still our speed was not up to what it should have been. Therefore the owner of the yacht went along to the storeroom, and dragging out sides of cured bacon, chopped them up, and with the pieces fed the furnaces, until we got up sufficient steam-pressure, and were moving through the calm, sun-lit waters at the maximum speed the fine yacht had attained on her trials.

As the golden sun sank away in the direction of Gibraltar, the fugitive vessel held on her course to the north-east, straight to where the nightclouds were rising upon the horizon. Far away we could see the long line of black smoke lying out behind her upon the glassy sea. And though we had every ounce of pressure in our boilers, yet with heart-sinking we watched her slowly but very surely, getting further and further away from us, growing smaller as each half-hour passed.

The fiery sun sank into the glassy sea, and was followed by a wonderful crimson afterglow, which shone upon our anxious faces as, ever and anon, we left our work in the stifling stokehold, and went on deck for a breath of fresh air.

Fourniers face was grimy with coal-dust, and so was mine, while Veale himself also took his turn in handling the shovel.

The chase was full of wildest excitement, which was certainly shared by the three ladies, to whom the hunting of criminals was a decided novelty.



With the aid of a whisky and soda now and then, and on odd ham sandwich, we worked far into the night.

The captain reported that before darkness had fallen the Carlo Alberta had, according to the laws of navigation, put up her lights. But an hour after the darkness became complete she must have either extinguished them or had passed through a bank of mist. For fully half an hour nothing was seen of the lights, though most of the men on board were eagerly on the watch for a sight of them. Suddenly, however, they again reappeared.

Then our captain, after consultation with Mr. Veale, decided to try a ruse. He extinguished every light in the ship, but still held on his course, following the distant yacht. For quite an hour we went full-speed ahead with all lights extinguished, keeping an active look-out for shipping, or for obstacles.

We did this in order that the fugitives should believe we had given up the chase. Though their vessel was so fast, it was apparent that something must have happened to them, for they had not drawn away from us so far as we had expected. An ordinary steam-yacht, however swift she may be, can never hold her own with a destroyer.

Guess shes got engine-trouble, remarked the American captain as I stood with him upon the bridge, peering into the darkness. We may overhaul her yet if you gentlemen keep the furnaces a-going as you have been. Hot job, aint it?

Rather, I laughed. But I dont mind as long as we can get alongside that boat. And then I returned to my place in the stokehold, perspiring so freely that I had not a stitch of dry clothing upon me.

Half an hour later I was again on deck for a blow, and saw that the fugitive steamer had perceptibly increased the distance between us. Had her engines been working well she would, no doubt, have been well out of sight two hours after we had left Algiers. Yet, as it was, we were still following in her wake, all our lights out, so that in the darkness she could not see us following.

The whole of that night was an exciting one. All of us worked at the furnaces with a will, pouring in coal to keep up every ounce of steam of which our boilers were capable. No one slept, and Mrs. Veale, now as excited as the rest, brought us big draughts of tea below.

In the stokehold the heat became unbearable. I was not used to such a temperature, neither were the railway magnate nor the detective. The latter was all eagerness now that he knew who was on board the vessel away there on the horizon.

Shes making for Genoa, I believe, declared the captain, towards four oclock in the morning. Shes not going to Marseilles, thats very evident. If only we had wireless on board we might warn the harbour-police at Genoa to detain them, but, unfortunately, we havent.

And they have! I remarked with a grin.

Dawn came at last, and the spreading light revealed us. From the two low funnels of the escaping vessel a long trail of black smoke extended far away across the sea, while from our funnel went up a whirling, woolly-looking, dunnish column, due to our unprofessional stoking.

All the bacon had been used, as well as other stores, to make as much steam as possible, yet even though the Carlo Alberta had plainly something amiss with her engines, we found it quite impossible to overhaul her.

The day went past, long and exciting. The captain held to his opinion that our quarry was making for Savona or Genoa. The weather was perfect, and the voyage would have been most enjoyable had not the race been one of life and death.

To Veale and his party I related some of the marvellous exploits of the criminal pair, and told how cleverly they had escaped us from the Villa Beni Hassan. I described the dastardly attempt made upon my life, and that of Lola, and my narrative caused every one on board to work with a will in order to break up the desperate gang.

As we had feared, when night again fell the vessel we were chasing showed no lights. Only by aid of his night-glasses could our captain distinguish her in the darkness, but fortunately it was not so cloudy as on the previous night, and the moon shone from behind the light patches of drifting vapour much, no doubt, to Jeanjeans chagrin, for it revealed their presence and allowed us to still hang on to them.

Our American captain was a tough-looking fellow, of bull-dog type, and full of humorous remarks concerning the fugitives.

I recollected what Lola had told me in regard to her uncles wireless experiments with a friend of his in Genoa. Yes. Finding themselves pressed by us they, no doubt, intended to land at that port. How devoutly we all wished that their engines would break down entirely. But that was not likely in a boat of her powerful description. Yet something was, undoubtedly, interfering with her speed.

The second day passed much as the first. We were already within sight of the rocky coast near Toulon, and in the track of the liners passing up and down between Port Said and Gib. We passed two P. and O. mail steamers, and a yellow-funnelled North German Lloyd homeward bound from China. Still we kept at our enemies heels like a terrier, though the seas were heavy off the coast, and a strong wind was blowing.

Fournier suffered from sea-sickness, so did Mr. Veales second daughter, but we kept doggedly on, snatching hasty meals and performing the monotonous, soul-killing work of stoking. The run was as hard a strain as ever had been put upon the engines of the Viking, and I knew that the engineer was in hourly dread of their breaking down under it.

If she did, then all our efforts would be in vain.



So he alternately nursed them, and urged them along through the long, angry waves which had now arisen.

Another long and weary night passed, and again we both steamed along with all lights out, a dangerous proceeding now that we were right in the track of the shipping. Then, when morning broke, we found we were off the yellow Ligurian coast, close to Savona, and heading, as our captain had predicted, for Genoa. The race became fiercely contested. We stood on deck full of excitement. Even Fournier shook off his sea-sickness.

Soon the high, square lighthouse came into view through the haze, and we then put on all the speed of which we were capable in a vain endeavour to get closer to the fugitives. But again the black smoke trailed out upon the horizon, and suddenly rounding the lighthouse, they were lost to view.

At last we, too, rounded the end of the Mole, and entered the harbour where the Carlo Alberta had moored three-quarters of an hour earlier. Fournier instantly invoked the aid of the dock police and, with them, we boarded the vessel, only, alas! to find that its owner and his English guest had landed and left, leaving orders to the captain to proceed to Southampton.

The vessel was, we found, spick and span, luxuriously appointed, and tremendously swift, though, on that run across the Mediterranean, one of the engines had been under repair when the Count and his friend had so unexpectedly come on board, and the other was working indifferently.

The captain, a dark-bearded, pleasant-faced Englishman from Portsmouth, believed that his master had dashed to catch the express for Rome. He had, he said, heard him speaking with Mr. Vernon as to whether they could catch it.

Did they use the wireless apparatus on board? I asked quickly.

Once, sir, was the captains reply. The Comte was in the wireless cabin last night for nearly an hour. Hes always experimenting.

You dont know if he sent any messages — eh?

Oh, yes. He sent some, for I heard them, but I didnt trouble to try to read the sounds.

Therefore, having thanked Mr. Veale and his family, I set forth, accompanied by Fournier and the two Italian police officers, to the railway station up the hill, above the busy docks.

Eagerly I asked one of the ticket-collectors in Italian if the Rome express had gone, knowing well that in Italy long-distance trains are often an hour or more late.

No, Signore, was his reply. It is still here, fifty-five minutes late, from Turin. Then glancing down upon the lines, where several trains were standing in the huge, vaulted station, he added: Platform number four. Hurry quickly, Signore, and you will catch it.


CHAPTER XXIX THE HOUSE IN HAMPSTEAD
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I DASHED DOWN to the platform, three steps at a time, followed by my three companions, but ere I gained it the train had begun to move out of the station.

One of the Italian police officers shouted to the scarlet-capped station-master to have the train stopped, but that stately official, his hands behind his back, only walked calmly in our direction to hear the voluble words which fell from the French officers lips.

By that time the train had rounded the curve and was dropping from sight.



My heart sank within me. Once again Jeanjean had escaped!

We were making frantic inquiry regarding the two fugitives when a porter, who chanced to overhear my words, expressed a belief that they had not left by the Rome express, but for Turin by the train that had and started a quarter of an hour before.

I rushed to the booking office, and, after some inquiry of the lazy, cigar-smoking clerk, learned that two foreigners, answering the descriptions of the men I wanted, had taken tickets for London by way of the Mont Cenis Paris-Calais route. He gave me the ticket numbers.

Yes. The porter was correct. They had left by the express for Turin, and the frontier at Modane!

With Fournier and the two policemen, I went to the Questura, or Central Police Office, situated in a big, gloomy, old medieval palace — for Genoa is eminently a city of ancient palaces — and before the Chief of the Brigade Mobile, a dapper little man with bristling white hair and yellow boots, I laid information, requesting that the pair be detained at the frontier.

When I revealed the real name of the soi-disant Comte dEsneux, the police official started, staring at me open-mouthed. Then, even as we sat in his bare, gloomy office with its heavily-barred windows — the original windows of the palace, in the days when it had also been a fortress — he spoke over the telephone with the Commissary of Police at Bardonnechia in the Alps, the last Italian station before the great Mont Cenis tunnel is entered.

After me he repeated over the wire a minute description of both men wanted, while the official at the other end wrote them down.

They will probably travel by the train which arrives from Turin at 6.16, the Chief of the Brigade Mobile went on. The numbers of their tickets are 4,176 B. and 4,177 B., issued to London. Search them, as they may have stolen jewels upon them. Understand?



An affirmative reply was given, and the white-haired little man replaced the telephone receiver.

Thanking him I went outside into the Via Garibaldi, with a sigh of relief. At last the two men were running straight into the arms of the police. My chief thought now was of Lola. Where could she be, that she had not answered my urgent letters sent to the Poste Restante at Versailles?

The next train — the through sleeping-car express from Rome to Calais — left at a few minutes to six, and for this we were compelled to wait.

I recollected that Lola had told me how Jeanjean was in the habit of communicating with his confederate Hodrickx, who had also established a wireless station in Genoa. Thereupon I made inquiry, and found that aerial wires were placed high over the roof of a house close to the Acqua Sola Gardens at the end of the broad, handsome Via Roma.

The house, however, was tenantless, Hodrickx, apparently a Belgian, having sold his furniture and disappeared, no one knew where, a fortnight previously.

At six oclock we entered the Calais express, and travelling by way of Alessandria and Turin, ascended, through the moon-lit Alps, that night a perfect fairyland, up the long steep incline, mounting ever higher and higher, until the two engines hauling the train-de-luxe at last, at midnight, pulled up at the little ill-lit station of Bardonnechia. There, we hastily alighted and sought the Commissary of Police.

To him Fournier presented his card of identity which every French detective carries, and at once the brown-bearded official told us that, although strict watch had been kept upon every train, the fugitives had not arrived!

They may have left the train at Turin, and gone across to Milan, and thence by the Gotthard route to Basle and Paris, he suggested to me. If they believe they were followed that is what they most certainly would do.

Then he swiftly turned over the leaves of a timetable upon the desk of his little office, and, after a minute examination, added in Italian — 

If they have gone by that route they will join the same Channel-boat at Calais as this train catches, whether they go from Basle, by way of Paris, or direct on to Calais.

The train we had travelled by was still waiting in the station, for one of the engines was being detached.

Then you suggest that we had better go by this? I said.

I certainly should, Signore, if I were you, was his polite answer. Besides they are wanted in England, you say, therefore it would be better to arrest them on the English steamer, or on their arrival in Dover, and thus avoid the long formalities of extradition. Our Government, as you know, never gives up criminals to England.

Instantly I realized the soundness of his argument, and, thanking him, we both climbed back into the wagon-lit we had occupied, and were soon slowly entering the black, stifling tunnel.

Need I further describe that eager, anxious journey, save to say that when next day we traversed the Ceinture in Paris, and arrived from the Gare de Lyon, at the Gare du Nord, we kept a vigilant and expectant watch, for it was there that the two men might join our train. Our watch, however, proved futile. They might have joined the ordinary express from Paris to Calais which had left half an hour before us — ours being a train-de-luxe. So we possessed ourselves in patience till at length, after a halt at Calais-Ville, we slowly drew up on the quay near where the big white Dover boat was lying.

The soft felt hat I had bought in Genoa, I pulled over my eyes, and then rushed along the gangway, and on board, with Fournier at my side, making a complete tour of the vessel, peeping into every cabin, and in every hole and corner, to discover the fugitives.

Already the gangway was up, and the three blasts sounded upon the siren announcing the departure of the boat. Therefore the pair, if on board, could not now escape.

Throughout the hour occupied in the crossing I was ever active, and when we were moored beside the pier in Dover Harbour, I stood at the gangway to watch every one leave.

Yet all my efforts were, alas! in vain.

They had evidently changed their route to London a second time, and had travelled from Bâle to Brussels and Ostend!

The thought occurred to me as I stood watching the last passengers leaving the steamer. If they had travelled direct by way of Ostend, then they would be seated in the train for Charing Cross, for the Ostend boat had been in half an hour, we were told.

The train, one of those gloomy, grimy, South-Eastern expresses, was waiting close by. Therefore I ran frantically from end to end, peering into each carriage, but, to my dismay, the men I sought were not there!

So Fournier and I entered a first-class compartment and, full of bitter disappointment, travelled up to Charing Cross, where we arrived about seven oclock.

I was alighting from the train into the usual crowd of arriving passengers, and their friends who were present to meet them, for there is always a quick bustle when the boat-train comes alongside the customs barrier, when of a sudden my quick eyes caught sight of two men in Homburg hats and overcoats.

My heart gave a bound.

Vernon and Jeanjean had alighted from the same train in which I and Fournier had travelled, and were hurrying out of the station.

Jeanjean carried a small brown leather handbag, while Vernon had only a walking-stick. Both men looked fagged, weary and travel-worn.

Look! I whispered to Fournier. There they are!

Then, holding back in the crowd, and keeping our eyes upon the hats of the fugitives, we followed them out into the station yard, where they hurriedly entered a taxi and drove away, all unconscious of our presence.

In another moment we were in a second taxi, following them up Regent Street, through Regents Park, and along Finchley Road, until suddenly they turned into Arkwright Road.

Then I stopped our vehicle and descended, just in time to see them enter the house called Merton Lodge — the house which Rayner had described to me on the night of my long vigil at the corner of Hatton Garden.

For a few moments I stood, undecided how to act. Should I drive at once to Scotland Yard and lay the whole affair before them, or should I still keep my counsel until I rediscovered Lola?

I knew where they were hiding, and if I watched, I might learn something further. Both Rayner and Fournier were known to the two culprits. Therefore I decided to invoke the aid of an ex-detective-sergeant who, since his retirement from Scotland Yard, had more than once assisted me.

Truth to tell, I had a far higher opinion of the astuteness of the Paris police than that of Scotland Yard. The latter disregarded my theories, whereas Jonet was always ready to listen to me. For that reason I hesitated to go down to the Yard, preferring to send word to Jonet, and allow him to act as he thought fit.

William Benham lived in the Camberwell New Road; so I went to the nearest telephone call-box and, ringing him up, asked him to meet me at Swiss Cottage Station and bring a trustworthy friend.

I knew that Merton Lodge had a convenient exit at the rear, hence, to be watched effectively, two men must be employed.

Towards half-past nine, leaving Fournier to watch at the end of the road, I met Benham, who came attired as one of the County Council employés engaged in watering the roads at night, accompanied by a burly-looking labourer who was introduced to me as an ex-detective from Vine Street. Without revealing the whole story, or who the two men were, I explained that I had followed them post-haste from Algiers, and that both were wanted for serious crimes. All I desired was that a strict surveillance should be placed upon them, and that they should be followed and all their movements watched.

Very well, Mr. Vidal, Benham replied.

He was a pleasant-faced, grey-haired man, with a broad countenance, and a little grey moustache.

I quite understand, he said. Well keep on them, and if I find it necessary, Ill get a third person. They wont get very far ahead of us, you bet, he laughed.

Theyre extremely wary birds, I cautioned. So youll both of you be compelled to keep your eyes skinned.

You merely want to know whats doing — eh?

Yes. Im fagged out, and want a rest to-night. Ill come up and see you in the morning, I said.

Then we entered a bar, and having had a drink together, we went to Arkwright Road, where I rejoined Fournier, and with him returned to my rooms.

Next day nothing happened. The two men wanted, wearing different clothes, and Vernon in blue glasses, went out about eleven for a walk as far as Hampstead Heath, and returned to luncheon. That was all my watchers reported.

On the following evening, however, I met Benham by appointment in a bar in the Finchley Road, when he said — 

Theres something in the wind, Mr. Vidal. But I cant make out what it is. This afternoon a well-dressed man, apparently an Italian, called, and about half an hour later a smart young French girl, with fair hair, and wearing a short dark blue dress and brown silk stockings and shoes, also paid the pair a visit. Shes there now.

From the further description he gave of her, I found that it tallied exactly with the identity of Lola.



And she was there! with Vernon and his two confederates.

Theres also something else strange about that house, Mr. Vidal, added Benham. I dare say you didnt notice it in the dark, but away, half-hidden by the trees in the garden, theres a long stretch of four wires, suspended from two high poles. A wireless telegraph, I take it to be.

Wireless at Merton Lodge! I cried.

Yes. To-day I asked a man who was repairing an underground wire in the Finchley Road, and he says its a very powerful station, and he wonders that the Post Office ever licensed it.

It was probably licensed as a small station, and then its power was secretly increased, I suggested.

But you say that the young French lady is still there?

Yes, replied Benham, she was when I left ten minutes ago.


CHAPTER XXX NARRATES A STARTLING AFFAIR
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I LOST NO time, but quickly hurried round to Arkwright Road, strolling past the new, well-kept, red-brick house which, upon its gate, bore the words in neat white letters, Merton Lodge.

In several of the windows were lights. What, I wondered, was the nature of the consultation going on within?

While I walked to the corner of Frognal, Benham remained at the Finchley Road end, within call.

I watched patiently, when, about half-past eight, the front door opened and Lola, descending the steps, left the house, walking alone in my direction.

Drawing back quickly, I resolved to follow her, and doing so, went after her straight up Arkwright Road, and up Fitzjohns Avenue, till she came to the Hampstead Tube Station, where, in the entrance, I was astounded to see Edward Craig awaiting her.

He raised his hat and shook her hand warmly, while she, flushed with pleasure, strolled at his side up the steep hill towards the Heath.

The attitude of the man, who was once supposed to have been dead and buried, was now very different to what it had been when he had watched her in secret at Boscombe.

I stood watching the pair, puzzled and wondering. What could it mean?

They were both smart and handsome. She, with all the vivacious mannerisms of the chic Parisienne, was explaining something with much gesticulation, while he strode at her side, bending to listen.

Behind them, I came on unobserved, following them on the high road over the dark, windy Heath, past the well-known inn called Jack Straws Castle — the Mecca of the East-End seeker after fresh air — and on across the long, straight road which led to the ancient Spaniards, one of the landmarks of suburban London.

Half-way along that wide, open road, at that hour deserted, they sat together upon a seat, talking earnestly, while I, leaving the road, lay hidden in a bush upon the Heath. Lola seemed to be making some long explanation, and then I distinctly saw him take her hand, and hold it sympathetically, as he looked her full in the face.

Presently they rose, and walked the whole length of the open road, which led across the top of the Heath, as far as the Spaniards. On either side, far below, lay the lights of London, while, above, the red night-glare was reflected from the lowering sky.



As they walked closely beside each other, with halting steps, as though the moments of their meeting were passing all too rapidly, the man from the grave was speaking, low and earnestly, into her ear.

She seemed to be listening to him in silence. And I watched on, half-inclined to the belief that they were lovers.

Nevertheless, such an idea seemed ridiculous after Craigs demeanour when he had watched her through the window on that night in Boscombe.

Yes. The friendship between Lola and the man whom every one believed to be in his grave, was a complete mystery.

I followed them back, past the infrequent street-lamps, to the seat whereon they had at first sat. Upon it they sank again, and until nearly ten oclock they remained in deep, earnest conversation.

When they rose, at last, I thought he raised her hand reverently to his lips. But I was so far away that I could not be absolutely certain. As they sauntered slowly down the hill to the station, I lounged leisurely after them.

They were too occupied with each other to be conscious of my surveillance.

I saw them descend in the lift to the platform below, and I was compelled to take the next lift.

Fortunately, the train had not left ere I gained it, and I got in the rear carriage, keeping a wary eye upon each platform as we reached it.

At Oxford Street they alighted, and while they ascended by the lift, I tore up the stairs two steps at a time, reaching the street just as they entered the big, grey, closed motor-car, which was apparently there awaiting them, and moved off down the street.

In a moment I had hailed a taxi and was speeding after the grey car.

The red light showing the number-plate and the G.B. plaque, went swiftly down to Piccadilly Circus, then turning to the right along Piccadilly, pulled up suddenly before the Berkeley Hotel, where both alighted.

Craig went as far as the door and stood speaking with her for a moment or two; then, raising his hat, re-entered the grey car and drove rapidly in the direction of Hyde Park Corner.

Having established the fact that Lola was staying at the Berkeley, I re-entered my taxi, and in about half an hour alighted once more at the junction of Arkwright Road with Finchley Road.

Benham quickly detected my arrival, and approaching me from the darkness, said — 

I wondered where youd gone to, sir, all the evening. Nobody has come out. The three men are in there still.

I was very tired and hungry, therefore we both went into the neighbouring bar and swallowed some sandwiches. Then we went forth again, and though midnight chimed from a distant church clock, there was no sign of the interesting trio. Perhaps Vernon and Jeanjean were fatigued after their swift journey from the African coast.

The solution of the mystery at Cromer was still as far off as ever. The reappearance of the supposed dead man had increased the complications in the amazing problem which had, long ago, been given up by Frayne of the estimable Norfolk Constabulary as constituting an unsolvable mystery. Both he and Treeton were, no doubt, busily engaged in trapping motorists who exceeded the limit, for to secure a conviction is a far greater credit to the local police officer than the patient unravelling of a mystery of crime. Hence the persistent lack of intelligence amongst too many of the country police.

It was past one oclock in the morning when, lurking together in a doorway, we saw the portals of Merton Lodge open, and Vernon with his two friends, all in evening dress, come out. They buttoned their black overcoats, pressed their crush-hats upon their heads against the wind, and all three sallied briskly forth in the direction of Fitzjohns Avenue.



Bertini was, I noticed, carrying a small leather bag, very strong, like those used by bankers to convey their coin.

One thing, which struck me as curious, was that they made no noise whatever as they walked. They were seemingly wearing boots with rubber soles. Yet, being in evening clothes, they might all be wearing dancing-pumps.

We followed at a respectable distance, and, watching, saw some astounding manœuvres.

Passing down Fitzjohns Avenue to Swiss Cottage Station, they separated, Vernon taking a taxi and the others crossing to the station, which still remained open.

I followed Vernon in another taxi while Benham, unknown to the other two, stood upon the kerb in the darkness and lit a cigarette.

Vernons cab went direct to Tottenham Court Road, where, opposite the Horse Shoe, he alighted, and turning to the right, strolled along Oxford Street past the Oxford Music Hall, I dogging his steps all the time.

Half-way down Oxford Street he paused and, turning into Wells Street, lit a cigar. Then he glanced up and down in expectancy till, some ten minutes later, a taxi-cab pulled up some distance away, and his two friends alighted from it. Close on their heels came a second taxi, from which I saw Benham jump out.

The trio separated, and neither took any notice of the others.

Jeanjean came out into Oxford Street, where I was standing in the shadow, and walking a few doors down in the direction of Great Portland Street, halted suddenly before the door of a large jewellers shop, swiftly unlocked it with a key he held ready in his hand, and, ere I could realize his intention, he was inside with the door closed behind him.

The key had, no doubt, been already prepared from a cast of the original, and the scene of action well prospected. Otherwise he would never have dared to act in that openly defiant manner almost under the very noses of the police.

I drew back and waited, watching the operations of the most notorious jewel-thief in Europe, Benham keeping a wary eye upon the other pair.

Vernon, after a few moments, crossed into Poland Street, a narrow thoroughfare nearly opposite, while Bertini, carrying the bag, slipped along to the jewellers shop, and also entered by the unlocked door.

In the heavy iron revolving shutters were gratings, allowing the police on the beat to see within, but from where I stood I could see no light inside. All was quite quiet and unsuspicious. It was a marvel to me how silently and actively both men had slipped from view right under the noses of the police in Oxford Street, who are ever vigilant at night.

Vernon, watched by Benham, had hidden himself in a doorway with the evident intention of remaining until the coup was successfully effected, and to immediately take over the spoils and lock them away in his safes in Hatton Garden.

Five, ten, fifteen breathless minutes went by.

I saw the constable on the beat, walking with his sergeant, approaching me. Both were blissfully ignorant that within a few yards of them was the great Jules Jeanjean, for whose capture the French police had long ago offered a vast reward.

I was compelled to shift from my point of vantage, yet I remained in the vicinity unseen by either.

What if the constable were to try the jewellers door as he passed?

I watched the pair strolling slowly, their shiny capes on their shoulders, for rain had begun to fall, watched them breathlessly.

Of a sudden the constable halted as he was passing the jewellers shop door, and, stepping aside, tried it.

My heart stood still.

Next second, however, the truth was plain. The door had been re-fastened, and the constable, reassured, went on, resuming his night gossip with his sergeant at the point where he had broken off.

Yes. The two thieves were inside, no doubt sacking the place of all that was most valuable.

Their daring, swiftness, and expert methods were astounding. Truly Jules Jeanjean was a veritable prince among jewel-thieves. Not another man in the whole of Europe could approach him either for knowledge as to whether a gem were good or bad, for nerve and daring, for impudent effrontery, or for swift and decisive action. He was a king among jewel-thieves, and as such acknowledged by the dishonest fraternity whose special prey was precious stones.

I stood in blank wonder and amazement.

My first impulse was to turn and step along to Oxford Circus, where I knew another constable would be on point-duty. Indeed, I was about to raise the alarm without arousing old Vernons suspicions, when I saw the jewellers door open quickly and both men dashed out wildly and up Wells Street as fast as their legs could carry them.

In a moment I saw that they had been desperately alarmed and were fleeing without waiting to secure their booty, for next second a man — a watchman who had been sleeping on the premises — staggered out upon the pavement, shouting, Murder! Help! Thieves! and then fell on the ground senseless.

I rushed over to him, and by the light of the street-lamp saw that blood was flowing from a great wound in his skull. Then, in a moment, Benham was beside me, and the constable and sergeant came running back, being joined by a second constable.

Meanwhile Vernon, as well as the two thieves, had disappeared.

The man attacked was senseless. The wound in his head was a terrible one, apparently inflicted by a jemmy or life-preserver; so quickly an ambulance was sent for, and the poor fellow was swiftly conveyed, apparently in a dying condition, to the Middlesex Hospital.



At first the police regarded me with some suspicion, but when Benham explained who he was, and that our attention had been attracted by something wrong, they were satisfied. We, however, went round to the police-station and there made a statement that, in passing we had seen two men — whom we described — enter the premises with a key, and as they did not emerge, we waited, until we saw them escape, followed by the injured watchman.

Then — it being about half-past three in the morning — we went back to the jewellers, and there found the place in a state of great disorder. At the back of the window pieces of black linen had been suspended, in order to shut out the light from the small gratings in the shutters, and, in what they had believed to be perfect security, the thieves, wearing gloves, had forced open several show-cases and packed their most valuable contents in a cotton bag ready for removal. The big safe, one by a well-known maker, stood open, and the various valuable articles it contained had been pulled roughly out, examined, and placed aside ready to be packed up, together with a bag containing about one hundred sovereigns, and a small packet of banknotes.

On the floor lay a beautiful pearl collar, while everywhere empty cases were strewn about. Yet, as far as could be ascertained from the manager, who had come up hastily in a taxi, nothing had been taken.

Detectives came and began a thorough examination of the premises, and the damage done.

They were looking for finger-prints, but it was not likely that practised experts such as Jules Jeanjean and his companion would risk detection by leaving any.

I kept my knowledge to myself, and returned, weary and hungry, to my rooms, Benham accompanying me, and there we discussed our plans for the morrow.


CHAPTER XXXI SHEEP OF THY PASTURE
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THE AUTUMN SUN shone brightly into the artistic little sitting-room at the Berkeley Hotel, overlooking Piccadilly and the Green Park, where, next morning, I was seated alone with Lola.

She was dressed in a pretty, neatly-made gown of a delicate brown shade, with silk stockings and smart little shoes to match, and as she leaned back in her cosy arm-chair, her pointed chin upon her white hand, her big blue eyes, so full of expression, were turned upon me, their brows slightly knit in her earnestness.

Upon the centre table stood a big silver bowl of dahlias and autumn foliage, while upon a sideboard was lying a fine bouquet of roses which a page-boy had brought in as we had been chatting.

I related my strange experience of the previous night, whereupon she had said, in a low, intense voice — 

Yes. I heard yesterday afternoon, when I was at Vernons house in Hampstead, that an attempt was to be made somewhere. But I was not told where.

Lola, I exclaimed, taking her hand tenderly, and looking into her eyes, I am here this morning to save you from these people, and to save myself. If we remain inactive like this, they will deal us both a secret blow. They fear you, and in addition they know that I have discovered who they are, and the truth concerning some of their crimes.

She nodded, but no sound escaped her lips.

At last, however, by dint of long persuasion and argument, I succeeded in convincing her that I really was her friend, and that even if I exposed the gang, and caused them to be arrested, I could at the same time keep her out of the sensational affair which must inevitably result.



She rose, and for a long time stood at the window, gazing out upon the never-ceasing traffic in Piccadilly, her countenance very grave and thoughtful. By the quick rising and falling of her bosom, and by her pursed lips, I saw how deep was her agitation, how torn was her mind by conflicting emotions.

At last, as she leaned upon a chair, her eyes still fixed blankly out upon the long, rather monotonous façade of the Ritz Hotel, she began to tell me some of the facts she knew concerning her notorious uncle, Jules Jeanjean.

He started life, she explained, as an employé of the Nord Railway of France, and, being honest and hardworking, rose from an obscure situation in the goods-yard at Creil to become chief conductor on the express line between Calais and Paris. His sister, who was my mother, had married Felix Sorel, a leather-merchant in the Boulevard de Clichy, and they had one daughter, myself. Jules, however, remained unmarried. Apparently he held advanced Republican views, and soon entertained Anarchist ideas, yet no fault was ever found with the performance of his duties by the railway officials. He was, I have heard, a model servant, always punctual, sober, and so extremely polite that all the habitual passengers knew and liked him.

She paused, reflecting.

It seems, she went on after a few moments, it seems that as chief of the express which left Calais for Paris each day, after the arrival of the midday boat from Dover, his position was much coveted by the other employés. After about two and a half years of this, however, the Company one day offered him the post of Station-Inspector at Abbeville, where the boat expresses stop for water. But, to the surprise of his friends, he declined and, moreover, resigned from the service, pleading an internal trouble, and left France.

Curious, I remarked. He must have had some other motive than that for his sudden decision, I suppose.

Then, continuing her narrative, the pretty blue-eyed girl revealed to me a very remarkable story. From what she said it appeared that during his two and a half years service between Calais and Dover, her uncle had been reaping a golden harvest and placing great sums of money in an English bank. The device by which the money had been gained was both ingenious and simple. Employed in the Customs House at the Maritime Station at Calais — through which all persons travelling from England by that route have to pass — was a douanier from Corsica who, though a French subject, bore an Italian name, Egisto Bertini. Between Bertini and the honest train-conductor a close friendship had arisen. Then Bertini, who had become acquainted with a London diamond-broker, Mr. Gregory Vernon, a constant traveller between the French and English capitals, one day introduced his friend. Before long Vernons master-mind was at work, and at a meeting of the three men, held one evening on Dover cliffs, a very neat conspiracy was formed. It was simply this — 

Bertinis duty was to examine passengers baggage registered beyond Paris, and when it was placed upon the counter in the Customs House, he kept an open eye for any jewel-cases. Exercising his power, he would have them opened and inspect their contents, and then, being replaced, the box would be locked by the unsuspecting passenger. The Customs Officer would, however, chalk a peculiar mark upon the trunk containing the valuables, and during its transit between Calais and Paris Jeanjean would go to the baggage-wagon, and, with a big bunch of duplicate keys, unlock the marked trunks, abstract the jewellery, and relock it again. By the time the unfortunate passenger discovered the loss, the stolen property would probably be on its way into old Vernons hands for disposal in Antwerp or Amsterdam.

Thus the two made some huge coups. In one instance, the pearls of the Duchess of Carcassonne, valued at forty-five thousand pounds, were secured, and never traced, for they were sold east of Suez. In another instance the celebrated diamond necklace belonging to Mademoiselle Montbard, the famous actress at the Ambigu in Paris, worth thirty thousand pounds, was abstracted from her baggage. Emeralds to the value of over twenty thousand pounds, the property of the wife of an American millionaire, and the whole of the famous jewels of the Princess Tchernowski were also among the articles stolen.

So constant, however, were these mysterious thefts, that at last the police established a strict surveillance upon all baggage, and hence the interesting little game was at an end.

Matters grew a trifle too warm, and though neither Jeanjean nor Bertini changed their mode of life with their rapidly-gained wealth, yet it was felt that to retire was best. So, within a month of each other, they left. Jeanjean crossed over to England, and Bertini accepted promotion to Boulogne, where he remained several months, fearing that if he resigned too quickly suspicions might be aroused.

Of course, after this, the organized thefts between Calais and Paris ceased suddenly, though the Company never entertained the slightest suspicion of the guilty persons, or of the mode in which each trunk containing jewellery was made known to the thief.

Vernons craft and cunning were unequalled, for at his suggestion, Jeanjean, though he had over fifty thousand pounds in the Bank of England, now embarked upon the career of a jewel-thief, whose audacity, daring and elusiveness was astounding. His anarchist views prompted him to disregard human life wherever it interfered with his plans, and so clever and ingenious were his coups, that the police of Europe, whom he so often defied, stood dumbfounded.

About this time Lolas father, the honest leather-merchant of Paris, went bankrupt, and died a few weeks afterwards of phthisis, while Madame Sorel, brokenhearted, followed her husband to the grave two months later, leaving little Lola alone. She was then fifteen, and her uncle, seeing that she might be of use to him, adopted her as his daughter, and gradually initiated her into the arts and wiles of an expert-thief. His whole surroundings were criminal, she declared to me. She lived in an atmosphere of crime, for to the flat in the Boulevard Pereire, which her uncle made his headquarters when in Paris, came the men, Bertini, Vernon, Hodrickx, Hunzle, and others, great coups being discussed between them, and arranged, thefts carried out in various cities of Europe, often at great cost and frequently with the assistance of Lola, who was pressed into the service, and upon whom her uncle had bestowed the name of The Nightingale, on account of her sweet voice.

Vernon was the brain of the organization. By his connection with the diamond trade he obtained information as to who had valuable gems in their possession, and by the exercise of his marvellous wit and subterfuge would devise deep and remarkable plots of which the assassination of the well-known Paris jeweller, M. Benoy, was one. In three years the daring gang, so perfectly organized, perpetrated no fewer than eighteen big jewel robberies as well as other smaller thefts and burglaries. In many, robbery was, alas! accompanied by brutal violence. The Paris Sûreté, Scotland Yard, and the Detective Departments of Berlin, Brussels, and Rome were ever on the alert endeavouring to trace, capture, and break up the gang, but with the large funds at their disposal they were able to bribe even responsible officials who became obnoxious, and by such means evade arrest. Of these bribings there had been many sinister whispers, as Henri Jonet told me months afterwards.

Ah! Lola! I exclaimed. How strangely romantic your career has been!

Yes, Msieur Vidal, she replied, turning her splendid eyes upon mine. And were it not for your generosity towards me, I should have been arrested that night at Balmaclellan, and at this moment would have been in prison.

I know that you have been associated with these men through no fault of your own — that you have been forced to become a confederate of thieves and assassins, I said. Surely no other girl in all England, or, indeed, in Europe, has found herself in a similar position — the decoy of such a dangerous and unscrupulous gang.

No, faltered the girl. It was not my fault, I assure you. Ah! Heaven knows how, times without number, I have endeavoured to defy and break away from them. But they were always too artful, too strong for me. My uncle held me in his grip, and though he was never unkind, yet he was always determined, and constantly threatened me with exposure if I did not blindly do his bidding. Thus I was forced to remain his cats paw, even till to-day, she added, in a voice full of sorrow and regret.

I recollected the scene I had witnessed on Hampstead Heath on the previous night — her meeting with the man who had so mysteriously died in Cromer, and as I gazed upon her fair face, I pondered.

What could it mean?

Apparently she was staying at the Berkeley alone, and I mentioned this fact.

Oh, they know me well, here. When Im alone, I often stay here, she explained, still speaking in French. I like the place far better than the Carlton or the Ritz. I have had quite enough of the big hotels, she added with a meaning smile.

She referred to those hotels where she had lived in order to rub shoulders with women who possessed rich jewels.

At that moment a foreign waiter knocked at the door and interrupted our tête-à-tête, by announcing — 

Mr. Craig to see you, miss.

Show him in, was her prompt reply in English, as she rose and glanced quickly at me. I saw that her cheeks were slightly flushed in her sudden excitement.

And a few seconds later I stood face to face with the man upon whose body a Coroners verdict had been pronounced.



He was tall, good-looking, and smartly-dressed in a grey lounge-suit, carrying his plush Tyrolese hat in his hand.

On seeing me he drew back, and cast a quick, inquisitive glance at Lola.

This is Msieur Vidal, the girl exclaimed in her pretty broken English, introducing us. My very good friend of whom I spoke yesterday — Msieur Edouard Craig.

We bowed to each other, and I thought I saw upon his face a look of annoyance. He had evidently believed Lola to be alone.

In an instant, however, the shadow fled from the young mans face, and he exclaimed with frankness — 

Im extremely pleased to know you, sir, more especially after what Lola has told me concerning you.

What has she told you? I asked, with a smile. Nothing very terrible, I hope?

For a second he did not reply. Then, looking over at her as she stood on the opposite side of the table, he replied — 

Well, she has told me of your long friendship and — and — may I be permitted to tell Mr. Vidal, Lola? he suddenly asked, turning to her.

Tell him what you wish, she answered.

Then I will not conceal it, he went on, turning back to me. Lola has explained to me her position, her connection with certain undesirable persons, whom we need not mention, and how you in your generosity allowed her her freedom.

She has told you! I gasped in surprise, not understanding in what position he stood towards the dainty little Parisienne. Well, Mr. Craig, I thought you knew that long ago, I added after a pause.

Until last night, I was in entire ignorance of the whole truth. I met Lola at Hampstead, and she explained many things that have astounded me.

I have told Mr. Craig the truth, declared the girl, her cheeks flushed with excitement. It was only right that he should know who and what I am — especially as — — she broke off suddenly.

Especially as — what? I asked.

Especially as I love you, Lola, eh? the young man chimed in, grasping her hand and raising it to his lips fondly.

This revelation staggered me. The pair were lovers! This man, whose attitude when he saw her in secret at Boscombe was so antagonistic, was now deeply in love with her! Surely I was living in a world of surprises!

How much, I wondered, had she revealed to this man who was believed to have been buried?

For some moments all three of us stood looking at each other, neither uttering a word.

Then I swiftly put to the young man several questions, and receiving answers, excused myself, and went below to the telephone.

I had three calls in various directions, and then returned to where Lola and her lover were standing together. Heedless of my presence, so deeply in love was he, that he was holding her hand and looking affectionately into the girls eyes as he bent, whispering lovingly, to her.

Yes, they were indeed a well-matched pair standing there together. She sweet and innocent-looking, he tall and athletic, with all the appearance of a gentleman.

Yet it was Edward Craig, the man who had lived at Beacon House at Cromer, the man whom I had seen lying stark and dead, killed by some mysterious means which medical men could not discover. Edward Craig, the dead man in the flesh!


CHAPTER XXXII THE TENTS OF UNGODLINESS
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FRANK SOMMERVILLE, CHIEF Inspector of the Criminal Investigation Department, a big, dark-moustached man, stretched his long legs from the easy chair in which he was sitting, some half an hour after my interview with Lola and Edward Craig, clasped his hands behind his head, and looking over at me, exclaimed — 

By Jove! Vidal. Thats one of the most astounding stories Ive ever heard! And the young lady is actually in the next room with the dead man Craig?

Yes, theyre ready to go up to Hampstead, I said. If we are shrewd we shall catch all three. They did that burglary at Benningtons, in Oxford Street, last night.

How do you know, my dear fellow? he asked.

For the simple reason that I was there, I laughed.

He looked astounded.

I remember the report on the Cromer mystery, last June, perfectly well, he said. But I never dreamed that youd taken the matter up. We shall certainly do well if we can lay hands on Jeanjean, for we get constant reports from Paris about his wonderful exploits. I had one only this morning. He is suspected of having done a big job at a jewellers in St. Petersburg, lately.

Very well, I answered. Let us take a taxi up to Arkwright Road at once. Benham, your ex-sergeant, is already there awaiting us, as well as my servant, Rayner.

Together we entered the next room, where Craig and Lola were sitting closely together, and I introduced them to the well-known Chief Detective-Inspector. Then, after Sommerville had telephoned to his office, and ordered up to Hampstead three of his men, we waited for another quarter of an hour to give them time to get to the appointed spot — the public-house in the Finchley Road.

At last we started, and on the way I explained many facts to my old friend Sommerville, who, with a hearty laugh, said — 

Well, Vidal, I know youre pretty painstaking over an inquiry, but I never thought youd ferret out this great French jewel-thief when we had failed! Of course, weve looked upon this man Vernon with suspicion for some little time. He sold some stolen rubies in Antwerp two months ago, and it was reported to us, but we couldnt get sufficient evidence. I made some inquiry, and found that hes immensely wealthy, although he lives such a changeful life. The house in Arkwright Road is his, but he is never there more than two or three days at a time. He experiments in wireless telegraphy, judging from the masts and wires in his back garden.

I told him of Jeanjeans powerful station in Algiers, and we agreed that, by means of a code, the pair were in the habit of exchanging messages, just as Jeanjean did with his confederate in Genoa.

Yes, Lola said. At Merton Lodge there are big dynamos down in the cellars, and when Ive been with my uncle at the Villa Beni Hassan, he has often come from the wireless room and told me he has been speaking with his friend Vernon in London. Wireless telegraphy is wonderful, is it not?

Briefly I had described the murderous attack made upon the girl and myself at that untenanted house in Spring Grove, and, as I finished, the taxi drew up a few doors from the bar to which I had directed the man to drive.

Ere we could alight, Benham, in the guise of a loafer, had opened the door and touched his cap to me with a grin.

In the bar we found the three sergeants from Scotland Yard, as well as Rayner, who was greatly excited, and, of course, unaware of the identity of the three men who had entered casually, and were chatting at his elbow.

Were going to make three arrests in a house close by, Sommerville explained to the trio. They may make a pretty tough fight, and they probably carry revolvers. So keep a sharp look-out.

All right, sir, the men replied, and were quickly in readiness.

In order not to arouse the suspicion of the three men, we arranged that Lola should first go there alone. Then we would surround the house, back and front, while Sommerville went to the front door and made some pretext. With a man behind him, he would wait until the door opened, and then rush in, followed by myself and two detectives and the young man Craig.

The arrangements were made in the private room behind the bar, and presently Lola, bidding us a merry au revoir, tripped out.

We gave her about ten minutes, and then in pairs, and by different routes, we approached the quiet, highly-respectable-looking house, first having got a couple of constables off the beat.

While Benham, as a loafer, went round to the back entrance, under the pretext of asking for an odd job to clean up the garden, Sommerville and one of his men slipped in and up the front steps.

For a little time his ring remained unanswered, but suddenly the door was opened slightly by Bertini.

For a second there was a sharp tussle, the Italian raising the alarm, but in a few moments I found myself, with Craig and Sommerville, inside the house.

Those moments were indeed exciting ones. Craigs only thought was for Lolas safety, and I saw him rush down the prettily-furnished hall and take her in his arms.

Shouts were raised on all sides.

In the scurry old Vernon dashed out of the room on the left and, meeting Lola with her lover, raised the revolver he had drawn and fired point-blank at her.



Fortunately, he missed. One of the detectives instantly closed with him, and I sprang to the officers assistance. The old fellow, his face livid, his eyes staring wildly from his head, fought like a tiger, trying to turn his weapon upon us. He had forced the barrel of his big revolver right against my jaw, and was in the act of firing, when I ducked my head, and seizing his wrist, twisted it.

At that moment there was a loud explosion, and before I knew the truth I found his grip relaxing.

The weapon had been turned upon him as he, in desperation, had fired, and the bullet, entering his brain, had struck him dead.

He collapsed in our arms and we laid him upon the tiled floor.

Within the room, whence the old man had come, a desperate struggle was in progress, and entering, I found it to be a small library, at one end of which, upon a large table, was arranged a quantity of electrical apparatus — the various instruments necessary for wireless telegraphy. Close to this table, as we entered, stood Jules Jeanjean in the hands of Benham and the two detectives, while Rayner was standing covering the culprit resolutely with the revolver which he had wrenched from the prisoners grasp.

Jeanjeans face was changed, his eyes wild and full of evil. In his fierce dash for liberty his collar had been torn from its studs and the sleeve of his smart blue serge jacket torn out. His hair was awry, and from a long scratch on his left cheek blood was freely flowing.

Truly he presented a weird, unkempt appearance, held as he was in the grip of those three strong, burly officers.

Be careful! I urged. Hell get away if you dont exercise every care. Hes as slippery as an eel!

At my words his captors forced him back against the wall, redoubling their grip upon him.

Sommerville and Craig were standing beside Lola, who looked on, nervous and pale-faced. She had been witness to the tragedy out in the hall, and realized what a narrow escape she had had from the vicious old scoundrels bullet.

Bertini was in the hall, held in a merciless grip by the two constables who had been summoned from their beats, and was standing close to the fallen body of the man who had so long been his acknowledged master.

Jules Jeanjean, though forced against the wall by those four men, was still wildly defiant, his face distorted by anger. He ceased struggling in order to curse and abuse his captors, pouring out upon them torrents of voluble French, a language with which only one of the four men, Rayner, was acquainted, and he but slightly.

Listen, Jules Jeanjean! said Sommerville, in a hard, commanding voice. I am a police officer, and I arrest you on charges of theft and murder.

Fools! snarled the prisoner in defiance. Youve made a mistake, a great mistake! Arrest that girl yonder. Make inquiries about her, and you will find lots that will interest you.

It is sufficient for the present to arrest you, my friend, was the Chief Inspectors response. One of your comrades is outside, dead, and the other is under arrest.

Then turning to Lola, he asked — 

Do you identify this man as Jules Jeanjean, Mademoiselle?

Yes, the girl replied. He is my uncle.

You infernal brat! shrieked the prisoner, livid with fury. So it is you who have given me away, after all! I should have taken the old mans advice, and have put you out of the way. Dieu! You and your friend, Vidal, over there, had a narrow escape at Spring Grove. Your grave was already dug for you!

And yours will also be dug for you before long — when the Judge has sentenced you to death! I cried.

Enough! exclaimed Sommerville, holding up his hand to command silence. We want no recriminations, only the truth. You, and your friend Bertini, will have plenty of opportunity for defending yourselves when before the court. I think, Mademoiselle, he added, turning to where Lola was standing beside the man once believed to be dead, you will have a strange story to relate to the Judge.

Shell lie, no doubt, declared Jeanjean with a sneer. She always does.

No, the girl cried in her pretty, broken English, I shall the truth speak. All of the truth.

Yes, I urged, eagerly. Reveal to us now the truth concerning the mystery on Cromer Cliffs. How it is that Edward Craig, the man who died, is now standing beside you!

The prisoner, with a frantic struggle to free his arms, and throw himself upon her, to silence her lips, made a sudden dash forward. But his captors closed with him, pinioned him, and held him fiercely by the throat.

Lola, standing by, drew a long breath, but remained silent.

Her frail little figure seemed unbalanced, she was unnerved and trembling, two bright spots showing in the centre of her pale cheeks, as she stood there. Upon her shoulder rested the tender hand of the man whose end had been so wrapped in mystery.

Speak, Lola, I urged again. Have no fear of these men now. Tell us the plain truth.

Yes, Lola, Craig added earnestly, tell them the strange story. There is nothing now to be afraid of. Speak the truth and let the law deal with that assassin.

Again Jeanjean went into a perfect paroxysm of rage. But all to no purpose, though he bit his lips till the blood came. The men held him so firmly that he could move neither hand nor foot.

The heavy hand of Justice had fallen upon him!


CHAPTER XXXIII DISCLOSES A STRANGE TRUTH
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I THINK, LOLA, I had better explain to them the circumstances in which we met, young Craig exclaimed with frankness. His hand was still upon her shoulder, his eyes gazing straight into hers with that intense love-light which, in this world of falsity and fraud, is one of the things which can never be feigned.

Yes, do, she urged, clinging closely to him, her frail frame trembling, for she was still upset and unnerved.

Well, last January, I was staying with my mother at the Hôtel Adlon, in Berlin, for though I have a place near Monmouth called Huttoft Hall, left to me by my father, Sir Alexander Craig, I am constantly on the Continent. As a bachelor I prefer life abroad, and indeed, at that time, I had not been in England since I came of age, four years before. At the hotel, I found Lola staying with her uncle — that man! and he pointed to Jeanjean — held there prisoner. He called himself Dr. Paul Arendt, and gave himself out to be a Belgian from Liège. He was very affable, and we became on friendly terms, while my mother took a great fancy to Lola. After about ten days or so an English friend of Arendts, a young man named Richard Perceval, arrived, and we three men went about Berlin, and saw the sights and the night-life, a good deal together. This went on for nearly three weeks, Lola and I becoming very fast friends. At last, however, her uncle being suddenly recalled to Paris, we were compelled to part, though we constantly exchanged letters. From Berlin, my mother moved to Cannes, and I followed her. We spent February and March on the Riviera, and then went north to the Italian Lakes, the most lovely spot in Europe in the springtide. He paused and, turning to the girl, said, Now, Lola, will you explain what happened?

The man under arrest again fought violently for freedom. His face was flushed with exertion, his long teeth clenched, his black eyes starting wildly from his head. Now that the villainous old man he had obeyed as master was dead, he saw that he must, at all hazards, save himself.

From his grey lips there issued a torrent of abuse, and the most fearful maledictions, in the French tongue.

Lola, requested by her lover to speak, held her breath for a moment, and then, with an effort, calming the flood of emotion that arose within her, said in her pretty English — 

After we met in Berlin, I, at my uncles orders, ingratiated myself with Lady Craig, for the purpose of ascertaining whether she had with her jewellery of any value. Meanwhile, finding that Edouard had become very friendly with me, he at once instituted inquiries and found that Lady Craig was widow of Sir Alexander Craig, Knight, who had died leaving his only son possessor of a great fortune and a large estate near Monmouth. He also, through inquiries made by Vernon, found that Edouard had not been in England since he came of age. Vernon and my uncle met secretly one day at Frankfort, whereupon the crafty old man elaborated an ingenious plan which, within a few days, was put into execution. Among Vernons wily confederates was a very smart, gentlemanly young man named Richard Perceval, who had been an actor, and who was the same height and much the same build as Edouard. This man came to our hotel in Berlin, but with what object I was, then, entirely ignorant. I now know that the reason he joined us was in order to carefully watch Mr. Craigs manners, his gait, his style of dress, and all his idiosyncrasies. While Edouard was unaware of it, he took many snapshots of him in secret, and one day for a joke they both went to a photographers and had their portraits taken, the object of my uncle and Perceval being to obtain a thoroughly good likeness of Msieur Craig. After three weeks, however, their preparations being completed, though I, of course, had no suspicion as to what was intended, we left Berlin and returned to Paris.

To Brussels, interrupted the notorious criminal. Be correct, at least. And his face broadened in an evil grin.

To Brussels first, and then next day to Paris, Lola went on. For some weeks nothing was done, it seems. I had constant letters from Edouard, who was at Beau Site, at Cannes, and I frequently wrote to him there. Then I accompanied my uncle to Algiers, where we remained some time, our movements being always sudden and always uncertain. My uncle, at Algiers, was engaged with his wireless telegraphy, sending and receiving messages from nowhere. Meanwhile, old Vernons wits were at work and he laid his plans for a great coup. He took Richard Perceval to Cromer, then dull, sleepy, and out-of-season, the young man arriving there as his nephew, Edward Craig. He possessed an exact counterpart of Msieur Craigs wardrobe, his hair was cut in the style you see Edouard wearing it, and by means of certain small but expert touches to his countenance, so artistic as not to be discernible, he had become transformed into the exact counterpart of the owner of Huttoft. Early in June we returned from Algiers to Paris, and my uncle, leaving me, went to London. Then, when he returned to the Boulevard Pereire three days later, I noticed a great change in him. He seemed greatly incensed with the Master.

Had they quarrelled? I inquired eagerly.

Yes, over the division of the profits arising from the theft, in the month of March, of four hundred thousand francs worth of diamonds, and pearls from a Paris jeweller named Benoy, while he was in a motor-car in the Forest of Fontainebleau. Vernon, he told me, had sold the stones and had retained three-fourths of the plunder. My uncle was furious and vowed most terrible vengeance. Next day, he sent me from Paris direct to Norfolk with a letter to Vernon. On arrival in Cromer I was utterly astounded to meet Perceval in the street dressed as Edouard Craig and presenting an exact likeness to him! Perceval, however, did not see me, and I went to Beacon House, delivered the letter to the old man, obtained a reply, returned to London, and next day to Paris. From my uncle, who became more incensed than ever against Vernon on receipt of the reply to his letter, I managed to elicit what was intended. This was that Vernon, knowing that Edouard lived always on the Continent, and had not been home for four years, had devised a devilish plan by which Perceval, representing himself to be the owner of Huttoft, was to obtain from his late fathers lawyers, a reputable firm whose address is in Lincolns Inn Fields, the deeds relating to the great Huttoft estate, as well as a quantity of family jewels, and raise a large mortgage upon the property from a well-known firm of money-lenders. The preliminary negotiations with the latter had already been opened, and it was only a question of days when the bogus Edouard Craig, already practised in the art of forging the signature of the real Msieur Craig, would present himself to his late fathers solicitors. The deep cunning of the whole plot, and the fine and elaborate detail in which it had all been worked out, held me aghast. If carried out, it was expected that fully seventy thousand pounds would be neatly netted and the bogus Craig would disappear into thin air!

What did you do then? I asked, amazed at her revelation.

At once I wrote to Msieur Craig, who was at Villa dEste, on the Lake of Como, asking him to meet me in secret in Paris, at the earliest possible moment. He met me one afternoon in the tea-rooms in the corner of the Place Vendome, and there I told him what I had discovered. And — and — well, I was forced to confess to him, for the first time, that I was a thief. She added in a changed voice, the cats paw of my uncle. I know I — —



Thats enough, Lola! exclaimed the young man. We need not refer to that. With Mr. Vidal, I am fully aware that your connection with those terrible crimes has been a purely innocent one. You have been forced into assisting them — held to them and to silence on pain of death.

Yes, I added, thats true. Lola is innocent. I vouch for that.

Yes. Put upon my guard by Lola, Craig exclaimed, I crossed at once to London, and without revealing who it was who intended to personate me, I told old Jerningham, the solicitor, to be careful. I remained in London a week, and then, unable to further repress my curiosity, I went to Cromer. I — —

Ah, perhaps I had better continue my narrative, so that we shall be rightly understood, Lola interrupted, with cheeks flushed in her excitement. A couple of days after Edouard had gone to London, my uncle, stung to fury by a letter he had received from old Vernon, suddenly announced that we were both going to Cromer. Therefore, we left Paris, and duly landed at Charing Cross, just in time to catch the last train up to Cromer, where we arrived between ten and eleven oclock at night. In order to spring a surprise upon Vernon, we evaded the hotel and went to some rooms in Overstrand Road for which he had already telegraphed, having seen an advertisement in a railway guide.

To the house where he afterwards lodged? I asked.

Yes. He had taken the same name he had used in Berlin, Doctor Arendt, she replied. Well, I had gone to my room, but was standing at the open window, without switching on the light, when I saw him leave the house. Wondering what might be in progress, I put on my knitted golf coat and cap, and went after him. He took a long night-ramble past the flashing lighthouse on the cliff, and away across the golf-links, towards Overstrand, apparently reflecting deeply, his anger rising more and more against Vernon, whom he had accused of robbing him. For a long time I watched as he sat upon a log on top of the cliffs about a mile and a half from the town, gazing out upon the sea, and smoking a cigar, I having hid myself behind a bush. I was rather sorry I had come out, yet in the circumstances, and in the interests of Edouard, I felt it my duty to watch in patience. At last my uncle rose and strolled back over the golf-course, along the cliff-path, towards the town. As he came along over the low hill from the lighthouse, strolling on the grass, and making no sound, he suddenly discerned upon a seat the figure of a man in wide-brimmed hat and cape seated with his back to him and looking out to sea. The night was warm and pleasant, a calm and perfect night on the North Sea — —

Were you near him? Sommerville interrupted.

I was walking along under the shadow of the hedge, while he walked over the open, undulating ground, was the girls reply. On recognizing the Master seated there, he was apparently seized by a sudden impulse of revenge — perhaps cupidity as well — for I saw him creep up behind the seat, and taking something from his pocket, thrust it quick as a flash into the old mans face. The man attacked clawed the air frantically, rose to his feet, staggered a few steps, and reeling, fell to the ground without uttering a sound — dead. I saw, in my uncles hand a strange-looking and most terrible instrument, which he sometimes carried when engaged on one of his desperate exploits, a specially-constructed pistol the barrel of which was of soft india-rubber and finishing in a bell-mouth about three inches across. This he had suddenly pressed over the old mans nose and mouth — as he had done, alas! I knew, in other cases where the victim had been found dead, and doctors had been unable to establish the mysterious cause — then, pulling the trigger, he had discharged a glass capsule containing a mixture of compressed amyl nitrate and hydrocyanic gas, which, when released, a single inhalation caused instant death. The discoverer of the compound killed himself accidentally by it. Aghast, I stood watching him. He bent and examined the dead mans face. Then he searched his pockets, took out something, and then, moving quickly, dashed away towards the town, evidently alarmed at his own action.

And the girl paused, the accused man before her shouting strenuous denials.

The instant he had gone, she continued, I crept over the grass, past the seat whereon the dead man had rested, and, bending to see if he was still breathing, I found to my horror and dismay that it was not the Master at all, but his supposed nephew, Richard Perceval! Back I hurried to the house where we had rooms, and entering noiselessly — for I had been taught to move without noise at night — and she smiled grimly at me. I found my uncle had, fortunately, not yet come in. Therefore I retired to bed. Next morning we left hurriedly for London, Jeanjean not daring to face Vernon after what had occurred, and moreover, ignorant of the fact that Vernon had left Cromer during the night, alarmed by the real Edouard Craig calling upon him, and hinting that he knew the truth concerning certain recent jewel robberies. Jeanjean, however, returned to Cromer a few days later, and I followed and helped to secure the jewels Vernon had left behind.

Yes, Craig exclaimed. True. I saw nothing of Perceval on that evening when I called upon old Vernon. My visit, however, completely upset him. Lola had telegraphed to me that she was coming to England, therefore I asked Vernon where she was. The old scoundrel replied that she was in Cromer, and that if I went at a certain hour at night to a seat upon the East Cliff, which he indicated, I should meet her there — that she had a tryst with a secret lover. This naturally upset me, and I went, only to discover Perceval, dressed in the old mans cape and hat, lying stark dead. Why was he wearing those clothes, I wonder?

I have only recently learnt the truth, Lola answered. When you, saw the old man, he believed me to be still in Paris, but when you inquired for me he, keen and crafty as he was, instantly discerned a means by which to entrap you. Therefore, saying nothing of his fear and intended flight to Perceval, he arranged with that young impostor that the latter should go to the seat dressed as himself, face you on your arrival, Edouard, and close your mouth for ever by exactly the same dastardly, silent and instant method as that adopted by Jeanjean — the gas pistol. My uncle found the weapon upon the body and carried it off.

You had a very narrow escape, Mr. Craig, I remarked. I sincerely congratulate you.

Ah! I know, the young man said hastily. Had not that man yonder killed Perceval by mistake, I should most certainly by now have been a dead man. But when I quickly realized the tragedy that had happened, and feared lest I might be suspected, I went off, and making my way out of the town, I walked through the night for twenty miles to Norwich, whence I took train to London, and at once back to Italy.

Did you afterwards read of the affair in the papers? asked Sommerville, amazed, like ourselves at the startling revelations.

Of course. I followed every detail. But I did not come forward, for two reasons. First I was — I frankly confess — deeply in love with Lola, and feared to implicate her; and, secondly, for my mothers sake. I had no desire to be mixed up in such an unsavoury and sensational affair, or with such a notorious gang of criminals.

Did you see much of Lola after the affair at Cromer? I queried.

I saw her once in Petersburg, where I followed her, also in Paris, and again in London.

And also once at Boscombe — eh? I added, when you were so very annoyed.

How do you know, he asked, starting, and at the same time laughing.

Because I met you, and believing you had arisen from the dead, I watched you.

I was in entire ignorance of it, he declared. Yes, I was annoyed that night, for, on looking inside the room, I saw a young man standing beside the piano, admiring Lola.

Oh! she cried. How foolish of you, Edouard! That was Mr. Burton, who is engaged to Winifred Featherstone!

While these revelations had been made, Jules Jeanjean, wanted by the police of nearly every country in Europe for a number of desperate crimes, remained silent, listening to the words of Lola and her lover, listening to the grim story of his own murderous treachery towards the man whom he had acknowledged as Master.

Suddenly, without warning, he burst from the men who held him, and with a spring bounded like some wild animal towards Lola, and would have thrown himself upon her, and strangled her, were it not that we all fell upon him with one accord, and threw him to the ground, while handcuffs were placed upon his wrists to prevent further violence.

You infernal devils! he cried in French. I vowed you should never take me alive — and you shant. You hear! he yelled. You shant. I defy you!

Ah! laughed Sommerville in triumph. But thanks to Mr. Vidal, we have at last got you, my ingenious friend. Then turning to Rayner, he said: Will you go and get two taxis? Well take him to Bow Street, and the other fellow also.

Jeanjean cursed and shouted defiance, but his captors only laughed at him. In those gyves of steel he was their prisoner, and held for the justice he so richly deserved.


CHAPTER XXXIV CONCERNS TO-DAY
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THE NEXT DAY the London papers were full of the raid upon Merton Lodge, the tragic death of the well-known diamond-broker, Gregory Vernon, and the arrest of Jules Jeanjean and Egisto Bertini.

The police had given but the most meagre details to the Press, therefore the report was only vague, and no hint was forthcoming as to the actual charges against the three men, or that they had any connection with the cliff-mystery at Cromer.

The most sensational passage of the report, which was regarded as the story, or principal feature by most of the papers, was the fact that Jules Jeanjean, having been charged at Bow Street with robbery and murder, was placed in the cells to be brought up next morning before the magistrate.

A warder, however, on going to the cell about half-past eight in the evening, found the prisoner standing before him in defiance.

I refuse to be tried, after all! he cried in English, in a loud voice, Ill escape you yet!

And before the man was aware of the prisoners intention, he had placed his right hand to his mouth, and with his left held his nostrils tightly.

The warder sprung upon him, but beneath his teeth the prisoner crushed a small capsule of glass, while the fact that his nose was held caused him to inhale the gas compressed within the capsule, and next second he fell, inert, dead.

I read the report in breathless eagerness, and then I realized that Jules Jeanjean, alias Arendt, alias dozens of other names, had destroyed himself with that combination of nitrate of amyl and hydrocyanic gas, a single whiff of which was sufficient to cause instant death — the same lethal gas which the criminal had discharged in the face of young Perceval, and alas! into the faces of others of his victims who had been found mysteriously dead on the scenes of the bandits daring and desperate exploits.

Truly he had been a veritable artist in crime, but as he sowed, so also had he reaped. The wages of sin are, indeed, death.

From Sommerville, a few weeks later, I gathered a few further interesting details.

The man Hodrickx, together with two other men named Kunzle and Lavelle, had been arrested while committing a clever burglary at a jewellers in the Corso in Rome; while tests at the private wireless station in Arkwright Road and at the Villa Beni Hassan, near Algiers, had proved conclusively that messages could be exchanged, as no doubt they often were, but, being in a prearranged code, could not be read by the dozens of other receiving stations, commercial and amateur, which picked them up.

In due course Bertini, the ex-customs officer of Calais, was extradited to Paris, where he took his trial before the Assize Court of the Seine, and was sentenced to a long term of penal servitude, which he is at present serving at the penal island of New Caledonia, in the far Pacific.

As for myself, I still live in blessed singleness, and am a confirmed bachelor, and a constant investigator of problems of crime. With the ever-faithful Rayner, I still occupy my cosy rooms off Berkeley Square, and, I may add, am still an intimate friend of Lola.

But she is now Mrs. Edward Craig, mistress of Huttoft Hall, and wife of an immensely wealthy man. She is a prominent figure in the country, but none, save her husband, myself and Rayner, know that she was, not so long ago, the confederate of the cleverest gang of international thieves that has ever puzzled the police, or that she was then known to them as The Nightingale.



Yes. The pair are both extremely happy, living solely for each other. Perhaps if I were not such a confirmed bachelor, an iron-grey-headed uncle to many a flapper niece, and jeered at by the schoolgirl reader of novels as an old man, I might be just a little jealous.

But as things are, I am delighted to see my charming, delightful little friend so happy.

Often I am their guest at the fine, historic, sixteenth-century mansion standing in its broad park, a few miles out of Monmouth. Indeed, it is beneath their roof that, on this bright summer evening, while the crimson after-glow is shining over the tops of the distant belt of dark firs across the park, that I am setting down the concluding lines of this strange story of daring and ingenious crime, this drama which so nearly cost all three of us our lives at the hands of that unscrupulous gang of dastardly malefactors.

Edward Craig, and his wife, Lola, who returned from their honeymoon, spent first in Khartoum, and afterwards in India, six months ago, and have now quite settled, have just come in from tennis. As they stand together, upon the threshold of the big oak-panelled library, a handsome pair in white, hand-in-hand, hot and flushed from playing, Lola says, with a merry smile upon her bright, open countenance and a pretty accent in her voice — 

In your narrative of what has recently happened, Msieur Vidal, please tell the reader, man and woman, that the long, grim night has at last passed, the dawn has broken, yet The Nightingale still sings on more blithely than ever, for she is at last supremely happy. At last, Edouard! she adds, throwing her white arms about her husbands neck. At last!

And the tall, handsome fellow in flannels bent until his lips met hers.

Ah, yes, Lola, darling! he whispered earnestly. You are mine — mine — mine, for always. We have, as the Psalmist of old has put it, passed through the Place of Dragons, and been covered with the Shadow of Death. But God in His justice has smitten the transgressors, and we have been delivered from the hand of the ungodly, into a world of peace, of happiness, and of love.

THE END


Annette of the Argonne (1916)
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CHAPTER I

THE PLAYGROUND OF LOVE
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AWAY ACROSS THE broad, slow-flowing Nile, the fiery sun was sinking in all its fierce blood-red glory after a breathless, stifling day.

Beyond the mighty river lay the barren undulating rocks, and yellow drifting sands of the waterless defile known as the Valley of the Tombs of the Kings, and further west, in the desert in the track of the setting sun, stood the great colossi of Memnon, those huge seated human figures which, back in the dim ages before the Christian era, formed the gate of the city of Thebes, the once great and all-powerful capital which now, alas! save for its ruined temples, has crumbled into the desert dust, its site being only a barren, waterless and treeless wilderness.

In the gigantic Temple of Luxor — part of that collection of giant temples known as Karnak — on the eastern bank of the Nile, a man and a girl were standing enraptured by the magnificent blazing Egyptian sundown with all its chameleon changes, from palest green to purple, over that vista of the broad Nile flood.

As the pair stood in silence — the man in his white sun-helmet and suit of cool linen, and the girl in a muslin gown, with a flaming poinsettia in her belt — a musical cry broke the desert stillness, the cry of the mueddin from the high white minaret of a domed mosque outside the precincts of the temple.

He was calling to prayer those faithful to Mohammed, the broad-minded Prophet.

Allah is great! Allah is merciful! There is no God but Allah! the voice proclaimed in Arabic, in loud clear tones, which echoed among the hundred broken columns.

And as they stood there, in the shadow of those great carved ancient monoliths which are among the wonders of our modern world to-day, under those high columns carved with the gods of Egypt and the hieroglyphics of the priests and the cartouches of the kings, the records in stone of a high civilization which had passed and had been forgotten long before the hallowed day of the Birth at Bethlehem, the girl gazed away across the broad yellow river to the site of ancient Thebes.

Then she turned to her companion and, replying in French to his question, said:

Yes, you are quite right, Msieur Lavignac. Europe has no chance of the blendings of the ancient with the modern, as we have here in Upper Egypt. Messieurs the tourists — and especially the Americans — come here by the Cooks boats, ascending a thousand miles of the Nile from the sea, scamper around Karnak, and eat their dinners at the hotel. They cross to Thebes, drive up the valley and do the whole visit here to Luxor in forty-eight hours.

Exactly, mademoiselle, replied her companion, also in French. They never realize that when they come here, so far south from the gaieties of Shepheards or the Savoy in Cairo, that they are in the cradle of our civilization — that they are on the spot where the greatest of the Egyptian Pharaohs ruled and from which spread his power over the whole of the ancient world. Look at this wonderful Temple of Luxor, the young Frenchman went on, glancing around at the marvellous avenues of sculptured columns amid which they stood. Do they not teach us how very poor and puny is all our modern life and culture? Look at yonder columns, that gigantic monolith of granite which, placed on end with sculptured scenes of feasts and worship and explanatory hieroglyphics, could not be executed or even copied to-day. Modern engineers might, in the course of years, be able to raise such a column, but it is doubtful whether they could ever place those granite cross-pieces from column to column at such a height. Truly the era of the great Rameses was an era of engineering such as has never since been known. We construct the great dam at Assouan and believe it to be a most wonderful feat. But is it not a poor and puny achievement beside the erection of the Pyramids of Gizeh, or that wonderful rock-hewn temple of Abu-Simbel — the Temple to the Sun away near Wady-Halfa?

I know, the French girl said, her great dark eyes gazing far off to where showed the blood-red light of the desert sunset. You are quite right, msieur. In Europe our civilization is a shoddy thing, after all. All the world except that small section of it that comes here to Egypt, can never realize the wonders which the Nile-bank so constantly reveals, or the high civilization that pertained in those dim ages which were even forgotten long before the days of Cleopatra and Antony. As the pair stood together again the voice of the Muslim calling from the white mosque down near the landing stage — a mosque erected by a certain Hadj who, having made his money out of a collection of Egyptian antiques, had made the pilgrimage to Mecca — sounded for the last time, and all became silent, the dead silence of the glowing desert save for the strident song of the Nile boatman who, as he came sailing across from the opposite bank, beat a rhythmic fantasia upon an earthenware cylinder covered with parchment — a torn-torn of the ancient type of the East.

Over the waters came his Arab song, clear and musical, a prayer to Allah to protect the fishers of Luxor.

Above, the evening sky was cloudless, a fiery orange fading to a grey as soft as the colour of a pigeons throat.

In Luxor rain had not fallen once for the past ten years. The white sun-blanched town, with its high featured Sudanese negroes, yellow-faced Egyptians, Greek merchants and blue-gowned donkey-boys — for everyone uses donkeys by the Nile — was peculiarly interesting to the traveller, for there, nearly a thousand miles from the Delta, whence the great river fell into the Mediterranean, East met West on reciprocal terms.

In that colossal temple where the great Rameses had so often worshipped, and in which great treasures had been unearthed in recent years, all was silence — a grim, dead silence full of awe, for away in the deep shadows stood ghostly statues, many of them stone colossi, which aroused within the mind visions of gorgeously robed priests, of sacrifices, and of magnificent processions.

Yet, where Annette Fuzet and Charles Lavignac stood, grass grew upon what was once the polished granite pavements, and beside them the niche that had been the holy of holies was encrusted with green moss to a height which showed the rising of the Nile in flood.

The scented air was still. No sound reached them save that sweet song which came up from the glowing waters with the low, rhythmic accompaniment of the Eastern music.

The song had for its chorus that chanted prayer which all who have visited the upper reaches of the Nile know so well, and never forget — that low, haunting refrain in soft Arabic:

Al-lah! hey! Al-lah! hey! Al-lah hey! — hey!

Peculiarly the song of the Nile boatman, it can be heard floating over the broad palm-fringed waters from sunset till far into the steely Egyptian night, a sweet, tuneful melody.

Egypt, that land of sunshine and of wizards wonders; that land of barren howling wilderness and luxuriant oases; that land of softly-moving, dark-faced figures in fezzes, long robes and slippers; that land of sensuous languor; that land of a dozen races and as many languages, to which Great Britain has given prosperity and peace, from the Delta away to far Khartoum, is truly a land which casts a spell upon the European — a strange indescribable fascination by which she holds one in her inexplicable toils as the serpent does the bird, that spell which the beautiful Cleopatra, whose effigy is carved upon the cyclopean walls of Abydos, cast upon Antony.

As far as European society — the real aristocratic society of the Almanach de Gotha — is concerned, the French and Italian Rivieras became played out long ago. Monte Carlo, with its tinsel glamour, its red-carpeted steps and its gilt and painted carnival and its monotonous battles of flowers; Cannes, with its white Casino and eternal lawn-tennis; San Remo, with its promenade and German hotels, are all to-day only resorts of the second order. They passed out of recognition with the death of Queen Victoria. Nowadays the higher society goes in winter to Egypt, to sun themselves, to explore and to flirt.

No distinct novelty or charm is to be found in Cairo, yet a thousand miles up the Nile, at Luxor or Assouan, there are great and expensive hotels frequented by those to whom money is of no account, hotels where the poultry and fish one eats come from Switzerland, and where milk is served in sealed and sterilized bottles from London; where the hotel coiffeur is the same who serves you in Bond Street in summer, and where the management is on a par with the Savoy, the Carlton, or the Ritz.

Society has discovered Egypt, and the foreign hotelier therefore caters for society.

Of all the great hotels in Egypt before the outbreak of war, the Karnak Palace, facing the Nile at Luxor, was the most luxurious. The prices charged were certainly prohibitive to the ordinary person. Yet here you had beautiful Eastern courts, salons shaped like the interior of mosques, windows with wonderful stained glass in deep blues and purples, and marble baths, marble floors and electric fans by which the place was kept cool even in the blazing noon, or when the hot wind blew in from the desert carrying with it clouds of sand.

Each salon was a huge airy place furnished in Eastern style, with chairs and tables inlaid with mother-of-pearl, beautiful old wooden screens, silken rugs and praying-mats of the most delicate colours, and over all that strange, sensuous odour of sandalwood greeted the nostrils everywhere.

Charles Lavignac, the tall, good-looking young Frenchman in the white suit, who stood that evening in the ruined Temple of Luxor, was a visitor to the hotel. About twenty-six, with dark, well-marked features, brows slightly narrow-set, a man of comfortable means, having inherited (as he gave it to be understood) a huge fortune from his father, who had been a great silk manufacturer in Lyons; a man courteous of manner, he possessed an air of careless good-humour.

His pretty companion was Mademoiselle Annette, who came out to Egypt each season, being employed in the humble capacity of bookkeeper at the Karnak Palace.

Of medium height, slim and dainty, artistic in her dress, and graceful in all her movements, she possessed all that French sparkle and verve which can never be disguised. Though not exactly a true Parisienne, save that she had been born in the Montmartre and had lived the first ten years of her life in that quarter, yet she was decidedly handsome, with dark, clear-cut features, brown hair, deftly done, eyes that were large, luminous and trustful, cheeks that were soft and well moulded, and a delicate pointed chin which added a decided piquancy to a countenance which would command attention anywhere.

Indeed, Annette Fuzet, who in summer lived with her father, the old garde-champêtre at the pretty village of Chantoiseau in the great Forest of Argonne, between Bar-le-Duc and Verdun, was typical of her race; light-hearted, merry, enthusiastic and possessed of a keen sense of humour. Many of the rich patrons of the Karnak Palace, young Englishmen and Americans of enormous means and entire leisure, had flirted and laughed with her behind the glazed windows of the bureau where, in her neat black, she sat for so many hours each day, keeping the accounts of visitors. She knew how to return a compliment gracefully; how to accept a twenty-franc box of chocolates, or a bunch of choice flowers, yet the more forward of the young bloods of all nationalities, from English habitués of the supper-room of the Savoy, to the nasal-tongued youngster from Los Angeles with money to burn, had often good cause to remember the bitter snubs given them in that pretty broken English as spoken by the little French book-keeper.

Annette of the Argonne, as she was called, was under the care of Monsieur Gustave Mazoyer, the great French hotelier, the man who had graduated from kitchen-boy at the Louvre-et-Paix, at Marseilles, years ago, through the whole school of hotel-keeping — Bertolinis hotels in San Remo and Naples, the great Hungaria in Budapest, Kubats in Petrograd, the Ritz-Carlton in New York, the Boulevard in Bucharest, the Grand in Rome, and now he was managing director of one of the most noted and most expensive hotels in all the world — the Karnak Palace at Luxor.

That evening Annette, with some hours at liberty, had accepted the invitation of young Lavignac to go for a stroll in secret. Every girl loves a secret rendezvous, and Annette was no exception. Her companion had attracted her. He was of her own people, tall, good-looking, manly, and, living as she did amid all the colour, the glitter, the glamour and the soft seductions of Eastern life, was it any wonder that such a smart, good-looking cavalier appealed to her?

At the great Karnak Palace, with its white many-windowed frontage to the Nile, where the worlds millionaires dined frugally, and often drank hot water at dinner — so different to the blatant vintage wine-bibbers of fiction — Annette had, for the past three seasons, arrived with the European management, while the great hotelier, Mazoyer, declared her to be a most capable accountant.

Gustave Mazoyer lived in summer, after the season in Egypt, in a long white house on the Verdun road, just out of Chantoiseau, and knowing old André Fuzet, had given Annette the excellent position which she held. Old Fuzet had been a brigadier of the Sûreté in Paris, under the great Goron, and possessed a brilliant record as a detective. But ten years after Annettes birth he had reached the age limit, and retiring, had gone with his wife and child to the Argonne, where, in his declining years, he occupied the post of garde-champêtre at Chantoiseau.

As Charles and Annette turned to wander through court after court of those great sculptured ruins of that marvellous temple erected by Rameses to his god Ra, the light faded rapidly, as it does in the East where there is little or no twilight, the fiery sun sank away beyond the great desert across the Nile, and the grey darkened swiftly until all became gloom.

They were alone, for at that hour all European visitors in Luxor were at dinner in their hotels. In another hour parties of travellers would arrive to stand and watch the effect of the white Eastern moon as it shone upon that marvellous monument of a civilization which through five thousand years had lain hidden, buried beneath the yellow drifting sand until nineteenth-century explorers had discovered and unearthed it.

The pair had wandered on for some time without speaking until, of a sudden, the girl felt her hand grasped tenderly, and starting, she was compelled to halt.

She drew back, startled and surprised.

But he gripped her hand firmly and, placing his strong arm around her neck, bent until she suddenly felt his moustache brush her cheek, until his lips met hers in a hot passionate caress, as he declared, in all the deep earnestness of his manhood, that he loved her.

At first she struggled hard to disengage herself from his embrace, but in vain. He held her closely to his breast, compelling her to listen to his hearts outpourings, his declaration of a pure and eternal affection.

She heard him through. Then, of a sudden, her breast heaved and fell quickly in strong emotion, and by the pressure of her little trembling hand upon his, Charles Lavignac knew the truth — he knew that, after all, Annette loved him. Yes — she loved him!


CHAPTER II

CHARLES LAVIGNAC
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OVER THE GREAT desert and the mighty Nile shone the clear white Eastern moon.

From where Charles Lavignac sat in the long wicker deck-chair on the wide balcony of the Karnak Palace facing the river, an extensive view could be obtained far away to the low dark rocks behind which lay the ruins of ancient Thebes and the rock-hewn tombs of the great Pharaohs.

Silhouetted dark against the river were the high, feathery palms, the magnolias and the scarlet poinsettias of the hotel-garden, and as the young Frenchman lazily smoked his cigarette, there broke upon his ears, above all the cosmopolitan chatter about him and the cry of the jackal, that same musical song which rose so often from the water — the song of the Nubian boatman with its strange haunting chorus and strumming of torn-toms: Al-lah-hey! Al-lah-hey!

Though near midnight many of the women in smart evening gowns and men in dinner-jackets were still remaining on the balcony, smoking and sipping cooling drinks, for that spot was always delightful after the heat and burden of the blazing Egyptian day. About him as he gazed he saw groups of every nationality at the little bamboo tables, voluble Italians, nasal speaking Americans, stolid Germans, versatile Frenchmen and the exclusive English. Many of the men were grey-haired, men who had played various parts in the life of the modern world, noblemen, statesmen, financiers, millionaire manufacturers and the like. Others were like himself, young, smart, and of that elegant supping, gay-socked genus which the world termed nuts.

Most of the latter were dancing attendance upon some petticoat or other, the petticoat being in the act of smoking her final cigarette, while instead of the regulation black-coated waiter of the West, there flitted to and fro in slippered silence, almost as shadows, black-faced Nubians wearing snow-white kaftans down to their heels, red fezzes and broad scarlet girdles.

To call such a servitor one had only to clap ones hands, and a tall, black-faced statue appeared as though by magic, touching his forehead gravely with his fingers as he received the order, and like magic and without a sound he was at ones elbow again with coffee, whisky-and-soda, lemonade, mastic on ice, or what-not.

Those black-faced sphinxes, who knelt to the great Allah at sundown wherever they might be at the moment, rarely smiled, and more rarely spoke, for they only knew a few words of pidgin English: Yass, sare.

You like — eh, sare?

Not-goot — eh-sare f— Weeskee-soda — yass, sare. Their silence, their absolute noiselessness in their movements often got upon the nerves of the stranger, served as he seemed to be by phantoms.

Ali, the great black giant in the white kaftan, had a quarter of an hour before, served Lavignac with a tiny cup of delicious coffee and a single cigarette in a small silver cup. Wrapped in his own thoughts as he smoked the young Frenchman suddenly clapped his hands again.

In a second Ali was at his side, touching his black forehead with his fingers.

Paper, envelope, pencil, Ali, he said in English.

Yass, sare, was the huge black-faced fellows reply, and in a few moments he placed writing materials upon the small mother-of-pearl coffee-table before him.

Wait, he ordered.

Ali, one of the head servants, drew himself up and stood motionless as a statue while the Frenchman scribbled some words upon a sheet of paper. In the great hotels in Upper Egypt all the servants are Nubians, being the most honest and trustworthy of any of the mixed races of the desert. Ali was really a peasant proprietor who cultivated a fruitful strip of the Nile mud high up above Assouan, not far from Abu-Simbel. In summer he lived with his family and grew maize, while in winter he came to the Karnak Palace, where, with his fellow-workers, he submitted to a kind of voluntary imprisonment, scarcely ever being allowed beyond the hotel grounds during the whole season lest any thefts of customers money or jewellery should occur.

From his position as head attendant on the balcony he derived an income of many hundred piastres a year, and as a servant was really almost as perfect as the old-fashioned family butler of the Victorian era.

Sometimes, be it said, he would produce from the voluminous folds of his red handkerchief a scarab of very doubtful origin, or a statuette of the great Osiris, or of Hapi, the Goddess of the Nile, and dispose of them to the unwary at a price which gave him a thousand-per-cent, profit, but, after all, everyone who goes to Egypt is eager to purchase antiques, from scarabs and beads to mummies of human beings or of cats, therefore the supply always meets the demand, and the market is ever flooded with ingenious imitations by which to profit the soft-footed hotel servant, the donkey-boy, or the silk-coated dragoman who makes his hay out of the foreigner in winter and lives upon it during the burning days of summer.

Charles, having written his letter, with the faithful Ali standing erect and ready, sealed the envelope and, having addressed it, said again, speaking in English, the only language the Nubian understands beyond his own Arabic:

Look here, Ali. You know Miss Fuzet in the bureau — eh?

Yass, sare, replied the negro, showing his white teeth and rolling his bloodshot eyes as he grinned.

Take that to her. No answer. Understand, eh?

Ali understand, sare. Mees gone bed praps — eh?

No, not yet, I think. Find her, and give it into her hand. Understand?

The huge negro again lifted his fingers with their blue nails to his forehead, replying:

Ali understand, and flitted like a shadow across the broad balcony and disappeared.

Two long-limbed Englishmen in dinner-jackets, officers from the Sudan on their way home to England on leave, were seated at a table near by, chatting with two Englishwomen of middle age, who like so many others had left their husbands to their money-grubbing in London, or in Lancashire, to come together to winter in Egypt as they term it. The two men were laughing gaily, one of them having related a humorous story, to which Charles Lavignac had listened.

Rousing himself, the young Frenchman looked across at them, and, beneath his breath, murmured:

The pigs! Ah! they do not know what is in store for them — poor, blind, deluded fools!

This revelation of the Frenchmans mind was curious, because, speaking English extremely well, he had become acquainted with many English travellers staying in the hotel. Yet, on that December night — the eighth of December in the year 1913 to be exact — he blurted forth a secret which he had so long preserved as inviolable.

The fact of the presence of Charles Lavignac at that moment in Luxor was altogether an accident consequent upon his meeting with Annette Fuzet.

With a party of half a dozen others he had, early in November, left Cairo by one of the Hamburg-Amerika Companys big white Nile steamers, and had come up the river slowly, visiting the Step Pyramid at Sakara, Beni Seuf, Minieh, Assiut, Edna Keneh, Komombo, Abydos and all the other wonderful monuments of Egypt, on his way to Khartoum, intending to return by Port Sudan and the Suez Canal.

But, if the truth were told, at Luxor he had found himself chatting in the bureau with the dark-eyed Annette, and had suddenly discovered that she held over him a fascination which he, careless idler and wanderer over the face of Europe that he was, had never before experienced.

Yes, she is charming — intensely charming, and so chic, he reflected, as in that bright clear moonlight he sat smoking alone and gazing away across the river and that dark, illimitable desert beyond, over which the stars were twinkling just as they had shone away far back in the dim ages when the gorgeous high-priests of Ra, God of the Sun, had performed their miracles and exhorted the people to believe in the pagan gods.

Perhaps I am an idiot — probably I am, he went on, whispering to himself and laughing lightly. Yet the chance is certainly a small one, but it ought not to be overlooked. Annette lives in Chantoiseau in the Argonne; her father is the garde-champêtre; Mazoyer, the hotel manager, is their neighbour. If I work slowly and shrewdly, all this may be of use — of very great use one day ere long!

He drew a long breath and smiled beneath the big arc light, around which huge insects of the night were flitting and buzzing.

Then he again lapsed into a long reverie, his eyes fixed away across the wide waters of the Nile, from which came up at that moment the siren of the express steamer which was just arriving from Cairo after its weeks journey.

Presently a white-robed phantom stood before him. It was Ali, pleased and grinning.

Mees Annette. I give letter. She say tank you.

All right, Ali, was the Frenchmans reply: Good. You go. Good-night!

Gut night, sare, was the slow reply of the soft-footed man-servant, who salaamed as he withdrew.

Lavignac, after a final draw at his cigarette, cast it away into the garden.

Yes, he exclaimed to himself, smiling. I suppose she really believes me. Bah! these fools of women are always so easily misled and mistaken. For me, perhaps, it is fortunate — very fortunate. Annette is pretty, but very smart and shrewd. She will be of service to us some day — of that I feel assured. It was, after all, just as well that I remained behind here — to reconnoitre — and to form a friendship which will, I hope, be of considerable advantage. Phew! he exclaimed, slowly rising to his feet and stretching himself. How strange life is — and how terrible that which is to come.

Then, glancing at the quartette of English near by, the bronzed officers from the Sudan and the two ladies, he added softly to himself:

Ah, my dear friends, your fools paradise will not remain much longer. Laugh now — for you will have much time to shed your salt tears of bitterness. In your wildest dreams you know not what is intended — the hard and deadly blow which will be struck at the moment when you least expect it.

For a moment he drew himself up straight, and then leaned over the balcony to watch the steamer, with its many lights, approach the quay.

Loud excited shouts in Arabic came up from the landing-stage, as the Arab reis, or captain, gave his orders for mooring to those ashore. From the steamer rose the strains of a band playing a waltz, for dancing was in progress on board. The music caused Charles Lavignac to reflect. It struck a chord in his memory. It recalled to him the sweet face of Annette.

Yes, he sighed bitterly, beneath his breath. I suppose she does believe in what I said tonight! But she will, one day, have her awakening — like all the rest. She will know, as all these people here will know — when it is too late for them to withdraw from the abyss of destruction already prepared for them!

Afterwards he turned slowly upon his heel, and passing through the great luxurious lounge of the hotel, beyond which a gay ball was in progress, he ascended the lift to his own room.

Next day, and the next, and for many days following, he met Annette in secret, sometimes within those ruins where he had declared his love for her, sometimes away at a lonely clump of palms beside the river, a quarter of a mile beyond the town, and sometimes out at Karnak, that great series of ruined temples, wonderful sculptured courts and gigantic obelisks and columns, that veritable city of temples and colossal wonders in stone.

Annette had completely captivated him, while she, on her part, acknowledged to herself that this man who had come into her life so strangely was the first whom she had really and truly loved. He was wealthy, she knew.

Was he in earnest? At times as she sat in the bureau pretending to add accounts, she would pause and wonder? Sometimes she entertained misgivings that, after all, he was not serious; that it was all a mere winter idyll, which one day would come to an end like a pleasant dream.

And yet when they were together he was so courteous, so very mindful of her welfare, so charming of speech, and so full of declarations of affection.

Annette, you are mine — truly and wholly mine — darling! he would often declare, holding both her hands and kissing her fondly upon the bps.

Once they crossed the river together in one of those queer-shaped, gaily-painted Nile boats, and mounting donkeys went on a ride over the strip of cultivated river and away into that rude wilderness of granite rocks and drifting sands, that valley which in the days of the Theban Empire was full of luxuriant vegetation — the Valley of the Tombs of the Kings.

It was Sunday — a day of leisure for Annette, and taking sandwiches with them, they spent the hours among those most wonderful subterranean tombs, painted and sculptured with hieroglyphics, where the great Pharaohs — among them he of the Israelites — lay buried for thousands of years until their mummies were disturbed and placed on exhibition in glass cases in national museums all over the world, where the curious can now look upon the faces of those who ruled Egypt five thousand years before the Christian era.

At one of the tombs, as the black-robed custodian, a man who dwelt among the sepulchres, ushered them in, a merry party of English from the hotel met them face to face. Charles raised his hat coldly and passed on, while Annette blushed, for the meeting was to her an awkward one.

The young men of the party whispered to each other and smiled, one of them saying:

That French chap is no bad judge, Jack, is he? But I did not know the little girl from the office accepted the hospitalities of the guests — did you?

I wonder the management allows it! exclaimed a stout sour-faced clergymans wife, in an ugly sun-helmet and drab tweed shirt. Quite improper! she sniffed.

Very quickly whispers spread through the hotel that the pretty French book-keeper was in the habit of meeting Charles Lavignac, the wealthy young Frenchman, in secret, and considerable gossip was the result.

Lavignac was rich and popular. What, some asked, was more natural than that he should amuse himself with the dark-haired mademoiselle of the bureau? The gossips were, however, in ignorance that Charles had asked Annette to become his wife and that she, after many days of deliberation, had, one night as they stood together beneath the moonlight at the waters edge, consented.

Annette had, next day, written home to old Fuzet in Chantoiseau, while the latter had, in turn, sent an eager letter to Monsieur Mazoyer. When the latter read the note from the exdetective of the Sûreté, he called Annette into his room, and, closing the door, asked her in his kind, paternal way, whether it was really true — that she was to be the wife of the wealthy guest in the hotel, adding that her father had written to that effect.

It is quite true, msieur, replied the girl reluctantly, her cheeks suffused with blushes. We have been betrothed for nearly a month.

Charles is going to Chantoiseau as soon as he returns to France.

Ah, then it is you, mademoiselle, who have kept him here with us all these weeks — eh? laughed the great hotel manager. You sly puss, Annette! Well, he added, laughing as he extended his hand, you have my heartiest congratulations, mademoiselle, even though it seems that I am to lose the services of one of my best assistants?

Msieur is extremely kind to say so, she declared. Charles is very good indeed to me and I am sure that we shall be happy, though— and she hesitated.

Though what? asked Mazoyer.

Well, she hesitated. I wish our stations in life were more equal. He is rich, while I have had to earn my living.

Why heed that? Yours will not be the first marriage of a wealthy man to a girl who has worked — not by millions. So do not let that trouble you for a second, my dear mademoiselle.

I see it is troubling you — but dismiss it at once, and for ever.

And with a kindly pat upon her shoulder, Gustave Mazoyer, a dark-haired, middle-aged man, with well-clipped brown beard, always elegant and urbane, sent her back to the bureau feeling very satisfied and happy.

That night when the pair had wandered in the temple and Lavignac had first declared his affection was in December, and now it was already February — February in the year 1914 — yet Charles still lingered on at the Karnak Palace. The tide of rich Nile travellers had ebbed and flowed, and of them all he was the one man who had remained, save a couple of frail invalids with weak lungs.

His letters from Europe often contained urgent requests for his return, but he heeded none of them. He could not tear himself away from the girl who had so completely fascinated him. The spell of Egypt, as well as that of the smiling Annette, was over him.

More than once he had urged her to resign her post and return to the Argonne, he promising to see her safely on board the steamer at Alexandria for Marseilles. But she had steadily refused to leave her fathers friend, Gustave Mazoyer, until the hotel closed for the season. It would not be fair, she had declared.

The weather was now daily growing hotter, the noonday sun being often quite unbearable to Europeans, when one morning the black-faced servant, in his white cotton kaftan and scarlet girdle, brought Charles his letters to his bedside.

He glanced carelessly at the envelopes, when the sight of one bearing a Belgian stamp caused him to start and to raise himself quickly upon his elbow. The writing was in a womans hand, yet he held his breath as he tore it open with nervous fingers, and eagerly devoured the contents.

Dieu! he gasped, his face in an instant as pale as death. Then it has come at last — the summons for which for the past five years I have been waiting!

He rose, and dressed hurriedly, in a manner quite unusual to him.

Again and again he read the letter, the mysterious summons which bore the Brussels postmark, and then he tore off the signature, which he placed carefully in his wallet, after which he struck a wax vesta and lit both paper and envelope, throwing them upon the marble floor and watching them until only black tinder remained.

Pale and agitated he went forth and walked for an hour beside the river in the balmy morning air, heavy with the perfume of flowers. Then he returned, ascertained from the gold-braided concierge that the express for Cairo left at eleven oclock, and afterwards he sought Annette.

Sweet and dainty she looked in her fresh muslin blouse open at the neck, and white piqué skirt, as she sat busy at her books. On recognizing him she looked up and smiled her usual morning welcome.

Annette, he whispered, I must see you at once — out in the garden where we met the night before last. I will go there. Will you come?

Of course, Charles, she answered, but — but whats the matter? You look so very pale and strange! she exclaimed in quick apprehension. Has anything happened?

I want to tell you, dearest. Come along.

Five minutes later they were standing clasped in each others arms, hidden from view behind the great clump of bamboos at the further end of the luxuriant hotel garden.

After kissing her fondly, he whispered in a hard, unusual voice:

Annette, my darling, I have to leave Egypt at once — this morning! — I am recalled home on most urgent business. I would not leave you, dearest, if it were not absolutely imperative — but it is a summons that I cannot disobey. My duty must come even before my love. But now that we must part I only want to reiterate to you what I have so often told you — namely, that I love you, and none but you, and that soon we will become man and wife.

But are you — are you really going to leave me? asked the girl in sudden bewilderment, dazed by the unexpected news.

I must, my darling, he declared in a low, hard whisper. I am not master of my own movements in this matter. I have to be in Paris at the earliest possible moment. Much depends upon my presence there. But when you return to France in three weeks time I will be in Marseilles to meet you, and will go home with you to Chantoiseau. Until then you will not forget me, darling, will you?

Forget you! cried the girl, bursting into a wild flood of tears. Can I ever forget you, Charles? — never, no never — for you — you dear, are all the world to me.

And you are also the same to me, he assured her, clasping her again to his breast and kissing her passionately again and again. This is but a brief parting, only for three weeks, and then we shall be together again — for ever — and for always.

Ah, yes! sighed the girl. For ever, and for always.

An hour later she stood at the carriage window of the white painted sun-shuttered desert train — the sleeping-car express which runs over those trackless wastes of sand between Luxor and Cairo.

As the train moved off he kissed her a last good-bye, and he saw her standing upon the platform, her tearful face buried in her hands. She had turned her back to him in order to hide her emotion, for her young heart was breaking.

By her womans intuition there had, in that last fatal hour, been aroused within her just the faintest suspicion that those loving words of his had not really been meant.

Yet surely he did love her, she reflected; surely he would never lie to her. No. Charles Lavignac would not lie, she assured herself. Yes, she was foolish not to trust in him, and so, as she walked back in desolation to the hotel she put aside the strange thoughts which obsessed her, and already began to look forward to the day when she would land from the steamer at the quay in busy Marseilles.

What would she have thought had she been present in the railway carriage with her lover as the train left the station, and he stood gazing at her bowed, grief-stricken figure.

Silly little fool! she still believes in everything I said! he had laughed grimly. But perhaps, after all, she will be useful to me some day! I have an idea that she will.

And then he cast himself lazily upon the dusty cushions, to smoke and gaze out upon the wide vista of a pale brown sun-baked land, devoid of any vegetation, which stretched far away from the Nile bank eastward to the Red Sea.


CHAPTER ΙII

WAITING
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THE BRIGHT JUNE sun was shining on the pretty village of Chantoiseau, and Annette, having finished her household duties in the cottage of her parents, put on her hat and told her mother she was going for a walk.

Marie Fuzet, young-looking still, plump and buxom as became one who had led a placid and contented life, smiled indulgently on the pretty girl.

Go, my child, and get some roses in thy cheeks. Thou art looking pale. This dull life of the village does not suit thee.

And, as she walked with listless gait through the scented lanes to the quaint old street, past the picturesque cottages that spoke so eloquently of peace and tranquillity, the May sun brightening and warming every corner of the familiar scenes, Annette smiled sadly as she recalled her mothers words.

No, it was not the dull life in the village that had paled the roses in her cheeks and brought that wistful expression into her beautiful dark eyes. Rest is pleasant after toil, and last year, when she came back to Chantoiseau, she had loved the old place so much that it was almost painful to leave it, to return to her duties at Luxor. She had clung to her mother at parting and whispered tearfully: But I shall be back again soon, dearest, in the best time of the year, when the flowers are budding and the birds singing. There is no place like home.

She had come back, and nature was appealing to her in all her various moods. The flowers were budding, the birds were singing, but she walked with a listless step, and eyes from which the glad light had departed, for her thoughts were far away.

Oh, those last few days at Luxor, so sweet, and now so full of pain! Many young men had paid court to her, the pretty dark-eyed girl, with the charming smile and slender figure. And Annette, who was not insensible to the admiration of the other sex, had appreciated the homage she received. She had even indulged in one or two mild flirtations.

There was one with a certain Guy Férand, a handsome young Frenchman, rather grave and restrained in his manners, whose attentions had been marked with a seriousness lacking in the florid compliments of most of her admirers. Yes, she had liked Férand, and things might have ripened between them, but for the advent of the all-conquering Lavignac.

He had swept her off her feet, in his gay and debonair fashion, with his air of taking for granted that no woman could resist him. He had a genius for inspiring affection, even extending to the animal world. Dogs fawned upon him, birds fed from his hand. Servants anticipated his wants, and women, for the sake of his beaux yeux, and his magnetic qualities, loved him to their own undoing.

And Férand, admitting to himself that he lacked the qualities and the temperament to compete with this accomplished and experienced wooer, retired from the unequal contest. A man of the most honourable feelings, he did permit himself to utter a few words of warning to the enraptured girl. Needless to say, they fell upon deaf ears, if Annette realized them at all. She put down their utterance to jealousy of a more attractive man, and possibly in her heart thought the speaker a little contemptible.

And now, weeks had passed and still not a word from Charles Lavignac. Had he forgotten, was he false? Ah, no! the recollection of his impassioned words — the thrill of his kisses upon her lips! He could not have forgotten. He would write to her, and she was only impatient, and ready to make excuses for the delay.

Every day she listened for the postman, for the delivery of a letter that should tell her she was not forgotten, that she was still enshrined in his memory. A letter, however brief, containing only a few words. It would have solaced her wounded heart, if he had only written: Annette, I love you still. I cannot say more, but trust me.

Those few simple words would have made her trust him still. It is so easy to capture a loving womans heart, it is still easier to retain it. With her strong common sense, she was conscious of a mystery about this romantic young man, but she was prepared to trust him. If there was a mystery, why had he not confided in her and trusted to her loyalty? Would she betray him, she who loved him with all the ardour of her faithful heart?

But no letter had come. He had parted from her with protestations of love; his fervent kisses upon her lips, and the promise that he would see her soon.

She had trusted him so implicitly that she had exacted no guarantees. Loving, tender and confiding, she had not asked for the usual formalities. He had whispered to her, I love you. She had whispered back to him, I love you, too, and she had accepted these few simple words as a compact binding upon him, as they were binding upon herself.

She had been a fool, a simpleton, to be ensnared by a few honeyed phrases! Her old mother, with her slow, comprehending smile and her grave, steadfast eyes, would not have been deceived like this. She would not have suffered her heart to go forth to a stranger, as her unhappy daughter had done.

And yet, she loved him! This was the bitterest thought of all. If he came back to her to-morrow, with plausible excuses, her arms would be open to him still. There is something of the maternal in the love of all good women, and Annette was no exception. If Lavignac had failed her in the qualities of devotion and constancy, must she not, as a woman, make allowances for the uncertainty of the masculine temperament? Would she not forgive him, as a mother pardons her erring child?

Sometimes her heart beat to suffocation at the thought that he might be dead. But the next moment she smiled at her fears. Strong, healthy men like Lavignac do not die suddenly in the flower of their youth. No, he had forgotten her, and was making love to another. Upon the lips of another he was pressing those fervent kisses which had thrilled her to the core of her being.

As soon as she reached the inhabited portion of the village, her progress was stopped by the old friends who had known her from a child. She had a kind word and a smile for everybody. They all loved the pretty, graceful Annette. Even girls of her own age were not jealous of her. She was of them in a sense, and yet superior. She would marry some man above her station and would not poach upon their preserves. She would not meet her fate amongst the heavy, honest and slow-witted youths of the village of Chantoiseau.

But all noticed that she was not the bright Annette of a year ago. Her eyes were wistful with brooding, and her smile did not come from the heart as it was wont. The girls whispered amongst themselves that a love affair was the cause of her altered appearance, a love affair that was going badly. The elder women thought the dull life of the village was telling upon her.

What would you? asked the middle-aged dame of her next-door neighbour. André Fuzet is a proud man and wanted his pretty daughter to be a lady. That is why he sent her to be book-keeper to that old Mazoyer at his big hotel. Ah, no good comes of that sort of thing. He should have kept her in the village and let her work at home like the other girls. She is now neither one thing nor the other, neither a peasant girl nor a lady.

But she never gives herself airs, suggested the neighbour.

No, no; that is true, replied the other, who, in her heart, was very fond of Annette, although she could not help feeling a little jealous when she compared her with her own awkward stolid-looking Jeanette. But you can see the girl is sad. She has been educated beyond her station and the life with old Marie and Fuzet makes her miserable.

The neighbour had no girls to awaken maternal jealousy, only two stalwart sons who admired the pretty Annette immensely and blushed when they took off their caps to her. They were not glib of tongue like the loungers in the Luxor Hotel, and could only make sheepish answers when she spoke to them.

It may be as you say, madame. It is well to be satisfied with ones lot, even if it is a poor one. But old Fuzet has lived in Paris and seen life; such a man might have other views, and Annette is as pretty as she is sweet. Some day she will be snapped up by a good man, but he will not have been born in Chantoiseau.

Annette returned to her home by another road, on which she met nobody. The life in this pretty little village was stifling her, but not because it was so dull. Last year she had not noticed the dullness; she had been glad of the change, had welcomed the peace and the rest.

Last year how different it had all been. She had said kind things to the loutish young men; the girls had chatted shyly to her of their love affairs; the mothers had told her of their various domestic troubles, and she had been interested in it all.

She felt no interest now in any of these things. And it was due to this terrible silence of Lavignac, to whom she had given her heart under the burning sky of Luxor.

She sat down to the simple tea with her buxom, placid-faced mother and the sturdy, military-looking Fuzet. She was their only child, and they idolized her. André was a little stolid and chary of speech, but he had a keen brain, and although he had no particular ambition for himself, he was very ambitious for his daughter. For this reason he had educated her beyond her station and sent her out, through the good offices of Mazoyer, to a larger life, where she might get opportunities.

He was a very observant man, as was to be expected of one who had acquitted himself creditably in the detective force of a great capital like Paris. And he had not failed to notice the gradual change in his beloved child. He knew the love affair had gone wrong, but Annette had given no confidence to either himself or her mother, and he was unwilling to question her.

There was also a very strong reason why the worthy man did not tackle her upon the subject — he really stood a little in awe of her for those very accomplishments which he had enabled her to acquire. This is not an uncommon attitude with parents who have given their children a better education than they enjoyed themselves.

Annette, who comported herself with an air of equality in the society of the Mazoyer girls, and even in that of the great Mazoyer himself, who could sustain a fluent conversation with the cosmopolitan frequenters of the big, fashionable hotel, was not likely to be worsted in a combat of wits with her father if he tried to press her too hard. If she had anything to tell, she would tell it in her own good time, and not before.

They had finished their tea, and mother and daughter were preparing to clear away, when they heard the sound of a motor-car. It pulled up at their door, and a tall man of military bearing jumped out and knocked.

Annette had peeped through the window and recognized the car and its owner.

Let me go, mother. It is the Baron Larcombe de la Tour.

But Fuzet raised his hand. He did not like the idea of his graceful daughter opening the door like a servant.

Sit down, my child. I will receive the Baron.


CHAPTER IV

THE BARON INTERVENES
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THE BARON LARCOMBE de la Tour was a magnificent specimen of a man, about fifty-five, with a heavy black moustache and piercing dark eyes. He was the Commandant of the Artillery School at Fontainebleau and looked every inch a soldier.

In spite of the difference between their positions in life, the Baron and Fuzet were great friends. If the Baron was as hard as nails, Fuzet was, if possible, harder. If the Baron was a man of iron, the sturdy garde-champêtre was a man of steel. Fuzet was steeped in the military history of France; he had followed and fought over every campaign of the great Napoleon. And in their infrequent meetings the two veterans always returned to the same old theme, the recovery of the lost provinces which had been stolen from them in 1870.

And the conclusion of the conversation was always the same. But we shall win them back some day, is it not so, Monsieur le Baron? Le bon Dieu would not allow such an infamy to remain. It was Fuzet who spoke passionately, in his desire to avenge his beloved country upon the hated Germans.

And the Baron, who knew something of the difficulties, and also that it required more than the strong right arm of men like Fuzet to bring about this wished-for result, would say soothingly: One day, my good friend, one day. But we must have patience. There are little things to be done in the way of guns, ammunition, etc. We are not yet prepared for them. If our rulers will give us what we want, we, the military advisers, here he expanded his broad chest and looked the incarnate figure of La Revanche,

all will be well.

And poor Fuzet, chilled by the Barons significant ifs would express eloquently his dejection in the droop of his figure. Then he would reassert himself and cry out in a ringing voice, he, the man of slow speech:

Ah, monsieur, the country that is longing to have vengeance should not be governed by lawyers and civilians. Men like you should control the destinies of La belle France, men who know, men who can plan, men who can act.

And, at this almost lyrical outburst, the Baron would stroke his heavy moustache and smile grimly. Truly, this excellent Fuzet, slow of speech on ordinary occasions, and of humble birth, was a very remarkable and discerning fellow. He had the welfare of his country at heart.

But the Baron had not come to-day for the purpose of engaging his admirer, Fuzet, in a theoretical discussion of the best way to reconquer the lost provinces, which sat so heavy on the soul of the ex-detective. He was engaged on a domestic mission.

He bowed courteously to the buxom mother and to her charming daughter. He was a cleanliving, wholesome man, the Baron; but no Frenchman of fifty-five is insensible to the attractions of beauty, and the smile with which he greeted pretty Annette confirmed what she had already learned, that her good looks and her graceful bearing were a great feminine asset.

My good friends, to tell you the truth, I have not come only to see you, began the Baron with that affability and easiness of manner which sit so well upon the man of ancient lineage when he chooses to exercise them. My business is with your charming daughter, Mademoiselle Annette.

With me, Monsieur le Baron? Annettes voice faltered a little and a faint colour stole into her cheeks, the cheeks that Lavignacs treachery had turned so pale. At the big hotel at Luxor she had exchanged badinage with greater men than this herculean Baron, and felt herself mistress of the situation. But there she had held a privileged position, they had treated her as an equal. In the eyes of the Commandant of the Military School she was only a little better than a peasant girl.

High breeding was expressed in every line of the Barons features, in his accents and his gestures. Even his well-balanced courtesy, so she thought in her morbid criticism, was that of a superior to an inferior — the superior bestowing something which costs him nothing, and the inferior receiving it as if it were precious alms.

She looked across at her sturdy father, pursuing with patient fidelity his daily occupation, at her placid mother, content to make the beds and cook the meals, aspiring to nothing higher than the well-filled record of humble and lowly duties faithfully and honestly performed. Why had they not made a peasant girl of her? Would she not have been happier?

Even if she had married some loutish son of the village and made the beds and cooked the meals as her mother had done before her and was doing now, would she have been happier? Ah! that was the question.

In that case she would never have won the love of Lavignac — that precious memory. And then a thought came to her that had never intruded before. Had Lavignac, in his quiet moments, grown ashamed of the connection?

Had he hesitated in introducing her to his family and friends, she, who had been little better than a peasant girl? Did the consideration of this important question account for his silence? And a wave of pity and half sympathy with Lavignac overflowed her with this thought.

She woke from her preoccupied mood to hear the Baron explaining himself in nicely-modulated phrases.

I am about to ask you a great favour, Mademoiselle Annette. You know I have two dear little children, Jules and Thérèse. You know also that the birth of Thérèse cost me the life of my beloved wife, who is now in heaven. I have never been able to give to them the proper care of a father because my military duties have called me away from time to time.

André Fuzet fixed adoring eyes upon the regenerator of France, the man who was going to restore the lost provinces if the lawyers and civilians would allow him to have his way. Madame Fuzet, her hands folded upon her placid bosom and with a decided tendency to sleep, nodded at judicious intervals. The Commandants rather singsong voice had induced slumber. But Annette was very wide awake.

I follow you, Monsieur le Baron, she said in her pretty voice.

Since the death of my beloved wife, my dear children have had a sad time. My military duties have taken me away from them for long intervals, and I have had to entrust them to others. Up to the present I have been fortunate in my selection, and I do not think they have really suffered much.

Here the Baron paused, overcome with emotion. The respectful silence of the company provided him with sympathy. He recovered himself and proceeded in the same smooth accents.

Two days ago I had a great shock. A most estimable young woman who has been with me for three years, confided to me that she has secretly married and must leave me at a few days notice. She leaves the day after to-morrow. I am in despair. What is to become of my poor children? In a week from now I have to go to Fontainebleau to resume the command of my Artillery School. These two little children will be left in that big, rambling Château with no father and mother, none around them but hired servants.

The big Baron looked as if he would break down at the woeful picture of his helpless children wandering about unattended in the big, rambling Château.

Fuzet spoke, with a big lump in his throat. Monsieur, if we can do anything?

Madame Fuzet, now quite wide awake and following her husbands lead, murmured softly: Monsieur, if we can do anything?

But Annette, more mistress of the situation, met the dark, piercing eyes of the Baron unflinchingly and said, What can I do to help you, monsieur? I feel so acutely for those dear little children.

Mademoiselle, you have always the good heart. I am going to ask a great favour of you. I know you came here to rest in the summer months, after your arduous duties with our good friend Mazoyer. I am loath to suggest anything that should deprive you of the rest you have so well earned. But my little children, my Jules and my Thérèse are crying for somebody to be a friend to them. They will be left to the care of servants. My heart bleeds for them. Will you, mademoiselle, of your charity, come and befriend these little ones, orphans in a sense that they have no mother and a father who must be absent on his military duties?

The Baron looked sublime as he indulged in these parental sentiments. His chest bulged out, his shoulders squared themselves and tears were very near his eyes.

Fuzet was hopelessly overcome. He could hardly speak for emotion. Monsieur le Baron, command me and all my family.

The Baron grew calmer at this proof of devotion from the responsible head of the family. He turned towards Annette.

Mademoiselle Annette, you have heard what I have said. Will you befriend my little ones? Annette had been thinking swiftly while the Baron had been phrasing and gesticulating and her dear old stolid father had been resolving to agree to anything he had suggested.

The life in the little cottage and the quiet village of Chantoiseau had been stifling her for some time past. Last year she was a girl, today she was a woman with a womans bitter experience. Lavignac had turned her from a girl to a woman and she could not go back. Anything to get away from the narrow walls of this cottage, from the stolid father and the placid mother.

And yet she knew she was ungrateful — oh, how ungrateful! The stolid, self-denying father had given her wings to soar and the first use she made of them was to fly from the parental nest that had sheltered her in the past and would always be a haven in the future. She knew that however badly and ungratefully she behaved, she would never estrange that patient, paternal love which waits for the return of the prodigal and utters no reproach when the prodigal has returned.

You wish me to look after your little ones. If my mother and father approve, I shall be pleased to come. It was Annette who spoke. Her father would agree to anything that the Baron demanded, and her mother would echo her father. The decision really rested with Annette.

I am sorry to lose my little one; she is the light of my eyes, said André Fuzet, but we must all make sacrifices for our beloved France. Yours is the greater need. You will win back the lost provinces, and my Annette, in her small way, will help you.

The Baron bowed in his gracious way. He did not quite see the connection between the lost provinces and the fact of Annette coming to look after his children. But perhaps he lacked the far-seeing vision of a patriot like the ex-detective.

So it was decided. The Baron had fixed the day on which she was to arrive at the Château, to take over the care of Jules and Thérèse. A week later he would leave to take charge of his military command.

And that night, alone in her tiny bedroom, Annette asked herself with bitter irony what was the use of a woman to the world, even a pretty woman? Her father loved her in his way and yet he was ready to give her up to serve the turn of the Baron Larcombe de la Tour. Her mother loved her, perhaps, in her own way. But she was more concerned in the making of beds, the cooking of meals and the rearing of chickens than in the welfare of her daughter.

And Lavignac had loved her in a mans fervent way. The memory of his words still thrilled her pulses, on her lips still burned the recollection of his kisses. And he was false, indifferent like all the others. Father, mother and lover. She had not one friend amongst all, not one who would say, I cannot let you go because I want you to stay.

THE SILENCE IS BROKEN


CHAPTER V

A WEEK later Annette was installed in the picturesque old Château amongst the hills. From its windows you looked across to the German frontier.
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LIFE WAS VERY pleasant there: her two little charges, Jules and Thérèse, aged respectively ten and nine, were charming and affectionate children and took to their new governess-companion immensely. In the morning they did a few simple lessons; in the afternoon they rambled through the picturesque Argonne country, or sometimes went for a long motor drive.

She was governess-companion and housekeeper, but her duties seemed very light after the long hours at the Karnak Palace. The Château was a big, rambling house, but a goodly proportion of the rooms were never used and there were few servants. The family had once been rich, but their fortunes had been reduced, and the Baron was, comparatively speaking, a poor man for his position as the head of an ancient race.

Although there was always that carking care in the background, her spirits insensibly rose. Once she had been happy in the small cottage and had interested herself in the monotonous domestic duties which she had shared with her mother. But life at the big hotel, coupled with the superior education which old Fuzet, wisely or unwisely, had stinted himself to give her, had gradually unfitted her for the atmosphere of a humble home.

It was much pleasanter to sit down to a dainty meal, served to the accompaniment of exquisite damask and fine glass, than to cook it yourself in a stuffy little kitchen and eat it on the kitchen table. It was nice to be waited upon by well-trained servants instead of having to do everything for yourself.

She was forced to confess to herself that she was no longer suited for a life of poverty. If her father had pursued the same course with her as his neighbours had done with their daughters, she would, no doubt, have grown used to it and wished for nothing better. She would have been happy enough in peeling potatoes and scrubbing floors for her father and mother. And in time she would have married one of the loutish young men of the village and peeled potatoes and scrubbed floors for him. And perhaps, when he had taken too much to drink, the loutish young man would have beaten her.

But to that life she could never go back now. She had caught glimpses of a larger world where elegance and refinement surrounded her. When Lavignac had first begun to pay her attention he had said to her: You are so dainty and refined, and she had blushed with pleasure at the compliment. He knew nothing of the humble cottage, the commonplace, buxom mother, the shrewd but uneducated ex-detective.

She had thought, with a little natural shrinking for which she hated herself, that she must take him one day to her home and introduce him to her parents. He must not enter a family of which he knew nothing. She was not so contemptible as to be herself ashamed of her father and mother, whom she truly loved, but she dreaded the effect of these humble people upon a man of his class.

There is no need to worry about that now, she said to herself with a bitter little smile. Charles has forgotten me, and is making love to a girl of his own class.

And so the months went by, the months in which her false lover should have come to the beautiful Argonne country and pursued his wooing. The wound was not healed, but it smarted less. And she must bear her grief in secret. Thank Heaven, nobody but her father and mother knew.

When she had written that letter from the Karnak Palace she had added a postscript that they should keep the news to themselves till such time as Lavignac came to the village to ask her fathers consent in proper form. She could not think now what induced her to put in that wise postscript. Had she, even in the first moments of rapture, doubted her lovers sincerity?

And Lavignac never came, and the old couple noted how her cheeks grew paler and her step more listless, and traced these symptoms to their proper cause. She never said a word to them, she would have broken down at the first word of sympathy.

And they were slow of speech and not versed in the art of inviting confidence. Had her mother been less placid she could have wept her heart out on her ample bosom and derived some comfort from her shower of tears. But Marie Fuzet was too commonplace to understand a great grief. She would have shaken her wise old head and said in her unemotional voice: It is a misfortune, my child, but misfortunes come to all of us. The bon Dieu makes it up to us afterwards.

André Fuzet had more insight than his wife and really understood something of what Annette was suffering. But he, too, was slow of speech, and but little fitted for the rôle of a comforter. But he felt more than he showed, and sometimes, when the old couple were alone, he would growl out in his deep voice curses upon the faithless lover.

Pig! infernal pig! If he breaks the heart of my poor little Annette, I will seek him out and beat him like a dog.

And Marie, his wife, always full of common sense, would aggravate him by saying, But if you beat him like a dog, my friend, that will not make him more ready to marry our little Annette. Contain thyself; next winter she will find a better lover than this perfidious one. And she folded her fat hands upon her ample bosom and smiled her wise, slow smile.

The good Mazoyer was the only other person in the village who knew, and Annette had enjoined him also to secrecy till the engagement was an accomplished fact. He was very loyal and kept it from his wife and daughters. So, although she suffered, she had not to endure pity. Pity, except it had come from a totally different mother from her own, would have driven her mad.

It was now July and she was feeling brighter and happier. Her two dear little charges, with their affectionate ways, had found their way into her heart and given her a new interest in life. She found herself busy and occupied. The care of the house and the children engaged her thoughts. In time the image of Lavignac would fade from her troubled vision; it was not natural that she should regret or mourn for ever her lost happiness.

Next winter she would resume her duties at the Karnak Palace, where every moment of her time would be passed pleasantly. Existence at the Château was very comfortable, but she had no companionship. She chatted sometimes with the old servants, but their outlook was limited to the girl whom her proud father had educated beyond her station. She felt no more at home with them than she did with her own peasant mother.

She listened kindly to the prattle of the children and forced herself to take interest in what interested them, but she felt herself isolated. Sometimes the Mazoyer girls came to see her, but she had nothing in common with them. They were heavy, brainless young women who could talk of nothing but domestic matters and clothes.

Their father had practically started life as a waiter in an hotel. A man of great natural brain-power, he had had little or no education. What he was possessed of in that direction he had acquired himself. He had somewhat crude theories about women. They were put in the world to look after the house and bear children. If they could read, write and cipher, that was about as much learning as was good for them.

His wife had often suggested that he should take them into the hotel; they might find a chance of a good marriage, she thought. But Mazoyer would not entertain the thought.

There are too many temptations in such a life, was his invariable answer, and Madame dared not urge the project.

It was the month of July and the beautiful country of the Argonne was looking its loveliest, when the old trouble was stirred again and the peace which she believed herself to be on the point of finding was shattered.

A motor-car drove up to the entrance of the Château. The driver got down and delivered a letter for Mademoiselle Fuzet which required an immediate answer. The man-servant brought it up to her private sitting-room where she was doing accounts. Her heart beat almost to suffocation as she recognized the handwriting on the envelope. Lavignac, at last, had broken his long silence.

Only a few moments before, she had been resolving to put him out of her heart and thoughts. He was a traitor, but there were honourable men in the world. In a short time she would be again at Luxor. She had never lacked admirers, and when she fully recovered her spirits she would be as attractive as ever. She would meet somebody whom she could not only love but trust, and Lavignac would become a dim and almost hated memory.

But the sight of that well-known handwriting revealed to her that she was as weak as water, that her brave resolutions were all scattered to the winds. It came back to her again, the old intolerable pain, the memory of those soft, warm nights, when he had taught her the meaning of love, when his kisses had drawn her soul to his. How could she ever put him out of her heart, unless she said good-bye to life itself?

She could not read that letter before a stranger. She motioned the servant to leave. I will ring for you, Antoine, when I have written the answer.

With trembling fingers she opened the letter. It was dated from the Hôtel Trois Maures at Verdun. Slowly she read the fine writing.

MY DEAREST ANNETTE, — You are still that, although I guess how harshly you must think of me. But I wish you to hear my explanation, and when you have heard it I am sure you will forgive. I hear you already saying, I forgive you, in that sweet, low voice which I so loved.

I dare not come to the Château, for that would expose you to misconstruction. Meet me somewhere to-morrow in the woods where I can explain everything. Then I will tell you how I have suffered. It was signed Charles Lavignac.

The first instinct of her wounded pride urged her to refuse to meet him in the way he suggested. If he were an honourable man and could justify his silence, why had he not appointed a meeting at her fathers house?

But other thoughts supervened. If she sent that answer he would never meet her. There was some terrible mystery, and that mystery must be solved. She must hear from his own lips why he had kept away. And, above all, was the passionate longing to see him, to speak to him again.

She had promised to take the children picnicking to-morrow, but she could put them off; she would pretend she was obliged to go to her mother. She took up a pen and wrote a few cold lines, appointing a place of meeting about a mile and a half from the Château.

It was a hot afternoon when she went forth to her tryst. She had left Jules and Thérèse somewhat tearful, but she had kissed them and promised to take them the next day.

Her heart was beating wildly as she neared the spot which she had appointed for their meeting. Her eyes were dim with tears as she discerned a figure slowly approaching her from the shadow of the trees.

The next moment Charles Lavignac stood before her and she started back with a sobbing cry. He was dressed in the garb of a priest. As he removed his hat and stood before her bareheaded, she saw the tonsure that proclaimed his calling.

He opened his arms, and then, drawing back a step, folded them on his breast with an air of profound sorrow.

No, my sweet little Annette, whom I have so wronged, I dare not embrace you. My vows forbid it. I am no longer the Charles Lavignac who hoped to make you his wife. I am a servant of Holy Church to whom all earthly love is forbidden.


CHAPTER VI

LAVIGNAC EXPLAINS
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SO THIS WAS the solution of the mystery; and she knew now why no message had relieved the dreary waiting of those painful months. The severe black garb which proclaimed his detachment from all human ties, separated them as effectually as death itself. A gulf had been dug which neither dared cross save at the risk of damnation in this world and the next.

Hoping against hope, hope growing fainter with the passing of each day, she had felt he was lost to her. Now she knew for certain that the shattering of her girlish dream was complete. The only comfort she could derive, and that did not ease the ache of her heart, was that he had not been unfaithful in the ordinary sense of the word. It was a divine, not a human love that had drawn him from the shelter of her loving arms.

Her pride was all gone, swallowed up in the sense of her intolerable bereavement. The tears coursed down her pale cheeks and she could only murmur in stifled tones:— You have broken my heart. Would that we had never met. I was happy before I knew you. Happiness will never be mine again.

He drew nearer, and his voice was almost as full of emotion as her own when he spoke. My poor little wronged Annette. I know how you must blame me.

I dare not blame you, answered the girl sadly. If you had left me for another woman, pride and hate would have come to my aid and I could have despised and forgotten you. But I dare not blame you because you have preferred the love of God to the love of one of His creatures. You have broken my heart and spoiled my life, but you have chosen the better path. May you find the peace and happiness that are denied to me.

You were ever an angel, with a heart always too compassionate for others, he said in tones of genuine feeling. And I, too, have suffered horribly, Annette. Time has not yet brought me that peace and happiness of which you speak. But if we keep our minds fixed steadfastly on higher and imperishable things, they will come to you, as one day they will come to me. Love, in the earthly sense of the term, is forbidden us. But I want you to be my friend, my sister.

But she sadly shook her head. No, that is impossible. My only hope of forgetfulness of that mad, glad time is to go away and never to see you more.

He groaned, and wrung his hands with real or simulated despair. Oh, those happy days that I still live over in my dreams, in spite of my vows. Your tender words, your shy confession that you loved me, your pure kisses! Oh, my sweet lost Annette, did I after all choose the better part when I renounced all my hopes of earthly happiness with you?

You weighed it all well before you made your choice? Her voice, he thought, was a little colder.

I cannot recall with any vividness my struggles at that terrible time when I made my choice. On the one hand was my mad love for you, and then again I ever heard ringing in my ears the calling of those mysterious voices which had been summoning me from my childhood to a life unspotted from the world.

She looked at him wonderingly. She was a good religious girl in the ordinary sense of the word, but was religion always well served by the total abstinence from human joys, by the total uprooting of human affection? Had she to choose between Charles Lavignac and a nunnery, she knew she would not hesitate for a moment.

Was the man an emotional mystic? And yet the change was so startling. At Luxor he had been gay and debonair, joining in all the diversions of the others, revelling in the joy of life. In all their many talks he had never touched upon religious topics. She was not even certain that he had ever attended the services of their common Church. Was it possible that, all this time, the flame of devotional fervour was burning beneath this worldly exterior?

She was perplexed at this thought and knit her pretty brows in her perplexity. He must have divined what was passing in her mind, for the next moment he began an explanation.

You did not think me the kind of man to turn priest and devote himself to a life of poverty and self-denial. And yet, a week or two before I came to Luxor, I had made up my mind to take the irrevocable step. Then I saw you and fell in love with you, fell madly in love. It was then I turned a deaf ear to those voices which, as I told you, have been calling me since the days of my childhood.

Her look grew softer. Priest as he was, it was sweet to hear him confess that he had been madly in love with her. He noticed the change in her, and continued, in his low, musical voice, tinged with almost unutterable regret.

There were two lives open to me, as to every other man, the worldly life or the holy life. You drew me back to the world with your beauty and your love. I made up my mind to give up my old dreams, to renounce the Church which I had been so anxious to serve. I did not pursue half measures. Since I could not be a saint, I would be a worldling. For the first time in my morbid existence I tasted the full joy of living, and for a while I was happy, with an almost delirious happiness.

His head sank upon his breast, his fine features worked convulsively, as if he had been overwhelmed with the recollection of those fleeting, passionate hours. Her suspicions vanished at the conviction expressed in his voice and gestures. No man could speak and feel like this unless he possessed a soul and temperament exalted beyond the reach of ordinary comprehension.

And then, one night just before we parted, I heard those voices again, and they called to me angrily, reproaching me for my apostasy. Oh, what tortures I suffered, and I had to hide them under a smiling face. I then made up my mind to say good-bye and wrestle-out the problem alone. I dared not tell you how I was torn in two, that your love was struggling with the other influence for the possession of my soul.

I have said I dare not blame you, she answered softly. But you must have been aware of your complex nature and you had no right to submit yourself to the experiment. Still less had you the right to make me love you. The ready tears fell fast as she spoke.

That is the burden of remorse I shall carry about with me till I die. I can only hope to make expiation by a life of penitence and self-denial.

She put out her hand in farewell. There is nothing more to be said, except to bid each other good-bye for ever.

He held her hand and spoke eagerly. No, my poor little wronged Annette, it must not be good-bye for ever. You are young and inexperienced, and some day you will need a friend. There is nothing in my office that forbids me to be that. And I have need of a friend, too. Let us meet now and again. I will never offend you with one word about the sad past. We may not love as we did, but we can love with a purer, higher love, and help each other from time to time.

She hesitated and did not withdraw her hand. Seeing her hesitation, and well versed in the nature of women, he pressed his advantage.

Perhaps, in time, I might persuade you to see eye to eye with me. Perhaps you might be induced to give up the world.

But she shook her head with a rather sad smile. No, I do not think I should ever do that. Life for me is not over yet and the world is a bright place still. If our hearts are not very merry, the sun shines and the birds sing, and happiness will come to me some day.

And you will meet me again? he asked eagerly.

I ought not, but I will, at the same time and place this day week. She hardly knew why she consented, for she could hardly be sure herself that she wanted to see him again.

He stood with bowed and bared head till she was out of sight and then walked to where a motor-car was waiting to take him back to Verdun.

And she went to the Château, a prey to feelings that she could not definitely analyse.

Charles Lavignac, her lover, was dead; he was not recognizable in the black-garbed figure with the shaven head, whose fine-cut features seemed at one moment agonized by remorse, at the next instant aglow with enthusiasm for his new calling. Had he proved false to his vows and taken her in his arms, his touch would not have thrilled her, his kisses would have provoked no response. Was she carrying back with her a dead heart, or one that had only ceased to beat for her former lover?

She could not say with any degree of certainty. She believed she wanted to see him again, and yet she felt she would not be greatly grieved if something happened to prevent their meeting. He was an emotional mystic, a spiritual automaton, no longer a man. He seemed so far away from her to-day, in spite of his plausible explanations, which she did not doubt; almost as if he had never been. The days at Luxor seemed like some dimly-remembered dream, of which she could only recapture the fragments.

Strange to say, she felt more at peace to-day than at any time during the past months of waiting. She had told him he had broken her heart. Had the aloofness of the self-centred priest, his obvious indifference to any sufferings save his own, helped to mend it during that interview in which he had laid bare his soul?

She could hear the comment of her wise old mother had she confided in her. You have had a good escape, ma petite. If you had married him, a man of that temperament would never have made you happy.

Did she love him still, priest as he was, or did she only cherish a memory, the memory of a Lavignac, gay, bright and fascinating, moving amongst the fairy gardens and broad saloons of the Karnak Palace? And if, and of this she was not yet sure, he had himself killed that love, had he also, in destroying his own image, killed her capacity for love in the future?

These were questions that she could not answer to-day. She only knew there was more peace in her heart than she had ever hoped to find there.

She met him next week, and a couple of days after that. There seemed a sort of placid fascination in meeting this ascetic and detached man. It was as if he had died and returned to earth a disembodied spirit, forgetful of all his previous associations.

He talked of the Church, of the beauty of a spiritual life, till she grew a little weary. Sometimes he condescended to interest himself in her small affairs, to listen to her talk about the children, about her father and mother.

It was near the end of July, and there were menacing rumours in the air. Annette, who was very intelligent, read the newspapers eagerly, inclining to hope and fear, as the news of the day seemed better or worse.

She tried to get him on the subject, but he refused to say much. He shook his head sadly and raised deprecating hands. War is a terrible scourge, but sometimes it has a purifying effect on nations that have been sunk in sloth and luxury, and turned away from righteousness.

This was the only opinion he would venture. Truly the Lavignac whom she had loved for his gaiety and brightness was dead, never to be resurrected. As a priest he was dull and often tedious, there was not even spiritual glamour about him. She found herself thinking she would not be grieved if she never saw him again.

He was very clever, and he had a marvellous knowledge of human nature. But in this instance he had slightly over-acted.


CHAPTER VII

ON THE TRAIL
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THE MONTH OF July, 1914, was drawing to its fateful close and the war clouds growing blacker over the European sky. Annette, restless and troubled, left the Château one hot summer afternoon to pay a visit to her mother. On her way she met the burly Mazoyer, whose round, genial face wore a grave expression.

At sight of the pretty, slender girl, he relaxed his grave air and smiled cordially. Ah, my little Annette, where art thou going? he inquired.

She told him she was on her way to the cottage, and then said eagerly, What think you of the situation, monsieur? She was really above the medium height, but they all spoke of her in Chantoiseau as the petite Annette, probably because they remembered her when she had run about in short frocks. Her old friends could not realize that she had grown into a woman.

The big hotelier shrugged his vast shoulders.

Look you, Annette, nothing can prevent war, and a world-war at that! Germany thinks the hour has come for her to strike, and she is ready. Please Heaven, she does not find us unprepared. He shrugged his shoulders again; he was no sincere Republican, this shrewd ex-waiter. But are democracies ever prepared? And we are close to the frontier. My compliments to my good old friends, André Fuzet and madame.

He lifted his cap and Annette pursued her way to the cottage. She found her mother placid as usual and her father fuming and, for a wonder, talkative.

Why does not England say now she will come in, that might perhaps avert it? If she hesitates, Germany will strike on the chance of her standing out. Then he added, using the same words as Mazoyer, And we are close to the frontier.

Annette shivered at the thought of her little charges and the old faithful servants shut up in the big, rambling Château, exposed to the ravages of these terrible Teutonic hordes.

Mère Fuzet folded her hands on her ample bosom and remarked in her placid tones — she might have been talking of the weather: I have heard my mother say that they behaved very cruelly in 1870, that they shot and pillaged wherever they went. May the bon Dieu spare us that.

Fuzet paid little heed to the rambling utterances of his wife. The only recognition he accorded her was to emit a deep growl. They will behave worse than in 1870. But the Baron will let us know in good time. He will not forget his good friends at Chantoiseau.

And you really think there will be war, father? asked Annette.

As sure as the sun will rise to-morrow, my child.

And Annette took her leave, very depressed. All personal interests and regrets seemed to fade into the background in face of this terrible cataclysm which was about to overwhelm the civilized world. It was as if one were face to face with impending death.

Her father went a little way with her down the road. He had never mentioned Lavignacs name all these months, but to-night he spoke of him briefly. She wondered if there could be some telepathic influence that worked upon him.

No word from that scoundrel, my child? he asked as he laid his rough cheek against her smooth one.

She hated to lie, but what purpose did it serve to enter into a long explanation, to tell him that she had met Charles Lavignac again, that he had become a priest? She knew the sturdy common sense of the old man would lead him to probe and question. He might, in his anger, even follow him to the Trois Maures and create a scandal, which would react upon her in the village.

She laid her hand upon his shoulder caressingly. She knew how, in his quiet, dogged, persevering way, he had stinted himself to give her a good education, how ambitious he had been for her, how he had striven to lift her from the sordid life of her class, and she felt very, very grateful.

Do not trouble for me, dear father. I want no word or sign of Charles Lavignac. To me he is dead.

The sturdy, silent man uttered a fervent Thank God! And she knew that short ejaculation expressed the depth of an affection that perhaps she had never so fully recognized as now.

And she had not told an absolute lie. She had said she wanted no word or sign from him — that was nearly true. And it was quite true that he was dead to her. She had not deceived the old man so very grossly.

It was about five oclock when she returned to the Château, and found the two children clamorous for her presence. They adored her like a couple of little spaniels.

A letter was waiting for her from the Baron. She wrote him a report every day, but his notes were few and far between. This one was of some moment.

DEAR MADEMOISELLE FUZET, — There are some important papers in the little safe in my study. Any day I may send up one of my officers with the key that fits the safe, in order to bring those papers to me. I shall, of course, give him a note, authorizing you to take him to my study. Things look very black. Do not absent yourself from the Château without leaving word where you are to be found. — I may send at any moment.

Dear old Baron! He was such a gentleman, and treated her more as a friend than a dependent, thanks possibly to his comradeship with her sturdy old father. Of course she would look after his interests. If Lavignac wanted any more meetings in the woods, they would have to be very short. She would not neglect her duties to a generous employer for the sake of a man who had turned priest to gratify his own morbid temperament and wanted her friendship in place of her love.

It will be perceived from the meditations induced by this letter that her interest in Lavignac was becoming detached, if not quite as detached as his interest in her.

But she was not yet to be delivered from the attentions of the mystical and emotional priest. At six oclock a motor-car drove up to the hall door. Charles Lavignac, looking severely ascetic, stepped out and inquired of the old major-domo Antoine if Mademoiselle Fuzet was at home. Antoine, grown grey in the service of the Baron, answered in the affirmative.

The priest produced a letter from some pocket of his clerical garment and handed it to the old servant. Please take this to mademoiselle, and say I will wait for an answer.

Antoine thought it a little curious that Annette should have a visitor of this kind. But he recognized that although of the same class more or less as himself, she had emerged from it. Did not the daughters of the wealthy Mazoyer visit her as an equal? Mazoyer, he had been told, was once a waiter, but now he was a rich man, richer possibly than the Baron. Truly, these were democratic times when a young governess could receive visitors as she liked.

His reflections did not imply that he disliked the pretty young woman, whose sway over the household was firm but very gentle. On the contrary, he was very fond of her and was a staunch ally of the garde-champêtre. He was only thinking regretfully of the days of his youth, when discipline was maintained and the division between classes very clearly defined.

He showed the priest into the Barons own sitting-room, and then went upstairs to deliver the letter.

Lavignac looked round the room with eyes trained to observation that took in every detail. In a few seconds he had grasped the features of the rather shabby room which stood sadly in need of redecoration. There was one well-worn easy chair, four chairs of the straight-backed pattern of an artistic but not very comfortable kind. There was a big writing-table in front of the window. In a recess was an ancient-looking safe. The wall was hung with maps. It was the Barons work-room.

There was no one to observe him and he heaved a deep sigh of satisfaction. A peculiar gleam came into his eyes as he noticed the safe.

He murmured to himself, Fortune smiles on me to-day. To be shown into this room at once! It halves the difficulty. But I must keep my head and my nerve. The poor little Annette — mon Dieu, how she loved me — must be snared, not frightened.

The ancient butler had taken the letter to Annette. She could not hide, even from the dim eyes of Antoine, the tell-tale flush that spread over her cheeks as she recognized Lavignacs handwriting.

She read the letter. My dear little friend, — I am ordered away by the Church on an important mission. I do not feel I can set forth without bidding you good-bye and once more assuring myself of your forgiveness for the wrong I have done you. Will you grant me a few moments to say adieu?

She folded the letter, put it in her pocket, and addressed the butler. Where have you put this gentleman, Antoine?

In the Barons sitting-room, mademoiselle.

Give my compliments and say I will be with monsieur in a few moments. Then as Antoine bowed and turned towards the door, she thought it wise to proffer some explanation of this mysterious visitor.

He is a gentleman whom I knew at the Karnak Palace. He tells me that he is now a priest and wishes to see me.

When she entered the room, Lavignac was seated in the one comfortable chair, with the serene, rapt expression on his face to which she had been accustomed in their few meetings. He rose and bowed low over the hand which she extended to him.

This is very sweet of you, Annette. I felt I could not leave without coming to say farewell. We shall meet again, but we do not know when. Our lives, alas, are divided.

She looked at him suspiciously, or, at least, he thought so. She was naturally very innocent and trustful, in spite of her experience at the Karnak Palace. But she had just a passing thought that he was a little theatrical. Why, if he had renounced her for the Church whom he was serving so fervently, did he pursue her even for the sake of saying farewell?

And then — the mood of a woman is always shifting — another thought occurred to her. Had the love of the Church not yet wholly crushed the love for the girl he had renounced? Could he not find the peace he sought till he had seen her once more and craved again the forgiveness which she had already accorded to him?

And you are going away, perhaps for ever? she asked softly. The face and voice were those of Lavignac, and yet it was not her one-time lover that stood before her.

If she lived to a hundred years, she could never forget those happy days at Luxor, those bright, glad hours that he had filled with his charming and gracious presence. Other, perhaps deeper love might come to her, but the past could never be obliterated.

The memory of those hours would remain, but the image of him who had inspired them was already growing dim. She would put the Charles Lavignac she once knew in the sanctuary of the past, and he could never be removed. A tress of hair, a time-stained letter folded away in a drawer — these will move to tears when one comes across them again, because the recollections they evoke are tender, if painful. She had shed many tears for her false lover, but she would never shed tears again for him.

I leave to-night on a mission that is not without danger, said Lavignac in his low, deep voice. She did not know that he was speaking truth, that for once the mark of artificiality had dropped from him, and that, if she had been a different woman, he would have delighted to tell her of his projects, his ambitions.

Not without danger? she repeated, and for a second the old love surged up again into her heart. Is not every loving woman a mass of moods and contradictions?

I cannot, I dare not reveal to you the secrets of the Church, dear Annette.

I do not wish to know them, she said coldly, her pride stung by his inexorable determination to put her out of his life.

I am sure of that, he cried eagerly, ignoring her coldness. You are a good girl, a religious girl, although I fancy you have not yet appreciated the motives that have influenced me.

She felt herself growing antagonistic to the self-centred priest, who was summoning the whole world to applaud his sacrifice.

Do not concern yourself with my religion, monsieur. It has carried me through safely up to now, I think it will do so to the end. It may not lead me to your heights, but I believe it obliges me to keep my word when I have given it.

Lavignac winced. This was the hardest speech her kind lips had ever framed. Destitute of honour, as he knew himself to be, he was not yet incapable of appreciating honourable feelings in others.

He clasped his long, slender hands in a deprecating gesture. Ah, now, Annette, you are angry with me and say bitter things. We shall meet again, for I know it is ordained that our paths will cross. He little knew how prophetic was this utterance. But on this last day we will not quarrel.

No, she said gently, touched by his mellow voice. We will not quarrel. You have come to say good-bye.

To say good-bye, alas! His voice took on a deeper tone of dejection. He was certainly a most accomplished actor. Then he assumed a more conversational tone. And this is where you pass your life, Annette, in this big old Château, which seems to me sadly in want of repair? I wonder if you would show me over the house? And I suppose you have some little bower for yourself, where you sit and meditate? I would love to see that.

Even in his austere garb and his shaven head, he was certainly a fascinating creature when he chose to exercise his fascination. Annette felt her womans heart relenting, in spite of that mysterious instinct which warned her against him.

Come, then, with me and I will take you through all the rooms. The Château, as perhaps you know, is very old and its owners were once prosperous. My employer, the Baron, is to-day a poor man.

She conducted him over the big house, now in a state of semi-decay. She showed him the ballroom, the banquet hall, the picture gallery, denuded of all its ancient treasures, and Lavignac expressed himself delighted with all he saw.

And now you must be weary of this long tramp and I will give you some refreshment, she said kindly when they had finished the inspection.

Something very simple, a little lemonade, answered Lavignac in response to her hospitable suggestion. And may we have it in that charming sitting-room? If I were master of this house, that is where I would spend my time while I was indoors.

Annette laughed. How funny you should have taken a fancy to that room. I dislike it intensely and rarely go into it. I was proposing to treat you as an honoured guest and entertain you in the big drawing-room.

But the priest shivered. Ah, no, Annette.

It is too vast, too uncomfortable. Let me say good-bye to you, only for a time, in that cosy little den of the Barons.

They went back into what he described as the cosy little den and which was really a most depressing apartment. The refreshment was brought, the harmless lemonade which the ascetic priest had ordered, supplemented by some dainty little cakes.

The man who had previously exhibited a nice taste in champagnes and clarets, sipped the lemonade as if it were nectar. Being somewhat hungry, he helped himself liberally to the cakes.

His hunger and thirst appeased, he leaned back in the one comfortable arm-chair, with an air of gratitude for the mercies that had been vouchsafed to one of the unworthiest of men. Annette watched him in alternate moods of attraction and repulsion. Then one momentary flash revealed the Charles Lavignac whom she had known and loved.

He bent towards her. The old sparkle came into his eyes; the old caress made itself felt in his voice.

Little Annette, before we part, I have a great favour to ask of you.


CHAPTER VIII

HE IS NOT WHAT HE SEEMS
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SHE LOOKED AT him steadfastly. What favour could he want of her? And yet she felt herself inclining a little towards him, in spite of the distrust which had been steadily growing. He spoke and looked now quite like the gallant lover who had won her heart in those golden days. And love, after all, dies slowly.

After the way in which I behaved, and which I know it is not in human nature to forgive yet, he went on in his caressing tones, you may think me presumptuous. But my excuse is that you were very dear to me and that I am going away for an uncertain period. Will you give me some little souvenir to carry about with me, so that when I look at it I may breathe a prayer for your happiness and welfare.

She was touched by his request, as he well guessed she would be. I will give you some trifling thing with pleasure, she faltered. Then suddenly she experienced a revulsion of feeling.

For a second his eyes and voice had carried her back to the past. Then she found herself wondering whether the man was, consciously or perhaps unconsciously, a consummate hypocrite? Why did he, a priest devoted to the service of the Church, play with emotions and feelings that he had sworn to subjugate?

She smiled, and in her smile there was more than a faint suspicion of sarcasm. But is it wise to carry such a souvenir about with you? If you look at it too often, will you not be disturbed in your pious meditations? You might even be reluctantly induced to think of the sinful world you have renounced.

A look of intense sadness came into his fine eyes and the whole expression of the handsome face changed. He was the ascetic priest again, without a trace of the former lover.

It is not like my gentle, kind-hearted Annette to speak so sneeringly. Let me wrestle with my troubled soul as best I can. But do what I ask you, you do not know what value I set upon your compliance with my wish.

He touched her again with his sadness and his suggestion of personal injury. Her smile faded away and she rose.

Perhaps I am too worldly to sympathize as I ought to do with a nature like yours. Well, I will find something that, when you look at it, will remind you of the old days at Luxor.

As soon as she had left the room, the black-robed priest stole softly across the floor and stood in front of the safe.

Thank Heaven, the poor little Annette fell so readily into the trap, he murmured softly to himself. It would have been terrible to have been forced to bind and gag her, for I would not have left without those papers. But I must be quick.

He took a bunch of skeleton keys from his pocket and selected one which he judged to be suitable for his purpose. Fortune was on his side to-night, for, with one turn, the lock revolved and the door swung open. A short search discovered what he wanted. He hastily secreted the long envelope in the folds of his cassock and shut the door noiselessly.

He was only just in time to put back the bunch of skeleton keys when he heard Annettes footstep crossing the hall. Swiftly he withdrew from the vicinity of the safe, and planted himself opposite a map hanging on the wall, which he was studying when she entered the room.

He was so absorbed that for a moment he did not appear to have noticed her entrance. Then he turned round with a feigned start of surprise.

So quick, my little friend. What have you found for me?

He fancied she looked at him suspiciously, or was it only his guilty conscience that suggested the thought? He could not be sure. There was a strange, direct look in those usually soft eyes that seemed to be searching him through and through. He assumed his most sacerdotal air and looked intently at the tiny locket which she carried in her hand.

If not actually suspicious, she was puzzled. Her hearing was very acute, and half-way across the hall she had heard a peculiar clicking sound proceed from the Barons room. Though slight, it was very distinct and she could not imagine what it was.

But Lavignac was standing apparently absorbed in contemplation of the big map. It could not have been caused by him. Perhaps it had really not had its origin in the Barons room. One hears strange noises in old, half-tenanted houses. Of course, what she had really heard was the faint click of the skeleton keys against one another as the accomplished burglar had hidden them in his pocket.

She handed him the small locket. You will find inside that a portrait of myself, taken a few months before I met you in Egypt!

And Lavignac took it from her hand, gazing at it with an almost reverential look. It will never leave me, Annette, till I die. He little could foresee, as he spoke, the truth of the prophecy. And now, dear friend, we must say farewell.

There is always a sadness in that word farewell. And poor Annette, suspicious and distrustful as she had grown, felt a lump come into her throat. The sombre garb of the priest clothed the man who had once been her lover.

She extended her hand. Good-bye till we meet again, and if we never meet again, why then, farewell. God knows what is in store for our dear country, yours and mine. But we will only say good-bye, and I think — I think, the tears gathered in her sweet, dark eyes as she spoke, I can find it in my heart to say I forgive you for the wrong you have done me.

She looked a sweet picture of girlhood as she stood there, facing the man who had first taught her the meaning of love, with her slender, lissome form, the tears slowly stealing down her cheeks, her voice trembling with the emotion evoked by the memories of the past.

Hardened villain as he was, a spy and a thief, turning his considerable gifts and his personal advantages to base use, he could not be insensible to the sorry part he had played in taking advantage of the gentle nature of this confiding girl. He tried to soothe her and his own conscience at the same time.

Annette, believe me, I have always loved you, and shall always love you, as I would a dear sister. Time passes, my child, and I must leave. But I know we shall meet again.

He pressed her hand more closely, and then, before she was aware of his intention, drew her to his breast. She struggled to free herself, and a wave of disgust spread over her. Was he the hypocrite she half suspected? Was the priest as false as the man?

He divined the reason of her shrinking and hastened to reassure her.

Do not think vilely of me, Annette. I want to give you a last kiss, in case we never meet again, but it is a kiss of renunciation. It is such a kiss as I would give to a dearly-beloved sister. He pressed his lips upon her forehead once, and released her. She staggered back, trembling all over. She pointed to the door.

For Heavens sake, go. I do not know what to think of you. I am not sure whether you are man, or priest, or devil.

And Charles Lavignac, abashed, and for the moment penitent, crept from the room. Seated in the motor-car that bore him back to Verdun, he pulled out and fingered lovingly the long envelope that contained the precious papers, a prize worth having. He would be well rewarded by his employers. Others had known of their hiding-place, but it was his master wit and cunning that had enabled him to get possession of them.

He put the envelope away, and by the dim light opened the locket which Annette had given him and gazed at the charming face of the village girl of Chantoiseau. His had been the career of an unscrupulous scoundrel from his early youth. He had gained the confidence of men to turn it to his own advantage. He had won the love of women for his own base ends, and the reward of their trust and love had been betrayal.

Stirred at first by a more genuine feeling than usual, he had ensnared Annette, to cast her off as soon as his ambitions reasserted themselves. Then, when he knew she was at the Barons house, he had sought her out again and played upon her wounded love for his own purposes.

And yet, perhaps, of all the women he had used and betrayed for his own vile reasons, she was almost the only one who had made him feel remorseful and conscious of his own baseness. It had been such an unequal contest all through, the trusting, innocent girl pitted against the accomplished and unscrupulous schemer.

He kissed the picture with real feeling. Dear little confiding Annette, I wish I could have spared you. When you looked at me with those sweet, questioning eyes, I did feel a scoundrel.

But the emotions of Charles Lavignac were never of a very abiding character. At that moment of parting he would have loved to kiss her lips instead of her forehead and reassert his power over her. It surely would not have been a hard task to rekindle the smouldering embers of her love, in spite of his priestly garb.

Her memory dwelt with him during his fitful sleep. But in the morning she was forgotten. He had no time for regrets or sentimental recollections. She was but one of the many episodes in a daring and adventurous career.

It had been an eventful day for Annette. Two things stood out, the Barons letter and the farewell visit of Lavignac. She dismissed the latter, or tried to do so, as she would have dismissed a bad dream. The recollection of the black-robed priest, straining her to his breast and pressing upon her brows the kiss that he declared he would have given to a dearly-loved sister, provoked a sensation of disgust. Was the man insincere and, swayed this way and that by his ungovernable emotions, trying to make the best of both worlds?

Of this she was sure, she did not want to see her old lover again. He was too uncertain, too disturbing.

But there was to be a third event in her somewhat dull life at the Château. Mazoyer, the burly hotelier, had sent her up a letter which had been addressed to her at his house. The handwriting on the envelope was unfamiliar.

She tore it open, and turned over the letter till she found the signature, Guy Férand. It was from her old admirer at the Karnak Palace, with whom she had flirted in a modest way and for whom she had experienced a certain tenderness till the brilliant and conquering Lavignac had cleared the field of all other rivals.

She remembered him very well. A tall, manly fellow, his strong, resolute face browned with the Soudan suns, by profession a mining engineer, and son of a rich manufacturer in the North of France. He was not an impetuous and resistless wooer like the other, but he had paid her great attention during the few weeks she had known him, and she felt he was honest and sincere.

It was nice to be remembered by old friends, thought the girl, a flush of pleasure dyeing her cheeks as she began to read the letter. It was a long, chatty epistle. He told her of his doings since he had left the Karnak Palace, and explained that, as he did not know her precise address, he had directed the letter to the care of Mazoyer, who would be sure to be well known in the little village of Chantoiseau.

The portion of the rather lengthy effusion which interested her most was at the end.

When I left the Karnak Palace, I know you were very attracted by the man who passed under the name of Charles Lavignac. You may remember I addressed to you a few words of warning about this person, and you did not receive them very graciously. I may tell you that I know more about him now than I did then, and I repeat my warning. I most sincerely trust you have broken off your friendship with him. Such friendship as his bodes no good to either man or woman who trusts in him. I shall take the earliest opportunity of paying my respects to you when in your direction, and then I can tell you what I know. Take it from me for the present, he is not what he seems.

She laid the letter down, and her vague distrust was revived by those few simple words— He is not what he seems.


CHAPTER IX

A BRAVE LOVER
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THΕ NEXT DAY Annette wrote a very kind reply. She told him that the happiest time of her life had been spent at the Karnak Palace, which was quite true, and that she was delighted to hear from anybody whom she had known there and more especially from one whom she had known better than most. She sent it to the address he had given her, but circumstances prevented him from receiving it for a long time after it was posted.

He had paid her more than ordinary attention, and, but for the advent of Lavignac, she might have grown to like him very much. When a woman likes a man, without actually being in love with him, her judgment is apt to be more reliable. When she loves, she ceases to judge and analyse. She is swept off her feet in a wild torrent of undisciplined emotion. She was sure that Férand was honesty itself.

When Guy Férand had let fall some disparaging words of his rival to her at the hotel, she had attributed their utterance to wounded vanity and thought him a little contemptible. In his letter he had conveyed much stronger hints, but she was not angry with him now.

He is not what he seems. A hundred times she repeated that sentence to herself. Although a young man, about six-and-twenty, he had a well-balanced mind and nature. He knew something and was sure of something; otherwise, if he had entertained the slightest doubt, he would not have committed himself to so definite a statement.

No, there was something mysterious about Lavignac, something unreal in the sudden change from the gay worldling into the ascetic priest. And she remembered almost with a feeling of disgust that, although at their parting he had imprinted on her forehead such a kiss as he might give to a dearly-beloved sister, the eagerness with which he had clasped her to his breast had in it more of the passion of the lover than the calm tenderness of the brother.

In her letter she had told Férand that she would be pleased to receive him at the Château whenever he chanced to be in the neighbourhood. And after she had posted it she confessed to herself that she would be pleased if he paid his visit soon. But of this she felt there was little chance.

The unexpected happened. The week had been an eventful one, both as regards visitors and letters. The next day about four oclock she was sitting in the morning-room, reading to her two pretty pupils, Jules and Thérèse, when Antoine flung open the door and announced: Monsieur Férand. In his own mind the worthy old servant thought that the pretty governess was exceeding the limits of decorum in receiving two male visitors so closely upon each other, even if one of them was a priest. But Annette, he supposed, was a privileged person and could do what she liked.

She rose and blushed slightly as she shook hands with the tall young man, who looked more bronzed than ever. He was a fine specimen of manhood and good to look at, although, perhaps, he lacked the air of refinement and high-breeding which made Lavignac stand out amongst his fellows.

I am so glad to see you, Monsieur Férand.

I wrote to you to-day and posted the letter. Of course, you will not get it for a long time.

The young man bowed. I came away in a hurry. I hope you did not forbid me to come and see you, mademoiselle?

Her blush deepened as she thought of how she had hoped his visit would be speedy. On the contrary, monsieur, I said I should be very pleased to see an old friend.

The children were stealing shy glances at the tall stranger, who appeared to be a friend of their beloved Annette. She turned to them. This, my little ones, is Monsieur Férand, who was very kind to me when I was in Egypt.

He shook hands with them and made some genial observation, to which they responded shyly. And Annette went on to tell him about them and her position at the Château.

These are my two little charges. They are the children of Baron Larcombe de la Tour. My father was once in his regiment, and he has known me from a child. He had to return to his military duties, and he asked me to look after them and his house while he was away.

The young man smiled, and his smile was a very pleasant one. In repose his features were grave and a trifle stern, but when he smiled he looked quite gay.

I have learned all your history, mademoiselle, already. I knew only that you lived, when at home, in the village of Chantoiseau, but I did not know whether the village was large or small.

Very small, I can assure you, interrupted Annette.

Ah, that was where I was in doubt. I knew our excellent friend Mazoyer lived in the same village, and that, being a prosperous man, the first person I asked would direct me to him. My surmise was correct. In a few moments after leaving the station I was at Mazoyers house. The worthy old fellow was at home and delighted to see me. It was early in the afternoon, but he would insist upon opening a bottle of champagne in my honour. Then I inquired for you and he told me just what you have told me yourself, and sent me here in his own motor-car, which is waiting to take me back. He insisted upon my dining with him and staying the night.

He is a dear, good old man and makes everybody happy about him, said Annette warmly. He had always treated her more like a daughter than a dependent. After she had spoken, a thought suddenly occurred to her. How had Lavignac found her out? She was sure. he would not go about the village in his priests garments inquiring for Annette Fuzet. And if he had gone to the house of Mazoyer, he would either have told her himself or Mazoyer would have let her know.

She was longing to bring up the question of Lavignac, to ask him to tell her what he knew about the man. But she could not introduce the subject before the children, and it would appear strange if she sent them away. What would Antoine think? He was thinking enough already, no doubt.

Are you staying long, monsieur? she asked presently.

Mazoyer has exacted a solemn promise that I will not leave till to-morrow afternoon. He hesitated a moment before adding: I trust, mademoiselle, that I have not made my visit at an inopportune moment, that I am not interfering with your duties? He glanced meaningly at Jules and Thérèse.

Her glance was equally meaning. Please do not hurry. Later on I read to them. You understand that I am not a free agent. But I should much like to have a long chat with you. In the morning I am quite free from twelve to one. If it would not inconvenience you, and Monsieur Mazoyer can spare you, will you come to-morrow and stay to lunch?

The young man looked delighted and bowed with the gallantry of his nation. Many thanks, mademoiselle, I shall be very pleased.

She must have broken with Lavignac, or she would not have asked him to lunch. She was not the kind of girl, this honest, dark-eyed Annette, to keep two men dangling after her at the same time. Up to the present he had only seen Mazoyer in the presence of his wife and daughters, and had been unable to put to him any direct questions. In the presence of the children his tongue was equally tied.

He must wait until he got Mazoyer alone before he could elicit the information he wanted. And if he did not get the opportunity to-night, Annette would tell him to-morrow.

He stayed for another ten minutes chatting on general topics. He explained that war was imminent, and it was because of this he had so suddenly quitted Egypt. France would have need of all her sons, and he hoped to give a good account of himself.

Then he stooped to the children and bade them good-bye. Au revoir, mes enfants. You have a brave father and he will never let the Germans invade your beautiful old home.

They looked at him wonderingly; at their tender age they did not realize the horrors of the approaching war. Then he turned to Annette. Till to-morrow, mademoiselle. I forgot to say all the excellent Mazoyers — the young ladies are a little uninteresting, I think — sent their best wishes to you.

Please take mine to them. And please do not be late, she added, with a little blush, or we shall have no time for our chat. You can guess there is one thing I want to know very much about.

You want me to explain more fully the last paragraph of my letter. His brow clouded a little. If she had broken off with Lavignac, as he half suspected, she still took an interest in him. Perhaps that was why she had so adroitly arranged a meeting to-morrow.

But, after all, was it not natural? was his thought a second later. She had been very much attracted by this fellow in whom she saw nothing to distrust, and whom he knew to be a scoundrel. If she had entertained suspicions later, it was only reasonable she should wish to have them confirmed.

He left in good spirits, for he had a sure instinct that whatever relations had existed between her and Lavignac had been severed for reasons he could not guess, reasons which he might never know. And, if his instinct was right, Annette did not look very unhappy. Had she found him out in time? Well, he might learn all he wanted from Mazoyer to-night, and failing that, he would question her directly tomorrow.

The good hotelier received him back with great effusion and, possessing a head as hard and impervious as a cannon-ball, proposed a second bottle of champagne to while away the time before dinner. But Férand, who was a very abstemious man, smilingly excused himself. He had, however, to submit to a couple of apéritifs. For Mazoyer was one of those old-fashioned hosts whose idea of hospitality is to fill their guests with as much good liquor as they can absorb.

But there was no opportunity before dinner, although they passed the interval in the hosts own sitting-room. The girls came in from time to time on one pretext or another, their stolid faces betraying their interest in the handsome young visitor, whom they recognized as belonging to a superior class. And Madame, who had originally been a waitress, but to whom age had lent a certain dignity, paid a few visitations, and held confidential conferences with her husband, presumably upon domestic questions.

Mazoyer had killed the fatted calf for his esteemed young friend. He was a great epicure, and he kept a splendid chef. Every night he sat down to as good a dinner as could be procured at any of the most famous restaurants. And his cellar was beyond reproach. He had the appetite of an ostrich and his thirst was abnormal.

His only complaint against his guest, and that, of course, he did not prefer to his face, was that he partook so sparingly of the numerous dishes, and drank so little. On his part, as he watched his host, Férand could only wonder that he had not gone off before this in a fit of spontaneous combustion.

The ladies, who lacked the gargantuan appetite of the head of the family, showed signs of boredom at the end of the long meal. They rose and left the men to themselves, after the English fashion.

And Férand, when he had closed the door on the ladies, noted with dismay that his indefatigable host had surrounded himself with three formidable decanters, of the contents of which he would be invited, nay, almost compelled, to partake in some equitable proportion. Manœuvre as he might, to escape this embarrassing hospitality, he would be a wreck to-morrow when he paid his visit to Annette. Truly, an evening with Mazoyer was a terrible affair.

Férand vowed that port and sherry disagreed with him, and chose claret. His host applauded his choice and volunteered the information that the particular vintage they were sampling was worth twenty-five shillings a bottle in the open market. He was a good fellow at bottom, this ex-waiter who had quaffed the vin du pays with gusto in his impoverished youth and thought it nectar, but wealth had made him a little purse-proud and ostentatious. He could never resist telling you the price of the things that he pressed upon you, doubtless from a desire to impress you with the fact that he was giving you of his best.

Férand expressed his appreciation of the costly beverage and devoutly trusted that he would be let off with the consumption of, say, five or six shillings worth, while the seasoned Mazoyer absorbed the remainder. As he himself consumed three glasses to one of the ordinary person, it was not an unreasonable hope.

He judged it was time to approach the subject of Annette.

In spite of the amount of liquid he had consumed, the worthy host had laid such a good foundation from the various dishes of which he had heartily partaken that you would have thought he had drunk lemonade to look at him. His head was steady as a rock, his brain as clear as crystal, and he could have added up three rows of figures without a moments hesitation. And yet he had taken enough to put two ordinary men hors de combat. The only effect produced upon him by the pleasures of the table was to make him even more genial than usual.

I saw Mademoiselle Fuzet to-day, said Férand by way of an opening.

And she was glad to see you, Ill be bound, cried the genial Mazoyer.

I think so. She was looking well, answered the other guardedly.

Ah, she is a good little soul. An hotel like mine is not, perhaps, the best school for a young and pretty girl, but little Annette always kept her head. She was civil and nice to everybody, but she never let anybody come too close.

Except, perhaps, that fellow Lavignac. Férand looked closely at his host as he spoke.

Except, as you say, Lavignac. Mazoyers tone was grave. He was a charming young fellow in his way, although I never took a great fancy to him myself. But he was just the sort of man to take a woman off her feet.

Was there anything serious in it, do you think? A shrewd twinkle came into Mazoyers small, grey eyes.

Look you, monsieur, I will say more to you than most people about this matter. Very little went on in the Karnak Palace that I did not know about. And you will not be offended if I say that you were a little épris with her yourself. Férand reddened a little. It is quite true, monsieur.

And you have come down to this rather out-of-the-way village of Chantoiseau, and I am pleased to have you as my guest and I shall be pleased to see you again. But you did not come to see old Mazoyer. Am I not right in saying, Monsieur Férand, that it was the dark eyes of the little Annette that drew you? He helped himself to a brimming bumper of the expensive claret, and laughed genially but slyly.

And again the guest had to admit the correctness of his hosts surmise.

Well, I will be frank with you, because I know you are straight. It was serious at the time. There was an engagement between them, or the poor little child believed there was.

Férand started. Had it gone as far as that?

He left suddenly one morning. Annette told me he was coming here as soon as she returned home, to fix the wedding-day. She came back. The days passed; he never came and he never wrote. Her father, André Fuzet, and I — we were waiters together in our youth at an hotel — often spoke about it to each other but never to her. She was very proud, she never spoke of it to either of us, but we could see the trouble in her pretty eyes. Monsieur, he was a damned scoundrel.

You are right, said the young man in a hard voice. You are right, Monsieur Mazoyer. He was a damned scoundrel.

Well, pursued Mazoyer, I think, from what I have seen of her very lately, that she is getting over it. She is young and cannot fret for ever. Then he turned directly to Férand and fixed him intently with his shrewd little grey eyes. Tell me, monsieur, you have come here on purpose to see her, that you admit. Do you admire la belle Annette still?

The young man faced his questioner squarely. I will be quite frank with you. I was very much attached to her, and I was not without hopes that she was not indifferent to me. Then Lavignac came on the scene, and her manner changed. But I cannot say honestly that I have changed to her.

And you would be ready to make her your wife?

I would make her my wife to-morrow if she could assure me that she had forgotten this scoundrel.

The shrewd grey eyes softened. Mazoyer was not so old that he could not sympathize with a brave lover. I would love to see our little Annette married to an honest young fellow like yourself. Look you, old Fuzet and I were great friends in our youth, and our old friendship has continued in spite of the difference between our present positions. Poor Fuzet never had the chances that came to me. And we all love his pretty daughter.

The old man paused, and filled and drained another bumper of the superb claret. It was characteristic of this extraordinary person that the more he drank, the clearer grew his brain and the more pronounced his capacity for attending to affairs — his own, and those of other persons in whom he took an interest.

Monsieur Férand, I am glad to hear what you say, and I believe your prospects to be good. She cannot continue to love a scoundrel who has treated her so basely. But, if you win her for a wife, will it be well for you both in the years to come?

Why do you say that? asked the young man.

I do not know your worthy father, but report says that he is a rich man and he will leave you money, and has given you a good education. He will want you to look higher than the daughter of a garde-champêtre and a peasant woman. Annette is pretty and has been well taught, and she has the manners of a lady. But there are her parents. Monsieur, I do not believe in unequal marriages myself. I would like my girls to marry in their own class, take for husbands honest tradesmen like myself.

But the young man laughed loudly, almost boyishly. Monsieur Mazoyer, who am I to give myself airs over the parentage of a charming girl? If you think you see anything superior in me, it is only veneer and not the real thing. My father was a man of the people, my mother was a shopgirl when he married her. Save for the question of money, there is no difference between the two families. My father is a democrat and will never deny to me the liberty of action that he exercised in his own case.

At this declaration the good Mazoyer filled another bumper and drank to the success of his guests wooing. And Férand noted with a sigh of relief that the decanter was nearly empty and that his kind-hearted host had relieved him from the necessity of drinking with him glass for glass.

When he went to bed his head was perfectly clear. And it was a proud result for anybody who had spent an evening in the company of the hospitable hotelier.


CHAPTER X

A GERMAN SPY
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IT WAS A beautiful summer morning. The charming country of the Argonne was looking at its best as Guy Férand set out from Mazoyers house, with its somewhat oppressive hospitality, to keep his appointment with Annette. His heart was sad with the thought that any moment these fair fields, this smiling landscape, might be ravaged by war and become the scene of bloody encounters between two contending nations.

Annette met him in the sadly neglected gardens. Owing to the Barons poverty, two gardeners and a boy had to preserve a semblance of order in a domain that required a dozen men to do it justice.

Férand drew out his watch and smiled; it wanted five minutes to twelve. Am I not punctual, mademoiselle? It would have taken me another minute to get to the door, and by the time that delightful old butler had announced me it would have been on the stroke of twelve.

I think you are a man who would always keep his engagements even if you inconvenienced yourself by doing so, she answered kindly. On a lovely morning like this, you will not want to go indoors. Let me take you to a dear little sheltered garden, not very far, where we can sit and talk.

She led him into a sequestered pleasance, where the small staff of gardeners had contrived to grow some sweet-smelling, old-fashioned flowers. She motioned him to take his place beside her on a rather dilapidated garden-seat.

And how did you fare with our dear Mazoyer? she asked.

He is a delightful old man; but good heavens! what a place for food and drink. He must spend hundreds a year simply on what he considers nourishment.

She laughed. That is his weakness. At the Karnak Palace he has a dinner of several courses every night, and wine in proportion. He always says that to feed well is to work well.

He ought to be the hardest worker in the world, then; and I am only judging him from a single performance. Thank Heaven, I leave before dinner to-day. Another evening with him would about kill me, said Férand.

There was silence between them for some little time. Each wanted to broach the same subject, and shyness held them both. He was the first to break through the restraint.

I dare say you were curious and puzzled about my references to Lavignac? She noticed a certain hardness in his tone as he pronounced the name of his rival.

I wish you would tell me what you know.

And yet, when I dropped certain hints to you at Luxor, you were angry with me, I remember. Her eyes drooped. I was, perhaps, a little angry with you then. It does not follow I shall be angry with you now.

He turned towards her and regarded her steadfastly. Look me in the face, Annette. You knew I loved you, then?

She lifted her eyes. I was not sure; no woman can be till the man tells her. But I thought you were attracted.

You say you will not be angry with me now. What is the meaning of that phrase. Is Lavignac no longer anything to you?

She paused an instant before she replied. Mazoyer has told you something, I suppose? You would hardly pass the whole day together without my name coming up.

Mazoyer had told him everything he knew, but Férand was not going to give the kind old man away. Your name came up, of course, and he said some things. Naturally he did not think I had come all the way to Chantoiseau to see him.

The colour rose to her pretty cheeks. Of course she knew that he had come to see her, but it was pleasant to be told so.

Now tell me what you know about Charles Lavignac.

Before I satisfy you, tell me what are your present relations with that gentleman. His tone was a little masterful, and she did not seem to resent it as she would have done a few months ago.

There was a long pause, and then she faced him bravely. It was hard to tell the humiliating story of a womans love and trust thrown aside so lightly, but these were his conditions.

Charles Lavignac is nothing to me now.

But Férand pursued her, although he spoke very gently. And the reasons why he is nothing to you, unless you do not wish to reveal them?

But she met his gaze unflinchingly. I have nothing to hide. I was in love with him; he was my first real lover, and I thought he loved me. We were engaged. He left suddenly, promising to come and claim me as soon as I returned home. I came back to my parents cottage, for we are poor people, monsieur. The days passed, the weeks passed, but he never came, he never wrote.

She paused, and Férand observed her anxiously. Did she love this false wooer still? was his dominant thought. If she did, she would surely have broken down and wept over the story of her desertion. She was agitated — that was only natural, but there were no signs of storm.

And you have taken him out of your heart? he asked eagerly. Oh, my little Annette, if you had not been so impetuous, I might have been your first lover.

Perhaps, but wait till I tell you more. What I have told you up to the present my father and mother know, Mazoyer knows. What I am about to say to you further is known to nobody but myself. If I were not sure you were a man of honour, I would not give you my confidence. But I am convinced you will not betray me.

Annette, anything you tell me is sacred.

I believe it, my friend. Well, as I have said, the days and weeks passed without a word. Then, while I was here, a note came from him, asking me to meet him. I was angry, but I was also unhappy. I met him, and then I discovered the truth. He had taken orders, he was a priest. My lover was dead, and I met a man who prated of the sinfulness of earthly love, and exhorted me to seek peace in the contemplation of higher things.

Férand rose from his seat in his agitation, and paced up and down for a moment before he spoke again. Then he stopped before her and said in a stern, ringing voice:

Annette, you are a good girl and say your prayers every night. Well then, every night when you go down on your knees, thank Heaven you have been delivered from the clutches of a villain.

She gazed at him with startled eyes. A villain, Monsieur Férand!

A villain, a scoundrel of the deepest dye, he repeated firmly. Ah, my poor innocent child, I tremble to think of what your fate might have been had he really felt the passion he pretended. It would not be the first time he had betrayed a woman who trusted him.

But why should he pretend he loved me? asked Annette in a piteous tone. What motive could he have had?

He calmed his emotion, and again took his place by her side.

Listen. You met him and he told you he was a priest. And I suppose he was dressed like a priest?

She bowed her head in assent and he continued: Charles Lavignac is no more a priest than I am. I met him a month ago in ordinary garb.

Not a priest, she faltered. Was the world crumbling around her innocent ears, or was Férand distraught with jealousy of the man who had taken her from him?

More than that. He is not even a Frenchman.

Not a Frenchman! Why, he spoke our language with a perfect accent.

Which he got from a French governess, said Férand grimly. Charles Lavignac — that, of course, is not his real name — is a German born and bred, and a German spy to boot.

The girl recoiled with a gesture of horror. A German and a spy. Oh, surely you must be mistaken.

I am in the Secret Service of France, and I have been on this mans track for the last eighteen months. When I warned you against him at Luxor I had pretty strong suspicions, but not sufficient proof. A few days ago I obtained the proof I wanted.

Annette listened to him, horror, contempt and disgust fixed in her dark eyes.

For years he has been plotting against our beloved France; whenever I meet him, in peace or in war, I will denounce him. And if I meet him in war and he is delivered into my hands, by Heaven, his life shall pay the forfeit.

There was a long silence. Annette broke it in faltering accents. But why should he make love to me. Of what use could I be to him?

Férand looked at her anxiously. I cannot say. He makes love to many women. I will admit Nature has fitted him well for the part. Why does he make love to them? In the hope they will prove useful tools. Perhaps he thought he might some day have need of you.

She hid her face in her hands, and tears of humiliation rather than of regret stole through her fingers, to remember how Charles Lavignac had played upon her youth and inexperience. Her womans instinct told her that Guy Férand would not lie. When he informed her that he was in the Secret Service of France and had tracked down this man masquerading as a Frenchman, he had spoken the truth. Yet why had Lavignac sought her out again?

He might have thought you knew some of the Barons secrets — military secrets, I mean, suggested Férand. Did he put any questions to you on such a subject?

She shook her head. Never. He talked chiefly about himself and the Church. Besides, such an idea would be absurd to those who know the Baron. He is the kindest and most warmhearted of men, but of a most reserved temperament. Would it be likely a man of his experience would confide any important secret affecting the welfare of his country to a young girl, his dependent?

Férand was forced to agree with her. Yet he felt sure Lavignac had sought her again with some object, unless the scoundrel was really a little bit in love with her.

For the rest of his visit they talked upon other topics. Soon after lunch he left. He would have liked to stay, but he recognized that her time was not her own. She had her two young charges to look after, her household duties to perform, as the paid employée of the Baron.

She went with him to the door of the Château. She had enjoyed his visit very much; it had made an agreeable break in the daily routine of her quiet life, so different from her bustling existence at the Karnak Palace.

And I may come and see you again, Annette? Before the children he had scrupulously addressed her as Mademoiselle, but while they were alone he had nearly always called her Annette, and she had not reproved him, nor resented it.

Please do. You have made me feel quite gay. There is nobody here I can talk to on equal terms except the Mazoyer girls, and they are rather heavy on hand. Please come again when you can. His brow clouded at the last words. Ah, if I can! If war does come, Heaven knows where I shall be. But I shall not forget you, Annette, and I wonder will you sometimes give me a thought when you are not too busy?

He bent very close to her, still holding her hand in his own. She cast down her dark eyes shyly. Yes, I will often give you a thought, Monsieur Férand, whether I am busy or not.

And when we meet again, do you think you could ever care for me in the way I want?

She blushed very deeply, but, woman-like, did not return a direct answer. I liked you very much at Luxor.

Until that scoundrel came and parted us, he said.

Do not speak of him, she said with a shiver. A spy, under the guise of a priest; it is so infamous. Why does the bon Dieu suffer such things to be?

He pressed her hand more closely, and then, moved by an irresistible impulse, bent down and kissed her cheek.

Good-bye, little Annette, till we meet again. And when we do, I will ask you to let me teach you to love again.

She made no answer, but her smile was very sweet and the expression in her dark eyes very kind.

And Guy Férand walked back to the Mazoyers house feeling very happy. He had gone as far as he could under the strange circumstances. He could not expect her to jump into his arms; he would not have respected her if she had been ready to do so. A decent interval must be allowed to bury the dead love — bestowed as it had been on an unworthy object.


CHAPTER XI

THE STOLEN PAPERS
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ANNETTE WAS FAITHFUL to the instructions of the Baron not to absent herself for any long period from the Château for the reasons which he had given her in his letter. But she strolled down nearly every day to the cottage, always leaving word with Antoine where she could be found if her presence was urgently needed.

On the day succeeding her parting from Férand, she took her usual walk, and encountered Mazoyer on the road.

The genial hotel-keeper chafed during the summer months, his occupation being gone. To fill up the time between his huge meals, he took long walks with a view of reducing his obesity. Sometimes one of his daughters bore him company for a short space, but usually he preferred to take his exercise alone. He liked a tramp of twenty miles, ten out and ten in. The girls generally gave in after the first two miles, and had to return home in a more or less exhausted condition.

Ah, my little Annette, I am going through the village. Let us go together, and we will talk. Yes, we will talk.

Are you out on one of your twenty-mile pilgrimages, monsieur? laughed Annette.

Fifteen to-day, my child, only fifteen. I am out of training. Yesterday I took a stroll suitable for you, or one of my fat, lazy children. The day before, I was just setting out when our old friend Férand arrived, and I had to stay in and entertain him. I must get into my old form again.

Monsieur Férand looks much the same, said Annette, a little guilty colour stealing into her cheeks as she remembered his farewell kiss.

Mazoyer observed her keenly with his shrewd, grey eyes that never missed a detail. Had he not been the cleverest waiter at the hotel when he was only nineteen? Had his patrons ever to complain that the pepper and salt and mustard were not at their elbow? Did he not know the wants of each particular customer and hasten to anticipate them? Ah, he was a shrewd fellow, this Mazoyer — so would he pat himself on the back — he took his chances when they came, and that was why he was prosperous.

It was brains that won in the stern battle of life. So the genial hotelier told himself in the long, summer months when he had time to think things over and review his career. Look at his life-long friend, André Fuzet, waiter at the same hotel! Where was poor old Fuzet now? He had never earned as much as four thousand francs a pear in his life, and he was now a garde-champêtre. But Fuzet had always been slow and stolid.

The petite Annette would go further than her parents. She was quick and bright, and had charming manners. Heaven alone knew where she got her qualities from! He sometimes sighed that he had not a daughter like Annette. Truth to tell, he felt a little jealous of his old friend, that he, the rich and prosperous Mazoyer, could not rival him as a parent. His daughters were good stolid girls, but they had no brains. Still, their dowries would find them husbands.

Tell me, Annette, you were glad to see Monsieur Férand? he asked, as they walked along.

Oh, so pleased. He brought back to me the dear old life at Luxor, when I was so happy, thanks to you, monsieur.

Mazoyer hesitated before he spoke again.

Rough man as he was, he had had the delicacy to respect her sorrow during the last few months, to watch in silence the struggle between her pride and grief. But to-day he thought he might break the silence.

Annette, you remember when you came into my office and told me you were engaged to Lavignac? Well, I have never put a question to you from that day to this. Neither has your father?

I know, monsieur, and I am grateful both to you and him; it was the greatest kindness you could have shown me. But my father did put a question to me the other night about him.

Ah, he did? Well, your father would wish to know, and I would like to know too, as his old friend. Why, my little Annette, I have known you from a baby. You can tell me; I shall say nothing to them at home. I trust that all is over between you and that fellow. He was handsome, he was fascinating from a womans point of view, I admit, but I never trusted him myself.

She met his gaze fully with her steadfast, dark eyes. Monsieur Mazoyer, I know that you. are the old friend of my father, and my friend also.

The burly man took hold of her slender hand and patted it reassuringly. While old Jean Mazoyer lives, you and your parents will never lack a friend.

I will tell you what I told my father the other night. Charles Lavignac is nothing to me now. He is dead and buried so far as I am concerned. She waved her hand with a passionate gesture. She could not bear to tell him all she knew, of what she had learned from Férand. In relating the history of Lavignacs degradation she would be degrading herself in the admission that she had ever set her heart upon one so unworthy.

Mazoyers face beamed at her avowal. It is well, Annette, it is well. Look you, you were young and inexperienced, and he had a way with women. How should you know? And young love dies hard. You will not forget him, or what you thought he was, in a moment. But you will love again, and this time you will choose wisely. He nodded his head several times in confirmation of this sage aphorism. He was old now, but in his youth, when he was a comely young man, before he had eaten so much, he had enjoyed a various experience of la grande passion. He was an expert in love, as in many other things. He could give a hint to the young ones yet.

Annette listened respectfully to the wisdom of her kind employer, but did not answer, and Mazoyer rambled on.

Women do not really understand men. They take them at their own, or a fancied valuation. Men understand each other. I will not pretend they understand women, because no two women are exactly alike — he shrugged his broad shoulders with a comical gesture. But men run in grooves and patterns.

I am sure you speak from a vast experience, observed Annette demurely.

The big mans vanity was easily aroused; he smiled complacently. Ma petite, the old Mazoyer has lived, and drunk of the wine of life. I live in the little village of Chantoiseau to find rest and peace, but I have not a country brain. And now let us talk of this excellent Férand. He has a heart of gold and he is honest as the day. And, little Annette, I will tell you a secret: he loves you and wants you for his wife.

Wants me for his wife? repeated the blushing Annette.

Bah, you are laughing at the old man, chuckled the genial Mazoyer, deeply interested in helping on a promising love affair. He has told you that himself, I am convinced; he could not keep it in. Well, my child, think well of it. He has not, perhaps, the dash of Lavignac, but he will wear. You want the wearing quality in a husband. Not a man who loves madly for the first fortnight, and then grows critical because your cheek is pale and your eyes do not look quite so bright as they did yesterday.

Truly, the good Mazoyer was a student of human nature, and Annette felt she might learn a good deal from him. He had not looked on life for over half a century with those shrewd eyes of his and failed to arrive at just conclusions.

They had now reached the door of the cottage, and he bade her good-bye. But he fired at her a few parting words.

There is just one little thing I want to say. Férand is the son of a rich man. But his father, like André and myself, has come from the people. So you need have no scruples as to entering the family. There, my child, I have talked to you as if I were your father. But dear old André would never have talked to you like this, because he is slow of speech. Au revoir.

And he lifted his cap, and strode away on his constitutional, no doubt with the purpose of getting an appetite for his dinner.

She entered the cottage, but her interview with her placid mother was of short duration. She had been there about five minutes when a small boy who assisted the two gardeners in their almost impossible task of keeping the grounds in order, arrived on his bicycle in hot haste.

Mademoiselle, an officer has arrived with a note from the Baron, he gasped. He had ridden at the rate of fifteen miles an hour. And he wishes to see you at once.

She kissed her mother good-bye. She was a quick walker and in ten minutes had reached the Château. She found the officer in the big drawing-room. He was pacing up and down the long apartment in a restless fashion.

I am very relieved to see you, he said. My business is urgent. The Baron Larcombe de la Tour, my superior officer, has sent me on a mission that brooks no delay. Here, mademoiselle, are my credentials.

He handed her a letter, the envelope of which bore the Barons well-known handwriting. She tore it open and read:

Captain Hérbert is the bearer of this note; he has my full confidence. Please conduct him to my room. He has the key of my safe and instructions to bring me some papers of the greatest importance which are lying there.

Will you come with me, monsieur, and I will take you to the Generals room.

She led the way through the long corridor to what Lavignac had described as the cosy den. The officer, acting with military promptitude, produced the key and unlocked the safe. It seemed to the innocent Annette that he was a long time rummaging amongst the contents, but nothing had as yet occurred to disturb her. Then, after a few moments in which he had searched and researched, he turned towards her with an impatient exclamation.

The papers are not here, mademoiselle. I have been over the contents of the safe twice. The Baron told me they were in a long yellow envelope. There is no such envelope here. Please come and help me search.

She did as she was commanded. She turned over everything, checking each packet with the officer, but their united efforts could produce no yellow envelope.

She grew a little alarmed, for she saw irritation and consternation spreading over her companions face. Still she was far from suspecting the truth.

It is very strange, monsieur. The Baron tells you he has certain papers contained in an envelope, and they are not here. He alone has the key of the safe, which you bring. Has he, by chance, put them somewhere else and forgotten? The officer reflected. She looked very innocent and sweet. Still, the country was swarming with spies, and the more innocent they appeared the better spies they would make.

There is something in what you say, mademoiselle. His keen eyes observed the telephone in the corner. I will ring up the Baron.

When a third person listens to a conversation on the telephone, he can only hear one side of it. Annette heard the Captains short, sharp sentences. There are no papers here of the kind you mention. I have been through them twice myself, and the third time the young lady who is in charge of your household has assisted me. She could not, of course, hear what the Baron said, but she heard the Captains reply. The young lady suggests, have you put these papers anywhere else? Can I search in any other place? The Barons reply was evidently brief and to the point, for the Captain hung up the receiver at once. Then he turned to Annette.

Mademoiselle, this is a very serious matter. His accents were perfectly courteous, but he looked at her very steadfastly. The Baron tells me he went through the contents of his safe the day before he left the Château and these particular papers were there. I arrive to-day and the papers are not there. It follows, therefore, that they have been stolen by somebody who knew of their importance.

Annette rose and drew nearer to the Captain, whose brusque military methods had not impressed her in his favour. Her cheeks were pale and her lips were trembling, but her attitude was dignified.

Monsieur le Capitaine, she said slowly, perhaps you know, or perhaps you do not know, that the Baron asked me to be his housekeeper and look after his children while he was absent on his military duties. I may tell you also that my father was in his regiment when they were both young men, and the Baron has known me from a child. If the papers are stolen, I did not have the key of the safe. If the Baron had confided the safe to my charge, I would have defended it to the best of my feeble womans strength, if necessary with my life.

She drew herself up to her full height and looked him straight in the face. Monsieur, you seem to suspect me; there is something in your words and manner tells me so. Relate your story to the Baron and he, I am assured, will not believe me capable of such treachery. I beg to tell you, monsieur, that I, am not a spy in the pay of Germany.

The Captain was obviously impressed with her attitude. He assumed a more courteous demeanour.

Pray sit down, mademoiselle, and let us reason this matter together. You have implied something in my manner that I certainly did not mean to convey. The papers have been stolen — that is evident, and I wish to find out the thief. May I be permitted to put a few questions to you?

As many as you like, was the cold answer.

The Captain continued in his calm, inflexible accents. The man who stole these papers was no ordinary thief. Ordinary thieves come for silver, and gold, and plate; they do not take away important papers of which they do not know the significance. The man who stole these papers, repeated the officer in ringing tones, was a foreign spy.

A foreign spy! she echoed, and still she did not understand.

It is possible he might get through these windows, and wake nobody, continued the Captain in his calm, judicial voice. But I do not think it was done that way. He turned his searching gaze upon her. And, for the first time in this interview, she did not meet it quite frankly. A horrible thought had come upon her.

Mademoiselle, I must make my report to the Baron. Have you had any visitors lately?

The question was coming home. Monsieur, I will be quite frank with you. Putting aside my mother and father and Monsieur Mazoyer, who is a wealthy and respected resident in the neighbourhood, I have had two.

Their names, mademoiselle, if you please, that I may report to my superior officer. The Captain was not to be denied.

Monsieur Guy Férand, whom I knew at the Karnak Palace, which I dare say you know is run by my friend Monsieur Mazoyer, and where I officiated as book-keeper.

The Captain made a rapid entry in his notebook. The name of the second visitor, if you please, mademoiselle.

She faltered a moment before she replied: My second visitor, although first in point of time, was Monsieur Charles Lavignac, a gentleman I also knew at the Karnak Palace.

He made another entry in his note-book and he had also observed her hesitation.

And did Monsieur Lavignac ever come into this room? The question took her by surprise, and set her thinking.

She was so bewildered, she could hardly collect her thoughts.

You confuse me, Monsieur le Capitaine. Yes, I remember one day he called and was shown into this room by the butler, Antoine. He was a priest, he had taken orders. I hardly recognized him.

Again the Captain interposed. One other question, mademoiselle. Was Charles Lavignac ever your lover?

A crimson blush spread over her cheeks. I regret to say he was once my lover.

The Captains keen eyes fixed themselves upon her. Why do you use the word regret, mademoiselle? Did you find him unworthy?

Her voice faltered. She was as wax in the hands of this ruthless cross-examiner, who never failed to score a point. He said he loved me and we were engaged to be married. A few days after, he took the vows of priesthood.

The Captain pursued his imperturbable way. You received Monsieur Lavignac in this room, the room with the safe in it. Were you with him the whole of the time he stayed in this apartment?

Give me a moment, monsieur, to collect myself. I gave him some refreshment, and afterwards he asked me to give him some souvenir of the old days. I left him for a few moments only, and came back. I gave him a locket, with a portrait of myself inside it.

The Captain smiled grimly. And during your few moments absence, mademoiselle, he stole these important papers, having been well supplied with the information they were here by his brother spies.

She buried her face in her hands. The whole situation revealed itself to her. Had she not been assured by Guy Férand that Lavignac was a spy? She could piece together the incidents one by one — Lavignacs sudden renewal of their intimacy, his artful manoeuvre to get her out of the room, the mysterious sound she had heard in crossing the hall, which was really the rattling of the keys together — were not these separate incidents part of a deliberate and preconceived plan? She had been blind and unsuspecting, a mere tool in his unscrupulous hands.

Monsieur le Capitane, she said, and her dark eyes were swimming with tears, tell the dear Baron that I am innocent. If my unfortunate love affairs have brought a traitor into this house, beg him to forgive me. I did not think that such villainy could exist in the world.

Even the iron Captain was touched by her piteous appeal, and extended his hand in farewell. Mademoiselle, I feel you have no complicity in this unhappy affair. It is to Monsieur Lavignac, priest and spy, that we must look for the solution of the mystery.


CHAPTER XII

THE COUNTS DINNER-PARTY

[image: img300.jpg]

IN A PRIVATE room of the Hotel Kaiserhof in Berlin, a gay dinner-party was drawing to its close.

At the head of the table, in his character of host, sat the young and handsome Count Karl von Hohenstein, in his uniform of the Uhlans. On his right sat Fraulein Smaltz, a dancer in the third row of the ballet; on his left, Fraulein Zimmermann, a third-rate actress.

The rest of the party consisted of a few brother officers, and other ladies drawn from the acting and dancing professions.

The dinner had been given by the Count in honour of his return to Germany. He was the head of an ancient but impoverished house, and he had endeavoured, with much success, to repair his fortunes with his brains.

He had, early in his military career, displayed an initiative and power of conception which had recommended him to the attention of his superiors.

His old and dilapidated castle, the Schloss Hohenstein, situated between Coblentz and Trier, high up above the Moselle, was in a state of decay. Two old servants looked after what had once been a magnificent mansion. It was the dearest ambition of his life to restore the splendours of the ancient house and to make the name of the Count von Hohenstein a power in the land.

Unscrupulous, talented, handsome and gifted with a persuasive tongue and ingratiating manners, he had already succeeded beyond his expectations. The German General Staff, with that insight and thoroughness which is their characteristic, had speedily discerned his capabilities and found in him a valuable instrument.

At the bottom of his heart was always that strong desire to rebuild the fortunes of the ancient House of Hohenstein. And, when he had amassed enough himself, he could make a rich marriage. His handsome person, his charming manners, would easily capture an heiress.

But there was one fatal drawback to his ambitions. He was naturally an incorrigible spendthrift. Big sums were paid to him for secret missions he had undertaken, but all this money slipped through his fingers like water.

He had also another defect; he was given to boasting of his exploits, especially when he had partaken too fully of his favourite wine, champagne.

To-night was an example of his prodigality. He had received a handsome sum from his employers — that is to say, handsome from their thrifty point of view. And he was expending a portion of it on an elaborate dinner, with fruits and dishes out of season, given to half a dozen women belonging to the lower ranks of the theatrical and dancing professions and a few brother officers.

Although, as a fact, he was loyal to his country to his finger tips, he had more of the Celt than the Teuton in his composition. Wine, women, good food, cards! These were his amusements in his leisure hours. When he was on duty he would resolutely brush temptation aside and live the life of an anchorite. A brief moment of respite, and he would return to them with the ardour born of abstinence. He worked hard, in order that he might play in his own fashion.

He looked at his best to-night, his handsome countenance flushed with the champagne he had drunk. It was a refined and delicate face, totally different from the coarse Teutonic type.

And yet if Annette of the Argonne could have traversed the miles from her quiet home, and been a spectator of this hilarious scene, she would have recognized him at once. Beneath the wine-flushed countenance of the Count Karl von Hohenstein she would have perceived the refined, ascetic features of the priest, Charles Lavignac.

For the Count von Hohenstein and Charles Lavignac were one and the same person. Her clear eyes would have pierced his splendid Uhlan garb and known him for what he was, a spy and a thief, masquerading in the robes of the Church to which he owed no allegiance, for his own dishonourable ends.

The gay scene faded for a second. The Counts fancy transported him back to the sunlit days at Luxor, where he had won the heart of an innocent and trusting girl for no immediate motive. Why had he wanted to make her love him? Was it from a spirit of vanity, of conquest? He could not say. Had he, too, loved her a little more than he had loved others?

And then, when he had found that she was likely to be useful to him and he had summoned her to meet him in the by-paths of the Argonne, how sweet she had been. He had told her a lying story and she had believed him, poor innocent child. She had forgiven him his base desertion, although she told him he had broken her heart.

He had dispatched her upstairs while he had taken advantage of her absence to pillage the Barons safe of important papers concerning the mobilization on the Frontier. Oh, he was a very sorry scoundrel. He realized that himself.

He woke from his reverie. Fraulein Smaltz had laid her hand upon his sleeve. This venal, common-faced creature, her cheeks plastered with carmine and powder, was claiming his attention. He shivered inwardly as he contrasted her with Annette of the steadfast, dark eyes, with her shy whisper of I love you, too.

You are dreaming, Count Karl. Your guests will go to sleep if you dont enliven us.

Yes, please do wake us up, urged the Fraulein Zimmermann on his left. She was a rather heavy-faced blonde not without good looks, but of a bovine temperament.

The Count responded to the spur. It would be impossible to be dull when two such delightful ladies condescend to sit at my table. What do you expect of your poor Karl?

Tell us some of your adventures, Count.

You have been away from us a long time.

Fraulein Smaltz was the more vivacious of the two ladies, and she rattled on:— Now you have met many pretty women, and they have all fallen in love with you. Is that not the truth?

The Count smiled consciously, and after filling the glasses of the two fascinating creatures beside him, replenished his own. He was growing a little excited with the liberal amount he had drunk, and when he got into that condition his tongue was apt to run away with him.

A stronger man might, most probably, have kept his own counsel about his private affairs, which were certainly not of a very creditable nature. He did not give away actual secrets, but he never failed to convey broad hints that the services which he rendered to the Staff, the character of which he was careful not to specify, were of the greatest importance.

And, his moral sense being of the oblique kind, he did not think he was degrading himself by playing the rôle of a spy; at any rate, not very much. Saintly men, like the Jesuits of old, maintained that the end justifies the means.

He was ready to serve his country in any capacity, with his brains as well as his sword. If certain advantages of temperament and appearance qualified him to render a better kind of service with his brains, why should he hesitate?

After all, a spy, in spite of the fact that the word conveyed an ugly meaning to the great majority of people, was in reality as great a patriot as the soldier who risked his life on the field of battle. The bravery of the spy was equal at least to that of a soldier, if not superior. For the spy works under difficult and depressing conditions, and he has generally to do his work alone, deprived of the stimulus of equally brave comrades.

In his present mood the question of the much-rouged Frâulein pricked his conscience a little. Involved in such dirty work, it was only natural his career should be stained with the recollection of several disgraceful acts.

Many of these deeds, so absolutely necessary to his success, were quite forgotten. A few lingered longer in his memory. But the one that made him feel the most ashamed and unworthy of the proud traditions of his ancient house was that concerned with Annette.

It was very base of him to seek her out again and play upon what was left of her once passionate love for him. That much he acknowledged to himself. Did the end, the securing of the coveted papers, justify such means as these?

Was there not a certain code of honour even amongst criminals themselves? Would he not have acted more nobly if he had taken the burglars risk and broken into the Château at dead of night? That scene rose very vividly before him this evening.

The innocent trusting girl hastening upstairs to find him the keepsake for which he had pleaded so earnestly — her old love, momentarily perhaps, awakened by his appeal, such a strange one to come from the lips of a priest who had sworn to renounce the world! And then, when he was alone, his swift approach to the safe, the rapid accomplishment of the thiefs work, and his assumed delight at Annettes reappearance with the locket in her hand!

She was a dear, charming little soul, and her goodness would be reflected upon those who had been associated with her. He would assume that priestly disguise many times in the future, and he would wear the locket enshrining the portrait of the sweet, fair face under his garments as a talisman against evil fortune. The angels would always protect the gentle Annette, they might extend their protection to a man she had once loved. For the Count, brave and daring as he was, had in his character a strong vein of superstition.

Yes, he was very moody to-night, not at all in harmony with the gay scene over which he presided. Wandering thoughts flitted in and out of his excited brain. He had sunk into a reverie after he had filled the glasses of the two girls and drained his own. It was a few seconds before he came to himself and remembered that the vivacious Smaltz had asked him a question, a question which invited confidences.

He turned towards her with an assumed gaiety. Karl von Hohenstein, my little inquisitive friend, kisses but he does not tell.

The young lady bridled and looked a little offended at the reply, and the Count added: I will only say this, that wherever I find myself, your charming sex is always more kind to me than I deserve.

But she had not forgiven the word inquisitive, and her retort was a rather short one. In plain words, Count, you are talking humbug. You are one of the vainest of men and you would never think yourself unworthy of the love of any woman, even if she were an angel in disguise.

The other rather stolid Fraulein scented antagonism in the air, more particularly as both the Count and the dancer had imbibed quite sufficient champagne to render them quarrelsome.

Being a good-natured creature, she wished to avert angry words and turn the conversation.

Do you think war is inevitable, Count? It was within a couple of days of the fateful August the first when the Kaiser had precipitated the conflict by his ultimatum to Russia, when Monsieur Sazaroff was aroused from his sleep in the early hours of the morning by a message from Berlin demanding demobilization within twelve hours.

Assuredly, Fraulein. Germanys hour has struck, and we shall never have a more splendid opportunity. We are fully prepared; our enemies are not. You will see. Brussels in a fortnight, Paris in a month. France will be broken first. Then it will be short work with our arrogant rival, England.

But Russia, Count! She has a bigger army than ours. The Fraulein Zimmermann rather prided herself on a knowledge of affairs.

But von Hohenstein, forgetting his usual politeness in the presence of the fair sex, even of an inferior class, ejaculated an expression of contempt and shrugged his shoulders.

Bah! — Russia — the Colossus with the feet of clay. She will be no serious menace to us.

There is the English navy to be considered, objected the pertinacious young woman. She was not as sure of a speedy victory as her companion. The dancer, who had not yet recovered from her sulks, yawned openly. She did not care for politics. And Karl von Hohenstein was far from amusing to-night. What did that heavy-faced Zimmermann want to be serious for and pretend she was very clever? She, the Smaltz, preferred personal talk.

The Counts face grew grave. True, there is the English fleet. We have a fleet also, smaller perhaps, but we shall make up in quality what we lack in quantity. And our splendid Von Tirpitz will think of something. He will outwit these slow Islanders, who are ever unready.

And the good-looking Zimmermann gave up the argument, for she perceived the Count would not tolerate much further opposition. She had one or two solid facts at the back of her head, but the masterful Karl had knocked them to pieces with his trenchant and optimistic criticism. If there was any truth in her doubts, time would justify her.

And the festival proceeded, the banquet which he had given to celebrate his return from his important mission on behalf of the General Staff and for the success of which he had been so well paid.

The last dish had been removed and the company had settled down to wine and cigars. The heavy tobacco smoke began to cloud the atmosphere in spite of the open windows. As the champagne flowed, tongues became loosened. Even the few quiet members of the assembly found themselves growing noisy, and wishful to shine in anecdote and badinage. The shrill laughter of the women mingled with the deep voices of the men. Zimmermann forgot her stolidity, the dancer forgot her sulks.

She had wanted Karl, who had once been her lover, to tell her of his adventures with other women; perhaps to find out if he had been enamoured of them, as he had long ago seemed to be enamoured of her.

And, at another time and in another mood, he might have satisfied her curiosity. In spite of the pure blood that coursed through his veins, he was at heart a cad, without any gentlemanly reticence on the subject of his conquests. That was why the dancer had curled her lip when he said that he would kiss but not tell. She said to herself, in her sharp little way, that if he had only received one kiss he would magnify it into two.

They kept it up till a late hour, the tobacco smoke growing denser and the popping of champagne corks more frequent as the assembly grew noisier and thirstier. And then a lull came over the proceedings. The bragging officers, grown hoarse with bellowing their contempt for all the foes of Germany, the French, the Russians and the English, began to grow drowsy. The young women felt it was time to snatch a little sleep before they resumed their arduous duties of the morrow.

Even von Hohensteins strong and seasoned head swam somewhat as he said good-bye to his guests. He smiled a little to himself as he remembered with what simulated gusto he had quaffed the lemonade at the Château when he had descanted to the innocent Annette upon his simple tastes and ascetic life.

He tumbled into his bed, but it was some time before he could get to sleep. Ghosts of the past were standing round his pillow. Oh, he had been a blackguard to that sweet, innocent little girl of the Argonne.

Yes, he had really loved her better than the others. He had once fancied himself in love with the dancer, a couple of years ago. He felt a little shiver of disgust as he recalled her powdered and painted face and contrasted it with the pure refined countenance of the village girl, who knew nothing of the vileness of the world.

He remembered how, when he had sought her out again, there had been an undercurrent of contempt underneath her apparent courtesy and gentleness. It had made him respect her the more.

And he remembered, also with admiration, that passionate outburst when he had given her such a kiss as a brother might give to a dear sister— Are you man, or priest, or devil?

Yes, she had spirit, this pretty maid of Argonne. He had really loved her better than the others. He would meet her again some day — he felt sure they had not seen the last of each other — and tell her so. Their paths were sure to cross.

And, as he dozed off into sleep, he pictured Annettes future. She would marry some stout prosperous bourgeois and would be the mother of plump, stolid children. But she would not love the prosperous bourgeois because she had loved Lavignac too well to love another. And at this thought, so comforting to his vanity and such a tribute to his powers of fascination, his eyes closed and there was a smile upon his lips.


CHAPTER XIII

THE SHADOWS PASS
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IN THE FIRST week of August the war clouds had burst. German patrols had crossed the French frontier, although no actual declaration of war had been made by Germany, and the French patrols had retired in order to give no excuse to their enemy for hostilities. The brave little kingdom of Belgium had been served with an ultimatum by the Teuton, to allow his troops to pass through her neutral kingdom, or be treated as an enemy.

The infamy to Belgium is common knowledge. We know now that a great country, boasting of its Kultur and its regard for the welfare of small nations, violated the neutrality of a kingdom it had undertaken to protect, and that the German Chancellor expressed his surprise that England would go to war for a scrap of paper. Belgium was already invaded. Her brave king put up an heroic defence against the nation which had pledged itself to protect her. The story of the Belgian atrocities has been written in full and vouched for by men whose testimony will be accepted by everybody but the ruthless invaders, with whom the doctrine of frightfulness was a settled policy — the aim being to so terrify the civil populace as to induce it to force upon the government the necessity of suing for peace.

André Fuzet had joined the reserves. His placid wife had gone to live with her sister at Montmartre. The Baron had removed his children to Fontainebleau and invited Annette to accompany them, so that she could be in a place of safety. She had refused and begged to be allowed to take care of the Château and look after the old servants till such time as they were forced to leave. But that contingency, she said proudly to herself, would never arise. The brave sons of France would defend their soil and their frontier.

At that moment she was in a mood of great exaltation. Early in life a deep and profound sorrow had come upon her, a sorrow both purifying and ennobling. Charles Lavignac had passed out of her life, contemptible and despised. She could no longer love, no longer even regret, a spy and a thief.

And Guy Férand, the man for whom she had once felt a passing tenderness, had come into her life again. Yes, he was very tender and very chivalrous. The kiss he had pressed upon her at parting lingered yet in her memory. It was the kiss of a lover, of a lover who respected her. It might not have thrilled her with quite the mad passion of the pretended priest, but it was the kiss of a man who would be tender and faithful to the end of his days.

But now everything personal seemed swept away in the presence of these terrible events. Lavignac was a dim shadow, Guy Férand himself hardly more real. Some day, when this cruel war was over, she would take up her life again from the point where it had been snapped.

A few months ago, existence had flowed tranquilly and happily at the Karnak Palace. Of a sunny disposition and fancy-free, she had enjoyed every moment of her life. Her busy and active temperament had regarded idleness as the worst foe.

And then the conquering Lavignac had appeared upon the scene. His handsome person, his charming manners had subjugated her. He had given her that exquisite experience which no woman ever forgets, the moment when she feels her heart beating against that of her lover, folded in a fervent embrace, the thrill of the first kiss that draws her soul to his through her lips.

But it was all dead and done with now. Of what account were these small human emotions at a time like the present? Maids may love and men may kiss in times of peace; and the hearts of maids may be broken and men bestow their kisses elsewhere. It was of great importance once, but now it seemed so trivial.

There had been a brief parting with her father, the stout-hearted garde-champêtre, who was called up to the reserves and eager to fight for his beloved country.

Annette, strange child of such parents, both so stolid in their way, while she herself was compounded of such ethereal elements, a daughter of Nature in all her most complex moods, clung to the old man with tears. It might be the last time they would meet.

God bless and keep you safe, dear father. Do not think your little Annette is forgetful of all you have done for her. I am older and wiser now and I understand much better than I did a year ago. Truly, sorrow had turned the girl into a woman.

She went on in a voice that was broken. I know how you have saved and pinched and gone without yourself, so that your daughter should lead a softer and more luxurious life. I want to tell you to-day that I know of all this. I want to tell you how very grateful I am for your dear love and care.

The rough old man folded her to his heart, and a sob was in his own throat as he answered: I am glad to hear you say that, my little one. You were always the apple of my eye; I have lived only for your happiness. And if we never meet again, remember a fathers prayers will always follow you.

And I shall pray every night and morning for your safety, murmured Annette, as the tears streamed from her eyes.

The parting from her mother did not arouse so much feeling. Madame Fuzet was not a woman easily moved by great events. She reviewed the situation placidly.

If the Germans invade the Argonne, of course we shall have to leave our cottage, she remarked calmly. But then, we have soldiers, and they will not allow them to cross the frontier. Mon Dieu, why have we an army if it is not to protect us from invasion?

To these logical remarks, her husband replied with an indignant snort. Annette reasoned with her parent.

But, dear mother, in war nothing is certain. It is wise to be prepared. You will be sorry to leave your dear little cottage, but safety above everything. Our aunt in Montmartre will receive you, and there you need have no fear.

Madame Fuzet looked regretfully round the spotless kitchen; every inch of the little cottage was dear to her. She had the affection of the domestic cat for its home. At the bottom of her heart she loved her household gods better than her husband or her child.

For once she seemed moved. She cast an affectionate gaze at her copper stewpans, always kept bright, at the old dinner service which had been a wedding present and was only used on rare occasions. Even on the ancient cracked mug from which Annette had drunk in her childhood, she bent a yearning look. The dresser was scrubbed white with her own hands, hardened with willing toil. Oh, it was bitter to leave all this! The tears stood in her eyes.

She turned to her husband, whom she had never greatly loved, but to whom she had been a faithful and obedient wife. In this supreme moment she would be guided by him. She knew that Annette was more clever than the father, or, at any rate, she was dimly conscious of the fact.

But she did not look to Annette. The habit of life-long obedience impelled her to turn to the head of the family. With him rested the final word.

Tell me, my husband, that I am to go, and I will leave our dearly-loved cottage without a murmur.

Fuzet, hard as teak and oak and granite combined, save in the one little point of his child, turned to her with a more benevolent look than he was wont to favour her with. Perhaps this silent, patient woman who had said little and worked hard during the long years of their wedded life, had indulged in her own small dreams and ideals, which he had been too careless or too self-absorbed to comprehend. Perhaps, in this humble cottage, so well kept and ordered, a poor dumb soul had been trying to express itself and he had not heeded.

My dear old wife, he said gently. It is my wish that you go to Montmartre to live with your sister till happier times come to our beloved country. Believe me, it is better so. I know you do not desire to leave the dear little cottage, which you have made such a happy home for both of us — and for our dear little Annette. His eyes sought his daughter as he spoke.

And Madame Fuzet was reconciled to her departure, to the upheaving of her household gods. Fuzet was not, frankly speaking, a romantic person, but he was her husband, and when he spoke his word was law. This very excellent wife and mother was of the old generation who took facts as they found them and did not ask awkward questions.

Madame Fuzet folded her daughter, of whom she was secretly a little afraid, to her capacious bosom.

And will you not come with me, Annette, to your aunt at Montmartre? It is too triste to be shut up in that gloomy old Château.

But Annette had shaken her head with a smile.

No, dearest mother, we young ones must be brave. Father, at his age, is going to fight the Germans. I, being a woman, alas! cannot fight. But I can serve my country in some other way. I can nurse the poor fellows who have to bear the brunt. Leave your little Annette to look after herself.

She drew herself up to her full height as she spoke, comely and tall, although they would persist in calling her their little Annette. Her father looked at her with his steadfast eyes, the eyes of a dog in that they expressed unconquerable fidelity. The mother did not very perfectly comprehend. Why should Annette not seek a place of safety when it was offered to her?

And you approve, my husband, that Annette should stay at the Château? asked Madame Fuzet.

And André Fuzet broke his habitual silence and replied in ringing tones: Yes, my wife, I do approve. Let our Annette stay at the Château and serve her country as best she may.

She was proud of his approval; she knew he understood the spirit which animated her. Father and daughter never met again in this world. On the blood-red fields of Flanders the staunch old soldier yielded up his life in defence of his beloved country. And she ever remembered his last words: A fathers prayers will always follow you.

Poor Fuzet was one of the early victims, being killed in the first month of the war. When the news reached Mazoyer of the death of his old comrade, he hastened to the Château to console the stricken girl.

He was a good man, little Annette. He spoke very little and many people thought him hard and stern, but he had a heart of gold. I wrote to your mother this morning to tell her that his widow and child would always have a friend in old Mazoyer. He had not only written a kind letter, but sent her a substantial sum in notes.

Fuzet had always been a careful soul, and during his career as a waiter had put by a neat little capital, which meant a comfortable income to a thrifty Frenchwoman.

You will weep for him, Annette, and he deserves your tears, for he worshipped the ground you trod on, continued the good Mazoyer. He did not talk much, as I have said; more perhaps to me than anybody, but whenever we met he always led the conversation round to you. I believe his thoughts were with you day and night. He died nobly for his country, trying to carry off a wounded comrade. Your tears will be those of sorrow, but they should also be tears of pride. He was a hero, and he did not know the meaning of fear.

Annettes tears fell afresh at this tribute from the old comrade, the one who had drawn the prizes in the lottery of existence and was still alive and unhurt.

Yes, I envy dear old Fuzet; he has done something for France. And I, a great hulking fellow to look at, but an old crock, have to potter about at home. For Mazoyer had a weak heart which might carry him off at any moment.

But you work in another way, my dear old friend, said Annette warmly. There is not a poor woman or child in the village that has not experienced your kindness and generosity.

And she spoke truly. The genial hotelier was very wealthy and he never stinted himself or his family; had he restricted himself more in the matters of food and wine, he might have been a healthier man.

But while lavish at home, he was equally open-handed outside. He was the good genius of Chantoiseau, ever ready to respond to any appeal from his poorer neighbours, to assist with seasonable gifts of food and money and clothing.

And Mazoyer departed, after delicately impressing upon her that she was to apply to him in case of need. But the girl warmly thanked him and explained that the salary she received from the Baron was more than sufficient for her simple wants. Like the majority of French people, she had the instinct of thrift and had quite a comfortable sum put by already for emergencies.

The following day Guy Férand paid her an unexpected visit. He looked a splendid young fellow in his well-fitting officers uniform, and her dark eyes lighted with pleasure when the old servant Antoine announced him.

Her life had been very grey since the outbreak of the war. The village was almost deserted. There were none left in it save the women, the unfit, and old men. The stolid youths who had smiled and answered her awkwardly when she had met them on her rambles through the quiet street and lanes, had gone to fight for France. The Mazoyers were the only persons with whom she could find companionship. Her mother was in Paris, her father had given up his life for his country. She felt very lonely. There seemed to be no one left who really cared. She had not even the prattle of the little children to cheer her.

His coming was like a ray of sunshine piercing the sombre clouds of her existence. She held out her hand in cordial greeting, and a slight blush mounted her cheeks as she remembered the kiss which he had given her when they last parted.

It is very sweet of you, monsieur, to come and cheer me in my loneliness. You have not forgotten me in these terrible times?

He bowed over the slender hand. The times are terrible as you say, Annette, but I could never forget my little friend of the Karnak Palace.

In a few simple words he expressed his sympathy with her in her loss. He had learned of it in a brief visit to Mazoyer. And I hear you are the only child; that makes it so much harder to bear. I am in the same position as yourself, and it draws one very close to ones parents.

They chatted on indifferent subjects for some moments, and then abruptly he put the question: Have you heard or seen anything of that traitor, Lavignac?

She made a gesture of repulsion. No, monsieur, I have no desire to hear or see anything of him. She paused a second and added: You told me he was a spy and a German. But you never told me who he was. Or perhaps you do not know. Apart from the fact of his horrible calling, he always struck me as what one calls a gentleman, in the sense of birth and breeding.

A slight flush spread over the young soldiers face. Although not ashamed of his origin, he was a little sensitive over the fact. He could never acquire that easy manner, that air of assurance which put Lavignac in a class apart — the class of the well-born.

You are quite right. In the technical sense, he is what the world calls a gentleman. He is a man of high birth, the head of an ancient but impoverished house. His real name is the Count Karl von Hohenstein, and he is an officer in the Uhlans.

A Count, an officer and a spy? cried Annette incredulously.

He is very poor, and I suppose a good bit of a degenerate. Also, I take it, he loves an adventurous life. I am told he is very popular in his own set in Berlin, but he has the reputation of being wild and extravagant.

Presently she told him the story of the stolen papers and the locket.

I am not surprised, was his comment when she had finished her recital. I was sure he had some motive in his visit.

He leaned forward — they were sitting very near together — took her hand, which she did not withdraw, and looked her steadfastly in the eyes.

Annette, my poor child, he never loved you. He only amused himself with you, as with other women.

She cast down her pretty eyes and a burning blush of humiliation crimsoned her cheeks at the thought of how easily she had been fooled. Then she looked up bravely. You are right, Monsieur Férand. He never loved me and, thank God, I no longer love him.

He spoke to her in earnest tones. You are sure of that; it is the best thing I have heard for many a long day. And do you think, Annette, — his voice was tender and wistful now— that you could ever love me, although I am not a man of high birth and aristocratic manners? I am like you, my dear, sprung from the people. My father is rich with the money he has made by his own brains and toil, but he belongs to the same class as your own father and our good friend Mazoyer.

She met his steadfast gaze shyly, and yet in her eyes there was a glow of new-born love. Lavignac had dazzled her with his elegant exterior covering a vile nature. This man, sprung from the people like herself, was manly and tender and honest.

Do you care very much? she whispered. Do you care very much that I should say yes?

Yes, Annette, I do care very much. I cared long months ago.

For answer she leaned towards him and their lips met in a kiss of betrothal.

And the dark shadows passed away from Annettes soul in that tender kiss. Life called once more to her vigorous youth, and Hope pointed a rosy finger to the future. The past was dead.


CHAPTER XIV

THE ANGEL OF PITY
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THΕ BIG CHÂTEAU had been turned into a hospital, like many other mansions in the dark days that followed, and Annette had the privilege of serving her country as a nurse.

At first her gentle nature had made her shrink from the sight of pain and suffering which met her gaze every hour. But while her heart bled and her sympathy was none the less keen, her nerves grew steadier and her native courage returned with her sad experience. She no longer felt faint at the sight of blood, and she fought down the impulse to put her fingers in her ears when she heard the anguished moans of the wounded and dying as they were brought in horribly mangled.

She expressed her sympathy and emotion in devoted work. In many respects she was an ideal nurse. Her quick brain enabled her to anticipate the wants of her patients. Her touch upon the wounded soldier was light as a feather.

And then, she was a charming vision to look upon in that spotless garb, which seemed to accentuate her beauty. When the stricken pioupiou woke from his fitful sleep to see those dark, tender eyes bent upon him, and met that soft, compassionate smile, it seemed as if an Angel of Pity stood by the bedside.

They did not lack courage, these poor wounded and mutilated men, but she made them braver still with her cheering talk. She told them of her brave old father laying down his life in Flanders that France might be free. She told them of the sacred duty enjoined upon every French son to drive the invaders out of his ravaged land.

There were many other nurses in the hospital, good and devoted women who worked unceasingly at their charitable task, but not one had the charm of Annette, that inexplicable charm, a gift from Heaven which draws all hearts and invites all confidences.

The older men spoke to her of their wives and children left behind in far-off villages. The younger ones, many of them mere boys too young to be in this hellish business, told her shyly of their mothers and sweethearts. She listened to them all as she flitted from one bed of pain to another, with grave but always sympathetic interest.

Her fame grew throughout the country. Her grateful patients called her The Angel of the Argonne. And strange to say, even the women, her fellow-workers, did not grudge her the title. Where all were noble and self-sacrificing, she had some quality of sympathy, of attraction, that drew gratitude and affection to her with the power of a magnet.

Perhaps her own sorrows had been so deep that she had acquired from her brief experience the faculty of entering into the sorrows of others. The betrayal of her youthful trust, the loss of her kind old father, had not hardened her nature, as might have happened in the case of other girls. Suffering had purified her, driven out all that was mean and selfish, and roused in her a loftier pity for the unhappy.

Here she saw suffering in its grimmest form amongst these poor, maimed creatures, men to whom life could never be the same again, whose vitality had been arrested in the flower of their young manhood by shot and shrapnel, by the cruel thrust of the bayonet.

Wives and sweethearts would receive them with welcoming arms, loving them the better for their lost limbs and scarred faces, but they would welcome cripples instead of the sturdy men they had sent to the battle-field.

It was no time to put her personal griefs of the soul and heart in the scale against such affliction and bankruptcy of life, as she saw on every side in this grim war. And, after all, her heart had not been broken. Deep as was her hurt, the perfidy of the man in whom she believed had helped to mend it.

A German and a spy! When she daily came into contact with the cruel work of his country, she could have no lingering regret for those old days. In time her father would become a venerated memory. And her own life would expand again in the sheltering warmth of a good mans love.

And so the figure of Lavignac receded more and more into the background, giving ampler scope to her new-born affection for Férand to develop.

And that affection was fated to stand the test very speedily. One evening as she was standing in the rather gloomy hall of the Château, the door of which was always open, she saw a sight that made her pulses beat.

Two men of the Ambulance Corps were bringing in a stretcher on which lay an inanimate form. One glance at the pale features satisfied her that it was her lover.

A moment, please, she gasped as they were about to pass her. She knew in that instant by the rapid beating of her heart that he was very dear to her. One moment, please. Is he seriously wounded?

The elder of the two men answered: I cannot tell you, mademoiselle. We revived him with brandy when we picked him up, but you see he has fainted again. We must get him to the surgeon quickly.

She stood aside to let them pass, and her thoughts chased each other with the rapidity of lightning. In a moment she had run to the head of the hospital, with whom she was a great favourite.

He was a grey-haired man of about fifty, with a calm, benevolent face. He saw at a glance she was in a mood of great tension.

What is it, mademoiselle? You are greatly agitated. What can I do to help you?

She sank down on a chair and buried her face in her hands, and spoke between the sobs that she could not restrain.

Monsieur, I am not a coward, she began, and the kind voice of the doctor broke in:

No, indeed, you are not a coward, but a very brave little girl. We have reason, every one of us, doctors and patients alike, to think highly of The Angel of the Argonne.

She gathered courage from the kindly words.

They helped her to conquer her emotion. She spoke more calmly.

Monsieur, I have just had a great shock. A moment ago, Guy Férand, my fiancé, was carried in here. I do not know the extent of his injury, but he was insensible when they brought him in. You will let me nurse him, will you not? My duty is to all the sons of France, but here I have a special duty.

My dear Mademoiselle Annette, I am not likely to refuse you such a small favour as this. I will arrange that whatever duties are yours to-night they shall be delegated to another, and you shall attend to your fiancé.

She thanked him with a gesture and withdrew. She found the surgeon to whom the case had been entrusted and told him the same story. She implored his verdict.

He was so pale and ghostly when they brought him in. I fear the worst, she said.

But the young surgeon was reassuring. He was faint from loss of blood; we have stopped the flow of that. In half an hour I hope to extract the bullet; it is in his shoulder. A nasty wound, but I think not serious.

You must operate, monsieur? It is indispensable? she asked.

Absolutely. And you would like to attend to him during the operation? said the doctor, in kind tones.

She shuddered a little. Oh, monsieur, I must seem to you a dreadful coward. I have been brave with the others, although I cannot really stand the sight of pain and suffering, but these have not been my own. This is so different — oh, so different!

The surgeon laid a reassuring hand on her shoulder.

Summon all your courage, my friend. I shall give him an anaesthetic and he will feel nothing. When he wakes and knows you, it will comfort him to think that you were with him through it all. But do not go to him yet.

She promised to obey him, but her fears were still active. Those German bullets wrought terrible havoc, and her experience told her that the loss of a limb was the frequent price paid by the victim.

Half an hour later she stood at the operating table on which the form of her lover was stretched. There was a little more colour in his face, but the eyes were still veiled with pain and exhaustion. She looked at him with a yearning gaze, but he did not recognize her.

At this moment she loved him whole-heartedly, the strong man laid temporarily low by forces which he could not combat. How true and loyal he had been, and how forgiving! He had loved her when they met in Egypt, and had he been a more impetuous wooer would have won her then.

But he would not fight in an unequal contest, and had left the field open to his rival. How ashamed she felt of herself that she had been so miserably incompetent to distinguish the false from the true, to discern the difference between his steadfast devotion and the light fancy of the other — this assumed Frenchman, who was a German and a spy.

But his love had not perished in contempt for her and her silly mistake. He preserved her image still and sought her out at the first opportunity. And, greatest proof of all, he had forgiven her for her failure to choose between the true and the false. He had forgiven her for the kisses she had wasted on Charles Lavignac. Was it possible for a man to be more generous? She knew that never in the long life they would spend together would he ever reproach her for that degrading infatuation.

The operation was successful. Every precaution that medical ingenuity could devise was exercised on his behalf. The young surgeon whispered that, save for complications which he did not for one moment anticipate, Guy Férand would rejoin his regiment in a fortnight.

All through the long night she watched by his bedside for the reward of a smile or a whispered word. For hours he slept the deep sleep of faintness and exhaustion.

Then, as the morning light broke softly through the windows, he turned and woke. His eyes were still dim and misty.

She leaned over him. Guy, my darling, do you know me? she whispered softly.

His face brightened, but she had to stoop almost with her ear to his lips to catch the feeble words.

It is only a dream. I thought it was Annette, my pretty, gentle Annette, but it is only a dream.

He closed his eyes and seemed almost to sink into sleep again, but she whispered a little louder. He was still suffering from the lethargy of the anaesthetic.

But it is no dream, I tell you, Guy. It is your own little Annette who is sitting by your bedside, who stood at the operating table when that clever surgeon extracted the bullet. It is your own Annette who loves you and commands you to live for her sake. She bent over him and kissed the pallid face.

The kiss roused him from his lethargy. The dull look left his eyes; he bent his gaze upon the cherished features of the girl he had loved so faithfully. He turned a little and lifted the hand he could still use, and laid it on her own.

And it is my dear Annette, and you are nursing me. I cannot very well remember how it all came about. I was pursuing a German and he suddenly turned and shot me in the shoulder. I remember nothing after.

No, dear, of course you cannot. You were brought in here, faint from loss of blood, and the bullet has been extracted. A little rest and good nursing from Annette will soon make you right again.

The mists were gathering around him once more. His eyes half closed, but he still kept his feeble clasp of her hand, the hand of the ministering angel, of the woman he adored.

His voice died away in drowsiness. And you love me a little, Annette, and you have forgotten that scoundrel, Lavignac?

She raised her voice so that he should hear her before he sank to sleep again. Yes, I love you, Guy; you are good and noble. I love you better in your weakness than your strength, for I am doing my best to nurse you back to life, and then you will be part of me. And I will tell you this before you go back to dreamland again: I have forgotten Lavignac.

She kissed him once more and he sank back upon the pillows.

A few moments later another nurse came in softly and whispered to her: I have been sent to relieve you. It must have been a great strain.

But Annette lifted shining eyes. It is so good of you all to think of me. The strain has been great, but it is over now. He woke a few moments ago and recognized me. You see, I could not leave him now in case he woke again and missed me. He is my fiancé! You will understand.

And the other nurse understood and stole silently away.

Before a fortnight passed, Guy Férand was whole and sound again. The doctors had done cleverly, but the nursing of Annette and the new love-light in her dark eyes had done much to help the patient.

She had never dared to hope that another man would come so soon to fill up the vacant place in her heart. And those first few days in which he had been as helpless as a little child, dependent upon her for everything, had drawn her very near to him.

She had loved madly in the past; she had loved unwisely, and no true woman can utterly forget her first lover, or her first kiss of love. The memory of those days would never fade, but it would be a memory that carried no regret.

Shortly after she was transferred from the Château, which was crowded from floor to ceiling with patients, to a small house in the village to which three wounded soldiers had been conveyed. She had been working very hard for some time, and the head doctor gave her the post because it entailed lighter duties.

At first she missed the big house, with its busy, bustling life — full of horror and sadness as that life was at times. Her nerves had grown inured to suffering by now, in the nurses sense, and she no longer turned faint at the sight of the tortures these brave fellows underwent. But after a while she began to like the change. She was spared in her new abode the harrowing spectacles of the operating table to which she had never become quite accustomed.

And she grew very fond of her patients, who were all splendid invalids, and they returned the feeling. There were three of them and they had all been wounded in the leg, but their hurts were not very serious, and they would soon go back to the firing line. It was only a question of rest and good nursing, and the latter they got in full measure from the sympathetic Annette.

There was a fair-haired boy of about twenty-three, who looked singularly youthful for his age. He was very cheerful, smoking more cigarettes than was good for him and longing for the time when he could have another cut at the Boches.

He became quite friendly with his nurse in the course of a few days, and one afternoon shyly produced a portrait of his fiancée which he had preserved and carried unscathed through the perils of the war.

She was a pretty, round-faced creature, of the type that promises good wives and mothers. Her own mother, Marie Fuzet, must have looked very much like this smiling, complacent girl, in her youth.

And you are very fond of each other? asked Annette in her sympathetic tone as she returned the photograph.

But yes, said the young soldier, blushing a little. We lived next door to each other, and we fell in love when we were children, little toddlers.

How sweet! And you will marry when this cruel war is over? Her thoughts strayed to Guy Férand as she spoke to this light-hearted young soldier, who was longing to get again at the Boches.

Yes, that will be a happy day for both of you.

The youngster nodded and drank down the cup of beef-tea which she had handed to him. Yes, when we have beaten the Germans, he cried gaily, we shall be as happy as the days are long.

The second patient, a man a few years older, was of a rather morose temperament. He was a patriot, but he was also an extreme Socialist, and he would expatiate for hours on the folly of war and the greater folly of people like himself who did not make war impossible by refusing to bear arms against their fellow-creatures.

Look you, it is idiotic, he would shriek out in his moments of expansion. Let all the men in the armies combine, the French, the Germans, the Russians, the Italians — England has no army; therefore she is out of the calculation. When kings and cabinets issue ultimatums, let these brave soldiers pile up their arms and say to these bloated capitalists: We will not slay our brothers at your bidding.

Annette had to agree because she knew that excitement was bad for him, and if she had disagreed he would have foamed at the mouth and become inarticulate.

At the same time, in her private thoughts she fancied he was a little in advance of his time. Theories were very well, but were you going to eliminate the ambition of nations and racial hatreds from the conduct of human affairs? Two dogs of equal strength will fight over a bone and two equally strong nations will slaughter each other for a strip of worthless territory, which is always in revolt against its conqueror.

But her favourite of the three patients whom she nursed so assiduously was the big Jean Charpentier, a giant of a man. He had the chest of a Hercules, the limbs of a Colossus, and his huge hands could have strangled the mythical Python.

With all these great physical advantages, he was as gentle as a child. It would take a great deal to rouse him to ferocity, but when that moment came it would find him ruthless and implacable in a righteous cause.

On the second day of her ministrations, he had told her all his history, in his simple, straightforward phrases. He had kept a very small drapers shop in the environs of Paris; his wife, a capable woman, much more capable than he was — he added this tribute to his spouse with a rich chuckling laugh — was looking after it now. And it would flourish in her hands, if these accursed Germans did not occupy the capital.

And then he spoke of his daughter, an only child. You remind me so much of her, mademoiselle. She is like you, very quick and bright, not like her ignorant old father, who was the son of a peasant. Well, I saw she had something in her different to her parents. My wife, good woman, thought she would be happy selling reels of cotton and yards of ribbon behind the counter of our little shop. My wife is clever, but sometimes the husband is still more clever. I found out that my child was an artist. I came across some of her sketches. I saw that her heart was not in the shop.

He paused and Annette looked at him with a little wonder in her eyes. Was he another self-sacrificing father like her own? The next words confirmed her conjecture.

It would have been useless to argue the matter with her mother, a splendid woman, but prejudiced. She would have wanted her to stay in the shop, and in the end marry a struggling shopkeeper like myself. I saw my little Jeanne had ambition.

Oh, it was the same old tale of André Fuzet over again. The tears came into her eyes as she listened to this big, simple soul pouring out his confidences — the same old tale of parental sacrifice, which had rescued her from the drab life of the village, as it had saved the little Jeanne from the stifling life of the small shop.

I sent her to a school of Art, pursued the big man. Her mother fumed and fretted. I was spoiling her, of course; that I was told from the beginning. And what do you think is the result? His great voice, like the booming of a fog-horn, rose in a grand sound of triumph. What do you think is the result?

Her eyes were shining almost as intensely as those of the proud father as she met his gaze. That your daughter has justified your confidence in her and has become, in fact, an artist.

In his excitement the huge man forgot his injury, and smote the wounded limb with a hand that could have felled a bullock. He winced for a second with pain, and then resumed in his resonant voice:

Ah, you understand, little one. Yes, my Jeanne is turning out well. She is earning now her fifty to sixty francs a week Her mother and I do not talk about it; she does not yet think I did wisely in pinching and screwing to give her a good education. She would still prefer she was selling reels of cotton over the counter. Bah! The tears rolled down Annettes cheeks. You are just such an one as my dear father, who was killed in the first month of the war. He was ambitious for me as you have been for your darling little Jeanne. He saved and saved for me as you did, to give his daughter a better life. And he was only the son of a peasant.

But I thought you were a great lady, cried Charpentier in astonishment. Your hands, your voice. Ah, my little Jeanne is not so much a lady as you.

She stooped over and kissed him on the forehead. You are a dear, good man, Jean Charpentier, and now you must go to sleep. You have got excited over the story of your little girl, and if you are not careful, you will have fever in the morning. Sleep well.

And, in truth, he was very drowsy, and had fallen asleep before she had left the room.

For half an hour she sat with her sewing in her own room. She was thinking of the story Jean Charpentier had told her, revealing the absorbing love of parenthood. Could she ever be grateful enough to her father for the advantages he had given her, for rescuing her from the stagnating life of the village? And she wept a little for the fact that, in her early girlhood, she had not been profuse enough in her thanks.

She was startled from her reverie by a soft knocking at the door. Who could it be at this hour of the night? She bent her ear to the keyhole; one had to be cautious in such times.

A low voice whispered:— For Gods sake, let me in. I am being hunted and it means death.

That appeal to her pity and her womans instincts drove away all scruples, all prudence.

She flung open the door, defenceless as she was, with none in the place to protect her but three cripples.

She peered into the dark and discerned the figure of a man, breathing heavily and exhausted with running.

She would not have recognized the figure, but one glance at the clear-cut features revealed the identity of the fugitive. The man who had come to her door for shelter was Charles Lavignac — the German and the spy.


CHAPTER XV

A WOMANS MERCY
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YES, IT WAS the so-called Charles Lavignac.

He was dressed in the guise of a peasant; his face was white as death and huge beads of perspiration stood upon his forehead. He staggered in and sank exhausted upon a chair that stood near the door.

He covered his ghastly face with his hands and his voice hardly rose above a whisper. For Gods sake, give me shelter. They are seeking my life.

In his agitation he had not even looked at her, when she had opened the door and he had staggered in across the threshold. He remained in that bowed attitude, breathing heavily. She drew close to him and touched him lightly on the shoulder.

Look up, Charles Lavignac, and recognize to whom you have come for the shelter you crave. You said when we last met that our paths would cross again.

The familiar tones roused him from his agony and abasement. He raised his eyes and met her gaze. His ghastly cheeks flushed a dull red. He noticed that there was no tenderness in the look she bent upon him.

Annette, the little Annette! She thought there was a false ring in his voice. Then, thank Heaven, I have fallen into the hands of a friend.

Her lip curled, she felt very pitiless. And why are you sure that you have fallen into the hands of a friend?

He had recovered himself a little, and his talent for dissimulation came back to him. When a man and a woman have loved as we did, Annette, can they ever cease to be friends?

But there was no softening in her relentless gaze. She had grasped the situation at once, in the light of what Guy Férand had told her. This livid and panic-stricken creature on whom she had once lavished the treasure of her womans heart, was flying from a merited doom. The spy and traitor had come for succour to the girl whose love he had betrayed.

Her scornful voice cut him with the keenness of a lash. The last time I saw you, you were in the dress of a priest; to-day you are in the garb of a French peasant. You come to me to shelter you. From whom are you flying, and for what reason are you pursued?

With every moment of comparative safety he was recovering himself and collecting his wits. He was a brave man in the ordinary sense, and on the battle-field he would have met death without flinching. But it is not so easy to be courageous when you have a ferocious mob at your heels which is howling for your blood.

I doubt if I can make you understand, Annette. Somebody suddenly raised the cry of Spy. In a trice men and women were swarming after me. Fortunately, they were all old and not very fleet of foot. I am a strong runner, and led them a fine dance. I shook them off for half a mile and saw this light burning. I made for it at once. He shivered, and added: Shortly they will find it too; I expect they know every hole and corner of this accursed country.

He was very cautious as a rule. The words had slipped from him in an unguarded moment when he was overcome from fatigue, terror and emotion.

Annette looked at him steadfastly. You speak of it as an accursed country. Are you not supposed to be a Frenchman, with a French name?

He saw his mistake and hastened to rectify it. If you had been hunted as I have been, little Annette, you would curse any country in which you ran such risks.

He did not at all like the look upon her face as she replied. You say they raised the cry of Spy?

Yes, and at such an unfortunate time a cry like that means death at the hands of an ignorant mob.

She spoke very slowly. And, of course, you are not a spy?

He raised his hands with a melodramatic gesture. He had fooled this simple maid of the Argonne once, he could fool her again. A spy — mon Dieu, I am a devoted son of France.

She put her face close to his and hissed rather than spoke the passionate words:— Count Karl von Hohenstein, otherwise Charles Lavignac, I know you at last for what you are — a German, a spy, a traitor and a thief.

He recoiled, struck dumb by those accusing eyes. He tried to speak, but the words would not come.

She went on, her voice growing more passionate still:— Do you remember our last meeting? If you do, it should make that livid cheek crimson with shame. You came to the Château of my employer under the guise of old friendship. You kissed me when we parted. Shall I ever forget the degradation of that kiss from lips like yours. Great Heaven, shall I ever cease to remember the humiliating fact that I once allowed myself to care for you?

Still he could speak no word. He was overwhelmed for the moment with the torrent of her scorn, the scorn of a fragile and slender girl who had, a short time ago, been as wax in his hands. Few could have recognized in this shivering and abased creature, his ears strained to catch the slightest sound outside, the once gay and debonair Lavignac who had been the leading spirit amongst the guests at the Karnak Palace.

Truly the rôles were reversed. The petite Annette seemed to grow taller and more resolute with every indignant word.

As I have said, you came to the old Château for your villainous purposes. You dressed yourself up in the robes of a priest that you might the more easily impose upon my simplicity. You got me out of the room on the pretext that you wanted me to give you something that would serve as a souvenir of the old days when I believed you to be an honest man. And while I was away you picked the lock of the Barons safe, like the spy and the thief that you are.

Hardened as he was, he cowered under the bitter words. Spare me, Annette. Outside, people, your miserable peasants — even in this moment of extremity he could not repress a sneer at her countrymen, and she noticed it and it hardened her the more— are howling for my life. Would you turn out even a dog to meet a fate like that?

She hardly heeded his question. She was engrossed with her miserable thoughts. I wonder what would have happened that day with a scoundrel like you if I had not fallen so readily into your trap? You were determined to have those papers, and short of any gentler means I suppose you would have cut my throat to get them?

But to do the man justice, he recoiled at this suggestion. Before Heaven! no, Annette. Bad and base as you think me, I would not kill a woman whose lips I had kissed.

Spare me the recollection of that, if you please. Tell me, briefly as you can, what you want me to do. You say that I would not send a dog out to meet a certain death. No more I would. A dog is faithful and loving, and incapable of treachery. Why do you insult these poor dumb things by a comparison with yourself?

The wretched man recovered a little of his dignity. Her stinging words had lashed him to an attitude of self-defence. You are angry with the anger of a woman, and you reason like a woman. You serve your country with this. He touched the badge of the Red Cross on her arm. You serve France in your own way, and are ready to die for her. May I not be equally patriotic in my own fashion, although it may not be yours?

He had approached her closely, and she stepped back as if close contact with him caused her repugnance. Yes, Count, I serve my country, and if necessary I will die for her. But I would not serve her as a thief and a spy.

A faint smile disturbed the Counts features. He was recovering himself very quickly. You, perhaps, would not, Annette, for you are a very scrupulous person. Plenty of others would. There are many French spies amongst foreign nations. There are perhaps more German spies about, and I think, possibly, we are the cleverer of the two. The smile grew a little more grim as he finished the sentence.

While her whole soul revolted against his methods, she was fain to admit there was some force in his argument. Vile and base as he seemed to her, patriotism might be an excuse for his crimes. But then, there was the personal offence. Was it from patriotic motives that he had played with her innocent young love, so frankly given? Ah, no, he was base, and base all through.

She paused a moment before she answered him. Tell me what it is you want of me, for your own purposes?

He had completely recovered his sang-froid by now. You are not complimentary, Annette, and you have a very stinging tongue. But I love you the better for it, and as a matter of fact I always did love you. In a few moments these wolves will be here, howling for my life.

You seem to value it very highly, she retorted. I have told you I am ready to die for France. If I meet my death to-night by shot or shell — your dastardly Germans will not spare the Red Cross — I shall not have died in vain. Will you not go out and face them, and die in the service of your beloved country too?

Lavignac began to grow a little impatient. A German has small respect for women and he thought this girl was a very unreasonable member of an illogical sex.

It is not time for quibble or argument, less still for useless recrimination. In the past I have wronged you, and I ask your pardon. And to one who thinks as you do, my actions may seem very vile.

He paused an instant. His quick ears caught a peculiar sound, hoarse cries and the trampling of many feet. She heard it too, and her cheek grew pale. Could she give up this man, scoundrel as he was, to be battered and bruised into a misshapen mass of humanity by his infuriated and relentless pursuers?

Quick, Annette, make up your mind. Will you let them find me in this room or will you hide me till they have spent their fury elsewhere?

It was a terrible moment for the unhappy girl. She hid her face in her hands and murmured brokenly: God help me to decide between the enemy of my country and my foolish womans tenderness.

The struggle was brief. She had loved him once, she could not send him to his death. Her stern old father would have strangled him there and then with his own hands, but she was a woman and he bad been her lover.

Come with me, she said in a softened tone. I will save you even if it is to enable you to work more evil. My lifes work is to preserve life, not to destroy it.

She led the way swiftly to her own small bedroom. Against the wall stood the tiny bed, around it the few articles of humble furniture. At the end of one of the walls was an empty cupboard. She opened the door and pointed with her finger to the space in which he could just hide himself.

It is not a spacious lodging, monsieur, but it will serve for the time being.

He stepped in, but he had in a moment lost his jauntiness and assurance. Are you sure they will not search here? he asked in an agonized whisper.

I do not think they will search here, she replied calmly. They all know me as Annette of the Argonne. She said the words a little proudly. And if I say I have not seen you they will believe me. I shall lock the door and take away the key.

Even in the extreme moment while life and death hung upon the balance of a hair, this extraordinary man had time to recognize that his vanity was grievously wounded. The petite Annette no longer loved him, this little provincial girl who had lifted up to him eyes of shy adoration and thrilled and trembled under his kisses. She was doing her utmost to save him from a horrible fate, but only from the common instincts of humanity. She would have taken as great pains to rescue a dog. As he stood upright in his narrow prison, he felt almost angry with his benefactress.

She left him in his uncomfortable hiding-place and went to the street door, which she opened. The night was dark, unlit by moon or stars, and she could see very little. She still heard the sound of hoarse voices and the trampling of feet, but they were not as near as they had been a few minutes ago. It was evident the crowd, whether large or small, had turned in another direction.

She devoutly hoped they would not come. For the first time since she had obeyed her womanly instinct she realized that in sheltering a spy she had run a great risk. If she was questioned she would have to lie, and she trusted she would do it bravely enough to carry conviction. Besides, she was the idol of the villagers, she was to them The Angel of the Argonne, the special protégée of the Baron Larcombe de la Tour.

Even if they did find him they would deal lightly with her. She would have to explain that he had once been her lover, and that no woman would voluntarily deliver to death a man who might have become her husband. Even the sternest patriotism would not demand such inhumanity as that.

She busied herself with her household duties to take off the strain. She stole in to peep at her patients, but they were all fast asleep. Then she sat down to some sewing.

Her fingers flew swiftly over the work and many thoughts came to her. What would her fine old father have done in similar circumstances, even if the victim had been the son of his old friend? She was sure of his action, but then he was a man, and a man, unlike a woman, puts justice before mercy. What would be Guy Férands verdict upon her womanly weakness if he ever knew the history of those brief moments?

And he was a man too, and the wretched creature suffering mental torture, hiding away in that locked-up cupboard, was not only a traitor but had been his rival. She prayed that she might never have to tell Férand of this nights work.

In a few minutes more the danger would be passed and Lavignac would escape. If he met his death at the hands and through the agency of others there would be no blood-guilt upon her soul. Yes, she had done right in obeying the higher law than that of man.

In a very short time now the danger would be past. Even as her brain re-echoed the thought she heard that terrible sound again. They had turned back and were coming nearer, nearer. She summoned all her courage to her aid. She must be brave and face them and send them away baulked of their prey.

A low tap came at the door. They were bent on vengeance, but they did not wish to disturb or alarm the wounded inmates of the little hospital.

Outwardly calm, but with a beating heart, she went down the narrow passage to answer the summons. A voice was calling her softly through the keyhole: Annette, open to us for a moment.

She could have cried for joy; the voice was that of good old Mazoyer, who, in spite of his weak heart had joined in the spy-hunt. She would probably know all, or nearly all the others, but here was one staunch friend who would stand by her if necessary.

She flung open the door. There were some twenty men standing together, well over middle age, with one exception — a tall, gawky youth of weak intelligence. Most were puffing and panting from their exertions. No wonder that Lavignac had easily outstripped them and lured them on to a false scent.

Annette, my little friend — it was Mazoyer who spoke— we are seeking for a spy, a fellow dressed in peasant garb. Has such a one been here to ask the way?

She hated to lie to the honest old fellow, but she had gone too far to retreat. But no, monsieur, nobody has been here since I relieved my colleague three hours ago.

Mazoyer was satisfied and turned to his companions. He has given us the slip, messieurs; we may as well go home again. The scoundrel ran like a hare. He is, no doubt, miles away by now, or hiding in the woods, where we have no chance of catching him.

She felt all was going very well. The burly man was a leader in the place and they accepted his commands. Only one shrewd old fellow seemed to think the proceedings were rather informal and put a question on his own account.

Have you by any chance been absent for a short time during those three hours, mademoiselle?

Certainly not, she answered, her heart beginning to beat again. I never leave my patients for a moment.

But perhaps while you were attending to your patients this fellow might have got in through one of the windows and hidden himself without your knowledge. He turned to Mazoyer. Would it not be a matter of precaution, monsieur, to search the rooms?

Annettes ready wit came to her aid. With pleasure, if you wish; there are very few to search. But not five minutes ago I have been over the whole place.

The old man was silent and Mazoyer took the lead again. It is well. If he had been in one of the rooms, Annette would have seen him. Besides, gentlemen, he would hardly have selected a hiding-place so near to where we started him. His long legs have carried him into the woods, where he will be found to-morrow. Good-night, petite Annette.

Truth to tell, the portly old man was longing to get back to his own fireside. Nocturnal adventures of this exciting kind did not suit his ease-loving temperament. Most of the others were in the same frame of mind. They lifted their caps to the pretty nurse and trudged back, a little sore at the failure of their expedition, but glad it was ended.

She returned to her sitting-room and sank upon a chair, faint and trembling. The reaction had come; she could hardly have played her part for another five minutes.

When she had recovered, she went into the bedroom and unlocked the door of the cupboard. To judge by his face and the strained look in his eyes, the Count had gone through a nerve-racking experience. The sound of voices outside had penetrated faintly to his sharpened ears, and then had fallen a sudden silence.

They have gone and their pursuit is over for the night. I have saved you for the time, at what risk to myself I did not stop to think when I brought you in here. But you must leave directly. In a quarter of an hour they will all be in their own homes, and then you must go.

He bowed his head and followed her on tip-toe into the sitting-room.


CHAPTER XVI

AT BAY
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HE SANK INTO a chair and for a few moments and sat there quite still with his eyes closed. Gradually the colour came back to his face. Presently he leaned forward and spoke in a low voice so that the sound should not reach the ears of any one of the poor wounded fellows who happened to be awake.

Annette, how can I find words to thank you for what you have done?

She answered him in tones as low as his own: Do not speak of it, please. Now that there was no further fear of his being delivered over to death before her eyes, her attitude had grown harder. She had saved him, but had she not betrayed her country by doing so? She had let him loose on the world to repay good with evil, pity with cruelty.

But he had no perception of her real feelings. He could not guess the depth of her scorn and hatred for one who followed such a vile profession. He attributed her coldness to wounded affection.

If only I could recompense you in some way that would prove my gratitude, he began hesitatingly.

But again she stopped him with an imperious gesture. I ask you to speak no more of this miserable affair. Can you not understand what I feel when I think of the consequences of what I have done to-night?

He opened his eyes wide. No, he honestly could not understand her thoughts. You have saved a man from a violent death. Do you mean that you regret your act already?

In a sense, yes; although I should do the same again. But when I think of my brave brothers dying on the battle-field, when I think of my poor father, of the houses and villages in flames, of the brutality of your countrymen, I feel that I have let a wolf free to ravage and destroy again. I take no pride in this nights work, Count von Hohenstein. And the sooner you relieve me of your presence the better.

Comprehension came to him slowly, but it came at last. When he spoke again, his tone was almost humble, and in his eyes was a look of shame that he, the high-born Count, should have to suffer rebuke at the hands of this girl of peasant blood.

Forgive me, if you can, for having forced you to such a struggle with your conscience — would that I could repay the debt! I understand your feelings and perhaps can sympathize with them. They would be mine, in your position.

She turned on him her dark, truthful eyes. If you really wished to repay the debt you admit you owe, if you would purchase back the life which by rights belongs to me, there is an easy way. Can you guess it?

He shook his head. Point it out to me, Annette.

When you get to a place of real shelter, tear off that peasants disguise. Destroy those false priests robes you wore when you picked the lock of the Barons safe. Put on your proper uniform of an officer, and meet my countrymen in the open field, not plot away their lives in the dark. He was very silent, and the silence proved that the sting and contempt of her words had gone home. I serve my country in my own way, he said at length in a dogged tone. It is service all the same, even if you dont approve of it.

She shrugged her shoulders with a scornful gesture and said no more. She had wasted her breath in trying to point out to such a warped nature the path of honour.

In a few moments she looked at the clock. You are safe now, safe so far as you are concerned with those who pursued you to-night. You will go now, as you promised.

There was a very sullen look on his face, she thought, and it had come there just now, after his defence of his calling. She knew him to be wild, reckless and unscrupulous, but somehow she could not associate him with actual brutality. And now something seemed to tell her that, when the fit took him, he could be brutal, that there were savage instincts underlying that refined and debonair exterior.

The next instant, however, his countenance cleared, and he rose. Yes, I will relieve you of my presence. You make no secret of the fact that you wish to get rid of me.

I do not wish to make a secret of it, she said defiantly.

Again came the half-sullen look, and a peculiar gleam showed in his eyes. I will not detain you. But before I go, might I trespass a little further on your kindness, which I have already overtaxed. I am setting out on a perilous journey, and my strength is somewhat exhausted. It is no light matter, hearing the hoarse bay of a pack of wolves at your heels, thirsting for your blood. And that mauvais quart dheure in the cupboard was not calculated to raise a mans spirits. May I beg some small refreshment?

She nodded her head, and went into the little room that served as a kitchen. She returned with a tray on which she had placed a bottle of brandy and some slices of ham.

He was really thirsting and famishing and his good-humour came back as he surveyed the tray. She was a capable little girl, this Annette, and looked very sweet and winsome in her nurses costume.

He sat himself down again and seemed to forget the flight of time and his compact to relieve her of his company. He helped himself to a liberal allowance of brandy, which he filled up to the brim of the tumbler with water, and then applied himself to the food, of which he ate heartily.

There is a question I have not yet had time to ask you, he said presently. How did you get to know all my history, that I was the Count von Hohenstein? You must have had the information from somebody; you could not possibly have found it out for yourself.

And that question I refuse to answer, she said haughtily.

He smiled good-humouredly. She had developed quite a spirit, this little country girl, and he liked her all the better for it. What a spitfire you are becoming, he said in a jocular tone, and applied himself once more to the brandy.

She made no reply to this remark; but he was thinking deeply. Suddenly a light flashed upon him, and he wheeled round in his chair and looked at her piercingly.

I remember there has been a fellow, an inquisitive Frenchman named Férand, on my track for months. And, of course, he was staying at the Karnak Palace for some little time after my arrival.

For the life of her she could not prevent her cheeks flushing as he uttered the name of Férand. The Count noticed it and smiled broadly, but the smile was not a good-tempered one.

Your blushes betray you, you little flirt. It is, then, this Monsieur Férand who has told you the story of my wicked deeds and set you against me. Bah! the man is a spy himself.

You lie, said Annette fiercely. He is in the Secret Service and he gets his information honestly. He does not wear half a dozen disguises and rifle the contents of honourable mens safes.

The Count looked rather dangerous at this thrust. Then he spoke in a voice of assumed carelessness. Let this bourgeois look to himself when we meet. I will be even with him before I have done with him.

Take care he is not even with you? was her stinging retort.

He threw down his knife and fork and came close to her. She had been standing ever since she had laid the tray on the table, in the hope that her attitude might hasten his departure.

She shrank from him as he drew nearer. There was a look about him that frightened her. The drink had mounted to his brain and raised the slumbering devil in him. It spoke in his set face and burning eyes.

Is this fellow anything to you? he asked in a harsh voice.

You have no right to ask and I refuse to tell you. I have saved your life to-night and you promised you would go.

Dangerous as his mood was, he softened a little at her appeal and the remembrance of the obligation he was under. But the alcohol was working within him, depriving him of his usual self-control. And she looked very sweet and pretty with that startled look in her beautiful eyes.

Do not tremble, little Annette. I only want you to tell me that you have not forgotten those happy days at Luxor when we kissed and made love in the gardens of the Karnak Palace.

She put her hands to her ears. No more, I beg of you. Please keep your promise and go. You are surely not lost to every instinct of a gentleman.

But his sullen fit came over him again. You told me I was a traitor, a spy and a thief. How is it possible to retain the instincts of a gentleman when I am all these?

She shuddered. Had she goaded him too far and was he going to take a terrible revenge? Had not her sisters been subjected to vile indignity, innocent girls and women who had given no provocation? Was this man less a brute than his fellows?

But he was not after all so base as she supposed. He guessed something of what was passing in her mind from the terror depicted on her face. He pulled her hands from her ears and held them firmly prisoned in his own.

I know what you are thinking of, but I am not so bad as all that. I only want to tell you that I really loved you in those days well enough to have made you my wife but for the fact that I have no room for such a luxury in my roving existence.

She could only repeat in broken tones, Please go.

His mood changed then and he became almost maudlin, but she could not tear her hands away.

Do you want me to raise the place? she panted.

Bah! what can your cripples do for you? Besides, I do not want much. Give me one kiss and tell me you loved me better than you love this Férand and I will go.

It would have been wiser, perhaps, to have complied and trusted to him to keep his word, but the horror occasioned by his suggestion overcame her prudence.

Never; I would rather kill myself.

The loathing expressed in her voice irritated him to the verge of brutality. He clasped her in his strong arms.

You little fool! I will have that kiss before I go. And he bent his face to hers.

With a swift movement she tore one hand from his detaining clasp and held it before her face and threw her head back, away from that once loved but now hated countenance which was so close to her own. Her piercing shrieks rang through the house.

It was a forlorn hope, she knew. Her invalids slept so soundly that it would need the Last Trump to wake them. And then a ray of hope came to her. She heard the voice of Jean Charpentier, the middle-aged man of gigantic strength, whose sleep was not as sound as that of the younger ones. He had been roused by the shrieks of the Angel of the Argonne.

What is it, petite? growled his deep voice. I will be with you in an instant. He had been badly wounded in the leg, but during the last week had been able to hobble about. She heard the sound of the huge form stumbling out of the bed and limping, as fast as the still painful limb would permit, along the floor.

And Lavignac still tried to draw her face to his and conquer her indomitable spirit. But she fought him with the fury of a wild animal, and her voice rose in a shrill scream.

There is a man who has forced his way in here and he is insulting me. If you do not come quickly he will murder me. She hardly knew what she was saying in her agony. And the deep voice replied: Hold him, petite, for another moment, and when I get these hands on him, I will tear the life out of his throat.

And as the Count, hating to be baulked in his intention, tried for the last time to conquer the struggling girl, the door was burst open and he saw the big form of Jean Charpentier limping towards him. One look at those huge hands which he held out in front of him ready to grip the assailant of la petite Annette was enough. The Count knew when he was beaten.

He loosed his hold on the half-fainting Annette and rushed to the window. Swiftly he lifted the lower sash and jumped out into the dark night, saving his throat from the cripples iron grip.

The big man hobbled into the kitchen, where he filled a jug with water, and returned to the swooning girl. With the tenderness of a woman, this huge creature who had a daughter of his own, bathed her brow and her face. Then he brought her a little brandy in a wine-glass, which he made her drink.

In a few moments she had recovered herself and her colour came back.

Ah, that is better, little one. Tell me how it all happened. You will recover sooner if you talk. But if it tires thee, tell me to-morrow morning.

Her wits came back with returning consciousness. She dared not admit to this honest creature that she had knowingly sheltered a spy. She dared not tell the whole truth. She dared not say, I hid him from his pursuers, because he was once my lover.

Listen, Jean. I went to the door to look at the night and this man stole up to me. He terrified me into silence. He forced me to give him food and drink. I gave him brandy, of which he drank heavily. And then he tried to insult me. You know the rest.

And honest Jean believed her story. I generally sleep soundly enough, but to-night I was very wakeful. Some little time ago I thought I heard voices outside, but I was drowsy and went off again.

In her agitation she had forgotten that previous episode. Ah yes, a party came up from the village; they said they had been hunting a spy and wanted to know if I had seen him. This man who crept up later must have been the same spy. Yet he spoke French with a perfect accent.

It was the spy without doubt, petite Annette, and he had dodged them. The huge man looked ruefully at the window. But for my cursed leg, I would have laid him choking on the floor. You must not be left alone again to-night. Come and sit beside my bed, and no man shall harm you while Jean Charpentier has got a breath left in his body.


CHAPTER XVII

TRAPPED!
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FOR THREE HOURS the French Artillery under the Baron Larcombe de la Tour had been bombarding the little town of Vilotte. The Germans clung to it tenaciously, but the terrible fire of the 75 guns never slackened. The shells screamed and tore along on their errand of destruction and death. The replies of the enemy grew weaker and weaker, till they ceased altogether. They were beaten at last, and the order to advance was given by the Baron.

A little behind the firing line stood Annette, the centre of a band of fellow-workers, all ready to start on their errand of succour and mercy the moment the battle was determined in their favour.

She had long ago left the little cottage where she had been saved from the insults of Lavignac by the burly Jean Charpentier. She was installed in a big country house a couple of miles from the scene of action, which had been transformed into a hospital. It was a fine old château, much larger than that of the Baron, and had been cheerfully handed over to the Red Cross by its châtelaine, whose husband and sons were fighting in defence of their soil.

The little town was in ruins. A short time before, the invaders had wreaked their vengeance upon it, perpetrating their usual outrages and atrocities upon helpless old men and defenceless girls. It was now a city of the dead. Blackened walls, roofless houses, were all that remained.

The Germans were in full retreat, but every now and then they would fire back at the advancing foe with more or less deadly result.

The little church had suffered greatly. The walls and roof were still intact, but the windows had all been blown out. In what remained of the porch stood a priest, with uplifted hands, looking a spectral figure in his black garb. He was there apparently to bless the brave men who were marching into the town. The soldiers crossed themselves as they went past the heroic figure, who stood among the ruins of the beloved church which expressed his faith, and as they passed he solemnly blessed them and their arms.

Annette and her companions had taken another road in order to compass the small town on their return journey.

They picked up their wounded as they went along, and then turned by another route to find other victims on their way back to the hospital.

It was a fairly light night, and as she neared the church she observed the reverent attitude of the men as they passed along. Turning from them, her gaze fell upon the black-robed figure, with his hands raised in the act of benediction.

Under the starlit night, the eyes of the priest met those of the Angel of the Argonne. The recognition was unnoticed by the others, but was instantaneous on the part of both. The man masquerading in that saintly dress and blessing the enemies of his country was Charles Lavignac, otherwise the Count Karl von Hohenstein.

She turned her gaze quickly away, but in the instant of that mutual recognition she saw that his face went pale. As for her, her whole body seemed to shiver.

Was he at his dastardly work again in this little ruined town that had been swept clear of his compatriots? And, if so, what could be the nature of that work? Or had he, from some inexplicable reason, been left behind and assumed his old disguise to avoid capture?

The two separate thoughts rushed swiftly through her brain, but she dismissed the second at once. He was here as a spy, and in that case, what was her duty?

And the answer came to her swiftly and clearly. As a daughter of France she had only one duty, to halt for a second, and give him into the custody of the honest fellows whose arms he was pretending to bless At the same time she was a woman, and vowed to the profession of mercy, not vengeance. And though she loathed him now, she had loved him once. Besides, he could do little harm here with the conquering French all round him.

If she denounced him, it would mean death. She could no more send him to it now than on that other night when he had thrown himself upon her mercy and repaid her with treachery and insult.

She passed on with her band of workers and wounded, shaken to the very foundation of her being by this unexpected and tragic meeting. Had she done right? Her heart said yes; her reason said no.

The Count was brave enough in the ordinary sense of the term, but he felt horribly afraid now. To die on the battle-field, uplifted by the heroism of war and sustained by the enthusiasm of your comrades, is one thing. But to be caught like a rat in a trap and shot summarily in cold blood — the thought made him feel cold and ghastly!

How could he be sure of her? The last time his task had been an easy one. He knew her to be of a gentle, tender nature, and he had appealed to her womanly qualities with the success he anticipated. He had repaid the mercy she had shown him with treachery and outrage.

He could not blame her if she believed he intended worse than was really in his mind. He had got into a stubborn mood and only meant to force a kiss from her unwilling lips. But how was she to know that?

He cast furtive glances right and left; the thought of escape was clearly in his mind. But, as far as he could see, these serried ranks were coming on and he dared not excite suspicion. He must stand there to play the rôle of priest, and bless them as they passed.

But in his brain, as he raised and lowered his arms mechanically and mumbled the false words, was the horrible thought: What will she do?

She had not acted on the spur of the moment, and that was to the good. But second thoughts might come to her and the memory of that last night, when her shrieks had summoned the burly French soldier to her aid, might nerve her to vengeance and patriotism.

If she chose, she could stop the first officer she met and tell him to bring back the spy to headquarters. Once there his sojourn on earth would be brief when she told all she knew.

Then there came a brief lull in the advance, and the pretended priest darted back to the church. Having completed his errand there of signalling to the enemy, he returned to the porch and resumed his sanctimonious rôle. He blessed those who came on now, as he had blessed those who had passed.

A quarter of an hour had gone since he had met the startled eyes of the girl he had deceived. If she had made up her mind to betray him, she would have acted on her resolution before this. Once again he had been preserved by a womans reluctance to punish. The stars were fighting in their courses for him. He was saved! Tomorrow his work would be finished, and his priestly garb would protect him while he wended his way to safer quarters.

But, even as he plumed himself upon his hairbreadth escape, the hand of fate was close upon him.

A small body of men swung up to him, led by a tall officer. Mechanically he raised his hands to utter the blessing. The officers keen eye searched him through and through; then he suddenly called a halt. The spy, for an instant, took no notice of the incident; he was engrossed with thoughts of the morrow. Then the cold, clear accents recalled him vividly to himself and his position.

Please cease this mummery; I am not in a mood for it.

Then he raised his startled eyes, and knew he was trapped again, but this time by a man, not a soft, merciful woman.

He had seen Guy Férand a few times in civilian garb, and in that habit would have known him. Had he met him again at the Karnak Palace, he would have recognized him instantly, for places are intimately associated with persons.

Had Férand not stopped, he would not have picked him out from the rest. But the strong face, the resolute chin, the steadfast, stern eyes, gazing searchingly into his own, brought the face of the man to his memory in a flash.

It was a crucial moment, but he had his wits about him, and he pulled himself together.

He made a deprecating gesture with his long and artistic hands. Monsieur, your language is injurious and insulting to a priest of our common Church, however humble he may be. Permit me to say I do not understand.

The voice of Férand only grew colder at this equivocation and pretence of humility.

Monsieur Charles Lavignac, otherwise pretended priest, otherwise Count von Hohenstein, we meet again. Your French is perfect, but I know you for a German.

He felt he was caught for good this time, but he was not going to give up without a stiff fight.

Monsieur, a poor priest, whose only crime is devotion to the Church he serves, cannot presume to argue with an officer who has soldiers around him to do his bidding. I would remind you, monsieur, that there are cases of mistaken identity. It is evident you have mistaken me for a certain Charles Lavignac, whom you also associate with a German Count. Well, sir, take me to your chief and see if you can prove I am Charles Lavignac. I am ready to accompany you.

It was a fine piece of bluff, but it did not impress the Frenchman. He motioned to two of the soldiers and gave them brief instructions. Search this priest beneath his dress and see if you can find a locket. If it is there, hand it to me.

The German was too wise to resist. In a moment the locket which he had worn as a talisman was taken from him and handed to his captor.

Férand touched the spring, turning the frail top to himself, so that nobody else could see the portrait inside. Then he drew the Count apart and held it before his face.

Monsieur Lavignac — I prefer to call you by the name you first adopted — you see it is useless to trifle with me. I can identify you, old Mazoyer can identify you; and if you insist upon this lie, this unfortunate girl can give her testimony too. When you have this locket in your possession, it is useless to deny you are Lavignac, or rather, that you passed under that name.

But the Count, already beaten as he knew himself to be, still fought desperately. But even supposing you can prove me to be Lavignac, how are you going to identify me with the German Count, whose name I cannot even pronounce?

Férand smiled grimly. Leave me to prove that; I have been on your track for some time. Anyway, we know that a priest who owned to that name paid a visit to the Château of the Baron Larcombe de la Tour, and sent Annette upstairs to fetch a souvenir of their old love days which he would always wear as a talisman against harm. During her brief absence, he picked the lock of the Barons safe and stole important papers, which he forwarded to Germany.

But who could possibly know all this? Monsieur, you are telling fairy tales.

It was Annette in her innocence who gave you away. When the Baron sent one of his officers for these papers and he could not find them, she was, of course, questioned closely. Rascal as you were yourself, you might have involved an innocent girl in your villainy. It might have looked as if you were both in league. Fortunately, the Baron had known her from a child and was sure that she was a dupe, not an accomplice.

But how did the questioning of this young lady affect me? interposed the Count.

Simply because she was asked about her visitors, and you happened to be the only one on whom the theft could be fixed.

Bah! cried the Count scornfully. Before you put me with my back up against the wall you will want better evidence than this. I dare say she had half a dozen visitors in as many days. How are you going to fix the theft on Charles Lavignac?

By identifying him with the Count von Hohenstein and proving a motive, was the grim answer.

The Counts head for one bitter moment sank upon his breast, then he lifted it defiantly.

Take me prisoner then, he said in a hoarse voice. I think I shall win yet. But if you get the upper hand at least I will die game.

Something in the mans desperate courage touched the other man. He spoke in a gentler tone.

Count, I am going to take you prisoner and ask the Baron, my superior officer, to hold a court-martial to-night. It is my bounden duty, and yet for private reasons I wish my task had fallen into other hands.

And pray, why? asked the Count, and his voice was scornful. This Férand was a bourgeois, and he was a noble of high lineage. Even in this awful moment he could not forget the social gulf between them. He seemed to forget his own degradation, that he was the lying priest and spy, and the other the brave soldier who had never stooped to anything base.

For a reason you, or one of your nation, could never understand, replied Férand slowly. We both loved the same woman. You played her false and I am going to cherish her all my life.

She has forgotten you and promised to be my wife. But, although I have won her love, it might seem that I am taking a revenge upon my former rival. If I thought that was the uppermost feeling in my heart, I would let you go even now.

The wily Count did his best to seize the opportunity. That is what everybody will say. Then he added with concentrated venom: What she will say some day, when she has had time to think over it.

But he had gone too far. Férands voice rang out passionately. You cur! In spite of your noble blood you are as big a cur as ever cumbered the earth. You basely slander the innocent girl whom you do not understand.

He paused a moment to master his passion. Then he spoke in solemn tones. But it is not that thought that is uppermost. You are a German and a spy, and your life is forfeited. If you were a Frenchman and my own brother, and in the pay of the enemy, do you know what I would do with you?

The Count shook his head.

And Guy Férand answered slowly in implacable accents:— If he were my own flesh and blood, born of the same mother, I would lead him to his death to-night as I am going to lead you.


CHAPTER XVIII

THE COURT-MARTIAL
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THERE WAS A moment of extreme tension after those last words uttered by Guy Férand, words which, as the Count recognized to his cost, expressed at once the iron resolution and the burning patriotism of the man. They had spoken apart from the others and nobody had gathered the significance of the conversation, conducted mostly in low tones, with an occasional passionate outburst from one or the other.

Then Férand turned away from the Count, the cool, self-contained officer who had a painful duty to perform. He scribbled a few lines on a piece of paper, folded it in an envelope and handed it to one of the soldiers.

The Baron will be up in about half an hour. Give it to him the moment he arrives.

The man took the paper and saluted. Then he addressed a sergeant. Take this priest prisoner, and be answerable for him.

The Count was securely guarded and there was no chance of escape. If he wanted to cheat the death he so richly deserved, he must rely upon his wits when he was brought before the court-martial. The Baron, who would naturally be president, was, according to report, a very lenient and kind-hearted old man, who would not convict anybody except upon the strongest evidence. But, if he were proved to be Lavignac, it would also be proved that he had stolen those important papers. And even lenient and kind-hearted old men are apt to resent a personal injury, apart from the obligations of patriotic duty.

Still, he chatted and smoked gaily with his guards. And he spoke French with so perfect an accent that more than one doubted if the Captain had not made a mistake.

The period of suspense over, he had got into one of his dare-devil moods. To-morrow he might be dead — well, death was the constant risk he had run ever since he had taken up his infamous profession. His life had been full of pleasure and excitement — the excitement was not wanting even now. He must die some day. If he died sooner than later, that was the fortune of war.

His guards were quite fascinated by him. We will laugh and chat, my friends, to-night while we have time, he said to them as he smoked his cigarette. In a few hours you may have to turn out and shoot me, after I have been convicted on false evidence. That honest Captain of yours has got it into his head that I am a German Count and spy. Ma foi, a poor devil of a French priest, who was once a man of the world and lived the gay life, but saw the error of his ways.

In spite of his camaraderie, there was a lingering suspicion in the minds of most of his audience that the Captain was in the right. Still, German or Frenchman, and his accent gave no clue to his nationality, spy or priest, he was a brave fellow and did not seem to fear the worst. It was not a good thing to think of, this court-martial and the chance of being shot like a dog.

And Guy Férand had very troublous thoughts as he tramped along with his men, one of the most troublous of them being the recollection of the personal relation in which he had stood to the man he had captured. Although he knew well enough he was free from any such motive, the idea of his action being attributable to private revenge was abhorrent to him.

And then there was Annette, whom he loved so ardently and on whom he could not bear the thought of inflicting pain. It was horrible to think of her pitiful story being told to unsympathetic ears. True, she was known far and wide as The Angel of the Argonne, and nobody would believe evil of her. But what a terrible ordeal for a sensitive girl! At all costs, he must keep her out of this horrible business; but how? This German traitor must pay the penalty. He put his duty to his country even before his tenderness for the woman he loved. Ah yes, if further evidence were needed, old Mazoyer could be fetched. He would recognize Charles Lavignac at once, his long-time guest at the Karnak Palace. And then they would not want Annette.

He would not produce that locket except as a last alternative, only if other testimony were absolutely imperative.

At midnight, in the ruined church desecrated by shot and shell, the court-martial was assembled. The good old Baron, whose kindness of heart had earned him the affection of everybody he knew, was the President. Férand stated that, from his own personal knowledge, the priest was Charles Lavignac, which was the nom de guerre of the Count von Hohenstein.

The Baron nodded. We have, of course, that information already, Captain Férand, from trustworthy sources which you indicated to us yourself some time ago.

The prisoner, a little pale-faced now, cast a glance of malignant hatred at the young officer, which Férand failed to observe, and the Baron resumed:

If we can prove that this man is Charles Lavignac, we need go no further. Is there any other testimony besides your own. However suspicious the circumstances, we would not condemn a man to death except upon the very strongest evidence.

He turned to the spy. I presume you deny that you are Charles Lavignac, masquerading in the guise of a priest of our Holy Church?

The Count rose to the occasion. I maintain that it is a case of mistaken identity, monsieur. I have no doubt that this worthy officer, consumed with zeal for his beloved country—

For our beloved country, interjected the Baron shrewdly.

The Count saw his error and hastened to repair it. I should have said our, but when a man is in peril of his life, he has hardly his wits about him and does not pick his phrases nicely. I repeat, I have no doubt of the good faith of this gentleman. He, I am sure, believes me to be the man he says I am. But there are many remarkable resemblances in the world. Before this, women have believed impostors to be their husbands, and mothers have identified children who were not their own.

He felt his case was hopeless, but he was fighting desperately for his life, and he saw that the Baron was impressed by the points he had made.

The kindly old man looked at him compassionately.

You deny then that you are the Charles Lavignac whom Captain Férand met in Egypt and elsewhere. Tell us who you are and what evidence you can bring to support your statement.

He felt it was perfectly hopeless, that his hour had come, but he would make this dogged devil of a Férand work as hard as he could. And there was a vindictive triumph in the thought that though Férand might win in the end, he had taken his sweetheart from him at the beginning.

He entered into a long rambling tale, the result of which was, of course, that he was not and never had been Charles Lavignac, but a poor lad of humble parentage, who had picked up a little earning and entered the priesthood.

And the proofs of all this? inquired the Baron, when the rather lengthy recital was finished. It is not a difficult thing for a man to prove his identity. There are people somewhere who must know you, even if you are not known here.

I am not a well-known personage like you, Baron, faltered the wretched man. He knew that Férand had the locket in his pocket, and that the production of that locket would entail the evidence of Annette.

He could not trust much to Annette, for, even if she did desire to shield him, her simple womans wit would break down under stern cross-examination. But he did gamble on the chance that Férand would not call her in any case.

The Baron frowned slightly at this evasive reply.

I do not consider that an answer, he said sternly. If a man in my own village of Chantoiseau found himself leagues hence and was placed in your unfortunate position, and made certain statements of which proof was required, he could write to his old friends and acquaintances here for corroboration. That is to say if he were given time. We are willing to give you time; I believe I speak for my colleagues. What is your reply to that?

For reasons, private reasons I cannot explain, I am unable to give you those proofs you ask for.

The Barons face hardened, as did the faces of his colleagues. He turned to Guy Férand.

You swear that this man is the Charles Lavignac whom you have met at different places, and beyond that, with the information in our possession, we do not want to go. The prisoner denies that he is that man, but refuses to procure or apply for proofs that he is somebody else. Have you any other evidence besides your own?

Monsieur le Président, your old neighbour Mazoyer knew him well at the Karnak Palace. There is a telephone in the next village, a mile from here. Will you ask Mazoyer to come down to-morrow morning, and ask him if he recognizes him?

It is a good suggestion, Captain Férand. Will you go yourself and telephone Mazoyer? If you get his assurance that he will come to-morrow morning, we will adjourn the proceedings. God forbid that we should condemn an innocent man.

Férand got into the Barons car waiting outside and drove at racing speed to the village. In a few seconds he was put into communication with Mazoyers house.

I am Guy Férand who visited you a little time ago. Can I speak to my old friend, Monsieur Mazoyer?

An agitated voice replied; he recognized it as that of the elder daughter. Alas! monsieur, I have sad news to tell you. Our dear father died suddenly yesterday morning of heart disease. He was late for lunch and my mother went to find him. He was sitting in his chair in his own room, which you know, lifeless. The doctor told us he could have felt no pain, thanks to the bon Dieu.

Férand lingered a few moments to express his regret and sympathy, and drove back to the church. In the short time that it took the powerful car to cover the ground he had made up his mind. Whatever suffering it might entail upon her, Annette must be called. Even if she hated him for his inflexibility he must endure her hate. His country must come before everything.

He told the court what had happened, and the Baron expressed his regret at the loss of his old neighbour.

And now, Captain Férand, do you know of any other person who is acquainted with Charles Lavignac and whom you can bring here?

It was a trying moment and the accused man hung upon the answer. It came swiftly.

Yes, Monsieur le Baron, there is one witness whom I can call, and I shall do so with the greatest reluctance. Before disclosing the name of that witness, who is, I may tell you, my fiancée, I would beg to be allowed to address the court privately.

It is an unusual request, said the Baron gravely. But we know you to be a brave and discreet officer, and that you would not ask us to do this without strong reason.

He intimated that the prisoner and the others were to withdraw. Férand was left alone with the members of the court-martial.

He took the locket out of his pocket, and opening it, held it before the Baron.

This was taken from the man when I arrested him. You, Monsieur le Baron, know the original well.

Annette Fuzet, Annette of the Argonne! cried the old officer in astonishment. The daughter of my brave old friend André, who died a soldiers death. But how did she come to be mixed up with Charles Lavignac? I have known her from a child; she could never have guessed the mans real character.

She never did; she is as innocent as a child, said Férand. In a few simple words he related the story as it has been set out in these pages.

You may guess what it costs me to call her, messieurs, to bear testimony against a man who was once dear to her. But our first duty is to France. I could not bear to carry your message to her myself. I will ask you to send somebody else to tell her that her presence is urgently required, and I would suggest you do not let her know the reason.

The Barons face showed signs of genuine distress.

It will be a painful ordeal for her, for you, her lover, and for me, who have always had a warm regard for her. But, as you say, our first duty is to France. She shall be brought here.


CHAPTER XIX

THE PASSING OF THE SPY
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ANNETTE ENTERED THE church with a heart full of foreboding. The young officer who had been sent to the hospital to fetch her had informed her that her presence was urgently needed by the Baron and that haste was imperative.

She obeyed without hesitation, flinging a coat over her nurses costume. It was not till they were seated in the car that she summoned courage to question her companion as to the reasons of the Barons pressing message.

But the young officer declined to satisfy her curiosity. He spoke politely, but very firmly. Mademoiselle, it grieves me to refuse such a reasonable request. But the Barons instructions were strict that I should tell nothing. In a few moments you will learn why you are wanted. But I can tell you this much, you will not be detained unduly. I am sure, he added gallantly, from all I hear of your popularity with your patients, that those who could walk would come in a body to fetch you back, if you stayed away too long.

He was a charming young fellow and knew the pretty girl, having paid several visits to the hospital.

Pray, take my arm, mademoiselle, he said kindly, as he helped her to alight. I can see you are naturally very agitated, but take courage You are in no personal danger.

She tried to smile and thank him for his obvious kindness, but her cheeks were very white, and she felt as if she would sink to the ground. She had a presentiment of something vague but terrible.

The prisoner and his guards had withdrawn; there were none in the place but the members of the court-martial. The kind old Baron had no wish for all the world to hear her story.

Sit down, my child, and fear nothing, he said, motioning her to a seat. The officer saluted and withdrew.

I am afraid that you must undergo a very painful ordeal, continued the President. One to which I am loath to subject any woman, much less one whom I have known from childhood and for whom I have a warm regard.

She tried to say something, but her voice failed her. The slow, deep tones of the Baron told her that there was some grave and dreadful matter on hand. And now she could guess what it was. Lavignac had been taken and she was wanted to prove his identity.

We are told that while you were in the employment of our poor old friend Mazoyer, who, I grieve to say, died suddenly yesterday morning, you saw a great deal of a man who called himself Charles Lavignac and gave himself out as a Frenchman?

Her tears fell at the news of the death of the hotel-keeper, who had been such a warm friend to herself and her family. And the shedding of those tears gave her back some of her calm. She was able to answer, although her voice trembled greatly.

I saw a great deal of him, monsieur.

We know also, as you know, that it was this same Charles Lavignac, who, disguised as a priest, paid you a visit at my Château, and having got you out of the room on some pretext, stole from my safe important papers, which were of inestimable value to the enemy.

I fear it is all too true, she murmured.

And we know, and we believe you know too, that this man and a certain Count von Hohenstein are one and the same person.

I was told so afterwards, monsieur. Personally I never disbelieved his story that he was a Frenchman: his accent was perfect.

We are all sure of that, my poor Annette, and that you were his innocent dupe, replied the Baron kindly. Well, my child, to-night this man, dressed as a priest, has been captured by your brave young fiancé, Captain Férand, and brought before us. Captain Férand has done his duty, as we must do ours. Our first thought, the thought of every man and woman in France, is to preserve the safety of our country. And, concluded the Baron in solemn accents, we have brought you here to help us. You must forget everything except that you are a Frenchwoman and a patriot. You will be confronted with this man, and on your oath you must tell us if he is the man you know, or not.

She rose and clasped her hands, and approached the tribunal.

For the love of Heaven, gentlemen, spare me this terrible ordeal. We were great friends once, although now I have only loathing for his crimes. But if he is really Charles Lavignac, it is not for a woman to send him to death. Remember, messieurs, that I belong to the profession of mercy. All day long and during the weary hours of the night, I strive to save life. Do not, I implore you, command me to take it.

Tears stood in the eyes of the good old Baron, as he listened to her passionate appeal, and his colleagues were similarly affected. But it was not a moment to consider a womans tears and misery.

My poor child, our hearts bleed for you, and but for the fact of Mazoyers death you would not have been called upon. Now there is no turning back.

He administered the oath, then rang the bell and ordered the officer who answered it to bring in the prisoner.

She hid her face in her hands as she heard the trampling of feet. She dared not look at the man whom they bade her give over to death.

The Count gave one glance at the bowed figure and knew the end was near. He drew himself up and stood erect and tall. His face was pale, but his eyes were bright and resolute. He would die in the garb of a priest, but he would meet his fate like a soldier.

The deep voice of the Baron rang through the church. Annette Fuzet, look at this man and tell us on your oath if he is the Charles Lavignac you knew.

For a moment she lifted her face and gazed at the well-remembered features, and then dropped it in her hands again and burst into a wild fit of sobbing. But she could not speak.

It was a painful scene, and the Baron could hardly control his own voice as he spoke to her again. If you cannot swear he is Charles Lavignac, will you swear he is not that man?

But the wild sobbing continued, and there was still no answer. The members of the court-martial looked at each other in perplexity. Could she ever be made to speak? Although her silence was testimony enough. If she could have sworn they were mistaken, she would have done so readily enough. Férand bent upon her a look of infinite compassion, yet could not regret what he had done, harsh as his action might appear.

Then, in the tense silence, the Count did one of the best things he had ever done in his life. He drew himself up to his full height and spoke in a ringing voice.

Messieurs, let us end the sorry farce, and cease to persecute this unhappy young girl whom I have so deeply wronged and whose compassionate heart forbids her to speak. I am the Count von Hohenstein, and I am the Charles Lavignac who stole the papers from the Château. Now pass your sentence. I have nothing more to say, except to implore forgiveness from Mademoiselle Annette, who I know will not refuse it to a man about to die.

The sentence was passed. For a moment Férand and his betrothed were left alone in the church after the others had passed out.

Can you pardon me, Annette? he asked hoarsely.

It was your duty, she faltered. I do not blame you, but I thank Heaven that I was not forced to speak. I am guiltless of his death.

Fortunately for her own peace of mind, she did not realize that her silence and misery had answered the question as directly as if she had spoken.

In the years to come, when the cruel war was over, and she a happy wife and mother, she would always comfort herself with the thought that she had not been forced to speak.

The execution took place at dawn, and the Count von Hohenstein, otherwise Charles Lavignac, passed for ever out of the life of Annette of the Argonne.

THE END
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CHAPTER I. THE MYSTERIOUS NUMBER SEVEN.
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ARE YOU FLYING The Hornet to-night?

I expect so.

You were up last night, werent you? Mac told me so at Brooklands this morning.

Yes — Zepp-hunting. I was up three hours, but, alas! had no luck. Two came in over Essex but were scared by the anti-aircraft boys, and turned tail. Better luck to-night, I hope, and Ronald Pryor, the tall, dark, good-looking young man in grey flannels, laughed merrily as, with a quick movement, he flicked the ash from his after-luncheon cigarette.

His companion, George Bellingham, who was in the uniform of the Royal Flying Corps, wearing the silver wings of the pilot, was perhaps three years his senior, fair-haired, grey-eyed, with a small sandy moustache trimmed to the most correct cut.

Passers-by in Pall Mall on that June afternoon no doubt wondered why Ronald Pryor was not in khaki. As a matter of fact, the handsome, athletic young fellow had already done his bit — and done it with very great honour and distinction.

Before the war he had been of little good to society, it is true. He had been one of those modern dandies whose accomplishments include an elegant taste in socks — with ties to match — and a critical eye for an ill-cut pair of trousers. Eldest son of a wealthy bank-director, Ronnie Pryor had been born with the proverbial silver spoon in his mouth. After his career at Oxford, his father, Henry Pryor, who lived mostly at his beautiful old place, Urchfont Hall, a few miles out of Norwich, had given him an ample allowance. He had lived in a bachelor flat in Duke Street, St. Jamess, and spent several gay years about town with kindred souls of both sexes, becoming a familiar object each night at the supper-tables of the Savoy, the Carlton, or the Ritz.

This wild oat sowing had, however, been brought to an abrupt conclusion in a rather curious manner.

One Saturday afternoon he had driven in a friends car over to the Aerodrome at Hendon, and had there witnessed some graceful flying. He had instantly become bitten by the sport, and from that moment had devoted himself assiduously to it.

Four months later he had taken his ticket as a pilot, and then, assisted by capital from his indulgent father, had entered business by establishing the well-known Pryor Aeroplane Factory at Weybridge, with a branch at Hendon, a business in which his companion, Flight-Lieutenant George Bellingham, of the Royal Flying Corps, had been, and was still, financially interested.

That Ronnie Pryor — as everyone called him — was a handsome fellow could not be denied. His was a strongly marked personality, clean-limbed, with close-cut dark hair, a refined aquiline face, and that slight contraction of the eyebrows that every air-pilot so quickly develops. On the outbreak of war he had been out with General French, had been through the retreat from Mons, and while scouting in the air during the first battle of Ypres, had been attacked by a German Taube. A fierce and intensely exciting fight in the air ensued, as a result of which he brought his enemy down within our own lines, but unfortunately received a severe wound in the stomach himself, and, planing down, reached earth safely a long distance away and collapsed unconscious.

The condition of his health was such that the Medical Board refused to pass him for service abroad again, therefore he was now devoting his time to building aeroplanes for the Government, and frequently flying them at night, thus assisting in the aerial defence of our coast, and of London.

Ronnie Pryor was known as one of the most daring and intrepid air-pilots that we possessed. Before his crash he had brought down quite a number of his adversaries in the air, for the manner in which he could manipulate his machine, zumming, diving, rising, and flying a zigzag course, avoiding the enemys fire, was marvellous. Indeed, it was he who one afternoon dropped nine bombs upon the enemys aerodrome at Oudenarde, being mentioned in despatches for that daring exploit.

His one regret was that the doctor considered him crocked. Discarding his uniform he, in defiance of everybody, flew constantly in the big biplane which he himself had built, and which the boys at Hendon had nicknamed The Hornet. The machine was a strafer, of the most formidable type, with an engine of two hundred and fifty horse-power, fitted with a Lewis gun and a rack for bombs, while no more daring airman ever sat at a joy-stick than its owner.

Theyre running that new Anzani engine on the bench at Hendon, Bellingham remarked presently. Im going out to see it. Come with me.

Ronnie considered for a few seconds, and then accepted the suggestion, he driving his partner out to Hendon in his yellow car which had been standing in St. Jamess Square.

At the busy aerodrome, where all sorts of machines were being assembled and tested, they entered the spacious workshops of the Pryor Aeroplane Factory where, in one corner, amid whirring machinery, a large aeroplane-engine was running at top speed with a hum that was deafening in the confined space.

Half-an-hour later both men went forth again into the aerodrome where several school buses were being flown by pupils of the flying school. Suddenly Bellinghams quick airmans eye caught sight of a biplane at a great height coming from the north-west.

Why, isnt that Beryl up in your bus? he exclaimed, pointing out the machine. I didnt know she was out to-day.

Yes, was Ronnies reply. She flew over to Huntingdon this morning to see her sister.

Was she up with you last night?

Yes. She generally goes up daily.

She has wonderful nerve for a woman, declared George. A pupil who has done great credit to her tutor — yourself, Ronnie. How many times has she flown the Channel?

Seven. Three times alone, and four with me. The last time she crossed alone she went up from Bedford and landed close to Berck, beyond Paris-Plage. She passed over Folkestone, and then over to Cape Grisnez.

Look at her now! Bellingham exclaimed in admiration. By Jove! Shes doing a good stunt!

As he spoke the aeroplane which Beryl Gaselee was flying, that great battleplane of Ronnies invention— The Hornet, as they had named it on account of a certain politicians reassurance — circled high in the air above the aerodrome, making a high-pitched hum quite different from that of the other machines in the air.

Shes taken the silencer off, Ronnie remarked. Shes in a hurry, no doubt.

That silencer of yours is a marvellous invention, George declared. Thank goodness Fritz hasnt got it!

Ronnie smiled, and selecting a cigarette from his case, tapped it down and slowly lit it, his eyes upon the machine now hovering like a great hawk above them.

I can run her so that at a thousand feet up nobody below can hear a sound, he remarked. Thats where weve got the pull for night bombing. A touch on the lever and the exhaust is silent, so that the enemy cant hear us come up.

Yes. Its a deuced cute invention, declared his partner. It saved me that night a month ago when I got over Alost and put a few incendiary pills into the German barracks. I got away in the darkness and, though half-a-dozen machines went up, they couldnt find me.

The enemy would dearly like to get hold of the secret, laughed Ronnie. But all of us keep it guarded too carefully.

Yes, said his partner, as they watched with admiring eyes, how Beryl Gaselee, the intrepid woman aviator, was manipulating the big battleplane in her descent. Your invention for the keeping of the secret, my dear fellow, is quite as clever as the invention itself.

The new silencer for aeroplane-engines Ronnie Pryor had offered to the authorities, and as it was still under consideration, he kept it strictly to himself. Only he, his mechanic, Beryl and his partner George Bellingham, knew its true mechanism, and so careful was he to conceal it from the enemy in our midst, that he had also invented a clever contrivance by which, with a turn of a winged nut, the valve came apart, so that the chief portion — which was a secret — could be placed in ones pocket, and carried away whenever the machines were left.

I dont want any frills from you, old man, laughed the merry, easy-going young fellow in flannels. Im only trying to do my best for my country, just as you have done, and just as Beryl is doing.

Beryl is a real brick.

You say that because we are pals.

No, Ronnie. I say it because its the rock-bottom truth; because Miss Gaselee, thanks to your tuition, is one of the very few women who have come to the front as aviators in the war. She knows how to fly as well as any Squadron Commander. Look at her now! Just look at the spiral shes making. Neither of us could do it better. Her engine, too, is running like a clock.

And, as the two aviators watched, the great battleplane swept round and round the aerodrome, quickly dropping from twelve thousand feet — the height at which they had first noticed its approach — towards the wide expanse of grass that was the landing-place.

At last The Hornet, humming loudly like a huge bumblebee, touched earth and came to a standstill, while Ronnie ran forward to help his well-beloved out of the pilots seat.

Hullo, Ronnie! cried the fresh-faced, athletic girl merrily. I didnt expect to find you here! I thought youd gone to Harbury, and I intended to fly over and find you there.

I ran out here with George to see that new engine running on the bench, he explained. Come and have some tea. You must want some.

The girl, in her workmanlike air-womans windproof overalls, her grummet — which in aerodrome-parlance means headgear — her big goggles and thick gauntlet-gloves, rose from her seat, whilst her lover took her tenderly in his arms and lifted her out upon the ground.

Then, after a glance at the altimeter, he remarked:

By Jove, Beryl! Youve been flying pretty high — thirteen thousand four hundred feet.

Yes, laughed the girl merrily. The weather this afternoon is perfect for a stunt.

Then, after the young man had gone to the exhaust, unscrewed the silencer and placed the secret part in his pocket, the pair walked across to the tea-room and there sat tête-à-tête upon the verandah gossiping.

Beryl Gaselee was, perhaps, the best-known flying-woman in the United Kingdom. There were others, but none so expert nor so daring. She would fly when the pylon pilots — as the ornate gentlemen of the aerodromes are called — shook their heads and refused to go up.

Soft-featured, with pretty, fair and rather fluffy hair, and quite devoid of that curious hardness of feature which usually distinguishes the female athlete, her age was twenty-three, her figure slightly petite and quite slim. Indeed, many airmen who knew her were amazed that such a frail-looking little person could manage such a big, powerful machine as Ronnie Pryors Hornet — the bus which was the last word in battleplanes both for rapid rising and for speed.

The way in which she manipulated the joy-stick often, indeed, astonished Ronnie himself. But her confidence in herself, and in the stability of the machine, was so complete that such a thing as possible disaster never occurred to her.

As she sat at the tea-table, her cheeks fresh and reddened by the cutting wind at such an altitude, a wisp of fair hair straying across her face, and her big, wide-open blue eyes aglow with the pleasure of living, she presented a charming figure of that feminine type that is so purely English. They were truly an interesting pair, a fact which had apparently become impressed upon a middle-aged air-mechanic in brown overalls who, in passing the verandah upon which they were seated, looked up and cast a furtive glance at them.

Both were far too absorbed in each other to notice the mans unusual interest, or the expression of suppressed excitement upon his grimy face, as he watched them with covert glance. Had they seen it, they might possibly have been curious as to the real reason. As it was, they remained in blissful ignorance, happy in each others confidence and love.

Just the weather for another Zepp raid to-night, Ronnie was remarking. No moon to speak of, wind just right for them, and a high barometer.

Thats why youre going to Harbury this evening, in readiness to go up, I suppose? she asked.

Yes.

Youll let me go with you, wont you? she begged, as she poured him his second cup of tea with dainty hand.

You were up last night, and youve been for a long joy-ride to-day. I think it would really be too great a strain, Beryl, for you to go out to-night, he protested.

No, it wont. Do let me go, dear! she urged.

Very well, he replied, always unable to refuse her, as she knew full well. In that case well fly over to Harbury now, and put the bus away till to-night. Ive sent Collins out there in readiness.

Then, half-an-hour later, The Hornet, with Ronnie at the joy-stick and Beryl in the observers seat, rose again from the grass and, after a couple of turns around the pylons, ascended rapidly, heading north-east.

As it did so, the dark-eyed mechanic in the brown overalls stood watching it grow smaller until it passed out of sight.

For some minutes he remained silent and pensive, his heavy brows knit as he watched. Then, suddenly turning upon his heel, he muttered to himself and walked to one of the flying schools where he, Henry Knowles, was employed as a mechanic on the buses flown by the men training as air-pilots for the Front.

In a little over half-an-hour the big biplane with its loud hum travelled nearly forty miles from Hendon, until at last Ronnie, descending in search of his landmark, discovered a small river winding through the panorama of patchwork fields, small dark patches of woods, and little clusters of houses which, in the sundown, denoted villages and hamlets. This stream he followed until Beryl suddenly touched his arm — speech being impossible amid the roar of the engine — and pointed below to where, a little to the left, there showed the thin, grey spire of an ivy-clad village church and a circular object close by — the village gasometer.

The gasometer was their landmark.

Ronnie nodded, and then he quickly banked and came down upon a low hill of pastures and woods about five miles east of the church spire.

The meadow wherein they glided to earth in the golden sunset was some distance from a small hamlet which lay down in the valley through which ran a stream glistening in the light, and turning an old-fashioned water-mill on its course. Then, as Ronnie unstrapped himself from his seat and hopped out, he exclaimed:

Now, dear! You must rest for an hour or two, otherwise I shall not allow you to go up with me after Zepps to-night.

His smart young mechanic, a fellow named Collins, from the aeroplane works came running up, while Ronnie assisted Beryl out of the machine.

In a corner of the field not far distant was a long barn of corrugated iron, which Ronnie had transformed into a hangar for The Hornet — and this they termed The Hornets Nest. To this they at once wheeled the great machine, Beryl bearing her part in doing so and being assisted by two elderly farm-hands.

Then Collins, the mechanic, having received certain instructions, his master and Beryl crossed the meadow and, passing through a small copse, found themselves upon the lawn of a large, old-fashioned house called Harbury Court. The place, a long, rambling two-storied Georgian one, with a wide porch and square, inartistic windows, was partly covered by ivy, while its front was gay with geraniums and marguerites.

There came forward to meet the pair Beryls married sister Iris, whose husband, Charles Remington, a Captain in the Munsters, had been many months at the Front, and was now, alas! a prisoner of war in Germany.

I heard you arrive, she said cheerily, addressing the pair. And then she told them how she had waited tea for them. Neither being averse from another cup, the trio passed through the French window into the big, cool drawing-room with its bright chintzes, gay flowers, and interesting bric-a-brac.

While Beryl went half-an-hour later to her room to rest, and Ronnie joined Collins to test various portions of the bus and its apparatus before the night flight, a curious scene was taking place in the top room of a block of new red-brick flats somewhere in a northern suburb of London — the exact situation I am not permitted to divulge.

From the window a very extensive view could be obtained over London, both south and east, where glowed the red haze of sunset upon the giant metropolis, with its landmarks of tall factory chimneys, church steeples, and long lines of slate roofs.

The room was a photographic studio. Indeed, the neat brass-plate upon the outer door of the flat bore the name R. Goring, Photographer, and as such, its owner was known to other tenants of the various suites, persons of the upper middle-class, men mostly occupying good positions in the City.

True, a whole-plate camera stood upon a stand in a corner, and there were one or two grey screens for backgrounds placed against the wall, but nothing else in the apartment showed that it was used for the purpose of photography. On the contrary, it contained a somewhat unusual apparatus, which two men present were closely examining.

Upon a strong deal table, set directly beneath the great skylight — which had been made to slide back so as to leave that portion of the roof open — was a great circular searchlight, such as is used upon ships, the glass face of which was turned upward to the sky.

Set in a circle around its face were a number of bright reflectors and prisms placed at certain angles, with, above them, a large brass ring across which white silk gauze was stretched so that the intense rays of the searchlight should be broken up, and not show as a beam in the darkness, and thus disclose its existence.

At a glance the cleverness of the arrangement was apparent. It was one of the enemys guiding lights for Zeppelins!

The owner of the flat, Mr. Goring, a burly, grey-haired man of fifty-five, was exhibiting with pride to his visitor a new set of glass prisms which he had that day set at the proper angle, while the man who was evincing such interest was the person who — only a few hours before — had worked in his mechanics overalls, at the Hendon Aerodrome, the man, Henry Knowles, who was to all intents and purposes an Englishman, having been in London since he was three years of age. Indeed, so well did he speak his Cockney dialect, that none ever dreamt that he was the son of one Heinrich Klitz, or that his Christian name was Hermann.

His host, like himself, was typically English, and had long ago paid his naturalisation fees and declared himself of the British bulldog breed. In public he was a fierce antagonist of Germany. In strongest terms he denounced the Kaiser and all his ways. He had even written to the newspapers deploring Great Britains mistakes, and, by all about him, was believed to be a fine, honest, and loyal Englishman. Even his wife, who now lived near Bristol, believed him to be British. Yet the truth was that he had no right to the name of Richard Goring, his baptismal name being Otto Kohler, his brother Hans occupying, at that moment, the post of President of the German Imperial Railways, the handsome offices of which are numbered 44, Linkstrasse, in Berlin.

The pair were members of the long-prepared secret enemy organisation in our midst — men living in London as British subjects, and each having his important part allotted to him to play at stated times and in pre-arranged places.

Richard Gorings work for his country was to pose as a photographer — so that his undue use of electric-light current should not attract attention — and to keep that hidden searchlight burning night after night, in case a Zeppelin were fortunate enough to get as far as London.

As Light-post No. 22 it was known to those cunning Teutons who so craftily established in England the most wonderful espionage system ever placed upon the world. In England there were a number of signallers and light-posts for the guidance of enemy aircraft, but this — one of the greatest intensity — was as a lighthouse, and marked as of first importance upon the aerial chart carried by every Zeppelin Commander.

Mr. Goring had shown and explained to his friend the improved mechanism of the light, whereupon Knowles — who now wore a smart blue serge suit and carried gloves in his hand — laughed merrily, and replied in English, for they always talked that language:

I saw Gortz at Number Three last night. He has news from Berlin that the big air raid is to be made on the fourteenth.

The fourteenth! echoed his friend. Then, after a seconds reflection, he added: That will be Friday week.

Exactly. There will be one or two small attempts before — probably one to-night — a reconnaissance over the Eastern Counties. At least it was said so last night at Number Three, he added, referring to a secret meeting place of the Huns in London.

Well, laughed the photographic artist. I always keep the light going and, thanks to the plans they sent me from Wilhelmsplatz a month before the war, there is no beam of light to betray it.

Rather thanks to the information we have when the British scouting airships leave their sheds.

Ah, yes, my dear friend. Then I at once cut it off, of course, laughed the other. But it is a weary job — up here alone each night killing time by reading their silly newspapers.

One of our greatest dangers, in my opinion, is that young fellow Ronald Pryor — the aeroplane-builder, declared Knowles. The man whom our friend Reichardt tried to put out of existence last week, and failed — eh?

The same. He has a new aeroplane called The Hornet, which can be rendered quite silent. That is a very great danger to our airships.

We must, at all hazards, ascertain its secret, said his host promptly. What does Reichardt say?

They were discussing it last night at Number Three.

And then the man who called himself Knowles and who, by working as a humble mechanic at a flying school at Hendon, was able to pick up so many facts concerning our air service, explained how The Hornet was kept in secret somewhere out in Essex — at some spot which they had not yet discovered.

But surely youll get to know, was the others remark, as he leant idly against the table whereon lay the complicated apparatus of prisms, and reflectors which constituted the lighthouse to guide the enemy aircraft.

That is the service upon which Number Seven has placed me, was the response.

He had referred to the director of that branch of the enemys operations in England — the person known as Number Seven — the cleverly concealed secret agent who assisted to guide the invisible hand of Germany in our midst. The individual in question lived in strictest retirement, unknown even to those puppets of Berlin who so blindly obeyed his orders, and who received such lavish payment for so doing. Some of the Kaisers secret agents said that he lived in London; others declared that he lived on a farm in a remote village somewhere in Somerset; while others said he had been seen walking in Piccadilly with a well-known peeress. Many, on the other hand, declared that he lived in a small country town in the guise of a retired shopkeeper, interested only in his roses and his cucumber-frames.

A pity our good friend Reichardt failed the other day, remarked the man who posed as a photographer. What of that girl Gaselee?

The next attempt will not fail, depend upon it, was Knowles reply, in tones of confidence. When Ronald Pryor dies, so will she also. The decision at Number Three last night was unanimous. And he grinned evilly.

Then both men went forth, Goring carefully locking the door of the secret studio. Then, passing through the well-furnished flat, he closed the door behind him, and they descended the stairs.

That night just after eleven oclock, Beryl in her warm air-womans kit, with her leather grummet with its ear-pieces buttoned beneath her chin, climbed into The Hornet and strapped herself into the observers seat.

Collins had been busy on the bus all the evening, testing the powerful dual engines, the searchlight, the control levers, and a dozen other details, including the all-important silencer. Afterwards he had placed in the long rack beneath the fusilage four high explosive spherical bombs, with three incendiary ones.

Therefore, when Ronnie hopped in, the machine was in complete readiness for a night flight.

Arranged at each corner of the big grass-field was a powerful electric light sunk into the ground and covered with glass. These could be switched on from the house supply and, by means of reflectors, gave splendid guidance for descent. At present, however, all was, of course, in darkness.

The night was windless and overcast, while the barometer showed the atmospheric pressure to be exactly that welcomed by Commanders of enemy airships.

Ronnie after switching on his little light over the instruments and examining his gauges, shouted to Collins:

Righto! Let her rip!

In a moment there was a terrific roar. The wind whistled about their ears, and next second they were zumming, up climbing at an angle of quite thirty degrees, instead of taxi-running the machine before leaving the ground.

Not a star showed, neither did a light. At that hour the good people of Essex were mostly in bed.

On their right, as they rose, Beryl noticed one or two red and green lights of railway signals, but these faded away as they still climbed ever up and up, travelling in the direction of the coast. The roar of the engines was deafening, until they approached a faintly seen cluster of lights which, by the map spread before him beneath the tiny light, Ronnie knew was the town of B —— . Then he suddenly pulled a lever by which the noise instantly became so deadened that the whirr of the propeller alone was audible, the engines being entirely silenced.

The young man, speaking for the first time, exclaimed:

Well first run along the coast and scout, and then turn back inland.

Scarcely had he uttered those words when suddenly they became blinded by a strong searchlight from below.

Hullo! Our anti-aircraft boys! he ejaculated and at the same moment he pushed back the lever, causing the engines to roar again.

The men working the searchlight at once distinguished the tri-coloured rings upon the planes, and by its sudden silence and as sudden roar they knew it to be The Hornet. Therefore next second they shut off the beam of the light, and once again Ronnie silenced his bus.

It was then near midnight, and up there at ten thousand feet the wind was bitingly cold. Moreover there were one or two air currents which caused the machine to rock violently in a manner that would have alarmed any but those experienced in flying.

Beryl buttoned her collar still more snugly, but declared that she was not feeling cold. Below, little or nothing could be seen until, of a sudden, they ran into a thick cold mist, and then knew that they were over the sea.

With a glance at his luminous compass, the cheery young airman quickly turned the machines nose due south, and a quarter of an hour later altered his course south-west, heading towards London.

Nothing doing to-night, it seems! he remarked to his companion, as, in the darkness, they sped along at about fifty miles an hour, the wind whistling weirdly through the stays, the propeller humming musically, but the sound seeming no more than that of a bumblebee on a summers day.

It was certain that such sound could not be heard below.

After nearly an hour they realised by certain unmistakable signs — mostly atmospheric — that they were over the outer northern suburbs of London.

Then, as Ronnie altered his course, in the inky blackness of the night, both saw, deep below, an intense white light burning like a beacon, but throwing no ray.

Thats curious! remarked Pryor to the girl beside him. I cant make it out. Ive seen it several times before. One night a month ago I saw it put out, and then, when one of our patrolling airships had gone over, it came suddenly up again.

An enemy light for the guiding of enemy Zeppelins — eh? Beryl suggested.

Exactly my opinion! was her lovers reply.

As he spoke they passed out of range of vision, all becoming dark again. Therefore, Ronnie put down his lever and turned the bus quickly so that he could again examine the mysterious light which would reveal to the enemy the district of London over which they were then flying.

For a full quarter of an hour The Hornet, having descended to about three thousand feet, manœuvred backwards and forwards, crossing and recrossing exactly over the intense white light below, Ronnie remaining silent, and flying the great biplane with most expert skill.

Suddenly, as he passed for the sixth time directly over the light, he touched a lever, and a quick swish of air followed.

In a moment the white light was blotted out by a fierce blood-red one.

No sound of any explosion was heard. But a second later bright flames leapt up high, and from where they sat aloft they could clearly distinguish that the upper story of the house was well alight.

Once again The Hornet, which had hovered over the spot, flying very slowly in a circle, swooped down in silence, for Pryor was eager to ascertain the result of his well-placed incendiary bomb.

As, in the darkness, they rapidly neared the earth, making no sound to attract those below, Beryl could see that in the streets, lit by the flames, people were running about like a swarm of ants. The alarm had already been given to the fire-brigade, for the faint sound of a fire-bell now reached their ears.

For five or six minutes Pryor remained in the vicinity watching the result of the bomb.

Beryl, strapped in, peered below, and then, placing her eye to the powerful night-glasses, she could discern distinctly two fire-engines tearing along to the scene of the conflagration.

Then with a laugh Ronnie pulled over the lever and, climbing high again, swiftly made off in the direction of Harbury.

That spy wont ever show a light again! he remarked grimly.

Next day the newspapers reported a serious and very mysterious outbreak of fire in a photographic studio at the top of a certain block of flats, the charred remains of the occupier, Mr. Richard Goring, a highly respected resident, being afterwards found, together with a mass of mysterious metal apparatus with which he had apparently been experimenting, and by which — as the Coroners jury eventually decided four days later — the fatal fire must have been caused.

One morning Beryl and Ronnie, seated together in the drawing-room at Harbury, read the evidence given at the inquest and the verdict.

Both smiled, but neither made remark.


CHAPTER II. MR. MARK MARX.
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I THINK WELL have to give her another dope, Collins, remarked Ronnie Pryor, as early one summers morning he stood before The Hornet, which, after a night-flight to the sea and back, was reposing in its nest.

It certainly wouldnt hurt her, sir, especially if we can get some of that new patent stuff that Mr. Henderson was telling us about the other day, the young mechanic replied.

Ah! Thats a secret, laughed his master. Its no doubt the finest dope ever invented, and happily Fritz, with all his scientific attainments, is still in the dark regarding it.

Im afraid the enemy will learn the secret before long, sir, the man remarked. There are far too many strangers knocking about the aerodromes, and prying into everyones business.

I know, Collins, I know, remarked Ronnie. Theyre very inquisitive regarding my new silencer.

Yes, thats quite right, sir. Im often being pumped about it by strangers.

Well, I know you never utter a word concerning it.

Trust me, sir, laughed the clean-shaven young man. I always deny any knowledge of it. But the people who make the inquiries seem very shrewd indeed. And the funny thing is that they are never foreigners.

Yes, I quite realise that. But at all hazards we must keep the secret of the silencer to ourselves, said Pryor. The silencer enables us to make night-flights in secret without the enemy being any the wiser, he added.

Collins grinned. He knew, only too well, how The Hornet had, more than once, been over to Belgium and returned in safety without its presence being spotted by the enemy. He knew, too, that the bomb-rack had been full when Ronnie and Beryl Gaselee had ascended, and that it had been empty when they had returned.

On the previous night Pryor had been up, accompanied by his mechanic. They had come in at daybreak, snatched three hours sleep, and were now out again overhauling the machine.

As they were speaking, Beryl Gaselee, dainty and fair-haired, in a cool, white cotton dress, suddenly came up behind them exclaiming:

Good-morning, Ronnie! Iris is waiting breakfast patiently for you.

Oh, I really forgot, dear! replied the young airman. Collins and I have been so busy for the last hour.

Together they crossed the lawn arm-in-arm to the pleasant, old-world house.

When ten minutes later the pair sat down to breakfast in the sunlit dining-room, the long windows of which led out upon an ancient terrace embowered with roses, Mrs. Remington came in, greeting Ronald with the protest — 

I wish, when you come in, youd put your silencer on your boots, Ronnie! You woke me up just at four, and Toby started to bark.

By Jove! Did I? Lots of apologies! Ill creep about in my socks in future, declared the culprit, stooping to pat the miniature pom.

Did Sheppard give you the telephone message? Mrs. Remington asked.

No. What message?

Why, one that came in the middle of the night?

At that moment Sheppard, the old-fashioned butler who had just entered the room, interrupted, saying in his quiet way:

I havent seen Mr. Pryor before, madam. Then turning to Ronnie, he said: The telephone rang at about a quarter to one. I answered it. Somebody — a mans voice — was speaking from Liverpool. He wanted you, sir. But I said you were out. He told me to give you a message, and he handed Ronnie a slip of paper upon which were pencilled the words:

Please tell Mr. Ronald Pryor that Mark Marx has returned. He will be in London at the old place at ten oclock to-night.

As Ronald Pryors eyes fell upon that message all the light died from his face.

Beryl noticed it, and asked her lover whether he had received bad news. He started. Then, recovering himself instantly, he held his breath for a second, and replied:

Not at all, dear. It is only from a friend — a man whom I believed had been killed, but who is well and back again in England.

There must be many such cases, the fair-haired girl remarked. I heard of one the other day when a man reported dead a year ago, and for whom his widow was mourning, suddenly walked into his own drawing-room.

I hope his return was not unwelcome? said Ronnie with a laugh. It would have been a trifle awkward, for example, if the widow had re-married in the meantime.

Yes, rather a queer situation — at least, for the second husband, declared Iris, who was some five years Beryls senior, and the mother of two pretty children.

Did the person who spoke to you give any name? asked Pryor of the butler.

No, sir. He would give no name. He simply said that you would quite understand, sir.

Ronald Pryor did understand. Mark Marx was back again in England! It seemed incredible. But whose was that voice which in the night had warned him from Liverpool?

He ate his breakfast wondering. Should he tell Beryl? Should he reveal the whole curious truth to her? No. If he did so, she might become nervous and apprehensive. Why shake the nerves of a woman who did such fine work in the air? It would be best for him to keep his own counsel. Therefore, before he rose from the table, he had resolved to retain the secret of Marxs return.

After breakfast Ronald, having taken from The Hornet the essential parts of his newly invented silencer, which, by the way, he daily expected would be adopted by the Government, carried them back to the house and there locked them in the big safe which he kept in his bedroom.

Then, later on, Beryl drove him to the station where he took train to London, and travelled down to his aeroplane factory, where, in secret, several big battleplanes of The Hornet type were being constructed.

It was a large, imposing place with many sheds and workshops, occupying a considerable area. The whole place was surrounded by a high wall, and, beyond, a barbed-wire entanglement, for the secrets of the work in progress were well guarded by trusty, armed watchmen night and day.

Pryor was seated in his office chatting with Mr. Woodhouse, the wide-awake and active manager, about certain business matters, when he suddenly said:

By the way, it will be best to double all precautions against any information leaking out from here, and on no account to admit any strangers upon any pretext whatever. Even if any fresh Government viewer comes along he is not to enter until you have verified his identity-pass.

Very well, was Woodhouses reply. But why are we to be so very particular?

Well, I have my own reasons. Without doubt, our friend the enemy is extremely anxious to obtain the secrets of The Hornet, and also the silencer. And in these days we must run no risks.

Then, after a stroll through the sheds where a hundred or so men were at work upon the various parts of the new battleplane destined to strafe the Huns, and clear the air of the Fokkers, the easy-going but intrepid airman made his way back to Pall Mall, where he ate an early dinner alone in the big upstairs dining-room at the Royal Automobile Club.

By half-past seven he had smoked the post-prandial cigarette, swallowed a tiny glass of Grand Marnier Cordon Rouge, and was strolling back along Pall Mall towards Charing Cross.

At the corner of the Haymarket he hailed a passing taxi, and drove out to Hammersmith to a small, dingy house situated in a side-turning off the busy King Street. There he dismissed the conveyance, and entered the house with a latch-key.

Cranch! he shouted when in the small, close-smelling hall, having closed the door behind him. Cranch! Are you at home?

Hullo! Is that you, Mr. Pryor? came a cheery answer, when from the back room on the ground-floor emerged a burly, close-shaven man in his shirt-sleeves, for it was a hot, breathless night.

Yes. Im quite a stranger, am I not? laughed Pryor, following his host back into the cheaply furnished sitting-room.

Look here, Cranch, Im going out on a funny expedition to-night, he said. I want you to fit me up with the proper togs for the Walworth Road. You know the best rig-out. And I want you to come with me.

Certainly, Mr. Pryor, was his hosts reply. John Cranch had done his twenty-five years in the Criminal Investigation Department at Scotland Yard as sergeant and inspector, and now amplified his pension by doing private inquiry work. He was on the list at the Yard, and to persons who went to the police headquarters to seek unofficial assistance his name was frequently given as a very reliable officer.

The pair sat for some time in earnest consultation, after which both ascended to a bedroom above, where, in the cupboard, hung many suits of clothes, from the rags of a tramp — with broken boots to match — to the smart evening clothes of the prosperous middle-aged roué who might be seen at supper at the Savoy, or haunting the nightclubs of London. Among them were the uniforms of a postman, a railway-porter, with caps belonging to the various companies, a fireman, a private soldier, a lieutenant, a gas-inspector, a tram-conductor, and other guises which ex-detective John Cranch had, from time to time, assumed.

Within half-an-hour the pair again descended, and entering the sitting-room they presented quite a different appearance.

Ronnie Pryors most intimate friend would certainly not easily have recognised him. Even Beryl Gaselee would have passed him by in the street without a second glance, for his features were altered; he wore a small moustache, and his clothes were those of an East-end Jew. At the same time Cranch was dressed as a hard-working costermonger of the true Old Kent Road type.

Together they drove in a taxi across South London to the railway-arch at Walworth Road station, beneath which they alighted and, turning to the right along the Camberwell Road, crossed it and went leisurely into the Albany Road — that long, straight thoroughfare of dingy old-fashioned houses which were pleasant residences in the forties when Camberwell was still a rural village — the road which ran direct from Camberwell Gate to the Old Kent Road.

Darkness had already fallen as the pair strolled leisurely along until they passed a small house on the left, close to the corner of Villa Street.

As they went by, their eyes took in every detail. Not a large house, but rather superior to its neighbours, it lay back behind a small garden and seemed closely shuttered and obscure. Nearly opposite it Cranchs sharp eyes espied a To Let board upon a house, and he at once suggested that if they hid behind the railing they could watch the house of mystery in security.

This they did, and after a little manœuvring — for there were many people passing in the vicinity — they both crouched beneath a soot-laden lilac-bush, which commanded full view of all who went from and came to the dark house before them.

As Ronnie crouched there in concealment one thought alone kept running through his brain. Truth to tell, he was much mystified as to the identity of that mysterious person who, from Liverpool, had given him warning.

Was it a trap? He had certainly not overlooked such a contingency.

For over an hour and a half the two men remained there, eagerly watching the diminishing stream of foot-passengers until at last, coming up from the Camberwell Road, Ronnie noticed a man approaching.

For some seconds he kept his eye steadily upon him, for the moon was now shining fitfully through the clouds.

By Jove! How curious! he whispered to his companion. Why, thats Knowles, one of the mechanics at Hendon! I wonder what hes doing over here?

Ronnie was, of course, in ignorance — as was also everyone at the Hendon Aerodrome — that Henry Knowles, the hard-working, painstaking mechanic, whose expert work it was to test machines, was not really an Englishman as he pretended to be, even though he could imitate the Cockney tongue, but that his actual baptismal name was Hermann Klitz, and his place of birth Coblenz, on the Rhine.

With wondering eyes the airman watched the mechanic pass into the dark, silent house.

Very strange! he remarked beneath his breath. Very strange indeed!

But his curiosity was increased by the arrival, ten minutes later, of a rather short, middle-aged man of distinctly burly build. The newcomer hesitated for a few minutes, gazing about him furtively, as though he feared being followed, and then slipped through the gate up to the house, where the door fell open, he being apparently expected.

Did you see that man, Cranch? asked Pryor in a whisper. Thats Germanys great spy — Mark Marx. Hes been in America for the past ten months or so, and is now back here upon some secret mission concerning our aircraft — upon which hes an expert.

Theyre holding a council here — by the look of it, remarked the detective. Five of them have gone in — and why, look! Here comes another — a lame man!

Yes, said Ronnie. This secret place of meeting is known to the spies of Germany as Number Three. From here certain of the clever activities of the invisible hand of Germany are frequently directed, as from other centres; Mark Marx is a clever adventurer who used to be the assistant director of the enemys operations in this country. Apparently he has returned to London to resume his sinister activities against us. He acts directly under the control of the head of Germanys secret service in this country, that shrewd, clever, and influential person who hides his identity beneath the official description of Number Seven.

Then Number Three is the headquarters of Number Seven — eh! asked the ex-detective in a whisper.

Exactly. That some devilish conspiracy is now afoot is quite certain. Our duty is to discover and to thwart it. I was secretly warned that Mark Marx had returned, and now, knowing that it is so, I must take adequate precautions.

How shall you act?

I have not yet decided.

But cant we endeavour to ascertain what is in progress here to-night, Mr. Pryor? suggested Cranch.

Pryor and his companion kept vigilant watch till far into the night when, about two oclock in the morning, a big closed motor-car suddenly came along the road, pulling up a little distance from the house. The driver, a tall, thin man, alighted and waited for some moments, when the two men, Marx and Klitz, alias Knowles, emerged carrying between them a small but heavy leather travelling trunk and, assisted by the driver, placed this on top of the car. Then the two men entered and drove rapidly away.

That car may come again to-morrow night, remarked Pryor. We must lay our plans to follow it.

Next night, Pryor having ascertained the identity of the friend who had warned him of Mark Marxs return to England, he and Cranch were again at the same spot beneath the stunted lilac-bush. Round the corner, in Villa Street, at a little distance away stood Ronnies closed car with Beryl Gaselee in charge, the latter wearing the cap and dust-coat of a war-time chauffeuse.

Hour after hour they waited until dawn broke. But as no one came to that house known as Number Three, they were compelled at last to relinquish their vigilance.

For four nights in succession they kept the same watch, Cranch having revealed his identity and explained to the constable on duty that the car was awaiting an expected friend.

On the fifth occasion, just about half-past one in the morning, sure enough the big, dark-green car drove up, and from it Marx alighted and entered the enemys headquarters.

Presently Klitz and another man arrived on foot, and they also entered. Subsequently another small but heavy trunk was taken out and placed in the car.

By this time Ronnie and his companion had reached their own car, and while Cranch and Beryl entered, Ronnie jumped up to the wheel and started off. He first took a street that he knew ran parallel with the Albany Road in the direction the car had taken before and, after going a little distance, he turned back into the thoroughfare just in time to see a rear-lamp pass rapidly. Quickly he increased his speed, and soon satisfied himself that it was the car he intended following.

They turned at last into the Old Kent Road, and then on as far as a dark little place which Ronnie knew as Kingsdown. Then, branching to the right, keeping the red rear-light ever in view, they went by the byways as far as Meopham and on past Jenkins Court, through some woods until suddenly the car turned into a gateway and went across some open pastures.

Ronnie saw that he had not been noticed by the driver, who was too intent upon his speed and quite unsuspicious. Therefore he pulled up dead, waited for ten minutes or so, and then flew past the gateway at top speed. For nearly a mile he went, and at last came to a standstill upon a long, steep slope with a copse on each side, quite dark on account of the overhanging trees.

Having run the car to the side of the road they alighted. Ronnie switched off the lamps, and they walked noiselessly back on the grass by the roadside and at length, having turned in at the gateway, saw, in the dim light, a long, low-built farmhouse with haystacks beside it and big barns.

The throb of the cars engine showed that the Germans were probably only depositing the trunk, and did not intend to remain.

The watchers, therefore, withdrew again into the shadow of a narrow little wood close to the house and there waited in patience. Their expectations were realised a quarter of an hour later when the two men emerged from the modern-built farmhouse and drove away, evidently on their return to London.

By their manœuvre Pryor became greatly puzzled. He could not see why that trunk had been transferred to that lonely farm in the night hours.

After the car had disappeared they waited in motionless silence for some time until, after a whispered consultation, they ventured forth again.

Cranchs suggestion was to examine the place, but unfortunately a collie was roaming about, and as soon as they came forth from their place of concealment the dog gave his alarm note.

Ben! cried a gruff, male voice in rebuke, while at the same time a light showed in the upper window of the farm.

Meanwhile the trio of watchers remained hidden in the shadow of a wall close to the spacious farmyard until the dog had gone back.

Ronnie had resolved to leave the investigation until the following day, therefore all three crept back to the car and, after carefully noting the exact spot and the silhouette of the trees, they at last started off and presently finding a high road, ran down into Wrotham, and on into the long town of Tonbridge.

At the hotel their advent at such an early hour was looked upon askance, but a well-concocted story of a night journey and unfortunate tyre trouble allayed any suspicions, and by seven oclock the three were seated at an ample breakfast with home-cured ham and farmyard eggs. Afterwards, for several hours, Beryl rested while the airman and the detective wandered about the little Kentish town discussing their plans.

When, at eleven oclock, Ronnie met Beryl again downstairs, the trio went into one of the sitting-rooms where they held secret council.

Now, exclaimed Ronnie, my plan is this. Ill run back alone to the farm and stroll around the place to reconnoitre and ascertain who lives there. Without a doubt they are agents of Germany, whoever they are, because it is a depôt for those mysterious trunks from Number Three.

I wonder what they contain, dear? Beryl said, her face full of keenest interest.

We shall ascertain, never fear. But we must remain patient, and work in strictest secrecy.

Well, Mr. Pryor, you can play the police game as well as any of us, declared Cranch, with a light laugh.

Therefore, a quarter of an hour later, Pryor took the car and returning to a spot near the farm — which he afterwards found was called Chandlers Farm — and running the car into a meadow, left it while he went forward to reconnoitre.

As he approached, he noticed two men working in a field close by, therefore he had to exercise great care not to be detected. By a circuitous route he at last approached the place, finding it, in daylight, to be a very modern up-to-date establishment — evidently the dairy farm of some estate, for the outbuildings and barns were all new, and of red brick, with corrugated iron roofs.

The farmhouse itself was a big, pleasant place situated on a hill, surrounded by a large, well-kept flower-garden, and commanding a wide view across Kent towards the Thames Estuary and the coast.

And as Ronnie crept along the belt of trees, his shrewd gaze taking in everything, there passed from the house across the farmyard a tall man in mechanics blue overalls. He walked a trifle lame, and by his gait Pryor felt certain that he was one of the men who had been present at that mysterious house called Number Three a few nights before.

But why should he wear mechanics overalls, unless he attended to some agricultural machinery at work on the farm?

Only half-satisfied with the result of his observations, Ronnie returned at length to his companions, when it was resolved to set watch both at Albany Road and at Chandlers Farm. With that object Pryor later that day telegraphed to Collins calling him to London from Harbury, and after meeting him introduced him to the ex-detective.

Then that night the two men went to Albany Road, while Ronnie and Beryl returned in the car back into Kent, where soon after ten oclock they were hiding on the edge of the little wood whence there was afforded a good view of the approach to the lonely farm.

Time passed very slowly; they dared not speak above a whisper. The night was dull and overcast, with threatening rain, but all was silent save for the howling of a dog at intervals and the striking of a distant church clock.

Far across the valley in the darkness of the sky behind the hill could be seen the flicker of an anti-aircraft searchlight somewhere in the far distance, in readiness for any aerial raid on the part of the Huns.

I cant think what can be in progress here, Beryl, Ronnie was whispering. What, I wonder, do those trunks contain?

Thats what we must discover, dear, was the girls soft reply as, in the darkness, his strong hand closed over hers and he drew her fondly to his breast.

A dim light still showed in one of the lower windows of the farmhouse, though it was now long past midnight.

Was the arrival of someone expected? It certainly seemed so, because just at two oclock the door opened and the form of the lame man became silhouetted against the light. For a moment he came forth and peered into the darkness. Then he re-entered and ten minutes later the light, extinguished below, reappeared at one of the bedroom windows, showing that the inmate had retired.

For six nights the same ceaseless vigil was kept, but without anything abnormal transpiring. The man Marx had not again visited the mysterious house in Albany Road, yet the fact that the obscured light showed nightly in the window of Chandlers Farm, made it apparent that some midnight visitor was expected. For that reason alone Ronnie did not relinquish his vigilance.

One night he was creeping with Beryl towards the spot where they spent so many silent hours, and had taken a shorter cut across the corner of a big grass-field when, of a sudden, his well-beloved stumbled and almost fell. Afterwards, on groping about, he discovered an insulated electric wire lying along the ground.

Thats curious, he whispered. Is this a telephone, I wonder?

Fearing to switch on his torch, he felt by the touch that it was a twin wire twisted very much like a telephone-lead.

At the same moment, as they stood together in the corner of the field, Beryl sniffed, exclaiming:

What a very strong smell of petrol!

Her lover held his nose in the air, and declared that he, too, could detect it, the two discoveries puzzling them considerably. Indeed, in the succeeding hours as they watched together in silence, both tried to account for the existence of that secret twisted wire. Whence did it come, and whither did it lead?

Ill investigate it as soon as it gets light, Ronnie declared.

Just before two oclock the silence was broken by the distant hum of an aeroplane. Both detected it at the same instant.

Hullo! One of our boys doing a night stunt? remarked Ronnie, straining his eyes into the darkness, but failing to see the oncoming machine. Away across the hills a long, white beam began to search the sky and, having found the machine and revealed the rings upon it, at once shut off again.

Meanwhile, as it approached, the door of Chandlers Farm was opened by the tall, lame man, who stood outside until the machine, by its noise, was almost over them. Then to the amazement of the watchers, four points of light suddenly appeared at the corners of the grass-field on their left.

By Jove! Why, hes coming down! cried Ronnie astounded. There was petrol placed at each corner yonder, and its simultaneously been ignited by means of the electric wire to show him his landing-place! Its an enemy machine got up to look like one of ours! This is a discovery!

So it is! gasped Beryl, standing at her lovers side, listening to the aeroplane, unseen in the darkness, as it hovered around the farm and slowly descended.

The man at the farm had brought out a blue lamp and was showing it upward.

Look! exclaimed Pryor. Hes telling him the direction of the wind — a pretty cute arrangement, and no mistake!

Lower and lower came the mysterious aeroplane until it skimmed the tops of the trees in the wood in which they stood, then, making a tour of the field, it at last came lightly to earth within the square marked by the little cups of burning petrol.

The pilot stopped his engine, the four lights burnt dim and went out one after the other, and the lame man, hurrying down, gave a low whistle which was immediately answered.

Then, on their way back to the farm, the pair passed close to where the watchers were hidden, and in the silence the latter could distinctly hear them speaking — eagerly and excitedly in German!

Beryl and Ronnie watched there until dawn, when they saw the two men wheel the monoplane, disguised as British with rings upon it, into the long shed at the bottom of the meadow, the door of which the lame man afterwards securely locked.

An hour later Pryor was speaking on the telephone with Cranch in London, telling him what they had discovered. Soon after midday Beryl and Ronnie were back at Harbury, where in the library window they stood in consultation.

Look here, Beryl, the keen-faced young man said, as that machine has crossed from Belgium, it is undoubtedly going back again. If so, it will take something with it — something which no doubt the enemy wants to send out of the country by secret means.

With that I quite agree, dear.

Good. Then theres no time to be lost, her lover said, poring over a map. Well fly over to Chandlers Farm this afternoon, come down near Fawkham, and put the bus away till to-night. Then well see what happens.

Hell probably fly back to-night, the girl suggested.

Thats exactly what I expect. Ive told Collins and Cranch to meet us there.

An hour later the great battleplane, The Hornet, Ronnie at the joy-stick, with Beryl in air-womans clothes and goggles strapped in the observers seat, rose with a roar from the big meadow at Harbury and, ascending to an altitude of about ten thousand feet, struck away due south across the patchwork of brown fields and green meadows, with their tiny clusters of houses and white puffs of smoke all blowing in the same direction — the usual panorama of rural England, with its straight lines of rails and winding roads, as seen from the air.

The roar of the powerful twin engines was such that they found conversation impossible, but Beryl, practised pilot that she was, soon recognised the town over which they were flying.

Soon afterwards the Thames, half-hidden in mist and winding like a ribbon, came into view far below them. This served as guide, for Ronnie kept over the river for some time, at the end of which both recognised three church spires and knew that the most distant one was that of Fawkham, where presently they came down in a field about half-way between the station and the village, creating considerable sensation among the cottagers in the neighbourhood.

Collins, who was awaiting them near the station, soon arrived on foot to render them assistance, the bus being eventually put beneath a convenient shed used for the shacking of hay.

Ronnie had not used the silencer, fearing to create undue excitement among the anti-aircraft boys, many of whom had, of course, watched the machines flight at various points, examining it through glasses and being reassured by its painted rings.

Until night fell the lovers remained at Fawkham, taking their evening meal in a small inn there, and wondering what Cranch had seen during the daylight vigil he had kept since noon. Collins had left them in order to go on ahead.

As dusk deepened into night both Pryor and his well-beloved grew more excited. The discovery they had made was certainly an amazing one, but the intentions of the enemy were still enveloped in mystery.

That something desperate was to be attempted was, however, quite plain.

In eagerness they remained until night had fallen completely, then, leaving the inn, they returned to the farmers shed, and, wheeling forth the powerful machine, got in and, having bidden the astonished farmer good-night, Ronnie put on the silencer, started the engines, and next moment, rising almost noiselessly, made a wide circle in the air. Taking his bearings with some difficulty, he headed for a small, open common, which they both knew well, situated about a quarter of a mile from Chandlers Farm.

There, with hardly any noise, they made a safe descent. Scarcely had the pilot switched off the engines, when the faithful Collins appeared with the news that Marx and the man Knowles had arrived from London in the car at seven oclock.

Presently, when Collins had been left in charge of the bus, and Ronnie and Beryl had stolen up to where Cranch was waiting, the latter whispered that Marx and Knowles had both accompanied the German pilot down to the shed wherein the disguised machine was reposing. Theyre all three down there now, added the ex-detective.

Did they bring anything in the car?

Yes. Half-a-dozen cans of petrol. Theyve just taken them down to the shed.

And even as he replied they could hear the voices of the three returning. They were conversing merrily in German.

Another long, watchful hour went by, and the darkness increased.

If hes going over to Belgium it will take him about an hour and three-quarters to reach Zeebrugge — for thats where he probably came from, remarked the expert Pryor. Its light now at four, so hell go up before two, or not at all.

He would hardly risk being caught at sea in daylight, declared Beryl.

Then, for a long time, there was silence, the eyes of all three being fixed upon the door of the farm until, of a sudden, it opened and the lame man and the enemy pilot were seen to emerge carrying between them one of the old leather trunks that had been brought from London.

Hullo! Theyre going to take it across by air! cried Pryor. It must contain something which ought to remain in this country!

They watched the trunk being carried in silence away into the darkness to the shed. Then presently the two men returned and brought out the second trunk, which they carried to the same spot as the first.

Hm! remarked Ronnie, beneath his breath. A devilish clever game — no doubt!

Then, instructing Cranch to remain and watch, he led Beryl back to where The Hornet stood.

Into the observers seat he strapped the girl, and, hopping in himself, whispered to Collins to get all ready.

The engine was started; but it made no sound greater than a silent motor-car when standing.

Ronnie and Beryl strained their ears to listen for the sound of the engine of the enemy plane.

Those moments were full of breathless tension and excitement. The Hornet was waiting to rise.

Suddenly there was a loud sound of uneven motor explosions in the direction of the farm. The engine was firing badly. In a few moments, however, it was rectified, and the loud and increasing hum told Ronnie that the enemy had risen.

Stand clear, he shouted to Collins, and then, as he pulled over the lever, The Hornet dashed forward and was soon rising rapidly, but in silence.

So dark was it that he could not distinguish the enemy. Yet, heading for the coast, as he knew that was the direction the German had taken, he rose higher and higher until five minutes later Beryl, at his orders, suddenly switched on the searchlight and swept around below them.

At first they could distinguish nothing, yet from the direction of the humming they knew it must be below them.

Two minutes later Ronnies quick eyes saw it in front of them, but a hundred feet or so nearer the ground.

The enemy pilot, alarmed by the unexpected searchlight in the air, suddenly rose, but Ronnie was too quick for him and rose also, at the same time rapidly overhauling him.

Beryl, holding her breath, kept the searchlight with difficulty upon him as gradually The Hornet drew over directly above him.

Quick as lightning Ronnie touched a button.

There was a loud swish of air, followed a second later by a dull, heavy explosion in the valley far below.

The bomb had missed!

The enemy was still rising, and from him came the quick rattle of a machine-gun, followed by a shower of bullets from below.

Ronnie Pryor set his teeth hard, and as he again touched the button, exclaimed:

Take that, then!

Next second a bright flash lit up the rural landscape, followed by a terrific explosion, the concussion of which caused The Hornet to stagger, reel, and side-slip, while the enemy aeroplane was seen falling to earth a huge mass of blood-red flame.



On the following day the evening papers reported the finding of a mysterious wrecked and burnt-out aeroplane somewhere in Kent.

The pilot had been burnt out of all recognition, but among the wreckage there had been discovered, it was said, some metal fittings believed to be the principal parts of some unknown machine-gun.

Only Ronald Pryor and Beryl Gaselee knew the actual truth, namely, that the enemys secret agents, at Marxs incentive, had stolen, the essential parts of a newly-invented machine-gun, and that these were being conveyed by air to within the German lines, when the clever plot was fortunately frustrated by The Hornet.


CHAPTER III. THE SHABBY STRANGER.

[image: img302.jpg]

RONALD HAS WIRED that he cant get back here till to-night, so I shall fly The Hornet over to Sleaford to see Rose, remarked Beryl to her sister Iris, as they sat together at breakfast at Harbury one warm August morning.

Perhaps Ronald might object, remarked Mrs. Remington, who was always averse from her sister making ascents alone upon The Hornet.

Oh, Ronnie wont object! Besides, he always says that I can fly just as well as any man.

But do be careful, wont you, Beryl? urged her sister. Is the weather really in a condition for making such a flight?

Perfect. Ive just been looking at the barometer. It is quite steady, and I shall have an excellent wind back.

I thought Ronald intended to go up on patrol-duty to-night. Last night was very dark — just the conditions for another Zepp raid.

I expect he will, replied Beryl. He told me that he intended to patrol the coast.

Then, if you go, you really will be careful, wont you?

Beryl laughed.

Why, when once up there is not so much danger in the air as there is in walking along a London street, she declared.

So Ronnie always says, but I rather doubt the statement, Iris replied. Personally, I prefer terra firma.

Breakfast ended, Beryl brushed her little black pom, one of her daily duties, and then, going to her room, changed her dress, putting on a warm jersey and a pair of workmanlike trousers, and over them a windproof flying suit with leather cap tied beneath her chin, a garb which gave her a very masculine appearance.

Very soon she arrived at The Hornet Nest, and, at her directions, Collins brought out the great biplane and began to run the engine, which Beryl watched with critical eye. Then, climbing into the pilots seat, she began to manipulate the levers to reassure herself that all the controls were in order.

Beautiful morning for a flip, miss! remarked the mechanic in brown overalls. Are you going up alone?

Yes, Collins. Im going to visit my youngest sister at Sleaford, in Lincolnshire.

Then Ill take the bombs out, he said, and at once removed the six powerful bombs from the rack, the projectiles intended for the destruction of Zeppelins. He also dismounted the quick-firing gun.

For some time Beryl did not appear entirely satisfied with the throb of the engines, but at last Collins adjusted them until they were running perfectly.

Within himself Collins was averse from allowing the girl to fly such a powerful machine, knowing how easily, with such a big engine-power, the biplane might get the upper hand of her. But as she had made ascents alone in it several times before, it was not for him to raise any objection.

Having consulted her map she arranged it inside its waterproof cover, looked around at the instruments set before her, and then strapped herself into the seat.

Meanwhile the engines had been humming loudly.

Suddenly she motioned to Collins to stand aside, and then, pulling over one of the levers, she ran along the grass for a short distance and rose gracefully in a long spiral, round and round over the Harbury woods, until the altimeter showed a height of five thousand feet.

Then she studied her map, took her bearings, and, drawing on her ample gauntlet gloves, for it became chilly, she followed a straight line of railway leading due north through Suffolk and Norfolk.

The sky was cloudless, with a slight head-wind. On her right, away in the misty distance, lay the North Sea, whence came a fresh breeze, invigorating after the stifling August morning on land. Deep below she identified villages and towns. Some of the latter were only indicated by palls of smoke, the wind on land being insufficient to disperse them. And over all the grey-green landscape was a strange flatness, for, viewed from above, the country has no contours. It is just a series of grey, green, and brown patchwork with white, snaky lines, denoting roads, and long, grey lines, sometimes disappearing and then reappearing, marking railways and their tunnels; while here and there comes a glint of sunshine upon a river or canal. In the ears there is only the deafening roar of petrol-driven machinery.

Once or twice, through the grey haze which always rises from the earth on a hot morning, Beryl saw the blue line of the sea — that sea so zealously guarded by Britains Navy. Then she flew steadily north to the flat fens.

From below, her coming was signalled at several points, and at more than one air-station glasses were levelled at her. But the tri-coloured rings upon the wings reassured our anti-aircraft boys and, though they recognised the machine as one of unusual model, they allowed her to pass, for it was well-known that there were many experimental machines in the air.

Beryl had sought and found upon her map the Great Northern main line, and had followed it from Huntingdon to Peterborough. Afterwards, still following the railway, she went for many miles until, of a sudden, close by a small town which the map told her was called Bourne, in Lincolnshire, her engines showed signs of slackening.

Something was amiss. Her quick ear told her so. A number of misfires occurred. She pulled over another lever, but the result she expected was not apparent. It was annoying that being so near Sleaford she had met with engine trouble — for trouble there undoubtedly was.

At that moment she was flying at fully ten thousand feet, the normal height for a non-stop run. Without being at all flurried she decided that it would be judicious to plane down to earth; therefore, putting The Hornets nose to the wind, she turned slightly eastward, and, as she came down, decided to land upon a wide expanse of brown-green ground — which very soon she distinguished as a piece of flat, rich fenland, in which potatoes were growing.

At last she touched the earth and made a dexterous landing.

At that moment, to her great surprise, she became aware of a second machine in the vicinity. She heard a low droning like that of a big bumblebee, and on looking up saw an Army monoplane coming down swiftly in her direction.

Indeed, its pilot brought it to earth within a few hundred yards of where she had landed. Then, springing out, he came across to where she stood.

On approaching her he appeared to be greatly surprised that the big biplane had been flown by a woman.

I saw you were in trouble, explained the pilot, a tall, good-looking lieutenant of the Royal Flying Corps, who spoke with a slight American accent, so I came down to see if I could give you any assistance.

It is most awfully kind of you, Beryl replied, pulling off her thick gloves. I dont think it is really very much. Ive had the same trouble before. Shes a new bus.

So I see, replied the stranger, examining The Hornet with critical eye. And shes very fast, too.

When did you first see me? she asked with curiosity.

You were passing over Huntingdon. I had come across to the railway from the Great North Road which I had followed up from London. Im on my way to Hull.

Well, I had no idea you were behind me! laughed the girl merrily. The air-pilot with the silver wings upon his breast seemed a particularly nice man, and it showed a good esprit de corps to have descended in order to offer assistance to another man, as he had no doubt believed the pilot to be.

Without further parley, he set to work to help her in readjusting her engine, and in doing so quickly betrayed his expert knowledge of aeroplane-engines.

I have only a few miles to go — to Sleaford. My sister lives just outside the town, and there is a splendid landing-place in her husbands grounds, Beryl explained, when at last the engine ran smoothly again.

It was but natural that the good-looking lieutenant should appear inquisitive regarding the new machine. His expert eye showed him the unusual power of the twin engines, and he expressed much surprise at several new inventions that had been introduced.

He told her that he had been flying for seven months at the Front, and had been sent home for a rest. He had flown from Farnborough that morning and was making a non-stop to the Humber.

Many were the questions he put to Beryl regarding The Hornet. So many and so pressing were his queries that presently she became seized by distrust — why, she could not exactly decide.

The air-pilot naturally inquired as to the biplanes constructor, but all Beryl would say was:

It is not mine. It belongs to a friend of mine.

A gentleman friend, of course? he remarked, with a mischievous laugh.

Of course! He himself invented it.

A splendid defence against Zeppelins, he said. I see she can carry ten bombs, a searchlight, and a Lewis gun. All are wanted against the Kaisers infernal baby-killers, he added, laughing.

Then, having thoroughly examined The Hornet, the courteous lieutenant of the Royal Flying Corps stood by until she had again risen in the air, waved her gloved hand in farewell, made a circle over the field, and then headed away for Sleaford.

Hm! grunted the flying-man as he stood watching her disappear. Foiled again! Shes left that new silencer of hers at home! That girl is no fool — neither is Ronald Pryor. Though I waited for her in Bury St. Edmunds and followed her up here, I am just about as wise regarding The Hornet as I was before I started.

For a few moments he stood watching the machine as it soared higher and higher against the cloudless summer sky.

Yes! A very pretty girl — but very clever — devilishly clever! he muttered to himself. Just my luck! If only she had had that silencer I would have silenced her, and taken it away with me. However, we are not yet defeated.



About a week later Ronald Pryor and Beryl were lunching together in the grill-room of a West End hotel, which was one of their favourite meeting-places, when suddenly the girl bent over to her lover and exclaimed:

Im sure thats the man, Ronnie.

What man?

The nice Flying Corps officer whom I met near Bourne the other day. Youll see him, sitting in the corner yonder alone — reading the paper, she replied. Dont look for a moment.

Dont you think youve made a mistake, dear?

No, I feel positive I havent, was the girls reply.

That morning Ronald Pryor, accompanied by Beryl, had made a flight in The Hornet from Harbury to the Essex coast and back, and they had just arrived in town by train. The renowned Zepp-hunter was in a light grey suit, while Beryl, becomingly dressed, was in a coat and skirt of navy blue gaberdine trimmed with broad black silk braid.

A few moments after Beryl had spoken, her lover turned suddenly, as though to survey the room in search of someone he knew; his gaze met that of the solitary man eating his lunch leisurely in the corner and apparently, until that moment, absorbed in a newspaper. The stranger was good-looking, aged about thirty, thin, rather narrow-faced, with a pair of sharp steel-grey eyes, and a small dark moustache. His shoulders were square, and his appearance somewhat dandified. In his black cravat he wore an unusually fine diamond, and his hands were white and well-kept.

Apparently he was a man of leisure, and was entirely uninterested in those about him, for, after a sharp glance of inquiry at Ronald, he continued reading his paper.

Are you quite sure youve made no mistake? inquired Pryor of his companion.

Positive, my dear Ronald. Thats the man whom I met in the uniform of the Royal Flying Corps, and who was so kind to me. No doubt, he doesnt recognise me in these clothes.

Then why isnt he in uniform now?

Perhaps he has leave to wear civvies, she replied. There are so many curious regulations and exemptions nowadays.

Though the strangers eyes had met those of Beryl there had been no sign of recognition. Hence she soon began to share Ronalds doubt as to whether he was really the same person who had descended in that potato field in Lincolnshire, and had so gallantly assisted her in her trouble.

Ronald and his well-beloved, having finished their luncheon, rose and drove together in a taxi over to Waterloo, the former being due to visit his works at Weybridge, where he had an appointment with one of the Government Inspectors.

As soon as they had passed out of the restaurant the man who sat alone tossed his paper aside, paid his bill, and left.

Ten minutes later he entered a suite of chambers in Ryder Street, where an elderly, rather staid-looking grey-haired man rose to greet him.

Well? he asked. What news?

Nothing much — except that Pryor is flying to-night on patrol work, replied the other in German.

Hm, that means that he will have the new silencer upon his machine!

Exactly, said the man who had displayed the silver wings of the Royal Flying Corps, though he had no right whatever to them. By day The Hornet never carries the silencer. I proved that when I assisted the girl in Lincolnshire. We can only secure it by night.

And that is a little difficult — eh?

Yes — a trifle.

Then how do you intend to act, my dear Leffner.

The man addressed shrugged his shoulders.

I have an idea, was his reply. But I do not yet know if it is feasible until I make further observations and inquiries.

You anticipate success? Good! the elder man replied in satisfaction. Think of all it means to us. Only to-day I have received another very urgent request from our good friend, Mr. J —— ; a request for the full details of the construction of The Hornet.

We have most of them, replied the man addressed as Leffner.

But not the secret of the silencer. That seems to be well guarded, does it not?

It is very well guarded, Leffner admitted. But I view the future with considerable confidence because the girl flies the machine alone, and — well, he laughed— strange and unaccountable accidents happen to aeroplanes sometimes!



A few days later, soon after noon, a narrow-faced man, with shifty eyes, carrying a small, well-worn leather bag, entered the old Kings Head Inn in Harbury village and, seating himself in the bar, mopped his brow with his handkerchief. The mile walk from the nearest station had been a hot one along a dusty, shadeless road, and when Jane Joyce, the landladys daughter, appeared, the shabby traveller ordered a pint of ale, which he drank almost at one draught.

Then, lighting his pipe, he began to chat with Jane, having, as a preliminary, ordered some luncheon. By this manœuvre he had loosened the young womans tongue, and she was soon gossiping about the village and those who lived there.

The wayfarer asked many questions; as excuse, he said:

The reason I want to know is because I travel in jewellery, and I daresay there are a lot of people about here whom I might call upon. I come from Birmingham, and Im usually in this district four times a year, though Ive never been in Harbury before. My name is George Bean.

Well, theres not many people here who buy jewellery, replied the landladys daughter. Farming is so bad just now, and the war has affected things a lot here. But why dont you go up and see Mrs. Remington, at Harbury Court? Theyve got lots of money.

Ah! Who are they?

Well, Captain Remington is a prisoner in Germany, but Mrs. Remington is still at home. She has her sister, Miss Beryl Gaselee, staying with her. Perhaps youve heard of her. Shes a great flying-woman.

Oh, yes! replied the stranger. Ive seen things about her in the papers. Does she fly much?

A good deal. Mr. Ronald Pryor, to whom shes engaged, invented her machine; he calls it The Hornet, and he keeps it here — in a corrugated iron shed in the park, close to the house!

How interesting!

Yes. And the pair often go up at nights, went on the young woman. Mother and I frequently hear them passing over the house in the darkness.

Do you always hear them go up? asked the stranger suddenly.

No, not always. They go over sometimes without making a sound.

That is at night, I suppose? In the day you can always hear them.

Yes. Always.

The traveller in Birmingham jewellery remained silent for a few minutes.

I suppose they have a mechanic there?

Yes — a Mr. Collins. He comes in sometimes with Mr. Sheppard, the butler. He was butler to the Colonels old father, you know.

And this Mr. Collins lives at the house, I suppose?

No. He sleeps in the place where the new aeroplane is kept.

Mr. Bean smiled, but made no comment. Knowledge of that fact was, to him, important. He lit another pipe, and, while Miss Joyce went away to lay the table for his lunch in the adjoining room, he stretched his legs and thought deeply.

Hans Leffner, alias George Bean, was the son of a German who, forty years before, had emigrated from Hamburg to Boston. Born in America he was, nevertheless, a true son of the Fatherland. He had been educated in Germany, and returned to Boston about a year before war broke out.

Suddenly he had been called up for confidential service, and within a month had found himself despatched to London, the bearer of an American passport in the name of Henry Lane, commercial traveller, of St. Louis. Upon a dozen different secret matters he had been employed, until knowledge of the existence of The Hornet having reached the spy-bureau in Berlin, he received certain secret instructions which he was carrying out to the letter.

Hans Leffner had been taught at his mothers knee to hate England, and he hated it with a most deadly hatred. He was a clever and daring spy, as his masquerade in the Royal Flying Corps uniform clearly proved; moreover, he was an aviation expert who had once held a post of under-director in Uncle Zeppelins aircraft factory.

For some weeks he had dogged the footsteps of Ronald and Beryl, and they, happy in each others affection, had been quite ignorant of how the wandering American had been unduly attracted towards them.

The landlady of the Kings Head — that long, thatched, old-world house over which for fifty years her husband had ruled as landlord — had no suspicion that the jewellers traveller was anything but an Englishman from Birmingham. He spoke English well, and had no appearance of the Teuton.

Mr. Bean ate his chop alone, waited on by Jane, who, finding him affable, imparted to him all the information she knew regarding Harbury Court and its inmates.

At half-past two the traveller, taking his bag, set out on a tour of the village in an endeavour to dispose of some of his samples. His appearance was much changed, and he bore but little resemblance to the pilot of the Royal Flying Corps who had descended near Bourne. He looked much older, and walked wearily, with a decided stoop.

At house after house in the long village street he called, disguising his intentions most perfectly. At more than one cottage he was allowed to exhibit his wares, and at the shop of the village baker the daughter in charge purchased a little brooch for five shillings. Its cost price was thirty shillings, but Mr. Bean wanted to effect a sale and, by so doing, appear to be carrying on a legitimate business.

By six oclock he was back again at the Kings Head, having called upon most of the inhabitants of Harbury. He had, indeed, been up to the Court, and not only had he shown his samples to the maids, but he had taken two orders for rings to be sent on approval.

Incidentally he had passed The Hornets nest, and had seen the machine in the meadow outside, ready for the night flight. As a simple, hard-working, travel-stained dealer in cheap jewellery nobody had suspected him of enemy intentions. But he had laid his plans very carefully, and his observations round The Hornets nest had told him much.

To Mrs. Joyce he declared that he was very tired and, in consequence, had decided to remain the night. So he was shown up stairs that were narrow to a low-ceilinged room where the bed-stead was one that had been there since the days of Queen Anne. The chintzes were bright and clean, but the candle in its brass candlestick was a survival of an age long forgotten.

At ten oclock he retired to bed, declaring himself very fatigued, but on going to his room he threw open the old-fashioned, latticed window, and listened. The night was very dark, but quite calm — just the night for an air raid from the enemy shore.

Having blown out his candle he sat down, alert at any sound. After nearly an hour, Mrs. Joyce and her daughter having retired to bed, he suddenly detected a slight swish in the air, quite distinct from the well-known hum of the usual aeroplane. It was a low sound, rising at one moment and lost the next. The Hornet had passed over the inn so quietly that it would not awaken the lightest sleeper.

By Jove! he exclaimed aloud to himself. That silencer is, indeed wonderful!

With the greatest caution he opened his door and, creeping down on tiptoe, was soon outside in the village street; keeping beneath the deep shadows, he went forward on the road which led up the hill to the long belt of trees near which had been erected the corrugated iron shed.

Meanwhile Ronald, accompanied by Beryl, had ascended higher and higher in the darkness. Ronnie had swung the machine into the wind, and they were climbing, climbing straight into the dark vault above. Below were twinkling shaded lights, some the red and green signal lights of railways. Beryl could see dimly the horizon of the world, and used as she was to it, she realised how amazing it was to look down upon Mother Earth. By day, when one is flying, the sky does not rise and meet in a great arch overhead, but, like a huge bowl, the sky seems to pass over and incircle the earth.

They were flying due east by the dimly lit compass at five thousand feet, heading straight for the Essex coast.

We may possibly have visitors from Belgium to-night, laughed Ronnie, as he turned to his well-beloved. But look! Why — we are already over the sea!

Beryl, gazing down, saw below a tiny light twinkling out a message in Morse, answered by another light not far distant. Two ships were signalling. Then Ronnie made a wide circle in that limitless void which obliterated the meeting point of earth and sea.

The long white beam of a searchlight sweeping slowly seaward, turned back inland and followed them until it picked up The Hornet, Ronnie banking suddenly to show the tri-coloured circles upon his wings.

Afterwards he again consulted his compass and struck due south, following the coast-line over Harwich and round to the Thames estuary.

No luck to-night, dearest! laughed Ronnie. The barometer is too low for our friends.

Yes, said the girl. Let us get back! And Ronnie once more circled his machine very prettily, showing perfect mastery over it, as he came down lower and lower until, when passing over Felixstowe, he was not more than three hundred feet in the air.

Meanwhile, the guest at the Kings Head had made the most of his time. He had reasoned, and not without truth, that if The Hornet had ascended, the mechanic, Collins, would no doubt leave the hangar, and, if so, that now would be a good opportunity to obtain entrance.

With that in view he had crept along to the shed and, as he had hoped, found the doors unlocked. Quickly he entered and, by the aid of his flash-lamp, looked round.

At last the long tentacles of the German spy-bureau in the Königgrätzerstrasse had spread to the little village of Harbury.

Five minutes sufficed for the spy to complete his observations. At an engineers bench he halted and realised the technical details of a certain part of the secret silencer. But only a part, and by it he was pretty puzzled.

He held it in his hand in the light of his flash-lamp and, in German exclaimed:

Ach! I wonder how that can be? If we could only obtain the secret of that silencer! the Hun continued to himself. But we shall — no doubt! I and my friends have not come here for nothing. We have work before us — and we shall complete it, if not to-day — then in the near to-morrow.

The shabby stranger returned to the Kings Head and, letting himself in, retired to his room without a sound. Hardly had he undressed when he heard again that low swish of The Hornet on her return from her scouting circuit of the Thames estuary.

Hans Leffner, alias Bean, had not been trained as a spy for nothing. He was a crafty, clever cosmopolitan, whose little eyes and wide ears were ever upon the alert for information, and who could pose perfectly in half-a-dozen disguises. As the traveller of a Birmingham jewellery firm he could entirely deceive the cheap jeweller of any little town. He was one of many such men who were passing up and down Great Britain, learning all they could of our defences, our newest inventions, and our intentions.

Next day Mr. Bean remained indoors at the Kings Head, for it was a drenching day. But at last, when the weather cleared at eight oclock, he lit his pipe and strolled out in the fading light.

Before leaving he had taken from the bottom of the bag containing his samples of cheap jewellery a small, thick screw-bolt about two inches long, and placed it in his pocket with an air of confidence.

Half-an-hour later he crept into the shed which sheltered The Hornet and, not finding the silencer upon the exhaust, as he had anticipated, turned his attention to the fusilage of the biplane. From this he quickly, and with expert hand, unscrewed a bolt, swiftly substituting in its stead the bolt he had brought, which he screwed in place carefully with his pocket wrench.

The bolt he had withdrawn hung heavily in his jacket-pocket, and as he stood, alert and eager, there suddenly sounded the musical voice of a woman.

Next second he had slipped out of the hangar and gained cover in a thicket close by.

Beryl was crossing the grass, laughing gaily in the falling light. With her were Pryor, and Collins the mechanic. A few minutes before, Ronald and she, having finished dinner, had put on their flying-suits and, passing through the long windows out upon the lawn, had bidden farewell to Iris, as they were going on their usual patrol flight.

Ronald, leaving her suddenly, struck away to the hangar and, entering it, turned up the electric lights. With both hands he tested the steel stays of the great biplane, and then, aided by the mechanic, he wheeled the machine out ready for an ascent, for the atmospheric conditions were exactly suitable for an air raid by the enemy.

We had better go up and test the engines, dear, he suggested. This afternoon they were not at all satisfactory.

Beryl climbed into the observers seat, he following as pilot, while Collins disappeared round the corner of the hangar to get something.

Then the pair, seated beside each other and tightly strapped in, prepared to ascend in the increasing darkness.

The sudden roar of the powerful engines was terrific, and could be heard many miles away, for they were testing without the silencer.

Scarcely had they risen a hundred feet from the ground when there was a sharp crack and The Hornet, swerving, shed her right wing entirely, and dived straight with her nose to the earth.

A crash, a heavy thud, and in an instant Ronald and Beryl, happily strapped in their seats, were half-stunned by the concussion. Had they not been secured in their seats both must have been killed, as the man Leffner had intended.

The engine had stopped, for, half the propeller being broken, the other half had embedded itself deeply into the ground. Collins came running up, half frantic with fear, but was soon reassured by the pair of intrepid aviators, who unstrapped themselves and quickly climbed out of the wreckage. Ere long a flare was lit and the broken wing carefully examined; it was soon discovered that The Hornet had been tampered with, one of the steel bolts having been replaced by a painted one of wood!

This is the work of the enemy! remarked Ronnie thoughtfully. They cannot obtain sight of the silencer, therefore there has been a dastardly plot to kill both of us. We must be a little more wary in future, dear.

Ronalds shrewdness did not show itself openly, but having made a good many inquiries, both in Harbury village and elsewhere, he, at last, was able to identify the man who had made that secret attempt upon their lives. Of this, however, he said nothing to Beryl. The Hornet was repaired, and they made night flights again.

Ronald anticipated that a second attempt would be made to obtain the silencer. Taking Collins into his confidence, he made it his habit each dawn, when they came home from their patrol of the coast, to leave in the little office beside the hangar the box which contained the silencer, the secret of which he knew the Germans were so very anxious to obtain.

For a fortnight nothing untoward occurred, until one morning soon after all three had returned from a flight to London and back, they were startled by a terrific explosion from the direction of the hangar.

Hullo! exclaimed Ronald. Whats that?

The trap has gone off, sir, was Collinss grim reply.

All three ran back to the shed, whereupon they saw that the little office had been entirely swept away, and that part of the roof of the hangar was off. Amid the wreckage lay the body of a man with his face shattered, stone-dead. He thought the box contained the silencer, and when he lifted the lid he received a nasty shock, sir — eh? Collins remarked.

But who is it, Ronald? gasped Beryl, horrified.

The man who made the attempt on our lives a month ago, dearest, was her lovers reply. Come away. He has paid the penalty which all spies should pay.

A few hours later Ronald Pryor made a statement to the authorities which resulted in the explosion being regarded, to all but those immediately concerned, as a complete mystery.


CHAPTER IV. THE THURSDAY RENDEZVOUS.
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BERYL GASELEE, IN her warm leather motor-coat and close-fitting little hat, stood gazing out of the coffee-room window of the Unicorn Hotel in the quiet old cathedral town of Ripon, in Yorkshire.

In the falling twilight of the wintry afternoon all looked dull and cheerless. The car stood outside with Ronald Pryor and Collins attending to some slight engine-trouble — the fast, open car which Ronnie sometimes used to such advantage. It was covered with mud, after the long run north from Suffolk, for they had started from Harbury long before daylight, and, until an hour ago, had been moving swiftly up the Great North Road, by way of Stamford, Grantham, and Doncaster to York. There they had turned away to Ripon, where, for an hour, they had eaten and rested. In a basket the waiter had placed some cold food with some bread and a bottle of wine, and this had been duly transferred to the car.

All was now ready for a continuance of the journey.

Well, Beryl! exclaimed Ronnie, returning to where the pretty young air-woman was standing before the fire. All ready — eh?

Quite, dear, was her reply. You havent forgotten the revolvers, have you? she asked in a low voice.

No. Theres one for each of us — and one for you if youd like it, he laughed.

Yes. I think Id better have it, dear — one never knows.

Not much good against a machine-gun, you know! he laughed. But a weapon always gives one confidence.

Ive had the flask filled with hot tea, she said. We shall, no doubt, want it.

Yes. It will be a coldish job. Are you quite warm enough — quite sure you are? he asked, as the white-haired old waiter entered the snug, warm coffee-room.

Quite, she answered, as she drew on her fur-lined gloves.

Well — good-evening, waiter! exclaimed Ronnie cheerily.

Good-evening, sir, replied the old man pleasantly.

Ten minutes later, with Ronnie driving, Beryl snuggled at his side, and Collins seated under the rug in the back of the car, they had passed the dark, imposing façade of the grey, old cathedral and were well out upon the darkening road, through High Berrys and over Hutton Moor. At last they reached Baldersby Gate, where they turned into the long, straight Roman road which runs direct north from York, and, though a continuation of the old Watling Street, is there known as Leeming Lane.

With nightfall there had arisen a cutting north-east wind, that searching breeze which all dwellers in Yorkshire know far too well, comes over with the month of February.

From Baldersby Gate, past Sinderby Station, through Hope Town on to Leeming village, the ancient road ran straight as an arrow, then, with a slight curve to Leeming Station, it ran on to Catterick. By this time they had passed the race-course, which lay on the left of the road before coming to the cross-roads; it was already dark, and drawing up at Catterick Bridge Station, Collins got down and lit the head-lamps, Ronald Pryor having a written permission from Whitehall to use them.

Striking across through the town of Richmond they climbed the high hills over Hipswell and Barden Moor to Leyburn, and then down into Wensley Dale, famed for its cheeses, by the northern road which took them through the picturesque village of Redmire on to Askrigg as far as a darkened and lonely inn close to Hardraw Force. There they pulled up, and, entering, asked for something to eat.

By that time, ten oclock, all three were chilled to the bone, after crossing those wide, open moorlands, where the keen wind cut their faces all the time. The landlady, a stout, cheerful person, soon busied herself to provide creature comforts for the travellers, and within a quarter of an hour all were seated at a substantial meal.

While the good woman was busying herself at table Ronnie suddenly became inquisitive, exclaiming:

Theres a friend of mine, a Mr. Aylesworth, who often comes up to this neighbourhood. He lives in Leeds, but he rents a cottage somewhere about here. Hes a queer and rather lonely man. Do you happen to know him?

Oh, yes, sir! Mr. Aylesworth is quite well known in Hardraw. He has rented old Tom Daltons cottage, up on the hill at Simon Stone, for quite eighteen months now.

Is that far from here?

Only about half-a-mile up Buttertubs Pass.

Buttertubs! What a very curious name! Beryl remarked. Where does the pass lead to?

Why, straight up over Abbotside Common, just below Lovely Seat, and it comes out on the high road in Swale Dale, close to Thwaite.

Who is Dalton? asked the airman.

Old Farmer Dalton. Hes got several cottages on his place. He himself lives over at Gayle, close to Hawes.

Does my friend Aylesworth ever come in here?

Oh, very often, sir! replied the woman. Everybody knows him. Hes such a real cheerful, good-hearted gentleman. Hes always giving away something. Its a sad thing for many about here that theres no treating nowadays.

Well, laughed Beryl, the order is, I hear from my friends, very often broken.

Youre right, miss, the broad, round-faced woman admitted. You cant always prevent it, you know, though we folk do all we can, because of our licenses.

So my friend Aylesworth is quite popular? Im glad to hear that, replied Ronnie. He lives here constantly nowadays, I suppose?

Oh, no, sir! He comes down here just at odd times. Sometimes in the beginning of the week; sometimes for the week-end, was the reply. Hes often up in London — on Government contracts, Ive heard him say.

Beryl and her lover exchanged shrewd and meaning glances.

Yes, I know that Mr. Aylesworth must be very busy, remarked Pryor. I suppose he comes out here just for quiet and rest?

Yes. Thats it, sir, replied the inn-keepers wife. Only the other day he called in here, and was saying that he was so busy that it was a complete change to come here to the moors for rest and fresh air.

Youve had Zepps over here lately, Ive heard. Is that true? inquired Ronnie.

Well, theyve passed over once or twice, they say, but Ive been in bed and asleep. My husband was called up last month, and is now in training down in Kent. Only a week ago he wrote to me saying he hoped I wasnt frightened by them. Somebody down in Kent had evidently spread a report that they had been over here. But Im thankful to say I heard nothing of them.

Do you ever get aeroplanes over? asked Beryl.

Oh, yes, miss! We get some across in the daytime. They must have an aerodrome somewhere on the coast, I think — but I dont know where it is.

Do you ever hear anything of them at night? inquired the girl.

Well, just now and then. Ive been awakened sometimes by the humming of them passing over at night — our patrols, I suppose they are.

Ronald Pryor exchanged another meaning glance with his well-beloved.

Do they sound quite near? he asked.

Oh! quite — unusually low. I suppose they manœuvre across the moors? she said. Mr. Benton, the farmer who lives over at Crosslands, quite close here, was only the other day telling me a curious story. He said he was going home late the other night from Jack Sneaths, when he heard an aeroplane above him, and he saw the machine making some flashlights — signalling to somebody. It flew round and round, hovering and signalling madly. Suddenly, he told me, the aviator cut off his engine, as though he had received an answer, and sailing over the moor, descended somewhere close by, for the hum of the engine was heard no more.

Curious! Pryor remarked, again glancing at his well-beloved.

Oh, no, sir! replied the smiling woman. It was only the night manœuvres of our splendid aircraft boys. Really everyone must admire them, she added, unaware of Ronald Pryors qualifications as an air-pilot.

Ten minutes later all three were out on the road again, travelling along the valley in the direction of Hawes Junction. The night was overcast and very dark, therefore Ronnie was compelled to switch on his head-lights, the road at that part being particularly dangerous.

The country they were now in was a wild and lonely one, with high peaks and wide, desolate moorlands; a sparsely populated district, far removed from the busy workaday world.

They had travelled as far as the old inn called the Moor Cock, where the road branches off to Kirkby Stephen, when Ronnie pulled up, and, turning, ran back again to within a mile of Hardraw. Then finding a convenient grass field, he ran the car in behind a low stone wall, where it was hidden from any passer-by. Then, each taking a flash-lamp and a revolver, they, after shutting off the lights, sought a path which at last they took, climbing up the steep hill-side.

A quarter of an hours walk brought them to a narrow, stony lane, which, after another quarter of an hour, led them to a long, low, stone-built cottage, surrounded by a clump of trees.

Thats Daltons cottage, remarked Ronnie. It answers exactly to the description we have of it. Now, Collins, you get down on the left, so as to have a good point of view while we watch for anything stirring away on the right.

It was then half-past ten oclock. Though cold, the night was very still on those lonely moorlands. The house Ronnie and Beryl were approaching was in total darkness, a gloomy, remote place in which the mystery-man from Leeds, George Aylesworth, came for rest and quiet after the business turmoil of the great manufacturing town.

At last Ronald and his companion got up quite close to the house, and finding a spot whence they had a good view of the front door, they crouched beneath an ivy-clad wall, and there, without speaking, waited, knowing that Collins was on watch at the rear of the premises.

Their vigil was a long and weary one until at last the door opened. By the light within there was revealed a tall, lean man in overcoat and golf-cap. Beneath his left arm he carried something long and round, like a cylinder, while in his right hand he had a stout stick.

He came out, closed the door carefully behind him, and then, passing close to where the air-woman and her lover were crouched in concealment, struck away up a steep, narrow path which led up to the summit of the Black Hill. Happily for the watchers the wind had now become rather rough, hence they were able to follow the man Aylesworth — for Ronald recognised him by the description; keeping at a respectful distance, of course, but determinedly dogging his footsteps.

After walking for nearly half-a-mile up a steep ascent, and over a stony path, the man Aylesworth halted at a point which gave a view of the moor, with its fells and dales, for many miles around. From where Ronald halted he could see the man faintly silhouetted against the skyline.

Look! whispered Beryl. What is he doing?

Watch, urged her companion.

And as they watched they suddenly saw a beam of intense, white light, a miniature searchlight of great brilliance, pierce the darkness skyward. The man Aylesworth was manipulating what they now recognised to be an acetylene signalling apparatus, a cylinder mounted upon a light tripod of aluminium, with a bright reflector behind the gas-jet, and, from the manner that the light began to wink, three times in quick succession — the Morse letter S. — there was evidently some shutter arrangement upon it.

Slowly the beam turned from north to south, making the Morse S. upon the clouds time after time.

Suddenly the light was shut off. For five minutes by Ronalds watch no flicker was shown. Then, once again, the series of Ss. was repeated in a semi-circle from north to south, and back again.

Another five minutes passed in darkness.

Once more the light opened out and commenced to signal the Morse flashes and flares N. F., N. F., N. F., followed by a long beam of light skyward, slowly sweeping in a circle.

Pryor glanced at his watch. It was then exactly midnight. Aylesworth had, no doubt, a rendezvous with someone. His signal could be seen from that point over a radius of fully thirty miles, or even more, for Ronnie, who understood signalling, was well aware that the portable apparatus being used was one of the most intense and reliable type — one that was, indeed, being used by the German army in Flanders.

For the next half-hour the signals were repeated, until, of a sudden, Beryls quick ears caught some unusual sound.

Hark! she whispered.

Both, on listening intently, heard the low hum of a distant aeroplane in the darkness.

The light was signalling madly, and at the same time the machine, high in the vault of the night sky, was fast approaching. The pair watched, straining their eyes to discover it, but though the sound betrayed its presence, they could not discern its whereabouts until there appeared high over them a small, bright light, like a green star, which repeated the signal N. F., N. F., half-a-dozen times.

This is most interesting! whispered Ronald, Look! Why, hes planing down.

Beryl watched, and saw how the aeroplane which had come out of the night was now making short spirals, and planing down as quickly as was practicable in that rather dangerous wind.

Every moment the low hum of the engine became more and more distinct as, time after time, signals were shown in response to those flashed by the mysterious man from Leeds. Then ten minutes later the machine, which proved to be a Fokker, came to earth only about fifty yards from where Beryl and Ronald were standing.

Aylesworth ran up breathlessly the moment the machine touched the grass, and with him the watchers crept swiftly up, in order to try to overhear the conversation.

It was in German. The aviator and his observer climbed out of the seats and stood with Mr. Aylesworth, chatting and laughing.

The pilot calmly lit a cigarette, and drawing something from his pocket, gave it to the man who had been awaiting his arrival. Thereupon, Aylesworth, on his part, handed the airman a letter, saying in English:

Thats all to-night. Please tell Count von Stumnitz that the reply will not be given till Thursday next. By that time we shall have news from the North Sea.

Excellent, replied the aviator, who spoke English perfectly, and who, if the truth were told, had before the war lived the life of a bachelor in Jermyn Street. I shall be over again on Thursday at midnight punctually. I must run up from the south next time. The anti-aircraft found me on the coast and fired.

Well, if you come on Thursday Ill have the despatch ready.

Suddenly the observer, who spoke in German, said:

I have some letters here from the Wilhelmstrasse. Will you post them for me?

Certainly.

They are all ready. They are written upon English paper, and English penny stamps are upon them. Therefore, they can be put into any post-box, and will not arouse suspicion. They mostly contain instructions to our good friends who are scattered over Great Britain.

Aylesworth took from the mans hand a packet of letters tied with string — secret despatches from the German General Staff to the Kaisers spies in Great Britain — and thrust them into the big pocket of his overcoat.

The two Huns and the traitor stood there together in cheery conversation. Much that they said Ronald and Beryl could not overhear. Sometimes there was low whispering, sometimes a burst of hilarious laughter. But it was evident that all three were in perfect accord, and that the aviator and his observer were well-known to Mr. Aylesworth of Leeds.

Far away — many miles off — there showed a faint tremor in the sky, the flash of a distant anti-aircraft searchlight. Now and then it trembled, then all became dark again. The pair of enemies, who that night had landed upon British soil, at last decided that it was high time for them to hie back over the North Sea, therefore they climbed again into their machine — one of the fastest and newest of the Fokker type — and for a few minutes busied themselves in testing their instruments and engine.

The pilot descended again to have a final look round, after which he once more climbed up to his seat, while Aylesworth, acting as mechanic — for, if the truth be told, he had been an aviators mechanic at Hendon for three years before the outbreak of war — gave the propeller a swing over.

There was a loud roar, the machine leapt forward over the withered heather, bumping along the uneven surface, until, gaining speed, the tail slowly lifted, and after a run of a couple of hundred yards, the Fokker skimmed easily away off the ground.

As Ronnie watched in silence he saw that for another fifty yards the German pilot held her down, and then, with a rush and that quick swoop of which the Fokker is capable, up she went, and away!

She made a circuit of perhaps eight hundred feet and then sped somewhere into the darkness upon a straight eastward course to the coast, and over the rough North Sea.

As the pair watched, still arm-in-arm, they again saw the faint tremor of our searchlights in the far distance.

Wouff! Wouff! Wouff! sounded faintly far away.

The Fokker had been picked up by our anti-aircraft boys, and was being fired upon!

Wouff! Wouff! again sounded afar. But the bark of the shell died away, and it seemed plain that the Hun machine had, by a series of side-slips, nose-dives, and quick turns, avoided our anti-aircraft guns, and was well on its way carrying those secret communications to the German General Staff.

The enemy pilot had streaked off eastwards, and to sea.

Now we know this fellow Aylesworths game! whispered Ronnie. Next Thursday he will be sending away some important message. Therefore, we must be here to have a finger in the enemys pie — eh?

Certainly, dearest, replied the gallant little woman at his side. It certainly is a coup for you that you have discovered this secret means of communication between ourselves and the enemy.

Not really, he said in a low voice. Our people scented the mystery, and have handed it on to me to investigate.

Well, we know that something is leaving us on Thursday — some important information.

Just so. And is it up to us to see that Aylesworth does not send it across the sea successfully — eh?

Lets get away now, urged Beryl. He may discover us.

Ronald stood, his arm linked in that of his well-beloved. He made no remark as he watched the dark silhouette of the man Aylesworth disappear over the brow of the hill.

Presently he said:

Well, dear, he hasnt discovered us. But if all goes well we shall be back here on Thursday.

Half-an-hour later they met Collins awaiting them near the car. The mechanic became greatly interested when his master described briefly what they had seen.

Then all three mounted into their seats, the lights were switched on, and they turned back to Kirkby Stephen, where they spent the remainder of the night at the old Kings Arms, giving a fictitious story of a breakdown.



Two days later, Pryor having made a long written report to the Anti-Aircraft Headquarters, took the train from Liverpool Street Station down to Harbury Court, there to await instructions. Beryl, who was already down there with Iris, was greatly excited, for only she, Ronald, and Collins knew of the intended coup next Thursday. Zeppelins had sailed over the East Coast, and had paid the penalty for so doing. Uncle — the pet name for Count Zeppelin at the Potsdam Court — was, it was reported, in tears of rage. He had promised the Kaiser that he would appal Great Britain, but the British refused even to be alarmed. The Zeppelin menace, thought by the world to be so serious, had fizzled out, and it now seemed that the more mobile aeroplane — often with the British tri-colour rings upon its wings — had taken its place. And it was one of those which Ronnie and Beryl knew would be due over that Yorkshire moor next Thursday at midnight.

Ronnie spent the night at Harbury, and in the morning received a telegram calling him urgently to Whitehall. On his return, he said but little, though, from his smile, Beryl knew that he was satisfied.

Wednesday came, and in his brown overalls he spent nearly the whole day with Collins in The Hornets Nest. They were getting the machine in trim for a long night flight.

Both pilot and mechanic consumed many cigarettes as they worked, Ronnie examining every stay and every instrument. He satisfied himself that the Lewis gun, which could fire through the propeller, was in working order, and he tested the silencer, which he brought out from the house for that purpose, and then returned it to its place of safety from the prying eyes of the enemy.

Now and then Beryl came out and watched the preparations.

Thursday dawned grey and overcast, with every indication of rain. Indeed, rain fell at ten oclock, but at eleven, it having cleared, Ronnie took Collins, and they went up for a flip together in order to make a final test.

Beryl and her sister stood in the meadow watching the machine ascend higher and higher, until it had gained an altitude of fully twelve thousand feet. Then it seemed to hover for a moment, after which, with a long, graceful swoop, Ronnie commenced a series of aerial evolutions which Beryl, as an accomplished air-woman, knew to be most difficult, and showed to her what perfect control Ronald had over the machine. The silencer was on, therefore no sound could be heard of the engines.

In about twenty minutes time Ronnie came lightly to earth, and pulled up close to where Iris and her sister were standing.

Everything going finely! he shouted to Beryl, as he unstrapped himself, and clambered out of the pilots seat.

Then, when he joined her, he said:

As the crow flies the spot on the moor is about two hundred and thirty miles from here. Therefore we ought to leave soon after seven in case we lose our way.

Then, after luncheon, they spent the afternoon studying maps and marking directions by which to steer, by the lines of railway mostly. Night flying, with the lights of towns extinguished, is always a difficult matter, and, as Beryl knew by experience, it is extremely easy to lose ones way by a single mistake.

By seven oclock darkness had already fallen; but the barometer, at which both had glanced many times with anxious eyes, showed a slow, steady rise, and with the direction of the wind, combined to create excellent conditions for flying at high altitudes.

The Hornet had been wheeled out of its nest, and Beryl in her fur-lined aviation kit, her leather cap and goggles, had strapped herself in behind her lover, who, with a flash-lamp, was now busily examining the row of instruments before him. Meanwhile Collins, on the ground, shouted:

Best of luck to you, sir, and also to Miss Beryl!

Thank you, Collins! cried the girl. We ought to be back by five.

All ready, Collins? asked Ronnie at last sharply.

The mechanic sprang to the propeller.

Contact, sir? he asked.

Ronnie threw over the switch with a click. The mechanic swung the big, four-bladed propeller over, when the engine started with noisy, metallic clatter, increasing until it became a deep roar.

Ronnie was testing his engine. Finding it satisfactory, he quickly throttled down. Collins took the chocks from beneath the wheels, and the pilot taxied slowly across to the corner of the big field until, gaining speed, he opened up suddenly, when the machine skimmed easily off the ground, over the belt of trees, and away up into the void.

As they ascended, Beryl, gazing down, saw below a few faint lights to the south-east, and knew that there lay the important town of H —— , blotted out at even that early hour of the evening, for the lights visible would have only indicated a village in pre-war days.

In the sky further eastwards toward the sea was a slight tremor of light showing that searchlights were already at work testing their beams, and making oblong patches of light upon the clouds.

At ten thousand feet up, as the altimeter then showed, it was intensely cold, and the girl buttoned up her fur-lined coat and fastened up her wind-cuffs. The roar of the engine was too great, of course, to admit of conversation. Ronnie had not switched on the silencer, as it impeded speed, and after a long flight it might choke just at the very moment when its services were most required.

Due north in the increasing darkness went The Hornet, skilfully handled by the most intrepid of air-pilots, high over town, forest, and pasture, hill and dale, as the hours crept slowly on.

Suddenly, however, Ronnie turned the machine, and began to circle over a few scattered lights. Then Beryl recognised his uncertainty. Time after time he searched for the railway line to York, but though both of them strained their eyes they could not pick it up again.

Hence they were compelled, much to Ronnies chagrin, to make a descent in a big grass-field, where, in the blackness, they made a rather rough landing, and presently inquired their whereabouts of some villagers.

To their amazement they found that beneath the hill where they had descended the railway line actually ran. And it was on account of the long tunnel they had missed it.

So, ascending once more, they struck again due north by the compass, and finding the line, flew along it over Doncaster to York. Then, still continuing northwards, they reached Thirsk Junction, until five minutes later as they were approaching Northallerton, intending to strike westward and follow the line to Hawes, The Hornet developed serious engine trouble, and Ronnie was forced again to descend, planing down into an unploughed field.

For half-an-hour, aided actively by Beryl, he was occupied in making a repair. It was then past eleven, and the girl expressed a hope that they would be at the rendezvous by midnight.

It will really be too bad if we arrive too late, she added apprehensively.

Ronnie did not reply. He was seriously contemplating giving up the expedition. The engine trouble was a very serious one. They might last out perhaps another hour, but The Hornet could never return to Harbury with the engine in that state. This distressing fact, however, he did not tell her.

Hark! cried Beryl suddenly. Listen! Why, theres a machine up — over us!

Ronald hold his breath. Yes, there was the distinct hum of a machine coming up from the east, following the railway from the main line over towards Hawes.

Oh! do lets go up. That may be Aylesworths friend, suggested Beryl.

I expect it is, replied Ronnie grimly. But with this engine there is danger — very grave danger — Beryl, dear. Are you quite prepared to risk it?

Ill risk anything with you, was the girls prompt reply. Weve risked our lives in the air before, and well do so again to-night. We must not fail now that were within an ace of success.

Her words spurred Ronnie to a supreme effort. With the hum of the mysterious machine in his ears, he set his teeth; then with the spanner in his hand he screwed the nut tightly, and without many further words he told his well-beloved that all was ready. They both got in, and two minutes later they were rising in the air, rapidly overhauling the mysterious machine.

Those moments seemed hours to Beryl. She scarcely dared to breathe. Ronnie had switched on the silencer, and they were now speeding through the air without a sound, save for the shrill whistle of the wind through the planes.

By the hum of the engine of the machine they were following they kept silently in its wake, gradually overhauling it.

Suddenly they saw flashes of white light from it — signals to the traitor Aylesworth in waiting below. Then they knew that they were not mistaken.

Ronnie put every ounce into his crocked-up engine, knowing that if it failed they might make a nose-dive fatal to them both. Like an arrow he sped towards the aeroplane which had crept over the North Sea, and across Yorkshire to meet the man who had promised those secret despatches.

Beryl saw deep below the flashes of a lamp— N. F., N. F., in Morse.

Ronald Pryor saw it also and, suddenly turning the nose of his machine, he made a circle in silence around the enemy aeroplane. Again he circled much nearer. The German pilot was utterly ignorant of his presence, so silently did he pass through the air, until, narrowing the circle, he waited for the Fokker to plane down; then, in a flash, he flew past, and, with his hand upon the Lewis gun, he showered a veritable hail of lead upon it.

The Fokker reeled, and then nose-dived to earth, with — as was afterwards found — its pilot shot through the brain, its petrol-tank pierced in five places, and one of its wings hanging limp and broken, such a terrible shower of lead had Pryor directed against it.

Beryl and Ronald Pryor had perforce to return by train to Harbury, but, by previous arrangement, the man Aylesworth had been arrested, and was duly tried by court-martial. It is known that he was found guilty and condemned, but the exact sentence upon him will probably not be known until after the declaration of peace.

And, after all, the doom of a traitor is best left unrecorded.


CHAPTER V. CONCERNS THE HIDDEN HAND.
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ONE EVENING — the evening of June 14th, 1916, to be exact — Ronald Pryor came forth through one of the long French windows which led out upon the sloping lawn at Harbury Court, and gazed out upon the extensive and picturesque landscape; the low ridge of hills was soft in the grey and crimson of the summer afterglow.

With Beryl, and Iris, he had dined an hour ago, after which Beryl had gone for a flight in The Hornet. She had been away more than half-an-hour when, seated alone, he drained his liqueur, placed his cigarette-end in the ash-tray, and glanced anxiously at his wrist-watch.

Then he had gone out into the calm June night.

Passing from the spacious gardens surrounding the Court — ill-kept nowadays, for all the men were serving in the Army — he went down to The Hornets Nest.

He opened the sliding door sufficiently to allow himself to enter, and for the next hour he was busy within. At last he reappeared with an old, wide-mouthed kitbag, similar to those used by hunting men in pre-war days.

Carrying it across the field to the opposite corner, he opened it beneath the high elm-tree which they were always compelled to avoid in their ascents or descents. Then he took out a coil of black-enamelled wire, the end of which bore a lead plummet. Carefully examining the coil, he held it loosely in his hand and, stepping back a few paces, quickly swung the lead around his head half-a-dozen times, and then, with a sudden jerk, released it, sending it high up into the branches of the tree, where it remained with its wire attached. A few feet down the wire, towards the ground, there had been inserted a brown porcelain insulator, while, as the airman paid out the wire, receding from the tree as he did so, a second insulator came into view.

Having let out sufficient wire, he at last pegged its end to the ground. Thus, from the grass to the tree, stretched up a long single wire. From his square-mouthed bag he took out a small box of polished mahogany and, opening it, there was disclosed within a complete little wireless set. A small mat of copper gauze he took also from the bag and, spreading it upon the damp grass as an earth, he connected up his instruments with expert hand.

Presently he glanced at the watch on his wrist; by this time the twilight was rapidly falling, the mists were rising, and a few sparks of light could be seen twinkling deep down in the grey valley. Then he removed his cap and, assuming the double head phones, carefully adjusted his detector and listened attentively.

From anyone passing along the high road he was entirely hidden from view. The possession of wireless was forbidden under heavy penalty by the Defence of the Realm Act, but Ronnie Pryor was one of the fortunate few whose permits for experiment had been recently renewed by the Admiralty.

Hm! he exclaimed aloud. Theres Norddeich going strong, sending out the usual German official lies — and also the Eiffel Tower. Two budgets of official war news at the same time!

Again he listened with great patience and attention, as he knelt upon the grass. The neat little installation was, of course, for receiving only, there being no electrical current for transmission. A small, round ebonite handle at the end of the box he turned backwards and forwards very slowly, altering his wave-length ever and anon, making it longer or shorter in order to tune himself to the message he was apparently expecting.

Once again he glanced at his watch very anxiously. Then, for the next three-quarters of an hour, while the dusk deepened into darkness, he remained upon his patient vigil.

At last! he gasped aloud, as he switched on a little shaded lamp which shone obliquely within the box; then he bent down, and, on a small writing-pad, began to take down rapidly the letters he heard in Morse code — an unintelligible jumble of the alphabet, each nine letters being separated by a space.

Presently there ticked into his ears the three shorts, followed by long-short-long, which signified end of work. Still bending to the tiny light, he took from his pocket a little book. On consulting it, he placed over each code-letter its de-coded equivalent, afterwards reading it to his apparent satisfaction.

Then he rose, standing with his face to the north, and gazing over the wide valley into the night sky. He lit a cigarette, and remained there for a full quarter of an hour. Afterwards he consulted a map from his pocket and then, lighting another cigarette, waited somewhat impatiently. Now and then he could hear the roar of a car or a motor-cycle passing along the high road at the back of him.

About three-quarters of an hour after the reception of the message, Pryor connected up four dry batteries he had in his bag to a lamp with a wide lens, which he placed on its back upon the ground, so that the beams were directed upwards. Then again, after pulling down the wire, he seated himself upon a root of the great tree and waited, listening very attentively.

At last he heard a faint hum in the darkness — a low sound like the distant buzzing of a bee.

It was approaching rapidly — an aeroplane high in the dark sky, for neither moon nor stars showed that night. The machine was approaching from the direction of London, yet, though he strained his eyes, he could not distinguish it in that dark-blue vault above.

On it came rapidly in his direction. Into the electric circuit he had put a little tapping-key and, touching it, he tapped out the Morse letters: X X D — his own wireless call number.

Time after time he repeated the call X X D — X X D! at the same time straining his eyes into the darkness.

Suddenly, almost exactly above him, he saw, like a tiny star in the sky, a light twinkling. He read the message, and knew that his signal had been seen and read.

Next second he tapped out upon the key — flashing it to the arriving aeroplane — the direction of the light wind, afterwards opening up the light to serve as a guide. The aeroplane, humming above in the darkness, swept down lower and lower in half-mile spirals until, of a sudden, a powerful searchlight beamed out from it, directed upon the earth below; its pilot was looking for a safe landing-place.

Slowly it circled round and round until, a few minutes later, it came to earth in the opposite corner of the field to that in which Ronnie was standing. In an instant, with the cessation of the throbbing of the engine, the light was shut off, and Pryor, having long ago packed up his wireless, hastened across.

Hullo! he shouted into the darkness.

Hullo, Ronnie! answered a girls voice cheerily, and a few seconds later Beryl Gaselee received a warm and fond caress.

I got your message all right, darling! the man exclaimed, while the girl, in her workmanlike air-womans kit, stood before the propeller and stretched her arms above her head after her long flight away into Hampshire and back. By the light of Ronnies flash-lamp she was revealed in her leather flying-cap, her hair tucked away beneath it, her mackintosh confined at the waist by a wide belt, and, instead of a skirt, brown mechanics overalls.

I came across Bedford and St. Albans, but just beyond I had a terrible fright. I was flying low in order to pick up a railway-line when, of a sudden, a searchlight opened up from somewhere and I was attacked by two anti-aircraft guns. One shell whistled within five yards of the left plane of The Hornet. Indeed, it was quite a miracle that I was not winged.

But couldnt the fools see the rings on the planes? Didnt you bank in order to show them?

Of course I did, but I was in a cloud, and they could not see me with any accuracy. You see, I never gave word to headquarters that I was going up. I quite forgot it.

Oh, well, in that case it is only natural that they would fire upon any stray aircraft at night! Ronnie replied. But I got your message all right, which proves that our wireless works well. Where were you when you sent it?

I had flown about ten miles beyond Oxford. I had some trouble with the engine, so I was late in starting, she replied. You left your kit in the machine, she added, and, climbing again into The Hornet, she threw out a leather cap and a heavy mackintosh.

Did you hear anything suspicious? she asked, as he placed the bag containing the wireless in the observers seat.

Yes, he replied. It was just as we have guessed — enemy messages on a short wave-length. Not very plain, to be sure, but they are being transmitted, without a doubt. I heard you perfectly, he added. But we havent much time to waste if we are to keep the appointment.

The bus is going beautifully, Beryl said. I should have had quite a pleasant trip if it were not for the Archie-fire.

They may believe that the enemy send aeroplanes over to us at night painted to resemble ours. That is the reason you got peppered, no doubt, he said. We must give that station a wide berth in future.

Climbing into the pilots seat he examined the map set beneath the small electric bulb, and afterwards slipped on his airmans coat and cap, and buckled the strap round his waist. Then, after she had swung over the propeller, he helped his well-beloved into the observers seat into which she strapped herself.

With a quick bumpy run they sped over the pasture, and then, on the lower ground, they rose with a roar of the engine, turned and, passing over the high road, circled over the opposite hill. Higher and higher Ronnie went up into the starless darkness, making great circles in order to get up five thousand feet.

As the speed increased in the darkness the machine, thrusting its nose still upwards and lying over resolutely in its long spiral climb, throbbed onward until, at a thousand feet, there came to both a delicious sense of relief as they moved along on an even keel.

For over an hour they flew until they were high above the long, steep High Street of Guildford, where only a few twinkling lights could be seen below, owing to the excellent precautions of its Chief Constable. At that altitude, from the number of lights, an enemy airman would never have suspected it to be a town at all.

It was not long, however — even while they were circling above the town and Ronnie was taking his bearings — before two intense beams from searchlights shot out and almost blinded the aviators. For fully two minutes the lights followed them. Then the watchers below, having satisfied themselves that it was a friendly plane, shut off again, and all was darkness.

They had flown perhaps nine miles from Guildford when, of a sudden, almost directly below them, there sprang up four points of red light — lit simultaneously by an electrical wire — which showed them their landing-place.

Down they swept until Ronnie, an expert in landing at night, found himself in a large grass-field. Collins came running forward eagerly to welcome him.

The four lights were at once extinguished, and the engine being shut off, all was quiet again.

Well, sir, I think youre quite right, Collins said at last. Ive been watching these two days, and theres something mysterious in the wind.

Have you seen them? asked Ronnie eagerly.

Yes. A youngish man and a stout old woman. When I got down I found Shawfield to be only a tiny place with one old inn, The Bell, and I knew that a strangers movements would be well watched. So I went three miles farther, and took a room at The George, in Bricklehurst.

How far is the farm from here? asked Beryl.

Oh, about a mile — not more, miss! Behind that wood yonder, he replied. They had a visitor this afternoon — a tall, fair, well-dressed man. Hes probably spending the night there. I watched him arrive at Shawfield Station, and the man who calls himself Cator met him, and drove him in the car to the Manor Farm.

I wonder who the visitor is? remarked Pryor.

He is probably one of the gang, Beryl suggested. No doubt he has come down from London to see them in secret. The woman poses as Cators mother, I believe.

Yes, miss. Ive discovered that they bought the Manor Farm in 1913, and that Cator had an excellent assistant, a Belgian, it was supposed — or at least he gave himself out to be that. Cator erected new farm-buildings that you will see — nice, red-brick structures with corrugated iron roofs, and spent a large sum of money on improvements.

New buildings — eh? sniffed Ronnie in suspicion.

Yes, thats just the point, sir. But lets get over there, and Ill show you one or two things that I regard as suspicious.

Thereupon the pair, guided by Collins, threw off their air-clothes and crossed the field to a gate where a footpath led into a dark wood, the air-mechanic switching on a pocket-torch to light their way. They conversed only in whispers, lest there should be anyone lurking in the vicinity, and on traversing the wood, found themselves out upon a broad highway. Then, after going perhaps a quarter of a mile, they turned into a second wood and continued through it until, at its farther boundary, they saw before them, silhouetted against the night sky, a cluster of farm-buildings, with the farmhouse itself close by.

Hush! urged Collins. Then, drawing his companions near him, he halted and whispered, See that long building — away from the others? Thats where the mystery lies!

They both strained their eyes, and could see distinctly the long, low-built structure straight before them.

Follow me, Collins whispered. Be careful to make no noise. There are two dogs in the yard yonder, but theyre chained up.

Thats a mercy! Beryl remarked, as the pair moved slowly after the mechanic.

Suddenly, when they came out upon an ill-made track which was evidently a byway, Collins stopped and, turning his flash-lamp upon the ground, pointed out the recent marks of wheels, the broad, flat-tyred wheels of a motor-lorry.

See whats been here of late — eh? he whispered. Look! and he slowly flashed the light across the road. Its been here quite half-a-dozen times recently — on different nights or days.

Yes, replied Ronnie. You are quite right! Do those tracks lead up to the building?

Yes. Come and see.

They went, and before the big, heavy doors which were locked so securely they saw, by the faint light the man showed, marks of where the lorry had backed right into the building.

Then it must have a concrete floor! remarked Ronnie as he examined the tracks intently. Several lorries have been here, without a doubt. But might they not have been carting grain away?

No. Because no threshing has been done here for over two years.

Dare we go near the house? Beryl asked.

No, miss; it wouldnt be wise. Wed have to pass through the yard, and the dogs would give tongue at once.

Oh, we mustnt alarm them! Ronnie said. If we are to be successful we must do everything in secret and spring a real surprise. Only, he added, we must make quite certain that they are guilty.

Of course, Beryl agreed. But how?

Ah, thats the point! said Ronnie, taking out his own torch, and again examining the tracks of the lorry in the soft ground. With the aid of a folding foot-rule he drew forth from his pocket, he took measurements at several points in the road, then said:

It is not always the same lorry that comes here. One is heavier than the other. The one which came most recently is the larger of the two, and from the depth of the rut it must have been loaded to its capacity. See there, where it sank into a soft place! — and he indicated a spot where one wheel had sunk in very deeply.

Further, he went on, I judge, by the recent dry weather, that those lorries have been here at intervals of about three days. They came from some considerable distance, no doubt. The last was here yesterday, in which case the next would be here the day after to-morrow.

Then I can stay and see with my own eyes? suggested Collins.

Exactly my idea, his master replied. You could be an actual witness, and make a statement before I dare act.

At that moment all three were startled by hearing voices. People were coming out of the farmhouse. The dogs in the yard barked — showing that the voice of one of the persons was that of a stranger — the man from London.

Quick! cried Collins. Lets get into hiding somewhere. I hope they wont let those infernal dogs loose, or theyll soon scent us out!

I hope not! said Beryl, who, though a lover of dogs, held farm dogs, in such circumstances, in distinct suspicion.

All three sped quickly back, crouching behind a wooden fence close by, just as the fitful light of a lantern could be seen approaching. Three persons were revealed — the man Cator, his guest, and the fat old woman.

Ronnie and Beryl strained their ears to catch their conversation, but at first they could not distinguish a single word.

Suddenly the woman, with a loud laugh, spoke more distinctly. Yes! She spoke in German, the man from London answering in the same language!

They walked to the door of the long, low building which, after some difficulty, the man Cator unlocked, leaving his old hurricane-lamp outside. The trio went in; therefore it was plain one of them carried an electric torch.

I suppose they are showing him their handiwork — eh? remarked Beryl in a whisper.

No doubt. He has come down from London to make an inspection, it seems.

They could hear voices speaking in German within the building, but dared not emerge from their place of concealment to peer within. Ronnie had suggested it, but Beryl urged a judicious course.

No, let Collins remain and watch, she said in a whisper. Every moment we remain here means graver peril to our plans. If they scent the slightest suspicion, then all our efforts will be in vain. Have you noticed over there? Ive been looking at it for some minutes, and I dont think my eyes deceive me.

What? asked Ronnie.

Why, look at that chimney-stack upon the farmhouse! Cant you see something — a wire running from it right away to that high tree on the left?

Yes — by Gad! Thats so, Beryl! Why, theyve got wireless here! They evidently string up an aerial at night!

Well, I havent noticed that before! said Collins. But no doubt youre right, sir. Thats a wireless aerial, without question.

Yes. But lets get away, Ronnie urged. They may release those horrible dogs for a run, and then it would be all up.

So the trio, creeping cautiously, receded by the dark path along which they had reached the Manor Farm, and were soon back again in the Monks Wood, as Collins told them it was named.

Back again at the spot where they had left The Hornet they held council.

You remain here, Collins, said Pryor. Watch the place, and see what arrives. The next lorry may come along the day after to-morrow, or the day after that. You will see what its load is. Then, having made certain, come back straight to Harbury. Well wait for you there. Telephone me, but not from the locality. You understand?

Very well, sir, replied the air-mechanic, who, in a rather shabby blue suit, wore a brass badge as one doing national work.

Ronnie and Beryl climbed back into the machine, fastened the straps round themselves, and made all ready for their long flight from Surrey, across London, to Harbury Court.

They said good-bye to Collins, who, taking the propeller, pulled it over, while Pryor threw over the contact.

There was no response.

Hullo! Whats up? asked Ronnie.

Dont know, sir, Collins said. Try again.

They both tried again — and again, but no response could be got out of the engine. The Hornet had lost its sting!

Both pilot and observer descended again to make a minute investigation. Both of them were conversant with every point of an aero-engine, but neither could discover the fault. The Hornet had simply broken down!

For nearly an hour the trio worked hard to get a move on the engine, but without success.

At last Ronald declared that it would be best to wait until dawn, so they sat down upon the grass beneath the hedge, smoking cigarettes and chatting.

By Jove! exclaimed Ronnie. If it is really true what we suspect, how we shall surprise them — eh?

Yes, dear, said his well-beloved. But Collins must have absolute and undeniable evidence.

Of course. We cannot act without that. See over there — the faint light in the sky.

And he pointed to the pale light, eastward, which heralded the dawn.

Already the birds were twittering, and away somewhere a dog was barking furiously. In pre-war times the chimes of village church clocks would have struck the hour. But now, in fear of enemy aircraft, all chimes were silent.

Slowly the light stole over the hill, and presently all three walked over to The Hornet for another minute examination. Within ten minutes Collins had found the fault — quite a usual but unexpected one — and five minutes afterwards the engine was ready for the ascent.

Pryor climbed into the pilots seat to test it, and did so half-a-dozen times before he pronounced his verdict that the machine was in a fit condition to fly back over London.

At last, when Ronnie and Beryl had climbed in and settled themselves, the mechanic swung over the propeller, the engine roared, and a few moments later they had left the earth, speeding higher and higher in the direction of London, on their return to Harbury Court.

Collins, as soon as they had left, wound up the electric wires connecting the little tin pans of petrol at each corner of the field, and hid the pans themselves in the hedge. Then, having removed all traces of the machines presence there, he started back on his three-mile walk to the obscure little village in which he had taken up his quarters.

Next day he relaxed his vigilance on the Manor Farm and, with an elderly man, a retired schoolmaster whom he had met in the bar of The George, he went for a days fishing in the river which ran outside the village.

The old man, whose name was Haddon, had a wide knowledge of local affairs, and as soon as Collins mentioned Mrs. Cator and her son, he exclaimed:

Ah! They had a very good manager in Mr. Bush, but he went away about a month before the war. He was a German, though he called himself Belgian.

How do you know he was a German? asked Collins.

Well, because my daughters in the post-office here, and she says that once or twice letters came for him bearing a Dutch stamp, and addressed to Herr Büch, which is a German name.

Yes. Thats curious, isnt it?

And there were some other curious facts, too. Before the war two foreigners very often came down to the Manor Farm to spend the week-end — gentlemen from London. I met them once or twice and heard them speaking in German.

But Mr. Cator isnt German, is he? asked Collins.

Who knows? Some Germans whove lived here for years speak English so well that you cant tell, declared the ex-schoolmaster.

Have you any reason for supposing that Cator is a German? inquired Collins. If hes German, then what about his mother?

Well, it doesnt follow that his mother is German. She may have been an English girl who married a German, you know.

If so, she certainly might be pro-German, Collins remarked, as they sat together on the river-bank eating their sandwiches.

I certainly think she is, because my daughter tells me that old Emma Greens girl, who was housemaid at the Manor Farm when war was declared, says that Mrs. Cator, her son, and one of those gentlemen from London drank the health of the Kaiser in champagne that night.

Did the girl tell your daughter that?

Yes, she did. And I believe her.

Collins was silent. These facts he had learnt were highly important.

You see, Mr. Haddon went on, nowadays you dare not say anything about anybody you suspect, for fear of being had up for libel. The law somehow seems to protect the Germans in our midst. I feel confident that the Cators are a mysterious pair, and I told my suspicions to Mr. Rouse, our police-sergeant in the village. But he only shrugged his shoulders and said that as far as he knew they were all right. So why, after that, should anybody trouble?

Is it not an Englishmans duty to oust the enemy? Collins queried.

Yes, it is; but if the enemy can live under laws which protect them, what can the average man do?

Why, do his best to assist the authorities! The latter are not so blind as they lead the public to believe, I assure you, laughed Collins, who, having learnt all he could from the ex-schoolmaster, devoted the remainder of the afternoon to angling, and with fair result.

Next day he strolled, at about ten oclock in the morning, in the direction of the Manor Farm, apparently taking a morning walk. When he had gone about a quarter of a mile, he met the man Cator in a golf suit and cap, accompanied by the stranger who had come from London two days previously, and a third man, tall, elderly, with a short, greyish beard, and rather shabbily-dressed.

As they passed, Collins felt instinctively that the grey-bearded man, having eyed him closely, made some remark to his companions which caused them to turn back and look after him. The air-mechanic was, however, too discreet to turn himself, but went on and, walking in a circle, gave the Manor Farm a wide berth.

That evening, however, as soon as it grew dark, he approached the place, taking up his position at the same spot where he had stood with his master and Miss Beryl — a point from which he had a good view of the long, low farm-building.

He sank down into some undergrowth which concealed him and lit a cigarette, there being nobody near to smell the smoke. It was eight oclock when he arrived there, and the time passed very slowly. Now and then the dogs in the yard barked furiously, once at hearing his footsteps, and again when somebody opened the back door of the farmhouse and came outside. Now and then a horse neighed, and once a dog barking far away set the two watch-dogs barking in response.

The hours went by, but Collins, lying on his back sometimes smoking, sometimes dozing, kept a most patient vigil.

Suddenly, however, just before midnight, as a glance at his watch revealed, he heard the sound of a car coming up the hill. He sprang up and listened. It was coming up behind him — up the byway which led through the wood to the farm!

His heart beat quickly. Pryor had been right. A lorry visited the Manor Farm every three days.

Suddenly he caught a glimpse of the oil side-lights, and a few minutes later a big motor-lorry, heavily laden, approached and backed towards the wide doors of the farm-building. The driver having blown his horn, Cator and his visitor came out, and, when the doors were unlocked and wheeled open, the lorry was backed right into the building.

At once all three men began unloading the lorry, whereupon Collins crept up to ascertain what was being taken out.

Crouching behind the lorry he saw a number of full petrol tins being handed out and stored away within, after which came small, square wooden cases, which were handled very gingerly, and placed quietly upon the concrete floor of the well-filled building. Each case bore a red disc, and by the manner in which the driver warned Cator and his friend who handled them, Collins learnt that they were high explosives.

The lorry had been practically laden with these cases, save for twenty tins of petrol, and all were safely transferred into the store. After this the driver went into the house for some refreshment, and in the meantime Collins, by the aid of his flash-lamp, was enabled to slip inside the building and make a quick examination of its contents.

What he saw showed plainly that within that place was stored a great quantity of petrol and explosives — an enemy base for the use of the Huns who so vainly hoped one day to reach Britain.

Two minutes later, ere the trio again emerged from the house, the air-mechanic was on his way back to the inn at Bricklehurst, well satisfied.

On the following Friday, at nine oclock in the evening, Beryl climbed into The Hornet, which stood in its meadow behind Harbury Court ready for a night flight. It had been a strenuous day getting ready, but the machine was now in perfect running order.

Ronnie, in his air-kit with leather cap and big goggles, climbed in and buckled the strap round his waist.

Well, lets hope for good luck! cried Beryl standing at the propeller.

Right, darling! replied Ronnie. Let her rip!

Next moment the girl swung round the propeller. Then she climbed in, and a few moments later the plane sped over the grass and soon crossed the roof of the house, and was away.

An hour later, with the lever of the silencer thrown back, they were hovering noiselessly, having passed over Guildford and away south, above a fire they saw below them — a hay-rick which belonged to the Cators. Collins had ignited it at a given time that night, in order to serve as their guide. The rick was in a field fully half-a-mile from the farm, and from above Ronnie and his companion could see that the local fire brigade were around it.

The light, however, plainly illuminated the Manor Farm, and the building containing the secret store. Twice Ronnie passed over it, flying high, then once again he crossed directly above the farm. His hand was upon one of the little levers controlling his bombs, but, seeing that he had passed slightly to the south, he turned her nose, and re-passed once again in silence.

Suddenly he touched the three upper levers in swift succession, one after the other.

There was a swish of air below in the darkness, and as they watched, three blood-red flashes showed far down almost simultaneously.

A noise like an earthquake rent the air, a great column of flame shot up, and a huge explosion resulted, lighting the country for miles around, and sending débris high into the darkness, while at the same time the terrible concussion tilted up The Hornet until she very nearly had a nasty side-slip.

Ronnie opened up his searchlight, shining it down upon the farm, revealing to their gaze only a wrecked and burning mass of ruins. The whole place, including the farmhouse, had, by the terrible force of the explosives stored there in secret, been swept clean away and levelled to the ground.

A few minutes later The Hornet turned upon her homeward flight, and to this day it is very naturally believed by the public that enemy aircraft visited the spot on that memorable night.


CHAPTER VI. THE PRICE OF VICTORY.
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THE WINTRY NIGHT was dark and moonless. There was a slight ground mist — and consequently no wind.

Ronald Pryor returned to Harbury Court late for dinner, where Beryl and her sister awaited him. He had had a fagging day in London, spending nearly half his time with officials of the Air Department, who had at last become interested in his new engine silencer. Trials of it had been made at Farnborough and elsewhere, and proof of its effectiveness had been quite adequate.

The Department have decided to adopt it! he announced triumphantly to Beryl as he entered the long, old-fashioned stone hall, and hung up his overcoat.

I knew they would, dear! cried the enthusiastic air-woman joyously.

I only hope the secret wont leak out to the enemy, he said, and then went along to wash his hands before sitting down to dinner.

Presently, while they were at table, and Ronnie was describing the interview he had had with the heads of three Government Departments and the reading of the confidential reports upon the tests made with aeroplanes to which the silencer had been fitted, the maid entered announcing that he was wanted on the telephone.

He left the table, and five minutes later returned with a grave look upon his countenance.

Whats the matter, dear? asked Beryl anxiously, for she dreaded lest something was amiss.

For a few moments he did not answer, busying himself with his plate. Then at last, he replied:

Oh! — well, only that I am flying The Hornet again to-night.

May I not go with you? Beryl asked eagerly. Do let me go. It is over a week since I went up.

He hesitated. Truth to tell, what he had heard on the telephone caused him some misgivings. Over the wire a certain disguised message had been given to him from headquarters — a request to which he had acceded.

Beryl was in entire ignorance of the affair. He had been asked to regard it as strictly confidential, hence, he had not mentioned it, even to his well-beloved.

Look here, dearest, he said at last, looking across the big bowl of flowers in the centre of the table, I dont half like you coming with me to-night. There may be risk, and it is unfair that you should take it.

We are engaged, Ronnie; therefore, if there is any danger, why should I not share it? was her prompt reply. I am not afraid while I am with you.

Thats quite the right spirit, Beryl, remarked her sister, approvingly.

I quite appreciate your bravery, little one, said Ronnie, but flight on this misty night is fraught with more danger than people ever imagine. Once you are up you are lost, except for your compass. And to descend is, as you know, full of perils.

I quite appreciate all that, said Beryl. Dont you recollect when I came over from Sandgate to Folkestone, and found a thick fog on this side? Well, I went on till I found a break in it on the Surrey Downs, and descended quite safely at Ash, near Aldershot.

That was in daylight — not on a dark night like this?

But where are you going? she inquired.

To her question he remained silent. His was a mission in strict confidence.

Further argument followed between the pair, until at last, by the time dinner had ended, Ronald Pryor was compelled to accede to her request.

Then, taking a flash-lamp, he went forth across the big meadow to the hangar and found Collins awaiting him.

All ready, sir, the latter announced cheerily. I heard you quite well on the phone from London, but — well, sir, he added hesitatingly, its a bit risky to fly to-night, isnt it?

Is the machine all in order — everything? asked his master.

Everything, sir. She only requires wheeling out, and as he uttered the words the mechanic opened the great sliding-doors of the hangar.

Then, together, the two men wheeled out the aeroplane, and while Ronnie mounted into the pilots seat Collins swung over the propeller, and his master tuned up his engine.

Meanwhile, Beryl having put on her air-womans kit, with the leather jacket and cap, joined her lover, whom she found in the hangar poring over a map showing the East Coast between the Wash and the estuary of the Thames.

He was taking measurements and making some pencilled calculations, while she stood expectantly beside him.

Well, dear! he asked at last, are you ready?

Quite! was her reply, and a few moments later, after he had put on his muffler, his overalls, and leather coat, they both climbed into the machine, and strapped themselves in.

Light the flares about two oclock, Collins. Im making a pretty long flight, so we cant be back before then.

Very well, sir.

Then, tuning up again, and having tried the silencer, and found it in good working order, he ran the machine swiftly across the frosty grass. Soon he rose, and, skimming the trees, soon soared away into the darkness.

From where Beryl sat she saw the glow of the little electric bulb set over the instruments shining into her lovers strong clean-shaven face, and, by the compass, gathered that they had described a half-circle, and, though still rising rapidly, were now heading eastward in the direction of the sea. The roar of the engine, of course, rendered speech impossible, while the mist was very chilly causing her to draw her brown woollen comforter around her cheeks. There was no sign of light anywhere below — all was a great black void.

They had flown for nearly half-an-hour when, of a sudden, the long beam of a searchlight shot up from somewhere on their left, and began slowly to search the sky. Their approach had been heard by one of our air-stations.

Ronnie, watching the light made no attempt to evade it. Indeed, he switched on his searchlights in order to reveal himself. He had no wish to be peppered by our Archies.

Next second both of them were blinded by the searchlight full upon them. In a moment a second, and then a third, light converged upon them, so that the aviator and his well-beloved were compelled to shade their eyes with their gloved hands.

For a full three minutes the lights followed them, when the watchers below, having examined the tri-coloured rings on The Hornets planes and being satisfied, shut off.

Beryl saw that her lover was anxiously watching his altimeter, as well as his compass and clock. It seemed as though he were apprehensive of something.

Suddenly he began to descend, and pulled across the lever controlling the silencer, thus cutting off the noise of the exhaust.

Were over the sea, now, he remarked; cant you feel the difference in the atmosphere? Look on the left.

She did so, peering down into the darkness, and there saw the twinkling of a light — a ship was signalling rapidly, being answered by another not far away.

Where are we going, dear? Beryl inquired.

On a mission, was his abrupt response. And, though she pressed him for information, he would vouchsafe no further reply.

For a full hour they flew over the North Sea, due east, until suddenly they turned south, and with the silencer still on, went along noiselessly save for the shrill wind whistling in the struts.

From ten thousand feet they had now descended to a little over two thousand, when, all of a sudden, a distant searchlight shot forth.

Thats the Belgian coast! Ronnie remarked, and once again he started to ascend, flying in a complete circle and undecided as to exactly where he might be. The single shaft of light, like a moving line in the total darkness, was soon followed by others from the same neighbourhood. Circles of light could be seen, showing that the clouds were low — a fact which would favour the intrepid pair.

Well give those lights a wide berth for a little, Ronnie said cheerfully, and again he turned northward, and a little later to the south-east.

As they flew they watched those slowly-moving searchlights until, one by one, they disappeared.

Theyve finished their sweep of the skies, he said at last, with satisfaction. If theres no alarm they wont open out again for some time.

And then he flew in the direction of where the lights had been, descending until he was again only about two thousand feet above the sea.

From the disposition of those lights it seems that we are near our objective, he remarked. I hope you are not nervous, darling?

Why should I be with you, Ronnie? she asked, placing her gloved hand tenderly upon his shoulder.

Well, because were now entering the danger-zone, he replied, and I think I ought not to conceal it from you. Would you like to turn back?

Turn back! echoed the brave girl. Never! Where you dare go, I will go too. Dont think Im in the least nervous. If anything happens, it will happen equally to both of us.

Well spoken, my darling, he said, his hand touching her cheek in the darkness. Then we will go forward.

After that there was a long silence, until below they saw a cluster of faint lights, with one light flashing at regular intervals.

Look! he said. That is Zeebrugge. Beyond — that fainter light over there — is Ostend.

He consulted a roughly drawn map which he now produced, and which bore certain cryptic marks in red and blue; he directed Beryls attention to a speck of light to the north, saying: That surely is Heyst!

Then he pointed The Hornets nose upwards, and rose until they were enveloped in a cloud of fog in order to evade the inquisitiveness of any searchlights, afterwards flying in a circle directly over the port of Zeebrugge, which both knew to contain strong defences and long-range anti-aircraft guns.

For a full quarter of an hour they hovered over the town, their presence entirely unsuspected on account of the roaring exhaust being silenced. Then, carefully, he once more descended to mark out his objective — the new German submarine base. Between two spots seen far below he was undecided. There were many faint lights burning in the town, but one, he decided, was in the centre of the submarine base.

Without uttering a word to his companion, who sat strapped in her narrow seat cramped, breathless, and half-frozen, he passed and re-passed over the German base three or four times.

Suddenly as he went a quick swish sounded below them, and, peering down, Beryl saw a big burst of flame, followed by a terrific explosion, the concussion of which gave the machine a serious tilt.

Bang! — bang! — bang! sounded so quickly in succession that hardly had one ceased before the other reached them.

Below, the bright red flashes, angry points of light in the blackness of the night, showed vividly, while at the moment that the searchlights shone forth Ronnie, having dropped his bombs, climbed swiftly into the bank of cloud.

Higher and higher they went, until below them they only saw the clouds aglow with the glare, whether by the incendiary fires they had caused among the enemy or the searchlights they knew not.

The Hornet has done considerable damage this time! Ronnie laughed hoarsely, as the altimeter showed that they were still ascending. I saw that the second bomb dropped plumb into the fitting-shop! It has, no doubt, put an end to Fritzs activity for a good many days to come.

What do you intend doing now? asked Beryl. Going home?

Home? No. Ive got four more bombs for them, yet.

As he spoke, however, they heard the sharp bark of the enemys anti-aircraft guns. Yet no shell whistled near them.

The Hun is a bully, and hence a coward. Taken unawares, as he was at Zeebrugge that night, when he heard nothing and saw nothing, it was but natural that he should fire even into the air in order to scare off the British raider.

But Ronald Pryor was not the man to be scared off. He had had an objective to reach and he had reached it, but he had not yet finished, and did not intend to take any bombs back.

He knew that as long as he kept above the low clouds, and as long as his machine was silent, as it would remain, it would be impossible for the gunners below to hit him. Therefore he drew away seaward again, according to his compass, then back to land, and for half-an-hour flew round the little town of Heyst.

Now and then, as they passed from one cloud to another, they watched the lights of Zeebrugge searching for them, until it seemed that the alarm had died down.

At two points, however, they could see great fierce fires burning — conflagrations they had caused in the heart of the submarine base. One of Ronnies bombs had, as was afterwards known, dropped upon the oil-tanks, and, the blazing oil having been scattered over a large area, had caused devastation throughout the neighbourhood.

Hark! Whats that? asked Beryl holding her breath, her quick ears having detected a familiar sound.

Ronnie, listening, suddenly said:

Ah! I quite expected that — their airmen are up, looking for us! Now we may have a little excitement. Collins put the gun ready. Is it all right?

Quite, said the girl. Long ago Ronnie had taught her how to manipulate the Lewis gun. Therefore, she placed her hand upon it and drew the shoulder-piece towards her, swinging the machine-gun easily upon its pivot.

Keep cool, darling! Dont fire till I tell you, he urged. Were going over the town again to give them a farewell salute — all explosives this time. I want to get those warehouses at the docks! I can see them plainly now — the fires show them up. By Jove, theyll get a shock when they find themselves bombed again, wont they? and he laughed merrily as he turned The Hornets nose back in the direction of Zeebrugge. Flying as low as he dared, he approached the spot where the red flames leapt up far below, and the smoke greeted their nostrils with increasing intensity.

By this time the searchlights had been switched off, though Hun machines could be heard in the air. Those who controlled the searchlights knew that their aeroplanes would work best in the darkness, being fitted with small searchlights themselves.

Leisurely, Ronnie came over the town, flying high and in silence, until, when just over where the darting flames were showing up the buildings all around, he suddenly released his remaining bombs — all but one.

Terrific explosions sounded in quick succession, and, though so far above, they could both feel the concussion. Indeed, The Hornet very narrowly escaped a serious nose-dive in consequence. Next moment they saw that the row of buildings facing the docks was aflame from end to end, and beginning to burn almost as fiercely as the submarine oil-depôt.

Ronnie, however, did not have it all his own way.

Ten seconds after dropping those bombs, and causing panic in the occupied Belgian port, the sky was again ablaze with searchlights. At that moment Ronnie was out of one cloud, and travelling very swiftly into another.

The searchlights were, however, too quick for him, and picked him up.

Hm! he grunted. Theyve found us at last! Now for home!

Hardly had he spoken when the anti-aircraft guns from below commenced to bark sharply, with now and then a deep boom. They could both hear the shells whistling close to them, but so high were they by this time that accurate aim by the enemy was well-nigh impossible.

In such a circumstance the wisest course was to fly in a wide circle, descending and ascending, a course which Ronnie, expert airman that he was, adopted.

Those were highly exciting moments! Beryl held her breath. Her hand was upon the Lewis gun, but her lover had given no order. In her observers seat she sat alert, eager, with every nerve strained to its fullest tension. They were in the danger-zone, surrounded by what seemed a swarm of aeroplanes, which had ascended in order to prevent their returning to sea.

The little bulb in front of Ronnie burnt on, shedding its meagre light over instruments and maps. Beryl saw by the altimeter — which she had so often watched when flying the machine alone — that they were up five thousand six hundred feet.

The dark waters were beneath them. A stray shell from the enemy would cast them both down — deep down into the North Sea.

More than once they heard the whirr of an aeroplane-engine quite close to them, but going forward, slipping through the air without noise, thanks to Pryors silencer, which the authorities had now recognised as a remarkable and highly useful invention in aerial warfare, they managed to evade their adversaries. The strain of it all was, however, terrible.

Upon the misty clouds below shone the glow of searchlights from land and sea, lighting up the billow mists, until they were quite picturesque undulations, like a fairy landscape. Yet through those mists they saw the deadly enemy flying to and fro in search of them as they went out to sea in silence.

Beryl watched it all from her observers seat. She knew that their raid had been successful, and that enormous damage had been done to the Hun submarine base. On her left showed the faint lights of Ostend, where she had spent one summer with her sister Iris and her husband, two years before the war. She had walked along the Digue in a smart summer gown, and she had gambled at boule and eaten ices in the great Casino which, according to report, was now used as a German hospital. Ah, how times had changed! She had never dreamt that she would be flying as an enemy over that sandy coast.

Ronnie, with all his wits about him, was heading straight for the English coast north of the Thames when, of a sudden, there arose from the dark void below the rapid throb of an enemy seaplane, which, a few seconds later, opened out its searchlight.

A moment afterwards it had fixed The Hornet.

Then began a desperate fight for life. The German aviator, having marked his prey, rose like a hawk, and then bore down upon him swiftly, his searchlight glaring into Beryls face like some evil eye.

The girl unstrapped herself and rose in order to be able to handle the machine-gun without encumbrance, for they were now flying upon an even keel.

Hold on, dear! the pilot exclaimed, and then suddenly he banked his machine over, swerving away none too soon from the hostile seaplane.

Again he worked up, avoiding the quick swoop of his adversary, who suddenly opened fire.

A heavy shower of bullets passed them harmlessly, whistling all around them, while from somewhere — possibly from a German warship — a high explosive shell burst perilously near them, causing The Hornet to roll and wallow in a most disconcerting manner.

Again and again Ronnies adversary fired full upon him, but all to no purpose. Then suddenly a second machine came up from somewhere, and that also let loose its machine-gun. Quick spurts of blood-red flame showed first upon one side then upon the other, yet Ronnie remained quite cool, awaiting his chance of gaining an advantage and to strike.

A piece of the high explosive shell had torn the fabric of one of the planes. That was all the damage they had sustained up to the present. Surely no woman could ever have a more exciting or so perilous an experience, midway between sky and sea!

Suddenly, after climbing and diving, Ronnie saw his opportunity, and, making a sudden swerve, cried to Beryl:

Get ready!

Im ready, she answered.

Again he climbed, and as he rose past the machine which was pressing him so closely, he said:

Fire!

In an instant Beryls gun spluttered, sending forth its leaden hail full into the centre of the German machine. Beryl held her breath, and watched the enemys searchlight quiver, rise, and then suddenly pointing downwards, swiftly become smaller and smaller as it descended towards the sea.

Hes gone! cried Ronnie with relief. Pilot and observer both killed, I should say.

They must have dropped into the sea! gasped the girl, awe-stricken.

Next second, however, the other machine loomed up to exact vengeance. Beryl had swiftly replenished the gun with ammunition, and was again in readiness for the word from her lover to fire.

Ronnie, fully alive to the fact that he was being pressed by the second machine, dived and banked, then climbed as rapidly as he could, yet, alas! he could not shake off his pursuer.

In silence, with the wind whistling through the struts and the piece of torn fabric flapping, he pressed on, striving to escape from his relentless pursuer, who, no doubt, intended to shoot him down as reprisal for the destruction of his Hun comrade.

Again the enemy machine opened out his searchlight, and, holding him as a mark, fired rapidly. For a moment Ronnie did not reply. All his nerve was concentrated upon obtaining the advantage a second time.

Up and down, to and fro, the two machines banked, rose and fell, but Ronald Pryor could handle his machine as though it were part of himself. At last he drew up, and, setting his teeth as he pointed The Hornets nose direct at his adversary, he blurted out:

Fire!

Beryl laid the gun straight at the aeroplane, touched it, and again death rained forth.

Yet almost at that very same moment the Hun also opened fire. The spluttering was deafening for a few seconds, when, to the girls alarm, she suddenly saw her lover fall helpless and inert over his instruments.

Gad, Beryl, he managed to gasp, theyve got me — the brutes! Phew, how it burns!

The girl, who had not for a second lost her nerve, instantly realised the peril, and without a moments delay — nay, even without a word — she clambered across into the pilots seat and took the levers, being compelled to crush past her wounded lover as she did so, and not knowing the nature of his wound.

Thats right, Beryl! Fight to the last! the man gasped. Bank her, then go right down and rise again. You may beat him off by that. Try, darling! Do — do your best! he whispered, and then he sank back in the blackness of unconsciousness.

Beryl, as an expert air-woman, knew all the tricks of evasion while flying. She knew that her lovers advice was the best, and she carried it out to the very letter.

Just as she banked, the Hun machine sent out another splutter of lead. Those angry spurts of red fire seemed to go straight into her face, but, though the bullets tore more holes in the fabric of the left plane and broke a strut, they whizzed harmlessly past her.

It was truly a flight for life. Flying The Hornet, as she was doing, she had no means by which to retaliate or to drive off the enemy. Their lives now depended upon her skill in manipulating the machine. This she did with marvellous judgment and foresight. To the very letter she carried out the orders of the man now lying back wounded and unconscious.

Beneath her breath she whispered a prayer to Almighty God for assistance, and set her teeth. Again the Hun seaplane spurted forth a venom of fire upon her, but with a dexterous turn she banked, and once more avoided him. He intended to shoot her down into the black waters below, but she had her wounded lover at her side, and thought only of his welfare. She recollected her own response when Ronnie had suggested that she should remain at home, and when she saw that cruel eye of bright light following her so steadily she grew more and more determined.

At last she decided upon flying by the compass quite straight towards the Essex coast, and seeing if her adversary could overtake her. At first it seemed a very perilous course, because the Hun coming up behind, shot at her continually, and once more the fabric was torn in one place near her elbow. But as she flew on in silence she all at once made a discovery. She listened. Her pursuer was gradually overtaking her. If he did, then she was entirely defenceless, and must share the same terrible fate as the machine that Ronnie had sent down into the sea.

The tension of those fateful moments was terrible. Yet she summoned all her womans pluck — the pluck that had come to the female sex in these days of war — and kept on flying in the direction of home.

Her ear caught something, for it was trained to the noise of aeroplanes.

Again she listened. That eye of light which was following her so ruthlessly was still upon her, yet by the noise, she knew that the hostile engine was not firing correctly. The throb was not even and incessant.

Had Providence intervened to save her?

She drew a long breath, and opened out so that she put all speed into her machine. From the pace she was going she knew that the wind had sprung up, and in her favour, too. The Hornet was a fast machine, yet the Huns had machines quite as mobile, and she had no means of knowing the make of aeroplane against which her speed was pitted.

She flew — flew as no woman had ever flown before. Half-crushed beneath her in the pilots seat lay Ronnie, oblivious to everything. She had placed her arm tenderly round his neck, but on withdrawing her hand in the darkness she had felt it strangely sticky — sticky with blood!

Ronald Pryor was evidently wounded in the neck. Perhaps he was already dead. He might have been, for all the brave girl knew. But that sound of the mis-firing of her enemy gave her courage, and she kept on — on and on — until, very slowly, she drew away from that bright evil eye that was bent upon her destruction.

Again came a splutter of lead upon her. Again she knew that bullets had gone through the fabric, but no great damage had been done to the machine.

She feared more for the petrol-tank than for herself. A shot in the bottom of that tank would mean a certain dive into the sea. Of a sudden another spurt of fire showed deep below them, and a shell coming up from somewhere, friendly or hostile she could not tell, exploded, and nearly wrecked them both. It was from some ship at sea — a British ship, no doubt, which, seeing aircraft with a searchlight going in the direction of the East coast at that hour of the morning, had naturally opened fire upon it.

At last, after nearly half-an-hour, Beryl still with her eye upon the compass and sailing again upon an even keel and in an increasing wind, glanced over her shoulder and saw the light of the enemy grow dimmer, and then gradually disappear. She had entered a thick cloud, and sailing on in silence, would, she knew, be at once lost to the view of her enemy.

Five minutes later, when Beryl at last realised that she had escaped, she again placed her left arm tenderly round her lover and endeavoured to raise him, but without avail.

Was he dead? The thought struck her with horror! He had done what had been asked of him, but perhaps he, like so many others, had paid the toll of war!

Though perhaps her hand trembled a little upon the levers, yet she settled herself again as well as she could, and with her eye upon both map and compass she sped along over those dark waters, tossed by the increasing wind which had arisen behind her.

For nearly two hours she flew on. By dint of great effort she managed to move Ronnie into a position which she hoped might be more comfortable. She spoke to him, but there was no answer. He lay there inert and motionless, strapped in his seat. When she withdrew her ungloved hand it was again wet with blood.

She pressed forward, putting The Hornet along at the full pace of which the machine was capable. The little clock showed the hour to be nearly three, therefore she judged that she must be nearing the English coast again. Her surmise proved correct, for ten minutes later she saw the glimmer of a searchlight on the sky straight ahead — the light of one of our air-stations. Therefore, turning slightly to the north, she again opened the silencer as a precaution, and, with her engine suddenly roaring, made straight for it.

Ere long half-a-dozen beams of intense light were searching the skies for the incoming machine, which the watchers below were eager to examine, and it was not long before one of the beams caught and held The Hornet in its blinding rays, lighting up the white, inanimate face beside her, and showing the dark stain of wounds.

Then three other beams became concentrated for a few moments upon her, and again, one after another, shut off, until she was once more in darkness.

The position of the lights, however, told her where she was — over a certain town a few miles inland, and taking her bearings, she rose higher, and began to describe a wide circle in order to find the four bright flares which she knew Collins had lit in the meadow at Harbury.

Another half-hour she spent in vain search, until, of a sudden, she saw points of light deep down on her left. Straining her eyes she managed at last to make out that there were four, looking close together from that height. Therefore she quickly descended, while as she did so she saw Morse flashes from a signal-lamp telling her the direction of the wind, in order that she might land head on to it.

Ten minutes later she came safely to earth, when Collins ran up, having chased the machine across the field.

In a moment Beryl told him with breathless haste what had occurred, and with but few words they at once carried Ronald back to the house, and laid him upon the sofa in the study. Then Collins rushed to the car, and drove away madly to fetch the nearest doctor.

The latter arrived with but little delay, and Beryl, her sisters arm round her, stood outside the door, awaiting his verdict.

The examination occupied some time, but at last the medical man came forth.

He is very severely wounded, Miss Gaselee, he said, but there is still a spark of life left — a very meagre spark. By careful attention and nursing he may possibly pull through. He is not yet conscious, but we will put him to bed, and I will remain and see what I can do. We can only hope.

Beryl, thankful that Ronnie still lived, quickly bestirred herself for his comfort, and it was not long before the senseless man was carried up to his own room, where the doctor remained watching him for many hours.



Days passed — days of breathless and terrible anxiety — during which the doctor forbade Beryl to see the wounded man. In the papers there had been published accounts of the enormous damage done to the enemy submarine base at Zeebrugge by a British aeroplane, but the name of the intrepid aviator was not given. Only the authorities and those at Harbury Court knew the truth. The authorities preserved a wise reticence, for the publication of facts is not always in the interests of the country.

Ronnies wounds proved far more serious than were at first believed, and even the specialist who came down from Harley Street was not at all hopeful of his recovery. Nevertheless, the fine physique of the patient proved in his favour, and a fortnight later Beryl was allowed to see him for the first time.

From that moment Beryl became his nurse, and slowly he recovered; slowly, because both his right arm and his right leg had been so injured that they would be entirely useless in future, and he could never fly again.

Only the thought of his invention, and the great advantage it would give to our aviators for night-flying in the future, comforted him, when at last he was able to be wheeled about in his chair by Beryl.

And was it surprising that when, three months later, the pair were married in the old, ivy-clad, church, half-a-mile from Harbury Court, the illustrated papers published a pathetic picture of the bridal couple emerging from the porch, the bridegroom on crutches, and described it as a romantic war-wedding?

THE END


Sant of the Secret Service (1918)
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Preface.

About Gerry Sant.
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TO THOSE WHO, like myself, have moved in the Continental underworld of spies and spying, the name of Sant of the Secret Service is synonymous with all that is ingenious, resourceful, and daring. In the Intelligence Departments of London, Paris, Rome, and New York, the name of Sant of the Secret Service is to-day one to conjure with.

Cheerful, optimistic, and the most modest of men, Gerry Sant has seldom spoken of his own adventures. The son of a certain nobleman who must here remain nameless, and hence the scion of a noble house, he has graduated through all stages of the dark and devious ways of espionage.

Our first meeting was ten years ago, in the tribune at the Battle of Flowers at San Remo, where, to be exact, we were fellow-members of the committee, and it is because of our old friendship, and the fact that we have been fellow-spies up and down Europe, that he has permitted me to write down these intensely absorbing memoirs of exciting and unrecorded adventures in defeating the Hun.

William Le Queux.

Devonshire Club, London, 1918.


Chapter One.

Espionage in Piccadilly.
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THE PLACE: THE kerb in front of the Criterion at Piccadilly Circus. The time: Five minutes past three on a broiling afternoon in July. As an idle lounger, apparently absorbed in contemplation of the ceaseless tide of human traffic that ebbed and flowed, I stood gazing along the famous London thoroughfare. In truth, I was keenly alert to every movement about me, for I had extremely important Secret Service work in hand.

I took out a cigarette, tapped it mechanically, and slowly lit it preparatory to crossing the road to Shaftesbury Avenue, when suddenly, from the procession of hurrying vehicles, a taxi detached itself and drew up to where I stood. I caught a momentary glimpse of a womans eager face half shaded by a fashionable hat. The next moment I was seated beside her, and we were bowling smoothly along Piccadilly.

Ah, mon cher Monsieur Gerry! exclaimed my pretty companion. Well, has anything serious occurred? she asked breathlessly, with her fascinating French accent.

Listen, my dear madame, and I will explain, I replied. Hecq has sent me over from Paris in order to see you. I arrived only this morning, and am returning this evening. Something very serious is on foot, and Hecq wants you to get leave of your chief, and come over to help us.

And here perhaps I may introduce my companion a little more fully. Gabrielle Soyez was a female agent of the British Secret Service, who had distinguished herself in her profession times out of number, both before and since the outbreak of war. Dark-haired and handsome, she inherited from her French father that seemingly irresponsible and irrepressible gaiety which so many of her countrywomen exhibit. From her English mother, no doubt, she had acquired the sterner, almost masculine, qualities which her femininity concealed but did not suppress. A splendid linguist, speaking several European tongues to perfection, she could, on occasion, pass as a native of some other countries. And one of her most amazing feats had been a journey right across Germany from Holland in wartime, in the character of a young German fräulein travelling to take up a position as governess in East Prussia. Added to her linguistic abilities, she possessed nerves of steel and a quick, subtle brain, which saw the real significance of many an almost unnoticeable incident. Nothing was too big or too small for her attention.

I knew her well. I had worked with her in more than one affair of international importance, and it was at my suggestion that Armand Hecq, the astute chief of the French International Secret Service Bureau, had applied for her to assist in the difficult task that lay before us.

Something fresh this time? queried the chic little lady, as we drove along. And, pray, who has applied for me?

I have, was my reply. A very difficult task is before me, involving the risk of many lives, and you are the only woman I know in whom I can place absolute trust.

Except Doris, eh? she flashed out, turning to me with a quizzical smile. She was referring to Doris Rae, my well-beloved, who lived with her mother in a quaint old timbered house buried deep in Worcestershire. In the stress of my war-work I had seen her but seldom for the past two years, for I was constantly on the move, but the bond between us was none the less true and perfect. And I nodded to my companion, with a laugh.

The time slipped by as I gave Madame Gabrielle her instructions. To-day is Tuesday, I said as we parted. I shall expect you on Friday in Paris at the Orleans station. The express for Bordeaux leaves at eight twenty-seven. Watch for me, and enter another compartment of the train without speaking. Somewhere on the journey I will contrive to hand you your passport.

But what is the nature of this inquiry, Monsieur Sant? Madame Gabrielle broke out.

Well, to be frank, I replied, the French Admiralty report that the enemy has established a new secret submarine base off the Spanish coast. We are out to find it, and, what is more, to carry out reprisals on the pirates.

Madame, seeing a good chance of a desperate adventure, grinned with satisfaction. Très bien, was her only comment.

So we parted, she to her hotel, I to wile away the few hours that remained to me before the departure of my train from Victoria. I went along to Whites, in St. Jamess Street, for a cup of tea, and, after buying some packets of Dutch cigarettes — which I purchased with a purpose — looked in at my own flat in Curzon Street. The place seemed close and musty nowadays. After a brief conversation with Doris over the telephone, I started out to walk to the station. But I was not to get away from London without a startling surprise.

I have never been able satisfactorily to account for the adventure which befell me as I strolled through St. Jamess Park on my way to Victoria. Whether I was the subject of an attack by a mere footpad, or by some tool of our enemies who knew of my work and mission, I cannot say. But one of those strange premonitions, which come so frequently to men who, like myself, carry their lives in their hands, as all spies do, undoubtedly saved my life.

Since I left Madame Gabrielle the weather had changed. Heavy clouds had rolled up, as if a storm were threatening, and it had grown very dark. Having time to spare, I had intentionally made a détour from my direct road, and I was in a lonely pathway when something, I know not what, made me suddenly face round, with every nerve and muscle braced for instant action.

I was only just in time. From the grass at the side of the pathway a man leaped at me. In the gloom I caught sight of his upraised arm and the flash of a knife.

It is hard to catch the practised student of jiu-jitsu unawares, and that fascinating form of self-defence has been one of my special hobbies. Like a flash I jumped in to meet the charge of my assailant. Before his knife could descend my right arm was crooked into his and I had his wrist in the grip of my left hand. Flinging my whole weight forward, I wrenched his right arm savagely backward and downward. With a half-stifled scream of pain the man toppled over backward, his head striking the ground with a crash that left him senseless.

Here was a pretty coil! I dared not wait to give the man into custody, for that would have meant police inquiries and endless publicity, to say nothing of missing my train and a fatal delay to my important mission. And just now I could not afford publicity. So I decided to leave him alone, to take his chance and make his own explanation, if necessary. Picking up his knife, I thrust it deeply into a flower-bed, and, stamping it well down with my heel, hurried on to the station, and was soon on my way to France. Who and what my assailant was I never heard. But I pondered over the incident a good deal on my journey, for it may have meant that my mission was already known. Still, this was unlikely, so I merely decided to keep an extra sharp look-out.

On Friday, at the hour I had appointed with Madame Gabrielle, I passed the barrier and walked along the platform of the Orleans station in Paris, where in the summer twilight the express, with its powerful, constantly exploding locomotive, stood ready for the long run across France to the Spanish frontier. I bought a copy of Le Soir at the bookstall, and while doing so my eye fell on a rather shabbily-dressed, insignificant-looking little man who apparently was lounging absently about.

Every natural spy, if I may use the term — and I think I am one of them — possesses a large measure of that intuition which is somewhat akin to a womans power of frequently jumping to a perfectly correct conclusion without the trouble of logically working a problem out. The things which matter in our calling are often seemingly the most trivial. There was nothing about this shabby little stranger to call particular attention to him, yet from the moment I saw him I felt instinctively that in some way my lot and his were bound up together. And, try as I would, I was unable to shake off that feeling.

How far I was correct the sequel will show.

As I entered the train I saw Madame Gabrielle, carrying her dressing-bag and followed by a porter with her hand luggage, pass the window of my compartment and enter a first-class carriage nearer the front of the train. Her eyes met mine as she passed, but she gave no sign of recognition. Of the little shabby man I saw nothing, though I kept a sharp look-out, and I concluded at last that he had left the platform.

All through that night the train roared onward by way of Orleans and Tours down to Bordeaux. I slept, as I usually do, but dreamed in a manner quite unusual with me. Throughout the night my sleeping thoughts were harassed by that shabby little man who had, I seemed to feel no doubt, witnessed my departure with a perfectly definite object.

Perhaps I may be permitted to say here a few words about myself.

I am a cosmopolitan, the subject of no country, though through my parents my sympathies are more English than anything else. British when in England, I am a Frenchman in France, an Italian in Italy; I can be a German in Germany, or a Spaniard in Spain. The explanation is, of course, that I have led a wandering life, being of almost every nationality by turn and nothing for long. My adventures have been facilitated by the fact that I happen to have known several languages from my earliest childhood. Whoever is born in Smyrna, as I was, has truly a ready-made profession in the matter of languages. At ten years old most lads in Smyrna can speak four or five tongues, and, in addition, I developed early a peculiar gift for languages, and an insatiable desire to speak as many as possible. Thus, all the principal European languages became equally familiar to me, and I speak them all almost as well as if each were my mother tongue.

It was to this gift of languages that I owed my entrance to the ranks of the French Secret Service. When still quite a boy I found myself, through a peculiar chain of circumstances, a homeless outcast in Paris. I had been tramping the boulevards, and, tired and hungry, had sat down with my back resting against a big tree. I was half asleep when I was roused by two men talking in a queer Dutch patois which I happened to understand. I suppose they thought they were alone, or, at any rate, that no one who might overhear them would be likely to understand their lingo. They were laying their plans for a daring raid on the house of a famous Paris banker. Boy as I was, the situation fascinated me, and as night drew on I shadowed the men and was the means of bringing about their capture under dramatic circumstances. They proved to be a much-wanted pair of international crooks. The affair brought me some credit with the French police, and in the end, finding out the value of my linguistic achievements, they began to employ me on small undertakings. I did well, was gradually entrusted with more important work, and was finally given regular employment. Such was my introduction to the world of espionage.

But to return to my story. At six oclock on Saturday morning we drew into the great Bastide station at Bordeaux, where the train had half an hours wait. I alighted with all the other dishevelled passengers, to scramble to the buffet for our café an lait and brioche. In the scramble I pushed past Madame Gabrielle, who looked somewhat untidy after an obviously sleepless night, and as I did so I slid into her hand a little parcel screwed up in brown paper. In it was a note containing certain instructions, together with her passport, bearing her photograph in the name of Gabrielle Tavernier, described as variety artiste. So perfectly self-possessed was she that, although she had not seen me — I had pushed up behind her — she never even turned her head as the note slipped into her hand. It was this self-control which made her an invaluable helper; nothing ever seemed to take her by surprise, or to betray her into a hasty word or action.

I had just taken my first sip of coffee, when, glancing across the big restaurant, I caught sight, among the crowd of third-class passengers who were thirstily quaffing their bowls, of that same shabby little man whose presence on the platform in Paris had given me such an unpleasant shock. Evidently he had managed to elude my observation, and had joined the train without my seeing him.

I had been beaten at my own game! I had thought I had shaken him off, and his presence was an intensely disagreeable surprise.

There was, of course, no very obvious reason why he should not be a perfectly harmless fellow-traveller, but I was absolutely convinced in my own mind that his presence here in Bordeaux was in some way connected with my mission, and that it boded me no good.

Slipping from the station, I hurried across to the Place du Pont, where I knew there was a public telephone. I knew, of course, the password which cleared the lines for official messages, and in less than ten minutes I was in communication with Armand Hecq, at his house at St. Germain, outside Paris. To him I briefly explained how matters stood.

I quite understand, Sant, he said. Leave matters to me and continue your journey. Bon voyage! I shall read the Matin every day.

Then I rang off and hurried back to the station, just in time to catch the train as it drew out for the Côte dArgent, the Silver Coast, as the French call that beautiful Biscayan seashore between the estuary of the Gironde and the golden sands of Spain.

Through the miles of flat pine woods of that lovely marsh country called the Landes, where the shepherds stride on their high stilts and watch the trains go by, we sped ever south, by way of the ancient town of Dax and on to sun-blanched Bayonne.

Now we were rapidly approaching the Spanish frontier, and I wondered what was transpiring between Hecq, in Paris, and the officials at Hendaye, the last French station, where the agents of police were stationed to prevent German spies from entering France by that particular back door.

I was soon to learn that Hecq had not been idle. Late in the afternoon the train pulled up at Hendaye, and, as it seemed to me, had hardly halted at the platform when I caught sight of my shabby little man being escorted from the station in the relentless grip of a couple of stalwart French gendarmes. Evidently Hecq was taking no chances, and I breathed a sigh of relief at the removal of my incubus. It turned out later that the shabby little man was a clever German spy, and, of course, he paid the invariable penalty.

Very soon the train moved across the long bridge over the river to Irun, and beyond. Thus we arrived at length at San Sebastian, the Brighton of Spain, at that moment in the full height of the sea-bathing season, and crowded with a motley assembly of Europeans of all nationalities, with, of course, a liberal sprinkling of desperate adventurers ever on the look-out for any crooked undertaking that promised plunder and profit.

Our plan, of course, was to avoid the slightest appearance of hurry. Anything in the shape of undue eagerness and haste might well mean arousing the suspicions of the Spanish authorities, who, being neutral, might very easily arrest us both (especially if I were recognised, as was always possible) as secret agents of the Allies. I entered an open cab and drove to the old Hôtel Ezcurra, where in past days I had eaten many a meal and drunk many a bottle of choice wine. Madame Gabrielle, in accordance with our arrangements, had gone to the Hôtel Continental in the Paseo de la Concha, the establishment most patronised by the gay society of Madrid, who loved to show off their Paris gowns and to exhibit, too often in the most plebeian fashion, the wealth which had come to them as a result of the war.

For three days I remained at the Ezcurra, so pleasantly situated behind the lovely lime-trees in the Paseo de la Zurriola, and to which the smart, chattering officers of the unwarlike garrison, in their grey uniforms and peaked caps, resorted every evening. I had previously decided upon the character I would assume; it was that of a Dutch theological student. I gave out that I spoke no Spanish — of course I spoke Dutch — and pretended a vast interest in visiting the ancient churches — San Vincente in the old town, Santa Maria at the ascent of the Mont Urgull, and the beautiful old churches of Hernani and Azpeitia, as well as the prehistoric rock caves of Landarbaso. All the time, of course, I was keenly on the alert, my ears ready for any scrap of information that might chance to come my way.

One day I had been visiting the little village of Azcoitia, the birthplace of Loyola, the founder of the Jesuits. At a pleasant old fonda close by I had dropped in for a dish of olla, that kind of stew so dear to the Spanish palate, when, at a table near by, I noticed two middle-aged men who quite obviously were not Spaniards. Apparently they were Italian, for they spoke that language, and their clothes had obviously been made by an Italian tailor. But I noticed instantly a fact which at once aroused my suspicion — the boots they wore were of German manufacture!

Mens nationality and habits are often betrayed by their footwear, and my observations on the boots and shoes of people of both sexes have seldom led me wrong. Indeed, I always pay the closest attention to clothes, for nothing will so completely give away an assumption of a pretended nationality so promptly as an error in dress. Every scrap of clothing I was wearing had been bought in Holland, and I was sure of my disguise. My suit I had purchased of Buijze, in the Kalverstraat in Amsterdam. The pseudo-Italians, carefully got up as they were for the part they were playing, had forgotten one important item, and I had little difficulty in coming to the conclusion that they were really Germans. I decided to keep a sharp watch on them. The question was: were they watching me?

I dawdled over coffee and cigarettes till they rose to leave, when I paid my bill with the intention of tracking them back to San Sebastian. Unfortunately I was baulked immediately. Fond of exercise, I had walked out to Azcoitia; the two strangers had driven, and I had the mortification of seeing their carriage start for the city. It was useless to attempt to follow; they were out of sight long before I could have hoped to get the slow-moving Spaniards to provide me with a carriage. There was nothing for it but to return as I had come, and keep a sharp eye open for the mysterious strangers. It was evident that, if they really knew me, they must have satisfied themselves that for the present, at any rate, I was actually idling, and that there was nothing doing.

Returning to the Ezcurra, I wrote out an advertisement which I sent to a certain address in Paris. I knew that it would appear immediately in the personal column of the Matin. It was in French, but the English translation read: Isis. — Mother has fortunately passed crisis, and going on well. — Felox.

This advertisement, I knew, would appear both in London and Rome, as well as in Paris. To the uninformed it would appear innocent enough, but certain persons in the Allied capitals knew that Felox was myself, and, reading the announcement, would be reassured as to the progress of my secret mission.

Next day I spent idling about the beautiful blue bay of La Concha, taking my evening apéritif at the Casino, and after dinner I spoke to Madame Gabrielle over the telephone. I told her, of course, about the two mysterious strangers, giving her as full a description as possible of their appearance, and urging her to keep the keenest watch for them.

When I returned to the palm-lounge, a page-boy brought me a telegram addressed to van Hekker, the name by which I was known at the hotel.

Opening it, I found that it had been sent from London. It was a cryptic message which read:

Fontan remains here. Goods marked C.X.B. arrived fourteenth, twenty-three cases. Awaiting samples second quality.

Without giving the least sign that the telegram was of any special interest, I read it through and carelessly slipped it into my pocket. But the news it contained was startling. It put an entirely fresh complexion on affairs, and it meant that I must act without delay. Unless within twenty-four hours or so I secured a triumph, my mission would be unsuccessful, and in all probability some two thousand human lives would pay the price of my failure.

It was absolutely essential that I should discover without delay the identity of Fontan, for there lay the crux of my difficulty. With that knowledge in my possession I should have more than a chance of success; without it I was merely a blind man groping in the dark.


Chapter Two.

Spying on Spies.
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THE BOLD COURSE was the only one possible. I walked straight to the Correo Central, and, entering the poste restante, inquired casually for a telegram addressed to the name of Fontan.

It was called for half an hour ago, was the gruff reply of the little old Spaniard at the counter, who shot a quick look of suspicion at me, wondering, no doubt, how it came about that a second inquiry should be made for the same telegram. I bit my lip, but tried to appear unconcerned, and, after dispatching another message, went out filled with chagrin at having missed my objective by so narrow a margin. The time left me for action was growing desperately short, yet, rack my brains as I would, I could think of no way out of my difficulty.

But my suspense was not to last long. As I walked slowly back to the Ezcurra, my heart gave a sudden leap as I recognised, walking parallel with me on the opposite side of the road, one of the two mysterious Italians whom I had encountered a few days previously in the little fonda at Azcoitia. He was walking at about the same pace as myself, and I very quickly realised that he was carefully shadowing me. But that was a game at which two could play!

Turning into a shop where there was a public telephone, I rang up Madame Gabrielle at the Continental, swiftly explained the circumstances to her, and implored her to hurry to meet me, so that she could take off my hands the task of watching the Italians.

Purposely I set my steps toward the Continental, making a sharp turn from my direct road to do so, and my suspicion that I was the object of the Italians attention was instantly confirmed. He turned at once to follow me, though apparently with so little of set intention that no one whose suspicions had not been aroused would have dreamed that he was being shadowed by a clever hand at the game.

Ten minutes later a grave-looking Spanish lady, wearing an ample mantilla, came slowly towards me. I was eagerly on the look-out for Madame Gabrielle, but I confess that for a moment I never suspected that she and the Spanish lady were identical. Indeed it was not until she had attracted my attention by a slight but peculiar flip of the hand, which was one of our recognised private signals, that I realised who she was, so perfect was the disguise.

However, my course was easy enough now; all I had to do was to indicate the Italian to her, and I knew I could safely leave in her hands the task of finding out all there was to know about him.

I had crossed the road and the Italian was some fifty yards behind us. As Madame Gabrielle approached I turned down a side street, and, when I judged the Italian must be near the entrance, walked smartly round the corner to meet him. I had judged the distance well; we came into violent collision, and with every indication of helplessness that I could assume I fell headlong into the roadway.

Instantly the Italian was all helpfulness and apologies. He assisted me to rise and helped me to brush away some of the dust with which I was covered. Of course I could not, for this occasion at least, speak Italian, but the language of signs was sufficient, and at length I left him apparently much distressed, and started for the Ezcurra, limping with an ostentatious painfulness which I hoped would effectually convince my antagonist, firstly, that I was really hurt, and, secondly, that I had not the smallest suspicion of his real identity and object. We signalled good-bye with every appearance of cordiality.

I took good care not even to look round on my walk back to the hotel. I knew the Italian would be safely under the observation of Madame Gabrielle, and that I should get the information I wanted in good time. My spirits rose. I felt sure that at length I was on the right track.

Returning to the hotel, I volubly explained my dirty and dishevelled appearance in full hearing of a small crowd of idlers in the lounge. I did not know whether among them there might not be another agent of our enemies, and, by way of concealing my suspicions, I spoke warmly of the essentially Italian courtesy of my late antagonist. It came out afterwards that I had done a good stroke of work. The lounge did contain an enemy agent who was watching me, but so naturally was I able to speak that he actually reported that I had obviously not the smallest suspicion of the real calling of the mysterious Italian.

Until I received some word from Madame Gabrielle there was absolutely nothing that I could do, and I passed hour after hour in an inward fever of impotence and anxiety, though outwardly, I dare say, I was cool and unconcerned; one does not wear his heart upon his sleeve in the Secret Service! Dinner came and I ate with an appetite, well knowing that at any moment a call might come which would tax my physical and mental powers to the uttermost.

Having finished my dinner, the big Swiss porter came into the room and handed me a note, remarking in French: This has just been brought by a boy, monsieur.

Inside it I found a plain visiting-card of the size used by gentlemen. There was nothing else.

Here, indeed, was the call to action. That plain visiting-card was a signal from Madame Gabrielle that she was hot on the scent, but that either because she feared she might be under suspicion, or would not run the risk of her message falling into the wrong hands, she could not write a letter.

In any case it was an urgent call for urgent help. The hunt was up! Towards us, urged by the full power of her twin screws, a British liner was being driven at top speed by her giant engines; awaiting her, securely hidden in some sheltered spot I had yet to find, was one of the undersea assassins of our enemy. And the lives of two thousand men, women, and children were at stake. At last the hour for swift, dramatic action had come.

Certainly matters had now assumed a very critical aspect. I hurried out along the broad, tree-lined Paseo, where the moon was now shining brightly over the Bay of San Sebastian, to the Hôtel Continental. Here the gold-laced concierge told me that Madame Tavernier had left about an hour before.

Did she say where she was going? I inquired.

Yes, to Santander, replied the concierge; the Hôtel Europa she gave as her address, so that we might forward her letters; she said she had not expected to leave so soon.

The meaning of the visiting-card was now plain. Evidently the resourceful Madame Gabrielle had made some important discovery. She dared not communicate with me, but, of course, she knew I would make inquiries, and for this reason she had left her address with the hotel porter. But why had she gone to Santander? Cost what it might, I must find the answer to that question.

What about the gentleman who was with her? I asked the porter, making a blind shot to try to find out something.

Gentleman? he queried. Madame was alone in the omnibus except for an Italian gentleman, who went to catch the same train to Bilbao.

An Italian gentleman! I echoed. Here might be the key to the mystery. He was about forty — pale, with a dark-cropped moustache and rather bald — eh?

Yes, replied the man, that is Signor Bruno.

What about his friend? I asked.

He left for Madrid by the early train this morning, was the reply.

Matters were now becoming clear. Evidently the second Italian had cleared off, leaving Signor Bruno in charge of the developments of the plot. I had now to find Bruno, and through him to get on the track of Fontan.

Pleased with my success, I slipped a few pesetas into the willing hand of the concierge and left the hotel, directing my steps back to the Ezcurra. Why had Madame Gabrielle left for Santander when obviously San Sebastian was the real centre of the plot? The cryptic telegram I had received told us that. It was, in fact, a spy message sent from Holland, which had been intercepted by the French Secret Service and duplicated to me; the real message, of course, had been duly handed to Fontan at the post office in San Sebastian.

How to get to Santander was now the problem. The last train had gone. But after half an hours deliberation I hit upon a plan which at least held out a good promise of success. I returned to my hotel and gave strict orders that, as I was not feeling well, I was on no account to be disturbed until noon the following day.

It was just two oclock in the morning when I rose and exchanged my Dutch-made clothes for another suit so glaringly redolent of the American tourist that no one, seeing me in them, would have associated me for a moment with the demure and retiring Dutch theological student, whose absorbed interest in old churches had been the source of many a friendly joke at the hotel. A false moustache helped further in the metamorphosis, and when I looked at myself in the glass I felt tolerably certain that I should pass even a close scrutiny without arousing suspicion. Still, I meant to take no chances.

The hotel was now profoundly silent. Here and there a single electric light glowed, left for the convenience of visitors who might be moving about late; but there was no night-porter, a fact which I had previously ascertained.

Carrying my boots in my hand, I stole noiselessly to a little side door, and, dropping a few spots of oil on the lock and bolts to obviate any sound of creaking, I opened it noiselessly and stepped out into the old-world courtyard. The moon was high and it was almost as light as day. But I had little fear of being observed; the courtyard could not be seen from the street, and at that hour there was little likelihood of anyone being about.

The hotel garage was my objective. I had noticed a day or two before that among the visitors staying at the house was a young fellow who possessed a swift and powerful Indian motor-cycle. I decided that the urgency of my business amply justified what might have looked like theft had I been detected.

Drawing from my pocket the bunch of skeleton keys which I usually carry, I succeeded after a few minutes of perplexity in opening the sliding door of the garage. With the help of my pocket flash-lamp, I picked out without difficulty the machine I wanted and filled up the ample petrol tank with spirit from one of the many tins lying about the garage. I was ready at last for my race to Santander.

After a hasty glance up and down the road to make sure no one was in sight, I wheeled the machine through the courtyard, under the old archway and out on to the broad roadway, closing and locking the door of the garage behind me to avoid suspicions being aroused. I knew the removal of the machine would probably not be noticed for a day, or perhaps two, as the young owner had gone off with a companion on a fishing excursion.

When I had reached some distance from the hotel I lit the headlamp, started the machine, mounted and rode away.

From the map I had carefully committed my route to memory, and I let the powerful machine all out. Travelling at considerably over fifty miles an hour, with the engine pulling as smoothly as a watch, I first went along the winding sea road, then away into the fertile valley of the Oria and by the village of Aguinaga, down to Zarauz, which was on the Biscayan beach again.

The early morning came, balmy and beautiful, as, covered with dust, I shot down the steep winding road into the chief centre of the life of Santander, that spacious promenade known as The Muelle, with its luxuriant gardens, from which I could see the blue mountain ranges of Solares, Valnera, and Tornos beyond.

Once in the gardens, I dismounted, and, watching for an opportunity when I was unobserved, I wheeled the motor-cycle into some low bushes, where I abandoned it. Thence I strolled down to the dock, where in a narrow, unclean street I soon found a dealer in second-hand clothes, of whom I purchased a most unsavoury rig-out. It was evident that the man was well used to proceedings of this kind, and, as his business quite clearly depended upon his knowing how to hold his tongue if he were paid for it, I paid him generously, and was quite assured my secret would be safe with him. He took me into a dark little den at the rear of his stuffy shop, where he helped me into my disreputable disguise, adding here and there a skilful touch which showed me plainly that he was no novice at the business.

Arranging with him to keep my own clothes until I called again, I sallied forth, quite confident that I had effectually destroyed all traces of my identity, and evaded the men who had been watching me at San Sebastian. To further my plans I bought in the market a basket such as street hawkers carry and a quantity of oranges.

Having done this, I sought out a quiet corner, and, sitting down on the pavement, began eating some bread and olives I had bought, just as any other equally disreputable Spanish pedlar might have done. I could hardly help laughing at the incongruity of my surroundings — Gerald Sant, to whom pretty well every fashionable hotel in Europe was intimately familiar, taking his breakfast of bread and olives seated on the pavement in a Santander slum.

But my breakfast was only a part of the work I had to do. Taking a cigarette from my case, I carefully slit it open, threw away the tobacco, and wrote a message upon the paper. Then, rolling the thin scrap, I placed it within a quill toothpick, plugging the sharpened end with a scrap of orange peel. Afterwards I inserted the quill into the centre of one of the oranges, carefully covering up the puncture and drying it. Inside the quill was the translation, for Madame Gabrielles benefit, of the Fontan cable.

Then, in the guise of a poor fruit-seller, I sought out the hotel in the Calle Mendez where I knew that Madame Gabrielle had arrived. I knew, of course, that she would be eagerly on the look-out for me, and that, as she would guess I should be disguised, she would station herself in some prominent place, where I could see her at once.

Evidently, however, she did not expect me so soon. No doubt she had looked up the trains, and, knowing that I must have missed the last one the previous night, would naturally conclude that I would arrive about midday. The stratagem of the bicycle had evidently not occurred to her.

I drifted slowly backwards and forwards in front of the hotel, and after a time had the intense satisfaction of seeing the Italian, Signor Bruno, come lazily out and seat himself in a comfortable chair in the ample porch. It was obvious that he was expecting someone, for his eyes constantly searched the long, straight roadway.

A moment later Madame Gabrielle, daintily attired in the latest Parisian mode and carrying a sunshade, strolled leisurely into the porch. She was accompanied by a lady, obviously Spanish, with whom she had no doubt scraped a breakfast-table acquaintance.

Despite the need for hurry, I could not help being amused at her evident failure to recognise me. Twice or three times I slouched past the hotel. The next time I caught her eye, and, as I made the almost imperceptible signal, I saw the answering flash of intelligence in her eyes.

What lovely oranges! I heard her say to her companion. I really must have some.

And she rose indolently and came down the steps to me. As if I had heard and understood nothing, I placed myself directly in her path, saying in a loud, whining voice in Spanish: Buy some Naranjàs, lady — do buy some. Very fine Naranjàs.

Taking out her purse, Madame Gabrielle handed me a coin, and, as she did so, swung her sunshade round so as to interpose it directly between the Italian and myself. With the coin came a tiny folded note, which passed so swiftly into my hands that there was no prospect of the Italian observing it.

What beautiful fruit! she said aloud; adding in a faint whisper: Be near the fountain in the gardens in half an hour.

Thank you, lady, I whined in Spanish in true hawker fashion, handing her the oranges. As I did so, I tapped one of them three times, taking care that she observed the action. It was enough for her swift intelligence.

The next moment, touching my battered hat in respect, I slouched off, my basket on my arm, while she, apparently a summer visitor, carried the fresh-cut fruit, each with a leaf attached, just as dozens of others were doing when out for a walk before luncheon.

I watched her return to the hotel, of course, to examine her oranges. Lazily drifting along the road, I made my way to the gardens, and was soon stretched indolently in the sunshine within easy sight of the great fountain. Under cover of my battered hat I read Madame Gabrielles tiny note. It had evidently been written to be ready for a hurried meeting, and ran:

They will meet to-night on the coast road a mile out of the town near the big oak. Bruno and Fontan will be there at ten-thirty. The attempt is to be made shortly. I dare not risk speaking.

But it was essential we should speak, and I had my plan cut and dried.

When Madame Gabrielle came in sight, I was startled to see the Italian following her. Could his suspicions have been aroused, I wondered? Hitherto Madame Gabrielle had been shadowing him; were the positions now reversed? I noticed she looked pale and anxious; it was evident something untoward had occurred.

Long before, we had taught ourselves to send messages in the Morse code by finger movements, the raising or dropping of a finger representing the dots and dashes of the code. Thus so long as we could see each others hands we could communicate rapidly and silently; failing direct sight, we had only to tap out the message. Gabrielle seated herself negligently on a seat and produced a book, which she read industriously, quite unconscious to all seeming of the disreputable fruit-seller lying asleep on the grass, his face shaded from the hot sun by his broad-brimmed hat. The Italian, in the meantime, had seated himself on a seat a few yards away.

Whether he suspected me I do not know; probably not. But beneath the brim of my hat I could see Madame Gabrielles delicate hand and arm flung carelessly across the back of the seat. Her fingers, screened from the Italians sight, rapidly ticked out their message.

I got your note; it confirms what I have found out. The attempt is to be made to-morrow night. Bruno has been talking with a dark, sailor-looking man who, I think, must be Fontan. I overheard them from the balcony outside their room. I suppose I must have made some sound, for Bruno came out hurriedly on to the balcony. He looked as if he could kill me, and ever since he has been following me. I dare not attempt to follow him when he leaves the hotel this evening. The arrangement may be a blind; you must watch him all you can. I will risk everything to get a message to you if I hear any more, but I am afraid I can do no good now.

You have done very well, I signalled back. Go to the hotel and get on the phone to the British Consul. Tell him to recall Jeans by wireless at once for instant action. I shall stake everything on to-night. After that, go straight back to San Sebastian, and let it be clearly known in the hotel that you are going. We must throw Bruno off the scent.

Madame Gabrielle signified that she understood, and soon after got up and moved listlessly away. She had no sooner turned the corner than the Italian rose and followed her. Of me he took no notice whatever, and apparently he had not the least suspicion that Madame Gabrielle and I had been in communication.

I was burning with impatience to be off, but I dared not hurry. The Italian was evidently no fool. I lay still, apparently asleep, but keenly on the look-out. A few minutes later the Italian suddenly returned; evidently he meant to make sure I had no sort of association with Madame Gabrielle. Had I foolishly got up at once as soon as she went, his suspicions would almost certainly have been aroused. But I lay still, seemingly asleep, and, after a scrutinising gaze at me, he turned away, obviously satisfied.

The course was clear now, always assuming that the rendezvous arranged between Bruno and the supposed Fontan was real and not pretended. But that I had to chance. As a matter of fact, the spot was well chosen for any business connected with the Huns submarine activities. It was in a lonely spot, the road ran near the edge of the cliffs, and the coast at that point was studded with deep coves where a lurking U-boat could lie concealed without much fear of detection.

During the afternoon I saw Madame Gabrielle leave for the station in the hotel omnibus, the Italian following in a cab. So anxious was he to make sure she had gone that, as I heard afterwards, he actually followed her to the train, and did not leave the station until after it had started. Probably his suspicions were lulled by the pretty little Frenchwoman thus leaving the field apparently clear for him; but, be that as it may, he later walked straight into our trap.


Chapter Three.

Berlins Secret Code.
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TOWARDS SUNDOWN I wandered along the coast road for some three miles, until I caught sight of a great crooked tree, which stood remote from the road at the head of a narrow cleft, through which a steep track descended to the beach. I had very little doubt, when I had thoroughly examined the place, that it was an ideal spot for the Hun purposes. The pebbly beach sloped steeply into the water; it was evident that deep water came close in to the shore. The spot was far from any human habitation; the road was a lonely one, set back at this point at least a mile from the edge of the cliff. I knew that the superstitious Spaniards were not fond of being about the cliffs at night, and that if the U-boat pirates were really using the coast as a secret base, they would, if they took ordinary precautions, run very little risk of detection.

My first task was to find a hiding-place. After some deliberation I selected a thick clump of brushwood which grew about half a mile from the point at which the track from the beach rose to the top of the cliff. Lying down at full length, I felt satisfied that I could see without being seen, and, pulling out the excellent pair of night-glasses with which I had taken the precaution to equip myself, I prepared for my vigil.

Just as sunset was darkening into night I caught sight of two men coming along the road. Through my small pair of powerful glasses I instantly recognised one of them as the Italian. The other, no doubt, was Fontan. Their figures showed black and sinister in the last gleam of the sunlight. They were walking quickly, and Fontan, if indeed it was he, carried in his hand a well-filled sack.

As they drew near they left the road and made straight for the edge of the cliff, disappearing into the cleft almost beneath the very branches of the big tree. It was now or never for me, and, loosening my automatic in my pocket, I cast all prudence aside and raced at top speed for the cliff.

Arriving at the edge, I flung myself flat on my face and peered over. Below, to my intense gratification, I could see assembled on the sands a dozen sailors in German uniforms, while only a few yards from the shore lay a big German submarine, its conning-tower and fore and aft guns showing clear of the long grey hull, which lay almost awash. The crew were being exercised along the sands, while Fontan was handing to an officer a quantity of fresh vegetables, with a packet of letters and telegrams, from the sack. Close by, the Italian and another officer, evidently the captain of the U-boat, were in earnest talk.

The light was failing rapidly, and soon it became too dark to see more. A lantern twinkled on the beach, and I could plainly hear steps and voices ascending the rough path to the top of the cliff. It was essential I should hear more, therefore I took the desperate course. Swiftly climbing into the tree, I laid myself down at full length on a big branch which jutted out over the path.

Preceded by a sailor bearing a lantern, three men came up the path. Two of them I knew to be the Italian and the captain of the U-boat. The third was Fontan, at whom I particularly wanted to have a look, for something in his walk reminded me of someone I had failed definitely to recall.

As the sailor reached the top of the cliff he turned and swung the lantern so as to show the last few steps of the rugged path. Its rays fell for a second upon the face of Fontan, and I nearly fell from my perch with amazement. Willi Bernhard, by all that was wonderful! One of the Kaisers most expert spies, who was head of one of the departments of the Königgrätzer-strasse, posing in Santander as a humble boatman. No wonder I had failed to recognise him until I saw his face!

No need for me to come any farther, said the deep voice of the U-boat captain in German. We shall lie here until midnight to-morrow, and will expect you at sundown with the latest instructions. I only want to make sure the others are ready at their stations. And then, he added, with a cruel laugh, good-bye, Athabasca!

The Athabasca was the liner I had come out to save!

I gritted my teeth with rage at his brutal callousness, and when I thought of the two thousand or so lives dependent on the Athabascas safety I could barely restrain myself from emptying my revolver into his head. That, however, would have been merely suicide, so I bided my time.

The Italian and Bernhard, as I may as well call him now, wished the captain au revoir and started to walk briskly to Santander; the sailors returned to the shore. Once the way was clear I wasted no time. I am a good runner, but never in my life have I covered three miles as quickly as I did that summer night in my dash for Santander.

I was elated beyond measure. For I had quite obviously dropped right on to the submarine supply-base, the existence of which had for months been a practical certainty. And, further, I had discovered the identity of Fontan, the German spy who was acting as the post office of the U-boats, and supplying them with all necessaries. It now remained only to smoke out the pirates nest and destroy the whole brood!

That cryptic telegram which was delivered to me at the Ezcurra in San Sebastian had been sent to Bernhard — in the name of Fontan — at the poste restante in San Sebastian and called for by the Italian. It was originally sent out by wireless, intercepted by the International Bureau, and retransmitted to me for my information and guidance. In the code of the maritime department of the German Secret Service at Kiel, when decoded it read:

Fontan remains here. (The following message is sent to Fontan at your poste restante.) Goods marked C.X.B. (the wireless call letters for the British liner Athabasca, from New Zealand, bound for London) arrived (meaning due to arrive) fourteenth (to-day was July 12th), twenty-three cases (twenty-three oclock Continental time, in our time 11 p.m.). Awaiting samples second quality (samples in the spy code meaning submarines— second quality German— first quality meaning British).

Thus the submarine commander was informed of the coming of the great liner and was lying in wait in the calm, secluded cove, ready to pounce out and sink the great ship with two thousand souls on board, including a large number of New Zealand troops.

Racing into Santander, I made for the British Consuls house, presenting so disreputable a figure that it was only with the utmost difficulty that I secured admission to the Consul himself.

Has Jeans arrived? I asked breathlessly, and, hearing that he was on his way at full speed, I told the Consul what I had learned.

Clearly it would be touch and go, but we had a little time in hand. The submarine would not leave the cove until after midnight on the thirteenth — to-day was the twelfth — so as to be just in time to place herself across the path of the oncoming liner.

About seven oclock next evening, lounging in the garish Café Suzio, with its noisy crowd, I saw a tall English traveller in grey tweeds saunter in. After he had swallowed a drink, I rose and went out, and he followed at once. It was the commander of the British submarine 85, and on receipt of my wireless he had come full speed to Santander. At that moment his boat was lying off the port, skilfully screened behind a big British tramp steamer that was being used as a decoy. He had come ashore, apparently from the tramp, but really from his own boat, which had submerged the moment he left it.

Well, Sant, he said eagerly, youve made a grand discovery. I got your wireless off Finisterre last night, and came here full speed. Wilson is outside Bilbao, and Matthews at Gijon, both waiting. I have sent out a message to the squadron, and we hope to make a big bag. But well get this friend of yours in the cove first, anyhow. Youll come, of course?

I eagerly assented, and we went down to the waters edge, where the tramp steamers boat was lying in charge of two men whose merchant jack rig-out hardly concealed the purposeful British bluejacket. We were soon on board the tramp. A few minutes later the submarine rose noiselessly to the surface, close alongside, and we went on board.

Now for the cove, said Jeans, as we dropped below.

Crawling along dead slow in order that the noise of our propellers might not betray us to the enemy, we approached the cove. By this time it was dark. A mile from the cove, screened by a promontory of rock, we rose noiselessly to the surface. A collapsible Berthon boat, containing half a dozen armed men, put off to guard the approach to the beach, and once more we submerged and made for the cove, showing only six inches of our periscope above the rippling waves.

There was just enough moonlight for our purpose, and as we drew near we were able to make out the enemy submarine, lying just awash, and presenting a magnificent target. Very few of the crew were on shore; obviously they were getting ready to leave. We could make out the captain, walking up and down with two men that we knew must be the Italian and Bernhard.

Jeans swung our ship slowly into position; the torpedo crew grouped themselves round the bow tube and we waited the exact moment. It was necessary that most of the crew should be on board, for our landing-party dared not risk a possible fight on Spanish soil, and if only one man escaped we should lose our chance of a big bag of the pirates, since a warning that the plot was discovered would at once be sent them by wireless.

At last the men began to go aboard. They were using a small boat which would hold only three men, and, as luck would have it, only the captain at length was left on the shore, talking to the Italian and Bernhard. The small boat, with only a single sailor in it, was being pulled ashore to fetch him when Jeans gave the single word Fire!

Our boat reeled slightly to the shock of the departing torpedo. At the range of a few hundred yards, under such circumstances, a miss was out of the question. A few seconds later a ponderous boom! blanketed by the waters, told us our torpedo had exploded and, gazing eagerly into the mirror of the periscope, I saw a blood-red flash as the enemy ship apparently flew to pieces in a confused column of spray and smoke. She must have been ripped open from end to end and, of course, disappeared instantly, with every soul on board.

Now for the rest, was Jeanss laconic remark, as we swung out to the spot where we had put the landing-party ashore.

They were there almost as soon as we were, bringing with them the captain, Fontan, and the Italian. Dazed with the surprise and shock of the explosion, they had made no resistance to the rush of our men. The captain, indeed, had recovered himself sufficiently to throw into the sea a case of papers, but a sailor had dived and recovered it, and to our intense delight we found it gave details of the exact plans which had been made for the destruction of the Athabasca, with the precise points at which five successive U-boats were to lie in wait for her. This was luck indeed.

Soon we were on our way to intercept and destroy the first of the lurking Huns. Running at full speed on the surface, we kept our wireless busy, and soon had the satisfaction of knowing that our dispositions had been made to circumvent the enemys plots. Finally, nearing the scene of action, we submerged.

I need not here describe the tension of the hours which followed. Amid the steady hum of the machinery, Jeans was constantly busy, now scanning the surface of the sea through our periscope, now giving a watchful eye to every detail of the submarines complicated machinery.

At last, just as the first grey streaks of dawn showed on the horizon, he called me to the periscope, and, reflected in the mirror, I saw faintly the thin plume of smoke from the funnels of the approaching liner.

We knew that somewhere in that zone an enemy submarine lay awaiting her prey.

For half an hour we were keenly on the alert, as we watched the approaching liner. The captain had been warned by wireless, and we knew there would be no lack of watchfulness on board. We could imagine the gun-crew standing at their stations, every eye strained for the first sight of the enemy.

It came at last. Almost directly between us and the liner a German U-boat thrust her periscope out of the water and launched a torpedo. We saw the big liner swing suddenly to her swiftly ported helm, and we heard afterwards that, owing to her steersmans promptness, the torpedo missed her bow by not more than a few feet.

Just as the liner turned the submarine broke water — why, I never could understand. Probably her commander was too supremely certain that his shot had gone home, or else some error in navigation had brought him to the surface earlier than he intended, for obviously it was his duty to remain submerged until he was sure his work was done.

Be that as it may, it was his last mistake. As the grey whale-back of the submarine rose above the water the gun of the Athabasca spoke. The first shot was over, the second short. Before the third was fired we had also bobbed up suddenly, and the U-boat found herself the target of two antagonists.

There could be only one end to such a fight. Almost simultaneously the third shot of the Athabasca and our first rang out, and both shells found their mark. One struck the conning-tower fair and square, blowing it clean away; the other crashed into the upper part of the hull, tearing a huge gap, and in a few seconds the enemy vessel had sunk with all hands, leaving only a flood of oil on the heaving surface of the sea to show where she had disappeared.

Next day I was on the Sud Express for Paris, while Madame Gabrielle, whom I had recalled by wire, followed me a few hours later.

From Hecq in Paris I learned the full sequel of our adventure. No news of the affair ever leaked out to the public. But it appears that, owing to the discovery of the plans from Kiel in possession of the submarines captain and our wireless messages, French destroyers and British submarines, operating together, had within twelve hours cleaned out the pirates nest, sinking four more submarines and taking nearly sixty prisoners, most of whom are now behind barbed wire in Wales.


Chapter Four.

The Hidden Hand in Britain.
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AH! MY DEAR Hecq — you have now set me a very difficult task — very difficult indeed! I found myself saying a few weeks later, after I had mastered, with a good deal of trouble, a formidable dossier which had been laid before me by the astute chief of the French Secret Service, now promoted, by the way, to be chief of the International Secret Service Bureau of the Allies.

Though the time had been short since my return from Spain, much had happened. At length unity of command in contra-espionage work had been realised as an absolute essential for securing a definite mastery over the incessant plottings of the Huns, and, with the cordial goodwill of all, Armand Hecq — whose brilliant abilities had given him a commanding position — had been unanimously chosen for the much coveted post.

I admit it is extremely difficult, said the short, grey-bearded, alert little man, knocking the ash from his excellent cigar, leaning back in his cane deck-chair, and regarding me with an amused smile. It is so difficult that I confess I do not see my way at all clearly. For that reason I have put the matter before you.

There can be no doubt about the seriousness of the affair, I said. The French Service have done very well so far, and so have our friends in London. We are quite well aware that during the past few weeks there has been an amazing recrudescence of German espionage, both here and in England, and even Whitehall is seriously alarmed. There is good reason for believing that working drawings of the new British trench-mortars have, by some means, been smuggled over to Germany. How they got out is a complete mystery, for the control at all the ports has been stricter than ever. Yet van Ekker has managed to get through to Holland a message from Berlin which leaves very little doubt as to the fact. It is undeniably serious, for the new mortar is a wonderful production, and I happen to know that it was intended to be one of the grand surprises in the Allies spring offensive.

Hecq grunted, and I paused. Then I went on saying:

We have a pretty good idea of the traitor in the department concerned, and he is now safely under lock and key. Unfortunately the mischief was done before he was even suspected, and the closest inquiries have failed to unearth any of his associates who would be regarded as in the slightest degree doubtful. It looks very much like a case of a hitherto thoroughly reliable man yielding to a sudden and overpowering temptation, while the real culprit — the man who pulled the strings — remains undiscovered. No doubt Count Wedell and his precious propaganda department have a first-class man at work, and they have so cleverly covered up the tracks that the method of their latest coup remains a mystery. It is perfectly obvious that the subterranean work of Germany is even now proceeding in France, Italy, and Great Britain.

Exactly, mon cher Sant. And you must take this particular matter in hand at once, and try to discover at least one of the fingers of what your good friends across the Channel call so appropriately the Hidden Hand. For myself, I feel quite sure that at last, after much seeking, we have alighted on the source of the whole affair, so far as England and France are concerned.

Our conversation had taken place at Armand Hecqs house out at St. Germain, beyond Paris. I had come post-haste from Lausanne, where I had been engaged with Poiry — an ex-agent of the Paris Sûreté — upon another matter. An urgent telegram from Hecq had warned me that the new business was most important, hence I had lost no time in answering his summons.

It was a warm afternoon, and we were seated out on the terrace overlooking the pretty garden, which was the hobby of the most remarkable and resourceful secret agent in all Europe.

To outward seeming Armand Hecq was a prosperous Parisian financial agent, whose offices in the Boulevard des Capucines, opposite the Grand Hôtel, were visited by all sorts of persons of both sexes. None, excepting those in the know, suspected that these handsome offices, with the white-headed old concierge wearing the ribbon of 1870, were in reality no mere financial establishment, but the headquarters of the international espionage of the Allies. None realised that the crowds of speculators, who flocked thither in the pursuit of ever-elusive wealth, included among them dozens of men and women who day by day carried their lives in their hands in their never-ending warfare with the unscrupulous and resourceful agents of Germany. None dreamed that to the busy staff finance was a mere side-line; that their real interest was not the daily fluctuations of the Bourse, but the thread of Hun intrigue which ran through all the crowded life of the gay city, and was nowhere stronger than in the department of finance.

Now, Sant, said Hecq abruptly, after we had sat silent for a few minutes while I ran over in my mind the essential facts of the new and tangled case. You have seen the photographs and the dossier, and you understand the position. What is your opinion?

There can be but one, I answered leisurely. Before the war, Jules Cauvin, of Issoire in Auvergne, was a struggling corn-merchant. He has since, in some unaccountable way, blossomed out into a man of wealth, and has purchased an important estate with money which has come from some mysterious source. Constant payments appear to reach him from a firm of motor-engineers somewhere in England. In his sudden prosperity he has bought a villa at Mentone, where he lives during the winter with his wife and family, and he is often seen at the tables at Monte Carlo. Among those who have stayed with him at the Villa des Fleurs was the Russian Colonel Miassoyedeff, who was recently hanged as a spy of Germany. There can be only one conclusion from all this.

Ah! my friend. I see you have mastered the essentials, said Hecq approvingly. Now Cauvin and all his friends are under the strictest surveillance; the question is how we are to secure evidence to convict him of the espionage he is undoubtedly concerned in. We can arrest him, of course, at any moment; he has no chance whatever of getting away. Every letter he sends or receives is opened and photographed, yet, up to the present, he has been too clever for us. If he were put on trial for espionage to-morrow, not even his friendship with Miassoyedeff would prevent him from being acquitted. We have no evidence against him whatever, beyond the fact of his sudden wealth, and that, even in these times, is not enough. And Hecq looked at me with an appeal in those soft, strange eyes of his. I could see that the case of Cauvin presented itself to him as supremely important, and that it must be solved if we were ever to grapple successfully with the mysterious, deadly influence whose workings we could feel and trace all around us, but the real wielder of which appeared constantly to slip through our fingers.

I quite understand you, I said, sipping the little glass of Cointreau he had offered me. There is only one thing to be done. We must find that finger of the Hidden Hand in England.

Exactly, my dear Sant, exclaimed my chief, with a quick gesture of approval. We seem to be losing ground day by day. Why? At all costs the position must be retrieved. You will want Madame Soyez to help you. Let me see; she is at present in England. I sent her across only a week ago to make some inquiries. Excuse me a moment while I speak to Guillet, and he left me to go to the telephone.

Monsieur Guillet was his private secretary, who controlled his financial office in the Boulevard des Capucines.

A few minutes later he returned, saying: Madame is to-day at the Midland Grand Hotel in Manchester. Presuming that you wish to meet her, I have told Guillet to telegraph, asking her, if possible, to meet you to-morrow night in London.

No, I said at once. That wont do. We cannot begin to work in England yet. I must learn a lot more about this interesting person Cauvin, who has so mysteriously acquired a fortune. Then we will begin to probe matters across the Channel. Recall Madame Gabrielle here and we will set to work. But it will be extremely difficult. The investigation of the Hidden Hand in England has always met with failure, so far as the principals are concerned. We have caught one or two of the minor tools, but the master-mind has always eluded us, although the British Secret Service is most excellent.

Ah, mon cher Sant, there I agree most cordially with you. The world little dreams of the astuteness and resourcefulness of our colleagues at Whitehall. One day it will know — and it will be greatly surprised. Very well, I will order Madame Gabrielle to come direct to Paris.

Again he rose, and during his absence I once more glanced at the formidable dossier concerning the wealthy Jules Cauvin, who was so well known in the gay night life of Paris, whose smart wife was one of the leaders in the social world, and who had recently established a hospital out at Neuilly, where his wife and daughter worked unceasingly on behalf of the wounded.

According to one report, the suspected man was in the habit of entertaining certain high officials of the State at his fine house close to the Étoile, and he had several bosom friends in the Admiralty. Such was the present position of a man who only five years ago was a struggling corn-merchant in rural Auvergne.

I lit a cigarette and reflected. By the time Hecq had returned I had hit upon the rough outlines of a plan.

First of all, I said, you must call off the surveillance on Cauvin. I must have a free hand in the affair, and the Sûreté must not interfere in any way. If Cauvin gains the slightest suspicion we shall certainly fail. Secondly, I must have a good man to assist me. Aubert did extremely well in the case of Marguerite Zell, the dancing woman who came from The Hague; I will have him. I shall leave Paris this evening. Tell Madame Gabrielle to come home and wait till I return, and to hold herself in readiness with Aubert.

Hecq nodded his assent, but did not ask me a single question. That was what I liked most about him; he never asked one how he intended to proceed. His trust, when it was given, was complete; he expected results, and did not bother about mere details. Yet, when his assistance was asked at a difficult point, he was always completely at the service of his employees. He knew I had no particular affection for the Sûreté, because in one important case they had bungled, and brought me to disaster which nearly cost me my life. So he merely shook hands and wished me good luck.

Twenty-four hours later I arrived at the Hôtel de la Poste, in Issoire, a dull, remote little town in Auvergne, and next morning set about making inquiries regarding Jules Cauvin. First of all, I looked up the entry of his birth at the Prefecture, which showed that he was the son of the village postman of Champeix, seven miles from Issoire. I found out also that his father had been imprisoned for seven years for thefts of letters.

It was necessary to make many inquiries without arousing suspicion, therefore I was compelled to spend several days at my task. I made some interesting discoveries, for naturally the entire neighbourhood was familiar with Cauvins rise to wealth, and he had been put under that microscopic observation and discussion which is so marked a feature of provincial life everywhere, but especially in France.

I chanced upon a retired butcher named Demetz, in whose debt Cauvin had been to the extent of nearly two thousand francs. Demetz had been on the point of suing for the money when, to his intense surprise, Cauvin called one day with a bundle of thousand-franc notes in his hand, and threw out three, saying gleefully: The extra thousand is for interest, my dear friend. I invented an improvement in automobile engines a year ago and patented it. A big firm in England has taken up my invention, and my fortune is made.

Naturally enough, the retired butcher had been keenly interested in Cauvins sudden wealth, and had tried to question him about it. But the postmans son was too wily to be drawn. He declared that the invention was a secret, that it would revolutionise the motor trade, and that the English syndicate which had bought it meant to spring it upon the market as a complete surprise.

I soon found out that the man Cauvin was not popular. True, he flung his money about, and there were few local institutions which had not benefited by his largesse. But there is no population in the world so suspicious as the French provincial, and it was evident that the ex-postmans son had entirely failed in his prosperity to win either the affection or the confidence of those who had known him in his earlier and humbler days.

Demetz voiced the prevailing suspicion. Where does his money come from, monsieur? he asked me. From a motor invention — bah! What does Jules Cauvin know about motors? He had hardly ever been in one before he grew so suddenly rich. There is something mysterious about it all. But it was evident that even Demetz had not the least inkling of the real truth, and, of course, I did not breathe a syllable of it to him.

The matter was of extreme urgency, and I did not allow the grass to grow under my feet. I had promised Doris to spend a week with her in Worcestershire, but this was impossible. I knew, however, that she had long wished for a trip to Mentone, so I sent her a wire, asking her to come with her mother and meet me there. A few hours after I got the reply I wished for, and the following afternoon I alighted upon the long platform at Mentone. Two days later I was joined at my hotel by Doris and her mother.

In Mentone, of course, my objective was the Villa des Fleurs. I particularly wanted to have a good look round the interior of that interesting house. Cauvin, of course, was away, and the house was shut up, but I learned that it was being looked after by an old woman, the wife of the gardener, and accordingly I hired a fiacre and, with Doris as my companion, drove out to the Villa des Fleurs.

On the Côte dAzur the weather was stifling. Driving up the white, winding road of Castellar, we found the olives and aloes dry and dusty, and the land parched and brown. The Riviera is not gay in the dog-days. At last we arrived at the Villa, a great, recently built house of the flamboyant, new art style, its green shutters closed, and the whole place silent and deserted in the burning sun. Roses and geraniums ran riot everywhere, but the gardens were kept spick and span, as became the winter pied-à-terre of a wealthy man.

I posed as an Englishman who wished to view the Villa, with the object of becoming its tenant next winter, having heard from a friend of Monsieur Cauvin that he might wish to let it. Doris, I assured the old gardener, a white-bearded man in a big straw hat and blue apron, was my sister. He took the bait readily enough, and handed me over to the care of his wife, by whom we were conducted over the house.

The house was most luxuriously furnished, and it was evident that popular rumours, for once, had not exaggerated Cauvins wealth. Everything was in splendid taste and bore the unmistakable cachet of a famous Paris firm of experts. Cauvin, evidently, was no fool; he had committed none of the absurdities of the average nouveau riche, but had wisely given experienced men carte blanche. The result was a mingling of luxury and good taste which certainly could not have been expected from the son of a village postman.


Chapter Five.

The Perfumed Card.
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WE PASSED FROM room to room, chatting freely with the old Frenchwoman, who garrulously told me everything I wanted to know, and showed not the least reluctance to discuss her master and his affairs.

I had previously warned Doris to be on the look-out for anything of interest, and, pleased with the idea of helping me, she was keenly on the alert. I was soon to have good reason to bless the lucky inspiration which had led me to fetch her to Mentone at a time when most people prefer to give it a wide berth.

After visiting a number of rooms, we came at last to the front entrance, and the aged housekeeper seemed to think we were leaving. But I had not yet caught sight of Cauvins private room, and I knew that unless I saw that my journey would be fruitless.

It is a very nice house, I said to our guide, and the gardens are beautiful. But I have much writing to do, and there does not seem to be any room which would serve well as a study.

She hesitated obviously. Well, she said slowly, there is monsieurs private room, but it is locked. If monsieur desires it, I will fetch the key.

I might as well see it, I said, as carelessly as I could. I must have some private den of my own, I went on.

The old dame shuffled off for the key, and I gave Doris a special hint to keep her eyes wide open. When the old woman returned she led us directly to Cauvins private room, a good-sized apartment, furnished something after the pattern of the library of the ordinary English house. I noticed immediately that it had double doors; evidently Cauvin had good reasons for making sure that there should be no eavesdropping when he was at home. Leading from it was a large salon, upholstered in pale blue silk, and the old woman passed into this in order to open the sun-shutters and admit the light.

In the window of the library was a big American roll-top desk, which stood open and was rather dusty. The green blotting-pad remained just as the master of the house had left it, and near it lay a pile of miscellaneous and dusty-looking papers.

I was glancing round when I was startled by a faint, gasping sob, and, looking round, saw with alarm that Doris had dropped into a chair, apparently faint. The old woman had rushed to her assistance.

It is nothing — only the heat, murmured Doris faintly. Please get me a glass of water.

The old woman hurried away, and, much concerned, I bent over Doris. I had no idea that her illness was anything but real, and I was surprised when she said crisply but quietly, Now is your chance.

Then I realised her purpose and began a hurried examination of the desk, keeping my ears open for any sound of the old womans return. But I could find nothing. Evidently Cauvin left little to chance. The drawers of the desk were not even locked, and I soon concluded that I had drawn a blank, and that the key to the mystery I was bent on solving must be sought elsewhere. Of course I was not surprised. It was not in the least likely that Cauvin would leave incriminating documents in his winter quarters, but in the work upon which I was engaged it would never do to miss the opportunity that might be afforded by the momentary carelessness which is the ever-besetting peril of even the cleverest of rogues. As events proved, we were to learn once again the truth of the old adage that no man can be wise at all times.

When the old lady returned with water Doris soon recovered, and assured the volubly sympathetic dame that she was quite herself again. As we stood for a moment saying farewell, her quick eye caught something which I had overlooked.

Why, she said, here is an invitation to a wedding in England! And she picked up from a small side table, where it lay in a china bowl, a card printed in silver ink — an invitation, as she said, to a wedding, and printed in English.

Has Monsieur Cauvin many English friends? I asked the old Frenchwoman, hoping that something useful might slip out.

Non, monsieur, she replied. I do not think so; I have never seen English letters come, and you are the first Englishman who has ever been here.

I glanced at the card with an interest I took care to conceal. It had been issued six months before by the brother of the bride, a certain Agnes Wheatley, and invited Monsieur et Madame Cauvin to be present at her marriage to Captain James Easterbrook, of the Royal Fusiliers, at St. Marys Church, Chester. The address given for the reply was 118, Whitefriars, Chester — an address which I took early opportunity of scribbling upon my shirt-cuff.

Suddenly Doris, who had taken the card from my hand, raised it to her nostrils and sniffed at it. Why, she said, it is scented. I never saw an English wedding card scented before. And she sniffed again and handed the card to me. I raised it to my nostrils and decided that the odour was either that of lemon-scented verbena or the old-fashioned stag-leaved geranium. The scent was fast disappearing, and it was evident, from the age of the card, that it must have been very pungent when fresh.

Small things mean much in our profession, and it struck me at once that Doriss discovery might be decidedly important. Here we had a perfectly innocent-looking invitation to a wedding in England, printed in quite the ordinary English style, and, judging from the type employed, evidently the work of an English printer. Yet the card, found by chance in the house of a foreign suspect, showed a variation from English social customs which Doris, womanlike, had instantly detected. The fact of the card being scented, had I been alone, would certainly not have struck me as being of any peculiar significance; very few men, I am certain, would have given it a second thought. Yet the trivial circumstance was to be the means of leading us finally towards our goal.

Are you sure they never perfume wedding cards in England?

I asked Doris.

Absolutely, she replied. I have never heard of such a thing. The card is of excellent quality, and, judging from the fact that the bridegroom is a military man, the parties must be of fairly good social circles, in which any departure from the accepted custom in such things would be regarded as bad form.

Well, I thought, it may be important. At the same time I realised that the card might have lain in contact with a scented handkerchief, and thus absorbed part of the odour. As against this was the fact that the scent was not a common one. I decided in my own mind that the matter might be worth looking into, and, when the old custodians back was turned, took the liberty of slipping the card into my pocket.

Soon after, having learnt all I could about Cauvin and his abode, we left the Villa des Fleurs, and, giving the old woman a handsome tip, returned to Mentone. The same evening I left for Marseilles, Doris and her mother remaining behind for a day or two before returning to England.

Somehow I could not dismiss the subject of the perfume from my mind; why, I cannot exactly tell, for I could not see precisely the bearing of the card on the problem I had to solve. Was the perfume verbena or scented geranium, and had the card any special significance?

Next day, in Marseilles, I entered the shop of one of the leading perfumers in the Cannebière, and asked the young lady assistant whether she could identify the perfume for me.

Certainly, monsieur, she said without hesitation; that is geranium.

Are you quite sure, I asked, that it is not verbena?

Monsieur shall decide for himself, was the ready reply, and the girl at once fetched samples of both perfumes. A single test was enough to show that she was correct. And then, recognising the purpose of the card, though she could not speak English, she practically duplicated Doriss remark. Is it not unusual, monsieur, to scent a wedding card?

That set me thinking furiously. It was quite possible that Doris might have made a mistake about a point of social etiquette. But here was a young Frenchwoman corroborating her in quite a dramatic fashion.

It is unusual; I suppose they are peculiar people, I replied as I left.

It is one of the penalties of contra-espionage work that one becomes almost morbidly interested in the seemingly trivial. One of the first lessons to be learnt is that nothing is so small that it can be safely neglected. There were, it was obvious, many ways by which the card might have become accidentally impregnated with the perfume. But my intuitive suspicions grew ever stronger, and at last I found myself convinced that there was something in it.

In one particular, at any rate, the card was of first-rate importance. Try as we would, we had failed entirely to connect Cauvin with anyone in England. We were morally certain that he must be receiving messages and money in some subterranean way, but it was certainly not through the post, and up to the present we had failed to find, among his big list of acquaintances and friends, anyone whom we could reasonably suspect of being in touch with the Hidden Hand across the Straits of Dover. But there were many possible channels of communication through neutral countries, and obviously we could not stop them all.

Now, with the aid of the wedding card, it seemed possible, always assuming the card to be genuine, that I might be able to locate one person at least in England who was upon extremely friendly terms with our wealthy suspect. That chance, at any rate, whether the perfume meant anything or not, I was resolved not to miss.

Treachery was rife everywhere. In Russia, in Italy, in Roumania, in Greece, and in other countries, men of apparently impeccable reputation were one after another being unmasked in their true characters of agents of the enemy, and were paying the penalty of their perfidy. In France several first-class scandals of this kind had recently absorbed the attention of the public. That England had hitherto been comparatively free from any of these causes célèbres was due, as I well knew, not to the absence of culprits, but to the lazy British good nature, which, coupled with the apathy of men in high places who had always laughed to scorn the very idea of the German spy in England, refused to look unpleasant facts in the face unless they became unduly obtrusive. And the picked men of the Hun spy bureau could be trusted not to make themselves conspicuous!

The great Hun octopus does not advertise its presence. It puts its faith in the powerful god Mammon, always sure of finding willing victims, and his chief disciple, Blackmail. Some day or other I may be able to tell the story in more detail; it will certainly be of absorbing interest. At present, however, it must give way to the exigencies of the war situation. The Germans would be only too glad to learn just how much we know; the British public would probably explode into a blaze of indignation if they once fully realised the supine attitude of their rulers to the ever-present and ever-growing menace of the German spy in their midst.


Chapter Six.

In the Personal Column.
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I HAD A good deal to do before I could leave for England.

From Marseilles I left for St. Étienne and Chartres, in both of which towns Jules Cauvin had been known in pre-war days. But little additional information which was of value could I pick up, though I was specially struck by the fact that all who knew him laughed at the bare idea of his having blossomed out into a motor expert. They all seemed equally convinced on this point. One man even ventured the suggestion that, if Cauvin was indeed making huge sums of money from a motor invention, he must have stolen the idea from someone else.

And, believe me, monsieur, ejaculated the voluble Frenchman, he would not be above doing so. Jules Cauvin an inventor! Phew! he is too lazy; he never did any work if he could help it. However, as I was tolerably sure in my own mind that Cauvin was being handsomely paid for services of quite another kind, this did not help me much.

At length, after a journey of a week, during which time I spent only one night in bed, I found myself late one afternoon back in Paris, chatting with my colleagues, Madame Gabrielle Soyez and Henri Aubert, in the formers cosy little flat au troisième, in the Boulevard Péreire. To both I gave certain very definite instructions. To the elegant little Frenchwoman I added:

You will proceed to the Grosvenor Hotel in London, and from there will keep the surveillance I have indicated. Remain there until you hear from me. Report progress frequently — at least every other day — in the personal column of The Times.

I could scarcely refrain from smiling as I turned from the vivacious Frenchwoman — a Parisian in every detail of her chic appearance — to Henri Aubert, who was to be our colleague in the undertaking we had in hand. Aubert was a sad-faced, rather melancholy looking middle-aged man, with a face from which every shred of intelligence seemed to have vanished. He looked, indeed, exactly like one of those middle-class nonentities, colourless and featureless, who, by the mysterious workings of the mind of the great god Democracy, manage to get themselves elected as municipal councillors, or by superhuman endeavour rise to the position of advocate — and never do any good. But behind his unpromising exterior, which, in fact, was one of his chief assets, since it practically freed him from any possibility of suspicion, was a keen intelligence, trained in every detail of our craft, a patience that knew no wearying on the trail, and a judgment which closed like a steel trap on the essential factor in a complicated situation, and, once having secured a hold, never let go. I knew him well and esteemed him highly, and he possessed the entire trust of the astute Armand Hecq, a trust difficult to win, but, once won, fully and freely given.

To Aubert I explained the situation as fully as I could, and, though I knew him to be a model of circumspection, I ventured on a hint of the extreme care and discretion necessary in the delicate affair if we were to succeed in tracing the source of Cauvins mysterious rise to sudden wealth. He listened to me with a ghost of a smile on his thin lips, but he was evidently piqued.

Perhaps, Monsieur Sant, someone has been telling you I am a confirmed babbler? he said dryly; and I laughed; the idea of Aubert babbling had its humorous aspect.

I think we understand each other, Monsieur Aubert, I said. I dont mean to cast any reflections on your discretion. But you know the people we have to deal with.

Quite well, monsieur, replied Aubert, with a real smile this time. We have a difficult job before us. They have a dangerous gang over in England just now. Pierre Gartin was murdered there only last week — shot in a street row unquestionably got up for the occasion. Of course the assassin escaped in the crowd. I think we had better take our revolvers. He spoke as coolly as though his revolver were his umbrella.

I was startled. Pierre Gartin was one of the most capable men we had, and I knew he had been engaged on a piece of work very similar to that which we had in hand. In my absence I had not heard of his death.

No, I had not heard, I replied. But I agree with you that our revolvers might be useful.

Auberts news told me that our Hun antagonists must have some very big plan in hand. Even the most desperate of spies draws the line at murder, unless he finds himself in an impasse with no other way out. This is not, of course, from any special reluctance to taking the life of an enemy, but simply as a matter of self-preservation. For we are so peculiarly constituted that we tolerate calmly the work of pestiferous agents whose activities are a greater peril to the community than a dozen murders would be, while the killing of a single man brings a hornets nest about the murderers ears. I knew therefore, that since the Huns had gone so far as to remove Gartin, they must be engaged in work of supreme importance, and must have been quite aware that he was hot on their trail. Truly we had an interesting prospect before us. But we were all tolerably well used to danger, and I do not think it affected any of us.

Only last night, said Aubert, Cauvin entertained Bonnier, of the Admiralty, and no doubt he learned something from him. I have found out that he has been lending Bonnier a good deal of money. Bonnier has recently got mixed up with a fast set, and he has been spending a great deal more money than his income warrants. When people of that kind begin to consort with rogues of Cauvins stamp it usually means only one thing.

No doubt that is true enough, I replied; but for the present we must take even the risk of leaving Bonnier alone. I want absolute evidence that Cauvins money comes from Germany, even though he actually gets it from a secret source in England. It is not enough for me to prove either that Bonnier is selling secrets or that Cauvin is buying them. I want to prove that Cauvins money is German, and I am going to do it. Bonnier can wait; if we get Cauvin we are tolerably sure to obtain sufficient evidence to lay Bonnier by the heels at any time. In fact, we can remove him quietly as soon as Cauvin is out of the way. I shall leave for England to-morrow.

This I did, and twenty-four hours later I was in London. I decided first to investigate Cauvins supposed motor invention, and made my way to the office of a well-known patent agent in Chancery Lane. He had done some business before for me and greeted me warmly. I knew him so thoroughly that I did not hesitate to tell him exactly what I was after.

But, my dear Sant, he said, if this supposed invention is being kept as a secret to stagger the motoring world, it is not likely to have been patented yet by either Cauvin or anyone else. Depend upon it, if there is anything in it, it is being manufactured secretly, and will not be patented until it is absolutely ready for the market. To patent it now would simply be setting every motor expert in the country at work on similar lines. You know the patent lists are watched with the keenest scrutiny. My clerk is looking into the matter, and we shall soon know whether Cauvin has patented anything.

This was a surprise for me. I could not, of course, however much I might suspect him, absolutely rule out of my calculations the possibility that even Cauvin might have hit upon some lucky idea, as so many inventors have done, without knowing much of the technicalities of the subject. I did not forget that the safety-pin was the invention of a lazy workman. And I knew that if I took any active steps against Cauvin and made a mistake — if by some miraculous chance his sudden wealth was honestly acquired — the consequences would be serious.

Well, I said, when we had been assured that no patent of any kind had been taken out by Cauvin, what am I to do? I cant go to every big motor engineer in England and ask him if he is manufacturing a secret device invented by Jules Cauvin.

My friend thought for a few moments. I think you had better see L — , he said at last. If there is anything big in hand some kind of whisper of it is sure to have got about, and he would be the first to hear. I will telephone him at once; we shall catch him in his office on the Viaduct.

A few minutes later we were in Holborn in L— s office; he was one of the magnates of the motoring world. I explained the position.

You can make your mind easy on that point, he said emphatically. There is nothing going in the trade to-day big enough to produce the amount of money your man is evidently receiving. If there were, I must have heard of it; it could not be kept secret. You remember the Marx carburettor? Well, we knew for six months that it was coming, though every effort was made to keep it secret. What we did not know was the exact secret; but you know how it took the market by storm.

This, even though it were only negative evidence, seemed to establish conclusively the fact that Cauvins money, whatever might be its source, was not derived from the motor trade. I made up my mind that this much at least was certain.

Next day I travelled down to old-world Chester, where I very speedily discovered that there was in Whitefriars no house numbered 118, and no trace of any person named Wheatley, while the aged vicar of St. Marys knew nothing of the marriage of Captain James Easterbrook.

Everything was fictitious — everything, that is, except the silver-printed wedding card and the clinging perfume of stag-leaved geranium.

What did the bogus card indicate? Why had Jules Cauvins unknown correspondent gone to the trouble of having it printed? And why, in defiance of all social custom, had it been scented with such a perfume as that of the stag-leaved geranium? I felt tolerably sure that here lay the key of the mystery, and that when I laid my hand on the sender of that mysterious card I should be very near indeed to the knowledge of the real source of the strange sequence of events which had raised the good-for-nothing son of an obscure French postman to a dazzling position in the world of society.

Such was the problem I had to solve. And the key to it was just one bogus wedding card impregnated with the slowly dying odour of geranium. I cursed my luck as I reflected on the magnitude of the issues at stake and the paucity of the tools with which I had to work. For if Captain James Easterbrook was unknown in Chester, the home of his supposed bride, what was my chance of penetrating his disguise? Yet, somehow or other, we must succeed. That Cauvin was receiving money from England I was absolutely convinced, and I was determined to take this chance — the best we had had — of locating the real men behind the Hidden Hand in England.

Next day I left Chester by a very early train for London. When we reached Rugby I bought a copy of The Times, and the first thing that caught my eye was a cryptically worded message at the head of the personal column. It conveyed to me the startling news that Madame Gabrielle had been recognised by some alien agent of whom she was highly suspicious, had left the Grosvenor Hotel in her alarm, and had returned to Paris!


Chapter Seven.

The Elusive Van Rosen.
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EVIDENTLY SOMETHING VERY serious had happened.

My first impulse was to hasten to the Grosvenor Hotel, engage a room there, and try to discover something of the cause which had brought about Madame Gabrielles sudden flight. Perhaps my anxiety for her safety operated more powerfully than I ought to have allowed. In our business personalities are nothing; it is the end that counts.

A moments reflection showed me that in taking this course I should simply be playing into the enemys hands. I was too well known. I hoped that my presence in England was not suspected by the German agents, and if I ventured to stay at the Grosvenor they would certainly very soon have me under close observation.

By using the official telephone between London and Paris I managed to get into communication with Madame Gabrielle at her flat in the Boulevard Péreire, and soon learnt the reason for her flight. Van Rosen had discovered her, and was watching her closely.

Here, indeed, was an antagonist worthy of my steel! I had long known — and so far as his abilities went, had respected — van Rosen as one of the cleverest agents of the Königgrätzer-strasse. He was able to pose as an Englishman — a rare accomplishment in a German — for he had been educated at Haileybury, and had been in England off and on since his youth. He was now living in a north-western suburb, where he posed as Mr George Huggon-Rose, a solicitor who had retired from practice. Only British apathy made this possible. A moments investigation would have shown that the man could not have been what he pretended, for no such retired solicitor as Mr George Huggon-Rose was known to the Law Society.

As a matter of fact, it was through this very slip on his part that I had spotted van Rosen. We had suddenly lost sight of him a year or two before, and try as we would — for we knew that wherever he might be he would be dangerous — we could not locate him. The accident which led to his discovery was curious. I had been spending a few days in North London, and one morning stopped at the railway bookstall to buy a paper. As I approached the stall a tall, gentlemanly looking man, who had been chatting with the clerk, turned away and entered the train. Something about him struck me as strangely familiar.

Who is that gentleman? I asked the man at the stall.

Oh, he replied, thats Mr Huggon-Rose. He used to be a solicitor in the City, but he retired and has been living here for a year or two.

But I was not quite satisfied; some odd memory, in which I felt sure Mr Huggon-Rose was concerned, haunted me all the way to town, and I could not shake it off. I had only seen van Rosen once, though I had had a good deal of experience, and it was not surprising that I failed to recognise him. When I got up to town I consulted the Law List, but could find no trace of Mr Huggon-Rose.

Then I became more suspicious, and before many days were over I had succeeded in definitely identifying Mr Huggon-Rose with one of the Kaisers cleverest spies. Thus the mystery of van Rosens disappearance was solved by his own slip. If, when I looked up the Law List, I had found Mr Huggon-Roses name and address duly set out, I should probably have thought I had been deceived by some chance resemblance and wasted no more time on the matter. How true it is that trifles make the sum of life!

The position now was plainly serious: van Rosens presence in London boded no good. The man was as unscrupulous as he was clever. The British contra-espionage department knew him well and had been greatly chagrined at losing sight of him. Afterwards, in consequence of my report to Hecq, he had been kept under close observation; but we had never been able to secure sufficient proof to justify his arrest, strong though our suspicions were. He had evidently been walking very warily since the outbreak of war. Unfortunately he had adopted that easiest of all cloaks of the German spy, and had become a naturalised Englishman just before war broke out. But the adage Once a German always a German applied with special force to van Rosen.

After speaking with Madame Gabrielle I had a long chat with Hecq over the private wire, and together we mapped out a pretty comprehensive plan of campaign, in which both Aubert and Madame Gabrielle had very definite parts to play.

Then the mysterious scented wedding card claimed my full attention, for I was determined to sift its secret to the bottom. First, I paid a visit to Somerset House, where I very thoroughly searched the records of recent marriages. These showed me that no marriage had taken place between persons named Wheatley and Easterbrook. A certain Agnes Wheatley had been born in June, 1894, at Mina Road, Old Kent Road, in the parish of St. George the Martyr, Southwark, and there were records of two James Easterbrooks. One was James Stanley Easterbrook, born in Lord Street, Southport, in 1881; the other, James Henry Charlton Easterbrook, had first seen the light of day in the village of Forteviot, Perthshire, in 1870. The Army List, of course, failed to show any Captain James Easterbrook, of the Royal Fusiliers.

All this did not carry me much farther. The father of the Southport Easterbrook was apparently a prosperous Blackburn tradesman; but that of the man born in Scotland was vaguely set down as of no occupation, a curious entry for a Scottish village, where practically everybody would be likely to live by the labour of his hands, and where one would hardly expect to find persons of leisured independence. The fact worried me. But an inquiry at Forteviot showed that there had been no Easterbrooks in the village for many years, and no one seemed to recollect anything about them.

In order to conceal myself from the astute van Rosen, I had taken rooms in a cheap boarding-house, full of old ladies, in Guilford Street, Bloomsbury, and, equipped with a silver discharge badge and a set of faked Army papers, posed as an invalided soldier recovering his health before taking up work. I was thus able to disarm the inquisitive prying of my fellow-boarders, and I am afraid I gave them some highly remarkable information about the war and my share in it! If one is engaged in spying or contra-espionage work one must be ever ready to combat silly suspicions that give rise to endless gossip and to evade unfriendly and malicious comment.

The enigma of the wedding card worried me incessantly. That the prosperous Jules Cauvin was one of the puppets of Potsdam, and also that he had betrayed France, I felt morally convinced. Hecq, indeed, held documentary evidence of Cauvins friendship with the Austrian millionaire spy, Herr Jellinck. I knew, almost with certainty, that the perfumed wedding card was intended to convey a message of some kind, since in every particular it was clearly shown to be a bogus document. Yet without more direct evidence Cauvin, had we ventured to arrest him, must have slipped out of the clutches of the law. For, after all, mere friendship or acquaintance with a spy, however suspicious, does not prove the guilt of espionage.

Inquiries made by the British Special Branch soon showed that none of the Easterbrooks in the British Army could by any possibility be connected with the Captain Easterbrook of the wedding card.

Within a week I established the fact that Agnes Wheatley had died before she reached the age of ten years. Therefore, she could not have been the mysterious bride to whose wedding Jules Cauvin and his wife had been invited. I was thus thrown back on the two Easterbrooks, and for the next few days, if I may use the term, I breakfasted, lunched, and dined on Easterbrooks! And helping in my quest were some of the smartest men of the British Special Branch.

Six weeks went by — weeks of feverish activity and incessant patient investigation. That mysterious wedding card, with its pungent odour of stag-leaved geranium, hypnotised me, and I could think of nothing else. And everything began to seem so hopeless that even the Scotland Yard men, most unrelenting and unwearying searchers-out of hidden mysteries, began to get depressed and to fancy they were hopelessly beaten.

Van Rosen, of course, was under constant surveillance. Whether he suspected it or not I do not know, but for the time being he seemed to have entirely abandoned his usual business. He went about quite openly, and I often wondered whether he was tacitly defying us. Probably his work was so far advanced that he could afford to wait, and hoped to disarm suspicion by the very openness of everything he did. Had there been any real necessity we could, of course, have arrested him on some charge or another, but we still hoped that by giving him plenty of latitude we should sooner or later stumble on some valuable information.


Chapter Eight.

One of the Naturalised.
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THE WEEKS SLIPPED by.

We seemed no nearer gaining our object, and I found myself wondering at times whether, indeed, I was not engaged on a wild-goose chase. Poring over everything that was known of Jules Cauvin, I sometimes found myself ridiculing my own suspicions. Still, that mysterious card forced itself on my attention. Cauvins friendship with Jellinck, his known association with Miassoyedeff, shot as a spy in Russia, his sudden and inexplicable wealth, all convinced me in the long run that there was a deep secret to be fathomed. I had the chain of evidence nearly complete, but one link was missing — the source of Cauvins wealth and the identity of the mysterious individual from whom he drew unstinted funds.

Three weeks more passed. The Special Branch at Scotland Yard was becoming disheartened. I myself was losing hope, and Hecq was obviously growing restive. Then the tide turned. One of the Special Branch, apparently by the merest accident, discovered the printer of the bogus card.

This was a discovery indeed! I hastened to interview the printer — the proprietor of a small jobbing business named James in the Uxbridge Road.

The cards, he told me, were ordered by Mr Easterbrook for the wedding of his son, the Captain Easterbrook referred to. Mr Easterbrook lives in Lancaster Gate, and, referring to his order book, he gave me the address, for which I thanked him.

Did you perfume the cards before you printed them? I asked him carelessly. I had kept the most important question till the last.

Perfume them! he snorted, glaring at me through his spectacles. Why, of course not — we dont scent invitation cards to weddings!

I knew that well, but I was glad to get the fact verified. And now for Mr Easterbrook and the captain! I was in high spirits, for I felt that at length I was getting near the heart of the mystery.

Going direct to Lancaster Gate, I soon found the Easterbrooks house, a large, handsome building overlooking Hyde Park. A few local inquiries soon told me all I wanted to know, and shortly after I was conveying my news to Hecq over the Paris telephone. For once the phlegmatic little man was shaken out of his habitual reserve, and his voice, when he had heard my news, fairly trembled with excitement. At last we were at close grips with our mysterious foe.

Next day, Madame Gabrielle, whom I sent for again, and Aubert were installed in rooms in an obscure house in Bayswater. I spent the evening with them, and together we evolved a plan of operations which, I confess, required considerable bounce — I do not like the expression daring when it has to be applied to ones self.

By this time I had cut myself adrift from our excellent colleagues of the Special Branch, fearing lest van Rosen and his friends might get on my track. So far, apparently, he had not located me, for, though I kept the sharpest possible look out, assisted by a clever detective who habitually assumed different disguises for the purpose, I could find no evidence whatever that I was being shadowed. Madame Gabrielle, Aubert, and myself were also working apart, though I was directing the general plan of operations.

Following up the trail I had struck in the Uxbridge Road, I soon secured some astounding facts regarding Mr Essendine Easterbrook, of Lancaster Gate. He was actually a native of Frankfort, who, after a brief but amazingly successful career in the City as a promoter of rubber companies, had amassed a big fortune and retired from the game of finance. He had become naturalised in 1909, and, profiting by the Britons amazing indulgence to aliens of every kind, had changed his name from Essendine Wilhelm Estbruck to Essendine William Easterbrook. Very few people, I found out, had any idea of his real origin and of his German parentage and nationality.

Now Mr Easterbrook had no son. He had, however, an English wife, and his wealth had won for them a position in London Society. They had frequently, before the war, entertained at their handsome house the wily director of propaganda, von Kuhlmann, who was then living in London, and also a certain Max Garlick. But, try as I would, I completely failed to establish any sort of connection between the Easterbrooks and Mr Huggon-Rose.

The name of Garlick, however, told me a lot. Garlick had been the German Secret Police Councillor in France, for the Departments of the Nord, the Pas de Calais, the Somme, and the Ardennes. He was an ex-naval lieutenant, and two years before the war broke out was appointed to the arduous, but lucrative, office of Polizeirath for London, establishing his office nearly opposite the Army and Navy Stores in Victoria Street, Westminster. This mouchard, in order to disguise his true occupation, was in the habit of putting in a few hours work daily at a desk in the London offices of the Hamburg-Amerika line in Cockspur Street. That Essendine Easterbrook, the father of the non-existent captain, had been the friend of Max Garlick was quite sufficient to show his connection with the enemy, for Garlick had been the head of the actives in England.

We then set to work to obtain more inside evidence. Aubert, on my instructions, watched carefully, and soon made an opportunity of getting into the confidence of Mrs Easterbrooks English maid, a young woman named Dean. He found out without much trouble that she was not greatly attached to her mistress, who, in spite of her gushing manners in Society, was harsh and domineering towards those in her employ, and was totally incapable of winning either respect or affection.

Dean had been engaged from a local registry office in the neighbourhood, a fact which materially facilitated our plans.

I had a long interview with the young woman. She had a sweetheart serving in the Army, who had seen a good deal of German methods and had told the girl enough of the sufferings of the conquered French and Belgian populations to fill her with an intense hatred of Germans and Everything German. Directly I informed her that she had been working for a naturalised German her indignation knew no bounds, and she willingly gave me a lot of valuable information. She declared, moreover, that she would not remain in the place another day. This, too, was exactly what was wanted. I impressed upon her the necessity of keeping absolutely silent on the subject of her employers real character, and set about the task of getting her place filled with a nominee of my own.

This, of course, could be no other than the resourceful Madame Gabrielle, who, laying aside, as she often did, her wedding ring, registered her name at the registry office as a French maid. A handsome douceur to the excellent registry keeper and some highly satisfactory references, carefully prepared for the occasion, accomplished what we wanted, and in the course of a week I had the satisfaction of knowing that the Easterbrook household was under the close surveillance of one of my smartest assistants, who posed as Mademoiselle Darbour, and was quite certain to miss no opportunity that might present itself to her.

We soon obtained further information about Mr Easterbrook. He was evidently a wealthy man in reality, as well as appearance, owning, in addition to the Lancaster Gate house, a big estate in Derbyshire, a shooting-box in the Highlands, and a Villa at Cabbé Roquebrune, above Cap Martin, not far from Cauvins Villa des Fleurs at Mentone. Moreover, he dabbled in yachting after a fashion, more, I suspected, for purposes of social advertisement than from any love of a sport which makes but a slight appeal to Germans.

We were, of course, living on the edge of a powder magazine, and the position of Madame Gabrielle, alone in the very camp of the enemy, was especially perilous. At any moment one or all of us might be recognised by the alert agents of van Rosen, and I was beginning to know enough of the true position of Mr Easterbrook to realise that the desperate men with whom we had to deal would stick at nothing to rid themselves of danger if once they divined our identity and purpose. For Madame Gabrielle I was especially anxious, and more than once I debated seriously whether I was justified in allowing a woman to run so grave a risk. For Aubert and myself, of course, such a question naturally did not arise; risk was a part of our profession, and we accepted it just as we accepted a wet day. However, we were playing for a great stake, and I finally decided to play the game out to a finish.

A month passed. The reports I received from Madame Gabrielle, working inside the house, and from the painstaking Aubert, who let nothing outside escape him, were full of interest.

Mr Easterbrook, formerly Herr Essendine Estbruck, native of Frankfort, remained entirely unsuspicious that he was under the eye of one of the keenest secret agents in Europe. It was important that he should remain in ignorance, and I prepared a little plan which I felt sure would be so completely reassuring to him that it would throw him completely off his guard, and yet put him in such a position that he would find it almost impossible to resist the temptation, carefully arranged by us, to betray the country of his adoption.

It so happened that an important post had become vacant in a certain Government department dealing with a large number of confidential plans. I found out from Madame Gabrielle that, as a matter of fact, Easterbrook had for a long time been working strenuously to secure a Government appointment — honorary, of course, since money was no object to him, except as a means to an end. I have no doubt whatever that his motives were twofold. The first was, by securing official recognition, to remove any suspicion that might cling to him in consequence of his enemy origin; the second, I have just as little doubt, was to secure better opportunities of playing the spy. I made up my mind to oblige him in both particulars, but to arrange the dénouement myself.

I went to the Minister concerned, and revealed my plan. When I had fully explained to him what we knew and how much we suspected he realised the gravity of the situation, and, though my request was entirely irregular, he consented to what I asked.

A week later a paragraph in the London papers announced that Mr Essendine Easterbrook had been appointed a controller in a certain department of the Admiralty. There were a few cavillings in some quarters, on account of Easterbrooks origin, but to the general public the position did not seem to be one of great importance, and little notice was taken of the appointment. As a matter of fact the position was a bogus one, created for the occasion, and everything connected with it had been arranged by the astute Special Branch with the sole design of entrapping Mr Essendine Easterbrook and the intermediary, whoever it might be, between the German agents in England and Jules Cauvin. For the wedding card had proved beyond doubt that Easterbrook and Cauvin were in close communication.


Chapter Nine.

The Secret of the Perfume.
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MR EASTERBROOK SOON found himself comfortably ensconced in a large room, and surrounded by a staff, every single member of which, though he little suspected it, was in the direct employ of the Special Branch. Few suspects have ever been subjected to such microscopic scrutiny. He literally could not make a single movement unobserved. He was constantly shadowed in and out of his office by agents who were relieved every few hours; inside his house Madame Gabrielle was incessantly on the watch. And in the meantime we prepared for him the trap which proved his undoing.

One day Mr Easterbrook found awaiting his attention a number of copies of an urgent and strictly confidential memorandum which gave in elaborate detail the plan of a naval operation which for sheer dare-devilry was enough to take ones breath away. Needless to say, it was spoof from beginning to end. But it was spoof so thoroughly plausible in its conception, and so artistically worked out in its wealth of detail, that it might well have deceived someone far better versed than Herr Estbruck in naval matters. I had the privilege of going over it with the distinguished naval officers who drew it up, and I can hear to-day the roars of laughter with which it was received by the company of experts gathered to listen to the elaborate joke. Of course the men who really knew detected the imposture at once; to the novice the plan looked like the details of a gigantic attack on one of Germanys strongest naval bases.

Now we calculated deliberately that Easterbrook, getting hold of the bogus plan, would be unable to resist the temptation to communicate it to Germany. To him, we knew, it must appear of stupendous importance. It was too elaborate for him to attempt to memorise the details, and far too long to give him a chance of copying it unobserved. Moreover, we decided to convince him, if possible, that he could purloin a copy without risk.

Now with confidential documents of importance, every single copy must be accounted for. The printing is done under the closest supervision; the exact number of sheets of paper required is issued; every official who receives a copy signs for it and gets a receipt when he parts with it. Mr Easterbrook had been well drilled in the routine. We had made him especially careful by inducing him on one occasion carelessly to sign for four copies of a document when he only received three, and the trouble we raised about the missing copy must have made him determined to count his copies in future. We relied on that to catch him and his associates.

Early one morning a messenger laid upon Mr Easterbrooks desk four copies of the naval plans.

Please sign for three copies of Number 27162 A.B., Mr Easterbrook, said the lad, laying the book before him.

A keen-eyed watcher saw Mr Easterbrook glance at the heading of the document which lay before him. Clever though he was, he was unable to repress a start of astonishment as the amazing title, carefully designed for the occasion, caught his eye. A moment later he had recovered himself, counted his copies of the paper, and, glancing at the book, signed for three. The bait was swallowed!

I must now hark back to Madame Gabrielle to make clear the chain of events which followed. The sprightly Frenchwoman soon found out that beneath an unprepossessing exterior her employer concealed an extremely amorous disposition. Exerting the full power of her fascinating personality, she soon began to exercise a considerable influence over the financier, and was able at length to solve the problem of the mysterious perfume.

A few hours after the secret plans had been laid before him, Easterbrook made a clandestine arrangement to dine with Madame Gabrielle at a restaurant in Soho the next evening.

I have to go out of town to-night, he said. I dont want to write, but if you get by to-morrows post a plain sheet of paper scented with geranium I shall be there. If it is scented with violet you will know I have been detained and cannot come.

So the secret was out at last! The wedding card had been a signal to Cauvin that all was well. Had it been scented with violet it would have indicated danger. As will be seen, we had little difficulty in guessing the purpose of Easterbrooks absence from his house that night!

We calculated that, finding he had been debited with three copies of the plans, whereas he actually received four, Easterbrook would calmly pocket one of them and return to the proper department the three for which he had signed. Events proved that we were right. In the afternoon, at the usual time, he left the office. Three minutes later we ascertained that the fourth copy of the plans was not in his desk. He had taken it with him, and it was easy to guess his purpose.

From that moment his doom was sealed. We could have arrested him at once, of course, but we wanted to know by what means those plans were to be dispatched to Germany. If we could only find that out one finger of the Hidden Hand would assuredly be lopped off for good.

On leaving the office Easterbrook made for a public telephone office, where, as it happened, three boxes stood side by side. As he entered the one, an agent of the Special Branch entered the one farthest from him. The boxes were of the threepence-in-the-slot pattern, and the trifling delay caused by dropping in the three pennies gave the detective his opportunity. Ringing up the operator at the Exchange, he demanded, in the name of the police, that Easterbrooks conversation should be tapped. The operator promptly plugged him on to the line Easterbrook was using, so that he was able to listen, quite unknown to Easterbrook, to the conversation which followed.

Is that 7257 North? Easterbrook began. I want to speak to Mr Huggon-Rose, he went on. That you, Rose? This is Easterbrook. Will you come down to Piccadilly and have some dinner with me? I am just arranging a yachting trip, and perhaps you would like to make one of the party. All right. Be at Scotts at seven oclock. Good-bye. And he rang off.

Seven oclock found Easterbrook and Huggon-Rose dining comfortably at Scotts. Four men of the Special Branch, immaculately attired and apparently mere men-about-town, were seated at different tables near them. Easterbrook and his guest talked yachting ostentatiously, and many maps and papers were handed backward and forward. One of these, the lynx-eyed watchers noted, passed from Easterbrook to Huggon-Rose and was not returned. It was the confidential paper! Another link in our chain had been forged!

At half-past ten the two conspirators rose to leave. At the door of the restaurant they brushed past a man in seafaring dress, quite obviously a Dutch sailor, and, swiftly though it was done, one of our watchers saw a folded paper slip from Huggon-Roses hand into that of the Dutchman. He made off at once, closely shadowed by two of our men, while Easterbrook and Huggon-Rose walked away together, evidently looking for a taxicab, none too numerous at that hour.

Just as a cab drew up to the kerb I arrived on the scene. I had been kept closely informed of what was going on and had been waiting in a neighbouring restaurant in order to be present at the arrest of the two plotters. Incautiously I approached too near, and in the light of a street-lamp van Rosen caught sight of me. He recognised me instantly. With a snarl of rage he turned on me, and his hand shot to his hip-pocket. Then he recovered his self-possession and entered the taxi with Easterbrook. No doubt he reflected that a shot at me would not help him, and, it should be noted, neither man had any incriminating document on him. The plans were in possession of the Dutch sailor, and until they were secured we had to hold our hands. But one quarry was safe now.

The taxi soon deposited the two men at Easterbrooks house, which was immediately closely surrounded. Half an hour later Madame Gabrielle, hatless and showing every sign of a struggle, slipped from a side door.

Breathlessly she explained that van Rosen, catching sight of her as he was going to his room on the first floor, had recognised her at once and had attacked her furiously. Why he did not shoot her I never could understand. Physically Madame Gabrielle was a match for him; she was a superb gymnast and in hard training, whereas van Rosen had been leading a dissipated life and was in thoroughly poor condition. A brief struggle had ended in Madame Gabrielle throwing him heavily by a simple wrestling trick, and, knowing that she must get away at all cost, she had rushed down the back stairway and got into the street.

A moment or two later a servant left the house and posted some letters in the pillar-box a few yards away. The letters were recovered later, and one of them, a postcard, was found to be addressed to Jules Cauvin. It was in a feminine handwriting, and bore neither the date nor the address of the writer. It read:

My dear Jules, — Henri will return home to-morrow. He has immensely enjoyed his visit, and his health has greatly improved.

Yours,

Marie.

Innocent enough, but — the card was perfumed with violets! Clearly enough its purpose was to let Cauvin know that danger was in the air.

We were expecting every moment the news that the Dutch sailor had been arrested with the incriminating documents in his possession. That would have been the signal for the arrest of Easterbrook and van Rosen. But the arrest was not to be made.

Far away to the east we heard the low boom of a gun. Another and another followed; then came the crash of high explosives, and we realised that an air raid was in progress. Nearer and nearer came the sounds of guns and bombs.

Suddenly I picked up the drone of an aerial motor directly overhead, and a few seconds later came an appalling crash that seemed to shake the very earth. I saw a red blaze flash out over Easterbrooks house, and after that everything was a blank.

I came to my senses to find myself in Charing Cross Hospital. And when I feebly opened my eyes the first object to catch my sight was Armand Hecq, seated at my bedside placidly reading a book. Hearing my gasp of astonishment, he turned to me.

Ah, mon cher Gerald, so you are awake at last, he said cheerily. How are you feeling?

Very shaky, I whispered. What has happened? Ah, yes, I remember now, I said, as a flood of recollections swept over me. Is it all right? Have you got van Rosen and Easterbrook?

Everything is quite satisfactory, my dear Gerald, replied Hecq. I will tell you all about it when you are stronger.

But, weak though I was, I could not bear the suspense. Tell me at once. Monsieur Hecq, I beg of you, or I shall never rest. And Hecq, choosing the lesser of two evils, decided to unburden himself.

Van Rosen and Easterbrook are both dead, he said. The bomb which rendered you unconscious struck Easterbrooks house and killed them both. Mrs Easterbrook is terribly injured, but is alive, and will probably recover. Madame Gabrielle is quite safe, and Aubert, who was watching near you, was sheltered from the explosion by a projecting wall and was only badly shaken. He telephoned me at once, and I fortunately caught a train which was just leaving, and here I am. You have been unconscious for a day and a half.

What about the Dutch sailor? I managed to gasp out in my astonishment.

Oh, replied Hecq, we got him all right, with the plan in his possession. He has made a clean breast of everything. The plans were to have been photographed down to microscopic size and the films taken over to Cauvin sewn into his clothing. Two of my men are on their way to arrest Cauvin at once.

But Cauvin proved too quick for us. As the agents of the Sûreté approached his house he must have recognised them and realised that the game was up. Directly they intimated to him that he was under arrest he snatched a revolver from his pocket and shot himself before their eyes. I have no doubt the result would have been the same if he had received the violet-scented card, which now, with the bogus invitation to the Easterbrook wedding, remains one of my cherished mementoes of one of the most fascinating of the many mysteries I have helped to unravel.

Thus by the hands of the Huns themselves the public were spared an astounding scandal, and the Allies were rid of three ingenious scoundrels engaged in a clever and insidious campaign. After Easterbrooks death we were able to unravel the whole conspiracy. Easterbrook and van Rosen were two of the fingers of the Hidden Hand in England. They operated by means of banking accounts in various names, handling large sums placed freely at their disposal by other wealthy naturalised Britons, who proved in their own persons the truth of the adage coined in 1914 by a naturalised Hun— Once a German, always a German. Most of them were laid by the heels, and now, behind barricades of barbed wire in remote parts of the country, have leisure to repent the day when they matched their cunning against the skill of the International Secret Service Bureau of the Allies.


Chapter Ten.

The Mystery of Blind Heinrich.
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BLIND HEINRICH!

Without any conscious effort of memory on my part, these words flashed suddenly into my mind, as, six weeks or so after the events just related, I sat lazily in Armand Hecqs private room in the Boulevard des Capucines, turning over our latest problem in my mind, while I waited for the astute chief, who was busy investigating a report which had just been brought in by one of his numerous financial clients — in other words, by one of the numerous expert agents whom he kept constantly busy up and down Europe, at the task of countering the villainous work of the spy bureau in Berlin.

I wonder whether he is mixed up in the affair, I mused; rapidly working out a new train of thought to which the old scoundrels name had given rise. So intent was I that I did not notice Hecqs entrance. His quick eye noticed my absorption.

A penny for your thoughts, mon cher Gerald, he laughed.

Well, I said with a smile, I was pretty far away, I admit. The fact is, I was wondering whether Blind Heinrich is taking any part in the game?

The director of the International Secret Service of the Allies raised his brows and stared at me across the big, littered writing-table. Behind him a tape machine was clicking out its message, just as it should in a well-ordered financiers office. He was evidently surprised.

By Jove! he exclaimed in English, which he spoke to perfection. I never thought of him! My dear Gerald, old Heinrich is an extremely wily bird; and if he is mixed up in this business we shall have all our work cut out. Remember how he wriggled out of our hands in the Gould affair, when we thought we had him safely netted?

The Gould affair! I should think I did remember it! I took a part in tracing and arresting the spy, Frederick Adolphus Gould, who lived near Chatham, and who, a few months before the war, was sent to prison for five years for attempted espionage. The case was a bad one. For years Gould had posed, like so many of his unscrupulous countrymen, as a good, patriotic John Bull Englishman, unable to speak German, expressing hatred of Germany and the Kaiser, and warning us that wax would come. Yet, after his arrest, I had gone to Germany very much incognito to make inquiries, and found that exceedingly patriotic Englishman was the son of a certain Baron von S — , that he had been born in Berlin in 1851, had fought in the Franco-German War, and had been awarded the customary Iron Cross!

Now one of Goulds closest friends in England had been a certain Norwegian named Heinrich Kristensten, a half-blind violinist who lived at Hampstead. Some strange facts came to light in the course of our inquiries, but the afflicted musician forestalled us by very cleverly coming forward and denouncing his whilom friend — not, however, before he saw that Gould was quite hopelessly entangled in the net which had been spread for him by the British Secret Service. His action, of course, was quite in accord with German practice. Seeing that the game was up, so far as Gould was concerned, he saved himself on the principle that one loss was better than two. His name had leaped spontaneously into my mind in connection with the latest problem upon which we were engaged — the mysterious manner in which, despite the rigid British censorship, details of the damage done in London by the raiding Gothas were so quickly and so accurately transmitted to Berlin. That they were so transmitted we knew, for the German papers promptly published them. And obviously, if severely censored matters of this kind were leaking out, there was some channel of information open of which we were unaware. We had to find and close it.

Now, as is well known, every wireless message which passes from the outer world to Berlin, or from Berlin to the outer world, is picked up and decoded at our wireless stations. The news was, we knew, not sent by wireless. Yet it was clear the Wilhelmstrasse got early information, not only as to where the bombs were dropped, but the extent of the damage done, both points on which they could not obtain the slightest information from the English papers. These details were published by the German and Swiss papers, and, allowing for Berlins invariable exaggeration of its own prowess, they were remarkably full and accurate. The task before me was to find out how the news was transmitted, and it was one, I confess, which fairly bristled with difficulties.

Heinrich, being a neutral, has lately been showing a great interest in the welfare of blinded British soldiers, I remarked to Hecq. If he were a friend of Goulds, why should he do this?

For some reason of his own, said Hecq, possibly to avert suspicion. We know pretty well that he was very deep in it with Gould and had received money from him. Perhaps you will recollect that he admitted it, explaining that it was a loan, and indeed we found his I.O.U. in Goulds desk, made out, no doubt, to lend artistic verisimilitude to a bald and otherwise unconvincing narrative, as your Gilbert has it. You know he said his daughter had been ill, and that in consequence he was short of money. That was too weak; we knew well enough that Heinrich made a good deal out of his fiddle, as his bank balance showed. He was not short of money at all, and I have not the least doubt that the loan was for value received in the shape of information or assistance, perhaps both.

Yes, I remember now, I said, reflecting deeply.

Three weeks went by. I was tired and run down, and decided to snatch a fortnight with Doris in Worcestershire before embarking upon a task which was likely to be arduous, if not actually dangerous. Greatly strengthened by my sojourn in delightful Worcestershire, I was back in town, keenly interested in the work I had in hand.

One evening I had been down to Hertford, and was returning by the Great Eastern Railway to Liverpool Street, when, just before ten oclock, the train pulled up abruptly at Stratford, all lights were instantly extinguished, and I was swept into an excited throng of several hundreds of refugees in the subway beneath the line. There, amid a motley gathering, largely composed of panic-stricken foreign Jews, I was compelled to remain for over three hours, listening to the venomous barking of the anti-aircraft guns and the occasional rending, ear-splitting crash of a high explosive bomb.

It was the first time I had seen the alien under air-raid conditions, though I had heard a good deal about him; and as I watched the cowardly wretches my whole mind was revolted at the thought that a large proportion of these quivering masses of jelly, for in their fright they were little else, had been welcomed to British citizenship under the imbecile naturalisation system. No one blamed them for being frightened: the Englishwomen and children of the working classes, huddled in the shelters, were quite obviously frightened, and small wonder. But if they were frightened, they were brave, and they kept their self-control even when the infernal racket overhead was at its worst. I had seldom seen a better proof of the essential superiority of the Briton over the harpies who prey upon him, and as I watched I felt proud that, cosmopolitan as I am, I had good English blood in my veins.

At ten oclock next morning I went to Whitehall, where exact of all the damage done by the Gothas was placed freely at my disposal. From the secret reports I made certain extracts for future use.

Five days later.

As I sat in my flat in Curzon Street, my man, Burton, brought in copies of the General Anzeiger für Elberfeld-Barmen, the Berlin Borsen Courier, and the Tageblatt, all of which had been sent me by special messenger from Whitehall.

I opened them, and in both the General Anzeiger and the Tageblatt were exultant articles on the success of the air raid upon the metropolitan area a few nights before. They were, of course, luridly written up, but they contained a great deal of perfectly accurate information, as I knew by the secret reports shown to me directly after the raid.

How could the enemy know? Of course, the blazing accounts of the terror and panic supposed to have been created in London could have been written up anywhere. But how was it that not only were the localities in which the bombs had fallen accurately specified, but in several instances details were given of the exact damage to certain buildings? By no possibility could the latter information have been the result of an effort of Teutonic imagination. The enemy knew; proof of it was there in cold print. How did the news reach the Wilhelmstrasse so quickly?

It was certainly not by wireless, for every message was picked up and decoded by our own stations. That the news had not passed through the great German wireless stations of Norddeich, at the north of the Elbe, or Nauen, near Berlin, was certain. Here was a pretty problem set for solution.

As I sat alone in my room that evening, having dined at my club and returned to the enjoyment of slippers, a novel, and a good cigar, I reflected on the task I had in hand. I realised, of course, that my suspicions of Blind Heinrich might be entirely unfounded, but I had at the moment nothing better to go upon, and I decided that, in view of his known association with Gould, whether he was mixed up with the matter we now had in hand or not, a close watch upon him might provide some facts of interest.

Upon my arrival in London from Paris, I had sought out Blind Heinrich, who was now living in a boarding-house in Hereford Road, Bayswater, close to Westbourne Grove. In the same house was now living a dainty little woman, a Belgian refugee, who was in very straitened circumstances. According to her own story, she had become separated from her husband, a rich merchant of Brussels, before going on board a boat at Ostend, during the terrible flight from Belgium in 1914. Since then she had been unable to obtain the slightest information about him, and did not know even whether he was alive or dead.

For nearly three years, she related, she had remained in terrible anxiety, which was rapidly wrecking her nerves and her life. As a refugee, a pitiful victim of the catastrophe which had befallen her beloved country, she was existing upon English charity. She called herself Madame Taymans, and her old address in happier days was in the Rue de Namur in Brussels. But her real name was — Gabrielle Soyez!

Few women in the world could so perfectly adapt themselves to the ever-changing demands of the Secret Service as Madame Soyez. In her present circumstances she was absolutely at home, for she had been educated in part at a convent near Gembloux, and could assume the Belgian accent to perfection. It was an easy matter, therefore, for her to pass for what she pretended to be.

In Hereford Road the Frenchwoman had established herself on my instruction for the purpose of keeping a watchful eye upon the quiet, long-haired, half-blind violinist, who, to all appearances, was eking out only a meagre existence, and whose clothes were of that shabby-genteel brand which usually betrays respectable poverty. But we knew enough of Heinrichs affairs to be convinced that the shabby-genteel rôle was deliberately assumed for purposes of deception. A splendid musician and a born teacher, Heinrich could command his own terms, and, as a matter of fact, he made a good deal of money. More than this, he was well known in high circles of Society, where his teaching abilities gave him the entrée to a large number of the best houses. And, of course, no one ever suspected that the half-blind old fiddler, crawling from house to house in the aristocratic quarters in which he found most of his pupils, was in reality the alert and dangerous agent of the enemy which subsequent events revealed him to be.


Chapter Eleven.

An Air Raid on London.
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ONE NIGHT OF brilliant moonlight, I had just come in from a visit to a theatre and was glancing through the evening papers before turning in, when my telephone bell rang. On replying, I found the caller was Madame Gabrielle, and in consequence of the cryptic message she gave me I abandoned the idea of going to bed and remained keenly on the alert. For a full hour nothing occurred. Then I heard the air raid warnings for which I had been waiting and soon after the guns, distant at first, but gradually drawing nearer, began to boom out their defiance of the aerial invaders.

For nearly two hours the raid continued at brief intervals, as squadron after squadron of Gothas came hurtling through the night sky on their mission of hate. As soon as the All clear signal was given, I hurried out and made my way rapidly to Harrington Street, a quiet thoroughfare at the back of Cadogan Square, with dark, old-fashioned houses, each with the deep basement and flight of steps to the front door so characteristic of a period of architecture which we may hope has passed away for ever.

One of these houses was my objective, and I soon found it, for its door was painted in a light shade, quite different from the hue of sombre respectability which characterised all its neighbours in the gloomy street. It was noticeable that while nearly every house in the street showed lights — the inmates had not yet got over their scare and could be heard volubly discussing the alarms and excursions of the night — this particular house was in total darkness and was as silent as the grave.

I soon located a deep doorway from which I, myself unseen, could keep a close watch on the dark and silent house, and commenced my vigil.

Presently a man wearing a long light overcoat turned from the square into Harrington Street, and, sauntering leisurely along, ascended the steps of the house I was watching, and let himself in with a latchkey. Five minutes later a second man passed close to where I was standing — luckily my doorway was in deep shadow and he did not notice me — and also entered the house. Two others followed in quick succession. One of them I instantly recognised by his gait. It was Blind Heinrich!

For four hours I kept surveillance, and during that time no fewer than seven men arrived, each letting himself in with his latchkey. It was evident we had found out the meeting-place of some highly doubtful individuals, whose obvious familiarity with the locality, coupled with the strange hours at which they arrived, indicated quite clearly that some nefarious scheme was afoot. It was evident, too, that the old Norwegian belonged to the gang. And I began to feel assured that our suspicions as to his real character were well founded.

It would have been difficult to find a better place for the meeting, for Harrington Street, though readily accessible, led to nowhere in particular, and was as quiet a thoroughfare as any in London. No one would notice the arrival at intervals of the men, policemen rarely visited the street, and after midnight it was entirely deserted save for the occasional arrival home of some belated resident.

It was not until five oclock in the morning that the last man arrived in a taxi, which, however, did not come along the street, but deposited him at the corner of the Square. A quarter of an hour later they began to come out singly, at intervals of about five minutes, dispersing in different directions. There was no sign, however, of Heinrich Kristensten.

Well, mon cher Gerald, said Madame Gabrielle, as she sat with me in my flat in Curzon Street, soon after breakfast the same morning. You see they receive warning of coming air raids and meet directly after. Who are they?

Enemy spies, beyond any possibility of doubt, I replied. Our course is clear now. When the next raid is made we must follow them individually and learn each mans identity. I will make all the arrangements. Meanwhile, do you continue as you are and keep an eye on the blind fiddler.

Madame Gabrielle returned to Hereford Road to continue her watch. For my own part, I set to work, and very soon discovered that the mysterious house in Harrington Street was unoccupied and was to let furnished. In the guise of a possible tenant I went over it thoroughly, but could see nothing suspicious, except that I ascertained that the caretaker was an old compatriot of Heinrichs. The owner, who had left London and was now residing on the South Coast, was well known and his loyalty was beyond dispute. It then became evident that the caretaker was cognisant of the secret meeting, if, indeed, he was not closely concerned in the business, whatever it might be, that brought these men together in an empty house at dead of night so soon after a raid, when most honest people would be only too anxious to get to bed as promptly as possible.

It was obviously necessary that we should learn all we could about the identity of the men who met in the empty house in Harrington Street, and I was soon in touch with the Special Branch, and made all the necessary arrangements for shadowing our suspects.

Four nights later another raid took place. As soon as the Gothas were gone we were all swiftly at our posts. So thoroughly was the house surrounded that a mouse could hardly have gone in or out undetected. Yet there was no sign of a watcher, and anyone going to the house would certainly be in blissful ignorance of the fact that he was under the close scrutiny of the keen eyes of the Secret Service. There is very little clumsy shadowing about the Special Branch!

But we watched in vain. No meeting was held, or if it was it was held elsewhere. The blind musician, it is true, left his room in Bayswater, but he never reached Harrington Street. The house remained all night silent and apparently deserted.

I wondered whether the gang had by any chance discovered our activities and taken alarm. I was not very deeply concerned about it, apart from the chagrin which the delay caused me. Blind Heinrich, at any rate, could hardly escape us, and, if the gang had for any reason changed its place of meeting, I had little doubt that we should soon discover it. But who had blundered? I felt certain that it was not Madame Gabrielle, and I did not think it could be myself.

One morning I received a note from the clever little Frenchwoman, asking me to take tea with her at Hereford Road that afternoon, and adding: I have something to show you.

Of course I went, and we had tea together in the big drawing-room which she used in common with the other guests in the boarding-house. Several of the old ladies who lived in the house were present.

Just as we had finished our tea, Madame exclaimed: Do excuse me, msieur! I have forgotten my handkerchief.

Rising, she left me. When she returned she was carrying a work-bag of blue brocaded silk, which she placed upon her lap as she reseated herself. In her hand also she had an evening paper which she handed to me with a casual remark that I might like to look at it while she got her work ready.

I knew well enough that this was for the benefit of the other people in the room, who, as usual, were keenly interested in any friends of a pretty woman, and were scrutinising me pretty carefully. I knew, too, that Gabrielle had some further motive in her mind. Accordingly, I leaned back in my chair and read the paper diligently.

A moment later I noticed Madame Gabrielle telegraphing me in our finger Morse.

Look carefully at the book showing in the mouth of my work-bag, she signalled, and get a copy at once. It belongs to Heinrich, and I have just borrowed it from his room. He may be back at any moment — he has only just gone out — and I must replace it at once.

She had casually left the mouth of her work-bag open. It revealed the title-page of an open book, published, as I saw, about seven years before. The title was Royal Love Letters. I had never heard of the volume, but I made a note of its title.

Madame Gabrielle, with an excuse, quitted the room for a few moments, taking the book with her in her bag. On her return she began talking pleasantly about general subjects, but she was listening keenly, I could see. Soon we heard the front door slam, and a heavy shuffling tread crossed the hall and went up the stairs.

Blind Heinrich, she telegraphed; I was only just in time. He is terribly watchful, and would certainly have noticed if the book had not been on the table where he left it. I often wonder whether he is as blind as he pretends to be. You had better go; if he comes in here for tea, it is quite possible he may recognise you. A quarter of an hour later we were walking along Westbourne Grove together, and Gabrielle told me the history of the mysterious book. For several days, she said, she had been following Heinrich, who had suddenly developed an amazing interest in second-hand bookstalls. He had gone into shop after shop in various parts of London, asked a single question apparently, and come out again. At length she had managed to overhear him ask at one shop for a copy of Royal Love Letters. The shopkeeper had not the volume in stock, and, as the request was such a peculiar one for a man of Heinrichs temperament, Madame Gabrielle determined to run risks and follow him daily. He entered six more shops, making the same request at each, and at length, in a dingy little by-lane in Soho, managed, to his evident glee, to get what he wanted, and carried it back to Hereford Road with obvious satisfaction.

Why that particular book, and why so much trouble to get it? said Madame Gabrielle. What do you make of it, Mr Sant?

I made nothing of it, except that there seemed to be good reasons why I should get a copy at once. If Royal Love Letters interested Heinrich Kristensten so deeply, it might well be that it would not be wholly without interest for me.

My first care was to ring up Hecq on the official telephone and give him full particulars respecting Heinrichs sudden interest in an obscure and practically unknown volume published and forgotten seven years ago. It was quite clear that this was a hint we could not ignore, but I confess I failed to see how it helped us. But I was soon to learn more; Hecqs quick brain had seen a possibility which I had overlooked.

At seven next morning, before I was out of bed, my telephone rang, and Hecq once more spoke to me.

I have been searching the papers, Sant, he said, and I have found out something that will interest you. Listen carefully. In the Petit Parisien five days ago there was an advertisement for the recovery of a ladys gold trinket. I have it here. Ill read it to you, and he read:

Perdus Ou Trouvés.
Perdu Mét. Opéra Breloque Or.
Vialet 28 Marigny R. 100.

Yes, I said, I hear you. But what has that to do with me?

Listen, said Hecq. There is nobody named Vialet at that address; we found that out at once. I have had nearly fifty of my people examining every advertisement in the Paris papers issued just before Heinrich began to display an interest in Royal Love Letters. Now we have found out that the advertisement I have just read to you conveys in cryptogrammic form the message, Buy Royal Love Letters. It would take too long to explain it, but the paper containing that advertisement would be on sale in London the very day on which, according to Madame Gabrielle, Heinrich began to haunt the second-hand bookstalls on his peculiar quest. Rather curious, is it not?

Curious it certainly was, and once more I found myself confronted with a further enigma. Why on earth should the book be advertised in cryptogrammic form in a French newspaper? How did Heinrich come to see the advertisement, and how did he know the key to the code? No doubt the paper had accepted the innocent-looking advertisement without the slightest suspicion that it was anything but the genuine announcement it purported to be. It was impossible to overlook the coincidence between the appearance of the advertisement and Blind Heinrichs sudden deep interest in a forgotten book.

Next day I started out in search of a copy of Royal Love Letters. Of course I failed to get one: it had been out of print for years, as it had been published privately and comparatively few copies had been printed. However, I sent wires to some twenty provincial dealers in second-hand books, and at noon next day had a reply from a dealer in Birmingham, offering me a copy for four and sixpence. I wired the money, and next morning received the shabby little volume. Little did I realise what a dividend my investment of four shillings and sixpence was going to pay me!

On reading the book through, I found it was merely a monograph on the published love letters of various royal personages. It was as dull as the proverbial ditch-water, and I was not surprised at the difficulty both Heinrich and myself had experienced in securing copies: the wonder was that any had escaped the fire or the waste-paper basket. But the very fact made Heinrichs interest in the book the more suspicious. It conveyed nothing to me, it is true, about Gotha raids on London, but did it convey anything to Heinrich, or was it the means of conveying anything from him to someone else?

I called up Madame Gabrielle on the phone, and after she had arrived and examined the volume, we went out to lunch at the Ritz. Across the table I told her of the curious advertisement in the Petit Parisien, whereupon she exclaimed:

Why, Kristensten reads that paper regularly. I often see him with it. He goes down practically every column of it with his big reading-glass!

That settles two points, anyhow, I said. The first is that he uses that paper for receiving, and perhaps for sending messages. The second is that he knows the spy-cipher used in drawing up the advertisement. I am beginning to feel that this out-of-print and forgotten book will, if we watch carefully, supply us with a very interesting line to follow.

And, ringing up Hecq, I told him about the latest development. He was keenly alive to the possibilities of the new situation.


Chapter Twelve.

The Secret of the Ribbon.
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OUR NEW DISCOVERY seemed to me so remarkable that I lost no time in impressing upon Madame Gabrielle the imperative necessity of the closest possible scrutiny of Blind Heinrichs actions. I was more than anxious that we should not lose sight of him for an instant, and that I should be kept fully informed of his every action. For by this time I was firmly convinced that, through some medium which we had yet to discover, he was in some way keeping up communication with the more active agents of the enemy. And if we could but discover the channel through which the stream of communications flowed, it would not be long, I felt sure, before we had the key to the mystery in our hands.

Suddenly, and without any obvious reason, Heinrich completely changed his habits. Hitherto always on the move, he took to remaining indoors all day, hardly ever going out except for a short stroll in the evening. He met no one and apparently spoke scarcely a word to anybody. What his numerous pupils thought of his sudden neglect of them I cannot say. But it was clear enough that something important must have occurred to induce him thus suddenly to abandon what was, professedly at any rate, his sole means of livelihood.

I was discussing him — he was almost invariably our sole topic of conversation nowadays — with Madame Gabrielle as she sat in my room one morning.

I cannot conceive of any reason, I said, why Heinrich should have so suddenly changed the entire routine of his existence. It looks to me as though either something very important has happened or that he is expecting important news. Yet he receives no messages; he never gets even a letter or a telegram.

There is only one fact that is peculiar, said the smart Frenchwoman. You know I have been looking after him pretty closely lately. Well, whenever he goes out, though he appears to wander about quite aimlessly, he invariably contrives his walk so that it takes him through Lembridge Square. He never misses.

Does he always go the same side of the Square? I asked.

She replied in the affirmative, and I decided to have a look round the Square for myself at once.

That same afternoon found me on the scene of Blind Heinrichs daily walk. The Square itself varied little from hundreds of others in London: it showed every evidence of dreary respectability common to half the squares in London. Two things, however, attracted my notice.

In the ground-floor window of one house was a big brass cage containing a grey parrot, which was insistently emitting the hideous noises common to the parrot tribe. In a similar window about a dozen houses away was a case containing some old-fashioned wax flowers beneath a glass dome, evidently a survival from the ornamental style peculiar to the early Victorian epoch to which, indeed, the whole dreary Square seemed to belong.

There was nothing to offer a lucid explanation of why Blind Heinrich should choose such a path for his daily ramble. There were dozens of other far more attractive promenades within easy walking distance. Yet here, unless my instinct entirely misled me, was the solution to our riddle.

Day after day I followed the old fellows route. I even went so far as to shadow Heinrich himself more than once and verified Madame Gabrielles observation. No matter which way he started out, he never failed, on either the outward or homeward journey, to pass along that particular side of the Square. Yet he never spoke to anyone, and I was morally certain that no signal was ever made to him from any of the houses.

On the fourth day I noticed a slight fact. The ring on the top of the parrots cage was tied with a big bow of yellow ribbon. Three days later it was altered to dark blue. On the eighth day it had returned to yellow again.

Why these changes? Were they signals?

That night enemy aircraft crossed the south-east coast, but their attempts to reach London were defeated by the terrific fire of the anti-aircraft guns and by a swift concentration of our fighting aeroplanes, which broke up several successive squadrons, and sent the raiders hurrying home again.

Several of my capable assistants then took over the task of finding out all that was known regarding the house in Lembridge Square. Forty-eight hours later I had a full report. I learned that the man in whose room the parrot lived was one of the mysterious band who foregathered to meet Kristensten in the empty house in Harrington Street. He was then dressed as a special constable, a part which, by the way, he had no right whatever to play. He bore the thoroughly English name of Mostyn Brown, and was in business in the City as the agent of a Manchester firm of cotton merchants. Apart from the fact of his presence that night in Harrington Street, nothing that the most exhaustive inquiries revealed suggested in the smallest degree any association with agents of the enemy. To all appearances he was a perfectly respectable City man, in no way different from thousands of others. But — there was a very big but: what was his business in the dead of night in an empty house in the West End in company of a suspected German spy?

A few days later the men who were keeping the houses in Lembridge Square and Hereford Road under surveillance sent me a strange report, which set me thinking deeply. By some means — whether he suspected he was being watched or whether a lucky chance favoured him, we never knew — Blind Heinrich managed to elude the unwearying vigilance of Madame Gabrielle and arrived alone, evidently in a hurry, at Westbourne Grove. Here he hailed a taxi and was driven to Waterloo Station. There at the booking-office on the loop-line side he had met a short, fat man, to whom, after a brief conversation, he handed a bottle wrapped in white paper. They remained in conversation a few minutes longer and then parted. The fat man was followed to the tube railway and thence to Kings Cross, where he had bought a ticket for Peterborough, and left by the five-thirty express.

Why Peterborough, I wondered? There were certainly no facilities there for anyone engaged in Germanys nefarious work. But attached to the report was a snapshot — taken secretly, of course — which showed me at once that the little fat man was apparently a sailor, camouflaged hastily in a badly fitting overcoat and a cloth cap. That gave me a further clue. I took down a Bradshaw, and, glancing at the train by which the little fat man had travelled, made an interesting discovery. It was the Newcastle express. I began to see why the mysterious little man had booked to Peterborough. That afternoon I ascertained that the parrots cage in the house in Lembridge Square sported a broad ribbon of yellow satin. At midnight I rang up Hecq at his house at St. Germain, and asked him to send Aubert the detective over at once.

An hour after midnight came another air-raid alarm — the second to coincide with the appearance of the yellow ribbon.

Now one coincidence of this kind may mean nothing. Two begin to be suspicious. A third is convincing. I found my suspicions deepening into certainty.

Directly the air-raid warning was given, our watchers in Harrington Street were keenly on the alert, but, though they watched all night, there was no meeting of the mysterious men in the empty house. I guessed the reason. The raiders were again driven back before they could reach the Metropolis, and, therefore, there was no news to be gathered for transmission to the authorities in Berlin. Everything now pointed with increasing certainty to the house in Lembridge Square as a focus of enemy activity.

Directly the All clear had been sounded over the London area, Heinrich left Hereford Road, and, according to Madame Gabrielles report to me, hurried round to the house of the grey parrot. He remained there about half an hour, and then retraced his steps home in the waning moonlight.

Thus mystery followed mystery. What was the meaning of the various coloured bows on the parrots cage? For that they had a very definite meaning I no longer doubted. It seemed, indeed, tolerably clear that the yellow ribbon betokened a coming raid. And evidently the half-blind old musician was a close friend of the manufacturers agent. But who, in reality, was the mysterious Mostyn Brown, and, if he were indeed an enemy agent, how had he managed to elude the close watch that had been set upon him?

It had struck me that the house which sheltered the grey parrot might conceivably conceal a wireless plant of sufficient power to convey a message to a submarine lurking off the coast. Such a plant need not be a conspicuous affair. But one of my agents, posing as an official of the Metropolitan Water Board, had been able to negative the suggestion, and I confess I found myself still hopelessly puzzled as to the means by which information of the damage done by the raiding aircraft was so speedily and so accurately conveyed to the enemy.

By this time Aubert had arrived from Paris, and had taken an obscure lodging in Chessington Street, a dingy thoroughfare off the Euston Road. By appointment I met him late one night at the corner of Greys Inn Road and Holborn, and, having explained to him briefly what had occurred, told him to hold himself in readiness for instant action.

The apparent abandonment of the secret meetings in Harrington Street was a source of considerable anxiety and chagrin. I was particularly anxious about them. We had several of those who had taken part in the first meeting under close observation, but had learned nothing about them sufficient to justify our taking strong action. Most of them, indeed, seemed to be of the same apparently blameless type as Mr Mostyn Brown, and it was evident that if they were indeed enemy agents they had been selected or appointed by a master-hand at the game of espionage. And I wanted badly to gain some more information about them.

Madame Gabrielle was ever on the alert, and soon it appeared from her report that the blind fiddler was expecting another raid. The ribbon bow on the parrots cage changed to dark blue, and remained so for six days. On the seventh it was replaced by yellow. That night the old man remained in his room reading for hours after all the other inmates had retired. But that night no raid was made.

I now began to think that it would be well if I took the mysterious Mostyn Brown under my own special observation. For a week during the moonless nights I shadowed him closely. I found out that he was a member of a certain third-class City club, frequented by a large number of pure-blooded Englishmen who happened to bear German names — of course they had been naturalised — and very soon my name appeared on the club books.

It was not long before I managed to scrape acquaintance with Mostyn Brown over a game of billiards. I cultivated his friendship eagerly, and very soon we were on excellent terms. As a matter of fact, I wanted an invitation to his house, and at last I got it.

I spent there one of the dullest evenings of my life, an evening, as it happened, entirely wasted. Beyond noting that the ribbon on the parrots cage had again turned to blue, I saw nothing of the slightest interest.

The next night, however, I made a discovery. Dropping in at the club, I found Mostyn Brown engaged in a game of billiards with a man whom I knew in the club as Harry Smith. A bullet-headed, bespectacled person, with hair standing erect as the bristles of a blacking brush, Smith looked the typical Hun, and I very soon decided in my own mind that Heinrich Schmidt was probably the name by which he was first known to the world.

Suddenly a dispute arose about some point in the game, and in a moment words were running high. Half a dozen spectators noisily joined in the altercation, and the room was a Babel of dispute. I saw my chance.

Taking Mostyn Browns side, I suddenly interjected a sentence in German. Apparently hardly noticing the change in his excitement Mostyn Brown replied in the same language, and his accent told me at once that he was not of British birth. There was no possibility of mistake, for, however well the Hun may speak our tongue, he will inevitably betray himself when in a moment of excitement he lapses into his own language.

My suspicions of Mostyn Brown were naturally intensified a hundredfold by this discovery. Of course, I redoubled my efforts, and was in daily conference with certain highly placed people in Whitehall, whose curiosity was now fully roused, as well as with my own agents, the vivacious Madame Gabrielle and the slow, but painstaking and relentless, Aubert. The watch on the suspects became closer than ever, and I was convinced that, try how he might, none of them could move, practically speaking, without full details of what he was doing reaching me in the course of an hour or two at most. And I was ready to strike hard at the earliest moment when decisive action might seem justified.

For the moment, however, there was nothing to be done but watch and wait, tense and expectant, while night by night the moon drew nearer and nearer to the full. Thanks to the information I was able to place before the authorities in Whitehall, there was little chance of the anti-aircraft defences of London being caught napping, while the secret signal I had discovered — the changing of the coloured ribbon on the parrots cage at Mostyn Browns house in Lembridge Square — would be almost certain to give us warning of any long-arranged raid in force. Apart from the sequel, the worst we had to expect was a sudden dash by a few machines in the event of an unexpected improvement in the weather rendering such a course possible. But with regard to the big raids, involving days of patient preparation, settled weather, and most careful and thorough organisation, we felt tolerably sure that the tell-tale ribbon would give us the warning we wanted. So it proved in the event, and once again the Huns trickiness brought his carefully planned scheme to failure.


Chapter Thirteen.

How Berlin Obtains Information.
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AT LAST THE day — or rather the night — which we had been expecting came. The sun had risen in a cloudless sky, and all day long had poured down a fierce flood of heat and light. London was stifling. Everyone seemed to be the victim of heat lassitude; tempers were decidedly short, and even the most amiable of people seemed suddenly to have developed raw-edged nerves. Added to all this was an uneasy presentiment of danger; There will be a big raid to-night, was the thought in the back of everyones mind.

In order to avoid arousing Mostyn Browns suspicions that his house was being watched, we had given up, apparently, all observation on the place during daylight. But not in reality. In a house on the other side of the Square, directly facing that occupied by Mostyn Brown, I had hired a room on the third floor, and from the window, with the help of powerful field-glasses, we could keep the house under the strictest watch. We had not even to enter the Square to reach our tower of vantage, for there was a back entrance from an adjoining street.

Towards this eyrie I had bent my steps, and on arriving I found Aubert in a state of suppressed excitement.

Look! he said, handing me the glasses, and, taking them from him, I levelled them at Mostyn Browns room.

The ribbon on the parrots cage had been changed to yellow!

But this was not all. The sun shone full on the window of Mostyn Browns house and his room was strongly illuminated. The field-glasses showed us that Mostyn Brown was at home, a most unusual thing in the day-time, and that with him was Blind Heinrich. How Heinrich had got there we could not imagine. Aubert had not seen him enter. They were seated on chairs drawn up to the table, and were poring intently over a book, apparently making memoranda on sheets of paper. As we watched, Madame Gabrielle, habited as a coster girl and carrying a huge basket of flowers, came slowly along the Square, past Mostyn Browns house and round past the house in which we were seated.

I saw her flutter a signal, and, with her arm resting naturally on the side of the basket, she rapidly tapped out a message with her nimble fingers.

Heinrich has been with Mostyn Brown for the past two hours, she spelt out. He came straight from Hereford Road and went into the next house from the back. Evidently there was some way of communication at the rear of the two houses.

I had now no time to waste, and, leaving Aubert and Madame Gabrielle to keep the necessary watch, I hurried off to Whitehall, where I was soon in deep talk with the astute and enterprising chief of the London defences, a keen officer who by sheer merit had forced himself to the very front rank in aircraft service.

Good! he said, when I had told him my news. I think we shall give them a surprise to-night. Perhaps you would like to see how we work. Sit down for a bit. And he turned to his big table, on which stood a telephone.

For the next half-hour I watched him, fascinated with his sure grasp of Londons intricate defences, and amazed, though I had thought I knew his capability, at the swiftness and decision with which he issued what to me seemed a veritable jumble of orders. To centre after centre of the aircraft defences he spoke a series of numbers, so bewildering in their speed and complexity that an enemy agent seated in the very room could not have gained a scrap of information. Even to me, familiar as I am with almost every branch of code work, it was a veritable revelation.

I think we are ready for them now, he said finally, wiping the perspiration from his face, and I could see that even to him the strain had been severe. How well he had done his work all England was to know the next day, though the public never even suspected the magnitude of his task.

There was now nothing to do but wait; our traps were set, and it remained to be seen whether the enemy would walk into them. I made my way to my chambers for a few hours rest and was soon deeply asleep.

At half-past nine Burton, my man, roused me. The first warning has just come in, he said.

I dressed swiftly and sat down to snatch a hasty supper, knowing well that it might be many hours before I tasted another meal.

It was exactly ten oclock when the report of the first maroon broke the stillness, and London, with one accord, hastened to cover. Ten minutes later the streets were deserted, and a midnight hush reigned supreme. The great city seemed a city of the dead.

As we listened a faint, distant boom struck softly on our ears. The strafe had begun!

Suddenly, far away to the eastward, a searchlight flickered up into the sky; another and another followed in rapid succession, and soon the entire sky was covered and chequered by dozens of wavering pillars of flame, moving to and fro, methodically searching the heavens as though moved by a single hand. Far above us I caught the soft purr of an aeroplane, evidently one of our own, for the sound was quite different from the deeper and rougher note of the Gothas.

Suddenly, with a deafening crash, half a dozen guns barked simultaneously, and, looking out, I saw far away, seemingly caught on a pencil of living light, the ethereal butterfly shape of an enemy aircraft. A second later, in quick succession, came the unmistakable sound of bursting bombs.

In the midst of the tumult a single tiny light showed for a moment far up in the sky, just outside the ring of shrapnel that was bursting all round the enemy craft, now hopelessly entangled in the beams of a dozen converging searchlights, and, dive and drop as it would, utterly unable to escape from the zone of effulgent radiance in which it seemed to float.

Instantly every gun was silent! We caught the crackle of a machine-gun far up in the air, and a moment later the enemy machine burst into a lurid sheet of flame, and the blazing mass pitched headlong to earth amid a roar of cheering from watchers, who in thousands had braved all possible danger to see the aerial fight heralded by the outburst of machine-gun fire. It was obvious that one of our sentinel aeroplanes, perched far above the raider, had caught sight of him in the searchlights, and, swooping swift as a hawk on his quarry, had sent the Gotha a fiery run to the earth twelve thousand feet below. I learned later that the Gotha had fallen in Essex, the three occupants calcined to cinders in the flood of blazing petrol.

That was the extent of Londons excitement for the night. It was not until some hours later that I learnt that no fewer than eight squadrons of Gothas, each consisting of four machines, had started out on their errand of murder for London. Only a single machine got through, and that now lay a heap of ruins. The rest had been split up by gun fire, caught in the beams of endless searchlights, harried to and fro by a vast concentration of British fighting planes swiftly assembled when the warning of the yellow ribbon had become known, and had been relentlessly chased homeward in utter disorder. Their repulse was a triumph brought about by Colonel— s masterly effort at organisation, when I conveyed to him in Whitehall the news which had reached me through a simple yellow ribbon tied to a grey parrots cage!

Reports soon began to reach me in swift succession from my subordinates in many quarters. Hereford Road, Harrington Street, and Lembridge Square were being carefully watched. Madame Gabrielle and Aubert, the latter dressed in the guise of a seafarer, were on the alert, with dozens of other reliable agents, ready for anything at a moments notice.

Suddenly Aubert rang me up on the phone. I took up the receiver and spoke to him for a few moments.

Meet me at the corner of Harrington Street at five oclock, I said.

We met in the grey light of dawn, and I soon learned that, with anything like reasonable good fortune, we had in our hands the opportunity for a great coup. Blind Heinrich had gone to the house soon after the All clear had been sounded. He had been followed by Mostyn Brown, again in the uniform of a special constable, and by five other men, one of whom was the little fat man who had previously met Kristensten at Waterloo.

Now I had made up my mind that the little fat man was the intermediary by whom the news collected by the other conspirators was conveyed abroad, and it was essential that he should be caught red-handed. Fortune had favoured us. He had been the first to leave the house, had walked to the Queens Road Underground Station, and, as we learnt by telephone, had travelled to Kings Cross. Here he was at present, seated in one of the waiting-rooms, evidently intending to travel by an early train.

Leaving the necessary instructions with regard to the conspirators still in the house in Harrington Street, I accompanied Aubert to Kings Cross. The little fat man was still there, but just after seven he walked to the booking-office and took a ticket for Peterborough. Just behind him in the queue of passengers were Aubert and myself.

When the express pulled out on its fast run to Peterborough — the first stopping-place — Aubert sat in the same carriage as the little fat man, apparently profoundly asleep. I was in the next compartment, ready for anything that might happen.

We were not much surprised when at Peterborough the little fat man remained in the train, and so we continued our journey. When tickets were examined, the little man paid excess fare to Newcastle, and my hopes of an important capture rose momentarily higher.

Hour after hour the express raced northward, and in the afternoon we came to smoky Newcastle, where we were to be the witnesses of a strange dénouement.

The little fat man, closely followed by Aubert and myself, made straight for the docks. Here, in haste, he boarded a steamer, one of a service which sailed regularly between Newcastle and Bergen. He was evidently known, for he was greeted without question by the men about the decks and promptly disappeared below. We followed, with several other passengers, and very soon I sat in the captains cabin, swiftly explaining to the owner what had happened, and my suspicion of the man who had just come on board with a freedom of movement which suggested that he was one of the crew.

Captain Jackson was one of the men who have done so much to make the North Sea service a model of everything that is implied in unswerving courage and loyal devotion to duty. A fine, bluff, grey-bearded skipper of the very best type, he cared not a rap for the peril of mines and submarines which dogged him at every yard of his journeys. All he cared for or respected was the Admiralty orders which gave him his chart through the ever-shifting mine-fields; with those and his crew he was ready to take his ship across to Norway and to defy the Huns to do their worst.

His face grew grave and iron-stern as he heard my story, and, loyal Englishman as he was, he instantly fell in with my suggestion for trapping the scoundrel who was bringing disgrace on the good name of all sailors by his infamous traffic with the agents of the enemy.

George Humber is the name he goes by, said Captain Jackson, referring to the man we had followed from Lembridge Square. He says he is a Swede and has Swedish papers. Let your French friend go below and help. Ill see to it.

He called up the chief engineer, Andrew Phail, a dour, hard, bitter Scotchman, who had followed the sea for forty years and cared for nothing on earth but it and his beloved engines. If ever a man loved his machines it was Phail, and if ever a man was loved and trusted by his subordinates it was he. Hard though he was, his crew, with the sure instinct of the sailor, recognised his sterling qualities, and would have followed his lead through the worst storm that ever blew. Indeed, the — was emphatically what is known among sailormen as a happy ship, thanks to the captain and chief engineer, and I was not altogether surprised to learn that Humber was the only discordant note among the crew; for some reason the men disliked him, though he did his work well enough.

An hour later, having taken our mails on board, we dropped down the Tyne bound for Norway.

I learned from Captain Jackson that Humber had signed on some months before, and had made a number of trips across the North Sea. He had been in the habit of travelling to London each time the vessel reached Newcastle, and at length this fact had aroused Captain Jacksons suspicions, and he had made up his mind that this trip should be Humbers last. It was, indeed, but the end came in a manner which not even Captain Jacksons keen wits had anticipated.

In the meantime I knew that Aubert, a splendid linguist, who could play many parts, from that of an idler in Paris to a worker in a munition factory, was somewhere below in the engine-room, certainly not very far from Humber, and assuredly very much on the alert.

An hour after we left the Tyne mouth I was standing with some of the passengers on deck, watching some winking signals as our convoy appeared out of the misty twilight. Of what the convoy consisted I could not quite discern, but the Captain, before he ascended to his bridge, had said: Our friends will pick us up presently, and they will see us safely across and look out for submarines.

The night passed without incident, and the next day proved grey and windy. Ever and anon one of our patrolling airships paid us a visit, while three other ships, forming our convoy, stood by, with their deadly guns ever ready to talk in deadly earnest with any submarine that might venture to show her periscope.

At ten oclock that night I was on deck watching a series of strange flashes of light showing in the eastern sky, when a sailor approached, and informed me that the Captain wanted to see me in his cabin. I went at once.

Look here, Mr Sant! the bluff old seaman exclaimed as soon as I had closed the door, which he locked. Ive been rummaging the ship. Does this interest you? And he brought out from the drawer in his table a bottle of medicine. It had apparently been recently bought from a chemist, for it was wrapped up in the usual paper, which was still quite clean and fresh, and sealed in the usual way. This was found by your French friend concealed in Humbers trunk. Your man would be up here, only he is watching the fellow below, and as he is supposed to be on duty his absence might rouse suspicions.

As Captain Jackson ended he handed me the bottle.

It does interest me, indeed, I said. If Humber were ill enough to need medicine — and he certainly does not look it — he would hardly have brought this all the way from London without opening it. And I thought of the bottle wrapped in white paper which, on an earlier visit to London, Humber had received from Blind Heinrich at Waterloo.

Ill have a look at it, anyhow, I said.

My first precaution was to soften the sealing wax with a match, so that I could unwrap the bottle without tearing the paper, and, if necessary, so replace it that no suspicion that it had been tampered with should be aroused. The bottle might prove useless as a clue. In that case we should have to seek further, and to replace the bottle in Humbers trunk in such a condition that he must inevitably see that it had been opened would certainly arouse his suspicions and defeat our object.

I soon had the paper opened out. The bottle of medicine seemed genuine enough. It bore the label of a well-known West End firm and the name of Mr Humber. I tasted the contents.

Cough mixture was my comment, and Captain Jackson at once confirmed me. Humber never had a cough, he remarked reflectively.

Now for the paper, I said, and began examining it. It was perfectly blank, and I was experiencing a pang of disappointment when, catching on the paper the reflection of the swinging lamp, I detected in one corner a faint, glistening line. Lemon juice, I was confident.

Under appropriate treatment a number of neat figures arranged in groups of three sprang into vivid prominence on the inside of the paper wrapping. They ran:

123 — 5 — 8; 27 — 32 — 6; 46 — 23 — 11;
294 — 12 — 3; 18 — 1 — 8;
and so on.

I swiftly copied out the figures for safety, and handed the original paper to Captain Jackson, who, on board his own ship, was, of course, the supreme and unquestioned authority, and I wanted his full approval and support to any action that might be necessary. The figures were meaningless as they stood, but I had not forgotten old Heinrichs systematic search for that odd volume of Royal Love Letters. I had my copy in my bag and fetched it at once.

With such an obscure book as the key to the cipher there was no need for any further elaborate precautions, and we hit upon the solution of the difficulty at once. On page 123 the eighth letter on the fifth line was B; on page 27 the sixth letter in the thirty-second line was r; and in a few minutes I had decoded the word Brixton. Going on, I found that the message conveyed the news that Number 24, — Road, Brixton, had been wrecked by one of the bombs dropped in the recent raid; that a man, a woman, and two children had been killed. The spots where the other bombs had fallen were accurately described, and it was stated that they had done no damage beyond blowing holes in the roads and bursting gas and water mains. Every word was accurate.

And the key to the whole problem was the mysterious advertisement for a lost trinket in the Petit Parisien. That simple advertisement, so apparently innocent, had announced to Blind Heinrich the enemys change of code! And without the book to which it referred no intelligence on earth could have deciphered the disorderly mass of figures which lay before our eyes!

Well, I think we have got them now, Captain, I said, and I am sure the Government will be deeply obliged to you for your assistance. But how am I going to get this fellow? If he lands in Norway he will be out of our power.

Come on deck, said Captain Jackson, with a laugh. Dont make your mind uneasy about that.

I followed him up the companion-way gladder to the deck, now deserted by all save the steersman and the officer on watch.

Come up to the bridge with me, said the Captain.

Although it was so near the period of full moon the night was dark, the sky being covered by a dense mass of heavy clouds. Try as we would, our eyes could not pierce the gloom, and we could see nothing a few yards from the ship. Though we had parted company from the destroyers long before, we were, of course, travelling without lights in view of possible danger, and only the binnacle lamp shed a soft radiance on the ships compass. I was soon to learn, however, how closely we were watched.

Captain Jackson entered the wheel-house and touched a key. From the masthead above a signal lamp flashed intermittently for a few seconds. Instantly from the southward winked an answering gleam, and Captain Jackson turned to me. Thats a destroyer, he said, and she is coming up full speed.

For the next few minutes signals were exchanged with the racing destroyer which was on our track, and soon I caught sight of the faint glow from her funnels, and then the outline of her low, rakish hull as she came abreast with us. At a signal from Captain Jackson our engines stopped, and soon we were lying motionless while a boat from the destroyer pulled rapidly across the gap which separated the two vessels.

A few minutes later a smart naval officer came on board with four men. We were soon seated in the Captains cabin, and I rapidly gave him an outline of what had happened. His quick intelligence took in the situation at a glance.

Ill take your Mr Humber back with me, he said, and you and your man can come along.

But we were nearly to lose our man. As the officer and his men entered the engine-room Humber caught sight of them. He started, but instantly recovered himself. As the lieutenant spoke to Phail, Humber watched him closely. I saw Aubert move noiselessly but swiftly behind Humber, evidently ready for a tussle. A moment later Phail beckoned Humber to come to him.

Instantly the spys hand shot to his jacket pocket, and, as it came out, bringing with it a revolver, Aubert sprang. The next instant the revolver was on the floor and Aubert had Humber in a grip of iron. Ten minutes later, with Humber securely handcuffed, we were on our way to the destroyer, and were soon thrashing our way at top speed for home.

There is little more to tell. Humber proved to be a Swede named Holmboë, and we clearly established the fact that he had been for a long time acting as the travelling agent of the Berlin espionage bureau, carrying information to Norway for transmission through the German Legation in Christiania. The conspirators in the house in Harrington Street were all taken into custody, and we soon had all the threads of their activities in our possession, including the key to the mystery of Mr Mostyn Brown, whose connection with various little affairs of espionage was clearly established. Blind Heinrich, too, was at length effectively unmasked, and, with the rest of the group, is now safely under lock and key, with ample leisure to repent of the nefarious business upon which they were engaged.

On this occasion, at any rate, the secret message failed to reach Berlin, and I often laugh when I think of the amazement and anxiety that must have been caused in the enemys camp at the sudden silence of their emissaries. To-day we can afford to make them a present of the truth!


Chapter Fourteen.

The Great Submarine Plot.
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TO BE A success as a secret agent a wide knowledge of European hotels is an absolute necessity.

You must, indeed, be familiar with the best hotel in every city of any importance, and scarcely less important is the personal acquaintance of the manager; for without his help you will inevitably find in your path a thousand difficulties, small and great, which, with his friendly assistance, melt almost insensibly away. Duty and inclination alike have led me to make a special study of hotel life, and I think I may say, without undue egotism, that there are few maîtres dhôtel in Europe with whom I am not on terms of acquaintance, and even in many cases warm friendship.

I was especially fortunate in this respect in the situation in which I found myself one sunny morning in June, 1917. As the clock struck ten I strolled out of a big hotel, which I will call the Waldesruhe, in Lucerne, and wandered along the shady avenue beside the lake in the direction of the Schwanen-Platz.

Luigi Battini, the manager of the Waldesruhe, was one of my closest personal friends, and I should have stayed at the Waldesruhe at any time I was in Lucerne quite apart from the particular business which had brought me there on this occasion. Luigi was one of those marvellously efficient human machines which appear almost to reach omniscience in everything connected, even remotely, with his profession. He would give his guests, off hand and without the slightest hesitation, minutely detailed directions for the most complicated of journeys without opening a time-table, and invariably his information was correct to the smallest particular. He knew at what stations every dining-car was put on every train within a radius of hundreds of miles, and he impressed upon you, in the far-off pre-war days, to remember that the train left Weis for Passau twenty minutes earlier this month than the hour mentioned in the time-table.

His memory, especially for faces, was prodigious. Indeed, it was to this that I owed the beginnings of our friendship. Years before Luigi had been a waiter at the great buffet at Liverpool where passengers from the incoming American boats were in the habit of snatching a hasty meal before joining the train for London. I had arrived in England from New York cold and hungry, and, owing to some delay about my baggage, was unable to get to the restaurant until just before the London express was due to start.

I had not realised how long I had been delayed, and had just taken my first mouthful of the soup which Luigi had brought me when the bell heralding the immediate departure of the train rang loudly. With a muttered ejaculation of annoyance I hastily threw down on the table the price of my abandoned meal and rushed out, jumped into the train, and a moment later was speeding Londonwards, still cold and hungry and in the very worst of tempers.

Of course I promptly forgot the incident, and it was not until a year later that I was forcibly reminded of it. I had again arrived in Liverpool from New York and hurried to the same restaurant for a meal. By some queer chance I made for a table at which Luigi was still the waiter. I should not have known him, but he recollected me and our previous meeting.

With a profound bow and a smiling flash of his exquisite teeth, Luigi said quizzically: Good evening, monsieur. Has monsieur returned for his dinner?

I looked at him in blank astonishment for a moment, then burst into a roar of laughter, as I remembered both him and the long-forgotten incident of a year before. The ice was effectually broken between us, and when I left for London I felt I had made a friend of the smiling Italian. But it was years before I discovered how deep and loyal a mutual regard had sprung out of a trifling incident. But the best friendships not infrequently owe their origin to some such triviality.

Time had slipped by since then, and Luigi had climbed the ladder until the humble waiter was a power in the great cosmopolitan world of the hotel. But to me, at any rate, he was the Luigi of old; to others he might be merely the official head of a perfectly appointed hotel, where arrangements seemed to go by clockwork and no one ever heard of such a thing as failure. Always in a frock-coat, whatever the season, whatever the hour of the day; always wearing the diamond pin given him by a travelling monarch; always alert though never obtrusive; known to all his guests, but familiar with hardly any — such was Luigi Battini. And he was one of Hecqs friends.

I had gone to Lucerne on purpose to learn something from his lips which he would not risk in the post, and what he had told me half an hour earlier had set me thinking deeply. It entirely confirmed certain information I had been able to gain in London and Lisbon.

After a long and meditative walk, I seated myself on the terrasse of a café overlooking the lovely Lake of Lucerne, and, with a bock before me, wrote out a telegram as follows:

Arthon, Paris. — Returning London fourteenth. — Casentino.

Having finished my bock, I strolled along to the chief telegraph office near the station and dispatched the message. To the uninitiated it conveyed no other meaning than appeared on the surface, but its receipt at the address for which it was destined set various elements of machinery in motion.

On the evening of the fourteenth there stepped from the hotel omnibus — a smartly dressed young Frenchwoman, carrying a little sable Pomeranian dog and followed by a porter with her luggage.

Luigi met her in the hall, and, with his heels clicked together in his usual attitude of welcome, received her with an exquisite bow. She engaged a room, signed the visitors book in the usual way, and then allowed Battini to conduct her up by the lift. As she passed me our eyes met, but without the slightest sign of recognition. Even though the newly arrived guest was none other than my smartest assistant, Madame Gabrielle Soyez.

Next day, in consequence of a note I sent her, we met in one of the sitting-rooms in the further, and at the present moment unoccupied — wing of the hotel. She then told me that her own sitting-room was next to one occupied by a Swedish engineer named Oscar Engström, whom I had watched in Lisbon a month before and who was now in Switzerland engaged on some mysterious business which we had not been able to fathom. We strongly suspected, however, from various bits of evidence that had reached us, that the man was in the pay of Germany at the moment, even if he were not one of the regular German agents.

When I entered, Madame Gabrielle, smartly attired in a tailor-made gown of navy-blue cloth and a very bewitching hat, was standing at the window, with her pet dog beneath her arm, chatting to the immaculate Luigi, gazing the while on the blue waters of the lake.

I found myself reflecting how typically French she was in every detail — dainty in face and figure, immaculately dressed, and possessing that indefinably vivacious great charm which seems to be the monopoly of the cultured Frenchwoman. She could throw it aside when she chose, such was her wonderful versatility, and assume a mask of dullness and stupidity sufficient to ensure that no one meeting her would give her a second glance. It was a valuable accomplishment, and more than once had carried her safely through a difficult and dangerous situation.

To-day, among friends, she was her own sunny self. Ah, Monsieur Gerald, she cried, springing forward to greet me, our friend Luigi has been telling me some very strange things — eh?

I have told Madame pretty well all I know, said the suave Italian, in excellent English; but it is not much. Engström has engaged a room for a lady friend — a Madame Bohman.

Swedish also? I queried, with a smile. When does our friend expect Mr Thornton, as he calls himself?

He is expected any moment, replied Luigi; he has retained his room ever since he left for London.

Good! I said. And we all three sat down and plunged into an intricate discussion of every detail concerning the suspects and our plan of campaign.

My instructions to Luigi were to keep a constant watch upon the comings and goings of the Swedish engineer and his lady friend, while to Madame Gabrielle fell the task of endeavouring to scrape acquaintance with the latter on her arrival, in order to try to gain from some casual remark — for we could expect nothing more — a hint of what was in progress.

Engströms lady friend, Madame Bohman, arrived in due course, and, though she was quite unaware of it, we scrutinised her closely before we gave her a chance of seeing us. I saw at once that she was a complete stranger to me. Madame Gabrielle did not know her, and Luigi, with his faultless memory for faces, declared positively that she had never entered any hotel at which he had been engaged.

A new hand, in all probability, I thought, but none the less dangerous on that ground if she knows her business. Madame Bohman was a tall, handsome, fair-haired woman of decidedly distinguished appearance, and, from the scraps of her conversation which we overheard, evidently well educated and well connected. She had the blue eyes and fair hair of the typical Swede, but blue eyes and fair hair are not exactly unknown in Germany, and, though there was no ostensible reason for it, I found myself wondering whether she was exactly what she professed to be. But the German spy bureau works with any tools that come handy, and, even though Madame Bohman were the pure-blooded Swede she professed to be, there was still no reason why she should not be an enemy agent as well. More than one Swedish neutral has been detected in that category and paid the penalty!


Chapter Fifteen.

The Real Mr Engström.
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THREE DAYS AFTER Madame Bohmans arrival, a special messenger brought me from Hecq in Paris three reports which, when I had read them, reduced me to a condition of blank despair.

The first was from the French Consul-General at Stockholm, who had been instructed to make the closest possible inquiry into the bona fides of the shipbuilding and engineering firm of Engström and Linner, of Malmö. His report stated that he had paid a visit to Malmö, and as the result of his investigations there and elsewhere he had not the least doubt that they were a first-class firm, and it was a fact of considerable interest that they were employed by the Swedish Government upon several important contracts. No reason whatever could be suggested for doubting their sterling integrity, and the partners had never shown the slightest trace of pro-German bias, either as a firm or individually. This seemed a complete check to our suspicions.

The second report was from Aubert, whom I had left in Lisbon. Dated from the Palace Hotel, it read:

I have kept constant observation upon the individual, Mr Thornton, but, with the exception of the fact that he is acquainted with Halbmayr, of the Königgrätzer-strasse — which, after all, may be quite innocent — I see no reason to suspect him of hostile intent. He has telegraphed several times to Lucerne, addressing his messages to the name of Syberg at the poste restante. You could probably secure sight of one of these; I cannot at this end. He was visited a fortnight ago by a Swedish lady named Bohman. The latter may be a travelling agent of the enemy, but somehow, after a close vigilance, I feel doubtful. When Thornton leaves I shall advise you. It will be best for Garcia to follow, as they have not met, and he is here for that purpose.

The third report was from a certain very alert English business man named Charles Johnson-Meads, who had offices in Fenchurch Street, London. It was Johnson-Meads who, by a curious statement he made to me one evening, in my rooms in Curzon Street, London, had first aroused my suspicions that a deep plot, in which Engström and Thornton were somehow implicated, was on foot.

Johnson-Meads report read:

I have strained every effort to learn more of these people and their mysterious movements in London. Contrary to my belief, I have now established the fact that Engström is, after all, the well-known Swedish engineer, and not the fraud I believed him to be.

This, of course, appeared to be tolerably conclusive, and I was inclined to throw up the whole business at once and return to Paris, where other work urgently awaited my attention. It was clear enough from the report of the French Consul-General at Stockholm that Engström and Linner would not lend their name to any shady proceedings, while Johnson-Meads apparent certainty that Engström was really what he professed to be seemed to cut away the principal basis of suspicion.

Half an hour later I met Madame Gabrielle and Luigi in the same private room and showed them the three reports, which were as disappointing to them as they were to me. Of Madame Bohman, Gabrielle had failed to discover anything which could give reasonable grounds for suspicion. According to her own statement — for the resourceful Madame Gabrielle had speedily scraped up an hotel acquaintance with her — Madame Bohman and Engström were old friends, having known each other for years in Stockholm. Moreover, it was evident that Madame Bohman at least knew Stockholm well, for Madame Gabrielle was intimately acquainted with that city, and had no difficulty, by means of apparently artless conversation, in testing the accuracy of Madame Bohmans knowledge. To all intents and purposes we seemed to be on a wild-goose chase, and I expressed this view.

There is nothing in it, was my verdict. I think the best thing we can do is to give up wasting our time and get back to Paris at once. You know there is the Morny affair waiting for me, and Hecq is anxious I should take it in hand without delay.

The Morny affair was one of those queer financial scandals which have been so rife in Paris during the war. A Frenchman, hitherto of unblemished reputation as a patriot, had suddenly come under suspicion of trafficking with the enemy. Questions and rumours had been flying thickly in the Paris Press, as well as in the Chamber, and it was urgently important that the unfortunate Mr Morny — for I, at least, believed he was being slandered by a group of business rivals and political enemies — should be cleared once and for all of suspicions which were rapidly reducing him to a state of complete prostration. How, later, I succeeded in completely vindicating his character, I hope to tell at some future time — at present a full disclosure of the facts might do untold harm.

But Madame Gabrielle, her feminine intuition busily at work, was not to be easily put off. She strongly dissented from my view.

Yesterday, she said, during Madame Bohmans absence with Engström at Brunner, I took Luigis master-key, and, entering her room, opened her dressing-case and thoroughly searched her papers. It is true I found nothing of interest, save that there were letters from certain friends in London, the addresses of which I have copied. And I found this!

This was a blank sheet of notepaper, which she produced, bearing the heading of the Palace Hotel at Lisbon.

You see, she said, it has been very carefully preserved, for it was enclosed in these two envelopes. I wonder why?

I took the blank paper from her and examined it carefully. I found it to be the ordinary hotel notepaper, exactly similar to that which I myself had used in the hotel writing-room, during my recent visit to the Portuguese capital.

Well, I said, I dont see how that proves, or even suggests, anything. We know perfectly well that Madame Bohman has been to Lisbon — she herself makes no secret whatever of the fact, and she may very well have brought away by accident a sheet of the hotel notepaper and a couple of envelopes. It is true she seems friendly with both men, and there is undoubtedly some suspicion. But is it sufficient to justify action on our part, or even to give us good reason for staying here and devoting to a very trivial matter valuable time which at the moment we might be spending to much greater advantage in Paris?

Luigi raised his dark eyebrows and shrugged his shoulders. It was obvious that he was entirely of my way of thinking, and, though he was willing to do anything to help me and to put a spoke in the wheel of the Hun plotters — for, like all patriotic Italians, he cherished the liveliest hatred for the Austro-Germans — he was no fonder than I am myself of the profitless task of chasing a will-o-the-wisp. But the merry, go-ahead little Frenchwoman had her suspicions very thoroughly aroused, and I knew well that when this was the case it was not an easy task to allay them.

I do not care, mon cher Gerald! There is evil work in progress, somewhere; I am confident. Why should Thornton be acquainted or have anything to do with our arch-enemy, Ernst Halbmayr? Remember how cleverly he escaped you six months ago in Rotterdam!

But we trapped the woman, I rejoined grimly. And there was a firing party at Versailles.

And there is somebody to be trapped here also, persisted Madame Gabrielle. You will surely not give up yet?

While we were still discussing the matter a page-boy brought a telegram. Luigi took it from the lad and, dismissing him, handed the message to me. It was from Aubert in Lisbon, and it conveyed the significant news that this man Thornton had left for Lucerne, and that Garcia was travelling by the same train. He has just sent a telegram to Syberg at the poste restante, the message concluded.

After this, of course, there could be no question of our abandoning our task. There was evidently something afoot, and just as evidently Lucerne was likely to be the scene of some lively incidents.

Luigi did not lose a second. He rang the bell, and immediately another page-boy appeared.

Go at once to the poste restante, he said, and ask for a telegram for Syberg. They know you come from me, so there will be no need of a letter. Dont forget the name — S-y-b-e-r-g. And make haste. The boy disappeared instantly, and for a quarter of an hour we waited in feverish impatience for his return. When he came back he brought with him the message we wanted. Opening it, I read in French, as follows:

To Syberg, Poste Restante, Lucerne.

Received good news from London. Meads (the man in London whose suspicions had been aroused) is now with us, so business can proceed. Leaving for Lucerne to-night. Shall see T. in Paris to arrange further details and transit of machinery. Thyra (the Christian name of Madame Bohman) will meet E.H. (was this Ernst Halbmayr?) at Geneva on the 15th.

This message was unsigned, but it confirmed the impression given us by Auberts wire that events were on foot, and at once the three of us plunged with renewed energy into our plan of campaign.

There can be no doubt, I said, that E.H. refers to Halbmayr, and probably he is directing the whole of the intricate affair.

Very likely, said Luigi dryly, but I do not see that we have much more light on what direction against the British the conspirators, if they really are German agents, intend to work.

True, but that is just what we have to find out, I replied. From what Johnson-Meads states, the plot in some way relates to the British submarines. At present I am just as much in the dark as you are. If Halbmayr is directing operations you may depend upon it that some really serious coup is intended, for Halbmayr never troubles his head about the small affairs. Dont forget that next to Steinhauer he is the man the Königgrätzer-strasse puts most implicit faith in.

Events were now moving rapidly. I waited with anxiety for the arrival of the man Thornton, whom I had never seen, for I was particularly anxious to have a look at him. I suspected very strongly that he was one of the German Secret Service men masquerading under an assumed name, and I was therefore particularly anxious for an opportunity of identifying him. I argued with myself that if he was mixed up with anything big enough to call for the co-operation of Halbmayr he must be one of the big men himself, and it was quite possible I might be able to identify him, for personally or through photographs I was well acquainted with most of the leaders of German espionage work.

Thornton at length reached the Waldesruhe, where he was greeted by the urbane Luigi with all the evidence of distinguished consideration which made the suave Italian so popular with his many patrons. Thornton would have passed for an Englishman anywhere, both in looks and language. He was perfectly dressed in clothes unmistakably British in cut, and spoke the language to perfection. This, however, was hardly surprising, for, as we learned afterwards, he had lived in London ever since he was fourteen. He had, however, been brought up in circles which were virulently anti-British, and had absorbed to the fullest extent that poisonous hatred of everything English which so frequently displays itself in the Hun who has made England his home of convenience.

He little suspected that the smiling Luigi, who so assiduously attended to his comforts, was one of the secret agents of the Allies; that another, in the person of myself, saw his arrival, or that in the turret of the great hotel there was a small secret room containing a powerful wireless set, which I sometimes operated myself.

I had to be very careful not to be seen by Thornton, for it was quite possible, if my suspicions were well founded, that he might know me. And it was well that I did, for I recognised him instantly as Emil Brahe, a German agent of whom we had lost sight for some time. He had formerly been engaged on the Continent and was well known to our men, though of late years he seemed to have dropped out of active work, and we had lost sight of him altogether. I realised now that we had been cleverly tricked: we had believed him to belong to the Berlin branch, while all the time he was living quietly in England, where he did no business whatever, and was thus never suspected even by the astute men of the Special Branch.

We had relied much on Madame Gabrielles powers to extract information from Madame Bohman, with whom she was already on excellent terms. The pair often sat chatting in the lounge, smoking each others cigarettes, and I knew the fair Gabrielle was keenly on the alert for any slip by which Madame Bohman might give herself away. The Swedish woman, however, was far too clever and would betray nothing.

Shadowing Thornton, or Brahe, to give him his right name, was Manuel Garcia, a capable ex-detective of the Lisbon police, who was now an agent of the Central Bureau of Counter-Espionage in Paris.

That telegrams were constantly passing between the Swedish engineer and some people in Lyons and Marseilles I knew, and, indeed, I was able to secure copies of some of them. In this way I discovered that these Swedes were on very friendly terms with a banker named Heurteau, who had carried on business in Paris before the war, had afterwards escaped to Zurich, and had long been suspected of being one of the paymasters of the spy bureau in Berlin.

On the morning of the thirteenth, in consequence of what Madame Gabrielle had told me, I took train to Geneva, where I put up at the National. Manuel Garcia followed by the next train, and early next morning I received a telephone message from Madame Gabrielle telling me that Madame Bohman had left the Waldesruhe and was due at Geneva at four oclock that afternoon.

As a result of this message Garcia and I watched the incoming train, and my assistant followed Madame Bohman in a taxi to a small hotel in the Quai de Mont Blanc. An hour later Garcia himself took a cab to the hotel so as to watch for the arrival of Halbmayr, the real antagonist with whom our duel was being fought out.

Halbmayr, a short, stout, bald-headed man, with perfect manners and the air of a bon viveur, kept his appointment punctually, arriving from Bâle the next day about noon. As he knew me well, I was compelled to remain in hiding, but from my window I was able, with a pair of good field-glasses, to watch Madame Bohman and the German walking together on the Promenade du Lac, evidently engaged in the closest conversation. Garcia, of course, was not far away.

The pair remained together for an hour and a half, and I noticed with amusement that the wily Halbmayr took particular care to select a seat which stood quite in the open, with no shelter of any kind at hand behind which an eavesdropper might lurk. Garcia was thus, of course, effectually kept at a distance, and had no opportunity of gleaning anything from our enemies conversation.

Apparently the two, in the course of their earnest conversation, arrived at some definite agreement, for when they at length rose and parted, Halbmayr returned direct to the station, where he had left his luggage in the cloak-room, while the Swedish woman went back to her hotel, leaving for Lucerne an hour later.

By the next train I also travelled with Garcia to Lucerne. Immediately on our arrival we all had a consultation, and we were deep in talk when I received a startling message from Hecq in Paris. It had been sent to him by Johnson-Meads, who had promised to communicate with me through Hecq if any further suspicious matter came under his notice. The message read:

Cancel my last message; most urgent I should see you immediately.

Now Johnson-Meads last message had reported him as being assured of the bona fides of Engström. The cancellation of that could only mean one thing — that the Engström we knew was a fraud, and that for some sinister purpose he was trading on the good name of a perfectly reputable firm of engineers in Sweden.

An hour later I was on my way to London.

I arrived there without incident, and for an hour sat with Mr Johnson-Meads in his office in Fenchurch Street.

I am afraid you will think me criminally careless, Mr Sant, he said, in the matter of my assurance that the man you know as Engström was what he professed to be. But I was deceived by a curious coincidence, and can only offer as an excuse that I have not had your training in solving problems of this kind.

You will remember what I told you when I met you in Curzon Street? Well, that remains true. Where I went wrong was in identifying Engström with the head of the Swedish firm.

It so happened that I have business friends in Malmö, and, after our conversation, being still very suspicious, I wrote to them asking for information about Engström and Linner. I soon received a reply, which was in every way satisfactory, and my correspondent mentioned, quite casually, that Mr Engström was actually in London and was staying at the Hotel Cecil. As I had that very day seen the man we now know as Engström, that seemed to me to clinch the matter, and perhaps foolishly, I dropped all suspicion.

Now for the curious coincidence. A few days ago I was going home by train about six oclock. The trains, of course, were packed, and I was strap-hanging. We had just left Kings Cross when, owing to steam in the tunnel, our train ran with considerable violence into a train which was standing in the tunnel.

The smash was not serious, but the shock was severe, and I was thrown right on top of a gentleman sitting on a seat close by me. A metal dispatch case he was carrying caught my face and, as you will see, cut it very badly. I was stunned for a moment, and when I came round I found the stranger holding me up. He tied a handkerchief round my face, and very kindly helped me out of the train to a hotel, where he got me some brandy, and I soon recovered.

He had to go on, and as we were about to part he handed me his card. I slipped it into my pocket without looking at it, and went home, very much shaken. It was not until two days later that I looked at it. It read:

Engström and Linner, Stockholm. Oscar Engström.

Now, Mr Sant, he went on, the Mr Engström who helped me was not the man we both know as Engström! He did not resemble him in the slightest degree. I immediately tried to find Mr Engström, but found to my dismay that he had left the Hotel Cecil and no one knew where he had gone. He was on a holiday tour, and when he tears a few days from business he frequently disappears altogether for a week, in order to get a complete rest from business cares. I have wired Malmö, and all they can tell me is that he will not be back for ten days. Now what can we do?

I thought deeply for a few moments. Obviously I must see the real Mr Engström as soon as possible. But there was no chance of finding him immediately, and in the meantime much might happen. I soon made up my mind.

I shall return to Lucerne at once, I said, and go from there to Stockholm in time to meet Mr Engström on his arrival. There is nothing else to be done.

Two days later I was back in Lucerne. Engström, his friend Thornton, and Madame Bohman were still there, busy on their plot, whatever it was, and entirely unsuspicious either of the urbane hotel manager or the pretty little Frenchwoman who had apparently developed a lively affection for the handsome Swedish woman.

One day I learned from Luigi that, in the course of a couple of hours, Engström had received three telegrams, and had sent a reply to each of them. Of their purport Luigi could gain no knowledge.

Now, I was particularly anxious to get a sight of those telegrams, for obviously they might throw a good deal of light on the business on which Engström was engaged. I laid my plans accordingly.

That same afternoon, with Luigis assistance, I managed to transform myself into a passable imitation of a very unkempt and dirty mechanic, and as soon as the Swedish engineer left the hotel, about half-past five — it was his usual habit to go out to take an apéritif — I took Luigis master-key, which unlocked all the doors in the hotel, and crept noiselessly to Engströms room. I was soon inside, and a few minutes later, with the aid of my own skeleton keys, had opened the big leather travelling trunk, and was hastily examining its contents.

A number of telegrams had been hastily thrust into the trunk. I had grasped my prize and was just about to shut and relock the trunk, when I heard a sound behind me, and, turning, found myself face to face with Oscar Engström himself.

And not only that, but I was looking straight into the barrel of a very serviceable-looking automatic pistol, held without a tremor in Engströms very capable hands!


Chapter Sixteen.

In a Tight Corner.
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I WAS CAUGHT red-handed — caught as neatly as any bona-fide burglar who ever picked a lock!

I had opened the trunk of a fellow visitor with a skeleton key; I had been caught in the very act of pilfering the contents. Indeed, at that very moment I held in my left hand a tiny leather box containing Engströms diamond tie-pin and studs, while with my right hand I had been delving into his big trunk. Never was a capture neater or more complete. And, with the menace of the big revolver in Engströms hand, and knowing something of my captor, I knew better than to attempt a rush for escape. I should never have reached the door alive!

Well, and what does this mean? harshly demanded the Swedish engineer, in bad French, still covering me with his pistol. And who are you?

Had Engström suspected who I really was, I knew he would have shot me out of hand and chanced all consequences: indeed, he would have had little to fear, for there would have been nothing more than a casual inquiry into the shooting of a thief caught red-handed. Moreover, dead men tell no tales, and Engström would have had no difficulty whatever in excusing himself by some hastily concocted story that I had attacked him as soon as he found me plundering his trunk. My disguise saved me, and it was evident he had no suspicion that I was anything but a common thief.

I broke instantly into a torrent of excuses, putting down the little jewel box and the papers with as guilty an air as I could assume. The situation obviously required both tact and cunning, for I realised that I was in a tight corner and that a slip would cost me my life. I pleaded desperate poverty; I was an honest workman driven to evil courses by want; I am afraid I even invented a story of a wholly mythical wife and family in the last stage of starvation. Finally, I roundly promised amendment of my ways if he would but let me go. Forgive me this time, I implored. Do forgive me — this will ruin me.

You dog of a thief, I have caught you stealing from my room, was his only reply. I shall call the manager, and he slammed the door and pressed the electric bell. Send the manager here at once, he commanded the messenger who answered the bell.

Luigi came immediately, and there was a great scene in which my friend very cleverly worked himself into a state of virtuous indignation at the slur I had cast upon his hotels high reputation. He assured Engström that justice should be done forthwith, and actually handed me over to a police officer, and I was at once marched off as a common hotel thief.

Guess my surprise when, as soon as we had turned the first corner, the officer whispered: Monsieur Battini has told me all the circumstances. He did not telephone to the Bureau, but called me in out of the street. Dash away from me in a few moments when we come to a lonely place, and I will merely pretend to follow you. But, monsieur, get away from Lucerne as quickly as possible.

I smiled: Luigi had shown that he possessed a quick and ready resourcefulness. It was most fortunate that Engström, finding me with my skeleton keys on the floor, and his jewellery in my hand, had failed to suspect the truth.

I slipped away at the first convenient corner, and an hour later was well on my way by the St. Gothard route to Milan, the excellent police officer undertaking to let Luigi know whither I had gone. I learned later that, when my escape was reported to him, Engström took the matter very quietly, and, beyond roundly abusing the officer for letting me slip through his fingers, did not propose any further action. As a matter of fact, having lost nothing, he was probably well content that the affair should end thus. I have no doubt that, masquerading in the name of another man, publicity was the last thing he would desire.

Our problem now was how to deal with Engström and his associates. Obviously to arrest them, even if we had good ground for doing so, would have been to defeat our own object, for we wanted to find out all the details of the plot upon which they were engaged. But, as a matter of fact, they had done nothing up to this moment to bring themselves within the clutches of the law. Engström, it is true, was posing as someone else, but, so long as he did not attempt to profit by it, this was not a criminal offence. I decided to continue our investigations.

Reaching Milan, I put up at the Cavour, where, of course, I was well known. A few hours later I received a long dispatch in cipher from Madame Gabrielle, and two days later an explicit letter from Luigi. I was also able to secure some further information regarding the mysterious engineer and his friends, and this decided me to go to Sweden myself and see the real Mr Engström.

My journey to Malmö was uneventful, and, arriving there, I lost no time in repairing to the yard of Messrs Engström and Linner, the engineers. There, in the private office of the head of the firm, I soon found myself face to face with the principal, Mr Oscar Engström. He was a short, dark, alert little man, with charming manners, and I took a liking to him at once. I had not previously decided on my course of action, but after a few minutes conversation I decided on a policy of complete frankness. As rapidly as possible, I told him the full story of the man who had been using his name in London and on the Continent.

At first he expressed himself as completely puzzled. He could not, he said, imagine what the object of the gang could be. They could hardly commit the firm to anything which would profit themselves, for no one abroad would act without inquiries. At length I happened to mention that Johnson-Meads had told me that the man had for disposal something connected with submarines.

With submarines! he exclaimed in obvious surprise. Why, we have in hand at this moment several submarine inventions, of which we own the patents. Two of them are completely secret, and they are in use only by France and Britain.

This put a new aspect on the affair. I begin to see now, I said, why your name has been assumed. Have you heard of any attempt to secure the submarine secrets?

None whatever, replied Mr Engström. Moreover, it would be extremely difficult, if not impossible. One of the appliances with which we are concerned is of such importance that, while we make the greater part of it, a vital portion is manufactured in England, and the apparatus is not put together until the whole is actually on the submarine for which it is intended. Consequently, unless a thief or spy secured copies of the plans both here and in England he would be powerless to profit by either. I may mention that this arrangement was arrived at with the British Admiralty at our express wish and suggestion. I am quite frank with you, Mr Sant.

One more question, Mr Engström, I added. You are in a position to know of any important inventions in connection with submarine work. Have you heard of any recent invention which would bring it within the bounds of possibility that your double is acting honestly and has really something to sell?

That is out of the question, returned the engineer decidedly. Unless the invention were German, in which case it would not come out of that country, I think I should certainly have heard something of it. Of course, we have rivals in our business, but there is a certain amount of freemasonry even among business rivals. I know all the people who are making submarine parts — there are very few who could or would tackle a big invention. Besides, if the man has an honest bargain to drive, why should he assume my name?

This argument was unanswerable. But I confess I was still a long way from guessing just what the bogus Engström and his friends were plotting.

My next visit was to the Swedish police in search of information about Madame Bohman. Here, however, I was quite at fault. It was evident she was passing under an assumed name, and I could not succeed in identifying her among the long array of photographs of known German agents laid before me by the chief of the Swedish Secret Police.

Arriving at Bergen, I received, before I sailed for England, a long telegram from Madame Gabrielle, telling me that Engström, Madame Bohman, and Thornton had left for Paris. Fearing that they would immediately recognise her if she followed them, she had telephoned the news to Hecq, and that astute official had promised to take the suspects under his own wing for the immediate future, pending my arrival.

I proceeded to London, where, to my dismay, I learned that, although Madame Bohman had arrived in Paris with Thornton, Engström was missing.

Twenty minutes later I was speaking with Hecq at St. Germain over the official telephone. Three days later I heard that Hecqs men had succeeded in running the elusive Engström to earth at Marseilles, where he was staying at the Hôtel Louvre et Paix under the name of Jansen, and was constantly meeting a compatriot named Tegelmund.

The situation at this moment remained a complete puzzle so far as the real objective of the gang was concerned. On the one hand, we had at Marseilles the mysterious individual who posed as the Swedish engineer, Engström. On the other, we had his known associates, Thornton and Madame Bohman, in Paris. Engström was living quite openly, with no appearance of concealment, at a good hotel, but he was quite obviously doing nothing and meeting nobody. The other two, however, were just as obviously lying low. They had taken apartments at a very small and not very reputable hotel in the Rue Royale, and both had changed their names, entering France with new and apparently perfectly genuine Swedish passports, issued only a few weeks previously.

Our next discovery was a staggering surprise. One of our agents, who had been watching Madame Bohman, came in and reported that, late the previous night, she had left her hotel and walked swiftly to an obscure café in the Quartier Latin. She had entered the place, taken a seat at a table by herself, and called for a glass of wine. While she was drinking it, a man, very untidy and apparently half intoxicated, lurched up to the table and sat down facing her. She took no notice of him whatever, or he of her. Calling a waiter, the man ordered a double glass of Chianti. Our agent, seated at an adjoining table, saw her then glance quickly at the stranger, and a moment later she ordered an absinthe.

Now, an order for a double glass of Chianti is unusual, especially in a disreputable café in a low part of Paris, and it is hardly customary for women to follow wine with absinthe. Our agent was struck by the oddity of the two orders and listened closely.

Directly the waiter had placed the drinks on the table and left, the man, without even glancing at the woman, muttered something in an undertone which our agent could not catch. It was, however, evidently sufficient, for the woman drank up her absinthe, and, rising, left the café. She took no notice whatever of the man, and he paid, to all appearances, as little regard to her. Apparently half overcome by drink, he remained at the table, nodding drowsily, for a quarter of an hour. It was a clever bit of acting, but he forgot his eyes! Our agent caught a sight of them, and realised at once that the drunkenness was feigned.

At length the man got up and lurched towards the door. The police agent at the same moment left by another exit into an adjoining street, and, casually turning the corner in the direction the supposed drunken man had taken, saw him a few yards ahead, walking steadily enough.

Five minutes later he had overtaken Madame Bohman, and, walking side by side for a few hundred yards, they had a brief conversation and parted.

Our agent was in a quandary. He had the strictest instructions not to lose sight of Madame Bohman, but he was a man of intelligence, and realised that a new factor had appeared on the scene. Accordingly, he decided to follow the man, and soon saw him enter a cheap boarding-house, letting himself in with a latchkey. Five minutes later we had the news, and a couple of men were at once detailed to take up the watch. Madame Bohman, we soon ascertained, had gone straight to her hotel.

The boarding-house which the mysterious stranger had entered was closely watched all night. The next morning the man came out, and was immediately recognised as none other than Halbmayr himself! How he had got into France and Paris was a mystery, for the police had no register of his arrival. I may say here that this point was never completely cleared up, but it was very generally believed that he was put ashore by a submarine, and intended leaving in the same way.

We now had him safely enough; he could not possibly escape. He was a known spy, and there was ample ground for arresting him. But this would have made mincemeat of our plans, as Hecq saw plainly enough.

Halbmayr is very dangerous, he declared to me as I sat in his office the same day. Evil work is on foot somewhere, and our friend the German is director of operations. He would not dare to show his face in France after meeting Brahe in Lisbon unless he were playing for a big coup. But, my dear Sant, what is his motive? What is he after? To that question so far we have got no reply whatever. And we must find the answer.

I agreed with my chief most cordially. Give him rope, I said, and see if he does not hang himself. At any rate, he wont escape us this time; we shall get him even if we dont learn his secret. What worries me is that he may have done his nefarious work, and inflicted untold injury on the Allies before we nab him. But we must take some chances.

The telegram sent by Brahe, or Thornton, to Engström just before the former left Lisbon mentioned two things, said my chief. The first was that Johnson-Meads was with them — in other words, that his suspicions had been allayed (which we know to be a fact) — and that T. was here in Paris to arrange further details and transit of machinery. What machinery? And who is T? T must be Tegelmund, the man in Marseilles. We must look out for him.


Chapter Seventeen.

The Plot Revealed.
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WITHIN A WEEK the man Tegelmund, accompanied by Engström, arrived in Paris and took up his abode in an obscure hotel near the Gare du Nord. But, though we kept a careful watch upon the pair, Engström, ever elusive and resourceful, suddenly disappeared! For six days he was absent. Then, as suddenly and mysteriously, he appeared again at the hotel.

Aubert, who had been detailed to watch Tegelmund, now reported that the latter had been across to the Orleans goods station, inquiring about some heavy cases of goods which had arrived from Lisbon.

I have contrived to open one of the cases, he said. It contains some complicated and apparently delicate machinery, with a small dynamo. Apparently it is some sort of wireless plant, but, beyond that, I cannot make head or tail of it.

At Auberts suggestion I went late one night to the Orleans goods yard. Aubert, by methods of persuasion not wholly original, had contrived to make friends with one of the officials, and we had no difficulty in securing access to the great goods shed, now silent and deserted, in which the mysterious cases lay. Prising open one end of the topmost case, I inspected the contents as closely as I could with the aid of my pocket flash-lamp. Within was what certainly appeared to be a wireless plant of some kind, but it was of a description entirely new to me, and I could not see enough of it to gain any idea of its purpose. Of course we dared not risk unpacking it. But we had made a great advance. The big cases could not be secretly moved, and our friend, the goods official, undertook to let us know promptly when he received orders to release them.

We waited in patience for a week, but still the cases remained untouched and uncalled for. Then came an incident which threw a flood of light on the proceedings of our enemies, though it told us nothing of their real motive; we were to learn that later.

One day I was strolling aimlessly along the Boulevard des Capucines, when I heard my name pronounced in accents of delighted surprise. Turning round, I instantly recognised an old friend in the person of Captain A — , who was one of the experts attached to the submarine branch of the British Admiralty.

My dear Sant, he exclaimed joyfully. Who would have thought of meeting you here? I am alone in Paris. I know no one and am bored to death. What have you got on hand now? I thought you were in New York.

I certainly didnt expect to meet you here, I replied. What has brought you over?

Come and have some lunch, and Ill tell you all about it, he replied, and we repaired to an adjoining café, where Captain A — promptly ordered lunch in a private room.

Weve got a new thing on hand in the submarine line, he told me as soon as the waiter had left the room. You know we have been trying some experiments in German waters lately, and the Hun destroyers have been so confoundedly active that our fellows have had to pass a lot of their time sitting on the bottom. As a consequence, some of the crew have suffered terribly for want of fresh air. We have a very good system of purifying the atmosphere, but it is not sufficient owing to the long periods the boats have to stay under water, and a number of men have collapsed and died from suffocation. Indeed, one boat only escaped with more than half her crew totally incapacitated.

I was keenly on the alert. Was I, I wondered, coming to grips at last with our problem?

Well, Captain A — went on, we have been offered a new apparatus, which, if half of what the inventor tells us is true, will enable us to give the Hun a very bad time. We are assured that by its help a boat can stay under water for five days without the slightest risk.

Five days! I repeated incredulously. Why, its impossible!

So I thought, he rejoined, but when Engström and Linner vouch for anything, youve got to listen.

Engström and Linner! I gasped. Things were getting warm indeed.

Yes, he replied. Mr Engström is in Paris now with his invention, and we are going to test it off Havre.

Then I sprang my mine. Would you be surprised to learn, I asked, as coolly as I could, that your Mr Engström is not Mr Engström at all, but a German agent passing under his name?

I have seen a good many badly surprised men in my life, but I never witnessed before or since such a spectacle of hopeless astonishment as Captain A — presented when he grasped the full significance of this announcement. He sat staring at me, his mouth wide open, and with dismay written legibly on every line of his countenance.

But, Sant, he gasped. Are you sure? Mr Engström came to us in London and told us all about it. He explained that the inventor was a Spaniard who would not trust the neutrality of the Spanish Government in the matter, and that he had brought his invention to Engströms with the idea of getting the best terms from one of the Allies.

I have no doubt that the man posing as Engström came to you, I replied. But, none the less, he is not Engström at all.

Then what is his game? countered A — . He has offered us the fullest test before we adopt his machine, and has not asked for a cent.

That remains to be seen, I answered, but it bodes no good to the Allies. What does he propose?

He has offered to instal the apparatus on one of our newest types, replied A — , and she is on her way to Havre for the purpose. We are to make any test we like, and, in fact, I am here to see the test carried out. The only condition he makes is that his machinery shall be sealed, and not opened until after the test has proved it to be satisfactory.

I began to see light. Did he propose to go with you? I asked.

No, replied A — , rather ruefully, I fancied. He said the machinery was so perfect that it would practically run itself from our electric accumulators, and that he would give us an absolutely free hand with it.

I wonder how many of you would have come back? I said meaningly.

A — swore fervently, and I saw by the gleam in his eyes that he was fully awake to the possibilities of the trap into which he had been so nearly led.

Our task now, barring some unforeseeable contingency, was fairly easy; there was a good prospect of ensnaring our foes in the pit they had so skilfully dug for us.

The matter is up to you now, I told A — . Im going to drop out till the very last minute. But I shall be with you then. It is of the utmost importance that we shall do nothing to scare these very wary birds. What is your plan?

Well, said A — , it seems to me I had better go ahead as if nothing had happened. The arrangement is that Engström shall take his apparatus to Havre and instal it on E77. We are then to put to sea for the tests, and are to meet him later and inform him of our decision.

That will do all right, I said. I shall come on board the submarine before Engström arrives, and then I think we shall surprise him.

A — departed at once to make the final arrangements and I busied myself in sending off some telegrams arranging for the final downfall of the Hun plotters.

A week later I found myself on board E77 at Havre. The mysterious cases had been sent on, and with them came Engström, with Thornton and Tegelmund, who professed to be interested in the venture — the former financially, the latter as the inventor. Tegelmund was in high glee at being thus afforded an opportunity of putting his device to a thoroughly satisfactory test. We also had a big surprise in the arrival of Halbmayr, who arrived in Havre under the name of Mennier. That he should have ventured on the scene at all showed how intensely interested he was.

Engström declared that the fitting of the machinery would occupy fully three days, and we, of course, humoured him in every way possible. A — made himself particularly agreeable, playing the part of host to perfection, and it was evident that the conspirators never even dreamed that their nefarious designs were suspected by the genial naval officer who showed such an enthusiastic interest in the wonderful stories with which they plied him on the merits of their great discovery.

The three days went by. Four great cases of machinery had been duly shipped on board, and Engström, Thornton, and Tegelmund spent many hours daily at their work in the interior of the submarine. Of course I could not appear — I should have been recognised at once — but among the crew of the submarine were a couple of the smartest men of the Sûreté, who kept the bogus engineer and his associates under the closest scrutiny. They reported to me that Engström appeared to be the only one of the three with any great amount of mechanical knowledge, and that, while Tegelmund worked assiduously at his machine, the others spent most of their time carefully examining the details of the British vessel, in which they showed the greatest interest. I began to get at last an inkling of the plot!

The fourth day dawned — the day of the dénouement. Early in the morning I slipped on board the submarine, and when the two conspirators arrived we made our coup.

Engström, when he came on board with Tegelmund, found himself suddenly confronted by the Commander, with a stalwart bluejacket standing on either side of him. He was curtly informed that he could not go below.

But you promised! he shrieked, livid with vexation.

True! said the Commander. But you call yourself Oscar Engström, of Malmö, and I happen to have the real Mr Engström here.

The engineer went white to the very lips as Mr Engström, who had come post-haste from Stockholm in response to my urgent cable, emerged from behind the conning-tower, closely followed by myself. The false Engström began a vehement protest, but ceased suddenly, for, glancing round, he saw Tegelmund also under guard. The game was up!

A few minutes later, with Engström and Tegelmund safely in irons, the Admiralty experts who had come over from London began a minute examination of the wonderful invention. They soon discovered that the cases contained a jumble of wires and odds and ends of mechanical scraps simply thrown together to look complicated, and of no value whatever for the renewal of vitiated air.

The real object was only revealed when we had got to the very heart of the amazing collection of rubbish. There, cunningly hidden among much that was superfluous, was a highly efficient electric motor, wonderfully made and controlling a powerful bomb by machinery, set to detonate the explosive after six hours running. The machinery was to have been operated by the electric batteries of the submarine, and had the E77 gone to sea and begun the tests of the bogus apparatus, not a vestige of the vessel or the crew would have been seen again, and the secret of her loss would have been locked for ever in the depths of the Atlantic.

But this, we found, was only a part of the plot — perhaps even the least important part. Tegelmund, finding himself trapped, turned craven and revealed the whole story. The real object of the spies was to get the fullest possible details of the internal arrangements of a British submarine of the latest type, and how well they had succeeded was shown when we cast our net a little wider.

Directly Engström and Tegelmund were in custody, an innocent-looking signal flag flew from the masthead of the submarine, and the officials of the Sûreté ashore made their pounce. Thornton and Halbmayr were seized at once at their hotel, and in their possession we found a wonderful series of drawings in which many of the secrets of the submarine were fully explained. A telegram to Paris brought about also the arrest of Madame Bohman, and a few days later the German agents were safely immured in the convict prison at Tours, where they were sent by the sentence of a court-martial summoned immediately to deal with their case. Their guilt in this particular case was too clear for any possibility of denial, but I am glad to say that their arrest opened up a way to us to deal the Hun Secret Service a blow from which it has never fully recovered. Enormous piles of documents were seized and carefully examined, with the result that numerous associates of Thornton in England found themselves in durance vile for the duration, and so many fingers of the Hidden Hand were lopped off that the hand itself was badly crippled for many months to come. How the fingers grew and were again cut off I hope to tell at some later date.


Chapter Eighteen.

The Mysterious Cylinders.
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AFTER OVER TWO years of strenuous work without a holiday I found myself at length free, and I found myself one morning busy in my rooms in Curzon Street making final arrangements for a trip to Worcestershire to spend a fortnight with Doris and her mother in their lovely country home. I was jaded and fagged, for I do not mind confessing that my work recently had considerably affected me, and I was looking forward with eager anticipation to the delights of a stay in the country. I had not seen Doris for some months, though of course we were in constant communication, and I was naturally longing for a sight of her.

But I was destined to another disappointment. Just as I was finishing my packing the telephone rang. I found the call was from Morgan, one of the ablest of the Government Experts on Explosives, and he had a curious story to tell me. When I had listened to what he had to say I realised with a heavy heart that my long-promised holiday must be again postponed. I rang up Doris on the telephone and, having broken the news to her, hurried off to Morgans office.

I found the expert in a state of utter bewilderment. He was an acknowledged authority on explosives, but a problem had been set before him which had baffled him completely.

A few days previously a mysterious explosion had occurred in some public gardens at Mile End. While a keeper was clearing away a pile of rubbish he found a curious-looking metal cylinder lying in a flower-bed, and while he was examining it it exploded with a tremendous report, injuring the man so severely that he had to be taken, in a very critical condition, to the East End Hospital.

A search by the police had a curious result. In other flower-beds a number of similar cylinders were found. They were very tiny, being only about an inch and a half in length and about a quarter of an inch in diameter. They contained a substance which was evidently the explosive. At one end a piece of wire was attached, evidently as a means of exploding them, and at the other end was a strip of soft lead.

Morgan showed me some of the cylinders, and frankly confessed his ignorance of what they contained.

I thought I knew every explosive in existence, he told me, but this is something entirely new. It must be tremendously powerful, judging by the size of the cylinders and the effect of the explosion on the unfortunate gardener who found the first one. As I held one of the small cylinders, studying it with great care, an idea came to me.

May I borrow this for a few days? I asked. I think I may be able to help you.

Certainly, replied Morgan; but be careful. We dont even know how it is exploded.

Next day I was in Paris, and took train to Vemeuil lÉtang, some thirty miles from the capital, where I called on the manager of a certain well-known factory.

When I showed him the little cylinder he examined it with minute attention and carefully withdrew some of the mysterious explosive. This he placed under a microscope and a moment later said:

Monsieur is undoubtedly correct! It is some of our product, herbethite, the invention of our chief director, Mr Herbeth, and the most powerful explosive known to modern science. None has been used in actual work yet, and the only sample that has left our factory is that which was stolen. It is a great secret.

Has some been stolen, then? I asked quickly.

Yes. Fortunately we discovered the thief — a workman named Pasquet — and we thought we had recovered all that had been taken. Evidently we were wrong and some of the stuff has got into bad hands. Pasquet is awaiting trial by the Assize Court of the Seine.

I returned to Paris and saw the Minister of Justice, to whom I made a certain proposal. Not without demur, he finally agreed, and I went to the prison armed with authority for a private interview with Pasquet.

I met the thief in a small room in the governors quarters of the prison. I found him to be a man of about thirty, quite obviously of the hooligan type, and I soon guessed from his conversation that he had been in the first place the tool of others, who, when they had made use of him, had abandoned him to his fate.

He was naturally resentful and vindictive. I told him I had authority to offer him a free pardon, and a reward which would give him a decent start in life if he would give us the fullest information in his power. He was suspicious, however, and it was not until my promise had been confirmed by the governor of the prison himself that he consented to speak.

His promise once given, he made a clean breast of everything, and his information was so startling that I could hardly credit it. Possibly he saw my incredulity, for he said quietly: Monsieur will find that I am telling the truth. Why should I lie? My whole life and liberty are in pawn for my veracity.

I admitted that this was reasonable, and promised to, push things forward as quickly as possible. Something about the man had appealed to me, and I wondered whether, after all, he might not contain the makings of a decent citizen.

My first concern was to send a wire to Madame Gabrielle, who was in Edinburgh, and the following evening she met me in my rooms in Curzon Street, where I unfolded the whole story to her.

Of course, we are not yet on firm ground, I pointed out to her. Pasquet alleges that the real name of his friend Shackleton is Von Schack and that he is a Prussian engineer officer.

Pasquet first met Shackleton in London, and later on Shackleton approached him at Verneuil with another man, whom he introduced as Norman, and they offered to buy some herbethite from him for three thousand francs. Pasquet told me that he was very hard up owing to his wifes long illness — I have ascertained that this is quite true — and the temptation proved too much for him. It is only fair to him to remember that, though he looks an abandoned ruffian, he bears a good character as a husband and father, and it seems to be the fact that the only money he spent out of that which he received from Shackleton and Norman went to purchase necessities and delicacies for his wife. The money really seems to have saved her life.

Anyhow, he stole a quantity of the herbethite, which Shackleton and Norman packed in golden syrup tins and took to England. When Pasquet stole a second lot he was discovered, and the dangerous stuff was found at his lodgings and recovered before he could hand it over to the two men, who pretended to be English.

One fact of importance at least is established, I added, namely, that Schack formerly carried on business as a watchmaker at Newcastle, and sold his business to an Englishman a month before war broke out.

For weeks we hunted in vain for Shackleton. I visited Newcastle, and found that the man to whom he sold the business had later joined the Army. This meant a journey to France for me, and I had an interview with the man at a certain brigade headquarters in the Somme battle area.

Shackleton was undoubtedly a foreigner and I should say probably a German, the watchmaker, now a corporal, told me. When he left he asked me to forward any letters that might come for him, and gave me the address— Care of Soulsby, High Street, Bristol.

With that information I went straight from the British front to the great Severn port. Here I found that Soulsby kept a newsagents shop near Bristol Bridge, to which letters could be addressed. He did a big business in this way, for the address was very handy for sea-going men.

Soulsby at first refused to give me the smallest information about his clients, but a sight of my authority opened his mouth, and as soon as he realised that something serious was on foot he was only too willing to help me.

Of course, Mr Sant, he said, you will understand I have no knowledge whatever of the man. But I know that the Bristol Channel ports are full of spies, and it is very generally believed that few vessels leave here unknown to the German submarines lurking about the mouth of the Channel. If I can help you at all, I shall be delighted.

I then learned that Shackleton had called about a week before, taking away several letters addressed to him, and that he usually called at intervals of a week or ten days. Soulsby promised to let me know at once as soon as he came again, and I wired to the wily Aubert to come to Bristol and keep observation.

Within three days, as I walked with my assistant along Victoria Street towards Temple Meads, he pointed out a middle-aged, keen-eyed, dark-haired man, who had little of the appearance of a Teuton. He looked like a well-dressed, prosperous business man. Yet it was he who had induced the unfortunate Pasquet to steal the herbethite, and he was certainly engaged in some nefarious and deadly plot. For although the actual volume of the stolen explosive was not great, so tremendous was its power that the quantity in the hands of our foes was sufficient to wreak almost unimaginable havoc in half a dozen cities in England. Mr Herbeth had looked very grave when he learned from Pasquet through me that the amount stolen was enough to fill two of the small cans used to hold golden syrup — about a pint and a half altogether.

I hope monsieur will trace it in time, he said earnestly. There is enough of it in their possession to destroy half London.

We soon found out that Shackleton was living in furnished rooms at Clifton and had one close friend, who, after some difficulty, we proved to be his accomplice Norman.

One morning Aubert arrived at my hotel and reported that the pair had gone to the station and taken tickets for London. At once I advised Madame Gabrielle by telephone to be on the platform at Paddington and watch them wherever they went. I myself took the next train to London, and, driving to Curzon Street, awaited her report.

But although I sat up until after two oclock the next morning, she did not arrive and I received no word from her! What contretemps had occurred? I was seriously uneasy, for I had impressed upon her the vitally important nature of our task, and if she failed or met with any mishap we should be in a serious predicament, for we had no trace whatever of any of Shackletons associations in London, and anything might happen before we could run him to earth again among the teeming millions of the metropolis, the safest hiding-place on earth.

It was not until six oclock the next evening that I received, by express messenger, a hastily scrawled note in which Madame Gabrielle said:

Be extremely careful! They have discovered me, and I am being watched, so cannot come near you. Great things are in progress. Get someone to watch Shackleton, who is at the address below. Some great plot is in progress — that is certain. — G.

Without a moments delay, I slipped round to Whitehall, and very soon an expert watcher was at the address given by Madame.

Twelve hours later, I was filled with dismay by a telephone message which told me that neither Shackleton nor Norman had been to the address given. They had both disappeared!


Chapter Nineteen.

Spys Letter Deciphered.
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BACK IN CURZON Street, completely at a loss, I flung myself into a big arm-chair, and over a succession of pipes tried to piece our disconnected facts into a consecutive whole. Shackleton, or Schack, had moved from Newcastle to Bristol before the war, and I had little doubt that he had done so by express orders from the Königgrätzer-strasse. From this I argued mentally that Bristol would almost certainly be the seat of his main activities, and that his early return thither might be looked for with some degree of confidence. Added to this, we knew from the frank declaration of a high port official that the Bristol Channel towns were swarming with spies, and I felt little doubt that they were acting under Schacks direction. On the whole, now that we had apparently lost the two men in London, Bristol seemed the most promising base for our operations.

I decided therefore to return, and, leaving Madame at the Grosvenor in London, I took Aubert with me, together with an English secret agent whom I will call Moore.

Moore took lodgings opposite Shackletons house in Bristol and at once opened an unwinking vigilance over the place. For a fortnight, however, there was no sign. In the meantime two letters arrived, addressed to Shackleton, at Soulsbys. These were opened by the authorities, photographed, and, after being resealed, were delivered in the ordinary way.

In one of the letters, which had been posted in London and purported to be an ordinary business transaction, was the statement:

We are having great difficulty with our clients Johnson and Phillips, so we have placed the matter in the hands of our solicitors for advice.

This letter ostensibly came from a firm of estate agents in the Harrow Road. I made an immediate inquiry, and was not altogether surprised to learn that no such a firm existed. In the meantime I studied the letter on the assumption that it contained a spy cipher, and after some hours work succeeded in extracting from its apparently innocent contents the following startling message:

Angorania will convey troops from Montreal on 30th proximo.

This set me at work with furious speed. An inquiry at the port offices showed me that the great liner was at the moment lying at Avonmouth, and that she would sail for Montreal a week later in order to bring over several thousand Canadian troops.

Shackleton now made what was to me, I confess, a very welcome return to the scene. I had been seriously perturbed by the fear that we had lost him. While he was under my own immediate observation I felt capable of checkmating his designs, but the knowledge that an able enemy agent was at large and uncontrolled, with enough herbethite in his possession to create an appalling disaster, worried me more than I can tell.

Shackleton appeared on the scene the day after the delivery of the letter we had intercepted and photographed. Where he had been in the interval we never learned, but he did not arrive in Bristol from London; that was certain, for every train, day and night, was closely watched. Evidently the letter meant a good deal to him. He went at once to Avonmouth, closely followed by Moore. To our intense surprise, he seemed very well known at the docks and was freely admitted everywhere. He walked along the quays for some time, and we noted his obvious interest in the Angorania, now busily getting ready for her coming trip. We learned later that Shackleton had very cleverly wound himself into the confidence of a local shipping agent, and by this means had secured such frequent admission to the docks that his presence there was accepted almost as a matter of course.

I now began to feel practically certain that the Angorania was the object of the conspirators, and that the herbethite was the means to be adopted to bring about her destruction. But how?

Madame Gabrielle was to solve the question for us. The great liner was timed to leave at six oclock, and an hour earlier the boat-train had arrived from London, bringing an unusually large assembly of passengers. These included several Government officials on their way to Canada, a number of highly placed military officers, and the members of two or three important war commissions.

Some time after the arrival of the train, a shabbily-dressed woman in a battered old hat pushed rudely against me. I turned, and to my amazement recognised Madame Gabrielle. She was obviously almost at the end of her strength, pallid with fatigue, and with deep circles round her eyes which spoke eloquently of exhaustion.

She made me a sign to follow her and slipped away from the crowd, which was hastening to the gangway. Directly we reached a quiet space, she gasped out:

Norman has booked cabin Number 189 on the Angorania, in the name of Nash. I followed him to the shipping office and overheard. A moment later she fainted and fell heavily into my arms.

I carried her at once to a waiting-room, and, handing her over without ceremony to the woman in charge, dashed at top speed for the quay where the Angorania was lying, now almost ready for departure. Not even for the sake of Madame Gabrielle would I venture a moments delay.

The last bells were ringing for the steamers departure as I rushed on to the quay. As I neared the gangway I saw, to my utter amazement, the man Norman stroll leisurely from the ship with the very last of the people who had been on board for the customary farewells. Evidently he was not going by the vessel at all. A moment later the gangways were withdrawn and the big liner moved away. Norman remained on the quay with the crowd, idly waving a real or pretended farewell to some supposed friend on the crowded decks.

I have cursed myself for my stupidity many times since, and even now I shudder at the thought of how nearly the dastardly plot against the liner came to success. The vessel was well under way when the idea flashed into my mind: He has left the explosive on board! How I failed to divine this earlier I cannot imagine. I suppose Normans return from the ship threw me temporarily off my guard.

But, in any case, there was not a second to be lost. The Angorania, heading down Channel, was gathering speed every moment, bearing somewhere on board enough explosives to sink her in ten seconds with the loss of hundreds of precious lives.

Boldness was the only course possible. I called a couple of dock police, and, showing them my authority, instructed them to arrest Norman at once. Before the spy could recover from his surprise, he was safely in custody and relieved of an extremely efficient automatic pistol.

And now for the Angorania. I rushed to the competent military authority, and briefly laid the facts before a veteran Colonel, in whom a life of splendid service to the Empire had bred a capacity for swift decision and prompt action.

She wont go far, Mr Sant, he said cheerily, as he picked up the telephone.

A moment later I caught the crackle of wireless, and to my relief read the message: To Q.Q. (the Angoranias code letters). Heave to immediately and await instructions. — Port Commandant. A few minutes later a clerk brought in the Angoranias acknowledgment.

A quarter of an hour after I was aboard a British destroyer, which tore out into the Channel, and at thirty-five knots was flying along in the wake of the Angorania. We soon overhauled the big liner, and as we neared her could see the crowded passengers, evidently puzzled at the unexpected stoppage.

As soon as I got on board, I accompanied the Captain to his private cabin and told him the facts. Sending for the purser, he ordered him to bring on deck at once all the luggage which had come on board in the name of Nash. And carry it carefully, he added, as he told the purser what it contained.

By great good fortune, there was only one big trunk in the hold, and it was readily accessible. The rest of Nashs luggage was in his cabin. We soon had the lot on board the destroyer, where the torpedo officer rapidly overhauled it.

In the big trunk, resting quite unconcealed on the top of a pile of clothes, were two tin canisters labelled Golden Syrup. I could not repress a shudder.

I think this is what we want, said the torpedo officer grimly, as he carefully picked up the dangerous canisters. And then he did a brave thing.

If you dont mind, sir, he said to the Captain, I will take them out in a boat and examine them myself.

The Captain nodded silently, and a few minutes later the ships dinghy dropped over the side. The torpedo officer took his seat and rowed away alone, the canisters on the after-thwart winking in the blazing sunshine. He was literally taking his life in his hands. We could not let the liner go until we were sure we had got what we wanted, and no one could be sure that the mere lifting of the canister lids would not explode the terrible compound they contained.

Half a mile away from the ship the rowing-boat came to a stop. Through our glasses we saw the torpedo officer deliberately pick up the canisters and without hesitation prise up the patent lids. A moment later he waved to us, and at once commenced to row back to the ship.

All right, let her go; Ive got the stuff, he shouted, as soon as he was within earshot, and a tremendous cheer went up from the crew, who in the mysterious wireless of the sea had learned what was afoot. A signal fluttered from the bridge of the destroyer. The Angorania dipped her pennant in acknowledgment, and soon the great liner was hurling herself through the sea on her interrupted journey.

The rest of the story is soon told. The herbethite, we found, was covered with a thin layer of sweets, and at the customs examination of luggage Nash had boldly lifted the lids and coolly showed the sweets to the officer. It was done so naturally as to defy any possible suspicion. But in the bottoms of the tins we found two exquisitely made detonators, fashioned in the shape of watches, and timed so as to explode the herbethite some twelve hours after the time fixed for the departure of the ship. These removed, the tins could be handled with comparative safety.

We made a clean sweep of the conspirators. No details were ever given to the public, and the stoppage of the big liner was easily explained away to the passengers. We found out that the small cylinder picked up at Mile End had been intended for the purpose of blowing up a munitions train in an important tunnel outside London, but the conspirators found the approaches too closely guarded and gave up the project. They were all sent to Paris for trial on a charge of stealing herbethite, and were eventually sentenced by court-martial to fifteen years imprisonment.

Madame Gabrielle, I am glad to say, received a handsome reward from the British Government, for our success was entirely due to her. She had followed Norman without food or rest or sleep for nearly three days, and was in the last extremity of fatigue when she gave me her final and all-important message. Pasquet, I am glad to say, justified the impression I had formed of him, and I had the satisfaction of seeing him develop into a respectable member of society, happy in the society of his wife, now fully restored to health, and again enjoying the confidence of his employers. We were able, through him, to account for all the stolen herbethite, and it was a relief to know that none of the terrible compound remained in the hands of our enemies.


Chapter Twenty.

A Message from the Herrengasse.
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I HAVE HERE put into narrative form a number of astonishing facts taken from information read and testimony given at the court-martial subsequently held upon the guilty parties. The facts which I assisted in establishing will, I believe, be found of considerable interest to readers as further revealing the subtle methods of the enemy.

For obvious reasons I have been compelled to disguise certain names so as not to bring eternal dishonour upon a great and noble family.

And if I revealed the truth to your dear affectionate husband? whispered the soft-voiced, well-dressed Italian. What then — eh, Elena?

Madonna mia! No, cried the dark-haired, handsome young woman, who sat at her tea-table in a great, elegantly furnished salon in one of those old fourteenth-century palazzi close to the port of Sarzana, the Italian naval station on the Adriatic.

It was a bright afternoon in the summer of 1916; Sarzana, the old city in Ferrara, to which I had gone with Madame Gabrielle, a lazy, sun-blanched place, with its white houses and green sun-shutters, had of late been electrified into naval activity against those hated Tedeschi, those Austrians which every Italian had been taught to hate at his mothers knee.

Things were going well with Italy. On that day the Corriere had published a long dispatch from General Cadorna, reporting a smashing defeat of the Austrians in the Alps, and an advance in the direction of Trieste. The whole kingdom of Italy, from Ravenna to Reggio, was in a state of highest enthusiasm, and in Sarzana the excited populace were agog in the cafés and in the narrow, old-world streets.

That most elegant fourteenth-century salon, with its faded tapestries and fine old portraits, in which the woman was seated with her visitor, was the same great room in which the Doge Francesco Bissolo, of Venice, assembled the famous Council of Ten, when they consulted with Malatesta after the Battle of Padua in 1405. The Bissolo Palace, the dark, almost prison-like walls of which rose sheer from the canal within a stones throw of the great naval dockyard, had little changed through five centuries. Its exterior was grim and forbidding, with windows barred with iron, its massive doors, which opened upon the narrow mediaeval street, heavily studded with nails and strengthened with iron.

Within, however, while most of its antique charm had been preserved, it was the acme of luxury and taste, containing many priceless works of art, magnificent tapestries, and the famous collection of ancient arms belonging to its present owner, the Marchese Guilio Michelozzo-Alfani, whose pretty young wife was that afternoon giving tea to a visitor.

No! the woman exclaimed, in a low, intense whisper. No, Carlo, you would never do that. I know that once I treated you badly, and I was your enemy then. But that is long ago. To-day I am your friend. Guilio must never know the truth. In his position as Admiral of the Port it would mean ruin for him if the truth were revealed that I am an Austrian, and hence an enemy.

Yes. I agree that it would be very awkward for you, my dear Elena, if the truth ever leaked out, remarked the thin, sallow-faced, middle-aged man, as he sipped the cup of tea, in English fashion, which she had handed him. About his lips was a strange hardness, even though his friendship was so apparent.

But you alone know, my dear Carlo, and you will never give me away. We were old friends in Budapest — ah! I wish to forget those days — before I married Guilio, she remarked softly, with a bitter smile.

My dear Elena, dont think that Ive called to threaten you, exclaimed Carlo Corradini, the well-dressed Italian, who lived such a gay existence in Rome, and who was so well known in the cosmopolitan life of the Corso and the Pincio. Why should I? I am here, in Sarzana, upon a secret mission — in order to speak with you.

Why?

Well, — as he paused he looked the young wife of the Italian Admiral full in the face— well, because, though your country is at war with Italy to-day, Austria has still friends in Italy, just as Germany has.

Ah! This war is all so horrible, declared the Marchesa, with a slight shudder. You Italians hate every Austrian with a fierce and deadly hatred.

Pardon me, my dear Elena, but you Austrians hate us just as fiercely, he laughed. Where is Guilio?

At his office. He will not be back until seven. He always goes to the Club to take his vermouth there.

Corradini glanced at the door to make certain it was closed; then, bending across the little table with its splendid silver service, he whispered:

I have a secret message for you — from somebody you know.

A secret message — what? asked the young Marchesa, opening her fine eyes widely.

From the Herrengasse, number seven.

From Vienna? she asked, in surprise, for the address he had given her was the bureau of the Austro-Hungarian Council of Ministers.

He nodded mysteriously, and with a grin said:

From your old friend Schreyer.

She drew a long breath and went pale for a second. Mention of that name recalled to her a remembrance of the past — of the days when she was a dancer at the Raimund Theatre in Vienna, and when Count Schreyer had, after a brief acquaintance, offered her his hand. But she had disliked him because he was such a cold, harsh bureaucrat, who had at that time occupied a high position at the Ministry of the Interior, and who possessed, as she once told a friend, a heart of granite.

Elenas life-story had been a rather curious one, but, after all, not much out of the commonplace. The daughter of a poor Austrian musician in the orchestra at the Weiner Burger Theatre, in Vienna, and of an Italian mother, she had learned Italian from her birth, and on going to Italy to fulfil an engagement at the Politeama, at Livorno, she had posed as an Italian, though hitherto she had lived all her life in Austria, and had been taught to hate her dead mothers race.

As an Italian, she had met, and afterwards married, the middle-aged Marchese Michelozzo-Alfani, at that time a Vice-Admiral of the Fleet. For three years prior to the war her life had been quiet and uneventful. The summer she spent out at Antignano, on the seashore, three miles from Livorno — or Leghorn, as the English call it — where they rented a big white villa amid the vines and olives; in spring, on the Lake of Garda; in autumn, in Florence; and winter, in Rome.

From his early days the Marchese had been a most popular naval officer, who had fought in Abyssinia and in Tripoli, and, being a favourite at the Court of the Quirinale, promotion had come to him rapidly. Before his marriage he had endeavoured to practise economy, in order to redeem the fortunes of his ancient family; but now that his wife Elena proved so extravagant, he found himself getting deeper into debt each day.

His appointment to Sarzana at the outbreak of the war had enabled him to return to the ancestral palace, which had passed from the Bissolo family to that of the Michelozzo in the sixteenth century, but which had for a good number of years been closed and in the hands of caretakers. His was one of the most important naval commands in Italy, and the Austrians were viewing that naval base with increased anxiety, it being so very close to both Trieste and Fiume. Admiral Michelozzo-Alfani was one of the youngest of the officers of his grade in the Italian Navy.

Many raids he had made upon Austrian ports on the Adriatic, and Ragusa, Zara, Sebenico and other places had suffered severe bombardment by his mosquito fleet; therefore, at the Admiralty in Vienna his great activity was being frequently discussed.

I see, my dear Elena, you have not forgotten your friend the Count, laughed the sallow-faced Italian across the table presently. Neither has he forgotten you.

How do you know?

Well, because he spoke to me about you only three weeks ago.

Three weeks ago! echoed the Marchesa. How could you have met?

Carlo Corradini grinned very mysteriously.

Well — I was in Vienna three weeks ago — that is all.

You in Vienna! she gasped. Are you, then, a friend of my country? she asked, in a low, hoarse whisper.

Why, of course, he replied. You are Austrian in all but name. I am a born Italian, but — well, I am a friend of Austria.

A well-paid friend — eh?

Yes, just as you may be — if you will. The Count is still your friend, and he greatly admires you. It is his one regret that you preferred the Marchese Guilio. He is a good fellow is the Count. He is now prime favourite with the Emperor, and he still remains unmarried. Elena, he thinks always of you, and only you.

The handsome Elena shrugged her shoulders. The man who had called upon her quite unexpectedly she had first met five years ago in Budapest. He was then a poor Italian composer of music. Yet now, in mysterious circumstances, he was, she knew, in possession of ample funds, and lived in an elegant flat close to the Piazza Colonna in Rome. They exchanged glances, whereupon he settled himself to speak more openly to her, and to give her a verbal message from her old admirer at the Herrengasse.

Carlo Corradini began by laughing at her patriotic devotion to her husbands country.

Of course Guilio is a most excellent fellow, he said. But, alas! he is merely fighting a lost cause. The Central Powers are bound to win, and it is now for you to assist your own country. Schreyer appeals to you. He knows of your difficulty in meeting that last loan which old Levitski, the Jew, in Milan, made to you a year ago, and—

How does he know that? she inquired, in quick surprise.

My dear Elena, how does Austria know so many secrets of her enemies? he laughed. Schreyer is now head of that department of the Secret Service which deals with affairs here in Italy, and—

And you, an Italian, are one of his agents, she interrupted, in a low, meaning voice.

He bowed in the affirmative in silence. Then, after a few moments, he remarked, in a strange, meaning tone, his black, penetrating eyes fixed upon her: I know the secret of your nationality, and your friendship with Count Schreyer — and you know mine. So, my dear Elena, we have nothing to fear from each other. Do you understand?

I dont understand. You surely are not hinting that I should betray my husbands secrets — the naval secrets of Italy?

The dark, smooth-tongued man from Rome smiled quietly, as he answered:

That, my dear Elena, is exactly the message I bear to you from Schreyer. It is known that your husband tells you a good deal. You have whispered secrets to your friends, the Comtesse Landrini, and also the Renata Pozzi. If to them, then why not to me — eh?

Never! she cried. I have married an Italian, and I am now Italian.

But the money. It will be useful. Levitski must be paid in full in eight weeks time. Seventy-two thousand lire. That is the sum, I think? If you fail him this time, he will take his revenge and tell the truth.

He does not know.

But Schreyer will tell him.

What? she gasped, starting from her chair. Has the Count told you that?

Well, he has not exactly said so in words, was her visitors reply.

He only hinted at it, and sent me straight to see you. I had to travel by way of Holland and London — quite a long journey.

Then you shall tell him that I refuse, she answered. I will never betray Italy, and more especially through Guilio, who believes in my patriotism, and never dreams that I am anything but an Italian born and bred.

That makes it all the easier. He will never suspect you, remarked the sallow-faced man, with a sinister smile upon his lips.

I tell you, she cried angrily, I decline to enter into it at all. I—

The door suddenly opened as she spoke, and there entered the Admiral, a smart, good-looking, middle-aged man in uniform with decorations, whose appearance was so unexpected that they both started.

Decline what, my dear? he asked sharply. What is the matter?

Oh, nothing, Guilio, she laughed lightly. You recollect Signor Corradini, who used to come to see us in Livorno?

Why, of course, said the Admiral, as the two men bowed to each other.

A lie rose readily to her lips, and she said:

Well, Signor Corradini has called in order to try and induce me to take part in the Princess di Palianos tableaux vivants at Bologna, in aid of the Croce-Rosso. But I am far too busy with hospital work here in Sarzana, so I have declined.

Yes, dearest, you are far too busy. I am always afraid Elena will overwork herself, my dear Corradini. I am nervous lest she should have a breakdown.

The woman and her tempter exchanged meaning glances.

Everyone knows how intensely patriotic is the Marchesa, and we all admire her for her hard work in the cause of charity. My friend the Princess, however, asked me to call here and solicit her help, and in consequence I have done so.

The Admiral thanked him warmly, for the Princess di Palianos exertions in war-work were well known throughout Italy.

Elenas husband sipped the tea she handed him, and, after chatting with their visitor for a further half-hour, the Admiral suddenly asked:

What are you doing down in Rome nowadays?

Oh, of course, we are all working hard. I am secretary in a department in the Ministry of War, the department which is in touch with France and England concerning munitions.

He spoke the truth. Carlo Corradini held a very important position in the Ministry, even though, as we afterwards discovered, he had in secret long been an enemy agent. This latter fact, Guilio Michelozzo-Alfani never dreamed. Like all others, he never imagined that Carlo, hating the Tedeschi so fiercely as he did, could be in secret their ingenious and unscrupulous friend.

The Marchese himself was a true-born Italian, one of the ancient aristocracy of the north. Those who know Italy, know quite well the stern and honest patriotism of her sons from count to contadino, and of the fierce, relentless hatred of every Austrian.

Presently the well-dressed civilian functionary rose, clicked his heels, and in the elegant Italian manner raised his hostesss hand, and, kissing it, wished her addio.

The dark eyes of the Admirals young wife met his in that second, and they understood.

Five minutes later Carlo Corradini was hurrying along the Via Vittorio Emanuele, the principal street in Sarzana, in the grey evening light; then, turning to the left, he gained the Passeggio, which faced the Adriatic, that long promenade lined with its dusty, wind-swept tamarisks, where by day the cicale, harbinger of heat, chirped their monotonous chant.

Corradinis visit to Sarzana proved to be a protracted one. His excuse was that he had been sent from the Ministry upon a special mission, and, in consequence, he had preferred to rent a little flat on the Passeggio than to live in the Albergo Stella dItalia. One day, at six oclock, he met, at a very obscure restaurant called The Vapore, a certain Countess Malipiero, a middle-aged, ugly, but quite wealthy woman, who lived near the Santa Maria della Salute, and who was a great personal friend of the Marchesa.

The pair dined together at the popular little establishment, eating a simple dish of paste al pomidoro, for which the trattoria was noted, a costoletta and a piece of stracchino to follow. But over that simple meal the pair remained in serious consultation, while not far from them sat the good-looking but unobtrusive Madame Gabrielle Soyez, for the pair were already under suspicion, though we had as yet no reliable evidence to justify interference. Afterwards the pair walked together as far as the Piazza Grande, and there parted, the spy of Austria smiling as he went along the noisy street towards the sea.


Chapter Twenty One.

The Admirals Secret.
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THREE WEEKS PASSED.

Old Sarzana has ever been a city of black conspiracy and clever intrigue. In those glorious days of the Venetian Republic persons of both sexes who were antagonistic, or in any way obstacles to the carrying-out of the secret plans of the Council of Ten, were by accident secretly poisoned or openly assassinated, as is shown in the many reports which even to-day repose in the secret archives of the Palace of the Doges at Venice. As mediaeval Sarzana was a veritable hot-bed of intrigue in those days when Venice ruled the Adriatic, so were desperate plots afoot in the yesterday of Cadornas triumphant advance into Austria. Enemy plots and counter-plots were hatched in those darkened houses upon the silent waterways, or by the open sea. One of them I now reveal for the first time.

Truth to tell, the Marchesa Elena had been forced, by the elegant, insidious Corradini, to accept traitorous service in the pay of Austria. Their usual meeting-place was in the old church of St. Antonio, which at vespers was always crowded by the devout, who, in the days of war, prayed for Italys victory. Sarzana had always been one of the most pious cities in Italy, and each evening the splendid old Cathedral was crowded. And in that crowd the pair met — kneeling side by side to whisper, and again near them knelt Madame Gabrielle.

In all Sarzana no woman worked harder at the great war-hospital established in the Communal Palace than the popular wife of the Admiral of the Port.

The Marchese, the most influential and delightful man in Sarzana, was, as everyone knew, the author of the many raids upon the enemy which had from time to time been carried out. Well known, too, it was, how the mosquito fleet of destroyers, piloted by him, had only a month ago entered the great harbour of Cattaro, opposite Rimini, and had sunk four big Austrian battleships at anchor there — four of the biggest ships of Austrias navy.

About this time the wealthy Countess Malipiero — who was nowadays Elenas most intimate friend, and who was constantly at the Admirals table — purchased a big sea-going motor-launch, a quiet, harmless old fisherman called Beppo, well known in Sarzana, being placed as skipper. Before the war, the Countess had, in secret, been in very poor circumstances, but owing to the death of a relative — so she explained — she had been left a substantial legacy.

One evening, as the Admiral and his wife were about to finish dinner tête-à-tête, the manservant announced that Captain Vivarini, the second in command, had called and desired to speak with his chief very urgently.

Show the Captain to the study, said the Marchese, as he rose at once and passed along to his cosy little den which overlooked the port.

Elena, instantly upon the alert, and suspecting that something unusual had happened, waited until the Captain had been conducted to her husbands room, and then she crept silently along to the door, where she knew she could overhear the conversation, having listened there several times before.

On tiptoe she approached noiselessly over the soft Turkey carpet, and, placing her ear to the door, was enabled to hear news.

In brief, it was to the effect that one of the newest Austrian submarines had been captured intact, with officers and crew, off the Point of Cortellazo.

The submarine Number 117 left Fiume only yesterday, according to its commander, whom I have interrogated, the Captain reported.

Benissimo! exclaimed the Admiral, much gratified. Then the enemy will not yet know of its capture. In the meantime we must act. The submarine belongs to Fiume, therefore, my dear Vivarini, she must return to Fiume.

Go back? echoed the Captain.

Yes. She must sail again to-night with an Italian crew, said the Admiral. She will enter Fiume harbour flying her own flag, but at the same time she will discharge torpedoes at as many of the vessels of war lying there as she can. You understand?

Santa Vergine! What a plan, exclaimed the Captain enthusiastically. Most excellent, Signor Marchese.

All must be done in strictest secrecy, said the other, lowering his voice. Not a single word must leak out, for there can be no doubt that there are spies here in Sarzana. News of our intentions gets across the Adriatic in an astounding manner sometimes. Not a syllable must be known, either regarding our capture or our intentions. Number 117 must return to-night.

Not a whisper, the Captain agreed, whereupon the Marchesa, a tall, slim figure in a dinner-gown of carnation pink, and wearing a velvet bow of the same shade in her hair, slipped back again to the salon, where she awaited her husband, pretending to read.

Well, Captain Vivarini, she exclaimed, greeting their visitor merrily as the two men entered. Some new development, I suppose, eh?

Yes, Marchesa, replied the handsome naval captain, bowing low over her hand with that peculiar Italian courtesy. A little confidential matter, and he laughed. Then, after a cigarette and a tiny glass of green certosa, the Admiral and the chief of his staff left.

As soon as they had gone, Elena rushed to her room, slipped off her dining-gown, and, putting on a tweed skirt and blouse, hurried from the house.

She slipped along the dark, narrow side street, until suddenly she emerged on to the moonlit promenade, and ascended the dimly lit stone stairs which led to the room occupied by Carlo Corradini. In response to her ring, the spy of Austria at once admitted her.

Why, Elena! This is a surprise. What has happened? he asked eagerly.

The Admirals wife passed into the little sitting-room, and, without seating herself, revealed hastily what was intended, adding: I must return home at once or Guilio may wonder where I am.

What a plot! exclaimed the dark-haired traitor. It does the greatest credit to your husbands ingenuity. Then, suddenly reflecting, he said in a strange, hard voice: If I act successfully your husband himself may be charged with giving away secrets to the enemy. If so, because you love him, you might denounce me, Elena. After a seconds pause, he added: I trust no one. Not even you. My life is at stake in this affair. Therefore, you will swear that, whatever happens, and even if suspicion be cast upon your husband, you will never betray me?

Of course, Carlo. Am I not Austrian? I swear it.

The spy took from a table a book covered with shiny black leather, and pressed it very firmly into her hand. It was a copy of the New Testament.

Kiss it — and swear, he said.

In obedience, she acted as he wished, repeating a solemn oath after him.

I trust you, Elena, he said fervently, at the same time gallantly kissing the back of the white, slim hand which had held the book.

And I trust you, Carlo, she whispered. Trust in me. No suspicion must rest upon anybody. I leave that to your own clever ingenuity.

A few moments later she descended the steep stone stairs to hurry home as quickly as she could. Arriving at the great palazzo, she at once resumed her smart dinner-gown, and, entering the salon half an hour afterwards, sat down to await her husbands return.

Ere she had done this, however, the motor-launch of the Countess Malipiero, driven by old Beppo, sped out from the harbour on pretence of taking an invitation to one of the lieutenants on board the battleship Italia, which was lying just within the Mole.

He slowed up alongside one of the guardships by the boom, and as he did so the great eye of a searchlight was turned full upon him. Then, at once recognised by the watchman on duty, he was allowed to pass out to sea. Being such a familiar figure, no suspicion had ever been cast upon the stern, patriotic old fellow.

Sometimes his boat was stopped and examined, but, as he never had anything aboard, it had become a habit with the guardships to allow him to pass unchallenged.

When about a mile from the boom, the old fellow drew a map from his pocket, and, having examined it very carefully by the light of a flash-lamp, consulted his compass. Then, altering his course, he sped along for nearly two hours in the darkening night, when at last he placed two green lights, one at port and one at bow.

He had started at ten, but it was nearly one oclock in the morning when he began to grow anxious and consult his watch.

Presently he saw the slight tremor of a searchlight, and, fearing detection by some Italian ship, he at once extinguished all his lights, and, pulling up, waited for nearly half an hour. It was a dark, lonely vigil, but, with the aid of another cigar, the crafty old seafarer passed the time until he again ventured to relight his green lamps.

Scarcely had he done this when, about half a mile away, he saw a tiny light winking in the Morse code. He read the familiar signal, and, cutting off his engine, waited until, of a sudden, the low hull of a submarine came up in the darkness, quite close to him. Then, adroitly manoeuvring his launch, both the vessel and boat rising and falling in the heavy swell, he drew nearer.

Is that Beppo? shouted a voice in Italian from the submarine. Yes, shouted the old man. I have something for you. He took from his pocket a small leather bag-purse, such as men carry, one of those drawn through a ring, tied it upon a tight line, and, standing up, he flung it with a seamans precision over the conning-tower of the submarine.

All right, shouted the Austrian officer, for such he was. Wait a moment till Ive read what you have brought.

For a few moments he disappeared into the body of the vessel, while Beppo hauled in his wet line. Then, when the officer reappeared, he shouted:

All right, Beppo. No answer. Buona notte e buon viaggio. That same evening a secret council had been held, presided over by the Admiral, when all the details were arranged. The officers and crew of the Austrian submarine Number 117 were safely under lock and key, and after the council, just before eleven oclock, the Admiral himself visited the captured undersea boat, and inspected it. Commander Bellini, one of Italys most distinguished submarine officers, had been chosen, together with a picked crew, to attempt the raid, but none were informed, for the Marchese was determined this time to keep the secret of his plans.

Just before midnight a submarine, heavily awash, for the sea was rough, slipped away out of the harbour of Sarzana, winked a farewell message, and then, submerging so as not to be seen by other ships, was lost to view.

She was the raider, the intention of whose commander was to blow up, or damage seriously, at least half a dozen of the enemys ships lying off Fiume, on the other shore of the Adriatic.

The Italian crew consisted of a picked lot of fine patriotic fellows, who only now knew their desperate mission, and they knew also what their fate must be — either death or capture, when the truth became revealed.

After travelling swiftly all night, the periscope revealed at dawn the long, broken Austrian coast. Then, when within five miles of the entrance to the deep bay of Quarnero, at the end of which is situated Austrias important harbour, the vessel emerged and ran up her Austrian colours. Before her, high upon the green point of Monte Grosso, which guards the entrance to the bay, a signal was made, to which Number 117 replied, and then, with her grey hull showing above the surface, she sped unsuspiciously up the channel, past the small wooded islands, and the pretty town of Abbazia, into the harbour, where lay fully a dozen war vessels, including three of the enemys biggest battleships.

Suddenly, however, just as she was about to discharge a torpedo at a battleship flying the Admirals flag, the thunder of guns rang out from all sides, and Number 117 became the target for concentrated fire from all the forts.

As the shells hit her she flew to pieces. Next second she was seen to be rapidly sinking with all on board, not a soul being able to escape from that rain of death.

The submarine had been entrapped, and the raid had ignominiously failed.

News of the disaster reached Admiral Michelozzo-Alfani through the Naval Intelligence Department in the afternoon, and he sat in his room astounded. So well kept had been his secret that he felt absolutely positive that, outside those officers who formed his Council, nobody had any knowledge of his intention. All of those officers were men above suspicion.

That there was a traitor somewhere he was more fully convinced than ever. Other minor secrets had been known to the enemy mysteriously from time to time, yet he had been utterly unable to trace the source of the leakage. Alone in his office at the port, he sat at his table, his brow resting upon his hands.

At noon, unknown to him, his wife had telephoned to the Countess Malipiero, but was informed by the latters maid that she had left hurriedly for Rome on the previous night, after a visit from her friend, Signor Corradini.

Throughout the afternoon she expected Carlo to call upon her, and became extremely anxious when he did not put in an appearance.

At last, unable to stand the strain longer, she sent her little sewing-maid round to Corradinis flat, but the girl returned with the letter to say that, according to the donna di casa, the signor had left Sarzana hurriedly at ten oclock the previous night.

The hours seemed like years as the guilty woman sat alone in her magnificent, old-world salon, pale, startled, and nervous. Upon her left hand she wore a white glove. She had worn it ever since the previous evening, and the reason had greatly perturbed her.

At last, at nearly ten oclock that night, her husband returned, hard-faced and haggard. With him was his chief of staff, Captain Vivarini, Madame Gabrielle, and myself. The instant we entered the room she saw that Guilio was not his old self.

Elena, he said abruptly, in a deep, hard voice, I have something to say to you, and I have brought Vivarini here as witness.

As witness, she echoed, starting to her feet. Of what?

As witness that you are innocent of the charge made against you, that you, though my wife, are a spy of Austria.

A spy, she laughed uneasily, in pretence of ridicule. Have you really taken leave of your senses, Guilio?

I have not. Tell me, he demanded, why are you wearing that glove?

I saw that she held her breath. Her face was instantly blanched to the lips.

Because last night I scratched my hand, she replied.

Please remove it, and allow me to see the scratch.

I refuse, she cried angrily.

Next instant, at a sign from the Marchese, Vivarini and I seized her hand, when her husband, roughly tearing off the white kid glove, examined her palm.

He stood aghast.

Dio! gasped the horrified man. The brand is here. You, Elena, my wife, you are the spy.

Guilio, shrieked the unhappy woman, flinging herself frantically upon her knees before him. Forgive me. Santa Madonna! Forgive me!

I may forgive you, Elena, replied the Admiral, in a low, stern voice, but Italy will never forgive.

Then, turning abruptly, he left the room, the Captain following. But as he passed out two agents of the Italian secret police passed in, and a few seconds later the wretched woman found herself under arrest.

It was not until her trial by court-martial, in Milan, two weeks later, that the Marchesa learned, from the evidence given by Madame Gabrielle and myself, the truth of Carlo Corradinis terrible vengeance — a long-nurtured grievance that he had held against her ever since those days in Budapest, when, on proposing to her, she had laughed him to scorn, and had actually told people of his poverty. He had sworn to be avenged, and truly his vengeance had been both ingenious and complete.

On the evening when she had brought to his room the information regarding the captured submarine he had handed her the Testament upon which to take her oath of secrecy. Upon the shiny black leather cover of that book he had traced with a solution of nitrate of silver, mixed with other chemicals, a geometrical design — a square divided in half, the lower part being left blank, and in the upper portion a V, above it being traced a small circle.

When he had placed the book into her palm it had left an indelible imprint upon her skin, a device which did not show itself until an hour later, when, very naturally, it greatly mystified her. Carlo Corradini had thus branded the woman he hated, and then, the coup having been made at Fiume, he had at once written an anonymous letter to Armand Hecq, head of the International Intelligence Bureau, denouncing the Admirals wife as an Austrian, who had divulged Italys secret.

In support of his allegation, he urged us to search the rooms of Carlo Corradini, where we should not only find evidence of espionage, but also the actual Testament by which the hand of the Marchesa had been branded. Further, that eighty thousand lire would be found in her possession, that being the price which Corradini had paid for the information concerning submarine Number 117.

The trial, held in camera, opened at eleven oclock, and just before three sentence of death was pronounced. An hour later I was present when a firing party was drawn up in the yard of the great San Giovanni prison. Her eyes were bandaged, and the capital sentence was carried out.

Truly, Carlo Corradini was a scoundrel of the worst type, and his revenge was, indeed, a dastardly one. Fortunately, however, it reflected upon himself, for, four months later, he and his companion, the Countess, were captured, living in obscurity in a small coast village near Bari, in the extreme south of Italy, where they were hoping to escape to Greece.

Corradinis own anonymous letter proved the most direct evidence against him, and ultimately both paid the same penalty as their victim, in the yard of the Prison of San Giovanni at Milan.

THE END


The Stolen Statesman (1918)
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Chapter One.

Concerning Sheila Monkton.
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AS THE RIGHT Honourable Reginald Monkton walked towards Charing Cross on that June morning his fifty-odd years appeared to weigh lightly upon him True, his hair was tinged with grey, yet that was but natural after over twenty years of political strife and Party bickering, of hard-fought divisions in the House, and of campaigns of various sorts up and down the country. His career had been a brilliantly outstanding one ever since he had graduated at Cambridge. He had risen to be a Bencher of the Inner Temple; had been, among other things, Quain Professor of Law at University College, London. In Parliament he had sat for North-West Manchester for ten years, afterwards for East Huntingdon, and later for the Govan Division of Glasgow. Among other political appointments he had held was that of a Junior Lord of the Treasury, afterwards that of Parliamentary Under-Secretary to the Home Office, and now in the latest Administration he had been given the portfolio of Colonial Secretary.

His one regret was that while he loved the country, and more especially Fydinge, that fine old Elizabethan manor house in Leicestershire, not far from Melton Mowbray, yet he was compelled to live in London and endure the fevered political and social life of the metropolis.

That morning, as he turned from Charing Cross towards Pall Mall, he was in a pensive mood. True, that little knot of people had spontaneously expressed their approval, and perhaps he was secretly gratified. Whatever popular men may say to the contrary, it is always the small appreciations that please. Reginald Monkton was far more gratified by a schoolgirl asking for his autograph in her well-thumbed album, than by the roars of applause that greeted his open and fearless speeches in the huge halls of Manchester, Birmingham, or Glasgow.

The millions of Britain knew him. His portrait appeared regularly in the illustrated papers, sometimes in declamatory attitude with his mouth open, his right fist in the palm of his left hand, addressing a great audience. But that morning, as he passed the Senior — as the United Service Club is known to officialdom — his thoughts were serious. He had tasted most of the sweets of life, and all the delights of popularity. Yet that day, the eighth of June, was the fourth anniversary of the death of Sheila, his beloved wife, the fine, self-sacrificing helpmate of his early days, the woman who had moulded his career and seen him through many hours of disappointment and tribulation, and who, with her womans amazing intuition and tact, had at the crisis of his life given him that sound advice which had swept him high upon the crest of the wave of popularity.

He recollected that it was on a bright sunny June day — just as that was — when, in that little villa amid the feathery palms at Mentone, he had held his dear ones wasted hard while her eyes had slowly closed in her last long sleep.

A lump arose in his throat as he turned into Cockspur Street, heedless of the busy bustle of London life, or that two honourable Members had nodded to him. So absorbed was he that he had only stared at them blankly and passed on.

Like many another man whose name is a household word in Britain to-day, all his popularity counted as nothing to him, and even though he led the busy life of a Cabinet Minister, yet he was very lonely at heart.

For a second he held his breath, then, setting his wide jaws in hard determination to put aside those bitter thoughts of the past, and still unaware that he was being followed, he crossed the road and entered the Carlton Hotel.

The young woman in plain navy blue who had followed him from Downing Street passed by, and continued until she reached the corner of Waterloo Place, when she turned, retraced her steps, and, entering the hotel by the door in Pall Mall, glanced into the palm-court with quick, furtive eyes. Then, apparently satisfying herself, she went along the narrow corridor and emerged into the Haymarket.

Again turning the corner into Pall Mall she drew out her handkerchief to dab her nose again, and afterwards hailed a taxi and drove away.

On the kerb opposite stood the thick-set young man, who, having seen her signal, watched her leave, and then crossed and entered the hotel.

Reginald Monkton, on entering the palm-court after leaving his hat and cane, found his daughter Sheila seated at one of the little tables with a spruce, well-set-up, refined young man, awaiting him.

The young man sprang up eagerly, and, putting out his hand, exclaimed:

Its awfully good of you to come, Mr Monkton! I know how terribly busy you must be.

Delighted, my dear Austin, declared the statesman. Delighted! The Cabinet was just over in time, so Ive walked along. Well, Sheila, he asked merrily, turning to his daughter, what have you been doing this morning?

Oh! replied the pretty, fair-haired girl, who was very daintily, yet not showily, dressed. Ive not been doing much, father. I went to Bond Street for you, and then I called on Cicely Wheeler. She and her husband are off to Dinard to-morrow. Ive asked them to dine with us to-night.

Ah! Then you will have to entertain them, I fear, as I must be down at the House.

What a pity! replied the girl in disappointment. I thought you said you would dine at home to-night!

I intended to do so, but find it will be impossible, declared her father as the trio made a move into the restaurant, filled as it was with a gay London throng who were lunching to the well-modulated strains of the Roumanian orchestra.

Of the many pretty girls seated at the tables certainly none could compare with Sheila Monkton. Indeed, more than one young man turned to admire her as she seated herself and drew off her gloves, and they envied the good-looking young fellow with whom she was laughing so happily. She had just turned twenty. Her clear-cut features were flawless; her healthy complexion, her clear hazel eyes, her soft fair hair, and her small mouth combined to impart to her sweetness and daintiness that were both peculiarly attractive. Her black velvet hat trimmed with saxe blue suited her soft countenance admirably, while the graceful poise of her head had often been admired by artists; indeed, she was at that very period sitting to Howe, the R.A., for her portrait for next years Academy.

As for Austin Wingate, her companion, he was about twenty-four, and if not exactly an Adonis he was handsome enough, clean-shaven, with black hair, eyes of a dark grey, and a mouth which needed no moustache to hide it. His figure was that of the young man of pre-war days whom you met by the dozen in the High at Oxford, broad-shouldered, muscular, and full of natural energy and grace.

Women who met Austin Wingate for the first time usually thought him an ordinary easy-going fellow of that type known as a nut, who was careless as long as he lived his own go-ahead town life, the centre of which was the Automobile Club. Yet they would soon discern a certain deep thoughtful expression in his eyes and a gravity about the lips which at once upset the first estimate they had made of his character.

It was true that young Wingate was a merry, careless young fellow. He lived in cosy chambers in Half Moon Street, and his circle of friends, young men of his own age, were a rather wild lot. Most of them were ardent motorists, and nearly all were habitués of that centre of motoring in Pall Mall.

Of late Monktons daughter had been seen about with him a good deal, and in the select little world of politicians wives there had been many whisperings over teacups.

That day, however, Monkton was lunching openly with the pair, and several people in the restaurant, recognising the trio, put together their heads and gossiped.

While the two young people chattered merrily, Monkton, who had tried to crush down those ghosts of the past that had obsessed him while he walked along Whitehall, glanced across at his pretty daughter and sighed as he commenced his meal. Ah! how complete was the image of his dead wife. It was as though she sat there before him in those long-ago days of over twenty-five years ago, when she was the daughter of a country vicar and he was on the threshold of his career.

He saw how happy Sheila was with the young man who had so recently come into her life. Sometimes he had resented their acquaintance, yet to resent it was, he reflected, only jealousy after all. He himself had but little to live for. As a member of the Cabinet he had gained his goal. He would, he knew, never fulfil the prophecy of his humble admirer standing in Downing Street. He could never become Premier. There were abler men than he, men with greater influence with the nation, men who had schemed for the office for half a lifetime. No. Death might come to him soon — how soon he knew not. And then Sheila should marry. Therefore, even though the wrench would be a great one, personally he, honest man that he was, felt that he should make a sacrifice, and promote a union between the pair.

Sheila was his only home companion and comfort. True, she scolded him severely sometimes. Sometimes she pouted, put on airs, and betrayed defiance. But do not all young girls? If they did not they would be devoid of that true spirit of independence which every woman should possess.

Again he glanced at her while she laughed happily with the young man who loved her, but who had never admitted it. Then he looked across the room, where sat Benyon, a well-known member of the Opposition, with his fat, opulent wife, who had, until recently, been his housekeeper. The eyes of the two men met, and the Cabinet Minister waved his hand in recognition, while the stout, over-dressed woman stared.

Half the people in the restaurant had, by this time, recognised Reginald Monkton by the many photographs which appeared almost daily, for was he not the popular idol of his Party, and did not the Court Circular inform the nation of the frequent audiences he had of His Majesty the King?

Well, Austin? asked the Minister, when the waiter had served an exquisitely cooked entrée. How are things out at Hendon?

Oh! we are all very busy, sir. Wilcox is experimenting with his new airship. At last he has had some encouragement from the Government, and we are all delighted. My shops are busy. We sent three planes to Spain yesterday. King Alphonso ordered them when he was over in the early spring.

Austin has promised to take me up for a flight one day, dad! exclaimed the girl enthusiastically. He wants to ask you if he may.

Her father did not reply for some moments. Then he said judiciously:

Well, dear, we must see. Perhaps he might take you just a little way — once round the aerodrome — eh?

Of course not far, said his daughter, glancing significantly at her lover.

There is no risk, Mr Monkton, I assure you. Miss Sheila is very anxious to go up, and I shall be most delighted to take her — with your consent, of course, Wingate said. My suggestion is just a circuit or two around the aerodrome. We are completing a new machine this week, and after Ive tried her to see all is safe. Id like to take Sheila up.

We must see — we must see, replied her indulgent father, assuming a non-committal attitude. He, however, knew that in all England no man knew more of aerial dynamics than Austin Wingate, and, further, that beneath his apparently careless exterior with his immaculate clothes and his perfectly-brushed hair was a keen and scientific mind, and that he was working night and day directing the young and rising firm of aeroplane makers at Hendon, of which he was already managing director.

Sheilas meeting with him had been the outcome of one of his experiments. One afternoon in the previous summer he had been driving a new hydroplane along the Thames, over the Henley course, when he had accidentally collided with a punt which Sheila, in a white cotton dress, was manipulating with her pole.

In an instant the punt was smashed and sunk, and Miss Monkton and her two girl companions were flung into the water. After a few minutes of excitement all three were rescued, and the young inventor, on presenting himself to express his deep regret, found himself face to face with Monktons daughter, as Sheila was known in Society.

The girl with her two friends, after changing their clothes at the Red Lion, had had tea with the author of the disaster, who was unaware of their names, and who later on returned to London, his hydroplane being badly damaged by the collision.

Six months went past, yet the girls face did not fade from Austin Wingates memory. He had been a fool, he told himself, not to ascertain her name and address. He had given one of the girls his card, and she had told him her name was Norris. That was all he knew. On purpose to ascertain who they were he had been down to Henley a fortnight after the accident, but as the girls had not stayed at the Red Lion, but were evidently living in some riverside house or bungalow, farther up the river, he could obtain no knowledge or trace of her.

One bright Saturday afternoon in November the usual gay crowd had assembled at the aerodrome at Hendon to watch the aviation, a science not nearly so well developed in 1912 as it is to-day. At the Wingate works, on the farther side of the great open grass lands, Austin was busy in the long shed directing the final touches to a new machine, which was afterwards wheeled out, and in which he made an experimental flight around the aerodrome, which the public, many of them seated at tea-tables on the lawn, watched with interest.

After making several circles and performing a number of evolutions, he came to earth close to a row of smart motor-cars drawn up on the lawn reserved for subscribers, and unstrapping himself sprang gaily out.

As he did so he saw, seated in the drivers seat of a fine limousine straight before him, a girl in motoring kit chatting with an elderly man who stood beside the car.

The girls eyes met his, and the recognition was instantly mutual. She smiled merrily across to him, whereupon he crossed to her, just as he was, in his mechanics rather greasy brown overalls, and bowing before her exclaimed:

How fortunate! Fancy meeting again like this! Whereupon, with her cheeks flushed with undisguised pleasure, she shook his hand, and then turning to the tall elderly man explained:

This is the gentleman who smashed our punt at Henley, father! We have not met since.

I fear it was very careless of me, sir, Wingate said. But I offer a thousand apologies.

The accident might have been far worse, declared the girls father, smiling. So let it rest at that.

I had no idea that it was you in the air just now, exclaimed the girl, and then for ten minutes or so the trio stood chatting, during which time he explained that his works were on the opposite side of the aerodrome, after which he shook hands and left them.

Whose car is that big grey one, third in the row yonder? he asked eagerly of one of the gatekeepers, a few moments later.

Oh, that, sir? Why, that belongs to Mr Reginald Monkton, the Colonial Secretary. There he is — with his daughter.

So his sweet, dainty friend of the river was daughter of the popular Cabinet Minister!

He drew a long breath and bit his lip. Then climbing back into his machine, he waved father and daughter adieu and was soon skimming across to the row of long sheds which comprised the Wingate Aeroplane Factory.

The young man was sensible enough to know that he could never aspire to the hand of the Cabinet Ministers daughter, yet a true and close friendship had quickly sprung up between her father and himself, with the result that Wingate was now a frequent and welcome visitor to the cosy old-world house in Mayfair, and as proof the well-known statesman had accepted Austins invitation to lunch at the Carlton on that well-remembered day of the Cabinet meeting, the true importance of which is only known to those who were present at the deliberations in Downing Street that morning.

Curious, indeed, were the events that were to follow, events known only to a few, and here chronicled for the first time.


Chapter Two.

The Discovery in Chesterfield Street.
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IN THE ABSENCE of her father, Sheila Monkton was compelled to entertain her guests at dinner alone. There were three: Sir Pemberton Wheeler and his young dark-haired wife Cicely, an old schoolfellow of Sheilas, and Austin Wingate.

They were a merry quartette as they sat in the cosy dining-room in Chesterfield Street, a few doors from Curzon Street, waited on by Grant, the white-headed, smooth-faced old butler who had been in the service of Monktons father before him.

The house was an old-fashioned Georgian one. Upon the iron railings was a huge extinguisher, recalling the days of linkmen and coaches, while within was a long, rather narrow hall and a spiral staircase of stone worn hollow by the tread of five generations. The rooms were not large, but very tastefully, even luxuriously, furnished, with many fine paintings, pieces of beautiful statuary, and magnificent bronzes, while everywhere were soft carpets upon which ones feet fell noiselessly. In that house, indeed in that very room wherein the four sat laughing in the June twilight, the pale-pink shades of the lamps shedding a soft glow over the table with its flowers and silver, many of the most prominent British statesmen had been entertained by the Colonial Secretary, and many a State secret had been discussed within those four dark-painted walls.

The Prime Minister dined with us last Thursday, Sheila remarked to Cicely Wheeler. Lord Horsham came in later, and they had one of their private conferences.

Which meant that you were left to amuse yourself alone, eh? laughed Sir Pemberton Wheeler, and he glanced mischievously towards Austin on the other side of the table.

Yes. That is quite true. Sheila laughed, instantly grasping his meaning. Mr Wingate did not happen to be here. When father has a political dinner no ladies are invited. Some of those dinners are horribly boring, I can assure you, declared the girl.

Their eternal discussion of this measure and the other measure, and — oh! how they all intrigue, one Party against the other! Do you know that Ive sat here and heard some most remarkable schemes.

Secrets, I suppose? remarked Austin, twisting the stem of his windlass between his fingers.

Yes — Ive heard them discuss what they call matters of policy which, to me, appear merely to be the most ingenious methods of gulling the public.

Ah! my dear Miss Monkton, few politicians are so straight and open as your father. That is why the Opposition are so deadly in fear of him. His speech last week regarding the recent trouble in the Malay States was an eye-opener. He lifted the veil from a very disconcerting state of affairs, much to the chagrin and annoyance of those to whose advantage it was to hush-up the matter.

That is what father is always saying, declared Sheila. He often sighs when going through despatches which the messengers bring, and exclaims aloud Ah! if the public only knew! — if they only knew! What would they think — what would they say?

Then something is being concealed from the nation? Austin remarked.

Something! echoed the girl. Why, a very great deal. Of that I am quite certain.

You know nothing of its nature? asked her friend Cicely, with her womans eagerness to inquire.

Of course not, dear. Father never confides any secrets to me, she replied. He always says that women gossip too much, and that it is through the chattering wives of Members of the House, whom he calls the jays, that much mischief is done.

The jays! laughed Sir Pemberton. Very good! I suppose he has given them that name because of their fine feathers. Personally I shall be glad to get to Dinard out of it all for a while.

We always enjoy Dinard, Sheila, declared his wife. You really must get your father to bring you to the Royal this summer. We shall be there all the season. We sent the car over a week ago.

Cicely, or Lady Wheeler to give her her title, was a giddy little woman who, after being a confirmed flirt and known in Mayfair as one of its prettiest butterflies, had married a man more than double her age, for Wheeler was fifty, interested in spinning-mills in Yorkshire, and sat in Parliament for the constituency in which his mills were situated. At the last moment she had jilted young Stenhouse, of the Grenadier Guards, for the more alluring prospect of Wheelers title and his money. Hence the Morning Post had one day announced to the world that her marriage with the good-looking young Captain would not take place, and a week later her photograph had appeared as the future Lady Wheeler.

She had joined that large circle of London society who are what is known in their own particular jargon as spooky. She attended séances, consulted mediums, and believed in the statements of those who pretended to have made psychic discoveries. Yet Sheila, who was far too level-headed to follow Londons latest craze, was devoted to her, and had been ever since they studied together at that fashionable school near Beachy Head.

I spoke to father to-day about a little trip across to you, Sheila replied, and he thinks he may be able to do it when the House is up.

Thats good, declared Sir Pemberton in his plethoric voice. Get him to bring his car over too, and well have a tour together through Brittany and down to Nantes and the Touraine.

Id love to see the old châteaux there, Sheila declared. Theres a big illustrated book about them in the library — Blois, Chenonceaux, Chinon, Loches, and the rest.

Well, your father certainly requires a rest after all the stress of this session.

Certainly he does, declared Cicely. Get round dear old Macalister, the doctor, to order him a rest and suggest a motor-tour as relaxation.

Besides, it always delights the public to know that a Cabinet Minister has gone away on holiday. It shows that he is overworked in the interests of the nation, laughed Austin, who was nothing if not matter-of-fact.

At last, the dinner having ended, Sheila and Cicely rose and left the men, after which Grant sedately served them with coffee, two glasses of triple-sec, and cigarettes.

For ten minutes or so they gossiped, after which they rejoined the ladies in the long, old-fashioned drawing-room upstairs.

At Wheelers suggestion Sheila went to the piano and sang one of those gay chansons of the Paris cafés which she had so often sung at charity concerts. She had begun to learn French at eight years of age, and after her school at Eastbourne had been at Neuilly for three years before coming out.

She chose Mon ptit Poylt, that gay song to which Lasaigues had written the music and which was at the moment being sung at half the café concerts in France. Playing her own accompaniment in almost the professional style of the entertainer, she began to sing the merry tuneful song, with its catchy refrain:

On saimait, on nétait pas rosse.
On sfrôlait gentiment lmuseau;
On rigolait comme des gosses.
On sbécotait comm des moineaux.

The trio listening laughed merrily, for she played and sang with all the verve of a Parisian chanteuse. Besides, both music and words were full of a gay abandon which was quite unexpected, and which charmed young Wingate, who knew that, though the Cabinet Minister held him in high esteem as a friend, yet to marry Sheila was entirely out of the question. He realised always that he was a mere designer of aeroplanes, a glorified motor-mechanic some jealous enemies had declared him to be. How could he ever aspire to the hand of Monktons daughter?

Level-headed and calm as he always was, he had from the first realised his position and retained it. Mr Monkton had admitted him to his friendship, and though always extremely polite and courteous to Sheila, he remained just a friend of her father.

At last she concluded, and, rising, made a mock bow to her three listeners, all of whom congratulated her, the mill-owner declaring:

You really ought to give a turn at the Palace Theatre, Sheila! Ive heard lots of worse songs there!

Tiny Tentoes, the Cabinet Ministers daughter would certainly be a good draw! declared Cicely.

Oh! well, I know you all like French songs, so I sang it. Thats all, answered their sprightly young hostess. But look! its past eleven, and father said he would be back before ten to see you before you left. Ill telephone to the House.

And she descended to the small library on the ground floor, where she quickly got on to the House of Commons.

When she re-entered the drawing-room she exclaimed:

He left the House more than an hour ago. I wonder where he is? He ought to have been back long before this.

Then at her guests request she sang another French chanson — which, through the half-open window, could have been heard out in Curzon Street — greatly to the delight of the little party.

At last, just before midnight. Cicely, pleading that they had to leave by the Continental mail early next morning, excused herself and her husband, and left in a taxi, for which Grant had whistled, after which Sheila and Austin found themselves alone.

When two people of the opposite sex, and kindred spirits as they were, find themselves alone the usual thing happens. It did in their case. While Sheila looked over her music, in response to Austins request to sing another song while awaiting the return of her father, their hands touched. He grasped hers and gazed straight into her face.

In those hazel eyes he saw that love-look — that one expression which no woman can ever disguise, or make pretence; that look which most men know. It is seldom in their lives they see it, and when once it is observed it is never forgotten, even though the man may live to be a grandfather.

At that instant of the unconscious contact of the hands, so well-remembered afterwards by both of them, Sheila flushed, withdrew her hand forcibly, and rose, exclaiming with pretended resentment:

Dont, Austin — please.

Meanwhile there had been what the newspapers term a scene in the House of Commons that evening. An important debate had taken place upon the policy of the Imperial Government towards Canada, a policy which the Opposition had severely criticised in an attempt to belittle the splendid statesmanship of the Colonial Secretary, who, having been absent during greater part of the debate, entered and took his seat just as it was concluding.

At last, before a crowded House, Reginald Monkton, who, his friends noticed, was looking unusually pale and worn, rose and replied in one of those brief, well-modulated, but caustic speeches of his in which he turned the arguments of the Opposition against themselves. He heaped coals of fire upon their heads, and denounced them as enemies of Imperialism and destroyers of Empire. The House listened enthralled.

He spoke for no more than a quarter of an hour, but it was one of the most brilliant oratorical efforts ever heard in the Lower Chamber, and when he reseated himself, amid a roar of applause from the Government benches, it was felt that the tide had been turned and the Opposition had once more been defeated.

Hardly had Monkton sat down when, remembering that he had guests at home, he rose and walked out.

He passed out into Palace Yard just before ten oclock and turned his steps homeward, the night being bright and starlit and the air refreshing. So he decided to walk.

Half-an-hour after Cicely and her husband had left Chesterfield Street Sheila again rang up the House and made further inquiry, with the same result, namely, that the Colonial Minister had left Westminster just before ten oclock. Monkton had been seen in St. Stephens Hall chatting for a moment with Horace Powell, the fiery Member for East Islington, whom he had wished good-night and then left.

So for still a further half-hour Sheila, though growing very uneasy, sat chatting with Austin, who, be it said, had made no further advances. He longed to grasp her slim white hand and press it to his lips. But he dared not.

I cant think where father can be! exclaimed the girl presently, rising and handing her companion the glass box of cigarettes. Look! it is already one oclock, and he promised most faithfully he would be back to wish the Wheelers farewell.

Oh! he may have been delayed — met somebody and gone to the club perhaps, Austin suggested. You know how terribly busy he is.

I know, of course — but he always rings me up if he is delayed, so that I need not sit up for him, and Grant goes to bed.

Well, I dont see any necessity for uneasiness, declared the young man. Hell be here in a moment, no doubt. But if he is not here very soon Ill have to be getting along to Half Moon Street.

Through the next ten minutes the eyes of both were constantly upon the clock until, at a quarter-past one, Wingate rose, excusing himself, and saying:

If I were you I shouldnt wait up any longer. Youve had a long day. Grant will wait up for your father.

The good old fellow is just as tired as I am — perhaps more so, remarked the girl sympathetically. And then the pair descended to the hall, where Sheila helped him on with his coat.

Well — good-night — and dont worry, Austin urged cheerfully as their hands met. The contact sent a thrill through him. Yes. No woman had ever stirred his soul in that manner before. He loved her — yes, loved her honestly, truly, devotedly, and at that instant he knew, by some strange intuition, that their lives were linked by some mysterious inexplicable bond. He could not account for it, but it was so. He knew it.

By this time Grant had arrived in the hall to let out Miss Sheilas visitor, and indeed he had opened the door for him, when at that same moment a taxi, turning in from Curzon Street, slowly drew up at the kerb before the house.

The driver alighted quickly and, crossing hurriedly to Austin, said:

Ive got a gentleman inside what lives ere, sir. E aint very well, I think.

Startled by the news Austin and Grant rushed to the cab, and with the assistance of the driver succeeded in getting out the unconscious form of the Colonial Secretary.

Id send the lady away, sir — if I were you, whispered the taxi-driver to Wingate. I fancy the gentleman as ad just a drop too much wine at dinner. E seems as if e as!

Amazed at such a circumstance Sheila, overhearing the mans words, stood horrified. Her father was one of the most temperate of men. Such a home-coming as that was astounding! The three men carried the prostrate statesman inside into the small sitting-room on the right, after which Austin, completely upset, handed the taxi-man five shillings, and with a brief word of thanks dismissed him.

Meanwhile Sheila had rushed into the dining-room to obtain a glass of water, hoping to revive her father. Old Grant, faithful servant that he was, had thrown himself upon his knees by the couch whereon his master had been placed.

He peered into his pale face, which was turned away from the silk-shaded electric light, and then suddenly gasped to Wingate: Why! It isnt Mr Reginald at all, sir! Hes wearing his clothes, his watch and chain — and everything! But hes a stranger — it isnt Mr Reginald! Look for yourself!


Chapter Three.

The Whispered Name.
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AUSTIN WINGATE APPROACHED the unconscious man, and scrutinised the white, drawn features closely. When Grant had uttered those words, he could hardly believe his ears. Had the shock been too much for the old mans reason?

But as he gazed intently, the conviction grew upon him that Grant was right. There was a little resemblance between the Cabinet Minister and the insensible man lying there. Their figures were much the same, and in the half-light a mere cursory glance could not have detected them apart.

But to those who, like Grant and Austin, knew Reginald Monkton intimately, there were striking points of difference at once apparent.

Wingate drew a deep sigh of relief.

You are right. Grant, it is not your master! He looks ghastly, doesnt he? The driver said that he was drunk, but I dont believe it. The man, whoever he is, seems to me as if he were dying.

At that moment, Sheila, her cheeks pale, her hand trembling so that she spilled the glass of water she was carrying, came into the sitting-room.

Austin rushed towards her and, taking the glass from her, pressed her trembling hand. At a moment of acute tension like that, he knew she would not resent the action.

Sheila, for Gods sake keep calm. It is not what we thought. The man we carried in here is not your father. He is a stranger, wearing your fathers clothes. Look for yourself, and you will see where the likeness ends.

Not my father? she repeated mechanically, and flung herself down beside Grant. A moments inspection was enough to convince her. She rose from her knees.

Thank God! she cried, fervently. It had cut her to the heart to think that the father whom she so loved and revered should be brought home in such a condition. She was grateful that none but those three had been present.

But to her gratitude succeeded a sudden wave of fear, and her face went paler than before.

But, Austin, there must be some terrible mystery behind this. Why is this man wearing fathers clothes? And why— she broke suddenly into a low wail— is father not home?

Austin could make no answer; the same thought had occurred to him.

My poor child, there is a mystery, but you must summon all your courage till we can discover more, he murmured soothingly. Now I must go and phone for the doctor. In my opinion, this man is not suffering from excess, as that driver led us to believe. He appears to be in a dying state.

When he had gone to ring up the family doctor, who lived close by in Curzon Street, Sheila again knelt down beside the prostrate form.

Presently the mans lips began to move and faint sounds issued from them. He seemed trying to utter a name, and stumbling over the first syllable.

They strained their ears, and thought they caught the word Moly repeated three times.

There was silence for a few seconds, and then the muttering grew louder and they thought they heard the name Molyneux.

Oh, if only he could wake from his sleep or lethargy! Sheila exclaimed impatiently. If he could only throw some light upon this awful mystery?

He relapsed into silence again, and then presently recommenced his mutterings. This time, he pronounced the syllables even less clearly than before. And now they fancied the name was more like Mulliner.

Would he come back to consciousness and be able to answer questions, or would those be his last words on earth? They could not tell. His form had relapsed into its previous rigidity and his face had grown more waxen in its hue.

What was the explanation of his being dressed in her fathers clothes? Sheila was sure they were the same Reginald Monkton had won on setting out that evening.

A sudden thought struck her. She inserted her hand gently in his waistcoat pocket, and drew out a gold watch. It was her fathers; she had given it to him on his last birthday. She felt in the breast pocket of his coat, but it was empty. That told her little, for she did not know if he had taken any papers with him.

She felt in his pockets one by one, but only discovered a little loose silver. It was her fathers habit always to carry a few banknotes in a leather case. If he had done so to-night these had been abstracted. But if the money had been taken, why not the watch? And then she recollected it was inscribed with his name.

While she was pondering these disturbing queries. Doctor Macalister entered the room with Austin, who had imparted to him the startling news in a few words.

He bent over the quiet form, murmuring as he did so: He is dressed in Mr Monktons clothes, certainly. I might have been deceived at the first glance myself.

He unbuttoned the waistcoat and shirt, and laid his stethoscope on the chest of the inanimate body.

Dead! he said briefly, when he had made his examination. One cannot, of course, at present tell the cause of death, although the appearances point to heart-failure.

Sheila looked up at him, her lovely eyes heavy with grief and foreboding.

He spoke a little before you came in, she said. He seemed to utter two names, Molyneux and Mulliner. He repeated them three times.

The kindly old doctor who had brought her into the world looked at her with compassionate eyes. The part he bore in this mystery, whether he was a victim or accomplice, will never be revealed by him. He must have been near death when he was put into that taxi. I suppose you did not notice the number?

No, neither Grant nor Austin had thought of it. They had been too much perturbed at the time.

Well, I have no doubt the driver can be found. Now I must telephone for the police, and have the body removed.

He drew young Wingate aside for a moment. You say you have inquired at the House of Commons. Have you rung up Monktons clubs? He has only two. No; well, better do so. It is a forlorn hope; I knew the man so well. He would never keep Sheila waiting like this if he were with means of communication. There has been foul play — we can draw no other conclusion.

It was the one Wingate had drawn himself, and he quite agreed it was a forlorn hope. Still, he would make sure. He rang up the Travellers and the Carlton. The answer was the same from both places. Mr Monkton had not been at either club since the previous day.

The police arrived in due course, and bore away the body of the man who wore the clothes of the well-known and popular Cabinet Minister.

And, at their heels, came the inspector of the division, accompanied by Mr Smeaton, the famous detective, one of the pillars of Scotland Yard, and the terror of every criminal.

Smeaton was a self-made man, risen from the ranks, but he had the manners of a gentleman and a diplomatist. He bowed gravely to the pale-faced girl, who was so bravely keeping back her tears. With Austin he had a slight acquaintance.

I am more than grieved to distress you at such a time. Miss Monkton, but the sooner we get on the track of this mystery the better. Will you tell me, as briefly as you like, and in your own time, what you know of your fathers habits?

In tones that broke now and then from her deep emotion, Sheila imparted the information he asked for. She laid especial emphasis on the fact that, before leaving home in the evening, he outlined to her the programme of his movements. If anything happened that altered his plans he invariably telephoned to her, or sent a letter by special messenger.

The keen-eyed detective listened attentively to her recital.

Can you recall any occasion on which he failed to notify you? he asked when she had finished.

No, she answered firmly. Then she recollected. Stay! There was one occasion. He was walking home from the House on a foggy night, and was knocked down by a taxi, and slightly injured. They took him to a hospital, and I was telephoned from there, and went to him.

A gleam of hope shone in Austins eyes.

We never thought of that.

The great detective shook his head.

But we thought of it, Mr Wingate. My friend here has had every hospital in the radius rung up. No solution there.

There was silence for a long time. It seemed that the last hope had vanished. Smeaton stood for a long time lost in thought. Then he roused himself from his reverie.

Its no use blinking the fact that we are confronted with a more than usually difficult case, he said, at length. Still, it is our business to solve problems, and we shall put our keenest wits to work. I wish it were possible, for Miss Monktons sake, to keep it from the Press.

But would that be impossible? cried Wingate.

I fear so. If a little servant-maid disappears from her native village, the newspaper-men get hold of it in twenty-four hours. Here, instead of an obscure little domestic, you have a man, popular, well-known to half the population of England, whose portrait has been in every illustrated paper in the three Kingdoms. I fear it would be impossible. But I will do my best. The Home Secretary may give certain instructions in this case.

Then turning to Sheila he said:

Good-night, Miss Monkton. Rely upon it, we will leave no stone unturned to find your father, and bring him back to you.

He was gone with those comforting words. But with his departure, hope seemed to die away, and Sheila was left to confront the misery of the present.

The faithful Grant, who had been hovering in the background, came forward, and spoke to her in the coaxing tone he had used when she was a child.

Now, Miss Sheila, you must go and rest.

Oh, no! she cried wildly. What is the use of resting? I could not sleep. I can never rest until father comes back to me. She broke into a low wail of despair.

Grant looked at Wingate, with a glance that implored him to use his influence. The faithful old man feared for her reason.

Sheila, Grant is right, said Austin gravely. You must rest, even if you cannot sleep. You will need all your strength for to-morrow, perhaps for many days yet, before we get to the heart of this mystery. Let the servants go back to bed. Grant and I will wait through the night, in case good news may come to us.

There were times when, as the old butler remembered, she had been a very wilful Sheila, but she showed no signs of wilfulness now. The grave tones and words of Austin moved her to obedience.

I will do as you tell me, she said in a hushed and broken voice. I will go and rest — not to sleep, till I have news of my darling father.

Through the weary hours of the night, the two men watched and dozed by turns, waiting in the vain hope of word or sign of Reginald Monkton.

None came, and in the early morning Sheila stole down and joined them. Her bearing was more composed, and she had washed away the traces of her tears.

I intend to be very brave, she told them. I have roused the maids, and I am going to give you breakfast directly, after your long vigil.

Impulsively she stretched out a hand to each, the youthful lover and the aged servitor. You are both dear, good friends, and my father will thank you for your care when he comes back to me.

Moved by a common impulse the two men, the young and the old, bent and imprinted a reverent kiss on the slender hands she extended to them.

It was a moment of exquisite pathos, the fair, slim girl, resplendent yesterday in the full promise of her youth and beauty; to-day stricken with grief and consumed with the direst forebodings of the fate of a beloved father.


Chapter Four.

The Man who Knew.
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THREE DAYS HAD gone by, and the mystery of Reginald Monktons disappearance remained as insoluble as ever. Well, it might be so, since there did not seem a single clue, with the exception of the name muttered by the dying man, which at first had sounded like Molyneux, and afterwards like Mulliner. Neither Sheila nor Grant, who had listened to those faint sounds issuing from the dying lips, could be certain which of the two was correct.

Wingate had seen Smeaton twice, and that astute person assured him that the keenest brains at Scotland Yard were working on the case. But he was very reticent, and from his manner the young man was forced to draw the conclusion that the prospects of success were very slight.

If it had been simply a case of disappearance, uncomplicated by other circumstances, many theories could have been formed. There were plenty of instances of men whose reason had become temporarily unhinged, and who had lost consciousness of their own identity.

Again, men have disappeared voluntarily because they have been threatened with exposure of some shameful secret of the past, and will willingly pay the penalty of separation from their own kith and kin to avoid it.

But no such theories seemed tenable in this instance. Monktons life, in the opinion of all who knew him, had been a well-ordered and blameless one. He had been a devoted husband; and he was a devoted father, wrapped up in his charming daughter, the sole legacy of that happy marriage.

In the case of such a man, with so stainless a record, it was unthinkable that anything could leap to light from the past which could shame him to such an extent that he would, of his own act, abandon his office, and isolate himself from his child.

Even granting such an hypothesis for a moment, and brushing aside all the evidences of his past life and all the knowledge of him gained through years by his relatives and intimate friends, how did such a theory fit in with the appearance on the scene of the stranger now dead?

You fear the worst? queried Wingate one day, as Smeaton sat with him in his cosy rooms in Half Moon Street.

It is too early yet to give a decided opinion, if, in a case of such complexity, one could ever give a decided opinion at all, was the detectives answer. But at present things point that way. What was the motive underlying the scheme? You can give the answer quickly — that all inquiries as to the real man are being stifled.

In other words, that Mr Monkton has been done away with, for motives we do not know, by the person or persons who put the man into the taxi?

Smeaton nodded. Thats what it seems to be at the moment, Mr Wingate. But we should be poor detectives if we pinned ourselves to any one theory, especially on such evidence — or rather want of evidence — as we have got at present. Cases as mysterious as this — and there was never one more mysterious — have been solved by unexpected means. If we can get hold of that driver who brought the dying man to Chesterfield Street, we may light upon something useful.

If he was an accomplice, as seems possible, he will never turn up, said Wingate gloomily.

Accomplice or not, I think the reward will tempt him, replied Smeaton, even if he has to make up his tale before he comes. I expected he would come forward before now. But one of two things may have happened. Either he may be cogitating over what he shall say when he does come, or he may be an ignorant sort of fellow, who hardly ever reads the newspapers.

Anyway, resumed Smeaton, after a thoughtful pause, if and when he does turn up, we shall know, with our long experience, what sort of a customer he is. You may rely upon it that if there is anything to be got out of him, we shall get it, whether it proves valuable or not.

It was not a very cheering interview, certainly, but how could there be any chance of hopefulness at present?

During the few days, however, the police had not been idle. They had made a few discoveries, although they were of a nature to intensify rather than tend to a solution of the mystery.

They had established one most important fact.

Monkton had excused himself from dining at home on the plea that he must be down at the House, the inference being that he would snatch a hasty meal there, in the pause of his Ministerial work.

Instead of that, he had dined about seven oclock in an obscure little Italian restaurant in Soho. Luigi, the proprietor, had at once recognised him from his portraits in the illustrated papers, and from having seen him at the Ritz, where he had been a waiter.

He had entered the café a few minutes before seven, and had looked round, as if expecting to find somebody waiting for him. Luigi had taken him the menu, and he had said he would wait a few minutes before giving his order, as a guest would arrive.

On the stroke of seven a tall, bearded man, evidently a foreigner, who walked with a limp, joined him. Questioned by Smeaton as to the nationality of the man, the proprietor replied that he could not be sure. He would take him for a Russian. He was quite certain that he was neither French nor Italian. And he was equally certain that he was not a German.

The new arrival joined Mr Monkton, who at once ordered the dinner. Neither of the men ate much, but consumed a bottle of wine between them.

They talked earnestly, and in low tones, during the progress of the meal, which was finished in about half-an-hour. Cigars, coffee, and liqueurs were then ordered, and over these they sat till half-past eight, conversing in the same low tones all the time.

Luigi added that the Russian — if he was of that nationality, as he suspected — seemed to bear the chief burden of the conversation. Mr Monkton played the part of listener most of the time, interjecting remarks now and again.

Asked if he overheard any of the talk between them, he replied that he did not catch a syllable. When he approached the table they remained silent, and did not speak again until he was well out of earshot.

And you are quite positive it was Mr Monkton? Smeaton had questioned, when Luigi had finished his recital. It had struck him that Luigi might have been mistaken after all.

Luigi was quite sure. He reminded Smeaton that before taking on the little restaurant in Soho he had been a waiter at the Ritz, where he had often seen the Cabinet Minister. It was impossible he could be mistaken.

He added in his excellent English, for he was one of those foreigners who are very clever linguists. Besides, there is one other thing that proves it, even supposing I was misled by a chance likeness — though Mr Monktons is not a face you would easily forget — as I helped him on with his light overcoat he remarked to his friend, I must hurry on as fast as I can. I am overdue at the House.

That seemed to settle the point. There might be a dozen men walking about London with sufficient superficial resemblance to deceive an ordinary observer, but there was no Member of the House of Commons who could pass for Monkton.

It was evident, then, that he had gone to that little, out-of-the-way restaurant to keep an appointment. The man he met was his guest, as Monkton paid for the dinner. The excuse he made for not dining at home was a subterfuge. The appointment was therefore one that he wished to conceal from his daughter, unless he did not deem it a matter of sufficient importance to warrant an explanation.

Monktons secretary was also interrogated by the detective. He was a fat-faced, rather pompous young man, with a somewhat plausible and ingratiating manner. He had been with Monkton three years. Sheila had seen very little of him, but what little she had seen did not impress her in his favour. And her father had owned that he liked him least of any one of the numerous secretaries who had served him.

This young man, James Farloe by name, had very little to tell. He was at the House at eight oclock, according to Monktons instructions, and expected, him at that hour. He did not come in till after half-past, and he noticed that his manner was strange and abrupt, as if he had been disturbed by something. At a few minutes before ten he left, presumably for home. When he bade Farloe good-night he still seemed preoccupied.

In these terrible days Austin Wingates business occupied but second place in his thoughts. He was prepared to devote every moment he could snatch to cheer and sustain the sorrowing Sheila.

A week had gone by, but thanks to certain instructions given by the authorities, at the instance of the Prime Minister, who deplored the loss of his valuable colleague, the matter was being carefully hushed-up.

Late one afternoon, while Smeaton was seated in his bare official room on the second floor at Scotland Yard, the window of which overlooked Westminster Bridge, a constable ushered in a taxi-driver, saying:

This man has come to see you, sir, regarding a fare he drove to Chesterfield Street the other night.

Excellent! exclaimed Smeaton, lounging back in his chair, having been busy writing reports. Sit down. What is your name?

Davies, sir — George Davies, replied the man, twisting his cap awkwardly in his hands as he seated himself.

Smeaton could not sum him up. There was no apparent look of dishonesty about him, but he would not like to have said that he conveyed the idea of absolute honesty. There was something a little bit foxy in his expression, and he was decidedly nervous. But then Scotland Yard is an awe-inspiring place to the humbler classes, and nervousness is quite as often a symptom of innocence as of guilt.

I only eard about this advertisement from a pal this morning. I never reads the papers, the taxi-driver said.

Well, now you have come, we want to hear all you can tell us. That gentleman died, you know!

The man shifted uneasily, and then said in a deep, husky voice:

Ive come ere, sir, to tell you the truth. Ill tell you all I know, he added, providing Im not going to get into any trouble.

Not if you are not an accomplice, Smeaton said, his keen eyes fixed upon his visitor.

The man paused and then with considerable apprehension said:

Well — I dont know ow I can be really an accomplice. All I know about it is that I was passin into Victoria Street goin towards the station, when three gentlemen standin under a lamp just opposite the entrance to Deans Yard hailed me. I pulls up when I sees that two of em ad got another gentleman by the arms. Look ere, driver, says one of em, this friend of ours as ad a drop too much wine, and we dont want to go ome with im because of is wife. Will you take im? E lives in Chesterfield Street, just off Curzon Street, and e gives me the number.

Yes, said Smeaton anxiously. And what then?

Well, sir, e gives me five bob and puts the gentleman into my cab, and I drove im to the address, where is servant took charge of im. Did e really die afterwards? he asked eagerly.

Yes — unfortunately he did, was the police officials reply. But tell me, Davies. Did you get a good look at the faces of the two men?

Yes, sir. They were all three under the lamp.

Do you think you could recognise both of them again — eh?

Of course I could. Why, one of em Ive seen about lots o times. Indeed, only yesterday, about three oclock, while I was waitin on the rank in the Strand, opposite the Savoy, I saw im come out with a lady, and drive away in a big grey car. If Id a known then, sir, I could ave stopped im!


Chapter Five.

Contains some Curious Facts.

[image: img304.jpg]

AT THE BEGINNING of the interview, the demeanour of the taxi-driver had betrayed signs of nervousness and trepidation. He had hesitated and stumbled in his speech, so much so that Smeaton, the detective, was still in doubt as to his honesty.

Smeaton, however, was a past-master in the art of dealing with a difficult witness. So reassuring was his manner that at the end of five minutes he had succeeded in inspiring the taxi-driver with confidence. His nervousness and hesitation were succeeded by loquacity.

Urged to give a description of the two men, he explained, with amplitude of detail, that the man who had come out of the Savoy was of medium height and clean-shaven, with angular features and piercing dark eyes. He was of striking appearance, the kind of man you would be sure to recognise anywhere. The lady with him was smartly dressed and appeared to be about thirty or under.

Seems to me Ive known im about London for years, although I cant remember as I ever drove im, he added.

The other man was, Davies said, tall and bearded, and certainly a foreigner, although he could not pretend to fix his nationality.

A tall, bearded man, and a foreigner! Smeaton pricked up his ears. The description tallied somewhat with that of the person who had dined with Monkton in the little restaurant in Soho.

Davies was dismissed with encouraging words and a liberal douceur. Given Smeaton the semblance of a clue, and he was on the track like a bloodhound.

Within twenty minutes of the taxi-drivers departure, he was interviewing one of the hall-porters at the Savoy, an imposing functionary, and an old friend.

Smeaton had a large and extensive acquaintance among people who could be useful. He knew the hall-porters of all the big hotels. They were men of quick intelligence, keen powers of observation, and gathered much important information. He had unravelled many a mystery with their assistance.

The detective, standing aside in the hall, described the man as he had been featured by Davies. Did the hall-porter recognise him?

The answer was in the affirmative.

Hes not a man you would be likely to forget, Mr Smeaton, he said. He is a pretty frequent visitor here. He lunches two or three times a week, and is popular with the waiters, through being pretty free with his tips. Most times he comes alone. Now and again he brings a guest, but nobody we know.

And his name? questioned Smeaton eagerly.

Well, thats the funny part of it, explained the other man. We get to know the names of the habitués sooner or later, but none of us have ever heard his. He never seems to meet anybody here that he knows, and none of the waiters have ever heard one of his guests address him by name. The maître dhôtel and I have often talked him over, and wondered who and what he was.

Smeaton showed his disappointment. That is unfortunate. Let us see if we can be more successful in another direction. Yesterday afternoon, about three oclock, this man, whose name we dont know, drove away from this place in a taxi, accompanied by a lady. My informant tells me she was smartly dressed, and he puts her age at about thirty, or perhaps less.

The hall-porter indulged in a smile of satisfaction.

I think I can help you there, Mr Smeaton. I was passing through the palm-court at the time, and saw them go out together. We all know the lady very well. She is here pretty often. Sometimes she comes with a big party, sometimes with a lady friend, sometimes with a gentleman. Her name is Saxton, and she has a flat in Hyde Park Mansions. One of her friends told me she is a widow.

What sort of a person is she? How would you class her? She seems to dress well, and is, I suppose, attractive.

The hall-porter mused a moment before he replied. Like most of his class, he was an expert at social classification.

Not one of the nobs, certainly, he answered at length, with a smile. Semi-fashionable, I should say; moves in society with a small s. Her friends seem of two sorts, high-class Bohemians — you know the sort I mean, — and rich middle-class who spend money like water.

I see, said Smeaton. And she lives in Hyde Park Mansions off the Edgware Road, or, to be more correct, Lisson Grove. She is evidently not rich.

They bade each other a cordial good-day, Smeaton having first expressed his gratitude for the information, and left in the hall-porters capacious palm a more substantial proof of his satisfaction.

The next thing to be done was to interview the attractive widow. Before doing so, he looked in at Chesterfield Street, and, as he expected, found Wingate and Sheila together.

He told them of the visit of Davies, and his subsequent conversation with the hall-porter at the Savoy.

When he mentioned the name of Saxton, Sheila uttered an exclamation. Why, Mr Farloe has a sister of the name of Saxton, a widow! He brought her once to one of our parties, and I remember she was very gushing. She begged me to go and see her at her flat, and I am pretty certain Hyde Park Mansions was the place she named, although I cant be positive.

Did you go. Miss Monkton?

No. As I have told you, I never liked Mr Farloe, and I liked his sister less. She was pretty, and I think men would find her attractive. But there seemed to me an under-current of slyness and insincerity about her.

It was rather a weakness of Wingates that he credited himself with great analytical powers, and believed he was eminently suited to detective work. So he broke in:

Perhaps Miss Monkton and I could help you a bit, by keeping a watch on this woman. I have time to spare, and it would take her out of herself.

Smeaton repressed a smile. Like most professionals, he had little faith in the amateur. But it would not be polite to say so.

By all means, Mr Wingate. We can do with assistance. Phone me up or call at Scotland Yard whenever you have anything to communicate. Now, I think I will be off to Hyde Park Mansions and see what sort of a customer Mrs Saxton is. A taxi bore him to his destination, and in a few moments he was ringing at the door of the flat.

A neat maid admitted him, and in answer to his inquiries said her mistress was at home.

What name shall I say, please? she asked in a hesitating voice. He produced his case and handed the girl a card.

Of course, you know I am a stranger, he explained. Will you kindly take this to Mrs Saxton, and tell her that I will take up as little of her time as possible.

After the delay of a few moments, he was shown into a pretty drawing-room, tastefully furnished. The lady was sitting at a tea-table, and alone.

Please sit down, she said; her tones were quite affable. She did not in the least appear to resent this sudden intrusion into her domestic life. Lily, bring another cup. You will let me offer you some tea?

She was certainly a most agreeable person — on the right side of thirty, he judged. Smeaton was somewhat susceptible to female influence, although, to do him justice, he never allowed this weakness to interfere with business.

He explained that tea was a meal of which he never partook. Mrs Saxton, it appeared, was a most hospitable person, and promptly suggested a whisky-and-soda. He must take something, she protested, or she would feel embarrassed.

The detective accepted, and felt that things had begun very smoothly. The velvet glove was very obvious, even if, later, he should catch a glimpse of the iron hand encased within.

I must apologise for intruding upon you, Mrs Saxton, in this fashion. But I am in want of a little information, and I believe you can furnish me with it, if you are disposed to.

Mrs Saxton smiled at him very sweetly, and regarded him with eyes of mild surprise. Very fine eyes they were, he thought. It was a pity that she had taken the trouble to enhance their brilliancy by the aid of art. She was quite good-looking enough to rely upon her attractions, without surreptitious assistance.

How very interesting, she said in a prettily modulated, but rather affected voice. I am all curiosity.

She was purring perhaps a little bit too much for absolute sincerity, but it was pleasant to be met with such apparent cordiality.

Smeaton came to the point at once. I am at the present moment considerably interested in the gentleman with whom you left the Savoy yesterday afternoon in a taxi-cab.

There was just a moments pause before she replied. But there were no signs of confusion about her. Her eyes never left his face, and there was no change in her voice when she spoke. She was either perfectly straightforward, or as cool a hand as he had ever met.

You are interested in Mr Stent? How strange! Gentlemen of your profession do not generally interest themselves in other persons without some strong motive, I presume?

The motive is a pretty strong one. At present, other interests require that I do not divulge it, replied Smeaton gravely. He was pleased with one thing, he had already got the name of the man; he preferred not to confess that he did not know it. And her frank allusion to him as Mr Stent seemed to show that she had nothing to hide. Unless, of course, it was a slip.

I know I am asking something that you may consider an impertinence, he went on. But, if you are at liberty to do so, I should like you to tell me all you know of this gentleman; in short, who and what he is.

She laughed quite naturally. But I really fear I can tell you very little. I suppose going away together in a taxi appears to argue a certain amount of intimacy. But in this case it is not so. I know next to nothing of Mr Stent. He is not even a friend, only a man whose acquaintance I made in the most casual manner. And, apart from two occasions about which I will tell you presently, I dont suppose I have been in his company a dozen times.

It was a disappointment, certainly, and this time Smeaton did not believe she was speaking the truth. In spite of the silvery laugh and the apparently frank manner. But he must put up with what she chose to give him.

Do you mind telling me how you first made his acquaintance, Mrs Saxton?

Not in the least, she replied graciously. Two years ago I was staying in the Hotel Royal at Dinard. Mr Stent was there too. He seemed a very reserved, silent sort of man, and kept himself very much aloof from the others, myself included, although, as I daresay you have guessed, I am of a gregarious and unconventional disposition.

She gave him a flashing smile, and Smeaton bowed gallantly. I should say you were immensely popular, he observed judiciously.

Thanks for the compliment; without vanity, I think I may say most people take to me. Well, one day Mr Stent and I found ourselves alone in the drawing-room, and the ice was broken. After that we talked together a good deal, and occasionally went to the Casino, and took walks together. He left before I did, and I did not meet him again till next year at Monte Carlo.

Did you learn anything about his private affairs, his profession or occupation?

Not a word. The conversation was always general. He was the last man in the world to talk about himself. He was at Monte Carlo about a week. I did not see very much of him then, as I was staying with a party in Mentone; he was by himself, as before.

Did he give you the impression of a man of means?

On the whole, I should say, yes. One night he lost a big sum in the Rooms, but appeared quite unconcerned. Since then I have met him about a dozen times, or perhaps less, at different places, mostly restaurants. Yesterday he came through the palm-court, as I was sitting there after lunch, and we exchanged a few words.

Did you not see him at lunch; you were both there? questioned Smeaton quickly.

I saw him at a table some distance from mine, but he did not see me. I mentioned that I was going back to Hyde Park Mansions. He said he was driving in the direction of St. Johns Wood, and would drop me on his way. He left me at the entrance to the flats.

Smeaton rose. He knew that if he stopped there for another hour he would get nothing more out of her.

Thanks very much, Mrs Saxton, for what you have told me. One last question, and I have done. Do you know where he lives?

There was just a moments hesitation. Did she once know, and had she forgotten? Or was she debating whether she would feign ignorance? He fancied the latter was the correct reason.

I dont remember, if I ever knew, the exact address, but it is somewhere in the direction of St. Albans.

Smeaton bowed himself out, and meditated deeply. Shes an artful customer, for all her innocent air, and knows more than she will tell, till shes forced, was his inward comment. Now for two things — one, to find out what there is to be found at St. Albans; two, to get on the track of the bearded man.


Chapter Six.

Just Too Late.
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MR SMEATON WAS not a man to waste time. Within ten minutes of his arrival at Scotland Yard he had sent two sergeants of the C.I. Department to keep Mrs Saxton under close surveillance, and to note the coming and going of all visitors. As her flat was on the ground floor, observation would be rendered comparatively easy.

The evenings report was barren of incident. Mrs Saxton had remained at home. The only visitor had been a young man, answering to the description of James Farloe, her brother. He had called about dinner-time, and left a couple of hours later.

For the moment Smeaton did not take Farloe very seriously into his calculations. Mrs Saxton would tell her brother all about his visit, and to interrogate him would be a waste of time. He would tell him nothing more about Stent than he had already learned.

He had noticed, with his trained powers of observation which took in every detail at a glance, that there was a telephone in a corner of the small hall.

If her connection with the mysterious Stent were less innocent than she had led him to believe, she would have plenty of time to communicate with this gentleman by means of that useful little instrument.

Later, he instructed a third skilled subordinate to proceed the next morning in a car to St. Albans, and institute discreet inquiries on the way. Afterwards, he thought of the two amateur detectives in Chesterfield Street, and smiled. Sheila was a charming girl, pathetically beautiful in her distress, and Wingate was a pleasant young fellow. So he would give them some encouragement.

He wrote a charming little note, explaining what he had done with regard to Mrs Saxton. He suggested they should establish their headquarters at a small restaurant close by, lunch and dine there as often as they could. If occasion arose, they could co-operate with his own men, who would recognise them from his description. He concluded his letter with a brief résumé of his conversation with Mrs Saxton.

Poor souls, he thought, nothing was likely to come out of their zeal. But it would please them to think they were at least doing something towards the unravelling of the mystery.

In this supposition he was destined to be agreeably disappointed in the next few hours.

Wingate, after reading the letter, escorted Sheila on a small shopping expedition in the West End. They were going to lunch afterwards at the restaurant in close proximity to Hyde Park Mansions.

The shopping finished, Wingate suddenly recollected he must send a wire to the works at Hendon, and they proceeded to the nearest post-office in Edgware Road.

It was now a quarter to one, and they had settled to lunch at one oclock, so they walked along quickly. When within a few yards of the post-office, Sheila laid her hand upon his arm.

Stop a second! she said in an excited voice. You see that woman getting out of a taxi. It is Mrs Saxton. Let her get in before we go on.

He obeyed. The elegant, fashionably-attired young woman paid the driver, and disappeared within the door. The pair of amateur detectives followed on her heels.

Sheilas quick eyes picked her out at once, although the office was full of people. Mrs Saxton was already in one of the little pens, writing a telegram.

Unobserved by the woman so busily engaged, Sheila stepped softly behind her, and waited till she had finished. She had splendid eyesight, and she read the words distinctly. They ran as follows:

Herbert. Poste Restante, Brighton. Exercise discretion. Maude.

Then she glided away, and, with Wingate, hid herself behind a group of people. She had only met the woman once, but it was just possible she might remember her if their glances met.

Mrs Saxton took the telegram to the counter, and they heard her ask how long it would take to get to Brighton. Then, having received an answer to the query, which they could not catch, she went out.

They looked at each other eagerly. They had made a discovery, but what were they to do with it?

Ring up Smeaton at once, and tell him, suggested Sheila. He will know what to do.

After a moments reflection, Wingate agreed that this was the proper course. While they were discussing the point, the man himself hurried in. His quick eye detected them at once, and he joined them.

Ive just missed Mrs Saxton — eh? he queried.

Sheila explained to him how they had arrived there by accident, and had seen her stepping out of the taxi. Smeaton went on to explain.

I looked round this morning to see how my men were getting on, and found a taxi waiting before the door. I had to hide when she came out, but one of my men heard her give the address of this office. I picked up another taxi, and drove as hard as I could. My fellow kept the other well in sight, but just as we were gaining on her, I was blocked, and lost three minutes. She came here, of course, to send a wire. But it is only a little delay. I can get hold of that wire very shortly.

But there is no need, cried Sheila triumphantly. At any rate, for the present. I looked over her shoulder, and read every word of it. I will tell it you.

She repeated the words. He had showed obvious signs of vexation at having just missed the woman he was hunting, and now his brow cleared.

Very clever of you. Miss Monkton — very clever, he said in appreciative tones. Now, who is Herbert, thats the question?

Stent, no doubt, suggested Wingate, with a certain amount of rashness.

The detective regarded him with his kindly but somewhat quizzical smile. I very much doubt if it is Stent, Mr Wingate. I sent a man down early this morning to St. Albans, where I believe he lives. I should say Herbert is another man altogether. The young people readily accepted the professionals theory. They recognised that they were only amateurs.

There was a long pause. They stood humbly waiting for the great man to speak, this man of lightning intuition and strategic resource.

It seemed an interminable time to the expectant listeners before he again opened his lips. Before he did speak, he pulled out his watch and noted the time.

This may be important, and we cannot afford to lose a moment, he said at length. How do you stand, Mr Wingate, as regards time? Can you spare me the whole of the day?

The whole of to-day, to-morrow, and the next day, if it will help, cried the young man fervently.

There is a fairly fast train from Victoria in forty minutes from now. You have plenty of time to catch it. I want you to go to the post-office in Brighton, and get hold of that telegram.

But it is addressed to the name of Herbert.

No matter, said Smeaton, a little impatiently. If the real Herbert has not been before you — and I should guess it is an unexpected message — they will hand it to you; they are too busy to be particular. If he has already been, trump up a tale that he is a friend of yours, and not being sure that he would be able to call himself, had asked you to look in for it, so as to make sure.

I see, said Wingate. He felt an increased admiration for the professional detective. He was not quite sure that he would have been ready with this glib explanation.

I should love to go too, said Sheila, looking wistfully at the ever-resourceful Smeaton, whom she now frankly accepted as the disposer of their destinies.

Forgive me if I oppose you this once, my dear Miss Monkton, he said in his kindest and most diplomatic manner. Two are not always company in detective business, unless theyve been trained to work together. Besides, I shall want Mr Wingate to keep in close touch with me on the phone, and he will have no time to look after a lady.

Having settled that matter, he turned to Wingate. First of all, here are a couple of my cards; one to show the post-office if there is anything awkward — this for the chief constable of Brighton if you have need of his assistance. I will scribble an introduction on it. He suited the action to the word. Now, the sooner you are off the better. I will put Miss Monkton into a taxi. You be off, and try to get hold of that wire.

There was no resisting his powerful personality. He controlled the situation like an autocrat.

Stay, just one thing more. I shall be at Scotland Yard till seven, and at home about eight. Here is my private phone number, if unseen developments arise.

He thought of everything, he foresaw the improbable. They were lost in admiration. At the moment of departing, he rather damped their enthusiasm by muttering, almost to himself:

If I could put my hand on one of my own men, I wouldnt trouble you, but there is no time, and delay is dangerous.

A hasty hand-shake to Sheila, a fond lovers look into her eyes, and Wingate was out of the post-office, and into a taxi, en route for Victoria.

He thought of her all the time he was travelling to Brighton. In these last few days her great sorrow had brought her very near to him. He had read her disappointment when Smeaton had forbidden her to accompany him. But she would not resent that on him; she knew he was working in her interests, that his one thought was to help in solving the tragic mystery that was clouding her young life.

The train arrived at Brighton punctual to the minute, and mindful of Smeatons remark that delay was dangerous, he drove straight to the post-office.

He was, in a certain sense, elated with the mission that had been entrusted him, through the mere accident of Smeaton not having had time to put his hand on an experienced man. But he felt some trepidation as he walked through the swing-doors. Surely people who set forth on detective work must have nerves of steel and foreheads of triple brass.

He bought some stamps first, not because he wanted them, but in order to screw up his courage to sticking-point.

A sharp-featured, not too amiable-looking young woman served him. When he had completed his purchase, he asked in as cordial a voice as he could assume:

Are there any letters or telegrams for the name of Herbert?

The young woman regarded him with a suspicious glance.

Is your name Herbert, may I ask?

At that moment, he blessed Smeaton for the lie which he had made him a present of at starting. He proceeded to retail it for the young womans benefit.

She smiled a sour smile, and he felt his face flush. Decidedly he wanted more experience.

Nothing doing this time, she said insolently, in a rasping cockney voice. Youd better hurry up next time. The real owner of the telegram took it away half-an-hour ago!


Chapter Seven.

The Mysterious Mrs Saxton.
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AFTER WINGATES HURRIED departure, Smeaton put Sheila into a taxi, and quickly took his way back to Scotland Yard. Here he found a note awaiting him from the Home Secretary, requesting him to step round to the Home Office.

They knew each other well, these two men, and had been brought together several times on affairs of public importance. Before he had thrown all his energies into politics Mr Carlingford had been one of the most successful barristers of the day. His intellect was of the keen and subtle order.

He was, of course, profoundly interested in the mysterious disappearance of his colleague, the Colonial Secretary, and had sent for the detective to talk over the matter.

Sit down, Smeaton. Have you any news? I know you are not a man to let the grass grow under your feet.

Smeaton explained the situation as it stood at present.

We have partly identified one, and in my opinion the more important, of the two men who put him in the taxi. His name is given to me as Stent, and he is supposed to have a house somewhere in the neighbourhood of St. Albans. One of my best sergeants is down there to-day, making inquiries. I fancy we are also on the track of the second man.

He added that it was to Farloes sister, Mrs Saxton, that he was indebted for the somewhat scanty information he possessed.

I met that lady last winter at Mentone, remarked the Home Secretary. She was an attractive young woman, with ingratiating manners. I remember she introduced herself to me, telling me that her brother was Monktons secretary. My impression at the time, although I dont know that I had any particular evidence to go on, was that there was just a little touch of the adventuress about her.

Precisely my impression, agreed the man from over the way.

I never took to that fellow, Farloe, either, continued the statesman. I dont think Monkton was particularly attached to him, although he admitted he was the best secretary he ever had. I always thought there was something shifty and underhand about him.

They talked for a few moments longer, exchanging probable and possible theories, and then Smeaton rose to take his leave.

Well, Mr Carlingford, thanks to your kind help we have been able to keep it out of the Press so far. I hope our inquiries will soon bear some fruit, he said, and then left the room.

Sheila had gone home feeling very sad and lonely. All her plans for the day had been upset by Wingates sudden journey to Brighton.

She had looked forward to spending some hours in the society of her lover. The excitement of the detective business in which they proposed to engage for the rest of the day would have taken her out of herself, and kept alive the courage which flagged sorely now and again, as she confronted the apparently insoluble problem of her beloved fathers disappearance.

Her luncheon finished, she went into her own dainty little sitting-room and tried to read. But she could not focus her attention. Her thoughts strayed away from the printed page, and at last she flung down the book impatiently.

I wish that I had insisted on going down to Brighton with Austin, she said to herself. I think I must get out. I shall go mad if I stop within these four walls.

As she was making up her mind, the door opened, and old Grant entered.

A lady would like to see you. Miss, he said. She says her name is Saxton and that you know her, as she is Mr Farloes sister. She says she has been here once, but I dont seem to remember her.

Sheila was immediately interested. Their acquaintance was of the slightest. She recalled the incident at the post-office, and wondered what was the object of the visit.

Yes, she came once to a big party. Grant. You have shown her into the drawing-room, I suppose? I will see her.

She went at once to the drawing-room. Mrs Saxton rose as she entered, and advanced towards her with outstretched hand, her pretty, rather hard features subdued to an expression of deep sympathy.

My dear Miss Monkton, I do hope you will not regard my visit as an intrusion, she exclaimed fussily. But, owing to my brothers connection with your family, I was bound to know something of what has happened. And I feel so deeply for you.

Sheila replied with some conventional phrase, but her manner was constrained and cold. Mrs Saxton was acting, no doubt to the best of her capacity, but there was an absence of sincerity in voice and glance.

She had come, not out of sympathy, but for her own ends. Sheila remembered what Smeaton had said, namely, that she knew a good deal more than she chose to tell. She also remembered the telegram which had been despatched a few hours ago. Was it possible Mrs Saxton had caught sight of her at the post-office in Edgware Road after all, and had come with the intention of pumping her?

Whatever the motives might be, Sheila made up her mind to one thing — that she would say as little as possible, and ask questions rather than answer them.

What has Mr Farloe told you?

Oh, as little as he possibly could. But although it has been very cleverly kept from the Press, rumours are flying about at the clubs, in the House of Commons, everywhere. Your father has not been seen for several days, and he is much too important a man not to be missed.

Sheila made no answer. She was resolved to take a very passive röle in this interview which had been thrust upon her. She looked steadily at Mrs Saxton, who bore the scrutiny of those candid young eyes with absolute composure, and waited for her to resume the conversation.

A rather strange thing happened the other day, went on her visitor, after a somewhat lengthy pause. I had a visit from a Scotland Yard official, of the name of Smeaton. He told me he was very much interested in a Mr Stent, whose acquaintance I happened to make abroad a couple of years ago. I wonder if this Mr Stent happens to be a friend of yours, or your fathers? This time Sheila felt she could make a direct answer without committing herself. I certainly do not know the man myself. For my father I cannot, of course, speak positively. In his position he must have known heaps of people, more or less intimately. But, as I have never seen him in this house, he could not have been a friend.

Mrs Saxton spoke again in her well-bred, but somewhat artificial voice:

I hope you will excuse me for having put the question. But it struck me after he had left that his visit might have been connected with the sad events that have happened here, and that he believed Mr Stent to have been mixed up with them.

Were you able to give him any information? asked Sheila quickly. She thought it was her turn to question now.

Nothing, I am afraid, of any value. I had simply met him abroad at an hotel, in the first place, and came across him about a dozen times afterwards. You know what a lot of people one picks up in that casual sort of way, people you know absolutely nothing about.

Sheila agreed that this was a common experience, and after the interchange of a few commonplaces, Mrs Saxton took leave. She renewed her expressions of sympathy, and begged Miss Monkton to make use of her in any way, if she thought she could render assistance.

What had been the motive of her visit? To reiterate the slenderness of her knowledge of the man Stent, so that the fact would be communicated to Smeaton? Or had she hoped to find an artless and impressionable girl, who would confide to her all that had been done, up to the present, to unravel the mystery of Monktons disappearance?

If so, she had signally failed. She had gone away, having learned nothing. And Sheila had put no questions herself, although she was burning to ask her: Who is that man at Brighton to whom you sent the telegram of warning?

It had been a day of surprises, and events proceeded very rapidly, mostly in the direction of disappointments.

In the first place, Smeaton was rung up from Brighton by Wingate, who reported the failure of his attempt to get hold of the telegram, and asked for further instructions.

The detective mused a few moments before replying. He placed little or no reliance on the efforts of amateurs, however full of zeal. Still, the young man was there, and he might as well make use of him.

Would it be inconveniencing you to spend a few more hours down there? he asked at length over the wire from his room at Scotland Yard.

The reply was what might be expected. Wingate would be only too happy to place himself entirely at Smeatons disposal.

Thanks. In that case, I would ask you to keep a watch on the post-office for as long as you think worth while. This fellow will be pretty certain to call again in an hour or two for another wire. You may depend their correspondence has not finished with that first telegram.

So that was settled; it was a toss-up whether or not anything would result from Wingates observations.

A little later one of the two men who were watching Hyde Park Mansions reported that Mrs Saxton had driven to Chesterfield Street, and remained in Monktons house for some twenty minutes.

Smeaton at once rang up Sheila Monkton, and obtained particulars of the brief interview, which confirmed his opinion that Farloes attractive sister was engaged in some deep game.

This opinion was further corroborated by the arrival of the detective he had sent down to St. Albans at an early hour that morning.

This man had scoured the neighbourhood on his motor-cycle within a radius of twelve miles from the city of St. Albans. Nobody of the name of Stent was known, and so far as his information went, which he had picked up at various shops and local inns, nobody of that name had ever been a resident, at any rate within the last four or five or six years.

Smeaton cursed Mrs Saxton heartily. A really innocent woman might have made a mistake. But he was sure in his own mind that this innocent-looking young person with the charming manners and the well-bred voice had deliberately put him on a wrong scent.

And for what motive? Perhaps in order to gain time. Well, he had lost a few hours, but he intended to run Mr Stent to earth yet, without her assistance.


Chapter Eight.

The Man from Boundary Road.
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AUSTIN WINGATES FEELINGS as he left the post-office in Brighton can easily be imagined. He had failed ignominiously in his mission, and the sarcastic young woman who had spoken so insolently to him was laughing at his discomfiture.

It was some moments before he could sufficiently recover his composure to go to the nearest telephone — he did not dare to re-enter the post-office so soon — and communicate with Smeaton.

He was fortified by the detectives request to remain at his post for some time longer, in the hope of turning a failure into something of a partial success. He lit a big cigar and prepared for a long vigil.

He began to think there were certain discomforts attached to detective work. He found himself commiserating the two unfortunate creatures who had been appointed to keep watch at Hyde Park Mansions.

He was better off than they in one important particular. They only worked for pay, not, probably, of a very munificent description. If he succeeded, he would not only earn the praises of Smeaton, but he would be rewarded with the tender light of gratitude in the beautiful eyes of his beloved Sheila.

So he kept resolutely at his post, lounging up and down the street, with his glance ever alert for any likely stranger who should come along.

An hour passed, and then the minutes went very slowly. He kept looking at his watch. Smeaton was sure the strange man would come back for a further communication. Putting himself in the mans place, he reasoned that he had wired a reply to Mrs Saxton, and that he would allow himself a certain time for his wire to reach London, and the return wire to get to Brighton.

Calculating on this basis — and he felt rather proud of the process — Austin reckoned that the man would be back in a couple of hours from when he left the post-office. The insolent young woman had told him that the wire had been fetched away half-an-hour before Wingates arrival.

If this reasoning was correct, the man he was in search of would make his appearance in about another ten minutes from the last time Austin had looked at his watch.

He felt his nerves quivering as the moment drew near and then passed. The street was very busy, many people entering and leaving the post-office.

Another ten minutes had elapsed, and then a tall, bearded man came along. There was something peculiar in his gait: he seemed to walk stiffly with one leg.

He proceeded slowly in the direction of the post-office, and entered the swing-doors. A chill came over the ardent Wingate as he recognised that the man might be merely going in to buy stamps, or send a wire — not to receive one.

He stole across from the opposite side of the street, where he had been marching up and down for such an interminable time, and peered through the glass door.

A thrill of exultation swept through him as he saw the young woman hand the stranger a telegram, which he opened, read rapidly, and then thrust in his breast pocket. Wingate at once darted back to his previous post.

At a respectful distance he followed the stranger with the peculiar limping walk. They came on to the sea front, and his quarry finally disappeared into that well-known hostelry, The Old Ship.

It was now much more than an even chance, taking all the circumstances into consideration, that this was the man who was in communication with Mrs Saxton, and that the telegram he had seen him read was from her.

The man, further, answered to the description given by Davies of one of the two men who had hailed his taxi at Deans Yard. The taxi-driver had said nothing about the peculiarity in his walk, which had impressed Wingate at once, probably for the obvious reason that Davies had not had an opportunity of observing it. He had only seen him for a couple of minutes, during which time he was occupied in taking instructions for the disposal of his fare.

The Old Ship had been a favourite resort of Wingates for some years. In fact, until within the last few months, when his business occupations had permitted less leisure, there was hardly a week in which he had not motored down there.

The manager he knew well, also the head-waiter, and two or three of his subordinates. If the man he was tracking was staying there, it would be the easiest thing in the world to make a few judicious inquiries ere he again phoned Smeaton. The first person he met, as he stepped into the hall, was Bayfield, the portly and rubicund head-waiter himself.

Good-day, Mr Wingate. Very pleased to see you, sir. We were saying only the other day that you had quite deserted us.

Been awfully busy, Bayfield; couldnt get away. But it was such a lovely day that I made up my mind I would rush down for a breath of fresh air.

Quite right, sir, cried the cheerful Bayfield, in an approving voice. It will do you good. All work and no play — you know the old proverb, sir — eh? You are staying the night, I hope?

Wingate hesitated. I didnt intend to when I started from town. Anyway, I will have dinner, and make plans afterwards. Have you many people stopping here?

Never knew the house so empty, although, of course, we dont expect to have many this time of year. A lot of people come in to the table dhôte, but at the moment, in the house itself, weve only an elderly couple, a few stray people, and a foreign gentleman, who has been a visitor, on and off, for the last few months.

It was a fine opportunity to engage Bayfield in conversation upon the subject of the foreign gentleman, and pick up what he could. Bayfield was a chatty, old-fashioned creature nearly seventy, and could be trusted not to exhibit undue reticence when unfolding himself to a customer whom he had known for some years.

But Wingate made up his mind not to press matters too much. He would prospect a little on his own account first, before he availed himself of the head-waiters loquacity.

A minute later he entered the smoking-room, lit another cigar, and prepared to cogitate over matters. At the moment of his entrance there was nobody else in the apartment. A few seconds later the bearded stranger came in, rang the bell, ordered something, and seated himself before a small writing-table in the corner of the room. Then he pulled from his breast pocket a bundle of papers.

He read through some of them, various letters and memoranda they seemed to be, slowly and carefully, and laid them aside after perusal, making notes meanwhile.

Then, almost, but not quite, at the end of the packet, came the telegram which he had received at the post-office. He placed this on the top of the little pile, and went on with what remained.

It was a tantalising moment for Austin. There was the telegram within six feet of him. Wild thoughts coursed through his brain. An idea occurred to him. He stumped his cigar upon the ash-tray, till it failed to emit the feeblest glow. He had already observed that, through carelessness, nearly every match-box in the room was empty.

Noiselessly he stole across the few feet of space that divided him from the stranger, and stood on his right hand. Another document had been laid upon the pile, and only the corner of the telegram was peeping forth. A second or two sooner, and he could have read it. He was full of chagrin.

Excuse me, sir, but can you oblige me with a match? They dont seem to provide them in this establishment.

The visitor turned, and for a moment regarded him keenly. What he saw seemed to impress him favourably: an open, honest English face, perfectly candid eyes that looked into his own, without a suspicion of guile in their direct gaze.

With pleasure, sir. They seem very remiss.

He spoke with a slight foreign accent, but his tones were cultivated, and his manner was courtesy itself. He held out his match-box. Wingate fancied his glance travelled uneasily to the pile of papers upon the table.

The young man turned half round to strike the match. There was hardly anything of the telegram to read, so obscured was it by the letter lying on the top of it, in which he was not interested.

But what he could see, with his abnormally quick vision, was sufficient. The signature showed distinctly, the same that had appeared on the previous wire — the name MAUDE!

He bowed and withdrew. The foreigner finished his examination of the pile of correspondence he had produced, gathered it up, and transferred it to his breast pocket. Then, with a courteous smile to Wingate, he quitted the room.

The young man breathed a sigh of relief. He was both astonished and delighted at his own resource, at the extent of his discovery. The contents of the telegram could be obtained by Smeaton at his leisure.

What he, Austin Wingate, amateur detective, had proved was that the mysterious man who was staying there was the same person who was in communication with Maude, otherwise Mrs Saxton, of Hyde Park Mansions.

He had done good spade work. Of that he was sure. It was now half-past seven. Plenty of time to phone Smeaton, tell him what he had discovered, and inquire how he was to proceed.

The detective decided on his campaign without a moments hesitation.

Well done, Mr Wingate, an excellent result, he said over the wire. Stay the night and keep the fellow under observation. We must have him identified. I will send Davies down by the first train to-morrow morning. I will phone you full instructions, say, in a couple of hours. Meet him at the station in the morning, smuggle him into the hotel as quickly as you can; I leave the details to you. Let him see our foreign friend, and say if he is the man we think him to be. He paused a moment, then added:

You say the manager and Bayfield are well-known to you. They are also old friends of mine. I have unearthed more than one mystery with their help. Mention my name, show them my card, if you think it will ease matters. They will give you any assistance you want. Once again, bravo, and well-done. Ill ring you up as soon as I have fixed Davies.

Wingate felt he was walking on air as he returned to the hotel. With his new-born cunning he had not phoned from The Old Ship, but from the post-office.

The dining-room was not at all full. The elderly couple and the foreigner sat at their respective tables. A few other people were dotted about.

At the end of an hour Wingate had the room to himself, with the head-waiter, his old friend, hovering around, ready for a prolonged chat.

Im rather interested in that foreign chap, Bayfield, he said carelessly. What do you know about him? Is he a quiet sort of Anarchist, or what?

Bayfield was quite ready to communicate all he knew, in confidential whispers, for Wingate was always very popular with his inferiors. He gave himself no airs, and he was more than liberal with tips.

Hes a bit of a mystery, sir, but hes a very quiet sort of a gentleman. He began coming here about three months ago. I should say, since he started, he has stayed two or three days out of every week. He has heaps of letters. Sometimes he goes off at a minutes notice, and then we have to send his letters after him.

Where does he live, and whats his name?

He lives in the Boundary Road, St. Johns Wood, and his name is Bolinski; a Russian, I suppose. All their names seem to end in ski or off.

So his name was Bolinski, and he lived in Boundary Road, St. Johns Wood. Here was valuable information for Smeaton. Wingate chatted a little longer with Bayfield, and then went for a walk along the front, returning in time to receive the detectives message phoned to the hotel.

At this juncture he thought it was wise policy to take both the manager and Bayfield into his confidence. He showed them Smeatons card, and explained that for reasons he was not at liberty to disclose, he wanted to identify Bolinski. A man was coming down for that purpose by an early train to-morrow morning, and he wanted to smuggle him into the hotel as early as possible.

The manager smiled. Thats all right, Mr Wingate. Inspector Smeaton is an old friend of mine, and I have helped him a bit here, and more in London. Our friend breakfasts on the stroke of half-past nine. Get your man in here a little before nine, and Bayfield will take him in charge, and give him a glimpse of the distinguished foreigner.

Next morning the taxi-driver Davies arrived, attired in a brand new suit, and looking eminently respectable in mufti.

Wingate met him at the station, piloted him to The Old Ship, and handed him over to the careful guardianship of the astute Bayfield.

At nine-thirty, Bolinski, fresh and smart, came down to his breakfast, seating himself at his usual table. Davies crept in, and took a good look at him, unobserved by the object of his scrutiny.

Wingate was waiting in the hall, with the manager. The face of Davies was purple with emotion and the pleasurable anticipation of further and substantial reward.

Thats the man, right enough, sir! he said in an excited whisper. Id swear to him out of a thousand if they was all standin before me.


Chapter Nine.

Rumours in London.
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SOME FEW DAYS had elapsed, and the Monkton mystery remained in the same deep obscurity. The inquest had been resumed, and an open verdict was returned by the jury. But nothing as yet had been published in the Press. All that the public knew was by an obscure paragraph which stated that the Colonial Secretary had been suffering from ill-health, and, having been ordered complete rest by his doctor, he had gone abroad.

The body of the dead man had not been identified. There was nothing to prove conclusively the cause of death, so the matter was left in the hands of the police for investigation.

Some little progress had been made in the direction of Bolinski. Luigi, the proprietor of the restaurant in Soho, had been taken to the Boundary Road in St. Johns Wood, and had waited for the mysterious foreigner to come out of the house.

When he appeared, limping along with that peculiar gait of his, Luigi unhesitatingly declared that he was the man who had dined on the eventful night with the missing Mr Monkton. He could have identified him anyway by his features and figure, but the dragging walk left no room for doubt. Luigi, like Wingate, had noticed it at once.

A few facts about him were established. He was either a bachelor or a widower, as the only other occupants of the house were a married couple, also foreigners, who looked after the establishment. Inquiries in the neighbourhood proved that he spent about half the week there, going up to business every morning.

They tracked him to his office in the city, a couple of rooms on the second floor of a big block of recently erected buildings in the vicinity of Liverpool Street Station. His staff was small, consisting of a young clerk of about eighteen, and a woman of about thirty-five, by her appearance a Jewess of foreign, probably Polish, nationality.

The name Bolinski was inscribed in large latters on a plate outside the door. No business or profession was stated. Patient investigation revealed the fact that he was supposed to be a financial agent, was connected with certain small, but more or less profitable, enterprises abroad, and had a banking account at the head office of one of the biggest banks in England.

Such facts as these rather deepened the mystery. What circumstances had produced an even momentary association between Reginald Monkton, a statesman of more than ordinary eminence, a man of considerable fortune, with a financier of fifth or sixth rate standing, who lived in a small house in St. Johns Wood.

While the Russian was being subjected to these investigations, the other man. Stent, had suddenly absented himself from the Savoy. This was annoying, as Smeaton had sworn to hunt him to his lair, with the aid of his old ally, the hall-porter.

Mrs Saxton was still being kept under strict surveillance, but she, too, was lying very low. She left the flat very seldom, and her movements had in them nothing suspicious. Her brother, James Farloe, went there every day, but she did not appear to be in further communication with Bolinski. Nothing had come to light since those two telegrams despatched to Brighton.

In the meantime rumour was growing in every direction, more especially in political and club circles. What had become of Monkton? Why was he no longer in his place in the House of Commons? Why had his name disappeared from the Parliamentary reports? Was he really ill and abroad?

At no place was the subject discussed with greater interest than at that celebrated resort of intellectual Bohemianism, the Savage Club. Here were gathered together the brightest spirits of the stage, the Bar, and modern journalism with its insatiable appetite for sensational news and thrilling headlines.

Prominent amongst the journalistic section was Roderick Varney, a brilliant young man of twenty-eight, of whom his friends predicted great things. After a most successful career at Oxford, he had entered the Middle Temple, and in due course been called to the Bar.

Having no connection among solicitors, briefs did not flow in, and he turned his attention to the Press. Here he speedily found his true vocation. He was now on the staff of a powerful syndicate which controlled an important group of daily and weekly newspapers.

The bent of his mind lay in the direction of criminal investigation. On behalf of one of the syndicated newspapers, he had helped to solve a mystery which had puzzled the trained detectives of Scotland Yard.

Thinking over the Monkton matter, he had come to the conclusion that there might be a great scoop in it.

Unfortunately, he knew so little of the actual facts; there were such slender premises to start from. Rumours, more or less exaggerated, were not of much use to him, and those were all that he had at his disposal.

And then, as he sat in the smoking-room of the Savage, overlooking the Thames, a big idea occurred to him. He would go to headquarters at once, to Chesterfield Street, and ask for Miss Monkton. He would send in a brief note first, explaining his errand.

He had dined, and it was getting on for half-past eight. No time to lose. In under ten minutes from the time the idea had struck him, he was at the door of Reginald Monktons house.

Grant showed him into the library, and took in the note. Sheila and Wingate had dined together, and were sitting in the drawing-room.

The sad events had drawn them so closely together that they might now be said to be acknowledged lovers. Austin had never made any pretence of his regard for her, and Sheila was no longer reserved or elusive.

She handed him the letter, and Wingate read it carefully.

I know the man a little, he said, when he had gathered the contents. I belong to the Savage, and go there occasionally. He has the reputation of a brilliant journalist, and has written one or two quite good books on the subject of criminology. Suppose we have him in, and see what he wants. Smeaton is a first-class man, no doubt, but this chap unearthed the Balham mystery that baffled Scotland Yard; all London rang with it, at the time. A fresh brain might help us.

Sheila yielded to her lovers suggestion. Privately, she thought etiquette demanded that they should first ring up to consult Smeaton as to whether the newcomer should be shown the door or not. But Wingate had been so good, so tender to her in her hour of trial, that she did not like to oppose him.

Varney came in and at once made a good impression upon her. He was quite a gentleman; his voice and manner showed unmistakable signs of cultivation.

He plunged at once into the matter without insincere apologies.

Plenty of rumours were flying about, he explained, many of them, no doubt, quite baseless; most, or all of them, exaggerated. He had a faculty for this kind of investigation, and had been successful in a very complicated and baffling case at Balham. If they would give him first-hand information he would be pleased to place his services at their disposal.

You know, of course, that nothing will be allowed to appear in the Press, said Wingate, when the young journalist had finished. The Home Secretary has given instructions to that effect.

Varney admitted he was under the impression something of the kind had occurred. Otherwise his chief would have sent for him at once.

So you see I am not out for immediate kudos, he said, with a very frank smile. Under different circumstances I daresay I should act very much like any other enterprising journalist anxious to establish a reputation.

There was a moments pause. Wingate looked at Sheila, and she returned his glance of inquiry. Should they trust this singular young man, who spoke with such apparent frankness? Or should they refer him to the detective-inspector who had the case in hand?

Varney perceived their natural hesitation, and hastened to turn it in his favour.

Let us make a bargain, he said, in a voice of real heartiness. Forget for the moment that I am a predatory journalist, on the prowl for sensational news. Just consider me as a man who has a bent for this particular form of investigation, and takes a delight in it. Treat me as a friend, and I will prove myself worthy of your confidence, and help you as far as my brains and resources will permit.

It was Sheila who spoke first, with her womans impulse. Austin, she said, I think we may trust Mr Varney.

The journalist bowed. Many thanks. Miss Monkton, He smiled a little as he added: Ring up my old friend Smeaton, who, I know, has charge of the case, and get his permission if you like. You know, that was your first thought — was it not?

Sheila blushed. Yes, you are quite right, it was. How did you guess?

Very easily. By putting myself in your place, and imagining how I should think and act under similar circumstances.

Then Wingate followed his sweethearts lead.

Well, Mr Varney, I agree with Miss Monkton. We accept you as an ally, without reference to Smeaton. What do you want us to do?

I want you to tell me, as fully as you can, everything that has happened, in the minutest detail, from the night of Mr Monktons strange disappearance until the present moment.

It was a long recital. Varney listened attentively and made notes from time to time, as some point struck him. But he did not make many. He seemed to possess a marvellous and retentive memory.

The narrative finished, Varney rose.

Thanks, I have got it all clear. Now, all this will want thinking over, and it will take me some hours. As soon as I have established something to work upon I will communicate with you. We dont often see you at the Savage, Mr Wingate, or we might meet there.

I have not much leisure, was Wingates reply, and all I have at my disposal is at Miss Monktons service for the present.

I quite understand. He could not fail to read in the slight glow on Sheilas cheek that the pair were lovers. Well, good-night. Many thanks for the cordial reception you have given me. I shall do my best. I shall hope to earn the compliments of my old friend Smeaton once again.

It was close upon ten oclock when he left the house in Chesterfield Street. Though it was summer time, the night was a dark one. There was no moon, and heavy clouds obscured the stars.

A man stepped out from under the street lamp nearly opposite, and walked quickly in the direction of Curzon Street. Varney had seen him many times in the House of Commons, and recognised him at once. It was James Farloe, the secretary.

Varney followed him up Curzon Street, through the narrow passage that runs past Lansdowne House. For a moment Farloe halted, as if undecided which direction to take. Then, his mind made up, he turned northward, and made his way into Oxford Street.

He walked along there for a little while, then crossed over to the north side, and, turning up one of the numerous side streets, took a devious route into Edgware Road.

It immediately struck Varney that he was going to visit Mrs Saxton at Hyde Park Mansions. In that case, he would have had his hunt for nothing. Smeaton had his men stationed there, and he was not wanted.

However, he would make sure, before he gave up the chase, and he was afterwards glad that he had not jumped too readily at conclusions.

It soon became apparent that this was not Farloes destination, for he passed Chapel Street, and continued straight along the Edgware Road till he came to where it joins on to Maida Vale. Here he turned to the right, and was immediately in the St. Johns Wood district.

Varney was now pretty certain in his own mind as to the secretarys goal, and a few moments more confirmed his conjectures. He halted at a house in the Boundary Road, and knocked gently at the door. It was opened by a tall man, whom Varney at once recognised as Bolinski, from the description given of him by Wingate.

He waited about for an hour, but Farloe did not come out. Theirs was evidently a long conference. The secretary was apparently the channel of communication between the Russian and Mrs Saxton. This accounted for the sudden cessation of telegrams. The astute lady had found out she was being watched.

Varney walked back to Baker Street Station, where he took a ticket for Charing Cross, the nearest halting-place for the Savage Club in the Adelphi.

I wonder if Smeaton has left Farloe altogether out of his calculations, was his inward comment on the nights proceedings. But it cant be; he is too old a bird for that. Well, its evident he is in with the gang, whoever they are — as well as his sister.


Chapter Ten.

In the Lobby of the House.

[image: img304.jpg]

THE WEEKS HAD slipped by. Smeaton was not at all satisfied with the progress he was making. His inquiries had led him into a cul-de-sac. The absence of the man Stent from the Savoy worried him. It looked as though the man had received a hint from Mrs Saxton, and taken the alarm. In addition, he had constant inquiries from the Home Secretary as to what progress he was making.

He paid a visit to Chesterfield Street to talk over matters. Before he left, Sheila screwed up her courage to tell him of Varneys visit, and their acquiescence in his proposal to investigate on his own account.

She had expected that he would display resentment at their having taken such a step before consulting him. But, to her relief, he did nothing of the kind.

Varney is a rather clever young chap, he admitted, and if he devoted himself entirely to detective work, and acquired plenty of experience, I believe he would be as good as, if not better than, many of us. In the Caxley mystery he certainly got on the right track, while we went blundering on wrong lines altogether. And the revelations in the Balham affair were entirely due to him.

He spoke very highly of you, said Sheila, with womans finesse. I am glad you dont think we did wrong.

Not at all, my dear young lady. Tell him not to hesitate to come to me — if he is in need of any special facilities that I can give.

No news of Mrs Saxton, I suppose? asked Sheila, as Smeaton was on the point of leaving the drawing-room.

None at all. She is at home, and nobody seems to go near her but her brother. I told you how she put me on the wrong scent about Stent. Once or twice I have thought of going there again and taxing her with it. But what would be the good? She would still stick to her story that she knew next to nothing about him. In giving me the St. Albans clue she would swear she had mixed him up with somebody else. My men seem cooling their heels to no purpose. She knows she is being watched, and she wont give us a chance. I expect she does all her necessary work on the telephone, and we must attend to that point at once.

Next morning Mrs Saxton aroused herself from her apparent inactivity, and gave her watchers a big surprise, which added to Smeatons growing dissatisfaction with the state of affairs.

At about eleven oclock her maid whistled up a taxi. Mason, the head detective on duty, immediately communicated with his own taxi-driver, waiting in readiness round the corner, and entered the cab, giving instructions to follow the other when it started.

She came out without any luggage, simply carrying a small vanity bag. She might be going shopping, to pay a visit, to send a telegram, or a hundred-and-one things. His duty was to follow her.

The womans cab drove down the Edgware Road, crossed the Park, and stopped at the Hyde Park Tube Station. Here Mrs Saxton paid the fare, and went into the booking-office. Mason at her heels. She took a ticket to Piccadilly Circus, and Mason did the same. They went down together in the same lift, Mrs Saxton near the door of exit, he at the other end of the lift.

He was puzzled as to her movements. If she wanted to get to Piccadilly Circus, why had she taken this roundabout route? The taxi would have taken her there direct.

The train was full. For a few seconds he was separated from her by a surging and struggling crowd blocking the entrances to the long cars. By dint of hard fighting he managed to get in the same carriage.

So far, luck seemed in his favour. It was a non-stop train, and went past Down Street. At the next station, Dover Street, he saw her turn half round, and cast a furtive glance in his direction. She was evidently debating within herself if she would chance getting out there.

While thus deliberating, the train re-started. At Piccadilly Circus there was a considerable exodus, as there always is. The process of disembarking was slow, owing to the number of passengers.

They both emerged into Jermyn Street, and went along to the Haymarket. Here she looked round, apparently for a taxi, but there was not one in sight. It struck him, as he caught a side glimpse of her features, that she was looking worried and harassed. Evidently his persistent dogging had shaken her nerves.

She walked slowly, with the deliberate gait of a person who was perturbed, and thinking hard. She entered a big drapery shop, where Mason was compelled to follow her for reasons.

Had it been an ordinary kind of shop, he would have waited outside, till she came out. This particular establishment, however, had two entrances, one in Regent Street and one in Piccadilly. She knew this, of course, and would slip out of the one he was not watching. So he followed her in.

Having bought a pair of long cream gloves she glanced furtively around, and then left the shop, passing into Regent Street. Afterwards she spent some time looking into the shop windows up and down that busy thoroughfare, ultimately returning to the Piccadilly Tube Station, where she took a ticket for Knightsbridge, Mason following all the while.

Her face was wan and haggard with the relentless chase, but her eyes expressed indomitable resolution. They seemed to flash across at him as they sat in the same car the unspoken message: I will outwit you yet.

At Knightsbridge both watcher and watched ascended in the same lift, with its clanging lattice gate, and it was quite plain that Mrs Saxton was now in a quandary how to escape. In a careless attitude she passed from the street back into the booking-hall, where she pretended to idle up and down, as though awaiting someone. Now and then she looked up at the clock as though anxious and impatient.

Mason believed her anxiety to be merely a ruse, but was both surprised and interested when a small ragged urchin entering the place suddenly recognised her, and handed her a note.

She took it eagerly, and without examining it crushed it hurriedly into her little black silk bag, giving the little fellow a shilling, whereupon he thanked her and ran merrily out.

Next instant Mason slipped forth after the lad in order to question him, leaving the woman safely in the booking-hall. In a few seconds he stopped the boy and asked good-humouredly who had given him the letter.

A gentleman in Notting Ill, was the urchins prompt reply. I dont know im. E only said that a lady in a big black at, and dressed all in black and carryin a bag, would be waitin for me, and that I were to give the note to er.

Is that all you know, my good lad? Mason inquired quickly, giving him another shilling.

Yus. Thats all I knows, sir, he replied.

While speaking, the detective had kept his eye upon the booking-hall, and swiftly returned to it, only, however, to find that the woman was not there.

The descending lift was full, the lattice gates were closed and it had just started down when he peered within.

In the lift was Mrs Saxton, who, with a smile of triumph, disappeared from his view.

Mason, in a sorry and chastened frame of mind, took the next lift, which, as always happens under such circumstances, was unusually long in arriving. To him, it seemed an eternity.

He got down to the platform, in time to see the tail of a departing train. Mrs Saxton had not waited in the booking-hall in vain. She had two minutes start of him, and he might hunt London over before he would again find her.

Only one thing was certain: Mrs Saxton was certainly a very clever woman, who, no doubt, had prepared that very clever ruse of the arrival of the letter, well-knowing that the messenger must draw off the detectives attention, and thus give her time to slip away.

That same evening James Farloe, who had been chatting in the Lobby of the House of Commons with a couple of Members of the Opposition, was suddenly called aside by Sir Archibald Turtrell, Member for North Canterbury, who, in a low, mysterious whisper, asked:

Look here, Farloe, is this rumour true?

What rumour? inquired the private secretary, who was a well-known figure about the House, as are those of all secretaries to Ministers of the Crown.

Why, that Mr Monkton is missing, and that he is not at Cannes as the papers say. Everyone is discussing it.

The sleek, well-dressed young man in a morning suit with a white slip within his waistcoat, laughed sarcastically, as he replied:

I wonder. Sir Archibald, who it is who spreads such ridiculous rumours. I had a letter from Mr Monkton only this morning from Cannes. Thats all I know.

And yet a telegram that I sent to the Beau Site yesterday has been returned to-night undelivered!

For a second Farloe held his breath. Serious inquiry was apparently being made by Members of the House, in spite of all the precautions of the Home Secretary.

Oh, he replied, with well-feigned carelessness. The Colonial Secretary left the Beau Site over a fortnight ago. People were worrying him, so his doctor sent him to a furnished villa.

What is his address?

Im very sorry. Sir Archibald, but I am unable to give it. I have instructions to that effect, was the secretarys cautious reply. If you give me your note, or write to his club, I will see that it is attended to. Doctor Monier wrote me three days ago asking me not to send his patient any matters concerning public affairs that might worry him.

But his daughter still remains in Chesterfield Street, observed the Baronet. It is strange she is not with him. The rumour is growing that Monkton has disappeared, and that the police are searching for him.

I know, laughed the other. I have heard so. It is all too ridiculous. The truth has already been published in the Press. Mr Monkton has had a very serious nervous breakdown, and is on the Riviera — even though it is summer.

You are quite certain of that — eh, Farloe?

Why should I tell you an untruth? asked the secretary blandly.

They were standing near the Members post-office, and the Baronet, having exchanged a nod with the Under-Secretary for Foreign Affairs, who was just passing into the House itself, gazed full into the secretarys eyes.

Tell me, Farloe — tell me in strict confidence, he urged. Ill not whisper a word, but — well, do you happen to know anyone of the name of Stent?

The young man hesitated, though he preserved the most complete and remarkable control.

Stent? Stent? he repeated. No. The name is quite unfamiliar to me.

Are you quite certain? Think.

I have already thought. I have never heard that name, was the reply.

You are quite positive that he is not acquainted with Mr Monkton in some peculiar and mysterious way?

How should I possibly know? All the Colonial Ministers friends are not known to me. Mr Monkton is a very popular man, remember. But why, he added, do you ask about this man Stent?

Because it is told to me that he is a mysterious friend of Monktons.

Not as far as I am aware, declared Farloe. I certainly have no knowledge of their friendship, and the name is so unusual that one would certainly recollect it.

The Baronet smiled. Farloe, seeing that he was unconvinced, was eager to escape from any further awkward cross-examination.

I really wish that you would be frank with me, said Sir Archibald, who was one of Britains business magnates and a great friend of Monktons. I am informed that this person Stent is in possession of the true and actual facts concerning the Ministers curious disappearance.

Farloe realised that something was leaking out, yet he maintained a firm attitude of pretended resentment.

Well, Sir Archibald, he protested. I cannot well see how I can be more frank with you. Ive never heard of this mysterious person.

Hm! grunted the Baronet, unconvinced. Perhaps one day, my dear Farloe, you will regret this attempt to wriggle out of a very awkward situation. Then, after a pause, he added: You know quite as well as I, with others, know, that my friend Monkton is missing! and the Baronet turned abruptly, leaving Farloe standing in the Lobby. He passed the two police constables and the idling detective, and entered the House itself.

Farloe, utterly aghast at Sir Archibalds remarks and the knowledge he evidently possessed, walked blindly out of St. Stephens full of grave thoughts.

Not only were the police hot upon the trail which might lead them to the astounding truth concerning the death of the man who, dressed in the Colonial Ministers clothes, had expired in the house in Chesterfield Street, but the facts were being rumoured that night in the world of politics, and to-morrow the chattering little world which revolves in the square mile around Piccadilly and calls itself Society, would also be agog with the sinister story.

At the corner of Deans Yard, not a hundred yards from where the taxi-man Davies had been hailed and the unidentified stranger had been put into his cab, Farloe found a passing taxi and in it drove to his rooms, a cosy little first-floor flat in Ryder Street, St. Jamess.

So eager was he that, without taking off his hat, he went at once to the telephone on his writing-table and asked for trunk. Ten minutes later he spoke to somebody.

Get in your car, and come here at once! he said. Theres not an instant to be lost. Ill wait up for you, but dont delay a moment. I cant talk over the phone, but the situation is very serious. Bring a suit-case. You may have to go to the Continent by the nine oclock train in the morning.

He listened attentively to the reply.

Eh — what? Oh! — yes. I sent a boy with a letter to Knightsbridge station. Shes got away all right. Do get here as quickly as you can — wont you? Leave your car in some garage, and walk here. Dont stop the car outside. Ill leave the hall-door ajar for you. No — I cant tell you anything more over the phone — I really cant.


Chapter Eleven.

Mainly Concerns Mr Stent.
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JAMES FARLOE HUNG up the telephone receiver, and, lighting a cigar, sat down to think, while wailing for his visitor.

He was rather a good-looking young fellow, but, examined closely, his face was not prepossessing. There was a certain furtive expression about him, as of a man continually on the watch lest he should betray himself, and the eyes were shifty. His sister was probably as insincere as himself, but, on the whole, she made a better impression.

He was too perturbed to sit for long, for, truth to tell, his thoughts were not pleasant company. Two or three times he got up and paced the room, with a noiseless stealthy tread that was characteristic of him. Then, tired of the monotony of waiting, he selected a book from the limited store in a small revolving bookcase, and tried to read.

But the words danced before his unquiet eyes, and conveyed no meaning. Again and again he had to resort to his noiseless pacings of the thickly-carpeted room, to allay the tedium of waiting.

But the slow minutes passed at last. He drew out his watch, noted the time, and drew a sigh of relief. It was one-thirty a.m.

He cant be long now, he muttered. At this hour of the night he can put on any speed he likes. Hes an obstinate devil, but he would be pretty sure to start straight away, after my urgent summons.

Even as he spoke, the figure of a man in a motor-cap and heavy overcoat was stealing quietly along Ryder Street. A moment more, and footsteps were heard on the stairs.

Farloe hastened to open the hall-door of his cosy little suite, and closed it noiselessly after the entrance of his visitor. They nodded to each other. The man advanced, and stood under the electric light suspended from the middle of the ceiling.

He was of medium height, well-dressed, and of gentlemanly appearance. He had aquiline features, and piercing dark eyes.

He was the man who had been identified by Davies the driver as one of the two who had put the dying man in his taxi at Deans Yard, with instructions to drive him to Chesterfield Street — the man known to the police, through the information given by Mrs Saxton, by the name of Stent.

They did not waste time in preliminary remarks or greetings; they were probably too old acquaintances to indulge in such trivial formalities, but proceeded to business at once.

So she got clear away? remarked the man known as Stent. I always said she was one of the smartest women in England. How did she outwit the detective?

Farloe smiled. It was beautifully simple, he replied. She phoned me up in the morning to say she was starting in a few moments, and that she was sure this fellow would hang on to her as long as he could. She asked me if I could suggest any way of outwitting him. At the moment I couldnt.

Stent darted a glance at his companion which was not exactly one of appreciation. Your sister is quicker at that sort of thing than you, he said briefly.

Farloe did not appear to notice the slight conveyed in the words and tone, and went on in his smooth voice:

I expect so. Anyway, she had it cut and dried. She was going to lead him a nice little dance till it was time to get rid of him. She would take him down to Piccadilly Circus, trot him about there for some little time, and then get back to the Knightsbridge Tube Station.

Yes — and then?

I was to send a boy with a note to the Tube station at a certain time. I picked up a boy, giving him a full description of her, and packed him off. All happened as she expected. The man was tempted away by the boy, out of whom he could get nothing that would be of any use to him, and for a few moments left her unwatched. Hers was a bold stroke. While he was interviewing the urchin, she slipped into a descending lift, and left Mr Detective glaring at her from outside.

Stent laughed appreciatively. Well done! he remarked. But I have no doubt she would have hit upon something else had that failed.

Farloe assented briefly. He was very fond of his sister, but it had always been rather a sore point with him to know that she had impressed everybody with the fact that she was much the cleverer and subtler of the two.

There was a brief pause. Then Farloe pointed to the table, upon which stood glasses, a decanter of whisky, and a syphon of soda-water.

Help yourself, and sit down while we chat, he said pleasantly. Im sorry to have brought you out so late.

Stent helped himself liberally to the spirit, took a long draught, and sat down in one of the two big saddle-bag chairs. When he had entered the room, Farloe had noticed certain signs of irritation. Perhaps the soothing influence of the whisky helped to restore him to a more equable frame of mind. Anyway, when he answered Farloe his voice was quite smooth and amiable.

Yes, I was deucedly put out at having to start off at a minutes notice. If I hadnt said good-bye to nerves long ago, you would have made me feel quite jumpy, with your talk about bringing a suit-case with me, and having to cross the Channel. Now let me know the meaning of it all. Ive brought the suit-case in the car. Tell me, he urged, fixing the younger man with his keen piercing gaze. Farloe shifted a little uneasily under that intense glance. Somehow, he never felt quite at his ease in Stents presence.

I havent your nerves, or, rather the want of them, that I admit. And perhaps I take fright a little too easily. Still, I think you ought to be informed of this: that certain people are beginning to know — well — a bit too much.

Stents hard, resolute mouth curved in a smile that was half incredulous, half contemptuous.

Certain people always know too much — or too little. In this case, I should say it was the latter.

But Farloe stuck to his guns. I was tackled to-night at the House by Sir Archibald Turtrell. You know of him, of course?

The other nodded. There was vindictiveness in his tone, as he replied: A regular old cackler and bore.

I dont dispute he is both, but that doesnt alter the fact that he pushed me very hard with some searching questions. I parried them as best I could, but from his last remarks I could see he didnt believe a word I was saying.

Stent shifted uneasily in his chair; his ill-humour was evidently returning.

My dear Farloe, you must excuse me for saying that you dont always act with the greatest discretion. Why the devil do you want to go to the House at all for, laying yourself open to be cross-examined by anybody and everybody you meet? Look how differently your sister has acted; she has lain as low as possible, and finally shown them a clean pair of heels. I dont advise you to do exactly the same, for obvious reasons, but it would be advisable to keep very much out of the way till things have blown over.

The younger man was evidently not thin-skinned, or he would have indulged in some outburst at those very candid remarks. Stent went on, in his hard, but not altogether unpleasant voice:

It has often struck me that this sort of thing is not quite suitable to a man of your temperament. But now you are in it, you must cultivate the art of keeping your nerves in better order, as I have done. Dont start at shadows. What you have told me doesnt disturb me in the least; it is just what might be expected.

You havent forgotten that young beggar Varney is on the track? put in Farloe quietly. I saw him go into Monktons house as late as yesterday. He is more to be feared than Smeaton, in my opinion.

I dont care a snap of the finger for the young pup, cried the other, in his most obstinate voice, and a tightening of the resolute jaw that was so well-matched with the dark, piercing eyes.

Farloe waited till his companions momentary irritation had subsided, then he put a question.

You are quite sure that the police have not traced you yet?

Absolutely, came Stents reply. He added, in his grimmest manner; Ive not given them a chance.

They talked on for a long time, the elder man combating sometimes half humorously, sometimes with ill-concealed irritation, the pessimism of the other. At length when he rose it was nearly three oclock.

You will let me put you up for the night, urged Farloe.

To be in time for the Paris train in the morning? laughed the other. No, thanks, my friend. I want to be somewhere else about that time.

He had drunk a good deal during the interview, and Farloe knew that he was getting into one of those dare-devil moods, in which it was rather dangerous to play with him, or to cross him.

As you please, he said, a little sullenly. I hope you are quite right in your confidence that they have not got on our tracks yet.

Make your mind easy, my dear chap. Your sister took care of that by putting our friend Smeaton on a wrong scent. I have often laughed when I thought of them hunting every nook and corner around St. Albans for the gentleman with whom she had only a casual acquaintance.

Farloe made no reply. Stent held out one hand, and with the other clapped the young man on the shoulder with rough good humour.

Good-night, old man. Go to bed and sleep soundly, for Im going. And, I say, dont bring me out again on a midnight ride like this unless there is very strong reason. Now, just a last word — and I say it in all seriousness — I am not a bit discouraged by what you have told me. Let them smell about, but theyll find nothing.

He turned to the door, and fired a parting shot:

Now, you follow my advice not to give way to idle fancies, and youll turn out as well as any of us. And we shall all be proud of you. Once again, good-night.

As he spoke the last word, the telephone bell rang, and he paused, and turned round.

Farloe looked at the clock on the mantelpiece.

Past three, by Jove! Theres only one person would ring me up at this time of night. Its Maude. Perhaps it is important; you had better stay a moment, he said.

Stent stayed. Farloe took off the receiver, and listened for a little time to the voice at the other end. Although Stent could not distinguish the words, now and then he caught an inflection that he recognised. Farloes conjecture was right. It was Mrs Saxton who had rung him up.

Then Stent heard the young mans reply.

Hold on a minute, he is here. He was just going when you rang.

He beckoned to Stent. She wanted me to send you word that she wished to meet you. You can arrange it with her yourself.

They talked for a few seconds. At one of her remarks Stent laughed heartily. He turned to Farloe.

She is suggesting that we dont make it the Knightsbridge Tube Station. Then he turned again to the instrument.

That was a capital move of yours; your brother has just been telling me about it. Really, I think just now it might be as convenient a place as any; they would never think you would have the cheek to go there again so soon. Let us meet at the old spot. Thats safe enough. To-morrow then. All right. Good-bye.


Chapter Twelve.

The Occupier of Forest View.
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WHEN MASON, DETECTIVE-SERGEANT, C.I.D., with crestfallen air narrated the history of his adventures with the elusive Mrs Saxton, he had expected his chief to indulge in a few sarcastic comments. But Smeaton only shrugged his shoulders expressively. After all, he had come off only second best in his encounter with her himself.

A very clever woman, Mason, he said, after some hesitation. I found that out at the start. It means she has made a bolt of it. It will be some time before Hyde Park Mansions sees her again.

He was right. Three days elapsed, and the fugitive did not return. On the fourth, Mason, acting in accordance with instructions, went boldly up to the flat and rang the bell.

The neat-looking maid told him that her mistress had gone abroad.

Mason affected to be very much put out. Dear me, its very annoying. I wanted to see her on most urgent business. Can you oblige me with her address?

She didnt leave one, sir. She said she would be back in a month or six weeks, and would be travelling about from place to place all the time. She told us that any letters could wait till her return.

Mason observed her sharply while she gave this information in quite a natural manner. She seemed a simple, innocent kind of girl. Of course, she might be in league with the escaped woman, but he was rather inclined to believe she was telling the truth.

Mrs Saxton had begun to find the atmosphere a trifle uncomfortable, and had duped her servants with this story of going abroad, he reasoned with himself. She might give London itself a wide berth, but she was somewhere near where she could be in pretty close touch with her friends. Of that he was certain.

Things, therefore, were at a deadlock as concerned Stent and this woman.

Meanwhile, young Varney, confident that Farloe was a mysterious and important connecting link, kept a steady watch upon the chambers in Ryder Street.

For the first three days his exertions went unrewarded. But on the fourth he followed Farloe in a taxi to the Great Eastern Hotel, in Liverpool Street, where he was joined by a man whom, by his strongly marked aquiline features and piercing eyes, he suspected to be the elusive Stent.

When the pair left the hotel, he followed them. It was the luncheon hour, and the city streets were crowded. For full five minutes he kept them in sight, and then he became separated and lost them.

On the second occasion he was more fortunate. About three oclock one afternoon the pair came forth from Farloes chambers, and together walked leisurely, talking earnestly the while.

As far as Victoria Station they went together to the Brighton line. There they parted. The elder man entered the booking-hall of the London and Brighton line, and asked for a ticket to Horsham. Varney did the same.

It was a slow train, and half-empty. When Horsham was reached, only three passengers alighted: himself, the man he was watching, and a young woman.

He inquired of the ticket-collector if at any place near he could hire a cycle, as he thought of coming down for a weeks holiday, and would like to explore the country for an hour or so.

The man directed him to a shop close by. He seemed a very civil young fellow, and Varney chatted with him for a few seconds.

By the way, he said, as he moved away. That gentleman who went out just now — isnt he Mr Emerson, the well-known barrister?

The young man shook his head. No, sir. Mr Strange has recently come to live here, about five months ago. Hes taken Forest View, an old-fashioned house a mile and a half away.

Curious, remarked the amateur detective, in a voice of well-feigned surprise. Really, how very easily one may be mistaken. I see Mr Emerson three or four times each week, and I could have sworn it was he.

The ticket-collector smiled civilly, but made no reply. He was not interested in this sudden creation of Varneys lively imagination.

The journalist crossed to the cycle shop and there hired a machine, paying down the usual deposit. He wheeled it until he met a small boy, from whom he inquired the whereabouts of Forest View.

He was on the right road, the boy informed him. The house with green iron gates lay on the left-hand side. His machine would take him there in a few minutes.

However, he did not mount it, as in that case he would quickly overtake Mr Strange, who was proceeding there on foot. He preferred that this gentleman should get there first, so as to give him an opportunity of having a good look round.

Twenty minutes easy walking brought him to the big iron gates of Forest View. He had seen the man disappear within, about a couple of hundred yards in front of him. There was not a soul in sight; he could reconnoitre at his leisure.

The house, old-fashioned, low and rather rambling, lay well back from the white high road, at right angles to it. A thick hedge led up to within a few feet of the entrance. It seemed to boast a fair piece of ground, at least three acres. The entrance to some rather dilapidated stabling was lower down the road.

He felt a sense of triumph. Smeaton, he knew, was still searching for Stent, and he, the amateur, had forestalled him. Was he right, after all, in his surmise that by some curious lapse the man of wider experience had left Farloe out of his calculations, and the man Stent was identical with the man Strange?

His survey finished, he mounted his machine, and rode along, thinking out his plans.

Find a nice comfortable inn somewhere near, but not too close, pose as an artist out for a brief holiday, and find out all there is to be found about the mysterious Mr Strange, was the result of his meditations.

A mile lower down the road he came upon a small, old-fashioned inn, with a swinging sign, and trailing roses over the porch and walls. There he entered, and called for some refreshment.

Thirsty with your ride — eh, sir? asked the landlord pleasantly.

A bit, although I havent ridden very far yet. I hired a machine in the town in order to have a look round. I want a weeks holiday badly, and I should like to hit upon some quiet quarters about here. It seems a nice piece of country.

The landlord pricked up his ears. Perhaps its the George in Horsham you might prefer.

Oh dear no! I want an old-fashioned inn, like this. But I suppose you dont take guests?

The fat landlord glanced at him hesitatingly. Varney was attired in a well-cut Norfolk suit, and his plush Homburg hat must have hailed from Bond Street. He looked the sort of man for a fashionable hotel, not an obscure bacon-and-egg inn.

Well, sir, we do now and again. We dont pretend to do you like the big places with French dishes and that sort of thing. But my wife is a good plain cook, and you wont get better meat and chickens than we have.

Terms were soon arranged. Varney — or Mr Franks as he announced himself to the landlord — would come down to-morrow, bringing with him a few sketching materials.

Next day Varney returned with a portable easel, and other paraphernalia appertaining to his supposed art. He had not been in the house half-an-hour before he engaged the landlord in a conversation about the local gentry. And it was soon deftly focussed upon the owner of Forest View.

Mr Peter Chawley was by nature a gregarious and communicative soul. He was only reticent when policy or prudence counselled such a course of action.

Mr Strange has been here about five months, he informed young Varney, in his fat, somewhat wheezy voice, but we dont know very much about him. When he first came, he used to go up to London pretty often, but for some time he has hardly stirred out of the house.

Has he any acquaintances in the place?

Mr Chawley shook his head. Doesnt want any, so he told the Vicar when he called upon him. Said he had come here for a quiet life, and wanted to get away from his business in London and the friends he had already. Of course, that was a pretty broad hint — so nobody called. He doesnt deal with anybody here for a pennyworth of matches. Gets everything from London.

What household has he? And is he a widower, or bachelor, or married?

Told the Vicar he was a widower. He has three maids: the cook, a middle-aged woman, housemaid, and parlourmaid — all three he brought with him. The gardeners a local man, a young chap, and comes in here once in a while; but he knows no more than the rest of us. He hardly ever enters the house, and the maids dont chatter.

Forest View was a household that evidently kept its own secrets. The maids did not chatter, even to the young local gardener. Mystery here, thought Varney, without a doubt. It was his business to fathom it. Was he really Stent? That was the point.

He got the house pretty cheap, went on Mr Chawley, who was not easily stopped when he indulged in reminiscence, because it had been unlet for five years. Its a funny old place, all nooks and corners, without any modern convenience. Some people say its haunted, and Ive heard that there is a secret room in it, like what they used to hide the priests in in the old days.

A mysterious house, with a mysterious owner, truly, thought Varney, as the landlord rambled on.

Does he have anybody to see him?

He never seems to have had but one visitor, a gentleman rather older than himself. He used to run down for two or three days at a time. For some time now hes been staying with him altogether.

Varney pricked up his ears. Was he going to discover anything useful?

Do you know his friends name? he asked eagerly.

No, sir. The gardener has never heard it, but then, as I say, he hardly ever goes inside the house.

The next day, and the day after, Varney watched Forest View closely. From the roadway he had a fairly clear view of the sloping lawn. But neither its occupier nor his visitor were tempted out by the beautiful weather. They were certainly an extraordinary pair to shut themselves up in a gloomy house on these bright sunshiny days.

On the third day, however, both emerged from their seclusion, and sauntered on to the lawn. The visitor seemed to stoop slightly, and walk with the languid air of a man who had recently recovered from an illness.

They walked about only for a little while, and, as they went back into the house, Varney, from his hiding-place behind the hedge, heard Mr Strange say:

Well, if you think you feel fit enough, we will walk into Horsham after lunch. We can drive back. It may do you good.

An idea had formed itself in Varneys brain, fitting in with one of the theories he had formed about this remarkable case.

A little after one oclock the supposed artist stole through the door of the inn, a basket in one hand, a good-sized bag in the other.

A few yards down the road he disappeared up a side road, crossed a field, and advanced towards an old disused barn which he had noted on the previous day, and slipped inside.

A few moments later there issued a strange and shabbily dressed figure, with a slouching walk. On his left arm hung a basket, full of roses, which had been bought a short time ago from Mrs Chawley. They were so beautiful, Varney told her, that he must paint them.

In the guise of a decrepit flower-seller he limped along to the narrow main street of Horsham, and hung about till the pair from Forest View arrived, when he faced them and advancing towards them with his basket before him, he whined when he had got up to them:

Buy a bunch of roses, sir. Threepence a bunch. All fresh picked, sir.

No, said Strange gruffly, we dont want any, got lots of them, and the pair turned away in ignorance that within that basket, concealed by the flowers, was a small detective camera by which a snapshot of both of them had already been cleverly secured in secret.

Varney made his way back at once to the old barn, where he discarded his shabby jacket and cap.

Early next morning he was on his way to Smeaton. He had a hope that his investigations had been fruitful, but he could not be sure. Certainly the face and figure of the man Strange answered to the description of the person named Stent whom Scotland Yard had been unable to trace.

Having developed and printed the photograph at his own rooms, he was shown into Smeatons bare official sanctum which overlooked Westminster Bridge, when the celebrated official rose and gripped his hand.

Well, Varney? he asked, have you done anything in the Monkton mystery — eh?

Yes. A bit. Look here. Is this Stent — or not? If it is. Ive found him.

The detective took the damp print and examined it curiously in the light by the window.

Well — the only man who can really identify it is our friend at the Savoy Hotel. Lets take a taxi and go and see him.


Chapter Thirteen.

Contains Further Discoveries.
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THEY FOUND THE hall-porter at the Savoy hotel, and showed him the print. It was not a very wonderful specimen of the photographers art, but it was enough for Smeatons old friend.

Thats him — right enough! the man in uniform exclaimed. And you say that you were told his name was Stent by the lady we spoke about, and this gentleman has discovered him under another name. Well, I always thought there was something mysterious about him.

After such confirmation it could no longer be doubted that Varney had run the supposed Stent to earth. He felt a distinct sense of triumph. He had hoped his exertions might have produced some startling results, but still, he had done something.

Smeaton was not an envious man, and congratulated him heartily. Its really a feather in your cap, my dear Varney, he said amiably. You got on the right track this time.

Varney thanked him for his encouraging words. Now, whats the next move? I leave it to you.

Smeaton thought a few seconds before he answered. When he spoke, he voiced the mans inmost thoughts.

I think the best thing you can do is to go back and keep up the sketching business. We want to find out all we can about that house and its mysterious inmates. And we especially want to know something about that invalid visitor. There is just a chance, of course, that you may find Mrs Saxton popping up there.

As all this exactly coincided with his own theory, Varney acquiesced readily. He would go back to Horsham the next day, and resume his watch on Forest View.

You cant be watching in two places at once, added Smeaton presently. So we will take up Farloe.

So it was decided. Mrs Saxton having disappeared, with small likelihood of her return, there remained three people to be shadowed: the secretary, Bolinski, and the man who went by the name of Strange, and who, for reasons of his own, was keeping away from the Savoy, and coming to London as seldom as possible.

Varneys discovery, of which he was not a little proud, was duly reported to Sheila by the young man himself, who called upon her as soon as he had left Smeaton.

She could not but admire his energy and determination, and she told him so, in no measured terms. But when he had gone, she could not help thinking how futile it all seemed.

They all find a little something, and then they seem to come up against a dead end, she said to Wingate, when he paid her his usual daily visit. Weeks have gone by, and the mystery is as deep as ever. How can it be otherwise? What have they got to go upon?

And Wingate, taking her slender hand in his and pressing it, agreed that it was so. He felt, as she did, that anything would be better than this horrible uncertainty.

They had grown very dear to each other in these dark and dismal days. She had liked him from the first, and recognised in him one of those straight, clean-living young Englishmen to whom a girl might safely entrust her life and happiness. He was so tender, so chivalrous, so sympathetic.

If, for a few moments, she threw off the heavy load of sorrow weighing upon her, and showed some semblance of her former bright spirit, he fell at once into her mood. And if she preferred silence, her sorrow-laden eyes filled with tears, he sat silent too, only evincing by a glance, or the pressure of her hand, that he understood and sympathised.

It was not a time for ardent love-making. But for this tragedy in her life, he might never have summoned courage to make love to her at all. The daughter of Reginald Monkton, the rich and popular statesman, seemed so far out of his reach. With her beauty and her advantages, she could aspire to a brilliant match.

Her position now, that of a lonely and orphaned girl, had altered everything, and swept away social barriers. Insensibly, she had been drawn to him, till it seemed he was part of her life.

And a time came when he could tell her of the desire of his heart. One evening, when they had been saying good-bye, she had suddenly broken down, and burst into bitter sobbing.

He had taken her in his arms, and whispered soothing words, while his pulses beat at the contact of her slender form. She had lain in the big chair, crying more quietly as he strove to comfort her. And then she had lifted up her pitiful face to his, and said:

Oh! Austin, how good and gentle you are with me. How could I have borne it without you?

He took heart of grace at those tender words. His clasp round her tightened.

I have been of some help to you, then, dearest?

The greatest, she answered fervently. If you did not come to me every day, I think I should go mad.

He bent down and laid his lips upon her bowed head.

Dearest, if I have been able to comfort you now, could you let me comfort and cherish you all my life? It is hardly a time to speak of such things, but I have loved you from the first moment we met — do you remember that day on the river, and afterwards, when I saw you at Hendon, and you asked me to call?

Yes, I remember, she said in a low whisper.

Well, dearest, even if the worst should befall, you will want somebody to share your grief with you till time heals your sorrow. I shall not press you till the first bitterness has passed. Then, when you feel you can take up your life again, may I come to you, and repeat what I have said to-night?

Yes. Come again some day when my tears have had time to dry, and I will answer as you wish.

Reverently he kissed the lips that were still trembling from her recent emotion. That night he seemed to walk on air when he left the house, where he had spent so many happy hours before this terrible tragedy had overtaken them.

He had loved her in the bloom and brightness of her youthful beauty, courted and caressed by all who knew her, the idol of her father, the light of his home, moving like a young princess among her subjects. But he loved her ten times more now — pale and sad, with sorrow for her companion day and night.

Meanwhile, down at Forest View things were going very quietly. Varney had long chats with the landlord, and of an evening he picked up a few acquaintances in the inn, and talked with them, always leading the conversation round to the subject of Mr Strange.

But he could discover nothing of any value. Nobody knew anything of the mans antecedents. As a matter of fact, he did not seem to interest anybody in the place. They simply regarded him as an eccentric sort of person who wished to have nothing to do with his neighbours.

He learned that, immediately on his arrival. Strange had ordered a telephone to be installed. He also gathered from the local postman, whose acquaintance he cultivated, that very few letters were received. Further, that most of them were in a feminine hand. And these had been coming rather more frequently of late.

He at once jumped to the conclusion that the female correspondent was Mrs Saxton. But that did not help him much. They knew already that Strange and she were closely connected.

The two maids walked down to Horsham occasionally. So far he had not set eyes upon the cook, who, apparently, did not require any change of scene.

He was a presentable young fellow enough, and he imagined it would not be difficult to scrape up an acquaintance with the young women. The one whom he took to be the parlourmaid, by her superior bearing, was a good-looking girl.

He tried her first. He opened his campaign by overtaking her on the road, and remarking on the pleasantness of the weather. If she resembled the majority of her class, she would not object to exchanging a few remarks with a decent-looking member of the other sex.

For himself, he was quite prepared to indulge in a flirtation, even a little mild love-making, if it would enable him to worm something out of her about the mysterious inmates of Forest View.

But the parlourmaid was one too many for him. She made no answer to his remark, and when he continued to walk along beside her, in the hope that her silence was only meant for coquetry, she stopped suddenly and faced him.

Look here, young man, she said, regarding him with a distinctly hostile countenance; Ill thank you not to address any more remarks to me. I suppose you think yourself a gentleman, and because Im in service I shall be flattered by your taking notice of me. Well, just understand Im not that sort. When you meet me again, perhaps youll remember it.

She quickened her footsteps, and left Varney feeling very foolish. It was a rebuff alike to the man and the amateur detective. Yes, he had blundered.

She had a good figure, and she carried herself well, walking with a light springy step. She was dressed plainly in neat but evidently inexpensive clothes, such as were suitable to her class. If she had been attired in proper garments, she would have been taken for a young lady immediately.

The thing that puzzled him most was her voice. She had addressed him as young man, and there was a certain blunt insolence in her remarks which negatived the idea of refinement.

But even if her speech had been absolutely vulgar, the voice was unmistakably high-bred and cultivated; in a word, the voice of a lady. How came it that Mr Stranges parlourmaid wore the clothes of a servant, and spoke in the tones of a highly educated young woman? It was one more mystery.

Nothing daunted, he pursued the same tactics with the housemaid when he met her walking alone. She was a plain girl, evidently of a different class. At the start she was more civil, but after a minute or two, during which she had given the briefest answers to his ingratiating questions, she had turned upon him like the other, only in a less hostile manner, and explained to him that she did not desire either his conversation or his company.

She was a little more polite than the parlourmaid, but that was all. She addressed him respectfully but firmly.

Excuse me, sir, but if its the same to you, Id rather walk alone. Im not fond of making the acquaintance of gentlemen I know nothing about.

Poor Varney felt he was not a success with the fair sex. Or did they suspect him?

A further piece of information, however, he got from his friend the postman. He had asked Wingate and Sheila to occasionally put a blank sheet of paper in an envelope, and address it to him under the name of Franks, to keep up appearances.

He met the man one morning outside Forest View and asked if there were any letters for him.

None by this post, sir. Never had such a light round. This is the last; its for Mr Gregory, at Forest View, the gentleman whats staying there.

So Gregory was the name of the invalid, who kept so closely to the house.

But Gregory, no doubt, was an assumed name, like Stent alias Strange.


Chapter Fourteen.

The Cipher of the Two Cs.
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I AM GOING to ask you a question, dearest; I fear it is a painful one, but I think it ought to be put.

It was Austin Wingate who spoke. He had dined with Sheila at Chesterfield Street, and after dinner the lovers had gone to her own sitting-room, which was on the first floor.

She looked at him steadfastly. Painful or not, Austin, please put it. You would not hurt me, I know, unless you felt it was absolutely necessary.

Of course not, Sheila, answered the young man fervently. In our anxiety to solve this mystery concerning your father we must shrink from nothing. The question I am going to ask you, dear, is this: Have you ever had any cause to suspect there was some hidden mystery in your fathers life? Do not be offended — will you?

She smiled faintly. What is called a skeleton in the cupboard, you mean — eh? It seems impossible when one comes to consider the kind of man he was. In political matters he was reserved; that was natural. I have heard him laugh often over the efforts of people to draw him. But, in every other respect he seemed as frank and open as the day.

He gave me that impression certainly, assented Wingate. During my mothers lifetime I dont know that I counted greatly in his life. He was so wrapped up in her that he seemed to have no room for anybody else, went on the girl, in a musing voice. Then, after her death, and when his first passionate grief died down, he listened to me. I could not hope to fill her place, but I became very necessary to him. He has told me many times that but for me he would have been the most miserable man on earth. I gave him new interests, and weaned him away from his sad thoughts.

Wingate leaned forward, and kissed her tenderly upon the brow. You were born for the rôle of ministering angel, my darling, he declared.

She thanked him with a grateful glance for the pretty compliment. You ask me if I ever had cause to suspect that there was some hidden mystery in his life. I can only answer, none. His life seemed to me like an open book, that all who ran might read.

Wingate was silent for a little time. This was the impression made upon his daughter, an only child, who would have the most intimate opportunity of judging him. It was the impression he had made upon close friends and casual acquaintances alike.

And yet who could be sure? A man trained to the law, versed in public affairs, was he likely to wear his heart upon his sleeve?

When he spoke, it was in a hesitating voice: I agree that intuition is a very safe guide in many instances. And I believe with you that your fathers life was a blameless one. Still, there is one little thing we must not overlook.

And that little thing? she questioned in a low voice.

What was the connection between him and the man whom they have identified as Bolinski? Why does a man in his position make an appointment with a person so evidently not of his own world, unless to discuss something of a secret and mysterious nature? Remember where they met, in a little hole-and-corner restaurant in Soho.

It has puzzled me, I admit, replied Sheila. It is strange, too, that he told me nothing of the appointment, for he used to inform me of his most trivial movements. Thinking over it, as I have over every other incident, I believe it was connected with politics — there are plenty of under-currents in them, as we know. He would not say anything to me about this meeting for fear I might drop an incautious word to some of our friends.

It is evident that he apprehended no treachery from this man, was Wingates next remark, or he would have taken some means to safeguard himself. I mean, for one thing, he would not have left the House of Commons alone. It may be, as you suggest, that this curious meeting, in an out-of-the-way and obscure restaurant, may have had some political motive. But I can hardly bring myself to believe it. I am sure that what brought such a strangely assorted couple together was a private and personal matter.

And that we have no means of knowing, said Sheila sadly.

He was glad that she had not resented his question, and the suggestions that arose from it. It emboldened him to proceed.

As I have said, it is our duty to leave no stone unturned, to look even in unlikely places for any fresh evidence which might afford a clue. There must be a mass of papers in this house I think you ought to go through them, darling.

She gave a little cry. Oh! she said in a tearful voice. It seems almost like sacrilege.

If such a search were conducted by other hands, it might be so, but assuredly not in your case.

She thought a little, and her common-sense came to her aid.

You are quite right, Austin, as you always are. It will be a terrible task, but, as you say, we must leave no stone unturned. I will begin to-morrow, and keep on till I have finished.

He called late next day, and found that she had got about half-way through the various piles. But so far she had found nothing of importance.

I came across a few diaries. He seems to have kept them for the best part of five years, and then dropped the practice. They contain records of appointments, whom he met, and political events, but theres not a single entry that throws any light upon this affair.

I wonder if Farloe has any of his papers, or, more likely still, has abstracted any? said Wingate in a musing voice.

Sheila shuddered at the name. No wonder that I always hated him, she cried vehemently. Shall we ever learn the part he played in this mystery?

It took her a few days to go through her task, for she was fearful of missing a line in those carefully docketed piles of papers. But it was all to no purpose.

If there had been a secret in Reginald Monktons life, no evidence had been preserved in these documents.

Newsom-Perry is pretty sure to have some papers in his possession, said Wingate, when she had finished her futile task. I want to spare you everything I can, dear. Will you give me a note to him, and I will ask him to hand them over to you?

Mr Newsom-Perry was Monktons solicitor, the head of the firm which had acted for the missing statesman, and his father before him.

Wingate presented himself at Lincolns Inn Fields, and sent in his sweethearts note.

The solicitor, a genial, kindly-looking man of fifty or thereabouts, welcomed the young man cordially.

Pleased to see you, Mr Wingate, he said, as they shook hands. Poor Monkton has spoken to me several times of you, in warm terms. I understand that you were a frequent visitor at the house before the sad event.

Wingate explained that he was with Sheila awaiting her father, on the night when the dying man was brought to Chesterfield Street.

The shrewd, kindly eyes watched him as he made the explanation. Mr Newsom-Perry had his own ideas as to how matters stood between the young couple.

And what can I do for you, Mr Wingate?

We thought it pretty certain that you would have some papers of Mr Monktons here. If that is the case, would you let his daughter look through them, in the hope of finding something that might throw a light upon the case?

Under the circumstances, by all means, Mr Wingate. Of course, we have got all his business documents, leases, and that kind of thing. Those would be useless for your purpose?

I should say, quite useless.

But I have a couple of boxes of private papers which he brought about two years ago. He had been sorting out, he said, and his own house was as full as it could hold. Knowing we had plenty of room, he thought we would not mind storing them. I will send them round some time to-day. When she has gone through them perhaps Miss Monkton will let me have them back until, until— He laughed, and did not finish the sentence.

I quite understand. Now I will take up as little time as possible, but there are one or two questions I should like to ask you, if I may.

The solicitor nodded genially. Go on, sir.

I take it that, having known Mr Monkton all your life, and your firm having acted for his father, you were entirely in your clients confidence.

That is so. Monkton and I were personal friends, as well as solicitor and client. We were at Cambridge together, before either of us commenced our respective careers.

Has he, to your knowledge, ever made any active enemies?

Not that I know of. Political enemies, no doubt, he has by the score — myself included. But you know what English politics are. Its a fair stand-up fight, and the loser grumbles a bit, but bears no rancour. Men abuse each other across the floor of the House, and are good friends again in the smoking-room.

One other question, a somewhat delicate one, and I have done. Had he ever an entanglement of any kind, the effects of which might pursue him in later life?

The solicitor rubbed his chin, and quite frankly replied:

Not to my knowledge. That does not, however, conclusively prove a negative.

But you were close personal friends, in addition to your business relation. Would it not be natural that, under such circumstances, he would come to you for advice?

There seemed an extra gleam of shrewdness in the solicitors eyes as he answered:

In such circumstances as you suggest it is by no means easy to predict what course a man would take. If Monkton had got into some entanglement that, to put it bluntly — although, mind you, I dont believe such a thing occurred — reflected some doubt either on his character or on his intelligence, it is just as likely as not that his old friend would be the last person to whom he would care to expose himself. He would be equally likely to go to a stranger.

Wingate was fain to admit the force of the argument.

One can never be sure of any man, even if you have known him all your life, he added, as they shook hands. Nobody knows that better than our profession. But I would stake my existence that there were no skeletons in Monktons cupboard. The man was as straight as a die, and he was passionately attached to his beautiful wife. Well, Mr Wingate, give my best regards to dear Miss Sheila. I will send those boxes round to-day.

He was as good as his word. Late in the afternoon they arrived, and Sheila at once set to work reading the various papers, not, it must be confessed, in a very hopeful spirit.

But when Wingate came round in the evening he found her in a state of greatest excitement.

She took from an envelope a letter containing only a few words and passed it to him. Read that, and tell me what you make of it, she said. There is no formal beginning, and no signature. But you see it is addressed to my father, and was evidently delivered by hand.

Upon the flap of the faded envelope Wingate saw some initials, two Cs in a cipher scroll embossed in black, an old-fashioned monogram such as was in vogue in the early sixties.

Then he read upon the half-sheet of notepaper, traced in a bold hand in ink that was brown, as follows:

You have ruined and disgraced me, and forced me to fly the country and become a wanderer on the face of the earth. Well, I will be even with you. I will wait, if necessary all my life, till my turn comes. Then, when it does, I will strike you at the zenith of your career, and mete out to you the suffering you have dealt to me.


Chapter Fifteen.

In which Smeaton Makes a Discovery.
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WINGATE LAID DOWN the letter and looked at Sheila, who was regarding him expectantly.

What do you make of it? she repeated.

It is evident that he had an enemy, and a very bitter one, answered her lover. The sentences are deliberate, but they appear to have been written by a man who was in a white heat of passion when he penned them.

Smeaton ought to see that letter, without loss of time, dear, she said.

I quite agree. His trained intelligence may get more out of it than we can. I will make an appointment with him for to-morrow morning, and I will be here when he comes.

Smeaton arrived next morning, hoping that at last he might discover a substantial clue. He read the brief note carefully and deliberately.

Is it important, do you think? inquired Sheila eagerly.

In my opinion it is of very considerable importance. Miss Monkton, he replied. I think it will help us.

It certainly proves that he had a secret enemy, interjected Wingate, and one who would hesitate at nothing that would secure him revenge.

I quite agree, sir. The letter breathes the most intense hatred in every line. The motive of that hatred we have got to discover.

Then the detective, turning to Sheila, said: Now, Miss Monkton, there is a little information that I am sure you will be able to give us. I am not so well posted in your fathers biography as I ought to be. But, before he became a prominent politician, I understand that he was a barrister with an extensive and lucrative practice.

That is so, corroborated Sheila. He did not often talk about those times, but I have always understood that he made quite a big income at the Bar.

And when did he retire from his profession?

About fifteen years ago.

And he resolved to say good-bye to the Bar and devote himself entirely to politics?

Sheila nodded. That is quite true. He had a very firm opinion that a man could not serve two masters.

Was he on the Chancery or the Common Law side? was Smeatons next question.

On the Common Law, replied Sheila. But why do you ask that question?

You shall know in good time. Miss Monkton. Well, we may take it, then, that this vindictive letter was written more than fifteen years ago.

While he was still at the Bar, interrupted Wingate, who was beginning to realise the point of the detectives reasoning. You are assuming that this venomous epistle did not come from a political enemy.

It is an assumption for which I have reasonable grounds, was Smeatons answer. There has been no bitterness in party politics ever since Mr Monkton became a conspicuous figure in the House. And we know that, while he was most popular with his own side, he was respected and liked by his political opponents.

Is it too much to ask you to give us the benefit of any theory you have formed, Mr Smeaton? suggested Sheila, in her pretty, gracious way.

With all the pleasure in life, my dear young lady. This letter goes back, in my opinion, to your fathers barrister days, when he was one of the foremost counsel in England. I asked you just now whether he was on the Equity or the Common Law side, and you wondered why I asked the question.

I am still wondering, said Sheila simply.

On the Equity side they try all sorts of cases concerned with points of law, the majority of them of a very dry and uninteresting character. I should not look in an Equity case for a defeated litigant who would turn into a vindictive enemy of the type of the writer of this letter.

The young people began to see, as yet very dimly, whither he was leading them.

On the Common Law side, on the contrary, we are brought into the world of human passion and emotion; one in which the issues of life or death are at stake. We will suppose that your father, in the plenitude of his powers, is retained as counsel against some adroit rogue, some swindling company promoter, for example, who up to that moment had managed to keep himself well on the right side of the law.

They began to see light, and listened with the closest attention.

We will say this swindler, a more than usually clever rascal, is living in luxury with his ill-gotten gains, when he makes a slip that brings him within reach of the long arm of justice. One of his victims (or perhaps several in combination) brings an action against him for the return of the money he has inveigled out of him by his lying prospectuses. He employs big counsel to defend him, but your father wins his case. The wealthy rogue is forced to disgorge, finds his occupation gone, and is reduced to penury.

Sheila nodded to show that she was following his argument.

I am assuming for a moment that it is a civil action, and that it disclosed sufficient evidence to justify his arrest on a criminal charge later on. I deduce that from the fact that he was not a convicted felon at the time of writing that letter, otherwise he would not have been able to write and send it to your father. The meaning of the words forced me to fly the country indicate, in my opinion, that he was in hourly fear of arrest.

It seems a very feasible theory, remarked Wingate.

The rest is easy to understand. He nourishes a morbid hatred for the man who has been the means of menacing his liberty, and driving him from the society he polluted. He regards him as a personal enemy, not merely the instrument of the justice he has defied. While smarting under this, to his distorted ideas, sense of wrong, he pens the letter and has it conveyed to your father by some trusted confederate. As there is no stamp or postmark on it, it was conveyed by hand.

Wingate looked at Sheila, and she returned his glance. They were both greatly impressed by the detectives clear reasoning.

Smeaton took up the half-sheet of notepaper, and submitted it to a close observation.

The man who wrote it is, I should judge, a keen business man of methodical habits, inclined to neatness, of a strong but not impulsive character. An impulsive man would have torn the sheet across, leaving a rough and jagged edge. It has been pressed down with the finger and thumb, and then carefully cut.

He held the small sheet up to the light, and made further observations.

A peculiar paper, peculiar, I mean, as to the texture. The watermark, in its entirety, is, fortunately for us, on this half-sheet. That enables us to trace where it comes from. Come here for a moment and stand beside me.

They did so, followed his pointing finger, and saw a shield bearing a coat-of-arms, and beneath, the words: Westford Mill.

That will help you, cried Sheila eagerly.

I hope so. It is, as I said, a paper of peculiar texture, and doubtless many tons of it have been sold. If, as I guess, it is now off the market, I shall be compelled to fix a date. If I do that, it would considerably narrow the field of my inquiries.

After a little further conversation, Smeaton took his leave with the letter in his possession. Sheila and Wingate, when they were alone, indulged in mutual admiration of his powers of analysis and deduction.

The detective, an hour later, looked in upon Mr Newsom-Perry, with whom he was slightly acquainted, and handed him the document.

We found this amongst the papers you sent to Miss Monkton, he explained. I called on the chance of finding that your client had spoken to you, at one time or another, of some man who sent him a threatening letter. I may say that we have found no allusion to it amongst the other papers.

Which seems to show that Monkton did not attach any importance to it himself, I should say, remarked the solicitor. No, so far as I am concerned he never alluded to the matter. You attach some importance to it — eh?

Some, replied Smeaton guardedly.

Of course, you have a wider experience of these things than I, and you are wise to neglect no possible clue. Still, I should think that any big counsel in extensive practice has many letters of this kind from impulsive and angry litigants, who regard him as the author of their ruin.

Smeaton rose. It may be so, he said quietly. This man was angry, but he was not impulsive; the handwriting alone proves that. He wrote the letter at white heat, but he is of a resolute and determined character.

Even though the writer of the anonymous threat had overlooked the fact that a watermark was on the paper, the latter point was not half so easy to clear up as Sheila and Wingate expected.

To the chief firms of paper makers and paper agents in the City Smeaton, through the following days, showed a tracing of the watermark, but without result.

Nobody could identify it.

The managing director of one firm of paper agents in Queen Victoria Street declared it to be a foreign paper, even though it was marked Westford Mill.

The vogue for English notepaper on the Continent has led French and German mills to produce so-called English writing paper, he added. And if I am not mistaken this is a specimen.

For nearly a week Smeaton prosecuted his inquiries of stationers, wholesale and retail, in all parts of the metropolis, taking with him always the tracing of the watermark. He did not carry the letter, for obvious reasons.

One day at a small retail stationers in the Tottenham Court Road, when he showed the tracing to the elderly shopkeeper, the man exclaimed:

Oh, yes! Ive seen that before. Its foreign. When I was an assistant at Grimmel and Grices in Bond Street, Mr Grice bought a quantity of it from Paris because of its unusual colour and texture. It was quite in vogue for a time, and it could only be obtained from us.

Then all of this particular paper came from Grimmel and Grices?

Certainly, sir, I recollect the Westford Mill well. We supplied it to half the aristocracy of London.

Smeaton, much pleased with his discovery, took a taxi to Bond Street, and entering the fashionable stationers addressed himself to the first person he saw, a young man of about twenty-five.

Do you make this paper nowadays? he asked.

The shopman examined it, and shook his head. No, sir, that paper has not been sold here since Ive been in the business.

And how long would that be?

A matter of six years or so.

I am anxious to make some further inquiries, said Smeaton, after a moments pause. Who is the oldest assistant in the shop?

Mr Morgan, sir. Hes been with Grimmel and Grice a matter of nearly fifty years, man and boy. Hes on the other side. I will take you to him.

Smeaton was introduced to the veteran Mr Morgan, an alert-looking man, in spite of his years. Smeaton explained his name and errand, adding that he was from Scotland Yard. Morgan at once became interested. He looked at the watermark.

I remember that paper well, he said at length. It had a tremendous vogue for a little time; we couldnt get it over from Paris fast enough. Then it went as suddenly out of fashion.

I suppose you cant help me with any dates?

Oh, but indeed I can, Mr Smeaton. I have a wonderful memory for everything connected with the business. Old Mr Grice used to say that my memory was as good as the firms books. The paper started just twenty-five years ago, and it ran for five years. After that, no more was made.

Smeaton expressed his gratitude. Mr Morgans excellent memory would shorten his labours considerably.

Can you give me any clue to these letters on the envelope, I wonder?

But here Mr Morgan was at fault. We supplied hundreds upon hundreds of customers at the time. And all our old ledgers were burnt in our fire fifteen years ago. But I think I recognise the workmanship of the cipher. I should say that stamp was cut by Millingtons in Clerkenwell Road. They made a speciality of that kind of thing years ago. If you go there, they may have some record. Theyre new people there now; old Mr Millington is my senior by ten years or more. He sold the business about fifteen years ago. But he is still alive, and lives somewhere in the Camberwell direction.

Smeaton entered the address in his notebook, and shook Mr Morgan cordially by the hand. He would go to the Clerkenwell Road, and, if necessary, hunt up the ancient Mr Millington. If he possessed as good a memory as his friend some very useful information might be gathered.


Chapter Sixteen.

Who was Monktons Enemy?
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AT THE DINGY little shop in Clerkenwell Smeaton received a check. The proprietor was out, and a stupid-looking youth who was in charge could give no information. He turned the envelope listlessly in his fingers, handed it back to the detective, and suggested that he should call later in the day, when his master would be in.

The business bore the appearance of decay, Smeaton thought, and if the master should prove no more intelligent than his assistant, it would only be a waste of time to question him.

Subsequently he called and saw the head of the declining firm, and from him learnt that the last he had heard of old Mr Millington was that he was living in New Church Road, Camberwell.

He at once took a taxi there, but on arrival was sadly disappointed to see that the house was to let, and that inquiries were to be made of a firm of house-agents.

He was soon at their office, and here he found an intelligent clerk, to whom he explained that he wished to make a few inquiries.

I seem to remember the name, said the clerk at length. I believe he was the tenant when I first came into this business; a nice, quiet old man, who paid his rent on the day. The house has been let to two people since then.

Do you know where Millington went when he left?

But the clerks mind was a blank on the subject. A bright idea, however, struck him, which, in a moment, would have occurred to Smeaton.

Look here, sir. Why dont you go and see the landlord, Mr Clarke? His house is in the Camberwell Road, only five minutes walk from here.

The detective thanked him, and armed with the address set forth on a fresh pilgrimage. In a few moments he was interviewing the landlord, a retired builder who had invested his savings in small property.

Pleased to give you any help I can, he said heartily, when the detective had explained the object of his visit. I remember Millington well; very decent old chap he was too; paid his rent punctually. He moved away some years ago. I dont know where he went. But I dont think it matters much. I heard about twelve months ago that the old man was dead.

Smeatons face clouded. So all his inquiries had been waste of time. Millington would never throw any light upon the anonymous and threatening letter.

He went back to Bond Street and saw Mr Morgan.

I am told that Mr Millington is dead, he said to him. I suppose you had not heard of it?

Morgan looked surprised. When did he die, sir?

My informant told me he heard of it about a year ago.

A mistake, sir, a mistake, somebody of the same name, cried Mr Morgan. Two months ago I met him in the Strand, and we chatted for a few seconds. We didnt say much to each other for I was in a hurry to get back to the shop.

He never mentioned to you that he had left Camberwell?

No; as he said nothing about it I took it for granted that he was still there. But I dont suppose we exchanged a couple of dozen words altogether. I remember I told him he was looking as well as ever, and he laughed, and said he came of a long-lived family.

Smeaton breathed again. An hour later he was back again at Camberwell, on the track of the retired engraver.

A man cannot move a houseful of furniture without leaving some traces. After visits to half-a-dozen moving establishments, he hit upon the right one in the Walworth Road. The proprietor referred to his books, and gave Smeaton the information he wanted. The goods had been taken down by road to Beech Cottage, Lower Halliford, a little village in the Thames Valley.

So far, so good. Unless he had been seized with another desire for change, Millington would be found at Beech Cottage, Lower Halliford.

It was too late to pursue the affair further that day. Smeaton would run down the next morning. Millington was an old man; his wits would probably be brighter in the early hours.

The morning found him knocking at the door of Beech Cottage, a pretty little cottage overhung with climbing roses, facing the river. The door was opened by a stout, pleasant-faced woman, whom he at once discovered to be Millingtons niece and housekeeper.

My uncle is not very well this morning, she told him; he suffers a good deal from asthma. But if youll come into the parlour, Ill take your card in. He likes to see people when he can, for its terribly dull down here.

A moment later she reappeared. My uncle will be glad to see you, sir. I was afraid he was a bit too poorly, but a visitor brightens him up at once. Please step this way.

Mr Millington was seated in a small room overlooking a somewhat rough and uncultivated piece of garden at the back. He was a bright-looking old man, of small stature, with a wonderfully pink complexion, and small twinkling eyes. He was dressed in a nondescript sort of attire, a long frock-coat, a skullcap, and a pair of carpet slippers.

Sit down, sir, please, he said, in a voice that was cordial, if a trifle wheezy. I see by your card you are from Scotland Yard — eh? What can I do for you?

Smeaton went to the point at once.

I heard of you from Morgan, of Grimmel and Grice. I went there to make a few inquiries, and he recommended me to you.

Mr Millington nodded his head.

A very good fellow, Morgan; he always put as much business in my way as he could.

He directed me to you, Smeaton said, and he pulled out the envelope and handed it to Millington. This kind of cipher Mr Morgan tells me was in great vogue between twenty and twenty-five years ago. He thinks that you cut it. Will you kindly examine it, and tell me if you recognise it as your handiwork?

The answer came readily: Its mine, sure enough.

Good. The envelope itself is quite an ordinary one, as you see. Now, can you carry your mind back, and give me any particulars of the transaction? Can you tell for whom those letters were cut, and what they stand for?

Mr Millington put his hand to his forehead. Let me think a moment, he said in the quavering voice of old age. Let me think for a moment, and something will come back to me. At my time of life its a good way to go back.

Smeaton waited in silence for some little time, and then it seemed the old man had struck some chord of memory.

Suddenly he sat upright in his easy-chair, and his eyes sparkled. It is coming back by degrees, he said in his thin, husky voice; it is coming back.

There was another pause, in which it seemed he was trying to arrange his ideas clearly. Then he spoke slowly but distinctly.

I remember I had a lot of trouble over the job. The order was first given to some stationers in the City, but the gentleman was so fussy and confused in his instructions that they sent him down straight to me. I thought I understood what he wanted, but I had to engrave it three times before he was satisfied. Thats why I happen to remember it so well.

Now, do you remember, or did you ever know, the name of this fussy person who was so hard to please?

I ought to remember it, said Millington plaintively. It was not an uncommon name either; I should recall it in a moment if I heard it. But it has escaped me.

Smeatons face clouded. Thats unfortunate, but it may come back to you presently. Proper names are the hardest things to remember as we get on in life.

Millington struggled for a little time longer with the ebbing tide of reminiscence, but to no purpose.

Smeaton went on another tack.

Did you bring away from your business any documents or memoranda that would throw light upon this particular transaction?

The old man reflected for a little while.

Im afraid I was a very poor man of business, sir, he said at length. I made rough notes from time to time as I received and executed orders, but that was all. I trusted to my memory, which in those days was a good one.

Have you any of those old note-books left?

Yes, Ive got some of them upstairs in a couple of boxes which have never been opened since I left the Clerkenwell Road. Would you like me to run through them? It would only mean half-a-days work, or less.

I should be infinitely obliged if you would, Mr Millington. I will run down here about the same time to-morrow morning. Just one thing more before I go. Were you acquainted with your customers handwriting? Did you ever receive any letters from him?

He wrote me several times with regard to the work I did for him, but I shouldnt be able to recognise his hand, even if I saw it.

Smeaton left, very much chagrined at the result of his visit.

Next morning he, however, presented himself at Beech Cottage. Millington received him with an apologetic air. He explained that he had searched his note-books diligently, but he could find nothing that referred to the cipher letters, the two Cs entwined, or the man who had ordered them.

Ive a notion, he said, when he had finished his rather rambling statement, that the gentleman who gave the order came from Manchester or Liverpool. But there I may be mixing it up with something else.

And Smeaton left, knowing that nothing more could be got out of him. The identity of the writer of the threatening letter had yet to be discovered.

Another point had suddenly occurred to him. Was the man who had had the cipher engraved the actual writer of the letter? And the greatest point of all was the whereabouts of the Stolen Statesman: was he dead, or was he still living?

Smeaton ascended in the lift to his room at Scotland Yard, where a surprise awaited him, in the shape of a telegram from Varney, handed in at a village five miles from Horsham, in Sussex, three hours before. It read:

Come down here at once. Something unexpected. — Varney.


Chapter Seventeen.

The Room of Secrets.
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SMEATON AT ONCE hunted up the time-table. There was a fast train to Horsham in twenty minutes and he could just catch it.

He ordered a telegram to be despatched to Varney at the inn which he had given as a rendezvous, stating the time at which he would arrive, and later found the young man at the door, awaiting him.

Thought I had better stop here till you arrived, he said as they shook hands, otherwise I would have come to Horsham Station. But the Forest View people know me now, and I didnt want one of them to see me talking to a stranger. They might put two and two together.

The two men ordered some refreshment, and adjourned to the snug little parlour, which was empty.

No fear of being disturbed here, Smeaton, at this time of day; I know the place well. There will be nobody near for hours, except a passing carter for a glass of beer, and he wont disturb us.

I was glad to have your wire, said the detective, for I was beginning to get a bit anxious. For several hours now I have been on the track of what I thought was a warm scent, only to find it a cold one. Ill tell you about it when you have had your say.

Varney plunged at once into his narrative. And certainly the story he had to tell was a very thrilling one. The main points were these.

Having been in the neighbourhood for some time, and being of a gregarious disposition, he had picked up a few acquaintances, with whom he indulged in an occasional chat when the opportunity offered.

All these people, he was sure, accepted his own explanation of his presence there, and did not for a moment suspect in the soi-disant artist who rambled about with his sketching materials the young journalist so well-known in Fleet Street.

He had become acquainted with a local doctor, Mr Janson, a man a few years older than himself, who had bought a practice in the neighbourhood quite recently. They had met, in the first instance, at the inn where Varney was staying, the doctor having been called in by the landlady to prescribe for some trifling ailment from which she was suffering.

The two men had exchanged a few commonplace remarks, and bidden each other good-bye. Next day Varney overtook him on the road, and they walked into Horsham together. In the course of their journey a little personal history was exchanged, of course utterly fictitious on the side of the pretended artist.

From the casual conversation there emerged certain facts. Mr Janson was a man of considerable culture, and of strong artistic leanings. More especially was he an ardent worshipper of the Old Masters. For several years his annual holiday had been spent in Italy, for which country, its galleries, and its associations he expressed the most fervent admiration.

Varney, little knowing what was to come out of this chance acquaintance, soon established common grounds of interest. His mother had been an Italian, and he had spent ten years of his boyhood in that delightful land. He could speak the language like a native. Janson, who was a poor linguist, expressed his envy of the others accomplishment.

I can read any Italian book you put before me, and I can make them understand what I want, he had told Varney. But when they talk to me, I am lost. I cant catch the words, because the accent baffles me. If an Englishman were to talk Italian, I daresay I could follow him.

They met several times afterwards, and the acquaintance ripened to such an extent that the doctor asked the young stranger to come round to his house, after the days round was over, for a chat and a smoke. Janson was a bachelor; he had only been a few months in the neighbourhood, and had not as yet made many friends.

A man who knew a good deal about the subject which interested him most, and could talk fairly well on art — for Varney was a connoisseur of no mean order — was a godsend to the man of medicine, sitting by himself in his lonely house.

All this was the prelude to the startling facts which were the cause of Varneys urgent telegram.

The previous morning just before his dinner hour, the gardener had looked in at the inn for his morning glass of beer, and informed the landlord that a visitor was expected at Forest View.

Mr Strange comes to me after breakfast, and tells me to take in a picking of some special peas we planted, for lunch. He aint much of a one to talk at the best of times, but he was quite affable and chatty this morning. He tells me he is expecting a foreign gentleman whos very particular about his food, and he wants to show him what we can do.

This piece of news was retailed to Varney, who was, of course, immediately interested. According to local report, this was only the second occasion on which Forest View had received a visitor.

He kept a hidden watch on the house. A few minutes past twelve. Strange, to give him the name he was known by down there, drove his motor-car in the direction of Horsham. Evidently he was going to meet the visitor at the station.

In due course the car came back with its two occupants. The stranger was a man of small stature, with grey moustache and beard, of a dark complexion, and unmistakably a foreigner.

They dismounted at the gate, the garage being approached by an entrance a little lower down. Varney noticed that the foreigner got out very slowly, leaning heavily on his hosts arm as he did so. It was plain that this visitor, like the other, was in indifferent health.

Varney hung about during the greater part of the day, but he saw nobody. All the inmates of this singular establishment seemed to prefer the seclusion of the house.

After the inn had closed, he smoked a last pipe, and then went to bed. He was rather wakeful that night, and did not go to sleep for an hour or so.

Suddenly he was awakened by a loud knocking. Jumping up, he looked at his watch — it was two oclock. He was evidently the first to hear it, for he could distinguish no sounds from the room at the other end of the passage, where the landlord and his wife slept.

He flung up his window and called out: Hullo! Whos that?

He was answered by the familiar voice of Janson.

Sorry to disturb you like this, Mr Franks, cried the doctor, addressing him by his assumed name. But I want your help. A foreign gentleman, an Italian, arrived at Forest View this morning, and he was taken alarmingly ill about half-an-hour ago. The poor chaps hours are numbered. I have been trying to talk to him in his own language; he seems to understand me all right, but I can hardly follow a sentence of his, and theres nobody in the house who understands him either.

The incongruity of the situation forced itself upon Varney immediately. What in the world makes a man come to a house where he can understand nobody, and nobody can understand him, he whispered down.

The same thought occurred to me, came the answering whisper. Mr Strange explained it. He said that their parlourmaid understood Italian perfectly, having lived in Italy for some years. She had gone up to London early yesterday morning and would not be back till late to-morrow.

It flashed instantly across Varneys mind that his suspicions about the young woman were correct: that she belonged to a different class from that which furnishes parlourmaids. She was a lady masquerading as a servant. Stranges fiction of her having lived abroad was invented to keep up appearances.

He is very rambling, but I ran gather this much, went on Janson in low tones. He wants to leave some instructions before he dies. I thought of you at once.

Right; I will be with you in a couple of minutes.

By this time the landlord and his wife were awake, and he heard the mans heavy footsteps along the passage. He opened his door, and briefly explained the situation.

In a very short time he and the doctor were in the bedroom of the dying man. Strange was at the bedside, looking intently at the prostrate figure, without a trace of emotion in his sharp, inscrutable features. He withdrew a little distance as Janson approached, and murmured something in a low voice to the other. It was an apology for disturbing him.

The man lay motionless for some few minutes, the pallor of death settling deeper over the once swarthy features. Janson turned to Varney.

Im afraid it is too late, Mr Franks. He is sinking rapidly. If you could have been here when I first came.

Was it fancy, or did he see an expression of relief steal across Stranges impenetrable mask?

If so, he was doomed to disappointment. The dying man stirred, and his lips moved. Varney leaned over, and his quick ear caught some muttered words, growing fainter and fainter with the waning of the flickering strength.

The words were in the bastard tongue of Piedmont, difficult to understand by anyone who has not lived in Northern Italy.

Dio! gasped the dying man. Forgive me. The doctors have long ago told me I should die suddenly, but — I — I never expected this. Oh, that somebody here could understand me? he whispered to himself.

I do. Signore, said Varney, as he leaned over him.

In the dying mans eyes came a gleam of satisfaction and hope.

Ah! Thank Heaven! Then listen, he said. I want you to do something for me — something— and he halted as though in reflection. Well, he went on, twenty years ago I did a great wrong in conjunction with another man. Go to him and tell him that Giovanni Roselli, his old comrade, implores him, from his deathbed, to make reparation. You will find him in Manchester. He was the head of the Compagnia Corezzo, and his name is James—

The surname was never told. As he strove to utter it, the end came. Giovanni Roselli had delivered his message, but he had gone into the shadows, before he could utter the full name of the man to whom it was conveyed. Varney translated the dying mans message to Strange, but he made no comment.

Smeaton sat in silence for a long time when the recital was finished.

A house of sinister inmates with sinister secrets, he said at length. What you have told me may have a bearing upon something that has gone before.

Briefly he narrated to Varney the discovery of the threatening letter, and his visit to the engraver and stationer.

Varney saw at once what had occurred to him.

The Compagnia Corezzo gives us a clue — eh? — the initials C.C., which are the initials on the envelope. Was it an envelope from the companys office? You say that the old engraver thought the man who ordered the cipher came from Manchester or Liverpool. Roselli tells us we can find his man in Manchester? Smeaton rose. Im in hopes that something may come out of it all, he said, as they shook hands. Anyway, stay down here, and keep a close watch on the place. An inquest will be held and sooner or later something of importance will happen. Ive kept the taxi waiting; shall I give you a lift to Horsham? But I noticed a bike outside the inn-door. I suppose it is yours. Varney nodded. Yes, it is part of my machinery. I shall go for a good long spin, and think over all that has happened.

As Smeaton put his foot on the step of the taxi a sudden thought struck him. He turned back, and drew the young man aside.

Keep your eye on the parlourmaid especially, he whispered. If we ever get to the bottom of it, we shall find she plays an important part in this mystery.

I quite agree, was Varneys answer, as the two men finally parted.


Chapter Eighteen.

Another Mystery.
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NEXT DAY SMEATON sat in his official room, puzzling over the Monkton case, and sorely perplexed.

He had followed several trails now, but all, it seemed, to no purpose. Farloe and his sister had been shadowed without any result. The visit to Millington had ended in failure.

Varney had discovered something, and he would follow the clue with the pertinacity of a bloodhound pursuing a faint and elusive scent. But he himself was thoroughly disheartened.

There suddenly came a tap at the door, and a constable entered.

A very old gentleman wants to see you, sir. He says you will remember him, and he handed the detective a slip of paper on which was written Mr Millington.

The gentleman seems to have one foot in the grave, and half of the other, to judge by appearances, the constable went on. The journey has tried him terribly. Hes wheezing so, that youd think each moment would be his last. I made him sit down, and hes trying to recover himself and get his breath.

Smeaton sprang up. It was with difficulty he could retain his official calm. This plucky old man had not made the journey up to town for nothing. He had remembered something, or discovered something.

Thats right. Baker, he said. Give him time, and when he is ready, show him in.

It was a full five minutes before Millington was in a fit state to present himself. At last he entered, still husky of voice, but with a beaming aspect.

Smeaton greeted him cordially. Mr Millington, this is indeed good of you. But why did you distress yourself with the journey? If you had sent me a wire, I would have run down to you, he said.

I owe you some amends, sir, for my failure yesterday. And besides, a little jaunt does me good.

He smiled cheerfully, evidently wishing to convey that, at his time of life, an excursion up to London was a tonic.

Again many thanks, cried the grateful Smeaton. Well, you came to see me, because you have remembered something — or found something fresh — eh?

The old man spoke earnestly.

All day after you left, sir, I was wild with myself to think what a useless old cumber-ground I was; me that used to have such a good memory, too. I thought and thought again, hoping that something would come back from that twenty or twenty-five years ago.

There was no need to distress yourself, said Smeaton kindly.

And then in a flash I remembered another box in which I had stuffed a lot of odd papers. Well, sir, I opened that box, went over those papers one by one, and this is what I found.

He held out in his shaking hand an old letter. Smeaton took it from him.

Before you read it, Mr Smeaton, I must explain that this gentleman always treated me in a very friendly way. We were both very fond of heraldry, and he used often to come to my shop and chat over our hobby. That accounts for the familiar way in which he addresses me.

This is what Smeaton read:

Dear Mr Millington, — I enclose you a cheque for the last work you did for me, which is as satisfactory as ever. It will be news to you that my company, the Compagnia Corezzo, is about to go into voluntary liquidation. I have accepted the position of manager of a big firm in Manchester, and shall take up my new post in the course of a few weeks. If I can possibly find time between now and then, I shall run in to say good-bye.

I may have an opportunity of putting further work in your way. If that opportunity arises, I shall have the greatest pleasure in availing myself of it. I am afraid I shall not come across anybody who takes such a keen interest in my favourite hobby. — Yours truly, James Whyman.

Over Smeatons face came a glow of satisfaction. He had got the name he wanted. Was he on the right track at last? He took the threatening letter out of his pocket, and compared the handwritings.

But here disappointment awaited him. They were totally dissimilar. Whyman wrote a small and niggling hand, the hand of a mean man. The other calligraphy was large, bold and free.

One thing was clear: James Whyman was not the writer of the threatening letter. That letter had been put in an envelope which belonged to the Compagnia Corezzo. Mr Whyman was, at that period, connected with that company, and the man who had given instructions for the cutting of the cipher. A visit to Manchester was the next item on the programme.

It all came back to me with that letter, remarked the old man presently. I can see him standing in my shop, as if it were yesterday, quite a young man, not a day over thirty, I should say; very fussy, very precise, and always beating you down to the last farthing. But very pleasant withal.

He was thirty at that time; he would, then, be in the fifties now, reasoned Smeaton. The odds therefore were that Mr James Whyman was still in the land of the living.

Mr Millington, you have helped me very much, said the detective, as the old gentleman rose to go. Now, in your state of health I am not going to allow you to fatigue yourself by catching buses and trains. I shall get a taxi here, and it will drive you straight to Lower Halliford, at my expense.

Poor Millingtons frugal soul cried out aloud at such wanton expenditure, but he was overborne by Smeaton. He departed in the vehicle, beaming with the sense of his own importance, and conscious that he was still of some use in the world.

The evening of that same day found the detective at the Queens Hotel, Manchester. It was pleasant to him to find that his investigations produced a speedy result. Mr Whyman was a well-known citizen, so the head-waiter informed him. He had been first manager and then director of one of the largest businesses there. Two years ago he had retired from active participation in the concern, and had, he believed, taken a big house at Southport. He was a widower with two children. The son had a post in Hong-Kong. The daughter had married and was living in Cheshire.

The waiter added that he was popular, and highly respected by all who knew him, perhaps a bit close-fisted, and hard at a bargain. Since his retirement he was often a visitor at the Hotel.

The next morning Smeaton, having found Mr Whymans address in the telephone directory, rang him up. He announced his name and profession, explaining that some documents had me into his possession which he would like to submit for inspection. Might he take the liberty of coming over to Southport during the day at some hour convenient to himself?

Mr Whymans reply was given cordially and unhesitatingly. With pleasure, Mr Smeaton. Shall we say five oclock? I am afraid I cannot make it earlier, as I have got a very full day in front of me. I am retired from business in a sense, but I am still interested in a lot of things that require personal attention.

At five oclock to the minute Smeaton was at the fine house of Mr Whyman, near the end of the Esplanade at Southport, commanding a splendid view of the Welsh and Cumberland hills. It was evident that Mr Whyman had prospered in a worldly sense. The house was an imposing one. A butler opened the door, and ushered him into the morning-room, a square, lofty apartment, solidly and handsomely furnished.

A moment later the owner entered. He was a tall, finely-built man, with regular, handsome features.

Smeaton regarded him closely as they shook hands. There was an obvious frankness and geniality about his manner that fully accounted, for his general popularity. The face was honest, its expression open. His eyes met yours unwaveringly.

And yet this was the man who, according to the dead man, Giovanni Roselli, had been the perpetrator of a great wrong to some person or persons unknown. Well, Smeaton had too vast an experience to trust overmuch to outside appearances. Still, he had never seen anybody who looked less like a rogue than Mr James Whyman, as he stood smiling at him with the most cordial expression in his clear blue eyes.

If he was, or had been at some period of his career, a rogue. Nature had taken the greatest pains to disarm the suspicions of those on whom he practised his rascality.

Whyman pointed to the table, on which were laid glasses, a decanter of whisky, soda-water, and cigars.

Let me offer you some refreshment after your journey. You smoke? Good. I think you will like those cigars. Let me help you. Now, sir, sit down, and we will get at once to the matter which brings you here.

Smeaton produced the envelope, and handed it to his genial host. I think you will recognise those entwined letters, Mr Whyman. I may tell you that I traced the man who cut them — a man named Millington.

Whyman interrupted him in his brisk, bluff way, and there was not a shade of embarrassment in voice or manner:

Ah, my dear old friend Millington! Why, he must be quite ancient by now, for he wasnt a chicken when I knew him.

A very old man, and his memory is treacherous. At first he could remember very little. But later on he found a letter from you which brought it all back to him. I was then able to establish the two things I wanted: your own name, and the name of the Italian company you represented.

Whyman turned the envelope in his hand, after having cast a glance at the cipher. The candid blue eyes regarded the detective steadily as he spoke.

Yes, that die was cut by my instructions, certainly. Now, in what way can I assist you, Mr Smeaton, beyond confirming that fact?

Smeaton passed him the threatening letter. There is no question the envelope came out of your office. Now, do you recognise this handwriting?

The other man read it carefully, and then passed it back, without a trace of confusion.

I am certain that I have never seen that handwriting before. How the envelope was obtained I cannot pretend to guess. Hundreds of people, of course, were in and out of my office during the time I was with the company.

I presume you had several clerks in your employ?

Mr Whyman smiled. Quite the opposite. It was a small and struggling concern, unprosperous from the start. I only had three assistants at the London branch: an elderly man, and two juniors. I should recognise the writing of any one of those if it were put before me.

Was he speaking the truth or not? Was he honestly puzzled as he appeared, or shielding the writer of that threatening epistle with his assumption of ignorance? Smeaton could not be sure. The only evidence he possessed as to character was that furnished by the deathbed revelations of Roselli, and that was unfavourable.

He resolved to try a random shot. I think at one time you were acquainted with a man of the name of Giovanni Roselli, an Italian.

The shot went home. There was a flicker in the steady blue eyes, the voice had lost its bluff and genial ring. He spoke hesitatingly, picking his words.

Ah, yes. Many years ago I knew a fellow named Roselli, in Turin — not very intimately; we did a little deal in marble together on one occasion. What do you know about him?

Smeaton shrugged his shoulders carelessly. Not much. In our business we come across many little things that we have not set out to find, but which emerge from greater issues. However, I did not come here to talk about this foreigner, but in the hope that you might be able to help me with that letter.

When Whyman spoke again all traces of his momentary embarrassment had passed.

I am only too sorry that I cannot. I should say that envelope must have been stolen from my office.

Very likely, said Smeaton quietly. Then he rose to go.

Whyman at once became effusively hospitable. I wish you would dine and stay the night with me. I should be most delighted to have a good long chat with you, especially if you could tell me some of your experiences which are no longer secrets. To-morrow, perhaps, I could take you for a spin in the country in my car.

Smeaton hesitated. Why did this man, whom he suspected of being a rogue under all this genial veneer, suddenly develop such a partiality for the society of an utter stranger? Did he want to pump him as to what he knew concerning Roselli, whom of course, he did not know was dead?

He decided he would stay. If it came to pumping, Smeaton flattered himself he would prove the better of the two at that particular game. He might even make Whyman betray himself in an unguarded moment.

They spent quite a pleasant time together. Smeaton was shown over the house and grounds. The dinner was good, the wines and cigars excellent. The detective entertained his host with reminiscences of work at the Yard that involved no indiscretion. They sat up chatting till past midnight. But the name of Roselli was not mentioned again on either side.

Good-night, Mr Smeaton, good-night. I have enjoyed your company immensely. Breakfast at half-past nine — eh?

He might be a rogue at bottom, and his wealth might not have been acquired honestly, but he was a very pleasant one. And as a host he was beyond reproach.

When Smeaton entered the dining-room the next morning, the butler was waiting for him with a letter in his hand.

Mr Whyman was called away early this morning, sir. He has left this note for you.

Dear Mr Smeaton, ran the brief epistle. A thousand apologies for treating you in this discourteous fashion. I received a letter just now calling me abroad on urgent business that brooks no delay. I may be absent some few weeks. Trusting we shall meet again — Yours sincerely, James Whyman.

Smeaton was too accustomed to surprises to exhibit any emotion. He sat down and ate an ample breakfast, and cogitated over the sudden departure of his host.

The one obvious fact was that Whyman had flown. He need not waste time over that. The important thing remained: what was the reason of his hurried flight?

Before he left the room Smeaton crossed over to a writing-desk in the window, and peered into the waste-paper basket at the side. A forlorn hope — it was empty. A torn-up envelope might have revealed the postmark.

But Mr Whyman was evidently too old a bird to leave anything behind him that would enlighten one of the keenest detectives in England.


Chapter Nineteen.

Still Another Club.
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NOW THAT WE are alone, sir, permit me to present myself in proper form. My name is Caleb Boyle, profession gentleman, educated at that glorious old school, Winchester, and graduate of Trinity College. Cambridge.

Mr Boyle made a low bow as he completed his self-introduction, which took place in Smeatons room at Scotland Yard. He was full of gesture, employing a pantomime of arms, hands and face to accentuate his remarks.

Smeaton bowed, pointed to a chair, and examined him with minute attention. He was a tall, angular man, thin almost to emaciation. Judging by his figure, you might have put him at forty, but the lines on his face suggested another ten or fifteen years.

I intended no discourtesy to you personally when I declined to give my card to your satellites or subordinates, or whatever name you give to the hangers-on of a great man.

Here the fluent Mr Boyle made another of his grotesque bows to lend point to the compliment, and again Smeaton inclined his head politely. He had not as yet quite taken his bearings with regard to this extraordinary creature.

To such persons, Mr Smeaton, I do not take the trouble to reveal my identity; it would be a waste of time. It is my invariable practice to go straight to the fountain-head when I have anything of importance to communicate. Here Mr Boyle swelled out his chest, and said in a voice of intense conviction: I have no toleration for whipper-snappers, and those, sir, are what one finds, spreading like a fungus, in every department of our public life.

It seemed to the police officials well-balanced mind that his visitor was a pompous ass, with a slight suspicion of insanity thrown in. He was not a man to suffer fools gladly, but this particular fool had called on him for some purpose, and he must exercise patience till the purpose was revealed.

He must bear with him and coax him. For he felt intuitively that Boyle was one of those men who take a long time in coming to the point.

We are always happy to receive information here, he said courteously. You will understand that I am a very busy man.

If he thought such a direct hint would arrest the flow of his visitors fatal fluency, he was grievously mistaken. Boyle raised an arresting hand, and indulged in some more contortions of arms and hands.

I recognise the fact, sir, I fully recognise it. A man in your responsible position must find the working hours all too short for what you have to do. You bear upon your shoulders, capable as they are, the weight of Atlas, if I may say so.

Smeaton had to smile, in spite of himself, at the fanciful imagery. Not quite so bad as that, Mr Boyle. But a lot has to be got into a limited time, and therefore—

But his sentence was not allowed to finish. Say no more, sir, on that head. I can understand that the time of a valuable official is not to be wasted; in short, that you wish me to come to the point.

Smeaton nodded his head vigorously. Perhaps there was some remnant of common-sense in the creature after all.

Mr Boyle gracefully threw one leg over the other, bestowed upon the detective an affable but somewhat mechanical smile, and resumed his discourse.

Before coming to the reason of my visit, I must trouble you with a few details of my family history, in order that you may know something of the person you are dealing with. I promise you I shall not be prolix.

Smeaton groaned inwardly, but he knew he was helpless. As well try to stop a cataract in full flood as arrest the resistless flow of Mr Boyles glib fluency.

I may tell you I am something of an athlete. I played two years in the Winchester Eleven. I rowed in my College boat. If I had stopped on a year longer I should have rowed for the Varsity.

He paused, probably to ascertain the effect produced upon his listener by these deeds of prowess. Smeaton exhorted him to proceed, in a faint voice.

Enough of those early days, when the youthful blood ran in ones veins like some potent wine. Manhood succeeded the school and college days. I am telling you all this because, as you will perceive presently, it has some bearing upon my visit to you.

He paused again, to mark the effect of his glowing periods. And again Smeaton, in a voice grown fainter, bade him get on with his story.

Suddenly the weird visitor rose, stretched himself to his full height, and with a dramatic gesture pointed a long, lean finger at the harassed detective. His voice rose and fell with the fervour of his pent-up feelings.

The man you look upon to-day is only the shadow of what he was in his early prime. The name of Caleb Boyle was well-known about town, in the busy haunts of men. I have sat at great mens tables, I have partaken of delicate fare, I have quaffed rare wines, fair ladies have favoured me with their smiles.

He paused for a moment, dropped the pointing hand, and sat down again on his chair, seemingly overcome with his own rhetoric. Smeaton regarded him steadily, uncertain as to what new form his eccentricity would take, but spoke no word.

In a few seconds he had recovered himself, and smiled wanly at his companion.

Enough of that. You are a man of vast experience, and you have seen men and cities. But I bet you would never guess that not so many years ago I was one of the young bloods of this town, one of what our neighbours across the Channel call the jeunesse dorée.

And at last Smeaton was moved to speech. He looked at the well-cut but worn clothes; he remembered Winchester and Cambridge; he recognised the flamboyant and ill-controlled temperament. He drew his deductions swiftly.

You were born with a silver spoon in your mouth, he said bluntly; you had every advantage that birth and education could give you. Through some fatal tendency, perhaps inherited, you threw away all your chances, and are living on your memories — and very little else.

So far from being offended with this plain exposition of facts, Mr Boyle smiled affably, and, leaning forward, patted the detective approvingly on the shoulder.

Youre a man after my own heart, sir; you go to the very marrow of things. You have hit it off correctly. But mark you, I regret nothing; I would alter nothing if the time came over again. I have lived, sir: warmed both hands at the fire of life; filled the cup of enjoyment to the brim. Nothing has daunted me, nothing ever will daunt me. Old as I am, derelict as I may be, I still look the world in the face, and, in the words of the poet, Stand four-square to all the winds that blow.

Smeaton stirred uncomfortably. Was the man simply an original kind of beggar, and was all this the preface to a request for a modest loan? He had assurance enough for anything!

Mr Boyle, my time is really very much occupied. May I beg you to come to the point, and state the object of your visit? These personal reminiscences and reflections are, of course, highly interesting, but— He made an eloquent pause.

I have transgressed, I have abused your patience, observed this singular man, in a voice of contrition; I came to ask you a simple question, and here it is, plain, straight, and put as briefly as possible: What is at the bottom of Reginald Monktons disappearance?

Smeaton looked up sharply. Who says that he has disappeared? he asked with some asperity.

Mr Boyle smiled blandly. Why beat about the bush? Monkton is not in his place in the House. There is not a line in the papers about his movements, except that he is on the Riviera. The public may not yet have tumbled to it. But Fleet Street knows. The House of Commons knows. The clubs know. And last — you and I know. I still have some connection with the world in which I was once not an insignificant figure.

Smeaton hardly knew what to answer. The man had every quality that offended his well-ordered mind, but he was not the absolute fool he had taken him for.

Cannot a statesman, worn out and weary with hard work, take a brief holiday without letting loose all these absurd rumours? he asked with pretended petulance.

Mr Boyle shrugged his shoulders. My dear sir, I know as well as you do that this matter is in your hands, and you are hushing it up in the hopes that you will find a solution, and avoid a scandal. So far you have failed. If you had succeeded, either Monkton would have been back by now, or you would know of his death, and there would have been a public explanation. You have failed, and do you know why?

I shall be very glad to know why, Smeaton replied, goaded into a half-admission by the contemptuous tone of the other man.

Because, although you have some very clever men here you want a leavening of men of different calibre. It is good to know every corner of the slums, to be acquainted with every incident in the career of burglar Bill and light-fingered Jack, to know the haunts of all the international thieves and forgers and anarchists. That is sound and useful knowledge.

I am glad you think so, said Smeaton sarcastically.

In a case like this, however, you want another sort of knowledge altogether, pursued Mr Boyle, callously indifferent to the detectives sarcasm. You want a man who has mixed in the big world from his boyhood, who knows all the ins and outs, all the intrigue of social life, all the gossip, all the scandal that has been going round the clubs and drawing-rooms for the last forty years.

In other words, men like yourself — eh? We have plenty such in our pay.

But they are not a recognised part of your official organisation, rejoined Mr Boyle quickly. As you are kind enough to suggest myself, he added modestly, I think I may say that in certain cases I should earn my salary. But I admit that at the burglar business I should be no use at all.

There was a long silence. Smeaton was trying to smother his indignation. He had taken a dislike to the man from the first moment he had set eyes upon him. His long-windedness, his self-conceit, his grotesque gestures, his assumption of superiority, his gibes at Scotland Yard methods, had added to it. But he must bear with him; he was sure that Boyle had something more to say before he took his leave.

Mr Boyle pursued his discourse, quite unconscious of the others antipathy.

In spite of troubles that would have crushed a weaker man, I think I have worn well: I am frequently taken for ten years younger than I am. As a fact, there is only one years difference between Monkton and myself. We were at a tutors together, and we went up to Cambridge in the same year.

Smeaton breathed a sigh of relief. He had an intuition that at last this exasperating person was coming to the point.

The Monkton of those days was very different from the Monkton of later years — the keen politician, the statesman conscious of the grave responsibilities of office. He was full of fun and go, one of a band of choice spirits who kept things lively, and, as a matter of course, got into many scrapes, and came more than once into conflict with the authorities.

Smeaton listened intently. This was certainly not the prevalent idea of the statesman who had so mysteriously disappeared.

I saw a great deal of him afterwards. We moved in much the same set. He married early, and everybody said that he was devotedly attached to his wife. So, no doubt, he was. At the same time, he had been a great admirer of the fair sex, and it was rumoured that there had been tender passages between him and several well-known ladies occupying high positions in society.

The flamboyant manner had departed. For the moment he seemed an ordinary, sensible man, setting forth a sober statement of actual fact.

There was one lady, in particular, with whom his name was especially connected. She was at that time some live or six years younger than Monkton, and married — people said, against her will — to a very unpopular nobleman much older than herself, who was madly jealous of her. It was reported at the clubs that the husband strongly resented Monktons attentions, and that on one occasion a fracas had taken place between the two men, in which Monkton had been severely handled. Some corroboration was lent to the statement by the fact that he did not appear in the Courts for a week after the occurrence was supposed to have taken place.

Did this fracas to which you allude take place before or after his marriage? asked the detective.

Speaking from memory, I should say about a year before.

And at this point Mr Boyle rose, drew a pair of faded gloves from his pocket, and put them on preparatory to his departure.

In a case of this kind, Mr Smeaton, it is well to remember the French proverb, Look out for the woman. You, no doubt, have followed several clues, and evidently to no purpose. Well, I will give you one gratis — keep your eye upon Lady Wrenwyck, now a middle-aged woman, but, at the time to which I refer, one of the most celebrated beauties of her day, and, according to rumour, wildly in love with Reginald Monkton. It may lead to nothing, of course, but I think the tip is worth following.

I am obliged to you, and will certainly act upon your advice, said Smeaton gravely, as he held out his hand.

As Mr Boyle took it his former eccentricities of manner returned. He bowed profoundly, and spoke in his high, artificial voice.

Sir, I am more than flattered. I shall go later on to Miss Monkton. I should much like to make the acquaintance of my old friends daughter.

Smeaton was aghast at this declaration. He had a shrewd suspicion that his real object in interviewing Sheila was to trade on his old acquaintance with her father, and probably obtain a loan. It was a hundred to one that such a mercurial creature would drop some disquieting hints about Lady Wrenwyck.

I would beg of you to postpone your call, Mr Boyle. Miss Monkton is, naturally, in a state of great depression and anxiety. I should, however, very much like you to see Mr Austin Wingate, who is her best friend. If you will favour me with your address, I will arrange a meeting.

Mr Boyle, indulged in another of his grotesque bows. He scribbled on a piece of paper, and handed it to the detective.

I should be glad to have that meeting arranged as soon as possible, Mr Smeaton. There was a shade of anxiety in his voice. Smeaton was sure that philanthropy was not the sole motive of his visit. Once more, good-bye.

He advanced to the door, hesitated, with his hand upon the knob, and half turned round, as if about to say something more. Apparently he changed his mind.

A random thought occurred to me, but it is nothing — not worth pursuing, he said airily, and passed out.

But Smeaton knew instinctively the reason of that pause. Boyle had screwed up his courage to borrow money, but he could not bring it to the sticking-point.

Had he told the truth or were his statements pure invention?


Chapter Twenty.

A Conference at Downing Street.
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HES A BLATANT idiot, with lucid moments. And in one of those rare moments of lucidity he told me about Lady Wrenwyck. You agree with me, I am sure, that, at any cost, he must be kept from Miss Monkton.

Such was Smeatons pithy summing-up of his late visitor to Austin Wingate, who had hurried round on receipt of an urgent note from the detective.

I agree absolutely, was Wingates emphatic response. She believes in her father so utterly that it would cut her to the heart to think he was anything short of immaculate, that he had ever shared the weaknesses of ordinary men. You know all good women make idols of their male-folk. Now, tell me a little more about this person Boyle. Is he what we should call a gentleman?

Smeaton shrugged his shoulders. I have nothing but his own statement to go upon, you understand. But I should say you might have described him as such once. Now, he is broken down, slightly shabby, has got the seen-better-days look, and is, I surmise, hard-up. You will see him, of course, and I give you this hint beforehand: I think he will want to borrow money. Im sure he was within an ace of tapping me.

He can borrow what he likes, in reason, so long as I can keep him away from Chesterfield Street, said Austin fervently.

Smeaton looked at him approvingly. He was a gallant young lover. No wonder that the girls heart had gone out to him in her loneliness and misery.

Wingate scribbled a brief but polite note to Boyle, inviting him to dinner the following day at a Bohemian club in Shaftesbury Avenue of which he was a member. In this tolerant atmosphere his guests eccentricities of manner and shabbiness of attire were less likely to provoke comment.

Having arranged this, he took his leave of Smeaton, whom he left cogitating over the new development of affairs.

The detective had no doubt in his own mind that Boyle, flighty and feather-brained as he seemed, could be level-headed on occasions. The story he told him about Lady Wrenwyck certainly bore the impress of truth, but it was impossible for a man of such peculiar mentality to avoid exaggeration. Before going further into the matter, he would like some corroboration. To whom could he apply?

And at once he thought of Mr Chesterton, the Prime Minister. He and Monkton were life-long friends, had been at Cambridge together. Although not actually born in the purple, having come from commercial stock, he had been adopted into society from his earliest youth. His rare eloquence and commanding gifts had done the rest, and raised him to his present high position.

An hour later he was closeted with the Premier in the big, heavily-furnished room at Downing Street.

Mr Chesterton received him with that easy and graceful cordiality which was one of his greatest charms.

I have ventured to intrude upon your time, sir, with reference to the matter which is still baffling us — the mysterious disappearance of your colleague Mr Monkton, the Colonial Secretary. I have had a visit from a peculiar person who calls himself Caleb Boyle, and he has given me some information that may or may not prove valuable. He says he knew Mr Monkton intimately. I am aware that you were life-long friends. Do you happen to know anything of the man Boyle?

An amused smile flitted over the Prime Ministers features. I remember him well, a harum-scarum, chattering, frothy fellow — utterly devoid of brains. Stay, I think perhaps I do him an injustice. I would rather say he suffered from an excess of brain — of the ill-balanced sort. So he has turned up again — eh? I thought he had disappeared for good.

I take it, from that remark, that he has had a somewhat chequered career? queried Smeaton.

Most chequered, was Mr Chestertons reply. In a few brief sentences he gave the history of Caleb Boyle, so far as he had known it.

He was a man of good family, and possessed of some small fortune. These advantages were nullified by the possession of nearly every quality that made for failure in life. He was headstrong, prodigal, full of an overwhelming conceit in his own capacity. He dabbled a little in everything — and could do nothing well.

He fancied himself an orator, and spouted on politics till he bored everybody to death. Believed himself a poet, and wrote execrable verses. Flattered himself he was an artist of a high order, and painted daubs that moved his friends to mirth.

The Premier paused. Then proceeding, he said:

He came to London after leaving Cambridge, and went the pace. In a few years he had run through his money. Then began the downward progress. He became a sponger and a leech, borrowed money in every likely quarter — cadged for his luncheons and dinners. He had been very generous and hospitable in his day, and his friends put up with him as long as they could. One by one, they fell away, wearied by his importunities. Then he came to the last stage — he took to drinking to excess. Through the influence of the stauncher of his acquaintance, who still pitied him, he had secured three or four good positions. One after another he had to relinquish them, owing to his intemperate habits. That was the actual finish. He disappeared from a world in which he had once held a very decent footing, and joined the great army of degenerates who live nobody knows where, and Heaven knows how.

I take it he is not speaking the truth when he says that he knew Mr Monkton intimately? asked Smeaton, when Mr Chesterton had finished the brief narrative.

The Premier shrugged his shoulders. We were all at Cambridge together. He knew Monkton and he knew me, in the way that undergraduates know each other. We met afterwards, occasionally, in some of the many sets that constitute Society. But I am sure that Monkton was never intimate with him. He was one of dozens of men that he had known at school and college. Boyle always built up his supposed friendships on very slender material. It used to be said that if he knocked against an Archbishop by accident, and begged his pardon, he would swear afterwards that he was on terms of intimacy with him.

There was a pause before Smeaton put his next question.

This man tells me that at one time there was a scandal about Mr Monkton and a certain Lady Wrenwyck — a woman of fashion and a noted beauty. I take the liberty of asking you to confirm or refute that.

Mr Chesterton frowned slightly. I take it, Mr Smeaton, you have a good reason for asking me this. But, frankly, I am not fond of raising old ghosts.

Smeaton answered him a little stiffly. In my calling, sir. we are often compelled to put inconvenient questions, but only when, in our judgment, they are absolutely necessary.

I accept your statement on that head, unreservedly, Mr Smeaton. The frown cleared from the Premiers brow, and his tone was marked with that fine courtesy which had secured him so many friends.

He paused a moment, drew a sigh, and resumed. I will be quite frank with you, Smeaton. That chatterbox Boyle has told you the truth. He was not in our particular set, but of course the common rumours reached him. There was a scandal — a very considerable scandal. It distressed his friends greatly, especially those who, like myself, appreciated his exceptional talents, and predicted for him a great career.

Again he paused. Then he resumed:

I am glad to say our counsels and influence prevailed in the end. We weaned him from this fascinating lady — who fought very hard for him, I must tell you. In the end we won. A year later he married a very charming girl, who made him the best of wives, and to whom, I have every reason to believe, he was devotedly attached.

Smeaton rose, and expressed his thanks for the candid way in which Mr Chesterton had treated him.

One last question, sir, and I have done, he said. What would be the present age of this lady?

She is ten years or so Monktons junior, and looks ten years younger than that. At least, she did the last time I saw her, and that was a few months ago.

As he walked across back to Scotland Yard, Smeaton turned it all over in his mind. Lady Wrenwyck was ten years younger than Monkton, and looked ten years younger than her real age. Therefore, without doubt, she was a beautiful and fascinating woman, and still dangerous.

Had he cared to question the Prime Minister more closely, he could have gleaned more information about the Wrenwyck household. But Mr Chesterton was obviously disinclined to raise old ghosts, as he called them. He would obtain what he wanted by other methods.

He hunted up Lord Wrenwyck in the peerage, and found him to be a person of some importance, who possessed three houses in the country, and lived in Park Lane. He was also twelfth Baron.

Smeaton summoned one of his subordinates, a promising young fellow, keen at this particular kind of work, and showed him the page in the peerage.

I want you to find out as quickly as possible all you can about this family. You understand, Johnson — every detail you can pick up.

Detective-sergeant Johnson, qualifying for promotion, smiled at his chief and gave him his assurance.

Ive had more difficult jobs, and perhaps a few easier ones, Mr Smeaton. Ill get on it at once, and I dont think youll be disappointed, he said.

Mr Johnson omitted to mention, with a reticence that must be commended, that a cousin of his was a footman next door to the Wrenwyck establishment, and accustomed to look in of an evening at a select hostelry adjacent to Park Lane.

That same evening — for Johnsons methods were swift and sure — he waited on his chief at Smeatons house, with an unmistakable air of triumph on his usually impassive features.

I have got up some facts, sir. I will read you from my notes. Lady Wrenwyck was a girl when she married; her husband some twenty years older. She was forced into the marriage by her parents, who were of good family, but poor as church mice. Her ladyship was a beautiful girl, she soon went the pace, and had heaps of admirers, young and old. The husband, horribly jealous, thought he had bought her with his money. Terrible scenes between the pair, in which her ladyship held her own.

Smeaton offered the subordinate his rare meed of praise. You have done devilish well, Johnson. Go on.

Sergeant Johnson proceeded, refreshing himself from his notes. For several years past they have lived in a sort of armed truce. They live together, that is to say, in the same house, but they never exchange a word with each other, except before guests. If they have to hold communication, it is by means of notes, conveyed through the valet and the ladys maid.

An extraordinary house, Johnson — eh? interjected Smeaton, thinking of his own little comfortable household.

Its a bit funny, sir, to ordinary people, but in Society nothing is uncommon, replied Johnson. Shall I go on with my notes?

Please do, said Smeaton cordially. Johnson was of the younger generation, but he was shaping well. Perhaps it is possible that youngsters have a wider outlook than their elders.

Mr Johnson read on, in a deferential voice:

His lordship is an invalid — suffers from some affection of the joints, an aggravated form of rheumatism, walks with a stick. Has been absent from Park Lane for a little time. Nobody knows where he is. His confidential man of business, steward or secretary or something, runs the house in his absence.

And her ladyship? queried Smeaton eagerly.

Im coming to that, sir. Her ladyship has been away for some time; travelling abroad they think. My informant gave me the date of her departure. Here it is, sir.

Smeaton looked at the little pencilled note. He rose, and shook his subordinate cordially by the hand, saying:

Really youve done more than well. You forget nothing, I see. I shall watch your career with great interest. If I can push you I will. You may rely on that.

Johnson bowed low at the great mans praise. A word here from you, Mr Smeaton, and Im made in the Service.

His voice faltered skilfully here, and he withdrew, leaving Smeaton to his reflections.

The great detective meditated long and carefully. He was not a person to jump hastily at conclusions. He sifted the actual from the obvious.

One fact emerged clearly, and it was this: Lady Wrenwyck had left her home, to which she had not returned, two days before the mysterious disappearance of Reginald Monkton — two days.

That feather-headed fool, Caleb Boyle, had told him to find the woman. Was the feather-headed fool right, and he, Smeaton, upon the wrong road?


Chapter Twenty One.

Shades of Soho.
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WINGATE SMILED AS he read the flamboyant note from Caleb Boyle, accepting his invitation to dinner. It concluded with a characteristic flourish. Trusting that our meeting may prove as agreeable to you, as it is in anticipation to myself. Yours sincerely, C. Boyle.

It was a beautiful summer morning. His thoughts flew to his well-beloved. What was she doing at this particular moment? He could guess too well. Sitting, with that far-away look in her dear eyes, brooding and lonely amid the ruins of her once happy home.

He did not usually call so early, but to-day must be an exception. A brilliant idea had occurred to the fond young lover; he hastened to put it into execution.

She sprang up when he entered, and the light in her beautiful eyes, the faint flush on her cheek, told him that he was welcome. The soft lips returned his fervent kiss.

We are going to take a holiday, darling, he cried gaily. This is a perfect day; its a shame to be stifled in London. We will run down by train to Shepperton. Ill get a boat and pull you to Hampton Court. Well lunch there, and afterwards stroll round the gardens. Then I will bring you back home, I wonder if you remember that day — it seems such a little while ago — when we first met?

Shall I ever forget it? she whispered softly. I think, perhaps, I fell a little bit in love with you then. And afterwards we met at Hendon, and you came to call on us at Chesterfield Street. And my dear father took a great fancy to you. And now— she looked at him shyly, and did not finish the sentence.

He took her in his arms and kissed her. And now, my darling, we are sweethearts for ever and ever.

A couple of hours later they were on the river. The beauty of the warm summer day, the pleasurable excitement of the journey, the change of scene, had momentarily lifted the shadows and induced forgetfulness. For that brief space she was her old joyous self, a girl in the glorious fulness of her youth, living and beloved.

Her thoughts were such as come to pure girls in such moments.

As they glided down the placid stream, the golden afternoon warm and odorous with the mingled scents of the summer air, so would they journey through life together. She remembered how her father had adored her mother. Austin would be such another true lover to the end of his days.

They returned to Chesterfield Street. She was loth to part with him and pressed him to stay to dinner. He pleaded a business engagement. He could not break faith with Boyle, although he was sorely tempted to do so.

You will be sure to come to-morrow? she said, as she kissed him good-night. It cut him to the quick to leave her alone in that sad house, but he had no choice. At all costs, he must keep Boyle away from her.

Quite sure, my darling. You love me a little? he whispered as they parted.

Oh! so much, she answered with a sweet smile. Didnt I tell you this morning that I fell in love with you a long time ago? You have been so kind, so patient, so good. I fear I am a very sad sweetheart, but I know you understand. The ties between my dear father and myself were so close. We were all the world to each other.

He hastened away, more firmly resolved than ever that Caleb Boyle should never put his foot in Chesterfield Street. That trusting heart must never be pierced by doubts of her fathers rectitude.

Wingate was a few minutes late at the club that evening. He found Mr Boyle awaiting him, in the full glory of evening attire. His host could not help observing that the suit had seen good service, and that the shirt was frayed and dingy as to colour. But Boyles ready assurance was not in the least dashed by these circumstances. He advanced with outstretched hand, and greeted Wingate in his usual fulsome manner.

I am sorry you troubled to dress, Mr Boyle. This is quite a Bohemian club. I ought to have told you.

Boyle waved a deprecatory hand. And his self-satisfied manner seemed to imply that, at this hour, evening attire was natural to him, and that he would have assumed it in any case.

They went in to dinner. Boyle began talking at once. He admired the dining-room, the service, the club and its arrangements generally.

It is some years since I entered these portals, he remarked in his pompous, affected manner. I used to know some good fellows in the old days.

He named Jimmy this, Dicky that, and Tommy the other. Wingate noted that all the members with whom he boasted acquaintance had joined the majority.

I belonged to a lot of Bohemian clubs when I first started my London career, he explained. I was a member of the Garrick, and at the Savage I believe I am still remembered. Ah! that those good old days could come again.

He heaved a deep sigh, and for a few minutes applied himself to the very excellent meal that was set before him. He ate heartily, consuming big portions of each dish. His host had a shrewd notion that he had economised in the matter of lunch.

When dinner was over, they passed to the smoking-room, where Mr Boyle very speedily disposed of a few whiskies, taking two to the others one.

It was here that Wingate touched lightly and delicately upon the visit to Smeaton.

I would like to impress upon you, Mr Boyle, that, under ordinary circumstances. Miss Monkton would be delighted to receive any old friend of her fathers; but I fear such a visit at present would pain her very much.

Boyle rose to the occasion. It is I who am in fault. It was a thoughtless suggestion on my part, made on the spur of the moment, and prompted, I assure you, by the sincerest feelings of sympathy for her, and esteem for my dear old friend.

If his motives been of the nature suggested by Smeaton, he was certainly taking it very well. Wingate pressed on him another whisky-and-soda. The offer was accepted with his usual alacrity. His powers of absorption appeared to be unbounded.

Wingate proposed a change of scene. What do you say to an hour or two at the Empire? Well stroll round and get a couple of stalls.

Mr Boyle was delighted at the suggestion. Excellent, he cried, with the glee of a schoolboy. Dear old Empire, dear old mad and sad Empire, what visions it conjures up! Let us go at once. I will tread again the merry lounge, forget all gnawing care, and summon back the light-heartedness of youth.

He revelled in it all so much that it was eleven oclock before Wingate could get him away. And then he had not exhausted his capacity for enjoyment.

Let us make a night of it, he cried cheerfully. You dont know what a delight it is to mix for a few hours with a man of my own world, like yourself. We had an excellent dinner, but I am sure we could do a little supper together.

Wingate would have preferred to decline, but, if he did so, Boyle might be offended. And it was, above all things, necessary to keep him in good humour.

Good man, cried Mr Boyle, with one of his sweeping gestures. The night is young. A few paces from here is a snug little restaurant, presided over by my old and excellent friend, Luigi. You will be my guest.

Wingate started at the name. It was the little house in Soho where Monkton had dined with the bearded Russian on the night of his disappearance.

The smiling proprietor welcomed Boyle with extreme cordiality. They were very well acquainted.

They had a light supper, and at the conclusion Boyle drew aside the waiter, and whispered something in his ear. Wingate caught the words: Put it down. Ill call and pay to-morrow.

The gentleman in the worn evening suit and the dingy shirt was evidently short of cash. Wingate took advantage of the opportunity. Smeaton had taken a dislike to the man, but what the poor broken-down creature had told him might be of service.

Pardon me, Boyle, he said, dropping the formal prefix, but I could not help overhearing. If you have come out without money, please let me be your banker for the time being.

There was a long pause. Boyle seized the tumbler of whisky-and-soda that stood at his elbow, and drained it at a draught. For a few seconds he seemed struggling with some hidden emotion. Then his usual flamboyancy returned. He hailed the waiter in a loud voice, and ordered more refreshment.

Then he laid his long, lean hand on the others shoulder, and spoke in his deep, rolling tones.

Why should I play the hypocrite to a good fellow like yourself, Wingate. Im as poor as a church-rat — you can guess that from my clothes. I asked you to supper on the spur of the moment with eighteenpence in my pocket, knowing that my old friend Luigi would give me credit. I have a roof over my head for the rest of the week. Next week I may not have that. But I dont moan and whine; I set my teeth and smile, as I am smiling now. Whatever men may think of me, they shall never say that Caleb Boyle showed the white feather.

He took another deep draught as he finished the pathetic outburst. Wingate felt in his pockets.

I havent much with me, only a couple of sovereigns. But you can square the bill with that. I have a cheque-book with me, and I shall be delighted to tide you over immediate difficulties, if you will name a sum.

Would ten pounds be too much? asked Boyle, in a strangely hesitating voice. For the moment, his assurance seemed to have forsaken him; he seemed to realise to what he had fallen.

Not at all. The cheque was written and handed to the poor derelict, together with the two pounds in cash.

For once, the usual flow of words did not come. It was a quiet and subdued Boyle who called the waiter, and bade him bring the bill.

I cannot find words to thank you, he told his benefactor, I can only say, God bless you. I have done the same to many a poor devil myself, in olden days, but never in a more kindly and generous fashion. I should like, if I may, to tell you a little bit of history.

Wingate nodded. He could not but feel sorry for the poor broken-down creature, who tried to hide his sorrows under this brave and pompous front.

I was ruined by a devil whom I first met here, before Luigi took the place. He called himself Bellamy, but that was not his real name. He was a foreign fraudulent company promoter by profession. I was young and gullible. He dazzled me with his swindling schemes, until he had stripped me of every penny.

Wingate murmured his sympathy. He surmised that Boyle was exaggerating when he accused the foreigner of having been the sole cause of his ruin. There was no doubt he had contributed pretty considerably towards his own downfall. But was there ever a spendthrift yet who would admit as much?

But thank Heaven, he was trapped at last. He went a step too far, and was beggared by a lawsuit brought against him by the shareholders of a company he had promoted, and which never paid a dividend. Our old friend Monkton led against him, and trounced him thoroughly, I can tell you. Every penny he possessed was seized, and he fled the country for fear of arrest.

Wingate pricked up his ears.

You say this man was a foreigner. Would you recognise his handwriting, if you saw it?

Certainly. I have more than a dozen of his letters in my possession. If you would care to come round to my rooms, I will show you them to-night.

Wingate rose quickly. Is it far?

Boyle answered without a shade of embarrassment, Shepherds Bush. Not, I regret to say, what you would call a fashionable suburb.

In another two minutes they were in a taxi speeding towards Boyles residence.


Chapter Twenty Two.

One Fact is Established.
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BOYLE HAD DIRECTED the driver to stop at Uxbridge Road Station, where the two roads branch off, the one on the left leading into Chiswick, that on the right passing through Hanwell and Uxbridge.

He got out, and insisted on paying the fare, out of his newly-acquired wealth.

We are now at the beginning of Shepherds Bush. The Carthorne road, where I live — I should rather say exist — is a few minutes walk from here. It would have been impossible to direct the driver. It would require the exploring instinct of a Stanley or a Livingstone to track me to my lair, he laughed.

He led Wingate through various mean streets, consisting of two long rows of narrow three-storied houses. Several of them were to let. Most of them bore cards in their windows with the words Furnished apartments. Poverty everywhere betrayed its ugly features.

Boyle paused before the door of one of these ill-favoured tenements, and applied a latchkey. Wingate stepped into a narrow hall, covered by a strip of oil-cloth, full of holes, the pattern worn away with hard wear. An evil-smelling lamp hung from the ceiling, shedding a feeble light that was little removed from darkness.

Boyle led him to the end of the passage, and took him into a chamber that extended the width of the house. Quickly he struck a match, and lit a lamp.

Wingate felt terribly depressed. But Boyle, fortified, no doubt, by the unexpected possession of those few providential sovereigns, had recovered his accustomed buoyancy. He waved his hand round the faded apartment with a theatrical air.

Welcome to my poor abode, the present pied-à-terre of Caleb Boyle, once a member of exclusive clubs, and not an unknown figure in London society.

Wingate looked round and shuddered inwardly at what he saw. A horsehair sofa, black and stained with age, a carpet, worn threadbare and full of holes, three cane chairs, one easy-chair, worn and bulged out of shape, a cheap chest of drawers, with half the knobs missing. And at the side of the wall opposite the fire-place, a low, narrow single bedstead covered with a darned and patched counterpane. This was flanked by a yellow deal washstand.

Was it possible that anybody who had once lived decently, could draw a breath in this musty and abominable hole? Certainly there was a courage and power of endurance in the man that compelled Wingates admiration.

Boyle pushed one of the rickety chairs towards his guest, and crossed to a small hanging cupboard, from the recesses of which he produced a black bottle, which he held up to the lamp.

There is corn in Egypt, he cried gaily; he seemed in the highest spirits amid these depressing surroundings. We will carouse while the night is still young. I am sorry I have no soda, and I fear all the houses are shut. But the whisky is good.

He poured out two liberal portions, added some water, and drained his off at a draught. Then he stooped, and lifted the lid of a dilapidated tin box.

Now for the letters, he said.

In a few moments he had found them, tied together in a packet with a thin piece of twine. On a strip of paper within was: Letters from Charles Bellamy to Caleb Boyle.

Wingate took them, and rapidly scanned the contents of the first two. There were about a dozen in all. They related to purely business matters, dwelling upon the magnificent prospects of a certain company in which Boyle had taken shares, and exhorting him to patience under the present non-payment of dividends.

Read by the light of subsequent events, they were obviously the letters of a swindler to the victim he had entrapped in his financial meshes.

But, of course, to Wingate the supreme matter of interest was the handwriting. And here, he could not be positive. He had read the threatening letter, and he knew the contents of it by heart. But that was some time ago, and he could not form a mental picture of it.

Can you trust me with one of those, Mr Boyle, to show to our friend Smeaton, so that he may compare it with a letter in his possession. I think, so far as my memory serves me, they were written by the same man, but I want to see the two together. If you would rather not part with it, bring it down yourself to-morrow to Scotland Yard, and I will meet you there.

Boyle was hurt at the suggestion. My dear Wingate, take the whole packet, if you wish. After the noble way in which you have behaved to-night, is it likely I should refuse such a trifling thing?

Thanks, they shall be returned to you directly Smeaton has done with them. A thousand thanks, and now I will say good-night. I have to be up betimes to-morrow morning.

He left, after refusing Boyles earnest request to join him in a final whisky. He fancied there would not be much left in that bottle when the poor broken-down gentleman stumbled into his uninviting bed.

Wingate took the precious packet round to Smeaton next morning. And the detective, after a minute and lengthy examination, declared there could be no doubt that Charles Bellamy was the writer of the threatening letter.

I will put all the documents in the hands of an expert for confirmation, he said, but I am quite certain in my own mind, and I shall follow up the clue at once.

You have also another clue, that concerning Lady Wrenwyck, observed Austin. Strange that we should be indebted to this peculiar creature, Boyle, for both!

He seems to grow more useful as we cultivate his further acquaintance, said the detective, a humorous smile softening for a moment his rather harsh features.

To which of the two do you attach the greater importance? was Wingates next question.

It is hard to say. But by following both we may arrive at a solution. They must be pursued simultaneously and that requires two men. Personally I think the Bellamy track may produce the better result, and naturally I should like to choose that for myself. On the other hand, the Wrenwyck one requires some experience and finesse, both of which qualities I flatter myself I possess. Anyway, I must trust one of the two to a subordinate.

He passed, and remained silent for a few moments, then made up his mind. He rang the bell, and requested that Johnson should come to him at once.

I have resolved to take the Bellamy clue, he explained to Wingate. It will require some research, possibly lengthy communications with the police of other countries. Here I shall be better equipped than a comparatively new man. Johnson has so far acted with great promptitude in the Wrenwyck matter.

Detective-sergeant Johnson appeared almost immediately, and to him Smeaton issued brief instructions.

About Lady Wrenwyck. You have lost no time over this, and I want you to follow it up. This is Mr Wingate, before whom we can speak quite freely. Find out where the lady is and, equally important, if she is alone, or with a companion. I exclude, of course, her maid.

Mr Johnson bowed. I quite understand, sir. I know, as a fact, her maid left with her. She was with her ladyship before her marriage, and is, no doubt, entirely in her mistresss confidence.

The detective paused a second, and then added a little touch of his own which, he was sure, would not be lost on his chief. Besides, it showed his knowledge of high society, and of the ways of ladies who were a trifle unconventional.

Of course, sir, in circumstances of a delicate nature, ladies have been known to give their maids a holiday.

I quite appreciate that point, Johnson. Well, get on to the job at once, and confer with me when necessary.

Johnson withdrew, well pleased that his chief had entrusted him with so important a mission. Smeaton turned to his visitor.

Well, Mr Wingate, we ought to find out something in the next few days. I will get on to the track of Bellamy at once. Kindly drop a note to Boyle that I will keep his letters for a little time. Good-bye for the present. I will communicate with you the moment there is anything worth telling.

He set to work at once on the Bellamy dossier. Up to a certain point the task was comparatively easy. The man was of Polish origin, his real name being Ivan Bolinski. A little further investigation revealed the fact that he was the elder brother of the Bolinski who lived in the Boundary Road, St. Johns Wood, the man who had dined with Monkton at the Soho restaurant, and according to the evidence of Davies, the taxi-driver, one of the pair who had hailed his vehicle for the conveyance of the dying man to Chesterfield Street.

So far, the scent seemed a warm one. Bellamy, to give him his assumed name, was born of an English mother, and, in marked contrast to his brother, betrayed very little of the foreigner in his appearance. He spoke English with a perfect accent.

He had started his career as a money-lender, his operations, which were on a small scale, being confined chiefly to his compatriots. He next blossomed out, in conjunction with a couple of scoundrels of the same kidney, into a promoter of small and shady concerns. Success attended his efforts, and he then flew at higher game. But although he amassed money he was never connected with a single flourishing company. He made thousands out of his victims, but they never saw a penny of their money back until just at the end.

And at this point Smeaton came to the trial at which Monkton had appeared and obtained a verdict for the restitution of the sums acquired by fraudulent misrepresentation. Although only a civil action, the evidence against Bellamy was so damaging that a criminal prosecution was bound to follow.

This he himself recognised, with the result that within twenty-four hours after the verdict had been given he escaped from England under an assumed name.

Five years later he was convicted in America, and sentenced to a long term of imprisonment, under this assumed name. At the trial it was conclusively proved that he was the same man, Ivan Bolinski, alias Bellamy, who had previously figured in the English Courts, and been driven from the pursuit of his nefarious occupation by the skill and eloquence of Monkton.

He was tracked through a series of wanderings in different countries, where no doubt he still pursued his profession of chevalier dindustrie, although he seemed during that period to have escaped the active interference of justice till about five years ago.

At that date he was living at a small village in Cornwall, either on his private means, or perhaps on money allowed him by his brother. Against this brother, so far as his commercial career was concerned, nothing of a suspicious nature was known.

Here Smeaton came to a cul-de-sac. At that date Ivan Bolinski was living in this remote Cornish village, under the name of Charlton. Twenty years or so had elapsed since, in a moment of burning hatred, he had penned that threatening letter to the man who had brought to an abrupt close his nefarious career in this country.

To that remote fishing hamlet went Smeaton. He found the quaint little house which had sheltered Bellamy; which he hoped still sheltered him. The door was opened by an elderly woman.

I have come to inquire about a man named Charlton who came to live here five years ago, he said, going to the point at once.

She was evidently an honest creature who knew nothing of what was going on in the big world outside her little corner of earth.

Please come in, sir. A gentleman of that name came to lodge here about that time.

She led him into the tiny parlour, and asked him to be seated. At Smeatons request she told him all about her lodger.

He was in very poor health, sir, when he came here, and he seemed to gradually get worse. He was a very quiet gentleman; spent most of his time reading. When he first came he took long walks, but latterly he had to give these up. He lived a most solitary life, hardly ever wrote or received a letter, and had only one visitor, who came from London to see him occasionally.

Can you describe this visitor to me? asked Smeaton.

A tall, bearded man, who walked with a limp, and looked like a foreigner. He told me he was his brother. I remarked once how unlike they were, and he smiled and said he took after his mother, and the other after his father. Once he told me that Charlton was not his proper name, that he had taken it for the sake of property.

A somewhat indiscreet admission, thought Smeaton. But after all those years there was little to fear. He had been forgotten by now, and this simple woman could do him no harm.

The landlady went on with her narrative.

As I told you, sir, he got worse and worse, and Doctor Mayhew, who lives a little way beyond the village, was always in and out. It must have cost a small fortune, that long illness. Then one night, just before the end, he sent me with a telegram to his brother — it was a long foreign name, and I cant remember it.

Bolinski, suggested Smeaton.

The woman looked puzzled. Very likely, sir; I know it began with a B. Next day the brother came down, and stayed with him till he died, a matter of a week. I remember when the doctor was going to give the certificate he told him the right name to put on it. I remember his words: The name of Charlton was assumed, doctor. On the certificate we will have the real one. It doesnt matter now. It was assumed for reasons I do not wish to explain, and they would not interest you.

When did he die? asked Smeaton eagerly.

A little over two years ago, sir, this very month.

Then, as the detective rose, she added: If you would like to step round to Doctor Mayhews he is sure to be in at this time. He could give you full particulars of the end.

Thanks, said Smeaton absently, as he bade her good-day.

There was no need to visit the doctor. The womans tale had been simple and convincing.

What he knew for a certainty was that Ivan Bolinski, alias Bellamy, alias Charlton, the writer of the threatening letter, had died more than two years before Reginald Monktons disappearance.

Was Reginald Monkton dead, or still alive?


Chapter Twenty Three.

Which Makes One Fact Plain.
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MR JOHNSON FELT a pleasurable sense of elation when he embarked on the mission assigned him by his chief. If he could discover anything that would help to elucidate or solve what was known amongst the select few as the Monkton Mystery, rapid promotion was assured.

Smeaton was not a jealous man, and besides, if Johnson did score a success, it was his senior who had given him the materials to work upon.

Still, although pleasantly elated, he did not disguise from himself the difficulties of his task. He had to find out where Lady Wrenwyck was hiding — she was hiding, of course, or her whereabouts would have been known to her household. And he did not know the woman by sight.

He grappled with the smaller difficulty first, when he met his cousin the footman, at their usual meeting-place.

Any chance of getting a peep at a photograph of her ladyship? he asked. He had told Willet, such was his name, as much as it was good for him to know, and no more.

Im very friendly with several of the Wrenwyck lot, was Willets reply. I daresay I could smuggle one out for you for half-an-hour, but its exciting suspicion, isnt it? And I suppose you dont want to take too many people into your confidence?

Johnson agreed with this sentiment emphatically. He could swallow any amount of confidence himself, but he hated reciprocity. Hear everything, and tell nothing, or, at the worst, as little as you can. That was his motto.

It would lead to gossip, and we should have to fudge up some tale or other, Dick. Well let it alone for the present, and only use it as a last resource.

Mr Willet reflected, and then he remembered. Look here. Ive just thought of the very thing! Ive a lot of old illustrated newspapers by me. Not very long ago there was a full-page portrait of her, in fancy dress at the Devonshire House ball — Queen of Sheba or something. Its a splendid likeness. If you once see it, youd pick her out from a thousand. Stay here for ten minutes, and Ill hunt it out and bring it round.

Willet was as good as his word. In a little over the time he had stated, the portrait was in Johnsons hands, and carefully scrutinised. In the words of his cousin, wherever he met Lady Wrenwyck he would pick her out of a thousand.

That little difficulty was solved without any loss of time. The important one remained: where was she at the present moment?

On this point Willet could give no information. Her maid had packed her boxes, and they had started off one afternoon when her husband was absent, without a hint of their destination from either of them.

Doesnt Lord Wrenwyck know? Surely she must have given him some information, even if it was misleading.

I doubt if Wrenwyck knows any more than we do, replied Willet, alluding to this highly-descended peer with the easy familiarity of his class. Shes disappeared half-a-dozen times since her marriage in this way, and come back when it suited her, just as if nothing had happened.

A rum household, observed Johnson, who was not so used to high-class ways as his cousin. But you told me that she had no money when she married him. You cant travel about for weeks on nothing. What does she do for cash on these jaunts?

Mr Willet shrugged his shoulders. Not so difficult as you think. The old man made a handsome settlement on her, and I suppose she times her journeys when shes got plenty in hand, and comes back when shes broke. Besides, her bank would let her overdraw, if she wrote to them.

Youre right, I didnt think of that. Her bankers have got her address right enough, and, of course, they wouldnt give it. They would forward a letter though, if one could write one that would draw her.

There was a pause after this. Johnson was pondering as to how it was possible to utilise her bankers — somebody in the household would be sure to know who they were. Willet was pondering too, and, as it appeared, to some purpose.

Look here, you havent told me too much, and I dont blame you either, under the circumstances, but I see you want to get on her track. Ive an idea Ill tell you.

Youre full of em, said Johnson appreciatively.

You may take my word for it, nobody at the Wrenwyck house knows; anyway, nobody I can get hold of. Now, shes got a bosom friend, a Mrs Adair, rather rapid like herself, and married to just such another grumpy, half-cracked old chap as Wrenwyck himself.

I didnt know he was half-cracked, interposed Johnson, who never missed the smallest piece of information.

They all say he is. Wheeler, his valet, tells me he has frightful fits of rage, and after they are over, sits growling and gnashing his teeth — most of em false, by the way.

Mr Willet paused for a moment to accept his cousins offer of another drink, and then resumed.

I dont want to raise your hopes too high, old man. If shes on the strict q.t. its long odds she wont let a soul know where she is. But if she has told anybody, its Mrs Adair, who, if necessary, would help her with money if shes short. Theyve been bosom friends for years; when in town they see each other every day.

Johnson nodded his head judiciously. Its an even chance that Mrs Adair knows, if everybody else is in the dark. But how the devil are we to get at Mrs Adair? If we could, she wouldnt give her away.

Mr Willet grinned triumphantly. Of course not, I see that as well as you do; Im not a juggins. Now this is just where I come in to help the great London detective.

You are priceless, Dick, murmured Mr Johnson in a voice of unfeigned admiration.

Mrs Adairs maid is a girl Ive long had a sneaking regard for. But I had to lie low because she was keeping company with an infernal rotter, who she thought was everything her fancy painted. Two months ago, she found him out, and gave him the chuck. Then I stepped in. Were not formally engaged as yet, but I think shes made up her mind she might do worse. Its a little early yet. Im taking her out to-morrow night. Ill pump her and see if Mrs Adair receives any letters from Lady Wrenwyck. My young woman knows the handwriting, and the postmark will tell you what you want — eh?

Johnson again expressed his admiration of his cousins resource, suggested a little douceur for his trouble, and gallantly invited him and his sweetheart to take a bit of dinner with him.

But Willet, who was of a jealous disposition, waved him sternly away. After marriage, if you like, my lad, not before. Youre too good-looking, and not old enough. Never introduce your young lady to a pal. No offence, of course. Youd do the same in my place, or you havent got the headpiece I give you credit for.

Johnson admitted meekly that in the case of an attractive young woman it was wise to take precautions. They parted on the understanding that they would meet at the same place two nights later.

They met at the time appointed, and there was an almost offensive air of triumph about Mr Willets demeanour that argued good things. He started by ordering refreshment.

Now to business, he said, in his sharp, slangy way. Ive pumped Lily all right, and this job seems as easy as falling off a house. No letters have come from the lady, or gone to her, since she left, but— he made a long pause here. Every week a letter comes to Mrs Adair with the Weymouth postmark on it and every week Mrs Adair writes to a Mrs Marsh, whom Lily never heard of, and the letter is addressed to the Weymouth post-office. The writing on the envelope that comes to Mrs Adair is not Lady W.s. Do you tumble?

Its a hundred chances to one that her ladyship is at Weymouth, and her maid addresses the envelope, was Johnsons answer.

I say ditto. Mrs Adairs letter is posted every Thursday. To-day is Wednesday. Put yourself in the Weymouth train to-morrow, keep a watch on the post-office next morning, and the odds are that letter will be fetched by Lady Wrenwyck, or her maid.

Thanks to the portrait I know the mistress, but I dont know the maid. Describe her to me.

Mr Willet produced a piece of paper and pencil. Im a bit of an artist in my spare time. Ill draw her for you so exactly that you cant mistake her.

He completed the sketch and handed it to his cousin. Later, they parted with mutual expressions of good will.

Friday morning saw Johnson prowling round the Weymouth post-office. He had to wait some time, but his patience was rewarded — he saw both Lady Wrenwyck and her maid.

After issuing from the post-office, they went together to several shops, strolled for a few minutes up and down the sea front, and then returned home.

He had not expected to find them at a hotel, for obvious reasons. He was not therefore surprised when they entered one of the bigger houses facing the sea. They wanted privacy, and their only chance of getting that was in lodgings.

He snatched a hasty lunch, and kept observation on the house till about six oclock, in the hope that her ladyship would come out again with a companion. But he was disappointed in this expectation.

He made up his mind to force matters a little. He went up boldly to the door and knocked.

Is Mrs Marsh at home? he asked the servant who answered the summons.

The girl answered in the affirmative. Who shall I say, please? she added.

Wait a moment. Is she alone?

It was a random shot, but it had the effect he intended.

Quite alone. Mr Williams is very bad again to-day. Hes in bed.

Mr Williams! Just the sort of ordinary name a man would assume under the circumstances.

She wont know my name. Just say a Mr Johnson from London wishes to see her on urgent private business.

As he waited in the hall, he wondered whether she would refuse to see him? Well, if she did, it only meant delay. He would stay on at Weymouth till his business was done.

The maid interrupted his reflections by calling over the banisters, Will you come up, please?

The next moment, he was bowing to Lady Wrenwyck, who was seated in an easy-chair, a book, which she had just laid down, on her lap. She was a very beautiful woman still, and although she sat in a strong light, did not look over thirty-five.

She received him a little haughtily. I do not remember to have seen you before. What is your business with me?

Johnson fired his first shot boldly. I believe I have the honour of addressing Lady Wrenwyck?

Her face went a shade paler. I do not deny it. Please explain your object in seeking me out. Will you sit down?

The detective took a chair. You have no doubt, madam, heard of the mysterious disappearance of an old friend of yours, Mr Monkton.

He had expected to see her start, or show some signs of embarrassment. She did nothing of the kind. Her voice, as she answered him, was quite calm.

I have heard something of it — some wild rumour. I am sorry for his daughter and his friends, for himself, if anything terrible has happened. But why do you come to me about this?

It was Johnsons turn to feel embarrassment now. Her fine eyes looked at him unwaveringly, and there was just the suspicion of a contemptuous smile on her beautiful face.

I knew you were close friends once, he stammered. It struck me you might know something — he might have confided something to you.

He broke down, and there was a long pause. For a space Lady Wrenwyck turned her face away, and looked out on the sea front. Suddenly she divined his errand, and a low ripple of laughter escaped her.

I think I see the meaning of it all now. You have picked up some ancient rumours of my friendship with Mr Monkton, and you think he is with me here; that I am responsible for his disappearance.

The detective was too embarrassed to answer her. He was thankful that she had seen things so quickly.

I dont know why I should admit anything to you, she went on, in a contemptuous voice, but I will admit this much. There was a time when I was passionately in love with him. At that time, if he had lifted up his little finger I would have followed him to the end of the world. He never asked me — he had water in his veins, not blood. That was in the long ago. To-day he is nothing to me — barely a memory. Go back to London, my good man. You will not find Reginald Monkton here.

Her scornful tone braced the detective, and dispelled his momentary embarrassment.

Who then is Mr Williams? he asked doggedly.

Oh, you know that, do you? — you seem full of useless knowledge. Mr Williams, an assumed name like my own, is my youngest and favourite brother. There is a tragic family history which I shall not tell you. It suffices to say I am the only member of his family who has not severed relations with him. He is very ill. I am here to nurse him back to health and strength.

Johnson looked dubious. She spoke with the ring of truth, but these women of the world could be consummate actresses when they chose.

She rose from her chair, a smile half contemptuous half amused upon her charming face.

You dont believe me. Wait a moment, and I will convince you.

She left the room, returning after a moments absence.

Follow me and see for yourself, she said coldly, and led the way into a bedroom adjoining the room in which they had been talking.

Look here, she pointed to the bed. He is asleep; I gave him a composing draught an hour ago.

Johnson looked. A man of about thirty-five, bearing a remarkable likeness to herself, was lying on his side, his hand supporting his head. The worn, drawn features spoke of pain and suffering from which, for the moment, he was relieved.

The detective stole from the room on tiptoe, followed by Lady Wrenwyck. You know Mr Monkton by sight, I presume? Have you seen enough? If so, I beg you to relieve me of your presence and your insulting suspicions. She pointed to the stairs with an imperious hand.

Johnson had never felt a bigger fool in his life — he would have liked the earth to open and swallow him.

I humbly apologise, he faltered, and sneaked down the stairs, feeling like a whipped mongrel.


Chapter Twenty Four.

The Mystery of the Maid-Servant.
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WHEN JOHNSON REPORTED himself to his chief at Scotland Yard he had in a great measure recovered his self-possession. He had only failure to his credit, but that was not his fault. He had followed up the clue given to him with exemplary speed. The weakness lay in the unsubstantial nature of the clue.

Smeaton listened to his recital, and made no caustic or petulant comment. He was a kindly man, and seldom reproached his subordinates, except for instances of sheer stupidity. He never inquired into their methods. Whether they obtained their results by luck or judgment was no concern of his, so long as the results were obtained.

Sit down. Let us talk this over, he said genially. It was a clue worth following, wasnt it?

Undoubtedly, sir, replied Johnson. It was one of the few alternatives possible in such a case. I assure you, sir, I set out with high hopes.

Its a failure, Johnson, but thats no fault of yours; you did all that could be expected. I have had my rebuff, too. I have tracked the writer of the threatening letter, only to find he died two years before Monktons disappearance. That was a nasty knock also. And yet that was a good clue too — of the two, a trifle better perhaps than yours.

Detective-sergeant Johnson made no answer. Smeaton looked at him sharply. You would say that was something to work on, wouldnt you?

Johnson reflected a moment. When you are going to exalt your own intelligence at the expense of your superiors intellect, it demands diplomacy.

He spoke deferentially. May I speak my mind plainly? he asked.

I desire perfect frankness. Smeaton was not a little man. He knew that elderly men, in spite of their experience, grow stale, and often lose their swiftness of thought. It was well to incline their ears to the rising generation.

It was a clue worth following, sir, but personally I dont attach great importance to it.

Give me your reasons, Johnson. I know you have an analytical turn of mind. I shall be delighted to hear them.

And Johnson gave his reasons. This was a threatening letter. I daresay every big counsel receives them by the dozen. Now, let us construct for a moment the mentality of the writer; we will call him by his real name, Bolinski. A man of keen business instincts, or he would not have been the successful rogue he was. Naturally, therefore, a man of equable temperament.

It was not the letter of a man of equable temperament, interposed Smeaton grimly.

A temporary aberration, rejoined the scientific detective. Even men of calm temperament get into uncontrollable rages occasionally. He wrote it at white heat, strung to momentary madness by the ruin that confronted him. That is understandable. What is not understandable is that a man of that well-balanced mind should cherish rancour for a period of twenty-odd years.

There is something in what you say, Johnson. I confess that you are more subtle than I am.

Johnson pursued his advantage. After the lapse of twelve months, by which time he had probably found his feet again, he would recognise it, to use a phrase we both know well, sir, as a fair cop. He had defied the law; the law had got the better of him. He would take off his hat, and say to the law: I give you best. You are the better man, and you won.

Smeaton regarded his subordinate with genuine admiration.

I am not too old to learn, Johnson; you have taught me something to-night. He paused a moment, and added slowly: You have taught me to distinguish the probable from the possible.

Johnson rose, feeling he had done well and impressed his sagacity upon his chief.

I believe, sir, when you think it over you will admit that such a delayed scheme of vengeance would not be carried out, after the lapse of so many years, by a man of ordinary sanity. I admit it might be carried out by a lunatic, or a person half-demented, on the borderland — a man who had brooded over an ancient wrong till he became obsessed.

Smeaton nodded, in comprehension. His subordinate was developing unsuspected powers.

Wait a moment, Johnson. We know certain things. We know Bolinski — who wrote the threatening letter — is out of it, so far as active participation is concerned. Lady Wrenwyck is out of it. We know the two who put the dying man in the cab. We know about Farloe and Saxton. We know about the Italian who died at Forest View. We know about the man Whyman, who invited me to stay the night, and disappeared before I was up next morning. You know all these things, everything that has taken place since I took up the case. You have thought it all over.

I have thought it all over, replied Johnson, always deferential and always imperturbable.

Dont go yet, said Smeaton. Frankly, we seem to have come to a dead end. Have you anything to suggest?

Johnsons triumph was complete. That the great Smeaton should seek the advice of a lieutenant, except in the most casual and non-committal way, was a thing unprecedented.

But, following the example of other great men, he did not lose his head. He spoke with his accustomed deliberation, his usual deference.

The mystery, if it ever is solved, sir, will be solved at Forest View. Keep a watch on that house, day and night. He emphasised the last word, and looked squarely at his chief.

Smeaton gave a sudden start. You know Varney is watching it.

A clever fellow, sir; relies upon intuition largely and has little patience with our slower methods. He watches it by day — well, no doubt — but he doesnt watch it by night. Many strange things happen when the sun has gone down.

Smeaton smiled a little uneasily. You are relying on intuition now yourself, Johnson. But this conversation has given me food for thought. I will carry out your suggestion. In the meantime understand that, in this last mission, you have done all that is possible. I shall send in a report to that effect.

Johnson withdrew, well pleased with the interview. He had greatly advanced himself in his chiefs estimation and he had skilfully avoided wounding Smeatons amour propre.

The day was fated to be one of unpleasant surprises. A few hours later Varney dashed into his room, in a state of great excitement.

Astounding news — infernal news! he cried, dashing his hat down on the table. But first look at this, and see if you recognise the original.

He handed Smeaton a snapshot. The detective examined it carefully. Truth to tell, it was not a very brilliant specimen of photographic art.

The cap and apron puzzled me a little at first, he said at length. But it is certainly Mrs Saxton; in other words, I take it, the parlourmaid at Forest View.

Just what I suspected, cried Varney. I was thinking about the woman, firmly convinced in my own mind that she was different from what she pretended to be. In a flash I thought of Mrs Saxton. I got a snap at her in the garden yesterday morning, without her seeing me, so as to bring it to you for identification.

Forest View seems to be the centre of the mystery, said Smeaton slowly. Well, this is not the infernal news, I suppose? There is something more to come.

And Varney blurted out the astonishing tale. Forest View is empty. They made tracks in the night — while we were all sound asleep.

Smeaton thought of Johnsons recommendation to watch the house by night as well as day. He reproached himself for his own carelessness when dealing with such wary adversaries.

Tell me all about it, he said sharply.

Varney went on with his story.

It has been my custom to stroll round there every night about eleven oclock, when the lights are put out, generally to the minute, he said. I did the same thing last evening; they were extinguished a few minutes later than usual, but I did not attach any importance to that.

They were packing up, I suppose, and got a little over their time, observed Smeaton.

No doubt. I am usually a light sleeper, but I had taken a long cycle ride in the afternoon, and slept heavily till late in the morning. I took my usual stroll after breakfast. The gate was closed, but there were marks of heavy wheels on the gravel, and all the blinds were down. I went up to the door, and rang the bell. Nobody answered.

Did they take all the furniture? queried Smeaton. No, they could not have moved it in the time.

I am certain, from the marks, only one van had gone in and come out. They only removed what was valuable and important. I questioned the local constable. He saw a van pass, going in the direction of London, but had no idea of where it had come from. Some of them, I expect, got into the van, and the others took a circuitous route in the motor.

Smeaton listened to all this with profound chagrin. He rose and paced the room.

I am fed up with the whole thing, Varney, he said, in a despondent voice. I have followed two clues already that seemed promising, and they turn into will-o-the-wisps. And now weve got to begin all over again with this Forest View lot.

Varney agreed. As a relief from the strain and tension of this most baffling case, he suggested that Smeaton should dine with him at the Savage Club that night, to talk things over.

After an excellent dinner, they recovered somewhat from the depression caused by the recent untoward events. They went into the Alhambra for an hour, and then strolled up Coventry Street.

They waited at the corner of the Haymarket to cross the street. The traffic from the theatres was very congested, and the vehicles were crawling slowly westward.

Suddenly Smeaton clutched at his companions arm, and pointed to a taxi that was slowly passing them beneath the glare of the street lamps.

Look inside, he cried excitedly.

Varney took a few quick paces forward, and peered through the closed window. He returned to Smeaton, his face aglow.

The parlourmaid at Forest View, otherwise Mrs Saxton, by all thats wonderful!

Did you notice the man?

No, I hadnt time. The driver started on at proper speed before I could focus him.

Do you know, the face in that gleam of light looked wonderfully like that of Reginald Monkton! he said. I committed the number of the taxi to memory. To-morrow, we shall know where it took them.

Next morning, the taxi-driver was found, and told his tale simply and straightforwardly.

I picked them up in the Strand, sir, an elderly gent and a youngish lady. I was standing by the kerb, having just put down a fare. They had stepped out of another taxi a few yards below, they waited till it drove away, and then they came up and got into mine. I thought it a bit peculiar.

Where did you put them down?

At the corner of Chesterfield Street, Mayfair. I asked them if I should wait, but the lady shook her head. The gentleman seemed ailing like; he walked very slow, and leaned heavily on her arm.

Smeaton tipped the man, who in a few moments left his room.

If it was Monkton, as he believed, why had he gone to Chesterfield Street? And having gone there, why had he alighted at the corner, instead of driving up to the house?

In a few moments he took up the telephone receiver and asked for the number of Mr Monktons house.


Chapter Twenty Five.

Still More Mystery.
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GRANT ANSWERED THE phone in Chesterfield Street. To Smeatons inquiry, he replied that Miss Monkton had just left the house with Mr Wingate. They were lunching out somewhere, but she had left word that she would be back about three oclock.

Any message, sir? he concluded.

No, thank you. Grant. I want to see her rather particularly. Ill look round about three oclock. I suppose shes likely to be pretty punctual?

Grant replied that, as a rule, she kept her time. He added, with the privileged freedom of an old servant: But you know, sir, when young folk get together, they are not in a great hurry to part. And poor Miss Sheila hasnt much brightness in her life now. I dont know what she would do if it wasnt for Mr Wingate.

About two oclock Varney walked into Smeatons room at Scotland Yard. He had taken an early morning train to Forest View, to find out what he could concerning the mysterious flitting. He had interviewed the house-agent at Horsham, and had learned a few facts which he communicated to the detective.

There had been mystery about the man who called himself Strange from the beginning. When he proposed to take the house, he had been asked for references, according to the usual custom. He had demurred to this, explained that he did not care to trouble his friends on such a matter, and made a counter-proposition. He would pay a quarters rent at once, and every three months pay in advance.

The landlord and the house-agent both thought this a queer proceeding, and were half inclined to insist upon references. But the house had been to let for some time, and the loss of rent was a consideration. The man Strange might be an eccentric sort of person, who disliked putting himself under an obligation, even of such a trifling kind. They gave him the benefit of the doubt, feeling so far as the money was concerned that they were on the safe side.

Another peculiar thing about Mr Strange was that, during the whole of his residence at Forest View, he had never been known to give a cheque. The landlords rent was paid in banknotes, the tradesmens accounts in gold and silver.

Smeaton put an obvious question: Have they heard anything from Stent?

I am coming to that now, and here is more mystery, as might naturally be expected, was Varneys answer. A young man called at the house-agents late yesterday afternoon. He was described to me as a youngish, well-dressed fellow, rather thick-set and swarthy. I take it, we know nothing of him in connection with this case?

Varney looked at Smeaton interrogatively. The detective shook his head.

No; you have been told of everybody I know.

Well, this chap came with a queer sort of story, Varney went on. He explained that he was a friend of Stent, I should say Strange. Two or three days ago Strange had received an urgent summons from abroad, which admitted of no delay. He had posted off at once to Croydon, got hold of a furniture dealer there, brought him back, and sold the furniture to him. He was to fetch it before the end of the week. Strange had given this fellow a letter to the agent, authorising him to let the dealer have the furniture, and hand him the proceeds, less a sum of twenty-five pounds which had been paid as deposit. Out of these proceeds the agent was to deduct the sum accruing for rent, the tenancy being up in four months time — and keep the balance till Strange sent for it, or gave instructions for it to be sent to him!

And, of course, nothing more will be heard of Stent, interrupted Smeaton. The balance will lie in the agents hands unclaimed.

It looks like it, said Varney. The agent thought it all sounded very fishy, although this young fellow carried it off in a pretty natural manner. It was only when he was asked to give his name and address that he showed any signs of embarrassment. But, after a moments hesitation, it came out pat enough. He was a Mr James Blake, of Verbena Road, Brixton, by profession an insurance agent.

A false name and address, of course? queried Smeaton.

Yes and no, replied Varney. I got up to Victoria about twelve oclock, and hurried at once to Verbena Road. There, sure enough, was a plate on the door, James Blake, Insurance Agent. I rang the bell and asked to see him; I had prepared a story for him on my way there. Fortunately he was in.

And he was not the swarthy, thick-set young man who had gone to Horsham?

Certainly not. He was a man of about forty-five with a black beard. In five minutes he told me all about himself, and his family, a wife and two daughters. One was a typist in the city, the other an assistant in a West End hat shop. Our dark-faced friend apparently picked the name out of the directory at random, or knew something of the neighbourhood and its residents. We may be quite sure Horsham will not see him again for a very long time. By the way, I forgot to tell you that Stent went round the day before, and paid up all the tradespeople.

No want of money, observed Smeaton. They evidently didnt shoot the moon on account of poverty. Theres no doubt they spotted you, and guessed they were under observation.

It looks like it, admitted Varney reluctantly. Smeaton had uttered no word of reproach, but it was a blow to the young mans pride to know that he had allowed his quarry to escape.

Well, we must think this over a bit, before we can decide on further steps, said the detective at length, in a desponding tone. I am off to Chesterfield Street in a few moments, to see if I can learn anything fresh there. We know that Mrs Saxton was at the corner of the street last night, if we are not positive about her companion.

Grant opened the door to him when, on the stroke of three, he alighted from a taxi.

Half-an-hour went by, and still Sheila did not make her appearance. Smeaton began to fidget and walk up and down the dining-room, for he hated waiting for anybody. Then the door-bell rang. He rose and hastened into the hall, just as Grant opened the door.

He saw a dark-haired young woman, neatly dressed in navy blue, standing there. He thought there was a slight tremor of nervousness in her voice as she asked if Miss Monkton was at home.

Grant explained that she was out, but he expected her back every minute. Would she come in and wait?

Apparently she was on the point of doing so, when she caught sight of Smeaton standing in the background.

Her face flushed, and then went pale. She drew back, and her nervousness seemed to increase. It was impossible for her to keep her voice steady. No — no, thank you, she stammered, as she edged back. It is of really no importance. I will call another day — to-morrow perhaps.

What name shall I say? asked Grant, surprised at her agitation.

She grew more confused than ever. I wont trouble you; it doesnt matter in the least. I mean. Miss Monkton would not know my name, if I told it you.

With a swift gesture, she turned and fled. She had been nervous to start with, but Smeatons steady and penetrating gaze seemed to have scared her out of her wits.

The detective chatted for a moment or two with Grant, but made no comment upon the strange visitor. Still, it struck him as a curious thing, as one more of the many mysteries of which this house was so full. Would the young woman come back to-morrow, he wondered?

Five minutes later Sheila and her lover arrived. They had spent the best part of the morning in each others company, and had lingered long over their lunch. But Wingate was loth to part from her, and insisted upon seeing her home.

She was puzzled, too, at the advent of this dark-haired young woman. Oh, how I wish I had been a few minutes earlier, she cried. I shall worry about it all night.

Strange things seem to happen every day, grumbled Smeaton. A very mysterious thing happened at the corner of this street last night.

Then he told them briefly of the midnight move from Forest View, of his dinner with Varney, and how they had seen Mrs Saxton in the taxi-cab in Coventry Street; of the taxi-drivers story that he had driven her to the corner of Chesterfield Street, where she had got out, and dismissed the cab.

But surely she was not alone, cried Sheila.

A man was with her, but the cab passed too rapidly for us to get a look at him, replied Smeaton evasively. After all, it was only a suspicion, he could not be positive.

He paused a second, and went on hesitatingly.

I cant imagine what her motive could be in coming so near. I came round to-day because I had an idea that she might have called here on some pretext.

But, if she had done so, of course I should have rung you up, said Sheila quickly.

Well, I could have been sure of that too, if I had thought it out. Smeatons manner was strangely hesitating, it seemed to them, not knowing that he was only revealing half of what was in his mind. I hardly know why I came at all. I think the case is getting on my nerves. Well, I wont keep you any longer. Let me know if that young woman calls again, and if her visit concerns me in any way.

He left, and when he had gone Sheila turned to her lover. Mr Smeaton was very peculiar to-day, wasnt he, Austin? He gave me the impression of keeping something back — something that he wanted to tell and was afraid.

Austin agreed with his well-beloved. There was certainly something mysterious about the great detective that afternoon.

Meanwhile Smeaton walked back to his office, more puzzled and baffled than ever. Why on earth had Mrs Saxton and her companion driven to Chesterfield Street? And what had become of the other inmates of Forest View?


Chapter Twenty Six.

The Secret Picture.
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SHEILA MONKTON SPENT a restless night; truth to tell, her nights were never very peaceful. Even when she snatched her fitful sleep, the sinister figures of Stent, Farloe, and all the others who had become part of that haunting tragedy, flitted through her dreams, and made her welcome the daylight.

And now she had still more perturbing food for thought. Why had Mrs Saxton, object of suspicion as she knew herself to be, ventured so near her? What did that surreptitious excursion portend?

And who was that strange female who had called, and who would leave neither name nor message and had fled precipitately at sight of Smeaton in the hall?

She made up her mind, when she wakened in the morning, to remain at home all day. It might turn out to be nothing, but she felt sure that this woman had some object in calling upon her. The air had been thick with mystery for many weeks; she was convinced there was still more in store, and it would be brought by this strange visitor.

Yet she waited in vain; the young woman dressed in the navy blue costume, as described by the old manservant, did not make a second call. And poor Sheila spent still another night as wakeful as the preceding one. She came down to breakfast languid and heavy-eyed.

She opened her letters listlessly, till she came to one larger than the rest, out of which dropped a photograph. At sight of it she exclaimed warmly to herself: What a charming likeness. It is the image of dear Gladys. How sweet of her to send it to me!

She threw away the envelopes, and took the photo to the window to examine it more closely. It was a picture of her greatest friend, a girl a year older than herself, the Lady Gladys Rainham, only daughter of the Earl of Marshlands.

Her father had been intimate with the Earl since boyhood, and the passing years had intensified their friendship, which had extended to their families. Until this great sorrow had fallen upon Sheila, hardly a day passed without the two girls getting a glimpse of each other.

The Rainhams were amongst the few friends who knew the true facts of Monktons disappearance. And, in almost morbid sensitiveness, Sheila had withdrawn a little from them. Even sympathy hurt her at such a time.

But the sudden arrival of this photo of the young Society beauty brought old memories of friendship and affection. They had played together as children; they had told their girlish secrets to each other, and it struck her that she had been wrong, and a little unkind, in withdrawing herself from the sympathy of those who were so interested in her welfare.

Gladys, no doubt, had been hurt by this attitude. She had written no note, she had not even signed the photograph. She had just sent it to recall herself to her old friend and companion. It had been sent as signal that if Sheila chose to make the smallest advance, the old relations would be at once re-established.

On the spur of the moment, she wrote a warm and impulsive note, begging Gladys to come and lunch with her that day.

Forgive me for my long silence and absorption, she concluded. But I know you will understand what I have lately suffered.

She sent the note round to Eaton Square by her maid, with instructions to wait for an answer. It came, and Sheilas face flushed with pleasure as she read it.

I quite understand, and I have nothing to forgive, wrote the warm-hearted girl. But it will be heavenly to see you again and talk together as we used.

She came round half-an-hour before lunch-time, and the pair reunited, kissed, and clung together, and cried a little, after the manner of women. Then Sheila thanked her for the present of the photo, which, she declared, did not make her look half as beautiful as she was.

Gladys looked puzzled. But I never sent any photo to you, Sheila! Which one is it? Let me see it.

Sheila handed it to her friend, who exclaimed, after examining it: It is the one they took of me at the Grandcourt House Bazaar; I think it is quite a good one. But, Sheila darling, if I had sent it to you I should have written a note, at least have signed it. All this is strange — very strange! What does it mean?

Miss Monkton coloured a little as she answered:

Yes, I did think it strange that you did not write. I thought it so far as I am capable of thinking. But I know I have been very difficult lately, and I fancied perhaps you didnt want to make advances, and that you just sent that as a reminder of old times, trusting to me to respond.

Lady Gladys kissed her warmly. Ah! you poor darling, I quite see, she said. But who could have sent it? That is the puzzle.

They both discussed it, at intervals, at table, and could arrive at no solution. When Lady Gladys had left, Sheila puzzled over it all by herself, with no better result. Then, at last, weary of thinking, she telephoned to Wingate.

Austin, who was in his office, agreed that the thing was very mysterious, and that he was as much mystified as she was. He ended the brief conversation by advising her to go to Smeaton.

Our brains are no good at this sort of thing, he said candidly. The atmosphere of mystery seems to suit them at Scotland Yard — they breathe it every day.

She drove at once to Scotland Yard, where they knew her well by now. Smeaton was disengaged, and she was taken to his room at once.

Any news. Miss Monkton? he asked eagerly. Has that young woman called?

The girl shook her head. No, I waited in all day yesterday, but to no purpose. Now another strange thing has happened, and she told him briefly of the receipt of the photograph from some unknown person.

You didnt look at the envelope, I suppose?

No, Mr Smeaton. I hardly ever do look at envelopes. I threw it away with the rest. It would have given you a clue, of course.

It might, returned Smeaton, who was nothing if not cautious. He ruminated for a few moments, and then said, abruptly, You have brought it with you?

Sheila, who had taken that precaution, handed it to him. He turned it over, peering at it in that slow, deliberate fashion of a man who examines with the microscopic detail everything submitted to him.

Taken, I see, by the well-known firm of Kester and Treeton in Dover Street. Well, somebody ordered it, so weve got to find out who that somebody was. I will go to them at once, and let you know the result in due course.

Sheila looked at him eagerly. She had great faith in him, although so far he had had nothing but failure to report.

Have you formed any opinion about it? she asked timidly.

Smeaton smiled grimly, but he answered her very kindly.

My dear Miss Monkton, I have formed many theories about your fathers disappearance, and, alas! they have all been wrong. I am leaning to distrust my own judgment. I will say no more than this. This curious incident may end as everything else has done, but I think it is worth following up. I will put you into your car, and go on to the photographers.

Let me drive you there, and wait, urged Sheila eagerly. I shall know the result so much quicker.

The photographers in Dover Street had palatial premises. Smeaton was ushered from one apartment to another, till he reached the private sanctum of the head of the firm, where he produced his card, and explained his errand.

Mr Kester was very obliging; he would do all he could to help, and it would only be a matter of a few moments. They kept a record of every transaction, and in all probability this was quite a recent one.

He returned very shortly. It seemed that a young lady had called a couple of days ago, and asked for half-a-dozen portraits of Lady Gladys. On account of the Grandcourt House Bazaar, there had been a great run on the photos of the various stallholders, he explained. They happened to have a few copies of this particular picture in stock. The lady purchased six and took them away with her, saying that they were for reproduction in the illustrated newspapers and the usual copyright fee would be paid.

Can you give me a description of the person who bought them? was Smeatons first question, when Mr Kester had concluded his story.

My assistant who served her is a very intelligent girl. Let us have her in.

Kester phoned and requested Miss Jerningham to be sent to him. The fluffy-haired young lady remembered the incident perfectly, and described the dress and appearance of the young woman who had bought the photographs.

If her description was to be trusted, it was the same person who had asked to see Miss Monkton and refused to leave her name.

Smeaton, who had grown so utterly tired of theories and clues, began to believe he was on something tangible at last.

He rejoined Sheila, but he did not say much.

I shall follow this clue, he told her. The photo was sent for a purpose, and that woman knows why it was sent. I believe you will hear from her again, unless I scared her away.

Mr Smeaton, do tell me what you really think. I am sure there is something curious in your mind, implored the agitated Sheila.

But the detective was not to be charmed from his reserve.

I must think over it a lot more yet. Miss Monkton, before I can hazard any opinion, he told her in his grave, deliberate way. If I were to reveal any half-formed idea that is running through my brain, it is one I should have to dismiss as inapplicable to the circumstances as I see them at present.

From that he would not budge. Sheila drove away with a heavy heart. Wingate came round to dinner that night, and they talked about nothing else. The only thing they could arrive at with any certainty was that the mysterious visitor, the young woman dressed in navy blue serge costume, was the sender of the photo. But that did not help them to discover the reason she had sent it.

That night Sheila lay awake, very depressed and anxious, still puzzling over this latest mystery. Presently she dozed, and then, after a few moments of fitful sleep, woke with a start. Was it in that brief dream that some chords of memory had been suddenly stirred of a conversation held long ago between her father and a young man named Jack Wendover, a second secretary in the diplomatic service at Madrid?

Jack Wendover had told him of an ingenious method of communication invented by a married couple, who were spies in the pay of a foreign Government. She could hear him explaining it to Reginald Monkton, as she sat up in the dark, in that semiconscious state between dreaming and waking.

They were clever. They wouldnt trust to ciphers or anything of that sort, when they were separated; it was much too commonplace. They sent each other photographs. The receiver cut the photograph down, and found between the two thicknesses of cardboard a piece of tissue paper, upon which was written the message that the sender wished to convey.

She could hear her fathers hearty laughter, as he said: Truly, a most ingenious method. Has that really been done?

She had not been reminded of that for nothing, she felt sure. Why had this sudden recollection of an old conversation come to her in the dead of the night, if not for some purpose?

The photo was still lying upon her desk in the morning-room. The house was quite quiet. Grant slept in the basement and the maids and the footman were at the top of the house.

She rose, slipped on a dressing-gown, and lighted a candle. Then noiselessly she descended the stairs and reached the morning-room. She took a small penknife from the drawer of her desk, and carefully split the mount of the photograph.

When she had finished, a piece of tissue paper fluttered to the floor, and upon that paper was a message.

As she read it she held her breath. Her beautiful eyes grew soft and misty, while a lovely flush crept over her fair features. Tenderly, almost reverently, she raised the flimsy paper to her lips.

Not even to Austin, she murmured, in a voice that was half a sob. Not even to Austin — dear as he is to me — not even to him.


Chapter Twenty Seven.

The Story of the Portraits.

[image: img304.jpg]

AUSTIN WINGATE WAS sitting in his office the next morning. The post had been unusually heavy, and he had a busy day in front of him. In view of the pressure of business which he saw was impending, he was about to ring up Sheila to tell her that he would not come to Chesterfield Street to dinner, as had been arranged, but would see her later in the evening. She, however, rang him up first.

I want to see you as soon as you can possibly get away, she told him. Something very wonderful has happened; I cant tell you over the phone. Can you come to lunch — or before, if possible?

No true lover puts his business before his sweetheart. He replied unhesitatingly that he would be with her inside a couple of hours. That would give him time to attend to his most pressing correspondence. The rest, or that portion of it which could not be delegated to his subordinate, must wait till to-morrow.

Sheila had changed her mind. Overnight she had resolved not to communicate that wonderful message even to him. Had it not enjoined her to the strictest secrecy?

But on calmer reflection other thoughts had prevailed. The sender of that message did not know of the relations between them. Austin was a part of her life, her second self. How could she keep such an important thing from him, from the lover who had encompassed her with such tender devotion through this terrible time?

Dear, kind Austin, she murmured, as she thought of the readiness with which he had acceded to her request. He never fails me in the slightest thing. No girl could ever have a truer lover.

In two hours he would be here, and she could show him the paper on which was written that mysterious message. How should she get through the interval? The minutes seemed as if they would never pass.

She was sitting in the cosy library where her father had spent most of his time when at home. What long chats they had enjoyed together in that dear old room. Her eyes filled with tears as she recalled those happy days, which, alas! seemed so far away. She was aroused from her reveries by the entrance of Grant.

The young person who called the other day, and refused to leave her name, is here. Miss, he told her. She wont give any name now; merely says she would like to see you for a few minutes. I have shown her into the drawing-room.

Sheilas face flushed with excitement. Hurriedly she went upstairs to her mysterious visitor.

The dark-haired young woman rose at Sheilas entrance. It was easy to see she was terribly nervous.

I am speaking to Miss Monkton, am I not? I must apologise for intruding upon you, but I shall not keep you more than a few seconds. I came just to ask you, to know if — if— she stammered so that she could hardly get her words out.

You wanted to know if — ? repeated Sheila encouragingly. She was terribly excited herself, but the calmer of the two.

Did you receive a portrait of a friend of yours, Lady Gladys Rainham, the envelope containing it directed in a strange handwriting?

I did receive that portrait. At the time I did not notice the handwriting. I concluded it had been sent me by Lady Gladys herself. A sudden light dawned upon Sheila, as she spoke. It was you who sent it, was it not?

Yes, it was I, acting upon instructions.

By whom were those instructions given? asked Sheila eagerly.

The young womans manner was more embarrassed than ever. I am very sorry, but that I must not tell you. Later on, I daresay you will know all.

But you have something more to tell me, surely?

Yes. That photograph was sent for a purpose. I called the other day, but you were out. It contains a message. Cut it in two, and you will find a letter inside.

I have already done so, was Sheilas reply. When my friend Lady Gladys denied having sent it to me, I puzzled and puzzled over it. And then, I think it must have been in a dream, I recalled something that had happened long ago which set me on the right track. I went downstairs in the night, cut the photograph as you suggested, and found the message inside.

The mysterious visitor looked towards the door, and made a movement of departure.

My task is done then, and I will detain you no longer.

But Sheila stayed her impetuously. But you will not leave me so abruptly. You can understand my terrible anxiety. You will relieve it by telling me what you know.

In her agitation, she laid her hand upon the arm of her strange visitor, but the young woman freed herself, and advanced towards the door.

I can understand and sympathise with you, she said in a faltering voice. But please do not press me, it is useless. I am under the most solemn promise to say no more. You must wait and be patient. In another moment she had left the room, leaving poor Sheila bewildered and tearful.

Austin Wingate came later, was told of the strange visitor, and shown the message which had been contained in the photograph.

He took her in his aims and kissed her fondly. My darling, you must still be brave and patient, he said tenderly.

She looked up at him with her sweet smile. I have waited so long, Austin, I can wait a little longer, always providing that you are here to comfort me.

Wingate did not leave her till late in the afternoon. The day was too far advanced for him to return to his office. He strolled to the Wellington Club.

Just as he was going in, he caught sight of Farloe. He took a sudden resolve, and went up to the secretary, who did not seem too pleased to see him.

Good-day, Mr Farloe. May I walk with you a little way? There is something I should like to ask you.

The young man assented, but by no means with a good grace. They had taken an instinctive dislike to each other from the first. They walked together in silence for a few paces, and then Wingate suddenly blurted out:

What has become of Reginald Monkton? I know you could tell us, if you chose.

The secretarys face blanched to the lips. He tried to smile, but the smile was a very forced one.

Your question, and your manner of putting it, Mr Wingate, are both very offensive. I know no more of Monktons whereabouts than you do. It is generally reported that he is abroad.

And you know as well as I do that it is not the fact, answered Wingate sternly. Have a care, Mr Farloe. We know a good deal about you.

The secretary assumed an air of extreme hauteur, but his face was whiter than ever.

It is extremely kind of you to interest yourself in my affairs, but I am afraid they will hardly repay the trouble of investigation. Perhaps you will allow me to bid you good-day.

Please give me another moment or two, Mr Farloe. We know this much about you, that you are in close communication with Stent and Bolinski, the two men who sent that dying man in the taxi to Chesterfield Street.

For a moment the two men glared at each other, Wingates face aflame with anger, the other with an expression half of fear, half of defiance, stealing over his white mask.

You refuse to tell me anything? asked Wingate at length.

I have nothing to tell you, answered the other, in a voice that he could not keep quite steady. Once again, good-day. He turned on his heel, and walked rapidly away.

For fully five minutes he walked quickly in an easterly direction. Then he turned round, and cast stealthy glances backwards. Apparently he could not get it out of his mind that Wingate might be pursuing him.

But he scanned the faces of the hurrying foot-passengers, and he could discern no hostile countenance. Well-dressed loungers, women intent on shopping and bargains, a man dressed in working costume, walking with a slouching gait. These were all he saw.

He hailed a taxi, and shouted in a loud voice: Broad Street Station. He had to shout loudly, for the roar of the traffic was deafening.

The working-man with the slouching gait caught the words. A second taxi was just behind. He opened the door and jumped in, after having whispered in the ear of the driver, Follow that fellow.

At Broad Street Station Farloe alighted, needless to say the man who had pursued him close on his heels. Two tickets were taken for Hackney Station, one first-class, the other third-class.

The disguised working-man, otherwise Varney, had been considerably chagrined at the disappearance of the Forest View household, and had sworn to be even with them. He had watched Farloe ever since, knowing that through him he would get at the whereabouts of Stent and Bolinski.

Farloe alighted at Hackney Station, and after walking for about a quarter of a mile, turned up one of the many mean streets that abound in that neighbourhood. The secretary knocked at the door of one of the dingiest houses in the row, and disappeared inside.

Varney kept his watch. At the end of an hour or so three men emerged from the shabby dwelling. As he expected, the two others were Stent and Bolinski.

The three men made their way into Mare Street, and turned into the saloon bar of a big public-house. Something of importance was evidently in progress.

Varney reflected. They would be some minutes before they had finished their drinks and their conversation. In the meantime, he had taken the name of the street and the number of the house. He could allow himself five minutes to ring up Scotland Yard.

Smeaton was fortunately in. In a few brief words he told the detective of his discovery. Smeatons reply come back.

Things are happening. I will send at once a couple of sergeants to help you. Hold on till my men arrive and then come straight on to me.

It is a far cry from Scotland Yard to Mare Street, Hackney. But, occupied with his own thoughts, it seemed only a few minutes to Varney when the two detectives drove up, and alighted at the door of the public-house. A swift taxi can do wonders in annihilating space.

The elder of the two men, whom Varney knew slightly, advanced towards him.

Good-day, Mr Varney. We struck here first, as being the nearest. Theyre still inside, eh?

I should have left, if not. Well, I suppose you will take up my job.

Thats about it, sir. Mr Smeaton told me he would like to see you as soon as possible. I think he has got something important to communicate. Well wait for these two gentlemen. Stent and the Russian, to come out — Farloe we have nothing against at present — and then well clap the darbies on them in a twinkling.

Varney, for a moment, looked incredulous. But on what charge?

The detective grinned. One that we only knew of yesterday. A charge of fraud in connection with certain rubber property. Another man of the name of Whyman is in it, but he seems to have got clear away.

Varney, his brain in a whirl, took his way back to Scotland Yard, still in his costume of a working-man.

Well, what does it all mean? he gasped, when he got into Smeatons room.

The great detective smiled genially. It means, my dear Varney, that we are nearing the end of the Monkton mystery which has baffled us so long.

And the solution? queried the other eagerly.

That I cannot tell you yet. But when it does come, I am afraid neither you nor I will reap much glory out of it.

And Varney could get nothing out of him except those few cryptic words.

Something has happened quite recently? he hazarded.

The detective answered with that same slow, wise smile of his. Perhaps. I can tell you nothing more now. Wait a moment, till I answer that telephone.

A few words passed, and then he turned to Varney. My men report they have laid Stent and Bolinski by the heels on the charge of fraud.


Chapter Twenty Eight.

In the Mists.
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DETECTIVE-SERGEANT JOHNSON STOOD in Smeatons room, listening to the final instructions of his chief with his usual respectful air.

Be as diplomatic as possible, Johnson. Let him suspect that we know everything, without committing yourself to any actual statement. Above all, impress upon him the fact that he must come. We would prefer he did so voluntarily. If he should prove obstinate, give him clearly to understand that we have other means at our disposal.

Johnson spoke with quiet confidence. I think you may safely leave it to me. After what you have told me, I am sure I can persuade the gentleman to accompany me. But, of course, I shall say nothing openly, simply confine myself to broad hints that ran only bear one meaning.

Smeaton regarded Johnson approvingly. For some time past he had discerned in this comparatively young man qualities that bade fair to secure him a high position in his profession. He was level-headed, quick at instructions, possessed of considerable initiative, cautious, yet daring on occasion, confident without being boastful.

One last word before you leave. You will make quite sure he is in the house before you enter it; in other words, that he has returned to London.

I heard yesterday from my cousin, who had met his valet, that his lordship arrived late the previous evening. But to make sure, I have appointed to meet Willet this afternoon, so as to get the latest news.

Quite right, Johnson, quite right, said the great detective in his most cordial tones. Never leave anything to chance.

The subordinate bowed himself out, well pleased that he was advancing himself so steadily in his chiefs favour.

An hour later he was in the saloon bar of the exclusive establishment which was patronised by the upper servants of Mayfair. Here he found his cousin awaiting him, who greeted him heartily. The two men had corresponded a few times, but they had not met since the day when Willet had produced the portrait of Lady Wrenwyck.

Glad to see you, old chap, cried the footman heartily. Ive been longing to hear how you got on with that little job at Weymouth. No difficulty in finding her ladyship, I suppose?

Tumbled to her at once, answered Johnson, who adapted his tone and language to those of the company in which he found himself for the time being. Took a walk down to the post-office, and she and the maid fell into my arms in a manner o speaking.

Johnson paused, not quite knowing what to say next. Willet looked at him inquiringly, but meeting with no response exhibited signs of injured dignity.

Look here, old man, it aint my business to pry into secrets that dont concern me. But I helped you a goodish bit in that quarter, and I dont think you need be so devilish close.

Johnson goaded himself to speech; if he was to retain his cousins friendship he must say something. And the man spoke the truth; he had helped him to the extent of making the preliminaries very easy.

Now, look here, laddie, I should like to tell you everything. You helped me a lot, but on my honour I cant do it. Large interests and great people are affected in the matter. But I will tell you this much, and you must believe me or not, as you please: I found her ladyship right enough, only to discover that I was on the wrong scent. Now and again, you know, we do make bloomers at the Yard.

Mr Willets affability was at once restored by this frank and manly statement. Say no more, old man; mums the word. Fill up, to show theres no ill-feeling.

Johnson filled up, and drank his relatives health with becoming cordiality. He wanted something more out of him yet.

So far as Lady Wrenwyck is concerned. Ive no further use for her. But I havent quite done with all the people in the Wrenwyck house itself. Only this time Im on another track altogether.

Willets eyes bulged out of his head with curiosity, but he knew from experience that wild horses would not drag out of Johnson anything that astute detective had made up his mind to conceal.

I suppose its the old man youre after, this time? he hazarded.

Guessed right the first time, old chap. I want to have a few minutes conversation with his lordship. Thats why I wrote asking you if you knew anything of his movements.

By gad! you are a deep un, cried Willet admiringly.

Thanks, said Johnson easily, but it was plain to see the compliment had not fallen on deaf ears. Well, now, you say hes back in town. If I knock at the door in the course of half-an-hour or so, do you think Im likely to find him in?

Its a pretty safe find. He hardly ever goes out when in London, drives down to the Carlton once or twice a week, and stays a couple of hours. But anyway. Im pretty sure youll find him in to-day, and Ill tell you for why.

Yes? interrupted Johnson eagerly. Willet was certainly invaluable in the way of giving information.

Her ladyship is giving a big party this afternoon — I think its a philanthropic sort of hustle, in aid of some charity. On these occasions he usually shuts himself up in his own den till the last carriage has driven away. Then he comes out growling and cursing because his house has been turned upside down, and everybody gives him as wide a berth as possible.

He seems an amiable sort of person, observed Johnson.

Touched, my dear boy, touched, replied Willet, tapping his somewhat retreating forehead. And getting worse, so Im told. Triggs, his valet, told me yesterday it cant be long before theyll have to put him under restraint.

Youve no idea where hes been the last few weeks, I suppose, was Johnsons next question.

Nobody has. He seems to have done the same sort of disappearance as his wife, with this difference, that she did take her maid, and he left Triggs behind. But he came back in the devils own rage; been carrying on like a madman ever since. Triggs is going to give him notice; says flesh and blood cant stand it.

Johnson parted from his cousin with mutual expressions of esteem and good-will. A few minutes later he was standing outside the open portals of Wrenwyck House, one of the finest mansions in Park Lane.

A big party was evidently in progress. Carriages were driving up every moment to take up and set down the guests. Johnson could picture the beautiful hostess, standing at the top of the stairs, a regal and smiling figure.

A humorous smile crossed his countenance as he recalled the one and only occasion on which they had met in the unpretentious lodgings on the Weymouth front. Well, that was one of the things that never would be revealed to her circle, unless she chose to confide it to her bosom friend, Mrs Adair.

He took advantage of a momentary lull in the restless tide of traffic, to accost a tall footman.

I want particularly to see Lord Wrenwyck, if he is at home, he said boldly. I daresay he will be at leisure, as I understand he shuts himself up when this sort of function is going on.

The footmans manner showed that he was half contemptuous, half impressed. With the unerring eye of his class he saw at once that Johnson was not of the class from which the guests of Wrenwyck House were recruited. On the other hand, he seemed to possess an intimate knowledge of the private habits of its owner.

His lordship is in, but I should very much doubt if he will see you, he said with just a touch of insolence. If you tell me your name and business, I will inquire.

Johnson slipped a card into an envelope and handed it to this tall and important person.

Im afraid my business is of too private a nature to communicate to a third party, he said quietly. If youll have the goodness to hand that envelope to his lordship, and tell him my card is inside, I think its very probable he will see me.

Five minutes later the astonished menial returned, and the contempt of his bearing was somewhat abated.

Please follow me, he said, in a voice that was almost civil. A moment later the detective was in the presence of the wealthy and eccentric peer.

His immediate thought was that he had never met a more forbidding personality. Hard, angry eyes, that shot forth their baleful fire at the slightest provocation, a long hawk nose, a cruel, sensual mouth, were the salient features of a face that instinctively gave you the impression of evil.

His greeting was in accord with his appearance.

Explain at once, if you please, the reason of this extraordinary intrusion. I see you come from Scotland Yard. What the devil have I to do with such a place?

Johnson did not allow himself to be disturbed by the others rough and insolent manner.

I have brought you a message from my chief, Mr Smeaton, he said, in his most urbane manner. I have no doubt you have heard of him.

Lord Wrenwyck looked on the point of indulging in another angry explosion, but something in the steady gaze of the self-possessed young man seemed to momentarily disconcert him. He only growled, and muttered something too low for Johnson to catch.

My chief, Mr Smeaton, occupies a very special position, resumed the imperturbable detective. In virtue of that position, he becomes acquainted with many curious facts, some of them connected with persons in high positions. Some of these facts he has to make known, in accordance with his sense of public duty. There are others which never go beyond his own cognisance and that of a few of his trusted subordinates. I trust your lordship gathers my meaning, which I am trying to convey as pleasantly as possible.

Lord Wrenwyck stirred his crippled limbs, and shook his fist vindictively at the other.

Come to the point, curse you, and spare me all this rigmarole.

To come to the point, my lord, Mr Smeaton requests your attendance at Scotland Yard, where he proposes to give himself the pleasure of a short conversation with you.

The hard, angry eyes were now sullen and overcast, but they were no longer defiant.

Suppose I tell you and your precious Mr Smeaton to go to the devil! What then?

I dont think either of us will hasten our journey in that direction on account of your lordships intervention, replied Johnson with ready humour.

He paused a moment, and then added with a gravity that could not be mistaken: The arm of the law is very long, and can reach a great nobleman like yourself. Take my advice. Lord Wrenwyck. Let me convey you in a taxi to Scotland Yard, to interview my chief. Come voluntarily while you can, he paused and added in significant terms: Believe me, you wont have the option after to-day.

Cursing and growling, the crippled peer stood up, and announced his readiness to accompany this imperturbable young man. A few minutes later, he and Smeaton were face to face.



On the evening of that day, Sheila and Wingate dined together at a small restaurant far removed from the haunts of the fashionable world.

Thanks to the strange and unexampled circumstances, their courtship had been conducted on very unconventional lines. But to-night an unobtrusive maiden aunt of Wingates played propriety.

At an early hour, they left the restaurant. The maiden aunt was first dropped at her modest house in Kensington, and then the car took them to Chesterfield Street.

When Grant had opened the door, Wingate had put out his hand in farewell. He was always punctilious and solicitous about the conventions, in Sheilas unprotected position.

But she demurred to this early parting. It is only a little after nine, she told him. You must come in for five minutes chat before you go.

What lover could refuse such an invitation, proffered by such sweet lips? As they were going up the staircase to the drawing-room. Grant handed her a letter.

It was left about an hour ago by that young person. Miss; the one who wouldnt leave her name.

She opened it, and, after perusal, handed it to her betrothed. Oh, Austin, what can this mean?

Austin Wingate read the brief words: There is a great surprise in store. It may come at any moment.

They sat down in silence, not trusting themselves to speak, to hazard a conjecture as to this mysterious message. At such a moment, so tense with possibilities, they almost forgot they were lovers. And while trying to read in their mutual glances the inmost thoughts of each other, there came the faint tinkle of the door-bell.

Sheila started up as her ears caught the sound. Listen, Austin! Whos that? she asked breathlessly.

A few moments later they heard old Grant open the door. Next second a loud cry of alarm rang through the house. The voice was Grants.

Austin, hearing it, dashed from the room and down the stairs.


Chapter Twenty Nine.

Contains many Surprises.
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WINGATE, HEARING GRANTS cry as he opened the hall-door, had only reached the head of the stairs, followed by Sheila, when he met the faithful old butler rushing towards him, crying— Oh, Miss Sheila, we have — we have a visitor! Come down. In the hall stood Reginald Monkton! He was sadly and woefully changed from the alert, vigorous man from whom his daughter had parted on that fateful night which seemed so far distant. The once upright figure was stooping with fatigue and weariness, his face was thin and shrunken, his fine eyes, that used to flash forth scorn on his opponents, had lost their brilliant fire. Behind him stood Mrs Saxton, dressed in a sober garb of grey.

As he caught sight of Sheila, a broken cry escaped from him: At last, at last, my beloved child.

Sheila sprang forward, and in a moment they were locked in each others arms, tears of happiness raining down her face.

For some seconds nobody spoke a word. Austin Wingate was trying hard to control his emotion. Grant, in the background, was crying like a child. Then Mrs Saxton advanced, her own eyes dim with the pathos of the scene — of this sudden reunion of father and daughter.

I have brought him back to you, she said, in a voice that trembled. But he is very weak and ill. Let us take him to the library at once. You shall learn everything from me.

Tenderly, the two, Sheila and her lover, led the poor, worn man to the room in which he had spent so many happy hours, Mrs Saxton following. They placed him in the big arm-chair, and his daughter knelt beside him. Wingate standing in front.

Then suddenly, the girl pointed a trembling finger at the woman gowned in grey, and her eyes took on a hard, steely look. What has she to do with it? she asked, hoarsely.

Almost in a whisper came her fathers words: Everything; she had to do with it from the beginning. But listen to her; for without her aid I should not be here to-night; perhaps I should never have been here, or, if so, such a hopeless wreck that life would have been no blessing. His voice broke as he ended, and he raised Sheilas hand to his lips.

And then Mrs Saxton spoke, at first hesitatingly, and in tones that trembled with her terrible emotion. But as she went on her courage came back, and she enunciated her words clearly and distinctly.

I know you must hate me. Miss Monkton, and I deserve your hatred. Perhaps, later on, you will judge me a little less harshly, in consideration of the fact that I repented at the eleventh hour, and saved him from these fiends who were bent upon his undoing.

Sheila and Wingate regarded her intently, but neither spoke a word to relieve her embarrassment, or give any indication that they regarded her with anything but the deepest loathing.

Mr Monkton and I have been to Scotland Yard, and seen Smeaton, the detective. I know from him that you are acquainted with all the actors in this tragedy, including myself. He has told me of your coming across me at the post-office, of your reading the telegram which I sent to Brighton to the man known as Bolinski, who is now in the hands of justice, along with the partner of his crime.

She paused a moment, and then resumed her narrative in the midst of a chilling and hostile silence.

My connection with it all arose from my intimate acquaintance with the man Stent. It would not interest you to know how I fell under his influence and domination; it would reflect too much discredit on both — on him who persuaded, on me who yielded. You know already that Stent and Bolinski were the two men who abducted your father. What you do not know is that this plan was maturing for, at least, a couple of years. Further, you do not know that they were not the instigators, but the instruments of this outrage.

And their motive? questioned Wingate sharply.

A bitter smile crossed the young womans face. A motive ever dear to men of their criminal and rapacious type — greed! Offer them a big enough bribe, and they are the willing tools of the man who lures them. Scruples they have none.

And who was the instigator? questioned Wingate again.

I will come to that all in due course. But more than half-a-dozen times they tried to put their scheme into execution, and failed on every occasion but the last, through a series of accidents. I did not know this for some time after I came upon the scene, when it was revealed to me by Stent, in a moment of unusual confidence.

Here Sheila interrupted. We know that these two put the dying man dressed in my fathers clothes in the taxi. Presently you shall tell us who that man was, and why he was sent. But first let us go back a little before that. Why did my father dine at the Italian restaurant with Bolinski?

Reginald Monkton lifted his hand. I will explain that, if you please, Mrs Saxton. I received a letter from this man, signed with an assumed name, stating that he could supply me with some important information that would be of the greatest possible use to the Government. He insisted that absolute secrecy must be observed on his part for fear of unpleasant consequences, and suggested Luigis restaurant in Soho as the rendezvous. I have had information offered me in this way before, and did not entertain any suspicions. I guessed him to be a needy adventurer who would sell his friends for a consideration, and walked into the trap.

He kept up the rôle of the informer I suppose? queried Wingate. He was perhaps just a little surprised that a man of the world and an astute lawyer should not have had his doubts as to the genuineness of the letter.

Perfectly, to all appearance. He told me various things about well-known people which, if they were true, would most certainly be useful. He assumed perfect frankness; he did not suggest that I should credit his statements till I had fully investigated them, and named a fairly modest sum in the event of my being satisfied. Of course, I now see that the whole thing was a pretence. He invented a lot of so-called facts to justify his having invited me to meet him.

Both Sheila and Wingate looked puzzled. Mrs Saxton broke in:

Of course, I see what is presenting itself to your minds. What object had he in meeting your father at all, when to all appearances they had carefully laid their plans in another direction? Well, their first idea was this, that, given a proper amount of luck, they might effect his capture outside the restaurant. But there were too many people about, and Mr Monkton was too quick for them. I told you just now they had tried to carry out their plan before in half-a-dozen likely places.

Wingate nodded. Yes, I see. It was one, probably, of several alternative schemes which they had ready for the same evening. Now, Mrs Saxton, will you tell us who was the dying man they put into the taxi and what was their object in putting him into Mr Monktons clothes?

He looked at her steadily; it was with difficulty he could put any civility into his tones as he spoke. But she had turned Kings evidence, and he was bound to recognise the fact. The less he showed his hostility, the more he would get out of her.

It was not for a long time that I was able to piece together certain facts which enable me to answer your question, replied the woman, who had now perfectly recovered her composure.

He was. I believe, an Irishman by birth, with no friends or relatives in the world. He had been mixed up with Stent and Bolinski for years, and he knew too much. They knew he was a dying man when they put him into the cab. Their object was to get him off their hands, to let him die elsewhere.

But why did they dress him up in Mr Monktons clothes, queried Wingate.

I suppose, in order that the superficial likeness might enable him to be earned into the house, where he was bound to collapse. He had been an inmate of Bolinskis house for some time, and I expect for his own reason Bolinski did not wish him to die there.

Wingate shuddered at a sudden idea that had occurred to him. Do you think they gave him anything, any drug to hasten his death? he asked hesitatingly.

Who ran tell? They had no scruples, though I cannot honestly say I know of any instance in which their callousness led them to take human life.

Can you account for his repeating the word Moly before he died?

Mrs Saxton shook her head. Perhaps you did not catch the word aright. I know he had been privy to this scheme. Perhaps, in his wandering state, he was trying to pronounce the name Monkton, and you mistook the first syllable. I can offer no other explanation.

There was a brief pause before Wingate spoke again.

You were on very early in the scene, were you not?

Mrs Saxton bowed her head in assent. To my shame I was. Stent made out to me at first that they were getting Mr Monkton away for a brief space to render him harmless. They were connected with some schemes abroad, so he said, which Mr Monkton was using his powerful influence to thwart. I believed him, not knowing the real instigator. I called on Miss Monkton, as you will remember, for the purpose of pumping her, of finding in what quarter suspicion was directed.

Yes, we know that. And what part did your brother play in it all?

A shade of embarrassment crept into her manner. She was willing to sacrifice Stent and Bolinski, but it was natural she should shield her brother as far as she could.

He believed the first story they told him, which at the beginning imposed upon me. He kept watch for them in a way, told them what he could pick up of the various rumours flying about. He was in a state of great alarm one night, when some Member of the House of Commons had told him that Mr Monkton was acquainted with a man of the name of Stent.

Reginald Monkton lifted his head. It is true. I had known him slightly for some years, as a man connected with one or two companies, respectable ones, in which I had shares. I had no idea that he made the greater part of his money by fraud.

And what became of Mr Monkton that night? asked Wingate, turning to Mrs Saxton.

They caught him unawares, as he was walking from the House, threw a cloth, saturated with a stupefying drug, over his face, put him in a cab, driven by a confederate, and took him to Bolinskis house. They then took off his outer clothes, put them on the person you call the dying man, who could only just walk, and rushed back to Westminster. There they got out, waited a few seconds, hailed a taxi, put him inside, and directed the driver to take him to Chesterfield Street. The rest of that episode you know.

And when was it that you went to Forest View, and masqueraded in the guise of a parlourmaid?

A burning colour crept into her face at the question. It was easy to see that she was feeling her position acutely. It was some seconds before she could control herself sufficiently to order her speech.

They had moved him very speedily from Bolinskis to the house of one of their confederates. Then they took him down to Horsham, where Stent had a house. He came to me one day and said the affairs in which they were interested were maturing slowly. He had hoped to release Mr Monkton very quickly, but owing to the delay it was absolutely necessary they should keep him in custody until the coup came off. They kept him in a secret room there — what is called the priests room. A woman they trusted had been obliged to go abroad. Would I take her place? He said it would only be for a short time.

And you went? cried Sheila, with a withering glance.

The womans voice was almost inaudible, as she answered with bowed head: Yes, I went, but I swear that when I did so I did not know what was really meditated.

They looked at her in horror, and Wingate repeated the words, what was really meditated.

Yes, she said, almost in a whisper. It was a refined cruelty, the invention of a cunning and malignant mind. Their object was to break down his reason, to reduce him to a condition worse than that of death itself, and then to restore him to his home and child, shattered in health, mind and reputation.


Chapter Thirty.

The Mystery Solved.
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AT THOSE DREADFUL words, spoken in a low, vibrating voice, a shudder ran through the listeners. Sheila laid her head upon her fathers shoulder, and sobbed unrestrainedly. Wingate uttered a cry of horror.

And whose was the devilish mind that conceived this awful thing, and what was the motive? he cried, when he had recovered from his stupefaction.

You will know directly, but it is best I should tell the story in my own way, and in proper sequence. Well, I went to Forest View, to look after Mr Monkton. I may say that Stent never went near him himself, for fear of recognition. I found that he was being treated with drugs, so as to keep him more or less in a state of torpor. When I saw what was being done, I was horrified, and remonstrated. But Stent was always plausible, told me the effect was temporary, and that as soon as he could fix the time for his release, he would give him antidotes that would speedily restore him to his normal state.

I very shortly conceived the idea of liberating him, but the means were hard to discover. Stent distrusted everybody, and it was only by acceding to all his humours that I was able to worm anything out of him. Half-a-dozen times he permitted me to administer the drug during his absence. It was one of his own preparation — for he was among other things a most skilled chemist. On these occasions I gave your father but a small portion of the dose intended for him. By these means I revived his benumbed faculties, and was able to assure him that I was his friend, and was eagerly seeking the means of restoring him to freedom.

Then one day, when Stent was in an unusually good temper, he came to me, with that evil smile on his face which I had learned to know and dread. A curious thing is going to happen to-morrow. A man is coming here to stay for a little time. Can you guess what he is coming for? Of course, I answered I could not.

He will stay here under an assumed name, but he is rather a great personage in his own world. He will want, if I know him aright, to go to Monktons room every day, and gloat over his handiwork.

It was imprudent of me, but I could not help blurting out, Yours as well as his.

His smile grew more evil as he said, I am afraid you are a little too tender-hearted for this world, my dear. Anyway, I am paid a big price for the job, and you know I never refuse money.

I saw my mistake, and pretended to fall in with his mood, and succeeded in winning him back to amiability. I expressed great curiosity to know the real name of the man who, to use his own expression, was coming down to gloat over his handiwork. To this day I shall never know what caused him to satisfy it. But at last he told me.

Sheila and her lover gazed at the pale-faced woman intently. In their eagerness they almost forgot their loathing.

The instigator of his abduction, the man who hired this fiend to carry out his deadly, malignant revenge, is a man well-known, wealthy, a peer of the realm. I daresay you have heard of him. He is called Lord Wrenwyck.

Sheila gasped at this astounding revelation. The husband of the popular Lady Wrenwyck, who in her youth was a celebrated beauty?

Then she turned to her father, whose pale, worn face cut her to the heart. But, dearest, what was his motive for such a dastardly deed?

Monkton spoke in a low voice, but he did not meet his daughters eyes. A fancied wrong, my child. We crossed each other many years ago, and he has brooded over it till he grew half insane, and thought of this scheme of vengeance.

But you will have him punished, cried his daughter loudly. You must! You cannot mete out to him what he has done to you, but you will deal with him as the law allows you.

Monkton turned uneasily in his chair. It is the dearest wish of my heart to bring him low, but, in my position, one cannot afford scandal. In a few weeks I shall be restored to my old place, to my old strength. That there has been a mystery is only known to a few. To the public, Reginald Monkton has recovered from a brief illness induced by overstrain and over-work. It is better so.

Sheila gazed at him almost wildly. That is your resolve. But it seems to me folly; forgive me if I question your decision, if I criticise you.

For a moment the glances of Wingate and Mrs Saxton met, and they read each others thoughts. Monkton must let Lord Wrenwyck go unpunished; it would be political death to him to have that old folly brought into public gaze.

He interposed hastily. Dearest Sheila, your father is right. I understand his reasons perfectly. He is not an ordinary man. If he is to keep his position, he must forgo the revenge to which he is so justly entitled.

Sheila looked at him with puzzled eyes. Austin was wise beyond his years, but surely he was wrong in this. She pressed her hand to her head, and murmured faintly, I do not understand. But I suppose it must be as you say.

Mrs Saxton went on swiftly with her story.

According to all accounts. Lord Wrenwyck is half insane. He had been mixed up with some financial transactions with Stent, and had taken the mans measure, had satisfied himself that he would carry out any villainous scheme, so long as he was well paid for the risk. He it was who suggested the abduction of Mr Monkton, the systematic drugging at Forest View, where he would come in while his unhappy prisoner was asleep, and watch him with a fiendish smile spreading over his repulsive countenance.

At this point Sheila raised her hands with a gesture of despair. And yet this fiend is to go scot-free, and live to work further evil.

He will not do that, said Mrs Saxton quickly. Smeaton, after our interview, compelled him to go to Scotland Yard. Depend upon it. Lord Wrenwyck will not risk his fate a second time. He will be rendered powerless by the fact that his cunningly laid scheme was frustrated, and also that it is known to those who could set the law in motion at any moment they chose.

And again Sheila murmured, You may be right, but I cannot understand.

I am coming now to the end of my story, Mrs Saxton continued, after this interruption. I was walking one day into Horsham, and was accosted by a young man who seemed desirous of striking up an acquaintance. I rebuffed him, of course, and learned afterwards that he made similar advances to the young woman who was supposed to be my fellow-servant. At once it struck me that he was spying upon us. He lodged at a small inn a little distance away, and gave out that he was an artist. I mentioned the matter to Stent, but he rather laughed at the idea; told me I had got detectives on the brain. He was destitute of nerves himself, and had an exaggerated belief in his own capacity to outwit everybody.

Pondering upon the means by which I could extricate my patient — if I may call him so — from a position which I felt convinced was growing more perilous, the idea of using this young man came into my mind. Day after day I impressed upon Stent that my fears were well grounded, and that at any moment he might be faced with discovery. At last I invented a story that I had seen this man who called himself Franks standing outside the house with another person, obviously a detective, and had heard the latter say distinctly; Smeaton himself thinks we have given them rope enough.

You know the story of the removal in the dead of night?

She addressed her question to Wingate, appreciating the fact that he showed his hostility less plainly than did his sweetheart.

The young man nodded. Yes, we know that.

Stent was at last impressed, and agreed that we must leave Forest View as quickly and secretly as possible. Stent and the other maid — Lord Wrenwyck had left us by then — travelled in the van. I drove Mr Monkton in the motor by a roundabout route — I may tell you I am an expert driver. My destination was supposed to be the house of the confederate where he had first been taken.

The game was now in my hands, and I knew I could play it. I drove to a different place altogether, some miles from London. I had, fortunately, plenty of money with me. We stayed at an hotel for the night. Next morning we came up to London and took up our quarters in a small inn at Hampstead.

What did you do with the car? asked Wingate.

We left it at a garage close to the hotel where we stayed the first night, promising to come back for it in a couple of hours. There, no doubt, it is still.

And the next step when you got to London? was Wingates next question.

Owing to the cessation of the drugs, Mr Monktons faculties were swiftly restored. He was weak and ill from his long confinement, but he could think clearly. His first impulse was to come home at once. I dissuaded him from this till he had gone to Smeaton and sought his advice. I felt also it was imperative to get rid of Stent and Bolinski in case they meditated further mischief. It happened that the means were in my power, means which I should not have used except in an extreme case. Information in my possession, which I placed at the disposal of Scotland Yard, enabled the authorities to arrest them on a criminal charge. That you have heard, or will hear.

She paused a moment, and Sheila spoke.

You drove up to Chesterfield Street the other night with a companion.

Your father. He was longing to come back, and to humour him I suggested we should come for a few minutes as far as the house.

And the portrait of Lady Gladys that was sent me? That was my fathers idea, of course. And to make sure, you sent that young woman to tell me what to do. But I had guessed before she came.

That young woman was a friend of mine, who knows nothing about the general circumstances. I simply made use of her for this particular purpose.

There was a long pause. Wingate was the first to break it. He had no kindly feelings towards this woman who was ready to betray her old associates when it suited her own interests. Still, he could dissemble better than Sheila.

You have cleared up all except one thing, Mrs Saxton. What of the Italian who died at Forest View, and the man Whyman who disappeared after Smeatons visit to him at Southport?

They were both members of a rather wide fraudulent partnership which included Stent and Bolinski. Roselli was evidently seized with remorse on his deathbed, and, much to Stents chagrin, conveyed a message in Italian which the young man Franks in his turn conveyed to Smeaton. Had Stent guessed the nature of that message, he would have found some means to keep Franks out of the house. In consequence of my information, the police are searching for Whyman now.

This extraordinary woman was, by now, perfectly calm and collected. What her inmost feelings were, it would be impossible to guess, but apparently she felt no shame in avowing that she had betrayed her old friends.

There was an embarrassing silence till she spoke again. I have now concluded my story. If there is nothing more you wish to ask me, I will go.

Sheila rose, her face cold and hard. Nothing more, Mrs Saxton. My father will, of course, reward you for the help you gave him, as you have put it yourself, at the eleventh hour. He has no doubt arranged that with you already. You will understand that now I want him to myself.

I quite understand. Without another word, she bowed and left the room, her bearing not devoid of a certain dignity, which might, or might not, have been the result of callousness.

Left to themselves, Sheila breathed a sigh of relief. The air is sweeter for her departure, she said simply.

Then she knelt down again, and laid one hand tenderly on her fathers shoulder. The other she extended to Wingate, and drew him towards her.

Father, dearest, she said in her sweet, low voice, I have a secret to tell you, and I could not tell it on a better night than this. Austin and I love each other. You do not know what he has been to me during this terrible time. You will let us be happy?

Very gentle and kindly was the smile that met her upturned face.

My darling, you are the dearest thing on earth to me. Could I refuse you anything on such a night as this? He turned to the young man. Austin — give me your hand.

He placed it in Sheilas, and drawing his daughter to his breast, kissed her. Dearest, I wish you to follow where your heart leads you. And I think you have chosen well.



Three Months Later.

Reginald Monkton, restored to his normal health and strength by the devoted ministrations of his daughter, resumed his place in the House. And six months after that happy event the wedding bells rang for Sheila and Austin Wingate, heralding the dawn of a bright future for these sorely tried lovers.

Of the other personages in the story but little remains to be told. Stent and Bolinski, with their accomplice, Whyman, were tried at the Old Bailey and found guilty of extensive and far-reaching frauds, and condemned to a long term of penal servitude.

Mrs Saxton, enriched by the handsome reward bestowed upon her by Monkton, left England for abroad. Farloe disappeared also, and doubtless rejoined his sister under another name. Varney still retains his penchant for the detection of crime, but so far has not achieved any notable success.

The beautiful Lady Wrenwyck was speedily relieved from the yoke that had galled her for so many years. A few months after the failure of his diabolical scheme to revenge himself upon his hated rival, her husbands mind, already tottering became unhinged. He developed symptoms of homicidal mania, and was placed under restraint. The doctors pronounced it an incurable case.

Caleb Boyle, thanks to the kindness of Wingate, who had taken a great fancy to him, fell upon his feet. He was offered and accepted a post in the big aeroplane works, at a salary that placed him far above the reach of want.

For, reviewing all the efforts made by himself, Varney, and the trained detectives of Scotland Yard, Austin felt that some reward was due to the man, erratic and ill-balanced as he might be, who had come nearest to the solution of the mystery of The Stolen Statesman.

THE END


The Doctor of Pimlico (1919)
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BEING THE DISCLOSURE OF A GREAT CRIME 
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The original frontispiece


CHAPTER I

IN WHICH CERTAIN SUSPICIONS ARE EXCITED
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A GREY, SUNLESS morning on the Firth of Tay.

Across a wide, sandy waste stretching away to the misty sea at Budden, four men were walking. Two wore uniform — one an alert, grey-haired general, sharp and brusque in manner, with many war ribbons across his tunic; the other a tall, thin-faced staff captain, who wore the tartan of the Gordon Highlanders. With them were two civilians, both in rough shooting-jackets and breeches, one about forty-five, the other a few years his junior.

Can you see them, Fellowes? asked the general of the long-legged captain, scanning the distant horizon with those sharp grey eyes which had carried him safely through many campaigns.

No, sir, replied the captain, who was carrying the others mackintosh. I fancy they must be farther over to the left, behind those low mounds yonder.

Havent brought their battery into position yet, I suppose, snapped the old officer, as he swung along with the two civilians beside him.

Fred Tredennick, the taller of the two civilians, walked with a gait decidedly military, for, indeed, he was a retired major, and as the general had made a tour of inspection of the camp prior to walking towards where the mountain battery was manœuvring, he had been chatting with him upon technical matters.

I thought youd like to see this mountain battery, Fetherston, exclaimed the general, addressing the other civilian. We have lots of them on the Indian frontier, of course, and there were many of ours in Italy and Serbia.

Im delighted to come with you on this tour of inspection, General. As you know, Im keenly interested in military affairs — and especially in the reorganisation of the Army after the war, replied Walter Fetherston, a dark, well-set-up man of forty, with a round, merry face and a pair of eyes which, behind their gold pince-nez, showed a good-humoured twinkle.

Of the four men, General Sir Hugh Elcombe and Walter Fetherston were, perhaps, equally distinguished. The former, as all the world knows, had had a brilliant career in Afghanistan, in Egypt, Burmah, Tirah, the Transvaal, and in France, and now held an appointment as inspector of artillery.

The latter was a man of entirely different stamp. As he spoke he gesticulated slightly, and no second glance was needed to realise that he was a thorough-going cosmopolitan.

By many years of life on the Continent he had acquired a half-foreign appearance. Indeed, a keen observer would probably have noticed that his clothes had been cut by a foreign tailor, and that his boots, long, narrow and rather square-toed, bore the stamp of the Italian boot-maker. When he made any humorous remark he had the habit of slightly closing the left eye in order to emphasise it, while he usually walked with his left hand behind his back, and was hardly ever seen without a cigarette. Those cigarettes were one of his idiosyncrasies. They were delicious, of a brand unobtainable by the public, and made from tobacco grown in one of the Balkan States. With them he had, both before the war and after, been constantly supplied by a certain European sovereign whose personal friend he was. They bore the royal crown and cipher, but even to his most intimate acquaintance Walter Fetherston had never betrayed the reason why he was the recipient of so many favours from the monarch in question.

Easy-going to a degree, full of open-hearted bonhomie, possessing an unruffled temper, and apparently without a single care in all the world, he seldom, if ever, spoke of himself. He never mentioned either his own doings or his friends. He was essentially a mysterious man — a man of moods and of strong prejudices.

More than one person who had met him casually had hinted that his substantial income was derived from sources that would not bear investigation — that he was mixed up with certain financial adventurers. Others declared that he was possessed of a considerable fortune that had been left him by an uncle who had been a dealer in precious stones in Hatton Garden. The truth was, however, that Walter Fetherston was a writer of popular novels, and from their sale alone he derived a handsome income.

The mystery stories of Walter Fetherston were world-famous. Wherever the English language was spoken this shrewd-eyed, smiling mans books were read, while translations of them appeared as feuilletons in various languages in the principal Continental journals. One could scarcely take up an English newspaper without seeing mention of his name, for he was one of the most popular authors of the day.

It is a generally accepted axiom that a public man cannot afford to be modest in these go-ahead days of boom. Yet Fetherston was one of the most retiring of men. English society had tried in vain to allure him — he courted no personal popularity. Beyond his quiet-spoken literary agent, who arranged his affairs and took financial responsibility from his shoulders, his publishers, and perhaps half a dozen intimate friends, he was scarcely recognised in his true character. Indeed, his whereabouts were seldom known save to his agent and his only brother, so elusive was he and so careful to establish a second self.

He had never married. It was whispered that he had once had a serious affair of the heart abroad. But that was a matter of long ago.

Shoals of invitations arrived at his London clubs each season, but they usually reached him in some out-of-the-world corner of Europe, and he would read them with a smile and cast them to the winds.

He took the keenest delight in evading the world that pressed him. His curious hatred of his own popularity was to everyone a mystery. His intimate friends, of whom Fred Tredennick was one, had whispered that, in order to efface his identity, he was known in certain circles abroad by the name of Maltwood. This was quite true. In London he was a member of Whites and the Devonshire as Fetherston. There was a reason why on the Continent and elsewhere he should pass as Mr. Maltwood, but his friends could never discover it, so carefully did he conceal it.

Walter Fetherston was a writer of breathless mystery — but he was the essence of mystery himself. Once the reader took up a book of his he never laid it down until he had read the final chapter. You, my reader, have more than once found yourself beneath his strange spell. And what was the secret of his success? He had been asked by numberless interviewers, and to them all he had made the same stereotyped reply: I live the mysteries I write.

He seemed annoyed by his own success. Other writers suffered from that complaint known as swelled head, but Walter Fetherston never. He lived mostly abroad in order to avoid the penalty which all the famous must pay, travelling constantly and known mostly by his assumed name of Maltwood.

And behind all this some mystery lay. He was essentially a man of secrets.

Some people declared that he had married ten years ago, and gave a circumstantial account of how he had wedded the daughter of a noble Spanish house, but that a month later she had been accidentally drowned in the Bay of Fontarabia, and that the tragedy had ever preyed upon his mind. But upon his feminine entanglements he was ever silent. He was a merry fellow, full of bright humour, and excellent company. But to the world he wore a mask that was impenetrable.

At that moment he was shooting with his old friend Tredennick, who lived close to St. Fillans, on the picturesque Loch Earn, when the general, hearing of his presence in the neighbourhood, had sent him an invitation to accompany him on his inspection.

Walter had accepted for one reason only. In the invitation the general had remarked that he and his stepdaughter Enid were staying at the Panmure Hotel at Monifieth — so well known to golfers — and that after the inspection he hoped they would lunch together.

Now, Walter had met Enid Orlebar six months before at Biarritz, where she had been nursing at the Croix Rouge Hospital in the Hôtel du Palais, and the memory of that meeting had lingered with him. He had long desired to see her again, for her pale beauty had somehow attracted him — attracted him in a manner that no womans face had ever attracted him before.

Hitherto he had held cynical notions concerning love and matrimony, but ever since he had met Enid Orlebar in that winter hotel beside the sea, and had afterwards discovered her to be stepdaughter of Sir Hugh Elcombe, he had found himself reflecting upon his own loneliness.

At luncheon he was to come face to face with her again. It was of this he was thinking more than of the merits of mountain batteries or the difficulties of limbering or unlimbering.

See! there they are! exclaimed the general, suddenly pointing with his gloved hand.

Fetherston strained his eyes towards the horizon, but declared that he could detect nothing.

Theyre lying behind that rising ground to the left of the magazine yonder, declared the general, whose keen vision had so often served him in good stead. Then, turning on his heel and scanning the grey horizon seaward, he added: Theyre going to fire out on to the Gaa between those two lighthouses on Buddon Ness. By Jove! he laughed, the men in them will get a bit of a shock.

I shouldnt care much to be there, sir, remarked Tredennick.

No, laughed the general. But really theres no danger — except that were just in the line of their fire.

So they struck off to the left and approached the position by a circuitous route, being greeted by the colonel and other officers, to whom the visit of Sir Hugh Elcombe had been a considerable surprise.

The serviceable-looking guns were already mounted and in position, the range had been found; the reserves, the ponies and the pipers were lying concealed in a depression close at hand when they arrived.

The general, after a swift glance around, stood with legs apart and arms folded to watch, while Fetherston and Tredennick, with field-glasses, had halted a little distance away.

A sharp word of command was given, when next instant the first gun boomed forth, and a shell went screaming through the air towards the low range of sand-hills in the distance.

The general grunted. He was a man of few words, but a typical British officer of the type which has made the Empire and won the war against the Huns. He glanced at the watch upon his wrist, adjusted his monocle, and said something in an undertone to the captain.

The firing proceeded, while Fetherston, his ears dulled by the constant roar, watched the bursting shells with interest.

I wonder what the lighthouse men think of it now? he laughed, turning to his friend. A misdirected shot would send them quickly to kingdom come!

Time after time the range was increased, until, at last, the shells were dropped just at the spot intended. As each left the gun it shrieked overhead, while the flash could be seen long before the report reached the ear.

Well see in a few moments how quickly they can get away, the general said, as he approached Fetherston.

Then the order was given to cease fire. Words of command sounded, and were repeated in the rear, where ponies and men lay hidden. The guns were run back under cover, and with lightning rapidity dismounted, taken to pieces, and loaded upon the backs of the ponies, together with the leather ammunition cases — which looked like mens suit cases — and other impedimenta.

The order was given to march, and, headed by the pipers, who commenced their inspiring skirl to the beat of the drums, they moved away over the rough, broken ground, the general standing astraddle and watching it all through his monocle with critical eye, and keeping up a fire of sarcastic comment directed at the colonel.

Why! he cried sharply in his low, strident voice, whats that bay there? Too weak for the work — no good. You want better stuff than that. An axle yonder not packed properly! . . . And look at that black pony — came out of a governess-cart, I should think! . . . Hey, you man there, you dont want to hang on that pack! Men get lazy and want the pony to help them along. And you — — he cried, as a pony, heavily laden with part of a gun, came down an almost perpendicular incline. Let that animal find his way down alone. Do you hear?

Then, after much manœuvring, he caused them to take up another position, unlimber their guns, and fire.

When this had been accomplished he called the officers together and, his monocle in his eye, severely criticised their performance, declaring that they had exposed themselves so fully to the enemy that ere they had had time to fire they would have been shelled out of their position.

The spare ammunition was exposed all over the place, some of the reserves were not under cover, and the battery commander so exposed himself that hed have been a dead man before the first shot. You must do better than this — much better. Thats all.

Then the four walked across to the Panmure Hotel at Monifieth.

Walter Fetherston held his breath. His lips were pressed tightly together, his brows contracted. He was again to meet Enid Orlebar.

He shot a covert glance at the general walking at his side. In his eyes showed an unusual expression, half of suspicion, half of curiosity.

Next instant, however, it had vanished, and he laughed loudly at a story Tredennick was telling.


CHAPTER II

THE COMING OF A STRANGER
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ENID WAS STANDING on the steps of the hotel when the men arrived.

For a second Walter glanced into her splendid eyes, and then bowed over her hand in his foreign way, a murmured expression of pleasure escaping his lips.

About twenty-two, tall and slim, she presented a complete and typical picture of the outdoor girl, dressed as she was in a grey jumper trimmed with purple, a short golfing skirt, her tweed hat to match trimmed with the feathers of a cock pheasant.

Essentially a sportswoman, she could handle gun or rod, ride to hounds, or drive a motor-car with equal skill, and as stepdaughter of Sir Hugh she had had experience on the Indian frontier and in Egypt.

Her father had been British Minister at the Hague, and afterwards at Stockholm, but after his death her mother had married Sir Hugh, and had become Lady Elcombe. Nowadays, however, the latter was somewhat of an invalid, and seldom left their London house in Hill Street. Therefore, Enid was usually chaperoned by Mrs. Caldwell, wife of the well-known K.C., and with her she generally spent her winters on the Continent.

Blanche, Sir Hughs daughter by his first wife, had married Paul Le Pontois, who had been a captain in the 114th Regiment of Artillery of the French Army during the war, and lived with her husband in France. She seldom came to England, though at frequent intervals her father went over to visit her.

When Walter Fetherston took his seat beside Enid Orlebar at the luncheon table a flood of strange recollections crowded upon his mind — those walks along the Miramar, that excursion to Pampeluna, and those curious facts which she had unwittingly revealed to him in the course of their confidential chats. He remembered their leave-taking, and how, as he had sat in the rapide for Paris, he had made a solemn vow never again to set eyes upon her.

There was a reason why he should not — a strong but mysterious reason.

Yet he had come there of his own will to meet her again — drawn there irresistibly by some unseen influence which she possessed.

Was it her beauty that had attracted him? Yes — he was compelled to admit that it was. As a rule he avoided the society of women. To his intimates he had laid down the maxim: Dont marry; keep a dog if you want a faithful companion. And yet he was once again at the side of this fair-faced woman.

None around the table were aware of their previous meeting, and all were too busy chattering to notice the covert glances which he shot at her. He was noting her great beauty, sitting there entranced by it — he, the man of double personality, who, under an assumed name, lived that gay life of the Continent, known in society in twenty different cities, and yet in England practically unknown in his real self.

Yes, Enid Orlebar was beautiful. Surely there could be few fairer women than she in this our land of fair women!

Turning upon him, she smiled gaily as she asked whether he had been interested in seeing a mountain battery at work.

Her fresh face, betraying, as it did, her love of a free, open-air life, was one of those strangely mysterious countenances met only once in a lifetime. It seemed to be the quintessence of pain and passion, conflict and agony, desire and despair. She was not one of those befrilled, fashion-plate dolls that one meets at the after-war crushes and dances, but was austerely simple in dress, with a face which betrayed a spiritual nobility, the very incarnation of modern womanhood, alive with modern self-knowledge, modern weariness and modern sadness.

Her beautiful hair, worn plain and smooth, was black as night — wonderful hair. But still more wonderful were those great, dark, velvety eyes, deep and unfathomable. In them the tragedy of life was tumultuously visible, yet they were serene, self-possessed, even steady in their quiet simplicity. To describe her features is not an easy task. They were clear-cut, with a purity of the lines of the nose and brow seldom seen in a womans face, dark, well-arched eyebrows, a pretty mouth which had just escaped extreme sensuousness. Cheeks soft and delicately moulded, a chin pointed, a skin remarkable for its fineness and its clear pallor, the whole aspect of her face being that of sweetness combined with nobility and majesty. In it there was no dominant expression, for it seemed to be a mask waiting to be stirred into life.

Fetherston had known Sir Hugh slightly for several years, but as Enid had been so much abroad with Mrs. Caldwell, he had never met her until that accidental encounter in Biarritz.

Weve been up here six weeks, she was telling Fetherston. Father always gets a lot of golf up here, you know, and Im rather fond of it.

I fear Im too much of a foreigner nowadays to appreciate the game, Walter laughed. Last season some Italians in Rome formed a club — the usual set of ultra-smart young counts and marquises — but when they found that it entailed the indignity of walking several miles they declared it to be a game only fit for the populace, and at once disbanded the association.

The men were discussing the work of the battery, for four of the officers had been invited, and the point raised was the range of mountain guns.

Walter Fetherston glanced at the general through his pince-nez with a curious expression, but he did not join in the conversation.

Enids eyes met his, and the pair exchanged curiously significant glances.

He bent to pick up his serviette, and in doing so he whispered to her: I must see you outside for a moment before I go. Go out, and Ill join you.

Therefore, when the meal had concluded, the girl went forth into the secluded garden at the rear of the hotel, where in a few moments the man joined her at a spot where they could not be overlooked.

She turned towards him, separate, remote, incongruous, her dark eyes showing an angry flash in them.

Why have you come here? she demanded with indignation. The whole aspect of her face was tragic.

To see you again, was his brief reply. Before we parted at Biarritz you lied to me, he added in a hard tone.

She held her breath, staring straight into his eyes.

I — I dont understand you! she stammered. You are here to torment — to persecute me!

I asked you a question, Enid, but in response you told me a deliberate lie. Think — recall that circumstance, and tell me the truth, he said very quietly.

She was silent for a moment. Then, with her mouth drawn to hardness, she replied: Yes, it is true — I lied to you, just as you have lied to me. Remember what you told me that moonlit night when we walked by the sea towards the Grotto of Love. I was a fool to have believed in you — to have trusted you as I did! You left me, and, though I wrote time after time to your club, you refused to send me a single line.

Because — because, Enid, I dared not, replied her companion.

Why not? she demanded quickly. You told me that you loved me, yet — yet your own actions have shown that you lied to me!

No, he protested in a low, earnest, hoarse voice; I told you the truth, Enid, but — —

But what? she interrupted in quickly earnestness.

Well, he replied after a brief pause, the fact is that I am compelled to wear a mask, even to you, the woman I love. I cannot tell you the truth — I cannot, dearest, for your own sake.

And you expect me to believe this lame story — eh? she laughed. She was pale and fragile, yet she seemed to expand and to dilate with force and energy.

Enid, he answered in a low voice, with honesty in his eyes, I would rather sacrifice my great love for you than betray the trust I hold most sacred. So great is my love for you, rather would I never look upon your dear face again than reveal to you the tragic truth and bring upon you unhappiness and despair.

Walter, she replied in a trembling voice, looking straight into his countenance with those wonderful dark eyes wherein her soul brimmed over with weary emotion and fatigued passion, I repeat all that I told you on that calm night beside the sea. I love you; I think of you day by day, hour by hour. But you have lied to me, and therefore I hate myself for having so foolishly placed my trust in you.

He had resolved to preserve his great secret — a secret that none should know.

Very well, he sighed, shrugging his shoulders. These recriminations are really all useless. Ah, if you only knew the truth, Enid! If I only dared to reveal to you the hideous facts. But I refuse — they are too tragic, too terrible. Better that we should part now, and that you should remain in ignorance — better by far, for you. You believe that I am deceiving you. Well, Im frank and admit that I am; but it is with a distinct purpose — for your own sake.

He held forth his hand, and slowly she took it. In silence he bowed over it, his lips compressed; then, turning upon his heel, he went down the gravelled walk back to the hotel, which, some ten minutes later, he left with Fred Tredennick, catching the train back to Dundee and on to Perth.

He was in no way a man to wear his heart upon his sleeve, therefore he chatted gaily with his friend and listened to Freds extravagant admiration of Enids beauty. He congratulated himself that his old friend was in ignorance of the truth.

A curious incident occurred at the hotel that same evening, however, which, had Walter been aware of it, would probably have caused him considerable uneasiness and alarm. Just before seven oclock a tall, rather thin, middle-aged, narrow-eyed man, dressed in dark grey tweeds, entered the hall of the hotel and inquired for Henry, the head waiter. He was well dressed and bore an almost professional air.

The white-headed old man quickly appeared, when the stranger, whose moustache was carefully trimmed and who wore a ruby ring upon his white hand, made an anxious inquiry whether Fetherston, whom he minutely described, had been there that day. At first the head waiter hesitated and was uncommunicative, but, the stranger having uttered a few low words, Henrys manner instantly changed. He started, looked in wonder into the strangers face, and, taking him into the smoking-room — at that moment unoccupied — he allowed himself to be closely questioned regarding the general and his stepdaughter, as well as the man who had that day been their guest. The stranger was a man of quick actions, and his inquiries were sharp and to the point.

You say that Mr. Fetherston met the young lady outside after luncheon, and they had an argument in secret, eh? asked the stranger.

Henry replied in the affirmative, declaring that he unfortunately could not overhear the subject under discussion. But he believed the pair had quarrelled.

And where has Mr. Fetherston gone? asked his keen-eyed questioner.

He is, I believe, the guest of Major Tredennick, who lives on the other side of Perthshire at Invermay on Loch Earn.

And the young lady goes back to Hill Street with her stepfather, eh?

On Wednesday.

Good! was the strangers reply. Then, thanking the head waiter for the information in a sharp, businesslike voice, and handing him five shillings, he took train back from Monifieth to Dundee, and went direct to the chief post-office.

From there he dispatched a carefully constructed cipher telegram to an address in the Boulevard Anspach, in Brussels, afterwards lighting an excellent cigar and strolling along the busy street with an air of supreme self-satisfaction.

If this man, Fetherston, has discovered the truth, as I fear he has done, the hard-faced man muttered to himself, then by his action to-day he has sealed his own doom! — and Enid Orlebar herself will silence him!


CHAPTER III

INTRODUCES DOCTOR WEIRMARSH
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THREE DAYS HAD elapsed.

In the dingy back room of a dull, drab house in the Vauxhall Bridge Road, close to Victoria Station in London, the narrow-eyed man who had so closely questioned old Henry at the Panmure Hotel, sat at an old mahogany writing-table reading a long letter written upon thin foreign notepaper.

The incandescent gas-lamp shed a cold glare across the room. On one side of the smoke-grimed apartment was a shabby leather couch, on the other side a long nest of drawers, while beside the fireplace was an expanding gas-bracket placed in such a position that it could be used to examine anyone seated in the big arm-chair. Pervading the dingy apartment was a faint smell of carbolic, for it was a consulting-room, and the man so intent upon the letter was Dr. Weirmarsh, the hard-working practitioner so well known among the lower classes in Pimlico.

Those who pass along the Vauxhall Bridge Road know well that house with its curtains yellow with smoke — the one which stands back behind a small strip of smoke-begrimed garden. Over the gate is a red lamp, and upon the railings a brass plate with the name: Mr. Weirmarsh, Surgeon.

About three years previously he had bought the practice from old Dr. Bland, but he lived alone, a silent and unsociable man, with a deaf old housekeeper, although he had achieved a considerable reputation among his patients in the neighbouring by-streets. But his practice was not wholly confined to the poorer classes, for he was often consulted by well-dressed members of the foreign colony — on account, probably, of his linguistic attainments. A foreigner with an imperfect knowledge of English naturally prefers a doctor to whom he can speak in his own tongue. Therefore, as Weirmarsh spoke French, Italian and Spanish with equal fluency, it was not surprising that he had formed quite a large practice among foreign residents.

His appearance, however, was the reverse of prepossessing, and his movements were often most erratic. About his aquiline face was a shrewd and distrustful expression, while his keen, dark eyes, too narrowly set, were curiously shifty and searching. When absent, as he often was, a young fellow named Shipley acted as locum tenens, but so eccentric was he that even Shipley knew nothing of the engagements which took him from home so frequently.

George Weirmarsh was a man of few friends and fewer words. He lived for himself alone, devoting himself assiduously to his practice, and doing much painstaking writing at the table whereat he now sat, or else, when absent, travelling swiftly with aims that were ever mysterious.

He had had a dozen or so patients that evening, but the last had gone, and he had settled himself to read the letter which had arrived when his little waiting-room had been full of people.

As he read he made scribbled notes on a piece of paper upon his blotting-pad, his thin, white hand, delicate as a womans, bearing that splendid ruby ring, his one possession in which he took a pride.

Ah! he remarked to himself in a hard tone of sarcasm, what fools the shrewdest of men are sometimes over a woman! So at last hes fallen — like the others — and the secret will be mine. Most excellent! After all, every man has one weak point in his armour, and I was not mistaken.

Then he paused, and, leaning his chin upon his hand, looked straight before him, deep in reflection.

I have few fears — very few, he remarked to himself, but the greatest is of Walter Fetherston. What does he know? — thats the chief question. If he has discovered the truth — if he knows my real name and who I am — then the games up, and my best course is to leave England. And yet there is another way, he went on, speaking slowly to himself— to close his lips. Dead men tell no tales.

He sat for a long time, his narrow-set eyes staring into space, contemplating a crime. As a medical man, he knew a dozen ingenious ways by which Walter Fetherston might be sent to his grave in circumstances that would appear perfectly natural. His gaze at last wandered to the book-case opposite, and became centred upon a thick, brown-covered, dirty volume by a writer named Taylor. That book contained much that might be of interest to him in the near future.

Of a sudden the handle of the door turned, and Mrs. Kelsey, the old housekeeper, in rusty black, admitted Enid Orlebar without the ceremony of asking permission to enter.

The girl was dressed in a pearl grey and pink sports coat, with a large black hat, and carried a silver chain handbag. Around her throat was a white feather boa, while her features were half concealed by the veil she wore.

Ah, my dear young lady, cried Weirmarsh, rising quickly and greeting her, while next moment he turned to his table and hastily concealed the foreign letter and notes, I had quite forgotten that you were to consult me. Pray forgive me.

There is nothing to forgive, the beautiful girl replied in a low, colourless voice, when the housekeeper had disappeared, and she had seated herself in the big leather arm-chair in which so many patients daily sat. You ordered me to come here to you, and I have come.

Against your will, eh? he asked slowly, with a strange look in his keen eyes.

I am perfectly well now. I do not see why my stepfather should betray such anxiety on my account.

The general is greatly concerned about you, Weirmarsh said, seated cross-legged at his writing-chair, toying with his pen and looking into the girls handsome face.

He wished me to see you. That is why I wrote to you.

Well, she said, wavering beneath his sharp glance, I am here. What do you wish?

I wish to have a little private talk with you, Miss Enid, he replied thoughtfully, stroking his small greyish moustache, a talk concerning your own welfare.

But I am not ill, she cried. I dont see why you should desire me to come to you to-night.

I have my own reasons, my dear young lady, was the mans firm response, his eyes fixed immovably upon hers. And I think you know me well enough to be aware that when Dr. Weirmarsh sets his mind upon a thing he is not easily turned aside.

A slight, almost imperceptible, shudder ran through her. But Weirmarsh detected it, and knew that this girl of extraordinary and mysterious charm was as wax in his hands. In the presence of the man who had cast such a strange spell about her she was utterly helpless. There was no suggestion of hypnotism — she herself scouted the idea — yet ever since Sir Hugh had taken her to consult this man of medicine at a small suburban villa, five years ago, he had entered her life never again to leave it.

She realised herself irresistibly in his power whenever she felt his presence near her. At his bidding she came and went, and against her better nature she acted as he commanded.

He had cured her of an attack of nerves five years ago, but she had ever since been beneath his hated thraldom. His very eyes fascinated her with their sinister expression, yet to her he could do no wrong.

A thousand times she had endeavoured to break free from that strong but unseen influence, but she always became weak and easily led as soon as she fell beneath the extraordinary power which the obscure doctor possessed. Time after time he called her to his side, as on this occasion, on pretence of prescribing for her, and yet with an ulterior motive. Enid Orlebar was a useful tool in the hands of this man who was so unscrupulous.

She sighed, passing her gloved hand wearily across her hot brow. Strange how curiously his presence always affected her!

She had read in books of the mysteries of hypnotic suggestion, but she was far too practical to believe in that. This was not hypnotism, she often declared within herself, but some remarkable and unknown power possessed by this man who, beneath the guise of the hard-working surgeon, was engaged in schemes of remarkable ingenuity and wondrous magnitude.

He held her in the palm of his hand. He held her for life — or for death.

To her stepfather she had, times without number, expressed fear and horror of the sharp-eyed doctor, but Sir Hugh had only laughed at her fears and dismissed them as ridiculous. Dr. Weirmarsh was the generals friend.

Enid knew that there was some close association between the pair, but of its nature she was in complete ignorance. Often the doctor came to Hill Street and sat for long periods with the general in that small, cosy room which was his den. That they were business interviews there was no doubt, but the nature of the business was ever a mystery.

I see by your face that, though there is a great improvement in you, you are, nevertheless, far from well, the man said, his eyes still fixed upon her pale countenance.

Dr. Weirmarsh, she protested, this constant declaration that I am ill is awful. I tell you I am quite as well as you are yourself.

Ah! there, Im afraid, you are mistaken, my dear young lady, he replied. You may feel well, but you are not in quite such good health as you imagine. The general is greatly concerned about you, and for that reason I wished to see you to-night, he added with a smile as, bending towards her, he asked her to remove her glove.

He took her wrist, holding his stop-watch in his other hand. Hum! he grunted, just as I expected. Youre a trifle low — a little run down. You want a change.

But we only returned from Scotland yesterday! she cried.

The North does not suit such an exotic plant as yourself, he said. Go South — the Riviera, Spain, Italy, or Egypt.

I go with Mrs. Caldwell at the end of November.

No, he said decisively, you must go now.

Why? she asked, opening her eyes in astonishment at his dictatorial manner.

Because — — and he hesitated, still gazing upon her with those strangely sinister eyes of his. Well, Miss Enid, because a complete change will be beneficial to you in more ways than one, he replied with an air of mystery.

I dont understand you, she declared.

Probably not, he laughed, with that cynical air which so irritated her. She hated herself for coming to that detestable house of grim silence; yet his word to her was a command which she felt impelled by some strange force to fulfil with child-like obedience. But I assure you I am advising you for your own benefit, my dear young lady.

In what way?

Shall I speak plainly? asked the man in whose power she was. Will you forgive me if I so far intrude myself upon your private affairs as to give you a few words of advice?

Thank you, Dr. Weirmarsh, but I cannot see that my private affairs are any concern of yours, she replied with some hauteur. How often had she endeavoured in vain to break those invisible shackles?

I am a very sincere friend of your stepfather, and I hope a sincere friend of yours also, he said with perfect coolness. It is because of this I presume to advise you — but, of course — — And he hesitated, without concluding his sentence. His eyes were again fixed upon her as though gauging accurately the extent of his influence upon her.

And what do you advise, pray? she asked, It seems that you have called me to you to-night in order to intrude upon my private affairs, she added, with her eyes flashing resentment.

Well — yes, Miss Enid, he answered, his manner changing slightly. The fact is, I wish to warn you against what must inevitably bring disaster both upon yourself and your family.

Disaster? she echoed. I dont follow you.

Then let me speak a little more plainly, he replied, his strange, close-set eyes staring into hers until she quivered beneath his cold, hard gaze. You have recently become acquainted with Walter Fetherston. You met him at Biarritz six months ago, and on Monday last he lunched with you up at Monifieth. After luncheon you met him in the garden of the hotel, and — —

How do you know all this? she gasped, startled, yet fascinated by his gaze.

My dear young lady, he laughed, it is my business to know certain things — that is one of them.

She held her breath for a moment.

And pray how does that concern you? What interest have you in my acquaintances?

A very keen one, was the prompt reply. That man is dangerous to you — and to your family. The reason why I have asked you here to-night is to tell you that you must never meet him again. If you value your life, and that of your mother and her husband, avoid him as you would some venomous reptile. He is your most deadly enemy.

The girl was silent for a moment. Her great, dark eyes were fixed upon the threadbare carpet. What he told her was disconcerting, yet, knowing instinctively, as she did, how passionately Walter loved her, she could not bring herself to believe that he was really her enemy.

No, Dr. Weirmarsh, she replied, raising her eyes again to his, you are quite mistaken. I know Walter Fetherston better than you. Your allegation is false. You have told me this because — because you have some motive in parting us.

Yes, he said frankly, I have — a strong motive.

You do not conceal it?

No, he answered. Were I a younger man you might, perhaps, accuse me of scheming to wriggle myself into your good graces, Miss Enid. But I am getting old, and, moreover, Im a confirmed bachelor, therefore you cannot, I think, accuse me of such ulterior motives. No, I only point out this peril for your familys sake — and your own.

Is Mr. Fetherston such an evil genius, then? she asked. The world knows him as a writer of strictly moral, if exciting, books.

The books are one thing — the man himself another. Some men reflect their own souls in their works, others write but canting hypocrisy. It is so with Walter Fetherston — the man who has a dual personality and whose private life will not bear the light of publicity.

You wish to prejudice me against him, eh? she said in a hard tone.

I merely wish to advise you for your good, my dear young lady, he said. It is not for me, your medical man, to presume to dictate to you, I know. But the general is my dear friend, therefore I feel it my duty to reveal to you the bitter truth.

Thoughts of Walter Fetherston, the man in whose eyes had shone the light of true honesty when he spoke, arose within her. She was well aware of all the curious gossip concerning the popular writer, whose eccentricities were so frequently hinted at in the gossipy newspapers, but she was convinced that she knew the real Fetherston behind the mask he so constantly wore.

This man before her was deceiving her. He had some sinister motive in thus endeavouring to plant seeds of suspicion within her mind. It was plain that he was endeavouring in some way to secure his own ends. Those ends, however, were a complete and inexplicable mystery.

I cannot see that my friendship for Mr. Fetherston can have any interest for you, she replied. Let us talk of something else.

But it has, he persisted. You must never meet that man again — you hear! never — otherwise you will discover to your cost that my serious warning has a foundation only too solid; that he is your bitterest enemy posing as your most affectionate friend.

I dont believe you, Dr. Weirmarsh! she cried resentfully, springing to her feet. Ill never believe you!

My dear young lady, the man exclaimed, you are really quite unnerved to-night. The general was quite right. I will mix you a draught like the one you had before — perfectly innocuous — something to soothe those unstrung nerves of yours. And beneath his breath, as his cruel eyes twinkled, he added: Something to bring reason to those warped and excited senses — something to sow within you suspicion and hatred of Walter Fetherston.

Then aloud he added, as he sprang to his feet: Excuse me for a moment while I go and dispense it. Ill be back in a few seconds.

He left the room when, quick as lightning, Enid stretched forth her hand to the drawer of the writing-table into which she had seen the doctor toss the foreign letter he had been reading when she entered.

She drew it out, and scanned eagerly a dozen or so of the closely-written lines in Spanish.

Then she replaced it with trembling fingers, and, closing the drawer, sat staring straight before her — dumbfounded, rigid.

What was the mystery?

By the knowledge she had obtained she became forearmed — even defiant. In the light of that astounding discovery, she now read the mysterious Dr. Weirmarsh as she would an open book. She held her breath, and an expression of hatred escaped her lips.

When, a moment later, he brought her a pale-yellow draught in a graduated glass, she took it from his hand, and, drawing herself up in defiance, flung its contents behind her into the fireplace. She believed that at last she had conquered that strangely evil influence which, emanating from this obscure practitioner, had fallen upon her.

But the man only shrugged his shoulders and, turning from her, laughed unconcernedly. He knew that he held her in bonds stronger than steel, that his will was hers — for good or for evil.


CHAPTER IV

REVEALS TEMPTATION
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I TELL YOU it cant be done — the risk is far too great! declared Sir Hugh Elcombe, standing with his back to the fireplace in his cosy little den in Hill Street at noon next day.

It must be done, answered Dr. Weirmarsh, who sat in the deep green leather arm-chair, with the tips of his fingers placed together.

The general glanced suspiciously at the door to reassure himself that it was closed.

You ask too much, he said. Then, in a decisive voice, while his fingers toyed nervously with his monocle, he added, I have resolved to end it once and for all.

The doctor looked at him with a strange expression in those cold, keen eyes of his and smiled, I fear, Sir Hugh, that if you attempt to carry out such a decision you will find insuperable difficulties, he said quietly.

I desire no good advice from you, Weirmarsh, the old general snapped. I fully realise my position. You have cornered me — cut off my retreat — so I have placed my back against the wall.

Good! And how will such an attitude benefit you, pray?

Understand, I am in no mood to be taunted by you! the old man cried, with an angry flash in his eyes. You very cleverly enticed me into the net, and now you are closing it about me.

My dear Sir Hugh, replied the doctor, ours was a mere business transaction, surely. Carry your thoughts back to six years ago. After your brilliant military career you returned from India and found yourself, as so many of your profession find themselves, in very straitened circumstances. You were bound to keep up appearances, and, in order to do so, got into the hands of Eli Moser, the moneylender. You married Lady Orlebar, and had entered London society when, of a sudden, the scoundrelly usurer began to put the screw upon you. At that moment you — luckily, I think, for yourself — met me, and — well, I was your salvation, for I pointed out to you an easy way by which to pay your creditors and rearrange your affairs upon a sound financial basis. Indeed, I did it for you. I saved you from the moneylender. Did I not?

He spoke in a calm, even tone, without once removing his eyes from the man who stood upon the hearthrug with bent head and folded arms.

I know, Weirmarsh. Its true that you saved me from bankruptcy — but think what penalty I have paid by accepting your terms, he answered in a low, broken voice. The devil tempted me, and I fell into your damnable net.

I hardly think it necessary for you to put it that way, replied the doctor without the least sign of annoyance. I showed you how you could secure quite a comfortable income, and you readily enough adopted my suggestion.

Readily! echoed the fine-looking old soldier. Ah! you dont know what my decision cost me — it has cost me my very life.

Nonsense, man, laughed the doctor scornfully. You got out of the hands of the Jews, and ever since that day you havent had five minutes worry over your finances. I promised you I would provide you with an ample income, and — —

And youve done so, Weirmarsh, cried the old general; an income far greater than I expected. Yet what do I deserve?

My dear General, said the doctor quite calmly, youre not yourself to-day; suffering from a slight attack of remorse, eh? Its a bad complaint; Ive had it, and I know. But its like the measles — youre very nearly certain to contract it once in a lifetime.

Have you no pity for me? snarled Sir Hugh, glaring at the narrow-eyed man seated before him. Dont you realise that by this last demand of yours youve driven me into a corner?

Weirmarshs brows contracted slightly, and he shot an evil glance at the man before him — the man who was his victim. But you must do it. You still want money — and lots of it, dont you? he said in a low, decisive voice.

I refuse, I tell you! cried Sir Hugh angrily.

Hush! Someone may overhear, the doctor said. Is Enid at home?

Yes.

I saw her last night, as you wished. She is not well. Her nerves are still in an extremely weak state, Weirmarsh said, in order to change the topic of conversation. I think you should send her abroad out of the way — to the South somewhere.

So she told me. I shall try and get Mrs. Caldwell to take her to Sicily — if you consider the air would be beneficial.

Excellent — Palermo or Taormina — send the girl there as soon as ever you can. She seems unstrung, and may get worse; a change will certainly do her good, replied the man whose craft and cunning were unequalled. I know, he added reflectively, that Enid dislikes me — why, I can never make out.

Instinct, I suppose, Weirmarsh, was the old mans reply. She suspects that you hold me in your power, as you undoubtedly do.

Now that is really a most silly idea of yours, Sir Hugh. Do get rid of it. Such a thought pains me to a great degree, declared the crafty-eyed man. For these past years I have provided you with a good income, enabling you to keep up your position in the world, instead of — well, perhaps shivering on the Embankment at night and partaking of the hospitality of the charitably disposed. Yet you upbraid me as though I had treated you shabbily! He spoke with an irritating air of superiority, for he knew that this man who occupied such a high position, who was an intimate friend and confidant of the Minister of War, and universally respected throughout the country, was but a tool in his unscrupulous hands.

You ask me too much, exclaimed the grey-moustached officer in a hard, low voice.

The request does not emanate from me, was the doctors reply; I am but the mouthpiece.

Yes, the mouthpiece — but the eyes and ears also, Weirmarsh, replied Sir Hugh. You bought me, body and soul, for a wage of five thousand pounds a year — —

The salary of one of His Majestys Ministers, interrupted the doctor. It has been paid you with regularity, together with certain extras. When you have wished for a loan of five hundred or so, I have never refused it.

I quite admit that; but youve always received a quid pro quo, the general snapped. Look at the thousands upon thousands I put through for you!

The whole transaction has from the beginning been a matter of business; and, as far as I am concerned, I have fulfilled my part of the contract.

The man standing upon the hearthrug sighed. I suppose, he said, that I really have no right to complain. I clutched at the straw you held out to me, and saved myself at a cost greater than the world can ever know. I hate myself for it. If I had then known what I know now concerning you and your friends, I would rather have blown out my brains than have listened to your accursed words of temptation. The whole plot is damnable!

My dear fellow, I am not Mephistopheles, laughed the narrow-eyed doctor.

You are worse, declared the general boldly. You bought me body and soul, but by Heaven! he cried, you have not bought my family, sir!

Weirmarsh moved uneasily in his chair.

And so you refuse to do this service which I requested of you, yesterday, eh? he asked very slowly.

I do.

A silence fell between the two men, broken only by the low ticking of the little Sheraton clock upon the mantelshelf.

Have you fully reflected upon what this refusal of yours may cost you, General? asked the doctor in a slow, hard voice, his eyes fixed upon the others countenance.

It will cost me just as much as you decide it shall, was the response of the unhappy man, who found himself enmeshed by the crafty practitioner.

You speak as though I were the principal, whereas I am but the agent, Weirmarsh protested.

Principal or agent, my decision, Doctor, is irrevocable — I refuse to serve your accursed ends further.

Really, laughed the other, still entirely unruffled, your attitude to-day is quite amusing. Youve got an attack of liver, and you should allow me to prescribe for you.

The general made a quick gesture of impatience, but did not reply.

It was upon the tip of Weirmarshs tongue to refer to Walter Fetherston, but next instant he had reflected. If Sir Hugh really intended to abandon himself to remorse and make a fool of himself, why should he stretch forth a hand to save him?

That ugly revelations — very ugly ones — might result was quite within the range of possibility, therefore Weirmarsh, whose craft and cunning were amazing, intended to cover his own retreat behind the back of the very man whom he had denounced to Enid Orlebar.

He sat in silence, his finger-tips again joined, gazing upon the man who had swallowed that very alluring bait he had once placed before him.

He realised by Sir Hughs manner that he regretted his recent action and was now overcome by remorse. Remorse meant exposure, and exposure meant prosecution — a great public prosecution, which, at all hazards, must not be allowed.

As he sat there he was actually calmly wondering whether this fine old officer with such a brilliant record would die in silence by his own hand and carry his secret to the grave, or whether he would leave behind some awkward written statement which would incriminate himself and those for whom he acted.

Suddenly Sir Hugh turned and, looking the doctor squarely in the face as though divining his inmost thoughts, said in a hoarse voice tremulous with emotion: Ah, you need not trouble yourself further, Weirmarsh. I have a big dinner-party to-night, but by midnight I shall have paid the penalty which you have imposed upon me — I shall have ceased to live. I will die rather then serve you further!

Very well, my dear sir, replied the doctor, rising from his chair abruptly. Of course, every mans life is his own property — you can take it if you think fit — but I assure you that such an event would not concern me in the least. I have already taken the precaution to appear with clean hands — should occasion require.


CHAPTER V

IN WHICH ENID ORLEBAR IS PUZZLED
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THAT NIGHT, AROUND the generals dinner-table in Hill Street, a dozen or so well-known men and women were assembled.

Sir Hugh Elcombes dinners were always smart gatherings. The table was set with Georgian silver and decorated daintily with flowers, while several of the women wore splendid jewels. At the head sat Lady Elcombe, a quiet, rather fragile, calm-faced woman in black, whose countenance bore traces of long suffering, but whose smile was very sweet.

Among the guests was Walter Fetherston, whom the general had at last induced to visit him, and he had taken in Enid, who looked superb in a cream décolleté gown, and who wore round her throat a necklet of turquoise matrices, admirably suited to her half-barbaric beauty.

Fetherston had only accepted the generals invitation at her urgent desire, for she had written to Whites telling him that it was imperative they should meet — she wished to consult him; she begged of him to forget the interview at Monifieth and return to her.

So, against his will, he had gone there, though the house and all it contained was hateful to him. With that terrible secret locked within his heart — that secret which gripped his very vitals and froze his blood — he looked upon the scene about him with horror and disgust. Indeed, it was only by dint of self-control that he could be civil to his host.

His fellow-guests were of divers types: a couple of peers and their womenkind, a popular actor-manager, two diplomats, and several military men of more or less note — two of them, like the host, occupying high positions at the War Office.

Such gatherings were of frequent occurrence at Hill Street. It was popularly supposed that Sir Hugh, by marrying His Majestys Ministers widow, had married money, and was thus able to sustain the position he did. Other military men in his position found it difficult to make both ends meet, and many envied old Hugh Elcombe and his wealthy wife. They were unaware that Lady Orlebar, after the settlement of her husbands estate, had found herself with practically nothing, and that her marriage to Sir Hugh had been more to secure a home than anything else. Both had, alas! been equally deceived. The general, believing her to be rich, had been sadly disillusioned; while she, on her part, was equally filled with alarm when he revealed to her his penurious position.

The world, of course, knew nothing of this. Sir Hugh, ever since his re-marriage, had given good dinners and had been entertained in return, therefore everybody believed that he derived his unusually large income from his wife.

As he sat at table he laughed and chatted merrily with his guests, for on such occasions he was always good company. Different, indeed, was his attitude from when, at noon, he had stood with Weirmarsh in his own den and pronounced his own fate.

The man who held him in that strange thraldom was seated at the table. He had been invited three days ago, and had come there, perhaps, to taunt him with his presence in those the last few hours of his life.

Only once the two men exchanged glances, for Weirmarsh was devoting all his attention to young Lady Stockbridge. But when Sir Hugh encountered the doctors gaze he saw in his eyes open defiance and triumph.

In ignorance of the keen interest which the doctor across the table felt in him, Walter Fetherston sat chatting and laughing with Enid. Once the doctor, to whom he had been introduced only half an hour before, addressed a remark to him to which he replied, at the same time reflecting within himself that Weirmarsh was quite a pleasant acquaintance.

He was unaware of that mysterious visit of inquiry to Monifieth, of that remarkable cipher telegram afterwards dispatched to Brussels, or even of the extraordinary influence that man in the well-worn evening suit possessed over both his host and the handsome girl beside him.

When the ladies had left the table the doctor set himself out over the cigarettes to become more friendly with the writer of fiction. Then afterwards he rose, and encountering his host, who had also risen and crossed the room, whispered in a voice of command: You have reconsidered your decision! You will commit no foolish and cowardly act? I see it in your face. I shall call to-morrow at noon, and we will discuss the matter further.

The general did not reply for a few seconds. But Weirmarsh had already realised that reflection had brought his victim to a calmer state of mind.

I will not listen to you, the old man growled.

But I shall speak whether you listen or not. Remember, I am not a man to be fooled by talk. I shall be here at noon and lay before you a scheme perhaps a little more practicable than the last one. And with that he reached for some matches, turned upon his heel, and rejoined the man against whom he had warned Enid — the only man in the world whom he feared.

Before they rose Weirmarsh had ingratiated himself with his enemy. So clever was he that Fetherston, in ignorance as to whom his fellow-guest really was, save that he was a member of the medical profession, was actually congratulating himself that he had now met a man after his own heart.

At last they repaired to the pretty old-rose-and-gold drawing-room upstairs, an apartment in which great taste was displayed in decoration, and there several of the ladies sang or recited. One of them, a vivacious young Frenchwoman, was induced to give Barroiss romance, Jai vu fleurir notre dernier lilas!

When she had concluded Enid, with whom Walter was seated, rose and passed into the small conservatory, which was prettily illuminated with fairy lights. As soon as they were alone she turned to him in eager distress, saying: Walter, do, I beg of you, beware of that man!

Of what man? he asked in quick surprise.

Of Doctor Weirmarsh.

Why? I dont know him. I never met him until to-night. Who is he?

My stepfathers friend, but my enemy — and yours, she cried quickly, placing her hand upon her heart as though to quell its throbbing.

Is he well known? inquired the novelist.

No — only in Pimlico. He lives in Vauxhall Bridge Road, and his practice lies within a radius of half a mile of Victoria Station.

And why is he my enemy?

Oh, that I cannot tell.

Why is he your stepfathers friend? asked Fetherston. They certainly seem to be on very good terms.

Doctor Weirmarshs cunning and ingenuity are unequalled, she declared. Over me, as over Sir Hugh, he has cast a kind of spell — a — —

Her companion laughed. My dear Enid, he said, spells are fictions of the past; nobody believes in them nowadays. He may possess some influence over you, but surely you are sufficiently strong-minded to resist his power, whatever it may be?

No, she replied, I am not. For that reason I fear for myself — and for Sir Hugh. That man compelled Sir Hugh to take me to him for a consultation, and as soon as I was in his presence I knew that his will was mine — that I was powerless.

I dont understand you, said Fetherston, much interested in this latest psychic problem.

Neither do I understand myself, she answered in bewilderment. To me this mans power, fascination — whatever you may term it — is a complete mystery.

I will investigate it, said Fetherston promptly. What is his address?

She told him, and he scribbled it upon his shirt-cuff. Then, looking into her beautiful countenance, he asked: Have you no idea of the nature of this mans influence over Sir Hugh?

None whatever. It is plain, however, that he is master over my stepfathers actions. My mother has often remarked to me upon it, was her response. He comes here constantly, and remains for hours closeted with Sir Hugh in his study. So great is his influence that he orders our servants to do his bidding.

And he compelled Sir Hugh to take you to his consulting room, eh? Under what pretext?

I was suffering from extreme nervousness, and he prescribed for me with beneficial effect, she said. But ever since I have felt myself beneath his influence in a manner which I am utterly unable to describe. I do not believe in hypnotic suggestion, or it might be put down to that.

But what is your theory?

I have none, except — well, except that this man, essentially a man of evil, possesses some occult influence which other men do not possess.

Yours is not a weak nature, Enid, he declared. You are not the sort of girl to fall beneath the influence of another.

I think not, she laughed in reply. And yet the truth is a hard and bitter one.

Remain firm and determined to be mistress of your own actions, he urged, and in the meantime I will cultivate the doctors acquaintance and endeavour to investigate the cause of this remarkable influence of his.

Why did Doctor Weirmarsh possess such power over Sir Hugh? he wondered. Could it be that this man was actually in possession of the truth? Was he aware of that same terrible and hideous secret of which he himself was aware — a secret which, if exposed, would convulse the whole country, so shameful and scandalous was it!

He saw how pale and agitated Enid was. She had in her frantic anxiety sought his aid. Only a few days ago they had parted; yet now, in the moment of her fear and apprehension, she had recalled him to her side to seek his advice and protection.

She had not told him of that mysterious warning Weirmarsh had given her concerning him, or of his accurate knowledge of their acquaintanceship. She had purposely refrained from telling him this lest her words should unduly prejudice him. She had warned Walter that the doctor was his enemy — this, surely, was sufficient!

Try and discover, if you can, the reason of the doctors power over my father, and why he is for ever directing his actions, urged the girl. For myself I care little; it is for Sir Hughs sake that I am trying to break the bonds, if possible.

You have no suspicion of the reason? he repeated, looking seriously into her face. You do not think that he holds some secret of your stepfathers? Undue influence can frequently be traced to such a source.

She shook her head in the negative, a blank look in her great, dark eyes.

No, she replied, it is all a mystery — one which I beg of you, Walter, to solve, and — she faltered in a strange voice— and to save me!

He pressed her hand and gave her his promise. Then for a second she raised her full red lips to his, and together they passed back into the drawing-room, where their re-entry in company did not escape the sharp eyes of the lonely doctor of Pimlico.


CHAPTER VI

BENEATH THE ELASTIC BAND
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WALTER FETHERSTON STROLLED back that night to the dingy chambers he rented in Holles Street, off Oxford Street, as a pied-à-terre when in London. He was full of apprehension, full of curiosity, as to who this Doctor Weirmarsh could be.

He entered his darkling, shabby old third-floor room and threw himself into the arm-chair before the fire to think. It was a room without beauty, merely walls, repapered once every twenty years, and furniture of the mid-Victorian era. The mantelshelf in the bedroom still bore stains from the medicine bottles which consoled the final hours of the last tenant, a man about whom a curious story was told.

It seems that he found a West End anchorage there, not when he had retired, but when he was in the very prime of life. He never told anyone that he was single; at the same time he never told anyone he was married. He just came and rented those three rooms, and there his man brought him his tea at ten oclock every morning for thirty years. Then he dressed himself and went round to the Devonshire, in St. Jamess Street, and there remained till closing time, at two oclock, every morning for thirty years. When his club closed in the dog-days for repairs he went to the club which received him. He never went out of town. He never slept a night away. He never had a visitor. He never received a letter, and, so far as his man was aware, never wrote one.

One morning he did not go through his usual programme. The doctor was called, but during the next fortnight he died.

Within twelve hours, however, his widow and a family of grown-up children arrived, pleasant, cheerful, inquisitive people, who took away with them everything portable, greatly to the chagrin of the devoted old manservant who had been the tenants single home-tie for thirty years.

It was these selfsame, dull, monotonous chambers which Walter occupied. The old manservant was the selfsame man who had so devotedly served the previous tenant. They suited Walters purpose, for he was seldom in London, so old Hayden had the place to himself for many months every year. Of all the inhabitants of London chambers those are the most lonely who never wander away from London. But Walter was ever wandering, therefore he never noticed the shabbiness of the carpet, the dinginess of the furniture, or the dispiriting gloom of everything.

Like the previous tenant, Walter had no visitors and was mostly out all day. At evening he would write at the dusty old bureau in which the late tenant had kept locked his family treasures, or sit in the deep, old horsehair-covered chair with his feet upon the fender, as he did that night after returning from Hill Street.

The only innovation in those grimy rooms was a good-sized fireproof safe which stood in the corner hidden by a side-table, and from this Walter had taken a bundle of papers and carried them with him to his chair.

One by one he carefully went through them, until at last he found the document of which he was in search.

Yes, he exclaimed to himself after he had scanned it, so I was not mistaken after all! The mystery is deeper than I thought. By Jove! that fellow, Joseph Blot, alias Weirmarsh, alias Detmold, Ponting and half a dozen other names, no doubt, is playing a deep game — a dangerous customer evidently!

Then, again returning to the safe, he took out a large packet of miscellaneous photographs of various persons secured by an elastic band. These he went rapidly through until he held one in his hand, an unmounted carte-de-visite, which he examined closely beneath the green-shaded reading-lamp.

It was a portrait of Doctor Weirmarsh, evidently taken a few years before, as he then wore a short pointed beard, whereas he was now shaven except for a moustache.

No mistake about those features, he remarked to himself with evident satisfaction as, turning the photographic print, he took note of certain cabalistic numbers written in the corner, scribbling them in pencil upon his blotting-pad.

I thought I recollected those curious eyes and that unusual breadth of forehead, he went on, speaking to himself, and again examining the pictured face through his gold pince-nez. Its a long time since I looked at this photograph — fully five years. What would the amiable doctor think if he knew that I held the key which will unlock his past?

He laughed lightly to himself, and, selecting a cigarette from the silver box, lit it.

Then he sat back in his big arm-chair, his eyes fixed upon the fire, contemplating what he realised to be a most exciting and complicated problem.

This means that I must soon be upon the move again, he murmured to himself. Enid has sought my assistance — she has asked me to save her, and I will exert my utmost endeavour to do so. But I see it will be difficult, very difficult. She is, no doubt, utterly unaware of the real identity of this brisk, hard-working doctor. And perhaps, after all, he added slowly, it is best so — best that she remain in ignorance of this hideous, ghastly truth!

At that same moment, while Walter Fetherston was preoccupied by these curious apprehensions, the original of that old carte-de-visite was seated in the lounge of the Savoy Hotel, smoking a cigar with a tall, broad-shouldered, red-bearded man who was evidently a foreigner.

He had left Hill Street five minutes after Fetherston, and driven down to the Savoy, where he had a rendezvous for supper with his friend. That he was an habitué there was patent from the fact that upon entering the restaurant, Alphonse, the maître dhôtel, with his plan of the tables pinned upon the board, greeted him with, Ah! good evening, Docteur. Table vingt-six, Docteur Weirmarsh.

The scene was the same as it is every evening at the Savoy; the music, the smart dresses of the women, the flowers, the shaded lights, the chatter and the irresponsible laughter of the London world amusing itself after the stress of war.

You know it — why, therefore, should I describe it? Providing you possess an evening suit or a low-necked dress, you can always rub shoulders with the monde and the demi-monde of London at a cost of a few shillings a head.

The two men had supped and were chatting in French over their coffee and triplesec. Gustav, Weirmarsh called his friend, and from his remarks it was apparent that he was a stranger to London. He was dressed with elegance. Upon the corner of his white lawn handkerchief a counts coronet was embroidered, and upon his cigar-case also was a coronet and a cipher. In his dress-shirt he wore a fine diamond, while upon the little finger of his left hand glittered a similar stone of great lustre.

The lights were half extinguished, and a porters voice cried, Times up, ladies and gentlemen! Those who were not habitués rose and commenced to file out, but the men and women who came to the restaurant each night sat undisturbed till the lights went up again and another ten minutes elapsed before the final request to leave was made.

The pair, seated away in a corner, had been chatting in an undertone when they were compelled to rise. Thereupon the doctor insisted that his friend, whose name was Gustav Heureux, should accompany him home. So twenty minutes later they alighted from a taxi-cab in the Vauxhall Bridge Road, and entered the shabby little room wherein Weirmarsh schemed and plotted.

The doctor produced from a cupboard some cognac and soda and a couple of glasses, and when they had lit cigars they sat down to resume their chat.

Alone there, the doctor spoke in English.

You see, he explained, it is a matter of the greatest importance — if we make this coup we can easily make a hundred thousand pounds within a fortnight. The general at first refused and became a trifle — well, just a trifle resentful, even vindictive; but by showing a bold front Ive brought him round. To-morrow I shall clinch the matter. That is my intention.

It will be a brilliant snap, if you can actually accomplish it, was the red-bearded mans enthusiastic reply. He now spoke in English, but with a strong American accent. I made an attempt two years ago, but failed, and narrowly escaped imprisonment.

A dozen attempts have already been made, but all in vain, replied the doctor, drawing hard at his cigar. Therefore, Im all the more keen to secure success.

You certainly have been very successful over here, Doctor, observed the foreigner, whose English had been acquired in America. We have heard of you in New York, where you are upheld to us as a model. Jensen once told me that your methods were so ingenious as to be unassailable.

Merely because I am well supplied with funds, answered the other with modesty. Here, in England, as elsewhere, any man or woman can be bought — if you pay their price. There is only one section of the wonderful British public who cannot be purchased — the men and women who are in love with each other. Whenever I come up against Cupid, experience has taught me to retire deferentially, and wait until the love-fever has abated. It often turns to jealousy or hatred, and then the victims fall as easily as off a log. A jealous woman will betray any secret, even though it may hurry her lover to his grave. To me, my dear Gustav, this fevered world of London is all very amusing.

And your profession as doctor must serve as a most excellent mask. Who would suspect you — a lonely bachelor in such quarters as these? exclaimed his visitor.

No one does suspect me, laughed the doctor with assurance. Safety lies in pursuing my increasing practice, and devoting all my spare time to — well, to my real profession. He flicked the ash off his cigar as he spoke.

Your friend, Elcombe, will have to be very careful. The peril is considerable in that quarter.

I know that full well. But if he failed it would be he who would suffer — not I. As usual, I do not appear in the affair at all.

That is just where you are so intensely clever and ingenious, declared Heureux. In New York they speak of you as a perfect marvel of foresight and clever evasion.

It is simply a matter of exercising ones wits, Weirmarsh laughed lightly. I always complete my plans with great care before embarking upon them, and I make provision for every contretemps possible. It is the only way, if one desires success.

And you have had success, remarked his companion. Marked success in everything you have attempted. In New York we have not been nearly so fortunate. Those three articles in the New York Sun put the public on their guard, so that we dare not attempt any really bold move for fear of detection.

You have worked a little too openly, I think, was Weirmarshs reply. But now that you have been sent to assist me, you will probably see that my methods differ somewhat from those of John Willoughby. Remember, he has just the same amount of money placed at his disposal as I have.

And he is not nearly so successful, Heureux replied. Perhaps it is because Americans are not so easily befooled as the English.

And yet America is, par excellence, the country of bluff, of quackery in patent medicines, and of the booming of unworthy persons, the doctor laughed.

It is fortunate, Doctor, that the public are in ignorance of the real nature of our work, isnt it, eh? Otherwise, you and I might experience rather rough handling if this house were mobbed.

Weirmarsh smiled grimly. My dear Gustav, he laughed, the British public, though of late theyve browsed upon the hysterics of the popular Press, are already asleep again. It is not for us to arouse them. We profit by their heavy slumber, and this will be a rude awakening — a shock, depend upon it.

We were speaking of Sir Hugh Elcombe, remarked the other. He has been of use to us, eh?

Of considerable use, but his usefulness is all but ended, replied the doctor. He will go to France before long, if he does not act as I direct.

Into a veritable hornets nest! exclaimed the red-bearded man. He recognised a strange expression upon the doctors face, and added, Ah, I see. This move is intentional, eh? He has served our purpose, and you now deem it wise that — er — disaster should befall him across the Channel, eh?

The doctor smiled in the affirmative.

And the girl you spoke of, Enid Orlebar?

The girl will share the same fate as her stepfather, was Weirmarshs hard response. We cannot risk betrayal.

Then she knows something?

She may or she may not. In any case, however, she constitutes a danger, a grave danger, that must, at all costs, be removed. And looking into the others face, he added, You understand me?

Perfectly.

Just before two oclock Gustav Heureux left the frowsy house in Vauxhall Bridge Road and walked through the silent street into Victoria Street.

He was unaware, however, that on the opposite side of the road an ill-dressed man had for a full hour been lurking in a doorway, or that when he came down the doctors steps, the mysterious midnight watcher strolled noiselessly after him.


CHAPTER VII

CONCERNING THE VELVET HAND

[image: img306.jpg]

ON THE RISING ground half-way between Wimborne and Poole, in Dorsetshire, up a narrow by-road which leads to the beautiful woods, lies the tiny hamlet of Idsworth, a secluded little place of about forty inhabitants, extremely rural and extremely picturesque.

Standing alone half-way up the hill, and surrounded by trees, was an old-world thatched cottage, half-timbered, with high, red-brick chimneys, quaint gables and tiny dormer windows — a delightful old Elizabethan house with a comfortable, homely look. Behind it a well-kept flower garden, with a tree-fringed meadow beyond, while the well-rolled gravelled walks, the rustic fencing, and the pretty curtains at the casements betrayed the fact that the rustic homestead was not the residence of a villager.

As a matter of fact it belonged to a Mr. John Maltwood, a bachelor, whom Idsworth believed to be in business in London, and who came there at intervals for fresh air and rest. His visits were not very frequent. Sometimes he would be absent for many months, and at others he would remain there for weeks at a time, with a cheery word always for the labourers on their way home from work, and always with his hand in his pocket in the cause of charity.

John Maltwood, the quiet, youngish-looking man in the gold pince-nez, was popular everywhere over the country-side. He did not court the society of the local parsons and their wives, nor did he return any of the calls made upon him. His excuse was that he was at Idsworth for rest, and not for social duties. This very independence of his endeared him to the villagers, who always spoke of him as one of the right sort.

At noon on the day following the dinner at Hill Street, Walter Fetherston — known at Idsworth as Mr. Maltwood — alighted from the station fly, and was met at the cottage gate by the smiling, pleasant-faced woman in a clean apron who acted as caretaker.

He divested himself of his overcoat in the tiny entrance-hall, passed into a small room, with the great open hearth, where in days long ago the bacon was smoked, and along a passage into the long, old-world dining-room, with its low ceiling with great dark beams, its solemn-ticking, brass-faced grandfather clock, and its profusion of old blue china.

There he gave some orders to Mrs. Deacon, obtained a cigarette, and passed back along the passage to a small, cosy, panelled room at the end of the house — the room wherein he wrote those mystery stories which held the world enthralled.

It was a pretty, restful place, with a moss-green carpet, green-covered chairs, several cases filled to overflowing with books, and a great writing-table set in the window. On the mantelshelf were many autographed portraits of Continental celebrities, while on the walls were one or two little gems of antique art which he had picked up on his erratic wanderings. Over the writing-table was a barometer and a storm-glass, while to the left a cosy corner extended round to the fireplace.

He lit his cigarette, then walking across to a small square oaken door let into the wall beside the fireplace, he opened it with a key. This had been an oven before the transformation of three cottages into a week-end residence, and on opening it there was displayed the dark-green door of a safe. This he quickly opened with another key, and after slight search took out a small ledger covered with dark-red leather.

Then glancing at some numerals upon a piece of paper he took from his vest pocket, he turned them up in the index, and with another volume open upon his blotting-pad, he settled himself to read the record written there in a small, round hand. The numbers were those upon the back of the old carte-de-visite which had interested him so keenly, and the statement he was reading was, from the expression upon his countenance, an amazing one.

From time to time he scribbled memoranda upon the scrap of paper, now and then pausing as though to recall the past. Then, when he had finished, he laughed softly to himself, and, closing the book, replaced it in the safe and shut the oaken door. By the inspection of that secret entry he had learnt much regarding that man who posed as a doctor in Pimlico.

He sat back in his writing-chair and puffed thoughtfully at his cigarette. Then he turned his attention to a pile of letters addressed to him as Mr. Maltwood, and made some scribbled replies until Mrs. Deacon entered to announce that his luncheon was ready.

When he went back to the quaint, old-fashioned dining-room and seated himself, he said: Im going back by the five-eighteen, and I dare say I shant return for quite a month or perhaps six weeks. Heres a cheque for ten pounds to pay these little bills. And he commenced his solitary meal.

You havent been here much this summer, sir, remarked the good woman. In Idsworth they think youve quite deserted us — Mr. Barnes was only saying so last week. Theyre all so glad to see you down here, sir.

Thats very good of them, Mrs. Deacon, he laughed. I, too, only wish I could spend more time here. I love the country, and Im never so happy as when wandering in Idsworth woods.

And then he asked her to tell him the village gossip while she waited at his table.

After luncheon he put on a rough suit and, taking his stout holly stick, went for a ramble through the great woods he loved so well, where the trees were tinted by autumn and the pheasants were strong upon the wing.

He found Findlay, one of the keepers, and walked with him for an hour as far as the Roman camp, where alone he sat down upon a felled tree and, with his gaze fixed across the distant hills towards the sea, pondered deeply. He loved his modest country cottage, and he loved those quiet, homely Dorsetshire folk around him. Yet such a wanderer was he that only a few months each year — the months he wrote those wonderful romances of his — could he spend in that old-fashioned cottage which he had rendered the very acme of cosiness and comfort.

At half-past four the rickety station fly called for him, and later he left by the express which took him to Waterloo and his club in time for dinner.

And so once again he changed his identity from John Maltwood, busy man of business, to Walter Fetherston, novelist and traveller.

The seriousness of what was in progress was now plain to him. He had long been filled with strong suspicions, and these suspicions had been confirmed both by Enids statements and his own observations; therefore he was already alert and watchful.

At ten oclock he went to his gloomy chambers for an hour, and then strolled forth to the Vauxhall Bridge Road, and remained vigilant outside the doctors house until nearly two.

He noted those who came and went — two men who called before midnight, and were evidently foreigners. They came separately, remained about half an hour, and then Weirmarsh himself let them out, shaking hands with them effusively.

Suddenly a taxicab drove up, and from it Sir Hugh, in black overcoat and opera hat, stepped out and was at once admitted, the taxi driving off. Walter, as he paced up and down the pavement outside, would have given much to know what was transpiring within.

Had he been able to glance inside that shabby little back room he would have witnessed a strange scene — Sir Hugh, the gallant old soldier, crushed and humiliated by the man who practised medicine, and who called himself Weirmarsh.

I had only just come in from the theatre when you telephoned me, Sir Hugh said sharply on entering. I am sorry I could make no appointment to-day, but I was at the War Office all the morning, lunched at the Carlton, and was afterwards quite full up.

There was no immediate hurry, Sir Hugh, responded the doctor with a pleasant smile. I quite understand that your many social engagements prevented you from seeing me. I should have been round at noon, only I was called out to an urgent case. Therefore no apology is needed — by either of us. Then, after a pause, he looked sharply at the man seated before him and asked: I presume you have reconsidered your decision, General, and will carry out my request?

No, I have not decided to do that, was the old fellows firm answer. Its too dangerous an exploit — far too dangerous. Besides, it means ruin.

My dear sir, remarked the doctor, you are viewing the matter in quite a wrong light. There will be no suspicion providing you exercise due caution.

And what would be the use of that, pray, when my secret will not be mine alone? It is already known to half a dozen other persons — your friends — any of whom might give me away.

It will not be known until afterwards — when you are safe. Therefore, there will be absolutely no risk, the doctor assured him.

The other, however, was no fool, and was still unconvinced. He knew well that to carry out the request made by Weirmarsh involved considerable risk.

The doctor spoke quietly, but very firmly. In his demands he was always inexorable. He had already hinted at the disaster which might fall upon Sir Hugh if he refused to obey. Weirmarsh was, the general knew from bitter experience, not a man to be trifled with.

Completely and irrevocably he was in this mans hands. During the past twenty-four hours the grave old fellow, who had faced death a hundred times, had passed through a crisis of agony and despair. He hated himself, and would even have welcomed death, would have courted it at his own hands, had not these jeers of the doctors rung in his ears. And, after all, he had decided that suicide was only a cowards death. The man who takes his own life to avoid exposure is always despised by his friends.

So he had lived, and had come down there in response to the doctors request over the telephone, resolved to face the music, if for the last time.

He sat in the shabby old arm-chair and firmly refused to carry out the doctors suggestion. But Weirmarsh, with his innate cunning, presented to him a picture of exposure and degradation which held him horrified.

I should have thought, Sir Hugh, that in face of what must inevitably result you would not risk exposure, he said. Of course, it lies with you entirely, he added with an unconcerned air.

Im thinking of my family, the old officer said slowly.

Of the disgrace if the truth were known, eh?

No; of the suspicion, nay, ruin and imprisonment, that would fall upon another person, replied Sir Hugh.

No suspicion can be aroused if you are careful, I repeat, exclaimed Weirmarsh impatiently. Not a breath of suspicion has ever fallen upon you up to the present, has it? No, because you have exercised foresight and have followed to the letter the plans I made. I ask you, when you have followed my advice have you ever gone wrong — have you ever taken one false step?

Never — since the first, replied the old soldier in a hard, bitter tone.

Then I urge you to continue to follow the advice I give you, namely, to agree to the terms.

And who will be aware of the matter?

Only myself, was Weirmarshs reply. And I think that you may trust a secret with me?

The old man made no reply, and the crafty doctor wondered whether by silence he very reluctantly gave his consent.


CHAPTER VIII

PAUL LE PONTOIS
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THERE IS IN the far north-west of France a broad, white highway which runs from Châlons, crosses the green Meuse valley, mounts the steep, high, tree-fringed lands of the Côtes Lorraines, and goes almost straight as an arrow across what was, before the war, the German frontier at Mars-la-Tour into quaint old Metz, that town with ancient streets, musical chimes, and sad monument to Frenchmen who fell in the disastrous never-to-be-forgotten war of 70.

This road has ever been one of the most strongly guarded highways in the world, for, between the Moselle, at Metz, and the Meuse, the country is a flat plain smiling under cultivation, with vines and cornfields everywhere, and comfortable little homesteads of the peasantry. This was once the great battlefield whereon Gravelotte was fought long ago, and where the Prussians swept back the French like chaff before the wind, and where France, later on, defeated the Crown Princes army. The peasants, in ploughing, daily turn up a rusty bayonet, a rotting gun-stock, a skull, a thigh-bone, or some other hideous relic of those black days; while the old men in their blouses sit of nights smoking and telling thrilling stories of the ferocity of that helmeted enemy from yonder across the winding Moselle. In recent days it has been again devastated by the great world war, as its gaunt ruins mutely tell.

That road, with its long line of poplars, after crossing the ante-war French border, runs straight for twenty kilomètres towards the abrupt range of high hills which form the natural frontier of France, and then, at Haudiomont, enters a narrow pass, over twelve kilomètres long, before it reaches the broad valley of the Meuse. This pass was, before 1914, one of the four principal gateways into France from Germany. The others are all within a short distance, fifteen kilomètres or so — at Commercy, which is an important sous-prefecture, at Apremont, and at Eix. All have ever been strongly guarded, but that at Haudiomont was most impregnable of them all.

Before 1914 great forts in which were mounted the most modern and the most destructive artillery ever devised by man, commanded the whole country far beyond the Moselle into Germany. Every hill-top bristled with them, smaller batteries were in every coign of vantage, while those narrow mountain passes could also be closed at any moment by being blown up when the signal was given against the Hun invaders.

On the German side were many fortresses, but none was so strong as these, for the efforts of the French Ministry of War had, ever since the fall of Napoleon III., been directed towards rendering the Côtes Lorraines impassable.

As one stands upon the road outside the tiny hamlet of Harville — a quaint but half-destroyed little place consisting of one long street of ruined whitewashed houses — and looks towards the hills eastward, low concrete walls can be seen, half hidden, but speaking mutely of the withering storm of shell that had, in 1914, burst from them and swept the land.

Much can be seen of that chain of damaged fortresses, and the details of most of them are now known. Of those great ugly fortifications at Moulainville — the Belrupt Fort, which overlooks the Meuse; the Daumaumont, commanding the road from Conflans to Azannes; the Paroches, which stands directly over the highway from the Moselle at Moussin — we have heard valiant stories, how the brave French defended them against the armies of the Crown Prince.

It was not upon these, however, that the French Army relied when, in August, 1914, the clash of war resounded along that pleasant fertile valley, where the sun seems ever to shine and the crops never fail. Hidden away from the sight of passers-by upon the roads, protected from sight by lines of sentries night and day, and unapproachable, save by those immediately connected with them, were the secret defences, huge forts with long-range ordnance, which rose, fired, and disappeared again, offering no mark for the enemy. Constructed in strictest secrecy, there were a dozen of such fortresses, the true details of which the Huns vainly endeavoured to learn while they were war-plotting. Many a spy of the Kaiser had tried to pry there and had been arrested and sentenced to a long term of imprisonment.

Those defences, placed at intervals along the chain of hills right from Apremont away to Bezonvaux, had been the greatest secret which France possessed.

Within three kilomètres of the mouth of the pass at Haudiomont, at a short distance from the road and at the edge of a wood, stood the ancient Château de Lérouville, a small picturesque place of the days of Louis XIV., with pretty lawns and old-world gardens — a château only in the sense of being a country house and the residence of Paul Le Pontois, once a captain in the French Army, but now retired.

Shut off from the road by a high old wall, with great iron gates, it was approached by a wide carriage-drive through a well-kept flower-garden to a long terrasse which ran the whole length of the house, and whereon, in summer, it was the habit of the family to take their meals.

Upon this veranda, one morning about ten days after the dinner party at Hill Street, Sir Hugh, in a suit of light grey tweed, was standing chatting with his son-in-law, a tall, brown-bearded, soldierly-looking man.

The autumn sun shone brightly over the rich vinelands, beyond which stretched what was once the German Empire.

Madame Le Pontois, a slim, dark-eyed, good-looking woman of thirty, was still at table in the salle-à-manger, finishing her breakfast in the English style with little Ninette, a pretty blue-eyed child of nine, whose hair was tied on the top with wide white ribbon, and who spoke English quite well.

Her husband and her father had gone out upon the terrasse to have their cigarettes prior to their walk up the steep hillside to the fortress.

Life in that rural district possessed few amusements outside the military circle, though Paul Le Pontois was a civilian and lived upon the product of the wine-lands of his estate. There were tennis parties, fif oclocks, croquet and bridge-playing in the various military houses around, but beyond that — nothing. They were too far from a big town ever to go there for recreation. Metz they seldom went to, and with Paris far off, Madame Le Pontois was quite content, just as she had been when Paul had been stationed in stifling Constantine, away in the interior of Algeria.

But she never complained. Devoted to her husband and to her laughing, bright-eyed child, she loved the open-air life of the country, and with such a commodious and picturesque house, one of the best in the district, she thoroughly enjoyed every hour of her life. Paul possessed a private income of fifty thousand francs, or nearly two thousand pounds a year, therefore he was better off than the average run of post-war men.

He was a handsome, distinguished-looking man. As he lolled against the railing of the terrasse, gay with ivy-leaf geraniums, lazily smoking his cigarette and laughing lightly with his father-in-law, he presented a typical picture of the debonair Frenchman of the boulevards — elegance combined with soldierly smartness.

He had seen service in Tonquin, in Algeria, on the French Congo and in the Argonne, and now his old company garrisoned Haudiomont, one of those forts of enormous strength, which commanded the gate of France, and had never been taken by the Crown Princes army.

No, he was laughing, speaking in good English, you in England, my dear beaupère, do not yet realise the dangers of the future. Happily for you, perhaps, because you have the barrier of the sea. Your writers used to speak of your tight little island. But I do not see much of that in London journals now. Airships and aeroplanes have altered all that.

But you in France are always on the alert?

Certainly. We have our new guns — terrible weapons they are — at St. Mihiel and at Mouilly, and also in other forts in what was once German territory, was Pauls reply. The Huns — who, after peace, are preparing for another war, have a Krupp gun for the same purpose, but at its trial a few weeks ago at Pferzheim it was an utter failure. A certain lieutenant was present at the trial, disguised as a German peasant. He saw it all, returned here, and made an exhaustive report to Paris.

You do not believe in this peace, and in the sincerity of the enemy, eh? asked Sir Hugh, with his hands thrust deep into his trousers pockets.

Certainly not, was Pauls prompt reply. I am no longer in the army, but it seems to me that to repair the damage done by the Kaisers freak performances in the international arena, quite a number of national committees must be constituted under the auspices of the German Government. There are the Anglo-German, the Austro-German, the American-German and the Canadian-German committees, all to be formed in their respective countries for the promotion of friendship and better relations. But I tell you, Sir Hugh, that we in France know well that the imposing names at the head of these committees are but too often on the secret pay-rolls of the Wilhelmstrasse, and the honesty and sincerity of the finely-worded manifestations of Hun friendship and goodwill appearing above their signatures are generally nothing but mere blinds intended to hoodwink statesmen and public opinion. Germany has, just as she had before the war, her paid friends everywhere, he added, looking the general full in the face. In all classes of society are to be found the secret agents of the Fatherland — men who are base traitors to their own monarch and to their own land.

Let us go in. They are waiting for us. We are not interested in espionage, either of us, are we?

No, laughed Paul. When I was in the army we heard a lot of this, but all that is of the past — thanks to Heaven. There are other crimes in the world just as bad, alas! as that of treachery to ones country.


CHAPTER IX

THE LITTLE OLD FRENCHWOMAN
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ALTHOUGH SIR HUGH had on frequent occasions been the guest of his son-in-law at the pretty Château de Lérouville, he had never expressed a wish, until the previous evening, to enter the Fortress of Haudiomont.

As a military man he knew well how zealously the secrets of all fortresses are guarded.

When, on the previous evening, Le Pontois had declared that it would be an easy matter for him to be granted a view of that great stronghold hidden away among the hill-tops, he had remarked: Of course, my dear Paul, I would not for a moment dream of putting you into any awkward position. Remember, I am an alien here, and a soldier also! I havent any desire to see the place.

Oh, there is no question of that so far as you are concerned, Sir Hugh, Paul had declared with a light laugh. The Commandant, who, of course, knows you, asked me a month ago to bring you up next time you visited us. He wished to make your acquaintance. In view of the recent war our people are nowadays no longer afraid of England, you know!

So the visit had been arranged, and Sir Hugh was to take his déjeuner up at the fort.

That day Blanche, with Enid, who had accompanied her stepfather, drove the runabout car up the valley to the little station at Dieue-sur-Meuse, and took train thence to Commercy, where Blanche wished to do some shopping.

So, when the two men had left to ascend the steep hillside, where the great fortress lay concealed, Blanche, who had by long residence in France become almost a Frenchwoman, kissed little Ninette au revoir, mounted into the car, and, taking the wheel, drove Enid and Jean, the servant, who, as a soldier, had served Paul during the war, away along the winding valley.

As they went along they passed a battalion of the 113th Regiment of the Line, heavy with their knapsacks, their red trousers dusty, returning from the long morning march, and singing as they went that very old regimental ditty which every soldier of France knows so well:

La Noire est fille du cannon Qui se fout du quen dira-t-on. Nous nous foutons de ses vertus, Puisquelle a les tétons pointus. Voilà pourquoi nous la chantons: Vive la Noire et ses tétons!

And as they passed the ladies the officer saluted. They were, Blanche explained, on their way back to the great camp at Jarny.

Bugles were sounding among the hills, while ever and anon came the low boom of distant artillery at practice away in the direction of Vigneulles-les-Hattonchatel, the headquarters of the sub-division of that military region.

It was Enids first visit, and the activity about her surprised her. Besides, the officers were extremely good-looking.

Presently they approached a battery of artillery on the march, with their rumbling guns and grey ammunition wagons, raising a cloud of dust as they advanced.

Blanche pulled the car up at the side of the road to allow them to pass, and as she did so a tall, smartly-groomed major rode up to her, and, saluting, exclaimed in French, Bon jour, Madame! I intended to call upon you this morning. My wife has heard that you have the general, your father, visiting you, and we wanted to know if you would all come and take dinner with us to-morrow night?

Im sure wed be most delighted, replied Pauls wife, at the same time introducing Enid to Major Delagrange.

My father has gone up to the fort with my husband, Blanche added, bending over from the car.

Ah, then I shall meet them at noon, replied the smart officer, backing his bay horse. And you ladies are going out for a run, eh? Beautiful morning! Weve been out manœuvring since six!

Blanche explained that they were on a shopping expedition to Commercy, and then, saluting, Delagrange set spurs into his horse and galloped away after the retreating battery.

That mans wife is one of my best friends. She speaks English very well, and is quite a good sort. Delagrange and Paul were in Tonquin together and are great friends.

I suppose you are never very dull here, with so much always going on? Enid remarked. Why anyone would believe that a war was actually in progress!

This post of Eastern France never sleeps, my dear, was Madames reply. While you in England remain secure in your island, we here never know when trouble may again arise. Therefore, we are always preparing — and at the same time always prepared.

It must be most exciting, declared the girl, to live in such uncertainty. Is the danger so very real, then? she asked. Father generally pooh-poohs the notion of there being any further trouble with Germany.

I know, was Blanches answer. He has been sceptical hitherto. He is always suspicious of the Boche!

They had driven up to the little wayside station, and, giving the car over to Jean with instructions to meet the five-forty train, they entered a first-class compartment.

Between Dieue and Commercy the railway follows the course of the Meuse the whole way, winding up a narrow, fertile valley, the hills of which on the right, which once were swept by the enemys shells and completely devastated, were all strongly fortified with great guns commanding the plain that lies between the Meuse and the Moselle.

They were passing through one of the most interesting districts in all France — that quiet, fertile valley where stood peaceful, prosperous homesteads, and where the sheep were once more calmly grazing — the valley which for four years was so strongly contested, and where every village had been more or less destroyed.

At the headquarters of the Sixth Army Corps of France much was known, much that was still alarming. It was that knowledge which urged on those ever active military preparations, for placing that district of France that had been ravaged by the Hun in the Great War in a state of complete fortification as a second line of defence should trouble again arise.

Thoughts such as these arose in Enids mind as she sat in silence looking forth upon the panorama of green hills and winding stream as they slowly approached the quaint town of Commercy.

Arrived there, the pair lunched at the old-fashioned Hôtel de Paris, under the shadow of the great château, once the residence of the Dukes de Lorraine, and much damaged in the war, but nowadays a hive of activity as an infantry barracks. And afterwards they went forth to do their shopping in the busy little Rue de la République, not forgetting to buy a box of madeleines. As shortbread is the specialty of Edinburgh, as butterscotch is that of Doncaster, maids-of-honour that of Richmond, and strawberry jam that of Bar-le-Duc, so are madeleines the special cakes of Commercy.

The town was full of officers and soldiers. In every café officers were smoking cigarettes and gossiping after their déjeuner; while ever and anon bugles sounded, and there was the clang and clatter of military movement.

As the two ladies approached the big bronze statue of Dom Calmet, the historian, they passed a small café. Suddenly a man idling within over a newspaper sprang to his feet in surprise, and next second drew back as if in fear of observation.

It was Walter Fetherston. He had come up from Nancy that morning, and had since occupied the time in strolling about seeing the sights of the little place.

His surprise at seeing Enid was very great. He knew that she was staying in the vicinity, but had never expected to see her so quickly.

The lady who accompanied her he guessed to be her stepsister; indeed, he had seen a photograph of her at Hill Street. Had Enid been alone, he would have rushed forth to greet her; but he had no desire at the moment that his presence should be known to Madame Le Pontois. He was there to watch, and to meet Enid — but alone.

So after a few moments he cautiously went forth from the café, and followed the two ladies at a respectful distance, until he saw them complete their purchases and afterwards enter the station to return home.

On his return to the hotel he made many inquiries of monsieur the proprietor concerning the distance to Haudiomont, and learned a good deal about the military works there which was of the greatest interest. The hotel-keeper, a stout Alsatian, was a talkative person, and told Walter nearly all he wished to know.

Since leaving Charing Cross five days before he had been ever active. On his arrival in Paris he had gone to the apartment of Colonel Maynard, the British military attaché, and spent the evening with him. Then, at one oclock next morning, he had hurriedly taken his bag and left for Dijon, where at noon he had been met in the Café de la Rotonde by a little wizen-faced old Frenchwoman in seedy black, who had travelled for two days and nights in order to meet him.

Together they had walked out on that unfrequented road beyond the Place Darcy, chatting confidentially as they went, the old lady speaking emphatically and with many gesticulations as they walked.

Truth to tell, this insignificant-looking person was a woman of many secrets. She was a friend of the Sûreté Générale in Paris. She lived, and lived well, in a pretty apartment in Paris upon the handsome salary which she received regularly each quarter. But she was seldom at home. Like Walter, her days were spent travelling hither and thither across Europe.

It would surprise the public if it were aware of the truth — the truth of how, in every country in Europe, there are secret female agents of police who (for a monetary consideration, of course) keep watch in great centres where the presence of a man would be suspected.

This secret police service is distinctly apart from the detective service. The female police agent in all countries works independently, at the orders of the Director of Criminal Investigation, and is known to him and his immediate staff.

Whatever information that wrinkled-faced old Frenchwoman in shabby black had imparted to Fetherston it was of an entirely confidential character. It, however, caused him to leave her about three oclock, hurry to the Gare Porte-Neuve, and, after hastily swallowing a liqueur of brandy in the buffet, depart for Langres.

Thence he had travelled to Nancy, where he had taken up quarters at the Grand Hotel in the Place Stanislas, and had there remained for two days in order to rest.

He would not have idled those autumn days away so lazily, even though he so urgently required rest after that rapid travelling, had he but known that the person who occupied the next room to his — that middle-aged commercial traveller — an entirely inoffensive person who possessed a red beard, and who had given the name of Jules Dequanter, and his nationality as Belgian, native of Liège — was none other than Gustav Heureux, the man who had been recalled from New York by the evasive doctor of Pimlico.

And further, Fetherston, notwithstanding his acuteness in observation, was in blissful ignorance, as he strolled back from the station at Commercy, up the old-world street, that a short distance behind him, carefully watching all his movements, was the man Joseph Blot himself — the man known in dingy Pimlico as Dr. Weirmarsh.


CHAPTER X

IF ANYONE KNEW
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SIR HUGH ELCOMBE spent a most interesting and instructive day within the Fortress of Haudiomont. He really did not want to go. The visit bored him. The world was at peace, and there was no incentive to espionage as there had been in pre-war days.

General Henri Molon, the commandant, greeted him cordially and himself showed him over a portion of the post-war defences which were kept such a strict secret from everyone. The general did not, however, show his distinguished guest everything. Such things as the new anti-aircraft gun, the exact disposition of the huge mines placed in the valley between there and Rozellier, so that at a given signal both road and railway tracks could be destroyed, he did not point out. There were other matters to which the smart, grey-haired, old French general deemed it unwise to refer, even though his visitor might be a high official of a friendly Power.

Sir Hugh noticed all this and smiled inwardly. He wandered about the bomb-proof case-mates hewn out of the solid rock, caring nothing for the number and calibre of the guns, their armoured protection, or the chart-like diagrams upon the walls, ranges and the like.

What a glorious evening! Paul was saying as, at sunset, they set their faces towards the valley beyond which lay shattered Germany. That peaceful land, the theatre of the recent war, lay bathed in the soft rose of the autumn afterglow, while the bright clearness of the sky, pale-green and gold, foretold a frost.

Yes, splendid! responded his father-in-law mechanically; but he was thinking of something far more serious than the beauties of the western sky. He was thinking of the grip in which he was held by the doctor of Pimlico. At any moment, if he cared to collapse, he could make ten thousand pounds in a single day. The career of many a man has been blasted for ever by the utterance of cruel untruths or the repetition of vague suspicions. Was his son-in-law, Le Pontois, in jeopardy? He could not think that he was. How could the truth come out? Sir Hugh asked himself. It never had before — though his friend had made a million sterling, and there was no reason whatever why it should come out now. He had tested Weirmarsh thoroughly, and knew him to be a man to be trusted.

As he strolled on at his son-in-laws side, chatting to him, he was full of anxiety as to the future. He had left England, it was true. He had defied the doctor. But the latter had been inexorable. If he continued in his defiance, then ruin must inevitably come to him.

Blanche and Enid had already returned, and at dusk all four sat down to dinner together with little Ninette, for whom Aunt Enid had brought a new doll which had given the child the greatest delight.

The meal ended, the bridge-table was set in the pretty salon adjoining, and several games were played until Sir Hugh, pleading fatigue, at last ascended to his room.

Within, he locked the door and cast himself into a chair before the big log fire to think.

That day had indeed been a strenuous one — strenuous for any man. So occupied had been his brain that he scarcely recollected any conversations with those smart debonair officers to whom Paul had introduced him.

As he sat there he closed his eyes, and before him arose visions of interviews in dingy offices in London, one of them behind Soho Square.

For a full hour he sat there immovable as a statue, reflecting, ever recalling the details of those events.

Suddenly he sprang to his feet with clenched hands.

My God! he cried, his teeth set and countenance pale. My God! If anybody ever knew the truth!

He crossed to the window, drew aside the blind, and looked out upon the moonlit plains.

Below, his daughter was still playing the piano and singing an old English ballad.

Shes happy, ah! my dear Blanche! the old man murmured between his teeth. But if suspicion falls upon me? Ah! if it does; then it means ruin to them both — ruin because of a dastardly action of mine!

He returned unsteadily to his chair, and sat staring straight into the embers, his hands to his hot, fevered brow. More than once he sighed — sighed heavily, as a man when fettered and compelled to act against his better nature.

Again he heard his daughters voice below, now singing a gay little French chanson, a song of the café chantant and of the Paris boulevards.

In a flash there recurred to him every incident of those dramatic interviews with the Mephistophelean doctor. He would at that moment have given his very soul to be free of that calm, clever, insinuating man who, while providing him with a handsome, even unlimited income, yet at the same time held him irrevocably in the hollow of his hand.

He, a brilliant British soldier with a magnificent record, honoured by his sovereign, was, after all, but a tool of that obscure doctor, the man who had come into his life to rescue him from bankruptcy and disgrace.

When he reflected he bit his lip in despair. Yet there was no way out — none! Weirmarsh had really been most generous. The cosy house in Hill Street, the smart little entertainments which his wife gave, the bit of shooting he rented up in the Highlands, were all paid for with the money which the doctor handed him in Treasury notes with such regularity.

Yes, Weirmarsh was generous, but he was nevertheless exacting, terribly exacting. His will was the will of others.

The blazing logs had died down to a red mass, the voice of Blanche had ceased. He had heard footsteps an hour ago in the corridor outside, and knew that the family had retired. There was not a sound. All were asleep, save the sentries high upon that hidden fortress. Again the old general sighed wearily. His grey face now wore an expression of resignation. He had thought it all out, and saw that to resist and refuse would only spell ruin for both himself and his family. He had but himself to blame after all. He had taken one false step, and he had been held inexorably to his contract.

So he yawned wearily, rose, stretched himself, and then, pacing the room twice, at last turned up the lamp and placed it upon the small writing-table at the foot of the bed. Afterwards he took from his suit-case a quire of ruled foolscap paper and a fountain pen, and, seating himself, sat for some time with his head in his hands deep in thought. Suddenly the clock in the big hall below chimed two upon its peal of silvery bells. This aroused him, and, taking up his pen, he began to write.

Ever and anon as he wrote he sat back and reflected.

Hour after hour he sat there, bent to the table, his pen rapidly travelling over the paper. He wrote down many figures and was making calculations.

At half-past four he put down his pen. The sum was not complete, but it was one which he knew would end his career and bring him into the dock of a criminal court, and Weirmarsh and others would stand beside him.

All this he had done in entire ignorance of one startling fact — namely, that outside his window for the past hour a dark figure had been standing in an insecure position upon the lead guttering of the wing of the château which ran out at right angles, leaning forward and peering in between the blind and the window-frame, watching with interest all that had been in progress.


CHAPTER XI

CONCERNS THE PAST
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ONE EVENING, A few days after Sir Hugh had paid another visit to Haudiomont, he was smoking with Paul prior to retiring to bed when the conversation drifted upon money matters — some investment he had made in England in his wifes name.

Paul had allowed his father-in-law to handle some of his money in England, for Sir Hugh was very friendly with a man named Hewett in the City, who had on several occasions put him on good things.

Indeed, just before Sir Hugh had left London he had had a wire from Paul to sell some shares at a big profit, and he had brought over the proceeds in Treasury notes, quite a respectable sum. There had been a matter of concealing certain payments, Sir Hugh explained, and that was why he had brought over the money instead of a cheque.

As they were chatting Sir Hugh, referring to the transaction, said:

Hewett suggested that I should have it in notes — four five-hundred Bank of England ones and the rest in Treasury notes.

I sent them to the Crédit Lyonnais a few days ago, replied his son-in-law. Really, Sir Hugh, you did a most excellent bit of business with Hewett. I hope you profited yourself.

Yes, a little bit, laughed the old general. Cant complain, you know. Im glad youve sent the notes to the bank. It was a big sum to keep in the house here.

Yes, I see only to-day theyve credited me with them, was his reply. I hope you can induce Hewett to do a bit more for us. Those aeroplane shares are still going up, I see by the London papers.

And theyll continue to do so, my dear Paul, was the reply. But those Bolivian four per cents. of yours Id sell if I were you. Theyll never be higher.

You dont think so?

Hewett warned me. He told me to tell you. Of course, youre richer than I am, and can afford to keep them. Only I warn you.

Very well, replied the younger man, when you get back, sell them, will you?

And Sir Hugh promised that he would give instructions to that effect.

Really, my dear beau-père, Paul said, youve been an awfully good friend to me. Since I left the army Ive made quite a big sum out of my speculations in London.

And mostly paid with English notes, eh? laughed the elder man.

Yes. Just let me see. And, taking a piece of paper, he sat down at the writing-table and made some quick calculations of various sums. Upon one side he placed the money he had invested, and on the other the profits, at last striking a balance at the end. Then he told the general the figure.

Quite good, declared Sir Hugh. Im only too glad, my dear Paul, to be of any assistance to you. I fear you are vegetating here. But as long as your wife doesnt mind it, what matters?

Blanche loves this country — which is fortunate, seeing that I have this big place to attend to. And as he said this he rose, screwed up the sheet of thin note-paper, and tossed it into the waste-paper basket.

The pair separated presently, and Sir Hugh went to his room. He was eager and anxious to get away and return to London, but there was a difficulty. Enid, who had lately taken up amateur theatricals, had accepted an invitation to play in a comedy to be given at General Molons house in a weeks time in aid of the Croix Rouge. Therefore he was compelled to remain on her account.

On the following afternoon Blanche drove him in her car through the beautiful Bois de Hermeville, glorious in its autumn gold, down to the quaint old village of Warcq, to take fif oclock at the château with the Countess de Pierrepont, Pauls widowed aunt.

Enid had pleaded a headache, but as soon as the car had driven away she roused herself, and, ascending to her room, put on strong country boots and a leather-hemmed golf skirt, and, taking a stick, set forth down the high road lined with poplars in the direction of Mars-la-Tour.

About a mile from Lérouville she came to the cross-roads, the one to the south leading over the hills to Vigneulles, while the one to the north joined the highway to Longuyon. For a moment she paused, then turning into the latter road, which at that point was little more than a byway, hurried on until she came to the fringe of a wood, where, upon her approach, a man in dark grey tweeds came forth to meet her with swinging gait.

It was Walter Fetherston.

He strode quickly in her direction, and when they met he held her small hand in his and for a moment gazed into her dark eyes without uttering a word.

At last! he cried. I was afraid that you had not received my message — that it might have been intercepted.

I got it early this morning, was her reply, her cheeks flushing with pleasure; but I was unable to get away before my father and Blanche went out. They pressed me to go with them, so I had to plead a headache.

I am so glad weve met, Fetherston said. I have been here in the vicinity for days, yet I feared to come near you lest your father should recognise me.

But why are you here? she inquired, strolling slowly at his side. I thought you were in London.

Im seldom in London, he responded. Nowadays I am constantly on the move.

Travelling in search of fresh material for your books, I suppose? I read in a paper the other day that you never describe a place in your stories without first visiting it. If so, you must travel a great deal, the girl remarked.

I do, he answered briefly. And very often I travel quickly.

But why are you here?

For several reasons — the chief being to see you, Enid.

For a moment the girl did not reply. This mans movements so often mystified her. He seemed ubiquitous. In one single fortnight he had sent her letters from Paris, Stockholm, Hamburg, Vienna and Constanza. His huge circle of friends was unequalled. In almost every city on the Continent he knew somebody, and he was a perfect encyclopædia of travel. His strange reticence, however, always increased the mystery surrounding him. Those vague whispers concerning him had reached her ears, and she often wondered whether half she heard concerning him was true.

If a man prefers not to speak of himself or of his doings, his enemies will soon invent some tale of their own. And thus it was in Walters case. Men had uttered foul calumnies concerning him merely because they believed him to be eccentric and unsociable.

But Enid Orlebar, though she somehow held him in suspicion, nevertheless liked him. In certain moods he possessed that dash and devil-may-care air which pleases most women, providing the man is a cosmopolitan.

He was ever courteous, ever solicitous for her welfare.

She had known he loved her ever since they had first met. Indeed, has he not told her so?

As they walked together down that grass-grown byway through the wood, where the brown leaves were floating down with every gust, she glanced into his pale, dark, serious face and wondered. In her nostrils was the autumn perfume of the woods, and as they strode forward in silence a rabbit scuttled from their path.

You are, no doubt, surprised that I am here, he commenced at last. But it is in your interests, Enid.

In my interests? she echoed. Why?

Regarding the secret relations between your stepfather and Doctor Weirmarsh, he answered.

That same question weve discussed before, she said. The doctor is attending to his practice in Pimlico; he does not concern us here.

I fear that he does, was Fetherstons quiet response. That man holds your stepfathers future in his hand.

How — how can he?

By the same force by which he holds that indescribable influence over you.

You believe, then, that he possesses some occult power?

Not at all. His power is the power which every evil man possesses. And as far as my observation goes, I can detect that Sir Hugh has fallen into some trap which has been cunningly prepared for him.

Enid gasped and her countenance blanched.

You believe, then, that those consultations I have had with the doctor are at his own instigation?

Most certainly. Sir Hugh hates Weirmarsh, but, fearing exposure, he must obey the fellows will.

But cannot you discover the truth? asked the girl eagerly. Cannot we free my stepfather? Hes such a dear old fellow, and is always so good and kind to my mother and myself.

That is exactly my object in asking you to meet me here, Enid, said the novelist, his countenance still thoughtful and serious.

How can I assist? she asked quickly. Only explain, and I will act upon any suggestion you may make.

You can assist by giving me answers to certain questions, was his slow reply. The inquiry was delicate and difficult to pursue without arousing the girls suspicions as to the exact situation and the hideous scandal in progress.

What do you wish to know? she asked in some surprise, for she saw by his countenance that he was deeply in earnest.

Well, he said, with some little hesitation, glancing at her pale, handsome face as he walked by her side, I fear you may think me too inquisitive — that the questions Im going to ask are out of sheer curiosity.

I shall not if by replying I can assist my stepfather to escape from that mans thraldom.

He was silent for a moment; then he said slowly: I think Sir Hugh was in command of a big training camp in Norfolk early in the war, was he not?

Yes. I went with him, and we stayed for about three months at the Kings Head at Beccles.

And during the time you were at the Kings Head, did the doctor ever visit Sir Hugh?

Yes; the doctor stayed several times at the Royal at Lowestoft. We both motored over on several occasions and dined with him. Doctor Weirmarsh was not well, so he had gone to the east coast for a change.

And he also came over to Beccles to see your stepfather?

Yes; twice, or perhaps three times. One evening after dinner, I remember, they left the hotel and went for a long walk together. I recollect it well, for I had been out all day and had a bad headache. Therefore, the doctor went along to the chemists on his way out and ordered me a draught.

You took it?

Yes; and I went to sleep almost immediately, and did not wake up till very late next morning, she replied.

You recollect, too, a certain man named Bellairs?

Ah, yes! she sighed. How very sad it was! Poor Captain Bellairs was a great favourite of the general, and served on his staff.

He was with him in the Boer War, was he not?

Yes. But how do you know all this? asked the girl, looking curiously at her questioner and turning slightly paler.

Well, he replied evasively, I — Ive been told so, and wished to know whether it was a fact. You and he were friends, eh? he asked after a pause.

For a moment the girl did not reply. A flood of sad memories swept through her mind at the mention of Harry Bellairs.

Yes, she replied, we were great friends. He took me to concerts and matinées in town sometimes. Sir Hugh always said he was a man bound to make his mark. He had earned his D.S.O. with French at Mons and was twice mentioned in dispatches.

And you, Enid, he said, still speaking very slowly, his dark eyes fixed upon hers, you would probably have consented to become Mrs. Bellairs had he lived to ask you? Tell me the truth.

Her eyes were cast down; he saw in them the light of unshed tears.

Pardon me for referring to such a painful subject, he hastened to say, but it is imperative.

I thought that you were — were unaware of the sad affair, she faltered.

So I was until quite recently, he replied. I know how deeply it must pain you to speak of it, but will you please explain to me the actual facts? I know that you are better acquainted with them than anyone else.

The facts of poor Harrys death, she repeated hoarsely, as though speaking to herself. Why recall them? Oh! why recall them?


CHAPTER XII

REVEALS A CURIOUS PROBLEM
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THE COUNTENANCE OF Enid Orlebar had changed; her cheeks were deathly white, and her face was sufficient index to a mind overwhelmed with grief and regret.

I asked you to explain, because I fear that my information may be faulty. Captain Bellairs died — died suddenly, did he not?

Yes. It was a great blow to my stepfather, the girl said; and — and by his unfortunate death I lost one of my best friends.

Tell me exactly how it occurred. I believe the tragic event happened on September the second, did it not?

Yes, she replied. Mother and I had been staying at the White Hart at Salisbury while Sir Hugh had been inspecting some troops. Captain Bellairs had been with us, as usual, but had been sent up to London by my stepfather. That same day I returned to London alone on my way to a visit up in Yorkshire, and arrived at Hill Street about seven oclock. At a quarter to ten at night I received an urgent note from Captain Bellairs, brought by a messenger, and written in a shaky hand, asking me to call at once at his chambers in Half Moon Street. He explained that he had been taken suddenly ill, and that he wished to see me upon a most important and private matter. He asked me to go to him, as it was most urgent. Mother and I had been to his chambers to tea several times before; therefore, realising the urgency of his message, I found a taxi and went at once to him.

She broke off short, and with difficulty swallowed the lump which arose in her throat.

Well? asked Fetherston in a low, sympathetic voice.

When I arrived, she said, I — I found him lying dead! He had expired just as I ascended the stairs.

Then you learned nothing, eh?

Nothing, she said in a low voice. I have ever since wondered what could have been the private matter upon which he so particularly desired to see me. He felt death creeping upon him, or — or else he knew himself to be a doomed man — or he would never have penned me that note.

The letter in question was not mentioned at the inquest?

No. My stepfather urged me to regard the affair as a strict secret. He feared a scandal because I had gone to Harrys rooms.

You have no idea, then, what was the nature of the communication which the captain wished to make to you? asked the novelist.

Not the slightest, replied the girl, yet with some hesitation. It is all a mystery — a mystery which has ever haunted me — a mystery which haunts me now!

They had halted, and were standing together beneath a great oak, already partially bare of leaves. He looked into her beautiful face, sweet and full of purity as a childs. Then, in a low, intense voice, he said: Cannot you be quite frank with me, Enid — cannot you give me more minute details of the sad affair? Captain Bellairs was in his usual health that day when he left you at Salisbury, was he not?

Oh, yes. I drove him to the station in our car.

Have you any idea why your stepfather sent him up to London?

Not exactly, except that at breakfast he said to my mother that he must send Bellairs up to London. That was all.

And at his rooms, whom did you find?

Barker, his man, she replied. The story he told me was a curious one, namely, that his master had arrived from Salisbury at two oclock, and at half-past two had sent him out upon a message down to Richmond. On his return, a little after five, he found his master absent, but the place smelt strongly of perfume, which seemed to point to the fact that the captain had had a lady visitor.

He had no actual proof of that? exclaimed Fetherston, interrupting.

I think not. He surmised it from the fact that his master disliked scent, even in his toilet soap. Again, upon the table in the hall Barkers quick eye noticed a small white feather; this he showed me, and it was evidently from a feather boa. In the fire-grate a letter had been burnt. These two facts had aroused the man-servants curiosity.

What time did the captain return?

Almost immediately. He changed into his dinner jacket, and went forth again, saying that he intended to dine at the Naval and Military Club, and return to his rooms in time to change and catch the eleven-fifteen train from Waterloo for Salisbury that same night. He even told Barker which suit of clothes to prepare. It seems, however, that he came in about a quarter-past nine, and sent Barker on a message to Waterloo Station. On the mans return he found his master fainting in his arm-chair. He called Barker to get him a glass of water — his throat seemed on fire, he said. Then, obtaining pen and paper, he wrote that hurried message to me. Barker stated that three minutes after addressing the envelope he fell into a state of coma, the only word he uttered being my name. And she pressed her lips together.

It is evident, then, that he earnestly desired to speak to you — to tell you something, her companion remarked.

Yes, she went on quickly. I found him lying back in his big arm-chair, quite dead. Barker had feared to leave his side, and summoned the doctor and messenger-boy by telephone. When I entered, however, the doctor had not arrived.

It was a thousand pities that you were too late. He wished to make some important statement to you, without a doubt.

I rushed to him at once, but, alas! was just too late.

He carried that secret, whatever it was, with him to the grave, Fetherston said reflectively. I wonder what it could have been?

Ah! sighed the girl, her face yet paler. I wonder — I constantly wonder.

The doctors who made the post-mortem could not account for the death, I believe. I have read the account of the inquest.

Ah! then you know what transpired there, the girl said quickly. I was in court, but was not called as a witness. There was no reason why I should be asked to make any statement, for Barker, in his evidence, made no mention of the letter which the dead man had sent me. I sat and heard the doctors — both of whom expressed themselves puzzled. The coroner put it to them whether they suspected foul play, but the reply they gave was a distinctly negative one.

The poor fellows death was a mystery, her companion said. I noticed that an open verdict was returned.

Yes. The most searching inquiry was made, although the true facts regarding it were never made public. Sir Hugh explained one day at the breakfast-table that in addition to the two doctors who made the examination of the body, Professors Dale and Boyd, the analysts of the Home Office, also made extensive experiments, but could detect no symptom of poisoning.

Where he had dined that night has never been discovered, eh?

Never. He certainly did not dine at the club.

He may have dined with his lady visitor, Fetherston remarked, his eyes fixed upon her.

She hesitated for a moment, as though unwilling to admit that Bellairs should have entertained the unknown lady in secret.

He may have done so, of course, she said with some reluctance.

Was there any other fact beside the feather which would lead one to suppose that a lady had visited him?

Only the perfume. Barker declared that it was a sweet scent, such as he had never smelt before. The whole place reeked with it, as he put it.

No one saw the lady call at his chambers?

Nobody came forward with any statement, replied the girl. I myself made every inquiry possible, but, as you know, a woman is much handicapped in such a matter. Barker, who was devoted to his master, spared no effort, but he has discovered nothing.

For aught we know to the contrary, Captain Bellairs death may have been due to perfectly natural causes, Fetherston remarked.

It may have been, but the fact of his mysterious lady visitor, and that he dined at some unknown place on that evening, aroused my suspicions. Yet there was no evidence whatever either of poison or of foul play.

Fetherston raised his eyes and shot a covert glance at her — a glance of distinct suspicion. His keen, calm gaze was upon her, noting the unusual expression upon her countenance, and how her gloved fingers had clenched themselves slightly as she had spoken. Was she telling him all that she knew concerning the extraordinary affair? That was the question which had arisen at that moment within his mind.

He had perused carefully the cold, formal reports which had appeared in the newspapers concerning the sudden death of Captain Henry Bellairs, and had read suspicion between the lines, as only one versed in mysteries of crime could read. Were not such mysteries the basis of his profession? He had been first attracted by it as a possible plot for a novel, but, on investigation, had discovered, to his surprise, that Bellairs had been Sir Hughs trusted secretary and the friend of Enid Orlebar.

The poor fellow had died in a manner both sudden and mysterious, as a good many persons die annually. To the outside world there was no suspicion whatever of foul play.

Yet, being in possession of certain secret knowledge, Fetherston had formed a theory — one that was amazing and startling — a theory which he had, after long deliberation, made up his mind to investigate and prove.

This girl had loved Harry Bellairs before he had met her, and because of it the poor fellow had fallen beneath the hand of a secret assassin.

She stood there in ignorance that he had already seen and closely questioned Barker in London, and that the man had made an admission, an amazing statement — namely, that the subtle Eastern perfume upon Enid Orlebar, when she arrived so hurriedly and excitedly at Half Moon Street, was the same which had greeted his nostrils when he entered his masters chambers on his return from that errand upon which he had been sent.

Enid Orlebar had been in the captains rooms during his absence!


CHAPTER XIII

THE MYSTERIOUS MR. MALTWOOD
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NOW ENID ORLEBARS story contained several discrepancies.

She had declared that she arrived at Hill Street about seven oclock on that fateful second of September. That might be true, but might she not have arrived after her secret visit to Half Moon Street?

In suppressing the fact that she had been there at all she had acted with considerable foresight. Naturally, her parents were not desirous of the fact being stated publicly that she had gone alone to a bachelors rooms, and they had, therefore, assisted her to preserve the secret — known only to Barker and to the doctor. Yet her evidence had been regarded as immaterial, hence she had not been called as witness.

Only Barker had suspected. That unusual perfume about her had puzzled him. Yet how could he make any direct charge against the generals stepdaughter, who had always been most generous to him in the matter of tips? Besides, did not the captain write a note to her with his last dying effort?

What proof was there that the pair had not dined together? Fetherston had already made diligent inquiries at Hill Street, and had discovered from the butler that Miss Enid, on her arrival home from Salisbury, had changed her gown and gone out in a taxi at a quarter to eight. She had dined out — but where was unknown.

It was quite true that she had come in before ten oclock, and soon afterwards had received a note by boy-messenger.

In view of these facts it appeared quite certain to Fetherston that Enid and Harry Bellairs had taken dinner tête-à-tête at some quiet restaurant. She was a merry, high-spirited girl to whom such an adventure would certainly appeal.

After dinner they had parted, and he had driven to his rooms. Then, feeling his strength failing, he had hastily summoned her to his side.

Why?

If he had suspected her of being the author of any foul play he most certainly would not have begged her to come to him in his last moments. No. The enigma grew more and more inscrutable.

And yet there was a motive for poor Bellairs tragic end — one which, in the light of his own knowledge, seemed only too apparent.

He strolled on beside the fair-faced girl, deep in wonder. Recollections of that devil-may-care cavalry officer who had been such a good friend clouded her brow, and as she walked her eyes were cast upon the ground in silent reflection.

She was wondering whether Walter Fetherston had guessed the truth, that she had loved that man who had met with such an untimely end.

Her companion, on his part, was equally puzzled. That story of Barkers finding a white feather was a curious one. It was true that the man had found a white feather — but he had also learnt that when Enid Orlebar had arrived at Hill Street she had been wearing a white feather boa!

It is not curious, after all, he said reflectively, that the police should have dismissed the affair as a death from natural causes. At the inquest no suspicion whatever was aroused. I wonder why Barker, in his evidence, made no mention of that perfume — or of the discovery of the feather?

And as he uttered those words he fixed his grave eyes upon her, watching her countenance intently.

Well, she replied, after a moments hesitation, if he had it would have proved nothing, would it? If the captain had received a lady visitor in secret that afternoon it might have had no connection with the circumstances of his death six hours later.

And yet it might, Fetherston remarked. What more natural than that the lady who visited him clandestinely — for Barker had, no doubt, been sent out of the way on purpose that he should not see her — should have dined with him later?

The girl moved uneasily, tapping the ground with her stick.

Then you suspect some woman of having had a hand in his death? she exclaimed in a changed voice, her eyes again cast upon the ground.

I do not know sufficient of the details to entertain any distinct suspicion, he replied. I regard the affair as a mystery, and in mysteries I am always interested.

You intend to bring the facts into a book, she remarked. Ah! I see.

Perhaps — if I obtain a solution of the enigma — for enigma it certainly is.

You agree with me, then, that poor Harry was the victim of foul play? she asked in a low, intense voice, eagerly watching his face the while.

Yes, he answered very slowly, and, further, that the woman who visited him that afternoon was an accessory. Harry Bellairs was murdered!

Her cheeks blanched and she went pale to the lips. He saw the sudden change in her, and realised what a supreme effort she was making to betray no undue alarm. But the effect of his cold, calm words had been almost electrical. He watched her countenance slowly flushing, but pretended not to notice her confusion. And so he walked on at her side, full of wonderment.

How much did she know? Why, indeed, had Harry Bellairs fallen the victim of a secret assassin?

No trained officer of the Criminal Investigation Department was more ingenious in making secret inquiries, more clever in his subterfuges or in disguising his real objects, than Walter Fetherston. Possessed of ample means, and member of that secret club called Our Society, which meets at intervals and is the club of criminologists, and pursuing the detection of crime as a pastime, he had on many occasions placed Scotland Yard and the Sûreté in Paris in possession of information which had amazed them and which had earned for him the high esteem of those in office as Ministers of the Interior in Paris, Rome and in London.

The case of Captain Henry Bellairs he had taken up merely because he recognised in it some unusual circumstances, and without sparing effort he had investigated it rapidly and secretly from every standpoint. He had satisfied himself. Certain knowledge that he had was not possessed by any officer at Scotland Yard, and only by reason of that secret knowledge had he been able to arrive at the definite conclusion that there had been a strong motive for the captains death, and that if he had been secretly poisoned — which seemed to be the case, in spite of the analysts evidence — then he had been poisoned by the velvet hand of a woman.

Walter Fetherston was ever regretting his inability to put any of the confidential information he acquired into his books.

If I could only write half the truth of what I know, people would declare it to be fiction, he had often assured intimate friends. And those friends had pondered and wondered to what he referred.

He wrote of crime, weaving those wonderful romances which held breathless his readers in every corner of the globe, and describing criminals and lifes undercurrents with such fidelity that even criminals themselves had expressed wonder as to how and whence he obtained his accurate information.

But the public were in ignorance that, in his character of Mr. Maltwood, he pursued a strange profession, one which was fraught with more romance and excitement than any other calling a man could adopt. In comparison with his life that of a detective was really a tame one; while such success had he obtained that in a certain important official circle in London he was held in highest esteem and frequently called into consultation.

Walter Fetherston, the quiet, reticent novelist, was entirely different from the gay, devil-may-care Maltwood, the accomplished linguist, thorough-going cosmopolitan and constant traveller, the easy-going man of means known in society in every European capital.

Because of this his few friends who were aware of his dual personality were puzzled.

At the girls side he strode on along the road which still led through the wood, the road over which every evening rumbled the old post-diligence on its way through the quaint old town of Etain to the railway at Spincourt. On that very road a battalion of Uhlans had been annihilated almost to a man at the outbreak of the Great War.

Every mètre they trod was historic ground — ground which had been contested against the legions of the Crown Princes army.

For some time neither spoke. At last Walter asked: Your stepfather has been up to the fortress with Monsieur Le Pontois, I suppose?

Yes, once or twice, was her reply, eager to change the subject. Of course, to a soldier, fortifications and suchlike things are always of interest.

I saw them walking up to the fortress together the other day, he remarked with a casual air.

What? she asked quickly. Have you been here before?

Once, he laughed. I came over from Commercy and spent the day in your vicinity in the hope that I might perhaps meet you alone accidentally.

He did not tell her that he had watched her shopping with Madame Le Pontois, or that he had spent several days at a small auberge at the tiny village of Marcheville-en-Woevre, only two miles distant.

I had no idea of that, she replied, her face flushing slightly.

When do you return to London? he asked.

I hardly know. Certainly not before next Thursday, as we have amateur theatricals at General Molons. I am playing the part of Miss Smith, the English governess, in Darbours comedy, Le Pyrée.

And then you return to London, eh?

I hardly know. Yesterday I had a letter from Mrs. Caldwell saying that she contemplated going to Italy this winter; therefore, perhaps mother will let me go. I wrote to her this morning. The proposal is to spend part of the time in Italy, and then cross from Naples to Egypt. I love Egypt. We were there some winters ago, at the Winter Palace at Luxor.

Your father and mother will remain at home, I suppose?

Mother hates travelling nowadays. She says she had quite sufficient of living abroad in my fathers lifetime. We were practically exiled for years, you know. I was born in Lima, and I never saw England till I was eleven. The Diplomatic Service takes one so out of touch with home.

But Sir Hugh will go abroad this winter, eh?

I have not heard him speak of it. I believe hes too busy at the War Office just now. They have some more reforms in progress, I hear, and she smiled.

He was looking straight into the girls handsome face, his heart torn between love and suspicion.

Those days at Biarritz recurred to him; how he would watch for her and go and meet her down towards Grande Plage, till, by degrees, it had become to both the most natural thing in the world. On those rare evenings when they did not meet the girl was conscious of a little feeling of disappointment which she was too shy to own, even to her own heart.

Walter Fetherston owned it freely enough. In that bright springtime the day was incomplete unless he saw her; and he knew that, even now, every hour was making her grow dearer to him. From that chance meeting at the hotel their friendship had grown, and had ripened into something warmer, dearer — a secret held closely in each heart, but none the less sweet for that.

After leaving Biarritz the man had torn himself from her — why, he hardly knew. Only he felt upon him some fatal fascination, strong and irresistible. It was the first time in his life that he had been what is vulgarly known as over head and ears in love.

He returned to England, and then, a month later, his investigation of Henry Bellairs death, for the purpose of obtaining a plot for a new novel he contemplated, revealed to him a staggering and astounding truth.

Even then, in face of that secret knowledge he had gained, he had been powerless, and he had gone up to Monifieth deliberately again to meet her — to be drawn again beneath the spell of those wonderful eyes.

There was love in the mans heart. But sometimes it embittered him. It did at that moment, as they strolled still onward over that carpet of moss and fallen leaves. He had loved her, as he believed her to be a woman with heart and soul too pure to harbour an evil thought. But her story of the death of poor Bellairs, the man who had loved her, had convinced him that his suspicions were, alas! only too well grounded.


CHAPTER XIV

WHAT CONFESSION WOULD MEAN
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A SILENCE HAD fallen between the pair. Again Walter Fetherston glanced at her.

She was an outdoor girl to the tips of her fingers. At shooting parties she went out with the guns, not merely contenting herself, as did the other girls, to motor down with the luncheon for the men. She never got dishevelled or untidy, and her trim tweed skirt and serviceable boots never made her look unwomanly. She was her dainty self out in the country with the men, just as in the pretty drawing-room at Hill Street, while her merry laugh evoked more smiles and witticisms than the more studied attempts at wit of the others.

At that moment she had noticed the change in the man she had so gradually grown to love, and her heart was beating in wild tumult.

He, on his part, was hating himself for so foolishly allowing her to steal into his heart. She had lied to him there, just as she had lied to him at Biarritz. And yet he had been a fool, and had allowed himself to be drawn back to her side.

Why? he asked himself. Why? There was a reason, a strong reason. He loved her, and the reason he was at that moment at her side was to save her, to rescue her from a fate which he knew must sooner or later befall her.

She made some remark, but he only replied mechanically. His countenance had, she saw, changed and become paler. His lips were pressed together, and, taking a cigar from his case, he asked her permission to smoke, and viciously bit off its end. Something had annoyed him. Was it possible that he held any suspicion of the ghastly truth?

The real fact, however, was that he was calmly and deliberately contemplating tearing her from his heart for ever as an object of suspicion and worthless. He, who had never yet fallen beneath a womans thraldom, resolved not to enter blindly the net she had spread for him. His thoughts were hard and bitter — the thoughts of a man who had loved passionately, but whose idol had suddenly been shattered.

Again she spoke, remarking that it was time she turned back, for already they were at the opposite end of the wood, with a beautiful panorama of valley and winding river spread before them. But he only answered a trifle abruptly, and, acting upon her suggestion, turned and retraced his steps in silence.

At last, as though suddenly rousing himself, he turned to her, and said in an apologetic tone: I fear, Enid, Ive treated you rather — well, rather uncouthly. I apologise. I was thinking of something else — a somewhat serious matter.

I knew you were, she laughed, affecting to treat the matter lightly. You scarcely replied to me.

Forgive me, wont you? he asked, smiling again in his old way.

Of course, she said. But — but is the matter very serious? Does it concern yourself?

Yes, Enid, it does, he answered.

And still she walked on, her eyes cast down, much puzzled.

Two woodmen passed on their way home from work, and raised their caps politely, while Walter acknowledged their salutation in French.

I shall probably leave here to-morrow, her companion said as they walked back to the high road. I am not yet certain until I receive my letters to-night.

You are now going back to your village inn, I suppose, she laughed cheerfully.

Yes, he said. My host is an interesting old countryman, and has told me quite a lot about the war. He was wounded when the Germans shelled Verdun. He has told me that he knows Paul Le Pontois, for his son Jean is his servant.

Why, Mr. Fetherston, you are really ubiquitous, cried the girl in confusion. Why have you been watching us like this?

Merely because I wished to see you, as Ive already explained, was his reply. I wanted to ask you those questions which I have put to you this afternoon.

About poor Harry? she remarked in a hoarse, low voice. But you begged me to reply to you in my own interests — why?

Because I wished to know the real truth.

Well, Ive told you the truth, she said with just the slightest tinge of defiance in her voice.

For a moment he did not speak. He had halted; his grave eyes were fixed upon her.

Have you told me the whole truth — all that you know, Enid? he asked very quietly a moment later.

What more should I know? she protested after a seconds hesitation.

How can I tell? he asked quickly. I only ask you to place me in possession of all the facts within your knowledge.

Why do you ask me this? she cried. Is it out of mere idle curiosity? Or is it because — because, knowing that Harry loved me, you wish to cause me pain by recalling those tragic circumstances?

Neither, was his quiet answer in a low, sympathetic voice. I am your friend, Enid. And if you will allow me, I will assist you.

She held her breath. He spoke as though he were aware of the truth — that she had not told him everything — that she was still concealing certain important and material facts.

I — I know you are my friend, she faltered. I have felt that all along, ever since our first meeting. But — but forgive me, I beg of you. The very remembrance of that night of the second of September is, to me, horrible — horrible.

To him those very words of hers increased his suspicion. Was it any wonder that she was horrified when she recalled that gruesome episode of the death of a brave and honest man? Her personal fascination had overwhelmed Harry Bellairs, just as it had overwhelmed himself. The devil sends some women into the hearts of upright men to rend and destroy them.

Upon her cheeks had spread a deadly pallor, while in the centre of each showed a scarlet spot. Her heart was torn by a thousand emotions, for the image of that man whom she had seen lying cold and dead in his room had arisen before her vision, blotting out everything. The hideous remembrance of that fateful night took possession of her soul.

In silence they walked on for a considerable time. Now and then a rabbit scuttled from their path into the undergrowth or the alarm-cry of a bird broke the evening stillness, until at last they came forth into the wide highway, their faces set towards the autumn sunset.

Suddenly the man spoke.

Have you heard of the doctor since you left London? he asked.

She held her breath — only for a single second. But her hesitation was sufficient to show him that she intended to conceal the truth.

No, was her reply. He has not written to me.

Again he was silent. There was a reason — a strong reason — why Weirmarsh should not write to her, he knew. But he had, by his question, afforded her an opportunity of telling him the truth — the truth that the mysterious George Weirmarsh was there, in that vicinity. That Enid was aware of that fact was certain to him.

I wish, she said at last, I wish you would call at the château and allow me to introduce you to Paul and his wife. They would be charmed to make your acquaintance.

Thank you, he replied a trifle coldly; Id rather not know them — in the present circumstances.

Why, how strange you are! the girl exclaimed, looking up into his face, so dark and serious. I dont see why you should entertain such an aversion to being introduced to Paul. Hes quite a dear fellow.

Perhaps it is a foolish reluctance on my part, he laughed uneasily. But, somehow, I feel that to remain away from the château is best. Remember, your stepfather and your mother are in ignorance of — well, of the fact that we regard each other as — as more than close friends. For the present it is surely best that I should not visit your relations. Relations are often very prompt to divine the real position of affairs. Parents may be blind, he laughed, but brothers-in-law never.

You are always so dreadfully philosophical! the girl cried, glad that at last that painful topic of conversation had been changed. Paul Le Pontois wouldnt eat you!

I dont suppose any Frenchman is given to cannibalistic diet, he answered, smiling. But the fact is, I have my reasons for not being introduced to the Le Pontois family just now.

The girl looked at him sharply, surprised at the tone of his response. She tried to divine its meaning. But his countenance still bore that sphinx-like expression which so often caused his friends to entertain vague suspicions.

Few men could read character better than Walter Fetherston. To him the minds of most men and women he met were as an open book. To a marvellous degree had he cultivated his power of reading the inner working of the mind by the expression in the eyes and on the faces of even those hard-headed diplomats and men of business whom, in his second character of Mr. Maltwood, he so frequently met. Few men or women could tell him a deliberate lie without its instant detection. Most shrewd men possess that power to a greater or less degree — a power that can be developed by painstaking application and practice.

Enid asked her companion when they were to meet again.

At least let me see you before you go from here, she said. I know what a rapid traveller you always are.

Yes, he sighed. Im often compelled to make quick journeys from one part of the Continent to the other. I am a constant traveller — too constant, perhaps, for Ive nowadays grown very world-weary and restless.

Well, she exclaimed, if you will not come to the château, where shall we meet?

I will write to you, he replied. At this moment my movements are most uncertain — they depend almost entirely upon the movements of others. At any moment I may be called away. But a letter to Holles Street will always find me, you know.

He seemed unusually serious and strangely preoccupied, she thought. She noticed, too, that he had flung away his half-consumed cigar in impatience, and that he had rubbed his chin with his left hand, a habit of his when puzzled.

At the crossroads where the leafless poplars ran in straight lines towards the village of Fresnes, a big red motor-car passed them at a tearing pace, and in it Enid recognised General Molon.

Fetherston, although an ardent motorist himself, cursed the driver under his breath for bespattering them with mud. Then, with a word of apology to his charming companion, he held her gloved hand for a moment in his.

Their parting was not prolonged. The mans lips were thin and hard, for his resolve was firm.

This girl whom he had grown to love — who was the very sunshine of his strange, adventurous life — was, he had at last realised, unworthy. If he was to live, if the future was to have hope and joy for him, he must tear her out of his life.

Therefore he bade her adieu, refusing to give her any tryst for the morrow.

It is all so uncertain, he repeated. You will write to me in London if you do not hear from me, wont you?

She nodded, but scarce a word, save a murmured farewell, escaped her dry lips.

He was changed, sadly changed, she knew. She turned from him with overflowing heart, stifling her tears, but with a veritable volcano of emotion within her young breast.

He had changed — changed entirely and utterly in that brief hour and a half they had walked together. What had she said? What had she done? she asked herself.

Forward she went blindly with the blood-red light of the glorious sunset full in her hard-set face, the great fortress-crowned hills looming up before her, a barrier between herself and the beyond! They looked grey, dark, mysterious as her own future.

She glanced back, but he had turned upon his heel, and she now saw his retreating figure swinging along the straight, broad highway.

Why had he treated her thus? Was it possible, she reflected, that he had actually become aware of the ghastly truth? Had he divined it?

If he has, she cried aloud in an agony of soul, then no wonder — no wonder, indeed, that he has cast me from his life as a criminal — as a woman to be avoided as the plague — that he has said good-bye to me for ever!

Her lips trembled, and the corners of her pretty mouth hardened.

She turned again to watch the mans disappearing figure.

I would go back, she cried in despair, back to him, and beg his forgiveness upon my knees. I love him — love him better than my life! Yet to crave forgiveness would be to confess — to tell all I know — the whole awful truth! And I cant do that — no, never! God help me! I — I — I — cant do that!

And bursting into a flood of hot tears, she stood rigid, her small hands clenched, still watching him until he disappeared from her sight around the bend of the road.

No, she murmured in a low, hoarse voice, still speaking to herself, confession would mean death. Rather than admit the truth I would take my own life. I would kill myself, yes, face death freely and willingly, rather than he — the man I love so well — should learn Sir Hughs disgraceful secret.


CHAPTER XV

THREE GENTLEMEN FROM PARIS
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GASTON DARBOURS COMEDY, Le Pyrée, had been played to a large audience assembled in one of the bigger rooms of the long whitewashed artillery barracks outside Ronvaux, where General Molon had his official residence.

The humorous piece had been applauded to the echo — the audience consisting for the most part of military officers in uniform and their wives and daughters, with a sprinkling of the better-class civilians from the various châteaux in the neighbourhood, together with two or three aristocratic parties from Longuyon, Spincourt, and other places.

The honours of the evening had fallen to the young English girl who had played the amusing part of the demure governess, Miss Smith — pronounced by the others Mees Smeeth. Enid was passionately fond of dramatic art, and belonged to an amateur club in London. Among those present were the author of the piece himself, a dark young man with smooth hair parted in the centre and wearing an exaggerated black cravat.

When the curtain fell the audience rose to chatter and comment, and were a long time before they dispersed. Paul Le Pontois waited for Enid, Sir Hugh accompanying Blanche and little Ninette home in the hired brougham. As the party had a long distance to go, some twelve kilomètres, General Molon had lent Le Pontois his motor-car, which now stood awaiting him with glaring headlights in the barrack-square.

As the hall emptied Paul glanced around him while awaiting Enid. On the walls the French tricolour was everywhere displayed, the revered drapeau under which he had so gallantly and nobly served against the Huns.

He presented a spruce appearance in his smart, well-cut evening coat, with the red button of the Legion dHonneur in his lapel, and to the ladies who wished him bon soir as they filed out he drew his heels together and bowed gallantly.

Outside, the night was cloudy and overcast. In the long rows of the barrack windows lights shone, and somewhere sounded a bugle, while in the shadows could be heard the measured tramp of sentries, the clank of spurs, or the click of rifles as they saluted their officers passing out.

The whole atmosphere was a military one, for, indeed, the little town of Ronvaux is, even in these peace days, scarcely more than a huge camp.

For a few minutes Le Pontois stood chatting to a group of men at the door. They had invited him to come across to their quarters, but he had explained that he was awaiting mademoiselle. So they raised their eyebrows, smiled mischievously, and bade him bon soir.

Soldiers were already stacking up the chairs ready for the clearance of the gymnasium for the morrow. Others were coming to water and sweep out the place. Therefore Le Pontois remained outside in the square, waiting in patience.

He was reflecting. That evening, as he had sat with his wife watching the play, he had been seized by a curious feeling for which he entirely failed to account. Behind him there had sat a man and a woman, French without a doubt, but entire strangers. They must, of course, have known one or other of the officers in order to obtain an admission ticket. Nevertheless, they had spoken to no one, and on the fall of the curtain had entered a brougham in waiting and driven off.

Paul had made no comment. By a sudden chance he had, during the entracte, risen and gazed around, when the face of the stranger had caught his eyes — a face which he felt was curiously familiar, yet he could not place it. The middle-aged man was dressed with quiet elegance, clean-shaven and keen-faced, apparently a prosperous civilian, while the lady with him was of about the same age and apparently his wife. She was dressed in a high-necked dress of black lace, and wore in her corsage a large circular ornament of diamonds and emeralds.

Twice had Le Pontois taken furtive glances at the stranger whose lined brow was so extraordinarily familiar. It was the face of a deep thinker, a man who had, perhaps, passed through much trouble. Was it possible, he wondered, that he had seen that striking face in some photograph, or perhaps in some illustrated paper? He had racked his brain through the whole performance, but could not decide in what circumstances they had previously met.

From time to time the stranger had joined with the audience in their hearty laughter, or applauded as vociferously as the others, his companion being equally amused at the quaint sayings of the demure Mees Smeeth.

And even as he stood in the shadows near the generals car awaiting Enid he was still wondering who the pair might be.

At the fall of the curtain he had made several inquiries of the officers, but nobody could give him any information. They were complete strangers — that was all. Even a search among the cards of invitation had revealed nothing.

So Paul Le Pontois remained mystified.

Enid came at last, flushed with success and apologetic because she had kept him waiting. But he only congratulated her, and assisted her into the car. It was a big open one, therefore she wore a thick motor coat and veil as protection against the chill autumn night.

A moment later the soldier-chauffeur mounted to his seat, and slowly they moved across the great square and out by the gates, where the sentries saluted. Then, turning to the right, they were quickly tearing along the highway in the darkness.

Soon they overtook several closed carriages of the home-going visitors, and, ascending the hill, turned from the main road down into a by-road leading through a wooded valley, which was a short cut to the château.

Part of their way led through the great Forêt dAmblonville, and though Enids gay chatter was mostly of the play, the defects in the acting and the several amusing contretemps which had occurred behind the scenes, her companions thoughts were constantly of that stranger whose brow was so deeply lined with care.

They expected to overtake Sir Hugh in the brougham, but so long had Enid been changing her gown that they saw nothing of the others.

Just, however, as they were within a hundred yards or so of the gates which gave entrance to the château, and were slowing down in order to swing into the drive, a man emerged from the darkness, calling upon the driver to stop, and, placing himself before the car, held up his hands.

Next instant the figure of a second individual appeared. Enid uttered a cry of alarm, but the second man, who wore a hard felt hat and dark overcoat, reassured her by saying in French:

Pray do not distress yourself, mademoiselle. There is no cause for alarm. My friend and I merely wish to speak for a moment with Monsieur Le Pontois before he enters his house. For that reason we have presumed to stop your car.

But who are you? demanded Le Pontois angrily. Who are you that you should hold us up like this?

Perhaps, msieur, it would be better if you descended and escorted mademoiselle as far as your gates. We wish to speak to you for a moment upon a little matter which is both urgent and private.

Well, cannot you speak here, now, and let us proceed?

Not before mademoiselle, replied the man. It is a confidential matter.

Paul, much puzzled at the curious demeanour of the strangers, reluctantly handed Enid out, and walked with her as far as his own gate, telling her to assure Blanche that he would return in a few moments, when he had heard what the men wanted.

Very well, she laughed. Ill say nothing. You can tell her all when you come in.

The girl passed through the gates and up the gravelled drive to the house, when Le Pontois, turning upon his heel to return to the car, was met by the two men, who, he found, had walked closely behind him.

You are Paul Le Pontois? inquired the elder of the pair brusquely.

Of course! Why do you ask that?

Because it is necessary, was his businesslike reply. Then he added: I regret, msieur, that you must consider yourself under arrest by order of his Excellency the Minister of Justice.

Arrest! gasped the unhappy man. Are you mad, messieurs?

No, replied the man who had spoken.

We have merely our duty to perform, and have travelled from Paris to execute it.

With what offence am I charged? Le Pontois demanded.

Of that we have no knowledge. As agents of secret police, we are sent here to convey you for interrogation.

The man under arrest stood dumbfounded.

But at least you will allow me to say farewell to my wife and child — to make excuse to them for my absence? he urged.

I regret that is quite impossible, msieur. Our orders are to make the arrest and to afford you no opportunity to communicate with anyone.

But this is cruel, inhuman! His Excellency never meant that, I am quite sure — especially when I am innocent of any crime, as far as I am aware.

We can only obey our orders, msieur, replied the man in the dark overcoat.

Then may I not write a line to my wife, just one word of excuse? he pleaded.

The two police agents consulted.

Well, replied the elder of the pair, who was the one in authority, if you wish to scribble a note, here are paper and pencil. And he tore a leaf from his notebook and handed it to the prisoner.

By the light of the head-lamps of the car Paul scribbled a few hurried words to Blanche: I am detained on important business, he wrote. I will return to-morrow. My love to you both. — Paul.

The detective read it, folded it carefully, and handed it to his assistant, telling him to go up to the château and deliver it at the servants entrance.

When he had gone the detective, turning to the chauffeur, said: I shall require you to take us to Verdun.

This is not my car, msieur, replied Paul. It belongs to General Molon.

That does not matter. I will telephone to him an explanation as soon as we arrive in Verdun. We may as well enter the car as stand here.

Paul Le Pontois was about to protest, but what could he say? The Minister in Paris had apparently committed some grave error in thus ordering his arrest. No doubt there would be confusion, apologies and laughter. So, with a light heart at the knowledge that he had committed no offence, he got into the car, and allowed the polite police agent to seat himself beside him.

The only chagrin he felt was that the chauffeur had overheard all the conversation. And to him he said: Remember, Gallet, of this affair you know nothing.

I understand perfectly, msieur, was the wondering soldiers reply.

Then they sat in silence in the darkness until the hurrying police agent returned, after which the car sped straight past the château on the high road which led through the deep valley on to the fortress town of Verdun.

As they passed the château Paul Le Pontois caught a glimpse of its lighted windows and sat wondering what Blanche would imagine. He pictured the pleasant supper party and the surprise that would be expressed at his absence.

How amusing! What incongruity! He was under arrest!

The car rushed on beneath the precipitous hill crowned by the great fortress of Haudiomont, through the narrow gorge — the road to Paris.

All three men, seated abreast, were silent until, at last, the elder of the two police agents bent and glanced at the clock on the dashboard, visible by the tiny glow-lamp.

Half past twelve, he remarked. The express leaves Verdun at two twenty-eight.

For where? asked Paul.

For Paris.

Paris! he cried. Are you taking me to Paris?

Those are our orders, was the detectives quiet response.


CHAPTER XVI

THE ORDERS OF HIS EXCELLENCY
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AGAIN PAUL SAT back without a word. Well, he would hear the extraordinary charge against him, whatever it might be. And, without speaking, they travelled on and on, until they at last entered the Porte St. Paul at Verdun, passed up the Avenue de la Gare, skirting the Palais de Justice into the station yard.

As Paul descended they were met by a third stranger who strolled forward — a man in a heavy travelling coat and a soft Homburg hat.

It was the man who had sat behind him earlier in the evening — the man with the deep lines upon his care-worn brow, who had laughed so heartily — and who a moment later introduced himself as Jules Pierrepont, special commissaire of the Paris Sûreté.

We have met before? remarked Paul abruptly.

Yes, Monsieur Le Pontois, replied the man with a grim smile. On several occasions lately. It has been my duty to keep observation upon your movements — acting upon orders from Monsieur the Prefect of Police.

And together they entered the dark, deserted station to await the night express for Paris.

Suddenly Paul turned back, saying to the chauffeur in a low, hard voice: Gallet, to-morrow go and tell madame my wife that I am unexpectedly called to the capital. Tell her — tell her that I will write to her. But, at all hazards, do not let her know the truth that I am under arrest, he added hoarsely.

That is understood, monsieur, replied the man, saluting. Neither madame nor anyone else shall know why you have left for Paris.

I rely upon you, were Pauls parting words, and, turning upon his heel, he accompanied the three men who were in waiting.

Half an hour later he sat in a second-class compartment of the Paris rapide with the three keen-eyed men who had so swiftly effected his arrest.

It was apparent to him now that the reason he had recognised Pierrepont was because that man had maintained vigilant, yet unobtrusive, observation upon him during several of the preceding days, keeping near him in all sorts of ingenious guises and making inquiries concerning him — inquiries instituted for some unexplained cause by the Paris police.

Bitterly he smiled to himself as he gazed upon the faces of his three companions, hard and deep-shadowed beneath the uncertain light. Presently he made some inquiry of Jules Pierrepont, who had now assumed commandership of the party, as to the reason of his arrest.

I regret, Monsieur Le Pontois, replied the quiet, affable man, his Excellency does not give us reasons. We obey orders — that is all.

But surely there is still, even after the war, justice in France! cried Paul in dismay. There must be some good reason. One cannot be thus arrested as a criminal without some charge against him — in my case a false one!

All three men had heard prisoners declare their innocence many times before, therefore they merely nodded assent — it was their usual habit.

There is, of course, some charge, remarked Pierrepont. But no doubt monsieur has a perfect answer to it.

When I know what it is, replied Paul between his teeth, then I shall meet it bravely, and demand compensation for this outrageous arrest!

He held his breath, for, with a sinking heart, he realised for the first time the very fact of a serious allegation being made against him by some enemy. If mud is thrown some of it always sticks. What had all his enthusiasm in life profited him? Nothing. He bit his lip when he reflected.

You have some idea of what is alleged against me, messieurs, the unhappy man exclaimed presently, as the roaring train emerged from a long tunnel. I see it in your faces. Indeed, you would not have taken the precaution, which you did at the moment of my arrest, of searching me to find firearms. You suspected that I might make an attempt to take my life.

Merely our habit, replied Pierrepont with a slight smile.

The charge is a grave one — will you not admit that?

Probably it is — or we should not all three have been sent to bring you to Paris, remarked one of the trio.

You have had access to my dossier — I feel sure you have, monsieur, Paul said, addressing Pierrepont.

Ah! you are in error. Monsieur le Ministre does not afford me that privilege. I am but the servant of the Sûreté, and no one regrets more than myself the painful duty I have been compelled to perform to-night. I assure you, Monsieur Le Pontois, that I entertain much regret that I have been compelled to drag you away from your home and family thus, to Paris.

No apology is needed, mon ami, Paul exclaimed quickly, well aware that the detective was merely obeying instructions. I understand your position perfectly. Then, glancing round at his companions, he added: You may sleep in peace, messieurs. I give you my word of honour that I will not attempt to escape. Why, indeed, should I? I have committed no wrong!

One of the men had pulled out a well-worn notebook and was with difficulty writing down the prisoners words — to be put in evidence against him. Le Pontois realised that; therefore his mouth closed with a snap, and, leaning back in the centre of the carriage, he closed his eyes, not to sleep, but to think.

Before leaving Verdun he had seen Pierrepont enter the telegraph bureau — to dispatch a message to the Sûreté, without a doubt. They already knew in Paris that he was under arrest, but at his home they were, happily, still in ignorance. Poor Blanche was asleep, no doubt, by that time, he thought, calm in the belief that he had been delayed and would be home in the early hours.

The fact that he was actually under arrest he regarded with more humour than seriousness, feeling that in the morning explanations would be made and the blunder rectified.

No more honourable or upright man was there in France than Paul Le Pontois, and this order from the Sûreté had held him utterly speechless and astounded. So he sat there hour after hour as the rapide roared westward, until it halted at the great echoing station of Châlons, where all four entered the buffet and hastily swallowed their café-au-lait.

Afterwards they resumed their seats, and the train, with its two long, dusty wagons-lit, moved onward again, with Paris for its goal.

The prisoner said little. He sat calmly reflecting, wondering and wondering what possible charge could be made against him. He had enemies, as every man had, he knew, but he was not aware of anyone who could make an allegation of a character sufficiently grave to warrant his arrest.

Why had it been forbidden that he should wish Blanche farewell? There was some reason for that! He inquired of Pierrepont, who had treated him with such consideration and even respect, but the agent of secret police only replied that in making an arrest of that character they made it a rule never to allow a prisoner to communicate with his family.

There are several reasons for it, he explained. One is that very often the prisoner will make a statement to his wife which he will afterwards greatly regret. Again, prisoners have been known to whisper to their wives secret instructions, to order the destruction of papers before we can make a domiciliary visit, or — —

But you surely will not make a domiciliary visit to my house? cried Paul, interrupting.

The men exchanged glances.

At present we cannot tell, Pierrepont replied. It depends upon what instructions we receive.

Do you usually make searches? asked the prisoner, with visions of his own home being desecrated and ransacked.

Yes, we generally do, the commissaire of police admitted. As I have explained, it is for that reason we do not allow a prisoners wife to know that he is under arrest.

But such an action is abominable! cried Le Pontois angrily. That my house should be turned upside down and searched as though I were a common thief, a forger, or a coiner is beyond toleration. I shall demand full inquiry. My friend Carlier shall put an interpellation in the Chamber!

Monsieur le Ministre acts upon his own discretion, the detective replied coldly.

And by so doing sometimes ruins the prospects and the lives of some of our best men, blurted forth the angry prisoner. It was upon the tip of his tongue to say much more in condemnation, but the sight of the man with the notebook caused him to hesitate.

Every word he uttered now would, he knew, be turned against him. He was under arrest — for some crime that he had not committed.

The other passengers by that night express, who included a party of English tourists, little dreamed as they passed up and down the corridor that the smart, good-looking man who wore the button of the Legion dHonneur, and who sat there with the three quiet, respectable-looking men, was being conveyed to the capital under escort — a man who, by the law of France, was already condemned, was guilty until he could prove his own innocence!

In the cold grey of dawn they descended at last at the great bare Gare de lEst in Paris. Paul felt tired, cramped and unshaven, but of necessity entered a taxi called by one of his companions, and, accompanied by Pierrepont and the elder of his assistants, was driven along through the cheerless, deserted streets to the Sûreté.

As he entered the side door of the ponderous building the police officer on duty saluted his escort.

His progress across France had been swift and secret.

What, he wondered, did the future hold in store for him?

His lip curled into a smile when they ushered him into a bare room on the first floor. Two police officers were placed outside the door, while two stood within.

Then, turning to the window, which looked out upon the bare trees of the Place below, he laughed aloud and made some humorous remark which caused the men to smile.

But, alas! he knew not the truth. Little did he dream of the amazing allegation that was to be made against him! — little did he dream how completely the enemies of his father-in-law, the general, had triumphed!


CHAPTER XVII

WALTER GIVES WARNING
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THE MORNING DAWNED bright and sunny — a perfect autumn morning — at the pretty Château of Lérouville.

The message which Blanche had received after returning had not caused her much consternation. She supposed that Paul had been suddenly called away on business. So she had eaten her supper with her father and Enid and retired to rest.

When, however, they sat at breakfast — served in the English style — Sir Hugh opened a letter which lay upon his plate, and at once announced his intention of returning to London.

I have to see Hughes, my solicitor, over Aunt Marys affairs, he explained suddenly to Blanche. That executorship is always an infernal nuisance.

But surely you can remain a day or two longer, Dad? exclaimed Madame Le Pontois. The weather is delightful just now, and I hear it is too dreadful for words in England.

I, too, have to be back to prepare for going away with Mrs. Caldwell, Enid remarked.

But surely these solicitors will wait? There is no great urgency — there cant be! The old lady died ten years ago, Blanche exclaimed as she poured out coffee.

My dear, Im extremely sorry, said her father quietly, but I must go — it is imperative.

Not to-day?

I ought to go to-day, he sighed. Indeed, I really must — by the rapide I usually take. Perhaps I shall alter my route this time, and go from Conflans to Metz, and home by Liège and Brussels. It is about as quick, and one gets a wagon-lit from Metz. I looked up the train the other day, and find it leaves Conflans at a little after six.

Surely you will remain and say au revoir to Paul? Hell be so disappointed! she cried in dismay.

My dear, you will make excuses for us. I must really go, and so must Enid. She had a letter from Mrs. Caldwell urging her to get back, as she wants to start abroad for the winter. The bad weather in England is affecting her, it seems.

And so, with much regret expressed by little Ninette and her mother, Sir Hugh Elcombe and his stepdaughter went to their rooms to see about their packing.

Both were puzzled. The sudden appearance of those strange men out of the darkness had frightened Enid, but she had said nothing. Perhaps it was upon some private matter that Paul had been summoned. Therefore she had preserved silence, believing with Blanche that at any moment he might return.

Back in his room, Sir Hugh closed the door, and, standing in the sunshine by the window, gazed across the wide valley towards the blue mists beyond, deep in reflection.

This curious absence of Pauls forebodes evil, he murmured to himself.

He had slept little that night, being filled with strange apprehensions. Though he had closely questioned Enid, she would not say what had actually happened. Her explanation was merely that Paul had been called away by a man who had met him outside.

The old man sighed, biting his lip. He cursed himself for his dastardly work, even though he had been compelled by Weirmarsh to execute it on pain of exposure and consequent ruin.

Against his will, against his better nature, he had been forced to meet the mysterious doctor of Pimlico in secret on that quiet, wooded by-road between Marcheville and Saint-Hilaire, four kilomètres from the château, and there discuss with him the suggested affair of which they had spoken in London.

The two men had met at sundown.

You seem to fear exposure! laughed the man who provided Sir Hugh with his comfortable income. Dont be foolish — there is no danger. Return to England with Enid as soon as you possibly can without arousing suspicion, and I will call and see you at Hill Street. I want to have a very serious chat with you.

Elcombes grey, weather-worn face grew hard and determined.

Why are you here, Weirmarsh? he demanded. I have helped you and your infernal friends in the past, but please do not count upon my assistance in the future. Remember that from to-day our friendship is entirely at an end.

As you wish, of course, my dear Sir Hugh, replied the other, with a nonchalant air. But if I were you I would not be in too great a hurry to make such a declaration. You may require a friend in the near future — a friend like myself.

Never, I hope — never! snapped the old general.

Very well, replied the doctor, who, with a shrug of his shoulders, wished his friend a cold adieu and, turning, strode away.

As Sir Hugh stood alone by the window that morning he recalled every incident of that hateful interview, every word that had fallen from the lips of the man who seemed to be as ingenious and resourceful as Satan himself.

His anxiety regarding Pauls sudden absence had caused him to invent an excuse for his own hurried departure. He was not prepared to remain there and witness his dear daughters grief and humiliation, so he deemed it wiser to get away in safety to England, for he no longer trusted Weirmarsh. Suppose the doctor revealed the actual truth by means of some anonymous communication?

As he stood staring blankly across the valley he heard the hum of an approaching motor-car, and saw that it was General Molons, being driven by Gallet, the soldier chauffeur.

There was no passenger, but the car entered the iron gates and pulled up before the door.

A few minutes later Blanche ran up the stairs and, bursting into her fathers room, cried: Paul has been called suddenly to Paris, Dad! He told Gallet to come this morning and tell me. How strange that he did not come in to get even a valise!

Yes, dear, said her father. Gallet is downstairs, isnt he? Ill speak to him. The mystery of Pauls absence increases!

It does. I — I cant get rid of a curious feeling of apprehension that something has happened. What was there to prevent him from coming in to wish me good-bye when he was actually at the gate?

Sir Hugh went below and questioned the chauffeur.

The story told by the man Gallet was that Le Pontois had been met by two gentlemen and given a message that he was required urgently in Paris, and they had driven at once over to Verdun, where they had just caught the train.

Did Monsieur Le Pontois leave any other message for madame? asked Sir Hugh in French.

No, msieur.

The general endeavoured by dint of persuasion to learn something more, but the man was true to his promise, and would make no further statement. Indeed, earlier that morning he had been closely questioned by the commandant, but had been equally reticent. Le Pontois was a favourite in the neighbourhood, and no man would dare to lift his voice against him.

Sir Hugh returned to his room and commenced packing his suit-cases, more than ever convinced that suspicion had been aroused. Jean came to offer to assist, but he declared that he liked to pack himself, and this occupied him the greater part of the morning.

Enid was also busy with her dresses, assisted by Blanches Provençal maid, Louise. About eleven oclock, however, Jean tapped at her door and said: A peasant from Allamont, across the valley, has brought a letter, mademoiselle. He says an English gentleman gave it to him to deliver to you personally. He is downstairs.

In surprise the girl hurriedly descended to the servants entrance, where she found a sturdy, old, grey-bearded peasant, bearing a long, stout stick. He raised his frayed cap politely and asked whether she were Mademoiselle Orlebar.

Then, when she had replied in the affirmative, he drew from the breast of his blouse a crumpled letter, saying: The Englishman who has been staying at the Lion dOr at Allamont gave this to me at dawn to-day. I was to give it only into mademoiselles hands. There is no reply.

Enid tore open the letter eagerly and found the following words, written hurriedly in pencil in Walter Fetherstons well-known scrawling hand — for a novelists handwriting is never of the best:

Make excuse and induce your father to leave Conflans-Jarny at once for Metz, travelling by Belgium for London. Accompany him. A serious contretemps has occurred which will affect you both if you do not leave immediately on receipt of this. Heed this, I beg of you. And remember, I am still your friend.

Walter.

For a moment she stood puzzled. Did the Englishman say there was no reply? she asked.

Yes, mademoiselle. He left the Lion dOr just before eight, and drove into Conflans with his luggage. The innkeeper told me that he is returning suddenly to England. He received several telegrams in the night, it appears.

You know him, then?

Oh yes, mademoiselle. He came there to fish in the Longeau, and I have been with him on several occasions.

Enid took a piece of cent sous from her purse and gave it to the old man, then she returned to her room and, sending Louise below for something, burned Walters letter in the grate.

Afterwards she went to her stepfather and suggested that perhaps they might leave Conflans earlier than he had resolved.

I hear there is a train at three-five. If we went by that, she said, we could cross from Ostend instead of by Antwerp, and thus be in London a day earlier.

Are you so anxious to get away from here, Enid? he asked, looking straight into her face.

Well, yes. Mother, in her letter yesterday, urged me to come home, as she does not wish me to travel out alone to join Mrs. Caldwell. Shes afraid she will leave London without me if I dont get home at once. Besides, Ive got a lot of shopping to do before I can start. Do let us get away by the earlier train. It will be so much better, she urged.

As Sir Hugh never denied Enid anything, he acquiesced. Packing was speedily concluded, and, much to the regret of Blanche, the pair left in a fly for which they had telephoned to Conflans-Jarny.

The train by which they travelled ran through the beautiful valley of Manvaux, past the great forts of Plappeville and St. Quentin, and across the Moselle to Metz, and so into German territory.

Whatever might happen, Sir Hugh reflected, at least he was now safe from arrest. While Enid, on her part, sat back in the corner of the first-class compartment gazing out of the window, still mystified by that strange warning from the man who only a few days previously had so curiously turned and abandoned her.


CHAPTER XVIII

THE ACCUSERS
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AT THE SAME hour when Enid and Sir Hugh were passing Amanvilliers, once the scene of terrible atrocities by the Huns, Paul Le Pontois, between two agents of police, was ushered into the private cabinet where, at the great writing-table near the window, sat a short man with bristling hair and snow-white moustache, Monsieur Henri Bézard, chief of the Sûreté Générale.

A keen-faced, black-eyed man of dapper appearance, wearing the coveted button of the Légion dHonneur in his black frock-coat, he looked up sharply at the man brought into his presence, wished him a curt bon jour, and motioned him to a seat at the opposite side of the big table, in such a position that the grey light from the long window fell directly upon his countenance.

With him, standing about the big, handsome room with its green-baize doors and huge oil paintings on the walls, were four elderly men, strangers to Paul.

The severe atmosphere of that sombre apartment, wherein sat the chief of the police of the Republic, was depressing. Those present moved noiselessly over the thick Turkey carpet, while the double windows excluded every sound from the busy boulevard below.

Your name, exclaimed the great Bézard sharply, at last raising his eyes from a file of papers before him— your name is Paul Robert Le Pontois, son of Paul Le Pontois, rentier of Severac, Department of Aveyron. During the war you were captain in the 114th Regiment of Artillery, and you now reside with your wife and daughter at the Château of Lérouville. Are those details correct?

Perfectly, msieur, replied the man seated with the two police agents standing behind him. He wore his black evening trousers and a brown tweed jacket which one of the detectives had lent him.

You have been placed under arrest by order of the Ministry, replied Bézard, speaking in his quick, impetuous way.

I am aware of that, msieur, was Pauls reply, but I am in ignorance of the charge against me.

Well, exclaimed Bézard very gravely, again referring to the formidable dossier before him, the charge brought against you is most serious. It is astounding and disgraceful. Listen, and I will read it. Afterwards we will hear what explanation you have to offer. We are assembled for that purpose.

The four other men had taken chairs near by, while Pierrepont was standing at some distance away, with his back to the wood fire.

For a second Bézard paused, then, rubbing his gold pince-nez and adjusting them, he read in a cold, hard voice the following:

The charge alleged against you, Paul Robert Le Pontois, is that upon four separate occasions you have placed in circulation forged Bank of England and Treasury notes of England to the extent of nearly a million francs.

Its a lie! cried Paul, jumping to his feet, his face aflame. Before God, I swear it is a lie!

Calm yourself and listen, commanded the great chief of the Sûreté Générale sharply. Be seated.

The prisoner sank back into his chair again. His head was reeling. Who could possibly have made such unfounded charges against him? He could scarcely believe his ears.

Then the hard-faced, white-headed old director, who held supreme command of the police of the Republic, glanced at him shrewdly, and, continuing, said: It is alleged that you, Paul Le Pontois, on the fourteenth day of January, and again on the sixteenth of May, met in Commercy a certain Englishman, and handed to him a bundle of English notes since proved to be forgeries.

I am not acquainted with any English forger, protested Paul.

Do not interrupt, msieur! snapped the director. You will, later on, be afforded full opportunity to make any statement or explanation you may wish. First listen to these grave charges against you. After a further pause, he added: The third occasion, it is alleged, was on April the eighth last, when it seems you drove at early morning over to Thillot-sous-les-Côtes and there met a stranger who was afterwards identified as an American who is wanted for banknote forgeries.

And the fourth? asked Paul hoarsely. This string of allegations utterly staggered him.

The fourth occasion was quite recently, Bézard said, still speaking in that same cold tone. On that occasion you made certain calculations to ascertain how much were your profits by dealing with these forgers whom Scotland Yard are so anxious to arrest. You wrote all the sums down, knowing your expenditure and profits. The latter were very considerable.

And by whom is it alleged that I am a dealer in base money, pray?

It is not necessary for us to disclose the name of our informant, was the stiff rejoinder.

But surely I am not to be thus denounced by an anonymous enemy? he cried. This is not the justice which every Frenchman claims as his birthright!

You have demanded to know the charges laid against you, and I have detailed them, replied the chief of the Sûreté, regarding the prisoner closely through his gold pince-nez.

They are false — every word of them, promptly returned Le Pontois. I have no acquaintance with any banknote forger. If I had, he would quickly find himself under arrest.

The four men seated in his vicinity smiled grimly. They had expected the prisoner to declare his innocence.

I may tell you that the information here — and Bézard tapped the dossier before him— is from a source in which we have the most complete and implicit confidence. For the past few months there have been suspicions that forged English notes have been put into circulation in France. Therefore I ordered a vigilant watch to be maintained. Monsieur Pierrepont, here, has been in command of a squadron of confidential agents.

And they have watched me, and, I suppose, have manufactured evidence against me! It is only what may be expected of men paid to spy upon us. If I am a forger or a friend of forgers, as you allege me to be, then I am unworthy to have served in the uniform of France. But I tell you that the allegations you have just read are lies — lies, every word of them. And Le Pontois pale cheeks flushed crimson with anger.

Le Pontois, remarked a tall, thin, elderly commissaire who was present, it is for you to prove your innocence. The information laid before us is derived from those who have daily watched your movements and reported them. If you can prove to us that it is false, then your innocence may be established.

But I am innocent! he protested, therefore I have no fear what charges may be laid against me. They cannot be substantiated. The whole string of allegations is utterly ridiculous!

Eh bien! Then let us commence with the first, exclaimed Bézard, again referring to the file of secret reports before him. On Wednesday, the fourteenth day of January, you went to Commercy, where, at the Café de la Cloche, you met a certain Belgian who passed under the name of Laloux.

I recollect! cried Le Pontois quickly. I sold him a horse. He was a dealer.

A dealer in forged notes, remarked one of the officials, with a faint smile.

Was he a forger, then? asked Le Pontois in entire surprise.

Yes. He has entered France several times in the guise of a horsedealer, Pierrepont interrupted.

But I only bought a horse of him, declared the prisoner vehemently.

And you paid for it in English notes, apologising that you had no other money. He took them, for he passed them in Belgium into an English bank in Brussels. They were forged!

Again, on the sixteenth of May, you met the man Laloux at the same place, said Bézard.

He had a mare to sell — I tried to buy it for my wife to drive, but he wanted too much.

You remained the night at the Hôtel de Paris, and saw him again at nine oclock next morning.

True. I hoped to strike a bargain with him in the morning, but we could not come to terms.

Regarding the forged English notes you were prepared to sell, eh? snapped Bézard, with a look of disbelief.

I had nothing to sell! protested Le Pontois, drawing himself up. Those who have spied upon me have told untruths.

But the individual, Laloux, was watched. One of our agents followed him to Brussels, where he went next day to the English bank in the Montagne de la Cour.

Not with forged notes from me. My dealings with him were in every way honest business transactions.

You mean that you received money from him, eh?

I do not deny that. I sold him a horse on the first occasion. He paid me seven hundred francs for it, and I afterwards purchased one from him.

So you do not deny that you received money from that man?

Why should I? I sold him a horse, and he paid me for it.

Very well, said Bézard, with some hesitation. Let us pass to the eighth of April. At six oclock that morning you drove to Thillot-sous-les-Côtes, where you met a stranger at the entrance to the village, and walked with him, and held a long and earnest conversation.

Paul was silent for a moment. The incident recalled was one that he would fain have forgotten, one the truth of which he intended at all hazards to conceal.

I admit that I went to Thillot in secret, he answered in a changed voice.

Ah! Then you do not deny that you were attracted by the promises of substantial payment for certain forged English notes which you could furnish, eh? grunted Bézard in satisfaction.

I admit going to Thillot, but I deny your allegation, cried Paul in quick protest.

Then perhaps you will tell us the reason you took that early drive? asked a commissaire, with a short, hard laugh of disbelief.

The prisoner hesitated. It was a purely personal matter, one which concerned himself alone.

I regret, messieurs, was his slow reply, I regret that I am unable — indeed, I am not permitted to answer that question.

Pray why? inquired Bézard.

Well — because it concerns a womans honour, was the low, hoarse reply, the honour of the wife of a certain officer.

At those words of his the men interrogating him laughed in derision, declaring it to be a very elegant excuse.

It is no excuse! he cried fiercely, again rising from his chair. When I have obtained permission to speak, messieurs, I will tell you the truth. Until then I shall remain silent.

Eh, bien! snapped Bézard. And so we will pass to the next and final charge — that you prepared a statement in order to satisfy yourself regarding the profits of your dealings in these spurious notes.

I have no knowledge of such a thing! Paul replied instantly.

And yet for several weeks past a mysterious friend of yours has been seen in the neighbourhood of your château. He has been staying in Commercy and in Longuyon. I gave orders for his arrest, but, with his usual cleverness, he escaped from Commercy.

I prepared no statement.

Hm! grunted Bézard, looking straight into his flushed face. You are quite certain of that?

I swear I did not.

Then perhaps you will deny that this is in your hand? the director asked slowly, with a grin, as he fixed his eyes upon Paul and handed him a sheet of his own note-paper bearing the address of the château embossed in green.

Paul took it in his trembling fingers, and as he did so his countenance fell.

It was the rough account of his investments and profits he remembered making for his father-in-law. He had cast it unheeded into the waste-paper basket, whence it had, no doubt, been recovered by those who had spied upon him and placed with the reports as evidence against him.

You admit making that calculation? asked Bézard severely. Those figures are, I believe, in your handwriting?

Yes; but I have had nothing to do with any forgers of banknotes, declared the unhappy man, reseating himself.

Ah! Then you admit making the calculation? That in itself is sufficient for the present. However, cannot you give us some explanation of that secret visit of yours to Thillot? Remember, you have to prove your innocence!

I — I cannot — not, at least, at present, faltered the prisoner.

You refuse?

Yes, msieur, I flatly refuse, was the hoarse reply. As I have told you, that visit concerned the honour of a woman.

The men again exchanged glances of disbelief, while the victim of those dastardly allegations sat breathless, amazed at the astounding manner in which his most innocent actions had been misconstrued into incriminating evidence.

He was under arrest as one who had placed forged English banknotes in circulation in France!


CHAPTER XIX

IN WHICH A TRUTH IS HIDDEN
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WHEN WALTER FETHERSTON entered the tasteful drawing-room at Hill Street four days later he found Enid alone, seated by the fire.

The dull London light of the autumn afternoon was scarcely sufficient for him to distinguish every object in the apartment, but as he advanced she rose and stood silhouetted against the firelight, a slight, graceful figure, with hand outstretched.

Both mother and Sir Hugh are out — gone to a matinée at the Garrick, she exclaimed. Im so glad youve come in, and she placed a chair for him.

I have heard that you are leaving for Egypt to-morrow, he said, and I wished to have a chat with you.

We go to Italy first, and to Egypt after Christmas, she replied. Mother has promised to join us in Luxor at the end of January.

If I were you, Enid, he replied gravely, bending towards her, I would make some excuse and remain in England.

Why? she asked, her eyes opening widely. I dont understand!

I regret that I am unable to speak more plainly, he said. I warned you to leave France, and I was glad that you and Sir Hugh heeded my warning. Otherwise — well, perhaps an unpleasant incident would have resulted.

You always speak in enigmas nowadays, said the girl, again standing near the fireplace, dainty in her dark skirt and cream silk jumper. Why did you send me that extraordinary note?

In your own interests, was his vague reply. I became aware that your further presence in the house of Monsieur Le Pontois was — well — undesirable — thats all.

I really think you entertain some antagonism against Paul, she declared, yet hes such a good fellow.

The novelists eyes sparkled through his pince-nez as he replied: Hes very good-looking, I admit, and, no doubt, a perfect cavalier.

You suspect me of flirtations with him, of course, she pouted. Well, youre not the first man who has chaffed me about that.

No, no, he laughed. Im in no way jealous, I assure you. I merely told you that your departure from the château would be for the best.

He did not tell her that within an hour of their leaving French territory an official telegram had been received from Paris by the local commissaire of police with orders to detain them both, nor that just before dark an insignificant-looking man in black had called at the château and been informed by Jean that the English general and his stepdaughter had already departed.

The whole of that night the wires between the sous-prefecture at Briey and Paris had been at work, and many curious official messages had been exchanged. Truly, the pair had had a providential escape.

Sir Hugh was, of course, in entire ignorance of the dastardly action taken by the Pimlico doctor.

Without duly counting the cost, he had declared at his last interview with Weirmarsh that their criminal partnership was now at an end. And the doctor had taken him at his word.

Had not the doctor in London told his assistant, Heureux, that Sir Hughs sphere of usefulness was at an end, and that, in all probability, a contretemps would occur — one which would in future save to the syndicate the sum of five thousand pounds per annum?

Truth to tell, Bézard, director of the Sûreté, had telegraphed orders for the arrest of Sir Hugh and his daughter. But, thanks to the shrewdness of Fetherston, who had lingered in the vicinity to afford them protection if necessary, they had succeeded in escaping only a single hour before the message reached its destination.

Neither of them knew of this, and the novelist intended that they should remain in ignorance — just as they were still in ignorance of the reason of Pauls visit to Paris and of his detention there.

If they were aware of the reason of his warning, then they would most certainly question him as to the manner in which he was able to gain knowledge of the betrayal by Weirmarsh. He had no desire to be questioned upon such matters. The motives of his action — always swift, full of shrewd foresight, and often in disregard of his own personal safety — were known alone to himself and to Scotland Yard.

If the truth were told, he had not been alone in Eastern France. At the little old-world Croix-Blanche at Briey a stout, middle-aged, ruddy-faced English tourist had had his headquarters; while, again, at the unpretending Cloche dOr in the Place St. Paul at Verdun another Englishman, a young, active, clean-shaven man, had been moving about the country in constant communication with Mr. Maltwood. Wherever the doctor from Pimlico and his assistant, Heureux, had gone, there also went one or other of those two sharp-eyed but unobtrusive Englishmen. Every action of the doctor had been noted, and information of it conveyed to the quiet-mannered man in pince-nez.

Really, Walter, you are quite as mysterious as your books, Enid was declaring, with a laugh. I do wish you would satisfy my curiosity and tell me why you urged me to leave France so suddenly.

I had reasons — strong reasons which you may, perhaps, some day know, was his response. I am only glad that you thought fit to take the advice I offered. This afternoon I have called to give you further advice — namely, to remain in England, at least for the present.

But I cant. My friend Jane Caldwell has been waiting a whole fortnight for me, suffering from asthma in these abominable fogs.

You can make some excuse. I assure you that to remain in London will be for the best, he said, while she switched on the shaded electric lights, which shed a soft glow over the handsome room — that apartment, the costly furniture of which had been purchased out of the money secretly supplied by Weirmarsh.

But I cant see why I should remain, she protested, facing him again. He noted how strikingly handsome she was, her dimpled cheeks delicately moulded and her pretty chin slightly protruding, which gave a delightful piquancy to her features.

I wish I could explain further. I cant at present!

You are, as I have already said, so amazingly mysterious — so full of secrets always!

The man sighed, his brows knit slightly.

Yes, he said, I am full of secrets — strange, astounding secrets they are — secrets which some time, if divulged, would mean terrible complications, ruin to those who are believed to be honest and upright.

The girl stood for a few seconds in silence.

She had heard strange rumours regarding the man seated there before her. Some had hinted that he, on more than one occasion, acting in an unofficial capacity, had arranged important treaties between Great Britain and a foreign Power, leaving to ambassadors the arrangements of detail and the final ratification. There were whispers abroad that he was a trusted and tried agent of the British Government, but in exactly what capacity was unknown. His name frequently appeared among the invited guests of Cabinet Ministers, and he received cards for many official functions, but the actual manner in which he rendered assistance to the Government was always kept a most profound secret.

More than once Sir Hugh had mentioned the matter over the dining-table, expressing wonder as to Fetherstons real position.

You know him well, Enid, he had exclaimed once, laughing over to her. What is your opinion?

I really havent any, she declared. His movements are certainly rapid, and often most mysterious.

Hes a most excellent fellow, declared the old general. Cartwright told me so the other day in the club. Cartwright was ambassador in Petrograd before the war.

Enid remembered this as she stood there, her hands behind her back.

Before I left I heard that Paul had been called unexpectedly to Paris, he said a few moments later. Has he returned?

Not yet, I believe. I had a letter from Blanche this morning. When it was written, two days ago, he was still absent. Then she added: There is some mystery regarding his visit to the capital. Blanche left for Paris yesterday, I believe, for she had telegraphed to him, but received no reply.

She has gone to Paris! he echoed. Why did she go? It was silly!

Well — because she is puzzled, I think. It was very strange that Paul, even though at the very gate, did not leave those two men and wish her adieu.

Two men — what two men? he asked in affected ignorance.

The two men who stopped the car and demanded to speak with him, she said; and, continuing, described to him that remarkable midnight incident close to the château.

No doubt he went to Paris upon some important business, Fetherston said, reassuring her. It was, I think, foolish of his wife to follow. At least, thats my opinion.

He knew that when madame arrived in Paris the ghastly truth must, sooner or later, be revealed.


CHAPTER XX

IN WHICH A TRUTH IS TOLD
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AS FETHERSTON SAT there, still chatting with his well-beloved, he felt a hatred of himself for being thus compelled to deceive her — to withhold from her the hideous truth of Pauls arrest.

After all, silence was best. If Walter spoke to the girl before him, then he must of necessity reveal his own connection with the affair. He knew she had been puzzled by his presence in France, but his explanation, he hoped, had been sufficient. He had assured her that the only motive of his journey had been to be near her, which was, indeed, no untruth.

He saw that Enid was not altogether at her ease in his presence. Perhaps it was because of those questions and his plain outspokenness when last they met, on that forest road, where they had discussed the strange death of Harry Bellairs.

On that evening, full of suspicion and apprehension, he had decided to tear himself away from her. But, alas! he had found himself powerless to do so. Pity and sympathy filled his heart; therefore, how could he turn from her and abandon her at this moment of her peril? It was on the next day that he had discerned Weirmarshs sinister intentions. Therefore, he had risen to watch and to combat them.

Some of his suspicions had been confirmed, nevertheless his chief object had not yet been attained — the elucidation of the mystery surrounding the remarkable death of Bellairs.

He was about to refer again to that tragic incident when Enid said suddenly: Doctor Weirmarsh called and saw Sir Hugh this morning. You told me to tell you when next he called.

Weirmarsh! exclaimed the novelist in surprise. I was not aware that he was in London!

Hes been abroad — in Copenhagen, I think. He has a brother living there.

He had a private talk with your stepfather, of course?

Yes, as usual, they were in the study for quite a long time — nearly two hours. And, added the girl, I believe that at last they quarrelled. If they have, Im awfully glad, for I hate that man!

Did you overhear them? asked Fetherston anxiously, apprehensive lest an open quarrel had actually taken place. He knew well that Josef Blot, alias Weirmarsh, was not a man to be trifled with. If Sir Hugh had served his purpose, as he no doubt had, then he would be betrayed to the police without compunction, just as others had been.

Walter Fetherston grew much perturbed at the knowledge of this quarrel between the pair. His sole aim was to protect Sir Hugh, yet how to act he knew not.

You did not actually hear any of the words spoken, I suppose? he inquired of Enid.

Not exactly, except that I heard my stepfather denounce the doctor as an infernal cur and blackguard.

Well, and what did Weirmarsh reply?

He threatened Sir Hugh, saying, You shall suffer for those words — you, who owe everything to me! I wonder, added the girl, what he meant by that?

Who knows! exclaimed Walter. Some secret exists between them. You told me that you suspected it long ago.

And I do, she said, lowering her voice. That man holds Sir Hugh in the hollow of his hand — of that Im sure. I have noticed after each of the doctors visits how pale and thoughtful he always is.

Have you tried to learn the reason of it all? inquired the novelist quietly, his gaze fixed upon her.

I have, she replied, with slight hesitation.

Walter Fetherston contemplated in silence the fine cats-eye and diamond ring upon his finger — a ring sent him long ago by an anonymous admirer of his books, which he had ever since worn as a mascot.

At one moment he held this girl in distinct suspicion; at the next, however, he realised her peril, and resolved to stand by her as her champion.

Did he really and honestly love her? He put that question to himself a thousand times. And for the thousandth time was he compelled to answer in the affirmative.

By which route do you intend travelling to Italy to-morrow? he asked.

By Paris and Modane. We go first for a week to Nervi, on the coast beyond Genoa, was her reply.

Fetherston paused. If she put foot in France she would, he knew, be at once placed under arrest as an accomplice of Paul Le Pontois. When Weirmarsh took revenge he always did his work well. No doubt the French police were already at Calais awaiting her arrival.

I would change the route, he suggested. Go by Ostend, Strasburg and Milan.

Mrs. Caldwell has already taken our tickets, she said. Besides, it is a terribly long way round by that route.

I know, he murmured. But it will be best. I have a reason — a strong reason, Enid, for urging you to go by Ostend.

It is not in my power to do so. Jane always makes our travelling arrangements. Besides, we have sleeping berths secured on the night rapide from the Gare de Lyon to Turin.

I will see Mrs. Caldwell, and get her tickets changed, he said. Do you understand, Enid? There are reasons — very strong reasons — why you should not travel across France!

No, I dont, declared the girl. You are mysterious again. Why dont you be open with me and give me your reasons for this suggestion?

I would most willingly — if I could, he answered. Unfortunately, I cannot.

I dont think Mrs. Caldwell will travel by the roundabout route which you suggest merely because you have a whim that we should not cross France, she remarked, looking straight at him.

If you enter France a disaster will happen — depend upon it, he said, speaking very slowly, his eyes fixed upon her.

Are you a prophet? the girl asked. Can you prophesy dreadful things to happen to us?

I do in this case, he said firmly. Therefore, take my advice and do not court disaster.

Cant you be more explicit? she asked, much puzzled by his strange words.

No, he answered, shaking his head, I cannot. I only forewarn you of what must happen. Therefore, I beg of you to take my advice and travel by the alternative route — if you really must go to Italy.

She turned towards the fire and, fixing her gaze upon the flames, remained for a few moments in thought, one neat foot upon the marble kerb.

You really alarm me with all these serious utterances, she said at last, with a faint, nervous laugh.

He rose and stood by her side.

Look here, Enid, he said, cant you see that I am in dead earnest? Have I not already declared that I am your friend, to assist you against that man Weirmarsh?

Yes, she replied, you have.

Then will you not heed my warning? There is distinct danger in your visit to France — a danger of which you have no suspicion, but real and serious nevertheless. Dont think about spying; it is not that, I assure you.

How can I avoid it?

By pretending to be unwell, he suggested quickly. You cannot leave with Mrs. Caldwell. Let her go, and you can join her a few days later, travelling by Ostend. The thing is quite simple.

But — —

No, you must not hesitate, he declared. There are no buts. It is the only way.

Yes; but tell me what terrible thing is to happen to me if I enter France? she asked, with an uneasy laugh.

The man hesitated. To speak the truth would be to explain all. Therefore he only shook his head and said, Please do not ask me to explain a matter of which I am not permitted to speak. If you believe me, Enid, he said in a low, pleading voice, do heed my warning, I beg of you!

As he uttered these words the handle of the door turned, and Lady Elcombe, warmly clad in furs, came forward to greet the novelist.

Im so glad that I returned before you left, Mr. Fetherston, she exclaimed. Weve been to a most dreary play; and Im simply dying for some tea. Enid, ring the bell, dear, will you? Then continuing, she added in warm enthusiasm: Really, Mr. Fetherston, you are quite a stranger! We hoped to see more of you, but my husband and daughter have been away in France — as perhaps you know.

So Enid has been telling me, replied Walter. Theyve been in a most interesting district.

Enid is leaving us again to-morrow morning, remarked her mother. They are going to Nervi. You know it, of course, for Ive heard you called the living Baedeker, Mr. Fetherston, she laughed.

Yes, he replied, I know it — a rather dull little place, with one or two villas. I prefer Santa Margherita, a little farther along the coast — or Rapallo. But, he added, your daughter tells me shes not well. I hope she will not be compelled to postpone her departure.

Of course not, said Lady Elcombe decisively. She must go to-morrow if she goes at all. I will not allow her to travel by herself.

The girl and the man exchanged meaning glances, and just then Sir Hugh himself entered, greeting his visitor cheerily.

The butler brought in the tea-tray, and as they sat together the two men chatted.

In pretence that he had not been abroad, Walter was making inquiry regarding the district around Haudiomont, which he declared must be full of interest, and asking the generals opinion of the French new fortresses in anticipation of the new war against Germany.

Since I have been away, said the general, I have been forced to arrive at the conclusion that another danger may arrive in the very near future. Germany will try and attack France again — without a doubt. The French are labouring under a dangerous delusion if they suppose that Germany would be satisfied with her obscurity.

Is that really your opinion, Sir Hugh? asked Fetherston, somewhat surprised.

Certainly, was the generals reply. There will be another war in the near future. My opinions have changed of late, my dear Fetherston, Sir Hugh assured him, as he sipped his tea, and more especially since I went to visit my daughter. I have recently had opportunities of seeing and learning a good deal.

Fetherston reflected. Those words, coming from Sir Hugh, were certainly strange ones.

Walter was handing Enid the cake when the butler entered, bearing a telegram upon a silver salver, which he handed to Sir Hugh.

Tearing it open, he glanced at the message eagerly, and a second later, with blanched face, stood rigid, statuesque, as though turned into stone.

Why, whats the matter? asked his wife. Whom is it from?

Only from Blanche, he answered in a low, strained voice. She is in Paris — and is leaving to-night for London.

Is Paul coming? inquired Enid eagerly.

No, he answered, with a strenuous effort to remain calm. He — he cannot leave Paris.

The butler, being told there was no answer, bowed and withdrew, but a few seconds later the door reopened, and he announced:

Dr. Weirmarsh, Sir Hugh!


CHAPTER XXI

THE WIDENED BREACH
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WHEN SIR HUGH entered his cosy study he found the doctor seated at his ease in the big chair by the fire.

I thought that, being in the vicinity, I would call and see if youve recovered from your — well, your silly fit of irritability, he said, with a grim smile on his grey face as he looked towards the general.

I have just received bad news — news which I have all along dreaded, replied the unhappy man, the telegram still in his hand. Paul Le Pontois has been arrested on some mysterious charge — false, without a doubt!

Yes, replied Weirmarsh; it is most unfortunate. I heard it an hour ago, and the real reason of my visit was to tell you of the contretemps.

Someone must have made a false charge against him, cried the general excitedly. The poor fellow is innocent — entirely innocent! I only have a brief telegram from his wife. She is in despair, and leaves for London to-night.

My dear Sir Hugh, France is in a very hysterical mood just now. Of course, there must be some mistake. Some private enemy of his has made the charge without a doubt — someone jealous of his position, perhaps. Allegations are easily made, though not so easily substantiated.

Except by manufactured evidence and forged documents, snapped Sir Hugh. If Paul is the victim of some political party and is to be made a scapegoat, then Heaven help him, poor fellow. They will never allow him to prove his innocence, unless — —

Unless what?

Unless I come forward, he said very slowly, staring straight before him. Unless I come forward and tell the truth of my dealings with you. The charges against Paul are false. I know it now. What have you to say? he added in a low, hard voice.

A great deal of good that would do! laughed Weirmarsh, selecting a cigarette from his gold case and lighting it, regarding his host with those narrow-set, sinister eyes of his. It would only implicate Le Pontois further. They would say, and with truth, that you knew of the whole conspiracy and had profited by it.

I should tell them what I know concerning you. Indeed, I wrote out a full statement while I was staying with Paul. And I have it ready to hand for the authorities.

You can do so, of course, if you choose, was the careless reply. It really doesnt matter to me what statement you make. You have always preserved silence up to the present, therefore I should believe that in this case silence was still golden.

And you suggest that I stand calmly by and see Le Pontois sentenced to a long term of imprisonment for a crime which he has not committed, eh?

I dont suggest anything, my dear Sir Hugh, was the mans reply; I leave it all to your good judgment.

Since they had met in secret Weirmarsh had made a flying visit to Brussels, where he had conferred with two friends of his. Upon their suggestion he was now acting.

If Paul Le Pontois were secretly denounced and afterwards found innocent, then it would only mystify the French police; the policy pursued towards the Sûreté, as well as towards Sir Hugh, was a clever move on Weirmarshs part.

What am I to say to my poor girl when she arrives here in tears to-morrow? demanded the fine old British officer hoarsely.

You know that best yourself, was Weirmarshs brusque reply.

To you I owe all my recent troubles, the elder man declared. Because — because, he added bitterly, you bought me up body and soul.

A mere business arrangement, wasnt it, Sir Hugh? remarked his visitor. Of course, Im very sorry if any great trouble has fallen upon you on my account. I hope, for instance, you do not suspect me of conspiring to denounce your son-in-law, he added.

Well, I dont know, was the others reply; yet I feel that, in view of this contretemps, I must in future break off all connection with you.

And lose the annual grant which you find so extremely useful?

I shall be compelled to do without it. And, at least, I shall have peace of mind.

Perhaps, remarked the other meaningly.

Sir Hugh realised that this man intended still to hold him in the hollow of his hand. From that one false step he had taken years ago he had never been able to draw back.

Hour by hour, and day by day, had his conscience pricked him. Those chats with the doctor in that grimy little consulting-room in Pimlico remained ever in his memory.

The doctor was the representative of those who held him in their power — persons who were being continually hunted by the police, yet who always evaded them — criminals all! To insult him would be to insult those who had paid him so well for his confidential services.

Yet, filled with contempt for himself, he asked whether he did not deserve to be degraded publicly, and drummed out of the army.

Were it not for Lady Elcombe and Enid he would long ago have gone to East Africa and effaced himself. But he could not bring himself to desert them.

He had satisfied himself that not a soul in England suspected the truth, for, by the Press, he had long ago been declared to be a patriotic Briton, because in his stirring public speeches, when he had put up for Parliament after the armistice, there was always a genuine John Bull ring.

The truth was that he remained unsuspected by all — save by one man who had scented the truth. That man was Walter Fetherston!

Walter alone knew the ghastly circumstances, and it was he who had been working to save the old soldier from himself. He did so for two reasons — first, because he was fond of the bluff, fearless old fellow, and, secondly, because he had been attracted by Enid, and intended to rescue her from the evil thraldom of Weirmarsh.

Why have you returned here to taunt and irritate me again? snapped Sir Hugh after a pause.

I came to tell you news which, apparently, you have already received.

You could well have kept it. You knew that I should be informed in due course.

Yes — but I — well, I thought you might grow apprehensive perhaps.

In what direction?

That your connection with the little affair might be discovered by the French police. Bézard, the new chief of the Sûreté, is a pretty shrewd person, remember!

But, surely, that is not possible, is it? gasped the elder man in quick alarm.

No; you can reassure yourself on that point. Le Pontois knows nothing, therefore he can make no statement — unless, of course, your own actions were suspicious.

They were not — I am convinced of that.

Then you have no need to fear. Your son-in-law will certainly not endeavour to implicate you. And if he did, he would not be believed, declared the doctor, although he well knew that Bézard was in possession of full knowledge of the whole truth, and that, only by the timely warning he had so mysteriously received, had this man before him and his stepdaughter escaped arrest.

His dastardly plot to secure their ruin and imprisonment had failed. How the girl had obtained wind of it utterly mystified him. It was really in order to discover the reason of their sudden flight that he had made those two visits.

Look here, Weirmarsh, exclaimed Sir Hugh with sudden resolution, I wish you to understand that from to-day, once and for all, I desire to have no further dealings with you. It was, as you have said, a purely business transaction. Well, I have done the dirty, disgraceful work for which you have paid me, and now my task is at an end.

I hardly think it is, my dear Sir Hugh, replied the doctor calmly. As I have said before, I am only the mouthpiece — I am not the employer. But I believe that certain further assistance is required — information which you promised long ago, but failed to procure.

What was that?

You recollect that you promised to obtain something — a little tittle-tattle — concerning a lady.

Yes, snapped the old officer, oh, Lady Wansford. Let us talk of something else!

Weirmarsh, who had been narrowly watching the countenance of his victim, saw that he had mentioned a disagreeable subject. He noted how pale were the generals cheeks, and how his thin hands twitched with suppressed excitement.

I am quite ready to talk of other matters, he answered, though I deem it but right to refer to my instructions.

And what are they?

To request you to supply the promised information.

But I cant — I really cant!

You made a promise, remember. And upon that promise I made you a loan of five hundred pounds.

I know! cried the unhappy man, who had sunk so deeply into the mire that extrication seemed impossible. I know! But it is a promise that I cant fulfil. I wont be your tool any longer. Gad! I wont. Dont you hear me?

You must! declared Weirmarsh, bending forward and looking straight into his eyes.

I will not! shouted Sir Hugh, his eyes flashing with quick anger. Anything but that.

Why?

My efforts in that direction had tragic results on the last occasion.

Ah! laughed Weirmarsh. I see you are superstitious — or something. I did not expect that of you.

I am not superstitious, Weirmarsh. I only refuse to do what you want. If I gave it to you, it would mean — no I wont — I tell you I wont!

Bah! You are growing sentimental!

No — I am growing wise. My eyes are at last opened to the dastardly methods of you and your infernal friends. Hear me, once and for all; I refuse to assist you further; and, moreover, I defy you!

The doctor was silent for a moment, contemplating the ruby on his finger. Then, rising slowly from his chair, he said: Ah! you do not fully realise what your refusal may cost you.

Cost what it may, Weirmarsh, I ask you to leave my house at once, said the general, scarlet with anger and beside himself with remorse. And I shall give orders that you are not again to be admitted here.

Very good! laughed the other, with a sinister grin. You will very soon be seeking me in my surgery.

We shall see, replied Sir Hugh, with a shrug of his shoulders, as the other strode out of his room.


CHAPTER XXII

CONCERNING THE BELLAIRS AFFAIR
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WHAT WALTER FETHERSTON had feared had happened. The two men had quarrelled! Throughout the whole of that evening he watched the doctors movements.

In any other country but our dear old hood-winked England, Fetherston, in the ordinary course, would have been the recipient of high honours from the Sovereign. But he was a writer, and not a financier. He could not afford to subscribe to the party funds, a course suggested by the flat-footed old Lady G —— , who was the tout of Government Whips.

Walter preferred to preserve his independence. He had seen and known much during the war, and, disgusted, he preferred to adopt the Canadian Governments decree and remain without honours.

His pet phrase was: The extent of a Partys dishonours is known by the honours it bestows. Scraps of ribbon, X.Y.Z. or O.B.E. behind ones name can neither make the gentleman nor create the lady.

His secret connection with Scotland Yard, which was purely patriotic and conducted as a student of underground crime, had taught him many strange things, and he had learnt many remarkable secrets. Some of them were, indeed, his secrets before they became secrets of the Cabinet.

Many of those secrets he kept to himself, one being the remarkable truth that General Sir Hugh Elcombe was implicated in a very strange jumble of affairs — a matter that was indeed incredible.

To the tall, well-groomed, military-looking man with whom he stood at eleven oclock on the following morning — in a private room at New Scotland Yard — he had never confided that discovery of his. To have done so would have been to betray a man who had a brilliant record as a soldier, and who still held high position at the War Office.

By such denunciation he knew he might earn from the eyes of the Government very high commendation, in addition to what he had already earned, yet he had resolved, if possible, to save the old officer, who was really more sinned against than sinning.

You seem to keep pretty close at the heels of your friend, the doctor of Vauxhall Bridge Road! laughed Trendall, the director of the department, as they stood together in the big, airy, official-looking room, the two long windows of which looked out over Westminster Bridge.

Youve been in France, Montgomery says. What was your friend doing there?

Hes been there against his will — very much against his will!

And youve found out something — eh?

Yes, replied Fetherston. One or two things.

Something interesting, of course, remarked the shrewd, active, dark-haired man of fifty, under whose control was one of the most important departments of Scotland Yard. But tell me, in what direction is this versatile doctor of yours working just at the present?

I hardly know, was the novelists reply, as in a navy serge suit he leaned near the window which overlooked the Thames. I believe some deep scheme is afoot, but at present I cannot see very far. For that reason I am remaining watchful.

He does not suspect you, of course? If he does, Id give you Harris, or Charlesworth, or another of the men — in fact, whoever you like — to assist you.

Perhaps I may require someone before long. If so, I will write or wire to the usual private box at the General Post Office, and shall then be glad if you will send a man to meet me.

Certainly. It was you, Fetherston, who first discovered the existence of this interesting doctor, who had already lived in Vauxhall Bridge Road for eighteen months without arousing suspicion. You have, indeed, a fine nose for mysteries.

At that moment the telephone, standing upon the big writing-table, rang loudly, and the man of secrets crossed to it and listened.

Its Heywood — at Victoria Station. Hes asking for you, he exclaimed.

Walter went to the instrument, and through it heard the words: The boat train has just gone, sir. Mrs. Caldwell waited for the young lady until the train went off, but she did not arrive. She seemed annoyed and disappointed. Dr. Weirmarsh has been on the platform, evidently watching also.

Thanks, Heywood, replied Fetherston sharply; that was all I wanted to know. Good day.

He replaced the receiver, and, walking back to his friend against the window, explained: A simple little inquiry I was making regarding a departure by the boat train for Paris — that was all.

But he reflected that if Weirmarsh had been watching it must have been to warn the French police over at Calais of the coming of Enid. No action was too dastardly for that unscrupulous scoundrel.

Yet, for the present at least, the girl remained safe. The chief peril was that in which Sir Hugh was placed, now that he had openly defied the doctor.

On the previous evening he had been in the drawing-room at Hill Street when Sir Hugh had returned from interviewing the caller. By his countenance and manner he at once realised that the breach had been widened.

The one thought by which he was obsessed was how he should save Sir Hugh from disgrace. His connection with the Criminal Investigation Department placed at his disposal a marvellous network of sources of information, amazing as they were unsuspected. He was secretly glad that at last the old fellow had resolved to face bankruptcy rather than go farther in that strange career of crime, yet, at the same time, there was serious danger — for Weirmarsh was a man so unscrupulous and so vindictive that the penalty of his defiance must assuredly be a severe one.

The very presence of the doctor on the platform of the South Eastern station at Victoria that morning showed that he did not intend to allow the grass to grow beneath his feet.

The novelist was still standing near the long window, looking aimlessly down upon the Embankment, with its hurrying foot-passengers and whirling taxis.

You seem unusually thoughtful, Fetherston, remarked Trendall with some curiosity, as he seated himself at the table and resumed the opening of his letters which his friends visit had interrupted. Whats the matter?

The fact is, Im very much puzzled.

About what? Youre generally very successful in obtaining solutions where other men have failed.

To the problem which is greatly exercising my mind just now I can obtain no solution, he said in a low, intense voice.

What is it? Can I help you?

Well, he exclaimed, with some hesitation, I am still trying to discover why Harry Bellairs died and who killed him.

That mystery has long ago been placed by us among those which admit of no solution, my dear fellow, declared his friend. We did our best to throw some light upon it, but all to no purpose. I set the whole of our machinery at work at the time — days before you suspected anything wrong — but not a trace of the truth could we find.

But what could have been the motive, do you imagine? From all accounts he was a most popular young officer, without a single enemy in the world.

Jealousy, was the dark mans slow reply. My own idea is that a woman killed him.

Why? cried Walter quickly. What causes you to make such a suggestion?

Well — listen, and when Ive finished you can draw your own conclusions.


CHAPTER XXIII

THE SILENCE OF THE MAN BARKER
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HARRY BELLAIRS WAS an old friend of mine, Trendall went on, leaning back in his padded writing-chair and turning towards where the novelist was standing. His curious end was a problem which, of course, attracted you as a writer of fiction. The world believed his death to be due to natural causes, in view of the failure of Professors Dale and Boyd, the Home Office analysts, to find a trace of poison or of foul play.

You believe, then, that he was poisoned? asked Fetherston quickly.

The other shrugged his shoulders, saying: How can that point be cleared up? There was no evidence of it.

It is curious that, though we are both so intensely interested in the problem, we have never before discussed it, remarked Walter. I am so anxious to hear your views upon one or two points. What, for instance, do you think of Barker, the dead mans valet?

Herbert Trendall hesitated, and for a moment twisted his moustache. He was a marvellously alert man, an unusually good linguist, and a cosmopolitan to his finger-tips. He had been a detective-sergeant in the T Division of Metropolitan Police for years before his appointment as director of that section. He knew more of the criminal undercurrents on the Continent than any living Englishman, and it was he who furnished accurate information to the Sûreté in Paris concerning the great Humbert swindle.

Well, he said, if I recollect aright, the inquiries regarding him were not altogether satisfactory. Previous to his engagement by Harry he had, it seems, been valet to a man named Mitchell, a horse-trainer of rather shady repute.

Where is he now?

I really dont know, but I can easily find out — I gave orders that he was not to be lost sight of. And, scribbling a hasty memorandum, he pressed the electric button upon the arm of his chair.

His secretary, a tall, thin, deep-eyed man, entered, and to him he gave the note.

Well, let us proceed while they are looking up the information, the chief went on. Harry Bellairs, as you know, was on the staff of Sir Hugh Elcombe, that dear, harmless old friend of yours who inspects troops and seems to do odd jobs for Whitehall. I knew Harry before he went to Sandhurst; his people, who lived up near Durham, were very civil to me once or twice and gave me some excellent pheasant-shooting. It seems that on that day in September he came up to town from Salisbury — but you know all the facts, of course?

I know all the facts as far as they were related in the papers, Walter said. He did not reveal the results of the close independent inquiries he had already made — results which had utterly astounded, and at the same time mystified, him.

Well, said Trendall, what the Press published was mostly fiction. Even the evidence given before the coroner was utterly unreliable. It was mainly given in order to mislead the jury and prevent public suspicion that there had been a sensational tragedy — I arranged it so.

And there had been a tragedy, no doubt?

Of course, declared the other, leaning both elbows upon the table before him and looking straight into the novelists pale face. Harry came up from Salisbury, the bearer of some papers from Sir Hugh. He duly arrived at Waterloo, discharged his duty, and went to his rooms in Half Moon Street. Now, according to Barkers story, his master arrived home early in the afternoon, and sent him out on a message to Richmond. He returned a little after five, when he found his master absent.

That was the account he gave at the inquest, remarked Fetherston.

Yes; but it was not the truth. On testing the mans story I discovered that at three-eighteen he was in the Leicester Lounge, in Leicester Square, with an ill-dressed old man, who was described as being short and wearing a rusty, old silk hat. They sat at a table near the window drinking ginger-ale, so that the barmaid could not overhear, and held a long and confidential chat.

He may afterwards have gone down to Richmond, his friend suggested.

No; he remained there until past four, and then went round to the Café Royal, where he met another man, a foreigner, of about his own age, believed to have been a Swiss, with whom he took a cup of coffee. The man was a stranger at the café, probably a stranger in London. Barker was in the habit of doing a little betting, and I believe the men he met were some of his betting friends.

Then you disbelieve the Richmond story?

Entirely. What seems more than probable is that Harry gave his man the afternoon off because he wished to entertain somebody clandestinely at his rooms — a woman, perhaps. Yet, as far as Ive been able to discover, no one in Half Moon Street saw any stranger of either sex go to his chambers that afternoon.

You said that you believed the motive of the crime — if crime it really was — was jealousy, remarked Fetherston, thoughtfully rubbing his shaven chin.

And I certainly do. Harry was essentially a ladys man. He was tall, and an extremely handsome fellow, a thorough-going sportsman, an excellent polo player, a perfect dancer, and a splendid rider to hounds. Little wonder was it that he was about to make a very fine match, for only a month before his death he confided to me in secret the fact — a fact known to me alone — that he was engaged to pretty little Lady Blanche Herbert, eldest daughter of the Earl of Warsborough.

Engaged to Lady Blanche! echoed the novelist in surprise, for the girl in question was the prettiest of that years débutantes as well as a great heiress in her own right.

Yes. Harry was a lucky dog, poor fellow. The engagement, known only to the Warsboroughs and myself, was to have been kept secret for a year. Now, it is my firm opinion, Fetherston, that some other woman, one of Harrys many female friends, had got wind of it, and very cleverly had her revenge.

Upon what grounds do you suspect that? asked the other eagerly — for surely the problem was becoming more inscrutable than any of those in the remarkable romances which he penned.

Well, my conclusions are drawn from several very startling facts — facts which, of course, have never leaked out to the public. But before I reveal them to you Id like to hear what opinion youve formed yourself.

Im convinced that Harry Bellairs met with foul play, and Im equally certain that the man Barker lied in his depositions before the coroner. He knows the whole story, and has been paid to keep a still tongue.

There I entirely agree with you, Trendall declared quickly; while at that moment the secretary returned with a slip of paper attached to the query which his chief had written. Ah! he exclaimed, glancing at the paper, I see that the fellow Barker, who was a chauffeur before he entered Harrys service, has set up a motor-car business in Southampton.

You believe him to have been an accessory, eh?

Yes, a dupe in the hands of a clever woman.

Of what woman? asked Walter, holding his breath.

As you know, Harry was secretary to your friend Elcombe. Well, I happen to know that his pretty stepdaughter, Enid Orlebar, was over head and ears in love with him. My daughter Ethel and she are friends, and she confided this fact to Ethel only a month before the tragedy.

Then you actually suggest that a — a certain woman murdered him? gasped Fetherston.

Well — there is no actual proof — only strong suspicion!

Walter Fetherston held his breath. Did the suspicions of this man, from whom no secret was safe, run in the same direction as his own?

There was in the evidence given before the coroner a suggestion that the captain had dined somewhere in secret, he said.

I know. But we have since cleared up that point. He was not given poison while he sat at dinner, for we know that he dined at the Bachelors with a man named Friend. They had a hurried meal, because Friend had to catch a train to the west of England.

And afterwards?

He left the club in a taxi at eight. But what his movements exactly were we cannot ascertain. He returned to his chambers at a quarter past nine in order to change his clothes and go back to Salisbury, but he was almost immediately taken ill. Barker declares that his master sent him out on an errand instantly on his return, and that when he came in he found him dying.

Did he not explain what the errand was?

No; he refused to say.

In that refusal Fetherston saw that the valet, whatever might be his fault, was loyal to his dead master and to Enid Orlebar. He had not told how Bellairs had sent to Hill Street that scribbled note, and how the distressed girl had torn along to Half Moon Street to arrive too late to speak for the last time with the man she loved. Was Barker an enemy, or was he a friend?

That refusal arouses distinct suspicion, eh?

Barker has very cleverly concealed some important fact, replied the keen-faced man who controlled that section of Scotland Yard. Bellairs, feeling deadly ill, and knowing that he had fallen a victim to some enemy, sent Barker out for somebody in whom to confide. The man claimed that the errand that his master sent him upon was one of confidence.

And to whom do you think he was sent?

To a woman, was Trendalls slow and serious reply. To the woman who murdered him!

But if she had poisoned him, surely he would not send for her? exclaimed Fetherston.

At the moment he was not aware of the womans jealousy, or of the subtle means used to cause his untimely end. He was unsuspicious of that cruel, deadly hatred lying so deep in the womans breast. Lady Blanche, on hearing of the death of her lover, was terribly grieved, and is still abroad. She, of course, made all sorts of wild allegations, but in none of them did we find any basis of fact. Yet, curiously enough, her views were exactly the same as my own — that one of poor Harrys lady friends had been responsible for his fatal seizure.

Then, after all the inquiries you instituted, you were really unable to point to the actual assassin? asked Fetherston rather more calmly.

Not exactly unable — unwilling, rather.

How do you mean unwilling? You were Bellairs friend!

Yes, I was. He was one of the best and most noble fellows who ever wore the Kings uniform, and he died by the treacherous hand of a jealous woman — a clever woman who had paid Barker to maintain silence.

But, if the dying man wished to make a statement, he surely would not have sent for the very person by whose hand he had fallen, Fetherston protested. Surely that is not a logical conclusion!

Bellairs was not certain that his sudden seizure was not due to something he had eaten at the club — remember he was not certain that her hand had administered the fatal drug, replied Trendall. A hard, serious expression rested upon his face. He had, no doubt, seen her between the moment when he left the Bachelors and his arrival, a little over an hour afterwards, at Half Moon Street — where, or how, we know not. Perhaps he drove to her house, and there, at her invitation, drank something. Yet, however it happened, the result was the same; she killed him, even though she was the first friend to whom he sent in his distress — killed him because she had somehow learnt of his secret engagement to Lady Blanche Herbert.

Yours is certainly a remarkable theory, admitted Walter Fetherston. May I ask the name of the woman to whom you refer?

Yes; she was the woman who loved him so passionately, replied Trendall— Enid Orlebar.

Then you really suspect her? asked Fetherston breathlessly.

Only as far as certain facts are concerned; and that since Harrys death she has been unceasingly interested in the career of the man Barker.

Are you quite certain of this? gasped Fetherston.

Quite; it is proved beyond the shadow of a doubt.

Then Enid Orlebar killed him?

That if she actually did not kill him with her own hand, she at least knew well who did, was the others cold, hard reply. She killed him for two reasons; first, because by poor Harrys death she prevented the exposure of some great secret!

Walter Fetherston made no reply.

Those inquiries, instituted by Scotland Yard, had resulted in exactly the same theory as his own independent efforts — that Harry Bellairs had been secretly done to death by the woman, who, upon her own admission to him, had been summoned to the young officers side.


CHAPTER XXIV

WHAT THE DEAD MAN LEFT
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IT WAS NEWS to Fetherston that Bellairs had dined at his club on that fateful night.

He had believed that Enid had dined with him. He had proved beyond all doubt that she had been to his rooms that afternoon during Barkers absence. That feather from the boa, and the perfume, were sufficient evidence of her visit.

Yet why had Barker remained in the neighbourhood of Piccadilly Circus if sent by his master with a message to Richmond? He could not doubt a single word that Trendall had told him, for the latters information was beyond question. Well he knew with what care and cunning such an inquiry would have been made, and how every point would have been proved before being reported to that ever active man who was head of that Department of the Home Office that never sleeps.

What secret do you suggest might have been divulged? he asked at last after a long pause.

The big room — the Room of Secrets — was silent, for the double windows prevented the noise of the traffic and the honk of the taxi horns from penetrating there. Only the low ticking of the clock broke the quiet.

I scarcely have any suggestion to offer in that direction, was Trendalls slow reply. That feature of the affair still remains a mystery.

But cannot this man Barker be induced to make some statement? he queried.

He will scarcely betray the woman to whom he owes his present prosperity, for he is prosperous and has a snug little balance at his bank. Besides, even though we took the matter in hand, what could we do? There is no evidence against him or against the woman. The farcical proceedings in the coroners court had tied their hands.

An open verdict was returned?

Yes, at our suggestion. But Professors Dale and Boyd failed to find any traces of poison or of foul play.

And yet there was foul play — that is absolutely certain! declared the novelist.

Unfortunately, yes. Poor Bellairs was a brilliant and promising officer, a man destined to make a distinct mark in the world. It was a pity, perhaps, that he was such a lady-killer.

A pity that he fell victim to what was evidently a clever plot, and yet — yet — I cannot bring myself to believe that your surmise can be actually correct. He surely would never have sent for the very person who was his enemy and who had plotted to kill him — it doesnt seem feasible, does it?

Quite as feasible as any of the strange and crooked circumstances which one finds every day in lifes undercurrents, was the quiet rejoinder. Remember, he was very fond of her — fascinated by her remarkable beauty.

But he was engaged to Lady Blanche?

He intended to marry her, probably for wealth and position. The woman a man of Harrys stamp marries is seldom, if ever, the woman he loves, added the chief with a somewhat cynical smile, for he was essentially a man of the world.

But what secret could Enid Orlebar desire to hide? exclaimed Fetherston wonderingly. If he loved her, he certainly would never have threatened exposure.

My dear fellow, Ive told you briefly my own theory — a theory formed upon all the evidence I could collect, replied the tall, dark-eyed man, as he thrust his hands deeply into his trousers pockets and looked straight into the eyes of his friend.

If you are so certain that Enid Orlebar is implicated in the affair, if not the actual assassin, why dont you interrogate her? asked Walter boldly.

Well — well, to tell the truth, our inquiries are not yet complete. When they are, we may be in a better position — we probably shall be — to put to her certain pointed questions. But, he added quickly, perhaps I ought not to say this, for I know she is a friend of yours.

What you tell me is in confidence, as always, Trendall, he replied quickly. I knew long ago that Enid was deeply attached to Bellairs. But much that you have just told me is entirely fresh to me. I must find Barker and question him.

I dont think Id do that. Wait until we have completed our inquiries, urged the other. If Bellairs was killed in so secret and scientific a manner that no trace was left, he was killed with a cunning and craftiness which betrays a jealous woman rather than a man. Besides, there are other facts we have gathered which go further to prove that Enid Orlebar is the actual culprit.

What are they? Tell me, Trendall.

No, my dear chap; you are the ladys friend — it is really unfair to ask me, he protested. Where the usual mysteries are concerned, Im always open and above-board with you. But in private investigations like this you must allow me to retain certain knowledge to myself.

But I beg of you to tell me everything, demanded the other. I have taken an intense interest in the matter, as you have, even though my motive has been of an entirely different character.

You have no suspicion that Bellairs was in possession of any great secret — a secret which it was to Miss Orlebars advantage should be kept?

No, was the novelists prompt response. But I cant see the drift of your question, he added.

Well, replied the keen, alert man, who, again seated in his writing-chair, bent slightly towards his visitor, well, as youve asked me to reveal all I know, Fetherston, I will do so, even though I feel some reluctance, in face of the fact that Miss Orlebar is your friend.

That makes no difference, declared the other firmly. I am anxious to clear up the mystery of Bellairs death.

Then I think that you need seek no farther for the correct solution, replied Trendall quietly, looking into the others pale countenance. Your lady friend killed him — in order to preserve her own secret.

But what was her secret?

We have that yet to establish. It must have been a serious one for her to close his lips in such a manner.

But they were good friends, declared Fetherston. He surely had not threatened to expose her?

I do not think he had. My own belief is that she became madly jealous of Lady Blanche, and at the same time, fearing the exposure of her secret to the woman to whom her lover had become engaged, she took the subtle means of silencing him. Besides — — And he paused without concluding his sentence.

Besides what?

From the first you suspected Sir Hughs stepdaughter, eh?

Fetherston hesitated. Then afterwards he nodded slowly in the affirmative.

Yes, went on Trendall, I knew all along that you were suspicious. You made a certain remarkable discovery, eh, Fetherston?

The novelist started. At what did his friend hint? Was it possible that the inquiries had led to a suspicion of Sir Hughs criminal conduct? The very thought appalled him.

I — well, in the course of the inquiries I made I found that the lady in question was greatly attached to the dead man, replied Fetherston rather lamely.

Trendall smiled. It was to Enid Orlebar that Harry sent when he felt his fatal seizure. Instead of sending for a doctor, he sent Barker to her, and she at once flew to his side, but, alas! too late to remedy the harm she had already caused. When she arrived he was dead!

Fetherston was silent. He saw that the inquiries made by the Criminal Investigation Department had led to exactly the same conclusion that he himself had formed.

This is a most distressing thought — that Enid Orlebar is a murderess! he declared after a moments pause.

It is — I admit. Yet we cannot close our eyes to such outstanding facts, my dear chap. Depend upon it that there is something behind the poor fellows death of which we have no knowledge. In his death your friend Miss Orlebar sought safety. The letter he wrote to her a week before his assassination is sufficient evidence of that.

A letter! gasped Fetherston. Is there one in existence?

Yes; it is in our possession; it reveals the existence of the secret.

But what was its nature? cried Fetherston in dismay. What terrible secret could there possibly be that could only be preserved by Bellairs silence?

Thats just the puzzle we have to solve — just the very point which has mystified us all along.

And then he turned to his correspondence again, opening his letters one after the other — letters which, addressed to a box at the General Post Office in the City, contained secret information from various unsuspected quarters at home and abroad.

Suddenly, in order to change the topic of conversation, which he knew was painful to Walter Fetherston, he mentioned the excellence of the opera at Covent Garden on the previous night. And afterwards he referred to an article in that days paper which dealt with the idea of obtaining exclusive political intelligence through spirit-bureaux. Then, speaking of the labour unrest, Trendall pronounced his opinion as follows:

The whole situation would be ludicrous were it not urged so persistently as to be a menace not so much in this country, where we know too well the temperaments of its sponsors, but abroad, where public opinion, imperfectly instructed, may imagine it represents a serious national feeling. The continuance of it is an intolerable negation of civilisation; it is supported by no public men of credit; it has been disproved again and again. Ridicule may be left to give the menace the coup de grâce! And this, he laughed, in face of what you and I know, eh? Ah! how long will the British public be lulled to sleep by anonymous scribblers?

One day theyll have a rude awakening, declared Fetherston, still thinking, however, of that letter of the dead man to Enid. I wonder, he added, I wonder who inspires these denials? We know, of course, that each time anything against enemy interests appears in a certain section of the Press there arises a ready army of letter-writers who rush into print and append their names to assurances that the enemy is nowadays our best friend. Those patriotic Englishmen are, many of them, in high positions.

When responsible papers wilfully mislead the public, what can be expected? Walter went on. But, he added after a pause, we did not arrive at any definite conclusion regarding the tragic death of Bellairs. What about that letter of his?

Trendall was thoughtful for a few minutes.

My conclusion — the only one that can be formed, he answered at last, disregarding his friends question— is that Enid Orlebar is the guilty person; and before long I hope to be in possession of that secret which she strove by her crime to suppress — a secret which I feel convinced we shall discover to be one of an amazing character.

Walter stood motionless as a statue.

Surely Bellairs had not died by Enids hand!


CHAPTER XXV

AT THE CAFÉ DE PARIS
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IT WAS IN the early days of January — damp and foggy in England.

Walter Fetherston sat idling on the terrasse of the Café de Paris in Monte Carlo sipping a mazagran, basking in the afternoon sunshine, and listening to the music of the Rumanian Orchestra.

Around him everywhere was the gay cosmopolitan world of the tables — that giddy little after-the-war financier and profiteer world which amuses itself on the Côte dAzur, and in which he was such a well-known figure.

So many successive seasons had he passed there before 1914 that across at the rooms the attendants and croupiers knew him as an habitué, and he was always granted the carte blanche — the white card of the professional gambler. With nearly half the people he met he had a nodding acquaintance, for friendships are easily formed over the tapis vert — and as easily dropped.

Preferring the fresher air of Nice, he made his headquarters at the Hôtel Royal on the world-famed promenade, and came over to Monte daily by the rapide.

Much had occurred since that autumn morning when he had stood with Herbert Trendall in the big room at New Scotland Yard, much that had puzzled him, much that had held him in fear lest the ghastly truth concerning Sir Hugh should be revealed.

His own activity had been, perhaps, unparalleled. The strain of such constant travel and continual excitement would have broken most men; but he possessed an iron constitution, and though he spent weeks on end in trains and steamboats, it never affected him in the least. He could snatch sleep at any time, and he could write anywhere.

Whether or not Enid had guessed the reason of his urgent appeal to her not to pass through France, she had nevertheless managed to excuse herself; but a week after Mrs. Caldwells departure she had travelled alone by the Harwich-Antwerp route, evidently much to the annoyance of the alert doctor of Pimlico.

Walter had impressed upon her the desirability of not entering France — without, however, giving any plain reason. He left her to guess.

Through secret sources in Paris he had learnt how poor Paul Le Pontois was still awaiting trial. In order not to excite public opinion, the matter was being kept secret by the French authorities, and it had been decided that the inquiry should be held with closed doors.

A week after his arrest the French police received additional evidence against him in the form of a cryptic telegram addressed to the Château, an infamous and easily deciphered message which, no doubt, had been sent with the distinct purpose of strengthening the amazing charge against him. He protested entire ignorance of the sender and of the meaning of the message, but his accusers would not accept any disclaimer. So cleverly, indeed, had the message been worded that at the Sûreté it was believed to refer to the price he had received for certain bundles of spurious notes.

Without a doubt the scandalous telegram had been sent at Weirmarshs instigation by one of his friends in order to influence the authorities in Paris.

So far as the doctor was concerned he was ever active in receiving reports from his cosmopolitan friends abroad. But since his quarrel with Sir Hugh he had ceased to visit Hill Street, and had, apparently, dropped the old generals acquaintance.

Sir Hugh was congratulating himself at the easy solution of the difficulty, but Walter, seated at that little marble-topped table in the winter sunshine, knowing Weirmarshs character, remained in daily apprehension.

The exciting life he led in assisting to watch those whom Scotland Yard suspected was as nothing compared with the constant fear of the unmasking of Sir Hugh Elcombe. Doctor Weirmarsh was an enemy, and a formidable one.

The mystery concerning the death of Bellairs had increased rather than diminished. Each step he had taken in the inquiry only plunged him deeper and deeper into an inscrutable problem. He had devoted weeks to endeavouring to solve the mystery, but it remained, alas! inscrutable.

Enid and Mrs. Caldwell had altered their plans, and had gone to Sicily instead of to Egypt, first visiting Palermo and Syracuse, and were at the moment staying at the popular San Domenico at Taormina, amid that gem of Mediterranean scenery. Sir Hugh and his wife, much upset by Blanches sudden arrival in London, had not gone abroad that winter, but had remained at Hill Street to comfort Pauls wife and child.

As for Walter, he had of late been wandering far afield, in Petrograd, Geneva, Rome, Florence, Málaga, and for the past week had been at Monte Carlo. He was not there wholly for pleasure, for, if the truth be told, there were seated at the farther end of the terrasse a smartly dressed man and a woman in whom he had for the past month been taking a very keen interest.

This pair, of Swiss nationality, he had watched in half a dozen Continental cities, gradually establishing his suspicions as to their real occupation.

They had come to Monte Carlo for neither health nor pleasure, but in order to meet a grey-haired man in spectacles, whom they received twice in private at the Métropole, where they were staying.

The Englishman had first seen them sitting together one evening at one of the marble-topped tables at the Café Royal in Regent Street, while he had been idly playing a game of dominoes at the next table with an American friend. The face of the man was to him somehow familiar. He felt that he had seen it somewhere, but whether in a photograph in his big album down at Idsworth or in the flesh he could not decide.

Yet from that moment he had hardly lost sight of them. With that astuteness which was Fetherstons chief characteristic, he had watched vigilantly and patiently, establishing the fact that the pair were in England for some sinister purpose. His powers were little short of marvellous. He really seemed, as Trendall once put it, to scent the presence of criminals as pigs scent truffles.

They suddenly left the Midland Hotel at St. Pancras, where they were staying, and crossed the Channel. But the same boat carried Walter Fetherston, who took infinite care not to obtrude himself upon their attention.

Monte Carlo, being in the principality of Monaco, and being peopled by the most cosmopolitan crowd in the whole world, is in winter the recognised meeting-place of chevaliers dindustrie and those who finance and control great crimes.

In the big atrium of those stifling rooms many an assassin has met his hirer, and in many of those fine hotels have bribes been handed over to those who will do dirty work. It is the European exchange of criminality, for both sexes know it to be a safe place where they may accidentally meet the person controlling them.

It is safe to say that in every code used by the criminal plotters of every country in Europe there is a cryptic word which signifies a meeting at Monte Carlo. For that reason was Walter Fetherston much given to idling on the sunny terrasse of the café at a point where he could see every person who ascended or descended that flight of red-carpeted stairs which gives entrance to the rooms.

The pair whom he was engaged in watching had been playing at roulette with five-franc pieces, and the woman was now counting her gains and laughing gaily with her husband as she slowly sipped her tea flavoured with orange-flower water. They were in ignorance of the presence of that lynx-eyed man in grey flannels and straw hat who smoked his cigarette leisurely and appeared to be so intensely bored.

No second glance at Fetherston was needed to ascertain that he was a most thorough-going cosmopolitan. He usually wore his pale-grey felt hat at a slight angle, and had the air of the easy-going adventurer, debonair and unscrupulous. But in his case his appearance was not a true index to his character, for in reality he was a steady, hard-headed, intelligent man, the very soul of honour, and, above all, a man of intense patriotism — an Englishman to the backbone. Still, he cultivated his easy-going cosmopolitanism to pose as a careless adventurer.

Presently the pair rose, and, crossing the palm-lined place, entered the casino; while Walter, finishing his mazagran, lit a fresh cigarette, and took a turn along the front of the casino in order to watch the pigeon-shooting.

The winter sun was sinking into the tideless sea in all its gold-and-orange glory as he stood leaning over the stone balustrade watching the splendid marksmanship of one of the crack shots of Europe. He waited until the contest had ended, then he descended and took the rapide back to Nice for dinner.

At nine oclock he returned to Monte Carlo, and again ascended the station lift, as was his habit, for a stroll through the rooms and a chat and drink with one or other of his many friends. He looked everywhere for the Swiss pair in whom he was so interested, but in vain. Probably they had gone over to Nice to spend the evening, he thought. But as the night wore on and they did not return by the midnight train — the arrival of which he watched — he strolled back to the Métropole and inquired for them at the bureau of the hotel.

Msieur and Madame Granier left by the Mediterranean express for Paris at seven-fifteen this evening, replied the clerk, who knew Walter very well.

What address did they leave? he inquired, annoyed at the neat manner in which they had escaped his vigilance.

They left no address, msieur. They received a telegram just after six oclock recalling them to Paris immediately. Fortunately, there was one two-berth compartment vacant on the train.

Walter turned away full of chagrin. He had been foolish to lose sight of them. His only course was to return to Nice, pack his traps, and follow to Paris in the ordinary rapide at eight oclock next morning. And this was the course he pursued.

But Paris is a big place, and though he searched for two whole weeks, going hither and thither to all places where the foreign visitors mostly congregate, he saw nothing of the interesting pair. Therefore, full of disappointment, he crossed one afternoon to Folkestone, and that night again found himself in his dingy chambers in Holles Street.

Next day he called upon Sir Hugh, and found him in much better spirits. Lady Elcombe told him that Enid had written expressing herself delighted with her season in Sicily, and saying that both she and Mrs. Caldwell were very pleased that they had adopted his suggestion of going there instead of to overcrowded Cairo.

As he sat with Sir Hugh and his wife in that pretty drawing-room he knew so well the old general suddenly said: I suppose, Fetherston, you are still taking as keen an interest in the latest mysteries of crime — eh?

Yes, Sir Hugh. As you know, Ive written a good deal upon the subject.

Ive read a good many of your books and articles, of course, exclaimed the old officer. Upon many points I entirely agree with you, he said. There is a curious case in the papers to-day. Have you seen it? A young girl found mysteriously shot dead near Hitchin.

No, I havent, was Walters reply. He was not at all interested. He was thinking of something of far greater interest.


CHAPTER XXVI

WHICH IS PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL
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AT ELEVEN OCLOCK next morning Fetherston stood in Trendalls room at Scotland Yard reporting to him the suspicious movements of Monsieur and Madame Granier.

His friend leaned back in his padded chair listening while the keen-faced man in pince-nez related all the facts, and in doing so showed how shrewd and astute he had been.

Then they are just what we thought, remarked the chief.

Without a doubt. In Monte Carlo they received further instructions from somebody. They went to Paris, and there I lost them.

Trendall smiled, for he saw how annoyed his friend was at their escape.

Well, you certainly clung on to them, he said. When you first told me your suspicions I confess I was inclined to disagree with you. You merely met them casually in Regent Street. What made you suspicious?

One very important incident — Weirmarsh came in with another man, and, in passing, nodded to Granier. That set me thinking.

But you do not know of any actual dealings with the doctor?

I know of none, replied Walter. Still, Im very sick that, after all my pains, they should have escaped to Paris so suddenly.

Never mind, said Trendall. If they are what we suspect we shall pick them up again before long, no doubt. Now look here, he added. Read that! Its just come in. As you know, any foreigner who takes a house in certain districts nowadays is reported to us by the local police.

Fetherston took the big sheet of blue official paper which the police official handed to him, and found that it was the copy of a confidential report made by the Superintendent of Police at Maldon, in Essex, and read as follows:

I, William Warden, Superintendent of Police for the Borough of Maldon, desire to report to the Commissioner of Metropolitan Police the following statement from Sergeant S. Deacon, Essex Constabulary, stationed at Southminster, which is as below:

On Friday, the thirteenth of September last, a gentleman, evidently a foreigner, was sent by Messrs. Hare and James, estate agents, of Malden, to view the house known as The Yews, at Asheldham, in the vicinity of Southminster, and agreed to take it for three years in order to start a poultry farm. The tenant entered into possession a week later, when one vanload of furniture arrived from London. Two days later three other vanloads arrived late in the evening, and were unpacked in the stable-yard at dawn. The tenant, whose name is Bailey — but whose letters come addressed Baily, and are mostly from Belgium — lived there alone for a fortnight, and was afterwards joined by a foreign man-servant named Pietro, who is believed to be an Italian. Though more than three months have elapsed, and I have kept observation upon the house — a large one, standing in its own grounds — I have seen no sign of poultry farming, and therefore deem it a matter for a report. — Samuel Deacon, Sergeant, Essex Constabulary.

Curious! remarked Walter, when he had finished reading it.

Yes, said Trendall. There may be nothing in it.

It should be inquired into! declared Walter. Ill take Summers and go down there to have a look round, if you like.

I wish you would, said the chief. Ill phone Summers to meet you at Liverpool Street Station, he added, turning to the railway guide. Theres a train at one forty-five. Will that suit you?

Yes. Tell him to meet me at Liverpool Street — and well see who this Mr. Baily really is.

When, shortly after half-past one, the novelist walked on to the platform at Liverpool Street he was approached by a narrow-faced, middle-aged man in a blue serge suit who presented the appearance of a ships engineer on leave.

As they sat together in a first-class compartment Fetherston explained to his friend the report made by the police officer at Southminster — the next station to Burnham-on-Crouch — whereupon Summers remarked: The doctor has been down this way once or twice of late. I wonder if he goes to pay this Mr. Baily, or Bailey, a visit?

Perhaps, laughed Walter. We shall see.

The railway ended at Southminster, but on alighting they had little difficulty in finding the small police station, where the local sergeant of police awaited them, having been warned by telephone.

Well, gentlemen, said the red-faced man, spreading his big hands on his knees as they sat together in a back room, Mr. Bailey aint at home just now. Hes away a lot. The house is a big one — not too big for the four vanloads of furniture wot came down from London.

Has he made any friends in the district, do you know?

No, not exactly. E often goes and as a drink at the Bridgewick Arms at Burnham, close by the coastguard station.

Walter exchanged a meaning glance with his assistant.

Does he receive any visitors?

Very few — hes away such a lot. A woman comes down to see him sometimes — his sister, they say she is.

What kind of a woman?

Oh, shes a lady about thirty-five — beautifully dressed always. She generally comes in a dark-green motor-car, which she drives herself. She was a lady driver during the war.

Do you know her name?

Miss Bailey. Shes a foreigner, of course.

Any other visitors? asked Fetherston, in his quick, impetuous way, as he polished his pince-nez.

One day, very soon after Mr. Bailey took the house, I was on duty at Southminster Station in the forenoon, and a gentleman and lady arrived and asked how far it was to The Yews, at Asheldham. I directed them the way to walk over by Newmoor and across the brook. Then I slipped ome, got into plain clothes, and went along after them by the footpath.

Why did you do that? asked Summers.

Because I wanted to find out something about this foreigners visitors. I read at headquarters at Maldon the new instructions about reporting all foreigners who took houses, and I wanted to — —

To show that you were on the alert, eh, Deacon? laughed the novelist good-humouredly, and he lit a cigarette.

Thats so, sir, replied the big, red-faced man. Well, I took a short cut over to The Yews, and got there ten minutes before they did. I hid in the hedge on the north side of the house, and saw that as soon as they walked up the drive Mr. Bailey rushed out to welcome them. The lady seemed very nervous, I thought. I know she was an English lady, because she spoke to me at the station.

What were they like? inquired Summers. Describe both of them.

Well, the man, as far as I can recollect, was about fifty or so, grey-faced, dark-eyed, wearin a heavy overcoat with astrachan collar and cuffs. He had light grey suède gloves, and carried a gold-mounted malacca cane with a curved handle. The woman was quite young — not moren twenty, I should think — and very good-lookin. She wore a neat tailor-made dress of brown cloth, and a small black velvet hat with a big gold buckle. She had a greyish fur around her neck, with a muff to match, and carried a small, dark green leather bag.

Walter stood staring at the speaker. The description was exactly that of Weirmarsh and Enid Orlebar. The doctor often wore an astrachan-trimmed overcoat, while both dress and hat were the same which Enid had worn three months ago!

He made a few quick inquiries of the red-faced sergeant, but the mans replies only served to convince him that Enid had actually been a visitor at the mysterious house.

You did not discover their names?

The young lady addressed her companion as Doctor. Thats all I know, was the officers reply. For that reason I was rather inclined to think that I was on the wrong scent. The man was perhaps, after all, only a doctor who had come down to see his patient.

Perhaps so, remarked Walter mechanically. You say Mr. Bailey is not at home to-day, so well just run over and have a look round. Youd better come with us, sergeant.

Very well, sir. But I ear as how Mr. Bailey is comin home this evenin. I met Pietro in the Railway Inn at Southminster the night before last, and casually asked when his master was comin home, as I wanted to see im for a subscription for our police concert, and e told me that the signore — thats what e called him — was comin home to-night.

Good! Then, after a look round the place, we hope to have the pleasure of seeing this mysterious foreigner who comes here to the Dengie Marshes to make a living out of fowl-keeping. And Walter smiled meaningly at his companion.

Ten minutes later, after the sergeant had changed into plain clothes, the trio set out along the flat, muddy road for Asheldham.

But as they were walking together, after passing Northend, a curious thing happened.

Summers started back suddenly and nudged the novelists arm without a word.

Fetherston, looking in the direction indicated, halted, utterly staggered by what met his gaze.

It was inexplicable — incredible! He looked again, scarcely believing his own eyes, for what he saw made plain a ghastly truth.

He stood rigid, staring straight before him.

Was it possible that at last he was actually within measurable distance of the solution of the mystery?


CHAPTER XXVII

THE RESULT OF INVESTIGATION
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AS THE EXPECTANT trio had come round the bend in the road they saw in front of them, walking alone, a young lady in a short tweed suit with hat to match.

The gown was of a peculiar shade of grey, and by her easy, swinging gait and the graceful carriage of her head Walter Fetherston instantly recognised that there before him, all unconscious of his presence, was the girl he believed to be still in Sicily — Enid Orlebar!

He looked again, to satisfy himself that he was not mistaken. Then, drawing back, lest her attention should be attracted by their footsteps, he motioned to his companions to retreat around the bend and thus out of her sight.

Now, he said, addressing them, there is some deep mystery here. That lady must not know we are here.

Youve recognised her, sir? asked Summers, who had on several previous occasions assisted him.

Yes, was the novelists hard reply. She is here with some mysterious object. You mustnt approach The Yews till dark.

Mr. Bailey will then be at home, sir, remarked the sergeant. I thought you wished to explore the place before he arrived?

Walter paused. He saw that Enid could not be on her way to visit Bailey, if he were not at home. So he suggested that Summers, whom she did not know, should go forward and watch her movements, while he and the sergeant should proceed to the house of suspicion.

Arranging to meet later, the officer from Scotland Yard lit his pipe and strolled quickly forward around the bend to follow the girl in grey, while the other two halted to allow them to get on ahead.

Have you ever seen that lady down here before, sergeant? asked Walter presently.

Yes, sir. If I dont make a mistake, it is the same lady who asked me the way to The Yews soon after Mr. Bailey took the house — the lady who came with the man whom she addressed as Doctor!

Are you quite certain of this?

Not quite certain. She was dressed differently, in brown — with a different hat and a veil.

They came only on that one occasion, eh?

Only that once, sir.

But why, I wonder, is she going to The Yews? Pietro, you say, went up to London this morning?

Yes, sir, by the nine-five. And the house is locked up — shes evidently unaware of that.

No doubt. Shell go there, and, finding nobody at home, turn away disappointed. She must not see us.

Well take good care of that, sir, laughed the local sergeant breezily, as he left his companions side and crossed the road so that he could see the bend. Why! he exclaimed, she aint goin to Asheldham after all! Shes taken the footpath to the left that leads into Steeple! Evidently she knows the road!

Then we are free to go straight along to The Yews, eh? Shes making a call in the vicinity. I wonder where shes going?

Your friend will ascertain that, said the sergeant. Lets get along to The Yews and ave a peep round.

Therefore the pair, now that Enid was sufficiently far ahead along a footpath which led under a high, bare hedge, went forth again down the high road until, after crossing the brook, they turned to the right into Asheldham village, where, half-way between that place and New Hall, they turned up a short by-road, a cul-de-sac, at the end of which a big, old-fashioned, red-brick house of the days of Queen Anne, half hidden by a belt of high Scotch firs, came into view.

Shut off from the by-road by a high, time-mellowed brick wall, it stood back lonely and secluded in about a couple of acres of well wooded ground. From a big, rusty iron gate the ill-kept, gravelled drive took a broad sweep up to the front of the house, a large, roomy one with square, inartistic windows and plain front, the ugliness of which the ivy strove to hide.

In the grey light of that wintry afternoon the place looked inexpressibly dismal and neglected. Years ago it had, no doubt, been the residence of some well-to-do county family; but in these twentieth-century post-war days, having been empty for nearly ten years, it had gone sadly to rack and ruin.

The lawns had become weedy, the carriage-drive was, in places, green with moss, like the sills of the windows and the high-pitched, tiled roof itself. In the centre of the lawn, before the house, stood four great ancient yews, while all round were high box hedges, now, alas! neglected, untrimmed and full of holes.

The curtains were of the commonest kind, while the very steps leading to the front door were grey with lichen and strewn with wisps of straw. The whole aspect was one of neglect, of decay, of mystery.

The two men, opening the creaking iron gate, advanced boldly to the door, an excuse ready in case Pietro opened it.

They knocked loudly, but there was no response. Their summons echoed through the big hall, causing Walter to remark:

There cant be much furniture inside, judging from the sound.

Four motor vanloads came here, responded the sergeant. The first was in a plain van.

You did not discover whence it came?

I asked the driver down at the inn at Southminster, and he told me that they came from the Trinity Furnishing Company, Peckham. But, on making inquiries, I found that he lied; there is no such company in Peckham.

You saw the furniture unloaded?

I was about here when the first lot came. When the other three vans arrived I was away on my annual leave, was the sergeants reply.

Again they knocked, but no one came to the door. A terrier approached, but he proved friendly, therefore they proceeded to make an inspection of the empty stabling and disused outbuildings.

Three old hen-coops were the only signs of poultry-farming they could discover, and these, placed in a conspicuous position in the big, paved yard, were without feathered occupants.

There were three doors by which the house could be entered, and all of them Walter tried and found locked. Therefore, noticing in the rubbish-heap some stray pieces of paper, he at once turned his attention to what he discovered were fragments of a torn letter. It was written in French, and, apparently, had reference to certain securities held by the tenant of The Yews.

But as only a small portion of the destroyed communication could be found, its purport was not very clear, and the name and address of the writer could not be ascertained.

Yet it had already been proved without doubt that the mysterious tenant of the dismal old place — the man who posed as a poultry-farmer — had had as visitors Dr. Weirmarsh and Enid Orlebar!

For a full half-hour, while the red-faced sergeant kept watch at the gate, Walter Fetherston continued to investigate that rubbish-heap, which showed signs of having been burning quite recently, for most of the scraps of paper were charred at their edges.

The sodden remains of many letters he withdrew and tried to read, but the scraps gave no tangible result, and he was just about to relinquish his search when his eye caught a scrap of bright blue notepaper of a familiar hue. It was half burned, and blurred by the rain, but at the corner he recognised some embossing in dark blue — familiar embossing it was — of part of the address in Hill Street!

The paper was that used habitually by Enid Orlebar, and upon it was a date, two months before, and the single word over in her familiar handwriting.

He took his stout walking-stick, in reality a sword-case, and frantically searched for other scraps, but could find none. One tiny portion only had been preserved from the flames — paraffin having been poured over the heap to render it the more inflammable. But that scrap in itself was sufficient proof that Enid had written to the mysterious tenant of The Yews.

Well, he said at last, approaching the sergeant, do you think the coast is clear enough?

For what?

To get a glimpse inside. Theres a good deal more mystery here than we imagine, depend upon it! Walter exclaimed.

Master and man will return by the same train, I expect, unless they come back in a motor-car. If they come by train they wont be here till well past eight, so well have at least three hours by ourselves.

Walter Fetherston glanced around. Twilight was fast falling.

Itll be dark inside, but Ive brought my electric torch, he said. Theres a kitchen window with an ordinary latch.

Thats no use. There are iron bars, declared the sergeant. I examined it the other day. The small staircase window at the side is the best means of entry. And he took the novelist round and showed him a long narrow window about five feet from the ground.

Walters one thought was of Enid. Why had she written to that mysterious foreigner? Why had she visited there? Why, indeed, was she back in England surreptitiously, and in that neighbourhood?

The short winters afternoon was nearly at an end as they stood contemplating the window prior to breaking in — for Walter Fetherston felt justified in breaking the law in order to examine the interior of that place.

In the dark branches of the trees the wind whistled mournfully, and the scudding clouds were precursory of rain.

Great Scott! exclaimed Walter. This isnt a particularly cheerful abode, is it, sergeant?

No, sir, if I lived ere Id have the blues in a week, laughed the man. I cant think ow Mr. Bailey employs is time.

Poultry-farming, laughed Fetherston, as, standing on tiptoe, he examined the window-latch by flashing on the electric torch.

No good! he declared. Theres a shutter covered with new sheet-iron behind.

It doesnt show through the curtain, exclaimed Deacon.

But its there. Our friend is evidently afraid of burglars.

From window to window they passed, but the mystery was considerably increased by the discovery that at each of those on the ground floor were iron-faced shutters, though so placed as not to be noticeable behind the windows, which were entirely covered with cheap curtain muslin.

Thats funny! exclaimed the sergeant. Ive never examined them with a light before.

They have all been newly strengthened, declared Fetherston. On the other side I expect there are strips of steel placed lattice-wise, a favourite device of foreigners. Mr. Bailey, he added, evidently has no desire that any intruder should gain access to his residence.

What shall we do? asked Deacon, for it was now rapidly growing dark.

A thought had suddenly occurred to Walter that perhaps Enids intention was to make a call there, after all.

Our only way to obtain entrance is, I think, by one of the upper windows, replied the man whose very life was occupied by the investigation of mysteries. In the laundry I noticed a ladder. Let us go and get it.

So the ladder, a rather rotten and insecure one, was obtained, and after some difficulty placed against the wall. It would not, however, reach to the windows, as first intended, therefore Walter mounted upon the slippery, moss-grown tiles of a wing of the house, and after a few moments exploration discovered a skylight which proved to be over the head of the servants staircase.

This he lifted, and, fixing around a chimney-stack a strong silk rope he had brought in his pocket ready for any emergency, he threw it down the opening, and quickly lowered himself through.

Scarcely had he done so, and was standing on the uncarpeted stairs, when his quick ear caught the sound of Deacons footsteps receding over the gravel around to the front of the house.

Then, a second later, he heard a loud challenge from the gloom in a mans voice that was unfamiliar:

Whos there?

There was no reply. Walter listened with bated breath.

What are you doing there? cried the new-comer in a voice in which was a marked foreign accent. Speak! speak! or Ill shoot!


CHAPTER XXVIII

THE SECRET OF THE LONELY HOUSE
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WALTER DID NOT move. He realised that a contretemps had occurred. The ladder still leaning against the wall outside would reveal his intrusion. Yet, at last inside, he intended, at all hazards, to explore the place and learn the reason why the mysterious stranger had started that poultry farm.

He was practically in the dark, fearing to flash on his torch lest he should be discovered.

Was it possible that Bailey or his Italian manservant had unexpectedly returned!

Those breathless moments seemed hours.

Suddenly he heard a second challenge. The challenger used a fierce Italian oath, and by it he knew that it was Pietro.

In reply, a shot rang out — evidently from the sergeants pistol, followed by another sharp report, and still another. This action showed the man Deacon to be a shrewd person, for the effect was exactly as he had intended. The Italian servant turned on his heel and flew for his life down the drive, shouting in his native tongue for help and for the police.

Madonna santa! he yelled. Who are you here? he demanded in Italian. Ill go to the police!

And in terror he rushed off down the road.

All right, sir, cried the sergeant, after the servant had disappeared. Ive given the fellow a good fright. Be quick and have a look round, sir. You can be out again before he raises the alarm!

In an instant Walter flashed on his torch and, dashing down the stairs, crossed the kitchen and found himself in the hall. From room to room he rushed, but found only two rooms on the ground floor furnished — a sitting-room, which had been the original dining-room, while in the study was a chair-bed, most probably where Pietro slept.

On the table lay a heavy revolver, fully loaded, and this Fetherston quickly transferred to his jacket pocket.

Next moment he dashed up the old well staircase two steps at a time and entered room after room. Only one was furnished — the tenants bedroom. In it he found a number of suits of clothes, while on the dressing-table lay a false moustache, evidently for disguise. A small writing-table was set in the window, and upon it was strewn a quantity of papers.

As he flashed his torch round he was amazed to see, arranged upon a neat deal table in a corner, some curious-looking machinery which looked something like printing-presses. But they were a mystery to him.

The discovery was a strange one. What it meant he did not then realise. There seemed to be quite a quantity of apparatus and machinery. It was this which had been conveyed there in those furniture vans of the Trinity Furnishing Company.

He heard Deacons voice calling again. Therefore, having satisfied himself as to the nature of the contents of that neglected old house, he ascended the stone steps into the passage which led through a faded green-baize door into the main hall.

As he entered he heard voices in loud discussion. Sergeant Deacon and the servant Pietro had met face to face.

The Italian had evidently aroused the villagers in Asheldham, for there were sounds of many voices of men out on the gravelled drive.

I came up here a quarter of an hour ago, the Italian cried excitedly in his broken English, and somebody fired at me. They tried to kill me!

But who? asked Deacon in pretended ignorance. He was uncertain what to do, Mr. Fetherston being still within the house and the ladder, his only means of escape, still standing against a side wall.

Thieves! cried the man, his foreign accent more pronounced in his excitement. I challenged them, and they fired at me. I am glad that you, a police sergeant, are here.

So am I, cried Walter Fetherston, suddenly throwing open the front door and standing before the knot of alarmed villagers, though it was so dark that they could not recognise who he was. Deacon, he added authoritatively, arrest that foreigner.

Diavolo! Who are you? demanded the Italian angrily.

You will know in due course, replied Fetherston. Then, turning to the crowd, he added: Gentlemen, I came here with Sergeant Deacon to search this house. He will tell you whether that statement is true or not.

Quite, declared the breezy sergeant, who already had the Italian by the collar and coat-sleeve. It was I who fired — to frighten him off!

At this the crowd laughed. They had no liking for foreigners of any sort after the war, and were really secretly pleased to see that the sergeant had taken him up.

But what for? they asked themselves. Why had the police searched The Yews? Mr. Bailey was a quiet, inoffensive man, very free with his money to everybody around.

Jack Beard, cried Deacon to a man in the crowd, just go down to Asheldham and telephone to Superintendent Warden at Maldon. Ask him to send me over three men at once, will you?

All right, Sam, was the prompt reply, and the man went off, while the sergeant took the resentful Italian into the house to await an escort.

Deacon called the assistance of two men and invited them in. Then, while they mounted guard over the prisoner, Fetherston addressed the little knot of amazed men who had been alarmed by the Italians statement.

Listen, gentlemen, he said. We shall in a couple of hours time expect the return of Mr. Bailey, the tenant of this house. There is a very serious charge against him. I therefore put everyone of you upon your honour to say no word of what has occurred here to-night — not until Mr. Bailey arrives. I should prefer you all to remain here and wait; otherwise, if a word be dropped at Southminster, he may turn back and fly from justice.

Whats the charge, sir? asked one man, a bearded old labourer.

A very serious one, was Walters evasive reply.

Then, after a pause, they all agreed to wait and witness the dramatic arrest of the man who was charged with some mysterious offence. Speculation was rife as to what it would be, and almost every crime in the calendar was cited as likely.

Meanwhile Fetherston, returning to the barely-furnished sitting-room, interrogated Pietro in Italian, but only obtained sullen answers. A loaded revolver had been found upon him by Deacon, and promptly confiscated.

I have already searched the place, Walter said to the prisoner, and I know what it contains.

But in response the man who had posed as servant, but who, with his master, was the custodian of the place, only grinned and gave vent to muttered imprecations in Italian.

Fetherston afterwards left the small assembly and made examination of some bedrooms he had not yet inspected. In three of these, the locks of which he broke open, he discovered quantities of interesting papers, together with another mysterious-looking press.

While trying to decide what it all meant he suddenly heard a great shouting and commotion outside, and ran down to the door to ascertain its cause.

As he opened it he saw that in the darkness the crowd outside had grown excited.

Ere you are, sir, cried one man, ascending the steps. Ere are two visitors. We found em comin up the road, and, seein us, they tried to get away!

Walter held up a hurricane lantern which he had found and lit, when its dim, uncertain light fell upon the two prisoners in the crowd.

Behind stood Summers, while before him, to Fetherstons utter amazement, showed Enid Orlebar, pale and terrified, and the grey, sinister face of Doctor Weirmarsh.


CHAPTER XXIX

CONTAINS SOME STARTLING STATEMENTS
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ENID, RECOGNISING WALTER, shrank back instantly in fear and shame, while Weirmarsh started at that unexpected meeting with the man whom he knew to be his bitterest and most formidable opponent.

The small crowd of excited onlookers, ignorant of the true facts, but their curiosity aroused by the unusual circumstances, had prevented the pair from turning back and making a hurried escape.

Enid! exclaimed Fetherston, as the girl reluctantly crossed the threshold with downcast head, what is the meaning of this? Why are you paying a visit to this house at such an hour?

Ah, Walter, she cried, her small, gloved hands clenched with a sudden outburst of emotion, be patient and hear me! I will tell you everything — everything!

You wont, growled the doctor sharply. If you do, by Gad! it will be the worse for you! So youd best keep a silent tongue — otherwise you know the consequences. I shall now tell the truth — and you wont like that!

She drew back in terror of the man who held such an extraordinary influence over her. She had grasped Fetherstons hand convulsively, but at Weirmarshs threat she had released her hold and was standing in the hall, pale, rigid and staring.

Summers, exclaimed Fetherston, turning to his companion, you know this person, eh?

Yes, sir, I should rather think I do, replied the man, with a grin.

Well, detain him for the present, and take your instructions from London.

You have no power or right to detain me, declared the grey-faced doctor in quick defiance. You are not a police officer!

No, but this is a police officer, Fetherston replied, indicating Summers, and adding: Sergeant, I give that man into custody.

The sergeant advanced and laid his big hand upon the doctors shoulder, telling him to consider himself under arrest.

But this is abominable — outrageous! Weirmarsh cried, shaking him off. Ive committed no offence.

That is a matter for later consideration, calmly replied the man who had devoted so much of his time and money to the investigation of mysteries of crime.

In one of the bare bedrooms upstairs Fetherston had, in examining one of the well made hand-presses set up there, found beside it a number of one-pound Treasury notes. In curiosity he took one up, and found it to be in an unfinished state. It was printed in green, without the brown colouring. Yet it was perfect as regards the paper and printing — even to its black serial number.

Next second the truth flashed upon him. The whole apparatus, presses and everything, had been set up there to print the war paper currency of Great Britain!

In the room adjoining he had seen bundles of slips of similar paper, all neatly packed in elastic bands, and waiting the final process of colouring and toning. One bundle had only the Houses of Parliament printed; the other side was blank. He saw in a flash that the placing in circulation of such a huge quantity of Treasury notes, amounting to hundreds of thousands of pounds, must seriously damage the credit of the nation.

For a few seconds he held an unfinished note in his hand examining it, and deciding that the imitation was most perfect. It deceived him and would undoubtedly deceive any bank-teller.

In those rooms it was plain that various processes had been conducted, from the manipulation of the watermark, by a remarkably ingenious process, right down to the finished one-pound note, so well done that not even an expert could detect the forgery. There were many French one-hundred-franc notes as well.

The whole situation was truly astounding. Again the thought hammered home: such a quantity of paper in circulation must affect the national finances of Britain. And at the head of the band who were printing and circulating those spurious notes was the mysterious medical man who carried on his practice in Pimlico!

The scene within the sparsely furnished house containing those telltale presses was indeed a weird one.

Somebody had found a cheap paraffin lamp and lit it in the sitting-room, where they were all assembled, the front door having been closed.

It was apparent that Pietro was no stranger to the doctor and his fair companion, but both men were highly resentful that they had been so entrapped.

Doctor Weirmarsh, exclaimed Fetherston seriously, as he stood before him, I have just examined this house and have ascertained what it contains.

Youve told him! cried the man, turning fiercely upon Enid. You have betrayed me! Ah! It will be the worse for you — and for your family, he added harshly. You will see! I shall now reveal the truth concerning your stepfather, and you and your family will be held up to opprobrium throughout the whole length and breadth of your land.

Enid did not reply. She was pale as death, her face downcast, her lips white as marble. She knew, alas! that Weirmarsh, now that he was cornered, would not spare her.

There was a pause — a very painful pause.

Everyone next instant listened to a noise which sounded outside. As it grew nearer it grew more distinct — the whir of an approaching motor-car.

It pulled up suddenly before the door, and a moment later the old bell clanged loudly through the half-empty house.

Fetherston left the room, and going to the door, threw it open, when yet another surprise awaited him.

Upon the steps stood four men in thick overcoats, all of whom Walter instantly recognised.

With Trendall stood Sir Hugh Elcombe, while their companions were two detective-inspectors from Scotland Yard.

Hallo! — Fetherston! gasped Trendall. I — I expected to find Weirmarsh here! What has happened?

The doctor is already here, was the others quick reply. I have found some curious things in this place! Secret printing-presses for forged notes.

We already know that, he said. Sir Hugh Elcombe here has, unknown to us, obtained certain knowledge, and to-day he came to me and gave me a full statement of what has been in progress. What he has told me this afternoon is among the most valuable and reliable information that we ever received.

I know something of the scoundrels, remarked the old general, because — well, because, as I have confessed to Mr. Trendall, I yielded to temptation long ago and assisted them.

Whatever you have done, Sir Hugh, you have at least revealed to us the whole plot. Only by pretending to render assistance to these scoundrels could you have gained the intensely valuable knowledge which youve imparted to me to-day, replied the keen-faced director from Scotland Yard.

Fetherston realised instantly that the fine old fellow, whom he had always held in such esteem, was making every effort to atone for his conduct in the past; but surely that was not the moment to refer to it — so he ushered the four men into the ill-lit dining-room wherein the others were standing, none knowing how next to act.

When the doctor and Sir Hugh faced each other there was a painful silence for a few seconds.

To Weirmarsh Trendall was known by sight, therefore the criminal saw that the game was up, and that Sir Hugh had risked his own reputation in betraying him.

You infernal scoundrel! cried the doctor angrily. You — to whom I have paid so many thousands of pounds — have given me away! But Ill be even with you!

Say what you like, laughed the old general in defiance. To me it is the same whatever you allege. I have already admitted my slip from the straight path. I do not deny receiving money from your hands, nor do I deny that, in a certain measure, I have committed serious offences — because, having taken one step, you forced me on to others, always holding over me the threat of exposure and ruin. But, fortunately, one day, in desperation, I took Enid yonder into my confidence. It was she who suggested that I might serve the ends of justice, and perhaps atone for what I had already done, by learning your secrets, and, when the time was ripe, revealing all the interesting details to our authorities. Enid became your friend and the friend of your friends. She risked everything — her honour, her happiness, her future — by associating with you for the one and sole purpose of assisting me to learn all the dastardly plot in progress.

It was you who supplied Paul Le Pontois with the false notes he passed in France! declared Weirmarsh. The French police know that; and if ever you or your step-daughter put foot in France you will be arrested.

Evidently you are unaware, Doctor, that my son-in-law, Paul Le Pontois, was released yesterday, laughed Sir Hugh in triumph. Your treachery, which is now known by the Sûreté, defeated its own ends.

Further, remarked Walter Fetherston, turning to Enid, it was this man here — and he indicated the grey-faced doctor of Pimlico— this man who denounced you and Sir Hugh to the French authorities, and had you not heeded my warning you both would then have been arrested. He had evidently suspected the object of your friendliness with me — that you both intended to reveal the truth — and he adopted that course in order to secure your incarceration in a foreign prison, and so close your lips.

I knew you suspected me all along, Walter, replied the girl, standing a little aside and suddenly clutching his hand. But you will forgive me now — forgive me, wont you? she implored, looking up into his dark, determined face.

Of course, he replied, I have already forgiven you. I had no idea of the true reason of your association with this man.

And he raised her gloved hand and carried it gallantly to his eager lips.

Though more than mere suspicion has rested upon you, he went on, you and your stepfather deserve the heartiest thanks of the nation for risking everything in order to be in a position to reveal this dastardly financial plot. That man there — and he indicated the doctor— deserves all hell get!

The doctor advanced threateningly, and, drawing a big automatic revolver from his pocket, would have fired at the man who had spoken his mind so freely had not Deacon, quick as lightning, sprung forward and wrenched the weapon so that the bullet went upward.

White with anger and chagrin, the doctor stood roundly abusing the man who had investigated that lonely house.

But Fetherston laughed, which only irritated him the more. He raved like a caged lion, until the veins in his brow stood out in great knots; but, finding all protests and allegations useless, he at last became quiet again, and apparently began to review the situation from a purely philosophical standpoint, until, some ten minutes later, another motor-car dashed up and in it were an inspector and four plain-clothes constables, who had been sent over from Maldon in response to Deacons message for assistance.

When they entered Pietro became voluble, but the narrow-eyed doctor of Pimlico remained sullen and silent, biting his lips. He saw that he had been entrapped by the very man whom he had believed to be as clay in his hands.

The scene was surely exciting as well as impressive. The half-furnished, ill-lit dining-room was full of excited men, all talking at once.

Unnoticed, Walter drew Enid into the shadow, and in a few brief, passionate words reassured her of his great affection.

Ah! she cried, bursting into hot tears, your words, Walter, have lifted a great load of sorrow and apprehension from my mind, for I feared that when you knew the truth you would never, never forgive.

But I have forgiven, he whispered, pressing her hand.

Then wait until we are alone, and I will tell you everything. Ah! you do not know, Walter, what I have suffered — what a terrible strain I have sustained in these days of terror!

But scarcely had she uttered those words when the door reopened and a man was ushered in by Deacon, who had gone out in response to the violent ringing of the bell.

This is Mr. Bailey, tenant of the house, gentlemen, said the sergeant, introducing him with mock politeness.

Fetherston glanced up, and to his surprise saw standing in the doorway a man he had known, and whose movements he had so closely followed — the man who had gone to Monte Carlo for instructions, and perhaps payment — the man who had passed as Monsieur Granier!


CHAPTER XXX

REVEALS A WOMANS LOVE
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GREAT WAS THE consternation caused in the neighbourhood of the sleepy old-world village of Asheldham when it became known that the quiet, mild-mannered tenant of The Yews had been arrested by the Maldon police.

Of what transpired within those grim walls only the two men called to his assistance by Sergeant Deacon knew, and to them both the inspector from Maldon, as well as Trendall, expressed a fervent hope that they would regard the matter as strictly confidential.

You see, gentlemen, added Trendall, we are not desirous that the public should know of our discovery. We wish to avoid creating undue alarm, and at the same time to conceal the very existence of our system of surveillance upon those suspected. Therefore, I trust that all of you present will assist my department by preserving silence as to what has occurred here this evening.

His hearers agreed willingly, and through the next hour the place was thoroughly searched, the bundles of spurious notes — the finished ones representing nearly one hundred thousand pounds ready to put into circulation — being seized.

One of the machines they found was for printing in the serial numbers in black, a process which, with genuine notes, is done by hand. Truly, the gang had brought the art of forgery to perfection.

Well, said Trendall when they had finished, this work of yours, Sir Hugh, certainly deserves the highest commendation. You have accomplished what we, with all our great organisation, utterly failed to do.

I have to-day tried to atone for my past offences, was the stern old mans hoarse reply.

And you have succeeded, Sir Hugh, declared Trendall. Indeed you have!

Shortly afterwards the excitement among the crowd waiting outside in the light of the head-lamps of the motor-cars was increased by the appearance of the doctor, escorted by two Maldon police officers in plain clothes. They mounted a police car, and were driven away down the road, while into a second car the tenant of The Yews and his Italian manservant were placed under escort, and also driven away.

The station-fly, in which Bailey had driven from Southminster, conveyed away Fetherston, Trendall, Sir Hugh, and Enid, while Deacon, with two men, was left in charge of the house of secrets.

It was past one oclock in the morning when Walter Fetherston stood alone with Enid in the pretty drawing-room in Hill Street.

They stood together upon the vieux rose hearthrug, his hand was upon her shoulder, his deep, earnest gaze fixed upon hers. In her splendid eyes the love light showed. They had both admired each other intensely from their first meeting, and had become very good and staunch friends. Walter Fetherston had only once spoken of the passion that had constantly consumed his heart — when they were by the blue sea at Biarritz. He loved her — loved her with the whole strength of his being — and yet, ah! try how he would, he could never put aside the dark cloud of suspicion which, as the days went by, became more and more impenetrable.

Sweet-faced, frank, and open, she stood, the ideal of the English outdoor girl, merry, quick-witted, and athletic. And yet, after the stress of war, she had sacrificed all that she held most dear in order to become the friend of Weirmarsh. Why?

Enid, he said at last, his tender hand still upon her shoulder, why did you not tell me your true position? You were working in the same direction, with the same strong motive of patriotism, as myself!

She was silent, very pale, and very serious.

I feared to tell you, Walter, she faltered. How could I possibly reveal to you the truth when I knew you were aware how my stepfather had unconsciously betrayed his friends? You judged us both as undesirables, therefore any attempt at explanation would, I know, only aggravate our offence in your eyes. Ah! you do not know how intensely I have suffered! How bitter it all was! I knew the reason you followed us to France — to watch and confirm your suspicions.

I admit, Enid, that I suspected you of being in the hands of a set of scoundrels, her lover said in a low, hoarse voice. At first I hesitated whether to warn you of your peril after Weirmarsh had, with such dastardly cunning, betrayed you to the French police, but — well, he added as he looked again into her dear eyes long and earnestly, I loved you, Enid, he blurted forth. I told you so! Remember, dear, what you said at Biarritz? And I love you — and because of that I resolved to save you!

Which you did, she said in a strained, mechanical tone. We both have you to thank for our escape. Weirmarsh, having first implicated Paul, then made allegations against us, in order to send us to prison, because he feared lest my stepfather might, in a fit of remorse, act indiscreetly and make a confession.

The past will all be forgiven now that Sir Hugh has been able to expose and unmask Weirmarsh and his band, Walter assured her. A great sensation may possibly result, but it will, in any case, show that even though an Englishman may be bought, he can still remain honest. And, he added, it will also show them that there is at least one brave woman in England who sacrificed her love — for I know well, Enid, that you fully reciprocate the great affection I feel towards you — in order to bear her noble part in combating a wily and unscrupulous gang.

It was surely my duty, replied the girl simply, her eyes downcast in modesty. Yet association with that dastardly blackguard, Dr. Weirmarsh, was horrible! How I refrained from turning upon him through all those months I cannot really tell. I detested him from the first moment Sir Hugh invited him to our table; and though I went to assist him under guise of consultations, I acted with one object all along, she declared, her eyes raised to his and flashing, to expose him in his true guise — that of Josef Blot, the head of the most dangerous association of forgers, of international thieves and blackmailers known to the police for the past half a century.

Which you have surely done! You have revealed the whole plot, and confounded those who were so cleverly conspiring to effect a sudden and most gigantic coup. But — — and he paused, still looking into her eyes through his pince-nez, and sighed.

But what? she asked, in some surprise at his sudden change of manner.

There is one matter, Enid, which — and he paused— well, which is still a mystery to me, and I — I want you to explain it, he said in slow deliberation.

What is that? she asked, looking at him quickly.

The mystery which you have always refused to assist me in unravelling — the mystery of the death of Harry Bellairs, was his quiet reply. You held him in high esteem; you loved him, he added in a voice scarce above a whisper.

She drew back, her countenance suddenly blanched as she put her hand quickly to her brow and reeled slightly as though she had been dealt a blow.

Walter watched her in blank wonderment.


CHAPTER XXXI

IN WHICH SIR HUGH TELLS HIS STORY

[image: img306.jpg]

YOU KNOW THE truth, dont you, dearest? Walter asked at last in that quiet, sympathetic tone which he always adopted towards her whom he loved so well.

Enid nodded in the affirmative, her face hard and drawn.

He was killed, was he not — deliberately murdered?

For a few seconds the silence was unbroken save for a whir of a taxicab passing outside.

Yes, was her somewhat reluctant response.

You went to his rooms that afternoon, Walter asserted point blank.

I do not deny that. I followed him home — to — to save him.

There was a break in her voice as she stammered out the last words, and tears rushed into her dark eyes.

From what? From death?

No, from falling a prey to a great temptation set before him.

By whom?

By the doctor, to whom my stepfather had introduced him, was the girls reply. I discovered by mere chance that the doctor, who had somewhat got him into his clutches, had approached him in order to induce him to allow him to take a wax impression of a certain safe key belonging to a friend of his named Thurston, a diamond broker in Hatton Garden. He had offered him a very substantial sum to do this — a sum which would have enabled him to clear off all his debts and start afresh. Harrys younger brother Bob had got into a mess, and in helping him out Harry had sadly entangled himself and was practically face to face with bankruptcy. I knew this, and I knew what a great temptation had been placed before him. Fearing lest, in a moment of despair, he might accept, I went, by appointment, to his chambers as soon as I arrived in London. Barker, his man, had been sent out, and we were alone. I found him in desperation, yet to my great delight he had defied Weirmarsh, saying he refused to betray his friend.

And what did Bellairs tell you further?

He expressed suspicion that my stepfather was in the doctors pay, she replied. I tried to convince him to the contrary, but Weirmarshs suggestion had evidently furnished the key to some suspicious document which he had one day found on Sir Hughs writing-table.

Well?

Well, she went on slowly, we quarrelled. I was indignant that he should suspect my stepfather, and he was full of vengeance against Sir Hughs friend the doctor. Presently I left, and — and I never saw him again alive!

What happened?

What happened is explained by this letter, she replied, crossing to a little buhl bureau which she unlocked, taking out a sealed envelope. On breaking it open and handing it to him she said: This is the letter he wrote to me with his dying hand. I have kept it a secret — a secret even from Sir Hugh.

Walter read the uneven lines eagerly. They grew more shaky and more illegible towards the end, but they were sufficient to make the truth absolutely clear.

To-night, half an hour ago, (wrote the dying man) I had a visit from your friend, Weirmarsh. We were alone, with none to overhear, so I told him plainly that I intended to expose him. At first he became defiant, but presently he grew apprehensive, and on taking his leave he made a foul accusation against you. Then, laughing at my refusal to accept his bribe, the scoundrel took my hand in farewell. He must have had a pin stuck in his glove, for I felt a slight scratch across the palm. At the moment I was too furious to pay any attention to it, but ten minutes after he had gone I began to experience a strange faintness. I feel now fainter . . . and fainter . . . A strange feeling has crept over me . . . I am dying . . . poisoned . . . by that king of thieves!

Come to me quickly . . . at once . . . Enid . . . and tell me that what he has said against you . . . is not true. It . . . it cannot be true. . . . Dont delay. Come quickly. . . . Cant write more. — Harry.

Walter paused for a second after reading through that dramatic letter, the last effort of a dying man.

And that scoundrel Weirmarsh killed him because he feared exposure, he remarked in a low, hard voice. Why did you not bring this forward at the inquest?

For several reasons, replied the girl. I feared the doctors reprisals. Besides, he might easily have denied the allegation, or he might have used the same means to close my lips if he had suspected that I had learnt the truth.

The dead mans story is no doubt true, declared Fetherston. He used some deadly poison — one of the newly discovered ones which leaves no trace — to kill his victim who, in all probability, was not his first. Your stepfather does not know, of course, that this letter exists?

No. I have kept it from everyone. I said that the summons I received from him I had destroyed.

In the circumstances I will ask you, Enid, to allow me to retain it, he said. I want to show it to Trendall.

You may show it to Mr. Trendall, but I ask you, for the present, to make no further use of it, replied the girl.

He moved a step closer to her and caught her disengaged hand in his, the glad light in her eyes telling him that his action was one which she reciprocated, yet some sense of her unworthiness of this great love causing her to hesitate.

I will promise, said the strong, manly fellow in a low tone. I ought to have made allowances, but, in the horror of my suspicion, I did not, and Im sorry. I love you, Enid — I had never really loved until I met you, until I held your hand in mine!

Enids true, overburdened heart was only too ready to respond to his fervent appeal. She suffered her lover to draw her to himself, and their lips met in a long, passionate caress that blotted out all the past. He spoke quick, rapid words of ardent affection. To Enid, after all the hideous events she had passed through, it seemed too happy to be true that so much bliss was in store for her, and she remained there, with Walters arm around her, silently content, that fervid kiss being the first he had ever imprinted upon her full red lips.

Thus they remained in each others arms, their two true hearts beating in unison, their kisses mingling, their twin souls united in the first moments of their newly-found ecstasy of perfect love.

The fight had been a fierce one, but their true hearts had won, and, as they whispered each others fond affection, Enid promised to be the wife of the honest, fearless man of whose magnificent work in the detection of crime the country had never dreamed. They read his books and were enthralled by them, but little did they think that he was one of the never-sleeping watch-dogs upon great criminals, or that the sweet-faced girl, who was now his affianced wife, had risked her life, her love, her honour, in order to assist him.

Next afternoon Sir Hugh called upon Walter at his dingy chambers in Holles Street, and as they sat together the old general, after a long and somewhat painful silence, exclaimed:

I know, Fetherston, that you must be mystified how, in my position, I should have become implicated in the doings of that criminal gang.

Yes, I am, Walter declared.

Well, briefly, it occurred in this way, said the old officer. While I was a colonel in India just before the war I was very hard pressed for money and had committed a fault — an indiscretion for which I might easily have been dismissed from the army. On being recalled to London, after war had been declared, I was approached by the fellow Weirmarsh who, to my horror, had, by some unaccountable means, obtained knowledge of my indiscretion! At first he adopted a high moral tone, upbraiding me for my fault and threatening to inform against me. This I begged him not to do. For a fortnight he kept me in an agony of despair, when one day he called me to him and unfolded to me a scheme by which I could make a considerable amount of money; indeed, he promised to pay me a yearly sum for my assistance.

You thought him to be a doctor — and nothing else? Walter said.

Exactly. I never dreamed until quite recently that he was head of such a formidable gang, whose operations were upon so extensive a scale as to endanger our national credit, replied Sir Hugh. At the time he approached me I was in the Pay Department, and many thousands of pounds in Treasury notes were passing through my safe weekly. His suggestion was that I should exchange the notes as they came to me from the Treasury for those with which he would supply me, and which, on showing me a specimen, I failed to distinguish from the real. I hesitated; I was hard up. To sustain my position after my knighthood money was absolutely necessary to me, and for a long time I had been unable to make both ends meet. The bait he dangled before me was sufficiently tempting, and — and — well, I fell! he groaned, and then after a pause he went on:

Whence Weirmarsh obtained the packets of notes which I substituted for genuine ones was, of course, a mystery, but once having taken the false step it was not my business to inquire. Not until quite recently did I discover his real position as chief of a gang of international crooks, who combined forgery with blackmail and theft upon a colossal scale. That he intended Bellairs should furnish him with an impression of the safe key of a diamond dealer in Hatton Garden is now plain. Bellairs defied him and threatened to denounce him to the police. Therefore, the poor fellows lips were quickly closed by the scoundrel, who would hesitate at nothing in order to preserve his guilty secrets.

But what caused you to break from him at last? inquired Walter eagerly.

Just before the armistice he and his friends had conceived a gigantic scheme by which Europe and the United States were to be flooded with great quantities of spurious paper currency, and though it would, when discovered — as it must have been sooner or later — have injured the national credit, would bring huge fortunes to him and his friends. He was pressing me to send in my papers and go to America, there to act as their agent at a huge remuneration. They wanted a man of standing who should be above suspicion, and he had decided to use me as his tool to engineer the gigantic frauds.

And you, happily, refused?

Yes. I resolved, rather than act further, to relinquish the handsome payments he made to me from time to time. For that reason I got transferred from the Pay Department, so that I could no longer be of much use to him, a fact which annoyed him greatly.

And he threatened you?

Yes. He was constantly doing so. He wanted me to go to New York. Enid helped me and gave me courage to defy him — which I did. Then he conceived a dastardly revenge by anonymously denouncing Le Pontois as a forger, and implicating both Enid and myself. He contrived that some money I brought from England should be exchanged for spurious notes, and these Paul unsuspiciously gave into the Crédit Lyonnais. Had it not been for your timely warning, Fetherston, we should both have also been arrested in France without a doubt.

Yes, replied the other. I was watching, and realised your peril, though I confess that my position was one of extreme difficulty. I, of course, did not know the actual truth, and, to be frank, I suspected both Enid and yourself of being implicated in some very serious crime.

So we were, he said in a low, hard voice.

True. But you have both been the means of revealing to the Treasury a state of things of which they never dreamed, and by turning Kings evidence and giving the names and addresses of members of the gang in Brussels and Paris, all of whom are now under arrest, you have saved the country from considerable peril. Had the plot succeeded, a very serious state of things must have resulted, for the whole of our paper currency would have been suspected. For that reason the authorities have, I understand, now that they have arrested the gang and seized their presses, decided to hush up the whole matter.

You know this? asked Sir Hugh, suddenly brightening.

Yes, Trendall told me so this morning.

Ah! Thank Heaven! he gasped, much relieved. Then I can again face the world a free man. God knows how terribly I suffered through all those years of the war. I paid for my fault very dearly — I assure you, Fetherston.


CHAPTER XXXII

CONCLUSION
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WHAT REMAINS TO be related is quickly told, though the public have, until now, been in ignorance of the truth.

Out of evil a great good had come. At noon on the following day Trendall had an interview with Josef Blot, alias Weirmarsh, in his cell at Chelmsford, whither he had been conveyed by the police. What happened at that interview will never be known. It is safe to surmise, however, that the tragic letter of Harry Bellairs was shown to him — Enid having withdrawn her request that no use should be made of it. An hour after the chief of the Criminal Investigation Department had left, the prisoner was found lying stark dead, suffering from a scratch on the wrist, inflicted with a short, hollow needle which he had carried concealed behind the lapel of his coat.

Greatly to the discomfiture of the gang, the man Granier and his servant Pietro were extradited to France for trial, while a quantity of jewellery, works of art, money and negotiable securities of all sorts were unearthed from a villa near Fontainebleau and restored to their owners.

A fortnight after Weirmarshs death, at St. Georges, Hanover Square, Enid Orlebar became the wife of Walter Fetherston, and among the guests at the wedding were a number of strange men in whose position or profession nobody pretended to be interested. Truth to tell, they were officials of various grades from Scotland Yard, surely the most welcome among the wedding guests.

Though Walter and Enid live in idyllic happiness in a charming old ivy-grown manor house in Sussex, with level lawns and shady rose arbours, they still retain that old cottage at Idsworth, where a plausible excuse has been given to the country folk for Mr. Maltwood having been compelled to change his name. No pair in the whole of England are happier to-day.

No man holds his wife more dear, or has a more loving and hopeful companion. Their life is one of perfect and abiding peace and of sweet content.

Walter Fetherston is not by any means idle, for in his quiet country home he still writes those marvellous mystery stories which hold the world breathlessly enthralled, but he continues to devote half his time to combating the ingenuity of the greater criminals with all its attendant excitement and adventure, which are reflected in his popular romances.


Whither Thou Goest (1920)
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Preface. What This Story is About.
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THE EARL OF Saxham was vastly annoyed when his son, Guy, fell in love with a penniless nobody, and announced that he would marry her against all opposition. He determined to separate the lovers; to which end he persuaded an influential friend in the Foreign Office to secure an appointment for Guy in the Embassy at Madrid. He little knew that he was sending his son into the centre of a hotbed of anarchism, that Guys footsteps were to be dogged by a vindictive and revengeful woman, that his life was to hold many a thrilling moment and not a few narrow escapes.

Mr Le Queux has written a thrilling story of anarchism and its deadly secret plotting, a story through which there runs, nevertheless, a rich vein of romance.


Prologue.
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A HOT JULY evening on the calm Biscayan coast of Spain.

The sun had disappeared like a globe of molten metal into the sapphire sea, and now, in the breathless blood-red afterglow which tinged the unruffled glassy waters away to the Atlantic, the whole populace of the peaceful old-world town of Fonterrabia had come forth from their houses to breathe again after the intense heat and burden of the blazing day.

Dusty green sun-shutters were being opened everywhere, while upon the golden beach the clear waters hardly rippled, for the summer tide was upon the turn. Across the bay lay a cluster of gaily-painted sardine boats in reds and greens, awaiting a breeze, and along the sea-front, so fiercely swept in winter, stood the quaint mediaeval houses, crumbling and sun-blanched, with their wide overhanging roofs and many balconies, palpitating with the heat, now rapidly receding. It had been a scorching day in Spain.

In the stunted tamarisks which sprang, dust-covered and twisted, from the yellow, shifting sands the grasshoppers still chirped merrily, though it was sunset, and from the sun-blanched sea-front came of a sudden the high, tuneful twanging of a mandoline, and a mans tenor voice singing that ancient love-song which one hears everywhere in the wine lands of the Guipuzcoa.

Pasé cantivo amor entus prisones.

From the houses came forth the many mixed odours of the evening cena, the appetising smell of rich ollas, mostly flavoured with garlic, be it said, while from the shops which sold eatables there emanated that faint and peculiar perfume which only those who have lived in hot climates can know, and can justly appreciate.

Of a sudden the ancient bells of Santa Gadea, the old incense-laden, Gothic church above the town, clanged forth again, as they had done so many times a day through centuries, summoning the good people of Fonterrabia to kneel before the high dark altar, with those long candles and the wonderful brass chandelier above.

Now as the bells jangled forth an observer might, perhaps, have noticed two men meet, as though entirely by accident, close to that obscure little café The Concha, which faces the sea.

On the pavement before the little place sat several men in their blue bérets, drinking wine and gossiping as all Spaniards must do.

The pair who had met were of quite different stamp.

One, who was about forty, of a refined but rather parvenu type, was dressed in a well-cut suit of thin, dark grey material, and wore a straw hat much ripened by the sun. He was idly smoking a long valenciano, and betrayed surprise, though feigned, at the meeting. The other was a typical fisherman in the blue blouse and blue béret, the national headdress of all the Basque people. He still wore his heavy sea-boots, in which, however, he walked jauntily, for his age was not more than thirty, and his dark, handsome countenance was bright, enthusiastic, and well bronzed.

On meeting, the man in the sun-ripened straw hat, and of much superior class, turned quickly and walked beside him.

As he did so a tall Jesuit priest, a man with a swarthy, sinister face and a long, rather shabby cassock — Father Gonzalo by name — chanced to pass.

Carlos Somoza, the fisherman, saluted him reverently, but beneath his breath he exclaimed in Spanish:

May the Holy Madonna curse him for ever!

Why? inquired the man in grey, whose name was Garcia Zorrilta, a native of Toledo, who had come in secret from Madrid in order to meet his fisherman friend.

Because he may recognise you. There may be a hitch.

Bah! There will be no hitch. There cannot be. You people here in the country are so often faint-hearted. We in the capital are not. All goes well, and success must be ours. It is but a simple matter of waiting — waiting in patience.

Yes — but Father Gonzalo is a man whom I do not like.

Why? He looks really quite harmless. Who is he?

Nobody exactly knows, was the fishermans reply, as they turned up the narrow Calle Mayor, that old-world street of high, handsome houses, mostly adorned with the crumbling coats-of-arms of the ancient proprietors, and with balconies of wrought iron, and wide, projecting roofs across the narrow footway. He has been here for about four months, yet he is not attached to Santa Gadea. Sometimes he visits the sick, and all speak well of him. But both Cardona and Cienfuegos agree with my suspicions that he is a Government agent, and that he is here to find out all he can.

His companion grunted.

Dios! If that is really so, then we must discover more about him, he said. I trust, however, you are wrong, for, as you say, he might recognise me again. And that would certainly be most awkward in my position — as Deputy-Governor of the Province of Navarre.

Yes, Excellency, that is why I cursed him, replied the intelligent fisherman, with a smile. At our meeting last Thursday, we discussed whether Father Gonzalo should not meet with — well, meet with an accident.

No, no! replied the other quickly, raising his voice because at the moment a heavy cart, with its great wood disc wheels, drawn by two white bulls and laden with wine barrels, rumbled past them slowly over the cobbles. Not here — that would never do, never! It would upset all our plans! We must be cautious — always cautious. Watch him, and report to me in the usual way — a letter to the Poste Restante in Madrid. I will at once inquire all about this mysterious Father, and the reason he has come to Fonterrabia. He may, as you suspect, be an agent of the Ministry in disguise.

We are quite certain that he is.

If so, he must not remain here, declared the stranger decisively. It would certainly be extremely dangerous for you, and for all your friends. The success of our coup depends upon entire secrecy. Your little circle here have ever been loyal and undaunted. There must be no betrayal, as there was, you recollect, in Barcelona before the war.

Barcelona is a city, Fonterrabia is only a little town, and hence it should escape suspicion, was the educated young fishermans remark. Ours we know to be a just and honest cause, and we all, as sons of Spain, are each of us prepared willingly to sacrifice our lives if necessary.

Well said, Carlos! Our gallant leader, Ferdinand Contraras, who has lately sacrificed most of his great fortune to secure the salvation of Spain, is aware of your loyalty, Zorrilta assured him. A little time ago I was with him at one of our secret sessions at Toledo, and he mentioned you, and your friends here — and praised you for your patriotism as a true son of Spain.

But the Englishman! What of him? asked Carlos, as, strolling slowly, they were approaching the great old church.

That Englishman? Oh, yes, I know. You have serious and perhaps foolish apprehensions in that direction, was the reply of the Deputy-Governor of Navarre. But, Carlos, you can rest assured that we shall have no real trouble from that quarter. He will die — as the others have done. And he will die very soon!

You are quite certain of that? asked the fisherman eagerly.

Quite. It is all arranged — an accident — a mystery — and nothing more, laughed the man from Madrid.

The Englishman is our most serious enemy, declared Carlos, as yet only half convinced.

One by one the enemies of our own Spanish people have been swept away. He will very soon follow them — rest assured. De los enemigos los menes — the fewer enemies the better.

But he may go back to England. We discussed it all here at our secret meeting last Thursday.

Well, and suppose he is in England, it does not matter. The avenging hand of our great Contraras — who may Dios protect — will strike him there, never fear. Wherever he is, he cannot escape us. He will die, and his death will be a mystery to the English police — as so many deaths have been.

At that moment the pair found themselves passing the great old Gothic door of Santa Gadea, which the sacristan had thrown open to the air for an hour to clear the atmosphere of incense before closing for the night. In the deep, cavernous silence the eternal red lamp showed before the figure of the Virgin crowned, while far beyond were the long candles burning before the altar, with its many steps.

The sight of those candles impelled the pious and enthusiastic Carlos to suggest that they should enter the church, and there pray for the success of their plans.

The Deputy-Governor of Navarre in the shabby straw hat smiled, and at once agreed.

In all Latin countries the lower class have a habit of kneeling before their favourite altar and craving blessings of the most paltry character. In Italy, the contadini ask that the winning numbers of the lotto or Government lottery may be revealed to them, or beg that their attempt at theft may be successful. In Spain they implore divine grace for a big catch of fish, or a fat harvest, so that they may enrich themselves.

Cupidity is, alas, the mainspring of most of the prayers of Southern Europe.

Garcia Zorrilta, political adventurer and wire-puller, who by reason of his cunning and unscrupulousness had risen from clerk in a flour-mill in Toledo to be Deputy-Governor of the Province of Navarre, knew how pious was his friend the young fisherman, and, mock piety being part of his profession, he was compelled to enter that great dark, over-ornamented church, and there kneel with his companion before the altar.

What Zorrilta, one of the lieutenants of the great Contraras, prayed for one does not know, but the prayer of Carlos the fisherman was for the speedy death of the one man he most greatly feared, the man to whom he had referred as the Englishman.

But as he rose from his knees, he whispered under his breath:

Cuando no puede uno vestirse la piel del leon, vestase de la vulpeja — when you cannot clothe yourself in the lions skin, put on that of the fox.


Chapter One.
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THE EVENING SHADOWS were falling softly as the Earl of Saxham stepped into one of the small drawing-rooms of that palatial residence, Ticehurst Park, in the county of Sussex.

Ticehurst Park was a magnificent domain, deeply mortgaged. Out of its fair revenues, there were two or three heavily-pensioned dowagers who had to be provided for, there were a heap of relations who had to draw their small annual stipends.

On paper, the Earl of Saxham was a very wealthy nobleman. When he had deducted the interest on mortgages, and the yearly stipends and marriage settlements, he was quite poor. Out of every sovereign he received, he retained about ten shillings.

A less even-tempered man would have cursed his bad luck, that he should have been saddled with three dowagers, and a host of other cormorants.

Archibald, tenth Earl of Saxham, was a delightful optimist. He had come into the title by a series of fortunate accidents, and he was disposed to think that, on the whole, Providence had arranged things very agreeably. Before he took up the mantle of his fathers he had been trying to make both ends meet on a small private fortune of seven hundred a year, with but indifferent success. He had now, those irksome deductions apart, several thousands a year — in fact, a still very considerable income.

He fitted into the position as easily as a glove. His wife, a woman of noble birth like himself, assisted him ably. They speedily became the most popular couple in Sussex, a county which boasts of many noble families.

He came into his inheritance at the age of thirty. Ten years after his beautiful and beloved wife died, leaving him with three children, Eric Viscount Ticehurst, Guy Rossett, and Mary Rossett. He was so devoted to the memory of his wife that he did not marry again.

Mary Rossett, the youngest of the three, was sitting in the small drawing-room when he entered this particular evening.

She was a handsome young woman of about twenty-five years, tall and slender. Her demeanour was a little staid, suggesting a woman some five years her senior.

Truth to tell, Mary Rossett had experienced a bitter romance when she was at the age of twenty. Her heart was buried in the grave of a young officer of the Guards, who had died suddenly a few days before the date of their wedding.

From that fatal day, she had said good-bye to love, in a measure to youth. No other man would ever charm back the lovelight into the eyes of Mary Rossett.

But fate, which had stricken her so sorely, did not deprive her of her sweet and womanly qualities. She was the beloved companion of her brothers, the idol of her widowed father; and she was adored by all the villagers on the estate, to many of whom she was often a ministering angel.

The Earl of Saxham, as he entered the small drawing-room, was smiling in a peculiar manner. His daughter recognised that peculiar smile. Her father was very pleased with himself over something. But she knew what that something was.

So Guy has come, he cried cheerfully. Well, Mary, dont you give it away when he tells us the good news, or it will spoil it all.

Lady Mary rose, and laid an affectionate hand on his arm.

No need to caution me, dearest. You know I never give myself away. Keep a guard on yourself. Dont smile too much, or look at me too meaningly when he is telling us, or hell spot it. You know, you are a little indiscreet at times.

The Earl smiled genially.

I know, I know, Mary. There is no fool like an old fool, they say. But this is really a great thing. I wrung it out of old Greatorex. And, once in Spain, we shall get him out of the reach of that young minx, Isobel Clandon.

Marys brows contracted into a slight frown: Love had left her stranded, but she was still very sympathetic to young lovers.

Why are you so hard on poor Isobel, father? she asked in her clear, kind voice. I know she is poor, but she is a lady and well-born.

Her voice faltered a little, as she added, Hugh was poor, when you gave your consent that I should marry him. Why do you make this distinction with Guy?

The Earl looked a little embarrassed.

My dear Mary, you are a sensible girl, and you must see that the circumstances are totally dissimilar. Hugh was the younger son of a house as noble as our own. True he was poor, but I could have helped you.

And if you were ready to help me, you can help Guy and Isobel, flashed Lady Mary quickly.

The Earl spoke a little irritably.

It is very strange you cant see it. Isobel Clandon is, I admit, quite a lady in the technical sense of the term. But Guy must look beyond that. He must marry in his own rank. Failing that, he must marry a woman with money.

Lady Mary spoke with an equal irritation.

You are unjust, father, unjust both to Guy and Isobel. You have no right to ruin these two young lives with your prejudices and your old-world notions. Her voice dropped into a half-sob as she concluded. What is there in the world better than real love? And these two love each other devotedly.

The Earl was about to reply angrily, for he was a somewhat obstinate old man, and hated being thwarted. But, before he could utter a word, the door opened to admit Guy Rossett.

Guy was a very handsome young fellow, with a winning and genial expression. He advanced and shook his fathers hand warmly, and kissed his sister with equal affection.

The Earl beamed upon him. Guy was his favourite of the two sons. Ticehurst was a languid young man about town, who did not appeal greatly to his more robust father.

Well, Guy, my dear boy, delighted to see you. Have you brought us any news?

Mary shot a warning glance at her father. Lord Saxham was always preaching reticence to other people, but he never observed it himself. If Guy had been just a little more subtle than he was, he would have smelt a rat at once.

Guy spoke in his frank, almost boyish voice.

Splendid news, sir, but so good that I want to keep it to myself for a little bit. Shall we say till after dinner, when the servants have gone, and we are quite by ourselves.

By all means. It was Marys sweet, gentle voice that answered. I am sure I should like to keep very good news to myself for a time; hug it as it were. After dinner, Guy!

Later on, they went into the dining-room. The meal was a somewhat tedious and long repast. Lord Saxham, who was a bit of a gourmet, liked to take a small portion of several dishes. Guy was a hearty trencherman.

Poor Lady Mary, whose thoughts inclined towards a convent, would have been satisfied with a cup of tea and a slice of bread and butter, but she had to preside over these prolonged meals.

When the ponderous banquet — no lesser word could describe it — had drawn to a close, the footman withdrew. It was a family party, the two men sat round the table and smoked. Lady Mary waited to hear the great news. And then Guy unburthened himself.

The biggest stroke of luck in the world, sir. After fooling about in the Foreign Office for all these years, Greatorex sent for me to go into his private room. A very short interview: Greatorex doesnt waste words. I am to go to the Embassy at Madrid.

Lady Mary preserved her sweet calm. The Earl did not move an eyelid. He lifted his glass of port.

Success to you, my boy. You have got a chance now. And I am sure you will make good.

The young man drained his glass also.

Yes, I think I shall make good. What I just wanted was a chance.

Mary shot a warning glance at her father. It was just on the cards that he might have blurted out something that would have hurt his sons pride, led him to understand that it was his fathers secret influence that had got him this post.

But, fortunately, at this stage the Earls mental faculties were not very acute. He was already beginning to nod over his port.

A few moments later, Lord Saxhams somnolent faculties became more fully developed. Mary pointed to the terrace which was approached by the dining-room windows. She leaned across the table and whispered.

Shall we take a stroll? I would like to talk all this over with you.

Guy nodded and rose. They went noiselessly to the terrace, and sat down on one of the numerous seats, overlooking the lovely gardens beneath.

Mary opened the conversation at once.

Is this — this good news — going to make any difference to you, Guy?

There was just a note of anxiety in her voice.

Guy looked at her squarely.

What do you mean, Mary? Difference in what way?

Difference between you and Isobel? answered Mary, in a voice that shook a little. You love each other so dearly. I would hate to think that anything could come between you.

Guy laughed his hearty, boyish laugh.

Dear old girl, you know I have always told the truth to you. I would sooner go to the devil with Isobel Clandon, than to heaven with some delightful bride that our dear old dad had chosen for me. As soon as I am on my feet, Isobel will be my wife.

Mary patted his hand affectionately.

I am so delighted to hear you say that. But one never quite knows men. There is father, in a way sentimental, but on certain things he can be as hard as granite.

Guy Rossett frowned.

Oh, I know. He hates the idea of my marrying Isobel. I suppose when I do he will forbid me the house, and cut me off with a shilling, eh?

Mary looked at him, with a soft gleam in her kind, beautiful eyes.

Oh, no, he will not do that. And if he wanted to, I should not let him. You know, I have more influence over him than anybody.

Except, perhaps, Ticehurst? suggested Guy, in a tone that was not quite free from bitterness. He was not over-fond of his elder brother.

Mary shook her head.

She was fond of both her brothers, but she was not oblivious of Ticehursts faults.

Dont worry about that, dear old boy. Eric has no influence over him at all. And when the dreadful deed is done, and Isobel is your wife, dear old dad will rage and fume, and all that. But he will come round in the end, and finish by loving Isobel as much as he does me. Dont worry. Go on with it.

Guy kissed her.

By Jove, you are a pal, Mary. Then I can count on you to back me up.

Of course, was Marys confident reply.

There was silence between them for a little while, while Guy puffed at his cigarette, and his sister was cogitating as to her next method of attack. Brought up in a household of three men, she knew it was somewhat difficult to storm the masculine citadel.

Presently she spoke.

And what about finance, Guy? Are things easy there?

The boyish look disappeared from the young mans face. Her question had seemed to disturb his equanimity. He was quite frank.

Thats the devil of it, Mary. You know my old friend Jackson?

Mary gave a little sigh. Yes, she had heard of Jackson from both brothers. He was a high-class moneylender, who accommodated young men of good family.

Yes, I know all about Jackson. How much do you owe him?

Her brother reflected.

Something between five and six hundred, he said, after a pause.

Mary spoke decidedly.

You must clear that off before you go to Spain — you must have a clean sheet.

She reflected also, before she spoke again.

I can let you have two hundred and fifty out of what I have saved.

Guy interrupted.

You sweet little soul, you never spend anything except in charities.

I know, answered his sister quietly. Anyway, there is my two hundred and fifty, and I must coax the rest out of dad. You must go to Spain with a clean sheet. That is absolutely essential.

Guy answered with his boyish laugh and with his boyish exuberance.

It is too awfully dear and kind of you, and you can guess how I appreciate it. But I am not going to let my sister waste her money on two graceless scamps like Ticehurst and myself. And I dont sponge on my father, either.

Mary protested gently.

Oh, Guy, how unjust of both yourself and Eric. You know that is not my opinion of either of you. Guy took her slender hand in his own.

You dear old girl, you are only just a little bit lower than the angels; you have always had wings growing since you were a wee toddler. But I am going to see this thing through on my own. Jackson is an old scoundrel of course, but he never presses one very hard. I shall square him all right.

Mary said no more on the subject. Both her brothers inherited the paternal obstinacy. When they had once made up their minds, nothing could move them.

But she sighed a little. It would have been so much better if Guy could have got rid of this odious moneylender, and have landed in Spain with a clean sheet. He would have been free from any pecuniary worries, and, therefore, in a better mood to attend to his work.

Jackson was done with, but there was another subject which she wanted to broach before this interview was ended. And it was a rather delicate one. It was some little time before she spoke again.

And how about that woman, Violet Hargrave? Are you quite clear of her? It is not fair to Isobel that you should keep up even a semblance of friendship with such an odious person.

Guy laughed, but this time his laugh did not ring clear and boyish; it betrayed uneasiness.

Oh, come, Mary, you are a bit uncharitable, arent you. Violet Hargrave is generally considered a charming, not an odious, person.

His sister spoke a little sternly for her.

I dont pretend to have a mans knowledge of the world, but I have not been brought up in a nursery. I know her type, and it is one from which any pure woman, and any decent man, ought to shrink. Have you given her up?

Guy looked her squarely in the face.

Honestly, Mary, I have, just after I met Isobel. Of course, a man cant throw a woman over in a second, but I have cooled down gradually. At the present moment, I think the fascinating widow hates me.

Mary rose and spoke decidedly.

I am glad to have your assurance of that. If it had not been so, I might have felt it my duty to warn Isobel. She is too sterling a girl to be played with.

Her brother rose too, half resentful, half admiring. It was not the first time that Lady Mary had spoken salutary words of wisdom to him.

By Jove, Mary, you are uncompromising. Do you mean to say you would give me away to Isobel — me, your own brother?

Of course, answered Mary firmly. To Isobel, or any other woman, if I thought you were unworthy of her.

Admiration conquered. He tucked her arm in his, as they returned to the house.

You dear old girl, you are one out of a million. But you know you are a little uncomfortable at times, and when you are inclined that way, you have a knack of making a fellow feel a bit of a worm.

Mary laughed pleasantly.

So good for you feeling that, dear old boy, and equally good for Eric. I expect dad has woken up by now, and wondering where we have got to. They found the Earl wide-awake. The doze of a few minutes over his port had refreshed him immensely. He fell at once to discussing Spain, a country he knew well.

In his youth, Lord Saxham had been an attaché at the Spanish Court, and he knew the ropes. Guy listened respectfully to his father.

The old man concluded his somewhat rambling remarks with a final exhortation.

And remember, my dear boy, always to keep on the right side of Greatorex. He is the Foreign Office. Secretaries, mere figure-heads, come and go with different Governments. Greatorex remains there, permanent, unchangeable. Get into his good graces, and your fortune is made.

Guy promised that he would do his best to propitiate the all-powerful Greatorex. Two days later he left. He undertook to pay them a farewell visit before he started for Spain.

The Earl and his daughter watched the car flying down the avenue. The old man turned to his daughter with a grunt.

Might have given us another couple of days, I think. But I know whats in his mind. He is running down to Eastbourne after that minx.

He always alluded to Isobel Clandon as that minx, owing to his unreasonable prejudice against her.

Mary spoke with spirit.

Very natural under the circumstances, I should think. He would want to see something of the girl he loves before he left.

Lord Saxham turned on her angrily.

Mary, I have always thought you a sensible woman. Do you mean to tell me you are going to aid and abet him in his folly.

Lady Mary answered him in a few words.

I dont call it folly, father.

She walked out of the room, with a resolute expression on her face, and uplifted chin. She would have been the last to admit it, but she had inherited no small share of the family obstinacy.


Chapter Two.
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MRS HARGRAVE SAT in her pretty flat in Mount Street, absorbed in deep thought. On her lap lay an open letter, and it was a passage in that letter just received which accounted for her preoccupation.

She was a pretty woman, petite and slender, with clear-cut, refined features and delicate colouring. She had soft, candid blue eyes, and a wealth of fair hair which was always arranged in the most becoming fashion.

In a strong and searching light, a keen judge would have guessed her real age, just a little over the wrong side of thirty. But she was quite a clever person, and she always avoided strong lights as much as possible. Under favourable conditions, most people took her to be at least four or five years younger. She owned herself to twenty-six.

There was no getting at the truth of the matter. Since she first came to London, four years ago, having been married abroad to her husband, Jack Hargrave, a young man of good family, but a bit of a mauvais sujet, she had made many acquaintances. But she appeared to have no old friends who could throw any light on her real age or her antecedents.

Her husbands relatives received her with scant cordiality, there was too much reticence about her previous history to incline them in her favour. As a matter of fact, they were not over-fond of Jack himself. There had been certain early episodes in his career which had not endeared him to right-thinking persons.

It was well-known that he was in no sense of the word a wealthy man. Yet he kept an expensive flat, he was always immaculately dressed, and his wife, to judge by her costly costumes, must have had a very liberal allowance.

They entertained a great deal, and they had bridge parties every night when they were at home. Knowing people whispered amongst themselves that it was their winnings at bridge which enabled them to make such a brave show. They were certainly both very skilful players. Not a few persons thought they were a bit too skilful, too uniformly successful.

Two years after their marriage, Jack Hargrave died suddenly of pneumonia, the result of a neglected chill. Strange to say, he left no will. His widow explained this by the fact that he had made all his property over to her, by deed of gift, soon after their marriage, as he did not want her to be burdened with death duties.

Things were not altered in any way by Jacks death. His widow kept on the expensive flat in Mount Street. When a decent period of mourning had elapsed, she appeared in her usual tasteful costumes, and resumed her bridge parties.

There was nothing to wonder at in this. If Jack Hargrave had made over all his property to her, she was as well-off after his death as before. Rather better, as there was only one to spend the income instead of two.

A certain thing, however, did occur which made some people suspicious. Her husbands relatives, who had never been more than coldly civil during Jacks lifetime, now dropped her altogether.

Jack, who was a few years younger than his wife, had been at Eton and Oxford with Guy Rossett, and they were old friends. When Hargrave returned from abroad with his pretty bride, he had hunted up Guy and induced him to become a frequent visitor in Mount Street.

Guy was considerably attracted by the young hostess. Of course, he knew that his friend was looked at askance by many people, and he knew nothing more than the rest about Mrs Hargraves antecedents.

When the fair young widow resumed her normal existence, and her bridge parties, young Rossett again became a frequent visitor. And now that there was no obstacle in the shape of a husband, he allowed her to see that her attraction for him had grown very considerably.

She met him more than half-way. There was no doubt that the attraction was mutual. But there were other reasons that weighed strongly with her. Guy had a small allowance from his father, but it was supplemented by a very handsome one from his great-aunt, an old lady of eighty, who would also leave him her very considerable private fortune.

In every sense, he was a most eligible person. He was handsome, distinguished-looking and charming, with the perfect manners of the young diplomatist. And one day, and it could not be a very long one now, he would be a rich man by the death of Lady Henrietta.

For many months, Guy Rossett went to the flat in Mount Street, losing a considerable sum of money at bridge to his hostess and various members of her circle.

There was a certain strain of caution in him, a certain recognition of the fact that he would require to know a good deal more than he did about the charming widows past, before he committed himself definitely, that kept the sense of attraction on his side within reasonable bounds.

Still, there is no knowing what might have happened, but for the occurrence of a certain event. Mrs Hargrave was very charming, very subtle, equipped with all the wiles of a clever and experienced woman. One day, his self-control might have given way, her fascination might have overpowered his prudence, and he would have committed himself beyond recall.

Then something happened which switched away his thoughts for ever from the flat in Mount Street and its fascinating owner. At a certain country house he met Isobel Clandon, the daughter of a retired general, a widower who lived at Eastbourne.

He took her in to dinner the first night of his arrival, and he knew he had found the woman of his dreams. Isobel was a lovely girl of twenty-two, a little above the middle height, a vision of beauty and grace.

Her fresh and virginal charm, her spontaneous gaiety, drove out all recollection of the more artificial attractions of the older woman. The one suggested the brightness and freshness of spring, the other fading tints of summer.

It was love at first sight on both sides, and Guy knew that he had never really loved before. And Isobel had not even flirted with a man before she saw him. She came to him whole-hearted, and he came as little scarred as a man might be who has lived twenty-seven years in the world, and seen and known many women.

Mrs Hargrave roused herself from her reverie, and took up the letter for the second time. It was from an intimate acquaintance, and the envelope bore the Eastbourne post-mark. Again she read that particular paragraph which had so perturbed her.

I have at last succeeded in meeting your Miss Clandon at a garden-party. I made myself as pleasant as I could, and you know I can make myself pretty well liked when I try. I think she has taken a fancy to me, and that we shall be great friends presently. I am going to tea with her to-morrow, and will let you know if I can get anything definite out of her.

She is twenty-two, and certainly a lovely girl, also a very charming one. I introduced Mr Rossetts name, of course, and she just looked a little shy. But I could not get her to say much, only this, that he is coming down to Eastbourne directly, and that he has just secured an important appointment abroad, at the British Embassy in Spain.

She wears no engagement ring, so they are not publicly betrothed. But I am sure there is a very good understanding between them.

The widow threw the letter down on her lap, with a fierce exclamation.

Twenty-two, and a lovely girl, she muttered angrily. Some pink and white beauty, I suppose, immature, knowing nothing of life. And these are the women who catch men of the world with their youth and innocence.

Her face grew hard, she looked almost plain, and for the moment her thirty years showed themselves unmistakably.

She tore the offending note into fragments, and threw them into a dainty little waste-paper basket — everything about the flat was dainty.

But I will get even with Mr Guy Rossett before long, she cried vindictively, as she returned to her seat.

It was somewhere about ten oclock in the morning when she indulged in these bitter reflections, when she had to admit, in the face of that letter, that her ambitious schemes had gone astray.

At the same hour, a tall and corpulent gentleman, attired in an elegant morning coat and silk hat, descended the steps of his house at Walton, stepped into the Rolls-Royce car waiting for him, drove to the station, and took the train to London.

He was known in his business, and in the neighbourhood, as Mr Jackson, although his foreign appearance and swarthy complexion gave the direct lie to his English name.

Not for him the easy bowler or soft hat, and the lounge suit. He had an idea that to be successful in business it was necessary to preserve the old traditions. Financial stability was suggested by the frock coat and the topper.

He described himself as a financier, and so in a certain sense he was. But in spite of the name of Jackson, he was a Spaniard by birth, and his real cognomen was Juan Jaques. As regards his business, he was a moneylender, pure and simple.

He had a spacious suite of offices in one of the most private-looking houses in Dover Street. His staff was small, consisting of a confidential woman secretary who typed his letters, generally suave, but occasionally menacing; an equally confidential clerk who kept his accounts; and a smart office boy.

From this agreeable point of vantage, he accommodated young men of good family, and equally good prospects, when they were temporarily hard up. He had a very select clientèle, and, to do him justice, for a moneylender, he was not extortionate. Treat your clients fairly, and they will come again. You make regular customers of them. They dont go buzzing off to Tom, Dick, and Harry. These were the principles on which he conducted his very lucrative business.

He was in a very good humour this morning, as he got out of the taxi which had brought him from Waterloo to his office.

There were very few letters, but their contents pleased him; they suggested good business. The last one was from Guy Rossett, who intimated that he would call about twelve oclock, as he wanted to have a short chat.

The astute Spaniard, known to all but a very few as the naturalised Englishman, Jackson, smiled.

He had not enjoyed the pleasure of Guys acquaintance very long. Mrs Hargrave had brought the two men together, and the introduction had been effected through the following circumstances.

At a certain period, Guy had found himself very short of money, practically due to bridge losses at the flat in Mount Street. He had rather hesitatingly asked the charming widow if she knew of any decent moneylender, who would finance him at a rate of interest that was not too extortionate.

Violet had raised her candid blue eyes — they were her best asset — to his, with a world of pity in them.

Oh, Mr Rossett, I am so sorry to hear of this. It is all this horrible bridge. I always seem lucky, but such a lot of my friends have bad luck. I think I shall give up these parties, if they are going to embarrass the people I like.

There was a soft mist in her eyes, as she gave utterance to these noble sentiments. Guy felt a little thrill pass through him. She was not a mere worldling, she had her full share of real kindness, of real womanliness.

Ones own fault, you know, he answered lightly. I suppose I ought to be old enough to take care of myself. I neednt play bridge if I dont want to, need I?

Mrs Hargrave did not answer for a moment. She seemed struggling with her remorseful thoughts. Then, after a brief space, inspiration came to her, and she played a strong and winning card.

She laid her hand upon his arm, and her voice trembled ever so little as she spoke.

Mr Rossett, we have been very good friends, have we not? And you were a pal of dear old Jacks long before I met him.

Rossett nodded. At the moment he had no idea what she was driving at, or what she was leading up to. And he was pretty quick too.

Then I want you, for the moment, to think of me as a pal. Fancy for the time I am Jack, your old friend. What I want to say is this, dont go to these horrible people. They are sure to rook you. I have a little money put by — dear old Jack left me comfortably off — and I make quite a small income out of my winnings. Let me be your banker. Now, dont be proud.

Guy was profoundly touched, and he thanked her in no measured terms. But the idea of borrowing money from a woman, even if she were a dear friend, was too horrible to contemplate for a second. Had there been no alternative, he would sooner have blown his brains out.

He told her this, and she sighed regretfully, as one amazed at the obstinacy of a certain type of man. She knew, could she once have got him to accept this loan, she would be sure of him.

You see, it is quite impossible, he ended, rather awkwardly. It is not a pleasant thing to refuse the kindness thrust upon you in the most graceful way by a charming woman. Do you happen to know of any of these sharks?

Frustrated in her clever little scheme, the fair Violet reflected for a few seconds. Then she spoke in a hesitating voice, as if she were trying to recall certain memories of the past.

Yes, I do know a man who, I believe, is a decent specimen of his kind. You know, a lot of people wonder that Jack was so well-off. Well, in the first place, he was awfully clever, and he had two or three good friends in the City who gave him tips. But he wanted a bit of capital. He found out this man Jackson, who has offices in Dover Street. Jackson believed in him, and financed him, of course taking a good share. That was only natural.

Rossett pricked up his ears. The thing that had puzzled so many people was already partly explained. Jack had been, as his wife said, a clever fellow, and a bit of a dark horse. He had been making money in the City in a subterranean way, with the help of the philanthropic Mr Jackson, who, no doubt, had looked after his own share of the profits. But why the deuce had not Jack Hargrave told this openly to his intimates? Then all innuendos and suspicions would have been silenced at once.

Mrs Hargrave went on in her sweet, low voice. I dont think I have ever told this to a soul. You will respect my confidence. I always thought it a little silly of Jack, but he made a point of keeping the secret to himself.

Need you ask the question? queried Guy Rossett reproachfully.

No, I am sure I can trust you. Well, this man Jackson; by the way, that is not his real name, he is a naturalised Spaniard. I see him sometimes on a few matters in which he is still interested, and which he looks after for me. I will give you a note to him, and ask him to treat you very gently.

But, before she moved to her writing-table, she again looked pleadingly at him.

Are you sure you will not reconsider my suggestion? Surely you would rather be indebted to me than to a mere sordid moneylender?

Again Guy repeated his thanks. But on this point he was adamant; nothing would move him.

He took the letter of introduction to Mr Jackson. This gentleman was affability itself. Mrs Hargraves introduction was quite sufficient. Guy was too much a gentleman to put searching questions as to Jacksons private knowledge of the Hargraves, husband and wife.

On his side, Mr Jackson had the private dossier of every eligible young man, from the moneylenders point of view, entered in his reference book. He knew all about the Earl of Saxham, and the Lady Henrietta. Young Mr Rossett was quite a desirable client. He was pleased to add him to his list.

As a matter of fact, the loan was quite a small one, and was granted on reasonable terms. There was no speculative element in the transaction. Guy was a young man who might make a mistake now and again, but he would never kick over the traces for long, and he was as straight as a die.

On this particular morning, Mr Jackson received him with the greatest affability.

Delighted to see you, Mr Rossett. Too early for a drink, I am afraid, but have a cigar.

He pushed across a box of cigars that even a Spanish Jew could not have bought under half a crown apiece.

Now, what is it, Mr Rossett? Just a little more ready, I suppose?

Guy bit off the end of the very excellent cigar with a composed air. He had not the appearance of a suppliant for financial favours.

Not quite as bad as that, Mr Jackson. But I have a bill for six hundred due next month. It would be a great convenience to me if you would renew half when it falls due, of course on the usual terms.

For a moment, Mr Jacksons face fell. He had hoped he was going to get deeper into the young mans ribs, looking forward to that blessed day when Lady Henriettas fortune would wipe off all arrears.

Then, the next moment, he cheered up. Guy was not going to be a very big customer, but he was a safe one. A young man who could pay off half of his indebtedness was to be trusted. Not much waiting, just quick profits.

It took them a few moments to discuss the details of the extension of the loan. When these had been settled, Mr Jackson consulted his watch.

I think, Mr Rossett, we might venture upon a small bottle now, what do you think?

Guy really did not want anything to drink at this comparatively early hour of the morning. But, in view of further favours, it would not be politic to check his hosts hospitable impulses.

The moneylender produced a very excellent small bottle of veuve cliquot. The two men sat chatting for some time. Suddenly, the telephone bell rang.

What was whispered down it seemed to agitate Mr Jackson a little. Rossett could, of course, only catch his disjointed replies.

Actually left the house, you say, on the way. Ought always to give me notice. Might be too busy. Well, it cant be helped. Good-bye.

As a matter of fact, it was Mrs Hargraves maid who had rung up to tell him that her mistress was on her way to his office. He knew enough to be sure that a meeting between Violet and Rossett would be very disturbing to both, hence his discomfiture.

Mount Street to Dover Street in a taxi is not a very far cry. If Guy Rossett did not swallow his champagne and clear out in a few seconds, the meeting was inevitable. The only apartments were the outer office, the waiting-room, and his own sanctum, and they all led into each other.

Guy, not being thirsty, drank his wine very leisurely. Then he rose to go, but some minutes had elapsed, and at the moment he rose the office boy brought in a slip of folded paper, on which was written Mrs Hargraves name.

Many thanks for meeting me in this little matter, Mr Jackson. Well, for the present, good-bye. And poor Guy Rossett, fondly thinking that he had laid the ghosts of the past, emerged from Jacksons room to be confronted with Violet Hargrave, seated in one of those luxurious easy chairs which the hospitable foreigner provided for his waiting clients.

He put the best face he could on the situation, and advanced with outstretched hand.

An unexpected pleasure, Mrs Hargrave, he cried in a very uncertain voice. A more embarrassed specimen of a budding diplomatist could not have been observed.

The pretty widow ignored the outstretched hand. She looked at him steadily, and the blue eyes were no longer soft and limpid, but hard as steel.

I think, she said in a voice that was as hard as her glance, you are indulging in the language of diplomacy, which is usually used to disguise ones real thoughts.

Rossett turned red, and began, in his agitation, to stammer forth lame and foolish excuses.

I have been awfully busy lately, you know, not had time for anything in the social line. The truth is, Mrs Hargrave, I have just woke up to the fact that I have been wasting a good part of my life. I am really going in now for work, hard work, and ambition.

She swept him with a contemptuous glance.

Is this supposed to be an apology for your despicable conduct as regards myself?

As you please to take it, Mrs Hargrave. Knowing he was utterly in the wrong, he took refuge in a sort of sullen dignity.

Her voice grew more scornful as she answered in her clear, vibrant tones.

I should not like to detain you even for a moment, when you have such a laudable object in view. If you are going to atone for those wasted years, you will have a tremendous lot of leeway to make up. You cannot spare a second. Good day. He could not rally under her sharp tongue and keen womans wit. He bowed, and was about to move away when she stopped him with an imperious gesture.

One moment of your valuable time, if you please, Mr Rossett. You are fond of running away when the situation becomes a little inconvenient to yourself. But on this, I hope, our last meeting, I wish to say a few words to you, which it is well you should hear. May I presume to trespass on your time for a few seconds longer?

There was still in her tones the same bitter note of sarcasm. But by this time, Guy had recovered himself a little, and was able to muster a remnant of dignity.

My time is at your disposal, he replied quietly.

You have not acted the part of a gentleman, Mr Rossett. You were supposed to be my husbands friend; you pretended to be mine. Certain events occurred, the nature of which it is easy to guess, which caused you to think my friendship was no longer desirable. That is the truth, is it not? Be frank for once, if a diplomatist can ever be frank.

She dominated the situation. Rossett could only stammer forth a shamefaced admission that it was the truth.

You admit it. Would you not have played a more manly part, if you had come to me with a frank and proper explanation of those events?

That is just what I ought to have done, said Guy Rossett humbly. He had never admired her more than now. Up to the present moment he had no idea that this dainty, slender woman, more or less of a butterfly, had such spirit in her fragile frame.

Instead of that, pursued Violet Hargrave in her inflexible, vibrating tones, you adopt a device pursued by many men I know, by the type of man who lacks moral courage. I am afraid I shall hurt you a little now, but I dont mind because you have hurt me, and I want to cry quits. You adopted the cowards device of running away from the woman to whom you were afraid to tell the truth.

Rossett was utterly beaten. He could not say a word in self-defence. He stood speechless under the lash of her scorn, her not unjustifiable indignation. She dismissed him with a wave of her hand.

I will keep you no longer, Mr Rossett. For some years we were rather intimate friends. To-day we are strangers. As a stranger, I will bid you good-bye.

And Guy Rossett was happy to escape. He had never felt more humiliated in his life.

He put himself into a taxi, and drove straight to the St. Jamess Club, beloved of diplomatists. He ruminated ruefully over his discomfiture at the hands of the sharp-tongued Mrs Hargrave.

Some women have the knack of making a man feel like a worm, he thought bitterly. Mary has it in her quiet, incisive way. Violet has it to perfection.

The young widow entered the sanctum of the moneylender. Outwardly, her demeanour was calm, but in her breast a volcano was raging. Her pride had been humbled, her hopes ruthlessly crushed. She was raging with all the resentful impotence of the woman scorned.

Jackson met her with outstretched hands, and took both of hers.

My poor little Violet, he said kindly. I can see you are very upset; at least, it is plain to me who have known you from a baby. If you had only told your maid to phone me up before you started, I would have delayed you, and prevented this.

She sank down on a chair with a little weary sigh. You have always been my best friend, Juan. Heaven knows what I should have done or where I should have been without you.

Tut, tut. The financier was very human where women were concerned. And you are fond of this fellow, eh, apart from other considerations?

I was, Juan, but now I hate him, was the uncompromising reply. Still, on the whole, I am not sure I would have missed that little talk with him. Clever young man of the world as he is, ready and quick as he was, I cut him to the quick. I made him feel very small.

Jackson chuckled. I will wager you gave him a good dressing down, when you once started. Well now, my child, I guess you want to see me on something important.

Something very important, was the reply.

The two drew their chairs closely together, and conversed in low tones, using the Spanish language.


Chapter Three.
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TO A MAN of Lord Saxhams ancient lineage and broad acres, although those same broad acres were somewhat heavily encumbered, General Clandon was a mere nobody. He was just one of the many thousands of persons who are entitled to be called gentlemen, as a matter of courtesy, but have no claim to rank in the same category with pure aristocracy.

All the same, the General came of very respectable stock, from that section of the small landowning class which is the backbone of the territorial interest. His forbears had been settled in Kent for some six generations. His eldest brother, Hugh Clandon, who had ruled over Clandon Place, had a rent roll of some five thousand a year clear.

To an ordinary person, in a lower walk of life, this would seem by no means a despicable income. But Clandon Place was a large house, and cost a good deal to keep up, even on an economical scale. And all the Clandons, with the solitary exception of the General himself, were exceedingly prolific.

His brother Hugh had eight children. He was one of ten. Daughters had to be portioned off, sons had to be educated and started in the world. Geoffrey Clandon inherited a few thousands on his fathers death; he always thought his father must have been a wonderful man to leave so much, considering the calls upon him. The General contrived to live upon the modest income derived from this small capital, plus his half-pay.

He now lived at Eastbourne upon the somewhat slender revenue. When he died, his only child, Isobel, would have a few hundred pounds a year to call her own.

In his youth, he had been exceedingly handsome, and, had he been of a more worldly turn of mind, he might easily have married money. Instead, he married for love, and never repented it. His wife brought him no fortune, but she brought him other things beyond price.

Mrs Clandon died when Isobel was sixteen, and all the intense love which the General had borne his wife was transferred to his daughter, who fully reciprocated her fathers devotion.

She was a very sweet and lovable girl, perhaps just a little wiser and older than her actual years, as is often the case with only children, who have been brought up in close companionship with their parents.

She looked after his house admirably, saw that his meals were well cooked and daintily served. As for herself, thanks to an admirable figure, and a knack of knowing how to wear her clothes, she always looked smartly turned out on a most slender allowance.

They lived on the outskirts of Eastbourne, in an unpretentious house, a cottage which had been turned into a half villa. All the added rooms were spacious, with the original low ceilings, which gave a picturesque effect.

There was over an acre of garden, and half of that was devoted to the cultivation of flowers. Isobel adored flowers, and loved to see bowls of them in the different rooms. She was no mean gardener herself, and often worked hard in conjunction with the rather ancient person who attended to the small domain.

County society did not have anything to say to General Clandon and his daughter, they were too small fry, but in the selecter circles of strictly Eastbourne residents they were considerable figures.

The General had preferred not to settle down in his native place, near his brother. His means were too small to allow him to compete on equal terms with the local magnates who were his contemporaries. He was a very proud man, and he was still more sensitive on Isobels account.

From all she had heard of small county society, of which her uncle was a specimen, she did not think she had missed much. She was quite happy in her little circle at Eastbourne; it was more amusing, and not at all stiff or pretentious.

Once a year, since she was eighteen, she had a brief glimpse of a more fashionable world. The General had kept up a life-long intimacy with an old and wealthy friend, Sir William Glanville, who owned a large estate in Kent. Every autumn an invitation came for the shooting, and in that invitation Isobel was included.

Here she met people, men and women of quite a different calibre, spoiled children of the world, used to luxury from their cradle. Yet she was not sure that she enjoyed these visits very greatly. The profusion of wealth contrasted too sharply with their own daily mode of life.

If her father by some miracle should come into a fortune, and she smiled at the absurd thought, no doubt she would bear herself as bravely as these other girls she met.

But that last visit, that delicious last visit, she had thoroughly enjoyed. Guy Rossett had taken her into dinner, and danced attendance on her for the best part of a delightful week. At last she had met a man who seemed to stand a head and shoulders above his fellows.

But for a little time much sadness was mingled with her joy.

On more than one night, when Guys glance had thrilled her, when Guys gentle pressure of the hand, as he bade her good night, had set her heart fluttering, she had cried herself to sleep.

She had heard all about him from her hostess, a kind-hearted, gossiping soul. He was the second son of a wealthy peer of ancient lineage. With his fathers influence, he would be sure to obtain eminence in the diplomatic field. And he would inherit a big fortune from his grand-aunt, the Lady Henrietta.

Poor Isobel felt a very lonely maiden as she listened to this splendid recital. As a mere man, with his good looks and charm, he could choose where he liked. With these advantages in addition, he could pick from the noblest in the land.

Of course, she was a little fool, and the sooner she said good-bye to her vain dreams the better. Guy Rossett was attracted by her for the moment, no doubt. But it was impossible a man in his position, with his prospects, could mean anything serious. Could a man, in whose veins ran the blood of a dozen earls, choose for his wife the descendant of paltry squires?

And then had come that wonderful day, a day in her life ever to be marked with a white stone, when Guy had overtaken her as she was indulging in a solitary ramble in the now leafless park.

In impassioned words he had told her how he loved her, how she was the one woman in the world he wanted for his wife. He loved her. Did she care for him? Dazed, and overjoyed with her happiness, her lovely dark eyes half suffused with tears, she faltered forth a trembling yes.

He took her in his arms, and gave her her first lovers kiss.

Then, when her brain had ceased to whirl, when she could recover from the great shock of her newly-found joy, she began to think.

But it is all a dream, she murmured. It is impossible.

Impossible! repeated Guy. Why do you use the word?

But, of course, you can see. You are the son of an aristocrat, big even amongst aristocrats. I am a nobody. Lady Glanville tells me you are going to be an ambassador, or something dreadfully big and awe-inspiring.

Guy laughed genially. Oh, you sweet little soul. Has that dear old woman been filling you with all that sort of stuff? Havent brains enough, my darling. And, if it should turn out true, and I do become an ambassador, you will grow up with me, and youll find the part of ambassadors wife fit you like a glove.

But, presently, after the first rhapsodies had passed, they began to talk soberly.

Guy had to state that his father, splendid old fellow as he was, none better, was very prejudiced and, as his son put it with more than filial frankness, as obstinate as a mule.

Isobel nodded her pretty dark head. I understand quite. He will want you to marry in your own station of life, choose a girl who has been brought up in the same world.

Guy nodded. Youve hit it. A sort of girl who would know, by inherited instinct, all the sort of tricks that are expected from an ambassadors wife. You see, I take it for granted I am going to be an ambassador.

Isobel looked at him fondly. In her present rapturous mood, she thought he could be anything he liked, if he gave his mind to it.

Then Guy spoke quite gravely and seriously.

Now, we have got to consider the two fathers, yours and mine. We will take yours first, because I think hell do whatever you tell him.

He generally does, replied Isobel, with a smile that showed all her dimples.

Good. I leave to-morrow, you are off the day after. Dont tell him anything till you get back to Eastbourne. Then let him know exactly what has passed between us to-day, that I have admitted frankly I shall have a hard job on my part. I want to get my fathers consent, because I wish you to be welcomed by the family. Dear old Aunt Henrietta will never interfere with me, shes too good a sort.

Yes, answered Isobel happily. I will tell him all that.

And please add that I should wish to come down to Eastbourne, as soon as convenient to him, and put all the facts before him. I want first to get his consent, and I know I am asking it under peculiar circumstances.

A slight cloud gathered over the girls lovely face. I am quite sure of my darling old dad, she said. Im a little afraid of yours.

Theres nothing to be frightened of, sweetheart, said her lover confidently. Whether he gives his consent or not, you are going to be my wife. Im quite independent of him. But, as I said just now, I would prefer to bring him round before, instead of after.

But do you think that possible? inquired Isobel anxiously.

Guy reflected. Its a pretty even chance, he said presently. And, you see. Ive got Mary on my side.

Isobel lifted questioning eyes. You have never spoken of Mary before. Who is she? I suppose your sister?

Yes, my sister, and the sweetest, dearest girl in the wide world. Just an angel without the wings, and they are growing, I believe. Not that she is meek and mild, and all that sort of thing. She can hit out as straight from the shoulder as a man when she chooses. But tell her a tale of two true lovers, and she will never be happy till she brings them together.

What a darling! cried Isobel, in deep admiration. How I should love to meet her.

No difficulty about that, answered Guy easily. As soon as I have arranged matters with the General, we will fix up a little lunch in London. You bring your father up; Ill bring Mary up.

How lovely! sighed Isobel. Truly, a new world, a delightful world, was opening to her.

The Clandons returned to their modest little nest at Eastbourne. On the first evening of their return, Isobel, sitting on a low footstool close to the Generals chair, told him the wonderful story of Guy Rossetts love for her, of her love for Guy.

Her father listened sympathetically. He was intensely proud that his beloved daughter had chanced upon a wooer worthy of her. He had never dared to hope for such an alliance. Isobel was deserving of any Fairy Prince, but where was the Fairy Prince to come from?

But he was wise and experienced. It would not be all fair sailing, there were rocks ahead. Guy had himself admitted that the Earl of Saxham would prove a formidable obstacle. The General agreed that, were he in Lord Saxhams place, he would not give his consent too readily.

He kissed his daughter tenderly, half pleased, half regretful to see the intense lovelight in her eyes as she spoke of her adored lover.

Yes, tell Guy to come and see me as soon as he likes, and we will talk over the difficulties, he said kindly. I liked the young fellow very much, from the little I saw of him. I am sure he is a gentleman, and I believe him to be straight.

Isobel looked up a little reproachfully. Her fathers guarded words seemed to convey very faint praise of her peerless lover.

Oh, dad, she cried reproachfully. Guy is the soul of honour.

Rossett came down, and had a long interview with General Clandon. He was quite frank and manly. He would marry Isobel whether his father consented or not; so far as financial matters stood, he was perfectly independent. Still, for many reasons, it was better to exercise a little prudence, and coax the Earl into agreement.

The General agreed. Much better, Rossett. The question of her being received by your family or not will make a great difference to her at the start. In the years to come, it may make a great difference to you. You dont want to cut yourself off from your kith and kin.

Rossett was of the same opinion. The General agreed to a private engagement. Guy gave his betrothed a beautiful ring which she did not dare openly to display. She looked at it several times a day, and kissed it every night before she went to sleep.

Guy had lost no time in approaching his father, and the Earl had received the news in the worst spirit. He had stormed, and broken out into one of his furious, ungovernable rages.

You are simply an idiot. With my influence with the Government, there is no knowing where I can push you to. He seemed to take it for granted that his son could not help himself. You must marry a woman in your own class, a woman who can help you in your career. And then you propose to me some obscure chit of a girl, who lives in a cottage at Eastbourne.

Guy argued calmly that Isobel was a lady, and of good family. Certainly her father was not a rich man, this much he had to admit.

The Earl would not listen to reason. He brushed aside all his sons pleadings. He recovered from his first rage, but he wound up the discussion in a voice of deadly calm.

You can do as you choose, Guy. You are quite independent, and I daresay if you married a shop girl it would make no difference to your aunt. But please understand this. From the day you make Isobel Clandon your wife, all is over between us. I wash my hands of you. Not a penny of my money, not an atom of my influence. You understand.

I quite understand, sir. You force me to choose between yourself and Isobel. Well, if you persist in your determination, I shall choose Isobel. But I am in hopes you will change your mind.

Never, snapped out the Earl viciously. Go to the devil your own way, as soon as you like. Fancy a manlike you being caught by a baby face. But Guy smiled to himself. Lord Saxham was a very obstinate man, also a very irritable one. But his bark was worse than his bite. He had often climbed down before. And there was Lady Mary to be reckoned with, who, as a rule, could twist her father round her little finger, even if the process involved some time.

Lord Saxham betook himself next day to the all-powerful Mr Greatorex. He hinted to that impassive gentleman that he wanted to get his son abroad. Mr Greatorex elevated his finely arched eyebrows. The usual thing, I suppose? An entanglement of some sort?

Wants to marry a woman who will ruin his career, answered the Earl tersely.

A chorus-girl or something of that sort? queried Greatorex. He knew that Guy Rossett had mixed in a somewhat fast set, and was prepared to expect the worst of him. Or, perhaps, a doubtful widow? He had heard rumours of him and Violet Hargrave.

Lord Saxham shook his head. No, neither; but just as bad from my point of view. A girl, technically a lady, but no family to speak of, no fortune. Hed marry for love, and tire of her in six months, misery for her as well as for him.

The Honourable Rupert Greatorex was the scion of a very ancient family himself. He had a proper detestation of mésalliances.

I will do my best, he said cordially. He shall have the first thing going.

He had watched the career of young Rossett, as he had watched the career of every young man in the Foreign Office. Guy had not shown himself, up to the present, very zealous. He was more inclined to play than to work, and he foregathered with some very queer people.

But he did not lack brains. From some of the strange people with whom he associated, he had gleaned some rather valuable information which he had placed at Mr Greatorexs disposal.

If he was sent to Spain, he might turn out a useful member of the vast diplomatic corps, and he would be separated from this charming young woman, of no family to speak of, and no fortune. And Greatorex would be obliging a staunch supporter of the Government. Hence the appointment which Guy fondly believed he had secured through his own merits.

While his father was scheming to thwart what he considered his sons ill-advised wooing, Guy had enlisted Mary for an ally.

Mary, the friend of all true lovers, only asked two questions. First, Was she a lady? Second, Were they quite sure they really loved each other?

Her brother was able to answer both questions in the affirmative. And she was sure, this time, he was in earnest. She had been the recipient of previous confidences, hence a little caution on her part.

I should like to meet her, and judge for myself, said Mary decidedly. She knew, of course, of her fathers obstinate refusal to entertain the idea. She would like to meet Isobel, to be sure if she was justified in opposing the Earl. For Mary was, above all things, conscientious. She adored Guy, but she also loved her father, and she had a duty towards him. She must be certain that Isobel was worthy, no mere adventuress, luring a sorely love-stricken man.

Guy unfolded his cunning little plan.

Run up to London one day for some shopping. Ill get up Isobel and her father, and we can all lunch together. Where shall we go? The Ritz for preference, but we should meet too many people we knew, and it might get to the Governors ears. Well lunch at the Savoy.

So that was arranged. There came that delightful day when the General and his daughter travelled up from Eastbourne, and met Guy and his sister in the vestibule of the famous London restaurant.

Isobel was dreadfully nervous, but quite excitedly happy. What a lovely new life! The tepid gaieties of Eastbourne paled their ineffectual fires in comparison with the present festivity.

The two women took to each other at once. It did not take the shrewd Mary long to discover that this beautiful girl was genuinely in love with the equally good-looking Guy, that here was no artful and designing maiden.

The General, simple and dignified, made an equally good impression upon her. In manner and bearing he was the true type of aristocrat, as much so as Lord Saxham himself. Fortunately for others, he lacked the Earls somewhat explosive qualities.

They lingered in the lounge some time after lunch, and here the two women had a little private chat together, with the view of cementing their acquaintance.

Mary promised to be their friend, and to use all her influence to wear down her fathers opposition.

Isobel thanked her warmly. It seems an unkind thing to say, she added, at the conclusion of her little outburst of gratitude. But I almost wish that Guy were a poor man.

Mary looked at her questioningly; she did not, for the moment, catch the drift of her thoughts.

There couldnt, then, be all this fuss and trouble, explained Isobel, with a little catch in her voice. People wouldnt be able to think that I had run after him, they would know I only cared for him for himself. Now, whatever happens, they will always think the worst of me.

Mary whispered back the consoling answer, There are two people who will never think that, myself and Guy.

The happy hours passed. They all saw Mary off by her train, and a little later the General and his daughter went back to Eastbourne.

There were many delightful days to follow, days when Guy ran down, dined with the General, and put up for the night at the Queens.

And then the time drew near for Guy to take up his new post, to leave London for Madrid. Still, things were not any further advanced. In spite of Lady Marys powerful and persistent advocacy, the Earl remained as obdurate as ever. If Guy insisted upon making Isobel Clandon his wife, all friendly relations between father and son would be suspended.

On the night preceding the young diplomatists departure, there was a farewell dinner, this time at a less public restaurant than the Savoy. The party was the same, Guy and his sister, Isobel and her father.

Lady Mary would have to stay the night in London. This she had arranged to do with an old girl friend, now married, Lady May Brendon.

The Earl, with that uncanny sense which distinguishes some people, suddenly had an inkling of the truth. Guy had said good-bye to them the day before. I believe its all a blind, he burst out angrily, a few minutes before Marys departure. You may be staying with May Brendon for the night, but she is not the reason of your visit. You are going to meet that wretched girl.

Mary could never bring herself to tell a lie. She had already admitted she had made the acquaintance of Isobel Clandon, and had taken a great liking to her.

To tell the truth, I am. Guy is giving a dinner to-night, in order to bid her farewell. It is only right he should have the support of some member of his family.

You deliberately go against my wishes, thundered her father, in his most irate tones.

In this instance, I fear I must, replied his daughter very quietly and firmly. I love you very dearly, but I love Guy too. He has chosen for himself, and in my opinion he has chosen wisely.

I love Guy too, said the Earl in a less aggressive tone. I would like also to see him happy. But a man in his position must marry according to the traditions of his family. You are a weak sentimentalist, Mary.

A rather sad smile crept over the sweet face.

Perhaps I am, too much for my own peace of mind. But, what I do feel strongly is this — you have no right to dictate to Guy in this matter. He is a second son, he is independent of you. With Ticehurst, it may be different. He has to transmit the family honours, to maintain the family traditions as you call them. In his case, interference may be justifiable. In Guys case, I say emphatically not. The Earl began to splutter again. My word, the world is coming to something. You talk as if a father had no right, no authority over his children. Look what I have done for him. I wrung this appointment from Greatorex, with my own personal influence.

Lady Mary laid a light, cool kiss upon his inflamed cheek.

Dearest father, do try and be just for once. You did not get this appointment solely for Guys benefit. You know you dont care a straw whether he succeeds in his profession. Your real motive was to drive him out of England, so that he should be separated from Isobel Clandon.

This was too much for Lord Saxham. He burst into volcanic language, inveighing against ungrateful sons and undutiful daughters, and stamped from the room in a blind rage.

Lady Mary smiled a little when he left. How many of these domestic storms had she witnessed! Her father would give way in the end. But there would be a long period of waiting. She got into the car, and drove to the railway station.

The dinner-party was a great success, even if it was slightly overcast with the sadness of farewell. Two people alone can be quite comfortably sad; there is a luxury in woe. But melancholy cannot be permanently maintained amongst four persons. The lovers would not see each other for some time, but, as Mary cheerfully reminded them, Madrid was not quite as far as the Antipodes, and they could write to each other every day, if they wished.

Half-way through the meal, two men entered and took their seats at a small adjoining table; they were both in evening dress. One was a tall, slim Englishman of the well-groomed type. His companion was short and swarthy, evidently a foreigner.

Isobel was the first to observe them. She leaned across the table, and addressed the General in a low voice.

Maurice has just come in, father. Just there, on your left, with a foreign-looking man.

The General looked in the direction indicated, and caught the eye of the tall young man, who rose, and advanced hesitatingly to their table.

He shook hands with Isobel and her father. The General effected a hasty introduction.

My nephew, Mr Farquhar, Lady Mary Rossett, Mr Rossett.

Lady Mary bowed. Guy half rose and bowed. He felt a little bit churlish. He was of a very jealous disposition. He fancied Isobels reception of her cousin was perhaps a little too cordial. Her smile was very welcoming, as she murmured, Fancy meeting you here, Maurice.

Farquhar looked at the young diplomatist steadily, as if he were trying to recall a memory. Then he recollected.

Rossett, Guy Rossett, of course, I remember you now perfectly. You were with me at Harrow for one term. You came into Brogdens House just as I was leaving.

And then Guy remembered too. Of course, I recollect now. I thought your face was familiar to me. You were the head of the house, and I was your fag. A graceless little cub, I fancy.

Farquhar laughed genially. No, I fancy you were an awful decent little chap while I was there. I cant vouch for you after my restraining influence was removed.

There was a little more conversation, and then Mr Farquhar returned to his foreign friend.

Who the deuce has he got with him? growled the General, almost under his breath. Maurice is an awfully clever fellow, and they say is one of the most rising members of the junior bar, but he is awfully fond of Bohemian society. That long-haired chap he has got with him. Well, he looks like an anarchist.

Guy Rossett laughed. I fancy I know who he is, General; in the Foreign Office, like your nephew, we get to know some queer people. He is a Spaniard by birth, but English by adoption. He is a well-known journalist in Fleet Street. But he is by no means an anarchist; he is dead against them.

The General ruminated. He was the most insular of insular Britons. He hated all persons of other nations. It annoyed him that his nephew should be in the company of this long-haired foreigner.

It is time this old country of ours closed its doors to this kind of gentry, he said, in a decided voice, as he drained his glass of champagne.

Lady Mary smiled. How very much he resembled her own father. The same obstinate views, with, at bottom, the same kind heart.

The next morning, the little party of three saw the young diplomatist off at the station. Guy held his sweetheart very close when he gave her his farewell kiss.

I say, dearest, you will write every day, wont you?

And Isobel nodded her dark head.

Of course, dear, pages and pages.

And I say, that good-looking cousin of yours we met last night! He has never made love to you, has he?

Isobel laughed gaily. Dear old Maurice! Why he used to carry me about when I was a baby. And dad and I are awfully fond of him. He is just a big, dear elder brother.

I dont quite know that I like a big, dear elder brother, when he happens to be a cousin, replied Guy, a little grimly.

Isobel smiled her most delightful smile.

Oh, Guy, I believe you are really jealous, and of poor old Maurice, of all people. My dear boy, he only lives for his work; he is a barrister, you know, and is made up of parchment.

He looked very human when he shook hands with you, remarked Guy drily. I fancy theres not much parchment where you are concerned.

Silly boy, to even think of such things. And what about me, when you get to Madrid? I am told the Spanish ladies are very fascinating. What chance shall I have against them.

So she turned the tables on Guy, and he had to defend himself against disloyalty in the future.

Then the train steamed off. With a hearty handshake from the General, with the kisses of his sweetheart and sister warm upon his lips and his cheeks, Guy Rossett set out on his journey to Spain. Little could he foresee the adventures that were in store for him.


Chapter Four.
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AND YOU THINK mischief is brewing, eh?

The speaker was Maurice Farquhar. The man he addressed was Andres Moreno, the black-browed Spaniard who had dined with him on the previous evening at the restaurant where they had met Guy Rossett and his party.

Maurice, a member of the junior bar, with a daily increasing practice, rented a charming suite of rooms in one of the most cloistered courts of the Temple. Certainly, this suite was on the top floor, and it was a stiff climb up those stairs. But Maurice was young and healthy, and the ascent of those few steep stairs did not trouble him in the least.

Apart from his own special legal business, which absorbed his best faculties, he was a man of many interests. During the lean years, when he had waited for briefs, he had supplemented his modest patrimony by journalism. He became a somewhat well-known figure in Fleet Street, specialising more or less upon foreign politics.

Then, when the briefs began to flow in, he had gradually dropped journalism. Now and again, at the earnest request of a persistent editor, he would write an article or a letter on some burning question, in which he could display his particular knowledge of affairs.

In those old journalistic days, happy, careless days, when a dinner at the old Cheshire Cheese was accounted something of a luxury, when he never entered the portals of the Ritz or Carlton, save as the guest of some rich friend or relation, he had struck up a great comradeship with Andres Moreno, son of a Spanish father and an English mother, an adroit and clever journalist, who could turn his hand to anything.

Nothing came amiss to Moreno; he was the handy man of journalism. He could write a most flamboyant description of a fashionable bazaar. He could, in a sufficiently well-paid article, penetrate the subtle schemes of European monarchs and statesmen.

His knowledge of London and every other foreign capital was illuminating. He knew every prominent detective, he enjoyed the acquaintance of not a few members of the criminal classes. He was hail-fellow-well-met with staunch monarchists and avowed anarchists. But it was always difficult with this man, who had friends in so many camps, to discover what were his real opinions.

Maurice who, perhaps, knew him better than anybody, on the mental side, always declared that he had no fixed opinions.

When you are with the good old-fashioned Tory, he had said once to him laughingly, you are all for King and Church and State and good Government. When you are with the anarchist, your sympathies go with the poor devils who have got nothing, and want to blow up everybody, in the hopes of getting a bit out of the wreck.

And Moreno, in the same jocular spirit, had admitted there was a certain element of truth in the description.

I am so infernally sympathetic, you know, Farquhar. I am like a straw blown by the wind. Any man who can talk to me earnestly for five minutes makes me see eye to eye with him. When I have left him, when the magnetism of his presence is removed, the cold fit succeeds, and I see with the eye of Andres Moreno. On the whole, I think I may say I am on the side of law and order.

And Farquhar had replied in the same half-jocular vein. Better stick on that side, old man. Otherwise they will end by taking from you even that little which you have.

Since those days of early friendship, the two men had prospered exceedingly. Moreno was a very highly paid journalist. Farquhar was one of the rising members of the junior bar.

The young barrister repeated his question.

And you think mischief is brewing, eh? Moreno raised himself from what appeared to be a deep reverie. It was a peculiarity of the man that suddenly he would relapse into deep meditation, and for the moment seem oblivious of what was going on around him. Then, in a flash, his keen intellect would assert itself, and he would pick up, in a very easy fashion the dropped threads of the previous conversation.

Very serious mischief, old man, he said, in his deep, rather husky tones. He spoke English perfectly, by the way, without the slightest trace of foreign accent. As a matter of fact, he had been born and bred in the country of his mother.

Is it a great secret? questioned Farquhar.

Moreno looked at him kindly. He was very greatly attached to this quiet Englishman, who had taken him by the hand in those early days when some of the brethren of the pen had regarded him as an outsider, and shown their dislike very plainly.

It is to everybody else, but not to you, my old and tried friend. I can trust you not to suck another mans brains. Besides, you are out of the business now. Yes, there are great things going on, in Madrid, Barcelona and Seville. There are also great things going on in a little corner in London, I can assure you.

Farquhar lifted his eyebrows, but he made no comment. Moreno would talk when it pleased him.

The Spaniard laughed softly, and leaned back in his chair. He was a man of deep and subtle humour, and was continually smiling at the ironies and incongruities of life.

I am going to astonish you now, my good Maurice. To-morrow night I am going to be inducted as a member of an anarchist society in Soho.

Farquhar, disturbed in his well-balanced mind, gave a violent start.

Are you mad, Andres? Have you any idea of what you will commit yourself to?

Moreno shrugged his broad shoulders indifferently.

I shall know, and size it all up the day after to-morrow; I am a soldier of fortune, my friend. I am an enterprising journalist — anything for sensation, anything for copy. I shall put my anarchist friends to good use.

And they will kill you while you are doing it, or after you have done it, said Farquhar grimly.

You do not pay a very high compliment to my intelligence, my friend. I think I may say that I am clever. Anarchists are very stupid people. They will suspect each other long before they suspect Andres Moreno.

He was a small man, but he looked quite important as he made this boast. Whatever his failings, a want of confidence in himself was not one of them. But Farquhar still appeared dubious.

I was a little doubtful till last night when I saw your friends at the restaurant, went on Moreno, in his slightly husky voice. You did not introduce me, there was no opportunity for that. I recognised one of them, Guy Rossett, who, I take it, is the fiancé of that charming young lady who, you say, is your cousin.

Farquhar frowned a little. How quick these foreigners were to guess things.

I have no idea, he said stiffly. General Clandon is my uncle, and I have been on very intimate terms with him and his family since I was a child. If there were any engagement, I think I should have been informed.

Moreno noticed the frown, the stiffness in the tone. He went on smoothly.

I may be jumping at conclusions rather too hastily, but I will tell you how I arrived at them. I happen to know that Guy Rossett is appointed to the Embassy at Madrid. With his sister, he dines with this charming girl and a man, obviously her father. It looks to me like a farewell dinner, and at a restaurant which is excellent, but certainly not fashionable. They wanted to escape observation, otherwise a man in Rossetts position, and he was certainly the host, would have been at the Ritz.

And what do you deduce from these profound observations, worthy of Sherlock Holmes himself? asked Farquhar a little testily.

Moreno answered slowly. He could see that his friend was troubled, but he had gone too far to recede.

I should say there was a secret understanding between the young people, approved of by the girls father, and the mans sister. Probably they are still waiting for the Earls consent to an open engagement.

Farquhar, to hide his agitation, swallowed his whiskey and soda in one draught, and chewed viciously at the end of his cigar.

You may be right, he said, speaking with forced calm. Well, let us get back to your anarchists. What has made you join them?

Moreno reflected a moment before he spoke.

I happen to know that young Rossett was in possession of some very exclusive information about this particular plot. That is one of the reasons why he has been sent to Spain.

And where do you come in? questioned Farquhar.

Moreno smiled. It is as much curiosity as anything. The anarchists know that Rossett knows a good deal about them. Now, I want to find out how they are going to act when Rossett finds himself in Madrid, you see.

And youll find it out before you are many hours older, cunning old devil that you are, said Farquhar, with an appreciative smile. Well, let me know how you get on. Isobel Clandon is my cousin, and I cant help feeling interested in all this, especially if what you suggest about her and Rossett is true.

When Moreno had left, the ambitious young barrister sat thinking deeply. He had loved his cousin for years, not perhaps with any great overmastering passion, but with that steady affection which might be expected from a man of his grave and cautious temperament.

He was prepared to speak when the time was ripe, when his prospects and circumstances permitted him to offer Isobel a proper home. Morenos words troubled him, and he had an uneasy suspicion that the Spaniard, with his swift intelligence, had accurately gauged the situation. The fruit which might have been his for the mere stretching out of the hand — had it been plucked by somebody more impetuous, more energetic than himself?

This he must learn as soon as possible. Morenos words had suddenly roused him to action. He was now blaming in his mind, those very traits on which he had been wont to pride himself, his scrupulousness, his excessive caution.

He had always thought that Isobel liked him, that she would not be reluctant to entertain his advances, when he had judged the time was right to make them.

And, of course, he had been a fool. He had not looked at the position from the girls point of view. A girl, however much she may be inclined towards a man, is not disposed to wait indefinitely while he is making up his mind, nicely balancing pros and cons.

He had never thought of anybody else for his wife. But he had reckoned too surely on the fact that she was waiting quietly in that little home at Eastbourne, till he chose to make love to her.

He wired to General Clandon the next morning, explaining that he had a couple of days leisure; might he run down? There came back the cordial reply, Come at once. Delighted.

Truth to tell, the General was both proud and fond of his nephew, the son of his favourite sister. He might have thought at times that the young man was a little too grave and serious for his years, he had always seemed singularly free from the follies of youth. But he had the greatest respect for his sterling qualities, for his high principles and character.

Father and daughter met him at the station. Isobel liked him very much. There was a time when liking might have been converted into a warmer feeling. But, speaking in vulgar parlance, Maurice had failed through his over-scrupulousness, his too nice weighing of possibilities and probabilities, to strike while the iron was hot.

And then Guy Rossett, ardent, impetuous, the beau idéal of a lover, had carried her off her feet, and her cousin was hardly a memory, so much did she live in the radiance of the present.

He had a most dainty dinner. Isobel was a wonderful housekeeper, and could accomplish wonders on a very limited income. Maurice, his desire sharpened by his forebodings, thought what a perfect wife she would make, uniting the decorative with the practical.

After dinner she left the men alone to their wine and cigars. Farquhar was not long in coming to the point. It was typical of his rather staid and old-fashioned way of regarding things that, even in the delicate matter of love, the correct method was to approach the parent first.

I wonder, uncle, if you have ever thought of me in the light of a future son-in-law?

The General looked a little embarrassed. Not very long ago, that aspect of his nephew had presented itself to him, and the prospect was not unpleasing. He had a shrewd notion that Maurice was very attached to his pretty cousin, and was marking time for some quite honourable and justifiable reasons.

Of Isobel he was not at all sure. Maurice had every good quality from a mans point of view, but he was not quite the stuff out of which romantic and compelling lovers are made. And her father was certain that Isobel was full of romance.

The General answered slowly, and with a caution worthy of Maurice himself. I might have thought about it some time ago, my boy. I fancied then that you were greatly attached. Let me see, it was some three or four years ago that I formed that opinion, I think.

Yes, said Maurice, speaking with a quiet bitterness. I suppose it was about then that I showed my feelings, as far as I am capable of showing them, plainly. But there were reasons why I did not speak then, reasons that I still think good ones.

I am sure of that, my dear boy, said the uncle kindly. He guessed now the reason of this visit, that sudden telegram.

At that time I was making headway, it is true, but my position was by no means assured. You know the smallness of my patrimony, and what I earned outside was inconsiderable. I did not feel justified in asking a girl to wait, on the chance of prospects that might never come to fruition.

Quite right, quite honourable! murmured the poor General, dreading the inevitable end of this discourse. Maurice was stating the case, rather as if he were addressing a jury, but there was no doubt he meant business. Even a man of his cautious temperament could now safely allow himself the luxury of matrimony, that was evident from this preamble.

It has always been my one thought to marry Isobel, assuming that she would have me, the moment I was in a position to take a wife. That moment has now arrived; I have no fears of the future. The question arises, am I too late?

The General was terribly embarrassed by this direct question. He was a most straightforward man, he loathed subterfuge.

But what was he to do? The engagement of his daughter to Guy Rossett was a secret one. He was, in honour bound, to give neither of them away.

He temporised weakly. Have you spoken to Isobel about this?

No, came the answer. I thought it was right to approach you first.

Exactly, exactly, stammered the poor father. Very right and proper, of course. But you had better put it to Isobel, and see what she says. Of course, you understand there is no opposition on my part.

Farquhar looked at him keenly. Yes, Morenos suspicions were justified. There was a secret engagement. The General had thrown the onus on his daughter. She could tell as much or as little as she pleased.

Thanks, he said quietly. I will speak to Isobel to-morrow morning.

The next day, in a little sheltered arbour in the not too extensive garden, he asked his cousin to marry him. He explained to her, as he had explained to her father, the reasons which had held him back.

She listened to him with composure. She was dimly aware that, a few years ago, this declaration of love would have set her cheeks aflame, her heart beating. To-day, it left her regretful, but cold.

I am dreadfully sorry, Maurice. I am very, very fond of you, but not in that way. I look upon you as a brother, a very dear brother.

There was decision and finality in the low, gentle tones. It was a bitter disappointment. He had always fancied in his masculine optimism that Isobel was waiting ready to fall into his arms, when he had made up his mind to ask her.

It was a bitter disappointment, but he bore it with his usual stoicism. Ambition was the greater factor in his life; love would always play a subordinate part. Still, Isobels refusal had taken something away that could never be replaced.

There was a long pause. He was the first to break the silence.

Your affections are engaged. You are in love with somebody else?

A vivid flush overspread the fair face. It is quite true, I love somebody else.

The man you were dining with, Guy Rossett? replied Farquhar quietly.

Ah, you have guessed! But it is quite a secret. My father knows. His sister knows. His father is obstinate and prejudiced; he wants him to marry a woman in his own world. We are waiting for his consent.

I quite understand, said Farquhar gloomily. I am too late, I can see. Honestly, Isobel, had I asked you, say, a year ago, would your answer have been different?

Her frank and candid gaze met his steadfast glance. I fancy I should have said yes, Maurice. But I am not certain it would have been real love; you see, I have known so few men. Guy has revealed a new world to me.

Farquhar sighed. He was eloquent enough in the courts, but he was dumb in the presence of women. This handsome young diplomatist had spoken to her in a language that she readily understood.

He silently said good-bye to his dream, the fair dream of the future which was to be glorified by Isobel Clandons gracious presence.

So that is all over. Well, Isobel, I hope you will always allow me to be your very good friend. She reached out her hand impulsively and laid it on his.

Oh, yes, please, Maurice. You will always be a dear, kind brother, wont you?

Perhaps some day I may be able to help you. I have just learned there is some danger threatening Guy Rossett.

Her face blanched. She turned to him an imploring glance.

Danger threatening Guy. Oh, please tell me, quickly.

With a bitter pang, he realised in that anguished utterance a full sense of the love which he had lost, of the youthful heart which he had allowed another man to capture.

In a few brief sentences, he told her what Moreno had related to him.


Chapter Five.
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AT THE PERIOD at which this story opens, there stood in Gerrard Street, Soho, a small, unpretentious restaurant, frequented almost exclusively by foreigners. Over the front was written the name of Maceda.

Luis Maceda, a tall, grave man of dignified aspect, with carefully trimmed beard and moustache, was the proprietor. He was a Spaniard, with the suave and courteous manners of that picturesque nation. The majority of his customers were his compatriots. The few Englishmen who found their way there spoke highly of him and the cuisine. At the same time, one or two of the prominent officials of the Secret Service kept a wary eye upon Maceda and his friends.

It was about half-past six on the evening following the interview between Moreno and Farquhar that Maceda, grave, upright, and dignified, looking younger than his fifty years, stood near the entrance door of the small restaurant, awaiting the arrival of early diners.

He was one of the old-fashioned type of restaurant keepers who kept a vigilant eye on his subordinates, went round to every table, inquiring of his patrons if they were well served. In short, he made his customers his friends.

Through the open doors entered Andres Moreno. He lunched and dined at a dozen different places, but usually twice a week he went to Macedas. The cuisine was French, to suit all tastes, but there were always some special Spanish dishes, to oblige those who were still Spaniards at heart.

The pair were old friends. Moreno extended his hand.

How goes it, Maceda? But it always goes well with you. You look after your patrons so well.

For a few moments the two men conversed in Spanish, which Moreno, through his father, could speak perfectly. Then, after a pause, the journalist spoke a single word — it was a password, that Maceda understood instantly.

A sudden light came into the proprietors eyes. He smiled genially, but gravely, as was his wont.

So you are with us, at last, he said. A thousand welcomes, my friend. We want men like you. I was told there would be a new member to-night, but the name was not divulged. This way.

The restaurant keeper led him up a narrow staircase — the house was a very old one — to a big room on the second floor. A long table stood in the middle of the apartment, on which were set bowls of flowers and dishes of fruit. Moreno looked around gratefully. As far as creature comforts went, he was going to have a pleasant evening. Maceda was evidently going to do his best.

Maceda pointed to a little side-room.

It is there the initiation will be performed at seven. At half-past, dinner will be served. After dinner, the business of the meeting will take place. You are a bit early. I know this much, that you are here on the introduction of Emilio Luçue.

Quite right, answered Moreno easily. It was Luçue who persuaded me to the right way.

Maceda raised his hands in admiration at the mention of that name.

Ah, what a man, what a genius! he cried in fervent tones. If our cause ever triumphs, if the world-wide revolution is ever brought about — and sometimes, my friend, I feel very disheartened — it is men like Luçue who will make it a possibility.

Trust to Luçue, answered Moreno, in his easy way. If he cant do it, nobody can.

Maceda moved towards the door. Excuse me that I can no longer keep you company. But business is business, you know. I must be there to welcome my patrons. Macedas restaurant is nothing without Maceda. You know that. My subordinates are good, and do their best, but it is my personality that keeps the thing going. If I am away for ten minutes, everything hangs fire. Moreno waved a cheerful hand at him.

Do not stand upon ceremony, my good old friend. I shall be quite happy here till the others arrive. No doubt I shall see you later.

The proprietor walked to the door, with his long, slow stride.

The three will be here at seven to initiate you. I shall run up for a few moments now and again during the dinner. The two men who will wait upon you are, of course, members of our society. I shall hope to be present, if only for a brief space, at the meeting. Once again, a thousand welcomes.

Maceda shut the door carefully. Moreno was left alone, in the long, narrow room. He gave vent to a low whistle, when Maceda was out of earshot.

The old boy takes it very seriously, so ran his reflections. I suppose they will all take it quite as seriously. Anyway, they intend to do themselves well. I wonder where the money comes from? And I further wonder if I shall meet anybody whom one would the least expect to find in such a venture.

On the stroke of seven Luçue arrived, a fine, handsome man of imposing presence. He was accompanied by two men, one an Italian, the other a Russian. It was evidently going to be a meeting of many nations.

Luçue greeted the journalist with a friendly smile. Ah, my friend, you are before us. That is a good sign. I hope you do not feel nervous.

Moreno answered truthfully that he did not. The whole thing appealed greatly to his sense of humour. Here were a dozen anarchists, meeting in a small restaurant in Soho, and pluming themselves upon the idea that, from their obscure vantage-ground, they could blow up the world into fragments and overpower the forces of law and order, to bring it into accordance with their wild dreams.

The four men went into the ante-room. Here the solemn rights of initiation were performed with perfect seriousness. Afterwards, when he reflected on the subject, Moreno remembered that he had taken some very blood-curdling oaths.

His gay and easy temperament was not greatly affected by the fact. He had been in the pay of the Secret Service before; he was in its pay now. A man must take risks, if he wanted to make a good living. Besides, he loved adventure. If the apparently genial Luçue ever had cause to suspect him, then Luçue would stick a knife into his ribs without the slightest compunction. But he felt sure he was the cleverer of the two, and that Luçue would suspect every member of the fraternity before himself.

The somewhat tedious initiation over, the four men went into the dining-room. Most of the members had arrived. The two waiters were bringing up the soup.

Moreno recognised with a start the portly form of Jackson, otherwise Juan Jaques, the moneylender of Dover Street. Luçue had told him that the common language was French, in order to accommodate all nationalities.

Moreno addressed him. I dont think you remember me, Mr Jackson. I had the pleasure of introducing young Harry Mount Vernon to you some months ago, when he was wanting a little of the ready. He has always spoken in the highest terms of you. Mr Jackson, always suave and genial, bowed and smiled. But it was evident he was searching the recesses of his memory.

Moreno helped him out of his difficulty.

I am Andres Moreno, a Fleet Street journalist, who mixes with all sorts and conditions of men.

Ah, I remember now. Jackson, to call him by his assumed name, shook him cordially by the hand. And so, you are one of us?

Yes, very much so, replied Moreno quietly.

Our friend Luçue converted me to the good cause. He is a wonderful man.

Jackson repeated the enthusiasm of Maceda.

A genius, my dear friend, an absolute genius. If the great cause triumphs, it will be due to him. Another worshipper, thought Moreno, with a quiet, inward chuckle. They were all certainly very serious, with a whole-hearted worship of their leader.

The great leader looked round the room with his broad, genial smile.

All here, except the two ladies, he said. We must wait for the ladies. It is their privilege to be late. We must exercise patience.

As he spoke, two women entered the room, one obviously a Frenchwoman, the other as obviously an Englishwoman.

Jackson darted across the apartment, a somewhat grotesque figure, bowed to the foreigner, and shook the Englishwoman cordially by the hand.

Always late, my dear Violet, he said, but better late than never.

Then Luçue bustled up, and took the situation in hand.

Now, Jackson, you mustnt monopolise one of the two charming young women in the room. I want my new friend, Moreno, to sit next his half-compatriot, because, as you know, although his father was Spanish, his mother was English.

The pretty Englishwoman bowed, and they took their seats together at the flower and fruit-laden table. Luçue, probably through inadvertence had not mentioned the womans name.

Moreno stole cautious glances at his companion. She was certainly very charming to look at; her age he guessed at anything from five and twenty to thirty. Where had he seen her before? Her face was quite familiar to him.

And then recollection came back to him. A big bazaar in the Albert Hall, stalls with dozens of charming women. And one particular stall where this particular woman was serving, and he had been struck with her, and inquired her name of a brother journalist, who was a great expert on the social side. He turned to her, speaking in English.

Our good friend Luçue was rather perfunctory in his introduction. He mentioned my name, but he did not give yours. Am I not right in saying that I am speaking to Mrs Hargrave?

Violet Hargrave shot at him a glance that was slightly tinged with suspicion.

I think we had better talk in French, if you dont mind — it is the rule here. It might annoy others if we didnt. Where did you know me, and what do you know about me?

Moreno felt on sure ground at once. He was dealing with a woman of the world. In two minutes, he could put her at her ease.

I am a journalist, rather well-known in Fleet Street.

Yes, I know that, answered Violet a little impatiently. Luçue mentioned your name, and it is, as you say, a well-known one. But you have not answered my question. Where did you first know me?

Moreno explained the little incident of the Albert Hall Bazaar.

I see, then, you rather singled me out from the others, said Mrs Hargrave, and this time the glance was more coquettish than suspicious. But I am more interested in this — what do you know about me?

Moreno put his cards on the table at once.

We journalists pick up a lot of odd information. I know that you are an intimate friend of our friend Jackson, otherwise Juan Jaques, and one of us; and that to a certain extent you help him in his business, by introducing valuable clients.

Oh, you know that, do you? Mrs Hargraves tone was quite friendly. She respected brains, and this dark-faced young Anglo-Spaniard was not only good-looking, but very clever. Tell me some more.

Well, I know that you still live in Mount Street, that you married Jack Hargrave, who was never supposed by his friends to have any visible means of subsistence. Also that at one time, you were a great friend of Guy Rossett, the man who has just been appointed to Madrid.

Oh, then you know Guy Rossett?

No, answered Moreno quietly. I dont move in such exalted circles. But I always hear of what is going on in high society, through my influential friends.

She looked at him quizzically. Have you many influential friends? she asked, with just a touch of sarcasm in her pleasant, low-pitched voice.

A slight flush dyed Morenos swarthy cheek at what he considered her impertinent question.

More perhaps than you would think possible, he answered stiffly.

She read in his nettled tone that she had wounded his amour propre. She hastened to make amends. She was always a little too prone to speak without reflection.

Oh please dont think I meant to be rude. But we soldiers of fortune, and all of us here are that, are not likely to have many friends in high places.

The journalist paid her back in her own coin.

Not real friends, of course. But still, we swim about in many cross currents. You yourself have a certain position in a certain section of what we might call semi-smart society.

Violet Hargrave laughed good-humouredly. She was liberal-minded in this respect, that she seldom resented a thrust at herself when she had been the aggressor.

Very neatly put. I have no illusions about my actual position. I am not sure that my particular circle is even semi-smart, except in its own estimation.

So peace was restored between them, and they chatted gaily together during the progress of the meal. She had taken a great liking to the brainy young journalist. And Moreno, on his side, was forced to admit that she was a very attractive woman.

The grave and dignified Maceda, looking more like a nobleman than the proprietor of an obscure restaurant, came up a few times, and talked in confidential whispers with the principal guests. He chatted longest with Luçue and the handsome young Frenchwoman, Valerie Delmonte, who, Moreno learned afterwards, stood high in the councils and the estimation of the society.

After dinner, the waiters withdrew, the men smoked, and the two ladies produced dainty cigarette cases. Then the business of the evening began.

The genial Luçue, who looked the least ferocious of anarchists, opened the proceedings. He gave a brief but lucid survey of what was going on abroad, of the methods by which the great gospel of freedom was being spread in different capitals.

The young Frenchwoman, Valerie Delmonte, who had dined well on the most expensive viands, delivered a fiery and passionate harangue against the great ones of the earth, the parasites and bloodsuckers who existed on the toil of their poorer brethren.

Her speech roused the assembly to enthusiasm, Mr Jackson being particularly fervent in his applause. No doubt, he believed himself to be a philanthropist, insomuch as he levied his exactions on the leisured classes; thus, in a measure, redressing the balance of human wrongs.

Moreno applauded with hardly less fervour than the moneylender, and he was pleased to note that the eloquent Valerie shot a grateful glance at him. He had already gained the confidence of Luçue. He felt sure, from the reception accorded her, that she was only second to the great man himself. If he could secure her good graces, his position would be safe.

Some business, not of great importance, was discussed. Certain projects were put to the vote. On one subject, Luçue and Mademoiselle Valerie dissented from the majority. Moreno decided with the two, and the majority reversed its verdict.

Violet Hargrave was, perhaps, the least enthusiastic of the party. Truth to tell, she was studying the young journalist very intently. He interested her greatly.

The proceedings ended. A meeting was arranged for next week at the same place, when two members of the brotherhood were expected to arrive from Barcelona with the latest reports of what was happening in Spain.

After a little desultory chatting in groups, Macedas guests prepared to depart.

Moreno held out his hand to Mrs Hargrave. He bore the air of a man who had thoroughly enjoyed himself, as in truth he had.

A most delightful evening. I can only hope you will sit beside me next week. But that I fear is too much to hope for. I expect our good friend Luçue arranges these things with a sense of equity.

Mrs Hargrave smiled. I expect next time he will put you next to Mademoiselle Delmonte. Ignoring his outstretched hand, she added abruptly, Are you doing anything after this?

I was only going on to my club for an hour or two. We journalists are not very early birds.

Mrs Hargrave spoke with her most charming smile. Then get me a taxi, and drive with me to my flat in Mount Street. I should like to have a little chat with you.

Moreno was delighted to accompany her. He was eager to know more of this fascinating and enigmatical woman. He was puzzled by her. How did she live; on what did she live? Was she at heart an anarchist? Or, sudden thought, was she playing the same game as himself? He had noticed her lack of enthusiasm over the events of the evening.

Arrived in Mount Street, she produced her latchkey, and ushered him into her luxurious flat, the abode of a well-off woman. She turned into the drawing-room, and switched on the electric light.

She threw her cloak on a chair and rang the bell. When the maid appeared in answer, she ordered her to bring refreshment.

She mixed a whiskey and soda for Moreno with her own slender dainty hands. She mixed a very small portion for herself, to keep him company.

I very rarely take anything of this sort, just a glass of very light wine at lunch or dinner, she explained. But to-night is a somewhat exceptional one. To your health, Mr Moreno. I hope we may meet often.

The journalist responded in suitable terms. He was very attracted by her, but he was not quite sure that he desired a close acquaintance. He had heard from his young friend Mount Vernon of her bridge parties, and the fact that people lost large sums of money there. She was evidently of a most hospitable nature, but she might prove a very expensive hostess.

They chatted for some time on different topics. Then, after a brief space, she suddenly burst out with a question.

What do you know of Guy Rossett?

Moreno shrugged his shoulders. Next to nothing. I only know what everybody knows, that he has been sent to Madrid.

Question and answer followed swiftly.

Do you know why he has been sent to Madrid?

No. I suppose it is owing to his family influence.

Has Luçue told you nothing?

Up to the present nothing.

She looked at him keenly. Was he fencing? No, she felt sure he was speaking the truth.

Then I will tell you. Guy Rossett is being sent to Spain because he has obtained some very important information about the brotherhood. They want him on the spot, as just now Madrid and Barcelona are two very active centres.

Moreno leaned forward, and looked at her steadily. He could not, at present, make up his mind about her. She was an Englishwoman living in fairly luxurious conditions. What had she in common with this anarchist crew.

Have you got any idea who gave him the information?

Violet Hargrave returned his keen glance with equal steadiness.

Not the slightest. But there are always traitors in any association of this kind.

And when they are discovered, the penalty is death. Moreno spoke quietly, but he felt an inward shiver. After all, was he so certain he was going to outwit Luçue and his brother fanatics.

The penalty is death. You have been initiated to-night, and you know that, was Violet Hargraves answer.

The journalist felt a little uneasy. He had suspected her. Did she, in turn, suspect him? But he preserved an unbroken front.

They deserve it, he said, with unblushing audacity.

Mrs Hargrave bent forward, and spoke with intensity.

Guy Rossett may prove very dangerous. I think Luçue and Mademoiselle Delmonte, from the few words I have exchanged with them to-night, have resolved on a certain course of action.

Ah! The journalist also bent forward, in an attitude of simulated eagerness.

When Mrs Hargrave spoke again, she looked a different woman. Over her face came a hard, vindictive look. The dainty, almost doll-like prettiness had disappeared.

Guy Rossett must be got out of the way, before he can do much mischief.

And Moreno, with his swift intuition, at once grasped the situation. This slender, feminine thing, with her soft ways and graces, was a revengeful and scorned woman. She had loved Rossett, and he had refused to accept her love. He shuddered in his soul to think that the spirit of revenge could carry a woman to such lengths.

But he had only to play his part. It would never do to let her know that he suspected, or the tigresss claws would rend himself.

A regrettable but inexorable necessity, he said calmly. If Rossett menaces the schemes of the brotherhood, he must be got out of the way.


Chapter Six.
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YOU GOT ALL this information from perfectly reliable sources, Rossett?

The question was asked by the Honourable Percy Stonehenge, His Majestys Ambassador to the Spanish Court, as the two men sat together in the Ambassadors private room.

Perfectly reliable, sir. I have given you in strict confidence the names of my informants. They are not the sort of men who make mistakes.

Mr Stonehenge, true type of the urbane and courteous diplomatist, a man of old family, knitted his brow, and pondered a little before he spoke again.

I had a private letter from Greatorex about this matter. There is no doubt great activity everywhere, but especially in this country. Well, the information you have collected is most valuable. It will be given to the King and his advisers, and they must take the best measures they can.

Stonehenge shook his head sadly, after a prolonged pause. Revolution, my dear fellow, is in the air all over Europe. Even in our commonsense and law-abiding country, there are ominous growlings and mutterings. Everywhere, the proletariat is getting out of hand. Sometimes I feel grateful that I am an old man, that what I dread is coming will not come in my time.

Rossett assented gravely. He was taking himself quite seriously now. His deep love for Isobel Clandon had purified him of light fancies. His promotion to this post at Madrid had suggested to him that he might bid adieu to frivolous pursuits, and do a mans work in the world, prove himself a worthy citizen of that vast British Empire of which he was justly proud.

Personally, he would have preferred Paris or Rome, or even Vienna. But, at the same time, he was greatly attracted by Spain.

A small nation now, it had once been a great one, attaining its zenith under the reign of Ferdinand and Isabella. It had produced great geniuses in the immortal domain of the arts — Cervantes, Lopez de Vega, Murillo.

Once it had lain prostrate under the iron heel of the Conqueror. Napoleon, who had overrun all Europe, had subjugated the once invincible Spain, crushing her and governing her through the puppet King, his brother, Joseph Bonaparte.

Then had come the time of liberation, and the thunder of the British guns, under the leadership of Wellington, had freed her from the foreign yoke.

Rossett was very delighted with his chief, one of those sane men of affairs, a perfect aristocrat with just sufficient business instinct, who can safely be appointed to an important post. A man who thought clearly, saw far ahead, and made few mistakes, a man at once calm, temperate, and equable.

This Ambassador, on his side, had welcomed him warmly. With the natural prejudice of his class, he always preferred his colleagues to come from the old governing families; they thought his thoughts, they spoke his language. If sometimes they lacked a little in brains and initiative, they had a large balance on the right side in deportment and integrity, two very important assets, especially in a monarchical country.

Besides, he was an old friend of Lord Saxham. They had been colleagues together in their youth. Lord Saxham was of a too violent and volcanic temperament to rise high in the diplomatic or any other profession. Had he possessed a little more balance, he might have sat in many cabinets. But no Prime Minister who knew his business could run the risk of including him. But, none the less, he exercised a certain outside influence.

Rossett wrote every day to his beloved Isobel; if he had time, long letters; if diplomatic affairs were pressing, short ones, assuring her of his unalterable affection. Isobel wrote every day also, most voluminous epistles, covering six or eight sheets of the flimsy notepaper.

He wrote once a week to his dear sister, Mary, only second in his heart to Isobel. And Mary also replied at great length, but she was not quite so voluminous as Isobel. Her letters were generally taken up with reviewing, with her kind, gentle humour, the tantrums of her father, who appeared to be growing more explosive than ever.

Rossett had exchanged one letter with his father, to which he got a reply. Lord Saxham was not a great letter-writer, he kept to the point, and used as few words as possible.

Glad to hear you are getting on with Stonehenge — a very good fellow! Stick to it, my dear boy, and I will work for you at this end with Greatorex. We shall see you an Ambassador yet.

Guy smiled when he got this brief reply. He knew as well as Mary that his father did not care twopence as to whether he got on in his profession or not. He was only glad his son was out in Spain, because his sojourn in that country separated him from Isobel Clandon. How frightfully obstinate he was!

He often longed for his sweetheart, but still the days were very pleasant. He speedily found himself popular in the society of Madrid. He had been received graciously by the King, who knew England well, equally graciously by the Queen, in her maidenhood a Princess of our own British stock.

One man in particular had sought to attach himself to him, a man a few years older than himself, a certain Duke del Pineda.

Pineda was a handsome-looking fellow who bore himself well, dressed immaculately, and was received at Court and by the best society. Unquestionably, so far as birth and antecedents were concerned, he was a Spanish Grandee of the first water. And his manners were charming.

But, all the same, there were certain whispers about him. To begin with, it was well-known that he was impecunious. And a Spanish duke, like an English one, is always looked at askance when he is suspected of impecuniosity. A Duke has no reason to be short of ready money.

Stonehenge, who had watched the growing intimacy between the two men, spoke to Rossett one day about it.

You seem very great friends with Pineda, I observe, Guy. The Ambassador had fallen into the habit of calling him by his Christian name.

Rossett looked at his chief squarely. Yes, sir, we go about a good deal together. Of course, you have a reason in putting the question.

He is not on the list of suspects you gave me.

Guy smiled quietly. No, but I think he will be very soon.

Mr Stonehenge gave a sigh of relief. I see you know your business. I dont know that Pineda has yet definitely decided, but he will swim with the tide. If there is a revolution he will try to lead it, like Mirabeau. In the meantime, he keeps in with both parties.

I have led him on to a few disclosures already, observed Rossett.

Ah, that is good. I can see that if you stick to it, you will fly high. Of course, you know he is as poor as a church mouse.

There was a little grimness in Rossetts smile as he answered: I am quite sure of that. Stonehenge looked at him keenly. Ah, I dont want to be curious, but he has borrowed money of you?

The other nodded. A trifle, sir. I thought it was worth it. I shall lose it, of course, and although I have done it in the interests of my country, I dont suppose the Government will make it up to me. The Ambassador laughed. Virtue is its own reward in this profession, my dear Guy. They can subscribe any amount to the party funds, but they wont give an extra penny to the men who serve them well. Anyway, I am glad you have taken the measure of Pineda. He has really no brains.

An absolute ass, corrected Rossett, an absolute ass, with more than a normal share of vanity.

A most accurate description, assented the chief. But, with his birth and connections, he might temporarily make a decent figurehead. Monarchies have had their rois fainéants. Revolutions when they start have upper class and middle-class puppets to lead them. Afterwards, as we know, these are displaced by the extreme element.

Rossett had found no difficulty in financing the impecunious Spanish grandee. For Great-Aunt Henrietta, on hearing of his promotion, had forwarded him a very substantial cheque.

Out of this, he had paid off Mr Jackson, and was able to take up his new post with a clean sheet. Needless to say that his sister Mary, the most honourable of women, was delighted at the position of affairs.

While events were progressing in Spain, Moreno the journalist had called on his old friend Farquhar at the familiar chambers in the Temple. It was a few days after Morenos initiation into the brotherhood by Luçue — the initiation which had been followed by that very significant interview with Violet Hargrave.

The visitors keen glance detected at once that his old friend looked gloomy and depressed. And, in truth, Farquhar was in no jubilant mood. His rejection by his pretty cousin, Isobel, the knowledge that another man had secured what he so coveted, was weighing upon him heavily.

He pulled himself together on Morenos entrance, and extended a cordial hand. He was a very reticent man, and always hid his feelings as much as possible.

Great things have happened since I last saw you, my friend, cried the journalist gaily. I am now a full-fledged member of the brotherhood, the great brotherhood. You remember I told you I was going to be initiated?

Yes, Farquhar remembered. Moreno had mentioned the fact, and he had been interested. He had thought at the time his friend was running great risks, but no doubt the journalist was playing his own game in his own subtle way.

Since that conversation, his own affairs had made him forgetful of everything save the daily duties of his profession, duties which he never neglected.

He smiled genially. When are you going to blow us all up? You havent brought a bomb in your pocket by any chance?

Moreno shook his head. Much too crude, my good old friend. We work in a more subtle way than that, by peaceful and pacific means.

He knew Maurice Farquhar well enough, so sure was he of the sterling character of the man, to trust him with his life. This reserved, somewhat priggish barrister would no more reveal a confidence than a Roman Catholic priest would betray the secrets of the confessional.

At the same time a man in his delicate and dangerous position must be doubly and trebly cautious. He must put even Farquhar off the scent, till the day arrived when he could speak freely.

He spoke a moment after, in a rather abrupt tone. Forgive me for putting a certain question to you, and, believe me, it is not dictated from any spirit of impertinent curiosity. You remember our meeting your cousin and Guy Rossett? I told you I formed certain conclusions with regard to their relationship. Have you by any chance had an opportunity of testing the accuracy of the opinion I formed?

For a moment Farquhar was at the point of telling this most inquisitive journalist to mind his own business, and not to pry into matters that, to all appearances, were no concern of his.

Then he remembered that he had known the man for many years, and during the period of a very intimate acquaintance he had never known him guilty of a breach of good taste.

Moreno had expressly stated he was animated with no spirit of impertinent curiosity. In short, he had apologised for putting the question. He then had some subtle and convincing reason for putting it.

Farquhar spoke more frankly than he had at first thought would be possible under the circumstances.

After what you said, I made it my business to inquire. I am very greatly attached to my uncle and cousin. Whatever affects the welfare of either is deeply interesting to me.

He paused a few seconds. It was hard to admit to Moreno that his suspicions were justified. And he was gaining a little time by expressing himself in these cautious and judicial words, words of course which told the keen young journalist what he wanted to know, without need of further speech.

It is, as you surmised, an absolute secret to all but a very few, resumed Farquhar, after that brief pause. You diagnosed the situation perfectly. Rossetts father is, at the present moment, the stumbling-block.

Thanks for your perfect frankness, answered Moreno easily. The next question was one still more difficult to put, for he had guessed the situation as regards Farquhar quite easily. The barrister was in love with Isobel Clandon himself, had delayed too long in his wooing, and too late learned the bitter truth, that a more enterprising lover had carried her off.

I take it that since you are greatly attached to your cousin, as well as your uncle, you would be disposed to help Rossett, in the event of his needing a friend?

There was no reserve in the voice that replied.

Yes, any man whom my cousin loves, whether he is her lover or husband, will find in me a friend.

Moreno nodded his head. He could not say how much he appreciated this attitude, for he was sure that Farquhar was genuinely in love with Isobel. And he was sure now of what he had known all along, that the man was perfectly straight and honest, devoid of any petty or dishonouring meanness. Self-sacrifice could go no further than this — to assist Isobels lover.

I am very glad to hear that, Farquhar. For the moment, my lips are sealed. Even to you, my greatest friend, I cannot tell all. But the day may come when danger will threaten Guy Rossett. It will be well then to know who are the friends on whom he can rely. It may be, when that day comes, you can help, perhaps you cannot. But, if you can, I shall count upon you.

I have given you my promise, replied Farquhar simply. For the sake of Isobel Clandon, I will help Guy Rossett, if my assistance is of any use.

A couple of hours later, Moreno left his friends chambers, after talking on other and impersonal subjects.

Shortly after that interview between the two men, there was a meeting at Macedas restaurant. It was a special function, convened especially by the great Luçue himself. There were only six people present, the chief himself, Maceda, who, on this very particular occasion, had delegated the conduct of his establishment to his second in command, Jackson, otherwise Jacques the moneylender, the Frenchwoman, Valerie Delmonte, Violet Hargrave, and Andres Moreno, the latest recruit.

The repast this time was of a much simpler nature. It lacked the elegance and profusion characteristic of the ordinary assemblages, when the affairs of the brotherhood was discussed in a general fashion. It was evident from these symptoms, concluded Moreno, that something of importance, some stern business was in the air.

When the comparatively simple meal had been finished; Luçue opened the proceedings, speaking as usual in French.

I had hoped that our brother from Barcelona, Jaime Alvedero, would have been with us to-night, he explained to his fellow-conspirators. But grave affairs have detained him. He is, as you know, technically my superior, but he has written to me, authorising me to act with full authority in this very important matter of Guy Rossett. For the benefit of our latest member, Andres Moreno, I will just explain how, at the present moment, this young Englishman is a serious menace to the brotherhood.

Moreno looked expectantly in his chiefs direction. He already knew a great deal of what Luçue was going to explain at length for the journalists benefit, but he was too wide-awake to betray this. He appeared profoundly moved by his chiefs disclosures.

He assumed an expression of the greatest gravity when Luçue had finished, for he knew that this apparently genial and most astute person was watching him narrowly.

It is a very serious menace, his appointment to the Court of Spain, as he will be on the spot, he commented quietly at the conclusion of the long harangue. It must be counteracted in some way and speedily. As the newest member of this association, it does not become me to offer suggestions. I leave these to wiser and more experienced heads. He looked meaningly at the other three men, who he knew were the acknowledged chiefs of this particular section of the great brotherhood.

Luçue indulged in a smile of approval. Like most great men, he was not a little vain, and easily won by judicious flattery.

Our brother Moreno is very modest, he said pleasantly. But I have no doubt in a short space we shall find him one of our wisest counsellors. Well, ladies and gentlemen, we have a short way with people who try to thwart our well-laid plans.

Moreno played splendidly. He knew that, as the newest recruit, and with English blood running in his veins, he had to justify himself.

That is true statesmanship, he said, in a voice of deep conviction. For although, for the time, we do not hold the reins of power, I am convinced that we are better and more far-seeing statesmen than those whom at the moment misgovern and oppress the world.

There was loud applause at this speech. The good-looking Frenchwoman clapped her hands loudly. Jackson and Maceda grunted audible approval. Luçues aspect grew more benign. Violet Hargrave smiled her charming smile, which might mean anything, approval or disapproval. At least, so Moreno thought.

He was not quite sure of her yet. Was she, through some inexplicable warp of temperament, devoted heart and soul to the schemes of this infamous association, or was she, like himself, playing a double game?

Since we are all united on our policy, broke in Luçues bland tones, it only remains to settle the means.

There was a stir in the small assembly. The Frenchwoman leaned forward eagerly; Moreno did the same. He had no doubt of her fidelity to the cause. He could not follow a safer guide.

But after a longer discussion, they were unable to form any settled plan. They all felt it was almost impossible to engineer the matter from England. Finally, they agreed to refer it back to Alvedero, who had the advantage of being on the spot.

Then Luçue made a suggestion. I propose that our comrades, Violet Hargrave and Andres Moreno, set out for Spain to confer with the leaders there. I suggest them for this reason — being partly English, they will be able to move about more freely, be less liable to suspicion on account of that fact.

Moreno and Violet Hargrave nodded their heads in confirmation of their acceptance of the task assigned them.

Moreno shuddered inwardly, as he recalled the blood-curdling oaths which had been administered to him. On Violet Hargraves face had come a sudden expression which he could not quite define. He was inclined to think that it reflected a certain happiness in the prospect of doing harm to Guy Rossett.

The meeting broke up, and they went down the stairs together. When they reached the door, Violet spoke.

Come to my flat to-night, as you did when you were first initiated, she said, in the voice that sounded so sweet and womanly. It is evident that you and I are going to be very closely associated, — she shot at him a coquettish glance— whether you desire it or not.

A man wholly Spanish on his fathers side was not likely to be deficient in gallantry.

There is nothing I desire more, Mrs Hargrave. Apart from the importance of our common aims and aspirations, there is nothing in our brief association with the brotherhood that has given me greater pleasure than the fact that I have been enabled to make your acquaintance.

They hailed a passing taxi, stepped in, and drove to the flat in Mount Street.


Chapter Seven.
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TWO MEN SAT at a small table in an inferior restaurant in one of the lower quarters of Madrid.

One was dressed in the rough garb of a working-man. This was Andres Moreno, who, in his adventurous life, had played many parts. With his sardonic humour he was enjoying this particular rôle. The danger that he ran added a spice to his enjoyment.

The other man, Guy Rossett, was disguised also, but not quite so successfully. Moreno, due to his birth, could never be mistaken for anything but a Spaniard. On the other hand, Rossett could be easily recognised as a member of the bulldog race, a typical Englishman.

That morning, at the Embassy, a note had been delivered by a trusted messenger. It was a very brief one, and ran thus:

Dear Mr Rossett, — You will remember a certain evening at the Savoy, when you were dining with your sister, a young lady whose name I will not mention, and her father. My host came over and spoke with you all for a few seconds. I am in Spain on important business. I should like to have a brief chat with you this afternoon.

The writer had suggested the meeting in one of the unfashionable quarters of the town.

He had appended his initials in a scrawling fashion. But at once recollection had come to Guy Rossett. He remembered that evening distinctly, when Maurice Farquhar had come over to their table, when General Clandon had expressed his displeasure at his nephews associate, a man of whom Guy had some recollection.

The scrawling initials might have stood for anything. But Rossett deciphered them at once. The writer was Andres Moreno, a member of the Secret Service, also often in the pay of Scotland Yard.

Guy called for a bottle of wine. Not trusting to the cigars of the country, he produced his own case, and proffered it to the pretended working-man. Moreno waved it away.

We will have cigarettes, if you please, he said, in a low voice. Very keen eyes are watching us here. If you dangle that case much longer, they will put you down as a rich English milord. We may have to meet here often, and we want to avoid that. You see, I pose as a humble and unprosperous working-man.

Rossett bowed to his companions superior judgment. Moreno knew the ropes better than he did. Cigarettes were called for, and then the Spaniard opened the ball. He spoke in French, in very low tones.

Your friends did not do you a very good service in sending you here, Mr Rossett. At the present moment, yours is a very dangerous post.

Rossett did not reply without reflecting. He knew enough of this man to know that he was a trusted member of the Secret Service. But he was intelligent enough to know that, in spite of certain walks in life, nobody can be entirely trusted.

Do you mind explaining a little more fully, he said cautiously.

Moreno smiled pleasantly. He appreciated the others caution. Rossett had a frank, open countenance, but he was not so innocent as he looked.

My dear sir, I will lay my cards on the table with pleasure. I know a good deal about the Foreign Office and its ways. Greatorex sent you over here because you happen to have come into possession of a good deal of useful information about the anarchist business in this country. Am I right? Guy nodded. So far, you are right.

It was a long time before Moreno spoke again. He wanted to touch upon a delicate question, and he was not sure how far he might venture. If he said what he wanted to say, he was making use of the private information that was given him by Maurice Farquhar. Of course, Moreno, with his swift intuition, had arrived at the conclusion that family influence had been at the back of Rossetts promotion, for certain private reasons.

I take it also that your father, Lord Saxham, had something to do with this appointment. Rossett flushed, and spoke haughtily. He thought this cosmopolitan was presuming.

I am not aware that my father had anything to do with the matter.

Moreno assented blandly. Perhaps, but excuse me for saying that your family might desire to remove you from the society of a certain very charming young lady, in whose company I saw you that night at the Savoy.

What do you know, or guess? asked Rossett angrily.

Please, Mr Rossett, do not be irate with me. Believe me I am your friend and well-wisher. I cannot tell you as much as I would wish, for, in the double rôle I am playing, I have to be very cautious.

Please go on, said Rossett, a little mollified by the evident sincerity of his companion.

For certain reasons which I am not at liberty to divulge, I take an interest in the young lady, who, I am sure, is devoted to you, and to whom I am sure you are equally devoted. I should also be pleased to be of service to yourself. You know that I am a member of the Secret Service, and that I regard every Englishman as under my care.

Yes, I know that, assented Rossett a little grudgingly. Like his chief, Mr Stonehenge, he had a rooted distrust of all foreign nations. Was this man playing a double game? Anyway, he seemed to be remarkably well informed.

I suppose you would think it impertinent if I proffered you some very good advice? was the Spaniards startling question.

Rossett stared at him. Andres Moreno was most certainly a very extraordinary person. And yet there was a certain fascination about the man which enabled him to take extraordinary liberties.

I will tell you when you have offered it, answered the young diplomat curtly.

A greasy-looking waiter came up and hovered about the table. Evidently he was wanting to listen to the conversation. Moreno waved him angrily away, speaking in Spanish.

One of the gang, he whispered to Rossett. The city is honeycombed with them. Perhaps he understands French; we will speak English.

He paused a moment before he spoke again.

My advice to you is to clear out of this as quickly as you can, on some pretext or another. Write a private note to Greatorex to recall you; mention my name, he knows me well. Tell your father to pretend to be ill, and get leave of absence to go to his bedside. You understand.

Why should I do this? queried Guy sharply. Moreno looked at him steadily. Go home as I advise you, and marry the girl you love. Stay here, and this country, fair as it looks to outward seeming, is likely to provide you with a grave.

For a second, Rossetts face blanched. He was young, and death seemed far distant. The ominous words of his companion had brought it very near.

Why, why? he stammered. His glance sought the sinister figure of the eavesdropping waiter hovering in the background.

Moreno looked in the same direction. You see that scoundrel yonder, whom I chased away just now. He carries a knife always with him; so do hundreds of his fellow ruffians. You are in the black books of the brotherhood. There are several looking out for an opportunity to put you out of the way, because you know too much of them and their doings. Take my advice, and clear out. If you stop here, you have only a dogs chance.

Rossett spoke slowly and distinctly, the sturdy bulldog breed asserting itself. I am sure you mean well. But do you think I would run away before this cowardly pack? Let them do their worst.

Think of the girl you love, pleaded Moreno pensively. He thought the young man was a bit of a fool, but he could not help admiring him.

A spasm of pain crossed Rossetts face. On the one hand, home and love, Isobel Clandon for his wife. On the other, flight before the dagger of the anarchist assassin. Was there any doubt as to the choice, to a man of his breed?

I will stay, he said doggedly. And, if I put the issue to her, Isobel would say the same. I will stay, and, with your help, I will win through to safety.

Moreno at this juncture could not help swaggering a little. You have the best brains of the Secret Service at your disposal, he said, but you are a heavy charge, Mr Rossett. I should be much happier if you were back in England.

I go back in honour, not as a fugitive, answered Guy quietly, as the two men walked together out of the restaurant.

If that man had known who you were, observed Moreno, as they passed the waiter, he would have slipped the knife into your ribs. Adieu, my friend. As you have chosen to stay here, we shall meet often. I shall let you know how things are going on.

And then, as they were parting, Rossett suddenly arrested him with a question.

But, I say, how do you justify your existence here? What does Fleet Street say to your absence?

Moreno smiled his subtle smile. My dear friend, I am sending weekly articles up to Fleet Street on this delightful country, and its equally delightful population. In short, I am booming Spain. I am the innocent journalist, out on a much needed holiday.

Rossett smiled. You are a very wonderful man. Au revoir.

That night three letters were written to London. One was from Guy addressed to his sister, and it contained the important question, had his father anything to do with his appointment to Madrid; in other words, did he owe his promotion to anything except his own merits?

Marys reply came back in due course. It was distinctly conciliatory and diplomatic. But, as Mary was not very adapt at telling a lie, the truth peeped through. It was evident to Guy that Lord Saxham had exercised his influence to get his son to Spain, with the view of separating him from Isobel; Guy felt very bitter towards his father. He felt it was something in the nature of a dirty trick, diplomatic perhaps, but none the less of a questionable nature.

Moreno wrote two letters. The first was to Lady Mary Rossett. He had not even been introduced to that charming young woman, but such an elementary fact as that did not deter him. He explained who he was, he recalled the evening at the Savoy. He pointed out that her brother was in great danger, and that she should use all the influence of her family to get Guy recalled on some pretext or another. He added that he had met Guy in Madrid and urged this course upon him, that Guy on scenting danger, with the stubborn pride of the Englishman, had refused to abandon his post.

The second letter he sent to the head of the English Secret Service with a request that it should be shown to Greatorex. The motive of the second letter was the same as the first, that Guy Rossett should be got out of harms way, before an anarchist knife should be dug in his ribs.

Mary took the letter to her father. She was very genuinely alarmed; she also had a faint recollection of the swarthy young Spaniard who had sat at an adjoining table on that well-remembered evening at the Savoy. He had mentioned in his letter that he was a member of the Secret Service. She was disposed to trust him.

She thrust the letter into Lord Saxhams hand with an almost tragic gesture.

Now, father, you can see what you have done by sending him over to Spain. That wily old Greatorex wanted to use him just for his own purpose, and you fell in pat with his scheme.

Lord Saxham read the letter, and his face blanched. Oh, my poor boy, he groaned.

His daughter loved him, but at the bottom of her heart there was always a little good-humoured contempt. He was so terribly weak. Headstrong, violent, and explosive, but always weak.

Lady Mary spoke irritably; she was tender and compassionate, but not in the least weak.

We have got to act, father, and act immediately. Guy must come back at once. You must see this artful old Greatorex to-morrow.

Saxham promised that he would see Greatorex to-morrow. He phoned up that important personage, and fixed an appointment.

The two men met. By that time Greatorex had received Morenos letter from the head of the Secret Service. He knew, therefore, exactly what his old friend Lord Saxham had come about.

The Earl began in his usual explosive manner. By God, Greatorex, you havent treated me well in this matter. You have sent my poor boy to his death.

If Lord Saxham had been a less important member of the aristocracy, the imperturbable Greatorex would have shown him the door. But under the circumstances forbearance had to be exercised.

Softly, softly, if you please, my dear Saxham. It was at your request I sent your son to Spain, to get him out of an unfortunate entanglement.

I know, I know, spluttered the Earl, never very great in argument, but I didnt know he was going to his death.

No, more did I, replied Greatorex, speaking with his usual calm. Now let us be reasonable and avoid indulging in mutual recriminations which irritate both parties. What do you want me to do?

Recall him at once, thundered Lord Saxham.

One moment, if you please, said Greatorex quietly. We have got to consider Guys views on this matter. I have here a confidential communication from a very trusted member of our Secret Service. He has warned Guy of his danger, put all the possibilities and probabilities before him, and Guy refuses to budge. In short, he declines to run away. What have you got to say to that?

Then I say he is a most infernal fool, cried Lord Saxham in his most explosive manner. Greatorexs lip curled a little.

Perhaps from your point of view. Shall I give you mine?

If you like, said Saxham sullenly. He was not so dense that he could not see what was in the other mans mind.

He is a very brave young Englishman of the true bulldog breed, who is going to stick to his post oblivious of the consequences. It is that breed that makes the British Empire what it is. Do you still want me to recall him?

Yes, spluttered the Earl. I want him recalled. I dont intend him to be done to death by a dirty Spanish anarchist.

Greatorexs look was very disdainful.

I will be on the wires all day with Stonehenge and Guy. If he consents to be recalled on any pretext, I will recall him. But please understand me, Saxham; he shall only be recalled with his own consent. I will go no further.

The tall, lean man stood up, and towered over the somewhat blustering Lord Saxham.

You can recall him, whether he consents or not, cried the angry father, if you choose.

In this case I am not going to exercise my prerogative. It is no use arguing, Saxham. On this point my mind is made up. I will only add that I greatly admire your sons attitude. If he sticks to this business, he will have a great career before him.

Unless he is murdered to-morrow, commented Saxham bitterly, as he walked out of the room.

The poor old Earl went back to Ticehurst Park in a very agitated frame of mind. Lady Mary was his favourite child, but Guy was his best beloved son. Ticehurst would inherit the lands and the title, but for Ticehurst he had only a very mild liking.

Mary met him in the hall. She was only a little less perturbed than her father.

What news? she cried eagerly. Have you induced Greatorex to recall him?

Lord Saxham had to confess to failure. He went with her into the morning-room, and related at full length the details of his interview with Greatorex. That powerful personage was ready to fall in with his views — but the stumbling-block was Guy himself. If Guy stuck to his resolution not to seek safety in flight, Greatorex would not move.

Marys sweet eyes filled with tears. She had already abused Greatorex, but she was too just not to understand his attitude. At the bottom of his heart, Greatorex approved of Guys resolution to stick to his post, whatever the consequences.

I am sorry I said harsh things of Greatorex, she said in a broken voice. Of course Guy himself could take no other course, and his chief admires his indomitable spirit. But, all the same, we must move heaven and earth to get him away.

The Earl sank wearily into a chair. Presently he began to cry and moan. Oh, my poor boy. To think I have exposed him to this danger by my ill-advised action.

Poor Lady Mary was on the verge of hysteria herself, but the senile grief of the old Earl made her strong and self-reliant. Her brain was working quickly. Could she not turn this moment to advantage?

You are sorry for what you have done, father? You recognise that, but for your unfortunate intervention, Guy would never have gone to Spain.

I know, I know, replied poor old Lord Saxham in quavering accents. I would cut off my right hand if, by doing so, I could undo that mornings work with Greatorex. I was very proud of it at the time.

Mary spoke very slowly, very calmly. Guy has got in him the Rossett obstinacy, and, after all, he is only acting as a brave man should. We are less brave for him than he is for himself.

The Earl stretched out his shaking hands.

Mary, will you write and implore him to let Greatorex recall him. Greatorex has given me his promise to do so, if Guy consents.

Mary shook her head. Guy is very fond of me, I know. In many things I could influence him, but not in this. It is no use your writing to him, you have less influence over him than I. If he would not listen to me, he will not listen to you.

Then he is doomed. The poor old Earls head sank on his breast, and he surrendered himself to despair.

And now had come Marys great opportunity, and she took advantage of it. She was no mean diplomatist at any time.

I shall not move him, you will not move him. And you say you cannot move Greatorex. There is just one person in the world who might persuade him. I am not quite sure even about her.

Lord Saxham was very subdued, very penitent, but there was still some of the old Adam left in him. He answered quickly; the voice was still quavering, but there was in it a querulous note.

You mean that—

Lady Mary lifted a warning finger; she knew he was going to say minx.

Father, please, this is no time for old and foolish animosities. Guys life is at stake, through his noble, perhaps exaggerated, sense of honour. You and I are powerless to alter his determination. There is just a chance that Isobel will be more successful. Will you put your pride in your pocket and ask her to plead with him?

It was a hard struggle, but in the end Lord Saxhams affection for his son won. The old aristocrat gave in.

Do what you like, Mary. I will consent to anything to get Guy back.

Mary moved swiftly to the writing-table. I shall ask her and her father to come to us to-morrow for a visit with the view of your sanctioning her engagement to Guy. I shall ask her to wire their acceptance.

The Earl sat as in a dream, while she wrote; dimly he realised that events had taken a turn which he could not approve. But there was no other course left. Marys letter was brief.

My Dearest Isobel, — My father has consented to approve your engagement to Guy. We shall both be delighted if you and General Clandon will pay us a visit. Please come to-morrow, if possible. In that case, send me a wire on receipt of this note.

Yours affectionately,

Mary Rossett.

Isobel received that letter next morning. She carried it to her father with shining eyes.

The General read it, and kissed her.

Good news, indeed, my dear little girl. Lady Mary seems a witch, and able to work miracles.

Oh, isnt she a darling? cried Isobel enthusiastically. Shall I send the wire at once? The wire was sent. Poor Isobel was a little distressed about the scantiness of her wardrobe. But she took heart of grace when she reflected that this was sure to be quite a private visit. It was not likely there would be other guests on such an especially family occasion.

Lady Mary met them at the station. She kissed Isobel affectionately, and shook the General, who looked very aristocratic and dignified, warmly by the hand.

How did you manage it, you darling? whispered Isobel as they sat together in the car.

Circumstances went in my favour; it is not quite entirely due to my own diplomacy, answered Mary a little shyly. She knew that, in a way, she had struck a bargain with her aristocratic and obstinate old father, the chance of saving Guy against his indomitable pride.

And she knew also that Isobels faithful heart would be very wounded when she learned the fact of her sweethearts peril.

You will know all about it after dinner to-night, she added evasively. You must rein in your impatience till then.

Isobel smiled happily. The world was rose-coloured to-day. Was not the last obstacle to her happiness removed? Would not her beloved Guy marry her in the sight of the whole world? His world as well as her own?

Lord Saxham was awaiting them in the big hall, having now fully reconciled himself to the situation. He had many faults; he was choleric, obstinate, and a good deal of an opportunist. But whatever line of action he took, even if he somewhat stultified himself in the process, he always bore himself with a certain dignity.

His meeting with the Clandons was expressive of his methods. He held out his right hand cordially to the General. With his left he drew Isobel towards him, and printed a fatherly kiss upon her forehead.

Welcome to Ticehurst, my dear child, which henceforth you must look upon as a second home. If Guy were here to-day our happiness would be complete.

The warm-hearted Isobel was ready to burst into tears. The Earl was behaving like a gentleman; she forgave him his former obduracy. After all, was it not natural that he should wish Guy to marry a woman in his own world?

They had a very elaborate dinner, to which the host and the General did full justice. Isobel was too happy to care about food. Lady Mary ate just enough to keep her alive, according to her usual custom.

After dinner they went into one of the small drawing-rooms. Here Lord Saxham, in very happy phrases, expressed his cordial consent to the engagement between Guy and Isobel. The men shook hands, the two girls kissed each other. It was a charming family scene.

And then, in a manner, the real business of the evening began. Lady Mary began to explain things in a low and hesitating voice, that often faltered.

She felt just a little ashamed of her task. Isobel was quite innocent, but she was not without brains. The General, she was sure, was quite keen. When she finished her recital, she knew both father and daughter would attribute the Earls sudden conversion to its proper cause.

But Mary had not quite finished, when the Earl broke in, in his usual impetuous way.

You see, Isobel, — he had by now taken quite whole-heartedly to the idea of her as his daughter-in-law— we must have Guy back as quickly as possible. At the present moment, you are the person who has the greatest influence over him. No doubt, at a word from you he will come.

Isobel indulged in a rather forced smile; it struck Mary that there was something a little enigmatic in that smile. Of course, Lord Saxham had blundered as usual, he had revealed the truth just a little too nakedly. Isobel was reckoning up her welcome at its true value, so far as her host was concerned.

This, of course, Isobel did, so did her father. But she was too sensible a girl to be offended. She, was, perhaps, a little disappointed that she did not owe this swift change of policy to her true friend. Lady Mary.

She thought a little before she spoke. Are you quite sure that Guy would come back, if I implored him to do so, she said at length.

She turned towards Lord Saxham with a pleasant smile that robbed her words of any subtle impertinence.

Guy has always told me that there is a strong vein of obstinacy in the Rossett family. Perhaps, — and here a proud light came into her eyes— I could influence him more than anybody else in the world.

Mary looked imploringly at her.

And, Isobel, you will use that influence of course?

I will tell you something that, up to the present, I have only told my father, replied the girl quietly. I knew of all this some little time ago. My cousin, Maurice Farquhar, has a great friend, half Spanish, half English, who is also a journalist. He told my cousin that danger was threatening Guy. Maurice told me. You can guess what I felt. Guy is as dear to me as he is to you.

Of course, there is no need to tell us that, cried Lady Mary hastily.

My first impulse was to write to Guy, tell him what I had heard, and implore him to leave this dangerous country. I consulted my father. I did not write that letter. Many a night I have lain awake, and in the morning resolved to write it. It is still unwritten.

The Earls face bore a puzzled expression. Lady Mary seemed somewhat bewildered too. General Clandon alone displayed no emotion.

I dont understand, breathed Mary softly.

Oh, cant you see? cried Isobel quickly. Suppose Guy yielded to my prayers, and seized some excuse to come back! Might he not in after years reproach me for having induced him to play a cowards part? Surely you can understand what I feel.

And, in one swift moment of comprehension, the worldly and opportunist Earl and his far nobler daughter understood.

Lady Mary looked at her father with a triumphant smile. She had gauged Isobel aright from the first.

Gone for ever the dishonouring suspicions of a designing young woman seeking to make her fortune by a wealthy marriage. It was all too obvious. With Guys departure from Spain, Isobel had everything to gain. With his sojourn in that dangerous country she stood to lose everything.

Whether I marry Guy or not, went on the low, sweet voice, breaking at the end into a little sob, his honour is my first consideration.

The Generals deep tones broke the intense silence that succeeded those few words.

Lord Saxham, Lady Mary, I most heartily approve Isobels attitude. I am sure Mr Rossett feels as I do in this matter. If he deserted his post at this juncture, he would be like the soldier who runs away on the battlefield.

Lord Saxham looked at the beautiful, slender girl, so noble in her self-sacrificing love.

My dear, he said, in tones that were a little unsteady, you are a wonderful woman. Guy could not have chosen more wisely. I am sorry — very sorry— He broke off. It was not perhaps precisely the moment to apologise for his previous obstinacy, his rancour against the little girl who lived in a cottage at Eastbourne.

Lady Mary went round the table, put her arms round her, and kissed her warmly.

You are a brave and beautiful darling, she said, with a womans enthusiasm. You have taught both my father and myself a lesson in unselfishness. God grant that our dear Guy comes back to us safe and sound.


Chapter Eight.
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A TALL, LEAN man of about sixty years of age, of dignified appearance, came out of a house in Fitzjohns Avenue, Hampstead, and walked slowly in the direction of the station at Swiss Cottage.

He was a very aristocratic-looking person; you might have taken him for a retired ambassador, except for the fact that retired ambassadors do not live in the neighbourhood of Finchley Road. At the first glance you might have thought he was an Englishman, with his clear complexion, his short, pointed beard. A closer inspection revealed the distinguishing traits of the foreigner. But even then you would have been inclined to put him down as a Frenchman, rather than a Spaniard.

Ferdinand Contraras, such was his name, was one of the principal leaders of the world-wide anarchist movement. A man of learning and education, he had worked it out to his own satisfaction that anarchy was the cure for all social evils. A man of considerable wealth, he had devoted the greater portion of his possessions to the spreading of this particular propaganda. His zeal in the great cause burnt him with a consuming fire.

One is confronted with these anomalies in all countries — men of family and refinement, reaching out sincere hands to the proletariat, and welcoming them into a common brotherhood.

Mirabeau led the French Revolution in its first steps, an aristocrat of the first water. Tolstoi, equally an aristocrat, preached very subversive doctrines.

Ferdinand Contraras, from conviction, sentimentality, or some other equally compelling motives, hated his own order, and devoted himself heart and soul to the service of the masses as against the classes. He had spent much more than half his very considerable fortune on the necessary propaganda of his principles. From the house in Fitzjohns Avenue he, in conjunction with a few other enthusiastic spirits, controlled the policy which was directed to upset an old and effete world and construct a new and perfect one on the ruins of the old.

He waited outside the station for quite five minutes, tapping his stick impatiently the while. He was, by temperament, a very impatient and autocratic person, like most people who aspire to sovereign power.

The burly and imposing figure of Luçue appeared through the gloom of the station. The two men shook hands. Contraras grumbled a little.

My friend, punctuality was never your very special virtue. You were to be at my house by a quarter-past six. It is now a quarter to seven, half an hour late, and I am meeting you at the station. It would take another five minutes to get to my house.

That would mean I should be quite thirty-five minutes late, eh? queried Luçue in his usual easy, genial fashion. He had the greatest respect for the great leader, Ferdinand Contraras; he fully recognised his single-mindedness, his devotion to the cause. But he was also aware of his little weaknesses of temper, his proneness to take offence at trifles. I am honestly very sorry I have kept you waiting, but it was impossible to get away before.

Luçue surveyed the neighbourhood around him with some contempt, and added: Besides, if you will live in an out-of-the-way spot like this, you cant blame your friends if they find it a bit difficult to get to you.

Luçue himself lived in lodgings in a mean street in Soho. In spite of his reverence for his chief, he did not quite relish the fact that Contraras was living in a lordly pleasure house, that he fared every day on the daintiest food, and was very particular as to vintages. Contraras, in spite of his sacrifices to the great cause, was not exactly practising what he preached.

Luçue himself was poor. Hence, perhaps, these profound meditations. It would not be going too far to say that Luçue was already anticipating the day when Contraras would be required, under the new dispensation, to hand over the remainder of his wealth for the common benefit.

But things had not got so far as this at the moment. Law and order were still in the ascendant, and anarchy had not yet got its foot into the stirrup, much less was it mounted in the saddle.

The two men walked up to the house in Fitzjohns Avenue, where Contraras lived in some sort of state. A butler opened the door, a footman hovered in the background. There would be a dinner of many courses, there would be wines of the first quality. For the leader of the great anarchist movement did himself and his friends very well. Poor Contraras! He often failed to notice the envious eyes of his friends, the humble friends who left his hospitable house to return to their dingy lodgings in Soho, or the mean streets off Tottenham Court Road.

He took Luçue into his private sitting-room. A decanter of whiskey, soda-water, and glasses were ready on the table, placed there by the thoughtful butler. In the best of all possible worlds there would be no butlers thought Luçue grimly, as he helped himself at his hosts invitation.

What of Guy Rossett? asked Contraras abruptly, when the two men were seated. He knows a great deal. He knows too much.

My section is dealing with his affair, replied Luçue smoothly. Violet Hargrave and Andres Moreno are over in Spain, as of course you know.

Contraras grunted. He was not in a very good mood to-night; he had not yet forgiven Luçue for his lack of punctuality.

Violet Hargrave I know, of course, a friend and protégée of our staunch old comrade Jaques. Moreno I know nothing about. Who is he, what is he?

Luçue explained. Moreno was a journalist, his father pure Spanish, his mother an Englishwoman. His principles were sound. He was a revolutionary heart and soul.

Contraras was still in the grunting stage. He helped himself to another whiskey.

You are a judge of men, Luçue; you seldom make mistakes, he said, in rather a grudging voice.

I dont quite like the idea of the English mother. You have thought that all out?

Quite, was the swift reply. Moreno comes to us with settled convictions. He is, like yourself, a philosophical anarchist.

It certainly said a good deal for Morenos powers of persuasion that he had succeeded in convincing the suspicious Luçue of his sincerity.

The gong sounded for dinner. Contraras kept to his gentlemanly habits; his house was ordered in orthodox fashion. His wife, a faded-looking woman, who had once been a beauty, sat at the head of the table. His daughter, a comely, dark-eyed girl, his only child, faced the guest. Neither wife nor daughter had the slightest sympathy with the peculiar views of the head of the household. As a matter of fact, they thought he was just a trifle insane on this one particular point.

They detested the strange-looking men, some of them in very shabby raiment, who came to this well-appointed house in Fitzjohns Avenue, to partake of their chiefs hospitality and drink his choice wines. They marvelled between themselves at the blindness of Contraras. Could he not see that these shabby creatures hated him for his wealth, for the hospitality which they regarded as a form of ostentation?

Several times both mother and daughter had tried to point this out to him.

Live in a little forty-pound-a-year house, without a maid, with Inez and me to scrub and cook, and they might believe in you, his wife had remarked bitterly on one occasion when her nerves had been more than usually upset by the intrusion of some very shabby looking guests. Of course, now they reckon you up at your true value. You are making the best of the present order of things, getting the best you can out of it. Bah! What do you expect if your dreams come to pass? They will not leave you a sixpence, these wretches whom you have put into power. They will strip you at once.

The visionary had smiled condescendingly. He had a poor opinion of the mental capacity of women. They had no initiative, no foresight.

But he was very tolerant to the weaker vessel. He patted the faded cheek of his once beautiful wife, a daughter of the old Spanish nobility. He was a kind husband, a fond father.

You do not understand these difficult matters, my dear, he replied in his loftiest tones. The world will always be governed by brains, whether under a just or an unjust régime. He tapped his broad forehead significantly. When it comes to brains, Ferdinand Contraras will not be found wanting.

Madame shrugged her shoulders and glanced at her pretty daughter, who made a signal of assent. Certainly, Contraras, great as was his power in anarchist circles, was not held in high esteem in his own family.

Towards Luçue the two women did not exhibit the same signs of aversion which they usually displayed to the other guests. The reason was obvious. He was a self-seeking, grasping fellow. He loved the flesh-pots, the good things of life. If he got into power with his chief, they would take the best for themselves and let their poor dupes feed on the husks. The difference between the two men was that Contraras was troubled with an almost ridiculous sentimentality. Luçue, big, genial, and humorous, was as callous as any human being could be. And he, moreover, had no conscience.

The meal was finished. Although in a way Luçue despised his chiefs ostentatious mode of living, he was very fond of good wine and food. There might come a time when, through Contraras brains, he would be in a similar position. The two men adjourned to the private sitting-room, where the great man produced some special brandy and choice cigars.

Drink, my friend, said the host genially. We shall think none the less wisely because we take an excellent glass of brandy and smoke an equally excellent cigar.

Luçue assented, but after a brief pause he spoke a little bluntly.

You will not think I am taking a liberty, my good comrade, if I say a few words to you. We have a difficult team to drive. Many of our brotherhood, most, alas, are very poor. Exception is taken by some of them to your mode of living. They think the great Contraras should bring himself more on a level with his less fortunate brethren.

Contraras frowned. By nature he was more autocratic than the most despotic monarch who even subjugated a docile people. But he recognised that Luçues words conveyed a warning.

What would they have? My wife has said the same thing to me, and at the time I fancied it was the foolish babbling of a woman. Now I see that there was some wisdom in her remarks.

Equality is our watchword, observed Luçue with a rather subtle smile.

Of course, agreed Contraras smoothly. That is our aim, our goal. But, under present conditions, we cannot practise it. I have, as you know, given the greater portion of my money to the cause. I have proved my sincerity. You will say I have left some for myself. True, but that is a wise policy. I live here in a certain sort of comfort. The position I keep up helps me to remain unsuspected. Nobody will think I am such a fool as to embrace anarchy. With these trappings, I can work better for the cause than if I hid myself in a back street in Soho.

Luçue agreed. The chief had a long head. Luçue might envy, but he could not refrain from admiring him.

Contraras broke away from the embarrassing topic of inequality in fortune. He spoke brusquely.

To return to this Englishman, Rossett. You think you can settle his hash?

Luçue nodded his big head. It is settled, as I told you. I am working in conjunction with Alvedero and Zorrilta.

No two better men, they are staunch to the core, true sons of Spain, said Contraras approvingly. One thing I would love to know, Luçue. Who supplied Rossett with his information?

That I am also keen to know. There are always traitors in every camp. Perhaps some day I may find out.

The two men talked till it was time for Luçue to catch his train. Contraras walked with him to the station.

The chief wrung him by the hand. If you ever find that traitor, no half measures, you understand.

Luçue smiled a grim smile. You can never accuse me of sentimentality. The penalty for every traitor is death.


Chapter Nine.
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IT HAD BEEN a very hot August day. The old-world town of Fonterrabia had glowed in the torrid heat. With the sinking of the sun had come a sudden breath of comparative coolness.

In a small room facing the sea, in the obscure little café The Concho there sat four people. They were respectively, Zorrilta, Jaime Alvedero, two of the most trusted lieutenants of the great Contraras — Contraras who directed his world-wide campaign from the safe and sheltered precincts of Fitzjohns Avenue, Hampstead — Andres Moreno, journalist, trusted agent of the English Secret Service, ostensibly sworn anarchist, and lastly Violet Hargrave, now domiciled in Spain in the interests of the brotherhood, in England a somewhat well-known member of the semi-smart set.

Moreno, as we know, was the son of a purely Spanish father and an English mother. Violet Hargrave was not greatly given to confidences. But the pair had been thrown much together. In spite of their mixed nationality, Spain was, to a great extent, a foreign land to them.

Violet had been born in Spain and lived there up to the age of ten, but her memories of the country were faint and fragmentary. Moreno had been born in England, brought up and educated there. He spoke Spanish perfectly since his father had taught him the language, and conversed in it with him from childhood. In that fathers company he had made some dozen trips to what was really his native country, he had visited every important town — Barcelona, Toledo, Seville, Granada, Segovia, not to mention Madrid.

Still, they were both more English than foreign, and there was an unconscious sympathy between them arising from this fact. Morenos heart ached for the familiar haunts of Fleet Street, for the restaurants where the odour of garlic was not always greatly in evidence. And Violet sighed for the elegant flat in Mount Street, with its perfect appointments. She had grown to loathe this sun-baked Biscayan coast.

Being thrown so much in each others society, caution had been a little relaxed on the womans side — Moreno had never for a moment relaxed his. Violet Hargrave was still an enigma to him. He was not prepared to trust her in the smallest degree. But in his peculiar position he could trust nobody.

One day she had been very confidential. It had been after a good dinner, followed by one or two potent liqueurs. On such an occasion even the most cautious woman of the world may find her tongue loosened.

She had confided to Moreno a considerable portion of her family history. Her father, a neer-do-well, a soldier of fortune — she frankly gave this description of her male parent — had fallen in love with and married her Spanish mother, a beautiful young girl, a professional dancer, not, however, occupying a Very high position in her profession.

It peeped through the narrative, told in a rather staccato fashion, that her father had lived chiefly on his wifes small earnings, that he did no regular work, but acted as her agent. When she was ten years of age, her mother died, and her father was thrown on his own resources.

They had come to London. James Wheeler, such was her fathers name, had at once sought out a rich financier known in business circles as Mr Jackson. His real name was Juan Jaques, he was a Spaniard, and he had at one time been desperately in love with her mother.

For the sake of that old affection, he had befriended the derelict father and the helpless child. He had set Wheeler on his legs, so far as it was possible to help such a weak and incapable creature. But Wheeler was addicted to drink and was cursed with a feeble constitution. In a few years, the drink carried him off. Violet, at the age of eighteen, was left alone in the world. Her mother, no doubt, had relatives in Spain, but she knew nothing of them. Of her fathers relations, if he had any, she had never heard him speak.

Whatever the failings of the moneylender in certain directions, he behaved with rare generosity and tenderness to the daughter of his old sweetheart. He advanced money to secure her a good education. He did his best to secure for her eligible posts.

Still, on the whole, she had experienced a rough time. She could do a little of everything fairly, but nothing very well. She had tried the concert hall, the stage, and been a failure on both. She had not even inherited her mothers talent for dancing.

But poor old Jaques was always patient and kind. He kept her going with an allowance that might be called handsome. At the back of his mind he felt pretty sure that Violet would prove a winner in the end.

She had been very seedy. Jaques had summoned her to his private room, thrust a hundred pounds worth of notes into her hand, and ordered her to take herself off to the most expensive hotel in Scarborough, to pick up health and strength. They would map out together some fresh plan of campaign when she came back.

At the expensive hotel in Scarborough, she met Jack Hargrave, a personable young fellow, who seemed to have plenty of money, and was of good family.

At that time Violet was a very thrifty young woman — she learned expensive habits later on — she reckoned that she would stay at Scarborough for a fortnight, and return with a handsome balance out of the hundred pounds. Then the kind Jaques, to whom she was genuinely grateful, would not have to put his hand in his pocket for some little time.

She met Jack Hargrave, who was staying at the same hotel. He fell violently in love with her, with her blonde prettiness. At the end of the first week he proposed.

Violet was attracted by him, perhaps a little bit in love. She accepted him on the spot, and went off the next morning to London to consult Jaques, in whom she placed her full confidence.

There was here a little break in the story, as told to Moreno. Evidently her guardian approved. She married Jack Hargrave, and they had taken the flat in Mount Street, of which she was still the tenant.

Here Moreno had interrupted. You say that Jack Hargrave was well-off. How did he make his money? Flats in Mount Street are not run on credit.

Oh, dont you know? It was Jaques who put him into good things in the City, out of friendship for me.

But, one moment, pursued Moreno. He was well-off when he met you. How was he making money when our good old friend Jaques had not appeared on the scene?

Violet, under the influence of the liqueurs, was a little off her guard.

Oh, dont be silly. Jack was a very expert bridge-player.

Moreno nodded. I think I understand. We wont go into details. Under his instructions, you became a very expert bridge-player too. It used to be whispered that you were just a little bit too lucky.

Violet Hargrave admitted that many rumours had been flying about, and that the flat in Mount Street had become a little suspect.

And how did you get into this? had been Morenos next question.

Violet had been very frank. It was dear old Jaques who drew me into it. You know I have told you how grateful I was to him, how indebted. When he asked me, could I refuse, after all the benefits he had showered upon me?

Impossible, said Moreno in his quiet, easy tones. He added, after a pause, I wonder if your heart is in it?

She flashed at him a swift glance of interrogation. I wonder if yours is?

Moreno smiled. They were then each suspecting the other, on account of their mixed parentage.

Absolutely, he answered in a tone of deep conviction. I am nine-tenths Spaniard, one-tenth Englishman. You are one-tenth Spaniard and nine-tenths Englishwoman. I very much doubt if your heart is in it.

Violet spoke in a low, hard voice. And she also felt there was need of caution.

I have lived a very hard life, depending upon charity, generous charity I admit, for many years. I think I do not love the present order of things. I am really an anarchist; I think I may truly say my heart is in it.

Moreno accepted her statement. She was still an enigma to him. She had spoken of Jaques with a genuine sense of gratitude, she had alluded to her late husband in terms of sincere affection. The woman had her sentimental moments.

Then he remembered that she was the daughter of a drunken and derelict father — this much she had told him. Her mother was a Spanish dancer of unknown origin. Out of this peculiar blend, was it possible to fashion an honest woman. Moreno doubted it.

He remembered the night in the flat at Mount Street, when she had vindictively declared that Guy Rossett had to be got out of the way.

He had looked at the still very pretty woman, her fair cheeks just a little flushed with the after results of the good dinner. She had, perhaps, her good points, but was she not an absolute degenerate? Daughter of the wastrel father and the Spanish dancer!

He had been very sympathetic through the recital. He had helped her on with an encouraging word or two in the pauses of her narrative, for at times she had evidently pulled herself up with the recollection that she was being too frank. But he had learned a good deal about Violets past.

He still had his suspicions. Perhaps another dinner or two might get more out of her.

The four conspirators sat in the little room facing the sea. Violet Hargrave, by the way, was dressed in a peasant costume.

Alvedero spoke in his deep voice. I think, for the present, we will make Fonterrabia our headquarters. It is a quiet little town, and, for the moment, not suspect.

The Deputy-Governor of Navarre assented. They could do great things from this comparatively obscure quarter.

Alvedero spoke again. Now, first, there is the question of Guy Rossett. Contraras and Luçue are agreed that he should be removed speedily.

Moreno hastened to corroborate. He knew that Violet Hargrave was watching him narrowly. The sooner the better, he said heartily. He knows too much.

A great deal too much! burst in Zorrilta angrily. The question is, where did he get his information from? Some traitor, of course. Moreno glanced at Violet Hargrave. He had his suspicions of her, but not a muscle of her countenance moved. His suspicions of her then were not confirmed. But Violet said nothing in reply to Zorriltas angry outburst.

There came a diversion. Father Gonzalo passed the window of the small sitting-room. His hawklike eye peered through the window.

Dios! cried Zorrilta, jumping up. That accursed priest again! He roves about here like an evil spirit.

Who is he, this priest? cried Moreno eagerly. He had seen the lean figure of the father passing the window, and had noted the keen, inquisitive glance.

Zorrilta explained what he had learned from the intelligent fisherman Somoza. Father Gonzalo was a Jesuit, not attached to the Church of Santa Gadea. He was suspected of being a spy in the pay of the Government.

Moreno rose. Shall I go and sample this gentleman? he said. I can play the rôle of the devout Catholic very well.

Zorrilta and Alvedero grinned. They were both nominal Catholics, but their religion did not trouble them very much. They were pleased with the enterprising spirit of their new recruit.

Go my friend, come back and report to us. Moreno, well pleased, strode out, and soon overtook the priest, who was walking leisurely.

Good evening, Father, he said pleasantly. He also added a few Spanish words which were a password.

When he heard those magic words, the priests lean, ascetic face changed at once.

You are one of us? he asked briefly.

Of course. My name is Moreno. I am attached to the English Secret Service, and I am helping your Government to beat the anarchists.

Good, said Father Gonzalo. Those people I saw you with in the little sitting-room at the Concha, I know the two well, Zorrilta and Alvedero; the woman I do not know. I take it they are all anarchists. You are joining up with them for your own purposes.

Precisely, answered Moreno. Keep your eyes open too. This is, at present, the headquarters of the conspiracy.

My son, good night, said the wily Jesuit in his most paternal tones. We shall meet again. You have, of course, made a good excuse for leaving your friends, and running after me.

Moreno smiled. When I return I shall give the best report of you, a report that I trust will disarm suspicion. But it is as well to put you on your guard. You have a very keen enemy here, one Carlos Somoza, a fisherman. Conciliate him, if you can. The Jesuits dark eyes flashed. I know him. The dirty dog. I will be on my guard. I will go to Santa Gadea, and pray for my sins.

The unctuous priest stole away. Moreno watched his departure with a contemptuous smile. He did not seem a very valiant member of the church militant.

Moreno joined his companions. He addressed them in his usual easy fashion.

Couldnt get much out of him. I should say he was quite a harmless old chap, full of good works. He seemed very concerned that I should be drinking at a place like the Concha. He gave me some very good advice. I dont think he has brains enough to be a spy.

The other two men laughed. Moreno had carried the affair off so well that they believed him implicitly.

Then Alvedero spoke seriously.

This affair of Guy Rossett was very pressing. He turned to Moreno and Violet Hargrave. I daresay you know that Luçue has delegated this matter to me, as being on the spot.

The two members of this conclave of four bowed; they had gathered this much before they left England.

Yesterday, however, I had instructions from our great leader, Contraras, pursued Alvedero; he uttered the name of his chief in accents of profound reverence. The affair of Guy Rossett has, for the moment, sunk into comparative insignificance. There is bigger game afoot.

Ah! breathed Moreno eagerly. True to his histrionic instinct, he was playing the rôle of enthusiast very well.

Violet Hargrave, who was never very enthusiastic, thought it well to imitate him, and leaned forward as if eager to catch the next words from the great mans lips.

Alvedero spoke slowly. As you know, in difficult times, we have to proceed with great caution — I cannot divulge all that Contraras has entrusted me with to-day. To-morrow Valerie Delmonte will be over here! We will meet at the same place and the same hour.

He paused, and then lifted his hands to the low roof of the mean sitting-room in which the four were assembled.

The brain of that man is stupendous, gigantic, he cried, in tones of the deepest admiration. My friends, he has planned a great coup, and Valerie Delmonte is going to carry it out! She is devoted, she is fearless, she will not blench. To-morrow at this hour and this place I will take you into the secret; it is possible one of you may be called upon to assist.

A few minutes later the meeting broke up. There would be an exciting day to-morrow, thought Moreno, as he strolled away.


Chapter Ten.
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IF LORD SAXHAM had been, in his heart, disappointed that he could not induce Isobel to cajole her lover away from his post, he was too much a gentleman to go back on his word. Besides, he recognised that in this instance the girl was right, and he wrong, that she had displayed a nobility of spirit which was lacking in himself and his daughter.

He had given his consent to the engagement without imposing conditions, and he could not in honour take that consent back. In addition, he could not but feel a whole-hearted admiration for a woman who could sacrifice her own feelings, not to mention her own interests, in such an unselfish fashion.

The immediate result of the brief visit to Ticehurst Park was the despatch of a paragraph to the various papers announcing the engagement of Mr Guy Rossett, second son of the Earl of Saxham, to Miss Clandon, daughter of General Clandon.

When father and daughter arrived at their modest home in Eastbourne, the news was public property. Letters of congratulation came by every post from the numerous friends and acquaintances whom they had made during their long sojourn in the town.

Isobel could now openly wear that beautiful ring which hitherto she had only dared to look upon in secret — that expensive ring which, as a matter of fact, had been purchased from money supplied by the obliging Mr Jackson. For, at the actual moment when the General had given his consent to the engagement, Guy had been extremely hard up.

So now all was plain sailing. Isobel was very proud of her lover, naturally very delighted at her adoption into the Saxham family. But, as there is no happiness without alloy, the knowledge of that lovers danger weighed terribly upon her spirits, and caused her to shed many bitter tears.

Her little world which congratulated and fussed around her, of course, knew nothing of this. To the girls of her own age, girls moving in respectable but middle-class circles, who knew nothing of the aristocracy except through the fashionable papers, she was greatly to be envied.

There was one amongst the numerous letters of congratulations which had touched her very deeply. It was written by her cousin, Maurice Farquhar. It was couched in rather stiff, sometimes stilted phraseology, but sincerity was in every line. And, if Maurice was a bit priggish and old-fashioned, he was always a gentleman.

He had made no allusion to his own disappointed hopes. He had congratulated her heartily on her engagement, expressed his conviction that she would adorn any station to which she was called. And the letter had concluded with these words.

I know the danger that is threatening your fiancé. Moreno has promised to let me know if I can help him. I do not fancy it will ever be in my power to render any valuable assistance; our paths in life do not seem to meet anywhere. Still, if the time does come, I shall do my best, from my own cousinly affection for you.

It was put frankly but gracefully. He did not care twopence for Guy Rossett. It was not to be expected that he would. But he would be a friend to Rossett, because he still loved Isobel. She laid down the letter with a little sigh. So short a time as two years ago, Maurice might have satisfied her maiden dreams, she was not quite sure. She was so wrapped in the present that she could hardly see the past in its proper proportions. Anyway, she could reckon on her cousin in the future as a true and loyal friend.

Her heart was very much with Guy in that dangerous post at Madrid, her thoughts ever. One night when the two were sitting alone in the Generals cosy little den, a little cry escaped her.

Somehow, I seem to hate Eastbourne! It is very ungrateful, considering how happy I have been here. But I do so long to be near Guy.

The General was very moved by that pathetic cry. He stirred uneasily in his chair.

Of course you wish it, my darling. I daresay Lady Mary wishes the same. But, if you were both there, neither of you could do him the least good, nor avert any danger that is threatening him.

Oh, I recognise that, said Isobel, wiping the tears from her eyes. It is the suspense that is so horrible. If one were near, one might know something of what is going on.

The General thought for a moment or two before he spoke. He had indulged every whim, forestalled every wish of his dear wife. He had done the same with his daughter since the day when he had found himself a widower, and they had been all in all to each other.

He smiled a little sadly. I am afraid we old men become a sad burden on our dutiful children, exact too much from them, he said presently. Lady Mary would love to be near Guy, and she cannot leave her father. And you, my poor little girl, are in the same plight.

Isobel laid her soft cheek against his. Oh, Daddy, dearest Daddy, it is not very kind to say that. However great my love for Guy, it can never supersede my love for you.

The General patted her head fondly. Ah, my dear, the curse of a small family; we have always been all too much to each other. Then he spoke briskly; he waited to make her happier than she was.

I see no reason, though, why we could not go to Madrid together. We could do it by easy stages, and, by gad, Madrid would be a change. I am very fond of Eastbourne, but we have had a good bit of it. I think I will go and see our old Doctor Jones to-morrow.

But Isobel would not hear of it. Her father had suffered from heart affection in his youth. During the last five years it had become very acute. He must live a quiet, well-ordered life, avoid any undue exertion. His daughter had gathered from Dr Jones that the Generals life held by a very frail thread. The summons might come at any moment.

Nevertheless, General Clandon was round at the doctors door by ten oclock the next morning. He was bent upon falling in with Isobels desire.

The doctor stared at him. He had always been summoned to the Generals house; not half a dozen times had his patient come to him.

Whats up? he inquired tersely. The heart not troubling you more than usual, I hope?

To look at General Clandon, as he stood in the surgery, a fine upstanding figure of a man, you would have said he was free from all human ailments. Nobody could have guessed that he carried in that stalwart frame the seeds of a mortal disease that, at any moment, might lay him low.

No, no more than usual. But yes, I think the palpitations are a little more frequent the last week or two.

Let me run the rule over you. Doctor Jones produced his stethoscope. Why didnt you send for me before?

Just a moment, my good old friend, before you begin. Isobel particularly wants to go to Spain for reasons you can guess — her fiancés there. I cant let her go without me, unless I could lay my hands upon a suitable chaperon. I want you to tell me if you will give me permission to go with her myself. I should take the journey in easy stages, of course.

There was a very wistful look in the old mans eyes as he uttered the last words; it seemed as if he were pleading for permission to gratify his daughters wish.

Isobel, of course, wont hear of it, after what you have told me; she did not know I was coming here. But if you could give your sanction, it would make us both very happy, he added hastily, as he began to unbutton his coat.

Jones had been an army doctor, and he was very sympathetic. It was very pathetic, this poor old father with almost two feet in the grave, begging a little further respite from death.

I will see what we can do, as soon as I have examined you, he said kindly. If it is humanly possible for you to go, I will let you go, for Isobels sake.

The examination was a searching and lengthy one. When it was finished, Doctor Jones laid down his stethoscope with a little sigh.

My dear General, it is impossible. You are a brave man, you have faced death more than once on the battlefield, and you have always asked me to tell you the truth. If you undertake that voyage, you are committing suicide.

You dont give me very long then? asked the General quietly. The doctor shrugged his shoulders and turned his head away. He could not quite put it in words.

You have had some extra excitement lately? Great inroads have been made since I last examined you.

Yes, answered General Clandon quietly, there has been a good deal of excitement lately.

It was true. The uncertain position of Isobel as regards her engagement, the hurried visit to Ticehurst Park, the danger overhanging Guy Rossett had agitated him very much.

He returned home very crestfallen. He had hoped against hope for the doctors favourable verdict. He had longed to be able to say to her: It is all right, I will take you to Spain myself.

But in the face of those grave words it was impossible to say it. It would be no benefit to her to take her out, and die before they got to the end of the journey.

Isobel met him in the hall of their pretty little home, half villa, half cottage.

Why, where in the world have you been? she cried, running away at this early hour of the morning?

They lived such an intimate and domestic life, that it was almost a point of honour to give notice of each others movements.

The General was a bad dissembler. He blurted it all out at once.

To tell you the truth, I wanted to take you out to Spain. I went round to see Jones, to learn what he said about it. He forbids it.

She looked at him anxiously. Yes, he seemed to have aged even the last week. A spasm of reproach shot through her that she had not been quicker to notice his failing health. Guy had usurped her thoughts too much.

But I dont think it will be difficult to arrange. I can soon get hold of some female dragon, some elderly chaperon who will take you.

The girls eyes filled with tears. Not for the first time did she appreciate that unselfish parental love, the love that gives everything, and asks so little in return.

She kissed him very tenderly. No, no, a thousand times no, you kindest of all kind fathers. Until you get well and strong again, I would not leave you for a thousand lovers.

He patted her hand. He was the most unselfish of men, but it pleased him very much to hear her say that much. The stranger who had come into her life was not going to oust the old father from his place in her heart.

We have been so much to each other, little girl, since your dear mother died, have we not? he asked gently.

More than so much, she whispered back. Oh, more than so much. We have been everything to each other. At that moment even her lover was almost forgotten. A few hours later, she stole out of the house, and called on the doctor.

My father is worse, she said impetuously, when she entered the consulting-room.

Doctor Jones looked very grave. My dear child, he is as bad as he can be. I have warned you before. The end may come at any moment.

And yet it only seems yesterday that he was out shooting — of course I know it is months ago — and when he came back, I used to ask him if he was tired, and he always told me he never felt more fit in his life. And a big, strong man in appearance! A few weeks ago he did not look his age.

It is frequently the way with this particular disease, was the doctors reply. They hang on for years, with a sort of spurious energy, and then, all of a sudden, they go — snap.

Will he suffer much, do you think? asked Isobel, bravely keeping back the tears.

Dont trouble yourself about that. He will go out like the snuff of a candle. Take my word for it, he will not suffer.

He accompanied her to the door; he had become very attached to the pair — the charming girl devoted to her father, the elderly man who worshipped his daughter.

Keep a brave heart, my child. It may come to-night, to-morrow. He is worse than I thought. And three days after that interview with the kindly doctor the end came.

The housemaid went into his room with his morning cup of tea. The poor old General was lying on his side, his face quite placid. But the girl knew that the pallor on it was the hue of death. She ran sobbing to Isobels room.

Miss, miss! Come at once to the General. Isobel guessed immediately what that summons meant. She sprang out of bed and went to her fathers room. One glance at the white, placid face confirmed her worst fears. She sent the frightened girl for the doctor. He came, and was able to ease her mind in one respect — her beloved father had died peacefully, without a struggle.

The charming little home which had sheltered her for so many years was a house of mourning. She thought tearfully of his loving kindness, of the many self-sacrifices he had made to give her some small comfort, some little luxury. Even from a devoted husband, would she ever have such a disinterested love as that? — the love that gives all and asks nothing.

But she was a soldiers daughter, and she braced herself to go through the ordeal, the most trying of all ordeals to affectionate hearts, the removal of the beloved dead.

She first sent a wire to Maurice Farquhar, asking him to come to her. Then she sent another wire to the Generals elder brother, the owner of the small family estates.

In two hours came back her cousins answer.

Am catching an early train.

The Squires answer came back about the same time. Will be with you to-morrow morning. And then she thought of a quite new, but very sincere friend. Lady Mary Rossett. She wired to her the sad news. To Guy she wrote a long letter. If she had sent him a wire, he might have rushed over, and neglected his duties. That would have rendered no service to the dead.

Lady Mary arrived first in her car — it was not a very long run from Ticehurst Park to Eastbourne. She explained that she had taken rooms at the Queens for herself and her maid, and would see Isobel through this trying ordeal.

The two girls clung together. Mary said she would like to look upon the General for the last time. Isobel led her into the darkened chamber, and Mary imprinted a kiss upon the waxen brow.

He was a most perfect gentleman, she said. You will always be proud to remember that you were his daughter.

He was the dearest and the best. He was—

But Isobel could say no more, for fear she should break down.

A few moments after Marys arrival came Farquhar, lumbering up from the station in a somewhat antiquated taxi.

Isobel welcomed him warmly. How good of you, Maurice, to come so soon, and of course you are frightfully busy. I am afraid grief makes one very selfish.

I dont think you were ever very selfish, Isobel, replied Farquhar in his grave, quiet tones. I am, as you say, frightfully busy, but I have handed over all my briefs to a friend, and I am going to see you through all this sad business. I suppose you have wired to the Head of the Family?

Isobels lip curled a little. Yes, I have wired to the Head of the Family. I have got his answer. He is coming down to-morrow. My true friends are here to-day, yourself, and Lady Mary Rossett. By the way, how remiss of me not to have introduced you.

Lady Mary rose, and held out her hand to the rising young barrister.

But, dear Isobel, we have met before, on that well-remembered evening at the Savoy. You will no doubt recollect, Mr Farquhar, you were dining with a very dark-complexioned gentleman, evidently a foreigner.

Of course, I remember perfectly. The man who was my guest is my old friend Andres Moreno, a very capable journalist.

Lady Mary looked approvingly at the grave young barrister. Her heart was, of course, buried in the grave of the young Guardsman, but she felt a pleasurable thrill in this new acquaintance. There was something in his sedate demeanour that appealed to her practical and well-ordered nature — a nature that was apt occasionally to be disturbed by tempestuous and romantic moods.

Where are you putting up? asked Lady Mary casually.

At the Queens, answered Farquhar.

Oh, so am I. I have taken a suite of rooms for myself and maid, while I am looking after dear Isobel. But it will be a little bit dull. Are you dining in the general room?

I certainly shall — unless— Farquhar looked towards Isobel.

Poor Isobel looked very distressed. You are both such darlings, she said, in her candid, impulsive way. I should like to put you both up, to ask you to stay. But I shall be such poor company for you.

They both understood. The bereaved girl wanted to be left alone with her dead, for that day at least. She welcomed their sympathy, but they could not mourn with her whole-hearted mourning.

Farquhar and Lady Mary drove back in the car to the Queens. Farquhar suggested tea. Lady Mary accepted the invitation willingly. There was something about this serious young barrister that attracted her.

Over the teacups they chatted.

Tell me, are you going to be Lord Chancellor some day? You have plenty of time.

It was Lady Mary who put the question. Farquhar caught the spirit of her gay humour.

Oh, no, nothing so stupendous as that. In my wildest dreams, I have never aspired to be anything higher than Solicitor or Attorney-General. I shall probably end by being a police magistrate, and cultivate a reputation for saying smart things.

Oh, but I shall be quite disappointed in you if you dont become Lord Chancellor, persisted Lady Mary, in her most girlish vein. How dreadfully ancient we shall both be when you reach that exalted position. And then, think of your wife, she will be the first female subject in the kingdom. The Archbishop of Canterburys wife doesnt count at all, although the Archbishop goes before you. Isnt it comical?

Farquhar fell in with her humorous mood. They had come from the house of mourning, but the poor old General had been very little to them. It was Isobel who stirred a generous chord of sympathy in their hearts. And Isobel was young, she had a lover, and she would recover shortly. The young do not mourn for ever after the old. Such is the inexorable law of nature.

They met again at dinner. The good understanding, begun at tea, was further cemented.

You are going to be a sort of relation, in addition to being at least Attorney-General, or a police magistrate, or something of that sort, said Lady Mary at the conclusion of the meal. Do you shoot?

I can account for a few, replied Farquhar, in his usual modest and cautious manner.

Then you must come to Ticehurst Park in the autumn. I shall send you the invitation.

And your friends will be welcomed by Lord Saxham?

Lady Mary smiled quite a brilliant smile. I may tell you in confidence that my dear old father is as wax in my hands. Are you satisfied with that?

Yes, Farquhar felt quite satisfied. But he thought of the grief-stricken girl keeping her lonely vigil in that quiet home, and his heart was very sore for her.

Still the world went on, and here was a very charming woman, not perhaps quite so youthful as Isobel, who was showing very plainly that she had taken an interest in him. The world was a very pleasant place.


Chapter Eleven.
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THE HEAD OF the Family arrived next day. He was a very stolid and bucolic-looking person, a breeder of prize oxen and fat sheep. He commiserated with poor Isobel in a heavy fashion.

Strange thing going off like that, he commented. We are a very long-lived family. But your father was always a little bit different from the rest of us when he was a boy.

Isobel said nothing in reply. She had seen several members of her fathers family at rare intervals, and she had not been greatly impressed by them. The only one she had really liked was Mrs Farquhar, the mother of her Cousin Maurice. She was a sweet, charming woman, the favourite sister of her dead father.

Mr Clandon fingered his moustache a little nervously. I suppose you know all about his affairs, my dear? He has left you comfortably off, eh? He came into quite a tidy little bit when my father died.

Isobel smiled faintly. Mr Clandon wanted to be assured that he was not going to have a penniless niece thrust upon his hands. She knew all about her fathers affairs. Had not the dear old General spent hours in instructing her as to the careful management of her small patrimony, when anything happened to him?

Quite comfortably off, uncle, thanks to his loving care. With my simple wants, I shall be rich.

Very relieved to hear it, said the bucolic Mr Clandon. And, of course, you are going to marry a rich man. Lord Saxham, I understand, is one of the wealthiest peers in England.

Reported to be, corrected Isobel gently. The estates are very heavily encumbered, and there are living three dowagers, and other pensioners who draw their portions.

God bless me, said Mr Clandon, who was a very thrifty person. What a frightful incubus! Then I take it your fiancé wont get very much from that quarter?

Very little, I expect. But he will inherit a large fortune from his great-aunt, Lady Henrietta, a very old lady, over eighty.

The Head of the Family looked relieved. He gazed with a certain respectful admiration at his good-looking niece. He had always recognised that she was a very pretty girl. At the present moment, grief had made great inroads on her good looks. But he thought somewhat sorrowfully of his own large family of girls, who were rather of the dumpling-faced order. They would have to seek their mates amongst the small squirearchy.

I suppose my poor brother made a will? was Mr Clandons next question.

Oh, yes, he made his will years ago, after my mothers death, was Isobels answer. He left her everything. When she died, he left me everything.

Quite right and proper, observed Mr Clandon. He was very dull, but quite an upright and just person. He was relieved to find that his brother was more business-like than he thought. And he has appointed executors, I suppose?

Yes, two — a very old friend, and my cousin, Maurice Farquhar.

Ah, Maurice Farquhar, Annes son! Yes, of course, your father and Anne were always great comrades. Maurice is getting on very well at the bar, I hear. You have seen a lot of him, I suppose. Somehow, we seemed to lose sight of Anne. We were such a big family, you know; and big families get scattered.

Uncle Clandon had not the delicacy of Maurice or Lady Mary. He cordially accepted Isobels invitation to put him up. He was a very thrifty and careful person, and had no fancy to waste his money in expensive hotels, now that he knew his niece was left comfortably off.

The General was buried amongst his forbears in the family vault. When the sad business was over, Lady Mary took Isobel away to Ticehurst Park.

Guy Rossett had rushed over for the funeral, but he was so engrossed in diplomatic affairs that he had to leave immediately after.

The lovers had little time to say anything to each other. But Isobel was very much touched with Guys delicate feeling.

Wasnt he a darling to come over? she said to Lady Mary. I should have forgiven him if he hadnt, but I love him ever so much more because he did.

To which somewhat incoherent declaration Mary had replied with her usual air of experience and worldly wisdom.

All men have something bad in them, and most women. But I think dear old Guy has the least bad in him that a man can have.

Lord Saxham was very kind, very gentle, very paternal to his sons betrothed. He had only seen General Clandon once, and he could not pretend to feel any great interest in him. But that sudden death reminded him that he also was nearing the goal. The remembrance of that fact softened, at least temporarily, his asperities, curbed his explosive temper.

The two girls were sitting in Marys cosy little boudoir. It was a very charming room, reflecting in every detail the delicate and discriminating taste of the young chatelaine.

Mary, I can never go back to Eastbourne. I loved that little home so much while he was there. But now it would be torture. I should see him in every room, and I should want to cry out to him and he could not speak to me. Oh, I dont think you can guess what we were to each other.

Have you thought of anything, dear? asked Mary in her kind, gentle voice. She knew the girl was half hysterical with her sorrow.

I should so love to go to Spain to be near Guy. Did I tell you dear father wanted to take me himself, only a few days before he died, and the doctor forbade him. Oh, Mary, if you could only come too?

I would love to, said Mary slowly. But you know as well as I do that my duty lies here. My father is old, I dare not leave him, and, in spite of his little faults of temper, he has been a dear, kind parent.

I understand perfectly, was Isobels answer. But, you see, nothing now ties me to England. All the world meant to me only two people, my father and Guy. Now, only Guy is left. I would love to be near him, even if he did not know. Mary pondered a little. I wonder if that nice cousin of yours could help in the matter?

Isobel caught at the suggestion at once. Yes, he is very clever. I will go up and see him to-morrow.

No need for that, dear. I will send him a wire at once, asking him to come down to-morrow to see you.

But he is always so frightfully busy, cried Isobel.

Bah! said the more practical Lady Mary. I know he is going to do wonderful things in the future, but he has plenty of time. When I send him that wire, he will come.

Lady Mary sent off the telegram. It was quite a little excitement in her usually placid life. Farquhar came down as quickly as he could. He had handed over his briefs to a friend.

Lord Saxham greeted him kindly, being apprised by his daughter of his arrival. The poor old Earl was very subdued by now; he was quite prepared to make any amount of new acquaintances. His daughter had affairs well in hand.

Lady Mary plunged into matters at once.

Isobel doesnt want to go back to Eastbourne — that is quite natural. She is eager to go to Spain, to be near Guy. Of course nothing binds her to this country now.

Mr Farquhar was not to be hurried. His judicial mind, if it worked a little slowly, also worked very surely.

I should not say that, at the present moment, Spain was a very desirable country for anybody, still less so for a young and unprotected woman. He looked rather disapprovingly at Isobel for having harboured such daring thoughts.

I shall take a maid, one of the servants we had at Eastbourne, said Isobel, in a rather quaking voice. She had sense enough to see that, at the best, it was a wild venture.

Lady Mary shot at him an appealing glance. Dont you think you had better let Isobel have her way? And I expect she will have it whether you approve or not.

There was also a little something more in that glance than Mary was quite conscious of. And the little something was this: Why was Maurice Farquhar so foolishly in love with Isobel, while Isobel was so devoted to Guy Rossett?

Farquhar looked from the younger to the elder girl. Lady Mary was very comely, she had behind her a long line of illustrious ancestry. She had been very sweet and gracious to him.

Do you approve this rather daring scheme, Lady Mary?

On the whole, I think I do. Of course, I recognise the objections to it. But Isobel cannot go back to Eastbourne. If she stays in England she will be eating her heart out.

Farquhar was, perhaps unconsciously, swayed by Lady Mary. He made up his mind to regard the suggestion with some degree of favour.

I will do all I can to help. Unfortunately, I know next to nothing of Spain. But I have a friend who knows it from A to Z. I will write to him and see how I can get her planted there.

Of course, Lady Mary knew that Moreno was the friend. Isobel thanked him warmly.

How sweet and dear of you, she said. Of course you understand, now my dear father is gone, there is nothing left but Guy.

Farquhar understood. His cousin had spoken with the unconscious cruelty of the self-centred lover. She had not considered Maurices feelings at all.

Farquhar rose. I will write the letter at once, if you will permit me. He turned to Lady Mary, who led him to a small morning-room, and spread paper and envelopes before him.

You are very fond of Isobel? he asked, before he began his letter, a rather long one, to Moreno.

I love her like a younger sister, Mr Farquhar, replied Mary enthusiastically. And, of course, she very soon will be my sister. And, moreover, being a woman, I love all true lovers. She and Guy are so absorbed in each other.

Ah! said the youthful barrister shortly. And you love your brother too?

Dear old Guy! I simply adore him. He is one of the most lovable of men.

Farquhar looked at her a little quizzically. You have, I should say, a most beautiful nature; you see good in everything and everybody, dont you? Lady Mary shook her head. No. I am more discriminating than you think. I fancy I can always tell the false from the true.

I wonder how you would reckon me up?

I will tell you, if you really wish, was Marys candid answer.

Yes, I do wish, honestly.

You are frightfully, painfully just. You are terribly cautious. And— She paused, and a faint blush spread over her cheek.

Dont spoil it, please. Finish what you were going to say. I can see you are a very discerning critic.

Mary was a long time before she would answer. Then she turned away, and her blush deepened.

I should say loyalty and honesty were your greatest characteristics. That you would be a sincere friend and a very generous enemy.

She was leaving the room, but Farquhar darted up and detained her.

I say, you know, that is the very greatest compliment I have ever had paid me, he said, roused from his usual impassivity. Will you think I am taking a liberty if I suggest that we shake hands on it?

Oh, not at all, said Mary, in a rather fluttering way, as she put her hand in his.

She left the room, and he set about to write his letter to Moreno. But the disturbing vision of Lady Mary, with that faint flush on her cheek, appeared several times between the sentences of the rather lengthy epistle. That letter went out by the evening post.

About the same time that these events were happening at the Park, Ferdinand Contraras was taking farewell of his family. He explained to them that he was going to Spain, he could not say how long he would be away. It might be a few days, it might be weeks. He had left plenty of money in the bank for their needs.

His wife and daughter watched him out of the house without any signs of emotion. To these two, who should have been his nearest and dearest, he had long appeared as a man out of touch with realities.

When the car rolled out of sight, Madame Contraras turned to her daughter.

I have a presentiment, Inez, he will never come back. He is going to give his life as well as his fortune to this insane cause.

Inez, who was rather callous, shrugged her shapely shoulders. Why did you marry him, mother? He must have been mad then.

The madness of strong, impetuous youth, my child. I never thought it would last through middle and old age.


Chapter Twelve.
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CONTRARAS EMBARKED ON his great mission. Elderly man as he was, the fire of his convictions kept him alert and youthful.

He stayed a day in Madrid; from thence he travelled to Barcelona. And then he went on to Fonterrabia.

In the same little café, the Concha, he met several members of the brotherhood, Zorrilta, specially summoned, Alvedero, Andres Moreno, Violet Hargrave, and Mademoiselle Delmonte.

He opened the proceedings in his sharp, autocratic way. You have already had a meeting about this particular coup which I planned in London.

The young Frenchwoman spoke eagerly. If ever there was an enthusiast in the sacred cause, she was one. Ready to be burned or hanged for her principles, she had the spirit of the early Christian martyrs.

We know all about it, Contraras. In the spirit of true democracy, they addressed each other by no formal prefix. I have undertaken it. It probably means death to me, I can only escape by a miracle, but it also means death to our enemies.

Contraras looked at her approvingly from under his bushy eyebrows. There spoke a true daughter of the Revolution which is to remake the world. If years had not come upon me, if my eyesight were more keen, my hand more sure, I would not delegate this task to another, less especially to a woman.

Zorrilta hastened to observe obsequiously, We cannot afford to hazard your precious life, Contraras. You are the head and brain of this organisation. The general directs the battle from safe ground. He does not go into the firing-line like the common soldier.

Contraras smiled, well pleased. Like most great men, he was very susceptible to flattery, as easily susceptible as the most despotic monarch that ever ruled.

I appreciate your devotion to the cause, your loyalty to myself, he said in his most gracious manner. When this great blow is struck, when we make a most terrible example, the echoes of it will reverberate through the world. The downtrodden population will arise, the world-revolution will be in being.

There was a subdued murmur of applause at the conclusion of his speech. Moreno applauded the loudest; somehow Violet Hargrave could never force herself to be very enthusiastic. Moreno was watching her very narrowly.

Mademoiselle Delmonte spoke. I cannot say how proud I am to have had this task deputed to me. She looked very brave and resolute.

The meeting lasted for over half an hour. Details of the great coup were settled. Contraras had a powerful and logical brain. He never allowed digressions or diversions, he always kept everybody to the point. When the meeting broke up two people were very radiant, Contraras, who had planned the coup, the enthusiastic Valerie Delmonte, who had undertaken to carry it into execution, with or without assistance, as might be determined.

They strolled out from the obscure little café one by one. Moreno presently overtook Mrs Hargrave, in her peasant dress. They lodged near each other; it was natural they should stroll along together in the direction of their respective homes.

Behind them came Contraras, and the two other men who had joined forces after leaving the café. Contraras looked after the two young people with those keen eyes which age had not very greatly dimmed.

The Englishwoman I know well, he whispered to Alvedero. She is a protégée, almost an adopted daughter, of our staunch comrade Jaques. What about this Moreno? Is he to be trusted?

You know that Luçue vouches for both.

Ah! sighed Contraras. Luçue is a keen judge of men. I have never known him make a mistake. But I do not like the English mother.

And, in the case of Violet Hargrave, you have the English father. And yet, you have no suspicion of her.

Contraras nodded his massive head, the head with the broad, deep brow of the thinker.

Your remark is just, my friend. I chose Violet Hargrave myself, on the recommendation of my friend Jaques; that, of course, prejudices me in her favour. Moreno was chosen by Luçue. Perhaps I am a little bit jealous of Luçue. And I am growing old.

No, cried Alvedero, with whole-hearted admiration. Give you another ten years yet, and you will still be the brains and leading spirit of this organisation. Zorrilta is good, Luçue has a touch of genius. But there is only one Contraras. Ten years hence you will be our leader, as you are to-day. And while Contraras and Alvedero were exchanging these confidences, Moreno was talking to Violet Hargrave.

We seem to be engaged in a pretty bloodthirsty business, dont you think, Mrs Hargrave? Not much in common with Fleet Street, or the flat in Mount Street, eh?

Violet Hargrave smiled. We have both come out here to find adventure. Spain is a land of surprises. We shall have plenty of adventure before we have done with it.

There was a grim note in the journalists tones, as he answered: On this particular coup, engineered by our great leader, Contraras, it seems to me as likely as not that you and I shall meet our deaths. The one person who seems perfectly happy over the business is Mademoiselle Delmonte. By the way, she went out the first. She must have flown along like the wind. The others are behind. I can see them through the back of my head. I can wager they are just discussing whether we can be trusted — you, with your English father, I, with my English mother.

He shot at her a penetrating glance, but she did not move a muscle.

The southern blood in both is stronger than the northern, she answered calmly. And we are each a true son and daughter of the Revolution.

He came to the conclusion that, for the moment, Violet Hargrave was impenetrable. Would he ever be able to disturb that sang-froid?

When he reached his humble lodgings, for it was a part of his rôle to live plainly, he found a long letter from his old friend, Maurice Farquhar.

It was the letter that had been written from Ticehurst Park. It explained at great length that Isobel Clandon had lost her father, that there were no longer any ties to bind her to England, that she wanted to be near her lover, in view of the danger that threatened him. Above all, that she did not wish Guy to know, at any rate for the present. Could Moreno help?

The young man knitted his brows. His first impulse was to write back and strongly oppose the scheme. Then his subtle mind began to work, half unconsciously. Isobel Clandon over in Madrid could do no harm. He would not prophesy that she would do any good. But there was no knowing what might happen with this bloodthirsty brotherhood. She might be useful.

He knew an English couple living in Madrid, old connections of his mother; he was sure they would willingly take in Isobel as a boarder. They were not rich people, only just in comfortable circumstances, they were elderly and childless. They would welcome a young girl as a member of their household.

He would go to Madrid to-morrow and interview them. And he could kill two birds with one stone while he was there.

He interviewed the elderly couple; they would be delighted to receive Miss Clandon.

Afterwards, in response to a letter received at the Embassy, Guy Rossett met the young journalist in the same obscure restaurant in Madrid, where he had met him previously.

Things are humming a bit, eh? queried Moreno, as they sat at a small table, quaffing a bottle of light wine.

Looks like it, answered Rossett, speaking with the usual English phlegm. Ive had some very important information over to-day.

Most of which, I expect, has been supplied by me, not but what I admit there are two or three very good men out on the job. Moreno was dreadfully conceited, but he could be generous when he chose. He would sometimes allow that there were other people who might be — well, nearly as clever as himself.

Well, Moreno, you wanted to see me. I take it, you have a reason?

Of course I have. I know you ultimately hear everything from headquarters. But that takes time, and I am on the spot.

I know all that, said Rossett. Besides, I have instructions from headquarters to keep in touch with you, because you are on the spot.

That is really awfully good of them, when you come to think of it, said Moreno in his quiet, sarcastic way. Fancy them relaxing red tape to that extent! I fancy there is a new spirit abroad.

Well, what is it? asked Rossett a little impatiently.

Moreno puffed at his cigar a little time before he answered.

I am going to put a very direct question to you. Some time ago you gave some very important information to the Secret Service about this anarchist movement. It is due to that that you are here.

Yes, I did, answered Guy shortly.

You know we are both practically in the same service, said Moreno slowly, and we might be frank with each other. Was that information given under the seal of secrecy?

Guy nodded. Yes, it was, absolutely.

As an honourable man, you could not reveal the name of your informant? I can give you my word, it is very important.

Guy thought for a few seconds. No, I cannot give you the name of my informant. It was done absolutely under the seal of secrecy.

I understand, said Moreno. And a very considerable price was paid to the man — or woman — I am convinced it was a woman, who sold you this information.

Quite right. But why do you say it was a woman? asked Guy Rossett quickly.

If I had not already been sure it was a woman, my friend, I should be quite sure of it by your sudden question. You English people are not quite so subtle as we who have southern blood in our veins.

Rossett bit his lip. He felt he had given himself away to this quick-witted foreigner, nine-tenths Spanish and one-tenth English.

There was a long pause. Moreno shifted his point of attack.

Do you know that Mrs Hargrave is over in Spain, in Fonterrabia?

What! almost shouted Guy in his astonishment.

Moreno looked at him steadily. Ah, you have not heard that from headquarters. Well, you see, they dont know the little side-currents as well as I do. They do not know, for instance, that she is a sworn and apparently zealous member of the brotherhood.

Violet Hargrave, of all people! cried Rossett. He was in a state of bewilderment.

You know, I daresay, that Mrs Hargrave is no friend of yours now, whatever she may have been once, said Moreno, speaking in his quiet, level tones.

Yes, I think I can understand that.

Come, Mr Rossett, throw off a little of that insular reserve, and let us talk together quite frankly. Believe me, I am speaking entirely in your own interests. There is no doubt that, at one time, you paid Mrs Hargrave very marked attention, that you fed her hopes very high.

I was a bit of a fool, certainly, admitted Guy.

And then, pardon me for speaking quite frankly, you threw her over rather abruptly, because you had fallen in love with somebody else — a woman, of course, a thousand times superior to the discarded one.

You seem to know all about it, Mr Moreno.

It is my business to know things, replied the journalist quietly. Well, it is a case of the woman scorned, you know. I should say the fair Violet hated you now as much as she once loved you.

It may be possible. I have a notion that you know women better than I do.

Bad women perhaps, said Moreno quietly. My experience has lain rather in their direction. I think I have only known three good women in my life, two of whom were my mother and a girl I was once engaged to — she died a week before our wedding day.

Rossett regarded him with a sympathetic gaze. So this swarthy, black-browed young Spaniard had had his romance. His voice had broken as he spoke of his dead sweetheart.

I am sorry for your experience. Most of the women I have known have been very good, the fingers of one hand would count the bad. But tell me more about Violet Hargrave. She hates me, you say?

I should say with a very bitter and malignant hatred, was Morenos answer.

All arising, of course, from jealousy or disappointment. How far is this hatred going to lead her?

I should say to the furthest point.

Rossett recoiled. You mean to say she can have so changed that she would contemplate that?

Moreno did not mince his words. You will take my word for it that it is revenge she seeks, and she will not hesitate. Her position in the brotherhood will give her a very plausible excuse.

For a moment, Guy Rossett lost his head. Yes, you told me just now, I remember, she belonged to the brotherhood. But I always understood—

He paused; Moreno noted that sudden pause. Rossett had been on the point of saying something that would have revealed much.

The young man leaned forward and whispered.

Mr Rossett, do you still refuse to give me the name of your informant?

I am afraid I cannot, was the firm reply. My word was given, you understand. Again he seemed on the point of saying something further, and refrained.

Moreno shrugged his shoulders. I admire your scrupulousness, but I still think you are very foolish in your own interests. Still, I know what you Englishmen are. If my suspicions had been confirmed by your positive evidence, my hands would have been very much strengthened. I could have dealt with the matter in a very positive and speedy way.

Rossett kept silence. It was the safest method with the subtle young Spaniard, who took notice of every word and every glance, and rapidly constructed a theory out of the most slender facts.

There is no more to be said, so far as that is concerned, said Moreno quietly. You could have made it very easy for me; as it is, I shall have to expend more time and trouble. But trust me, I shall get the information I want in good time. I shall find people in your own walk of life less scrupulous than you are yourself.

Perhaps, replied Rossett briefly.

I am keeping watch and ward over you, as you know, went on Moreno in lighter tones. And I promise you I will give you plenty of notice of danger.

It is pretty near, eh? queried Rossett.

Not very far off, I can assure you. I am seeing the Chief of the Spanish police to-morrow. I have some very important information to give him.

The next day Moreno had a long interview with the Chief of Police, and also with the Head of the Spanish Secret Service. Both the officials made copious notes at the respective interviews. When he left them Moreno felt he had done good work. He was sure that he could outwit Zorrilta, Alvedero, even the great Contraras himself.

He took a flying visit to England after this, having two objects in view. First, he wanted to see Isobel to arrange the details of her journey to Madrid. He lunched with her and Lady Mary at a quiet little restaurant in Soho. He promised to meet her on her arrival at Madrid and conduct her to her friends. He would say nothing to Guy Rossett till he had her permission.

For at the eleventh hour Isobels heart a little failed her. From what point of view would Guy contemplate this rather wild adventure? Would he take it as a proof of her devoted love, or would he frown at the escapade, as a little unwomanly? Men of the straightforward English type like Rossett are apt to be a little uncertain in their judgment of what is seemly in their womenkind, and what is the reverse.

After luncheon, he went to keep an appointment with one of the chiefs of the English Secret Service. This gentleman received him very graciously. Moreno stood high in his estimation. He had rendered very valuable service in the past and the present.

Delighted to see you, Mr Moreno. But I should have thought at the moment you could hardly be spared from Spain, more especially the neighbourhood of Fonterrabia, and Madrid.

I never take a holiday, sir, unless I feel I am justified. In this instance I am. It is true I had a little private business on in England at this particular time, which does not concern your department. But I have sandwiched that in.

The grey-haired gentleman listened politely. Moreno, as he knew by experience, did not make many mistakes.

Some little time ago, Mr Guy Rossett, at present attached to Madrid, gave you some very important information about the anarchist movement in Spain.

Ah, you know, do you? was the cautious answer.

Of course, I have known it for a long time. For very special reasons I want to know the name of the man or woman who gave that information to Rossett. I will give you my reasons presently.

The other man thought a moment. Yes, I remember the details perfectly. Rossett handed us certain memoranda which he had obtained from somebody, whose name he would not disclose.

That is exactly like Rossett. I have attacked him direct and he still keeps silence. As an honourable Englishman he remains staunch to his promise. One cannot blame him, although in his own interests it would be better if he were a little less scrupulous.

The grey-haired man began to get interested. Give me a few more details, Mr Moreno, so that I can see what you are driving at.

Moreno unfolded his suspicions briefly. He finished his story with the words, If you could not make Rossett speak, I cannot. But you have those memoranda in your archives. Will you show them to me so that I may see if I recognise the handwriting.

The other thought for a moment before he replied. Even in the Secret Service everything is conducted with the most scrupulous fairness, although their opponents are destitute of the elementary principles of honesty.

Then he made up his mind. From what you have told me, I think it is wise that I should show you these memoranda, with a view to strengthening your hand. Kindly wait a few minutes and I will fetch them.

He was only away a very short time, but Morenos nerves were on the rack during the brief absence. Were his suspicions going to be absolutely confirmed, or still left in the region of mere conjecture?

The grey-haired man came back, and placed half a dozen closely covered sheets before him. They were in a small, clear, feminine handwriting.

Triumph glared in Morenos dark eyes. As I guessed. She wasnt clever enough to disguise her hand. I can understand she could not run the risk of having them copied. Why didnt she get Rossett to write them out at her dictation?

The other man made no reply to this ebullition on the part of the young Spaniard.

Of course you cant part with these, or any one page of them? asked Moreno.

Out of the question, came the expected answer. I quite agree. But you can get photographs taken of them, and then I shall have this woman in the hollow of my hand.

That shall be done, Mr Moreno. You are going back to Spain to-day. They shall be sent to you to-morrow at whatever address you leave with me. And Moreno walked out of the cosy little room well pleased with himself. Guy Rossett might have saved him all this trouble if he had chosen to open his mouth. Still, he had got the information he wanted. And, above all, what a fool Violet Hargrave had been, to let those memoranda go out in her own handwriting! Moreno, who thought of every detail, would not have done that.


Chapter Thirteen.
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THE GREAT ANARCHICAL association of which Ferdinand Contraras was the leading spirit did not differ greatly in essential features from those tyrannical and effete institutions which it was striving to supersede.

There was still the wide gulf between the classes, bridged over speciously by the fact that they addressed each other as comrade, waiving all distinctive titles.

The chief addressed the educated young fisherman as Somoza shortly, which was natural. And, on the other hand, Somoza addressed him, though always very respectfully, as Contraras, which would not have been at all natural, under ordinary circumstances.

Still, Somoza did not slap him on the back, or take liberties, as he would have done with an elderly fisherman in his own rank of life. The gulf of class could not quite be crossed by dropping titles, and calling each other comrade.

And then there was the question of wealth. Contraras, in spite of his numerous donations to the cause, was still rich; so was Jaques. Zorrilta was moderately well-off. Alvedero and Luçue were poor. The sharing out had not begun yet. Luçue, as we know, lived in humble lodgings in Soho, which galled him somewhat, as he was fond of comfort and the flesh-pots.

Contraras, after a brief sojourn at Fonterrabia had come back to Madrid, where he had many friends in his own sphere of life. Although not of noble birth himself, he had married a woman, a member of a family poor but boasting of the proudest blood of Spain in its veins.

At Madrid he had engaged a suite of rooms at the Ritz Hotel in the Plaza de Canovas, near the Prado Museum. Democrat and anarchist as he was in theory, the man delighted in displaying a certain amount of ostentation, whether at home or abroad.

A little aware of his weakness in this direction, he consoled himself by the thought that in doing this he was throwing dust in the eyes of people of his own class — that he could more successfully carry on his propaganda, because nobody would ever suspect him of seeking to overthrow the régime under which he had prospered so exceedingly.

The young Frenchwoman, Valerie Delmonte, was in Madrid at the same time also as Contraras. She was staying at an equally luxurious hostelry — the Grand Hotel de la Paix in the Puerta del Sol. She also had a suite of rooms, imitating her illustrious chief.

She chose to be known by her maiden name of Mademoiselle Valerie Delmonte. It did not suit her emancipated notions that a woman should sink her identity in that of a husband. She had borne with the infliction for three short years of married life. When her elderly husband, a rich Paris financier, died she found herself a very wealthy woman. Monsieur Varenne had no near kith or kin. With the exception of a few handsome legacies, he had left all his money to this young woman who was very handsome and still young, only in the late twenties.

Contraras was an anarchist by profound and philosophical conviction. He had persuaded himself that revolution, open and brutal revolution, was the only cure for a rotten and diseased world.

Valerie had arrived at the same conclusion from a merely personal standpoint — from the point of view of her own feelings. Naturally of a morbid temperament, absolutely a child of the gutter, the offspring of drunken and dissolute parents who had starved and beaten her, she had suffered no illusions as to what existence meant for the impoverished.

She was a sharp-witted child, with plenty of brain-power, and a marvellous capacity for self-education. At the age of twelve her parents had sold her for a paltry sum to the proprietor of a travelling circus. This man had perceived at once that there was plenty of grit in the precocious child. He had got her very cheap. If he trained her carefully he might make a good deal of money out of her.

The precocious little Valerie left her parents without the slightest regret — her life had been one long torture with them. The circus-proprietor was a big, burly man, not destitute of a rough geniality. There was a hard look in his eyes, a dogged squareness of the jaw that suggested a latent brutality.

On the whole, however, he was a welcome relief from her former torturers, who had never thrown a kind word to her from the day of her birth. Sometimes he was generous, sometimes he was brutal, as the mood took him. Often he swore at her till she trembled in every limb. Occasionally, in his cups, he beat her. But he was always sorry the next day, and did his best to make amends. In short, he was a ruffian with a certain amount of decent feeling, and an uncertain temperament.

She stayed with him till she was seventeen. She might have stayed with him for ever, had not a sudden severance been put to their relations, by the mans sudden death, brought about prematurely by his constant indulgence in alcohol.

Valerie could never recall the years that succeeded without a shudder. The circus was broken up, she was left helpless and friendless.

It was during those terrible years that the iron entered her soul, when she experienced the keen, cruel suffering of the really poor, when she went to bed night after night, cold and hungry, after tramping the streets in vain for work.

A weaker spirit would have succumbed to the temptation that was always at hand, for she was a very attractive girl. But she was resolved, with her indomitable grit, to keep herself pure. She turned away disdainfully from the leering old men, the callous young ones who accosted her as she paced the streets in her restless tramp for an honest living. Better the river than that!

After many vicissitudes, she came to anchor at last. She was then about twenty-two. She was very clever at educating herself. She had taught herself to sing, she had taught herself to play the piano, she had taught herself to dance.

She got an engagement at one of the minor halls in Paris to do a turn which combined singing and dancing. She was very pretty and attractive. In a small way she made a name. At the end of three months the manager trebled her salary.

To this minor music hall came one night the rich financier, a somewhat shady one, if the truth must be told, Monsieur Varenne, a man of about fifty-five who had never married.

He was greatly attracted by this elegant young girl. Her voice was small, her dancing was nothing great. But there was an indefinable charm about her that appealed to his somewhat jaded senses.

He obtained an introduction through the manager, who was only too anxious to oblige such a well-known personage. He invited her to supper. She accepted the invitation graciously, but coldly. Her coldness inflamed him the more.

When they met, he was surprised at her cleverness, the correctness with which she expressed herself. This was certainly no ordinary girl of the music halls.

Tell me something about yourself, my dear, he said, as they sat over their coffee. I did not expect to find you such a charming companion.

Valerie smiled a little bitterly. I have not very much to tell. I expect my lot has been like that of many thousands in this delightful world. I am a child of the gutter. My father and mother beat and starved me, and sold me for a paltry sum to the proprietor of a travelling circus. It wasnt exactly a rosy life then, but it was paradise to where I had been. He died; I was thrown on my beam ends. I cant tell you what I have been through for the last few years. I couldnt bear to talk of it — I have suffered everything that the poor have to suffer in such profusion — cold, hunger, the most absolute misery. And, at last, she looked round at the luxurious appointments of the restaurant a little disdainfully, I find myself in receipt of a decent salary, and the guest of a rich man who has pressed upon me every dainty. And I have so often wanted a meal!

Varenne was a very kindly man, in spite of his somewhat sharp ways in business. Those last few pathetic words had gone straight to his heart. She had often wanted a meal, and she was a most attractive girl! Many would have called her beautiful.

It is a sad history, my poor child, he said sympathetically. He paused a moment before he put the delicate question. And during those terrible years, when you suffered hunger and privation, you kept yourself straight? It would have been so easy to go wrong, so excusable under the circumstances.

Of course, she answered, and there was a note of wounded pride, of indignation, in her voice. I am not that sort of woman — better the river than that. I might give myself to a man out of love or gratitude, but never merely for money.

It was a new experience for the wealthy financier. Here was a girl who had just stepped off the platform of a music hall, where she was, no doubt, earning a very modest salary, who had grit and backbone in her, and, moreover, a proper pride and self-respect.

He had, of course, with the easy confidence of a man of the world, imagined the usual termination to such an adventure. But he recognised at once that he could not make any proposition of the kind he meditated. He pressed her hand tenderly at parting, and arranged a further meeting.

They met several times, and Varenne went through agonies of indecision. But the attraction was too strong, and at last he asked her to marry him. It was that or losing her altogether.

And did it matter much? His world would laugh at him as a matter of course, say he had got into his dotage. And a girl who was young enough to be his daughter! There is no fool like an old fool, he told himself rather ruefully.

But she had so subjugated him that he was quite a humble wooer in spite of the enormous advantages he was offering her.

Of course I am an old man, I cannot expect you to have any real affection for me, he said.

She met his glance quite frankly. I have never been in love with anybody; my life has been too hard to permit me to indulge in the softer emotions. But I like you very much. I have always hated rich men; they think they can buy anything with their gold. You are a rich man, I know, you have told me so yourself, but you have a kind nature and a good heart.

And can you overlook the disparity of years? he questioned, still very humble.

I am twenty-two, but I dont think I am very young; I am old in experience and bitterness. Well, if you care to risk the experiment, I will be your wife. I will do my best to make you happy.

They were married. And this marriage was the turning point in Valeries life. If everything had gone smoothly, she might have forgotten those bitter experiences, outlived her still more bitter rancour against the prosperous and well-to-do.

Unfortunately the friends of Monsieur Varenne would not forgive him for this false step, so unpardonable in a man of his intelligence and position. He was a fool, that was clear, but they were not going to abet him in his mad folly. Their doors were shut against his wife, this creature of the music halls, to whom he was going to leave his fortune.

After this bitter experience, the iron entered even deeper into her soul. Her husband was kindness and tenderness itself. In his devotion to his young wife, he paid no attention to the fact that he had cut himself off from his old friends, his old social life.

He was ready to comply with her slightest wish. He showered on her the most costly gifts, his purse was absolutely at her disposal. She had everything that wealth could give, except the one thing she craved, to mix on equal terms with these people who despised her.

When the kindly old man died, she mourned him sincerely. If she had never loved him, in the true sense of the word, she had felt for him a very warm and grateful affection. On his death-bed, she had faltered forth a few words of self-reproach, had blamed herself for taking advantage of his generosity, for not having sufficiently counted the cost to himself.

On this point he had reassured her. I have been very happy, my dear, happier than I ever expected to be. I would not have anything changed.

She came into that considerable fortune which was of so little use to her. During her few years of married life she had educated herself into a woman of considerable accomplishments, for she had a very quick and acute intelligence.

Her socialist proclivities were now fully developed, after the scurvy treatment at the hands of her husbands friends. The circles where these doctrines were preached readily opened their doors to an attractive and enthusiastic young woman, whose wealth would be very useful for propaganda. She was more than the equal of these purse-proud parvenus, who would not accept her acquaintance, in intellect and behaviour. She felt it bitterly.

Very soon she came under the influence of Contraras, who was possessed of great personal magnetism. His reasoned arguments, his fiery eloquence, quickly led her a step further — from socialism to anarchy. In a very short space she became one of the leading spirits of the brotherhood. As the old régime would not receive her, she would do her best to overthrow it, and assert the doctrine of absolute equality.

Contraras came frequently to the Grand Hotel de la Paix to visit his young colleague. He had very charming manners, this elderly enthusiast, and Valerie liked him very much, apart from his principles. He was one of the few rich men she had ever known, her late husband being another, whom she did not despise. He was no mere hoarder of wealth, using it as a means to enslave his less fortunate fellow-creatures.

Contraras came in one afternoon in a very cheerful mood. She looked at him eagerly. She could read his countenance pretty well by now.

You have something to tell me, Contraras?

The old man smiled. Yes, my dear, I have got what we wanted. You can walk in boldly. There will be no smuggling through the back door, although we could have managed that, if the other had failed.

Did you get it in the quarter you expected?

Yes; I had a little tussle with del Pineda, but I overcame his scruples. Besides, he is considerably in my debt. I assured him that he would never be accused of complicity, that I would take all the blame on my own shoulders.

He rubbed his hands and chuckled softly.

What does Contraras, a man of means and position, with powerful connections in Spain, know of the secret sentiments of Mademoiselle Delmonte, a charming young lady of wealth, whom he has met abroad? Mademoiselle Delmonte asks for his good offices in a certain matter of a most, apparently, innocent nature. He places himself at her disposal, and secures what she wants through the agency of a certain Duke who is equally ignorant of her real purposes.

A dreamy look stole into the young womans eyes. She spoke in a low voice, as if she were muttering to herself.

A week to wait, only just one little week. And then, if all goes as we think and hope — the dawn of the new era! But I shall not live to see it.


Chapter Fourteen.
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MORENO MET ISOBEL and her maid at the railway station, and drove them to the home of his friends, the Godwins, who lived in a respectable but not particularly fashionable quarter of Madrid.

Mrs Godwin, a buxom and kind-faced woman, received the girl with open arms. Mr Godwin had discreetly absented himself during the first meeting of the two women.

So delighted to see you, Miss Clandon. I was a very intimate friend of Andres mother. Any friend of his is very welcome. I shall do my best to make you happy during your stay here. I am afraid the accommodation is not what you have been used to. We are a little cramped for room.

A dear good honest bourgeoise creature. Isobel took to her at once. She felt the milieu was not quite what she could have desired, but Moreno had done all he could, most probably out of his old friendship for Farquhar. Whatever discomforts she might have to endure, well — she had brought them on herself by embarking on this daring adventure.

Mr Godwin came in presently, a large, heavy man, who greeted her with great gravity. She learned afterwards that he had been connected with the wine trade, and had retired from active business on a respectable competence.

Moreno took his departure as soon as he could. He had several matters on hand, besides looking after a wandering maiden of a romantic turn of mind.

Isobel stayed him at the door. When am I going to see Guy? she whispered.

The young journalist looked at her kindly. He remembered his own too short-lived romance. That whisper had come straight from her heart.

Ah, that is for you, he said. You know, you confessed you were a little doubtful about how he would look upon it. Will you ask Lady Mary to write him the news, or would you rather that I should?

Isobel interrupted him eagerly. Oh, would you? Lady Mary is a darling, and devoted to us both. But if I write to her, and she has to write to Guy, it may be ages before we meet. And, besides, she added with the unconscious guile of a woman, in certain things, men are so much better diplomatists than women. I am sure you could put everything from a reasonable point of view, present everything in quite a favourable light. I do not want him to think I am a masculine sort of person, an enlightened female who goes tearing about all over the world after a man she loves.

Moreno was a very kind-hearted fellow. He could not resist that wistful look in the beautiful dark eyes. The girl was alone in the world. She had just lost her father; Guy was now her sheet-anchor.

I say, if you want to see him quickly, why not send a note round to the Embassy, just giving him your address, and saying simply, I am here?

But Isobel rather shrank from that. It seemed too bold, perhaps a little unmaidenly. She had always been educated in the belief that a woman should never make advances. Advances might be made through a third party, perhaps, if they were made with discretion.

But you could explain it all so much better than I could, Mr Moreno, how the whole thing was led up to by your letter to Lady Mary.

Moreno looked at his watch. I was going to leave Madrid in half an hour. Well, I can catch a train three hours later, it wont make much difference. I will be off at once to the Embassy, and catch Rossett there, if not, at his flat. You, of course, can see him at any time, to-day or to-morrow?

A thousand thanks, replied Isobel, with her charming smile. Yes, I shall not stir out much anyway. But I will keep in the two whole days.

Mrs Godwin, I warn you, will insist on showing you the sights of Madrid.

I will resist her, said Isobel firmly.

Moreno smiled, and said good-bye. It was a little pathetic, he thought, the patient, loving woman ready to wait the mans convenience. Ever the way with true love.

A brief drive to the Embassy in the Calle Fernando el Santo, a hastily pencilled note sent up to Rossett. Half an hour later, the two men were seated at a different rendezvous, for this time Moreno was not in his working-mans dress. He had to be very cautious.

Moreno went to the point at once. I have news that will startle you, Mr Rossett. Your fiancée Miss Clandon, is in Madrid at this moment. He named the respectable but unfashionable quarter in which the girl had taken up her abode.

What? shouted Guy Rossett in his astonishment. It was just the same ejaculation he had used when he learned that Violet Hargrave was in Spain. The vocabulary of the average Englishman is very limited when he has to express sudden emotion. And Guy was quite the average type.

Of course you are very surprised. Well, I am afraid it is all due to me. You remember some time ago I begged you to get out of this place. You refused. I took it on myself to write to your sister to use your fathers influence to get you recalled. That fell through too.

It was very kind of you to interfere in my private affairs, Mr Moreno, observed Rossett stiffly.

You are a bit of responsibility to me, Mr Rossett, replied the journalist in his usual imperturbable fashion. I will tell you frankly I should be very glad to see the back of you to-morrow, for your own sake— He added in a lower voice, Still more for the sake of the girl who loves you as much as you love her.

Forgive me, cried Rossett hastily. I quite appreciate that you mean very well to both of us.

Thank you, said Moreno. Well, to get on with my story. I have a very old chum, one Maurice Farquhar who happens to be a cousin of your fiancée. One night, in his chambers, I hinted that danger was threatening you here. It seems he told Miss Clandon. As I have stated, I wrote to your sister. The two women put their heads together. Miss Clandons father died. She had no longer any ties binding her to England. She was mad to come out here to be near you. As men of the world, we might say, the unreasoning caprice of a very loving woman.

It was very sweet and dear of her, said Guy. There was a little break in his voice as he spoke. But I am interrupting you in your story. Please go on.

There is not much more to tell. As I have said, the two women put their heads together. Lady Mary sent for Farquhar to consult him as to how Miss Clandon could get to Spain. She felt if she consulted you, you would, under the circumstances, have vetoed the project altogether.

I dont think there is the slightest doubt I should, said Rossett, quite frankly.

I agree. Well, they were not going to give you the chance. They took matters into their own hands. Farquhar knew nothing about Spain; he wrote to me to ask me if I could help them. Well, I helped them. I went over to London, saw your sister and Miss Clandon, and arranged for the journey. I met her at the station to-day, took her to the house of some very respectable English people whom I have known from my boyhood, not people of your class, nor of Miss Clandons. But I think there she will be very quiet and comfortable.

Guy Rossett leaned across the table and held out his hand.

A thousand thanks, Mr Moreno. After this, we must be firm friends. My brave little Isobel, how plucky and daring of her. And you took all this trouble!

There was no suspicion in his frank tones, but Moreno liked to clear up everything as he went on.

Yes, it took up a good deal of my time, but I didnt grudge it. I saw your fiancée and sister dining one night with you at the Savoy, but had never spoken to them in my life. But Farquhar is an old chum of mine; he has done me some very good turns. I was pleased to return the compliment.

There was a brief pause, before Moreno spoke again. I left Miss Clandon a little time ago. She is longing to see you. I suggested she should send round a note to you. She seemed a little fearful of what you might think of her hasty action. She begged me to come round and explain matters. That is why I am here. Here is her address.

Again a thousand thanks. Rossett looked at his watch. Unfortunately, I have to dine at the Embassy to-night, and there is no getting out of that. We are the slaves of duty. I have only just time to get back and dress. I will leave as soon after dinner as I decently can, and go round to her.

Away with you, duty calls, said Moreno, rising briskly. I will send a note round to her saying I have seen you, and that you will be there to-night. It was late when Rossett, hurrying as fast as he could, entered the small drawing-room of the flat tenanted by the respectable Godwins. Isobel was alone; the worthy couple, with commendable tact, had absented themselves. Moreno had told them just as much as it was well for them to know, and they were not very inquisitive people.

It was a very delightful meeting. They had been longing for each other since they last parted. They exchanged their vows of love all over again.

And you are sure you are not angry with me, Guy? asked Isobel, as they sat hand in hand on the rather hard sofa.

Angry, my brave little darling. Why should I be? But I say, this is not the sort of place for you, you know. Have you brought a maid with you?

Yes, our old parlourmaid, Ethel. I dont suppose you remember her.

Yes, I do. Well, you must go the Ritz, or one of the good hotels.

Oh, please no, dearest. I have no chaperon, you see, and it might look queer. Besides, I dont want to meet a lot of people, and have to explain things. I would much prefer to stay here incognita. Dear Mrs Godwin is quite a motherly old soul, and knows nothing of what is going on in the great world except what she learns from the newspapers. And I am not so far off, after all. You can come and see me sometimes.

Every day, darling, cried Rossett. On reflection, he was inclined to think that, under the very peculiar circumstances, Isobels course of action was the right one. If she blossomed forth at a fashionable hotel, a great deal would have to be explained. In a censorious and conventional world, young women, however pure in heart, cannot afford to be adventurous.

As they sat on the sofa, she told him at great length of her visit to Ticehurst Park, and the Earls consent to their engagement, of his endeavour to get her to use her influence to lure Guy from his post, of her refusal, in which she had been staunchly supported by her father. She had told him briefly of this at the funeral, but he had been so pressed for time that she had only supplied him with the barest details.

The old dad, he was always great at a bargain, but this time you got the better of him, my darling.

Then he put his hand in his breast pocket, and drew forth a letter. By Jove, I had very nearly forgotten — a letter received this morning from that dear old Aunt Henrietta. I wont read you all of it, there are yards, but Ill just run through a passage that concerns us.

This was the passage he read. I hear a great deal from Mary, who as you know is a most indefatigable correspondent, about your fiancée, Isobel Clandon. She describes her as a most sweet and lovable girl. There were always the two types in the Rossett family, the practicable and the romantic. You, Mary, and myself belong to the latter. I married for love, Mary would have done, and you are going to.

I hear also your post is rather a dangerous one, and that they have tried to get you recalled, but that you will not hear of it. Well, I admire your spirit and sense of duty. Still, as soon as you can retire with honour, do so.

Now that your father has given his consent, there is nothing to wait for. I shall make the way easy for you, as I have always tried to do. Bring your Isobel to see me at the first opportunity. I am longing to make her acquaintance.

What a darling! cried Isobel enthusiastically. Well, anyway, there are three dear people in the present Rossett family, your Aunt, Mary, and yourself. And Lord Saxham is not so bad after all.

In her happiness she freely forgave the old gentleman his former hostility, his attempt to drive a bargain with her.

No, hes by no means so bad, when you get to know him, to pierce through the crust as it were. He is a sort of cross between the practical and romantic Rossetts, said Guy.

They talked for a long time about their future plans.

When Isobel laid her head upon her pillow that night, she was happier than she had ever been since the day her dear old father died.


Chapter Fifteen.
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A WEEK HAD passed since the conversation between Valerie Delmonte and Contraras had taken place. A great function was on at the Royal Palace to-night. All the élite of Madrid would be there.

For this special occasion, the leading members of the Spanish section had shifted from Fonterrabia to the capital — Zorrilta, Alvedero, Violet Hargrave, Andres Moreno. Contraras and Valerie Delmonte had already taken up their residence there. It was the night of the great coup, on the successful development of which depended the dawn of the new era.

Moreno had a busy day. Thanks to the noble-spirited action of Mademoiselle Delmonte, who had taken the entire execution of the coup upon herself, he was spared any active participation in it. Violet Hargrave, who had been originally named as an assistant, was also dispensed with.

At eleven oclock in the morning, he was seated in the private room of the Head of the Spanish Secret Service. There was also present the Head of the Police. The three men talked together for a very considerable time. Moreno was attired in his shabby workmans garb; he had on also a false beard and moustache.

When the interview was terminated, Moreno rose; and turned to the Chief of Police.

You have thought it all out then? You know she will come with the Duchess del Pineda.

She will be watched from the moment she enters the Palace to the moment she leaves it, was the chiefs confident reply.

And you say that the Duchess is quite ignorant of her intentions? It was the Chief of the Secret Service who spoke.

I will swear to the innocence of the Duchess, also to that of the Duke. They are simply tools. They have been made use of by a superior intelligence, by a man who has a strong hold over the Duke.

I wish, Mr Moreno, you were able to take us a little more into your confidence. Would it not be possible to bag the whole lot to-night?

The Chief of the Police rubbed his hands at the thought. Ah, that would be a fine idea. And I suppose, Mr Moreno, you have it in your power to enable us to do so?

Gently, gentlemen, if you please. Dont be ungrateful. I am helping you somewhat to-night. And because I am doing this, you want to rush things, answered the young journalist in his usual quiet way. Now, look you, much as I desire to serve you, I have a very tender regard for my own skin.

Naturally, cried the Secret Service man. And the Chief of Police echoed him.

The secret of this project to-night has been entrusted to a good many people, continued Moreno. If it fails, as you promise me it will fail, two things will occur to the mind of the Chief — one that the brotherhood has been betrayed by one in their counsels, the other that your spies noticed something suspicious in the behaviour of the woman, and that she was arrested on the strength of that suspicious behaviour.

The two men nodded their heads. They began to see the drift of his observations.

I was at first designed to take part in this project, but the original programme was altered. Had it been adhered to, I think I could have enabled you to bag the whole lot, at any rate, most of them, and yet escaped scot free myself, of course with your co-operation.

We dare not ask you to disclose your plan? insinuated the Secret Service man gently.

Moreno shook his head. I think not. But if this coup fails, there will be another planned shortly. By that time my ideas will be perfected, and I trust I shall be able to do what you want, and escape with a whole skin. Only one member of the brotherhood will be here to-night. The others are scattered about. Suspicion would at once fall upon me if every one except myself were taken.

We could work that out pretty easily, could we not? queried the Chief of Police eagerly.

I think not, was Morenos answer. You would have got this lot out of the way, but there are a few members of the brotherhood left in London, and every man has a knife handy. I must show a clean sheet to those who remain at large. Please trust me, and I will shortly do it in my own way.

Moreno left after cordial hand-shaking. Both the Chiefs were men of considerable astuteness, and great experience. But they agreed that there was a certain subtlety about this young man, a certain suggestion of strength and confidence, that won their admiration.

Moreno perhaps did not repose quite so much confidence in them as they did in himself.

I hope to heaven they wont bungle it at the last minute, he said to himself as he walked along. If I were dealing with the French police, I shouldnt have a doubt.

He walked down the Puerta del Sol, past the Grand Hotel de la Paix. He saw the tall form of Contraras enter the vestibule. He shrugged his shoulders, and a look of regret stole over his face.

He is going to hearten her up for this nights work, the old devil, while he stands safely outside, and looks on. Poor little woman! I wish I could save her. But how can you save a fanatic? So ran his thoughts. Why in the name of wonder does a woman who has got everything in the world she requires want to mix herself up with this wretched and bloodthirsty crew? She must lie on the bed she has made, and it will be a pretty hard one, I should wager.

Moreno walked swiftly in the direction of a poor quarter of the town. He entered the humble abode of an inferior member of the Spanish Secret Service, where he doffed his working-mans garb and assumed his ordinary clothes.

Later on, he saw Violet Hargrave, who was living close to him.

Violet seemed very restless and perturbed. This is the great night, she said by way of greeting. I wonder if it will come off all right.

I should say there is every chance it will, unless Valeries nerve fails her at the last moment, was Morenos diplomatic answer.

Mrs Hargrave gave a little shudder. Her pretty delicate face went a shade paler.

I cannot help feeling glad that I wasnt brought into it.

Moreno bent upon her his keen glance. And yet I should not put you down as a very tender-hearted person.

I dont know that I am, or should be under certain circumstances. But I have no grudge against these people, no particular wrong to avenge. Arent you really glad you are out of it?

I suppose, in a way, I am. Still, one feels a bit of a coward in letting Valerie take all the risk. It seems taking advantage of her bravery, to snatch at the chance of avoiding all danger for oneself.

I shall sit up very late, on the chance of hearing the news.

On the contrary, I think I shall go to bed early, said Moreno. We shall hear nothing to-night in this distant quarter. And in the morning there will be the news, or no news at all. The Chief will let us know.

The great Contraras, very upright and vigorous for his age, was shown into Mademoiselle Delmontes sitting-room. She sprang up eagerly at his entrance.

I am so glad you have come. You are a little late, are you not? Luncheon will be served in a few moments.

He could see she was very restless, and her cheeks were pale; there was a strange, almost unnatural brilliance in her dark eyes. Her voice was jerky.

He took both her hands in his and pressed them tenderly. You are not afraid, Valerie?

He was a fanatic, bold, brutal, and ruthless in his fanaticism, ready to sacrifice anything and everybody to the one absorbing idea. But at the sight of those pale cheeks, that quivering mouth, a momentary regret assailed him. He was a father, and this beautiful young woman was young enough to be his daughter.

We ought to have had a man for this job, he said, speaking a little hoarsely. But you know you chose it yourself; you would not even have another associated with you.

I know. She tried to laugh lightly, but there was a quaver in the laugh. I do not regret. I am not really afraid. But I suppose every soldier on his first battlefield has inward tremors that he cannot repress. I am a soldier of the Revolution, and to-night is my first battlefield.

And you feel those tremors, eh?

Just a little, although I blush for them. But dont let us think of this. Ah, here comes lunch. They sat down to the meal. She was a very abstemious woman, and rarely partook of stimulants. But, in honour of Contraras visit, she had ordered a bottle of champagne. Under its exhilarating influence, her jangled nerves readjusted themselves, and she became her natural self. The colour returned to her cheeks.

She raised her glass and nodded to her guest.

To the new world, born upon the ruins of the old.

Amen to that wish! cried Contraras fervently, as he drank his wine in one long draught.

There was a long pause, which she broke abruptly. I think I have told you I made my will in London last year.

Contraras nodded. Yes, you told me that.

But I did not tell you the details. I have left all my money in the hands of the Public Trustee, to divide amongst certain charities. As private fortunes go, it is a fair one — but what a small sum to go to the alleviation of this vast amount of human misery!

You could not have made a better use of it, said Contraras appreciatively.

To you, my dear friend, I have left twenty thousand pounds to devote to whatever purpose you think fit. Of course you will apply that money to the spreading of the propaganda.

I much appreciate your kind thought, my dear Valerie; it is just like you. But may the day be far distant when—

She raised her hand. We will speak no more of that, please. I wonder what will be the result of to-night?

Success! cried Contraras confidently. Success!

A few minutes later he rose to go.

The Duchess will call for you in her carriage. Once arrived at the Palace, keep under her wing for some time, so as to avoid suspicion. Then seize your time and opportunity. Would you like me to come round and see you before you start? But I shall look out for you at the Palace.

For a moment she did not answer him, she was pursuing the train of her own thoughts.

I never told you I had my fortune told by a gipsy when I was sixteen. Would you like to know what she predicted?

If you wish, replied Contraras politely. He had no respect for gipsies or their prophecies.

Ah, I see it wont interest you. I dont think you believe much in the spiritual side of existence. Still, I will tell it; it will not take a moment. Up to the present, it has come remarkably true. This gipsy, she was a very old woman, predicted that I should have a very hard life for some years, then would come some years of great good fortune, and then — equally great tribulation.

Contraras smiled. My dear child, she probably predicted precisely the same things hundreds of times to her clients. The veil of the future is not to be lifted by a wandering beggar-woman.

Of course, I knew you would not be impressed, or perhaps you just say it to cheer me.

She had forgotten his question — should he come and see her again before she started for the Palace? He repeated it.

No, my good friend, I would rather not. If all goes well, we shall meet again often. If not, we will say good-bye here. A thousand thanks for your friendship and kindness.

Could fanaticism go further? She was thanking this hardened old schemer for his friendship and kindness — friendship and kindness that were ready to sacrifice her at any moment for his own ends.


Chapter Sixteen.
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MORENO HAD DECLARED to Violet Hargrave that he proposed to go to bed early, and wait till to-morrow for the news.

When he spoke that had been his original intention. But, as the evening drew on, he began to feel a certain restlessness stirring in him. Certain things were about to happen, or, as he hoped, to be frustrated. He could hardly compose himself to sleep under the unusual circumstances. He would go out, and form one of the undistinguished crowd that clustered round the Palace gates. If anything dramatic happened, he could not fail to be aware of it. The news would spread like wildfire.

On his arrival, he caught sight of a woman closely veiled standing close beside him. He recognised her at once. It was evident that Mrs Hargrave could no more endure to stay indoors than he could.

He moved up a few paces and spoke to her in English, practically their native tongue.

The same sudden impulse seized both of us, he whispered. Well, it is a very orderly crowd. I dont think we shall be pushed or knocked about. We shall enjoy the sight of the grandees arriving. By the way, it is a pity we were not sent an invitation, then we could have seen it from the inside.

Violet Hargrave whispered back. I simply couldnt stay indoors. My nerves seem on edge to-night.

Mine are a bit out of time, too, answered Moreno in a low voice.

And, while they were waiting, Moreno indulged in several philosophical reflections.

A curious and not ill-natured crowd was gathered round the Palace, something like the throng that gathers round a wedding. There was no harm in these good-humoured, laughing persons, mainly of the lower order. They were not envious of the people who went inside, these men in Court costume, these women of another world, daintily attired. They discussed and admired the good looks of the men, the exquisite costumes of the women.

If the Court Chamberlain had suddenly appeared, and in the name of their Majesties, bade them enter the Royal precincts in a spirit of perfect equality with the other guests, they would have been very embarrassed and, save for a few adventurous spirits, have declined the invitation. They would have felt out of place.

From what causes arose this antagonism amongst the clever extremists of the proletariat toward the more fortunate ones of the earth?

Moreno was puzzled to find a solution. Envy perhaps was the contributing cause. And yet the ordinary man who dines at a common eating-house is not always envious of the man who eats a sumptuous luncheon at the Ritz or Carlton. The middle-class prosperous professional man does not always gnash his teeth when he thinks of a nobleman, possibly his client, who has a rent roll of a hundred thousand a year.

Moreno was very just. There was a time when he had had to fare very frugally, and he had not complained. Things had improved. When the fancy took him, he would indulge in a good dinner, a bottle of champagne, and an excellent cigar. Was he hurting the toiling millions very much if he occasionally indulged in these luxuries? Were the few fortunate ones of the earth, and after all they were very few, hurting him if they indulged in them every day?

Night was slowly settling over the city. Far away from this scene of revel and display, some thousands of humble workers had eaten their frugal suppers, and were preparing for bed. If all the money that was to be spent upon this function had been shared between them, would they have been much the richer? Champagne, excellent cigars, and good dinners could not be given to every creature on Gods earth. That was an inexorable economic law, which no revolutionist could alter.

He was raised from his reveries by a light touch on his arm.

Who are these two men? It was Violet Hargrave who spoke. Somehow, they look people of importance.

Moreno recognised them at once, as they drove slowly through — the Chief of the Secret Service, the Head of the Police. He was glad that they were on the scene early. They might not have quite the perfect methods of the corresponding French organisations, but perhaps they would justify themselves before the night was over.

I dont know them from Adam, but, as you say, they certainly look persons of importance, especially the fat one.

Always suspicious, he wondered if Mrs Hargrave was trying to draw him, herself knowing who they were. Anyway, she had failed. He was not to be caught by a leading question like that.

Then presently she nudged him. Look, look, the Chief!

Yes, it was Contraras, driving in a humble cab. His fine, lined face showed clear against the waning light.

Wonderful man! The brains of sixty, the fire and energy of twenty! said Moreno glibly. He spoke with all the enthusiasm of a true son of the Revolution.

Mrs Hargrave made no comment. Equipage after equipage rolled up, containing fair women and brave men. The Palace was one blaze of light. The crowd grew closer, enjoying the spectacle of the arriving guests, and it seemed a crowd that was at once good-humoured and appreciative, if at times critical.

Moreno turned to his companion. I say, its a bit of a shame that you and I are not inside instead of here, eh? I think Contraras might have worked that while he was about it.

Mrs Hargrave smiled back; she was very attracted by this black-browed young Spaniard.

My dear friend, under the new régime, we shall all go to Court.

To the Court of Contraras, I suppose?

Something of that sort, answered Violet, letting herself go a little. And Madame Contraras, more aristocratic than any queen, will smile condescendingly, and the pretty daughter will turn up her nose at us.

The conversation was getting dangerous. Mrs Hargrave must be checked in her impulsive moods, which, he honestly admitted, were very rare.

Ah, if I could see dear old Contraras in that position I would die happy, he exclaimed, with a splendid mendacity.

Mrs Hargrave stole a quiet glance at him.

Yes, he is very wonderful, is he not? But I cant honestly say I like his womenkind. They have no sympathy with his aspirations.

As they were speaking, a very gorgeous carriage rolled up. It contained the Duchess del Pineda and Valerie Delmonte. The Duke had not accompanied them. He had pleaded indisposition, but probably prudence had dictated his absence. Anyway, if certain things happened, it would be possible for him to plead a successful alibi.

Look, look! cried Violet Hargrave, a little excitedly for her. Valerie Delmonte!

Moreno, the kindly-hearted, felt a spasm of pity as he gazed on the face of the handsome, fanatical young Frenchwoman, whom that wily old Contraras had subjugated to his evil will.

Poor child! he said aloud, for the benefit of his companion, I can only hope she will not lose her nerve. It was a mans job, but she would insist upon having it.

There was a little lull in the procession of carriages. And then there drove up one conveying Guy Rossett and a colleague. The Ambassador had already arrived, with his wife.

Moreno stole a glance at his companion. She was heavily veiled, but he could see that her face had grown pale, that a sad look had come into her eyes.

Our admirable young diplomatist! whispered the young man. Well, Madrid is not a very safe place for him.

But he is in no danger to-night I take it? came back the answer in a whisper as low as his own.

I should say not. For the present, we have left him out of our calculations; we are flying at higher game. He will hardly come within the sphere of Valeries operations. His Chief may — I doubt even that.

Mrs Hargrave made no comment. Presently Moreno spoke in the same low whisper.

You have no great affection for Mr Rossett, I take it?

No, I have not any great affection for Mr Rossett.

And yet you were once very good friends.

Mrs Hargrave stiffened a little. You seem to know a great deal of my private affairs. Yes, we once were very good friends. He knew my husband long before I married him. I fancy I have told you that.

Moreno was not to be daunted by her aloof attitude. He was never wanting in enterprise.

I should not be surprised if, at the present moment, you hated him.

Perhaps you are right, was the curt answer.

Moreno indulged in a quiet inward chuckle. If she had known that Isobel Clandon was established so close to her lover, that through his adroit manipulation of affairs they were meeting every day, her hatred must have expressed itself more heartily.

Valerie Delmonte, under the wing of the unsuspecting Duchess, was now within the Palace.

She had only once before looked upon a scene approaching this, and it had been much less brilliant.

Once, early in their married life, her husband had taken her to one of the Presidents receptions in Paris. It was easy, in his position, to secure the entrée for himself and wife.

She remembered that evening well. Never had she felt more humiliated. Half a dozen times kind old Monsieur Varenne had introduced her to some of his acquaintances. There was a formal bow interchanged, and nothing beyond; one and all they had sheered off. Even in a republican and democratic country, these purse-proud citizens would have nothing to do with the girl who had come from the music halls.

She recalled how, when she had reached home that night, she had burst into a fit of wild sobbing, and her kindly, elderly husband had tried to comfort her.

Calm thyself, ma chérie, we will not go to these hateful places again. We will lead our own life.

To-night, how different. A Court, one of the oldest in Europe, reflecting that atmosphere of pomp and state associated with long descended Royalty. The kindly young King, his British-born Queen, chatting graciously with their favoured guests. Men in resplendent uniforms and orders, great ladies of the highest Spanish nobility, what a contrast to the homely reception of the President in those far-off days!

Then she had been escorted by a very wealthy but somewhat shady financier, whose influence had not been sufficient to enable her to scale the social heights to which she had aspired.

To-night she was under the wing of a popular chaperon, in whose veins ran the proudest blood of Spain. The Duchess, acting according to instructions, introduced her to everybody she came across.

Mademoiselle Delmonte, handsome, brilliant, and vivacious, was an immediate success. This aristocratic assemblage, ignorant of her antecedents, only recognising that she was under the wing of the popular Duchess, took her at her real valuation.

Being a woman, she was naturally pleased with her momentary success. But she was sensible enough to know to what she owed it. If these people who were flattering her now had known of her lowly origin, how she had graduated through the circus and the music hall to the possession of wealth, they would have turned their backs on her, as the purse-proud parvenus had done in the democratic salons of the French President.

These bitter reflections rather tended to harden than soften her resolution. To-night she was an avenging angel, bent upon the task of making these insolent people atone for the insults heaped upon the lowly-born.

Once in her triumphant progress she came near to Contraras, who was standing alone, surveying the brilliant scene with his keen, deep-set eyes.

She disengaged herself from the arm of her companion, a handsome young man of some standing in Spanish Society.

Excuse me a moment. I see an old friend, to whom I must say a few words.

What do you think of it all? she whispered, as she held out her hand.

What I have always thought of such spectacles as these, he whispered back. These besotted creatures feast and dance and make merry, without a thought of their oppressed and toiling fellow-creatures. He spoke intensely, in the most bitter spirit of his gloomy fanaticism.

She could not linger, My nerves are in perfect order, she assured him as she turned away. He smiled kindly at her as she passed on.

The amiable and innocent Duchess had performed the duties of chaperon so well, had introduced her to so many people, that it was a long time before Valerie could shake herself free. It was a very crowded assemblage. If she could once break away, she would be free to roam where she pleased.

The moment came at last, close upon midnight. She was alone and mistress of her own movements. Her thoughts were no longer distracted by the idle chatter of some companion forced upon her.

Slowly, she edged her way towards the Royal circle. Progress was a little difficult, but at last she stood within a few feet of the King and Queen. She stood for a few moments, perhaps summoning up her courage. Then her hand stole towards her pocket.

Before she could reach it, a little cordon was formed round her, a cordon of six men in ordinary evening dress. The hand of one of the men gripped hers, and held it in a grasp of iron.

Come quietly, mademoiselle, whispered a voice in her ear. We have followed you round all the evening, we fancied there was something suspicious about you. We may, of course, be mistaken, but in these troublous times we have to be very careful. We will take you to a private room, and have you searched. Of course, if nothing is found upon you, you will go free, and we will make you handsome amends.

Valerie gave a little choking sob. The gipsys prophesy had come true — several years of hard life, a few years of good fortune, and then great tribulation.

I came here with the Duchess del Pineda, she said in a broken voice, hardly knowing what she was saying. Do you dare to suspect—

It was the Head of the Police who held her wrist in that iron grasp. He spoke in a suave voice.

Mademoiselle, we always suspect in our profession. For the Duchess del Pineda I have the highest respect. Will you consent to come quietly? If we are in the wrong, you have nothing to fear.

She turned with them without a word. She had failed miserably. The upholders of law and order had scored signally over the scattered and imperfect organisation of the brotherhood.

Between them, she walked through the long, brilliantly-lit rooms. The Chief of Police tucked her arm under his, keeping a tight hold on her wrist. The other five men accompanied them. There was nothing in the general attitude to suggest that she was not a very charming woman being escorted by a bevy of admirers.

Contraras was standing by the door as the procession passed out. Agitated as she was, she saw him, and flashed at him an agonised glance.

He flashed back at her a glance equally eloquent. He knew the Chief of Police by sight, and he understood what had happened. Poor little Valerie had failed! They would take her to some room, and search her. In her pocket they would find those cunning little bombs that, once launched, would have sent tyrants and oppressors hurling into space, and proclaimed the dawn of the new era.

Poor little Valerie! His eyes grew misty. As she had failed, it would have been better if he had left her alone. If ever he felt remorse in his life, he felt it that night.

His first impulse was to leave the Palace at once. But wiser thoughts prevailed. The Chief of Police had recognised him, he was sure. If he left immediately, it might give cause for suspicion.

Valerie had failed. For the moment the Cause had suffered a set-back. But his resolution was still undaunted, his brain still active. Because he had failed to-day, it did not follow that he would not be successful to-morrow.

He sought out the Duchess del Pineda, who was, as usual, surrounded by a group of chattering friends.

Good evening, Duchess. What has become of our young friend, Mademoiselle Delmonte?

I really cannot tell you. She broke away from me a long time ago. She has been a tremendous success, I can assure you. I hope she intends to make a long stay in Madrid. She will be most popular.

I really cannot tell you. I know nothing of her plans, answered Contraras in his grave, quiet tones. As I told the Duke, I met her in France and England, where she appeared to move in the best circles.

Naturally, said the innocent Duchess. Nobody would suspect the highly respected Contraras of telling a deliberate lie.

Outside the Palace, the crowd had thinned, but Moreno and Violet Hargrave still waited. Midnight had struck and all was quiet. There were no signs that heralded the happening of a tragedy. A few belated arrivals passed through to the Palace. The crowd began to melt away.

And then there was a little stir. A carriage drove up outside the Palace doors. Two men and a woman stepped into it, the woman was in evening dress.

The carriage passed the two watchers. Mrs Hargrave peered into the slowly-moving vehicle.

Valerie Delmonte, she whispered excitedly. There is a man sitting beside her, one of those two men I noticed driving in — dont you remember I said they looked people of importance, and you said you did not know them from Adam. What does it mean? Valerie alone with those men?

It looks as if the coup had failed, replied Moreno quietly. I should say that Valerie has been caught, and those two men are members of the police.

Mrs Hargrave grew a little hysterical. Thank God, it was not myself, she added, after a pause. I am glad it was not you.

Moreno was about to reply when another carriage drove through, the occupant of which was Contraras. His tall form seemed huddled up; he was evidently in a state of extreme dejection.

Moreno tucked Mrs Hargraves arm under his own.

Come along! Evidently the coup has failed; the police have been one too many for us. Valerie Delmonte going away with those two men, poor old Contraras huddled up in that carriage, his attitude expressing that all is lost, at any rate, for the moment! We have nothing to wait for. We shall hear all about it to-morrow.

They walked along arm in arm, both occupied with their own thoughts. Mrs Hargrave broke the long silence.

He is a wonderful man. If he is dejected to-night, he will be full of energy and vigour to-morrow. Moreno agreed. Yes, he will think of more coups. I suppose the next one will be the removal of Mr Rossett.

Violet made no answer immediately. Then, presently she said. I fancy he is considered a rather dangerous person from our point of view. Moreno shrugged his shoulders. And yet I fancy his removal would not greatly hasten the new era, do you? He is really a quite insignificant person. If Valerie had brought it off to-night, well and good — but I must confess these minor developments dont interest me greatly. Do they interest you?

A little, I think, answered Mrs Hargrave, in a somewhat faint voice.

Moreno looked at her steadfastly. Her nerves were a bit out of order to-night. That long vigil outside the Palace had told on them — that waiting for the crash of the bombs which Valerie Delmonte had carried in her pocket, the bombs which now had been appropriated by the Chief of Police.

He gave her arm a tender pressure. I believe at bottom you are really a womanly woman. The end justifies the means, of course, but some of the means are very bloodthirsty, dont you think?

I thought so to-night, when I was waiting to hear the crash of those devilish, cunning little bombs, the latest invention of science, as our good old Contraras assures us.

Moreno pulled himself up; perhaps he had been a little too frank. But he knew that the photographed letter always gave him the whip-hand of Violet Hargrave.

Still, we must not be squeamish. Revolutions are not made with rose-water, and you must break eggs to make omelettes.

Absolutely true. Mrs Hargrave, looking provokingly pretty under her veil, sighed a soft assent to these platitudes. He fancied her arm gave a responsive pressure to his.

When he went to bed that night, Moreno was disturbed with remorseful thoughts of Valerie Delmonte. If the Chief of Police had found those bombs in her pocket, it was he who had told that somewhat slow-moving official he would find them there.

Then he comforted himself. If he had betrayed Valerie, he had prevented her from hurling to destruction a dozen or more innocent people. His conscience was quite clear. If she had been a very ugly woman, instead of a very pretty one, perhaps his conscience might not have been troubled at all.

I didnt think much of that Chief of Police at first, he murmured drowsily, as he turned on his pillow. But he seems to have managed it all right. Still, on the whole, I would rather deal with Scotland Yard, or the Sûreté in Paris.


Chapter Seventeen.
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LORD SAXHAM AND his daughter had left Ticehurst Park. They were in their town house in Belgrave Square. They were neither of them very fond of London.

The Earl, in his youth and middle age, had experienced all the fleeting joys of the Metropolis. Mary, after the experience of her unfortunate love-affair, had definitely resolved that she would retire into a convent and devote herself to good works as soon as her father died.

Belgrave Square was even a little duller than Ticehurst Park. They were in the midst of a crowd that had forgotten them.

Lord Saxham was, to put it vulgarly, a back number, and was quite out of the modern whirl. Lady Mary, during her brief season, had fallen head over ears in love with the handsome young Guardsman, and had buried her heart in his grave.

The only thing that had drawn them up from the sylvan shades of Ticehurst Park was this — they wanted to be near Greatorex, that they could know what was happening to Guy at first hand.

The eldest son of the house. Viscount Ticehurst, dropped in occasionally, and deigned to spare them a few moments of his valuable time. As a matter of fact, at the present moment he was occupied with a particularly pretty chorus-girl, whom he was half inclined to marry.

Mary was fond of both her brothers, but she recognised the difference in them. Eric was as weak as water and destitute of brains. He was capable of marrying any chorus-girl on the sly, and then rushing her down home and presenting her as his wife, to the terrible consternation of his poor old father, who thought that people should always marry in their own class.

Guy was different — there was just a little bit of common sense in him. He had fallen violently in love with Isobel Clandon — a girl not quite in his own world, from the Earls point of view — but a sweet and lovable girl, and above all a lady.

And Guy had waited for the parental consent, which had been wrung under somewhat false pretences. But he had been content to wait until his future wife would be received under proper auspices. He would not rush her down and take his father by storm, as Ticehurst would do when the time came for him to present his chorus-girl to a justly offended parent.

Father and daughter sat at luncheon in the dining-room of the house in Belgrave Square.

Very terribly did Lady Mary miss her beautiful gardens, her flowers, her dogs, her aviary of little songsters. She was essentially a country girl. She hated any city, with its cramped and narrow streets. Even Paris had no attractions for her. Vienna and Berlin left her cold.

You have seen Greatorex this morning, father? she questioned when the servants had withdrawn.

Lord Saxham frowned. He had realised, in this his latest visit to the Metropolis, that he was a back number. He remembered the years long ago when he was the most golden of the gilded youth. Then his name was one to conjure with. He led the revels; if it pleased him, he painted the town red. Now, except for a few ancient cronies, nobody recognised him.

Yes, I saw Greatorex, he answered gloomily. He was always as close as wax. He is closer than ever. He comes of an infernally close family. That family has never been anything great. He was getting into his explosive vein. Always underlings and jackals — always content to serve.

What did he say about Guy? asked Mary softly.

Only that he was quite happy and well. He did vouchsafe to volunteer the information that some great anarchist coup had failed.

Well, that was about as much as you could expect, said Mary in her quiet, gentle tones. He is not going to give information to everybody.

To everybody? spluttered the Earl, in his most fiery mood. Am I everybody? I have supported this Government through thick and thin. I have backed them up through everything. Why do they withhold their confidence from me, at this important moment?

Lady Mary used all her finesse. She knew too well why Greatorex did not trust him. He was an open sieve. All news would filter through him in five minutes, at all his clubs, to the first acquaintance he met.

You must not blame Greatorex, dear; he carries a very heavy burden. He dare not give an incautious confidence, drop a random word.

But why this reticence to me, of all people? thundered Lord Saxham, in his most indignant tones. Am I not the soul of discretion? Should I betray a confidence?

Mary made no answer. She knew her father well. Privately he was the soul of honour. He would not betray a confidence wilfully. But he was loose of speech, and he was quite vain. He would drop a few hints, perhaps unconsciously, from which attentive listeners might gather much.

She let the stormy ebullition pass. Then she spoke.

I wish we could hear some really authentic news of dear old Guy.

The Earl grunted.

You hear daily from Isobel?

Of course, but Isobel is a woman. She tells me what she is allowed to know. Because she is a woman, Guy and Moreno keep everything from her. They make out the path is strewn with roses. They will not tell her the truth, for fear of frightening her.

Then where are you going to get your information from? asked the Earl querulously.

There was a long pause. When she spoke, a faint colour dyed Lady Marys cheek.

I wonder if that young barrister would know anything; I almost forget his name — you remember, Isobels cousin who came down to Ticehurst and arranged her journey to Spain. Yes, I remember, Maurice Farquhar. He is a bosom friend of that Spanish man, Moreno, who, I fancy, is trying his best to defeat the anarchists.

The Earl was, fortunately, very unobservant to-day.

Yes, I remember him quite well, a perfectly decent sort of young fellow. A rather forlorn hope, eh?

The flush had died away from Marys cheek. She had regained her self-control. She spoke quite calmly.

Yes, I agree, but drowning people catch at a straw. Let me ask him to dinner, and find out if he knows anything.

Lord Saxham was certainly in his most benignant mood.

By all means. He might be useful.

Lady Mary wrote a note to Farquhar, addressed to his chambers in the Temple. It was a somewhat formal letter — when she put pen to paper, Mary was always formal — inviting him to dine in Belgrave Square.

Farquhars first impulse was to refuse. He had no wish to mingle with the aristocracy on unequal terms. When he became Lord Chancellor, it would be a different matter.

Then he thought of Lady Marys winsome appearance, and he altered his mind. He sent a note accepting the invitation. But of course he knew why he was being asked. They wanted to know if he could give any reliable information about Guy Rossett.

He presented himself at Belgrave Square on the tick of the clock. Not for him the mauvais quart dheure consecrated to meaningless conversation in the drawing-room.

Lord Saxham shook him kindly by the hand. Lady Mary was graciousness itself. Could she ever be anything but kind, even if there was, at the back, a little subtle feminine diplomacy.

It was a party of three, waited on in solemn state by the butler and two footmen. There was not even a fourth to make matters even. Farquhar smiled inwardly. These two guileless persons, father and daughter, must have desired his company exceedingly! Well, he would learn all about it later on.

The servants had withdrawn. The men smoked. Lady Mary did not leave the room. It was an informal party. Farquhar puffed leisurely at his cigar. He was awaiting developments.

Saxham opened the ball. He was a most undisciplined person. He was always like a bull in a china shop, charging with blind fury.

Its about Guy, were awfully anxious, you know, he said in his loud, resonant tones. I wonder if you can help us at all. My daughter and Isobel tell me you are a great friend of Moreno.

Beneath his somewhat pachydermatous exterior; Farquhar had a certain vein of sensitiveness. He was now sure of what he had suspected. He had been asked to dine for the purposes of being pumped for the information he could or could not give them. Lord Saxham, in his blunt, vulgar fashion, had so unsuccessfully masked his hospitality. Then he caught Lady Marys pleading, almost shamefaced glance.

I can quite guess what is in your mind, Mr Farquhar, but I beg you to forgive our anxiety. We are very pleased to see you here for your own sake. If you can help us with Guy, we shall be doubly pleased.

She leaned across, and said, in a whisper that did not reach Lord Saxhams ears, dulled with age:

My father will, unfortunately, always take the lead, but he is not always happy in his way of expressing himself.

The rather stiff-backed young lawyer forgot his momentary resentment under the kind words of this charming young woman who could so graciously pour oil on the troubled waters.

Please, Lady Mary, tell me in what way I can serve you. There was no stiffness in his tones.

Lord Saxham had subsided now. He gathered, in a dim sort of way, that he had put his foot in it, for about the thousandth time in his long career. He was going to leave it all to his capable daughter.

Mary drew her chair closer to the guest. Lord Saxham, for the moment, was out of the picture. Besides, he was nodding over his second glass of port. It was better so, he was now incapable of mischief.

Mary put her cards frankly on the table.

As I told you just now, we are very pleased to see you for yourself, as a cousin of dear Isobel, at least I am certainly very pleased. A faint colour suffused her cheek.

Farquhar bowed. No barrister can blush, but into his rather cold eyes there came a softer light which might be taken to express emotion.

Lady Mary, I am certain you are not a woman who would ever say anything you did not mean.

Of course, there was an ulterior motive, continued Mary, with her usual frankness. The flush on her cheek had not quite died away; it had rather been revived by a compliment that she felt was meant to be sincere.

There was an ulterior motive, as I have candidly admitted. We are very anxious about Guy. Greatorex will tell us nothing, my father has been to him this morning, and he keeps his mouth shut. We hear nothing from Guy, of course, he does not wish to alarm us. Isobel writes short, chatty letters; naturally Guy does not tell her anything; she knows no more than we do. The question is, Mr Farquhar, do you know anything? You can easily understand how anxious we are.

Farquhar smoked on steadily. It was some time before he spoke. Lord Saxham was now slumbering peacefully after his heavy dinner and his third glass of port. He looked just a little contemptuously at the somnolent figure. At Lord Saxhams age, he expected to be Lord Chancellor, alert and vigorous.

When he spoke, he did not answer her question. Rather, he pursued the train of his own thoughts.

It seems to me. Lady Mary, he said, speaking very softly, so that he should not disturb the slumbers of his host, that in a measure you bear upon your shoulders — very capable shoulders, I will admit — the entire burden of your family. Mary protested feebly. Oh, no, dont think that for a moment. My father is very vigorous as a rule. Eric is quite a nice boy, just a little wild, perhaps. And Guy has got lots of grit; he will make good yet. I cannot thank Isobel enough for teaching us how cowardly we were for wanting to have him recalled.

Isobel has tons of grit, said Farquhar shortly. She comes from a fighting line.

Yes, Isobel, as you say, has tons of grit. Lady Mary looked at him curiously. You are very fond of your cousin, are you not, Mr Farquhar?

I am very fond of Isobel, said the young barrister quietly. We were brought up as children together. I was a few years her senior. I used to carry her about as a little child.

Mary looked at him again, and for a second time a faint flush dyed her fair cheek.

Will you think it very impertinent of me, Mr Farquhar, if I suggest that you were very much in love with your pretty cousin?

Farquhar shook his head. I dont deny it for a moment. I was very much in love with Isobel. I always wanted her for my wife, but the consideration of ways and means prevented. When I did ask her, I learned that she had accepted your brother—

And you are still in love with her? questioned Mary, a little eagerly.

It is no use being in love with a girl who is betrothed to another man. It is one of those vain dreams that a sensible man dismisses. Isobel Clandon is to me now a dear cousin, a good friend. Somehow, Lady Mary looked relieved. She spoke lightly.

You will get over it, and one day you will marry. And when you are Lord Chancellor, your wife will be the first female subject in the kingdom.

And Isobel will be the wife of an Ambassador, said Farquhar. We shall run each other close, shall we not?

Mary laughed. Oh, Guy will never have stamina enough to become an Ambassador. When he comes into dear old Aunt Henriettas money, he will throw it all over, and lead his pleasant old idle life. I know Guy too well.

Dont you think Isobel will put grit into him?

Isobel is a loving woman. She will always see eye to eye with Guy. Whatever he determines, she will acquiesce in.

Farquhar sighed. Ambition was always with him the dominating note. He regretted its absence in others.

A pity, he said. With your family influence, he might go far.

He doesnt want to go far, Mr Farquhar, she whispered. She pointed at the slumbering figure of Lord Saxham. My father has plenty of brains; if he had worked, he might have been Prime Minister, or very near it. In the Rossett family, there is a certain amount of grit, but not quite enough to bring them to the foremost place.

Farquhar leaned across the table. This was certainly one of the most charming women he had ever met.

I say, Lady Mary, what a pity you are not a man. If you had been, I am sure you would have put the Rossett family in their right place. He cast a cautious glance at the still slumbering host.

Lady Mary smiled pleasantly. She was not ill-pleased with the genuine compliment.

Yes, perhaps, if I had been born a man. I should certainly have been better than Eric, perhaps a shade better than Guy. She broke off suddenly. But it is idle to talk of these things. I am a woman, and must be contented with my lot, my humble sphere. Now, can you tell me anything of my brother?

You want me to tell you the truth, and you will not be afraid to hear it?

No, I shall not be afraid. She spoke very bravely, but he noticed that her hands were trembling.

I had a letter from Moreno this morning. He tells me that the design against your brother has temporarily dropped into abeyance. They had a very great coup on — that has failed. He has reason to suspect that they will now turn their attention to Mr Rossett.

The tears coursed slowly down Marys face. The Earl slumbered on peacefully.

Then she raised her head. Her eyes flashed. She looked angrily at her sleeping father.

Oh, our poor Guy. And it is his fault, — she pointed at the somnolent Earl— his fault entirely. He wanted to separate him from Isobel, because he thought she was not good enough for him. He went to Greatorex, and with his influence he got this post at Madrid — and he has sent him to his death. Farquhar felt very sympathetic. No man can very properly appreciate his successful rival. But he was forced to admit that there was something in Guy Rossett that appealed alike to men and women.

Now listen, Lady Mary! Moreno tells me a lot, because to a certain extent I have been in it from the beginning. I wont bore you with details. Anyway, Moreno says he is quite certain he can save your brother. Perhaps Moreno may be a little too cocksure, he is a very vain sort of fellow. He goes so far as to hint that he might require my assistance.

Mary looked puzzled. Your assistance! But where do you come in, in this awful mix-up?

It is perhaps a little difficult to explain. It was one of the few occasions in his life on which the self-possessed young barrister had felt embarrassed. It is, perhaps, a little difficult to explain, he repeated. Moreno and I are very old friends. He was one night in my chambers. He extracted a promise from me that, if he called upon me, I would help your brother.

Mary shot at him a swift and penetrating glance. I can understand, Mr Farquhar, that you and Mr Moreno are old friends, that you owe many a good turn to one another. But my brother is nothing to you. Why should you put yourself out of the way for him?

Farquhar temporised. One sometimes gives promises rather rashly, Lady Mary.

There was a long pause before the woman spoke.

I think I can understand, she said. You gave that promise not because you cared for my brother, but because you wanted to help Isobel Clandon.

Farquhar did not beat about the bush. Yes, I wanted to help Isobel. Naturally, I do not love your brother, but she loves him. And her happiness is my first consideration.

Mary looked at him with her soft, kindly eyes. I think of all the lovers I have heard or read of, you are the truest, she said, and also the kindliest. If our positions had been reversed, I rather doubt if I could have done that.

But Farquhar shook his head. Oh, you are one of Gods good women. In any situation you would act a thousand times better than I should.

Suddenly the somnolent Earl woke up, in full possession of his faculties.

Well, Farquhar, what do you know about Guy? He took the matter up from the point where it had been left in abeyance.

Farquhar explained patiently that, in his opinion, Guy Rossett was in a position of considerable danger.

Naturally, at this point, Lord Saxham went off at a violent tangent.

Then why the devil doesnt Greatorex recall him, as I have begged him to do. Good heavens! I have been supporting this wretched Government through thick and thin. Cant they grant me this little favour? My poor boy! He doesnt want their infernal promotion. He will inherit a big fortune from his great-aunt. He can snap his fingers at Greatorex and the rest of them.

Suddenly he began to sob, and buried his head in his hands. My poor murdered boy, he moaned. And Greatorex sent him to his death.

Farquhar smoked on stolidly. He did not feel greatly attracted towards his host. Lady Mary shot a somewhat contemptuous glance at her penitent parent, who was seeking to throw the blame on Greatorex.

Pay no attention to him, she whispered across the table. The Foreign Office is not to blame. He got Guy transferred abroad in order to separate him from Isobel. I have told you.

Farquhar understood and nodded. He had already come to the conclusion that Lord Saxham was a very poor and weak creature — not a good specimen of his order. How had he become possessed of such a daughter, so gentle, so high-minded? There must have been some virility on the female side of the family.

He drove back to his chambers in a rather exhilarated frame of mind. Lady Mary was very charming. He had quite got over that first feeling that he was to be exploited for the benefit of the Rossett family. Mary had put that all right, in her gentle, persuasive way. She had expressly laid emphasis on the fact that she, at any rate, was pleased to welcome him for himself.

He dismissed his taxi, and climbed up the steep stairs to his suite of rooms in one of the most cloistered courts of the Temple. To his surprise, the light in the hall was burning.

What had happened? He went into the dining-room, a blaze of electric light.

Stretched on the sofa, puffing at a long cigar, was Andres Moreno, awaiting his arrival.

The devil! cried Farquhar shortly, sharply, and decisively.

Moreno waved a genial hand.

Not exactly, old man, but one of his ambassadors. I say, I suppose you can give me a shake-down.

Of course, but why are you here? Why are you not in Spain?

All will be unfolded in good time, my boy. But what about a drink? I could do with one.

You know where the things are. Surely you could have helped yourself? said Farquhar.

Never care to drink alone, old man. By the way, I see you are in evening togs. Have you been dining with the aristocracy?

Youve just hit it, replied Farquhar, as he went to the sideboard and fetched out a decanter of whiskey. I have been dining in Belgrave Square with the Earl of Saxham and his daughter. Lady Mary Rossett.

Good heavens, this might be called a coincidence, cried Moreno, as he drained the refreshing draught offered to him.

Farquhar was rather impatient at any exhibition of humour. He frowned a little.

Now, Moreno, out with it. What has brought you here? I am delighted to see you, of course, but you have not come all this long journey for nothing.

But Moreno was still in high spirits that were not to be abruptly quenched.

What a splendid Lord Chancellor you will make, always with both eyes on the practical, intolerant of anything that disturbs the even course of justice. Perfect embodiment of the legal mind. À votre santé, mon ami! He drained his glass.

Farquhar looked at him critically. Youre a bit of an ass to-night, arent you?

Not at all, most noble Festus. Never was I saner than I am at the present hour. Well, perhaps just at the moment I am suffering a little from swollen head. I, the poor Fleet Street journalist — you remember, Farquhar, how they used to despise me in the early days — have outwitted the keenest brains of the anarchists. I have made abortive their great coup.

I know, said Farquhar generously. My hearty congratulations, old man. But still, you have not come all this way to tell me that. You have something behind.

Morenos manner changed at once. He sat down in an easy chair and became the solemn and grave personage who had important interests at stake.

You remember an interview in these chambers a little time ago, when you gave me a certain promise?

Farquhar remembered the incident well.

Yes, I gave you a certain promise. You have come to remind me of it?

Are you overwhelmed with briefs?

I cannot exactly say I am overwhelmed with them, but I have enough to keep me going.

I see, said Moreno quietly. He had cast aside his gay and chaffing mood; he was quite serious. Can you depute those to somebody?

If it were imperative, I could.

Moreno rose and laid his hand on his friends shoulder.

Good! Then I claim your promise. Pack your bag to-morrow morning and come with me to Spain. I am going to outwit them again. I might do it single-handed, but your assistance will be invaluable. Will you come?

It is to help Guy Rossett?

It is to help Isobel Clandon through Guy Rossett. I will explain everything as we travel together to-morrow.

I adhere to my promise, said Farquhar. I will make all my arrangements in the morning. I shall be at your disposal after twelve. How long will you want me for?

A week at the outside.

Moreno stifled a yawn. In spite of his vigorous constitution, he was very tired.

Let us turn in, old man. I feel as if I could sleep the clock round.


Chapter Eighteen.
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CONTRARAS PAID A flying visit to London. It was a secret visit, that is to say he stayed in an obscure hotel in the East of London, not venturing to his house in Fitzjohns Avenue. His wife and daughter believed him to be still in Spain, from where he wrote letters to them at irregular intervals. He was far too busy to attend closely to domestic correspondence.

Moreover, like many great reformers, he had little in common with his family. His wife openly sneered at his doctrines; privately she thought he was a hypocrite who lacked the courage to practise what he preached, to lead the simple life which he was inculcating upon others. Their only child fully endorsed the mothers sentiments.

Moreover, she was in love with a young man who had been attracted to her by the report of her fathers wealth. He was a poor cadet of an old and aristocratic family, and conservative to the backbone. The slightest word of this somewhat empty-headed young man outweighed the most profound arguments of the intellectual Contraras.

She was very dissatisfied with her parent, with what she considered his nonsensical theories of perfect equality. Miss Contraras was quite content to take the world as she found it. She did not trouble her head about the woes of the humbler classes. As long as she could live softly and have plenty of new frocks, she was happy. Why should people with brains trouble to keep those who could not keep themselves?

Contraras came over to be present at a special meeting of the English section of the brotherhood, held, as usual, at Macedas restaurant. The great coup had failed, but he was still undaunted, still full of resolution.

There were only about half a dozen choice spirits present. Maceda, for this special occasion, had delegated to his manager the task of looking after his comfortable little establishment.

Both Luçue and the restaurant keeper greeted their Chief with a sorrowful air. Maceda voiced their mutual sentiments.

The iron must have entered into your soul, comrade. So near to success, and then to fail. And then, the fate of poor Valerie, so bright, so clever, so full of enthusiasm for the cause!

The leaders voice broke a little as he answered: Alas, poor Valerie — a fate worse than death. How she will eat out that brave heart of hers in their loathsome dungeons!

He passed his hand across his brow, as if in that action he was trying to brush away a painful reminiscence. But the next moment he was again the man of action, of indomitable resolve.

I think never again will I sanction the use of women in enterprises of this character, however willing they may be to take the risk and pay the penalty of failure. And now to our immediate business. How are things progressing in this country?

Both Luçue and Maceda, but especially the former, who had only the business of the propaganda to attend to, gave him a most encouraging report.

There was great dissatisfaction amongst the masses, a growing hatred of the class that neither toils nor spins. Many of the most influential leaders were in secret sympathy with their doctrines, and only waited for a favourable moment to come out into the open.

The fanatical Contraras rubbed his hands; his brow cleared. He had forgotten Valerie Delmonte, that too responsive instrument upon whose warped feelings he had so skilfully played. She was only a martyr in a righteous cause.

He listened eagerly to the details with which Luçue supplied him. He could see already the dawn of that universal revolution which, if it came to pass, would claim him for one of the earliest victims.

And then, when Luçue had finished, the elder man spoke a little impatiently.

But why did we fail in Madrid? Have you suspicions of anybody? After all, the secret was very carefully guarded. How many of us knew? Luçue shrugged his shoulders. Is it much use going into that? We might all suspect each other. Moreno was over here a short time ago. We conversed together on the subject.

Ah, Moreno was over here, was he? The Chiefs brows knitted; he spoke in a suspicious voice. Do you know on what business?

Purely private affairs, I understand. Something connected with his journalistic profession. But we were discussing the matter, and he suggested a very reasonable theory.

And what was that? interrupted Contraras. His opinion was, to start with, that women should never be employed in enterprises of this character, because they had not sufficient nerve. His theory is that there was no treachery from our side, because if there had been they would never have allowed her to get inside the Palace, they would have arrested her at the entrance.

It seems feasible, interrupted the Chief. He thinks that Valerie got nervous and overstrung, that she detached herself too early from her chaperon, that the numerous spies who were watching got suspicious of her movements, and arrested her on the off-chance.

Contraras nodded his head, as he added, It might be so, and it is quite true that women lose their heads more quickly than men, when things are not running exactly in the beaten track.

Of course, as you may or may not know, our friend Moreno, although a very excellent fellow, is one of the vainest of men. He boasted that if you had given him the job he would have done it successfully. And I have sufficient faith in him to believe he would.

Luçue spoke quite warmly. It was not a little to the journalists credit that he had succeeded in persuading this rather suspicious man both of his ability and his bona fides.

Contraras reflected for a few moments. I have great confidence in your judgment, Luçue. You have known this man for a long time, eh?

For six or seven years, I should say.

It was perfectly true. Moreno had been coquetting with Luçue and the brotherhood, and half a dozen other things, for quite a period.

And you trust him implicitly? He is making much money?

A little more than he used. But he tells me he is miserably paid, that the capitalists he works for suck his brains to swell their own enormous profits.

Contraras smiled. He has brains, and he is poorly paid — in a word, he enriches the drones. He seems just our man, Luçue.

I am sure of it, answered the other warmly.

Good! I shall be seeing him in Madrid very shortly. We will try his mettle. He shall have the management of the next coup.

And that, I take it, is the removal of that busy marplot, Guy Rossett?

Yes, said Contraras shortly. But keep it to yourself and Maceda as much as possible. I wont have too many people in the know this time.

Luçue and Maceda promised to observe silence. The other members of the fraternity had drawn respectfully aside while the three chiefs conversed together. Jaques, otherwise Mr Jackson, arrived presently, and was informed of the conversation. He was always to be trusted. He was as great an enthusiast as Contraras himself.

How is my little Violet getting on? he asked.

So far she has done good quiet work, was the chiefs answer. Of course, she never had the grit of poor Valerie, nor, I think, the enthusiasm.

Possibly, possibly, agreed Jaques, who was very fond of his pretty protégée. But still, if she is a bit slow, she is certainly very sure. And, although we must all make sacrifices in the great cause when we are called upon, I am glad to think she is not in the position of poor Valerie. Ah, what a fate!

The cunning old rogue, who was making money hand over fist, sighed in real or pretended sorrow for the unhappy young Frenchwoman whose ardent sympathies had landed her in such a plight. Jaques had given plenty of money to the cause, but, like Contraras, he had never greatly risked his precious skin.

The next day Contraras returned to Madrid. He could safely leave Jaques and Luçue to look after affairs in England.

After the failure of the great coup, there had been a little re-shuffling. Somoza, the educated young fisherman, a burning and a shining light in the brotherhood, and Alvedero were stationed at Fonterrabia. Zorrilta was superintending affairs at Barcelona.

Contraras, the wealthy and magnificent, still maintained his quarters in the palatial hotel in the Plaza de Canovas. Moreno and Violet Hargrave were in Madrid also, but they had lodgings in a humbler quarter of the city.

Moreno often smiled when he thought what humbug it all was, this profession of democracy and equality. Because they were, comparatively speaking, humble members of the brotherhood, they were stowed away in poky lodgings. Contraras had a suite of rooms at the best hotel in the city, and went occasionally to Court.

What a gigantic farce, he thought. As if you could alter the primeval instincts of human nature by a carefully adjusted system of labels. And, as for tyranny and oppression, if I were a Spanish citizen, I would rather live under the rule of Alfonso than that of Contraras. If the old man got into the saddle, there would be plenty of shooting. He would make short work of those who didnt agree with him, without the formality of a trial.

Contraras was a wary old schemer. He had many visitors at his hotel — men of light and leading in the city, the aristocratic connections of his wife. But he never allowed his anarchist subordinates to come near him. He was much too clever for that. He went to them.

On the evening of the day on which he returned to Madrid, he met Moreno and Violet Hargrave at the journalists modest lodgings, by appointment.

Moreno, who was always fond of indulging in humorous jokes, would have liked to apologise to the wealthy Contraras for receiving him in such humble surroundings, with some caustic allusion to the time when all men would be equal.

But he forbore. Contraras was too serious a person to indulge in humour himself, or tolerate it in others. Besides, Moreno had special reasons for ingratiating himself with his Chief, whom he privately stigmatised as a silly old visionary, and whose chances against the organised forces of law and order he was not prepared to back.

Contraras was very gracious to his two subordinates. Whatever his defects, he had the true note of Spanish courtesy.

He turned first to Violet Hargrave. I have just come from London, where I met our dear friend Jaques. He inquired most tenderly after you, and sent through me his kindest remembrances.

Violet looked very pleased. If there was a tender spot in her heart, it was for the old moneylender, who had been a father to her. She flushed a little; quite a soft light came into her eyes.

That was very sweet of him. He really has a heart of gold, dear old Juan, she said softly.

Moreno looked at her curiously. He had not got to the bottom of her yet. A hardened adventuress, pure and simple — that was how he had first judged her. But her kindly mention of Jaques, an old shark of the first water, as the young journalist classed him in his own mind, revealed something that he had not credited her with. Had she, after all, a capacity for emotion, did she possess any real womanly instincts?

Contraras next addressed himself to Moreno.

I also met in London our comrade Luçue, the man who introduced you to the brotherhood.

Ah, what a great man! cried Moreno, with the fervour of a new and enthusiastic recruit. The only man, in my opinion, who would ever be worthy to wear your mantle, if ever it should drop from your shoulders. May that day be far distant! he added piously.

Contraras, ever pleased with a little judicious flattery, became more amiable than ever. The glance he bent upon the young journalist was almost a benevolent one.

Luçue speaks very highly of you, and I have always had the greatest confidence in his judgment. He tells me, and, as he did not say it in confidence, I can repeat it, you expressed your opinion that we made a mistake in allowing Valerie to undertake the great coup. You added that if you had been entrusted with it, you would have brought it off.

The question was a supreme test of Morenos modesty, but he was not taken aback. He turned the situation lightly, and with his usual assurance.

I am certain I should have done, he said composedly.

Contraras frowned a little. He had been very fond of Valerie Delmonte; he rather resented any criticism of her.

Why are you so sure, comrade Moreno? Valerie was very clever, very subtle. Are you more so?

The young man looked at his chief calmly. I daresay she was much more clever, much more subtle than I am, but she lacked my nerve.

Ah, there is something in that, agreed the older man. A woman may have the brains of a man, I agree, that is to say, an exceptional woman, but come to a crucial moment, and the brain will be dominated by the nerves. It is the penalty of the sex.

The Chief ruminated over these remarks a few seconds before he spoke again.

Well, Moreno, I am going to give you a chance to prove your mettle. You know the next item on our programme is the removal of Guy Rossett. Moreno nodded. He had shot a side glance at Violet Hargrave, but she had betrayed no sign of emotion. And yet, in the flat at Mount Street, she had alluded to the project in a spirit of exultation.

It was the first item on the programme, and was shelved in favour of the later one. What do you mean precisely by the term removal? Contraras shrugged his shoulders. That I have not yet quite decided upon. The first thing is to get hold of him.

That is quite easy, said Moreno in his usual quiet way.

Contraras looked at him sharply. You speak very confidently, Moreno. You appreciate the difficulties in the way? To get him either out of the Embassy or his flat will be a tough job. He is well guarded, you may depend.

I appreciate all the difficulties, Contraras. To get him out of the Embassy is well nigh impossible. To get him out of the flat is the easier job of the two. Well, I will undertake to bring him to any place you like.

Your methods? queried Contraras, in the same sharp tone.

Moreno bowed with great courtesy to his titular Chief.

Pardon me for declining to answer that question at present. I am a very new member of the brotherhood, I have my spurs to win, I have to justify your confidence in me, or I should rather say the confidence of Luçue, for you know next to nothing of me. I want to show you that I am a little more clever, a little more subtle than perhaps you imagine. When I deliver him to you, I will possibly explain my methods, not before.

You will undertake to deliver him to us? questioned Contraras, still speaking a little doubtfully. He was, however, very much impressed by the young mans confident manner.

On any day, at any hour you like to name, was the reassuring reply.

I will settle the details later on, said Contraras, his voice betraying a note of agitation. Anyway, I depute you and Violet Hargrave to see that this thing is carried out.

Moreno looked at the woman. You will be my assistant in this? he asked.

Her voice was very low. Of course, if the Chief wishes it.

Contraras spoke in his most authoritative tones. You have no choice. You took a solemn oath to obey the orders of the Chiefs of the organisation. As your Chief, I call upon you to do this.

Violet Hargrave bowed her head submissively. She remembered there was a terrible penalty attached to hesitation or disobedience. She also recalled the fate of Valerie Delmonte, and her face went white.

Moreno thought to himself, Infernal old scoundrel, he doesnt care whom he sacrifices. And in the meanwhile he is living in luxury, and getting us poor devils to run all the risk.

Aloud he said: And what will you do with Guy Rossett when I deliver him to you?

Contraras reflected before he spoke. As I told you just now, I have not quite made up my mind. He paused, and struck an imposing attitude. You know, Moreno, it has always been my policy to strike at the head and heart of this effete system. The humbler members, mere tools of their superiors — well, I would be inclined to show them mercy.

I know that has always been your generous inclination, replied Moreno, masking his loathing of this fanatical creature. Well, I should say Rossett was quite a tool, very poor game.

I am inclined to agree with you. Still, he is active and dangerous, and a menace to the Cause. He knows too much about many of us.

Quite true, quite true, said Moreno. He had an object in humouring this venerable visionary. He wanted to know what was at the back of his mind, what dark scheme he was working out in his subtle brain!

Contraras spoke in a meditative voice. These Englishmen are strange people; they have a great respect for their word.

It is one of their peculiarities, admitted Moreno drily.

If he would take a solemn oath to resign his post, and withdraw himself from any further opposition to the brotherhood, I think I would accept that, and let him go free.

And that, I am afraid, is just the thing you will never induce an Englishman to do, said Moreno bluntly. I know the type too well. Better death than dishonour, all that sort of thing, you know. Its in their blood.

Contraras smiled oddly. In that case, I think there is only one course. It is regrettable, it is repugnant to me. But the safety of the brotherhood is my first consideration.

Moreno had learned all he wanted to know. He knew now what was working in that fanatical brain.

I understand, he said quietly. He added with the most apparent sincerity. The safety of the brotherhood must always be the first thought. I quite agree.

Shortly after, Contraras left to return to his luxurious hotel. He parted from the two with many expressions of good-will. He was disposed to confirm Luçues high opinion of Moreno. There was a confident bearing about the young man that impressed him. He was sure that he would prove a valuable recruit to the brotherhood.

They were left alone — the man quite young, the woman still comparatively youthful.

Moreno spoke first. We have been assigned a post of honour, but it is also a post of danger. Dont you think so?

Mrs Hargrave shivered. When I remember poor Valerie Delmonte, I must confess I dont feel very brave. But you spoke very confidently of being able to snare Rossett.

I am quite confident of being able to do that.

I suppose you wont tell me why you are so confident of the fact?

Moreno shook his head. No, I certainly wont. In this business, never let your left hand know what your right hand doeth.

She shot at him a rather coquettish glance, which thrilled him just a little. She was certainly a very pretty and fascinating woman.

I am to be trusted, really, you know, she pleaded. I can be as close as wax.

I will tell you some day, he answered. He thought, as he spoke, the day might be a very long one.

But you will tell Contraras and everybody then, she pouted. I thought we had been such pails.

It suddenly dawned upon him that this adventuress, as he had always looked upon her, was falling in love with him. He was not quite certain that he was not falling in love a little bit with her. If he were only certain that in her were the makings of a good woman! But he would require great proofs of that.

He broke a rather embarrassed silence.

Well, now you will get your revenge on Guy Rossett.

I am not quite so certain that I want it now. She spoke in a very low voice.

But this is a very different mood from that of a certain night at Mount Street.

I know, I know. Violet spoke a little wildly. I was very bitter then. Things seemed changed somehow.

You know that Guy Rossett has to be removed, in obedience to the orders of our revered chief?

I know, I know. Suddenly she burst into bitter sobbing. Presently she lifted her tear-stained face. You think I am a very bad woman, dont you? I am not really, only hard and embittered with my early life. If I could only find somebody who really cared for me!

It was a clear invitation. Moreno took her hand in his; he could not disguise from himself that he was attracted. But, at the same time, he did not lose his head. Could he trust her — would she be useful for his purpose?

Suppose that I said I cared?

Violet sobbed afresh. No, no, it is impossible. You would never believe in me, you could never trust me.

And then Moreno leaned forward and spoke to her, very gravely.

I think, before you leave, we must have a little conversation together. When it is finished, I will tell you whether I trust you or not.


Chapter Nineteen.
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IT WAS A long time before Moreno spoke. It was evident that, in her present mood, Violet Hargrave was perfectly prepared to be made love to. It was not the first time it had occurred to him that this woman of mixed nationality like himself was more than usually attracted by him.

But although he was one of the vainest men living in certain respects, notably in the high estimate in which he always held his own capacity and mental qualities, still in other matters he was fairly modest. Every man can get some woman to fall in love with him, or, at any rate, to profess affection. Some day he would come across a woman whom he could impress sufficiently to justify him in asking her to marry him. For the time would come when, like other men, even of the most roving disposition, he would want to say good-bye to adventure and settle down quietly.

As regards his personal appearance, he was quite a just and dispassionate critic. He could look in the glass and sum up the general verdict that would be passed by the opposite sex. In appearance he was rather short and squat. His features, somewhat irregular, were redeemed from plainness by a pair of very brilliant dark eyes, and a perfect set of strong white teeth.

Still, he had not the makings of a Don Juan in him; he was not the sort of man whose path was likely to be strewn with conquests; not the type of man, like Guy Rossett, for instance, on whom most women looked with a kindly eye, even on their first acquaintance.

Under ordinary circumstances, Violets attitude could hardly be misinterpreted. The misty eyes raised appealingly to his, the soft inflections in her voice said as plainly as words could speak that here was a woman fully ready to respond at the first hint from him.

But he was very cautious; he felt he must proceed warily. He must never forget that this woman had been, more or less, an adventuress from her girlhood, the associate of desperate and callous men, who hesitated at nothing in the attainment of their objects. Not so very long ago, she had exulted in the prospect of obtaining a terrible revenge, through others, on the man she had once professed to love.

Why had she turned, so suddenly, as it seemed, from this vengeance, had almost said that she no longer desired revenge? In an ordinary woman, the explanation would have been simple. Rossett now no longer aroused her love or hate because she had found a new lover in Moreno himself.

Always severe to himself in these purely personal matters, he asked himself the candid question if a woman so attractive as she undoubtedly was could turn from a man of Rossetts physical advantages to himself?

Years ago, he had loved devotedly a simple little girl with no pretensions to beauty or great charm, possessing only average intelligence. He had loved her for her sweet nature, her good qualities. And she had loved him in return.

But this was an entirely different matter. That poor little dead girl, still a very tender memory, had never had any other lover but himself. Violet Hargrave, with her powers of fascination, her blonde prettiness, her quick mentality, must have had many men at her feet.

Did the foreign element in him attract the foreign element in her? It might be so, but he could not be sure of that. In many things he was more Spanish in thought and feeling than English, but she was more English than Spanish in everything, of that he was convinced.

Had he been a few years younger, had he enjoyed less experience in life, have thought less over social problems, anarchist doctrines might have appealed to him very strongly. He was sure they would never appeal to her, the English strain in her was too strong.

When he spoke, he put a very leading question.

I have often wondered whether you are really greatly interested in the Cause? Whether the methods we have to adopt are not somewhat repugnant to you?

He looked at her very steadfastly. He judged her to be an admirable actress, but he noticed she did not meet his glance. Perhaps if she was really attracted by him, as she seemed to be, it was not so easy to act.

She spoke a little nervously. What on earth has made you think that? Why should I be here if I were not sincere? I joined the organisation of my own free will. Juan Jaques, who was my sponsor, explained everything very clearly to me.

Moreno spoke lightly. You have been comfortably off for many years, and you are more English than foreign. Anarchist principles dont take deep root in English soil.

My father was a revolutionary at heart, although not an active one, she said hastily. Of course, I dont suppose my mother thought about such things.

Moreno was too polite to say he did not believe in that little fiction about her father. This derelict parent might not have had a very great love for the social institutions from which he did not derive much benefit. But from a natural dissatisfaction with his own lot to professed anarchy was a long step.

It runs in the blood naturally, then, that I can understand. Still, it puzzles me. Women dont think very seriously about these matters — or, at any rate, only a very few of them. And women of means are hardly likely to be keen on upsetting a world in which they are fairly comfortable, in favour of a new dispensation, the results of which are highly problematical.

She fenced with him a little longer. Why are you so sure I was comfortably off? she queried.

I think you must have forgotten what you told me. Your husband made money through the good offices of Jaques, and that money became yours. That flat in Mount Street was not run on a small income.

She became a little agitated under his rather ruthless cross-examination and suggestions.

The money that was left me was not enough to support me comfortably. I had to turn to other means of support.

You would not care to tell me what they were? Of course he had heard rumours about that Mount Street establishment, that the host and hostess were suspiciously lucky at cards. The man, at any rate, had always suffered from a shady reputation.

She became more agitated. Yes, it is quite simple. I have been well-paid for my services by Jaques.

Then it was simply money that induced you to join the brotherhood?

Money, combined with my natural sympathy with their objects.

Moreno appeared to accept the explanation. Jaques seemed, then, to have paid her handsomely for her services. But evidently he had not paid her enough, or she would not have trafficked with Guy Rossett and sold him important secrets.

It was some little time before he spoke again, and then he played his trump card.

He left the personal question altogether, and spoke of the affairs of the brotherhood.

There must be traitors amongst us, he said presently, although I do not think they are to be found in Spain — so many things have leaked out.

Yes. She spoke very quickly. There was the failure of poor Valerie Delmonte. Do you think there was treachery there?

I rather doubt it, answered Moreno easily. My theory has always been that she drew suspicion on herself by her inexperience, her amateurish methods, her suspicious movements when she got inside the Palace. If the job had been entrusted to me, with my steady nerves, I think I should have been successful. I boasted as much to Contraras, and I suppose that is the reason he has given me this job.

Violet was silent. Moreno went on smoothly.

But with regard to that affair of Guy Rossett, the information he got which, for the moment, frustrated our plans — that was clearly the work of a traitor. That happened just before I came on the scene, but Luçue has told me all about it.

He was looking at her very steadfastly. She was trying to avoid his gaze, but those dark, brilliant eyes of his drew her lighter ones with a certain mesmeric power.

She was not acting well to-night, he thought. There crept into her troubled glance a shadow of fear. She tried to speak lightly, indifferently, but her voice broke and faltered, in spite of her efforts at self-control.

It seems like it. Have you any idea of who the traitor was?

Moreno rose and walked over to the little shabby sofa, typical furniture of the mean lodgings, where she sat. He flung at her the direct challenge.

It is not a question of having an idea. I know. She laughed hysterically; she hardly knew what she was saying. You think you know, perhaps. Probably you have been led to suspect the wrong person.

Not when I have seen the actual memoranda, not when I have a photograph of that memoranda in my possession, to show, if necessary, to Contraras.

For a moment she seemed paralysed. All the colour left her cheeks. She could only clasp her hands together and moan piteously.

Moreno spoke quite gently. Violet Hargrave, you havent an ounce of fight left in you. Give in and own you sold those secrets to Guy Rossett. I expect he paid a handsome sum for them — and probably because you sold them, you lost your lover.

She burst into a fit of wild sobbing, and threw herself at his feet. She had not the heroic spirit of Valerie Delmonte. She was only a very commonplace adventuress, with a well-defined streak of cowardice in her. Like Madame Du Barri, she would have gone shrieking to her death.

Are you going to denounce me? she cried wildly.

Moreno was a kind-hearted man. To an extent he despised her, although he was half in love with her. But he could not but feel pitiful at the spectacle of her abject terror.

That depends, he said quietly. It is quite possible we may drive a bargain.

Reassured by those conciliatory words, the woman speedily recovered her self-control. She rose from her kneeling attitude, brushed the tears from her eyes, adjusted her disordered hair. As long as she escaped with life, she would consent to any bargain.

What a mercy she had not been found out by Contraras, or some equally implacable and fanatical member of the brotherhood! In that case, her shrift would have been very short. This black-browed young man, born of a Spanish father and an English mother, had this much of the English strain in him, that he leaned to the side of mercy.

How did you find out? How did you suspect? were her first words when she had recovered herself.

What first led me to suspect. I cannot quite explain — it was a sort of intuition. When I once suspected, the rest was easy.

It was Guy Rossett who gave me away? she cried, and an angry gleam came into her eyes.

Moreno looked at her a little contemptuously.

And you have known this man well, and loved him! Are you not a shrewder judge of human nature than to harbour such a suspicion? Why, Rossett is just that dogged type of Englishman who would rather be put to death than betray a confidence.

Violet looked a little ashamed. But if not from him, how did you obtain your information?

That is my affair. When I have quite assured myself that I can trust you, I may tell you. It suffices that I hold in my possession the photograph of that document. By the way, you lost your head when you gave yourself away like that, because your handwriting is known to several. Why did you not dictate your notes to Rossett and let him take them down? Then you might never have been found out.

I know I was a fool, answered Mrs Hargrave bitterly. I suppose all criminals make mistakes at times. I was terribly hard up at the time; I was in desperate want of money. I pitched a plausible tale to Guy, which I believe he swallowed at the time.

Ah! said Moreno. Then it was not on account of this transaction that Rossett had broken off his relations with the pretty widow. The cause was no doubt to be sought in Isobel Clandon.

I pretended that a Spaniard whom I had known in my youth was ready to turn traitor for a handsome consideration. He had confided these notes to me, and I had taken them down from his dictation. Of course, I ought to have done as you said. I was so eager for the money that I did not stop to think.

And you are quite sure that Rossett did not suspect you of being a member of the brotherhood?

Positive. He is not naturally a suspicious man, not like yourself, for instance. I pretended that this man, the imaginary man, was an old friend of my fathers, that he hated the whole business and wanted to get out of it.

Moreno pondered a little. In spite of her physical attraction for him, she was a pretty bad character on her own admissions. She had owned her great obligations to Jaques, who, rascal that he was, had been her benefactor. And yet she was ready to sell Jaques and the Cause he held so dear at heart for ready money. Was it possible a woman with this unscrupulous and predatory temperament could ever become a reformed character? And, if so, was he a likely man to bring about the miracle? Passionate love might work wonders, but was she not a little past the age of passionate love?

Let us come to the point, he said abruptly. I take it you no longer desire what we politely term the removal of Guy Rossett.

Certainly not. I dont know that I ever really desired it.

Moreno raised his hand. Dont forget that night at the flat in Mount Street.

I know, I remember perfectly. I gave you a very bad impression of myself. I was angry, humiliated, bitterly jealous of a younger woman who had taken him from me.

Moreno thought he understood. And the Spanish side came uppermost then. You could have run a dagger into the pair of them at the moment, and perhaps after you had done it, sat down and wept because you had killed the man. I dont suppose you would have shed a tear over the woman — she would have deserved her fate.

Violet was recovering herself fast. The colour had come back into her cheeks. She looked at him admiringly.

You seem to know something of my delightful sex, she said, with a faint smile. Then, after a pause, she added, And you want to drive a bargain with me, dont you, in return for not denouncing me?

Moreno assented. You are quite right. You say you now dont desire the removal of Rossett. To be quite frank, no more do I.

She looked at him sharply out of her tear-dimmed eyes, red and swollen with the violent weeping of a few seconds ago.

But why do you wish to spare Guy Rossett? You say you are a true son of the Revolution.

I am, replied Moreno composedly. I am with certain reservations. He felt he could not trust her too implicitly yet. When they attack the Heads, the great ones of the earth, I am in the heartiest sympathy with them — that is the way to obtain our ends. But I draw the line at making martyrs of the small fry, the mere instruments, the humble tools of the despotic system. I think it brings justly deserved odium on us. To remove an inoffensive person like Rossett is worse than a crime, it is a blunder. If the great Revolution is coming, how can a feeble person like him stop its impetuous course?

Violet Hargrave listened attentively. When was he going to suggest the terms of the bargain?

Will you help me to save young Rossett? It is the price of my silence. You can do nothing against me. Whatever innuendos or suggestions you might make, if such occur to you, would not weigh a moment against the damning evidence in my possession. They would only regard it as the frantic action of a guilty woman, trying to save herself from their vengeance.

He thought it wise to rub this in. He did not believe she was very clever, but she was cunning. He wanted to divert her from any idea of attempting to readjust the situation to her own advantage.

You show me very plainly you dont trust me, by that somewhat unnecessary warning, she said a little bitterly. She was hardened enough, heaven knows, but the distrust of the man she had grown to care for hurt her more than she liked to admit.

I am not quite a fool, she added. You have the whip-hand of me, I admit frankly. If I thought to match myself against you, and bluff it out, I recognise I have not a dogs chance. Yes, I am willing to help you to save Guy Rossett. But I would like you to tell me why you want so particularly to save him.

But Moreno was not going to satisfy her curiosity. He gave her one of his reasons.

Because I hate and loathe unnecessary bloodshed, was his answer.

There was a long pause, during which Violets mind worked rapidly.

Are you very sure in your own mind how you are going to save him? she asked presently. I mean, so that we can go scot free.

Self would always be the predominating note, he thought. Well, perhaps that was natural.

He tapped his forehead significantly.

I have pretty well worked it out here; there are just a few details to be filled in. With regard to our own personal safety, I feel pretty confident I shall be unsuspected. As for you, I will guarantee it. I will see you every day, as my plans develop.

Violet rose to say good night. There was genuine admiration in her glance, as she held out her hand.

I believe you are a very wonderful man, she said, in a tone of conviction.

Moreno smiled, well pleased with the delicate flattery. He always had a kindly feeling towards anybody who praised his mental qualities.

He saw her to the door. As they parted, she lifted up her face.

You would not care to kiss a woman of my type — bad, selfish and unscrupulous as you know me to be? she said boldly.

For a second he hesitated. Then he kissed her lightly on her pale cheek. He could not bring himself yet to touch her lips.

Anyway, you are going to do a good thing now, he said, as she passed out.


Chapter Twenty.
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DURING THESE HOT summer days, poor Isobel lived in alternate fits of hope and despair.

Guy visited her every day. He always seemed very cheerful, full of optimism. The forces of law and order must prevail; these mad anarchists, well organised as they were, and led by a most subtle brain, would be defeated very shortly. Once the Heads were taken, the movement would suffer a speedy eclipse.

But at times it seemed to her quick womans ears that there was a false note in his cheerful tones, that he was not so certain of the ultimate result as he pretended to be.

Moreno came to see her every day too. She had conceived a strong liking for the black-browed young journalist. Moreover, she had great faith in him.

Guy, of course, was her king amongst men. But she was not so hopelessly in love that she could not distinguish between the mental qualities of the two. Guy was very intelligent; he could snatch at the hints of others, and shape his course of conduct on them.

But Moreno had a subtle and penetrating intellect, a touch of genius. And he combined inspiration with prudence.

If Guy talked cheerfully when he was with her, her fears and doubts revived on his departure. Could he look all round and accurately weigh the chances?

When Moreno told her to cheer up, and promised that all would be well, she felt fortified. There was a sureness, a quiet power about the man that raised her drooping spirits.

You are sure that you will beat them, you are sure you will save Guy? she had asked him one day, when he had paid her a brief visit.

He spoke very deliberately. I have outwitted them once before. He looked a little gloomy as he spoke. It went to his kind heart to recall that on that occasion he had been compelled to sacrifice that charming young Frenchwoman, Valerie Delmonte. I shall outwit them again, believe me.

His tone was very confident, Isobel thought. I am sure you will lay your plans very well, Mr Moreno, but there is many a slip between the cup and the lip.

The cup will be carried to the lip this time without a falter. He spoke with his usual assurance.

Guy always speaks cheerfully too, said Isobel in her simple, straightforward way. But I am always doubtful when he leaves me.

Mr Rossett does not know what is in my mind, Miss Clandon. And I dare not tell him, for reasons of my own. An incautious confidence might utterly frustrate my plans. I have many helping me, but I have close at hand a man who is going to be my ablest lieutenant. Strange to say, you know that man well.

Isobel lifted up to him startled eyes. You bewilder me. I know so few people.

It will surprise you to know that your cousin, Maurice Farquhar, is in Madrid at the present moment and waiting to receive my instructions.

Maurice Farquhar in Madrid, she repeated. But why, but why?

Because I wanted to have a clear-brained, resolute Englishman at my right hand when the supreme moment came. I cant tell you everything. I darent tell you much. Would you like to see your cousin? I can manage it easily.

Oh, I would love to, replied Isobel promptly, speaking according to the dictates of her open, generous nature. Then she suddenly remembered that Guy had expressed a certain jealousy of her cousin. But perhaps at the moment it might not be prudent. I am here incognita, in a rather difficult situation. Later on, perhaps.

From those few halting phrases Moreno guessed accurately enough what was passing in her mind. She had a sincere affection, for her cousin, who came over here to assist her at the greatest personal inconvenience, but she would not see him, in case his visit might give offence to her lover. It is ever thus that self-sacrifice in love is rewarded.

I quite understand, he said. Well, Farquhar is a white man, a man in a thousand. I wrung a promise from him some time ago that he would come over here to help me to save Mr Rossett. You can guess why he gave me that promise.

Yes, answered Isobel in a low voice. I can guess why he gave that promise. He wanted to help me. You cannot tell how mean I felt. Oh, I think I will risk it. Please ask him to come and see me.

Moreno shook his head. No, better perhaps not to risk it. Farquhar is content to do good by stealth. We cannot be quite sure of the view the other gentleman might take of it, if it came to his ears.

Isobel felt a frightful coward, but she was relieved by Morenos words. Guy was very impetuous, and terribly jealous. She could not afford to rouse his suspicions. He left her feeling a little miserable and self-reproachful. Why could not men take a broad-minded view of things? Even if a girl were engaged, it did not follow that she should not be allowed to have a faithful friend.

She had grown very weary of Madrid. She hated the place and the people, under these most unhappy circumstances.

The good-natured Mrs Godwin had done her best to amuse her. She had taken her to the Museo del Prado, and pointed out to her the masterpieces of Velazquez, Murillo, Ribera, and other great masters. She had conducted her down the animated plaza of the Puerta del Sol. She had shown her the view from the Campillo de las Vistillas. They were too late for the Carnivals, and to a bull-fight Isobel would not go.

Moreno betook himself to the quarters of Farquhar. He found the self-contained young barrister stretched on a sofa, reading a French novel.

Farquhar was already a bit tired of it. On reflection, he was not quite certain if he had not been a little foolish in giving that promise. He had rushed over to Spain to help a man whose only claim to consideration lay in the fact that he had taken away from him the woman he wanted for his wife.

Then he thought of the charming Lady Mary, her warm praise and flattering words. When he got back to England and recounted his exploits to her, he was sure he would receive a very warm welcome. Farquhar threw down his book, and lighted a cigar. Well, my good old friend, things seem devilish slow just now. Is anything going to happen shortly?

Moreno nodded. Things will happen the evening after to-morrow. Curb your impatience till then.

You have got it all cut and dried, then?

I think so. To-morrow morning I will take you to my excellent friend, the Chief of Police, and tell him that you represent me. We will spend an hour or two afterwards in discussing our plans. I have just come from Miss Clandon.

Ah, said Farquhar, with affected carelessness — that name had still power to thrill him in spite of Lady Mary. Did you find her quite well?

Perfectly, so far as her health is concerned, but naturally full of doubts and fears. I told her you were here; she was, of course, greatly surprised. She expressed a wish to see you. This, of course, was not the strict truth, but Moreno always wanted to make everybody feel happy and comfortable.

A pleased expression stole over the mans face. Oh, she said that, did she?

Moreno did not answer the question directly.

I pointed out to her that, in my opinion, such a meeting might be extremely dangerous, and that it is essential you should lie very low.

Farquhar accepted the glib explanation. Moreno had one of the greatest qualities of a diplomatist, that he could impress nearly everybody with his sincerity.

Next morning the two men interviewed the Chief of Police, or rather the Chief of Police, by appointment, interviewed them at the journalists modest lodgings. In the course of that interview many things were explained at length.

Moreno, always cautious, always on the look out for accidents, stood by the window, keeping a vigilant eye on passers-by. Farquhar and the Chief sat at the far end of the room.

Suddenly he espied the tall form of Contraras nearing the house. He bundled his guests into his bedroom. The old devil! I had a suspicion he might turn up. It is quite safe here. If I give a loud whistle, get under the bed.

But Contraras did not pay a long visit; he did not even sit down. He had only strolled round to ascertain that things were going right. Moreno, resolutely avoiding details, assured him that everything was in train. On the evening after to-morrow Guy Rossett would be delivered into the hands of the brotherhood, to be dealt with as they thought fit.

Contraras left well pleased. Moreno was certainly a great acquisition to the organisation. When he was well out of sight the two men were brought out of the bedroom.

The Chief of Police shook his fist vindictively in the direction of the vanished figure.

I was itching to take the old scoundrel straight away, Mr Moreno, he remarked.

The journalist smiled. Impetuosity never pays, señor. You could have proved nothing if you had. A most respectable old gentleman, highly connected, through his wife, with some of the best families in the country, pays me a visit to inquire after my health, or perhaps to ask me to dinner at his hotel. You would not have made much out of it.

The Chief cooled down immediately under this sensible speech. You are a very wonderful man, Mr Moreno. You never allow yourself to be carried away by your feelings.

He turned with his gracious foreign manner to Farquhar.

I understand, sir, you are an old and trusted friend. I have no doubt that you have the same faith in his judgment that I have.

On the afternoon of that same day Moreno went to see Violet Hargrave. He found her restless and agitated.

You are sure that it will take place to-morrow night? was her first question.

I am as near sure as can be. Unless a miracle happens he will be brought up for judgment before the brotherhood, was the answer.

Violet shuddered; her face went pale. I have never been at one of their so-called trials, but it must be very horrible.

Neither have I, said Moreno. I see, like myself, you dont anticipate much pleasure from it.

But you are going to save him, and I am going to help you, she cried a little wildly. You have not yet told me where I come in. The time is very short; you will have to speak soon. Why not speak now?

The young man hesitated for a few seconds. How far should he trust her? Caution whispered not too far.

He spoke in a gloomy tone. To tell you the truth, I am not so sure of saving him as I was. Certain things have happened which I had not taken into my calculations.

He was watching her narrowly as he spoke, to note the effect upon her of his words. She clasped her hands together and her voice faltered.

I am so in the dark, you tell me nothing, you keep everything to yourself. She betrayed great agitation, but it was evident she believed his statements implicitly.

As a matter of fact, nothing had occurred to upset Morenos plans in the slightest degree. But there was something about which he had been a little careless. He had pretty well secured his own safety, but he had not secured hers.

I cannot enter into a lot of explanations, when circumstances alter from hour to hour, he said rather brusquely. On the whole, I believe I have a better chance of saving him without your co-operation. Now, please dont ask me why I think so!

I wont, if you dont wish it, she answered submissively. I wish you could have been more frank with me, have given me some hint of what you intend to do. It will be very terrible for me to be there, waiting on the turn of events.

You no longer desire revenge on Guy Rossett? he asked, looking at her intently.

Not that sort of revenge, she answered truthfully. For I suppose murder is in their thoughts.

I had a brief talk with Contraras this morning; he came round to my rooms. He was more frank than he usually is with his subordinates. I suppose he was pleased with the way in which I have, so far, conducted the affair. He thought there would be great difficulty in getting hold of Guy Rossett.

Will you tell me, some day, why you found it easy?

Some day, perhaps; but not now. To return to our chief, Contraras. He explained to me that he has no desire to remove this particular man, if he will fall into line with him. He frankly admits that he is too small game, that he would willingly avoid the odium that such a deed would bring on the brotherhood.

Ah! Violet was very interested now. If he falls in line with him. What does that mean? Or perhaps, she added bitterly, this is another secret that is to be hidden from me.

Not at all, was the quiet answer. I usually keep my own secrets, but I am not always so scrupulous with regard to the secrets of others. Contraras is going to offer him two alternatives. The first is — that he resigns from the Embassy on some plausible pretext, and takes a solemn oath to do nothing to thwart the brotherhood. The other alternative you can guess.

Death, whispered Violet in a hollow voice, and her face went as pale as death itself.

And you can guess what Rossetts answer will be? said Moreno, breaking the long silence that ensued between them after those significant words.

I know, I know. He will choose death unless you can save him. The woman in her came suddenly to the surface, and she broke down, sobbing bitterly.

Moreno looked at her steadily, but not unkindly, for a long time. Her emotion was genuine enough, he was sure. When the dastardly project had only been in the air, so to speak, she had not realised the full horror of it. Now that it was so near to accomplishment, she was stricken with remorse for having harboured such revengeful thoughts.

And presently he spoke again, in his quiet, deliberate accents.

By a miracle, it may be possible for me to save him, if I can outwit them.

But cannot I help you? I know you do not believe much in the capacity of women, but I am not a fool, and in a crisis I believe my nerves are steady.

If it is fated for me to succeed, I shall work better alone. But I would like to ask you this. It will be a cruel ordeal for you to be present at this scene, especially at the moment when you will be called upon to record your vote as a member of the tribunal. Would you be grateful to me if I could save you from that ordeal?

Very, very grateful, sobbed the now sorely stricken woman. But it is impossible. I have seen Contraras to-day also. He has arranged for Alvedero to fetch me to-morrow evening, and to conduct me to that awful house where we are to receive Guy Rossett. It is impossible.

There are very few things in this world that are impossible, said Moreno, a little impatiently. The first idea I had was that you would frankly throw yourself on the compassion of Contraras, tell him that this man was once your lover, and that you must be excused from taking part in the proceedings on the ground of common humanity. The question is, would that work? It might, because I know he is still remorseful about the fate of Valerie Delmonte. But we are not sure. He is a fanatic of the deepest dye.

Absolutely a fanatic, corroborated Mrs Hargrave. To him the welfare of the brotherhood is the one supreme thing. All human emotions must be subjugated, all consideration of friends and kindred swept aside, in pursuance of the one object.

I am disposed to agree, said Moreno. Contraras sense of compassion is a doubtful factor. We will discard that idea. Will you put yourself in my hands?

She looked intently into the dark, brilliant eyes, and what she read there reassured her. He was stubbornly secretive, but he was kind and sympathetic. He was ready to do his best to serve her.

Yes, I will, she said bravely. I trust you.

Good! Then that is settled. Alvedero will call for you to-morrow evening as arranged, but you will not accompany him. He will come alone.

How are you going to do it? she cried breathlessly. Her admiration for the man had grown intensely during the last few days. He seemed able to work miracles.

I shall keep that a secret too till to-morrow morning, when I shall be round at eleven oclock. If I told you now, you would not get a wink of sleep all night.

I shall not get a wink of sleep as it is, she answered.

But, secretive to the last, Moreno was not to be tempted into frankness. Oh, yes, you will. Anyway, you have promised to leave yourself in my hands. To-morrow morning, at eleven oclock.

They shook hands without another word. Moreno walked back to his lodgings reflecting deeply.

Was this attractive young woman really as bad as he had once thought? Was she not rather a creature of strong passions, of impulses at times ungovernable? Were there not in her womanly feelings that could be cherished and fostered by sympathetic companionship?

Anyway, if she followed his instructions, as she had agreed to do, he had secured her safety as well as his own. And that would be a result that would gratify him exceedingly.


Chapter Twenty One.
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SAVE FOR A little impatience when his judgment was impugned, or somebody questioned the soundness of his opinions, Moreno was a person of the most equable temperament, and singularly light hearted.

Still, when he rose early on the morning of this most eventful day, he was in a very grave and thoughtful mood. He was playing a most difficult and dangerous game. Even if he outwitted the Heads of the brotherhood in Spain, as he believed he had, there were left Luçue and Jaques in London to deal with.

To save Guy Rossett was easy enough; he had laid his plans very surely for that. But he had to save himself; also to save Violet Hargrave. In the plausible explanations that he would have to give in London, there must be no loopholes.

Very early in the morning he again saw the Chief of Police, in company with Farquhar, who, now that the game was really afoot, was manifesting a keen interest in the chase. They rehearsed the whole programme all over again.

He is cleverer than I thought him at first, whispered Moreno to his friend, when the somewhat stout man had withdrawn for a moment to consult one of his lieutenants. But I am relying on you to be constantly at his elbow. You are not the sort of chap to get flurried.

And Farquhar, although quite a modest kind of fellow, agreed that he could keep his head in a crisis.

At eleven oclock, as arranged, Moreno presented himself at the lodgings of Mrs Hargrave. She looked very pale and there were dark rings round her eyes. It was easy to see that her night had been a perturbed one, that she had enjoyed little or no sleep.

You dont look in the best of health and spirits, he said kindly. Well, you have got to pluck up your courage. You will want plenty of it for the next twenty-four hours.

She shivered. If I had known what I was going in for, I would never have yielded to Jaques entreaties, she said.

You never quite know what you will be landed in when you embark in these enterprises, answered the young man lightly. Well, now to business. You still want to be absent from that meeting to-night?

If it is possible.

It is quite possible, but you will have to rely on me, and you will also have to be very brave.

He drew out of his pocket a small, dark-coloured phial, and held it to the light.

You see that? he asked. Well, this is going to be your salvation.

She shivered again; her nerves were very much out of order this morning, but she began to have an idea of what he was driving at.

This is the secret, then, that you would not tell me last night. I have got to drink that.

Moreno nodded. Yes, if you are still in the same mind as you were yesterday. In my very early youth I was apprenticed to a chemist. I very soon began to acquire a wide knowledge of drugs, and their properties.

They had been standing up to the present. Moreno pointed to a sofa.

We can talk more easily if we sit. I have mixed you here a perfectly safe compound, which I want you to drink before I leave, so that I can take away the bottle; I would prefer it was not left lying about, you understand.

She looked at him with eyes that expressed a great dread. What effect will it have?

I tell you frankly, about six or seven oclock you will feel very ill, very faint. Those effects will last for the best part of twelve hours. A few hours after that, you will be yourself again.

She looked at him narrowly. A dark wave of suspicion had suddenly flowed over her mind. She was sure, with a womans certain intuition, that he was greatly attracted by her. Still, she knew nothing of him.

He had always said he was a true son of the Revolution, although she had somewhat distrusted the sincerity of that statement. Had he, out of loyalty to the Cause, revealed her perfidy to the others, and was he deputed by them to poison her, under the specious pretext of falling in with her wishes?

He read her dark, suspicious thoughts as easily as he would have read an open book. He spoke very gently, very tenderly. She had never appealed to him more than at this moment, with her pallid cheeks, the haunting dread in her eyes.

My dear, you do not trust me, I can see. Your mind is full of doubt. Well, — he stooped and kissed her— I can only swear by everything I hold holy and sacred that I would not harm a hair of your head.

No man could lie so convincingly as that. She reached out her hand for the phial, then quickly drew it back.

I am afraid, dreadfully afraid, she murmured in a low voice. I dont know which to choose — to do as you tell me, or to go to that dreadful place.

You must do as you please. He was still very patient, but she noticed there was certain coldness in his tones.

She rose and walked about the room, wringing her hands. Her faith in him had come back, but she was still terribly afraid.

It is early yet, said Moreno presently. You have plenty of time to send round for Contraras and throw yourself on his compassion. Implore him not to compel you to assist at the condemnation, perhaps the execution, of a man who was once your lover. He might give way.

The last thing he would do. He would think it a grand opportunity to show my fidelity to the Cause. He would let nothing stand in the way if it were his own case.

I agree with you now, as I agreed before when we discussed the same subject. Well, you must make up your mind. Take this, or wait here and come with Alvedero to-night.

She was still wavering, torn between faith and doubt. But you said you could save Guy Rossett? Is there any doubt of that?

And Moreno, out of his pity for the woman, out of the attraction she possessed for him, spoke more plainly than he had intended.

There is great doubt of it. But even if I could save Guy Rossett, I doubt if I could save you. I might just manage to save myself.

And then, in a flash, she understood, and she doubted him no longer.

I think I see it all now. You are no more a true son of the Cause than I am a true daughter. I sold their secrets for money. You would betray them for the same or other reasons.

Moreno did not answer the question directly. He simply held out the phial towards her. Will you drink this or not?

She took it from him with a hand that no longer trembled. Yes. I believe you now. I will drink it. Tell me what I am to do, how I am to act when it begins to take effect!

Do nothing; just go to the sofa and lie down. In a few minutes you will be in a stupor, unconscious of everything and everybody. Your landlady may come up; she can act as she pleases; send for a doctor or not. Probably nobody will come near you till Alvedero arrives. When he sees you there he can act as he pleases too. Anyway, he cannot stay long, because he will be due at the brotherhood, to whom he will bring the report of your sudden indisposition.

And if the doctor comes, will he not guess?

Dios! cried Moreno, relapsing for a moment into Spanish. You will be all right again long before the doctor has picked out your complaint from a dozen others that present similar symptoms. She pulled the cork from the phial, and sniffed the contents. There is no odour about it, she said.

Not the slightest, said Moreno quietly. I took very good care of that. I think if the doctor does come, he will be a bit puzzled.

She drank it down at a draught, then handed the bottle back to her visitor.

I am an adventuress, and you are — well — a sort of adventurer, she said, with a half smile. Well, you see, I have given you a proof of my faith in you.

Moreno put the phial into his pocket, and held out his hand.

Good-bye, for the present.

Shall I see you to-morrow? asked Violet, as she walked with him to the door. You say after about twelve hours I shall be myself again.

Certainly, answered Moreno in his gayest tones. Yes, whatever betided, he would certainly see her to-morrow. Her trust in him had made her more attractive than ever.

On the whole, he thought he had done the best for her. Once he had thought of getting the Spanish police to arrest her on some false charge, with the view of letting her go as soon as all danger was past. But this method did not appeal to him very greatly. The police would be glad enough to get her into their clutches, but they might not care to let her go so easily. Too much explanation might be necessary, in the first instance.

And he always had to adapt his policy to the view of what questions might be asked in London. The tale she could tell now would be a very simple one. She had been attacked in the evening by a sudden seizure, had relapsed into unconsciousness, and been oblivious of everything till the next day.

That evening, at a few minutes past nine, Alvedero knocked at the door of the mean house. When the landlady opened it, he perceived that she was in a great state of agitation.

Oh, señor, something terrible has happened. I went up to madames room some twenty minutes ago to take her her light supper. She was lying unconscious on the sofa, and she has not stirred since.

Alvedero bounded up the stairs, entered the room, and gazed on the motionless form. At first he thought she was dead, but, on placing his hand on her heart, he could feel it beating.

She looks as if she were dying. Have you sent for a doctor?

Yes. After I found that I could not pull her round, I sent my husband to fetch the first one he could find.

Alvedero reflected as to his course of action. Humanity suggested that he should stay by the side of the insensible woman till the doctor arrived and gave his opinion as to her condition. But humanity was not a particular trait of the brotherhood, and Alvedero had less of it than most of his colleagues. He had arrived five minutes late, he had spent another five minutes here. If he left at once, he would still be keeping his colleagues waiting.

Besides, what good could he do? If the woman were not dying, as he believed she was, it must be hours before she recovered. The tribunal must sit without her. The sooner he went and informed them of that fact, the better.

He turned towards the door, and spoke a few parting words to the landlady.

Dont leave her till the doctor comes. Obey whatever instructions he gives promptly. I will see that you are rewarded for your trouble. I will look in again, in two or three hours from now. Please sit up for me.

He walked a few yards down the street, where a cab was waiting. He entered it, and was driven rapidly towards an obscure portion of the town.

Half an hour later, Isobel was sitting in the drawing-room alone. Her host and hostess had gone on a visit to some friends who lived near. Guy had not been able to see her during the day, as he had been too busily engaged with his official duties. He had sent round a note telling her he would be round in the evening. She was expecting him every minute.

There was a tap at the door. The maid entered with a letter. The gentleman who had brought it was waiting in the hall for an answer.

She recognised the handwriting on the envelope at once as that of her cousin Maurice Farquhar. She tore it open and read the few pencilled words: I want to see you at once. It is about Mr Rossett. She rushed out into the hall, and almost pulled him into the room.

What is it? she panted in terrified tones. Something has happened to Guy.

Yes, something has happened, but you must be brave and not give way. He has been trapped by the anarchists, but all will be well. Moreno assures me that he has foreseen this, and will save him. I am now on my way to do my share in the rescue.

Can I come with you? pleaded Isobel. I shall go mad if I stop here.

For a moment Farquhar hesitated. He had a rooted dislike to women mixing themselves up in dangerous or turbulent scenes. But her pleading eyes overcame his scruples.

Yes, if you wish. I have a cab waiting. Leave a note for these people here explaining your absence. Then put on your things and come with me. I will explain everything as we go along.

A few minutes later they were seated side by side, driving to the same obscure quarter of the town which had long ago been reached by the Spanish anarchist Alvedero.


Chapter Twenty Two.
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IN A SHABBY room of a shabby house in one of the most obscure quarters of Madrid, five men were sitting. They were Contraras, Zorrilta, Alvedero, Moreno, and Somoza, the fisherman of Fonterrabia.

Guy Rossett is here, in the next room. It was Moreno who spoke. He turned to the fisherman. Has he recovered sufficiently, Somoza?

The fisherman answered: He was still a little bit dazed a minute ago when I left him. The handkerchief I flung over his face contained a pretty strong dose. I should give him another ten minutes before he is ready to face the tribunal.

The capture had been easy. Guy Rossett, reckless of danger, had left his flat to pay his visit to Isobel Clandon. Two members of the Secret Police were ready to accompany him. Fearful of compromising Isobel, he had rather roughly dispensed with their services. Reluctantly, they had obeyed him. They agreed between themselves that an Englishman was always pig-headed, a bit of a dare-devil, and inclined to take risks.

Guy walked carelessly along. He was in rather good spirits. He had received that day a cheerful note from Moreno that everything was going well, that very soon the heads of the anarchist movement in Spain would be laid by the heels.

Of course, in this letter, Moreno did not explain his methods. If he had done so, Guy might not have been in quite such high spirits.

For at this moment, playing his very difficult game of saving Guy Rossett, saving himself and Violet Hargrave, and also snaring the anarchists, Moreno could only give his full confidence to one man, his old friend and companion, Maurice Farquhar.

As a matter of fact, Rossett never knew what had really taken place that night. He was never told that Moreno knew of his projected visit to Isobel that evening, from a random remark of hers dropped in the afternoon — that he had set Somoza and another tall Biscayan fisherman to follow him, for the purpose of bringing him to the house where the heads of the anarchist movement were assembled in solemn conclave.

Rossett walked gaily along. He would have a precious hour with Isobel. In a dark street two men came up behind him. One pinioned his arms from behind. Somoza pressed a saturated handkerchief over his face. In a few seconds the unfortunate young diplomatist was drugged and helpless.

A cab, driven by a member of the brotherhood, had crawled slowly after the two men. As soon as the driver saw what had happened, he drove rapidly up. The two powerful men lifted the inert body into the vehicle. He was partially recovered when they halted at the house where the tribunal of five was sitting to pronounce judgment on the man who had dared to thwart their plans.

They locked him in a room adjoining that in which Contraras was presiding over the deliberations of his five trusted lieutenants. After locking him in securely, Somoza went to report the matter to Moreno. His colleague, the other Biscayan fisherman, remained on guard outside the closed door, for fear of untoward accidents. Rossett was a powerful man.

Contraras, with his fine intellectual face, his hair in places turning from iron-grey to white, looked the embodiment of dignified justice. Perhaps, in his warped and fanatical mind, he believed he was.

He spoke in his most judicial accents. Nobody shall ever say that he has not had a fair trial, when brought up before the tribunal of the brotherhood. We will wait an hour, if it is necessary, for this misguided young man to recover his senses. Moreno, who had arrived the last of the party, looked round with a sudden start. Where is our comrade, Violet Hargrave?

Contraras hastened to explain. Ah! of course you have not heard. Alvedero went to bring her here, according to arrangement. He found her stretched on the sofa, motionless and inanimate. He thinks she is in a dying condition. He is going round to inquire after these proceedings are over.

This is very sad, said Moreno, in his gravest manner. And she is such a nice woman personally, and so devoted to the Cause, through the influence of Jaques. I wonder, — he cast an inquiring look at Alvedero— if, by any chance, she drinks or drugs. Many apparently nice women do! Alvedero shook his big head. I doubt it. I should say a seizure of some sort. Perhaps her heart is weak. She looks a little fragile.

Moreno, for obvious reasons, did not pursue the subject. Violet Hargraves absence had evidently excited no comment, no suspicion.

A quarter of an hour had elapsed. Somoza was deputed to enter the locked room and ascertain the condition of the prisoner. Contraras was resolved to proceed justly, according to his interpretation of the word justice.

Somoza returned after his inspection, and reported that the effects of the saturated handkerchief had worn off. Guy Rossett was in a sense clothed in his right mind. He was fit to face the tribunal.

The members of the conclave assumed masks. Somoza had worn a mask when he had entered the locked room. Whatever happened, it was essential that Guy Rossett should not be able to identify any one of them.

The prisoner, or captive, whatever he might be called, was brought in. In the cab he had been bound securely round the legs and wrists, but not painfully. He was assisted to a chair by the masked Somoza, where he sat facing his judges.

His face was a little pale, due to the effects of the chloroform, but his demeanour was firm. He felt himself in a very tight corner, but he had been assured so often by Moreno that he need never despair. A good angel, in the shape of Moreno himself, was watching over him.

He cast his glance rapidly over the masked men confronting him. Where was the black-browed young journalist whom he had known in old days?

Yes, there on the right, nearest to the door. Had that position been chosen by accident or design? He recognised at once the short, squat figure. Through the holes of the mask, he could see the gleam of those dark eyes. His demeanour would be more indomitable than ever.

Contraras opened the proceedings in his most judicial manner.

Mr Rossett, you will recognise that you are now at the mercy of the brotherhood, against whom for some time you have directed your activities.

Quite true, replied Guy Rossett in his curtest manner. Whatever fate was in store for him, he was not going to knuckle under to this crew of bloodthirsty ruffians.

Contraras continued in his calm, imperturbable manner.

I cannot say that, up to the present, you have done us very much harm, but still you are a menace to our schemes, our aspirations.

I am pleased to hear that I am of sufficient importance to justify this mock tribunal. Rossett waved his hand contemptuously at the masked men sitting in judgment on him.

The eyes of Contraras flashed through his mask. He took his position very seriously.

Mr Rossett, let me advise you, in your own interests, not to carry matters with too high a hand. Kindly recognise your position. If you were seated in the Calle Fernando el Santo, I admit you would be top dog. At the present moment the brotherhood, here in this obscure house, in this obscure quarter of the city of Madrid, is in that enviable situation.

A bitter retort was on Rossetts lips, but he thought he perceived an almost imperceptible gesture of warning from the short, squat figure in the corner near the door. He temporised.

The fortunes of war, I admit, are with you, sir. I am sorry I have not the advantage of knowing whom I have the honour to address.

Contraras was, at heart, a gentleman. He felt the sting of the rebuke.

Mr Rossett, if you come into line with us to-night, I may deal with you quite frankly. Before we separate, you may know as much about me as I do about you.

There was an obvious movement on the part of Zorrilta and Alvedero. They evidently thought their chief was going too far.

Contraras hushed the incipient rebellion with an authoritative wave of his hand.

Gentlemen, kindly leave me to deal with this matter. Mr Rossett and I will understand each other in a very few moments.

He turned towards the young diplomatist, still undaunted in the midst of this hostile crowd.

Mr Rossett, you have much to lose by opposing us — perhaps life itself. By withdrawing from this unequal contest — and, believe me, it is unequal — you have much to gain.

I am not so sure it is unequal, answered Guy Rossett stubbornly. He had perceived too late the warning signal of Moreno, anxious that the somewhat uncertain Contraras should not be deflected from his present calm, judicial mood.

But Contraras kept his temper. Mr Rossett, you are a young man, with life, a happy and prosperous life, before you. I know a great deal about you; it is my business to know much about other people. You are engaged to a very charming girl, you will inherit a great fortune from a wealthy aunt.

And, if you could establish your principles, broke in Guy, speaking with some heat, you might take away from me my fiancée — you would certainly rob me of my fortune.

But Contraras was still patient. He was trying to reason with this obstinate young man, whose bold bearing moved his admiration.

We cannot tell how the great Revolution will shape itself ultimately. But let us deal with present facts. A charming girl is waiting for you, longing for the moment when she can be your wife.

A shadow of pain passed over Guys face. To-night, he had set out to visit his beloved Isobel, and he had been snared.

Contraras watched him narrowly through the holes of his mask.

And a big fortune will be yours very shortly. Are you prepared to give up these advantages for the sake of thwarting the brotherhood?

I rather think I am. But tell me what you propose. I admit you are arguing in a most temperate fashion. But you have something up your sleeve all the time.

I have, admitted Contraras frankly. Mr Rossett, believe me, I have no personal animosity against you, except as the tool of a decaying and effete system. Come into line with me, and your bonds shall be loosed, and you shall go forth a free man.

Your conditions? queried Rossett, in a hard voice.

Take your solemn oath, no, give me your word as an English gentleman — I will accept that — that you will resign your position at the Embassy, and take no further action against the brotherhood.

He rose, and pointed at the door. Give me that promise, Mr Rossett, and you can walk out a free man.

If Guy hesitated a moment, his hesitation must be pardoned. In that swift instant he thought of Isobel, anxiously waiting his arrival, his dear sister Mary, anxious and troubled also, even his father, whose maladroit interference in his affairs had sent him into this hotbed of disaffection.

Then he spoke slowly and deliberately. You invite me to dishonour myself, in order to secure my own personal safety. My answer is, No. Do your worst.

You will not reconsider that decision, Mr Rossett?

Guy shook his head. No, a thousand times, no. Do what you like with me. I am a defenceless man. You can murder me here, and probably hush up your crime. But I shall be avenged — you can reckon on that.

Contraras rose, and paced the room in great agitation. He was a brave man himself; he admired the quality of bravery in others. Fanatical and resolute as he was, it went against the grain to condemn this young Englishman to death, because he would not accept the dishonourable terms offered to him.

Mr Rossett, I wish to spare you. The brotherhood does not condemn in haste. He turned to Somoza. Take this gentleman to his room, and bring him here in a quarter of an hour. Perhaps, by that time, he will take a more reasonable view of his position.

Come, señor, if you please, said the obedient Somoza, speaking through his mask in the most polite accents. A Spaniard is always courteous, even if he is about to murder you.

The fisherman bent down to assist his prisoner to rise, but before Rossett was firmly on his legs, the short, squat figure of Moreno got up from his chair. He laid his finger to his lips and looked round at the assembly.

Silence, gentlemen, for a moment! I am sure I heard the sound of a whistle. Yes, there is another one. Did you catch it?

No, nobody had caught it, except Moreno. He stole gently to the window, and pulled the blind an inch aside. He dropped it hastily, and staggered back in a state of extreme agitation. In that apparently unconscious movement he had drawn nearer to the door.

Dios! he cried, in a shrill voice. The house is surrounded. There are dozens of men outside.

The pulling aside of the blind was a signal he had arranged with his friend, the head of the Police. The pretence of the whistle was a blind.

There was a heavy trampling on the stairs. Almost before he had ceased speaking, the locked door was burst open to admit the members of the police, with levelled revolvers covering the masked men.

Two of the unwelcome visitors seized Somoza and handcuffed him. A third cut the secure but not painful ropes that bound Rossett, and conducted him down the narrow staircase.

A cab was waiting; his guardian bundled the young man in.

Was it a dream? Isobels soft arms were round him, Isobels soft voice was whispering to him.

My darling, you are safe. Moreno has kept his promise.

Rossett was bewildered. No wonder! He had hardly yet recovered from the effects of the drug which had been administered by Somoza. His head fell back on her shoulder.

Isobel, my dear sweetheart! You here! What does it mean?

It means that you are saved through Moreno, and my cousin Maurice Farquhar. She felt it was no time to palter with the truth.

Your cousin, Maurice Farquhar! What has he to do with it all?

She was pleased to note that there was no suspicion in his tones, only the expression of bewilderment.

Oh, it would take hours to explain, but I will cut it as short as I can. My cousin and Moreno are great friends. Maurice has come over here to help him. I was expecting you to-night, as you will remember. Maurice came round to explain that you had been kidnapped. He was coming on here, as Morenos lieutenant, to help the police. I implored him to take me along, to welcome you when you escaped from them. He consented, and here I am.

Guy clasped her in his arms. You darling! And where is Mr Farquhar? I would like to thank him.

Isobel beckoned to a man standing a little way in the shadow. He advanced.

Maurice, Guy wishes to thank you for all your share in this nights work.

The two men exchanged a cordial handshake. Guy muttered his thanks.

I would like to tell you to drive off straight away, said Farquhar. But you must wait a minute or two. There will be a third occupant of this vehicle — our friend Moreno, who is going to pass the night at the house of the Chief of Police. To-morrow he will go to England.

In the room from which Rossett had been conducted to his friendly guardian, the head of the police was taking the situation in hand.

Masks off, if you please, gentlemen, he cried out in stentorian tones.

The men turned hesitatingly to each other. But the levelled revolvers had an eloquence that was very appealing. They tore off their masks and flung them on the floor.

The chief scrutinised them in turn, offering audible comments.

Ah, Contraras, the dark horse of the conspiracy, connected with the Spanish nobility through your wife. I think I have met you at the Court. Alvedero — ah, for some time you have been suspect. Zorrilta, I know you well. Governor of the Province of Navarre.

He pointed to Somoza. This gentleman I do not know. We shall find something about him later on.

He turned to Moreno, who preserved an impassive demeanour.

I have not the honour of knowing this gentleman, either, he said with a splendid disregard of the truth, for which Moreno admired him immensely. But no doubt I shall shortly atone for my ignorance. I shall have something to say to him later on.

He turned to his subordinates. Handcuff them and take them along.

Moreno all the time had been edging nearer to the door. Suddenly he pulled out a knife, and hurled himself at the man who was guarding it. The man went down before the apparently savage onslaught. Moreno rushed down the stairs.

After him, yelled the Chief. Dont let that man escape.

Three of the waiting men clattered down the stairs after the flying Moreno. They returned a few moments later, crestfallen. They explained that he had flown like the wind, that they had lost him in the darkness.

The Chief swore roundly, and cursed them. Dolts, idiots! he cried fiercely. You have let him slip through your fingers. I believe he is the most dangerous man of the lot.

He was certainly playing his part splendidly. It had, of course, all been rehearsed. The man on whom Moreno had sprung had fallen down of his own accord. The men who had been dispatched to pursue him had lost him on purpose.

Farquhar met him at the door of the shabby house and piloted him to the cab in which Guy Rossett and Isobel were seated.

Here is the third passenger, he said. Moreno got in and looked triumphantly at the two. Well, what do you think of the English Secret Service? he cried in exultant tones. Mr Rossett is saved, I have escaped without suspicion, and my good friend the Chief of Police will make a splendid haul upstairs. He played up splendidly. Well, I think, after to-night the anarchist movement will have a big set-back in Spain.

The cab drove along. Isobel was deposited at the Godwins. Rossett was put down at his own flat. Moreno was conveyed to the residence of the Chief of Police, where he was to pass the night.

A telegram was awaiting Guy. It was from his sister Mary.

I was summoned to Aunt Henrietta this morning. She had passed away before I arrived.


Chapter Twenty Three.
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THE NEXT MORNING Guy Rossett and Farquhar were admitted to a private audience of the King. A gracious message had been transmitted to Moreno through the agency of the Chief of Police. It would not have been very politic on the part of that enterprising young man to show himself at the Palace.

His Majesty thanked them both warmly for their services, and was very interested in the details which they gave him of that eventful evening.

I know England well, and love it, he said. As long as she breeds such sons as you, she will always remain the first of great nations. Last nights work was good. My poor country will have a more peaceful time now that we have laid these bloodthirsty scoundrels by the heels.

Morenos overpowering impulse was to get back to England as quickly as possible. But there was a certain duty to perform first. He must pay his promised visit to Violet Hargrave.

He called about eleven oclock. He found her looking pale and languid from the effects of the powerful mixture he had given her.

Pulling round? he inquired as they shook hands. I can see you are, but you wont be quite yourself for a few hours. Well, tell me what happened. I arrived late at the meeting, and simply heard from Contraras that Alvedero had reported you were indisposed. But I learned no details, and, of course, did not press for any. Did they fetch a doctor to you? If so, what is his verdict?

A faint smile spread over her pale face.

He has only left a few minutes ago. He came to the conclusion that I dosed myself with drugs. I allowed him to believe that I did. Of course, I have never drugged in my life.

A very clever man, an ornament to his profession, remarked Moreno drily. Still, how the devil should he guess, being totally ignorant of the circumstances? And the symptoms were precisely those which would have been produced by a long course of drugging.

Mrs Hargrave laid her hand upon his arm, and spoke in a serious voice.

What of last night? There is nothing in the papers this morning. I have sent out for half a dozen. Tell me what happened.

The brotherhood has been defeated again. He rehearsed the scene for her benefit, and came to the concluding portion.

Just as they were about to remove Rossett, I distinctly heard a low whistle, that was repeated a few seconds later. I just pulled aside the curtain, and saw that the house was surrounded. I had hardly put the blind back when the door was burst open and the police swarmed in. They cut Rossett loose and took him downstairs. They covered us with revolvers, and made us take off our masks. The Chief who was with them recognised Contraras, Zorrilta, and Alvedero. Myself and Somoza he did not recognise.

Ah! Violet Hargrave drew a long breath. You were the only one who escaped, then? How did you manage it?

By a miracle. I always keep my head in a crisis. As soon as I heard them rushing up the stairs, I drew near to the door, hoping to escape in the confusion. It was, of course, a thousand to one chance. While all the attention was being concentrated on Contraras and the others — of course the Chief didnt expect to bag such a big game — I drew my knife, plunged it into the breast of the man guarding the door — I fear I killed him, poor fellow — flew down the stairs, knocked over another chap, and dodged through them.

Violet Hargrave surveyed him critically. I am afraid you havent a very high opinion of my intelligence. That is the story you will tell to Luçue, Maceda, and Jaques when we meet again in London. It does not impose upon me. You have escaped right enough, but you escaped with the connivance of the police.

Moreno bit his lip; he had presumed a little too much upon feminine incredulity.

At any rate, you are not in their clutches, he said quietly. I saved you. Dont forget that.

She reached out her hand. Please forgive me. I am very grateful for what you have done. Of course, if I had gone there you could not have saved me. I should have been taken with the others. You could save Guy Rossett and yourself, even your clever brain could not have taken in a third. I repeat, I am very grateful.

Moreno retained her hand in his. Secretive as he was by nature, he felt that the time for dissimulation was past.

When we get to London — I am leaving to-night, and the sooner we make tracks the better — we will respect each others secrets. I have still in my possession the photographed copy of that document which you sold to Guy Rossett.

She drew away her hand from his with an indignant gesture.

Oh, you think I am utterly, irretrievably base! she cried bitterly. You think I would betray you, after what you have done for me, saved me from death or a life-long imprisonment. She broke into wild sobbing.

He put his arm round her, and drew her gently towards him, till her crying ceased.

My poor little Violet, he whispered gently. Let us speak together quite frankly. You are, on your own showing, an adventuress, with, I believe, some very womanly instincts. Well, I am not quite sure that I am very much better. You sold the Cause for money. I sold it for money, too, plus conviction. I wonder if we could turn over a new leaf, lead a new life together?

If I could find somebody who really cared for me, cried the pretty little blonde woman, still tearful. Jaques loves me, I am sure, but just with the love of a father.

Well, I care for you, said Moreno, and this time he spoke without any reservation.

Violet lifted her face to his, and their lips met. Then she shivered.

But how can we escape from this horrible brotherhood? Luçue and Jaques are left. They will exact their pound of flesh. They will snare us into equally dangerous enterprises.

Moreno snapped his fingers. Bah! If I have outwitted Contraras and the others, I will soon settle Luçues hash. As to poor old Jaques, it wont take long to convince him that he is more safely employed in earning a hundred per cent, on his capital than in trying to blow up respectable people who have certainly never injured him. The fate of the others will frighten him.

Violet drew herself from his protecting arm, and dried her eyes.

I think, dear, I can really turn into a good woman, she said plaintively. You see, I have never had a proper chance. When I married Jack, and I was genuinely fond of him, I thought I had met a gentleman. Can you guess what he really was?

A card-sharper? suggested Moreno, with his uncanny facility of guessing conundrums.

Mrs Hargrave nodded her blonde head.

You have hit it. A week after we were married he told me all about himself. We were to take an expensive flat in Mount Street, and he would bring people there. He spent three weeks in teaching me an elaborate system of signalling. As a rule, we played together, but he had another couple of confederates to ward off suspicion.

Did you tell Jaques of this?

No, I was too ashamed. Jaques is, of course, a rogue in his own way, but not that way. He was opposed to the marriage at first, and I was keen on it. I made out that Jack was a man of good family, and well-off. I believed all he told me at the start. I didnt want to own that I had been taken in.

I quite understand, replied Moreno. By the way, of course you didnt know that poor old Contraras is dead.

Contraras dead? How did he die?

It appears that he always carried some poisoned tablets in his pocket in case of accidents. Before they handcuffed him — they are a bit slower here than in Paris or London — he swallowed one of them, and died as they took him downstairs. Poor old man! He was a terrible fanatic, but he was more honest than most of them. I dont suppose there will be much mourning in Fitzjohns Avenue. I expect his family will be glad to have got rid of him.

He kissed her very tenderly, as he bade her good-bye.

A new life, little woman, from to-day?

A new life from to-day, she repeated softly, as long as I am sure that you really care.

I do care, replied Moreno, speaking with unusual fervour for a man of his cautious temperament.

Of the London section of the brotherhood little remains to be told. Shortly afterwards Luçue was stabbed to death in a violent quarrel with a brother anarchist. Jaques and Maceda, alarmed at the fate of their Spanish colleagues, took but a perfunctory part in further propaganda. In twelve months time the London section had ceased to exist as an active force.



On a mellow October day, a few months after those thrilling events in Madrid, Isobel was married in the quiet little church on her uncles estates. It was in this church that her father had been christened. Her bridesmaids were Lady Mary and two cousins. Her uncle, the head of the family, gave her away.

For the Head of the Family and his wife had behaved quite properly on the occasion. They had insisted that she should be married from their house, that she should have the whole-hearted support of her kindred.

Such an arrangement suited her very well. Her bereavement had been so recent that the idea of a fashionable wedding would have been repugnant to her. Here in this quiet little church, where generations of Clandons had been christened, many of them married, she gave herself to the man of her choice.

With the advent of his great-aunts considerable fortune, Guys brief fit of ambition died out. And it must be admitted that, although he had stuck gallantly to his post, and refused to show the white feather, his experience of diplomatic life had been more exciting than pleasant. So he severed his connection with the Foreign Office, having made up his mind to lead the easy and agreeable life of a man of wealth and position.

They were to spend their honeymoon in Italy. On their return, they would renovate Aunt Henriettas charming country residence in Hampshire and take a house in London, where they intended to spend a good deal of their time.

For Guy was very proud of his beautiful Isobel, and he could see a time when she would become a very charming and popular hostess.

The young couple drove away amidst the cordial greetings of the small company assembled. Only a few intimate connections of the two families were present.

Moreno had been invited, but he had excused himself on some plausible pretext. He had no desire to thrust himself into an aristocratic milieu, to which he was unaccustomed. He sent the bride a very handsome present, with a card on which was written: From Andres Moreno, as a souvenir of thrilling times in Spain.

While Lord Saxham was saying good-bye to the Clandons, Maurice Farquhar conducted Lady Mary to the car which was to drive them back to Ticehurst Park, a distance of about fifty miles.

You will not forget that you are due to us on the twenty-fifth, she reminded him as they shook hands.

Is it likely? I have been looking forward to it ever since you sent me the invitation.

I am looking forward to it, too, said Mary softly, and a rather becoming colour swept over her cheek, making her look quite attractive.

The Earl joined them and mounted the car. He waved his hand cheerfully as they drove off. Not good-bye, but au revoir, Farquhar. See you on the twenty-fifth.

He watched the car drive out of sight, thinking of many things. He had loved Isobel with all the fervour of first love, but Isobel was gone from him. And Mary was very sweet and attractive, and took no pains to conceal that she took great pleasure in his society. Well — perhaps some day!

But even in his secret thought the young and ambitious barrister could hardly bring himself to believe that a girl of Marys birth and long descent would give herself to a man who had only his brains to recommend him.

Still, this younger generation of the Rossetts had a strange democratic strain in them. Guy had chosen his bride from the small squirearchy. It was openly rumoured in the clubs that, having come into a snug little income from great-aunt Henrietta, Lord Ticehurst had made up his mind to marry his chorus-girl, and defy his father.

Lady Mary had also been well provided for from the same kind source. She might prove as democratic as the others.

And, while Farquhar was ruminating over all these things, Isobel and her husband had set out on the first stage of their journey to the enchanted land of wedded romance.

THE END
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CHAPTER I
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THE SCENE WAS Dean Street, Soho, and this story opens on a snowy winter night in the January of 1888. The modern improvements of Shaftesbury Avenue were as yet unmade, and the foreign district of London had still to be opened up.

A cold north wind was blowing on the few pedestrians whom necessity, or some urgent obligation, had compelled to tramp the pavements laden with snow. A few cabs and carriages crawled along the difficult roadway to the Royalty Theatre, deposited their occupants and crawled back again.

Nello Corsini, a slim, handsome young Italian, poorly clad, carrying a violin-case in one hand, wandered down the narrow street, leading with his other a slender girl of about eighteen, his sister, Anita. She was dressed as shabbily as he was.

The snow was lying thickly on the streets and roads, but it had ceased to fall a couple of hours ago. The two itinerant musicians had crept out at once, as soon as the weather showed signs of mending, from their poor lodging.

They had only a few pence left. The bitter weather of the last few days had affected their miserable trade very adversely. It was necessary they should take advantage of to-night, for the purpose of scratching together something for the evening meal.



There were lights in several windows. It was, of course, far from being a wealthy quarter; but there could be none behind those warm-looking lights, safely sheltered from the cold and wind, so wretched as these two poor children of fortune who would have to go supperless to bed if they could not charm a few pence out of the passers-by.

Nello withdrew his violin from its case with his cold fingers. Just as he was about to draw the bow across the strings, a carriage passed down the street on its way to the Royalty Theatre. Inside was a handsome man verging upon thirty-five. Beside him sat a very beautiful girl. Nello glanced at them swiftly as they came by. They were evidently not English, but he could not for the moment guess at their nationality.

They certainly did not belong to any one of the Latin races, that was evident. It was not till later that he discovered their identity. The tall, imperious-looking man was Prince Zouroff, the Russian Ambassador to the Court of St. Jamess. The girl, about twenty, was his young sister, the Princess Nada.

The young Princess was as kind and sweet-natured as she was beautiful. She caught sight of the two mendicants, for as such she regarded them, standing there in the snow, and a gleam of compassion came into her lovely eyes. Impetuously, she pulled at the check-string, with the intention of stopping the carriage and giving them money.

Her brother laid his hand on hers roughly.

What foolish thing were you going to do now, Nada? Your sentimentality is an absolute curse to you. If you had your own way, you would give to every whining beggar in the street.

She shrank back as if he had struck her a blow. There was no love lost between the two. He despised her for her kind, charitable instincts; she disliked him for his hard, domineering nature, unsoftened by any lovable or generous qualities. She put back the purse which she had drawn hastily from her pocket. Her mouth curled in a mutinous and contemptuous smile, but she returned no answer to the brutal words.

Nello played on in the cold and biting wind. When he had finished, his sister had been the recipient of two small donations from the few passers-by. The girls heart already felt lighter. They could not expect very much on such an unpropitious night as this.

And then, as the young violinist paused, from the first floor of one of the houses close to them, there floated faintly into the air the strains of a sweet and melancholy air, played with exquisite taste and feeling.

Nello listened eagerly, while his heart contracted with a spasm of pain. The man who had played that beautiful little melancholy romance was as capable a violinist as himself. Alas, how different their lots!

When the sounds had died away, the young man resumed his instrument. He played over twice that beautiful theme which had impressed him so strongly, and then, as if inspired, wove into it a series of brilliant variations.

He felt he was playing as he had only played once or twice before in his life. Soon, a small crowd was gathered on the pavement, in spite of the icy temperature. And when Anita went round shamefacedly with her little bag, she met with a liberal response. Nello need play no more that night, they had enough for their humble needs; they would get home as quickly as possible. He had contracted a heavy cold from which he was still suffering. To-morrow he could stop indoors and she would nurse him, as she had so often done before.

She whispered the good news into her brothers ear, and joyfully he placed the violin back into its case. The small crowd, noting the action, melted away. The friendless young souls linked their arms together, stepped on to the pavement and turned in the direction of their humble lodging.

But they had not taken half a dozen steps when the door of a house was opened very quietly, and an extraordinary figure stepped out and beckoned to them.

My poor children, it is a wretched night for you to be out. This peculiar-looking old man was speaking in a very kind and gentle voice. They noticed his face was withered and furrowed with the deep lines of age. He wore a bristling white moustache, which gave him rather a military air in spite of his stooping figure. He had on a tiny skull cap to defend himself against the keen night air, but underneath it his snow-white locks were abundant.

He turned to young Corsini, peering at him through his tortoise-shell-rimmed glasses. You have the gift, my young friend; you played those variations divinely. Our neighbour over the way is a decent performer, he plays in a very good orchestra, but he has not your fire, your brilliancy.

He fumbled in his pocket and produced a shilling, which he pressed upon Anita, who shrank back a little. She had not always been accustomed to this sort of half-charity.

The old man saw her embarrassment and smiled. Ah, it is as I thought, my child. But there is no cause to blush. If your brother were a famous violinist and I paid half-a-guinea for a stall to hear him, you would not think he had lowered himself by taking my money for the pleasure he gave me. Well, I had my stall up here on the third floor! there is a convenient little hole in the blind through which I could peep and see the whole proceedings.

They both thanked him warmly, and were about to move on, when the strange old man arrested them.

Stop a second, my poor children. You must be numbed with standing so long in that frosty air. I have a good fire upstairs. Come and warm yourselves for a few moments.

His voice and manner were compelling. Wonderingly they obeyed, although at the moment, they were thinking very intently of their supper. Still, the night was young yet. They could wait a little longer to make their purchases. Plenty of shops would be open. And a few minutes spent at a bright fire would be comfortable.

He opened the door wide as they entered it and closed it behind him. Then he skipped, wonderfully nimbly for a man of his age, in front of them.



Follow Papa Péron, that is what they call me in these parts, where I have lived for Heaven knows how many years. It is a big climb and I dont do it as easily as I used. But to children like you, it is a hop and a skip. Follow me.

They followed him up the old-fashioned staircase into a small room, where a roaring fire was blazing. He drew forth two easy-chairs and motioned to them to seat themselves. He lighted another gas-jet in their honour. He looked intently at their white faces, and what he read there impelled him to a swift course of action.

He dived into a small sideboard. In a moment, as it seemed to the fascinated watchers, he had laid a cloth upon the small and rather rickety table, arranged knives and forks. Then he produced half a fowl, two sorts of sausages, half a ripe Camembert cheese, and a dish of tinned fruit. When all his preparations were complete, he beckoned them imperiously to the table. He spoke in short, sharp accents, with the air of a man who is accustomed to be obeyed.

At once, please! You are famished with that dreary standing in this arctic street, and it will be some time before you can get food. Please fall in at once.

The sharp pangs of hunger were already gnawing the vitals of both brother and sister, the tasty viands were inviting enough; but they had observed the poorly furnished room. Monsieur Péron, in his small fastidious way, seemed to have an air of distinction, but his clothes were well-worn. Nobody could be as poor as themselves, but they felt sure this kind-hearted old Frenchman was far from being well-off.

Corsini raised a protesting hand. Sir, you have been kindness itself already. You have warmed us, and we are very grateful, but we cannot eat you out of house and home.

They guessed pretty accurately that these viands which he had produced with such abandon, were meant to last some little time. The average Frenchman is a small eater, and a very thrifty person.

Papa Péron beat the table impetuously. Mon Dieu, do you refuse my little whim? I am not rich, I admit. One does not lodge on the third floor if one is a millionaire. That is understood. But I can show hospitality when I choose. To table at once, my children, or I shall be seriously displeased.

The old gentleman, in spite of his frail appearance, was very masterful; it was impossible to resist him. Obediently they sat down, but their native politeness forbade them to eat very much. They just stayed their appetites, and left enough to satisfy their host for a couple of days at least. In vain he exhorted them to persevere. Brother and sister exchanged a meaning glance, and assured their host that they had already done too well.

When they had finished and were back in the two easy-chairs, basking in the warmth of the glowing fire, the old Frenchman went to a little cupboard affixed to the wall. On his face was a sly smile.

From this receptacle he produced a bottle, dusty with age. He performed some strenuous work with a somewhat refractory corkscrew whose point had become blunt with the years. In a trice, he produced three glasses and placed them on a small table which he drew close to the fire.

This is fine Chambertin, he explained to his astonished guests. A dozen bottles were sent to me by an old friend, since dead, three years ago. In those three years I have drunk six — I am very abstemious, my children. To-night, in your honour, I open the first of the six that remain. We will carouse and make merry. It is a long time since I have felt so inclined to merriment.

To this sally they could make no retort; they were still in state of bewilderment. To a certain extent they felt themselves in a kind of shabby fairyland. Was this strange old Frenchman as poor as appearances suggested — or a miser with occasional freakish impulses of generosity?

Papa Péron shot at them a shrewd glance. Perhaps he divined their thoughts. Long experience had made him very wise, possibly a little bit cunning.

You think I am just a trifle mad, eh? he queried.

With one voice, or rather two voices raised in a swift unison, they disclaimed the insinuation. They only recognised several facts: that he was very kind, very generous, very hospitable.

Papa Péron sipped the excellent Chambertin and fell into a meditative mood.

I lead a very lonely life, and youth, especially struggling youth, has a great attraction for me. I watched you two poor children to-night through the little peep-hole in my blind. Mon Dieu! I guessed the position at once. You had come out in the snow and bitter wind, to try and make a living. You are two honest people, I am sure. Nest-ce pas? They had been speaking in English up to the present moment, but momentary excitement, the stimulus of the Burgundy, had made him indulge in his native tongue.

They assured him that they were.

Papa Péron smiled a little sardonically. Of course you are. If you were inclined in other directions, you with your talents, your sister with her good looks, would have taken up more paying trades than this. What have you earned to-night? he concluded sharply.

Anita answered in a faltering voice. Over three shillings, Monsieur.

The sardonic smile vanished. A look of infinite compassion spread over the lined face.

My poor children. Virtue is indeed its own reward. He turned to Nello, and his eyes flashed fire. And that charlatan, Bauquel, gets a hundred guineas for a single performance. And he is not in the same street with you.

But Bauquel is a genius, surely, Monsieur? ventured Corsini deferentially. I have never heard him play, certainly, but his reputation! Surely he did not get that for nothing?

He spoke very cautiously, for although he had not known Papa Péron for very long, he had recognised that under that kindly and polite demeanour was a very peppery temperament. If he were crossed in argument, the old Frenchman might prove a very cantankerous person.

Péron snapped his fingers. Bauquel, bah! A man of the Schools, a machine-made executant. He never half understands what he attempts to render. Again he snapped his contemptuous fingers. Bauquel, bah! A charlatan? It amazes me that the public runs after him. He has a powerful press, and he employs a big claque. Voilà! On the business side, I admit he is great; on the artistic side, not worth a moments consideration.

You understand music, Monsieur, you are a critic? suggested the young man timidly. Papa Péron was evidently a very explosive person; it would not be polite or grateful to risk his anger.

For a little time the old man did not answer. When he spoke, it was in a dreamy tone.

Once I was famous as Bauquel is to-day — with this difference: that I was an artist and he is a pretender, with not an ounce of artistry in him.

Was your instrument the violin, Monsieur?

Alas, no, was the old mans answer. Chance led me to the piano. I think I did well. But I have always regretted that I did not take up the violin. It is the one instrument that can sing. The human voice alone rivals it.

After a moments pause, he added abruptly, Are you very tired?

No, Corsini was not in the least tired. The warmth, the meal of which he had eaten sparingly from motives of delicacy, the Burgundy, had warmed his blood. He was no longer the weak, pallid creature who had set out from his lodging to earn a nights sustenance.

Why do you ask, Monsieur?

If you are not really tired, I would love to hear that exquisite romance again, with one or two brilliant variations. See, in that corner, stands a piano of fairly good tone. I will accompany you, or rather follow you.

Corsini, his blood aglow with the generous stimulant, the strange circumstances, rose up, took his violin from its case, and drew the bow lovingly across the strings. The Frenchman went across to the piano, opened the lid, and struck a few chords with a touch that revealed the hand of the master.

For the next ten minutes the room resounded with the divinest melody. The deep notes of the piano mingled with the soaring strains of the violin.

Corsini, strangely inspired, played as one possessed. And Papa Péron caught every inflection, every subtle change of key. Never, during the brief performance, was there a single discord. All the time the Frenchman, old in years, had followed every mood of the younger musician.

Papa Péron dropped his slender, artistic hands on the last chord. My young friend, you are great, he said quietly. Success to you is only a matter of time. Another glass of Chambertin?

Nello drained it; he felt strangely elated. Ah, Monsieur, but your accompaniment was half the battle. When I faltered, you stimulated me. You must have been a magnificent pianist.

Anita broke in in her gentle voice. The daughter of an English mother, she spoke the tongue of her adopted country very fluently.

You put great heart into us, Monsieur. But when you speak of success, I remember that we have earned just about three shillings to-night.

Péron, the optimist, waved his hand airily. Look up to the stars, my child, and hope. I have a little influence left yet. Perhaps I can put you on the right track; take you at least out of these miserable streets. Sit down for another ten minutes; make a second supper if you like. He guessed that they had not fully satisfied their hunger.

But this they resolutely declined. He waved them to their chairs.

Five minutes, then. Tell me a little something of your history. I am sure it has been a tragic one.

And Corsini, departing from his usual mood of reticence, imparted to the old Frenchman the details of his career.

His father, the elder Corsini, had been first violin at the Politeama Theatre in Florence, while comparatively a young man. He had quarrelled violently with the manager and been dismissed. Confident in his ability, he had come over to England to seek his fortune afresh. Here he had met and fallen violently in love with a young English girl, some few years his junior. She was a pianist by profession, in a small way. She attended at dances, played accompaniments at City dinners. Her income was a very meagre one. She was the product of one of the numerous schools that turn out such performers by the dozen.



They married, and Corsini soon discovered that he was not the great man he imagined himself to be. Also, he was of a frail and weakly constitution. Ten years after his marriage he died of rapid consumption. Madame Corsini was left with two children on her hands.

She was a devoted mother. Nello dwelt on this episode of their sad life with tears in his eyes. She worked hard for a miserable pittance; and then she was worn out with the strain. Nello and his sister, Anita, were left orphans. Nello had been taught the rudiments of the violin by his father; all the rest he had picked up himself.

After his mothers death the rest was a nightmare. He had done his best for himself and his sister. That best had landed them in this snow-laden street to-night.

Papa Péron listened quietly to this young violinists recital, but he made little comment. Here was one of the numerous tragedies that were occurring every day in every populous city.

He rose and shook hands with the two. You have a lodging to go to, my poor children? he asked anxiously.

With a deep blush, Corsini assured him that they had a lodging to go to; he did not dare to give him the address. Dean Street was a comparatively aristocratic abode. Papa Pérons humbly furnished room seemed a Paradise. And the piano was good — that must have been saved from the prosperous day — and was his own. No Soho landlady would provide such a piano as that.



Péron shook them warmly by the hand. You must come and see me to-morrow. I shall be in all the morning. I shall think things over between now and then. I am a poor man myself, but I may be able to help you with introductions. I must get you out of these miserable streets.

They walked home, wondering about Papa Péron. Who could he be? Anita inclined to the belief that he was a miser. Nello had his doubts.

Still very hungry, they bought some sausages on their way home and devoured them before they went to bed. They still had a substantial balance on hand, according to the thrifty Anita.

And the next morning, Nello was round at Dean Street to learn what Papa Péron had thought of in the meanwhile.


CHAPTER II
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THE OLD FRENCHMAN had heard Corsinis knock at the door. He stood at the entrance to his shabby sitting-room, the only article of furniture being the piano, his kind old lined face illumined with smiles.

Courage, my young friend. I did not sleep very well after the excitement of your visit. Inspiration came to me in the middle of the night. You see that letter? He pointed to a small desk standing against the wall. Go and see to whom it is addressed.

Nello obeyed him. His eyes sparkled as he read the name on the envelope. Mr. Gay, the leader of the orchestra at the Parthenon.

Papa Péron nodded his leonine head, bristling with its snow-white locks. A friend of mine. He is a composer as well as chef dorchestre. I have corrected many of his proof sheets for a firm I work for.

Corsini pricked up his ears at this statement. He and his sister had been curious as to the old mans profession. The mystery was solved. He was no miser, no millionaire, just a music publishers hack. And once, according to his own statement, he had been a famous pianist, with a renown equal to that of Bauquel.

I have asked him to give you the first vacancy in his orchestra. He will do it to oblige me, for I have helped him a little — given him some ideas. It is one of the best theatre orchestras in London. The pay, alas! will not be good, but it will take you out of those miserable streets. Go to his private address this morning; I am sure he will see you at once.

How can I thank you? began the young man; but Péron stopped him with an imperious wave of his long, thin hand.

Tut, tut, my child! I want no thanks. I have taken a fancy to you and that dear little sister of yours. Now, listen; I have another scheme on hand.

Rapidly the genial old man unfolded his plans.

In my room there are two beds. The landlady has a little attic to let, by no means a grand apartment, but it will serve for your sister. You can share my room. Three people can live almost as cheaply as two. There was a knowing smile on the wrinkled face, as the genial Papa enunciated this profound economic truth. Come and live here. You can practise on the violin while I play your accompaniments.

But Monsieur, at the moment, we have no money, stammered the embarrassed violinist. Mr. Gay may not have a vacancy for some little time.

Papa Péron frowned ever so little. He did not easily brook contradiction. You are making difficulties where none exist. You must lodge somewhere. My landlady only asks five shillings a week for the attic. You share my bedroom and sitting-room. As for the food, you will be my guests till you earn something. Do not say me nay, he ended fiercely. I am resolved that you shall play no more in those miserable gutters. It is finished. You come here to-night.

There was no resisting this imperious old man with the frail figure and the snow-white abundant hair. Nello promised that he and his sister would move into Dean Street that afternoon. In the meantime, he would take the letter of introduction to Mr. Gay, who had lodgings in Gower Street, no great distance.

Mr. Gay was a fat, rubicund man with a somewhat faded and slatternly wife. He read Pérons note and a genial smile lit up his massive face.

Good! he cried heartily. My old friend vouches for you, and you have come in the very nick of time. One of my men is leaving in a couple of days — got a better berth. You can take his place. But before we settle, you may as well give me a taste of your quality. We go in for rather high-class music at the Parthenon. Play me Gounods Ave Maria, I always test a man with that.

He called to the slatternly woman who was crouching over the fire. Ada, please go to the piano and play the accompaniment for this young man.

Mrs. Gay complied with the request. Nello played the beautiful piece with all his soul. Gay listened, attentively. When it was finished, he applauded loudly.

By Jove, you are great! Péron was right. He has not exaggerated. You have had no chance, eh?

Nello stammered that he had had no chances. He did not dare confess to this prosperous person, composer as well as conductor of an orchestra, that, lately, he had been playing in the streets for a living to pay for his miserable lodging and scanty food.

They arranged terms with many apologies on the part of Mr. Gay.

It is an insult to a man of your talent to offer such a miserable pittance. But my hands are tied, and tied very strictly, I can tell you. Turn up at the Parthenon on Friday night; you will soon get something better. You can read music quickly?

Nello assured him on that point. He could read music as easily as his newspaper. The terms which Mr. Gay offered him were riches compared to the few coppers he had earned in the streets.

That same afternoon he and the joyful Anita presented themselves in Dean Street, with their few belongings. Papa Péron furnished a royal supper and broached another bottle of the very excellent Chambertin.

There was, however, still the question of clothes. Nello had nothing but what he stood up in, and the Parthenon was a very swagger theatre. Péron was equal to the emergency. He took the young man round to a neighbouring costumiers, and secured a dress-suit on the hire-purchase system, at a very small outlay of ready money which he advanced. For, although the good Papa was not rich, he was very thrifty, and usually had a shot in the locker.

It was a very happy ménage; the old Frenchman was kindness and geniality itself. He seemed to grow younger in the society of his youthful friends.

And in time the mystery that had seemed to surround him vanished, his means of livelihood became revealed. He was on the staff of a couple of big music publishers. He corrected their proof sheets, he occasionally advised on compositions of budding composers; but needless to say, at this hack work his remuneration was very modest.

But he always appeared cheerful and resigned. He would drop fragmentary hints of a brilliant past, when money flowed like water, when he had mixed with illustrious personages. But he could never be induced to dwell very long on this period, would enter into no convincing details.

It is gone, it is a feverish dream, he would say with a somewhat theatrical wave of the hand. It was evidently a weakness of his to enshroud himself in an air of romance and mystery. What does it matter who and what I was? To-day I am Papa Péron, music publishers hack, earning a few shillings a week at a most uncongenial occupation. But, at my age, I want little.

Nello and his sister were happy too. The salary at the Parthenon was not magnificent, but it was a certainty, and they were frugal young people. No more playing in the sleet-driven streets, no more terrible uncertainty as to the nights lodging and the next days meal.

For a month they pursued this humble, but not uncomfortable life. And Nello, who had no opportunity of displaying his talent in this big orchestra, where he was one of many, played two or three hours a day to the brilliant accompaniment of the old Frenchman.

And then the clouds began to gather. Papa Péron was taken with a severe attack of bronchitis. Racked in spasms of severe coughing, he was unable to pursue his humble and not too remunerative occupation. He could no longer correct the proof sheets. The doctors visits, the necessity of extra and expensive nourishment, began to eat up his slender store. The few sovereigns he had hoarded for a rainy day began to melt rapidly.

This did not matter much for a while. The regular salary at the Parthenon sufficed, with Anitas skilful management, for the three; but there was no longer any question of putting by. Anita knew now that she had been very mistaken in thinking the poor old Papa was a miser. With tears in his poor old eyes, he had been forced to confess that he had come to his last sovereign.

And Anita had cried too. What does it matter, dear Papa? she said. She had grown very fond of the kind old man. You took us in when we were poor and friendless. Nello will work for you now, and I shall be very careful. You will see how well I can manage on a little.

And so good old Papa Péron had his beef-tea, his little drops of brandy, his expensive chicken. Whoever went without, he must not experience want. And the doctor was paid punctually.

But misfortunes never come single. One very frosty night, on coming out of the Parthenon, Nello fell on the slippery pavement and seriously hurt his left hand. He went to the doctor on his way home, and his worst fears were confirmed.

A longish job, I fear, Signor Corsini. The fingers are very much injured, and so is the arm. You are a musician, are you not?

A violinist, sir. If it had been the right arm instead of the left, I might have managed with the bow. But I cannot play a note.

Mr. Gay was informed of the accident, in a letter from Anita. He was genuinely sorry, but the theatre had to be served. He had to procure another violinist at once. For four miserable weeks Nello ate his heart out, and Papa Péron seemed to grow weaker every day.

When life and motion returned to the poor damaged fingers, there were only a few shillings left in the house. Péron had announced that if help did not come soon they must sell the piano, the one bit of property he owned in the world. So, at least, he averred.

Nello could play now. He went round at once to Gays lodging in Gower Street. Could he be taken on again? The kindly conductor hemmed and hawed; he was obviously very much embarrassed.

We had to fill up your place, my dear chap, and the new man has proved quite satisfactory. It is, of course, awfully hard on you. But, you see, I cant sack him to put you in his place.

Of course not, answered Nello quietly. Misery was gnawing at his heart, but he was just. The man who was taken on had possibly been in the same state of wretchedness as himself. He would hardly have cared to turn him out, if Gay had been willing.

And how is the dear old Papa? asked Gay, trying to relieve an awkward situation with the inquiry.

He is very ill; not far from death, I fear, was Nellos answer. And then the truth, which he could no longer conceal, flashed out. And very soon he will be close to starvation.

Gay looked shocked. He had experienced his ups and downs, but he had never been in such a tight corner as this. He fumbled in his waistcoat pocket and produced a sovereign, which he thrust into the other mans hand.

Terrible, terrible! I am sorry I cannot do more; but I am a poor man, too.

Nello took it, but his face burned, it was such obvious charity.

I accept it, Monsieur, with gratitude, and I thank you for the kind thought. But can you help me to find work? I want to earn money, not to beg it.

Sit down a moment while I think. The kind-hearted conductor was very distressed himself at the piteous state of affairs.

I have it, he exclaimed after a few moments of reflection. You have heard of Paul Degraux?

One of the directors of the Covent Garden Opera?

Right, said Gay. Well, Degraux is a big man now, but twenty-five years ago we were playing in the same orchestra for a few shillings a week. He is there, I am here. We have never quite lost sight of each other, and I think he would always do me a good turn if it was in his power. I will give you a note to him. Take it round to him this morning. You will find him at the theatre.

Ten minutes later, Corsini was on his way to the great man. Gay had written a most glowing and eulogistic introduction.

The bearer of this note, Signor Nello Corsini, is a most accomplished violinist. I have had him in my orchestra, but he is too good for that. Give him a chance at one of your concerts and he will make good. You know my judgment is generally pretty accurate. Give him a helping hand and you will not regret it.


CHAPTER III
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THE NAME OF Gay seemed one to conjure with. Five minutes after the letter had been taken in, Nello was shown in to Monsieur Degrauxs private room.

He was a tall, handsome man, this musical director of the opera who, twenty-five years ago, had played in a small orchestra for a few shillings a week. His countenance was florid, he had a very striking personality. Emphatically he was the type of man who gets on, who shoulders his way in the world, pushing aside with his strong, resolute elbows his weaker and more timorous fellow creatures.

He was always urbane, even when he had to say No. At the present moment he had not decided as to whether he would say Yes or No to his old friends request. He was very much taken with the appearance of the slim, handsome young Italian. His clothes were certainly shabby: Degrauxs experienced eyes took in that fact at once; but there was a certain resolution in Nellos bearing, a brightness and animation in his face, that showed he was no ordinary seeker for favours.

Sit down, sit down, he said genially, although I cannot give you very long. I am a very busy man; all the day and half the night I have to cut myself into pieces, as it were. And always, I am frightfully worried. To-day I have been more worried than usual.



I am sorry to hear it, Monsieur, said the Italian, sympathetically. If he wanted to get anything out of Monsieur Degraux, he must fall in with his moods. Privately he thought the directors worries, whatever their magnitude, were as nothing compared to his own.

This plump, prosperous-looking person was not very close to starvation.

You know, of course, the name of Bauquel? inquired Degraux abruptly.

A great genius, Monsieur. In spite of Papa Pérons hostile verdict, the younger musician had a great reverence for the celebrated violinist, who was a popular favourite in every European capital.

The director snapped his fingers, and indulged in an angry exclamation. Not the genius that he thinks himself, not the genius his friends pretend he is. He is very astute on the business side, has worked his Press well, and always maintains a vigilant claque. I and people like myself have helped him very considerably also by taking him at his face valuation. Genius, certainly not; at any rate, not a great genius.

Monsieur Degraux snapped his fingers more contemptuously, and reeled off the names of a few rivals. Those are geniuses if you like, artists who disclaim his clap-trap methods.

Nello felt uncomfortable and apprehensive. The irate director was evidently so occupied with the subject of the offending Bauquel that Mr. Gays letter stood in danger of being forgotten. And the great man had especially said that his time was short.



Monsieur Bauquel has had the misfortune to incur your displeasure, sir? he hazarded.

I should think he had, cried Degraux furiously. He was to appear at my great concert next week; Royalty and the élite of London will be there. Two days ago we had a little tiff, in which I admit I told him some home truths. What happens? This morning I receive a letter, dated from Brighton, in which he throws me over. Pretends he is ill and that his doctor has ordered a complete rest.

And you do not believe this to be true, Monsieur?

True! thundered Degraux. An absolute lie. A friend of mine writes me at the same time from the Grand Hotel. He tells me that the so-called invalid is staying there with a rowdy party and looking the picture of health. The scoundrel has done it to put me in a corner. And what is to become of my concert? I cannot put my hand on a violinist of the first rank in the few days left me.

Nello stood up, his face glowing, his limbs trembling with excitement. He pointed to Gays letter, which lay on the directors desk.

Monsieur, I beseech you, if it is not too great presumption, to let me take his place. I may not make a sensation, but certainly I shall not be a failure. And you will have so many stars of the first magnitude, that a smaller one may dare to give a little light. You have read what Mr. Gay says of me. I fancy he is no mean judge of music and musicians.

Degraux was suddenly brought down from his heights of indignation by this direct appeal. He looked keenly at the young man, but in his eyes there appeared a humorous twinkle, as if he admired his audacity.

You dont miss a chance, I see, my young friend. But it is a big risk to run you in the place of Bauquel, and as soon as he gets wind of it, he will send his claque to hiss you.

Monsieur Degraux thought for several seconds, and the young man went hot and cold. His hopes, his fate, hung upon the conductors caprice.

Degraux touched a bell on the desk with the air of a man who had made up his mind. An attendant answered the summons.

Please send in Mr. Lemoin. He turned to Nello. This gentleman will accompany you, and you shall show what you can do. Remember, you will appear before one of the most appreciative, but also one of the most critical, audiences in the world.

Monsieur Lemoin appeared, a fat chubby person. He accompanied very well; not perhaps with the assured artistic instinct of old Papa Péron, who was a part of the piano he played so skilfully.

Degraux listened intently. He had told Nello to play the pieces which, in his own opinion, he could render best. The young man finished with that sad little romance which he had heard in Dean Street on that well-remembered night, and into which he wove some brilliant variations.

The director rose and spoke, for him, rather enthusiastically. Yes, my young friend, Gay is right. You are a true artist. Play that little romance at the end; you are at your best in that. Play it as you have done here and we need not fear Bauquels claque. I engage you for that concert. I will also boom you, but not extravagantly — just judiciously — in the short time that is left me. Now about terms?

He named a fee that seemed to Corsini to represent absolute wealth. If he could only obtain a couple of sovereigns on account, to ease the hard conditions in Dean Street. Degraux did not seem a hard man; it was possible the request would be granted as soon as asked.

But prudence forbade. It would be the reverse of politic to plead absolute poverty on so brief an acquaintance. Till next week, they must draw their belts a little tighter. Well, experience had taught them to do that.

He hurried back to Dean Street with the joyful news. He was to appear before a most fashionable audience in place of the great Bauquel, squandering his money down at Brighton in order to revenge himself upon the too plain-speaking Degraux.

Papa Péron was sitting up in bed, Anita by his side. The poor old man had had one of his good days, the cough was less troublesome. The doctor had whispered as he went out that if the severe weather mended a little, they might pull him through. He smiled happily as his young protégé recounted what had happened.

I have met Degraux once or twice in the years gone by, and I have been told that prosperity has not spoiled him. But, my dear boy, there is one little difficulty about that concert next week.



And that? asked young Corsini. He was so overjoyed in his new-found fortune, that he could think of nothing else.

The old Frenchman chuckled quietly. You will want an evening suit, my young friend. One does not appear before Royalty in ordinary clothes, and those not of the newest, does one?

Nello groaned. The dress-clothes which Papa Péron had purchased for the engagement at the Parthenon had found their way to the pawn-brokers a few days ago, to provide food. What a fool he had been not to make a clean breast of it to Degraux and ask for a few pounds in advance!

It crossed my mind to ask for a loan, and I was afraid I might offend him, explained the young man.

Quite right, my dear son, quite right. Those wealthy men are peculiar. We will not trouble this rich gentleman. There are other ways.

He pointed his thin hand to a little cupboard standing against the wall. Go and open the door. Within I have a small private box where I keep my papers. Bring it to me, please.

Nello obeyed, and carried to him a beautiful little antique casket of ebony, inlaid with tortoise-shell and silver, with some cipher letters on the lid. The old man opened it with a key which he wore attached to a ribbon round his neck.

From the small box he carefully produced an antique ring with a tiny miniature portrait, exquisitely painted and set with diamonds. This he pressed reverently to his lips, and then handed it to the young man, saying:



This is the likeness of my honoured Master, my Emperor Napoleon the Third — given to me with his own hand.

He took out a jewelled star, all tarnished. This is the Order of the Chevalier of St. Louis, bestowed upon me for my services to — — He could not finish his sentence; the tears were rolling down his thin, wasted cheeks.

Brother and sister exchanged a swift glance across the bed. Evidently, Monsieur Péron had, at one time, been a personage of some importance. Sovereigns did not bestow such gifts upon undistinguished people.

Take that ring and the Order, commanded the old man in his feeble, husky voice. Go and pawn them. If you cannot get enough by pawning, sell them outright. And buy a dress-suit with the money to-day.

Both Nello and his sister protested. These two objects and the piano were all that the old man had preserved out of his brilliant past.

Corsini spoke. Listen, dear Papa! You would not part with these when we had not enough to eat. I can understand what they represent to you. Do not worry about me. I will go to Degraux in a couple of days and explain the situation. Even if he is annoyed, he will have gone too far to recede.

But Péron was persistent. A flash of his old imperiousness came back to him.

Go and do as I tell you. My days are numbered. My one hope is that I may live to see you successful. Go and dress yourself properly. Let me hear of your success before I die; that is all I wish.

The strain of the interview had been too much for him. Taken with a violent fit of coughing, he sank back exhausted on his pillow. Anita pointed to the door.

You cannot disobey his wishes. Come back and tell him you have done what he asked you. It may give him a few days more of life.

The young man, fearing the old mans death, rushed round to the nearest pawnbroker in Wardour Street. Upon the ring alone he raised sufficient to hire a dress-suit at a neighbouring costumiers. On his return he was overjoyed to find that the poor Papa had rallied from his exhaustion.

On the night of the concert Nello came into the old mans room to bid him good-night. Péron drew him towards him and kissed him on both cheeks.

Courage, my son, courage! Alas! every day the voice was getting feebler. You play at the end that little romance with your own variations. Au revoir. I shall be awake when you return to hear the news. Anita and I will not have a wink of sleep till you come back.

Au revoir, bon Papa! was Nellos parting greeting.

Papa Péron raised himself in his bed, shook his hand at the air and almost shouted after him: And if you do not outplay that charlatan, Bauquel, I will never forgive you.


CHAPTER IV
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NELLO STOOD FACING the big and fashionable audience. A celebrated accompanist was already seated at the piano. There was perfect silence in the vast assembly. In a few seconds the pianist would strike the opening chords, and Nello Corsini, the unknown violinist, must justify the faith that had been placed in him by Paul Degraux.

He felt sick and a little faint. As he looked dimly into that vast sea of expectant faces, he realised the ordeal to which he was exposed. In the little room in Dean Street, with Papa Péron and his worshipping sister for an audience, it was not difficult to feel at ease, to pour out his artistic soul. Even to Gay and Degraux, in the privacy of their apartments, he had given of his best.

But to-night he was before a vast audience, critical and fastidious. Had they not already sampled many executants, many equal to himself, not a few superior?

The salient episodes of his later life floated before him. His meeting with Papa Péron, his introduction to Gay, the placid evenings when he had played at the Parthenon for a small wage, his accident and the miserable days that had supervened, his desperate visit to the powerful Degraux, the marvellous success of that interview. And behind the recollection of all this, the memory of that dreadful time when he had played in the streets for a few wretched coppers to keep himself and his sister from want.

But to-night he was playing for fame and fortune, through the lucky chance of the great Bauquels absence. If he made good to-night, if he could secure the plaudits of this fashionable crowd, coppers would no longer be his portion, but sovereigns and Bank of England notes.

It was a brilliant assembly. In the Royal box sat the Queen of England, with the Prince and Princess of Wales. Peers and Peeresses were there by the dozen. Every other person was more or less distinguished. This was no audience gathered from the corners of mean streets.

As the pianist struck the opening chords, the mist cleared from the young mans brain. Those upturned faces which met his fascinated gaze were no longer charged with cold hostility, but full of friendliness, of welcome to a new and untried artist. He drew his bow caressingly across the strings, and began.

The last plaintive notes died away — he had chosen to open with an exquisite romance of Greigs. The applause was sincere, but it was not fervent. Degraux, standing anxiously in the wings, had to admit that it was not fervent. And then, suddenly, Bauquels noisy claque burst forth in a storm of hisses. They were paid by the popular favourite to howl down any likely rival.

The young mans face went white as death. Was the chance going to be snatched from him? Would he leave the theatre a failure, to the disgust of the man who had befriended him and put faith in him?

The storm of hisses, hired disapprobation, died slowly down, countered, as it was, with a little decorous and well-mannered applause. The charming romance of Greig, though exquisitely played, had failed to really touch the audience. If the great Bauquel, with his well-established reputation, had rendered it, the house would have been in a furore.

Corsinis next item was a piece by Chopin. Amid the din of the contending hisses and applause, the pianist beckoned to the young man and they exchanged whispers.

Take my advice; leave the Chopin piece. They are not in the melancholy mood to-night: they want something brilliant, an undernote of pathos with a cascade of fireworks to relieve the sadness. Play that romance of yours, with the variations. Cut the theme as short as possible; use it as just an introduction. Get to work on the variations, those will fetch them.

Nello set his teeth firmly; opposition, the suspicion of failure, had goaded him to fresh effort, to a fuller belief in his own powers. He remembered the good old Papas injunction: If you do not outplay that charlatan, Bauquel, I will never forgive you.

And he played as one inspired. The violin, a legacy from his father, sang and sobbed and thrilled as it had never done before. When he had finished the applause was hearty and vehement. The hisses of the Bauquel claque could no longer be heard. The unknown young violinist had made good and won the plaudits of one of the most critical audiences in Europe.

Degraux met him in the wings and shook him warmly by the hand. A thousand thanks. I see now I was right in engaging you, in speculating on a chance. Now, come to my room. You told me something yesterday about certain things in Dean Street. Cheques are no good to you. You want ready money.

Nello admitted that it was so. Together they hastened into the directors private room. Degraux went to a small safe, unlocked it and drew forth a roll of notes.

See here, my young friend, you have saved the position. For the moment, that rascal Bauquel is temporarily eclipsed. Here is your fee, double what I promised.

Nello protested faintly. But, Monsieur, this is too much. And remember, please, I was very nearly a failure. Bauquels claque was almost too much for me.

Degraux laughed light-heartedly. Very nearly, but not quite. You say your good old Papa Péron calls him a charlatan. The expression is perhaps a little strong. He is not that, but he is perhaps not the genius he thinks himself, or his friends think him.

I should be more than delighted to possess his reputation, Monsieur, interrupted the young Italian.

Degraux laid his hand lightly on Nellos shoulder.



I see, Corsini, you have a head upon your shoulders. Will you permit me to give you a few words of sound advice?

A thousand if you are so disposed, Monsieur.

You have scored a triumph of sorts to-night, but dont let it give you a swollen head.

It will not, Monsieur, I can assure you, was the answer.

That is well; preserve the business head as well as the artistic instinct. This profession is full of ups and downs. Look at Bauquel! In spite of his considerable earnings, he is always in debt, always in the hands of money-lenders. He earns easily, he spends more easily. In five years he will be ousted from his position by younger and more talented rivals, and he will be penniless. He will probably come to me to borrow a sovereign.

And you will let him have it, I am sure, Monsieur, said Nello warmly. You have a very kind heart.

Of course I shall let him have it. But, at the same time, I shall take advantage of the opportunity to say, here it is, friend Bauquel. But why did you not save in the fat years, instead of spending your money on a miserable claque, in order to spoil my show? And you know, moreover, you were absolutely in the wrong.

Nello could not refrain from smiling. Paul Degraux was very human. He could not forgive Bauquel for his cavalier treatment.

I am a frugal Italian, Monsieur. I shall never waste my money.



Paul Degraux swelled out his broad chest. You will get on, my young friend. Look at me! Twenty or twenty-five years ago I was playing in a small orchestra with Gay at a few shillings a week — I have no doubt Gay has told you of that little episode. I know he is a very garrulous person — a dear good chap, but garrulous. Well, Gay is there and I am here. Why?

He thundered out the question, expanding still further his broad chest.

Nello temporised. The great director was evidently in a confidential mood. It was as well to fall in with his humour.

Ah, why, Monsieur? I should like to know. I am sure I should learn a good deal.

Degraux, in his present mood, was pleased to have a listener. The concert was going on splendidly with experienced stars. It no longer required his attention.

Listen, my young friend! I devoted myself to the business side of art. I saw more money was to be made out of exploiting other people than being exploited by others. Do you understand?

I think I do, said the young Italian, who was fairly shrewd for his years. In fact, I am sure I do.

Good! Gay followed the artistic side. Degraux snapped his fingers contemptuously. The result: poor Gay, at his age, conducting a small orchestra at the Parthenon — a good one, I admit; but what is the remuneration? I, Paul Degraux, again he tapped his broad chest significantly, am here in a great position. I have followed the business side of art; poor old Gay has followed the artistic side. Bah!

You advise me, Monsieur, to cultivate the business side? queried the young man.

Of course. I am giving you good advice; sound advice. You have made a little stir here, certain things may follow from it. But still, you have not the reputation of Bauquel, second-rater that he is. Bauquel will be on his knees to me next week, and of course I shall take him back. It may be, when you come to me again, I can only give you a second place in the programme. The way will be hard from the artistic point of view.

Nello listened with deep attention. Degraux was a man of business to his finger-tips. Certainly he was giving him good advice.

And what are they, these artists, except the very few who are in the front rank — creatures of an hour, of the publics caprice? Joachim, Sarasate, those are names to conjure with; they are permanent. But the others come and go. I, one of the directors of the Italian Opera, remain while they disappear. The exploiters are permanent, the exploited are transitory.

What do you advise, Monsieur? asked Nello timidly. This whirlwind of a man half fascinated, half repelled him.

Monsieur Degraux held out his hand with his frank, engaging smile.

Be exploited as long as it suits your book. Then save money and exploit other people. I cannot stay any longer. I have given you a few hints. You must work them out for yourself.

A new world was opening to Nello Corsini, the talented young violinist who, only a few weeks ago, had played in the street on the chance of the coppers flung by passers-by. But it was absurd! How could he ever be a Paul Degraux? And yet, Degraux had played twenty-five years ago in a small orchestra for a pittance. What was his income now? Something princely.

He longed to hasten back to Dean Street with that precious sheaf of notes. How the dear old Papas eyes would lighten up at the news of his success, when he told him the tale of how Bauquels claque had been silenced. And the dear little Anita too! Tears of joy would run down her cheeks.

Degraux, or Bauquel, after such a night of triumph, would have taken a cab. But such an idea was alien to Nellos frugal temperament. It was only a few moments walk. He took his violin case in his hand and stepped along bravely.

As he emerged from the theatre a footman in handsome livery laid his hand upon his arm.

Pardon me, Signor Corsini. The Princess Zouroff wishes to speak to you. Will you follow me, please? I will lead you to her carriage.

He followed the tall footman. The Princess, a grey-haired woman of tall and commanding presence, leaned through the carriage window.

Ah, Signor Corsini, I have been enchanted with your playing to-night. I am giving a reception at the Russian Embassy, in Chesham Place, to-morrow evening. I shall be so pleased if you will come and play for us — at your own fee, of course.

Nello shot a swift glance into the carriage. On the back seat, facing the horses, were the grey-haired woman and a beautiful young girl. On the front seat was a dark, handsome man of about thirty-five.

He recognised them at once, the man and the young girl. They were the two who had driven down the street to the Royalty Theatre on that dark winter night when he had been playing in the streets.

Enchanted, Madame. I will present myself to you to-morrow evening. Will you forgive me if I render you only very brief thanks at the moment? I have a very dear friend, I fear at the point of death, to whom I must hasten.

The grey-haired Princess inclined her head graciously. Pray do not wait a moment. I am sorry such trouble is awaiting you on the night of so great a success.

Nello raised his hat and was moving away, when the charming girl leaned forward and spoke impetuously.

One second, Signor; we might be of assistance to you. Will you please give me the name of your friend, and his address? She had recognised him the moment he appeared on the platform as the wandering musician she had passed on her way to the Royalty Theatre.

She turned eagerly to the Princess, her mother. We might send our own doctor, Sir Charles Fowler, he is so very clever. Perhaps this gentlemans friend has not had the best medical advice.



The Princess assented graciously. She was a very kind-hearted woman, if not quite so enthusiastic in works of charity as her more impulsive daughter.

Nello, with burning cheeks, gave the name of poor old Papa Péron and the number of the small house in Dean Street. His cheeks flamed, because he was wondering if she had recognised him as he had remembered her. It was evident she thought he was poor by that remark about the best medical advice.

He thanked both the ladies in a low tone, and for the second time turned away. The man, Prince Zouroff, who had been fidgeting impatiently during the short interview, leaned out of the window of the carriage, and in a sharp, angry voice commanded the coachman to drive on.

Ho sank back in his seat and darted a glance of contempt, first at his sister, then at his mother.

Your foolish sentimentality makes me sick, Nada. And I am surprised at you for abetting her in it, he added for the benefit of the Princess.

The Princess answered him in calm, sarcastic tones. Would it not be better, Boris, if you left off interfering with every word and act of poor little Nada? If she has too much compassion, you redress the balance by having none.

Nello hastened with quick strides in the direction of Dean Street. His one fear was that Péron might have already passed away. It would be heart-rending if he were not alive to hear the splendid news.

But the vital flame, although very low, was still burning. The old man had had a long sleep, the sleep of exhaustion. By some strange effort of will, he had allayed the impending dissolution, had awoke about the expected time of Nellos return, and was sitting up in bed, propped up against the pillows, awaiting the arrival of the young man whom he had grown to regard as a son.

It is well, I can see, he said in the low, husky voice that was so soon to be hushed for ever. It is well. Triumph is written all over your face. You have scored an even greater success than you anticipated, eh?

Nello sank on his knees beside the bed, at which his sister had devotedly seated herself, to watch the least movement of the dying man. He possessed himself of one of the long, wasted hands — those hands which had once made such eloquent music — and kissed it reverently.

All thanks to you, my more than father. There was a trying moment. My first piece did not touch them much, and the Bauquel claque, as Degraux warned me would be the case, did their best to hiss me down. Then I set my teeth and vowed that I would not be a failure and return home disgraced. I played that little romance, with my variations. I finished in a storm of applause.

Ah! sighed Péron amongst his pillows, a wan smile lighting his livid face. That is your masterpiece. That would always stir the dullest audience.

And listen, dear good Papa. Degraux was so pleased with my success that he has paid me double the fee he promised. No more short commons for any of us. Little Anita here shall keep the purse and maintain us in royal state. He threw his head back and laughed almost hysterically. Oh, it must be a dream, a wild, mad dream. I cannot be the same Nello Corsini who, a few weeks ago, used to play in the streets for coppers.

Then he recovered from his overwrought mood. There was more yet to be told to this kind old man.

Then, dear Papa, I had an adventure — it was the first-fruits of success. As I came out, a tall footman in livery accosted me; he was to lead me to the carriage of the Princess Zouroff.

Pérons voice grew a little stronger. The mother of the Russian Ambassador, Boris Zouroff. In the long ago I used to know her. Her husband was a brute. She has two children, Boris and a girl much younger than he. I have heard that Boris is a brute like his father. Go on, Nello. Finish your adventure; but I can guess what is coming.

The Princess is giving a reception to-morrow evening at the Embassy in Chesham Place. She has asked me to play, at my own price.

Tears welled up into the old mans eyes. You are made, my son, but we must not be too jubilant. Artists are creatures of the hour. To-day Bauquel, to-morrow Nello Corsini. Take advantage of the present, but it will be wise to look out for something more permanent than the caprice of public favour, which dethrones its idols almost as quickly as it has crowned them.

Nello started. There was in Pérons mind the same thought that Degraux had expressed a short time ago.

The poor old man rallied himself for a last effort. In that little cupboard yonder there is a packet containing a few private papers. You will destroy all except a letter addressed to yourself; in it you will find my last instructions. But you will not open that cupboard till I am dead. You both know as well as I do that it is only a question of a few hours. Well, my son, I do not regret; I have lived long enough to know of your success. And you have both been a great comfort to me. My heart was starved till I met you. You have taken the place of the children I never had.

As he finished, there was a thundering knock at the door. Nello jumped up, remembering. Had not the Princess Nada promised to send their own physician?

I forgot to tell you, bon Papa. I told them I was in a hurry to get back to you because you were so ill. The young Princess, a most beautiful girl, inquired your name and address. I gave them. She wished you to have the best medical advice. She is sending you their doctor, Sir Charles Fowler. I am sure that is he. I will go down and see.

In good health, Papa Péron, in spite of his kind heart and still kinder actions, had a little spice of malice in him. He was not quite exhausted, as his next words showed.

I know him well by reputation. This remarkable old man knew of everybody, so it seemed. Rather pompous and very suave, a good bedside manner, rather despised by his fellow practitioners. But he has a large and very aristocratic connection: he panders to their whims. But it was very sweet of the young Princess. Evidently she does not take after her father, she inherits the sweetness of her mother. Twenty Sir Charles Fowlers cannot keep me alive. But show him up, out of deference to the Princess. He is as much a charlatan in his profession as Bauquel is in his.

Nello went downstairs into the shabby sitting-room, where the slatternly maid had just shown in the popular physician.

Sir Charles addressed the young musician in his most bland and courteous accents. He must privately have been very annoyed to be sent at this time of night to such an obscure patient, but he did not betray his annoyance. The Princess Zouroff and her daughter were demi-goddesses to him. Their whims were equivalent to a Royal command.

Signor Corsini, I presume? The Princess has told me over the phone of your great success to-night; I congratulate you. She has sent me to see a friend of yours, who I understand is seriously ill. Of course it is not very strict professional etiquette that I should intrude myself without a request from his local doctor. But the Princess is a little autocratic, and will be obeyed. He waved his plump hands deprecatingly, in well-bred apology for the unaccountable vagaries of the aristocracy. Will you take me to him, please?

Corsini led him up the shabby, narrow staircase into the small apartment containing the two beds, in one of which the now successful violinist was used to sleep.

Anita was hanging over the bed, with a white face, the tears raining down her cheeks. In those few seconds of the conversation between her brother and the doctor, the poor old mans soul had taken flight to happier realms.

Sir Charles stepped to the other side, and his trained eye took in the situation at once.

Alas, my dear sir, too late! He has passed away, absolutely without pain, I assure you. But I could have done nothing for him. He is very old: a clear case of senile decay, aggravated by the malady from which he has been suffering. Your local doctor will give you a certificate.

He looked intently at the white countenance. Sir Charles might not be a very clever physician, as his less opulent colleagues were always very fond of affirming, but he had special gifts of his own.

A fine, intellectual head, a distinguished face. I should not be surprised if he had once been a man of some distinction. Do you know anything of his antecedents?

Nello shook his head. Next to nothing. Our acquaintance has been too recent for much confidence, but he has been very kind to myself and sister. I gather that he was at one time a very celebrated pianist.

His name, the Princess told me over the phone, was Péron. With the recollection of all the great artists for, say, fifty years, I cannot recall that name. We have here, my dear sir, a mystery, and probably a tragedy also. I will keep you no longer. A thousand regrets that my visit has been so useless.

Nello saw the plump, urbane man to the door, and then returned to the little bedroom where poor old Papa Péron, of the kind heart and the caustic tongue, lay in the last sleep of all.


CHAPTER V
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HIS HEART HEAVY with grief at the loss of his kind old friend, who had been to him and his sister a second father, Nello Corsini faced again a fastidious and critical audience in the saloons of the Russian Embassy.

Last night he had played to the élite of the fashionable world, made up of its many elements. Royalty, as represented by the sovereign and her children, the flower of the aristocracy, subordinate members of the financial and commercial world, distinguished persons of every profession.

To-night he was to appear before the smaller world of diplomacy and politics. But he was very confident of himself. If he had not failed on that vast stage, he would not disgrace himself on a smaller one.

The Princess Zouroff was devoted to music, as was her daughter. The somewhat brutal Prince, her son, could not distinguish one note from another — like his father, whose death had been regretted by nobody, excepting his son.

The difference between father and son was very easy to define. The late Prince Zouroff was both brutal and brainless. The present holder of the title was of quite as brutal nature as his father, but he possessed mentality. In short, he inherited the brains of his mother, the gentle, grey-haired lady, whom he despised for her womanly qualities.



Two prime donne and a celebrated contralto had already sung. The two prime donne had united in a duet which resembled the warbles of two nightingales; the contralto had enchanted the audience with her deep and resonant notes; an accomplished quartette had disbursed exquisite music.

It was time for the turn of the violinist. Nello Corsini, his slim figure habited in the garments which he had hired from a costumier in the neighbourhood of Wardour Street, followed these famous personages.

He was so adaptive that, in this short space, he had learned to accustom himself to his environment. A few weeks ago he had been playing in the streets for coppers. To-night he was playing for higher stakes.

He darted his bright, keen eyes over the illustrious assembly, and his spirits rose, as they always did when something was to be striven for.

In a far corner he saw three men standing together and whispering confidentially. One was the Prime Minister, Lord Salisbury, wearing the ribbon of the Garter; another was that brilliant genius, too early eclipsed, Lord Randolph Churchill; the third was a slim, tall young man, who had taken on the dangerous post of Secretary for Ireland, still now with us, beloved and revered by all parties, Arthur James Balfour, who later succeeded his great uncle as Prime Minister.

In these far-off days the old melodies were the sweetest. Nello played first the Ave Maria of Gounod. He followed on with Chopin. And then, as a finale, he played that exquisite little romance which had floated on a wintry night out of the window of a house in Dean Street, with his own variations.

There was a subdued thrill amongst the audience. There was not the full-throated applause that had greeted him at Covent Garden; but he made allowance for that. The pit and the gallery had had something to say last evening: they were always ready to recognise a new genius. This assembly was too blasé, it was no longer capable of great emotion, even in the case of an artist of the first rank. But, in a way, they were subtly appreciative. At least, he had pleased them.

Nello Corsini, with his keen Latin mind, grasped the situation. Princess Zouroff had set the fashion. There were many more fashionable concerts at which he would be invited to play, at remunerative fees. But he also remembered that both Papa Péron and Degraux had pointed out to him the uncertain tenure of public favour.

Unobtrusively, he made his way out, but not before Princess Zouroff had thanked him warmly for the pleasure he had given them, and introduced him to a few notable persons, some of them hostesses as popular as herself, who had spoken gracious words.

And while he was talking to one of these exalted ladies, there had floated to him a vision of youthful beauty, the lovely young Princess Nada, attired in an exquisite dress of white satin, a single diamond star in her dark-brown hair, round her slim neck a row of pearls. These were her only ornaments. She reached out her slender hand.

Thank you so much, Signor. That exquisite little romance brought the tears to my eyes. We shall meet many times again, I trust, and I shall often ask you, as a special request, to play that to me.

Enchanted, Mademoiselle, answered Corsini, bowing low, and blushing a little. He was rather overwhelmed with these compliments from great ladies. The person to whom he was talking when Nada intervened was a popular Countess, the châtelaine of an historic house in Piccadilly. She had spoken of a concert in a few days time which she had invited the young violinist to attend.

A great artist and a very handsome young man also, murmured the great lady to Nada, as soon as Nello was out of earshot. He will very soon be the rage. Bauquel will want to commit suicide.

The Prince, who was talking to the Prime Minister, and always saw everything that was going on, had observed the brief conversation between his sister and the violinist. A scowl settled on his handsome face.

As soon as he was disengaged, he overtook the young Princess as she was on her way to speak to some guests.

Indulging in a little bout of sentiment again with this young fiddler, Nada? he inquired in sneering tones. Telling him how delighted you were with his playing, eh? What need is there to thank these hired artists? They are well paid, generally overpaid, for what they do.

Usually the Princess endured the insults and coarse remarks of her truculent brother with disdainful indifference. To-night she was a little unstrung. Like her mother, she was a passionate lover of music — what the French describe as un amateur. The lovely voices of the two prime donne, the exquisite strains of the violin, had raised her to an exalted mood, in which she only wanted to think of things pure and beautiful.

The Princes coarse words and sneering accents jarred upon her sensibilities, and aroused in her a spirit of antagonism. She darted at him an angry and contemptuous glance.

You are more than usually offensive to-night, Boris. I suppose you have been indulging in your favourite habit of drinking too much champagne.

The shaft went home. It was well known in his family and amongst his friends that the Prince, in spite of the obligations of his high position, was far from abstemious, and had caused some scandal as a consequence of his unfortunate proclivities.

A dull flush spread over his hard, handsome face. You little spitfire! he growled savagely. I wonder when you will be tamed. Never, so long as our mother refrains from keeping a tighter rein over you.

For answer, the young Princess swept scornfully away from him, in her pearls and shimmering white satin, a dream of loveliness to everybody except her churlish brother.

Nello hastened home to his frugal supper in Dean Street, prepared for him by the capable hands of his little sister. A roll of notes had been handed to him on his departure by a slim young man, the secretary of the Princess. In spite of his natural grief at the death of the poor old Papa, he was jubilant, over his good luck. In two evenings he had made a small fortune. He handed over the precious roll of notes to Anita.

They are safe in your keeping, my dear one. But you must buy yourself some good clothes. Heaven knows we have starved and gone shabby long enough. But I cannot believe in it yet. It is still a dream.

Poor Papa Péron was lying upstairs. Nello to-night would sleep in an improvised bed made up on the shabby sofa in the sitting-room. Anita, with her usual spirit of self-sacrifice, had offered him her own attic, while she made shift, but, of course, he would not hear of that.

He had spent the morning in making arrangements for the funeral; they would bury the kind old Papa in two days from now. Happily, there was no lack of money at the moment. A week sooner, and a paupers grave might have awaited him.

Nello was very excited with his evening, and in consequence, wakeful. He smoked a cigarette, and Anita thought he would suggest retiring to his improvised bed after he had finished. But, to her surprise, he did not seem at all desirous of repose.

Are you very sleepy, little one? he asked.

As a matter of fact the girl could hardly keep her eyes open. The long watch by old Pérons bedside had tried her slender vitality sorely. But she was always ready to sacrifice herself to the slightest whim of those she loved.

Not in the least. What is in your mind, Nello?

I thought we might look through the dear old Papas papers. He said we were to open that cupboard after his death. I wonder if we shall learn who and what he was?

Nello went to the little cupboard and drew from it the ebony casket. The first thing that met his eye was the glittering order of Saint Louis, attached to a faded ribbon, which had been returned on the night when he had raised sufficient money on the miniature.

There was a very small bundle of papers, carefully tied up, for good old Papa Péron was nothing if not methodical and neat. There was nothing in the papers to reveal his identity. With two exceptions they were absolutely unimportant documents. These, according to Pérons dying injunctions, Nello committed to the fire. It was the dead mans wish.

The first exception was a letter addressed to Anita, dated a few weeks back, no doubt when he had prescience that the end was near. In it he told her that he had left everything in the world he possessed to her: the ring set with diamonds, which had not then been pawned, the order of St. Louis, and the piano. These would give her and her brother a little capital with which to carry on.

It was a very informal sort of will, although he had taken the precaution to have his signature witnessed by his landlady. But there was no next of kin to dispute the document, and Anita was the sole heiress of his poor possessions — poor from the point of view of money value.

Two other letters were tied up together, the one addressed to Nello himself, the other marked Private and directed to the Baron Andreas Salmoros, 510 Old Broad Street, E.C.



The note to Nello, dated a few days after the more or less informal will, was short but to the point.

Péron informed his protégé, at the time of writing, that his artistic career still hung in the balance. That even if he achieved a certain success, his career was an uncertain one. It behoved him therefore to set his ambitions in other directions which might yield more permanent results. The letter concluded as follows:

There yet remains one person in the world who will still take an interest in me. For the remembrance of those days long ago, he may prove of service to you when I am gone. After all is over with me, carry this letter to him yourself. Trust it to no other hands. Of course you have guessed that Péron is an assumed name. If the Baron likes to reveal to you my identity, he will do so. It will matter no longer to me.

Nello gasped, as he laid down the letter. But dear old Papa Péron must have been a distinguished man at one time. He speaks of Salmoros as an old, I should say a great, friend of the long ago. Of course you do not know who he is.

Anita shook her head. She had never heard of the Baron Andreas Salmoros. How should she? Absorbed in her domestic cares, she never read the newspapers.

But he is one of the greatest financiers in the world, cried Nello eagerly. He is only second to the Rothschilds themselves.

And then it suddenly struck him that Salmoros was a very busy man, that approach to him was difficult. Péron had expressly said that he was to take the letter to him himself. If Péron had only written a private note introducing him, a note that could be posted! But the poor Papa had not thought of that, of course.

Then there recurred to him the altered circumstances which had taken place since that letter was written.

Then he was just Signor Nello Corsini, unknown and poor. To-day all the newspapers, London and provincial, had blazoned forth his name as a brilliant and successful artist. Even the great financier would welcome a great musician.

And even if he did not, the Princess Zouroff, at whose house he had played to-night, the Countess, at whose house he was playing shortly, would secure him a personal introduction. It was a certainty that the Barons vast wealth enabled him to mix in their world.


CHAPTER VI
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A MONTH HAD elapsed since the funeral of the good old Papa, and the note addressed to the Baron Salmoros was still in Corsinis keeping. He knew from a postscript in Pérons letter that no date except that of the year had been affixed to it, for obvious reasons.

The young man was considering his position. There was no doubt that the Baron had been asked to find him a post that would give a more assured future, remove him from the difficulties, the uncertainties of an artistic career. He was not yet quite sure in his own mind that he wanted to avail himself of this opportunity, if Salmoros offered it to him.

His months experience had been very satisfactory. An enterprising gentleman, keenly on the alert for new clients, had introduced himself to him and established himself as his agent, unfolding a rosy future if he trusted himself to his skilled guidance. Nello had agreed. This plausible person, obviously of the Hebraic persuasion, knew the ropes, Nello did not. Besides, he had come with a recommendation from Degraux, who had spoken highly of his abilities in exploiting young artists, who had set their first step on the ladder of fame.

Yes, the month had been very satisfactory, if it had not reaped quite such a golden harvest as Nello and his sister had anticipated. The agent booked him for private concerts as hard as he could, but there was a great variance in the fees. Some were considerable, some very moderate. Mr. Mosenstein — such was the agents name — made light of the discrepancy. These were the anomalies incidental to the profession.

The great thing is to get known, my dear boy, to be seen everywhere, in South Kensington as well as Belgravia, the plausible agent had explained. If South Kensington pays you less than Belgravia and Mayfair, never mind. Better take a small fee than stop at home, earning nothing.

All of which went to prove to the shrewd young man that, if he had set his feet upon the first steps of the ladder, he had not, so far, mounted very high up. If the great Bauquel, who had now made it up with Degraux, condescended to play in South Kensington at all, he would demand a higher fee than he obtained in Mayfair, penalising the less fashionable quarter for the honour of his services.

Brother and sister, for Anita was no less shrewd than her brother, and had a fund of common sense, argued the matter out many times, now inclining one way, now another.

The present was distinctly satisfactory: it meant absolute wealth compared with the penury of the old days. The question was, would it last? Was he just, in a secondary sort of way, the fashion of the moment in certain circumscribed circles, to be shortly superseded by somebody who had scored in a night, by some fortunate accident, the same kind of sudden success? In short, should he take that letter to the Baron Salmoros or not? That was the vital question. In his undecided mood, he sought Degraux, who received him with great cordiality, but who had now made it up so effectually with the still powerful Bauquel that he had no opening for another violinist.

Privately, my friend, I agree with your old Papa Péron that as an artist pure and simple you are the superior of Bauquel. But what can one do? Bauquel has got the name, he has ten years reputation behind him. At any moment he may be relegated to a back seat, but at present he fills, he draws. He is an asset to an impresario. In a word, he represents gate money. His name on an announcement fills the house. Five years hence, I predict it will be very different.

Nello pondered these wise and sensible sayings. Do you think it possible, Monsieur, that I could gain the standing of Bauquel? You have seen and known so much, I can believe in your opinion.

The great director shrugged his shoulders. You ask me a little too much, my friend. I cannot see into the future. You have made a very considerable success, you created quite a respectable furore on that night — but — — he paused significantly.

But! repeated Nello quietly. Please be quite frank with me. I want to hear the truth.

I cannot say that you have progressed much since that night. You ask me to speak frankly, and I should say, on the contrary, that you have gone back a bit. No doubt you are doing quite well at these private concerts — that is Mosensteins specialty. But, supposing I could ask you to play for me at my next big concert, which I cant because Bauquel will be there, I doubt if you would repeat the success.

In a word, I am far from being in the first, even in the second rank? queried Nello. His life had been so full of disappointments, that he had become hardened in the process. He did not seem as disturbed as Degraux had expected he would be by this uncomfortable cold douche of plain speaking.

Fairly well on in the second rank. Mark you, I am not speaking of your standing as an artist, but just from the box-office point of view. You see, one can never tell what goes to the making of a first-class success. An inferior person often achieves it, a genius as often as not misses it.

He did not mention names, but Nello guessed, while he was speaking, Degraux had the great Bauquel in mind, who, he admitted, was the inferior artist.

The young man looked a little downcast, in spite of his stoicism. Degraux clapped him on the shoulder.

Now, my young friend, cheer up. After all, you are not doing so badly. Live as frugally as you can, put by every penny you can save. If things go well, still save. If they go badly, you will have something put by. You remember our last conversation here, eh? I told you to join, as quickly as possible, the ranks of the exploiters instead of remaining in the vast army of the exploited.

Nello remembered that conversation well. Degrauxs advice had made a great impression on him at the time.

That is precisely what I am here for, Monsieur — to ask you to give me a little more of your valuable advice on a very important matter. I am not at all sure about the rewards of the simply artistic career.

Tell me what is in your mind, answered Degraux kindly. It was not the first time in his long and brilliant career that he had been called upon to act as the arbiter of a young mans destiny.

Nello told him of the note addressed to himself, of the letter directed to the Baron Salmoros, whom Péron apparently claimed as an old and attached friend.

Degraux elevated his eyebrows at the mention of that world-known name.

Salmoros! One of the greatest of European financiers. He knows the secrets of pretty well every Cabinet, he remarked, when the young man had finished his narrative. Your old Papa Péron must, at some time, have been a person of more than ordinary distinction. You have no knowledge of the contents of that sealed letter?

None, Monsieur. I can only guess that I have been recommended to the Barons protection.

Of course, said Degraux. It is a pity this very kind old man was not a little bit more communicative before his death, or in his last letter to you.

I think he was a little fond of mystery, Monsieur.

Evidently, said Degraux drily. Possibly, when you knew him — you told me the acquaintance was very brief — he had begun to go a little off his head. Well, let us see how the matter stands. On the one side, satisfaction with your present lot, with all the possibilities opening out to you. On the other hand, the presentation of this letter, with the chance of the Barons patronage. If we could only have a peep into that letter we should know better where we were.

But that is impossible, Monsieur. We can only guess that the kind old Papa has recommended me in the warmest terms.

Yes, we may assume that. Then, I think, my young friend, there is only one obvious course. You take that letter to the Baron. When he has read it, he will either put you off with smooth promises, or propose a certain line of action out of deference to his old friends request. If he should put before you any proposition that does not recommend itself to you, you can easily decline and stick to your present career.

The advice was sound and sensible. By presenting the letter to the eminent financier there was nothing to lose. On the other hand, there might be something to gain.

Unfortunately, Monsieur, I do not know the Baron personally. I understand he is a very busy man, and access to him a very difficult matter.

That is so, admitted Degraux. I know him just a little. I dare say you have heard that he is a great lover of music, and we have exchanged a few words now and then. But I fear my acquaintance with him would hardly excuse a formal note of introduction. But stay, you know the Princess Zouroff and Lady Glendover, at whose house you played lately. He is a friend of both. Either of these will give you what you want. If not, come and see me again and I will think of somebody I know fairly well, who will do it as a favour to me.

Both these ladies occurred to me, said Nello. The Princess is kindness itself; I am sure she would do it at once. But, in case of failure, I will fall back upon you.

With many thanks for his good advice, Nello took leave of the warm-hearted director. Yes, Degraux was quite right. He would present that letter as soon as possible. He would write to the Princess Zouroff to-morrow.

But fate willed it that the Princesss good offices were not required. He was playing that night at the house of a certain Mrs. Raby, who lived in Kensington Gore.

Mrs. Raby was a widow of about fifty years of age, of good family and considerable fortune of her own. When a romantic girl of twenty-two she had eloped with a man some twenty years her senior, who happened to be one of the greatest, if not absolutely the greatest, pianists of his day. For a long time her parents and friends held aloof from her. Artists were all very well in their way, but Constance Raby, with her money and good looks — she was an heiress through her godmother — ought to have made a brilliant match.

But Mrs. Raby loved her long-haired musician, the more perhaps for the fact that he was an Englishman, and never repented her choice. And in time, parents and friends condescended to bury the hatchet and came to her house, exchanging frigid courtesies with the artistic husband.



To their drawing-rooms flocked the élite of the musical world — great sopranos, great contraltos, nearly every artist of eminence. And in that charming house in Kensington Gore they gave for nothing what they demanded high fees for elsewhere, for was not the host one of their own world, and had they not adopted his charming wife as one of themselves?

Mr. Raby had died some ten years ago, but his widow still maintained the fame of those musical evenings. And to those who had still their way to make, an appearance in Mrs. Rabys drawing-rooms conferred a cachet.

Mosenstein had secured an invitation for his young client. There was no fee. When Nello had demurred to this, not quite understanding the situation, the astute agent had silenced his objections at once.

You do not understand, my young friend. England is a very funny place. A lot is done here for love. Mrs. Raby occupies a unique position. Supposing you were unknown, to play at one of her evenings would secure you a twenty-guinea engagement in South Kensington. Patti, Lucca, Nielson have sung there for friendship. Sarasate has played there for friendship. My friend, if you are wise, you will be glad that I have procured you an invitation.

Nello made no further objection. Mosenstein knew the ropes as well as anybody. If he urged him to go to the house in Kensington Gore and play for nothing he had a wise motive. Mrs. Raby was evidently a power in the musical world.

The drawing-rooms were crowded, mostly with musical people. But there were a few others from another world; and amongst these, Nello presently discovered his patroness, Lady Glendover, who came here out of sheer love of music. The Countess had to pay five hundred or more for what Mrs. Raby got for nothing.

She greeted Nello kindly and invited him to sit beside her.

Do you know many people here? she asked, as she made way for him on the sofa.

So far as I can see, nobody but yourself, Madame.

Oh, then, we will take compassion on each other and keep each other company — at least till you have to play. I suppose you are on the programme.

I believe so. My agent, Mosenstein, is arranging matters, and he will tell me when I am wanted.

Very well; until that moment arrives we can sit still and chat. I dont know very many people either: just a few artists who have appeared at my house. The Princess Zouroff sometimes comes, but she is not here to-night. Some evenings, of course very late, it is as good as one of Paul Degrauxs concerts, when all the great stars have come on. About one oclock in the morning they begin to warble and outplay each other. Of course you know Mrs. Raby married the greatest pianist of his day. They perform for her out of camaraderie.

They talked for a little time, when the Countess suddenly exclaimed: Ah, there is somebody from my own world, the Baron Salmoros. There is such, a crush, he does not see me. Do you know him?

Nellos breath came quickly. No, Madame, but at the moment he is the one man in the world that I particularly want to know.

Lady Glendover looked at him sharply, but she was too polite to inquire the cause of his sudden agitation.

I will introduce you to him with pleasure; but it is no use running after him in this crowd, we shall never catch him. I know his methods, he comes here very often, he is a great amateur. He will exchange greetings with the many artists he knows, making a tour of the rooms, and then he will see me and come to a halt in front of us.

Lady Glendovers prognostication of the Barons movements was a correct one. After what seemed to Nello, watching his slow progress round the room, an interminable period, Salmoros stopped before them and bowed over the Countesss outstretched hand.

Delighted to see you, dear lady. I have just met Mosenstein, who always arranges the programme. There are not so many stars as usual to-night, but he promises us some very good music.

While he was speaking the young Italian took stock of the great financier. A massive head, surmounted with a mass of snow-white hair, a patriarchal beard of the same hue, a tall, sturdy figure. Nello guessed his age at seventy, but the brightness of his glance, the upright form, gave little sign of age. He went by the evidence of the snow-white hair and beard.

After a brief conversation the Countess turned to young Corsini.

This gentleman wishes to make your acquaintance, Baron. Signor Nello Corsini. You will no doubt remember him at the last Covent Garden Concert.

The Baron held out his hand and his smile was very kindly. I recollect you well, Signor. You played very beautifully; you took the place of Bauquel, who played our good friend Degraux a rather scurvy trick.

Nello bowed. He felt very embarrassed. The Countess had discreetly turned her head, so as not to appear to listen to their conversation. The young violinist had, no doubt, something of a private nature to impart.

I have taken advantage of the Countesss kindness to make your acquaintance, Baron. The fact is, I have in my possession a letter addressed to you, a few days before his death, by a friend of mine, a Monsieur Péron. Did you know anybody of that name?

Péron, Péron! repeated the Baron, then he shook his snow-white head. No; that name recalls nobody to me.

I have reason to believe it was an assumed one and that he was a great friend of yours some years ago. I am charged to deliver it personally into your hands.

The bright eyes took on an alert expression. You have not got it with you, I suppose?

No, sir, I would not risk carrying it about with me. Would it be possible for me to see you at your office, or anywhere else, for a few moments?

The Baron thought a second. Certainly. Come to Old Broad Street to-morrow morning, say at eleven oclock. Please be punctual, as my day is pretty well cut up with appointments.

At eleven to the minute, sir, was Corsinis answer. After a few minutes chat with the Countess, in which he tactfully included the young violinist, the Baron pursued his tour of the drawing-rooms, exchanging numerous greetings, for he knew every artist in London.


CHAPTER VII
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THE NEXT MORNING Corsini presented himself at the palatial premises in Old Broad Street where the Baron evolved his vast financial schemes. After he had waited in an anteroom for a couple of minutes, a slim young man, who looked like a confidential secretary, appeared from an inner apartment, and led him down a long corridor to Salmoross private sanctum.

It was a handsome apartment, beautifully furnished. Your feet sank in the thick Turkey carpet; the easy-chairs were models of artistic design and comfort. There were only a few pictures on the walls, but each one was a gem. The Baron was a lover of art in every shape and form, and one of the best-known collectors in Europe. In his business, as well as his leisure hours, he loved to surround himself with beautiful things.

Few, save a few old friends, knew anything of his family or antecedents. The name suggested a Greek origin, although of course most of his enemies would have it that he was a pure Jew. His fine, clear-cut features, however, had no affinity to those of that celebrated race.

He smiled kindly at the young man, and shook hands cordially with him: he had the greatest respect for all persons connected directly with the arts. After a few commonplace remarks, he asked for the letter.



Nello handed it to him, and at the same time showed him the glittering Order of St. Louis.

This is one of the few things my poor old friend had in his possession when he died in that poor house in Dean Street, Baron. I have no doubt, in my own mind, that he was once a man of position and distinction.

The Baron glanced at the Order, and nodded his head. It was evident common persons did not come into possession of such valuable things. Then he opened the letter, and read.

When he had perused it and laid it down on the desk in front of him, a strangely soft expression had come over his fine, intellectual face.

My poor old friend Jean! he murmured in a low voice. How very strange! I believed him dead long ago. There was a rumour that he had been shot in those terrible days of the Commune. Poor Jean! My once dear friend Jean!

I am right in saying that the name of Péron was assumed? asked Nello timidly.

The Baron bent his keen glance on him. You know absolutely nothing of his real history?

For the purposes of identification, nothing, sir. The only thing that he ever let drop was that long ago he had been a pianist of eminence. That I could well believe, for even at the age at which I knew him, his touch was that of a master.

Ah, that is all you could gather. Well, my poor old friend was always a little fond of mystery. His real name was Jean Villefort, and he was one of the finest and most successful artists of his generation. You are a musician yourself; you must have heard of him, although, of course, he was long before your time.

Yes, Nello had heard of him as one of the great masters of the past. Then he must have amassed a great fortune, Baron. How came it that he died so poor and friendless?

The Baron spoke slowly, in a musing tone, as if following the thread of his recollections. Yes, he made plenty of money in his time; he had a tremendous vogue on the Continent and was a special favourite of Napoleon the Third; I do not think he ever achieved much success in England or America. I know he was greatly dissatisfied with both his tours in those countries.

The Baron paused, much to Nellos disappointment. He was eager to know all the details of the past life of this strange old man who had passed away under such tragic circumstances. Especially curious was he to learn what had become of all his wealth.

Salmoros looked up and caught the gleam of interrogation in the young mans eyes.

Naturally you are curious. Well, no doubt my poor old friend made plenty in his time; but he was very lavish, charitable, and open-handed. Still, his fortune could have endured the strain placed upon it by the possession of such amiable qualities. Alas! he was a confirmed gambler; the racecourse and the card-table swallowed up any surplus he ever possessed.

I understand, said Nello. And when was it, may I ask, Baron, that you lost sight of him?

He disappeared from Paris — you may say, from the world — about twenty-five years ago, or thereabouts. I was one of his most intimate friends, although he was about seven years my senior. From that day to this, to the moment that you have brought me this letter, I have never heard a word from him. His sudden disappearance was a nine days wonder, but the world rolled on and the great artist, Jean Villefort, was forgotten.

That sudden disappearance, the abandonment of such a brilliant career in a moment of despair, was, I need hardly say, the outcome of a tragedy. Also needless to add that, as usual in such cases, a woman was at the bottom of it. The few details that filtered out enabled us to piece together certain things.

And the certain things? queried Nello eagerly.

Salmoros spoke in his low, deliberate voice — the voice of the man who, with his vast experience of the world, had known and seen everything, and was surprised at nothing.

Let me put it to you as shortly as possible. An elderly husband, married to a charming and beautiful young woman some fifteen, perhaps twenty, years his junior. The husband, a member of the old French nobility, a little dull, not gifted with any mentality. The wife, ardent, romantic, a lover of music and all the arts, not a single bond of union between her and her unappreciative husband. You follow me? You are an artist yourself. You will soon see the beginning of the romance that ended in tragedy. In a very inspired mood, you could express it on your violin.

Nello nodded. His life had been so hard up to the present moment, that he had enjoyed scant leisure to indulge in the softer emotions of life. But, in a vague sort of way, he could appreciate something of the tragedy of Papa Pérons past.

Tell me something more, if you please. I am very interested.

Salmoros continued in his slow, deliberate tones. The femme incomprise, a more or less bovine husband, a man almost as old as her husband, but ardent and impetuous, ten years younger in spirit than his real age. What happens? The woman falls in love with him for his genius. He bewitches her with his beautiful art. With his deft and skilled fingers, and by Heaven he was almost the finest pianist I have ever heard, he drew out from her her very soul.

Ah! I can understand he must have been very wonderful, interjected Nello. Even at his age, there were times when he thrilled me.

Salmoros nodded. You can understand the spell he would cast over a comparatively young woman. Well, let us get to the end of this. My poor old friend Jean sleeps in peace, why wake up those old faint memories?

But they are very interesting, Baron, urged Corsini.

I know, my young friend. Even I have a melancholy interest in them, because they take me back to the days of comparative youth. Well, to be brief — a romance in a nutshell. A violent altercation between husband and lover, a duel, the husband is wounded, not mortally, carried to his house. The charming young wife, innocent, or perhaps guilty, cause of all this dire misfortune, commits suicide. Jean Villefort, apprised of her tragic end, disappears. He might have thrown himself into the Seine. For days his friends searched for him in the morgue to no purpose. And, through you, I have at last unearthed the mystery. Jean Villefort did not avail himself of the cowards resource.

Ah, Baron, dear Monsieur Péron — I prefer to call him by that name — was no coward, interjected Nello eagerly.

I quite agree. He left a world which held no further joys or triumphs for him. Mon Dieu, what a strange temperament! Why dont these fellows make art and sentiment a part of their life only, and put in some common sense on the other side?

You speak from the great financiers point of view, Baron? suggested Nello shrewdly.

Salmoros smiled his slow, appreciative smile. I see, young man, you have got a head on your shoulders. Well now, let us come to this letter.

Nello was only too anxious that he should.

I am waiting for that, Baron. Of course I can only guess at the contents that he has recommended me to you.

That he does in the warmest terms, and for the sake of our old friendship I am prepared to comply with his request. In this letter, which is not dated — he explains that by the fact that he does not know how soon his death will take place — he states that you are hoping to establish yourself as an artist, that he has already secured you a small, but fairly remunerative, engagement at the Parthenon.

That is quite true, sir.

Then, I take it, this letter was antecedent to your considerable success at the Covent Garden Concert. In that comparatively short space of time, your remuneration has gone up by leaps and bounds?

Nello assented for the second time. Perfectly correct, sir.

Then how do we stand? Of course, if you were quite a poor man, I would find you a post at once for the sake of my old friendship with Jean Villefort. But, candidly, do you want my assistance? I am not dissatisfied with my lot, Signor Corsini, I can assure you — —

And Nello murmured, half under his breath: I should think you were not, Baron, you a financier of European renown.

A whimsical smile overspread the other mans features. And yet I will tell you a little secret. Music is a passion with me. I am a financier by profession, but art, art alone absorbs my soul. I have tried, oh how hard! to be an executant on more than one instrument. Signor Corsini, I would pay you a hundred thousand pounds to-morrow, if you could teach me to play that exquisite little romance as you played it last night. I feel every note in my soul, but when my feeble fingers touch the strings, they are powerless.



Nello looked at him compassionately. There was in his composition the hard Latin fibre; but here was a new experience for him. Here was a man who had achieved eminence in one of the most difficult professions, a man who could write a cheque for one or two millions. And here he was, lamenting his incapacity to succeed in an art for which nature had given him no equipment.

It is very sad, Baron, breathed the young Italian softly. But in your case, the gods have given so generously. Why should you complain that they have withheld this one small gift, the gift of the executant?

You call it a small gift, do you? replied Salmoros in his deep, sonorous tones. I call it the greatest gift of all. He paused, reflected a second, and then became again the man of affairs.

Now, Signor Corsini, to your immediate business. How can I help you for my good old Jeans sake and your own? What are your own views as to the present situation? Are you satisfied, or not?

Corsini was quite frank. In a way, yes; in a way, no. Degraux and dear Papa Péron both gave me very good advice — —

The sum of which was —— ? interjected the white-haired Salmoros.

That unless you make a very great success, the artistic career is of all the most uncertain.

Salmoros nodded his massive head. I quite agree. Poor dear old Jean was shrewder than I thought. And yet, how simple in some things. Why did he not apply to me instead of drawing his last breath in that miserable house? I would have given him an annuity for life.

I am sure you would, sir, but the dear old Papa was too proud to accept charity. Surely it was to his credit that he did not sponge on his old friends?

Just like him, just like him, a dear, kindly, impracticable creature. Well, now to your affairs. Do you want to stick to the artistic line, or not?

Not if there is anything better in prospect, Baron, answered the shrewd Nello.

The Baron swept him with his keen glance.

I am rather a judge of men. You seem just the sort of man who would make good. Let me think a little. There is something running in my mind. You might serve my immediate purposes, and at the same time, I might help you in your artistic career. You might have two strings to your bow. What do you think?

I am quite in your hands, Baron, was Nellos answer.

The mind of the great financier worked swiftly. He took up two letters, one in French, the other in Italian.

Take these over to the table by the window, and translate the French into Italian and the Italian into French. Take your time, but do them well.

Nello complied with his patrons request. Salmoros was evidently a man who thought swiftly.

While Nello was engaged on his task, the Barons private secretary entered.

The Prince Zouroff wishes to see you, sir.

The Baron frowned. There were certain persons in the great world who were in his good books. The Russian Ambassador was certainly not. He knew a little too much about him.

He held up a warning finger to his secretary and crossed over to Nello.

The Prince Zouroff is asking for an interview. You have played at the Russian Embassy; do you want to meet him?

No, said Nello shortly; I dont think I do. I have heard that he is a bit of a brute.

Quite right, but, on account of his position, we have to cotton to him in a way. With your head over your desk you wont see each other.

The private secretary ushered in Prince Zouroff, the Russian Ambassador.

The Prince was a very overbearing and truculent personage; but he knew full well that even ambassadors have to preserve a modest demeanour, even as their sovereigns, in the presence of all-powerful financiers.

Greetings to you, my dear Salmoros! The Prince was always flamboyant. The Czar has recalled me to St. Petersburg.

Salmoros affected surprise. But he was not surprised in the least. He had received intimation of the news two days ago from the Russian Foreign Office itself.

Ah, I have heard the rumour, he said in his slow, suave accents. You are to be Governor of Kieff, a post you have long been coveting, eh? I congratulate you, my dear Prince, although your friends in London will be very sorry to lose you.



You are mistaken, replied the Ambassador shortly. Though I have tried several times to obtain the governorship of Kieff my Imperial Master will not give it to me. It is my right by inheritance, because my estates are in that province. I hear that I may be appointed Governor of Archangel; in the meantime, I am to present myself at the Court of St. Petersburg.

Salmoros did not betray by a flicker of the eyelid that the information was priceless to him.

Zouroff, after a brief sojourn at the Court of St. Petersburg, was to be advanced to the governorship of Archangel.

Salmoros knew what this meant. The Czar was as well aware of the fact as he was. Zouroff was a great nobleman, but also a traitor. The Government was going to proceed by easy steps. From Archangel to Siberia and life-long imprisonment would be a facile progression and create no great scandal, excite very little comment. Prince Zouroff would simply disappear, under this most autocratic of all autocratic governments.

After a short conversation the Baron held out his hand. In his heart he had a little sympathy for this truculent Ambassador, brute as he was, who was going to his doom, the victim of an iron and despotic Government. But perhaps his sympathy was wasted. Zouroff was a traitor, a man who would bite the hand that fed him.

When he had dismissed the Ambassador, he crossed over to the desk where Nello had just finished his translations.



They are here, Baron. Will you read them?

The Baron read them. Very good, very good, indeed, he said. Now, Signor Corsini, I think you and I will have a little serious talk.


CHAPTER VIII
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THE BARON LED Nello from the desk where he had been writing and planted him in one of the numerous comfortable chairs scattered about the handsomely furnished room.

Sit you down there, my young friend, while I talk to you. Now, these translations are very good, and they have started an idea in my mind which might result in something useful. But, in the first place, I should like to know something of your own views. Would you have any objection to leave England for a space, assuming that I could push your musical interests in another country?

It did not take the young man long to consider. A musician is, or should be, cosmopolitan; to-day in London, next week in Paris, the week after in Vienna or Berlin.

One country is as good to me as another, Baron, so long as my chance of a career is equal.

Good! The financier looked at his watch. It is now half-past eleven, and I have a deal to do between now and one oclock. Can you see me again at one?

My time is at your disposal, sir. I will return at one.

By that time my ideas will have developed, and I may be able to put before you a definite proposition, said Salmoros. I have an unpretentious little lunch served here every day when I have no outside engagements. You will honour me by partaking of it. I cannot speak very highly of the cuisine; it is quite simple, but I shall be able to give you a very decent bottle of wine.

A thousand thanks, Baron. Nello smiled inwardly at his hosts apologies for the simplicity of the meal. This rich man did not know, and perhaps it was better he should not know, the depths of the poverty to which his guest had descended, how often he had gone to bed half famished.

At the appointed hour he returned. The same young man who had previously received him showed him into a small room, no less well furnished than the other.

A round dining-table was laid for two. As he had expected, it was to be a tête-à-tête meal. He had just time to notice the beautiful appointments of the table, the snowy napery, the rare old silver, the exquisite glass, when Salmoros entered. A moment later the meal was served, simple in its elements, but perfectly cooked.

The wine served during the few courses was champagne. The Baron had a couple of glasses at both lunch and dinner; he believed in its stimulating properties.

Then a bottle of claret of the finest vintage was put on the table, and the financier produced some perfect cigars. There was no doubt that Baron Andreas Salmoros had a great respect for his creature comforts. A man of the profoundest intellect, he was also an artist and an epicure.



Now, my young friend, he said as he puffed at his excellent cigar with every appearance of enjoying to the full its flavour and perfume. We will talk. Help yourself to that claret; I can recommend it.

Nello did as he was requested. His head was swimming a little from the unaccustomed champagne, but he had no desire to forfeit the Barons good graces by proclaiming himself a weakling. If this was how people in the great world lived, he must pretend to be used to it.

He waited respectfully for the great man to unfold the plan that would perhaps change his whole life and open out to him a new world. Of course he was shrewd enough to guess that whatever was proposed would be as much in the Barons interests as his own.

But he did not feel resentful over this. Philanthropists pure and simple are not generally found amid such palatial surroundings. Poor old Papa Péron had been one without doubt, and he had flung his money about right and left; wrecked his life for a sentimental attachment and drawn his last breath in a mean lodging. Emphatically Baron Salmoros was not of the same breed. He seemed kindly, and there was often a benevolent gleam in those clear, shrewd eyes. But for every ounce of help he gave, he would stipulate for a handsome return.

I think, Corsini, we can help each other very considerably. I believe it is in my power to advance you in two ways; in the more permanent direction that my dear old friend, Jean Villefort, suggests, and also in the artistic way. I take it, the latter is really nearer to your heart. Even if your success has not been stupendous, you have set your first footstep on the ladder of fame.

I should be very sorry if I found it an absolute necessity to give up my musical career altogether, Baron.

Salmoros nodded his massive snow-white head. In that you have my fullest sympathy. I told you a short time ago what I would give to possess your executive talent. Well, I have been thinking considerably since you left, and I believe I can solve the difficulty.

Nello followed him with the closest attention. To a certain extent he had found a fairy godfather in Papa Péron, for from the chance meeting on that snowy winters night had flowed his present success, his introduction to Gay, through Gay his meeting with Paul Degraux. Was he about to find a more powerful and influential one in this world-renowned financier?

Suppose I sent you on a partly diplomatic mission to Russia, and at the same time insured you certain introductions which would help you greatly in your musical career — What would you say to that? Does the suggestion impress you?

The young man could hardly believe his ears. Again his thoughts went back to the days when he had played in the streets for a few miserable coppers. And to-day he was sitting, an honoured guest, at the table of one of the greatest financiers in the world. He had to assure himself that he was not dreaming.



I cannot think of anything more delightful, was the fervent answer.

The Baron proceeded. I want a very private and confidential letter — it will, of course, be written in cipher — carried to Lord Ickfold, the British Ambassador at Saint Petersburg.

Nello bowed. This would surely not be a very difficult task.

You may wonder why I should employ you on this mission. I could get it through a Foreign Office Messenger, as a matter of course, but he would be suspected, and my letter might be abstracted. They have some very clever people on the other side. You follow me?

Nello assured him that he did. He was not at all sure that he did follow the windings of this subtle intelligence. But it would never do to let the Baron suspect that.

Now, nobody will suspect you. It is well known that I am a rather generous patron of the arts, that I have befriended many a struggling genius; helped him upwards in his career. Poor old Jean Villefort has sent you to me, soliciting my influence. I have numerous friends in Russia. You consult me. I come to the conclusion that a short absence from England will whet the appreciation of those who have already recognised you as an artist of considerable ability.

Nello nodded his handsome head. Salmoros was now getting on ground where he could easily follow him.

I suggest that, with my introduction, you can make a greater and quicker success than here — you can afterwards come back with a foreign cachet. At the same time you carry my letter, and put yourself at the disposition of Lord Ickfold and any friends he may introduce you to, on the diplomatic side.

Yes, Corsini understood perfectly now. He said as much.

I take it that, up to the present, you have not made a vast number of acquaintances. Anyway, the diplomatic part must be kept a strict secret between us, until I give you leave to speak of it. Perhaps I may never give you leave; anyway, to those few friends you have, give it out that you have seen me, that I have interested myself in your career and have advised you to go to Russia, where I believe my introductions will insure you an immediate success.

I understand perfectly, Baron. When do you wish me to start?

As soon as possible; the matter is urgent. But before we settle that, let me recommend you to pay a casual visit to Paul Degraux and tell him what I have told you to say. You need mention nothing about poor old Jean; he would not be interested in it, if you told him the story. Just mention that you were presented, which is the truth, by Lady Glendover; that you achieved the rest yourself.

I will pay a casual visit to Degraux to-morrow.

Right, said the Baron, pleased to find his latest pupil was so quick. Degraux is in with all the musical people, and what you tell him to-day will be whispered to a hundred persons in the course of the next few days. And having assisted at your début, he will be prepared to claim a considerable amount of interest in your success. Now, when can you go? I have told you the matter is urgent. What engagements have you got on?

Only two, Baron. One to-night, at Leicester House, the other three nights hence.

We can say, then, that you will be ready to leave England on the Monday of next week? queried Salmoros.

I shall be ready, answered Nello quickly. Then he waited. The financier would surely say something about ways and means. He had saved a certain sum of money in the short time that he had been successful, but that modest store would not support the expenses of a Russian campaign.

But of course Salmoros was not a man likely to overlook such an important point as this.

One does not travel for nothing. And I may tell you that in this enterprise, on which you are embarking at my instigation, there will be no lack of the sinews of war. I shall give you a considerable amount of money to start with. When you arrive in Russia, you will be well provided with funds. I can assure you that you will not regret having temporarily relinquished your artistic career here. Lunch with me again here on Friday of this week. I will have everything ready cut-and-dried for you.

The great man looked at his watch. Fortunately, not a very busy day. I am glad we have had plenty of time to talk. But I will give you more time on Friday.

Nello perceived that he was dismissed. This man had many irons in the fire; he could not stay too long in warming one. Still, there was something he must say before he left; something very important.

Pardon me, Baron, if I intrude upon a few more seconds of your valuable time. You know nothing of my domestic circumstances. I have neither wife nor sweetheart, but I have a young sister, to whom I am very tenderly attached. I may take her with me on this journey?

Over Salmoross usually kind face there crept a slight frown. He had not thought of this, and yet a young man was bound to have an entanglement of some sort. Fortunate that it was not a wife, still more fortunate that it was not a sweetheart. He knew the artistic temperaments well. One smile of a woman would outweigh much gold.

Then the frown died away and the benevolent smile came back. He must reason with this young man calmly.

I take it you are very devoted to each other?

Nello answered fervently. We think with one brain, we feel with one heart, sir. It will cut her to the quick for me to leave her behind.

The Baron spoke musingly. Years ago he had had his love affairs like other men; but women had never entered into his scheme of things as they had in the case of his old friend Jean. They were meant for mans leisure, for his playtime; they could not be woven into the serious business of life.

That is all very well, Corsini, but hearts are not so easily broken by a little absence. One day you will leave her for a wife, one day she will leave you for a husband. I trust she will be sensible. You cannot go on this expedition hampered by a woman, whatever her relationship. You will come back to her soon.

How soon do you think, sir? questioned Nello eagerly.

Say, in two or three months. The Barons tone was a little hesitating. He knew in his own mind that there was a darker side to the picture, that there might be an altogether different ending to the journey. But he was not going to frighten the young man with that, or he might cry off at the last minute.

Nello persisted; his love for his self-sacrificing little sister was very real, very deep.

She is young, in many things younger than her years, and utterly ignorant of the world. I cannot leave her alone, Baron, in the charge of a careless landlady. I would rather give up the whole thing and risk my chances here in London.

The Baron thought to himself that here was a more difficult person to deal with than he expected. But it was not very long before his fertile brain solved the difficulty.

I understand. I am the last man in the world to suggest such an inhuman thing. I can make the way easy for you. Two dear friends of mine, old maids I suppose we must call them, have a big house in Kensington. They are very lonely, without any young relatives. At a word from me they would be delighted to take charge of her during your brief absence. Keep what money you have saved for yourself. I will charge myself with her maintenance, and she shall have plenty of pocket-money, I can assure you.

Nello grasped the old mans hand warmly. You have relieved me of the last ounce of hesitation. A thousand, nay, ten thousand thanks.

The Baron returned the pressure; he was delighted he had got his own way. That is understood. On Friday I will have that cut-and-dried also. Now keep up your little sisters spirits — what is her name? Eh, Anita. Tell her that you are going to make fame and fortune, that you will soon be back, and that she will be very happy with these two dear old ladies, who will cosset her like a baby.

When he left the Baron he could not quite decide what his feelings were. In a sense he was jubilant at the brilliant prospects before him, but his heart was heavy for Anita. They had lived together all their lives; they had been through terrible and heart-breaking times.

To-night he was playing at Leicester House, the abode of a musical duchess. He wanted to play his best; he would not dare to tell the unsuspecting Anita of his speedy departure. Her tears, her grief, would unman him.

The first persons he met in the specious saloons overlooking the Green Park were the Princess Zouroff and her daughter.

The girl held out her hand. Ah, Signor, I am so pleased to see you. You must play that lovely little romance to-night. Shall I tell you the reason?

I require no reason, Princess. It is enough for me that you request me to play it. It shall be played. He blushed a little as he spoke. He was not accustomed to indulge in persiflage with great ladies.

A little colour came into her face also. Perhaps the young musicians tone had been more fervent than he intended.

But I will tell you the reason, nevertheless. We have been recalled to St. Petersburg; we leave London next week. That is the reason my brother Boris is not here; he is winding up affairs for his successor.

A deeper flush spread over Nellos face. But that is very strange. I am going there myself. I start next Monday.

The young Princess looked pleased. She turned to her mother. Signor Corsini must call upon us, mother. She looked at him with a little smile. To-night will not then be the last time I shall hear that lovely romance.

The elder woman seconded the invitation warmly. You shall come and play for us, Signor. I think you will find the Slav temperament a little more fervent than the Anglo-Saxon one.

Nello thought this a good time for explanations. Degraux would spread the news about in his world, the Zouroffs would spread it about in theirs.

You know, of course, the Baron Salmoros?

The Princess replied that they had a slight acquaintance with that distinguished financier.

Lady Glendover introduced me to him. He is a very considerable amateur, he has been kind enough to take a very warm interest in me. He is going to push my fortunes in Russia.

His name is one to conjure with in Russia, said the grey-haired Princess. He stands very high in the favour of his Imperial Majesty.

Princess Nada nodded him farewell. It is not good-bye, then, only au revoir. I suppose artists and ambassadors are the greatest cosmopolitans on earth. We shall meet next in St. Petersburg.

And, on the Monday of the following week, Corsini set out on his expedition.

He had seen Degraux, who had congratulated him heartily. Salmoros pulls so many strings; he can do more for you in a week than I could do for you in twelve months, he had told him. He has run several theatres for people he believed in. He will do anything in the world for you when he once takes a fancy.

And little Anita had been very brave; she wept a good deal when she was alone, but in her brothers presence she kept her tears back. Was she to oppose the feelings of her loving and undisciplined heart to the fiat of this new benefactor who had come so unexpectedly into their lives?

So she went meekly to the big house in Kensington, tenanted by the two dear old maids who were prepared to mother her, as much for her own sweet ways as from their ardent admiration for the compelling Salmoros, who had been a bosom friend of their father.

Two or three months and I shall be back again! sighed Corsini as he settled himself in the train. Little could he guess what the future would unfold as he made this confident prediction.


CHAPTER IX
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WEARY AND WORN with his long journey, Nello dismounted at the little wayside station about thirty miles from St. Petersburg. All passengers were peremptorily ordered to alight. Presently he learned that there had been a slight railway accident in front, and that he might have to wait two or three hours before he could get on to the capital.

He walked in the direction of the little village. There was evidently a great stir taking place in this ordinarily quiet neighbourhood. Mounted soldiers were drawn up before the old posting-inn.

Nello happened to get hold of a man who could speak a little French, in a halting, but intelligent way.

Quite a commotion for such a tranquil spot. What is it that is on the tapis? inquired Corsini.

The man explained in his slow French. Something out of the usual, Monsieur. Have you ever heard of a terrible fellow, one Ivan, nicknamed The Cuckoo?

No, Nello had never heard of him. Is he a very formidable personage this Ivan the Cuckoo, then?

The man explained elaborately that Ivan was a much-feared outlaw, that he was in the vicinity with a gang of desperadoes and assassins. He was a convict who had escaped from the mines of Siberia, and had gathered round him a band of miscreants as desperate as himself, and as careless of consequences. They had lived by preying on the peasants and stray travellers.

The police are endeavouring to block the roads, so that, in desperation, he and his associates may be driven into the village and captured, concluded the man who had volunteered the explanation in his halting French.

Corsini thanked him, and strolled along down the straggling village street. What was he to do till the railway service was restored? The village inn was open, where, if he pleased, he could go and saturate himself with vodka or some other potent spirit; but the young man had the abstemiousness of the Latin races. He did not want to amuse himself in this fashion.

He would take a little stroll. Occupied with his own thoughts of the life and reception awaiting him in St. Petersburg, with those powerful introductions from the influential Salmoros, he did not think of the risk he was running in wandering away from the protected precincts of the quiet village, guarded as it was by those stout mounted soldiers. Ivan and his band were lurking about somewhere, ready to pounce on the unwary traveller.

After a few minutes slow walk, he came to a roadside ikon. Mechanically he stopped and crossed himself. He was a man of deeply religious feeling, and he fancied he had been blessed with a good omen on his entrance into this strange country. A few prayers to the Blessed Virgin and he would be sheltered from all harm.

Hardly had his lips ceased moving in reverent supplication, when he was aware of a strange presence. A tall, bearded man emerged from the semi-gloom and held out his hands with an imploring gesture.

Save me for the sake of her whom we both reverence, he cried. He spoke, like the last man who had addressed Nello, in lame and halting French. He had evidently appreciated the fact that Corsini was not a fellow-countryman.

Corsini started back and his hand stole to his hip pocket, from which he produced a very serviceable revolver, which he levelled straight at the intruder.

Who and what are you? he cried loudly, with a resolution he was far from feeling. This rough, unkempt man looked as if he was possessed of giant strength. If it had come to a hand-to-hand tussle, he could have broken the slim young Italian in two. But Nello would not let it come to that. He kept his pistol well levelled at the strangers head. The least movement and he would fire.

Save me for her sake, for the sake of the Virgin, pleaded the man in despairing accents. You are not an outlaw like me; you have not been through what I have. I trust you, for a man who says his prayers with the devotion you do — I watched you behind the trees — would never betray his hunted fellow-creatures.

And then a light came suddenly to Corsini, standing there, armed with that eloquent pistol.



You speak of yourself as an outlaw. I have just come from the little village yonder, which is in a state of commotion with mounted soldiers. They are looking for an outlaw, a convict escaped from the mines of Siberia. I am right in saying that you are Ivan the Cuckoo. Where is your band of assassins and robbers who prey upon the travellers and peasants?

The miserable man fell at his feet. Nello, in the dim light, saw that his face had gone livid.

You have guessed, Monsieur. It is true. I am Ivan the outlaw. You cannot appreciate the misery that drove me to this.

In a dim sort of way Nello understood. This man was an outlaw. Was it not just a chance that he was not one himself? Many a night, as he had played in the cold streets for a few miserable pence, he had passed the flaring restaurants, the well-lighted shops, their windows full of precious things to be coveted by the poor and hungry. He could not deny that many a time he had railed at the worlds injustice, that criminal thoughts had surged through his half-maddened brain.

He thought of the saying of the old Quaker, whenever he heard of a criminal on the road to death. There, but for the grace of God, goes myself.

Yes, but for the sudden intervention in the shape of good old Papa Péron, he might have drifted into evil courses like the wretched creature grovelling at his feet. It was not for him to judge.

He looked at him steadily, still keeping the pistol levelled at the vital part, and repeated his question.



What has become of your band of robbers and assassins? he asked sternly.

Dispersed, Monsieur — dispersed, I give you my word. Yesterday we learned that the soldiers and police were on our track, were preparing to draw a cordon round us. It was a case of sauve qui peut, devil take the hindmost. We agreed to separate. There were not more than half a dozen of us, but our numbers have been exaggerated. We all scattered in different directions. Somehow, I stumbled up here, and you tell me the little village is astir.

What is it you want of me?

Just a little money, Monsieur; just a little money to help me on my way to St. Petersburg, where I shall find friends.

Nello looked at him suspiciously. But why do you want money? It was only yesterday that you heard the police were closing round you. You have been robbing as you go. When you agreed to separate, no doubt you divided the ready money.

That is true, Monsieur; you are very clever, replied the grovelling man in a fawning voice. You will hardly believe me when I tell you, but I swear it is true. Last night I slept in a little inn a few miles from here. I had drunk heavily, I admit; I slept very soundly. When I awoke in the morning every coin I possessed had been stolen from my pockets. I, an old hand, blush to tell you, Monsieur; but I, who have robbed so many, was robbed myself.

Do you suspect anybody? was Nellos next question.

The man uttered a fierce imprecation. Yes, I do; I suspect one of my so-called pals. As captain I took the biggest share when we agreed to separate. I caught his eye fixed upon me with a very sinister look. My theory is that he followed me at a safe distance and saw where I was lodged. He was well aware of my habits; he knew I should be pretty fast asleep. He climbed up through the window, Monsieur, and took every copper. I was too drunk to hear him. If I had been in my sober senses, I would have strangled him, and added one more crime to the many committed by Ivan the outlaw. He ended with a defiant grin, that showed a row of strong white wolfish teeth.

Nello mused for a little space. The man might be speaking truth; he was half disposed to think so. On the other hand, he might be telling him a tissue of lies.

Why are you not armed? he asked suddenly.

I have a pistol, Monsieur, but it is empty. I could find no place in which to buy cartridges. See for yourself.

He fumbled in his pocket and threw down the weapon on the ground. Nello picked it up cautiously; it was, as its owner had truly declared, harmless.

A grim smile crossed the young mans countenance, but he did not for a second relax his vigilance. This ruffian of the highway was, no doubt, as cunning as he was plausible.

If your pistol had been loaded, I expect you would have extorted money from me instead of begging it.



Ivan the outlaw shook his big head. Under ordinary circumstances, yes, Monsieur. Adversity has taught me not to stand upon ceremony. But when I saw your lips moving in prayer before the ikon, I would not have harmed a hair of your head. You would have been sacred.

Truly a strange being, imbued with the ever-present superstition of the Russian peasant, thought Nello to himself.

And you want money from me. Of course you know what my duty is, as a peaceable man who has no sympathy with robbers and assassins?

Certainly, Monsieur. If you dont choose to shoot me in a vital spot and so insure my death, you ought to maim me to prevent me from moving, leave me here and go and fetch the police from the village to take me into custody. The man had spoken so far in a low, imperturbable voice; then at the end he lashed himself into sudden fury and shrieked out.

Its a toss of a copper to me what you do. But if you wont give me any money, kill me outright. I have not made such a success of life that I am anxious to enjoy much more of it. Kill me, Monsieur, and finish it once for all. The police will thank you for having got rid of Ivan the Cuckoo. They wont ask too many questions.

Nello thought for some little time. His thoughts went back to a very miserable night, some six months ago. He had been playing in the streets and had returned home with nothing. He owed the rent for the miserable hovel in which they sheltered; they had no food.



He had looked his sister squarely in the face and had whispered the question— Is life worth living, Anita, under such conditions? She had returned his gaze with a face as white as his own, but she had not faltered, as she replied, Nello, I leave it in your hands. And, thank Heaven, he had conquered that terrible fit of despair, to find, later on, a new world opening to him.

He handed the wretched man a sum of money and spoke in very gentle tones.

God be good to you, my poor friend, and soften your heart. I know not if the world has been too harsh to you, or you have too grievously offended the world. Go in peace. I am not your judge, and I will not be your executioner.

With a brief blessing, the outlaw took the money and slunk away in the gathering darkness.

I shall remember your face for ever, he whispered in farewell. It is not likely we shall ever meet again. But if we do and I can repay my debt, I will, and with interest.

A few hours later Nello was in St. Petersburg. He put up at one of the best hotels in the city, acting upon the instructions of Salmoros. That gentleman had urged upon him the necessity of keeping up a good appearance, and spending money lavishly, at any rate for the present.

That night he had confused dreams of his gentle little sister Anita, the beautiful Princess Nada, and the rough outlaw whom he had saved from justice.

Next morning he made his way to the British Embassy and inquired for Lord Ickfold, mentioning that he had come on a special mission from the Baron Salmoros. In a few moments he was shown into His Excellencys presence.

Lord Ickfold was a handsome, presentable man of about sixty years of age. Contrary to the fashion of the day, he was clean-shaven. Being a widower, an unmarried daughter presided over the establishment. This morning he was at a somewhat late déjeuner, alone.

He rose and shook the young man cordially by the hand. Anybody who comes from my good old friend Salmoros is especially welcome, he said with true diplomatic urbanity. By the way, have you breakfasted? I am very late; I had to send important despatches last night. I did not get to bed till four this morning.

Nello answered with equal courtesy that he had already made his meal, and handed him the bulgy packet with which the Baron had entrusted him.

The Ambassador perused the contents of the packet slowly as he consumed his breakfast. But the last letter he read seemed to agitate him to an unwonted degree. He jumped up hastily, rang the bell, and commanded the footman to order his carriage immediately. For a moment he almost seemed oblivious of the young mans presence.

Pardon me, Signor Corsini. I must drive to the Winter Palace at once; the news in the last letter is of extreme urgency. We will go down together when the carriage comes. Can I drop you anywhere?

But Nello preferred to walk and take his bearings of the wonderful city. Lord Ickfold shook him warmly by the hand at parting.

I have your address. It will not be long before I shall want to see you again. If you are writing to the Baron to-day, please give him my warmest regards and a thousand thanks. It may be a little time, for certain reasons, before I communicate with him directly. In fact, I would rather send a letter to you to be forwarded.

Nello walked the gay streets for some time. Being a very shrewd young man, in spite of his comparative youth, it seemed to him that Lord Ickfold and the Baron were playing some subtle game, in which he was to be used as a pawn.

But what did that matter, so long as his career was advanced between the pair?

And then his thoughts reverted to the charming young Princess Nada. When would he meet her again? She would be in St. Petersburg this week, so she had told him.


CHAPTER X
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IN THE PRIVATE room of Count Golitzine, the Czars private secretary, sat two men — the Count himself and Lord Ickfold, the British Ambassador. The apartment was in a secluded wing of the Winter Palace.

The Ambassador was reading aloud from the Barons covering letter, which he held in his hands.

Remember, the young man, Corsini, whom I am sending you is everything for your purpose. Only you must keep him in entire ignorance of the part he is to play — at any rate for the present — as he is still very young and might be open to the influence of women. This is a most vital point. He is very intelligent without being suspicious; honourable, trustworthy, and innocent, without being a fool. I think I have taken his measure pretty accurately. He is devoted to his art — he is really a most accomplished musician, as the notices I enclose will prove — and you must get him pushed forward to the premier place, through the good offices of your friends. The Zouroffs are returning for a short space to the Court and he will have the entrée to their house. I fancy, from what I have heard, that the Princess Nada is just a little attracted by him. The important thing, however, is to get him an introduction to La Belle Quéro. She is hand in glove with Prince Zouroff, and from that fact alone to be suspected. They have been in correspondence with each other all the short time he has been in England; but although I have tried my best, I have never been able to get hold of any of their letters.

Lord Ickfold paused a moment and looked at the Count, who nodded his head.

Yes, I agree. Corsini may be very useful, especially if he manages to captivate La Belle Quéro. That is, no doubt, what Salmoros has in his mind, amongst several other things.

The Ambassador resumed his reading. I regret that I have but a slight clue to what I conceive to be a very bold and desperate conspiracy, in which Zouroff is one of the leading figures. The man has a certain amount of brains and a considerable amount of daring, which makes him the more to be feared. But the information which I send your Excellency in other letters is absolutely reliable. For the present, until we can learn more, use all your influence through Golitzine and others to make sure that the Emperor does not appear in public more often than is absolutely necessary. Otherwise, I fear disaster.

The two men discussed the situation for some time. There were other documents besides the covering letter which they read very carefully.

Golitzine summed up, as it were. Our hopes lie in the direction of La Belle Quéro through this young Italian, who, you tell me, is handsome and also a talented artist.

You have read in one of those other letters what Salmoros has said of him — that he has created a considerable success in London, and only just wants a little influence to push him into the front rank.

The Count smiled. That is easy, my dear friend. The Director of the Imperial Opera is getting a trifle old. We will pension him, and put Corsini in his place.

A bold stroke, said Lord Ickfold admiringly. There is something to be said for an autocratic government after all. We dare not do anything of the kind in our country; all the Press would be up in arms. With you, a stroke of the pen settles everything.

The Counts smile deepened. And after all, my lord, in the long run, it works as well as in your democratic country. In the end, substantial justice is done, rather more swiftly, by our methods.

It seems to me that La Belle Quéro is the crux, commented the Ambassador. Suppose she refuses to fall in love with this Corsini, what then?

She will not refuse, replied the Count, speaking with his assured man-of-the-world air. The relations between her and the Prince have been of long standing, I admit, and she is also a woman who might be attracted by a certain amount of brutality which our excellent friend Boris has in perfect abundance. But this young man is a Latin like herself, an artist like herself. Bah! In twenty-four hours Zouroff will be forgotten. Besides, he is verging on middle age, and this Corsini is a youth. Besides, further, he will be the Director of the Imperial Opera. She will be dependent upon him for small kindnesses, little favours, which I shall instruct him to be lavish of. You understand?

The morning after the interview between these two exalted personages, the Ambassadors smart carriage stopped at Nellos hotel. The slim secretary alighted and sought the young musician, with a message from his chief that he desired to see him immediately at the Embassy.

You see I have not forgotten you, Signor Corsini, was Lord Ickfolds cordial greeting as Nello entered the room. Salmoros has asked me to use all my influence to advance you in your profession, and I intend to do so. It will give me the greatest pleasure.

He wrote a brief note and handed it to the young man. This is a letter to Count Golitzine, the Emperors secretary, who wields more influence than anybody in St. Petersburg. You will find him at the Winter Palace. My carriage is waiting to drive you there.

Events were happening very rapidly, Nello thought. When Salmoros took a thing up, the wheels of action appeared to move very easily. Also, he was beginning to get a firm foothold in the great world of diplomacy and politics. Yesterday he had made the acquaintance of the British Ambassador; this morning he was to interview the Emperors private secretary, the most powerful man in St. Petersburg, and consequently in Russia.

The Count received him with more than ordinary graciousness, and questioned him kindly about his London experiences. Lounging by the mantelpiece of the room in which the two men were seated, was a tall, quietly-dressed middle-aged man in civilian clothes. Nello took him to be either an official of the Court or a private friend of the secretary.

At a pause in the conversation, this person, whoever he was, suddenly turned to the young man and carelessly asked in French, Do you know any one of position in St. Petersburg, Signor Corsini?

Nello frankly answered that with the exception of Lord Ickfold and the Count, he knew nobody except the Princess Zouroff and her daughter. He explained how he had met them, how he had played at their house in London, and been invited to visit them here.

Nello fancied that a slight frown come over the unknowns face at mention of the name Zouroff. But his comment was quite simple. Ah, the Ambassador and the Count between them will soon extend your circle of acquaintance. I understand you come with strong letters of introduction from that splendid old fellow, Salmoros.

Nello bowed. Evidently this personage, to whom he had not been introduced, knew what was going on. He must certainly be an official of some importance, and appeared to be quite at his ease in Golitzines presence.

The Count resumed his conversation with Nello, and the other man quitted his lounging position by the fire-place, and walked down the long room to the deep bay window, from which he pretended to look out. But all the while he was listening intently to the other two.



And now, Signor Corsini, I have a little surprise for you, and one which I hope will be welcome, were the Counts parting words. The present Director of the Imperial Opera has for some time contemplated retirement. He is growing a little deaf, and finds that the infirmity militates against the proper performance of his duties. He will relinquish his post next week, and I have much pleasure in conferring the appointment upon you. I do so with the sanction of my Imperial Master, to whom I have shown the Barons strong letters of recommendation.

Nello felt the room going round. Could he believe his ears? Only a few hours in St. Petersburg, and promoted to one of the most coveted posts in the musical world! Why, he was as great as Degraux. Truly, the white-haired Salmoros was a wizard, masquerading under the guise of a benevolent financier.

With a great effort he pulled himself together and stammered his thanks. I cannot sufficiently express my gratitude, your Excellency. I shall do my best to justify your kindness. But I feel it will be no easy task to follow in the footsteps of such an illustrious predecessor.

As soon as Nello had retired, the man who was lounging in the bay window turned round to Golitzine and shot at him the abrupt question, Well, what do you think of him, eh? Is that shrewd old fellow Salmoros right? Will he be useful to us?

The Count replied in respectful tones. It is rather early to form a judgment, your Majesty; but I must own I am very favourably impressed with the young man. I think he would be as true as steel to those who had befriended him.

Nello had little suspected that the tall middle-aged person, dressed in civilian attire, whom he had taken for an official of the Court or a personal friend of the Counts, was the Emperor Alexander himself, the autocrat of all the Russias, supposed to be the strongest man in Europe, who could bend a horse-shoe between his fingers.

The one thing to do now is to bring this young Italian and La Belle Quéro together. The Emperor spoke in a musing tone. That is what the Baron intends. And we know besides that she is suspected by our secret police. Half the men who go to her little parties are in their black books; about Zouroff, we have already pretty convincing evidence. My own belief is that she is one of the prime movers in the affair.

So far, of course, nothing has been brought home to her. She entertains these men, I know, but she is a foreigner, a Spaniard, and cannot be well acquainted with our domestic politics, interjected the Count, who was rather favourably impressed with the beautiful contralto. Still, in this direction, Corsini may be very useful. He may be able to worm something out of her.

Well, Golitzine, we will bring matters to a head as soon as possible, so far as these two people are concerned, commanded his Majesty. Let your wife give a concert before the week is out and engage La Belle Quéro and this young Corsini for it.



The Count bowed. I will execute your orders, Sire. I agree it would be politic to introduce them under social auspices, rather than strictly business ones. Next week he will be installed at the Opera, and must at once come into touch with her in pursuance of his professional duties.

Precisely. That is just what I wish to anticipate. You have, as always, most accurately taken my meaning.

A gleam of anxiety came into Golitzines eyes as he ventured to give a word of warning.

I trust that your Majesty does not propose to do me the honor of attending this function?

Why not? I had rather thought of coming, in order to learn from you how the first act of the comedy was going. What are your objections?

You will remember, Sire, the solemn warning Salmoros has given me: that you should show yourself in public as little as possible. I would beseech your Majesty to pay heed to that warning. I cannot bar the suspects from my house. Zouroff, for example, who arrives to-morrow, must receive an invitation.

The Emperor indulged in an angry gesture. It has come to something when I have to slink away and hide myself from a traitor like that! But you are right, Count; Salmoros is right. We must bide our time until we can catch them red-handed. Then, Heaven help them! No, I will not attend your wifes concert, from motives of prudence. But you will let me know early next morning if the scheme is progressing?



Count Golitzine accompanied his Royal Master to the door; then he returned to his seat to meditate profoundly over what was happening.


CHAPTER XI
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IT WANTED TWO days to Nello Corsinis assumption of his post as director of the Imperial Opera, and to-night was the night of Countess Golitzines concert.

Nello was to play to-night in his private capacity of violinist, his fame having already spread abroad through the good offices of the Count. As soon as he took up his office as director he would not be able to take on many private engagements. To use the language of Degraux, he would be one of the exploiters rather than one of the exploited.

The saloons of the Countess were very crowded. A rumour had gone around that the Emperor himself would grace the function with his august presence. This rumour, as the previous chapter has revealed, was a false one; but its circulation had provided the hostess with many guests who otherwise would not have put in an appearance.

Nello Corsini, at present unrecognised by the fashionable crowd which had only heard of him by name, made his way amongst the beautifully attired men and women. There was no familiar face amongst this vast throng. For a moment he felt just a little home-sick; he thought of his little sister Anita. Oh, why could he not have brought her?

And then, suddenly, his glance brightened. Standing a foot in front of him were the grey-haired Princess Zouroff and her radiant, charming daughter.

Nada stretched out a welcoming hand. We must have raced each other across Europe. I see you have your violin-case with you. You are going to play.

Yes, and I shall certainly play your favourite. I arrived just a day or two in front of you, and of course, you have not heard of my good fortune. Through the offices of Count Golitzine, I have been appointed to the post of Director of the Imperial Opera.

The young girl opened her eyes wide; and turned to her mother. What do you think of that, dearest? Signor Corsini is appointed to the directorship of the Imperial Opera.

The elder woman smiled, and replied in her calm, quiet accents, directing her gaze at the young Italian.

I told you, Signor, that the name of Salmoros was one to conjure with in Russia.

Nello was about to reply, when the young Princess put her finger to her lips. A sudden hush had spread over the assembly. A beautiful young Spanish woman had just ascended the small platform — a young woman known by the affectionate nickname of La Belle Quéro.

She sang the well-known song from Lucrezia Borgia, Il Segreto per esse felice, in her deep, resonant, contralto tones. She sang it with a vigour and abandon which placed beyond question the fact that she was a superb artist, as well as a beautiful woman.



When she had finished, there was tremendous applause. An encore was insisted on and granted by the obliging prima donna. The Count Golitzine himself led the great singer from the platform to a seat. His keen eye had already observed Corsini in attendance on the Zouroffs. He beckoned to the young man, who made a hasty apology to the Princess and her daughter.

I have the pleasure of presenting one great artist to another, said the Count in his suavest tones. Signor Corsini, who will presently enchant us on the violin, to Madame Quéro, who has already captivated us with her liquid notes. You have no doubt already heard, Madame, that next week Signor Corsini takes over the post of Director of the Imperial Opera.

Madame Quéro — she had a husband knocking about somewhere in Spain, who never came into her calculations or scheme of existence — flashed at the handsome young Italian a very charming and provocative smile.

We shall have to work together very soon, shall we not, Signor? I am afraid you will find me a somewhat difficult person. It is just as well we should meet first on neutral ground. Perhaps when we do quarrel, we may be disposed to forgive each other the more readily for that fact.

Nello was becoming quite a man of the world in this rarefied atmosphere into which he had been so suddenly projected. He replied to the raillery of the beautiful singer in becoming language. She swept an approving glance over him.



I think we shall soon be very good friends, she said in a gracious voice. Our present Director is a bit of a bully, and I believe hates women. She shrugged her shapely shoulders. Well, he is ancient and cantankerous. You are young; I am sure you do not hate women, just because they are the inferior sex.

The smile that accompanied the words became more seductive. Corsini was a little put to it to preserve his equilibrium. He had been welcomed cordially by a Princess and her charming daughter. Here was a celebrated prima donna of great beauty, openly declaring that she was ready to flirt with him — ready to be made love to, if he were disposed that way.

He paid her some gallant compliments, of the kind that come readily to the lips of members of the Latin races; but, as he did so, his glance stole unconsciously to the lovely young Princess, and involuntarily there came into his eyes a light that was noted by the observant Spanish woman.

You admire the Princess Nada Zouroff immensely. Is it not so? You have a good excuse; she is certainly very beautiful. An exquisite bud rather than a full-grown rose, eh, my friend?

Perhaps, Madame, replied the diplomatic Italian. But all flowers are beautiful, whether in bud or full blossom.

For myself, were I a man, I should not be very greatly attracted by immaturity. We are using flowers in the form of an allegory. Of course we are really speaking of women. She threw at him one of her most dazzling smiles. There was nothing immature, nothing of the ripening bud about the opulent beauty of La Belle Quéro.

Corsini, seeing what was expected of him, returned that alluring smile with a glance of respectful admiration. He had already gathered that she was a popular idol, and wielded great influence in the musical world.

Personally, he preferred the simpler and more modest loveliness of the charming young Princess. But it was politic to win the good opinion of such an influential personage, and she was evidently not the sort of woman to tolerate rivalry.

For the next five minutes he made himself as agreeable as possible, and the handsome singer was obviously impressed. Their conversation was interrupted by the arrival of the conductor of the concert, who intimated to Corsini that his would be the next turn.

Madame Quéro rose. I must not keep you. Well, I hope we shall be very great friends. I shall stay to hear your solo and then I shall leave. I feel just a little fatigued to-night; not quite in the mood for this sort of scene, gay and brilliant as it is.

With a gracious inclination of her handsome head, she walked with her graceful, swimming gait to the entrance of the big saloon. Arrived at the doors she waited till Corsini was on the platform and listened attentively to his performance. There was great applause when he had finished, and she clapped her hands enthusiastically. The artist in her responded to the artist in him. It would not be true to say that she had not heard greater masters, but there was a subtle quality in his playing that revealed true genius. He always excelled in the appealing and sentimental passages.

But while she was listening, to all appearances with the closest attention, her glance was ever roaming through the open doors, down the grand staircase. It was evident that she was looking for somebody, and restless and disappointed because of his non-arrival.

And then, just as she was preparing to leave, a sudden light came into her beautiful eyes. The tall soldierly figure of Zouroff was ascending the stairs.

Her smile was just a little cold, her tones reproachful.

I was just going; you promised to be here in time to hear me sing. Why are you so late?

The Prince drew her a little out of earshot. He spoke with his usual ease and assurance. He admired the beautiful singer more than any woman of his acquaintance, but he never spoiled any member of the gentler sex with too great a display of politeness or solicitude.

Is it so very difficult to guess? There are certain things that must always come first in a mans life.

Spare me that ancient platitude. You have indulged in it so often. Her voice was restrained and low, but there was a dangerous gleam in her eyes. Zouroff appealed in many ways to her passionate but rather hard nature, but there were times when his indifference, his brutal frankness, cut her to the quick.



But the Prince was not a man to pay more than passing heed to the symptoms of a womans gathering displeasure. By nature he was a savage. To a certain extent he was susceptible to female beauty and fascination, but deep down in his heart he had a profound contempt for women, for their uncontrolled feelings, their little tricks of sentiment, their abject subservience to their emotions.

Things go well, he said, in his hard, level tones. I trust we shall not have to wait very long now. We held a very important meeting to-night; it was prolonged beyond the hour I expected. That is why I am late and could not get here in time to hear you sing.

The beautiful singer seemed but half appeased by this rather curt apology. It confirmed what he had told her so often before, that overwhelming ambition, the advancement of his political schemes, were all powerful influences in his life; that a womans devoted affection weighed but as a feather in the scale against these.

Let us talk of other things, she said, speaking in a tone of assumed lightness.

But I thought you took a great interest in these matters. At any rate you have pretended to. His voice was hard and rasping, and there was a sneer in it, an angry gleam in his eyes. He could not bear to be crossed.

At the proper time and place. But I dont choose to talk of just one subject every moment we spend together. I am pleased, my friend, that the prospects are so good. And now, for a few seconds, shall we talk of those other things which are not quite so unimportant to the world in general as they appear to you.

And those other things? inquired Zouroff in his surliest and most repellant manner.

Well, for example, we have just been listening to our new Director of the Opera, Signor Corsini. He has played some very beautiful things; he is a fine artist. Have you met him yet?

Zouroff frowned heavily. Yes, I have. The fellow played once at the Embassy in London, and my mother and sister raved about him. You know I am no judge of instrumental music — rather dislike it than otherwise. And this young man seemed to me particularly objectionable.

I wonder why? inquired the prima donna with a most innocent expression. Just because your mother and sister admired his genius? What a very insufficient reason.

Zouroff vouchsafed no reply to this delicate raillery, and Madame Quéro continued in the same detached, indifferent tones. The Count introduced him to me; we had a long chat together. I think he is a most charming young man, quite unaffected, with delightful manners and very handsome. I predict he will be excessively popular.

I wonder if you realise how much you are annoying me when you talk in this manner? asked the Prince roughly.

La Belle Quéro held out her hand. My friend, it seems to me you are in rather a savage mood to-night, and I am not in the best of tempers myself. If we talk much longer we may have a serious quarrel. I will say good-night.

Good-night, said the Prince in a low and harsh voice. Perhaps it is as well we should separate. There are a lot of people here I must speak to.

Madame Quéro turned towards the staircase. He strode after her and laid his big, strong hand none too gently on her arm.

And please listen once and for all to me. If it pleases you to amuse yourself with this young Corsini, or for the matter of that with any other effeminate foreigner, you need fear no interference from me. Understand that.

Tears of rage came into the beautiful eyes. Take your hand away, you savage, you are hurting me. As for what you have just said in your usual brutal manner, I perfectly grasp your meaning. And please also to understand this from me. If I choose to turn my fancy in that or any other direction, I shall not trouble to consult you, much less beg for your permission.

With a muttered curse Zouroff released her arm, whose delicate flesh he had bruised, turned on his heel and re-entered the concert saloon.

And next morning, Golitzine, whose sharp eyes had noted the pleasant talk between Corsini and the beautiful singer, also the way in which Zouroff had flung away from her as she descended the grand staircase, was able to report to his Imperial Master that the first act in the little comedy had opened well.


CHAPTER XII
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THE RELATIONS BETWEEN the handsome singer and the new Director, so pleasantly established on the night of the Countess Golitzines concert, progressed very smoothly. La Belle Quéro was unwontedly gentle and submissive in her acceptance of any professional suggestions from the handsome young Italian.

It was the general gossip that she was a good deal in love with Corsini, and wavering in her allegiance to the masterful and tyrannical Prince. Nello himself took the situation very calmly. In the first place, Madame Quéro was a married woman; to fall in love with her, were he so disposed, would be hopeless, unless he resolved to risk a scandal that might adversely affect their respective careers.

And more important still, although he felt for her a quite warm friendship, he was not the least in love. Her full and opulent beauty possessed little attraction for him.

Although at present he did not fully realise the fact, the serene loveliness of the young Princess Nada, combined with her girlish esprit, her air of rank and position, had cast a spell over him that he could not shake off. She would always be the lady of his dreams, although by the exigencies of their different stations, he would be compelled to worship her in secret and from afar.



She was surrounded with the halo of birth and great position. Madame Quéro, although a woman of genius and considerable brain power, had sprung from the peasant class. Her husband, whom she had married when little more than a child, had been a poor fisherman. She made him a handsome allowance, on the condition that he never intruded his rights nor exposed her to the annoyance of his presence.

Her glorious voice had lifted her from grinding poverty and obscurity, her quick mentality had enabled her to acquire much, to adapt herself, with more than fair success, to her new environment. But certain traces of her humble origin showed themselves very plainly at times, especially in moments of excitement — vulgarity of gesture, some common terms of speech, picked up from the gutter where she had played with other bare-footed children like herself.

To a man of Corsinis naturally refined and elevated temperament, these unconscious revelations came as a disturbing shock. And the more intimate he became with her, the more frequently she revealed herself, having no longer occasion to wear a protecting mask.

In a palace or a fashionable drawing-room, with that careful mask on, La Belle Quéro was one personage, most careful as to speech and manner. In her dressing-room, or in familiar intercourse with a fellow artist, not of the great world, only belonging to the aristocracy of talent, she was quite another being, with the solecisms, the occasional coarse flashes of humor, of the Biscayan peasant.



No; although La Belle Quéro was so much nearer to him from the social point of view, for his origin had not been so much more distinguished than her own, he could not feel fascinated, in spite of her obvious liking for him.

Golitzine, who had spies everywhere, in the dressing-rooms of actresses, in the boudoirs of great ladies, knew all there was to know about the friendship of the conductor and the prima donna. Was Corsini taking advantage of his opportunities to acquire the womans confidence, so that it might serve his employers interest?

But Corsini was only being used as a pawn in the game. He did not even know that he was being used even in this humble capacity. He must have guessed that there were some subtle motives behind this sudden and unexpected preferment; but how could he possibly guess what these motives were?

If the young Italian was going to be made really useful, he would have to be enlightened. Salmoros, in his letter, had made a point of his being kept in the dark, fearful probably of some scruples on his part on being told that he was to play the rôle of a spy.

He, Golitzine, was loath to go against the advice of Salmoros, but astute and shrewd as the financier was, he could not have thought out the situation with his usual judgment. The time had certainly arrived when Corsini must be told frankly the part he was expected to play.

After all, there was nothing in the least dishonourable in what he would be asked to do. Salmoros and the Count between them, with the sanction of the Emperor, had set him on the high road to fame and fortune. Their enemies were a band of traitors, headed by Zouroff, assisted by Madame Quéro. He must and would, in honour bound, prove his allegiance to his benefactors.

Having made up his mind, it was not long before the energetic Count summoned the young Italian to a private interview in the Winter Palace. As on the previous occasion, the same tall stranger was present, lounging about the room — the stranger in whom Nello was later on to discover the Czar of all the Russias.

Golitzine did not introduce them, but he made a brief allusion. We are going to have a rather confidential conversation, Signor, but you can speak freely before this gentleman. He is perfectly in my confidence.

Nello bowed, feeling a little embarrassed. He would have been more at his ease if the tall stranger had not been present.

The Count proceeded in his smooth, conciliatory accents. I hear very flattering accounts, so far, of your directorship. You have excited less envy than I expected, under the rather unusual circumstances. And you have also won some golden opinions. I am told that Madame Quéro, in particular, has distinguished you with a somewhat marked friendship. And she is reported to be a rather difficult woman to get on with. I know our late Director found her so, to his frequent annoyance.

Nello blushed deeply. He was very sensitive, and it vexed him to find that his friendship with the handsome Spanish woman had been already commented on. If these comments had reached Golitzine, they had probably also reached the Princess Zouroff and her daughter.

The relations between Madame Quéro and myself are, I am pleased to say, most cordial. Being the most distinguished member of the company, as she certainly is, it insures smooth working all round, answered the young Italian.

Quite, quite, assented the suave Count. Of course you have many opportunities of meeting and chatting. I hear that our friend, Prince Zouroff, is much chagrined that the charming lady in question is friendly with you. You have met the Prince, I presume. I should like to know your real opinion — of course in the strictest confidence.

The flush on Corsinis face deepened. He had met the Prince now on several occasions at different houses in the city, and that arrogant nobleman had always treated him with marked hauteur, hardly taking the trouble to acknowledge his polite salutation.

I should say, your Excellency, that he is sadly deficient in the common courtesies of life.

There was a subdued laugh from the man in civilian clothes, standing in the bay window. He turned round for a second and exchanged a meaning glance with the Count. Golitzine knew what that glance was intended to convey. There was no love lost between these two.

I think, Signor Corsini, you have very pithily defined our friends deficiencies. If he could have controlled his somewhat brutal impulses and acquired a little more polish, he might have advanced farther in his career than now seems possible.

There was a brief pause, which was broken by the Count.

In the course of these chats with Madame Quéro, I dare say you learn a good deal of her general habits. Women are apt to get confidential with an agreeable male friend. I expect she has told you of those secret little parties to which only men are admitted, which she has at her villa?

I swear to your Excellency that to me she has never breathed a word of them.

I quite believe you, Signor. There is good reason why she should keep silence. Her last party was on Saturday night. The next time you are chatting with her, just mention it in a casual way, and ask her why she does not include you, the Director of the Opera, in her intimate circle?

I will certainly do so, Count, replied Nello just a little piqued at the information he had received. It was strange that Madame Quéro had never invited him to one of these, presumably, select parties.

By the way, added the Count. If she should ask you where you got your information from I must request you not to mention my name. Refuse to satisfy her curiosity. I have special reasons for this.

Nello promised that he would obey the Counts injunction, and rose to leave, under the impression that the interview was ended. But Golitzine waved him to his seat.



Just a few moments more, Signor Corsini. I want to take you a little farther into my confidence. We all agree that you are a very capable artist, but I suppose you may sometimes have wondered why your way in this country has been made so very easy; why, in short, your success has been so rapid.

It has occurred to me many times, your Excellency, but I did not like to ask directly for an explanation, replied the young violinist quietly. I thought that would come at the proper time and place. Am I correct in assuming that I am to be given it now?

It shall be given you now, answered the Count in an equally equable voice. And I am going to speak very plainly, Signor Corsini. Salmoros admired your talent greatly; he told me that in a private letter, and he wished to push you for reason of that; but he also perceived in you different qualities that would serve his own purposes — purposes which are closely associated with the welfare of the Russian Empire.

The Count suddenly rose and waved his hand in the direction of the silent man, lounging in the bay window.

I am going to make a somewhat dramatic introduction. I present Signor Corsini, the protégé of Baron Salmoros, to the Emperor Alexander himself, who has been a silent witness of our interview.

Corsini rose and bowed profoundly. Unused to the atmosphere of courts, he was bewildered as to the exact etiquette on such occasions. Ought he to kneel and kiss the Emperors hand? He had a hazy notion he had read somewhere that this was the prescribed ritual.

The Emperor put an end to his embarrassment by advancing and holding out to him that strong hand which could bend a horse-shoe between its fingers.

I am delighted to welcome you, Signor. Salmoros has vouched for you. Our good friend, Golitzine, who is a keen judge of men, assures me that you are loyal and true to those who befriend you, as we have done.

My services, for what they are worth, are entirely at your Majestys disposal, answered Corsini fervently. It was but natural he should be a little overcome by the gracious condescension of such a high personage. He was not even petty enough to be chagrined by the discovery that his sudden advancement was not due solely to his artistic genius.

The Emperor, having said just what was needful, retired to the seclusion of his bay window. The astute Count resumed the conversation.

I trust, Signor Corsini, there are no reservations in your expressions of loyalty to those who have advanced and befriended you?

I am afraid I do not quite follow your Excellency.

Tut, tut, my good young friend. I am quite sure we shall understand each other very quickly. La Belle Quéro, according to report, is very enamoured of you — an artist like herself, a handsome and presentable young man; vastly, in my opinion, superior to the brutal Zouroff. Now, this important thing is — what are your sentiments towards her?



Nellos answer was very frank. I have grown to look upon her simply as a kind and good friend.

Golitzine drew a breath of relief. It was as he had hoped. The young musician had placed his fancy on one far removed from him, by rank and position. The comparatively coarse charm of the handsome singer could not compete with the youthful beauty of the Princess Nada. A benign expression stole over his lined face.

And if you knew that Madame Quéro was taking advantage of the hospitality of this country, of her apparently neutral position, to conspire and plot with his Majestys sworn enemies, you would be hand and glove with us to find out what you could in order to frustrate her designs?

Assuredly, your Excellency. Nello had started from his seat and spoken with fervour. My duty and my allegiance is to the Emperor, yourself, and the Baron Salmoros. Madame Quéro, good friend as I believed her to be, counts as nothing.

That is precisely what I want to be assured of, said the Count. Now, Signor, put that question I suggested to Madame Quéro. It may be she will tell you a deliberate lie. It may be she will seek to entangle you in this plot, and make you one of the conspirators as the price of her favour. I should prefer that, but I think she is too clever to do it. Anyway, report to me how things go, which way they go. And I rely upon it, that you are a faithful servant of the House of Romanoff.

Nello assured him that he was, and returned to his hotel full of thought.



So this was what the apparently benevolent Salmoros had secured him for, to be a spy of the Russian Government. At first he felt a little indignant. La Belle Quéro might be a traitress, a conspirator, but was it his mission to unmask her?

Then his shrewd Latin sense came to his aid. Whatever their ulterior motives, his powerful friends had incidentally helped him, and his bounden duty was to them. If the handsome Spanish woman, who should have no part or lot in the political concerns of Russia, had chosen to mix herself up with a lot of base intriguers, that was her business. It was, after all, diamond cut diamond.

Perhaps he was the more impelled to the cause which the wily Golitzine had urged him to take, by the rumour in the circles where he chiefly mixed that the names of Prince Zouroff and La Belle Quéro were generally coupled together. It was currently reported that as soon as the beautiful singer could get a divorce from her complacent fisherman, she would marry the Prince. But in Roman Catholic countries divorce is not easily to be obtained, and the fascinating Madame Quéro was still united to the lover of her youth. And according to further rumour, Zouroff was not inclined to hurry matters on. As a matter of fact, he was much more interested in other things. Perhaps, also, the lady was not quite so keen as formerly.

So Nello resolved to play his part, the part that it was his bounden duty to play. If the Spanish woman and her confederates were playing a low-down game, he was playing a straight one by outwitting them, in the interests of the Imperial House which had shown him such remarkable favour.

That night the two met, as Madame Quéro was going to her dressing-room. She had sung better than ever that evening, never had she aroused greater enthusiasm. Her eyes were sparkling, her cheeks were glowing with triumph. She met Corsinis cold glance, and her smile faded away.

You do not seem very amiable to-night, Signor. Have I had the misfortune to offend you in any way?

The appealing look she darted at him was certainly that of a woman more or less in love. For a moment, Nello felt a little ashamed of the part he had to play; it seemed cowardly to hurt a woman. But after all, his duty was to his benefactors, and if she was the traitress they alleged she deserved no mercy.

Nello bowed, but made no immediate response. He was on the point of moving away, when she laid a detaining hand upon his arm.

Stay, I beseech you! Why are you so cold? I have sung better than ever to-night, and yet you offer me no word of congratulation. Many a time, when I have sung badly, you have been profuse of your praises, and I thought we were such good friends!

Nello saw his opportunity at once. I used to think, Madame, that we were very good friends.

And has anything happened to alter your previous opinion? inquired Madame Quéro in a faltering voice.

Again the young Italian made a movement to pass on, and again the impetuous woman detained him.



If you please, we will not leave it where it is, with studied coldness on your part. Please tell me how I have offended you.

Nello spoke with exaggerated courtesy. Madame, I am too humble to have the right to be offended. I, the mere Director of an Opera, you, one of the idols of Europe.

The prima donna stamped an impatient foot. Signor Corsini, you are trying my patience unduly. It is easy to see that you have some fancied grievance. Will you be good enough to explain what it is, or at any rate the nature of it?

Corsini looked at her steadily. Madame, you have been good enough to call me your friend. If that is the case, why have I not been invited to those little private suppers at your villa? So many go, that one more would not have made a serious addition.

Her face went as white as death. Who has told you such a falsehood? she stammered.

Nello never took his eyes off her. The white face, the stammering tongue, proved that Golitzine was right. She had secret parties at her villa, and she was dismayed to find that anybody had heard of them.

A friend of mine, whose name I must not reveal, Madame.

Without another word Madame Quéro went to her dressing-room. From there she despatched a hasty note to Prince Zouroff.


CHAPTER XIII

[image: img309.jpg]

LA BELLE QUÉRO and the Prince Zouroff were sitting together in the boudoir of the small villa on the outskirts of St. Petersburg.

They were both smoking cigarettes. Madame Quéro looked anxious and perturbed, Zouroff surly and annoyed.

Inez, you are very unreasonable. Why have you dragged me here at this time of night? If your note had not said very urgent, I should not have taken myself away from more important matters.

La Belle Quéro flicked the ash of her cigarette on the carpet. Once, my friend, you would have come on the slightest request from me. I should not have been compelled to mark my note urgent, eh?

The Prince answered a little awkwardly. Dont let us be too sentimental, dear child. We have been good friends, we have got to a closer degree of comradeship. Is it not an ideal relationship? Well, what have you to tell me? You have not summoned me here for nothing, I am sure?

Not even for the pleasure of your society, my most charming and exquisite Boris? inquired the prima donna, in a tone of raillery.

The Prince frowned. At the moment, the light caprices of women did not appeal to him.



You are talking nonsense, my dear Inez. Let us come to the point.

The Spanish woman came to the point at once, with an angry glitter in her eyes. What a pity that Zouroff was not a little more gentle in his dealings with women!

Our little secret evening parties have been discovered, that is all. It may give you and me food for reflection.

The Prince drew a deep breath. Discovered! It is impossible. Who dares to suspect us?

It does not matter who suspects us. It is enough that we are suspected. I suppose the Secret Police have been at work.

Zouroff thought a few moments, and then a sudden light came to him. He crossed over and grasped the beautiful young woman by the arm.

Tell me the truth and dont palter with me, he thundered in his harsh, raucous tones. Where have you this information? But I can answer the question myself. It is from that white-livered Italian, Corsini. He is a spy in the pay of Golitzine.

Madame Quéro endeavoured to utter a faltering negative, but Zouroff, always fond of brutal methods, tightened his grasp on the delicate flesh.

Under the hypnotic influence of this brutal and commanding man, she stammered forth the truth.

You have guessed right. It was Corsini who told me, in a very brief interview. He had heard the rumour from a friend.

Zouroff smiled. It was a very sinister smile at the best. The lips curled up, the strong, white, even teeth showed themselves, suggesting the fangs of a wolf.

So this degenerate Italian is daring to thrust himself across our path, is he? Well, then! the Italian mountebank must disappear.

Madame Quéro rose to her full height and braved the brutal and truculent Prince.

I think I have got a word to say in this: If he does disappear, I shall go to the Emperor and tell him the whole truth.

You have fallen in love with this young man, eh? inquired the Prince in a jeering voice.

No, I will not say that. And besides, he is in love with somebody else. But understand me, if you please — she spoke with her old imperiousness— I will not have a hair of this young mans head harmed. He is young, he is innocent; he shall not fall a victim to your dastardly schemes.

Boris regarded her with his cold, hard glance. Suppose I said that, in that case, even La Belle Quéro herself must disappear. What then?

Tears came into the beautiful womans eyes. She looked at him, more compassionate than angry.

Oh, Boris, have you sunk so low, have you let your ambitions overcome all the softer impulses of your nature? Would you really murder me for fear I should tell, and frustrate your schemes?

She looked very beautiful as she appealed to him. For a moment the old love for her, the old infatuation surged up in his heart. He clasped her to his breast, and murmured softly the words: Why are you not heart and soul with me, as you used to be?



She disengaged herself gently from his embrace; it no longer thrilled her. You are no longer the same to me, Boris, she whispered, with the usual subterfuge of the woman. You have had other loves besides La Belle Quéro.

I do not admit that, Inez, he answered, in his rough, hard tones, a little shaken by his emotion. But remember, we are bound together by solemn ties, by solemn oaths, to the same cause. Mark my words, he added, with a sudden access of savagery. If you play me false in that respect, expect no mercy.

If I play you false, Boris, I expect no mercy; I shall get none. I know the manner of man you are.

Yes, you know the sort of man I am, Inez. Pursue your little flirtations, if you will. I shall not complain. But once play me false in other matters, and your doom is sealed.

He strode out of the room, and the face of Madame Quéro went white as she remembered the threat. The Prince loved her in his rough, brutal way, but if she interfered with his plans, he would brush her out of his path with as little compunction as he would kill a fly that annoyed him with its impertinent buzzing.

And then, in a few moments, her thoughts went back to the handsome young Italian, Corsini. She had, in an unguarded moment, given him away. Zouroffs slow, but unrelenting, vengeance would pursue him. The Prince had said that Corsini must disappear. In this autocratic country people disappeared every day, and nobody seemed to wonder. It was such a common occurrence.

Next day Madame Quéro, very disturbed, sought Corsini at his private office at the Imperial Opera. Her object was to gain a little time before Zouroff could put his evil designs into execution.

She approached him with her most winning smile.

Signor, you reproached me for not having asked you to my villa. Will you allow me to repair the omission? Will you sup with me, tête-à-tête, on Thursday night?

She had meant, in this intimate meeting, to give him a few hints as to his personal safety without too closely inculpating Zouroff and his associates, whom she still greatly feared.

Nello expressed a thousand regrets. After his duties at the Opera were over, Prince Zouroff had requested his attendance at his Palace, as Princess Nada had wished to again hear his rendering of the romance which had now become celebrated.

The voice of the prima donna grew agitated. She was very distrustful of Boris and his ways.

But, Signor Corsini, why go there when you know so well that the Prince is quite indifferent to music? He does not care for any sort, yours or mine.

Nello darted at her a shrewd glance. I do not think myself, Madame, that the Prince is a great connoisseur; but he is generally in his box when you sing.

The beautiful Spanish woman blushed ever so slightly. Ah, Signor, he comes because I am the fashion. But all the same, I wish you would not go.

Her manner was very insistent. Nello could see that she was greatly agitated.

Tell me, Madame. You have some reason for not wishing me to go?

Madame Quéro hesitated. She dared not tell the truth, that she feared there was some sinister design on the part of the Prince. Had he not said that Corsini must disappear? Her blood ran cold at the thought.

She relied on her womans wiles. Suppose, she whispered softly, that I told you I was very jealous of the Princess Nada. Would that keep you away?

Nello looked at her steadily. A few days ago her request might have had some influence on him, but now he knew her for a traitress. She was only seeking to trap him for her own ends. He was proof against her. Golitzine had warned him.

The Princess Nada is an old friend of mine, Madame. I have promised to play that little romance for her whenever she wishes to hear it. I cannot break my promise.

The blood of the Biscayan peasant surged wildly in her veins. You are a fool, Signor Corsini; you do not know your real friends, I assure you.

Corsini assumed his most diplomatic manner. He bowed profoundly. I have made many friends in St. Petersburg, Madame, but I shall always remember that you were one of the first and best.



Always excepting Princess Nada, remarked the prima donna spitefully.

Ah, Madame, I met her first in London; I cannot tell you under what tragic circumstances. Yes, to be quite frank, the Princess has a little niche in my memory that nobody else can occupy. You will forgive me?

Madame Quéro turned away from him scornfully, her warm Spanish blood all aflame at the mention of her rival.

Go then to your beautiful Princess, with her bloom of the lilies and roses on her cheeks, and your fate be on your own head.

Corsini, in spite of his equable temperament, was a little disturbed by the interview. Madame Quéro had been very insistent that he should not go to the Zouroff Palace. What was there behind this insistence?

He had pressed her closely as to her reasons, and she had led him to understand she entertained an undefined jealousy of the Princess Nada. In all probability that was the true explanation. Anyway, she would give him none other.

He was very busy during the next day or two with the cares of management — the directorship of the Imperial Opera was no light task. He met the singer several times, but she still appeared to nourish resentment.

Well, he could not help it. Wild horses would not have kept him away from the Zouroff Palace, from the few minutes glimpse of the beautiful young Princess. The Thursday drew near, and his pulses beat with pleasurable anticipation. If Madame Quéro withdrew her friendship from him, it would not break his heart; and if she was the traitress that Golitzine assumed, her friendship was not worth having.

As for the woman herself, she was torn with conflicting emotions. At one moment she hated him, at another she wept to think that he should fall a victim to the machinations of the unscrupulous and unrelenting Prince. And on the Wednesday, the day before the reception at the Zouroff Palace, her softer feelings conquered.

She had seen the Prince the night before, and he had told her that he was going into the country and would not return to St. Petersburg till the midday of the Thursday.

She drove to the Zouroff Palace in the afternoon and sent up her card to the Princess Nada. On it she had pencilled— To see you on an urgent matter.

The young Princesss maid, Katerina, who was devoted to her mistress, brought in the card.

Nada read it, and she frowned. She was not at all conventional for a girl of her rank and station, and she numbered many artists amongst her friends. But she had heard of the reputation of La Belle Quéro. Rumours had reached her of the peculiar relations between the singer and her brother, the Prince. Obviously, she was not the sort of woman she could receive in a private capacity.

Go down yourself, Katerina, to this person, and be perfectly civil, she enjoined her maid. Explain to her as politely as possible that I am not able to see any visitors to-day.

The young woman conveyed the cold, decisive message to the waiting Madame Quéro. A dull, red flush spread over the singers face as she recognised the reasons for the refusal to accord her an interview.

But she had not come unprepared for such a rebuff. One moment, if you please, she said, drawing forth a letter and handing it to the maid. Take this to your young mistress. I will wait till you return. I fancy next time you will bring me a different answer.

The maid bowed and went back to the Princess. Nada tore the letter open angrily. The woman was a trifle too insolent and persistent. Then her angry mood passed as she mastered the brief contents.

I regret very much to intrude upon you; I can quite guess that my presence is not welcome. A great danger is threatening a certain gentleman, Signor Corsini, for whom I believe you have some friendship. You are the only person I can think of at the moment who can avert that danger, especially as it is threatened by a member of your own family. If you still persist in refusing to see me, please seal up this letter and return it by your maid.

There was no longer any fear of refusal. Corsini threatened with danger, and by a member of her own family, who could be none other than Boris!

Bring the lady to me at once, Katerina, she commanded the wondering maid.

A moment later the two faced each other, the Princess standing in the middle of the room, courteous but distantly polite, to receive her unwelcome guest.

They looked at each other steadily, with dislike in their hearts, the aristocrat of pure and ancient lineage, the woman who had played barefoot in the gutter as a child, and won her way with her exquisite talent to fame and fortune.

There was between them, at the start, the antagonism of class. But there was also between them a still more subtle antagonism, recognised by each: they had a mutual tenderness for the same man.


CHAPTER XIV
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IT WAS EXCEEDINGLY difficult for a person of Nadas frank and open temperament to resort to the arts of the dissembler, to feign a cordiality she did not feel. Still, she managed to pull herself together and, to a creditable extent, conceal her dislike of her unwelcome visitor. With a grave courtesy she invited the Spanish woman to seat herself.

Your note has distressed me, Madame, for more than one reason. In the first place I am very sorry to hear that Signor Corsini is menaced by a great danger. I met him in London; ours was the first private house he played at after his great success at the Covent Garden concert. I have a great esteem for him as an artist, and I am shocked to think that, after so short a stay in my own country, he should be the victim of some sinister designs. Secondly, I am the more disturbed because your letter tells me very plainly in what quarter these designs are being entertained.

Madame Quéro spoke very quietly. The Princess disliked her, of that she was assured, and she returned the dislike with compound interest. Still Nada was doing her best to be civil and polite. It should not be her fault if the interview was not conducted with perfect discretion on both sides.

If the danger had not been very great and also very imminent, Princess, I should not have taken the liberty of intruding myself upon you. We move in different worlds, it is true, but I am some sort of a personage in my own sphere and not fond of exposing myself to rebuffs at the hand of a waiting-maid.

Nada blushed at the shrewd, quick thrust, although the words were spoken without the least heat.

I am very sorry you should have felt offended, she faltered. But of course, I could not deliver the message myself.

Madame Quéro dismissed the subject with a graceful wave of the hand. If Nada had the composure of the aristocrat, she had the self-possession of the woman of the world. She could skate over thin ice as delicately as anybody.

I have every reason to know that your brother, Prince Boris, has taken a violent enmity to this young musician.

My brother, I regret to say, takes violent dislikes to many people, for reasons that I have never been able to fathom. But I cannot guess any motive for enmity against Signor Corsini. In what possible way can their paths cross?

You will, of course, understand, Princess, that I cannot, in every instance, speak as plainly as I could wish. You may have heard, it is hardly possible you should not, that for some few years past Prince Zouroff has been one of my most intimate friends.

Nada bowed her graceful head, while a faint flush rose to the fair cheek. Of course it was common rumour in St. Petersburg that he was greatly attracted by the handsome singer and was prepared to marry her, if her husband could be got out of the way. Such an alliance would not, naturally, recommend itself to the other members of the proud and ancient house of Zouroff.

It would certainly seem a strange thing that their paths should cross in any way, was Madame Quéros answer. And here, I am afraid, I dare not be as explicit as I wish. You must forgive me, Princess, if I content myself with hints instead of full explanations. I can only just tell you this: Signor Corsini has discovered a jealously guarded secret of your brothers. Your brother, therefore, regards him as a dangerous man, to be got out of his way.

Nadas face went pale as she listened to these rather vague utterances. Although so young, with a disposition naturally frank and trusting, she had a very quick intelligence. She thought she could read between the lines. It was some time before she spoke.

My brother has a jealously guarded secret which Signor Corsini has discovered, she repeated slowly. If he revealed that secret, it would mean danger to Boris?

Madame Quéro bowed. At present his knowledge is not very great, but if he learnt more, it would mean the greatest possible danger to your brother.

There was no mistaking the sinister meaning behind these words. The young girl reflected a few moments. Not once, but many times, some unguarded phrase of the Prince, dropped in one of his frequent rages, had set her thinking.

Boris is not, then, exactly what he seems, Madame?

Far from it, Princess, replied the singer, speaking with a frankness that a second later she regretted.

And perhaps, too, Signor Corsini is not exactly what he seems? queried Nada. Intuition was leading her very near the truth.

Of that I cannot speak with any certainty. Your brother has certain suspicions of him, but I have no means of knowing whether they are well- or ill-founded. One thing is certain, Prince Boris goes in fear of him and meditates harm to him.

You are sure of his intentions? asked Nada.

Madame Quéro shrugged her shapely shoulders. Should I be here, if I were not?

The Princess questioned her a little more closely. You will not tell me more than you wish, I know, but I think I am entitled to put this question. How did you learn his intentions, from himself or a third party?

And the singer answered truthfully. From his own lips.

Nada was silent for some seconds. She was working it out in her own mind, on the somewhat scanty data that had been furnished her.

You mean that the Prince intends to get Signor Corsini out of the way by some treacherous means?



That is the idea that is forming in his mind, Princess.

When will he put that idea into action, do you think? was Nadas next question.

Corsini plays here at the Princes request to-morrow evening — is that not so?

Yes, it was true. She had written the invitation herself at Zouroffs request.

Well, the Prince is a man who acts very rapidly when he has once made up his mind. It is my belief that whatever project he has formed will be put into execution to-morrow night.

Nada put her hand to her brow. It is horrible, Madame, unthinkable, that a brother of mine should stoop so low. Why should he have a secret so guilty, that he cannot afford to have it dragged forth into the light?

Madame Quéro did not answer the question directly. I fear, Princess, your brother is not a man easily to be read even by those who have lived in the same house with him.

What is it you suggest that I should do? asked the Princess after a long pause. Shall I meet him at the entrance and entreat him to go away at once, on some pretext or another? And what might follow if I took such a strange step? I cannot bring myself to confess to him that I suspect my own brother of base designs against him.

It was a puzzling question, which Madame Quéro could not answer at once. For some moments the two women, their mutual hostility suspended for the time being, put their wits together. Suddenly an idea occurred to the singer.

That maid of yours, who interviewed me on your behalf. Can you trust her?

She is devoted to me, was the Princesss answer.

Your brother, I happen to know, has one or two confidential servants in his employ.

Yes, said Nada, looking at her visitor steadily. It was evident that if the Prince concealed some things from Madame Quéro, there were many things that he told her. The girl had a very shrewd suspicion that the guilty secret which Corsini had discovered was also known to the beautiful singer herself.

It is just possible that if your maid instituted a few discreet inquiries in certain quarters, she might learn something.

Can you suggest any particular quarter in which she could put them? asked the Princess. It was evident that the Spanish woman knew a great deal about the Zouroff household — a great deal more than she did herself.

Peter, his valet, is, I know, absolutely in his masters confidence.

That is fortunate, remarked Nada; because I happen to know that Katerina and he are very great friends; in fact, I believe lovers.

She rose, touched the bell and commanded the attendance of her maid. For a long time the two women, mistress and servant, talked together in Russian. Madame Quéro, who only knew two languages, her own and French, could not, of course, follow them.

The Princess explained the result of the interview. I have enlisted Katerinas sympathies, she is going to find out if Peter knows anything.

Madame Quéro rose. Whatever it is, I am sure he will have a hand in it, although I dont expect he will take an active part. Well, Princess, I must leave it to you to take what steps may occur to you.

Nada put to her the shrewd question. Is it impossible for you to take any steps yourself, Madame?

A shamed expression came into the singers beautiful eyes. Alas, Princess, I fear I must admit it is. If the Prince could trace anything to me directly, his vengeance would follow me very swiftly.

Nada shuddered. She had long ago ceased to entertain any illusions as to her brother. She knew he was hard, tyrannical, brutal, and pitiless. But this conversation with the foreign woman had thrown a new and sinister light upon his character. There was in him, in addition to these disagreeable qualities, a strong criminal taint.

He did not intend to spare Corsini, and from what she had just heard, he would not, if necessity arose, spare the woman to whom he professed attachment, but would punish her ruthlessly for daring to thwart his plans. And the poor young Princess shuddered again as the thought crossed her that he would not be likely to spare his own sister, if she offended him in the same way.



It was not till the middle of the next day that Katerina had charmed out of Peter certain information which confirmed her worst fears.

Briefly, the information amounted to this. The Prince had sent one of his trusted servants into the country to order relays of horses. A travelling carriage was to be waiting at midnight close to the Zouroff Palace. But Peter either did not know, or would not tell, who was to be the occupant or the persons in attendance on the carriage.

One little important detail he had dropped. The carriage was to make its first halt at Pavlovsk, the first stage of the journey, on the Moscow road.

There was no longer any doubt in Nadas mind as to the Princes intentions. Corsini was to be entrapped on leaving the Palace and thrust into the carriage; in all probability, drugged and bound. Of his ultimate fate she shuddered to think.

She knew the Chief of Police, General Beilski, well. He was an old friend of the family, also one of the Emperors most trusted adherents. While devoted to her mother and herself, he had never shown himself much attached to the Prince.

Nothing easier than for her to pay a private visit to the General at his office, or invite him to the Palace, and request his assistance in thwarting her brothers foul designs. It was the course which Madame Quéro could have taken had she so wished, in the first instance.

The same reason held back both women. Such a step must have brought about the immediate ruin of Zouroff, with its consequent degradation for his relatives. The General was a man who would put duty and patriotism before every other consideration. He would not consent to any paltering with justice, he would drive no bargain. He would not save Corsini at the cost of letting the Prince go free and unpunished.

It was a terrible situation for so young a girl, thrown upon her own resources. True, she could have taken counsel with her mother, but she shrank from exposing her brothers villainy to such a close relation. She would keep the shameful secret locked in her own breast so long as it was possible.

And then came a ray of light. She wrote a letter in a feigned hand to the General, which ran thus:

A travelling carriage will set out to-night from St. Petersburg at any time after midnight, and will halt at Pavlovsk, on the road to Moscow. Let the carriage be examined, as the writer of this letter has reason to believe there is a plot afoot to deport a certain person well-known in artistic circles.

This she handed to Katerina, whom the General had never seen, with instructions to take it to his office and hand it for delivery to some responsible person. She was to disguise herself as well as she could, and not linger a moment after she had delivered the letter. It was next to impossible that Beilski should ever discover where that letter came from, but she was certain he would act upon it at once.

What would follow from her action she could not foresee; but she had done the best, according to her lights, to save the young man who had had the misfortune to cross her brothers path.



Zouroff, just returned from his journey into the country, entered her charming little boudoir half an hour after she had despatched Katerina with the warning note.

He seemed in a good mood to-day. With bitterness at her heart, she guessed the reason. He had laid his plans so well for this evening that he did not anticipate any likelihood of their being disturbed.

He greeted her with a sort of rough geniality. Well, little Nada, you seem very thoughtful. Wondering what particularly charming costume you will wear to-night?

With difficulty she forced herself to meet his gaze, to banish from her own the loathing that was in her heart. She tried to speak lightly, so that he should suspect nothing from her voice or manner.

Not quite accurate, Boris. No, I have decided on the costume. I was really wondering what jewels I should select.

The Prince seemed to accept her explanation readily. Well, I am certain you will enjoy yourself. Your great favourite, Corsini, is sure to play that little romance which has so captivated you. I really asked him here to give you pleasure.

Was it fancy, or did she really catch the ghost of a sneering smile on the hard, handsome face, as he turned to leave the room?

Base, treacherous hypocrite! she murmured when she was alone. Why have I been cursed with such a brother, my poor mother with such a son?


CHAPTER XV

[image: img309.jpg]

MORE THAN ONE of her admirers noted that La Belle Quéro was not in her best form to-night. Her acting lacked its usual spontaneity, and several times she sang flat.

Those who thought themselves in the know, put down the inequality of her performance to some recent tiff with Prince Zouroff. But this was only a surmise, not a fact. Zouroff, of course, was in her thoughts, but only in connection with Corsini.

It was the danger threatening the handsome young Italian that caused her to sing flat and provoke those unflattering comments amongst her usually loyal audience.

Again in the early part of the evening she had sought him in his private room, and for the second time endeavoured to dissuade him from going to the Zouroff Palace. He was convinced in his own mind that it was unworthy jealousy of the Princess Nada which had prompted her action.

Perhaps, a short time ago, he would have felt a certain amount of pity for an affection that was so thoroughly misplaced. But Golitzines plain hints had destroyed his former feelings of friendship. He could only regard her interference now with resentment.

He looked at her very steadily. Give me some intelligent reason for breaking my promise, Madame, and I will go so far as to say I will consider it.

She turned pale and bit her lip in manifest agitation. What he asked her was precisely what she could not do. After that none too veiled threat of Zouroffs, that if she failed him he would show her no mercy, she dare not betray him by telling the truth.

But she was a woman of considerable resource and she thought she might get round him by appealing to his pride.

I do not know that I can advance any very sufficient reason, except that we have been good friends, and it annoys me to find you refusing to place a proper value on yourself.

How am I making myself cheap by playing at the Zouroff Palace, Madame? Like yourself, I am an artist and follow my art; certainly because I love it, but also because it procures me a substantial reward. If I play for the Countess Golitzine and others, I can play without loss of dignity for the Princess Zouroff.

She saw her opportunity, and took advantage of it swiftly. I am not speaking of women, my good friend. It is the Prince himself who is in my mind. You have told me half a dozen times that this man treats you with the greatest hauteur, hardly deigns to return your salutation. He is, after all, the master of the house. It seems to me that if you respected yourself, as I should wish you to do, you would refuse to give him the chance of insulting you.



Corsini could easily have retorted that La Belle Quéro, in her professional capacity, attended many houses where the women showed her as scant courtesy as the autocratic Prince displayed towards him; but he was of too chivalrous a nature to hurt the pride of a woman.

Anyway, she did not give him the real reason, which he still believed to be that unworthy jealousy of the charming young Princess.

He shrugged his shoulders in real, or assumed, indifference. I must not say too much about this Zouroff, because we all know he is a great friend of yours. He certainly might take a lesson in manners, but I dont know that his want of them affects me very greatly.

Still, his discourtesy hurts you, or you would not have dwelt upon it so often as you have done, retorted Madame, woman-like following out her point.

Corsini rose; he was rather tired of the argument.

If it is so, Madame, I shall not pay him the compliment of staying away. I would not give him the triumph of thinking that he was capable of hurting me.

She saw it was useless. It must be as you wish, Signor; there was a note of sadness in her voice as she turned away. She left the room, murmuring to herself, I have tried my best. It is the sister who draws him, and she must wish as fervently as I do that he would stay away.

It was early in the evening when she had sought this interview, and as the hours sped on, bringing Corsini nearer to the time of his appointment, her agitation increased. If she could only know if the Princess had thought of anything, if she had taken any steps to prevent the tragedy which she felt sure was impending.

With a woman of her nervous and excitable temperament, to express a wish was to carry it swiftly into execution. The Opera finished early that night. She drove home at once to her villa, summoned her maid, and bade her change her costume.

A few moments later she came back to the waiting carriage, attired in clothes befitting a woman of the poorer classes, and drove to within a short distance of the Zouroff Palace. She walked on foot to the servants entrance and demanded to see the Princesss maid, Katerina, on very urgent business.

The girl came to the door, wondering who her visitor could be, what was the cause of this imperative summons.

The prima donna laid her finger on her lips to impress caution and secrecy.

We must speak very low, if you please. I am Madame Quéro, the person you showed yesterday into your young mistresss room. Can you convey a message from me to her now?

Katerina looked at the strange visitor who had disguised herself so successfully. Had she met her in the street, she would have passed her by without knowing her. But now that Madame Quéro had recalled herself to her recollection, she at once recognised the popular singer, in spite of her humble attire.



If you dont mind waiting a few moments, Madame, I think I can manage it. But I am afraid I shall have to ask you to wait outside. Am I to take a letter?

I will wait outside, certainly. No, no letter, it might excite suspicion. Just take this message to your mistress: Has she been able to take any steps with regard to the matter we spoke of yesterday? A few words, yes or no, will do for an answer.

The door was closed, and La Belle Quéro, one of the idols of St. Petersburg, waited in the darkness for a message to be delivered by a ladys maid. For a moment, as she stood there, she laughed a little hysterically at the situation.

The Zouroff Palace had never opened its doors to her, even in a professional capacity, for the Princess was a grande dame, and very rigid in her social views. But there were other great houses, presided over by hostesses with a more elastic code for people of genius who had entertained her as a guest.

It was, to say the least of it, a little bizarre that she should be waiting outside the servants quarters, dressed in working-womans attire, because she did not want one lover to injure another man who might have been a lover had he chosen.

The minutes sped by; it seemed an eternity to the anxious woman waiting there. Then at last the door was opened cautiously, and Katerina spoke in a low voice.

A thousand pardons for keeping you waiting so long, Madame, but it was very difficult to get hold of the young Princess. There is a big reception on to-night.

I know, I know, interrupted the singer eagerly. This obliging girl, like most of her class, was apt to be garrulous. Has she sent an answer?

Katerina looked a little offended. Her good-humoured young mistress never interrupted her, even in her most prolix moments. She spoke stiffly.

Yes, Madame, I was coming to that in a second. She has taken certain steps which she devoutly hopes will insure the result you both desire, but of course she cannot be certain. Suddenly the maids tone changed, and she dropped a very profound curtsey. It is very kind of you, Madame, but it was really not necessary. I am only too pleased to have been of use.

The change in tone was due to the fact that Madame Quéro had slipped into her hand a substantial sum of money, immediately afterwards disappearing into the darkness.

Although not happy nor assured, she felt relieved to know that something had been done to thwart the Princes sinister designs.

She walked swiftly to her carriage, and on her way passed Corsini, who was going in the direction of the Palace with his beloved violin-case in his hand. It was a peculiarity of the Italian that he never drove where he could walk. She shuddered as she wondered if he was going to his doom, or if the Princesss fervent hopes would be realised.

For a moment a wild impulse urged her to turn back and run after him, to blurt out the truth and implore his silence. But the instinct of self-preservation prevailed and the impulse was combated.

Zouroffs dark threat rang in her ears. And if the Princes suspicions were correct, Corsini was in the pay of Golitzine. If that were true, she would entreat his silence in vain. Even gratitude for his escape would not blind him to his obvious duty.

Corsini ascended the staircase, and the first person he met on entering the handsome gilded music-salon was the master of the house. To the Italians intense surprise the Prince held out his hand and greeted him with an apparent show of cordiality.

Ah, good evening, Signor. You are a little late — is it not so? Many of your admirers have been asking after you and fearing that you were not able to come.

Nello, a man of a most frank and trusting disposition, was almost overcome by this condescension. Had he misjudged the man after all? A great Russian nobleman of ancient lineage might be disposed to look down upon meaner persons who could boast of neither wealth nor origin. At any rate, he was behaving well in his own house, was not reminding him of the difference between their stations.

I am afraid I am a little late, Prince. But I will make amends. If they desire an extra encore they shall have it. Thus Nello, a little elated by Zouroffs subtle suggestion that he was a person of great importance in the world of art, and his audience was waiting impatiently for his arrival.

He played very beautifully that night. The enthusiasm of his listeners was so great that he had to grant not one, but three encores. At last he left the platform.

The Princess Nada met him as he descended the few marble steps.

You have surpassed yourself to-night, Signor. There are many waiting to pay you compliments. But will you first come and have a brief chat with me?

Was there anything he could more ardently desire? To gaze for a few moments into those beautiful eyes, to listen to those soft, kind tones — were not a few moments spent like this worth much more than all the applause he had received?

She led him to a small divan in the spacious salon, that was fortunately not occupied. She sat at one end, he at the other; but they were not very distant.

He was very agitated. His close proximity to this beautiful young woman, the product of centuries of high breeding, the delight of her presence, the perfume that stole to him from her abundant hair, the hundred and one subtle allurements that a daughter of the classes possessed for a son of the people, intoxicated him. She was indeed the woman of his dreams, a star set so high in the firmament that he could only gaze respectfully at its light.

She brought him to earth with the simple question: You must be very tired after your fatigues of the day and night; it is some time past twelve now. How do you propose to return to your hotel? I suppose you have your carriage waiting to take you back?



She had put the question in her subtle, womans way. She knew it was a fad of Corsinis that he would never ride or drive where he could walk. When he was rallied upon it by his few intimate friends, he always gave the same explanation that he proffered now.

It is an eccentricity of mine, Princess, that I always walk wherever I can. Shall I tell you why?

Nada looked at him kindly. Yes, tell me why. I cannot tell you whether it is an eccentricity until I know the reason. Personally, I am a very lazy person, and never walk when I can ride.

Corsini leaned towards her. He could inhale the fragrance of her hair, the stronger perfume that came from the roses she wore in her corsage.

Princess, may I reveal to you some of my inmost cherished aspirations? His eyes were glowing, he spoke with unusual vehemence.

I should be honoured to receive your confidences, replied the Princess softly.

Ah, then, since you are so indulgent, I will tell you. My career up to a few months ago was an obscure one. Music is in my blood, as it is in yours. Am I not right?

Yes, replied the Princess, in an even softer voice than before. Music is in my blood, too. Everything fades into insignificance beside those lovely rapturous sounds, such as you and a few other great artists can evoke and render in your various media: through the voice, the violin, the piano — perhaps the weakest, the least convincing of all.

She was very lovely, very alluring, thought Corsini. She had considerable mentality, even great spirituality. Alone with his violin and her, he could so charm her that perchance she might cast off her high estate, the estate of the Princess, and venture forth with him into the world of exquisite music and unknown dreams. But the time had not come for that. She had only extended a kind and gentle friendship. He could not, at the moment, ask for more. It would be presumption on his part.

I trust I shall not weary you, he said, with a smile of apology. As a violinist, I have met with some success; as the Director of the Imperial Opera, I am not quite a failure. But these successes, for what they are worth, do not put limits on my ambition. I want to be something greater than either — the successful composer.

The Princess sighed. Ah, that is my ambition, too. I have tried every instrument, and failed. I have composed heaps of things, but there is no originality in them. I play Chopin and try to imitate him, Wagner with the same result. I have an artistic instinct, Signor Corsini, but no creative ability. I must be a listener all my life, envying the people who render what I would give all my fortune to express.

Corsini thought of his interview with Salmoros, when that sedate and experienced financier had expressed the inmost desires of his soul, that he would give a hundred thousand pounds out of his princely fortune to acquire half of the Italians executive art.

Corsini looked at her, his artist soul beaming in his expressive eyes.



It is one of the tragedies of life, Princess. You, like my good friend Salmoros, desire to be an executant, and your fingers refuse to obey the impulses of your soul. You want to be a composer, and you cannot express your ideas. You do not create, you only imitate.

Alas, yes, answered the Princess mournfully.

Corsini half rose from his seat in his agitation. With me, Princess, it is different. The executive part comes easily to me; I do not worry about that; it is, of course, a gift. But, as I told you, I long to be a composer. That is the reason why I always walk whenever the distance is not too long.

Ah, yes, we have wandered far from the original subject, answered the Princess, realising that Corsini had got upon the great theme of self, and was no longer keen to listen to the recital of her small aspirations.

Playing in these gilded saloons, shut up in my office at the Opera, my imaginative past is dull and dead. When I walk through the silent streets watching the tide of life as it flows by, the nobleman rolling by in his carriage, the beggar cringing for alms, great thoughts come to me. Overhead at night, the stars, full of mystery and wonder, this petty world beneath! Then, Princess, my imagination awakes. I feel in me some of that divine fire which must have informed the great Beethoven when he composed The Moonlight Sonata, some of that inspiration which moved Chopin, Wagner, and the other great masters.

He waved his arms with a dramatic gesture. That is why I walk rather than ride. Speaking as a composer, when I am confined in a close space, I am dead artistically. When I walk and look round on life, I find inspiration.

He was very glowing, very impassioned. Nada felt her pulses thrill as she listened to him. But perhaps, because she was not the full and complete artist that Corsini was, she always leaned to the practical side.

Oh, please do not think I am not capable of understanding you, she said. If I were the artist you are, I should break away from the narrow confines of this Palace and seek inspiration, like you, from the moon and stars, even in the silent streets.

She paused a moment, and then added, with her full knowledge of what was lying in wait for him, But all the same, Signor, in spite of the inspiration you may derive, I wish you would not walk home to-night. Give the moon, the stars, the silent streets the go-by for once. Wait for your inspiration till to-morrow.

He was flattered by that direct appeal to him from such a beautiful girl, but of course, he had no idea of the reason that had prompted it.

But, Princess, why put an embargo on this exquisite night? As I walk along, great ideas will come to me. I may be able to think of something worthy of Chopin, Schumann, even of the great Wagner himself.

She leaned forward to him a little from her side of the divan, and her flower-like face was very close to his. He could catch the subtle perfume of her hair, the scent of the roses at her breast.



It is just a little whim of mine, Signor Corsini. You work very hard, you are devoured by your artistic ambitions which nourish the soul, but consume the body to ashes. Do not incur unnecessary fatigue. You have your carriage waiting?

No, Princess, I have never any carriage waiting. I nearly always walk to my hotel — the longer the distance, the better, because I have a longer time for inspiration.

I know, I know, answered Nada quietly. I fully appreciate all this, but one may sometimes overdo it. I do not think you are looking very well to-night, Signor. You have put too great a strain upon yourself lately. You say you have no carriage waiting. Permit me to supply you with one. The courtyard is choked up with vehicles. You have only to say the word and my maid will bring you one to the side door of the Palace. You can get in there and be driven home at once, without any tedious delay.

A delightful thought crossed his brain. Was it possible that the Princess had appreciated his respectful homage, his silent devotion? Or was this solicitude for his welfare merely the expression of a womanly compassion for the man outside her world, but claiming the common kinship of art?

His voice broke as he declined her offer. Ten thousand thanks, but I would not put you to such trouble. You have so many guests to see to. I have already taken up too much of your time. I will walk home as usual and seek my inspiration under the stars.



Her troubled gaze sought his. If he would only prove amenable, she could still save him — at any rate for a time — from her ruthless brother, with the aid of her faithful maid, Katerina, out of the reach of those scoundrels who were waiting to convey him — she hoped into the arms of General Beilskis police.

But Corsini was not to be saved to-night, although two women had done their best for him. He took the hand that the Princess offered him.

You have been so very kind. I shall always cherish you in a warm corner of my heart, for were you not one of my earliest friends? At that time, I had not many friends, Heaven knows.

I shall always be your friend, Signor Corsini. I only wish you would allow me to order the carriage to take you home. The concluding words almost sounded like an entreaty.

But Corsini would pay no attention. He was resolved on walking home to seek inspiration from the clear skies and the silent streets.

At the top of the great staircase the Prince was standing, to all appearances cordiality itself. But, from a far corner of the music-salon, he had been watching with angry eyes the conversation between his sister and Corsini.

But he could afford to be indifferent; he could afford to greet the young Italian with a smile. He had laid his plans cunningly.

Zouroff accompanied him to the door, guarded by a big hall-porter. In a corner of the hall lounged a small dapper man, Peter, his valet, the lover of Katerina.



Good-night, Signor. Have you no carriage waiting? Ah, no, I understand it is a habit of yours to walk. Good! Exercise is a fine tonic. My secretary will send you a cheque to-morrow for your services. Again, good-night!

The door closed on the retreating Corsini. Zouroff turned swiftly to the small, dapper man, and whispered in his ear.

After him, Peter. Come back and tell me that they have done their work.

The hall-porter opened the door at a sign from his imperious master, and the valet went out with a slow, stealthy tread.

He followed in the wake of Corsini, who marched along gaily, his violin-case swinging from his hand, his thoughts full of the Princess Nada, who had been so sweet to him, so gracious.

He hummed one of the gayest of the many gay airs from Il Barbiere as he walked along. It was one of his favourite operas, one in which La Belle Quéro was inimitable.

He was in a very happy frame of mind to-night as he walked through the silent streets. He even thought tenderly of La Belle Quéro, and went to the length of forgiving her for what he had once considered her groundless jealousy of the Princess.

In the midst of these happy thoughts, four black shadows loomed up against him, four men surrounded him.

What a fool he had been not to take the Princesss advice and drive home! St. Petersburg, like every other populous city, was full of thieves.



Blindly he struck out with his disengaged hand. Shrilly he called out for help.

One of the burly men who had surrounded him threw a handkerchief over his face. In a few seconds his struggles had ceased.

His almost inanimate form was conveyed to the waiting carriage, standing in a side street not far from the Zouroff Palace. It was bundled inside, two of the men mounted the box, the others sat inside, and the horses set off at a fast trot in the direction of the Moscow road.

The valet, Peter, strolled back home. His master was lounging about in the vestibule to await the news. Peter whispered them in his ear.

Zouroff smiled a slow smile of gratified malice.

The bird is trapped, he exulted as he ascended the staircase, to mingle once more with his guests.


CHAPTER XVI
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AFTER HAVING DELIVERED her letter in the way recorded in a previous chapter, Katerina had sped away with the swiftness of the proverbial arrow. She was well on her way home before it reached the hands of General Beilski, who was closeted with an official of high importance and could not be disturbed till the interview was finished.

The Chief of Police was, above all things, a man of action. There was nothing in the letter itself to give the least clue as to the writer, but it was evidently genuine. He came to the conclusion that the woman who had sent it was unwillingly mixed up in some plot against which her conscience revolted.

He immediately called in one of his subordinates to make arrangements for the immediate despatch of a body of mounted police to Pavlovsk, where they would lie in wait for the arriving carriage.

The man who had taken the letter from the somewhat frightened maid was called in and questioned, but his evidence was of no value. His recollections of the appearance of the young woman were very hazy. She was young, slim, and rather good-looking, but he had taken so little notice of her that he admitted that he would not be sure of recognising her if he met her again. There were other callers at the time and his attention had been distracted.



The man was dismissed, and the General and his lieutenant closely scrutinised the letter for the second time. All that they could do was to agree upon two points. The handwriting was evidently a feigned one, and also that of a person of education.

There is one peculiar thing about it; our informant wishes to save the person threatened, remarked the Chief; but she evidently wishes to involve as little as possible the perpetrators. Otherwise she would have told us where the carriage was going to start from for Pavlovsk, so as to save us the trouble of going all that way. Still, when we stop the carriage, we shall be able to get something out of the scoundrels who are in charge of it.

Unless they are too staunch or too well paid to give away their employer, observed the subordinate, with a shrug of his shoulders. Many of these criminals, and none but criminals would engage in such a job, are very loyal.

In the good old days we would soon have made them find their tongues, said the General with a grim smile.

That night Beilski dined alone with Golitzine and his wife. After dinner was over, the two men adjourned to the Counts study and sat late into the night, discussing various important matters.

When they were about to separate, the General drew from his pocket the anonymous letter, and handed it to his host.

Read that, Count, although I dont suppose you will be able to make more out of it than I. It was left to-day by a mysterious young woman who bolted as soon as she had given it into the hands of the porter. He took very little notice of her and doubts if he would recognise her again.

The Count read the letter slowly, and meditated for a few seconds. Strange, very strange, he said at length. A person of some importance in the artistic world!

Does that give you any clue? inquired Beilski. Of course you know a good many things that I dont, and you also mix in more worlds than I do. Is there anybody you can think of, or are acquainted with, whose removal might be useful to some person or persons?

It was some time before a sudden flash of inspiration came to Golitzine. When it did, he spoke slowly.

At present, mind, it is only a conjecture. But I can think of a man who would answer to the description — Corsini, the Director of the Imperial Opera.

The General elevated his eyebrows. From all I have heard of him — I have never met him — a most quiet, unassuming fellow. How could he give offence to anybody?

I must let you into one of my secrets, Beilski. This young man is acting for me in a certain matter. I have given him some information which, according to my instructions, he has divulged to somebody else, a woman.

Is there any objection to telling me the name of the woman?

As I have gone so far, I may as well go a little bit farther, was the Counts answer. But, at the moment, you must remember it is only a conjecture. The woman whom I suspect of having sent that note is La Belle Quéro.

The woman who gives supper parties to men whom we strongly suspect, but regarding whom we have, up to the present, no actual proof, commented Beilski.

Precisely. The Count looked at his watch. That carriage has started with its freight some time ago. I think we can soon solve the problem of whether Corsini is the occupant or not.

Your theory is, then, either that this Madame Quéro has more conscience than her associates, or is in love with the young man and has made up her mind to save him?

Golitzine nodded his head. If my suspicions are wrong, Corsini is at one of two places, either at his hotel or at the Zouroff concert. He told me yesterday he was going there to-night to play. We will send round a guarded note to each, only to be delivered into his own hands.

This was done, and the two men waited for the result. The man despatched to the Palace returned first. He had inquired for Signor Corsini and was told that he had left a long time ago.

The other messenger arrived a few seconds later. He had seen the manager of the hotel. Corsini had not come back, a most unusual thing, since for a man in his profession he kept early hours.

The inference seems pretty clear, observed the General. If he had intended to stay at the house of some friends he would have told the manager. Still, he may have gone on to some other party, although I doubt it. Well, if Corsini is in that carriage, and it seems most probable, we shall soon have him back in St. Petersburg.

And when we get him back we must have him closely guarded, said Golitzine; at any rate until we have discovered the perpetrators of this outrage.

That may prove an easy matter, or one of great difficulty, was Beilskis comment. Madame Quéro herself is, of course, no use to us. She would never admit that she wrote that letter. Do you happen to know her handwriting?

Yes; I have had half a dozen letters from her on professional matters. The handwriting bears not the slightest resemblance to this. But, of course, she would be too shrewd to write it herself, even in a feigned hand. She dictated it to some female accomplice.

By the way, added the Count as they separated for the night, they will bring back the occupant of the carriage, who I think we may safely presume to be Corsini, to your own quarters, of course?

Of course, assented the General.

Well, bring him on to me while his impressions are red-hot, you understand? We want to bring it home to the real instigators.



While these two high functionaries were discussing matters, the travelling carriage, with the senseless young man inside, was proceeding on the Moscow road at a fast pace.

One of the two ruffians produced a stout piece of cord and proceeded to twist it round the arms and legs of the helpless man.

He doesnt seem capable of showing much fight, he said to his companion with an evil grin, but one never knows. A liver-hearted chicken would fight for life and liberty. Best to make sure.

He bound him securely. The other man handled the violin-case which had dropped from Corsinis hand when so suddenly assailed. His eyes betrayed a covetous gleam.

This is worth something, I expect, but we dare not handle it.

More than our lives are worth, replied the other ruffian, in an equally regretful tone. There will be a hue and cry in St. Petersburg to-morrow when it is known that the Director of the Imperial Opera has disappeared. We must all lie low. Any attempt to realise on that violin would give us away at once. Besides, we are being very handsomely paid.

That is true, grunted his companion in villainy, as he sank back on his seat beside the unconscious man. We dont ask too many questions, but we can pretty shrewdly guess who is working this job. Peter is a wary bird and doesnt let out much, but we know who is his master.

The carriage sped on through the gathering night till it reached Pavlovsk. Here there had been ordered a relay of horses, which was awaiting them at a small posting-house.

Corsini was still wrapt in a profound slumber. Once he had shown signs of consciousness, and one of the two miscreants had given him another dose of the powerful narcotic. It saved trouble, to keep him in that condition till they reached their destination.

It had been a cold drive. The two men who had guarded the prisoner stepped outside and stamped their feet. The other two, who were more chilled, dismounted from the box.

The leader of the party peered at the unconscious figure. He is still in the land of dreams, my dear friends, he said. Well, while he is sleeping and we are changing horses, we will get a warm drink.

The four men tramped into the bar of the small inn, where they comforted themselves with the refreshment they desired. They had no wish to delay their departure, but it would take a few minutes to change the tired horses, they might as well enjoy themselves in the interval. They were members of the criminal class whom Peter, the valet, had employed in his masters interests, but they were very game fellows. They would never round on their old friend Peter.

Suddenly in the midst of their revels, for the one original drink had extended itself to three or four, a decrepit old ostler shambled in with a white and scared face. He was an aged man, toothless, and with a voice that scarcely rose above a hoarse whisper.

Every man who wants to save himself had better run as fast as he can, he croaked, with a meaning glance at the four men assembled in the small parlour. The place is full of police. They have surrounded the carriage. They will be inside in a moment.

The two younger men of the party took the hint at once, escaped through a side door and bolted somewhere away in the darkness of the night. The other two, staggered by the unexpected course of events, had not wit or agility enough to save themselves. In a second they were seized and handcuffed by the agents of the law.

Corsinis inanimate form was carried in. General Beilski had taken the precaution to send a doctor along with the police. He had accurately guessed that those who wanted to deport a certain person, would take the precaution of drugging him first and keeping him under narcotics during the journey.

So heavily had the unfortunate young man been drugged, that it was some time before the doctor could bring him to a waking state. At last he opened his dazed eyes and gazed wonderingly round at the narrow little room in which he had been laid.

Where am I? he ejaculated slowly. His senses were not yet well ordered. He had hazy recollections of the Zouroff Palace, of a conversation with the Princess Nada, a confession to her of his ambition to be a great composer as well as a great executant, of a walk through the silent streets, the sudden appearance of some men. Then a blank.

The doctor bent over him and spoke in a soothing voice. In spite of the ashen and livid face, he recognised him at once. The doctor came from St. Petersburg in the company of the police, and he had seen the portrait of the new Director of the Imperial Opera in several newspapers. Here was some subtle mystery to which he had not the key.

You are amongst friends, Signor Corsini. I am going to give you another injection, and after that you will have a little light food before we take you back to St. Petersburg.

Corsinis tired eyes wandered round the room. He saw the kind, compassionate face of the doctor bending over the sofa on which he had been laid. He saw also three men in police uniform and a tall, bearded man who was evidently the leader of the party. Then his eyes closed again and he relapsed into insensibility.

The doctor swore under his breath and turned to the tall, bearded man.

They have nearly done for him with their infernal doping, but in an hour from now I shall have him in trim to take back to the General. Have you got all those scoundrels?

The tall, bearded man shook his head with a melancholy air. Alas! only two of them, doctor. The other two escaped, warned, no doubt, by some ruffian in this inn. Still, I have got two and I will do my best to make them speak before I have done with them.


CHAPTER XVII
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CORSINI, PALE AND exhausted from his terrible experiences, sat in Golitzines study. General Beilski was there also.

Now, Signor, we want to get at the bottom of this. It was the Count who was speaking. Beilski was a devoted adherent of the Czar, and had been promoted to his high post through the Imperial favour, but he was not a man of very considerable mentality, and the astute secretary had, privately, a very poor opinion of him.

Corsini struggled to collect his wandering thoughts.

It seems all like a very bad and confused dream, your Excellency. I remember playing at the Zouroff Palace. I had a short conversation with the Princess Nada. I left early; the Prince accompanied me to the door. I remember distinctly the hall-porter and an obscure sort of person lounging in the doorway. I left and walked along in the direction of my hotel. Suddenly I was surrounded by four men — footpads, as I surmised. They seized me and drugged me. The rest is a blank. I woke up in a little bedroom in an obscure inn, with a kind doctor bending over me. Then, there are sleeping and waking intervals, and I find myself here in your Excellencys house.

Can you carry your mind a little farther back, Signor Corsini? You recognise that you were kidnapped by some persons who desired your disappearance.

I understand that perfectly, Count. Let me go back a little. There are certain suspicious circumstances that recur to me.

Beilski and the Count exchanged significant glances. Golitzine motioned the young man to proceed.

I was engaged to play at the Zouroff Palace last night. I had already acquainted your Excellency with that fact.

The Count nodded a little impatiently. He was anxious to get at the facts.

A very singular thought has occurred to me, gentlemen. Madame Quéro was very insistent that I should not play at the Zouroff Palace. On two occasions she endeavoured strongly to dissuade me, to make me break my appointment.

The other two men exchanged an even more significant glance. They were getting close to the truth.

Nello had paused. He seemed desirous to say more, but something kept him back. Golitzine noticed his hesitation.

Come, Signor Corsini, out with it. You have not yet told us all you surmise or suspect. We know about La Belle Quéro. There is something else you can tell us if you choose.

Corsini was never a very good dissembler. He was as wax in the hands of these experienced men of the world.

A singular thing, gentlemen, after thinking over all those things, is this. Perhaps you know that it is a peculiarity of mine to always walk to and from my engagements.

It is a peculiarity of yours that has been already commented on, said Golitzine, who knew everything about everybody. Proceed, Signor.

It is just a thing that has struck me as a little peculiar, taken in conjunction with the whole circumstances. Madame Quéro, whom I know you suspect, was very insistent that I should not go to the Zouroff Palace, without assigning any definite or plausible reason.

We have already understood that, interrupted Beilski, rubbing his hands. Perhaps we may now come to something that throws more light on the affair.

Corsini proceeded. I had a brief conversation with the Princess Nada. He blushed slightly as he continued. She was pleased to express some solicitude for my welfare, my health. She thought I was not looking well, that I had been working too hard. She asked if I had a carriage waiting for me. I answered in the negative, telling her that I always preferred to walk home. She offered to procure a conveyance for me, and added that it could be drawn up at a private entrance to the Palace, as there was a great crush in the main entrance. Gentlemen, I have told you all the facts, it is for you to draw your inferences. It is pretty evident that both Madame Quéro and the Princess had an inkling, perhaps actual knowledge, of the danger that was threatening me, and dared not say more than they did.

Golitzine rose and drew the General into a corner.



The thing is clear enough. The two women have been in league to save this young man. La Quéro has split upon Zouroff, because she is in love with Corsini, and has enlisted the sympathies of the Princess, probably in love with Corsini herself. You see it, General?

Beilski had not the agile intelligence of the Count, but when it was so clearly put before him, he saw it.

The young woman who brought the note is the maid of one of them, he said tersely. Well, my men shall bring both the maids before me to-morrow and I will wring the truth out of one of them. In the meantime, how shall we proceed with Corsini?

Take him back to his hotel. Fudge any story you like to the manager — been taken ill in my house, or yours, it does not matter which. Let him go about his usual duties and let him be safely guarded till we bring this home to the proper quarters. How about those men accompanying the carriage?

Alas! I have only bagged a couple, answered the General regretfully. The others escaped through the want of vigilance on the part of my men.

And what have the two you captured got to say for themselves?

Just nothing. Their lips are sealed. They will take their own punishment, but they will not give away their employer. If we had lived in the old days we could have made them speak.

Golitzine crossed over to the young Italian.

Signor Corsini, I cannot say how deeply I am grieved that you should have been subjected to this outrage. Rest assured it shall be tracked home to the proper quarters, and you shall be amply avenged. I have asked General Beilski to put a secure guard around you whenever you venture abroad. You need fear no repetition. Salmoros would never forgive me if you came to harm.

Corsini was taken back to his hotel, wondering over all the things that had happened to him. A tale was fudged up to the manager that he had been attacked with sudden indisposition at the house of Count Golitzine, and compelled to remain there. Beilski took good care that he was unobtrusively guarded by members of the secret police.

The next thing was to get hold of the two maids. The Generals satellites secured the one in the service of Madame Quéro, and brought her along.

Beilski interrogated her himself, but the cross-examination of five minutes convinced him that she was not the woman who had brought the note. And the porter was equally certain on this point. She was a person of different build.

He dismissed her with a caution, as he handed her some coins.

I would prefer that you kept your mouth shut about this visit. Still, it is very probable you will blab about it to your mistress.

Not after your generosity, your Excellency, answered the maid gratefully, with a smirk.

The General grunted. That is as it may be. I dont know that I trust you farther than that door. But if you should feel disposed to take your mistress into your confidence, you can tell her this — that we have our eye upon her and know more than she thinks.

Half an hour later the terrified Katerina was brought into his presence. She had been taken in charge a few yards outside the Zouroff Palace, whence she was proceeding on a shopping errand for her young mistress.

The General, with his experienced eye, read at once in her demeanour the signs of great perturbation. She was no hardened criminal, only a weak, trembling girl. He had rough and ready methods for such as these.

Speak the truth, girl, and fear not; the strong arm of the law shall protect you, he thundered in his loud, vigorous accents. You are the young woman who brought me a note the other day from the Princess Nada. My hall-porter has recognised you.

This, of course, was a flight of the gallant Generals imagination. The hall-porter had distinctly said that he would not be certain of recognising her; but it was enough to scare the shrinking Katerina.

She sank upon her knees, trembling in every limb. It is true, your Excellency. Are you going to kill me, or send me to Siberia?

The General smiled grimly. Neither, my excellent young woman, as you have confessed without any unnecessary trouble. Give my compliments to your young mistress, and tell her I will give myself the pleasure of waiting upon her this afternoon on a little private matter. You can tell her that I have interrogated you, and you have confessed. You can also mention that the police, presided over by General Beilski, has a long arm, and a very wide espionage; also that we find out things pretty quickly, however carefully they are concealed.

Poor Katerina hurried away, her brain in a whirl. As she scurried home, she reproached herself that, under the awe-inspiring presence of the formidable General, she had given her young mistress away. But, after all, she was not to blame. The Princess ought not to have sent her on such an errand.

Nada had been wondering at her absence. The shopping errand on which she had been despatched should not have occupied her very long.

Poor Katerina had to confess to her interview with the General. Nada spoke no word of blame; it was her own fault that she had chosen so weak an instrument. And she further admitted to herself that if Beilskis emissaries had seized her instead of her maid and conveyed her to his headquarters, she would have lost her head as her maid had done.

And the General was coming to-day to worm out of her all he could. Of course, she knew she would be as wax in his hands. But even above her own immediate troubles rose the one anxious thought — was Corsini safe? had he escaped the vengeance of her ruthless brother?

She could not make use of the already too terrified Katerina any more. She sent around a brief note to Corsini at his hotel, in which she asked him to procure for her a certain piece of music of which he had spoken to her in a brief conversation a little time ago.

The messenger came back with the information that Signor Corsini was engaged in his duties at the Opera, and that the note would be given him on his return.

This relieved her very much. Corsini, at any rate, was safe. Her strategies had succeeded. She braced her nerves for the forthcoming interview with the General. She knew it would be a strenuous one. How, in the name of all that was marvellous, had he discovered that she was the sender of that letter?

Beilski had chosen a most fortunate day from her point of view. Her mother was in bed with a feverish cold. She would have to receive the General alone. He would go to the point at once. If she had her mothers protecting presence, decency, respect for his old friend of many years, would have tied his tongue to some extent. He might hint his suspicions of Zouroff to a sister; he would conceal them from a mother, ruffian as he knew the son to be.

But though her heart was fluttering, she received him very prettily and graciously. Had she not known him from a child?

An unexpected pleasure, my dear General. It is not often that you come to the Zouroff Palace.

Not so often as I would wish, my dear child, but my time is very fully occupied. As you can guess, these are troublous times. How is your dear mother?

Nada explained that the Princess was in bed with the first symptoms of a feverish cold.

The General took a few sips of the cup of tea that the charming young Princess offered him. His bushy eyebrows worked from time to time. He was a perfect gentleman at heart; he was also very chivalrous to women. He did not at all relish the mission he was engaged on. It was the breaking of a butterfly upon a wheel, and the butterfly was the little girl to whom he used to bring chocolates and bon-bons a few years ago.

Sorry to hear it, my dear child. Keep her warm and she will soon be all right. Of course he was not really sorry at all that the Princess Zouroff was well out of the way; it was now all plain sailing.

After a long pause, he spoke in gruff accents. There is no need to fence, Nada. You got the message from your maid. You know why I have come and what I have come for.

Yes, I know, answered the young Princess in a faltering voice.

The General drew his chair closer. Now, out with it all. From whom did you get the information that prompted you to write that letter?


CHAPTER XVIII
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ZOUROFF HAD EXULTED very greatly on that night when he had said good-bye to Corsini at the doors of the Palace. The carriage was waiting a short distance away. In a few hours the young musician would cease to be a menace to him.

He was doomed to grievous disappointment. One of the escaping band had managed to despatch a telegram in cipher acquainting him with the fact that his plans had miscarried, that Corsini had been rescued by the police at Pavlovsk.

Upon receipt of that telegram, he went into one of his violent rages, but of course nobody witnessed his distress. After he had recovered himself, he sought out his valet and imparted to him the news.

Later, in obedience to his masters instructions, the valet learned that Corsini was back at the Opera; further, that General Beilski had surrounded him with a strong bodyguard, which was to protect him, in an unobtrusive fashion, day and night.

His suspicions fell at once on La Belle Quéro. If he had obeyed the promptings of his wild and savage nature, he would at once have gone to her dressing-room at the Opera, taxed her with her treachery, and strangled her with his own hands. Needless to say, he had no idea of the part played by his sister in the rescue of the hated musician.



But he was wily as well as savage. He would take his own measures with this treacherous Spanish woman in due course. She certainly would not escape his vengeance; but he would do nothing rash, nothing calculated to bring his own neck into jeopardy. He would meet her as if nothing had happened. He would be more lover-like than ever.

And things, as he thought, were now hastening so rapidly towards the goal that his revenge need not be long delayed.

Corsini had resumed his duties at the Opera, and his brief disappearance had been plausibly explained. The story of a short indisposition had satisfied all curiosity.

His feelings at this particular period were, perhaps, a little uncertain. He was not quite sure that the excellent Salmoros, whom he had once looked upon as a pure and benevolent philanthropist, ever ready to extend a helping hand to a struggling genius, had done him such a good turn, after all.

True, he had made certain strides in his calling: he might be said now to have gained a European reputation in place of a purely local one. On the other hand, he was mixed up in the political schemes of Golitzine. He had been kidnapped, and but for the tenderness of a woman, perhaps two women, might have been done to death by now.

On the whole, England seemed a safer place than Russia. In Russia there was only one bright spot. And that was the presence of the Princess Nada.

And this constant, ubiquitous bodyguard annoyed him. Of course he was quite sensible enough to know that it was necessary. Whoever his enemy might be, Zouroff or another, he would try and kidnap him again, undeterred by the failure of the first attempt. Golitzine and the Chief of Police were quite right to put a cordon round him.

It irked him very much, this body of four patient men who guarded him day and night, not in any way obtrusively, but always within reach — lurking in the corridor of his hotel, in the passages and lobbies of the Opera House, always ready to rush to his assistance if he were suddenly surprised.

In London he could walk east, west, south, or north without fear — to the breezy heights of Hampstead, the sylvan glades of Richmond. For, if he were to seek inspiration, he must fly from closed rooms, from shut doors, and hold communion with the stars.

On the second night of his return, the four patient men accompanied him on one of his walks, scattering discreetly, but ever on the alert.

Inspiration had come to him. The fugitive notes, with difficulty recaptured, were shaping themselves into music in his brain. Suddenly a tall figure loomed out of the darkness and stood in front of him. The four silent watching men formed up and drew closer.

Do not fear, whispered the man; I am a friend. I see there are men looking after you. They are members of the police, I am sure. Tell them not to be afraid for your safety; but I would like them to withdraw out of earshot.

I seem to remember your voice, I have a faint recollection of your face, answered Corsini, but at the moment I cannot recall when and where we met.

The big man laughed softly. Throw back your memory a little while. A lonely road leading out of a still more lonely village filled with troops and mounted police. Your train had broken down, you had taken a quiet walk. You were saying your prayers before a village ikon. There suddenly appeared a tall, bearded man who implored your charity.

Then Corsini recognised him. Ivan the Cuckoo, Ivan the outlaw! What are you doing here?

Get your friends a little out of earshot and then we can talk quietly, was the outlaws answer.

Corsini went up to the leader of the four men, who had drawn very close.

This is a man whom I met on my first entrance into this country under very strange circumstances. I have good reason to believe he is well disposed towards me; but he wishes to speak to me in private. Will you withdraw a little so that you cannot hear what he says?

The chief of the party looked somewhat doubtfully on the big figure of the outlaw. He seems a bit of a ruffian, Signor, but it is as you wish. We will go out of earshot, as you request, but we will keep our pistols well levelled at him, in case of accident. You are sure you can trust him?

I think so, replied Corsini. I am afraid he is not a very estimable character and his appearance is not in his favour, but I helped him once when he was in great straits, and he swore to return the obligation. I am inclined to trust him myself.



The four men withdrew. The big man chuckled quietly. So you have persuaded them to get out of the way. They were urging you not to trust me, eh?

Something of the sort. Well, Ivan, what have you got to say?

Simply this. On that day you saved me, when the police were waiting within a few yards to trap me like a rabbit, I swore I would pay back the debt, did I not?

You did, Ivan. I remember that promise well. But you dont mean to say you are going to pay it back to-night.

If not to-night, very shortly, Signor Corsini. You see, I know something about you. Well, I will tell you something you may, or may not, know; you have a very bitter enemy, who is resolved to hunt you to death.

That is true, Ivan. I can guess his name, but you know it. Is that not so?

It is quite true, replied the outlaw in low tones. Your enemy is mine, too, the dastard and scoundrel who enjoys the style and title of Prince Zouroff.

Your enemy also? queried Corsini in wondering tones. But how can you have crossed his path?

I have a heavy account against the man and his family, answered the outlaw in his low, fierce voice. In the old bad days of serfdom, his father, who was even a bigger ruffian, if it is possible, than his son, had my father flogged to death for a trivial offence. That was burnt into my brain.



He tore open his clothes and showed his naked chest, on which was a long scar.

You see that. Boris insulted my sister, a pure and innocent girl, born on his estate as I was. She told me the story. I borrowed a sword. I lay in wait for him in the woods one night. I challenged him to fight. I wounded him, thank Heaven, but he got his sword in too and left me with that scar. You can guess that I have got a big account against this Prince who swaggers about St. Petersburg and boasts amongst his intimates that he will dethrone the Czar.

For a few seconds the outlaw paused, struggling to regain his composure, which the recital of his wrongs had so disturbed.

After that incident, you will guess there was no safety for me, Signor. It was no longer possible for me to remain on this villains estate, he resumed. I wandered forth to embrace a life of crime — to become a thief, a bandit, a marauder. But, as Heaven is my judge, my guilt lies at his door.

You spoke of repaying a debt, Ivan, interjected Corsini, with a view of recalling the unhappy man from these troublous and disturbing memories. And if not to-night, very shortly. I dont know that I very much desire repayment. What I did was out of feelings of humanity. Some people might say misplaced humanity. But what I did that night I should do again to-morrow if we were both in the same position.

The big, bearded man regained his calmness, and spoke in slow, measured tones. I have seen your portrait in the newspapers, Signor, and so was able to give a name to my preserver. It is in my power to put you in possession of an important secret that will bring great distinction to you, when you impart it to the proper quarters. In return you will secure for me a full pardon. I am not asking too exorbitant a price; I am sure you will admit that.

It is a secret, I can guess, concerning the man whom you describe as our common enemy, Prince Boris Zouroff.

Ivan nodded his big head. Listen! I have many friends in St. Petersburg, most of them certainly not of a reputable class. But I have one friend, quite a decent and honest fellow, born like myself on the Princes estates. His name is Stepan, and he is in the service of the well-known opera-singer, popularly known as La Belle Quéro.

Corsini started. At first he had felt inclined to pay little heed to the outlaws rather wild talk. How could a man in his position be of any serious use, a man who had to skulk in obscure corners, lest he drew upon himself the too vigilant attention of the police?

Stepan and I were boys together and great comrades. The poor fellow is heavily handicapped in the fact that he is very deaf. At times he can hear a little, but his hearing is never to be depended on. He was rather a favourite of Zouroffs, who, I suppose, found him useful in certain ways, perhaps because of his infirmity: what he could not hear he could not communicate to others.

I quite understand, interposed the young Italian.



Some considerable time ago, Zouroff brought him up from the country and installed him in the service of Madame Quéro. Of course he had a motive in this, which you will presently comprehend. I must explain to you that owing to his deafness being so acute, all those who want to speak to him have to use signs. All the same, he is a very intelligent fellow, and can see through a brick wall as clearly as anybody. His speech is affected, too.

For what purpose did his master hand him over to Madame Quéro? queried Corsini.

I will explain, Signor. The singer has constantly at her house parties of men; no other woman but herself appears at them; and these parties consist of Zouroff and his friends. I have made it my business to find out all their names. You can have that list when you want it; it will be useful to certain persons in high quarters.

Decidedly, Ivan was growing very interesting. The young Italian listened with the closest attention.

In the side wall of Madame Quéros villa there is a secret door, my friend Stepan is janitor. On the night when these parties assemble he is on duty. A small bell is pulled, which he cannot hear, but he sees the wire of it vibrating. Stepan ushers them into an inner chamber across which, screening it from the small vestibule, hang heavy black velvet curtains. These men, Signor, are conspirators, one and all. Stepan is too deaf to overhear what they are conspiring about, but he has his suspicions.

One moment, Ivan, interrupted Corsini. You said that Prince Zouroff has showed this man favours. Is he not loyal to his master?

No more loyal than I am, Signor, although, like him, I was born on the villains estates. Shall I tell you why? When Stepan was a youngster, before this terrible deafness came upon him, he was in love with my sister. You can now understand that he hates Zouroff with only a few degrees less hatred than myself.

It is quite intelligible, Ivan. Please go on.

Now I am getting to the point where you come in, explained the outlaw. The four patient men were still watching the prolonged interview, with their pistols ready to be discharged at a moments notice, should this burly stranger show any suspicious movement.

These men conduct their conversation in French; that much Stepan knows. On the nights of these assemblies, both the vestibule and inner chamber are very dimly illuminated. Stepan could manage to hide me there to overhear. But, as you know, Signor, I speak French very imperfectly myself and it would be impossible for me to follow them. I often have to ask you to repeat your words slowly, to catch the sense.

Corsini admitted that it was so.

Now, Signor, here comes the strange thing, a coincidence that must have been fashioned by Providence to direct our ends. In a dim light, you and Stepan are as alike as two peas; it was this resemblance that put the idea into my head. I will not say that in the broad daylight the difference between you might not be discernible.

Corsini drew a deep breath. He was beginning to have an idea of the scheme which had worked in Ivans cunning brain. You want to dress me up as Stepan, put me in his place, and overhear what they are plotting, so that I can communicate it to the police?

Precisely, Signor. Is it not a great idea?

It sounds pretty well, my friend, but there are one or two little things that might confound your scheme. Has it occurred to you that, since the Prince might communicate with me by signs, I might not be able to understand the alphabet.

I have arranged for all that, Signor, replied the big man, who was pretty full of resource. There is a fair-sized cupboard in the vestibule in which Stepan can hide himself while you are listening. You pull open the cupboard and he can change places with you when you please. You can do this as often as you like in the twinkling of an eye.

Corsini smiled. Admirably thought out, Ivan, but there will be no need. I know the alphabet perfectly; I learned it when a boy, and since my short sojourn here I have picked up a fair amount of Russian. Of course Zouroff speaks Russian to Stepan.

The outlaw smiled gleefully. No, Signor; everything, I see, is working most smoothly for our plans. Zouroff had the boy very well educated; he can speak French as well as you can, and the Prince always expresses himself to him in that language.



Then all should go very smoothly, Ivan. When do you want me to take up my rôle; in other words, when does the next meeting at the villa take place?

To-morrow night or the night after, I cannot be sure. But I shall hear from Stepan to-morrow, who will be informed by Madame Quéro. I will send you round a note to your hotel, answered the outlaw.

And at what hour do they assemble?

Shortly after midnight, Signor. Here, by the way, is a list of the names which you might like to show. I take it, after our conversation, you will go at once to General Beilski and tell him what you have learned.

Corsini nodded. It was not, however, his idea to repair to that somewhat pompous functionary. He proposed to seek the astute secretary, Golitzine, at his own house; failing that, at the Winter Palace.

And you will not forget the free pardon, Signor, for the poor outlaw who was driven to a life of crime through the wrongs perpetrated upon him and his by the Zouroffs, father and son.

No, Ivan, I will not forget that. I shall also press for a substantial reward, if things come off as we hope. Now, supposing I want to communicate with you? Will you let me have your address, or not?

Ivan pointed his hand in the direction of the four waiting men.

I am rather fearful of this sort of gentry, Signor, as you can well imagine. But I trust you; I proved your metal that night when I found you in front of the ikon. I know you will not betray me. Still, do not write to me unless absolutely necessary, and be very careful of your messenger. Anyway, address me under an assumed name.

He drew a dirty piece of paper out of his pocket and scribbled upon it the address of his mean lodging, in one of the commonest quarters of the town; also the assumed name by which he was to be addressed.

Corsini held out his hand. Well, Ivan, if this all turns out well, you will have more than repaid your obligation. Good-night; I will get that free pardon for you, rely upon it. I shall hear from you to-morrow or next day at the latest.

He watched the big figure of the outlaw well out of sight. Then he beckoned to the leader of the four men.

A most fortunate meeting, he said, in a cheerful voice. I am now going straight on to Count Golitzine. I will try his house first.


CHAPTER XIX
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BUT GOLITZINE WAS not at his house. Corsini exchanged a few words with the Countess, who informed him that her husband was at the Winter Palace, closeted with the Emperor on important matters. She did not expect him to return till very late.

Under ordinary circumstances, Nello would have refrained from intruding himself on the Secretary when engaged with his Imperial Master, but the information which Ivan had given him was genuine: of that he felt assured.

Delay might be dangerous. The failure of Zouroffs scheme to entrap the young director, the knowledge that there must have been treachery amongst his associates, would render the Prince a very desperate man. Whatever coup he meditated would be brought off swiftly, before the other side had time to strike.

He sent up a short note to Golitzine, stating that he had come into the receipt of most important information, obtained from a most unexpected quarter.

The Count showed the note to the Emperor, who read it, and said immediately:

Have him up at once and let us know what it is. I have always had a notion that this young fellow would be useful to us. I believe he is born to be lucky himself and to bring luck to those with whom he is associated.



So Corsini was shown at once into the august presence.

The autocrat welcomed him most graciously. Any protégé of his staunch old friend and supporter, Salmoros, would have been sure of his good graces in any case; but he liked the young man personally, for his modest, but assured bearing. And, moreover, Corsini was free from the cringing arts of the professional courtier. In his demeanour there was proper respect, but no servility.

Welcome back to St. Petersburg, Signor. I hear you have had a trying time. I have had a full report of the occurrence from the Count and General Beilski. I hope it will not be long before we give you your revenge.

I am in hopes that very shortly I may take a hand in that revenge myself, your Majesty, answered the young Italian with a low bow. Something very extraordinary has happened to-night. I was taking one of my evening strolls, shadowed by men whom the General has kindly instructed to look after my safety, when I was accosted by a man whom I met under strange circumstances, on my first entrance into this country.

His name? but perhaps we dont know him, interrupted the Count.

Corsini looked a little troubled. He remembered his promise to the outlaw. He must secure that free pardon in advance.

May I first be permitted to retail to your Majesty and your Excellency the information he gave me?

We are in your hands, Signor Corsini, answered the Emperor graciously, and the Count nodded his head in assent.

Briefly the young man told them what Ivan had communicated to him — the secret meetings of certain well-known nobles, whose names he imparted, at the villa of Madame Quéro; the attendance in the vestibule of the deaf servant, Stepan, whom he almost exactly resembled; the suggestion that he should take Stepans place and listen to the conversation of the conspirators, whose chief was Prince Zouroff. He added that the next meeting would be to-morrow night, or, at latest, the night after.

It will be to-morrow night, of that we may be certain, said the Emperor in a decided tone, when the young man had finished. Zouroff cannot be very happy at the present moment, after the failure of his attempt to put the Signor out of the way. He is also pretty certain to know that General Beilski has visited his sister; that fact will give him some food for thought. Besides, although these two scoundrels, whom we have secured, have not confessed yet, at any moment they may open their mouths to denounce him. If Zouroff has got his plans pretty well matured, he will strike with as little delay as possible. Do you agree, Count?

The Count agreed, and then addressed Corsini.

And now, Signor, I think it is time you gave us the name of this mysterious informant. I do not know whether his action is dictated by loyalty, or the hope of reward. But anyway, he must be rewarded, and handsomely too.

The Emperor concurred warmly. Whoever serves us will not find us niggardly or ungrateful, he said.

Alas! I have great hesitation in mentioning it to your Excellency, for my strange friend is by no means an estimable person. Speaking plainly, he is a malefactor, and has escaped from the mines of Siberia.

In other words, the price of this very important information is a handsome reward and a free pardon. Well, the Count looked towards the Emperor, I suppose I have your Majestys permission to promise both.

We do not go back on our word, was the autocrats grave answer. A deed like this, performed from whatever motive, purges his offences, whatever they may be.

And then, reassured, Corsini gave the name. A big, bearded man, born on the Princes estates, known as Ivan the outlaw, nicknamed Ivan the Cuckoo.

I know of him by reputation — a desperate fellow, according to his record, remarked the Count. And how did you first become acquainted with him, Signor Corsini? But if you prefer to keep it a secret, I will not press the question.

Corsini took advantage of Golitzines generosity. He did not want to confess that he had helped a notorious criminal to escape from justice. I think I would prefer to guard it as a secret, your Excellency, since you give me permission to do so.

Yet, if I may venture to relate a little history to you, he added a moment later, I think I might be able to convince you that this wretched man, brutal and degraded as he became, was more sinned against than sinning. In a few words he told him of the offences of the Zouroffs, father and son, against the outlaws family.

The Count made no comment. After a few moments he rose, to intimate that the interview was at an end.

With your assistance, Signor — I am, of course, assuming that the scheme will go through as this unfortunate man has planned — I think and hope we shall soon get the evidence we want. I fear I cannot give you any more time now, as his Majesty has still some very important matters to discuss with me. By the way, I know that General Beilski is sending for you early to-morrow morning, as he has something of importance to communicate to you. I shall have an interview with him also, but in case you see him first, tell him everything you have told us. He may be able to assist your plans. You will, of course, report to us as soon as you have discovered anything.

Corsini promised that he would. He had a strong presentiment that his changing places with the deaf Stepan would be productive of stupendous events.

On arriving back at his hotel, he found a sealed note from the General, summoning him to his office at an early hour the following morning.

I have not been idle since we last met, Signor, was Beilskis greeting. I have no doubt I have got to the bottom of your affair. I will give you just an outline of how I propose to act.

But here Nello broke in. Excuse me a moment, your Excellency, but before you enter into this matter, may I put a question to you? Have you seen or heard from Count Golitzine between now and last night?

The General answered in the negative. It is now only nine oclock; there has not been much time. Why do you ask?

The young man explained. Late last night I went to see the Count, whom I found closeted with his Majesty. My reasons for disturbing him at such a moment were of the greatest urgency. As I left he told me you would be sending for me, and that if I saw you first I was to tell you everything that I had told to him and the Emperor.

For the second time he related in full the details of that momentous interview with Ivan the outlaw.

The General smiled triumphantly when the narrative was concluded. So this fellow has been lying hid in St. Petersburg all this time, has he? Well, I think my spies ought to have hunted him out. Still, as it turns out, it is better they didnt. Desperado and robber as he has been, I frankly admit he has fully earned the free pardon which you were shrewd enough to get for him.

He mused a few moments before he proceeded. The information you have given me may materially alter our plans. I cannot decide positively till I have talked with his Excellency. But I doubt if we shall move till we get some positive information from you. In the meantime, I will tell you to what extent I have unravelled the plot against yourself.

Needless to say that Nello was all attention. He had his own suspicions, which were very close to the truth, but Beilski was probably on the track of the truth itself.

On the afternoon of the day that you were kidnapped, I received a letter couched in cautious and guarded language to the effect that a carriage, starting from St. Petersburg somewhere about midnight or later, would halt at Pavlovsk. There was a plot on hand to deport a certain person well known in artistic circles. That person would be found in the carriage when it stopped at the first stage on the road to Moscow.

Nello shuddered. How well he recalled the incidents of that memorable evening — the Princes apparent cordiality, the Princesss almost officious offer of a carriage to convey him home, the short walk through the silent streets, the sudden appearance out of the dark of the four sinister figures, the waking in a room of the little country inn.

There was a certain significance in the fact that the writer of that anonymous letter, evidently a woman, had not told us where the carriage was to start from. It was evident that while she wished to protect the victim, she also wanted to shield, so far as she could, the perpetrators of the outrage.

It was Madame Quéro who wrote that letter? suggested Nello quickly.

No, my friend, it was not, although it would be quite correct to say that she was the cause of that letter being written. Of course, I had no clue; the note was left by a young woman whom the porter took very little notice of: he was not at all sure that he would remember her. That night I was dining with the Count — of course, treating the note as a genuine one, I had already acted upon it and despatched the police to Pavlovsk. Just as I was about to leave, a sudden idea occurred to me to show it to Golitzine and ask him if he could help me. His Excellency is a very wonderful man. Above all men that I have met, he possesses, in the highest degree, the qualities of genius and intuition.

Beilski was not a man who underrated himself, but he was not mean or petty. In this particular matter he was disposed to give to the Count all the credit that was his due, even although it compelled him to play second fiddle.

With the rapidity of lightning, he jumped at the conclusion that you were the person threatened. We made sure that you were neither at the Zouroff Palace, where you had told him you were going to play, nor at your hotel. Surmise, under such circumstances, became certainty. The rest you can guess almost yourself.

All the same, I would like you to tell me, General, said Corsini.

The letter served its purpose admirably, pursued General Beilski. You were rescued and brought back to St. Petersburg. One significant fact you revealed to us was that La Belle Quéro had strongly dissuaded you from playing at the Palace. Another one, equally significant in our eyes, was that the Princess Nada had urged you not to walk home that night. We put two and two together.

The letter, then, might have been sent by either of the two women? That, I take it, is your Excellencys meaning? commented Nello.

Precisely. I had the two maids brought before me. The singers I soon dismissed. She did not correspond in the slightest degree to my porters rather hazy recollections of the young woman who had brought the note. The second shot was more successful.

The maid of the Princess Nada, of course?

Yes, a slim young thing — I forgot to say the other was short and plump — frightened out of her wits by the sudden turn of events. Terrified by myself, the forbidding aspect of her surroundings, the unknown terrors of the law, she made no pretence of a fight. She fell upon her knees, imploring my clemency.

So it was the Princess Nada who sent that note with the object of saving me? asked Nello. There was a very tender look in his eyes as he spoke her name.

I have known the Princess Nada from her childhood, said Beilski, speaking with some emotion. Her mother, father, and I were of the same generation. The Princess Zouroff is a sweet woman — generous, kind-hearted, charitable; the daughter is the same. The old Prince was a ruffian in every sense of the word — drunken, dissolute, vicious. The son is a ruffian also, but he has missed a few of the paternal vices. He is not a confirmed drunkard, although he takes more than is good for him, as is well known to his family and his intimates. And he is only moderately dissolute. He has one superiority over his father: he has got brains and ambition.

How did such a fair flower spring from such a contaminated soil? asked Corsini wonderingly.

Beilski shrugged his shoulders. Who can tell? A freak of nature, I suppose. But remember the mother is pure, and comes from a family without a taint. Well, to resume. When the maid had stammered forth her confession, for an instant a horrible suspicion assailed my mind. We know Zouroff to be a traitor whom we have not yet succeeded in unmasking. Was his innocent-looking sister involved in his schemes?

Nello leaned forward in a state of agitation. For an instant, on hearing that it was the Princess and not La Belle Quéro who had sent that letter, a similar doubt had occurred to him.

I took the bull by the horns. I sent a message by the maid that I would call upon her mistress that same day, that she was to inform her of what she had confessed.

And you went and interviewed the Princess? asked Corsini.

Yes; fortunately I found her alone; her mother was in bed with a feverish cold. She was nervous and agitated, as was to be expected, but one moments glance at her face convinced me that she was no guilty woman, enmeshed with her own consent in her brothers vile schemes.

The young man drew a deep breath of relief. He had always held the highest opinion of her character. There would be some satisfactory explanation forthcoming of her actions.

A little note of pomposity and self-congratulation crept into Beilskis voice. I need hardly tell you that an innocent and inexperienced girl like this was as wax in my hands. With a woman of Madame Quéros experience, my task might have been more difficult.

I can quite believe it, murmured Corsini.

In five minutes I had the whole truth out of her. Well, perhaps, not quite the whole truth, admitted the General reluctantly, for, woman-like, although she has no love for her brother, she did not want to give him away, to render certain the punishment which he richly deserves.

And her story, your Excellency? asked the young man eagerly.

Briefly it was this. Madame Quéro called upon her to report that there was a plot to decoy you and convey you to an unknown destination — she did not know, or pretended she did not know, your ultimate fate, neither did she know where the carriage was to start from; she was only sure that the first stoppage was to be at Pavlovsk. This of course was Nadas version. It at once occurred to me that these ladies, if they knew so much, would know a little more. They were not both of them ignorant, but, of course, one might be. Which was the ignorant one?

The Princess, of course, said Corsini at once. La Belle Quéro knew where the carriage started from, but did not want to implicate Zouroff, as it was drawn up so close to his residence. She pretended ignorance.

The General leaned back in his chair and laughed genially. He was very pleased with himself, for what he was about to relate was really his own master-stroke. It owed nothing to the more inventive genius of Golitzine.

That is, of course, what would occur to you, what would occur to, I dare say, ninety-nine persons out of a hundred. I am the hundredth, and I have had great experience. The General spoke with an air of profound wisdom. La Belle Quéro had only certain suspicions, fostered by some random remark dropped by Zouroff in a moment of intense rage and irritation. As a matter of fact, she knew no details. She did not know of a carriage at all, and consequently she was ignorant of where it started from or where it was going to.

The Princess, then —— ! interrupted Nello, in a voice of the most intense surprise.

The Princess, then —— ! repeated Beilski. I saw that poor little Nadas story was lame and halting; of course I guessed the reason why. I pressed her with the question why, if La Belle Quéro, from whom she got her information, knew where the carriage was going to, she did not know where it started from. Both her answer and demeanour were too evasive to deceive me. I could not break her any more on the wheel; I saw she had had about as much as she could stand. I selected another victim.

Madame Quéro, of course, cried Corsini.



Wrong again, my friend; you have not yet quite got the analytical faculty that makes a great detective. I had the maid before me again, this time more terrified than before. If I had stretched her on the rack, she could not have poured it forth more fully.

And the outcome? was Corsinis eager question.

What I had made up my mind was the fact. Zouroff is not the man to impart the details of his plans to any but his immediate instruments. He imparted them neither to Quéro nor his sister.

He related to Corsini what the reader already knows. The visit of the singer to the Princess, of her suspicion that a plot was on foot against the Italian, of her suggestion that Nada should institute some inquiries in the Zouroff household, of the valet, Peters, confidence to Katerina, the Princesss swift deductions from these revelations.

I have gone farther, concluded the General. I have interrogated that scoundrel, Peter, as to what he knows about his masters general projects, and more especially your abduction. But I have not given poor little Katerina away, or the young Princess. I have led him to infer that I was acting on the confession of the two scoundrels we have got in custody.

And what attitude did he take?

At first, one of stupidity, complicated with sullen defiance. But towards the end of the interview, I could see that his heart was being softened. I told him to consider it carefully; full confession and a full pardon, or — the utmost rigour of the law.

And he will at once tell Zouroff, suggested Corsini. That is, if he is really loyal to the Prince.

Beilski shrugged his shoulders. He may and he may not. I expect he will be thinking chiefly of his own skin. On the other hand, ruffians like the Prince have a remarkable knack of attracting loyalty. At any rate, it does not matter. In a couple of days I should have laid my hands on him for this matter alone — I have no doubt they would have taken you to some lonely place and finished you off — but I shall wait, if necessary, a little longer for the report of your visit to the villa. If that is what we expect it to be, we will have done with this gentleman, once and for all.

Amen! cried Corsini, fervently. In spite of his English upbringing, he had in him the true spirit of Italian revenge. He loved the Princess Nada, but for her brother, who would have taken his life, he had no mercy.

He walked home to his hotel, followed at an unobtrusive distance by his guards. His heart was singing happily within him, as a result of his interview with the bluff, but genial General.

He was grateful to La Belle Quéro for her unselfish interference on his behalf: she had braved detection, Zouroffs vengeance, on his account. When his lips were unsealed he would express to the singer his thanks.

But it was the Princess who had more fully schemed and plotted, set to work her womans wit, and ultimately triumphed on his behalf. Was it due to a kind pure womans compassion only, or — delicious thought — was she attracted to him as he was to her? Was it love that had stimulated her brain, urged her to that desperate measure of the anonymous note to the Chief of Police?

A letter was handed to him by the hall-porter as he entered the hotel. He was told that it had been delivered by a shabbily-dressed man, who would not wait for his return.

It was from Ivan, no longer an outlaw, and ran as follows:

Come to my lodging with your guards at twelve-thirty to-night. The meeting is an hour later. I will give you full instructions. Your Friend.


CHAPTER XX
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PETER THE VALET was a man of criminal instincts, cunning, avaricious, and unscrupulous. Perhaps his sole remaining qualities were his devotion to his master, Zouroff, and his ardent love for the Princesss maid, Katerina.

His interview with the formidable and awe-inspiring Beilski had shaken him considerably. His faith in Zouroff was great, but in that brief conversation he had begun to realise the sinister power of the police, at which body, the Prince, in his arrogance, was wont to snap his fingers.

He returned home full of thought and much perturbed. He had already determined in his own mind the cause of the failure to remove Corsini. In an unguarded moment, he had revealed to Katerina certain facts about a travelling carriage whose first stoppage was to be at Pavlovsk. Katerina had blabbed all this to somebody.

But, until his interview with Beilski, he had been content to let matters stand where they were. It did not greatly concern him that Corsini had been rescued and was back again in St. Petersburg. His master would never suspect him: he would rather suspect one of the four other men of having given it away, for the sake of the reward that he would claim. So reasoned Peter in his narrow, but cunning brain. Therefore, for many reasons, he did not tax Katerina at once with the betrayal of his misplaced confidence.

Beilskis threat set his thoughts working vigorously in the direction of self-preservation. He was devoted to the Prince, but he was still more devoted to himself. If he could have saved Zouroff, he would, but that seemed impossible, the Police knew too much. But he could save himself by telling what he knew. It was necessary therefore to earn that free pardon. It was only a matter of hours before he would go to the General and make a full confession.

It hurt him very much that he should crown so many years of fidelity with such a black act, but it seemed a question of sauve qui peut. Loyal as he had been to his master, he knew enough of his character to be sure that the Prince, in a similar emergency, would have thrown him, and a dozen like him, to the wolves in order to purchase a moments respite. Why should he pursue a different policy?

Beilski had promised a free pardon, and also not to implicate him in the transaction. Still Zouroff was a man of extraordinary shrewdness, and when he began to work it out in his mind, might quickly focus his suspicions in the right direction.

How to avert Zouroffs suspicions from himself! That was the question. His narrow, but cunning brain bent itself upon this for some time. At the end of his cogitations, he sought Katerina, and bluntly taxed her with the betrayal of his confidence.

At first, Katerina, with the natural adroitness of her class and sex, protested indignant denial; she vowed that she had forgotten the incident altogether.



You are lying, said her lover sternly. If you do not confess this instant, I will take you to the Prince himself, and he will wring the truth out of you.

Katerinas face went white. She had been very frightened at Beilski, but her terror of Zouroff was greater even than her fear of the Head of the Police. If she saw him in one of the corridors, she would scuttle away like an alarmed rabbit. If he came into her young mistresss room, she was agitated till he was gone.

In a few moments, what with her fear of Zouroff and her genuine love for Peter, the artful valet had her reduced to a state of tears. It was not long before he forced out of her everything he wanted to know. How she had conveyed the information to the Princess, how she had taken her mistresss note to Beilski, how, later on, she had been summoned to the presence of that formidable person and confessed much as she was doing now.

Peter uttered no word of reproach; the time of reproaches was past; but he saw clearly that the game was up, so far as the abduction of Corsini was concerned. The sooner he made a clean breast of it to Beilski, the better. At the same time, he wanted to throw suspicion upon somebody else.

He loved Katerina genuinely, too well to harm a hair of her head, even to save himself. In this respect he was several degrees better than his master, who would have sacrificed the whole world for such a laudable purpose.

And to the charming young Princess, with her gracious ways, her sweet friendliness to all, he was also strongly attached. He would not harm a hair of her head, if he could help it. But still, his first instinct was for self.

Besides, if he gave them away, he would be giving himself away, also. What these two women knew, mistress and maid, they must have learned from some member of the Zouroff household.

Was there any member of that household, except himself, who had foreknowledge of the Princes plans? He was inclined to doubt it. Confidants he must have, when engaged in so many dark schemes, but Zouroff chose as few as possible. Yet, and yet — if only he could throw suspicion in a likely quarter, on somebody else!

Katerina, embarked on the full tide of confession and genuinely alarmed for her lovers safety, babbled on artlessly. Peter had drawn a gloomy picture of the vengeance he might expect at the hands of his master for that innocent gossip of a few moments, when discovery came home to him, as it was sure to do. In her revelations she let fall the fact that the celebrated Madame Quéro had paid a visit to the Princess, during her brothers temporary absence.

Peter pricked up his ears at the information. He knew full well the relations between the Prince and the handsome singer. Here was a fact that might be turned to his advantage. Madame Quéro, he felt assured, participated in all her lovers secrets.

Have you any proof of that? he asked eagerly.

Katerina opened wide her tear-dimmed eyes. Proof? Do you doubt my word? Why, she gave me her card, and the Princess handed it me back and told me to return it to her, with her excuses for not receiving her. I did not like to be so rude, and I put it in my pocket.

Have you still got that card, Katerina? questioned the valet anxiously.

Of course I have. I kept it as a souvenir. I regard her as a very distinguished person, and I hear she came from our own class. The Princess, of course, looks upon her as the dirt under her feet, but in her position there is no blame, perhaps, for her doing that. Thus poor Katerina, divided between loyalty to her young mistress and admiration for the beautiful woman who had overcome such formidable obstacles.

The artful valet put his arm round her waist and imprinted a fond kiss on her pretty cheek.

Katerina, my little sweetheart, I think you will admit you owe me some amends for your foolish indiscretion. Give me that card, and we will cry quits. But not a word to the Princess. But I forgot. You cannot tell her; you ought to have returned it to Madame Quéro.

Katerina was glad to be reconciled to her lover on such cheap terms. Five minutes later, the card of La Belle Quéro was in Peters hands.

And then Peter thought long and cunningly. He had made up his mind to betray his master — it was a matter of necessity — but he was very particular that his master should not know by whom he was betrayed. There was Fritz, the German, one of the four men implicated in the abduction of Corsini. Fritz was always a shifty person, ready to sell himself to the highest bidder. Peter felt assured that Zouroffs suspicions were already centred on Fritz. He was one of the two men who had escaped, no doubt with the connivance of the police; anyway, that would be Zouroffs view.

The possession of Madame Quéros card had suggested new lines of thought. Of course, Peter did not know to what extent the beautiful singer was in the Princes confidence. Here, naturally, he was groping wildly in the dark. But the more he diverted Zouroffs attention from himself on to other people, the better.

In divulging what he proposed to do to the Prince, it was more than probable that he would implicate the young Princess Nada. And Peter had a very soft spot in his heart for her. Still, it was simply a question of saving himself. If Zouroff saw red and laid all about him, as it were, Nada must protect herself. Even a ruffian like Zouroff would exercise some compunction when his sister was in question. With regard to La Belle Quéro, who had, at times, treated him a little disdainfully, with the slight arrogance of a person who had emerged from his own class into a superior one, Peter felt no qualms. The Prince and she could adjust their own differences at the proper time and hour.

Later on, he approached Zouroff with his fawning and cringing aspect, and handed him Madame Quéros card.

You know that my eyes and ears are always open in your Excellencys service, he whined. That is what I have found.

Zouroffs face grew as black as thunder as he read it. She has been here, then. To see whom?

Peter shrugged his shoulders. He wanted to be as non-committal as possible. That I cannot tell. Your Excellency may guess better than I.

The Prince looked at him long and intently. Peter was a very cunning rogue; that he knew full well; but he was the last man he was inclined to suspect.

How did you come into possession of this? he thundered.

But Peter was determined not to implicate his sweetheart, Katerina. In this respect he was a slightly better man than his master.

Your Excellency will excuse me; my lips are sealed. One must be faithful to ones comrades. There are wheels within wheels, as you well know.

The Prince nodded. He knew Peter well. In many ways he was docile and obedient, but it was always politic not to push him too far; on such occasions the valet was apt to take on a spirit of sturdy independence which his master was compelled to respect. Wild horses would not draw from him how, or through whom, he had discovered that card.

Leave me, Peter, if you please, commanded Zouroff. I must be alone to think this thing over, since you say your lips are sealed.

He shook his fist angrily in the direction of the retreating valet. Ah, for my good old fathers days, he murmured regretfully. I would have had it out of you with the knout then, my excellent friend.

Left alone, Zouroff pondered out all these things in his subtle brain. The treacherous Madame Quéro had come to the Palace, to seek whom, and to what purpose?

Rumour, gathered at the stage door, and in the more intimate circles of the profession, averred that the handsome singer was in love with Corsini. He had also his impressions of his sister in connection with the handsome young Italian. He had watched them together in that prolonged conversation on the night of the concert at the Zouroff Palace, on quitting which, Corsini had been abducted.

Rapidly in his own mind, he reconstructed the sequence of events. Madame Quéro was in love with Corsini. He gnashed his teeth as he remembered he had been fool enough to suggest to the Spanish woman that Corsini must disappear. She had acted on that hint and come straight to the Palace to invoke his sisters assistance in rescuing Corsini.

His sister was in love with Corsini herself. The two rivals had united to save their common lover, and their measures had been well taken. The police had met the carriage at Pavlovsk, rescued the drugged and inanimate Director of the Imperial Opera, and brought him safely back to St. Petersburg. And, in the capital, so Zouroff was assured by his spies, he was being safely guarded by Beilskis men. The Government and the police were proving themselves very cunning, almost as cunning as Zouroff himself.

So far he had reasoned things out very logically. Now came the one thing for which he could not account. To La Quéro he had given no details, and as he had not given them to her, she could not communicate them to his sister. Here was a final stop.

And yet, the carriage containing Corsini, drugged and bound, had been surrounded at Pavlovsk by the police. Somebody, then, had given information. Who was that somebody?

His suspicion fell at once on Fritz, the German, chiefly, perhaps, because Fritz had been found guilty of minor acts of disloyalty in previous transactions. For a man of his acute intelligence, it was, perhaps, a little surprising that he did not, at first hand, suspect Peter.

But Peter had just disarmed his suspicions by handing to him Madame Quéros card. Yes, Peter was loyal, if every other person was tainted with treachery.

There emerged from his strenuous efforts to get at the truth some clear and certain facts, according to his own deductions, which were, of course, erroneous.

Madame Quéro had been informed by Fritz of the actual facts: that Corsini was to be kidnapped just outside the precincts of the Palace, that the carriage was to stop on its first stage on the Moscow road at Pavlovsk.

He had to admit that there were flaws in his reasoning. If Madame Quéro had got this information from Fritz, and she was resolved to save Corsini, she could have informed the police herself. Why had she come to the Palace, to invoke the assistance of Nada?

Pending his cogitations, he had recourse to stimulants, as was his wont on such occasions. Amid the fumes of alcohol he solved the problem, as he thought. Quéro, not wishing to appear herself, had made his sister her instrument. He ground his teeth, and vowed implacable revenge upon his once sweetheart, La Belle Quéro.

But his anger against his sister was hardly less burning. To think that this innocent young girl, only just out of the schoolroom, should dare to thwart his plans.

He burst into her sitting-room, his face red and inflamed from his secret drinking. She recognised the symptoms at once. He had one of his wild fits of brutal and unreasoning rage.

He attacked her at once, in unmeasured language.

You are a disgrace to your sex, he shouted wildly, a disgrace to the noble house of Zouroff, to the name you bear.

The young Princess looked at him calmly and steadfastly, with her clear gaze. He was a wild beast at the moment — she saw that; also gathered that he had been drinking heavily. Wild beasts are sometimes tamed by the eye. She never took her glance off him.

Of what do you accuse me? she asked in cold and cutting accents. In what way have I, of all the members of our family, disgraced the house of Zouroff?



The Prince spluttered forth his accusations. You have disgraced yourself by falling in love with a strolling player, that mountebank, Corsini.

Of course he was still master enough of himself not to reveal all he knew, or thought he knew.

The Princess drew herself up haughtily. It was not the first time she had encountered her brother in this mood.

I dont think you know what you are talking about, Boris; I can see your condition very plainly. Signor Corsini is not a strolling player — that description applies to the destitute members of the theatrical profession. Corsini is a musician, an artist, and the Director of the Imperial Opera. Think of some other expression that will vent your rage and spite, but dont call him a strolling player.

But whatever he is, you love him, thundered the Prince, now fairly consumed with rage.

The young Princess kept her temper, her tone was as cutting as before.

You insult me with these questions, she said calmly. Return to me when you are sober and I may perhaps be able to talk with you, reason with you. She was thinking of a few hints dropped by General Beilski on his brief visit to her.

And if I do not choose to leave at your bidding, retorted the Prince, in a jeering tone. Suppose I insist upon remaining and finishing our conversation!

In that case I shall leave the Palace for good. And suddenly her womans strength gave way, opposed to that of this resolute ruffian and bully. If our dear mother were here, you would not dare to stay in this room a moment longer. You take advantage of my weakness, she cried tearfully.

Our dear mother, mimicked Zouroff, in mocking accents. You and your mother have always held together against me; you always held against my dear father in the old days.

Of whom you are a worthy son, flashed the Princess, with an angry gesture. She had poignant memories of those old days, when her mother had suffered untold indignities at the hands of Prince Zouroff the elder, indignities which had bitten into the souls of both wife and daughter. Boris was the only member of the family who reverenced the name of his father, for the very simple reason that he partook of his worst qualities.

And then a softer mood came to her. After all, he was her brother, son of the same kind, gentle mother. She went across to him and placed a hand upon his shoulder.

Be reasonable, Boris, and prudent. I can guess more than you think. I am sure you are playing a very dangerous game. Be certain on your side that your opponents are not stronger than you.

But Zouroff was in no mood to listen to the tender expostulations of a woman, especially a woman whom he despised as much as his sister, this frail girl who took after her gentle mother, who had in her none of the iron qualities of his brutal father.

He flung her aside, and spoke in a grating voice.

You will leave the Palace, will you? Yes, you shall, but when and how I choose. There is your own little comfortable Castle of Tchernoff. Perhaps if I sent you there, it might cool your hot blood.

The Princess flamed up. You dare not think of such a thing. Brute as you are, you would not dare to do it.

We shall see. Remember I am still your legal guardian, cried the Prince, with a mocking laugh, as he left the room.

The interview had sobered him. All that was now working in his mind was, first, a scheme of revenge upon La Belle Quéro; second, a milder scheme of revenge against his sister.

An hour later Peter, the valet, reported himself to General Beilski and obtained his free pardon by a full confession. And the General, waiting for further developments, stayed his hand for the moment.


CHAPTER XXI
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NEEDLESS TO SAY that Nada was very much alarmed by the threat which her brother had flung at her when she spoke of leaving the Palace. She tried to reason herself into the belief that her fears were groundless. In their not infrequent quarrels he had more than once threatened to lock her up in that gloomy castle in order to bring her to her senses.

But nothing had ever come of it. He was hotheaded and overbearing, but she did not believe him to be vindictive. Of course, in forming this lenient estimate of a character not to be very easily fathomed, she was grievously mistaken.

To-day he was in one of his blind rages, and he had, moreover, been drinking. At such times he was not always responsible for either his words or actions. In a few hours he would be his normal self, and his senseless anger would have died down.

Still, she wished that she could take counsel with somebody. She could not go to her mother. The Princesss cold had been the precursor of an acute attack of diphtheria of such an infectious nature that her chamber was barred to everybody except the nurse and doctor.

Relatives, of course, Nada had in abundance, but she shrank from exposing her brother to these. He was unpopular enough with his family as it was.



She could, of course, send round a note to Beilski, informing him of her brothers threat and claiming his protection; but, from the few hints the General had dropped, she could see that he was already sufficiently inflamed against Zouroff. She did not wish to increase that resentment, unless it were absolutely necessary.

But still she felt imperatively the desire to confide, in somebody to have disinterested counsel as to the course she should pursue.

And suddenly the idea of Corsini occurred to her mind. She knew, with the intuitive instinct of a woman, that the young musician had fallen deeply in love with her, that if for certain reasons he would never go so far as to confess his love, she would ever find in him a true and devoted friend.

When she had sent that letter to his hotel to make sure that he had been safely brought back from Pavlovsk, he had forwarded her the piece of music she had asked for, as an excuse for writing to him.

After the first few formal lines of his answering note, he had written some strange words — words which evidently conveyed a deeper meaning than appeared on the surface. She remembered them perfectly.

I cannot express to you in grateful enough language my thanks for all you have done for me. Later on, perhaps, I may have the opportunity of rendering them personally.

Grateful thanks for all she had done for him! There was only one service she had rendered him which could call for such warm expressions. But had he been able to connect her with that? Had he been able to reason it out in his own mind that Zouroff was the man who desired his removal? Or had he learned it all from Beilski?

She could not be sure. She had fenced as well as she could with Beilski, but the fact that that carriage had been drawn up within a few yards of the Palace certainly supported the idea that the Prince was the perpetrator of the outrage. Of course, she knew nothing of the Generals second interview with Katerina; the maid had thought it wiser to keep that to herself. Neither did she know of the other interview with Peter the valet.

Zouroff had gone out, leaving word that he would not be home till late at night, very shortly after that stormy scene between the pair. The coast was clear. She would send round a note to Corsini asking him to come and see her for a few moments. Her maid would be waiting for him and would at once conduct him to her boudoir.

She would then endeavour to find out how much he knew; and if he had discovered the absolute truth, then she would seek his counsel and advice.

Corsini went to the Palace at once, much as he disliked entering the house of which the hateful and treacherous Prince was master.

He could see that the young Princess was very agitated as she greeted him.

It is very kind of you to come so quickly, Signor. What I really wanted to see you about was this. In that letter you wrote me when you sent me that piece of music I asked for, you made use of certain expressions which I could not quite understand. You spoke of my having done you some service for which you wished to express your thanks.

The Italian looked at her steadily and intently, but in that deep gaze there was a very tender expression.

Can you yourself recall no service that you have rendered me, Princess?

So he knew. Of course, if he had not guessed of his own volition, Beilski would have told him that she had sent that letter of warning.

Ah, I see you have found out, she faltered. Well, on the spur of the moment I did my best, and I am glad that the result was so successful.

I shall ever remember it with the deepest feelings of gratitude, said the young musician fervently. It could have been no light matter for you to act as you did, to run the risk of being detected.

There was now no further need of fencing on either side. Signor, since there is now such a frank understanding between us, I want to ask your advice on a matter that is troubling me very much.

In tones of unmistakable sincerity he assured her that his services were whole-heartedly at her disposal.

My mother, alas! cannot help me. She is so seriously ill with diphtheria that we are forbidden to go to her room; only the doctor and the nurse are allowed there.

Corsini expressed his deep regret at the Princesss severe indisposition. Nada resumed, in her soft, musical voice:

This morning my brother and I had a serious quarrel. A vivid blush spread over her charming face as she recalled how the quarrel had begun with his taunting her with her preference for the man whom he called a strolling player.

We have had many quarrels in our time, she explained. He is violent and overbearing, and breaks in the most ungovernable rages. At such times, I think, he goes actually mad for the moment. This particular quarrel, however, has left a deeper impression than most. He has threatened to lock me up in a gloomy old Castle in the Caucasus, as a punishment for my venturing to incur his displeasure.

And is there any valid, or sufficiently apparent, reason for his displeasure? asked Corsini. Or perhaps I am indiscreet in putting that question.

Oh, none at all, replied the Princess, with a return of that vivid blush; mere trifles that a less violent man would smile at. He has used this threat once or twice before, but to-day he spoke as if he meant it.

Corsini thought deeply before he answered. Had Zouroff actually discovered the part she had played in his rescue, and was this his revenge?

My advice, Princess, is to leave the Palace, and either seek shelter with some relatives or claim the protection of Golitzine and Beilski; if necessary of the Emperor himself. The Prince, you know doubtless, is not a favourite at Court.

I know, said Nada quickly. But think of the awful scandal when all this is blazoned forth. For my poor mothers sake I want to avoid that.

The Italian spoke very gravely. The scandal will, of course, be regrettable. But compared with your own safety, I should not give it a moments consideration.

He stood up, and his calm left him as he thought of the danger she ran with this brutal brother, who seemed capable of any villainy.

You asked for my advice, Princess. I have given it and repeat it. Leave this house at once and acquaint Beilski with all you have told me.

You mean leave it now — to-day? she faltered. And my poor mother lying so ill upstairs.

That, of course, from what I know and can guess of the Prince would provide him with an excellent reason for carrying out his plans as quickly as possible, observed Corsini bitterly.

The poor young Princess seemed overwhelmed by the position. She felt Corsinis advice was sound, and yet she shrank from taking such a decided step. The Prince had used a similar threat before, and nothing had come of it.

I think I will wait till I see him again to-morrow, she said presently. I shall know by his mood if he has forgotten the incident. Nothing will occur to-day. He has gone out, and left word that he will not be home till late to-night.

Yes, he would be late home to-night; Corsini knew that for certain. He still persisted, however, in his point.

Delays are dangerous, Princess. I will help you any way you like. And it will be wise to take advantage of his long absence to make your escape. Tell me your destination, and I will myself bring round a carriage to some quiet entrance where you can slip out unobserved. I have not told you that I go about with a bodyguard with which the General furnished me. The carriage shall be told to go at a walking pace. I and my attendants will keep it in sight till you are safely at your destination.

She thanked him warmly, but still persisted that she would prefer to wait till to-morrow. If she changed her mind before the day was out, she would slip out with her maid and take a passing conveyance.

Corsini took her hand and held it for a little time in his, while he gazed earnestly into her troubled eyes, from which she could with difficulty keep back the tears.

My heart bleeds for you, dear lady. I wish I could convince you, and I hate to leave you here. Will you let me know to-morrow to what course of action you have made up your mind?

She promised that she would, and the young man left her with feelings of dire foreboding. Please Heaven, this nights work would turn out so well that very shortly Zouroff would be rendered harmless and impotent. To let him loose on the world was like letting a wild and savage beast out of its cage.

The Prince did return to the Palace about the middle of the afternoon. Was his message, that he would not be home till late at night, simply a blind to lull his sister into a false sense of security? He did not go near her; he went up to his own apartments by a private staircase, only used by himself.

He summoned his valet, Peter, and gave him some very minute instructions. Peter, knowing what was in store for his truculent master, would have liked to offer a little sensible advice, to dissuade him from the course he was bent on pursuing.

But the habits of long obedience, the fear that if he opposed him in the smallest detail he might draw suspicion upon himself, weighed heavily on him. Reluctantly he agreed to obey Zouroffs orders. Later on, when Zouroff was caged himself, he might be able to undo the mischief he had promised to abet.

The Prince stole out of the Palace as silently as he had entered it. Nobody but Peter and another servant, as much in his confidence as the valet himself, knew that he had been there.

It was a very busy day with him. A few more hours should see the end of all this plotting and scheming, should see his well-laid plans mature. The thought of vengeance, and a sense of coming triumph, induced in him a certain exultation which expressed itself in his resolute glance, his assured bearing. He made his way on foot to the villa of Madame Quéro. He had made up his mind to have a little reckoning with her, in order to wind up his final accounts.

The beautiful singer received him graciously. A woman of capricious moods, she had, for a brief space, admitted to herself that she had not treated him quite fairly, had been found lacking in the spirit of true comradeship. After all, Zouroff had loved her in his rough, masterful way, and he had always been generous.

She had played him false in this respect, that she had allowed herself to be attracted by the handsome young Italian, to the extent of thwarting the Princes plans in regard to him. And it was to no purpose. Corsini was in love with the Princess Nada, no doubt a hopeless passion on his part. But he would never give a thought to her save in the way of friendship. And that was the last thing that the passionate heart of the Spanish woman desired.

When, therefore, Zouroff entered her boudoir, in apparently one of his best moods, she felt some of his old attraction for her returning. She little knew what deep anger against her was burning in his heart.

But he was a skilful diplomatist; he showed nothing of this. He kissed her fondly, with the warm kiss of a man who hoped some day to make her his wife.

Ah, my dear sweetheart, how pleasant to see you again! said the base hypocrite. I have had a busy day. Things are going well. It will not be long before my utmost ambitions are realised. He spoke confidently; he was ever an optimist, and he believed in his own particular star.

La Belle Quéro felt an inward qualm. Corsini was nothing to her now. And, in that brief interview with Nada, she had surmised, through all her girlish dignity and reticence, that the Princess was more than half in love with him. Otherwise, would she have been so eager to save him?

But if Zouroff triumphed, as he seemed to have every hope of doing, the Italians fate would be sealed. And Le Belle Quéro was sure she could not save him a second time. The fates would not be propitious to her again.

Old friends are best, my dear, said the Prince in his most agreeable tones, as he seated himself in one of the luxurious easy-chairs and lighted a cigarette. Somehow a little cloud seems to have come between us lately, I should like to remove it.

Madame Quéro looked a little uneasy. She knew full well to what he was alluding. Her obvious tendresse for the young director had occasioned a good deal of talk; no doubt some of it had floated to Zouroffs ears.

Do not let us speak of clouds, Boris. We have been long and good friends. Let us be good friends again.

With all my heart, responded the Prince, with his most charming smile. Well, I have come to tell you I shall not be at the Opera to-night. I have to see a great many people, make a great many arrangements. I cannot tell you how sorry I am; I know it is one of your great nights. But you understand — business must always come before pleasure.

Madame assented good humouredly. It has always been so with you, Boris, at any rate. You are a great man in many ways, perhaps a little too optimistic, a little too sure of yourself.

The Prince smiled his confident smile. A pessimist is not much good in this world, my dear. Believe in yourself and your star, and you will become a leader of men.

Perhaps, sighed Madame Quéro. She was beginning to be very attracted to him again. He was certainly in a most charming mood to-night; she felt herself carried back to the old days when she had been infatuated with him, with his virility, his assurance, even the hint of that brutal strength which lay at the back of his plausible exterior.

At length the Prince rose. I wonder whether you would do me a little kindness. It is a long time since we had a meal together and I told them at home I should not be back till late to-night, after the meeting here. You have given instructions to Stepan to be in readiness?

Yes, she had given instructions to Stepan.

Then you will give me a little snack before you start for the Opera? No prolonged, heavy meal, we have neither of us time for that, just something light.

But, of course, Boris. You are always welcome to my hospitality, such as it is. You will be here an hour before I have to start for the Opera?

The hypocrite bent low and kissed the hand she extended to him. I will be here on the tick of the clock. Au revoir, my old sweetheart, who has come back to me again.

He went out, intent on his dark schemes. He plumed himself on the fact that he had played his rôle quite well. And she, this treacherous woman who had sold him on account of her sudden fancy for Corsini, had also played her part perfectly. It was diamond cut diamond, but he was sure he would cut deeper of the two.

He was back to the minute. It was a light meal, but Madame Quéro, persuading herself that she was happy in this sudden reconciliation, had provided him some dainties that he was very fond of. Zouroff was in the highest spirits; he praised everything, drank her health several times in the excellent champagne she had provided. The singer ate sparingly and drank very little. It was a gala night at the Opera, she had to be careful of her voice, of those liquid notes which were presently to charm the house.

The moments fled swiftly, it was time for her to start. Zouroff was going on foot to the house of a fellow conspirator.

He bade her good-night, and carelessly drew a small box from his pocket. See, I did not forget you, I have brought a box of your favourite chocolates. He pointed with his finger to one. See, here is a fine fat fellow, I will take a smaller one.

La Quéro could never resist chocolates. She took the big one Zouroff pointed out to her and crunched it in her even white teeth. The Prince laid the box on the table.

Good-night, he said. There is no time to lose. We are both a little late. He went out, with a strange smile on his face.

Looking back to it in the happy after years, Corsini always declared that of all days this had been the most eventful day in his life.

At the hotel, on the previous evening, he had found waiting for him the note from Ivan the Cuckoo, who did not know at the time he despatched that missive that he was a free man. Corsini, accompanied by his faithful bodyguard, was to repair to Ivans mean lodging that night.

Nello was not without a spirit of adventure. He was rather looking forward to what would happen at midnight. He was to change places with Stepan, heavily handicapped as to hearing and speech, and listen to the conversation of the conspirators.

It was a gala night at the Opera. The Emperor and his consort were to be there. On such ceremonious occasions, Corsini was wont to conduct the orchestra himself, as a mark of respect to the autocrat. The Opera given on this particular night was a famous masterpiece in those days, Rossinis Semiramide.

It was a great house. The flower of Russias nobility was gathered in the boxes and stalls of the vast building, the men attired in immaculate costume, the women radiant in their flashing jewels. In a far box, Nello saw the charming young Princess with an elderly friend, acting as her chaperon in place of her mother. Evidently she had not taken his advice. He cast a lightning glance around as he bowed to the plaudits of the audience. He was looking for Zouroff, but he could not see him. If the Prince was in the crowded house, he had missed him. Certainly he was not in the box where his sister sat.

He conducted the overture. In a few moments the curtain would rise. Before he had got to the end of the last few bars, there was heard a piercing scream, the cry of a woman. It penetrated to every corner of the building and created an uneasy feeling in the audience.

Nello recognised the situation at once. He beat with his bâton on the desk and started the overture again. Something had happened. He would know in a few minutes.



At last the curtain rose. The stage-manager, looking very agitated, appeared. In a few brief sentences he explained that Madame Quéro had been attacked with sudden indisposition; that he must crave the indulgence of the audience for her understudy, who would take her place.

Corsini dared not leave his desk. On such a night as this he could not affront his Emperor and this brilliant assemblage by deputing his task to a subordinate. He went through the Opera with the conscientious spirit of the artist. But all the time his thoughts were dwelling on La Belle Quéro, the woman who had braved Zouroffs vengeance in order to save him.

It was evidently a serious indisposition. If it had been only a slight attack, the handsome singer would have pulled herself together and appeared some time in the course of the evening. With her jealous temperament, she was not the woman to give an understudy too big a chance.

At last the Opera was over, the brilliant crowd filed out. Corsini went round to the wings to inquire after La Belle Quéro. One of his subordinates gave him the information he sought.

Madame Quéro is very ill, Signor. The doctor was called in. He did not seem quite able to diagnose her symptoms. He had her conveyed home and consigned to the care of her own maid and her own physician.

Corsini at once despatched a messenger to the villa, with instructions to report to him at his hotel. The man came back with disquieting news. The singer was still in a comatose state, and her life was despaired of.

A swift thought swept through the Italians mind. Had Zouroff anything to do with this, apparently, fatal illness? Had he discovered the part she had played in his rescue?

And a still more disturbing thought assailed him. If the Prince had taken this swift vengeance on La Belle Quéro, it would not be long before he revenged himself on Nada. If only he could have conveyed a message to that box, to entreat her to fly before it was too late! Zouroff was evidently a scoundrel of the deepest dye who would stick at nothing.

But he could not act himself. Very shortly he must go to the mean lodging of Ivan, and receive his instructions as to taking the place of the deaf and dumb Stepan. In a brief space he would be inside that villa where the beautiful singer lay dying.

He did the best that presented itself to him. He despatched a brief note to Beilski.

Madame Quéro attacked with sudden illness. It is reported that she is dying. I have certain suspicions of a person well known to us both. Please probe the matter. I cannot go myself. You know where I am due to-night.

A little later, Corsini, escorted by his vigilant bodyguard, took his way to the mean quarter of the town where Ivan was lodged.


CHAPTER XXII
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IVAN MET HIM in the doorway. You are punctual, Signor, he said, as he ushered him into the shabby apartment.

My friend, first of all, you are no longer an outlaw, cried Corsini cheerfully as he cast his glance round the dingy room. The Emperor himself has graciously accorded a full and free pardon, and if this nights work turns out well, there will be a very handsome reward in addition. So, you see, things are marching.

The outlaw stretched his hands out, and for a moment it seemed as if he would dissolve in tears. Then he recovered himself, and his voice rang out, clear and firm.

And, at last, Signor, I shall have revenge on those who wronged me and my family.

Say rather, Ivan, justice, not revenge, interrupted the young Italian mildly.

It is the same, Signor, is it not? cried Ivan. He pointed with his finger to an inert figure in the corner of the room, apparently inanimate.

That is Stepan. I have given him a narcotic in order to prevent accidents. He does not look at his best at the moment. But just go and have a peep at him and see the likeness to yourself.

Corsini crossed over the small room and looked at the prostrate form, of the man, wrapped in a deep slumber, and breathing heavily. Yes, Stepan might have been his twin brother under normal conditions.

The time is short, said the outlaw. We must make you look as like Stepan as possible, with regard to the externals.

He went to the door and whistled softly. A small, slouching man answered to the summons.

Paul, my friend, said Ivan in an imperious tone, I have told you something of this affair. You have got to convert this gentleman into the speaking likeness of our sleeping friend. Do your little tricks at once.

The small, slouching man went to work immediately. He stripped off the rough clothes from the slumbering man in the corner, and signalled to Corsini to divest himself of his own garments. In a trice, Corsini was dressed in Stepans habiliments. He then proceeded to stain his face and hands.

When all this was finished, he drew back with a sense of pardonable pride in his own deft handiwork.

Mon Dieu! it is Stepan himself, he cried enthusiastically.

Corsini took a survey of himself in a small, cracked mirror that hung in the shabby sitting-room. He cast a further glance at the inert form lying in the corner. Yes, in these rough clothes, with his face and hands stained, he could well pass for Stepan himself in a dim and doubtful light.

It is just about time, said Ivan, when these preparations had been completed. My friend Paul will conduct you to the villa. There are seven windows on the ground floor, built very high. Underneath the fourth window the blank wall is of wood. You can feel it. There is a small door with a keyhole in the centre. Here is the key. Paul knows it well; he will lead you to it.

The small slouching man led Corsini to the villa of Madame Quéro. The four silent men followed in their wake. Arrived at the villa, Corsini slipped easily into the small vestibule to await the arrival of the conspirators.

You are well in time, Monsieur, whispered the man, Paul, as he took his departure. Do not answer the bell too quickly; watch its vibration before you respond. You must remember that Stepan is deaf. You will excuse me for giving you the hint.

Paul departed. The four guards scattered themselves in various directions, but always ready to assemble together if danger threatened the man they were deputed to watch.

Corsini was alone in the little vestibule. He drew aside the heavy velvet curtains and peered into the inner room, a rather spacious chamber. This was very dimly lighted, too. But evidently Madame Quéro had given her instructions. A cold supper was laid out on the long table, with several bottles of champagne. Upstairs, no doubt, she was lying between life and death, no longer able to take part in these festivities.

The bell vibrated. Nello opened the door and made a low obeisance. Two men came through the narrow doorway. He recognised them at once: they were two highly distinguished noblemen of the Russian Empire. He had seen them several times at the Opera.

The bell vibrated again and again. Five more men passed through, and last came the tall, commanding figure of Zouroff.

In the dim light the Prince made his signs, They are all here, Stepan?

And the supposed Stepan replied in answering signs, I think they are all here, Excellency.

Zouroff passed through the heavy curtains. Corsini crouched behind and bent his ears to listen.

At first there was a confused babble of sounds. Everybody seemed to be talking at once. But fortunately they were speaking in French and not in Russian. It was easier for Corsini to catch what they said.

A tall, bearded man was speaking. This infernal Corsini, for instance. No doubt he is in the pay of Golitzine. We cannot remove him, it seems.

Zouroff took up the running. I did my best, you know, gentlemen; but he escaped me, and since then Beilski has put a cordon round him that we cannot break through.

And yet Beilski is a fool, growled the bearded man.

I know, answered Zouroff. Beilski is what you say, but he has got Golitzine at his back, and Golitzine has the intelligence of several monkeys. When Beilski is in doubt, he goes to the secretary.

Another man spoke. You know we have every confidence in you, Prince; but we all know of your attachment to La Belle Quéro — by the way, why is she not here to-night, to preside over our festivities?

Zouroff spoke in a harsh, strained voice. La Belle Quéro is ill, confined to her room. You have probably not heard that she was attacked with sudden indisposition at the Opera to-night, and that her understudy had to take her place.

None of the men had been at the Opera, they had not heard. One or two indulged in expressions of sympathy.

The bearded man, a powerful nobleman, only just second to Zouroff himself in importance and length of lineage, continued his remarks.

I spoke just now of your well-known attachment to La Belle Quéro. Is it possible, Prince, that in an unguarded moment, you may have dropped some hints of your purpose to her? I did not wish, for a moment, to offend your amour propre, but rumour has it that she is very much attracted by this handsome young Italian. It is strange that he should have escaped you, who usually lay your plans so well.

Zouroff paused for a moment before he replied. These men were as keen-witted as himself; it was impossible to deceive them for long.

Gentlemen, I will be quite frank with you. One is always a fool where women are concerned. In a moment of ungoverned temper, I did hint to Madame Quéro something that might have set her wits to work, and she may have acted upon that.

From her penchant for the Italian? suggested the bearded man, who, privately, was not too fond of the Prince, and always indulged in a pin-prick when possible.



Zouroff flushed a deep red. It angered him deeply that other persons should know Corsini had been preferred to him.

He looked round the assembly. He knew that the bearded man was bidding for the leadership that had been willingly accorded to himself. If his position were menaced, he must recover it immediately, and by a bold stroke.

He surveyed the small knot of men, his bold bearing and resolute demeanour at once challenging their allegiance, and compelling it.

Gentlemen, I blench at nothing for the Cause to which we are all devoted, to which we have dedicated our lives and fortunes. On that occasion, I am convinced that La Belle Quéro betrayed me. Well, she will never betray us again. Madame La Quéros hours are numbered. That is why she has not appeared to-night.

The men whom he addressed were as hardened and brutal as himself, with no respect for the sanctity of human life; but, as he spoke, a slight shudder went through the assembly. La Belle Quéro was so handsome, so popular; it seemed a thousand pities that she should be done to death, even in the interests of the Cause.

Zouroff spoke eagerly. At the moment he felt no remorse for having compassed the death of his former sweetheart with that poisoned chocolate. Had she not insulted him by daring to look with favourable eyes on another man?

Gentlemen, it has ever been one of our fixed rules that anybody who betrayed us, man or woman, it matters not which, should pay the penalty of death. If I betrayed you, I should not complain if that law were put into execution against myself. La Belle Quéro betrayed us; she has paid the penalty.

Zouroff was logical. The sense of the assembly was with him. The bearded man made a last effort to wrest from him his supremacy, not on the score of disloyalty, but for maladroitness in handling their common affairs.

I very much regret that Madame Quéro should have allowed her heart to govern her head. She was a very charming woman, he said smoothly. Do you happen, by any chance, Prince, to have enemies in your own household?

Why do you ask me that question? queried Zouroff boldly.

One of my spies told me that Beilski has paid a recent visit to your sister, the Princess Nada. Beilski is not in the habit of paying afternoon calls. Does the young Princess know anything?

Zouroff knew nothing of the visit of the General; it was news to him; but he grasped the situation promptly.

I have already provided against that, Count. Her mother is in bed; a feverish cold, as we thought at first, has developed into diphtheria. I believe my sister is quite innocent of any serious designs against us, but it is always as well to be on the safe side.

The other men listened with the closest attention. After all, Zouroff was the subtlest of them all. The bearded man maintained a sullen silence; he had given up all hope of rescuing the leadership of the party from the resourceful Prince.

My sister I shall send to the old Castle of Tchernoff and keep her there as long as it suits my purpose. It is a veritable tomb, far away in the Caucasus. I have arranged that she starts to-night. Our good Stepan will later have his instructions. As he is practically deaf and almost incapable of speech, he can tell no tales. Besides, he is devoted to me.

Corsini, close up against the curtains, had listened to all this with every nerve strained and his brain working at high pressure.

He had learned two things of great importance. Zouroff, in a roundabout way, had confessed to the murder of La Belle Quéro. Secondly, the Princess was to be taken that night to this gloomy castle in the Caucasus. And he, in his character of Stepan, the man who could not hear and only speak with the greatest difficulty, was to be an instrument in her abduction. Here was food for thought. Oh, for five minutes with that man of subtle brain and resource, Golitzine! At such a moment, even the inferior Beilski would have been welcome, even one of the four men waiting outside! How could he save the innocent young Princess from the vile schemes of her remorseless brother? A few minutes could alone decide this momentous issue. Why had she not taken his advice, proffered a few hours earlier?

The conspirators talked presently in lower tones of a great coup to be brought off to-morrow night at a big reception at the Winter Palace. But although they spoke almost in whispers, as if fearful of the magnitude of the stupendous event, Corsini had sharp ears and heard quite enough. This would be great news for Golitzine, as soon as he could see him.

The conference was ended, the supper partaken of. No servants ever assisted at these simple feasts. An hour after the meal was finished, La Belle Quéro, the handsome singer, the idol of more than one capital, had passed away in the arms of her faithful maid, done to death by the implacable vengeance of Zouroff.

One by one the traitors filed out. The Prince came last and made signs to the waiting janitor, supposed to be Stepan.

You will come with me to the Palace. You will convey two women, my sister and her maid, to the Castle of Tchernoff, in the Caucasus. When you have deposited them safely there, return to the Palace, where I will find you further employment. It is very likely that Madame Quéro will have no further need of your services.

Corsini replied in appropriate signs that he comprehended his Excellencys wishes.

Together they drove to the side door of the Palace, in front of which a carriage was standing. Two burly men, the Princes chosen confederates, were beside it. Zouroff motioned to Corsini to stay where he was.

A few moments later the forms of two helpless women, the Princess Nada and her maid, were carried out and placed in the carriage. The Prince was well served in his household. Evidently both had been drugged.

The two men stood waiting for the sign of departure from the Prince.

And, in that moment, a flash of inspiration came to Corsini.

He spread out his arms and burst into a chuckling sort of laugh, like one demented. He sprang on the box, seized the reins, and whipped up the horses. He was well out of sight before the Prince and his two ruffians could recover from their consternation at the unexpected turn of affairs.

Had Stepan suddenly gone out of his sense? was the Princes first thought.


CHAPTER XXIII
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ZOUROFF SHOOK HIS fist at the retreating carriage. He looked, and felt, like a demon. Why had this fool taken this particular moment to go off his head? He knew that Stepan had suffered from a weak intellect for many years, but he was not prepared for this sudden ebullition of insanity.

We cannot catch him up, your Excellency, he has driven like the wind, remarked one of the two burly men who were in attendance on the Prince.

Let him drive to the devil, snarled Zouroff, in his most vicious tone. He was really trying to mask his alarm under an assumption of indifference. What harm can the idiot do? He cannot hear, he can only make guttural, and unintelligible sounds when he attempts to speak.

He can write, your Excellency. Do not forget that. Say that at the moment he has gone crazy. That carriage will halt somewhere in St. Petersburg, or the environs, the police will be on the spot, inquiries will be made. If he cannot speak, they will make him write.

But Zouroff by now had recovered his incurable optimism. He will recover his senses shortly and drive back to the Palace for instructions. We will wait up for him.

The two men were not quite so convinced, although they did not dare openly to dispute their employers opinion. They were not quite sure of Stepans sudden attack of insanity. There was more in this than met the eye.

Corsini, intensely agitated by the novelty of the unexpected situation, drove recklessly for the first few moments, anxious to put as much space as possible between Zouroff and himself, striving to collect his thoughts.

As he had sat silent by the side of the Prince on their progress from the villa to the Palace, he had thought well over the only plan of campaign that seemed open to him. At the first stopping-place on that long journey to the gloomy Castle of Tchernoff, he would alight, go to the nearest police station and divulge the facts of the Princesss abduction.

Well, fate had ruled it otherwise. The unconscious girl and her maid were still in St. Petersburg and under his charge. Whither should he convey them? But he must be quick. Zouroff was a man of resource. He might have hired a passing conveyance and, accompanied by his two burly satellites, be rapidly on his track.

And then the thought came swiftly to him. He would turn the carriage round and drive by devious ways to the house of Golitzine. Once in the Counts care, his precious charge would be safe. And, if he took that devious route, there would be no chance of encountering the formidable Zouroff on the way.

He halted at the door of the Counts house; but here an unexpected difficulty awaited him. He dare not leave his horses, high-mettled and but slightly blown by their short gallop. Ah, there was a convenient lamp-post, a couple of feet in front of him. He would dismount and tie his reins round it while he knocked at the door.

While he was engaged in this task, a carriage drove up out of the dark, as it were, and halted beside the other one. A cold sweat broke out over the young man as he observed its arrival. This devil of a Zouroff had been too quick for him.

Then his countenance cleared as he recognised the first man who stepped out. It was the leader of his faithful bodyguard. He had, in the excitement of passing events, forgotten them.

You have lost sight of us, Signor, but, you see, we have not lost sight of you, said the chief of the party. We followed you to that mean street where your friend lodged, we saw you come out transformed in appearance, we followed you to the villa of Madame Quéro, we drove behind you and Prince Zouroff to the Palace, we saw what happened there, and we came after you at lightning speed. Now, how can we help you? There is some strange work going on, that is easy to see. This is the house of Count Golitzine, you want to see him. But I expect they are all gone to bed.

Yes, my friend, so much has happened in the last hour or two that I had forgotten you, was Corsinis answer. Tell one of the men to knock at the door till it is opened. If the Count has gone to bed, he must get up. And you and the others guard that carriage and look out for Prince Zouroff.

The house seemed wrapped in darkness, and in fact everybody had retired to rest except the energetic Count himself. Five nights out of six he worked into the morning hours. To-night he had a special reason for sitting up late. At any moment he might expect a visit from the young Italian, to report the results of the meeting at the Villa Quéro.

He peered into the darkness and his astonished gaze rested on more than he expected to see. He was prepared to see Corsini, to observe the bodyguard lurking in the background; but the carriage and two impatient horses champing at their bits was more than he had bargained for.

In Heavens name, what is this, Corsini?

Nello advanced and whispered in his ear. I dare say these men suspect as much as I know, but for the present we need not assume it. Inside that carriage are two helpless women, drugged by that ruffian Zouroff, the Princess Nada and her maid. I will tell you all the details of the adventure later. Enough to say that I have been able to rescue them from his clutches and drive them to your house. You will not refuse them shelter?

Of course not, replied the Count at once. Bring them in and I will at once arouse the Countess. Drugged, you say! Send round one of the fellows for the nearest doctor: he is the same man who succoured you at Pavlovsk. Stay, I will give the address myself.

The two helpless forms were carried in. The Countess Golitzine was aroused. The doctor arrived. It was some time before he could bring them round. Zouroff and his satellites were evidently acquainted with the secret of a very powerful narcotic. He came down at length to the Count in his study, where he found Corsini.

Good-evening, Signor. Well, Count, I have brought them back to consciousness, have prescribed a little light food. They were very heavily drugged.

He turned to the young Italian. It carries me back to that night at the little inn at Pavlovsk, but you were a more difficult case. Then you had had more than one dose. These young women have had only one. I should say, by the symptoms, a similar drug, administered by the same hand.

Right, doctor; I will tell you all in good time, said Golitzine; but perhaps in a few days all St. Petersburg may hear of it. You will see them in the morning?

The doctor promised to call early the next day, but he assured them that they need fear no anxiety; both young women had vigorous constitutions. He was too discreet to mention that he had recognised one of them as the Princess Nada. He had often seen her at the Opera and driving in the Nevski Prospekt.

And Golitzine was a man to appreciate discretion; he could do much for this young doctor if he chose; therefore he would keep his mouth shut till it was time for him to open it. Golitzine saw him to the door and laid his finger impressively upon his lip.

Silence for the present, doctor, as to all these strange events you have witnessed. I charge myself with your future advancement. The doctor bowed and went his way.

Upstairs, Nada was slowly regaining her senses. She looked round the big, handsomely-furnished chamber. On a sofa, a little away, was stretched the form of Katerina, recovering more slowly than her mistress.

How did I come here? Where am I? she murmured.

The Countess Golitzine, a handsome woman, some twenty years younger than her husband, was sitting by the bedside, holding the Princesss hand.

She whispered in a kind voice: Do not speak much, my dear Nada, you are too tired; but be quite sure you are amongst friends. Do you recognise me?

Memory came back in the wake of that long stupor. The Countess Golitzine, of course; we met a few days ago. But why am I in your house and not at the Palace?

She put her disengaged hand to her head and tried to collect her scattered thoughts. Ah, I remember, my brother said he would send me to Tchernoff, and I did not believe he would dare to carry out his threat.

She burst into bitter weeping as the subsequent events forced themselves on her half-numbed brain, her seizure by two burly men, a handkerchief pressed tightly over her face. Then a blank till she woke up here.

She was clearer now. Yes, I can recall certain things. But how did I come here? How was I rescued on the road to Tchernoff?

My dear, I do not know myself. I had gone to bed early; my husband said he would be working into the morning, as is often his custom. I was in a deep sleep when he woke me suddenly. He told me that you and your maid were being brought in, that you were drugged, that he had sent for a doctor to bring you round. I have been here with the doctor till you came back to consciousness. Would you like to see the Count?

Indeed I would, cried Nada, whose faculties were quickly coming back to her. I cannot calm myself until I know what happened between my leaving the Palace and arriving here. And, as well as thanking you, dear Countess, for all your kindness to me, I would like to thank your husband also. It is not a time of night to receive uninvited, or unexpected guests.

Madame Golitzine went down to her husbands room and found him closeted with Corsini, who had given him a full account of the proceedings at the Villa Quéro, of his driving back with Zouroff to the Palace, of his stratagem in jumping on the box and driving off, to the surprise of the Prince and his two burly ruffians.

The Count had chuckled at the end of the narrative. Things were shaping well for him, to-morrow he would hear his Emperors hearty cry of— Well done, Golitzine. I knew you would beat them in the end.

Corsini, my dear fellow, you are wasted on music. Give it up, and I will get you a big post in the Secret Police.

But the Italian shook his head. Many thanks, Excellency, but I do not really love this excitement. Music was my first love, it will be my last.

The Countess came in. She knew Corsini well, but did not recognise him in the rough clothes of Stepan, with his face and hands stained.

Nada is quite conscious and her faculties are coming back rapidly, she told her husband; but she is terribly anxious to know all that has happened since she was drugged. She wishes to see you. Of course, I can tell her nothing, as I have not had time to hear anything from you.

She is not too excited? questioned the Count.

Only from anxiety to know. She will grow very excited if she is kept much longer in suspense.

The Count beckoned to Corsini. Let us go to her. You can explain better than I.

But Corsini shrank back and a hot blush showed through the dark stain that had been rubbed on his face in the mean lodging of Ivan the outlaw.

I cannot present myself in these miserable clothes, disguised as I am, to the Princess, he stammered.

The Count smiled his quiet rather cynical smile. I will wager she will penetrate with the first glance through the disguise and the shabby clothes.

He turned to his wife. My dear, permit me to re-introduce to you Signor Corsini, the Director of the Italian Opera. He doesnt cut quite such a brilliant figure as usual, but his excuse is that he has been doing some very good work for the Emperor.

The Countess, a woman of charming manners, advanced to him with outstretched hands. A thousand pardons. Please forgive my obtuseness, but my thoughts were so occupied with our poor dear Nada. So adroitly did she redeem a somewhat awkward situation.

The three went up to the chamber whither the young Princess had been conveyed. The Count went to the bed and shook her warmly by the hand.

My wife tells me you are recovering from the shock. The doctor assures me you will be yourself again to-morrow. I am only too pleased that my house should be your refuge. And you want to know all that has happened since your rascally brother had you drugged and thrust into that carriage.

He drew forward the shrinking man, hovering shamefacedly in the background.

Here is your preserver, Nada. He always called her by her Christian name; he had known her from a child. You see, he is a common man, dressed in rough clothes, his face and hands proclaiming his calling. But he is your preserver, and you will thank him.

He spoke with that half-humorous, half-cynical smile which was almost characteristic.

Corsini nervously advanced to the bed on which the Princess was lying and recovering her scattered senses.



You are safe, dear lady, he said, softly. Thank Heaven you are safe.

She recognised the voice. She penetrated through the veil of the rough clothes, the stained face and hands. She uttered a little joyful cry.

Ah, Signor Corsini, it is you who are my preserver?

Corsini bent over her. It has been my turn, Princess. You saved me at Pavlovsk, I have paid back my debt in St. Petersburg.

The Princesss wondering eyes grew bigger. But tell me all that has happened. I am dying with curiosity.

Golitzine touched his wife on the shoulder. We are de trop, my dear, let us leave the young people together.

The Countess was a very obedient wife. She accompanied her husband out of the room; but when they were outside she whispered to him: Alexis, is it wise? Nada is a girl of high birth but of romantic notions. Corsini is, no doubt, very talented, but is it prudent to leave them together?

Listen to me; I am going to impart to you a little secret, said the Count in a low voice. To-morrow the house of Zouroff will be humbled in the dust. Our pretty little Nada can then well choose where her heart leads her to make her choice, even if it is in the direction of our young friend, Nello Corsini.

I think I understand, said the Countess.

In the big chamber, Katerina, recovering more slowly than her mistress, was reclining on the sofa. A tall, white-capped nurse stood in the corner.

Nada, of course, paid no heed to servants. They were a part of her being, to be ignored at will. For all practical purposes she and Corsini were alone.

And so it is you who were my preserver, she said softly; you in this rough garb, with your face and hands stained to a peasants hue. There must have been some motive behind such a dangerous adventure.

Corsini bent over her, over the lily-white face, still looking wan after her terrible experience.

It was Providence that led me to your aid to-night, Princess. You remember my urgent advice to leave the Palace at once.

I know I was blind and foolish, murmured the Princess. I could not believe my brother capable of such cruelty.

Your brother is capable of anything, of everything, said Corsini. Listen! I will tell you all that has happened to-night. Please understand that Count Golitzine has got him in the hollow of his hand.

In a few brief words, he recounted all that he had overheard at the villa of Madame Quéro, Zouroffs confession that for his own purposes he had removed the beautiful singer.

To-morrow, or the day after, he will be on his way to Siberia, concluded Corsini, with a pardonable exultation. He doomed me to death because he found me in his way; he has murdered his old sweetheart from the sheer lust of revenge. You, out of that same spirit of vengeance, he would have condemned to a long exile. I trust, Princess, you will not mourn over the well-deserved fate of such a worthless brother.

No, she said in a resolute voice, I will not mourn over him. His outrage on me quenches the last spark of affection I ever entertained for him.

The conversation was concluded. Corsini rose, and yet he still lingered. Something alluring in the sweet face of the Princess still drew him. But could he dare? There was a softness in her gaze, something inviting in her demeanour.

Youth was calling to youth. Suddenly he leaned over and pressed his lips on hers. They were met by an answering pressure.

I love you, I love you, oh, I cannot tell you how much, he murmured brokenly. I have loved you ever since the night when you passed me in Dean Street and wanted to throw me coppers when I was playing in the gutter, and your imperious brother forbade you. I have loved you ever since that moment.

And Nada murmured softly, I love you, too. I cannot date it back to that night. I think it was when you came to play for us at the Embassy, in London. But it does not matter, dear Nello. We have both saved each other.

Yes, we have saved each other, was Corsinis answer. He left the white-capped nurse in the corner, the still tearful Katerina. What did he reck of these? Had not his beautiful Princess avowed her love with that warm kiss on his lips? What did anything else in the world matter?



Golitzine met him with his humorous smile. Well, I have no doubt you have made good use of your time with the Princess. Now or never was your opportunity. To-morrow morning, in the Emperors cabinet, at the Winter Palace!

Corsini left the Counts house. He certainly would not forget that appointment to-morrow morning at the Winter Palace.

But although he had many things to remember, his most vital recollection was the answering kiss of Nada.


CHAPTER XXIV
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ZOUROFF, AT THIS particular moment, was not in a very enviable frame of mind. Optimist as he was, and a believer in his own star, he could not disguise from himself the fact that his two efforts at kidnapping had not been attended with any remarkable success.

Corsini, through treachery on the part of his associates, had been rescued at Pavlovsk. And last night, the deaf and inarticulate Stepan, suffering, no doubt, from momentary aberration, had driven off in the darkness with the young Princess and her maid — whither, he knew not.

He sat up till the small hours of the morning, awaiting the return of that carriage. Stepan would come back to his senses and drive back for further instructions. But the carriage did not return. At length Zouroff dismissed his two confederates.

Let Stepan return when he will, or never return, it does not matter, he said impatiently. What did small things like this matter? A carriage stranded, two helpless and drugged women inside, recognised later on. By the time this could be brought home to him, he would be in such a position that he could hush-up all inquiries.

He strolled round to the Villa Quéro. The servant who opened the door knew him well, of course.



I am grieved to tell you, Excellency, that our dear mistress died in the early hours of the morning.

I am very grieved to hear it, said the hypocritical Zouroff. I heard that she was taken ill at the Opera yesterday evening. It was sudden, was it not?

Very sudden, your Excellency. The doctor seems to think that she was poisoned.

Poisoned! Good Heavens! cried Zouroff. But who could want to poison such a charming woman, so generally beloved?

The servant shrugged his shoulders. Ah, who can tell? Perhaps some envious rival. The post-mortem may possibly tell us something.

The Prince walked away quite easy in his mind. Yes, no doubt, the post-mortem would tell them something — that la Quéro had been done to death by a very subtle poison. But he had reasoned it all well out.

It would be proved that he had shared a light repast with La Belle Quéro that same evening. It might be proved that he had brought her a box of chocolates, out of which two were missing.

They could analyse that box of chocolates. They would find no poison in them. There was only poison in one, the one that he had picked out as a fine fat fellow and which she had crunched greedily between her strong white teeth.

That same morning Stepan woke up from his deep stupor in the mean lodging of Ivan the Cuckoo.

Where am I? was his first question, as he opened his heavy eyelids.



Ivan bent over him, till his bearded face was close to that of the dazed man.

You are with your old friend and comrade. Last night I took the liberty of playing a little trick upon you. You will forgive me when I tell you the object of that trick was to ensnare our old enemy, Zouroff.

Stepans rather expressionless countenance showed considerable animation. He tried to speak, but the sounds would not issue from the paralysed organs. He had recourse to his usual signs, which read as follows:

What has happened at the Villa Quéro? I was not there at the meeting last night. You drugged me to keep me away. Who took my place?

A friend of mine who resembles you very closely, replied the late outlaw, who was not greatly given to imparting confidences. I expect he got some important information, my good Stepan. He can hear perfectly, and he understands both French and Russian.

Stepan rubbed his hands gleefully before he replied. Ah, I would be glad to hear that Zouroff was trapped; but I should be very grieved if they caught poor Madame Quéro, she was always so kind and considerate. Many a night at those meetings I was kept up very late. She would always come to me the next morning with her bright smile, and give me a handsome pour-boire.

Ivan, who had spies all over the city, imparted the latest news. Madame Quéro died last night, or rather in the early hours of this morning. Zouroff was at the villa during the evening, a short time before she left for the Opera. There are rumours that she died of poison. You can put two and two together, Stepan.

Yes, knowing Zouroff as well as he did, the deaf, and almost dumb, man could guess what was suggested by Ivan. He raised his hands to Heaven in horror, and then made rapid signs. This infamous scoundrel will stop at nothing.

Presently he grew drowsy again, and in a few moments relapsed into a second deep sleep which lasted over a couple of hours. When he woke, the outlaw, who was growing rather alarmed about the prolonged effects of the narcotic, was bending over him.

Stepan repeated the question he had asked on his first waking, Where am I?

Ivan explained to him again that in consequence of the infirmities which so handicapped him, he was of little use against Zouroff and his friends, that a man who closely resembled him had taken his place at the villa.

Stepan, who now seemed thoroughly awake, intimated that he remembered.

Ivan proceeded, in his strong, resolute tones, I am not a man who takes any chances, as you well know. However well you lay your plans, your ultimate success depends, more or less, on the support of your confederates. That is why I took the liberty of giving you a little harmless sleeping draught that effectually kept you from interfering with my designs. You are none the worse for it, and very shortly you shall have some vodka to pull yourself together.

Stepan, half-foolish as he was, understood this sort of language well. The mention of the word had an almost instantaneous effect in completing his recovery.

He rubbed his hands together and smiled his silly and vacant smile. And how goes it with the ruffian, Zouroff, who so wronged you, my poor friend?

Make your mind easy, my dear Stepan, was Ivans answer. In a very few hours we shall both be avenged. I had a note a short time ago from the man who took your place at the Villa Quéro. Ivan was the soul of discretion and reticence. Even to so intimate a comrade as Stepan he was not going to reveal the name of Corsini. He suggested that this very night, Zouroff and his rascally band will be taken into the toils. I, your old friend, am no longer an outlaw, my pardon is secured. Further, I shall have a handsome reward, and my old playmate, Stepan, will receive his share. For us, comfort in our old age; for that double-dyed villain, Siberia and the mines. It is good to think of, Stepan, is it not?

The half-witted creature emitted low, gurgling sounds of satisfaction. Then he spoke rapidly on his fingers.

It is worth living for, this day, Ivan. Will he ever know it was through us his doom was brought about? That would be the greatest satisfaction of all.

The pardoned outlaw smiled grimly. Trust to me for that. I have friends everywhere. I will get that information conveyed to him somehow by somebody. Yes, that will make him writhe.

After his visit to the Villa Quéro, Zouroff went back to the Palace. He was met by his valet, Peter, whose looks expressed consternation. The news he had to impart to his master was very grave. Also he was uneasy with regard to his own skin. He had obtained a free pardon for his share in the abduction of Corsini; could he rely upon a further dispensation in the case of the young Princess?

Excellency, I have to report disaster. One of our spies has ferreted out the following facts. Stepan drove the carriage by a roundabout route to the house of Golitzine. The Princess and her maid, my sweetheart, Katerina, are now under the protection of the Count. I fear this will very much interfere with your Excellencys plans.

Zouroff swore roundly. Then this Stepan is another traitor.

It would appear so, replied Peter, with a look of disgust well simulated. Fresh from his confession to Beilski, it was necessary that he should reprobate all fellow traitors. You can never trust these half-witted chaps, he added.

Zouroff thought rapidly. Run round to the villa, Peter, and demand to see Stepan. You can talk to him by signs. Learn what has become of the carriage. Get what you can out of him. By Heaven, when I have done with him he will wish he had never been born. His expression was ferocious as he uttered those last words.



Peter hastened to obey his commands. To-morrow, the Prince might not be his master, but he would obey him as long as he was in his service. He returned with the news that Stepan was not at the villa. They could draw their own conclusions from his absence.

Zouroff ground his teeth savagely. Golitzine and Beilski have got him safe between them. Well, never mind, the tables will be turned to-morrow.

He was thinking of the great coup which was to take place at the Winter Palace that night, the great coup which had been so carefully rehearsed by himself and his fellow conspirators, the details of which had been overheard by Corsini, in the character of Stepan.

Safe in the custody of the kind and amiable Countess, Nada felt strangely happy. True, she was very anxious about her mother, and some natural compunction assailed her as to the fate of her brother, in spite of his infamous conduct towards herself. As to that fate, Corsinis words had left her in no doubt. In a few hours the arch-plotter and assassin would be on his way to Siberia. The House of Zouroff, so far as its titular head was concerned, would have ceased to exist.

But she was very happy in her knowledge of her love for Corsini, of Corsinis love for her. The name of Zouroff might be a tainted one, but the Italian stood high in the estimation of the Emperor and his powerful Secretary. Princess as she was, she would not stoop so greatly in becoming the wife of this favourite of fortune.



Zouroff spent the greater part of his day in calling at the houses of his various adherents. The knowledge that Golitzine was now acquainted with the dastardly part he had played against his innocent sister, spurred him to extra effort. Optimist as he was, he had an uneasy conviction that he was playing a desperate game. Could he strike before Golitzine would strike? That was the question, and it was one which would be determined in the coarse of a few hours.

He brought all the resources of his mind to bear upon this important problem. He employed all his eloquence, he exercised all the influence of his strong personality. He heartened the wavering amongst his fellow-conspirators, he urged to more determined resolution those who were staunch and confident.

But he felt it was touch and go. He kept away from the Palace all that day, sending round a note to Peter to bring his evening clothes to a secret meeting-place. At any moment, Golitzine might determine to strike, and he might find Beilskis emissaries waiting for him at his ancestral home.

He was so terribly in the dark as to what Stepan had revealed or been forced to reveal. Of course, he did not learn till much later that it was not Stepan who had driven away on the box, but his hated rival, Corsini.

And why had Stepan feigned this sudden fit of insanity, a man who had always appeared so devoted to his person and his fortunes? Stepan, with his incurable deafness, could have learned nothing at these secret conclaves, he would have no information to sell that was worth any price. And yet he had driven straight to Golitzines house. What could have been his motive? There was something here he could not fathom.

Wandering in this maze of tangled speculation, Zouroff believed he had hit upon the right solution of these, apparently, inexplicable proceedings.

Stepan was devotedly attached to all the members of his house — himself, his sister, and his mother. When he had seen the two drugged and helpless women carried out of the Palace, he had recognised the young Princess and her maid as they were put into the waiting carriage.

In his slow, feeble brain he had realised that some danger was menacing them. His loyalty to his master had experienced a sudden revulsion. Some chivalrous instinct in him had urged him to espouse the cause of the weak and defenceless. A sudden inspiration had come to him by which he could secure his object. Before they could stop him, he had sprung on the box and whipped up his horses, with a view of placing the two women under safe protection. This seemed a reasonable explanation of that sudden and unexpected action. But there was always the disturbing thought — how would Golitzine, having once got Stepan into his clutches, deal with him? He would force him to write some account of the events of that night, even if he could not make him speak.

And then a comforting thought came to the Prince. It was possible that Stepan had been loyal to both, to his master and the young Princess. He had halted the carriage at the Secretarys door, rung the bell, and run away before the door was opened, leaving the astute Count to unravel for himself the mystery of the two drugged women, one of whom he would recognise at once.

Still there was not much comfort in that thought, after all. Even if Stepan had not betrayed him, was there any reasonable hope that Nada and Katerina would keep silence for a moment, after they had been brought back to consciousness?

No, it was touch and go. He must strike swiftly, before Golitzine could get in his blow. And the puzzling thing was, why had Golitzine not already struck?


CHAPTER XXV
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FIVE MEN WERE seated in the private cabinet of the Czar — the Emperor himself, his diligent and faithful Secretary, Golitzine, General Beilski, the Head of the Police, General Burovkin, a man with a heavy mustache and cast-iron countenance, one of the great military chiefs of Russia, devoted like the others to the services of the autocrat, and Nello Corsini.

Golitzine explained in his smooth, passionless accents. He was a man who was never excited, never perturbed. Except that he was of lean build, he might have suggested the idea of a relentless spider, moving amongst a web of his own weaving to catch the unsuspecting flies.

He had been the first to speak. Our very capable young friend, Corsini, has done great work. He was hidden at the Villa Quéro last night and gathered information of the greatest importance.

The Emperor, who always liked to tell his subordinates that he knew all that was going on, interrupted his faithful and more astute Secretary.

Ah, poor Madame Quéro! I hear that she died in the early hours of the morning and that there are certain suspicious circumstances connected with her death — an idea that she has been poisoned, eh?

Golitzine nodded. Your Majesty has been correctly informed. He might have added that he had given this information himself, but he was too experienced a courtier to venture on such an experiment. Autocratic monarchs like to think they discover things for themselves. And perhaps the autocrat had not been quite awake when he received Golitzines letter long before breakfast.

Golitzine waved his hand towards Corsini. He possessed a very generous nature, and he was quite ready to give honour where it was due.

This is the man to whom we are indebted for the information which shall be fully detailed to your Majesty. Salmoros never did us a better service than when he sent Signor Corsini to us.

The Emperor inclined his head in his most gracious manner. Salmoros never makes a mistake, and Corsini has more than justified his selection.

Golitzine leaned towards the young Italian. Tell his Imperial Majesty all that you told me last night, the full details of what happened at the Villa Quéro. I have given him a brief résumé, but you can make it more convincing than I can. Speak out, Corsini; omit nothing; you need not fear to trespass on his Majestys attention.

The Emperor inclined his head. He always blindly followed the lead of his Secretary. He knew that he could trust him, above all; also some half a dozen others, the two Generals amongst them.

Corsini, feeling very nervous, although by now he was becoming accustomed to his new environment, began his recital, giving full details of the strange things that had happened in the course of a few hours. Of course, he was intending to keep strict silence as to that little love scene between himself and the beautiful Nada. One must keep back certain things even from an autocrat of Alexanders type.

Being very nervous in the presence of the Emperor and these high officials of the Russian Empire, he told his story very haltingly. Several times Golitzine helped him through when he faltered.

And then, when he was not a quarter through his narrative, there came a hesitating knock at the door. It was that of a timid aide-de-camp, who had taken upon himself to disturb his Emperors privacy.

At the first sound of that timid knock, the Emperor frowned. His orders had been precise: he was not to be disturbed, except on a matter of greatest urgency. Perhaps this was one.

Come in, cried the autocrat, in a far from conciliatory voice.

The young man, dressed in immaculate uniform, advanced, bowing very low. He tendered a letter.

A thousand pardons for disturbing your Majesty after your particular instructions. The Baron Salmoros, whom I know well, has just arrived. I told him you were engaged in important discussions with the biggest personages in the Empire. He persisted that I should bring his note to you. I disobeyed your instructions, but, under the circumstances, I trust you will think that I have not done wrong, that I have exercised my discretion wisely. The Baron said it was urgent, that, whoever you were engaged with, you must be disturbed. I know how highly the Baron stands in your Majestys favour.



Alexander opened the letter with a frowning brow. True autocrat, he was incensed that his slightest instructions should have been disobeyed. But, as he read the letter of the Baron, his brow cleared.

He turned a mild look upon the disturbed young officer. You have acted very wisely indeed. I shall hold you in my remembrance. Bring the Baron to us at once.

He turned to the four other men. Gentlemen, our good friend, Salmoros, has taken a journey to us because he has certain information to impart. I recognise very gratefully that I am well served, but I think we may well admit the Barons brains to our important conclave. He looked towards Golitzine as he spoke.

The adroit Secretary inclined his head. I think your Majesty can well admit the Baron to our counsels. We can always learn something from him.

A few moments later the venerable figure of Salmoros appeared in the doorway of the private cabinet of the Emperor, ushered in by the no longer fearful young officer.

He advanced and kissed the Emperors hand. Alexander, as a mark of his esteem for the great financier, had risen to greet him. The Baron shook hands with Golitzine and the two Generals. Then he laid his hand lightly on Corsinis shoulder.

Ah, my young friend and protégé, I see you have done well. If you had failed, you would not be in the private cabinet of the Emperor to-day.

The autocrat interposed. My dear Baron, your young friend has been of the most inestimable service to us. You were always a great judge of men.

The next to speak was Golitzine. My dear Salmoros, I know full well that it is your zeal for the Emperor and the great Empire over which he rules that has led you to take this long and tedious journey. You have something of importance to communicate.

Salmoros spoke in his slow, grave accents. He looked at the Emperor as he spoke, but he was really addressing Golitzine. He knew that in that remarkable man, apart from mere figureheads, lay the destinies of the great Russian Empire.

He was not oblivious to the fact that the two Generals were persons to be reckoned with; as a matter of fact, he was counting on their practical assistance; but Golitzine, the man of brains, the man of initiative, the true statesman, was his sheet-anchor.

Alexander was, of course, the mere titular head of the state, served by his subordinates, more or less well.

If Golitzine went, and some inferior person took on his office, then Alexander would be very badly served. He was not a monarch who could reign by himself.

The Baron bent his deep, penetrating gaze upon the assembly of notable persons — the Emperor, the two Generals, the Secretary, the modest and rather shrinking young Italian, somewhat embarrassed by his recent projection into matters of high statecraft.

Certain things at once struck his observant eyes. All except the Emperor were dressed in immaculate costume. The autocrat himself was attired in a loose dressing-gown. He had had no time to array himself in conventional garments.

As a matter of fact, Golitzines letter had reached him shortly before dawn, requesting his presence at the private counsel which was now taking place. Alexander, no doubt relying on the efforts of his faithful servants, had indulged in a little extra slumber, confident that he would be well looked after.

Salmoros reflected, with a certain contempt, upon the obvious inferences which were to be drawn from these very apparent facts.

He looked at Golitzine, that astute Secretary, who kept his master in order, spurred him when he was too sluggish, restrained him when he was too impetuous.

Cynical thoughts shaped themselves in his active brain, and if translated into speech, they might have expressed themselves thus: Why do we men of intelligence and initiative give our best, the keenest of our brains, to these mere figureheads whom we flatter, but at heart despise for their feebleness? It is because we find the figurehead binds us more closely together, makes our own position more secure, while we are propping up his.

He answered Golitzines question, with his slow, grave smile.

A man of my age, Count, would not travel so many miles, at great personal inconvenience, without some very strong motive. I warned you some time ago of a slowly maturing conspiracy against the person of his Majesty. He inclined his leonine head in the direction of the autocrat, the figurehead, who smiled back graciously in intimation that he fully appreciated the Barons services.

I have, as you know, considerable resources at my command, but these people are very cunning. It is only quite lately that I have secured definite information as to day and date. As soon as I received that information, I cast all other considerations to the winds. I came to St. Petersburg as fast as special trains would bring me. Of course, I had no knowledge of what you were doing here, and one cannot express oneself very fully in telegrams.

Golitzine gave him a glance which said as plainly as the language of the eyes could speak, We are both men of the highest intelligence. Let us disregard the figureheads and the instruments and address ourselves to each other. The others can follow us at their leisure.

Aloud he said, Well, Baron, you have been well served, but we, in St. Petersburg, have not been idle. When do you say that Zouroff and his fellow conspirators will strike?

Within the next three days. That is my information, derived, of course, from a traitor, who has received a substantial reward, was the answer of Salmoros. He thought, rather regretfully, that there were few secrets of this unhappy country, which could not be purchased for a liberal payment of gold. He was not even sure to what extent the most trusted adherents of the Emperor might not be bribed, always excepting Golitzine.

The Emperor broke in, in his rather awkward way, to prove that he was always master in his own house.



You have done more than well, Baron, and you have now, as before and ever, our undying gratitude. But — he pointed a finger towards the young Director of the Imperial Opera— this gentleman is just a little bit in front of you. You say within three days. Signor Corsini will tell you that the great coup of Zouroff and his friends is planned for to-night at the Winter Palace. Speak, Signor, and tell the Baron something of what you have already told us.

Golitzines heavy brows expressed displeasure. After his long journey, doubly trying to a man of his age, Salmoros need not have his own protégé flung in his face as it were. The situation could have been dealt with in a more diplomatic manner.

But Salmoros, man of the world and philosopher as he was, did not indicate by a flickering of the eyelid that he took the slightest notice of these small pinpricks, delivered by a maladroit, but not hostile hand.

He looked kindly at the young man. Please repeat what you have already told to this illustrious assembly. If the pupil has beaten his master, it will be proof to me that my judgment of men seldom fails.

He paused and bowed profoundly to the Emperor, who was just beginning to entertain an uneasy idea that he might have employed more diplomatic language.

I am an old man, Sire, and perhaps my brain does not work quite so rapidly as it used. But you will kindly remember that I have several important interests at stake, besides watching over the destinies of Empires in a state of disturbance, such as seems afflicting your kingdom at the present moment. For many years, as you know, I have lived in free and prosperous England. We dont have any of those troubles in that well-governed and tranquil country.

The Emperor reddened under the mild rebuke, delivered in the most passionless tones. Golitzine hastened to pour oil on the troubled waters. The two Generals, men of action, of no subtlety of thought, had not noticed that the waters were troubled at all.

The Count addressed himself directly to Corsini.

You were only embarking upon your narrative which the fortunate advent of the Baron cut short for a few moments. Will you kindly proceed? Our good friend will then realise how you have been aided by a most fortunate conjunction of circumstances.

Nello proceeded with his narrative, but of course, he had to repeat portions of it, to bring Salmoros into line with the others.

He finished up with the pregnant words: The attempt is to be made to-night at the Winter Palace at the big reception, the bal-masqué. He turned to the Emperor. Your Majesty is to be assassinated by one of the eight chief conspirators.

Corsini had now come to a part of his narrative which he had not yet disclosed before the arrival of Salmoros.

His name? demanded the Emperor, with flashing eyes.

I grieve very much that I cannot give that information. It was not settled last night at the meeting. I understood they would draw lots for it to-day.



The Emperor subsided. For the moment he could not vent his vengeance on any particular person.

Corsini proceeded. At the bal-masqué, your Majesty is to wear a pale-blue domino.

Quite true, answered the autocrat. That is the costume I have chosen.

These men are acquainted with every detail of the reception, and they have a hundred spies and adherents.

I see, said the Emperor. It is well known we are giving a big reception to-night, to which even this traitor Zouroff himself is invited. Truly, the conspirators have chosen a very convenient occasion.

After these words the Czar of all the Russias leant his head upon his hand, apparently engrossed in deep thought.

Golitzine looked at Salmoros, the Baron flashed back an answering glance. The same thought had occurred to both. Had the Emperors brain, never of a very dominating quality, suddenly given way under the tragic possibilities of to-night?

The two Generals, admirable machines, but who were pretty well incapable of moving on their own volition, kept imperturbable faces.

Golitzine at last ventured to touch the shoulder of his Imperial Master. Even a favourite Secretary paused before taking liberties with an autocrat, so long as he was in his right mind. But Golitzine was beginning to doubt if he was, and Salmoros entertained the same suspicion.

There is no time to be lost, Sire. They are going to strike to-night. We must be prepared to counter their blow. What does your Majesty suggest?

The Emperor smiled calmly. It was evident that he had not gone out of his mind, as they had at first feared.

He spoke in measured accents. I have been thinking very deeply, my good old friend Golitzine. One of the band is going to assassinate me to-night. Well, you leave that part of the problem to me.

Golitzine recoiled in consternation. It is my duty and that of my colleagues — he pointed to the two inarticulate Generals— to guard the sacred person of your Majesty. With all respect, Sire, I cannot leave that task to yourself.

He turned to the Baron. I think, Salmoros, you will agree with me? he asked.

Salmoros spoke in very decided tones. In a question of this importance, your Majesty must consent to take the advice of your faithful friends and legal supporters. He had no very great opinion of the Emperors ability or capacity to deal with difficult circumstances.

The Emperors smile was more pronounced than before, as he tapped Golitzine on the shoulder and extended a hand to the venerable Salmoros.

He drew them aside, and spoke in a confidential whisper.

My dear friends, I appreciate to the full your anxiety about me, and I shall want your wholehearted assistance, which, I know, will be given ungrudgingly to me. With regard to this little matter of assassination, some ideas have come to me. Let me work them out my own way, if you please.



Both men bowed in assent. There was no more to be said. When an autocrat has delivered his fiat, argument on the part of even his most trusted servants is useless.

May your Majesty never live to regret your decision, murmured the faithful Golitzine, in a low whisper.

The Emperor again gave him a reassuring pressure on the shoulder.

My excellent Golitzine, and you, my good Salmoros, you can safely leave this part of it to me. I have in my mind a little tragedy that shall later turn into comedy. To-night, at the Winter Palace, you will appreciate an Emperors stratagem. You shall also witness, later on, an Emperors vengeance.

He paused, then extended a hand to each and spoke in the same whispering tones. You, Golitzine and Salmoros, will confer with the two Generals. They have not the brains of either of you, but they are good machines. You will take measures to have the soldiery and police well posted in order to combat the revolution engineered by that villain, Zouroff, and his friends. Corsini, I daresay, has still a few more details to impart which will be useful. For the present, au revoir.

Golitzine, after his Imperial Masters departure, spoke to Salmoros.

What do you think of it all, Baron? Is he sure of himself? Has he got an idea, of which he is so proud that he will not communicate it even to us?

Salmoros shook his white wise head slowly to and fro while he spoke with his gentle, slightly ironical smile.

My dear Golitzine, who can prophesy? Wisdom, we know, sometimes proceeds out of the mouths of babes and sucklings. Perhaps it may, in occasional moments, emanate from the brains of Kings and Emperors. In the meantime, you will take all necessary precautions. It would not be wise to trust too much to the Emperors inspiration, whatever it may be.


CHAPTER XXVI
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CORSINI QUITTED THE cabinet shortly after the departure of the Emperor. Alexander, full of his great idea, and it was proved later on that it was a very excellent and ingenious one, felt that he could leave all further details to the astute Golitzine, Salmoros, and the two Generals.

After the Czar had left, Golitzine had questioned the Italian closely as to certain items of the information which he had gathered at the villa the night before. Being satisfied as to these, he had intimated, of course in the most polite and diplomatic manner, that Corsinis presence was no longer required. He was now going into certain practical matters with the two Generals, with regard to the disposition of the soldiery and police, of a strictly technical nature which would have no interest to a civilian.

Corsini took the hint at once. He had already learned that high politics meant strict business. These two great men would put up with your company, just so long as you were useful to them. As soon as you had fulfilled your part, you were dismissed, in order that they might turn to somebody else of equal importance.

But Golitzine, in spite of his lean and rather saturnine aspect, was a kind-hearted old fellow. He shook the young man warmly by the hand and whispered in his ear:

Please do not accuse me of scant courtesy, if I seem to hurry you away, but the time is all too short for what I have to plan and arrange. Be assured that, so far as the Emperor is concerned, your fortune is made. I cannot take upon myself to predict the precise nature of your reward, but it will be a very substantial one. And of course your friend Ivan and his associate will be remembered, too.

Corsini bowed gratefully. He already knew enough of Courts to assume that Golitzine himself would determine the nature and extent of those rewards. The Emperor would only speak with the voice of his Secretary, although as a matter of etiquette, he must always be regarded as the fountain of honour.

Golitzine went on in a still lower tone. You have more time on your hands than we hard-working servants of the State have. We shall not meet again till to-night at the bal-masqué. You might use a few of your leisure moments in strolling round to my house and cheering up the Princess Nada. I prepared my wife for a possible visit. I am certain you will not be denied admittance.

Corsini was very young, too young to have got over the youthful habit of blushing. A deep red settled on his countenance as he realised the nature and intention of the kindly Counts suggestion.

Golitzine peered at him amiably through his spectacles. He liked that ingenuous blush: it betokened sincerity. Here was no callous young adventurer, simply a youth of integrity and good principles, quick-witted enough to take advantage of his opportunities.



You are a favourite of fortune, my dear fellow, but you have had the good sense to see when she smiled on you. Strike while the iron is hot. Every right-thinking young woman is grateful to her preserver, especially when he is so good to look at as you are. You dont want me to give you any further hint.

Corsini, more embarrassed than ever, murmured a reply that was almost inarticulate, but one expressing gratitude for his Excellencys suggestions. He made his adieux hastily, anxious to be out of the chamber where these experienced men seemed to read his very soul.

Salmoros detained him a second. Not quite so quick, my young friend. You will dine with me to-morrow night at my hotel; here is the address. He added with a humorous smile, That is to say, if this devil of a Zouroff leaves any of us alive.

Corsini left the Winter Palace. He saw the figures of his faithful bodyguard hovering in the distance, pledged to watch after his safety, to protect him from the evil designs of his relentless enemy, that traitor Prince whom he had outwitted.

He bent his steps in the direction of Golitzines house. He was anxious to see the Princess again, but perhaps, had he not been spurred by the Counts hints, he might not have dared to intrude upon her so soon.

The kiss of last night, when their lips had met for the first time! She had kissed him warmly then, in the exaltation of grateful feelings for her rescue from her ruffianly brother.



That was last night. Would the morning bring reflection, prudence? Would she remember the difference between their stations — recollect that she was a Princess of the highest lineage, he an artist, a genius, but a man of no birth or connections?

As he walked slowly along, his thoughts travelled back to the time when he had been in such despair that he had come one night to the conclusion life was no longer worth living. He remembered he had put that question to his devoted little sister, Anita, and she had answered bravely that she would leave the decision to him.

And by one turn, as it seemed, of fortunes wheel, all this was changed. He had in his pocket a letter received from Anita that morning, written from the house of the kind ladies in whose charge the Baron Salmoros had placed her when he despatched her brother on his mission to Russia.

A young Englishman had fallen in love with Anita; she had fallen in love with him. He had excellent prospects. One of the two benevolent ladies had enclosed a brief note, speaking in the highest terms of the young lover, who was also a protégé of the benevolent Salmoros. Anita had promised to become his wife, subject to her brothers consent.

How far away it all seemed, that snowy night in Dean Street, when he had played in the gutter to earn a few coppers for food and lodging. Dear old Papa Péron, with his big heart, the genial Degraux, the powerful and astute Salmoros, who picked out intelligent instruments for his deeply laid schemes! All these figures were present to him as he strolled along.



So Anita was in love and would shortly be a happy wife. Well, if she made half as good a wife as a sister, her husband would be a fortunate man. He would ask a few details of Salmoros when he dined with him to-morrow night about this young suitor, but he had no doubt he would write Anita a warm letter of congratulation.

And for himself! Last night, the beautiful Nada, whom he had regarded as a star set high up in the firmament above him, had returned his kiss. Already he occupied an important post in the musical world. This morning, Golitzine had hinted at substantial rewards for his secret and important services. The Count had spoken of him as one of fortunes favourites. The description did not seem to be misplaced.

His heart beat more confidently as he approached the Counts house. After all, he was not so unworthy as he had once imagined himself to be. Nada was one of a long line. He was going to be the first of his — virile, ambitious, with the restless impulses of new blood. Was the difference between them so great after all?

He met the Countess in the hall. Full of the prejudices of her caste, she did not perhaps wholly approve of the visit; but she was a very obedient wife, and Golitzine, as it has been explained, had given her a hint that if Corsini called he was to be admitted at once to the presence of the young Princess.

Nada was reclining in an easy-chair, looking a little wan. To her enraptured lover, her slight pallor only added spirituality to her beauty.



He felt he must proceed very cautiously. She might wish to ignore that episode of the previous night, for which the strange circumstances could furnish a reasonable excuse.

He bowed low over her hand and raised it respectfully to his lips. I am so pleased, Princess, he began in rather hesitating tones, to see that you are very little the worse for last nights adventure.

A faint colour suffused her cheeks; she withdrew her hand with a little pettish gesture. It was evident that she did not wish to ignore the incident of last night.

Why are you so formal? I am not a Princess to you, but simply Nada, an unhappy girl whom you rescued and brought here at night, and whom you said you loved. Have you forgotten all this?

No, I have not forgotten, was the fervent answer, but I was not sure you might wish to remember. Last night, the circumstances were very unusual. Feelings of gratitude might have led you farther—

He paused, for the very good reason that Nada had placed her hand upon his lips.

Do you know, you are talking very foolishly, Nello. But no, it is not altogether foolish. I can guess all that there is in your mind. You are such a perfect gentleman, so chivalrous where a woman is concerned. But you need doubt no longer. When I allowed you to kiss me last night and kissed you back, I gave you my heart once and for all time.

He bent over her and kissed this time, not her hand, but her lips.



And you will marry me, you will be my wife? he asked in a voice that still expressed hesitation.

Of course, answered the Princess, with a pretty assumption of indignation. Do you think I would suffer any man to kiss me unless I were sure he were going to be my husband?

As he walked back to his hotel Corsini felt as if he were treading on air. How thankful he was to the kindly old Count for that hint, to strike while the iron was hot. Left to himself, he might have lost her for want of boldness. And now, Nada had promised to be his wife. Very shortly he and his dear little sister would both be happily married.



Later in the day, when the Emperors private cabinet had been cleared of his official counsellors, Alexander held an important conversation with a man as strong and stalwart as himself, closely resembling him in height and build. This man was an illegitimate son of one of the Romanoffs, and had ever devoted himself to his Majestys person and given a hundred proofs of his loyalty.

Listen, my faithful Sergius, said the autocrat, as he motioned him to a seat. I have something to tell you that will startle you. You know that to-night we hold a bal-masqué at the Winter Palace. You will be there.

The man Sergius nodded. On these more or less ceremonious occasions he was never far from his masters side. He had no subtlety of intellect, he had little sense of diplomacy. It was impossible to advance him very far, to make him into even the semblance of a statesman, but he worshipped his Emperor and relative with a canine fidelity. He was a magnificent watch-dog and would lay down his life for his master.

There is a plot on foot, engineered by Prince Zouroff and others, to assassinate me to-night in the ball-room of the Winter Palace.

Sergius recoiled in horror. But where are your guards, your police? What are Golitzine, Beilski, and Burovkin doing? he cried in amazement. He started from his chair, ever a man of action. Let me go round to the Zouroff Palace at once, get hold of this ruffian and choke the life out of him. You can then punish me for a brief space and then give me a free pardon — extenuating circumstances, or something of that sort.

Alexander smiled kindly. Sergius, the man of proved loyalty, spoke, as usual, from his full heart. But, as ever, he lacked discretion.

A most excellent idea, my good old friend and cousin, but in this century we cannot proceed on strictly mediæval lines. Besides, we want to take them, so to speak, red-handed. Golitzine is working admirably. So are Burovkin and Beilski; they will see to the soldiers and the police. They wanted to arrange my part in the affair — I know what they would have proposed, that I should absent myself — I determined to take the matter in hand personally. If I am not there, and they already know how I purpose to be dressed, they will not carry out their plot; they will postpone it, and we shall still be hanging on the tenterhooks of suspense, wondering when the blow will fall. Let it fall to-night, as they have planned, and let them be taken red-handed. That is my policy.

Sergius stared at his master with a puzzled expression. His slow brain could not follow the Emperors explanation. Certainly, it would be very easy for him to go round to the Zouroff Palace and strangle its master; half a dozen others, if necessary. This was surely the most certain way to his soldier-like and practical mind.

Sergius, my good friend, this affair wants a little diplomacy, which you and I will carry out between us. I shall acquaint Golitzine and the others with it, say, an hour before the reception begins. They think they have the monopoly of brains, that their Emperor must always think the thoughts they put into his head, always speak the words they prepare for him. Well, I am going to show them that sometimes I can act upon my own initiative. I have prepared a little stratagem, in which I invite your co-operation. I will explain it to you.

He unfolded his scheme to the puzzled and interested Sergius. The blunt soldier rose up when the Emperor had finished, and smiled delightedly.

Excellent, most excellent, Sire. You can rely upon me; you may be sure I shall not fail to play my part.

At midnight the vast saloons of the Winter Palace were thronged with a happy, joyous crowd. Zouroff was there, in a disguise that he thought nobody could penetrate. The other seven leaders were there also, safe as they thought from recognition.



Corsini was there, having come on from the Opera. And the young Princess had come also, with the Countess Golitzine. At first she had protested. She wished to see the Emperor triumph, as she was assured he would; but the Emperors triumph would mean the ruin of her brother. Basely as he had treated her, she was reluctant to assist at the spectacle of his degradation.

But curiosity prevailed, the natural curiosity of being in at the finish of things. And besides, the Countess had told her that she would give to Corsini a description of her costume, and obtain from him one of his, so that they could easily recognise each other. In the end, she went.

The commanding figure of the Emperor, clothed in his mask and blue domino, moved about amongst his guests. There was no mistaking that Imperial presence. One man, in particular, was watching intently, following every motion.

Corsini had at last found out his sweetheart. They were conversing together in low whispers, when suddenly there rose from a hundred throats the shout of— Treason! Treason!

They turned their startled gaze towards the end of the room, in time to see the Emperors huge form sink slowly to the floor. A small man darted from his side, buried himself amid the crowd and made hastily towards the nearest door, concealing in his garments the dagger with which he had inflicted the blow.

He found the door guarded by three stalwart men, who seized him at once and forbade egress. They were members of Beilskis police.

At the same instant the General himself tore off his mask, and cried out in stentorian tones, Unmask, everybody. The doors are guarded. None can pass through till we are satisfied of their innocence. We know the names of all the traitors. At yonder door my men have got the assassin.

Slowly they all unmasked, Zouroff amongst the rest. He knew now that he had been foiled by somebody, that his ambitions were quenched for ever. Siberia and the mines for him, as the lightest penalty.

To do him justice, he took his fate stoically. He folded his arms across his breast and cast a disdainful glance in the direction of the panic-stricken crowd.

Beilski, who had been standing close to that tall, commanding figure, went and touched him lightly on the shoulder.

Get up, Sergius, he whispered. The first act of the tragedy is over.

The apparently inanimate man rose slowly to his feet, threw off his mask and domino, disclosing a suit of chain mail beneath, which the dagger of the assassin had been unable to penetrate.

And then a great shout of loyalty burst forth from the assembly, as they recognised the situation. The Emperor had never been at the reception at all. This faithful left-handed relative of his, who so closely resembled his Imperial Master, had taken his place.

And then a side door opened and the Czar, in ordinary attire, came through and made his way to the top of the room. He was escorted by a strong bodyguard. It was just on the cards that one of these desperate men might make a second attempt, out of pure revenge.

But there was no fear of this. Beilskis men had got all of the eight leading conspirators and several accomplices safely in their clutches.

It must be said for the Emperor that, on occasions like these, he could always assume the grand manner.

In a few well-chosen sentences he dismissed the assembly, with many regrets that their pleasure had been so abruptly terminated. There were matters of great import to be attended to, matters which would not brook delay.

Nada broke away from the Countess and rushed over to her brother. In spite of his cruel treatment of her, her heart at that moment bled for him.

Oh, Boris, I know it is good-bye for ever. Why did you not listen to me when I pleaded with you to give up your dangerous schemes?

But Zouroff hardly listened to her. He was thinking of that snowy, never-ending road to Siberia, along which he would trudge in chains, guarded by the merciless Cossacks.

Dont worry me, he said in a dull voice. All is finished. What is the use of looking back?

After the assembly had dispersed the Emperor retired to his private cabinet. He intimated that, for the moment, he only wished to see Golitzine and Corsini. The others he would interview later.

Immediately the door was closed he turned to the young Italian.



Signor Corsini, I have said before in your presence that the house of Romanoff is not ungrateful. I have great pleasure in bestowing upon you the title of Count; there will also be paid to you a considerable sum which you can invest at your discretion. The directorship of the Imperial Opera, if you wish to retain it, can be yours for life. With regard to your friend, Ivan, our promises have been already given. Golitzine will see to this.

Corsini expressed his thanks in becoming language, and was about to withdraw, when the Count detained him.

One moment, Corsini; I shall take upon myself to disclose to his Majesty a little idyll that has lately been going on in St. Petersburg — one which the Countess has confided to me. The Princess Nada has promised to be our young friends wife.

The Emperor smiled graciously and extended his hand cordially.

Congratulations, Signor. Nada will make a good and faithful wife. She takes after her mother; the father and son were both ruffians.


CHAPTER XXVII
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THE NIGHT AFTER these thrilling events, Corsini went to dine with Salmoros at his hotel.

The great financier always travelled in royal state on important occasions. He lodged himself in the same fashion. At the present moment he was occupying one of the most expensive suites in the hotel. Two secretaries and a valet formed his retinue. He had journeyed all the way by special trains.

Well, in a way he was a monarch himself — one of the half-dozen undisputed kings of finance, who are the power behind titular potentates and taken into their counsels before they resolve upon decided action.

There was no other guest. Salmoros wished to talk to this young man alone. Nothing appealed to the Baron like success. He was prepared to admit that luck was a frequent element in success, and Corsini had undoubtedly been lucky. A chance meeting with a discredited outlaw — so much he had gathered from Golitzine in a brief conversation to-day — had put the young Italian on the right track. All the same, luck had a knack of presenting itself to people born to achieve greatness. It presented itself to everybody, but the stupid people were too blind to see and take advantage of it.

He remembered a word of warning that his old friend and patron, that far-seeing statesman Lord Beaconsfield, had once addressed to him. Never associate yourself with unlucky people, my dear Salmoros. He had faithfully regarded that warning during his strenuous years of commercial and business intrigue.

The Baron had jestingly said yesterday that they would meet to-night if that devil of a Zouroff left anybody alive. Well, they were all alive, and the traitor Prince would soon be eating his heart out in Siberia. And yet it had been touch and go. It had been a thrilling day, and an ordinary man might have felt his nerves a little shaken when the strain was over.

But Salmoros was as calm as if the destinies of the Russian Empire, in which he took so keen an interest, had never hung for a moment in the balance. Perhaps he had experienced and survived too many catastrophes to feel very great emotion at another triumph, the last of a hundred or more.

Corsini, on his side, with the jangling nerves of youth, was very palpably agitated. His smile was forced, his face was twitching. He could not dismiss from his mind these great events that had so suddenly crowded into his life.

Nada, that peerless divinity whom he had adored from afar when there seemed no hope, who had suddenly descended, as it were, to earth and had promised to be his wife! Here was one intoxicating thought.

And then, last night the Emperor had called him into his private cabinet, invested him with the title of Count of the Russian Empire and promised him an even more substantial reward.



And yet he was the same man who, a short time ago, had been playing in the streets for coppers which his half-starved sister collected. But for the providential interference of dear old Papa Péron he might have been playing there still, or sought refuge in an untimely grave. Simply a turn of fortunes wheel.

Salmoros noted his agitation, and for a long time, did not press him with any very direct conversation. He talked of music, of which he was a great connoisseur, and presently he found that this subject drew the young man out of his perturbed thoughts.

By the time the meal was finished, Corsini was almost his normal self. The animated discussions over different composers, in which each disputant defended his opinions warmly, had driven for a time into the background the personal events of the last few days.

We shall never agree about Russia, remarked the Baron at the end of this artistic conference. Now, we have had quite a long argument and the subject is very absorbing to both of us. Let us talk of something a little nearer home. The Signor Corsini I sent out to Russia in the nature of a speculation is now Count Corsini, a member of the nobility of the Russian Empire. Have you reflected over these facts and to what extent they are going to influence your future?

Nello answered candidly. For the last few days, Baron, I seem to have been living in a world of dreams. I never sought adventure, but through you — no, I must not forget dear old Papa Péron, he was the origin of all this — adventure has come to me.

At the mention of Pérons name, Salmoros lifted his glass and spoke in a voice of emotion.

To the memory of my dear old friend and comrade, who had a heart of gold. Ah, why did he choose to die in that miserable garret, when he knew I was so near? What misplaced pride!

He had the artistic temperament, Baron, but he was never a man of the world. He would give, but he blushed to take, was Nellos answer. Well, you have asked me for my ideas as to the future. Candidly, I have not yet formulated any, except as regards in one direction. For one thing I would prefer not to remain in Russia.

The Baron smiled his quiet and comprehending smile. There I think I am with you. A charming place for a brief visit, but for a prolonged residence, certainly not.

Corsini went on. I love England and its free ways. Here there is too much intrigue. I propose, when certain things are settled, to return to England. The Emperor has kindly said that if I wish it the directorship of the Imperial Opera is mine for life. It is a fine post and I fully appreciate the compliment. But — —

Salmoros interrupted him. I quite understand. You would sooner play your violin at the Floral Hall in London than conduct the Imperial Opera in this city of St. Petersburg, honeycombed with spies, traitors, and actual or potential assassins?

Nello nodded. It was very easy to explain to this wonderful old man, who seemed to know what you were going to say before the words were formed.

Now confide in me, said the Baron in his most confidential tones. You dropped a rather significant phrase just now. You said you had not yet formulated your ideas, except in one particular direction. Will you tell me, or can I guess it?

The young man blushed vividly. I have been fortunate far beyond my deserts, sir. The Princess Nada Zouroff, whom I first met in London at the Russian Embassy, has been kind enough — —

Dont be so formal, Nello, said the Baron kindly, using his Christian name to put him at his ease. You need not tell me any more. I had a long talk with Golitzine this afternoon. Of course he told me many things and amongst them was this item of news, that Nada is going to marry you.

This wonderful old Salmoros knew everything, but how could he help it, when so many channels of information were open to him? Corsinis answer was a still deeper blush.

She will make you a good wife. Golitzine knows them well; he speaks in the highest terms of her and her mother. The father was a bully and a ruffian, the brother we know was a traitor, and will get his deserts.

He raised his glass, bowing to the young man with an old-world courtesy.

To the health of your fiancée, the future Countess Corsini. When do you propose to marry?

I cannot fix the exact date, Baron. Her mother, you may have heard, is very ill. Nada has only returned to the Palace to-day. It would not have been safe for her to do so while that scoundrel Boris was at large.

Salmoros mused for a few moments before he spoke again. So you will marry as soon as all the circumstances will permit. And I take it you will reside in England. What does the young Princess say to that?

Nada loves England, was Corsinis answer, and after the events of last night Russia will not have very pleasant recollections for her or her mother.

True, agreed the Baron. I shall very much like you to spend part of your honeymoon with me at my place in Sussex, if it falls in with your arrangements.

I am sure we shall be delighted, sir, cried Nello. He paused and added a little nervously: But I hope you wont want to send me on any more missions of this sort. If so, you must let me know the nature of the danger beforehand.

Salmoros laughed good-humouredly. No, my young friend, I will not play that sort of trick upon you a second time. Besides, being a Count and the husband of a very charming Princess, I doubt if I should find you so useful for my purposes. I will do my utmost to advance your artistic interests in England, instead. But remember, it is a promise; you will bring your wife to my house in Sussex, if not upon your honeymoon, at some time convenient to yourselves.

Nello assured the benevolent old Baron that they would certainly accept his hospitality, and bade him good-night.

Outside he saw the four stalwart figures of his bodyguard waiting for him. Beilski had not relaxed his precautions. It was still possible that some fanatical and devoted adherent of Zouroff might resolve to avenge his defeated chief.

A burly, bearded man was walking up and down outside the door of the hotel. Corsini recognised him immediately— Ivan the Cuckoo.

The four men drew nearer, as they perceived the late outlaw was accosting him, but Corsini raised his hand and waved them back.

I waited for you, Signor, to express my thanks to you who have so nobly fulfilled your part of the bargain, said Ivan, speaking in low tones. I was at the Counts house an hour ago; he has promised me a most substantial sum, part of which will go to my good old comrade, Stepan. After all, Signor, if we must be truthful, it was he who really saved the Emperor.

I quite agree, answered Corsini. Yes, Stepan had expressed his suspicions to Ivan, and Ivans quick wit had developed the plan of campaign, which the Italian had skilfully conducted. The honours seemed a little unequally distributed. Corsini was a Count, with a handsome sum of money. Ivan was to have also a substantial pecuniary reward, and Stepan was to have some share of what Ivan received. Still, it was no use pondering over these caprices of fortune.



Signor, went on the late outlaw, I am sick of Russia. As soon as I get my money, and the Count promises it immediately, I shall leave this country. I am tired of it. I shall go to England — I hear it is a land of the free — set up a business there, and turn myself into an honest man.

Corsini shook him by the hand. Bravo, Ivan. Yes, by all means go to England. It is, as you say, a land of the free. I shall go back there as soon as I can. I am not over-fond of Russia.

Ivans eyes sparkled. Perhaps, Signor, we might meet there some day, if it would not be presumption on my part to intrude on you.

Nonsense, my good Ivan. I shall always be pleased to see you in memory of those few moments we spent before the village ikon. Here is an address to which you can always write me.

He felt very grateful to Ivan. If it had not been for the good services of the Cuckoo, he would never have been a Count of the Russian Empire. He handed him an envelope on which he scribbled his full title and description, addressed to the care of the Baron Salmoros. Any letter directed to that quarter would be sure to reach him, and he knew the Baron would be certain to pardon him for taking the liberty.



A little later, in the leafy month of June, Corsini and his charming young wife spent a week-end with Salmoros at his beautiful place, Marwood Park, in Sussex.



Salmoros, with that spirit of unconscious ostentation which often marks the nouveau riche, had built himself a very lordly pleasure house, designed by an eminent architect. Although a childless man, and a bachelor to boot, he had insisted upon a very spacious dwelling.

The eminent architect, a man of some humour, had remarked to him when he laid before him the plans, Most men, Baron, when they build houses, build them too small; afterwards they have to enlarge. I have made ample provision here for another wing, if it should be required. It will not destroy the general scheme of the structure.

Of course, when the eminent architect made this suggestion, Salmoros was comparatively a young man. He might marry and want to put aside suites of rooms for his sons and daughters. The eminent architect had this in his eye when he suggested the possibility of another wing.

Salmoros had agreed, but the other wing had never been built. He had not married, and the house as it stood was spacious enough for his wants.

Here he stored his valuable pictures, his rare china, his costly antiques. His gardens were the best laid-out in England, his rock walk was not to be equalled in the kingdom, his hot-houses were the pride of the county.

Everything that money could purchase was his, not from a mere common love of display, but that he would have everything of the best — cellars stocked with the finest wines, cabinets filled with the most choice cigars. A week-end with Salmoros was to the bon viveur a period of ecstasy. Everything in that well-appointed ménage was perfect.

Even Nada, accustomed to the splendours of the Zouroff Palace, was a little overwhelmed by the stately magnificence of the great financier. Corsini, of humble extraction, was fairly dazzled by it.

We seem to walk on velvet, darling, dont we? he whispered to his wife as they went down the great staircase. If we could only have a little music, we might think we were in Paradise.

But the Baron had provided for that. There were no other guests during the week-end. With the whim of an old man he had wanted to have them to himself.

During the perfect dinner, prepared by a chef to whom he paid an enormous salary, a small orchestra played some exquisite music, so softly rendered that it did not interfere with conversation. Salmoros thought out all these things with the true spirit of the artist — the artist with perhaps, in his complex spirit, a little of the Oriental.

Nada was enchanted. What seemed barbarous in Russia was here touched with refinement, a different thing altogether. What a wonderful old man he was!

And Corsini was equally delighted, with his artistic appreciation of all that was beautiful and refined. The gaudy splendours of the Winter Palace were vulgar compared to this perfect setting — and only for a party of three — the exquisite glass and silver, the snowy napery, the well-trained service, the full but subdued light, and that orchestra in the gallery of the vast dining-room rendering that beautiful, but not obtrusive, music, every member of the small band an artist.

The long meal was ended. Salmoros rose.

Come into my favourite sitting-room, he said. We can smoke there in comfort, and Madame can have a cigarette.

He led the way into a cosy chamber, furnished in the most exquisite taste. Easy, comfortable chairs abounded. Salmoros presented a cigarette to the Princess and offered Corsini one of his choicest cigars. There was a little period of silence, and then the Baron turned to Corsini.

Have you brought your violin with you, Nello?

I never travel without it, sir, replied the young man.

Ah, then, when we have had our smoke, perhaps you will humour an old mans whim. Will you play for me that lovely little romance which was always your encore? There is a piano in yonder corner. Perhaps your wife, who is a musician, will accompany you. If not, I will do my best.

Later on Nello played, his charming wife accompanying him. The Baron listened, enraptured.

Ah, my dear Nello, that is exquisite music, exquisitely rendered, he said when Corsini had finished. That fellow who leads my orchestra is good — good enough for dinner anyway — but he has not your perfect touch. Ah, you remember me telling you once what I would give if you could teach me to play like you. Well, that offer is still open.

Corsini smiled. What would I not give to be the Baron Salmoros?



The Baron raised himself from his artistic dreams. Ah, my young friend, everybody wants something the other has got, and so it will be to the end of time.

He looked long and earnestly at the young couple before he spoke again.

Ah, how very strange is the world! Why should we grope our way in dark, tortuous, and devious paths to destruction when sincerity, truth, courage, and honesty of purpose will do it with less trouble and more certainty. I sent you to St. Petersburg because I knew the peril in which the Emperor, our good and faithful friend, existed — a peril which, if the plot succeeded, would be a grave disaster to our own diplomacy of Great Britain, and to all other countries, save Germany. The plot was formed here, in London, by that traitor, Prince Boris Zouroff, who possessed his Majestys confidence. But all has ended, my dear Count Corsini, as I had planned.

Then rising, the great financier, who was also a statesman, added to Nada: And I wish to heartily congratulate your Highness upon your husband — a man in whom your Emperor, the Queen of this country, and myself have the most perfect confidence.

THE END


The Red Widow (1920)
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CHAPTER I

CONCERNS A MAN IN WHITE
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I CANT UNDERSTAND what it all means. The whole thing is a mystery — a great mystery! I have my suspicions — grave suspicions! declared the pretty blue-eyed girl emphatically.

Of what? asked the young man strolling at her side along the sunny towing-path beside the Thames between Kew and Richmond.

Well — I hardly know, was her hesitating response. But I dont like auntie to remain in that house any longer, Gerald. Some evil lurks there; Im sure of it!

Her companion smiled.

Are you quite sure you are not mistaken, Marigold? he asked in a dubious tone. Are you absolutely certain that you really saw Mr. Boyne on Thursday night?

Why, havent I already told you exactly what I saw? asserted the girl excitedly. Ive related in detail all I know. And I repeat that I dont like auntie being there any longer.

Well, said the young man, as they strolled leisurely along near the waters edge on that Sunday afternoon in summer, their intention being to take tea at Richmond, if what you have described is an actual fact, then I certainly do think we ought to watch the man very closely.

You dont doubt me — do you? exclaimed the girl, with quick resentment.

Not in the least, Marigold, he replied, halting and looking straight into her clear, almost child-like eyes. Please do not misunderstand me. But what you have said is so extraordinary that — well, it seems all so weird and amazing!

Thats just it. The affair is extraordinary, and, as Ive said, I hope auntie will leave the place. She has a very good post as housekeeper to Mr. Boyne. Her affliction is against her, I know, but there is something in progress at Bridge Place that is too mysterious for my liking.

Then let us watch and try to discover what it really is, said Gerald Durrant determinedly.

Will you really help me? she asked eagerly.

Of course. Rely upon me. If I can be of any assistance to you where your aunt is concerned, Marigold, I shall only be too delighted. Surely you know that! he added, looking again into her eyes with an expression of unspoken admiration and affection.

She murmured her thanks, and the pair — a handsome pair, indeed, they were — went on along the gravelled path in a silence that remained unbroken for some minutes.

Marigold Ramsay was just twenty-one, and an uncommonly pretty girl, though unconsciously so. Men turned to glance a second time at her as she passed. Though a typical London business girl who carried her leather dispatch-case on weekdays, she bore an air of distinction which was unusual in one of her class. Her clear, deep blue eyes, her open countenance, her grace of carriage, her slim suppleness, and the smallness of her hands and feet, all combined to create about her an air of well-bred elegance which was enhanced by a natural grace and charm. There was nothing loud about her, either in her speech or in her dress. She spoke softly, and she wore a plain coat and skirt of navy gaberdine, and a neat little velvet toque which suited her admirably. She was, indeed, as beautiful as she was elegant, and as intelligent as she was charming.

Many a young man about Lombard Street — where Marigold was employed in the head office of a great joint-stock bank — gazed upon her with admiration as she went to and fro from business, but with only one of them, the man at her side, had she ever become on terms of friendship.

Though Gerald Durrant had spoken no word of love, the pair had almost unconsciously become fast friends. He was a tall, good-looking young fellow, with well-brushed hair and a small moustache carefully trimmed, in whose rather deep-set eyes was an expression of kindly good-fellowship. Erect and athletic, his clear-cut features were typical of the honest, clean-minded young Englishman who, though well-born, was compelled, like Marigold, to earn his living in the City.

He had served in Flanders through the first year of war, but, being invalided out, had been since employed as confidential secretary to the head of a great firm of importers in Mincing Lane.

As, in his well-cut grey tweeds and straw hat, he strode beside her in silence in the sunshine, he reflected. What she had told him was utterly amazing. The whole affair was, indeed, a mystery.

Marigold had first met Gerald at a little corner table of a certain small teashop in Fenchurch Street, where she daily took her frugal luncheon.

One morning as he sat opposite to her he politely passed the salt. From that chance meeting they had each day chatted at the Cedar Tea-Rooms, gradually becoming friends, until one Saturday, he had invited her to Hampton Court, and they had spent the afternoon in the old-world gardens of the Palace so reminiscent of Henry the Eighth and Cardinal Wolsey.

That days excursion had frequently been repeated, for Marigolds great blue eyes attracted the young man, until one day he cleverly arranged that she should meet his sister — with whom he lived out at Ealing — and the outcome was an invitation to tea on the following Sunday. Thus the chance-made acquaintance ripened until they found themselves looking eagerly forward to lunch time on five days each week, when they would rush to their meeting-place to chatter and enjoy the hours relaxation from work. Hence it was not surprising that Gerald had fallen violently in love with Marigold, though he had never summoned up sufficient courage to declare his affection.

What youve told me is a problem which certainly requires investigation, he remarked reflectively after a long silence. If your aunt is in any real danger, then she should, I quite agree, leave the house. At present, however, I cannot see that she is, or why she should know anything. It is our duty to watch and to form our own conclusions.

Ah! cried the girl gratefully, its really awfully kind of you, Gerald, to promise to help me. As you know, I have very few men friends, and not one, save yourself, in whom I would place this confidence.

You know me, Marigold, he said, with a smile of satisfaction. You know that I will do all I can to help you to solve this extraordinary problem.

The problem which the girl had placed before her admirer was certainly a most puzzling one — sufficiently puzzling, indeed, to excite the curiosity of anybody to whom it was presented.

Had Marigold Ramsay but foreseen the terrible vortex of uncertainty and peril into which their inquiries would lead them, it is probable that she would have hesitated ere she embarked upon an investigation so full of personal risk to both.

In her ignorance of the cunningly-devised counter-plot, which shielded from exposure and justice one of the most diabolical and remarkable conspiracies of modern times, she and her admirer entered cheerfully upon a policy which led to many exciting and perilous adventures, some of which I intend to chronicle in these pages.

That you, my reader, shall clearly understand the cause of Marigold Ramsays suspicions, it will be as well to here unfold certain queer circumstances which had happened on the previous Thursday night.

Mr. Bernard Boyne, whom Marigold viewed with such distinct suspicion, was a work-a-day man who tramped daily the bustling pavements of Hammersmith, Chiswick, and Bedford Park as an insurance agent, and was well known and very highly respected. He lived in a cheaply-furnished, nine-roomed house in Bridge Place, Hammersmith, a dingy third-class neighbourhood. The exterior of the place was, in summer, rendered somewhat more artistic than its neighbours in the same row by the dusty Virginia creeper which covered its walls and hung untrimmed about its windows. Upon the railings was fastened a brass plate, always well polished, which bore the name Bernard Boyne — Insurance Agent.

Mr. Boyne had resided in that house for some six years. He was well known to all the tradespeople in the neighbourhood — for he paid his bills weekly — as well as by the working classes whose policies he was so frequently effecting, and whose small premiums he so assiduously collected.

He was agent for several insurance companies of second-class standing. He was also in touch with two well known underwriters at Lloyds who would insure his commercial clients against practically anything — except bankruptcy.

Year in, year out, he was to be seen, always respectably, and even nattily dressed, passing actively in and about the neighbourhood, keenly on the alert for any new clients and any fresh proposals.

Probably Mr. Boyne was one of the best known of local personalities. He was a regular attendant at the parish church of St. George the Martyr, Hammersmith, where he acted as sidesman. Further, he was honorary secretary to quite a number of charitable organisations and committees in Hammersmith, and in consequence had become acquainted with most of the wealthiest residents.

Busy Boyne — for that was what the people of Hammersmith called him — was a widower, and lived in that small unpretentious house, a very deaf old woman named Mrs. Felmore — the aunt of Marigold Ramsay — looking after him. For several years she had performed the domestic duties, and she did them well, notwithstanding her infirmity.

Now this is what happened.

On Thursday night, on his return after a strenuous day at about ten oclock, Boyne had entered his small sitting-room and taken his bulky notebook and papers from his pocket. Then he had thrown off his coat and sat down to the cold meal which Mrs. Felmore had prepared for him prior to retiring. Though the house was so dingy, yet everything appertaining to its masters comfort was well ordered, as shown by the fact that the evening paper was lying neatly folded, ready for his hand.

Beneath the hissing incandescent gas-jet Bernard Boyne looked very pale, his eyes deeply set, his brow furrowed and careworn. He seemed weary and out-of-sorts.

Fool! he grunted aloud to himself. Im growing nervous! I suppose it is that big cheque that I had to-day — seven thousand, eight hundred — the biggest Ive ever had. I wonder if I ought to tell Lilla?

The room was the typical home of a man earning an income on commission just sufficient to enable him to rub along in comfort. It was certainly not the room of a man who was receiving cheques for such sums as seven thousand, eight hundred pounds.

At first glance Bernard Boyne, as he stood there in his shirt-sleeves, was an excellent type of the steady, reliable insurance agent, with no soul above proposals and premiums. They constituted his sole aim in life, now that his dear wife was dead.

Nobody suspected the man who so piously passed round the bag in St. George the Martyr on Sundays to be a man of mystery. Nobody, indeed, would ever have dreamed that the active man in question would be placing cheques to his account of such value as seven thousand odd pounds.

I wonder how long I shall remain here? he whispered to himself. I wonder what all these good people would say if they but knew — eh? If they knew! But, happily, they dont know! He chuckled to himself.

He was silent for a moment as he crossed to rearrange the dusty old Venetian blinds.

Then he turned to a half-open cupboard beside the fireplace, and from it took a small wire cage from which he released a tame white rat, which instantly ran up his arm and settled upon his shoulder.

Poor little Nibby! he exclaimed, tenderly stroking its sharp pink snout with his forefinger. Have I neglected you? Poor little fellow! — a prisoner all day! But if I let you out when Im away some nasty terrier might get you — eh? Come let me atone for my neglect.

And he placed his pet upon the table, over which the rodent ran to investigate the remains of the meal.

Boyne stood watching his pet nibbling at a scrap of sausage.

Ah! he gasped in a whisper. If they knew — but they will never know. They cant!

A few minutes later his actions were, to say the least, strange.

He flung himself into the old armchair from which the flock stuffing protruded from the worn-out American cloth, and unbuttoning his dusty boots, took them off. Then, in his socks, he crept upstairs, and on the landing listened at the deaf old womans door. Sounds of heavy snoring apparently satisfied him.

Back again he returned to the parlour, and with a key opened the opposite cupboard beside the fireplace, from which he took a very long, loose coat which seemed to be made of white alpaca. This he shook out and submitted to close scrutiny. It was shaped like a monks habit, with a leather strap around the waist — a curious garment, for it had a hood attached, with two slits in it for the eyes.

After careful examination of the strange garment, he put it on over his head, drawing down the hood over his eyes, which gave him a hideous appearance — like the ghost of an ancient Inquisitor of Spain, or a member of the mediæval Misericordia Society of Italy, dressed in white instead of black.

Thus attired, he fumbled beneath in his pocket, and then noiselessly ascended the two flights of stairs to an attic door upon which was the circular brass plate of a Yale lock. This he opened, and passing within, closed the door softly behind him.

Bernard Boyne naturally believed himself alone in the house with old Mrs. Felmore sound asleep — but, truth to tell, he was not!

As he ascended the stairs, Marigolds pale face peered around the corner. The shock of seeing such a hideous ghostly form moving silently upstairs proved almost too much for her. But clinging on to the banisters, she managed to repress the cry of alarm which rose to her lips, and she stood there rooted to the spot — full of wonder and bewilderment. She listened breathlessly, still standing in the dark passage which led to the kitchen stairs. Then she detected the sound of the key going into the lock of the upstairs room where she knew Mr. Boyne kept his private papers.

But was it Mr. Boyne? Or was it an intruder who had adopted that garb in order to frighten any person he might encounter? Besides, why should Mr. Boyne assume such a strange disguise before entering the room where his business papers were stored?

Now upon that summer night Marigold had called about nine oclock to visit her aunt, who had in years past been as a mother to her, to have a snack of supper, as she often did. Afterwards she had helped her aunt to prepare Mr. Boynes frugal meal. Then old Mrs. Felmore, feeling rather unwell, had gone to bed, leaving her niece in the kitchen to write an urgent letter to Gerald, which she wanted to post before midnight.

As she finished the letter, she had heard someone enter, and not desiring that Mr. Boyne should know of her presence there at that hour, she had moved about quietly, and was just about to escape from the house when she had seen that strangely-garbed figure ascending the stairs.

The girls first impulse had been to waken her aunt and raise an alarm that an intruder had entered the place. But on seeing that the supper had been eaten, and that Mr. Boynes hat and coat lay upon the sofa, she at once decided that the figure that had ascended the stairs to the locked room was actually that of the master of the house.

Why is he dressed like that? she asked herself in a whisper, as she stood in the front parlour. What can it mean?

She glanced around the room. The cupboard beside the fireplace, which stood open, and from which Boyne had taken his strange disguise, caught her eye. She had never before seen that cupboard open, for her aunt had always told her that Mr. Boyne kept some of his important insurance papers there. Therefore, with curiosity, the girl approached it, finding it practically empty, save for a womans big racoon muff, and with it a photograph — that of a handsome, well-preserved woman of about forty, across the front of which had been scrawled in a thin, feminine hand the signature, Lilla, January, 1919.

Who was Lilla? She wondered.

Mr. Boyne she knew as a pleasant, easy-going man, full of generosity so far as his limited means allowed. He was a widower, who frequently referred to his poor dear wife, and would descant upon her good qualities and how affectionately they had lived together for ten years.

The photograph, which she examined beneath the light, was quite a new one, and dated — hence it could not be that of the late Mrs. Boyne.

Ill come back and tell auntie to-morrow, she said to herself. She ought to know — or one night shell see him and get a shock like Ive had. And her heart is not too strong. Yes — I must warn her — then no doubt shell watch.

With those words she dabbed her hair in front of the cheap mirror over the mantelshelf, and then treading on tiptoe, went to the front door and let herself out.

This was the strange story Marigold had related to Gerald Durrant on that sunny afternoon beside the Thames — a story which had aroused his curiosity and held him fascinated.


CHAPTER II

WHO IS MRS. BRAYBOURNE?
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BERNARD BOYNE WAS certainly a mystery man in Hammersmith, yet nobody suspected it. In all the years he had lived in the neighbourhood his actions had never aroused a single breath of suspicion.

In pious black he passed the collection bag around to the congregation of St. George the Martyr each Sunday morning, and afterwards, with a deep bow, handed the bag to the rubicund vicar of his parish.

Often he had been approached to serve upon the municipality of the borough, but he had always declined because of stress of work and for family reasons. Mr. Boyne could have achieved the highest local honours, aldermanic and otherwise, had he cared for them, but notwithstanding his great popularity, he was ever retiring, and even anxious to efface himself.

When that night he descended the stairs of his house in Bridge Place, all unconscious that he had been observed ascending them, he entered his little parlour, where he divested himself of the ugly white overall and locked it away, together with the womans muff and the photograph. Then he paced the room in indecision, ignorant that Marigold had only vacated it a few minutes before.

He caught his pet, Nibby, after several attempts, and having replaced him in his cage, again stood with knit brows, still apparently uncertain how to act. He was in a bad humour, for now and then he uttered imprecations beneath his breath. Whatever had occurred upstairs had no doubt upset him. A further imprecation fell from his lips as he cursed his luck, and then, with sudden resolve, he resumed his boots, took his felt hat and stick, turned out the gas, and, going out into the narrow hall, extinguished the light and left the house.

He was in a bad temper on that warm summers night as he strode hurriedly to the Hammersmith Broadway station, whence he took ticket to Sloane Square.

Rotten luck! Lionel is a fool! he declared to himself viciously, as he approached the pigeon-hole to take his ticket. But one cant have all the good things of life. One must fail sometimes. And yet, he added, I cant think why Ive failed. But so long as it isnt a bad omen, I dont care! Why should I?

And he took his ticket and descended the stairs to the train.

On arrival at Sloane Square he walked along to Pont Street to a large, red-brick house, into which he admitted himself with the latchkey upon his chain, a key very similar to that of the locked room in Bridge Place.

In the well-furnished hall he encountered a smart, good-looking French ladys maid.

Ah! Good-evening, Annette. Is Madame at home? he asked.

Oui, monsieur, the girl promptly replied. Madame is upstairs in the boudoir.

Boyne, who was evidently no stranger there, hung up his hat and passed upstairs to a room on the second floor, a cosy, tastefully-furnished apartment, where, at a table upon which stood a reading-lamp with a green silk shade, a handsome, dark-haired woman in a pearl-grey evening frock sat writing a letter.

Hallo, Lilla! Im glad you havent gone to bed! he exclaimed. I want to have a chat with you. I met Annette downstairs. A pity that infernal girl hasnt gone to her room. I dont want her to overhear anything. Recollect Céline!

Ill send the girl to bed, said the woman, pressing an electric button. Anything wrong?

Nothing very seriously wrong, was his reply.

And at his words the woman, who had betrayed alarm at sight of him, gave a sigh of relief.

Bernard Boyne flung himself into a silk-covered easy-chair, and, clasping his hands behind his head, gazed around the luxurious little room. It was, indeed, very different to his own surroundings in drab, work-a-day Hammersmith. Here taste and luxury were displayed on every hand; a soft, old-rose carpet, with hangings and upholstery to match — a womans den which had been furnished regardless of expense by one of the best firms in the West End. Truth to tell, that elegant West End house was his own, and the handsome woman, Lilla, though she passed as Mrs. Braybourne, and was very popular in quite a good set, was his own wife.

Husband and wife lived apart. They did so for a purpose. Bernard was a hard-working insurance agent, a strict Churchman, perfectly upright and honest, though he lived his struggling life in Hammersmith. Truly, the ménage in Pont Street was both unusual and curious. Boyne, known to the servants as Mr. Braybourne, was very often away for weeks at a time. Then suddenly he would return and spend a week with his wife, being absent, however, all day. Neither dear old Mrs. Felmore nor all his wide circle of Hammersmith friends ever dreamed that he kept up another establishment in one of the best streets in London, a thoroughfare where a few doors away on either side were the legations of certain important European States.

My dear Lilla, we cant be too careful, he said, with a kindly smile. Our business is a very ticklish one. Ena agrees with me that Annette, your maid, has picked up too much English, and in consequence is a danger.

Rubbish, my clear old Bernard! laughed the handsome woman, upon whose fingers sparkled several valuable rings. All that we need is to exercise due discretion.

I know. When the game is crooked one has to be all the more careful.

You dont seem to be in the sweetest of tempers to-night, remarked his wife, rather piqued. His visit was unexpected, and to her it portended unpleasantness. Not because discord ever existed between them. On the contrary, they were bound together by certain secrets which neither one nor the other dared to disclose. Lilla Boyne feared her husband to exactly the same extent that he feared her.

In that house in Pont Street, Mr. Boyne kept his well-cut suits, his evening clothes, his opera hat, and his expensive suit-case marked B.B., for on entry there he at once effaced his identity as the humble insurance agent, and became Bernard Braybourne, a man of means, and husband of the good-looking woman who in the course of five or six years had been taken up by quite a number of well-known people.

I didnt expect you to-night, she remarked rather wearily. I thought youd have been here yesterday.

I couldnt come. Sorry! he replied.

To-night I went to dine at Lady Bettys. You accepted, you know. So I apologised and said you had been called suddenly to Leeds last night, she said. That idea of your candidature at Leeds at the next election works famously. You have to go and meet your committee, I tell them, and it always satisfies the curious. All of them hope youll get in at the by-election when old Sammie dies, as he must very soon. They say the doctors have only given him three months more.

Then before that date Ill have to retire from the contest, remarked her husband, with a grin.

Oh! Ill watch that for you all right. Have you got that cheque?

Yes — to-day. It came from my new solicitor — seven thousand, eight hundred!

Good! Im glad theyve paid up. I began to fear that there might be some little hitch. They were so long-winded.

So did I, to tell you the truth. But its all right, and the new lawyer, a smart young fellow in the City, suspects nothing. Ive already sent him his fee — so thats settled him.

Will you employ him again?

I never employ a solicitor a second time, my dear Lilla. That would be a fatal mistake, was his reply. But what I came to tell you mainly is that Ive had a failure — a mysterious failure! Things havent turned out exactly as I expected they would.

Failure! gasped the woman, with disappointment upon her dark, handsome face. Then we must postpone it? How annoying!

Yes. But perhaps its all for the best, Lilla. There was an element of danger. I told you that from the first.

Danger! Rubbish! declared his wife, with boldness, the diamonds flashing upon her fingers. Theres no danger! Of that Im quite convinced. There was much more in that other little affair last winter. I was full of apprehension then — though I never told you of it.

Well, at any rate, I havent succeeded in the little business Ive been attempting this last fortnight, so well have to postpone it.

Perhaps your failure is due to the presence of your deaf old lady in the house, laughed his wife. I passed the place in the car about a fortnight ago. Ugh! What a house! and she shuddered.

Yes, you might say so if you lived there and ate Mrs. Felmores cold sausage for your supper, as I have to-night. Yet it must be done. If one makes money one has to make some sacrifice, especially if the money is made — well, not exactly on the square, shall we say? And he grinned.

* * * * *

Away in North Wales three days later.

A beautiful moonlit evening by the Irish Sea. Over the Great Orme the moon shone brilliantly across the calm waters lazily lapping the bay of Llandudno, which was filled at the moment with an overflowing crowd of holiday folk, mostly from Yorkshire and Lancashire.

All the hotels and boarding houses were crowded out, and there were stories of belated trippers, many of whom were on their first seaside holiday after the stress of war, being compelled to sleep in bathing machines.

The lamps along the promenade were all aglow, the pier blazed with light, and across the bay came the strains of the orchestra playing selections from the latest revue.

In the big lounge of the Beach Hotel, which faces the sea in the centre of the bay, sat a well-preserved, middle-aged woman in a striking black dinner gown, trimmed with jade-coloured ninon, and wearing a beautiful jade bangle and ear-rings to match. The visitor, whose hair was remarkable because of its bright chestnut hue — almost red, indeed — had been there for three weeks. She was a widow, a Mrs. Augusta Morrison, hailing from Carsphairn, in Kirkcudbrightshire, Scotland, whose late husband had great interests in a big shipbuilding works at Govan.

Of rather loud type, as befitted the widow of a Scotch shipbuilder who had commenced life in the shipyard, she dressed extravagantly, greatly to the envy of the bejewelled wives of a few Lancashire war millionaires, who, unable to gain admittance to that little piece of paradise, the Oakwood Park Hotel, beyond Conway, were compelled to mix with the holiday crowd on the seashore of Llandudno.

The hotel lounge was at the moment almost empty, for most of the visitors were either on the pier or had gone out for a stroll in the moonlight. But Mrs. Morrison sat near the door chatting with Charles Emery, a young Manchester solicitor who had only been married since he had been demobilised six months before, and who had come to Llandudno with his wife, as is the custom of young married folk of Lancashire.

Once or twice the rich widow — who had hired a car for her stay in North Wales — had invited Emery and his wife to go for runs with her to Bangor, and across the Menai Bridge to Holyhead, or to Carnarvon, Bettws-y-coed, St. Asaph, and other places. From time to time she had told them of her loneliness in her big country house in one of the wildest districts in Scotland, and her intention to go abroad that winter — probably to Italy.

My wife has gone to the theatre with Mr. and Mrs. Challoner, Emery was saying, as he lazily smoked his cigarette. I had some letters to write — business letters that came from the office this morning — so I stayed in.

Have you finished them? asked the handsome widow, whose hair was always so remarked, and her eyes large and luminous.

Yes, he replied. I suppose I shall soon have to be back in harness again in Deansgate. But we shall both cherish the fondest memories of your great kindness to us, Mrs. Morrison.

Its really nothing, I assure you, laughed the widow merrily. You have taken compassion upon me in my horribly lonely life, and I much appreciate it. Ah! she sighed. You can never imagine how lonely a woman can be who goes about the world aimlessly, as I go about. I travel here and there, sometimes on trips abroad, by sea, or by rail, often to the south of Europe, but I make no friends. Possibly it is my own fault. I may be too exclusive. And yet I never wish to be.

I really dont think that! he said gallantly. At any rate, youve given us both a real ripping time!

Im so glad youve enjoyed the little runs. But not more, Im sure, than I have myself. I cannot live without movement. I love crowds. Thats why I love cities — Manchester, London, Paris, and Rome. Where I live, up in Kirkcudbrightshire, it is one of the wildest and least explored districts of Great Britain. Between Loch Ken and Loch Doon, over the Cairnsmuir, the people are the most rural in all our island, quiet, honest folk, with no soul above their sheep and their cows. You and your wife must come north one day to Carsphairn and stay with me.

Im sure we should both be only too delighted to accept your hospitality, Mrs. Morrison, he said. Im afraid we can never repay you for your kindness to us. We are leaving next Monday.

Oh, you have four more days! Im motoring to Bettws-y-coed again to-morrow. You must both come with me, and well lunch at the Waterloo, as we did before. There has been rain these last few days, and the Swallow Falls will no doubt be grand.

And so it was arranged.

Next day all three went in the car up the beautiful valley of the Conway, with the wild hills on either side, through Eglwys Bach and Llanrwst, past Gwydyr Castle, and on by the Falcon Rock to that gem of North Wales, Bettws-y-coed.

To Mrs. Emery the widow was exceedingly amiable, and the day passed most pleasantly.

As they were motoring back through the mountains, purple in the sunset, between Capel Curig and Bangor, the widow, turning to Emery, suddenly said:

I wonder, Mr. Emery, if you would advise me upon a little point of business? Im rather perturbed, and I would so much like your professional advice. Can I see you after dinner to-night?

Most certainly, was his reply. Any advice I can give you I will do so to the best of my ability, said the sharp young lawyer, well pleased at the prospect of a wealthy client.

That night at dinner Mrs. Morrison, radiant and handsome, wore a striking gown of black-and-gold, with a gold band in her red hair, and her string of fine pearls. In the big white-and-gold dining-room she was the most remarked of all the women there, but she pretended to take no notice of the sensation caused by her entrance into the room. Yet that gown had cost her sixty guineas in Dover Street, and, in secret, she was amused at the excitement its appearance had caused among the moneyed folk of Lancashire-by-the-Sea, who, after all, be it said, are honest people and who are more thorough than the shallow Society of post-war London.

After dinner, while Mrs. Emery went into the lounge and joined a woman and her daughter whom she knew, her husband went to Mrs. Morrisons sitting-room, where he found coffee awaiting him.

She produced a big silver box of cigarettes, and when she had served him with coffee and liqueur she lit a cigarette and settled herself to talk.

The fact, Mr. Emery, is this, the woman with the wonderful hair commenced, when he had seated himself. My late husband was a shipbuilder at Govan. Only recently I discovered that some twenty years ago he was guilty of some sharp practice in a financial deal which, while he and his friends enriched themselves, a man named Braybourne and his wife were both ruined. Braybourne died recently, but his widow is living in London. Now knowledge of this affair has greatly upset me, for I had the greatest faith in my dear husbands honesty.

Naturally, remarked the young lawyer. The knowledge of such a stigma attaching to his name must grieve you.

Exactly. And I want somehow to make reparation. Not while I am alive — but after my death, she said. I have been wondering what course would be best to pursue. I dont know Mrs. Braybourne, and probably she is in ignorance of my existence. Yet I should much like to do something in order to relieve my conscience. What would you advise?

The young solicitor was silent for a few moments. At last he replied:

Well, there are several courses open. You could make her an anonymous gift. But that would be difficult, for with a little inquiry she could discover the source of the payment.

Ah! I dont want her to know anything!

I quite agree with that. You could, of course, make a will in her favour — leave her a legacy.

Mrs. Morrison remained silent for a while.

Yes, she said at last, that would be a way of easing my conscience regarding my husbands offence.

Or, another way, you could insure your life in her favour. Then, at your death, she would receive the money unexpectedly, he suggested.

Thats rather a brilliant suggestion, Mr. Emery! she replied eagerly. But I know nothing about insurance matters. How can I do it? What have I to do and where shall I go to insure?

Well, Mrs. Morrison, I happen to be agent for a first-class life assurance company, the Universal, whose head offices are in Cornhill, London. If you so desire, I would be very happy to place a proposal before them, he said enthusiastically, for it meant a very substantial commission.

I shall be very glad indeed, Mr. Emery, if you can carry the business through for me.

With the utmost pleasure, was the young mans reply. Er — what amount do you propose?

Oh! I hardly know. Some really substantial sum, I think. My husband, I have learned, got some twenty thousand pounds out of Mr. Braybourne. At least I would like to give her back half that sum.

Ten thousand! How extremely generous of you, Mrs. Morrison. Of course, its a large sum, and will mean a special premium, but no doubt the company will, providing you pass the medical test, issue the policy.

She thanked him for his promise to take up the matter for her. Then he went down to the writing-room to pen a letter to the Universal Assurance Company, while the handsome red-haired widow passed along the lounge and, with her merry chatter, rejoined his wife.


CHAPTER III

THE GAME — AND ITS PLAYERS
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ON THE FOLLOWING morning Mr. Emery, the young solicitor, entered Mrs. Morrisons sitting-room at Llandudno with a telegram in his hand.

Ive just had this from the manager of the Universal. They are prepared to do the business and are writing me full particulars. I shall get them by to-morrow mornings post. Ive wired to my clerk, Wilson, to post me a proposal form and some other papers.

Emery, his one thought being the big commission upon the business, entered Mrs. Morrisons room twenty-four hours later with a number of papers in his hand.

He sat down with the rich widow, and put before her the proposal form — a paper which had printed upon it a long list of questions, mostly inquisitorial. The bed-rock question of that document was Who are you, and are you subject to any of the ills that human flesh is heir to?

Question after question she read, and her answers he wrote down in the space reserved for them. Once or twice she hesitated before replying, but he put down her hesitation to a natural reserve.

The filling up of the form took some time, after which she appended her signature in a bold hand, and this completed the proposal.

I fear it will be necessary for you to go to London to pass the doctor, he said. When would that be convenient?

Any time after next Wednesday, she replied. As a matter of fact, I have some shopping to do in town before I return to Scotland, so I can kill two birds with one stone.

Excellent! They will, of course, make it as easy for you as possible. You will hear from Mr. Gray at the head office. Where shall you stay in town?

With a friend of mine — a Mrs. Pollen. And she gave him an address in Upper Brook Street which he wrote down.

Before eleven oclock Mrs. Morrison had dispatched a telegram addressed to Braybourne, 9b, Pont Street, London, which read:

All preliminaries settled. Shall be in London end of week. — AUGUSTA MORRISON.

Meanwhile, the solicitor, greatly elated at securing such a remunerative piece of work, sent the completed proposal to the head office of the company in London, and on the following day, accompanied by his wife, returned to his home in Manchester, after what had turned out to be a very profitable as well is beneficial holiday.

Before leaving, Mrs. Morrison arranged that he should carry the whole matter through, her parting injunction being:

Remember — tell the Company to write to me at Upper Brook Street, and not to Scotland. And always write to me yourself to London.

Now that same evening, after Emerys departure, there arrived at the Beach Hotel, wearing rimless pince-nez, a dark, strongly-built man, well dressed, and with a heavy crocodile suit-case which spoke mutely of wealth. He signed the visitors form as Pomeroy Graydon, and gave his address as Carleon Road, Roath, Cardiff, Shipbroker.

He was late, and ate his dinner alone. Afterwards he went out for a stroll on the esplanade in the direction of the Little Orme, when, after walking nearly half a mile, he suddenly encountered the red-haired widow, who was attired plainly in navy blue with a small hat, having evidently changed her dress after dinner.

Well, Ena! he exclaimed, lifting his soft felt hat politely. Im here, you see! I thought it best to come up and see you. Im at your hotel as Mr. Graydon of Cardiff.

Im awfully glad youve come, Bernie, she said. I rather expected you.

As soon as Lilla got your wire I started, and was fortunate to get to Euston just in time for the Irish mail — changed at Chester, and here I am!

The pair strolled to a convenient seat close to where the waves lazily lapped upon the wall of the esplanade — for the tide was up — and the night a perfect one with a full white moon.

Everything going well? asked the smartly dressed man, whose pose in Hammersmith was so entirely different. He spoke in an eager tone.

Yes, as far as I can see its all plain sailing. Im doing my part, and leave you and Lilla to do the rest. Ive met here a very nice young fellow — as I intended — a useful solicitor named Emery, of Manchester. He is carrying the matter through for me. Hes agent of the Universal.

A first-class office.

Well, Im insuring with them in Lillas favour.

Have you carried out the plan we discussed?

To the very letter! Trust me, my dear Bernie.

I always do, Ena, he declared, gazing across the moonlit sea. They were alone on the seat, and there was none to overhear:

Ten thousand is a decent sum. Lets hope it will be all over soon. I sometimes have bad quarters of an hour — when I think! he remarked.

The sums assured have been higher and higher, she said. We started with five hundred — you recollect the woman Bayliss? — and now we are always in thousands. Only you, Bernard, know how the game should be played. I do my part, but it is your brain which evolves all this business for which the companies are so eager, and which is so wonderful.

True, our plan works well, Boyne admitted, still gazing over the sea. Weve all of us made thousands out of it — havent we?

Yes. I can see no loophole by which the truth might leak out — save one, she said very seriously.

And whats that?

Your visits to your wife, was her reply. Suppose somebody watched you, and saw you leave your frowsy little house in Hammersmith, go to Lilla in Pont Street, and blossom forth into a gentleman of means; it would certainly arouse a nasty suspicion. Therefore you should always be most careful.

I am. Never fear, he said. Recollect, nobody in Hammersmith knows that Lilla Braybourne is my wife.

They dont know. But they might suspect things, which may lead eventually to an awkward inquiry, and then —— ?

Oh! my dear Ena, dont contemplate unpleasant things! he urged, with a shrug of the shoulders. I know you are a clever woman — more clever by far than Lilla herself — therefore I always rely upon your discretion and foresight. Now, tell me — what has happened up to date?

In reply she told him briefly of her meeting with the young solicitor Emery — which she had prearranged, by the way — and how she had entertained the newly-married pair.

They, of course, believe you to be Mrs. Augusta Morrison, of Carsphairn, widow of old Joe Morrison, the great shipbuilder of Govan? he remarked, smiling.

Exactly. As you know, I paid a visit in secret to Carsphairn six weeks ago, and found out quite a lot. This I retailed to the Emerys, and they took it all in. I described Carsphairn to them, and showed them the snapshots of the place which I took surreptitiously when I was up there. Indeed, I gave a couple of them to Mrs. Emery — to make evidence.

Excellent! he exclaimed. You never leave anything undone, Ena.

One must be thorough in everything if one desires success.

And what is your address?

I gave it to my own flat in Upper Brook Street — care of Ena Pollen — widow.

So you will come to London?

Yes — I have to go there shopping before I return to Scotland, she replied grimly. I am staying with Mrs. Pollen.

Good! It will be far the best for their London doctors to examine you. If you were examined up here they might resist the claim. If they did that — well, it would open up the whole business, and we certainly cant afford to arouse the very least little bit of doubt.

Hardly, she laughed. Well, Ive played the game properly, my dear Bernie. My name is Morrison, and I am the widow of old Joe Morrison, the woman with the red hair, and I live at Carsphairn, Kirkcudbrightshire, the fine sporting estate left me by my late husband. All that is upon the records of the Universal Life Assurance Corporation.

Excellent! Youve established an undeniable identity — red hair and everything! he said, again gazing reflectively out across the rippling waters. You have taken the first step.

The second move is that Mrs. Morrison goes to London on a shopping visit, prior to going abroad, the widow said.

Really, you are marvellous, Ena! declared the humble insurance agent of Hammersmith. Your foresight always carries you to success.

In a number of cases it has done so, I admit, the woman laughed. When ones identity is not exactly as one represents, one has to have ones eyes skinned day and night. Men — even the shrewdest lawyers — are always easily gulled. Why? Because of the rapacious maws the legal profession have for fees. Women are always dangerous, for they are too frequently jealous of either good looks or pretty frocks. A man I can usually manage — a woman, seldom, unless she is in love. Then I side with her in her love affair and so gain her confidence.

Ena, I repeat I hold you in admiration as one of the cleverest women I have ever known. Nothing deters you — nothing perturbs you! You fix a plan, and you carry it through in your own way — always with profit to our little combination.

And very substantial profit, I venture to think, eh?

I agree, he said, with a grim laugh.

All thanks to you, my dear Bernie, the red-haired woman said. But really I am growing just a little apprehensive. Why — I dont know, I cannot tell. But somehow I fear we may play the game once too often. And what then — eh?

Funnily enough, Ive experienced the same curiously apprehensive feeling of late, he said. I always try, of course, to crush it out, just as I crush out any other little pricks of conscience which occur to me when I awake in the mornings.

Very strange that we should both of us entertain apprehensive feelings! she remarked very thoughtfully. I hope its no ill omen! Do you think it is?

No, he laughed. Dont let us seek trouble — for Heavens sake. At present there is not the slightest danger. Of that I feel confident. Let us go forward. When shall you go up to London?

To-morrow. I go to visit my dear friend, Mrs. Pollen — as I have told you.

He laughed.

So really you are going on a visit to yourself — eh? Excellent! Really you are unique, Ena!

Well — it is the only way, and it will work well.

Then the strange pair, who were upon such intimate terms, rose and strolled leisurely side by side back towards the opposite end of the promenade, chatting merrily the while.

When approaching the Beach Hotel they halted, and the woman bade the man good-bye. Afterwards he sank upon a seat in one of the shelters, while she walked on and entered the hotel.

Not until half an hour later, after he had taken a stroll along to the end of the pier, where the band was still playing, did he return to the hotel. Mrs. Morrison was at the moment sitting in the lounge chatting with two men visitors. The eyes of the pair met as he passed, but neither gave any sign of recognition.

To those in the lounge the two were absolutely strangers to each other.

Little did the other visitors dream of the dastardly, even demoniacal, plot that was being so skilfully woven in their midst.

Next afternoon Bernard Boyne stepped from out of the Holyhead express upon Euston platform and drove in a taxi to Pont Street, where he was greeted warmly by his wife, who had been informed of his advent by telegram from Chester.

Well? she asked, when the door of the luxurious drawing-room was closed and they were alone. And how did you find Ena?

Shes splendid! All goes well, was his enthusiastic reply. Shes got hold of a young Manchester solicitor who is carrying the policy through all right. He happens to be an agent of the Universal. Shes on her way back to London now. I wasnt seen with her in the hotel, of course.

When is she coming here?

To-night at nine. She wants to see you.

I think the less she sees of me just now the better, dont you, Bernie?

I quite agree. We dont want anyone to recognise you as friends when the time comes, replied Boyne. As soon as she gets passed by the doctors — both of them unknown to any of us — which is a blessing — shell have to go up to Scotland.

To New Galloway again?

No. To Ardlui, that pretty little village at the head of Loch Lomond. The inquiries I have been making of the servants at Carsphairn show that it is the ladys intention to go with her maid to Ardlui for a fortnight, and thence to Edinburgh for another fortnight.

Really, Bernie, you are wonderful in the way you pry into peoples intentions.

Only by knowing the habits and intentions of our friends can we hope to be successful, was his reply, as he flung himself back among the silken cushions of the couch and lazily lit a cigarette.

So Ena will have to go to Scotland again?

Yes. She ought to pass the doctors in a week, for this young fellow is pushing it through because of the handsome fee she will give him, and then, in the following week, she must put on her best frocks and best behaviour and take a sleeper on the nine twenty-five from Euston to Glasgow.

What an adventure! remarked the handsome woman before him.

Of course. But we are out for big money this time, remember.

You have examined the whole affair, I suppose, and considered it from every standpoint — eh?

Of course I have. As far as I can discover, there is no flaw in our armour. This young solicitor is newly married, and is much gratified that the wealthy Mrs. Morrison should take such notice of his young wife. But you know Ena well enough to be sure that she plays the game all right. Shes the rich widow to the very letter, and talks about her dear husband in a manner that is really pathetic. She declares that they were such a devoted couple.

Yes. Ena can play the game better than any woman in England, agreed his wife. Have some tea?

No; its too hot, he replied. Get me some lemonade.

And she rose, and presently brought him a glass of lemonade. She preferred to wait upon him, for she was always suspicious of the maids trying to listen to their conversation, which, however, was discreet and well guarded.

That night at about half-past nine, husband and wife having dined together tête-à-tête — being waited on by the smart young Italian footman — Ena Pollen was ushered into the drawing-room.

Oh! Welcome back, dear! cried Mrs. Braybourne, jumping up and embracing her friend, making pretence, of course, before the servant. Sit down. I had no idea you were in London! I thought you were somewhere in the wilds of Wales.

Then, when the door had closed, her attitude altered to one of deep seriousness.

Well, she said, according to Bernie, everything goes well, doesnt it?

Excellently, replied the other. You see in me Mrs. Augusta Morrison, widow, of Carsphairn, New Galloway, who is in London on a visit to her friend, Ena Pollen, and who is about to be passed as a first-class life! And she laughed, the other two smiling grimly.

I congratulate you upon finding that young solicitor. Whats his name?

Emery — just getting together a practice and looking out for the big commission on the first of my premiums, she said. Weve met those before. Do you recollect that fellow Johnson-Hughes? Phew! what an ass!

But he was over head and ears in love with you, my dear Ena, said Boyne, and you know it.

Dont be sarcastic, Bernie! she exclaimed, with a pout. Whether he was in love with me or not, it doesnt matter. We brought off the little affair successfully, and we all had a share of the pickings. In these post-war profiteering days it is only by callous dishonour and double-dealing one can make both ends meet. It begins in the Cabinet and ends with the marine store dealer. Honesty spells ruin. Thats my opinion.

I quite agree, Lilla declared. If we had all three played a straight game, where should we be now?

Living in Bridge Place, remarked Boyne, whereat the two women laughed merrily.

* * * * *

That night Marigold met Gerald at Mark Lane Station, and they travelled westward together on the way home. In the Underground train they chatted about the mystery of Bridge Place, but amid the crush and turmoil of home-going City workers they could say but little.

Marigold had been again to see her deaf aunt, who was still unsuspicious of the strange state of affairs in her masters humble home.

Gerald was next day compelled to accompany his principal up north to a conference upon food prices, and for ten days he remained away. Therefore Marigold could only watch and wait.

She went to Bridge Place several times, and saw Mr. Boyne there. He was always cheerful and chatty. About him there seemed nothing really suspicious. Indeed, when she considered it all, she began to wonder whether she had not made a fool of herself.


CHAPTER IV

PROGRESS OF THE PLOT
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IN THE DULL, sombre consulting-room of Sir Humphrey Sinclair in Queen Anne Street, Cavendish Square — a room with heavy mahogany furniture, well-worn carpet, a big writing-table set in the window, and an adjustable couch against the wall — sat the pseudo Mrs. Augusta Morrison, who desired to insure her life.

At the table sat the great physician, a clean-shaven, white-haired man, in large, round, gold-rimmed spectacles. He was dressed in a grey cashmere suit — for the weather was unbearably hot that morning — and, truth to tell, he was longing for his annual vacation at his pretty house by the sea at Frinton.

In the medical world Humphrey Sinclair had made a great name for himself, and had had among his patients various European royalties, besides large numbers of the British aristocracy and well-known people of both sexes. Quiet mannered, soft spoken, and exquisitely polite, he was always a favourite with his lady patients, while Lady Sinclair herself moved in a very good set.

Having arranged a number of papers which the Universal had sent to him, he took one upon which a large number of questions were printed with blank spaces for the proposers replies. Then, turning to her, he said, with a smile:

I fear, Mrs. Morrison, that I shall be compelled to ask you a number of questions. Please understand that they are not merely out of curiosity, but the company claim a right to know the family and medical history of any person whose life they insure.

I perfectly understand, Sir Humphrey, replied the handsome woman. Ask me any questions you wish, and I will try to reply to them to the best of my ability.

Very well, he said. Lets begin. And he commenced to put to her questions regarding the date of her birth, the cause of the deaths of her father and her mother, whether she had ever suffered from this disease or that, dozens of which were enumerated. And so on.

For nearly half an hour the great doctor plied her with questions which he read aloud from the paper, and then wrote down her replies in the spaces reserved for them.

Never once did she hesitate — she knew those questions off by heart, indeed, and had her replies ready, replies culled from a budget of information which during the past three months had been cleverly collected. Truth to tell, she was replying quite accurately to the questions, but only so far as Mrs. Morrison of Carsphairn was concerned. The medical history she gave was correct in every detail concerning Mrs. Morrison.

But, after all, was not the proposal upon the life of Mrs. Morrison, and did not the famous physician believe her to be the widow of Carsphairn?

Sir Humphrey asked her to step upon the weighing machine in the corner of the room, and afterwards he measured her height and wrote it down with a grunt of satisfaction.

Then, after further examination, and putting many questions, he reseated himself, and turned to the page upon which his own private opinion was to be recorded.

I hope you dont find much wrong with me? asked the lady, with a little hesitation.

No, my dear madam — nothing that I can detect, was the physicians reply as he gazed at her through his big glasses. Of course, my colleague, Doctor Hepburn, may discover something. I shall have to ask you to call upon him.

When?

Any time you care to arrange. To-day — if you like. He may be at home. Shall I see?

I do so wish you would, Sir Humphrey, Ena said. I want to get back to Scotland, as I have to go to Ardlui next week.

The great doctor took the telephone at his elbow, and was soon talking to Doctor Hepburn, with whom he arranged for the lady to call in an hour.

Then Sir Humphrey scribbled the address in Harley Street on a slip of paper, and with a few polite words of reassurance, rang his bell, and the man-servant conducted her out.

An exceptionally pretty woman, grunted old Sir Humphrey to himself when she had gone. Highly intelligent, and a first-class life.

And he sat down to record his own private views as to the physical condition of the person proposed for insurance.

Ena idled before the shop windows in Oxford Street for three-quarters of an hour, and then took a taxi to Harley Street, where she found Doctor Stanley Hepburn, a short, stout, brown-bearded man of rather abrupt manner.

In his smart, up-to-date consulting-room he put the same questions to her, wearying as they were, and parrot-like she answered them.

Truly, Im having a busy morning, doctor, she remarked, with a sigh, laughing at the same time.

Apparently, he said, smiling. I must apologise for bothering you with all these questions. Sir Humphrey has, no doubt, gone through them all.

He has.

Well, never mind. Forgive me, and lets get along, he said briskly.

And he proceeded with question after question. At last, after an examination exactly like that conducted by Sir Humphrey, Doctor Hepburn reseated himself at his table, and said:

Well, Mrs. Morrison, I dont think I need keep you any longer.

Are you quite satisfied with me? she asked boldly.

He was silent for a few seconds.

As far as I myself am concerned I see no reason whatever why the company should not accept the risk, was his reply. Of course, I dont know the nature of Sir Humphreys report; but I expect it coincides with my own. I can detect nothing to cause apprehension, and, in normal circumstances, you should live to quite old age.

Thanks! That is a very agreeable piece of information, she said.

Then, his waiting-room being crowded — for he had given her a special appointment — he rose and, bowing, dismissed her, saying:

I shall send in my report to the company to-night, therefore the matter should go through without delay.

Afterwards, as she walked along Harley Street, a great weight having been lifted from her mind, she hailed a taxi and drove back to her pretty flat in Upper Brook Street, where a dainty lunch awaited her.

To answer frankly and correctly those questions had been an ordeal. Those queries were so cleverly arranged that if, after death, the replies to any of them are found to be false the company would be able to resist the claim upon it. To give a true and faithful account of your parents ailments and your own illnesses is difficult enough, but to give an equally true account of those of another person is extremely difficult and presents many pitfalls. And none knew that better than Ena Pollen.

After lunch, she rested for an hour, as was her habit in summer, and then she took a taxi to Pont Street, where she had tea with Lilla Braybourne.

To her she related her adventures among the medicos, adding:

All is serene! Theres nothing the matter with Mrs. Morrison of Carsphairn! Shes in excellent health and may live to be ninety. Hers is a first-class life!

Bernie predicted it, said the wife of the humble insurance agent of Hammersmith. You were passed fit in the Fitzgerald affair — you recollect.

Yes, snapped the handsome woman. What a pity the sum wasnt five thousand instead of five hundred.

I agree. But we didnt then realise how easy was the game. Now we know — a few preliminary inquiries, a plausible tongue — which, thanks to Heaven, youve got, Ena — a few smart dresses, and a knowledge of all the devious ways of insurance and assignments — and the thing is easy.

Well, as far as weve gone in this matter all goes well — thanks to Bernies previous inquiries regarding the good lady of Carsphairn.

Shes a bit of a skinflint, I believe. Cant keep servants. She has a factor who is a very close Scot, and things at Carsphairn are usually in a perturbed condition, Lilla said. Bernie has gone back to Bridge Place. What an awful life the poor dear leads! Fancy having to live with that deaf old woman Felmore!

Yes. But isnt it part of the game? By living in Hammersmith, and being such a hard-working, respectable man, he acquires a lot of very useful knowledge.

Quite so; but it must be very miserable there for him.

He doesnt mind it, he says, was the reply. It brings money.

It certainly does that, said Lilla. When shall you go north? Will you wait till the policy is issued?

I think not. The sooner I meet Mrs. Morrison the better. Dont you agree?

Certainly. What does Bernie say?

Thats his view, answered Ena. So I shall go to Scotland at the end of the week. I shall stay at the Central, in Glasgow, for a night or two, and then on to Loch Lomond.

Bernie has heard from one of his secret sources of information that the widow is leaving Carsphairn three days earlier than she intended. She goes to visit a niece who lives in Crieff, and then on to Ardlui.

Ive been to Ardlui before — on a day trip from Glasgow up the Loch, Ena said. A quiet, remote little place, with an excellent hotel right at the extreme end of the Loch, beyond Inversnaid.

Then youll go north without waiting for the policy?

Yes. Letters will come to me addressed care of myself, and Bernie will send them on. As soon as I have notice that the company will accept me, Ill pay the premium. Ive already opened a little account in the name of Augusta Morrison, so that I can send them a cheque. In the meanwhile, we need lose no time.

And yet I dont think we ought to rush it unduly, do you? asked Lilla.

Oh! we shant do that, my dear Lilla. Theres a lot to be done in the matter of inspiring confidence. Perhaps dear Augusta will not take to me. What then?

You always know how to make yourself pleasant, Ena. Shell take to you, never fear!

According to the reports weve had about her, shes rather discriminating in her friendships, said the handsome woman, smiling grimly.

Well, I rather wish I were coming with you for a fortnight on Loch Lomond, said Lilla.

No, my dear, you have no place in the picture at present. Much as I would like your companionship, you are far better here at home.

Yes, I suppose you are right! answered her friend, sighing. But I long for Scotland in these warm summer days.

Get Bernie to take you to the seaside for a bit. Theres nothing urgent doing just now.

Bernie is far too busy in Hammersmith, my dear, Lilla laughed. He wouldnt miss his weekly round for worlds. Besides, hes got some important church work on — helping the vicar in a series of mission meetings.

Bernie is a good Churchman, Ive heard, said Ena.

Of course. That, too, is part of the big bluff. The man who carries round the bag every Sunday is always regarded as pious and upright. And Bernie never loses a chance to increase his halo of respectability.

Ena remained at Pont Street for about half an hour longer, and then, returning to her own flat, she set about sorting out the dresses she would require for Scotland, and assisted her elderly maid to pack them.

Afterwards she returned into her elegant little drawing-room and seated herself at the little writing-table, where she consulted a diary. Then she wrote telegrams to the hotels at Glasgow and at Ardlui, engaging rooms for dates which, after reflection, she decided upon.

Ena Pollen was a woman of determination and method. Her exterior was that of a butterfly of fashion, careless of everything save her dress and her hair, yet beneath the surface she was calm, clever, and unscrupulous, a woman who had never loved, and who, indeed, held the opposite sex in supreme contempt. The adventure in which she was at that moment engaged was the most daring she had ever undertaken. The unholy trio had dabbled in small affairs, each of which had brought them profit, but the present undertaking would, she knew, require all her tact and cunning.

The real Mrs. Augusta Morrison, the widow of Carsphairn, was one of Boynes discoveries, and by judicious inquiry, combined with other investigations which Ena herself had made, they knew practically everything concerning her, her friends, and her movements. The preliminaries had taken fully three months, for prior to going to Llandudno, there to assume the widows identity, Ena had been in secret to New Galloway, and while staying at the Lochinvar Arms, at Dairy, she had been able to gather many facts concerning the rich widow of Carsphairn, a copy of whose birth and marriage-certificate she had obtained from Somerset House.

After writing the telegrams, she took a sheet of notepaper and wrote to Mr. Emery in Manchester, telling him that she had passed both doctors, and asking him to hurry forward the policy.

My movements during the next fortnight or so are a little uncertain, she wrote, but please always address me as above, care of my friend, Mrs. Pollen. Please give my best regards to your dear wife, and accept the same yourself . — Yours very sincerely, AUGUSTA MORRISON.

Three nights later, Ena left Euston in the sleeping-car for Glasgow, arriving early next morning, and for a couple of days idled away the time in the great hotel, the Central, eagerly awaiting a telegram.

At last it came.

The porter handed it to her as she returned from a walk. She tore it open, and when she read its contents, she went instantly pale.

The message was disconcerting, for instead of giving information regarding the movements of the woman she had been impersonating, it read:

Remain in Glasgow. Am leaving to-night. Will be with you in morning. Urgent. — BERNARD.

What could have happened? A hitch had apparently occurred in the arrangements, which had been so thoroughly discussed and every detail considered.

It was then six oclock in the evening. Boyne could not be there until eight oclock on the following morning. She glanced bewildered around the busy hall of the hotel, where men and women with piles of luggage were constantly arriving and departing.

Why is he not more explicit? she asked herself in apprehension.

What could have happened? she wondered. For yet another fourteen hours she must remain in suspense.

Suddenly, however, she recollected that she could telephone to Lilla, and she put through a call without delay.

Half an hour later she spoke to her friend over the wire, inquiring the reason of Boynes journey north.

My dear, Im sorry, replied Lilla in her high-pitched voice, but I really cannot tell you over the phone. It is some very important business he wants to see you about.

But am I not to go to Ardlui? asked Ena.

I dont know. Bernie wants to see you without delay — thats all.

But has anything happened? she demanded eagerly.

Yes — something — but I cant tell you now. Bernie will explain. Hell be with you in Glasgow early to-morrow morning.

Is it anything very serious?

I think it may be — very! was Lillas reply; and at that moment the operator cut off communication with London, the six minutes allowed having expired.


CHAPTER V

CONTAINS A NOTE OF ALARM
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ENA POLLEN WAS on the platform when the dusty night express from London ran slowly into the Caledonian Station, at Glasgow.

Bernard Boyne, erect and smartly-dressed, stepped out quickly from the sleeping-car, to be greeted by her almost immediately.

Whats happened? she demanded anxiously beneath her breath.

I cant tell you here, Ena. Wait till were in the hotel, he replied. She saw by his countenance that something was amiss.

Together they walked from the platform into the hotel, and having ascended in the lift to her private sitting-room, the man flung himself into a chair, and said:

A very perilous situation has arisen regarding the Martin affair!

The Martin affair! she gasped, instantly pale to the lips. I always feared it. That girl, Céline Tènot, had some suspicion, I believe.

Exactly. She was your maid, and you parted bad friends. It was injudicious.

Where is she now, I wonder?

At her home in Melun, near Paris. You must go at once to Paris, and ask her to meet you, Boyne said.

To Paris? she cried in dismay.

Yes; not a second must be lost. Inquiries are on foot. I discovered the situation yesterday, quite by accident.

Inquiries! she cried. Who can be making inquiries?

Some friend of that girl — a Frenchman. He has come over here to find me.

To find you! But she only knew you under the name of Bennett!

Exactly. In that is our salvation, he said, with a grin. But the affair is distinctly serious unless we can make peace with Céline, and at the same time make it worth her while to withdraw this inquiry. No doubt shes looking forward to a big reward for furnishing information.

But why cant we give her the reward — eh? asked the shrewd, red-haired woman quickly.

Thats exactly my argument. That is why you must leave this present little matter, turn back to Céline, and make it right with her.

How much do you think it will cost?

Bernard Boyne shrugged his shoulders.

Whatever it is, we must pay, he replied. We cant afford for this girl to remain an enemy — and yours especially.

Of course not, Ena agreed. What is her address?

Boyne took a slip of paper from his pocket-book and handed it to the handsome woman.

But what excuse can I possibly make for approaching her? she asked bewildered.

Pretend youve come to Paris to offer to take her into your service again, Boyne suggested. She will then meet you, and you can express regret that you sent her away so suddenly, and offer to make reparation — and all that.

There was an object in sending her away so peremptorily. You know what it was, Bernie.

I know, of course. She might have discovered something then. You adopted the only course — but, unfortunately, it has turned out to have been a most injudicious one, which may, if we are not very careful and dont act at once, lead to the exposure of a very nasty circumstance — the affair of old Martin.

I quite see, she said. Ill go to Paris without delay.

Youll stay at the Bristol, as before, I suppose?

Yes. I will ask her to come and see me there.

Boyne hesitated.

No. I dont know whether it would not be better for you to go out to Melun for the day and find her there, he queried. Remember, you must handle the affair with the greatest delicacy. Youve practically got to pay her for blackmail which she has not sought.

Thats the difficulty. And the sum must be equal, if not more, to that which she and her French friend who has come over here to seek and identify you hope to get out of it by their disclosures. Oh! yes, she said, I quite see it all.

I admit that the situation which has arisen is full of peril, Ena, remarked the man seated before her, but you are a clever woman, and with the exercise of tact and cunning, in addition to the disbursement of funds, we shall undoubtedly be able to wriggle out — as we always do.

Lets hope so, she said, with a sigh. But what about Ardlui and Mrs. Morrison?

Your visit to Paris is more important at the moment. You must lose no time in getting there. Before I left London, I instructed my bank to send five thousand pounds to you at the head office of the Credit Lyonnais. You will be able to draw at once when you get there, and it will give you time to get more money if you deem it wise to pay any bigger sum.

Really, you leave nothing undone, Bernie.

Not when danger arises, my dear Ena, he laughed. In the meantime, Ill have to remain very low. That infernal Frenchman may be watching Lilla with the idea that I might visit Pont Street. But I shant go near her again till the danger is past.

Then Id better get away as soon as possible, she said. I can be in London this evening, and cross to Paris by the night mail.

Yes, he replied. Dont waste an instant in getting in touch with her. Have a rest in Paris, and then go to Melun. You can be there to-morrow afternoon.

Shall you go back to London with me?

No. Better not be seen together, he said. Let us be discreet. You can go by the ten oclock express, which will just give you time to cross London to Victoria and catch the boat train, and Ill leave by the next express, which goes at one. The less we are together at present the better.

I agree entirely, Ena said, with a sigh. But this affair will, I see, be very difficult to adjust.

Not if you keep your wits about you, Ena, he assured her. It isnt half so difficult as the arrangements you made with that pious old fellow Fleming. Dont you recollect how very near the wind we were all sailing, and yet you took him in hand and convinced him of your innocence.

I was dealing with a man then, she remarked. Now I have to deal with a shrewd girl. Besides, we dont know who this inquisitive Frenchman may be.

Youll soon discover all about him, no doubt. Just put on your thinking-cap on the way over to Paris, and doubtless before you arrive, youll hit upon some plan which will be just as successful as the attitude you adopted towards old Daniel Fleming. Then he added: I wish youd order breakfast to be served up here, for Im ravenously hungry.

She rose, rang the bell, and ordered breakfast for two.

While it was being prepared, Boyne went along the corridor to wash, while Ena retired to her room, and packed her trunk ready for her departure south at ten oclock.

Afterwards she saw the head porter and got him to secure her a place on the train, and also in the restaurant-car, which is usually crowded.

They breakfasted tête-à-tête, after which she paid her bill, and at ten oclock left him standing upon the platform to idle away three hours wandering about the crowded Glasgow streets before his departure at one oclock.

Next morning Ena Pollen took her déjeuner at half-past eleven in the elegant table dhôte room of the aristocratic Hôtel Bristol, in Paris, a big white salon which overlooks the Place Vendôme. Afterwards she took a taxi to the Gare de Lyon, whence she travelled to Melun, thirty miles distant — that town from which come the Brie cheeses. On arrival, she inquired for the Boulevard Victor Hugo, and an open cab drove her away across the little island in the Seine, past the old church of St. Aspais, to a point where, in the boulevard, stood a monument to the great savant, Pasteur. The cab pulled up opposite the monument, where, alighting, Ena found herself before a large four-storied house, the ground floor of which was occupied by a tobacconist and a shop which sold comestibles.

Of the old bespectacled concierge who was cobbling boots in the entrance she inquired for Madame Ténot, and his gruff reply was:

Au troisième, à gauche.

So, mounting the stone steps, she found the left-hand door on the third floor, and rang the bell.

The door opened, and the good-looking young French girl, who had been her maid for six months at Brighton, confronted her.

Well, Céline! exclaimed Ena merrily in French. You didnt expect to see me — did you?

The girl stood aghast and open-mouthed.

Dieu! Madame! she gasped. I — I certainly did not!

Well, I chanced to be passing through Melun, and I thought I would call upon you.

The girl stood in the doorway, apparently disinclined to invite her late mistress into the small flat which she and her mother, the widow of the local postmaster, occupied.

I wrote to you, Madame, two months ago — but you never replied!

I have never had any letter from you, Céline, Ena declared. But may I not come in for a moment to have a chat with you? Ah! but perhaps you have visitors?

No, Madame, was her reply; I am alone. My mother went to my aunts, at Provins, this morning.

Good! Then I may come in?

If Madame wishes, she said, still with some reluctance, and led the way to a small, rather sparsely-furnished salon, which overlooked the cobbled street below.

I have been staying a few days at Marlotte, and am now on my way back to Paris, said her former mistress, seating herself in a chair. Besides, I wanted particularly to see you, Céline, for several reasons. I feel somehow that — well, that I have not treated you as I really ought to have done. I dismissed you abruptly after poor Mr. Martins death. But I was so very upset — I was not actually myself. I know I ought not to have done what I did. Please forgive me.

The dark-haired, good-looking young girl in well-cut black skirt and cotton blouse merely shrugged her well-shaped shoulders. She uttered no word. Indeed, she had not yet recovered from her surprise at the sudden appearance of her former mistress.

I dont know what you must have thought of me, Céline, Ena added.

I thought many things of Madame, the girl admitted.

Naturally. You must have thought me most ungrateful, after all the services you had rendered me, often without reward, remarked the red-haired widow. But I assure you that I am not ungrateful.

The girl only smiled. She recollected the manner in which she had been suddenly dismissed and sent out from the house at five minutes notice — and for no fault that she could discover.

She recollected how Madame had two friends, an old man named Martin, and a younger one named Bennett. Mr. Martin, who was a wealthy bachelor, living in Chiswick, had suddenly contracted typhoid and died. Madame, who had been most grief-stricken, received a visit from Bennett next day, and she had overheard the pair in conversation in the drawing-room. That conversation had been of a most curious character, but its true import had never occurred to her at the time. Next day her mistress had summarily dismissed her, giving her a months wages, and requesting her to leave instantly. This she had done, and returned to her home in France.

It was not until nearly two months later that she realised the grim truth. The strange words of Mr. Bennett, as she recollected them, utterly staggered her.

And now this womans sudden appearance had filled her with curiosity.

Your action in sending me away in the manner you did certainly did not betray any sense of gratitude, Madame, the girl said quite coolly.

No, no, Céline! Do forgive me, she urged. Poor Mr. Martin was a very old friend, and his death greatly perturbed me.

Céline, however, remembered how to the man Bennett she had in confidence expressed the greatest satisfaction that the old man had died.

Ena was, of course, entirely ignorant of how much of that conversation the girl had overheard or understood. Indeed, she had not been quite certain it the girl had heard anything. She had dismissed her for quite another reason — in order that, if inquiries were made, a friendship between Bernard Boyne and the dead man could not be established. Céline was the only person aware of it, hence she constituted a grave danger.

Ena used all her charm and her powers of persuasion over the girl, and as she sat chatting with her, she recalled many incidents while the girl was in her service.

Now look here, Céline, she said at last. Ill be perfectly frank with you. Ive come to ask you if youll let bygones be bygones, and return to me?

The girl, much surprised at the offer, hesitated for a moment, and then replied:

I regret, Madame, it is quite impossible. I cannot return to London.

That was exactly the reply for which the clever woman wished.

Why not, pray? she asked the girl in a tone of regret.

Because the man to whom I am betrothed would not allow me, was her reply.

Oh! Then you are engaged, Céline! Happy girl! I congratulate you most heartily. And who is the happy man?

Henri Galtier.

And what is his profession?

He is employed in the Mairie, at Chantilly, was her reply.

He is at Chantilly now?

The girl again hesitated. Then she replied:

No — he is in London.

Ena held her breath. It was evidently the man to whom Céline was engaged who was in London in search of Richard Bennett. Next second she recovered from her excitement at her success in making the discovery.

In London? Is he employed there?

Yes — temporarily, she answered.

And when are you to marry?

In December — we hope.

Ah! Then, much as I regret it, I quite understand that you cannot return to me, Céline, exclaimed Ena. Does Monsieur Galtier speak English?

Yes; very well, Madame. He was born in London, and lived there until he was eighteen.

Oh, well, of course he would speak our language excellently. But though you will no doubt both be happy in the near future, I myself am not at all satisfied with my own conduct towards you. Ive treated you badly; I feel that in some way or other I ought to put myself right with you. I never like a servant to speak badly of me.

I do not speak badly of Madame, responded the girl, wondering whether, after all, her late mistress suspected her of overhearing that startling conversation late on the night following Mr. Martins death.

Ena hesitated a moment, and then determined to act boldly, and said:

Now Céline, let us be quite frank. I happen know that you have said some very nasty and things about me — wicked things, indeed. I heard that you have made a very serious allegation against me, and — —

But, Madame! I —— ! cried the girl, interrupting.

Now you cannot deny it, Céline. You have said those things because you have sadly misjudged me. But I know it is my own fault, and the reason I am here in Melun is to put matters right — and to show you that I bear you no ill will.

I know that, Madame, she said. Your words are sufficient proof of it.

But, on the contrary, you are antagonistic — bitterly antagonistic towards myself — and — she added slowly, looking straight into the girls face— and also towards Mr. Bennett.

She started, looking sharply at the red-haired widow.

Yes, I repeat it, Céline! Ena went on. You see I know the truth! Yet your feeling against Mr. Bennett does not matter to him in the least, because he died a month ago — of influenza.

Mr. Bennett dead! echoed the girl, standing aghast, for, as a matter of fact, her lover, Henri Galtier, was searching for him in London.

Yes; the poor fellow went to Birmingham on business, took influenza, and died there a week later. Is it not sad?

Very, the girl agreed, staring straight before her. If Bennett were dead, then of what avail would be all her efforts to probe the mystery of Mr. Martins death?

Mr. Bennett was always generous to you — was he not? asked Ena.

Always, replied the girl. I am very sorry he is dead!

Well, he is, and therefore whatever hatred you may have conceived for him is of no importance, she replied; and then adroitly turned the conversation to another subject.

At length, however, she returned to Célines approaching marriage, expressing a hope that she would be very comfortably off.

Has Monsieur Galtier money?

Not very much, she replied. But we shall be quite happy nevertheless.

Of course. Money does not always mean happiness. I am glad you view matters in that light, Céline, Ena said. Yet, on the other hand, money contributes to luxury, and luxury, in most cases, means happiness.

True, Madame, I believe so, replied the ex-maid, whose thoughts were, however, filled by what her late mistress had, apparently in all innocence, told her, namely, that Bennett, the man her lover meant to hunt down, was dead. She had no reason to doubt what Mrs. Pollen had said, for only on the previous day Henri had written her to say that his inquiries had had no result, and that he believed that the man Bennett must be dead, as he could obtain no trace of him. The reward which they hoped to gain from the insurance company when they had established Bennetts identity had therefore vanished into air.

Céline Tènot sat bewildered and disappointed, and the clever woman seated with her read her thoughts as she would have read a book.

Now lets come to the point, she said, after a pause. I want to make amends, Céline. I want you to think better of me, and for that purpose, I want to render you some little service, now that you are to marry. My desire is to remove from your mind any antagonism you may entertain towards myself. The best way in which I can do that is to make you a little wedding-present — something useful.

Oh, Madame! she cried. I — I really want nothing!

But I insist, Céline! replied the wealthy widow. Poor Mr. Bennett remarked that I was very harsh in dismissing you. At the time I did not think so, but I now realise that the fault was on my side, therefore I shall give you thirty thousand francs to put by as a little nest-egg.

But, Madame, I could not really accept it! declared the girl, exhibiting her palms.

I have an account at the Credit Lyonnais, and to-morrow I shall place the thirty thousand francs there in your name, said Mrs. Pollen. I shall want you to come to Paris — to the Hôtel Bristol — so that we can go to the bank together, and you can there open an account and give them your signature. If I were you, I would say nothing whatever to Monsieur Galtier about it — or even tell him of my visit. Just keep the money for yourself — as a little present from one who, after all, greatly valued your services.

Though the girl pretended to be entirely against receiving any present, yet she realised that possession of such a respectable sum would be able to assist in preparing her new home. After all, it was most generous of Madame. Yes! she had sadly misjudged her, she reflected, after Mrs. Pollen had left. So, adopting her late mistresss suggestion, she refrained from telling her mother of the unexpected visit.

That night she wrote to Galtier, who was staying in a boarding-house in Bloomsbury, telling him that she had heard of the death of Bennett, but not revealing the source of her information. She therefore suggested that he should spend no further time or money on the inquiry, but return at once to his duties at Chantilly.

Next day Céline called at the Hôtel Bristol, when mistress and maid went together to the bank in the Boulevard des Italians, and there the girl received the handsome present. After this, she returned much gratified to Melun, while her late mistress left Paris that same night for London.

She had cleverly gained the girls complete confidence, thereby preventing any further inquiry into the curious circumstances attending the death of Mr. Martin, of Chiswick.


CHAPTER VI

THE LOCKED ROOM IN HAMMERSMITH
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ILL GO IN first, and see if Mr. Boyne is at home, said Marigold Ramsay excitedly to her companion, Gerald Durrant, as they turned into Bridge Place, Hammersmith, about half-past nine one night ten days later.

Yes. If hes there I wont come in. Well wait till another evening, the young fellow said.

If hes out, I shall tell auntie that you are here, and ask whether I can bring you in, said the girl, and leaving him idling at the corner, she hurried to the house, and went down the basement steps.

What Marigold had told Durrant had aroused his curiosity concerning the occupier of that creeper-covered house, and after much deliberation, he had, after his return from Newcastle, decided to make an investigation. Certainly the exterior of the place presented nothing unusual, for the house was exactly the same as its neighbours, save for the dusty creeper which hung untrimmed around the windows. Yet the fact that the man who lived there disguised himself when he went to a locked attic was certainly mysterious.

After a few moments, the girl emerged, and hastening towards him, said eagerly:

Its all right. Mr. Boyne is not expected home before half-past ten. Ill introduce you to my aunt, and before she goes to bed — as she always does at ten — Ill manage to unbolt the basement door. Then well go out, and return without her being any the wiser.

Excellent! he replied, as they walked to the front door which Marigold had left ajar.

In the hall Mrs. Felmore met them fussily.

Very pleased to know you, Mr. Durrant, declared the deaf old lady without, of course, having heard Geralds greeting as he shook her hand.

My aunt is very deaf, the girl said. She can read what I say by my lips, but it will be useless for you to try and converse with her. Mr. Boyne can just manage to do so.

Then Ill do the same, said Gerald, glancing around the front parlour, into which Mrs. Felmore had then ushered them.

He noted the cheapness of the furniture, combined with scrupulous cleanliness, as Mrs. Felmore, turning to him, said in that loud voice in which the deaf usually converse:

I hope youll make yourself at home, Mr. Durrant! Any friend of my niece is welcome here. Would you like a cup of tea? I know Marigold will have one.

He thanked her, and she went below to prepare it, leaving the pair in Mr. Boynes room.

Quickly Gerald rose, remarking:

Theres nothing very curious about this, is there? He made a critical tour of the apartment.

He noticed the cupboards on either side of the fireplace, and on trying the handle of one, found it locked.

He keeps his insurance papers in there, said his companion in a low voice.

What? More insurance papers! I thought he kept them in the locked room upstairs! exclaimed Durrant.

So he does, but there are some others here, she said. This cupboard is open. He keeps Nibby here.

Nibby — whos that?

Here he is! replied the girl, opening the door and taking out the cage containing the tame rat.

Is that his pet? asked the young man, bending to examine the little animal, whose beady eyes regarded him with considerable apprehension.

Yes. Nibby always feeds off his masters plate after he has finished. A sweet little thing, isnt he?

Durrant agreed, but the possession of such a pet showed him that Boyne was a man of some eccentricity.

Would you like to see the door of the locked room? Marigold asked. If so, Ill go downstairs and keep my aunt there while you run up to the top floor.

Excellent! Ive brought my electric torch with me.

So while Marigold descended to the kitchen to talk to her aunt and help to prepare the cup of tea, young Durrant switched on his light and rushed up the stairs, half fearing lest the front door should suddenly open and Boyne appear.

Arrived at the top of the stairs, he was confronted by the door which led into the attic, a stout one of oak, he noted. The doors of all the other rooms were of deal, painted and grained. This, however, was heavy, and of oiled oak.

After careful examination, he came to the conclusion that the particular door was much more modern than the others, and the circular brass keyhole of the Yale latch gave it the appearance of the front door of a house, rather than that of a room.

Some strange secret, no doubt, lay behind that locked door.

If it had an occupant he would, in all probability, have a light, therefore he switched off his torch and tried to discover any ray of light shining through a crack.

Carefully he went around the whole door, until he drew away the mat before it, when, sure enough, a light showed from within!

With bated breath he listened. He could, however, distinguish no sound, even though he placed his ear to the floor. Then, raising himself, much gratified at his discovery, but nevertheless increasingly puzzled, he recollected that the occupant, whoever he might be, would no doubt have heard his footsteps and was now remaining quiet, little dreaming that his light had betrayed his presence.

Suddenly, as he stood there straining his ears, he heard the sound of low ticking — the ticking of a clock. Again he bent his ear to the bottom of the door, and then at once established the fact that the clock was inside that locked room.

He heard Marigold coming up from below, and at once slipped down again, meeting her in the hall. When within the sitting-room, he said to her in a low, tense voice:

Theres somebody in that room! Theres a light there!

Your first surmise is correct then, Gerald! she exclaimed. Who can it possibly be?

Ah! that we have to discover! he said. Lets be patient. I wonder, however, who can be living up there in secret. At any rate, he has both light and the time of day. In this weather he only wants food and water.

But its extraordinary that somebody should live here without my aunts knowledge.

It is. But there are dozens of people hidden away in London — people believed by their friends to be dead, or abroad, he said. In a great city like ours it is quite easy to hide, providing that one is concealed by a trusty friend. I wonder, he added, how many people whose obituary notices have appeared in the papers are living in secret in upstairs rooms or down in cellars, dragging out their lives in self-imprisonment, yet buoyed by the hope that one day they may, when changed in appearance by years, reappear among their fellow-men and laugh up their sleeves because nobody recognises them.

Really, do you honestly think that Mr. Boyne is concealing somebody here? asked the girl anxiously.

Everything points to it — a light in the room, and a clock.

But why should he pay visits to him in disguise?

Ah! Thats quite another matter. We have yet to discover the motive. And we can only do so by watching vigilantly.

Then he described to her how he had pulled away the mat from before the door, and how the light had been revealed.

Well, exclaimed the girl. Im greatly puzzled over the whole affair. May I not be frank with auntie, and tell her what we suspect?

By no means, he answered. It would be most injudicious. It would only alarm her, and upset any plans we may make.

I wonder who can really be up there?

Some very close friend of this Mr. Boyne, without a doubt. He must have some strange motive for concealing him.

But if hes a friend, why does he disguise himself when he visits him? queried the girl.

Yes, thats just the point. Theres something very curious about the whole affair, declared the young man. When your aunt is in bed, he goes up, evidently to take his friend food and drink. And yet he puts on a gown which makes him look — as you have described it — like a Spanish Inquisitor.

Only all in white. Why white?

Can it be that the person upstairs is not self-imprisoned? suggested the young man, as a sudden thought occurred to him. Can it be that whoever is confined there is without proper mental balance? Solitary confinement produces madness, remember. In Italy, where solitary confinement for life takes the place of capital punishment for murder, the criminal always ends his days as a lunatic — driven mad by that terrible loneliness which even a dog could not suffer.

Thats certainly quite another point of view, she remarked. I hadnt thought of that!

Well, it is one to bear in mind, he said. Your aunt, a most worthy lady, is devoted to Mr. Boyne and serves him well. For the present let her hold him in high esteem. In the meantime we will watch, and endeavour to solve this mystery, Marigold.

Hardly had the words left his mouth, when the old lady entered the room with two cups of tea upon a brass tray.

There! she said, addressing Marigold. I know you like a cup o tea at this hour of the evening, and I hope, Mr. Durrant, it will be to your liking. Mr. Boyne often has a cup out of my teapot if he gets home before I go to bed.

Its awfully good of you, auntie, the girl declared. I know Mr. Durrant highly appreciates it.

Thats all right, laughed the old lady. Ill soon be going to bed. Its near ten oclock now.

Gerald glanced at his wrist-watch and saw that it was just ten.

Then, when Mrs. Felmore had gone, he said to the girl:

Hadnt we better be going? Boyne will be back soon.

Right, she said, drinking her tea daintily. Ill go down and unfasten the basement door. Auntie has no doubt bolted it. Then, when shes gone to bed, we can get in again.

And a few moments later she left him. Five minutes later she reappeared, followed by Mrs. Felmore.

Auntie is going to bed, she said. We must be off, Gerald.

The young man rose, smiled pleasantly, and shook the deaf womans hand in farewell. Then, a few moments later, the young pair descended the front steps and left the house.

About ten minutes later, however, they returned to it, slipping unobserved down the area steps. Marigold turned the handle of the door, and in the darkness they both entered the kitchen, where they waited eagerly, without lighting the gas, and conversing only in whispers. Mrs. Felmore had gone upstairs, and stone-deaf that she was, would hear no noise below.

She had left the gas turned low in the hall in readiness for her masters return, retiring fully satisfied with the appearance and manners of the young man to whom her niece had that night introduced her.

The pair, waiting below in the darkness, remained eagerly on the alert.

It was a quarter past ten, and Bernard Boyne might return at any time. But each minute which passed seemed an hour, so anxious and puzzled were they, and at every noise they held their breath and waited.

At last footsteps sounded outside — somebody ascending the stone steps above — and next second there was a click as a key was put into the latch of the front door.

Here he is — at last! the girl whispered. Now well watch!

They watched together — and by doing so learned some very strange facts.


CHAPTER VII

WHAT HAPPENED IN BRIDGE PLACE
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TOGETHER MARIGOLD AND her lover crept up the kitchen stairs in the darkness, and heard Mr. Boyne moving about in the front parlour.

They heard him yawn as he threw off his coat, for the night was sultry, and there were sounds which showed that he was eating his evening meal. They heard the loud fizzing as he unscrewed a bottle of beer, and the noise of a knife and fork upon the plate, for he had left the door open.

After about ten minutes, for he seemed to eat his supper hurriedly, he flung off his boots, and in his socks crept upstairs to Mrs. Felmores door, apparently to satisfy himself that she had retired.

Hadnt we better get down, suggested Durrant, in a low whisper. He may take it into his head to come down and search here.

No, he never comes into the kitchen. So long as auntie has gone to bed he does not mind. Lets wait and watch.

This they did. After a few moments Mr. Boyne came down again and walked along the narrow passage back to his room, satisfied that all was quiet.

He had removed his boots, apparently for some other purpose than to be able to move about in silence, for however heavily he trod his old housekeeper would not hear him. Perhaps, however, he feared that her sense of feeling had been so highly developed that she might have detected the vibration caused by his footsteps.

He remained for nearly a quarter of an hour in his room, while the pair stood breathless in the darkness.

This is just what happened when I last watched, the girl whispered into the ear of the young man who held her arm affectionately in the darkness.

I wonder when hell come out, remarked young Durrant, highly excited over the curious adventure. That something remarkable was afoot was proved by the mans action in ascending the stairs to ascertain that his housekeeper had retired and would not disturb his movements.

At last they heard a soft movement, and next moment, peering over the banisters, they saw a tall, ghostly form clad from top to toe in a long, loose white gown advancing to the stairs.

In one hand he carried a glass jug filled with water, and in the other a plate piled with bread and other food.

See! whispered Durrant. There is somebody upstairs in that locked room. Hes carrying food and water to his prisoner!

Hush! the girl said softly, and in excitement. He may hear you! Hes very quick!

But the strange occupant of the house had already ascended out of view, and a few moments later they heard a click as he put his key into the Yale lock of the closed room.

They distinctly heard him open the door, and as distinctly heard him close it again.

You wait here, Marigold, the young fellow whispered. Ill creep up and see what I can. Perhaps I shall hear them talking.

Yes, do, she said. But take the greatest care. Mind the stairs dont creak. Hell be alarmed in a moment.

Leave that to me, he replied, and next moment he left her side, and slowly ascending the few remaining steps, gained the hall, and then the foot of the stairs which led to the first floor.

Though he had not removed his shoes he made no noise, for he trod slowly and cautiously, never lifting one foot until the other was down silently. Thus very slowly he followed the mysterious man in white.

Hardly had he ascended four steps when an electric bell sounded, apparently in the locked room. He halted, and in an instant decided to retreat. Scarcely before Marigold had realised that the alarm had sounded, he sprang down, rejoined her, and whispering:

Quick! Lets get down! he descended into the dark kitchen. There, clutching her by the arm, he felt his way to the door.

Without pausing to listen to the effect of the alarm upon the man upstairs, the pair passed out into the area, closed the door after them, hurried up the steps, and out into the street.

Lets get away before he sees us! Gerald urged, and they both ran light-footed along to the corner into King Street, where they escaped.

Theres a trap in that house! Durrant declared, as after hurrying breathlessly they walked along in the direction of the Broadway Station. Upon one of those stairs is an electrical contact which gives to the locked room the alarm of an intruder. He switched it on from his room below!

Yes! said the girl. I feel sure there is.

And that shows that theres something very wrong somewhere. Mr. Boyne has, in secret, a guest who is in hiding upstairs. He takes him food and water every night — as we have seen with our own eyes. And, further, he had taken the precaution of installing an electrical alarm in case anyone followed him upstairs while he was there with his friend.

True, said the girl. But why does he disguise himself whenever he goes up there?

That we cannot yet tell. At present it is a complete mystery.

And a most uncanny one!

It is, I cant see the motive of that disguise.

Is it not weird? He was covered from head to foot in that white cloak, and only those two slits for his eyes.

Yes. And he moved as silently as a shadow.

So the pair conversed until they reached the Broadway Station, and left by the Underground a few moments later.

What they had witnessed that night had increased the mystery a hundredfold.

In the meantime Bernard Boyne had been startled by the ringing of the bell, yet in the full knowledge that Mrs. Felmore could hear nothing. That secret alarm had, as a matter of fact, been installed with his own hands about two months before, with its switch concealed in the upstairs room.

On hearing it, he instantly flung off his white cloak and dashed headlong down the stairs.

In the hall, however, he halted and burst out laughing.

Fool you are, Bernard! he exclaimed aloud to himself. Yes, you are getting more nervous every day!

The reason of this was because close to the front door sat Mrs. Felmores black cat, waiting to be let out for the night.

Ah, pussy! he exclaimed. So it is you who ran silently down the stairs and set off the gong, eh?

And, opening the door, he let out the cat, saying:

Out you go, Jimmy, and dont do it again.

Then he reascended the stairs to the locked room, perfectly satisfied with the solution of what a few moments before had caused him very considerable alarm.

No intruder would be tolerated in that dingy house — the house of great mystery.

He carried in his hand a small bottle of meat extract which he had taken from the sideboard in the parlour, and was fully satisfied that it was the cat who had set off the alarm.

As Gerald and Marigold sat side by side in the train, they could not converse because of the noise, but at Earls Court, where they changed, the girl for Wimbledon Park and her lover bound in the opposite direction, Marigold halted on the platform, and said:

I feel worried about auntie, Gerald. Theres something wrong in that house. Dont you think so?

Frankly, I do, was the young mans reply. That he sets an alarm when he visits the mysterious person concealed in that locked room is in itself a most remarkable feature of the affair, which is one we must certainly probe to the bottom.

But Mr. Boyne is such a nice man. Everyone speaks so well of him. In all Hammersmith I dont think he has a single enemy, save those who are jealous of his local popularity. And there are always such.

As Ive said before, Marigold, the men who are deep schemers always take care to establish a high reputation locally. This Mr. Boyne has, no doubt, done so with some ulterior motive.

And that motive we mean to find out, said the girl decisively.

We will, he said, in a hard voice. I feel confident that we are on the track of some very sensational affair.

Who can be the person who is hiding?

Ah! that remains to be seen. It is evidently someone who dare not show his face — not only in the light of day, but even at night.

But why does Mr. Boyne wear that hideous robe with slits for the eyes? asked Marigold, bewildered, as they walked to the stairs.

At present, I cant imagine. But we shall know the truth very soon, never fear, the young man replied. And then, lifting his hat politely, he shook her hand, and they parted after a very adventurous evening.

As Gerald Durrant travelled back to his home, he reflected deeply upon the whole affair. Though he had not dared to mention the fact to Marigold, he was more deeply in love with her than ever. She was the most dainty and most beautiful girl he had ever met. She was chic to the finger-tips, and among the many girl clerks he met daily she was outstanding on account of her refinement, her modesty, and the sweet expression always upon her countenance.

Yet the problem which she had put forward to him was certainly an inscrutable one. Boyne, the highly respectable, hard-working insurance agent, lived in that dingy and rather stuffy house surrounded by meagre comfort which, in itself, betokened modest means. For every penny Bernard Boyne gained he worked very hard. Insurance agency is not highly-paid, for everything is nowadays cut to a minimum, while since the war the cost of living has soared.

Nevertheless, as he sat in the train taking him westward, he examined the facts. Boyne employed as housekeeper a woman who was stone-deaf. Why? Was it because the person confined behind that stout door upstairs sometimes shouted and made noises which would have attracted the attention of any person who possessed the sense of hearing?

That this was so he was convinced. Had it not been proved by Boyne carrying food to the mysterious person who was his captive, or who remained in voluntary concealment?

If the latter, why did he disguise himself each time he paid him a visit?

No. Somebody was held there captive against his will, and the reason of the wearing of that cloak was in order that the captor should remain unknown and unidentified. Truly, there was an element of sensationalism in the whole affair!

He was, however, determined to get to the bottom of it. Marigold had, in her perplexity, consulted him, and he had given his aid. Now, having witnessed what he had, he meant to carry the affair through, and solve the mystery of Bernard Boyne and his locked room in Hammersmith.

It occurred to him that perhaps by watching Boynes movements he might learn something of interest. The unfortunate part of it was that in his position he was engaged all day, and could never have any time to devote to the affair till six or seven oclock. Nevertheless, he had made a firm resolve to discover the reason of that locked room, and the identity of the person concealed within.

Supposing the person to be some relative who was insane, or whose personal appearance was too horrible to be seen in public — and there are all sorts of human monstrosities living in concealment in London — then there could be no reason why Boyne should hide his face when visiting him. No. Somebody was held there, a prisoner in solitary confinement.

He recollected the heavy door, and the light beneath. Did they not tell their own tale?

London contains many mysteries of crime, he said to himself as he alighted at the station and strolled home. And here is one, I feel sure. Boyne is playing some clever game. Perhaps he seeks to inherit property belonging to the person whom he holds in captivity, and whose death may indeed have been registered!

Such a case — and more than one — was on record. Cases of people presumed by the law to be dead, yet they were still alive, held in confinement by those who benefited by their money.

Durrant, who had read deeply of the mysteries of crime, recollected the case of Mrs. Marvin, of Hounslow; of George Charles Pepper, of Richmond; or Doctor Heaton, of Curzon Street; the celebrated case of the sisters Tredgold, and others, all of whom were concerned in the holding in bondage of those whose fortunes they secured.

His inclination led him to go direct to Scotland Yard, and reveal what he had heard and seen, but Marigold had urged him to refrain from doing so until they had investigated further. She held Mr. Boyne in such high esteem, and her aunt held such a comfortable post, that she was most reluctant to put any suspicions before the police. It was in accordance with the girls wishes that he did not go straight to the Criminal Investigation Department. Yet he knew too well that the police, who discover so many mares nests daily, are slow to move until a tragedy occurs. And then it is often too late, for the perpetrators of the crime have vanished, either abroad, or into one or other of the criminal bolt-holes which are ever open to those who know.

The public never realise that in the great underworld of London there are people who make a living — and a very good one, too — by successfully concealing for weeks, months, nay, years, those for whom the emissaries of Scotland Yard are in search. The clever criminal knows of these burrows where he can live quite cosily, and surrounded by comforts, defying all police inquiries until the hue and cry has died down, and then as a stoker-fireman, or in some menial capacity, he gets abroad a free man — free to enjoy the proceeds of his crimes.

At first Gerald Durrant had suspected Bernard Boyne to be one of those obliging persons who offer safe asylum to criminals, but the wearing of that ghostly cloak by the owner of the house dispelled any such theory.

No. As he entered the house, after that exciting evening, he was firmly convinced that Boyne held somebody — man or woman — in captivity.

And he intended, at all hazards, to learn the truth.


CHAPTER VIII

ON LOCH LOMOND
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A BRIGHT BRILLIANT day on glorious Loch Lomond, which, with its wooded islands, is one of the most picturesque of all the Scottish lakes.

The grey little steamer, which that morning had left Balloch Pier at the southern end of the loch, was slowly threading its way through the green islets in the afternoon sunshine. Crowded as it always is in fine weather with visitors from the south, all full of admiration as at every turn there came into view fresh aspects of the woods and mountains around Ben Lomond, standing high and majestic, Ben Vane, Ben Vorlick, the twin peaks of Ben Cruachan, and the tent-shaped Ben More.

The silent grandeur of the loch, where in the deep waters, smooth as glass, the heron fishes undisturbed, is always impressive. Even on that unusually clear autumn day — for mists and rains are more often than not drifting up and down that twenty-five miles or so of picturesque water, which is sometimes as wide as five miles — those who had come up from Edinburgh or Glasgow to make the trip, stood open-mouthed at the ever-changing scene as the steamer wended its way up the loch after leaving the remote little village of Luss.

Among those on board, seated in a deck-chair and enjoying the beautiful afternoon, was a well-dressed woman of middle-age, with auburn hair, and rather sad-faced, but very well preserved. Once or twice her maid, a short, stout little Scotchwoman, whose speech was that of a Glaswegian, came to wait upon her, afterwards retiring to another part of the boat.

The ladys eyes were fixed upon the gorgeous panorama. Beside her chair was a well-worn dressing-bag in dark-green cover, which showed that she was not a mere day traveller, but had come to Loch Lomond to stay at one of the unpretentious lakeside hotels, of which there are several at Tarbet and at Inversnaid. Though she was greatly enjoying the scenery, it was not in the least fresh to her. Indeed, Mrs. Morrison, of Carsphairn, was an annual visitor to Loch Lomond, staying a fortnight each year at the little hotel at Ardlui, a spot which her late husband had loved so well.

Though an extremely wealthy man, the summer attractions of Harrogate, Dinard, Aix, or Ostend, had never appealed to him. Bluff and hearty, he loved Loch Lomond in the days of his prosperity just as when, in his youth, he used to save his coppers to enable him to have a one-day trip from Glasgow each summer — red-letter days in his otherwise grey workaday life.

It had, indeed, been in his mind to build a fine summer residence on the shore of the loch at Ardlui, and he had actually bought the site — one that gave a magnificent view of Ben Lomond and a wide-reaching expanse of the lake — when a sudden illness cut him off, and his wife was left to mourn his loss.

Augusta Morrison was thinking of the last occasion when she and her devoted husband had come for the annual fortnight at Ardlui, and of how daily they walked to the site on the mountain-side where their new home was to be.

That was four years ago. Yet each year she never failed to pay her pilgrimage to the spot which they both so loved.

A young couple, evidently Londoners, seated beside her, had been reading aloud from a guide book the legend of the rocky Craig Royston, where there is a cave known locally as Rob Roys Prison, and then, full of admiration, had turned to the splendid view afforded of the mountains around Arrochar.

Just then the steamer slackened, and after some shouting from the captain, was moored to the pier at Inversnaid, the little loch-side village with its wooded mountains beyond. There most of the passengers left the boat to cross by coach or motor that ridge which lies between Loch Lomond and Loch Katrine, Inversnaid being one of the points of departure from Loch Lomond to the Trossachs. Therefore, when the boat went on to the head of the loch at Ardlui, there remained but few passengers.

At last the steamer drew up at the quaint little landing-stage, the postal official brought out the last bag of mail for delivery, and, Mrs. Morrisons maid collecting up all their belongings, they both waited until the paddles had ceased to revolve.

Scarcely had the widow risen from her chair, when a big, burly Scot presented himself, and, touching his cap, respectfully bade the lady welcome.

Ah! so youre here still, McIntyre! remarked the widow pleasantly.

Yes, Mistress Morrison, David McIntyre never leaves Ardlui, laughed the man, who acted as porter, boots, and general factotum to the Tillychewan Arms Hotel.

Mistress and maid walked ashore, and were very soon at the little hotel facing the loch, a very cosy, unpretentious place, where one could get excellent food, and go mountaineering and fishing to ones hearts content.

On the threshold Mrs. Morrison was greeted enthusiastically by the proprietors wife, a stout, homely woman, and very soon the widow from Kirkcudbrightshire and her maid were installed in the rooms she annually occupied, both of which gave magnificent views of water and mountains.

At Ardlui the daily steamer waits for an hour and a half, and then returns to Balloch, where the express for Glasgow is waiting. Therefore, when the siren sounded and the boat left on its return journey, the little place relapsed into its lethargy of rural solitude and remoteness from the stress of the southern world.

The hotel, half covered with creeper, stood in its well-kept garden, which ran down to the lake. It was not quite full of visitors. The guests, however, were all of the better class, mostly Glasgow merchants and their wives, with a couple of families from London, and the usual youthful, well-dressed idler which one finds in every hotel the world over.

At dinner, as Mrs. Morrison sat alone in a corner by the window overlooking the loch, now crimson in the sunset, she glanced around, but none of her fellow-visitors appeared to be very interesting. The only person who attracted her was one woman who, seated alone, was apparently taking no interest in anyone, for she had propped up before her the Glasgow Herald, which had just arrived by the steamer, and was absorbed in it.

Augusta Morrison raised her eyes again, and saw that the woman was exceedingly well, though very quietly, dressed, while there was about her a distinct air of refinement. She also noticed that she possessed very remarkable hair.

Suddenly the eyes of the two women met, and the widow, a little confused for she had been staring hard, turned to look out of the window.

An hour later, when the well-dressed woman had gone out for an after-dinner stroll in the direction of the landing-stage, Mrs. Morrison inquired her name of the proprietors wife.

Oh! replied the other. Shes a very nice lady from London. She has never been up here before. Shes a Mrs. Pollen.

Then, referring to the visitors book, she added: She lives in Upper Brook Street, London. She came here about four days ago.

Is she making a long stay?

She took her rooms for a fortnight, was the womans reply. She seems quite nice, she added.

Mrs. Morrison, of Carsphairn, agreed, and then, getting a wrap, went out into the garden where several of the other visitors were sitting on the verandah, as the dull red afterglow deepened into twilight.

With one of the women she got into conversation, and, taking the empty chair next to her, remained there chatting for nearly an hour. Then, just as darkness was falling, Mrs. Pollen, in a short skirt and carrying a little ash walking-stick, re-entered the garden and sank into a seat in the corner to rest.

Next morning after breakfast — the usual Scotch breakfast with cold grouse and scones — Mrs. Morrison again strolled out into the sunlit garden after Mrs. Pollen, and broke the ice.

At first Mrs. Pollen preserved a somewhat dignified attitude. She spoke in her best Mayfair manner, and it was apparent that she considered herself socially superior to the widow, who, by her speech, was so palpably Scotch.

No, said Ena, I have never been in Scotland before. I find it most delightful up here, but rather dull when one is alone, as I am.

I, too, am alone, except for my maid, replied the widow. But I love this place. It is so quiet and out of the world. Besides, the scenery is as grand as any in Scotland. Im Scottish, and Ive travelled the whole country through with my husband. He was always enchanted with Ardlui. Indeed, she added, we bought a site for a home out here at the back — where one has a lovely view — but unfortunately he died before he gave the order to build the place.

How very unfortunate, said Ena Pollen, with quick sympathy, and in pretence that she knew nothing whatever of her fellow-guests identity, or of her past, whereas she knew every fact of importance concerning her. I live in London, and though I travel a good deal, mostly on the Continent or in Egypt, I must say that I think Loch Lomond really beautiful. I took a long ramble by the lochside yesterday afternoon, and found it most enjoyable.

Ah! said Mrs. Morrison. You must take the trip over to Stronachlachar and up Katrine. It is quite pretty, but not so grand as this. Besides, there are always too many trippers in the Trossachs. But while you are here you must really go across and see Ellens Isle.

And so the pair, seated in the garden with the sunlit waters at their feet, gossiped on, and quickly became good friends.

That same evening, indeed, Mrs. Morrison invited the lady from London up to her sitting-room to take coffee after dinner, and there they sat gossiping and smoking cigarettes until it was time to retire.

When Ena Pollen gained her room she locked the door, and, flinging herself into a small easy chair, exclaimed beneath her breath:

Thank Heaven! Thats over! The first few hours when one cultivates a friendship are always full of pitfalls. A word in the wrong place, and the person one seeks to know may instantly conceive a strong dislike. In this case, however, the woman has approached me. It was a good job I got up here first.

Ena Pollen was much fatigued by the recent rapid journeys to and fro to Scotland, over to Paris and back, and then north again to Loch Lomond. She was, however, a cosmopolitan, and had travelled very extensively ever since she had been left a widow ten years earlier. Her husband had been a solicitor, whose practice was in Bedford Row, but after his death she had embarked upon an adventurous career which had culminated in her association with Bernard Boyne and his wife.

That association had brought her considerable wealth — sufficient, indeed, to allow her, through payments from Boyne and his wife, to live in an expensive flat and indulge in jewellery, furs, smart frocks, and all that appealed to her natural vanity.

That evening, however, she felt worn out. The strain of ingratiating herself with Mrs. Morrison of Carsphairn, whom she found to be an exceedingly shrewd woman, had been considerable, and this, combined with the fact that she had taken a long walk that afternoon, had utterly fagged her.

From a tiny silver tube with a cap upon it, which she took from her dressing-case, she extracted a single little white tabloid, and swallowed it.

I wonder — I wonder if we shall really be successful? she murmured to herself. There must be no slip this time — no recurrence of that unfortunate contretemps in the Martin affair. Phew! That was a narrow shave. I was in Melun only just in time. A few days later, and all chance of dispelling suspicion would have gone!

She reflected how on more than one occasion they had sailed very near the wind — far too near to be pleasant — and how they had narrowly escaped a closer inquiry. Lilla, however, was always fearless, even when her husband expressed doubts. It was she, indeed, who was the moving spirit of the whole affair, for she went about in her circle of society with her eyes and ears ever open until she saw an opportunity to put into motion that deadly machinery which, worked with such subtle cunning, never failed to increase their bank balance.

She stood at her window as the full moon rose over the loch, transforming the scene into a veritable fairyland, and here she remained in deep reflection. She was contemplating the course she should pursue when she met Mrs. Morrison on the morrow. Already they had become friends, the widow from Kirkcudbrightshire being, of course, in entire ignorance that the pleasant woman from London had come to Ardlui for the sole purpose of making her acquaintance. Ena Pollen was possessed of a cunning that few women possess unless they are adventuresses. She saw that she must allow this Mrs. Morrison to seek her society. Already she realised that the Scotch widow had been greatly attracted by her conversation; hence she decided that on the morrow she must not be too eager to meet and chat with her.

She was in no mood for sleep, therefore she pulled down the blind, and seating herself at a little table in the room, penned a letter which she addressed to B. Braybourne, Esquire, 93, Pont Street, London, and in the course of which she wrote:

Things are going even better than I expected. Mrs. M., who made the first advance, is extremely affable to me. I hope that within a week or ten days I can be back in London. Mrs. M., on leaving here, is going to Brighton to visit a niece, so I may see something of her. Do not write here, as I may be leaving any day. I have had a letter from Emery. It was sent to Upper Brook Street, and fortunately enclosed to me in an envelope. It would have been unfortunate if it had come here addressed to Mrs. M.! Would it not? But do not be alarmed! I have given instructions that no letters are to be forwarded in future.

Next day after breakfast she went out to the post-box and there dropped in the letter, so that it would leave by the afternoon steamer for the south. And after she took a long walk alone along the loch-side, under Ben Voirlich, as far as the little village of Inveruglas, and thence up the Inveruglas water, a pretty stream which comes rushing down through the woods from Loch Sloy. And there in the cool shade she at last sat down upon a moss-grown boulder and took out a book and read.

She was playing a waiting game, and one that succeeded, for as she rose from her table after lunch, Mrs. Morrison came up to her, saying:

Why, wherever have you been, Mrs. Pollen? Ive been seeking everywhere for you.

Have you? she asked quite innocently. Ive been for a walk to the Inveruglas water.

Oh! Isnt it delightful there in the woods? said the widow. Ive been there often. We used to go and picnic there sometimes — right on up Loch Sloy. It is very grand and lonely up there, and the view in all directions is superb.

Ive only been in the woods at the bottom of the mountain, the Red Widow replied.

Well, I was going to ask you whether, if you havent anything better to do, you would drive with me up Glen Falloch to Crianlarich, said Mrs. Morrison.

I shall be most delighted, replied Ena. Im sure it is awfully good of you.

Well, as we are both alone, it will be a pleasure for me to have your company, Mrs. Morrison assured her.

Therefore at three oclock they left in a carriage which took them away into the picturesque glen for six miles or so, past the little village of Inverarnan, until they reached that pleasant little spot Crianlarich, sheltering beneath the high Ben More at the head of the narrow Glen Dochart, with Loch Fay beyond.

They wandered about the heather gossiping on all sorts of subjects, the Red Widow telling her a number of purely fictitious stories about herself and her travels, while Mrs. Morrison told her much about the happiness of her own married life.

I have never cared to enter society because, while my husband lived, it never attracted me, she said, as they sat together upon a rock among the heather whence they had a magnificent view up Glen Dochart. My husband hated it. He was a self-made man. A baronetcy was offered him, but he refused it. He did not agree with the system whereby donations to party funds makes an honest man a pinchbeck gentleman.

Ena laughed.

True! she declared. I admire Mr. Morrison for his outspokenness.

Well, that is why I never entered society, Mrs. Morrison said, with a sigh.

But why dont you see a little more of life? Ena suggested. You appear, from what you say, to be buried alive at Carsphairn!

I see but very few people, but I take a great interest in the estate, and I have a few shooting parties — mostly friends of my late husband.

Why not come to London for a month or so? Go to the theatres and restaurants, and have an enjoyable time? I do, and I find that Im amused and meet many interesting people. You are going to Brighton. Why not remain in London for a bit after your visit there? the Red Widow suggested. I know a good many people, and I think you would have a nice time. Besides, you would do shopping also. Paris and London are the only places where one can buy anything decent to wear nowadays.

You are really very good, Mrs. Pollen, to offer to entertain me in London, she declared. Of course, I have other engagements, but — —

Oh, but those can be broken. If you are going to Brighton, make a stay in London on your return. I live in Upper Brook Street. Do you know it?

Oh yes. I once, long ago, had a friend who lived there. I know it quite well.

I have only a small flat, otherwise I would offer you hospitality.

Oh — no, said the widow. I can easily stay at the Carlton, the Ritz, or somewhere.

Then think it over, said the pleasant woman from London.

Yes, I will, replied the other. We have many things in common, I believe, and I am sure that we shall be good friends.

Im delighted to hear that your thoughts coincide with my own. I make very few new acquaintances; I have so many old friends.

And I make none. Not that Im at all exclusive, I hope. But the majority of women I meet I find too shallow and frivolous, and they dont attract me.

Then I consider myself highly honoured! laughed Ena, as the pair rose to walk back to the Crianlarich Hotel to tea.

And while Mrs. Morrison of Carsphairn, ignorant of what was in progress, believed that she really had found a delightful friend — a woman after her own heart — the Red Widow smiled within herself, highly gratified at her success.


CHAPTER IX

A GENTLEMAN NAMED GREIG
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THE DAYS PASSED pleasantly enough at Ardlui. Mrs. Morrison and her newly-found friend usually went walking or driving together over the heather-clad mountains, or along the loch-side, so remotely picturesque and silent.

One day she received an offer — through a firm of estate-agents in Edinburgh — from a well-known cotton-spinner in Oldham to rent Carsphairn furnished for a year. It was a most tempting offer, and Mrs. Morrison showed the letter to her friend.

If I were you, I would accept it, Mrs. Pollen urged. It would do you good to travel, to see London life a little, and go over to Paris and to Nice in winter. I could not vegetate always on a Scottish estate, much as I love the country.

I confess I feel half inclined to accept. Lately I have felt very lonely and dull at Carsphairn, and now with winter in front of us I should, I agree, be far more happy with a little amusement.

Of course, said Ena, as they were walking together near the hotel. You are going to Edinburgh next week, so I would write to the agents and say that you will call upon them.

Very well, I will, said Mrs. Morrison. You are coming to Edinburgh, too, arent you?

Just for a couple of days before I return to London.

Then we will travel together, and stay at the Caledonian, said Augusta Morrison.

And so it was agreed.

That Ena had successfully ingratiated herself with Mrs. Morrison was proved by a letter she wrote that day to her niece at Brighton, in which she said:

I have met an exceedingly nice woman here — a Mrs. Pollen, who lives in Upper Brook Street, London. I will ask her down to Brighton while I am with you. She has persuaded me to spend a little time in London after I leave you, and I think the change will do me good. I am contemplating letting Carsphairn furnished for a year, and spending the winter first on the Riviera, and later in Egypt. I make few friends, as you know, but I am sure you will like Mrs. Pollen. She is very often at the Metropole, at Brighton. Next week we go to Edinburgh together, and after I have done my business there I shall come straight to you.

Ena, with her innate cunning, had been quick to realise the open friendship which her companion had extended towards her. This somewhat surprised her, for a woman is the enemy of every other woman. Few women ever see beauty or good qualities in another.

Only a few days before Ena went north, she was discussing the point with Lilla Braybourne over tea in the latters drawing-room.

Women see in every other female thing a potential rival, my dear Lilla, she had said. That is what makes my task so hard. Every woman defends herself against every other woman, fully confident that the hand of the female world is raised against her.

I think I agree, was Lillas reply. Ive hardly ever known a woman to admire the good looks of another of her sex. Curious, isnt it? But its quite true what you say. Pussies lap tea and scandal everywhere, and even a female saint too often uses her crown of thorns to scratch.

Yes, laughed the handsome adventuress. I heard it said the other day that to the woman of thirty the girl of eighteen is a crime, and that to-days fashion is to look sixteen if youre sixty, and to collar your daughters lovers if they are not wide awake enough to prevent you. Thats what makes it so hard for me.

Few women can attract women, Ena. You are one of them. You deserve the O.B.E. for it.

But it is a most difficult and often dangerous undertaking, she declared; and, after all, the O.B.E. has been given for less.

By the least lapse of the tongue or a too eager appearance to scrape up an acquaintanceship would, Ena knew, alienate Mrs. Morrison for ever. The widows reverence for her departed husband was the saving clause. She had professed deep sympathy, and in the delightful fiction she had told about her own life and dear Peter, her late husband, she had attracted Augusta as one of the few women who were womanly.

Who was it said that modern love starts in Heaven and ends in the Sunday newspaper? Enas philosophy was always amusing. She scoffed at love, at life, at beauty, at everything. Indeed, on that very day as she walked with Mrs. Morrison she had caused her to laugh heartily by referring to some woman friend of hers who lived at Surbiton as one of those women who shine with virtue and the cheapest sort of complexion soap.

Ena Pollen had a caustic tongue as far as her own sex was concerned, yet she could assume such a suave, sweet manner towards women as entirely to disarm them.

It was so in Mrs. Morrisons case. As the warm, delightful days went on, they were inseparable, exchanging intimate details of their own careers, and fast becoming firm friends.

The arrival of the steamer from Balloch each afternoon was the chief excitement, and by it visitors to the hotel came and left.

One afternoon the steamer brought a short, round-faced little man, very well-dressed, whose speech showed that he came from Glasgow. He had a suit-case with him, and took the one room which happened to be disengaged, giving the name of John Greig. He was an alert-looking business man, probably a Glasgow merchant out for a few days relaxation from the eternal bustle of Sauchiehall Street.

He sat alone at dinner, and once or twice glanced in the direction of the two ladies who sat together in the window, for Mrs. Morrison had now joined Mrs. Pollen. Both were better dressed than the other visitors, especially Ena, who wore a semi-evening frock and a jade-coloured velvet band in her red hair.

After dinner the visitor strolled alone in the garden until he found a man to chat with, the pair sitting smoking in the moonlight until it became time to retire.

When John Greig reached his room he flung himself into a chair, and beneath his breath, remarked:

By Jove! Shes a handsome woman, too! But shes not Joan Eastlake. Thats my belief. Nevertheless, now Im here, I may as well make quite certain.

And he took out a final cigarette from his case and smoked it reflectively before he turned in.

Next day he was about early at the loch-side, and though he contrived to arouse no suspicion in the minds of either those connected with the hotel or any of his fellow-visitors, he kept casual observation upon the pair. Now and then he would accidentally be so close in their vicinity as to be able to overhear scraps of their conversation. Yet so cleverly did he do this, and so utterly uninterested did he appear to be, that even Ena, who was ever suspicious of eavesdroppers and persons watching, failed to realise the intense interest which she had evoked in the little round-faced man.

The following day Ena accompanied her friend on a trip across to Loch Katrine, but the stranger idled about the hotel and wrote letters. After lunch, however, at the hour when the small establishment was quietest, the curiosity of anyone watching him would certainly have been aroused. His actions were truly a little peculiar.

At about three oclock that afternoon, having ascertained that none of the servants were about, he slipped silently to Mrs. Pollens bedroom, the door of which was unlocked, and, entering quickly, closed the door after him. Then, walking straight to a big dressing-case which lay upon a chair near the window, he took out a bunch of keys and tried one after the other in an effort to open it.

He failed, none of the keys would fit.

If I force it shell suspect, he murmured. No, I must give it up for the present — curse it!

Then he made a tour of the room, opened the wardrobe, and examined the contents of several drawers, but though some expensive jewellery was there, he cast it aside in contempt.

Mr. Greig did not want jewels. It was evident that he was in search of something else far more interesting. But that lock upon the dressing-case was an unusually good one, and had defied all his many keys.

There was but one course to pursue, and that was to retreat to his own room, which he did in great disappointment and chagrin.

That evening he watched the two women on their return. His movements were those of a practised watcher. He was unobtrusive, disinterested in everything save the picturesque surroundings, and behaved as though he had no interest whatever in any person in the hotel.

That evening, while in the garden after dinner, he found himself sitting on a seat beside Mrs. Morrison, and ventured to address a remark to her regarding the glorious sunset.

What more natural than in a few moments Ena and her friend were chatting affably with the new-comer.

This is my first visit to Scotland, Ena declared, though it was a falsehood, and Im delighted with it. My views — those of a Londoner — have entirely altered concerning Scotland and the Scottish people. I dont agree now with the ridicule cast upon them.

Im very glad of that, declared Mr. Greig. In the south you dont really understand us, I think. And perhaps we here dont quite understand you. National prejudices are very hard to break down.

They are. But you see the majority of the English never come north. They view the Scottish people by the ridicule cast upon them by performers on our music-halls. It is unfortunate, but it is a fact.

Never mind, laughed the pleasant-faced man from Glasgow. Our national pride is never hurt by those amblers on the stage who wax fat upon the profits of their mimicry. We only laugh at it up here, I assure you, he declared to Mrs. Pollen.

The conversation drifted naturally to the fact that Mrs. Morrison told him her name, which was Scottish, and the identity of her late husband, so well known in Glasgow.

Oh! I knew your husband quite well, Mrs. Morrison, declared John Greig, for no shrewder or more well-informed person was there between the Lowlands and Cromarty. I knew him twenty years ago. Do you recollect Mr. Buchanan, who had an office in St. Vincent Street, Glasgow, and with whom he went into partnership? Mr. Buchanan died about four years ago. I went to visit him once at that beautiful house of his on Loch Rannoch.

Then you knew Mr. Buchanan! cried Mrs. Morrison. He was a dear fellow. My husband was devoted to him. Together they built up the works.

I know. Everyone in commercial circles in Glasgow knows how closely they worked together, and, Mrs. Morrison, I may tell you that not a worker on the Clyde has any but good words for your husband and his partner. The conditions of work in your husbands place at Govan were always ideal. We hear much of labour trouble in these post-bellum days, but if all works were like your husbands there would be little to grumble at.

It is awfully good of you to pay such a tribute to my husbands regard for his employees, said Mrs. Morrison, much gratified. He and I often discussed their welfare, and I always agreed with him that labour should be duly paid and there should be no sweating. We have Socialist propaganda on the Clyde to-day, but is it at all astonishing in view of the high prices, of Government muddle and waste, and the advancement into society by the Kings favour in the shape of honours of bare-faced swindlers and those who escape under the more euphonious name of profiteers?

Ah! Im glad that you have realised the deadly peril of Britain, Mrs. Morrison, Greig said. As a business man in Glasgow — I am an exporter to the East — I know much of what is transpiring among the Socialists, and I know the deadly peril of Britain to-day.

The fact that Greig had known not only her husband but his partner, Buchanan, appealed to Mrs. Morrison, with the result that he had frequent chats with her, and incidentally with her friend, Ena Pollen, whose belongings he had so carefully scrutinised in her absence.

The man from Glasgow, with his round, merry, well-shaven face, a countenance of prosperity, was a typical man of business, and he appealed to old Morrisons widow as a very nice man.

With her estimate Ena, any suspicion utterly disarmed, entirely agreed.

Pleasant, humorous, and careless in his relaxation from money-making in grim and grimy Glasgow, John Greig was an excellent fellow on holiday. His estimate of women — for he was a bachelor — coincided entirely with that of Ena Pollen.

To be frank, he had, in the course of conversation, gauged her views regarding her own sex, and he at once sought to cultivate her acquaintance upon her line of thought.

Of course, she said next morning, as he found himself gossiping with her after breakfast, woman ought not to work at all. No man really likes a woman who works for him. Work isnt womans natural element, though trouble is. Work is an odious word to women.

Really, Mrs. Pollen, your philosophy is quite upon that of my own thinking, laughed Greig. Once a man I know declared to me that to girls business life would be a dull existence if it were not for its sly opening for an illicit romance.

One woman writer has said, and with much truth, that petticoats, like time, were made for slaves, and that there is more virtue in a single pair of trousers than there is in a multitude of skirts, laughed Ena.

True. Was it not the same lady author who told us that the wrong part of wrong-doing is being found out?

Ah! yes. And the same feminine philosopher went farther, Ena said. She declared that the woman who thinks it wicked to buy silk petticoats and luxurious undies— because no one sees them — is a fool; but the hedonist who frankly revels in the feel and frou-frou of silk and crêpe de chine and mysterious lace things is as wise as Eve, who wore leaves rather than nothing, and made a tantalising mystery of herself out of the poor resources at her command.

The man from Glasgow laughed immoderately. Really, he remarked, you have no great admiration of your own sex, Mrs. Pollen.

No, I have not, declared the Red Widow frankly, as they both halted and leaned over a gate which gave entrance to a great green meadow beyond which was the edge of the loch, the water of which lay like a mirror in the morning sunlight.

Up there, far removed from the life and bustle of the outer world, with all its political bickerings and its labour troubles, life was very enjoyable, and the two women who had become so friendly had quickly discovered in John Greig a man whose ideas corresponded exactly with their own — a man who had formed distinct views upon life, and who was not afraid to admit them.

At last came the afternoon of their departure for Edinburgh. They bade Mr. Greig farewell on the Pier just before the steamer started for Balloch.

Then, going on board, they waved him a farewell as the paddles began to revolve, sending out long ripples over the glassy surface of the loch.

He raised his hat with a merry laugh, but as he did so, he remarked beneath his breath:

After all — Im not sure, even now!


CHAPTER X

MORE MYSTERIOUS CIRCUMSTANCES
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LETS PULL UP here; its so delightfully shady.

Marigold Ramsay, who spoke, lay back among the crimson cushions of the punt, with her eyes fixed upon the sky.

She loved the river. That Sunday afternoon was perfect, and she was enjoying the day on the river after a weeks hard work in the bank.

Gerald, who was an expert with the punt-pole, was taking her up that pretty reach of the Thames which winds between Shepperton and Walton, with the long rows of poplars fringing the river bank.

They had lunched at the little riverside inn at Halliford, and were now making their way slowly up-stream. Gerald, in flannels, with coat off and sleeves upturned, placing his pole and withdrawing it without any apparent effort.

Since that adventurous night at Bridge Place they had become even closer friends. No day passed but they met. The previous two Sundays Durrant had spent with her, the first at Dorking, where they had wandered over Leith Hill and along the Surrey lanes, and the next Sunday at Brighton. This, the third Sunday, they had decided to spend together on the Thames.

As they were passing beneath a long row of trees which overhung the water, the girl, who was in white, raised herself from her couch of cushions and suggested that they should tie up the punt there.

Certainly, he replied, and a few moments later he had secured the punt to a tree root, and, sitting down to rest, he lit his pipe.

Do you know, Gerald, Ive been thinking again about Mr. Boyne, she said. I cant get the man out of my mind.

Well, to tell the truth, Marigold, neither can I, replied the young man. Ever since that night at Hammersmith Ive been trying in vain to solve the mystery.

About the person concealed upstairs, remarked the blue-eyed girl reflectively. Yes, its most curious.

Its more than curious, her companion declared. Though I havent mentioned it to you, Ive watched the house for several nights, but I must admit that Ive seen nothing at all suspicious.

Oh! Then youve been on the watch! she cried excitedly.

Yes, on four occasions, and all to no purpose. Last Friday I waited from nine oclock till one in the morning, and got wet through. He returned about ten, but did not come out again.

He was upstairs with his secret friend, I suppose, said the girl.

No doubt. Whoever may be confined there could not exist without seeing a human face and conversing with him, even for five minutes each day, or he would certainly go mad, said Gerald. You remember I said that Italians, who have abolished capital punishment for murder, have substituted solitary confinement. It is far more terrible. They confine the assassin in a cell in silence, without sight of a human face. Their food is placed upon a turntable which revolves into the cell, so that the prisoner never sees a face. Such torture was invented long ago in the Bastille, and in every case it drives the guilty one raving mad within five years.

How horrible! cried the girl.

I admit it is, but surely the punishment is far greater than that of hanging, or even the guillotine. Both are instantaneous, yet in Italy the criminal suffers all the tortures of Dantes Inferno — and deservedly so.

Then you saw nothing? asked Marigold.

I fancied a lot, but I saw really nothing to increase my suspicions. One thing we know — that he is concealing some person in that locked room. Now who can the person be?

It may be some relative who has done something very wrong and is afraid of the police, suggested the girl.

Agreed. It may be. But we have discussed the matter so many times that I think we should not talk further — but act, he said. We have proved beyond doubt that Bernard Boyne is a man of mystery. Your deaf aunt, a most worthy woman, acts as his housekeeper. Why does he retain her? Merely because she is stone-deaf. Why does he want a deaf woman to wait upon him? Because there are sometimes noises in the house which would arouse the curiosity of any who chanced to overhear them.

We must discover the identity of the person concealed, remarked the girl with the big blue eyes, as she lay back lazily among the cushions.

We must. At all costs I intend to solve this mystery. Marigold, he said, removing his pipe from his lips and looking straight into her eyes, my own belief is that you have discovered some very strange and startling drama of our complex London life — one which, when investigated, will prove to be astounding.

Do you really think so? asked the girl, looking into his handsome face.

Yes — I do. Up to the present all our efforts have been in vain, he said. Only one fact has been established, and that is that there is a prisoner — whether voluntary or not we cannot tell — in that creeper-covered house. We both saw Boyne creep up with food to him, while I saw his light beneath the door. Somebody is living up there in secret. Is it a man, or is it a woman? His eagerness makes me think that it is a woman. Who is it?

Somebody he is shielding — somebody who has committed some serious crime, who fears to show his or her face lest it be recognised by agents of Scotland Yard.

Really, Marigold, you are very acute, he exclaimed. We have had so many murder mysteries since the war, and in all of them the police confess their utter confusion, that the present situation fills me with great apprehension.

I know, she said. But why not let us begin again? Let us watch the house. Ill watch one night, and you watch the next. Surely we can by that means discover the truth. If the place is watched every night, this man Boyne must, in the end, be defeated.

But I thought you liked Boyne?

Yes; he has been always very good to me. Remember that he is the owner of the place, and my aunt is his housekeeper, replied the girl.

I quite appreciate your point, said Durrant. But if we are to fully delve into the affair we must not be influenced by the fellows open heart. The greatest criminals of the world have always been those who have been popular on account of their bonhomie and generosity.

The girl sat silent, her eyes fixed upon the rushes slowly waving in the stream. A motor-launch passed them, making a high wash against the bank, but she took no heed. She was still thinking of that strange occupant of the house in Bridge Place.

Three times during the past week she had, indeed, visited her aunt in an endeavour to discover something more. Boyne had been out, as usual, therefore she had been able to examine the place thoroughly. She had ascended to that locked room on each occasion, and had listened there. Once in the silence she had heard a distinct movement, a slight rustling, within.

Yet afterwards, as she had reflected, she wondered whether it had not been due to her imagination, or perhaps to a blind flapping at an open window. When one is suspicious, it is so easy to imagine queer circumstances.

I only wish we could solve the mystery, she remarked wistfully. It worries me. Auntie seems quite unconcerned.

Because she has no suspicion, worthy old soul. She has no knowledge of Mr. Boynes nocturnal visits with food to his friend.

Why shouldnt we tell her, and then shell be on the alert? suggested the girl. She might discover something.

She might — but more probably she would be too eager, and thus put Boyne upon his guard, remarked the young fellow. No. We must work together in strict secrecy if we intend to be successful.

But who can he possibly be hiding?

The young man in flannels shrugged his shoulders, and replied:

I confess that the problem is getting on my nerves. The more I think it over the more inscrutable it becomes. Mischief is being worked somewhere. Of that I feel confident. All the actions of our friend Boyne point to it.

But that shroud? Why does he wear it? asked Marigold blankly.

As a disguise, without a doubt. Perhaps the person upstairs has been confined there so long that his mind has already become deranged, as is inevitable after a long period of solitary incarceration, and Boyne now takes the precaution of adopting the simple disguise so that his friend should fail to identify him. He may have done his captive some great injury — or something.

True; but, if he has, it was not in order to gain. Bernard Boyne is a comparatively poor man. My aunt says that he seems to have only just sufficient money to make both ends meet.

Gerald Durrant drew a long breath. Upon his countenance was an expression of doubt.

He may pass as a poor man, and yet be rich, he remarked. It may sound romantic, but there are many people living in the by-streets of London, successfully concealed beneath assumed names and unsuspected by their neighbours, who for years have lived a life of penury though they are really well off. And their motive is, for some reason or other, to cut themselves adrift from friends in their own sphere. Indeed, it is a well known fact that in the last days of King Edward an ex-Cabinet Minister lived for several years in seclusion in a meagre side-street near Kennington Park, as Mr. Benwell, his real identity never being suspected until, owing to his sudden death, an inquest was held, and the police, searching his papers, discovered that he was immensely wealthy and one of Britains foremost statesmen, who was believed to be living in seclusion in Italy.

Perhaps Mr. Boyne is some person who has sought retirement in a similar manner, Marigold suggested.

No. If Im not mistaken, Mr. Boyne is playing a very deep and rather dangerous game — how dangerous I cannot yet discover.

But you could discover nothing when you watched — just as I failed to find out any fact, she said. I had no idea you were on the watch.

I saw you on Tuesday night, he laughed. You arrived at the house about half-past eight, and had a great trouble getting in.

Were you there? she cried eagerly. I never dreamed that you were in the vicinity. Yes, you are right. I rang and banged on the door half a dozen times before I could attract aunties attention. She generally leaves the door unlocked in case anyone should call.

Boyne returned about twenty minutes after you had left, but though I watched till midnight, he did not come out again.

Couldnt you take a day off one day and follow him when he goes out in the morning? the girl suggested. I would do it, but I fear that hed recognise me.

I might. But I think I may be more successful at night. It is very difficult to keep observation upon a person in broad daylight. In the darkness it is much easier.

Why not try again to-night? suggested Marigold. Ill go with you.

He shook his head.

Sunday night is a bad night. We know his habits on week-days, but he may have gone out all day to-day, he replied. No; to-morrow would be more likely.

Then lets both go there to-morrow night, and if he comes out of the house well watch where he goes.

With this suggestion Gerald agreed, and after she had smoked the cigarette he handed to her from his case, they resumed their punting up-stream in the afternoon sunshine.

Next night they met by appointment at Hammersmith Broadway station at half-past eight, and after a consultation, it was arranged that Marigold should call on her aunt on some pretext, and having ascertained if Boyne had returned, she would rejoin Gerald at a spot in King Street.

Hence he lounged about the busy thoroughfare for a quarter of an hour until she returned with the news that Boyne had been home since six oclock, he having returned unusually early.

Ah! Thats a good sign, said Gerald. Hell certainly go out again to-night!

As they strolled together they arranged that Marigold should loiter near the King Street end of the street, while Gerald should stand in an entry near the house which he had used in his previous observations.

If you see me pass into King Street, dont follow me too closely, he urged, and at all hazards dont let him see you. Remember that people who are engaged in crooked business keep their eyes skinned and are always full of suspicion.

Ill take good care he doesnt see me, the girl answered him. Trust me to be discreet.

Then they parted, and for about an hour Marigold waited in vain for a sight of her lover. It had now grown quite dark, and the street lamps in Bridge Place were none too brilliant. She was still loitering in the darkness, full of expectation at every footstep on the pavement.

At last she again heard footsteps, and a few moments later recognised Boynes well-built figure passing within the zone of lamplight across the way. He was walking hurriedly in the direction of King Street, all unconscious that he was being followed. But a few moments later, with noiseless tread — for he wore rubber heels to his shoes — Durrant came along, his eyes searching eagerly for the girl he loved.

Suddenly he saw her in the shadow, and realised that she was discreetly following him.

The pair exchanged a few words in the crowded King Street, and while Gerald hurried on after Boyne towards the station, the girl followed a little distance behind.

They saw him buying a ticket at the station and also purchase a late edition of the evening paper. Then he descended to the platform of the tube and took a train going towards Piccadilly.

Gerald and Marigold, who had separated, travelled on the same train until, on arrival at Knightsbridge, the man they were watching alighted. Marigold, who had been on the alert at each station, saw him emerge from the next car, while close behind him was Gerald, with whom, of course, he was unacquainted.

Together they followed him along Sloane Street to Pont Street, where he ascended the steps of a smart-looking red-brick house and opened the door with a latchkey.

Now thats curious! remarked Gerald when he rejoined the girl. Did you notice that he entered that house yonder as though it were his own home? I wonder who lives there?

We must find out, declared Marigold, highly excited at having tracked Mr. Boyne so far.

Yes. But I shall be compelled to watch the house and see what happens now, he said. I mean to follow him to-night wherever he goes. It almost seems as if he lives here — as well as in Hammersmith!

Well — he certainly has a latchkey, and this is not a street where they take in lodgers.

No, he said. Some of these houses are the legations of the smaller States of Europe. Over there is the Serbian Legation.

Well, well wait in patience, she said. Fortunately its a fine night.

The last time I watched, last week, it came on terribly wet about eleven oclock, he said, and I hadnt my mackintosh. When I started out it seemed a perfect night. But just now the weather is so changeable.

On the darker side of the street by the railings, the young people idled together, with a watchful eye upon the long flight of steps which Boyne had ascended. Though the blinds were drawn, it was evident that the comfortable West End house was well lighted, and it was, no doubt, the residence of someone of considerable means. Indeed, it requires a good income to run a house even in Pont Street in these post-bellum days.

The traffic had died down. Few taxis were passing, for as yet the home-coming pleasure seekers were not on their way from the theatres.

For half an hour the pair waited in the shadow, full of eager curiosity. The movements of the mystery-man of Hammersmith were, to say the least, suspicious.

Suddenly, from the basement a young footman appeared, and hurrying along to the end of the road, hailed a taxi and brought it to the door.

Then, as they watched, they saw, a few seconds later, the front door open, and a man in evening dress descended the steps and entered the taxi.

The light from the open door shone upon his face as he halted to speak to the servant, and then, to their amazement, they recognised the man to be Bernard Boyne.

His chameleon-like change staggered them both for a second, but Gerald, ever quick to act, whispered:

Go home, Marigold. This is very funny. Ill try to follow, and a moment later he had sped away noiselessly into the darkness.

The fact was that his quick eyes had espied a taxi which at that moment had driven up on a stand a little farther down, and without delay he told the man that he wanted him to follow the taxi in front, and that he would give him treble fare for doing so.

Right yare, sir! replied the young Cockney driver, who instantly entered into the spirit of the chase, and already his cab was on the move as Boyne left.

Gerald saw Marigold standing watching the departure, and knowing that she would make the best of her way to Wimbledon, kept his eyes upon the taxi, which was soon out into Knightsbridge, going in the direction of Hyde Park Corner.

Why Boyne, the humble collector of insurance premiums, should possess a latchkey to a house in Pont Street, and emerge from there dressed in evening clothes as a gentleman of means, sorely puzzled Gerald Durrant.

He felt instinctively that he was on the track of some very remarkable sequence of events. This man who disguised himself every night before he took food and drink up to his imprisoned friend, evidently lived a double life. In Pont Street he was a rich man, while in Hammersmith he was poor.

One point of satisfaction was that he was following the unsuspecting man, and would at least know his destination, even if that night he failed to discover the object of his visit.

That he was in a hurry was apparent. He seemed to have spoken excitedly to the young footman — who appeared to be a foreigner — before stepping into the taxi.

Up Park Lane they went, until suddenly the taxi conveying the man of mystery pulled up before a house in Upper Brook Street, while the vehicle in which Gerald had followed passed on for some distance before it stopped.

Es gone in that ouse, sir, said the taxi-man in a low voice.

Yes, so I see. He may not be long. Ill wait, and he stepped out and strolled a little way in the opposite direction. Meanwhile Boyne had paid his man, who had turned his cab and left.

The house into which Boyne had disappeared was a block of flats, for as he passed he had caught a glimpse of the uniformed porter who had saluted him and followed him to the lift.

The mystery was thereby greatly increased, though many more startling circumstances were yet to be encountered.

Gerald Durrant idled there in the vicinity of the taxi, little dreaming into what a labyrinth of doubt and mystery he had now been drawn.


CHAPTER XI

SPREADING THE NET
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GERALD DURRANT REMAINED outside the house in Upper Brook Street for more than half an hour. Much puzzled, he stood in a doorway opposite the block of flats into which Boyne had gone.

Marigold was on her way back to Wimbledon Park, and that night he intended to probe the mystery farther.

He waited, and still waited. A neighbouring clock struck the hours. The hall-porter at one oclock closed the door and switched off the lights, yet Gerald still waited for the insurance agent of Hammersmith to emerge.

That he was known to the hall-porter was apparent, for the man had saluted him. It was strange, to say the least, that the man who was compelled to scrape for a living in Hammersmith should be guest in a fashionable flat in Upper Brook Street.

Bernard Boyne was certainly a man of mystery, for not only did he possess the latchkey of the smart house in Pont Street, but he was also known at that block of expensive flats.

The young fellow lit a fresh cigarette and, leaning against the deep portico of the house opposite, possessed himself in patience. Time went on. A police constable passed and repassed, but did not notice him in the shadow, for he hid his cigarette. All the windows of the great building he was watching were in darkness. It was evident now that Boyne would not come out again before morning.

Yet Durrant, with great pertinacity, waited there through the whole night until, at half-past six, the hall-porter threw open the outer door, and milkmen, the postman, and newspaper boys began to arrive in quick succession. Without bite or sup Gerald waited there till half-past ten, when, full of chagrin at being thus foiled, he was compelled to hurry to his office, getting a wash and a shave on the way.

At lunch he met Marigold as usual, and told her of his failure, whereupon she said:

I have the afternoon off. Ill go at once and see my aunt, and ascertain when he got back.

This she did, and when that evening Durrant arrived home at Ealing he found a wire awaiting him which told him that when Boynes housekeeper took him up his early tea as usual, her master had been in bed!

Durrant held his breath. The mystery-man had some means of exit from Upper Brook Street — a back way, without a doubt.

But what was the motive of it all? Why should he pose as penurious in Hammersmith, and wear evening clothes in Mayfair?

That night Durrant went again to Upper Brook Street, and, exploring the rear of the building, found that there was a servants entrance to the flats which led into a mews, and through a back street. By that Bernard Boyne had, no doubt, walked out while Durrant had been keeping his night vigil.

This fact further impressed both Marigold and her lover that Boyne was not what he represented himself to be.

Durrant set out to probe the mystery, and by dint of ingenious application to the affair, he became on friendly terms with the hall-porter. Truth to tell, Durrant had represented himself to be a demobilised officer who had been in love with a lady who had rented one of the flats. He had discovered her name from the house-agent, and knew that she had married during the war.

From the hall-porter he learned that the man who had passed in was an occasional visitor, but to whom he did not know. He would try and ascertain. The lips of all hall-porters of flats are readily unlocked when their hands are crossed with silver. And why not? In our post-war civilisation little is effected without a quid pro quo. Even the British Cabinet Minister looks for reward; alas! that it should be so. Patriotism in all the Allied Countries seems synonymous with personal ruin, and those who have realised the fact are the profiteers upon gallant mens lives.

Geralds discovery at the back of Upper Brook Street brought the pair to a dead end as far as their investigations went.

They met as usual at lunch and discussed the situation. What could be done?

All I can see, Marigold, is for you to continue your visits constantly to Bridge Place and learn all you can from your aunt, Durrant said. There is evidently something extraordinary in progress. But what it is we cannot possibly tell without more thorough investigation.

But what can we do further? asked the girl.

I can do nothing just yet, except to receive reports from you, replied Gerald. You can visit Boynes house and let me know from time to time what is in progress there.

But the prisoner upstairs? she asked. How can I know more?

By watching, was his reply. Do you know, Marigold, Ive been thinking — thinking deeply over the affair. We are both agreed that we intend to fathom the secret of this man. Well, now could you not one evening, when you visit your aunt, be taken suddenly very unwell, and then remain there in the house and watch?

Really, Gerald, thats a splendid idea! exclaimed the girl. Yet it seems an imposition upon Mr. Boyne.

I know that. He poses as a man without anything whatever save the commission he collects upon the premiums on the lives of the honest inhabitants of Hammersmith. Yet, as we know, he is in touch with certain people of a much higher class than himself. The house in Pont Street is a great enigma to me. We must elucidate the mystery. That is my object.

I am ready to work at your orders, Gerald, was the girls reply, with the genuine love-look in her eyes. Yes, we will do our utmost to solve this mystery!

In consequence of this conversation, a few days later Marigold went one afternoon to visit her aunt, old Mrs. Felmore, and in the evening was taken very unwell.

Mr. Boyne, who returned as usual about six oclock, was told of the girls illness and went down to the kitchen, where he saw her, and, speaking kindly, asked if he should fetch the doctor.

No, thank you, Mr. Boyne, the girl answered, rather weakly. Its awfully good of you, but no doubt I shall be better presently, and able to go home. I have a curious dizziness. It came on quite suddenly.

Are you subject to it? he inquired. And then in the next breath asked if he could get her anything.

My aunt has given me a cup of tea, was her reply. And I already feel better.

Dont think of going to Wimbledon to-night unless you feel better, he urged. Mrs. Felmore can make you up a bed in the spare room.

She thanked him, and though she assured him she would be well enough to go home in an hour or so, she had no intention of returning home that night.

Boyne, on his part, looked weary and worn. His clothes were shabby, and his cheap boots were down at heel and dusty after a long days tramp in the meaner streets of Hammersmith.

Returning to his sitting-room, he took his bulky insurance books from his pocket. Then he threw off his jacket, sat down to tea in his shirt sleeves, and fed Nibby, his pet rat.

Mrs. Felmore, like many deaf folk, could tell what was said by watching peoples lips. When her employer had left the kitchen, she remarked to her niece:

Isnt Mr. Boyne a dear nice man? Whenever I feel unwell he is always so ready to get me anything. You know how bad I was with my rheumatism last winter? He wouldnt let me work, but engaged old Mrs. Kirk from the Mall.

Yes, auntie, he is, Marigold declared. But I didnt tell him how bad I feel. I really dont know what has come over me.

Why not let him call the doctor?

Oh, no. Ill be all right soon, she said cheerfully; and then she reseated herself in the summer twilight near the open window.

At half-past eight oclock Bernard Boyne, having washed and changed his clothes, went out.

Marigold fell to wondering where he might be going. It had been arranged that Gerald should be on watch outside the house that night, but when they had met at lunch, he had told her that he was compelled to accompany his principal to Birmingham that afternoon, for a conference was to be held in that city on the following day.

I may be away for a day or two, dear, he had said. But in the meanwhile discover all you can.

Boyne went direct from Hammersmith to Pont Street, where he found that his wife had gone out to dinner. She would be back soon after ten, the young man-servant informed him.

Therefore he went to his room and put on evening clothes — a very smartly-cut suit with white waist-coat and mother-of-pearl and diamond buttons. As he stood before the long cheval glass, examining himself after he had tied his cravat and put on his coat, the transformation, he thought, was surely complete. Nobody meeting him in that luxuriously furnished house would ever have recognised in him the trudging, hard-working insurance agent of Hammersmith.

He descended to the drawing-room, but his wife did not return till past ten. She was in a strikingly handsome gown of black-and-gold tissue, with a shimmering ornament in her hair, while around her neck was a rope of splendid pearls.

Well, Lilla! he exclaimed pleasantly, as he threw himself lazily into a soft arm-chair. Im glad youre back early. Where are we to meet Ena?

At Murrays, at eleven. Then we go on to the Carlton to supper, was her reply. Remember our name to-night is Davidson, and we live at Welsford Hall, in Northamptonshire. Ena wants to introduce us to Mrs. Morrison.

But Mrs. Morrison is likely to meet one of us again, and it might be awkward, the man remarked, as he slowly lit a cigarette.

She is not likely to meet us again — except at Enas house — is she? said his wife, with a curious expression in her narrow eyes.

No, I suppose not — if all goes right, and there is no hitch, he said reflectively.

Hitch! How can there be a hitch? asked Lilla. Ena will do her part, while you do yours.

When does Ena propose that the little affair shall be done? he asked.

Next Saturday — if that suits you?

Saturday, he repeated again reflectively, as he examined his cigarette. It will take about nine to ten days, so on the following Monday or Tuesday week it should be complete.

It ought to be, Bernard. We shall soon be wanting more money, you know. Weve been spending freely and investing a lot of late. Ena was here this afternoon. Mrs. Morrison came up from Brighton this morning in order to go to the theatre with her, and meet us at supper afterwards. You can tell her how you hunt with the Fitzwilliam and Lord Exeters hounds. She knows nothing of fox-hunting, and it will impress her.

Yes. Ena has told me the woman is just the widow of a Glasgow man who has plenty of money, but who knows practically nothing of English society.

Why Ena is so keen that we should meet the woman, I cant think, Lilla remarked.

Well, to tell you the truth, I suggested it, was his reply. When she invites her to dine we shall be there. It looks better for Ena to have other guests, especially if — well, if anything happened.

I hope nothing untoward will happen, she exclaimed quickly.

No, he laughed. Dont worry, my dear. It is all plain sailing. We shall cash a big cheque before long — depend upon it! But time is getting on. We ought to get along to Murrays and meet them on arrival.

Therefore the pair put on their coats, and a taxi being called, they drove to Murrays, where they awaited the arrival of Mrs. Pollen and her guest.

Ten minutes later they came. The red-haired widow was dressed superbly, and wore wonderful beads of Chinese jade. Her companion, handsome and also well-dressed, expressed delight when her hostess introduced her to her old friends, Mr. and Mrs. Davidson. The latter both became extremely affable, appearing very pleased when Ena told them, what they already knew — namely, that she had reserved a table at the Carlton for supper.

Then the four drove in a taxi to Pall Mall, where they had a very pleasant meal.

Mrs. Morrison, of Carsphairn, was a hard-headed and sensible woman. She cared but little for the so-called excitements of society, but that evening she had greatly enjoyed the play, and now as she gazed around at the smart crowd coming in and taking the tables allotted to them, the daring and often magnificent dresses, and the host of good-looking men, it was something of a novelty to her.

Before my husbands death I travelled a good deal on the Continent, she explained to Mrs. Davidson. But nowadays I remain mostly in Scotland. I entertain a few people at Carsphairn for the shooting, but beyond that I live very quietly.

So do we, Lilla replied. We are just country cousins. Our place is in the wilds of Northamptonshire, and my husband hunts a good deal.

Ah! Northamptonshire and Leicestershire are the centre of fox-hunting, are they not? said the Scotch woman, addressing Mr. Davidson.

Yes. We have several packs within easy reach, though Welsford, where we live, is, strictly speaking, in the Fitzwilliam country. I love hunting, he added.

My husband even goes cubbing at four oclock in the morning sometimes, laughed Mrs. Davidson.

Ah! He is evidently an enthusiast! Mrs. Morrison agreed. My husband was a fisherman, and I confess I had to go with him on some very dull expeditions in the north of Scotland and in Ireland.

Thats the worst of men, Lilla declared. If they take up hunting, fishing, or golf, it becomes an obsession. They talk of nothing else.

And so the chatter about hunting and hunting men continued, apparently to the intense amusement of Ena Pollen — or Mrs. Morrison as she was known to the Manchester solicitor and the doctors who had pronounced her life to be a first-class one.

The orchestra was playing one of the latest waltzes, and the big restaurant was filled with chatter and laughter. Surely none who sat there that night and noticed the three ladies and their male companion as they drank their champagne, and ate that supper dish of the London restaurants, mousse de jambon served from the ice, would ever have dreamed that a most diabolical plot was in progress, a conspiracy the most subtle and fiendish that the evil mind of man could ever devise.

Ena Pollen was, of course, the life and soul of the party. Very handsome, with her auburn hair and her bizarre dress, she was regarded by half the people in the restaurant. Some of them knew her by sight as a regular habituée of the smart restaurants and dance-clubs, for it was part of the great game which the heartless trio was playing for her to be remarked and regarded as a woman of outstanding grace and beauty.

Men courted her society, and in more than one instance — if the truth be whispered — had been hurried to the grave in consequence.

The quartette, after a delightful meal, took their coffee and Cointreau at a little table set beneath a palm out in the hall. Mrs. Morrison had become as charmed with Mrs. Davidson as she had been with Ena Pollen.

You must come up and see me at Carsphairn, she urged Lilla. No doubt your husband, living in the country, shoots. I can give him some grouse in the season. We have a fair amount of game on our moor at Balmaclellan.

I shall be delighted, Mrs. Morrison, was Davidsons reply; as he lifted his eyes to Mrs. Pollen they exchanged significant glances.

Then, after a merry chat, Ena suddenly said:

Cant all three of you dine with me at home one evening? You are not going North yet, are you, Mrs. Morrison? Do come. What about next Saturday?

Im going back to Brighton to-morrow, was her reply.

But you can easily run up on Saturday. Do. Let us dine early and go to a show together, eh? she suggested with her usual enthusiasm. Youll come, Lilla, wont you?

Mrs. Davidson hesitated. She replied that she feared that she had an engagement that evening, and her husband was certain that he had.

Oh, now, do come! urged the Red Widow. If Mrs. Morrison will come, you really must come.

Then, after a few half-hearted arguments and protests, Mrs. Morrison accepted the invitation and the Davidsons did likewise. And so the quiet little dinner was fixed, Ena promising to get a box at some theatre.

Then we will go to Murrays or Giros afterwards, she added.

Later, when Boyne and his wife were together in a taxi on their way to Pont Street, Lilla turned to him, and said:

It all seems to go well if you can be ready by Saturday. If you cant, then we shall be in the cart!

Leave it all to me, he said in a hard, changed voice. We shall be at Upper Brook Street on Saturday, and I hope we shall be successful. It wont be my fault if we fail.


CHAPTER XII

THE PERSON FROM UPSTAIRS
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MARIGOLD RAMSAY, STILL pretending her sudden and unaccountable illness, lay upon a narrow iron bedstead in the spare room of Bernard Boynes house, listening, and unable to sleep. She was there as a watch-dog.

Time after time she heard the bells of St. Pauls, Hammersmith, chiming the hours, but there was no sound below. Mr. Boyne had not returned.

The night was sultry and her window was slightly open. As she lay awake, she wondered what strange secret could be hidden in that house of mystery. Her aunt suspected nothing. That was evident, or she would have mentioned it to her. To old Mrs. Felmore, Bernard Boyne was a good and patient master, the persevering honest man which all Hammersmith judged him to be. None dreamed that he led such a curious double life of dusty tramping by day, and enjoying himself in the gay haunts of the West End by night.

It was nearly half-past two when a taxi set him down at the end of Hammersmith Bridge, and he walked to that house covered with virginia creeper. Not recollecting the fact that Marigold might still be there, and knowing that old Mrs. Felmore would not hear him enter, he placed his key in the latch and entered, closing the door heavily, as was his wont.

Marigold, on the alert, heard him. He went along the narrow, stuffy passage into his sitting-room. The girl sprang from her bed, put on the dressing-gown her aunt had lent her, and opened the door noiselessly. She heard the click of a lock in the room below, and knew that Boyne was giving Nibby his food, as he did every night without fail. Mrs. Felmore always left him something, meat or biscuit, to give the tame rat each night before he retired.

Nibby was Mr. Boynes weird obsession; Mrs. Felmore hated it, but it was in its cage living in the cupboard by day, and allowed to run about the room at night, nibbling the evening newspaper or the old-fashioned furniture, for it was as destructive as all its race. One day Mrs. Felmore found that it had gnawed the corner of the carpet, while on the next she discovered that it had made a hole into the door of the cupboard opposite that in which it lived. And rat-holes are unsightly, to say the least.

As Marigold listened she heard Mr. Boyne speaking to his pet.

Now then, youve had enough, Nibby! Get back, you elusive little dear! And she heard him chasing him across the floor.

Then he unlocked another cupboard, and a few minutes later he came out into the passage and ascended the stairs. In consequence she closed her own door noiselessly, slipped the bolt, and stood listening. He passed her door, and then ascended the next flight of stairs, therefore she reopened her door instantly and, looking out, saw his form disappearing round the corner of the next landing.

She held her breath. He was dressed in that long hooded cloak of white, just as she had seen him on that well-remembered night weeks ago. He was on his way to that locked room, and carried in his hand food for its imprisoned occupant!

Dare she follow him? She was there at Geralds suggestion, and it was for her to discover all she could. As she listened she heard the key being put into the Yale lock of that strong door at the top of the stairs. She heard him enter, the latch clicking behind him.

Then she heard strange cries — cries of surprise and rage — human cries!

Summoning courage she crept noiselessly after him, listening intently. There were no sounds of voices — only those strange cries — though, having ascended the second flight of stairs, she could see a streak of light beneath the door, and could hear him moving about within. Suddenly, just as she was about to ascend the third flight, she heard him approach the door and open it. Instantly she drew back and flew down into her room. And none too quickly, for a second later they would have encountered each other face to face.

Boyne, unsuspicious of being watched, for so occupied was he that he had forgotten Marigolds presence in the house, returned to his sitting-room, divested himself of the hideous disguise which he always wore when visiting the locked room, and then reascended to bed.

The girl lay awake for hours until, wearied out, she fell asleep till her aunt brought her some tea.

Dont let Mr. Boyne know that Ive stayed here to-night, auntie, she said, getting up hurriedly. Ill get away before he comes down. I dont want him to know Ive been so ill.

The old woman read her lips and nodded, saying in a whisper:

As soon as youre gone, dear, Ill make the bed.

I dont want any breakfast. Ill get to the City early, and have it there.

And this she did.

When Boyne came down to breakfast he asked his housekeeper how her niece was, to which she replied that she had recovered at about ten oclock on the previous night and gone home to Wimbledon.

Saturday was always an off day with Mr. Boyne. Working people did not pay their weekly insurance premiums till Monday. Saturday is the half-day with the working class as Wednesday is with the shop-keeping community. Now on that particular Saturday Bernard Boyne, at eleven oclock in the forenoon, sent Mrs. Felmore to King Street to buy him a tin of tomato soup. He wrote down the brand on an old envelope. And he wanted nothing else.

If one grocer has not got it, another has, no doubt. If you cant get it in Hammersmith go down to Chiswick or Bedford Park, he said. Youll find it somewhere.

And the old woman, whose shopping successes were always marvellous considering her stone deafness, went forth, little dreaming that such a brand as that he had written down was non-existent.

So all the morning until well into the afternoon Bernard Boyne had the house entirely to himself. As soon as she had gone, Boyne put on his white disguise and, rushing upstairs to the locked room, opened it.

Now then! he shouted roughly. Are you ready? Have you dressed yet? No — you havent. Now put it on — quick. Come out and get some air. Its stifling in this place!

He waited at the door, whereupon a white figure, dressed exactly the same as himself, emerged, and slowly and painfully came down the stairs.

The two weird figures, linked arm in arm, descended to Boynes parlour, whereupon in an authoritative tone he ordered the strange creature to be seated.

Sit there! he said. And Ill open the window. You want a bit of air and exercise.

Food! Food! came the words, weak and squeaky behind the hideous mask.

Very well. Ill go and get you some. But you cant eat it yet. Not till youre back again in your own room. Food! he said roughly, with a sneer. Youre always wanting food and water. Fortunately the cistern is up there, or Id have to carry up every drop for you. But your food I never forget, do I, eh? he shouted, as though the strange figure was as deaf as old Mrs. Felmore.

The hooded figure, huddled in the arm-chair, only shrugged its shoulders.

From the voice it was impossible to tell the sex of the individual. The tone was weak, squeaky, and quite unnatural.

Now, tell me, what have you done? asked Boyne. How is it progressing? I know you must be lonely sometimes, but it cant be helped. You are not fit to mix with us, you know. And you exist upon my charity. I am always good to you! Understand that!

I — I know, squeaked the figure, whose white cloak was soiled and stained, while those two long slits for the eyes under the pointed hood gave it a most weird and forbidding appearance.

I hope you appreciate all Ive done for you, Boyne went on. If I had not risked all this, where would you have been — tried and executed in the hangmans noose. But I have done my best — though often you dont appreciate it.

I — I do! cried the voice from behind that strange disguise. And I do all that you tell me, it whined.

Very well, laughed Boyne. Well let it rest at that. The failure you lately had put me right in the cart. We mustnt have another. Remember that! Let it sink into your brain. You are clever, I know. But a single slip and both of us will go where we dont want to!

I know! I know! Yes — yes, replied the huddled figure. But it was the weather — always the weather. And it is so hot under that roof.

Weather be hanged! replied Boyne. This is winter — cold winter! — and yet you believe it to be summer.

As a matter of fact, it was hot summer weather, yet Boyne was trying to impress upon his companion that heat was cold, and vice versa.

The two weird figures in white cloaks, with only slits for the eyes, like Brothers of the Misericordia of Mediæval Italy, only in white, instead of black, sat opposite each other. Boyne was giving to his prisoner a breath of air, and a change in his living room.

A few minutes later the strange occupant of the locked room uttered the single word:

Nibby?

Oh, yes, dear little Nibby is here, was Boynes reply.

Rising, he fumbled beneath his cloak, and with his key unlocked the cupboard and opened the cage, from which the tame rat darted down and across the room. A second later he was sniffing the cloak of the figure from upstairs, running around the hem of the cloak with his little pink nose, while the wearer of the cloak put down a hand to be smelt, saying:

Nibby, my dear little Nibby, that I have lost so long!

In all London no scene in broad daylight could have been more weird than that at noon on a summer morning in Bridge Place, Hammersmith.

Boyne, the mystery man, held in such high esteem from Addison Road to Kew, sat there with the poor crouching figure as his victim. Behind those long narrow slits in the white fabric showed a pair of dark, deep-sunken eyes — eyes that were inhuman and unnatural.

The voice from behind the mask was metallic and squeaky. Whether the person was a man or a woman could not be conjectured. The high-pitched note was feminine.

Am I not good to you to allow you this little relaxation? asked Boyne. You dont often get it, I admit, for the old deaf crone is always about, and I can seldom get rid of her.

I — I felt — I felt very ill — last week. Days ago! croaked the mysterious occupant of the locked room.

I go up to you every day. You never complained. You are usually asleep when I come up.

You come up at night. But all day I look out from the window over the roofs towards the river.

River! What do you mean? There is no river here. It is a desert — a desert of bricks and mortar. You dream.

Yes — yes. I dream! I — Im always dreaming, was the response.

It was evident that Boyne held his half-imbecile prisoner completely in his power, and that all the orders of the insurance agent were obeyed.

Into the room strayed a ray of summer sunlight across the threadbare green carpet, lighting up the dingy old place.

The stranger from upstairs saw it, and squeaked:

Look! Its summer — summer!

Summer! cried the man who held him enthralled. Youre dreaming! Its winter. We get sun in winter sometimes. Surely you know that — dense as you are.

Im not dense, came the protest. I do all you ask — fine jobs, too.

Youre dense about sunshine, Boyne repeated.

Ah! yes. But not about the rats. Wheres Nibby?

Boyne caught the little animal and gave it into the hands of the strange figure, who stroked its sleek coat.

Suddenly the weird form in the soiled white disguise sprang to its feet without warning, and, facing its jailer, shrieked:

Ah! But who are you? Who are you? Im beginning to realise the truth at last — yes — at last!


CHAPTER XIII

RELATES A STRANGE CONVERSATION
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WHO ARE YOU? shrieked the weird, hooded figure in the white cloak in a fierce voice, standing up suddenly above the seated man who was in exactly similar disguise.

The pair, one seated, and the other having suddenly sprung up, faced each other. The smaller, and apparently weaker figure had assumed a distinctly offensive attitude. His eyes shone behind the narrow slits.

Fool! laughed Boyne, who was seated. Sit down, you idiotic fool! And he waved his hand in contempt. If I had not looked after you, and hidden you here, you would long ago have been given over to the hangman. Just remember that! he shouted loudly. Sink that into your skull, sleepy brain!

But — but, faltered the figure. But who are you? You are not Wisden!

Boyne, disguised in his white cloak with hood — the two presenting the most weird spectacle in the light of day in that dingy room in Hammersmith — started, then hesitated for a second.

Yes, he replied, in a hard voice. I am Wisden! Now you know! Wisden, of Twywell! Do you recollect the name?

You — Wisden! gasped the person whose countenance was disguised by that hideous hood. I — I —— ! And he sank back into his chair.

Now you know, you accursed fool! exclaimed the mystery man. And let that also sink into your silly noddle. Further, keep a still tongue. Be silent when you are up there, for people may listen and hear you. If they do, then youll be discovered, and your death will be quick. Recollect that they are waiting for you — the affair isnt forgotten.

No, sighed the weird figure. No — I know it hasnt been forgotten. My crime! — my crime!

Yes. But dont refer to it. Just keep a level head, my dear Lionel, as you always do. I will still look after you if you remain silent and do what I order. I will supply you with everything. But be very careful that when I carry you up your food you dont speak. Somebody might overhear. These cursed walls have ears, although the old woman Felmore is deaf. Do you understand me? he asked in a more imperative voice, rising, taking him by the shoulders, and shaking him. Now tell me — you understand — eh?

Yes, yes! the other gibbered in a strange tone. You — Wisden — Willie Wisden! Oh, yes! I — I see! Dear old Willie, who was with me at Monte Carlo. Oh, yes! And that beautiful microscope?

Youve got it upstairs. Dont you recollect it? Why, I gave it to you in the Terminus Hotel, in Marseilles, three years ago. Are you growing foolish? Surely not!

Yes. Oh, yes! I recollect now — the beautiful mike — oh, yes! Oh, what that instrument must have cost — oh, what a lot! — what a lot of money!

It did cost a good bit. And its yours. So dont worry. Ill look after you, Lionel. But dont play the fool, or youll go to the gallows over that unfortunate little affair — I warn you! Scotland Yard is looking everywhere for you, and they would have had you long ago if I hadnt taken you in hand and had pity upon you.

For a few moments the strange figure huddled in the chair remained silent.

Yes — I know. And — and Lilla? he asked.

Shes dead — died a year ago, was Boynes prompt reply.

Lilla dead! sighed the other. Poor Lilla! She was a very good wife to you — just as Alice was to me! Poor Lilla!

Dont you bother about my personal affairs, Lionel. Just keep your own end up, and breathe the bit of fresh air now while you can before you go back to your own quarters. I dont like you getting up through that trap-door on to the roof. Somebody might see you one night.

My quarters! My prison, you mean! he retorted bitterly.

Prison? Fool, what are you saying? Your room is surely comfortable, and I do my best for you. If you want to get out — do so. And youll be arrested by the first police constable who comes along.

But it is prison! replied the mysterious figure in a voice asking for pity. Prison!

Well — take your liberty, and take the consequences, the other responded roughly.

Look what I do! Im always working for you — always!

Boyne laughed harshly.

Very well! Give it up, and Ill fling you out into the gutter — now — just as you are! I shant suffer, he added, but you will! By gad you will!

The man from upstairs cringed and drew his breath.

No! No! Wisden! No! — dont do that! Ill do all you ask — all! Alice — my dear Alice — always said you were my best friend — my very best friend.

And so I am, my dear fellow! exclaimed Boyne. Ive done my best for you all along — all along.

Look! cried the lonely man who lived upstairs, and whose movements were never heard by deaf old Mrs. Felmore. Whats that?

And with a shriek of horror he pointed to a corner of the dingy room.

What? I dont see anything! was Boynes reply. Youve got one of those spooky fits of yours coming on again. Youd better go back.

I dont want to go back, whined the person whose Christian name was Lionel. Surely you wont send me back, Wisden?

Yes; for your own sake you must lie low. Try to understand what I say. We are mutually interested in each other. It is to the advantage of both that you should remain here. I am not your jailer, recollect. If you wish, you can walk out now. But I warn you that you will walk straight into the hangmans noose. Scotland Yard and the Old Bailey are awaiting you, and are ready, never fear.

But wheres Alice? asked the squeaky voice.

Alice is dead.

Are you sure? How and where did she die?

In Avignon. In a house close behind the Popes Palace. Surely you remember? You were there.

I wasnt there. I swear I was not. When we were in Avignon we were all happy together. Alice with me, and you with Lilla.

My dear boy, your memory is at fault. Did you not stay in Avignon while Lilla and I motored to Paris? Now think! Did you not take an apartment in the Rue Cardinale, and remain after our departure? Alice, your wife, died there! Why, only a few minutes ago you deplored her loss!

Yes. But how can I be certain that she is dead? asked the other dubiously.

Because I tell you she is. Im not a liar! cried Boyne fiercely, again assuming an overbearing attitude.

But I want to go home — to see my home again — the garden — the flowers — and Alice.

Youll never see her again. And you are safer here. So you had better go back to your room and keep a still tongue. And be careful not to make a noise. You made a horrible row the other night.

I didnt!

Yes, you did. I could hear you moving about above me. You should move your bed across to the other side, near the trap-door that goes out on to the roof of which you are so fond.

Ah! because I get air. But I only open it and go out after its dark, I assure you.

Well, youve got plenty of stores. I bring you bread and fresh meat and vegetables, and youve got the cistern full of water. Why, if I went away for for a month or six weeks you wouldnt starve. I always see to that. And look what it costs me! exclaimed the humble insurance agent.

Ah! Nibby. Dear little Nibby! cried the weird man from upstairs in that inhuman, high-pitched voice, as he noticed the tame rat dart across the threadbare carpet.

Yes, Nibby knows you! laughed the man Boyne. Hes a dear little fellow, isnt he?

Yes. I miss him after so long, replied the man. Cant I take him upstairs with me? he asked piteously.

No, he would gnaw through the door to get back to me, and old mother Felmore would find rats in the place. She knows of Nibby, but we dont want to arouse her curiosity. Women, deaf or not, are always dangerous when one has secrets.

And how is Mrs. Pollen — eh?

Mrs. Pollen! echoed Boyne. Whom do you mean?

Why, Ena Pollen, the friend of Lilla. You know the woman — tall, handsome, red-haired. She worked a dirty trick upon some man she met. They had supper at the Ritz. He died, and nobody suspected. Ugh! Isnt it funny how one can lead a crooked life and everyone think one perfectly honest?

Well, youre not honest, my dear Lionel, laughed Bernard Boyne. If it had not been for me I repeat youd have been hanged for that affair two years ago.

The man in the hooded cloak shuddered.

Yes, he replied in a changed voice. You are right; I owe everything to you, and thats why I do all you ask of me. They say there is no genius without lunacy. So I suppose you think me a lunatic — eh?

I dont think, Lionel — I know you are, Boyne responded. Youve acted as a silly fool, and you made a serious slip in killing the girl, but Im trying to save you from the police. They are still hunting over all Europe for you.

But did I kill her, Wisden? Did I? I dont remember it!

Remember it. Why, youve got no memory. You only remember all your science and your wonderful knowledge — a knowledge unequalled. Yes! you killed her, and by an ace I rescued you from arrest. You recollect little Maggie?

Ah! yes. I — I know what you mean! gasped the other. Little Maggie! But I didnt kill her!

You did. Your damnable criminal instincts led you to kill her, and thats why Scotland Yard is searching daily for you!

Maggie! I — I killed Maggie!

Yes, you did — and you know it, you infernal hypocrite! cried Boyne. Now, dont try to argue. Im in my right senses. You arent! I havent time or inclination to have a war of words over it. Besides, he added, glancing at his watch, Mrs. Felmore will be back at any minute, so you must get upstairs again — and without delay.

But cant I go home? I — I want to see my garden — the flowers — —

No! snapped Boyne. You cant. Youll stay here.

Do let me go — do, pleaded the other in that curious high-pitched voice. I do want to see my garden again.

Youll see the inside of a prison if you are not very careful, Boyne declared in a warning tone. So dont think about going home.

But am I never to go home?

At your own risk. Remember, Ill take no responsibility. Your description and photograph are in every police-station here and on the Continent, and, as Ive told you lots of times, the moment you step outside into the street you will court danger. Youll be arrested by the first policeman who sees you!

Surely I may go home — if only for a day! You could take me there.

Later on, perhaps, Boyne said encouragingly, in a tone which he would have adopted to a child. For the present you must remain where you are, safe. And dont make a noise, otherwise somebody may hear you, he urged.

I dont make any noise. Im always so careful. And I only go out on the roof at night.

The less you go out there the better, growled the insurance agent. I run risks every time I come up to bring your food. Only the other day Mrs. Felmore was saying that Nibby seemed to have an enormous appetite. Thats why Ive brought you up that store of tinned stuff.

I havent had any tea for a week.

But youve got your gas-ring and your kettle.

The kettle leaks.

Then why the deuce didnt you tell me that before? Ill bring you a new one to-day.

And some fresh milk and some eggs. Ive tasted none for weeks.

Well, if you are in hiding you must put up with what food you can get, growled Boyne. I do my best for you — and even now youre not satisfied.

I want to go home.

Home? For them to know that youre still in London? They all think youve escaped to Greece, and got clean away. Thats what I told them.

The man so strangely disguised drew a long breath.

Ah! if only I could have got away, he murmured wistfully.

Yes, it would have saved me a lot of bother, wouldnt it? snarled the other. No; be patient, and be grateful.

I am grateful, Wisden — very grateful.

Youre not! Youre a dissatisfied hound who deserves no pity or consideration. I do my best and shelter you, and all you do in return is to grumble.

Oh! but you dont know how lonely it is up there. I sit all day alone.

And sleep your hours away! Look at me, trudging about all day long for next to nothing. True, I have freedom, but theres no charge against me as there is against you.

No! cried the man Lionel in his squeaky voice. But there may be one day, remember! There may be!

Dont be a fool! snapped Boyne. Get back to your den, and lie low.

I shant!

What — you defy me — eh?

Yes. I know you — who you are! shouted the mysterious man. Youre not Wisden. Your voice is not his!

Infernal idiot! So youve got another attack coming on, have you! Come, get up, for he had sunk into a chair again. Pulling him up, he shook him roughly by the shoulder, saying: Get up, and come along.

I wont! he cried sullenly. I tell you I wont go up there any more!

Very well then, Ill fling you out into the street now, just as you are. Youd cut a fine figure, wouldnt you?

I dont care!

All right. If you dont care, come along and get out of my house. And he took him again by the shoulder and hustled him out of the room towards the front door.

What do you mean to do? asked the mysterious prisoner in a frightened voice.

Do! Boyne echoed fiercely. Why, kick you out! Im sick of trying to help such an unthankful blackguard.

I — Im not unthankful, he declared. Ill go back.

Ah! I thought you wouldnt relish being put into the hands of the police — eh? laughed Boyne. Go upstairs.

The hooded man turned towards the stairs with a disconsolate sigh, but without further words. He saw that all argument was useless.

Come! whispered Boyne, whose quick ear had caught a sound in the kitchen below. Mrs. Felmore is back! By gad! hustle up — quickly.

And the man painfully climbed back to his secret hiding-place, the door of which Boyne closed just as Mrs. Felmore arrived at the foot of the stairs in search of her master.

Curse the fellow! Boyne muttered beneath his breath. Hes growing defiant, and that means trouble for us — serious trouble!


CHAPTER XIV

ON SATURDAY NIGHT
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THE EVENTS OF that particular Saturday were of such portent that it is necessary to describe them in some little detail.

When the Man from Upstairs had safely escaped from Mrs. Felmores observation, and Boyne had expressed regret that her shopping expedition had been fruitless, the honest insurance agent ate the frugal lunch which his housekeeper put before him, and then went out.

An hour later he returned with a large parcel, which he smuggled in away from the deaf old woman, and ten minutes later, pretending to have forgotten, he sent her out to buy some postage stamps.

So she put on her hat in calm obedience, and once more went forth into King Street.

As soon as she had gone, Boyne opened the parcel, which contained a new tin kettle and a quantity of groceries and provisions, and then sprang up the stairs, unlocked the door with his key, and entered the secret abode.

He was there for about three-quarters of an hour. He heard Mrs. Felmore come in, but took no heed. If she knew that he was upstairs, she would no doubt believe that he was looking out some of his insurance papers.

About half-past three Boyne came forth, and, locking the heavy door, descended to his sitting-room with a satisfied smile upon his smug countenance. What had happened in that locked room evidently pleased him. He went to the nearest telephone call-office, and ten minutes later was speaking with his wife in Pont Street.

You, Lilla? he asked, recognising her voice. Its all right! I shall go to Enas at six, and then come on to you. Have you heard anything?

Yes. Shes come up from Brighton, and not being able to get a room in any of the big hotels, has gone into a private one at Lancaster Gate. Is all correct?

Yes. See you after Ive seen Ena, was his reply, and he rang off.

Back again he went to Bridge Place, and at half-past five left for Upper Brook Street. He, however, did not pass the inquisitive hall-porter, but entered by the servants way, for he was by no means well-dressed.

Inside Ena Pollens flat, he walked to the drawing-room, where the Red Widow joined him, asking anxiously:

Well, how goes it, my dear Bernard?

All progresses as we would wish. I thought Id run up here before I go to Lillas to change. Where is Mrs. Morrison?

At Lancaster Gate. At a private hotel I recommended. I urged her to remain in town for a week or ten days, and shes consented.

Excellent. Whats the place like?

Oh! quiet and eminently respectable. Mostly rich old fogies from the country go there. I thought it would be better to remain in touch with her, you know.

And the Red Widow laughed grimly.

Ive got the table set ready. Come and see it, she urged. And she took him into the adjoining dining-room, a handsome apartment, with carved oak furniture and several old and valuable paintings upon the walls. Upon the circular polished table the plates were set upon small mats in the latest vogue, while both the silver and glass were ancient. Covers were laid for four, the decorations consisting of only two long-stem glasses of pale-pink carnations. Taste and delicacy were displayed everywhere, especially in the antique Georgian plate, with the genuine Queen Anne montieth as a centre-piece.

Will it do? she asked. I laid it myself.

It is perfect! It will impress her with your sense of the artistic, Ena, he declared. I hope the meal you will give us will be as refined.

I hope so, she laughed. In a sense — a certain sense — it will be more so.

He laughed at the hidden meaning contained in that remark. Then he glanced around the room, and recollected the great expense which the preliminaries of that single meal had entailed.

Ive asked her for half-past seven, Mrs. Pollen said, so youd better go over and dress, and get here a little late. Shell settle down before you come. Then you can both apologise. Of course, weve not met since that evening at the Carlton.

Right, I quite understand, he said. Where is she to sit?

There — with her back to the sideboard.

Boyne nodded approval.

The Red Widow opened the cupboard on the left-hand of the sideboard, where he saw in a row four beautiful liqueur glasses, delicately cut, with square stems. His quick eye examined them, and he took out one. It was exactly the same as the other three except that it had a round stem.

He held it in his fingers for a second, and a sinister smile played about his lips.

Yes — I see! he remarked. She likes liqueurs. Most women do.

Especially Cointreau. They like the subtle flavour of tangerine orange, laughed Ena. Dont you recollect what she said about it at the Carlton — that it is her favourite drink with coffee?

Yes. And we, of course, indulge her!

Indulge! echoed the woman. A nice word, truly!

Boyne was twisting the liqueur glass he had selected in his fingers.

I wish youd get me a cocktail, Ena, he said. Im dying for one.

Then Ill get you one at once. Theres none here. Ill go into the kitchen and mix one — gin and French vermouth, with a dash of anisette and lemon — eh?

Exactly. Thats what I want. Youre a dear, replied the man, and the widow left to prepare it.

A few minutes later she returned with a small glass on a silver tray. He took it, and swallowed the contents at two gulps.

By Jove! Excellent. Johnnie at the Ritz couldnt make a better, Ena. But you were always famed for your corpse-revivers!

Glad you like it. Now get away at once, or youll have no time.

Mind the glass! he said in a serious voice.

Ill see after it all right, never fear. You do your work and I do mine — eh? Now get away, and dont arrive before a quarter to eight or so.

Yours to obey, Ena, was his response, and he at once slipped out by the servants entrance into the mews, and, hailing a taxi a few minutes later, drove to Pont Street.

On arrival he at once met his wife, who was anxiously awaiting him in the drawing-room.

All right, Lilla! Dont worry. Things all go well, he assured her. Ive seen Ena, and we shall have a very delightful dinner. We go to the new revue at the Hippodrome afterwards, and then on to Giros for supper — a very delightful evening.

And then —— ? asked his wife, looking him straight in the face.

Well — and then a little affair of business — eh?

Lilla laughed at the grimace her husband made.

Boyne left her at once, and ascending to his bedroom, shaved, exchanged his clothes for a smart evening suit, and carefully brushed his hair, until, when he descended, he presented the ideal man-about-town whose evening clothes were well worn and who wore his soft-fronted shirt as one accustomed to it every night. The man unused to the claw-hammer coat is always to be noticed in a crowd, just as is the woman who, putting on an evening frock occasionally, hitches it up on the shoulder and is palpably uncomfortable in it.

Bernard Boyne wore his clothes, whether the dusty suit of the Hammersmith insurance agent or the smart evening clothes in which he pursued his nocturnal peregrinations in the West End, with equal grace and ease.

When he rejoined his wife in the pretty drawing-room he presented a very different figure from the man who had sat in that ugly white cloak with the slits for eyes in that dingy, creeper-covered house in Hammersmith.

He rang the bell, and, ordering a taxi, lit a cigarette, and awaited it.

Lilla was splendidly dressed in a gown of navy blue and gold brocade, cut very low, with shoes and stockings to match. In her hair was a long osprey which well matched the gorgeous gown, the latest creation of Petticoat Lane — the writer begs pardon of his lady readers for such irreverent mention of Dover Street, Piccadilly, that street in which the latest fashions of feminine frippery have their birth, and to which the mere man sends his cheques in consequence of recurring crazes.

When together in the taxi, Lilla said:

Now be extremely careful. This Scotch woman is very canny. Remember that! If we made a slip it would land us all in — well, at a very dead end.

Dont be anxious, Lilla. I never like you when you grow anxious, because anxiety always brings us bad luck. And we dont want that to-night — do we? Eat your dinner and think of nothing — only of the revue at the Hippodrome. Leave Ena and myself to it. Dont bother — or you may arouse suspicion.

Later, when they alighted in Upper Brook Street just before eight oclock, the uniformed hall-porter touched his cap as they entered and took them up in the lift.

Oh! my dear Ena, cried Lilla, as the two women met in the drawing-room. Do forgive me — do! Bernard came in late from the club. Its all his fault! It really is not mine! I waited for him half an hour.

Yes, Mrs. Pollen, said Boyne penitently, I take all responsibility upon myself. I had to see a man on business at the club, and the brute was half an hour late. So I had to rush home and dress — and here we are. Do forgive me — wont you?

Ena Pollen laughed, declaring that she had overlooked the offence, whereupon Mrs. Morrison shook Lillas hand warmly, and they sank into chairs until two minutes later dinner was announced by the smart maid.

Dinner! Bernard Boyne and Ena Pollen had given dinners before, artistic and perfect meals which would have delighted any gourmet, even though he had tasted the pre-war gastronomical delights of the expensive restaurants of Moscow, Petrograd or Bucharest.

When they sat down, Ena directed Mrs. Morrison to her seat with her back to the sideboard, saying:

You wont have any draught there, my dear. This room is so full of draughts. I dont know where they come from!

I hope you are staying in town a little while, and that we shall see something of you, said Lilla to Mrs. Morrison as they tackled their asparagus soup. You must not go back to Scotland yet, you know.

Well, replied the other, a handsome figure in her discreetly décolleté gown, Ena has been urging me to remain in London for a few days, but I couldnt get a room anywhere. All the hotels are full up, but I at last got in at a place in Lancaster Gate — quite comfortable, though its a bit expensive.

All hotels are terribly dear now, though, after all, hotels are cheaper than ones household expenses, Lilla replied.

Well, Ive taken my room for a week. I may be in London longer, but I have to visit my sister-in-law at Aviemore on the twentieth of next month, and then I go over to Arran to my niece.

Stay with us as long as you can, Mrs. Morrison, Boyne urged warmly. You must dine with us at Pont Street one night next week.

Thanks! I shall be delighted. Ive got appointments with the dressmaker.

And the dentist, of course, laughed Boyne. All ladies have appointments with their dentists. It is the best excuse a wife can have for the deception of a too inquisitive husband.

Not in my case, Mr. Davidson, declared the widow of Carsphairn, with a merry smile. I have no one to whom I need make excuses. But, as it happens, I am going to a dentist!

There you are! laughed Ena. He divined it.

The meal went on merrily to its end, after which the maid handed round the black coffee in exquisite little china cups, the spoons having handles shaped like coffee beans. Then she retired.

Ena, glancing at the old chiming clock upon the mantelshelf, suddenly exclaimed:

Oh! its getting late! And Evans hasnt put on the liqueurs. Ill get them myself.

And rising she obtained from the sideboard four liqueur glasses, together with bottles of old brandy, Benedictine and Triple-Sec.

Now, dear, youll have your favourite Cointreau, she said, addressing Mrs. Morrison, and pouring out a glass of the clear water-like extract of Tangerine oranges.

No — no thanks! was the prompt reply. I really dont want it.

Oh, but you must! declared her hostess, pressing her. Im going to have one, and so will you, Lilla, Im sure.

Oh! yes. I love it, declared the other woman, while Boyne glanced eagerly to satisfy himself that the stem of Mrs. Morrisons glass was round and not square.

Come, you must have half a glass, dear, declared Ena, and she poured it out disregarding her guests half-hearted protests.

Then, the others being served, the big silver box of rose-tipped cigarettes was opened, and they took one each.

Bernard Boyne watched the widow from Scotland sipping her small glass with the utmost satisfaction, while the other two women were excited, though they seemed quite cool, engaging her in conversation.

Do you know, exclaimed Mrs. Morrison, I grow more fond of this liqueur each time I take it. We cant get it in Scotland, so I order it from London. It is the purest of all the liqueurs, that is my belief.

It is, declared Boyne, with a meaning look towards Ena. It is never injurious as so many of these green, red and yellow alcoholic and sugar concoctions are.

No, replied the wealthy owner of Carsphairn. I quite agree. And she drained her glass with undisguised satisfaction. It has a most exquisite flavour, and it does one no harm.

Boyne smiled grimly across to his hostess and suggested that they should be going if they wanted to be there at the opening of the revue.

The quartette sat in a box, and greatly enjoyed the medley of songs and dances until, at the close, they went off to a gay supper at Giros, which they did not leave till nearly two in the morning.

Just before Boyne dropped his wife from a taxi at the corner of Pont Street, he said:

Well, Lilla! It all went well, didnt it? No hitch. We ought to have some news from Lancaster Gate about Wednesday or Thursday.

Good! replied the woman. Well wait in patience. Only I do hope it will turn out as we expect.

It will — never fear! Good-night.

And she stepped out to walk down the street to her own house, while he continued in the taxi to Hammersmith Broadway, where he also alighted.

Then, as he walked home, he muttered to himself:

It cant fail this time. On Wednesday next we shall hear how beneficial to the health is that most excellent liqueur.


CHAPTER XV

CARRIES THE MYSTERY FARTHER
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ON MONDAY, ACCORDING to a previous arrangement, both Gerald and Marigold obtained leave of absence for the afternoon from their respective principals, and after lunching together as usual, went on the top of an omnibus to Kew, where they walked for an hour in the celebrated gardens. Then they went to Hammersmith to take tea with Mrs. Felmore. The deaf old woman welcomed them warmly, and they sat together in the kitchen, though Gerald could not talk with Marigolds aunt.

The girl, who could speak with her aunt with ease, put to her several questions concerning Mr. Boynes movements, but learned nothing unusual. She feared to tell the old woman of that uncanny disguise which he adopted when he visited that locked room upstairs, or of that weird, but certainly human cry which she had heard above.

Personally, Gerald suspected the cry to be the result of her vivid imagination. The theory that somebody was imprisoned in that upstairs room was fantastic, but highly improbable, therefore he had dismissed it. Yet presently the old woman made one remark which struck him as curious. In the course of conversation Mrs. Felmore said:

Poor Mr. Boyne! He does all the good in the world that he can. Only yesterday I found hidden in one of the cupboards in his bedroom a whole lot of tinned stuff — tongues, fruit, jam, biscuits — a host of things that hes got up there on the quiet. I asked him what he was hoarding them up for, and he said that he was sending a big parcel of groceries to a poor widow he knew at Notting Hill Gate.

Curious to have a store of tinned stuff in his bedroom! remarked Gerald, at once recollecting the suggestion that somebody might be in hiding upstairs.

Yes, sir, replied the old woman. But Mr. Boyne is very eccentric sometimes — very eccentric!

In what way? he asked eagerly.

Oh! he gets up in the middle of the night and goes up and down stairs — I often see the light under my bedroom door.

Marigold and her lover exchanged glances.

I wonder what he does? asked the girl.

Ah! That I cant say, was the old housekeepers response. I asked him one day not long ago, and he simply told me he had woke up, and as he couldnt go to sleep again, he went down to do his accounts.

Well, this store of food shows him to be of a philanthropic turn of mind, remarked Gerald, with a smile. And then, disregarding the fact that Boyne might return at any moment, he succeeded in getting Mrs. Felmores permission to slip upstairs and view the collection of preserved foods which was going to the poor widow.

Marigold quickly found it stored in the bottom of a cupboard, covered by an old overcoat and some worn-out shirts, which had apparently been flung in at haphazard.

Geralds quick glance saw something which further aroused his curiosity — a small brand-new tin tea-kettle and a little enamelled basin. With them was a new roll of absorbent cotton-wool and a quart bottle of cheap port wine, which from its label had been purchased of a local grocer.

Funny that he should send her a tea-kettle and basin! remarked Durrant, as he handled them. And look! Whats this? And he took out a small wooden box about three inches square, such as is used by jewellers to send watches by post. He opened it and within, carefully packed in cotton wool, was a small lens surrounded by a threaded brass ring evidently a portion of some optical instrument.

Part of a telescope! the girl exclaimed. Surely a widow would not require that — however poor she might be!

Yes, dear, said her lover, holding the box in his hand and reflecting. This is a curious hoard, and I am wondering if it is intended for the unknown person who is living in seclusion above.

Well, Mr. Boynes explanation to auntie is quite clever, if what you suggest is the solution of the mystery.

But is not Boyne always clever? he asked. That he is leading a double life we have already established. It is now for us to solve the problem of the reason of this locked room upstairs.

Then you think this has been bought in order to feed somebody who is living up above in silence and seclusion? she asked.

It seems like it. But if we watch carefully and see in which direction it disappears, whether inside this house or outside, then we shall begin to penetrate the mystery.

But how shall we do it?

This requires very careful consideration, dear, was his reply. My own feeling is that you should by some means or other endeavour to spend the next few days here with your aunt, so that you can keep daily watch upon this strange collection of provisions. But we mustnt remain here, for Boyne may return at any moment.

So they descended the stairs to the kitchen, and hardly had they reached it when the heavy tread of the man of mystery was heard in the hall above.

While Mrs. Felmore was upstairs interviewing her employer as to what he required for tea, the lovers held hurried consultation.

When the old woman returned, Gerald rose and motioned to her that he intended to go as perhaps Mr. Boyne would not like to discover him there. He placed his finger upon his lips, shook hands with the deaf housekeeper, and stole out and up the area steps, keeping well out of sight of Boynes window.

Mr. Durrant was in a hurry, eh? asked the old woman.

Yes, auntie. He was afraid that Mr. Boyne might not like him calling here, so hes gone. But Im here, and — well, to tell you the truth, auntie, I dont exactly know what to do!

Do — why? asked the old woman, her eyes starting as was her habit when surprised.

Im at a loose end, auntie. They want my room over at Wimbledon — but only for a week. Hetty and Jack have come home from their music-hall engagement in Paris, and theyve asked me to give up my room for a week. So Ive no place to sleep. Ive been wondering if Mr. Boyne would mind me coming here. Do you think hed object?

No, Im sure he wouldnt mind, dear! she declared. Ill ask him now — when I go up. Hes often inquiring after you.

So when she took up her masters tea a quarter of an hour later, she said:

Marigolds downstairs, sir. Shes in a bit of trouble, sir.

Trouble! Why? asked Boyne sharply. Whats the matter? Has she left the bank?

Oh, no, sir. Its only because shes turned out of her room at Wimbledon for a week for her brother-in-law and his wife, so she wants to come here and stay with me. Would you have any objection?

Of course not, Mrs. Felmore. Tell her to come up and see me now.

Then, when the old woman had gone, his genial attitude instantly changed.

So the girl wants to come here — does she? Yes, she shall come. Oh, yes! he growled grimly. She and that fellow are playing a very pretty game. But I shall win, never fear!

A moment later Marigold entered the room, saying:

Its awfully good of you, Mr. Boyne, to put me up again! I fear Im a terrible nuisance, but I was in such a difficulty that I came to auntie, and asked her if she knew of anyone who could give me a room. She then said that she thought you might allow me to stay here.

My dear Miss Marigold, he said quite genially, you are welcome to stay with your aunt. Ive told you so over and over again, havent I? How are you getting on at the bank?

Oh, quite well, thanks! It is rather monotonous — figures always — but still its better than at that motor dealers where I was before. People who deal in motor cars have no conscience, and are, I believe, the biggest liars on earth.

Boyne laughed. He had an appreciation for the smart young lady clerk, whose quick wit and ready repartee always appealed to him. But two days before he had made a discovery which had aroused his suspicions.

It was, however, arranged that Marigold should occupy the same room which she had had when taken suddenly ill a short time before, and Boyne added:

Just do as you like, my girl. I have a great regard for your aunt, as you know, and you are quite welcome here, I assure you.

The girl, believing that he was unsuspicious, thanked him and, leaving the room, descended to the kitchen, where she told her aunt all that had transpired.

Personally she liked Mr. Boyne. It was only the discovery of that weird disguise of his that had aroused her curiosity, which, indeed, was but natural.

She left the house half an hour later and travelled to Wimbledon Park, returning with her leather blouse case containing a few necessaries.

Eight oclock had struck ere she arrived at Bridge Place. At the corner of the street Gerald confronted her. He had kept watchful vigil upon the house to see whether Boyne had brought out any parcel for the poor widow. But the man of mystery had not come forth.

She told her lover with enthusiasm how Boyne had invited her to stay there, and promised to keep a watchful eye upon things.

Excellent, dear, Gerald declared. You go in, and Ill still remain here, and follow him if he goes out to spend the evening.

Be careful that he doesnt notice you, she urged. He has awfully quick eyesight.

I know that. He very nearly spotted me the other day. In fact, I was afraid that he had.

I see youve got a cap on, she laughed. Where is your hat?

Ive left it in a shop in the Broadway to be renovated and ironed, and I bought this cap to wear meanwhile. Does it make any difference?

Certainly it does. And youve got a new jacket, too.

The same. I bought it at a reach-me-down shop in King Street an hour ago, and left my own there. Does it fit?

Not very well around the collar, but nobody would really notice it, she declared.

Gerald Durrant was both shrewd and determined. When he set his mind upon a thing, he carried it through at all costs. He intended to penetrate the veil of mystery which enveloped this good go-to-meeting collector of insurance premiums.

Well, he said at last. Be watchful, and be careful, dear, that you dont arouse his suspicion. Hes a mystery, and all men of his calibre are ultra-suspicious, and masters in the art of concealing their own feelings.

Dont fear, Gerry, she laughed. I shall be as clever as he is. You do your watching outside, and Ill do mine within. I shall probably telegraph to Mr. Kenyon to-morrow and make excuse that Im ill. Then I shall have a day in the house to examine things a little more closely.

Thats a good idea! Watch those things in his bedroom — that tea-kettle and the other things. Find out when they go — and where, were his parting injunctions.

Five minutes later Marigold went down the area steps into the kitchen, where her aunt was cooking Mr. Boynes succulent steak.

He says hes very hungry to-day — hasnt had any lunch, so I went out and got him this! exclaimed the old woman. If he eats it all, then he ought to do well, eh? she remarked, in her somewhat high-pitched and rasping voice.

Yes. I suppose hell go out afterwards, said Marigold.

He said hed got to go out at nine — to a meeting somewhere, was her aunts reply. Therefore her niece took from her bag a postcard, scribbled something upon it, and in pretence of going to the post she went out to Gerald and told him what she had learned.

This afforded Durrant time to go along to the Clarendon for dinner and a rest before resuming his patient observations.

On her return, Marigold put on an apron and helped her aunt. Indeed, she carried up the tray into Mr. Boynes room.

Ah! I see Ive got a new parlour-maid, eh? he laughed merrily. And an unusually smart one, too!

Marigold laughed, and set the table, saying:

Well, I thought Id just give auntie a hand, Mr. Boyne. Half an hour ago she complained that her leg hurt, because of the stairs, so I thought Id help her.

Very good of you, he said, lounging in the frayed old arm-chair in his shirt-sleeves, a different figure indeed from that he so often presented at night in the West End. There, in the smart restaurants and in theatres, he wore his evening suit and nodded acquaintance with many well-known people, who little suspected his obscure abode.

Marigold waited upon him as though she were a waitress instead of a ledger clerk, but he was reading the evening paper as he ate his meal, and spoke but little more.

Yes, youre a pretty miss, you are! he growled to himself after she had left the room. If you dont mind youll be very sorry that you entered my house.

At a quarter to nine, having washed and changed into a rather seedy suit of blue serge, he went out. Marigold heard him bang the door, and knew that Gerald was on the alert outside.

The evening passed quietly until at ten Mrs. Felmore went to bed, and her niece also retired. She bade her aunt good-night, went into the spare room and closed the door.

She shook out her thin summer dressing-gown, and placed it upon the rail of the narrow bed. Then she reopened the door and stood listening on the stairs, her ears strained to catch any noise from the locked room on the next landing of the frowsy old house.

No sound reached her ears, save the noise her aunt made moving about in her room. Downstairs the cheap old clock in Boynes sitting-room ticked loudly and suddenly struck the half-hour. Beyond that all was silent.

Marigold, after a long vigil, at last turned off the gas and, throwing herself on the bed, dressed as she was, soon fell asleep.

Meanwhile Boyne re-entered the house noiselessly and, taking off his shoes, crept in silence up the stairs to her door. He listened, and could hear by her deep, regular breathing that she was asleep.

Slowly he turned the handle of the door — which he had purposely oiled before going out — and, flashing a pocket-torch to the ceiling, saw her lying there, still dressed!

Without a sound he withdrew and crept back down the stairs.

I thought so, young lady! he muttered to himself, when he was back in his sitting-room. You dont know much — neither does your young man! But I must take steps for my own protection, that I can see!

He stood with his back to the fireplace, his eyes staring at the sideboard in front of him for some moments. Nibby was scuttling about in the cupboard, so he let him out and the little rodent sniffed his hand.

I wonder what makes the girl so inquisitive? he thought. Surely the old woman knows nothing! If she does, then she would, of course, confide in her niece, who, in turn, would tell this young fellow Durrant.

The lovers were unaware that Boyne had been making the most careful inquiries concerning both of them, for the instant he realised that he was being watched, he had laid certain diabolical plans by which to triumph.

Its their lives — or mine! he whispered to himself, with a strange hard look in his eyes. I cant afford to be watched by such inquisitive folk. I was a fool not to take Lillas advice concerning this girl.

He walked across to the sideboard and poured himself out a liqueur-glass full of brandy, which he tossed off at a single gulp.

Ill test her and see what happens, he said aloud, with a chuckle. Then, slipping on his shoes and going to the front door, he opened it, and, having banged it, walked heavily back along the passage to the room.

The noise awakened Marigold, who, all unconscious that Boyne had seen her there, instantly jumped up and listened.

She heard footsteps on the stairs and saw a passing light beneath her door.

She heard him ascend the next flight of stairs towards the locked room, and then carefully opening her door, peered out after him.

Suddenly he turned and descended, as though he had forgotten something, but his quick eye, as he flashed his lamp upon her door, detected that it was noiselessly closing.

In pretence of ignorance he passed down to his own room, and entering it, closed the door heavily.

Yes, he whispered to himself. Ah! I was not mistaken! The girl is here in my house to spy upon me! Shes dangerous — just as dangerous as the man. And in my game I allow no enemies to confront me!

Then, laughing grimly, he clenched his bony fists and set his teeth.

Afterwards he retired to bed, leaving the girl listening attentively to noises he purposely made.


CHAPTER XVI

BAITING THE TRAP
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NEXT DAY BOYNE remained in the house until Marigold had left to go to the City — for she was anxious to report the result of her vigil to her lover and then, instead of going out upon his daily collection of insurance premiums, he went to Pont Street.

He arrived at the fine red-brick house about eleven, opening the door with his latchkey. He found his wife in her bedroom, and closing the door, he exclaimed in an unusually excited voice:

Lilla! theres trouble brewing — very serious trouble!

In what direction? gasped the handsome woman, starting from the long mirror before which she was arranging her blouse.

That girl Marigold — the old woman Felmores niece — is suspicious, and she has established herself in my house in order to watch me!

Why is she suspicious?

I dont know. Thats the mystery of it. How much she knows I cant tell.

One thing is plain, said the woman. If we are to save ourselves, her lips must be closed. Surely that will be easy — just a nice box of chocolates, tied with ribbon, or something like that — eh? We did it before with little Louise, at Cheltenham.

Yes — but I dont like doing it. Shes really an awfully nice girl, and I havent the heart to give her a dose.

Shes watching you, you say! Therefore shes a danger to us all. Didnt I warn you about her weeks ago? If you dont want to court trouble, just give her a box of those beautiful expensive sweets, and then good-bye to all our worries.

Boyne made no answer.

His wife saw his hesitation, and went on:

It was a rotten trick at Cheltenham, I admit, but it had to be done — just as it must be done in this case. We surely cant afford to take any risks, my dear Bernie! What a good job that youve found out that she suspects — eh? she remarked. So she must fade out — and very quickly, too. Its up to you to do the necessary!

But the man — this clerk in Mincing Lane — Gerald Durrant. Hes a most pertinacious person, it seems. We have, I think, more to fear from him than from the girl, Boyne said.

Didnt I express doubt a week or so ago, but you assured me that it was all right? retorted the handsome woman. Well — what are you going to do?

Do! Why, theres only one way — put an end to their inquisitiveness, he replied.

Do be careful.

Oh, I will be — never fear. But I shall want your assistance, Lilla, and perhaps Enas too. Neither the man nor the girl is acquainted with either of you, which is one point in our favour.

Have you thought out any plan? she asked anxiously.

Ive not completed it yet, he answered.

There must be no failure, remember, said his wife, betraying considerable anxiety. What could have aroused the suspicions of this accursed girl, I wonder?

Ah! I cant tell. Im always most careful. But I have confirmed my suspicion that while the girl is in the house the fellow watches outside. He followed me last night, and I led him a pretty good chase up to Hampstead, where I called to see Ted Lyons.

Ted might be useful — eh? she exclaimed quickly.

No. We must keep this affair to ourselves. Its far too dangerous.

Well, Ena and I will help you. But something ought surely to be done as soon as possible!

I quite agree, Lilla. But the question is how shall we act for the best?

Its easy to deal with the girl — especially as shes living in your house for a week — but how shall we tackle the man? she asked.

Thats the difficulty. I dont want anything to happen while shes in my house, was his reply. I allowed her to stay because I wanted to satisfy myself that she was really spying. Now Ive confirmed my suspicions, and we must act.

Well, at any rate, its a good thing that we know the truth, the woman answered. You must have blundered in some way or other, so it is up to you to wriggle out of a very awkward situation.

It is awkward, I admit, he said, gazing blankly out of the window. If they got to know the true secret of that upstairs room, it would mean that we should at once be in Queer Street, in more senses than one — shouldnt we?

They must not know! said the woman in a hard, fierce tone. You will know how to deal with them, Bernard. People who have tried to pry into our private affairs before have, all of them, bitterly regretted it — havent they?

Boyne grunted, but made no reply.

Will you tell Ena? she asked.

Not yet. It may only frighten her unduly. When I want her help Ill see her — perhaps to-morrow, was his reply.

I suppose we ought to have news from Lancaster Gate very soon, she said. Mrs. Morrison went to tea with Ena yesterday. To-day she has gone back to Brighton, but is due here again to-morrow.

Yes, we ought to hear of some development soon, he said with a grim smile. That affair is going all right. Its this girl and her man who are so confoundedly dangerous to our plans.

You had similar trouble with Aitken a year ago, and you found an easy way out of it, Bernard. No doubt youll soon think of some means by which an end can be put to their infernal inquisitiveness.

I have a call to make, he said, rising from his chair suddenly. Ill be back again this afternoon. Im going into the City.

And he went out.

At lunch time Marigold met her lover, and it was arranged that, as he would be at the office late that evening, he should not resume his watch until the following evening, neither of them, of course, suspecting that Boyne knew they were keeping him under observation or that he was busy laying a most devilish plan for their undoing.

Gerald Durrant had grown fonder of Marigold than ever, and the pair were now inseparable. He disliked the idea of the girl living in that house of mystery, but she told him that she was in no way afraid, and that she was determined to solve the curious motive of Boynes double life.

When, at six oclock, she returned she sat down to tea with her aunt, and later, while she was laying Mr. Boynes table, he came in, greeting her cheerily, as was his wont.

His attitude towards her was distinctly friendly, for he gave no outward sign of suspicion.

The evening passed uneventfully, for Boyne went out about eight oclock, and he did not return until long after the old woman and her niece were in bed.

Marigold listened, but only heard him go up to his bedroom and close the door. After that there was no other sound.

Boyne spent part of the following day with Lilla at Pont Street, where he held a long and secret consultation with her, after which he took a taxi to Upper Brook Street and sat with Ena for half an hour, explaining what he had discovered concerning the unwelcome attention which young Durrant and the girl was paying to him.

The Red Widow at once became greatly perturbed.

But how much can they know? she gasped, leaning forward in her chair, pale and agitated.

Very little.

They know nothing of your upstairs friend — eh?

No. But they may suspect.

Then their suspicion must be at once removed, my dear Bernie! said the woman, in a decisive voice. We are, I see, confronted with a very grave peril.

I agree. Lionel will be wondering why Ive not been up to see him since Sunday. I shall go up this afternoon, before the girl comes back from the bank. Ive got a lot of stuff to take up to him. Hes got no kettle, poor chap!

Ah! What a life he must lead, said the woman.

It is his own fault. He was too curious — and he got the worst of it, as they all do!

But he was quite harmless. This fellow Durrant is our enemy.

And he must be treated as such. Ive found out a lot about his movements, said Boyne.

You quickly find out about people, Bernie. Youre really wonderful.

Not very wonderful, Ena, he laughed. I simply went a few days ago to Chalmers, the private inquiry agent in Regent Street who has done work for me often. I told him I had lent young Durrant money, and wanted to know something of his habits and of his friends. This morning I had a long confidential report about him. He lives out at Ealing.

A pity you allowed the girl to stay with her aunt. Why ever did you do so?

Well, if she wished to walk into a trap, then it surely wasnt my business to keep her out of it — was it? he asked, with a sinister smile. I knew the reason why she had so suddenly been deprived of her room at Wimbledon Park, and allowed her to think that I was a fool.

Shell no doubt know different ere long, laughed the Red Widow.

Then, opening the door, Boyne satisfied himself that there was no servant in the passage, and returning to her, he began to speak rapidly in a low, tense voice.

What? she asked breathlessly, when he had finished. To-night?

Yes, to-night — why not? he asked. Wear one of your smartest black dresses. Come round and see Lilla. Then you and she can arrange things.

But, Bernard! Its a most desperate game!

Not more so than any other, he laughed. A dangerous situation always calls for drastic measures.

But will the trap be sufficiently well-baited?

Ill see to that — never fear! Just act as I tell you and to-morrow we shant have much to fear from at least one of this inquisitive pair!

For a few minutes she seemed lost in thought.

Ah! I see you are hesitating, Ena! he laughed again.

I am. Its a terrible plot!

Bah! Fancy you saying so — you! who have assisted to bring off so many little affairs that have brought us big money. Surely youre not growing squeamish now, at a moment when we are all in distinct peril?

No, she answered with an effort, for it was evident that the plan which he had placed before her had held her horrified. No, I — Im not — not at all squeamish, but — well — Im wondering if we couldnt find some other way out of it.

None. Were in danger, and we must take precautions to defend ourselves — at once — to-night!

Very well, she answered somewhat reluctantly. Ill go round to Lilla about six.

When we meet we shall do so as strangers, of course, he said, with a sinister smile. Look your best — wont you?

Very well, she laughed, and five minutes later he sat down at the telephone in the room and spoke to his wife.

All right, Lilla, he said. Ena will be with you about six. Ive told her exactly what weve arranged. Im now going back to Hammersmith, and, after hanging up the receiver, he took leave of the Red Widow and went direct to Bridge Place.

Mrs. Felmore was surprised that her master should return so early, for he was at home before five. Marigold had not come in from the office, therefore he sent the deaf old woman out to the post, and, putting on his long white gown, took up to the attic the new tin kettle and some other things. But he did not obtain them from that cupboard in his room. He had purchased duplicates on his way home.

He was not upstairs for more than five minutes — just sufficient to reassure the weird recluse and hand to him the necessities required. Then he came down again, and calmly read the evening paper till his meal was ready.

Marigold did not return before seven, but she left her lover to resume his vigil outside.

At eight oclock Bernard Boyne went out as usual, and Marigold spent another quiet evening with her aunt, confident that Gerald was keeping a very vigilant eye upon the man of mystery!

Next day at the lunch hour she went eagerly to the little restaurant, but he did not put in an appearance. She wondered why.

On returning to the bank she at once rang up his office, but was informed that he had not been there that day! He had sent his principal a telegram stating that he had been suddenly taken ill, and apologised for his absence. The doctor had said that he could not return for several days.

Making excuse to Mr. Kenyon, the assistant manager, she left the bank at four, and at once went over to Ealing, only to find that his sister had received a telegram late on the previous night, which had been handed in at Charing Cross Post Office and read:

Dont worry! Am all right. Returning in two or three days. Writing. — GERALD.

Further mystified, she at once went back to Hammersmith, where she found a telegram which had arrived for her at eleven oclock that morning. It had been dispatched from Knightsbridge, and read:

Am all right, dear! Do not worry. Have discovered something, but am not returning for a day or two. — GERRY.

Is it from Mr. Boyne? asked her aunt as she watched the girls face.

No. Why? she asked.

Because Mr. Boyne hasnt been home all night, was her aunts reply. I cant think whats happened to him! When I went up this morning to wake him, because I thought he had overslept himself, I found that his bed had not been slept in!


CHAPTER XVII

NEWS FROM LANCASTER GATE
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MARIGOLD WAS NATURALLY much puzzled.

What had her lover discovered? What did he know?

By the varying forms of the telegrams she saw that he had excused himself from the office upon a plea of illness, while really he was working in secret to elucidate the mystery of the hooded man of Hammersmith.

The fact that Boyne had been absent that night and had not yet returned, did not arouse her curiosity, for she concluded that Gerry had been following him ever since the previous evening.

She relied upon her lovers cleverness and ingenuity. The changing of his clothes showed her that he was resourceful. She admired him for it.

So she took her tea with her aunt, and afterwards laid Mr. Boynes table in eager readiness for his return.

He came in and greeted her as cheerily as usual.

Tell Mrs. Felmore that I expect shes been wondering where Ive been all this time. But I went out to Loughton, in Essex, to see a friend last night, and I stayed there. Tell her so, Miss Marigold, will you? And now for my supper! Im horribly hungry!

He ate his meal, yet not by any means in the manner of a hungry man. He only toyed with it, for, a matter of fact, he had left Pont Street half an hour before, having taken leave of the Red Widow and his wife, whose faces had borne grim smiles of complete satisfaction.

That night as Marigold lay awake, unable to sleep, she became obsessed by the one idea that she ought to leave the house of mystery and return to Wimbledon Park.

Gerald, by his mysterious message to her, had evidently got upon the track of something, therefore it was useless for her to remain any longer in that strange atmosphere of doubt and fear.

Boyne had retired, and though she remained on the alert until the first streak of dawn shone through the blinds, she heard no movement to arouse her suspicion.

Next day, when she came down into the kitchen, she told her aunt that she was returning home. So, taking her blouse-case, she left before Mr. Boyne came downstairs.

Marigold has gone to the bank, sir, said Mrs. Felmore when she placed Boynes coffee and kippers upon the table. She left word that she thanks you very much for allowing her to stay here, but she couldnt encroach on your kind hospitality any longer.

Oh! exclaimed Boyne in surprise. Shes gone — eh?

Yes, sir. She went out a quarter of an hour ago. She waited to see if you came down — but she had to go.

Boyne grunted, and remarked something beneath his breath — words that the deaf woman, even with her expert lip-reading eyes, could not understand.

Marigold had slipped safely out of the way. The fact filled him with intense chagrin. What did it portend?

At least Durrants activity is at an end! he growled deeply to himself. Now we have to deal with this girl. For the present nobody can know of the whereabouts of Gerald Durrant. When they do — I hope the peril will be over!

And he swallowed his coffee with the gusto and satisfaction of a man who had made a most complete coup, and from whose mind some great weight had been lifted.

An hour later he entered the Hammersmith Post Office and telephoned to the Red Widow.

Any news, Ena? he asked as he sat in one of the boxes.

Yes. Augusta spoke to me half an hour ago. Im going round to Lancaster Gate at eleven. Shes taken ill. A pity, isnt it?

Sorry to hear that! he replied in a grim voice. Ill see you at Pont Street at seven — eh?

Yes. Ill run round, Ena answered. Ive just been through to Lilla. I wonder what can be the matter with poor Augusta? A chill, perhaps — eh? Poor lady! But I hope it isnt serious.

I hope not. Good-bye for the present.

And then the honest, hard-working collector of insurance premiums of the poor of Hammersmith went forth upon his daily round, trudging from street to street, knocking or ringing at the doors of the insured.

He made a call in Dalling Road, just beyond the railway arch, and then, proceeding up the thoroughfare, consulted his pocket account-book. Close to Chiswick High Road he made a further call, where he signed the book for the weekly premium.

Presently he halted at a small and very poor-looking house in the Devonport Road, a turning off the Goldhawk Road, where he rang at the door. At the windows were curtains blackened by the London smoke, for the whole neighbourhood was one of genteel poverty, but of despair.

An ugly, but cleanly dressed old woman answered, and, seeing him, knit her brows.

Ah! Come in, Mr. Boyne! she said, and the collector of premiums entered.

Five minutes later he came out, the old woman following him. He was evidently not himself, for usually his was a kindly nature towards the poor. But that day his manner was rough and uncouth. Something had upset him.

Well, Im sorry, Mrs. Pentreath, he said in a loud voice. But, you see, it isnt in my hands. Im only a humble servant of the company — an ill-paid servant who gets just a living wage upon the premiums he collects. Youve had time to pay, you know, and if you cant pay up this week — well, the policy must lapse. Youve been given notice of it for six weeks. The company has been very lenient with you. Other companies wouldnt have been so lenient.

But my poor Bertha! Shes come home from service, and is in bed with consumption. I have to look after her and try to give her the nourishment Doctor James orders. It isnt my fault that I havent paid you. It really isnt.

I cant help that, replied Boyne roughly. Your insurance policy must lapse — thats all.

And after fifteen years that Ive paid regularly each week! exclaimed the poor woman in dismay.

Well, it isnt my fault, I tell you. Im not the company, was his harsh reply.

And my poor Bertha so ill. Its cruel — its inhuman, I say! she shouted in a shrill voice.

Boyne only smiled grimly. He was not the kindly man of other days.

It probably is so, he replied, turning away from the door. But its our insurance business; and business is business, after all!

Yes! retorted the poor woman. You people are robbing the poor — thats what it is! And after fifteen years! Why, Ive paid your company more in that time than what they would have paid to bury my Bertha!

At a small house in the Loftus Road he knocked three times, and a dwarfed, red-eyed girl at last opened the door.

Poor mothers dead, Mr. Boyne! Didnt you see the blinds? she asked.

Dead! he exclaimed, looking at the little window of the sitting-room. Get your book.

Ill go and get it, was the girls reply. Mother died late last night. The doctor says its heart disease.

All right. Give me the book, he said brutally. I suppose well have to pay. You paid up last week, didnt you?

Yes, sir, I paid you — and youll find it down, the girl said, and, disappearing, she presently returned with the insurance book.

The house-to-house visits of the insurance collector of those fat dividend paying companies who insure the lives of the lower classes are truly fraught with many strange dramas and stirring tales of poverty and misfortune.

While Bernard Boyne was on his weary round, Ena Pollen alighted from a taxi at the private hotel in Lancaster Gate, a big, old-fashioned house which for years had been known to country visitors to London as a quiet and excellent place in which to stay.

The young man-servant who opened the door told her that Mrs. Morrison was upstairs. The proprietors wife met her in the hall, and, in response to the Red Widows inquiry, said:

Mrs. Morrison hasnt been very well for a couple of days. She was taken ill last night, so I called my doctor — Doctor Tressider — and he came to see her. He seems puzzled. He cant make out at present whats the matter with her. Hes calling again to-night. She came over very ill when she returned from Brighton.

Ill go upstairs, said Mrs. Pollen. It is most unfortunate, isnt it? Shes only here in town for a short time, and now shes taken ill like this. I do hope its nothing serious.

Oh, no. I asked Doctor Tressider, and he thinks it is simply a little stomach trouble. To-morrow shell be better, was the womans reply.

So Ena ascended the stairs, and, after tapping at the door, entered the neat little bedroom on the second floor.

Well, dear! she exclaimed cheerily as she entered. I couldnt let the day pass without coming to see you. Whatever is the matter?

I really dont know, Ena, replied Mrs. Morrison of Carsphairn. I felt so ill in the train coming up to Victoria that I had great difficulty in getting back here.

But the doctor says youll be all right to-morrow, said Ena.

I feel awfully ill, replied the other feebly. I seem so feverish — hot at one moment and cold at another.

No, no, said Mrs. Pollen cheerily. Youll be all right, never fear. When one feels feverish ones temperature is generally below normal. I do hope these people are looking after you all right?

Oh, yes, they do. I have no complaint to make on that score. You recommended me here, and I must say that Im most comfortable. But what worries me is my visit up North.

Dont bother about that, laughed the other. Get well first. Write and tell them you cant come.

I wish you would do it for me. Pen and paper are over there, said the sick woman, whose eyes glistened strangely.

No; you must do it, replied Ena quickly. She had a reason. If I were to write to them they might think it strange. You are not too ill to write. Ill get you the pad.

And, carrying it to her on the bed, she induced Mrs. Morrison to write two letters to her friends — letters which she duly posted when she got outside.

The doctor doesnt seem to know what is the matter with me, the invalid said in a weak voice after she had laid down her fountain pen. My head is so terribly bad — and my throat too.

What time is he coming again?

To-night, I think. I hope so.

My dear, its only a chill, Ena said with comforting cheerfulness. Youll be all right in a day or two. Youve been in a draught, perhaps.

Ah! but my head! It seems as though it must burst. At times I cant think. All my senses seem blurred.

Did you tell the doctor that?

Yes. And it seemed to puzzle him more than ever. I hope Im not going to have a bad illness.

Of course not, laughed Ena. Youll be better in a day or so. Remain quiet, and Ill run in to-morrow morning to see how you are. If youre worse, tell them to ring me up. Im just going round to the Davidsons. They will be most distressed to hear of your sudden illness.

The widow of Carsphairn turned over on her pillow and moaned slightly. Her face was flushed, and it was evident to Ena that the last words she had uttered the sick woman had not understood.

So she took her leave, and on descending the stairs to the wide hall, again encountered the proprietors wife.

My friend Mrs. Morrison seems very unwell, said Ena. I cant make it out at all. I do hope the doctor will discover what is the matter with her.

Doctor Tressider is my own doctor, replied the woman. Hell be here again before dinner time, and I hope he wont find anything really very wrong.

Well, whatever he says, would you mind letting me know over the phone? asked Ena, taking out her visiting-card, upon which was printed her telephone number.

Certainly I will, was the reply.

And if there is anything serious Ill come round at once, she said.

So they parted, and Ena hailed a taxi outside, and returned to Upper Brook Street well satisfied with her mornings work.


CHAPTER XVIII

THE COUP AND ITS CONSEQUENCE
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NEXT DAY PASSED, but though Ena remained at home in a high state of anxiety, she received no message from Lancaster Gate.

At eight oclock she rang up, and spoke to the proprietress of the hotel.

Mrs. Morrison is certainly not quite so well as she was yesterday, but though Doctor Tressider has been twice to-day he has not yet been able to diagnose the complaint.

Is she in pain? asked Mrs. Pollen sympathetically.

No. She does not complain. But no doubt we shall know more to-morrow.

Very well. Please tell her I inquired, and to-morrow, about eleven, Ill call and see her again.

And, having rung off, she spoke to Lilla, telling her of the conversation.

Youll go to-morrow and see her, my dear, urged Boynes wife. Bernard is here. Ill tell him.

What about the girl? asked Ena.

Oh, for the present shes all right. Shes gone back to Wimbledon. The telegrams have satisfied her.

Right! Then Ill see you to-morrow after Ive been to Lancaster Gate, said the Red Widow, and then they broke off the conversation.

Well, the doctor doesnt know yet whats the matter, Lilla afterwards said to Boyne, who was sitting in the handsome drawing-room.

Oh! he will to-morrow — never fear! was the mans grim reply. He must be a duffer if he doesnt recognise the symptoms. I expected him to know yesterday.

You thought we should have had news on Wednesday, and its now Friday.

Yes. But delay is rather a good sign, he said. Did you tell Ena about the nursing home?

Yes; I did so yesterday.

Ive heard that Miss Properts, out at Golders Green, is quite a good place. Nobody connected with it has any knowledge of us.

I told her that. And she agreed. She is rather afraid that some of Mrs. Morrisons friends may come up from Brighton, and she is in no way anxious to meet them.

No! She mustnt do so! declared Boyne. She must take good care that no friends are at Lancaster Gate when she calls.

Good! Ill tell her that over the phone presently.

And also tell her not to take a too eager interest in her — I mean, no interest further than that of a comparatively freshly made friend, he said; and afterwards they went out to a theatre together.

Next morning, just before eleven, as Ena Pollen was contemplating speaking with Mrs. Morrisons hotel, the proprietors wife rang up.

Mrs. Pollen, she said, Im very sorry to give you bad news about your friend. Doctor Tressider has just been here, and says that she is suffering from diphtheria!

Oh! Im so sorry! cried the Red Widow. How very unfortunate! Are any other friends there?

No. But I believe somebody is coming up from Brighton this afternoon.

Very well, said Ena. Ill take a taxi and come round now.

This she did. Pleading that she might become infected, she did not ascend to Mrs. Morrisons room, but sat in the little office of the proprietors wife.

Of course she cant remain here, said the woman. It isnt fair to my other visitors.

Of course not, Ena agreed. She must go at once to a nursing home. A friend of mine had diphtheria about a year ago, and went to a place somewhere at Golders Green. I think Prosser or Potter was the name of the person who runs it. We might perhaps find it in the telephone directory. I think that was the name — but Im not quite sure. Poor Augusta! Im so sorry, but I really think it would be unwise of me to go in and see her — dont you?

I quite agree, replied the proprietors wife, and, taking down the telephone directory, she began to search for the name, but could not find it.

At last, after some minutes, she exclaimed:

Ah! Here it is. Miss Properts nursing home. Yes, Golders Green! Here is the number. Ill telephone and ask if they have a room vacant.

Five minutes later it was fixed. Miss Propert had promised to send an ambulance at once, and soon afterwards the Red Widow was round at Pont Street reporting to Lilla all that had taken place, while early that same afternoon the patient had already been transferred to the nursing home, where she had been promised by the unsuspecting matron every attention.

As the days passed Marigold Ramsay travelled each morning from Wimbledon Park to the City, and sat each luncheon hour in the same little restaurant, but alone.

She was sorely puzzled why Gerald did not write to her. Without doubt he had gone somewhere to follow up a clue concerning the mystery man of Hammersmith, but she felt hurt that he had not written to tell her of his whereabouts.

Time after time she took out his telegram, which she carried in her big bag-purse, and re-read it:

Am all right, dear. Do not worry. Have discovered something, but am not returning for a day or two. — GERRY.

The day or two had elapsed. He told her not to worry, therefore she tried to obey him. Still, it was strange that he did not send her a line.

Twice she called at his office in Mincing Lane, but she was told by a female clerk that Mr. Durrant had not returned. Nothing more had been heard of him, except that he was away at home ill.

Marigold smiled within herself at the excuse her lover had given for his absence, and wondered hour by hour what he had discovered concerning Mr. Boyne.

She went over to Hammersmith and had tea with her aunt. From her she learned that her employer had been at home each night. The only night he had been absent was the night of Geralds disappearance.

She even contrived to get a glimpse of the interior of that cupboard in Mr. Boynes bedroom, but the groceries intended for the poor widow of Notting Hill Gate were still there intact, as well as the tea-kettle and the bowl.

What had taken Gerald away?

For three days her anxiety increased, when on the fourth evening, on her return to Wimbledon, she found a telegram from him. It had been dispatched from the post-office in Bristol Road, Birmingham, and read:

Returning very soon, dearest. Remain patient. Tell my sister. Love. — GERRY.

Time after time she read it with complete satisfaction, and afterwards she went out to Ealing and showed it to her lovers sister.

That takes a great weight off my mind, Marigold, said Geralds sister. Still, his sudden disappearance seems very strange. I wonder why hes gone away — and why hes in Birmingham?

Yes, replied the girl. It does seem curious, but think I know the reason.

What is it? asked his sister anxiously.

A secret reason, was Marigolds reply. Im sorry that I cant tell you — not unless he gives me permission.

What — is anything wrong? asked the young woman.

Oh, nothing wrong with Gerald — not at all. Only he is trying to find out something — thats all. And until he is successful I dont think he wants anyone to know his intentions.

Well, I hope hes made it right at his office. Employers dont like men who pretend to be ill at home and go away.

No doubt he has. Gerald isnt a fool, the girl replied, a little piqued at his sisters words, and very soon afterwards she left for home.

The message from Birmingham allayed her anxiety to a very great extent. When once Gerald took up any matter he never left it until it was complete. He was the very essence of business, and his principal held him in high esteem on account of his method and his pertinacity. Marigold knew that. He was following some secret clue concerning the hooded man of Bridge Place, and it seemed as though he feared to put anything concerning it into writing.

That night as she lay awake she reflected that the message was indeed very gratifying, yet at the same time, she found herself wondering why he had not written her just a few brief words.

She, however, kept her own counsel, feeling confident that Gerald would as soon as possible return to tell her what he had found out.

The fact that the store of food in Boynes bedroom was still there negatived the idea that it was intended for any person concealed in the locked room above. On thinking it all over, she began to doubt whether that curious cry was really human, or did it only exist in her imagination?

Next day she went to the bank as usual, but life was very dreary without Geralds smiling face. He was her ideal of the fine courteous man, strong, and devoid of that effeminacy which, alas! too often characterises the temporary officers who so gallantly assisted in winning the war. He had neither pose, drawl, nor affectation, as is so common in and around Fenchurch Street. He dressed quietly, and his manners were gentlemanly without being obtrusive. He spoke little and listened always. In Marigolds eyes he was the type of a perfect modern gentleman — as indeed he was.

City life, with its morning rush to business from the suburbs and its evening scramble for a seat in bus, train or tram, is to the business girl a wearing existence. The tubes, with their queux, the trains with their packed compartments, the buses with their boorish attendants, and the trams crowded to suffocation with either rain-wet or perspiring humanity, are part of the life of a London business girl. Yet she is always merry and bright, for she takes things as they come and thrives upon a gobbled breakfast or a belated home-coming.

Marigold Ramsay was typical of the London female bank clerk — eager, reliable, assiduous at her work, which consisted of poring over big ledgers all day beneath a green-shaded electric light until the figures — units, tens, hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands, and hundreds of thousands — danced before her tired eyes ere she closed her book and put on her hat to return home.

On the night following the receipt of that gratifying message, she rushed back to Wimbledon wondering if any further telegram awaited her.

But there was none. In disappointment she sat down to her evening meal, the one problem in her mind being the whereabouts of the young man who was her lover and who had so mysteriously left her side and disappeared.

He could not be following Boyne, for the latter was living quite calmly his usual uneventful life, therefore, if he were not following him, why could he not write to her and explain?

That point sorely perplexed her.

Meanwhile Ena Pollen telephoned twice a day to Golders Green to inquire how her friend Mrs. Morrison progressed, and on each occasion the matron would answer her, but the news was of increasing gravity.

She sent kind messages, but the matron expressed regret that the patient was too ill to be given them.

On the evening when Marigold had sped back to Wimbledon hoping for a further telegram, Miss Propert had, after telling the Red Widow how critical was Mrs. Morrisons condition, added that some relatives had come up from Brighton.

Unfortunately, the doctor will not allow anyone to see her, she went on. Only this evening I have had a telegram from her sister in Scotland saying she is on her way to London, but as she gives no address, I am unable to stop her, so her journey will be useless.

Useless? Why? asked Ena.

Well — Im sorry to tell you that the doctor who saw her an hour ago holds out but little hope of her recovery. She has diphtheria in its most virulent form.

Oh! How terrible! cried Ena. But is it really so very serious?

Yes. There is no use disguising the fact. It is a most critical case.

But, surely, there is no immediate danger? she asked, full of concern.

The critical period will be within the next twenty-four hours, came the reply. If she gets over to-morrow night, she will probably recover.

Ena Pollen held her breath, while her brows narrowed, and she made a strange grimace.

Well, Miss Propert, you wont fail to let me know how my friend is — will you?

Of course not, was the reply. I hope she will be better to-morrow morning. But — well, personally, I entertain but little hope. I have never seen a worse case of diphtheria.

Ena hung up the receiver, and crossing the room, took a long sniff at her smelling-salts.

Then, going back to the telephone, she rang up Lilla, and said briefly:

Our poor friend is very bad indeed. Ill let you know how she is in the morning. Is Bernard there?

No; hes just gone back, answered her friend.

Well, I want you both to dine here to-morrow night. Will you?

Why?

You know the reason — surely!

Oh, yes — yes! Very well, dear. At half-past seven.

So that was agreed.

Next morning, just before noon, Boyne called at Pont Street and learned from Lilla — who had just spoken to Ena — that Mrs. Morrison of Carsphairn was in an extremely critical condition.

Hm! grunted her husband. Then all goes as it should — eh? No other acute disease presents so great a liability to sudden death as diphtheria. I suppose the doctor, whoever he is, has been all along examining the patients heart for any indication of an approaching catastrophe.

But sudden death cant take place — can it? asked Lilla.

Oh, yes, replied her husband in a voice of authority. The more insidious forms of sudden death from diphtheria take place through the nervous system and heart. In such a case the pulse beats only twenty or thirty a minute — and that is probably what has aroused the doctors fears.

But, according to Ena, she hasnt a very bad throat.

That may be so, he said, speaking in the way of a medical man. She may have an extension of the false membrane into the air passage, which would block the larynx trachea or bronchi, which is always gradual, and may be fatal. But if the doctor has come to the conclusion that shes in a very bad way, I should think that the end will come this evening.

Youll dine at Enas — eh?

Of course I will. Ill be there just after seven, he said, and, after leisurely finishing a cigarette, he left her.

Just before half-past seven he entered Ena Pollens flat, where Lilla was already seated in the drawing-room. He wore a simple blue serge suit, for that night he had come straight from Hammersmith, and had not dressed to go to a restaurant or the theatre.

Well? he asked the Red Widow. Anything fresh?

Nothing. I telephoned to Golders Green an hour ago, and found Miss Propert was most despondent.

Poor dear! laughed Lilla. What a pity! Her bill will be paid all right — so she neednt fret!

Presently they sat down to a very pleasant little dinner, where, with sardonic laughter, the trio of death-dealers lifted their glasses of champagne to dear Augustas speedy recovery.

After dinner they returned to the drawing-room, where they took their liqueurs and coffee, all three being in excellent spirits.

The only serious moment was when the Red Widow suddenly remarked:

I dont half like the situation concerning that young fellow Durrant! Do you know, I feel some strange presage of evil — I mean that we may have made a slip there.

Slip! laughed Boyne derisively. Nothing of the kind, my dear Ena! I saw to that all right. And surely you can trust me?

But suppose we have?

No need to worry further about him. He wont trouble us any more.

The next person to be silenced is that girl, Lilla said in a hard voice.

Yes, was Boynes slow reply. I think Ive formed a plan which will be just as successful as that we carried out concerning her too inquisitive lover.

And as he spoke, he blew a cloud of smoke from his lips and watched it curl towards the ceiling.

Suddenly — it was then about ten oclock — almost as the words fell from his lips, the telephone bell rang sharply.

All three started.

Ah! gasped Ena, springing up. There you are! At last!

Yes, she replied, taking up the receiver. Then, listening, she exclaimed: Oh! you, Miss Propert — well? Oh! How dreadful! — how very sad! She passed away ten minutes ago! Thank you so much for telling me. Im so sorry — so very sorry!

And she replaced the receiver.

You look sorry! laughed Boyne. Really, it is most distressing to think that we shall very soon draw ten thousand pounds! he added mockingly, whereat the two women laughed gaily, for the coup so elaborately prepared had at last been brought off!


CHAPTER XIX

WHAT HAPPENED TO GERALD
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THE DAYS PASSED, and Marigold, hearing nothing further from Gerald, called again at Mincing Lane, and there learned that they had not heard again from young Durrant.

A clerk had been sent over to Ealing to inquire about him, but had returned with the information that, instead of being ill, he had not been seen by his sister.

The firm at once suspected something wrong with the books, said the female clerk of whom she made the inquiry, but Mr. Durrant was such an honest, straightforward young man that we all ridiculed the idea.

Have the books been examined? asked Marigold breathlessly.

Oh, yes; and nothing has been found wrong.

The girl drew a sigh of relief.

She then showed the clerk the telegram she had received from Birmingham, and she, in turn, promised to show it to the principal when he came in.

Marigold Ramsay walked down Mincing Lane to Fenchurch Street in gloom and despair. She returned to the bank and sat at her books, unable to work, unable to do anything, save to wonder why Gerald had so suddenly left her. Yet he had bidden her not to worry over him and had promised to return.

That evening she went over to Hammersmith, and her aunt, noticing how pale and worried she looked, inquired the reason, asking:

Have you heard yet from Mr. Durrant?

No, auntie. Unfortunately, I havent, but Im expecting to hear every day.

Funny he went away like that, wasnt it? the deaf old woman remarked, though inwardly she suspected that there had been some quarrel between them, and that he had left her in consequence.

Yes, replied the girl faintly. Then she asked after Mr. Boyne.

Oh! hes been away four days now. He said he was going into Wales on some insurance business, and would be away a week or perhaps ten days.

Unusual for him to go away, isnt it? Marigold remarked.

Yes. Hes never been away for more than a week together in all the time Ive been with him.

The girl left Hammersmith early, and, returning to Wimbledon Park, sat at her window and wept for a long time before retiring to rest. To her the world was empty and hopeless without Gerald.

What had she done, she wondered, that he should have left her in that fashion. That he was following Boyne was a mere excuse, she felt sure. It irritated her to think that he should try to deceive her. What was he doing in Birmingham? If there were reasons why he did not wish to return to London, then why did he not give her his address, and then she could easily have run up to see him.

The more she thought it over the more mystified did she become.

The mystery was increased three days later when, on returning from the City, she found a telegram on the table in the narrow hall.

Her heart leapt as she tore it open.

It had been sent from Paris, of all places, and read:

Sorry could not write, dear. Do not worry. Shall be back soon. Have wired to the office. Love. — GERALD.

Love! — Gerald! she repeated aloud to herself. Oh! why does he not give me an address, so that I can write to him? Its cruel — very cruel of him to keep me in suspense like this! she cried in a frenzy of despair.

She ate sparingly in the little dining-room of the jerry-built villa — for nowhere is the jerry-builder more in evidence than in Wimbledon Park, with his white-painted gables and his white-painted balconies to his six-roomed houses. But let us not misunderstand. It is best for the workers — the brains and backbone of England — to live in smiling houses, even though jerry-built, than in many of those grey, rain-sodden houses of the Midlands and the North, where the knocker-up pursues his calling each dawn and the factory hooter sounds all too early.

Personally, the writer here declares that he has no love for the capitalist. The latter has too often, ever since the Early Victorian days, been either a swindler or an aristocrat of bad intentions, and the jerry-builder was the natural outcome of his parting with his estate.

Poor Marigold! She could go no farther in the maze of doubt and uncertainty.

A dozen times that night she re-read the mysterious, but unconvincing, message. She was a girl of high intelligence, or she would not have been employed by the bank. The whole affair puzzled her, as it would indeed have puzzled anybody.

Next day after her luncheon she went round again to Mincing Lane, and made inquiry regarding the missing man.

The same girl told her that the principal had received a mysterious wire from Paris.

I saw the telegram, she said. It was from Paris, and was quite abrupt, saying that he would probably return in a week or so.

But what does it all mean? asked the distressed girl.

I really dont know, replied the other girl. Mr. Durrants gone away, and thats all!

That night Marigold went over to Ealing, and to Geralds sister she showed the telegram. It puzzled her sorely.

Whatever can Gerald be doing in Paris? she exclaimed. Why could he not write to us, eh?

I dont know, was the reply of the unnerved girl. I think he ought to send us some address.

But he may do so later, replied his sister. Gerald is a man of business. He would realise how troubled we all are.

He seems to have faded out of existence, said the girl, seated in the front parlour of the neat little villa of the neat suburban road.

Yes, said his sister. He certainly does. I await a letter each morning, but none comes.

But what can he be doing in Paris? queried Marigold. Without a doubt, he has lost the confidence of his firm. He pretended to be lying ill here, and they have found out that he isnt ill at all!

Yes. The other day a middle-aged man came to see him, but I was forced to admit that he wasnt here — that he was missing, replied Geralds sister.

Marigold went home utterly dispirited. What could she do? It was useless to go to the police and raise a hue and cry regarding a man who, from time to time, telegraphed to his employers and to her that he was on the point of returning. So she was compelled to wait.

Gerald Durrant had disappeared. He had sent her messages, it is true, messages of comfort, yet when she argued within herself, she saw that he ought, at least, to have given her some address to which she could reply by letter or by telegram.

True, Boyne was absent. But he had only been absent for a few days, while her lover had been missing very much longer.

Four more days of blank despair crept slowly by. Seated beneath her green-shaded light at the bank, with her great ledger before her, Marigold reckoned up the columns of figures mechanically, and handed them to be checked. They were accounts of all classes of merchants, mostly of profiteers, firms who had made fortunes out of the valour and blood of the gallant fellows who had given their lives for Britain. She felt so unhappy without her lover. Gerald, who had directed those investigations concerning the hooded man who was her aunts employer, had disappeared with startling suddenness, yet he had assured her that he was following some mysterious clue.

The latter she had proved, by reason of the knowledge of Boynes movements, to be non-existent. Was her lover deceiving her? That suspicion caused her the greatest irritation and annoyance.

That evening she sauntered along Pont Street, and looked up at the red-brick house which Boyne had entered on that well-remembered night. But the place was in complete darkness, save for a light in the servants quarters.

Then again she went to Bridge Place, and learned from the old deaf woman that her master had not yet returned.

Hes having a very nice long holiday, said Mrs. Felmore. And he deserves it, too — a-tramping about Hammersmith all day and in all weathers, as he does.

Three weeks went past, but no further word had come from Gerald, either to his principal, his sister, or to his well-beloved.

Gerald Durrant had, truth to tell, met with some strange and startling adventures since the night of his disappearance.

In the darkness on that well-remembered night he was walking along the Kensington Road towards Knightsbridge, following Boyne at a respectful distance, and keeping a wary eye upon him, without arousing any suspicion as he naturally believed.

While passing the railings of Kensington Gardens, close to Queens Gate, he saw a female figure lying upon the pavement with a lady bending over her concernedly.

Hastening up, he found both ladies to be well dressed, and inquired what had occurred.

Oh, dear! cried the elder lady, in great distress. My sister has just slipped down on a piece of banana peel, I think, and shes broken her ankle. She cant move, and she doesnt speak. She has fainted. I — I wonder, sir, if you would be so kind as to call me a taxi.

Certainly I will, replied Gerald, with his usual gallantry. If youll stay here, Ill go back to the rank. I passed it a few minutes ago, and there was a taxi there.

So he dashed back, got into the cab, and was soon on the spot where the lady, who had recovered consciousness, was standing on one foot, unable to put the other to the ground.

Its so extremely kind of you, said the elder lady, while the injured one expressed faint thanks. Then, assisted by the driver, the lady was seated in the conveyance.

I really dont know how I shall get her up the stairs, exclaimed the elder woman. We live in a flat up at Hampstead and we have no hall-porter.

Gerald reflected a second, and suddenly recollected that Boyne was now out of sight, so that by that unfortunate accident he was prevented from further following him.

I shall be very pleased to accompany you, and give you what assistance I can, he said. May I get in?

Certainly. Its too kind of you, the injured lady declared. I fear we are encroaching upon your time, but the taxi can bring you back to wherever you want to go.

So Gerald got in, while the elder lady gave the man an address at Hampstead — some mansions, the name of which he did not catch, for, at the moment, he was in conversation with her sister. All he recollected were the words:

Its close to Hampstead tube station.

Next moment they drove off, whereupon the elder lady introduced herself as Mrs. Evans, and her sister she said was Miss Mayne.

We live together, she went on. My husband was unfortunately killed on the Somme, so we are companions for each other.

Meanwhile Miss Mayne was evidently suffering extreme pain.

Im so sorry, dear, her sister exclaimed. But as soon as we get home, Ill ring up for Doctor Trueman. Hell no doubt soon set it right.

Can you move your ankle, Miss Mayne? asked Gerald, who had, in turn, already given the two ladies his name.

Unfortunately, no — not in the least. To try to move it causes me excruciating pain. I really dont know what I shall do.

Oh! Surgeons nowadays are wonderful, exclaimed Gerald cheerily. Probably it is only a simple sprain. At least, let us hope so.

So completely engaged in conversation was Gerald, that he did not notice along what thoroughfare they were travelling. Indeed, the driver had taken an intricate route behind Regents Park, a district quite unknown to the young man.

From the ladies he learned that they had been dining with a lady living in Phillimore Place, and were on their way back to Knightsbridge tube station on their return home when the accident happened. That they were refined, well-bred ladies was unquestionable, therefore he was genuinely concerned.

At last the taxi stopped before the entrance to a large block of inartistic-looking flats, and with difficulty Miss Mayne descended. Then, assisted by the driver and Gerald, she, with great difficulty, ascended to the first floor, while her sister opened the door with her latch-key, and switched on the light.

Within it was a cosy, well-furnished abode, just as one would expect to be the home of two refined women of good position.

Mrs. Evans paid the driver, giving him half a sovereign over his fare, and saying:

I shall want you to take this gentleman back to the West End presently. So wait!

Very well, mum, replied the man, pleased with his tip, who then retired.

Then, turning to Gerald, she said:

Youll stay a few minutes, wont you? Ill telephone to the doctor. This she did, the telephone being out in the hall, and while he sat with Miss Mayne in the small drawing-room, he heard her sister in conversation with Doctor Trueman.

Hell be here in about a quarter of an hour! she exclaimed, as she re-entered the room. How fortunate, dear, to find him in!

Yes. I —— Oh! I do hope hell give me something to dull this terrible pain replied the other.

No doubt he will, said Gerald encouragingly. It is too bad of people to throw fruit peel about the pavements. Ive had more than one narrow escape from falling myself.

Its positively criminal! declared Mrs. Evans, with warmth. Of course youll stop now, and see what he says. Mr. Durrant, she went on, Im only too happy to have been of service to you.

Youll have something? she suggested. Im just going to get my sister a little brandy, and Ill get you a whisky and soda.

No, thanks — all the same, Gerald replied. The fact is I never drink whisky.

Then a glass of port wine, she laughed gaily. You wont refuse that — have it, to please me, wont you?

He tried to protest, but she overruled him, and in the end he was forced to accept the glass of wine which a few minutes later she brought him upon a small silver salver, together with her sisters liqueur glass of old brandy.

She took nothing herself, but stood chatting as Durrant and her sister sipped their glasses.

Thats some very old port that was lately given to me by a friend, she explained. Being a woman, I know nothing of wines, but we had a man dining here with us the other night who pronounced it first-class.

Yes, Gerald said. It is excellent, though I, too, have no knowledge of wines, which I always think is generally pretended save in the case of men with acute palates who are in the import trade. The man who to-day can sip a glass and tell its vintage is a rara avis, he declared.

Mrs. Evans agreed with him.

She watched him drain his glass with satisfaction, and then urged him to have a second one. But he refused, for, as a matter of fact, he found a strange sensation creeping over him. Though he did not mention it, being too polite, he felt across his eyes a slow, but increasing, blindness. Objects seemed to be receding from his gaze. The muscles of his throat seemed to be contracting, and he felt his cheeks hot and flushed.

He tried to stir himself in his chair, but he seemed paralysed. He could not move!

He endeavoured to speak, to tell the two ladies of his sudden seizure, but his tongue refused to articulate a word.

In his desperate efforts to ask them to call assistance, his hands pawed the air convulsively, and then, of a sudden, he felt himself collapsing, and all became blank.

Meanwhile the two women were watching him intently, and the instant they satisfied themselves that he was unconscious, Miss Mayne — who was really Lilla Braybourne, sat where she was, while Mrs. Evans, who was Ena Pollen, the Red Widow — jumped up from her chair, saying eagerly:

Alls well up till now! I must tell Bernie.

She dashed to the telephone, and, asking for a number, spoke rapidly:

Lilla speaking, she said. Bernie. Hes here, and hes been taken suddenly ill. Youd better come round at once.

She listened. Then she said:

Right — youll get here in a quarter of an hour. Hes asleep now!

Then the pretended invalid and her pseudo-sister, leaving Gerald in the drawing-room, where he had collapsed so suddenly after drinking the glass of doctored port, went into the dining-room and mixed themselves a stiff brandy and soda each.

Afterwards the Red Widow, descending to where the taxi was waiting, gave the man another ten shillings, and said:

The gentleman has changed his mind. Hes staying here.

All right, mum, the man replied. Thank you very much. Good-night.

Starting his engine, he drove away well satisfied.


CHAPTER XX

THE ROOM OF EVIL
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A QUARTER OF an hour later Bernard Boyne stood in the room where Gerald Durrant lay back in the arm-chair, pale as death, quite unconscious.

So you tried to get the better of me, my young friend, did you? he laughed, as he stood before the inanimate figure. But you dropped into the trap just as I intended. I could easily put you out of the way, you infernal young prig, but it might be dangerous.

No, no! cried Ena anxiously. The body would be found. And Scotland Yard may possibly find traces of us. No! Carry out your plan — telegrams, a motor-car journey, a pretty story — and good-bye-ee!

Yes. But this fellow, and the girl who is in love with him, are distinct dangers, remember!

True. But it was the girl who aroused his suspicions. Send her underground, if you like, and as soon as you like, for none of us have any love for her, have we?

Ena, he said, his manner suddenly changing; an idea regarding the girl, Marigold, has just occurred to me — one that cannot be investigated, and nothing can be brought up against us. Leave her to me!

Oh, we will, Bernie! But recollect, she must have a dose — and go out. Thats the only way to put the tombstone over this affair. We dont want any unwelcome inquiries, or any resistance by the insurance company.

Dont fret, my dear Ena. We shant have any real trouble, I assure you. We are now dealing with it in advance. Then, turning to his wife, he exclaimed: Those necessary telegrams? You have them all ready. Get busy, and send them. Ive arranged with Jimmy, in Birmingham, and Hylda, in Paris, to send others at certain times.

Great Scott, Bernie! Your brain is wonderful! exclaimed Ena in admiration. How can you think out all these details in such a short space of time?

When one is in danger one takes due precaution — and at once. I always do so, he laughed. This fellow and his girl have tried to spy upon us — and we have to deal with them as they would deal with us. If they discovered anything they would at once tell the police, and very soon our game would be up. Hence, we have to put matters square at the least possible risk to ourselves, he added.

He took up the glass from which Gerald had drunk the excellent port, and carried it into the small kitchen, where he carefully washed it. Afterwards Ena handed him a small phial which he also carefully washed, and then half filled it with something he took from his pocket. The bottle was full of that cheap, but pungent, perfume — oil of verbena. When he had half filled the small bottle, he corked it and placed it in a cupboard in the kitchen, thus removing all trace of the deleterious liquid which the little phial had previously contained.

Lilla had gone out, but half an hour later she drove up to the door in a small open car. The manner in which she pulled up showed her to be a good driver.

The inhabitants of the whole block of flats — those houses piled upon one another, which are admittedly cheap to run, but which are so very expensive from a health point of view — were asleep when, assisted by the two women, and treading softly, they placed Durrant in the car, heavy and unconscious owing to the drug which had been given him.

Lilla then mounted to the drivers seat, and, leaving Ena to close the flat and return to Upper Brook Street as best she could, Boyne and his wife, with their unconscious victim in the bottom of the car, sped out across Hampstead Heath, and northward upon the Great North Road.

Not till forty-eight hours afterwards did Gerald Durrant slowly and painfully awake to a knowledge of his surroundings. By that time Marigold and the others had been reassured by the telegrams.

Geralds first impression was of a strange, rather healthful smell — a smell of tar. He looked around. The ceiling of the room was low — a ceiling which badly required whitewashing. Before him was a small square window — a very small window. And he was lying fully dressed upon a narrow iron bedstead.

Apparently the house was an old cottage, but quite unfamiliar. He tried to think, but his brain was addled. His memory refused to serve him. The sun was shining in at the window, and the little room seemed close and stuffy. It was the sunset, he gathered.

Try how he would, he could recollect absolutely nothing. All he could recollect were the faces of those two women whom he had assisted in their distress.

He strove to think. At last, he recollected how Mrs. Evans had given him that glass of good port, and how afterwards they had chatted together. Then all was blank.

Of time he had no idea. What, he wondered, would Marigold think of his absence? And what would they think at the office?

His first impulse was to wire to Wimbledon Park and to Mincing Lane. Yes, it was imperative that he should do so.

Yet he knew not where he was, for as he raised himself upon his elbow from the bed, he saw that the only look-out from the small window was a high brick wall, apparently the wall of a warehouse. The room was dusty and uncleanly. There was no carpet — nothing save a very ragged square of black-and-white linoleum. He got up and, dazed as he was, he tried the door. It was strongly bolted from without!

He shouted — yelled at the top of his voice, but nobody came. Upon the little deal table he saw something which told him that he was a prisoner — a jug containing some water, and a plate with some unwholesome-looking cooked meat and some bread.

He examined them with a rising feeling of indignation. Then, in a fury, he raised a heavy wooden chair, and savagely attacked the door. Time after time, he took it by its leg and banged it upon the door, making a tremendous noise. Yet the strong oak resisted every attempt, until, piece by piece, the chair was broken up. Then he looked around for something stronger. There was a rusty iron fender. This he took up, and using it as a battering ram struck the door repeatedly. But the fender being of cast iron broke in half, but made no injury to the door.

He crossed to the window and, smashing the glass, tried to open it. But outside were strong iron bars. He was indeed a prisoner!

In desperation he flung the mattress from the bed, and, taking down the bedstead, attacked the door vigorously with one of the iron bars. He used the end — for it was hammered out — as a crowbar and succeeded after long effort in inserting it between the door and the lintel, but so well was it secured by bolts that he had no power to force it open, and in the end the thin iron bent, and thus became useless.

Presently he hammered on the floor, and tried to awaken somebody, still all to no purpose. In the meanwhile, darkness was falling and soon he would, he knew, be without light. Notwithstanding that his head was aching terribly, and there was a feeling as though his skull was slowly being crushed in a vice, he set to work to liberate himself in another way.

He tore aside the old linoleum, and succeeded in forcing up one of the dirty floor-boards. This he followed by another, and yet a third, until below was revealed the plaster of the ceiling of the room underneath.

Then, taking a heavy piece of the bedstead, he struck down with all his might.

The iron struck the plaster, but, contrary to his expectation, he was unable to force a hole through the ceiling. Then, suddenly, to his dismay, he discovered that what he had believed to be plaster was concrete — that the floor was a fireproof one, and that being so, any attempt to penetrate it without proper tools was foredoomed to failure.

He gazed about him, utterly bewildered.

What could have happened after he had drunk that glass of port so kindly offered him by the handsome Mrs. Evans? That he was in the hands of enemies it was plain, but who were they? He wondered whether his incarceration in that place had any connection with his inquisitiveness concerning Bernard Boyne.

He reflected. Boyne had not been cognisant of being followed. He was convinced of that. Had he been so, he would not have paid those nocturnal visits to Pont Street and Upper Brook Street.

In the evening light he stood utterly perplexed. At his feet he saw that the boards were discoloured by a large brown stain some three feet in diameter. One part of it was thick, as though dark paint had been spilled there. He bent to examine it more closely, and from the wood scraped a portion of the thick substance with his finger-nail.

The stuff seemed curiously sticky, very much like paint. He took it across to the window, and there examined it minutely in the light, rubbing it between his thumb and forefinger.

Next moment a cry of horror escaped him. Great Heavens! he gasped. Why — its blood!

Apparently there had been a pool of blood there, but it had nearly all dried up, save that portion which had not yet become completely hardened.

What could it mean?

He returned to the spot which had been immediately beneath where he had lain upon the bed. Had some previous occupant of that barred room been foully done to death while sleeping? It certainly seemed that such was the explanation.

Who brought me here, I wonder? he said aloud to himself, as the ghastly suggestion crept over him. What is Marigold thinking of my disappearance? What can they think of it at the office?

Across the narrow room he paced in frantic anger at having been so entrapped without the slightest motive. The dead silence of the place oppressed him. Without knowledge of where he was, either in London or in the country, he set his teeth and regretted the moment when he went to the assistance of the two women. Yet, surely, they could have nothing to do with his detention there? The absence of motive held him completely perplexed.

In the fast-fading light he made a complete and minute inspection of that chamber wherein he had made the gruesome discovery. If someone had really been done to death in that place recently, then there might be other traces of the tragedy. Further, how was he to know that he, in turn, would not fall a victim!

Hastily, because the light was going, he turned out a cupboard, but found nothing save a quantity of newspapers. Some rubbish in the rusty fireplace he examined, but his search there was also fruitless.

Then he turned his attention to a long, narrow double-doored cupboard let into the wall close to the bed. One door was bolted from within, and the other locked. To force it open was only the work of a few moments. Within he found a quantity of feminine apparel of good quality, a skirt, shoes, and other things.

One object which he took up caused him to ejaculate another cry of horror, and to hold his breath.

He carried it across to the broken window, and there bent to see if what he suspected was the actual truth.

Yes! He satisfied himself that it was. What he held in his hand was a womans cream crêpe-de-chine blouse, prettily trimmed with lace, but the neck, chest, and all over the left sleeve were stained with blood!

Then the victim was a woman! he gasped aloud.

Quickly he examined all the other articles of attire, but found no traces of blood upon any other. He decided to keep his knowledge to himself, so that when he escaped, as he intended to do, he might at once inform the police of what he had found. Therefore he instantly set to work to replace the floor-boards, and recover them with the old piece of linoleum which hid the great ugly stain. Then, restoring the room to order in the best way possible, he replaced the blouse and the other feminine garments where he had found them, and was able — after a great deal of difficulty, for it was nearly dark — to place the two doors of the cupboard together in such a way that they closed, so that all trace of them being forced was thus removed.

That some unknown woman had recently lost her life in that place was now quite certain. After he had put the place in order again — all save re-erecting the bedstead, for this could not be done, neither could he mend the broken chair — he stood in the darkness pondering. It was impossible to remain in that horrible place all night. If he slept he might be attacked, as the poor woman had probably been. And in his half-dazed condition he needed sleep badly.

His one thought was of Marigold.

What will she think, poor girl! he cried aloud in his anguish. What has she done now that I am missing?

He listened. There was no sound save the chiming of a church clock in the distance, followed by the shrill whistle of a locomotive. Then he heard the long-drawn siren of a ship repeated three times, but some distance away. Evidently the place was near a river, or perhaps by the sea. That would account for the smell of tar.

Then all became quiet again. The silence and darkness began to get upon his nerves until he could stand it no longer. The thought that a dark tragedy had been perpetrated upon that very spot where he stood filled him with horror.

Therefore at last he again went to the window, and began to send up some unearthly yells in a fierce endeavour to attract the attention of somebody outside.

Time after time he repeated his shouts, but nobody answered. He could hear the voices of two common women gossiping, and though he could not see them he shouted to them. But they only deigned to yell back.

Oh, shut up! Do shut up — whoever you are!

Suddenly he recollected that drunken brawls and cries for help are only too frequent in lower-class neighbourhoods, therefore his cries for assistance, though they must be heard, were being disregarded.

So he desisted, and resolved to remain patient a further quarter of an hour, and then resume his cries for help.

He was standing in the darkness near the window when a slight and curious movement behind him caused him to turn sharply.

Beneath the door he saw a light, but whoever was there wore rubber soles to their shoes, for they made no sound. The slight noise which had fallen upon his strained ears was the slow and stealthy drawing of a bar outside the door.

Someone was creeping noiselessly in!

On tiptoe he crossed, and, seizing the bar of iron, sprang behind the door, his hand raised ready to fell any person who entered.

The handle of the door was very slowly turned, but next second — ere he became aware of it — a strange thing happened.


CHAPTER XXI

LOST DAYS
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AS THE DOOR of the room in which he was imprisoned slowly opened, and he stood ready to attack the new-comer and fight for his liberty, he became suddenly blinded and rendered utterly powerless by a burst of heavy grey smoke.

He drew one whiff of it, and, reeling, fell senseless upon the floor.

Then, as the fumes which had rendered him unconscious slowly cleared, there stood in the dim light a form wearing an exact replica of the white cloak and hood which Bernard Boyne used when he visited that upstairs room in Hammersmith. The window being broken, and now that the door was open too, the fumes quickly dispersed, yet Gerald lay there where he had fallen, pale as death, and breathing only slightly.

A heavy dose! laughed the hooded man grimly. He wont get over it for quite a long time!

And then he turned and left, leaving the door still open, so that all trace of the poisonous vapour which he had released from a heavy iron cylinder should be removed.

An hour later he returned, but without his cloak, for the gas-mask was no longer needed. He carried an electric torch, which he flashed into the white face of the unconscious victim.

Youll soon go away — never to return! growled the mysterious man aloud; and then suddenly by the reflection of the light his face became revealed.

It was Bernard Boyne.

The fellow knows too much — and so does the girl! he muttered to himself. We must deal with her next. But shes not yet dangerous. Still, as Lilla says, in our business we cant afford to take any risks. So stay there for the present, my friend, he added.

And bending he felt the prostrate mans pulse in the professional manner of a medical man. Then, apparently well satisfied, he crossed the room, closed the window and, after locking the door outside again, descended the stairs.

When young Durrant at last began to slowly recover his senses, he awakened to find himself seated in an arm-chair in a small and not uncomfortable cabin on board a ship. The vessel was rolling heavily, and ever and anon the waves swept up past the porthole, partially obscuring the light.

He drew his hand across his fevered brow and endeavoured to think. But all was hazy, uncertain, and unreal. Was he still dreaming? he asked himself. He placed both his hands upon the arms of the leather-covered chair and felt them. No! It was no dream! He was on a ship at sea!

Suddenly across his brain swept recollections of that room in which he had been imprisoned — that gruesome chamber with its unmistakable evidence of a tragedy — the place in which some unknown woman had been foully done to death. He remembered his meeting with those two ladies outside Kensington Gardens, their hospitality and its dire result. At any rate, there was one satisfaction, that his enemies, whoever they were, had spared his life.

He rose, his limbs feeling very sore and stiff. How long had elapsed since he had so suddenly met that mysterious burst of smoke he had no idea. Nor had he any knowledge of where he had been, or where that room of tragedy was situated. All remained a complete blank.

In rising to his feet he nearly fell owing to the heavy roll of the vessel — a steamer evidently, for he could feel the vibration of the engines. Unsteadily he opened the door, and found himself in a narrow gangway, with several cabins on either side. Opposite him a door stood open, revealing a burly, dark-bearded man in uniform lounging in a chair, smoking a pipe and reading a book.

Hearing Geralds footsteps he turned his head.

Hulloa! he cried roughly. Got over your drunk then, Mr. Simpson? Come in here!

Thanks, was Durrants reply. But I never drink, and my name is not Simpson.

Ah! I thought youd say that! Sit down, anyway, the captain remarked, with a good-humoured laugh. Yesterday when we had a chat, you didnt deny that your name was George Simpson, did you?

I dont remember having had a chat with you yesterday, replied Gerald, amazed at the captains words.

Ah! You dont remember much, do you? Got a very bad memory, I know.

No, Ive got a pretty good memory, and to my knowledge Ive never seen you in my life before.

And yet you spent last night with me, and drank more than you ought to have done. Whisky is a bad thing for you, young fellow. You should leave it alone. Never drink till youre forty-five. Thats what I say.

Durrant sank into the chair, and gazed around the captains cabin absolutely bewildered.

What ship is this? he asked at last.

You asked me that yesterday. This is the Pentyrch, of Sunderland, bound from Hull to Singapore, was the reply.

And we are on our way there! gasped the young man in blank dismay.

Yes. Three days out.

Where are we now?

Off Finisterre.

Will you tell me your name, Captain? Durrant asked quite calmly.

Bowden — John Bowden. And I live at Empress Villa, Queen Street, Sunderland. Aged forty-one; married; two kids. Anything more?

Yes, a lot, was the others reply.

You asked me a lot of questions about the ship last night, and I told you. Weve got a general cargo, and after Singapore we go to Batavia, then to Wellington, New Zealand, and back home.

How long shall we be away?

Oh! perhaps nine months — perhaps more if I get other orders, was Bowdens breezy reply. This old tub aint very fast, you know. She isnt one of your slap-up liners. We never have passengers. I dont like em. Only Mr. Morton asked me to take you out for the benefit of your health, and I consented.

Mr. Morton! Whos he?

A friend of yours, isnt he?

I dont know anyone of that name, declared Gerald astounded.

Captain Bowden looked straight into the young mans face for a few moments in silence, and then, nodding his head, said:

Ah! Of course!

Why of course? asked Gerald in annoyance at the captains tone.

The other only shrugged his shoulders, and continued puffing at his big briar pipe.

Gerald was utterly mystified.

Since that moment when he had lost consciousness in the presence of the two ladies he had assisted until the present, all his recollections were blurred and indistinct. Bowden had accused him of drinking heavily the night before. Yet he felt certain that he had never previously set eyes upon the black-bearded man before him. His unknown enemies had spared his life, but they had sent him out upon a nine months voyage, evidently to get rid of him for some reasons known to themselves.

Was Bernard Boyne at the bottom of it all? He wondered. Yet Boyne could not know anything of his efforts to unravel the mystery of his life. How could he possibly know?

Look here, Captain Bowden, he said firmly at last. Let us be frank with each other.

Im always frank, young man — too frank for some people! was the bluff seafarers reply.

Well, be frank with me. Tell me — do you know any man named Boyne — Bernard Boyne?

Never heard the name before, snapped the other. What about him? And he crossed his legs encased in his heavy sea-boots.

Well, I thought perhaps you might know him, Durrant said. Then, catching sight of the coat he was wearing, he was surprised to see that it was unfamiliar — a heavy blue-serge suit, such as he had never before possessed. The mystery increased as each moment passed.

No. I dont know any man named Boyne. Who and what is he?

Hes an insurance agent at Hammersmith.

Thats somewhere in London, aint it?

Yes. Im a Londoner.

Oh, are you? Yes, I thought so.

Why did you think so? asked Durrant.

Because I know you come from Liverpool.

Youre trying to be funny!

Oh, no, Im not! Its you who always tries to be funny, young fellow. You sat with me here, in my cabin, last night, and yet to-day you deny having done so.

Gerald rose from his chair, intending to firmly withstand the black-bearded fellows ridiculous allegations, but at that instant he felt that same half-intoxication creeping over him, and he subsided.

Captain Bowden, Im sorry to tell you that I honestly think you are lying to me, he said a moment later.

Thanks for the compliment, Mr. Simpson. I wont retort because youll be ill if I do. Were in for bad weather in the Bay, Im afraid. Glass falling with a run.

Ive never been to sea before, remarked Gerald hopelessly, yet surprised that the captain should take his challenge so mildly.

Well, youll get your sea-legs on this voyage, I can tell you, laughed the heavy-jowled captain.

At that moment the first mate came in, holding himself as he stood against the heavy rolling of the tramp steamer.

Cargo is shifting a bit in number four hold, sir, he said. Shall I tell Jenkins to call the men and see to it?

Yes. Do what the devil you like, Hutton, snapped the captain. I see were in for hellish weather. Look at the glass!

I noticed it half an hour ago, sir. We shall catch it strong after sundown.

Yes, we shall. Better make everything tight now.

Then, turning to Durrant, Captain Bowden, refilling his pipe, remarked:

Thats the worst of these cursed old tubs. But you see, after the war they cant get new ones. All those labour troubles on the Clyde have interfered with shipbuilding. I was promised a brand-new boat a year ago. But shes still on the stocks. When she goes out I shall do the ferry trade from the Levant to London — four weeks out and home.

But, now tell me — who put me on board this ship? asked Gerald.

Who put you on board? why, your friend, Mr. Morton.

My friend? Why, I dont know the man!

Bowden smiled, and showed that he was not convinced.

What was this fellow Morton like? inquired Durrant eagerly. Describe him to me.

Oh! a rather tall, lean, herring-gutted chap, with a baldish head, and narrow little eyes, was the reply. But you cant tell me that you dont know him. Why, you were with him when I promised to take you on this trip.

With him! echoed Gerald. I certainly was not.

Ah! The worst of you, Mr. Simpson, is that youre so forgetful, exclaimed the breezy captain.

Im not forgetful! cried Durrant resentfully, rising to his feet again, and steadying himself from the slow roll of the ship. How did you come to know this mysterious friend of mine — Morton, you say is his name?

Thats my affair! You dont believe me, so why should I bother to answer your questions?

I dont believe you when you say that I was here with you yesterday, was Geralds frank reply.

No, because your brain is addled, laughed Bowden deeply, knocking the ashes from his pipe. At that moment the ships bell clanged loudly, marking the time. It was eleven oclock in the forenoon.

Yes, it is addled, I admit, said Durrant. Ive been the victim of a foul plot. I — well, let me tell you.

Oh! I dont want to hear it all over again. Youve already told me twice how you assisted two ladies in Kensington, how they took you to their house, and gave you a dose of drug. Then, how you found yourself imprisoned in a house, and all that long rigmarole. Spare me again — wont you? the captain begged.

Durrant stood aghast.

But Ive never told you anything about it! he said. Ive never told a living soul about my strange adventure.

Look here, Mr. Simpson, said the captain, rising from his chair with slow deliberation. Im beginning to think that youre not quite in your right senses. You told us all about it last night in this very cabin — how you had been entrapped, drugged, and taken away.

Yes. That is quite true, but I have never told anyone of it.

Well, the less you say about that affair the better, I think. Nobody will believe you.

But dont you think Im telling the truth?

No. I know you are not. Morton told me that you were obsessed by the belief that youve been the victim of some very cunning plot, and that you were drugged, said the captain. Now, just forget all about it, and enjoy your trip! he added good-humouredly.

Ah! This person, Morton, has told you, has he? He told you so as to discredit me when I explained to you the truth, cried Durrant. But what I have told you are the true facts.

Oh, of course they are! laughed the captain.

But dont let us discuss it any more.

Where did I come on board?

Why, at Hull, of course. Four days ago.

At Hull! gasped Gerald. I have no recollections of ever having been in Hull.

Neither have you any recollections of ever having been born, eh? remarked Bowden, with biting sarcasm.

Did Morton bring me on board?

Certainly.

And he paid you to take me on this trip?

No, excuse me. We pay you. Youve signed on as steward at a bob a day wages. Were not licensed to carry passengers. The Board o Trade dont like such old tubs as the Pentyrch. Yet shes a good old boat, Ill say that much for her. Youll see England again all right, never fear — unless the bloomin boilers burst. Theyre none too strong, Im afraid.

Youre not over cheerful, Captain Bowden, the young man remarked, more puzzled than ever at the extraordinary situation.

Oh, Im cheerful enough. Its you who seems to be a-worryin over things.

Well, and wouldnt you worry if you were drugged, waking first to find yourself locked in a strange room, and then again wakening a second time to discover yourself at sea?

You want rest, my dear young fellow — rest! And youll get it here on the old tub. The weather will be better when we get along the West Coast.

How can I send a message to London?

We aint got wireless. Too expensive for such a hooker as this. It means an operator with lightnin round his cap. So youll have to wait till we get to Singapore, and then you can cable.

Wait for five or six weeks till the vessel arrived at Singapore! What would Marigold think? What was she thinking now?

He was, of course, in ignorance of those cleverly worded and reassuring telegrams.

Cant I get a message ashore anyhow — by signal to one of Lloyds stations? he begged.

No, you cant, for were going straight out. Usually we go up the Mediterranean and through the Canal, but this trip were going round the Cape.

But surely you will allow me to communicate with my friends, captain! he urged in distress.

You certainly could if we had orders to put in anywhere. But we havent. I cant send a letter to my missus, for instance. Shell know of our arrival at Singapore because the owners will send her a line, as they always do.

All this is maddening! declared Durrant, angrily stamping his foot.

Yes, Morton said you were a bit eccentric, and it seems that you are! remarked Bowden, taking down his shiny black oilskin which had borne the brunt of many a storm.

I must go on the bridge — or Hutton will be cursing, he added. Get your oilskin — youve got one in your cabin — and go and have a blow on deck. It will do you good — blow out the cobwebs, and freshen up your memory a bit.

Gerald returned to his cabin and found a black oilskin hanging behind the door. He put it on and, taking an old golf cap, ascended the hatchway to the deck, which was, ever and anon, being drenched with salt spray.

A glance around showed the Pentyrch to be a dirty old tramp, which was loping along in the teeth of a northerly gale.

See yonder! exclaimed the captain, pointing to a little line of land. Thats the last bit of Europe well see! To-morrow the weather will be a lot better. Have a look round the ship before dinner. And dont you trouble about that marvellous plot against you. Theres nothing at all in it — take it from me! Your friends are all aware of your hallucinations, and they are much pained by them. So just keep quiet — and rest all you can.

While Bowden ascended to the bridge to relieve the first mate, Gerald explored the ship. He came across one or two rough sailors, who either wished him a sullen Good-day, or stared at him as though he were some new species.

As a matter of fact, Bowden had given it out to the crew that their passenger was an eccentric, but harmless young man, who was labouring under the delusion that an attempt had been made to kill him. Hence the mens curiosity.

Gerald Durrant was unused to the sea, and in his present unstrung condition, he was indeed scarcely responsible for his actions.

But what the captain had told him had astounded him. The description of his mysterious friend Morton — a man who was evidently his enemy — certainly did not tally with that of Bernard Boyne.

Yet he could not erase from his mind the suspicion that Boyne had had a hand in that plot by which he had been carried away from London — just at a moment when his presence there was so much needed.

Again, as he stood against the hatchway gazing wistfully at the distant French coast that was fast disappearing, the thought suddenly occurred to him that if his disappearance was actually due to Boyne, then the latter must have, somehow or other, discovered the fact that he was keeping him under observation.

If Boyne had really found it out, then he would also know that Marigold had been assisting him. This would, no doubt, lead him to suspect the real motive of her two stays at Bridge Place.

Bernard Boyne would entrap her — just as he had been entrapped!

In his despair he saw himself powerless, either to warn or to assist the girl he so fondly loved!


CHAPTER XXII

FROM OUT THE PAST
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AFTER BOYNE, HIS wife, and Ena Pollen — the trio of death-dealers — received the news of the death of Augusta Morrison, the go-to-meeting insurance agent of Hammersmith had left the flat and gone forth into Upper Brook Street. He had to meet a man in the smoke-room of the Carlton.

Suddenly, as he passed beneath a street lamp on his way towards Park Lane, a well-dressed girl accosted him, exclaiming with a strong French accent:

Ah! Msieur Bennett! At last! I have wanted to see you for — oh! for so long — long time!

Boyne started. The maid, Céline, for it was she, was the very last person in the world that he desired to meet at that moment. All had been successfully conducted concerning Augusta Morrison, but here arose the aftermath of a very ugly affair — the death of old Mr. Martin in Chiswick.

At first he pretended not to recognise the girl who had been paid off by Ena, for he hoped to wriggle out of the precarious situation by bluff.

No, no, msieur, cried the girl. Surely you recollect me! I am Céline — who was maid to madame — your friend! You remember poor Mr. Martin — who died so suddenly — eh? she asked.

He tried to extricate himself, but instantly it occurred to him that she was resuming her blackmail, and that if they were to save themselves, she must be paid more money. She knew something concerning old Martins sudden end. That was plain. Therefore, she would have to be silenced. In every walk of life to-day the blackmailer of both sexes is to be found in one guise or another.

And are you really Céline? he laughed, halting beneath the next lamp, for she had joined him and had walked beside him.

I am. Madame lives in the house you have just left. I saw her in Melun a little time ago. She so kindly called upon me.

As the girl uttered these words a man joined them, a tall, rather cadaverous-looking stranger in black, evidently a Frenchman.

This is Monsieur Galtier — Henri Galtier, she explained, introducing them.

Ah! I recollect. Madame told me that you are to be married — eh, Céline? I congratulate you, said Boyne in an affable manner. Pardon my foolishness, but at first I did not recognise you as my friend.

The latter word was intentionally diplomatic.

Yes, I thought you would recollect! said the girl. Is Madame upstairs? I want so much to see her.

No, replied Boyne. She isnt. Ive just called, but shes out.

There are lights in her windows, remarked the man Galtier in very good English.

Servants, I suppose, said Boyne carelessly. I myself went to see her upon some business — about some shares upon which she has asked my advice. Shes gone away for the week-end, it seems.

Hm! grunted the Anglo-Frenchman. How are we to know that?

Well, I tell you so, was Boynes blunt response.

Do you know, Msieur Bennett, that Madame told me that you were dead? That you died of influenza, and here now you are coming from her house! said the good-looking French girl.

Yes; she believed that I was dead. I was away on business in Italy, and some fool spread the report that I had died in a hotel in Naples, laughed Boyne, yet inwardly full of concern. But it was a shock to her when one afternoon I called.

Céline Ténot was not convinced. She had already received thirty thousand francs to keep a still tongue, but as a matter of fact her lover, Galtier, saw that it would be interesting, in more ways than one, to probe the mystery of the death of old Mr. Martin.

The ill-assorted trio walked together as far as Park Lane. At the corner the man Galtier halted, and addressing the girl in French, said:

Well go back, Céline, and see if Madame is really absent, as Msieur Bennett alleges.

She is away! exclaimed Boyne angrily. Havent I told you so? Dont I want to see her myself?

The Frenchman laughed in his face.

No, no, my dear msieur! Do not tell any more lies. We saw you go in a long time ago. You dined there, and Madame is there. We both want to see her — on — on some important business!

Bernard Boyne held his breath. He was cornered. He had successfully put Gerald Durrant out upon the high seas, but here was Céline, with her lover, watching them enter Enas flat in order to await the news of the death of their latest victim!

Its surely late to do business with a lady, remarked Boyne, for want of something else to say. In his excitement over the successful conclusion of the Morrison affair, he was now met with a very unexpected and serious contretemps.

Ena believed that she had successfully settled with the girl, but it was evident that Galtier was a blackmailer who intended to bleed them to the utmost.

Indeed, he had not been long in revealing his hand.

I think, Mr. Bennett — or whatever your real name may be — you had better drop this mask, the Frenchman said, with a sardonic grin. Let us come down to the same plane. The fact is youre a crook — and so am I, perhaps. Now then! What about it?

Lets walk along, the girl suggested in French.

The trio walked together, Bernard Boyne between the pair. They strolled down Park Lane to Hyde Park Corner, but their conversation was mostly in monosyllables.

Boyne was wondering how he could extricate himself from the highly perilous situation. It was evident that this shrewd Frenchman, who had so suddenly risen in the placid firmament of their future, knew something concerning the death of old Martin.

How much did he know? That was the question.

At first Boyne tried to fence with the pair, but soon he saw that it was of no avail. They both laughed at him openly, and it was clear that they had been watching him for several days.

Now, slid Galtier, as they halted upon the pavement opposite the Hyde Park tube station what are you going to do? Will you take us back to Madame, or are you going to lie to us further? Now then!

Boyne saw himself at a dead end.

He had never dreamed that the smart French girl of Melun, who had been paid so handsomely by Ena, would again resume her claims. But, of course, the man Galtier was behind her and had, no doubt, prompted her. Fortunately, they could know nothing of the Morrison affair — or, indeed, of the clever plots which they were conducting against other perfectly innocent victims. Life assurance is always a gamble, but when one can guarantee death within dates then one holds a winning hand every time.

Madame isnt at home, repeated Boyne sulkily. Call there on Monday. Shell be back then.

No, my dear Msieur Bennett, replied the clerk from the Mairie of Chantilly. If we call then she will have gone, and so will your wife. And he laughed lightly. You see, I havent been in London all these weeks without discovering something about all three of you!

But I dont see why you should come over from France to pry into our affairs. What can it benefit you? asked Boyne, who, though excited, kept cool with difficulty.

Oh! never fear, it will benefit us. We know how and why old Mr. Martin died so unexpectedly in Chiswick. We shall also know, ere long, how other insured persons have died, mon cher ami. So we had better turn back and have a little business chat with Célines late mistress, and with your wife. That, perhaps, will clear the atmosphere.

Ah! I see you want money! Both of you — eh? snapped Boyne.

Possibly, was the hesitating reply. But perhaps it would be to our better advantage to tell the police what we know.

Thats a threat! cried Boyne indignantly. I allow no man to threaten me! he declared boldly. Go back to Madames house. You are welcome. I am not her keeper.

I would prefer to deal with you first, Msieur Bennett.

I dont want to have any dealings with a person who holds out threats, was his answer. Madame paid Céline because she dismissed her without notice, he went on carelessly. Just act as you wish. And I wish you joy. But please dont bother me further.

He was turning away when the Frenchman rushed after him, and stood on the pavement before him.

Is this your final decision? he asked fiercely, as he barred Boynes way.

Yes. Youve come here to blackmail me, replied Boyne; but youll not get a sou out of me. Why should I pay you anything? I dont know you! Ive never seen you before in my life!

But you will be very pleased to settle, snarled the fellow in English.

I shant, and if you are not very careful Ill give you in charge of the police for attempted blackmail.

You swine! cried Galtier between his teeth.

The same to you, my dear friend — and a size larger; a bigger breed! laughed Boyne defiantly.

Both the man and the girl were silent for a few moments, when the latter suddenly broke out into a torrent of abuse and vituperation.

Her companion tried to calm her, but in French she cried loudly:

These people are assassins! I know what I overheard on the night when poor Monsieur Martin died. They killed him! And he was always very good to me — poor Msieur! Madame is a fiend! she went on. I do not want her dirty money. I want to see her pay the penalty which all those who murder should pay!

Boyne saw that his bluff had not succeeded. He had to deal with a very perilous situation. A false step might lead them all to the Old Bailey. The pair had evidently been watching them, and were aware that his wife and Ena were both in the flat.

Well, he laughed harshly, you both appear to be on the wrong track. Céline has, it seems, suspicions about something which she once overheard. What it was, I do not know, because I wasnt there; but I tell you, both of you, that as far as I care you can go to the devil! Ive nothing to ask of you — nothing to fear!

You really mean that — eh? cried the lank, bony Frenchman.

Certainly I do. Clear out — and now at once, otherwise Ill call the first constable and give you in charge for attempted blackmail! said Boyne, standing erect before him. Weve had foreign blackmailers here before — lots of them — but weve no use for them in London.

But Madame paid me to say nothing, urged Céline.

What Madame did does not concern me in the least, he snapped. She generously gave you something, I believe, because she considered that she had treated you shabbily. Thats all!

An awkward pause ensued.

Very well, exclaimed Galtier. We are enemies. Let it be so!

Of course we are enemies! Boyne cried in a defiant tone that rather nonplussed the Frenchman.

Très bien! he exclaimed.

Excellent, said the wily Boyne. Let it be so, as you say. We are enemies. So go back to Upper Brook Street and find madame. Go and try to blackmail her. Meanwhile I shall call the next constable I meet and give you both in charge as undesirable foreigners.

The Frenchman, however, only laughed in his face, saying:

Yes, do so, mon cher ami! I fancy you would regret such an action. But we are enemies, and at any rate, I intend to see madame, your friend.

You want money, eh? growled Boyne, as they stood together on the kerb.

Perhaps we do — and perhaps we do not. It all depends upon your attitude — and madames! he replied, with mock politeness. The mystery of the death of Monsieur Martin requires elucidating, and Céline can do that — when it becomes necessary.

I dont understand you, Boyne said. What about the old mans death?

Now, thats quite enough! cried Galtier, in impatient anger. Its no use you, of all men, pleading ignorance, Mr. Bennett. Céline has already had a little present from madame to keep a still tongue, and — —

And you want a bit more, eh? asked Boyne bluntly.

No. Thats just where you are mistaken, my friend! was the Frenchmans reply. Monsieur Martin died in mysterious circumstances, of which both madame and yourself are well aware, and it is but right that the police should know the truth, otherwise we may have other people dying in a similar manner!

Those last words of his caused Boyne to wince. For what reason, if not with the object of blackmail, had Henri Galtier and Céline Ténot come to London and tracked them down?

He knew that Ena had been indiscreet in her conversation after old Martins death, but he had believed that her visit to Melun and the payment to the girl had put matters quite right. It seemed to him, however, that Céline was entirely under the influence of that municipal employé from Chantilly, whose attitude was decidedly hostile.

Well, Boyne asked of the man, if you dont want money, what in the devils name do you want?

I want to prevent you from playing any more of your hellish tricks upon innocent people. Thats what I want! was the Frenchmans hard reply, in a tone which left no doubt as to his firm intentions.


CHAPTER XXIII

THE CRY IN THE NIGHT
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MARIGOLD, HOPING AGAINST hope, went each day from Wimbledon to the bank, where she sat adding and subtracting figures — always wondering. Each morning, after a hurried breakfast, she dashed to the station and hung upon a swaying strap till she got to the City. Each evening she repeated the same experience home.

Gerald was missing. No further word had come nom him. She waited as each day passed — waited eagerly, but he gave no sign. Each day she went to eat her frugal meal at the same little place, but his familiar figure never appeared in the doorway, as she knew it so well. His sister had heard nothing, and at Mincing Lane they were beginning to think that he had simply left his post without notice, perhaps in order to better himself.

For Marigold the days passed wearily enough. Where was he? True, he had sent her reassuring telegrams, but even they had ceased! He had given no address, therefore she was unable to reply.

She was, of course, in utter ignorance that her lover was on the high seas bound for the Far East, and that the reassuring telegrams she had received were forgeries.

The abnormal brain of Bernard Boyne worked quickly, and ever with criminal intent. He was possessed of the criminal kink, and was also possessed of a super-mind for the evasion of any attempt at detection. Such men, Jack the Ripper of London, Romer of Madrid, Lightning Lasky of New York, and the Ermito of Rome — all of them famous criminals who have never been discovered by the police of Europe, though traps were set for them by the dozen — were exactly on a par with the humble insurance agent of Hammersmith, the highly popular Busy Boyne.

One evening, three days after the news had been forthcoming concerning the death of Mrs. Morrison, Marigold went over to see her aunt at Hammersmith, arriving there about seven oclock.

Hulloa, my dear! shouted old Mrs. Felmore, when she entered the downstairs kitchen. Well, and how have you been, eh? Heard anything of Mr. Durrant yet?

Not a word, auntie, replied the girl wearily.

And funny enough Mr. Boynes gone away. I havent seen him these last three days. I cant think where he can be. I have a kind of feeling that something must have happened to him, said the deaf old woman.

Why, auntie? asked the girl, placing her hand-bag upon the table and sinking into a chair.

Well, hes never gone away like this before. He always tells me when he intends being away.

When was he at home last?

Three days ago. He went out in the evening, and hes not returned. Ive had to feed poor little Nibby, or hed be starving, replied the woman.

Yes, auntie, it is curious that Mr. Boyne isnt back.

Its so lonely here. I get such creepy feelings at night, dear, said the woman. Its bad enough to be here all day alone, but — well, I dont know, but I have a feeling that something is going to happen.

That feeling would have been greatly increased had she but known that, not ten minutes before, Boyne had stood at the corner of the street and watched the girl enter his house. Indeed, he had waited outside the bank, and had seen Marigold come out. Then he had followed her, and with satisfaction, when she had taken the underground to Hammersmith.

As he followed her in the crowd along the street, he muttered some sinister words beneath his breath:

I have dealt with your lover, young lady, he growled to himself. Now I must lose no time in dealing with you. You have only yourselves to blame for trying to poke your noses into my private affairs!

Then he watched her disappear down the area steps, and afterwards crossed the bridge, and made a call upon a man he knew who lived in Castelnau Mansions.

Old Mrs. Felmore got her niece some cold meat and tea, for the girl had taken off her coat and hat, having decided to spend the evening with her aunt.

Much of their conversation concerned Gerald Durrant. The abrupt manner of his departure was, of course, a complete mystery, but the old woman inwardly had her doubts. What more likely than that Durrant, like so many other young men, had grown suddenly tired of Marigold and had faded out, sending those reassuring telegrams in order to lighten the blow which he knew the poor girl would receive? This, indeed, was her fixed opinion, though naturally she said nothing of it to her niece.

Auntie, said the girl presently, I cant help feeling that something serious has happened to Gerald. I seem to become more apprehensive day by day, until I cant work — I can only sit and think — and think!

No, no, dearie, exclaimed the old woman cheerfully. You mustnt let it get on your nerves. Those telegrams he sent told you not to worry. And I wouldnt — if I were you! It will all come right in the end.

Ah! sighed the girl. Will it? — that is the question. Time is going by, and we hear nothing.

Hes probably in Paris — or somewhere — on some confidential business for his firm.

But his firm know nothing of his whereabouts.

Well, if he had gone on some secret business they would naturally profess ignorance, the woman pointed out.

Do you know, Im half inclined to go to the police and consult them, Marigold said.

Ah! Thats not a bad idea! her aunt replied. Go to the head police-station just outside the Broadway, and ask their opinion. They would take his description and advise you what to do, no doubt. Id go to-morrow.

I shant have time to-morrow, the girl said. Ill go round now. Its only nine oclock. And, putting on her hat and coat, she went along to the headquarters of the T Division of Metropolitan Police.

But as she passed along the streets a dark figure went noiselessly behind her — the sinister figure of Bernard Boyne. She was going in the direction of the Underground Railway station, hence he concluded that she was on her way home.

He, however, received a rude and sudden shock when he saw her halt beneath the blue lamp, and ascend the steps of the police-station.

Phew! he gasped aloud. Whatever is she there for? To give evidence against me — to put the police upon my track! By Jove! Theres no time to lose. It must be done to-night!

Next instant he turned, and going to the railway station he obtained a leather handbag from the cloak-room, and hastened with it back to his house. He wore rubber heels to his shoes, and moved swiftly and almost noiselessly.

In the darkness he ascended the steps, and opened the front door with his key. There was no light in the hall, and he could see through the Venetian blind of the kitchen that Mrs. Felmore was below.

Without passing into the sitting-room, he went straight upstairs to the mysterious apartment in which the hooded figure lived in secret. First, he placed his handkerchief over his mouth, and then, opening the door, passed in and switched on an electric torch which he produced from his pocket.

Without hesitation he unlocked the heavy bag, and took therefrom a long narrow deal box, which he opened, apparently to make certain that nothing was broken within, and then, placing it upon a table, drew down a little electric switch which was fitted at one end of the box.

Afterwards, scarcely looking around, he left the room, relocked the door, and crept out of the house without anyone having seen or heard him, old Mrs. Felmore being quite unconscious of her masters secret visit.

Back at the end of Hammersmith Bridge, Boyne glanced at his watch; then, chuckling to himself, he hurried to the police-station, in order to watch Marigold farther in case she had not already left.

When the girl had told the sergeant on duty the reason of her visit, she was passed upstairs into a room, where she was seen by the Inspector of the Criminal Investigation Department attached to the Division, a clean-shaven, fresh-complexioned man, who listened to her story very attentively.

From time to time he took notes of names and addresses.

Have you any of the telegrams which the missing man sent you? he asked presently.

From her handbag she produced two of the messages, which he read carefully.

And since the twenty-third of last month youve not seen him? he asked.

No, replied the girl.

And in Mincing Lane they have heard nothing since the receipt of the last telegram?

Nothing — neither has his sister.

The inspector looked her straight in the face, and said:

I presume, Miss Ramsay, that this gentleman was a particular friend of yours, eh?

Marigold blushed slightly and responded in the affirmative.

Is there any reason you suspect why he should have gone away so suddenly? Did you — well, did you quarrel with him, for instance?

Not in the least. We were the best of friends, she answered. I came here to ask whether you could assist me in finding him.

The clean-shaven man drew his breath, and gravely shook his head.

I fear that we shall be unable to help you, he replied.

Why? He is missing. Surely the police can trace him! she cried in disappointment.

No. He is not missing, was his answer. The fact that he sent those telegrams is sufficient to show that he is keeping out of the way for some purpose best known to himself. He has, no doubt, some secret from you.

Secret from me? she echoed in dismay. No, we both had a secret.

The inspector only smiled. He, of course, thought she alluded to the fact that they were lovers.

She saw his amusement, and wondered whether she dare be frank and tell him of their suspicions concerning Mr. Boyne. Yet the thought flashed across her mind that the story of his visits to that upstairs room, clothed in that strange garb, would never be credited. The London police hear strange stories from hour to hour, many of them the result of vivid imaginations, of hearsay, or deliberate attempts to incriminate innocent persons. Malice is at the bottom of half the fantastic stories told by women to officers of the Criminal Investigation Department, and Marigold saw that even though she told the truth, it would not be believed. Yet could she eliminate the real reason why her suspicions had first been aroused? She resolved to be frank, therefore after a brief pause, she said:

The secret shared by Mr. Durrant and myself was concerning a certain man, resident close by here.

Oh! And what is it? asked the officer eagerly.

Well, we have certain suspicions regarding a gentleman named Boyne, who lives in Bridge Place.

Boyne? Why, not old Bernie Boyne the insurance agent?

Yes. Do you know him?

Oh — well, hes well known about Hammersmith, was the inspectors discreet reply. What about him?

There is something about him that is mysterious, declared the girl. Very mysterious.

And whats that?

Well, Mr. Durrant was helping me to watch his movements when he suddenly disappeared!

Ah! Thats interesting. Did Boyne know you were watching?

No. He had no suspicion. We watched him go to two houses, one in Pont Street, and the other in Upper Brook Street, Marigold said. At night he dresses smartly and goes into the West End.

A good many men do that, miss. By day they earn their money honestly by hard work, and at night fritter it away up West. I dont really see what there is in that. Isnt there anything else you know?

Marigold hesitated. She feared to tell him of the strange disguise.

Well, my aunt is Mr. Boynes housekeeper, and I know that a room at the top of the house is kept locked.

A good many upstairs rooms are kept locked. Theres nothing much in that, I think.

But I heard noises inside — a human cry!

The inspector looked at her with disbelief written upon his rosy countenance.

Are you quite sure of that, Miss — er — Miss Ramsay? he asked seriously.

Yes. I heard it, was her firm reply.

Ah! Then, because of that you and Mr. Durrant believed that Boyne has somebody in hiding upstairs. Is that so?

She replied in the affirmative.

And you dont think Boyne discovered that you were watching him? If he did, I think he would have resented it very much, for Ive met Boyne once or twice. Indeed, I passed him in King Street an hour ago.

You passed him! Perhaps hes back then. My aunt hasnt seen him for three days.

Well, I saw him in King Street to-night, but he didnt see me. Then, after a pause, he added: I think, miss, youre mistaken regarding Mr. Boyne. I only know him slightly, but I know in what respect he is held in the neighbourhood, and how his praises are upon everyones lips — especially the church people.

Then you dont think that he has anything to do with Mr. Durrants disappearance?

Not in the least. I should dismiss that idea from my mind at once.

But how about that locked room?

Your aunt will be able to fathom that if she keeps her eyes open, he said. And as for Mr. Durrant, youll no doubt hear from him very soon. To me it seems perfectly clear that he has some hidden motive for keeping out of the way. Are his accounts at the office all right, for instance?

Quite in order.

Blackmail may be at the bottom of it. That accounts for the mysterious disappearance of lots of men and women.

But who could blackmail Mr. Durrant?

Ah! you dont know. A little slip, a year or so ago, and the screw is now being put on by those who know the truth. Oh! that is an everyday occurrence in London, I assure you, Miss Ramsay.

Then you cant help me to find him? she asked eagerly, after a brief silence.

I dont see how we can act, was the officers answer. Had he disappeared without a word we would, of course, circulate his description and a photograph — if you have one?

Yes, I have one, she said anxiously.

Good. But that is useless to us, for the simple reason that, after leaving you, he has sent you messages telling you not to worry. In face of that, how can we assume that anything tragic has happened to him? No, my dear young lady, he added. I fear we cannot help you officially, much as I regret it.

Five minutes later Marigold descended the stairs, and walked out into the dark road utterly disconsolate and disappointed. Gerald was missing, yet the police would raise not a finger to assist her in tracing him!

Yet, after all, as she walked back to Bridge Place, she saw quite clearly that there was much truth in the detective-inspectors argument. Gerald had not suddenly disappeared and left no trace. He had urged her not to worry, and the inspector had advised her to keep on hoping for his return.

Later she sat in the kitchen with her aunt, and related all that had passed at the police-station.

I quite agree with the inspector, declared the deaf old woman. The police cant search for every man who goes away and sends telegrams saying he has gone. You see, Mr. Durrant hasnt committed any crime, for instance. So theres no real reason why the police should act. If he hadnt sent telegrams the case would be so different.

With that view the girl, greatly distressed and broken, had to agree.

It was then nearly ten oclock, and at her aunts suggestion Marigold resolved to stay the night and keep the old woman company.

You can have the same room you had a little time ago, she said. It is aired, for I always keep hot-water bottles in it in case it may be wanted. If you went home now, you wouldnt get there till half-past eleven. Besides, its more cheerful for me. Im beginning to hate this place now Mr. Boyne never comes near.

The inspector said he saw Mr. Boyne in King Street to-night, Marigold said.

Bosh! my dear, was old Mrs. Felmores prompt reply. He wouldnt be in King Street without coming home. It was somebody else he saw, no doubt. And that was exactly what Marigold herself thought.

Soon after half-past ten, Mrs. Felmore put out the light, and they both went to bed.

For half an hour Marigold lay awake thinking it all over, and thinking of the last occasion she had slept in that room, and of the mysterious chamber upstairs whence had issued those strange human cries. Then, at last, tired out, she dropped off to sleep.

How long she slept she knew not, but suddenly she was awakened by mens shouts, and next instant found the room full of smoke. There was a roaring noise outside. Half suffocated she groped her way to the door frantically, only to find the staircase above in flames.

Auntie! auntie! she yelled, not recollecting that her aunt was deaf, but by dint of fierce courage she got to the old ladys room. As she entered the door, Mrs. Felmore, half choking, met her in the red light thrown by the flames, and together they sprang down the staircase, along the hall, and, after fumbling with the chain upon the door, dashed out of the house to where a number of people, including three police constables, were awaiting the arrival of the fire brigade.

Meanwhile the top floor of the house was burning fiercely, the flames going up through the roof for many feet, and as there was rather a high wind, the sparks were flying everywhere.

Bernard Boynes long deal box had sent petrol about the room of mystery at the time to which it had been set, and already all evidence of what was contained there, and of the mysterious origin of the fire, had been obliterated.

The insidious death-dealer had hoped to include Marigold and his housekeeper in that relentless plot to destroy all that might incriminate him.

But he was mistaken. Marigold Ramsay, though in her night attire — and who had fainted in the arms of a constable — had escaped unscathed!


CHAPTER XXIV

HARD PRESSED

[image: img309.jpg]

WHEN CÉLINE TÈNOT and Henri Galtier so suddenly appeared outside Enas flat as the dark shadow of menace at the very moment of the diabolical triumph of the death-dealers, Bernard Boyne realised that, in order to escape, he would have to summon all his wits. The death of old Mr. Martin in Chiswick was an ugly affair — a very ugly affair — and Céline more than suspected — she knew that somehow by the old mans death all three had profited.

At first Boyne was furious to think that Enas visit to Melun, and the payment of that respectable sum, had been of no avail. But next second, he had seen that the only means of escape was to keep up his identity as Mr. Bennett, to temporise with his pursuers, and then to effect an escape. He saw that, at all hazards, he must prevent the pair of blackmailers from facing Ena and Lilla.

Therefore, when the Frenchman had expressed that hard determination that he wanted to prevent him from playing any more of his hellish tricks upon innocent people, he had stood in his path upon the pavement and replied:

Now, Monsieur Galtier, just pause for a moment — and think! Arent you a fool? Célines late mistress has been very good to her, and now you come here and create trouble.

They were standing together against the railings of Hyde Park, not far from the taxi-mens shelter.

I wish to create no trouble, declared the Frenchman in very good English. Only trouble for you! he snarled.

That is extremely kind of you, Boyne retorted. But if you still continue to threaten me, I shall take measures to protect myself, and also to retaliate.

You have denounced me as a blackmailer! the Frenchman snapped.

I was wrong, said Boyne apologetically. I withdraw those words. Naturally at first I believed you wanted more money!

Then you believed wrong, was the reply. Our object in coming to London is to see madame and yourself — and to investigate further the death of Monsieur Martin.

Well, that you are perfectly at liberty to do, Boyne said, with affected carelessness. I have nothing whatever to fear. If you like to waste your time and money, do so.

Céline knows the truth, retorted Galtier.

Then let her go to the police and tell them. The London police pay little heed to the statements of discharged servants, especially if they are foreigners.

Yes, I will go! cried the French girl excitedly. You are assassins! — assassins! You — both of you! — killed poor Monsieur Martin!

I think you will have to prove that, replied Boyne, remaining very calm.

Hush, Céline! said her lover. We do not want a fracas in the street!

Bah! The man thinks we are afraid of him. But we are not! We are here to get at the truth about poor monsieur.

Well, mademoiselle, you are at perfect liberty to institute inquiries, Boyne replied. But before you go to the police as you threaten, just pause and ask yourself what all this storm in a teacup will profit you and your friend.

The vivacious girl shrugged her shoulders.

Remember that madame is your friend, he went on. She told me that she has recently been in Paris, and called upon you in Melun. Madame, since you left, has several times expressed regret to me that she was abrupt.

Because she believes that I know your secret! cried mademoiselle, interrupting.

Let us walk on, suggested Boyne, turning purposely towards Knightsbridge. There are some people trying to overhear our conversation.

Galtier saw a man and two women who had halted close by, probably attracted by the loud tones in which they were conversing. Strange conversations go on in the London streets at night, as every police constable knows. The night-world of London is an amazing world, of which the honest go-to-bed-early citizen knows nothing. One half the world of London is ignorant of what the other half does o nights.

They moved on past the taxi shelter towards Knightsbridge, which was in the opposite direction to Upper Brook Street.

I think you are certainly not fair to madame, Boyne said very quietly to the girl. She, out of her own generous heart — for no better-hearted woman ever lived — sought you out because she felt that she had treated you unkindly. Of course, I do not know the real facts, but on the face of it I think you, mademoiselle, treated your late mistress with ingratitude. I say this, he went on, in a perfectly friendly spirit. You may have formed some unfounded suspicion regarding poor Mr. Martins death. Why, I dont know.

Because I heard the truth from madames own lips.

Some distorted words half overheard, I suppose, he laughed. My dear mademoiselle, it is always very dangerous to interfere with the death of anybody, because here in England there is such a thing as a law of slander, and of libel — criminal libel, which means that those who make false accusations may be committed to prison. Therefore, before you go further, I advise you to consult a solicitor. He will no doubt advise you.

We will see the police first, declared Galtier.

I have not the slightest objection, laughed Boyne. If you think it will avail you, go to Scotland Yard. That is the head office of the Criminal Investigation Department, but — and he paused— but I tell you this, Monsieur, if either of you make any accusations against madame or myself, we shall at once prosecute you — and further, if you escape back to France, we will follow you there and prosecute you. Here, in England, we will not permit foreigners to come over and give the police a lot of trouble for nothing. So make whatever statement you like, but dont forget you will have to substantiate it with witnesses — otherwise youll probably both find yourselves in prison. Thats all I have to say. Good-night!

And, turning abruptly upon his heel, the master-criminal walked back towards Hyde Park Corner, leaving mademoiselle and her companion utterly perplexed.

Bernard Boyne, as he hurried up Park Lane on his return to Upper Brook Street, muttered to himself:

Ive given them something to think over! Theyll hesitate — and while they hesitate, we must act. It would have been fatal for them to have met Ena — and especially to-night — of all nights!

Ten minutes later he was back in Ena Pollens room, where she was sitting with Lilla.

Whats happened? asked his wife, for the paleness of his countenance betrayed that something was amiss.

Oh! nothing — nothing serious, I mean! was his reply. Get me a liqueur brandy, he stammered.

Ena went at once to the dining-room and brought a little glass of old cognac, which he swallowed at a gulp, and then sat for a few moments staring straight before him.

Tell us, Bernie. Whats happened? Where have you been? demanded his wife.

Been! I — well, Ive been right into the camp of the enemy! he said hoarsely.

Enemy! What enemy?

Céline is here. Wants to see you. The fellow Galtier is with her. They are on the track of old Martin, and want to see you!

The two women exchanged glances, for the light in the faces of both had died out.

Céline here! gasped Ena. How much does she know?

How can we tell? Ive simply defied her.

But why didnt you offer to pay? They, of course, want money.

Rapidly he described to the two excited women what had occurred. Then at last Lilla said:

Well, the only thing we can do is to sit tight. We must — if we are to get the money paid on dear Augustas policy.

Of course, we cant slip out, or it would be an admission, if Céline really goes to the police.

There is nothing to prevent her, remarked Ena. The girl is dangerous.

So is that girl Ramsay. Ive always said so, Lilla declared. Her lover is out of the way, and the sooner she herself is silenced the better, for as long as that pair are alive they will always be a menace to us.

I quite agree, said the red-haired widow. You said that many weeks ago.

Well, it is all in Bernies hands. Its no use getting the insurance company to pay without taking due precautions to protect ourselves, is it? asked Boynes wife.

The death-dealers thereupon took counsel together. For an hour they sat discussing plans, each putting their idea forward. In the whole of criminal London no three persons were so callous, so ingenious, or so regardless of human life. They had discovered a means of making money with little exertion and with certain results. Boyne, expert as he was in insurance and of a scientific turn of mind, could deal death whenever and wherever he desired, and in such a manner that no coroners jury could pronounce a verdict other than that death had supervened as a natural cause.

Not before three oclock in the morning did Lilla and her husband leave Upper Brook Street, and when they did an elaborate and ingenious plan had been decided upon which left no loophole for discovery.

Mrs. Augusta Morrison of Carsphairn had died, and Ena would, of course, excuse herself from going to the funeral. She had mourning which, as a matter of fact, she had worn on more than one occasion when a wealthy friend of hers had died. But in this case she dared not put in an appearance.

At home in Pont Street, Boyne sat with his wife and discussed the situation at considerable length.

You must get rid of that girl Marigold, she said very emphatically, as she lounged upon the silk-covered sofa in the elegant little room. She suspects something at Bridge Place, just as her lover suspected. Well, weve successfully sent him off, and he can thank his lucky stars he didnt get a dose.

I only wish now I had given him a little dose that would have caused him trouble about ten days after he sailed, Boyne said.

Yes, Bernie. Recollect, I suggested it. They could have buried him at sea, and we should not have been troubled by him any further.

I was a fool not to take your advice, Lilla.

You always are. But take my advice about the girl. Shes distinctly dangerous! A menace to all of us! And so is your ménage at Hammersmith — especially if Céline really does go to the police. You should end it all, and above everything close Marigolds mouth. That girl is the greatest peril we have before us!

Her husband, who had lit a cigarette, and was lounging in a chair, agreed with her.

But, he said, how am I to do it? We are in a devilish tight corner, Lilla! The game has been a great and very easy one up to now. Nobody has ever yet tumbled to the scientific insurance stunt. And theres lots of money in it. Weve found it so. Weve got between us eighty thousand or so. A very decent sum. And we could make a million, given a quiet market. Look at the lots of red- or golden-haired women who are wealthy and who are not of any use on earth. Life assurance companies are always on the look-out for business, and pay commission to any and every little tin-pot agent who can put through a proposal. Remember that young fool of a solicitor in Manchester. And there are hundreds about the country everywhere.

Thats so, Bernie, replied his wife in a matter-of-fact tone, she having taken a cigarette to smoke with her husband. But here we have a peril before us. We were never in such a tight corner before. This may finish us!

Oh! my dear Lilla, dont get flurried. I am not. The fellow Durrant is on the high seas as a man who has had a nervous breakdown. Oh, that description! What a godsend it is to us all, isnt it? Nervous breakdown is responsible for a thousand and one evasions of the law — theft, bigamy, assault, forgery — in fact, almost any crime in the calendar can be committed and ascribed to the nervous breakdown of the defendant. Weve a lot to be thankful for from the doctors, Lilla, he said, a lot to be thankful for!

Well, she said, puffing thoughtfully at her cigarette, if the secret of Bridge Place were exposed, then I fear that you couldnt ascribe it to a nervous breakdown, eh?

Boyne laughed.

No, Lilla. You are always alive — you are amazingly clever! he declared. I did my best with that French girl, Céline, but — well, Im not quite certain whether she wont go to the police and make a statement.

Ah! I see, Lilla said quickly. So we ought to clear out — and quickly.

Out of London, but not abroad. But not yet. If all of us left suddenly, the insurance company might get scent of a mystery, especially if Céline says anything about old Martin to the police.

But what of Marigold? Has she any suspicion that Durrant is on the sea?

None. Durrant telegraphed to her to urge her to be patient and that he will return. So shes waiting — and shell wait a long time!

Ah! really, Bernie, you are wonderful. That was a glorious idea of yours — those telegrams.

Yes. Theyve worked well, he said. Both the girl and his sister, as well as the fellows employers, have all been reassured.

But the girl is a menace, I repeat, the woman declared, and as such you must see that her activity comes to an end. There are a dozen ways in which you can manage it. Adopt one of them, and lose no time about it, she urged.

Yes, he said in a hard voice, I ought to have taken your advice long ago.

Well, take it now, she said. There are enemies around us — Céline, Galtier, and this girl Ramsay. So be careful. We are in very serious peril!

True. How serious we have yet to learn. But lets remain cool and we shall most certainly win.

Almost as he spoke, however, the electric bell at the front door rang, causing them both to start.

Whoever can it be at this hour? gasped Lilla, jumping to her feet.

Wait! said Boyne, in a changed voice. Ill go down and see.

He did so. Lilla stood breathless, listening. She heard him unbolt the door and open it.

Then she heard him give vent to a loud cry, half of surprise, half of terror, as a mans deep voice spoke.


CHAPTER XXV

THE RECLUSE
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THE COMMOTION CAUSED in Bridge Place by the fire at Mr. Boynes was not of long duration. Ere the fire brigade arrived, however, so swift was the fire that the two top floors were gutted, thus destroying the secret of that locked chamber.

A woman who lived a few doors off, and who knew Mrs. Felmore, gave the deaf old woman and her niece shelter, and while the police kept back the crowd at both ends of the street the four engines which had arrived were soon pumping water upon the roaring flames. The house was an old one with much woodwork, therefore it burned like tinder, and Marigold had certainly only escaped with her life. The superintendent in charge of the firemen had already ascertained that no person remained within, and the men in their shining helmets, their figures illuminated by the glare from the flames, were clambering across the neighbouring roofs with their hose-pipes.

Soon the flames were got under by the powerful rush of water, but not before the roof had fallen in, and only the ground floor remained intact, while the houses on either side were badly damaged. Every now and then, when a beam fell, or a portion of wall collapsed, showers of sparks shot upward, and there was a burst of flames through the smoke.

A fire in any crowded district of London at whatever hour always attracts a large number of onlookers. That night was no exception, for a big crowd had assembled at either end of the street, and in the centre of the crowd towards Hammersmith Bridge, wedged between several women of the lower class, stood a shabbily-dressed man in a golf cap watching intently the progress of the fire.

He watched it with satisfaction, and saw the flames as they descended and burst through the windows of the second floor. When the roof fell in he smiled, though none noticed it.

The man saw that all evidence of his diabolical work had been destroyed, for he was none other than Bernard Boyne.

What had happened to Marigold and her aunt? He asked the woman standing next to him if any people were in the house.

Yes. They say theres two women and a man there, was the reply. The man got out, but the two women ave been burnt to death, poor dears! Aint it terrible? They were asleep when the fire broke out. The firemen avent got the bodies out yet.

Terrible! declared the man in the golf cap; and then he elbowed his way out of the crowd filled with satisfaction.

As he did so a youth shouted:

Lucky for em — eh? Both the women got out just in time.

Is that so? asked Boyne.

Yes, said the youth. One of the firemen as just told me.

There was a girl there, wasnt there? Boyne queried.

Yes; she was got out, with an old woman!

Where are they?

They say theyre in a house just along there, was the reply.

Boyne held his breath and went on. At first he had believed that his dastardly plot had been successful, and that Marigold had fallen a victim to his clever machinations. At least, the two upper floors had been destroyed and certain evidence wiped out. The clock, the pocket-lighter, and the childs rubber airball filled with petrol, which had been in the box he had so silently introduced into the house while Marigold was at the police-station, had done their work just as he had intended. But he was filled with disappointment and chagrin when, after several other inquiries of firemen and others, he became convinced that old Mrs. Felmore and her niece had escaped.

At last, after watching until the excitement of the scene had died down and the crowd was dispersing, he learnt from one of the firemen — he dared not be seen by a police constable, for most of them knew him by sight — the house in which the two half-suffocated women had taken shelter.

Then he turned and trudged all the way back to Pont Street, for, dressed as he was, he did not wish to get there until the servants had retired.

He had made another great coup, it was true, but the peril of Marigold still existed. That was the one thought that obsessed him as he strode up the long Kensington Road, past the Albert Hall, and on towards Hyde Park Corner.

The night of Augustas death had been fraught with sufficient perils in all conscience. He recollected the unexpected appearance of Céline and her companion, of how he had defied them, and how, later that night, a caller had come to Pont Street — a caller who could not be refused admission — the man who had for so long been in hiding in that upstairs room which had now been totally wiped out by the flames. I shall have to reappear at home to-morrow full of surprise, he muttered to himself, as at last he let himself into the house in Pont Street, the door of which Lilla had left purposely unbolted.

Next day about noon, carrying a suit-case and dressed as he usually was when going about his duties in Hammersmith, he arrived in Bridge Place utterly amazed at finding his house wrecked and ruined. A constable was on duty — a man who knew him.

Well, sir, exclaimed the man in uniform, this is pretty bad, aint it? The fire broke out late last night, but its fortunate the two women got out in time.

What? gasped Boyne, apparently staggered at the sight. Whats happened? Ive been away in Liverpool, and have only just got back!

Well, that deaf old woman will be glad youre back, sir. Shes been round to the police-station telling em that you were away.

Where is she?

In the house over there, and he pointed to it.

You said there was another woman in the house. Who was she?

A girl. The old womans niece, Ive heard. Shes all right, and went away early this morning.

Oh, yes, I know her. Came to keep the old woman company while I was away, I expect, he said. But how fortunate they were saved! How did it happen? Does anyone know?

The superintendent of the brigade was here about two hours ago, and they examined the ruins. They think that the fire must have broken out in the top room upstairs. I went over it with them. We found a lot of fused glass, which rather puzzled them.

Oh, yes. A lot of bottles I kept upstairs. I suppose they melted in the heat, Boyne replied. Did they find anything else?

No, nothing of any importance.

Then they dont know how it broke out?

No; except that there must have been something up there very inflammable, they say, for the fire spread so quickly.

Perhaps it was a bottle of benzine I had up there for cleaning my clothes, said Boyne. But, any case, its rough luck on me — for Im not insured.

Sorry to hear that, sir, replied the constable. They said, you being an insurance agent, you would be certain to be covered against loss.

No. Its the old story over again, Boyne said, with a grin, the shoemakers child is the worst shod. I was a fool not to insure against fire — an infernal fool! But it cant be helped. Its ruined me! and he turned away and crossed the road to the house which the constable had indicated as the one where old Mrs. Felmore had sought shelter.

For half an hour Boyne sat listening while the old woman shouted to him excitedly her description of the fire. He adopted that mealy-mouthed attitude which he could assume at will — that attitude he adopted so cleverly when he went to church so regularly — and condoled with her.

Of course, Mrs. Felmore, all this horrible catastrophe shall not make any difference to you. I hear you had Miss Marigold to keep you company. Quite right! But Im so very sorry about it all. The poor girl must have been very frightened. Where is she?

She went back to Wimbledon Park about an hour ago, sir. She telegraphed to the bank excusing herself for to-day, as she only had clothes that were lent her.

Ah! I am so sorry about that. But have you any idea how it all happened? Boyne asked the old woman.

No, sir, I havent. Im always so careful about fire, she answered. I was burnt when I was a child, and therefore I always look at the kitchen grate and rake the cinders out before I goes to bed.

But it seems to have been upstairs where the fire originated.

Yes, sir, replied the old woman. I expect it was the kitchen flue. I asked old Mr. Morgan, the sweep, to do it three weeks ago, but he was very busy, and he didnt come. Ive cleaned out the range all right — but thats what I think. Im sorry, sir, but it wasnt my fault, really it wasnt.

Of course not, Mrs. Felmore. Morgan should have come when you ordered him, Boyne said.

Afterwards he succeeded in entering the gaunt blackened wreck of his home. With satisfaction he saw the frameless windows of the two upper floors, but inside a spectacle of utter ruin met his gaze. The water had come through the ceiling of his sitting-room, half of which was down, the stairs consumed, and all the remaining furniture ruined beyond repair.

From the cupboard, however, he took his pet Nibby, who was still alive, and probably wondering at all the commotion.

Poor little fellow! he exclaimed, stroking the rats pointed pink nose, and afterwards placing him in his pocket, as he did sometimes. I shall give you to Mrs. Felmore.

And after a final look round at the scene of the wreckage, he returned to where his deaf old housekeeper was staying, and presented her with the tame rat.

Late that same afternoon Boyne hurried along Theobalds Road, past the railings of Grays Inn, and crossing the busy road with its procession of tramcars, turned the corner into Harpur Street, a short, dingy thoroughfare of smoke-grimed, old-fashioned houses, once the residences of well-to-do people, but now mostly let out in tenements.

Before one of the houses on the left-hand side he halted, and pulled the bell. The door was opened by a young girl wearing a dirty apron and whose hair was in curlers.

Good-afternoon, Mr. Bennett. Yes, es upstairs, she exclaimed.

So up the uncarpeted stairs Boyne went to the top of the house.

Its only me, he said reassuringly as he turned the handle of a door and unceremoniously entered a small, barely-furnished, ill-kept room.

A cheap oil lamp, smoking badly, was burning on the table, while near it, back in the shadow, sat the figure of a man huddled up in a ragged old armchair.

You! he grunted. Youve been a long time!

I couldnt get here before, Lionel. It was too dangerous. I had to see that all was clear before I to enter this street. Theres always a detective or two about here, and it wouldnt do for you to be seen outside.

No, grunted the man, who, rising slowly to his feet came within the feeble zone of light which revealed a thin, bony face, with high cheek bones, an abnormal forehead, and a pair of deep-set dark eyes. The faded grey suit he wore was several sizes too big for him, yet his arms seemed of unusual length, and his hands were narrow and long, with talon-like fingers.

His countenance was truly a strange one, being triangular, with very narrow chin and very broad brow — the face of a man who was either a genius or an idiot.

I waited all night for you! he said in plaintive tones. And you never came.

Well, Im not going to risk anything — even for you! replied Boyne roughly. Ive got quite enough of my own troubles just now.

Oh! Whats happened?

Lots. Its a good job I got you away from Hammersmith, my friend. The place has burned up!

Burned up? echoed the strange-looking man. Oh! Then youve had the beautiful fire you used to talk about, eh? And has it all gone?

The lot. And a darned good job for you!

And that beautiful microscope? the man asked regretfully. Has that gone, too?

Yes. The whole bag of tricks has been consumed. Thats why I didnt come last night, Boyne said.

Oh! the beautiful mike! exclaimed the abnormal creature, as though to himself. And it cost such a lot — oh, such a lot!

Dont trouble about the microscope, you fool! cried Boyne roughly. Just try and pull yourself together and save your own skin. Where are those tubes? I want them.

The lean man in the over-large suit ambled across the room, his head bent forward, for he was very round-shouldered, and going to an old leather bag in the corner, slowly unlocked it and drew out a thick cartridge envelope which contained something hard.

Boyne took it from him quickly, and tearing it open, took out two dark-blue tubes of glass, the corks of which were sealed with wax.

Are they all right? he asked harshly. Can you guarantee them? Now dont tell me a lie, he added threateningly, or it will be the worse for you. I had a good mind to give you over to the police when you came to Pont Street the other night. You deserved it — venturing out like that.

I got to know where you were, and I had to come and see you, whined the ugly creature as he ambled back to his chair.

Dont do it again! Remain in hiding. Keep close here. You are in comfortable quarters. Old Mrs. Sampson below is always silent as regards her lodgers. Lots of men who have had this room have hidden from the police till they found a way out of it. Take my advice, and do the same. But dont attempt to come round to Pont Street — for we dont want you there, understand that?

And he put the little glass tubes, which contained fatal bacteria, back into their envelope and placed them carefully in his pocket.

But money! I must have money! cried the other, a young-old man whose age it was impossible to determine though his hair was growing grey.

Of course you must, laughed Boyne. Heres fifty pounds to go on with. And keep a still tongue or it will be the worse for you. Recollect if you are unfortunate enough to be arrested, it will only be because of your own idiotic movements. Keep quiet here.

Misfortune may befall any of us! said the other in that peculiar whining voice which showed that his mental balance was not normal.

True. But if you do happen to fall into the hands of the police, remember — breathe not a word. Trust to me to help you out of the scrape. Trust Mrs. Sampson downstairs — and trust me.

Yes. But, oh, that beautiful mike! Burnt up. That beautiful mike!

Dont bother about that. Ill buy you another, and all the apparatus if youll only keep a still tongue and remain in the house. Ive told Mrs. Sampson not to let you out.

Oh! I wont go out. I promise you I wont, he said with an idiotic stare. I only went to Pont Street because I wanted to know if you were all right.

And incidentally you wanted money! laughed the other. Well, you had it — you have it again now. Remain quiet and content. Im busy. Ive got lots of things to look after. Ive probably got to go away, but Ill see you have money to go on with all right.

Very well, said the strange man. This place is better than Hammersmith, living in a locked room for weeks and months, nobody to see, and only breathing the fresh air on the roof when everybody had gone to bed.

But you had your work — your scientific work in bacteriology! You cant live without your work!

Ah, yes. I had my work. But, oh! it was so lonely — so very lonely.

Youre not lonely here, said Boyne cheerfully. So dont bother. Take your ease, and make the best of it. Youre in a house which shelters people like yourself. Here everyone keeps a still tongue — and nobody knows about little Maggie.

The curious man with the triangular face blinked across at Boyne — and remained silent for several moments.

Little Maggie! he gasped at last. Little Maggie! Ah! I remember. I — —

Again he paused. Then glaring into Boynes face with a strange wild expression, he said:

You! Why — why youre — youre really Willie Wisden!

Of course I am, laughed Boyne. But keep cool, Lionel, old chap, or youll have one of those nasty attacks of yours coming on again. Ta-ta! Ill come back very soon, he said, and turning he left the room and descended the stairs.

Perhaps Ill come back, he muttered to himself. But I do not think so! The idiot has served me well, and Ive got the tubes. That is all I want — at present!

And a moment later he was walking in the darkness through Harpur Street.


CHAPTER XXVI

GET RID OF THE GIRL!
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TEN DAYS MORE had passed. Poor Mrs. Morrison had been buried at Brookwood, her sister and several relatives being among the mourners.

Notice had been given through a solicitor to the insurance company of the assignment of the policy for ten thousand pounds to Mrs. Braybourne. The solicitor, a perfectly respectable man practising in the City, had received a call from Mrs. Braybourne of Pont Street, and she had handed him the policy and the assignment. Boyne had first made secret inquiries regarding the unsuspecting lawyer, and found him to be a man with a very high reputation in his profession.

Hence the Red Widow and her two associates, having successfully defied the French ex-maid and her lover, were now awaiting payment by the insurance company. Boyne, on his part, had cleverly destroyed all traces of the secret of that upstairs room in which had lived for some time the half-demented, eccentric Lionel Gosden, who was so blindly obedient to every order of the criminal who held him in control.

There only remains that girl! remarked Boyne as he sat with his wife one night.

Yes. The sooner shes out of the way the better, my dear Bernie. She knows far too much.

Ive got the remainder of the stuff from Lionel.

Then it will be quite easy. I neednt tell you the way.

Boyne smiled as he took another cigarette from his case.

Yes, he said. And then I think that Ena and I will clear off abroad and leave you as the lone widow in whose favour dear Augusta insured her life.

True. We ought to part as soon as possible. What do they think of your absence from Hammersmith?

Oh, they know my home is burned up, but I put in an appearance now and then and collect up a few premiums just to show myself.

I wonder what the girl told the police? Lilla remarked thoughtfully.

Some story which they, no doubt, put down to be a cock-and-bull statement — about the locked room, most probably. She might have heard Lionel moving about, or coughing, before I got him away from there. If so the noise would naturally excite her suspicion.

What about the man Durrant?

Oh, we neednt trouble about him. It will be months before he can get back again, and when he does, hell find none of us here, the girl dead — of natural causes, of course — and the house being rebuilt. We have nothing to fear from him, providing we can get rid of the girl.

And that must be done at once, the handsome woman repeated. While she is alive she will be a constant menace to us.

Next morning, when he left Pont Street, he went to the City, and, knowing that Marigold always went out at a quarter to one to her lunch, he waited outside the bank.

At last she came, a neatly-dressed and dainty figure of the true type of business girl, and at the corner of Fenchurch Street he met her as though by accident, and raised his hat.

Why, Mr. Boyne! she exclaimed in surprise.

Yes. This is an unexpected meeting, Miss Marigold! I havent seen you since the fire, he said. How lucky that you and your aunt escaped! I cant think how it was caused, except that your aunt perhaps dropped a match upstairs before going to bed.

No, Mr. Boyne, she said. Its a mystery. Im glad, however, that auntie is recovering from the shock.

Have you heard anything lately of Mr. — what is his name? — Durrant, isnt it?

Not a word. I cant think what has become of him. Theyve heard nothing at his office since his last telegram.

Oh! I shouldnt worry. He told you in his message not to worry, you know, he said cheerfully.

Marigold distrusted the man, yet she remembered how she and Gerald had resolved, at all hazards, to penetrate the mystery surrounding him. She could not deny that he had always been polite and generous towards her, and her aunt would never have a more kind and considerate master.

Come and have some lunch with me, he suggested suddenly, as he glanced at his watch. Im just going to have mine. And I want to talk over your aunts future — what she is to do while my house is being rebuilt.

Marigold hesitated a few seconds. Then she replied:

Im awfully sorry, Mr. Boyne, but my assistant is away ill, and were most awfully busy in the bank to-day. I am only out for ten minutes this morning, I usually have half an hour.

Then come somewhere and have dinner with me to-night.

I cant to-night. Im going to the theatre with a girl friend.

To-morrow night, then, he said. Ill meet you at Piccadilly tube station, say at seven, and well dine somewhere — eh?

Again Marigold hesitated. She was naturally distrustful, yet she argued within herself that perhaps if she accepted his invitation she might learn from him something of interest.

No, he laughed merrily. Im sure you wont refuse me, Marigold. I want to see what I can do for your aunt — because — well, perhaps I may not set up house again. And I dont want to leave her in the lurch, poor deaf old soul.

His solicitude for her aunt touched her, and so she promised to meet him as he suggested.

Then two minutes later he raised his hat and they parted.

As the girl sat with her glass of milk and sandwiches before her in the little teashop, strange thoughts crowded through her mind. The refusal of the police to assist her to find Gerald had hipped her, and ever since the night of the fire she had gone about utterly disconsolate and broken-hearted. The fire was mysterious, coming within an hour or so of her visit to the police. Yes; the more she reflected, the stranger still appeared the whole enigma.

She returned to the bank and sat hour after hour her books, but her only thought was of Gerald the reason of his disappearance.

Next day, just before noon, while she was busy at the bank, one of the male clerks came to her desk, and said:

Miss Ramsay, youre wanted on the telephone.

Me! exclaimed Marigold, much surprised, for none of the staff were allowed to speak on the telephone except upon urgent family affairs. Was this one?

She hurried to the telephone-box and heard a female voice, which she recognised as that of Geralds sister at Ealing.

You there, Marigold. Listen! she said. Ive just had a wire from Gerald. Its sent from Folkestone Harbour, and says:

Back again. Dont worry. With you soon, but not yet. Marigold knows why. Have wired her. — GERALD.

Oh, how lovely! cried the girl over the phone in wild delight. I expect Ive got a wire at Wimbledon. Ill tell you what he says. Such lots of thanks for ringing up. Good-bye. Ill come over and see you soon, dear. Righto!

And she hung up the receiver, her cheeks flushed with the excitement of the good news.

Gerald — her Gerald — had spoken at last!

Further adding of figures that day was out of the question. She could not work, but, ever and anon, she raised her eyes to the big clock, the hands of which moved, oh! so slowly. At last five oclock came, and she put her books away in the trolley ready to be wheeled to the strong room by the uniformed messenger, and putting on her hat and coat hurried away home in the crowded tube.

She missed her train, and things seemed to move too slow for her, but on arrival at the station she raced home. Yes, in the narrow hall of the little suburban villa lay a telegram on the hat-stand.

She tore it open with frantic haste, and read:

Do not make inquiry about me. Am quite safe, and am in possession of some very important facts. Just returned from abroad. Be watchful, but do not feel anxious. Am quite all right. Love. — GERALD.

It reassured her. She dressed and went out to meet Mr. Boyne, carrying in her handbag the treasured message from Folkestone Pier, together with her powder-puff, her little mirror, and a few hairpins.

She had no idea, however, that at the moment when she was dressing to dine with her aunts benefactor, a lady with red-brown hair, having taken tea at the Pavilion Hotel in Folkestone, was in a first-class carriage in a boat express for London, and that that same lady had only arrived in Folkestone a couple of hours before, and on meeting the boat had handed in the message at the office at the harbour.

She was at Piccadilly tube station quite early, and it was fully ten minutes before Boyne put in an appearance, smiling and happy.

Im so glad youve been able to come, Miss Marigold, he exclaimed, as he shook hands with her warmly. Now, well just go and have a little dinner together, and talk about your aunt, eh?

And he placed his hand upon her arm in a paternal manner, and started to cross the road to Coventry Street. Theres a little Italian place in Wardour Street where they do you excellently. A man I know told me of it the other day, and I dined there a couple of nights ago and found things very good. Not much of a place to look at, but good, well-cooked food. So lets go there.

She walked with him, but unable to contain her joy at receiving that reassuring wire from Gerald. She said, as they walked along Coventry Street:

Ive had a wire to-night from Mr. Durrant. Hes all right.

Have you really? How excellent! exclaimed Boyne. What does he say?

He wires from Folkestone pier. Hes just arrived back in England, and he says hes all right. Thats all.

Well, what do you want more? Your boy is back, and no doubt youll see him soon. Ive always had in my mind that his absence has been due to some secret mission given to him by his employer. Those food people in Mincing Lane are profiteering out of all conscience, and Durrants absence is only what might well be expected. He will get a big bonus for carrying out some little bit of delicate diplomacy with regard to food supplies from abroad.

They turned up Wardour Street, and presently stopped in front of one of the small, unpretentious little foreign restaurants, where one can always rely upon good cooking, even though the quality of the food sometimes leaves a little to be desired.

Not more than half a dozen people were in the white-enamelled little place, but the proprietor, a well-dressed, prosperous-looking little Italian, came forward to greet them.

Table for two — oh! yes. You reserved it, sare — I know! This way, please. And he conducted them to a cosy spot in a corner where a table was laid à deux.

Marigold, flushed with excitement on account of the telegram in her bag, threw off her coat, settled her blouse, and sat down opposite the man, while an elderly waiter was quickly in attendance.

Ive ordered dinner, said Boyne, rather impetuously. Antonio will know. And he dismissed him.

Ive told them to get a nice little dinner for us, he said, looking across at the girl. Well, now, Miss Marigold, he went on. First, Im delighted that you could come and have dinner with me to-night. Now that my house is no longer inhabitable, I live in rooms at Notting Hill Gate. But rooms are not like ones own home, and especially with your aunt as housekeeper. A more economical woman never lived. Shed save the egg-shells and turn them into money, if she could!

And they both laughed.

Yes; auntie is very saving, replied the girl, whose sole purpose in accepting the unusual invitation was to try and draw her host, and so further the plans set by her lover.

Saving! What I always say is that shes the most perfect housekeeper anyone ever had. Thats why I want to do something for her.

Its really very good of you, Mr. Boyne, said the girl, I know now keenly she has always looked after your interests.

And I appreciate that, Miss Marigold. Now, my idea is to allow her two pounds a week till I get settled again.

Very generous of you, Im sure, replied Marigold. With her infirmity, its most difficult. Her deafness has increased the last six months, and she could never get another situation now. Im sure of that.

Then youll look after her if she has two pounds a week regularly. — eh?

Yes. She can come and live with me at Wimbledon, the girl said. Im sure auntie will be very grateful, she added. Only a couple of days ago she told me she was wondering what she would do now that the house is burnt, and she couldnt live with a neighbour for ever.

Boyne was silent for a few seconds. The waiter had placed the little plates of sardines, olives, and sliced beet upon the table, the usual hors doeuvres of the foreign restaurant.

The girls host looked her in the face suddenly, and asked:

Tell me, Miss Marigold, what friends have you?

Relatives, you mean? Well, practically none who count, except auntie and my sister, she replied, little dreaming that the man had put that question with an ulterior motive — and a very sinister one, too.

And also Mr. Durrant, he laughed.

Marigold blushed.

Dont fear. Hell soon be back with you, and no doubt explain matters.

The girl made no reply. It was her own secret that his absence was due to the inquiries he was making concerning the past career of the plausible and hard-working man who was at that moment her host.

The soup was served, a clear pot-au-feu, hot, and as the waiter turned away, Boyne drew handkerchief from his trouser pocket, and next moment a number of coins fell upon the floor.

Instantly Marigold drew her chair away from the table and bent down to see where they were. At that moment Bernard Boyne executed a clever trick which he had done before. He flicked into the girls hot soup a piece of very soft gelatine that had been extracted only half an hour before from one of those mysterious blue glass tubes he had obtained from the idiot-scientist hiding in Harpur Street.

The piece of gelatine fell into the soup unnoticed by the girl, whose eagerness was centred upon the picking up of the lost coins, and the other diners only glanced across for a second, and did not notice the dropping of that fatal dose.

Dont bother, he said airily next moment. The waiter will find it. They are really only coppers. I was foolish to put my handkerchief there. Please dont bother. Your soup will be cold.

And, thus reassured, the girl drank her soup with her spoon and greatly enjoyed it — for it was excellent.

Boyne watched her with complete satisfaction and confidence.

The other courses were served: fillets of sole, and a chicken en casserole, with mushrooms, in true Continental style. Then a cup in which were fruit, ice-cream, and champagne, and black coffee afterwards.

The dinner Marigold agreed was excellent. Boyne smoked cigarettes and chatted merrily the whole time, until at last he paid the bill and walked back with her.

They shook hands, and she thanked him heartily. Then they parted, Boyne promising to see old Mrs. Felmore and pay her the amount he suggested.

As he strode along down the Haymarket, however, on his way back to Pont Street, he laughed aloud and muttered to himself:

I dont think we shall be troubled with you, young lady, after a few more days!


CHAPTER XXVII

THE DAY AFTER TO-MORROW
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THREE DAYS PASSED. Marigold, on rising in the morning of the third day, felt hot and feverish. Her sister had suggested that she should telephone to the bank excusing herself.

I think Ive got a chill, Marigold remarked. I felt rather queer yesterday.

Then stay at home, dear.

I cant, the girl declared as she put on her hat. Were so awfully busy just now. Miss Meldrum and Miss Page are both away with influenza. Im bound to go.

So she went, but feeling very ill. At the bank one or two of the girls remarked how unwell she looked, and as the morning wore on the pains in her head became worse. She could eat no lunch, and at two oclock she was compelled to return home to Wimbledon.

She went straight to bed, but her friends troubled little, for it was evident that she was run down by the eternal anxiety over Geralds absence, and that she had caught a severe cold.

Next morning she seemed worse, therefore her sister went for Doctor Thurlow, who lived in Kenilworth Avenue; but he was so busy that it was not possible for him to put in an appearance until nearly seven oclock that evening.

He examined the girl, and though he could not diagnose the cause immediately, he at once recognised that she was decidedly ill. He prescribed a mixture, gave certain instructions, and promised to call early next morning.

This he did and found that her temperature had risen, and that she was much worse and a little delirious. In her delirium she called constantly for Gerald in a pathetic, piteous voice.

Will my Gerald never come back to me? she cried. Will he never return?

She is ill — very ill, declared the doctor gravely to her sister. We shall have to be extremely careful of her.

Marigold was coughing badly, for already a large area of her lungs had become involved and consolidated. Hence the doctor carried a portion of the sputum to his surgery, and that afternoon discovered the presence of the deadly streptococcus. On establishing the actual disease he at once telephoned for some anti-pneumococcic serum, and this he injected into the patient early next morning.

Having done so, he turned to her sister, and said:

I am extremely sorry to tell you that this is our last hope. She is, I fear, collapsing fast. The organism I have found is most deadly, and I think it only right to tell you that my personal opinion is that the disease has gone too far.

What, Doctor? gasped the young woman, pale and anxious. Will she die?

That I cannot say, but I never like to deceive my patients friends in cases so critical as this. To me she seems to be growing weaker. I will be back at noon.

And the busy, white-headed doctor went out and drove away in his car.

Now on that same morning about eleven oclock a tall, gaunt, hollow-eyed young man in a shabby tweed suit and golf cap walked quickly up from the Empress Dock at Southampton and across Canute Road to the railway-station, where he bought a third-class ticket for Waterloo.

Back in England at last! he muttered to himself as he entered an empty compartment. I shall soon see Marigold again! Then we will get even with our enemies.

The unshaven man was Gerald Durrant, changed indeed from the spruce young secretary of Mincing Lane. He looked ten years older, for his face was pinched though bronzed, and the suit he wore was certainly never made for him.

The truth was that the steamer Pentyrch, of Sunderland, ran into very bad weather in the Bay of Biscay, and during a great storm off the Morocco coast Captain Bowden thought it wise to put in for shelter at the little port of Agadir. One night, just before the vessel weighed anchor to leave, Gerald dived into the sea and succeeded in swimming ashore.

His absence was not noticed until three hours later, when the vessel was well out to sea, and Captain Bowden, having lost so much time, did not deem it worth while to bother about a man who was no doubt half a lunatic.

Gerald, however, succeeded, with the aid of a friendly English trader, in getting by road from Agadir to Mogador, where he told his strange story to the British vice-consul, who in turn arranged a passage for him on a small steamer homeward bound, and gave him a little money, sufficient to pay his railway fare from Southampton to London.

Truly, his had been an astounding adventure, and now he was eagerly looking forward to the happy reunion with the girl he loved so passionately.

All his belongings were in the small brown paper parcel on the rack above him. At the station he had bought a packet of cigarettes, and as he smoked he gazed reflectively out of the carriage window. The train was an express, but in his mood it seemed to be the slowest in the world.

What would Marigold think of his long absence? He had once or twice thought of telegraphing to her from Mogador, or from Brest, where they had touched, but he had deemed it best to return to her suddenly and then wreak vengeance upon those who had so cleverly plotted to inveigle him to that flat on that never-to-be-forgotten night.

Waterloo — the new station with its bustle and hurry! He sprang from the carriage and took the next train back to Wimbledon and then on to Wimbledon Park.

At last he halted before the neat little villa with its white painted balcony, and knocked.

Marigolds sister opened the door.

Good heavens! she gasped. Mr. Durrant, is it really you?

It is! Im back again. Where is Marigold?

Come in, she said. I-I-hardly know what to say. Marigold is — shes not very well.

And then in a few brief words as he stood in the narrow hall she told him of his beloveds sudden illness.

A second later he dashed upstairs, and then in silence, treading, noiselessly, he advanced to the bedside of the delirious girl, who with flushed face was calling for her Gerald.

Tenderly he placed his cool hand upon her brow.

But surely she will live! he cried in blank despair.

The doctor has grave doubts, her sister replied. She had such deep and constant anxiety regarding your absence, Mr. Durrant, that her constitution has become undermined. And now she has caught this terrible chill which has developed into acute pneumonia.

But people get over pneumonia! he exclaimed. Surely Marigold will recover.

The doctor told me this morning that the malady is of the most virulent type. There are few recoveries.

Few recoveries! he echoed, while at the same time the poor girl was murmuring something incoherent regarding Gerald.

Yes. He said that if she got well again it could be only by a miracle. The serum might do its work, but — well, Mr. Durrant, I must tell you what he really said — he told me that he regarded the case as hopeless. The crisis will be the day after to-morrow.

The day after to-morrow, he said. And she will not recognise me till then!

All that the poor fellow had been through — the tortures and horrors of that bondage in which everyone believed him to be mentally irresponsible — were as nothing. He loved Marigold Ramsay with the whole strength of his gallant manhood. His soul was hers. They were soul-mates, and yet she was slowly slipping away from him just at the moment of his return and his intended triumph.

Her sister led him downstairs. In the modest, well-kept little dining-room below they had a further conversation.

She was, of course, from time to time reassured by your telegrams. By them she knew that you were alive. And they renewed her hope that you would return.

Telegrams! echoed the man, who looked more like an unkempt tramp than a business man. I sent no telegrams! What do you mean, Mrs. Baynard?

Why, the messages you sent. She has them all in her handbag.

But I was unable to communicate with her. I was declared to be mad, and was sent upon a sea voyage for the benefit of my health. I now know that it was for the benefit of Bernard Boyne!

Ill get her bag and show you. Marigold has kept them all, her sister said, and she left the room for a few moments, returning with the dying girls black silk vanity bag, from which she drew several telegrams carefully folded.

These he opened and examined, standing aghast as he read them.

Why! I never sent a single one of them! he said. Theyre all forgeries!

What? cried Marigolds sister and Hetty in one breath — for her sister-in-law had entered the room and greeted the man who had returned.

I tell you I never sent any message to her, he said. Somebody has done this. Who?

Who can it be? asked Hetty.

I think I know, replied Gerald in a hard voice. If I am not mistaken my enemies have been revenged upon me.

Enemies! What enemies? asked Marigolds sister. Surely you have no enemies. Im sure Marigold hasnt.

Wait and we shall discover the truth, said the young man. Marigold must get well. I have certain questions to put to her. She can tell us much that is still mysterious concerning Mr. Boyne.

Hetty looked him full in the face and said:

Jack, my husband, was over at Hammersmith two days ago. The place is all boarded up.

What place?

Mr. Boynes house in Bridge Place. Theres been a fire there, and all the upper part has been burned out. Marigold was staying with her aunt that night, and they both escaped just in the nick of time.

Repeat that, he said, half dazed.

Hetty repeated what she had said.

Ah! So the place has been burnt up, has it? Thats more than curious, isnt it?

Why?

Because of the mystery surrounding that man Boyne, he said.

Marigold ten days ago said that she didnt believe that Mr. Boyne was as honest and sincere as people believed, but really, I have never taken any notice of her suspicions. We all of us suspect one of our friends.

Marigold spoke the truth! I agree entirely with her. There are certain facts — facts which I have established — which show that this man Boyne — most modest of men — is an adventurer of a new and very extraordinary type. He is engaged in some game that is very sly, and by which he somehow enriches himself by very considerable sums.

Gerald Durrant an hour later went up to Waterloo and on to Hammersmith, where in the evening he stood before the boarded-up ruins of the fire. He saw that the top floor had been destroyed.

So the secret of that top room has been wiped out, he remarked to himself. Why? Did Boyne suspect us of prying? If he did, then what more likely than he should put his slow, but far-reaching, fingers upon us both. That I should have been drugged and placed on board a ship bound for the other side of the world, and branded as a semi-lunatic, is only what one might expect of such a master-brain!

At a public-house in King Street, a few doors from the end of Bridge Place, he got into conversation with the landlord, who told him of the events of that night when the house caught fire.

Its an awful thing for poor old Boyne, he added. Although he is an insurance agent, it seems that, though he insured other people, he never insured himself. So hes ruined — so he told Mr. Dale, the corndealer in Chiswick High Road, a week ago.

Gerald smiled but said nothing. His thoughts were upon the hooded recluse who lived on the top floor of that dingy house. What could have been the real secret of that obscure abode?

A few other inquiries led him to the sombre house with smoke-grimed curtains where deaf old Mrs. Felmore had taken refuge, a few doors from the smoke-blackened, half-destroyed house.

As he sat with the old woman he spoke to her with difficulty, moving his lips slowly.

Yes, replied the old woman in her high-pitched voice, for all the deaf speak loudly. It is all very curious — most curious! Theyve never found out how it caught fire.

From Bridge Place Gerald walked direct to the Hammersmith police-station and, demanding to see someone in authority, was ushered upstairs to that same room into which Marigold had been shown, and there sat the same detective-inspector, rosy-faced, quiet and affable.

He listened to the roughly-clad young mans story, until presently he said:

Oh, you are Gerald Durrant, are you?

Yes, was his visitors astonished reply. Why?

Well, we had a young lady inquiring about you a little while ago. She said you were missing, and asked us to make inquiry. But as you had wired to her several times we considered that you had gone off on your own account.

Was Marigold here? he asked, surprised.

Yes, she came one night and told us of your disappearance. Where have you been?

Abroad. I only returned to-day.

Thats what I told the young lady. You promised in your telegrams to come back.

But I never sent any telegrams; they were all forged.

The detective regarded him steadily and with an air of doubt.

Then why did you go away? What was your motive in frightening the poor girl? he asked.

I went involuntarily. I — well, I suppose I must have been drugged and put on board a ship at Hull.

Hm! What ship?

Gerald gave the name of the ship and of its captain, which the detective scribbled down.

Yes. Youd better tell me the whole of your story. It seems rather a curious one.

It is, declared Durrant, and he proceeded to describe what happened on that fateful night when he met the two ladies in distress outside Kensington Gardens.

The detective listened attentively, but noting Geralds unkempt appearance and rough dress, together with his excited manner, he came to the conclusion that what he was relating was a mere exaggerated tale concocted with some ulterior motive, which to him was not apparent.

At last, when Durrant began to describe Bernard Boynes strange doings in Bridge Place, the inspector interrupted him.

The house has been burned, as I dare say you know.

Yes, replied Gerald vehemently, purposely burned for two reasons. First, to destroy evidence of whatever was contained in that upstairs room, together with its occupant — —

Then you think someone lived up there — eh?

I feel absolutely sure of it.

You only believe it, said the officer. And after a pause he asked: And what was the second motive?

To get rid of Miss Ramsay — for that night, after visiting you, she went back and slept there in order to keep her aunt company.

The detective smiled. Then, after a pause, he said:

Mr. Boyne is very well-known and popular in Hammersmith, you know. Everyone has a good word for him. He is honest, hard-working, and often shows great kindness to poor people whose insurance policies would lapse if he did not help them over the stile. No, Mr. Durrant; Bernard Boyne is certainly not the daring and relentless criminal you are trying to make him out. Indeed, I hear that, by the fire at his house, hes lost nearly all he possessed. He wasnt insured.

Why is it that by day he collects insurance premiums here, and yet at night puts on an evening suit and dines at the most expensive restaurants in the West End? demanded Gerald, furious that his story was being dismissed by the police.

Ah! He may have some motive. Many men who earn their money in a hard manner by day go into the West End at night dressed as gentlemen. He may have some motive. He may have some rich clients, for all we know.

I see you are dubious of the whole affair! exclaimed Gerald. Ive only come here to tell you what I know.

And I thank you for coming, replied the detective. But we cannot act upon your mere suspicions. You must bring us something more tangible than that before we institute inquiries. I regret it, he added; but we cannot help you. If you had any direct evidence of incendiarism it would be different.

And, thus dismissed, Gerald Durrant descended the stairs with heavy heart and hopeless foreboding, and walking out, made his way back to Wimbledon Park, where Marigold lay dying.


CHAPTER XXVIII

AT THE WINDOW
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ON THAT SAME afternoon the Red Widow was seated with Boyne in Lillas pretty drawing-room in Pont Street.

She had come there hurriedly in response to a telephone message from Boynes wife, and they were now holding a council of war to decide upon their actions in future.

The only danger that can possibly threaten us is that infernal French girl and her lover, Boyne assured them, as he leaned back lazily in a silken easy chair, and puffed at his cigarette. He was smartly dressed with a white slip in his waistcoat, fawn spats, and patent leather shoes. At the present moment they hold their tongues in the hope of squeezing more money from us. Meanwhile we shall collect the sum assured upon dear Augusta, and quietly leave England for a little while. A pity the sum is not larger, he added.

I was only thinking the same the other day, said Ena. But how about that girl Ramsay?

Oh, the end ought to be to-day, or at least to-morrow. Ive made secret inquiries in Wimbledon Park, and I hear that the doctor gave her up a day or so ago, he said grimly.

That will be another distinct peril removed, remarked Lilla. It serves the girl right for being too inquisitive.

And the man Durrant cannot be back yet, eh? asked Ena.

No, was Boynes reply. I see by the papers that the ship has arrived at Cape Town. Even if he escaped there, and found his way back, he could not arrive in London for another three weeks or more. So when he does return — if he ever does — he will find Marigold silent in her grave, that a disaster has occurred in Bridge Place, and that we are no longer in London.

And Lionel? asked the Red Widow.

Oh, we have nothing to fear from him. Hes only a gibbering idiot who believes my story that he committed a crime — killed a little girl named Maggie — although he was quite innocent. I made him wear a hood whenever he saw me, and I did the same. He believed me to be a man named Wisden, the witness of his crime! And because of that he executed in blind obedience every order I gave him. The fact that for months he never saw my face impressed him, and thus the terror of the police has so got upon his unstrung nerves that he is fast going from bad to worse. As a bacteriologist he is, of course, wonderful. He was marked out as a coming man by the professors at the Laboratory at Oxford, before he took to drugs and his brain gave way.

Where is he now? asked Ena.

Boyne explained the mans hiding-place, adding: Ive given him money to go on with. When that is finished — well, we will consider what we shall do.

We shall want him again, no doubt, laughed Ena.

Probably, said Boyne. But remember, if there are any awkward inquiries — as there may be if we cant settle completely with Céline — then we must be absent from London for a year or two.

Thats a pity, declared the Red Widow. Recollect what I said regarding that woman Vesey, whose hair is almost similar to mine. I met her at Brighton some time ago, and we became very chummy. She has a place in Gloucestershire. And that other woman Sampson. Both affairs would be so easy — ten thousand each.

I know, my dear Ena, but let us square up this present deal first. That solicitor in the City is horribly slow. He is out of town till to-morrow. Time is going on. Each day brings us nearer open hostilities with Céline, therefore I suggest that Lilla should remain to receive the money and settle up, while you and I get away. I propose going to Spain, and you — well, you know Sweden well. Why not slip over to Stockholm? We will all meet again, say, at Trouville in six weeks time, and hold another consultation, suggested the man.

Yes, Lilla said. Thats all very well. But it means that Im to be left alone to face Céline!

Well, its the only way, declared her husband. It is not wise for all of us to await the payment. I agree that the solicitor might easily have obtained a settlement of the claim ere this — especially as it is not disputed. But the more respectable the solicitor the slower he is.

Are you sure that the fire at Bridge Place has aroused no suspicion? asked Ena. After a fire theres always an inquiry as to how it originated.

Yes, when the place is insured. But mine was not — intentionally, Boyne replied, with a grin. We couldnt afford that upstairs laboratory to be discovered. Besides, there was enough stuff in the tubes to kill a whole town — all sorts of infectious diseases, from anthrax to bubonic plague. Lionel dabbled with them, and gleefully cultivated them with his broth and his trays and tubes of gelatine.

Well, as long as you are quite certain we are not watched, I dont care, said the handsome woman, who was so often seen at table at the Ritz, the Carlton, and the Berkeley. If we were, it would be most dangerous to meet, even as we are doing now.

Bah! You are both growing very nervy! laughed Boyne derisively. It is so foolish. Nothing serious can happen. Even when the French girl grows greedy, we can always settle with her. Between us we have laid up a nice little nest-egg for the future. I reckoned it out yesterday. The game is one of the few which is worth the candle.

And the people in their graves are better off! laughed Lilla, who was utterly heartless and unscrupulous.

Boyne rose and obtained a fresh cigarette, while his wife rang the bell for tea.

The latter was brought in upon a fine old Sheffield plate tray, and Lilla poured it out.

When the man-servant had gone, the Red Widow, turning to Boynes wife, said:

I really think, Lilla, after what Bernie has suggested, that I shall plead illness and get away. I shall tell my friends I am going to Sicily, but instead I shall run over to Stockholm. I know lots of friends there. Indeed, we might carry on our affairs there later. The Scandinavian is a good insurance company.

English companies are better, Boyne declared. I have little faith in foreign insurance companies. They always want to know just a little too much to suit our purpose. Ive studied them all. My first case was in Milan eight years ago, and it nearly ended in disaster. I had to clear out suddenly and leave my claim — which has never been paid. And I wasnt clumsy, I assure you. I got the stuff from old Grandfather of Frankfurt.

Oh! Grandfather. Ive heard his name before, said Ena. He sells tubes, doesnt he?

Sells them! Of course he did — and still does. You have to be well introduced, and he charges you very high, but his stuff is first-class — quite as good as Lionels. Grandfather I met once in the Adlon, in Berlin — a funny old professor with long hair. But, by Jove! he must have made a big fortune by this time. He charged a hundred pounds for a single tube of anthrax, sleeping sickness, or virulent pneumonia — and double for a certain poison which creates all the post-mortem symptoms of heart-disease, and cannot be detected.

Well now? asked Lilla, sipping her tea from the pretty Crown Derby cup. What are we to do?

As Bernie suggests, I think, said Ena. Ill get away, and next day Bernie can go to Paris, and on by the Sud Express to Madrid.

Then on to Barcelona, said Boyne. Im known there as Mr. Bennett. Ive stayed once or twice at the Hôtel Colon.

No. I really cant be left alone, said Lilla. As soon as you have gone that girl Céline will call.

Dont see her, dear, urged the Red Widow.

Oh! Thats all very well, but I cant be out each time she comes. I should be compelled to see her. And no doubt she would have the man with her. Then, when she found out that you had both gone, she would turn upon me.

No, no, laughed Boyne. You will have money ready to give her if she turns very hostile, so as to afford us further time. Their only game is blackmail. They suspect something concerning the old man at Chiswick — thanks to talking too loud in the presence of ones servants. It ought to be a lesson to us all.

It is, Bernie, said the Red Widow, rising from her chair and crossing the room to get her handbag which she had left on the sofa by the window.

As she took it up, she chanced to glance out into the street.

My God! she gasped. And next second she sprang from the window. Her face was white as paper. My God! she repeated, reeling, and steadying herself by the back of a chair.

Whats happened? asked Boyne, springing up.

No, no! For Heavens sake, dont go near the window. He has seen me — Im sure he recognised me!

Who?

Emery — that solicitor in Manchester! He — he — knows me as — as Augusta Morrison — the dead woman!

And did he see you? cried Boyne in a low, hoarse voice. Are you certain?

Well — no — I — Im not absolutely certain. He was looking up at the house, and hes coming here.

At that second the front door electric bell rang.

All three started.

Why is he here? asked Lilla. Are inquiries already on foot?

If they are, then our game is up, declared Ena. You must receive him, Lilla, but you must deny all knowledge of me. You know nothing of Augusta Morrison.

But he may call at Upper Brook Street, said Boyne quickly. You must not return there.

Did he recognise me? Thats the question, asked Ena, still pale to the lips.

A second later the man entered with a card upon his salver — the card of the Manchester solicitor, Mr. Emery.

Oh! exclaimed Lilla, taking it up. Oh, yes — show him up.

Then as soon as the man had left, Ena slipped upstairs into one of the bedrooms to hide, in company with Bernard Boyne.

When the young Manchester solicitor was ushered in, he found the tea-things cleared — which had been effected several minutes before — and Lilla rose to greet him.

I believe you are Mrs. Braybourne, he said, bowing. My name is Emery. I am the solicitor who effected a policy on the life of the late Mrs. Augusta Morrison in your favour. My client, I hear, with much regret, has died, and I understand from the company that you have put in your claim.

Mrs. Braybourne admitted that it was so, and offered her visitor a seat.

I came this morning from Manchester, in order to consult with your solicitor, he went on. Mrs. Morrison was a personal friend of mine, and she told me that she had, since her husbands death, discovered that she was indebted to Mr. Braybourne, hence her insurance on the assignment of the policy.

It came as a great surprise to me, said Lilla, with her innate cleverness. I had not the pleasure of knowing Mrs. Morrison, though I met her husband several times, years ago. My late husband was a friend of his.

So she told me when we were together at Llandudno, Emery said. It was certainly very generous of her to try and make reparation for some wrong which her husband did to Mr. Braybourne. But I confess I am somewhat surprised.

At what? asked the pseudo widow.

Well — she gave me the impression that you were a person of limited means. But that does not appear so, he said, glancing around the luxurious little apartment.

Lilla smiled quite calmly. She was uncertain whether her very unwelcome visitor had recognised Ena through the window as his client, the false Augusta Morrison.

Of course, I have no idea what Mrs. Morrison told you concerning myself. I only know that my late husband was interested in certain business transactions with Mr. Morrison up in Scotland, she said, with an air of ignorance.

True, Mrs. Braybourne; but how is it that you have instructed your solicitors here to press a claim of which you now declare you had no knowledge?

For a second Lilla was cornered; but her quick womans wit came to her aid, and smiling quite calmly, she said:

Well, to tell you the truth, a solicitor of Mrs. Morrison in London wrote me quite recently, explaining in strict confidence the position and the efforts your client had made to make reparation for her husbands swindling. All I know is that Mr. Morrisons business morality left a great deal to be desired, and we came very near ruin. Indeed, we should have been ruined, had it not been for assistance I received from my father.

In what way? asked the keen young lawyer.

Well — I think I need not go into such details, said the clever woman with whom he was confronted. Your client, no doubt, admitted to you her husbands double-dealing and how he very nearly ruined us. It was because of that Mrs. Morrison of Carsphairn insured her life in my favour.

Young Mr. Emery nodded, but his lips curled in a smile of incredulity. He paused for several moments, his gaze fixed upon the woman.

Well, he said at last, I have been at the head office of the company to-day, after I found that your legal adviser was absent, and — well, to tell you the truth, they are not altogether satisfied.

Who? asked Lilla, in surprise.

The insurance company.

Why?

Again Mr. Emery paused, again he fixed his eyes upon the woman before him. He slowly rose from his chair and walked to the fireplace, whereupon he drew himself up. Placing his hands in his trousers pockets, he said, in a changed voice:

Mrs. Braybourne, just because I have interested myself, rather unduly perhaps, in the affairs of my late client, Mrs. Morrison, I find myself confronted by several problems. I want you to assist me to solve at least one of them.

And what is that? asked Lilla, quite calmly.

Simply this, he said, fixing his dark eyes upon her. I want you to explain the fact why, as I came along the street, I should see, standing here in your window, my late client, Mrs. Augusta Morrison?


CHAPTER XXIX

ON THIN ICE
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LILLA DREW HERSELF up, and looked her unwelcome interrogator full in the face with unwavering gaze.

Mrs. Morrison? she echoed. What do you mean?

I mean, madam, that as I approached this house Mrs. Morrison was looking out of the window.

Lilla laughed. Though greatly perturbed, she had been forewarned, and preserved an outward calm.

Really, Mr. Emery, she laughed, you must be mistaken. I have not the pleasure of knowing Mrs. Morrison. I only knew her husband, who came to see us several times when we lived in Kensington. His wife lived in Scotland, but I was never acquainted with her.

Do you mean to insist that you have never seen her?

Never in my life — to my knowledge, was the frank reply.

But I insist that my eyes have not deceived me, and that she was in your window a few minutes ago.

Again Lilla laughed.

Well, Mr. Emery, though you and I have never met before, I cant help thinking that you are — well, just a little eccentric, she said. You come here and declare that you have seen at my window a woman who is dead.

Ah, but is she really dead, Mrs. Braybourne? asked the shrewd young man, who had of late been getting together an extensive legal practice in Manchester.

My dear Mr. Emery, ask yourself, Lilla replied. I understand that the poor ladys sister was present at the end and took a last look at her before the coffin was screwed down. Surely her sister would know her? I am, of course, in utter ignorance of the facts, But I think, before you make such foolish mistakes as you are doing, you had better inquire — dont you?

Her argument was rather disconcerting. Charles Emery felt certain that he had seen the face of the dead woman at the window. Yet, if it were true that her sister had seen her in her coffin, then surely his eyes had deceived him.

Upstairs Boyne and Ena stood together in breathless wonder at what was in progress below. Boyne knew how clever his wife was, and how, when faced with difficulties, she always became so calm and innocent. Of that he had had proof many times. Their marital relations had been such that he had long ago felt she was a super-woman in the art of deception.

But here she was faced with a perilous problem, and both Ena and he knew it.

They stood together, conversing in whispers.

Trust Lilla, said Boyne in a low voice. She will wriggle out of anything. Besides, she had the tip that the fellow may have recognised you.

Below the young solicitor and Lilla were still in open hostility.

Emery had grown angry. The woman had accused him of an undue suspicion.

Lots of people, especially those who are spooky, believe in a sixth sense, she said. Surely you dont believe in it, do you, Mr. Emery? I do not. Do you really insist that in my window you have seen the face of a woman who is dead and buried? If so — well, youve got the sixth sense, and it would be more profitable to you to go into the Other World Combine — which, I believe, is being formed — than to practise law. Personally, I only wish I had a sixth sense. Oh, what a lot concerning other peoples affairs I should know — eh?

And she laughed lightly, as though highly amused.

Emery stood in silence. She could see that he was still unconvinced. The situation was one of the most perilous they had ever faced.

To tell you the truth, Mrs. Braybourne, Im not at all satisfied, said the young man frankly. I feel confident that the womans face I saw at your window was that of Mrs. Augusta Morrison.

How utterly ridiculous! declared the clever adventuress. If Mrs. Morrisons sister and other relatives saw her at the nursing home before and after her death they must have recognised her. How therefore, can the lady possibly be alive? Its silly to imagine such a thing!

Well, he asked, who first informed you that the late Mrs. Morrison had assigned her life policy to you?

A man I know named May, who was a friend of my husband and of the late Mr. Morrison.

And how did he know, pray?

How can I tell? He knew Mrs. Morrison, I believe, and he used to stay at her house-parties at Carsphairn. Possibly she might have told him.

When did you see him?

I havent seen him lately, she replied quickly, a fiction ready to her lips. He rang me up about three days after Mrs. Morrisons death and told me of the sad event, of which I, of course, was in complete ignorance. Then he told me that she had insured her life for my benefit. I asked him how he knew that; but he only laughed and said that he knew, and would send, me particulars of the assignment of the policy, and that I had better take steps at once to establish my claim — which naturally I did, after receiving a few notes of the assignment. I made out a full account of my late husbands dealings with Mr. Morrison — how he had very nearly brought us to ruin — and placed them with the notes of the assignment in the hands of my solicitor, who, I suppose, in due course approached the insurance company. Previously, however, I had heard of the fact from another source — a solicitor — as I have already told you.

Hm! Emery grunted. Then, after a pause, he asked:

Do you happen to know a certain lady living in Upper Brook Street named Mrs. Pollen?

Pollen? Pollen? repeated Lilla. The name sounds familiar. Shes a society hostess — a woman who often has her photograph in the picture papers, isnt she? she asked, with well-affected ignorance.

I think not. Ive never seen her portrait in the papers. She was, however, a friend of Mrs. Morrison.

Im afraid I know nothing of Mrs. Morrisons friends. My husband knew some of them, of course. And I have to thank Morrison for bringing ruin to us. He made huge profits over these business deals and bought Carsphairn, while my husband went under and would have been down and out had it not been for my family, who assisted him on his legs again.

Well, in any case, you seem to live in very easy circumstances to-day, Mrs. Braybourne, he remarked, glancing around the luxurious room.

Oh, I dont know, Lilla laughed lightly. In London we put all the goods in the window — you dont up in Lancashire.

An awkward pause ensued.

Well, Mrs. Braybourne, he said at last, I cannot conceal from myself that there are certain peculiar circumstances which must be cleared up.

About what? she asked in pretended innocence.

About this curious claim of yours. The assignment of the policy was, of course, in my hands, and it is not at all clear how your mythical friend Mr. May gained knowledge of what the late Mrs. Morrison desired to keep secret.

As Ive told you, Mr. May gave me particulars regarding it, which I duly handed to my solicitors. If Mrs. Morrison, in a fit of remorse for her husbands sharp practice, as it seems, chose to insure her life for my benefit, I dont see, Mr. Emery, why you should raise any objection, she protested. She was your client, I presume?

She was, he replied. And because I also acted as agent of the insurance company, I now consider it my duty to put all the facts before them, together with my allegation that the dead woman is actually in this house, or was when I entered here.

Really, you are most insulting! declared Lilla with well-feigned indignation. I think it gross impertinence and a breach of professional etiquette that you should come here to see me and accuse me of lying when the matter is in the hands of my solicitor.

Ah, Mrs. Braybourne. Pardon me, please; I only wish to straighten things out, he said blandly. At present they are a little too tangled to suit me, he went on. When I have given over the facts to the company my responsibility is at an end. Your solicitor returns to London to-morrow, and I will have a consultation, with a view to a settlement — in some way or other, he added in a meaning tone.

Then he bowed coldly and took his departure.

The instant he had left, the trio of dealers in secret death held a hurried and excited council.

The game is up! declared Ena, her countenance blanched to the lips. The Fates are against us. How dare we press our claim further, and if we do not, then our failure to do so is self-condemnation.

Hes a shrewd young chap. He certainly recognised you — curse it! cried Boyne.

We must get away, said Lilla. We all of us have old Jackie Jamess passports. And it only remains for us to clear out at once.

Old Jackies passports to which she had referred were those cleverly fabricated since the war by an old man named James who lived at Notting Hill Gate, and who had at one time been a notorious forger. He now made a very excellent living by supplying crooks and criminals of all classes with false passports in neat little blue books, on which then photograph was fixed, and he himself embossed it with the stamp bearing the British royal arms and the words Foreign Office, as well as the rubber date stamp, at an inclusive cost of fifteen pounds each.

These passports were beautifully printed in Bilbao, in Spain, together with the British red sixpenny stamp, but completed ready for the purchaser at Notting Hill Gate.

Though I never like leaving good money behind, said Boyne, I must admit that our luck is quite out this time, and we must all lie doggo for a bit.

Ena must not return to Upper Brook Street, for Emery is certain to go there, Lilla said.

Curse the fellow! cried the Red Widow. Its all my fault! I ought to have exercised more care, but Bernie has always been so cocksure that everything was plain sailing.

No, he protested. Surely I cant be accused of your indiscretions, Ena. Ive done my best — just as we all have done — but weve fortunately received warning in time that the game is at an end — at least, for a little while. We can resume it in France, or probably in America later on. All that remains now is for us to swiftly and quietly fade out and leave them all guessing.

One good feature is that the girl Ramsay will not be able to tell them anything, said Lilla. Ive always doubted her from the first. Shes a cunning little cat.

Yes. The end ought to be to-day — or to-morrow at latest, Boyne said.

And by that time we shall all three be well on our way abroad.

Then they began to discuss ways and means, the destination of each of them, and the matter of money, there being three deposits in different London banks in different names.

The Red Widow and her companions had long ago taken every ingenious precaution in case of enforced flight at a moments notice. There were, indeed, three separate sets of baggage lying at the waiting-room of Victoria Station. But the banks were closed and no money could be obtained.

In the meantime the young Manchester solicitor, much puzzled, of course, had taken a taxi and alighted in Upper Brook Street.

Of the hall-porter he made inquiry regarding Mrs. Pollen, and was taken up in the lift.

At the door of the flat he rang, and a smart maid answered.

I want to see Mrs. Pollen, he said with his best smile.

Mrs. Pollen isnt at home, sir, the girl replied.

Dear me! he said, deeply disappointed. Ive come up from the country specially to see her. When will she be back?

I dont know. Perhaps not till the evening, sir.

Emery paused. He was arriving at an estimate of the maids loyalty to her mistress.

Well, he said, my business is most important — upon money matters. May I come in and write her a note?

Madam has forbidden me to allow anyone inside during her absence, replied the good-looking, dark-eyed girl.

Of course, she fears thieves. But Im a solicitor, and he showed her his card. Please dont think Im a thief — eh? and he laughed merrily.

The girl looked at the card and then allowed him in, showing him into the dining-room, upon the table of which was a great bowl of La France roses — the room in which his client, Mrs. Augusta Morrison, had been entrapped and done to death so insidiously.

Theres paper there, I think, sir, she said, indicating a small writing-table set near the window.

He seated himself, though his quick eyes took in all the surroundings.

Before he began to write, he saw in a broad silver frame before him a large photograph of his client, Mrs. Morrison.

Thats a beautiful portrait, he remarked to the girl.

Yes, sir. Mistress had it done about three months ago. Its very good of her.

Charles Emery bit his lip and managed to stifle the ejaculation which rose to his lips.

The truth was out! It was Ena Pollen whom he had seen at Mrs. Braybournes window, and Ena Pollen had, he saw, posed for insurance purposes as Mrs. Augusta Morrison — the rich widow of Carsphairn.

For a moment the discovery dumbfounded him. He scribbled a few lines. Then he tore them up, and, making excuse for troubling the maid, he rose and said he would call next day. Then he pressed into her hand a ten-shilling note.

But just before he took his leave, he turned to her in the hall, and asked suddenly:

Oh, by the way, has Mrs. Morrison been here to visit your mistress lately?

Not lately, sir, she answered. Poor lady, shes dead, so I hear.

Did she often visit your mistress?

Yes, sir. The last time she was here was at a dinner party with Mr. and Mrs. Braybourne.

Oh! Then Mrs. Braybourne is a friend of your mistress, is she? I know her quite well. She lives in Pont Street, eh?

Yes, sir; shes a very great friend, was the girls reply. So is Mr. Braybourne.

And who is Mr. Braybourne?

Why, Mrs. Braybournes husband, of course.

As Emery descended the stairs to the street he wondered who could be Mr. Braybourne — if Mrs. Braybourne was a widow, as alleged.

At the end of the street he hailed a taxi and returned at once to the head office of the insurance company, where he revealed certain other suspicions which had arisen in his mind after his interview with Mrs. Braybourne.


CHAPTER XXX

THROUGH THE DARKNESS
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EVENTS HAPPENED APACE.

The criminal dovecot in Pont Street was now seriously disturbed.

Even Boyne, usually so calm and unruffled in face of any peril or difficulty, saw that matters had grown very serious. He was in complete ignorance of the return of Gerald Durrant. Nor did he know that at Wimbledon Park the doctor, on calling again late that afternoon, had pronounced that the serum was doing its work, and that Marigold was decidedly better.

It had been just a toss-up. According to his judgment, the serum injected to fight the germs of disease had been administered a few hours too late. The human machine is, however, a curious thing, and the throw of the dice with Death is always weighted upon the side of the living.

Gerald, pale, anxious, and emaciated after all the hardships he had gone through, sat by the bedside of his well-beloved, watching her eagerly.

To his delight, she was slowly recovering. It is one of the features of the malady from which Marigold was suffering — thanks to the brutal plot to kill her — that after a certain fixed period, death supervenes or recovery comes very quickly.

In her case the doctor himself was agreeably surprised. She was recovering, he had said! She would yet live to cheat her enemies!

Gerald, realising this, was in the seventh heaven of delight. He was, of course, in ignorance of what had transpired at Pont Street, or of the suspicion of Charles Emery, the man who had made the actual assignment of Mrs. Morrisons insurance.

On the following morning, after hearing the doctors good news, he sat beside Marigolds bed, and by slow degrees the girl recognised her lover as he bent over her and tenderly kissed her upon the brow.

The light of recognition suddenly shone in her eyes, and smiling, she gripped his hand.

Yes, darling, I am home again! he said in a soft voice. Home — to find that you are getting better. Youve been very ill. But youll soon be well again, thank God!

For some moments the girl was too overcome by emotion to speak, but at last her lips moved, and in a voice scarcely audible she pronounced his name.

Gerald! she articulated with difficulty, raising her hand until it rested against his cheek. Gerald! My Gerald!

Yes, darling! I am here with you! he assured her soothingly, for they were alone together, the doctor having just left. You have been very, very ill.

Yes, she whispered, very ill.

Then she closed her eyes for fully five minutes, as though the strain of speaking had been too much for her, while he sat at her bedside watching breathlessly the white countenance of the girl who was all in all to him.

At last she again opened her eyes, and in a voice scarce above a whisper, asked:

Where have you been all this long, long time?

Abroad, dear. But dont worry about that! Im back, he said cheerfully. Back with you. Rest, and you will soon be quite well again.

Again she closed her eyes and turned her head slightly upon the pillow. And as she did this, Gerald again kissed her upon the brow.

About two hours later her condition showed a marked improvement, but Gerald had not left her side for a moment.

At noon she seemed so much better that he decided to go over to Ealing and obtain a suit of his own clothes, so as to make himself more presentable. This he did.

His sister was naturally delighted to see him, but save for a brief explanation of his absence he did not enter into any details concerning it. His anxiety was to return to Wimbledon Park. He had at first contemplated going to Mincing Lane to explain his absence, but had now decided to postpone that until the morrow.

So about three oclock he was back again at Marigolds bedside, delighted to find the great improvement which had taken place during the past few hours. The serum was doing its work, and slowly she was returning to her old self again.

When they were alone, and Gerald was once more seated beside her, she turned to him, and in a low, intense voice asked if her sister had told him of the fire in Bridge Place.

Yes, dearest, he answered. I know all about it. Ive seen the ruin, and Ive talked to your aunt. You both had narrow escapes!

Mr. Boyne — set — it — on — fire — Gerald, she said weakly, so as to get rid of what was in that upstairs room!

Without a doubt.

I — I tried to learn more about it. Thats — well, thats why I dined with Mr. Boyne.

You dined with him? echoed her lover.

Yes — in order to try and learn something more. Did we not agree to keep a watchful eye upon him?

We did. But I fell into a cunningly devised trap on the night I disappeared, he said. I will describe it to you later. Well, when you dined with the fellow, did you discover why he spends his evenings among those smart people in the West End?

No, Gerald; but I came to the conclusion that he is a very remarkable crook.

Of that Im certain, dear. Weve both had proof of it. He knew we were watching him, and his intention, no doubt, was to get rid of both of us.

Yes, I quite agree, replied the girl faintly, yet smiling into his face. Then she added: Do you know, Gerald, that — that ever since I dined with Mr. Boyne I havent been the same. I felt ill next morning, and gradually the illness increased, until I had to go to bed and the doctor came to see me.

Gerald Durrant knit his brows.

By Gad! he gasped. I — I never thought of that! He invited you to dinner — eh?

In reply to his question, Marigold described the chance meeting near the bank and the invitation that followed.

Ah! he exclaimed, after a pause. He had got rid of me, and intended that you should die — truly a most diabolical plot! I see it all! But we will be even with him yet, darling — never fear!

Assuring the girl that he would return very soon, Gerald Durrant left the house determined to take direct action. His failure to convince the police at Hammersmith that Busy Boyne, the pious insurance agent, was a master-criminal, had irritated and angered him. Probably if he went direct to Scotland Yard and re-told the story, laying stress upon the plots against Marigold and himself, they would hear him and make some investigation.

The mystery of that upstairs room and its weird occupant was ever uppermost in his mind. And now that it was destroyed, it made it plainer than ever that there had been some guilty secret hidden there.

He went to Charing Cross, and presently entered the headquarters of the Criminal Investigation Department at Scotland Yard, where he was courteously received by Detective-Inspector Shaw in one of the cold, bare, official waiting-rooms.

The inspector, a short, stout, brusque man, listened very patiently to the strange story related to him, and once or twice jotted down notes. But his countenance was imperturbable, and Geralds heart had already sunk within him, for he saw that he was quite unimpressed.

At last Shaw stirred himself, and said:

Well, Mr. Durrant, all that youve just told me is extremely interesting. Will you wait a few moments? and rising, he left the room. On his return five minutes later, he asked Gerald to accompany him. They went together down a long corridor, where the young man was ushered into a comfortable office. A well-dressed man of rather dapper appearance was seated at a table, and Gerald was invited to a chair, when he was closely questioned, more especially regarding his observations and those of Marigold upon the houses in Pont Street and Upper Brook Street, and also concerning the trap into which he himself had fallen, and Marigolds inexplicable illness.

Is the young lady yet fit to see anyone, do you think? asked the superintendent. Is she well enough to make a statement?

Not to-day, I fear. Perhaps she will be to-morrow.

His interrogator reflected for a few moments.

When is that appointment due with Mr. Macdonald and the Frenchman — Galtier is his name, isnt it? he asked his secretary, who was seated at a table on the opposite side of the room.

They are due here now, was the latters reply as he glanced at the clock.

Mr. Emery is also to be here, is he not, Mr. Francis?

Yes, sir, replied the secretary.

Five minutes later there assembled in that room five other persons. Charles Emery was shown in with the inquisitive little man, Alexander Macdonald, who had arrived in Ardlui, and, giving his name as John Greig, had watched the Red Widow by orders from the detective office in Glasgow, and had gone back down Loch Lomond only half convinced that he was on the wrong track, and that she was not the notorious woman, Sarah Slade, for whom he was in search.

Alexander Macdonald was, however, a very shrewd person, and when the first suspicion of a new case was aroused against Ena Pollen, as she now called herself, he saw that he had been sadly misled. Therefore, unknown to Scotland Yard, the Glasgow police had been doing underground work in order to fix the identity of the lady of Upper Brook Street.

Almost simultaneously with the arrival of the two men there came Céline and Galtier, together with a well-dressed elderly man, the manager of the insurance company in which the false Mrs. Morrison had taken out a policy.

For a full hour they sat with the superintendent of the Criminal Investigation Department, who, with a shorthand writer at his elbow, heard the further statement of each in turn. At last, turning to Inspector Shaw, he said:

There is certainly sufficient evidence to justify the immediate arrest of the two women and the man Boyne. We must get the statements of Miss Ramsay and her aunt later.

Then, taking a sheet of pale-yellow official paper, he scribbled one or two lines, signed them, and handed it to Shaw.

I think that is all we can do at the moment, he said, addressing the party. It is quite evident that a great insurance conspiracy has been attempted, and not for the first time. Apparently the late Mr. Martin was a victim, together with other persons, whose names and circumstances we shall later on discover. To me it seems that great credit is due to the intelligence of Miss Ramsay and of Mr. Durrant, who watched the man Boyne so ingeniously until they must have somehow betrayed themselves, and thus have placed their lives in jeopardy.

I think, said the Manchester solicitor, that if Mrs. Braybourne had pretended to remain in ignorance for a month or so, and not sought to establish her claim, the company would have, no doubt, paid the sum without question.

Yes, laughed the superintendent. But criminals always betray themselves by overdue anxiety. But we have here to deal with a very dangerous gang. and it only shows to the insurance world how easily they may be defrauded by a well-established organisation.

Shaw had left the room, and already the telephone was at work to ensure the arrest of the criminals.

It will certainly be highly interesting to discover how many innocent people have actually been the victims of this desperate and relentless trio who dealt secret death in order to enrich themselves, remarked the superintendent.

There was a grave suspicion of the woman Pollen in another case about two years ago, said Macdonald. Therefore, on a report from Ardlui, I ran up from Glasgow, but I failed to identify her as the woman who had called herself Slade, though I had very strong suspicions. Her social standing deceived me, I admit. Poor Mrs. Morrison of Carsphairn! exclaimed Macdonald in his strong Glasgow accent. She was a good lady — a very good lady!

Well, said the superintendent, rising from his chair. We have to thank you all for your combined efforts, and especially Mademoiselle and Mr. Durrant. Lets hope we shall get the guilty ones, and then we shall all meet again as witnesses at the Old Bailey.

And thus, just after five oclock, he dismissed them, Gerald, excitedly and with all haste, making his way back to the bedside of his loved one in order to tell her the intentions of the police.

At last the devilish crimes of the Red Widow and her accomplices were to be exposed, and the trio of death-dealers punished.

CONCLUSION

Scotland Yard is difficult to arouse, but when once actual evidence of crime is forthcoming it is quick of action.

At half-past five that afternoon a small, under-sized man, who wore the uniform of the Metropolitan Water Board, rang at the basement entrance of the house in Pont Street, and the cook opened the door. Well, missus? he exclaimed merrily. Whats the trouble with the water here — eh?

Trouble? Theres no trouble, replied the cook, who never suspected that four other men were in close vicinity awaiting their leaders call.

Oh! but weve had a report that youve got a bad leak in one of your pipes. So Ill just have to look at it, and he carried in what looked like a walking-stick in wood with a wide trumpet end.

The cook took him into the scullery, and he placed the end of his stick upon the pipe. He listened intently, using it like a huge stethoscope. Then he went from pipe to pipe, chatting merrily with the cook and the man-servant all the time.

Are your people at home? he asked the cook.

No. They went away an hour ago in a car down to Brighton for three weeks. So were all off for a bit of a holiday, so hurry up! Do you find anything wrong, mister?

No, replied the shrewd little man. There must be some mistake, I suppose. Theres no leak here, as far as I can detect. But what a time you will have — eh? Did they take much luggage?

No, not very much. Madam said she would come up and get some more on Tuesday.

Went sudden-like — eh?

Yes. All of a hurry. Their friend, Mrs. Pollen, slept here last night — which is a bit unusual. But my mistress had a phone message. Then they rang up for a car and all three went off. They left their address — the Metropole.

Do you know where they got the car from?

No. That I dont! Why? I heard Mrs. Pollen ordering it on the phone. But where it came from, I dont know.

You think that theyre at the Metropole, at Brighton?

Of course they are. But are you going down there to report a leak of water, mister? If so, yours must be a nice comfortable job.

The little man laughed mysteriously, and leaving, walked to the corner of Pont Street, where he reported to his colleagues that the birds had flown.

Inquiry at Upper Brook Street brought no better result. Mrs. Pollen had not been seen there since the previous day.

Already news of the flight had been telephoned to Scotland Yard, who, in turn, telephoned to the Brighton police, and within ten minutes the telegraph wires were at work to the various ports of embarkation, circulating descriptions of the trio — Boynes description being furnished by the police at Hammersmith, where he was so well known.

That night Gerald sat with Marigold, and both were filled with wonder at what was happening.

Expert criminals of the type of the death-dealers never fail to arrange for a safe bolt-hole in case sudden escape becomes necessary. The police knew this well, and had already taken certain precautions for their arrest.

The story, of what followed is a brief, but dramatic one.

The car hired to take them to Brighton conveyed them only as far as Redhill, where they dismissed it. The Red Widow, having already alighted at Sutton, in Surrey, and returning to Victoria by train, claimed her two trunks. Then, by the aid of her false passport, and adding age and shabbiness to her appearance, she managed to travel third-class from Folkestone to Boulogne and, passed by the police and passport officer there, went on to Paris, where already she had a safe asylum awaiting her.

At Redhill Boyne and his wife halted at an hotel, and after being inside for ten minutes the fugitives came out, paid the man, gave him a handsome douceur and said that they had changed their minds. Thus dismissed the man returned to London well satisfied.

The pair separated half an hour later, Boyne returning as far as Clapham Junction, where he changed and went on to Waterloo. His idea was to get away by Southampton that evening to the Channel Islands, and thence, after a few days, across to Havre. He knew too well that the game was up and that his only chance was to get abroad.

On arrival he went into the refreshment room at Waterloo, for he had a full hour to wait for the next train to Southampton. Having leisurely drunk a cup of tea, he was just about to emerge when three men near the door dashed out and pounced upon him.

In an instant he fought like a tiger, but just as quickly the men gripped him, though not a word was spoken, except that a terrible imprecation escaped the assassins lips.

He was a master-criminal, and the detectives had not gauged the extent of his wily cleverness.

Very well, he laughed grimly at last. You neednt hurt my arm. Really, this is all extremely annoying.

A crowd had at once assembled at the first sign of a struggle, but the detectives hurried him unceremoniously to a taxi, into which they bundled him. Of that very act Bernard Boyne was swift to take advantage, for ere they could prevent him he had managed to slip his hand to his mouth and swallowed something — so quickly, indeed, that the detectives who sat with him could scarcely realise his action.

Then, as the taxi sped across Waterloo Bridge on its way to Bow Street, Boyne, turning to his captors with a gay laugh of defiance, said:

Gentlemen, you have done your duty, but youve bruised my arm very badly. Yet I forgive you. Bernard Boyne has had a long life and a merry one. But — he gasped, his face suddenly changed— but he cheats — he cheats you — after — after all!

Next second their prisoner collapsed, and his captors saw to their horror that he was dead.

Lilla, in ignorance of what had happened, spent the night with a friend at Reigate, and went next day to Victoria, where she presented the voucher and obtained her luggage, which she took with her to Liverpool, having succeeded in purchasing a second-class passage to Canada in the name of Anna Mansfield, the name upon her forged passport.

When, however, two days later she had boarded the big liner and was sitting comfortably at tea within an hour of sailing, she was politely invited by the steward to step ashore again as a friend was awaiting her. She at once realised that she had been followed. Two minutes later she was under arrest. In the night she was brought to London, and before the magistrate at Bow Street next morning.

The suicide of Bernard Boyne prevented the whole details of the amazing conspiracy from being explained at Lillas trial, which later on took place at the Old Bailey. She was, however, sent to penal servitude for life as the accomplice of her husband — a just sentence she is still serving.

Not until nearly three months afterwards was anything heard of the Red Widow, until one night she was arrested in Lyons, and on being brought to Paris it was found by the Sûreté Générale that she was wanted by them for a similar offence in Biarritz — the mysterious death of a red-haired Englishman named Pearson about three years previously — and that she had, even then, been in active association with Boyne and his wife.

She was brought before the Examining Magistrate, M. Decoud, and her guilt proved. Just before the date of her trial at the Assize Court of the Seine she followed the master-criminals example by poisoning herself with one of the same tiny pilules which the insane toxicologist of Harpur Street had prepared for emergency. This little white pilule she had succeeded in secreting in the hem of her skirt for nearly four months, hoping to escape justice. But at last, being convinced of the terrible sentence which awaited her, she ended her notorious career.

The demented scientist in Harpur Street, whom Boyne had held so completely in his power, came to the end of his resources in a month, and was certified as insane and sent to an asylum. He made wild allegations against a person named Wisden, but they were always unintelligible to the attendants.

The insurance company which had issued the policy on the life of the unfortunate Mrs. Morrison, combined with three other companies which had also been defrauded, awarded to Gerald Durrant and Marigold Ramsay the very substantial sum of one thousand pounds each for their services in breaking up the dangerous and unscrupulous gang, for had the truth not been discovered they would in all probability be carrying on their murderous work at the present moment.

The reward which the young people received went a long way towards buying the pretty little home they occupy at Hampstead, for they are now united as man and wife.

Gerald is back again at Mincing Lane, where he has been promoted to a responsible and lucrative position as assistant manager, but Marigold, of course, no longer goes daily to the City.

They are never tired of talking of those dark days of their danger and distress, but there is one person to whom they have agreed never to refer — that handsome woman of many crimes both known and unknown — the Red Widow.


Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo (1921)
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FIRST CHAPTER

THE SUICIDES CHAIR
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YES! IM NOT mistaken at all! Its the same woman! whispered the tall, good-looking young Englishman in a well-cut navy suit as he stood with his friend, a man some ten years older than himself, at one of the roulette tables at Monte Carlo, the first on the right on entering the room — that one known to habitual gamblers as The Suicides Table.

Are you quite certain? asked his friend.

Positive. I should know her again anywhere.

Shes very handsome. And look, too, by Jove! — how she is winning!

Yes. But lets get away. She might recognize me, exclaimed the younger man anxiously. Ah! If I could only induce her to disclose what she knows about my poor fathers mysterious end then we might clear up the mystery.

Im afraid, if all we hear is true about her, Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo will never do that, was the others reply as they moved away together down the long saloon towards the trente-et-quarante room.

Messieurs! Faites vos jeux, the croupiers were crying in their strident, monotonous voices, inviting players to stake their counters of cent-sous, their louis, or their hundred or five hundred franc notes upon the spin of the red and black wheel. It was the month of March, the height of the Riviera season, the fetes of Mi-Careme were in full swing. That afternoon the rooms were overcrowded, and the tense atmosphere of gambling was laden with the combined odours of perspiration and perfume.

Around each table were crowds four or five deep behind those fortunate enough to obtain seats, all eager and anxious to try their fortune upon the rouge or noir, or upon one of the thirty-six numbers, the columns, or the transversales. There was but little chatter. The hundreds of well-dressed idlers escaping the winter were too intent upon the game. But above the click of the plaques, blue and red of different sizes, as they were raked into the bank by the croupiers, and the clatter of counters as the lucky players were paid with deft hands, there rose ever and anon:

Messieurs! Faites vos jeux!

Here English duchesses rubbed shoulders with the most notorious women in Europe, and men who at home in England were good churchmen and exemplary fathers of families, laughed merrily with the most gorgeously attired cocottes from Paris, or the stars of the film world or the variety stage. Upon that wide polished floor of the splendidly decorated Rooms, with their beautiful mural paintings and heavy gilt ornamentation, the world and the half-world were upon equal footing.

Into that stifling atmosphere — for the Administration of the Bains de Mer of Monaco seem as afraid of fresh air as of purity propaganda — the glorious afternoon sunlight struggled through the curtained windows, while over each table, in addition to the electric light, oil-lamps shaded green with a billiard-table effect cast a dull, ghastly illumination upon the eager countenances of the players. Most of those who go to Monte Carlo wonder at the antiquated mode of illumination. It is, however, in consequence of an attempted raid upon the tables one night, when some adventurers cut the electric-light main, and in the darkness grabbed all they could get from the bank.

The two English visitors, both men of refinement and culture, who had watched the tall, very handsome woman in black, to whom the older man had referred as Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo, wandered through the trente-et-quarante rooms where all was silence, and counters, representing gold, were being staked with a twelve-thousand franc maximum.

Those rooms beyond are the haunt of the professional gambler, the man or woman who has been seized by the demon of speculation, just as others have been seized by that of drugs or drink. Curiously enough women are more prone to gamble than men, and the Administration of the Etablissement will tell you that when a woman of any nationality starts to gamble she will become reckless until her last throw with the devil.

Those who know Monte Carlo, those who have been habitues for twenty years — as the present writer has been — know too well, and have seen too often, the deadly influence of the tables upon the lighter side of womans nature. The smart woman from Paris, Vienna, or Rome never loses her head. She gambles always discreetly. The fashionable cocottes seldom lose much. They gamble at the tables discreetly and make eyes at men if they win, or if they lose. If the latter they generally obtain a loan from somebody. What matter? When one is at Monty one is not in a Wesleyan chapel. English men and women when they go to the Riviera leave their morals at home with their silk hats and Sunday gowns. And it is strange to see the perfectly respectable Englishwoman admiring the same daring costumes of the French pseudo-countesses at which they have held up their hands in horror when they have seen them pictured in the papers wearing those latest creations of the Place Vendome.

Yes. It is a hypocritical world, and nowhere is canting hypocrisy more apparent than inside the Casino at Monte Carlo.

While the two Englishmen were strolling over the polished parquet of the elegant world-famous salles-de-jeu Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo was experiencing quite an extraordinary run of luck.

But Mademoiselle, as the croupiers always called her, was usually lucky. She was an experienced, and therefore a careful player. When she staked a maximum it was not without very careful calculation upon the chances. Mademoiselle was well known to the Administration. Often her winnings were sensational, hence she served as an advertisement to the Casino, for her success always induced the uninitiated and unwary to stake heavily, and usually with disastrous results.

The green-covered gaming table, at which she was sitting next to the end croupier on the left-hand side, was crowded. She sat in what is known at Monte as the Suicides Chair, for during the past eight years ten men and women had sat in that fatal chair and had afterwards ended their lives abruptly, and been buried in secret in the Suicides Cemetery.

The croupiers at that table are ever watchful of the visitor who, all unawares, occupies that fatal chair. But Mademoiselle, who knew of it, always laughed the superstition to scorn. She habitually sat in that chair — and won.

Indeed, that afternoon she was winning — and very considerably too. She had won four maximums en plein within the last half-hour, and the crowd around the table noting her good fortune were now following her.

It was easy for any novice in the Rooms to see that the handsome, dark-eyed woman was a practised player. Time after time she let the coups pass. The croupiers invitation to play did not interest her. She simply toyed with her big gold-chain purse, or fingered her dozen piles or so of plaques in a manner quite disinterested.

She heard the croupier announce the winning number and saw the rakes at work dragging in the stakes to swell the bank. But she only smiled, and now and then shrugged her shoulders.

Whether she won or lost, or whether she did not risk a stake, she simply smiled and elevated her shoulders, muttering something to herself.

Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo was, truth to tell, a sphinx to the staff of the Casino. She looked about thirty, but probably she was older. For five years she had been there each season and gambled heavily with unvarying success. Always well but quietly dressed, her nationality was as obscure as her past. To the staff she was always polite, and she pressed hundred-franc notes into many a palm in the Rooms. But who she was or what were her antecedents nobody in the Principality of Monaco could ever tell.

The whole Cote dAzur from Hyeres to Ventimiglia knew of her. She was one of the famous characters of Monte Carlo, just as famous, indeed, as old Mr. Drewett, the Englishman who lost his big fortune at the tables, and who was pensioned off by the Administration on condition that he never gamble at the Casino again. For fifteen years he lived in Nice upon the meagre pittance until suddenly another fortune was left him, whereupon he promptly paid up the whole of his pension and started at the tables again. In a month, however, he had lost his second fortune. Such is gambling in the little country ruled over by Prince Rouge-et-Noir.

As the two Englishmen slipped past the end table unseen on their way out into the big atrium with its many columns — the hall in which players go out to cool themselves, or collect their determination for a final flutter — Mademoiselle had just won the maximum upon the number four, as well as the column, and the croupier was in the act of pushing towards her a big pile of counters each representing a thousand francs.

The eager excited throng around the table looked across at her with envy. But her handsome countenance was quite expressionless. She simply thrust the counters into the big gold-chain purse at her side, glanced at the white-gloved fingers which were soiled by handling the counters, and then counting out twenty-five, each representing a louis, gave them to the croupier, exclaiming:

Zero-trois!

Next moment a dozen persons followed her play, staking their cent-sous and louis upon the spot where she had asked the croupier at the end of the table to place her stake.

Messieurs! Faites vos jeux! came the strident cry again.

Then a few seconds later the croupier cried:

Rien ne vas plus!

The red and black wheel was already spinning, and the little ivory ball sent by the croupiers hand in the opposite direction was clicking quickly over the numbered spaces.

Six hundred or more eyes of men and women, fevered by the gambling mania, watched the result. Slowly it lost its impetus, and after spinning about unevenly it made a final jump and fell with a loud click.

Zer-r-o! cried the croupier.

And a moment later Mademoiselle had pushed before her at the end of the croupiers rake another pile of counters, while all those who had followed the remarkable womans play were also paid.

Mademoiselle is in good form to-day, remarked one ugly old Frenchwoman who had been a well-known figure at the tables for the past ten years, and who played carefully and lived by gambling. She was one of those queer, mysterious old creatures who enter the Rooms each morning as soon as they are open, secure the best seats, occupy them all the luncheon hour pretending to play, and then sell them to wealthy gamblers for a consideration — two or three louis — perhaps — and then at once go to their ease in their own obscure abode.

The public who go to Monte know little of its strange mysteries, or of the odd people who pick up livings there in all sorts of queer ways.

Ah! exclaimed a man who overheard her. Mademoiselle has wonderful luck! She won seventy-five thousand francs at the Cercle Prive last night. She won en plein five times running. Dieu! Such luck! And it never causes her the slightest excitement.

The lady must be very rich! remarked an American woman sitting next to the old Frenchwoman, and who knew French well.

Rich! Of course! She must have won several million francs from the Administration. They dont like to see her here. But I suppose her success attracts others to play. The gambling fever is as infectious as the influenza, declared the old Frenchwoman. Everyone tries to discover who she is, and where she came from five years ago. But nobody has yet found out. Even Monsieur Bernard, the chief of the Surveillance, does not know, she went on in a whisper. He is a friend of mine, and I asked him one day. She came from Paris, he told me. She may be American, she may be Belgian, or she may be English. She speaks English and French so well that nobody can tell her true nationality.

And she makes money at the tables, said the American woman in the well-cut coat and skirt and small hat. She came from Chelsea, Mass., and it was her first visit to what her pious father had always referred to as the plague spot of Europe.

Money! exclaimed the old woman. Money! Dieu! She has losses, it is true, but oh! — what she wins! I only wish I had ten per cent of it. I should then be rich. Mine is a poor game, madame — waiting for someone to buy my seat instead of standing the whole afternoon. You see, there is only one row of chairs all around. So if a smart woman wants to play, some man always buys her a chair — and that is how I live. Ah! madame, life is a great game here in the Principality.

Meanwhile young Hugh Henfrey, who had travelled from London to the Riviera and identified the mysterious mademoiselle, had passed with his friend, Walter Brock, through the atrium and out into the afternoon sunshine.

As they turned upon the broad gravelled terrace in front of the great white facade of the Casino amid the palms, the giant geraniums and mimosa, the sapphire Mediterranean stretched before them. Below, beyond the railway line which is the one blemish to the picturesque scene, out upon the point in the sea the constant pop-pop showed that the tir-aux-pigeons was in progress; while up and down the terrace, enjoying the quiet silence of the warm winter sunshine with the blue hills of the Italian coast to the left, strolled a gay, irresponsible crowd — the cosmopolitans of the world: politicians, financiers, merchants, princes, authors, and artists — the crowd which puts off its morals as easily as it discards its fur coats and its silk hats, and which lives only for gaiety and without thought of the morrow.

Lets sit down, suggested Hugh wearily. Im sure that shes the same woman — absolutely certain!

You are quite confident you have made no mistake — eh?

Quite, my dear Walter. Id know that woman among ten thousand. I only know that her surname is Ferad. Her Christian name I do not know.

And you suspect that she knows the secret of your fathers death?

Im confident that she does, replied the good-looking young Englishman. But it is a secret she will, I fear, never reveal, unless — unless I compel her.

And how can you compel her? asked the elder of the two men, whose dark hair was slightly tinged with grey. It is difficult to compel a woman to do anything, he added.

I mean to know the truth! cried Hugh Henfrey fiercely, a look of determination in his eyes. That woman knows the true story of my fathers death, and Ill make her reveal it. By gad — I will! I mean it!

Dont be rash, Hugh, urged the other.

Rash! he cried. Its true that when my father died so suddenly I had an amazing surprise. My father was a very curious man. I always thought him to be on the verge of bankruptcy and that the Manor and the land might be sold up any day. When old Charman, the solicitor, read the will, I found that my father had a quarter of a million lying at the bank, and that he had left it all to me — provided I married Louise!

Well, why not marry her? queried Brock lazily. Youre always so mysterious, my dear Hugh.

Why! — because I love Dorise Ranscomb. But Louise interests me, and Im worried on her account because of that infernal fellow Charles Benton. Louise poses as his adopted daughter. Benton is a bachelor of forty-five, and, according to his story, he adopted Louise when she was a child and put her to school. Her parentage is a mystery. After leaving school she at first went to live with a Mrs. Sheldon, a young widow, in an expensive suite in Queen Annes Mansions, Westminster. After that she has travelled about with friends and has, I believe, been abroad quite a lot. Ive nothing against Louise, except — well, except for the strange uncanny influence which that man Benton has over her. I hate the fellow!

I see! And as you cannot yet reach Woodthorpe and your fathers fortune, except by marrying Louise — which you dont intend to do — what are you going to do now?

First, I intend that this woman they call Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo, the lucky woman who is a decoy of the Administration of the Bains de Mer, shall tell me the true circumstance of my fathers death. If I know them — then my hand will be strengthened.

Meanwhile you love Lady Ranscombs daughter, you say?

Yes. I love Dorise with all my heart. She, of course, knows nothing of the conditions of the will.

There was a silence of some moments, interrupted only by the pop-pop of the pigeon-shots below.

Away across the white balustrade of the broad magnificent terrace the calm sapphire sea was deepening as the winter afternoon drew in. An engine whistled — that of the flower train which daily travels express from Cannes to Boulogne faster than the passenger train-deluxe, and bearing mimosa, carnations, and violets from the Cote dAzur to Covent Garden, and to the florists shops in England.

Youve never told me the exact circumstances of your fathers death, Hugh, remarked Brock at last.

Exact circumstances? Ah! Thats what I want to know. Only that woman knows the secret, answered the young man. All I know is that the poor old guv-nor was called up to London by an urgent letter. We had a shooting party at Woodthorpe and he left me in charge, saying that he had some business in London and might return on the following night — or he might be away a week. Days passed and he did not return. Several letters came for him which I kept in the library. I was surprised that he neither wrote nor returned, when, suddenly, ten days later, we had a telegram from the London police informing me that my father was lying in St. Georges Hospital. I dashed up to town, but when I arrived I found him dead. At the inquest, evidence was given to show that at half-past two in the morning a constable going along Albemarle Street found him in evening dress lying huddled up in a doorway. Thinking him intoxicated, he tried to rouse him, but could not. A doctor who was called pronounced that he was suffering from some sort of poisoning. He was taken to St. Georges Hospital in an ambulance, but he never recovered. The post-mortem investigation showed a small scratch on the palm of the hand. That scratch had been produced by a pin or a needle which had been infected by one of the newly discovered poisons which, administered secretly, give a post-mortem appearance of death from heart disease.

Then your father was murdered — eh? exclaimed the elder man.

Most certainly he was. And that woman is aware of the whole circumstances and of the identity of the assassin.

How do you know that?

By a letter I afterwards opened — one that had been addressed to him at Woodthorpe in his absence. It was anonymous, written in bad English, in an illiterate hand, warning him to beware of that woman you know — Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo. It bore the French stamp and the postmark of Tours.

I never knew all this, Brock said. You are quite right, Hugh! The whole affair is a tangled mystery. But the first point we must establish before we commence to investigate is — who is Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo?


SECOND CHAPTER

CONCERNS A GUILTY SECRET
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JUST AFTER SEVEN oclock that same evening young Henfrey and his friend Brock met in the small lounge of the Hotel des Palmiers, a rather obscure little establishment in the Avenue de la Costa, behind the Gardens, much frequented by the habitues of the Rooms who know Monte Carlo and prefer the little place to life at the Paris, the Hermitage, and the Riviera Palace, or the Gallia, up at Beausoleil.

The Palmiers was a place where one met a merry cosmopolitan crowd, but where the cocotte in her bright plumage was absent — an advantage which only the male habitue of Monte Carlo can fully realize. The eternal feminine is always so very much in evidence around the Casino, and the most smartly dressed woman whom one might easily take for the wife of an eminent politician or financier will deplore her bad luck and beg for a little loan.

Well, said Hugh as his friend came down from his room to the lounge, I suppose we ought to be going — eh? Dorise said half-past seven, and well just get across to the Metropole in time. Lady Ranscomb is always awfully punctual at home, and I expect she carries out her time-table here.

The two men put on light overcoats over their dinner-jackets and strolled in the warm dusk across the Gardens and up the Galerie, with its expensive little shops, past the original Ciros to the Metropole.

In the big hall they were greeted by a well-preserved, grey-haired Englishwoman, Lady Ranscomb, the widow of old Sir Richard Ranscomb, who had been one of the greatest engineers and contractors of modern times. He had begun life as a small jerry-builder at Golders Green, and had ended it a millionaire and a knight. Lady Ranscomb was seated at a little wicker table with her daughter Dorise, a dainty, fair-haired girl with intense blue eyes, who was wearing a rather daring jazzing gown of pale-blue, the scantiness of which a year or two before would have been voted quite beyond the pale for a lady, and yet in our broad-minded to-day, the day of undressing on the stage and in the home, it was nothing more than smart.

Mother and daughter greeted the two men enthusiastically, and at Lady Ranscombs orders the waiter brought them small glasses of an aperitif.

Weve been all day motoring up to the Col di Tenda. Sospel is lovely! declared Dorises mother. Have you ever been there? she asked of Brock, who was an habitue of the Riviera.

Once and only once. I motored from Nice across to Turin, was his reply. Yes. It is truly a lovely run there. The Alps are gorgeous. I like San Dalmazzo and the chestnut groves there, he added. But the frontiers are annoying. All those restrictions. Nevertheless, the run to Turin is one of the finest I know.

Presently they rose, and all four walked into the crowded salle-a-manger, where the chatter was in every European language, and the gay crowd were gossiping mostly of their luck or their bad fortune at the tapis vert. At Monte Carlo the talk is always of the run of sequences, the many times the zero-trois has turned up, and of how little one ever wins en plein on thirty-six.

To those who visit Charleys Mount for the first time all this is as Yiddish, but soon he or she, when initiated into the games of roulette and trente-et-quarante, quickly gets bitten by the fever and enters into the spirit of the discussions. They produce their records — printed cards in red and black numbers with which they have carefully pricked off the winning numbers with a pin as they have turned up.

The quartette enjoyed a costly but exquisite dinner, chatting and laughing the while.

Both men were friends of Lady Ranscomb and frequent visitors to her fine house in Mount Street. Hughs father, a country landowner, had known Sir Richard for many years, while Walter Brock had made the acquaintance of Lady Ranscomb a couple of years ago in connexion with some charity in which she had been interested.

Both were also good friends of Dorise. Both were excellent dancers, and Lady Ranscomb often allowed them to take her daughter to the Grafton, Ciros, or the Embassy. Lady Ranscomb was Hughs old friend, and he and Dorise having been thrown together a good deal ever since the girl returned from Versailles after finishing her education, it was hardly surprising that the pair should have fallen in love with each other.

As they sat opposite each other that night, the young fellow gazed into her wonderful blue eyes, yet, alas! with a sinking heart. How could they ever marry?

He had about six hundred a year — only just sufficient to live upon in these days. His father had never put him to anything since he left Brasenose, and now on his death he had found that, in order to recover the estate, it was necessary for him to marry Louise Lambert, a girl for whom he had never had a spark of affection. Louise was good-looking, it was true, but could he sacrifice his happiness; could he ever cut himself adrift from Dorise for mercenary motives — in order to get back what was surely by right his inheritance?

Yet, after all, as he again met Dorises calm, wide-open eyes, the grim truth arose in his mind, as it ever did, that Lady Ranscomb, even though she had been so kind to him, would never allow her only daughter to marry a man who was not rich. Had not Dorise told him of the sly hints her mother had recently given her regarding a certain very wealthy man named George Sherrard, an eligible bachelor who lived in one of the most expensive flats in Park Lane, and who was being generally sought after by mothers with marriageable daughters. In many cases mothers — and especially young, good-looking widows with daughters on their hands — are too prone to try and get rid of them because my daughter makes me look so old, as they whisper to their intimates of their own age.

After dinner all four strolled across to the Casino, presenting their yellow cards of admission — the monthly cards granted to those who are approved by the smug-looking, black-coated committee of inspection, who judge by ones appearance whether one had money to lose.

Dorise soon detached herself from her mother and strolled up the Rooms with Hugh, Lady Ranscomb and Brock following.

None of them intended to play, but they were strolling prior to going to the opera which was beneath the same roof, and for which Lady Ranscomb had tickets.

Suddenly Dorise exclaimed:

Look over there — at that table in the corner. Theres that remarkable woman they call Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo!

Hugh started, and glancing in the direction she indicated saw the handsome woman seated at the table staking her counters quite unconcernedly and entirely absorbed in the game. She was wearing a dead black dress cut slightly low in the neck, but half-bare shoulders, with a string of magnificent Chinese jade beads of that pale apple green so prized by connoisseurs.

Her eyes were fixed upon the revolving wheel, for upon the number sixteen she had just thrown a couple of thousand franc counters. The ball dropped with a sudden click, the croupier announced that number five had won, and at once raked in the two thousand francs among others.

Mademoiselle shrugged her shoulders and smiled faintly. Yvonne Ferad was a born gambler. To her losses came as easily as gains. The Administration knew that — and they also knew how at the little pigeon-hole where counters were exchanged for cheques she came often and handed over big sums in exchange for drafts upon certain banks, both in Paris and in London.

Yet they never worried. Her lucky play attracted others who usually lost. Once, a year before, a Frenchman who occupied a seat next to her daily for a month lost over a quarter of a million sterling, and one night threw himself under the Paris rapide at the long bridge over the Var. But on hearing of it the next day from a croupier Mademoiselle merely shrugged her shoulders, and said:

I warned him to return to Paris. The fool! It is only what I expected.

Hugh looked only once across at the mysterious woman whom Dorise had indicated, and then drew her away. As a matter of fact he had no intention that mademoiselle should notice him.

What do you know of her? he asked in a casual way when they were on the other side of the great saloon.

Well, a Frenchman I met in the hotel the day before yesterday told me all sorts of queer stories about her, replied the girl. Shes apparently a most weird person, and she has uncanny good luck at the tables. He said that she had won a large fortune during the last couple of years or so.

Hugh made no remark as to the reason of his visit to the Riviera, for, indeed, he had arrived only the day previously, and she had welcomed him joyously. Little did she dream that her lover had come out from London to see that woman who was declared to be so notorious.

I noticed her playing this afternoon, Hugh said a moment later in a quiet reflective tone. What do the gossips really say about her, Dorise? All this is interesting. But there are so many interesting people here.

Well, the man who told me about her was sitting with me outside the Cafe de Paris when she passed across the Place to the Casino. That caused him to make the remarks. He said that her past was obscure. Some people say that she was a Danish opera singer, others declare that she was the daughter of a humble tobacconist in Marseilles, and others assert that she is English. But all agree that she is a clever and very dangerous woman.

Why dangerous? inquired Hugh in surprise.

Ah! That I dont know. The man who told me merely hinted at her past career, and added that she was quite a respectable person nowadays in her affluence. But — well — — added the girl with a laugh, I suppose people gossip about everyone in this place.

Who was your informant? asked her lover, much interested.

His name is Courtin. I believe he is an official of one of the departments of the Ministry of Justice in Paris. At least somebody said so yesterday.

Ah! Then he probably knew more about her than he told you, I expect.

No doubt, for he warned my mother and myself against making her acquaintance, said the girl. He said she was a most undesirable person.

At that moment Lady Ranscomb and Walter Brock joined them, whereupon the former exclaimed to her daughter:

Did you see that woman over there? — still playing — the woman in black and the jade beads, against whom Monsieur Courtin warned us?

Yes, mother, I noticed her. Ive just been telling Hugh about her.

A mysterious person — eh? laughed Hugh with well-affected indifference. But one never knows whos who in Monte Carlo.

Well, Mademoiselle is apparently something of a mystery, remarked Brock. Ive seen her here before several times. Once, about two years ago, I heard that she was mixed up in a very celebrated criminal case, but exactly what it was the man who told me could not recollect. She is, however, one of the handsomest women in the Rooms.

And one of the wealthiest — if report be true, said Lady Ranscomb.

She fascinates me, Dorise declared. If Monsieur Courtin had not warned us I should most probably have spoken to her.

Oh, my dear, you must do no such thing! cried her mother, horrified. It was extremely kind of monsieur to give us the hint. He has probably seen how unconventional you are, Dorise.

And then, as they strolled on into the farther room, the conversation dropped.

So theyve heard about Mademoiselle, it seems! remarked Brock to his friend as they walked back to the Palmiers together in the moonlight after having seen Lady Ranscomb and her daughter to their hotel.

Yes, growled the other. I wish we could get hold of that Monsieur Courtin. He might tell us a bit about her.

I doubt if he would. These French officials are always close as oysters.

At any rate, I will try and make his acquaintance at the Metropole to-morrow, Hugh said. Theres no harm in trying.

Next morning he called again at the Metropole before the ladies were about, but to his chagrin, he learnt from the blue-and-gold concierge that Monsieur Courtin, of the Ministry of Justice, had left at ten-fifteen oclock on the previous night by the rapide for Paris. He had been recalled urgently, and a special coupe-lit had been reserved for him from Ventimiglia.

That day Hugh Henfrey wandered about the well-kept palm-lined gardens with their great beds of geraniums, carnations and roses. Brock had accepted the invitation of a bald-headed London stock-broker he knew to motor over to lunch and tennis at the Beau Site, at Cannes, while Dorise and her mother had gone with some people to lunch at the Reserve at Beaulieu, one of the best and yet least pretentious restaurants in all Europe, only equalled perhaps by Capsas, in Bucharest.

Ah! If she would only tell! Hugh muttered fiercely to himself as he walked alone and self-absorbed. His footsteps led him out of Monte Carlo and up the winding road which runs to La Turbie, above the beautiful bay. Ever and anon powerful cars climbing the hill smothered him in white dust, yet he heeded them not. He was too full of thought.

Ah! he kept on repeating to himself. If she would only tell the truth — if she would only tell!

Hugh Henfrey had not travelled to Monte Carlo without much careful reflection and many hours of wakefulness. He intended to clear up the mystery of his fathers death — and more, the reason of that strange incomprehensible will which was intended to wed him to Louise.

At four oclock that afternoon he entered the Rooms to gain another surreptitious look at Mademoiselle. Yes! She was there, still playing on as imperturbably as ever, with that half-suppressed sinister smile always upon her full red lips.

Sight of her aroused his fury. Was that smile really intended for himself? People said she was a sphinx, but he drew his breath, and when outside the Casino again in the warm sunshine he halted upon the broad red-carpeted steps and beneath his breath said in a hard, determined tone:

Gad! She shall tell me! She shall! Ill compel her to speak — to tell me the truth — or — or —— !

That evening he wrote a note to Dorise explaining to her that he was not feeling very well and excusing himself from going round to the hotel. This he sent by hand to the Metropole.

Brock did not turn up at dinner. Indeed, he did not expect his friend back till late. So he ate his meal alone, and then went out to the Cafe de Paris, where for an hour he sat upon the terrasse smoking and listening to the weird music of the red-coated orchestra of Roumanian gipsies.

All the evening, indeed, he idled, chatting with men and women he knew. Carmen was being given at the Opera opposite, but though he loved music he had no heart to go. The one thought obsessing him was of the handsome and fascinating woman who was such a mystery to all.

At eleven oclock he returned to the cafe and took a seat on the terrasse in a dark corner, in such a position that he could see anyone who entered or left the Casino. For half an hour he watched the people passing to and fro. At last, in a long jade-green coat, Mademoiselle emerged alone, and, crossing the gardens, made her way leisurely home on foot, as was her habit. Monte Carlo is not a large place, therefore there is little use for taxis.

When she was out of sight, he called the waiter to bring him a liqueur of old cognac, which he sipped, and then lit another cigarette. When he had finished it he drained the little glass, and rising, strolled in the direction the woman of mystery had taken.

A walk of ten minutes brought him to the iron gates of a great white villa, over the high walls of which climbing roses and geraniums and jasmine ran riot. The night air was heavy with their perfume. He opened the side gate and walked up the gravelled drive to the terrace whereon stood the house, commanding a wonderful view of the moon-lit Mediterranean and the far-off mountains of Italy.

His ring at the door was answered by a staid elderly Italian manservant.

I believe Mademoiselle is at home, Hugh said in French. I desire to see her, and also to apologize for the lateness of the hour. My visit is one of urgency.

Mademoiselle sees nobody except by appointment, was the mans polite but firm reply.

I think she will see me if you give her this card, answered Hugh in a strained, unusual voice.

The man took it hesitatingly, glanced at it, placed it upon a silver salver, and, leaving the visitor standing on the mat, passed through the glass swing-doors into the house.

For some moments the servant did not reappear.

Hugh, standing there, entertained just a faint suspicion that he heard a womans shrill exclamation of surprise. And that sound emboldened him.

At last, after an age it seemed, the man returned, saying:

Mademoiselle will see you, Monsieur. Please come this way.

He left his hat and stick and followed the man along a corridor richly carpeted in red to a door on the opposite side of the house, which the servant threw open and announced the visitor.

Mademoiselle had risen to receive him. Her countenance was, Hugh saw, blanched almost to the lips. Her black dress caused her pallor to be more apparent.

Well, sir? Pray what do you mean by resorting to this ruse in order to see me? Who are you? she demanded.

Hugh was silent for a moment. Then in a hard voice he said:

I am the son of the dead man whose card is in your hands, Mademoiselle! And I am here to ask you a few questions!

The handsome woman smiled sarcastically and shrugged her half-bare shoulders, her fingers trembling with her jade beads.

Oh! Your father is dead — is he? she asked with an air of indifference.

Yes. He is dead, Hugh said meaningly, as he glanced around the luxurious little room with its soft rose-shaded lights and pale-blue and gold decorations. On her right as she stood were long French windows which opened on to a balcony. One of the windows stood ajar, and it was apparent that when he had called she had been seated in the long wicker chair outside enjoying the balmy moonlight after the stifling atmosphere of the Rooms.

And, Mademoiselle, he went on, I happen to be aware that you knew my father, and — that you are cognizant of certain facts concerning his mysterious end.

I! she cried, raising her voice in sudden indignation. What on earth do you mean? She spoke in perfect English, though he had hitherto spoken in French.

I mean, Mademoiselle, that I intend to know the truth, said Hugh, fixing his eyes determinedly upon hers. I am here to learn it from your lips.

You must be mad! cried the woman. I know nothing of the affair. You are mistaken!

Do you, then, deny that you have ever met a man named Charles Benton? demanded the young fellow, raising his voice. Perhaps, however, that is a bitter memory, Mademoiselle — eh?

The strikingly handsome woman pursed her lips. There was a strange look in her eyes. For several moments she did not speak. It was clear that the sudden appearance of the dead mans son had utterly unnerved her. What could he know concerning Charles Benton? How much of the affair did he suspect?

I have met many people, Mr. — er — Mr. Henfrey, she replied quietly at last. I may have met somebody named Benton.

Ah! I see, the young man said. It is a memory that you do not wish to recall any more than that of my dead father.

Your father was a good man. Benton was not.

Ah! Then you admit knowing both of them, Mademoiselle, cried Hugh quickly.

Yes. I — well — I may as well admit it! Why, indeed, should I seek to hide the truth — from you, she said in a changed voice. Pardon me. I was very upset at receiving the card. Pardon me — will you not?

I will not, unless you tell me the truth concerning my fathers death and his iniquitous will left concerning myself. I am here to ascertain that, Mademoiselle, he said in a hard voice.

And if I tell you — what then? she asked with knit brows.

If you tell me, then I am prepared to promise you on oath secrecy concerning yourself — provided you allow me to punish those who are responsible. Remember, my father died by foul means. And you know it!

The woman faced him boldly, but she was very pale.

So that is a promise? she asked. You will protect me — you will be silent regarding me — you swear to be so — if — if I tell you something. I repeat that your father was a good man. I held him in the highest esteem, and — and — after all — it is but right that you, his son, should know the truth.

Thank you Mademoiselle. I will protect you if you will only reveal to me the devilish plot which resulted in his untimely end, Hugh assured her.

Again she knit her brows and reflected for a few moments. Then in a low, intense, unnatural voice she said:

Listen, Mr. Henfrey. I feel that, after all, my conscience would be relieved if I revealed to you the truth. First — well, it is no use denying the fact that your father was not exactly the man you and his friends believed him to be. He led a strange dual existence, and I will disclose to you one or two facts concerning his untimely end which will show you how cleverly devised and how cunning was the plot — how — —

At that instant Hugh was startled by a bright flash outside the half-open window, a loud report, followed by a womans shrill shriek of pain.

Then, next moment, ere he could rush forward to save her, Mademoiselle, with the truth upon her lips unuttered, staggered and fell back heavily upon the carpet!


THIRD CHAPTER

IN THE NIGHT
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HUGH HENFREY, STARTLED by the sudden shot, shouted for assistance, and then threw himself upon his knees beside the prostrate woman.

From a bullet wound over the right ear blood was slowly oozing and trickling over her white cheek.

Help! Help! he shouted loudly. Mademoiselle has been shot from outside! Help!

In a few seconds the elderly manservant burst into the room in a state of intense excitement.

Quick! cried Hugh. Telephone for a doctor at once. I fear your mistress is dying!

Henfrey had placed his hand upon Mademoiselles heart, but could detect no movement. While the servant dashed to the telephone, he listened for her breathing, but could hear nothing. From the wall he tore down a small circular mirror and held it against her mouth. There was no clouding.

There was every apparent sign that the small blue wound had proved fatal.

Inform the police also! Hugh shouted to the elderly Italian who was at the telephone in the adjoining room. The murderer must be found!

By this time four female servants had entered the room where their mistress was lying huddled and motionless. All of them were in deshabille. Then all became excitement and confusion. Hugh left them to unloosen her clothing and hastened out upon the veranda whereon the assassin must have stood when firing the shot.

Outside in the brilliant Riviera moonlight the scent of a wealth of flowers greeted his nostrils. It was almost bright as day. From the veranda spread a wide, fairy-like view of the many lights of Monte Carlo and La Condamine, with the sea beyond shimmering in the moonlight.

The veranda, he saw, led by several steps down into the beautiful garden, while beyond, a distance of a hundred yards, was the main gate leading to the roadway. The assassin, after taking careful aim and firing, had, no doubt, slipped along, and out of the gate.

But why had Mademoiselle been shot just at the moment when she was about to reveal the secret of his lamented fathers death?

He descended to the garden, where he examined the bushes which cast their dark shadows. But all was silence. The assassin had escaped!

Then he hurried out into the road, but again all was silence. The only hope of discovering the identity of the criminal was by means of the police vigilance. Truth to tell, however, the police of Monte Carlo are never over anxious to arrest a criminal, because Monte Carlo attracts the higher criminal class of both sexes from all over Europe. If the police of the Principality were constantly making arrests it would be bad advertisement for the Rooms. Hence, though the Monte Carlo police are extremely vigilant and an expert body of officers, they prefer to watch and to give information to the bureaux of police of other countries, so that arrests invariably take place beyond the frontiers of the Principality of Monaco.

It was not long before Doctor Leneveu, a short, stout, bald-headed little man, well known to habitues of the Rooms, among whom he had a large practice, entered the house of Mademoiselle and was greeted by Hugh. The latter briefly explained the tragic circumstances, whereupon the little doctor at once became fussy and excited.

Having ordered everyone out of the room except Henfrey, he bent and made an examination of the prostrate woman.

Ah! msieur, he said, the unfortunate lady has certainly been shot at close quarters. The wound is, I tell you at once, extremely dangerous, he added, after a searching investigation. But she is still alive, he declared. Yes — she is still breathing.

Still alive! gasped Henfrey. Thats excellent! I — I feared that she was dead!

No. She still breathes, the doctor replied. But, tell me exactly what has occurred. First, however, we will get them to remove her upstairs. I will telephone to my colleague Duponteil, and we will endeavour to extract the bullet.

But will she recover, doctor? asked Hugh eagerly in French. What do you think?

The little man became serious and shook his head gravely.

Ah! msieur, that I cannot say, was his reply. She is in a very grave state — very! And the brain may be affected.

Hugh held his breath. Surely Yvonne Ferad was not to die with the secret upon her lips!

At the doctors orders the servants were about to remove their mistress to her room when two well-dressed men of official aspect entered. They were officers of the Bureau of Police.

Stop! cried the elder, who was the one in authority, a tall, lantern-jawed man with a dark brown beard and yellow teeth. Do not touch that lady! What has happened here?

Hugh came forward, and in his best French explained the circumstances of the tragedy — how Mademoiselle had been shot in his presence by an unknown hand.

The assassin, whoever he was, stood out yonder — upon the veranda — but I never saw him, he added. It was all over in a second — and he has escaped!

And pray who are you? demanded the police officer bluntly. Please explain.

Hugh was rather nonplussed. The question required explanation, no doubt. It would, he saw, appear very curious that he should visit Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo at that late hour.

I — well, I called upon Mademoiselle because I wished to obtain some important information from her.

What information? Rather late for a call, surely?

The young Englishman hesitated. Then, with true British grit, he assumed an attitude of boldness, and asked:

Am I compelled to answer that question?

I am Charles Ogier, chief inspector of the Surete of Monaco, and I press for a reply, answered the other firmly.

And I, Hugh Henfrey, a British subject, at present decline to satisfy you, was the young mans bold response.

Is the lady still alive? inquired the inspector of Doctor Leneveu.

Yes. I have ordered her to be taken up to her room — of course, when msieur the inspector gives permission.

Ogier looked at the deathly countenance with the closed eyes, and noted that the wound in the skull had been bound up with a cotton handkerchief belonging to one of the maids. Mademoiselles dark well-dressed hair had become unbound and was straying across her face, while her handsome gown had been torn in the attempt to unloosen her corsets.

Yes, said the police officer; they had better take her upstairs. We will remain here and make inquiries. This is a very queer affair — to say the least, he added, glancing suspiciously at Henfrey.

While the servants carried their unconscious mistress tenderly upstairs, the fussy little doctor went to the telephone to call Doctor Duponteil, the principal surgeon of Monaco. He had hesitated whether to take the victim to the hospital, but had decided that the operation could be done just as effectively upstairs. So, after speaking to Duponteil, he also spoke to the sister at the hospital, asking her to send up two nurses immediately to the Villa Amette.

In the meantime Inspector Ogier was closely questioning the young Englishman.

Like everyone in Monte Carlo he knew the mysterious Mademoiselle by sight. More than once the suspicions of the police had been aroused against her. Indeed, in the archives of the Prefecture there reposed a bulky dossier containing reports of her doings and those of her friends. Yet there had never been anything which would warrant the authorities to forbid her from remaining in the Principality.

This tragedy, therefore, greatly interested Ogier and his colleague. Both of them had spent many years in the service of the Paris Surete under the great Goron before being appointed to the responsible positions in the detective service of Monaco.

Then you knew the lady? Ogier asked of the young man who was naturally much upset over the startling affair, and the more so because the secret of his fathers mysterious death had been filched from him by the hand of some unknown assassin.

No, I did not know her personally, Henfrey replied somewhat lamely. I came to call upon her, and she received me.

Why did you call at this hour? Could you not have called in the daytime?

Mademoiselle was in the Rooms until late, he said.

Ah! Then you followed her home — eh?

Yes, he admitted.

The police officer pursed his lips and raised his eyes significantly at his colleague.

And what was actually happening when the shot was fired? Describe it to me, please, he demanded.

I was standing just here — and he crossed the room and stood upon the spot where he had been— Mademoiselle was over there beside the window. I had my back to the window. She was about to tell me something — to answer a question I had put to her — when someone from outside shot her through the open glass door.

And you did not see her assailant?

I saw nothing. The shot startled me, and, seeing her staggering, I rushed to her. In the meantime the assailant — whoever he was — disappeared!

The brown-bearded man smiled dubiously. As he stood beneath the electric light Hugh saw doubt written largely upon his countenance. He instantly realized that Ogier disbelieved his story.

After all it was a very lame one. He would not fully admit the reason of his visit.

But tell me, msieur, exclaimed the police officer. It seems extraordinary that any person should creep along this veranda. And he walked out and looked about in the moonlight. If the culprit wished to shoot Mademoiselle in secret, then he would surely not have done so in your presence. He might easily have shot her as she was on her way home. The road is lonely up here.

I agree, monsieur, replied the Englishman. The whole affair is, to me, a complete mystery. I saw nobody. But it was plain to me that when I called Mademoiselle was seated out upon the veranda. Look at her chair — and the cushions! It was very hot and close in the Rooms to-night, and probably she was enjoying the moonlight before retiring to bed.

Quite possibly, he agreed. But that does not alter the fact that the assassin ran considerable risk in coming along the veranda in the full moonlight and firing through the open door. Are you quite certain that Mademoiselles assailant was outside — and not inside? he asked, with a queer expression upon his aquiline face.

Hugh saw that he was hinting at his suspicion that he himself had shot her!

Quite certain, he assured him. Why do you ask?

I have my own reasons, replied the police officer with a hard laugh. Now, tell me what do you know about Mademoiselle Ferad?

Practically nothing.

Then why did you call upon her?

I have told you. I desired some information, and she was about to give it to me when the weapon was fired by an unknown hand.

Unknown — eh?

Yes. Unknown to me. It might be known to Mademoiselle.

And what was this information you so urgently desired?

Some important information. I travelled from London to Monte Carlo in order to obtain it.

Ah! Then you had a motive in coming here — some strong motive, I take it?

Yes. A very strong motive. I wanted her to clear up certain mysterious happenings in England.

Ogier was instantly alert.

What happenings? he asked, for he recollected the big dossier and the suspicions extending over four or five years concerning the real identity and mode of life of the handsome, sphinx-like woman Yvonne Ferad.

Hugh Henfrey was silent for a few moments. Then he said:

Happenings in London that — well, that I do not wish to recall.

Ogier again looked him straight in the face.

I suggest, Msieur Henfrey — for Hugh had given him his name— I suggest that you have been attracted by Mademoiselle as so many other men have been. She seems to exercise a fatal influence upon some people.

I know, Hugh said. I have heard lots of things about her. Her success at the tables is constant and uncanny. Even the Administration are interested in her winnings, and are often filled with wonder.

True, msieur. She keeps herself apart. She is a mysterious person — the most remarkable in all the Principality. We, at the Bureau, have heard all sorts of curious stories concerning her — once it was rumoured that she was the daughter of a reigning European sovereign. Then we take all the reports with the proverbial grain of salt. That Mademoiselle is a woman of outstanding intellect and courage, as well as of great beauty, cannot be denied. Therefore I tell you that I am intensely interested in this attempt upon her life.

And so am I, Hugh said. I have a strong reason to be.

Cannot you tell me that reason? inquired the officer of the Surete, still looking at him very shrewdly. Why fence with me?

Henfrey hesitated. Then he replied:

It is a purely personal matter.

And yet, you have said that you were not acquainted with Mademoiselle! remarked Ogier suspiciously.

That is quite true. The first time I have spoken to her was this evening, a few minutes before the attempt was made upon her life.

Then your theory is that while you stood in conversation with her somebody crept along the veranda and shot her — eh?

Yes.

Ogier smiled sarcastically, and turning to his colleague, ordered him to search the room. The inspector evidently suspected the young Englishman of having shot Mademoiselle, and the search was in order to try and discover the weapon.

Meanwhile the brown-bearded officer called the Italian manservant, who gave his name as Giulio Cataldi, and who stated that he had been in Mademoiselle Ferads service a little over five years.

Have you ever seen this Englishman before? Ogier asked, indicating Hugh.

Never, until to-night, msieur, was the reply. He called about twenty minutes after Mademoiselles return from the Rooms.

Has Mademoiselle quarrelled with anybody of late?

Not to my knowledge, msieur. She is of a very quiet and even disposition.

Is there anyone you know who might possess a motive to shoot her? asked Ogier. The crime has not been committed with a motive of robbery, but either out of jealousy or revenge.

I know of nobody, declared the highly respectable Italian, whose moustache was tinged with grey. He shrugged his shoulders and showed his palms as he spoke.

Mademoiselle arrived here two months ago, I believe? queried the police official.

Yes, msieur. She spent the autumn in Paris, and during the summer she was at Deauville. She also went to London for a brief time, I believe.

Did she ever live in London? asked Hugh eagerly, interrupting Ogiers interrogation.

Yes — once. She had a furnished house on the Cromwell Road for about six months.

How long ago? asked Henfrey.

Please allow me to make my inquiries, monsieur! exclaimed the detective angrily.

But the question I ask is of greatest importance to me in my own inquiries, Hugh persisted.

I am here to discover the identity of Mademoiselles assailant, Ogier asserted. And I will not brook your interference.

Mademoiselle has been shot, and it is for you to discover who fired at her, snapped the young Englishman. I consider that I have just as much right to put a question to this man as you have, that is — he added with sarcasm— that is, of course, if you dont suspect him of shooting his mistress.

Well, I certainly do not suspect that, the Frenchman said. But, to tell you candidly, your story of the affair strikes me as a very improbable one.

Ah! laughed Hugh, I thought so! You suspect me — eh? Very well. Where is the weapon?

Perhaps you have hidden it, suggested the other meaningly. We shall, no doubt, find it somewhere.

I hope you will, and that will lead to the arrest of the guilty person, Hugh laughed. Then he was about to put further questions to the man Cataldi when Doctor Leneveu entered the room.

How is she? demanded Hugh breathlessly.

The countenance of the fussy little doctor fell.

Monsieur, he said in a low earnest voice, I much fear that Mademoiselle will not recover. My colleague Duponteil concurs with that view. We have done our best, but neither of us entertain any hope that she will live! Then turning to Ogier, the doctor exclaimed: This is an amazing affair — especially in face of what is whispered concerning the unfortunate lady. What do you make of it?

The officer of the Surete knit his brows, and with frankness replied:

At present I am entirely mystified — entirely mystified!


FOURTH CHAPTER

WHAT THE DOSSIER CONTAINED
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WALTER BROCK WAS awakened at four oclock that morning by Hugh touching him upon the shoulder.

He started up in bed and staring at his friends pale, haggard face exclaimed:

Good Heavens! — why, whats the matter?

Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo has been shot! the other replied in a hard voice.

Shot! gasped Brock, startled. What do you mean?

Briefly Hugh who had only just entered the hotel, explained the curious circumstances — how, just at the moment she had been about to reveal the secret of his fathers death she was shot.

Most extraordinary! declared his friend. Surely, we have not been followed here by someone who is determined to prevent you from knowing the truth!

It seems much like it, Walter, replied the younger man very seriously. There must be some strong motive or no person would dare to shoot her right before my eyes.

Agreed. Somebody who is concerned in your fathers death has adopted this desperate measure in order to prevent Mademoiselle from telling you the truth.

Thats exactly my opinion, my dear Walter. If it was a crime for gain, or through motives of either jealousy or revenge, Mademoiselle would certainly have been attacked on her way home. The road is quite deserted towards the crest of the hill.

What do the police say?

They do not appear to trouble to track Mademoiselles assailant. They say they will wait until daylight before searching for footprints on the gravel outside.

Ah! They are not very fond of making arrests within the Principality. Its such a bad advertisement for the Rooms. The Administration like to show a clean sheet as regards serious crime. Our friends here leave it to the French or Italian police to deal with the criminals so that the Principality shall prove itself the most honest State in Europe, Brock said.

The police, I believe, suspect me of shooting her, said Hugh bluntly.

Thats very awkward. Why?

Well — they dont know the true reason I went to see her, or they would never believe me to be guilty of a crime so much against my own interests.

Brock, who was still sitting up in bed in his pale blue silk pyjamas, reflected a few moments.

Well, Hugh, he said at last, after all it is only natural that they should believe that you had a hand in the matter. Even though she told you the truth, it is quite within reason that you should have suddenly become incensed against her for the part she must have played in your fathers mysterious death, and in a frenzy of anger you shot her.

Hugh drew a long breath, and his eyebrows narrowed.

By Jove! I had never regarded it in that light before! he gasped. But what about the weapon?

You might easily have hidden it before the arrival of the police. You admit that you went out on the veranda. Therefore if they do chance to find the weapon in the garden then their suspicions will, no doubt, be considerably increased. Its a pity, old man, that you didnt make a clean breast of the motive of your visit.

I now see my horrible mistake, Henfrey admitted. I thought myself wise to preserve silence, to know nothing, and now I see quite plainly that I have only brought suspicion unduly upon myself. The police, however, know Yvonne Ferad to be a somewhat mysterious person.

Which renders the situation only worse, Brock said. Then, after a pause, he added: Now that you have declined to tell the police why you visited the Villa Amette and have, in a way, defied them, it will be best to maintain that attitude. Tell them nothing, no matter what happens.

I intend to pursue that course. But the worst of it is, Walter, that the doctors hold out no hope of Mademoiselles recovery. I saw Duponteil half an hour ago, and he told me that he could give me no encouraging information. The bullet has been extracted, but she is hovering between life and death. I suppose it will be in the papers to-morrow, and Dorise and her mother will know of my nocturnal visit to the house of a notorious woman.

Dont let that worry you, my dear chap. Here, they keep the news of all tragedies out of the papers, because shooting affairs may be thought by the public to be due to losses at the Rooms. Recollect that of all the suicides here — the dozens upon dozens of poor ruined gamesters who are yearly laid to rest in the Suicides Cemetery — not a single report has appeared in any newspaper. So I think you may remain assured that Lady Ranscomb and her daughter will not learn anything.

I sincerely hope they wont, otherwise it will go very hard with me, Hugh said in a low, intense voice. Ah! What a night it has been for me!

And if Mademoiselle dies the assailant, whoever he was, will be guilty of wilful murder; while you, on your part, will never know the truth concerning your fathers death, remarked the elder man, running his fingers through his hair.

Yes. That is the position of this moment. But further, I am suspected of the crime!

Brock dressed while his friend sat upon the edge of the bed, pale-faced and agitated. Suppose that the assailant had flung his pistol into the bushes, and the police eventually discovered it? Then, no doubt, he would be put across the frontier to be arrested by the police of the Department of the Alpes Maritimes.

Truly, the situation was most serious.

Together the two men strolled out into the early morning air and sat upon a seat on the terrace of the Casino watching the sun as it rose over the tideless sea.

For nearly an hour they sat discussing the affair; then they ascended the white, dusty road to the beautiful Villa Amette, the home of the mysterious Mademoiselle.

Old Giulio Cataldi opened the door.

Alas! msieur, Mademoiselle is just the same, he replied in response to Hughs eager inquiry. The police have gone, but Doctor Leneveu is still upstairs.

Have the police searched the garden? inquired Hugh eagerly.

Yes, msieur. They made a thorough examination, but have discovered no marks of footprints except those of yourself, myself, and a tradesmans lad who brought up a parcel late last night.

Then they found no weapon? asked the young Englishman.

No, msieur. There is no clue whatever to the assailant.

Curious that there should be no footmarks, remarked Brock. Yet they found yours, Hugh.

Yes. The man must surely have left some trace outside!

One would certainly have thought so, Brock said. I wonder if we may go into the room where the tragedy happened? he asked of the servant.

Certainly, msieur, was the courteous reply, and he conducted them both into the apartment wherein Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo had been shot down.

Did you accompany Mademoiselle when she went to London, Giulio? asked young Henfrey of the old Italian, after he had described to Brock exactly what had occurred.

Yes, msieur, he replied. I was at Cromwell Road for a short time. But I do not care for London, so Mademoiselle sent me back here to look after the Villa because old Jean, the concierge, had been taken to the hospital.

When in London you knew some of Mademoiselles friends, I suppose?

A few — only a few, was the Italians reply.

Did you ever know a certain Mr. Benton?

The old fellow shook his head blankly.

Not to my knowledge, msieur, he replied. Mademoiselle had really very few friends in London. There was a Mrs. Matthews and her husband, Americans whom she met here in Monte Carlo, and Sir George Cave-Knight, who died a few weeks ago.

Do you remember an elderly gentleman named Henfrey calling? asked Hugh.

Old Cataldi reflected for a moment, and then answered:

The name sounds familiar to me, msieur, but in what connexion I cannot recollect. That is your name, is it not? he asked, remembering the card he had taken to his mistress.

Yes, Hugh replied. I have reason to believe that my late father was acquainted with your mistress, and that he called upon her in London.

I believe that a gentleman named Henfrey did call, because when I glanced at the card you gave me last night the name struck me as familiar, the servant said. But whether he actually called, or whether someone at table mentioned his name I really cannot recollect.

Ah! Thats a pity, exclaimed Hugh with a sigh. As a matter of fact it was in order to make certain inquiries regarding my late father that I called upon Mademoiselle last night.

Giulio Cataldi turned in pretence of rearranging a chair, but in reality to avert his face from the young mans gaze — a fact which Hugh did not fail to notice.

Had he really told the truth when he declared that he could not recollect his father calling?

How long were you in London with Mademoiselle? asked Henfrey.

About six weeks — not longer.

Was it because of some untoward occurrence that the old Italian did not like London, Hugh wondered.

And you are quite sure that you do not recollect my father calling upon your mistress?

As I have said, msieur, I do not remember. Yet I recall the name, as it is a rather unusual one.

And you have never heard of Mr. Benton?

Cataldi shook his head.

Well, Hugh went on, tell me whether you entertain any suspicions of anyone who might be tempted to kill your mistress. Mademoiselle has enemies, has she not?

Who knows? exclaimed the man with the grey moustache and small, black furtive eyes.

Everyone has enemies of one sort or another, Walter remarked. And no doubt Mademoiselle has. It is for us to discover the enemy who shot her.

Ah! yes, it is, msieur, exclaimed the servant. The poor Signorina! I do hope that the police will discover who tried to kill her.

For aught we know the attempt upon the ladys life may prove successful after all, said Hugh despairingly. The doctors hold out no hope of her recovery.

None. A third doctor has been in consultation — Doctor Bazin, from Beaulieu. He only left a quarter of an hour ago. He told me that the poor Signorina cannot possibly live! Ah! messieurs, how terrible all this is — povera Signorina! She was always so kind and considerate to us all. And the old mans voice trembled with emotion.

Walter Brock gazed around the luxurious room and at the long open window through which streamed the bright morning sun, with the perfume of the flowers outside. What was the mystery concerning Mademoiselle Yvonne? What foundation had the gossips for those constant whisperings which had rendered the handsome woman so notorious?

True, the story of the death of Hughs father was an unusually strange one, curious in every particular — and stranger still that the secret was held by this beautiful, but mysterious, woman who lived in such luxury, and who gambled so recklessly and with invariable good fortune.

As they walked back to the town Hughs heart sank within him.

She will die, he muttered bitterly to himself. Shell die, and I shall never learn the truth of the poor guvnors sad end, or the reason why I am being forced to marry Louise Lambert.

Its an iniquitous will, Hugh! declared his friend. And its infernally hard on you that just at the very moment when you could have learnt the truth that shot was fired.

Do you think the woman had any hand in my fathers death? Hugh asked. Do you think that she had repented, and was about to try and atone for what she had done by confessing the whole affair?

Yes. That is just the view I take, answered Brock. Of course, we have no idea what part she played in the business. But my idea is that she alone knows the reason why this marriage with Louise is being forced upon you.

In that case, then, it seems more than likely that Ive been followed here to Monte Carlo, and my movements watched. But why has she been shot? Why did not her enemies shoot me? They could have done so twenty times during the past few days. Perhaps the shot which hit her was really intended for me?

I dont think so. There is a monetary motive behind your marriage with Louise. If you died, your enemy would gain nothing. That seems clear.

But who can be my secret enemy? asked the young man in dismay.

Mademoiselle alone knows that, and it was undoubtedly her intention to warn you.

Yes. But if she dies I shall remain in ignorance, he declared in a hard voice. The whole affair is so tangled that I can see nothing clearly — only that my refusal to marry Louise will mean ruin to me — and I shall lose Dorise in the bargain!

Walter Brock, older and more experienced, was equally mystified. The pessimistic attitude of the three doctors who had attended the injured woman was, indeed, far from reassuring. The injury to the head caused by the assailants bullet was, they declared, most dangerous. Indeed, the three medical men marvelled that she still lived.

The two men walked through the palm-lined garden, bright with flowers, back to their hotel, wondering whether news of the tragedy had yet got abroad. But they heard nothing of it, and it seemed true, as Walter Brock had declared, that the police make haste to suppress any tragic happenings in the Principality.

Though they were unconscious of it, a middle-aged, well-dressed Frenchman had, during their absence from the hotel, been making diligent inquiries regarding them of the night concierge and some of the staff.

The concierge had recognized the visitor as Armand Buisson, of the police bureau at Nice. It seemed as though the French police were unduly inquisitive concerning the well-conducted young Englishman and his companion.

Now, as a matter of fact, half an hour after Hugh had left the Villa Amette, Ogier had telegraphed to Buisson in Nice, and the latter had come along the Corniche road in a fast car to make his own inquiries and observations upon the pair of Englishmen. Ogier strongly suspected Henfrey of firing the shot, but was, nevertheless, determined to remain inactive and leave the matter to the Prefecture of the Department of Alpes Maritimes. Hence the reason that the well-dressed Frenchman lounged in the hall of the hotel pretending to read the Phare du Littoral.

Just before noon Hugh went to the telephone in the hotel and inquired of Cataldi the progress of his mistress.

She is just the same, msieur, came the voice in broken English. Santa Madonna! How terrible it all is! Doctor Leneveu has left, and Doctor Duponteil is now here.

Have the police been again?

No, msieur. Nobody has been, was the reply.

So Hugh rang off and crossed the hall, little dreaming that the well-dressed Frenchman had been highly interested in his questions.

Half an hour later he went along to the Metropole, where he had an engagement to lunch with Dorise and her mother.

When they met, however, Lady Ranscomb exclaimed:

Why, Hugh, you look very pale. Whats the matter?

Oh, nothing, he laughed forcedly. Im not very bright to-day. I think it was the sirocco of yesterday that has upset me a little, thats all.

Then, while they were seated at table, Dorise suddenly exclaimed:

Oh! do you know, mother, that young French lady over yonder, Madame Jacomet, has just told me something. Theres a whisper that the mysterious woman, Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo, was shot during the night by a discarded lover!

Shot! exclaimed Lady Ranscomb. Dear me! How very dreadful. What really happened?

I dont know. Madame Jacomet was told by her husband, who heard it in Ciros this morning.

How terrible! remarked Hugh, striving to remain calm.

Yes. But women of her class invariably come to a bad end, remarked the widow. How pleased I am, Dorise, that you never spoke to her. Shes a most dreadful person, they say.

Well, she evidently knows how to win money at the tables, mother, said the girl, lifting her clear blue eyes to those of her lover.

Yes. But I wonder what the scandal is all about? said the widow of the great engineer.

Oh! dont trouble to inquire Lady Ranscomb, Hugh hastened to remark. One hears scandal on every hand in Monte Carlo.

Yes. I suppose so, replied the elder woman, and then the subject was dropped.

So the ugly affair was being rumoured. It caused Hugh a good deal of apprehension, for he feared that his name would be associated with that of the mysterious Mademoiselle. Evidently one or other of the servants at the Villa Amette had been indiscreet.

At that moment, in his private room at the bureau of police down in Monaco, Superintendent Ogier was carefully perusing a dossier of official papers which had been brought to him by the archivist.

Between his thin lips was a long, thin, Swiss cigar — his favorite smoke — and with his gold-rimmed pince-nez poised upon his aquiline nose he was reading a document which would certainly have been of considerable interest to Hugh Henfrey and his friend Walter Brock could they have seen it.

Upon the pale yellow paper were many lines of typewriting in French — a carbon copy evidently.

It was headed: Republique Francaise. Department of Herault. Prefecture of Police. Bureau of the Director of Police. Reference Number 20197.B., and was dated nearly a year before.

It commenced:

Copy of an information in the archives of the Prefecture of the Department of Herault concerning the woman Marie Mignot, or Leullier, now passing under the name of Yvonne Ferad and living at the Villa Amette at Monte Carlo.

The woman in question was born in 1884 at Number 45 Rue des Etuves, in Montpellier, and was the daughter of one Doctor Rigaud, a noted toxicologist of the Faculty of Medicine, and curator of the University Library. At the age of seventeen, after her fathers death, she became a school teacher at a small school in the Rue Morceau, and at nineteen married Charles Leullier, a good-looking young scoundrel who posed as being well off, but who was afterwards proved to be an expert international thief, a member of a gang of dangerous thieves who committed robberies in the European express trains.

This fact was unknown to the girl, therefore at first all went smoothly, until the wife discovered the truth and left him. She then joined the chorus of a revue at the Jardin de Paris, where she met a well-to-do Englishman named Bryant. The pair went to England, where she married him, and they resided in the county of Northampton. Six months later Bryant died, leaving her a large sum of money. In the meantime Leullier had been arrested by the Italian police for a daring robbery with violence in a train traveling between Milan and Turin and been sentenced to ten years on the penal island of Gorgona. His wife, hearing of this from an Englishman named Houghton, who, though she was unaware of it, was following the same profession as her husband, returned to France. She rented an apartment in Paris, and afterwards played at Monte Carlo, where she won a considerable sum, with the proceeds of which she purchased the Villa Amette, which she now occupies each season.

Extracts of reports concerning Marie Leullier, alias Yvonne Ferad, are herewith appended:

Criminal Investigation Department, New Scotland Yard, London — to the Prefecture of Police, Paris.

Mademoiselle Yvonne Ferad rented a furnished house at Hove, near Brighton, in June, 1918. Afterwards moved to Worthing and to Exeter, and later took a house in the Cromwell Road, London, in 1919. She was accompanied by an Italian manservant named Cataldi. Her conduct was suspicious, though she was undoubtedly possessed of considerable means. She was often seen at the best restaurants with various male acquaintances, more especially with a man named Kenworthy. Her association with this person, and with another man named Percy Stendall, was curious, as both men were habitual criminals and had served several terms of penal servitude each. Certain suspicions were aroused, and observation was kept, but nothing tangible was discovered. It is agreed, however, that some mystery surrounds this woman in question. She left London quite suddenly, but left no debts behind.

Information from the Borough Police Office, Worthing, to the Prefecture of Police, Department of Herault.

Mademoiselle Yvonne Ferad has been identified by the photograph sent as having lived in Worthing in December, 1918. She rented a small furnished house facing the sea, and was accompanied by an Italian manservant and a French maid. Her movements were distinctly mysterious. A serious fracas occurred at the house on the evening of December 18th, 1918. A middle-aged gentleman, whose name is unknown, called there about seven oclock and a violent quarrel ensued between the lady and her visitor, the latter being very seriously assaulted by the Italian. The constable on duty was called in, but the visitor refused to prosecute, and after having his injuries attended to by a doctor left for London. Three days later Mademoiselle disappeared from Worthing. It is believed by the Chief Constable that the woman is of the criminal class.

Then Charles Ogier, inspector of the detective police of Monaco, smiled, laid down his cigar, and took up another and even more interesting document.


FIFTH CHAPTER

ON THE HOGS BACK
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THREE DAYS LATER. On a cold afternoon just as the wintry light was fading a tall, dark, middle-aged, rather handsome man with black hair and moustache, and wearing a well-cut, dark-grey overcoat and green velour hat, alighted from the train at the wayside station of Wanborough, in Surrey, and inquired of the porter the way to Shapley Manor.

Shapley, sir? Why, take the road there yonder up the hill till you get to the main road which runs along the Hogs Back from Guildford to Farnborough. When you get on the main road, turn sharp to the left past the old toll-gate, and youll find the Manor on the left in among a big clump of trees.

How far?

About a mile, sir.

The stranger, the only passenger who had alighted, slipped sixpence into the mans hand, buttoned his coat, and started out to walk in the direction indicated, breasting the keen east wind.

He was well-set-up, and of athletic bearing. He took long strides as with swinging gait he went up the hill. As he did so, he muttered to himself:

I was an infernal fool not to have come down in a car! I hate these beastly muddy country roads. But Molly has the telephone — so I can ring up for a car to fetch me — which is a consolation, after all.

And with his keen eyes set before him, he pressed forward up the steep incline to where, for ten miles, ran the straight broad highway over the high ridge known as the Hogs Back. The road is very popular with motorists, for so high is it that on either side there stretches a wide panorama of country, the view on the north being towards the Thames Valley and London, while on the south Hindhead with the South Downs in the blue distance show beyond.

Having reached the high road the stranger paused to take breath, and incidentally to admire the magnificent view. Indeed, an expression of admiration fell involuntarily from his lips. Then he went along for another half-mile in the teeth of the cutting wind with the twilight rapidly coming on, until he came to the clump of dark firs and presently walked up a gravelled drive to a large, but somewhat inartistic, Georgian house of red brick with long square windows. In parts the ivy was trying to hide its terribly ugly architecture for around the deep porch it grew thickly and spread around one corner of the building.

A ring at the door brought a young manservant whom the caller addressed as Arthur, and, wishing him good afternoon, asked if Mrs. Bond were at home.

Yes, sir, was the reply.

Oh! good, said the caller. Just tell her Im here. And he proceeded to remove his coat and to hang it up in the great flagged hall with the air of one used to the house.

The Manor was a spacious, well-furnished place, full of good pictures and much old oak furniture.

The servant passed along the corridor, and entering the drawing-room, announced:

Mr. Benton is here, maam.

Oh! Mr. Benton! Show him in, cried his mistress enthusiastically. Show him in at once!

Next moment the caller entered the fine, old-fashioned room, where a well-preserved, fair-haired woman of about forty was taking her tea alone and petting her Pekinese.

Well, Charles? So youve discovered me here, eh? she exclaimed, jumping up and taking his hand.

Yes, Molly. And you seem to have very comfortable quarters, laughed Benton as he threw himself unceremoniously into a chintz-covered armchair.

They are, I assure you.

And I suppose youre quite a great lady in these parts — eh? — now that you live at Shapley Manor. Wheres Louise?

She went up to town this morning. She wont be back till after dinner. Shes with her old school-fellow — that girl Bertha Trench.

Good. Then we can have a chat. Ive several things to consult you about and ask your opinion.

Have some tea first, urged his good-looking hostess, pouring him some into a Crown Derby cup.

Well, he commenced. I think youve done quite well to take this place, as youve done, for three years. You are now safely out of the way. The Paris Surete are making very diligent inquiries, but the Surrey Constabulary will never identify you with the lady of the Rue Racine. So you are quite safe here.

Are you sure of that, Charles? she asked, fixing her big grey eyes upon him.

Certain. It was the wisest course to get back here to England, although you had to take a very round-about journey.

Yes. I got to Switzerland, then to Italy, and from Genoa took an Anchor Line steamer across to New York. After that I came over to Liverpool, and in the meantime I had become Mrs. Bond. Louise, of course, thought we were travelling for pleasure. I had to explain my change of name by telling her that I did not wish my divorced husband to know that I was back in England.

And the girl believed it, of course, he laughed.

Of course. She believes anything I tell her, said the clever, unscrupulous woman for whom the Paris police were in active search, whose real name was Molly Maxwell, and whose amazing career was well known to the French police.

Only recently a sum of a quarter of a million francs had fallen into her hands, and with it she now rented Shapley Manor and had set up as a country lady. Benton gazed around the fine old room with its Adams ceiling and its Georgian furniture, and reflected how different were Mollys present surroundings from that stuffy little flat au troisieme in the Rue Racine.

Yes, he said. You had a very narrow escape, Molly. I dared not come near you, but I knew that youd look after the girl.

Of course. I always look after her as though she were my own child.

Bentons lip curled as he sipped his China tea, and said:

Because so much depends upon her — eh? Im glad you view the situation from a fair and proper stand-point. Were now out for a big thing, therefore we must not allow any little hitch to prevent us from bringing it off successfully.

I quite agree, Charles. Our great asset is Louise. But she must be innocent of it all. She must know absolutely nothing.

True. If she had an inkling that we were forcing her to marry Hugh she would fiercely resent it. Shes a girl of spirit, after all.

My dear Charles, I know that, laughed the woman. Ever since she came home from school Ive noticed how independent she is. She certainly has a will of her own. But she likes Hugh, and we must encourage it. Recollect that a fortune is at stake.

I have not overlooked that, the man said. But of late Ive come to fear that we are treading upon thin ice. I dont like the look of affairs at the present moment. Young Henfrey is head over ears in love with that girl Dorise Ranscomb, and—

Bah! Its only a flirtation, my dear Charles, laughed the woman. When just a little pressure is put upon the boy, and a sly hint to Lady Ranscomb, then the affair will soon be off, and hell fall into Louises arms. Shes really very fond of him.

She may be, but he takes no notice of her. She told me so the other day. Hes gone to the Riviera — followed Dorise, I suppose, Benton said.

Yvonne wrote me a few days ago to say that he was there with a friend of his named Walter Brock. Whos he?

Oh! a naval lieutenant-commander who served in the war and was invalided out after the Battle of Jutland. He got the D.S.O. over the Falklands affair, and has now some post at the Admiralty. He was in command of a torpedo boat which sank a German cruiser, and was afterwards blown up.

They are both out at Monte Carlo, Yvonne says. And Henfrey is with Dorise daily, remarked the woman.

Yvonne is always apprehensive lest young Henfrey should learn the secret of the old fellows end, said Benton. But I dont see how the truth of the — well, rather ugly affair can ever come out, except by an indiscretion by one or other of us.

And that is scarcely likely, Charles, is it? his hostess laughed as she pushed across to him a big silver box of cigarettes and then reclined lazily among her cushions.

No. It would certainly be a very sensational affair if the newspapers got hold of the facts, my dear Molly. But dont let us anticipate such a thing. Fortunately Louise, in her girlish innocence, knows nothing. Old Henfrey left his money to his son upon certain conditions, one of which is that Hugh shall marry Louise. And that marriage must, at all hazards, take place. After that, we care for nothing.

The handsome woman who was rolling a cigarette between her well-manicured fingers hesitated. Her countenance assumed a strange look as she reflected. She was far too clever to express any off-hand opinion. She had outwitted the police of Paris, Brussels, and Rome in turn. Her whole career had been a criminal one, punctuated by periods of pretended high respectability — while the funds to support it had lasted. And upon her hands had been placed Louise Lambert, the child Charles Benton had adopted ten years before.

We shall have to exercise a good deal of discretion and caution in regard to Louise, she declared. The affair is not at all so plain sailing as I at first believed.

No. It is a serious contretemps that you had to leave Paris, Molly, agreed her well-dressed visitor. The young American was a fool, of course, but I think—

Paris was flooded by rich young men from the United States who came over to fight the Boche and to spend their money like water when on leave in Paris. Frank was only one of them.

Benton was silent. The affair was a distinctly unsavoury one. Frank van Geen, the son of the Dutch-American millionaire cocoa manufacturer of Chicago, had, by reason of his association with Molly, found himself the poorer by nearly a quarter of a million francs, and his body had been found in the Seine between the Pont dAuteuil and the Ile St. Germain. At the inquiry some ugly disclosures were made, but already the lady of the Rue Racine and her supposed niece had left Paris; and though the affair was one of suicide, the police raised a hue and cry, and the frontiers had been watched, but the pair had disappeared.

That was several months ago. And now Molly Maxwell the adventuress in Paris had been transformed into the wealthy and highly respectable widow Mrs. Bond, who having presented such excellent references had become tenant of that well-furnished mansion, Shapley Manor, and the beautiful grounds adjoining. For nearly two centuries it had been the home of the Puttenhams, but Sir George Puttenham, Baronet, the present owner, had found himself ruined by war-taxation, and as one of the new poor he had been glad to let the place and live upon the rent obtained for it. His case, indeed, was only one of thousands of others in England, where adventurers and war-profiteers were ousting the landed gentry.

Yvonne is evidently keeping a good watch upon young Hugh, remarked Benton presently, as he blew a ring of cigarette smoke towards the ceiling.

Yes, replied the woman, her eyes fixed out of the big window which commanded a glorious view of Gibbet Hill, at Hindhead, and the blue South Downs towards the English Channel. But all was dark and lowering in the winter twilight, now fast darkening into night.

In old-world Guildford, the county town of Surrey, with its steep High Street containing many seventeenth-century houses, its old inns, and its balconied Guildhall — the scene of so many unseemly wrangles among the robed and cocked-hatted borough councillors who are, par excellence, outstanding illustrations of the provincial petty jealousies of bumbledom — Mrs. Bond was welcomed by the trades-people who vied with each other to serve her. Almost daily she went up and down the High Street in her fine Rolls-Royce driven by Mead, an ex-soldier and a worthy fellow whom she had engaged through an advertisement in the Surrey Advertiser. He had been in the Queens West Surrey, and his home being in Guildford, Molly knew that he would serve as a testimonial to her high respectability. Molly Maxwell was an outstandingly clever woman. She never let a chance slip by that might be taken advantageously.

Mead, who went on his push-bike every evening along the Hogs Back to Guildford, was never tired of singing the praises of his generous mistress.

Shes a real good sort, he would tell his friends in the bar of the Lion or the Angel. She knows how to treat a man. Shes a widow, and good-looking. I suppose shell marry again. Nearly all the best people about here have called on her within the last week or two. Magistrates and their wives, retired generals, and lots of the gentry. Yes, my job isnt to be sneezed at, I can tell you. Its better than driving a lorry outside Ypres!

Mrs. Bond treated Mead extremely well, and paid him well. She knew that by so doing she would secure a good advertisement. She had done so before, when four or five years ago she had lived at Keswick.

Do you know, Charles, she said presently, Im really very apprehensive regarding the present situation. Yvonne is, no doubt, keeping a watchful eye upon the young fellow. But what can she do if he has followed the Ranscomb girl and is with her each day? Each day, indeed, must bring the pair closer together, and—

Thats what we must prevent, my dear Molly! exclaimed the ladys visitor. Think of all it means to us. You are quite safe here — as safe as I am to-day. But we cant last out without money — either of us. We must have cash-money — and cash-money always.

Yes. Thats so. But Yvonne is wonderful — amazing.

She hasnt the same stake in the affair as we have.

Why not? asked the woman for whom the European police were in search.

Well, because she is rich — shes won pots of money at the tables — and we — well, both of us have only limited means. Yours, Molly, are larger than mine — thanks to Frank. But I must have money soon. My expenses in town are mounting up daily.

But your rooms dont cost you very much! Old Mrs. Evans looks after things as she has always done.

Yes. But everything is going up in price, and remember, I dare not cross the Channel just now. At Calais, Boulogne, Cherbourg, and other places, they have my photograph, and they are waiting for me to fall into the trap. But the rat, once encaged, is shy! And I am very shy just now, he added with a light laugh.

Youll stay and have dinner, wont you? urged his hostess.

Benton hesitated.

If I do Louise may return, and just now I dont want to meet her. It is better not.

But she wont be back till the last train to Guildford. Mead is meeting her. Yes — stay.

I must get a car to take me back to town. I have to go to Glasgow by the early train in the morning.

Well, were order one from one of the garages in Guildford. You really must stay, Charles. Theres lots we have to talk over — a lot of things that are of vital consequence to us both.

At that moment there came a rap at the door and the young manservant entered, saying:

Youre wanted on the telephone, maam.

Mrs. Bond rose from the settee and went to the telephone in the library, where she heard the voice of a female telephone operator.

Is that Shapley Manor? she asked. I have a telegram for Mrs. Bond. Handed in at Nice at two twenty-five, received here at four twenty-eight. To Bond, Shapley Manor, near Guildford. Yvonne shot by some unknown person while with Hugh. In grave danger. — S. That is the message. Have you got it please?

Mrs. Bond held her breath.

Yes, she gasped. Anything else?

No, madam, replied the telephone operator at the Guildford Post Office. Nothing else. I will forward the duplicate by post.

And she switched off.


SIXTH CHAPTER

FACING THE UNKNOWN
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THAT THE POLICE were convinced that Hugh Henfrey had shot Mademoiselle was plain.

Wherever he went an agent of detective police followed him. At the Cafe de Paris as he took his aperitif on the terrasse the man sat at a table near, idly smoking a cigarette and glancing at an illustrated paper on a wooden holder. In the gardens, in the Rooms, in the Galerie, everywhere the same insignificant little man haunted him.

Soon after luncheon he met Dorise and her mother in the Rooms. With them were the Comte dAutun, an elegant young Frenchman, well known at the tables, and Madame Tavera, a very chic person who was one of the most admired visitors of that season. They were only idling and watching the players at the end table, where a stout, bearded Russian was making some sensational coups en plein.

Presently Hugh succeeded in getting Dorise alone.

Its awfully stuffy here, he said. Lets go outside — eh?

Together they descended the red-carpeted steps and out into the palm-lined Place, at that hour thronged by the smartest crowd in Europe. Indeed, the war seemed to have led to increased extravagance and daring in the dress of those gay Parisiennes, those butterflies of fashion who were everywhere along the Cote dAzur.

They turned the corner by the Palais des Beaux Arts into the Boulevard Peirara.

Lets walk out of the town, he suggested to the girl. Im tired of the place.

So am I, Hugh, Dorise admitted. For the first fortnight the unceasing round of gaiety and the novelty of the Rooms are most fascinating, but, after that, one seems cooped up in an atmosphere of vicious unreality. One longs for the open air and open country after this enervating, exotic life.

So when they arrived at the little church of Ste. Devote, the patron saint of Monaco, that little building which everyone knows standing at the entrance to that deep gorge the Vallon des Gaumates, they descended the steep, narrow path which runs beside the mountain torrent and were soon alone in the beautiful little valley where the grey-green olives overhang the rippling stream. The little valley was delightfully quiet and rural after the garish scenes in Monte Carlo, the cosmopolitan chatter, and the vulgar display of the war-rich. The old habitue of pre-war days lifts his hands as he watches the post-war life around the Casino and listens to the loud uneducated chatter of the profiteers womenfolk.

As the pair went along in the welcome shadows, for the sun fell strong upon the tumbling stream, Hugh was remarking upon it.

He had been at Monte Carlo with his father before the war, and realized the change.

I only wish mother would move on, Dorise exclaimed as they strolled slowly together.

She presented a dainty figure in cream gabardine and a broad-brimmed straw hat which suited her admirably. Her clothes were made by a certain famous couturiere in Hanover Square, for Lady Ranscomb had the art of dressing her daughter as well as she did herself. Gowns make the lady nowadays, or the fashionable dressmakers dare not make their exorbitant charges.

Then you also are tired of the place? asked Hugh, as he strolled slowly at her side in a dark-blue suit and straw hat. They made a handsome pair, and were indeed well suited to each other. Lady Ranscomb liked Hugh, but she had no idea that the young people had fallen so violently in love with each other.

Yes, said the girl. Mother promised to spend Easter in Florence. Ive never been there and am looking forward to it so much. The Marchesa Ruggeri, whom we met at Harrogate last summer, has a villa there, and has invited us for Easter. But mother said this morning that she preferred to remain here.

Why?

Oh! Somebody in the hotel has put her off. An old Englishwoman who lives in Florence told her that theres nothing to see beyond the Galleries, and that the place is very catty.

Hugh laughed and replied:

All British colonies in Continental cities are catty, my dear Dorise. They say that for scandal Florence takes the palm. I went there for two seasons in succession before the war, and found the place delightful.

The Marchesa is a charming woman. Her husband was an attache at the Italian Embassy in Paris. But he has been transferred to Washington, so she has gone back to Florence. I like her immensely, and I do so want to visit her.

Oh, you must persuade your mother to take you, he said. Shell be easily persuaded.

I dont know. She doesnt like travelling in Italy. She once had her dressing-case stolen from the train between Milan and Genoa, so shes always horribly bitter against all Italians.

There are thieves also on English railways, Dorise, Hugh remarked. People are far too prone to exaggerate the shortcomings of foreigners, and close their eyes to the faults of the British.

But everybody is not so cosmopolitan as you are, Hugh, the girl laughed, raising her eyes to those of her lover.

No, he replied with a sigh.

Why do you sigh? asked the girl, having noticed a change in her companion ever since they had met in the Rooms. He seemed strangely thoughtful and preoccupied.

Did I? he asked, suddenly pulling himself together. I didnt know, he added with a forced laugh.

You dont look yourself to-day, Hugh, she said.

Ive been told that once before, he replied. The weather — I think! Are you going over to the bal blanc at Nice to-night?

Of course. And you are coming also. Hasnt mother asked you? she inquired in surprise.

No.

How silly! She must have forgotten. She told me she intended to ask you to have a seat in the car. The Comte dAutun is coming with us.

Ah! He admires you, Dorise, hence I dont like him, Hugh blurted forth.

But, surely, youre not jealous, you dear old thing! laughed the girl, tantalizing him. Perhaps she would not have uttered those words which cut deeply into his heart had she known the truth concerning the tragedy at the Villa Amette.

I dont like him because he seems to live by gambling, Hugh declared. I know your mother likes him very much — of course!

And she likes you, too, dear.

She may like me, but I fear she begins to suspect that we love each other, dearest, he said in a hard tone. If she does, she will take care in future to keep us apart, and I — I shall lose you, Dorise!

No — no, you wont.

Ah! But I shall! Your mother will never allow you to marry a man who has only just sufficient to rub along with, and who is already in debt to his tailor. What hope is there that we can ever marry?

My dear Hugh, you are awfully pessimistic to-day, the girl cried. What is up with you? Have you lost heavily at the tables — or what?

No. I have been thinking of the future, he said in a hard voice so very unusual to him. I am thinking of your mothers choice of a husband for you — George Sherrard.

I hate him — the egotistical puppy! exclaimed the girl, her fine eyes flashing with anger. Ill never marry him — never!

But Hugh Henfrey made no reply, and they went on together in silence.

Cannot you trust me, Hugh? asked the girl at last in a low earnest tone.

Yes, dearest. I trust you, of course. But I feel certain that your mother, when she knows our secret, will forbid your seeing me, and press on your marriage with Sherrard. Remember, hes a rich man, and your mother adores the Golden Calf.

I know she does. If people have money she wants to know them. Her first inquiry is whether they have money.

It was on the tip of Hughs tongue to remark with sarcasm that such ideals might well be expected of the wife of a jerry-builder in Golders green. But he hesitated. Lady Ranscomb was always well disposed towards him, and he had had many good times at her house and on the grouse moor she rented in Scotland each year for the benefit of her intimate friends. Though she had been the wife of a small builder and had commenced her married life in an eight-roomed house on the fringe of Hampstead Heath, yet she had picked up society manners marvellously well, being a woman of quick intelligence and considerable wit. Nevertheless, she had no soul above money, and gaiety was as life to her. She could not live without it. Dorise had been given an excellent education, and after three years at Versailles was now voted one of the prettiest and most charming girls in London society. Hence mother and daughter were sought after everywhere, and their doings were constantly being chronicled in the newspapers.

Yes, he said. Your mother has not asked me over to Nice to-night because she believes you and I have been too much together of late.

No, declared Dorise. Im sure its not that, Hugh — Im quite sure! Its simply an oversight. Ill see about it when we get back. We leave the hotel at half-past nine. It is the great White Ball of the Nice season.

Please dont mention it to her on any account, Dorise, Hugh urged. If you did it would at once show her that you preferred my company to that of the Count. Go with him. I shant be jealous! Besides, in view of my financial circumstances, what right have I to be jealous? You cant marry a fellow like myself, Dorise. It wouldnt be fair to you.

The girl halted. In her eyes shone the light of unshed tears.

Hugh! What do you mean? What are you saying? she asked in a low, faltering voice. Have I not told you that whatever happens I shall never love another man but yourself?

He drew a long breath, and without replying placed his strong arms around her and, drawing her to him, kissed her passionately upon the lips.

Thank you, my darling, he murmured. Thank you for those words. They put into me a fresh hope, a fresh determination, and a fearlessness — oh! you — you dont know! he added in a low, earnest voice.

All I know, Hugh, is that you love me, was the simple response as she reciprocated his fierce caress.

Love you, darling! he cried. Yes. You are mine — mine!

True, Hugh. I love no other man. I hate that tailors dummy, George Sherrard, and as for the Count — well, hes an idiotic Frenchman — the hardy annual of Monte Carlo I heard him called the other day. No, Hugh, I assure you that you have no cause for jealousy.

And she smiled sweetly into his eyes.

They were standing together beneath a twisted old olive tree through the dark foliage of which the sun shone in patches, while by their feet the mountain torrent from the high, snow-clad Alps rippled and splashed over the great grey boulders towards the sea.

I know it, darling! I know it, Hugh said in a stifled voice. He was thinking of the tragedy of that night, but dare not disclose to her his connexion with it, because he knew the police suspected him of making that murderous attack upon the famous Mademoiselle.

Forgive me, Hugh, exclaimed the girl, still clasped in her lovers arms. But somehow you dont seem your old self to-day. What is the matter? Cant you tell me?

He drew a long breath.

No, darling. Excuse me. I — Im a bit upset thats all.

Why?

Im upset because for the last day or two I have begun to realize that our secret must very soon come out, and then — well, your mother will forbid me the house because I have no money. You know that she worships Mammon always — just as your father did — forgive me for my words.

I do forgive you because you speak the truth, Dorise replied. I know that mother wants me to marry a rich man, and—

And she will compel you to do so, darling. I am convinced of that.

She wont! cried the girl. I will never marry a man I do not love!

Your mother, if she doesnt suspect our compact, will soon do so, he said. Shes a clever woman. She is on the alert, because she intends you to marry soon, and to marry a rich man.

Mother is far too fond of society, I admit. She lives only for her gay friends now that father is dead. She spends lavishly upon luncheons and dinners at the Ritz, the Carlton, and Claridges; and by doing so we get to know all the best people. But what does it matter to me? I hate it all because — —

And she looked straight into his eyes as she broke off.

Because, she whispered, because — because I love you, Hugh!

Ah! darling! You have never been so frank with me before, he said softly. You do not know how much those words of yours mean to me! You do not know how all my life, all my hopes, all my future, is centred in your own dear self! and clasping her again tightly in his arms he pressed his lips fondly to hers in a long passionate embrace.

Yet within the stout heart of Hugh Henfrey, who was so straight, honest and upright a young fellow as ever trod the Broad at Oxford, lay that ghastly secret — indeed, a double secret — that of his revered fathers mysterious end and the inexplicable attack upon Yvonne Ferad at the very moment when he had been about to learn the truth.

They lingered there beside the mountain stream for a long time, until the sun sank and the light began to fail. Again and again he told her of his great love for her, but he said nothing of the strange clause in his fathers will. She knew Louise Lambert, having met her once walking in the park with her lover. Hugh had introduced them, and had afterwards explained that the girl was the adopted daughter of a great friend of his father.

Dorise little dreamed that if her lover married her he would inherit the remainder of old Mr. Henfreys fortune.

Do come over to the ball at Nice to-night, the girl urged presently as they stood with hands clasped gazing into each others eyes. It will be nothing without you.

Ah! darling, thats very nice of you to say so, but I think we ought to be discreet. Your mother has invited the Count to go with you.

I hate him! Dorise declared. Hes all elegance, bows and flattery. He bores me to death.

I can quite understand that. But your mother is fond of his society. She declares that he is so amusing, and in Paris he knows everyone worth knowing.

Oh, yes. He gave us an awfully good time in Paris last season — took us to Longchamps, and we afterwards went to Deauville with him. He wins and loses big sums on the turf.

A born gambler. Everyone knows that. I heard a lot about him in the Travellers Club, in Paris.

But if mother telephones to you, youll come with us — wont you? entreated the girl again.

The young man hesitated. His mind was full of the tragic affair of the previous night. He was wondering whether the end had come — whether Mademoiselles lips were already sealed by Death.

He gave an evasive reply, whereupon Dorise, taking his hand in hers, said:

What is your objection to going out with us to-night, Hugh? Do tell me. If you dont wish me to go, Ill make an excuse to mother and she can take the Count.

I have not the slightest objection, he declared at once. Go, dearest — only leave me out of it. The bal blanc is always good fun.

I shall not go if you refuse to go, she said with a pout.

Therefore in order to please her he consented — providing Lady Ranscomb invited him.

They had wandered a long way up the narrow, secluded valley, but had met not a soul. All was delightful and picturesque, the profusion of wild flowers, the huge grey moss-grown boulders, the overhanging ilexes and olives, and the music of the tumbling current through a crooked course worn deep by the waters of primeval ages.

It was seldom that in the whirl of society the pair could get a couple of hours together without interruption. And under the blue Riviera sky they were indeed fraught with bliss to both.

When they returned to the town the dusk was already falling, and the great arc lamps along the terrace in front of the Casino were already lit. Hugh took her as far as the entrance to the Metropole and then, after wishing her au revoir and promising to go with her to Nice if invited, he hastily retraced his steps to the Palmiers. Five minutes later he was speaking to the old Italian at the Villa Amette.

Mademoiselle is still unconscious, msieur, was the servants reply to his eager inquiry. The doctors have been several times this afternoon, but they hold out no hope.

I wonder if I can be of any assistance? Hugh asked in French.

I think not, msieur. What assistance can any of us give poor Mademoiselle?

Ah, what indeed, Hugh thought as he put down the receiver.

Yet while she lived, there was still a faint hope that he would be able to learn the secret which he anticipated would place him in such a position that he might defy those who had raised their hands against his father and himself.

His marriage with Dorise, indeed his whole future, depended upon the disclosure of the clever plot whereby Louise Lambert was to become his wife.

His friend Brock was not in the hotel, so he went to his room to dress for dinner. Ten minutes later a page brought a message from Lady Ranscomb inviting him to go over to Nice to the ball.

He drew a long breath. He was in no mood for dancing that night, for he was far too perturbed regarding the critical condition of the notorious woman who had turned his friend.

On every hand there were whispers and wild reports concerning the tragedy at the Villa Amette. He had heard about it from a dozen people, though not a word was in the papers. Yet nobody dreamed that he, of all men, had been present when the mysterious shot was fired, or that he was, indeed, the cause of the secret attack.

He dressed slowly, and having done so, descended to the salle a manger. The big white room was filled with a gay, reckless cosmopolitan crowd — the crowd of well-dressed moths of both sexes which eternally flutters at night at Monte Carlo, attracted by the candle held by the great god Hazard.

Brock was not there, and he seated himself alone at their table near the long-curtained window. He was surprised at his friends absence. Perhaps, however, he had met friends and gone over to Beaulieu, Nice, or Mentone with them.

He had but little appetite. He ate a small portion of langouste with an exquisite salad, and drank a single glass of chablis. Then he rose and quitted the chattering, laughing crowd of diners, whose gossip was mainly upon a sensational run on the red at five oclock that evening. One woman, stout and of Hebrew type, sitting with three men, was wildly merry, for she had won the equivalent to sixty thousand pounds.

All that recklessness jarred upon the young mans nerves. He tried to close his ears to it all, and ascended again to his room, where he sat in silent despondency till it was time for him to go round to the Metropole to join Lady Ranscomb and Dorise.

He had brushed his hair and rearranged his tie, and was about to put on the pierrots costume of white satin with big buttons of black velvet which he had worn at the bal blanc at Mentone about a week before, when the page handed him another note.

Written in a distinctly foreign hand, it read:

Instantly you receive this get into a travelling-suit and put what money and valuables you have into your pockets. Then go to a dark-green car which will await you by the reservoir in the Boulevard du Midi. Trust the driver. You must get over the frontier into Italy at the earliest moment. Every seconds delay is dangerous to you. Do not trouble to find out who sends you this warning! Bon voyage!

Hugh Henfrey read it and re-read it. The truth was plain. The police of Monaco suspected him, and intended that he should be arrested on suspicion of having committed the crime.

But who was his unknown friend?

He stood at the window reflecting. If he did not keep his appointment with Dorise she would reproach him for breaking his word to her. On the other hand, if he motored to Nice he would no doubt be arrested on the French frontier a few miles along the Corniche road.

Inspector Ogier suspected him, hence discretion was the better part of valour. So, after brief consideration, he threw off his dress clothes and assumed a suit of dark tweed. He put his money and a few articles of jewellry in his pockets, and getting into his overcoat he slipped out of the hotel by the back entrance used by the staff.

Outside, he walked in the darkness along the Boulevard du Nord, past the Turbie station, until he came to the long blank wall behind which lay the reservoir.

At the kerb he saw the dim red rear-light of a car, and almost at the same moment a rough-looking Italian chauffeur approached him.

Quick, signore! he whispered excitedly. Every moment is full of danger. There is a warrant out for your arrest! The police know that you intended to go to Nice and they are watching for you on the Corniche road. But we will try to get into Italy. You are an invalid, remember! Youll find in the car a few things with which you can make up to look the part. You are an American subject and a cripple, who cannot leave the car when the customs officers search it. Now, signore, lets be off and trust to our good fortune in getting away. I will tell the officers of the dogana at Ventimiglia a good story — trust me! I havent been smuggling backwards and forwards for ten years without knowing the ropes!

But where are we going? asked Hugh bewildered.

You, signore, are going to prison if we fail on this venture, I fear, was the rough-looking drivers reply.

So urged by him Hugh got into the car, and then they drove swiftly along the sea-road of the littoral towards the rugged Italian frontier.

Hugh Henfrey was going forth to face the unknown.


SEVENTH CHAPTER

FROM DARK TO DAWN
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IN THE DARKNESS the car went swiftly through Mentone and along the steep winding road which leads around the rugged coast close to the sea — the road over the yellow rocks which Napoleon made into Italy.

Presently they began to ascend a hill, a lonely, wind-swept highway with the sea plashing deep below, when, after a sudden bend, some lights came into view. It was the wayside Italian Customs House.

They had arrived at the frontier.

Hugh, by the aid of a flash-lamp, had put on a grey moustache and changed his clothes, putting his own into the suit case wherein he had found the suit already prepared for him. He had wrapped himself up in a heavy travelling-rug, and by his side reposed a pair of crutches, so that when they drew up before the little roadside office of the Italian dogana he was reclining upon a cushion presenting quite a pathetic figure.

But who had made all these preparations for his flight?

He held his breath as the chauffeur sounded his horn to announce his arrival. Then the door opened, shedding a long ray of light across the white dusty road.

Buona sera, signore! cried the chauffeur merrily, as a Customs officer in uniform came forward. Heres my driving licence and papers for the car. And our two passports.

The man took them, examined them by the light of his electric torch, and told the chauffeur to go into the office for the visas.

Have you anything to declare? he added in Italian.

Half a dozen very bad cigarettes, replied the other, laughing. Theyre French! And also Ive got a very bad cold! No duty on that, I suppose?

The officer laughed, and then turned his attention to the petrol tank, into which he put his measuring iron to see how much it contained, while the facetious chauffeur stood by.

During this operation two other men came out of the building, one an Italian carabineer in epaulettes and cocked hat, while the other, tall and shrewd-faced, was in mufti. The latter was the agent of French police who inspects all travellers leaving France by road.

The chauffeur realized that the moment was a critical one.

He was rolling a cigarette unconcernedly, but bending to the Customs officer, he said in a low voice:

My padrone is an Americano. An invalid, and a bit eccentric. Lots of money. A long time ago he injured his spine and can hardly move. He fell down a few days ago, and now Ive got to take him to Professor Landrini, in Turin. Hes pretty bad. Weve come from Hyeres. His doctor ordered me to take him to Turin at once. We dont want any delay. He told me to give you this, and he slipped a note for a hundred lire into the mans hand.

The officer expressed surprise, but the merry chauffeur of the rich American exclaimed:

Dont worry. The Americano is very rich; I only wish there were more of his sort about. Hes the great Headon, the meat-canner of Chicago. You see his name on the tins.

The man recognized the name, and at once desisted in his examination.

Then to the two police officers who came to his side, he explained:

The American gentleman inside is an invalid, going to Turin to Professor Landrini. He wants to get off at once, for he has a long journey over the Alps.

The French agent of police grunted suspiciously. Both the French and Italian police are very astute, but money always talks. It is the same at a far-remote frontier station as in any circle of society.

Here was a well-known American — the Customs officer had mentioned the name of Headon, which both police officers recognized — an invalid sent with all haste to the famous surgeon in Turin. It was not likely that he would be carrying contraband, or be an escaping criminal.

Besides, the chauffeur, in full view of the two police agents, slipped a second note into the hand of the Customs officer, and said:

So all is well, isnt it, signori? Just visa my papers, and well get along. It looks as though were to have a bad thunderstorm, and, if so, we shall catch it up on the Col di Tenda!

Thus impelled, the quartette went back to the well-lit little building, where the beetle-browed driver again chaffed the police-agents, while the Customs officer placed his rubber stamp upon the paper, scribbled his initials and charged three-lire-twenty as fee.

All this was being watched with breathless anxiety by the supposed invalid reclining against the cushion with his crutches at his side.

Again the mysterious chauffeur reappeared, and with him the French police officer in plain clothes.

We are keeping watch for a young Englishman from Monte Carlo who has shot a woman, remarked the latter.

Oh! But they arrested him to-night in Mentone, replied the driver. I heard it half an hour ago as I came through.

Are you sure?

Well, they told me so at the Garage Grimaldi. He shot a woman known as Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo — didnt he?

Yes, thats the man! But they have not informed us yet. Ill telephone to Mentone. Then he added: As a formality Ill just have a peep at your master.

The chauffeur held his breath.

Hes pretty bad, I think. I hope we shall be in Turin early in the morning.

Advancing to the car, the police officer opened the door and flashed his torch upon the occupant.

He saw a pale, elderly man, with a grey moustache, wearing a golf cape and reclining uneasily upon the pillow, with his leg propped up and wrapped with a heavy travelling-rug. Upon the white countenance was an expression of pain as he turned wearily, his eyes dazzled by the sudden light.

Where are we? he asked faintly in English.

At the Italian douane, msieur, was the police officers reply, as for a few seconds he gazed upon the invalids face, seconds that seemed hours to Hugh. He was, of course, unaware of the cock-and-bull story which his strange chauffeur had told, and feared that at any moment he might find himself under arrest.

While the door remained open there was danger. At last, however, the man reclosed it.

Hughs heart gave a great bound. The chauffeur had restarted the engine, and mounting to the wheel shouted a merry:

Buona notte, signori!

Then the car moved away along the winding road and Hugh knew that he was on Italian soil — that he had happily escaped from France.

But why had he escaped, he reflected? He was innocent. Would not his flight lend colour to the theory that Yvonne Ferad had been shot by his hand?

Again, who was his unknown friend who had warned him of his peril and made those elaborate arrangements for his escape? Besides, where was Walter?

His brain was awhirl. As they tore along in the darkness ever beside the sea over that steep and dangerous road along the rock coast, Hugh Henfrey fell to wondering what the motive of it all could be. Why had Yvonne been shot just at that critical moment? It was evident that she had been closely watched by someone to whom her silence meant a very great deal.

She had told him that his father had been a good man, and she was on the point of disclosing to him the great secret when she had been struck down.

What was the mystery of it all? Ay, what indeed?

He recalled every incident of that fateful night, her indignation at his presence in her house, and her curious softening of manner towards him, as though repentant and ready to make amends.

Then he wondered what Dorise would think when he failed to put in an appearance to go with her to the ball at Nice. He pictured the car waiting outside the hotel, Lady Ranscomb fidgeting and annoyed, the count elegant and all smiles and graces, and Dorise, anxious and eager, going to the telephone and speaking to the concierge at the Palmiers. Then inquiry for Monsieur Henfrey, and the discovery that he had left the hotel unseen.

So far Dorise knew nothing of Hughs part in the drama of the Villa Amette, but suddenly he was horrified by the thought that the police, finding he had escaped, would question her. They had been seen together many times in Monte Carlo, and the eyes of the police of Monaco are always very wide open. They know much, but are usually inactive. When one recollects that all the escrocs of Europe gather at the tapis vert in winter and spring, it is not surprising that they close their eyes to such minor crimes as theft, blackmail and false pretences.

In his excited and unnerved state, he pictured Ogier calling upon Lady Ranscomb and questioning her closely concerning her young English friend who was so frequently seen with her daughter. That would, surely, end their friendship! Lady Ranscomb would never allow her daughter to associate further with a man accused of attempting to murder a notorious woman after midnight!

The car presently descended the steep rocky road which wound up over the promontory and back again down to the sea, until they passed through the little frontier town of Ventimiglia.

It was late, and few people were about in the narrow, ill-lit streets.

Suddenly, a couple of Italian carabineers stopped the car.

Hughs heart beat quickly. Had they at the dogana discovered the trick and telephoned from the frontier?

Instantly the fugitive reassumed his role of invalid, and no sooner had he settled himself than the second man in a cocked hat and heavy black cloak opened the door and peered within.

Another lamp was flashed upon his face.

The carabineer asked in Italian:

What is your name, signore?

But Hugh, pretending that he did not understand the language, asked:

Eh? What?

Here are our papers, signore, interrupted the ever-ready chauffeur, and he produced the papers for the officers inspection.

He looked at them, bending to read them by the light of the torch which his companion held.

Then, after an officious gesture, he handed them back, saying:

Benissimo! You may pass!

Again Hugh was free! Yet he wondered if that examination had been consequent upon the hue and cry set up now that he had escaped from Monaco.

They passed out of the straggling town of Ventimiglia, but instead of turning up the valley by that long road which winds up over the Alps until it reaches the snow and then passes through the tunnel on the Col di Tenda and on to Cuneo and Turin, the mysterious driver kept on by the sea-road towards Bordighera.

Hugh realised that his guides intention was to go in the direction of Genoa.

About two miles out of Ospedaletti, on the road to San Remo, Henfrey rapped at the window, and the chauffeur, who was travelling at high speed, pulled up.

Hugh got out and said in French:

Well, so far weve been successful. I admire your ingenuity and your pluck.

The man laughed and thanked him.

I have done what I was told to do, he replied simply. Monsieur is, I understand, in a bit of a scrape, and it is for all of us to assist each other — is it not?

Of course. But who told you to do all this? Hugh inquired, standing in the dark road beside the car. The pair could not see each others faces, though the big head-lamps glared far ahead over the white road.

Well — a friend of yours, msieur.

What is his name?

Pardon, I am not allowed to say.

But all this is so very strange — so utterly mysterious! cried Hugh. I have not committed any crime, and yet I am hunted by the police! They are anxious to arrest me for an offence of which I am entirely innocent.

I know that, msieur, was the fellows reply. At the dogana, however, we had a narrow escape. The man who looked at you was Morain, the chief inspector of the Surete of the Alpes-Maritimes, and he was at the outpost especially to stop you!

Again I admire your perfect nonchalance and ingenuity, Hugh said. I owe my liberty entirely to you.

Not liberty, msieur. We are not yet what you say in English out of the wood.

Where are we going now?

To Genoa. We ought to be there by early morning, was the reply. Morain has, no doubt, telephoned to Mentone and discovered that my story is false. So if later, on, they suspect the American invalid they will be looking out for him on the Col di Tenda, in Cuneo, and in Turin.

And what shall we do in Genoa?

Let us get there first — and see.

But I wish you would tell me who you are — and why you take such a keen interest in my welfare, Hugh said.

The man gave vent to an irritating laugh.

I am not permitted to disclose the identity of your friend, he answered. All I know is that you are innocent.

Then perhaps you know the guilty person? Hugh suggested.

Ah! Let us talk of something else, signore, was the mysterious chauffeurs reply.

But I confess to you that I am bent upon solving the mystery of Mademoiselles assailant. It means a very great deal to me.

How? asked the man.

Hugh hesitated.

Well, he replied. If the culprit is found, then there would no longer be any suspicion against myself.

Probably he never will be found, the man said.

But tell me, how did you know about the affair, and why are you risking arrest by driving me to-night?

I have reasons, was all he would say. I obey the demands of those who are your friends.

Who are they?

They desire to conceal their identity. There is a strong reason why this should be done.

Why?

Are they not protecting one who is suspected of a serious crime? If discovered they would be punished, was the quiet response.

Ah! There is some hidden motive behind all this! declared the young Englishman. I rather regret that I did not remain and face the music.

It would have been far too dangerous, signore. Your enemies would have contrived to convict you of the crime.

My enemies — but who are they?

Of that, signore, I am ignorant. Only I have been told that you have enemies, and very bitter ones.

But I have committed no crime, and yet I am a fugitive from justice! Hugh cried.

You escaped in the very nick of time, the man replied. But had we not better be moving again? We must be in Genoa by daybreak.

But do, I beg of you, tell me more, the young man implored. To whom do I owe my liberty?

As I have already told you, signore, you owe it to those who intend to protect you from a false charge.

Yes. But there is a lady in the case, Hugh said. I fear that if she hears that I am a fugitive she will misjudge me and believe me to be guilty.

Probably so. That is, I admit, unfortunate — but, alas! it cannot be avoided. It was, however, better for you to get out of France.

But the French police, when they know that I have escaped, will probably ask the Italian police to arrest me, and then apply for my extradition.

If they did, I doubt whether you would be surrendered. The police of my country are not too fond of assisting those of other countries. Thus if an Italian commits murder in a foreign country and gets back to Italy, our Government will refuse to give him up. There have been many such cases, and the murderer goes scot free.

Then you think I am safe in Italy?

Oh, no, not by any means. You are not an Italian subject. No, you must not be very long in Italy.

But what am I to do when we get to Genoa? Hugh asked.

The signore had better wait until we arrive there, was the drivers enigmatical reply.

Then the supposed invalid re-entered the car and they continued on their way along the bleak, storm-swept road beside the sea towards that favourite resort of the English, San Remo.

The night had grown pitch dark, and rain had commenced to fall. Before the car the great head-lamps threw long beams of white light against which Hugh saw the silhouette of the muffled-up mysterious driver, with his keen eyes fixed straight before him, and driving at such a pace that it was apparent that he knew every inch of the dangerous road.

What could it all mean? What, indeed?


EIGHTH CHAPTER

THE WHITE CAVALIER
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WHILE HUGH HENFREY was travelling along that winding road over high headlands and down steep gradients to the sea which stretched the whole length of the Italian Riviera, Dorise Ranscomb in a white silk domino and black velvet mask was pretending to enjoy herself amid the mad gaiety at the Casino in Nice.

The great bal blanc is always one of the most important events of the Nice season, and everyone of note wintering on the Riviera was there, yet all carefully masked, both men and women.

I wonder what prevented Hugh from coming with us, mother? the girl remarked as she sat with Lady Ranscomb watching the merriment and the throwing of serpentines and confetti.

I dont know. He certainly ought to have let me know, and not have kept me waiting nearly half an hour, as he did, her mother snapped.

The girl did not reply. The truth was that while her mother and the Count had been waiting for Hughs appearance, she had gone to the telephone and inquired for Mr. Henfrey. Walter Brock had spoken to her.

Im awfully sorry, Miss Ranscomb, he had replied. But I dont know where Hugh can be. Ive just been up to his room, but his fancy dress is there, flung down as though he had suddenly discarded it and gone out. Nobody noticed him leave. The page at the door is certain that he did not go out. So he must have left by the staff entrance.

Thats very curious, isnt it? Dorise remarked.

Very. I cant understand it.

But he promised to go with us to the ball at Nice to-night!

Well, Miss Ranscomb, all I can think is that something — something very important must have detained him somewhere.

Walter knew that his friend was suspected by the police, but dared not tell her the truth. Hughs disappearance had caused him considerable anxiety because, for aught he knew, he might already be arrested.

So Dorise, much perplexed, but resolving not to say to her mother that she had telephoned to the Palmiers, rejoined the Count in the hotel lounge, where they waited a further ten minutes. Then they entered the car and drove along to Nice.

There are few merrier gatherings in all Europe than the bal blanc. The Municipal Casino, at all times the center of revelry, of mild gambling, smart dresses and gay suppers, is on that night an amazing spectacle of black and white. The carnival colours — the two shades of colour chosen yearly by the International Fetes Committee — are abandoned, and only white is worn.

When the trio entered the fun was already in full swing. The gay crowd disguised by their masks and fancy costumes were revelling as happily as school children. A party of girls dressed as clowns were playing leap-frog. Another party were dancing in a great and ever-widening ring. Girls armed with jesters bladders were being carried high on the shoulders of their male acquaintances, and striking all and sundry as they passed, staid, elderly folk were performing grotesque antics for persons of their age. The very air of the Riviera seems to be exhilarating to both old and young, and the constant church-goers at home quickly become infected by the spirit of gaiety, and conduct themselves on the Continental Sabbath in a manner which would horribly disgust their particular vicar.

Hugh must have been detained by something very unexpected, mother, Dorise said. He never disappoints us.

Oh, yes, he does. One night we were going to the Embassy Club — dont you recollect it — and he never turned up.

Oh, well, mother. It was really excusable. His cousin arrived from New York quite unexpectedly upon some family business. He phoned to you and explained, said the girl.

Well, what about that night when I asked him to dinner at the Ritz to meet the Courtenays and he rang up to say he was not well? Yet I saw him hale and hearty next day at a matinee at the Comedy.

He may have been indisposed, mother, Dorise said. Really I think you judge him just a little too harshly.

I dont. I take people as I find them. Your father always said that, and he was no fool, my dear. He made a fortune by his cleverness, and we now enjoy it. Never associate with unsuccessful persons. Its fatal!

Thats just what old Sir Dudley Ash, the steel millionaire, told me the other day when we were over at Cannes, mother. Never associate with the unlucky. Bad luck, he says, is a contagious malady.

And I believe it — I firmly believe it, declared Lady Ranscomb. Your poor father pointed it out to me long ago, and I find that what he said is too true.

But we cant all be lucky, mother, said the girl, watching the revelry before her blankly as she reflected upon the mystery of Hughs absence.

No. But we can, nevertheless, be rich, if we look always to the main chance and make the best of our opportunities, her mother said meaningly.

At that moment the Count dAutun approached them. He was dressed as a pierrot, but being masked was only recognizable by the fine ruby ring upon his finger.

Will mademoiselle do me the honour? he said in French, bowing elegantly. They are dancing in the theatre. Will you come, Mademoiselle Dorise?

Delighted, she said, with an inward sigh, for the dressed-up Parisian always bored her. She rose quickly, and promising her mother to be back soon, she linked her arm to that of the notorious gambler and passed through the great palm-court into the theatre.

Then, a few moments later, she found herself carried around amid the mad crowd of revellers, who laughed merrily as the coloured serpentines thrown from the boxes fell upon them.

To lift ones loup was a breach of etiquette. Everyone was closely masked. British members of Parliament, French senators, Italian members of the Camera, Spanish grandees and Russian princes, all with their womenfolk, hob-nobbed with cocottes, escrocs, and the most notorious adventurers and adventuresses in all Europe. Truly, it was a never-to-be-forgotten scene of cosmopolitan fun.

The Count, who was a bad dancer, collided with a slim, well-dressed French girl, but did not apologize.

Oh! la la! cried the girl to her partner, a stout figure in Mephistophelian garb. An exquisitely polite gentleman that, mon cher Alphonse! I believe he must really be the Pork King from Chicago — eh?

The Count heard it, and was furious. Dorise, however, said nothing. She was thinking of Hughs strange disappearance, and how he had broken his word to her.

Meanwhile, Lady Ranscomb, secretly very glad that Hugh had been prevented from accompanying them, and centring all her hopes upon her daughters marriage with George Sherrard, sat chattering with a Mrs. Down, the fat wife of a war-profiteer, whose acquaintance she had made in Paris six months before.

Dorise made pretense of enjoying the dance though eager to get back again to Monte Carlo in order to learn the reason of her lovers absence. She was devoted to Hugh. He was all in all to her.

She danced with several partners, having first made a rendezvous with her mother at midnight at a certain spot under one of the great palms in the promenade. At masked balls the chaperon is useless, and everyone, being masked, looks so much alike that mistakes are easy.

About half-past one oclock a big motor-car drew up in the Place before the Casino, and a tall man in a white fancy dress of a cavalier, with wide-brimmed hat and staggering plume, stepped from it and, presenting his ticket, passed at once into the crowded ball-room. For a full ten minutes he stood watching the crowd of revellers intently, eyeing each of them keenly, though the expression on his countenance was hidden by the strip of black velvet.

His eyes, shining through the slits in the mask, were, however, dark and brilliant. In them could be seen alertness and eagerness, for it was apparent that he had come there hot-foot in search of someone. In any case he had a difficult task, for in the whirling, laughing, chattering crowd each person resembled the other save for their feet and their stature.

It was the feet of the dancers that the tall masked man was watching. He stood in the crowd near the doorway with his hand upon his sword-hilt, a striking figure remarked by many. His large eyes were fixed upon the shoes of the dancers, until, of a sudden, he seemed to discover that for which he was in search, and made his way quickly after a pair who, having finished a dance, were walking in the direction of the great hall.

The stranger never took his eyes off the pair. The man was slightly taller than the woman, and the latter wore upon her white kid shoes a pair of old paste buckles. It was for those buckles that he had been searching.

Yes, he muttered in English beneath his breath. Thats she — without a doubt!

He drew back to near where the pair had halted and were laughing together. The girl with the glittering buckles upon her shoes was Dorise Ranscomb. The man with her was the Count dAutun.

The white cavalier pretended to take no interest in them, but was, nevertheless, watching intently. At last he saw the girls partner bow, and leaving her, he crossed to greet a stout Frenchwoman in a plain domino. In a moment the cavalier was at the girls side.

Please do not betray surprise, Miss Ranscomb, he said in a low, refined voice. We may be watched. But I have a message for you.

For me? she asked, peering through her mask at the man in the plumed hat.

Yes. But I cannot speak to you here. It is too public. Besides, your mother yonder may notice us.

Who are you? asked the girl, naturally curious.

Do not let us talk here. See, right over yonder in the corner behind where they are dancing in a ring — under the balcony. Let us meet there at once. Au revoir.

And he left her.

Three minutes later they met again out of sight of Lady Ranscomb, who was still sitting at one of the little wicker tables talking to three other women.

Tell me, who are you? Dorise inquired.

The white cavalier laughed.

Im Mr. X, was his reply.

Mr. X? Whos that?

Myself. But my name matters nothing, Miss Ranscomb, he said. I have come here to give you a confidential message.

Why confidential — and from whom? she asked, standing against the wall and surveying the mysterious masker.

From a gentleman friend of yours — Mr. Henfrey.

From Hugh? she gasped. Do you know him?

Yes.

I expected him to come with us to-night, but he has vanished from his hotel.

I know. That is why I am here, was the reply.

There was a note in the strangers voice which struck her as somehow familiar, but she failed to recognize the individual. She was as quick at remembering voices as she was at recollecting faces. Who could he be, she wondered?

You said you had a message for me, she remarked.

Yes, he replied. I am here to tell you that a serious contretemps has occurred, and that Mr. Henfrey has escaped from France.

Escaped! she echoed. Why?

Because the police suspect him of a crime.

Crime! What crime? Surely he is innocent? she cried.

He certainly is. His friends know that. Therefore, Miss Ranscomb, I beg of you to betray no undue anxiety even if you do not hear from him for many weeks.

But will he write to me? she asked in despair. Surely he will not keep me in suspense?

He will not if he can avoid it. But as soon as the French police realize that he has got away a watch will be kept upon his correspondence. Then, lowering his voice, he urged her to move away, as he thought that an idling masker was trying to overhear their conversation.

You see, he went on a few moments later, it might be dangerous if he were to write to you.

Dorise was thinking of what her mother would say when the truth reached her ears. Hugh was a fugitive!

Of what crime is he suspected? asked the girl.

I — well, I dont exactly know, was the strangers faltering response. I was told by a friend of his that it was a serious one, and that he might find it extremely difficult to prove himself innocent. The circumstantial evidence against him is very strong.

Do you know where he is now?

Not in the least. All I know is that he is safely across the frontier into Italy, was the reply of the tall white cavalier.

I wish I could see your face, declared Dorise frankly.

And I might express a similar desire, Miss Ranscomb. But for the present it is best as it is. I have sought you here to tell you the truth in secret, and to urge you to remain calm and patient.

Is that a message from Hugh?

No — not exactly. It is a message from one who is his friend.

You are very mysterious, she declared. If you do not know where he is at the moment, perhaps you know where we can find him later.

Yes. He is making his way to Brussels. A letter addressed to Mr. Godfrey Brown, Poste Restante, Brussels, will eventually find him. Recollect the name, he added. Disguise your handwriting on the envelope, and when you post it see that you are not observed. Recollect that his safety lies in your hands.

Trust me, she said. But do let me know your name, she implored.

Any old name is good enough for me, he replied. Call me Mr. X.

Dont mystify me further, please.

Well, call me Smith, Jones, Robinson — whatever you like.

Then you refuse to satisfy my curiosity — eh?

I regret that I am compelled to do so — for certain reasons.

Are you a detective? Dorise suddenly inquired.

The stranger laughed.

If I were a police officer I should scarcely act as an intermediary between Mr. Henfrey and yourself, Miss Ranscomb.

But you say he is innocent. Are you certain of that? May I set my mind at rest that he never committed this crime of which the police suspect him? she asked eagerly.

Yes. I repeat that he is entirely innocent, was the earnest response. But I would advise you to affect ignorance. The police may question you. If they do, you know nothing, remember — absolutely nothing. If you write to Mr. Henfrey, take every precaution that nobody sees you post the letter. Give him a secret address in London, or anywhere in England, so that he can write to you there.

But how long will it be before I can see him again?

Ah! That I cannot tell. There is a mystery underlying it all that even I cannot fathom, Miss Ranscomb.

What kind of mystery?

The white cavalier shrugged his shoulders.

You must ask Mr. Henfrey. Or perhaps his friend Brock knows. Yet if he does, I do not suppose he would disclose anything his friend may have told him in confidence.

I am bewildered! the girl declared. It is all so very mysterious — Hugh a fugitive from justice! I — I really cannot believe it! What can the mystery be?

Of that I have no means of ascertaining, Miss Ranscomb. I am here merely to tell you what has happened and to give you in secret the name and address to which to send a letter to him, the masked man said very politely. And now I think we must part. Perhaps if ever we meet again — which is scarcely probable — you will recognize my voice. And always recollect that should you or Mr. Henfrey ever receive a message from Silverado it will be from myself. And he spelt the name.

Silverado. Yes, I shall not forget you, my mysterious friend.

Au revoir! he said as, bowing gracefully, he turned and left her.

The sun was rising from the sea when Dorise entered her bedroom at the hotel. Her maid had retired, so she undressed herself, and putting on a dressing-gown, she pulled up the blinds and sat down to write a letter to Hugh.

She could not sleep before she had sent him a reassuring message.

In the frenzy of her despair she wrote one letter and addressed it, but having done so she changed her mind. It was not sufficiently reassuring, she decided. It contained an element of doubt. Therefore she tore it up and wrote a second one which she locked safely in her jewel case, and then pulled the blinds and retired.

It was nearly noon next day before she left her room, yet almost as soon as she had descended in the lift the head femme de chambre, a stout Frenchwoman in a frilled cap, entered the room, and walking straight to the waste-paper basket gathered up the contents into her apron and went back along the corridor with an expression of satisfaction upon her full round face.


NINTH CHAPTER

CONCERNS THE SPARROW
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WITH THE ROSY dawn rising behind them the big dusty car tore along over the white road which led through Pegli and Cornigliano, with their wealth of olives and palms, into the industrial suburbs of old-world Genoa. Then, passing around by the port, the driver turned the car up past Palazzo Doria and along that street of fifteenth-century palaces, the Via Garibaldi, into the little piazza in front of the Annunziata Church.

There he pulled up after a run of two hours from the last of the many railway crossings, most of which they had found closed.

When Hugh got out, the mysterious man, whose face was more forbidding in the light of day, exclaimed:

Here I must leave you very shortly, signore. But first I have certain instructions to give you, namely, that you remain for the present in a house in the Via della Maddalena to which I shall take you. The man and the woman there you can trust. It will be as well not to walk about in the daytime. Remain here for a fortnight, and then by the best means, without, of course, re-entering France, you must get to Brussels. There you will receive letters at the Poste Restante in the name of Godfrey Brown. That, indeed, is the name you will use here.

Well, all this is very strange! remarked Hugh, utterly bewildered as he glanced at the forbidding-looking chauffeur and the dust-covered car.

I agree, signore, the man laughed. But get in again and I will drive to the Via della Maddalena.

Five minutes later the car pulled up at the end of a narrow stuffy ancient street of high houses with closed wooden shutters. From house to house across the road household linen was flying in the wind, for the neighbourhood was certainly a poverty-stricken one.

The place did not appeal to Hugh in the least. He, however, recollected that he was about to hide from the police. Italians are early risers, and though it was only just after dawn, Genoa was already agog with life and movement.

Leaving the car, the mysterious chauffeur conduced the young Englishman along the street, where women were calling to each other from the windows of their apartments and exchanging salutations, until they came to an entrance over which there was an old blue majolica Madonna. The house had no outer door, but at the end of the passage was a flight of stone steps leading up to the five storeys above.

At the third flight Hughs conductor paused, and finding a piece of cord protruding from a hole in a door, pulled it. A slight tinkle was heard within, and a few moments later the sound of wooden shoes was heard upon the tiles inside.

The door opened, revealing an ugly old woman whose face was sallow and wrinkled, and who wore a red kerchief tied over her white hair.

As soon as she saw the chauffeur she welcomed him, addressing him as Paolo, and invited them in.

This is the English signore, explained the man. He has come to stay with you.

The signore is welcome, replied the old woman as she clattered into the narrow, cheaply furnished little sitting-room, which was in half darkness owing to the persiennes being closed.

Truly, it was an uninviting place, which smelt of garlic and of the paraffin oil with which the tiled floors had been rubbed.

You will require another certificate of identity, signore, said the man, who admitted that he had been engaged in smuggling contraband across the Alps. And delving into his pocket he produced an American passport. It was blank, though the embossed stamp of the United States Government was upon it. The places were ready for the photograph and signature. With it the man handed him a large metal disc, saying:

When you have your picture taken and affixed to it, all you have to do is to damp the paper slightly and impress this stamp. It will then defy detection.

Where on earth did you get this from? asked Hugh, noticing that it was a replica of the United States consular seal.

The man smiled, replying:

They make passports of all countries in Spain. You pay for them, and you can get them by the dozen. The embossing stamps are extra. There is a big trade in them now owing to the passport restrictions. Besides, in every country there are passport officers who are amenable to a little baksheesh! And he grinned.

What he said was true. At no period has it ever been more easy for a criminal to escape than it is to-day, providing, of course, that he is a cosmopolitan and has money.

Hugh took the passport and the disc, adding:

How am I to repay you for all this?

I want no payment, signore. All I ask you is to conform to the suggestions of the worthy Signore Ravecca and his good wife here. You are not the first guest they have had for whom the police searched in vain.

No, laughed the old woman. Do you recollect the syndic of Porticello, how we had him here for nearly three years, and then he got safely away to Argentina and took the money, three million lire, with him?

Yes, was the mans reply. I recollect it, signora. But the Signore Inglese must be very careful — very careful. He must never go out in the daytime. You can buy him English papers and books of Luccoli, in the Via Bosco. They will serve to while away the time.

I shall, no doubt, pass the time very pleasantly, laughed Hugh, speaking in French.

Then the old crone left them and returned with two cups of excellent cafe nero, that coffee which, roasted at home one can get only in Italy.

It was indeed refreshing after that long night drive.

Hugh stood there without luggage, and with only about thirty pounds in his pocket.

Suddenly the man who had driven him looked him curiously in the face, and said:

Ah! I know you are wondering what your lady friend in Monte Carlo will think. Well, I can tell you this. She already knows that you have escaped, and she had been told to write to you in secret at the Poste Restante at Brussels.

Hugh started.

Who has told her? Surely she knows nothing of the affair at the Villa Amette?

She will not be told that. But she has been told that you are going to Brussels, and that in future your name is Monsieur Godfrey Brown.

But why have all these elaborate arrangements been made for my security? Hugh demanded, more than ever nonplussed.

It is useless to take one precaution unless the whole are taken, laughed the sphinx-like fellow whose cheerful banter had so successfully passed them through the customs barrier.

Then, swallowing his coffee, he wished Hugh, buon viaggio and was about to depart, when Hugh said:

Look here. Is it quite impossible for you to give me any inkling concerning this astounding affair? I know that some unknown friend, or friends, are looking after my welfare. But why? To whom am I indebted for all this? Who has warned Miss Ranscomb and told her of my alias and my journey to Brussels?

A friend of hers and of yourself, was the chauffeurs reply. No, please do not question me, signore, he added. I have done my best for you. And now my journey is at an end, while yours is only beginning. Pardon me — but you have money with you, I suppose? If you have not, these good people here will trust you.

But what is this house?

The man laughed. Then he said:

Well, really it is a bolt-hole used by those who wish to evade our very astute police. If one conforms to the rules of Signora Ravecca and her husband, then one is quite safe and most comfortable.

Hugh realized that he was in a hiding-place used by thieves. A little later he knew that the ugly old womans husband paid toll to a certain delegato of police, hence their house was never searched. While the criminal was in those shabby rooms he was immune from arrest. The place was, indeed, one of many hundreds scattered over Europe, asylums known to the international thief as places ever open so long as they can pay for their board and lodging and their contribution towards the police bribes.

A few moments later the ugly, uncouth man who had brought him from Monte Carlo lit a cigarette, and wishing the old woman a merry addio left and descended the stairs.

The signora then showed Hugh to his room, a small, dispiriting and not overclean little chamber which looked out upon the backs of the adjoining houses, all of which were high and inartistic. Above, however, was a narrow strip of brilliantly blue sunlit sky.

A quarter of an hour later he made the acquaintance of the womans husband, a brown-faced, sinister-looking individual whose black bushy eyebrows met, and who greeted the young Englishman familiarly in atrocious French, offering him a glass of red wine from a big rush-covered flask.

We only had word of your coming late last night, the man said. You had already started from Monte Carlo, and we wondered if you would get past the frontier all right.

Yes, replied Hugh, sipping the wine out of courtesy. We got out of France quite safely. But tell me, who made all these arrangements for me?

Why, Il Passero, of course, replied the man, whose wife addressed him affectionately as Beppo.

Who is Il Passero, pray?

Well, you know him surely. Il Passero, or The Sparrow. We call him so because he is always flitting about Europe, and always elusive.

The police want him, I suppose.

I should rather think they do. They have been searching for him for these past five years, but he always dodges them, first in France, then here, then in Spain, and then in England.

But what is this mysterious and unknown friend of mine?

Il Passero is the chief of the most daring of all the gangs of international thieves. We all work at his direction.

But how did he know of my danger? asked Hugh, mystified and dismayed.

Il Passero knows many strange things, he replied with a grin. It is his business to know them. And besides, he has some friends in the police — persons who never suspect him.

What nationality is he?

The man Beppo shrugged his shoulders.

He is not Italian, he replied. Yet he speaks the lingua Toscano perfectly and French and English and Tedesco. He might be Belgian or German, or even English. Nobody knows his true nationality.

And the man who brought me here?

Ah! that was Paolo, Il Passeros chauffeur — a merry fellow — eh?

Remarkable, laughed Hugh. But I cannot see why The Sparrow has taken such a paternal interest in me, he added.

He no doubt has, for he has, apparently, arranged for your safe return to England.

You know him, of course. What manner of man is he?

A signore — a great signore, replied Beppo. He is rich, and is often on the Riviera in winter. Hes probably there now. Nobody suspects him. He is often in England, too. I believe he has a house in London. During the war he worked for the French Secret Service under the name of Monsieur Franqueville, and the French Government never suspected that they actually had in their employ the famous Passero for whom the Surete were looking everywhere.

You have no idea where he lives in London?

I was once told that he had a big house somewhere in what you call the West End — somewhere near Piccadilly. I have, however, only seen him once. About eighteen months ago he was hard pressed by the police and took refuge here for two nights, till Paolo called for him in his fine car and he passed out of Italy as a Swiss hotel-proprietor.

Then he is head of a gang — is he?

Yes, was the mans reply. He is marvellous, and has indeed well earned his sobriquet Il Passero.

A sudden thought flitted through Hughs mind.

I suppose he is a friend of Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo?

Ah, signore, I do not know. Il Passero had many friends. He is rich, prosperous, well-dressed, and has influential friends in France, in Italy and in England who never suspect him to be the notorious king of the thieves.

Now, tell me, urged young Henfrey. What do you know concerning Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo?

The Italian looked at him strangely.

Nothing, he replied, still speaking bad French.

You are not speaking the truth.

Why should I tell it to you? I do not know you! was the quick retort.

But you are harbouring me.

At the orders of Il Passero.

You surely can tell me what you know of Mademoiselle, Hugh persisted after a brief pause. We are mutually her friends. The attempt to kill her is outrageous, and I, for one, intend to do all I can to trace and punish the culprit.

They say that you shot her.

Well — you know that I did not, Henfrey said. Have you yourself ever met Mademoiselle?

I have seen her. She was living for a time at Santa Margherita last year. I had a friend of hers living here with me and I went to her with a message. She is a very charming lady.

And a friend of Il Passero?

The Italian shrugged his shoulders with a gesture of ignorance.

Hugh Henfrey had certainly learned much that was curious. He had never before heard of the interesting cosmopolitan thief known as The Sparrow, but it seemed evident that the person in question had suddenly become interested in him for some obscure and quite unaccountable reason.

As day followed day in that humble place of concealment, Beppo told him many things concerning the famous criminal Il Passero, describing his exploits in terms of admiration. Hugh learnt that it was The Sparrow who had planned the great jewel robbery at Binets, in the Rue de la Paix, when some famous diamonds belonging to the Shah of Persia, which had been sent to Paris to be reset, were stolen. It was The Sparrow, too, who had planned the burglary at the art gallery of Evans and Davies in Bond Street and stolen Raphaels famous Madonna.

During the daytime Hugh, anxious to get away to Brussels, but compelled to obey the order of the mysterious Passero, spent the time in smoking and reading books and newspapers with which Beppos wife provided him, while at night he would take long walks through the silent city, with its gloomy old palaces, the courtyards of which echoed to his footsteps. At such times he was alone with his thoughts and would walk around the port and out upon the hills which surrounded the bay, and then sit down and gaze out to the twinkling lights across the sea and watch the long beams of the great lighthouse searching in the darkness.

His host and hostess were undoubtedly criminals. Indeed, they did not hide the fact. Both were paid by The Sparrow to conceal and provide for anyone whom he sent there.

He had been there four weary, anxious days when one evening a pretty, well-dressed young French girl called, and after a short chat with Beppos wife became installed there as his fellow-guest. He did not know her name and she did not tell him.

She was known to them as Lisette, and Hugh found her a most vivacious and interesting companion. Truly, he had been thrown into very queer company, and he often wondered what his friends would say if they knew that he was guest in a hiding-place of thieves.


TENTH CHAPTER

A LESSON IN ARGOT
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LATE ONE EVENING the dainty girl thief, Lisette, went out for a stroll with Hugh, but in the Via Roma they met an agent of police.

Look! whispered the girl in French, theres a pince sans rire! Be careful!

She constantly used the argot of French thieves, which was often difficult for the young Englishman to understand. And the dark-haired girl would laugh, apologize, and explain the meaning of her strange expressions.

Outside the city they were soon upon the high road which wound up the deep green valley of the Bisagno away into the mountains, ever ascending to the little hill-town of Molassana. The scene was delightful in the moonlight as they climbed the steep hill and then descended again into the valley, Lisette all the time gossiping on in a manner which interested and amused him.

Her arrival had put an end to his boredom, and, though he was longing to get away from his surroundings, she certainly cheered him up.

They had walked for nearly an hour, when, declaring she felt tired, they sat upon a rock to rest and eat the sandwiches with which they had provided themselves.

Two carabineers in cloaks and cocked hats who met them on the road put them down as lovers keeping a clandestine tryst. They never dreamed that for both of them the police were in search.

Now tell me something concerning yourself, mademoiselle, Hugh urged presently.

Myself! Oh! la la! she laughed. What is there to tell? I am just of la haute pegre — a truqueuse. Ah! you will not know the expression. Well — I am a thief in high society. I give indications where we can make a coup, and afterwards bruler le pegriot — efface the trace of the affair.

And why are you here?

Malheureusement! I was in Orleans and a friquet nearly captured me. So Il Passero sent me here for a while.

You help Il Passero — eh?

Yes. Very often. Ah! msieur, he is a most wonderful man — English, I think. Girofle (genteel and amiable), like yourself.

No, no, mademoiselle, Hugh protested, laughing.

But I mean it. Il Passero is a real gentleman — but — maquiller son truc, and he is marvellous. When he exercises his wonderful talent and forms a plan it is always flawless.

Everyone seems to hold him in high esteem. I have never met him, Hugh remarked.

He was in Genoa on the day that I arrived. Curious that he did not call and see Beppo. I lunched with him at the Concordia, and he paid me five thousand francs, which he owed me. He has gone to London now with his ecrache-tarte.

What is that, pray?

His false passport. He has always a good supply of them for anyone in need of one. They are printed secretly in Spain. But msieur, she added, you are not of our world. You are in just a little temporary trouble. Over what?

In reply he was perfectly frank with her. He told her of the suspicion against him because of the affair of the Villa Amette.

Ah! she replied, her manner changing, I have heard that Mademoiselle was shot, but I had no idea that you had any connexion with that ugly business.

Yes. Unfortunately I have. Do you happen to know Yvonne Ferad?

Of course. Everyone knows her. She is very charming. Nobody knows the truth.

What truth? inquired Hugh quickly.

Well — that she is a marque de ce.

A marque de ce — what is that? asked Hugh eagerly.

Ah! non, msieur. I must not tell you anything against her. You are her friend.

But I am endeavouring to find out something about her. To me she is a mystery.

No doubt. She is to everybody.

What did you mean by that expression? he demanded. Do tell me. I am very anxious to know your opinion of her, and something about her. I have a very earnest motive in trying to discover who and what she really is.

If I told you I should offend Il Passero, replied the girl simply. It is evident that he wishes you should remain in ignorance.

But surely, you can tell me in confidence? I will divulge nothing.

No, answered the girl, whose face he could not see in the shadow. I am sorry, Msieur Brown — she had not been told his Christian name— but I am not permitted to tell you anything concerning Mademoiselle Yvonne.

She is a very remarkable person — eh? said Henfrey, again defeated.

Remarkable! Oh, yes. She is of the grande monde.

Is that still your argot? he asked.

Oh no. Mademoiselle Yvonne is a lady. Some say she is the daughter of a rich Englishman. Others say she is just a common adventuress.

The latter is true, I suppose?

I think not. She has le clou for the eponge dor.

I do not follow that.

Well, she laughed, she has the attraction for those who hold the golden sponge — the Ministers of State. Our argot is difficult for you, msieur — eh?

I see! Your expressions are a kind of cipher, unintelligible to the ordinary person — eh?

That is so. If I exclaim, par exemple, tarte, it means false; if I say gilet de flanelle, it is lemonade; if I say frise, it means a Jew; or casserole, which is in our own tongue a police officer. So you see it is a little difficult — is it not? To us tire-jus is a handkerchief, and we call the ville de Paris Pantruche.

Hugh sat in wonder. It was certainly a strange experience to be on a moonlight ramble with a girl thief who had, according to her own confession, been born in Paris the daughter of a man who was still one of Il Passeros clever and desperate band.

Yes, msieur, she said a few moments later. They are all dangerous. They do not fear to use the knife or automatic pistol when cornered. For myself, I simply move about Europe and make discoveries as to where little affairs can be negotiated. I tell Il Passero, and he then works out the plans. Dieu! But I had a narrow escape the other day in Orleans!

Do tell me about Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo. I beg of you to tell me something, Mademoiselle Lisette, Hugh urged, turning to the girl of many adventures who was seated at his side upon the big rock overlooking the ravine down which the bright moon was shining.

I would if I were permitted, she replied. Mademoiselle Yvonne is charming. You know her, so I need say nothing, but — —

Well — what?

She is clever — very clever, said the girl. As Il Passero is clever, so is she.

Then she is actively associated with him — eh?

Yes. She is cognizant of all his movements, and of all his plans. While she moves in one sphere — often in a lower sphere, like myself — yet in society she moves in the higher sphere, and she indicates, just as I do.

So she is one of The Sparrows associates? Hugh said.

Yes, was the reply. From what you have told me I gather that Il Passero knew by one of his many secret sources of information that you were in danger of arrest, and sent Paolo to rescue you — which he did.

No doubt that is so. But why should he take all this interest in me? I dont know and have never even met him.

Il Passero is always courteous. He assists the weak against the strong. He is like your English bandit Claude Duval of the old days. He always robs with exquisite courtesy, and impresses the same trait upon all who are in his service. And I may add that all are well paid and all devoted to their great master.

I have heard that he has a house in London, Hugh said. Do you know where it is situated?

Somewhere near Piccadilly. But I do not know exactly where it is. He is always vague regarding his address. His letters he receives in several names at a newspaper shop in Hammersmith and at the Poste Restante at Charing Cross.

What names? asked Hugh, highly interested.

Oh! a number. They are always being changed, the French girl replied.

Where do you write when you want to communicate with him?

Generally to the Poste Restante in the Avenue de lOpera, in Paris. Letters received there are collected for him and forwarded every day.

And so clever is he that nobody suspects him — eh?

Exactly, msieur. His policy is always Rengraciez! and he cares not a single rotin for La Reniffe, she replied, dropping again into the slang of French thieves.

Of course he is on friendly terms with Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo? Hugh remarked. He may have been at Monte Carlo on the night of the tragic affair.

He may have been. He was, no doubt, somewhere on the Riviera, and he sent Paolo in one of the cars to rescue you from the police.

In that case, he at least knows that I am innocent.

Yes. And he probably knows the guilty person. That would account for the interest he takes in you, though you do not know him, said Lisette. I have known Il Passero perform many kindly acts to persons in distress who have never dreamed that they have received money from a notorious international thief.

Well, in my case he has, no doubt, done me signal service, young Henfrey replied. But, he added, why cannot you tell me something more concerning Mademoiselle? What did you mean by saying that she was a marque de ce? I know it is your slang, but wont you explain what it means? You have explained most of your other expressions.

But the girl thief was obdurate. She was certainly a chic and engaging little person, apparently well educated and refined, but she was as sly as her notorious employer, whom she served so faithfully. She was, she had already told Hugh, the daughter of a man who had made jewel thefts his speciality and after many convictions was now serving ten years at the convict prison at Toulon. She had been bred in the Montmartre, and trained and educated to a criminal life. Il Passero had found her, and, after several times successfully indicating where coups could be made, she had been taken into his employment as a decoy, frequently travelling on the international wagon-lits and restaurants, where she succeeded in attracting the attention of men and holding them in conversation with a mild flirtation while other members of the gang investigated the contents of their valises. From one well-known diamond dealer travelling between Paris and Amsterdam, she and the man working with her had stolen a packet containing diamonds of the value of two hundred thousand francs, while from an English business man travelling from Boulogne to Paris, two days later, she had herself taken a wallet containing nearly four thousand pounds in English bank-notes. It was her share of the recent robbery that Il Passero had paid her three days before at the Concordia Restaurant in the Via Garibaldi, in Genoa.

Hugh pressed her many times to tell him something concerning the mysterious Mademoiselle, but he failed to elicit any further information of interest.

Her fortune at the Rooms is wonderful, they say, Lisette said. She must be very rich.

But she is one of Il Passeros assistants — eh?

The girl laughed lightly.

Perhaps, was her enigmatical reply. Who knows? It is, however, evident that Il Passero is seriously concerned at the tragic affair at the Villa Amette.

Have you ever been there?

She hesitated a few moments, then said: Yes, once.

And you know the old Italian servant Cataldi?

She replied in the affirmative. Then she added:

I know him, but I do not like him. She trusts him, but — —

But what?

I would not. I should be afraid, for to my knowledge he is a saigneur a musique.

And what is that?

An assassin.

What? cried Henfrey. Is he guilty of murder — and Mademoiselle knows it?

Mademoiselle may not know about it. She is probably in ignorance, or she would not employ him.

Her remark was of considerable interest, inasmuch as old Cataldi had seemed to be most devoted to his mistress, and entirely trusted by her.

Do you know the circumstances? asked Hugh.

Yes. But it is not our habit to speak of anothers — well, shortcomings, was her reply.

Surely, Mademoiselle should have been told the truth! Does not Il Passero know? he asked.

There flitted across his mind at that moment the recollection of Dorise. What could she think of his disappearance? He longed to write to her, but The Sparrows chauffeur had impressed upon him the serious danger he would be running if he wrote to her while she was at Monte Carlo.

I question whether he does know. But if he does he would say nothing.

Ah! sighed Hugh. Yours is indeed a queer world, mademoiselle. And not without interest.

It is full of adventure and excitement, of ups and downs, of constant travel and change, and of eternal apprehension of arrest, replied the girl, with a laugh.

I wish you would tell me something about Yvonne Ferad, he repeated.

Alas! msieur, I am not permitted, was her obdurate reply. I am truly sorry to hear of the dastardly attack upon her. She once did me a very kind and friendly action at a moment when I was in sore need of a friend.

Who could have fired the shot, do you think? Henfrey asked. You know her friends. Perhaps you know her enemies?

Mademoiselle Lisette was silent for some moments.

Yes, she replied reflectively. She has enemies, I know. But who has not?

Is there any person who, to your knowledge, would have any motive to kill her?

Again she was silent.

There are several people who hate her. One of them might have done it out of revenge. You say you saw nobody?

Nobody.

Why did you go and see her at that hour? asked the girl.

Because I wanted her to tell me something — something of greatest importance to me.

And she refused, of course? She keeps her own secrets.

No. On the other hand, she was about to disclose to me the information I sought when someone fired through the open window.

The shot might have been intended for you — eh?

Hugh paused.

It certainly might, he admitted. But with what motive?

To prevent you from learning the truth.

She was on the point of telling me what I wanted to know.

Exactly. And what more likely than someone outside, realizing that Mademoiselle was about to make a disclosure, fired at you.

But you said that Mademoiselle had enemies.

So she has. But I think my theory is the correct one, replied the girl. What was it that you asked her to reveal to you?

Well, he replied, after a brief hesitation, my father died mysteriously in London some time ago, and I have reason to believe that she knows the truth concerning the sad affair.

Where did it happen?

My father was found in the early morning lying in a doorway in Albemarle Street, close to Piccadilly. The only wound found was a slight scratch in the palm of the hand. The police constable at first thought he was intoxicated, but the doctor, on being called, declared that my father was suffering from poison. He was at once taken to St. Georges Hospital, but an hour later he died without recovering consciousness.

And what was your fathers name? asked Lisette in a strangely altered voice.

Henfrey.

Henfrey! gasped the girl, starting up at mention of the name. Henfrey! And — and are — you — his son?

Yes, replied Hugh. Why? You know about the affair, mademoiselle! Tell me all you know, he cried. I — the son of the dead man — have a right to demand the truth.

Henfrey! repeated the girl hoarsely in a state of intense agitation. Monsieur Henfrey! And — and to think that I am here — with you — his son! Ah! forgive me! she gasped. I — I —— Let us return.

But you shall tell me the truth! cried Hugh excitedly. You know it! You cannot deny that you know it!

All, however, he could get from her were the words:

You — Monsieur Henfreys son! Surely Il Passero does not know this!


ELEVENTH CHAPTER

MORE ABOUT THE SPARROW
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A MONTH OF weary anxiety and nervous tension had gone by.

Yvonne Ferad had slowly struggled back to health, but the injury to the brain had, alas! seriously upset the balance of her mind. Three of the greatest French specialists upon mental diseases had seen her and expressed little hope of her ever regaining her reason.

It was a sad affair which the police of Monaco had, by dint of much bribery and the telling of many untruths, successfully kept out of the newspapers.

The evening after Hughs disappearance, Monsieur Ogier had called upon Dorise Ranscomb — her mother happily being away at the Rooms at the time. In one of the sitting-rooms of the hotel the official of police closely questioned the girl, but she, of course made pretense of complete ignorance. Naturally Ogier was annoyed at being unable to obtain the slightest information, and after being very rude, he told the girl the charge against her lover and then left the hotel in undisguised anger.

Lady Ranscomb was very much mystified at Hughs disappearance, though secretly she was very glad. She questioned Brock, but he, on his part, expressed himself very much puzzled. A week later, however, Walter returned to London, and on the following night Lady Ranscomb and her daughter took the train-de-luxe for Boulogne, and duly arrived home.

As day followed day, Dorise grew more mystified and still more anxious concerning Hugh. What was the truth? She had written to Brussels three times, but her letters had elicited no response. He might be already under arrest, for aught she knew. Besides, she could not rid herself of the recollection of the white cavalier, that mysterious masker who had told her of her lovers escape.

In this state of keen anxiety and overstrung nerves she was compelled to meet almost daily, and be civil to, her mothers friend, the odious George Sherrard.

Lady Ranscomb was for ever singing the mans praises, and never weary of expressing her surprise at Hughs unforgivable behaviour.

He simply disappeared, and nobody has heard a word of him since! she remarked one day as they sat at breakfast. Im quite certain hes done something wrong. Ive never liked him, Dorise.

You dont like him, mother, because he hasnt money, remarked the girl bitterly. If he were rich and entertained you, you would call him a delightful man!

Dorise! What are you saying? Whats the good of life without money? queried the widow of the great contractor.

Everyone cant be rich, the girl averred simply. I think its positively hateful to judge people by their pockets.

Well, has Hugh written to you? snapped her mother.

Dorise replied in the negative, stifling a sigh.

And he isnt likely to. Hes probably hiding somewhere. I wonder what hes done?

Nothing. Im sure of that!

Well, Im not so sure, was her mothers response. I was chatting about it to Mr. Sherrard last night, and hes promised to make inquiry.

Let Mr. Sherrard inquire as much as he likes, cried the girl angrily. Hell find nothing against Hugh, except that hes poor.

Hm! And hes been far too much in your company of late, Dorise. People were beginning to talk at Monte Carlo.

Oh! Let them talk, mother! I dont care a scrap. Im my own mistress!

Yes, but I tell you frankly that Im very glad that weve seen the last of the fellow.

Mother! You are really horrid! cried the girl, rising abruptly and leaving the table. When out of the room she burst into tears.

Poor girl, her heart was indeed full.

Now it happened that early on that same morning Hugh Henfrey stepped from a train which had brought him from Aix-la-Chapelle to the Gare du Nord, in Brussels. He had spent three weeks with the Raveccas, in Genoa, whence he had travelled to Milan and Bale, and on into Belgium by way of Germany.

From Lisette he had failed to elicit any further facts concerning his fathers death, though it was apparent that she knew something about it — something she dared not tell.

On the day following their midnight stroll, he had done all in his power to induce her to reveal something at least of the affair, but, alas! to no avail. Then, two days later, she had suddenly left — at orders of The Sparrow, she said.

Before Hugh left Ravecca had given him eighty pounds in English notes, saying that he acted at Il Passeros orders, for Hugh would no doubt need the money, and it would be most dangerous for him to write to his bankers.

At first Henfrey protested, but, as his funds were nearly exhausted, he had accepted the money.

As he left the station in Brussels on that bright spring morning and crossed the busy Place, he was wondering to what hotel he should go. He had left his scanty luggage in the consigne, intending to go out on foot and search for some cheap and obscure hotel, there being many such in the vicinity of the station. After half an hour he chose a small and apparently clean little place in a narrow street off the Place de Brouckere, and there, later on, he carried his handbag. Then, after a wash, he set out for the Central Post Office in the Place de la Monnaie.

He had not gone far along the busy boulevard when he was startled to hear his name uttered from behind, and, turning, encountered a short, thick-set little man wearing a brown overcoat.

The man, noticing the effect his words had upon him, smiled reassuringly, and said in broken English: It is all right! I am not a police officer, Monsieur Henfrey. Cross the road and walk down that street yonder. I will follow in a few moments.

And then the man walked on, leaving Hugh alone.

Much surprised, Hugh did as he was bid, and a few minutes later the Belgian met him again.

It is very dangerous for us to be seen together, he said quickly, scarcely pausing as he walked. Do not go near the Post Office, but go straight to 14 Rue Beyaert, first floor. I shall be there awaiting you. I have a message for you from a friend. You will find the street close to the Porte de Hal.

And the man continued on his way, leaving Hugh in wonder. He had been on the point of turning from the boulevard into the Place de la Monnaie to obtain Dorises long looked for letter. Indeed, he had been hastening his footsteps full of keen apprehension when the stranger had accosted him.

But in accordance with the mans suggestion, he turned back towards the station, where he entered a taxi and drove across the city to the corner of Rue Beyaert, a highly respectable thoroughfare. He experienced no difficulty in finding the house indicated, and on ascending the stairs, found the stranger awaiting him.

Ah! he cried. Come in! I am glad that I discovered you! I have been awaiting your arrival from Italy for the past fortnight. It is indeed fortunate that I found you in time to warn you not to go to the Poste Restante. He spoke in French, and had shown his visitor into a small but well furnished room.

Why? asked Hugh. Is there danger in that quarter?

Yes, Monsieur Henfrey. The French police have, by some unknown means, discovered that you were coming here, and a strict watch is being kept for anyone calling for letters addressed to Godfrey Brown.

But how could they know? asked Hugh.

Ah! That is the mystery! Perhaps your lady friend has been indiscreet. She was told in strict confidence, and was warned that your safety was in her hands.

Surely, Dorise would be most careful not to betray me! cried the young Englishman.

Well, somebody undoubtedly has.

I presume you are one of Il Passeros friends? Hugh said with a smile.

Yes. Hence I am your friend, was the reply.

Have you heard of late how Mademoiselle Yvonne is progressing?

The man, who told his visitor his name was Jules Vervoort, shook his head.

She is no better. I heard last week that the doctors have said that she will never recover her mental balance.

What! Is she demented?

Yes. The report I had was that she recognized nobody, except at intervals she knows her Italian manservant and calls him by name. I was ordered to tell you this.

Ordered by Il Passero — eh?

The man Vervoort nodded in the affirmative. Then he went on to warn his visitor that the Brussels police were on the eager watch for his arrival. It is fortunate that you were not recognized when you came this morning, he said. I had secret warning and was at the station, but I dared not approach you. You passed under the very nose of two detectives, but luckily for you, their attention had been diverted to a woman who is a well-known pickpocket. I followed you to your hotel and then waited for you to go to the Poste Restante.

But I want my letters, said Hugh.

Naturally, but it is far too dangerous to go near there. You, of course, want news of your lady friend. That you will have by special messenger very soon. Therefore remain patient.

Why are all these precautions being taken to prevent my arrest? Hugh asked. I confess I dont understand it.

Neither do I. But when Il Passero commands we all obey.

You are, I presume, his agent in Brussels?

His friend — not his agent, Vervoort replied with a smile.

Do you know Mademoiselle Lisette? Hugh asked. She was with me in Genoa.

Yes. We have met. A very clever little person. Il Passero thinks very highly of her. She has been educated in the higher schools, and is perhaps one of our cleverest decoys.

Hugh Henfrey paused.

Now look here, Monsieur Vervoort, he exclaimed at last, Im very much in the dark about all this curious business. Lisette knows a lot concerning Mademoiselle Yvonne.

Admitted. She acted once as her maid, I believe, in some big affair. But I dont know much about it.

Well, you know what happened at the Villa Amette that night? Have you any idea of the identity of the person who shot poor Mademoiselle — the lady they call Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo?

Not in the least, was the reply. All I know is that Il Passero has some very keen and personal interest in the affair. He has sent further orders to you. It is imperative, he says, that you should get away from Brussels. The police are too keen here.

Where shall I go?

I suggest that you go at once to Malines. Go to Madame Maupoil, 208 Rue de Stassart, opposite the Military Hospital. It is far too dangerous for you to remain here in Brussels. I have already written that you are coming. Her house is one of the sanctuaries of the friends of Il Passero. Remember the name and address.

The Sparrow seems to be ubiquitous, Hugh remarked.

He is. No really great robbery can be accomplished unless he plans and finances it.

I cannot think why he takes so keen an interest in me.

He often does in persons who are quite ignorant of his existence.

That is my own case. I never heard of him until I was in Genoa, a fugitive, said Hugh. But you told me I shall receive a message from Miss Ranscomb by special messenger. When?

When you are in Malines.

But all this is very strange. Will the mysterious messenger call upon Miss Ranscomb in London?

Of course. Il Passero has several messengers who travel to and fro in secret. Mademoiselle Lisette was once one of them. She has travelled many times the length and breadth of Europe. But nowadays she is an indicator — and a very clever one indeed, he added with a laugh.

I suppose I had better get away to Malines without delay? Hugh remarked.

Yes. Go to your hotel, pay them for your room and get your valise. I shall be waiting for you at noon in a car in the Rue Gretry, close to the Palais dEte. Then we can slip away to Malines. Have you sufficient money? If not, I can give you some. Il Passero has ordered me to do so.

Thanks, replied Hugh. I have enough for the present. My only desire is to be back again in London.

Ah! I am afraid that is not possible for some time to come.

But I shall hear from Miss Ranscomb?

Oh, yes. The messenger will come to you in Malines.

Who is the messenger?

Of that I have no knowledge, was Vervoorts reply. He seemed a very refined man, and was no doubt an extremely clever crook. He said little of himself, but sufficient to cause Hugh to realize that his was one of the master minds of underground Europe.

The young Englishman was naturally eager to further penetrate the veil of mystery surrounding Mademoiselle Yvonne, but he learned little or nothing. Vervoort either knew nothing, or else refused to disclose what he knew. Which, Hugh could not exactly decide.

Therefore, in accordance with the Belgians instructions, he left the house and at noon carried his valise to the Rue Gretry, where he found his friend awaiting him in a closed car, which quickly moved off out of the city by the Laeken road. Travelling by way of Vilvorde they were within an hour in old-world Malines, famous for its magnificent cathedral and its musical carillon. Crossing the Louvain Canal and entering by the Porte de Bruxelles, they were soon in an inartistic cobbled street under the shadow of St. Rombold, and a few minutes later Hugh was introduced to a short, stout Belgian woman, Madame Maupoil. The place was meagrely furnished, but scrupulously clean. The floor of the room to which Hugh was shown shone with beeswax, and the walls were whitewashed.

I hope monsieur will make himself quite comfortable, madame said, a broad smile of welcome upon her round face.

You will be comfortable enough under madames care, Vervoort assured him. She has had some well-known guests before now.

True, monsieur. More than one of them have been world-famous and — well — believed to be perfectly honest and upright.

Yes, laughed Vervoort. Do you remember the English ex-member of Parliament?

Ah! He was with me nearly four months when supposed to be in South America. There was a warrant out for him on account of some great financial frauds — all of which was, of course, hushed up. But he stayed here in strict concealment and his friends managed to get the warrant withdrawn. He was known to Il Passero, and the latter aided him — in return for certain facilities regarding the English police.

What do you think of the English police, madame? Hugh asked. The fat woman grinned expressively and shrugged her broad shoulders.

Since the war they have been effete as regards serious crime. At least, that is what Il Passero told me when he was here a month ago.

Someone is coming here to meet Monsieur Henfrey, Vervoort said. Who is it?

I dont know. I only received word of it the day before yesterday. A messenger from London, I believe.

Well, each day I become more and more mystified, Hugh declared. Why Il Passero, whom I do not know, should take all this interest in me, I cannot imagine.

Il Passero very often assists those against whom a false charge is laid, the woman remarked. There is no better friend when one is in trouble, for so clever and ubiquitous is he, and so many friends in high quarters does he possess, that he can usually work his will. His is the master-mind, and we obey without question.


TWELFTH CHAPTER

THE STRANGER IN BOND STREET
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AS DORISE WALKED up Bond Street, smartly dressed, next afternoon, on her way to her dressmakers, she was followed by a well-dressed young girl in black, dark-eyed, with well-cut, refined features, and apparently a lady.

From Piccadilly the stranger had followed Dorise unseen, until at the corner of Maddox Street she overtook her, and smiling, uttered her name.

Yes, responded Doris in surprise. But I regret — you have the advantage of me?

Probably, replied the stranger. Do you recollect the bal blanc at Nice and a certain white cavalier? I have a message from him to give you in secret.

Why in secret? Dorise asked rather defiantly.

Well — for certain reasons which I think you can guess, answered the girl in black, as she strolled at Dorises side.

Why did not you call on me at home?

Because of your mother. She would probably have been a little inquisitive. Let us go into some place — a tea-room — where we can talk, she suggested. I have come to see you concerning Mr. Henfrey.

Where is he? asked Dorise, in an instant anxious.

Quite safe. He arrived in Malines yesterday — and is with friends.

Has he had my letters?

Unfortunately, no. But do not let us talk here. Lets go in yonder, and she indicated the Laurel Tea Rooms, which, the hour being early, they found, to their satisfaction, practically deserted.

At a table in the far corner they resumed their conversation.

Why has he not received my letters? asked Dorise. It is nearly a month ago since I first wrote.

By some mysterious means the police got to know of your friends intended visit to Brussels to obtain his letters. Therefore, it was too dangerous for him to go to the Poste Restante, or even to send anyone there. The Brussels police were watching constantly. How they have gained their knowledge is a complete mystery.

Who sent you to me?

A friend of Mr. Henfrey. My instructions are to see you, and to convey any message you may wish to send to Mr. Henfrey to him direct in Malines.

Im sure its awfully good of you, Dorise replied. Does he know you are here?

Yes. But I have not met him. I am simply a messenger. In fact, I travel far and wide for those who employ me.

And who are they?

I regret, but they must remain nameless, said the girl, with a smile.

Dorise was puzzled as to how the French police could have gained any knowledge of Hughs intentions. Then suddenly, she became horrified as a forgotten fact flashed across her mind. She recollected how, early in the grey morning, after her return from the ball at Nice, she had written and addressed a letter to Hugh. On reflection, she had realized that it was not sufficiently reassuring, so she had torn it up and thrown it into the waste-paper basket instead of burning it.

She had, she remembered, addressed the envelope to Mr. Godfrey Brown, at the Poste Restante in Brussels.

Was it possible that the torn fragments had fallen into the hands of the police? She knew that they had been watching her closely. Her surmise was, as a matter of fact, the correct one. Ogier had employed the head chambermaid to give him the contents of Dorises waste-paper basket from time to time, hence the knowledge he had gained.

Are you actually going to Malines? asked Dorise of the girl.

Yes. As your messenger, the other replied with a smile. I am leaving to-night. If you care to write him a letter, I will deliver it.

Will you come with me over to the Empress Club, and I will write the letter there? Dorise suggested, still entirely mystified.

To this the stranger agreed, and they left the tea-shop and walked together to the well-known ladies club, where, while the mysterious messenger sipped tea, Dorise sat down and wrote a long and affectionate letter to her lover, urging him to exercise the greatest caution and to get back to London as soon as he could.

When she had finished it, she placed it in an envelope.

I would not address it, remarked the other girl. It will be safer blank, for I shall give it into his hand.

And ten minute later the mysterious girl departed, leaving Dorise to reflect over the curious encounter.

So Hugh was in Malines. She went to the telephone, rang up Walter Brock, and told him the reassuring news.

In Malines? he cried over the wire. I wonder if I dare go there to see him? What a dead-alive hole!

Not until then did Dorise recollect that the girl had not given her Hughs address. She had, perhaps, purposely withheld it.

This fact she told Hughs friend, who replied over the wire:

Well, it is highly satisfactory news, in any case. We can only wait, Miss Ranscomb. But this must relieve your mind, I feel sure.

Yes, it does, admitted Dorise, and a few moments later she rang off.

That evening Il Passeros chic messenger crossed from Dover to Ostend, and next morning she called at Madame Maupoils, in Malines, where she delivered Dorises note into Hughs own hand. She was an expert and hardened traveller.

Hugh eagerly devoured its contents, for it was the first communication he had had from her since that fateful night at Monte Carlo. Then, having thanked the girl again, and again, the latter said:

If you wish to write back to Miss Ranscomb do so. I will address the envelope, and as I am going to Cologne to-night I will post it on my arrival.

Hugh thanked her cordially, and while she sat chatting with Madame Maupoil, sipping her cafe au lait, he sat down and wrote a long letter to the girl he loved so deeply — a letter which reached its destination four days later.

One morning about ten days afterwards, when the sun shone brightly upon the fresh green of the Surrey hills, Mrs. Bond was sitting before a fire in the pretty morning room at Shapley Manor, a room filled with antique furniture and old blue china, reading an illustrated paper. At the long, leaded window stood a tall, fair-faced girl in a smart navy-suit. She was decidedly pretty, with large, soft grey eyes, dimpled cheeks, and a small, well-formed mouth. She gazed abstractedly out of the window over the beautiful panorama to where Hindhead rose abruptly in the blue distance. The view from the moss-grown terrace at Shapley, high upon the Hogs back, was surely one of the finest within a couple of hundred miles of London.

Since Mrs. Bonds arrival there she had had many callers among the nouveau riche, those persons who, having made money at the expense of our gallant British soldiers, have now ousted half the county families from their solid and responsible homes. Mrs. Bond, being wealthy, had displayed her riches ostentatiously. She had subscribed lavishly to charities both in Guildford and in Farnham, and hence, among her callers there had been at least three magistrates and their flat-footed wives, as well as a plethoric alderman, and half a dozen insignificant persons possessing minor titles.

The display of wealth had always been one of Molly Maxwells games. It always paid. She knew that to succeed one must spend, and now, with her recently acquired fortune, she spent to a very considerable tune.

I do wish youd go in the car to Guildford and exchange those library books, Louise, exclaimed the handsome woman, suddenly looking up from her paper. Weve got those horrid Brailsfords coming to lunch. I was bound to ask them back.

Cant you come, too? asked the girl.

No. I expect Mr. Benton this morning.

I didnt know he was back from Paris. Im so glad hes coming, replied the girl. Hell stay all the afternoon, of course?

I hope so. Go at once and get back as soon as you can, dear. Choose me some nice new books, wont you?

Louise Lambert, Bentons adopted daughter, turned from the leaded window. In the strong morning light she looked extremely charming, but upon her countenance there was a deep, thoughtful expression, as though she were entirely preoccupied.

Ive been thinking of Hugh Henfrey, the woman remarked suddenly. I wonder why he never writes to you? she added, watching the girls face.

Louises cheeks reddened slightly, as she replied with affected carelessness:

If he doesnt care to write, I shall trouble no longer.

Hes still abroad, is he not? The last I heard of him was that he was at Monte Carlo with that Ranscomb girl.

Mention of Dorise Ranscomb caused the girls cheeks to colour more deeply.

Yes, she said, I heard that also.

You dont seem to care very much, Louise, remarked the woman. And yet, hes such an awfully nice young fellow.

Youve said that dozens of times before, was Louises abrupt reply.

And I mean it. You could do a lot worse than to marry him, remember, though he is a bit hard-up nowadays. But things with him will right themselves before long.

Why do you suggest that? asked the girl resentfully.

Well — because, my dear, I know that you are very fond of him, the woman laughed. Now, you cant deny it — can you?

The girl, who had travelled so widely ever since she had left school, drew a deep breath and, turning her head, gazed blankly out of the window again.

What Mrs. Bond had said was her secret. She was very fond of Hugh. They had not met very often, but he had attracted her — a fact of which both Benton and his female accomplice were well aware.

You dont reply, laughed the woman for whom the Paris Surete was searching everywhere; but your face betrays the truth, my dear. Dont worry, she added in a tone of sympathy. No doubt hell write as soon as he is back in England. Personally, I dont believe he really cares a rap for the Ranscomb girl. Its only a matter of money — and Dorise has plenty.

I dont wish to hear anything about Mr. Henfreys love affairs! cried the girl petulantly. I tell you that they do not interest me.

Because you are piqued that he does not write, child. Ah, dear, I know! she laughed, as the girl left the room.

A quarter of an hour later Louise was seated in the car, while Mead drove her along the broad highway over the Hogs Back into Guildford. The morning was delightful, the trees wore their spring green, and all along in the fields, as they went over the high ridge, the larks were singing gaily the music of a glad morning of the English spring, and the view spread wide on either side.

Life in Surrey was, she found, much preferable to that on the Continent. True, in the Rue Racine they had entertained a great deal, and she had, during the war, met many very pleasant young English and American officers; but the sudden journey to Switzerland, then on into Italy, and across to New York, had been a whirl of excitement. Mrs. Maxwell had changed her name several times, because she said that she did not want her divorced husband, a neer-do-well, to know of her whereabouts. He was for ever molesting her, she had told Louise, and for that reason she had passed in different names.

The girl was in complete ignorance of the truth. She never dreamed that the source of the womans wealth was highly suspicious, or that the constant travelling was in order to evade the police.

As she was driven along, she sat back reflecting. Truth to tell, she was much in love with Hugh. Benton had first introduced him one night at the Spa in Scarborough, and after that they had met several times on the Esplanade, then again in London, and once in Paris. Yet while she, on her part, became filled with admiration, he was, apparently, quite unconscious of it.

At last she had heard of Hughs infatuation for Dorise Ranscomb, the daughter of the great engineer who had recently died, and indeed she had met her once and been introduced to her.

Of the conditions of old Mr. Henfreys will she was, of course, in ignorance. The girl had no idea of the great plot which had been formed by her foster father and his clever female friend.

The world is a strange one beneath the surface of things. Those who passed the imposing gates of the beautiful old English manor-house never dreamed that it sheltered one of the most notorious female criminals in Europe. And the worshipful magistrates and their wives who visited her would have received a rude shock had they but known. But many modern adventuresses have been able to bamboozle the mighty. Madame Humbert of Paris, in whose imagination were The Humbert Millions, used to entertain Ministers of State, aristocrats, financiers, and others of lower degree, and show them the sealed-up safe in which she declared reposed millions worth of negotiable securities which might not see the light of day until a certain date. The avaricious, even shrewd, bankers advanced loans upon things they had never seen, and the Humberts were the most sought-after family in Paris until the bubble burst and they fled and were afterwards arrested in Spain.

Molly Maxwell was a marvel of ingenuity, of criminal foresight, and of amazing elusiveness. Louise, young and unsuspicious, looked upon her as a mother. Benton she called Uncle, and was always grateful to him for all he did for her. She understood that they were cousins, and that Benton advised Mrs. Maxwell in her disastrous matrimonial affairs.

Yet the life she had led ever since leaving school had been a truly adventurous one. She had been in half the watering places of Europe, and in most of its capitals, leading, with the woman who now called herself Mrs. Bond, a most extravagant life at hotels of the first order.

The car at last ran into the station yard at Guildford, and at the bookstall Louise exchanged her books with the courteous manager.

She was passing through the booking-office back to the car, when a voice behind her called:

Hallo, Louise!

Turning, she found her uncle, Charles Benton, who, wearing a light overcoat and grey velour hat, grasped her hand.

Well, dear, he exclaimed. This is fortunate. Mead is here, I suppose?

Yes, uncle, replied the girl, much gratified at meeting him.

I was about to engage a taxi to take me up to the Manor, but now you can take me there, said the rather handsome man. How is Mrs. Bond? he asked, calling her by her new name.

Quite well. Shes expecting you to lunch. But she has some impossible people there to-day — the Brailsfords, father, mother, and son. He made his money in motor-cars during the war. They live over at Dorking in a house with forty-nine bedrooms, and only fifteen years ago Mrs. Brailsford used to do the housework herself. Now theyre rolling in money, but cant keep servants.

Ah, my dear, its the same everywhere, said Benton as he entered the car after her. Ive just got back from Madrid. It is the same there. The world is changing. Crooks prosper while white men starve. Honesty spells ruin in these days.

They drove over the railway bridge and up the steep hill out of Guildford seated side by side. Benton had been her uncle ever since her childhood days, and a most kind and considerate one he had always proved.

Sometimes when at school she did not see him for periods of a year or more and she had no home to go to for holidays. Her foster-father was abroad. Yet her school fees were paid regularly, her allowance had been ample, and her clothes were always slightly better than those of the other girls. Therefore, though she called him uncle, she looked upon Benton as her father and obeyed all his commands.

Just about noon the car swung into the gates of Shapley, and soon they were indoors. Benton threw off his coat, and in an abrupt manner said to the servant:

I want to see Mrs. Bond at once.

Then, turning to Louise, he exclaimed:

I want to see Molly privately. I have some urgent business to discuss with her before your profiteer friends arrive.

All right, replied the girl cheerily. Ill leave you alone, and she ascended the broad oak staircase, the steps of which were worn thin by the tramp of many generations.

A few moments later Charles Benton stood in the morning-room, where Mrs. Bond still sat before the welcome log fire.

Back again, Charles! she exclaimed, rising to greet him. Well, how goes it?

Not too well, was his reply as he closed the door. I only got back last night. Five days ago I saw The Sparrow at the Palace Hotel in Madrid. Hes doing all he can in young Henfreys interests, but he is not too hopeful.

Why?

I cant make out, said the man, apparently much perturbed. He wired me to go to Madrid, and I went. But it seems that Ive been on a fools errand.

Thats very unsatisfactory, said the woman.

It is, my dear Molly! From his attitude it seemed to me that he is protecting Henfrey from some secret motive of his own — one that is not at all in accordance with our plans.

But he is surely acting in our interests!

Ah! Im not so sure about that.

You surprise me. He knows our intentions and approved of them!

His approval has, I think, been upset by the murderous attack upon Yvonne.

But he surely will not act against us! If he does — —

If he does — then we may as well throw up the sponge, Molly.

We could give it all away to the police, remarked the woman.

And by so doing give ourselves away! answered Benton. The Sparrow has many friends in the police, recollect. Abroad, he distributes a quantity of annual douceurs, and hence he is practically immune from arrest.

I wish we were, laughed the handsome adventuress.

Yes. We have only to dance to his tune, said he. And the tune just now is not one which is pleasing to us — eh?

You seem strangely apprehensive.

I am. I believe that The Sparrow, while making pretence of supporting our little affair, is in favour of Hughs marriage with Dorise Ranscomb.

The woman looked him straight in the face.

He could never go back on his word! she declared.

The Sparrow is a curious combination of the crook — chivalrous and philanthropic — as you already know.

But surely, he wouldnt let us down?

Benton paused. He was thinking deeply. A certain fact had suddenly occurred to him.

If he does, then we must, I suppose, do our best to expose him. I happen to know that he has quarrelled with Henri Michaux, the under-secretary of the Surete in Paris, who has declared that his payment is not sufficient. Michaux is anxious to get even with him. A word from us would result in The Sparrows arrest.

Excellent! exclaimed Molly. If we fail we can, after all, have our revenge. But, she added, would not he suspect us both, and, in turn, give us away?

No. He will never suspect, my dear Molly. Leave it to me. Are we not his dearest and most trusted friends? and the man, who was as keenly sought by the police of Europe, grinned sardonically and took a cigarette from the big silver box on the little table at his elbow.


THIRTEENTH CHAPTER

POISONED LIPS
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WEEK AFTER WEEK passed.

Spring was slowly developing into summer and the woods around Blairglas, the fine estate in Perthshire which old Sir Richard Ranscomb had left to his wife, were delightful.

Blairglas Castle, a grand old turreted pile, was perched on the edge of a wooded glen through which flowed a picturesque burn well known to tourists in Scotland. Once Blairglas Burn had been a mighty river which had, in the bygone ages, worn its way deep through the grey granite down to the broad Tay and onward to the sea. On the estate was some excellent salmon-fishing, as well as grouse on Blairglas Moor, and trout in Blairglas Loch. Here Lady Ranscomb entertained her wealthy Society friends, and certainly she did so lavishly and well. Twice each year she went up for the fishing and for the shooting. Old Sir Richard, notwithstanding his gout, had been fond of sport, and for that reason he had given a fabulous price for the place, which had belonged to a certain Duke who, like others, had become impoverished by excessive taxation and the death duties.

Built in the fifteenth century as a fortress, it was, for a time, the home of James V. after his marriage with Mary of Guise. It was to Blairglas that, after his defeat on Solway Moss, he retired, subsequently dying of a broken heart. Twenty years later Darnley, the elegant husband of Mary Stuart, had lived there, and on the level bowling green he used to indulge in his favourite sport.

The grim old place, with its towers, its dimly-lit long stone corridors, cyclopean ivy-clad walls, narrow windows, and great panelled chambers, breathed an atmosphere of the long ago. So extensive was it that only one wing — that which looked far down the glen to the blue distant mountains — had been modernised; yet that, in itself, was sufficiently spacious for the entertainment of large house-parties.

One morning, early in June, Dorise, in a rough tweed suit and a pearl-grey suede tam-oshanter, carrying a mackintosh across her shoulder, and accompanied by a tall, dark-haired, clean-shaven man of thirty-two, with rather thick lips and bushy eyebrows, walked down through the woods to the river. The man, who was in fishing clothes, sauntered at her side, smoking a cigarette; while behind them came old Sandy Murray, the grizzled, fair-bearded head keeper, carrying the salmon rods, the gaff, creel, and luncheon basket.

The spate is excellent for us, exclaimed George Sherrard. We ought to kill a salmon to-day, Dorise.

I sincerely hope so, replied the girl; but somehow I never have any luck in these days.

No, you really dont! But Marjorie killed a twelve-pounder last week, your mother tells me.

Yes. She went out with Murray every day for a whole fortnight, and then on the day before she went back to town she landed a splendid fish.

On arrival at the bank of the broad shallow Tay, Murray stepped forward, and in his pleasant Perthshire accent suggested that a trial might be made near the Ardcraig, a short walk to the left.

After fixing the rods and baiting them, the head keeper discreetly withdrew, leaving the pair alone. In the servants hall at Blairglas it was quite understood that Miss Dorise and Mr. Sherrard were to marry, and that the announcement would be made in due course.

What a lovely day — and what a silent, delightful spot, Sherrard remarked, as he filled his pipe preparatory to walking up-stream, while the girl remained beside the dark pool where sport seemed likely.

Yes, she replied, inwardly wishing to get rid of her companion so as to be left alone with her own thoughts. Ill remain here for a little and then go down-stream to the end of our water.

Right oh! he replied cheerily as he moved away.

Dorise breathed more freely when he had gone.

George Sherrard had arrived from London quite unexpectedly at nine oclock on the previous morning. She had been alone with her mother after the last guest of a gay house-party had departed, when, unknown to Dorise, Lady Ranscomb had telegraphed to her friend George to run up for a few days fishing.

Lady Ranscombs scheme was to throw the pair into each others society as much as possible. She petted George, flattered him, and in every way tried to entertain him with one sole object, namely, to induce him to propose to Dorise, and so get the girl off her hands.

On the contrary, the girls thoughts were for ever centred upon Hugh, even though he remained under that dark cloud of suspicion. To her the chief element in the affair was the mystery why her lover had gone on that fateful night to the Villa Amette, the house of that notorious Mademoiselle. What had really occurred?

Twice she had received letters from him brought to her by the mysterious girl-messenger from Belgium. From them she knew how grey and dull was his life, hiding there from those who were so intent upon his arrest.

Indeed, within her blouse she carried his last letter which she had received three weeks before when in London — a letter in which he implored her not to misjudge him, and in which he promised that, as soon as he dared to leave his hiding-place and meet her, he would explain everything. In return, she had again written to him, but though three weary weeks had passed, she had received no word in reply. She could neither write by post, nor could she telegraph. It was far too dangerous. In addition, his address had been purposely withheld from her.

Walter Brock had tried to ascertain it. He had even seen the mysterious messenger on her last visit to England, but she had refused point-blank, declaring that she had been ordered to disclose nothing. She was merely a messenger.

That her correspondence was still being watched by the police, Dorise was quite well aware. Her maid, Duncan, had told her in confidence quite recently that while crossing Berkeley Square one evening she had been accosted by a good-looking young man who, having pressed his attentions upon her, had prevailed upon her to meet him on the following evening.

He then took her to dinner to a restaurant in Soho, and to the pictures afterwards. They had met half a dozen times, when he began to cleverly question her concerning her mistress, asking whether she had letters from her gentleman friends. At this Duncan had grown suspicious, and she had not met the young fellow since.

That, in itself, showed her that the police were bent on discovering and arresting Hugh.

The great mystery of it all was why Hugh should have gone deliberately and clandestinely to the Villa Amette on the night of the tragic affair.

Dorise was really an expert in casting a fly; also she excelled in several branches of sport. She was a splendid tennis-player, she rode well to hounds, and was very fair at golf. But that morning she had no heart for fishing, and especially in such company. She despised George Sherrard as a prig, fond of boasting of his means, and, indeed, so terribly self-conscious was he that in many circles he was declared impossible. Men disliked him for his swagger and conceit, and women despised him for his superior attitude towards them.

For a full hour Dorise continued making casts, but in vain. She changed her flies once or twice, until at last, by a careless throw, she got her tackle hooked high in a willow, with the result that, in endeavouring to extricate it, she broke off the hook. Then with an exclamation of impatience, she wound up her line and threw her rod upon the grass.

Hallo, Dorise! cried a voice. No luck, eh?

Sherrard had returned and had witnessed her outbreak of impatience.

None! she snapped, for the loss of her fly annoyed her. She knew that she had been careless, because under old Murrays careful tuition she had become quite expert with the rod, both with trout and salmon.

Never mind, he said, Ive had similar luck. Ive just got hooked up in a root and lost a fly. Lets have lunch — shall we?

Dorise was in no mood to lunch with her mothers visitor, but, nevertheless, was compelled to be polite.

After washing their hands in the stream, they sat down together upon a great, grey boulder that had been worn smooth by the action of the water, and, taking out their sandwiches, began to eat them.

Oh, I say! exclaimed Sherrard suddenly, after they had been gossiping for some time. Have you heard from your friend Henfrey lately?

Not lately, replied the girl, a trifle resentful that he should obtrude upon her private affairs.

I only ask because — well, because there are some jolly queer stories going about town of him.

Queer stories! she echoed quickly. What are they? What do people say?

Oh! They say lots of extraordinary things. I think your mother has done very well to drop him.

Has mother dropped him? asked the girl in pretence of ignorance.

She told me so last night, and I was extremely glad to hear it — though he is your friend. It seems that hes hardly the kind of fellow you should know, Dorise.

Why do you say that? his companion asked, her eyes flashing instantly.

What! Havent you heard?

Heard what?

The story thats going round the clubs. Hes missing, and has been so for quite a long time. You havent seen him — have you?

The girl was compelled to reply in the negative.

But what do they say against him? she demanded breathlessly.

Theres a lot of funny stories, was Sherrards reply. They say hes hiding from the police because he attempted to murder a notorious woman called Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo. Do you know about it?

Its a wicked lie! blurted forth the girl. Hugh never attempted to kill the woman!

Sherrard looked straight into her blue eyes, and asked:

Then why was he in her room at midnight? They say the reason Henfrey is hard-up is because he spent all he possessed upon the woman, and on going there that night she laughed him to scorn and told him she had grown fond of a rich Austrian banker. After mutual recriminations, Henfrey, knowing the woman had ruined him, drew out a revolver and shot her.

I tell you its an abominable lie! Hugh is not an assassin! cried the girl fiercely.

I merely repeat what I have heard on very good authority, replied the smug-faced man with the thick red lips.

And you have of course told my mother that — eh?

I didnt think it was any secret, he said. Indeed, I think it most fortunate we all know the truth. The police must get him one day — before long.

For a few moments Dorise remained silent, her eyes fixed across the broad river to the opposite bank.

And if they do, he will most certainly clear himself, Mr. Sherrard, she said coldly.

Ah! You still have great faith in him, he laughed airily. Well — we shall see, and he grinned.

Yes, Mr. Sherrard. I still have faith in Mr. Henfrey. I know him well enough to be certain that he is no assassin.

Then I ask you, Dorise, why is he hiding? said her companion. If he is innocent, what can he fear?

I know he is innocent.

Of course. You must remain in that belief until he is found guilty.

You already condemn him! the girl cried in anger. By what right do you do this, I ask?

Well, common sense shows that he is in fear lest the truth should come to light, was Sherrards lame reply. He escaped very cleverly from Monte Carlo the moment he heard that the police suspected him, but where is he now? Nobody knows. Haynes, of Scotland Yard, who made the inquiries when my flat in Park Lane was broken into, tells me they have had a description of him from the Paris police, and that a general hue-and-cry has been circulated.

But the woman is still alive, is she not?

Yes. Shes a hopeless idiot, Haynes tells me. She had developed homicidal mania as a result of the bullet wound in the head, and they have had to send her to a private asylum at Cannes. Shes there in close confinement.

Dorise paused. Her anger had risen, and her cheeks were flushed. The sandwich she was eating choked her, so she cast it into the river.

Then she rose abruptly, and looking very straight into the mans eyes, said:

I consider, Mr. Sherrard, that you are absolutely horrid. Mr. Henfrey is a friend of mine, and whatever gossip there is concerning him I will not believe until I hear his story from his own lips.

I merely tell you of the report from France to Scotland Yard, said Sherrard.

You tell me this in order to prejudice me against Hugh — to — to — —

Hugh! Whom you love — eh? sneered Sherrard.

Yes. I do love him, the girl blurted forth. I make no secret of it. And if you like you can tell my mother that! You are very fond of acting as her factotum!

It is to be regretted, Dorise, that you have fallen in love with a fellow who is wanted by the police, he remarked with a sigh.

At any rate, I love a genuine man, she retorted with bitter sarcasm. I know my mothers intention is that I shall marry you. But I tell you here frankly — as I stand here — I would rather kill myself first!

George Sherrard with his dark bushy brows and thick lips only laughed at her indignation. This incensed her the more.

Yes, she went on. You may be amused at my distress. You have laughed at the distress of other women, Mr. Sherrard. Do not think that I am blind. I have watched you, and I know more concerning your love affairs of the past than you ever dream. So please leave Blairglas as soon as you can with decency excuse yourself, and keep away from me in future.

But really, Dorise —— ! he cried, advancing towards her.

I mean exactly what I say. Let me get back. When I go fishing I prefer to go alone, the girl said.

But what am I to say to Lady Ranscomb?

Tell her that I love Hugh, laughed the girl defiantly. Tell her that I intend to defeat all her clever intrigues and sly devices!

His countenance now showed that he was angry. He and Lady Ranscomb thoroughly understood each other. He admired the girl, and her mother had assured him her affection for Hugh Henfrey was but a passing fancy. This stubborn outburst was to him a complete revelation.

I have no knowledge of any intrigue, Dorise, he said in that bland, superior manner which always irritated her. She knew that a dozen mothers with eligible feminine encumbrances were trying to angle him, and that Lady Ranscomb was greatly envied by them. But to be the wife of the self-conscious ass — well, as she has already bluntly told him, she would die rather than become Mrs. George Sherrard.

Intrigue! the girl retorted. Why, from first to last the whole thing is a plot between my mother and yourself. Please give me credit for just a little intelligence. First, I despise you as a coward. During the war you crept into a little clerkship in the Home Office in order to save your precious skin, while Hugh went to the front and risked his life flying a bomber over the enemys lines. You were a miserable stay-at-home, hiding in your little bolt-hole in Whitehall when the Zepps came over, while Hugh Henfrey fought for his King and for Britain. Now I am quite frank, Mr. Sherrard. Thats why I despise you! and the girls pale face showed two pink spots in the centre of her cheeks.

Really, he said in that same superior tone which he so constantly assumed. I must say that you are the reverse of polite, Miss Dorise, and his colour heightened.

I am! And I intend to be so! she cried in a frenzy, for all her affection for Hugh had in those moments been redoubled. Her lover was accused and had no chance of self-defence. Go back to my mother, she went on. Tell her every word I have said and embroider it as much as you like. Then you can both put your wits together a little further. But, remember, I shall exert my own womans wits against yours. And as soon as you feel it practicable, I hope you will leave Blairglas. And further, if you have not left by noon to-morrow, I will tell my maid, Duncan, the whole story of this sinister plot to part me from Hugh. She will spread it, I assure you. Maids gossip — and to a purpose when their mistresses will it so.

But Dorise—

Enough! Mr. Sherrard. I prefer to walk up to the Castle by myself. Murray will bring up the rods. Please tell my mother what I say when you get back, she added. The night train from Perth to London leaves at nine-forty to-night, she said with biting sarcasm.

Then turning, she began to ascend the steep path which led from the river bank into a cornfield and through the wood, while the man stood and bit his lip.

Hm! he growled beneath his breath. We shall see! — yes, we shall see!


FOURTEENTH CHAPTER

RED DAWN
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THAT NIGHT WHEN Dorise, in a pretty, pale-blue evening gown, entered the great, old panelled dining-room rather late for dinner, her mother exclaimed petulantly:

How late you are, dear! Mr. Sherrard has had a telegram recalling him to London. He has to catch the nine-something train from Perth.

Have you? she asked the man who was odious to her. Im so sorry Im late, but that Mackenzie girl called. They are getting up a bazaar for the old people down in the village, and we have to help it, I suppose. Oh! these bazaars, sales of work, and other little excuses for extracting shillings from the pockets of everybody! They are most wearying.

She called on me last week, said Lady Ranscomb. Newte told her I was not at home.

The old-fashioned butler, John Newte, a white-haired, rosy-faced man, who had seen forty years service with the ducal owner of Blairglas, served the dinner in his own stately style. Sir Richard had been a good master, but things had never been the same since the castle had passed into its new owners hands.

Dorise endeavoured to be quite affable to the smooth-haired man seated before her, expressing regret that he was called away so suddenly, while he, on his part, declared that it was awful hard luck, as he had been looking forward to a weeks good sport on the river.

Do come back, George, Lady Ranscomb urged. Get your business over and get back here for the weekend.

Ill try, was Sherrards half-hearted response, whereat Newte entered to announce that the car was ready.

Then he bade mother and daughter adieu, and went out.

Dorise could see that her mother was considerably annoyed at her plans being so abruptly frustrated.

We must ask somebody else, she said, as they lingered over the dessert. Whom shall we ask?

I really dont care in the least, mother. Im quite happy here alone. It is a rest. We shall have to be back in town in a fortnight, I suppose.

George could quite well have waited for a day or two, Lady Ranscomb declared. I went out to see the Muirs, at Forteviot, and when I got back he told me he had just had a telegram telling him that it was imperative he should be in town to-morrow morning. I tried to persuade him to stay, but he declared it to be impossible.

An appointment with a lady, perhaps, laughed Dorise mischievously.

What next, my dear! You know he is over head and ears in love with you!

Oh! Thats quite enough, mother. Youve told me that lots of times before. But I tell you quite frankly his love leaves me quite cold.

Ah! dear. That reply is, after all, but natural. You, of course, wont confess the truth, her mother laughed.

I do, mother. Im heartily glad the fellow has gone. I hate his supercilious manner, his superior tone, and his unctuous bearing. Hes simply odious! Thats my opinion.

Her mother looked at her severely across the table.

Please remember, Dorise, that George is my friend.

I never forget that, said the girl meaningly, as she rose and left the table.

Half an hour later, when she entered her bedroom, she found Duncan, her maid, awaiting her.

Oh! Ive been waiting to see you this half hour, miss, she said. I couldnt get you alone. Just before eight oclock, as I was about to enter the park by the side gate near Bervie Farm, a gentleman approached me and asked if my name was Duncan. I told him it was, and then he gave me this to give to you in secret. He also gave me a pound note, miss, to say nothing about it. And the prim ladys maid handed her young mistress a small white envelope upon which her name was written.

Opening it, she found a plain visiting card which bore the words in a mans handwriting:

Would it be possible for you to meet me to-night at ten at the spot where I have given this to your maid? Urgent. — SILVERADO.

Dorise held her breath. It was a message from the mysterious white cavalier who had sought her out at the bal blanc at Nice, and told her of Hughs peril!

Duncan was naturally curious owing to the effect the card had had upon her mistress, but she was too well trained to make any comment. Instead, she busied herself at the wardrobe, and a few moments afterwards left the room.

Dorise stood before the long cheval glass, the card still in her hand.

What did it mean? Why was the mysterious white cavalier in Scotland? At least she would now be able to see his face. It was past nine, and the moon was already shining. She had still more than half an hour before she went forth to meet the man of mystery.

She descended to the drawing-room, where her mother was reading, and after playing over a couple of songs as a camouflage, she pretended to be tired and announced her intention of retiring.

We have to go into Edinburgh to-morrow morning, her mother remarked. So we should start pretty early. Ive ordered the car for nine oclock.

All right, mother. Good-night, said the girl as she closed the door.

Then hastening to her room she threw off her dinner gown, and putting on a coat and skirt and the boots which she had worn when fishing that morning, she went out by a door which led from the great old library, with its thousands of brown-backed volumes, on to the broad terrace which overlooked the glen, now a veritable fairyland beneath the light of the moon.

Outside the silence was only broken by the ripple of the burn over its pebbles deep below, and the cry of the night-bird upon the steep rock whereon the historic old castle was built. By a path known to her she descended swiftly, and away into the park by yet another path, used almost exclusively by the servants and the postman, down to a gate which led out into the high road to Perth by one of the farms on the estate, the one known as the Bervie.

As she was about to pass through the small swing gate, she heard a voice which she recognized exclaim:

Miss Ranscomb! I have to apologize! And from the dark shadow a rather tall man emerged and barred her path.

I daresay you will think this all very mysterious, he went on, laughing lightly. But I do hope I have not inconvenienced you. If so, pray accept my deepest apologies. Will you?

Not at all, the girl replied, though somewhat taken aback by the suddenness of the encounter. The man spoke slowly and with evident refinement. His voice was the same she had heard at Nice on that memorable night of gaiety. She recognized it instantly.

As he stood before her, his countenance became revealed in the moonlight, and she saw a well-moulded, strongly-marked face, with a pair of dark, penetrating eyes, set a little too close perhaps, but denoting strong will and keen intelligence.

Yes, he laughed. Look at me well, Miss Ranscomb. I am the white cavalier whom you last saw disguised by a black velvet mask. Look at me again, because perhaps you may wish to recognize me later on.

And you are still Mr. X — eh? asked the girl, who had halted, and was gazing upon his rather striking face.

Still the same, he said, smiling. Or you may call me Brown, Jones, or Robinson — or any of the other saints names if you prefer.

You have been very kind to me. Surely I may know your real name?

No, Miss Ranscomb. For certain very important reasons I do not wish to disclose it. Pardon me — will you not? I ask that favour of you.

But will you not satisfy my curiosity?

At my personal risk? No. I do not think you would wish me to do that — eh? he asked in a tone of mild reproof.

Then he went on:

Im awfully sorry I could not approach you openly. In London I found out that you were up here, so I thought it best to see you in secret. You know why I have come to you, Miss Ranscomb — eh?

On behalf of Mr. Henfrey.

Yes. He is still in hiding. It has been impossible — through force of circumstances — for him to send you further messages.

Where is he? I want to see him.

Have patience, Miss Ranscomb, and I will arrange a meeting between you.

But why do the police still search for him?

Because of an unfortunate fact. The lady, Mademoiselle Ferad, is now confined to a private asylum at Cannes, but all the time she raves furiously about Monsieur Henfrey. Hence the French police are convinced that he shot her — and they are determined upon his arrest.

But do you think he is guilty?

I know he is not. Yet by force of adverse circumstances, he is compelled to conceal himself until such time that we can prove his innocence.

Ah! But shall we ever be in a position to prove that?

I hope so. We must have patience — and still more patience, urged the mysterious man as he stood in the full light of the brilliant moon. I have here a letter for you which Mr. Henfrey wrote a week ago. It only came into my hands yesterday. And he gave her an envelope.

Tell me something about this woman, Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo. Who is she? asked Dorise excitedly.

Well — she is a person who was notorious at the Rooms, as you yourself know. You have seen her.

And tell me, why do you take such an interest in Hugh? inquired the girl, not without a note of suspicion in her voice.

For reasons best known to myself, Miss Ranscomb. Reasons which are personal.

Thats hardly a satisfactory reply.

I fear I can give few satisfactory replies until we succeed in ascertaining the truth of what occurred at the Villa Amette, he said. I must urge you, Miss Ranscomb, to remain patient, and — and not to lose faith in the man who is wrongfully accused.

But when can I see him? asked Dorise eagerly.

Soon. But you must be discreet — and you must ask no questions. Just place yourself in my hands — that is, if you can trust me.

I do, even though I am ignorant of your name.

It is best that you remain in ignorance, was his reply. Otherwise perhaps you would hesitate to trust me.

Why?

But the tall, good-looking man only laughed, and then he said:

My name really doesnt matter at present. Later, Miss Ranscomb, you will no doubt know it. I am only acting in the interests of Henfrey.

Again she looked at him. His face was smiling, and yet was sphinx-like in the moonlight. His voice was certainly that of the white cavalier which she recollected so well, but his personality, so strongly marked, was a little overbearing.

I know you mistrust me, he went on. If I were in your place I certainly should do so. A thousand pities it is that I cannot tell you who I am. But — well — I tell you in confidence that I dare not!

Dare not! Of what are you afraid? inquired Dorise. The man she had met under such romantic circumstances interested her keenly. He was Hughs go-between. Poor Hugh! She knew he was suffering severely in his loneliness, and his incapability to clear himself of the terrible stigma upon him.

Im afraid of several things, replied the white cavalier. The greatest fear I have is that you may not believe in me.

I do believe in you, declared the girl.

Excellent! he replied enthusiastically. Then let us get to business — pardon me for putting it so. But I am, after all, a business man. I am interested in a lot of different businesses, you see.

Of what character?

No, Miss Ranscomb. That is another point upon which I regret that I cannot satisfy your pardonable curiosity. Please allow your mind to rest upon the one main point — that I am acting in the interests of the man with — the man who is, I believe, your greatest and most intimate friend.

I understood that when we met in Nice.

Good! Now I understand that your mother, Lady Ranscomb, is much against your marriage with Hugh Henfrey. She has other views.

Really! Who told you that?

I have ascertained it in the course of my inquiry.

Dorise paused, and then looking the man of mystery straight in the face, asked:

What do you really know about me?

Well, he laughed lightly. A good deal. Now tell me when could you be free to get away from your mother for a whole day?

Why?

I want to know. Just tell me the date. When are you returning to London?

On Saturday week. I could get away — say — on Tuesday week.

Very good. You would have to leave London by an early train in the morning — if I fail to send a car for you, which I hope to do. And be back again late at night.

Why?

Why, he echoed. Because I have a reason.

I believe you will take me to meet Hugh — eh? Ah! How good you are! cried the girl in deep emotion. I shall never be able to thank you sufficiently for all you are doing. I — I have been longing all these weeks to see him again — to hear his explanation why he went to the womans house at that hour — why — —

He will tell you everything, no doubt, said her mysterious visitor. He will tell you everything except one fact.

And what is that? she asked breathlessly.

One fact he will not tell you. But you will know it later. Hugh Henfrey is a fine manly fellow, Miss Ranscomb. That is why I have done my level best in his interest.

But why should you? she asked. You are, after all, a stranger.

True. But you will know the truth some day. Meanwhile, leave matters as they are. Do not prejudge him, even if the police are convinced of his guilt. Could you be at Kings Cross station at ten oclock on the morning of Tuesday week? If so, I will meet you there.

Yes, she replied. But where are we going?

At present I have no idea. When one is escaping from the police ones movements have to be ruled by circumstances from hour to hour. I will do my best on that day to arrange a meeting between you, he added.

She thanked him very sincerely. He was still a mystery, but his face and his whole bearing attracted her. He was her friend. She recollected his words amid that gay revelry at Nice — words of encouragement and sympathy. And he had travelled there, far north into Perthshire, in order to carry the letter which she had thrust into her pocket, yet still holding it in her clenched hand.

I do wish you would tell me the motive of your extreme kindness towards us both, Dorise urged. I cant make it out at all. I am bewildered.

Well — so am I, Miss Ranscomb, replied the tall, elegant man who spoke with such refinement, and was so shrewd and alert. There are certain facts — facts of which I have no knowledge. The affair at the Villa Amette is still, to me, a most profound mystery.

Why did Hugh go there at all? That is what I fail to understand, she declared.

Dont wonder any longer. He had, I know, an urgent and distinct motive to call that night.

But the woman! I hear she is a notorious adventuress.

And the adventuress, Miss Ranscomb, often has, deep in her soul, the heart of a pure woman, he said. One must never judge by appearance or gossip. What people may think is the curse of many of our lives. I hope you do not misjudge Mr. Henfrey.

I do not. But I am anxious to hear his explanation.

You shall — and before long, too, he replied. But I want you, if you will, to answer a question. I do not put it from mere idle curiosity, but it very closely concerns you both. Have you ever heard him speak of a girl named Louise Lambert?

Louise Lambert? Why, yes! He introduced her to me once. She is, I understand, the adopted daughter of a man named Benton, an intimate friend of old Mr. Henfrey.

Has he ever told you anything concerning her?

Nothing much. Why?

He has never told you the conditions of his fathers will?

Never — except that he has been left very poorly off, though his father died in affluent circumstances. What are the conditions?

The mysterious stranger paused for a moment.

Have you, of late, formed an acquaintance of a certain Mrs. Bond, a widow?

I met her recently in South Kensington, at the house of a friend of my mother, Mrs. Binyon. Why?

How many times have you met her?

Two — or I think three. She came to tea with us the day before we came up here.

Hm! Your mother seems rather prone to make easy acquaintanceships — eh? The Hardcastles were distinctly undesirable, were they not? — and the Jameses also?

Why, what do you know about them? asked the girl, much surprised, as they were two families who had been discovered to be not what they represented.

Well, he laughed. I happen to be aware of your mothers charm — thats all.

You seem to know quite a bit about us, she remarked. How is it?

Because I have made it my business to know, Miss Ranscomb, he replied. Further, I would urge upon you to have nothing to do with Mrs. Bond.

Why not? We found her most pleasant. She is the widow of a wealthy man who died abroad about two years ago, and she lives somewhere down in Surrey.

I know all about that, he answered in a curious tone. But I repeat my warning that Mrs. Bond is by no means a desirable acquaintance. I tell you so for your own benefit.

Inwardly he was angry that the woman should have so cleverly made the acquaintance of the girl. It showed him plainly that Benton and she were working on a set and desperate plan, while the girl before him was entirely ignorant of the plot.

Now, Miss Ranscomb, he added, I want you to please make me a promise — namely, that you will say nothing to a single soul of what I have said this evening — not even to your friend, Mr. Henfrey. I have very strong reasons for this. Remember, I am acting in the interests of you both, and secrecy is the essence of success.

I understand. But you really mystify me. I know you are my friend, she said, but why are you doing all this for our benefit?

In order that Hugh Henfrey may return to your side, and that hand in hand you may be able to defeat your enemies.

My enemies! Who are they? asked the girl.

One day, very soon, they must reveal themselves. When they do, and you find yourself in difficulties, you have only to call upon me, and I will further assist you. Advertise in the Times newspaper at any time for an appointment with Silverado. Give me seven days, and I will keep it.

But do tell me your name! she urged, as they moved together from the pathway along the road in the direction of Perth. I beg of you to do so.

I have already begged a favour of you, Miss Ranscomb, he answered in a soft, refined voice. I ask you not to press your question. Suffice it that I am your sincere friend.

But when shall I see Hugh? she cried, again halting. I cannot bear this terrible suspense any longer — indeed I cant! Can I go to him soon?

No! cried a voice from the shadow of a bush close beside them as a dark alert figure sprang forth into the light. It is needless. I am here, dearest! — at last!

And next second she found herself clasped in her lovers strong embrace, while the stranger, utterly taken aback, stood looking on, absolutely mystified.


FIFTEENTH CHAPTER

THE NAMELESS MAN
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WHO IS THIS gentleman, Dorise? asked Hugh, when a moment later the girl and her companion had recovered from their surprise.

I cannot introduce you, was her reply. He refuses to give his name.

The tall man laughed, and said:

I have already told you that my name is X.

Hugh regarded the stranger with distinct suspicion. It was curious that he should discover them together, yet he made but little comment.

We were just speaking about you, Mr. Henfrey, the tall man went on. I believed that you were still in Belgium.

How did you know I was there?

Oh! — well, information concerning your hiding-place reached me, was his enigmatical reply. I am, however, glad you have been able to return to England in safety. I was about to arrange a meeting between you. But I advise you to be most careful.

You seem to know a good deal concerning me, Hugh remarked resentfully, looking at the stern, rather handsome face in the moonlight.

This is the gentleman who sought me out in Nice, and first told me of your peril, Hugh. I recognize his voice, and have to thank him for a good deal, the girl declared.

Really, Miss Ranscomb, I require no thanks, the polite stranger assured her. If I have been able to render Mr. Henfrey a little service it has been a pleasure to me. And now that you are together again I will leave you.

But who are you? demanded Hugh, filled with curiosity.

That matters not, now that you are back in England. Only I beseech of you to be very careful, said the tall man. Then he added: There are pitfalls into which you may very easily fall — traps set by your enemies.

Well, sir, I thank you sincerely for what you have done for Miss Ranscomb during my absence, said the young man, much mystified at finding Dorise strolling at that hour with a man of whose name even she was ignorant. I know I have enemies, and I shall certainly heed your warning.

Your enemies must not know you are in England. If they do, they will most certainly inform the police.

I shall take care of that, was Hughs reply. I shall be compelled to go into hiding again — but where, I do not know.

Yes, you must certainly continue to lie low for a time, the man urged. I know how very dull it must have been for you through all those weeks. But even that is better than the scandal of arrest and trial.

Ah! I know of what you are accused, Hugh! cried the girl. And I also know you are innocent!

Mr. Henfrey is innocent, said the tall stranger. But there must be no publicity, hence his only chance of safety lies in strict concealment.

It is difficult to conceal oneself in England, replied Hugh.

The stranger laughed, as he slowly answered:

There are certain places where no questions are asked — if you know where to look for them. But first, I am very interested to know how you got over here.

I went to Ostend, and for twenty pounds induced a Belgian fisherman to put me ashore at night near Caister, in Norfolk. I went to London at once, only to discover that Miss Ranscomb was at Blairglas — and here I am. But I assure you it was an adventurous crossing, for the weather was terrible — a gale blew nearly the whole time.

You are here, it is true, Mr. Henfrey. But you mustnt remain here, the stranger declared. Though I refuse to give you my name, I will nevertheless try to render you further assistance. Go back to London by the next train you can get, and then call upon Mrs. Mason, who lives at a house called Heathcote, in Abingdon Road, Kensington. She is a friend of mine, and I will advise her by telegram that she will have a visitor. Take apartments at her house, and remain there in strict seclusion. Will you remember the address — shall I write it down?

Thanks very much indeed, Hugh replied. I shall remember it. Mrs. Mason, Heathcote, Abingdon Road, Kensington.

Thats it. Get there as soon as ever you can, urged the stranger. Recollect that your enemies are still in active search of you.

Hugh looked his mysterious friend full in the face.

Look here! he said, in a firm, hard voice. Are you known as Il Passero?

Pardon me, answered the stranger. I refuse to satisfy your curiosity as to who I may be. I am your friend — that is all that concerns you.

But the famous Passero — The Sparrow — is my unknown friend, he said, and I have a suspicion that you and he are identical!

I have a motive in not disclosing my identity, was the mans reply in a curious tone. Get to Mrs. Masons as quickly as you can. Perhaps one day soon we may meet again. Till then, I wish both of you the best of luck. Au revoir!

And, raising his hat, he turned abruptly, and, leaving them, set off up the high road which led to Perth.

But, listen, sir — one moment! cried Hugh, as he turned away.

Nevertheless the stranger heeded not, and a few seconds later his figure was lost in the shadow of the high hedgerow.

Well, said Hugh, a few moments later, all this is most amazing. I feel certain that he is either the mysterious Sparrow himself, or one of his chief accomplices.

The Sparrow? Who is he — dear? asked Dorise, her hand upon her lovers shoulder.

Lets sit down somewhere, and I will tell you, he said. Then, re-entering the park by the small iron gate, Dorise led him to a fallen tree where, as they sat together, he related all he had been told concerning the notorious head of a criminal gang known to his confederates, and the underworld of Europe generally, as Il Passero, or The Sparrow.

How very remarkable! exclaimed Dorise, when he had finished, and she, in turn, had told him of the encounter at the White Ball at Nice, and the coming and going of the messenger from Malines. I wonder if he really is the notorious Sparrow?

I feel convinced he is, declared Hugh. He sent me a message in secret to Malines a fortnight ago forbidding me to attempt to leave Belgium, because he considered the danger too great. He was, no doubt, much surprised to-night when he found me here.

He certainly was quite as surprised as myself, the girl replied, happy beyond expression that her lover was once again at her side.

In his strong arms he held her in a long, tight embrace, kissing her upon the lips in a frenzy of satisfaction — long, sweet kisses which she reciprocated with a whole-heartedness that told him of her devotion. There, in the shadow, he whispered to her his love, repeating what he had told her in London, and again in Monte Carlo.

Suddenly he put a question to her:

Do you really believe I am innocent of the charge against me, darling?

I do, Hugh, she answered frankly.

Ah! Thank you for those words, he said, in a broken voice. I feared that you might think because of my flight that I was guilty.

I know you are not. Mother, of course, says all sorts of nasty things — that you must have done something very wrong — and all that.

My escape certainly gives colour to the belief that I am in fear of arrest. And so I am. Yet I swear that I never attempted to harm the lady at the Villa Amette.

But why did you go there at all, dear? the girl asked. You surely knew the unenviable reputation borne by that woman!

I know it quite well, he said. I expected to meet an adventuress — but, on the contrary, I met a real good woman!

I dont understand you, Hugh, she said.

No, darling. You, of course, cannot understand! he exclaimed. I admit that I followed her home, and I demanded an interview.

Why?

Because I was determined she should divulge to me a secret of her own.

What secret?

One that concerns my whole future.

Cannot you tell me what it is? she asked, looking into his face, which in the moonlight she saw was much changed, for it was unusually pale and haggard.

I — well — at the present moment I am myself mystified, darling. Hence I cannot explain the truth, he replied. Will you trust me if I promise to tell you the whole facts as soon as I have learnt them? One day I hope I shall know all, yet — —

Yes — yet — what?

He drew a deep breath.

The poor unfortunate lady has lost her reason as the result of the attempt upon her life. Therefore, after all, I may never be in a position to know the truth which died upon her lips.

For nearly two hours the pair remained together. Often she was locked in her lovers arms, heedless of everything save her unbounded joy at his return, and of the fierce, passionate caresses he bestowed upon her. Truly, that was a night of supreme delight as they held each others hands, and their lips met time after time in ecstasy.

He inquired about George Sherrard, but she said little. She hesitated to tell him of the incident while fishing that morning, but merely said:

Oh! He was up here for two or three days, but had to go back to London on business. And I was very glad.

Of course, dearest, your mother still presses you to marry him.

Yes, laughed the girl. But she will continue to press. Shes constantly singing his praises until Im utterly sick of hearing of all his good qualities.

Hugh sighed, and replied:

All men who are rich are possessed of good qualities in the estimation of the world. The poor and hard-up are the despised. But, after all, Dorise, he added, in a changed voice, you have not forgotten what you told me at Monte Carlo — that you love me?

I repeat it, Hugh! declared the girl, deeply in earnest, her hand stealing into his. I love only you! — you!

Then again he took her in his arms, and imprinted a fierce, passionate kiss upon her ready lips.

I suppose we must part again, he sighed. I am compelled to keep away from you because no doubt a watch has been set upon you, and upon your correspondence. Up to the present, I have been able, by the good grace of unknown friends, to slip through the meshes of the net spread for me. But how long this will continue, I know not.

Oh! do be careful, Hugh, wont you? urged the girl, as they sat side by side. The only sound was the rippling of the burn deep down in the glen, and the distant barking of a shepherds dog.

Yes. Ill get away into the wilds of Kensington — to Abingdon Road. One is safer in a London suburb than in a desert, no doubt. West London is a good hiding-place.

Recollect the name. Mason, wasnt it? And she lives at Heathcote.

That was it. But do not communicate with me, otherwise my place of concealment will most certainly be discovered.

But cant I see you, Hugh? implored the girl. Must we again be parted?

Yes. It seems so, according to our mysterious friend, whom I believe most firmly to be the notorious thief known by the Italian sobriquet of Il Passero — The Sparrow.

Do you think he is a thief? asked the girl.

Yes. I am convinced that your friend is none other than the picturesque and romantic criminal whose octopus hand is upon almost every great theft in Europe, and whom the police always fail to catch, so elusive and clever is he.

She gave him further details of their first meeting at Nice.

Exactly. That is one of his methods — secrecy and generosity are his two traits. He and his accomplices rob the wealthy, and assist those wrongly accused. It must be he — or one of his assistants. Otherwise he would not know of the secret hiding-place for those after whom a hue-and-cry has been raised.

He recollected at that moment the girl who had been his fellow-guest in Genoa — the dainty mademoiselle who evidently had some secret knowledge of his fathers death, and yet refused to divulge a single word.

Ever since that memorable night at the Villa Amette, he had existed in a mist of suspicion and uncertainty. Yet, after all, he cared little for anything so long as Dorise still believed in his innocence, and she still loved him. His one great object was to clear up the mystery of his fathers tragic end, and thus defeat the clever plot of those whose intention it, apparently, was to marry him to Louise Lambert.

On every hand there was mystification. The one woman — notorious as she was — who knew the truth had been rendered mentally incompetent by an assassins bullet, while he, himself, was accused of the crime.

Hugh Henfrey would have long ago confessed to Dorise the whole facts concerning his fathers death, but his delicacy prevented him. He honoured his dead father, and was averse to telling the girl he loved that he had been found in a curious state in a West End street late at night. He was loyal to his poor fathers memory, and, until he knew the actual truth, he did not intend that Dorise should be in a position to misconstrue the facts, or to misjudge.

On the face of it, his fathers death was exceedingly suspicious. He had left his home in the country and gone to town upon pretence. Why? That a woman was connected with his journey was now apparent. Hugh had ascertained certain facts which he had resolved to withhold from everybody.

But why should the notorious Sparrow, the King of the Underworld, interest himself so actively on his behalf as to travel up there to Perthshire, after making those secret, but elaborate, arrangements for safety? The whole affair was a mystery, complete and insoluble.

It was early morning, after they had rambled for several hours in the moonlight, when Hugh bade his well-beloved farewell.

They had returned through the park and were at a gate quite close to the castle when they halted. It had crossed Hughs mind that they might be seen by one of the keepers, and he had mentioned this to Dorise.

What matter? she replied. They do not know you, and probably will not recognize me.

So after promising Hugh to remain discreet, she told him they were returning to London in a few days.

Look here! he said suddenly. We must meet again very soon, darling. I daresay I may venture out at night, therefore why not let us make an appointment — say, for Tuesday week. Where shall we meet? At midnight at the first seat on the right on entering the part at the Marble Arch? You remember, we met there once before — about a year ago.

Yes. I know the spot, the girl replied. I remember what a cold, wet night it was, too! and she laughed at the recollection. Very well. I will contrive to be there. That night we are due at a dance at the Gordons in Grosvenor Gardens. But Ill manage to be there somehow — if only for five minutes.

Good, he exclaimed, again kissing her fondly. Now I must make all speed to Kensington and there go once more into hiding. When — oh, when will this wearying life be over!

You have a friend, as I have, in the mysterious white cavalier, she said. I wonder who he really is?

The Sparrow — without a doubt — the famous Il Passero for whom the police of Europe are ever searching, the man who at one moment lives in affluence and the highest respectability in a house somewhere near Piccadilly, and at another is tearing over the French, Spanish, or Italian roads in his powerful car directing all sorts of crooked business. Its a strange world in which I find myself, Dorise, I assure you! Good-bye, darling — good-bye! and he took her in a final embrace. Good-bye — till Tuesday week.

Then stepping on to the grass, where his feet fell noiselessly, he disappeared in the dark shadow of the great avenue of beeches.


SIXTEENTH CHAPTER

THE ESCROCS OF LONDON
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FOR TEN WEARY days Hugh Henfrey had lived in the close, frowsy-smelling house in Abingdon Road, Kensington, a small, old-fashioned place, once a residence of well-to-do persons, but now sadly out of repair.

Its occupier was a worthy, and somewhat wizened, widow named Mason, who was supposed to be the relict of an army surgeon who had been killed at the Battle of the Marne. She was about sixty, and suffered badly from asthma. Her house was too large for one maid, a stout, matronly person called Emily, hence the place was not kept as clean as it ought to have been, and the cuisine left much to be desired.

Still, it appeared to be a safe harbour of refuge for certain strange persons who came there, men who looked more or less decent members of society, but whose talk and whose slang was certainly that of crooks. That house in the back street of old-world Kensington, a place built before Victoria ascended the throne, was undoubtedly on a par with the flat of the Reveccas in Genoa, and the thieves sanctuary in the shadow of the cathedral at Malines.

Adversity brings with it queer company, and Hugh had found himself among a mixed society of men who had been gentlemen and had taken up the criminal life as an up-to-date profession. They all spoke of The Sparrow with awe; and they all wondered what his next great coup would be.

Hugh became more than ever satisfied that Il Passero was one of the greatest and most astute criminals who have graced the annals of our time.

Everyone sang his praise. The queer visitors who lodged there for a day, a couple of days, or more; the guests who came suddenly, and who disappeared just as quickly, were one and all loud in their admiration of Il Passero, though Hugh could discover nobody who had actually seen the arch-thief in the flesh.

On the Tuesday night Hugh had had a frugal and badly-cooked meal with three mysterious men who had arrived as Mrs. Masons guests during the day. After supper the widow rose and left the room, whereupon the trio, all well-dressed men-about-town, began to chatter openly about a little deal in diamonds in which they had been interested. The deal in question had been reported in the newspapers on the previous morning, namely, how a Dutch diamond dealers office in Hatton Garden had been broken into, the safe cut open by the most scientific means, and a very valuable parcel of stones extracted.

Harry Austen has gone down to Surrey to stay with Molly.

Molly? Why, I thought she was in Paris!

She was — but she went to America for a trip and she finds it more pleasant to live down in Surrey just now, replied the other with a grin. She has Charlies girl living with her.

Hm! grunted the third man. Not quite the sort of companion Charlie might choose for his daughter — eh?

Hugh took but little notice of the conversation. It was drawing near the time when he would go forth to meet Dorise at their trysting place. In anxiety he went into the adjoining room, and there smoked alone until just past eleven oclock, when he put on his hat and went forth into the dark, deserted street.

Opposite High Street Kensington Station he jumped upon a bus, and at five minutes to midnight alighted at the Marble Arch. On entering the park he quickly found the seat he had indicated as their meeting place, and sat down to wait.

The home-going theatre traffic behind him in the Bayswater Road had nearly ceased as the church clocks chimed the midnight hour. In the semi-darkness of the park dark figures were moving, lovers with midnight trysts like his own. In the long, well-lit road behind him motors full of gaily-dressed women flashed homeward from suppers or theatres, while from the open windows of a ballroom in a great mansion, the house of an iron magnate, came the distant strains of waltz music.

Time dragged along. He strained his eyes down the dark pathway, but could see no approaching figure. Had she at the last moment been prevented from coming? He knew how difficult it was for her to slip away at night, for Lady Ranscomb was always so full of engagements, and Dorise was compelled to go everywhere with her.

At last he saw a female figure in the distance, as she turned into the park from the Marble Arch, and springing to his feet, he went forward to meet her. At first he was not certain that it was Dorise, but as he approached nearer he recognized her gait.

A few seconds later he confronted her and grasped her warmly by the hand. The black cloak she was wearing revealed a handsome jade-coloured evening gown, while her shoes were not those one would wear for promenading in the park.

Welcome at last, darling! he cried. I was wondering if you could get away, after all!

I had a little difficulty, she laughed. Im at a dance at the Gordons in Grosvenor Gardens, but I managed to slip out, find a taxi, and run along here. I fear I cant stay long, or they will miss me.

Even five minutes with you is bliss to me, darling, he said, grasping her ungloved hand and raising it to his lips.

Ah! Hugh. If you could only return to us, instead of living under this awful cloud of suspicion! the girl cried. Every day, and every night, I think of you, dear, and wonder how you are dragging out your days in obscurity down in Kensington. Twice this week I drove along the Earls Court Road, quite close to you.

Oh! life is a bit dull, certainly, he replied cheerfully. But I have papers and books — and I can look out of the window on to the houses opposite.

But you go out for a ramble at night?

Oh! yes, he replied. Last night I set out at one oclock and walked up to Hampstead Heath, as far as Jack Straws Castle and back. The night was perfect. Really, Londoners who sleep heavily all night lose the best part of their lives. London is only beautiful in the night hours and at early dawn. I often watch the sun rise from the Thames Embankment. I have a favourite seat — just beyond Scotland Yard. Ive become quite a night-bird these days. I sleep when the sun shines, and with a sandwich box and a flask I go long tramps at night, just as others do who, like myself, are concealing their identity.

But when will all this end? queried the girl, as together they strolled in the direction of Bayswater, passing many whispering couples sitting on seats. London lovers enjoy the park at all hours of the twenty-four.

It will only end when I am able to discover the truth, he said vaguely. Meanwhile I am not disheartened, darling, because — because I know that you believe in me — that you still trust me.

That man whom I saw in Nice dressed as a cavalier, and who again came to me in Scotland, is a mystery, she said. Do you really believe he is the person you suspect?

I do. I still believe he is the notorious and defiant criminal Il Passero — the most daring and ingenious thief of the present century.

But he is evidently your friend.

Yes. That is the great mystery of it all. I cannot discern his motive.

Is it a sinister one, do you think?

No. I do not believe so. I have heard of The Sparrows fame from the lips of many criminals, but none has uttered a single word against him. He is, I hear, fierce, bitter, and relentless towards those who are his enemies. To his friends, however, he is staunchly loyal. That is what is said of him.

But, Hugh, I wish you would be more frank with me, the girl said. There are several things you are hiding from me.

I admit it, darling, he blurted forth, holding her hand in the darkness as they walked. The ecstasy and the bliss of that moment held him almost without words. She was as life to him. He pursued that soul-deadening evasion, and lived that grey, sordid life among men and women escaping from justice solely for her sake. If he married Louise Lambert and then cast off the matrimonial shackles he would recover his patrimony and be well-off.

To many men the temptation would have proved too great. The inheritance of his fathers fortune was so very easy. Louise was a pretty girl, well educated, bright, vivacious, and thoroughly up to date. Yet somehow, he always mistrusted Benton, though his father, perhaps blinded in his years, had reckoned him his best and most sincere friend. There are many unscrupulous men who pose as dear, devoted friends of those who they know are doomed by disease to die — men who hope to be left executors with attaching emoluments, and men who have some deep game to play either by swindling the orphans, or by advancing one of their own kith and kin in the social scale.

Old Mr. Henfrey, a genuine country landowner of the good old school, a man who lived in tweeds and leggings, and who rode regularly to hounds and enjoyed his days across the stubble, was one of the unsuspicious. Charles Benton he had first met long ago in the Hotel de Russie in Rome while he was wintering there. Benton was merry, and, apparently, a gentleman. He talked of his days at Harrow, and afterwards at Cambridge, of being sent down because of a big rag in the Gladstonian days, and of his life since as a fairly well-off bachelor with rooms in London.

Thus a close intimacy had sprung up between them, and Hugh had naturally regarded his fathers friend with entire confidence.

You admit that you are not telling me the whole truth, Hugh, remarked the girl after a long pause. It is hardly fair of you, is it?

Ah! darling, you do not know my position, he hastened to explain as he gripped her little hand more tightly in his own. I only wish I could learn the truth myself so as to make complete explanation. But at present all is doubt and uncertainty. Wont you trust me, Dorise?

Trust you! she echoed. Why, of course I will! You surely know that, Hugh.

The young man was again silent for some moments. Then he exclaimed:

Yet, after all, I can see no ray of hope.

Why?

Hope of our marriage, Dorise, he said hoarsely. How can I, without money, ever hope to make you my wife?

But you will have your fathers estate in due course, wont you? she asked quite innocently. You always plead poverty. You are so like a man.

Ah! Dorise, I am really poor. You dont understand — you cant!

But I do, she said. You may have debts. Every man has them — tailors bills, restaurant bills, betting debts, jewellery debts. Oh! I know. Ive heard all about these things from another. Well, if you have them, youll be able to settle them out of your fathers estate all in due course.

And if he has left me nothing?

Nothing! exclaimed the handsome girl at his side. What do you mean?

Well — — he said very slowly. At present I have nothing — thats all. That is why at Monte Carlo I suggested that — that — —

He did not conclude the sentence.

I remember. You said that I had better marry George Sherrard — that thick-lipped ass. You said that because you are hard-up?

Yes. I am hard-up. Very hard-up. At present I am existing in an obscure lodging practically upon the charity of a man upon whom, so far as I can ascertain, I have no claim whatsoever.

The notorious thief?

Hugh nodded, and said:

That fact in itself mystifies me. I can see no motive. I am entirely innocent of the crime attributed to me, and if Mademoiselle were in her right mind she would instantly clear me of this terrible charge.

But why did you go to her home that night, Hugh?

As I have already told you, I went to demand a reply to a single question I put to her, he said. But please do no let us discuss the affair further. The whole circumstances are painful to me — more painful than you can possibly imagine. One day — and I hope it will be soon — you will fully realize what all this has cost me.

The girl drew a long breath.

I know, Hugh, she said. I know, dear — and I do trust you.

They halted, and he bent and impressed upon her lips a fierce caress.

So entirely absorbed in each other were the pair that they failed to notice the slim figure of a man who had followed the girl at some distance. Indeed, the individual in question had been lurking outside the house in Grosvenor Gardens, and had watched Dorise leave. At the end of the street a taxi was drawn up at the kerb awaiting him. Dorise had hailed the man, but his reply was a surly Engaged.

Then, walking about a couple of hundred yards, she had found another, and entering it, had driven to the Marble Arch. But the first taxi had followed the second one, and in it was the well-set-up man who was silently watching her in the park as she walked with her lover towards the Victoria Gate.

What can I say to you in reply to your words of hope, darling? exclaimed Hugh as he walked beside her. I know full well how much all this must puzzle you. Have you seen Brock?

Oh! yes. I saw him two days ago. He called upon mother and had tea. I managed to get five minutes alone with him, and I asked if he had heard from you. He replied that he had not. Hes much worried about you.

Is he, dear old chap? I only wish I dared write to him, and give him my address.

I told him that you were back in London. But I did not give him your address. You told me to disclose nothing.

Quite right, Dorise, he said. If, as I hope one day to do, I can ever clear myself and combat my secret enemies, then there will be revealed to you a state of things of which you little dream. To-day I confess I am under a cloud. In the to-morrow I hope and pray that I may be able to expose the guilty and throw a new light upon those who have conspired to secure my downfall.

They had halted in the dark path, and again their lips met in fond caress. Behind them was the silent watcher, the tall man who had followed Dorise when she had made her secret exit from the house wherein the gay dance was till in progress.

An empty seat was near, and with one accord the lovers sank upon it, Hugh still holding the girls soft hand.

I must really go, she said. Mother will miss me, no doubt.

And George Sherrard, too? asked her companion bitterly.

He may, of course.

Ah! Then he is with you to-night?

Yes. Unfortunately, he is. Ah! Hugh! How I hate his exquisite and superior manners. But he is such a close friend of mothers that I can never escape him.

And he still pesters you with his attentions, of course, remarked Hugh in a hard voice.

Oh! yes, he is always pretending to be in love with me.

Love! echoed Hugh. Can such a man ever love a woman? Never, Dorise. He does not love you as I love you — with my whole heart and my whole soul.

Of course the fellow cannot, she replied. But, for mothers sake, I have to suffer his presence.

At least you are frank, darling, he laughed.

I only tell you the truth, dear. Mother thinks she can induce me to marry him because he is so rich, but I repeat that I have no intention whatever of doing so. I love you, Hugh — and only you.

Again he took her in his strong arms and pressed her to him, still being watched by the mysterious individual who had followed Dorise.

Ah! my darling, these are, indeed, moments of supreme happiness, Hugh exclaimed as he held her tightly in his arms. I wonder when we dare meet again?

Soon, dear — very soon, I hope. Let us make another appointment, she said. On Friday week mother is going to spend the night with Mrs. Deane down at Ascot. I shall make excuse to stay at home.

Right. Friday week at the same place and time, he said cheerily.

Ill have to go now, she said regretfully. I only wish I could stay longer, but I must get back at once. If mother misses me shell have a fit.

So he walked with her out of the Victoria Gate into the Bayswater Road and put her into an empty taxi which was passing back to Oxford Street.

Then, when he had pressed her hand and wished her adieu, he continued, towards Notting Hill Gate, and thence returned to Kensington.

But, though he was ignorant of the fact, the rather lank figure which had been waiting outside the house in Grosvenor Gardens now followed him almost as noiselessly as a shadow. Never once did the watcher lose sight of him until he saw him enter the house in Abingdon Road with his latchkey.

Then, when the door had closed, the mysterious watcher passed by and scrutinized the number, after which he hastened back to Kensington High Street, where he found a belated taxi in which he drove away.


SEVENTEENTH CHAPTER

ON THE SURREY HILLS
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ON THE FOLLOWING morning, about twelve oclock, Emily, Mrs. Masons stout maid-of-all-work, showed a tall, well-dressed man into Hughs frowsy little sitting-room where he sat reading.

He sprang to his feet when he recognized his visitor to be Charles Benton.

Well my boy! cried his visitor cheerily. So Ive found you at last! We all thought you were on the Continent, lying low somewhere.

So I have been, replied the young man faintly. Youve heard of that affair at Monte Carlo?

Of course. And you are suspected — wanted by the police? Thats why Im here, Benton replied. This place isnt safe for you. You must get away from it at once, he added, lowering his voice.

Why isnt it safe?

Because at Scotland Yard they know you are somewhere in Kensington, and theyre hunting high and low for you.

How do you know?

Because Harpur, one of the assistant Commissioners of Police, happened to be in the club yesterday, and we chatted. So I pumped him as to the suspected person from Monte Carlo, and he declared that you were known to be in this district, and your arrest was only a matter of time. So you must clear out at once.

Where to? asked Hugh blankly.

Well, theres a lady you met once or twice with me, Mrs. Bond. She will be delighted to put you up for a few weeks. She has a charming house down in Surrey — a place called Shapley Manor.

She might learn the truth and give me away, remarked Hugh dubiously.

She wont. Recollect, Hugh, that I was your fathers friend, and am yours. What advice I give you is for your own good. You cant stay here — its impossible.

The name of The Sparrow was upon Hughs lips, and he was about to tell Benton of that mysterious persons efforts on his behalf, but, on reflection, he saw that he had no right to expose The Sparrows existence to others. The very house in which they were was one of the bolt-holes of the wonderfully organized gang of crooks which Il Passero controlled.

How did you know that I was here? asked Hugh suddenly in curiosity.

That Im not at liberty to say. It was not a friend of yours, but rather an enemy who told me — hence I tell you that you run the gravest risk in remaining here a moment longer. As soon as I heard you were here, I telephoned to Mrs. Bond, and she has very generously asked us both to stay with her, Benton went on. If you agree, Ill get a car now, without delay, and well run down into Surrey together, he added.

Hugh glanced at the tall, well-dressed man of whom his father had thought so highly. Charles Benton, in spite of his hair tuning grey, was a handsome man, and moved in a very good circle of society. Nobody knew his source of income, and nobody cared. In these days clothes make the gentleman, and a knighthood a lady.

Like many others, old Mr. Henfrey had been sadly deceived by Charles Benton, and had taken him into his family as a friend. Other men had done the same. His geniality, his handsome, open face, and his plausible manner, proved the open sesame to many doors of the wealthy, and the latter were robbed in various ways, yet never dreaming that Benton was the instigator of it all. He never committed a theft himself. He gave the information — and others did the dirty work.

You recollect Mrs. Bond, said Benton. But I believe Maxwell, her first husband, was alive then, wasnt he?

I have a faint recollection of meeting a Mrs. Maxwell in Paris — at lunch at the Pre Catalan — was it not?

Yes, of course. About six years ago. Thats quite right! laughed Benton. Well, Maxwell died and she married again — a Colonel Bond. He was killed in Mesopotamia, and now shes living up on the Hogs Back, beyond Guildford, on the road to Farnham.

Hugh again reflected. He had come to Abingdon Road at the suggestion of the mysterious White Cavalier. Ought he to leave the place without first consulting him? Yet he had no knowledge of the whereabouts of the man of mystery whom he firmly believed was none other than the elusive Sparrow. Besides, was not Benton, his fathers closest friend, warning him of his peril?

The latter thought decided him.

Im sure its awfully good of Mrs. Bond whom I know so slightly to invite me to stay with her.

Nothing, my dear boy. Shes a very old friend of mine. I once did her a rather good turn when Maxwell was alive, and shes never forgotten it. Shes one of the best women in the world, I assure you, Benton declared. Ill run along to a garage I know in Knightsbridge and get a car to take us down to Shapley. Its right out in the country, and as long as you keep clear of the town of Guildford — where the police are unusually wary under one of the shrewdest chief constables in England — then you neednt have much fear. Pack up your traps, Hugh, and Ill call for you at the end of the road in half an hour.

Yes. But Ill want a dress suit and lots of other things if Im going to stay at a country house, the young man demurred.

Rot! You can get all you want in Aldershot, Farnham or Portsmouth. Come just as you are. Mrs. Bond will make all allowances.

And probably have her suspicions aroused at the same time?

No, she wont. This is a sudden trip into the country. I told her you had been taken unwell — a nervous breakdown — and that the doctor had ordered you complete rest at once.

I wish I had stayed in Monte Carlo and faced the charge against me, declared Hugh fervently. Being hunted from pillar to post like this is so absolutely nerve-racking.

Why did you go to that womans house, Hugh? Benton asked. What business had you that led you to call at that hour upon such a notorious person?

Hugh remained silent. He saw that to tell Benton the truth would be to reopen the whole question of the will and of Louise.

So he merely shrugged his shoulders.

Wont you tell me what really happened at the Villa Amette, Hugh? asked the elder man persuasively. Ive seen Brock, but he apparently knows nothing.

Of course he does not. I was alone, was Hughs answer. The least said about that night of horror the better, Benton.

So his fathers friend left the house, while Hugh sought Mrs. Mason, settled his bill with her, packed his meagre wardrobe into a suit-case, and half an hour later entered the heavy old limousine which he found at the end of the road.

They took the main Portsmouth road, by way of Kingston, Cobham and Ripley, until in the cold grey afternoon they descended the steep hill through Guildford High Street, and crossing the bridge, instead of continuing along the road to Portsmouth, bore to the right, past the station, and up the steep wide road over that long hill, the Hogs Back, whence a great misty panorama was spread out on either side of the long, high-up ridge which in the sunshine gives such a wonderful view to motorists on their way out of London southward.

Presently the car turned into the gravelled drive, and Hugh found himself at Shapley.

In the chintz-hung, old-world morning-room, lit by the last rays of the declining sun, for the sky had suddenly cleared, Mrs. Bond entered, loud-voiced and merry.

Why, Mr. Henfrey! Im so awfully pleased to see you. Charles telephoned to me that you were a bit out of sorts. So you must stay with me for a little while — both of you. Its very healthy up here on the Surrey hills, and youll soon be quite right again.

Im sure, Mrs. Bond, it is most hospitable of you, Hugh said. London in these after the war days is quite impossible. I always long for the country. Certainly your house is delightful, he added, looking round.

Its one of the nicest houses in the whole county of Surrey, my boy, Benton declared enthusiastically. Mrs. Bond was awfully lucky in securing it. The family are unfortunately ruined, as so many others are by excessive taxation and high prices, and she just stepped in at the psychological moment.

Well, I really dont know how to thank you sufficiently, Mrs. Bond, Hugh declared. It is really extremely good of you.

Remember, Mr. Henfrey, we are not strangers, exclaimed the handsome woman. Do you recollect when we met in Paris, and afterwards in Biarritz, and then that night at the Carlton?

I recollect perfectly well. We met before the war, when one could really enjoy oneself contentedly.

Since then I have been travelling a great deal, said the woman. Ive been in Italy, the South of Spain, the Azores, and over to the States. I got back only a few months ago.

And so after a chat Hugh was shown to his room, a pretty apartment, from the diamond-paned windows of which spread out a lovely view across to Godalming and Hindhead, with the South Downs in the blue far away.

Now you must make yourselves at home, both of you, the handsome woman urged as they came down into the drawing-room after a wash.

Tea was served, and over it much chatter about people and places. Mrs. Bond was, like her friend Benton, a thorough-going cosmopolitan. Hugh had no idea of her real reputation, or of her remarkable adventures. Neither had he any idea that Molly Maxwell was wanted by the Paris Surete, just as he himself was wanted.

Isnt this a charming place? remarked Benton as, an hour later, they strolled on the long terrace smoking cigarettes before dinner. Mrs. Bond was indeed fortunate in finding it.

Beautiful! declared Hugh in genuine admiration. Since that memorable night in Monte Carlo he had been living in frowsy surroundings, concealed in thieves hiding-places, eating coarse food, and hearing the slang of the underworld of Europe.

It had been exciting, yet he had been drawn into it against his will — just because he had feared for Dorises sake, to face the music after that mysterious shot had been fired at the Villa Amette.

Mrs. Bond was most courteous to her guests, and as Hugh and Benton strolled up and down the terrace in the fast growing darkness, the elder man remarked:

Youll be quite safe here, you know, Hugh. Dont worry. Im truly sorry that you have landed yourself into this hole, but — well, for the life of me I cant see what led you to seek out that woman, Yvonne Ferad. Why ever did you go there?

Hugh paused.

I — I had reasons — private reasons of my own, he replied.

Thats vague enough. We all have private reasons for doing silly things, and it seems that you did an exceptionally silly thing. I hear that Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo, after the doctors operated upon her brain, has now become a hopeless idiot.

So Ive been told. It is all so very sad — so horrible. Though people have denounced her as an adventuress, yet I know that at heart she is a real good woman.

Is she? How do you know? asked Benton quickly, for instantly he was on the alert.

I know. And that is all.

But tell me, Hugh — tell me in confidence, my boy — what led you to seek her that night. You must have followed her from the Casino and have seen her enter the Villa. Then you rang at the door and asked to see her?

Yes, I did.

Why?

I had my own reasons.

Cant you tell them to me, Hugh? asked the tall man in a strange, low voice. Remember, I am an old friend of your father. And I am still your best friend.

Hugh pursued his walk in silence.

No, he said at last, I prefer not to discuss the affair. That night is one full of painful memories.

Very well, answered Benton shortly. If you dont want to tell me, Hugh, I quite understand. Thats enough. Have another cigarette, and he handed the young fellow his heavy gold case.

A week passed. Hugh Henfrey and Charles Benton greatly enjoyed their stay at Shapley Manor. With their hostess they motored almost daily to many points of interest in the neighbourhood, never, by the way, descending into the town of Guildford, where the police were so unusually alert and shrewd.

More than once when alone with Benton, Hugh felt impelled to refer to the mysterious death of his father, but it was a very painful subject. The last time Hugh had referred to it, about a month before his visit to Monte Carlo, Benton had been greatly upset, and had begged the young man not to mention the tragic affair.

Constantly, however, Benton, on his part, would put cunning questions to him concerning Yvonne Ferad, as to what he knew concerning her, and how he had managed to escape over the frontier into Italy.

Late one night as they sat together in the billiard-room after their final game, Benton, removing the cigar from his lips, exclaimed:

Oh! I quite forgot to tell you, Mrs. Bond has been awfully good to Louise. She took her from Paris with her and they went quite a long tour, first to Spain and other places, and then to New York and back.

Has she? exclaimed Hugh in surprise. Only once before had Benton mentioned Louises name, then he had casually remarked that she was on a visit to some friends in Yorkshire.

Yes. Shes making her home with Mrs. Bond for the present. She returns here to-morrow.

As he said this, he watched the young mans face. It was sphinx-like.

Oh! Thats jolly! he replied, with well assumed satisfaction. It seems such an age since we last met — nearly a year before my fathers death, I believe.

In his heart he had no great liking for the girl, although she was bright, vivacious and extremely good company.

Next afternoon the pair met in the hall after the car had brought her from Guildford station.

Hallo, Hugh! she cried as she grasped his hand. Uncle wrote and told me you were here! How jolly, isnt it? Why — you seem to have grown older, she laughed.

And you younger, he replied, bending over her hand gallantly. I hear youve been all over the world of late!

Yes. Wasnt it awfully good of Mrs. Bond? I had a ripping time. I enjoyed New York ever so much. I find this place a bit dull after Paris though, so Im often away with friends.

And he followed her into the big morning-room where Mrs. Bond, alias Molly Maxwell, was awaiting her.

That afternoon there had been several callers; a retired admiral and his wife, and two county magistrates with their womenfolk, for since her residence at Shapley Mrs. Bond had been received in a good many smart houses, especially by the nouveau riche who abound in that neighbourhood. But the callers had left and they were now alone.

As Louise sat opposite the woman who had taken her under her charge, Hugh gazed at her furtively and saw that there was no comparison between her and the girl he loved so deeply.

How strange it was, he thought. If he asked her to be his wife and they married, he would at once become a wealthy man and inherit all his fathers possessions. True, she was very sweet and possessed more than the ordinary chic and good taste in dress. Yet he felt that he could never fulfil his dead fathers curious desire.

He could never marry her — never!


EIGHTEENTH CHAPTER

THE MAN WITH THE BLACK GLOVE
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ON HIS WAY out of London, Hugh had made excuse and stopped the car at a post office in Putney, whence he sent an express note to Dorise, telling her his change of address. He though it wiser not to post it.

Hence it was on the morning following Louises arrival at Shapley, he received a letter from Dorise, enclosing one she had received under cover for him. He had told Dorise to address him as Mr. Carlton Symes.

It was on dark-blue paper, such as is usually associated with the law or officialdom. Written in a neat, educated hand, it read:

DEAR MR. HENFREY, — I hear that you have left Abingdon Road, and am greatly interested to know the reason. You will, no doubt, recognize me as the friend who sent a car for you at Monte Carlo. Please call at the above address at the earliest possible moment. Be careful that you are not watched. Say nothing to anybody, wherever you may be. Better call about ten-thirty P.M., and ask for me. Have no fear. I am still your friend,

GEORGE PETERS.

The address given was 14, Ellerston Street, Mayfair.

Hugh knew the street, which turned off Curzon Street, a short thoroughfare, but very exclusive. Some smart society folk lived there.

But who was George Peters? Was it not The Sparrow who had sent him the car with the facetious chauffeur to that spot in Monte Carlo? Perhaps the writer was the White Cavalier!

During the morning Hugh strolled down the hill and through the woods with Louise. The latter was dressed in a neat country kit, a tweed suit, a suede tam-o-shanter, and carried a stout ash-plant as a walking-stick. They were out together until luncheon time.

Meanwhile, Benton sat with his hostess, and had a long confidential chat.

You see, Molly, he said, as he smoked lazily, I thought it an excellent plan to bring them together, and to let them have an opportunity of really knowing each other. Its no doubt true that hes over head and ears in love with the Ranscomb girl, but Lady Ranscomb has set her mind on having Sherrard as her son-in-law. Shes a clever woman, Lady Ranscomb, and of course, in her eyes, Hugh is for ever beneath a cloud. That he went to the womans house at night is quite sufficient.

Well, if I know anything of young men, Charles, I dont think youll ever induce that boy to marry Louise, remarked the handsome adventuress whom nobody suspected.

Then if he doesnt, well just turn him over to Scotland Yard. We havent any further use for him, said Benton savagely. Its the money we want.

And I fear we shall go on wanting it, my dear Charles, declared the woman, who was so well versed in the ways of men. Louise likes him. She has told me so. But he only tolerates her — thats all! Hes obsessed by the mystery of old Henfreys death.

I wonder if that was the reason he went that night to see Yvonne? exclaimed Benton in a changed voice, as the idea suddenly occurred to him. I wonder if — if he suspected something, and went boldly and asked her?

Ah! I wonder! echoed the woman. But Yvonne would surely tell him nothing. It would implicate her far too deeply if she did. Yvonne is a very shrewd person. She isnt likely to have told the old mans son very much.

No, youre right, Molly, replied the man. Youre quite right! I dont think we have much to fear on that score. Weve got Hugh with us, and if he again turns antagonistic the end is quite easy — just an anonymous line to the police.

We dont want to do that if there is any other way, the woman said.

I dont see any other way, replied the adventurer. If he wont marry Louise, then the money passes out of our reach.

I dont like The Sparrow taking such a deep interest in his welfare, growled the woman beneath her breath.

And I dont like the fact that Yvonne is still alive. If she were dead — then we should have nothing to fear — nothing! Benton said grimly.

But who fired the shot if Hugh didnt? asked Mrs. Bond.

Personally, I think he did. He discovered something — something we dont yet know — and he went to the Villa Amette and shot her in revenge for the old mans death. Thats my firm belief.

Then why has The Sparrow taken all these elaborate precautions?

Because hes afraid himself of the truth coming out, said Benton. He certainly has looked after Hugh very well. I had some trouble to persuade the lad to come down here, for he evidently believes that The Sparrow is his best friend.

He may find him his enemy one day, laughed the woman. And then they rose and strolled out into the grounds, across the lawn down to the great pond.

When at half-past seven they sat down to dinner, Hugh suddenly remarked that he found it imperative to go to London that evening, and asked Mrs. Bond if he might have the car.

Benton looked up at him quickly, but said nothing before Louise.

Certainly; Mead shall take you, was the womans reply, though she was greatly surprised at the sudden request. Both she and Benton instantly foresaw that his intention was to visit Dorise in secret. For what other reason could he wish to run the risk of returning to London?

When do you wish to start? asked his hostess.

Oh! about nine — if I may, was the young mans reply.

Will you be back to-night? asked the girl who, in a pretty pink dinner frock, sat opposite him.

Yes. But it wont be till late, I expect, he replied.

Remember, to-morrow we are going for a run to Bournemouth and back, said the girl. Mrs. Bond has kindly arranged it, and I daresay she will come, too.

I dont know yet, dear, replied Mrs. Bond. The truth was that she intended that the young couple should spend the day alone together.

Benton was filled with curiosity.

As soon as the meal was over, and the two ladies had left the room, he poured out a glass of port and turning to the young fellow, remarked:

Dont you think its a bit dangerous to go to town, Hugh?

It may be, but I must take the risk, was the others reply.

What are you going up for? asked Benton bluntly.

To see somebody — important, was his vague answer. And though the elder man tried time after time to get something more definite from him, he remained silent. Had not his unknown friend urged him to say nothing to anybody wherever he might be?

So at nine Mead drove up the car to the door, and Hugh, slipping on his light overcoat, bade his hostess good-night, thanked her for allowing him the use of the limousine, and promised to be back soon after midnight.

Good-night, Hugh! cried Louise from the other end of the fine old hall. And a moment later the car drove away in the darkness.

Along the Hogs Back they went, and down into Guildford. Then up the long steep High Street, past the ancient, overhanging clock at the Guildhall, and out again on the long straight road to Ripley and London.

As soon as they were beyond Guildford, he knocked at the window, and afterwards mounted beside Mead. He hated to be in a car alone, for he himself was a good driver and used always to drive his fathers old bus.

Ill go to the Berkeley Hotel, he said to the man. Drop me there, and pick me up outside there at twelve, will you?

The man promised to do so, and then they chatted as they continued on their way to London. Mead, a Guildfordian, knew every inch of the road. Before entering Mrs. Bonds service he had, for a month, driven a lorry for a local firm of builders, and went constantly to and from London.

They arrived at the corner of St. Jamess Street at half-past ten. Hugh gave Mead five shillings to get his evening meal, and said:

Be back here at midnight, Mead. I expect Ill be through my business long before that. But its a clear night, and we shall have a splendid run home.

Very well, sir. Thank you, replied his hostesss chauffeur.

Hugh Henfrey, instead of entering the smart Society hotel, turned up the street, and, walking quickly, found himself ten minutes later in Ellerston Street before a spacious house, upon the pale-green door of which was marked in Roman numerals the number fourteen.

By the light of the street lamp he saw it was an old Georgian town house. In the ironwork were two-foot-scrapers, relics of a time long before macadam or wood paving.

The house, high and inartistic, was a relic of the days of the dandies, when country squires had their town houses, and before labour found itself in London drawing-rooms. Consumed by curiosity, Hugh pressed the electric button marked visitors, and a few moments later a smart young footman opened the door.

Mr. George Peters? inquired Hugh. I have an appointment.

What name, sir? the young, narrow-eyed man asked.

Henfrey.

Oh, yes, sir! Mr. Peters is expecting you, he said. And at once he conducted him along the narrow hall to a room beyond.

The house was beautifully appointed. Everywhere was taste and luxury. Even in the hall there were portraits by old Spanish masters and many rare English sporting prints.

The room into which he was shown was a long apartment furnished in the style of the Georgian era. The genuine Adams ceiling, mantelpiece, and dead white walls, with the faintly faded carpet of old rose and light-blue, were all in keeping. The lights, too, were shaded, and over all was an old-world atmosphere of quiet and dignified repose.

The room was empty, and Hugh crossed to examine a beautiful little marble statuette of a girl bather, with her arms raised and about to dive. It was, no doubt, a gem of the art of sculpture, mounted upon a pedestal of dark-green marble which revolved.

The whole conception was delightful, and the girls laughing face was most perfect in its portraiture.

Of a sudden the door reopened, and he was met by a stout, rather wizened old gentleman with white bristly hair and closely cropped moustache, a man whose ruddy face showed good living, and who moved with the brisk alertness of a man twenty years his junior.

Ah! here you are, Mr. Henfrey! he exclaimed warmly, as he offered his visitor his hand. Upon the latter was a well-worn black glove — evidently to hide either some disease or deformity. I was wondering if you received my letter safely?

Yes, replied Hugh, glancing at the shrewd little man whose gloved right hand attracted him.

Sit down, the other said, as he closed the door. Im very anxious to have a little chat with you.

Hugh took the arm-chair which Mr. Peters indicated. Somehow he viewed the man with suspicion. His eyes were small and piercing, and his face with its broad brow and narrow chin was almost triangular. He was a man of considerable personality, without a doubt. His voice was high pitched and rather petulant.

Now, he said. I was surprised to learn that you had left your safe asylum in Kensington. Not only was I surprised — but I confess, I was alarmed.

I take it that I have to thank you for making those arrangements for my escape from Monte Carlo? remarked Hugh, looking him straight in the face.

No thanks are needed, my dear Mr. Henfrey, replied the elder man. So long as you are free, what matters? But I do not wish you to deliberately run risks which are so easily avoided. Why did you leave Abingdon Road?

I was advised to do so by a friend.

Not by Miss Ranscomb, I am sure.

No, by a Mr. Benton, whom I know.

The old mans eyebrows narrowed for a second.

Benton? he echoed. Charles Benton — is he?

Yes. As he was a friend of my late father I naturally trust him.

Mr. Peters paused.

Oh, naturally, he said a second later. But where are you living now?

Hugh told him that he was the guest of Mrs. Bond of Shapley Manor, whereupon Mr. Peters sniffed sharply, and rising, obtained a box of good cigars from a cupboard near the fireplace.

You went there at Bentons suggestion?

Yes, I did.

Mr. Peters gave a grunt of undisguised dissatisfaction, as he curled himself in his chair and examined carefully the young man before him.

Now, Mr. Henfrey, he said at last. I am very sorry for you. I happen to know something of your present position, and the great difficulty in which you are to-day placed by the clever roguery of others. Will you please describe to me accurately exactly what occurred on that fateful night at the Villa Amette? If I am to assist you further it is necessary for you to tell me everything — remember, everything!

Hugh paused and looked the stranger straight in the face.

I thought you knew all about it, he said.

I know a little — not all. I want to know everything. Why did you venture there at all? You did not know the lady. It was surely a very unusual hour to pay a call? said the little man, his shrewd eyes fixed upon his visitor.

Well, Mr. Peters, the fact is that my father died in very suspicious circumstances, and I was led to believe the Mademoiselle was cognizant of the truth.

The other man frowned slightly.

And so you went there with the purpose of getting the truth from her? he remarked, with a grunt.

Hugh nodded in the affirmative.

What did she tell you?

Nothing. She was about to tell me something when the shot was fired by someone on the veranda outside.

Hm! Then the natural surmise would be that you, suspecting that woman of causing your fathers death, shot her because she refused to tell you anything?

I repeat she was about to disclose the circumstances — to divulge her secret, when she was struck down.

You have no suspicion of anyone? You dont think that her manservant — I forget the fellows name — fired the shot? Remember, he was not in the room at the time!

I feel confident that he did not. He was far too distressed at the terrible affair, said Hugh. The outrage must have been committed by someone to whom the preservation of the secret of my fathers end was of most vital importance.

Agreed, replied the man with the black glove. The problem we have to solve is who was responsible for your fathers death.

Yes, said Hugh. If that shot had not been fired I should have known the truth.

You think, then, that Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo would have told you the truth? asked the bristly-haired man with a mysterious smile.

Yes. She would.

Well, Mr. Henfrey, I think I am not of your opinion.

You think possibly she would have implicated herself if she had told me the truth?

I do. But the chief reason I asked you to call and see me to-night is to learn for what reason you have been induced to go on a visit to this Mrs. Bond.

Because Benton suggested it. He told me that Scotland Yard knew of my presence in Kensington, making further residence there dangerous.

Hm! And the man with the black glove paused again.

You dont like Benton, do you?

I have no real reason to dislike him. He has always been very friendly towards me — as he was to my late father. The only thing which causes me to hold aloof from him as much as I can is the strange clause in my fathers will.

Strange clause? echoed the old man. What clause?

My father, in his will, cut me off every benefit he could unless I married Bentons adopted daughter, Louise. If I marry her, then I obtain a quarter of a million. I at first thought of disputing the will, but Mr. Charman, our family solicitor, says that it is perfectly in order. The will was made in Paris two years before his death. He went over there on some financial business.

Was Benton with him? asked Mr. Peters.

No. Benton went to New York about two months before.

Hm! And how soon after your fathers return did he come home?

I think it was about three months. He was in America five months altogether, I believe.

The old man, still curled in his chair, smoked his cigar in silence. Apparently he was thinking deeply.

So Benton has induced you to go down to Shapley in order that you may be near his adopted daughter, in the hope that you will marry her! In the meantime you are deeply in love with Lady Ranscombs daughter. I know her — a truly charming girl. I congratulate you, he added, as though speaking to himself. But the situation is indeed a very complicated one.

For me it is terrible. I am living under a cloud, and in constant fear of arrest. What can be done?

I fear nothing much can be done at present, said the old man, shaking his head gravely. I quite realize that you are victim of certain enemies who intend to get hold of your fathers fortune. It is for us to combat them — if we can.

Then you will continue to help me? asked Hugh eagerly, looking into the mysterious face of the old fellow who wore the black glove.

I promise you my aid, he replied, putting out his gloved hand as pledge.

Then, as Hugh took it, he looked straight into those keen eyes, and asked:

You have asked me many questions, sir, and I have replied to them all. May I ask one of you — my friend?

Certainly, replied the older man.

Then am I correct in assuming that you are actually the person of whom I have heard so much up and down Europe — the man of whom certain men and women speak with admiration, and with bated breath — the man known in certain circles as — as Il Passero?

The countenance of the little man with the bristly white hair and the black glove relaxed into a smile, as, still holding Hughs hand in friendship, he replied:

Yes. It is true. Some know me as The Sparrow!


NINETEENTH CHAPTER

THE SPARROW
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HUGH HENFREY WAS at last face to face with the most notorious criminal in Europe!

The black-gloved hand of the wizened, bristly-haired old man was the hand that controlled a great organization spread all over Europe — an organization which only knew Il Passero by repute, but had never seen him in the flesh.

Yet there he was, a discreet, rather petulant old gentleman, who lived at ease in an exclusive West End street, and was entirely unsuspected!

When Mr. Peters admitted his identity, Hugh drew a long breath. He was staggered. He was profuse in his thanks, but The Sparrow merely smiled, saying:

It is true that I and certain of my friends make war upon Society — and more especially upon those who have profiteered upon those brave fellows who laid down their lives for us in the war. Whatever you have heard concerning me I hope you will forgive, Mr. Henfrey. At least I am the friend of those who are in distress, or who are wrongly judged — as you are to-day.

I have heard many strange things concerning you from those who have never met you, Hugh said frankly. But nothing to your detriment. Everyone speaks of you, sir, as a gallant sportsman, possessed of an almost uncanny cleverness in outwitting the authorities.

Oh, well! laughed the shrewd old man. By the exercise of a little wit, and the possession of a little knowledge of the personnel of the police, one can usually outwit them. Curious as you may think it, a very high official at Scotland Yard dined with me here only last night. As I am known as a student of criminology, and reputed to be the author of a book upon that subject, he discussed with me the latest crime problem with which he had been called upon to deal — the mysterious murder of a young girl upon the beach on the north-east coast. His frankness rather amused me. It was, indeed, a quaint situation, he laughed.

But does he not recognize you, or suspect? asked Hugh.

Why should he? I have never been through the hands of the police in my life. Hence I have never been photographed, nor have my finger prints been taken. I merely organize — that is all.

Your organization is most wonderful, Mr. — er — Mr. Peters, declared the young man. Since my flight I have had opportunity of learning something concerning it. And frankly, I am utterly astounded.

The old mans face again relaxed into a sphinx-like smile.

When I order, I am obeyed, he said in a curious tone. I ordered your rescue from that ugly situation in Monte Carlo. You and Miss Ranscomb no doubt believed the tall man who went to the ball at Nice as a cavalier to be myself. He did not tell you anything to the contrary, because I only reveal my identity to persons whom I can trust, and then only in cases of extreme necessity.

Then I take it, sir, that you trust me, and that my case is one of extreme necessity?

It is, was The Sparrows reply. At present I can see no solution of the problem. It will be best, perhaps, for you to remain where you are for the present, he added. He did not tell the young man of his knowledge of Benton and his hostess.

But I am very desirous of seeing Miss Ranscomb, Hugh said. Is there any way possible by which I can meet her without running too great a risk?

The Sparrow reflected in silence for some moments.

To-day is Wednesday, he remarked slowly at last. Miss Ranscomb is in London. That I happen to know. Well, go to the Bush Hotel, in Farnham, on Friday afternoon and have tea. She will probably motor there and take tea with you.

Will she? cried Hugh eagerly. Will you arrange it? You are, indeed, a good Samaritan!

The little old man smiled.

I quite understand that this enforced parting under such circumstances is most unfortunate for you both, he said. But I have done, and will continue to do, all I can in your interest.

I cant quite make you out, Mr. Peters, said the young man. Why should you evince such a paternal interest in me?

The Sparrow did not at once reply. A strange expression played about his lips.

Have I not already answered that question twice? he asked. Rest assured, Mr. Henfrey, that I have your interests very much at heart.

You have some reason for that, Im sure.

Well — yes, I have a reason — a reason which is my own affair. And he rose to wish his visitor good-night.

Ill not forget to let Miss Ranscomb know that you will be at Farnham. She will, no doubt, manage to get her mothers car for the afternoon, he said. Good-night! and with his gloved fingers he took the young mans outstretched hand.

The instant he heard the front door close he crossed to the telephone, and asking for a number, told the person who answered it to come round and see him without a moments delay.

Thus, while Hugh Henfrey was seated beside Mead as Mrs. Bonds car went swiftly towards Kensington, a thin, rather wiry-looking man of middle age entered The Sparrows room.

The latter sprang to his feet quickly at sight of his visitor.

Ah! Howell! Im glad youve come. Benton and Molly Maxwell are deceiving us. They mean mischief!

The man he addressed as Howell looked aghast.

Mischief? he echoed. In what way?

Ive not yet arrived at a full conclusion. But we must be on the alert and ready to act whenever the time is ripe. You know what they did over that little affair in Marseilles not so very long ago? Theyll repeat, if were not very careful. That girl of Bentons they are using as a decoy — and shes a dangerous one.

For whom?

For old Henfreys son.

The Sparrows visitor gave vent to a low whistle.

They intend to get old Henfreys money?

Yes — and they will if we are not very wary, declared the little, bristly-haired old gentleman known as The Sparrow. The boy has been entirely entrapped. They made one faux pas, and it is upon that we may — if we are careful — get the better of them. I dont like the situation at all. They have a distinctly evil design against the boy.

Benton and Molly are a combination pretty hard to beat, remarked Mr. Howell. But I thought they were friends of ours.

True. They were. But after the little affair in Marseilles I dont trust them, replied The Sparrow. When anyone makes a slip, either by design or sheer carelessness, or perhaps by reason of inordinate avarice, then I always have to safeguard myself. I suspect — and my suspicion usually proves correct.

His midnight visitor drew a long breath.

What we all say of you is that The Sparrow is gifted with an extra sense, he said.

The little old man with the gloved hand smiled contentedly.

I really dont know why, he said. But I scent danger long before others have any suspicion of it. If I did not, you would, many of you who are my friends, have been in prison long ago.

But you have such a marvellous memory.

Memory! he echoed. Quite wrong. I keep everything filed. I work yonder at my desk all day. See this old wardrobe, and he crossed to a long, genuine Jacobean wardrobe which stood in a corner and, unlocking it, opened the carved doors. There you see all my plans arranged and docketed. I can tell you what has been attempted to-night. Whether the coup is successful I do not yet know.

Within were shelves containing many bundles of papers, each tied with pink tape in legal fashion. He took out a small, black-covered index book and, after consulting it, drew out a file of papers from the second shelf.

These he brought to his table, and opened.

Ah, yes! he said, knitting his brows as he read a document beneath the green-shaded electric lamp. You know Franklyn, dont you?

Harold Franklyn?

Yes. Well, hes in the Tatra, in Hungary. He and Matthews are with three Austrian friends of ours, and to-night they are at the Castle of Szombat, belonging to Count Zsolcza, the millionaire banker of Vienna. The Countess has some very valuable jewels, which were indicated to me several months ago by her discharged ladys maid — through another channel, of course. I hope that before dawn the jewels will be no longer at Szombat, for the Count is an old scoundrel who cornered the peoples food in Austria just before the Armistice and is directly responsible for an enormous amount of suffering. The Countess was a cafe singer in Budapest. Her name was Anna Torna.

Mr. Howell sat open-mouthed. He was a crook and the bosom friend of the great Passero. Like all others who knew him, he held the master criminal in awe and admiration. The Sparrow, whatever he was, never did a mean action and never took advantage of youth or inexperience. To his finger-tips he was a sportsman, whose chief delight in life was to outwit and puzzle the police of Europe. In the underworld he was believed to be fabulously wealthy, as no doubt he was. To the outside world he was a very rich old gentleman, who contributed generously to charities, kept two fine cars, and, as well as his town house, had a pretty place down in Gloucestershire, and usually rented a grouse moor in Scotland, where he entertained Mr. Howell and several other of his intimate friends who were in the same profitable profession as himself, and in whose business he held a controlling interest.

In Paris, Rome, Madrid, or Brussels, he was well known as an idler who stayed at the best hotels and patronized the most expensive restaurants, while his villa on the Riviera he had purchased from a Roumanian prince who had ruined himself by gambling. His gloved hand — gloved because of a natural deformity — was the hand which controlled most of the greater robberies, for his war upon society was constantly far-reaching.

Is Franklyn coming straight back? asked Howell.

That is the plan. He should leave Vienna to-morrow night, said The Sparrow, again consulting the papers. And he comes home with all speed. But first he travels to Brussels, and afterwards to The Hague, where he will hand over Anna Tornas jewels to old Van Ort, and theyll be cut out of all recognition by the following day. Franklyn will then cross from the Hook to Harwich. He will wire me his departure from Vienna. Hes bought a car for the job, and will have to abandon it somewhere outside of Vienna, for, as in most of our games, time is the essence of the contract, and the old fellow laughed oddly.

I thought Franklyn worked with Molly, said Mr. Howell.

So he does. I want him back, for Ive a delicate mission for him, replied the sphinx-like man known as The Sparrow.

Mr. Howell, at the invitation of the arch-criminal, helped himself to a drink. Then The Sparrow said:

You are due to leave London the day after to-morrow on that little business in Madrid. You must remain in town. I may want you.

Very well. But Tresham is already there. I had a letter from him from the Palace Hotel yesterday.

I will recall him by wire to-morrow. Our plans are complete. The Marquiss picture will still hang in his house until we are ready for it. It is the best specimen of Antonio del Rincon, and will fetch a big price in New York — when we have time to go and get it, he laughed.

Is Franklyn to help the Maxwell woman again? asked Mr. Howell, who was known as an expert valuer of antiques and articles of worth, and who had an office in St. Jamess. He only dealt in collectors pieces, and in the trade bore an unblemished reputation, on account of his expert knowledge and his sound financial condition. He bought old masters and pieces of antique silver now and then, but none suspected that the genuine purchases at big prices were only made in order to blind his friends as to the actual nature of his business.

Indeed, to his office came many an art gem stolen from its owner on the Continent and smuggled over by devious ways known only to The Sparrow and his associates. And just as ingeniously the stolen property was sent across to America, so well camouflaged that the United States Customs officers were deceived. With pictures it was their usual method to coat the genuine picture with a certain varnish, over which one of the organization, an old artist living in Chelsea, would paint a modern and quite passable picture and add a new canvas back.

Then, on its arrival in America, the new picture was easily cleaned off, the back removed, and lo! it was an old master once more ready for purchase at a high price by American collectors.

Truly, the gloved hand of The Sparrow was a master hand. He had brought well-financed and well-organized theft to a fine art. His indicators, both male and female, were everywhere, and cosmopolitan as he was himself, and a wealthy man, he was able to direct — and finance — all sorts of coups, from a barefaced jewel theft to the forgery of American banknotes.

And yet, so strange and mysterious a personality was he that not twenty persons in the whole criminal world had ever met him in the flesh. The tall, good-looking man whom Dorise knew as the White Cavalier was one of four other men who posed in his stead when occasion arose.

Scotland Yard, the Surete in Paris, the Pubblica Sicurezza in Rome, and the Detective Department of the New York police knew, quite naturally, of the existence of the elusive Sparrow, but none of them had been able to trace him.

Why? Because he was only the brains of the great, widespread criminal organization. He remained in smug respectability, while others beneath his hand carried out his orders — they were the servants, well-paid too, and he was the master.

No more widespread nor more wonderful criminal combine had ever been organized than that headed by The Sparrow, the little old man whom Londoners believed to be Cockney, yet Italians believed to be pure-bred Tuscan, while in Paris he was a true Parisian who could speak the argot of the Montmartre without a trace of English accent.

As a politician, as a City man, as a professional man, The Sparrow, whose real name was as obscure as his personality, would have made his mark. If a lawyer, he would have secured the honour of a knighthood — or of a baronetcy, and more than probable he would have entered Parliament.

The Sparrow was a philosopher, and a thorough-going Englishman to boot. Though none knew it, he was able by his unique knowledge of the underworld of Europe to give information — as he did anonymously to the War Office — of certain trusted persons who were, at the moment of the outbreak of war, betraying Britains secrets.

The Department of Military Operations was, by means of the anonymous information, able to quash a gigantic German plot against us; but they had been unable to discover either the true source of their information or the identity of their informant.

Id better be off. Its late! said Mr. Howell, after they had been in close conversation for nearly half an hour.

Yes; I suppose you must go, The Sparrow remarked, rising. I must get Franklyn back. He must get to the bottom of this curious affair. I fell that I am being bamboozled by Benton and Molly Maxwell. The boy is innocent — he is their victim, he added; but if I can save him, by gad! I will! Yet it will be difficult. There is much trouble ahead, I anticipate, and it is up to us, Howell, to combat it!

Perhaps Franklyn can assist us?

Perhaps. I shall not, however, know before he gets back here from his adventures in Hungary. But I tell you, Howell, I am greatly concerned about the lad. He has fallen into the hands of a bad crowd — a very bad crowd indeed.


TWENTIETH CHAPTER

THE MAN WHO KNEW
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LATE ON THURSDAY night Dorise and her mother were driving home from Lady Strathbaynes, in Grosvenor Square, where they had been dining. It was a bright starlight night, and the myriad lamps of the London traffic flashed past the windows as Dorise sat back in silence.

She was tired. The dinner had been followed by a small dance, and she had greatly enjoyed it. For once, George Sherrard, her mothers friend, had not accompanied them. As a matter of fact, Lady Strathbayne disliked the man, hence he had not been invited.

Suddenly Lady Ranscomb exclaimed:

I heard about Hugh Henfrey this evening.

From whom? asked her daughter, instantly aroused.

From that man who took me in to dinner. I think his name was Bowden.

Oh! That stout, red-faced man. I dont know him.

Neither do I. He was, however, very pleasant, and seems to have travelled a lot, replied her mother. He told me that your precious friend, Henfrey, is back, and is staying down in Surrey as guest of some woman named Bond.

Dorise sat staggered. Then her lovers secret was out! If his whereabouts were known in Society, then the police would quickly get upon his track! She felt she must warn him instantly of his peril.

How did he know, I wonder? she asked anxiously.

Oh! I suppose hes heard. He seemed to know all about the fellow. It appears that at last hes become engaged.

Engaged? Hugh engaged?

Yes, to a girl named Louise Lambert. Shes the adopted daughter of a man named Benton, who was, by the way, a great friend of old Mr. Henfrey.

Hugh engaged to Louise Lambert! Dorise sat bewildered.

I — I dont believe it! she blurted forth at last.

Ah, my dear. You mean you dont want to believe it — because you are in love with him! said her mother as the car rushed homeward. Now put all this silly girlish nonsense aside. The fellow is under a cloud, and no good. I tell you frankly I will never have him as my son-in-law. How he has escaped the police is a marvel; but if the man Bowden knows where he is, Scotland Yard will, no doubt, soon hear.

The girl remained silent. Could it be possible that, after all, Hugh had asked Louise Lambert to be his wife? She had known of her, and had met her with Hugh, but he had always assured her that they were merely friends. Yet it appeared that he was now living in concealment under the same roof as she!

Lady Ranscomb, clever woman of the world as she was, watched her daughters face in the fleeting lights as they sped homeward, and saw what a crushing blow the announcement had dealt her.

I dont believe it, the girl cried.

She had received word in secret — presumably from the White Cavalier — to meet Hugh at the Bush Hotel at Farnham on the following afternoon, but this secret news held her in doubt and despair.

Lady Ranscomb dropped the subject, and began to speak of other things — of a visit to the flying-ground at Hendon on the following day, and of an invitation they had received to spend the following week with a friend at Cowes.

On arrival home Dorise went at once to her room, where her maid awaited her.

After the distracted girl had thrown off her cloak, her maid unhooked her dress, whereupon Dorise dismissed her to bed.

I want to read, so go to bed, she said in a petulant voice which rather surprised the neat muslin-aproned maid.

Very well, miss. Good-night, the latter replied meekly.

But as soon as the door was closed Dorise flung herself upon the chintz-covered couch and wept bitterly as though her heart would break.

She had met Louise Lambert — it was Hugh who had introduced them. George Sherrard had several times told her of the friendship between the pair, and one night at the Haymarket Theatre she had seen them together in a box. On another occasion she had met them at Ciros, and they had been together at the Embassy, at Ranelagh, and yet again she had seen them lunching together one Sunday at the Metropole at Brighton.

All this had aroused suspicion and jealousy in her mind. It was all very well for Hugh to disclaim anything further than pure friendship, but now that Gossip was casting her hydra-headed venom upon their affairs, it was surely time to act.

Hugh would be awaiting her at Farnham next afternoon.

She crossed to the window and looked at the bright stars. In war time she used to see the long beams of searchlights playing to and fro. But now all was peace in London, and the world-war half forgotten.

Within herself arose a great struggle. Hugh was accused of a crime — an accusation of which he could not clear himself. He had been hunted across Europe by the police and had, up to the present, been successful in slipping through their fingers.

But why did he visit that notorious woman at that hour of the night? What could have been the secret bond between them?

The woman had narrowly escaped death presumably on account of his murderous attack upon her, while he had cleverly evaded arrest, until, at the present moment, his whereabouts was known only to a dinner-table gossip, and he was staying in the same house as the girl, love for whom he had always so vehemently disclaimed.

Poor Dorise spent a sleepless night. She lay awake thinking — and yet thinking!

At breakfast her mother looked at her and, with satisfaction, saw that she had gained a point nearer her object.

Dorise went into Bond Street shopping at eleven oclock, still undecided whether to face Hugh or not. The shopping was a fiasco. She bought only a bunch of flowers.

But in her walk she made a resolve not to make further excuse. She would not ask her mother for the car, and Hugh, by waiting alone, should be left guessing.

On returning home, her mother told her of Georges acceptance of an invitation to lunch.

Theres a matinee at the Lyric, and hes taking us there, she added. But, dear, she went on, you look ever so pale! What is worrying you? I hope you are not fretting over that good-for-nothing waster, Henfrey! Personally, Im glad to be rid of a fellow who is wanted by the police for a very serious crime. Do brighten up, dear. This is not like you!

I — well, mother, I — I dont know what to do, the girl confessed.

Do! Take my advice, darling. Think no more of the fellow. Hes no use to you — or to me.

But, mother dear—

No, Dorise, no more need be said! interrupted Lady Ranscomb severely. You surely would not be so idiotic as to throw in your lot with a man who is certainly a criminal.

A criminal! Why do you denounce him, mother?

Well, he stands self-condemned. He has been in hiding ever since that night at Monte Carlo. If he were innocent, he would surely, for your sake, come forward and clear himself. Are you mad, Dorise — or are you blind?

The girl remained silent. Her mothers argument was certainly a very sound one. Had Hugh deceived her?

Her lovers attitude was certainly that of a guilty man. She could not disguise from herself the fact that he was fleeing from justice, and that he was unable to give an explanation why he went to the house of Mademoiselle at all.

Yvonne Ferad, the only person who could tell the truth, was a hopeless idiot because of the murderous attack. Hence, the onus of clearing himself rested upon Hugh.

She loved him, but could she really trust him in face of the fact that he was concealed comfortably beneath the same roof as Louise Lambert?

She recalled that once, when they had met at Newquay in Cornwall over a tete-a-tete lunch, he had said, in reply to her banter, that Louise was a darling! That he was awfully fond of her, that she had the most wonderful eyes, and that she was always alert and full of a keen sense of humour.

Such a compliment Hugh had never paid to her. The recollection of it stung her.

She wondered what sort of woman was the person named Bond. Then she decided that she had acted wisely in not going to Farnham. Why should she? If Hugh was with the girl he admired, then he might return with her.

Her only fear was lest he should be arrested. If his place of concealment were spoken of over a West End dinner-table, then it could not be long before detectives arrested him for the affair at the Villa Amette.

On that afternoon Hugh had borrowed Mrs. Bonds car upon a rather lame pretext, and had pulled up in the square, inartistic yard before the Bush — the old coaching house, popular before the new road over the Hogs Back was made, and when the coaches had to ascend that steep hill out of Guildford, now known as The Mount. For miles the old road is now grass-grown and forms a most delightful walk, with magnificent views from the Thames Valley to the South Downs. The days of the coaches have, alas! passed, and the new road, with its tangle of telegraph wires, is beloved by every motorist and motor-cyclist who spins westward in Surrey.

Hugh waited anxiously in the little lounge which overlooks the courtyard. He went into the garden, and afterwards stood in impatience beneath the archway from which the street is approached. Later, he strolled along the road over which he knew Dorise must come. But all to no avail.

There was no sign of her.

Until six oclock he waited, when, in blank despair, he mounted beside Mead again and drove back to Shapley Manor. It was curious that Dorise had not come to meet him, but he attributed it to The Sparrows inability to convey a message to her. She might have gone out of town with her mother, he thought. Or, perhaps, at the last moment, she had been unable to get away.

On his return to Shapley he found Louise and Mrs. Bond sitting together in the charming, old-world drawing-room. A log fire was burning brightly.

Did you have a nice run, Hugh? asked the girl, clasping her hands behind her head and looking up at him as he stood upon the pale-blue hearthrug.

Quite, he replied. I went around Hindhead down to Frensham Ponds and back through Farnham — quite a pleasant run.

Mr. Benton has had to go to town, said his hostess. Almost as soon as you had gone he was rung up, and he had to get a taxi out from Guildford. Hell be back to-morrow.

Oh, yes — and, by the way, Hugh, exclaimed Louise, there was a call for you about a quarter of an hour afterwards. I thought nobody knew you were down here.

For me! gasped Henfrey, instantly alarmed.

Yes, I answered the phone. It was a girls voice!

A girl! Who?

I dont know who she was. She wouldnt give her name, Louise replied. She asked if we were Shapley, and I replied. Then she asked for you. I told her that you were out in the car and asked her name. But she said it didnt matter at all, and rang off.

I wonder who she was? remarked Hugh, much puzzled and, at the same time, greatly alarmed. He scented danger. The fact in itself showed that somebody knew the secret of his hiding-place, and, if they did, then the police were bound to discover him sooner or later.

Half an hour afterwards he took Mrs. Bond aside, and pointed out the peril in which he was placed. His hostess, on her part, grew alarmed, for though Hugh was unaware of it, she had no desire to meet the police. That little affair in Paris was by no means forgotten.

It is certainly rather curious, the woman admitted. Evidently it is known by somebody that you are staying with me. Dont you think it would be wiser to leave?

Hugh hesitated. He wished to take Bentons advice, and told his hostess so. With this she agreed, yet she was inwardly highly nervous at the situation. Any police inquiry at Shapley would certainly be most unwelcome to her, and she blamed herself for agreeing to Bentons proposal that Hugh should stay there.

Benton will be back to-morrow, Hugh said. Do you think it safe for me to remain here till then? he added anxiously.

I hardly know what to think, replied the woman. She herself had a haunting dread of recognition as Molly Maxwell. She had crossed and recrossed the Atlantic, carefully covering her tracks, and she did not intend to be cornered at last.

After dinner, Hugh, still greatly perturbed at the mysterious telephone call, played billiards with Louise. About a quarter to eleven, however, Mrs. Bond was called to the telephone and, closing the door, listened to an urgent message.

It was from Benton, who spoke from London — a few quick, cryptic, but reassuring words — and when the woman left the room three minutes later all her anxiety as to the police had apparently passed.

She joined the young couple and watched their game. Louise handled her cue well, and very nearly beat her opponent. Afterwards, when Louise went out, Mrs. Bond closed the door swiftly, and said:

Ive been thinking over that little matter, Mr. Henfrey. I really dont think there is much cause for alarm. Charles will be back to-morrow, and we can consult him.

Hugh shrugged his shoulders. He was much puzzled.

The fact is, Mrs. Bond, Im tired of being hunted like this! he said. This eternal fear of arrest has got upon my nerves to such an extent that I feel if they want to bring me for trial — well, they can. Im innocent — therefore, how can they prove me guilty?

Oh! you mustnt let it obsess you, the woman urged. Mr. Benton has told me all about the unfortunate affair, and I greatly sympathize with you. Of course, to court the publicity of a trial would be fatal. What would your poor father think, I wonder, if he were still alive?

Hes dead, said the young man in a low, hoarse voice; but Mademoiselle Ferad knows the secret of his death.

He died suddenly — did he not?

Yes. He was murdered, Mrs. Bond. Im certain of it. My father was murdered!

Murdered? she echoed. What did the doctors say?

They arrived at no definite conclusion, was Hughs response. He left home and went up to London on some secret and mysterious errand. Later, he was found lying upon the pavement in a dying condition. He never recovered consciousness, but sank a few hours afterwards. His death is one of the many unsolved mysteries of London.

The police believe that you went to the Villa Amette and murdered Mademoiselle out of revenge.

Let them prove it! said the young fellow defiantly. Let them prove it!

Prove what? asked Louise, as she suddenly reopened the door, greatly to the womans consternation.

Oh! Only somebody — that Spicer woman over at Godalming — has been saying some wicked and nasty things about Mr. Henfrey, replied Mrs. Bond. Personally, I should be annoyed. Really those gossiping people are simply intolerable.

What have they been saying, Hugh? asked the girl.

Oh, its really nothing, laughed Henfrey. I apologize. I was put out a moment ago, but I now see the absurdity of it. Forgive me, Louise.

The girl looked from Mrs. Bond to her guest in amazement.

What is there to forgive? she asked.

The fact that I was in the very act of losing my temper. Thats all.

Presently, when Louise was ascending the stairs with Mrs. Bond, the girl asked:

Why was Hugh so put out? What has Mrs. Spicer been saying about him?

Only that he was a shirker during the war. And, naturally, he is highly indignant.

He has a right to be. He did splendidly. His record shows that, declared the girl.

I urged him to take no notice of the insults. The Spicer woman has a very venomous tongue, my dear! She is a vicars widow!

And then they separated to their respective rooms.

Half an hour later Hugh Henfrey retired, but he found sleep impossible; so he got up and sat at the open window, gazing across to the dim outlines of the Surrey hills, picturesque and undulating beneath the stars.

Who could have called him on the telephone? It was a woman, but the voice might have been that of a female telephone operator. Or yet — it might have been that of Dorise! She knew that he was at Shapley and looked it up in the telephone directory. If that were the explanation, then she certainly would not give away the secret of his hiding-place.

Still he was haunted by a great dread the whole of that night. The Sparrow had told him he had acted foolishly in leaving his place of concealment in Kensington. The Sparrow was his firm friend, and in future he intended to obey the little old mans orders implicitly — as so many others did.

Next morning he came down to breakfast before the ladies, and beside his plate he found a letter — addressed to him openly. He had not received one addressed in his real name for many months. Sight of it caused his heart to bound in anxiety, but when he read it he stood rooted to the spot.

Those lines which he read staggered him; the room seemed to revolve, and he re-read them, scarce believing his own eyes.

He realized in that instant that a great blow had fallen upon him, and that all was now hopeless. The sunshine of his life, had in that single instant, been blotted out!


TWENTY-FIRST CHAPTER

THE MAN WITH MANY NAMES
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AT THE MOMENT he had read the letter Mrs. Bond entered the room.

Hallo! Youre down early, she remarked. And already had your letters, I see! They dont generally come so early. The postman has to walk over from Puttenham.

Then she took up her own and carelessly placed them aside. They consisted mostly of circulars and the accounts of Guildford tradesmen.

Yes, he said, I was down early. Lately Ive acquired the habit of early rising.

An excellent habit in a young man, she laughed. All men who achieve success are early risers — so a Cabinet Minister said the other day. And really, I believe it.

An hour in the early morning is worth three after dinner. That is why Cabinet Ministers entertain people at breakfast nowadays instead of at dinner. In the morning the brain is fresh and active — a fact recently discovered in our post-war days, Hugh said.

Then, as his hostess turned to the hot-plate upon the sideboard, lifting the covers to see what her cook had provided, he re-scanned the letter which had been openly addressed to him. It was from Dorise:

I refuse to be deceived any longer, I have discovered that you are now a fellow-guest with the girl Louise, to whom you introduced me. And yet you arranged to meet me at Farnham, believing that I was not aware of your close friendship with her! I have believed in you up to the present, but the scales have now fallen from my eyes. I thought you loved me too well to deceive me — as you are doing. Hard things are being said about you — but you can rest content that I shall reveal nothing that I happen to know. What I do know, however, has changed my thoughts concerning you. I believed you to be the victim of circumstance. Now I know you have deceived me, and that I, myself, am the victim. I need only add that someone else — whom I know not — knows of your hiding-place, for, by a roundabout way, I heard of it, and hence, I address this letter to you. — DORISE.

Hugh Henfrey stood staggered. There was no mistaking the meaning of that letter now that he had read it a second time.

Dorise doubted him! And what answer could he give her? Any explanation must, to her, be but a lame excuse.

Hugh ate his breakfast sullenly. To Louise, who put in a late appearance, and helped herself off the hot-plate, he said cheerfully:

How lazy you are!

Its not laziness, Hugh, replied the girl. The maid was so late with my tea — and — well, to tell the truth, I upset a whole new box of powder on my dressing-table and had to clean up the mess.

More haste — less speed, laughed Hugh. It is always the same in the morning — eh?

When the girl sat down at the table Hugh had brightened up. Still the load upon his shoulders was a heavy one. He was ever obsessed by the mystery of his fathers death, combined with that extraordinary will by which it was decreed that if he married Louise he would acquire his fathers fortune.

Louise was certainly very good-looking, and quite charming. He admitted that as he gazed across at her fresh figure on the opposite side of the table. He, of course, was in ignorance of the fact that Benton, who had adopted her, was a clever and unscrupulous adventurer, whose accomplice was the handsome woman who was his hostess.

Naturally, he never dreamed that that quiet and respectable house, high on the beautiful Surrey hills, was the abode of a woman for whom the police of Europe were everywhere searching.

His thoughts all through breakfast were of The Sparrow — the great criminal, who was his friend. Hence, after they rose, he strolled into the morning-room with his hostess, and said:

Ill have to go to town again this morning. I have an urgent letter. Can Mead take me?

Certainly, was the womans reply. I have to make a call at Worplesdon this afternoon, and Louise is going with me. But Mead can be back before then to take us.

So half an hour later Hugh was driving up the steep High Street of Guildford on his way to London.

He alighted in Piccadilly, at the end of Half Moon Street, soon after eleven, and, dismissing Mead, made his way to Ellerston Street to the house of Mr. George Peters.

He rang the bell at the old-fashioned mansion, and a few moments later the door was opened by the manservant he had previously seen.

In an instant the servant recognized the visitor.

Mr. Peters will not be in for a quarter of an hour, he said. Would you care to wait, sir?

Yes, Hugh replied. I want to see him very urgently.

Will you come in? Mr. Peters has left instructions that you might probably call; Mr. Henfrey, is it not?

Yes, replied Hugh. The man seemed to possess a memory like that of a club hall-porter.

Young Henfrey was ushered into a small but cosy little room, which, in the light of day, he saw was well-furnished and upholstered. The door closed, and he waited.

A few moments after he distinctly heard a mans voice, which he at once recognized as that of The Sparrow.

The servant had told him that Mr. Peters was absent, yet he recognized his voice — a rather high-pitched, musical one.

Mr. Henfrey is waiting, he heard the servant say.

Right! I hope you told him I was out, The Sparrow replied.

Then there was silence.

Hugh stood there very much puzzled. The room was cosy and well-furnished, but the light was somewhat dim, while the atmosphere was decidedly murky, as it is in any house in Mayfair. One cannot obtain brightness and light in a West End house, where ones vista is bounded by bricks and mortar. The dukes in their great town mansions are no better off for light and air than the hard-working and worthy wage-earners of Walworth, Deptford, or Peckham. The air in the working-class districts of London is not one whit worse than it is in Mayfair or in Belgravia.

Hugh stood before an old coloured print representing the hobby-horse school — the days of the bone-shakers — and studied it. He awaited Il Passero and the advice which he had promised to give.

His ears were strained. That house was curiously quiet and forbidding. The White Cavalier, whom he had believed to be the notorious Sparrow, had been proved to be one of his assistants. He had now met the real, elusive adventurer, who controlled half the criminal adventurers in Europe, and had found in him a most genial friend. He was there to seek his advice and to act upon it.

As he reflected, he realized that without the aid of The Sparrow he would have long ago been in the hands of the police. So widespread was the organization which The Sparrow controlled that it mattered not in what capital he might be, the paternal hand of protection was placed upon him — in Genoa, in Brussels, in London — anywhere.

It seemed that when The Sparrow protected any criminal the fugitive was safe. He had been sent to Mrs. Mason in Kensington, and he had left her room against The Sparrows will.

Hence his peril of arrest. It was that point which he wished to discuss with the great arch-criminal of Europe.

That house was one of mystery. The servant had told him that he was expected. Why? What did The Sparrow suspect?

The whole atmosphere of that old-fashioned place was mysterious and apprehensive. And yet its owner had succeeded in extricating him from that very perilous position at Monte Carlo!

Suddenly, as he stood there, he heard voices again. They were raised in discussion.

One voice he recognized as that of The Sparrow.

Well, I tell you my view is still the same, he exclaimed. What you have told me does not alter it, however much you may ridicule me!

Then you know the truth — eh?

I really didnt say so, my dear Howell. But I have my suspicions — strong suspicions.

Which you will, in due course, impart to young Henfrey, I suppose?

I shall do nothing of the sort, was The Sparrows reply. The lad is in serious peril. I happen to know that.

Then why dont you warn him at once?

Thats my affair! snapped the gentleman known in Mayfair as Mr. Peters.

IF Henfrey is here, then Id like to meet him, Howell said.

It seemed as though the pair were in a room on the opposite side of the passage, and yet, though Hugh stood at some distance away, he could hear the words quite distinctly. At this he was much surprised. He did not, however, know that in that house in Ellerston Street there had been constructed a curious system of ventilation of the rooms by which a conversation taking place in a distant apartment could be heard in certain other rooms.

The fact was that The Sparrow received a good many queer visitors, and some of their whispered conversations while they awaited him were often full of interest.

The house was, in more than one way, a curiosity. It had a secret exit through a mews at the rear — now converted into a garage — and several other mysterious contrivances which were unsuspected by visitors.

It would hardly do for him to know what we know, Mr. Peters — eh? Hugh heard Howell say a moment later. It was the habit of The Sparrows accomplices to address their great director — the brain of criminal Europe — by the name under which they inquired for him. The Sparrow had twenty names — one for every city in which he had a cosy pied-a-terre. In Paris, Lisbon, Madrid, Marseilles, Vienna, Hamburg, Budapest, Stockholm and on the Riviera, he was, in all the cities, known by a different name. Yet each was so distinct, and each individuality so well kept up, that he snapped his fingers at the police and pitied them their red tape, ignorance, and lack of initiative.

Truly, Il Passero, the cosmopolitan of many names and half a dozen nationalities, had brought criminality to a fine art.

Hugh, standing there breathless, listened to every word. Who was this man Howell?

Hush! cried The Sparrow suddenly. What a fool I am! I quite forgot to close the ventilator in the room to which the young fellow has been shown! I hope he hasnt overheard! I had Evans and Janson in there an hour ago, and they were discussing me, as I expected they would! It was a good job that I took the precaution of opening the ventilator, because I learned a good deal that I had never suspected. It has placed me on my guard. Ill go and get young Henfrey. But, he added, be extremely careful. Disclose nothing you know concerning the affair.

I shall be discreet, never fear, replied his visitor.

A moment later The Sparrow entered the room where Henfrey was, and greeted him warmly. Then he ushered him down the passage to the room wherein stood his mysterious visitor.

The room was such a distance away that Hugh was surprised that he could have heard so distinctly. But, after all, it was an uncanny experience to be associated with that man of mystery, whose very name was uttered by his accomplices with bated breath.

My friend, Mr. George Howell, said The Sparrow, introducing the slim, wiry-looking, middle-aged man, who was alert and clean-shaven, and plainly but well dressed — a man whom the casual acquaintance would take to be a solicitor of a fair practice. He bore the stamp of suburbia all over him, and his accent was peculiarly that of London.

His bearing was that of high respectability. The diamond scarf-pin was his only ornament — a fine one, which sparkled even in that dull London light. He was a square-shouldered man, with peculiarly shrewd, rather narrow eyes, and dark, bushy eyebrows.

Glad to meet you, Mr. Henfrey, he replied, with a gay, rather nonchalant air. My friend Mr. Peters has been speaking about you. Had a rather anxious time, I hear.

Henfrey looked at the stranger inquisitively, and then glanced at The Sparrow.

Mr. Howell is quite safe, declared the man with the gloved hand. He is one of Us. So you may speak without fear.

Well, replied the young man, the fact is, Ive had a very apprehensive time. Im here to seek Mr. Peters kind advice, for without him Im sure Id have been arrested and perhaps convicted long ago.

Oh! A bit of bad luck — eh? Nearly found out, have you been? Ah! All of us have our narrow escapes. Ive had many in my time, and he grinned.

So have all of us, laughed the bristly-haired man. But tell me, Henfrey, why have you come to see me so quickly?

Because they know where Im in hiding!

They know? Who knows?

Miss Ranscomb knows my whereabouts and has written to me in my real name and addressed the letter to Shapley.

Well, what of that? he asked. I told her.

She tells me that my present hiding-place is known!

Not known to the police? Impossible! gasped the black-gloved man.

I take it that such is a fact.

Why, Molly is there! cried the man Howell. If the police suspect that Henfrey is at Shapley, then theyll visit the place and have a decided haul.

Why? asked Hugh in ignorance.

Nothing. I never discuss other peoples private affairs, Mr. Henfrey, Howell answered very quietly.

Hugh was surprised at the familiar mention of Molly, and the declaration that if the Manor were searched the police would have a decided haul.

This is very interesting, declared The Sparrow. What did Miss Ranscomb say in her letter?

For a second Hugh hesitated; then, drawing it from his pocket, he gave it to the gloved man to read.

Hugh knew that The Sparrow was withholding certain truths from him, yet had he not already proved himself his best and only friend? Brock was a good friend, but unable to assist him.

The Sparrows strongly marked face changed as he read Dorises angry letter.

Hm! he grunted. I will see her. We must discover why she has sent you this warning. Come back again this evening. But be very careful where you go in the meantime.

Thus dismissed, Hugh walked along Ellerston Street into Curzon Street towards Piccadilly, not knowing where to go to spend the intervening hours.

The instant he had gone, however, The Sparrow turned to his companion, who said:

I wonder if Lisette has revealed anything?

By Jove! remarked The Sparrow, for once suddenly perturbed. I never thought of that!


TWENTY-SECOND CHAPTER

CLOSING THE NET

[image: img309.jpg]

WELL — RECOLLECT how much the girl knows! Howell remarked as he stood before The Sparrow in the latters room.

I have not forgotten, said the other. The whole circumstances of old Henfreys death are not known to me. That it was an unfortunate affair has long ago been proved.

Yvonne was the culprit, of course, said Howell. That was apparent from the first.

I suppose she was, remarked The Sparrow reflectively. But that attempt upon her life puzzles me.

Who could have greater motive in killing her out of revenge than the dead mans son?

Agreed. But I am convinced that the lad is innocent. Therefore I gave him our protection.

I was travelling abroad at the time, you recollect. When I learnt of the affair through Franklyn about a week afterwards I was amazed. The loss of Yvonne to us is a serious one.

Very — I agree. She had done some excellent work — the affair in the Rue Royale, for instance.

And the clever ruse by which she got those emeralds of the Roumanian princess. The Vienna police are still searching for her — after three years, laughed the companion of the chief of the international organization, whose word was law in the criminal underworld of Europe.

Knowing what you did regarding the knowledge of old Mr. Henfreys death possessed by Lisette, I have been surprised that you placed her beneath your protection.

If she had been arrested she might have told some very unpleasant truths, in order to save herself, The Sparrow remarked, so I chose the latter evil.

Young Henfrey met her. I wonder whether she told him anything?

No. I questioned her. She was discreet, it seems. Or at least, she declares that she was.

Thats a good feature. But, speaking frankly, have you any idea of the identity of the person — man or woman — who attempted to kill Yvonne? asked Howell.

I have a suspicion — a pretty shrewd suspicion, replied the little bristly-haired man.

His companion was silent.

And you dont offer to confide in me your suspicions — eh?

It is wiser to obtain proof before making any allegations, answered The Sparrow, smiling.

You will still protect Lisette? Howell asked. I agree that, like Yvonne, she has been of great use to us in many ways. Beauty and wit are always assets in our rather ticklish branch of commerce. Where is Lisette now?

At the moment, shes in Madrid, The Sparrow replied. There is a little affair there — the jewels of a Belgians wife — a fellow who, successfully posing as a German during the occupation of Brussels, made a big fortune by profiteering in leather. They are in Madrid for six months, in order to escape unwelcome inquiries by the Government in Brussels. They have a villa just outside the city, and I have sent Lisette there with certain instructions.

Who is with her?

Nobody yet. Franklyn will go in due course.

Howells thin lips relaxed into a curious smile.

Franklyn is in love with Lisette, he remarked.

That is why I am sending them together to execute the little mission, The Sparrow said. Lisette was here a fortnight ago, and I mapped out for her a plan. I went myself to Madrid not long ago, in order to survey the situation.

The game is worth the candle, I suppose — eh?

Yes. If we get the lot Van Groot, in Amsterdam, will give at least fifteen thousand for them. Moulaert bought most of them from old Leplae in the Rue de la Paix. There are some beautiful rubies among them. I saw Madame wearing some of the jewels at the Palace Hotel, in Madrid, while they were staying there before their villa was ready. Moulaert, with his wife and two friends from the Belgian Legation, dined at a table next to mine, little dreaming with what purpose I ate my meal alone.

Truly, the intuition and cleverness of The Sparrow were wonderful. He never moved without fully considering every phase of the consequences. Unlike most adventurers, he drank hardly anything. Half a glass of dry sherry at eleven in the morning, the same at luncheon, and one glass of claret for his dinner.

Yet often at restaurants he would order champagne, choice vintage clarets, and liqueurs — when occasion demanded. He would offer them to his friends, but just sip them himself, having previously arranged with the waiter to miss filling his glass.

Of the peril of drink Mr. Peters was constantly lecturing the great circle of his friends.

Each year — on the 26th of February to be exact — there was held a dinner at a well-known restaurant in the West End — the annual dinner of a club known as The Wonder Wizards. It was supposed to be a circle of professional conjurers.

This dinner was usually attended by fifty guests of both sexes, all well-dressed and prosperous, and of several nationalities. It was presided over by a Mr. Charles Williams.

Now, to tell the truth, the guests believed him to be The Sparrow; but in reality Mr. Williams was the tall White Cavalier whom Hugh had believed to be the great leader, until he had gone to Mayfair and met the impelling personality whom the police had for so long failed to arrest.

The situation was indeed humorous. It was The Sparrows fancy to hold the reunion at a public restaurant instead of at a private house. Under the very nose of Scotland Yard the deputy of the notorious Sparrow entertained the chiefs of the great criminal octopus. There were speeches, but from them the waiters learned nothing. It was simply a club of conjurers. None suspected that the guests were those who conjured fortunes out of the pockets of the unsuspecting. And while the chairman — believed by those who attended to be The Sparrow himself — sat there, the bristly-haired, rather insignificant-looking little man occupied a seat in a far-off corner, from where he scrutinized his guests very closely, and smiled at the excellent manner in which his deputy performed the duties of chairman.

Because it was a club of conjurers, and because the conjurers displayed their new tricks and illusions, after an excellent dinner the waiters were excluded and the doors locked after the coffee.

It was then that the bogus Sparrow addressed those present, and gave certain instructions which were later on carried into every corner of Europe. Each member had his speciality, and each group its district and its sanctuary, in case of a hue-and-cry. Every crime that could be committed was committed by them — everything save murder.

The tall, thin man whom everyone believed to be The Sparrow never failed to impress upon his hearers, after the doors were carefully locked, that however they might attack and rob the rich, human life was sacred.

It was the real Sparrows order. He abominated the thought of taking human life, hence when old Mr. Henfrey had been foully done to death in the West End he had at once set to work to discover the actual criminal. This he had failed to do. And afterwards there had followed the attempted assassination of Yvonne Ferad, known as Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo.

The two men stood discussing the young French girl, Lisette, whom Hugh had met when in hiding in the Via della Maddalena in Genoa.

I only hope; that she has not told young Henfrey anything, Howell said, with distinct apprehension.

No, laughed The Sparrow. She came to me and told me how she had met him in Genoa and discovered to her amazement that he was old Henfreys son.

How curious that the pair should meet by accident, remarked Howell. I tell you that Benton is not playing a straight game. That iniquitous will which the old man left he surely must have signed under some misapprehension. Perhaps he thought he was applying for a life policy — or something of that short. Signatures to wills have been procured under many pretexts by scoundrelly relatives and unscrupulous lawyers.

I know. And the witnesses have placed their signatures afterward, remarked The Sparrow thoughtfully. But in this case all seems above board — at least so far as the will is concerned. Benton was old Henfreys bosom friend. Henfrey was very taken with Louise, and I know that he was desirous Hugh should marry her.

And if he did, Hugh would acquire the old mans fortune, and Benton would step in and seize it — as is his intention.

Undoubtedly. All we can do is to keep Hugh and Louise apart. The latter is in entire ignorance of the true profession of her adopted father, and shed be horrified if she knew that Molly was simply a clever adventuress, who is very much wanted in Paris and in Brussels, said the gloved man.

A good job that she knows nothing, said Howell. But it would be a revelation to her if the police descended upon Shapley Manor — wouldnt it?

Yes. That is why I must see Dorise Ranscomb and ascertain from her exactly what she has heard. I know the police tracked Hugh to London, and for that reason he went with Benton down into Surrey — out of the frying-pan into the fire.

Well, before we can go farther, it seems that we should ascertain who shot Yvonne, Howell suggested. It was a most dastardly thing, and whoever did it ought to be punished.

He ought. But Im as much in the dark as you are, Howell; but, as I have already said, I entertain strong suspicions.

Ill suggest one name — Benton?

The Sparrow shook his head.

The manservant, Giulio Cataldi? Howell ventured. I never liked that sly old Italian.

What motive could the old fellow have had?

Robbery, probably. We have no idea what were Yvonnes winnings that night — or of the money she had in her bag.

Yes, we do know, was The Sparrows reply. According to the police report, Yvonne, on her return home, went to her room, carrying her bag, which she placed upon her dressing-table. Then, after removing her cloak and hat, she went downstairs again and out on to the veranda. A few minutes later the young man was announced. High words were heard by old Cataldi, and then a shot.

And Yvonnes bag?

It was found where she had left it. In it were three thousand eight hundred francs, all in notes.

Yet Franklyn told me that he had heard how Yvonne won quite a large sum that night.

She might have done so — and have lost the greater part of it, The Sparrow replied.

On the other hand, what more feasible than that the old manservant, watching her place it there, abstracted the bulk of the money — a large sum, no doubt — and afterwards, in order to conceal his crime, shot his mistress in such circumstances as to place the onus of the crime upon her midnight visitor?

That the affair was very cleverly planned there is no doubt, said The Sparrow. There is a distinct intention to fasten the guilt upon young Henfrey, because he alone would have a motive for revenge for the death of his father. Of that fact the man or woman who fired the shot was most certainly aware. How could Cataldi have known of it?

I certainly believe the Italian robbed his mistress and afterwards attempted to murder her, Howell insisted.

He might rob his mistress, certainly. He might even have robbed her of considerable sums systematically, The Sparrow assented. The maids told the police that Mademoiselles habit was to leave her bag with her winnings upon the dressing-table while she went downstairs and took a glass of wine.

Exactly. She did so every evening. Her habits were regular. Yet she never knew the extent of her winnings at the tables before she counted them. And she never did so until the following morning. That is what Franklyn told me in Venice when we met a month afterwards.

He learnt that from me, The Sparrow said with a smile. No, he went on; though old Cataldi could well have robbed his mistress, just as the maids could have done, and Yvonne would have been none the wiser, yet I do not think he would attempt to conceal his crime by shooting her, because by so doing he cut off all future supplies. If he were a thief he would not be such a fool. Therefore you may rest assured, Howell, that the hand that fired the shot was that of some person who desired to close Yvonnes mouth.

She might have held some secret concerning old Cataldi. Or, on his part, he might have cherished some grievance against her. Italians are usually very vindictive, replied the visitor. On the other hand, it would be to Bentons advantage that the truth concerning old Henfreys death was suppressed. Yvonne was about to tell the young man something — perhaps confess the truth, who knows? — when the shot was fired.

Well, my dear Howell, you have your opinion and I have mine, laughed The Sparrow. The latter I shall keep to myself — until my theory is disproved.

Thereupon Howell took a cigar that his host offered him, and while he slowly lit it, The Sparrow crossed to the telephone.

He quickly found Lady Ranscombs number in the directory, and a few moments later was talking to the butler, of whom he inquired for Miss Dorise.

Tell her, he added, that a friend of Mr. Henfreys wishes to speak to her.

In a few moments The Sparrow heard the girls voice.

Yes? she inquired. Who is speaking?

A friend of Mr. Henfrey, was the reply of the man with the gloved hand. You will probably guess who it is.

He heard a little nervous laugh, and then:

Oh, yes. I — I have an idea, but I cant talk to you over the phone. Ive got somebody whos just called. Mother is out — and — — Then she lowered her voice, evidently not desirous of being heard in the adjoining room. Well, I dont know what to do.

What do you mean? Does it concern Mr. Henfrey?

Yes. It does. Theres a man here to see me from Scotland Yard! What shall I do?

The Sparrow gasped at the girls announcement.

Next second he recovered himself.

A man from Scotland Yard! he echoed. Why has he called?

He knows that Mr. Henfrey is living at Shapley, in Surrey. And he has been asking whether I am acquainted with you.


TWENTY-THIRD CHAPTER

WHAT LISETTE KNEW
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A FORTNIGHT HAD gone by.

Ten oclock in the morning in the Puerta del Sol, that great plaza in Madrid — the fine square which, like the similarly-named gates at Toledo and Segovia, commands a view of the rising sun, as does the ancient Temple of Abu Simbel on the Nile.

Hugh Henfrey — a smart, lithe figure in blue serge — had been lounging for ten minutes before the long facade of the Ministerio de la Gobernacion (or Ministry of the Interior) smoking a cigarette and looking eagerly across the great square. The two soldiers on sentry at the door, suspicious of all foreigners in the days of Bolshevism and revolution, had eyed him narrowly. But he appeared to be inoffensive, so they had passed him by as a harmless lounger.

Five minutes later a smartly-dressed girl, with short skirt, silk stockings, and a pretty hat, came along the pavement, and Hugh sprang forward to greet her.

It was Lisette, the girl whom he had met when in hiding in that back street in Genoa.

Well? he exclaimed. So here we are! The Sparrow sent me to you.

Yes. I had a telegram from him four days ago ordering me to meet you. Strange things are happening — it seems!

How? asked the young Englishman, in ignorance of the great conspiracy or of what was taking place. Since I saw you last, mademoiselle, I have been moving about rapidly, and always in danger of arrest.

So have I. But I am here at The Sparrows orders — on a little business which I hope to bring off successfully on any evening. I have an English friend with me — a Mr. Franklyn.

I left London suddenly. I saw The Sparrow in the evening, and next morning, at eleven oclock, without even a bag, I left London for Madrid with a very useful passport.

You are here because Madrid is safer for you than London, I suppose? said the girl in broken English.

That is so. A certain Mr. Howell, a friend of The Sparrows suggested that I should come here, Hugh explained. Ever since we met in Italy I have been in close hiding until, by some means, my whereabouts became known, and I had to fly.

The smartly-dressed girl walked slowly at his side and, for some moments, remained silent.

Ah! So you have met Hamilton Shaw — alias Howell? she remarked at last in a changed voice. He certainly is not your friend.

Not my friend! Why? Ive only met him lately.

You say that the police knew of your hiding-place, said mademoiselle, speaking in French, as it was easier for her. Would you be surprised if Howell had revealed your secret?

Howell! gasped Hugh. Yes, I certainly would. He is a close friend of The Sparrow!

That may be. But that does not prove that he is any friend of yours. If you came here at Howells suggestion — then, Mr. Henfrey, I should advise you to leave Madrid at once. I say this because I have a suspicion that he intends both of us to fall into a trap!

But why? I dont understand.

I can give you no explanation, said the girl. Now I know that Hamilton Shaw sent you here, I can, I think, discern his motive. I myself will see Mr. Franklyn at once, and shall leave Madrid as soon as possible. And I advise you, Mr. Henfrey, to do the same.

Surely you dont suspect that it was this Mr. Howell who gave me away to Scotland Yard! exclaimed Hugh, surprised, but at the same time recollecting that The Sparrow had been alarmed at the detectives visit to Dorise. He knew that Benton and Mrs. Bond had suddenly disappeared from Shapley, but the reason he could only guess. He had, of course, no proof that Benton and Molly were members of the great criminal organization. He only knew that Benton had been his late fathers closest friend.

He discussed the situation with the girl jewel-thief as they walked along the busy Carrera de San Jeronimo wherein are the best shops in Madrid, to the great Plaza de Canovas in the leafy Prado.

Again he tried to extract from her what she knew concerning his fathers death. But she would tell him nothing.

I am not permitted to say anything, Mr. Henfrey. I can only regret it, she said quietly. Mr. Franklyn is at the Ritz opposite. I should like you to meet him.

And she took him across to the elegant hotel opposite the Neptune fountain, where, in a private sitting-room on the second floor, she introduced him to a rather elderly, aristocratic-looking Englishman, whom none would take to be one of the most expert jewel-thieves in Europe.

When the door was closed and they were alone, mademoiselle suddenly revealed to her friend what Hugh had said concerning Howells suggestion that he should travel to Madrid.

Franklyns face changed. He was instantly apprehensive.

Then we certainly are not safe here any longer. Howell probably intends to play us false! We shall know from The Sparrow the reason we are here, and, for aught we know, the police are watching and will arrest us red-handed. No, he added, we must leave this place — all three of us — as soon as possible. You, Lisette, had better go to Paris and explain matters to The Sparrow, while I shall fade away to Switzerland. And you, Mr. Henfrey? Where will you go?

To France, was Hughs reply, on the spur of the moment. I can get to Marseilles.

Yes. Go by way of Barcelona. It is quickest, said the Englishman. The express leaves just after three oclock.

Then, after he had thanked Hugh for his timely warning, the latter walked out more than ever mystified at the attitude of The Sparrows accomplices.

It did not seem possible that Howell should have told Scotland Yard that he was hiding at Shapley; yet it was quite evident that both mademoiselle and her companion were equally in fear of the man Howell, whose real name was Hamilton Shaw. The theory seemed to him a thin one, for Howell was The Sparrows intimate friend.

Yet, mademoiselle, while they had been discussing the situation, had denounced him as their enemy, declaring that The Sparrow himself should be warned of him.

That afternoon Hugh, having only been in Madrid twelve hours, left again on the long, dusty railway journey across Spain to Zaragoza and down the valley of the Ebro to the Mediterranean. After crossing the French frontier, he broke the journey at the old-world town of Nimes for a couple of days, and then went on to Marseilles, where he took up his quarters in the big Louvre et Paix Hotel, still utterly mystified, and still not daring to write to Dorise.

It was as well that he left Madrid, for, just as Lisette and Franklyn had suspected, the police called at his hotel — an obscure one near the station — only two hours after his departure. Then, finding him gone, they sought both mademoiselle and Franklyn, only to find that they also had fled.

Someone had given away their secret!

On arrival at Marseilles in the evening Hugh ate his dinner alone in the hotel, and then strolled up the well-lit Cannebiere, with its many smart shops and gay cafes — that street which, to many thousands on their way to the Near or Far East, is their last glimpse of European life. He was entirely at a loose end.

Unnoticed behind him there walked an undersized little Frenchman, an alert, business-like man of about forty-five, who had awaited him outside his hotel, and who leisurely followed him up the broad, main street of that busy city.

He was well-dressed, possessing a pair of shrewd, searching eyes, and a moustache carefully trimmed. His appearance was that of a prosperous French tradesman — one of thousands one meets in the city of Marseilles.

As Hugh idled along, gazing into some of the shop windows as he lazily smoked his cigarette, the under-sized stranger kept very careful watch upon his movements. He evidently intended that he should not escape observation. Hugh paused at a tobacconists and bought some stamps, but as he came out of the shop, the watcher drew back suddenly and in such a manner as to reveal to anyone who might have observed him that he was no tyro in the art of surveillance.

Walking a little farther along, Hugh came to the corner of the broad Rue de Rome, where he entered a crowded cafe in which an orchestra was playing.

He had taken a corner seat in the window, had ordered his coffee, and was glancing at the Petit Parisien, which he had taken from his pocket, when another man entered, gazed around in search of a seat and, noticing one at Hughs table, crossed, lifted his hat, and took the vacant chair.

He was the stranger who had followed him from the Louvre et Paix.

The young Englishman, all unsuspecting, glanced at the newcomer, and then resumed his paper, while the keen-eyed little man took a long, thin cigar which the waiter brought, lit it carefully, and sipped his coffee, his interest apparently centred in the music.

Suddenly a tall, dark-haired woman, who had been sitting near by with a man who seemed to be her husband, rose and left. A moment before she had exchanged glances with the watcher, who, apparently at her bidding, rose and followed her.

All this seemed quite unnoticed by Hugh, immersed as he was in his newspaper.

Outside the man and woman met. They held hurried consultation. The woman told him something which evidently caused him sudden surprise.

I will call on you at eleven to-morrow morning, madame, he said.

No. I will meet you at the Reserve. I will lunch there at twelve. You will lunch with me?

Very well, he answered. Au revoir, and he returned to his seat in the cafe, while she disappeared without returning to her companion.

The mysterious watcher resumed his coffee, for he had only been absent for a few moments, and the waiter had not cleared it away.

Hugh took out his cigarette-case and, suddenly finding himself without a match, made the opportunity for which the mysterious stranger had been waiting.

He struck one and handed it to his vis-a-vis, bowing with his foreign grace.

Then they naturally dropped into conversation.

Ah! msieur is English! exclaimed the shrewd-eyed little man. Here, in Marseilles, we have many English who pass to and fro from the boats. I suppose, msieur is going East? he suggested affably.

No, replied Hugh, speaking in French, I have some business here — that is all. He was highly suspicious of all strangers, and the more so of anyone who endeavoured to get into conversation with him.

You know Marseilles — of course? asked the stranger, sharply scrutinizing him.

I have been here several times before. I find the city always gay and bright.

Not so bright as before the war, declared the little man, smoking at his ease. There have been many changes lately.

Hugh Henfrey could not make the fellow out. Yet many times before he had been addressed by strangers who seemed to question him out of curiosity, and for no apparent reason. This man was one of them, no doubt.

The man, who had accompanied the woman whom the stranger had followed out, rose, exchanged a significant glance with the little man, and walked out. That the three were in accord seemed quite apparent, though Hugh was still unsuspicious.

He chatted merrily with the stranger for nearly half an hour, and then rose and left the cafe. When quite close to the hotel the stranger overtook him, and halting, asked in a low voice, in very good English:

I believe you are Mr. Henfrey — are you not?

Why do you ask that? inquired Hugh, much surprised. My name is Jordan — William Jordan.

Yes, laughed the man. That is, I know, the name you have given at the hotel. But your real name is Henfrey.

Hugh started. The stranger, noticing his alarm, hastened to reassure him.


TWENTY-FOURTH CHAPTER

FRIEND OR ENEMY?
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YOU NEED NOT worry, said the stranger to Hugh. I am not your enemy, but a friend. I warn you that Marseilles is unsafe for you. Get away as soon as possible. The Spanish police have learnt that you have come here, he went on as he strolled at his side.

Hugh was amazed.

How did you know my identity? he asked eagerly.

I was instructed to watch for your arrival — and to warn you.

Who instructed you?

A friend of yours — and mine — The Sparrow.

Has he been here?

No. He spoke to me on the telephone from Paris.

What were his instructions?

That you were to go at once — to-night — by car to the Hotel de Paris, at Cette. A car and driver awaits you at the Garage Beauvau, in the Rue Beauvau. I have arranged everything at The Sparrows orders. You are one of Us, I understand, and the man laughed lightly.

But my bag? exclaimed Hugh.

Go to the hotel, pay your bill, and take your bag to the station cloak-room. Then go and get the car, pick up your bag, and get out on the road to Cette as soon as ever you can. Your driver will ask no questions, and will remain silent. He has his orders from The Sparrow.

Does The Sparrow ever come to Marseilles? Hugh asked.

Yes, sometimes — when anything really big brings him here. I have, however, only seen him once, five years ago. He was at your hotel, and the police were so hot upon his track that only by dint of great promptitude and courage he escaped by getting out of the window of his room and descending by means of the rain-water pipe. It was one of the narrowest escapes he has ever had.

As the words left the mans mouth, they were passing a well-lit brasserie. A tall, cadaverous man passed them and Hugh had a suspicion that they exchanged glances of recognition.

Was his pretended friend an agent of the police?

For a few seconds he debated within himself how he should act. To refuse to do as he was bid might be to bring instant arrest upon himself. If the stranger were actually a detective — which he certainly did not appear to be — then the ruse was to get him on the road to Cette because the legal formalities were not yet complete for his arrest as a British subject.

Yet he knew all about The Sparrow, and his attitude was not in the least hostile.

Hugh could not make up his mind whether the stranger was an associate of the famous Sparrow, or whether he was very cleverly inveigling him into the net.

It was only that exchange of glances with the passer-by which had aroused Hughs suspicions.

But that significant look caused him to hesitate to accept the mysterious stranger as his friend.

True, he had accepted as friends numbers of other unknown persons since that fateful night at Monte Carlo. Yet in this case, he felt, by intuition, that all was not plain sailing.

Very well, he said, at last. I esteem it a very great favour that you should have interested yourself on behalf of one who is an entire stranger to you, and I heartily thank you for warning me of my danger. When I see The Sparrow I shall tell him how cleverly you approached me, and how perfect were your arrangements for my escape.

I require no thanks or reward, Mr. Henfrey, replied the man politely. My one desire is to get you safely out of Marseilles.

And with that the stranger lifted his hat and left him.

Hugh went about fifty yards farther along the broad, well-lit street full of life and movement, for the main streets of Marseilles are alive both day and night.

By some intuition — why, he knew not — he suspected that affable little man who had posed as his friend. Was it possible that, believing the notorious Sparrow to be his friend, he had at haphazard invented the story, and posed as one of The Sparrows gang?

If so, it was certainly a very clever and ingenious subterfuge.

He was undecided how to act. He did not wish to give offence to his friend, the king of the underworld, and yet he felt a distinct suspicion of the man who had so cleverly approached him, and who had openly declared himself to be a crook.

That strange glance he had exchanged with the passer-by beneath the rays of the street-lamp had been mysterious and significant. If the passer-by had been a crook, like himself, the sign of recognition would be one of salutation. But the expression upon his alleged friends face was one of triumph. That made all the difference, and to Hugh, with his observation quickened as it had been in those months of living with daily dread of arrest, it had caused him to be seized with strong and distinct suspicions.

He felt in his hip pocket and found that his revolver, an American Smith-Wesson, was there. He had a dislike of automatic pistols, as he had once had a very narrow escape. He had been teaching a girl to shoot with a revolver, when, believing that she had discharged the whole magazine, he was examining the weapon and pulled the trigger, narrowly escaping shooting her dead.

For a few seconds he stood upon the broad pavement. Then he drew out his cigarette-case. In it were four cigarettes, two of which The Sparrow had given him when in London.

Yes, he muttered to himself. Somebody must have given me away at Shapley, and now they have followed me! I will act for myself, and take the risks.

Then he walked boldly on, crossed the road, and entered the big Hotel de Louvre et Paix. To appear unconcerned he had a drink at the bar, and ascending in the lift, called the floor-waiter, asked for his bill, and packed his bag.

Ah! he said to himself. If I could only get to know where The Sparrow is and ask him the truth! He may be at that address in Paris which he gave me.

After a little delay the bill was brought and he paid it. Then in a taxi he drove to the station where he deposited his bag in the cloak-room.

Close by the consigne a woman was standing. He glanced at her, when, to his surprise, he saw that she was the same woman who had been sitting in the cafe with a male companion.

Was she, he wondered, in league with his so-called friend? And if so, what was intended.

Sight of that woman lounging there, however, decided him. She was, no doubt, awaiting his coming.

He walked out of the great railway terminus, and, inquiring the way to the Rue Beauvau, soon found the garage where a powerful open car was awaiting him in the roadway outside.

A smart driver in a dark overcoat came forward, and apparently recognizing Hugh from a description that had been given to him, touched his cap, and asked in French:

Where does msieur wish to go?

To the station to fetch my coat and bag, replied the young Englishman, peering into the drivers face. He was a clean-shaven man of about forty, broad-shouldered and stalwart. Was it possible that the car had been hired by the police, and the driver was himself a police agent?

Very well, msieur, the man answered politely. And Hugh having entered, he drove up the Boulevard de la Liberte to the Gare St. Charles.

As he approached the consigne, he looked along the platform, and there, sure enough, was the same woman on the watch, though she pretended to be without the slightest interest in his movements.

Hugh put on his coat, and, carrying his bag, placed it in the car.

You have your orders? asked Hugh.

Yes, msieur. We are to go to Cette with all speed. Is not that so?

Yes, was Hughs reply. I will come up beside you. I prefer it. We shall have a long, dark ride to-night.

Ah! but the roads are good, was the mans reply. I came from Cette yesterday, he added, as he mounted to his seat and the passenger got up beside him.

Hugh sat there very thoughtful as the car sped out of the city of noise and bustle. The mans remark that he had come from Cette on the previous day gave colour to the idea that no net had been spread, but that the stranger was acting at the orders of the ubiquitous Sparrow. Indeed, were it not for the strange glance the undersized little man had given to the passer-by, he would have been convinced that he was actually once again under the protection of the all-powerful ruler of the criminal underworld.

As it was, he remained suspicious. He did not like that woman who had watched so patiently his coming and going at the station.

With strong headlights glaring — for the night was extremely dark and a strong wind was blowing — they were soon out on the broad highway which leads first across the plain and then beside the sea, and again across the lowlands to old-world Arles.

It was midnight before they got to the village of Lancon, an obscure little place in total darkness.

But on the way the driver, who had told Hugh that his name was Henri Aramon, and who insinuated that he was one of The Sparrows associates, became most affable and talkative. Over those miles of dark roads, unfamiliar to Hugh, they travelled at high speed, for Henri had from the first showed himself to be an expert driver, not only in the unceasing traffic of the main streets of Marseilles, but also on the dark, much-worn roads leading out of the city. The roads around Marseilles have never been outstanding for their excellence, and after the war they were indeed execrable.

This is Lancon, the driver remarked, as they sped through the dark little town. We now go on to Salon, where we have a direct road across the plain they call the Crau into Arles. From there the road to Cette is quite good and straight. The road we are now on is the worst, he added.

Hugh was undecided. Was the man who was driving him so rapidly out of the danger zone his friend — or his enemy?

He sat there for over an hour unable to decide.

This is an outlandish part of France, he remarked to the driver presently.

Yes. But after Salon it is more desolate.

And is there no railway near?

After Salon, yes. It runs parallel with the road about two miles to the north — the railway between Arles and Aix-en-Provence.

So if we get a breakdown, which I hope we shall not, we are not far from a railway? Hugh remarked, as through the night the heavy car tore along that open desolate road.

As he sat there he thought of Dorise, wondering what had happened — and of Louise. If he had obeyed his fathers wishes and married the latter all the trouble would have been avoided, he thought. Yet he loved Dorise — loved her with his whole soul.

And she doubted him.

Poor fellow! Hustled from pillar to post, and compelled to resort to every ruse in order to avoid arrest for a crime which he did not commit, yet about which he could not establish his innocence, he very often despaired. At that moment he felt somehow — how he could not explain — that he was in a very tight corner. He felt confident after two hours of reflection that he was being driven over these roads that night in order that the police should gain time to execute some legal formality for his arrest.

Why had not the police of Marseilles arrested him? There was some subtle motive for sending him to Cette.

He had not had time to send a telegram to Mr. Peters in London, or to Monsieur Gautier, the name by which The Sparrow told him he was known at his flat in the Rue des Petits Champs, in the centre of Paris. He longed to be able to communicate with his all-powerful friend, but there had been no opportunity.

Suddenly the car began to pass through banks of mist, which are usual at night over the low marshes around the mouths of the Rhone. It was about half-past two in the morning. They had passed through the long dark streets of Salon, and were already five or six miles on the broad straight road which runs across the marshes through St. Martin-de-Crau into Arles.

Of a sudden Hugh declared that he must have a cigarette, and producing his case handed one to the driver and took one himself. Then he lit the mans, and afterwards his own.

It is cold here on the marshes, monsieur, remarked the driver, his cigarette between his lips. This mist, too, is puzzling. But it is nearly always like this at night. That is why nobody lives about here.

Is it quite deserted?

Yes, except for a few shepherds, and they live up north at the foot of the hills.

For some ten minutes or so they kept on, but Hugh had suddenly become very watchful of the driver.

Presently the man exclaimed in French:

I do not feel very well!

What is the matter? asked Hugh in alarm. You must not be taken ill here — so far from anywhere!

But the man was evidently unwell, for he pulled up the car.

Oh! my head! he cried, putting both hands to his brow as the cigarette dropped from his lips. My head! It seems as if it will burst! And — and I cant see! Everything is going round — round! Where — where am I?

You are all right, my friend. Get into the back of the car and rest. You will be yourself very quickly.

And he half dragged the man from his seat and placed him in the back of the car, where he fell inert and unconscious.

The cigarette which The Sparrow had given to Hugh only to be used in case of urgent necessity had certainly done its work. The man, whether friend or enemy, would now remain unconscious for many hours.

Hugh, having settled him in the bottom of the car, placed a rug over him. Then, mounting to the drivers place, he turned the car and drove as rapidly as he dared back over the roads to Salon.

Time after time, he wondered whether he had been misled; whether, after all, the man who had driven him was actually acting under The Sparrows orders. If so, then he had committed a fatal error!

However, the die was cast. He had acted upon his own initiative, and if a net had actually been spread to catch him he had successfully broken through it. He laughed as he thought of the police at Cette awaiting his arrival, and their consternation when hour after hour passed without news of the car from Marseilles.

At Salon he passed half way through the town to cross roads where he had noticed in passing a sign-board which indicated the road to Avignon — the broad high road from Marseilles to Paris.

Already he had made up his mind how to act. He would get to Avignon, and thence by express to Paris. The rapides from Marseilles and the Riviera all stopped at the ancient city of the Popes.

Therefore, being a good motor driver, Hugh started away down the long road which led through the valley to Orgon, and thence direct to Avignon, which came into sight about seven oclock in the morning.

Before entering the old city of walls and castles Hugh turned into a side road about two miles distant, drove the car to the end, and opening a gate succeeded in getting it some little distance into a wood, where it was well concealed from anyone passing along the road.

Then, descending and ascertaining that the driver was sleeping comfortably from the effects of the strong narcotic, he took his bag and walked into the town.

At the railway station he found the through express from Ventimiglia — the Italian frontier — to Paris would be due in twenty minutes, therefore he purchased a first-class ticket for Paris, and in a short time was taking his morning coffee in the wagon-restaurant on his way to the French capital.


TWENTY-FIFTH CHAPTER

THE MAN CATALDI
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ON THE DAY that Hugh was travelling in hot haste to Paris, Charles Benton arrived in Nice early in the afternoon.

Leaving the station it was apparent he knew his way about the town, for passing down the Avenue de la Gare, with its row of high eucalyptus trees, to the Place Massena, he plunged into the narrow, rather evil-smelling streets of the old quarter.

Before a house in the Rue Rossette he paused, and ascending to a flat on the third floor, rang the bell. The door was slowly opened by an elderly, rather shabbily-attired Italian.

It was Yvonnes late servant at the Villa Amette, Giulio Cataldi.

The old man drew back on recognizing his visitor.

Well, Cataldi! exclaimed the well-dressed adventurer cheerily. Im quite a stranger — am I not? I was in Nice, and I could not leave without calling to see you.

The old man, with ill-grace scarcely concealed, invited him into his shabby room, saying:

Well, Signor Benton, I never thought to see you again.

Perhaps you didnt want to — eh? After that little affair in Brussels. But I assure you it was not my fault. Mademoiselle Yvonne made the blunder.

And nearly let us all into the hands of the police — including The Sparrow himself! growled the old fellow.

Ah! But all that has long blown over. Now, he went on, after he had offered the old man a cigar. Now the real reason Ive called is to ask you about this nasty affair concerning Mademoiselle Yvonne. You were there that night. What do you know about it?

Nothing, the old fellow declared promptly. Since that night Ive earned an honest living. Im a waiter in a cafe in the Avenue de la Gare.

A most excellent decision, laughed the well-dressed man. It is not everyone who can afford to be honest in these hard times. I wish I could be, but I find it impossible. Now, tell me, Giulio, what do you know about the affair at the Villa Amette? The boy, Henfrey, went there to demand of Mademoiselle how his father died. She refused to tell him, angry words arose — and he shot her. Now, isnt that your theory — the same as that held by the police?

The old man looked straight into his visitors face for a few moments. Then he replied quite calmly:

I know nothing, Signor Benton — and I dont want to know anything. Ive told the police all I know. Indeed, when they began to inquire into my antecedents I was not very reassured, I can tell you.

I should think not, laughed Benton. Still, they never suspected you to be the man wanted for the Morel affair — an unfortunate matter that was.

Yes, sighed the old fellow. Please do not mention it, and he turned away to the window as though to conceal his guilty countenance.

You mean that you know something — but you wont tell it! Benton said.

I know nothing, was the old fellows stubborn reply.

But you know that the young fellow, Henfrey, is guilty! exclaimed Benton. Come! you were there at the time! You heard high words between them — didnt you?

I have already made my statement to the police, declared the old Italian. What else I know I shall keep to myself.

But Im interested in ascertaining whether Henfrey is innocent or guilty. Only two persons can tell us that — Mademoiselle, who is, alas! in a hopeless mental state, and yourself. You know — but you refuse to incriminate the guilty person. Why dont you tell the truth? You know that Henfrey shot her!

I tell you I know nothing, retorted the old man. Why do you come here and disturb me? he added peevishly.

Because I want to know the truth, Benton answered. And I mean to!

Go away! snapped the wilful old fellow. Ive done with you all — all the crowd of you!

Ah! laughed Benton. Then you forget the little matter of the man Morel — eh? That is not forgotten by the police, remember!

And if you said a word to them, Signor Benton, then you would implicate yourself, the old man growled. Seeing hostility in the Englishmans attitude he instantly resented it.

Probably. But as I have no intention of giving you away, my dear Giulio, I do not think we need discuss it. What I am anxious to do is to establish the guilt — or the innocence — of Hugh Henfrey, he went on.

No doubt. You have reason for establishing his guilt — eh?

No. Reasons for establishing his innocence.

For your own ends, Signor Benton, was the shrewd old mans reply.

At one time there was a suspicion that you yourself had fired at Mademoiselle.

What! gasped the old man, his countenance changing instantly. Who says that? he asked angrily.

The police were suspicious, I believe. And as far as I can gather they are not yet altogether satisfied.

Ah! growled the old Italian in a changed voice. They will have to prove it!

Well, they declare that the shot was fired by either one or the other of you, Benton said, much surprised at the curious effect the allegation had upon the old fellow.

So they think that if the Signorino Henfrey is innocent I am guilty of the murderous attack — eh?

Benton nodded.

But they are seeking to arrest the signorino! remarked the Italian.

Yes. That is why I am here — to establish his innocence.

And if I were to tell you that he was innocent I should condemn myself! laughed the crafty old man.

Look here, Giulio, said Benton. I confess that I have long ago regretted the shabby manner in which I treated you when we were all in Brussels, and I hope you will allow me to make some little amend. Then, taking from his pocket-book several hundred-franc notes, he doubled them up and placed them on the table.

Ah! said the old man. I see! You want to buy my secret! No, take your money! he cried, pushing it back towards him contemptuously. I want none of it.

Because you are now earning an honest living, Benton sneered.

Yes — and Il Passero knows it! was Cataldis bold reply.

Then you refuse to tell me anything you know concerning the events of that night at the Villa Amette?

Yes, he snapped. Take your money, and leave me in peace!

And I have come all the way from England to see you, remarked the disappointed man.

Be extremely careful. You have enemies, so have I. They are the same as those who denounced the signorino to the police — as they will no doubt, before long, denounce you! said the old man.

Bah! You always were a pessimist, Giulio, Benton laughed. I do not fear any enemies — I assure you. The Sparrow takes good care that we are prevented from falling into any traps the police may set, he added after a moments pause.

The old waiter shook his head dubiously.

One day there may be a slip — and it will cost you all very dearly, he said.

You are in a bad mood, Giulio — like all those who exist by being honest, Benton laughed, though he was extremely annoyed at his failure to learn anything from the old fellow.

Was it possible that the suspicions which both Molly and he had entertained were true — namely, that the old man had attempted to kill his mistress? After all, the hue-and-cry had been raised by the police merely because Hugh Henfrey had fled and successfully escaped.

Benton, after grumbling because the old man would make no statement, and again hinting at the fact that he might be the culprit, left with very ill grace, his long journey from London having been in vain.

If Henfrey was to be free to marry Louise, then his innocence must first be proved. Charles Benton had for many weeks realized that his chance of securing old Mr. Henfreys great fortune was slowly slipping from him. Once Hugh had married Louise and settled the money upon her, then the rest would be easy. He had many times discussed it with Molly, and they were both agreed upon a vile, despicable plot which would result in the young mans sudden end and the diversion of his fathers fortune.

The whole plot against old Mr. Henfrey was truly one of the most elaborate and amazing ones ever conceived by criminal minds.

Charles Benton was a little too well known in Nice, hence he took care to leave the place by an early train, and went on to Cannes, where he was a little less known. As an international crook he had spent several seasons at Nice and Monte Carlo, but had seldom gone to Cannes, as it was too aristocratic and too slow for an escroc like himself.

Arrived at Cannes he put up at the Hotel Beau Site, and that night ate an expensive dinner in the restaurant at the Casino. Then, next day, he took the train-de-luxe direct for Calais, and went on to London, all unconscious of the sensational events which were then happening.

On arrival in London he found a telegram lying upon his table among some letters. It was signed Shaw, and urged him to meet him at the usual place at seven oclock in the evening. I know you are away, but Ill look in each night at seven, it concluded.

It was just six oclock, therefore Benton washed and changed, and just before seven oclock entered a little cafe off Wardour Street, patronized mostly by foreigners. At one of the tables, sitting alone, was a wiry-looking, middle-aged man — Mr. Howell, The Sparrows friend.

Well? asked Howell, when a few minutes later they were walking along Wardour Street together. How did you get on in Nice?

Had my journey for nothing.

Wouldnt the old man tell anything? asked Howell eagerly.

Not a word, Benton replied. But my firm opinion is that he himself tried to kill Yvonne — that he shot her.

Do you really agree with me? gasped Howell excitedly. Of course, there has, all along, been a certain amount of suspicion against him. The police were once on the point of arresting him. I happen to know that.

Well, my belief is that young Henfrey is innocent. I never thought so until now.

Then we must prove Cataldi guilty, and Henfrey can marry Louise, Howell said. But the reason I wanted to get in touch with you is that the police went to Shapley.

To Shapley! gasped Benton.

Yes. They went there the night you left London. Evidently somebody has given you away!

Given me away! Who in the devils name can it be? If I get to know who the traitor is I — Ill — by gad, Ill kill him. I swear I will!

Who knows? Some secret enemy of yours — no doubt. Molly has been arrested and has been up at Bow Street. They also arrested Louise, but there being no charge against her, she has been released. Ive sent her up to Cambridge — to old Mrs. Curtis. I thought shed be quite quiet and safe there for a time.

But Molly arrested! Whats the charge?

Theft. An extradition warrant from Paris. That jewellers affair in the Rue St. Honore, eighteen months ago.

Well, I hope they wont bring forward other charges, or it will go infernally bad with her. What has The Sparrow done?

Hes abroad somewhere — but Ive had five hundred pounds from an unknown source to pay for her defence. I saw the solicitors. Brigthorne, the well-known barrister, appeared for her.

But all this is very serious, my dear Howell, Benton declared, much alarmed.

Of course it is. You cant marry the girl to young Henfrey until he is proved innocent, and that cannot be until the guilt is fixed upon the crafty old Giulio.

Exactly. Thats what we must do. But with Molly arrested we shall be compelled to be very careful, said Benton, as they turned toward Piccadilly Circus. I dont see how we dare move until Molly is either free or convicted. If she knew our game she might give us away. Remember that if we bring off the Henfrey affair Molly has to have a share in the spoils. But if she happens to be in a French prison she wont get much chance — eh?

If she goes it will be ten years, without a doubt, Howell remarked.

Yes. And in the meantime much can happen — eh? laughed Benton.

Lots. But one reassuring fact is that, as far as old Henfreys fate is concerned, Mademoiselles lips are closed. Whoever shot her did us a very good turn.

Of course. But I agree we must fix the guilt upon old Cataldi. He almost as good as admitted it by his face when I taxed him with it. Why not give him away to the Nice police?

No, not yet. Certainly not, exclaimed Howell.

Its a pity The Sparrow does not know about the Henfrey business. He might help us. Dare we tell him? What do you think?

Tell him! Good Heavens! No! Surely you are fully aware how he always sets his face against any attempt upon human life, and no one who has taken life has ever had his forgiveness, said Howell. The Sparrow is our master — a fine and marvellous mind which has no equal in Europe. If he had gone into politics he could have been the greatest statesman of the age. But he is Il Passero, the man who directs affairs of every kind, and the man at the helm of every great enterprise. Yet his one fixed motto is that life shall not be taken.

But in old Henfreys case we acted upon our own initiative, remarked Benton.

Yes. Yours was a wonderfully well-conceived idea. And all worked without a hitch until young Henfreys visit to Monte Carlo, and his affection for that girl Ranscomb.

We are weaning him away from her, Benton said. At last the girls suspicions are excited, and there is just that little disagreement which, broadening, leads to the open breach. Oh! my dear Howell, how could you and I live if it were not for that silly infection called love? In our profession love is all-conquering. Without it we could make no progress, no smart coups, no conquests of women who afterwards shed out to us money which at the assizes they would designate by the ugly word blackmail.

Ah! Charles. You were always a philosopher, laughed his companion — the man who was a bosom friend of The Sparrow. But it carries us no nearer. We must, at all costs, fix the hand that shot Yvonne.

Giulio shot her — without a doubt! was Bentons quick reply.

They were standing together on the kerb outside the Tube station at Piccadilly Circus as Benton uttered the words.

Well, my dear fellow, then let us prove it, said Howell. But not yet, remember. We must first see how it goes with Molly. She must be watched carefully. Of course, I agree that Giulio Cataldi shot Yvonne. Later we will prove that fact, but the worst of it is that the French police are hot on the track of young Henfrey.

How do you know that? asked his companion quickly.

Well, he answered, after a seconds hesitation, I heard so two days ago.

Then Howell, pleading an urgent meeting with a mutual friend, also a crook like themselves, grasped the others hand, and they parted.


TWENTY-SIXTH CHAPTER

LISETTES DISCLOSURES
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AT TEN OCLOCK on the morning that Hugh Henfrey left Avignon for Paris, The Sparrow stood at the window of his cozy little flat in the Rue des Petits Champs, where he was known to his elderly housekeeper — a worthy old soul from Yvetot, in the north — as Guillaume Gautier.

The house was one of those great old ones built in the days of the First Empire, with a narrow entrance and square courtyard into which the stage coaches with postilions rumbled before the days of the P.L.M. and aircraft. In the Napoleonic days it had been the residence of the Dukes de Vizelle, but in modern times it had been converted into a series of very commodious flats.

The Sparrow, sprightly and alert, stood, after taking his cafe au lait, looking down into the courtyard. He had been reading through several letters and telegrams which had caused him some perturbation.

They are playing me false! he muttered, as he gazed out of the window. Im certain of it — quite certain! But, Gad! If they do Ill be even with them! Who could have given Henfrey away in London — and why?

He paced the length of the room, his teeth hard set and his hands clenched.

I thought they were all loyal after what I have done for them — after the fortunes I have put into their pockets. Fancy! One of them a well-known member of Parliament — another a director of one of the soundest insurance companies! Nobody suspects the really great crooks. It is only the little clumsy muddlers whom the police catch and the judge makes examples of!

Then crossing back to the window, he said aloud:

Lisette ought to be here! She was due in from Toulouse at nine oclock. I hope nothing further has happened. One thing is satisfactory — young Henfrey is safe.

As a matter of fact, the girl had spoken to The Sparrow from her hotel in Toulouse late on the previous night, and told him that her friend Hugh was in Marseilles.

Even to the master criminal the whole problem was increasingly complicated. He could not prove the innocence of young Henfrey, because of the mysterious, sinister influence being brought to bear against him. He had interested himself in aiding the young fellow to evade arrest, because he had no desire that there should be a trial in which he and his associates might be implicated.

The Sparrow hated trials of any sort. With him silence was golden, and very wisely he would pay any sum rather than court publicity.

Half an hour went past, but the girl he expected did not put in an appearance.

Monsieur Gautier — the man with the gloved hand — was believed by his old housekeeper to be a rich and somewhat eccentric bachelor, who was interested in old clocks and antique silver, and who travelled extensively in order to purchase fine specimens. Indeed it was by that description he was registered in the archives of the Surete, with the observation that notwithstanding his foreign name he was an Englishman of highest standing.

It was never dreamed that the bristly-haired alert little man, who was so often seen in the salerooms of Paris when antique silver was being sold, was the notorious Sparrow.

Lisettes failure to arrive considerably disturbed him. He hoped that nothing had happened to her. Time after time, he walked to the window and looked out eagerly for her to cross the courtyard. In those rooms he sometimes lived for weeks in safe obscurity, his neighbours regarding him as a man of the greatest integrity, though a trifle eccentric in his habits.

At last, just before eleven, he saw Lisettes smart figure in a heavy travelling coat crossing the courtyard, and a few moments later she was shown into his room.

Youre late! the old man said, as soon as the door was closed. I feared that something had gone wrong! Why did you leave Madrid? What has happened? he asked eagerly.

Happened! she echoed in French. Why, very nearly a disaster! Someone has given us away — at least, Monsieur Henfrey was given away to the police!

Not arrested? he asked breathlessly.

No. We all three managed to get away — but only just in time! I had a wire to-night from Monsieur Tresham, telling me guardedly that within an hour or so after we left Madrid the police called at my hotel — and at Henfreys.

Who can have done that? asked The Sparrow, his eyes narrowing in anger, his gloved hand clenched.

Your enemy — and mine! was the girls reply. Franklyn is in Switzerland. Monsieur Henfrey is in Marseilles — at the Louvre et Paix — and I am here.

Then we have a secret enemy — eh?

Yes — and he is not very far to seek. Monsieur Howell has done this!

Howell! He would never do such a thing, my dear mademoiselle, replied the gloved man, smiling.

Oh! wouldnt he? I would not trust either Benton or Howell!

I think you are mistaken, mademoiselle. They have never shown much friendship towards each other.

They are close friends as far as concerns the Henfrey affair, declared mademoiselle. I happen to know that it was Howell who prepared the old mans will. It is in his handwriting, and his manservant, Cooke, is one of the witnesses.

What? You know about that will, Lisette? Tell me everything.

Howell himself let it out to me. They were careful that you should not know. At the time I was in London with Franklyn and Benton over the jewels of that ship-owners wife, I forget her name — the affair in Carlton House Terrace.

Yes. I recollect. A very neat piece of business.

Well — Howell told me how he had prepared the will, and how Benton, who was staying with old Mr. Henfrey away in the country, got him to put his signature to it by pretending it to be for the purchase of a house at Eltham, in Kent. The house was, indeed, purchased at Bentons suggestion, but the signature was to a will which Howells man, Cooke, and a friend of his, named Saunders, afterwards witnessed, and which has now been proved — the will by which the young man is compelled to marry Bentons adopted daughter before he inherits his fathers estates.

You actually know this?

Howell told me so with his own lips.

Then why is young Henfrey being made the victim? asked The Sparrow shrewdly. Why, indeed, have you not revealed this to me before?

Because I had no proof before that Howell is our enemy. He has now given us away. He has some motive. What is it?

The bristly-haired little man of twenty names and as many individualities pondered for a moment. It was evident that he was both apprehensive and amazed at the suggestion the pretty young French girl had placed before him.

When one finds a betrayer, then in order to fix his guilt it becomes necessary to discover the motive.

The Sparrow was in a quandary. Seldom was he in such a perturbed state of mind. He and his accomplices could always defy the police. It was not the first time in his career, however, that he had found a traitor in his camp. If Howell was really a traitor, then he would pay dearly for it. Three times within the last ten years there had been traitors in the great criminal organization. One was a Dutchman; the second was a Greek; and the third a Swiss. Each died — for dead men tell no tales.

The Sparrow ordered some cafe noir from his housekeeper and produced a particularly seductive brand of liqueur, which mademoiselle took — together with a cigarette.

Then she left, he giving her the parting injunction:

It is probable that you will go to Marseilles and meet young Henfrey. I will think it all over. You will have a note from me at the Grand Hotel before noon to-morrow.


TWENTY-SEVENTH CHAPTER

THE INQUISITIVE MR. SHRIMPTON
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AN HOUR LATER Hugh stood in The Sparrows room, and related his exciting adventure in Marseilles and on the high road.

Hm! remarked the man with the gloved hand. A very pretty piece of business. The police endeavoured to mislead you, and you, by a very fortunate circumstance, suspected. That cigarette, my dear young friend, stood you in very good stead. It was fortunate that I gave it to you.

By this time the driver of the car has, of course, recovered and told his story, Hugh remarked.

And by this time the police probably know that you have come to Paris, remarked The Sparrow. Now, Mr. Henfrey, only an hour ago I learnt something which has altered my plans entirely. There is a traitor somewhere — somebody has given you away.

Who?

At present I have not decided. But we must all be wary and watchful, was The Sparrows reply. In any case, it is a happy circumstance that you saw through the ruse of the police to get you to Cette. First the Madrid police were put upon your track, and then, as you eluded them, the Marseilles police were given timely information — a clever trap, he laughed. I admire it. But at Marseilles they are even more shrewd than in Paris. Maillot, the chef de la Surete at Marseilles, is a really capable official. I know him well. A year ago he dined with me at the Palais de la Bouillabaisse. I pretended that I had been the victim of a great theft, and he accepted my invitation. He little dreamed that I was Il Passero, for whom he had been spreading the net for years!

You are really marvellous, Mr. Peters, remarked Hugh. And I have to thank you for the way in which you have protected me time after time. Your organization is simply wonderful.

The man with the black glove laughed.

Nothing really wonderful, he said. Those who are innocent I protect, those who are traitors I condemn. And they never escape me. We have traitors at work now. It is for me to fix the identity. And in this you, Mr. Henfrey, must help me. Have you heard from Miss Ranscomb?

No. Not a word, replied the young man. I dare not write to her.

No, dont. A man from Scotland Yard went to see her. So it is best to remain apart — my dear boy — even though that unfortunate misunderstanding concerning Louise Lambert has arisen between you.

But I am anxious to put it right, the young fellow said. Dorise misjudges me.

Ah! I know. But at present you must allow her to think ill of you. You must not court arrest. We now know that you have enemies who intend you to be the victim, while they reap the profit, said The Sparrow kindly. Leave matters to me and act at my suggestion.

That I certainly will, Hugh replied. You have never yet advised me wrongly.

Ah! I am not infallible, laughed the master criminal.

Then he rose, and crossing to the telephone, he inquired for the Grand Hotel. After a few minutes he spoke to Mademoiselle Lisette, telling her that she need not go to Marseilles, and asking her to call upon him again at nine oclock that night.

Monsieur Hugh has returned from the south, he added. He is anxious to see you again.

Tres bien, msieur, answered the smart Parisienne. I will be there. But will you not dine with me — eh? At Vians at seven. You know the place.

Mademoiselle Lisette asks us to dine with her at Vians, The Sparrow said, turning to Hugh.

Yes, I shall be delighted, replied the young man.

So The Sparrow accepted the girls invitation.

On that same morning, Dorise Ranscomb had, after breakfast, settled herself to write some letters. Her mother had gone to Warwickshire for the week-end, and she was alone with the maids.

The whole matter concerning Hugh puzzled her. She could not bring herself to a decision as to his innocence or his guilt.

As she sat writing in the morning-room, the maid announced that Mr. Shrimpton wished to see her.

She started at the name. It was the detective inspector from Scotland Yard who had called upon her on a previous occasion.

A few moments afterwards he was shown in, a tall figure in a rough tweed suit.

I really must apologize, Miss Ranscomb, for disturbing you, but I have heard news of Mr. Henfrey. He has been in Marseilles. Have you heard from him?

Not a word, the girl replied. And, Mr. Shrimpton, I am growing very concerned. I really cant think that he tried to kill the young Frenchwoman. Why should he?

Well, because she had connived at his fathers death. That seems to be proved.

Then your theory is that it was an act of vengeance?

Exactly, Miss Ranscomb. That is our opinion, and a warrant being out for his arrest both in France and in England, we are doing all we can to get him.

But are you certain? asked the girl, much distressed. After all, though on the face of things it seems that there is a distinct motive, I do not think that Hugh would be guilty of such a thing.

Naturally. Forgive me for saying so, miss, but I quite appreciate your point of view. If I were in your place I should regard the matter in just the same light. I, however, wondered whether you had heard news of him during the last day or two.

No. I have heard nothing.

And, he said, I suppose if you did hear, you would not tell me?

That is my own affair, Mr. Shrimpton, she replied resentfully. If you desire to arrest Mr. Henfrey it is your own affair. Why do you ask me to assist you?

In the interests of justice, was the inspectors reply.

Well, said the girl, very promptly, I tell you at once that I refuse to assist you in your endeavour to arrest Mr. Henfrey. Whether he is guilty or not guilty I have not yet decided.

But he must be guilty. There was the motive. He shot the woman who had enticed his father to his death.

And how have you ascertained that?

By logical deduction.

Then you are trying to convict Mr. Henfrey upon circumstantial evidence alone?

Others have gone to the gallows on circumstantial evidence — Crippen, for instance. There was no actual witness of his crime.

I fear I must allow you to continue your investigations, Mr. Shrimpton, she said coldly.

But your lover has deceived you. He was staying down in Surrey with the girl, Miss Lambert, as his fellow-guest.

I know that, was Dorises reply. But I have since come to the conclusion that my surmise — my jealousy if you like to call it so — is unfounded.

Ah! then you refuse to assist justice?

No, I do not. But knowing nothing of the circumstances I do not see how I can assist you.

But no doubt you know that Mr. Henfrey evaded us and went away — that he was assisted by a man whom we know as The Sparrow.

I do not know where he is, replied the girl with truth.

But you know The Sparrow, said the detective. You admitted that you had met him when I last called here.

I have met him, she replied.

Where does he live?

She smiled, recollecting that even though she had quarrelled with Hugh, the strange old fellow had been his best friend. She remembered how the White Cavalier had been sent by him with messages to reassure her.

I refuse to give away the secrets of my friends, she responded a trifle haughtily.

Then you prefer to shield the master criminal of Europe?

I have no knowledge that The Sparrow is a criminal.

Ask the police of any city in Europe. They will tell you that they have for years been endeavouring to capture Il Passero. Yet so cleverly is his gang organized that never once has he been betrayed. All his friends are so loyal to him.

Yet you want me to betray him!

You are not a member of the gang of criminals, Miss Ranscomb, replied Shrimpton.

Whether I am or not, I refuse to say a word concerning anyone who has been of service to me, was her stubborn reply. And with that the man from the Criminal Investigation Department had to be content.

Even then, Dorise was not quite certain whether she had misjudged the man who loved her so well, but who was beneath a cloud. She had acted hastily in writing that letter, she felt. Yet she had successfully warned him of his peril, and he had been able to extricate himself from the net spread for him.

It was evident that The Sparrow, who was her friend and Hughs, was a most elusive person.

She recollected the White Cavalier at the ball at Nice, and how she had never suspected him to be the deputy of the King of the Underworld — the man whose one hand was gloved.

Within half an hour of the departure of her visitor from Scotland Yard, the maid announced Mr. Sherrard.

Dorise, with a frown, arose from her chair, and a few seconds later faced the man who was her mothers intimate friend, and who daily forced his unwelcome attentions upon her.

Your mother told me you would be alone, Dorise, he said in his forced manner of affected elegance. So I just dropped in. I hope Im not worrying you.

Oh! not at all, replied the girl, sealing a letter which she had just written. Mother has gone to Warwickshire, and Im going out to lunch with May Petheridge, an old schoolfellow of mine.

Oh! Then I wont keep you, said the smug lover of Lady Ranscombs choice. He was one of those over-dressed fops who haunted the lounges of the Ritz and the Carlton, and who scraped acquaintance with anybody with a title. At tea parties he would refer to Lord This and Lady That as intimate friends, whereas he had only been introduced to them by some fat wife of a fatter profiteer.

Sherrard saw that Dorises attitude was one of hostility, but with his superior overbearing manner he pretended not to notice it.

You were not at Lady Oundles the night before last, he remarked, for want of something better to say. I went there specially to meet you, Dorise.

I hate Lady Oundles dances, was the girls reply. Such a lot of fearful old fogies go there.

True, but a lot of your mothers friends are in her set.

I know. But mother always avoids going to her dances if she possibly can. We had a good excuse to be away, as mother was packing.

Elise was there, he remarked.

And you danced with her, of course. Shes such a ripping dancer.

Twice. When I found you were not there I went on to the club, he replied, with his usual air of boredom. When do you expect your mother back?

Next Tuesday. Im going down to Huntingdon to-morrow to stay with the Fishers.

Oh! by the way, he remarked suddenly. Tubby Hall, who is just back from Madrid, told me in the club last night that hed seen your friend Henfrey in a restaurant there with a pretty French girl.

In Madrid! echoed Dorise, for she had no idea of her lovers whereabouts. He must have been mistaken surely.

No. Tubby is an old friend of Henfreys. He says that he and the girl seemed to be particularly good friends.

Dorise hesitated.

You tell me this in order to cause me annoyance! she exclaimed.

Not at all. Ive only told you what Tubby said.

Did your friend speak to Mr. Henfrey?

I think not. But I really didnt inquire, Sherrard replied, not failing, however, to note how puzzled she was.

Lady Ranscomb was already assuring him that the girls affection for the absconding Henfrey would, sooner or later, fade out. More than once he and she had held consultation concerning the proposed marriage, and more than once Sherrard had been on the point of withdrawing from the contest for the young girls heart. But her mother was never tired of bidding him be patient, and saying that in the end he would obtain his desire.

Sherrard, however, little dreamed how great was Dorises love for Hugh, and how deeply she regretted having written that hasty letter to Shapley.

Yet one of Hughs friends had met him in Madrid in company with what was described as a pretty young French girl!

What was the secret of it all? Was Hugh really guilty of the attempt upon the notorious Mademoiselle? If not, why did he not face the charge like a man?

Such were her thoughts when, an hour later, her mothers car took her out to Kensington to lunch with her old school friend who was on the point of being married to a man who had won great distinction in the Air Force, and whose portrait was almost daily in the papers.

Would she ever marry Hugh, she wondered, as she sat gazing blankly out upon the London traffic. She would write to him, but, alas! she knew neither the name under which he was going, nor his address.

And a telephone message to Mr. Peterss house had been answered to the effect that the man whose hand was gloved was abroad, and the date of his return uncertain.


TWENTY-EIGHTH CHAPTER

THE SPARROWS NEST
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MADEMOISELLE LISETTE MET her two guests at Vians small but exclusive restaurant in the Rue Daunou, and all three had a merry meal together. Afterwards The Sparrow smoked a good cigar and became amused at the young girls chatter.

She was a sprightly little person, and had effectively brought off several highly successful coups. Before leaving his cosy flat in the Rue des Petits Champs, The Sparrow had sat for an hour calmly reviewing the situation in the light of what Lisette had told him and of Hughs exciting adventure on the Arles road.

That he had successfully escaped from a very clever trap was plain, but who was the traitor? Who, indeed, had fired that shot which, failing to kill Yvonne, had unbalanced her brain so that no attention could be paid to her wandering remarks?

He had that morning been on the point of trying to get into touch with his friend Howell, but after Lisettes disclosures, he was very glad that he had not done so. His master-mind worked quickly. He could sum up a situation and act almost instantly where other men would be inclined to waver. But when The Sparrow arrived at a decision it was unalterable. All his associates knew that too well. Some of them called him stubborn, but they had to agree that he was invariably right in his suspicions and conclusions.

He had debated whether he should tell Hugh what Lisette had alleged concerning the forgery of his fathers will, but had decided to keep the matter to himself and see what further proof he could obtain. Therefore he had forbidden the girl to tell Henfrey anything, for, after all, it was quite likely that her statements could not be substantiated.

After their coffee all three returned to the Rue des Petits Champs where Lisette, merry and full of vivacity, joined them in a cigarette.

The Sparrow had been preoccupied and thoughtful the whole evening. But at last, as they sat together, he said:

We shall all three go south to-morrow — to Nice direct.

To Nice! exclaimed Lisette. It is hardly safe — is it?

Yes. You will leave by the midday train from the Gare de Lyon — and go to Madame Odettes in the boulevard Gambetta. I may want you. We shall follow by the train-de-luxe. It is best that Mr. Henfrey is out of Paris. The Surete will certainly be searching for him.

Then, turning to Hugh, he told him that he had better remain his guest that night, and in the morning he would buy him another suit, hat and coat.

There will not be so much risk in Nice as here in Paris, he added. After all, we ought not to have ventured out to Vians.

Later he sat down, and after referring to a pocket-book containing certain entries, he scribbled four cryptic telegrams which were, apparently, Bourse quotations, but when read by their addressees were of quite a different character.

He went out and himself dispatched these from the office of the Grand Hotel. He never entrusted his telegrams of instructions to others.

When he returned ten minutes later he took up Le Soir, and searching it eagerly, suddenly exclaimed:

Ah! Here it is! Manfield has been successful and got away all right with the German countesss trinkets!

And with a laugh he handed the paper to Lisette, who read aloud an account of a daring robbery in one of the best hotels in Cologne — jewels valued at a hundred thousand marks having mysteriously disappeared. International thieves were suspected, but the Cologne police had no clue.

Msieur Manfield is always extremely shrewd. He is such a real ladies man, laughed Lisette, using some of the argot of the Montmartre.

Yes. Do you recollect that American, Lindsay — with whom you had something to do?

Oh, yes, I remember. I was in London and we went out to dinner together quite a lot. Manfield was with me and we got from his dispatch-box the papers concerning that oil well at Baku. The company was started later on in Chicago, and only two months ago I received my dividend.

Teddy Manfield is a very good friend, declared the man with the gloved hand. Birth and education always count, even in these days. To any ex-service man I hold out my hand as the unit who saved us from becoming a German colony. But do others? I make war upon those who have profited by war. I have never attacked those who have remained honest during the great struggle. In the case of dog-eat-dog I place myself on the side of the worker and the misled patriot — not only in Britain, but in all the countries of the Allies. If members of the Allied Governments are profiteers what can the man-in-the-street expect of the poor little scraping-up tradesman oppressed by taxation and bewildered by waste? But there! he added, I am no politician! My only object is to solve the mystery of who shot poor Mademoiselle Yvonne.

The pretty decoy of the great association of escrocs smoked another cigarette, and gazed into the young mans face. Sometimes she shuddered when she reflected upon all she knew concerning his fathers unfortunate end, and of the cleverly concocted will by which he was to marry Louise Lambert, and afterwards enjoy but a short career.

Fate had made Lisette what she was — a child of fortune. Her own life would, if written, form a strange and sensational narrative. For she had been implicated in a number of great robberies which had startled the world.

She knew much of the truth of the Henfrey affair, and she had now decided to assist Hugh to vanquish those whose intentions were distinctly evil.

At last she rose and wished them bon soir.

I shall leave the Gare de Lyon at eleven fifty-eight to-morrow, and go direct to Madame Odettes in Nice, she said.

Yes. Remain there. If I want you I will let you know, answered The Sparrow.

And then she descended the stairs and walked to her hotel.

Next evening Hugh and The Sparrow, both dressed quite differently, left by the Riviera train-de-luxe. As The Sparrow lay that night in the wagon-lit he tried to sleep, but the roar and rattle of the train prevented it. Therefore he calmly thought out a complete and deliberate plan.

From one of his friends in London he had had secret warning that the police, on the day he left Charing Cross, had descended upon Shapley Manor and had arrested Mrs. Bond under a warrant applied for by the French police, and he also knew that her extradition for trial in Paris had been granted.

That there was a traitor in the camp was proved, but happily Hugh Henfrey had escaped just in time.

For himself The Sparrow cared little. He seemed to be immune from arrest, so cleverly did he disguise his true identity; yet now that some person had revealed his secrets, what more likely than the person, whoever it was, would also give him away for the sake of the big reward which he knew was offered for his apprehension.

Before leaving Paris that evening he had dispatched a telegram, a reply to which was handed him in the train when it stopped at Lyons early next morning.

This decided him. He sent another telegram and then returned to where Hugh was lying half awake. When they stopped at Marseilles, both men were careful not to leave the train, but continued in it, arriving at the great station of Nice in the early afternoon.

They left their bags at a small hotel just outside the station, and taking a cab, they drove away into the old town. Afterwards they proceeded on foot to the Rue Rossetti, where they climbed to the flat occupied by old Giulio Cataldi.

The old fellow was out, but the elderly Italian woman who kept house for him said she expected him back at any moment. He was due to come off duty at the cafe where he was employed.

So Hugh and his companion waited, examining the poorly-furnished little room.

Now The Sparrow entertained a strong suspicion that Cataldi knew more of the tragedy at the Villa Amette than anyone else. Indeed, of late, it had more than once crossed his mind that he might be the actual culprit.

At last the door opened and the old man entered, surprised to find himself in the presence of the master criminal, The Sparrow, whom he had only met once before.

He greeted his visitors rather timidly.

After a short chat The Sparrow, who had offered the old man a cigarette from a cheap plated case much worn, began to make certain inquiries.

This is a very serious and confidential affair, Cataldi, he said. I want to know the absolute truth — and I must have it.

I know it is serious, signore, replied the old man, much perturbed by the unexpected visit of the king of the underworld, the elusive Sparrow of whom everyone spoke in awe. But I only know one or two facts. I recognize Signor Henfrey.

Ah! Then you know me! exclaimed Hugh. You recognized me on that night at the Villa Amette, when you opened the door to me.

I do, signore. I recollect everything. It is all photographed upon my memory. Poor Mademoiselle! You questioned her — as a gentleman would — and you demanded to know about your fathers death. She prevaricated — and — —

Then you overheard it? said Hugh.

Yes, I listened. Was I not Mademoiselles servant? On that night she had won quite a large sum at the Rooms, and she had given me — ah! she was always most generous — five hundred francs — twenty pounds in your English money. And they were acceptable in these days of high prices. I heard much. I was interested. Mademoiselle was my mistress whom I had served faithfully.

You wondered why this young Englishman should call upon her at that hour? said The Sparrow.

I did. She never received visitors after her five oclock tea. It was the habit at the Villa Amette to lunch at one oclock, English tea at five oclock, and dinner at eight — when the Rooms were slack save for the tourists from seven till ten. Strange! The tourists always think they can win while the gambling world has gone to its meals! They get seats, it is true, but they always lose.

Yes, replied The Sparrow. It is a strange fact that the greatest losses are sustained by the players when the Rooms are most empty. Nobody has yet ever been able to account for it.

And yet it is so, declared old Cataldi. I have watched it day by day. But poor Mademoiselle! What can we do to solve the mystery?

Were you not with Mademoiselle and Mr. Benton when you both brought off that great coup in the Avenue Louise, in Brussels? asked The Sparrow.

Yes, signore, said the old man. But I do not wish to speak of it now.

Quite naturally. I quite appreciate it. Since Mademoiselles — er — accident you have, I suppose, been leading an honest life?

Yes. I have tried to do so. At present I am a cafe waiter.

And you can tell me nothing further regarding the affair at the Villa Amette? asked The Sparrow, eyeing him narrowly.

I regret, signore, I can tell you nothing further, replied the staid, rather sad-looking old man; nothing. And he sighed.

Why? asked the man whose tentacles were, like an octopus, upon a hundred schemes, and as many criminal coups in Europe. He sought a solution of the problem, but nothing appeared forthcoming.

He had strained every effort, but he could ascertain nothing.

That Cataldi knew the key to the whole problem The Sparrow felt assured. Yet why did not the old fellow tell the truth?

At last The Sparrow rose and left, and Hugh followed him. Both were bitterly disappointed. The old man refused to say more than that he was ignorant of the whole affair.

Cataldis attitude annoyed the master criminal.

For three days he remained in Nice with Hugh, at great risk of recognition and arrest.

On the fourth day they went together in a hired car along the winding road across the Var to Cannes.

At a big white villa a little distance outside the pretty winter town of flowers and palms, they halted. The house, which was on the Frejus road, was once the residence of a Russian prince.

With The Sparrow Hugh was ushered into a big, sunny room overlooking the beautiful garden where climbing geraniums ran riot with carnations and violets, and for some minutes they waited. From the windows spread a wide view of the calm sapphire sea.

Then suddenly the door opened.
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BOTH MEN TURNED and before them they saw the plainly dressed figure of a beautiful woman, and behind her an elderly, grey-faced man.

For a few seconds the woman stared at The Sparrow blankly. Then she turned her gaze upon Hugh.

Her lips parted. Suddenly she gave vent to a loud cry, almost of pain, and placing both hands to her head, gasped:

Dieu!

It was Yvonne Ferad. And the cry was one of recognition.

Hugh dashed forward with the doctor, for she was on the point of collapse at recognizing them. But in a few seconds she recovered herself, though she was deathly pale and much agitated.

Yvonne! exclaimed The Sparrow in a low, kindly voice. Then you know who we really are? Your reason has returned?

Yes, she answered in French. I remember who you are. Ah! But — but it is all so strange! she cried wildly. I — I — I cant think! At last! Yes. I know. I recollect! You! And she stared at Hugh. You — you are Monsieur Henfrey!

That is so, mademoiselle.

Ah, messieurs, remarked the elderly doctor, who was standing behind his patient. She recognized you both — after all! The sudden shock at seeing you has accomplished what we have failed all these months to accomplish. It is efficacious only in some few cases. In this it is successful. But be careful. I beg of you not to overtax poor mademoiselles brain with many questions. I will leave you.

And he withdrew, closing the door softly after him.

For a few minutes The Sparrow spoke to Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo about general things.

I have been very ill, she said in a low, tremulous voice. I could think of nothing since my accident, until now — and now — and she gazed around her with a new interest upon her handsome countenance— and now I remember! — but it all seems too hazy and indistinct.

You recollect things — eh? asked The Sparrow in a kindly voice, placing his hand upon her shoulder and looking into her tired eyes.

Yes. I remember. All the past is slowly returning to me. It seems ages and ages since I last met you, Mr. — Mr. Peters, and she laughed lightly. Peters — that is the name?

It is, mademoiselle, he laughed. And it is a happy event that, by seeing us unexpectedly, your memory has returned. But the reason Mr. Henfrey is here is to resume that conversation which was so suddenly interrupted at the Villa Amette.

Mademoiselle was silent for some moments. Her face was averted, for she was gazing out of the window to the distant sea.

Do you wish me to reveal to Monsieur Henfrey the — the secret of his fathers death? she asked of The Sparrow.

Certainly. You were about to do so when — when the accident happened.

Yes. But — but, oh! — how can I tell him the actual truth when — when, alas! I am so guilty? cried the woman, much distressed.

No, no, mademoiselle, said Hugh, placing his hand tenderly upon her shoulder. Calm yourself. You did not kill my father. Of that I am quite convinced. Do not distress yourself, but tell me all that you know.

Mr. Peters knows something of the affair, I believe, she said slowly. But he never planned it. The whole plot was concocted by Benton. Then, turning to Hugh, Mademoiselle said almost in her natural tone, though slightly high-pitched and nervous:

Benton, the blackguard, was your fathers friend at Woodthorpe. With a man named Howell, known also as Shaw, he prepared a will which your father signed unconsciously, and which provided that in the event of his death you should be cut off from almost every benefit if you did not marry Louise Lambert, Bentons adopted daughter.

But who is Louise actually? asked Hugh interrupting.

The real daughter of Benton, who has made pretence of adopting her. Of course Louise is unaware of that fact, Yvonne replied.

Hugh was much surprised at this. But he now saw the reason why Mrs. Bond was so solicitous of the poor girls welfare.

Now I happened to be in London, and on one of your fathers visits to town, Benton, his friend, introduced us. Naturally I had no knowledge of the plot which Benton and Howell had formed, and finding your father a very agreeable gentleman, I invited him to the furnished flat I had taken at Queens Gate. I went to the theatre with him on two occasions, Benton accompanying us, and then your father returned to the country. One day, about two months later Howell happened to be in London, and presumably they decided that the plot was ripe for execution, for they asked me to write to Mr. Henfrey at Woodthorpe, and suggest that he should come to London, have an early supper with us, and go to a big charity ball at the Albert Hall. In due course I received a wire from Mr. Henfrey, who came to London, had supper with me, Benton and Howell being also present, while Howells small closed car, which he always drove himself, was waiting outside to take us to the ball.

Then she paused and drew a long breath, as though the recollection of that night horrified her — as indeed it did.

After supper I rose and left the room to speak to my servant for a moment, when, just as I re-entered, I saw Howell, who was standing behind Mr. Henfreys chair, suddenly bend, place his left arm around your fathers neck, and with his right hand press on the nape of the neck just above his collar. Here! your father cried out, thinking it was a joke, whats the game? But the last word was scarcely audible, for he collapsed across the table. I stood there aghast. Howell, suddenly noticing me, told me roughly to clear out, as I was not wanted. I demanded to know what had happened, but I was told that it did not concern me. My idea was that Mr. Henfrey had been drugged, for he was still alive and apparently dazed. I afterwards heard, however, that Howell had pressed the needle of a hypodermic syringe containing a newly discovered and untraceable poison which he had obtained in secret from a certain chemist in Frankfort, who makes a speciality of such things.

And what happened then? asked Hugh, aghast and astounded at the story.

Benton and Howell sent me out of the room. They waited for over an hour. Then Howell went down to the car. Afterwards, when all was clear, they half carried poor Mr. Henfrey downstairs, placed him in the car, and drove away. Next day I heard that my guest had been found by a constable in a doorway in Albemarle Street. The officer, who first thought he was intoxicated, later took him to St. Georges Hospital, where he died. Afterwards a scratch was found on the palm of his hand, and the doctors believed it had been caused by a pin infected with some poison. The truth was, however, that his hand was scratched in opening a bottle of champagne at supper. The doctors never suspected the tiny puncture in the hair at the nape of the neck, and they never discovered it.

I knew nothing of the affair, declared The Sparrow, his face clouded by anger. Then Howell was the actual murderer?

He was, Yvonne replied. I saw him press the needle into Mr. Henfreys neck, while Benton stood by, ready to seize the victim if he resisted. Benton and Howell had agreed to kill Mr. Henfrey, compel his son to marry Louise, and then get Hugh out of the world by one or other of their devilish schemes. Ah! she sighed, looking sadly before her. I see it all now — everything.

Then it was arranged that after I had married Louise I should also meet with an unexpected end?

Yes. One that should discredit you in the eyes of your wife and your own friends — an end probably like your fathers. A secret visit to London, and a mysterious death, Mademoiselle replied.

She spoke quite calmly and rationally. The shock of suddenly encountering the two persons who had been uppermost in her thoughts before those terrible injuries to her brain had balanced it again. Though the pains in her head were excruciating, as she explained, yet she could now think, and she remembered all the bitterness of the past.

You, Msieur Henfrey, are the son of my dead friend. You have been the victim of a great and dastardly conspiracy, she said. But I ask your forgiveness, for I assure you that when I invited your father up from Woodthorpe I had no idea whatever of what those assassins intended.

Benton is already under arrest for another affair, broke in The Sparrow quietly. I heard so from London yesterday.

Ah! And I hope that Howell will also be punished for his crime, the handsome woman cried. Though I have been a thief, a swindler, and a decoy — ah! yes, I admit it all — I have never committed the crime of murder. I know, messieurs, she went on— I know that I am a social outcast, the mysterious Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo, they call me! But I have suffered. I have indeed in these past months paid my debt to Society, and of you, Mr. Henfrey, I beg forgiveness.

I forgive you, Mademoiselle, Hugh replied, grasping her slim, white hand.

Mademoiselle will, I hope, meet Miss Ranscomb, Mr. Henfreys fiancee, and tell her the whole truth, said The Sparrow.

That I certainly will, Yvonne replied. Now that I can think I shall be allowed to leave this place — eh?

Of course. I will see after that, said the man known as Mr. Peters. You must return to the Villa Amette — for you are still Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo, remember! Leave it all to me. And he laughed happily.

But we are no nearer the solution of the mystery as to who attempted to kill you, Mademoiselle, Hugh remarked.

There can be but one person. Old Cataldi knows who it is, she answered.

Cataldi? Then why has he not told me? I questioned him closely only the other day, said The Sparrow.

For certain reasons, Mademoiselle replied. He dare not tell the truth!

Why? asked Hugh.

Because — well — — and she turned to The Sparrow. You will recollect the affair we brought off in Brussels at that house of the Belgian baroness close to the Bois de la Cambre. A servant was shot dead. Giulio Cataldi shot him in self-defence. But Howell knows of it.

Well? asked The Sparrow.

Howell was in Monte Carlo on the night of the attempt upon me. I met him in the Casino half an hour before I left to walk home. He no doubt recognized Mr. Henfrey, who was also there, as the son of the man whom he had murdered, watched him, and followed him up to my villa. He suspected that Mr. Henfreys object was to face me and demand an explanation.

Do you really think so? gasped Hugh.

Of that I feel positive. Only Cataldi can prove it.

Why Cataldi? inquired Hugh.

See him again and tell him what I have revealed to you, answered Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo.

Who was it who warned me against you by that letter posted in Tours?

It was part of Howells scheme, no doubt. I have no idea of the identity of the writer of any anonymous letter. But Howell, no doubt, saw that if he rid himself of me it would be to his great advantage.

Then Cataldi will not speak the truth because he fears Howell? remarked the notorious chief of Europes underworld.

Exactly. Now that I can think, I can piece the whole puzzle together. It is all quite plain. Do you not recollect Howells curious rifle fashioned in the form of a walking-stick? When I halted to speak to Madame Beranger on the steps of the Casino as I came out that night, he passed me carrying that stick. Indeed, he is seldom without it. By means of that disguised rifle I was shot!

But you speak of Cataldi. How can he know?

When I entered the house I told him quickly that I believed Howell was following me. I ordered him to watch. This no doubt he did. He has ever been faithful to me.

Buy why should Howell have attempted to fix his guilt upon Mr. Henfrey? asked The Sparrow. In doing so he was defeating his own aims. If Mr. Henfrey were sent to prison he could not marry Louise Lambert, and if he had married Louise he would have benefited Howell! Therefore the whole plot was nullified.

Exactly, msieur. Howell attempted to kill me in order to preserve his secret, fearing that if I told Mr. Henfrey the truth he would inform the police of the circumstances of his fathers assassination. In making the attempt he defeated his own ends — a fact which he only realized when too late!



CONCLUSION

The foregoing is perhaps one of the most remarkable stories of the underworld of Europe.

Its details are set down in full in three big portfolios in the archives of the Surete in Paris — where the present writer has had access to them.

In that bald official narrative which is docketed under the heading No. 23489/263 — Henfrey there is no mention of the love affair between Dorise Ranscomb and Hugh Henfrey of Woodthorpe.

But the true facts are that within three days of Mademoiselles recovery of her mental balance, old Giulio Cataldi made a sworn statement to the police at Nice, and in consequence two gendarmes of the Department of Seine et Oise went one night to a small hotel at Provins, where they arrested the Englishman, Shaw, alias Howell, who had gone there in what he thought was safe hiding.

The arrest took place at midnight, but Howell, on being cornered in his bedroom, showed fight, and raising an automatic pistol, which he had under his pillow, shot and wounded one of the gendarmes. Whereupon his companion drew his revolver in self-defence and shot the Englishman dead.

Benton, a few months later, was sentenced to forced labour for fifteen years, while his accomplice, Molly Bond, received a sentence of ten years. Only one case — that of jewel robbery — was, however, proved against her.

Dorise, about six weeks after Mademoiselle Yvonnes explanation, met her in London, and there she and Hugh became reconciled. Her jealousy of Louise Lambert disappeared when she knew the actual truth, and she admired her lover all the more for his generosity in promising, when the Probate Court had set aside the false will, that he would settle a comfortable income upon the poor innocent girl.

This, indeed, he did.

The Sparrow has never since been traced, though Scotland Yard and the Surete have searched everywhere for him. But he is far too clever. The writer believes he is now living in obscurity, but perfectly happy, in a little village outside Barcelona. He loves the sunshine.

As for Hugh, he is now happily married to Dorise, and as the Probate Court has decided that Woodthorpe and the substantial income are his, he is enjoying all his fathers wealth.

Yvonne Ferad is still Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo. She still lives on the hill in the picturesque Villa Amette, and is still known to the habitues of the Rooms as — Mademoiselle of Monte Carlo.

On most nights in spring she can be seen at the Rooms, and those who know the truth tell the queer story which I have in the foregoing pages attempted to relate.


This House to Let (1921)
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PROLOGUE
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VERY EARLY ON a July morning in 1919 Constable Brown was on his beat in Kensington, in the immediate neighbourhood of Cathcart Square.

Cathcart Square was an old-fashioned backwater of this highly respectable suburb. It had not been built on any regular lines. Small, narrow houses nestled comfortably by the side of what might be called mansions. At the entrance to the Square itself, a narrow-fronted milk-shop stood next door to a palatial residence. The dairy was very old, and the Square, with its strange agglomeration of houses, had been built round it.

Constable Brown, a tall, strapping young fellow, took his duties easily. He was quite contented with his lot, and not thirsting for promotion; he had no overweening sense of his own abilities. He was friendly with all the cooks on his beat, and from them he received very choice tit-bits. In his case, the policemans lot was a fairly happy one.

The morning was a very bright one, a somewhat powerful summer sun had just risen, and flooded the streets with light.

He had no need of his lantern, early in the morning as it was. He strolled slowly round the Square, turning observant eyes on an the houses. In his patrol, he met nobody. The busy world of commerce was not yet astir. Only from afar he heard the distant rumbling of market-carts on their way to Covent Garden, market-carts laden with fruit and vegetables.

The Square was sleeping. In a few more hours it would wake to vigorous life. The dairy shop would take down its shutters, and show signs of animation. And when the dairy shop took down its shutters, Constable Brown would be relieved, and go home to enjoy his well-earned rest.

All was quiet in the Square. Brown had patrolled it several times in his nightly vigil, and had discovered no signs of marauders.

He paused opposite No. 10, one of the few big houses. He looked contemplatively at the board announcing in large type — THIS HOUSE TO LET: FURNISHED-with the agents name displayed prominently at the foot of the bill.

Only house to let in the Square, ruminated Brown, as he stood reading the bill for perhaps the hundredth time. Its been empty now for over three months. It ought to have been snapped up long ago.

He was right. Houses in Cathcart Square did not wait long for tenants. Mr. Brown ruminated further, and provided his own solution.

Old Miles, the caretaker, has got too comfortable quarters, he doesnt want to flit. When people come to view, he talks to them about damp, or ghosts or beetles, and chokes them off. Artful old devil, Miles, and a bit too fond of drink.

Having finished his patrol of the Square itself, he passed along the backs, abutting on a somewhat mean street, for a rather undesirable neighbourhood had built itself around these somewhat stately houses.

His perambulations brought him to the back of No. 10, the house to let. His trained eye, accustomed to take in the smallest details, noticed a broken pane of glass in the scullery window. He climbed over the low railing which shut off the back premises from the mean street on which they looked, and peered at the broken window-pane. From a general point of view there was not much in it. Window-panes are broken every day. But this was an empty house, looked after by a somewhat bibulous caretaker of the name of Miles. A hundred chances to one that Miles had stumbled against it, and broken it with his elbow.

But although Constable Brown was not very brilliant, he was painstaking and methodical; his mind was slow but tenacious. He did not accept facts at their face value.

After peering through the broken pane, he proceeded to further experiments. He lifted the window, and it went up easily. He drew his deductions swiftly. Somebody had entered the empty house. That somebody had smashed the pane in order to get at the latch, had entered the house, later emerged through the window and forgotten to fasten it.

But why enter an empty house, where there was nothing to steal except the heavy furniture left by the late tenant, a Mr. Washington, who was abroad? Brown knew for a fact from the caretaker that all silver and plate had been lodged at Mr. Washingtons bank. It was a puzzle.

One thing was clear: his duty lay straight before him. He must go over that empty house. A careful examination might reveal something or nothing.

But he was a very cautious man, and with no great belief in his own powers. He would not make the examination alone. He blew his whistle for further assistance.

In a few seconds, a fellow constable, a smart young fellow, hurried up to him. Brown pointed to the broken pane, the uplifted window. The smart young man projected himself through the open space. Brown followed, explaining as he went.

They searched the basement, the ground floor, and the floor above — with no result.

Now for the caretaker, said the younger and the more quick-witted of the two policemen.

He sleeps up at the top, answered Brown. He generally comes home half-seas over. If a regiment was hammering at the door he would not wake till his sleep was done.

They went up to the caretakers room on the top floor. The bed was empty. Miles had evidently taken a holiday.

The young constable grunted. Seems a reliable sort of chap, doesnt he? I wonder how long he has been away? The house agents can tell us if they have sent any clients to view the house during the last twenty-four hours, and whether they have been able to get in or not. Anyway, for the present, he seems out of this job.

Brown assented. He did not talk as much as his quicker-witted colleague, but his rather slow mind was working at its normal speed.

Weve got to examine the other floors, you know. Ive made up my mind to one thing — whoever came in here, robbery wasnt the object.

There I quite agree, remarked the younger man.

They made their way down from the top floor, which consisted of three attics. On the floor beneath this, they searched every room and found nothing.

But on the floor underneath their search was rewarded. In a small dressing-room, leading off the bedroom which fronted the square, they found a gruesome sight — the lifeless body of a man, comparatively young, somewhere about thirty-five or so, a deep gash in his throat, in his stiffened hand a razor.

The two men gazed, horrified. It was an early summer morning, the sun was shining through the windows, the birds were twittering in the trees. Shortly the whole world would be astir. And here, in the small room, lay the senseless clay, oblivious of all these signs of awakening life and vigour.

Brown was the first to speak. Suicide! he said hoarsely. The poor devil wanted to make an end of it, and crept in here, knowing it was an empty house.

The younger man spoke less convincingly. It looks like it. Suicide, as you say. He paused a moment, and then spoke slowly: I think its suicide, but it might be — mind you, I only say might be — a very carefully planned murder. And now, let us overhaul his pockets, we may find something to establish identification.

Together they bent down, and rummaged the dead mans pockets. They found plenty of material for identification.

As they were engaged in their gruesome task, they heard the sound of a latch-key being put in the front-door. They heard the door banged to, and heavy footsteps ascended the staircase.

Miles come back after his spree, whispered Constable Brown to the younger man.

Miles, all unsuspecting of what had taken place during his absence, came heavily up the stairs. It could not be said that he was by any means drunk, but he was not absolutely sober. He was slowly recovering from the previous nights debauch.

Arrived on the floor where the two policemen were conducting their investigations, absolute sobriety came back to him. He saw the open door of the dressing-room, two men in uniform kneeling by the side of an inanimate object. His brain cleared as if by magic. He recognised in one of the kneeling constables his old friend Brown.

He indulged in a little profanity, born of his emotion, which need not be set down here. Shorn of certain expletives, natural to a man of his class, he inquired of Brown what was the matter.

Brown on his side was cool and explicit, and instead of answering the caretakers questions, he preferred to put a few of his own.

Nice sort of caretaker you are, he said in a contemptuous voice. Youre paid to look after this house, arent you? Where were you all last night I should like to know? You can see what has happened. Somebody has got in through the back, either to commit suicide, or with a companion who brought him here to murder him. Thats got to be found out before the Coroner.

Miles pulled himself together. He was by no means a fool when sober, and in sight of this ghastly object the fumes of last nights intoxication had absolutely cleared.

I can show an alibi right enough, he said doggedly.

The younger and readier-witted of the two constables looked up and spoke sharply. So far, my friend, we have not accused you, but you may as well tell us the details of your alibi.

Miless explanation, delivered in the somewhat halting way of his class, bore the ring of truth. An old acquaintance of his, whose name and address he gave, had looked him up the day before and asked him to spend a day with him at Shepperton, where the said acquaintance kept a small shop. Miles had succumbed to the temptation. .

It drives a man fair off his blooming chump to be tied by the leg in a hole like this, he interpolated in the midst of his narrative, waiting for would-be tenants who never call. I daresay you chaps do your eight or ten hours a day, but youre out in the open air, not looking on four walls. You see a bit of life, I dont.

Constable Brown cut across his narrative swiftly.

Never mind your grievances, Miles. If you could get a better job, I guess you would take it. Where did you spend the night?

At the same old show, down at Shepperton, replied the unabashed Miles. My old pals a sport, I can tell you. When he shut up his shop, he plied me with some of the best. I wasnt backward, I admit. I missed the last train back, and slept on the sofa in the back room. When I woke, I remembered things a bit, and got an early train home. Here I am. My old pal Jack will tell you Im speaking gospel truth.

Neither of the two men listening to him had any doubt that his narrative was a true one. He was a poor, weak, bibulous creature, but by no stretch of the imagination could he be an accessory to the gruesome happenings at No. 10.

Even had he been at his post, as he should have been on this particular night, he would have been sunk in a stertorous sleep, and have heard nothing.

But to make everything sure, Constable Brown pulled him along and forced him to look at the dead man.

You have never seen him before, Miles? I mean he has not called to look over the house or anything?

No. Miles, looking shudderingly at the ghastly sight, was ready to swear he had never seen him before.

He turned his frightened gaze away. It will be all over the town to-night, he said ruefully. We shall never let the house after this.

It will still be a soft job for you, Miles, retorted Brown, a little spitefully. You wont have to play up the damp and the beetles. You are here for life, old man.

I know, said Miles in a gloomy tone. But I shall see him staring at me every minute of the day and night.

The body was removed to the mortuary. The evening newspapers had flaring headlines: Gruesome Discovery in No. 10 Cathcart Square. An enterprising journalist had got hold of Miles, and speedily discovering his weakness, had taken him to the nearest public-house, and plied him plentifully with liquor, with a view to a sensational article.

The enterprising reporter made the best of his material, but it did not amount to much.

The caretaker knew nothing about the dead man, he was armed at all points with his alibi. As regards the house itself, invested with so much tragedy, the present tenant was a Mr. Washington, a man of considerable means, now abroad. Mr. Washington was prepared to let it furnished. The furniture was very valuable.

To a public greedily anxious for the smallest details, the astute journalist served up a nice little article, describing the expensive furniture, and adding a short life-history of Mr. Washington, as supplied by the reminiscent Miles. The public swallowed this article eagerly and awaited further developments.

These came with the inquest, and there was a somewhat tame ending to what had promised to be a very sensational case.

Some three months previously, a certain man named Reginald Davis had been suspected of committing a murder while driving a motor-car in Cornwall. The evidence, although circumstantial, had been very convincing. The police had been on his track, but not quickly enough. The man had eluded their vigilance, and run to earth somewhere.

On the body of the dead man in Cathcart Square, the two constables had found three letters addressed to Reginald Davis. Also a letter, signed Reginald Davis, addressed to the Coroner in which he avowed his intention of committing suicide at the earliest opportunity.

It was fairly evident from this that the wretched man, hunted by the police, and recognising that capture was imminent in the course of a few days, had resolved upon the fatal step, had effected his entrance into the lonely house in Cathcart Square, had found it even more deserted than he imagined, and in that little dressing-room cheated the law.

But, in addition to this overpowering evidence, there was added the fact of identification.

A tall, handsome young woman, giving the name of Caroline Masters, had been to the mortuary, and identified the body as that of her brother, Reginald Davis.

She gave her evidence before the Coroner with commendable composure, broken now and again with a little natural grief. Her disclosures were briefly as follows.

Reginald had always been the black sheep of the family, not naturally vicious, but impetuous, fiery-tempered and ungovernable. If he was guilty of the murder in Cornwall, it had been due to no natural criminal instinct, but to a fit of unbridled passion. Her theory was that remorse had weighed upon him for this unpremeditated crime, and that, through remorse and the fear of justice overtaking him, he had crept into this lonely house and passed sentence on himself.

She made a very great impression on the Court by the calm and dignified way in which she gave her evidence. The Coroner put to her a few questions. She was quite certain that the body was that of her brother, Reginald Davis? Were there any other members of the family who could support her in her identification?

No, there were no other members of the family alive. There was another brother dead, and a sister of whose whereabouts she knew nothing. Her father had been a strange man, he had quarrelled with all the members of his family, and she had never known one of them. Her mother had died some years ago. Her voice broke a little as she related these touching circumstances of her domestic life, more especially when she added she was a widow, her husband having been killed in the Great War.

There seemed but one possible verdict. The dead man, it was clearly established, was Reginald Davis, first by the letters found upon him, secondly by his sisters identification.

It was also clear that Reginald Davis, hunted by the police, and knowing that it was only a question of days or weeks before he would be run to earth, had considered the two alternatives of self-destruction or the extreme penalty of the law — and that he had chosen the former.

The verdict was recorded. Mrs. Masters was complimented on the way in which she had given her evidence. The Coroner assured her that the sympathy of the Court was with her. The tears Welled into her eyes as she listened to the Coroners well-chosen phrases. She bowed her grateful thanks.

Constable Brown was waiting in the corridor as she came out. Beside him stood the younger policeman who had assisted him on that very well-remembered night in Cathcart Square.

Brown touched his helmet. A very trying time for you, maam, he said, a very trying time. You went through it bravely.

She smiled Wanly. My poor brother! He had so many good points. But it is better as it is. I shudder to think of what might have been, if he had not done this dreadful thing.

Much the best way, maam, much the best way, corroborated Brown.

She went out, a graceful figure, and Brown turned to his younger colleague.

A remarkable case, old chap. As we said all along, suicide.

The younger man paused a little before he replied. It may be mentioned that a few months later he was promoted to the detective force in consequence of some rather clever work connected with a gang of coiners in an obscure corner of the West End.

It looks like it, but Im not quite as sure as you are, he said laconically.

Brown stared, but made no comment. A verdict was a verdict. His young colleague had the inexperience and the vanity of youth, and thought he was more clever than other people, perhaps!

But on one thing the young constable had made up his mind, and that was that Miles, the bibulous caretaker, had not told the truth when in the witness-box. He came to this conclusion from his demeanour. Miles swore that he had no knowledge of the dead man, but the constable believed this to be a lie.

And with the tame ending of the Coroners inquest, the mystery of No. 10 Cathcart Square ceased to hold the public interest. Plenty of other things came on to attract their attention.


CHAPTER I
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IN THE YEAR before the Great War, when to all appearance there was not a cloud upon the horizon, when only a few statesmen felt profoundly uneasy, the secret of that uneasiness being carefully locked away in their own breasts, and hidden from the general public — in that year of 1913, in the month of March, the Twenty-fifth Lancers were quartered at the town of Blankfield, in Yorkshire.

The Twenty-fifth was a crack regiment. Most of the officers were members of the aristocracy, a few of the plutocracy, that portion of the plutocracy which on account of its wealth had been adopted into a superior world by marriage with its aristocratic daughters.

They were a fine set of clean-minded, healthy living, sporting young fellows. They rode to hounds, they played polo when there was any going, they shot over the coverts of their friends, they made love to all the pretty girls they came across in a gallant and desultory fashion, loving and riding away.

It cannot be said that they took their professional duties in too serious a fashion. But they were brave as lions, and when the time came to prove their mettle, none of their relatives had cause to blush for their record.

The memories of most of them were enshrined deeply in the hearts of wailing mothers and weeping sweethearts, when the great holocaust came.

Foremost amongst this band of gay spirits and resolute sportsmen was a certain Captain Murchison, Hughie, as he was always called by his intimates.

Hughie was not a pure aristocrat. His father, a man of fabulous wealth, was the head of the great brewing firm of Murchison, Delaroyd & Co., the fourth in succession, for the big brewery had been founded over a hundred years ago.

It is supposed, in the case of self-made men, that it requires three generations to make a gentleman. Anyway, the present Sir Hugh had won his spurs by the fact of belonging to the fourth. And he had further firmly established his position by marrying Lady Gertrude Marchmont, a daughter of the Earl of Mounthaven. The Marchmonts had blue blood in profusion, they ere one of the oldest families in the Kingdom, only just being beaten by such superior people as the Howards, the Talbots, and the Nevilles.

Captain Murchison was, therefore, plutocrat on the fathers side, aristocrat of aristocrat on the mothers. But he did not owe his popularity to these adventitious circumstances. The fact that he was the most popular man in his regiment was due to his own sterling qualities.

In the first place, he was a man of the most unbounded generosity and the most serene good-humour. He had captained the Eleven at Eton, and he was one of the best shots, also one of the best polo-players, in England. Needless to say that he was a mans man. The fact that he was also equally a womans man can be easily explained. He boasted more than ordinary good looks, and he had a charming, deferential way with women that captivated them at once.

The Twenty-fifth had a very good time at Blankfield, on the whole. The houses of the county were, of course, open to such a distinguished regiment, but perhaps they had a rather jollier time amongst the rather limited circle of rich townsfolk whom they condescended to visit: the people who, at the best, had only a nodding acquaintance with the county.

Murchison was a born sportsman. Hunting, polo, shooting, cricket, occupied nearly all his waking thoughts, except those few that were claimed by his professional duties. Popular as he was with women, not a single member of the weaker and more charming sex had made any real impression on him up to the present.

He had had several flirtations with charming girls, of course: he might have indulged in a few sentimental passages with certain more or less detached, or semi-detached, married women. The latter very rarely, for although by no means a saint he was a very clean-minded young man, and held rather rigid notions as to what might be done, and what ought not to be done.

Anyway at this particular moment he was quite heart-whole.

And then, one day, in this rather sleepy town of Blankfield, an adventure befell him. It was not strictly a common or garden adventure, for more than one reason.

The woman, or rather girl, who was concerned in it, for looking at her in a severe light she did not appeal to be more than twenty, bore upon her no marks of the shameless adventuress. It was easy to see that she was not a member of his own world, the world of plutocracy mingled into aristocracy by judicious intermarriage. The county would not, of course, open their doors to her. According to her own account, the respectable villadom of the sleepy old town had not called upon her, on account of the absence of convincing credentials.

The meeting happened in this way. Hugh found himself with a blank afternoon, an afternoon that had not been filled up. He could call at lots of houses and get tea. But, at this period, he was becoming a little fed-up with the Blankfield teas, the simpering girls, the astute mothers who wanted to take the heir of the Murchison millions off his guard, and hook him for a son-in-law.

Coming from a long line of successful tradesmen, Hugh had rather less brains than he ought to have acquired by heredity. Still, he was no fool. As long as a proposition was not too complex, he could size it up pretty accurately. And he sized up the Blankfield hospitality at its true worth.

He walked down the High Street, and turned into the first tea-shop. It was a well-known establishment, and the dashing members of the Twenty-fifth were wont to invite hither for tea some of the Blankfield maidens who Were not too particular as to chaperonage.

He expected to find here a good few of his brother officers. To his surprise, he did not see one. But the room was very full. To a casual observer, every table seemed occupied. He was about to turn away, when a waitress, who knew him well, touched him on the arm.

Its quite all right, Captain Murchison, — Hugh had arrived at seniority very early: theres a table up there at the far end. Theres only a young lady there, and she has very nearly finished her tea.

The young lady in question was quite young; Hugh decided from the first swift glance at her that she could not be more than twenty. She was exceedingly pretty, with wavy light hair and soft brown eyes. She wore an air of composure remarkable in one so youthful.

The young man knew her well by sight, as did his brother officers. She was frequently to be seen in the High Street, flitting in and out shops, sometimes alone, sometimes accompanied by a rather common-looking person, some ten years her senior. It was said they were brother and sister and their name was Burton.

They had arrived in Blankfield about a couple of months ago, and taken a moderate sized house on the London Road, a little in the outskirts of the town. But though they had been here for these two months, they knew nobody. Not a soul had called upon them: for the villadom of Blankfield was very select, and had to know something about newcomers before it stretched out a welcoming hand. About the Burtons nothing seemed to be known, and until some reliable information was forthcoming, they would be ostracised.

The shop was very crowded, and most girls of her age might have felt embarrassed by her loneliness. But, although many admiring glances were levelled at her from the few masculine occupants, she seemed quite unperturbed and unconscious, looking neither to the right nor the left, but taking in everything that was going on, under lowered eyelids veiling those pretty brown eyes.

She gave him one swift glance as he sat down, and then went on composedly with her tea. There was nothing in the glance that was either provocative or inviting. Of the two, Hugh felt much more embarrassed than she did. He wondered if she was as stand-offish as she looked. If he addressed a remark to her, would she snub him?

Anyway he determined to put it to the proof. I do hope I am not intruding, but it was Hobsons choice, you know; this is the only vacant table.

No, she was not going to snub him. On the contrary, she gave him a very pleasant smile, and he noted with satisfaction that her voice was a refined and pleasant one.

There is hardly any question of intruding in a public place like this. I cannot expect them to turn customers away in order that I may sit by myself.

It was not a bad beginning, thought Hugh. It was evident she was not disinclined to enter into a little desultory conversation with a man who she knew was a gentleman, and not likely to take undue advantage of her absence of conventionality.

Hugh went on with growing boldness. He had often said to his great chum Jack Pomfret that it was a thousand pities this pretty girl was not in Blankfield Society, she seemed so much more attractive than the other girls who were in it.

We havent been introduced, of course, but I know you very well by sight. There is hardly a day that I do not meet you about here. And I know your name, too. You are Miss Burton, are you not? And you live with your brother at that nice little house on the London Road.

Quite right. Miss Burton nodded her pretty head. She added with a little silvery laugh: we cant be introduced, unless the waitress took the kind office upon herself, for I dont know a soul in the place. we have been here two months, and we have been let severely alone. I suppose if we stayed here for twenty years it would be the same. Of course, we didnt expect to get into county Society, but we must be quite as good as heaps of people in the town and outskirts.

Hugh was a little embarrassed by these very frank remarks. He observed lamely that it was a shame, and indulged in some rather inane remarks on the snobbishness of provincial towns.

You must find it awfully dull, he ventured after a brief pause. During the short silence, Miss Burton had ordered herself some more tea. It was evident that she was not desirous of abruptly terminating this pleasant tête-à-tête. The waitress drew her own conclusions from the further order, and smiled a little as she turned away.

I should be a hypocrite if I pretended the contrary. Of course, housekeeping takes up a good bit of my time, and I read a good deal, and do a lot of fancy-work. But all the same, it is a state of isolation, not an outside person to speak to from one week-end to the other. Of course I hear all that is going on from the tradespeople, and I know the names of the principal persons here whom I constantly meet and never speak to. I know, for instance, that you are Captain Murchison. I think I know the names of all your brother officers.

What made you come here, if it is not a rude question? asked Hugh bluntly. It was surely a risky experiment, landing yourself in a town like this, without any introductions.

I told my brother so when he first proposed it, replied Miss Burton calmly. But, although he is one of the best fellows in the world, he is frightfully obstinate. He had stayed at an hotel here for a few days some years ago, and he had taken a violent fancy to the place. He was quite sure everybody would make a rush for us, the moment we arrived.

Miss Burton proceeded to draw on her gloves. During this explanatory conversation, she had consumed her second cup of tea. She called the waitress and paid her bill.

I must be going now, she said. I have quite enjoyed this little chat, although I am sure you will think very badly of me for having confided so much to a stranger. I really dont know what made me do it — I suppose I got tired of having kept silence for so long.

Yes, he could understand that. Poor, pretty little girl, just at an age when all the pleasures of youth should be open to her, and to have to pass her life in the society of that rather common-looking brother, good fellow as she declared him to be.

I have enjoyed the meeting immensely, too, said Hugh heartily. I only wish we could come across each other at some of these Blankfield houses, stupid and dull as they generally are.

And then, the pretty Miss Burton fired her last shot as she rose to leave:

I have been unconventional enough from the beginning, and if I can do it without blushing, I am going to be more unconventional still. If you cared to come up to Rosemount one afternoon, I am sure my brother would be pleased to see you.

Murchison was very embarrassed by the suggestion, although she did not proffer it in any bold fashion.

I shall be delighted, he stammered. I will run up one afternoon. Of course when he said this he had very little intention of keeping his promise. To enjoy a mild sort of flirtation with an exceedingly pretty girl was one thing. To go to her house and make the acquaintance of her brother, who he was certain was not a gentleman, was quite a different proposition, and might land him in all sorts of unpleasant complications.

He also had an uneasy conviction that Miss Burton was remarkably self-assured for such a young woman. She had spoken of blushing when she gave him the invitation, but she had not done so. Not the faintest colour showed on her cheek, and the glance that met his was perfectly steady and unwavering. She must either be very innocent, or, young as she was, she had acquired the experience and self-possession of a much older woman. He would like to think it all out.

The girl nodded in a friendly fashion, and tripped away, leaving Hugh Murchison to finish his tea, and ponder over what had happened.


CHAPTER II
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WHEN HUGH GOT back to his quarters the first thing he did was to hunt up his great friend Jack Pomfret. He found that young gentleman stretched in front of a blazing fire — ft was a very chilly March — and smoking a cigar nearly as big as himself. Jack Pomfret, it may be said, was quite a small man, of about the size and weight that would be associated with the coxswain of a Varsity boat.

Next to Murchison, perhaps Pomfret was the most popular man in the regiment. He was certainly the poorest, for although he came of an aristocratic family, the said family had very little to bless themselves with.

If it had been left to his immediate relatives, Jack would have had to enter a line regiment, and subsist on his pay, supplemented by more or less regular small remittances from his hard-up father.

But fortune had smiled on Jack when he was in his cradle. A rich great-aunt had been his godmother, and from the date of his christening had taken him under her wing. She had been crossed in love when quite a girl, would never marry. Jack Pomfret had a handsome, but not an extravagant, allowance now, and he would come into his great-aunts fortune when she died.

Jack always complained that his aunt was a bit thrifty, and did not fully understand the imperative necessities of a young subaltern in an expensive regiment like the Twenty-fifth.

As a matter of fact, Miss Harding, his mothers youngest sister, suffered from acute indigestion, existed principally on soda-water and biscuits, lived in a comparatively small house with one manservant and two maids, and saved a great deal every year out of a large income. She loved Jack very much, but she had little or no sympathy with the follies and indiscretions of youth. She had a hazy sort of idea that an officer should live within his pay, as she lived well within her income. Needless to say that Jack had long disabused her of this silly idea.

Great tidings, old man, cried Murchison, breaking in upon the meditative little man, blowing great clouds of smoke. Ill give you six guesses.

Not in a guessing mood, returned Jack shortly. All my brain-power is used up. I am trying to concoct a letter to the dear old aunt — God bless her, she is one of the best! — insinuating gently that a cheque for a couple of hundred would be very convenient at the present moment.

Murchison took a seat. Silly old ass, he said in a kindly tone, if you want a couple of hundred have it from me, and dont worry about the aunt. You can pay me when she stumps-up. From what you have told me about your respected relative, it might be a lengthy business. I suppose you will plead debts. She might offer to discharge them, and ask the names of the creditors. In that case, old chap, you wouldnt handle much personally, would you?

Pomfret laughed genially. He was always very hard-up, but he was never depressed for very long. There was always a silver lining to every cloud.

Shes the sweetest, dearest soul on Gods earth, he said in a tone of conviction. But you know, Hughie old man, she doesnt understand — I say emphatically, she doesnt understand — you know what I mean. She is early Victorian. As to your suggestion, I appreciate it very much, but emphatically, no. He added, with a whimsical smile: Yours is a loan, I should have to pay back; Heaven knows when I could do so. The dear old aunt, well, it is a gift, no question of paying back. I havent thought it all out yet, but in the early cool of to-morrow morning, I shall write her a beautiful and touching letter. I know by experience it will bring a cheque.

Youre an artful young devil, I know, said Murchison. Straight as a die himself, he was not too appreciative of his friends diplomatic methods.

On the other hand, was he justified in criticising? He had a magnificent allowance from his opulent father. Poor Jack, with a somewhat puritanical and niggardly aunt at his back, had just to worry along, and live in this expensive regiment from hand to mouth.

There was no more to be said on this subject.

Well, Jack, are you in a mood to listen to my news?

Pomfret leaned forward, and flicked the ash oft his cigar. Yes, I think I am. Begone dull care! I shall write that letter the first thing to-morrow morning.

Well, I have made the acquaintance of that pretty Burton girl, whom nobody in Blankfield visits.

Mr. Pomfret emitted a little chuckling sound. Lucky devil. How did you do it? I thought she was unapproachable. She walks down the High Street, with a haughty stare, and her nose in the air, and looks neither to left nor right. How did you manage it, old man?

Hugh laughed. Oh, as easy as anything. Just dropped in to Winkleys, expecting to see a lot of you fellows with your best girls. Not a soul there I knew. Room full — every table full, save for one at which Miss Burton was sitting alone — sat at the one table, vis-à-vis with Miss Burton. There it is in a nutshell.

Mr. Pomfret grinned broadly. Oh, Hughie, what I would have given for your chance. You know I am awfully gone on that girl, she is so sweet and dainty, far and away the prettiest girl in Blankfield. What did you make of your chance?

As much as could be made in five or ten minutes. She told me a lot about things, her disappointment in finding that the Blankfield people would not call upon her, and that, excepting her brother, she had not a soul to speak to.

Poor little soul! said Mr. Pomfret, in a voice of the deepest sympathy. Poor little soul! he repeated.

Well, we talked for some little time, some ten minutes perhaps, I dont think it could have been much longer. And then — then — you will never believe it, Jack — she asked me to call, and be introduced to her brother.

Mr. Pomfret was quite young, in fact he was the baby of the regiment. But having been educated at a public school, he had learned a certain amount of worldly wisdom rather early. He gave expression to it now.

If she were living with her mother, or a maiden aunt, Hughie, the thing would be so easy. But the brother, we have seen him walking beside that lovely girl. It would be difficult to class him. It would be perhaps too much to say he was either a bounder or a cad — hes not boisterous enough for the one or common enough for the other. But clearly, hes not a gentleman or the imitation of one.

No, answered Hugh. Your description of the brother quite fits. He is neither fish, flesh, fowl, nor good red-herring, as the old saw has it. Then the girl is so different. She is, to an extent, frank and unconventional.

She must be, or she wouldnt have asked you to call upon her, interrupted the astute Mr. Pomfret.

Quite so, I perfectly agree. But upon my soul, Jack, she has the most perfect manners. She does these sort of things in such a way that you cease to wonder why she does them.

I understand. Mr. Pomfret looked very wise. Theres a wonderful fascination about the girl. She radiates it, even when you pass her in the street. By Gad, theres not a young woman in Blankfield who can hold a candle to her. Well, Hughie, what are you going to do about the invitation?

Im in two minds, old man, to go or stay away. Theres the brother, you see.

Theres the brother, repeated Mr. Pomfret, and a dashed disappointing sort of a brother, too. If it had only been a mother, or a maiden aunt! what a priceless opportunity! And yet it seems a bit too good to be lost.

But the brother, what about him? Hugh insisted.

The brother is, of course, a stumbling-block. You cant ask him to Mess. Old Fireworks will stand more from you than anybody, but he would never stand Burton. He would be calling him Your Grace or Your worship or something.

Old Fireworks, it may be explained, was the nickname of the respected Colonel of the gallant Twenty-fifth Lancers. It had been conferred upon him, on account of his explosive temper. He was also a rigid disciplinarian.

I shall not go, said Hugh after a brief pause.

Mr. Pomfret was thinking deeply. He pulled at his big cigar in a meditative fashion. Then at length, out of his wisdom, he spoke:

Let us reason this out, my well-beloved friend. A very pretty girl asks you to go and see her, she is unfortunately hampered by an undesirable brother. You accept their hospitality, but you know he is not a man you can ask to Mess. But you can take him to an hotel, and feed him up there. Tell him the Colonels kicked up rough about guests, any lie you like, to save his amour propre.

A good idea, Jack. Have you anything more to say? Dont forget that if I go to Rosemount, the news will be all over Blankfield in five minutes.

Mr. Pomfret snapped his fingers. Who cares a fig for the Blankfield people? Everybody knows, or ought to know, that a soldier loves and rides away. And the Blankfield girls are dull enough, Heaven knows, I wouldnt give a thought to them.

Then you advise me to call, and be introduced to the brother, eh?

Of course, we shall be off in another two months, and leave only tender memories behind us. Mr. Pomfret was a practical person, if ever there was one. Let us seize the passing day. By the way, have you any objection to taking me up to call with you, when you go? Say no, if you have the slightest objection.

Hugh Murchison looked at him squarely. No, old chap, not the slightest. The girl interests me in a way, chiefly, I think, because I cant quite make her out, cant determine whether she is very cunning or very simple, but I am not attracted in the ordinary sense. I take it you are.

Pomfrets look of indifference changed to one of gravity. Yes, Hughie, I am. I would like to see that girl at close quarters.

Hugh rose. Right, we will call together, and in the meantime we will keep it from the other fellows?

Good Heavens, I should think so, we should be chaffed to death, was Jacks fervent answer.

A few days later, the two young men walked to Rosemount. It was a villa sort of house, set in a small garden, very carefully kept. The windows were ornamented with boxes of flowers. Small as the establishment was, there was an air of elegance about it, an elegance perhaps of restricted means but of refined taste.

Pomfret nudged his senior officer. I say, theyve turned it into a very decent sort of little crib, havent they? I should say that is due to the girl.

Hugh laughed. Perhaps it is the brother after all. He might be an artist, you know. Artists are often very rum-looking chaps.

Artist be hanged, said Pomfret emphatically. Ill bet you a fiver he isnt an artist, whatever he is. A bookie or a bookies tout, more likely.

At the end of this short colloquy, they had reached the hall door. A very smart maidservant, in a becoming cap and apron, opened it. In answer to their inquiry, Miss Burton was in.

They were shown into the drawing-room. The young mistress of the house was reclining in an easy-chair; an open book lay on her lap.

She advanced towards them with that peculiar air of self-possession which had so impressed Hugh on his first meeting in the tea-shop. A hostess with years of social experience could not have been more at her ease than this young girl.

How nice of you to come, after that very vague invitation, she said, in her clear, silvery voice.

She addressed Murchison first, and then turned swiftly to Pomfret, in whose eyes she doubtless recognised frank admiration of her peculiar attractiveness.

I know your friend is going to introduce you in proper form. But it is really quite unnecessary. I know you are Mr. Pomfret. I have learned the names of all the officers from the tradespeople, also, my only friends in Blankfield. Perhaps Captain Murchison has told you what I confided to him the other day, that we are as isolated here as if we were on a desert island.

Mr. Pomfret sat down beside her on a small Chesterfield. From his vantage point he could gaze into the beautiful eyes, he could note the lustre of that fair, wavy hair.

A beastly shame, growled the young subaltern, at a loss for appropriate words to express the enormities of Blankfield Society.

She turned away lightly, as if the subject interested her no further.

I think we will have tea. My brother is engaged in scientific pursuits. when he can tear himself away, he will join us. Captain Murchison, will you kindly ring the bell?

Truly, she had the manners of a woman of the world. She took the homage of the two men as an accomplished fact. The villadom of Blankfield could not produce such a hostess, so free from fussiness or exaggerated hospitality. You would have to go to the county to find her parallel. The two men exchanged appreciative glances. Whatever her origin, Miss Burton could shine in any circle in which she found herself permanently, or temporarily, located.

The tea was served, and over the tea-cups they chatted in desultory fashion. Then the drawing-room door opened, and Mr. Burton appeared. From the moment of his appearance, the atmosphere seemed to be changed. He advanced towards them with outstretched hands. His manner was extremely cordial, but it went beyond the limits of good taste. His tones were breezy but blusterous. There was a rasping and a vulgar ring in his voice.

Welcome to our humble abode, gentlemen. It is very brave of you to come and visit the boycotted ones.

Hugh and Jack Pomfret fidgeted in their chairs. This common-looking young man was a bit too communicative about his private affairs. They had a slight suspicion that he had been indulging in alcohol, his manner was so unrestrained.

Mr. Burton sank down in his chair, and took a cup of tea from the hands of his attentive sister. The visitors did not see it, but she shot a warning glance at him, and in face of that warning glance, Mr. Burton, by a strong effort, pulled himself together.

You see, gentlemen, I feel very sore about this matter; my sister has a calmer temperament, and she takes things as they come. Here we came from the North of Ireland, from a little town where we were highly looked up to, where we knew every man, woman and child in the place. We came here, and, as I say, we are boycotted.

Miss Burton looked at him severely. George, I do not think it is very good taste of you to inflict your grievances upon these gentlemen, who have just come to make an afternoon call. Dont you think you could soothe your nerves better by getting back to your laboratory, or whatever you call it?

Mr. Burton accepted the hint, and rose. He waved a genial hand towards the visitors.

You will excuse me for a few moments. I have a most important experiment on. But I shall be back very shortly: I shall see you again before you leave.

The two young men devoutly wished that they might not see him again. The man was a confirmed and innate vulgarian. Both he and his sister, no doubt, felt very sore about their social ostracism, but how different were the methods of expression indulged in by the two. She explained the situation with a proud dignity, hiding her chagrin with a show of indifference. He was exposing his gaping wounds to the public eye with an air of ostentation.

I must ask you to excuse my brother, said Miss Burton when her ebullient relative had left the room. He has the true Irish temperament, it is impossible for him to conceal his feelings. He would like to go down the High Street, trailing his coat behind him, and inviting the residents to tread upon it, in real Irish fashion, so that he could indulge in a free fight with them.

The young men laughed cordially. They felt that a somewhat awkward situation had been saved by her ready tact, her rather humorous explanation.

But Murchison, the more level-headed of the two, looked at her very fixedly, as he said, But you are Irish, too. How is it that you have learned to control your feelings so successfully?

At such a direct question, he would have expected her to flush a little; at any rate, show some slight symptoms of embarrassment. But this remarkably self-possessed girl of twenty or thereabouts was as cool as a cucumber. She laughed her little silvery laugh.

My brother and I are as wide apart as the North and South Poles, she said lightly. Many people have commented on the fact. Would you like to know the reason?

She directed a rather challenging glance in the direction of Pomfret, whom she rightly judged to be more susceptible to feminine influence than his friend.

I should like to very much, was the subalterns answer. That eloquent glance had completely subjugated the young man.

Well, listen. My father was a hard-riding, gambling, hard-drinking Irish squire, who squandered his money and left little but debts behind him. My brother takes after him in certain qualities, thank Heaven not his least desirables ones. My mother was an Englishwoman, rather a puritanical sort of woman, who fell in love, perhaps a little injudiciously, and I think wore her life out in the attempt to curb my fathers unhappy propensities. I take after my mother. You understand? George is really my half-brother by my fathers first wife.

Pomfret nodded his head gravely. I quite understand, he said, and his tone was one of conviction. Murchison preserved a benevolent attitude of neutrality. He was still thinking it all out.

Miss Burton was very pretty, nay, more than pretty, very charming, very attractive, gifted with a marvellous self-possession, very clever, very adroit. But was she as genuine and frank as she seemed? Pomfret evidently thought so, but Murchison was not quite sure.

Mr. George Burton, who took after his Irish father in several respects, according to his sisters account, made a re-appearance before the visitors left. There had been just a little suspicion at first that he had been indulging in the hard-drinking habits of his male parent. If so, that suspicion must be at once removed. He was bright, breezy and blusterous, but he was certainly master of himself. He advanced with the most cordial air.

Gentlemen, I feel I owe you an apology. I had no right to intrude my private grievances upon you, even although I am very possessed with them. Please put it down to my Irish temperament. You will forgive me, I am sure.

He stretched out appealing hands, the hands of the plebeian as Murchison was quick to notice, nails bitten to the quick, coarse fingers and thumbs.

Murchison quietly ignored the outstretched hand. So did Pomfret, subjugated as he was with the charm and attractiveness of Miss Burton. He did not quite feel that he wanted to shake hands with this very terrible brother, who took after his Irish father.

I apologise most sincerely, gentlemen, he repeated, for my outburst just now. I had no right to inflict upon you a recital of my private grievances against the inhabitants of this wretched town. But I am a wild, excitable Irishman, whatever is in my mind has to come out. Please forgive me; I know my sister Norah never will.

He looked appealingly at the girl who sat there, calm and self-possessed as always, with a slight expression of contempt upon her charming face.

I have already made excuses for you to Captain Murchison and Mr. Pomfret, she said coldly.

The visitors were very much embarrassed. What could they say to this dreadful person who seemed so utterly lacking in all the qualities of good breeding? Hugh remained silent, Pomfret opened his lips and murmured something about the whole affair being very regrettable.

But these somewhat incoherent remarks were quite enough to restore Mr. Burton to his normal state of easy buoyancy. He smiled affably.

So that is all over. Well, I am delighted to see you, and it will not be my fault if your first visit is your last. Now, I propose you come round and have a little bit of dinner with us soon, so that we may get to know each other better. Any night that you are at liberty will suit us. We are not overwhelmed with invitations, as you can understand from what I have told you.

If Murchison had been by himself, he would have politely shelved the invitation. Miss Burton, who took after her English mother, was quite decent and ladylike. The brother was insufferable. Vulgarity, so to speak, oozed from him. He was offensive even in his geniality. In short, he was impossible.

But Pomfret took the wind out of his seniors sails.

Sorry we are quite full up this week, but hardly anything on next. Shall we say Monday?

Miss Burton took the matter out of her brothers hands by turning directly to Murchison.

Monday, of course, will suit us. Will it suit you? she asked him pointedly.

Taken by surprise, the unhappy young man could only mutter a reluctant affirmative. A few minutes later they left, pledged to partake of the Burtons hospitality on the following Monday.

When they were safely outside, Murchison spoke severely to his brother officer.

Youve let us in for a nice thing. If you had left it to me, I would have got out of that dinner somehow.

But I didnt want to get out of it, replied the unabashed junior. We knew the brother was pretty bad all along. I dont know that on the whole he is much worse than we imagined. But shes a ripping girl. I want to see more of her.

You silly young ass, growled Murchison; I believe youve fallen head over ears in love with her.

And Pomfret, one of the most mercurial and light-hearted of subalterns, answered quite gravely:

I rather fancy I have. Ive never met a girl who appealed to me in quite the same sort of way.


CHAPTER III
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AS A RESULT of his visit to Rosemount, Hugh Murchison was very perturbed in his mind. He blamed himself severely for having been tempted into that rather intimate conversation at the tea-shop. Miss Burton was attractive enough, and lady-like enough, to excuse any man for taking advantage of his obvious opportunities, but he had been a fool to go farther. He ought never to have set his foot in the house of people of whom he knew nothing.

It was all Jack Pomfrets fault, he decided hastily. It was his influence, his keen desire to make the girls acquaintance, that had weighed down his friends prudence. For, if left to himself, Hugh was quite sure that he would have dallied and dallied till all inclination to call at Rosemount had died down.

And Pomfret had owned to being greatly impressed with the fair young chatelaine. He had admitted that he had never met a girl who had appealed to him in quite the same sort of way. In fact, it was easy to see he had fallen desperately in love with her.

And Jack was just one of those light-hearted, susceptible sort of chaps who have not an atom of common-sense in their composition, who will obey their impulses, regardless of consequences.

And he was not his own master. His career was practically at the disposal of his somewhat puritanical aunt. It was just on the cards that Jack would be mad enough to propose to this girl who had so bewitched him. One could imagine how the aunt would receive such a communication.

There was one little ray of hope, however. If Jack did commit such a crowning folly, he would be far too honourable not to acquaint Miss Burton with his circumstances. Hugh was fairly convinced that the young lady knew how to take care of herself. And, even if she did fall in love with Jack, as he had done with her, and be inclined to make a fool of herself, there was the objectionable brother to be reckoned with. He would certainly not allow his sister to engage herself to a man, except with the consent of that mans family.

All the same, it was as well to avoid any embarrassing entanglements, if possible. It is easy to retrace your steps when you have only just started.

With this object in view, Murchison sought his friend on the Sunday preceding the day on which they were to present themselves at Rosemount.

Jack, old man, I have been thinking — — he began.

Mr. Pomfret lifted a warning finger. My dear friend and mentor, dont indulge in such violent processes. Its very bad for you.

Dont be an ass, Jack. You are not really funny when you say that sort of thing. Ive been thinking over this business to-morrow, and, frankly, I dont relish the prospect. We had better cut it out.

Pomfrets face took on an obstinate expression. You are speaking for yourself, of course. For my part, I dont intend to break my appointment. In my opinion, it would be an awfully low-down thing to do. If you didnt want to go, you shouldnt have accepted.

It was evident the young man was not in a very reasonable frame of mind, equally evident he would require very careful handling.

Now, Jack, dont get off the handles. You know you are an awfully impetuous chap, and that I have much the cooler head of the two. I have been thinking it all out the last day or two, and I dont like the look of it.

You informed me just now that you had been thinking, replied Mr. Pomfret in the same sarcastic strain. There is no need to dwell upon the fact. It is obvious.

But the elder man was not to be ruffled. If anything unpleasant came of this sudden acquaintance he would lay the blame on himself for having mentioned that little incident of the tea-shop, and inspired the mercurial Jacks love of the daring and adventurous.

I dont know that I did accept, as a matter of fact, except by implication. I was about to return an evasive answer, leave it in the air, so to speak, when you cut in and jumped at the invitation for both.

This was true, and Mr. Pomfrets air lost a little of its jaunty confidence. Well, if you think I lugged you in, get out of it yourself. Of course you will have to tell some beastly lie that they will see through at once. Anyway I am going, and thats flat.

If you go, I shall go, said Hugh firmly. But I would like you to listen to me for a few moments, and put things before you as they present themselves to me.

Fire away, then, was Pomfrets answer, but it was delivered in a very ungracious tone.

Of course we are both agreed about the brother, began Hugh mildly.

The other interrupted impatiently: The brother be hanged. We are not going to the house for the brothers sake, but because of the sister. whats the use of blinking the fact? If you had met him in the tea-shop instead of her, I dont suppose you would have wasted a word on him, no more should I. But I dont see why that pretty girl should be ostracised because of him.

I dont quite see, under the circumstances, how you can separate them, pursued the obstinate Hugh. I should like to turn off, just for a moment to the sister, and consider her.

Go ahead, said Mr. Pomfret in a somewhat sullen tone. He was keeping his impulsive and fiery nature under control, out of his great respect for his friend. But it was very doubtful if he would stand much criticism even from one so respected.

I have not a word to say against her appearance or her manners. I will go further, and say there is not a girl in Blankfield, or for the matter of that in the county itself, who gives the impression of a thorough gentlewoman more convincingly than she does. Pomfrets face brightened at these words. Oh, then you admit that, and you have knocked about the world a few years longer than I have. I am of the same opinion, but if you say it, it must be so.

I do say it unhesitatingly, but mind you, I am only judging from outside appearances. Now, how comes it that such a refined and ladylike girl as that should have such a bounder of a brother? There is a mystery there.

Jack Pomfret prepared to argue. I dont quite agree that he is a bounder, he is not quite boisterous enough for that. Let us agree on a common definition — namely, that he is bad form. That fits him, I think.

And the sister is very good form. You cant deny that there is a mystery.

But the young subaltern developed a quite surprising ingenuity in argument.

She just simply calls him her brother, sharply, but she has told you he is her halfbrother by a first marriage — father a gentleman, mother a common person, hence the bad form. A second time, the father married a woman of his own class, hence Norah Burton. Norah knows him for a good sort, if a bit rough, and sticks to him. Thats a reasonable theory, anyway.

More ingenious than reasonable perhaps, commented Murchison with an amused smile.

Pomfret went on, warming to his subject. And, hang it all, if we speak of bounders — and mind you, I wont admit he is a bounder in the strict sense of the term — is there a family in England without them?

Quite the same sort, do you think? was Hughs question.

Look here, Im not going to be impertinent, and ask if you can point to any amongst your own connections, but I know something of my own family. Ive got a cousin, good blood on both sides. Hes been a bounder from the time he learned to talk, sets your teeth on edge; as some fellow said, every time he opens his mouth he puts his foot into it. By Gad, this fellow Burton is a polished gentleman to him. If George showed his nose in this regiment they would send him to Coventry in five minutes.

As they did that chap last year, remarked Hugh, alluding to an offensive young man who had been compelled to send in his papers, owing to the fact that his general demeanour had not come up to the somewhat exalted standard of the gallant Twenty-fifth.

Precisely, assented Pomfret. But you were going to give me some views about the girl. Again I say, fire away.

Well, to go back to that meeting in the tea-shop. It was, to say the least, a little unconventional for a young girl to invite an utter stranger to call upon her.

You were not an utter stranger, retorted Jack doggedly. She had heard who you were, perhaps from the tradespeople. She knew you were a gentleman, she knew your name, Captain Murchison. Hang it all, if you had met her in one of these dull Blankfield houses, and she had been introduced by a hostess about whom you both knew precious little, and asked you to call, being the mistress of her brothers house, you would have thought it quite the correct and proper thing. So would every man in the barracks. Dont people strike up acquaintances in hotels, and sometimes trains?

They generally find out something about each other before they pursue the acquaintance, suggested Murchison. Look here, old man, you know as well as I do, you are arguing all round the point. It would be precious easy for the Burtons to say who and what they were, and furnish some proper credentials. If they did that, I daresay all Blankfield would call upon them, and swallow the brother for the sake of the very charming sister.

Well, Ill pump her to-night, and get out all you want to know, retorted Mr. Pomfret confidently. I dont go so far as to say they will be able to refer us to Burke or Debrett. Decent middle-class people, I expect.

It was useless to argue with such an optimist. Youve accounted for the brother, I remember, by your ingenious theory. Well, youve made up your mind to go then?

Most certainly I have. You do as you like, but while we are on the subject of good form, it is not a pretty thing to accept an invitation, and then excuse yourself at the eleventh hour by an obvious lie.

Under ordinary circumstances, you would be quite right. It has not occurred to you that we were rather rushed into this dinner, then — that we were, so to speak, jumped at?

It might look like it at first blush, admitted Mr. Pomfret reluctantly. But here are two poor devils, marooned, as it were, in this snobbish town, and they naturally jump at the first people who show them the slightest civility. They must simply be aching to exchange a word with their fellow-creatures. Well, I am going to exchange several with them, I promise you.

Hugh felt it was useless. When Pomfret got in these moods, it was waste of time to reason with him. He felt uneasy, however. He had promised his family to look after him, and he felt a certain responsibility. It was to be hoped the sudden infatuation for a pretty face would expire as quickly as it had been born.

Perhaps a closer association with the bounder brother would produce a chastening influence. But then Jack seemed bounder-proof. Had he not alluded to a well-born cousin, beside whom Burton shone as a polished gentleman?

Anyway, he must not desert his young and very impulsive friend. But it was with considerable reluctance that he accompanied him to Rosemount on the Monday night.


CHAPTER IV
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EIGHT OCLOCK WAS the hour appointed for dinner, this fact scoring in the Burtons favour, as evincing a knowledge of the habits of good society. Even a few of the most select hostesses in Blankville, who ought to have known better, made a base compromise with half-past seven.

The two men arrived about five minutes before the time. The young hostess was awaiting them in the drawing-room, attired in some filmy creation that made her look very charming and ethereal. Soft lights from shaded lamps played about her, and lent a touch of perfection to the picture.

Mr. Burton was attired in the usual conventional evening dress of the English gentleman. One would have guessed him the sort of man who would wear a ready-made tie. Not at all. He had tied the bow himself, and with a masterly hand. Pomfret even, who was admitted to be the Beau Brummel of his regiment, could not have done it better.

It is generally supposed that a common man looks more common still when he dons evening attire. George was an exception to the rule. His black clothes became him, and lent him a certain air of dignity, which was wanting when he assumed everyday garments. Even Murchison, prejudiced as he was against him, was forced to admit to himself that the bounder for once looked quite respectable. Pomfret, ever leaning to the charitable side, felt quite enthusiastic over him, and contrasted him favourably with his own cousin, who could boast blue blood on both sides.

Norah Burton played the hostess as to the manner born, greeting the visitors with just the right degree of cordiality, quite free from the effusiveness of most of the Blankfield hostesses. And Burton, taking his cue from her, was hearty without boisterousness.

The young subalterns heart warmed to her, she was so gracious, so sweet, and about her there hovered such an air of calm dignity. Rosemount, no doubt, was honoured by the introduction of such distinguished visitors, viewed merely from the social point of view, but she did not permit a suspicion of this to escape her. Rather, judging by her demeanour, the visitors were honoured by being admitted to Rosemount.

Rather reminds me of a young queen entertaining her subjects, Pomfret remarked afterwards to his friend in a rather enthusiastic outburst. Im not speaking of the county of course, but these Blankfield women make you feel they are overwhelmed with your condescension in coming to their houses, that they are hardly fit to sit at the same table with you.

The dinner was plain, but well cooked. The appointments were perfect, snowy napery, elegant glass and cutlery. One neat-handed maidservant waited, and waited well. Mr. Burton carved the dishes that were carvable, there was no pretence at an à la Russe banquet. Their small establishment could not cope with that, and they did not attempt it. There was a generous supply of wines: hock, burgundy and champagne.

And Mr. Burton, strangely subdued, was quite a good host, hospitable but not pressing. Murchison thought he must have been having some lessons from his sister, who seemed intuitively to do the right thing Still suspicious, he was sure that she had been steadily coaching him how to comport himself on this important night.

For, after all, it must be a feather in their caps, that after having been coldly cast aside by the élite of Blankfield, they had captured for their dining acquaintance two of the most popular officers of the exclusive Twenty-fifth.

And Murchison, ever on the watch for any little sign or symptom to confirm his suspicions, had to admit the pair were behaving perfectly. Not the slightest sign of elation at the small social triumph manifested itself in the demeanour of either. Dinner-parties like this might be a common occurrence for all they showed to the contrary.

The substantial portion of the meal was over. Dessert was brought in, with port, claret and sherry, all of the most excellent vintage. The house was a small one, and not over-staffed, but there was no evidence of lack of means. Perhaps the Burtons were wise people in not keeping up a great show, but spending the greater part of their income on their personal enjoyments.

While the men were still lingering over their dessert, Miss Burton rose.

There are no ladies to support me, so I shall feel quite lonely by myself, she said in her pretty, softly modulated voice. Shall we have coffee in the drawing-room? You men can smoke. It is quite Liberty Hall here. My brother smokes in every room of the house.

Murchison noted the subtle difference between the brother and sister. If Burton had given the invitation, he would certainly have said, you gentlemen. The beautiful Norah would not make a mistake like that.

Five minutes afterwards, the three men trooped into the pretty drawing-room with its subdued, shaded lights. Norah was sitting at a small table, on which were set the coffee equipage with an assortment of liqueurs. Decidedly, the Burtons knew how to do things when they received guests.

The bounder brother, as Hugh always called him to himself, had drunk very heavily at dinner of every wine: hock, burgundy and champagne. But evidently he could carry a big quantity. It would take more than a small dinner-party like this to knock him over. When he entered the drawing-room his mien was as subdued as when he had first received his visitors.

They drank their coffee round the fair-sized octagonal table, and then they broke up. Miss Burton retired to a Chesterfield, whither Pom-fret followed her, as he was bound to do.

Burton bustled out of the room, and returned with a huge box of expensive cigars. He offered the box to Hugh, who took one with a deprecating look at the young hostess.

We dare not, Miss Burton. Think of your curtains in the morning.

Dont trouble, Captain Murchison, she said, with her charming smile. The curtains have to take what comes in this house. George doesnt often sit in this room, but when he does he always smokes cigars. I told you this was Liberty Hall, you know.

The box was offered to Pomfret, who took one. Do you smoke, Miss Burton? he asked.

Once in a blue moon. I think I will have one to-night, as a little treat. It is terribly tempting, when I see all you men smoking. The enamoured Pomfret fetched her a cigarette, hovered over her with a match, till it was properly lighted, and settled himself again on the Chesterfield. If that silly old Hugh didnt butt in, he was going to have a nice little chat with this charming girl, who had played the young hostess to such perfection.

But Hugh was safely out of the way. Burton had piloted him to a comfortable easy-chair at the extreme end of the drawing-room, and these two antipathetic persons were apparently engaged in an interesting conversation. Anyway, Murchisons laugh rang out frequently.

Pomfret, it must be confessed, was not very great at conversation. If the ball were opened, he could set it rolling, but he lacked initiative. He looked at Miss Burton with admiring eyes, but although he had got her comfortably to himself on that convenient Chesterfield, he could think of nothing to say to her.

And then a brilliant inspiration came to him. I say, how gracefully you smoke. The young woman burst into a pleasant peal of quite spontaneous laughter. She always had a ready smile at command, but her laughter was generally a little forced. This time it was perfectly genuine.

Oh, you are really comical, she cried. How can any girl smoke a cigarette gracefully? In the first place, it is a most unfeminine thing to do. All people must smoke them in the same way, and there can never be anything graceful in the act.

Women dont smoke them the same way, replied the young subaltern, with the air of a man who has observed and learned. Most of them chew them, and hold them at arms length, as if they were afraid of being bitten.

Its because they dont like smoking, really, and only do it to be in the fashion. Now, when I am quite in the mood, I actually revel in a cigarette. I am in the mood to-night.

Pomfret leaned forward, with a tender expression on his rather homely, but good-humoured, countenance.

That means that you feel happy to-night, eh?

She nodded brightly. Oh, ever so happy! It is seeing new faces, you know, after weeks of isolation, she added with a touch of almost girlish gaiety. It seems such ages since we gave a dinner-party. And you and Captain Murchison are so nice. It seems almost like a family gathering.

You like my friend Murchison, then? I am glad, because it is to him I owe the pleasure of your acquaintance.

I think he is a dear, he seems so honest, straightforward, and so reliable. She spoke with apparent conviction. Were you not dreadfully shocked when he told you, for of course he must have told you, how we got to know each other?

Not in the least, said Mr. Pomfret stoutly. I explained to him that people can become acquainted, without being properly introduced in the conventional sort of way.

Ah, then, he had some doubts himself? flashed Miss Burton. I expect he was a little shocked, if you were not.

Not in the slightest, I assure you, replied Mr. Pomfret easily. He was not above telling a white lie upon occasions. He remembered too well the remarks that his friend had made upon the girls unconventional behaviour, but he was not going to admit anything.

Miss Burton spoke softly, after a brief pause. You and Captain Murchison are very great friends, are you not?

Awful pals, was the genuine response. You see, he knows all my family. And when I joined the regiment, they deputed him to look after me. He has got a hard task, he added with a laugh.

Oh, not so very hard really, I am sure of that. Norahs voice was very sweet, very caressing. But you and your friend are of very different temperaments.

In what way?

She smiled. Oh, in half a hundred ways. Captain Murchison is as true as steel, but also as hard as steel. You, now, are not in the least hard. You are very kind and compassionate, you think the best of everybody.

Dont flatter me too much, please, interjected the bashful Pomfret.

Oh, pardon me, I know just the kind of man you are. The sweet face was very close to his own, the beautiful, rather sad eyes were looking steadily into his. You are a rich man, or you would not be in this expensive regiment. But, if you were a poor man, and you had only ten pounds in your pocket, you would lend an impecunious friend five of them, and not trouble whether he repaid you or not.

I think you have fitted me, Miss Burton. My dear old chum Hugh is never tired of telling me I am an awful ass.

You are both right, really, answered Miss Burton.

You see, we look at life from two different standpoints.

I fancy you come from two different classes? queried the charming young woman.

Pomfret felt a little embarrassed. He did not want to give away his particular chum. But there were no doubt certain inherited commercial instincts in Hugh that sometimes offended the descendant of a more careless and aristocratic family.

You see, Hugh has come from the trading class, originally. His ancestors, no doubt, were close-fisted people. Hugh is not close-fisted himself: he is, in a certain way, the soul of generosity, but sometimes the old Adam peeps out in little things.

He had a swift pang of remorse when he had said this. For he suddenly remembered Hughs generous offer of the two hundred which Pomfret, by a very diplomatic letter, was going to cajole out of the octogenarian great-aunt.

Believe me, added he fervently, Hugh is one of the best. He is a little peculiar sometimes in small things. I ought not to have spoken as I have done. I am more than sorry if I have conveyed a wrong impression of him.

But you have not, cried Norah Burton swiftly. He would be hard in some things: I am sure — for instance — he would never forgive a really dishonourable action, even in the case of his best friend.

No, I am sure he would not, assented Pomfret. But I dont fancy he has been much tried that way. We dont get many rotters amongst our lot.

Noblesse oblige, quoted Miss Burton, lightly. Then she added more seriously: And I am sure he is very kind-hearted and thoughtful. I was impressed with his reluctance to smoke because of the curtains. Of course, he did not remember that it did not matter in the least, as we never have callers.

She was getting on the theme of their social isolation, but Pomfret was sure that, unlike her brother, strangely subdued to-night from his usual boisterousness, she would handle the subject with her customary tact and good taste.

Ah, of course, all that is very regrettable. It is not so much your loss, as the loss of Blankfield. I suppose you wont stay very long here.

For a moment there came a blazing light in the soft, beautiful eyes. A few days ago, I advised my brother to pack up and clear out. The snobbish plutocracy of Blankfield had beaten us, made up of retired shopkeepers and merchants. To-night, with you and Captain Murchison as our guests, I think we have beaten Blankfield with its fat mothers and plain daughters.

She looked superb, as she drew her slender form up to its full height, the glow of indignant triumph blazing on her cheek. At the moment she was extremely beautiful. If Pomfret had been attracted before, he was infatuated now.

I will help you to beat the Blankfield people, for whom I dont care a row of pins. I will come, whenever you want me.

And your friend Captain Murchison, will he come, too?

Pomfret smiled whimsically. Oh yes, he will come, if I make a point of it. Old Hugh thinks he leads me, but I really lead him. She leaned forward eagerly. Can you bring some of your brother officers, Mr. Pomfret? Please dont think I am bold and forward and presumptuous. But I do long to be even with these Blankfield people. I would love to make a little sort of salon of my own. I know it is useless to expect the women at present, but they might come in time. Mind you, I dont want them.

I will try, said Pomfret slowly. I think I may say that Hugh and I are the two most popular men in the regiment; I say it without vanity. And I dont suppose we care a snap of the fingers about the Blankfield people. Still, I dont want to raise hopes that may never be fulfilled. I can only say, I will try. There was a pause. Then she spoke, and there was a far-away look in her eyes. You hesitate, I see. Oh, I quite believe you when you say you will try. But there is some stumbling-block in the way, isnt there? Pomfret had perforce to dissemble. There is no stumbling-block that I know of, except running the risk of offending Blankfield. That is not a great one, as we shall be out of here in about two months.

She leaned closer to him, and her voice sank to a whisper. There is a stumbling-block, I know. You are too kind and generous to state what it is, you could not, as to-night he is your host. It is my brother.

And then poor, infatuated Pomfret sought no further refuge in subterfuge. He blurted out the truth. Some of our chaps wouldnt stand him, you know, he said simply.

There was a little convulsive movement of the delicate hands. And he is such a dear good fellow at heart, wanting I know in the little delicacies that mark a real gentleman. You see a great difference between us, dont you?

A very distinct difference, assented Pomfret.

I will explain it to you in a few words. My father was a harum-scarum sort of person, as I told you last time you were here, hard-riding and hard-drinking. When he was a boy of twenty-five he married a woman out of his own class, a shop-girl or a barmaid, I am not quite sure which. George is many years older than myself, as I told you he is really my halfbrother. The first wife died, my father married again, this time a lady. I am the daughter of the second marriage. Now, I think you understand.

Pomfret was delighted at this avowal, it proved his own prescience.

I am so glad you told me, but as it happens, it was just what I guessed.

Miss Burton looked at him with admiring eyes. You are really very clever, you know. Well, I will not exactly say this is a secret, but you will whisper it about discreetly. You need not be quite so frank as I have been about details, but you can hint at a mésalliance. I hate to have to tell you so much, for my brother has been so good to me.

Ah! Mr. Pomfrets air plainly showed that he was eager for further information.

And Miss Burton was quite willing to gratify him. The young man was a pleasant, comfortable sort of person to talk to. He was an admirable listener, and never broke in with unnecessary, or irritating interruptions.

When my father died he left little behind him but debts; my mother had preceded him some ten years. Poor George had gone into a stockbrokers office, through the good offices of a distant connection. His salary was very small, but he made a home for me. He would not hear of my earning my own living.

That could not have been very long ago, remarked Pomfret, because you are not very old now.

No, it was not long, answered the girl, not committing herself to any definite dates. Well, we had a very hard time, as you can imagine. Then suddenly our luck changed. An uncle of Georges on his mothers side had gone out to Australia as a boy, and amassed, we wont say a fortune from your point of view, but what we should look upon as wealth. He had never married, and when he died, a will was found in which he left all he was possessed of to his sisters children. George was the only child, so he took it all.

So he threw up business and went in for a country life.

Well, he has thrown it up for a time. I am not quite certain he will not get tired of inactivity, and go back to it. Now that he has capital, it would be easy for him to embark in something that would keep him occupied, and pay him well.

Not a sportsman, I suppose, he doesnt care for hunting or shooting? The country is slow for a man if he doesnt do something in that line.

The pretty girl smiled; there was a faint touch of humour in the smile. Oh, hes not rich enough to indulge in luxuries of that sort. Besides, she added hastily, he has such wretched sight, he would be no good at sport.

Pomfret thought it had been a very pleasant, enlightening conversation. Norah seemed to have been perfectly frank about their past and their present position. She did not pretend to be anything but what she was, the daughter of a spendthrift father, living on what was practically the charity of a good-hearted brother. And that brother was indebted for his good fortune to a relative who must have been a man of the people.

While the two young people were having this confidential chat, Mr. Burton was making himself agreeable to the other guest, in his doubtless well-meant, but somewhat undiplomatic, fashion.

I do envy you young fellows when I see you walking about as if the world belonged to you.

Hugh drew himself up stiffly. I was not in the least aware that any one of us conveyed that impression.

No offence meant, I assure you. Hughs tone showed him that he had been guilty of bad taste: a blessing Norah had not heard — she would have given him a bad quarter of an hour later on. But all army men, I think, get a certain kind of swagger. Oh, nothing overbearing or unpleasant about it, of course. They are made so much of that there is no wonder if they do fancy themselves a bit. Im sure I should if I were one of them.

Murchison made no comment on this frank statement, and the other man rambled on in desultory fashion.

Its the life I wanted. As a boy I longed to grow up quickly and go into the army. There was a fair chance of it then, when the old man had still got a bit of money left. But by the time I was old enough the idea had to be knocked on the head. I had to go into a dingy stockbroking office instead.

Hugh pricked up his ears at the announcement. He had not suspected that the man would be so communicative about his past. Of course he had gone as a clerk. If his father was not well-off enough to put him in the army neither could he have afforded to buy him a share in a business.

Yes, pursued Mr. Burton, it was an awful come down after the dreams I had indulged in.

It must have been a very bitter disappointment, assented Hugh politely, in spite of his firm conviction that the army was the very last profession in the world suited to a man of his hosts obvious peculiarities.

I should have been awfully keen on soldiering, pursued Mr. Burton, under the impression that he had discovered a sympathetic listener. Dont you consider it a splendid life?

There are many things in its favour, certainly, was the rather frigid reply.

But, after all, I dont think I should have cared to be in the line; theres not the same glamour about it, is there? You fellows in the cavalry, in a crack regiment like yours, must see the rosy side of life. He heaved a sigh. And, of course, youve all got pots of money to grease the wheels.

Hugh fidgeted perceptibly. How very vulgar the man was, with an innate vulgarity that nothing would ever eradicate. But his host, absorbed in his own reflections, did not observe the movement.

Of course, we know all about you, about the great house of Murchison, you are tiled-in all right. He lowered his voice to a confidential whisper: What about that young chap yonder? I suppose hes rolling in money, too?

It was growing insufferable. For two pins Hugh would have got up and bidden him goodnight then and there, but he shrank from making a scene. what a fool he had been to come here, to allow his kindly feeling for that susceptible young donkey of a Pomfret to expose him to such an ordeal as this.

Really, Mr. Burton, he said in a cutting voice, I do not discuss the private affairs of my friends on such a brief acquaintance. If you are really anxious to know, I believe Mr. Pomfret has considerable expectations from an old aunt who is fairly wealthy. Those expectations depend, I understand, upon his conforming generally to her wishes in all respects.

Ah, I understand, said the unabashed Burton. Sorry if my question gave you offence. What really put it in my head was the difference between his position and mine when I was his age.

There was silence for some little time, while the two men applied themselves steadily to their cigars. Then Burton jumped up suddenly.

This must be a bit slow for you and your friend, and the night is young. What do you say to a game at bridge?

Yes, Captain Murchison would welcome a game of bridge, anything as a relief to this vulgarians conversation.

They played for over two hours, Murchison keenly alert from certain suspicions that had been forming in his mind. At present there was no foundation for these vague suspicions. They played for small stakes, but the visitors rose up the winners, not by a great amount, but still winners.

It was a fine night, the two men walked back to their quarters.

How did you get on with the charmer? I saw you seemed very confidential together, asked the older man.

Splendidly, old chap. She told me a lot about her history. Pomfret related all he had been told in full. And how did you get on with the brother?

Dont ask me, replied Hugh with a groan. Hes the most insufferable creature I ever came across. I dont really think I can go there again. At the beginning of the evening he started fairly well, but later he reverted to type.

Well, I may as well tell you straight, I shall. The next time we go Ill take a share of the brother.

When Pomfret spoke in that tone he meant what he said, and Hugh knew he would have his own wilful way.

There was one piece of information which the young subaltern had not imparted to his friend.

It was this — that after much pressing, and more than one refusal, Miss Burton had agreed to meet him to-morrow afternoon at a very sequestered spot about a mile and a half from Blankfield, with the view of pursuing their acquaintance.


CHAPTER V
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FROM THE NIGHT of that dinner-party Murchison noted a subtle difference in his young friends demeanour. Pomfret had always been a harum-scarum sort of young fellow, accustomed to follow erratic and injudicious impulses, not absolutely devoid of brains of a certain order, but of imperfect and ill-balanced mentality.

But in his wildest escapades he had always been frank and above-board. And he was ever the first, when he had overstepped the border-line, to admit that he was in the wrong. And on such occasions, far from justifying his exploits, he had been ready to deplore them.

But his frankness seemed to have departed from that night. He seemed rather to avoid than seek the society of his old friend and mentor. When Hugh brought up the subject of the Burtons, Pomfret seemed anxious to avoid it, to say as little as possible. He seemed to shut himself up within his own soul.

Hugh, of course, was profoundly uneasy. Such a transparent creature as Pomfret would not be likely to retire within his own shell unless there were cogent reasons for the withdrawal. And the reasons were inspired by the attractive personality of the fascinating siren at Rosemount, the charming young woman who explained the presence of an undesirable brother by the narrative of her fathers first unfortunate marriage.

Pomfret had invited the brother and sister to a dinner at the principal hotel in the place, and Hugh had been his friends guest. Ladies, of course, could not be asked to the Mess. It had been a happy solution of a somewhat awkward position. Mr. Burton no doubt understood, but he accepted the situation with alacrity.

From the dinner they had adjourned to Rosemount. Here they had played cards as before, but they left off fairly even. Hughs suspicions about card-sharping were dissipated as before. At the same time, he was still resolved to keep a watchful eye upon the pair. It was firmly engrained upon his mind, and only, of course, from the purest instinct, that he did not trust either of them.

Much to his surprise, they left without having been asked to a return dinner. It was the turn of the Burtons. And judging from the haste with which Burton had jumped at them on the first visit, the omission was a little noticeable. It could not be that these new isolated dwellers in Blankfield wanted to shelve an acquaintance which must have brightened their dull and unvisited existence.

Another fact presented itself to Murchisons rather acute intelligence. There seemed already established between Pomfret and the attractive Norah a certain kind of freemasonry, a certain sort of easy relations. And once in the course of the evening he was sure that he heard the young man, in the course of a whispered conversation, address her by her Christian name. They had been sitting together on the Chesterfield, and their remarks to each other had been addressed in a very low tone. But Hughs hearing was wonderfully acute, and he had surprised a sudden expression of rebuke in Miss Burtons eyes when Pomfret made the slip.

And here, for a moment, this story must leave Hugh Murchison with his honest doubts and suspicions, while it follows the fortunes of his young friend and the attractive Norah Burton.

For, truth to tell, at this particular juncture, young Pomfret, for all his apparent guilelessness, was pursuing a double game. Madly, overwhelmingly, in love with Norah, he was meeting her clandestinely, sometimes at her own house, sometimes in sequestered spots in the surrounding neighbourhood. And of these visits and meetings Hugh knew nothing.

Pomfret was not free from a few pangs of self-reproach, from the fact that he was not running quite straight with good old Hugh, to whom he had always, hitherto, confessed all his difficulties and troubles.

But then Hugh, although one of the best, was such a practical old stick. And if he told him the whole truth, there was no knowing what course Hugh might not think it was his duty to take. He might write to his family and bring them down in an avalanche on him, or even to the octogenarian aunt.

Love taught him deep cunning, and what he lacked in this subtle quality was ably supplemented by Miss Burton, this young girl with the rather sad expression, and the candid eyes that always met your gaze unfalteringly.

From the first clandestine meeting, arranged in whispers on the night of the dinner at Rose-mount, Pomfret had made the running very fast. He had given Norah to understand that he thought her the most desirable girl he had ever met, that no other woman had appealed, would or could appeal, to him as she did. There was a good drop of Irish blood in his own veins, and he certainly made a most fervent lover.

Norah listened with a modest bashfulness that enchanted him. He was sure from her demeanour that she had never been made love to before. She seemed so overwhelmed that she could hardly say a word. If one were not so much in love, one might almost have thought she was stupid.

She was not so stupid, however, as not to preserve her wits sufficiently to make another appointment, this time at Rosemount. Pomfret consented gladly, but he made a certain stipulation, which his companion was more than pleased to agree to.

We mustnt let old Hugh know about this, though, or hell think hes left out in the cold. You see, it was really through him I knew you. You must tell your brother not to let it out.

Miss Burton promised that, so far as she and her brother were concerned, Captain Murchison would be none the wiser. It only remained for Mr. Pomfret — although entreated to do so, she could not at this early stage address him as Jack — to surround his movements with a proper degree of mystery.

When the two parted, and the meeting had been rather a brief one, for it was always a little dangerous lingering long about the environs of Blankfield, in case of unexpected intruders, Miss Burton made a significant remark.

I am quite sure your friend Captain Murchison does not like me. In fact, I think his real feeling is one of dislike.

Mr. Pomfret was young enough to blush; he did so upon this occasion. He guessed the real truth, that Murchison did not dislike her at all, on the contrary, he rather admired her — but he had a certain distrust of her.

Fancy on your part, fancy, Im quite sure, he answered glibly. I expect he is a little bit sore, you know, about the whole thing, thinks I have cut him out with you.

Perhaps, assented Norah, easily. But in her own heart she knew it was nothing of the kind. She recognised at once the difference between the two men. Murchison was a thorough gentleman, kind and chivalrous, but he was a man of the world, with a certain hard strain in him, a man who would submit everything to the test of cold, practical reasoning, not to be hoodwinked or led astray.

This poor babbling boy, with his unrestrained impulses, that Celtic leaven in his blood, would fall an easy prey to any woman who was clever enough to cast her spells over him. He would never reason, he would only feel.

After that first meeting, the precursor of many others, the affair progressed briskly. Pomfret made love with great ardour, Norah received his advances with a shy sort of acquiescence that inflamed him the more. He was sure, oh very sure, he was the first who had touched that innocent heart.

From these delightful confidences Murchison was shut out. It would not be wise to ignore him altogether, for such a course of action would have intensified his suspicions. But the invitations to Rosemount from either host or hostess were few and far between.

He was not, however, so easily gulled as the three conspirators thought. Pomfrets preoccupied mood, the air of a man who had much on his mind, his frequent and unexplained absences, gave to his friend much food for thought. He felt certain that the easy-going, irresponsible young man was entangling himself. But in such a state of affairs he felt powerless. Short of invoking the influence of the Colonel, or writing to the elderly aunt, he could do nothing.

It cannot be said that the course of true love was running very smoothly, even from the point of view of the ardent and enamoured suitor himself. In spite of his impulsive temperament, his disinclination to look hard facts squarely in the face, there was in him a slight leaven of common-sense.

Save for the bounty and goodwill of this generous, if somewhat narrow-minded, aunt he was an absolute pauper. There was no hope of marrying without her consent. And he was quite sure that in a case like this her consent would never be given. A fiancée, to be received by her with approval, must present some sort of credentials.

And there was the difficulty. Poor Jack had exhausted all his simple cunning to extract from them some convincing details of their antecedents. But even he, infatuated as he was, had to admit that they had parried inquiries with great adroitness. They maintained a persistent reticence as to names and places. Even he was forced to conclude that, for some reason or another, they did not choose to be frank about their past.

These obvious facts, however, did not lessen his infatuation. To marry her was the one dominating object of his life, in spite of all that his few remaining remnants of common-sense could urge against such a step.

More than once the rash idea occurred to him that he would marry her in secret, and when the marriage was an accomplished fact, throw himself upon his aunts forgiveness.

He mooted the idea to Norah, to whom, of course, he had already made a frank statement of his position, as befitted the honourable gentleman he was. But she did not receive the suggestion with enthusiasm, although she professed to fully reciprocate his ardent affection.

If I were a selfish girl, and only thought of my immediate happiness, I should say Yes, she said with a little tremulous smile, that made her look more desirable than ever in her lovers eyes. But I could not allow you to run such a terrible risk. Old people are very strange and very touchy when they think they have been slighted. Suppose she cast you off.

I suppose I could work, as thousands have to do, replied Jack, with a touch of his old doggedness.

She shook her head. My poor Jack! It is easy to talk of working, but you have got to find an employer. And you have been brought up to an idle life. What could you turn your hand to? She paused a moment, and then added as an after-thought: And besides, my brother would never sanction it.

Even to Pomfrets slow revolving mind, the worldly taint in her just peeped forth in those sensible remarks.

If I am prepared to risk my aunts displeasure, you can surely afford to risk your brothers? he queried angrily.

But Norah disarmed him with one of her sweetest smiles.

Be reasonable, dearest; we must not behave like a pair of silly children. And besides, there is a certain moral obligation on both sides. You owe everything to your aunt. I owe everything to my brother. It would be very base to ignore them.

Jack was touched by the nobility of these last sentiments. You are much better than I am, Norah, much less selfish.

She caressed his curly head with her hand. We must have patience, Jack. You have told me as plainly as your dear, kind heart would allow you to tell me that, for reasons which I dont want you to explain, your aunt would never give her consent to your marriage with me. Well, we must wait.

In plain English her meaning was that they must possess their souls in patience till such time as this excellent old lady had departed this life. The suggestion was certainly a coldblooded one, but in his present infatuated mood Jack did not take any notice of that. Norah made a feeble attempt to gloss over the callousness of her remarks by adding that, although it was a very horrible thing to have to wait for the shoes of dead people, a person of Miss Hardings great age must expect to very shortly pay the debt of nature.

Two days later, Jack received a telegram which seemed to give a certain air of prophecy to the young womans forebodings. It was dispatched to him from his aunts home in Cheshire by the local doctor, who had attended her for years. It informed him that she was seriously ill and requested his immediate attendance.

He sought the Colonel at once and obtained leave. There was no time to call at Rose-mount, but he scribbled a hasty note to Miss Burton explaining matters. On his arrival, he found his aged relative very bad indeed.

She had had a severe stroke, the second in two years, and Doctor Jephson was very doubtful as to whether her vitality would enable her to recover. He added that she had a marvellous constitution, and in such a case one could not absolutely say there was no hope. Of a feebler woman he would have said at once a few hours would see the end.

Pomfret stayed there as long as the result was in doubt. At the end of three days the brave old lady rallied in the most wonderful way, and was able to hold a little conversation with her beloved nephew. He did not leave till the doctor assured him that she was out of danger.

Its a wonderful recovery, said Doctor Jephson as he shook hands at parting with the young man. But its the beginning of the end. I dont give her very long now, a few months at the most. Well, she has had a wonderful life, hardly an ache or a pain till the last few years, and then nothing very severe. But, of course, the machinery is worn out.

All the way back to Blankfield those words kept repeating themselves in his ears: I dont give her very long now, a few months at the most.

And then an idea began to form in his mind. He was not so callous that he wanted his poor old aunt to die quickly, but it was obvious the time could not be long delayed when he would find himself possessed of her fortune, the master of his own destinies. Was there any reason why he should not forestall that period by the rather daring expedient of a secret marriage? They were both young. Even if the doctor was wrong, and they had to wait four or five years, it was not a great sacrifice of their youth. At least that was his way of looking at it. Of course he did not know how she would take the suggestion.

She appeared to listen to him with deep interest and attention when he unfolded his plans.

He explained that he had a very handsome allowance, which up to the present he had generally exceeded. Now that could all be altered. He would declare that he was sick of the army, and send in his papers. Through his family influence, he would get some Government appointment which necessitated his living in London. He would take inexpensive chambers for himself, rent a small house for her in some pleasant and not too remote suburb, and spend as much of his time as possible with her.

You dont think your aunt would reduce your allowance if you left the army? was the one pertinent question she put to him when he had finished.

On the contrary, she would be more likely to increase it, was the confident rejoinder. She would always have preferred that I should go in for something that meant real work. She thinks the army is an idle life.

Miss Burton, no doubt, rapidly calculated the pros and cons of such a daring step. Jack had named a very handsome sum for her maintenance. If she could put up with the clandestine nature of the connection, till such time as a certain event happened, she would be better off than at Rosemount. She begged for time to think it over, and of course she would have to consult her brother before taking such an unusual step.

That was only natural; it was impossible for Jack to insist that she should settle the matter herself without reference to the one person who, whatever his social defects, had behaved to her with unexampled kindness and generosity.

Brother and sister no doubt talked it over very thoroughly, for it was three days before she told her lover that, although George would have preferred a longer period of waiting, he trusted him sufficiently to entrust Norah to his keeping, on the terms proposed.

She did suggest that they should wait till Jack had left the army and settled himself in London. But he fought this idea stubbornly. He was mad to tie her to himself, for fear that somebody else with more immediate prospects might step in and carry her off. A little common-sense, of course, might have told him that if she was as fatally attractive to others as to himself, she would have been carried off before this.

He was so terribly jealous of her, that he had never made the slightest effort to bring any of his brother officers round to Rose-mount. He even kept Hugh away as much as he could.

The lovers worked out their little plot very nicely. Miss Burton would leave Blankfield for a couple of weeks, ostensibly to pay a visit to a relative. Her destination would be London. Jack would take a few days leave of absence in due course, and procure a special licence. They would return on separate days and resume their normal life, until such time as they perfected their after arrangements.


CHAPTER VI
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MISS BURTON ARRIVED home on a Monday by a mid-day train; her attentive brother met her at the station. She was one of those girls who look smart and neat under the most trying circumstances. Although it was a long journey, she bore no signs or stains of travel.

When does Jack arrive, not too soon, I hope? commented George, as he assisted her into a cab, and sat down beside her.

He wanted to come down to-night, but I vetoed that, responded the girl. I told him people might put two and two together. He will get here mid-day to-morrow. I shall meet him casually in the High Street. He is going to bring Murchison along with him. And I shall give them an impromptu invitation to dinner.

I dont know that I am very keen on having Murchison to dinner, remarked Mr. Burton in rather a growling tone.

Miss Burton shrugged her shoulders. And, perhaps, of the two, I am less keen than you are. But we have got to play it pretty quiet down here, till the whole lot of us clear out. Better to let Murchison come. He is pretty suspicious, as it is, but if we shut him out, hell be more suspicious still.

Mr. Burton chuckled in a grim fashion.

Well, our inquisitive friend, the whole lot of them as a matter of fact, cant do you much harm now. Youve got him tight enough. And Ill say this for him, hes a bit soft and all that sort of thing, but hell always play the game.

The girl did not reply for a moment, then she spoke in a voice that was low and soft:

Yes, hes a dear little chap, hell always play the game.

He can afford to, was the rather ungracious comment. Clearly Mr. Burton was not in one of his best moods to-day.

Mr. Pomfret returned from his short leave on the following day, and at once sought his friend.

Glad to be back, old man, got fed-up with London, he cried cheerfully. His excuse for his visit was that he had to go up to see his aunts solicitors, on some pressing affairs which the old lady had entrusted to him, after her temporary recovery from her dangerous illness.

Now Murchison was pretty quick. He already had a shrewd suspicion that Jack had been making a great many surreptitious visits to Rosemount, that Hugh had been asked there now and again as a blind. And when he happened to be present, he had noticed that Jack and Norah had taken very little notice of each other. Jack had cultivated the brother, and left his friend to entertain the attractive young woman. In itself, this rather obvious attitude was suspicious. It confirmed his impression that there was a private understanding between the young people, and that they were throwing dust in his eyes.

He had already put two and two together, with regard to the concurrent absences. Mr. Burton, meeting him in the High Street two days after Norahs departure, had told him his sister was paying a visit to a married relative who lived at Brighton. He would have not believed Mr. Burton on his oath.

And Jack had taken his few days leave, with the ostensible object of attending to his aunts affairs.

Hugh was pretty certain that the silly young ass, as he affectionately designated Jack in his own mind, had arranged to meet Miss Burton for a day or two in London, in order to enjoy her society, free from interruption or espionage. Of course, he was far from guessing the truth. He would not have thought Pomfret capable of any such daring action.

Jack had just expressed himself fed-up with London, and yet his demeanour was jubilant and hilarious. Of course, Hugh could not dream his attitude was that of the exultant bridegroom, almost intoxicated with the knowledge of having gained his hearts desire. There had been a couple of lunches, perhaps a couple of dinners with a theatre thrown in. The buoyant Jack was living on these blissful memories.

Later in the day, the two men walked down the High Street, of course in accordance with a pre-arranged plan decided upon by the artful lovers. The first person they met was Miss Burton, sauntering along slowly; Miss Burton, now Mrs. Pomfret, as fast as the ecclesiastical law of England could make her.

She welcomed them with her ready and charming smile. What strangers we are, she cried gaily. And how nice to meet my only two friends in Blankfield.

Pomfret did a little finessing on his own. 661 have been away for a few days, too, he explained glibly. Had to go up to London to look after some business of my poor old aunts; only got back by the mid-day train.

Did you enjoy your visit? inquired Hugh of Norah, with that stiffness which he could never quite dissociate from his manner when addressing either brother or sister.

Yes and No, was the answer. On the whole, I had quite a good time, but I am not sorry to get back to Rosemount, and my little household gods. Knowing you both has made such a difference to my life here.

She was laying it on a little bit thick, Hugh thought, and he fancied she looked more at Pomfret than himself, as she said it. But he made a suitable and courteous reply.

She was just about to turn away, when a sudden thought seemed to strike her.

As Mr. Pomfret and I have been such wanderers, would it not be nice to celebrate our return? will you both come to dinner to-night, and we can relate our experiences?

Pomfret jumped at the invitation, and Hugh had to follow suit. As a matter of fact, he was rather eager to go. They were both playing their parts very well, but he was quite convinced they were playing a part. He was more certain about Jack than about her. Jack had been a bit too glib, had over-acted, as it were. They had met in London, if only for a few hours; he would have bet a thousand pounds on that.

Jack declared that he would walk back to Rosemount with Miss Burton. He did not now care a farthing what members of Blank-field Society he met. Very shortly, the army would know him no more, and he would take up a new life with this fearless girl whom he had married on the sly.

Hugh strolled on, and looked in at the various shops. The High Street happened to be rather empty on this particular afternoon, the élite of Blankfield Society had not yet turned out for its usual promenade.

Turning away from a jewellers shop window, where he was inspecting some sleeve-links, he was confronted by a tall, sturdily built man of about fifty years of age, who raised his hat.

I believe I have the pleasure of addressing Captain Murchison? he inquired politely.

Hugh directed a swift glance at him. He was not exactly a common person, on the other hand he was certainly not a gentleman. There was something military in his bearing; he might have been a retired Sergeant-Major.

That is my name, answered Hugh a little curtly. And who are you, please?

The tall man took a card from his waistcoat pocket and presented it. Those are my credentials, sir.

Hugh ran his eye over it swiftly. He saw the name, Davidson, a common one enough, and, in the corner, Scotland Yard. Why the deuce should this agent of the police want to accost him? And how did he know his name was Murchison?

I think you are acquainted with a family of the name of Burton, brother and sister they call themselves, who live at a house a little way out called Rosemount?

Of course I know them, that is to say, in a casual sort of way. Needless to say that Murchison had never been more surprised in his life. Why are you asking these questions?

Mr. Davidson darted a keen glance up and down the comparatively empty High Street. This is rather an exposed place in which to talk, but I have something to tell you which I am sure you will be interested to listen to. I am staying at the Anchor, in a side street from this. If you will do me the honour to follow me, I can take you into a private room there, where we shall not be observed nor overheard.

Like a man in a dream, Hugh found himself following Mr. Davidson to the Anchor, one of the second-class hotels in the town. He was quite sure that this tall, military looking person was going to clear up the mystery of the couple whom Blankfield, in its wisdom, had refused to visit, and whose acquaintance he owed to a random meeting at a tea-shop.

There were only one or two idlers in the entrance-hall of the hotel, which was of what is known as the Commercial kind. Murchison was glad to find that he did not seem to attract their observation, as he rapidly crossed over to where his new acquaintance was standing in a rather dark corner.

Davidson piloted him into a little sitting-room which opened out of a long narrow passage. He rang the bell, and ordered refreshments with the manner of a man who was acquainted with the usages of polite society.

It would be quite safe to say that Hugh, the heir to a great fortune, brought up in the lap of luxury, an aristocrat by adoption, if not exactly by birth, had never found himself up till now in such an environment. He could not truthfully declare that it was an experience he wished to repeat.

Still, he could blame nobody but himself, his foolish action in taking up with a couple of persons whom Blankfield, in its superior worldly wisdom, had decided to ignore. As he was in for it, and nothing could undo the past, it was better to go through with it. Let him accommodate himself to the situation, drink his whisky-and-soda in this dingy little parlour of a second-rate hotel, and treat the detective with genial courtesy.

After the first mouthful of his drink, Davidson began to explain.

Of course, sir, I quite understand this is not the sort of thing or the sort of place to which you are accustomed, he said, waving a deprecatory hand round the shabby little parlour. But in this particular case, I and my friend — that friend I may say at the moment is elsewhere taking his observations — wanted to lie low. It didnt enter into our scheme to put up at a swagger hotel, and run the risk of gossip. It might have reached the ears of those we are after, and scared them off. Hugh listened attentively. There was something very serious in the wind now, and the dwellers at Rosemount were as yet unaware of what was impending.

His surprise expressed itself in the direct question which he shot at the detective: I take it you are here to arrest them, then?

One of them, the man, corrected Mr. Davidson, quietly; we know a good deal about the girl, but we have no evidence that implicates her beyond the fact of her association with him, and from our point of view that means nothing in a Court of Law.

What is his offence? asked the startled Hugh.

Forgery, was the laconic answer. He belongs to a pretty well-known gang, and we have had our suspicions of him for a long time now, but he was devilish clever and cunning. Several of his pals were caught, but it was always difficult to rope him in. We shouldnt have got him now but for the fact of one of his pals peaching. And even now, although the evidence is strong enough for us, I doubt if it is strong enough to get him more than a comparatively light sentence. If he can lay hold of a clever counsel, and there will be some money at the back of him, if not a great deal, he wont come off so badly.

So Mr. Burton was a criminal, and had been living in Blankfield on the proceeds of his nefarious calling. The rich uncle in Australia who had left him a comfortable fortune was a myth.

I suppose he has been on the crook all his life? queried Hugh.

Ever since he has come under our observation, was the reply of the detective. Before he joined the present gang, a few of whom we have collared from time to time, card-sharping was his lay. Once he rented an expensive flat in Paris, and I believe made a tidy bit out of it. That is where the young lady first appeared upon the scene.

But how long ago is that? She doesnt look more than twenty.

I know, said Mr. Davidson. She looks wonderfully young, that is one of her assets. As a matter of fact I should say she was twenty-four at the least. The Parisian episode occurred about five years ago, making her nineteen at the time. He was there about twelve months, at the end of which time he got an introduction to the forging gang, and chucked the cards in favour of a more remunerative game.

She acted, I suppose, as a decoy and confederate?

So I am given to understand. She very seldom played herself, but used to signal the opponents cards to him.

What a precious pair, groaned Hugh. He had long been doubtful of them, but he had never anticipated this.

Now, Captain Murchison, there is a little question I want to ask you, said the detective briskly, after a brief pause. My pal and I only arrived here yesterday, but we have not been idle, we have picked up a good deal. We have discovered that nobody in Blankfield visits them, except yourself and another officer, a Mr. Pomfret. That is true, is it not?

Quite true, assented Murchison.

You frequently go to their house together. But perhaps I may be telling you something you dont know when I say that Mr. Pomfret more frequently has gone alone.

I have had my suspicions some time, was Hughs answer.

Now tell me, please; I suppose in the evenings you played cards, or roulette, or some game of chance. I thought so. Did you lose much? Had you any suspicions they were rooking you?

On my first visit, a suspicion that they might do so crossed my mind. But nothing of the sort was attempted. I should say that, up to the present, my friend and I stand a bit to the good. Evidently, that was not their object.

Clearly, assented the shrewd detective, they had a deeper game than that on. They wanted to catch this young friend of yours for a husband, and failing that, to entrap him, so that they could blackmail him on the threat of a breach of promise case.

It looks as if that was their object.

Now, Captain Murchison, may I ask you if your friend is a man likely to fall into the trap? I saw him in the High Street this afternoon with you: and if I may say so without offence, he doesnt give me the impression of a very strong or self-reliant person.

Hugh shook his head. I fear he is very weak, very impulsive, very emotional, a ready prey for a designing woman.

Have you any idea how far the thing has gone?

To this question Hugh could only reply in the negative. His one hope was that the foolish boy had seen her so often that there was no necessity to write incriminating letters.

Well, Captain Murchison, my object in asking you to grant me an interview was two-fold. In the first place, I wanted to know if there had been any card-sharping. Then, as I am aware you go to the house, I wished to tell you that I and my friend are going to take him to-night. It might happen that you would be going there, and of course, you will not want to be on the stage when we play our little comedy.

We have promised to go to dinner tonight. She asked us both when we met her this afternoon.

And of course now, you will not go. I will take him before dinner-time, so you need not send round any excuses.

Poor Hugh felt very miserable. What he especially shirked was having to tell this sordid narrative to Pomfret. He expressed to the detective his shrinking from the unwelcome task.

I quite understand, sir, but its got to be done, replied the detective, firmly. For a few seconds after he had spoken, he seemed to be thinking deeply. Then he came out with a startling proposition.

Look here, Captain Murchison, something has just occurred to me. I am not sure whether you will think it a good plan. Just now I thought it would be better for you not to be there. But if this young gentleman is so gone on the girl, it might make a deeper impression on him, bring home to him more strongly the sense of her unworthiness, if he were actually present at the scene. And it would spare you any painful explanations, beforehand. Afterwards you can tell him or not, as you please, about our interview here.

Hugh made a gesture of disgust. You propose that we should carry out our original intention of dining there and of sitting at the table of a criminal? I dont think I could bring myself to it.

If Mr. Davidson did not quite agree with the young mans scruples, he was open-minded enough to see the matter from Hughs point of view.

I quite understand, sir. But I think I can manage it all right. You say they dine at eight. Get there with your friend a quarter of an hour before. I will be there with my friend at five minutes to, before the dinner is served. You then wont have to sit at his table, you see.

Hugh was still hesitating. Mr. Davidson proceeded to clinch his argument.

You see, sir, it will be so much better for Mr. Pomfret to see with his own eyes and hear with his own ears. When he has seen us clap the darbies on Burton, and listened to what I can tell him about the girl — you can just give me a lead there, if you dont mind — I think he will be cured of his calf-love on the spot. As far as he is concerned, we want to make a swift and sudden cure, to kill his affection at once.

Yes, on the whole, after a little further reflection Murchison was disposed to fall in with this new suggestion. Pomfret, however deep his infatuation, could not resist the evidence of his own senses. He would be much more strongly impressed than by a mere bald narration of the facts as conveyed to his friend by the detective.

So it was settled. Hugh would bring Pomfret to Rosemount at twenty minutes or a quarter to eight. At five minutes to, Davidson and his colleague would present themselves to execute their painful errand.

Just a word before I go, said the young man as he turned towards the door. Is the mans name really Burton, or only an alias?

That is his real name. Of course he has had aliases. His family, I understand, are respectable people of the lower middle-class. He was the black sheep, born with crooked and criminal instincts.

And the girl, is she really his sister?

On that point, I have no positive information, replied Davidson. She has passed as such ever since the Paris days. But I should very much doubt it. I am informed that they are very unlike in manners and appearance, that he is a rough sort of fellow, while she would pass anywhere for a lady.

Hugh went back to the barracks, more than rejoiced at the fact that the detective seemed to have appeared on the scene in the very nick of time. If marriage was contemplated as the result of this clandestine wooing, what a terrible tragedy would be averted from the unlucky Pomfret!


CHAPTER VII
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IT WAS TWENTY minutes to eight as the two young men rang at the door-bell of Rosemount. Pomfret was always a slow dresser. It was only by extraordinary efforts that Hugh had got him off in time.

Brother and sister were awaiting them in the pretty drawing-room, lit with softly shaded lamps. Miss Burton rose to meet them, she extended a hand to each, in her pretty graceful way, as if she looked upon them both as her dearest friends, and would make no difference between them in her greeting.

But Hugh was very wide-awake, after his meeting with the detective, and he did notice that the left hand which she extended to Pomfret lingered a little longer in his responsive clasp than did the right which she had given to him.

Yes, it was obvious that their acquaintance had gone far. There was even, he fancied, an intelligent sympathy in their mutual glances. Pomfret was the lover, Hugh Murchison was simply the friend.

Mr. Burton welcomed them heartily. Just like old times, he cried in his rough, breezy fashion. Ive been like a fish out of water during Norahs absence. It was just like her to organise a little party, simply us four, to celebrate her return.

It struck Hugh that his conviviality was just a trifle forced, that he seemed jumpy and nervous. Had he by chance spotted those two strangers in the High Street, and wondered what manner of men they were?

Pomfret settled himself on the chesterfield beside Norah, in spite of her rather obvious signals to preserve a more discreet attitude. Ignorant of what was going to happen a few minutes hence, her great object was to conceal the fact that Jack should take the position of an acknowledged lover.

In her secret heart, she was very apprehensive of Murchison. She knew he was suspicious of her, and he had a sort of elder brother affection for Pomfret. She was not by any means sure as to the lengths to which this fraternal feeling might lead him. It might even inspire him to evoke the assistance of the Pomfret family, and then the security of her present position might be menaced.

The secret marriage was, after all, in the nature of a gamble. If things turned out as she expected, if the old aunt died in reasonable time, the odds were in her favour. She could twist Jack round her little finger. But nobody knew better than this astute young woman of the world that there is many a slip betwixt the cup and the lip. Something that she had not calculated, not foreseen, might happen at any moment, and her house of cards might tumble to the ground. Her adventurous life had taught her never to be too sure of momentary prosperity.

She was a little bit nervous and jumpy, like her brother, to-night. Her smile was a little forced, her high spirits rather assumed. The wedding-ring, the marriage certificate hidden from sight, were great assets. And yet, was it all just a little too good to be quite true?

Murchison talked with the brother, desultory sort of talk, hardly conscious of what he was saying. His ears were straining for the sound of that eletric-bell which would herald the arrival of Davidson and his colleague.

And it came very quickly. There was a loud, imperative peal. Burton started from his seat, and forgot his assumed good manners.

Who the devil is that? he cried fiercely. Do they want to knock the house down? It was the vulgar exclamation of a very vulgar man.

Miss Burton was more mistress of herself, but Hugh observed that her cheek went a shade paler. Well, it was only natural. These two had been living in fear of the law for more years than they cared to remember. And they had thought they were safely in harbour. Poor fools!

She turned to Pomfret, and forced a wan smile. It is really quite alarming, Mr. Pomfret, visitors at this time of the evening. And you know so well that nobody in Blankfield, except yourselves, ever crosses our threshold.

The happy Jack, the husband of a few short hours, was quite unperturbed. He smiled back at her confidently.

Somebody come to the wrong house, I should say. Why, you have gone quite pale! What a nervous little thing it is! He whispered the last sentence in a lover-like tone.

Murchison felt every nerve in his body tingling. Jack was in a state of ignorance. The brother and sister, he was sure, were filled with vague and undefined alarms. He, alone out of the four sitting in that charming little drawing-room awaiting the announcement of dinner, was sure of what was going to happen.

He stole a look across at Pomfret with the happy, fatuous smile of the successful lover on his face. Poor devil! In another couple of minutes he would be terribly disillusioned.

There was a heavy trampling of feet across the hall. The visitors, whoever they were, had pushed past the trim and ladylike parlourmaid.

The drawing-room door was flung open, and the two big men, Davidson and his colleague, advanced towards Burton who was standing in the middle of the room.

The detective spoke in a clear, ringing voice. Its all up, Mr. Burton, I wont trouble to recount your various aliases. Ive a warrant here to arrest you on a charge of forgery. Youve gone free for some time, but one of your old pals has peached upon you. Hard luck for you, otherwise you might have been playing still, perhaps for ever, this nice little stunt at Blankfield. I suppose you will come quietly?

For a few seconds George Burton indulged in some horrible imprecations. In the same breath he protested his absolute innocence, and denounced the pal who had betrayed him. Mr. Davidson cut him short, as he fastened the handcuffs on his wrist.

Stow it, old man! Be a sport. Its a fair cop, isnt it? You knew the risk you ran when you went into this business.

Mr. Burton subsided. Yes, its a fair cop, he growled. I dont blame you, you are only doing your duty. Ive no grudge against you. But by Heaven, when I come out, Ill do for that swine who has given me away, if I have to swing for it.

Pomfret had risen from his seat on the chesterfield at the dramatic entrance of the two strangers. Norah had risen also. In the few seconds that elapsed between their entrance and the clapping of the handcuffs on Burton, she stretched out appealing arms to him, and cried out in a voice of despair:

Stand by me, Jack, stand by me. I knew nothing of this. It is as great a surprise to me as to you. Oh, my poor brother! He has done this for love of me.

Murchison heard the impassioned tones, the despairing appeal. They would have melted a heart of stone. What effect would they have upon the unsuspicious Jack?

Pomfret withdrew himself, almost coldly, from the proffered embrace. In a few seconds, as it seemed to Hugh, he had grown from a boy to a man.

He turned to the detective, and Hugh was delighted at the sudden dignity that seemed to have come to him.

You seem to know a great deal about this man whom you have handcuffed, and who admits you are only doing your duty. Do you know anything about his sister, Miss Burton?

Mr. Davidson glanced significantly at Murchison. They had arranged a little conversation between themselves, but Jacks frankness had rendered this unnecessary.

What I know of the young lady, sir, I am sorry to tell you, is not to her credit. She has been associated with this man for some years. She started with him in Paris some time ago, when he was a card-sharper, and running a gambling-saloon. But to be fair, she is not in this business with him, and I have nothing against her.

Are they what they represent themselves to be, brother and sister? Pomfrets voice was very quiet, but there was in it a suppressed note of agony. How he had loved this girl, and a few hours ago he had clasped her in his arms as his wife!

The keen eyes of the detective softened as he looked at Jack, who was hiding the most intense agitation under an apparently stoical demeanour.

I have no accurate information on that point, sir, but I should very much doubt the fact of their relationship.

While this brief conversation was taking place between Pomfret and Davidson, Norah was still standing with arms outstretched.

Again there came forth the appealing, impassioned cry: Jack, stand by me! Jack, stand by me! She sank down on the sofa, and put her hands before her face. Stay with me, wait till they have all gone, and I will explain everything. I have nothing to do with this.

But Pomfret stood like a man turned to stone. Then suddenly, Norah gave a little gurgling cry, and fainted. Pomfret made a step towards her, and halted. His great love for her had been killed. Perhaps at this moment he hated her more than he had ever loved her.

The parlour-maid, with a white face, was peeping in the room. Davidson beckoned to her.

My colleague will help you to take her up to her room. Look after her. Shes as game as they make them, but to-nights t been too much for her. She has been playing for big stakes, and she has lost.

The maid and Davidsons burly assistant lifted up the recumbent form. And when they had carried her out, Pomfrets self-control seemed to give way. He suddenly clutched at his throat and turned to Hugh.

Old man, I have had as much as I can stand. For Heavens sake, take me from this accursed house.

Hugh put his arm under his to steady him.

The boys nerve had gone, he was trembling like a man stricken with the ague. There was no cab or taxi to be got in this outlying district. They had to walk back to the barracks.

Hugh planted him in an easy-chair in his own quarters, and mixed him a stiff peg. Even Dutch courage was better than nothing. Pom-fret drank it in two big gulps. Then he pulled himself together.

I have been an infernal fool, old man, he gasped, an infernal fool.

Hugh spoke soothingly. Of course you have. But the folly is over. You now know Norah Burton and her rascally brother for what they are, a pair of criminals and adventurers.

But you dont know all, groaned the unfortunate Jack. Norah Burton is my wife. I married her secretly the other day, by special licence, while I was up in London.

Hugh leapt to his feet in astonishment. He had his own ideas of that visit to London, coupled with Norahs absence. But that Pom-fret, weak and impressionable as he was, should have made such a fool of himself, was beyond the limits of his comprehension.

In a moment he pulled himself together. The poor lad was in a big mess enough, it was no time to rub it in. Tell me all about it, old chap, he said quietly.

And Pomfret told him. He made it clear, perfect gentleman as he was, that Norah had been the least to blame in the matter, that the suggestion had come from himself, that Norah had insisted upon consulting her brother before yielding to his wishes.

Yes, of course, Hugh could understand all that. They had known just the kind of man they were dealing with. They had hooked and landed their fish well. To a woman in her uncertain state, a husband with some prospects was better than her insecure position with a scoundrel like George Burton.

Hugh filled a big pipe full up with a very strong and potent tobacco. He thought better when he was smoking, and this was a situation that demanded a good deal of thought.

After a while he spoke. Well, Jack, let us look facts in the face. What is done cant be undone. You have married this woman, and as long as she lives she is entitled to call herself Mrs. Pomfret, and you will have to keep her. There is no getting over that.

The unhappy Jack groaned. There was no getting over that. This attractive, charming young woman, sister or confederate, or whatever relationship she stood in to this wretched criminal, was his legal wife, and, if she chose, she could make things very uncomfortable for him.

Well, old man, you have made a hash of your life at the very beginning of it. As I say, that cant be undone. Youve got to make the best of it. I suppose you have entered into some financial arrangements with her.

Seven hundred a year till I come into my aunts money. After that, of course, our marriage was to be acknowledged, and we would live together.

I see, said Hugh, assuming a cheerfulness he did not quite feel. Well, I should not say she would try for more than her seven hundred a year at present. When your aunt dies she will of course fight for a bit more. I take it, after to-nights work, you will never want to live with her, cajoling and attractive as she is.

Pomfret shuddered. After what that fellow said, my love for her died. But, by Heaven, Hugh, I did love her while I believed in her.

Of course, of course. Have you signed any document about that seven hundred, by the way?

Not yet. My solicitor is sending me the document to-day, it will reach me to-morrow morning.

It will make it a little easier to deal with her, then. Are you going to leave yourself in my hands? I dont think she will be very full of fight for the next few days.

Certainly I will, Hugh. Do your best for me. I never want to see her again, of that you may be sure.

Murchison reflected deeply before he spoke again. I doubt if she will trouble you very much. It wont be very difficult to compromise with her, she has too much to hide. And now for yourself.

Yes, groaned the unhappy Pomfret, in a hollow voice. And now for myself. What do you suggest?

Theres only one thing to do, and that is to put the past behind you. As long as this woman lives, you can never marry. But many men go through life and remain bachelors, and are not altogether unhappy. You must make up your mind to be one of the bachelors, Jack.

But Jack looked very despairing. The shock had been a terrible one. In spite of the stiff peg he had taken, his face was still livid, and his hands were shaking.

Hugh looked at him anxiously. He was very weak; had the occurrences of this terrible night driven him over the border line that separates sanity from insanity?

Presently he muttered, almost as if to himself, certain disjointed phrases. Hugh caught a few of them, repeated again and again.

Tied to her for life, she will outlive me, tied to her for life. She will never let me go. My poor family! I have always been a fool, but up to now have never brought disgrace to them. And God forgive me, I was reckoning on the death of my poor old generous aunt, it is idle to say I did not speculate on it. And for what, for what? — the pretended affection, the bought kisses of this adventuress, a card-sharpers decoy, who told me lying tales about the way in which her criminal associate had inherited his money.

He rambled on like this for some quarter of an hour, and Murchison judged it was better to let him ease his mind in such a fashion.

In a way, the poor foolish boys brain had cleared up to a point; he was able to look the facts squarely in the face. His infatuation might have been so deep that he might, under these damning circumstances, have fallen a victim to her wiles a second time. She would no doubt have been prepared, if he had given her the opportunity, to have sworn her innocence, to have protested that she was the victim of circumstantial evidence, that she had believed what her brother had told her, that she had never been a partner in, or a confidant of, his criminal schemes.

No, so far the rude shock had cleared his brain, made him see and think more clearly. But Murchison very much feared that the agonising remorse for his folly was obscuring it in another direction.

He seemed to look upon himself as something unclean in having allowed himself to be contaminated by association with such a wretched adventuress. He was also acutely conscious that, at the best, he would have to take this horrible secret with him to the grave, unless it sprang suddenly to light, as such secrets have a knack of doing. Above all, he keenly felt the disgrace he had inflicted on his family.

There was a great deal more desultory talk, and Hugh gave him the best advice he could under the unhappy circumstances — a reiteration of the put it behind you and live it down philosophy. This would have come easy to a man of the rocky and stolid type to which Murchison belonged by temperament. But Jack was highly-strung and impulsive. There was no ballast in him.

Hugh almost had to push him out of the room. But, before doing so, he mixed the boy another stiff peg, with the hope that it would induce sleep and purchase him the oblivion of a few hours.

Now then, old man, toddle off. Get a good nights rest, and when you wake tomorrow, you will find things look pretty black, but not quite so black as now. If this young woman contemplates a deep game, and wants to insist overmuch on her rights as your wife, I will deal with her on your behalf. Ill warrant I bring her to reason.

The poor distraught boy clasped his friends hand convulsively. Hugh, old chap, you are the best friend a man could ever have, true as steel.

Dont say that, replied Hugh with a little break in his voice. I am bound to do the best for you. It was owing to my infernal folly that you ever set foot in that cursed house. I am older and stronger than you, I ought to have known better. Well, good old Jack, good-night! I tell you, things wont look quite as black to-morrow.

But to Hughs intense grief and remorse, there was no morrow for the unhappy boy, whose mind had been quite unhinged by the events of that terrible night. One could only surmise that he had found sleep impossible, and in a fit of frenzy had taken his life to escape from a future so black and discouraging.

When his servant went to call him in the morning, he found his master lying on the floor, with a bullet-hole in the middle of his forehead. Everybody in the barracks had been fast asleep when the poor boy had fired the shot that was to take him out of his troubles, and nobody had heard the report.

At the inquest, the whole miserable story came out. Of course it came through Hugh, the only person who was in possession of it. He narrated the details of his acquaintance with the Burtons, the introduction of Jack Pomfret to the house, the scene at Rosemount when the two detectives had taken the man, Jacks confession that he had made the girl his wife a few hours previously.

Hugh never forgot that interview with the Colonel, in which Old Fireworks poured out his wrath in no measured terms. He roundly called him an infernal fool for mixing himself up with people of whom he knew nothing, and whom Blankfield in its ignorance of their antecedents had declined to visit — and very wisely.

If it had been poor Jack, a dear lad but a foolish, I could have found it in my heart to forgive him, he ended. But you are a man of another sort, you have got your wits about you, if you choose to exercise them. I will never pardon you that days work. You can play with fire and not be scorched, but he couldnt. That poor boys death lies at your door, sir. I hope you realise it.

Yes, Hugh did realise it. He stood with bowed head, and could not utter a word in self-defence.

The news, of course, was all over the town the next morning, or rather the double news — that George Burton had been arrested by two detectives from Scotland Yard, and that in the early morning of the following day Jack Pomfret had blown out his brains. The evidence at the inquest explained the double event.

The news of her young husbands suicide reached Norah early in the morning. She had gambled and lost. The old adventurous life was in front of her again.

She took the buffets of fate with the stoicism of her kind and class. She had a comfortable little nest-egg put by which stood between her and present want. If only Jack had been less emotional, she would not have troubled him much, been content with quite a little. It is to be feared that, in her bitter disappointment, she felt a little sore against Jack for his moral cowardice in getting comfortably out of it himself, and leaving her in the lurch.

Anyway, she faced the situation with a courage that one could not refuse to admire. By two oclock that same day the servants had been paid their wages, the keys of the furnished house handed over to the agent, and Mrs. Pomfret had departed for London.

Murchison could never forget that terrible time till something came that seemed to dwarf all other things. In August, nineteen hundred and fourteen, there burst the first storm of the war which shook the world to its centre. In the blood-soaked plains of France he forgot everything except his country.

Jack Pomfret and Norah Burton seemed dim memories in those strenuous times of the worlds upheaval. And yet, when he had a moments leisure to think of the past, he felt a savage longing to be even with that fair-faced, smiling adventuress who had driven his poor young friend to a suicides grave.


CHAPTER VIII
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ITS A GOOD proposition, old man. You couldnt employ a couple of hours better. I have been in London Society of all sorts for the best part of my life, and I tell you that Stella Keane is the most charming girl I have ever met.

The speaker was little Tommy Esmond, short, genial, and rotund of person. Tommy knew everybody who was anybody, and everybody knew the mercurial Tommy.

Guy Spencer puffed leisurely at his cigar, and regarded his rotund little friend with an amused smile. Spencer was about thirty, Tommy was old enough to be his father. But he wore well.

Most excellent Tommy, how many times have I heard you say the same thing? Every girl you come across is the most charming you have ever met — until one sees you the next week. And then, the last girl has the super-charm — like the young lady you just mentioned, Miss Stella Keane.

But Esmond was not to be rebuffed by a clumsy attempt at humour on the part of a young man so much his junior. Besides, Tommy was impervious to humour. It fell off him, like water from a ducks back. In his way he was a very strenuous little man, he had no time to frivol.

Dont try to be funny, old man: it doesnt suit you. Be sensible, and come round with me to Mrs. LEstranges flat and be introduced to Miss Keane.

Its an interesting suggestion, Tommy, but before I decide tell me first — who is Mrs. LEstrange, and secondly, who and what is Miss Keane?

And Tommy Esmond launched forth on a full flow of narrative. Mrs. LEstrange was the first cousin of a well-known Irish earl, and was — well, in somewhat reduced circumstances, and had a snug little flat in the Cadogan district.

Mrs. LEstrange is quite satisfactorily explained, remarked Guy, interrupting his rather voluble friend. Now what do you really know about Miss Keane?

Here, Esmond was a little less precise. Mrs. LEstrange he knew quite well, had known her ever since he had been in London; her ancestry and connections were unimpeachable.

Miss Keane, it would appear, had been suddenly projected into the LEstrange household, as it were, from space. He understood that she was a distant connection, a far-off cousin, but he could give no particulars.

Tommy, with the born instinct of the true diplomatist, was always ready to present everything in its best light, but he lacked the one essential quality of the born diplomatist — he was not very successful when he came to camouflaging facts.

Spencers smile was more amused than ever, as he regarded his genial friend. Spencer was only thirty, and Tommy was at least old enough to be his father. But there were times when the younger man thought he saw more clearly than the elder.

Let us put it at this, Tommy. Mrs. LEstrange, being in somewhat straitened circumstances, supplements her meagre income by card-playing, at which I have no doubt she is an adept.

And here, the usually placid Tommy interposed hotly: You may say of Mrs. LEstrange what you like. But, if you propose to offer any derogatory remarks about Miss Keane, I would rather not listen to them.

And Spencer kept a curb on his tongue. Was this fat, comical-looking little man, a most unromantic figure, violently in love with Miss Stella Keane, and her sworn champion? Far be it from him to disturb his faith in this seductive siren, if it were so.

Its all right, old chap, he said quietly. I am not going to make any remarks, derogatory or otherwise, about Miss Keane. I think I will adopt your suggestion. Let us adjourn to Mrs. LEstranges flat. If one loses fifty or a hundred one may have a good time.

You will see the most charming girl in London, cried Esmond in enthusiastic tones. It struck Spencer, as a peculiar phase of his t friends detachment, that, being in love with the girl himself, he should be so anxious to introduce her to a younger man, who might, presumably, be his rival.

For there could be no question of rivalry between the two men, apart from their ages. Spencer was tall, athletic, handsome: Tommy Esmond was — just Tommy Esmond — rotund, comical in appearance, and insignificant.

Moreover, Spencer had other qualifications which are not without their influence on the fair sex. He had a considerable fortune, and he was the next in succession to an ancient earldom. If the Earl of Southleigh, a widower, did not marry again, he would succeed to the title and estates. He was, in every sense of the term, an eligible parti.

The long, weary war was drawing to its close. The two men were dining at the fashionable Excelsior and were now about half-way through their dinner.

Spencer had the bearing of a soldier, and he would have been at the Front long ago, but no doctor could be found who would pass him. To all appearance, he possessed the thews and sinews of an athlete, but the stalwart, manly frame covered an incurably weak heart, which played him strange tricks at times. He was serving his country in the best way open to him, and doing good, sound clerical work in a Government Office.

When do you suggest we should put in an appearance at Mrs. LEstranges? he asked presently.

It will take us another half-hour to get through this abundant meal. You will then have your coffee, and you will want a good and long cigar. We began rather late, you will remember. By the time you have got through your smoke, we will make a move. We shall then find them in full swing.

Guy nodded, and went on with his dinner. He was quite willing to go to the LEstrange flat: he had no other engagement this evening, and it would be something to do. But he was not greatly interested about meeting the most beautiful girl in London. In spite of his friends almost lyrical outbursts, he expected that Miss Stella Keane would prove a very ordinary young woman.

Suddenly Tommy Esmond uttered an exclamation. Look, there they are, he whispered excitedly across the table. Mrs. LEstrange and her cousin. The man with them is Colonel Desmond, the man who won the Victoria Cross in the Boer war.

Tommys round face was red with pleasurable emotion. Was there any doubt, thought Spencer, that the little man was tremendously smitten by the beautiful Miss Keane? would it result in a marriage, he wondered? Tommy was well-off, and a person of some importance in his little social world. And if Miss Keane was as lovely as his fond imagination painted her, it was quite evident that she was poor. Penniless young girls have before now accepted the shelter of a safe home, even when offered by comical-looking little elderly men.

The three newcomers moved to a vacant table; Mrs. LEstrange, a woman of middle age, dressed rather more youthfully than was quite in good taste, their escort, a tall figure in khaki, very upright and soldierly in his bearing, in spite of his sixty years, and last, but by no means least, the beautiful Miss Keane.

Yes, at the first glance, the young man decided that she fully deserved his friends somewhat extravagant praise. If everybody in London was not raving over her, it was simply due to the fact that her cousins circle was not important, and that she had found nobody of sufficient social influence to launch her with the necessary cachet.

If she had made her début at one of the great houses, stamped with the approval of any one of Londons distinguished hostesses, Society journals would have gone into rhapsodies over her, and she would have been one of the reigning beauties of the hour, far, far beyond the aspirations of little Tommy Esmond.

His own special taste rather inclined towards fair women, his cousin, Lady Nina, of whom he was very fond, being a charming specimen of that type. But he was no bigot in the matter of feminine beauty, and he was prepared to admit that there were some dark women who could compare favourably with their blonde sisters.

But Stella Keane was not very dark. She had soft brown eyes, glossy dark hair, and a beautiful creamy complexion, a mouth like Cupids bow, revealing when she smiled, teeth of a dazzling ivory. Her figure would have been pronounced perfect by the most critical and fastidious artist.

What do you think of her? asked the delighted Tommy, after he had given his friend a decent time for his inspection.

Tommy was a man whose friends had got into the habit of smiling at him, even when they agreed with him. Spencer smiled at him quite as often as any of his acquaintance, but at this moment he was perfectly grave.

You are quite right, old man, this time, he said quietly. She is really beautiful, and her carriage is splendid. She looks like a young Empress — or, rather, she fulfils ones idea of what a young Empress should be.

Tommy beamed. He drank in the words of unstinted praise like wine. The little blue eyes, usually devoid of expression, seemed suffused with a soft emotion. There was something pathetic in his devotion to this radiant young woman who looked like a youthful Empress.

And she is as good and sweet as she looks, he murmured in a voice that he could not keep steady. When she talks to you seriously and lets you know what she really thinks and feels, by gad, Spencer, it makes a battered old worldling like myself feel unworthy to be in her presence. For she has a beautiful soul and mind as well as a beautiful body.

Spencer could only look sympathetic. Poor little Tommy, he certainly seemed to talk like a lover. And what did Miss Keane think of it all? She must have more than a mere tolerance for him, or she would not have allowed him those peeps into her mind and soul to which he alluded with such unrestrained rapture.

It was some time before Esmonds intense gaze attracted the attention of the party, and when it did, he was rewarded with a most affable smile from Mrs. LEstrange, and one of quite pronounced friendliness from Miss Keane. The Colonel also bestowed a genial nod.

After a pause, Tommy spoke somewhat ruefully. Im afraid this rather upsets our little plans. Mrs. LEstrange is a most conscientious diner: she will be here, at the lowest calculation, for an hour and a half, counting the coffee and cigarettes. They wont be back at the flat under a couple. You wouldnt care to wait so long.

He looked rather wistfully at his companion. He, for his own part, would have waited half the night.

Dont let us commit ourselves, old man, but await events. We havent finished our dinner yet, and the service is deucedly slow. We can put in a lot more time. You can pay your respects at a fitting moment, and perhaps they will ask us to their table. I must confess I should like to see Miss Keane at closer quarters, and talk to her. Although I dont expect she will reveal as much to me as she does to you.

Tommy looked pleased again; he was very bent upon introducing Spencer to his beautiful young friend. It would come about presently: if not here, in the lounge. Already, Mrs. LEstrange had sent a few covert glances in the direction of their table. There was little doubt she knew who his companion was, and would be quite pleased to number him amongst her acquaintance.

Has Miss Keane many admirers? She should have, remarked Spencer presently. He noticed that Esmonds eyes were always turned in the direction of that particular table.

Not any serious ones, I fancy. A few young fellows send her flowers, but nothing more. It is quite an unsuitable ménage for a girl of her attractions. The majority of the habitués are middle-aged men who go there simply to gamble. The few young ones come for a flutter, and disappear when they have had enough.

Does the young lady play?

I have never seen her. She has told me scores of times that she loathes gambling. Her father ruined himself by it. I believe she is really very unhappy there. And I gather Mrs. LEstrange has not the best of tempers, particularly when she has had bad luck.

Hobsons choice, I expect, suggested Spencer sympathetically. Miss Keane was facing him, giving him ample opportunity to examine the beautiful countenance, and it struck him that there was an underlying expression of sadness on the perfect features, especially when in repose.

I fear so, was Esmonds answer. She is very reticent about her own affairs, as any gentlewoman would be. But from certain things she has let drop, I make out her own means are very slender, and her cousins hospitality is a boon to her.

Half an hour passed, and Spencer lit a big cigar. The two men chatted on various topics. Mrs. LEstrange and the Colonel were still doing full justice to the excellent dishes offered them. Miss Keane was apparently satisfied, and sat quietly watching her companions, and throwing in an occasional remark.

And suddenly came the loud sound of maroons. Everybody started. A few seconds later the clamour and roaring of our own guns burst forth. There was no doubt as to what was happening. The Germans were making one of their unwelcome visits.

By heavens, its a raid, and we are in the thick of it, cried Tommy Esmond, rising excitedly. He was a nervous little man, and his face had grown a shade pale at the sound of the first boom.

In a few moments there was a stampede from the dining-room. The guests hurried as fast as they could to the basement and cellars.

Tommy, in his progress, was impeded by two burly men who were making their way leisurely. Spencer was a few feet in front of him, making for the crowd that surged round the doors. As he looked around the deserted tables, he saw Miss Keane standing alone, her eyes almost rigid with terror, her hands clutching convulsively the back of the chair on which she had been sitting. It was evident that the Colonel had quickly removed Mrs. LEstrange from the scene of danger, and she had been too panic-stricken to follow them.

He crossed over to her. Excuse me, he said gently. I am a friend of Mr. Esmonds. How is it you are alone? Did your companions desert you?

Colonel Desmond took my cousin, and told me to keep close behind them. when I got up, my limbs seemed unable to move. I feel as if I were paralysed.

He took her arm and put it through his. It was evident she had been rendered immobile by terror.

I will take care of you, he said soothingly. Downstairs you will be quite safe. But we will let this crowd get through first.

Tommy Esmond came bustling up, all anxiety. Truth to tell, he did not feel over brave, but his anxiety for himself was lost in the contemplation of her white face and stricken eyes.

Slowly, cheered by the presence of the two men, a little colour flowed back into her cheeks, and she smiled wanly.

I am a fearful coward, she explained. I go all to pieces in even the mildest thunderstorm.

And it was in this wise, amid the crash of falling bombs, and the roar and clamour of our own guns, that Guy Spencer made the acquaintance of Stella Keane.


CHAPTER IX
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THEY FOUND SHELTER in one of the big cellars of the Restaurant, and Miss Keane by degrees got back some of her courage. There were about twenty other persons in the same refuge, and she probably derived fortitude from their temporary companionship, and common danger. Tommy Esmond recovered himself very quickly, and hastened to observe the conventions.

It is a queer time and place in which to make introductions, he remarked genially. But even in times of peril, one should preserve the usages of good society. I dont suppose you know the name of your gallant rescuer. Let me make you known, in a formal fashion. Mr. Spencer — Miss Keane.

The beautiful Stella bowed her dark head, and the ghost of a smile flitted over her still pale face.

I know Mr. Spencer very well by sight. When I have recovered my wits, I will thank him properly and prettily. Perhaps he will come and see us at my cousins flat.

I was bringing him on there to-night, as a matter of fact, explained Esmond. But I presume all that is knocked on the head, even supposing we get out of this disgusting hole in reasonable time. Mrs. LEstrange wont be in a mood to receive visitors, after this disquieting experience, I am sure.

I am afraid you dont know Mrs. LEstrange, replied the girl, with a little mocking laugh. Her tones were not yet quite steady, but she was rapidly recovering herself. The card tables were laid before we started, and we intended to be back early. If we get out safely from this disgusting hole, as you call it, my cousin will resume her ordinary pursuits, as if nothing had occurred to disturb them.

Desultory conversation, the irresponsible chatter of the drawing-room kind, was almost impossible under the circumstances. And although Miss Keane did her best to assume a brave front, it was easy to see that she was inwardly quivering. At every roar of the guns, she shivered all over, and her cheek alternately flushed and then grew deadly pale with her inward terror.

Poor child, whispered Spencer to his companion; she must be a bundle of nerves. Every second, she is experiencing the pangs of death in anticipation. By the way, the gallant Desmond doesnt seem to have troubled himself much about her. If I hadnt taken her forcibly away, I believe she would be rooted to that chair now.

Esmond shrugged his shoulders. Of course, a chap like Desmond doesnt know the meaning of fear, and he cant understand the sensation in others. The other woman took possession of him, and dragged him away. No doubt, he thought she was following. Mrs. LEstrange, so far as I can judge, would never think of anything but number one.

And as Spencers glance stole to the fair face, he felt a strange feeling of pity for her. The poignant happenings of the last few moments had revealed to him her loneliness, the tragedy of her dependence upon others. In a supreme moment of peril, she, who ought to have lovers and friends by the score, was left by herself, and thrown upon the compassion of a stranger.

An anxious half-hour passed, and then messengers came down with tidings of a reassuring nature. The raiders had been driven off, after inflicting considerable damage. Gay London was free to pursue its natural course of pleasure.

At once the tension was relaxed. Drooping forms resumed an erect carriage, the roses bloomed again in the pale cheeks of the women. There was a flutter, a stir. They all moved away from the refuge which had been so welcome, and now had become unbearable.

In the hall they encountered the Colonel, cool and collected, as if he were on parade, Mrs. LEstrange fluttering and full of protestations.

Oh, my poor Stella! I have been distracted about you. Why did you not follow us? I thought you were close behind us all the time, till we got to one of these abominable cellars, and looked back to find you were missing.

The Colonel pulled at his moustache a little nervously.

I shall never forgive myself, Miss Keane, not to have assured myself you were with us at the start. I would have come back to search for you, but Mrs. LEstrange was in such a nervous state I could not leave her.

Miss Keane answered him very coldly, and to her cousin she did not vouchsafe any reply.

Please do not apologise. It was a question of sauve qui peut. Fortunately, I found some kind friends who took compassion on a forlorn damsel, shaking and terror-stricken. She turned to Mrs. LEstrange. Mr. Esmond is, of course, an old friend. But you do not know Mr. Spencer who got to me first.

Mrs. LEstrange was quite equal to the occasion; she extended her perfectly-gloved hand with an air of effusive cordiality.

A thousand thanks to you both. My darling Stella was fortunate in finding such protectors. We are both terrible cowards, I dont know which is the greater.

I, without question, flashed out Miss Keane. Otherwise I should have had the sense to scurry away like yourself. We were both frightened rabbits, but you could run to a place of safety while I stood paralysed.

Mrs. LEstrange turned away the awkward thrust with a charming smile. I have made up my mind to one thing, she remarked with an air of conviction. Never, so long as the War lasts, will I dine out of my own home. This nights experience has taught me a lesson. I dont want a second one.

At this juncture, Tommy Esmond interposed. I was going to bring my friend Spencer round to you to-night. But I suppose you feel a bit too shattered, eh? You would like to get home and rest.

Oh dear, no! replied the lady vivaciously. I never alter my habits for anything or anybody. Let us all go along at once. I will go with Colonel Desmond. You and Mr. Spencer can continue your charge of Stella.

But Guy had a small duty to perform. I think if you will excuse me, I will join you a little later. I want to go round to inquire after my uncle and cousin. He is a very old man, and I should like to know he is quite safe.

So it was arranged. The others drove off to Mrs. LEstranges flat, and Spencer, finding he would have some time to wait for a taxi, walked to Carlton House Terrace, where Lord South-leigh had his town house.

The footman who opened the door informed him that his lordship and Lady Nina were still in the dining-room with a small party. The earl had taken it all very calmly, and his daughter, who, unlike poor Stella Keane, was a young woman of remarkable courage, had not been disturbed at all.

Are they alone, Robert?

No, sir, two old friends of his lordships came to dinner to-night and are still with them. But, of course, they will be glad to see you.

However, his duty being performed, and learning that all was satisfactory, Spencer thought he might as well get along to the flat. He had been strangely attracted by the beautiful girl, whom even her obvious terror and lack of self-control could not deprive of her charm.

No, I wont come in. Tell them I called round to make sure they were all safe. And say to her ladyship I will look in to-morrow afternoon about tea-time.

He went into his club for a few moments to see if there were any letters, and half an hour later was at Mrs. LEstranges door.

She occupied the first floor of an imposing block of flats, recently erected in one of the semi-fashionable quarters of London. She might not be in very affluent circumstances, as Esmond had hinted, but she would have to pay a very handsome rent for her abode.

The door was opened by a decorous-looking butler, with the air of one who had served in good families. A man passed out as Spencer entered. He was a good-looking young fellow of about twenty-five, in khaki. Spencer knew him well by sight as the eldest son and heir of a rich brewer.

His face did not wear a very happy expression. It did not require a Sherlock Holmes to surmise that his visit had been an expensive one, and that he was hurrying away to avoid further temptation.

In the centre of a rather spacious hall, Stella Keane and Tommy Esmond stood chatting.

She greeted the newcomer with a bright and friendly smile. She no longer looked pale, in fact he thought there was a slight suspicion of rouge on the fair cheeks. She was too goodlooking to need the aid of art, but perhaps she wanted to conceal the ravages inflicted on her beauty by that terrible time at the Excelsior.

You are not very long after us. I conclude you found your friends were quite safe.

She had gathered from the garrulous Tommy what she had not known before, that Spencer was next in succession to the earldom, also that Lord Southleigh had a very pretty daughter, who was an accomplished young sportswoman, a daring rider to hounds, an adept at golf, fishing, and other pastimes of a strenuous nature.

She had pricked up her ears at mention of the cousin. Artfully she pumped Tommy as to whether there was any tender feeling between the relatives.

But Tommy could give no information on this point. Spencer was a very reticent man about his private affairs, he explained. Personally, he should not consider him particularly susceptible to female influence. But he had heard that the old earl, who had a shockingly weak heart, and was likely to go off at any moment, would have viewed a marriage between the cousins with favour.

She mused over his words. He did not think him particularly susceptible to female influence. And yet she was sure there was admiration, open, undisguised admiration, in the glances he had bestowed upon her to-night. He was evidently not deeply in love with his pretty sporting cousin, or she would have been Mrs. Guy Spencer before now, assuming, of course, that she was ready to obey her fathers wishes.

It was after a short silence that Miss Keane put a somewhat abrupt question to him: Are you fond of play, Mr. Spencer? Everybody is who comes here.

Not really. I am a very lukewarm gambler. I dont mind a little flutter now and then, as a diversion. I always enjoy a small gamble at Monte Carlo, for example, but I never get carried away. When I have lost enough, I stop. Nothing could induce me to stake another sou.

Can you stop as easily when you are winning? That, I fancy, is where the selfcontrol comes in. But I think I am rather glad you are not one of the infatuated ones. I was brought up in an atmosphere of gambling.

There was a pathetic shadow in the beautiful brown eyes as she spoke. Spencers interest in her, a girl he had only known for a couple of hours, quickened. The glance he turned on her was full of sympathy, although he did not utter a word. It said as plainly as if he had spoken: Tell me more about yourself, you will find an attentive listener.

My father and mother were both desperate gamblers. They staked and lost everything they had at cards, on the race-course, at Monte Carlo. My poor cousin, Mrs. LEstrange, has the same fever in her veins.

Now that he had invited her confidence, he was a little embarrassed by it. He did not know her well enough to condole with her. By way of relieving the tension, he uttered a few trite remarks on the subject of gambling generally.

Very sad when people are bitten by it to that extent. In my small experience, and I am only speaking of cards, I have found that, at the end of twelve months, you leave off pretty well where you started, good players or bad. You lose a hundred this week, you win a hundred the next, and so on, and so forth. If you are a good player, you get bad cards; if a duffer, you get good cards. And so the bad player has a pretty even chance with his more skilful opponent.

Miss Keane threw aside her momentary sadness, and laughed at his scientific exposition.

You have evidently thought it all out, she said brightly. But please dont inflict these cheerful theories on my cousin. She is a most tragic being when she loses. She thinks herself, and I believe is, one of the most scientific bridge-players in England, and she cannot be brought to understand why the duffers should have a look in.

At this juncture Tommy Esmond interposed. It may have occurred to him that they were wasting precious time. They had come here for the special purpose of gambling.

What do you say to joining the others? We are in the very temple of gambling, and I know my young friend would like a little flutter.

Certainly. When I last peeped in, Amy looked the spirit of despair. I think she must have been losing heavily.

She turned to lead the way, but at that instant the door-bell rang, and she halted, in readiness to greet the visitor, whoever it might be; and there entered a florid-looking, stout man, who advanced towards her with effusion, and both hands outstretched.

My dear Stella, I have been thinking of you ever since the raid began; I know how terribly you suffer when they are on. And I knew you were dining out to-night. I am rejoiced to see you safe and sound. I came round here the moment I could get away.

Miss Keane flushed slightly as he took her hands and wrung them impressively to show his gratitude at her escape from peril. Tommy Esmond had given him a cool nod. But she felt Spencers calm, critical gaze upon this ebullient expression of young English manhood.

It was not so much what he said, as his manner of saying it. Bounder was written all over him, in his appearance, his manners, his gestures.

She answered him very briefly, almost curtly, as if she were administering a cold douche. Then the flush deepened as she turned to Spencer.

May I introduce my cousin, Mr. Dutton?

The florid man bowed with an exaggerated air of cordiality. Spencer, who had taken a violent dislike to him from the first second he saw him, acknowledged the salutation with chilling gravity; and Stella Keane could almost read his thoughts, as his gaze travelled from one to the other.

How could this imperial-looking girl have such an unmitigated bounder for a relative? What was the mystery about her that could make a creature like this claim kinship with her?


CHAPTER X
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MRS. LESTRANGE WAS evidently a great believer in light: the electric bulbs glowed softly, but brilliantly, over the two rooms devoted to the service of the card-players.

On the sideboards were arranged decanters of whisky, and soda-water in bottles and syphons. Whether he lost or won, the gambler, triumphant or despairing, could quaff to his success, or solace his despair.

The elderly, youthfully-dressed woman advanced towards the new visitors, with a beaming expression of countenance.

Mr. Spencer, you will join us. What is your favourite game?

Bridge, said Spencer, shortly. He was already a bit in love with Stella Keane, but he was by no means favourably inclined to her gushing, elderly cousin.

He soon formed a party of four, and became absorbed, for the moment, in the game. Tommy Esmond was playing the same game, at a table some distance from him. Tommy was not supposed to be wealthy, but he evidently had money enough to indulge in a quiet gamble now and then.

He remembered every incident of that night. His partner was a subordinate member of the Government, and a good sound player, lacking a little perhaps in the qualities of initiative and rapid decision. His opponents were a young man in the Foreign Office, and a slender, hawk-nosed young woman of about thirty.

All through he held abominable cards, but, truth to tell, he was not very interested in the game. Whether he won or lost a hundred pounds did not interest him very greatly.

But what did interest him, to every fibre of his being, was that Stella Keane hovered about his table. His eyes continually sought hers, and she did not seem to avoid his glance. At times he was sure he could detect a slight smile of intimacy. After all, had he not rescued her, half dead with fright, in the dining-room of the Excelsior?

Once she bent over him and whispered, her cool, fragrant breath fanning his cheek: You are having shocking bad luck. You havent held a single decent card.

He whispered back: What did I tell you a little time ago? I flatter myself I am a fairly good bridge-player, but what could one do with those cards of mine?

She fluttered away, with still the shadow of that intimate smile upon her beautiful mouth, the smile that seemed to say they had only known each other for a few hours, under romantic and dramatic circumstances, but there was between them an affinity of spirit.

He played on steadily for over an hour, and then a halt was cried. The young gentleman from the Foreign Office and the hawknosed young woman had scored. Guy Spencer rose from the table, the poorer by a hundred and fifty pounds. He wrote his cheque with a light heart. A hundred and fifty pounds was not a great price to pay for the introduction to Stella Keane.

Mrs. LEstrange came impressively towards him.

Oh, Mr. Spencer, I hope you have not lost. If so, I fear you will never come near me again. His glance roved in the direction of Stella, talking, as it appeared earnestly, to that bounder of a cousin. There came a steely look into his clear, resolute eyes.

If you will allow me, I shall be delighted to come here often to see you and Miss Keane. I suppose I had better pick up my old friend Tommy Esmond, if he is not too engrossed. But when he approached Esmond, that little rotund gentleman waved him away, in most genial fashion.

Run away, dear boy. It is Eclipse first, and the rest nowhere. I am winning hands down. Certainly he bore the mien of a conqueror. And there, behind his chair, stood Stella Keane.

She welcomed Spencer with that faint, intimate smile which had already stirred his pulses.

I fear I brought you bad luck, she said, in her low, caressing voice. But to Mr. Esmond I have been the harbinger of good fortune. Are you really going?

I always go when I have won enough, or lost enough. You remember I gave you a little homily on gambling generally, not so long ago.

She took her hand off Esmonds chair. Well, I will leave my good influence behind, and look after the parting guest.

She walked leisurely with him in the direction of the hall. It was deserted, but the light was brilliant, as it was in every other corner of the flat.

She held out her hand impulsively. Mr. Spencer, I have not thanked you properly for your kindness to me to-night. Terror-stricken, paralysed with fear, I should have been clinging to that chair now, if you had not rescued me in time. How can I thank you?

Spencer laughed lightly. One would think from your excessive gratitude that you had not experienced a great deal of kindness in your life. And yet that would be impossible.

She flushed a little; his gaze was perhaps more full of admiration, of frank and open compliment than could be justified by the briefness of their acquaintance. And yet it only expressed what he was inwardly thinking.

Here was a girl who had only to look at her mirror to learn she was endowed with singular beauty. She must also know that she combined with her more than ordinary fairness an unusual charm of manner.

How had it come about that one with such striking qualifications should exhibit a certain underlying sadness, as if the world had already proved a very disappointing place? Youth and good looks usually secure for their owner a good time. Girls with half her attractions could find plenty of admirers. What evil fate dogged her that she had to regard a perfectly common act of kindness as something to be exceptionally grateful for?

I have never been petted nor spoiled, even as a child, she answered gravely. My father and mother were ignorant of the duties, as they were of the instincts, of parenthood. And since my poor pretence of a home was broken up, I have been a derelict and a wanderer, sometimes a tolerated guest, rarely, I fear, a very welcome one in the houses of other people.

But you are happy here, surely? he suggested. After saying so much, she could hardly regard the question as an impertinent one. He longed to hear her history. Well, if he came and cultivated her, and let her see how sympathetic he could be, one day she would tell him.

She shrugged her shoulders with an air of indifference.

My cousin is peculiar in many ways, and her devotion to play is an obsession. We have very little in common; still, it would not be fair to say she was difficult to get on with. I have been with her now for more than eighteen months, and although we have often held totally different opinions, I cannot remember that we have ever had a real quarrel. And, anyway, it is a home and a shelter, and that is something.

Not much enthusiasm here, certainly. Mrs. LEstrange had been dismissed with a very negative kind of faint praise. Her excellence seemed to lie rather in the absence of bad qualities than the possession of good ones.

And yet, he could not bring himself to believe that Miss Keane was an ill-natured girl, or of an unresponsive temperament. He had to admit that his impressions of his hostess were not too favourable.

She was outwardly genial, and at times gushing. Yet he fancied he could read behind this plausible exterior the signs of a hard, worldly nature. There was no softness in her glance, no tenderness in her rather hard, staccato tones.

A girl with those glorious eyes, and mobile face, with the delicate complexion that flushed and paled by turns, must surely be sweet and sympathetic, and responsive to affection. How her voice had thrilled with emotion when she thanked him. If she was disappointed in her cousin, it must be the fault of the elder woman, who could not give what was demanded by the younger and more ardent temperament.

He would have lingered longer, trying to pierce the riddle from these disjointed remarks, but they were interrupted by Tommy Esmond, who came bustling into the hall, flushed with victory.

Never had such luck in my life. Just wiped the floor with them, he explained excitedly. You left your good influence behind, Miss Keane. A few minutes sufficed for victory.

I am very glad, but I think my powers for good must be very limited, for I brought bad luck to your friend, was her smiling rejoinder.

He turned briskly to the young man. It is a perfect night, Spencer. Shall we walk down to the Club to get a breath of fresh air, and turn in there for a quiet smoke?

Spencer nodded assent, and held out his hand to Miss Keane.

Well, good-bye for the present.

And I hope you will come and see us again soon. Dont wait for Mr. Esmond to bring you: after our thrilling experiences of tonight, we are more than ordinary acquaintances. We are at home nearly every night, if you want to gamble. And, if you would like a little rational chat instead, come in one afternoon to tea.

Thanks, I will. My card-playing fit has passed for a little time. Once again, goodbye.

And, as soon as they were in the street, Esmond burst in with the question he was longing to ask.

Well, what do you think of her? Did I exaggerate?

Not in the least, answered Spencer, speaking less seriously than he felt, he did not quite know for what reason, unless it was that with a man of his friends calibre, he always had a tendency to discuss things lightly. No, I dont think you have exaggerated a bit this time; so many of your swans have been geese, but this is a real swan, at last. She is very lovely; even in her terror she looked beautiful, and she has a peculiar, elusive charm. She makes you want to know more of her, and penetrate the mystery which seems to hover around her.59

I cant say I see any mystery, myself. Esmond spoke rather sharply, for such a good-natured little man.

Perhaps it is too strong a word. But I take it, you know something of the ménage, and can enlighten me on one point. What is her position there: paid companion, a passing guest, or does she share the flat with her cousin on some sort of terms?

It was a little time before Esmond answered. I have never rightly got at that myself. Sometimes I have thought one thing, sometimes another. But I am pretty sure she is poor: in fact, she has admitted as much.

Poverty is relative after all, and it depends on how she was brought up. She seems to dress well, and that cannot be done without money.

Yes, Esmond admitted that she was turned out well. But he either could not, or would not express any positive opinion upon the delicate subject of Miss Keanes finances.

Does she ever play? She didnt touch a card while we were there, only flitted about from table to table.

No, Esmond had never seen her play since he had frequented the house. It was clear, therefore, she did not make any pocket-money out of gambling. He had to admit that she seemed to act as deputy hostess, and, he believed, wrote most of her cousins notes; in other words, made herself useful.

All this information, such as it was, he imparted, as it seemed to Spencer, with some reluctance. Perhaps his keen admiration prompted him to hide anything that served to show her in a dependent position. And Spencer desisted from any further crossexamination on this head.

On one point, however, he was determined to elicit a positive expression of opinion from the cautious little man.

What is the mystery of the bounder cousin? You must admit he has cad stamped all over him, his speech, his person, his gestures.

Tommy could establish no defence for the gentleman in question. No, he is past criticism, I allow. The result of some mésalliance, I suppose; his mother a very common person doubtless. But then, many highly respectable people have skeletons like that in their cupboards.

The mystery is that he finds his way, cousin as he may be, into any decent house. Mrs. LEstrange we know to be a woman of good family. You would think she would lock and bolt the door against a creature like that. What is he supposed to be, if he has any profession beyond that of his intense bounderism?

Something in the City, I am told, replied Esmond shortly. Something connected with finance; stockbroker or something.

It must be a shady kind of finance, if he has anything to do with it, growled the young man. To think of his claiming relationship with that exquisite girl.


CHAPTER XI
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IT WOULD BE idle to assume that a man of Guy Spencers natural advantages had reached the age of thirty without experiencing a few affairs of the heart. But he had never been deeply touched, and his friend Tommy Esmond was right when he described him as not very susceptible to feminine influence.

The one feeling which had lasted for some years, was a pronounced affection for his cousin Nina. He felt as much at home with her as he would have done with a favourite sister, had he possessed one. But the regard had a warmth in it that is lacking in fraternal relations.

He knew that Lady Nina was not indifferent to him, that she allowed him to assume a certain air of proprietorship in the disposal of dances, in the claim to her society when he was disposed to enjoy it. He knew also that it was a match which would be warmly approved of by his invalid uncle.

Without being guilty of undue vanity, he felt pretty certain that if he proposed he would be accepted. And once or twice he had been very near to taking the decisive step. He never could quite understand what it was that made him hesitate.

The fact of his hesitation proved to himself, as well as to the young lady concerned, that much as he might like his cousin, he was certainly far from being deeply in love with her.

She was a pretty, winsome girl, possessing an upright, straightforward nature, and quite attractive in a simple, frank fashion. There was nothing subtle or mysterious about her, you could read her like an open book. She was a good daughter, she was the type of girl who could not help making a good wife.

Some day, no doubt, he would put the fateful question, and by her acceptance be made, in conventional parlance, the happiest of men. But although he would know he had chosen very wisely, and look forward to a placid kind of happiness, he was doubtful if Ninas smiles and kisses would ever thrill him, if with her he would ever learn the meaning of real love.

He was not by any means sure that he was capable of very strong attachment. He had indulged in a few fancies, but they had only exercised a very small portion of his thoughts. Up to the present, he had certainly not experienced the wild ecstasies, the mingled joy and pain of the true lover.

For the first time in his life, he had been seriously perturbed by the advent of Stella Keane. He had not fashioned in his imagination any particular ideal, any special type of woman who would make to him an irresistible appeal. But, if she had been Lady Nina, if he had met her in his own world, he would have owned at once this was the girl for whom he had been waiting.

Her image pursued him persistently in his waking and his leisure hours. He could recall every word she had spoken during the short time they had spent together. He could see her a dozen times a day standing in the Excelsior dining-room, paralysed with terror.

He remembered the break in her voice, the mist in her beautiful eyes, when she had thanked him. And ever and again, he longed to fathom the mystery of her loneliness, the cause of that sadness that was always lurking underneath.

Was it wise to pursue the acquaintance, with the pretty certain result of intensifying the interest he already felt in her? He had no liking for Mrs. LEstrange, a woman merely on the fringe of his world, or her gambling circle. If he wanted to lose or win money, there were plenty of other houses where he could indulge his fancy.

And he knew nothing of Miss Keanes antecedents. The only thing he did know was that she had a cousin who was obviously a bounder of the first water. Tommy Esmond knew nothing about her either, or, if he did know, would not tell.

For three days he wavered, one moment eager to rush off to the flat, the next determining that it would be better not to renew the brief acquaintance.

On the fourth day, his impulse conquered his prudence. He told himself soothingly that his visit was due to curiosity, that he merely wanted to penetrate the mystery of her loneliness, her unprotected position.

The bounder cousin was coming out as he entered. Mr. Dutton nodded affably to him with a greasy and familiar smile. Spencer acknowledged him in the coolest fashion compatible with bare civility. Why were there people, he wondered, whom you instinctively wanted to kick, for no apparently sufficient reason?

Miss Keane was alone. Mrs. LEstrange, she explained, was in bed with a racking headache. She had lost heavily the night before, and this was the usual penalty she paid for losing.

Hardly worth the candle, is it? he said lightly, as he took his cup of tea from her. A slight frown crossed his brow as he observed the empty cup of the bounder on the table. Did he come here often? was his thought. Perhaps he was in love with her. But it was surely beyond the limits of possibility that she could ever return the affection of such a creature.

He would see what he could get out of her. I met your cousin as I came in. I suppose he is a frequent visitor?

She did not look in the least conscious or embarrassed by the question. Oh yes, he comes very often. He is about the only one of my relatives I have any acquaintance with. My fathers mode of life estranged all the others.

Spencer thought it would have been a good thing if Mr. Dutton had been as sensitive to the disqualifications of the late Mr. Keane as the rest of her connections. But, of course, he could not say so.

He is not in the least like you. Then, after a pause, he added boldly, and perhaps a little rudely: I should never have dreamed you were related.

She quite understood what he meant, and there was a lurking humour in her smile, as she answered:

Poor old George, he is a good sort, but quite a rough diamond. His mother married a self-made man, of course, for his money. That may account for a great deal you have noticed.

Spencer had the grace to look confused. It was evident he had conveyed his private impression of Mr. Dutton very distinctly to her clear young vision. But she did not seem offended, only slightly amused, at the poor figure cut by Cousin George in the estimation of a person in a superior world.

Anyway, that little mystery was explained. There was nothing unusual in poor gentlewomen marrying self-made men, for the sake of money. The noble family of Southleigh had many such mésalliances amongst its aristocratic records.

But it was a relief to find Stella herself under no delusions concerning the young man in question. He did not think it possible she could, but as diplomatically as was possible, she admitted that Mr. Dutton was not what is, technically called, a gentleman.

He is the only relative with whom I am on speaking terms, she added, after a pause, for reasons of which I have already given you a hint. And I think I have grown rather to look forward to his visits.

Her observant eyes noticed a quick stiffening in his manner. She could guess his thoughts. How was it possible for a refined young woman to ever look forward to the visits of a person like Mr. Dutton, cousin though he might be?

You, of course, have heaps of relations; you can pick and choose, she went on, as if eager to explain to his fastidious taste her toleration of a man, so obviously the denizen of an inferior world. You cannot, I daresay, imagine the loneliness of a girl of my age, debarred, through no fault of her own, from the society of her own kith and kin. Here was an opportunity to engage her in personal talk. He had not hoped she would take him into her confidence on his first visit.

He leaned forward, and there was an eager note in his voice. I formed an idea of you in the first few moments of our acquaintance, that you were not happy, that you were, in a sense, isolated, and that you had known more of sorrow than joy in your short life.

She mused a moment, and then answered him in grave tones:

You were quite right. I feel it is the impression I must convey to either friend or stranger, an impression I shall always convey. For, if a great and overwhelming happiness were to come to me to-morrow, I could never forget the past years of sadness.

But, surely, you must have some happy memories? There were gleams of brightness in your childhood?

No, she said, and there was a fierce vehemence in her voice. They were the most miserable — an indifferent mother, a careless father, a roof and a shelter, food and clothing sufficient, if not in abundance, but no home, as it is understood by more fortunate children.

And when that home, or the wretched pretence of it, was broken up, you were thrown upon the mercy of the world, he questioned, with no kindred, no friends to stretch out a helping hand?

Our relatives had long before ceased to take any interest in the daughter of a ruined gambler. I was thrown, in a certain sense, on the mercy of the world. But for a small pittance, which my father could not deprive me of, I should have starved, for he left nothing behind him but debts.

She was not, then, absolutely penniless. Something had been saved from the wreck. He wondered if Esmond knew this. And yet, if she told a comparative stranger this at their first real interview, she must have told him, who seemed to be on the footing of a friend of the house.

I had no real friends, she went on; but in the course of a wandering life — when my father owed too much in one place he removed to another — I had picked up a few acquaintances. With these I made a home, on and off, for longer or shorter periods.

And you have come to anchor here with Mrs. LEstrange, who is your cousin, one of the few relatives who did not visit the sins of the fathers on the children.

Her voice was a little scornful. The cousinship is a very distant one. And, as she is an inveterate gambler herself, but more lucky than my father, she could hardly look upon gambling in another as a deadly sin. He nodded his head in agreement. He did not want to talk himself, for fear he should interrupt the flow of her reminiscences; she was evidently in a confidential mood this afternoon.

I saw her a few times when quite a child, and then she vanished like the others. A couple of years ago, we met in Devonshire at the house of a mutual acquaintance. She seemed to take a fancy to me. In the end, she proposed that I should, for the present, make my home with her. She has only one interest in life, play. She is a very lazy woman. She hates writing the briefest note, and housekeeping is abhorrent to her. I attend to her correspondence, I order the dinner and look after the servants. I am not exactly eating the bread of charity, she concluded with a little mirthless laugh, because I give some work in exchange for my food. My own little pittance provides me with clothes.

He wondered what the little pittance represented in annual hard cash. She was dressed quietly but in good taste, and he was judge enough of womans apparel to know that the material of her dress was expensive. On her slender fingers glittered a few valuable rings, heirlooms probably saved from the clutches of the gambling father. She did not convey the impression of poverty, but perhaps she was clever, and knew how to make the best of a small income.

There was a long silence, and it almost seemed as if she had forgotten his presence. For she sat with a musing look in her beautiful eyes, her thoughts evidently in the past, conjuring up Heaven knows how many painful memories.

Then she came back to herself, and turned to him with an apologetic smile. I am afraid I have bored you to tears with my stupid personal history, but I will finish by telling you one little thing that may amuse you.

He protested, of course, that he had not been in the least bored, only too painfully interested.

Well, I am not a person easily crushed, and although a physical coward and frightened of raids and thunderstorms, I am not a moral one. When I began to review my position, I tried to hit upon some way of making money.

Was she fond of money, he wondered? Well, perhaps, like most women, she wanted money to buy herself pretty things. There was nothing unusual in that.

When I was a schoolgirl, I was supposed to show some artistic talent; I got several prizes. So I set to work and painted some half-a-dozen small things, in what I conceived to be a popular style, and took them round to as many dealers. In a week my hopes were shattered. One straightforward creature told me frankly that they just attained the school-girl level of excellence, but that I should never become an artist. It was not in me.

A crushing blow, indeed, said Spencer sympathetically.

I then turned to writing. Here, at any rate, was a profession that required no previous painful training, only powers of observation, some imagination, and a certain fluency of expression. I wrote some short stories which I thought good, which I still think good. History repeated itself. I sent them to a dozen editors, one after another. In every case, they were declined with thanks.

I daresay they were quite good, and they were not taken because you didnt happen to be in the ring, was Spencers consoling comment.

Well, she exclaimed brightly, there is an end of my reminiscences for to-day. Let us talk of anything and everything else. Have you seen Mr. Esmond lately? He has not been near us since the night he came with you.

Shortly afterwards he took his leave, he had stayed unconsciously long as it was.

I shall come again soon, if I may, to listen to some more reminiscences, he said, as he shook hands. And she had given him permission, with the brightest of smiles.

He had not learned half as much as he wanted, but he had gathered something. The bounder cousin was the son of a self-made man, a parvenu. And Stella Keane was not absolutely penniless, she had enough money to buy herself clothes. Did Tommy Esmond know as much as this? And if he did, why had he not said so?


CHAPTER XII
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ALTHOUGH UNSUSPICIOUS BY nature, Guy Spencer had mixed much in the world and seen a good deal of life. Attracted as he was by the charming Stella, there was a something about the atmosphere of that flat in Elsinore Gardens which created an unfavourable impression.

Of Mrs. LEstranges antecedents there was no question. She was a woman of good family, she could produce chapter and verse for her ancestors. And yet, why was she not in a better environment?

Clearly, she was on the downward slope. But was there anything remarkable in that? Heaps of members of aristocratic families were in the same sort of predicament, from various causes, through certain circumstances.

Had he not received a letter a few days ago from the daughter of a well-known earl, imploring him for a loan of ten pounds, for the sake of old friendship?

The writer was some twenty years his senior, and she had tipped him when he was at Eton. She now dated her letter from a suburb in the extreme west of Kensington. If she, with all her advantages of birth and connection, had fallen by the wayside, why not a comparatively obscure person like Mrs. LEstrange?

It was very easy to see it. Mrs. LEstrange was of a Bohemian temperament, and probably a great spendthrift. She had made considerable inroads into whatever fortune she originally possessed, and had developed into an adept card-player, with a view to supplementing the little income that was left to her.

And Stella Keane, that beautiful, sad girl, with the tragic history of worthless parents behind her, was the victim of fate. She was not happy in her cousins home, amidst this gambling, card-playing set. She, at least, was pure, whoever else might be defiled. On that he would stake his existence.

For a few days he thought a great deal about the subject, and during those few days he kept away from Elsinore Gardens and denied himself the pleasure of listening to a further instalment of Miss Keanes reminiscences of her unhappy history.

If he were going to fall in love, he told himself sternly, he would fall in love with a woman of his own world, not with a girl, however beautiful and interesting she might be, who was only a hanger-on of a woman well-born, but evidently déclassée, a woman no longer moving in the sphere to which she had been accustomed. In these reflections, he showed sound sense.

But for a certain event that happened in the course of the next few days, he might have adhered to his good resolutions and have finally dismissed Miss Keane from his serious thoughts. And, in that case, this story would not have been written.

And then the event happened. Returning home to his rooms one night, about twelve oclock, his man told him that Mr. Esmond was waiting for him in the sitting-room.

He found the little rotund man sitting in an easy-chair, white-faced, the marks of agitation written all over his countenance.

Wondering at this unusual spectacle — Tommy was frequently fussy, but always self-contained — Spencer advanced, and held out his hand.

Whats up, Tommy? Youre a late visitor, but always welcome. He pointed to the decanters standing on the sideboard. I hope you have helped yourself?

To Spencers great surprise, the little man did not take the proffered hand. He spoke in a hoarse, choking voice, his lips twitching.

Ive helped myself once too often, Spencer. And I cant take the hand of an honest man, for reasons. Youve got it at once.

Spencer had average brains, but he was not very quick to realise the meaning of unexpected situations. At first, he thought the little man had been drinking.

Sit down, Tommy, and get it off your chest. What in the name of wonder is the matter? he said kindly. He was rather fond of Tommy in a casual sort of way.

Esmond did not sit down at once, but went over to the sideboard, and mixed himself a stiff tumbler of whisky-and-soda. He gulped it down at a draught, and then took an armchair.

You wont begrudge me that, I know, he said, speaking in the same strained, hoarse voice. Its the last drink Ill have in your rooms, the last drink in any house in England, I should say. Im done for, old man, tomorrow I clear out, eat my heart away in some beastly foreign hole.

No, Spencers first surmise had been incorrect. The man was not drunk, not even elevated. His face was chalk-white, and he was trembling all over as if he had been stricken with palsy. But he was perfectly sober.

Spencer took a chair himself, and spoke a little sternly. Pull yourself together, old man, and speak out. At first I thought you had had a drop too much. But I see thats not the case. Out with it. Youve been waiting some time, my man informs me. You want to tell me something. Tell it.

Tommy Esmond moistened his dry lips with his tongue, and spoke.

I dont quite know what instinct prompted me to come to you. We havent known each other so very intimately, after all, but I always felt you were a bit more of a Christian than the other chaps I have known, less of a Pharisee — that you would be more likely to find excuses for a poor devil who had yielded to temptation.

Do get on, said Spencer a little impatiently. He did not at all like the turn the conversation was taking.

Tommy spoke brokenly, he could not put his words together very coherently, it appeared. But his halting utterance was simply due to emotion.

I was at Elsinore Gardens to-night, playing cards. You know Elsinore Gardens, Mrs. LEstranges flat?

He was quite sober, but his agitation made him wander a bit, or he would not have put the question.

Of course I know Mrs. LEstranges flat. It was you who took me there, said Spencer.

Yes, we went there on the night of the raid, but I was not playing at your table. I remember you lost, and I won. Well, somebody has to lose, and somebody else has to win.

Spencer made no comment on this obvious truism. Tommy Esmond again moistened his dry lips with his tongue. He was a long time in coming to the point, but he came to it at last.

Well, old man, I was playing with an old pal of mine, with whom I have been in business for years. We had a nice code of signals arranged. I was as cautious as I could be, but my partner had been dining out, and he was a bit indiscreet. There were three or four men watching us, they caught us both, although, as I tell you, I was cautious. But I made one slip, and they were down on me like a knife. You dont know my partner. It is the end of him. But it is the end of Tommy Esmond also.

To say that Spencer was disgusted would be to convey a faint idea of his feelings. And yet, as he looked at the huddled, trembling form in the chair, his sentiment was rather one of compassion than loathing. what was there behind? what tragedy of circumstance had driven this apparently lighthearted, butterfly little creature to such crooked ways?

Youre an old hand, then? Its not the first time youve cheated?

Tommy Esmond smiled wanly. He did not answer the question at once.

What age do you guess me, Spencer?

At a casual glance, a little over fifty. You may be older. Looking at you closely, you do seem a bit made up, dye and all that sort of thing.

My dear sir, I am old enough to be your father. I shall never see sixty again.

And when did you take to this game? Esmond thought a little before he replied, he was evidently counting the years.

When I was twenty-two I got an entrée into society. I was then enjoying an income of two pounds a week, I was a clerk in an insurance office. At twenty-four I left the insurance business and started cheating for a living.

Spencer uttered a horrified ejaculation. He had never come across anything quite like this, at any rate, in actual experience.

Would you like to know something of my history, or would you like to kick me out at once, and have done with it? asked Esmond quietly.

But there were still some remnants of compassion in Spencer. And he was also a little curious. He was dealing, after all, with a human document. Tommys revelations would add to his experience of life.

Tell me all you would like to say, he said.

It will be a relief to unbosom myself, after the years I have led this life, was Esmonds answer. When I left Elsinore Gardens with my life in ruins, I felt I could have shrieked it all out to the policeman standing at the corner. I came on here, because I thought you would listen to me, because I felt sure you were not a Pharisee.

Spencer motioned him to the sideboard. Mix yourself another stiff peg, and steady your nerves. Then tell me as much as you like.

Esmond went over and helped himself. After a few seconds the ague-like trembling ceased, and he was able to speak in a fairly steady voice.

My father was a solicitor in a small way of business in an obscure town in the west of England. There were three children — an elder brother, myself, and a sister. My elder brother succeeded to the practice and is still in the same place, making both ends meet on a microscopic income. My sister is dead.

My father was a God-fearing, deeply religious man, and did more than his duty by his family. He scraped and pinched to give us a good education, that being the only capital he could leave us. I was placed in an insurance office, the head of which was a distant connection of my mothers.

If I had chosen to be content with my lot I daresay in time I might have done fairly well, as I had more than average abilities, and gave complete satisfaction in the performance of my duties.

Unfortunately, I ran across, by the purest accident, a young man some couple of years my senior. His father, a man of very good family, had died a short time previously and left him a very decent income of about two thousand a year. He had been at a private school with me when we were boys.

This young man took a violent fancy to me, I was slim and not bad looking in those days. He had the entrée to some of the best houses in London through his aristocratic connections. He took me with him everywhere, as his bosom friend. I had certain social instincts, derived from Heaven knows where, and I soon found my feet. In twelve months I was able to run alone, sometimes I was able to get into houses where even he could not gain a footing. He laughingly declared that I had beaten him in the social race, but he was a good-natured fellow, without a particle of envy or meanness in his nature, and he was rather proud than otherwise that the pupil had outstripped the master.

He paused for a moment. It was evident, that having kept silence for so many years, it was an enormous relief to unbosom himself.

In spite of his disgust, Spencer could not but feel interested in this bit of life-history. He had often felt curious as to Tommy Esmonds past, and now that curiosity was going to be satisfied. He understood now why the little man had never made any but the most distant allusions to his home or his relatives.

The life suited me down to the ground, but there was always the terrible problem of ways and means, good clothes, travelling, expensive flowers, etc., etc. I had got to three pounds a week, but that doesnt go far in the circles to which I had been transplanted. It began to dawn upon me that, delightful as the life was, I was playing the fool, and neglecting the substance for the shadow. People asked me to their big parties, often to their dinners and to week-ends, but there was no money in it. In fact, I was getting out of my depth. I had already been obliged to borrow small sums from money-lenders to cover my expenses.

Bitterly I made up my mind that sooner or later I must cut it, and take life seriously, like the poor man I was. I belonged to a good club where I had all my letters addressed. I lodged in a little street in Bloomsbury, in cheap apartments. My friend alone knew this address.

He would have helped me to a considerable extent, but, strange to say, considering what I did afterwards, I shrank from accepting actual cash from him.

Spencer interrupted him for a second. You would not sponge upon your friend, instead you took to cheating your acquaintance. I take it that is what you are going to tell me.

Esmond nodded. Quite right. I had made up my mind to cut it, and disappear from a world in which I had no right to intrude. I had even made up my mind as to the exact date at the close of the season when I would disappear, and return to the humdrum life from which my friend roused me.

A few days before that date, something very strange happened; my life has always been full of surprises. A few weeks before the fixed date, I had made the acquaintance of a young nobleman, a member of one of the best-known families in England. He was then about thirty, very handsome, very popular with both men and women. He is dead now, but, of course, I shall not mention his name, which would startle you if you heard it.

As I have said, his family was a very distinguished one, but poor for its position. My friend, whom for the sake of convenience I will call Lord Frederick, lived in good style, never seemed short of cash, and paid his debts promptly. Those who knew were sure that he got little or no help from his family, yet he betted at race-meetings, played cards nearly every night, and lived generally the life of a man with a fair income.

His own explanation was, that he had some intimate friends on the Stock Exchange who put him on to any good thing going. In the course of the year, according to his own account, he made a considerable sum out of racing.

Lord Frederick, like my first friend, took considerable notice of me after we had become acquainted. Several times he invited me to his club. Afterwards he told me that he had a premonition I should be useful to him.

I shall never forget that night when the deadly temptation came to me, when I learned what manner of rascal he was. It was the close of the season. In a very few days more I should have looked my last on this gay and alluring existence, should have ceased to lead this double life of a poor clerk by day, a young man of fashion by night.

Spencer suddenly interrupted. But was there not a great risk of detection? were you never recognised in the City by some chance west End acquaintance.

Up to then, no. Of course, I must have been found out in time, if only from the suspicious circumstance that I could never accept any day invitations. This was one of the reasons that weighed most strongly with me in the resolve to give it up. I could not bear the thought that the Tommy Esmond who bore himself so bravely in his new world, who had managed to outlive all curiosity as to his antecedents, should be discovered in his true colours, a poor City drudge in an insurance office.

To return to my story. I had dined with Lord Frederick at the —— No, I will not give the name of the club, one of the most exclusive in London: it might put you on his track. He had ordered a choice dinner, and he plied me liberally with wine. My heart was very full at the prospect of having to say good-bye to this luxurious life, in a very few days time.

After dinner we went into the smoking-room, which was nearly empty, as most of the members had left London. There were only two other occupants, and they were at the far end of the apartment. Practically, we had the place to ourselves.

He urged me strongly to take a trip over to Paris as his guest. I should have loved to go, but the wrench had to be made some time, it might as well be made now. Besides, I was heavily in debt, for a poor man, and I had not the cash to purchase the necessary outfit for such a trip.

He would not accept my first refusal, but tried to persuade me into reconsidering. When I still persisted, he bluntly asked me my reasons.

As I have said, I was very depressed that night at the prospect of all I was saying goodbye to. This mood was responsible for my blurting out a great portion of the absolute truth.

I explained to him that I had already accepted too much of his hospitality, which my circumstances did not enable me to return, that I could no longer take advantage of his generosity.

After this avowal, he did not speak for some little time, all the while regarding me with an intense gaze that embarrassed me very much.

Thanks for telling me the truth, he said at length. Your confidence is quite safe with me. He added after a pause, So you are a poor man, in spite of the fact that your appearance does not suggest the fact. well, I may tell you that from the first moment I made your acquaintance I was pretty certain you were.

I told him a little more. I am so poor, I said frankly, that I cannot afford to keep up appearances any longer. In a few days I shall leave a world I ought never to have entered. Anyway, it is the last time I shall dine with you, and I dont suppose we shall ever meet again, unless we run across each other by chance in a very different sphere.

You have absolutely made up your mind to do this, for the reasons you have given? he asked presently.

Absolutely, I replied. I may say it is Hobsons choice. I am heavily in debt. If I cut my wants down to next to nothing, it will take me a year to pay off what I owe. I laughed bitterly— Unless I turned thief, I could not possibly go on.

I dont want to force your confidence, was Lord Fredericks next remark. But having had a taste of this rather glittering world, I presume you will leave it with considerable regret.

I dare not say what I feel, I said with conviction. It seems to me that in the old life to which I am returning I shall suffer the tortures of lost souls.

Then he shot at me an extraordinary question. I wonder whether you would care to become a partner in my business?

My heart suddenly grew light. Was there a chance that I could still keep on, that through his assistance I could find a decently paid occupation? After all, I only wanted a few hundreds a year more. A bachelor can live in the best society on comparatively little, but he must have that little, and the insurance office did not furnish it.

If I were competent enough, I faltered.

He smiled; I thought there was a little touch of a sneer in that smile. Oh, I think you would be competent enough. But I am not at all sure that you would like the business sufficiently.

I cant say positively, of course, till I know the nature of it. But I dont think I should be very difficult to please, nor do I want any extravagant remuneration, just enough to keep up a decent appearance.

The share would be half, neither more nor less, he said curtly; then he relapsed into a long silence, as if he were thinking very hard.

When he spoke it was in a low, strained voice. Look here, Esmond, I dont know very much of you. But I believe you to be a gentleman. The business I am engaged in is a very peculiar one, and it is more than probable it will not appeal to you. If you refuse, you are to give me your word of honour that this conversation between us shall be forgotten.

I gave him more than my word, I added my solemn oath that I would never divulge a syllable.

I had for some little time felt that there was a mystery about him. I hazarded to myself that he was perhaps engaged in some spying work repugnant to any man of fine susceptibilities but quite remunerative.

I was startled, and to an extent horrified, by what he told me. He was a professional card-sharper, made his living by robbing his rich acquaintances. He had been at the game since he was twenty-five.

I do pretty well, as you can guess, by the way in which I live, he remarked at the conclusion of his strange confession. But with a smart confederate, and I am sure you would prove one, I could quadruple my gains. One is hampered by working alone. Its a scoundrels business, of course. But I can always persuade myself I am not really doing very much harm, certainly not as much as the swindling sort of company-promoter. I win money from rich fools, rob them, if you like; it does at least as much good in my pockets as theirs.

I suppose there was already some moral kink in me waiting to blossom forth under proper encouragement. For though I was very much startled, I cannot say that I was profoundly shocked, as I might have been by a less subtle form of robbery.

I did not accept or refuse that night, I wanted to think. I knew it was the turning of the ways. On the one hand well-paid roguery, with the accompanying delights of the fashionable world, on the other the deadly, drab life of the poor City drudge. In the morning my mind was made up. I went into partnership with my new friend.

And you made a fortune, I suppose? asked Spencer, in a very cold voice.

Esmond shook his head, and Spencer was not at all sure that the next words were truthful ones.

No, a comfortable living, nothing more. We made a good deal, but we had to lose a good deal, too, in order to avert suspicion.

Your friend is dead, you say. So you went on with it after his death?

Yes, for a little time alone. Then I, too, got in a partner, the man who was with me to-night.

There was a long silence between the two men. Spencer broke it first.

And what are your plans? he asked.

I shall sneak out of the country to-morrow morning and make my way to France. I shall hide myself in some little out-of-the-way village under an assumed name, and rust out. The little man rose and looked at his former friend with an embarrassed air. Well, thanks for having listened to me so patiently. It has been a tremendous relief to me to pour it all out.

He did not offer his hand, for he felt certain it would not be taken. Spencer stopped him as he was at the door.

You have money, I suppose, something put by out of your — your winnings?

Esmonds voice was hesitating. Again it was very doubtful if he was speaking the truth. Hardly a sou out of them. It was lightly come, lightly go, all the time. But my father left me a little bit which will keep me going in a cheap place.

Spencer did not believe him. The probability was he had put away safely a snug little nest-egg, in view of the detection which might come at any moment of such a hazardous occupation.

One word before you go, said the young man finally. Is there much cheating going on at Elsinore Gardens?

Esmond turned and looked the speaker straight in the face. This time he certainly seemed to be speaking the truth, but he might be a most accomplished liar.

None at all, except when I and my partner were there. If there had been, I should have spotted it. Im awfully sorry for Mrs. LEstrange, for it having happened at her house, for I daresay people will hint nasty things.

She didnt suspect anything, then?

Not a bit, replied Esmond. We didnt play there more than about twice a week, and we never went in for high stakes. And, of course, we had to lose pretty often, to make things look square.

And Miss Keane suspected nothing either. As he remembered the girls beautiful face, and sad history, Spencer felt almost ashamed of himself for putting the question.

Bless your soul, no, a thousand times no. The little rogue seemed to speak with unusual warmth. Why, she loathes cards, she never can be got to join in. She has suffered too much from gambling.

He went out of the room slowly and into the night. Spencer half pitied the poor devil who had made such a hash of his life through his desire to step out of his own class. He sat down and ruminated a long time over the strange history which had been unfolded to him.

The next morning, the fugitive, Tommy Esmond, caught the morning train from Charing Cross. He looked very sad and woebegone, a pitiable figure, friendless and alone.

But not quite friendless. A young woman closely-veiled and dressed very plainly rose up from one of the seats as he came on the platform, and touched him lightly on the arm. He recognised her, and glanced round anxiously.

It was very dear and sweet of you to come, Stella, but very imprudent. You might be seen by half a dozen people.

I know, answered Miss Keane, for the closely-veiled woman was she. I got your letter this morning and could not bear you should go without a last good-bye. Well, I can see you are anxious. I will say it, and get back.

She lifted the veil for a second, and held up her face. The little man kissed her hastily, and then made for his train.

It was evident he had one friend left in the London he was flying from as a fugitive and outlaw, one woman who pitied him.

And, at the same time that Stella was walking swiftly from the station, Guy Spencer was making up his mind that he would pay a visit to Elsinore Gardens in the afternoon, to see how the land lay there.


CHAPTER XIII
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ABOUT FIVE OCLOCK on the afternoon of the day following Esmonds confession, Guy Spencer rang the bell at Mrs. LEstranges flat in Elsinore Gardens.

The decorous-looking butler opened the door. He seemed to wear a sad and chastened demeanour, as if overborne with the tragic events of the previous night. Of course, all servants know what is going on in the house of their employers. A scandal such as this must have quickly penetrated to them.

Is Mrs. LEstrange at home?

The sad-faced butler answered at once; he could tell a lie with as much grace as anybody, but here there was no need to lie.

Mrs. LEstrange is at home, sir, in a manner of speaking, but she is very ill, as a matter of fact in bed. Of course she cannot see any visitors.

Oh, I quite understand, said Spencer hastily. Is Miss Keane in? If so, I would like to see her for a few moments.

The melancholy man in black opened the door a few inches. Miss Keane is in, sir, but I am afraid she is not very well, either. Will you kindly step in, sir, and I will find out if she can see you?

It was evident that Tommy Esmond and his equally nefarious partner had cast a gloom over the whole establishment. Spencer was ushered into the pretty drawing-room. In a few moments, Stella Keane came in. She was evidently under the stress of great emotion. There were dark shadows round the eyes, as if she had passed a sleepless night. Even her perfect mouth had a listless droop.

But, in spite of her pallor, the dark shadows round her eyes, and that pathetic droop, she was still very beautiful. Pathos became her. Guy Spencers heart gave a great leap as he saw her. There was about her an overpowering, an irresistible fascination.

She advanced towards him with outstretched hands. She spoke in a broken voice, the perfectly moulded lips trembled:

It is so sweet of you to come. Of course you have heard? It is all over the town by now. Oh, this thrice-accursed gambling, the love of which induces decent men to cheat, and become outcasts from their world.

She spoke with the deepest emotion, her bosom heaving, her voice broken by the catchings of the breath.

He was such a good little man, he was always so kind to me, she went on. And last night those awful happenings. Branded a cheat, he and his friend, and they could not deny it. They had to slink out. I have hardly closed my eyes during the night, Mr. Spencer; my poor cousin is prostrated. She added with a shudder: My girlhood was passed amidst a gambling set, but I never had an experience like this.

She collected herself, and rang for tea. You will sit down, she said. You can understand I should have denied myself to anybody but you, I am so terribly upset. It is still like a nightmare.

Spencer sat down as he was bidden. I had a visit from Esmond last night, he said briefly. He came straight on from Elsinore Gardens. He told me what had happened, he told me the whole history of the terrible thing, how he has been making his living by cheating at cards, since he was a young man. Miss Keane raised her hands in mute deprecation. How awful! That, of course, I did not know. I had a letter from him this morning, apologising, if one can apologise for such a thing, telling me he was going to live abroad under an assumed name. It was a very short letter. His chief concern seemed to be that he had, incidentally, made it unpleasant for Mrs. LEstrange.

How does Mrs. LEstrange take it?

Miss Keane shrugged her shoulders. She is a little bit hysterical, you know. One moment, she vows she will shut up the flat and go abroad, for fear of the nasty things that people will say. The next moment, she says that, confident in her perfect innocence, she will stay and face the music, and give her parties as usual.

Has she asked your advice? queried Spencer.

She has, and my advice is to go on as usual. It is not her fault that blacklegs have crept into her circle. They creep into the best houses, the best clubs. So long as this curséd gambling goes on, there will be sharpers.

Thats true, remarked Spencer, remembering a few episodes that had occurred in his time. And, I suppose, you will still cast in your lot with her?

The look on the beautiful face grew more pathetic than ever.

What can I do, Mr. Spencer? I have told you my position. I wish my cousin were a different woman altogether, I wish she were not so infatuated with this horrible gambling. But I cannot influence her. She is too old and set to turn over a new leaf.

Every moment the girls fascination took a deeper hold of him. She was so very beautiful, so very seductive. But he still kept himself in check.

Tell me what actually happened last night. How were Esmond and his partner found out?

There was a little interruption by the solemn-faced butler who brought in tea. Miss Keane busied herself amongst the cups before she replied.

It is, as I told you, all a nightmare to me. I was wandering aimlessly about; as I have told you before, I never play, I loathe cards too much. Suddenly there was a scene at the table where Mr. Esmond and his partner were playing. Three men were standing watching the game, they had come here often, I knew their names.

They were friends of Mrs. LEstrange? queried Spencer.

Just a faint shade of hesitation crept into the low voice.

Oh yes, friends of my cousin.

Straight sort of chaps, of course.

I have no doubt of that. They accused Mr. Esmond and his partner, Major Golightly, of cheating. Of course the charge was denied, but very half-heartedly. These three men were backed by others who had seen something suspicious. It seems Mr. Esmond and his partner had aroused suspicion before. Finally they confessed, and slunk out of the house.

She paused a moment, and then laid her hand impulsively on his arm.

That first night you came to our house, you lost. Did you play at the same table with Tommy Esmond? I forget.

The answer came straight. No, I lost something, what was it? — something about a hundred and fifty. But Tommy Esmond did not rook me that time, he was playing at another table. I remember he was very cock-a-hoop, he was winning hand over fist. I say, I know I am putting a very impertinent question, but were Tommy Esmond and his partner, this Major Golightly, the only sharpers who came to this flat? Did I lose my hundred and fifty, or whatever it was, quite honestly?

Miss Keane covered her face with her hands for a few seconds, and when she took them away, he could see that tears were slowly trickling down her cheeks.

Heaven knows, Mr. Spencer, I dont. My cousin is a strange woman. She is fond of gaiety, of excitement. She asks people about whom she knows nothing to her flat, I think, she added with an hysterical laugh; she fancies she is making herself a queen of Society. If she can get her rooms full that is all she wants. When she does that, she fancies herself the Duchess.

I think I understand, said Spencer gravely. And I take it you would give heaven and earth to get out of this environment?

If you only knew how I loathe it, she cried, in a fervent tone. Sometimes I think I would rather run away and be a shopgirl or a waitress, to get rid of this horrible atmosphere.

Guy Spencer was very perturbed. He rose and walked up and down the room — it was his habit to walk about, even in confined spaces, when he was in an emotional mood.

At length he turned, and faced her squarely. Look here, Miss Keane. Its rather nonsense talking about being a waitress or a shop-girl. You told me you had a small income saved from the wreck. How much is it? I am asking in no spirit of impertinent curiosity. I have a reason for asking.

She hesitated for a moment before she replied: Something like a hundred a year — paid to me quarterly by my cousin, Mr. Dutton, who is my trustee.

Then you are not exactly a pauper. Shopgirls and waitresses dont earn that.

But it would help, said Miss Keane, in a stifled voice. A hundred a year does not go far; with clothes and everything.

He longed to take her in his arms there and then and ask her to be his wife, so far was he subjugated by her subtle fascination. But certain things occurred to him. He thought of his old ancestry, his uncle whose heir he would be, even a faint idea of his cousin Nina flashed through his mind. What would his relatives say to a marriage like that, the marriage with a girl, however beautiful, picked up in a flat, owned by a woman of good family but doubtful reputation?

But he could not afford to lose her. He was rich, he could indulge any passing whim. Out of his new-born ideas he spoke.

Miss Keane, I am very interested in you. Will you agree to look upon me as a friend?

She looked up at him from under downcast eyes.

Mr. Spencer, somehow I have always looked upon you as a friend, as something different from the ordinary man I meet in a place like this.

You want to get out of this atmosphere, away from your card-playing cousin, who cannot keep her parties free from disgraceful scandals.

I have told you how fervently I long to say good-bye to it all.

Spencer had made up his mind as to what he was going to do. It was quixotic, but then he was a quixotic person. And, anyway, he was marking time. He would ask her to marry him in the end, but, at the moment, he did not clearly see his way to do so.

Suppose a woman friend offered to lend you five hundred pounds, to enable you to get clear of this stifling atmosphere, what would you say? You could go and live where you like and look around.

If a woman friend asked me that I think I should say, yes.

You have agreed that I am your friend, true, a man friend, said Guy. Suppose I made you the same offer, what is your answer?

From a man friend I fear my answer must be an unhesitating no, even to you.

He admired her answer. He could gather from it that she respected herself too much to snatch at any offer that came along.

But he would play with her still. Why? he asked.

The beautiful eyes, still a little clouded with her tears, met his unfalteringly.

You know as well as I do, was her answer. I am poor, Mr. Spencer, but I am very proud.

He sat down beside her, and took her hand in his.

I admire you for that answer, Stella. I may call you Stella, may I not? But I am not quite the ordinary type of man. I am going to speak quite plainly to you. If you accept that five hundred pounds, I am not going to ask you for any return. I want you to understand that.

She shot at him a swift glance from under the downcast eyes.

You are a man out of a thousand, nay, out of ten thousand, she said, and in her voice there was a note of great appreciation. If Stella Keane ever felt a good impulse in her life, it was towards this man who was doing his best to befriend her.

Listen to me, said Spencer persuasively, her delicate hand still lying in his. I dont know that I have done much good to other people in my life, but I do want to help you. I should like to get you out of this beastly hole. My proposal is, that I shall take for you a little furnished flat and supplement your income, or give you the five hundred pounds down, to do what you like with. It is for you to choose.

You would do this for me? said Stella softly. You must really like me, then! Men dont do this sort of thing for women unless they like them.

I like you very much, Stella, and I want to help you.

He knew that he could take her in his arms and kiss her at his will. But he forebore. He was not going to spoil this somewhat idyllic wooing.

It cannot take place for a week or so, she said presently. I cannot quite leave my cousin in the lurch. I must give her some sort of notice. Of course, I can make the excuse that the events of last night have completely shattered my nerve.

I dont wonder, was Spencers comment. Now, about this little matter we have been speaking of. I think it would be better if I paid this money into your bank, and left you to make your own arrangements. I suppose you have a bank?

Yes, Miss Keane had a banking-account, a very small one. She smilingly remarked that it would give the manager a shock when such a large sum was paid into it.

I will draw the money in cash to-morrow and bring it to you, said Spencer. Then nobody will be able to guess from whom it comes.

He rose, he could not trust himself to stay very much longer. At any moment his reserve might break down. He might be impelled to change the rôle of the benevolent friend into that of the ardent lover.

And for a long time after he had left, Stella Keane sat absorbed in the most serious thoughts.

There was no doubt he was ardently in love with her. But he was not yet quite prepared to screw up his courage to the sticking place.

It was easy to understand. The obligations he owed his family were weighing on his mind.

The woman he made his wife would one day be the Countess of Southleigh. He had to think of all this. And all he knew about her was learned from her own statement, and she had a cousin who was, from his point of view, certainly not a gentleman.

Above all things, Stella Keane was a very business-like young woman, and never shrank from looking facts squarely in the face. She must play a waiting game. Guy Spencer was very deeply in love, but he was not a hotheaded, impetuous boy, the sort of amorous youth who runs off with a chorus girl, regardless of consequences. Lovers of this kind were very rarely met with.

If Guy Spencer did marry her, and she could not at the moment be sure he would, he would be fully conscious of the disadvantages to himself entailed by such a marriage. Would her fascination be strong enough to conquer his better judgment?

At any rate, for the present he was prepared to advance her five hundred pounds, and ask nothing but her friendship in return. It was an offer that she would have been a fool to refuse.

Presently she rose and went up to Mrs. LEstranges bedroom. That sorely perturbed lady had risen, flung on a dressing-gown, and was reclining on a sofa.

I cant sleep, I only fidget and fidget about, was the explanation. So I thought I might as well get up.

Very wise, said Stella calmly. Youre a little bit too hysterical, you know. You should keep your nerves in order as I do mine.

Not always, was the sarcastic rejoinder. They go to pieces in thunderstorms and air raids, dont they?

The exception proves the rule, my dear lady. Well, I havent come up here to indulge in a sparring match. I have some very great news for you. Mr. Spencer called this afternoon; he hasnt left me very long.

The elder woman became interested at once. You dont mean to say he has asked you to marry him?

Stella laughed. No, he hasnt, although it will not be my fault if he doesnt later on. It seems Tommy Esmond called on him last night, and made a clean breast of his whole history.

Mrs. LEstrange frowned. Then I think he was a great fool. Everybody, of course, will know what actually happened, that he was discovered cheating. But he need not go and tell him more than he would learn from general rumour.

Stellas face hardened a little. You must make some allowances for him. He must have been in a terrible state of tension when he felt that his career was ended. He was so very proud, you know, of the position in society that he had won for himself. He must have felt like a man on the eve of execution. He was hardly responsible for his thoughts or actions. He is very highly-strung.

Mrs. LEstrange spoke more gently. Yes, of course. I am sorry I said that, my dear. And after all, it doesnt make any difference how much he told or how little. The result to him is the same. And now for your great news, what are they? You say Spencer has not asked you to marry him.

Stella told her of Guys suggestion, and her acceptance of it. It is too good a chance to refuse. So, my dear, I shall have to leave you at the earliest possible moment.

It was some time before the elder woman seemed quite able to grasp it. when she did, her astonishment seemed unbounded.

Of all the strange things I have ever heard, she began, but Stella cut her short with a little mocking laugh.

Not quite so strange when you think it quietly out, she said. If he really knew anything about me, if I could produce a few respectable relatives, if I had some of your blue blood in my veins, he would have proposed this afternoon.

Mrs. LEstrange nodded her rather dishevelled head. I think I see.

He is very much in love with me, went on Stella quietly. Anyway, so much so that he doesnt want to lose sight of me, while he is making up his mind. Hence his offer.

But he could see you here.

Stella shook her head. He would loathe this house after what occurred last night, and he thinks I am in an unholy set. He really is an awful dear, you know, so high-minded and upright. His great aim is to get me away from the environment.

Mrs. LEstrange settled herself comfortably amongst her sofa cushions. She was an excitable and fussy person about trifles, but she took the great things of life with a calm and equal mind.

Well, my dear, go as soon as it suits yourself. You have been a good pal to me, and I shall be sorry to lose you. But if you have got a decent chance you would be a fool not to take it.

Miss Keane was strongly of the same opinion. Anyway she was glad the interview was over, that Mrs. LEstrange had taken everything in such good part. She might have turned nasty if the mood had seized her.

Later on, Miss Keane wrote a long letter to Tommy Esmond to an address which he had communicated to her in his note of the morning.

The same evening, she held a long conversation with her cousin and trustee, Mr. Dutton, who came to Elsinore Gardens in obedience to an urgent summons on the telephone.


CHAPTER XIV
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LADY NINA SPENCER sat in the drawing-room of the big house in Carlton House Terrace, awaiting the few guests who had been invited to a small, informal dinner-party. Her father, very infirm for his years, sat opposite to her in a big easy-chair.

The Earl spoke in his low, quavering voice: I have nothing to say against the woman herself, judging from what little we have seen of her. She has very perfect manners, just a trifle too perfect. I can quite understand that for the average man she possesses considerable charm, and she has great good looks. Many people would call her beautiful. But I can only repeat what I said on the day I received Guys letter announcing his clandestine marriage: The pity of it.

Lady Nina was a quiet, robust and practical young person, fond of looking facts in the face, and looking at them very squarely.

She had been as much shocked at her cousins rash marriage as the Earl himself, but it was an accomplished fact. Only two courses were open: the first to have nothing more to do with Guy and his wife, the second to admit the wife to a guarded intimacy.

Lord Southleigh had declared warmly, in his first disgust, that he would never look upon his young kinsmans face again. But Nina had prevailed with milder counsels. Guy was his heir, and in the course of Nature would succeed to the family honours. They would not cut themselves adrift from him, and they must make up their minds to tolerate this wife, of whose antecedents he could give no satisfactory account. The one fact he did mention, that she was a cousin of Mrs. LEstrange, did not weigh much with them.

Mrs. LEstrange came of a fairly good family, so far as birth counted, but it was both impecunious and addicted to making unfortunate alliances. One of her sisters had run away with a good-looking young fellow who had been her fathers valet. She was a woman who would have a good many undesirable relatives knocking about. Miss Stella Keane, the daughter of an impoverished Irishman, might well belong to this band of undesirables. More especially as Guys statements about her antecedents were of the most bald and unsatisfactory nature.

It was all very sad and regrettable from every point of view, but, as Nina calmly pointed out, several young heirs to peerages had been running amok lately, in the matrimonial sense, and taking their wives from very questionable quarters. Guy might have married some coarse and common creature from the music-halls. It was unfortunate, in a way, that he had a considerable fortune of his own, and could snap his fingers at the displeasure of his relatives, if they presumed to show it.

But, somehow, knowing Guy as well as she did, Nina did not believe that the future Countess of Southleigh, who would, in due course, wear the family jewels, was likely to be coarse or common. Guy was too fastidious, too innately a gentleman, to be snared by a creature of that kind.

And, on her first introduction, the young wife made a much more favourable impression than might have been anticipated, considering the prejudices arrayed against her.

She was not in the least servile or obsequious in the presence of these two very aristocratic persons, but she bore herself with a certain kind of shrinking modesty, as if asking pardon for having intruded into the family. Her attitude to her husband appeared to be one of shy adoration, tempered with perfect good taste. Her deep affection for him, while not obtrusive or ostentatious, seemed to express itself in her tender glances, the soft cadences of her voice when she addressed him.

Nina made up her mind to one thing, that, if she was not genuinely and devotedly in love with him, she must be one of the most perfect actresses to be met with off the stage.

And Guy was still infatuated. When he had made her that strange offer, he knew that he was drifting, but he had still left some small remnant of self-control. But her fascination had proved too strong. Every day she wove the chains more strongly round him.

And then there came a time when absence from her was unbearable, when he took to counting the hours that elapsed between their next meeting. The end was inevitable. The moment came when he definitely made up his mind that he could not break away; that existence without her would be intolerable.

They were married quietly before the registrar, a strange wedding for the heir to the Southleigh earldom. No relatives of his were present, as he had foreborne to give them any notice of his intention. She was unattended also. Even her cousin, Mr. Dutton, did not put in an appearance. Knowing her future husbands dislike of the young man, she had not paid him the compliment of requesting his attendance.

The day before the marriage, she spoke to him in a tremulous voice and with tears in her eyes.

Guy, darling, I have said very little about this before, but you must not think I am blind to the sacrifices you are making. From to-morrow I bid adieu to my past life, to all the few friends and acquaintances I have made; I know that you will be happier by my doing so. Henceforth I devote my whole life to you. Your people shall be my people, if they will forgive me and have me.

He clasped her to his breast with a lovers rapture. How sweet and womanly she looked as she uttered those words in her low, broken tones. He understood what she meant. For his sake she was going to give up all that shady LEstrange crew, to see as little of her objectionable cousin as possible. She explained, later on, that she could not ignore him altogether, as he had the management of her small affairs in his hands. But all this could be conducted by correspondence.

Guy was delighted. He knew well enough that his own world would not accept his marriage kindly, that they would never take his wife to their offended bosom. But they would rub along somehow. There were plenty of men he could bring to their house, and perhaps a few decent women who were perfectly respectable, but not too strait-laced. And, anyway, the world was well lost for love like this.

It cannot be said that, on the social side, their existence was a very brilliant one. It did not matter so much to Guy, he had never been over-fond of society. He liked his men friends, and having been a bachelor so long, he was fond of club life. He got quite as much amusement and distraction as he wanted.

His wife had many lonely hours, but she was wise in this respect that she never sought to chain him to her side. Whenever he came home he found her there waiting for him, affectionate and welcoming. Perhaps, after her stormy and chequered past, what would have been dullness to others seemed to her the peace she had been longing for.

She got on very well with her husbands male friends, most of whom openly expressed amongst themselves their admiration for her.

If she had been a woman of a flirtatious temperament she could have had a good time without overstepping the bounds of decorum. But she never exceeded the limits of strict friendship. She never indulged in an intimacy that could have the least element of danger in it. The general vote was, that she was very beautiful, very charming, in a quiet, elusive way, but naturally of a cold and unimpassionable nature. Only for her husband did her glance take on a warmer expression, her voice a tenderer tone.

The few women who came to the house found her unsatisfactory. The impression made upon them — and women are pretty shrewd when dissecting one of their own sex — was that she was a person who lived too much within herself, had a rooted disinclination to let herself go in those little confidential chats which are indulged in when no men are present. And for that studied reticence there must be some cogent reason. Above all, she never referred to her girlhood, never made any allusions to her family. The general impression was that Mrs. Spencer had something to hide.

Anyway, after many months of married life, Guy was still as much in love with her as ever, and he was always profoundly touched by the pretty and impressive way in which she insisted that all the advantages were on her side, that she could never repay him sufficiently for the sacrifices he had so cheerfully made.

Of course Guy knew nothing of what his friends were saying; the men who admired her beauty, and were disappointed at the negative qualities which accompanied it; the women who found her unsatisfactory and were determined that she had something to hide.

All he knew, and was content in knowing, was this — that after many months of matrimony, for they had been married few weeks before the Armistice was proclaimed — that Armistice which was to be the precursor of a golden era — he was quite happy. She was a perfect wife, from his point of view, and he never looked back with the faintest misgiving. What he had done then, he would do again to-day, in spite of the fact that her reticence with regard to the past was as profound with him as with the various acquaintances who occasionally visited her.

Not even the close intimacy of married life had elicited any of those allusions and confidences which enable one to piece together, in some measure, the life-history of the person who makes them. But Guy had a generous nature, and was one of the least suspicious of men. He attributed this strange reticence to the fact that the past contained nothing but painful memories, that even to the man she loved she could not reopen the old wounds.

On this particular night, Lady Nina was awaiting her guests. It was a little dinnerparty to meet the young married couple, six in all, herself and father, Mr. and Mrs. Spencer, a young woman friend of the hostess, and an old friend of the Southleigh family, Hugh Murchison, already met with in the early chapters of this history.

Murchison was the first arrival. He walked with a slight limp, the result of a bad wound in the leg. He had been laid-up for a very long time at his own home with the effects of shell-shock. He had only been in London for a few days, and it was ages since the Southleighs had seen him. They welcomed him warmly.

After a little desultory conversation Nina spoke:

You know from my note that you are here to-night especially to meet Guy and his wife, the wife that he sprang upon us in such a sudden and dramatic manner.

Yes, I understood that. You know I have been out of the world so long, and more than half the time not in my right senses, that I had heard nothing of the details till, a day or two ago, I picked it up from club gossip. Then I was told that Guy had picked up a girl from nowhere, about whom nothing was known, and married her on the sly at a registry-office. I suppose it would be too unkind to assume that Guy had gone off his head?

Lord Southleigh growled out from his easy-chair. Of course he was off his head when he did it. And the devil of it is he seems just as much off his head now. They are like turtle-doves, my dear boy, after several months of marriage.

Lady Nina laughed. My dear father gets more cynical every day. He insinuates as a general proposition, anyway it can be deduced from his remarks, that every man who marries a girl for love ought to be disillusioned shortly after the honeymoon. Well, certainly Guy is as much in love as ever, and, to be quite fair, she seems just as much in love with him.

Shes putting it on, I suppose, suggested Hugh, who in a less obtrusive fashion was nearly as cynical as his host. If she came from nowhere, and nobody knows anything about her, we may safely assume that she married him for his money, and that he was too infatuated to recognise the fact. Is she very bewitching?

She is certainly very good-looking, was Ninas reply. Many people say she is beautiful. From a mans point of view, she would be considered very charming in a subtle and elusive sort of way. Of course, my father hates her, it is a terrible shock to his pride to think she is going to inherit the family honours. Guy could have married anybody, although there would always have been still the danger that he would have been married for his money. When it comes to this point, there is not much difference between the well-born and low-born adventuress.

From which remarks it will be gathered that the Lady Nina Spencer was a young woman of independent opinions, and not too strongly imbued with caste prejudices.

Hugh reflected for a few moments. His thoughts had travelled back to those days at Blankfield, which now seemed so very far oft. What folly will not a certain type of man commit for the sake of a pretty woman? Jack Pomfret, in a moment of frenzy, had taken his life when he found he was tied up to a girl the accomplice and the decoy of a criminal.

And Guy Spencer, a man of a very different type from the easy-going, pleasure-loving Pomfret, had made a hash of his opportunities, flouted his family obligations, to pursue the desire of the moment, to marry out of his own class.

What I hear is, that there is something very mysterious about her, that she preserves a strange reticence as to her past, makes no allusion to family or relatives. Does Guy know what other people do not know, and is he keeping his mouth shut? It is strange. Even if a man marries a ballet-girl, it comes out sooner or later that her father was a railway porter, or something of that sort. He pulled himself up suddenly, and added, awkwardly: I say, you know, I am afraid I have been very indiscreet. I forgot for the moment that she is one of the family now.

A deep growl came from the Earls armchair: She is not one of the family, she never will be. If the young fool had not been left that money by his godmother he would never have dared to do this disgraceful thing. By gad, Hugh, it is over a hundred years since there was such a mésalliance in our family: please Heaven it will be a hundred years before there is another.

Nina took up the conversation at the point where her angry father left it.

Of course, Hugh, you can say what you like. You are our old friend; you are Guys for that matter, and we are prepared to discuss this thing with you quite frankly. Guy may know more than we imagine; personally, I think he knows very little, and only what she has told him.

But surely, she must have given some particulars of herself, cried Hugh, in amazement that a man like his friend Spencer, endowed with a fair share of common-sense, should take a wife upon trust, as it were. To be sure, Pomfret had done the same thing, but then poor old Jack, possessor of many excellent qualities, was singularly deficient in brain-power. He was one of those who never looked before they leaped.

Nina shrugged her shoulders. All we know is that she was a Miss Stella Keane, the daughter of a man who gambled away his fortune at cards and on the race-course. As for relatives, she has for cousin a Mrs. LEstrange, a woman of good birth, but of somewhat shady reputation, who no longer mixes with her own class. There is another cousin, a man whose name I forget. I gather more from what has been omitted than what is actually said, that he is not a very desirable person, and has not visited Mrs. Spencer since her marriage. That is all I have learned during these many months.

Not much, certainly. And I suppose the lady dries up when you try to approach her on the subject.

Oh yes, her manner then is very marked, was Ninas answer. At the slightest question she seems to become frozen, to shut herself up within her shell. You know, Hugh, I was prepared to make the best of it all for Guys sake, although, of course, I quite sympathise with my fathers resentment. I have nothing to say against her manners or her appearance. If not a lady, she is most ladylike, and she never offends. But all the same, I cant take to her. To me there seems something about her secretive and underhand. She appears to adore Guy, but, as you have suggested, that may be very accomplished acting.

At this point, Miss Crichton, Lady Ninas friend, was announced. She was not in the inner counsels of the Southleigh family, so no further allusion was made to Guys wife.

A few moments later the Spencers arrived. Guy shook his old friend Murchison warmly by the hand, they had met of late years only once or twice during Hughs brief leave from the Front. When they had exchanged a few mutual inquiries, the young husband turned to his wife, looking very slender and elegant in a filmy cream confection.

Stella, one of my oldest friends, Hugh Murchison. We were boys together. You must have heard me speak of him.

The young woman held out her hand with a charming smile that lighted up the rather sad face, and made her look what so many of her admirers said she was, quite beautiful.

Yes, Major Murchison, I have heard of you from my husband, and how much you have suffered in this cruel war. You must come and see us, and renew your old friendship.

For a moment Hugh could not speak. The room seemed suddenly peopled with ghosts of the past, summoned by the soft tones of that charming voice, so low and sweetly modulated. Then, collecting himself with a great effort, he dropped her hand, and made some formal answer. And at that moment the butler announced that dinner was served.


CHAPTER XV
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SMALL AND INFORMAL dinner-parties can be either very lively or very dull, depending, no doubt, upon the careful selection of the guests, also on the personality of the host and hostess, who can sometimes exercise magnetic influence.

Nina was, as a rule, a very vivacious hostess. Her father was uncertain. If he were in a congenial atmosphere, amongst his old friends and comrades, he would radiate geniality. But if there was one guest who did not quite hit it off with him, between whom and himself there was an undefined spirit of personal antagonism, he dried up at once, and became gloomy and morose.

To-night, as his guest of honour, sitting at his right hand, he had the niece-in-law whose entrance into the family he had so bitterly resented. During the long courses he hardly spoke a word. He was rude almost to boorishness.

But although Stella was fully conscious that she was there on sufferance, her admirable self-control enabled her to comport herself with unruffled demeanour. If this spiteful old man hoped that he was annoying her with his churlish behaviour, she would not give him the satisfaction of knowing that she was hurt. She ignored him, as he purposely ignored her.

Miss Crichton, a cheerful, chatty young woman, whose flow of good spirits made her welcome at many houses, sat on the other side of the host. Finding Lord Southleigh disinclined to conversation, and guessing the reason of it, she divided her remarks between Stella Spencer and Murchison, who sat next her.

A good-hearted girl, she felt just a little bit sorry for Stella. Lord Southleigh was not playing the game. His attitude was altogether illogical. It was open to him to refuse to receive his unwelcome niece at all, that would have been perfectly comprehensible. But having admitted her to his house, it was in the worst possible taste to so openly proclaim his dislike and detestation.

Lady Nina talked brightly to her cousin Guy, in the random flashes of her conversation, taking in the others, with the solitary exception of her father, who sat there glum and silent, in one of his blackest and most unapproachable moods. And Miss Crichton did her best, really working very hard to counteract the sombre influence of the taciturn host.

But in spite of the brave efforts of the two young women there was no exhilaration in the air, only a sort of well-defined depression, such as is felt in the atmosphere before the faint rumblings of a thunderstorm. Nobody really felt comfortable, not a single guest would feel anything but relief when the tedious evening drew to a close.

Guy Spencer was relieved, in a way, that his uncle had ostensibly buried the hatchet, but still he never felt happy in that uncles house. The strong disapproval was there, if suppressed for the sake of politeness.

These little informal dinners, given at long intervals to impress upon him that he was still a recognised member of the family, bored him extremely. They were always strictly limited as to numbers, and the other guests were generally people of no importance, on the outer fringe of that society in which the Southleighs moved.

It was difficult to know what Stella was feeling, for she had such admirable self-control. But if she was a sensitive woman she must have been cut to the heart by the behaviour of her elderly relative. And her suffering must have been more poignant from the fact that this contemptuous behaviour must be apparent to every other member of the party.

While the two young women were chattering away, battling, as it were, against the general depression, Hugh Murchison was trying to collect his thoughts.

Strange that his recollections had harked back to that tragedy at Blankfield while Nina was speaking of the young Mrs. Spencer. And, if his memory and his eyesight were not playing him false, he was sitting opposite to the unhappy Pomfrets widow.

Six years make a considerable difference in the personal appearance of any man or woman, and they had made a difference in her. If he had met her in the street, he would not have known her. Perhaps he would not have known her to-night, but for that sudden accidental throwing back of the memory of old times. In other words, if his mind had not been accidentally diverted to Jack Pomfret, he would have failed to recognise the woman whom he once knew under the name of Norah Burton.

And yet could he be sure? Let him think a little. Six years ago Norah Burton looked twenty, and Davidson the detective assured him she was at least four years older than she looked — the appearance of youth, he had added, was one of her assets.

This young woman did not look a day older than twenty-six, and taking the computation of the years, she must be at least thirty. But if she were Norah Burton, and had retained that priceless asset of youth, she would still have that four years advantage.

Then Norah Burtons hair was fair and wavy, Stella Spencers was dark. Still it is easy for a woman to alter the colour or the appearance of her hair. If Stella Keane had arisen, like the phoenix, from Norah Burton, she would alter herself in every detail, so far as Nature permitted her.

Still, it is said that everybody in the world has a double. Often in his own experience he had claimed acquaintance with somebody whom he had mistaken for an old friend, and smilingly apologised for his error. Norahs good looks had been of a rather uncommon kind, but there must be dozens of women in the world more or less like her.

Then, as Miss Crichtons harmless chatter flowed on, he thought of other things. Norah had an obscure past, on which such guarded confidences as she permitted herself to indulge in threw little or no light. It would appear that Stella Keanes history moved much on the same lines. There were only vague intimations, nothing definite, nothing satisfactory.

There was another point of resemblance. Norah had one male relative who came out into the open for inspection, in her case a brother, afterwards discovered to be a criminal. Stella Keane had one male relative also, in her case a cousin, of whom nothing was known, except that he was an undesirable person who had not visited his relatives house since her marriage, no doubt for reasons well known to himself and Stella.

Ergo the undesirable cousin was lying low, as George Burton would have lain low, when Jack Pomfret had openly acknowledged Norah as his wife.

And yet — and yet — was there anything in these suspicions? was he not allowing himself to be misled by a chance resemblance, by random coincidences?

He stole a look at Guy Spencer chatting amiably with his cousin, the cousin whom rumour had persistently designed as the future Countess of Southleigh. He seemed the happy contented young married man; there was no hint of trouble or regret in his assured, placid demeanour. Evidently he was suffering from no self-reproach, no suspicion of the beautiful young woman he had made his wife. The calmness of his aspect gave the lie to any such disquieting suggestions.

And the current of Murchisons thoughts ran swiftly along. They had been married some time now. If Stella Keane was the impostor Hugh suspected her to be, from that striking resemblance to Norah Burton the heroine of that tragic Blankville episode, surely in the close intimacy of wedded life something would have escaped her that would have aroused her husbands suspicions, have set him inquiring more closely into the past.

Granting that she was a clever actress, still the most accomplished performer in the world could not wear the mask all day. There must come one moment, if not several moments, when that mask would be inadvertently dropped.

No, he must be mistaken. The resemblance must be accidental. The brother in the one case, the cousin in the other, were equally accidental coincidences.

He had got to this frame of mind when the men joined the ladies after dinner. In the spacious drawing-room, the atmosphere seemed to have cleared, the tension to be relaxed, with the change of scene.

This was readily comprehensible. During dinner, Lord Southleigh, frowning and morose, in close juxtaposition with his guests, had in a very real sense dominated the scene, and communicated a sense of his hostility and displeasure to all round him, not least to the unhappy young woman who had inspired those wrathful feelings.

Upstairs he was less in evidence. He retreated to the far end of the room, flung himself in a deep armchair, and, in a way, removed himself from the proceedings. There was nobody to whom he felt himself constrained to be civil. Murchison he had known from a boy; he could afford to be uncivil, to play the rôle of churlish host. Miss Crichton was more or less a social hanger-on, grateful for invitations to good houses; she did not count. Guy had forfeited all claim to consideration. His wife ought to be made to feel her position every moment of her life.

Murchison gravitated to Miss Crichton. Well born, she was very poor, and by no means proud. She accepted in a meek spirit the social crumbs that were thrown at her by her wealthy superiors. She was always obliging and amiable. She never grumbled at being asked to join a dinner-party at the eleventh hour, when some other guest had failed. She never resented being put in a small bedroom at a country house-party, while a rich girl with no ancestry was given a luxurious apartment.

On account of this excessive amiability, this indifference to studied and unstudied slights, she was immensely popular. All her friends declared her not only to be amiable, but so sensible!

Hugh had known her for years, and in a way he pitied her, much more really than she pitied herself, for she had long since grown accustomed to her lot. But what he did know was, that she was as shrewd as she was amiable, that under that gay and smiling exterior she concealed a very acute intelligence.

He wanted particularly to know her opinion of Mrs. Spencer, if she were frank enough to give it, for she had especially developed the bump of caution. She heard a great deal, but what she heard she generally kept to herself. It would have been fatal to her somewhat insecure position if it could have been said of her, with regard to any particular scandal, Of course, you will never give me away, but Laura Crichton was my informant.

He replied in a general way, I was very interested, to-night, in my old friend Guy Spencers wife. She is a little bit on the quiet side, but she is very beautiful, and there is certainly a wonderful charm about her. Of course, Lord Southleigh behaved abominably. I rather wonder she did not fling herself out of the room. One can understand his feelings, in a certain way. But why does he not take one attitude or the other? If he elects to receive her, for the sake of avoiding an open breach, he ought to put his hostility in his pocket.

Miss Crichton smiled her worldly and diplomatic smile: Dear Lord Southleigh is never very successful at hiding his real feelings.

Do you see much of her? asked Hugh presently.

Oh, very little. I have met her a few times here, at these little informal gatherings. Lord Southleigh wont have her at their big parties, as I daresay you know. I have called on her a few times, and she has called back. That is all.

Well, you have seen enough to form some opinion of her. I should dearly like to know what that is.

Miss Crichton looked at him quizzically. Oh, the artfulness of you men! Do you think I dont see that you are trying to draw me? Well, I have formed the same conclusion that you have — she is very beautiful, and, from a mans point of view, has a subtle charm. Will that content you?

Hugh regarded her with a smile as quizzical as her own. No, Im afraid it wont. Now, look here, we are very old friends, he said persuasively, and I am pretty near as discreet as you are, I never repeat what is told me in confidence. I should like to put a plain question to you.

Put it: I dont promise to answer it, you know.

Of course not. But I am very much interested in this strange marriage of Guys. And, please dont think I am laying it on with a trowel, but I have very great faith in your judgment, I would trust it more than I would that of nine-tenths of the women I know.

Of course she knew he was flattering her to obtain his purpose; but then — was the most sensible woman absolutely impervious to flattery?

Ask me your question, she answered briefly.

Hugh sank his voice to a whisper. We hear a great deal about her reticence as to the past. Do you think, in a few words, that Stella Spencer is a good and straight woman in the general sense in which we understand the expression?

For a moment Miss Crichton hesitated, then she looked him straight in the face. He had compelled her to a most unusual frankness.

You will, of course, never breathe a word of this to anybody. Suppose I say I refuse to reply to your question. Will you take that refusal as the answer you really want?

I will — a thousand thanks. The subject is closed between us, was Hughs grateful reply.

A diversion was caused by the approach of Guy Spencer.

Hugh, old man, I am aching for a long crack with you. Come and dine quietly with us next week. I suggest Tuesday if that will suit you?

Perfectly; I am free on Tuesday, Guy.

Right, then. But to make sure, if Miss Crichton will excuse us, we will go over to Stella and see if I have forgotten something, if we are free that night. I cant always carry these things in my head.

They crossed over to the beautiful young woman, who was sustaining a somewhat listless conversation with her young hostess.

Stella, cried her husband, I have asked Hugh to dine with us on Tuesday. My recollection is that we have nothing on for that night. But I thought you had better confirm it. You carry these things in your head so much better than I do.

Young Mrs. Spencer smiled at Hugh her sweet smile, and as she did so her likeness to Norah Burton was overwhelming, the Norah Burton who had smiled at him in just the same way six years ago, in the tea-shop at Blankfield.

We are quite free, Major Murchison, and shall be delighted to see you.

For a few moments he sat down beside her; and very shortly another coincidence happened.

Mrs. Spencer made use of a certain word which is always pronounced in a certain way by educated people, and in another way by people who are only partially educated. Norah Burton had pronounced this particular word in the same way as Stella.

Hugh had commented upon the fact to Pomfret, and that easy-going young man had remarked to him that he failed to see it much mattered, that she was at liberty to pronounce the word as she thought fit.

When he got home, he passed a very restless night. When he had gone up into the drawingroom after dinner, he had been half prepared to dismiss the matter from his mind as a mere fantasy. And then had come his brief interview with Laura Crichton, in which she gave him plainly to understand that, in her opinion, Stella Spencer was not a good or a straight woman.

And then had come that corroborative little piece of evidence of the mispronunciation of a certain word, establishing another link in the chain of evidence that Stella Keane and Norah Burton were one and the same person.

And if it were so, what was his duty? If he could prove her to be Norah Burton, and her undesirable relative, George Burton, now freed from jail, could he permit such an adventuress to pass another day in the house of this honest gentleman whom she had so skilfully entrapped, as six years ago she had entrapped the guileless and trusting Jack Pomfret?

The morning dawned and found him still in the throes of anxious thought.


CHAPTER XVI
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AS MURCHISON THOUGHT over matters in the cold, clear light of the morning, when the brain is at its freshest, he cursed the fate that ever seemed to mix him up in the private affairs of his friends. First had been that unhappy episode of poor Jack Pomfret, who had not strength of mind to survive the disgrace he had brought upon himself by his impetuous folly.

Now there was this affair of Guy Spencers, which he felt he must go through with and prove to the bottom. He must find out definitely whether the likeness to Norah Burton was accidental, or whether that scheming adventuress had, for the second time, ensnared a trusting and unsuspicious man.

On Tuesday night when he dined in Eaton Place with the Spencers, he would seize an opportunity of putting to her a few leading questions. They would be of such a nature, that if his suspicions were correct, they would shake her self-possession.

Certainly, she had betrayed no embarrassment at the sight of him, and that was a point in her favour. For, assuming that she was Norah Burton, the name of Murchison would be quite familiar to her, even if she had forgotten his appearance after the lapse of those six years.

In the meantime he would get as much information about Stella Keane as he could before the date of the dinner. There was a man at his club, Gregory Fairfax, a middle-aged gossip, who was to be found in the smoking-room every day at a certain hour.

Fairfax was a man of leisure and means, who had the reputation of knowing more people, and all about them, than anybody in town. He mixed in a dozen different sets: smart, fast, and Bohemian. He was equally at home in Belgravia, Mayfair, South Kensington, and several other quarters. He belonged to most of the best clubs, and many more that had no pretensions to social distinction. His knowledge of the various phases of London life was wide and extensive. He had also a marvellous memory. He never forgot a face or the minutest details of a scandal.

To this gentleman, with whom he was on quite intimate terms, having known him from his first introduction to the London world, Hugh repaired, in the hope of getting to know all there was to know about this mysterious young woman who had so suddenly and clandestinely projected herself into the Southleigh family.

After a few casual remarks, he opened the ball. It was an easy task, for there was nothing pleased Fairfax more than to place his extensive social knowledge at the service of any friend or acquaintance who was in search of details.

I say, Fairfax, I think you can help me in a little matter, because you have the reputation of knowing everything about everybody.

Mr. Fairfax smiled genially. He was very proud of his profound social knowledge, and nothing pleased him more than to have his well-earned reputation alluded to in flattering terms.

Fire away, my young friend. I think I have picked up a bit in my twenty-five years of London life. Who is it you want to ask me about?

I dined last night with my old friends the Southleighs; and there, for the first time, I met Mrs. Guy Spencer. I had heard of the marriage, of course, but no particulars of the young lady until I came to town a little while ago. All I have learned is that she was a Miss Stella Keane, and that she gives no very detailed account of her family history. I gather the general impression is that there is a mystery about her, which she refuses to allow anybody to penetrate. Do you know anything about her yourself?

Fairfax assumed an air of great gravity and importance. He was now in his element, about to pour out his stores of knowledge to an interested and grateful listener.

There may be one or two people who know as much as I know — always remembering that there is no first-hand knowledge, but the chances are a hundred to one you would not come across them. It happens that I was a good deal in that rather queer set which frequented Mrs. LEstranges flat.

She was supposed to|be a well-bred woman, was she not?

Oh, certainly, so far as family went. But, judging in the light of subsequent events, there is no doubt she was a wrongun. The place, from the start, was simply a gambling saloon. Sometimes, the play was very moderate. I am fond of a bit of a flutter myself, but I must own that I never lost very much, and for a long time I never had any suspicions of foul play.

Ah, but you had later on? interrupted Hugh.

Ill come to that before we get on to Miss Stella Keane. Then one night something happened. Do you remember a little chap named Esmond, who used to go about everywhere?

Yes, Hugh remembered Tommy Esmond, although his acquaintance with him had been of the slightest.

He was a funny little man, very genial and popular with everybody. Like myself, he didnt stick to any one particular set, but went into a dozen different ones. One night he would be dining at a swagger club with a peer, the next he would be hobnobbing at a pot-house sort of a place with a fifth-rate actor. Very eclectic was Tommy, and nobody ever knew where the deuce he came from. He had been so long about that people forgot to inquire, and looked upon him as a sort of institution, and took him for granted, as it were.

Well, one night, one dreadful night, Tommy was discovered cheating by a couple of chaps who were too sharp for him. They were common sort of fellows, might have been crooks themselves for all I know, and kicked up a deuce of a row. They went so far as to insinuate that Mrs. LEstrange was not altogether innocent, and had a hand in the plunder. Result, Tommy had to make a bolt of it.

What was your own opinion about it? Was it an accident?

I might not have believed it, but a similar thing took place about a couple of months later. Another man was found cheating, and this time Mrs. LEstrange refused to face the music. She closed down, and disappeared from London. I have never met anybody who has seen or heard anything of her since. I expect shes to be found on the Continent like her friend Tommy.

And Miss Keane was an inmate of this suspicious household?

Yes, ever since I went to the house, up to a few days after Tommy bolted. She left suddenly, and Mrs. LEstrange was very reticent as to where she had gone to. The next I heard was that she had been married quietly to Guy Spencer.

Did any suspicions attach to her?

No, it would not be fair to say that they did. She never played herself, but she had a great knack of hovering about the tables. And after the Esmond episode one or two men whispered that she had been hovering about them too much, and that Mrs. LEstrange thought she had better get rid of her, might be so or not.

Did you ever come across a cousin of hers there, a man named Dutton?

Oh yes, a dozen or more times, for I went to the flat pretty frequently. A common, under-bred fellow, not in the least like her, for in addition to being remarkably good-looking, her manners and appearance were those of a lady.

Do you know what has become of him?

Yes, hes an outside stockbroker, with a small office in the City. I ran against him only last week. I dont know whether he recognised me or not, but I looked the other way. With one or two exceptions, the LEstrange clientèle was not one that you cared to recognise when outside the flat.

Fairfax had finished his narrative. Hugh thanked him warmly. Still, he had not learned anything really of importance. There was no evidence that Miss Keane had cheated, or helped others to cheat. The hovering round the card-table was not a particularly suspicious action if taken by itself. She might be signalling to her confederates, of course, but there was no evidence on which to convict her.

A sudden thought struck Murchison which prompted him to put a question to Fairfax.

She might have been a decoy, to lure rich men to this gambling place, in order that they might be rooked by her accomplices. The middle-aged man shook his head. I dont think so. She had no scope for that sort of game. Mrs. LEstrange hardly knew anybody in her own world, for reasons which I daresay could be very satisfactorily explained, I should guess a not too clean or reputable past. She could not get the girl into houses where she would pick up rich men.

But you say some men came there who played heavily.

A few, answered Fairfax. But I always had a notion that Dutton picked those up, in the course of his shady business, a mug here, a mug there, who had a few thousands to throw away either on the Stock Exchange or in gambling. If the flat was run on the crook, and it is even betting it was, I should say the proprietors — or the syndicate, call it what you like — were contented with quite small profits. I daresay a couple of thousand a year would keep Mrs. LEstrange in luxury, and I suppose she must have had a bit of money of her own.

And, assuming that they were all in league, Tommy Esmond and others would want their bit, suggested Hugh.

Certainly, assented Fairfax; but always granting that the show was run on the crook, it wouldnt be difficult to romp in thirty or forty pounds a night, with even the small players and the occasional mugs who were well-lined. Quite a decent amount to divide at the end of the week.

Well, I am awfully obliged for all you have told me, Fairfax.

But it doesnt help you much, eh? queried the elder man, who detected a certain note of disappointment in his companions tone.

Well, candidly, it doesnt, but of course, that is no fault of yours. We may dismiss the LEstrange business, there is no evidence there. She might have signalled to her confederates or not. It might have been a perfectly innocent action. She didnt play herself, she just hovered round the tables to kill the time.

Of course, either theory will fit, remarked the shrewd man of the world, who had picked up so much knowledge of life in his forty-five strenuous years.

He paused for a few moments before he spoke again.

Now look here, Murchison, I can read you like a book. I havent told you very much more than you know yourself, or could have pieced together. You are disappointed because I couldnt tell you anything of her history prior to her appearance in the LEstrange household. Well, there, I am at fault. And you have a particular reason for wanting to know. In other words, you have some suspicions of your own.

Hugh felt he must be cautious. In connecting Mrs. Spencer with Norah Burton he might be on the wrong track altogether, have been deceived by a striking, but purely accidental, resemblance. He could not be too frank with a man of Fairfaxs temperament. Rumour had it that he would always respect a confidence, but his general reputation was that of a chatterbox. He spoke guardedly.

Yes, certain undefined ones, quite undefined, please understand that. Then, speaking a little more frankly, What I dearly want to know is, was she a straight woman before she charmed my friend Guy Spencer into marrying her.

Fairfax smiled his slow, wise smile: I am glad you have put your cards on the table. Of course I guessed from the beginning that it was what you were after. Well, I shant breathe a word of this to anybody; I can hold my tongue when I have a mind. You have a deep interest in the matter for the sake of the Southleigh family, eh?

Hugh had to admit that it was so.

Well, I am going to tell you something that, up to the present, I have not told to anybody else, and, to tell you the truth, I was not in the least interested in Guy Spencers marriage. If he chose to marry a girl without a past, that was his affair. But I see you are keen.

Yes, I am very keen.

Good! well, I will give you a little information, from which you can draw your own inferences. They are as open to you as to me, and I shall just state the bare facts. As you know, Esmond had to bolt to the Continent. On a certain morning I came up from the country by an early train, landing at Charing Cross. I went to the bookstall to buy a few papers. I must tell you that I am one of those persons who have eyes at the back of their head, and see everything going on around them.

Yes, Hugh knew that Fairfax had a wonderful gift of observation, in addition to his many other gifts.

As I turned away, I saw Esmond slink into the station, glancing furtively from right to left, as fearful of being seen. Of course, I had not heard the news, and I was not present at the débâcle, but I guessed something was up from his furtive appearance. As he slunk along, a young woman heavily-veiled walked swiftly forward, and laid her hand upon his arm. They were only together for a few seconds, Esmond was evidently urging her to leave him for fear of recognition. When they parted, she kissed him affectionately. In spite of the heavy veiling, I recognised her.

Stella Keane, of course, cried Hugh.

Stella Keane. Fortunately, neither of them saw me, I expect they were both too agitated. Well, there is the fact; as I said just now, you can draw your own inferences, and perhaps answer the question whether she was a good woman before she married your friend.

It is answered, said Hugh sternly. A good woman would not trouble to go to the station to say good-bye to a derelict card-sharper, and kiss him affectionately, unless there had been some close and dishonourable relationship between them.


CHAPTER XVII
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MURCHISON ARRIVED AT Eaton Place about twenty minutes before the dinner hour. His expectation was that he would find Mrs. Spencer alone in the drawing-room, and in this hope he was not disappointed.

Stella, beautifully gowned, was seated in a luxurious easy-chair, reading. As he was announced, she rose and threw her novel down. She advanced to him with outstretched hand and that ever-charming smile.

Oh, how sweet of you to come in good time, not rush in just a moment before dinner is served. We can have a comfortable chat before Guy comes. He takes an awful time to dress, you know. His ties bother him really; he discards about half a dozen before he gets the proper bow. Isnt it silly?

She was very girlish to-night, quite different from what she had been at the Southleigh party, staid, demure, a little resentful, and averse from conversation.

Murchisons thoughts flew back to that day at Blankfield when he had met a certain girl by chance at the tea-shop. Norah Burton had been just as girlish then as Mrs. Spencer was now, allowing for the six years interval.

She crossed over to a Chesterfield, and motioned him to a seat beside her. Hugh obeyed her invitation, but he felt sure that she had done this with a motive. She was about to exercise her subtle fascination on her husbands friend.

Now, please tell me all about yourself, she said. You are Guys friend, and I have a right to know. His friends are mine. I know what you have done in the war: you have suffered very terribly. But before that; please enlighten me.

It was a challenge. Did she desire to know as much of his past as he desired to know of hers? He looked at her very steadily.

You know, Mrs. Spencer, it is a little difficult to go back to anything before those awful years of war. But I remember, as in a sort of dream, that, quite as a young man, I was gazetted to the Twenty-fifth Lancers.

A crack regiment, was it not? queried Mrs. Spencer. My dear father was in the Twenty-fourth.

She was keeping it up bravely, he thought. He remembered Fairfaxs story. The woman who had said good-bye to a fugitive card-sharper at Charing Cross Station, and kissed him affectionately, was hardly likely to be the daughter of an officer in the Twenty-fourth Lancers. He was not sure of very much, but of this one incident he was absolutely positive: Fairfax was a man who was always certain of his facts.

I cant remember much about the early years; I expect I went through the usual trials and troubles of a young subaltern, was subjected to a good deal of ragging. Well, somehow, promotion came: I was Captain at quite a youthful age. The one thing that sticks in my mind, in those pre-war days, is the fact that we were quartered at Blankfield.

Mrs. Spencer lifted calm, inquiring eyes. At Blankfield! And where is that?

You dont mean to say you havent heard of Blankfield?

Mrs. Spencer shook her dark head. No; I dare say it shows great ignorance, but I was never good at geography. I was brought up so quietly; I have never travelled. I know next to nothing of my own country, and nothing of any other.

She uttered these remarks with a disarming and appealing smile, as if asking pardon from a man of the world for having led such an uneventful and sequestered life — she, as he thought sardonically, the mysterious cousin of Mrs. LEstrange, the affectionate friend of the card-sharper Tommie Esmond.

Blankfield is rather a well-known town in Yorkshire; it is also a garrison town. As I said, it was my lot to be quartered there.

Was it a nice place? queried Mrs. Spencer with an air of polite interest.

In a way, yes; we had a good time. But my recollections of it are distinctly unpleasant. For I had the misfortune to assist at a tragedy — nay, more, to play a part in it — which has left an ineffaceable record upon my memory. Stella Spencer leaned forward. There was no momentary change of expression upon the clear-cut, charming face; her eyes met his own with a calm, steady gaze. But he thought — and after all that might be fancy — he detected a restless movement of her hands.

I shall like to hear about that tragedy, if it is not too painful for you to recall it, she said softly. If she were really what he believed her to be, she was playing the rôle of sympathetic listener to perfection.

I had a young chum of the name of Pomfret, a mere boy, impulsive, high-spirited, generous, unsuspicious, little versed in the ways of the world, absolutely unversed in the ways of women. I had promised his family to look after him. Looking back at this distance of years, I realise how badly I fulfilled my trust; how, in a sense, I was unwittingly the cause of the tragedy that befell him. I wonder if you ever came across my friend, Jack Pomfret.

Never; but, of course, I have met so few people. And you know the truth, as well as everybody else, I was not brought up in my husbands world, in your world and that of the Southleighs. I could never claim to be more than respectable middle-class. I take it, your friend was a member of some old family.

The voice was steady, but he thought he noticed an increased restlessness in the movements of the hands. And the admission that she was a member of the respectable middle-class struck him as conveying a false note intentionally. If what she alleged was true, that her father had been an officer in the Twenty-fourth Lancers, she was a grade higher than the respectable middle-class. Clever as she was, she had made a false step there.

You want to hear the history of that tragedy, of the terrible circumstances which cut short the life of my poor young friend. Well, it is hardly necessary to say that a woman was the cause. Women, I suppose, have been at the bottom of most of the tragedies that have happened to men ever since the days of Eve.

I know that is the general opinion, but I have always been very doubtful as to whether it is a true one.

She spoke lightly, but it seemed to him her tone was not quite so assured as it had been a moment ago. Anyway, she was evidently intensely interested in the forthcoming narrative.

At Blankfield I happened to make the acquaintance of a very charming young woman, who was not received in the Society of the place, for the reason that nothing was known about her. The acquaintance was made in the most unconventional fashion. She asked me to call upon her and her brother. I told all this to Pomfret, who knew the girl by sight, and he asked me to take him along with me. He had met her very often in the High Street, and was immensely attracted by her appearance.

And were you attracted, too, by this formidable young lady, Major Murchison? interrupted Stella.

In a way. But, honestly, more curious than attracted. Well, to cut my story as short as I can, Pomfret soon arrived at an understanding with the young woman, to a great extent without my knowledge. They were married secretly; there were family reasons why he could not marry her openly.

But this — but this — was she speaking a little nervously, or was it only his fancy?— was quite romantic and charming. No doubt they were deeply in love with each other. Surely there was no tragedy to follow such a delightful wooing?

But there was. This innocent-faced, charming girl was an adventuress of the first water. She was the accomplice of her criminal brother, if brother he was. A day or two after the wedding, Pomfret and I went to dine with this wretched pair. Before we sat down to dinner, two detectives entered the room and arrested the so-called brother on a charge of forgery.

Mrs. Spencer shuddered. How horrible, how appalling! And what happened to the girl? was she arrested, too?

No; she fainted, and I dragged my friend away. At the time I did not know he had married her. When I got him back to the barracks, he told me his miserable story. That same night, or some time in the next morning, he shot himself. It was perhaps a cowardly way in which to avoid the consequences of his folly, but then he was always rash and impulsive.

Mrs. Spencer spoke, and there was a far-away look in her eyes. Your poor friend! No wonder that memory haunts you. And yet, he was not very wise. This poor adventuress might have been easy to deal with; she might not have troubled him any further if he had made her some small allowance; would, so to speak, have slunk out of his life. And she might have been innocent herself, unable to break away from this wretched criminal of a brother.

You are very charitable, Mrs. Spencer, said Hugh coldly. But I fear I cannot agree with you. If the girl had been naturally and innately honest, she would rather have swept a crossing than have lived upon the gains of that creature — brother, or lover, or whatever he was.

Stella spoke with dignity. You are, I see, very much moved, Major Murchison, and you can judge better than I. I cannot pretend to understand the mentality of adventuresses and their criminal associates, she added with a light laugh, but I should say that sweeping a crossing is a most uncongenial occupation, especially in the cold weather.

In other words, if you had been in her place, you would have preferred to live on the earnings of a rogue? queried Hugh, perhaps a little too warmly. As soon as he spoke, he regretted his words. He had given her an advantage, of which she was not slow to avail herself.

She drew herself up proudly. Major Murchison, are you not saying a little too much in presuming to place me on the level of the adventuress you have spoken of? I think it will be more consistent with my self-respect to leave your question unanswered.

And then suddenly her proud mood vanished, and a softer one took its place. Her voice trembled as she spoke; there was a suspicious moisture in her eyes.

I see that I was very wrong when I suffered Guy to persuade me to marry him. I have alienated him from his friends and family, and, alas! I have none of my own to bring him in exchange. His uncle loathes me; Lady Nina is polite and tolerates me. And you — you, his old friend, who have known him from boyhood — you dislike me also. But— and here her voice swelled into a proud note— my husband loves and trusts me. While he does that, Major Murchison, I can snap my fingers at the rest of the world.

Murchison bowed respectfully; he felt he had got to recover a good deal of lost ground. So far the woman had the advantage, but he did not fail to notice the vulgarity of the last phrase, snap my fingers.

I am very sorry if I have offended you, Mrs. Spencer, by my indiscreet remarks. If you are secure in Guys love, as I am sure you are, you have a very happy possession.

She sank back on the sofa, and in a second recovered the composure which had been momentarily disturbed.

Forgive me if I have spoken a little warmly, she said, but I could not overlook what you said just now.

And then Hugh shot at her his last bolt. I have not yet told you the name of the girl who drove my poor young friend Pomfret to his death.

Tell it me, if you please, but I shall be no more likely to know it than the name of your friend, Mr. Pomfret. As I told you, I am a member of the respectable middle-class; I cannot boast that I am acquainted with the aristocracy, except through my husband.

And yet your father, you told me just now, was an officer in the Twenty-fourth Lancers. Those officers were all recruited from the aristocracy, or at worst the upper middle-class.

Oh, you are trying to cross-examine me and trap me, she cried bitterly.

But Hugh was inexorable. The name of that woman was Norah Burton; her accomplice, her brother as she called him, was George Burton; he had other aliases, he thundered.

He had shot his last bolt, but Stella was not shaken. She rose up, quivering a little. He noticed that, but it might be due to the agitation of wronged innocence.

The name conveys nothing to me. Your attitude during these few minutes has been very strange. You have insinuated that I am an adventuress on the same level with your Miss Norah something. Well, so far, poor dear Guy has not shot himself, and I will take good care he doesnt.

You have much to gain by his living, if you love him — the title and everything. I have no doubt he has made his will. You would gain a good deal by his death. I cannot say, at the moment, which alternative would suit you better.

You are intolerable, you are insulting. If I tell my husband this when he comes down, he will kick you out of the house.

But I dont think you will tell your husband, retorted Hugh coolly.

And why not? My word will outweigh yours. I have only to tell him that you brand me as an adventuress, of the same class as this Miss Nora Burton, and you will see what he will say.

But you will not tell him, repeated Hugh. Mrs. Spencer, I did not think we should go so far as we have done. But I will put my cards on the table at once, and I do so from certain indications in your demeanour to-night. I will not say all I have in my mind; I am going to collect further evidence first. But I will say this: you are not what you seem. He had touched her now. Her calm had gone, her breast was heaving, her hands were moving more restlessly.

Put your cards on the table and have done. I was Stella Keane when I married my husband. I defy you to disprove that.

At present, no. You are the same Stella Keane who saw Tommie Esmond, a discovered card-sharper, off at the Charing Cross Station, and kissed him an affectionate farewell. If you were on such intimate terms with that man, you are no fit wife for my friend Guy Spencer.

He had touched her at last. How did you find that out? she gasped, and her face for a second went livid. She was surprised beyond the point of denial.

And at that moment the door opened and Guy Spencer entered. She recovered herself immediately; went up to her husband and laid a caressing hand on his shoulder.

A perfect tie, dearest; it was worth the time. Your friend, Major Murchison, has been distressing me with a terrible story of some tragedy that happened when he was quartered at Blankfield.

Guy Spencer smiled cheerfully. Dear old Hugh is good at stories. He must tell it me after dinner.

As she looked up into her husbands face, Hugh noticed the tender light in her eyes. Lady Nina had said that if she was not devotedly in love with Guy, she must be the most consummate actress off the stage. Loving wife or consummate actress, which was she?


CHAPTER XVIII
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WHEN HUGH REFLECTED over that interview in the drawing-room before dinner, he came to the conclusion that he had not played his cards very well, that he had been a little too precipitate. Whether she was Norah Burton or not, she was a very clever young woman, and he had just put her on her guard by that rather indiscreet allusion to Tommy Esmond. If he had no further evidence to go on than that incident, she would give her husband a plausible explanation of it. And Hugh believed his old friend Guy was still deeply in love enough with his wife to believe anything she told him.

He could imagine her telling that convincing story to Guy, probably with her arms round his neck, and her pretty eyes looking up to his with the love-light in them. Esmond had been a kind friend to her, had done her many a good turn. Much as she deplored his baseness, she could not bear the thought of his slinking out of the country, a branded fugitive, without a forgiving hand stretched out to him.

Backwards and forwards he revolved the matter in his mind, till he came to the conclusion that the problem was one he could not solve himself. And then he suddenly thought of his old acquaintance, Davidson of Scotland Yard, the tall man of military aspect who had arrested George Burton on that memorable night at Rosemount.

He went round to Scotland Yard, presented his card, and inquired for Mr. Davidson. His old acquaintance was dead; a man named Bryant had taken his place. Would Major Murchison care to see him?

In a few seconds Hugh was ushered into Bryants room. To his surprise and relief Bryant was the man who had accompanied Davidson to Blankfield. It was pretty certain he would recall to the minutest detail the circumstances of that visit.

Good-day, Mr. Bryant. You know my name by my card, of course, but I am not so sure you remember anything of the time and place where we last met.

But the detective was able to reassure him on this point.

In our profession, sir, we remember everything and everybody, and we never forget a face. It is some years ago, it is true, but I recall the incidents of our meeting as if they had happened yesterday. Poor Davidson and I came down to collar that slim rascal George Burton, who, by the way, got off with a light sentence. Davidson saw you in the afternoon and gave you the option of staying away. You talked it over, and came to the conclusion that, for certain reasons, you would rather be in at the finish. Those reasons were connected with your young friend Mr. Pomfret, who was infatuated with the young woman.

You remember everything as well as I do, Mr. Bryant. I must congratulate you on your marvellous memory, for I suppose this is only one out of hundreds of cases.

Mr. Bryant smiled, well pleased at this tribute to his capacity.

We cultivate our small gifts, sir, in this direction. Well, we took the slim George. The girl fainted. You dragged Mr. Pomfret out of the house, and he shot himself in the small hours of the morning. It came out that he had married the young woman a day or two before, and could not face the exposure. Hugh paid a second tribute to the detectives marvellous memory. And now, Mr. Bryant, have you any knowledge of what has become of them? People like that are never quite submerged: some day or another, like the scum they are, they will be found floating on the top again.

Bryant shook his head. No, sir, I cannot say I have. They have not come under our observation again. Probably they are abroad under assumed names, engaged in rascally business, of course, but doing it very much sub rosa.

Mind you, at present I have very little to go on, said Hugh. I may have been deceived by a chance resemblance. But I have a strong intuition I am on their track.

Bryants attitude became alert at once. You say you have no evidence. well, tell me your suspicions, and I will tell you what weight I attach to them.

First of all, before I do that, let me know if you would recognise Norah Burton and George Burton again, in spite of the passage of years. Norah had fair hair; the one I am on the track of has dark hair. The man I have not seen; this time he is a cousin, not a brother.

Ah! Mr. Bryant drew a deep breath. If they are the people you think, sir, and I once saw them, no disguises would take me in. Now tell me all you know.

Thus exhorted, Murchison launched into a copious narrative. He explained that on the night of the dinner with the Southleighs at Carlton House Terrace, he had met for the first time the wife of his old friend Guy Spencer, that he had detected in her an extraordinary likeness to Norah Burton. The marriage had been hastily contracted; next to nothing was known about the young womans antecedents, apart from the very vague details with which she furnished them.

In the background was a cousin, by all accounts a very common fellow, who had never visited the house since the marriage. Then there was the episode of Tommy Esmond being found cheating at cards at the LEstrange flat, and Stella Keanes farewell meeting with him at Charing Cross Station.

Mr. Bryant made copious notes. When the narrative was finished he made his comments.

There are, of course, coincidences that may mean nothing or a great deal, Major Murchison. However, assuming that the lady in question is not our old friend Norah Burton, she is evidently not a very estimable member of society. She was in a shady set at Mrs. LEstranges, and Tommy Esmond must have been a pretty close pal.

Well, I want you to take this case on for me, and find out what you can.

But Bryant shook his head. Sorry, sir, but in my position I cant take on private business. It is not a public matter, you see, unless you can accuse them of anything. Hughs face fell. I forgot that. What am I to do? Can you recommend me to a private detective?

Half a dozen, sir, all keen fellows. But you cant stir very much without me, in the first instance. You want me to identify them. Well, I will go so far as that, in memory of the time when we were together in the original job. Mrs. Spencer, you say, lives in Eaton Place. I will keep a watch on that house till I see her coming out or going in. If I agree that she was Norah Burton, we have got the first step. Now, what do you know about this cousin, Dutton?

Only that he is an outside stockbroker, with an office, or offices, in the City.

Good. Mr. Bryant opened a telephone book and rapidly turned over the pages. Here he is, right enough — George Dutton — George, mark you — share- and stock-broker, Bartholomew Court. Well, sir, to oblige you, I will run down to the City and get a peep at Mr. George Dutton. If my recollection agrees with yours, I will put you on to one of my friends, and you can have the precious pair watched. If they are the persons you think they are, you may depend upon it they wont keep long apart; they will make opportunities of meeting each other. Anyway, they must be pretty thick together, or he would not put up with being excluded from the house.

Hugh left with a great sense of relief. He felt that the matter was in very capable hands. If Bryant told him that he was following a will-o-the-wisp, then the whole matter could drop. The fact of Mrs. Spencers relations with Tommy Esmond were hardly important enough to justify him in disturbing his friends domestic felicity.

At the end of three days the detective rang him up. The message was brief: Come and see me.

Bryant received him in his room. Well, Major Murchison, your suspicions are quite correct. I have been very close to the interesting pair. Mrs. Spencer has camouflaged herself very well, but beyond doubt she is Norah Burton. Our gaol-bird, George Burton, has been less particular. He has not disguised himself at all; the few years have made little or no impression on him. He has hid himself in the City, trusting that nobody he ever knew would come across him.

Then I was right, after all, Mr. Bryant. And now what would you advise me to do? This woman is the worst type of adventuress card-sharper all through — at least a confederate, in Paris with Burton, in London with Tommy Esmond. To be fair, we cannot say how much or how little she knew of his forgery business.

Your idea is to turn her out of her husbands house, with or without scandal? queried the detective.

Without scandal, if possible. I would prefer that. I suppose you would back me up by saying that you have recognised her and this scoundrel who was yesterday her brother and is to-day her cousin?

If you push me to it, I will, Major Murchison, for the sake of our old acquaintance. But, for reasons which I stated last time we met, I dont want to mix myself up in a purely private affair. The woman caught hold of a fool in your friend Pomfret; she has caught hold of another equally silly fool in your friend Mr. Spencer. Please forgive my blunt language, but it is so, is it not?

You are quite right, Bryant, groaned poor Hugh. I seem fated to be mixed up in these matters. At the present moment I have a little stunt on, in which I dont require any help. A younger brother of mine has got mixed up with a young harpy in the chorus of a third-rate theatre. The young fool has written compromising letters to her. I am trying to buy these letters. I need hardly tell you she is asking a high price. I cant see her at my own place, for fear of my brother popping in. I have taken rooms in a suburb where I see her to carry on the bargaining.

Mr. Bryant raised his hands. Well, sir, when a woman once begins to twist a man round her little finger there is no knowing to what length he will go.

Profoundly true, Mr. Bryant. Well, what do you advise me to do?

For the moment, nothing. Get a little more evidence. When I watched this couple, I took my old friend Parkinson with me. He knows them now. Get him to watch them. He will tell you where they meet, and how often. Here is his card. He will wait on you at your convenience.

I quite see, said Hugh, as he took the proffered card. If I can prove that they are meeting on the sly it will strengthen my hands, eh?

That is the idea. Of course, at the moment, I dont know which you are going to tackle first, the husband or the wife.

I cant say myself, my mind is in such a whirl. But I feel I must avenge poor Jack Pomfrets death.

Mr. Bryant rose. You will excuse me, Major Murchison, but I have a very busy day. Make use of Parkinson; he is as keen as mustard. And if it comes to this, that you want me for purposes of identification, I am at your disposal, in Eaton Place or elsewhere.

Murchison left, but not before he had pressed a substantial cheque into Bryants somewhat reluctant hand.

The next day he interviewed Parkinson, a lean, ascetic-looking man of the true sleuth-hound breed. He took his instructions.

Give me a fortnight, if you please, sir; a week is hardly long enough. Ill warrant, from what our friend Bryant has hinted to me, I will have something to report.

And he had. At the end of the fortnight he appeared. He produced a small pocket-book.

Im glad you didnt stipulate for only a week, sir; it was rather a blank one — only one meeting. I expect the lady couldnt get away comfortably. But the week after I was rewarded. Three meetings in that second week.

Ah! where do they meet?

At quite humble little restaurants and queer places in the City. I fancy the bucket-shop business is not very flourishing just now. For on the last two occasions when I followed them in, and sat at a table where I could observe them, I saw Mrs. Spencer slip an envelope into his hand.

Good Heavens! cried Murchison in a tone of disgust. She is keeping this criminal with her husbands money.

Mr. Parkinson shrugged his shoulders. A common enough case, sir, if you had seen as much of life as I have.

Hugh shuddered. The woman was depraved to the core. She could leave her house in Eaton Place, where she had been installed by her devoted and trustful husband, and journey down to some obscure eating-house in the City to meet this criminal who lived upon her bounty.

Well, the chain of evidence was complete. Bryant would swear to the identification, and Parkinson would swear that Mrs. Guy Spencer, once Norah Burton, had met George Burton clandestinely four times in a fortnight, and had supplied him with money.


CHAPTER XIX

[image: img309.jpg]

IT WAS IN his blackest and most grim mood that Hugh Murchison walked to Eaton Place, for the purpose of paying an afternoon call upon Mrs. Spencer. He had not been near her since the night of the dinner, had only left cards. And, very fortunately, he had not come across Guy in the interval.

On that particular night he had reproached himself with indiscretion. He had availed himself of Fairfaxs information to tax her with meeting Tommie Esmond at Charing Cross Station on the morning of his flight to the Continent.

And at the moment that he had made that dramatic announcement, the drawing-room door had opened to admit the unsuspecting husband. Hugh had left shortly after dinner, on the plea of another engagement. Had Mrs. Spencer tried to take the wind out of his sails by volunteering some plausible explanation about her meeting with Esmond? She was a clever young woman; she might try to forestall him. On the other hand, she might sit tight till he forced her hand. Anyway, he was going to force it to-day, armed with the new evidence that had been furnished to him.

Mrs. Spencer was not looking well. Her eyes had lost their brightness, her once charming smile was forced and mechanical.

She rose as he was announced, and advanced to him with outstretched hands, with an exaggerated air of cordiality.

I thought you had forgotten us. She seated herself on the Chesterfield and motioned him to sit beside her. Major Murchison, I fear I was a little rude to you the other night, you remember, just before Guy came in. She clasped her hands nervously together. I do trust we are going to be friends.

Hugh looked at her grimly. He had no compassion for this shameless adventuress who had driven the poor foolish Pomfret to his grave, who had ensnared Guy Spencer, a man of stronger fibre, but equally powerless in the hands of an unscrupulous woman.

Mrs. Spencer — to call you by one of the many names by which you are known — we were not friends the last time I was at this house. To-day we are bitter enemies.

What do you mean? she faltered. You are speaking in riddles. Why should you, the old friend of my husband, be the bitter enemy of his innocent wife?

His innocent wife! repeated Hugh sternly. Dare you look me in the face and say that my name, even if you fail to recognise me after these years, does not recall to you certain tragic episodes at Blankfield?

I know nothing of Blankfield. The voice was low but very unsteady. You put that question to me the other night in a roundabout sort of way. My answer is the same — I know nothing of Blankfield.

There was a long pause. Hugh continued to look at her with his steady and disconcerting gaze. Suddenly she rose, and paced restlessly up and down the long drawing-room.

Major Murchison, put your cards on the table. You have come into this house, an old friend of my husbands; I have done my best to make you welcome. But you have some spite against me. Of what do you accuse me?

I will put my cards on the table, answered Hugh in his inflexible voice. On the night I met you at Carlton House Terrace I had my suspicions; no two women could be so exactly alike. Since that night I have been picking up information here and there. I have now got a complete chain of evidence.

Evidence of what? she gasped, still pursuing her restless walk up and down the room. Of my having met Tommie Esmond at Charing Cross Station? would you like to hear the true history of that?

I shall be pleased to hear any explanation you like to offer, with the reservation that I must please myself as to whether I accept it or not.

You are very hard, Major Murchison. As you are not prepared to believe me, perhaps it would be better if I did not embark on this history. But Tommie Esmond is really my uncle, my mothers brother. When I was in low water he was very kind to me. I could not turn my back on him in his distress. She spoke with sudden passion. Of course, you, with your pharisaical way of looking at things, would say I should have forgotten all his previous kindness.

The Tommie Esmond affair is, comparatively, a trivial one, Mrs. Spencer. I am coming in a moment to graver issues. You still say that the name of Murchison conveys nothing to you. Oh, think well before you answer! Remember, I have told you I have overwhelming evidence. And, believe me, the task I have set out upon is far from a welcome one.

I still say that the name of Murchison conveys nothing to me. She spoke with a certain air of assurance, but he could see that she was quivering all over.

Carry your memory back to that night at Blankfield when your so-called brother, George Burton, was arrested on a charge of forgery. You had been his decoy and accomplice in a gambling saloon in Paris. You had inveigled my poor friend, Jack Pomfret, into a clandestine marriage a few days before. Jack, unable to survive his folly and disgrace, blew his brains out. If not in the eyes of the law, you were, morally, a murderess.

You are mad, raving mad! she cried, but her voice seemed strangled as she made the bold denial.

Not mad, Mrs. Spencer, but very sane, as I will show you in a few seconds. As I told you, I recognised you that night at the South-leigh dinner-party, in spite of the pains you had taken to camouflage yourself. But I waited for corroborative evidence. The detective who arrested your so-called brother, George Burton, has seen you and is prepared to swear to your identity as Norah Burton.

Then suddenly she gave way, fell on her knees before him, and stretched out appealing hands.

Oh, you are very clever; I see you have found it all out. But you will be merciful, you will not drive an unhappy woman to despair, just when she has got into safe harbour. Will you be kind enough to listen to my miserable history?

I will listen to anything you have got to say.

My childhood and girlhood were most wretched and unhappy. At a time when most girls are tasting the sweets and joys of life, I had to live by my wits. I fell under the influence of a good-natured, but very wicked man.

In other words, George Burton? queried Hugh.

In other words, George Burton, she repeated in the low, strangled voice that did not move Hugh very much. I was starving when he met me and took me up. He was genuinely sorry for me. Mind you, I knew nothing of his nefarious schemes. He hid those very carefully away from me.

But you were his decoy, if not his confederate, in the gambling saloon in Paris?

His decoy, perhaps, unconsciously, but never his confederate.

And when did Tommie Esmond appear on the scene? queried Hugh.

Oh, much later. George got into low water and had not enough for himself. I then hunted up my uncle, who received me with open arms.

Hugh was developing the instincts of a crossexaminer. And Tommie Esmond, I suppose, introduced you to the card-sharping crew at the Elsinore flat, and you were launched as the cousin of Mrs. LEstrange, who presided over this delectable establishment?

I was a distant cousin of Mrs. LEstrange on my dear mothers side, was the answer.

She was lying terribly, he felt assured. But he had a card or two up his sleeve yet. Still, it was wise to see how far she would go.

And when did you part with the so-called brother, George Burton?

Oh, very shortly after he came out of prison. I had one interview with him; I could not do less after his kindness to me. And in the meantime I had hunted up poor old Tommie Esmond.

And what did you do after that night at Blankfield? I think you cleared out the next day. I heard you had paid everything up.

Thank Heaven, yes. There was just a little money left. My life after that was a nightmare. Amongst other humiliations, I was a waitress in a tea-shop. A smile of vanity broke over the charming face. The wages were very small, but I got a lot of tips. Perhaps in this particular instance she was not lying, if it was true that she had been in a tea-shop at all.

There was a little pause, and then Murchison spoke in his stern, inflexible voice:

And how long is it since you saw George Burton?

She had answered the question before, but he was hoping to entrap her into some unguarded admission. He could see that she was considerably thrown oft her balance, clever and ready as she was, by the extent of his knowledge.

I told you just now, soon after he came out of prison.

And then Hugh rose in his wrath. And then she, seeing in his face that he had another and a stronger card to play, got up from her kneeling position and watched him with an agonised countenance.

I am sorry to use such harsh words to a woman, even such a woman as you are, Mrs. Spencer. But when you say that you are lying miserably, and you know it as well as I do. Her face went livid. She assumed a tone of indignation, but her voice died away in a sob. How dare you say that?

I am not the sort of man to make a statement unless I can prove it up to the hilt. Your so-called cousin, George Dutton, keeps a bucket-shop in the City; from certain evidence in my possession, I should say it was not a very paying business.

Stella did not attempt to reply to this last shot, but she recognised that he had gone about the business very thoroughly.

George Dutton, the bucket-shop keeper, is George Burton, the forger, come to life again, still, I take it, on the same criminal tack, perhaps in a lesser degree. Do you admit, he cried vehemently, that George Burton and George Dutton are one and the same?

Yes, since you seem to have proof, I admit it, was the somewhat sullen answer.

That is as well; it clears the ground, up to a certain point. You say you parted from Burton soon after his release from prison, and have not seen him since. When was that — how long ago? You met him frequently as George Dutton at Elsinore Gardens.

The courage of despair seemed to come to her, and she ceased to tremble. I will answer no more questions. Tell me what you allege and I will admit or deny. Of course, you have employed a detective; you have had me watched.

Of course. I should not presume to cope single-handed with a clever woman like yourself. You have met George Dutton, alias George Burton, four times within the last fortnight at obscure restaurants in the City, and there is a strong presumption that you were handing to him envelopes containing money.

She seemed now to recognise that the game was up. Her self-possession returned to her. She sat down, and motioned to him to seat himself.

You are much too clever for me, Major Murchison. You have handled the matter very well, so well that you have turned your vague suspicions into absolute certainty. Well, what action are you going to take? As a matter of course, you intend to turn me out of my husbands house?

If not at the moment, very speedily. You will admit, I think, with your clever brain, that you should not remain under the roof of such an honourable English, gentleman as he is a day longer than necessary.

I will admit it, from your point of view, if you like. Oh, believe me, I can see your side, replied this remarkable young woman. But you will forgive me, Major Murchison, if I say that, from my point of view, I would have preferred that you had never been born. Guy is very happy; he believes in me and trusts me. It will be a great blow to him as to me.

I know. I wish it were in my power to spare him this misery. But, in common honesty, I cannot.

And have you thought of what is to become of me when I am turned out of my husbands house? she inquired in a composed voice. Her adroit mind had evidently adapted itself to the altered circumstances, and was now busied in turning them, as far as possible, to her own advantage.

You have George Dutton to fall back upon, also Tommie Esmond, was Murchisons retort.

She snapped her fingers in a fashion that was almost vulgar, and she was so free from vulgar actions.

George is thankful that I can, from time to time, fling him a ten-pound note; his luck has deserted him. Tommie Esmond, I believe, saved a bit out of the wreck, but he has not more than enough to keep body and soul together.

Guy is not a man to behave ungenerously, however deeply he has been wronged, said Hugh, after he had reflected a few moments. He added more hesitatingly, And if Guy should take an obdurate attitude, it is possible I might come to your assistance. I have hunted you down, but I do not want to drive you into the gutter.

But a man must support his wife, even if her past has not been quite so respectable as it might have been, she cried defiantly.

Hugh directed upon her a searching look. Mrs. Spencer, it is in my mind that you may not be Guys wife after all. If I probed a little deeper, I might get at your real relations with this George Dutton, or rather Burton.

Oh, this time you are really pursuing a will-o-the-wisp, I assure you. George has never been anything to me but brother or cousin, as the occasion demanded.

She paused a second, and there was a terrified look in her eyes as she added, But even if your suspicions were correct, which they are not, you would not go back from your own promise. If Guy proved obdurate, you would not drive me to the gutter. You promised me that.

I shall keep my promise, Mrs. Spencer, and I will give it you in writing, if you wish.

It would be as well. And you will want something from me in writing also, I expect, she concluded shrewdly.

Certainly I shall, said Hugh steadily. I shall draw up a full confession for you to sign, to prevent you from ever troubling your husband again — if, as I suggested just now, he is your husband.

Mrs. Spencer rose. It seemed that there was a sense of relief in the fact that the interview was ending so amicably.

I would have preferred to remain as I am, but, on the whole, the life doesnt suit me, luxurious as it is. I am very fond of Guy really, he has been so good to me, but I have alienated him from his friends. And I have to sit here hour after hour by myself, with only my thoughts for company.

Let us say one week from now I will have that confession ready to sign.

And you will bring it here? suggested Stella.

I think not. It will take some time to read through, and we might be interrupted, was Hughs answer.

At your hotel, then, I suppose? was the young womans next suggestion.

The same objection applies.

He scribbled down an address on a piece of paper. Meet me there this day week at the hour I have appointed. Nobody will interrupt us, I will take care of that.

And Mrs. Spencer lay awake half the night, working out a problem that had suggested itself to her in a flash.

The next day she lunched with George Dutton in the City. The detective might be watching her, but did it matter? whatever happened at the end of the week, she had burned her boats.


CHAPTER XX
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TWO MONTHS HAD elapsed since the meeting between Major Murchison and Stella Spencer, recorded in the last chapter.

A handsome, well-set-up man of about thirty was travelling up from Manchester to London. The reason of his journey was his desire to visit his sister, Caroline Masters, who occupied a small flat in the neighbourhood of Kings Cross.

Up to a short time ago this handsome, well-set-up man had been leading a very quiet life in the busy city of Manchester. He was an electrician by trade, and a very clever one. He was civil, well-spoken, intelligent beyond his station, but he had not forgathered much with his fellow-workers, had kept himself very much to himself. And yet, strange to say, this self-isolation had not provoked suspicion or resentment on the part of his daily associates.

Reginald Davis, for such was his name, had been unjustly suspected of murder, and the police had been hot on his track. Then had come the suicide in No. 10 Cathcart Square, and his sister, Caroline Masters, had identified the dead body as that of her brother.

Caroline Masters had always been a plucky, resourceful girl, and devoted to him. The dead man, no doubt, bore some resemblance to himself, and she had taken advantage of the opportunity to swear to a false identification, and remove from him the sleepless vigilance of the police. This much she had conveyed to him in a guarded letter.

Reginald Davis, the man falsely accused of murder, was dead in the eyes of the law: in a sense, he had nothing further to fear. But at the same time, caution must be observed. The few friends he had were in London; at any time he might run across one or more of them. So, taking another name, he had hidden himself in Manchester, and corresponded secretly with the one of the two sisters he could trust, Caroline Masters.

And then, suddenly, the burden had been lifted from his soul. There was a small paragraph in the evening newspapers, afterwards reproduced in the morning ones, which told him that he need not skulk through the world any longer.

A man lying under sentence of death for a brutal murder and without hope of reprieve, had confessed to the crime of which Davis had been falsely accused. In the paragraph, which was, of course, essentially the same in all the papers, were a few words of sympathy for the unfortunate Reginald Davis who had stolen into No. 10 Cathcart Square and committed suicide, under a sense of abject terror. The police had carefully investigated the statements of the condemned man, with the result that they found the late Reginald Davis absolutely innocent.

The late Reginald Davis, very alive and well, knocked at the door of his sisters flat. She had been apprised of his coming, and greeted him affectionately. She sat him down before a well-cooked supper. He was hungry and ate heartily. She did not disturb him with much conversation till he had finished. Then she spoke.

Well, Reggie, that was a bit of luck indeed. She was, of course, alluding to the confession of the real murderer. Now you are as free as air. You were always a bit of a bad egg, old boy, but never a criminal to that extent.

No, hang it all, I am not particular in a general way, but murder was not in my line, he answered briefly. It was hard lines to get scot-free of the other things, and then to be suspected of that at the end.

He looked at her admiringly. By Jove! Carrie, you were always the cleverest of the lot of us. That was a brain-wave of yours, walking in and identifying me as the suicide. Mrs. Masters smiled appreciatively. Yes, it came to me in a flash. I read the account in the papers. It struck me I might do something useful. I went up to the court with the tale of a missing brother. I saw the body; the poor creature might have been your twin. Of course, I swore it was you, and gave you a new lease of life. She added severely, I hope you have taken advantage of what I did, and become a reformed character. Davis spoke very gravely. Yes, Carrie, I swear to you I have. That shock was the making of me. I have lain very low, worked hard, and put by money.

He pulled out an envelope from his breastpocket, and thrust it into her hand; it was full of one-pound notes.

Fifty of the best, old girl, for a little nest-egg. I have not forgotten my best pal, you see.

The tears came into Mrs. Masters eyes. He had been a bad egg, but he had a good heart at bottom.

That is very sweet of you, Reggie; it will come in very useful. And now to go back for a moment to Cathart Square. Who was the poor devil who killed himself there? He was as like you as two peas are like each other.

I think we have got to find that out, said Reginald Davis gravely. Nor, reading the account in the papers, am I quite sure that it was a suicide.

But that was the verdict, interrupted the sister.

I know, but there are peculiar things about the case. Letters addressed to Reginald Davis were found on him; there was a letter signed Reginald Davis, addressed to the Coroner, announcing his intention to commit suicide. Those letters had been placed there by the person who murdered him, and that person who murdered him was somebody who knew me, unless it was the accidental taking of a common name.

But the razor was clutched in his hand, Reggie!

Quite easy, replied Davis, who, if not a murderer himself, could easily project himself, apparently, into the mind of one. We will assume, for the moment, it was a man. He cut the poor devils throat, and then thrust the razor into his stiffening hand, to convey the idea of suicide.

It might be, agreed Mrs. Masters.

Well, Carrie, one thing I have fixed on, and it is one of the things for which I have come up. I go to Scotland Yard to-morrow, tell them straight I am Reginald Davis, without a stain upon my character, explain to them that you were misled by a close resemblance. We will have that body exhumed. I am firmly convinced it was a murder.

Let sleeping dogs lie, Reggie, advised Mrs. Masters, who had a horror of the law and its subtle ways. Never mind who was the poor devil who was found there, whether he was murdered or committed suicide. It is no affair of yours.

It is an affair of mine in this way, replied Davis in a dogged tone. The person who murdered the poor devil, as you call him, knew something about me, and took a liberty with my name.

It served you a good turn, Reggie, anyway.

I know; I admit that. But the murderer did not know he was doing me, thanks to you, a good turn when he killed the other fellow.

Mrs. Masters thought deeply for a few moments. Reggie, you have been a very bad egg, I am sure. I shall never guess a quarter of what you have been guilty of.

He laid his hand affectionately on her arm. Well for you, old girl, you cant. That is all past and done with. By the way, that letter found on the poor chap, announcing his intention to commit suicide, did they ask you to identify my handwriting? Of course, the others addressed to him didnt matter much. Anybody could have written them. But my letter was a forgery. Did they ask you to identify that particular letter?

They did, Reggie, and my brain was in such a whirl that I could hardly read it. I said that I believed it was in your handwriting. It was certainly very like, although, as you can imagine, I looked at it through a sort of mist. Anyway, it was as like your handwriting as the dead man was like you. Davis ruminated for a few moments. That letter was forged by somebody who knew me and could imitate my hand to a nicety. I am thinking of all the wronguns I knew in the old days. I think I can fix him.

Yes, said Mrs. Masters breathlessly. She was capable of great daring in the cause and the service of those she loved, but she was not habituated to the ways of hardened criminals.

A man I was a bit associated with in the old days; luckily he didnt drag me in far enough. He was an expert forger. We used to call him George the Penman.

Mrs. Masters shuddered. Oh, you poor weak soul, you were so near it as that?

Very near, Carrie. The shock of the false accusation of murder pulled me up straight. I saw where I was drifting, and made up my mind that the straight path was the surest. At the moment that Mr. Davis gave utterance to this honourable sentiment there was a ring at the bell.

Mrs. Masters rose at once. It is Iris. I dropped her a note to say you were coming. She will be so pleased to see you.

There floated into the small sitting-room a very dainty and ethereal figure, Miss Iris Deane, a charming member of the chorus at the Frivolity Theatre.

She flung her arms round the neck of her handsome brother. Oh Reggie, dear, what a treat to see you! And all this dreadful thing is lifted from you.

Iris was not his favourite sister. She was clever in a worldly way, and had made good. But she had not the sterling loyalty of Caroline.

Davis gently checked her enthusiasm. And how have you been getting on, Iris? Always floating on the top as usual?

Miss Iris showed her dimples. Always floating on the top, as you say, dear old boy. A silly, soft chap fell in love with me; wrote most impassioned love-letters. Well, he was too soppy for me to care much about him, and when his rich brother came along, offering me a price for his love-letters, I can tell you I just jumped at the chance.

Did you get a good price? queried her brother.

I stuck out for ten thousand, explained the capable Iris; but this chap was a good bargainer, and I let them go at seven. It was better on the whole. If I had married Roddie, I should have been so fed-up in a month that I should have run away from him, and then Heaven knows where I might have ended.

Davis looked at his sister approvingly. There was enough of the old Adam left in him to entertain a slight envy of his sisters chances. Seven thousand pounds, a little fortune in itself, was a good bit of work, a handsome reward for the display of her dimples.

Roddie who, dear? You might tell us his other name, queried Mrs. Masters, who perhaps was also smitten with a sense of envy.

Thats telling, answered the sprightly Iris, who was not given to be too frank about her own affairs. But if either of you two dear things want a little ready, apply to me. Of course, you will remember I have got to take care of myself, to make provision for my old age.

Davis and Carrie exchanged glances. They knew the volatile Iris of old. As a child she had always been mean and grasping. Not much of the seven thousand would come their way, if they were on the verge of starvation.

Carrie spoke in cold accents. You are really too generous, Iris. But we shall not have to trespass upon your generosity. I have enough for my humble wants. And Reggie has been able to put by, so much so that he has been kind enough to make me a very handsome money present to-night.

Dear old Reggie, said the sweetly smiling Iris. I am so glad you have made good.

And then Davis spoke: Thanks, in great part, to Carrie, who told that splendid lie about the suicide, or murder, at 10 Cathcart Square. You remember that, of course?

Suicide, wasnt it? said Iris, but her cheek had grown a little pale.

I dont think so. There was a forged letter purporting to be written by me. I am going to Scotland Yard to-morrow, stating frankly who I am, and urging them to exhume the body. We will find out who the man, buried under the name of Reginald Davis, really was.

And then the agitation of his younger sister became extreme. She clutched convulsively at his arm.

Reggie, you will not do this. What does it matter to you who the man was? Go under some other name, and let sleeping dogs lie. Unconsciously she had used the same expression as Mrs. Masters, but from different motives.

I have been under a different name for a longer time than I care to remember, answered Davis doggedly. I have a fancy to resume my own, and make a clean breast of it to the police. They have nothing else to charge me with.

Iris fell on her knees, and the tears rained down her cheeks.

For my sake, Reggie, if not for your own.

And why for your sake? Tell us what you mean, demanded her brother sternly.

And Iris spoke as clearly as she could speak amidst her strangled sobs.

If you try and unearth that mystery at Cathcart Square, I might be dragged in, and it might be very awkward for me.


CHAPTER XXI
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DAVIS DIRECTED A keen glance at his elder sister over the bowed head of Iris. The younger woman was by no means of an emotional nature. Light, frivolous and volatile, she had danced through life, and, on the whole, had had a good time. One could not picture her in a tragic mood.

And yet, she was the personification of deep emotion now. She could hardly speak for those convulsive sobs, and in her frightened eyes there was a deep and haunting terror. At what point, and through what circumstances, had tragedy touched this little selfish, self-centred butterfly, gifted with a certain amount of cunning and sharpness, but utterly brainless.

What do you know of No. 10 Cathcart Square, except what you gleaned from the newspapers? demanded her brother sternly. How can you be implicated in the murder of the unknown man whom Carrie mistook for me?

But Carrie did not mistake him for you, wailed Iris. She told me afterwards that the idea suggested itself in a flash, and when she read the newspaper she was not sure whether it was you who had crept in there, according to the evidence, and made away with yourself, through fear of the police.

Leave Carrie out of it for the moment, said Davis. Whatever she did was well thought out. Of course, we both know her object was to identify me, if possible, and put Scotland Yard off the scent. What we want to know is, how did you come to be acquainted with the house? what do you mean by saying that, if further investigations are made, you might be dragged in?

I was there on four occasions: on the last a few days before the murder, or suicide, whatever it was.

Davis gasped, and Carrie lifted her hands in horror. What did this confession mean? It was impossible that this slim, weak girl had herself been the murderess, could have killed a big, powerful man of the same build as the supposed Davis, with those slim, weak hands.

She saw the horror in their faces, and hastened to reassure them. Oh no, not that, I swear to you. I am no more a murderess than you were a murderer, Reggie. But if the whole thing is raked up, and the man whom I believe it to be, accurately identified this time, things might look very black for me.

Davis lifted her from her kneeling position, and placed her in an easy-chair. Calm yourself, and tell us the whole story of why and how you came to be in Cathcart Square at all.

Iris waited a few moments till the convulsive sobbing ceased. She spoke with little occasional gasps, but it was very evident it was a relief to unbosom herself.

It is a very long story, she began tremulously.

If the telling of it lasts till midnight, we must have it, said her brother in an inflexible voice.

And compelled by his resolute manner, the girl, whom they had always regarded as a frivolous butterfly, embarked upon her strange and thrilling narrative.

It all arose out of the sale of those letters I spoke to you about. Carrie just now asked me the name of the man who wrote them. Well, I didnt get further than Roddie, which doesnt carry you very far. If it had not been for your threat of going to Scotland Yard, I should have stopped at that. A still tongue makes a wise head, you know.

They could quite believe that. In spite of her ceaseless chatter, Iris had always been very reticent about her own affairs. She had seen next to nothing of her brother for a few years, not very much of Carrie Masters. And, on these occasions, she had always avoided, in a marked manner, any allusion to her private affairs.

I told you of a soppy young chap who started to make love to me last year. I didnt care a snap for him, but he was very persistent, and at last wrote me most urgent letters imploring me to be his wife. His full name was Roderick Murchison, a member of the great brewing family; his father has been dead for some time, he died during the war, and Roddie came in for tons of money, although he was not the eldest son. I dont know if you have ever heard of him?

No, neither Davis nor Carrie had known of the existence of such a young man. They had a hazy idea that there was a big brewing firm of that name, that was all.

Well, as I say, I didnt care a snap for him, although he was awfully good and generous, overwhelmed me with, all kinds of lovely presents: rings, bracelets, fur coats, etc. In our life, you know, one accepts these things from the mugs who are gone on us without attaching very much importance to the fact.

It was evident that Miss Iris had struck out her own line of life, and made a very good thing out of it.

Well, then, Roddie began to grow desperate, and declared he couldnt live without me. It was all so genuine that at last I began to think seriously of it. There were tons of money, and although I didnt cotton much to the sort of life I should have to lead as his wife, still there were worse things than being Mrs. Roderick Murchison, with the future well assured, and a handsome settlement.

Davis and his elder sister exchanged wondering glances. So this butterfly little girl, whom they had always regarded as rather shallow and feather-brained, had had this wonderful chance of marrying a gentleman and a rich man.

It was difficult to bring myself up to the scratch, in spite of the advantages, for he was so soft and soppy that he irritated me in a thousand-and-one ways, and I knew in a very short time I should grow to hate and despise him. Then one night, after a very excellent champagne supper at the Excelsior, he got me in a yielding mood, and I promised to marry him.

Brother and sister could only marvel at the girls extraordinary good fortune, reluctant as she seemed to avail herself of it.

He told me that before he went to bed that night he wrote to his family acquainting them with the news, anticipating fully their objections, but expressing his strong determination to brook no interference or remonstrance. You see he was his own master, nobody could take his money away from him, and he didnt care whether his relatives were offended or not.

And how did the family take it? queried Davis.

I am coming to that, replied Iris. She was growing much calmer now. It was a relief to unburden her secret to an audience whom she could trust. For she was sure that neither her brother nor sister would ever allow her to put herself into real danger.

I am coming to that, she repeated. A few days after he had written those letters, one to his widowed mother, one to his elder brother, who had inherited the bulk of the big fortune, the elder brother called upon me in my flat. He was a very handsome, well-set-up man, although he had been through a good deal in the war. He was very like you, Reggie.

Ah, ejaculated Mr. Davis. He looked at Carrie, keenly watching her sister, with a glance that suggested they would soon be coming to the real pith of this rambling confession.

He begged the favour of a short conversation. He was perfectly open and above-board. He told me straight he was Roddies elder brother, and that his name was Hugh Murchison. He pointed out to me very kindly that his brother was an impetuous young ass — a judgment which I privately endorsed — that Roddie had been infatuated, in his short day, with quite a number of other girls, although, perhaps, not to the same extent as with me. Iris, getting back rapidly into her light mind, let her volatile and easily impressed nature peep out in her next words.

Oh, Hugh Murchison was a darling, so quiet, so sensible, and so strong. If he had been fool enough to ask me to marry him, I would not have given him up for seven thousand pounds.

But you were prepared to chuck Roddie for that? suggested her brother quietly.

I think I let him go a bit too cheap, answered the fair Iris in a reflective voice. Many girls have got more than I asked for compromising a breach of promise. But to tell the absolute truth, Hugh Murchison hypnotised me a bit. He was so quiet and yet so strong that I felt he could twist me round his little finger.

We want to get to Cathcart Square, interjected Davis a little impatiently. We dont seem to be near it yet.

I must tell my story my own way, it is no use driving me, replied Iris, pouting a little. Well, as I tell you, he called that day at my flat — that was the beginning of negotiations. Where were we to meet to discuss details? I couldnt have him at my flat, because Roddie was always popping in and out. He couldnt have me at his hotel, because nobody knew whom we might come across, and Roddie was always coming there. He said he would think out a plan and telephone or wire me.

Ah, said Carrie, with a sigh of relief: she was a very practical person. Now, I suppose we are coming to it.

Iris, heedless of the interruption, went on with her story.

Next day he phoned me up, and after ascertaining that I was quite alone, told me to meet him at 10 Cathcart Square to resume our conversation.

Why, in the name of all that is wonderful — — began Reginald Davis, but his sister motioned him to silence.

Dont interrupt, please, you will know everything in a few minutes. I went to No. 10 Cathcart Square at the time appointed. He opened the door himself. It was a big house in an old-fashioned square, ages old, I should say, and in the front court was an agents board, intimating that this particular house was to let, furnished.

I know Cathcart Square well, its in an old-world quarter of Kensington, interrupted Davis. He added grimly, I know it well, although I did not have the misfortune to commit suicide there.

He told me a very funny story. The afternoon of the day before, he had been up to Kensington to visit an old nurse of the family who lived near by. He had strolled round to Cathcart Square to fill up an idle half-hour. He had been struck by the appearance of the house, and loitered before it, when suddenly the door opened, and a somewhat bibulous-looking caretaker came out.

Davis indulged in a sigh of relief. We are really coming to it now, then?

Yes, you are coming to it. He told me a sudden idea had occurred to him. Here would be a quiet little spot for our meetings, a place where Roddie would never dream of following us. He accosted the caretaker, evidently a drunken and corrupt creature. He explained that he wanted to rent a couple of rooms where he could receive a certain visitor he was expecting in the course of the next week or fortnight. It was no use going to the house agents for that, they would turn down such a proposition. The caretaker, with a couple of five-pound notes in his hand, took an intelligent view of the situation. He gave Hugh a key, and intimated that, if he had sufficient notice, he would make himself scarce on the occasions when the visitor was expected.

Of all the mad things — — began Davis, but his sister for the second time motioned her brother to silence.

Not quite so mad as you think. I fancy I can see into his mind. We could have met at a dozen different restaurants in London, but Roddie was here, there and everywhere: at any moment he might have come across us. He would never get as far as Kensington. David nodded his sagacious head. I think I see. Go on.

I met him there, in all four times, the last meeting was a few days before the tragedy.

And what took place at that meeting?

He paid me the seven thousand pounds in notes. I signed a paper agreeing to give Roddie up. I carried out my bargain. I wrote Roddie that same night, giving him his dismissal, and assuring him that nothing he could urge would induce me to reconsider my determination. He sent me frantic telegrams the next day, but I replied to the same effect. After taking his seven thousand pounds, I could not break faith with Hugh, could I?

Davis was not quite sure that Iris would not break faith with anybody if it suited her purpose. But clearly Hugh Murchison had subjugated her to the extent of respecting an honourable bargain. No doubt she had fallen in love with him, so far as a person of her shallow temperament could fall in love.

And what has become of Roddie?

I dont know, and I dont care. He has bored me to extinction for over nine months. I am glad to be shut of him.

Davis put a question. You say Hugh Murchison paid you in notes. What have you done with them? His bank will have the numbers.

Will they? cried Iris, the frightened look again coming into her eyes; she knew nothing of business methods. I paid them into my own account. Now, you see, if you rake this up I might be implicated.

Your opinion is, then, that the man found in No. 10 Cathcart Square was Hugh Murchison?

I am as nearly sure as I can be, after reading the caretakers evidence. He had some other stunt on beside my own. I was not the only visitor he received.

Davis thought deeply before he spoke. If I have him dug up, and he is identified by those who know him, a lot will come to light. Your notes will be traced, for one thing.

I am afraid of everything, Reggie. For the love of Heaven, let him rest where he is. Caroline Masters breathed softly to herself. You were half in love with him, or perhaps three-quarters, and you dont want to know the real truth. Oh, you miserable little, paltry soul!

And then a sudden thought came to Davis. Now, Iris, you could never think very clearly about things when they got a little bit complicated. You are quite sure the last occasion on which you saw him was a few days before the discovery of the body?

I will swear to it, cried Iris firmly.

The date of his cheque, which the Bank has, will show that. He probably cashed it himself on the day he paid you, any way the day before. Now, on the day preceding and the day following that tragedy, can you prove where you were?

Iris began to see light. Of course I can. The day after I had the notes, I got up a sprained ankle, an obliging doctor, an old (or rather young) friend of mine, sent a certificate to the theatre. I motored down to Brighton with Johnny Lascelles — who, by the way, used to make Roddie fearfully jealous. We joined a jolly little party at The Old Ship. I came back the day after the discovery in Cathcart Square.

Davis rose and gave a great shout: You have witnesses who can swear to that?

Of course, answered Iris, not even yet comprehending the full drift of the question. Johnny Lascelles motored me there and drove me back. Then there was Cissy Monteith, Katie Havard, Jack Legard and others who were with me all the time.

You silly little idiot, cried Reginald Davis. And what the deuce do you mean by saying that you might be implicated?

The notes, she faltered. My meeting him alone in that empty house. They might suggest I murdered him, if you say he was murdered.

Davis smote his forehead in impotent anger at her denseness. How could you have murdered him when you were at Brighton all the time?

He smote the palms of his hands together.

I will find out who the dead man was, and also the man who forged my name to that letter to the Coroner.

He turned to his sister: As for you, young woman, it may be you will have a bad quarter of an hour, if it all comes out about Roddie. But never mind, you will have a splendid advertisement. The next bunch of letters you get hold of, the price will be twice seven thousand pounds.


CHAPTER XII
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING Reginald Davis, resolved to unearth the mystery of 10 Cath-cart Square, stood in the private room of Mr. Bryant of Scotland Yard.

He had easily overcome his younger sisters scruples, her terror at having to give evidence in a court of justice, and being forced to disclose certain transactions not too creditable to herself. She had come to see from the point of view artfully suggested by Davis, that, on the whole, it would be a very good advertisement. It might even take her from her place in the chorus to a small acting part, and then her fortune would be made. She might be able to come across another rich man whom she would like well enough to marry, a man quite different from the somewhat invertebrate Roddie.

Bryant looked up from his papers, and regarded the young man with his keen and steady gaze. Daviss good looks, and frank air impressed him favourably.

Well, my man, what do you want with me? I dont usually see strangers who approach me in such a mysterious fashion. You would neither state your name nor business, only said vaguely that you wanted to interview me on a matter of great urgency.

I wished to keep my business for your private ear, sir. Can you throw your mind back to a certain gruesome affair that happened at 10 Cathcart Square?

Certainly, although I was not in charge of the matter. The man was identified as Reginald Davis, who was wanted on a charge of murder, the circumstantial evidence against him being very strong; the verdict returned was one of suicide. If I recollect rightly, he had broken a pane of glass in one of the back windows of the house, unhasped the latch of the window, and cut his throat upstairs after he got inside. The facts were accepted at the time as conclusive evidence of his guilt.

And you recollect, sir, what happened a short time ago with regard to the crime of which Reginald Davis was accused?

Perfectly. The real criminal has confessed. And this poor devil, overwhelmed no doubt by the circumstantial evidence which told so strongly against him, acted too hastily.

If the police had caught him, he would probably have been hanged by now, said Davis a little bitterly.

Mr. Bryant looked a little uneasy. I should say it is more than probable from what I remember of the case; well, you know, the law makes mistakes at times, I will admit.

And juries at inquests make mistakes at times, also, remarked Davis quietly. This particular jury made a mistake. The dead man was no more Reginald Davis than you are.

It was not easy to startle Mr. Bryant, he had been through too many strange experiences for that, but he exhibited a mild surprise as he put the question: And what authority have you for saying that?

I think you will admit the best. I who stand before you am the Reginald Davis who was wanted on that false charge of murder, and branded by that intelligent jury as a suicide.

You can prove this, of course. I mean that you are the real Reginald Davis.

Of course I can, sir; I can bring a dozen witnesses, if necessary, half of whom have known me since a boy.

Needless to say that a man of Bryants experience did not, as a rule, believe one quarter of what he was told. But this mans face — this mans tones — convinced him that he was listening to the truth.

He rose from his chair. Wait here a moment, please, while I hunt up the particulars of this case. As I told you just now, I was not in charge of it, and I should like to refresh my memory as to certain details.

He came back after a few moments. I know it all now, from A to Z. You were identified by a married sister, a Mrs. Masters, who gave some details of your career, which did not seem to have been a very healthy one. She was also shown a letter which you were supposed to have written to the Coroner, and she believed it to be in your handwriting. This wants some explanation, I think, Mr. Davis, to call you by the name which you say is your right one.

Quite so, sir, answered Reginald composedly. It certainly requires a good deal of explanation, but if you will listen to me with a little patience, I think I can convince you that the thing is more natural than it appears. The Inspector threw himself back in his chair: I have no doubt it was your sister who identified you, but how did she come to mistake the actual suicide for you?

And Mr. Davis gave the explanation which Bryant might believe or not, or believe in part, as he chose.

My sister Caroline was deeply attached to me. She was in despair when she heard that I was suspected of murder, and was being hunted by the police. As day after day, week after week, went by, and there was no news of my capture, she got it firmly fixed in her mind that I had committed suicide. She hunted the newspapers every morning to find some paragraph that would confirm her fears. And then one day she read about what had happened at Cathcart Square.

Mr. Bryant was now deeply interested. He leaned forward in his chair, and his attitude betokened his eagerness.

It is possible that her mind had become a little unhinged by her anxiety. She expected to find me, and she found a man who might have passed for my twin brother. So she tells me now that I have revealed myself, for, of course, I lay very low until this belated confession of the real murderer.

Bryant only made a brief comment on this particular portion of the narrative which Davis was twisting about with some skill. Of course, Mrs. Masters had not been deceived by the accidental resemblance, but in pretending to be she had given that brother a new lease of life.

You say that the man was so like you that the sister, who had known you from childhood, was ready to swear he was her brother?

There is no doubt, sir, that at the time her mind was clouded. She went there expecting to find me, and as a not altogether unnatural result, she found what she expected.

We will let that pass, said the Inspector drily. No doubt, under extraordinary circumstances, strange hallucinations are apt to occur. It was very fortunate for you that your sister made that mistake, and that it was accepted. As you admitted just now, if you had been caught and tried it would have gone very hardly with you.

Whatever Bryant thought in his own mind, it was evident that he was prepared to admit that Mrs. Masters had acted in good faith when she swore that the dead man was her brother. Davis could see there would be no trouble on that score.

Now we come to the letter, pursued Davis. I questioned my sister very closely about that last night. She says she was so overwhelmed with the discovery that she read that letter through a mist, as it were, but she is positive that it closely resembled my handwriting.

Another hallucination, I suppose, or an accidental resemblance. Well, if you will leave a specimen of your own caligraphy with us, we can compare them, said Bryant.

And I suppose, sir, you will have the body exhumed, for the purpose of discovering who the man really was?

I suppose so, replied the Inspector a little unwillingly. Although I dont expect we shall ever find out. Nobody came forward at the time when your sister made that mistake. Is it likely anybody will come forward now? Some poor derelict, weary of life I suppose, without kith or kin to claim him at the end. There are scores of suicides in the year, Mr. Davis, who are buried unidentified.

He added, after a moments pause: Of course, before taking any such steps, we must formally prove, from unimpeachable testimony, that not only are you Reginald Davis, but the particular Reginald Davis who was falsely accused of murder.

I quite understand, answered Davis a little stiffly. Before I leave this room, I will indicate the quarters where you can obtain the information you want.

Then, when I have verified that, I will ask you to come and see me again. Bryants manner as he said these words, indicated that the interview was at an end.

But Davis kept his seat, he had not finished yet.

May I take the liberty of detaining you for a few moments longer, sir, to impress upon you the importance of having that body exhumed? You may be correct in your theory it is that of some poor derelict, but I have a different theory altogether.

The Inspector looked sharply at him, and drew a deep breath. Ah, then, you have some knowledge of something: your visit to me has been leading up to this, eh?

No actual knowledge, sir, but a surmise that has, I venture to think, some foundation. I have two sisters. The elder one I have already spoken of to you.

There was a slight note of sarcasm in the Inspectors voice as he replied, Yes, Mrs. Masters, whose fortunate mistake was of such excellent service to you, during the time you were waiting for the real criminals confession. Davis did not suffer himself to resent this. Of course, a man of the world like Bryant did not believe in this camouflaged story. Mrs. Masters was a clever young woman, and had taken advantage of an accidental resemblance to get her brother out of jeopardy.

My other sister, Iris Deane, is in the chorus of the Frivolity Theatre. I dont suppose you have ever heard of her?

Mr. Bryant shook his head. He knew a great deal about all classes of criminals, but young ladies in the chorus of the Frivolity, or any other theatre, were not in his line.

She was at Mrs. Masterss house last night. She came over especially to welcome me, on my reintroduction to the world which I was supposed to have quitted. She made to us a very startling confession, and that confession is intimately associated with the events at Cathcart Square.

And this time, Bryant was genuinely surprised, and was at no pains to conceal it. Reginald Davis — he was beginning to believe in the mans identity now — was evidently a member of a very remarkable family.

You astound me, Mr. Davis. Yourself and both your sisters mixed up with what happened there! It sounds like a romance. Pray proceed!

Davis told the story as Iris had told him, carefully concealing the names of the two men concerned in it for the moment. He was careful to point out that on the night of the suicide she could establish a complete and unquestioned alibi.

Bryant turned on him sharply. It occurs to me that you dont think it was a suicide, Mr. Davis.

I dont, sir, and at present I cant quite tell you why.

But you must have some reason for thinking that, said Bryant in the same sharp tone.

My only reason is this — if the man who was buried under the name of Reginald Davis is the man I believe him to be, there was no earthly reason why he should commit suicide. To the best of my belief, he was murdered for some motive that I cannot guess, and the murderer, after cutting his throat, put the razor in his stiffening hand.

It is a theory worth thinking about, said Bryant, who was beginning to appreciate his visitor very much. And now, Mr. Davis, the name of the man whom your sister met in the empty house?

I have kept that to the last, to surprise you. You will know the name, but I dont suppose you ever came across the man. It was Major Hugh Murchison.

At this startling announcement, the Inspector literally jumped from his chair.

But I do know Major Hugh Murchison, he cried. He was in my office not so very long ago. Let me see, when was it?

He turned to his diary and verified the date, and gave it to Reginald Davis. It was longer back than he thought.

And you have not seen him since that day?

No, answered the Inspector. Wait a moment till I ring up my friend Parkinson. I couldnt undertake the job he called on, as it was quite a private matter. I handed it over to Parkinson.

He rang up his old friend and former colleague. Davis could gather enough from the conversation on Bryants side to be sure that a considerable interval had elapsed since Parkinson had seen his client.

Bryant sat down in his chair. Mr. Davis, I cannot say how much obliged I am to you for your visit, and the information you have given me. Now, I know a great deal more than you do about the proceedings and movements of Major Murchison, I know on what business he was engaged, in addition to that little matter of your sisters. I will go into the inquiries concerning yourself, and please hold yourself at my disposal, give me an address where I can communicate with you readily.

Davis did so, and said good-bye to the Inspector.

After he had left, Bryant gave instructions he was not to be disturbed for an hour. And during that hour he did the hardest bit of thinking he had ever done in his life.

And now that Davis had mentioned it, the man did bear a superficial resemblance to Hugh Murchison.


CHAPTER XXIII
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IT WAS A very hard nut he had to crack. Thanks to his peculiar position, he was in possession of reliable and exclusive information from more than one quarter. He held several threads in his capable hands, but would he be able to weave them into a net wide enough for his purpose?

His recent interview with Davis had established the fact that four persons were connected with the mystery of Cathcart Square — Davis himself, Caroline Masters (the elder sister), Iris Deane (the younger sister), and, most important of all, Hugh Murchison.

He dismissed, for the moment, the first three from his mind. But Hugh Murchison, with his resemblance to Reginald Davis, was the connecting link between them and another set of actors.

Murchison had consulted him with the view of identifying Mrs. Spencer and George Dutton with the Norah and George Burton of those far-off days at Blankfield, and he had identified them as the same persons. He had then handed over the Major to the astute Parkinson, who would find out as much as he could with regard to the present relations between the precious pair.

Bryant had been very busy of late, and he had almost dismissed the Murchison episode from his mind. But when the Major had completed his investigations he would undoubtedly take steps to turn such a scheming and unscrupulous adventuress out of her husbands house. As to the way in which he would proceed to accomplish that purpose, Bryant, of course, had no knowledge. Neither did he know which Murchison would approach first, the husband or the wife. Perhaps both together.

One thing stood out pretty clearly, from the evidence of Iris Deane, that she had met Murchison alone at the house in Cathcart Square a few days before the discovery of the dead body.

Another thing also stood out equally clearly, that the dead man bore a remarkable likeness to Reginald Davis. If not, Caroline Masters would not have dared to perjure herself as she had done. And he himself had recognised the superficial resemblance between the two men.

Assuming that it was a murder, and not a suicide, and Bryant was beginning to incline, like Davis, to the former theory, why had the murderer fixed upon the name of Reginald Davis, and forged a letter to the Coroner? He must have been somebody who had known Davis at some time, and was acquainted with his handwriting. Like Caroline Masters, he must have been inclined to do the hunted fugitive a good turn, and have trusted to his gratitude to keep a silent tongue.

An hours steady thinking had cleared his brain. The conclusions he arrived at were as follows: Hugh Murchison had been murdered by somebody, and buried as a suicide under the name of Reginald Davis. The next question was who was the murderer, and what was the motive for committing the murder? Here he could make a pretty shrewd guess. If Murchison had gone about his mission in a straightforward, but rather blundering, fashion the motive was clear enough.

With Bryant to think was to act. Davis was having a weeks holiday in London, staying with his sister, Mrs. Masters. That same afternoon the young man was again in the Inspectors room, in response to an urgent summons on the telephone.

Now, Mr. Davis, I have been thinking deeply over this rather complicated affair of Cathcart Square, and I am beginning to see a streak or two of daylight. I told you this morning I know a bit more about Major Murchison than you do, and there is just a chance you might help me. I take it you have had a somewhat adventurous career, your sister admitted as much at the inquest. She said in fact that you had been the black sheep of the family.

Davis hung his head in a shame-faced fashion. I have to admit it, sir. Its no use attempting to deny it, when Carrie gave me away like that.

I have no desire to pry into your past, except so far as it helps me in my present quest. But I expect, in your time, you have associated with a few undesirable characters. Reginald Davis admitted the fact quite frankly.

Now, of course, it is only just a chance. But did you ever come across a man named George Burton, and a young woman who passed as his sister? My first knowledge of them is that they ran a gambling saloon in Paris, she a good-looking girl, acting as decoy. Then he quitted the card-sharping game and went in for more criminal pursuits.

I did know them, sir. If I tell you what I do know, am I letting myself in for anything? queried Mr. Davis cautiously. You see, since that awful thing happened, I have turned over a new leaf. Nobody could tempt me to go the least bit on the crook.

Make your mind quite easy, Davis. We have nothing against you. You know that, or you would have hardly dared to come to life again.

Well, sir, I did know George Burton pretty intimately at one time, after he left Paris. He was in the forgery business and he tried to drag me in, but I was clever enough to keep out of it. They used, in his own set, to call him George the Penman.

Good, said Bryant; and what did you know about the girl?

Not very much, sir. She passed as his sister, but one or two of his pals believed her to be his wife, although there was no evidence of it.

Did you ever learn anything of her origin?

Well, one chap who seemed to know more about them than their other pals, told me that she was by way of being a lady, the illegitimate daughter of a man well-known in London Society.

Do you know the name of the man?

Davis tapped his forehead in the effort of recollection.

Its on the tip of my tongue, sir: it will come to me in a moment — a man who was mixed up in a gambling scandal, and had to leave the country. Ah, I have got it now, he was known familiarly as Tommie Esmond.

Mr. Bryant rose. He had got all he could out of his new acquaintance. The threads in his hand were drawing closer into a web.

Well, Mr. Davis, good-day. Many thanks for the information you have given me, it has been very helpful. I will keep in touch with you.

And you think, with me, it was a murder, and not a suicide? questioned Davis as he left.

But Bryant was not the man to express a decided opinion until he was fully justified by the facts. He kept his thoughts to himself till the last moment.

He smiled pleasantly. Time will show. I shall have that body exhumed, as soon as I have made a few further inquiries.

Davis had to be content with this oracular utterance, and bowed himself out. He solaced himself by narrating all that had occurred to the wondering Carrie.

The matter had now become one for the activities of Scotland Yard. The first thing to be done was to ascertain the whereabouts of Hugh Murchison, that is to say, if he was still in the land of the living. Some time had elapsed since he had communicated with Parkinson. Of course, in itself, there would be nothing strange in that. Parkinson had got the information that was required, been paid for it, and with that payment, their relations had ended.

Bryant went to the hotel where the Major had stayed, at any rate up to the time that the detective had last seen him, and interviewed the manager, whom he had known for some years in his professional capacity. This person, a genial and cosmopolitan Italian, readily answered his questions.

Yes, the Major had stayed there for some little time. When he came, he explained that he was only paying a flying visit to London. Had he brought a servant with him? No, he had not. A somewhat strange omission for a man in his position, was it not? The circumstance was easily explained. The Major had had to dismiss his late valet for theft, and was not in a hurry, for the present, to suit himself with a fresh one. This he had told the manager and he was valeted at the hotel.

He had left some time. How long? The manager would find out the exact date. This he did. On the afternoon of the fourth of July.

The Major had taken his things down to Victoria Station in a cab with the view of depositing them there, as he was going to take an evening train to Brighton.

Bryant brightened up at this information. The discovery of the dead body at Cathcart Square had taken place early on the morning of the fifth.

Now arose the question, had the Major got through his business with the Spencers before the fourth of July? In that case Mrs. Spencer was hardly likely to be still living at Eaton Place with her husband.

Inquiries at Eaton Place soon established the fact that Mrs. Spencer was still there. What had happened? Had the Major communicated the result of his research to the husband, with the result that, infatuated with his wife, that husband had refused to credit the story and accepted Stellas denials?

It was a fairly plausible theory. When men are deeply in love, women can twist them round their little finger. In that case, it was easy to understand that, disgusted with the failure of his intervention, the Major had made up his mind to leave London at once.

One other thing was to be done, to ascertain if the Major had intimated to any of his friends his intention of leaving London so abruptly. For this purpose, Bryant sought out the brother Roderick, who had rooms in Jermyn Street.

Yes, Roderick had met the Major in Bond Street in the morning, and learned of the proposed journey to Brighton. The young man added that his brother was very erratic in his movements, and sometimes would disappear for weeks at a stretch without communicating with any of his friends or relatives.

There was now one of two theories that stood out: the first one that Guy Spencer had been told, and refused to believe the true facts about his wife. The second was, that the Major had shirked the unpleasantness of a personal interview of such a delicate character, and had gone down to Brighton intending to write privately to Spencer from there.

Further inquiries elicited the fact that the Major had never made that projected journey to Brighton. His belongings had never been claimed, they were still lying in the cloak room at Victoria Station.

There was now no further doubt as to what steps had to be taken. The Major had disappeared at a date practically coinciding with the discovery of the dead body at Cathcart Square, the dead body which had been wrongly identified as that of Reginald Davis, whose likeness to the Major was so pronounced. Of that fact, Bryant himself was aware.

The authorities were applied to, and gave permission for the body to be exhumed. As the living Reginald Davis had established his identity to the satisfaction of Scotland Yard, it was necessary to find out, if possible, that of the man who had been mistaken for him.

The body was exhumed and pronounced by half-a-dozen people, including Guy Spencer, to be that of the Major.

It had now become clearly a case of murder, and although those in charge of the case had little or no doubt as to the guilty persons, it might have been very difficult to prove, but for one convincing fact, supplied by the murdered man himself.

But this evidence, which was overwhelming, the police kept to themselves for some little time, for their own good reasons.


CHAPTER XXIV
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THE LUGGAGE WHICH had been left at Victoria Station on the fatal day was, of course, seized by the police. They searched it thoroughly in the hope that they would find something useful to them in the shape of letters or memoranda.

Of letters there were only two, brief ones from Iris Deane, in which she expressed her determination of sticking out for her ten thousand pounds. As we know, in the end she gave way and accepted seven.

But they did find one priceless thing, and that was a diary, bound in red leather, a small volume as to the size of the page, but very bulky. It had evidently been the dead mans habit to keep a fairly close record of his doings, for it was numbered, and contained entries from some date in May 1919 up to July 3rd, the day before he left the hotel, and announced to the manager that he intended to take a late train to Brighton.

For the twentieth time since he had discovered this important piece of evidence, Mr. Bryant sat in his room at Scotland Yard, reading and re-reading the entries which he knew almost by heart.

With the entries, before the visit to London, Bryant had no concern. They recorded trifling events which had no reference to the tragedy at Cathcart Square. There was, of course, allusion to the letter from Roderick which had so startled his family, the letter announcing his engagement to the chorus girl, Iris Deane, and his fixed resolve to make her his wife. There was a note of a family council, in which the elder brother was deputed to approach the young woman herself, with the object of buying her off.

There were a few records of his first days in London, after a long absence, his visits to his clubs, his meeting with old pre-war acquaintances, his first interview with Iris Deane, the difficulty of arranging further interviews either at his hotel or her flat, owing to the fear of Roddie popping in unexpectedly.

Then came the whimsical record of his strolling round Kensington, halting opposite the house with the board announcing that it was to be let furnished, his interview with the accommodating caretaker who, in return for a very handsome douceur, gave him a duplicate key to enter the house at any time he liked. He had casually mentioned to Miles that his name was Sanderson.

The Major seemed childishly pleased over what he considered a very astute move, especially the giving of another name. Here in this quiet backwater of the world, for so it would seem to a man of his wealth and position, he could continue his negotiations with the somewhat obstinate Iris. In the portion of the diary concerned with the grasping and frivolous young chorus-girl, Bryant was not greatly interested. He had learned this already from Iris Deane, whom he had interviewed a few times, and Reginald Davis.

He turned from the bulky little volume, the pages of which were covered with the Majors small, rather methodical handwriting, to a slenderer book lying beside him. Into this had been copied all the extracts bearing on the relations between the dead man and Mrs. Spencer, otherwise Stella Keane, otherwise Norah Burton.

The first entry recorded the dinner-party at Carlton House Terrace, when he had been struck by the remarkable likeness of his friends wife to the pretty adventuress at Blankfield, who had driven his old friend, Jack Pomfret, to his death; his endeavours to startle her by allusions to that garrison town.

An important entry was that of his interview with his old acquaintance at the club, Gilbert Fairfax, from whom he had learned something of the atmosphere of the LEstrange flat in Elsinore Gardens, the branding of Tommie Esmond as a card-sharper, the flight of the fat little man to the Continent, the visit of Stella Keane to Charing Cross Station to bid the detected cheat farewell. There was a comment upon this fact: Whether she is Norah Burton or not, her intimacy with the LEstrange set, her solicitude for Tommie Esmond, are sufficient to make her unfit to be the wife of a straight, honest fellow like my old friend Guy Spencer.

There followed further entries, relating his interview with Bryant, the confirmation by the detective that Stella Keane was Norah Burton, that George Dutton, the keeper of the obscure little bucket-shop in the City, was the same George Burton who had been arrested at Blank-field on a charge of forgery, and who, thanks to one of the cleverest advocates at the criminal bar, had got off with a very light sentence.

There was a full record of the long interview with Mrs. Spencer, in which she had been finally confounded, and forced to confession, of her acceptance of his terms, of the words she had uttered when, while rather regretting that things could not go on as they were, lamenting the fact that her accuser had ever been born, she was not at all satisfied with her present environment, and would experience a certain measure of relief in quitting it for a more congenial sphere.

On the day he had parted from her, the day on which she had yielded to his inflexible determination that she must remain under her husbands roof as short a time as possible, he recorded the fact that, up to the present moment, he had not made up his mind as to the precise way in which he was going to bring about the separation. He wanted to choose the way which would least hurt Guy.

There had flashed through his mind that, in addition to the confession she was about to make to him of her whole career, she should confess to her husband that she was not legally his wife, being in reality the wife of George Burton, alias George Dutton. There followed here a note. I am convinced she and this rascal were married, the sister and cousin dodges were always a fake. I must see Parkinson to find out if he can ferret out anything on that point. But the time is short. In a week I must be ready for action.

A further entry showed that he had called on Parkinson with this object, only to learn that the detective had gone on an important mission abroad, and could undertake no further work till his return, which would be some ten days hence. That idea therefore had to be dismissed. He must think out some other plan.

Then came the last and most important entry of all, dated on the fourth of July, written no doubt a few hours before he took his luggage to Victoria Station.

I meet Norah Burton, I always think of her by that old name, at Cathcart Square at six oclock to-night. I have given the caretaker a holiday to keep him out of the way. I have drawn up two copies of the confession, one of which she is to sign. I have also drawn up an undertaking on my part to keep her from want in case Guy should prove obdurate. But this I am sure he will not do. Besides, if she is his wife, and thinking it over, I have my doubts as to whether she was ever really married to Burton, he would have to support her, in spite of her unsavoury associations.

Bryant paused for a moment as he finished this paragraph to reflect a little. Personally, he did not believe that she was the wife of George Burton; in his opinion, their association had been the result of mutual interests. With this knowledge hanging over her head, she would hardly have been daring enough to go through the ceremony of marriage with two other men. Anyway, it was a debatable point.

Moreover, Burton, like most criminals, would be very wide awake and calculating. To marry her would be to handicap himself. He could get more out of her by marrying her to a rich man.

Then came the last paragraph of all.

Now, for my action after the final interview of to-night, when she has signed the confession. I may do one of two things, forbid her to return to her husbands house, and go myself straight to Eaton Place, and break the news to Spencer without any preamble. In that case, I shall take with me some ready money to hand to her, as she will probably have very little upon her.

And yet I rather shrink from this course; it would be painful for me to watch his agony while I struck such a terrible blow. I will run down to Brighton, drop him a note telling him that an important letter will reach him at his club by registered post to-morrow, that he is on no account to let his wife know he has heard from me till he has read the contents of that registered packet.

I shall post him the copy of the confession, telling him he can inspect the original at any time he likes, meeting me either in Brighton or London, leaving him to deal with her as he chooses. After all, his is the right to dispose of his private affairs, my duty really ends when I have put him in possession of the facts. My first method must have the effect of creating open scandal at once, by my insisting upon her not returning to Eaton Place.

He may wish to devise some plan that will create a scandal less open, to save, as far as he can, the disgrace to himself and his family. If I know the man, and here, perhaps, I am arguing from the knowledge only of my own temperament, I should say his love would turn to hatred after he reads that confession. Jack Pomfret was a weaker man than Guy, but he acted as I should have done under the circumstances, and refused all further communication with her, refused to give her the opportunity of denial or explanation.

Still, there is no knowing to what lengths a deep-rooted infatuation for a fascinating woman will lead a man. In this respect, Guy may be less adamant than Pomfret, although I am sure he will never imitate poor Jacks final weakness. He is too sturdily built for that.

When confronted with that confession she may plead artfully, and, perhaps to him, convincingly, that while she admits everything contained in it, she was more sinned against than sinning, that she tried to escape from her odious bondage by marrying Jack, and that with his suicide and the frustration of her hopes, she was compelled to return to an environment which she loathed. He might consent to believe and forgive, although to me such a thing seems incredible, impossible.

Bryant closed the book on the last entry. That little red-leather volume threw a lurid light on the mystery of Cathcart Square. The exhumed body was found to be that of Major Murchison, wrongly identified in the first instance as that of Reginald Davis. It was all very clear.

That meeting had taken place, and the unfortunate man had been done to death by the precious pair, Norah Burton and the scoundrel brother, cousin or life-long lover, whichever he was. Reginald Davis was an old acquaintance of theirs, had been possibly a more intimate one than the cautious Davis was prepared to admit. They took with them letters addressed to their old friend, they forged a letter from him intimating his intention to commit suicide.

If Davis read of all this in the papers, he was too concerned with his own danger to emerge from his hiding-place and publish the truth to the world. He would be thankful that, through the villainy of others, he could take a new lease of life, unmenaced by detection. Of course, they had never thought of the possibility that Davis would be cleared by the confession of the real criminal. Like Scotland Yard, they were sure he was guilty, and his silence was a matter of certainty.

And slowly Bryant, drawing from the stores of his vast experience, began to construct in his own mind the details of the murder, executed by two desperate criminals, almost driven to the verge of madness by the knowledge that their carefully-laid plans were about to be frustrated by the action of one man.

The woman, the weaker of the two, was probably more disposed to yield to the force and strength of circumstances. Once before, in her marriage to Jack Pomfret, she had had the cup snatched from her lips, and bowed to the inevitable. From the few words recorded in the Majors accusing diary, it would seem that, secured of a modest competence, she was ready a second time to accept her fate.

And then, in that weeks interval, it was easy to guess what had happened. She had consulted her old partner in crime, George Burton. He had reasoned, as it turned out, a little shallowly, remove Murchison, and the danger will be past. The resemblance of Murchison to Reginald Davis had occurred to the pair, hence the cunningly prepared letters.

And how was the actual murder accomplished? Had they gone to Cathcart Square together, or had Burton followed her, getting in by means of that broken window-pane at the back? And did they know the Major was alone? In that last interview with Mrs. Spencer, had he let out the fact that he had given the caretaker a holiday, so that they should not be disturbed?

These were side problems that could not be solved at the moment. Only two persons could solve them, and those two, in all probability, would never speak.

But how had they killed him? The Major was a strong, muscular fellow who would fight tenaciously for his life. Norah Burton was a slender woman, almost verging on frailness, George Dutton, to call him by his latest name, was certainly of a muscular build, although of only average height.

Well, of course, they had foreseen and prepared for all that. while talking to him, she had sprayed over him the essence of some overpowering and stupefying drug, and while he was staggering about, dazed and blinded, the man had stepped in and done the rest.

Owing to the absence of the caretaker, they had plenty of time. They had rifled his pockets, taking out of them the money which, according to his diary, he had brought along with him, his personal belongings, the ticket which he had received at the luggage room of Victoria Station, and, of course, the confession which Norah Burton had or had not signed. No doubt, they had also examined his linen and underclothing to make sure that his name was not on them. If it had been, they would have dealt with it by stripping the body.

They had carried it out pretty well, on the whole. There were two things they had not reckoned on. One was the resuscitation of Reginald Davis. The other was the fact that Murchison kept a diary, one of the last things that a man of his sort was likely to do.

Bryant, although not a very emotional man, felt very depressed as he came to the result of his meditations. He felt sure that, if Norah Burton could have had her own way, she would have accepted her fate, gone forth on the world again with the slender pittance that either of the two men, her husband or his friend, would have allowed her.

She had suffered herself to be dominated by a more reckless and criminal spirit, with the result that the life of an honourable man had been taken, and she was already standing at the foot of the gallows.

The pair, only knowing that the body had been exhumed and proved to be that of Hugh Murchison — a terribly disturbing thought to them — but ignorant of the discovery of that incriminating diary, were being closely watched. But they felt sure that nothing could be traced to them, they had hidden their tracks so cleverly, as they thought.

It was now only a question of a few hours as to when they should be taken. And Bryant felt that Guy Spencer should know the truth before anybody else. Poor fellow! He would soften the blow to him as much as he could.

That same evening he went round to Eaton Place, about seven oclock. He reckoned that he would catch Spencer before he went up to dress for dinner. Poor devil, thought Bryant, he wont have much appetite for dinner after he has read through that diary!

Spencer was in the library, and the detective, whom he had met before in connection with the mystery of Cathcart Square, was shown in. Spencer welcomed him with his usual cordiality.

Good-evening, Mr. Bryant. Any fresh light upon this terrible thing?

The footman had left the library door slightly open, after showing Bryant in, and had retired swiftly to his quarters.

He was hardly out of the hall when Stella opened the front-door with her key, and glided noiselessly in. All her movements were noiseless, suggesting, as somebody had once remarked of her, the silent motions of a snake. She always carried a key, declaring that she could not be kept waiting for servants to answer the door.

The library door was open, through the aperture she heard voices, and one of them she recognised. It was that of the Scotland Yard detective, who had cross-examined her very closely as to her various meetings with the dead man. She had been afraid of Bryant. He had looked at her so searchingly, and his manner always conveyed that he knew so much more than he was prepared to disclose.

Bryant was speaking in a low, but very clear voice. Her hearing was singularly acute, and she could catch every word.

I am come on a very painful errand, Mr. Spencer. There is a small volume here which throws a very clear light on what happened at Cathcart Square on that fatal evening of July the fourth.

Guys cheerful accents rang out. You mean you have got a clue, Mr. Bryant. But why painful to me? If you are on the track of the murderer of my poor old friend, nobody will be more rejoiced than I.

Again the low, grave tones of Bryant:

Mr. Spencer, you will be a very stricken man when you have read through it. Your poor friend left behind him a very copious diary, made up to the morning of the day on which he was murdered. The original is at my office, you can inspect it at any time you like. This is a copy of the entries relating to Cathcart Square. It touches your domestic life very closely, in addition to proving why and by whom he was murdered.

Stella waited to hear no more. Her face had gone livid, she felt shaking in every limb. That her old enemy, Murchison, had left a diary! They had never thought of that possibility. The game was up. She had staked something on her marriage as Norah Burton with Jack Pomfret, and had lost. This time she had staked everything and lost again, but now she had lost liberty and life in addition. There was but one end. She must seek at once the man who had, in a way, been a good and faithful friend, but also her evil genius.

She stole as quietly out of the hall as she had entered it, and hailed a passing taxi. She knew she would never enter the house at Eaton Place again.


CHAPTER XXV
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MRS. SPENCER HAD plenty of money in her pocket. She was always accustomed to carry a large sum about her. Her adventurous life had taught her that it was always wiser to have a good amount of cash in her possession. The time might come at any moment when you were in a tight corner. She had promised a handsome reward to the taxi-cab driver if he could get to a certain destination within the speed limit.

That destination was Kew Bridge, where it abuts on a little-known neighbourhood called Strand-on-the-Green.

At the foot of Kew Bridge, the wretched and hunted woman halted, and paid the driver his extravagant fare. What did it matter what she paid to-night? To-morrow she might not be able to pay. She shuddered as she thought of that to-morrow.

The taxi-driver drove slowly out of sight. She waited, from a sense of habitual caution, till he was well out of the way. And then, remembering everything, she smiled bitterly. Was there any need of caution now?

She went down a narrow lane, halted at the door of a small cottage, and rang the front-door bell. As she did so, she was aware of a man a few yards away from her, who seemed to be strolling aimlessly about, a man dressed in ill-fitting clothes, and heavy boots.

A detective certainly! This man had followed her from Eaton Place in a taxi almost as swift as her own. Bryant knew his business, he was not going to lose sight of her, or of her reputed cousin, George Dutton.

The door was opened cautiously by George Dutton, alias George Burton.

It was a small furnished cottage that he had rented for some months past, at a rent commensurate with his means. He kept no servant; a feeble old woman came in the morning to clean him up and prepare his breakfast. When he came back at night from the not very prosperous bucket-shop, he looked after himself, and cooked over a gas-stove his evening meal.

The evenings were drawing in, and it was rather a dark night. He peered for a moment at his visitor, before he recognised her.

Stella, by all that is wonderful. He called her by the new name, not the old one of Norah. Come in, dear, but your arrival in this unexpected fashion does not suggest good news.

She passed hastily through the open doorway. Shut it quick, she said, in a low, hoarse voice. There is a man watching outside, I am sure he is a detective.

As a matter of fact, there were two detectives within a few feet of each other, but in her agitation she had not observed the second man, who was deputed to keep watch on the movements of Mr. George Dutton.

George Dutton was an old hand, and not to be lightly disturbed by small incidents. But he recognised the significance of this visit. His ruddy colour died away.

You have bad news, he said quietly.

The worst, George. Bryant, the detective, paid a visit to Guy this evening. I came in just in the nick of time. The library door was ajar, I heard what Bryant said. The Major has left a diary behind him, and, of course, he had put it all down, up to the arranged meeting in Cathcart Square. The game is up, you will recognise that.

Duttons mentality was a little bit slower than her own. Did you hear any extracts read from the diary?

What a fool you are! she cried indignantly. Why should I wait to hear? If the man kept a diary, is it not easy to guess that he would have related every incident connected with me, from our first meeting at the Southleigh dinner-party? Bryant is watching me, there is a detective waiting outside. No doubt he is watching you, too. He is just waiting to pounce.

Then why has he gone to your husband?

Oh, you are too dense for worlds. Just to soften the blow. Cant you understand that he wants to warn him beforehand of the shame that is going to fall upon him, the discovery that his wife is a murderess?

And then Mr. Dutton understood. He stretched out appealing arms to her. My poor little girl, my ever faithful pal! And I have brought you to this!

You have brought me to this, she said bitterly. Did I not implore you upon my knees to accept the Majors terms, and you were so obstinate, so set. You would insist upon the other way because it seemed better to you. And I, fool that I was, always yielding to your sinister influence, gave way as I always have done.

Scoundrel and criminal as he was, hardened by years of evil-doing, the mans self-control gave way at that accusation. He drew her to him, and, strange to say, she did not shrink from his embrace..

My poor Stella, I have tried to do my best for you always, even sacrificed myself. But the end has come.

He recognised that, as she did.

Yes, she said stoically, as you say, the end has come. You have always been very adept in falling into holes, and then digging yourself out again. How are you going to dig yourself and me out of this hole, in the face of that incriminating diary?

Dutton walked up and down, his face working, his hands and his body trembling. He was up against the gravest problem of his adventurous career. The shadow of the prison had always hovered over him, but now there was a more ghastly menace, the shadow of the gallows. From the prison, he could return. There was no return from the other.

He paused in his restless pacing, and came to a halt before the stricken woman. He had recovered himself to a certain extent. He had gambled and lost, he was prepared to accept the fate of the unsuccessful gambler.

You are brave, old girl? he asked briefly.

She looked up at him with a wan smile.

Yes, I think I am brave. I can guess what you are about to suggest, with the detectives watching us outside. She burst into a little sob. Oh, you always thought you were so clever, and yet, if I had had the management of affairs, things might have been so different.

He spoke humbly. I think you are right, Norah. I was always full of arrogance and self-conceit. You were weaker in character than I was, but you had always more brains. And I was a blind fool not to admit it. Many a time you gave me your advice, and I rejected it.

And what do you suggest now? she asked, in a voice that had sunk to a whisper.

He looked at her steadily. He had screwed up his courage to the sticking point. Could he count upon an equal fortitude in her?

It is the finish, old girl. You say the detectives are waiting outside. Bryant has got a good case, and the diary will hang us. There is no getting over that.

You propose — — she said falteringly.

He spoke quite steadily. The end had come, he had made up his mind, so far as regards himself.

We neither of us want to hang for the murder of Hugh Murchison?

She shuddered, and hid her face with her hands. Oh, that awful evening! It has been like a nightmare ever since.

I know, said Dutton soothingly. It was one of my fatal mistakes. But it is no use crying over spilt milk. To-night we are face to face with facts. We have gambled, and we have lost, and we have got to pay the penalty.

The wretched woman rose up, and wrung her hands. And to think I might have been the Countess of Southleigh.

I know; dont think I am not reckoning up all that, replied Dutton. But we have got to deal with facts to-night, with the detectives waiting outside. The game is up, you know that as well as I do. We have only a few hours before us, perhaps a few minutes, in which to make the choice.

I know, she answered. You mean our only alternative is to cheat the law.

He looked at her steadily. That is the only way. If we suffer ourselves to be taken, we have not got a dogs chance.

Weak woman as she was, she gathered something of his iron resolution. Yes, they must die and die together, to cheat the law. Such was to be the end of the brilliant adventuress who had inveigled two men into marriage, Jack Pomfret and Guy Spencer, with her subtle and elusive charm.

And what do you suggest, George? You have thought of these things more than I have.

I have always thought of them, said Dutton gloomily. Well, there are various ways I can suggest to you. I can shoot you first, and myself afterwards.

She shuddered. Some other way than that.

I can give you some tabloids.

Is there any pain? she queried.

Hardly any.

She shuddered again. Hardly any. That does not sound very convincing.

He proposed a third alternative. You can come up to my room, and lie on the bed. I will paper up all the doors and cracks and turn up the gas. You will simply go to sleep and never wake.

That is the best, she said.

If we had plenty of time. But they may take us in a few minutes. Bryant has seen your husband, he will not wait long after that interview.

The tabloids, then, she said firmly.

Yes, it had come to this, she must cheat the law. Twice, she had had her chance, once as the wife of Jack Pomfret, again as the wife of Guy Spencer. And twice had the cup of triumph been snatched from her lips.

She must die, like a rat in a hole, in this obscure little cottage at Strand-on-the-Green, in the company of the man who had always been her evil genius.

Dutton went across to a small cupboard built in the wall of the shabby parlour, and brought out a little bottle filled with capsules. He extracted one and handed it to the shrinking woman.

Take yours first, dear, I will take mine after. There was a look of infinite compassion in the scoundrels face as he offered it to her.

Bravely she took it, and swallowed it with a great gulp, sitting in the shabby easy-chair. The effect was almost instantaneous, and when Dutton had made sure that she was beyond human aid, he took a similar tabloid himself, with the same result.

An hour later there was a thundering knock at the door of the cottage. One of the detectives had gone to a telephone office and informed Bryant that the woman had come to Strand-on-the-Green, and was with Dutton. The order came back from Bryant, who had only stayed a few minutes at Eaton Place, that the pair were to be arrested at once.

Of course there was no response. After waiting for a few moments, the men broke in the frail door. But they were too late.

Norah Burton, and the man who had been so long associated with her — brother, cousin, lover, whatever he might be — had gone to their judgment.

It was a nine-days wonder, and while his friends and acquaintances were still discussing it at clubs and over tea-tables, Guy Spencer slipped quietly abroad. When he returned to England, at the end of twelve months, these tragic happenings had become little more than a memory to his world.

He stayed a week with the Southleighs at their ancestral home in Sussex, and at the end of that week their friends read an important announcement in The Morning Post:

A marriage has been arranged and will shortly take place between Mr. Guy Spencer and his cousin, Lady Nina, only daughter and child of the Earl of Southleigh.

THE END
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CHAPTER I. THE SECRET SIGNAL
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GEOFFREY FALCONER REMOVED the wireless telephone receivers from his ears, and sat back in his wooden chair, staring straight before him, utterly puzzled.

Eighteen-and-a-half minutes past seven! he muttered to himself, glancing up at the big round clock above the long bench upon which a number of complicated-looking wireless instruments were set out.

In front of him were half-a-dozen square mahogany boxes with tops of ebonite and circles of brass studs, with white circular dials and black knobs and a panel of ebonite with four big electric globes for wireless transmission. Across the table ran many red, white, and green wires from a perfect maze of brass terminal screws, while in one oblong box there burned brightly seven little tube-shaped electric glow-lamps, the valves of the latest instrument which amplified the most feeble signals coming in from space from every part of the western world. It was the newest wireless device for the reception of weak signals and he himself had made an improvement upon it, a new microphone amplifier which was at present his own secret.

Eighteen-and-a-half minutes past seven! he repeated. Always at the same moment that strange signal is repeated three times. And not Morse — certainly not in the Morse code. Its a most mysterious note, he went on, speaking to himself. Others must surely hear it — or else my amplifier is so ultra-sensitive that I alone am able to listen.

He took from near his elbow a long scribbling-diary, and glancing through its pages, noted various entries concerning that mysterious signal which never failed to come each evening at eighteen-and-a-half minutes past seven.

That small private experimental laboratory in the ground floor room of a spacious country house on the brow of a low hill in Essex was well fitted with all kinds of apparatus for wireless telephony, telegraphy, and the newest invention of direction-finding for the guidance of aircraft in darkness or fog.

The tall, clean-shaven, dark-eyed young man, whose hair was brushed back, and whose bearing was distinctly military, had done excellent service in the wireless department of the Royal Air Force, and had won his Military Cross. Before the war, at the age of nineteen, he had been a persevering amateur, keenly interested in the mysteries of wireless. His knowledge thus gained, with crystal receivers and spark transmitters, stood him in good stead; hence, during the war, he had held a number of responsible appointments connected with aircraft wireless.

After demobilisation he had at once taken his degree in Science, and then joined the research department of the great Marconi organisation, in which he was showing excellent promise. Quiet and unassuming, he possessed for his age unusual technical and mathematical knowledge, and great things were being predicted of him by his superiors at Marconi House. Already he had made certain improvements in the application of the telephone to wireless, together with small adjustments and the use of condensers in certain circuits, technicalities which need not be referred to here because only the expert could follow their importance. Suffice it to say that Geoffrey Falconers whole heart was in his work. Though he did wireless all day in the great well-lit laboratory at the Chelmsford works, he nevertheless spent most of his evenings at his own private wireless station at his fathers house at Warley, about a mile from Brentwood, which was about ten miles from Chelmsford and twenty from London.

Old Professor Falconers house, a Georgian one, half-covered with ivy and surrounded by several giant cedars, stood well back from the broad high road which runs from Brentwood Station through Great Warley Street to Upminster. Those who pass it will see a double-fronted house approached by a curved drive half-hidden from the road by a high yew hedge. The big gates of wrought iron are as ancient as the house, which, built in the days of George the First, still retains its old-world atmosphere of the times when dandified neighbours in wigs and patches were borne along the drive in their sedans to visit old Squire Falconer and his wife.

Outwardly the house is the reverse of artistic, but within it is a charming old place, with oak floors and panelled walls, a great well staircase leading from the wide square hall, while the furniture is even to-day mostly in keeping with its restful atmosphere.

The Falconers have lived at Westfield Manor ever since its construction. Its present owner, John Falconer, had been a famous Professor of Science at Oxford, until he retired and returned to Warley to enjoy the evening of his days, while his son Geoffrey, who had been brought up in an atmosphere of science, and who followed closely the footsteps of his distinguished father, now lived with him on being demobilised.

By the elastic licence granted to him as an experimenter by the General Post Office Geoffrey had been allowed to erect high twin aerial wires double the length of the official regulation of one hundred feet, and these, suspended from poles placed in the tops of two of the high Wellingtonias, were brought across the wide lawn to the rear of the house, and down into the room in which the young man was seated.



Always the same long drawn-out note at exactly the same time! he went on. Eleven-and-a-half minutes before F.L. sends his weather report. What, I wonder, can it mean?

From the Eiffel Tower, whose call-letters in the radio-telegraphic code are F.L., weather reports from western Europe are each evening sent out upon so powerful a note that they are read on the opposite side of the Atlantic. Young Falconer, therefore, fell to wondering whether those strange signals he heard nightly, and which were so unaccountable, were not in some way connected with the transmission from Paris.

The eleven-and-a-half minutes passed, and just as the Eiffel Tower began to call in that peculiar cock-crowing note which all wireless men know so well, his father entered.

Hulloa, Geoff! I thought you had gone up to town — its Mrs. Beverleys dance, is it not?

Yes, replied the young radio-engineer; but Ive just been listening. Ive tuned in that same strange signal as last night. It is really most curious.

Automatic transmission, perhaps, replied the alert, white-bearded old gentlemen. Did you not say that there were some transmissions at a hundred words a minute in progress?

Yes, Witham and Farnborough. But I have heard them many times during the past few weeks. I know the note of Farnborough. Besides, his wave-length is different. This mysterious signal is on eleven hundred mètres — a continuous wave — above the ships and the Air Ministry.

And nobody else hears it except yourself? asked the lean, deep-eyed old man, who possessed such wide scientific knowledge, though he admitted that wireless was a branch with which he was not familiar. Radio-telegraphy was a new science, fresh discoveries being made daily by those who, like his son, were engaged in active research work.

Not so far as I can learn. Ive asked our people at Poldhu, Carnarvon, and Witham, and Ive listened myself at Chelmsford, but nobody hears it.

Your improved amplifier — without a doubt! his father said, bending over the long oblong metal case in which the seven little lights were burning in vacuum tubes about three inches long, and set in a row. Attached to the amplifier was a double note-magnifier, and an oblong wooden box — the invention of Geoffrey Falconer.

Perhaps, said the young man, whose well-cut, impelling countenance wore a puzzled look. But I cant see any reason why I should be able to detect signals which are lost to others, he added. I know Ive got excellent rectification, but not more than the ordinary type of fifty-five amplifier. It is only the amplification that is higher.

Well, the signals are certainly a mystery, agreed the Professor. When I listened to it last night it seemed like a high winter wind howling through a crack in a door or window.

To you it might. But, you see, Ive developed the wireless ear, and sounds that you pass, I recognise.

Of course, my boy, the old gentleman said. You live for wireless, just as I now live to complete my great book. We must both persevere in our own spheres. I am only glad that the war is over, and now that your poor mother is, alas! dead, you have returned to keep me company in my loneliness, and the old man sighed at the remembrance of his dear, devoted wife, who had died two years before.

Well, the old place could not be handier for me — close to Chelmsford. Besides, away here I can continue my research work each night without disturbance.

Thats so. But, surely, you recollect accepting the invitation Mrs. Beverley so kindly sent us? We really ought to go, his father urged. It isnt too late — even now.

Geoffrey smiled within himself.

Right-o! I suppose we ought, he replied. Lets dress at once. Ill take you to the station in the side-car, and we can get a hasty bit of dinner at the club before we go along to Upper Brook Street.

Then he turned down the big aerial switch which sent the incoming currents to earth and acted as a protection to his instruments against either lightning or strays. And closing the door of the room, he went to put on evening clothes.

When Professor Falconer and his son entered Mrs. Beverleys fine house in Upper Brook Street it was nearly half-past nine. As the door opened there came the strains of an orchestra. Mrs. Beverley was the widow of a wealthy banker of Buenos Ayres, after whose death she had brought her daughter Sylvia to London where she had quickly become popular as a hostess, attracting about her all sorts of men and women who had done something.

When one was invited to Mrs. Beverleys parties one was certain of meeting interesting people — lions of the moment — whose faces peered out at one from all the picture papers — people in every walk of life, but all distinguished, if even by their vices.

Hulloa, Geoffrey! exclaimed a slim, dark-haired young girl in a flame-coloured dance-frock and a charming hair ornament of gilt leaves. The dress was sleeveless and cut daringly low in the corsage and the back. I thought youd forgotten us!

Well, Sylvia, Ill confess, said Geoffrey in a low voice, taking the hand she held out to him. As a matter of fact, I really had! The pater only reminded me of it just in time for us to rush to the station.

Ah! Immersed as usual in your mysterious old wireless, laughed the pretty daughter of the South American widow. I heard somebody say at a lunch at the Ritz the other day that all electrical people inevitably take to drink or to wireless.

Well, Im glad I havent yet taken to the former, laughed the young man, and together they went into the fine drawing-room, where a gay dance was in progress.

A few moments later the young man found his hostess, a stout, well-dressed woman, who possessed all the impelling manners of the well-bred South American, and who had hustled into Society until the newspapers were constantly chronicling her doings, describing her jewels, and printing her photograph, so that Suburbia knew more of Mrs. Beverley than even Mrs. Beverley knew herself. She loved Argentina, she confessed, but she loved London far better. Before her marriage she had known quite a lot of people in London society, for she had come over each year, and now, in her widowhood, she had returned, and certainly she was one of Londons prominent figures, for she entertained Cabinet Ministers, politicians, authors, painters — in fact, anybody who was anybody in London life.

Geoffrey had first met her and her daughter while on the voyage from New York eighteen months before. He had been over on business to the transatlantic Wireless Station at Belmar — which, by the way, is in direct communication with Carnarvon by day and night — and on board they had been introduced, with the result that the widow had invited him to call upon her when she settled down.

The pretty go-ahead Sylvia had attracted him, and when one day he had received a card at the Automobile Club he lost no time in resuming the very pleasant acquaintanceship. Indeed, Mrs. Beverley and Sylvia had motored down to Warley one day a month afterwards, and looked in at Geoffreys experimental laboratory, bewildered at its maze of instruments, its many little glow-lamps and tangles of wire.

Mother and daughter had listened upon the relay and loud-speaker of the wireless telephone to the Air Ministry at Croydon, Pulham, and Lympe, and to the Morse signals from Newfoundland, Cairo, Madrid, and other cities, until the girl, with whom he was secretly in love, had declared herself quite fascinated by the most modern of sciences.

Indeed, it was this fascination which had first held the two young people in a common bond. On board the liner, though as an engineer of the Marconi Company he was constantly in and out of the wireless cabin because the operator was having some trouble with his spark transmission, it had never occurred to him to invite the girl in to listen. It was, indeed, not until a few hours before they reached Southampton that he had explained his profession to her.

The pair had, on the voyage, fallen very much in love with each other, and now, thoroughly understanding each other, they were carefully preserving their secret from Mrs. Beverley, whose great ambition, like that of many South American mothers, was to marry her daughter into the British Peerage.

As a matter of fact, the real object of her lavish entertaining at Upper Brook Street was to find a suitable husband for Sylvia, a peer of wealth, no matter his age or past record.

In Geoffrey Falconer, Sylvia had found a clever, good-looking, unassuming man, whose ideals coincided with her own, even though she naturally viewed England and English ways through South American spectacles. Yet for three years she had been at school at Versailles, and mixing with English girls as she had done, she had lost much of her American intonation of speech.

The pair were genuinely attached to each other. The only third person who knew of this was the old Professor himself. Though thin and white-haired he was a genial old fellow, who dearly loved a joke, and who, when at Oxford, had been regarded by all the undergraduates as a real good sort. Many of his students had made their name in the world of politics and law, while one was now Governor of one of Britains most important colonies.

Like father, like son. Geoffrey, though he had for four years been associated with those young men of the Air Force who, though so many of them had never flown a yard, considered themselves vastly superior to all others who trod the earth, had never imitated the wrist-watch swank, nor the drawl of that grey-uniformed genus who, during the war, brought personal egotism to such a fine art. He was quiet, unassuming, studious, yet a firm-hearted, bold, and fearless Englishman.

Sylvia, thanks to her mothers sly machinations, met numbers of eligible young men, many of whom had great fortunes looming in the future. But in the whirl of London society, with its dressing, dancing and dressmakers lure, she passed them all by, her only thought being of the young man whom she had met on board the liner.

That night they had danced together several times, when suddenly, as they crossed the ballroom, the girl exclaimed:

Look! Why theres Mr. Glover! You surely recollect him? He came over with us. I thought he was in Paris.

Falconer glanced across to a big, broad-shouldered, round-faced man, who was clean-shaven, with a lock of fair hair falling across his forehead, a man with protruding chin, thick lips, a pair of shrewd blue eyes, who wore an emerald in his shirt-front.

In an instant a crowd of memories flashed across her companions mind. For a second he hesitated. Then he advanced, and greeted his fellow-traveller across the Atlantic.

It was awfully kind of your mother to ask me, Miss Beverley, said the big, burly fellow to Sylvia as they shook hands. I took a house near Maidenhead, but Ive been in Paris ever since we got over. I only got to the Ritz three days ago, and received her card through Morgans.

Well, were awfully pleased to see you, Sylvia declared. Weve at last settled in London, and its real good to be here.

Yes, drawled Mr. George Glover. I usually come over to Europe twice a year on business, and I always look forward to it. Americans who havent travelled never realise the delights of dear old London, do they?

Presently the trio went in to supper together. Quite casually Sylvia mentioned Geoffreys connection with wireless, whereupon Glover began to discuss some of the newest theories in a manner unusually intelligent for the uninitiated. This caused Geoffreys thoughts to wander far from that gay crowd by which he was surrounded.

The man seated opposite him was something of a mystery. On the trip over to Europe, at one oclock one morning, he had despatched from the ship a curious wireless message. Geoffrey had happened to be in the cabin with the chief wireless operator when the message had been brought in. He was assisting the operator to adjust his spark, which was slightly out of order. Ships wireless sets, like watches, are sometimes liable to vagaries. Why, nobody can tell.

The message sent in was marked very urgent, but the spark was poor, and the range at the moment rather inefficient. As it lay beside the transmitting key, Geoffrey read it.

He remembered it quite distinctly because, by some strange intuition, he felt that it was not what it pretended to be. One sometimes experiences strange suspicions. And in this case Geoffrey wondered. He knew the sender, and perhaps because of his friendship with Sylvia and her mother, he had felt a little irritation, for he instinctively mistrusted the man.

The message was of a commercial character, and read:

Betser, Kings Arms Hotel, Norwich. — Dont deal directly demand delay execute slowly. — Glover.

Next day he had found himself reflecting upon that message, and returning to the wireless cabin, he copied it. For a whole day he puzzled over it, when at last — used as he was to all sorts of ciphers and codes — he discovered in it a four-figure code. The initial letter of the first five words was D — the fourth letter of the alphabet. Then E — the fifth letter — and S — the nineteenth. Hence the message was no doubt in figure-code, and read 4519.

From that moment onward he had viewed the man Glover with considerable suspicion, but on landing at Southampton he had lost sight of him. And now he was much surprised to find him as guest of the rich widow.

Sight of the thick-set, clean-shaven man had brought that strange message back to his memory, and the more so because on deck late one night he had seen the man talking in confidence to a stout, flashily-dressed woman, yet next day they had passed each other on deck as strangers!

As the trio sat at supper, Glover was most genial and full of merriment. That Sylvia liked him was plain, yet whether it was intuition or jealousy, Geoffrey, as later on he sat with his father in the last train from Liverpool Street, pondered again and again.

On his return from Chelmsford each evening during the week that followed, Falconer sat down at a quarter past seven at his own wireless set, when, without fail, there came that strange, inexplicable and unreadable signal always at eighteen-and-a-half minutes past seven.

Of operators at the great Marconi stations at Towyn, in Wales, and Clifden, in Ireland, as well as of several operators whom he knew at the busy coast stations at the North Foreland, Niton, and Cleethorpes, he made inquiry as to whether they had heard the same signal. Strangely enough, all the replies were in the negative.

Indeed, one night he himself listened on the great aerial which is such a prominent feature in the landscape at Chelmsford, but failed to catch a single sound.

Therefore, he proved beyond doubt that his own set was supersensitive, and that his improvement of the multi-valve amplifying detector was a considerable achievement.

He, however, said nothing. At present it was his own secret. But he was not so much concerned with the new invention as in the solution of the mystery. By his research work in the wide field of radio-telegraphy he had developed a keen interest in anything that was mysterious, and here was presented an extremely curious problem. That oblong metal box with its seven little glowing glass tubes was the only instrument which picked up that inexplicable signal.

A fortnight passed. Each anxious day young Falconer worked hard in the splendidly-equipped experimental laboratory in that hive of wireless industry at Chelmsford, where radio apparatus of all kinds was being constructed for every civilised nation — that triumph of the Italian inventor who gave to the world a means of instant and reliable communication unknown before those epoch-making experiments on Monte Nero, outside the sun-blanched town of Leghorn. Truly the science of radio-telegraphy has made rapid strides since the days of the coherer, until now, after the war, it is the most advanced in our human civilisation, and at the same time full of romance. Not a month passes but something new is discovered in that high-built, well-knit laboratory, where daily the keenest brains of wireless experimenters are at work devising, testing, and too often scrapping new instruments, new circuits, and new devices in order to improve and render less complicated both the ordinary wireless by Morse, and that modern marvel, the wireless telephone.

The world has yet to learn what it owes to wireless. Little does it dream of its aid to commerce in every quarter of the globe; how much of the news it reads at its breakfast-table had been flashed through the ether for thousands of miles, or how every hour it outstrips the choked-up and behind-the-times submarine cable system.

Geoffrey Falconer was very sorely puzzled.

But why was that mysterious signal unheard by others? Further, by what method was it being transmitted? Being acquainted with every method of transmission, he guessed, after a number of tests, that it must be automatic. One day he took his improved microphone amplifier to the works at Chelmsford, and attaching it to the very complicated apparatus designed for the reception of signals automatically transmitted — a piece of apparatus far too technical to here describe — he sat at a quarter past seven awaiting the usual signal.

With him were two of the research staff, both as deeply interested in the mystery as himself, though upon their high-up aerial wires they had been unable to detect the signals in question.

Hulloa! cried Boyd, a fair, clean-shaven man of thirty-five, who was a well-known radio-engineer. There she goes!

The receiving apparatus gave a short quick buzz, thrice repeated, and then there was silence again.

Eagerly Falconer took the record which had been made, and placing it in another small box, adjusted the head-phones, and depressing a key, allowed it to revolve slowly. The message became distinctly readable!

They were figures — the numerals 4519, thrice repeated. It was that same code-message which the genial Glover had sent from the liner in mid-Atlantic! What could it mean?

Two facts were now proved — that the amplifier, as improved by Geoffrey, was a supersensitive instrument, which would, no doubt, have a great future before it, and bring its inventor both money and fame in the world of radio-telegraphy. Secondly, that some curious mystery lay behind the appearance of Mr. George Glover in London society.

That night on arrival home, he told the Professor of his discovery, and both father and son agreed that it was necessary to make some searching investigations regarding Mrs. Beverleys friend.

With that object Geoffrey went up to London on the following day, and calling upon Sylvia fortunately found her alone.

With difficulty he approached the subject of Glover, because he knew that the girl suspected him of jealousy. She had, indeed, hinted at it on the night of the dance. However, in the course of conversation, he casually referred to the man who had despatched that curious telegram from the liner.

Oh, yes! the girl answered. We see quite a lot of Mr. Glover now. Mother likes him immensely. He is enormously rich — has great oil interests in Roumania and in Baku. He made a great deal of money during the war, and he knows quite a number of good people in London. Hes going down to Lady Nassingtons, in Sussex, next week — and we are going too.

You will be fellow-guests then? Falconer remarked.

Yes, Geoffrey. But you speak as though you resent it, laughed the pretty girl.

Not at all, he hastened to assure her. Only — —

Only — what? she asked.

Well — nothing, he replied. At least, nothing at present.

Youre awfully mysterious, Geoffrey. What do you really mean?

Nothing, he declared. What should I mean? I hardly know your friend, Mr. Glover. Your mother, no doubt, knows him well.

Yes — and all about him, the girl replied. Hes awfully kind to us. He took us to Brighton in his big car last Sunday week, and gave us a topping time there. He claims to be a American but I dont know if he is.

Geoffrey reflected. That strange series of secret signals held him mystified. So he determined to wait and watch.

Next day, when in the experimental laboratory at Chelmsford, he took his friend, Frank Boyd, into his confidence regarding the signal they had tuned in, and also told him of the message sent by Glover late one night from mid-Atlantic.

Boyd, who stood with the head-phones in his hand, for he had been making a test upon a new direction-finding device, listened with great interest.

I agree, Falconer, theres something wrong somewhere, he remarked. But who can have a transmitting-set which sends out messages upon a wave-length that we cant get?

It may be by the new beam method, Falconer suggested, the method with which we are just now experimenting. Once or twice Ive thought it might be a military continuous-wave set.

If so — then they are in front of us. That, however, I very much doubt, declared Boyd. The Germans thought themselves top-dogs in wireless before the war, but we beat them every time on their own ground — didnt we?

We certainly did. Here, in these works, the inventions were made and developed for the Army, Navy, and Air Force. Its up to us — to you and me personally — to solve this mystery.

Yes, Falconer — and well do it, said the other. I dont like the idea of signals being sent out that we cant read from our big aerial here.

They are signals from nowhere, yet always the same, and at exactly the same time. G.M.T. never alters — neither does the signal, Falconer said.

So the pair agreed to listen still further, and to make investigation regarding the wealthy man from America, who had so suddenly arisen in the social firmament of post-war London.

Geoffrey had some few days leave due to him, so he took it, and, unknown to Mrs. Beverley and her daughter, watched the gay house-party assemble at Nassington Hall, the seat of the Earl of Nassington, not far from Crowborough, in Sussex.

Now, near Crowborough there was a wireless station, and on the night of Geoffreys arrival at the Beacon Hotel, he called upon the non-commissioned officer in charge, introduced himself, and was afforded an opportunity of looking over the apparatus. Naturally the man in charge was gratified that such an expert as Geoffrey Falconer should examine their set, and pronounce both transmission and reception unusually good. Then, soon after ten oclock, Geoffrey returned to the Beacon.

That night he sent a note in secret to Sylvia, and in the autumn afternoon next day they met at the junction of the two roads at Mardens Hill.

Im down here to have a look at a wireless set close by, he explained. Isnt it fortunate? Ill be here for a couple of days, I expect.

You gave me a real surprise, the girl said. When Thring brought me your note with my morning tea I could hardly believe that you were so close at hand. Why not come in to tea? Mother will introduce you to Lady Nassington.

No, he replied. I have, unfortunately, a lot of work to do at the wireless station. Please excuse me.

Ah! I know. You dont want to meet Mr. Glover, laughed the girl. Now confess it!

It isnt that, I assure you, Sylvia. But I would rather have a walk and a chat with you than gossip with all those people with whom I have so very little in common.

Yes, Geoffrey, I know. You are engrossed in your wireless inventions, she replied, gazing affectionately into his eyes. And, after all, you are right. We women enjoy ourselves, but men who serve the world as you do are nobler if they keep away from all our feminine frivolities.

I suppose Glover is merry, as usual — quite a good fellow, isnt he?

Yes. Hes the soul of the house-party. They are all out shooting to-day. Madame Valdavia, the wife of the Spanish millionaire banker, arrived last night. Shes quite young and charming. I wish you could meet her.

I cant. Im sorry.

You can if you will only call on mother to-morrow.

But Im really too busy, Sylvia — so do please excuse me, he pleaded, as they walked along the leaf-strewn path through the wood from Friars Gate, where half a mile away towards Lone Oak the shooting party were giving evidence of good sport.

We have a fancy dress dinner to-night. Every one is wearing quaint costumes, and theres certain to be a lot of fun. The party is really most enjoyable. I do wish you would call, Geoffrey — do, she urged.

No, said the young man very seriously. I have reasons which I will tell you afterwards.

You are always so mysterious, she declared with a pretty pout. I believe it is your horrible old wireless which makes you so.

No, not horrible, he protested with a laugh. Interesting, I admit — in more senses than one.

Well — interesting, then, she agreed with a nod of her pretty head. But I cant see why you are so very interested in Mr. Glover. Every one at Lady Nassingtons likes him.

So do I, Sylvia.

Then why be so mysterious?

Im not mysterious. I happened to have come down to see the wireless installation here, and you are staying at a country house in the vicinity. So I just looked you up — thats all.

But why dont you call? I want to introduce you to them all.

And if I called to see you, your friend Glover, knowing of our friendship, would, in the smoking-room, whisper that I had followed you down here. No. I prefer that we should preserve our secret, Sylvia. You surely dont want to cause your mother annoyance and anxiety? Remember you are to marry a man of title. At the very thought of your being engaged to me your mother would faint.

Yes, laughed the girl, dashing aside some dead leaves with her walking stick. I really think she would.

Then, for the present, let us remain quite quiet, urged young Falconer. I will see you again when you get back to town.

A few moments later, while they stood on the path beneath the leafless trees, the young man raised her gloved hand to his lips, and then they parted, she to hurry on and rejoin the guns, and he to return to Crowborough.

Falconer was there with a distinct purpose. He walked back to the Beacon Hotel, ate his dinner, and played billiards until half-past ten oclock, when he put on his coat and went out for a moonlight walk. He pictured to himself the gay scene at Nassington Hall, which he might easily have joined, yet he hesitated because of the problem he had in hand.

The white moon shone brightly over the Sussex downs as he walked along the high road to where the wireless station was installed.

He called there and had another chat with the sergeant on duty. Then he resumed his walk in the direction of Nassington Hall.

When within a hundred yards of a side gate which gave entrance to a short cut from the hall to the railway station, he drew back under a huge thorn-bush and lit a cigarette.

He wondered whether he was not making a fool of himself. From where he stood he could see in the distance the many lighted windows of the Hall. No doubt, scenes of merriment were taking place within.

The clock of Crowborough Church chimed the hour of one — half-past — then two oclock. The distant windows were still lit, and finding a fallen tree, he sat down to contemplate.

Soon after two oclock the lights in the distant windows died away, one after another. The fun was over. The wind blew cold, and even in his thick overcoat he shivered. Yet when he was putting a theory to the test in wireless or otherwise, he never begrudged sleepless hours.

Just after four in the morning, while he still remained patiently at his post, Geoffreys quick ear suddenly heard the sound of approaching footsteps. Drawing back, he watched a dark figure coming hurriedly from the direction of the Hall, until, when it passed close by him, he saw in the dull half-light that it was a middle-aged countryman, evidently a local farmer who was up and about betimes.

In chagrin he drew back into his place of concealment, but a few seconds after the man had passed a fresh thought suddenly occurred to him. So, noiselessly, he followed the passer-by in the direction of the station. The man, however, did not go to the railway, but at a short distance from it he drew back into a hedge, in order, no doubt, to wait for the first train in the morning.

Geoffrey watched for a further half-hour, then withdrew and hastened to the wireless station, whence he called up a friend of his named Hemmington, who lived in Hampstead, and had an amateur wireless station there.

He had not repeated the amateurs call-signal three times before he received an answering signal, after which his hand rapidly tapped the keys. Then a few seconds later he received the signal, O.K.

Afterwards he returned to the Beacon Hotel, arriving there just as the sleepy servants were astir.

He breakfasted early, but scarcely had he finished when he was called by the waiter to the telephone.

It was Sylvia who spoke. In a state of greatest agitation she told him that burglars had broken into the Hall in the early hours and had stolen her mothers rope of pearls, worth over twenty thousand pounds, and also nearly the whole of Madame Valdavias fine jewels, which she had worn at the fancy dress dinner.

We are all horrified, Geoffrey, she went on. Mr. Glover has just gone out in the car to tell the police. What can we do? Can you come up here? Mother wants to see you.

Im awfully sorry, was Falconers reply. Please excuse me, as Im terribly busy to-day. But tell your mother, in strict secrecy, that I have a notion that she will get her pearls back again.

What do you mean, Geoffrey? asked the girls high-pitched voice.

What Ive said, Sylvia. Remain patient. I have to go up to town at once. Ill telephone you again at two oclock this afternoon. To-morrow I shall not be so busy on wireless, and Ill run down and see you all — and also meet Mr. Glover, he added with a laugh.

But — but — —

He only laughed, and put up the receiver.

The truth was that, owing to Geoffreys message to the wireless amateur in Hampstead, the bucolic-looking individual from Crowborough had been detained by the police when he had stepped out of the early train at Victoria, and upon him there had been found the whole of the stolen property.

Owing to what Geoffrey was able to disclose to the Criminal Investigation Department, a very curious state of things became revealed.

It was found that the genial George Glover — who, by the way, was promptly arrested and subsequently extradited to Paris — was none other than the notorious Henry Harberson, head of a great gang of International crooks and jewel thieves, who had recently established their temporary headquarters in London, and who had as receiver an old Dutchman at Utrecht named Van Hoover.

Thanks to Falconers patient investigations, extending over a further period of some weeks, it was also rendered clear that Harberson had, with the latest refinement of criminality, actually established wireless communication with each of the six members of his gang in England, by means of a very ingenious transmitter, the signals of which were unreadable save under certain conditions. A man named Jensen of Copenhagen had devised it, and that mysterious signal of four numerals had been sent out daily just before half-past seven in order to inform each member all was safe, and that no police inquiry was being made.

The jewels had been stolen from Nassington Hall by the pretended wealthy man, whose oil interests in Roumania were bogus, and handed out of the conservatory window to a confederate from New Orleans named Blades, who was dressed for the occasion as a Sussex farmer.

Both men, with two of their accomplices, who were found in possession of secret receiving sets, were sent over to France, and at the time of writing they are all serving long terms of imprisonment for three sensational jewel robberies committed there.

Mrs. Beverley was, however, naturally delighted to be again in possession of her pearls, while in Geoffrey Falconers private laboratory there is to-day Harbersons very up-to-date secret wireless set which the police seized at the pretty house which, as George Glover, he rented on the Thames, not far from Maidenhead. In construction it is, after all, only a variation upon a set previously devised in the research department at Chelmsford, yet there are two factors in it which, to Geoffrey, established a new theory, and which, as will later on be apparent, were destined to be of distinct advantage to him in his experiments and investigations into the romance of wireless.


CHAPTER II. THE VOICE FROM THE VOID
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ONE AFTERNOON ABOUT a month after the curious Affair of the Secret Signal, while Geoffrey was busy conducting some experiment in the research laboratory at Chelmsford, a tall, well-dressed young foreigner entered, and advancing to where he was seated, placed his hand upon his shoulder.

Well! gasped Geoffrey starting, his face lighting with pleasure. Why, my dear Enrico! Wherever have you sprung from?

Theyve sent me over from Coltano about some new apparatus, and I heard you were in here. I arrived in London a week ago, explained the dark, smooth-haired young fellow, who was one of the engineers at the powerful wireless station belonging to the Italian Government, and whose messages, prefixed by the call-signal, I.C.I., are so well-known to all wireless men.

Enrico Rossi, the son of a distinguished Italian general, had spent many years in England. He had met Falconer during the war, when they had become fast friends. Rossi had been attached to the Intelligence Branch of the Italian Army, his duty being the interception of enemy messages. Then, after peace, the young man had resumed his responsible post at the great wireless station in Tuscany.

Falconer took off his head-phones, and learning that his friend was returning to London at half-past five, agreed to accompany him, so that they might dine together at the club.

This they did, and afterwards Geoffrey took his friend along to Mrs. Beverleys in Upper Brook Street. He had often spoken of Enrico to Sylvia — hence he was anxious to introduce him. The South American widow was one of those many enthusiasts who had fallen beneath the lure of Italy, therefore both mother and daughter made the young man most welcome.

We are thinking of going to Italy very soon, Mr. Rossi, said Mrs. Beverley, in the course of their chat in the big, elegant drawing-room. It is five years since I was there.

Oh if you come, please do not fail to let me know, said the good-looking young fellow, whose elegance of manner was so typically Italian. I am frequently at our wireless station at San Paolo, outside Rome, and no doubt you will go to the Eternal City.

To Florence first, I think, mother, Sylvia said. I want to see the Pitti and the Uffizi.

Better still, exclaimed Enrico. I am within a couple of hours of Firenze — or, as we call it — Firenze la Bella.

We are beginning to know quite a lot about wireless through Mr. Falconer, declared the popular South American hostess. It is all so intensely fascinating.

Yes, replied the young Italian in very good English. We are constantly making fresh discoveries. The most wonderful and important nowadays is, of course, telephony through space.

We should have all been burned as wizards had we lived a few hundred years ago, laughed Geoffrey. The world would have declared us capable of working miracles — heat, motion, light and sound — created out of nothing!

The young men remained smoking until Geoffrey was compelled to scurry to catch his last train, while Enrico Rossi left him at Liverpool Street Station to go back to his hotel.

Ill be down at Chelmsford again to-morrow, he said on parting. Weve got a lot of trouble with our five-kilowatt telephone set, and we want your people to help us out of it.

No doubt we can, laughed Geoffrey. We can fit you up with most things in wireless at Chelmsford.

Right-o! said the Italian. Ill be down in the morning. Buona notte!

And he turned and left his friend as the train moved off.

Now, on Geoffreys return home, he found the Professor busy writing in his study, at work on the great book which was to be the crowning distinction of his splendid career.

The courtly old man put aside his pen, and filling his pipe, listened to his sons account of the unexpected arrival of Enrico, of whom he had so often spoken since the war, and whose talents as a radio-engineer he always praised so highly.

Ill ask him over to dine to-morrow night, said Geoffrey when at last they rose, for it was then past one oclock in the morning, and the Professor was about to retire.

Before going to bed, Geoffrey passed into the room which he had converted into an experimental laboratory. It was his habit — as is the habit of most wireless experimenters — to switch on the aerial and listen for a few moments before going to bed.

The long-distance traffic to and from America and Europe is always clearer and of greater interest in the small hours of the morning than in the daytime, for at night the electric waves carry farther, and are converted into signals much louder and more distinct than during the hours of light.

So he took up the telephones, drew down the aerial switch, thus connecting the high twin wires across the lawn to the instruments, and by means of another switch put into circuit his long-wave set — the apparatus upon which the chief high-power European stations were received.

The first he heard was Moscow sending out its usual Bolshevik propaganda — of which nobody takes any notice — then, turning the condenser slowly, he heard Nantes sending to Budapest. Another slight turn and he listened to F.L., (the Eiffel Tower) transmitting upon its continuous wave — or C.W., as it is known to wireless men — to Sarajevo, in Bosnia, and at the same time Madrid was in communication with Poldhu, in Cornwall.

Strange, indeed, is the medley of messages which flash through the ether in the starlight, unseen, unfelt, and undetected, save by the delicate apparatus with its row of little illuminated vacuum tubes such as Geoffrey Falconer had there before him.

He was just about to lay down the telephone when, as he turned the knob of the condenser, he suddenly heard an unusual howl — the strong, high-pitched whistle of a continuous-wave valve. He knew by the sound that it was the wave of a wireless telephone, therefore he waited and listened.

In a few seconds he heard a voice, deep, but not unmusical, exclaim in Italian with great clearness — almost as clear as that from the experimental telephone set at Chelmsford:

Hulloa! Hulloa! Hulloa! I am calling I.C.I.! Hulloa, I.C.I.! Can you hear me? I.C.I.! I.C.I.! the voice kept repeating, calling Coltano, in Italy.

Geoffrey was greatly mystified. The note was quite clear and distinct, though the voice was apparently distorted. The modulation was a little faulty. But, as an expert, he knew the great difficulties of telephony without wires, and the thousand and one trivial things which are necessary for success. A loose terminal screw; the disconnection of a single strand of wire no thicker than a human hair; a failing accumulator, or a soft valve, all too frequently undetectable, makes the difference between failure and success.

There was an interval of half a minute.

The operator, whoever he was, who wanted Coltano, the station a thousand miles away from Essex, was no doubt making some adjustment.

At last the voice came again with startling clearness.

Hulloa! Hulloa! Hulloa, Coltano! Hulloa, I.C.I.! Are you on duty, Nicola? Hulloa, Nicola! Nicola? Nicola? Or is it Tozzoni on duty? Tozzoni? Tozzoni? Tanti saluti, the voice continued. Listen, Nicola. Here is Enrico Rossi!

Falconer held his breath. The speech was weird, and quite unusual.

Rossi calling I.C.I. — calling Nicola. Listen, Nicola, caro mio! Rossi speaking. Rossi speaking. Can you hear me? continued the distorted voice.

There was a pause. Then again over the carrier-wave of electricity ran the words:

Listen, Coltano! Listen, Nicola — or Tozzoni! Both of you are my dear friends. Enrico speaking. I am in London — in London! With Falconer, of Chelmsford. Can you hear that? he shouted in a shriller voice. With Falconer, of Chelmsford! You know him — both of you. Well, Im over here in England. But I am not coming back to Italy. My message to you is that I am not returning. I have other plans in America.

Then there was another pause, during which Falconer listened, silent and breathless.

Nicola, caro mio! I have other plans in America, so I shall not return to you. Tanti saluti, caro mio. Will you reply? Please reply on six thousand five hundred mètres. I will listen. Rossi, changing over!

Falconer strained his ears to listen to the reply to that amazing message sent by his friend whom only two and a half hours before, he had left at Liverpool Street Station.

But though Madrid, Poldhu, Leafield, Cleethorpes, and Aberdeen were busy to various European stations, he could detect no reply. For quite ten minutes he listened, until, suddenly, the powerful station at Leafield, near Oxford, sent out the words in Morse code:

Understood — Rossi to Coltano. Good telephony. Cannot hear Coltano.

Next second another station, which he took to be Aberdeen, sent a message:

Have understood Rossi to Coltano. What is the mystery? Have not heard Coltanos reply. Waiting for Coltano.

But though the young experimenter listened intently the station in Central Italy remained silent.

Suddenly, however, he heard the well-known note of the great Italian radio-station, which tapped out in Morse, after giving his call-signal, I.C.I., the letters Q.R.A. — the conventional sign for the question: What is the name of your station?

To this there was no reply. Half-a-dozen times the request came from Italy, apparently for the name of the station working telephony, though even that was not clear. Yet, no doubt, a hundred pairs of ears were listening in England alone. At the moment several stations were jamming each other so badly that it became extremely difficult to pick out the words from Coltano.

Again, with almost startling distinctness, the strong, continuous wave of electricity was heard in the telephones, and the same voice spoke:

This is 2.C.Q., calling I.C.I. Rossi speaking. Glad you got my message. Addio!

The voice with its foreign accent sounded to Geoffrey much like that of his friend, but being distorted, recognition was not easy.

The whole circumstance was most puzzling, to say the least, and Geoffrey ascended to his room wondering not so much why Enrico had so suddenly made up his mind not to return to Italy as to the identity of the station from which he had transmitted that telephone message across Europe.

The call-signal, 2.C.Q., showed it to be an experimental station, but he knew of none so powerful as to be able to transmit telephony to Central Italy.

The whole affair was a complete enigma.

Next day he awaited the arrival of his friend at Chelmsford, but though the hours passed, he did not appear. The following day went by, but he neither came nor wrote. The department at the works with which the station had been doing business was equally puzzled. He had ordered on behalf of the Coltano station a quantity of new apparatus for wireless telephony, and it was being constructed in all haste, yet though a whole week went by, he never returned to inspect it.

To his friend, Frank Boyd, Falconer told the story of that mysterious telephone message in the night. At first Boyd hardly gave it credence, but it was corroborated by the operators at Poldhu, who had been on watch at the time.

Well, we must find out who 2.C.Q. is. They have a list of experimenters and their call-signals at Marconi House, Boyd said. Lets ring up and see.

They did, and the reply received was that the station, 2.C.Q., belonged to a retired naval officer living near Epsom Downs, a man who had experimented in wireless for some years, but whose station was certainly not equipped for long-distance telephony.

Next day Geoffrey came to London, and then went down to Epsom, full of eagerness to solve the mystery. The retired naval commander, a man named Kent, received him, but at once assured him that no telephony had been transmitted from there. He only possessed the ordinary amateurs set, which he showed his visitor — a limited power of ten watts for continuous-wave transmission. His range of transmission was probably not more than over a ten-mile radius.

Have you any knowledge of a young Italian named Enrico Rossi? asked Geoffrey, as he stood in Mr. Kents wireless room.

None whatever. To my knowledge I have never heard the name before, was the reply.

So Geoffrey was compelled to return to London, where, on arrival, he called at the hotel near Charing Cross which Enrico had given as his address, but to his surprise was informed at the bureau that no person of that name had been staying there!

Indeed, Falconer examined the register of visitors himself, but found no entry of the name of Rossi, either in the account-books of the hotel or the register which all visitors signed when engaging rooms.

The mystery of Enricos disappearance was, in view of that remarkable wireless message, most curious. Why had the Italian used a false call-signal? Again, from what station had he transmitted that message of farewell?

Having obtained permission, Falconers next action was to ask Coltano whether they had received the telephonic message from their engineer on the night in question. The message was sent from Poldhu, while Geoffrey himself, seated at Chelmsford, listened on the big aerial to its dispatch, and then, a quarter of an hour later, heard the reply, which read as follows:

Poldhu from Coltano. Understood your query. We have heard no telephony and received no message whatever from Enrico Rossi. Why do you ask? Kindly reply. — Director Coltano Radio.

From that it was instantly plain that the message purporting to be sent to Coltano was upon a low-power set somewhere in the vicinity of London, and not, as Geoffrey had believed, upon apparatus which would transmit two thousand or more miles. The Admiralty wireless station at Cleethorpes heard it, and so had Aberdeen, but there was no proof that it had been heard outside Britain.

The mystery increased hourly. The London police were informed, and inquiries were made concerning the missing Italian.

To Sylvia, Geoffrey had told the whole story, and the girl had become keenly excited concerning the disappearance of the good-mannered young man, who was her lovers friend.

If I can help you, Geoffrey, I do hope you will allow me, she urged. I believe the poor fellow has met with foul play, and if so, we ought to discover the culprits.

That, I regret to say, is my suspicion, was Falconers reply. I have a keen intuition that there is something very radically wrong somewhere. Why should he announce his departure for America?

But he has not sailed, I suppose?

The police have been busy examining the list of sailings, but his name does not appear anywhere, Geoffrey said. Again, he went on, why should he deceive me as to where he was staying?

I cannot think why he was not frank and open with you. What had he to fear? Sylvia remarked.

Thats just it! Perhaps he went in fear of something, and for that reason kept his whereabouts a secret, said her lover as they stood together in the pretty morning-room looking out into Upper Brook Street. Anyhow its a mystery which I intend to solve — if possible, he added.

In order to try to solve it he obtained leave from the works, and travelled first to Pisa, the old marble-built city famous for its cathedral and leaning tower, and then on to Coltano.

The director, a tall, dark-haired, rather handsome man, received him warmly in his private office attached to the long row of buildings which form the power-house and operating rooms of the station.

When he heard the story, he exclaimed in Italian — a language which Geoffrey knew very well:

All this is most amazing — incredible! he cried. Signor Rossi was sent to Chelmsford to obtain certain new apparatus, and in his last report, ten days ago, he wrote that all was in hand, and that he hoped to be back in a fortnights time. Why should he go to America? asked the director, shrugging his shoulders significantly. I cannot believe it! We can only leave it to the police. He has a brother living in Firenze.

Ah, yes! exclaimed Geoffrey. I have heard him speak of him. He is an advocate, I think.

Yes. A very nice fellow. He lives in the Via Giotto.

I will go and see him, the young Englishman said, and that same night he left for the Lily City.

Next day he called upon the advocate, and made inquiry regarding his brother. Signor Rossi, however, replied that he had heard nothing of him since his departure for London.

Then Falconer retold the strange story of the amazing farewell message, and his subsequent disappearance.

Can you offer any suggestion concerning the extraordinary precaution he took to mislead me as to where he was staying in London? inquired Geoffrey.

The advocate reflected.

He may have been in fear of some enemy or other.

Then he had enemies? asked the Englishman quickly.

Ah! That I cannot tell. If he had, he never mentioned them to me.

Neither did he to me, Falconer said. But he was the last man in the world to have enemies, I should have thought. The police have taken up the inquiry, and one of the reasons I am here is to obtain his photograph — if you have one.

Fortunately I have a recent one. He sent it to me from Rome six months ago, answered Enricos brother, who produced from a drawer a good cabinet portrait.

Excellent! exclaimed Falconer. We will reproduce it and circulate it as soon as I get back to London. Poor Enrico! There can be no doubt that he has fallen a victim of some very cleverly-conceived plot. I only hope I shall be successful in unravelling it.

I sincerely hope so too, signore, said the advocate, and later on Falconer left him, departing that same day for London, travelling by way of Milan and the Gothard.

On opening the London newspaper, which he bought on Folkestone Pier when he landed, his eyes met a startling headline, and he sat in his corner seat in the boat-train, aghast as he read the amazing announcement.

On the previous day, it was stated, three men from a well-known furniture depository went with the key to a flat in Longton Mansions, Bayswater, to remove the furniture into storage, its owner, Mrs. Priestley, having gone to Buenos Ayres for a year to join her husband, who had an appointment out there.

On entering the flat, they first commenced removing the furniture from the drawing-room and dining-room. Then they cleared out two bedrooms, when one of the men, unlocking the door of a small box-room, the key of which was in the door, was startled at finding a man huddled up inside! A few seconds sufficed to show that he was dead — and had no doubt been dead some days!

At once the police had been called, care being taken to hide the gruesome discovery from other tenants of the flats. The body was brought out, and the detective-inspector of the Division, on seeing it, identified the body as that of a young man named Enrico Rossi, an Italian engineer, who had been reported missing. The report concluded with the usual cryptic assurance that the police had the matter in hand.

Geoffrey sat staggered. His worst fears were now realised. His friend Enrico had, no doubt, been done to death!

On arrival at Victoria Station, he drove at once to Scotland Yard, where he interviewed Superintendent Ransley, the same official with whom the affair of the Secret Signals had brought him into contact. And to him he gave the photograph of the dead man, which he had brought from Italy.

Yes, Mr. Falconer, the whole circumstances are an enigma, the superintendent told him as they sat together in the rather barely-furnished room. We are now in search of the woman named Priestley. Yet as far as I can gather, she is a most respectable lady. Her husband has recently obtained a post as vice-consul at San Cristobal, and she stored her furniture in order to join him.

But where is she now?

On her way to Buenos Ayres perhaps. I hope to know to-morrow if she has sailed. But whether she has or not, we shall no doubt eventually find her.

And arrest her?

Yes — providing the coroners jury bring in a verdict of wilful murder. And they must, for he was struck a heavy blow on the head by a piece of iron piping.

Later Falconer stood by the body of his friend, who was dressed just as he had been when they parted at Liverpool Street. Indeed he was still wearing his light overcoat, showing that he had been killed either on arrival at the flat or upon his departure.

Naturally Geoffrey was greatly perturbed, and eager to discover the woman in whose apartment Enrico had been assassinated. Next day the motive of the crime was established — robbery. His wallet was missing! That he had carried one Geoffrey knew, because he had produced it to pay for his railway-fare from Chelmsford to London. It was a dark-red one, and seemed well-filled with Treasury notes.

In due course, the inquest was held, and though Geoffrey gave evidence of identification, he refrained, at the suggestion of Superintendent Ransley, from telling the jury of that remarkable telephonic message of farewell to which he had listened. The jury returned their verdict, and left the police to solve the mystery and arrest the woman Priestley.

But though they made every inquiry, no trace could be found of her. The firm of furniture removers stated that she had called one day and asked them to remove her furniture and store it, handed the key of the flat to the clerk, showed him a receipt for the last quarters rent, and gave him a cheque for fifty pounds on account. She told him that she was going abroad, and would probably be away for a year at least. A receipt was given, and the men, going to carry out the work of removal, made the sensational discovery.

About a month went by. The body of poor Enrico had been buried at Geoffreys expense, and though the latter continued his research work at Chelmsford, his thoughts were ever centred upon the mysterious Mrs. Priestley.

One day Superintendent Ransley received information that an Englishwoman named Priestley, who answered the description of the missing woman, was staying at the Hôtel des Indes at the Hague. A few hours later a detective-inspector armed with a request for arrest and extradition, left London on his way to Holland via Harwich, and six days later Mrs. Priestley was at Bow Street Police Station, where she was interrogated by Superintendent Ransley, who, of course, first cautioned her that whatever she might say would be taken down and might be used as evidence against her.

The charge that she had been guilty of murdering Enrico Rossi had, it seemed, from the first staggered her. She had protested her innocence over and over again.

You knew this Signor Enrico Rossi? said the superintendent, looking up from the pocket-book in which he had been writing.

Certainly I did — in Italy long ago, was her reply. I was born in Italy, though my parents were English, and I first knew him in Ancona when quite a girl.

He called to visit you at Longton Mansions?

He wrote saying he would call, and asked me to name a day. But I was much engaged, and neglected to write to him. He, therefore, never visited me.

Then how came he to be found murdered in your flat? asked the superintendent coldly.

Ah! That I cannot tell. It is a mystery.

Yes, grunted Ransley, I agree — it is! But it would not be a mystery if you told me the truth, Mrs. Priestley. You surely cannot expect us to give credence to your denial?

I have told the truth, was the womans firm reply. I have never set eyes upon Enrico Rossi since a month before the war. I then met him in Pisa.

Was anyone else in your flat on the night in question?

Nobody. My maid, Axford, had gone home to Taunton three days before.

What time did you return home on that night?

I had been to a dance, and it must have been nearly three oclock before I got back. Now that I recollect, I am horrified to think that I actually slept in the flat within a few feet of the dead body of the man I had known so well.

Yes, remarked Ransley in his curious cold tone of disbelief. Quite naturally.

Then a few minutes later the woman who had denied all knowledge of the affair was sent back to her cell, and the superintendent gave orders for her to be brought before the magistrate next morning and charged with the murder of Enrico Rossi.

This was done, and the evening newspapers were full of the sensational affair, though, owing to certain circumstances, it was not deemed wise by the authorities to let the public know the exact problem. Hence the case was camouflaged. There were certain interests at stake which apparently puzzled even the Home Office.

Eva Priestley, represented by a well-known Bow Street solicitor, who offered no defence, was remanded. Her husband was communicated with, but he knew nothing, and was, no doubt, astounded at the discovery, and mystified regarding the young man Rossi.

A week later the prisoner, a tall, fair-haired woman, whose photograph, in due course, appeared in all the picture-papers, and whom readers of this present narrative must well remember under another name, was committed for trial at the Old Bailey upon the capital charge, the Public Prosecutor alleging that she had enticed the young fellow to her flat, and had murdered him for the contents of his wallet.

Geoffrey Falconer agreed with Superintendent Ransley and with the eminent Kings Counsel who prosecuted. The admission of Mrs. Priestley that she and Enrico were old friends was surely most damning evidence.

Not until several days after Mrs. Priestley had been sent for trial was a curious fact noticed concerning the blue serge jacket which poor Enrico wore at the time he lost his life. Inside the collar the tab, bearing the name of the tailor in Rome who had made the suit, had been hastily cut aside, and beneath it a slit had been made, apparently with a sharp knife. But whether this had been done during Rossis lifetime or after death could not be established.

One of the strangest features of the affair, however, was that weird message by radio-telephone — a message spoken, no doubt, by one aware of the fact that Enrico had been done to death. The police inquiries, however, failed to elicit any proof that the woman suspected of the crime had any connection with anybody acquainted with wireless, even in its most amateur form.

Obsessed by the mystery, Geoffrey had many conversations concerning it with Sylvia, who believed in Mrs. Priestleys innocence notwithstanding the chain of circumstantial evidence and the fact that the body had been hidden in her flat. But if Mrs. Priestley had not murdered the young man, who had? asked the Public Prosecutor.

The day fixed for the trial of the alleged murderess was approaching, when one afternoon Geoffrey, revisiting unexpectedly the scene of the tragedy as he had done several times, chanced to pass on the stairs a short, lean, white-haired little man who was ascending to the flat above. Their eyes met, and the old man, turning his head, quickened his pace.

Geoffrey recollected having met him before in those days when Venice was seriously threatened by the Austrian advance. His name was Nocera, and he was a banker in Venice — a man of considerable repute. Why, Geoffrey wondered, was he living at Longton Mansions?

Of the hall-porter he later on learnt that Mr. Nocera and his wife had occupied the flat above Mrs. Priestleys for about three months. They came from Italy and took it furnished. After a month they had as guest a Mr. Zuccari, described by the hall-porter as a tall, thin, athletic man, with a black moustache and very bald head.

He was something of a mystery, and I was very glad when he left, the man declared. One day, indeed, I found him trying the door of Mrs. Priestleys flat with the latchkey of the flat above. I caught him unexpectedly, and he certainly did not like it, for three days later he left, and I havent seen him since.

Thats curious, Falconer remarked. Very curious! Was he really trying to get into her flat?

It seemed to me that he was. But, of course, my presence prevented him.

Later that evening Geoffrey related to Superintendent Ransley what he had learnt, but strangely enough the Venice banker and his wife left early next morning, taking with them two good-sized trunks. To the porter they remarked that they were going to Edinburgh, but the man was pretty wide awake, and giving the taxi-driver a quiet hint, heard from him an hour later that he had driven them to Victoria, to the Continental train.

Quickly observation was kept upon the pair, and at Folkestone the passport which they presented as Italian subjects was declared by the passport officer to be out of order, a fact which necessitated them both returning to London, though quite unconscious that they were under suspicion.

At the same time, after closely questioning the hall-porter, Superintendent Ransley gave instructions that active search should be made for the bald-headed guest who had been tampering with the lock of Mrs. Priestleys flat. Then there was a further surprise, and Mrs. Priestley herself, questioned in prison, admitted she knew the people in the flat above, and being Italians, they had once or twice visited her. At once the police, aided by Geoffrey, redoubled their efforts, Falconer being at last successful in obtaining a further piece of curious evidence. He had taken the key of Mrs. Priestleys flat to a number of locksmiths in order to ascertain if they had been asked to make a similar key, but in vain. Of a sudden, however, he recollected having seen a barrow full of old keys and rusty locks in Lower Marsh, Lambeth, and upon it a notice bearing the words: Keys cut at shortest notice.

To the owner of the barrow he showed the key. The man — an artist in his profession — examined it long and carefully, until he found scratched upon it in tiny figures a number. He referred to a book, and then replied:

Yes, I cut a duplicate of this for a tall, thin gentleman. He was a foreigner, I remember. And he gave the date, three days before the disappearance of Enrico Rossi.

This was a very valuable link in the chain of fresh evidence, and the police very wisely allowed the supposed Venice banker and his wife to leave for Paris, entirely unsuspicious of the fact that they were being closely watched. The day came for the trial of Mrs. Priestley, but it was postponed.

Meanwhile two English detectives were in Paris watching Nocera and his wife, information from Venice concerning the banker having been the reverse of reassuring.

Within three weeks Superintendent Ransleys expectations were rewarded. The man Zuccari visited them at their hotel in the Rue Castiglione!

From that moment Zuccari was never left, and four days later all three were arrested in the street near the Opera by six agents of the Sûreté.

Madame Nocera was released, but her husband, in order to save himself, made a statement to Inspector Peyron when taken to the bureau of police. In a great state of agitation he admitted that, while posing as a banker in Venice, the money he possessed belonged to the Austrian Government — in fact, he was the paymaster of the spies of Austria scattered through northern Italy during the war. He declared that he had had no hand whatever in the assassination of Enrico Rossi.

The French police were, however, far from satisfied with this statement, and pressed him, under threats, for further information. It then became apparent that Nocera and Zuccari had quarrelled over their share of the spoils, and in the end Nocera explained the ingenious plot to Inspector Peyron and the two men from Scotland Yard.

It had become known to Zuccari that Enrico Rossi was to be sent on business from the Coltano wireless station to England, and that he intended to call upon Mrs. Priestley, his old friend. The flat above the latters being to let furnished, the Noceras took it, and succeeded in cultivating friendly relations with the lady below. Then Zuccari arrived from Italy, and on one of his visits with Nocera to Mrs. Priestley, he succeeded in getting hold of the latchkey of the flat used by the servant. Of this he had a duplicate made in Lower Marsh, and then he waited in patience.

Enrico arrived in London and wrote to Mrs. Priestley. She quite innocently mentioned this fact to Nocera, and said that she could not see him as she was going away.

This was their opportunity. Entering the flat in Mrs. Priestleys absence, Zuccari discovered Enricos letter, and his address at a small private hotel at Kensington.

He ascertained that Mrs. Priestley would be out at a dance on a certain evening; therefore he telegraphed in the ladys name asking Enrico to call at half-past ten oclock for supper.

After leaving Falconer at Liverpool Street station, Enrico had therefore taken a taxi direct to Longton Mansions, where Zuccari was already in Mrs. Priestleys flat awaiting him. On entering there the unsuspecting young Italian was struck down, his wallet taken and his jacket removed. From a little pocket behind the silk address-tab of the tailor, Something was extracted — a tiny book of thin India paper.

That Something was of the greatest value to the murderer, and was the motive of the crime, for it contained the secret wireless code of the Italian Government, both military and diplomatic, and would be of inestimable value to the Austrians and Germans, even though peace had now been declared.

Having secured that for which he had cunningly plotted, Zuccari had replaced the coat upon the inert body of the man he had beaten to death with a piece of iron piping, put on his overcoat, and then locked him in the small box-room, afterwards leaving the flat. Three hours or so later Mrs. Priestley returned, all unconscious of the tragedy, and slept there for the last night before her departure abroad.

The London police, two days after the true facts had been ascertained in Paris and Mrs. Priestley had been released, visited the flat occupied by Nocera, for, on inquiry, they had elicited the fact that, as secret agent of Austria in Venice, he had had much technical instruction in the use of wireless.

In the flat was found quite a powerful generating plant, with a very up-to-date telephone set, and a most ingenious aerial arrangement by which one could transmit upon quite a long wave-length. Why this had originally been installed was obscure, but it was believed to be one of the powerful secret sets used by German spies in London during the war.

In any case, it was proved that the reason Enrico had not given his correct address was because he had apprehensions of some sinister attempt. It was also proved that Zuccari had, after the tragedy, spoken into the microphone that weird message to which Geoffrey had listened, and which proved such a remarkable feature of the affair. The message of farewell had apparently been the curious fancy of the unscrupulous assassin.

The stolen code-book was recovered three days after Zuccaris arrest from his baggage at the left-luggage office at Brussels, whence it was his intention to convey it to Germany. The Italian Government, who had two years before issued warrants for the arrest of both Zuccari and the traitor Nocera, at once claimed their extradition, and both men are now serving a sentence of solitary confinement for life — a doom worse, indeed, than the gallows.


CHAPTER III. THE CALICO GLOVE
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MRS. BEVERLEY, WHO, on account of her reckless expenditure, had been nicknamed The Wild Widow by a certain set in Society, had gone up to Perthshire to join a gay house-party at a shooting lodge near Crieff, leaving Sylvia at home at Upper Brook Street.

After the girl there was dangling a Peer of the Realm, twice her age, in the person of Viscount Hendlewycke, a penniless man, whose family tree ran back to the days of Richard Cœur de Lion, and who, in his youth, had been distinguished by his two appearances in the Divorce Court as co-respondent.

Hendlewycke, with his bald head and his pretence to golf, was the best fish that Mrs. Beverley had captured as the prospective husband of Sylvia. Hendlewycke Castle, near Alnwick, in Northumberland, was a magnificent old place, now let by the Viscounts trustee in Bankruptcy to a Lancashire cotton-waste dealer who aspired to a baronetcy, and Mrs. Beverley, with her acuteness and her wealth, saw that she could easily reinstate Roddy, as he was known in society, providing he made Sylvia Lady Hendlewycke.

Such an event would be the crowning of her great social ambitions in London.

Sylvia, however, was not blind. Neither was Geoffrey Falconer. Geoffrey had met Roddy several times. In him the young man found a degenerate roué, who, having run through his fortune, had also so lost his self-respect that he would borrow a fiver from all and sundry, and in most cases forget to pay it back. Of club and hotel servants he had been driven to borrow money, and to a dozen butlers in country houses he was indebted for just a couple of quid for my railway fare. Ill send it back to you when I get up to town.

To men at Whites, the Wellington, Wells, the Devonshire, and Boodles, Roddy Hendlewycke was known as a bad egg. Why The Wild Widow from Argentina had taken him under her wing, nobody could imagine — except, of course, she wanted an old title for her daughter.

Sylvia was compelled to tolerate him in order not openly to offend her mother, but she was heartily sick of him, and was seen as little as possible in his company. With Geoffrey she was perfectly frank, and they entirely understood each other. Therefore, it was not at all surprising that one day, her mother being absent, she suggested to the young man that he should drive her out for the day in her mothers big cream-coloured Rolls-Royce.

The suggestion was at once adopted, and on the Saturday morning the pair left London for a days outing.

The car had scarcely left the garage at the rear of South Audley Street, where, with others belonging to people in the neighbourhood, it was kept, when a well-dressed man of about forty entered the yard and approaching the man in charge, exclaimed:

I see Mrs. Beverleys Royce has just gone out. Did you get to know what I want?

Yes, sir, replied the man. Young Mr. Falconer is driving Miss Beverley down to Hastings. Theyre lunching at the Queens.

Youre sure?

Quite sure, sir, was the reply, whereupon the stranger placed a Treasury note into the hand of his informant.

Then, re-entering a taxi in which he had been seated, apparently watching Falconer drive out Mrs. Beverleys car, he sped along to a garage in Knightsbridge, where another large open car awaited him, and even before Sylvia and her lover had left Upper Brook Street the mysterious watcher was well on his way out of London.

The day was a lovely one in early autumn, and the drive through Kent was delightful. Geoffrey and Sylvia came along the sea-front at St. Leonards just before noon, and, continuing, pulled up at the back entrance of the Queens Hotel, where they ordered lunch. Then, after a wash, they strolled out into the autumn sunshine beside the sea.

As they left by that door with its wide glass porch which leads out upon the terrace before the sea, they passed a man seated in one of the wicker lounge chairs, smoking a good cigar.

He was the mysterious individual who had been so keen to ascertain the destination of the pair. But as they passed he was gazing thoughtfully out upon the sea, taking no notice of them.

After they had gone along towards the Pier, he returned to the lounge, where he scribbled a telegram. Having done so, he apparently desired to alter it, so he tore it into tiny fragments, half of which he tossed into the waste-paper basket, and the other half he placed in the pocket of his grey tweed jacket. That action showed him first to be a man of method, and secondly that the message was one which he did not wish to be read by anyone who might perhaps be watching.

He wrote a second telegram, and that he took across to the post-office and dispatched.

Later, when Geoffrey and Sylvia, having eaten their luncheon in the big upstairs room, had descended to the little lounge on the terrace to take their coffee, they found the same man there, smoking a cigar in the same abstracted manner.

Coffee was brought to the pair who were chattering merrily, when the stranger, suddenly rising to pass back into the lounge, struck the little table accidentally and the coffee was spilled.

Oh! he exclaimed, with exquisite politeness, in a well-modulated and refined voice. Do please forgive me! It was most clumsy of me, and I apologise to you both.

Then seeing the waiter in the vicinity, he ordered two more coffees in the same breath.

Nothing! laughed Falconer. It was only an accident! These tables are all gingerbread things. They are always very shaky.

Well, said the stranger, my sole consolation is that none of it went on the ladys dress. Coffee stains badly, you know.

No. Its quite all right! declared Sylvia pleasantly.

And then they began to chat. The stranger told them that he had motored down from London just for a breath of air.

Im going abroad — to China — in about a months time. I expect to be away several years. So I want to see all I can of our dear old England before I go.

For half an hour they gossiped of motors, of good and indifferent roads, and of hotels as known by motorists within a couple of hundred miles of London.

At half-past three Sylvia suggested they should start back home; therefore, they parted from their pleasant chance acquaintance, leaving him still smoking in the porch-like lounge.

I somehow dont like that man, Geoffrey, the girl said as soon as she was seated beside him and the car turned out into the busy Hastings street. He seemed so inquisitive.

I thought so, too. But probably he wanted to know who we were, laughed Falconer. Though he got no change out of me.

Did you notice that he wore, even at lunch, a glove upon his left hand? I think it is to cover some deformity. It seemed to be of unbleached calico, and covered with some kind of flesh-coloured paint.

Yes. I noticed it. But by his manner and speech he seems a gentleman — and a thorough cosmopolitan, without a doubt. He has apparently been half over the world, he replied, and then the conversation dropped as he quickened speed to overtake a tram-car.

That same night the stranger, who wore the flesh-coloured calico glove, attired in a dinner-jacket, lounged about the entrance-hall of the Piccadilly Grill for about a quarter of an hour, until at last he was joined by the person for whom he had been waiting, a smartly-dressed French girl, who possessed all the chic and mannerisms of the true Parisienne. Having left her cloak, the pair went in and dined at a table à deux, which had been reserved for them in a corner.

The waiter, apparently knowing them both as regular patrons of the place, served them well. Over the table the man in a low tone related the coffee incident at Hastings, and the girl seemed to regard the adventure as huge fun.

Oh! Teddy, I do wish I had been with you! the girl said in rather broken English. Mon Dieu! Ive had a dull, miserable day! I went up to Hampstead to see George, but he has gone away, and his landlady says she has no idea when he will be back.

Thats sudden, exclaimed the man, knitting his brows. I wonder if anything has happened? George was not due to leave London till next Saturday morning — and then he was going over to Stockholm on a very important little bit of business. I arranged it all only yesterday. And now hes gone!

Yes. And the old woman did not seem to know anything. Mr. Jordon had, she said, left very hurriedly with only a suit-case. And he left no message either for you or for myself.

Looks a bit fishy, Gabrielle, the man remarked, staring at the tablecloth.

No. Theres no fear, my dear Teddy, laughed the girl. If anything were wrong we should know. Bad news travels fast.

I dont like George Jordon leaving suddenly like that — without a word. The other business in Stockholm is a pretty big one.

Why did you fix Saturday?

I fixed any Saturday — the Saturday when we may find it most convenient to all parties concerned, he said with a mysterious grin.

I hope neither Falconer nor the girl suspects, the girl said apprehensively.

What can they suspect? asked the man. You have only to carry out your part of the contract, and the whole thing is easy — big money awaits both of us, he whispered across the table.

Yes, the girl replied, her voice lost in the strains of the orchestra. She looked across the spacious restaurant dreamily. Yes, she repeated, but somehow I dont like this business at all. George may have smelt a rat and bolted.

He may have done, but, recollect, he would not have disappeared without first sending me warning. Remember all that it means to him — and to us both, exclaimed the man who was known in the haunts about Piccadilly Circus as Teddy Tressider, or Everard, as was his real name.

On any Saturday, repeated the pretty young French girl, as she sipped her wine and then leaned her bare elbows upon the table, looking straight at the man before her. George has arranged to be ready to get across to Sweden, on any Saturday — eh?

Exactly. And look here, Gabrielle! exclaimed the keen-eyed man, whose attitude suddenly altered to one of menace, I dont want you at the last moment to become chicken-hearted or — or, by Heaven! if theres a failure, youll pay dearly for it.

The girl remained silent. The expression upon her face showed that she resented the mans threat. Her delicate lips compressed, and her dark eyes flashed back at him viciously. But she was a clever girl, for at that moment of her anger rising she controlled her tongue, and, instead of expressing any resentment, she only gave vent to a half-idiotic laugh, and after a pause lifted her glass again, and answered:

Really, my dear Teddy, you are very funny to-night. Come back to earth, my dear friend!

The man with the calico glove snapped a word in reply and ordered liqueurs, after which he took her in a taxi to a big dancing-hall out at Hammersmith, where, after a number of dances, they parted upon the kerb outside.

Remember, Gabrielle, if you fail me in this, Ill tell what I know. And you surely fully realise where you will be, he said distinctly in her ear as they awaited a taxi. I have no wish for us to be enemies. But, gad! if you hold back, then I shall treat you as an enemy, and I shall tell all I know.

The girl drew a long breath.

You — you —— — !

But the words died upon her lips. With her womans innate cleverness she made resolution at that moment that she would combat the plans of the man who held her future in his hands.

She recollected all the past, and she shuddered.

Next second, however, she laughed saucily, and as the taxi drew up, she replied in French:

Oh! my dear old friend, why make all this trouble? You are very amusing to-night! This little affair will come out all right, never fear. Now that you know Monsieur Falconer, surely the trouble is half over? The rest is so very easy. Discretion and caution are all that is necessary. And then, when the deed is done, George will slip over to Stockholm and every one will be happy — except Monsieur Falconer!

And she stepped into the taxi and drove away.

About this time Geoffrey Falconer was busy each evening in devising improvements in his new seven-valve amplifier, with the object of applying for a patent. In the world of wireless there were many rumours that Falconers improvement of the saturation device and other things would revolutionise the present method of the reception of wireless signals. What it exactly was only the clever young inventor himself knew. He had shown it to his father, and also to Sylvia, but they were not sufficiently acquainted with the mysteries of wireless to understand its true import.

So busy was Geoffrey, both at the Works at Chelmsford, and at his own home each evening, that during the fortnight that followed he only went to London once, to do business at Marconi House and afterwards to see Sylvia.

That evening, Mrs. Beverley being out of town, he took her daughter out to dinner at the Carlton, and afterwards to the theatre. During the entracte he left her in the stalls while he went out to smoke a cigarette. He chanced to be standing in the crowded lounge when suddenly he saw a young man named Hugh Carew, who had been a brother-officer with him in France. With him was a pretty, smartly-dressed girl with dark hair and wonderful eyes, and wearing a dress of emerald green.

Carew greeted his friend warmly, and then, turning to his companion, said:

Let me introduce you to Mr. Falconer — Mademoiselle Juvanon.

The girl started, held her breath, glanced furtively into Falconers face, and then expressed in French her great pleasure at meeting her companions brother-officer.

As for Geoffrey he said but little. After a few moments conversation, however, Carew excused himself, saying that he wanted to get a drink, and begged Falconer to look after the girl for a moment.

The instant he had gone to the bar, Falconer bent to the girl, and in a low, hard voice, said in French:

When last I had the pleasure of meeting mademoiselle, both her nationality and her name were — well — slightly different — eh?

From her pretty lips rang out a ripple of merry laughter, while over her face spread a saucy look.

I freely admit it, Msieur Falconer, she responded. But I had no idea we should meet here. Or I should not have come — I confess to you.

Ah! Mademoiselle, beauty such as yours cannot be concealed, said the young man laughing.

Why do you flatter me? — You?

Surely I may be permitted to admire you — even though I am aware of the truth — of who and what you really are!

But — but you will not give me away to Hugh — will you, Msieur Geoffrey? she asked quickly, her face instantly pale in alarm. I — I love him. I swear I do!

If you play the straight game with him, Gabrielle, I will remain silent, Falconer promised. After we had met in Paris three years ago, I learnt the truth about you, mademoiselle, he added; and I confess that the revelation was an extremely unpleasant one. I believed in you, but I found that you were playing a very crooked game.

As the words left his lips, Hugh Carew returned. The curtain had rung up, therefore Geoffrey bowed to mademoiselle, and at once rejoined Sylvia.

The remainder of the play did not interest him. As he sat by Sylvias side a flood of bitter memories overtook him — how he had first been introduced to Gabrielle while taking a morning apératif at the Pré Catalan, in Paris; of his friendship with her, and of the subsequent discovery that, instead of being what she had represented herself to be, she was actually the decoy of thieves! In Paris he had known her as Gabrielle Valeri, a native of Palermo, in Sicily. Now that she was in London, the friend of Hugh Carew, her name had become Juvanon, and she was French.

What deep game was being played?

He made a point of finding Carew at his club three days later, when he turned the conversation to her. Hugh at once became enthusiastic. It was quite apparent that he was over head and ears in love with the pretty young French girl. He had, it seemed, first met her in Rouen during the war, and had again encountered her six months ago by pure accident while walking along Kensington High Street. To a man in love it is useless to give warning, and Falconer, realising this, hesitated to say anything to the girls detriment.

He had warned her in all seriousness that if she played a crooked game he would expose her. And he now recollected that the expression in her eyes when she had confessed her love for Hugh was one of true honesty and frankness.

Carew was, of course, in entire ignorance that his friend was acquainted with the girl whose beauty had cast a spell over him, and Geoffrey, on his part, remained silent.

His interview over a whisky-and-soda at the Wellington Club that afternoon proved that the pair were genuinely in love with each other. But Falconer, recollecting Gabrielles position, was wondering what could be behind it all. Hugh Carew was heir to a baronetcy, the elder son of a very wealthy man, and he wondered whether those mysterious international thieves behind Gabrielle were not scheming blackmail. Indeed, the future extortion of money seemed to be at the root of it all.

That night, after calling at Upper Brook Street for half an hour, Geoffrey went back to Warley full of grave apprehensions concerning his brother-officer, and, before turning in, he sat down to further test his improved amplifier by which signals from both low and high-power stations came in with almost double strength.

Hitherto there have been three grades of amplifiers, he muttered to himself, as he sat with the low-resistance telephones over his ears. They have never yet invented an amplifying detector to cover all wave-lengths from three hundred to seventeen thousand. We constructed one which was equally effective on all commercial wave-lengths, but complications had to be introduced which rendered the instrument entirely unsuitable for ordinary practical use. Yet here I have, I hope, a device which increases the amplitude of the oscillations over all wave-lengths, both for spark or continuous waves.

He listened on the telephones to the usual traffic of the night. Many of the messages passing and re-passing across the Atlantic were in code — messages of mystery all of them. The rapidity of the exchange of communications by wireless — both private and commercial — has long out-distanced the old-fashioned cables, with their long delay and deliberate methods. Truly, the world is now beginning to realise that it can send messages across the seven seas and receive replies by wireless in half the time occupied by the submarine cables.

Geoffrey remained with the telephones over his ears for quite an hour, making delicate adjustments here and there, his new instrument being so sensitive that he could hear many amateurs in London working on their ten watts and one hundred and eighty mètres to which the General Post Office restricts them. Then he switched off and retired to bed.

Four days went by — strenuous days — for at Chelmsford important tests were being made upon the great high-power wireless telephone set with its huge panel with globular glass valves, each the size of a football — the set which the collective brains of the Marconi Company had devised in order to exchange actual speech with stations across the Atlantic. Geoffrey was one of the engineers engaged in these tests, hence he had little time for anything else. He snatched his lunch hastily each day in the comfortable upstairs dining-room of the heads of departments, and under the chief telephone engineer, whose clear, deliberate voice is known to all wireless men, devoted every moment to his particular sphere in the perfection of the new apparatus which was to supersede the dot-and-dash of Morses invention.

One evening, after leaving Chelmsford, he went on to London, and having dressed at the club, dined at Upper Brook Street. Mrs. Beverley was giving a small dance in honour of a French Minister of State and his wife, and Sylvia had pressed him to come. Hence he spent an enjoyable evening, in which the only jarring note was the presence of the ineffable Lord Hendlewycke, to whom, of course, Sylvia was forced to be polite.

Falconer left Liverpool Street station by the last train, arriving home at about one oclock in the morning. Contrary to his habit, he did not go into his wireless room, but went straight up to bed, for the Professor had already retired, and the old house was in darkness.

At seven oclock the next morning the maid, a country girl, rapped loudly upon his door, crying:

Mr. Geoffrey! The house has been broken into! Your wireless room is all in disorder!

Falconer sprang up, slipped on his dressing-gown, and dashed down.

The room was turned upside down. The window had been forced and was open, so that whoever entered had had easy access to the place. No second glance was needed to show that whoever had entered had been there for one purpose only — in order to possess himself of the secret of the improved amplifier!

A number of wires had been disconnected, while on the table lay a piece of that paper ruled in small squares and used by engineers to draw diagrams.

A diagram of the circuit had apparently been made, but as the instruments were still intact, Falconer was relieved to think that whoever had been prying about had been disturbed before he had had time to discover his secret.

Upon the floor lay the telephone, discarded; the aerial switch had been left down just as the intruder had listened, and several connections had been pulled away from the terminal screws.

The person who had done it was, no doubt, some one skilled in wireless. That was apparent by the changing over of one or two connections which only the eye of an expert would detect. That the intruder had been there through the hours of the night, and had gone deliberately into everything aided by his own expert knowledge was apparent.

But Geoffrey smiled within himself. He knew that any intruder could not gain full knowledge of his device unless he had taken that small box which was attached to the amplifier. Whoever had been there had been prying about — but had been foiled!

He closed the window that had been forced open, and then set about replacing the wires which had been disconnected, making up the circuit to its original design.

The Professor, who had been told that burglars had been in, entered the room excitedly, but Geoffrey reassured him.

Somebody has been pottering about here. Lots of people know of my device, and I suppose somebody is out to try to discover it. But they havent done so. Theyve made a horrible mess of things, but they dont know the whole truth, because they havent examined the new saturation device. If they had taken that away they would have found out everything.

Very fortunate, Geoff! exclaimed the old Professor. Most fortunate! Evidently some person wants to filch your invention from you!

Of course. But they dont seem to have done it — unless —— ? And the young man crossed eagerly to a big cupboard in the room, the door of which stood unlocked.

From it he withdrew a small, green-enamelled, steel dispatch-box.

By Heavens! he gasped. Theyve got it! And his father saw that the box had been ripped open.

I kept the diagram and specification of the windings in there! Geoffrey cried in dismay. And they have taken it. They know everything — and it is not patented!

But who are the thieves? queried the old man. Who could come here into this house, and deliberately steal your invention?

Ah! There are hundreds of unscrupulous persons who have heard of it. They know how much it would be worth to the world in the near future, and I can only suppose that some plot has been formed to secure it. And theyve been successful! They have abstracted the diagram from that box which I believed to be practically thief-proof. It had a complicated lock, but they have opened it with steel cutters.

So the thieves know your secret, Geoff — the secret which you have been so long perfecting?

Yes, they do, replied the young engineer, setting his jaws firmly. They have outwitted me! And instead of being a rich man, as I had anticipated, I am just where I was! I did my best to secure to the world a better mode of amplification of wireless signals, but they have stolen my invention. Stolen it!

And he stared wildly at his father as a man desperate.

An hour later Geoffrey was in the office of the Chief Constable of Essex, and there related to him the whole circumstances. Two detectives went over to Warley in a car, and examined the premises. That entry had been made in a very ingenious manner was quite clear, and it was equally clear that the object was solely to get sight of the improved amplifier, and to secure the diagrams and specifications for which Geoffrey was about to apply for patent rights.

There was no clue to the thief, but whoever it was certainly knew something of wireless. No ordinary burglar had committed the theft.

The examination of the room by the police took place at about eleven oclock, but at five that evening a sensational discovery was made by a farm labourer near Ardleigh Green, about two miles away on the Romford Road. The man was on his way home from work when, crossing a field near the high road, he came across the body of a well-dressed man.

He was startled to find that he was dead — having been shot in the chest.

At once he informed the Romford police by telephone, and they, on examining the body, declared it to be a case of murder.

Late that night, after Falconer had returned from Chelmsford, he received a visit from a police inspector from Romford, who produced some documents.

These, he said, we found on the body of the stranger who was apparently murdered last night. They appear to us to be wireless diagrams, and we wonder if they may, by any chance, be yours?

Geoffrey seized them eagerly.

By Jove! he gasped. Why theyre mine — the stolen plans of my invention!

Then it seems as though the thief, after committing the robbery, was murdered, the inspector said.

So it appears. But who can he be — and who killed him?

Thats what weve got to find out, sir. Perhaps youll come into Romford with me and view the body? You may know the man. He seems well-dressed, and we found on him about forty pounds in Treasury notes and several letters. But none of the latter give any clue as to who he may be. The envelopes have all been destroyed.

An hour later Geoffrey Falconer was shown the body as it lay, pale and still, awaiting the coroners inquiry.

Why, I recognise him! gasped the young engineer the moment his eyes fell upon the dead mans face. Thats a man with whom I chatted at the Queens Hotel, at Hastings, some weeks ago. I remember his face quite well. And his hand. He is still wearing that flesh-coloured calico glove!

Was he alone? asked the police inspector.

Yes, as far as I know, Geoffrey replied, and then in a flash it occurred to him how the stranger, now dead, had managed to strike up a conversation by the overturning of the coffee. He recollected, too, Sylvias instinctive dislike of the fellow.

But if the mysterious man had evil intentions, why should he have taken all those pains to meet him?

In any case he had the satisfaction of having regained possession of his precious diagram which in the night had been filched from his dispatch-box.

He was shown the Treasury notes found in the dead mans wallet, and also the letters — four of them — all in a womans hand. They were in French, dated simply from Marlotte, a little village on the edge of the Forest of Fontainebleau, cold, purely formal letters, but signed Gabrielle.

Geoffrey Falconer knew that signature! He possessed letters in the same handwriting. The writer was the pretty decoy of thieves, the girl who was now in love with his brother-officer, Hugh Carew.

The whole situation became intensely puzzling. The man, whoever he was, had evidently stolen the diagrams, but on making his way to Romford station had been waylaid and shot by an unknown hand. That was the theory held by Geoffrey, and also by the police. The motive of the theft was, no doubt, in order to sell the invention abroad to some rival radio company in Germany, or in America, for new wireless devices have always a ready market to the rich corporations who — after the Marconi Company — attempt to control the worlds communications through space.

Very naturally Geoffrey did his level best to keep out of the papers what really had been stolen from his fathers house. There were several interests at stake. Hence, in the newspapers, the world read that the thief had abstracted certain papers from the Professors house, and these were found upon the dead man by the police, and returned to their owner.

Those who read these lines will, no doubt, recollect having read a bald and very unconvincing report of the affair. They certainly never dreamed of the drama and romance which lay behind it all.

At the inquest Geoffrey Falconer, who was called to identify his property, and tell the court of his meeting with the deceased at Hastings, was very guarded in his evidence. He, of course, said nothing of the pretty young girl whom he had met in Paris as an Italian, and who was now in London under another name and posing as French. The letters signed Gabrielle were shown to the jury, but to them they conveyed nothing. The twelve worthy tradesmen of Romford had no suspicion whatever that Gabrielle was a decoy of a clever thief, the man into the circumstances of whose death they were called upon to inquire.

Who had killed the thief there was no evidence whatever to show. As far as Geoffrey was concerned he had little interest in the matter. The man had taken a great risk, but had failed to dispose of the diagrams, and thus filch from him a very considerable sum. That the strangers death was due to vengeance seemed quite feasible, and the jury could only arrive at one conclusion in face of the fact that no weapon had been found near the spot — namely, that wilful murder had been committed by some person or persons unknown.

Next day the diagrams of the improved amplifier were placed in the bank, and the body of the deceased was buried at the expense of the county of Essex.

The affair, however, filled Geoffreys mind mainly because of the pretty Gabrielles association with his friend Carew.

Though he remained silent, the suggestion occurred to him about ten days afterwards to go to London and meet Carew.

On calling at the club he found Hugh in the smoking-room, and at once it became apparent that his appearance was the reverse of welcome.

Carew seemed highly nervous and perturbed. They sat over their cigarettes for half an hour chatting over trivialities, when Geoffrey suddenly remarked:

I suppose you read in the papers what a lot of trouble Ive had — a robbery at our house?

Yes, his friend replied. I — Ive got an appointment out in South Africa, Geoffrey, but — but before I go I want to tell you something.

What? asked his friend.

Come upstairs to the private room, said Carew, and both ascended the great old staircase, and passing along a corridor, entered a small rather ill-lit room where private conversation between members could be indulged in.

When Hugh Carew had closed the door, he faced his friend, and said in a low, tremulous voice:

An explanation is due to you, Geoffrey. I know that you must have been much mystified over the occurrence at Warley, and the narrow escape you had of your invention passing into the hands of foreigners. I confess that I prevented it.

You! How?

Well, I discovered that Gabrielle was held beneath the thrall of that blackguard, Edward Everard, a thief of the most unscrupulous type where women were concerned. The girl confessed to me. She told me how she had been compelled to aid him in his plans in Paris and elsewhere, and how Everard was plotting to obtain the secret of your wireless invention in order to dispose of it to some people in Brussels. I induced her to tell me the whole plot — a most ingenious one — and then — —

And he paused.

Yes, go on, said Geoffrey, looking into the others pale, hard-drawn face.

Well — I followed him on that night, he said in a low, intense voice. I watched him break into your room and cut open the dispatch-box. I saw him leave and go along the road, and — and in order to save Gabrielle from him and save your invention from falling into the hands of others, I — I shot him!

You did? gasped Falconer, astounded.

Yes. And now you can give me up to the police. I dont care. I love Gabrielle, and I have saved her from that fiend who wore a glove to conceal a deformity by which he could have been easily identified.

Where is Gabrielle now?

She sailed for Cape Town last Tuesday, and will await me there. We arranged to be married on my arrival.

Falconer paused. A long silence fell between the two men.

At last Geoffrey spoke, his voice trembling with emotion:

Go and meet her in Cape Town, Hugh. I shall regard your confession as sacred. You saved the girl from further dishonour, and you saved to me the fruits of my labours. It was murder, I admit. But now that I know the dead mans name, I am aware that he was guilty of the same crime — the robbery and murder of a wealthy old lady near Marseilles two years ago — a woman to whom he had forced Gabrielle to act as maid.

And you will say nothing — not a word will pass your lips? asked Hugh Carew eagerly.

Not a word — I swear! The man has met with his just deserts.

Thank you, Geoffrey, was the others reply, and both left the dull, half-dark room without further word.


CHAPTER IV. THE DEVILS OVEN
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THE CALM SUMMER morning broke gloriously over the entrance to the English Channel between Lands End and the Lizard. The sea was blue, with only a faint ripple.

Mrs. Beverley had been induced by Geoffrey to leave Upper Brook Street to spend a few weeks in Cornwall, taking Sylvia with her.

Indeed, it was Sylvia who pressed her mother to go to Cornwall because Geoffrey was compelled to go down to the Marconi wireless station at Poldhu, near Mullion, where some alterations were being carried out.

The widow and her daughter had, three days before, taken up their quarters at the Poldhu Hotel, which is situated high upon the cliff within a stones throw of the high-power wireless station, which, at stated times by day and by night, transmits messages to ships across the Atlantic. Geoffrey had also taken up his quarters there, and from the hotel windows a wide and beautiful view could be obtained of the rugged Cornish coast, the picturesque Poldhu Cove and the wild Halzaphron Cliff standing out to sea, a rough granite headland.

Being summer, the hotel was full. The crowd was of a refined class the blatant profiteer with his bejewelled wife being happily absent. In the grounds of the hotel was a path which led to a small gate whereon was a notice— Private. No Admittance — the entrance to the wireless station. Beyond that gate no person was allowed to go, save by special authority from the head office at Marconi House, though most of the summer visitors longed to pass beyond and learn the secrets of that wonderful station — the first that Senatore Marconi established for communication with America.

Geoffrey had breakfasted at seven, and had crossed to the long, low-built buildings situated beneath those high, spidery aerial wires, with their tall, slender masts which withstand so well the fierce winter gales of the Atlantic. There for over an hour he had been busy making some adjustments upon the new eight-kilowatt wireless telephone which was being set up for the transmission of speech to Madrid. Then, at last, he had emerged from the power-house and walked along the gravelled path in the direction of the hotel, for he knew that Sylvia, after breakfasting with her mother, would be outside to enjoy the morning sunshine.

He was not long before he caught sight of her, a fresh, smiling figure in a summer blouse and cream serge skirt. She wore no hat, and in her face showed that health given by the sunshine and sea air.

Hulloa, Geoff! she cried as she met the young fellow. Up and busy already?

Yes, he answered. Were still troubled over the set. Cant get it working properly yet.

Whats going on just now? the girl asked, for during the three days she had been there she had been an unofficially privileged visitor to the wireless station on account of her friendship with Falconer. She had begun to know some of the routine of the traffic.

Her lover glanced at his watch.

Just twenty past nine, he remarked. In ten minutes they will be sending the Admiralty weather forecast to the ships. Come over and watch it going out, he suggested, and, as she at once agreed, he turned back with her.

Already, as they approached, they could hear the dull roar of huge dynamos set in motion to test in preparation for the powerful spark transmission, and as they passed into the power-room, Geoffrey said:

Youd better hold your fingers in your ears when they try the spark. Come, lets have a look at the Devils Oven.

And he conducted her past a number of huge condensers made of glass plates, and complicated looking machinery, to a big chamber built of brick, like a bakers oven, through which all the messages passed out.

The door was open, and inside she saw a big rotary disc with copper points which the busy, bustling engineer in charge was examining prior to its use.

Why is it called the Devils Oven? asked the girl.

Wait — and youll see, he laughed, introducing her to the engineer, who was at work with his eye upon the clock, for at all hazards each day the forecast has to go out to time.

The pair stood together watching, until, a few moments later, the engineer closed the door of the spark-chamber and passed along to the great switch-board.

You had better hold your fingers in your ears, Miss Beverley, he said briskly, in passing. This she did, and a second later when he pulled over the big switch, a terrific noise was set up, almost enough to break the drums of the unaccustomed ear. Then, passing to a little room, the engineer rang a bell to the transmission-room in a building a little distance away.

Next moment there came three short and one long crashes in the Devils Oven — electric discharges which showed blood-red through the square pane of glass in the door, though they were really intensely blue, while close by, upon a heavily insulated and protected plate, two great blue sparks were being quenched by a strong forced draught of air.

Again three short crashes followed by one long — the letter V, the testing letter of the alphabet.

The engineer watched the spark, and at last, deciding that it was efficient to reach to every ship across the Atlantic and far north and south across land and sea for three thousand miles, went again to the little room and rang the bell to the operator signifying O.K.

Next moment the crashes in the Devils Oven became continuous as across the ocean there was sent forth the signal C.Q. — the general call for all to listen — followed by the signal letters of Poldhu, M.P.D., and a message from the Admiralty telling captains of ships what weather they might expect for the next twenty-four hours, followed by a storm warning.

So deafening were the heavy discharges that the girl was glad to get outside.

Fancy! she said. Every ship at sea is listening to the storm warning!

Yes, he replied. Let us go and see it being sent by the key.

They crossed to a small building which was divided into two rooms. In one were the operators on the land telegraph line to Marconi House, and in the other sat the wireless operator, a smart-looking, dark-eyed man with the telephones over his ears, tapping out the message in silence, his chin resting upon his hand. There only a slight clicking could be heard, the actual discharge being effected by a relay.

He was repeating the message he had at first sent, making, by dots and dashes, signals as set out by the message written down upon a form before him which had come over the land-wire from the Admiralty ten minutes previously.

When he had finished, he rose and wished Sylvia good-morning, for they had met on the previous day.

Im just off to bed, Miss Beverley, he laughed. Ive been on duty all night, and weve had unusual traffic with Madrid. First a lot of press, and then a host of commercial messages. Theres some financial trouble in Spain, I think.

And as the young man said this, Leonard Hamilton, the engineer-in-charge, entered the room on his morning inspection.

Well, Cator, he asked, addressing the operator after he had shaken hands with Sylvia, has the forecast gone out?

The young man replied in the affirmative, and then handed the telephone to another man, rather slimmer and fair-haired, who had just come on duty; at the same time he signed the log-book, pointing to an entry recording the fact that at seven forty-seven he had called up Madrid on the continuous-wave set, and they had not yet replied.

Ah, the same old dodge! declared Mr. Hamilton, himself a youngish, good-looking man. They pretend they cant get our C.W., and always want us to send on spark just because it is easier for them. They really arent playing the game over there. Try them again at ten, and every fifteen minutes afterwards. Is there much to go?

Eighteen messages.

Youll get them away soon, no doubt, the chief engineer said. Theyve done the same old trick before. They bang over all their traffic in a bunch to us, and then tell us to stand by for half an hour.

They did that early this morning, Cator said. They ended their transmission at four, and at once told us to stand by till five. Fortunately we cleared all our traffic to them then.

Hamilton, a most genial and delightful man, who was loved by all the staff in that outlandish corner of England, and who was one of the best known Marconi engineers, smiled, and remarked:

I know them, Cator — I know only too well!

And he bent to glance at the log that had been kept during the night.

When outside in the glorious morning sunshine, Geoffrey turned to the pretty girl at his side as together they walked back past the direction-finding building along the path down to the hotel, and said:

Im still puzzled over that affair I told you about last night, dear. Its most mysterious. Im certain that the man I met in the hall of the Polurrian Hotel last night was the same man. I telephoned at eight oclock this morning, but they tell me that Mr. Martin — which was the name he gave — has left. He had a car to Gwinear Road station last night, and caught the sleeper to Paddington.

Because he knew that you had recognised him — eh?

I sincerely hope he doesnt suspect that I recognised him, said Falconer. But at any rate it is, to say the least, strange that he should be down here.

It is, the girl agreed. Probably youll learn something further about him soon. Then she added: Mother wants you to come with us this afternoon to Kynance Cove. She is asking Mr. and Mrs. Hamilton and two other ladies from the hotel; we are going to picnic there.

He began to protest that he had work to do, but later, when he consulted Hamilton, the pair decided to finish early and join the ladies at half-past three. This they did, and while Hamilton, brisk and burly, drove his wife in his own grey car, Geoffrey, in a hired car, accompanied Sylvia and her mother, and the two other ladies with whom Mrs. Beverley was slightly acquainted.

The drive was a beautiful one through one of the wildest and remotest parts of Cornwall, over the fresh breezy hills, through the old-world village of Mullion, with its narrow, crooked streets, thence up the hill to Penhale, and over the high-up straight road which leads to Lizard Town. Before reaching the town, however, they turned to the right just after passing the Travellers Rest, and presently found themselves down in the Kynance Cove, one of the most celebrated and most romantic spots on that rugged granite coast.

They descended in the little bay beyond which rose from the sea the Gull Rock and Asparagus Island, with its cave known as the Devils Throat, and walked upon the silvery sand beneath the high cliffs of beautifully veined and coloured serpentine.

Perfectly lovely! declared Mrs. Beverley. Just to think that they issue a storm-warning on such a glorious day!

Storms at sea often brew when the weather is brightest — just as they do in our own lives, Mrs. Beverley, Geoffrey remarked.

Ah, youre always so horribly philosophical, laughed the American woman. I suppose its your profession that makes you so. Together they had mounted to the top of a grass-grown cliff, and with their picnic basket, sat down to tea, which Mrs. Beverley poured out from Thermos flasks.

From where the party sat there spread a magnificent panorama of sea and rugged coast. Before them were the two granite islands around which thousands of gulls were swooping, while eastward lay the Venton Hill and the many rocks around the Lizard — the most southerly point in England — truly a wonderful scene, so weird, rugged, and remote.

Presently, after tea, Sylvia, looking very sweet in her summer gown, wandered away with the man she loved, leaving Hamilton with the four ladies to stroll and chatter. The pair took a rocky path which ascended higher up the hill, and as they went along, Mrs. Beverley shouted after them:

Remember, dear, we leave at six oclock!

The girl smiled back, waved her hand, and then went on with her companion.

Perhaps Mrs. Beverley was not altogether pleased with the situation, for her secret intention had all along been to marry Sylvia into the peerage. Had she not come to London for that purpose? Yet, after all, Geoffrey Falconer was a charming and highly-intelligent young fellow, whose several discoveries in wireless were, she had been told, likely to bring him a considerable fortune in the future.

As the pair halted on the top of the hill, Sylvia suddenly paused, and said:

Do you know, Geoffrey, I cant help thinking about that strange man you saw in the Polurrian last night.

Yes, he said. Somehow I, too, cant forget him. I first met him in the wagon-restaurant of the express from Paris to Calais about three weeks ago. He sat at the next table, and though he was reading the Matin between the courses at lunch, I noticed that he seemed to be watching me.

Not another Edward Everard, I hope, said the girl, whose hair was being blown across her face by the sea breeze which was just springing up.

I hope not, laughed her merry lover. But he seems to have followed me so persistently. Why I cannot tell. Possibly he may have learnt my profession, and of my post in the Marconi service.

And if he has, then, what motive has he for following you? One thing is reassuring. Your secret diagrams are now in a safe place. When did you see him again after meeting him in the train?

On the boat, crossing to Dover. Then I lost sight of him, until one morning, when I arrived by train at Chelmsford as usual, I saw him lounging downstairs in the booking-hall. At first I did not recognise him, but after I had passed and was walking along that path which is the short cut to the Works, I recollected the incident on the Calais express. Then it all passed from my mind again until I encountered him accidentally in the lounge of the Polurrian. Why was he here?

Perhaps to spend a week by the sea! laughed Sylvia.

Hardly that! Falconer said. He was down here for some distinct purpose. And that purpose I mean to discover. I intend to establish why he came down here so near the Poldhu station and stayed the night as Mr. Martin. Remember, only the other day he was at Chelmsford, and now he had been to Poldhu, and left hurriedly after seeing me.

Perhaps he never expected you were here.

Thats exactly my opinion. Probably my presence has frightened him off. I only hope it has. Nevertheless I dont like the situation. Something is amiss somewhere — and I intend to fathom it.

The man is not English, you told me. Why should he go under the name of Martin?

Martin is a name not unknown in France, Falconer remarked. He may be French. Indeed, I recollect when I first saw him in the train I put him down as a Parisian.

Both Sylvia and her lover were much puzzled. It certainly was annoying to be watched as Falconer had evidently been.

That evening they drove back over the Cornish hills with the sun setting away across the Atlantic. But already the breeze was increasing. The storm prophecy of early morning was being fulfilled.

Together they dined pleasantly in that long room at the Poldhu Hotel which overlooks the pretty cove, Mr. and Mrs. Hamilton dining with them. Afterwards they all went across the wide grounds of the wireless station to the Hamiltons pretty bungalow, where they spent the remainder of the evening.

Hamilton was a typical Marconi man, burly, easy-going, and refined. An expert wireless engineer, he had worked stations in India, South America, and other places, and ran a secret station during the war — a station which had to its credit the destroying of many German submarines. With his charming, dark-haired, cosmopolitan wife who that night was hostess to the wealthy South American widow, he had lived in all sorts of outlandish places in the shadow of wireless aerials, ever on duty day and night with the alarm-bell at his bedside in case of a breakdown.

Of wireless troubles he had many. Yet he was one of those easy-going golfers whom nothing disturbed. He was devoted to his wife; he led an ideal life in his picturesque, roomy bungalow in that wild, windswept spot overlooking the Atlantic, and he smoked his pet pipe, and never allowed anything to upset him. With all the public schoolboy spirit, he was devoted to his duty, and though severe and just, was yet highly popular with his whole staff.

In that bungalow the Hamiltons led a charming existence, though, if judged by life in London, it might be voted terribly dull. So it was in winter when there were no summer visitors at the hotel. But even then they had the society of the little colony of Marconi men who lived in other bungalows and down in Mullion or in Cury.

Sylvia was delighted with Mrs. Hamiltons outspoken cosmopolitanism. She had been in half-a-dozen different lands with her husband, and her bungalow life suited her, even though servants were, perhaps, hard to keep in that remote spot. But her house was well-ordered, and furnished with great taste, a fact upon which Mrs. Beverley commented.

In the long drawing-room where the furnishings showed souvenirs of travel far afield, the chief engineer and Geoffrey smoked their cigarettes, while the ladies gossiped. Presently the two men left and entered the dining-room for a drink before parting. Then Geoffrey, as they sat near the table together, told his colleague of the strange movements of the visitor to the Polurrian Hotel.

Very funny! agreed Hamilton, who at that moment was lighting his beloved briar. What can he be doing down here? Of course, we have lots of people trying to pry around the station. But I always take a very firm hand. Nobody sees anything except by signed order from the head office. It wouldnt do to take strangers into the transmitting room where they could read any of the messages.

Of course not, Geoffrey said. But I intend to follow up the fellow and see what his game is. I dont like being spied upon like this.

Yes, try to solve the mystery, replied the engineer-in-charge.

Next day Geoffrey was early astir. At six oclock he was already out and over at the wireless station, making some tests upon the new gear, and at nine, after a hurried breakfast at the hotel, he walked over to the Polurrian, where, from the hall-porter, he learned several facts. The visitor, Mr. Martin, had arrived by the evening train from London, had dined, and had gone out for about an hour on foot in the evening light — across the cliffs in the direction of Pradanack, he believed. Then he came back and went early to bed. All next day he had lounged about the hotel, chatting with several of the ladies. Just before dinner he had suddenly ordered a car and told them at the office to ring up the stationmaster at Penzance and secure a sleeper to Paddington, and that he would join the train at Gwinear Road.

Later in a hired car Geoffrey drove to the little town of Helston, and took train to the terminus of that winding branch-line which ends at Gwinear Road, on the main line from Penzance to Paddington. From the stationmaster there he learnt that Martin had joined the night mail to Paddington. He also learnt something further — namely, that he had despatched a telegram to a person named Meyer at an address in Hertford Road, Bayswater. The words were: Thursday at eleven.

At once Geoffrey decided to return to London. Therefore, he telephoned to Hamilton at Poldhu asking him to tell Mrs. Beverley that he was called to town, and promising to be back very soon.

An hour later he was in the slow train for Plymouth, and that night, the night of Wednesday, he was back in London.

At midnight he passed the house in Hertford Road, Bayswater. It was in darkness, but was evidently a place where apartments were let, quite a respectable house of the usual Bayswater type.

He slept at the Great Western Hotel at Paddington, without even a clean collar, be it said, and just before eleven oclock next day he stood looking idly into a shop window in Westbourne Grove, at the corner of Hertford Road, pretending not to be interested in any passer-by.

At about a minute before eleven the mysterious Mr. Martin, smartly-dressed and walking jauntily, turned the corner behind Falconer, and passing up Hertford Road, rang at the door of the house which the young wireless engineer had examined on the previous night.

In a few seconds the door was opened by a maid, and Mr. Martin disappeared within.

A girl of about eighteen, who looked like a dressmaker from one of the several establishments in The Grove, was the only person in the road at the moment. Geoffrey noticed her. She was rather poorly-dressed, and seemed to be searching for some house, the description of which she did not recognise.

Gaining the corner of Westbourne Grove, she was met by a quietly-dressed, middle-aged man, to whom she spoke a few words hurriedly. The man replied, apparently telling her something. Then with a smile they parted, the girl going in the direction of Queens Road, and the man, who seemed to be an idler, calmly filling his pipe and lighting it as he stood at the junction of the two thoroughfares.

Geoffrey saw all this, but it did not strike him as in any way peculiar. In London many men meet girls at the corners of streets, speak a few words to them, and then pass on. There was nothing really unusual about the girls action.

Falconers chief concern at the moment was not to be recognised by the man who had, no doubt, watched him when coming over from Paris, where he had been on business for his company — the man who had taken alarm on seeing him down at Poldhu. For over an hour carefully he watched the door of that house in Hertford Road, taking every precaution that he was not observed from the windows. If anything sinister was in progress, then, no doubt, somebody would look forth to see that all was clear and that there was no watcher.

Half an hour after noon the door suddenly opened, when the mysterious Martin emerged, and passing out of the gate, turned back in the direction where Falconer was watching.

Fortunately he drew back in time to escape recognition, and to watch Martin enter a taxi and drive away. Another taxi was near the kerb, therefore in it he followed the foreigner away to North London, to a small, rather dingy shop where electrical appliances were sold — a shop well known to wireless experimenters who are in search of odd and second-hand apparatus and bargains of every description.

The man remained in the place for nearly half an hour, but so blocked up was window and door that the passer-by in Chalk Farm Road could not get a glimpse within. The establishment was one of the most antique in London, and patronised widely by amateurs as well as the greatest scientists in that city.

Presently he came forth bearing a good-sized wooden box, which he put on the front of the taxi, and then drove to the Hotel Russell, where he entered and dismissed the taxi.

A judicious chat with the hall-porter revealed the fact that the name under which the stranger was known was Mr. Charles Lazarus. And he declared himself as a French subject.

With this knowledge Geoffrey engaged a room at the hotel and started to keep strict surveillance upon the stranger. The mans movements were most mysterious. That same evening he met three other men, palpably foreigners, at the Café Royal, where they dined together expensively, and afterwards all four drove in a taxi to a big double-fronted house in Maresfield Gardens, Hampstead.

Some time after they had been inside, Geoffrey managed to slip into the small front garden, and, approaching stealthily one of the lower bay windows, listened. He distinguished mens voices, though he could not hear what words were being uttered. He thought they were speaking in French.

Suddenly he heard a sharp metallic clicking. Instantly he recognised it as the tick of a Morse telegraph sounder. The letters of the alphabet were being sent both rapidly and well. There was no message — merely the letters A to Z, followed quickly by the numbers 0 to 9. They were evidently testing some apparatus.

He looked about to see any telegraph wires around the house, but the night was too dark and overcast to enable him to distinguish anything.

What was happening within, he wondered? The sound was certainly that of either a post-office telegraph transmitter or receiving inker. The click was too familiar and too pronounced for him to be mistaken.

Fearing discovery he withdrew, and then he waited in a dark doorway for the reappearance of the man upon whom he was keeping observation. Martin came out very soon after eleven oclock, and walking down to Swiss Cottage station, took train, and made his way back to the hotel.

Falconer became more than ever puzzled. What was the connection between this Frenchmans visit to Poldhu and the tapping of that Morse key? Of some sinister plot he felt convinced. Why should the stranger have watched him so closely in the train to Calais, and then flown on being recognised at the Polurrian Hotel?

Next morning after breakfast he went to the hall-porter of the Hotel Russell, and casually inquired whether he had seen Mr. Lazarus.

The gentleman left at seven-thirty, sir, was the mans prompt reply. I put his luggage on a taxi, and I heard him tell the man to drive to Paddington.

Paddington! Had the man of mystery returned to Cornwall? That was Falconers thought.

Quickly he drove in a taxi to Paddington, where he ascertained from the booking-clerk that four first-class return tickets had been issued to Truro that morning. He described the man Martin as the person who had paid for them. Eager not to lose sight of the four foreigners, Falconer hurried to Marconi House, and was soon on the private land-telegraph line which connects the head office with the wireless station at remote Poldhu — the line over which all the messages are sent to and from London.

Seated at the telegraph-key, Falconer was soon talking by Morse to one of the assistant-engineers named Benfield, Mr. Hamilton having gone into Helston to see after the delivery of some overdue machinery which had been sent from the works at Chelmsford.

To Benfield he described Martin and his companions, and asked him to motor over to Truro, meet them on arrival, and watch where they went. He added that he should take the next train down to Truro, where he would, on arrival, meet Benfield at the Red Lion. He also sent a message through Benfield to Sylvia telling her of his movements.

At noon he was in the express due to reach Truro three hours after the arrival of the mysterious four. At seven oclock that evening he entered the old-world Red Lion Hotel, and found Benfield awaiting him with disappointing news.

No men answering the description of the four foreigners had arrived at Truro by the London express which had left Paddington at ten-thirty and had previously arrived.

Geoffrey was nonplussed. His plans had gone entirely wrong! That some mischief was intended he felt assured. His intuition told him that Martin and his companions should be watched, but evidently they had very cleverly evaded pursuit.

They might have purposely broken their journey at Exeter or at Plymouth. Therefore, he met three other possible trains from London, yet each time he was doomed to disappointment. That they had taken tickets to Truro was no evidence that they intended to alight there. They might have got out at some wayside station.

So after the arrival of the half-past ten train that night there was nothing to do but hire a car, and, accompanied by Benfield, he returned to Poldhu, arriving there half an hour after midnight.

The wireless station was brilliantly lit. The great generators were going, ready for the commencement of the nights heavy traffic, for real work commences there at one oclock in the morning, because, as all wireless men know, daylight interferes with the strength of wireless signals, so most of the cross-Atlantic traffic and that to distant ships is carried on from that remote corner of England between nightfall and dawn.

Falconer, after a chat with Hamilton, went back to the hotel, where he slept till six, and then, after an early breakfast, drove by car back to the Red Lion at Truro. For three days he remained there, eagerly watching the arrival of every train, but he saw nothing of the men who had so cleverly evaded his watchfulness. It now became quite evident that Truro was not the real destination of Martin and his companions.

On the fourth day, however, at sundown, as he was passing out of the smoking-room of the old-fashioned hotel through the lounge into the busy street, it being market day, he chanced to glance to the left at the crowd of farmers standing at the public bar, when suddenly he caught sight of a man whom he instantly recognised as having been one of Martins companions at the Café Royal. In broken English the man was inquiring of the barmaid the way to Tregoney, and she was telling him that it was about six miles out on the Plymouth road, and that he could get a taxi at the garage opposite the hotel.

Falconer held his breath, and paused.

It was evident that the stranger had only just arrived in Truro. Tregoney — the young man recollected the name. Ten minutes later he learnt that the place was a small village on the main road to Plymouth, between Truro and St. Austell. So he allowed the foreigner to go, and waited in impatience till night fell, when he hired a car, and, with a little flash-lamp in his pocket, drove to the outskirts of the remote village. There he ordered the taxi-driver to wait for an hour, and then went on to seek what information he could.

Halfway along the village street, where lights showed in the windows of most of the cottages, he came to a small inn, which he entered and ordered some cold beef and a bottle of beer. Landlords of inns are proverbially talkative to their good customers, and from the burly Cornish host Geoffrey, as he ate his meal, was not long in ascertaining that a strange foreign gentleman, whose description tallied exactly with Martin, had taken a large house at the farther end of the town. He was a stranger who had come over to England for his health, and he had rented the place furnished from old Miss Trethowen, who had gone to live in London for six months.

The foreign gentleman had only arrived three days before, and as far as the landlord knew had not yet engaged any servants, except a deaf old woman named Grey, who had acted as Miss Trethowens caretaker. Nobody in the village had ever seen the foreign gentleman before. He had arrived with a companion, a tall, thin-faced young man, and they had but little luggage except two large wooden boxes.

Having ascertained these facts, Geoffrey finished his meal and walked along the high road until he came to a large, old-fashioned house, standing back in the darkness from the road, along which ran many telegraph wires. A carriage-drive led up to the place, which seemed very lonely and neglected.

In a window of the first floor there showed a light. Geoffrey, treading softly, entered the gate and silently crossed the rough grass towards the house. Scarcely had he reached the short flight of steps before the front door, being very cautious because a house dog might be about, when he heard a familiar click-click-clickety-click — the noise of a Morse sounder.

It was again the same sound he had heard in Hampstead. Why? Had they, he wondered, been testing some instruments there — instruments bought of the dealer in Chalk Farm Road?

In the darkness he strained his ears. What he read by those dots and dashes amazed him. He stood aghast for a few moments.

Then, having listened intently to make quite certain that his discovery was an absolute fact, he stole quietly away, and walking back through the village, re-entered the taxi and drove back over to Poldhu.

His suspicions had been confirmed! Though it was very late when he arrived, he found Hamilton in his pretty bungalow, and told him of his strange discovery.

Youll take every precaution in secret, wont you? urged Falconer. Nobody must know of this.

Trust me, replied the engineer-in-charge, at once eager and ready.

Weve only to wait and be very watchful. Theres some clever game afoot, without a doubt, Falconer said, and presently he went along the path to the hotel, and to bed, while Hamilton, even at that late hour, crossed to the transmission room for a final look round before retiring.

Next day Geoffrey, who confided his suspicions to Sylvia, became very active. Several hours he spent in the transmission room, where Cator, with the Brown receivers over his head, was very busy transmitting and receiving acknowledgments. Falconer was watching every message, and also spent much of his time in the adjoining room, where the land-line from Marconi House was constantly working.

A dozen times that morning he was in close consultation with Hamilton. Then, at about five oclock in the afternoon, both drove in Hamiltons car into Truro.

Till about half-past nine they waited at the hotel, when they drove out to Tregoney, and, leaving the car at the little inn, they both walked along to the village post-office, where, even though so late, they saw the postmaster and explained that they were awaiting an urgent telephone message from the wireless station at Poldhu. Hamilton having made himself known, the postmaster at once agreed to send along to the inn — only a few yards distant — and call them when they were wanted.

Then the pair returned to the inn and ordered supper. Scarcely were they halfway through it when the postmaster himself hurried in and announced that Poldhu was on the line.

Hamilton rose instantly and dashed out. Five minutes later he returned.

All right! he said breathlessly. Its just what you expected, Falconer. Henway, the chief constable of Truro, and four of his men are awaiting us just down the road.

Together the pair went out into the darkness, and at the end of the village the chief constable came out from the shadows to join them. After a few words from Hamilton, the police official whistled softly, and from nowhere, apparently, four of his assistants appeared.

Then whispering softly all went along to Miss Trethowens house, and slipping one after the other into the garden, they surrounded it. This effected, Henway rang boldly at the door, but received no answer. There was no sign of the clicking of the Morse instrument. All was quiet. Thrice he rang, when at last the bolts were drawn, and the thin man, whom Falconer had seen in the Red Lion in Truro, cautiously opened the door.

Next second the police rushed in. Henway and Falconer were first inside, and turning into a room on the left of the hall, which was Miss Trethowens dining-room, they saw upon the table a most up-to-date Morse telegraph instrument with wires attached to it trailing along the red Turkey carpet and out of the window.

The commotion caused by the entry of the police was great. All four occupants of the house were utterly staggered when Henway ordered their arrest on a charge of tapping telegraph wires, the property of the Postmaster-General, and with the interference of the secrecy of messages.

The man Martin instantly showed fight, firing three revolver shots point-blank at Falconer, none of which, very fortunately, took effect. The fellow was, however, quickly overpowered, and all four were later on conveyed to Truro police-station and placed in the cells.

To cut short this narrative of the romance of wireless, it is sufficient to explain that, as was afterwards discovered, the man who called himself Martin was an expert French bank thief, who had committed many great swindles both in Europe and America. In this particular case he had succeeded in obtaining, under threats of blackmail from a hard-up bank-clerk in Madrid, a copy of the secret code used by the London office of the Estremadura Bank — a great Spanish banking corporation — when ordering telegraphic payments to be made from the head office in Madrid.

With his three associates, one of whom was an ex-telegraphist of the post-office at Aranjuez, near Madrid, Martin had come to England, having purposely followed Falconer from Paris, knowing him by repute as a Marconi engineer.

His movements had at first been closely followed, for the Metropolitan police had been warned of Martins arrival, and he had been shadowed to Hertford Road by a girl in the employ of Scotland Yard. But afterwards, so honest did the man appear, that the surveillance had been dropped, and it had remained to Geoffrey to investigate the plot.

Martin had, as it was afterwards proved, bought in Chalk Farm Road certain component parts of a very sensitive and up-to-date appliance for tapping the land-line from London to Poldhu, which runs from Plymouth to St. Austell, and past Miss Trethowens house to Truro and Poldhu.

By tapping the trunk telegraph wire that night Martin had been able, by a very ingenious arrangement which Falconer afterwards examined, to despatch an urgent message to Poldhu just as though it had been received over the counter in the office in Fenchurch Street, in London, and tapped out from Marconi House. Thus the conspirators had been able to interpose a false message which they intended should be sent by wireless from Poldhu to Madrid.

The whole plot was extremely cleverly conceived, for on that night, just before Hamilton rang up Poldhu, they had sent instructions in code presumably from the London office in Lombard Street to the head office in Madrid ordering the bank to pay to a certain Señor Alfonso Fonesca, living in the Calle Zorilla, in Madrid, the sum of thirteen thousand five hundred and eighty pounds sterling at the current rate of exchange.

Needless to record, the false message which had been so cleverly imposed upon the land-wire was never dispatched from Poldhu, for that night all messages had been suspect, and the one in question was held back.

At the time of writing, Martin — who at the Court Assizes at Bodmin was proved to be a Swiss subject — is serving a term of seven years penal servitude, as well as his three companions, all of whom were Belgians.

Happily the bogus message they sent from Tregoney did not, as they hoped, pass through the Devils Oven and out into Space. So the bank was saved a theft of nearly fourteen thousand pounds.


CHAPTER V. THE MYSTERY WIDOW
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ISNT IT A horrid nuisance, Geoffrey, Lord Hendlewycke has arrived! exclaimed Sylvia Beverley as she stood with her lover on the terrace before the luxurious Hôtel Royal, at Dinard.

Hendlewycke here! exclaimed the young Marconi engineer in surprise. Then I suppose it means that Id better get back to London, he said rather grimly.

Isnt it too bad of mother? Shes just told me that she wrote to the fellow asking him to join us on our motor trip to Touraine, the pretty, dark-haired girl said petulantly. I shall decline to go.

But you know the reason, dearest, just as I do, said Falconer. Your mother disapproves of us being so much together, and intends that you shall become Lady Hendlewycke.

I obey mother in all things — but I wont marry Hendlewycke, declared the girl decisively. Of course hes awfully useful to us socially. Through him weve got to know some of the very best people in London. Mother likes all that sort of thing, but personally he bores me.

After Mrs. Beverleys stay at Poldhu she had taken Sylvia on a motor tour. They had landed at Boulogne from Folkestone, and had had a beautiful run to Dinard, where Geoffrey, with three weeks leave due to him, had joined them a few days before.

Both mother and daughter were delighted with Dinard. It is a place which in summer appeals to the wealthy, with its luxurious hotels and gay casino, its smart world of bathing and dancing, and its expensive shops, most of them branches of the best establishments in Paris. There, in the Casino, on the plage or in the hotels, the haut-monde loves to rub shoulders with the demi-monde, and in these days it is, par excellence, the resort of the blatant war-profiteer and his fat, uncouth wife.

It was noon. The gay, cosmopolitan idlers of both sexes were either bathing or taking their apératif, or else wandering about the scrupulously clean streets and inspecting the shops.

Sylvia, in her cream summer gown and large hat, presented a delightful figure as, at her lovers side, she wandered presently along the Rue du Casino, in order to buy some flowers for the table of their private sitting-room at the hotel.

The weather was glorious. It was warmer on what the French term the Emerald Coast than it had been in Cornwall, while the life and society was, indeed, a change from the rural quietude of Poldhu Cove.

Just as the pair were passing the entrance to the Casino, a stout, middle-aged, very smartly-dressed woman halted and spoke to Sylvia.

Well, Madame Claudet! the girl cried. Why — how long have you been over in Europe?

About four months, she replied, speaking broken English with a strong French accent. My husband died, you know.

What? exclaimed Sylvia. Mr. Claudet dead!

And for the first time she noticed that the lady was in mourning.

He died of heart failure, suddenly — in the street in New York, the rather handsome widow said. Then when Sylvia had expressed her condolence, she turned and introduced Geoffrey.

Im at the Hôtel des Terrasses, Madame Claudet said to the girl. Where are you staying?

Sylvia told her, and begged her to call upon her mother that afternoon.

We shall be so very delighted to see you again, she added. Mother has often spoken of you, and recalled our gay days together at Palm Beach.

Madame promised to call, and then, when Sylvia and Geoffrey walked on, the girl said:

Poor Madame Claudet! Im so sorry! Her husband was a very wealthy man. They had a lot of valuable property, I believe, in Brazil. We knew her in Florida. Im so glad weve come across her. I shall ask mother to invite her to go with us to Touraine.

At luncheon Geoffrey met Lord Hendlewycke, whom, of course, he had known in London. All the men who went up and down St. Jamess Street knew Hendlewycke as a very hard-up peer, who was glad to get dinners and luncheons at other peoples expense. How he lived nobody exactly knew, for he was believed not to possess the proverbial bean. Yet he was a bright optimist, with a fund of amusing anecdotes, and very popular with hostesses of all sorts.

In the afternoon the French widow called upon Mrs. Beverley, and was received with great enthusiasm. At tea Geoffrey met her again, and afterwards agreed with Sylvia that she was a most charming person. She had been born in the Alpes Maritimes, but had been taken to America by her parents when she was about eighteen, and had married a Mr. Claudet, an American, whose father had been French. Hence she possessed all the natural chic of the Frenchwoman, combined with the go-ahead characteristics of the American.

Next day, notwithstanding Sylvias appeal, Geoffrey left Dinard for London in response to a telegram he pretended had come from Marconi House. Mrs. Beverley, at heart, did not regret his departure, because she hoped that during the motor tour through the Côtes du Nord, Morbihan, and the Maine-et-Loire, which she had arranged, his lordship might propose to Sylvia.

Back again at the Marconi Works at Chelmsford, Geoffrey became immersed in his patient research into further wonders of wireless. He was engaged with others upon a new idea.

One day he had occasion to go from Chelmsford over to Witham, where there had just been established the new wireless station in direct communication with Paris. Witham is nine miles from Chelmsford, and, although messages from France are received upon the aerial wires there, the transmission is effected from the great aerial at the Chelmsford Works.

On that particular morning he had been in the transmission room at Chelmsford, watching the huge panel with its big array of great illuminated globes — the transmission-valves for continuous waves — and chatting with Mr. Drew, the shrewd, dark-haired engineer in grey tweeds, who was, perhaps, the worlds greatest expert in wireless telephony. In the big hall, full of wonderful apparatus and huge condensers — the result of many scientific brains — the pair had been watching the relay work, the rapid dots and dashes from the key at Witham, and then, in consultation, they had agreed upon a still further diagram that might perhaps give better results.

In consequence, Falconer had gone over to Witham, leaving the ever-watchful Mr. Drew with his powerful transmission-set, with which he had a short time before spoken across the Atlantic, and to Senatore Marconi while on board his yacht in the Mediterranean — the set which he regarded with as much tenderness as though it were his own child — as, indeed, it really was.

That wonderful display of apparatus was but the germ of a revolution in the transmission of speech. It was purely experimental, and was now being used, not for long-distance telephony, but for the exchange of Morse signals with Paris — sent automatically at such a speed as to be unreadable by any listener.

The inner room was a hive of industry. Upon the operating bench was a siphon recorder — a delicate instrument which was actually writing, by means of a kind of fountain pen, upon the paper tape the dots and dashes sent automatically at a speed of one hundred words a minute. The pen never left the paper, but rose up and down, making short or long strokes in violet ink on the upper side of the paper, and was one of the latest marvels of delicate wireless instruments.

Geoffrey glanced at it casually. It clicked on continuously night and day in response to the automatic hand of the transmitter in Paris tapping his key.

The Frenchmen are keeping us very busy, Graham remarked. Look! Were overwhelmed, but up at the Fenchurch Street office it must be worse.

Geoffrey nodded For some seconds he watched the recorder at work, and then presently he and Graham sat down at the receiving set and began to discuss where an improvement would possibly be made. They were seated close to the recorder, when presently, through mere force of habit, Geoffrey, even while chatting with Graham, found himself reading the incoming messages. Suddenly there became recorded on the tape in that curious crooked writing the words, Marguerite Claudet.

Claudet? In a moment he recollected that it was the name of the wealthy widow to whom Sylvia had introduced him in Dinard. He took the tape, and reading back, found that the message, which had been dispatched from Paris half an hour before, was addressed to a person named Mildmay, apparently living in chambers in Ryder Street, London, and that it was in code — a jumble of figures and letters.

At first, the origin of the message being Paris, Geoffrey merely smiled within himself at the similarity of the name, and recollected the seal of secrecy regarding all messages. But a few moments later, he recollected that Mrs. Beverley had addressed her friend as dear Margot. For aught he knew the lady was motoring with Mrs. Beverley on their trip to the ancient châteaux on the Loire.

Before leaving Dinard, Sylvia had given him the Hôtel de lUnivers, at Tours, as their central address while in Touraine. At that time Madame Claudet, though invited to join the motoring party, had not decided whether to accept. In Falconers presence she had declared that she would be compelled to go to Paris to see her bankers upon some matter of business from South America.

The message to Mildmay was evidently a private prearranged jumble of figures and letters, the whole perhaps meaning but one word, yes or no. Such codes are by far the most difficult to decipher.

Next day, so interested did he become in the message through space, which had, of course, been delivered to the addressee, that he telegraphed to Sylvia at Tours asking whether Madame Claudet was with them, but begging that she should not be told of his inquiry.

The reply came in due course. Madame Claudet had been on business to Paris, and had just rejoined them at Tours. Naturally, Sylvia asked the reason of his inquiry, to which he replied by wire that he would tell her when next they met.

He had, however, established the fact that the rich widow had been in Paris, and it certainly seemed as if the message he had noticed upon the green recording tape was really from her.

For the next few days he was extremely busy over at Witham, assisting in getting the London-Paris service going more smoothly. The most delicate adjustment of the instruments is necessary in wireless stations when at first fitted, for the apparatus is so often liable to unaccountable freaks and interruptions, each of which must be methodically overcome until the service is brought to perfection.

The apparatus at Witham, having at last been tuned up to the highest pitch, Geoffrey suddenly received orders to go down and make some adjustments at the big transatlantic station high up above Carnarvon, in North Wales.

For two days he remained there, and then returned to Warley, where the Professor was still busy upon his monumental book.

Alone with his private wireless set at one oclock in the morning, the puzzle of that curious cipher message from the widow obsessed him. He wore the low-resistance telephones over his ears, and was listening to Poldhu sending out the days news to ships at sea. It was better than reading the evening papers, for here one had news in tabloid form, the news which was printed next morning upon all the transatlantic liners.

By Jove, I will! he exclaimed aloud to himself, after listening to a declaration made by Mr. Lloyd George to M. Briand, and reported by the Paris Matin. He removed the head-phones, and then muttered to himself:

I wonder who this man Mildmay can be? Ill find out. It will be interesting — if nothing else. Yet somehow — why, I dont know — I took an instinctive dislike to Madame Claudet. Yet there was really no reason for it as far as I could see, and she appeared to be quite charming.

And he switched off, and retired to bed.

Two days later, having occasion to go up to Marconi House, he snatched an hour and went to Ryder Street. As he anticipated, the place was a set of bachelors chambers. The liftman became communicative after a ten-shilling note had been pressed into his hand.

Well, sir, he said in a low voice, the fact is that I dont know very much about Mr. Mildmay. Lord Bamford let his rooms to him about six months ago, and he seems to be away quite a lot. I forward his letters to Paris, Vienna, Rome, and other places. He is a constant traveller. He must have business abroad, I think.

Does he have any lady friends calling upon him?

No. Never to my knowledge, sir. Hes simply a gay, irresponsible sort of man. Dines out every night either with people in smart society or at one of the expensive restaurants. A bit of a mystery, I think.

Why a mystery? What do you suspect? asked Geoffrey eagerly as they stood together conversing in low tones against the lift.

Well, about a week ago a little old man — a foreigner with a grey beard — came here and questioned me closely. At first I refused to tell him anything. He went away. Later in the evening he called again, and together we went round into the Haymarket and we had a drink or two. I told him what I knew, and — well! — he seemed much interested — very much interested.

In what way? asked Falconer.

Well, I may as well be frank with you. He offered me twenty pounds if I would loan him the duplicate key of the flat which my wife has in order to go in and out to see to things for him. He has no meals here, but his bedroom has to be seen to each day.

Twenty pounds! Then the little old foreigner was very eager to see inside. I wonder why?

Yes. Thats in my mind. I havent accepted the money, and I dont know that I shall. Mr. Mildmay treats me as a gentleman, and I dont see why I should go behind his back — especially with a foreigner. He must be a gentleman, or Lord Bamford would never have let his rooms to him.

Does Mr. Mildmay have many visitors?

Only two or three men who are intimate friends. I think he may be an inventor — or an electrical engineer.

What makes you think so?

Because sometimes when I go past the door at night, I hear the whirr of the little motor in the flat.

Oh! Theres an electric motor there — is there?

Yes, in the scullery — its run off the electric light current.

Do you ever hear any metallic clicks or sharp fizzles and noises? Falconer asked.

No. Nothing — only the motor. A little half-horse affair run off the house current. When I was in the army I had a lot to do with small dynamos.

What can it be used for?

Ah! I cant tell. He keeps his sitting-room always closed. Hes put a Yale lock on it. And my missus is always wondering why.

Geoffrey Falconer scented mystery.

What does he want a motor in his flat for?

That I cant tell you. Hes a generous man. Ill give him credit for that. But somehow I dont like his mysterious electric plant.

Half an hour later the liftmans wife, on pretence of going to Mildmays room to see that all was straight, admitted Falconer, who had a good look round. He examined the half-horse electric motor, and found to it attached two high-tension wires through the wall into the locked room.

Thats his lordships dining-room, said the stout, youngish woman. I cant think why Mr. Mildmay keeps it locked up so securely. Sometimes I think I smell a funny smell, like paint, but Im not quite certain. It may be my fancy. Mr. Mildmay is out golfing at Berkhampstead to-day.

Falconer passed into the sitting-room, when the first object that greeted him was a cabinet photograph of Madame Claudet!

He had not been mistaken. What connection could the rich Chicago widow have with the man who kept his dining-room locked with a Yale latch?

The mystery deepened. A problem was presented which to Geoffrey Falconer was fascinating. Madame was rich and well known in society. What possible connection could she have with that man in England — the man to whom she had sent a message in cipher. Cipher telegrams are quite admissible in official correspondence, and also in business, but when used for private communication are always suspect — except perhaps between lovers.

Id like to see Mr. Mildmay, Geoffrey told the porter, who, in reply, declared that the gentleman usually came home about six oclock, dressed, and then went out to his club for dinner.

So just before six oclock Falconer returned to Ryder Street and watched the entrance of the chambers. He had waited for ten minutes or so when a well-dressed fair-haired man of about forty, in golf clothes, alighted from a taxi and, carrying his clubs, went inside. Then, a second later, the liftman appeared in the doorway, and gave the arranged signal that he was the person Falconer desired to see.

There was certainly nothing suspicious about Mr. Mildmays appearance. He was an ordinary man of leisure, who had been out in the country golfing.

Day by day, Geoffreys work taking him to Witham, he was able from time to time to glance at the rapidly moving pen of the recorder. He was wondering if any more messages of mystery would come through from the American widow. Each day he looked at the register of wireless messages received from Paris, but the name of Mildmay did not appear. He told nobody of the suspicion which had arisen in his mind. As a servant of the Marconi Company, he, like servants of the Post-Office, was sworn to preserve the secrecy of messages, and this he did. He merely watched and waited, even without telling his father.

Yet somehow — why, he could not himself tell — he felt that he would like to see more of the widows mysterious friend. With that object he one night put on his dinner clothes, and waited in Ryder Street until Mildmay appeared, when he followed him unseen to a small and cosy restaurant in Jermyn Street. Scarcely had Mildmay taken his seat at a table against the wall when Geoffrey also entered and took a seat near him, pretending, of course, to take no interest in anything further than the menu which the waiter handed him.

Mildmay apparently told the waiter that he was expecting friends, for the man swiftly laid two extra places, and he had hardly finished when two middle-aged men entered, greeted their friend, and took their seats. Their appearance surprised Falconer, for they were flashily-attired, and evidently not of the same class as himself.

In a few moments all three were bending towards each other. One of the new-comers was apparently relating something in a low, confidential tone, and when he had finished, the trio burst into loud, triumphant laughter. Then it did not take long to realise that they were celebrating some occasion, for champagne was soon upon the table and they commenced an expensive meal.

Time after time Falconer endeavoured to catch some word of the conversation, but failed. Yet, whoever the men were, he felt instinctively that they were West End undesirables. After their dinner, they strolled together into St. Jamess Street, where Mildmay parted from them and turned towards Pall Mall, while the pair went on into Piccadilly. After walking some distance they entered a bar in Vine Street; yet Geoffrey dare not go in after them for fear of being recognised. Nevertheless, he had ascertained that Mr. Mildmay kept rather curious company.

A couple of days later Falconer, glancing at the register of messages passing between Paris and London, saw that during the night another message for Mildmay had been received. He referred to the tape record, and found that it was in code, as before, rather longer, that it had been dispatched from Tours, and was signed by the initials M. C.

That same evening he called again upon the liftman in Ryder Street, and inquired if the electric motor had been running.

I havent heard it for quite a fortnight now, sir, replied the man. Last night Mr. Mildmay had two friends here: one man in grey, and the other in a blue suit. Both were middle-aged.

Geoffrey at once described the two men who had dined with Mildmay in Jermyn Street.

Yes. Thats them, sir. Shady customers, I should take em to be.

Just my own opinion, declared Falconer. But Id dearly love to know why the dining-room is kept locked, and the reason that half-horse power motor is there.

So would I, sir, laughed the man. But, after all, I expect the explanation would be quite simple. Ive wondered whether hes experimenting with something or other. At one place I was at we had the same mysteriously locked room. But it turned out that the tenant was a doctor, and was experimenting with the culture of the bacteria of deadly diseases. And that was why he kept the door locked.

This case we shall find different, Falconer remarked. I dont at all like the appearance of Mr. Mildmays friends. I shall probably come and see you again very soon, he added, as, pressing a Treasury note into the mans hand, he turned and left.

On the following Friday, in response to a letter he received from Sylvia saying that Lord Hendlewycke had gone suddenly to Switzerland, and telling him her mother would much like to see him to accompany them in the car on their return journey across France to Boulogne, he obtained a weeks leave, and duly arrived at the Hôtel de lUnivers, at Tours.

On alighting the concierge informed him that the ladies were out motoring, but an hour later he met them on their return, and received a warm welcome. His main object in travelling to Touraine was to meet again Madame Claudet.

Ah, Mr. Falconer! she exclaimed, with her pretty French accent, as they shook hands. Sylvia expected you yesterday. Weve been having, oh! — such a delightful time.

Yes. It has been real interesting, said Mrs. Beverley. Weve been all over Brittany, and now weve seen nearly everyone of the châteaux of the Loire. Then turning to Madame, she said: Come on, Margot, dear. Its time we got upstairs to dress.

From the first Geoffrey realised that the two ladies were on most affectionate terms. They, indeed, addressed each other by their Christian names. And he wondered.

Madame Claudet looked strikingly handsome as she sat that night at dinner, dressed in a very smart, low-cut black gown trimmed with silver, with a silver ornament in her hair. Sylvia, too, looked charming, in a flimsy dance frock of pale-grey.

As they sat together Mrs. Beverley explained their programme, namely, to return by way of Blois, Orleans and Fontainebleau, to see the forest and the château, and thence skirting Paris by Versailles, Beauvais, Abbeville, and Boulogne. That was agreed upon, and later in the evening Geoffrey went out with Sylvia for a stroll beneath the trees in the pleasant Boulevard Heurteloup.

I had a dreadful time with Hendlewycke, the girl said as they strolled together. He bored me to death, and I fear I became very rude to him in the end. Thats why he made an excuse and went off in a huff to Switzerland. Of course, she added, mother was furious, but now shes getting over it. I believe we shall never see him again.

Dont make too sure, dearest, her lover said. Remember, hes after money, and he thinks hell get it through you. Lady Hendlewycke! How very nice it would sound! he added tantalisingly.

Geoff, youre horrid! declared the girl, pouting.

I suppose you find Madame Claudet a very pleasant companion? Falconer went on, walking slowly, for the evening was bright, and under the trees many people were enjoying the cool air after the heat of an oppressive day.

Yes. Shes so awfully jolly.

Has she been with you all the time since I left you?

Except when she went to Paris. She left Dinard suddenly, and was only away about fifteen hours. Shes such a rapid traveller. I fancy I should have been half dead with fatigue if I had done such a journey in that time. She could have had only about a couple of hours in Paris to do the business.

With her bankers — was it not?

Yes — with the Paris agent of her bank. Shes been selling some property in Brazil. Shes such a thoroughgoing cosmopolitan — and mother is charmed with her. She is coming to stay with us in London.

Excellent! the young man exclaimed, reflecting, however, upon those strange messages to that mysterious man in Ryder Street. Your mother seems devoted to madame, he went on.

Yes. But shes really awfully good fun. Besides, speaking French as she does, shes been most useful to us on our tour. I really dont know what we should have done without her.

And yet you only knew her slightly.

Yes. But we knew a lot about her. Wasnt it strange that we met her at Dinard? We shall have a lovely run across to Boulogne. I suppose it will take us a week or more, the girl went on. To-morrow we are going to take you to see the Château of Chinon. You recollect in one of your letters you said you would like to see it. We were there last Wednesday week. So were going again to-morrow.

She went on to ask him the reason he had wired about Madame Claudet, but Falconer successfully evaded her many inquiries.

On the following morning, with the three ladies, Geoffrey was driven along the thirty miles or so of delightful road to the ancient and obscure little town, with its narrow crooked streets, the pretty Vienne river, the historic, old-world place dominated by its three wonderful châteaux: that of St. Georges, built by Henry II of England, the Milieu, and the Coudray, in which lived Joan of Arc — the three forming one great fortress.

The guardian took them around the three castles, to the three towers of Boissy, with its fine Salle des Gardes, and lastly to the three-storeyed prison tower, of which so many terrible stories of mediæval tortures are told. Afterwards they lunched at the old Boule dOr, down on the Quai Jeanne dArc, and then drove to Chenonceux on the road back to Tours, to visit the charming little château — one of the most unique of all Touraine, and which at that moment was in the possession of a well-known American who had bought it from the French Government.

Next day the four set out on the return journey to London. Before leaving the Univers, however, a very unpleasant incident occurred. Geoffrey had paid his bill with a thousand-franc note which he had obtained from the bank in London before his departure and had received the change. Just, however, as he was entering the car to leave, the manager came to him hurriedly and asked him to step into the bureau for a moment. There the note he had given was shown him, and declared to be counterfeit!

Geoffrey stood stupefied, while the manager waxed very angry, declaring that since the war France had been flooded by spurious money brought there and changed by foreigners. Falconer declared his innocence, apologised, and was about to take back the note, when the manager in fury retained it to forward to the Bank of France for destruction. So he was compelled to pay his bill a second time, and also to lose forty pounds or so.

Then, feeling very crestfallen, he rejoined the ladies, without, however, letting them know what had occurred.

That night they stopped at the Hôtel Moderne, at Orleans, and after dinner Geoffrey, without telling them of the incident at Tours, warned them to be on their guard against spurious French bank notes.

Oh, yes, said Madame Claudet. I have heard that recently great quantities of forged notes have been passed all over France. Somebody told me they are being made in Spain. One has to be always on the look-out for them. It would be so annoying to pass one in innocence.

Indeed, one could very easily fall into the hands of the police, exclaimed Mrs. Beverley. I had a most unpleasant time in Dinard. I bought that little butterfly brooch at a jewellers close to the casino, and paid for it, when, to my horror, the man said that one of the notes — one for five hundred francs — was a forgery.

What did you do, my dear? asked madame.

Do? Well, I felt a perfect fool. I tore the note up and gave the man another.

You never told me that, mother, Sylvia remarked.

No, dear. I felt too angry about it. So I didnt tell anyone. It occurred four days before we left Dinard.

It was upon the tip of Geoffreys tongue to relate his own experience at Tours, but he hesitated.

The run next day to Fontainebleau was glorious, and indeed the whole trip across to Boulogne was in most delightful weather, and they all thoroughly enjoyed it. At Boulogne they left the car to be brought to London by the chauffeur, and caught the next boat across to Folkestone and so on to London.

Geoffreys leave was up, so he had to be at the Works at Chelmsford on the following day. He seized the opportunity to run over to Witham, and there discovered that during his absence Mr. Mildmay had received two further cipher telegrams, one sent from Fontainebleau, and one from Beauvais, both signed M. C.

Now in his many conversations with the handsome widow she had never mentioned that she had any friend in London. On the contrary, on the night they had stopped at Abbeville, while they were dining at the old Tête de Bœuf, she had exclaimed across the table to Mrs. Beverley:

It really is most sweet of you, dear, to put me up in London. I know nobody there nowadays. Ive been away so long.

She made no mention of the man who occupied those expensive chambers in Ryder Street, and as far as Geoffrey knew the pair had never met. Naturally, the young wireless engineer was often at Mrs. Beverleys house, and his own observations, combined with what Sylvia told him, made it apparent to him that Madame Claudet was a most extravagant woman.

We are out every night somewhere, the girl said. And madame will never allow us to pay a farthing. She must be very rich, for shes ordered eight new frocks from Lucilles.

She has no friends in London, has she? Falconer asked casually.

She didnt have any when she arrived, but, of course, she now knows one or two people to whom weve introduced her.

On the following day another curious telegram came through the wireless station at Witham. Dispatched from Marseilles, it had been sent across by wireless from Paris, and was addressed to Mildmay. It was in plain language, and read: Urgent that Marguerite should come over. The change would do her good. — Jules.

This puzzled Geoffrey more than ever. Why was madame wanted urgently at Marseilles, and what hidden meaning was contained in the declaration that the change would do her good? He was very anxious to ascertain if she ever met the mysterious Mildmay, and for that purpose he went to London one evening and again saw his friend the liftman.

No lady had visited Mr. Mildmay to his knowledge. She certainly might have called when he was off duty.

Hence Falconer determined to watch again, and after the lapse of several weary evenings, he one night followed Mildmay to the Savoy, where, just before supper-time, he took a seat in the lounge and idly lit a cigarette.

Ten minutes later Geoffrey saw standing at the head of the short flight of stairs the familiar figure of Madame Claudet, wearing a gorgeous theatre wrap. Her quick eye recognised Mildmay; therefore she went to take off her wrap, and a few moments later joined him.

From a distance Falconer watched them closely. Mildmays greeting appeared the reverse of cordial, for on his face was an angry, morose expression. After a brief conversation, they passed into the supper-room, where, in order to escape recognition, Geoffrey was forced to leave them. But he had established the fact of their secret friendship.

Next evening when he went to Upper Brook Street he found Sylvia alone, her mother having gone to the theatre with madame.

Isnt it a shame! she remarked. Madame Claudet has to go to Paris the day after to-morrow — on some of her horrid banking business again. Mother has introduced her to her bank in Pall Mall, so that she has an account in London, therefore these journeys will be avoided in future.

Geoffrey, who had not allowed either Mrs. Beverley or her daughter to suspect his doubt concerning the handsome widow, agreed, and expressed a hope that the lady would soon return.

Next day, having to be at Marconi House, he snatched off a few hours in the afternoon, and succeeded in watching madame leave Upper Brook Street alone, and following her to Ryder Street, where she called upon Mildmay. It was very apparent, by the timid way she slipped into the doorway of the chambers, that she feared being watched. Why?

She remained there for about half an hour, when, emerging, the liftman hailed a taxi for her and she drove to Upper Brook Street.

Geoffrey was perplexed why the mysterious Jules in Marseilles should be so concerned regarding madames health. Hence he determined to watch her movements closely until she should leave Victoria. That night he did not return to Warley, but slept at his club, and at ten oclock next morning idled unseen at the corner of Upper Brook Street, in case she should come forth. He had ascertained that she was leaving Victoria at midday.

At about half-past ten madame came out alone, carrying her handsome gold-mounted handbag, and in Grosvenor Square she hailed a taxi, in which she drove to a bank in Pall Mall, in order, no doubt, to obtain money for her journey.

She remained within about ten minutes or so, then, re-entering the taxi, she drove back to her hostesss house.

A quarter of an hour later Geoffrey called to wish the gay widow au revoir, and Mrs. Beverley invited him to stay to luncheon. At about half-past eleven madame left for Victoria, her hostess going in the car to the station to see her off. Hence Sylvia and her lover were left together.

Geoffrey Falconer had become disappointed and ill at ease, for the mystery concerning the widow still remained unsolved.

Mrs. Beverley returned, and they had luncheon together, the young wireless engineer remaining all the afternoon.

Just as they were seated at tea, Shaw, the footman, brought a card to his mistress, who glanced at it, and said:

Oh! Its Mr. Elton! I wonder why he wants to see me? Ask him in here.

The man bowed, and a few moments later a tall, clean-shaven business man was ushered in. In a second it was plain that he was considerably perturbed.

Mrs. Beverley, he said, glancing at Sylvia and Geoffrey, I am very sorry to disturb you with a most unpleasant matter. May I see you alone?

Unpleasant matter! gasped the South American woman. What do you mean? Whatever you have to say can be said right here.

You have a Madame Claudet staying with you. You introduced her to me, and she opened a small account at our bank, he said. Well — I may as well tell you that I have the police outside, and I am here to give her into custody!

Mrs. Beverley stood open-mouthed.

Custody! she gasped. For what?

She called at the bank this morning, and changed seventy-four thousand five-hundred francs in French notes for English notes. These were, at noon, sent along to the head office in Lombard Street, where they have been found to be marvellously clever forgeries!

Impossible! declared Mrs. Beverley, utterly staggered.

Alas! it is only too true. The bank has lost nearly three thousand pounds.

Then Mrs. Beverley, having explained how her late guest had left for Paris that morning, refused to believe that she could be guilty of any such fraud.

Here Geoffrey interrupted, and related how he had unconsciously endeavoured to pass a forged note at Tours, and he recalled to her mind the incident at the jewellers in Dinard. Both those circumstances pointed to the fact that the woman had taken from the purses of both Geoffrey and her hostess real notes, substituting false ones, with the idea of watching whether they would be passed or not.

I would like a word with the police, Geoffrey added, and with the bank manager he left the ladies to recover from their sudden shock.

In the library he saw the detective-inspector, and briefly related the mysterious messages received by Mr. Mildmay, and the circumstance of the electric motor and the locked room.

Within half an hour a priority telegram had been sent by wireless by Scotland Yard to the commissary of police at the Gare du Nord, in Paris, to arrest madame on her arrival, while a visit to Mr. Mildmays chambers revealed in the locked room a perfect plant for the reproduction of French and Spanish bank notes of various denominations, the most scientific and complete ever found in the possession of bank-note forgers.

Two hours later, when Mildmay returned, he found himself suddenly in the hands of the police, and both he and madame — who was not a widow at all, but his wife who had been distributing forged French and Spanish notes all over Europe, and reaping a rich harvest — later on received exemplary sentences at the Old Bailey.


CHAPTER VI. THE CLOVEN HOOF

[image: img311.jpg]

IT SHOULD BE quite a pleasant trip for you, Falconer, remarked the little, middle-aged, well-dressed man who was one of his superiors, as they sat together in a room in the Engineering Section at Marconi House on a bright October afternoon. The plant went out from the works at Chelmsford three months ago, and we have been advised that it has all arrived in Hungary, or I suppose they call it Czecho-Slovakia now, and it is lying at the station at Arad.

I will do my best, replied Geoffrey, greatly delighted at the instructions he had just been given, namely, to proceed to Hungary to erect two complete one-and-a-half kilowatt stations for continuous-wave telegraphy and telephony. I have never been in Hungary, and it will, no doubt, be interesting.

It will. Id dearly like to go with you, laughed Mr. Millard, one of the best-known of wireless engineers. The sets have been purchased by the Baron de Pelzel, on behalf of the new Government of Czecho-Slovakia, and one of the conditions of the contract provides that we should send out an engineer to erect the stations.

Will anyone go with me? asked Geoffrey.

No. There is, I think, no need. I myself looked through the instruments before they were packed. All is in order. You can employ local labour. There are surely some quite good electricians in Hungary. The first station is to be erected somewhere near Arad — wherever that may be — and the other in some other part of Hungary. We thought you would like an opportunity to go abroad.

Geoffrey thanked the chief of his department, and then, after receiving a number of other instructions, he went down in the lift and out into the busy Strand.

Half an hour later he was at Mrs. Beverleys.

Hulloa, Geoff! cried Sylvia as he entered the room. Where have you sprung from? I thought of you down at Chelmsford with your uncomfortable old telephones on your ears, turning little handles very slowly, and listening! Oh, Geoff, you look so funny sometimes when you listen! You look as if your whole life depended upon it, added the girl chaffingly.

And so it does, dear. At least my bread-and-cheese depends upon it.

Why, the other day Colonel Maybury, of the Air Ministry, told me that your improved amplifier will probably bring you a comfortable fortune in royalties!

The keen, smooth-haired young fellow shrugged his shoulders, and replied:

I only hope it will. We wireless men are never optimists, you know. We always look for failure first. Success surprises us, and bucks us up. When one is dealing with a science which is in its infancy one must first look for failure.

My dear Geoffrey, as Ive said before, you are so horribly philosophic about things, she declared with a laugh.

At that moment her mother entered, and invited Geoffrey to stay to dinner en famille. The ladies, however, put on dance frocks, for they were due at Lady Waterdens at nine oclock. So about that hour, after Falconer had told them of his impending journey to Hungary, he saw them into the car and then walked to the corner of Grosvenor Square, where he took a taxi to Liverpool Street and caught the train to Warley.

At the Works at Chelmsford next day he was handed a copy of a letter from the Baron de Pelzel, who had purchased the installations on behalf of the Government of Czecho-Slovakia. It was a private letter dated from the Schloss Nyék, in Transylvania, recalling the fact that all the plant had already arrived at Arad, and asking the Marconi Company to send their engineer to Budapest as soon as possible, where he would meet him at the Ritz Hotel and consult with him.

A week later Falconer left London — after an affectionate farewell to Sylvia — and travelling by the Orient express by way of Paris, Wels, and Vienna, duly arrived at the Hungarian capital. The moment he entered the taxi to drive to the Ritz — that hôtel de luxe overlooking the Danube — a great change was apparent in what was once the gayest city in Europe. The war had brought disaster upon the unfortunate Hungarians, who, owing to the terribly low rate of exchange, and the difficulty of food imports, were now half-starving.

As in the late afternoon Geoffrey went from the station along the wide handsome street half the shops were closed, and the passers-by were mostly thin-faced, ill-dressed and shabby.

At the hotel a brave show of luxury was made, and naturally the charges were high — in Austrian coinage. The price asked for a room with bathroom adjoining was enormous, but when he calculated it in English money at the current rate of exchange it was about two shillings and sixpence a night!

He inquired at the bureau if the Baron de Pelzel had arrived, and received an affirmative reply. The Baron and his niece had gone out motoring to Szajol, a place on the River Tisza, and would return about six. He had left that message for Geoffrey.

About half-past six a waiter came to Falconers room asking him to go along to the Barons sitting-room, which was on the same floor. This he did, and there met a tall, well-built, very elegant, brown-bearded man of about forty, with a round, merry, fresh-complexioned face and a pair of dark, humorous eyes.

He welcomed Falconer in very good English and at once introduced him to his niece, Françoise Biringer, a tall, rather slim, dark-eyed girl, very smartly attired, who spoke to him in French. Apparently she knew but very little English.

Then when the girl had gone to dress for dinner, the two men sat down and discussed the business in hand.

The Baron seemed an extremely affable and cultured man, as so many Hungarians are. He lived mostly in Paris, he explained, but since the war he had assisted his Government in various matters.

I hope you will have an enjoyable time, Mr. Falconer, he went on. When I was at Marconi House they told me they would send out an expert engineer to fit both stations and get them going. How far do you think I can speak over the set they have sent me?

Speech should carry from seven hundred to nine hundred miles — perhaps more under favourable conditions, but Morse signals will carry very much further.

The Baron seemed highly satisfied.

You see, my Government is greatly interested in certain mining enterprises, and it is my plan to set up two wireless stations on either side of Hungary, so that we can conduct rapid business from one zone of operation to the other, and also with Budapest when we so desire. But, he added, it is annoying that the plant should have been sent to Arad. There must have been some mistake. I went to Arad last week and saw the railway people there. It has already been passed on to its proper destination. But I do not expect it will arrive for a week or even ten days, so during that time I hope you will honour me by being my guest here, as well as during the time you are engaged in fitting the installation.

I shall require assistance, Geoffrey said. Do you happen to know of, say, two good electricians whom I could engage as assistants?

I will inquire, replied the Baron. No doubt we can find two good men who, during the war, were engaged in radio-telegraphy.

Afterwards Geoffrey, well-impressed by the genial Baron, returned to dress for dinner, and later on took a perfectly cooked meal with his elegant and courteous host and his niece. The young man found the pretty Françoise extremely interesting. They discussed many things at table, new books, new plays, and, of course, the terrible havoc of the war.

The Baron was pro-British in all his remarks. He deplored the ridiculous weakness of the poor old doddering Emperor Franz-Josef, who, as every one knew, was beneath the thumb of a wily adventuress, and with vehemence declared: We were always Britains friends. We should never have opposed her. Look at our poor Hungary now! Only ruin and starvation! Until we can recover ourselves we shall be at the mercy of any of the petty Powers who make themselves so conspicuous and obnoxious at the eternal pourparlers presided over by your Premier. We want peace, Mr. Falconer, cried the Baron furiously. Peace, and with it renewed prosperity. But there! he added. Pardon me! I apologise. Françoise knows that this constant casting of dust in the eyes of our poor starving people goads me to the point of fury.

Even though Hungary was in such evil case, and half the population were starving, yet at that hotel people — many of them war-profiteers as in London — dined expensively, danced, and thoroughly enjoyed themselves. To them it mattered not how freely the bones of the poor rattled, or how many children died daily of sheer starvation. They had money — and with it they bought merriment and life.

After dinner the Barons car took them down the Nagy-Korut — the Great Boulevard — to the Folies Caprice, where they spent the evening at an excellent variety performance.

That night when Geoffrey retired to his room he was fully satisfied with the warm reception and generosity of the Baron, and charmed with the chic and verve of his pretty niece Françoise, who seemed to have spent most of her life in Paris, where her father had an apartment close to the Étoile.

Next day the Baron invited the young radio-engineer to have a run in the Mercedes, and the rather morose Frenchman, Lebon, who drove, took them out to Tepla, a very beautiful spot with warm springs that have been visited for centuries by the Hungarian nobility. They lunched at the Sina-haz, one of the many excellent hotels, and ran back through Trencsen, where they pulled up to find the Lovers Well.

After an inquiry from the Baron, who alone spoke the Hungarian tongue, they discovered it just outside the village, within the confines of the ruin of a Roman castle — a well dug in the rock.

The Baron and the peasant who conducted them to it had a short chat. Then Françoises uncle turned to them, and explained in French:

A most curious story this good man tells. It seems that centuries ago a young Turk of high rank and family offered a large ransom for his bride, who was in captivity in this castle. But the lord of the castle, Stephen Zapolya, demanded as the price of her release that her lover should dig a well through the rock. After seven years hard work the well was completed, and the spring is to this day called the Lovers Well.

With Françoise, Geoffrey peered down into the pitch darkness, and saw that it was really cut in the rock. As they did so, their hands came into contact. Indeed, she grasped his instinctively as they stood together at the edge of the deep well.

Then she withdrew her hand quickly with a word of apology, and ten minutes later they were in the car back upon the broad highway which led to Budapest.

The autumn days passed very pleasantly. Living so much in Paris, as he had done of late, the Baron, apparently, had but few friends in Budapest. He, however, had much business to attend to in the daytime on behalf of his Government, hence Falconer and the Barons pretty niece were thrown constantly into each others society.

She was a smart girl, full of a keen sense of humour, and possessing all the verve of the true Parisienne. She knew Budapest, of course, and acted as Geoffreys guide in the city, but her heart was always in Paris. She regarded the Hungarians as an uncouth race.

Her mother had been French, she told him one day. She had, alas! died two years ago. But she had induced her father to take the flat in Paris rather than remain in the wilds of Hungary.

More than once Falconer wrote to Sylvia telling her of the society junketings in Budapest, while the city starved. Each night they dined expensively and went either to the opera, or to the Vigszinhas to see comedy; to the Fortress, or the Peoples Theatre. They also went to the Arena in the Town Park, the performances at which were quite as good as in pre-war days.

One evening as Geoffrey sat in the palm court of the Ritz with Françoise, she exclaimed suddenly in French: I think we go to-morrow or the next day. My uncle was with Count Halmi this afternoon, and they were speaking of it. All the wireless apparatus has arrived at Zenta.

Zenta? Where is that? asked Geoffrey, removing his cigarette, for the pair were alone together in a corner of the lounge. Françoise looked very pretty in a jade-coloured dance frock, for a dance to weird Tsigane music was to commence in the great ballroom in half an hour.

Zenta! Why, dont you know? Has not the Baron told you? It is his estate right away on the other side of Hungary — near the Russian frontier. I confess that it is out of the world, and I do hope you will not be bored to death there!

No doubt I shall not; I have my work to do, laughed the well-set-up young Englishman, for he was really having a most enjoyable time.

Hence he was not surprised when two days later his host, the Baron, departed for the Schloss Zenta.

In the express between Budapest and Debrechen, on the line which leads out to the Polish frontier, the Baron, lolling lazily in the corner of the first-class compartment, remarked in English:

I hope, Mr. Falconer, you have not been disappointed with Budapest. Unfortunately I have had so many official affairs to attend to. We shall be at home at Zenta to-night. I fear it may be very dull for you, as it is far away up in the mountains. I only yesterday received word that all your apparatus has arrived there.

What height is it? Geoffrey asked, as he was concerned with the height of his aerial wires.

I hardly know, the Baron laughed. Ive never tested it with an aneroid. No doubt you will. It is high, and that is why I thought it would suit you, because Ive always understood that aerial wires for wireless are best on a hill.

Certainly they are, said Falconer, gazing out upon the beautiful panorama of stream and mountain through which they were passing. They were entering the most remote, but most beautiful, district in all Hungary, that which lies between the High Tatra — a lovely mountain district known so little to English travellers, save those familiar with the Carpathians — and the Roumanian frontier.

At evening they arrived at a small, picturesque town called Nagy-Károly, the capital of the Szatmas country, nestling between the mountains, and at once a powerful car took them for about thirty miles up higher and higher into a wild remote district, the very name of which was unknown to Geoffrey. Presently, just as the night was drawing in, the pretty Françoise pointed to a high-up château perched on the edge of a steep rocky precipice, and said:

Look! There is Zenta — at last!

It looked, as indeed it was, one of those ancient strongholds of the Hungarian barons who had for ages resisted the repeated invasions of the Turks.

Later, when they arrived and the Baron showed him round before dressing for dinner, he found that it was a splendid old fortress, full of rare antiques and breathing an air of days long gone by, while at the same time it was also the comfortable home of a very wealthy man.

That night as they sat at dinner in the long panelled dining-room adorned with many heads of stags and bears, trophies of the chase, the Baron raised his glass of Imperial Tokay and welcomed his guest beneath his roof.

Here, he said, you have a very historic old place which you are going to fit with the latest invention of wireless — the radio-telephone. A strange combination, is it not? All your boxes have arrived, and they are in the back courtyard. I am sorry that I was not able to arrange for expert assistance for you, Mr. Falconer, but I have two very good electricians arriving to-morrow. My agent in Vienna is sending them.

And at the same moment Karl, the Magyar servant, in his brown velvet dress and big buttons of silver filigree, helped him to a succulent dish of paprika lamb, which followed the halaszle, that famous fish soup which is served nightly in all the wealthier houses in Hungary.

Have the engines and all the other plant arrived? Geoffrey inquired.

Everything. Twenty-eight packages in all, answered the brown-bearded man, while Françoise, with her bare elbows on the table, glanced across at the young Marconi engineer, and remarked in French:

I suppose you will be horribly busy now — eh, Msieur Falconer?

Yes, mademoiselle, he replied. I have lost more than a fortnight already. But it has, I confess, been most enjoyable. Then turning to the Baron, he asked:

Have you engaged any operators to work the set?

The question, put so suddenly to De Pelzel, nonplussed him. He was compelled to hesitate for a few seconds — a fact which did not escape the alert Geoffrey.

Oh! how very foolish of me! the Baron exclaimed in his suave, easy manner. I have been so terribly busy of late, and also rectifying the blunder of sending the boxes to Arad, that I quite forgot the necessity of a staff to work the installation when it is complete. I will at once see about getting some ex-radio military men from Vienna.

For half an hour after dinner a gipsy orchestra, four swarthy-faced men in brown velvet, with dark, piercing eyes, and lank black hair, gave some wonderful music with their violins. Then, when near midnight, the man-servant Karl showed Geoffrey to his room — a big, gloomy, dispiriting place, lit only by two candles in ancient silver holders.

When Karl had shut the door, Geoffrey instantly experienced a curious feeling of impending evil. Why, he knew not. He was there upon business for his company in that remote, out-of-the-world place, and his host, the Baron, was most kind and affable, while his niece was quite charming. Yet somehow as he lay awake the greater part of the night he became consumed by a strange apprehension.

At the Ritz, in Budapest, and also in the train, he had noticed on several occasions a curious exchange of glances between uncle and niece — or was it only his fancy?

Was anything amiss? He lay listening to the owls hooting in the great forest which surrounded the castle on three sides, and reflected deeply. Françoise, he remembered, had during the past few days questioned him very cleverly, yet very closely, concerning himself and his family. Could there be any motive in that? In the silent hours of that night he became haunted by dark suspicions, but next morning when he awoke refreshed and went out in the autumn sunshine along the terrace, which gave a magnificent view of the great Hungarian plain for many miles, all his apprehensions were quickly dispelled.

Inwardly he laughed heartily at his own misgivings.

At eleven oclock he drove with the Baron about three miles into the forest to a large high-up clearing — the spot which De Pelzel suggested should be the site of the new station. Indeed, two new log huts were already built for the transmitting and receiving gear, with a remote control to the generator plant.

Geoffrey, looking round upon the dense firs which screened them on every side save to the east, was surprised that such a site should have been chosen. But next second he recollected that the Baron knew nothing of wireless requirements.

To tell you the truth, Geoffrey said frankly, I do not favour this spot at all. Results would be far better if we fitted the station somewhere else, for instance, near the terrace at the Schloss.

I quite imagine it, Mr. Falconer, replied the eminently polite Baron. But, unfortunately, my Government is desirous of possessing a confidential means of conversation between the two mining zones, and I have granted them permission to establish it here on my estate.

And the corresponding station? asked Geoffrey.

I will explain the situation of that later — when we have decided upon this.

Falconer was disappointed. He saw that the aerial would be far too directional for the best results.

This evening, the Baron went on, I hope your two assistants will be here. This car will then be at your disposal to take you backwards and forwards from the castle.

To protest against such a site was, apparently, useless. All that Geoffrey could do was to warn the Baron that the results were not likely to be too good.

Well, he laughed, Ive bought the plant, and if I choose to erect it anywhere, I suppose I am at liberty to do so. You, Mr. Falconer, with your expert knowledge, will, no doubt, be able to make it work all right! he said good-humouredly.

Well — Ill try, Geoffrey replied, and on his return to Zenta he sat down and wrote a long letter to Sylvia, telling her his whereabouts, and how the material had been addressed to Arad wrongly, of his life with the Baron, and of the rather unsatisfactory site that had been chosen.

He wrote four closely-filled pages, and having finished took it to one of the small rooms where Françoise was sitting reading a French novel.

The post goes out every night at seven oclock, she said. If you will put it in the rack by the front entrance Karl will see that it is put with the others this evening. Ludwig goes in the light car, and takes the letters into Deva. They go by road to Nagy-Károly to-morrow morning, and on by rail.

Next day two shrewd-looking Austrian engineers presented themselves as Geoffreys assistants. Both spoke French, and when Falconer questioned them he discovered that the elder of the pair knew a good deal about radio-telephony.

They therefore set to work to open the huge boxes of apparatus which had been over three months on their way from Chelmsford. Each was marked, and they, of course, only unpacked one complete set, together with the aerial masts and wires. This work took three days, after which the whole of the plant was carried up by horses through the forest to the clearing which had been made near the top of the mountain.

Day by day Geoffrey was out there with his two assistants, first erecting the aerial — one of the newest type — and then making an earth by sinking three-foot copper plates edgewise in the form of a ring, and connecting all of them to a central point. Each evening he was back at the castle, where he spent many pleasant hours with the Baron and his charming niece. The latter, indeed, took him on several occasions to see the most delightful pieces of mountain scenery while the Baron, hearty and full of bonhomie, was keenly interested to watch Geoffrey at work fitting the complicated-looking apparatus.

Yet, curiously enough, Geoffreys strange feeling of apprehension had not passed. He could not rid himself of that creepy feeling which had stolen over him on the night of his arrival at the castle of Zenta. Why, he could not tell.

He was surprised that he had no answer to his three letters to Sylvia since he had been there, but he recollected that Mrs. Beverley had spoken of going to Paris for a fortnight or so, to do some shopping, hence it was quite possible that mother and daughter had left London.

It struck him, too, as somewhat strange that the Barons pretty niece should evince so much inquisitiveness concerning his affairs. When they were together she frequently turned the conversation very cleverly, and questioned him about his friends in England.

Im terribly bored here, she declared in French one night after dinner, as she sat with a cigarette between her fingers and yawned. At last Ive persuaded my uncle to let me go back to Paris. I shall return very soon.

Will you? asked Falconer. I expect to be here quite another fortnight before we can get going. Then I have to erect the other station. Have you any idea where that is to be?

No, she said. Uncle has never told me. But, no doubt, it will be a long way from here.

The secrecy concerning the position of the corresponding station also puzzled the young fellow. The Baron had, however, promised to let him know in due course, so he continued his work out in the forest, and gradually he assembled the engine, generator, and all the apparatus necessary for radio-telegraphy and telephony.

One afternoon he returned to the castle unusually early, and was surprised to discover the Baron — who had not seen him — emerge from his bedroom and slip down the stairs. On examining his suit-case a few moments later he saw that the lock had been tampered with, and all his papers had been overhauled!

What object, he wondered, could his genial host have in prying into his private affairs?

By day the two Austrians working under his direction were ever diligent — both being excellent fellows, and very careful and precise in their work, which is most necessary in setting up a wireless station. At night they remained at the castle in quarters which the Baron had provided.

So far from everywhere was the castle that the Baron seldom had visitors except on two occasions, when two gentlemen, one a short, stout, thick-set man, probably an Austrian, and the other a middle-aged Russian who seemed something of a cosmopolitan, arrived, and after spending the night, drove away again.

From Françoise he understood that the Austrian, whose name was Koblitz, was a Government undersecretary, and the Russians name was Isaakoff, and that their visits were upon official matters concerning Czecho-Slovakia.

At last, one day when Doctor Koblitz had unexpectedly arrived alone, the new wireless station in the forest was completed, and Geoffrey thoroughly tested the reception side, which he found gave highly satisfactory results, considering the screening from the trees. Both the Baron and Doctor Koblitz, together with Françoise, took the telephones and listened to the signals from Elvise, Rome, Warsaw, Carnarvon, Arlington, Lafayette, Lyons, and other of the long-wave stations. Indeed, during the whole afternoon Geoffrey entertained them by tuning-in messages and copying them from dots and dashes of the Morse code.

Both the Baron and Koblitz expressed their delight; therefore that evening Geoffrey ventured to ask where the second station was to be erected, for quite ten days before all the remaining cases had been despatched to a destination of which he had been kept in ignorance.

My Government have not yet decided, was his reply. The boxes have been sent to Versec, close to the Serbian frontier. No doubt to-morrow or next day we shall hear what is decided. You said this afternoon that you have finished, and that all is in order to transmit — as well as to receive?

Yes, Geoffrey replied, all is ready. I have only now to put up the corresponding station.

Could you, for instance, send off a message for me to-morrow — say at noon?

Certainly, said Falconer. We are ready to run and give a test whenever you like.

Excellent. Then we will go over in the car to-morrow and send out the test message — eh, Monsieur Koblitz? was the genial, brown-bearded mans reply.

That night Geoffrey failed to sleep. Five weeks had passed since he left London, and though he had written to Sylvia several times, he had received no word of reply. If she had been in Paris, she was surely at Upper Brook Street again!

He was ignorant of the significant fact that each letter he had left for Ludwig to post had been taken by Françoise and handed to her uncle, who had opened it and read it in conjunction with Karl, the faithful man-servant. Afterwards each letter had been burned. This had been repeated each time Geoffrey had written a letter, either to Marconi House, to his father at Warley, or to any other person.

On Sylvias part she was still writing to the Ritz, at Budapest, whence she had had a letter from her lover, and they were retaining the letters expecting the young English engineer to return, as the Baron, unknown to Geoffrey, had promised.

Next morning broke chill and misty over the Carpathians, and at half-past eleven the Baron, accompanied by Falconer, Françoise, and Koblitz, drove to the newly completed wireless station.

Inside the transmission hut as they stood together, the Baron took out a slip of thin paper which he carefully unfolded and handed to his companion, saying:

The call-signal will not be found in the official book. Then added: As you see, the message is seven-figure code.

Geoffrey looked and saw that the call-letters written upon the slip of paper were C.H.X.R., followed by a jumble of figures interspersed with letters of the alphabet.

The initial letter of the call showed that the station wanted was either in Spain, Portugal, Morocco, or Roumania. No doubt it was in the latter country.

The call-signal allotted to this station is the letters O.S.R.U., the Baron said, after referring to his pocket-book.

So the young radio-engineer at once sat down to the key and tapped out the usual preliminary call, followed by his own call and the call of the unknown station he wanted.

Get them first by telegraphy, and then I will telephone to them, urged the Baron excitedly.

Within ten minutes Geoffrey obtained a response, and after sending the code message by telegraph, he switched on the telephone transmitter, and handed the microphone to the Baron.

Hullo! Hullo! Hullo! Petresco? Petresco? he called, holding the transmitter close to his lips. Then in English he went on: Can you hear me? Is speech all right? This is a test to you. Please tell me whether you have heard me distinctly. Hullo! Petresco? Hullo! Petresco? This is O.S.R.U. calling — calling C.H.X.R.

And he handed the microphone to Geoffrey, who at once repeated the query, and concluded it with the words always used in wireless telephony: O.S.R.U., changing over.

In a few moments there came a clear voice evidently at a considerable distance, saying:

Hullo! O.S.R.U.? Hullo! Your signals are quite O.K. Your modulation quite good. Congratulations!

He handed the head-phones to the Baron, who, with great satisfaction, heard the speech repeated. They were certainly in touch with the mysterious station in Roumania.

While the test was in progress Françoise stood in the narrow little room watching intently.

Really marvellous! Mademoiselle declared when she herself put on the telephones and heard the reply again repeated in a clear, rather musical voice.

Then, after another ten minutes, the Baron asked Falconer to switch off the generator and close down, as they would be late for luncheon.

It does you very great credit, declared the owner of the great estate of Zenta. I never dreamed that we should be in such complete touch so quickly. And the man Koblitz also tendered his congratulations upon the achievement.

Later in the afternoon Mademoiselle Françoise left for Paris, and Geoffrey shook her hand as she entered the car. After dinner Falconer smoked with the Baron and his friend until about eleven oclock, when he put down his cigar and wished them both good-night. It had become apparent that the pair wished to be rid of him for some reason. Therefore he retired.

Back in his great, gloomy bedroom he stood for some time at the window, gazing out upon the gorgeous scene of moonlit mountain and silent Carpathian forest. The attitude of the two men during that evening had become suspicious — the more so because the Baron had so constantly evaded his question as to the site of the second wireless station, and also the identity of the mystery station, C.H.X.R. Who, too, was Petresco? It was apparently a Roumanian name. Once again a strange intuition crept over him — a premonition of impending evil.

A quarter of an hour later he removed his evening shoes and crept back again down the great oak staircase to the door of the room wherein the two men were in consultation.

Bending he could hear their voices speaking low and confidentially. But they were speaking in Hungarian, hence he could not understand a single word. Probably it was only politics they were discussing; therefore, after waiting ten minutes, all the time in fear of the approach of Karl, he was about to return to his room when, of a sudden, he heard a few words in French.

Koblitz was speaking.

Yes, I quite agree, he said. Your plan is excellent. The wireless station must remain a complete secret. This young fellows lips must be closed. The two men we have here are both good wireless men, and are affiliated to our cause. Hence they can be trusted completely. Falconer we cannot trust — even if we attempted to bribe him, for he is an Englishman and would accept nothing.

I am glad you agree, mon cher, the Baron replied. At the wireless station to-morrow he will accept a drink from my flask — and then — well, the forest will an hour later hold its secret, he remarked meaningly.

Geoffrey held his breath. Could it be possible that their plan was to poison him, and bury him in the forest, now that he had completed his work?

It was quite apparent that the station he had erected was a secret one, established for some illicit purpose.

He listened again, but Koblitz was only congratulating his friend upon the success of what he termed the great scheme.

Silently Geoffrey crept back up to his room. His mind was made up. By his natural intuition of impending peril he had been forewarned. Hence putting on a pair of strong walking boots, he assumed his overcoat and let himself out of the great rambling place by a door he knew. In the moonlight he ascended the steep winding path which led to the wireless huts, and on arrival there, unlocked the house in which the transmission panel was erected. Then, switching on the light, he took up a hammer and deliberately smashed every one of the big glass valves.

Not content with that, he also smashed every spare valve, and then destroyed the insulation upon two transformers of the receiving set, thus putting the whole station out of action.

Afterwards he relocked the door and made his way back past the castle and out upon the high road which led down to Nagy-Károly. Through the greater part of the night he walked, until at a small mountain village he was able to induce a peasant to harness a horse and drive him into the town.

Before nine oclock that morning he called upon the chief of police, and through a man who spoke French, gave him a description of the secret wireless set, and of the dastardly plot to kill him and dispose of his body by burying it in the forest.

At once the police official was on the alert, for the Schloss Zenta, he said, belonged to a certain young Count Böckh, who was a minor, and at the university of Budapest. He had never heard of the Baron, who had, no doubt, established himself there unknown to its rightful owner, but pretending to the servants that he had rented it furnished. This was later on ascertained to be a fact.

Within an hour urgent telegrams were exchanged between the Ministry of Police in Budapest and the chief at Nagy-Károly, so that at noon, when the Baron and Koblitz put in an appearance at the railway station — intending to fly after finding that Falconer had gone and that the secret wireless station had been put out of action — they were at once arrested and sent by the next train under escort to Budapest.

Later, after much inquiry, the police discovered that the pseudo-Baron — whose real name was Franz Haynald, a well-known revolutionist — had, with Koblitz and a number of others, formed a great and widespread political plot, financed by Germany, to effect a union with Hungary and Bavaria. Austria was to be overthrown, Vienna occupied jointly by Bavarian and Hungarian troops, and Czecho-Slovakia was to be blindfolded by creating a revolution in Jugo-Slavia. The idea was, with the aid of Tzarist Russia, to establish a great New Germany, which was to be more powerful than ever, and become mistress of the world.

This certainly would have been attempted — for the erecting of that powerful wireless station was one of the first steps — had not Geoffrey Falconer acted with such boldness and decision.

Haynald, with Françoise — who was the daughter of the man Koblitz — Koblitz himself, the servant Karl, and twenty others are all now undergoing long sentences of imprisonment.


CHAPTER VII. THE POISON FACTORY
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GEOFFREY FALCONER STOOD at the window of the big old Adams room at the Savage Club, chatting with a journalist friend, Charles — alias Doggy — Wentworth, of the Daily Mail.

Before them lay Adelphi Terrace and beyond the Embankment and the broad grey Thames with its wharves on the Surrey bank, Londons silent highway.

It was the luncheon hour on a day in early spring. The trees along the Embankment, and in the Gardens below, wore their fresh bright green, not yet dulled by the London smoke, while along the Embankment the trams were rolling heavily between the bridges of Blackfriars and Westminster.

The room in which they stood was familiar to Bohemian London — the world of painters, poets, actors, novelists, sculptors, journalists, and scientists, who lunch and smoke in the same great room with its portraits, caricatures, and trophies — perhaps the only spot on earth where a mans worth is nowadays not judged by his pocket or the estimation of his own importance. Confined to the professions, it is a club where as long as a man is a good fellow and has no side he is popular. But woe betide the member who betrays the slightest leaning towards egotism.

The members, leaving the little back bar, had already begun to drift in to take their places at the little tables which occupied half the big common-room. The unconventional shouts of Hulloa, Tommie! Hulloa, Jack! Hulloa, Max! were heard on every side — Christian names and nicknames of men some of whose names were in the homes of England and America as household words, men of mark whose portraits greeted one every day in the picture papers.

Just as Doggy was about to turn aside with his guest, a friend of his approached the pair. A tall, lank man with a furrowed face, Dicky Peters, foreign editor of the great London journal, the Daily Telephone, was known to both, as indeed he was known to every journalist in London.

Well, Dicky, whats the latest? asked Wentworth, a man ten years his junior, but who was among the most brilliant men in Fleet Street.

Oh, nothing much, laughed the other good-humouredly. Only that infernal Moscow wireless press. It gets on ones nerves.

How? asked Geoffrey, at once on the alert.

Lets go and feed, and Ill tell you.

The trio went past the row of old leather-covered couches from the smoking-room to the dining-room, between which there was no partition, and presently as they discussed a plain English luncheon which even peers as guests did not disdain — for every one is on equality in the Savage — Peters began to rail at the wireless reports from Moscow.

Well, Falconers a Marconi man, remarked Wentworth. Perhaps he can explain.

I dont understand it at all, Geoffrey said. Of course Im on the engineering side. I dont know much about the operating side — except in experimenting.

Well, I think the whole thing is most puzzling.

How?

Well, one day we get the wireless press from Russia and publish it. Next day we have an entirely different and contradictory version. And, oh! the Bolshevik propaganda — well, you see it in many papers. Sub-editors all over the country are using no discretion. We get all the jumble of facts, fictions, declarations, but I never publish any. This latest propaganda against Britain is most pernicious. In America they are publishing all sorts of inflammatory stuff against us regarding Ireland — all of it emanating from the Third International — or whatever they call themselves.

The Bolshevik press news should be wiped out, declared Doggy Wentworth. No sane man who reads it ever believes in the glorious and prosperous state of Russia under Lenin!

I agree, said Falconer, interested in the conversation between the two journalists. I often listen to M.S.K. at night and read him, but his stories are of such a character that I wonder any newspaper publishes them. We never refer to it in our Marconi Press which we send out each night to the cross-Atlantic ships.

Yes, but how about the revolutionary propaganda regarding Ireland? We get a pile of it in the office every night, said Peters. I never publish it, but over in America they get it too, and Im certain it does Britain incalculable harm.

It was at a moment when a wave of Bolshevism was sweeping across Europe, a hostility to culture and to intelligence which had, in Russia, brought about a terrorism which was assisted by a police system which left far behind it the ideas and the proceedings of the Tsars secret police. And those responsible for the chaos in Russia were, it was known, endeavouring to stir up revolution in Great Britain, and thus assist Germany in her defiant attitude towards the Allies.

That night the young Marconi engineer dined at Mrs. Beverleys, and sat beside Sylvia. Only three other guests were present, a well-known peer and his wife, and a prominent member of the Government, Mr. Charles Warwick.

Over the dinner table, in consequence of some serious reports in that nights newspaper concerning the advance of the Red Army in the south of Russia, the conversation turned upon the situation, Mr. Warwick expressing an opinion that half the news concerning the Red successes was incorrect.

I agree, declared Falconer. Only this morning I was discussing the same subject with two journalists in the Savage Club. It seems that Lenin and his friends are sending out by wireless all sorts of untruths concerning our rule in Ireland — allegations calculated to incense other countries against us.

Well, if thats so, Geoffrey, why dont you wireless people try to suppress them? remarked Sylvia.

An excellent suggestion! laughed the smooth-haired young fellow. But Im afraid it would be impossible to stop the wireless waves they send out from Moscow each evening. When you press a wireless key the waves radiate in every direction, and reach far and wide. There is no invention yet to suppress wireless signals, except to jam them by sending out stronger ones upon the same wave-length. That can, of course, be done, but it would interfere with all wireless traffic.

Somebody really ought to blow up the Moscow wireless station, declared Lord Cravenholme, an elderly blunt man, whose wife was many years his junior.

Yes, agreed Warwick. The sooner somebody puts an end to their lie-factory the better.

Britains enemies are always ready enough to believe any fiction alleged against her. And, of course, the crafty Germans are behind all these attempts to stir strife, his lordship declared, poising his hock-glass in his hand.

Well, exclaimed Sylvia, I really think theres an excellent chance for you, Geoffrey. And she laughed merrily.

Yes, added her mother, If you could manage to stop it all, you would certainly be a public benefactor, Mr. Falconer. I read in the American papers I get over some very nasty things about you here — all of it emanating, no doubt, from enemy and revolutionary sources.

Ah! Mrs. Beverley, exclaimed the young Marconi man, Im afraid that such a task is beyond me. In the first place, nobody can get into Russia just now. Again, if the station were wrecked, Lenins people would soon rig up another. So I fear that we are suggesting the impossible.

Later that evening, when Geoffrey and Sylvia were alone together in the morning-room — the others being in the big upstairs drawing-room — the girl mentioned that the odious fortune-hunter, Lord Hendlewycke, was to take them by car on the following day to tea at the Burford Bridge Hotel, at Box Hill.

Oh, how I detest him! said the pretty girl with a sigh. And yet mother is for ever asking him here. Im sick of it all. Wherever we go he turns up.

Because your mother has set her mind upon your becoming Lady Hendlewycke, he said in a low, intense voice. Why is she in London — except to marry you to somebody with a title? I know its a very horrid way of putting it, dearest, but nevertheless it is the truth.

I know, she sighed. But I hate the fellow — I hate him! Im for ever having headaches, and pretending a chill in order to avoid meeting him. But he is so horribly persistent.

He took her in his strong arms and kissed her fondly, saying:

Never mind. Be patient, dearest. He will grow weary very soon. Be patient — for my sake!

But at that moment the footman entered, and springing apart, they rejoined the others upstairs.

Geoffrey could only remain for half an hour, as he had to catch his train from Liverpool Street. He was back at Warley just before eleven. His sombre old home was all quiet, for the servants had retired, and his father was busy writing in his study when Geoffrey entered.

Together they smoked for about a quarter of an hour, after which his father extinguished his oil reading-lamp and retired.

Geoffrey, as was his habit before turning in, entered his wireless room wherein he had fitted that most up-to-date set — a bewildering array of apparatus — chief among which was his improved amplifier and a double note magnifier of his own design.

He placed the telephones over his ears, and having switched on the seven little glow lamps or valves of the amplifier, and the two others of the magnifier, tuned-in one or two stations.

G.F.A.A.G. — a great airship to wireless men — was out upon a night cruise from Pulham, in Norfolk, over England. He soon picked her up, and heard her taking her bearings from the direction-finding station at Flamborough, on the Yorkshire coast. After which she spoke by wireless telephony to her base at Pulham, and then to Croydon, Lympe, near Folkestone, and to St. Inglevert in France.

Afterwards she carried on a conversation with the air stations at Renfrew and Castle Bromwich. She was told by Flamborough that her position was thirty miles due north of Cardiff, going westward.

Such was one of the wonders of wireless.

His thoughts, however, were elsewhere. He was still pondering over those budgets of lies sent out from Moscow four of five times each twenty-four hours.

He placed his hand upon the knob of his tuner, and raised his wave-length to five thousand mètres. Other stations were transmitting, but he heard nothing of M.S.K. — the call-letters assigned to Moscow. Higher he raised the wave-length until, on seven thousand six hundred mètres, he found that high-pitched continuous-wave note, which he recognised as the lying voice from the ether.

He took up a pencil and began to write down rapidly in French a most scurrilous and untrue allegation against British rule in Ireland, intended for the anti-British press in America.

Halfway through he flung down the pencil with an exclamation of disgust, and removing the Brown head-phones, switched off, and went upstairs to bed.

Next day, at the Marconi Works at Chelmsford, he discussed with several of his fellow-engineers the scandal of the Moscow Bolshevik propaganda, but each of them declared that nothing could be done to suppress it. Lenin and Trotsky ruled Red Russia, and certainly the tide of lies sent out broadcast into space could not be stemmed.

Sylvias words constantly recurred to him. She had urged him to do something to stifle the pernicious propaganda against law and order in Great Britain. But how?

Many days went by. He was busy in the experimental laboratory up at Marconi House, and had but little time to devote to anything except the highly scientific problem which he was assisting three great wireless experts to try to solve.

About three weeks had passed when one afternoon he happened to be in the great airy apartment at Chelmsford where various instruments were being subjected to severe tests before being passed as O.K. — note-magnifiers, direction-finders, calling-devices, amplifiers, and all the rest — when, with the telephones on his ears, he heard Moscow sending out C.Q. — or a request for all to listen. Then again came that never-ending praise of Soviet Russia, which, under the absolute rule of a little group of men, mostly Russian or German Jews obeying the orders of Lenin — the new Ivan the Terrible — and his war minister, Trotsky, was, it was said, converting Russia into a terrestrial paradise. On the contrary, it was well known that Russia was a terrestrial hell, where torture was deliberately being used on a great scale, and with a cruelty that had never been surpassed, even by the Spanish Inquisition. The recapture of Kharkoff by Deniken had revealed a most terrible state of affairs, atrocities of which even the terrible Turks would have been ashamed. And yet the Moscow wireless was inviting the people of Britain and America to rise and establish a similar régime!

As Geoffrey listened attentively, his ear trained to the variations of the sound of the signals of different stations, it suddenly occurred to him that the note was slightly different from that which he had heard and discarded on so many occasions.

He called across to one of the technical assistants, and he also agreed.

Its probably due to some atmospheric interference, the latter remarked.

Again the young radio-engineer listened. But it seemed to him to be a different note, though the wave-length was about the same. It was higher pitched, and just a little more difficult to tone.

When any problem arose, of whatever nature, Geoffrey Falconer never rested until he had solved it. That was how he had invented his improved amplifier. He had all the patience, the disregard of disappointment, the dogged perseverance, and the refusal to accept failure which characterises the great inventor. In the days long past most inventors died in poverty. Now in the days of stringent patent laws, fortunes are sometimes made out of a new safety-pin, or a sweet-smelling hair wash.

Though he carried on the important experiments both at Marconi House and at Chelmsford, and also at another station which had been established in secret not far from London, he nevertheless each night when at home listened in for M.S.K., and diligently took down all the wilful perversions of the truth sent out by Soviet Russia.

On four different occasions, while listening upon his own set at Warley, he became convinced that some new station had been set up in Moscow for the deliberate purpose of circulating the most glaring untruths concerning events in Ireland. The text of all the messages was now much more bitter than before.

Time after time he sat back in his chair, utterly puzzled.

Here was a dastardly and insidious attack being made upon the country by disseminating false news by wireless, and yet nobody was able to suppress it.

One day, being up in London, he was re-entering Marconi House by the back way in Aldwych, and waiting for the lift, when suddenly an idea crossed his brain. It was only a vague suggestion, yet that night in the rural quiet of his home at Warley he listened in for Moscow, and succeeded in determining the wave-length accurately. It was neither the five thousand mètre spark transmission, nor the seven thousand six hundred mètre, but lower — four thousand seven hundred, to be exact.

Evidently Lenin had established an entirely new lie-factory for Britain only.

Night after night Falconer, after his return from the works, listened for Moscow — at seven oclock and at nine-thirty on spark, and at ten-fifteen on continuous-wave. The latter was, however, absent. It had apparently been cut off, and the new anti-British station substituted.

Though Geoffrey saw Sylvia constantly, he said nothing to her regarding the problem. Often when up at Marconi House he met her at half-past five and they had tea at the Savoy or the Carlton, after which he caught his train back into Essex, there to spend the evening in calculating and devising all sorts of new gadgets, with the object of improving wireless telephony — the science which must, in the near future, revolutionise commercial communication.

The difference in the strength of signals from the new station of Soviet Russia, as heard in his telephones, puzzled him intensely. As an expert he felt that there was something unusual — hence, to an experimenter, of outstanding interest.

Therefore, he set to work to determine, if possible, the exact location of Lenins latest wireless station. With that object he one evening travelled to Lowestoft, and at the direction-finding wireless station there beside the sea, had a long chat with the engineer-in-charge. The station is normally used by aircraft to locate their position if in any difficulty with fog while passing between the terminal aerodrome at Croydon to Paris, Brussels, Amsterdam, or other Continental cities. The two direction-finding stations worked in conjunction, one at Chelmsford and one at Pevensey, on the marshes between Eastbourne and Hastings — a triangle between which the sources of a wireless call can be plotted, and exactly determined.

For an hour Geoffrey discussed the problem with Mr. Finlay, the engineer, who at once volunteered to assist. Then Falconer left, and two days later arrived at the Pevensey station, down upon the pebbly beach. Here, too, the engineer-in-charge was eager to render assistance.

Geoffrey and he were walking over the beach at the edge of the sea, smoking their pipes in the afternoon sunshine.

Ill call you up from Chelmsford on Thursday night — if the mysterious station is transmitting then, Falconer said. Listen, and you will no doubt hear him on about four thousand seven hundred mètres — a rather high-pitched note. If he is going I will call you up on Morse and signal Forty-four. Ill do the same to Lowestoft. Then you can plot with Chelmsford where he is located.

He may not be in Moscow at all, remarked Finlay. It may be some disguised station.

Thats exactly my own idea. But we can, no doubt, locate him, wherever he may be.

So on the following Thursday night at about nine oclock Falconer sat in the direction-finding station at the Works long after every one had left, listening intently upon the four thousand seven hundred mètre wave-length. He had waited in patience for about twenty-five minutes when at last there sounded a long shrill whistle, and the Bolshevik station began to poison the ether with its lies.

For five minutes he listened. Then placing his hand upon the transmitting switch, he drew it over and spoke over the wireless telephone to both Lowestoft and Pevensey, giving the code-word, Forty-four.

O.K. came the answer from both operators, and at once they began to make measurements upon the big maps in front of them.

All three direction-finding stations, at Chelmsford, at Pevensey, and at Lowestoft were now engaged, by working with each other in turn, in determining the exact position of the Bolshevik lie-factory.

In each station shrewd, clever young men, with the telephones over their ears, worked the big ebonite handles of the direction-finder — a piece of wonderful apparatus in a square box with sloping top, and several dials upon which minute scales were drawn.

The operator at Pevensey and the one at Lowestoft exchanged conversations in a jumble of numerals. Then Lowestoft called Chelmsford, and within ten minutes the position of the mysterious station was measured out upon the map, and Geoffrey, bending eagerly, found that it had been located at a point somewhere in the centre of Copenhagen, and not in Moscow at all!

The anti-British station was still working on, as it did every evening; therefore, three times its bearings were taken, and each result came out the same.

Thanks, Lowestoft! Thanks, Pevensey! Much obliged! Geoffrey said over the wireless telephone. Switching off!

He looked for a long time at the map, and with the officer-in-charge of direction-finding he discussed the matter for a long time.

In Copenhagen it should be easy to spot the whereabouts of the secret station. Indeed, upon a large-scale map of Denmark almost the very spot could be determined, the direction-finding officer said.

Geoffrey lost no time next day when in London in obtaining a large-scale map of Denmark, as well as one of the city of Copenhagen, from a shop in Fleet Street, and a fortnight later, with the aid of an eminent geographer — a friend of his father — he was able, by making careful measurements, to locate the secret Soviet station as being in the Raadhus-Plads.

A week later, having been granted leave of absence from the Marconi Works at Chelmsford upon another pretext, he travelled to the Danish capital, where he put up at the Hôtel dAngleterre, in the Kongens-Nytorv. In his luggage he carried his own supersensitive receiving set, all of which he had constructed himself.

To the hotel personnel he made it known frankly that he was a wireless engineer, and on a table in the corner of his bedroom overlooking the square he set up his instruments, after hiring from a local garage an accumulator for his valve-filaments — namely, to light up the seven little cylindrical vacuum-tubes of his supersensitive amplifier.

On the night of his arrival in Copenhagen, after dining alone in the big white-and-gold salle-à-manger, he ascended to his room and sat there all the evening with the telephones over his ears. He could hear the British Admiralty working to Malta; Paris working to Warsaw; Carnarvon working to Belmar, and Bordeaux transmitting across the Atlantic. On that starlit night the ether was alive with messages by spark and continuous-wave being sent across the seven seas.

For over five hours he listened attentively, but all he heard was the usual commercial messages, most of them in code of various kinds. Then he took off the telephones and went out for a stroll along the Bredgade as far as the Esplenade, in order to refresh himself after his long and unsuccessful vigil.

Next day he wandered about the clean busy streets of the Danish capital, idling before the shops in the Ostergade, the Kjobmager Gade, and the Amargertov, or reading newspapers in the cafés, the Continental, the Bristol, or Ottos. In spring Copenhagen is always bright and lively, and he found the city quite charming.

At night, however, he returned to his vigilant watch, for the secret Bolshevik station was not now working every night.

For five nights in succession he waited patiently, hour after hour, but though he listened to thousands of messages, yet M.S.K. remained silent on its new wave-length.

Geoffrey Falconer was, however, quite unaware that the adjoining room was occupied by a grey-haired, undersized little man, who had been on the quai at Antwerp when he landed, and having followed him to Copenhagen by way of Kiel, had taken up his abode in the next room.

In the hotel the two men passed each other frequently, but Geoffrey was entirely unsuspicious that his movements were being so closely watched.

He, however, as is the practice of most case-hardened cosmopolitans, always kept the key of his room in his pocket, contrary to the hotel rule of leaving it in the key-office. When one is at a hotel and keeps ones key in ones pocket, only the chambermaids or the managers master-key opens the door. Hence intruders are debarred.

On the eighth night of Falconers stay his suspicions became aroused because he suddenly found the little old man keeping him under observation. At first he was in a quandary, but presently, after due consideration, he resolved to act with greater discretion.

The Raadhus-Plads, as those who know Copenhagen are well aware, is in the centre of the city, and the focus of the network of tramways, just as is the Piazza del Duomo in Milan. Time after time Geoffrey had passed backwards and forwards across the spacious square, but he could detect no aerial wires such as would be necessary to transmit the anti-British propaganda into the ether.

Each night he wandered into the square and gazed up at the many illuminated sky-signs upon the shops around, until he began to conclude that the bearings taken at Chelmsford must have been inaccurate.

He had been in Copenhagen ten days when one night, while seated in his bedroom at about ten oclock with the telephones over his ears, he heard the mysterious station start up, calling C.Q., namely, asking everybody to listen.

And then on a pure musical note there was tapped out a message, alleging that Britain was doing serious injustice in Ireland — a message calculated to inflame public opinion.

That it was close by Geoffrey detected at once. The signals were too loud on the second intensity of his double note magnifier, so he cut it out, and read it loudly from one Q — or detector valve.

He put down his phones, switched off, and leaving the hotel, walked again to the Raadhus-Plads. Around the square the well-lit electric trams were circulating slowly, while all around were the illuminated advertisements of motor-tyres, mineral waters, cocoa, and soap, a picturesque night scene beneath the clear starlit sky.

Watching him unseen was his little grey-haired neighbour from the adjoining room in the Angleterre. The old fellow was, no doubt, a very clever watcher. As a matter of fact, he was Ivan Stromoff, one of the most astute officers of the secret police under the régime of the last Tsar Nicholas, now, of course, pressed into Lenins service.

The secret police of Russia were ever corrupt, and they had now been suborned by the Bolsheviks to act in the interests of the Soviets as they had previously done in the interests of the Monarch.

While passing across the Kongens-Nytorv — the Kings new market — the fashionable centre of Copenhagen, Geoffrey again realised that the little old man was following him. So during the following day he walked the streets of the Danish capital with the sole purpose of drawing on the old fellow who was keeping such strict surveillance upon his movements. Everywhere he went the little old fellow shadowed him.

Therefore, at about ten oclock on that evening he managed to elude the watchful old man, and taking a taxi, drove to the central bureau of police. He was taken at once to Marius Lund, the director of the police, and when alone with him, explained the object of his visit to Denmark, and asked that he might be given assistance in order to unearth the secret wireless station of the revolutionaries.

Lund, a broad-shouldered, fair-haired Dane, at once became sympathetic, promising all the assistance he could render.

We in Denmark are always anxious to support the Allies against the machinations of Germany and Russia. So I will give you whatever help you may require. Already we have been advised of your presence here, Mr. Falconer, and I confess it has aroused some suspicion, because you had in your baggage some wireless apparatus. And he laughed.

Falconer explained all the circumstances, how the bearings taken in England had shown that the Bolshevik transmission set was not in Russia at all, but somewhere in the neighbourhood of the Raadhus-Plads in that city.

But had we not better obtain the aid of one of the engineers at the radio-telegraph station here? Mr. Petersen, the chief engineer, I know quite well, the head of the Copenhagen police suggested.

In consequence an introduction was next day effected between the two wireless engineers, who sat together in the big wireless station at Lyngby, outside Copenhagen, the note of which with its call-signal, O.X.A., is well-known to every wireless man. There they thoroughly discussed the whole matter.

We experience no interference, said the Danish engineer. But we use the six-hundred mètre wave in transmission, while you say M.S.K. is under five thousand mètres. Anyhow it is highly interesting, and we will certainly investigate it.

Together they strolled around the big busy square at noon, but their expert eyes could detect no sign of aerial wires. If a wireless station existed in that vicinity it was certainly extremely well disguised.

Yet upon them both the little old man, who occupied the bedroom next to Geoffreys, kept active vigilance, though that morning he was followed by a detective. It was apparent that by some means or other the Bolsheviks knew of Falconers journey and its object. That he was being watched was proof in itself that the station, though well concealed, certainly existed somewhere or other in the city.

At the suggestion of Marius Lund, both radio-engineers remained inactive during the following three days, for the first point towards success would be, he said, to get rid of the silent watcher, without allowing him to suspect that he in turn was being watched.

So the police called one morning at the hotel, and finding a fault with the old mans passport, ordered him to return to Hamburg, whence he had come. This he did with ill-suppressed chagrin.

Hence the investigators were free to watch. One evening while Geoffrey could plainly read upon his own set in his bedroom at the Angleterre the messages sent out by M.S.K., yet at the radio station, a couple of miles away, they could not be heard by the operator on duty, merely because of the difference of the wave-lengths employed.

That night Geoffrey Falconer and his Danish friend sat outside the Bristol Café in the great square, for the night was quite warm and bright. As they gazed around at the brilliantly lit Place, the busy centre of Denmarks capital, they were more than ever mystified.

Only on the previous day Geoffrey had received from the engineer-in-charge of the direction-finding station at Lowestoft a report of a further test, and the bearings had not altered in the slightest. That secret wireless station, which was endeavouring to do so much harm to British interests and Britains prestige abroad, was somewhere near them — but where?

His companion confessed himself utterly perplexed as just before midnight they strolled homeward.

Yet as soon as Geoffrey entered his room and switched on his receiving loop-aerial — a wooden frame three feet square, upon which was wound a number of turns of wire, and which took the place of wires out of doors — he heard the Bolsheviks message being sent out strongly across the North Sea to England!

On the following night the young Marconi engineer determined to watch alone. He dozed upon his bed until midnight, then rising and putting on his overcoat, he went forth to the Raadhus-Plads, which was at that hour almost deserted.

He took a seat outside the Bristol, and idled over coffee and a cigarette until one oclock, when the establishment closed. Then he got up and wandered around the square, not meeting more than half a dozen persons, for the trams had ceased running, and only now and then there passed a taxi on its way home.

Rain began to fall in a slight unpleasant drizzle; therefore, turning up his coat collar, he drew into a doorway in order to keep as dry as possible.

Suddenly, just after two oclock in the morning, two men and a woman emerged from a small café close by, that had been closed for a couple of hours. One man was carrying a suit-case which seemed very heavy for its size, and as the trio passed, Geoffrey overheard them talking together. They spoke in Russian!

Having realised this, Geoffrey followed them at a respectable distance through the deserted streets, past the Tivoli Gardens to the Central Railway Station, where the suit-case was deposited in the consigne. Geoffrey noted the case well. It was of dark-brown leather, and bore the initials, G.E.K.

Then the young woman left her companions and went in the direction of the Lange Bridge, while the men retraced their steps back to the obscure little café.

Early next morning Geoffrey sought Marius Lund and related what he had seen, whereupon they both went to the railway station, and having interviewed the stationmaster, the bag was obtained, and on opening it with a skeleton key, it was found to contain several portions of apparatus for wireless transmission.

Well, remarked Geoffrey, when he examined the contents of the suit-case, I cant see how they can transmit from that café. They have no aerial.

We will investigate before long, said the police director, closing the bag and relocking it.

Within an hour Geoffrey accompanied him to the café, a dingy little place to which no one apparently went. They had previously discovered that it was kept by a man named Vedel, whose nationality was inscribed upon the municipal register as German.

As they entered, leaving four police agents in plain clothes outside, the man Vedel came forth, and behind him the second man whom Geoffrey had seen during the night.

The police director demanded to know where their secret wireless station was situated, but they at once denied possessing one.

We shall search this place, said Marius Lund. You may as well tell us the truth at once.

Search — and welcome, was Vedels defiant reply.

Hence, while the pair were prevented from leaving the premises, they searched the whole house and went out upon the roof, but found not the slightest trace of a wireless installation.

They had drawn blank!

In chagrin Geoffrey began to wonder what the police thought of the mares nest he had discovered, when Vedel, believing that he was about to be arrested, gave himself away by drawing a revolver and firing a shot point blank at Geoffrey, narrowly missing him.

In a flash the police agents secured and disarmed him, while Lund also ordered the immediate arrest of his companion — who gave the name of Köbke — and both were hurried off to the police bureau.

The wireless engineer, Petersen, was at once telephoned for, and together they made a second examination of the premises, when after nearly an hour they found in the cellar a concealed door which led into a second cellar beneath a courtyard behind the house, wherein stood a small printing office.

In this subterranean chamber beneath the printing office they found a fine continuous-wave transmission set of one-and-a-half kilowatt power, together with its generator. Apparently the printing office had been established as a blind, so that the neighbours should believe the noise to be that of printing machinery.

Then they searched for the aerial wires, but it was a long time ere they discovered them. At last, to their great surprise, they found them very cunningly concealed behind and about an enormous sky-sign which, illuminated at night, advertised the merits of a certain brand of cocoa, a sign which Geoffrey had noticed nightly, never dreaming, of course, that the secret lay hidden up there.

The two prisoners who were proved to be dangerous emissaries of the Moscow Bolsheviks, were convicted, and sentenced to long terms of imprisonment for establishing secret wireless against the laws of Denmark, the result being that the world has ever since been spared the dissemination of the poisonous Bolshevik propaganda.

And the credit of its suppression was certainly entirely due to Geoffrey Falconer.


CHAPTER VIII. THE GREAT INTRIGUE
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HULLOA? HULLOA? HULLOA? Hulloa, Croydon? Brussels calling! cried Geoffrey Falconer one afternoon over the wireless telephone at the aerodrome just outside Brussels. Its Falconer speaking. Changing over.

Hulloa, Falconer? Yes, came a clear voice through the ether. Changing over.

Oh, its you, Heddon. Would you please ask Dennis to speak to me if hes there? said Falconer.

Right-o! Stand by, and Ill try and get him. Switching off.

Falconer, seated at the operating bench in the small wireless office, the window of which commands an extensive view of the aerodrome, with the city of Brussels in the distance, still retained the head-telephones, and waited.

About five minutes later he heard the strong continuous-wave sent out by Croydon, and a moment later another voice exclaimed:

Hulloa, Brussels? Hulloa, Brussels? Croydon calling. Dennis speaking. Dennis speaking. Over. Falconer drew over the transmitting switch and then asked Dennis, the pilot, whether he was bringing over the air mail in the morning. Receiving an affirmative reply, Falconer said:

Do me a favour, old chap, and bring over two or three things for me. You can get them put on passenger train to-night if youll telephone to the Works at Chelmsford for them. I want them very urgently to-morrow. And then he gave descriptions of two air condensers and a double note magnifier and a microphone, adding that the tests he was making at the new wireless station he had just fitted near Dinant, on the Meuse, were satisfactory, but he hoped to still improve them.

Dennis, having written down the list, promised to bring them over by air next day, adding that he would be at Brussels just about one oclock.

Then Geoffrey rose, handed the telephones to the Belgian operator, and switched off.

He had been nearly two months in Belgium, and had had quite a pleasant time. The Marconi Company were fitting the new aerodrome at Bouvignes, opposite old-world Dinant, with a one-and-a-half kilowatt telegraph and telephone set of exactly the same pattern as the new one they had installed at Croydon. Bouvignes had been adopted as the centre of Belgian civil aviation, air lines having been arranged to perform daily services to Paris, Copenhagen, Berlin, Milan, and other cities; hence it was necessary to be in wireless communication with the aerodromes at those places.

Only three weeks before Mrs. Beverley had brought Sylvia over to see Brussels, as she had never been there, and Geoffrey had for a week acted as their guide and shown them the sights of the pleasant little Belgian capital. Of course, during the greater part of the day he was away at Bouvignes, but he returned to Brussels each evening, and the lovers spent many happy hours together.

Now, however, mother and daughter had gone on to Paris, leaving the young engineer to complete his work in preparation for the official tests before the new station was taken over by the Belgian authorities.

So next day about one oclock Geoffrey returned to the aerodrome outside Brussels, and asked the Belgian wireless operator the whereabouts of the Handley-Page.

She was over Ghent when I spoke to her five minutes ago. She ought to be in quite shortly, was the reply in French.

So Geoffrey went outside and strained his eyes to the south-west until he at last saw a speck in the distance which each moment increased, until the giant machine approaching came gradually lower, and after making a turn of the aerodrome, landed gracefully against the wind.

Hulloa, Falconer! cried Dennis, a round-faced, boyish-looking fellow, as in his leather suit and helmet he climbed out of the machine. Ive got your gear all right.

They waited for the passengers to land, five of them, and chatted the while. Then from among the sacks of mail from England he pulled out a small wooden box, saying: I went up to Liverpool Street and got it early this morning.

The customs officer asked what the box contained, whereupon Falconer, who was known to him, chaffingly said it contained cigars. The good-humoured Belgian only laughed, and shrugging his shoulders chalked it as passed.

That afternoon, having an unexpected appointment at the Ministry of Posts and Telegraphs, Geoffrey resolved to remain the night in Brussels. Therefore, he had taken a room at Wiltshires Hotel up on the Avenue Louise, rather than at the Grand or the Palace, for in summer, both being down in the city, they are unpleasantly hot. He kept his appointment at five, and then walking back to the hotel, dined, and set out for an evening stroll back down the steep hill into the city, where at one of the little tables set on the pavement before the Café Métropole, in the Place de Brouckère, he took his café noir.

Unknown to him, however, a slightly-built, thin-faced young man, who had been watching outside the hotel for nearly two hours, had followed him, and taken a seat unobtrusively near the table Geoffrey had selected, but inside the café in such a position that he could remain and watch.

There is always light, movement, and gaiety on a summers night at that point of the Belgian capital, for along the broad pavement passes a perfect panorama of Belgian life.

Geoffrey had been seated for about a quarter of an hour, and was idly smoking a cigarette when suddenly a tall, well-dressed, rather elderly man who was passing, caught sight of him, halted, and crossing to him, exclaimed in excellent English:

Well, my dear Monsieur Falconer! Fancy finding you here — in Brussels!

Geoffrey sprang to his feet, for instantly he recognised in the stranger a Frenchman named Henri Amelot, a radio-engineer like himself, who was attached to the powerful wireless station at Croix dHins, near Bordeaux, which the Americans erected during the war for direct wireless communication between the American army and Washington, and which had now been taken over by the French Government.

He had met Amelot at Bordeaux about three months before, and he had been of considerable service to him, hence their meeting was a most cordial one, and they sat together for a long time, until darkness fell and the great arc lamps shone above them. And all the time the silent watcher sat idling over the Independance, but glancing at the pair furtively ever and anon.

Amelot told Geoffrey that he was in Brussels in connection with some newly-invented apparatus which they were about to test at Croix dHins, while the young Englishman explained the object of his visit to Belgium.

Then your new Marconi set at Croydon gives wonderful results, Amelot was saying. Your Air Ministry ought to be greatly pleased with it. I was listening to it at Le Bourget the other day. Speech was marvellously clear.

Yes, replied Geoffrey. It is an exactly similar set that we are fitting at Bouvignes. My only regret is that Monsieur Marvaut, the Director of Civil Aviation, is absent from Brussels. Hes been away all the time Ive been here, and theres no sign of his returning yet — so his lady secretary, Mademoiselle Levie, tells me.

Marvaut was in Paris, said the French radio-engineer. I saw him about a month ago. He went afterwards to Marseilles. But you mentioned his lady secretary. I did not know he had one. His secretary, Charles Roosen, is with him.

But Mademoiselle Odille Levie called upon me on the first day of my arrival in Brussels, and conveyed Monsieur Marvauts regrets at his absence, said Geoffrey.

Ah! remarked Amelot. Then I suppose she is another secretary. And the subject dropped. Later, Falconer walked with his friend to his hotel, the Palace, and then continued his way alone up the boulevard to the Avenue Lousie, being followed by the silent watcher who had sat so patiently in the café reading the Independance Belge.

Next morning at ten oclock a waiter brought to Geoffrey the card of Mademoiselle Levie, and on entering the lounge a pretty, dark-haired, extremely chic young lady rose and greeted him merrily.

I heard from Dinant that you were here, Msieur Falconer, the girl said. Last night I had a message from Monsieur le Directeur to say that he is returning to his country château on Tuesday next, and asking whether you could make it convenient to visit him on that evening. He is rather unwell, it seems, and his doctor has forbidden him to come to the Ministry at present.

Where is his château? asked Geoffrey.

The Château de Rochehaut, in the Semois, not very far from Dinant, the girl replied. He has asked me to get his official car from the Ministry and take you there.

It is very kind of Monsieur Marvaut, Falconer said. Please tell him I shall be delighted to visit him. I hope the wireless station will be ready for the official tests by Wednesday.

Very well, she said. I have the car outside now. If you are returning to Dinant I can take you as far as Namur — for I am going there. The morning is delightful.

Nothing loth, Geoffrey quickly packed his suit-case, paid his bill, and putting into the car the box of instruments which had come over from London by air, got in beside his extremely handsome companion.

But the driver of the car, a smart chauffeur, though Falconer was ignorant of the fact, was the same man who had so closely watched his movements at the Café Métropole on the previous night. The morning was indeed glorious, and the run out to Etterbeek, and through the beautiful forest of Soignes to Groenendael, and on by way of Ottignies and Gembloux to Namur, thirty miles distant from Brussels, was most enjoyable.

Mademoiselle, bright and vivacious, was in excellent mood. Several times she had come from Brussels with messages from the director, and called upon him at the Tête dOr Hotel, in Dinant, where he had taken up his quarters. Yet more than once it had struck Geoffrey as curious that the messages had always been verbal ones. And now it seemed strange that the invitation to visit Monsieur Marvaut had come through her, and not in the form of a personal letter.

As they were speeding along into Namur, Mademoiselle suddenly turned, saying:

I expect you may have to wait for a train to take you on to Dinant. I have plenty of time — so Ill take you on to your destination.

Hence he asked her to lunch at the Tête dOr on their arrival, and they took their meal at a little table out on the veranda which overlooks the rock-girt river, a corner well shaded, where, seated opposite to each other, they both chatted and laughed merrily.

I saw you one night about three weeks ago at the Opera, in Brussels, Msieur Falconer, the girl exclaimed, laughing. You were in a box with two ladies, one was elderly, and the other was probably her daughter — eh? You seemed very attentive to them — especially to the younger one.

Geoffrey smiled mysteriously.

Well — I did not know that you were watching, mademoiselle, he said laughing. They were friends of mine.

Your fiancée — eh?

How absurd! he exclaimed. Whatever makes you think that?

Oh! — well — from your careful attention to her, said mademoiselle, raising her wine-glass. When a man is engaged he always has it written across his back. Women can conceal their love, but a man seldom.

Just as, I suppose, women delight in tears — eh?

Ah! dont let us be too philosophical. The weather is too good. Lets keep that for a dark and rainy day, she laughed, leaving her companion surprised and puzzled that she should have been watching him on that night when he took Mrs. Beverley and her daughter to the Théâtre de la Monnaie.

From the first this very smart girl had puzzled him. In the midst of his work over at the aerodrome on the opposite side of the river she had come to him once or twice with messages of unimportance.

Suddenly, as they sat together over their dessert and liqueurs, Geoffrey recollected Amelots words, and asked:

Where is Monsieur Roosen?

Roosen? she echoed in rather a blank voice, gazing at her companion across the table. He noticed that her countenance changed. But it was only for a moment. Oh! you mean the — the other secretary who always travels with Monsieur le Directeur. Ah! I do not know, msieur. He is away.

Her confused attitude when he had unexpectedly mentioned Roosens name struck him as distinctly curious. Mademoiselle Odille was very charming, it was true, but she was somewhat of an enigma.

Presently she put on her gloves, and rose.

Thank you, monsieur, for a very excellent déjeuner, she said. And now I must leave you to your wires and bewildering apparatus, and get back to Namur and on to Brussels.

You must come and see the official tests on Wednesday, mademoiselle. No doubt you will like to hear the wireless telephone, he said.

I shall. Im intensely interested, she declared. But remember on Tuesday I will meet you here at about seven and take you over to the Château de Rochehaut.

And she got into the car and drove away.

Geoffrey telephoned over to the aerodrome to send the service car over for the box of apparatus, and when it arrived, he drove across the river and through the ancient village of Bouvignes. The old place, surmounted by the ancient ruins of Crêve Cœur, the castle where the Three Ladies of Crêve Cœur, sole survivors of the garrison besieged by the Duc de Nevers in 1554, hurled themselves from the tower to death in the eyes of their French conquerors, was quiet and out of the world. But Geoffrey was much preoccupied as the car tore through the dusty village and away up to the plain, where the great new aviation ground was being constructed.

On one side stood the row of up-to-date hangars, with all the latest inventions of British and French aviation, while on the other, facing it, rose the aerial wires on eighty-feet poles temporarily erected, for the lattice masts were in process of manufacture.

In two long army huts, situated a short distance from each other, the wireless office had been established. One of them housed the generator and transmitting gear, while in the other was the operating key and reception set. To the latter hut Geoffrey went, and there, with the assistance of a Belgian wireless operator, he unpacked the double-note magnifier and condensers which had travelled by air from Croydon.

Then throughout the remainder of the afternoon the keen young engineer was engaged in setting them up upon the operating bench. With many patient tests he listened-in constantly for various stations of between nine hundred and sixteen hundred mètres. The small oblong box, on the ebonite top of which were fixed two little vacuum tubes which shone brightly when current was passed through them — the piece of apparatus used in conjunction with the seven-valve amplifier — magnified the weakest signal to such an extent that the telephones could hardly be borne upon his ears.

He had another there, but it somehow did not give such good results as the one he had just requisitioned from Chelmsford. As a matter of fact, it was one of a rather newer design, for wireless apparatus is every week improving. And so rapid is the advance of radio discoveries that much of the latest experimental apparatus to-day will six months hence be relegated to the scrap-heap.

Through the whole afternoon he worked on patiently, joining up the receiving circuit of many wires, the transmission side being already in running order. Only three days before he had spoken over the radio-telephone to Croydon, Lympe, Pulham in Norfolk, Le Bourget, and Cologne. Each test gave excellent results, even though the atmospheric conditions were none too good.

So he had every hope of the official tests being satisfactory. As a loyal and trusted servant of that wonderful organisation, the Marconi Company, he had worked hard and done his level utmost to make the Bouvignes station a credit to his employers. Hence he was most anxious that on the great day when the final tests were made everything should go right, and that signals by continuous-wave telegraphy, direction-finding, and radio-telephony should be equally satisfactory.

He was listening to Paris transmitting to Bucharest, reading the commercial messages, and gazing through the small window of the Army hut away across the grass-covered aerodrome to where, below, the winding Meuse lay bathed in the soft evening light. Still listening, he raised his wave-length until he heard the peculiar arc note of N.S.S. — which is Annapolis in the United States — sending its time signals, for it wanted a minute to five oclock. Having compared the time with the big round clock above the bench he reduced his wave-length to one thousand mètres, when suddenly he heard the shrill high-pitched note of a continuous-wave transmitter which sounded as though it were in the near vicinity.

It was calling S.R.4. repeatedly, without giving its own call-sign. But as the wireless station being called did not appear in the official register at his elbow, he took it to be some private station and disregarded it.

At that moment Captain Hanateau, who was in charge of the new aerodrome, entered the hut, saying in good English:

Here is a telegram for you, Meester Falconer.

Geoffrey thanked him, tore open the message, but as he read it, he held his breath in anxiety and astonishment. His heart stood still.

It was from Mrs. Beverley, dated from the Grand Hotel, in Paris, asking whether Sylvia was with him. Four days before she had suddenly packed a small dressing-case during her mothers absence, and left the hotel, leaving behind a note stating that in consequence of an urgent telegram from Geoffrey she had gone back to Brussels and would write.

Geoffrey had sent no telegram! What could have happened?

The Captain saw that the news distressed the young radio-engineer, and expressed his regret if the message was disconcerting.

Yes, it is, replied the young man as he removed the telephones from his ears and re-read the long message. Is the car in use? I must go to Brussels at once.

You can have it, of course. Ill go and order it for you.

Therefore, a quarter of an hour later Geoffrey was speeding back over the dusty road to Brussels. On arrival his first inquiry was at the Palace Hotel, where Sylvia had stayed with her mother. Nobody, however, had seen her there since her departure for Paris. He drove up the boulevard to Wiltshires, and there made similar inquiry, but to no purpose. To other places he went that night, making diligent inquiry everywhere, and then he drove out to the aerodrome, for she had been with him there once or twice. But no trace could he discover of her.

So at eleven oclock he sent a telegram to her mother saying that he had not seen her, and that apparently she had not come to Brussels. He added that he had sent her no telegram.

Sylvia, to whom he was so devoted, was missing! But why?

Just before midnight, so perturbed had he become, that he went to the Bureau of Police, and there saw Monsieur Guiette, the well-known Belgian chef de la Sûreté. To him he told the story, after explaining who he was. The official heard him patiently, and promised to have some inquiries made. He suggested, however, that inquiries should be also made in Paris, as perhaps the young lady had not left for Brussels after all.

She may have gone to London with some motive known only to herself, Monsieur Guiette suggested.

But the telegram which purported to have been sent by me must have been despatched from Brussels, urged Falconer.

Agreed, monsieur, but that telegram does not appear to have been seen. The young lady herself says that she received a message from you. She evidently did not leave it for her mother to see.

At two oclock next morning Geoffrey was in the express for Paris, where he arrived at breakfast time, and in frantic haste sought Mrs. Beverley.

I cant think what can have happened, she said in great distress. The other morning I went out to Armenonville with my friend, Mrs. Bridges, but Sylvia could not come, as she had an appointment at her dressmaker, Martins, in the Rue de la Paix. When we returned at one oclock we found that she had gone, leaving this note.

Geoffrey read the scribbled note of his well-beloved, which explained how soon after her mother had gone she received a wire from him urging her to come to Brussels at once, as he was in a great difficulty, so she had caught the next train.

Falconer stood staggered. He had sent no telegram, and he certainly was in no difficulty.

It is curious that she did not leave the telegram for you to see, remarked the young radio-engineer.

She forgot it, I suppose, replied the mother.

True, but it may be that she did not go to Brussels at all! The police will probably assist us, though they are never very anxious to help when people leave home of their own accord.

Oh, do go and see them, Geoffrey. Do go! Mrs. Beverley implored, for she was in a terribly agitated state of mind. She had inquired of the servants at Upper Brook Street, but they had seen nothing of Miss Sylvia.

Geoffrey, spurred to activity by his deep affection for the girl, took a taxi at once to the Prefecture of Police, and a detective was detailed to go with him to the Gare du Nord and there prosecute inquiries. From the stationmaster they learnt that the person who had booked passengers by the Brussels express on the morning of Sylvias departure was a certain Mademoiselle Le Grelle. She was also on duty at the booking-office at that moment; therefore, they at once sought her, and the detective closely questioned her as to whether the young English lady, whom Geoffrey described, had taken a ticket for Brussels on the morning in question.

Mademoiselle reflected for a few moments, and then said:

Yes, I recollect quite well. A young English lady asked me the quickest route to Brussels. I told her that the quickest was by Maubeuge, but the direct, without change, was by Amiens and Valenciennes. She chose the later route. The lady I mean wore a long pale-grey cloak and a small hat trimmed with blue. She was the only girl from Paris by that train.

It was Sylvia! gasped Falconer. She has a grey cloak. Then she did go to Brussels — after all!

Apparently, msieur, remarked the detective. It is certainly for the Brussels police to inquire at once whether she arrived there.

Back at the Grand Hotel he related to Mrs. Beverley Mademoiselle Le Grelles statement, her description of her dress, and the small dressing-case she carried.

Well, Geoffrey, exclaimed the anxious widow Im at my wits ends to know what to do, or how to act. My girl has disappeared. Surely she had no secret appointment with anybody?

I feel certain she had not, declared Falconer. Theres some deep plotting at work somewhere. Of that Im absolutely convinced. But we now have the first clue to her, and we must follow it up without a moments delay.

Yes, I agree, said Mrs. Beverley, standing at the window of her private sitting-room, which looked out upon the busy boulevard. We at least know that she actually left for Brussels. And if she did — then she went there to meet you.

But I sent her no urgent telegram! I wrote to her about a week ago saying that I expected to be back home in ten days — after the official tests were through.

It was then about one oclock, so Falconer ate a hurried lunch with Sylvias mother down in the big restaurant, and at three oclock returned to Brussels. He was not a man to allow the grass to grow under his feet, for again before eleven oclock — while Mrs. Beverley elected to wait for news of her daughter in Paris — he was closeted once more with the famous detective, Monsieur Guiette.

The astute, bald-headed little man heard him through, nodding ever and anon, until at last, he exclaimed:

Bien! Msieur Falconer. I will have every inquiry made to-morrow, and will send you word to — where?

Geoffrey hesitated. He was in the midst of the serious wireless tests, and had arranged with other stations to listen-in for his speech.

Oh, it will be best to telephone to me at the Tête dOr at Dinant, or to the new aerodrome at Bouvignes, he said.

And then he took his hat, and departing, ascended the hill to the Avenue Louise, where he spent a sleepless night at the hotel.

Sylvia, his beloved Sylvia, was missing! Had she fallen victim to some evil and cleverly conceived plot? In the dark hours of the night he became seized by all sorts of terrible apprehensions. That false telegram sent from Belgium showed a distinct malice aforethought, She had, without doubt, fallen into the hands of enemies.

But where?

Unable to sleep, he rose, opened the window, and gazed forth upon the well-lit leafy avenue, so gay and brilliant by day, but now entirely silent save for the soft rustling of the leaves. It was three oclock in the morning, and he had travelled many miles to and fro to France since last he had slept.

Sylvias disappearance was a mystery, deep and inscrutable.

Without some strong motive, such as the receipt of the telegram of distress, she would certainly never have left her mother and travelled so hastily back to Brussels.

For over an hour he sat at the open window trying to solve the problem, and hoping that Monsieur Guiettes inquiries would have some result. She would certainly have to show her passport at the frontier, where a register would be kept.

Day broke, but he did not return to bed. At five he dressed, and then, after his coffee, he strolled anxiously down the Montagne de la Cour in the morning sunshine towards the Bourse, waiting for midday, when he had arranged to call again at the Prefecture, and hear the result of the inquiries at the frontier.

Noon came at last, and he again sat in Monsieur Guiettes dull drab room.

Well, msieur, exclaimed the bald-headed little official, it seems that mademoiselle, the South Américaine, left Paris as you allege, travelled by the train you mention, and showed her passport at the frontier. She told the passport officer that she was going to the Palace Hotel here, but evidently on arrival changed her mind. Then, he added, she was noted by the police at the barrier when she arrived, and was seen to be met by somebody — a woman.

Met by a woman?

Yes. Here our information becomes a little hazy, replied the great detective. One witness says that the woman outside the barrier rushed up to her and gave her some message, while another witness, the collector of tickets, declares that it was a little old man who speaks English, and sometimes acts as guide, who met her.

But what happened then? exclaimed Geoffrey bewildered.

Both persons tell the same story, that a car was in waiting, and that the young lady entered it very hurriedly, apparently much upset at what had been told her, and was driven away.

Driven away into the unknown — eh?

Exactly, msieur.

And how shall we now follow her?

Monsieur Guiette raised his shoulders, and after a moments silence, answered:

The young lady has simply disappeared. We have had in the years of my service, both before the war and since, a number of such cases of English and American ladies being lost in Belgium. But such cases are always difficult to deal with. Girls have lovers — secret lovers — so very often. And when at last traced they are always highly indignant — and never tell us the truth. Ah! msieur, when one deals with love one is always mystified.

But in the present case I am convinced that Miss Beverley has fallen victim to some plot. She received a telegram purporting to have come from myself, whereas I sent her no message. She obeyed my wish, and on arrival here was given a false message, to which she instantly responded.

Yes, msieur; I quite agree. But we cannot go further. How can we? asked the famous commissary.

I certainly think we ought to. A lady has been enticed to Brussels by a false telegram, and it is the duty of the police to follow up the clue which I have supplied! exclaimed Geoffrey in indignation at the apparent reluctance of Guiette to carry the inquiry further.

Please, do not be distressed, said the famous detective pleasantly. I have already given orders that the inquiries are to be pushed forward in every quarter. The case interests me personally. And, he added, I entirely agree with you. There is some very deep-laid plot, otherwise that urgent telegram would never have been forged.

Geoffrey was now torn between love and duty. From the Prefecture he at once walked to the Place de la Monnaie, and from the central telegraph office despatched a long message to the missing girls mother. He urged her to wait in patience, as Sylvia was known to be in Belgium, and all inquiries were being instituted.

Afterwards he lunched at the Taverne Joseph, close to the Bourse, and later was compelled to take train back to Dinant, leaving the further inquiries in the hands of the Brussels police.

That evening, with faint heart, he returned to the wireless office at the aerodrome and tried to continue his work, tuning up the wireless set ready for the official tests. But it was in vain. He was, very naturally, thinking more of Sylvia than of the elaborate and highly-efficient apparatus under his care, notwithstanding the fact that it represented the latest development of the Marconi Companys system of instant communication, and was, therefore, of special interest.

Next day was Tuesday. At first he resolved not to keep his appointment with Mademoiselle Levie, who was to take him to see Monsieur Marvaut at his country house on the Semois. Yet Marvaut was the director of the civil aviation, and it was his duty to the Company to see him, if only for an hour. He had told Monsieur Guiette this, and promised to be back in Bouvignes for the test next morning, so that he could be rung up from Brussels.

Torn by stress of apprehension he managed to control himself sufficiently to meet Mademoiselle Odille when about seven oclock in the evening she drove up before the Tête dOr, in Dinant to keep her appointment. The thin-faced watcher was again driving. Meeting Geoffrey she laughed merrily, and asked:

Could we have a more glorious evening? It has been perfect ever since we left Brussels.

Wont you come in for a moment, mademoiselle? Falconer asked.

No, thanks. Were late now, she said. I promised monsieur to get you to the château before dark. Come, get in.

So Falconer got in beside her, and a few moments later they were speeding along the narrow, old-world streets of Dinant, past the tall Roche-à-Bayard, a rock in the riverside road, and on through the charming little village of Anseremme. Then by the winding road through beautiful country they went by way of Malvoisin and Monceau, down into the Semois valley, one of the most picturesque spots in southern Belgium, that country now remote and still undisturbed as it was before the Hun invader swept through it with fire and sword on his way to Brussels.

They had left the river and passed through a great dark forest when, in the falling darkness, the young man who drove the car — the same person who had watched Geoffrey in the Café Métropole — suddenly turned into a well-kept side road which led to a large country mansion, the Château de Rochehaut.

The door stood open as they pulled up, and on alighting, mademoiselle conducted him through a large but well-lit entrance-hall, upstairs to a small, well-furnished room on the first floor, where she left him, saying that she would go and fetch Monsieur Marvaut. The heavy curtains of purple silk damask were drawn, and the place presented a more cosy aspect than is usual in Belgian houses.

Suddenly the door reopened and Geoffrey stood amazed, for he met Sylvia face to face!

Both uttered exclamations of intense surprise, and both asked questions at the same moment.

How came you here, dear? asked Falconer eagerly. Why, the police are hunting for you everywhere.

I know, exclaimed a big, thick-set man who had followed the girl into the room, and was grinning evilly. And the police will never find either of you.

Who are you — and what do you mean? Geoffrey demanded quickly.

I mean what I say! was the mans defiant reply.

I have met you somewhere before, remarked Falconer much puzzled, while the girl, who seemed half dead with fright, clung to her lovers arm.

Yes, was the fellows response; we met at the Castle of Zenta, in Hungary, where not only did you escape, but you were the means of sending our brave leader, Franz Haynald, and Koblitz and Françoise to prison. I have come from Hungary in order to carry out what has been decided in consequence.

And what is that, pray? inquired Falconer.

We succeeded in bringing your fiancée here so that you may both share the same fate — death! he said in a low, hard voice, his eyes full of the fierce fire of vengeance.

Stand aside! shouted Geoffrey. Let us pass!

A second later the young engineer found himself cornered with a heavy automatic pistol.

Move, and Ill fire! hissed the man whom he now recognised as a revolutionist named Stadler, who had visited the pseudo-Baron at the great castle in the Carpathians.

Then swift as lightning the fellow slipped out of the door, banged it after him, and ere Geoffrey could reach it, he had bolted it on the outside.

Both realised that they were caught like rats in a trap.

Geoffrey in an instant dashed to the window, only, however, to find to his dismay that it was closely shuttered and barred from the outside. Precautions had been taken to prevent their escape!

Ah! cried the fellow from the other side of the door, let the police search! They will never find either of you now. You see the stove? Go across — and open it.

They both glanced across the room and noticed a round iron stove about five feet in height, used for burning charcoal in winter.

Falconer crossed, and on opening it, saw within what seemed to be a steel cylinder.

Youve seen it — eh? asked the voice mockingly. That cylinder contains poison-gas! I will give you two minutes before I turn on your lethal draught — two minutes to wish each other a long farewell, and the brute laughed heartily in his fiendish triumph.

Sylvia gave vent to a loud piercing shriek when she realised the horrible fate in store for them, and then she fell fainting into her lovers arms. He bent and pressed his lips to hers for a second. Afterwards he placed her in a chair, and taking up another and heavier chair, began to attack the door furiously, smashing the chair in his efforts.

The two minutes are up! cried that mocking voice with a low, exultant laugh. Good-bye!

Next second a loud hissing came from the stove as the deadly gas, released suddenly, filled the room. Geoffrey caught a whiff of it, and instantly sank to the ground, inert and unconscious.

When they recovered consciousness they both found themselves in hospital wards, attended by doctors, and both learned later that it was Sylvias shriek which saved them.

Monsieur Guiette had fortunately suspected that Sylvia had met with foul play, and wondering whether some mishap might not occur to Geoffrey, had ordered his men to keep strict observation, unknown to the young Englishman, with the result that in the very nick of time they had been able to rescue both of them from that fatal room, and unearth a desperate and widespread plot. They also arrested the dangerous Hungarian revolutionist, Hermann Stadler — who had rented the château furnished — as well as the young motor driver, and the pretty girl, Stadlers niece, who had so cleverly posed as the secretary to the Director of Civil Aviation. In a wood at the back of the château they found in a secluded spot an open grave ready for the reception of the victims!

The wireless tests at Bouvignes were delayed for two days until Falconer recovered, but at them Monsieur Marvaut — who had just returned from France — was present, and all went off most satisfactorily, the results being declared to be greatly to the credit of Geoffrey Falconer.


CHAPTER IX. THE THREE BAD MEN
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GEOFFREY FALCONER, MRS. Beverley, and Sylvia were spending a week-end at Tansor, in Northamptonshire, with George Barclay, a friend of the South American widow, who rented a hunting-box and rode regularly with the Fitzwilliam Hounds.

On the night of their arrival when they sat down to dinner with Barclay and his go-ahead wife and the latters cousin, a pretty girl named May Farncombe, all were full of expectation of some good runs. To Geoffrey, who had recently returned from a mission abroad, the fine English country house, with its old-world atmosphere, its old oak, old silver, and air of solidity, was delightful after the flimsy gimcracks of foreign life. The young radio-engineer had earned praise from Marconi House for the manner in which certain missions abroad had been carried out, and he was rapidly advancing in the world of wireless.

That evening proved an extremely pleasant one, and both Geoffrey and Sylvia were attracted by the chic of May Farncombe, who was tall and dark, about twenty-two or so, with a remarkable figure shown to advantage by a smart dinner-frock. She talked well, sang well, and was most enthusiastic over hunting.

The meet next morning was at Wansford, that one-time hunting centre beside the River Nene, and as Geoffrey rode with Sylvia and May, he noticed what a splendid horsewoman was the latter. She rode astride, her dark hair coiled tightly, her bowler hat with its broad brim suited her face admirably, while her habit fitted as though it had been moulded to her figure. Tied in her mares tail was a tiny piece of red silk, a warning that she was a kicker.

Hounds met opposite the Haycock, once a coaching-inn, but now a private house, and the gathering became a large one. From the great rambling old house servants carried glasses of sloe gin for all and sundry who cared to partake of the old English hunting hospitality. Geoffreys host introduced him to the Master, while the crowd of horses and cars became more congested every minute, and everywhere greetings were being exchanged.

Presently Barnard, the huntsman, drew his hounds together, the word was given, and all went leisurely up to draw first cover.

The morning was a damp cold one in mid-February; the frost had given, and every one expected a good run for the scent would be excellent.

The first cover was, however, drawn blank, but from the second a fox went away straight for Elton, and soon the pace became fast and furious. After a couple of miles more than half the field were left behind; still Geoffrey kept on, and while Sylvia remained far behind, yet May Farncombe was considerably in front of him. Suddenly, without any effort, the girl took a high hedge, and was cutting across the pastures ere he was aware that she had left the road. That she was a straight rider was quickly apparent, but Geoffrey preferred the gate to the hedge and ditch which she had taken so clearly.

Half an hour later the kill took place near Haddon, and of the half-dozen in at the death May Farncombe was one.

When Geoffrey came up five minutes later, she rode forward, crying:

What a topping run, Mr. Falconer! I have enjoyed it thoroughly! Her face was flushed with hard riding, yet her hair was in no way awry, and she presented a really fine figure of the up-to-date athletic girl.

Just, however, as Geoffrey and his companion sat watching Barnard cut off the brush, a tall, rather good-looking, fair-haired man rode up, having apparently been left behind, as he had. As he approached, Geoffrey noticed that he gave his handsome companion a strange look almost of warning, while she, on her part, turned away her head. It was as though he had made her some secret sign which she had understood.

That May Farncombe knew him was apparent. The slight quiver in the mans eyelids, and the almost imperceptible curl of the lips had not passed him unnoticed. There was some secret between them, of what nature he, of course, knew not.

I wonder who that man is? Geoffrey remarked quite casually, as soon as he was out of hearing.

I dont know, was her prompt reply. Hes often out with the hounds.

Falconer smiled within himself. He saw that she did not intend to admit that she had any knowledge of him. Like all women, she was a clever diplomat. But the man had made a sign to her — a sign of secrecy.

And at that moment Sylvia rode up with their host, George Barclay, and joined them, crying:

Oh! what a run! I was left quite out of it. You were both at the kill, I suppose?

That night Geoffrey sat alone with his host after the others had retired, and from him learnt that Mr. Farncombe, his wifes uncle, had lived a long time in Marseilles as agent of a great English shipping company, and that May had been born in France. Falconer then mentioned the stranger who had exchanged those meaning glances with the girl, to which Barclay replied:

I often see the fellow hunting. He comes from London, and stays at the George, at Stamford, I have heard.

The days passed. Geoffrey managed to obtain an extension of his leave, and with Sylvia and May went to several meets — at Kings Cliffe, at Laxton Park, and also at Castor Hanglands. On each occasion the stranger from London was there. His name, Geoffrey found out from the George, at Stamford, was Ralph Phillips, but who or what he was nobody knew. So long as he paid a generous subscription to the Fitzwilliam pack, nobody cared.

That May Farncombe in denying all knowledge of the man had deliberately told an untruth, was quite plain. Geoffrey, however, kept his own counsel, and while spending many happy hours with Sylvia — Lord Hendlewycke being away at Cannes staying with an aunt — he nevertheless made no mention of his discovery.

How far Geoffrey was justified in watching the girls movements is no concern of the writer. But he did so, for he had unexpectedly alighted upon certain suspicions, and was determined to elucidate them.

Late one afternoon, Mrs. Beverley and her daughter having gone with Mrs. Barclay to make a call at Burghley, Geoffrey went for a stroll alone. While passing along the footpath from Tansor to Fotheringhay, he was skirting the edge of a big wood, when he caught sight of a flash of red among the bare black trees. It was May Farncombe.

He drew back instantly and watched. She was standing with the mysterious Mr. Phillips, who was speaking in a low, earnest tone. He seemed to be giving her directions, while she appeared to be remonstrating with him in an appealing attitude.

Fearing discovery, the young radio-engineer turned, and treading softly over the dead leaves — which were fortunately wet — crept away.

He met her next at the dinner-table, when he noticed how pale and anxious she was, apparently entirely changed from her usual light-hearted self. She, of course, said nothing of the clandestine meeting, but made pretence of being interested in wireless, asking him many questions concerning its present development and its possibilities.

Are many fresh discoveries being made? she presently inquired.

Discoveries! echoed Sylvia. Why, Geoffrey and his friends are making marvellous discoveries and improvements every day. But he wont tell you anything, my dear, she added; so its no use asking.

I could tell you a good deal, Falconer said laughing only Im not allowed. The patents of many of our fresh discoveries are not yet quite safe.

Ah! then I understand, said the dark-haired girl at his side. But wireless is such a bewildering puzzle, she went on. Somebody was telling me the other day some most extraordinary things — that a ship, for instance, could be guided through a tortuous channel by means of a cable laid in the channel, and that on the way they could actually signal through the water to the end of the cable.

Geoffrey smiled, and asked who had told her.

She tried to recollect. It was at a dance in London — a man she met who was connected with some wireless firm. She had forgotten his name. She had danced with him twice, and had then seen no more of him.

Well, Miss Farncombe, you will be a little surprised to hear that system you speak of was invented no less than twenty years ago! It depends on a simple principle well known to scientists, but has been of no practical use until comparatively recently, when the wonderful Thermionic Valve enabled us to enormously increase the sensitiveness of the apparatus. The Americans got some kudos in connection with the laying of a leader cable, as it is called, at the entrance to New York Harbour recently, but it is not generally known that we had the system working over here during the war.

Ah! Geoffrey, laughed Sylvia, it all seems so simple to you, no doubt, but to me it is wonderful. I am glad to hear the British were not so behind as so many would have us believe. You are such a modest old thing — I feel sure you had something to do with the development of this invention. Come, tell me now.

Oh! really nothing at all, Sylvia, he replied, except perhaps to design an amplifier which was used with the first leader cable at — well, one of our naval bases.

I thought so, said the girl whom he loved so dearly.

But how about the long-distance telephone? asked May Farncombe.

What do you know about such a telephone? Geoffrey asked in surprise, as the girl had referred to a technical point which only a man versed in wireless could understand.

For a few seconds the girl seemed rather confused. Then she said in a rather faltering voice, as she took up her wine-glass: Oh! I dont know anything about wireless, you know. Somebody told me of some wonderful results in telephoning over long distances.

Those words caused Geoffrey Falconer to ponder.

He dropped the subject. Loyal as he was to the great Marconi Company, he refused to discuss any of its confidences over a dinner-table. And he was relieved when the general chatter became concerned with a dance which was to be given at Peterborough on the following evening.

Next morning, about eleven oclock, Sylvia and Geoffrey went out for a walk together on the high road which leads into the quiet little town of Oundle. Sylvia in a thick grey coat and a canary-coloured scarf, and carrying a stiff ash stick, went along with true golfing stride.

Strangely enough, she was the first to mention the girl Farncombe.

I cant fathom May at all, she said. To me shes a mystery.

Why? asked her lover, pretending ignorance.

I dont know, but she knows so little of you — and yet she knows so much!

How?

Well — her knowledge of wireless last night was extraordinary. She seems to know things that are entirely confidential. How? I dont like such people, Geoff. Theyre a bit uncanny!

Yes, he laughed. Shes somewhat of a mystery. But when one goes to a house-party one is sure to meet people who are mysterious. Yet they may be, after all, the most ordinary persons. It is ones own point of view that often creates mystery. Thats my opinion.

With that Sylvia agreed. Yet, of course, her lover had become more than ever puzzled over their fellow-guest, and was glad when Sylvia let the subject drop.

Sylvia and he were lovers, it was true, but he was so plain, straightforward, and honest, that he could not bring himself to reveal to the girl he loved the facts which had come within his knowledge.

If May Farncombe had a secret lover, what business was it of his? True, her undue knowledge of wireless inventions was somewhat strange, but what was most probable was that some friend of hers, perhaps the fair-haired man who had met her clandestinely, had given her just a little superficial knowledge — just as so many people possess.

Geoffrey bade farewell to his host and hostess three days later, and left for Warley, Mrs. Beverley and her daughter remaining for a few days longer. Sylvia had become very friendly with May, and Mrs. Beverley had asked her to stay with them for a fortnight or so in Upper Brook Street in about a months time.

Back at the Works at Chelmsford, Geoffrey continued his research work, assisting two well-known engineers in some highly interesting experiments. Privately he was experimenting with the amplification and magnification of wireless signals as applied to a new automatic call-device for use at sea. One had recently been perfected by young Falconer privately, but at present it was a secret, and not yet patented, for a slight point about it was not to his satisfaction.

Each night at his own private experimental laboratory at Warley he spent hours upon hours in trying to devise some means of removing the one slight defect of his new apparatus. Several automatic call-devices had been invented, and the Marconi one for use on ships had proved extremely satisfactory. Yet Falconer, true experimenter that he was, was never satisfied with results. He always endeavoured to make further improvements.

The calling-device, it may here be explained, is a piece of apparatus which will only ring an alarm bell when the call-signal of a ship — three or four letters of the alphabet — or the distress signal, S.O.S. is sent, and even then it is so arranged that the letters to which it is set to respond must be repeated before the alarm rings. The object of such a device is to enable small ships to work with one operator, who need not keep constant watch. As a rule passenger boats of any size carry three operators, who keep constant watch for calls day and night. But Geoffrey hoped that, by an improvement of the new device, a greater perfection still could be arrived at.

His hope, indeed, was to so devise a scheme that any message sent out to the call-signal to which it was set, would be printed in Morse automatically upon a tape instrument, so that even if the operator were not within call, the message would be recorded. Such achievement, however, was fraught with many technical difficulties of wave-length and other things, as all wireless men will quickly foresee. Still he worked hard and patiently each evening after his return from the Works.

Now and then he went to London and spent the evening in Upper Brook Street. Once or twice he dined out with Sylvia and her mother, and went to one or two dances in Mayfair, but the greater part of his spare time was occupied with his wireless calling-device. His superiors at Marconi House knew the trend of his experiments, and encouraged him, for Marconi apparatus is always being developed, improved, and again improved, until absolute perfection is at last arrived at. The calling-device in use was perfect, but if the incoming message could be recorded, then the improvement would be of immense benefit to both shipowners and shipmasters.

One day when he called at Mrs. Beverleys, he found that May Farncombe had arrived upon her promised visit, and he sat in the drawing-room chatting for a long time with Sylvia and her friend.

Geoffrey has actually torn himself away from his horrible old wireless, Sylvia remarked. For nearly a fortnight weve hardly seen him.

Ive been awfully busy on a new gadget, the young man replied with a laugh. Then, turning to May, he added: Sylvia is always poking fun at me because I happen to be enthusiastic over my work.

Well, I dont mean anything, my dear old boy, laughed the girl. You know that. What I think is that you apply yourself far too closely to it — at the Works all day and then continuing your work at home, sometimes into the early hours. Youll injure your health if you dont take care.

What are you particularly interested in discovering just now? asked May.

In reply he explained, and found that she listened quite intelligently.

After an early dinner he took them both out to a theatre, but was unable to see them home, having to leave before the performance was over in order to catch the last train.

As he came out of the theatre a man in evening dress was standing upon the step, leisurely smoking a cigarette as though waiting for some one. As Geoffrey brushed past him, he glanced round, and was surprised to recognise in him the mysterious stranger of the hunting-field — the man known at the George, at Stamford, as Mr. Ralph Phillips. An omnibus going direct to Liverpool Street was passing at the moment, and Geoffrey jumped upon it.

The encounter was a strange one. Was it by mere accident that they had met? Or was the man Phillips awaiting May Farncombe? The incident sorely puzzled him. The pair might be lovers in secret, but their attitude when he had found them together certainly negatived such a supposition.

Back at Warley that night Geoffrey found that his father had gone to bed, so he sat in his wireless room for a long time trying some new adjustments upon the piece of apparatus he was bent upon improving. But recollections of the man Phillips kept running through his brain, so that at last he went to a drawer, and taking out some small snapshot photographs, selected one which he carried to the light and carefully examined. It was a photograph of Phillips which he had taken surreptitiously in the hunting-field. The man in hunting pink had dismounted and was leading his horse, while close beside him May Farncombe could be seen mounted, chatting with Sylvia, who was riding at her side.

I wonder? he muttered to himself. I wonder what it all means? Why does he haunt the girl so? Why do they in public appear as strangers? I wonder?

And he placed the photograph in his wallet, and turning out the lights, ascended to his room.

About ten days went by, when one evening, being in London with Maurice Peterson, one of the engineers from the Works, they looked in at the Palace Theatre after dinner. The performance was excellent, as usual, and later when they strolled into the bar the first person they encountered was the mysterious Phillips, well-dressed, and wearing a smartly-cut grey overcoat.

In a moment Peterson greeted him warmly, and said:

Falconer, let me introduce you to my friend, Mr. Paget.

The two men shook hands. Paget! Then Phillips was not the mans real name, Geoffrey thought.

I think we met in Northamptonshire — didnt we? asked the man who called himself Paget.

Oh, youve met before — eh? asked Peterson.

Yes; in the hunting-field, Falconer said vaguely, and then all three had drinks together, and Falconer and his friend were afterwards compelled to leave.

Who is that man Paget? Geoffrey asked as soon as they were in the taxi.

Oh, quite a nice fellow. I met him one day in the train as I was coming back from Carnarvon. He seemed to know something about wireless, and he gave me his card. So we met once or twice afterwards. He has rooms in Half Moon Street.

And hes fond of hunting, Falconer said. Have you ever seen him with a tall, dark, very good-looking girl?

A girl with a mole on her left cheek? Oh, yes. One afternoon about a week ago I called on him and found her having tea at his rooms. I didnt catch her name. She was dressed in brown, and had a beautiful set of furs.

It was May Farncombe!

I know the young lady. Shes a friend of mine, Falconer said briefly, more puzzled than ever. But do you really know anything about Paget?

Only that he seems to be a man of considerable means, very generous, and quite a good sort.

Geoffrey remained silent. He was thinking deeply. It seemed that May Farncombes knowledge of wireless — and she quite unconsciously had betrayed a fairly wide grasp of the science and its latest developments — had been derived from the man whom she had pretended was a stranger to her.

Pagets attitude towards Geoffreys friend had been most affable. He had even called him by his Christian name, and had reminded him of an appointment for dinner two days later.

Before they left the stranger added: I hope, Mr. Falconer, that we shall meet again very soon.

They did meet, and once under rather curious circumstances.

Geoffrey each night worked hard at his new design for the calling-device, to which he was attaching apparatus to record upon the tape the signals received. He met with failure after failure until at last, one night, he set his calling-device to receive signals from the efficient station of a Dutch amateur at Amsterdam — known in the world of wireless as P.Y.N. In wireless both in America and England, people and places are known by their call-signal, rather than by their names. He knew that on that particular evening P.Y.N. would call by Morse before sending telephony and music to English amateurs.

So having set his instrument attached to the inker, he waited. Suddenly at nine oclock the Morse sounder gave two or three sharp clicks. He switched on the tape, and out upon it came a printed message from Amsterdam to certain stations in England.

His invention was complete!

With natural pride and excitement he called the Professor, and the pair stood watching the narrow green tape roll forth from the square brass recorder mounted upon its mahogany base — the strip bearing the message clearly printed. The calling-device had only responded to the one signal, P.Y.N.

Congratulations, my boy, said the old man, well pleased. You deserve success after all that experimenting and the many hours you have given to it. I only hope it will bring you advancement and money, he added. It certainly should.

I hope so, laughed the young man. I was told at Marconi House only the other day that if I were successful the invention would be of inestimable value. And now it really works!

Next day when he arrived at Chelmsford he told Peterson of his success, and that morning in the large, well-appointed luncheon-room at the Works — that bright apartment wherein the heads of the departments take their midday meal, and gossip — young Falconer was the recipient of many congratulations.

Of course youll patent it at once, said one engineer seated next to him — a man whose name is a household word in wireless.

Yes, laughed Geoffrey. I suppose I ought to do so.

Ought to? Why, of course. It is a wonderful advance in wireless, said another man a little further down the table.

That night he was again at Upper Brook Street, and naturally told Sylvia and her friend of his great achievement.

May Farncombe instantly grew interested, and put to him a number of questions. More than ever the clever girl showed a remarkable intelligence concerning wireless.

Mrs. Beverley had a small party that night; therefore, there was dancing, and the evening was most enjoyable. The Wild Widow had been a great social success in London, and to her parties flocked the people of the very best set. The penurious Lord Hendlewycke had fallen beneath a cloud, much to Sylvias delight, and now her mother seemed keenly on the alert for some rather better match for her daughter — with a man of title, of course. She desired at all hazards to return to Buenos Ayres as the mother-in-law of an English peer.

Geoffrey looked on amusedly at it all. With Sylvia he had a perfect understanding. She had promised him, time after time, that if she ever married he was to be her husband. The rest did not matter. Hence he remained perfectly content, devoting his days — and his nights — to scientific research.

One day Peterson told him that he was dining with Paget that night at the Bath Club, and that his host had telephoned asking him to bring him along. At first Geoffrey hesitated. Next moment he saw that if he became friendly with the mysterious fox-hunter he might learn the truth concerning certain facts which had so sorely puzzled him.

Therefore he accepted.

He found Paget a most genial host. While at table they spoke of wireless, and Peterson made mention of his fellow-guests important invention. At once Paget became interested, but Geoffrey merely laughed, and with his usual modesty, turned the conversation into another channel. Afterwards they went to a theatre and concluded a merry evening.

May Farncombes stay with Mrs. Beverley was almost at an end. She was joining her aunt in Paris, and then going with her down to Cap Martin. Somehow Geoffrey could not put it out of his mind that something was wrong. There was a secret between the girl and the affable man known at Stamford as Phillips, and in Half Moon Street as Paget. As the looker-on sees most of the game, he resolved to watch at Half Moon Street. This he did on several afternoons, wondering whether the girl, escaping from Upper Brook Street on pretence of shopping, would call there.

On the third afternoon, as he lingered in the vicinity, very careful to remain out of observation from the mans windows, she came, neatly and quietly dressed, and, unseen, Geoffrey watched her enter the house where Paget lived.

She remained nearly an hour and a half, while he still waited against the Park railings on the other side of Piccadilly from where he had a clear view of Half Moon Street. At last she emerged, and gaining Piccadilly, turned in the direction of Hyde Park Corner. Noting this, Geoffrey slipped into a passing taxi and followed, thus getting in front of her unnoticed in the traffic. At Apsley House he got out, paid the man, and mingling with the hurrying crowd, walked in the direction she was coming.

At last, as though quite unexpectedly, they met. She started as though he were some apparition. For a moment she seemed too upset to be able to speak. Indeed, Geoffrey detected that she had been crying, for her eyes were swollen, and her cheeks showed traces of tears.

He was about to remark upon it, but refrained. Evidently her interview with the fellow Paget had been the reverse of pleasant, and her attitude set him further wondering. She, of course, had no idea that he had watched her go to Pagets rooms.

He turned and walked with her up Park Lane, amazed to notice how nervous and unstrung she seemed.

Ive been out to a scent shop in Regent Street, she explained. Sylvia and her mother have gone to tea at Lady Burfords, and Im busy preparing to go over to Paris.

When do you leave?

About next Wednesday, I think. My aunt is coming from Bordeaux, and I meet her at the Hôtel Bristol.

The mystery of her interview with Paget, and its effect upon her, caused him to ponder as he walked to Upper Brook Street, where he left her at Mrs. Beverleys door, asking her to give a message to Sylvia that he had been compelled to get back to Warley.

In order to further endeavour to probe the mystery surrounding the man Paget, Geoffrey next afternoon, after leaving Marconi House at a quarter past five, called unexpectedly upon him at his chambers.

Paget, who was seated before the fire in the ease of a black velvet lounge coat, jumped up, greeted him warmly, and bade him be seated in the deep cosy arm-chair opposite, expressing delight that he had called.

Well dine together, he said, as he passed him the cigarette-box. Seen Peterson to-day?

No. I havent been at Chelmsford to-day, Falconer replied.

I met another of your fellows from the Works the day before yesterday — a friend of Peterson. He tells me that your printing device is most wonderful — and theres a lot of money in it. I hope youve patented it.

Not yet, replied the young fellow frankly, but I mean to do so in a day or so — when I get the circuits drawn out.

Its your own invention, I take it? Nothing to do with the Company — eh?

At present — no. But the Company controls all wireless patents that are worth anything at all. They will control mine, was Geoffreys reply.

Well, I hope yours will bring you in a lot of money. It certainly must be of the greatest use in the merchant service, and you are to be heartily congratulated.

Geoffrey turned the conversation to the Fitzwilliam Hunt, and the several runs in which both had taken part, hoping that he might mention May Farncombe. But he refrained. Indeed, he seemed to have no wish to recall his stay at Stamford. Perhaps it was because he had suspicion that Geoffrey knew that the name he had gone under at the George Hotel was not the one he was now using.

That night they had a pleasant dinner at Jules, but more than ever it became impressed upon Geoffreys mind that the man had some sinister influence over the girl, hence her tears on the previous afternoon. There was a mystery somewhere, but what it was he was utterly unable to solve. Still, no man could have been more genial and light-hearted than that man who, leading a life of luxury, seemed to be surrounded by many friends.

On the following Tuesday night Falconer was again at Mrs. Beverleys to bid May Farncombe good-bye, as she was leaving for Paris on the following morning. At dinner she seemed anxious to get away from London, and Geoffrey guessed the reason. She longed to extricate herself from some invisible net which the man Paget had cast about her. Apparently, for some secret reason, she was entirely in his power.

Well, Miss Farncombe, he said, as they stood together in the hall just before he departed, I wish you bon voyage, and I hope we shall see you back in London again very soon.

At that moment they were alone in the big wide hall.

Hush! she whispered. I shall pretend to go to Paris — but I shall only go as far as Dover. Where can you see me alone — in secret — to-morrow night?

Anywhere you like, he replied, much surprised.

Then let us say in the lounge of the Hôtel Russell at eight oclock. But not a soul must know! she whispered.

Then aloud she said cheerily, just as Sylvia came out of the morning-room:

Well, good-bye, Mr. Falconer, good-bye!

And they shook hands, and a few moments later he was walking towards Grosvenor Square more than ever perplexed.

Next evening he was again in London, and in great anxiety arrived at the hotel in Russell Square where, passing through the hall, he saw May Farncombe awaiting him in the lounge. She had on her hat and coat, and rose to meet him, pale-faced and anxious.

You see Im back! she said with a faint smile. We cant talk here. Somebody may overhear us! Let us walk around the Square — eh?

This they did. They walked together slowly four times round the Square, though the night was very cold and windy. Neither thought of the weather, for the girl was too perturbed and excited, and the man too annoyed and astounded at what she revealed to him.

The facts which, in desperation she disclosed, staggered him. He promised to assist her, while she, on her part, thanked him profusely and revealed certain extraordinary circumstances which held him dumbfounded and fiercely angry.

At last they turned back into the hotel, and after sitting with her in the lounge for some time, he rose, and gripping her gloved hand, thanked her for her confidence.

I shall really go to Paris to-morrow morning, she said. But remember all that I have said, and respect my confidence — wont you, Mr. Falconer?

I certainly will, Miss Farncombe. Good-bye. You have all my sympathy, I assure you. But keep a stout heart, for I hope in the end all will be well, he said reassuringly.

But my secret! she exclaimed.

Leave that to me. Good-bye, he repeated, and turning he left her.

A week later Geoffrey received a note from Paget asking him to dine with him at the Bath Club, an invitation which he accepted. Another and rather older man named Owen, to whom he had been introduced about a fortnight before, dined with them. Afterwards they went round to Pagets rooms for an hour, and later Geoffrey left by bus to catch his train from Liverpool Street.

He was walking along the platform and about to enter the train when Owen, accompanied by a tall, clean-shaven man, came up breathlessly.

This is the man! Owen cried, pointing to Falconer. I give him into custody for stealing my pocket-book! He must have stolen it while we were at the club!

What! — what do you mean? gasped the young radio-engineer, turning upon him aghast.

I mean that you have my pocket-book upon you — a brown suède one, with sixty pounds in Treasury notes.

Its untrue! declared Geoffrey. I know nothing of your pocket-book. But look! he exclaimed, utterly confounded. A crowd is collecting. Lets go somewhere and argue it out.

Yes, Owen agreed, turning to the detective. Lets go back to Mr. Pagets rooms, and then you can take him to the police-station afterwards.

Geoffrey naturally became indignant, but in the taxi the detective put his hand into the inner pocket of the young fellows dinner-jacket and drew forth the missing wallet!

See! exclaimed the man; here is the missing property — found upon you! You cant make any excuse, can you? Then turning to Owen he said: Its very fortunate, sir, that you came to Vine Street at once — or he would have thrown the case away.

Geoffrey could not utter a word. He knew that he was the victim of some foul plot, from which it seemed impossible to extricate himself.

Back at Half Moon Street, a prisoner in the hands of the police, he stood with the three men, utterly dumbfounded. He protested that the wallet must have been purposely placed in his pocket when he had taken off his jacket in order to wash his hands. But all three laughed at this lame explanation.

And what do you intend to do? asked Falconer.

To prosecute you for theft, answered Owen. And it will be a nice end to your very promising career as a wireless engineer!

Geoffrey bit his lip in dismay.

Is there no other way out of it? he asked in a low, hard voice.

Yes, answered Paget, there is. And he asked the detective to retire into the next room. Then when the door was closed, the man Paget exclaimed:

I propose, Owen, that if this young fellow gives us the diagrams of his new device for printing automatic wireless signals from the call-device, that we say nothing about it. It would only be a quid pro quo — eh?

Yes. But he might give us false diagrams, Owen remarked, shaking his head dubiously.

Make him write a statement that the money has been found upon him, and in order to avoid arrest and scandal he undertakes to hand over to us to-night his diagrams, and also his working apparatus. We will motor down with him to Warley for that purpose.

To this course the two men agreed. Therefore Paget drew up a confession and undertaking which, under compulsion, Geoffrey signed, rather than be brought before the magistrates next day.

Afterwards all four descended together and went out into the street, where the taxi was still awaiting them.

Just as they were about to enter it Geoffrey slipped a police whistle from his vest pocket and blew it, when instantly four constables and a man in plain clothes closed upon them, and Geoffrey gave all three in charge! The man who had posed as a detective was one of the blackmailing gang!

The faces of the trio were a study. Their plot had been a clever one, but the counterplot which Geoffrey had laid for them had been complete.

The man Paget and his two friends appeared in due course at the Old Bailey, and all three returned to penal servitude, thus freeing poor May Farncombe — whom they had compelled to be their accomplice. They had held her in their power by first compelling her to sign a confession of theft in a similar manner, and then holding over her threats of exposure to her family and her friends.

The plot which the girl revealed to Falconer was a deeply-laid and cleverly-conceived one in order to obtain the secret of his invention, which they had planned to sell to some German firm in New York for a very considerable sum.

Indeed, Paget had already booked his passage across the Atlantic, and would have sailed from Liverpool on the following day had not Geoffrey laid his plans to entrap the unscrupulous trio.

Needless to say that on the day following their arrest steps were taken to patent the new device — which is now safe from infringement.


CHAPTER X. THE MYSTERY OF BERENICE
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OVER THE PICTURESQUE Welsh mountains the wind blew fresh, even though the afternoon was a brilliant one in August.

Outside the great Marconi wireless station high up at Ceunant, midway between Carnarvon and Llanberis, Geoffrey stood with Sylvia and her mother, explaining the huge aerial system with its ten masts, each four hundred feet high, placed around the cluster of white buildings comprising the power-house, transmission rooms, and other departments. The tall masts dwarfed the buildings beneath them, and both mother and daughter gazed up at them wonderingly when Falconer explained that from them messages had actually been sent through the ether and received clearly at Sydney, a distance of twelve thousand miles.

They had spent a most interesting afternoon watching the commercial messages, most of them in code, being transmitted to Belmar, on the opposite side of the Atlantic, and now the car was waiting to take them back to Carnarvon where they were staying the night at the Royal Hotel. They had all three travelled down by the Irish Mail from Euston to Holyhead, arriving there in the morning, and after breakfast at the hotel the car had taken them out to Ceunant, where they had lunched with the engineer-in-charge, and Geoffrey had afterwards acted as their guide, making full explanation of all they witnessed.

Wonderful! declared Sylvia as they entered the car. The public speak airily of wireless, yet they little know to what marvellous perfection it is being brought.

Thats so, dear, replied the South American widow. Im sure were awfully obliged to Geoffrey for showing us the station. It is a privilege accorded to very few.

Well, laughed Geoffrey, the company certainly do not encourage the merely curious. Otherwise all our stations would be overrun with visitors.

The drive back through Llanrug to old-world Carnarvon was delightful, and after tea Sylvia and her lover took a stroll through the town as far as the great mediæval fortress which is washed on two sides by the waters of the Menai Straits and the Seiont. They were shown the Eagle Tower, where the first Prince of Wales was born; the Queens Tower, and the other historic portions of the fine old castle, and then returned to the hotel to rejoin Mrs. Beverley.

Later on, while they were at dinner, a tall, good-looking, dark-haired young man entered and glanced around to find a seat.

Instantly Geoffrey recognised him as Jack Halliday, an old schoolfellow at Shrewsbury, who was now a mining engineer, and was rapidly rising in his profession. The men greeted each other warmly, and on being introduced to the two ladies, the newcomer was invited to a vacant seat at their table.

When I last met you, Jack, you were just going out to Peru, Geoffrey said.

Yes, that was a couple of years ago — wasnt it? I did some prospecting in the Andes, and was quite successful, replied the young man. Now Im off to Egypt for a trip.

How lovely! remarked Sylvia. I wish youd go to Egypt, mother.

Mine will not be a very comfortable journey, said the young man. Im going prospecting.

In search of mines? asked Sylvia.

Yes. There is believed to be a rich deposit of gold at a spot a little to the south of the ancient city of Berenice, on the west coast of the Red Sea, not far from Cape Ras Benas. I have obtained from the Egyptian Government a permit to prospect.

How extremely interesting! remarked Mrs. Beverley. What makes you think that gold is there?

Well, it appears that after Pharaoh Ptolemy II founded the port about three centuries before the Christian era, gold was discovered in considerable quantities about eight miles off. For several centuries the mines were worked, until, with the destruction of the city, they were also obliterated, was Hallidays reply. Quite recently, however, my friend, Professor Harte, the well-known Egyptologist, has been exploring the ruins, and among the hieroglyphic inscriptions there, he found mention of the mines and of their richness. Therefore, it is my intention to endeavour to locate them.

I wish you every success, Jack, exclaimed Geoffrey. You certainly deserve it, for youre always on the move.

And you meet with a good many adventures when you are on prospecting expeditions, I suppose? remarked the widow.

Well — a few, he answered modestly. It is a pretty rough life sometimes, but one gets used to it, and his bronzed face relaxed into a merry smile.

The party spent an enjoyable evening together, and while Geoffrey gossiped with the rich widow, his friend Jack had a long chat with Sylvia.

They all retired to bed early, and were up betimes to the usual country hotel bacon-and-egg breakfast, the habit from which the Englishman, however cosmopolitan, can never break himself. In northern Europe they eat cheese for breakfast, in the south the horse-shaped roll with coffee, but the Briton must ever have his eggs-and-bacon in no matter what climate.

On arrival at Euston that evening they parted, and Geoffrey went back to his work in the research department at Chelmsford. He was experimenting with the four-electrode valve, the latest and most scientific invention applied to wireless reception.

Hour after hour, and day after day, with his telephones clamped over his ears, he experimented with new circuits, new inductances, and new condensers, the main object being the application of wireless telephony to commercial and household requirements in opposition to the heavy cost of construction and maintenance of land lines.

Many of the experiments in that great, well-lit room had given marvellous results, which when made public, would cause amazement throughout the world.

One afternoon, ten days later, Geoffrey met Jack Halliday in London. The latter was busy preparing his outfit for the expedition to recover the mine of the ancient Egyptians. Falconer was walking along the Strand not far from Marconi House when they accidentally came face to face. With Halliday was a man of about forty, smartly-groomed and well-set-up, apparently an ex-officer, with a well-dressed and rather pretty young woman. The mans name was Gilbert Farrer, and the girls Miss Beryl Hessleton.

Were just going along to the Carlton to tea, Jack said. Come with us.

Geoffrey accepted the invitation, and they all took tea in the palm-court.

Farrer struck Geoffrey as quite a good fellow — a man who had knocked about the world a good deal, no doubt. His companion seemed a smart, go-ahead woman, who smoked her after-tea cigarette in a long amber holder, and seemed to thoroughly enjoy it.

It was soon apparent from the conversation that they were new acquaintances of Jacks. He had met Miss Hessleton on a steamer between Bergen and Hull a few weeks before, and they had met again by chance at Ciros. Then she had introduced him to her friend, Farrer.

After tea, while the orchestra played softly, the conversation naturally turned upon Jacks expedition, for he had mentioned it to Beryl Hessleton on the trip across the North Sea.

Well, said Farrer, I wish you every good luck on your venture. Theres no doubt that theres gold in Egypt — and a good deal of it. I recollect when I was at Oxford reading up a lot about the mines of the ancient Egyptians. The workings have, I suppose, during the ages, been buried in the desert sand?

Yes, replied Jack. The sands are always shifting, and no doubt when the ancient city was destroyed and abandoned before the advance of the enemy, the Egyptians took good care to obliterate their mines.

I expect youll have some difficulty in finding it, remarked the smart young lady between puffs of her cigarette. Oh! how I wish I were a man, so that I could travel and prospect. Id love it! Youve got nothing to do, Gilbert. Why dont you have a trip out to the Red Sea?

Ah! laughed Halliday. I fear you would soon wish yourself back in London.

Three evenings later Geoffrey, who had dined at Mrs. Beverleys, walked round to his club to get his letters before returning home to Warley, when in the hall he found Jack Halliday. The latter had just looked in to leave him a note of farewell, as he was leaving the following day for Egypt.

Come with me round to Bevins and have a bit of supper, he urged. Its my last night in town. And you can get a train home and on to Chelmsford early in the morning.

Chelmsford! laughed Geoffrey. I cant very well turn up at the Works in a dinner-jacket!

But thus pressed, he nevertheless accepted his old schoolfellows invitation, and went round to Bevins, the smart night club close to Portman Square.

The scene there was one of gay abandon, of reckless expenditure, and somewhat questionable morals. Alas! how the West End has degenerated since the war! Yet these adventures of Geoffrey Falconer have no concern with the morals of Underground London.

Beryl Hessleton and Gilbert Farrer were there, and all four had supper, during which Halliday told them that he hoped to win a fortune upon the information which his friend, the famous Egyptologist, had derived from the ancient monuments in the colossal ruins of Berenice, some of which were quite as wonderful as those at Thebes.

If I find this mine, I have a first-class firm into whose hands I can easily place the concession, he said to Falconer across the table, amid all the gay laughter and irresponsible chatter of the assembled company. The West End to-day only emulates the Montmartre of yesterday, with its Heaven, Hell, and The Red Windmill, without counting the Dead Rat.

The war has passed, but your cosmopolitan of any nation is just the same easy-going Bohemian traveller, a gipsy whose laughing boast is that when his hat is on his roof is on.

Such a man was Jack Halliday.

Geoffrey next day saw him off from Victoria Station with an array of green canvas bags — long bags like those of cricketers. And with him upon the platform stood Beryl Hessleton. The young mining engineer had been pleasant to her, but he was rather surprised that she should take the trouble to see him off. Geoffrey noted it, but made no comment.

About six weeks went by. One evening, having worked late in the research laboratory at Marconi House, Geoffrey walked westward to his club. On the way he met a middle-aged man-about-town named Franks, whose acquaintance he had formed at Mrs. Beverleys, and after a brief chat, Geoffrey invited him to dine at the Grill of the Piccadilly Hotel.

While they were eating their meal a stout, white-haired man entered, accompanied by the handsome Beryl Hessleton, who, recognising the young radio-engineer, waved her hand across at him and smiled.

Hulloa! Do you know her? asked Franks with some surprise.

Slightly, was Geoffreys reply.

Hm! grunted the other. A pretty cute crowd shes in with.

How? inquired Falconer.

Oh — well. That old chap shes with is old Daddy Whittaker — a friend of a fellow named Farrer. The whole crowd are international crooks, so be careful if you happen to know them.

Geoffrey was surprised at this. But, as usual, he kept his own counsel. It seemed that his old school chum, Jack, had got mixed up with a very queer set. But in the West End there are queer sets on every hand, the dancing and drug-taking degenerates of both sexes who live upon their wits, and live very well, too. In certain circles within a mile of Piccadilly Circus, thieves and blackmailing vampires hobnob with young and pretty women of title, while innocent persons of both sexes fall into the vortex of vice and gaiety.

Presently Geoffrey asked, glancing across at Beryl:

What do you really know about her? Shes rather fond of a great pal of mine.

Then I pity your pal, my dear Falconer, was the elderly mans reply. Franks was a member of Wells and the Bachelors, and he moved in a very fast, go-ahead set.

Why? asked the young radio-engineer.

Because of the past record of the crowd of which she is the decoy-duck. Thats all, was his friends reply. Daddy Whittaker, who is sitting yonder with her, is an old gaol-bird who still directs the nefarious operations of a dozen men and women. And woe betide anyone who falls into that girls net.

Falconer, full of thought, went on with his dinner. They were out of hearing of the girl and her companion. At last the young fellow related how he had been at Bevins Club with his old schoolfellow, Halliday, where Beryl and Gilbert Farrer had also been.

Well, all I hope is that your friend Halliday will keep clear of that unholy organisation, said his companion. Theyll stick at nothing. But why are they friendly with your old schoolfellow? What is the motive — eh?

I dont know. Hes a mining engineer, and has just gone to the Red Sea prospecting for a gold mine of the ancient Egyptians.

Ah! Then he should beware. Theres no doubt some very subtle plot afoot. You should warn your friend to have a care.

I cant get at him. Hes gone out to Cape Ras Benas, and, like all prospectors, has not left an address.

Thats a pity. But when you get in touch with him again, warn him at once to avoid Daddy and his crowd as he would a poison bowl. Theyre dangerous — very dangerous. I heard from my old friend, Superintendent Tarrant, of Scotland Yard, all about them. You recollect the Alleyn scandals in the papers about nine months ago? Well, old Whittaker and the girl yonder were at the bottom of it all. They escaped prosecution for blackmail, but they had netted over ten thousand pounds out of old Mr. Alleyn.

Falconer now grew suspicious of Beryls acquaintance with his chum. Why had she seen him off so affectionately?

I wonder where Farrer is to-night?

Farrer! Why, hes a bird of passage — the kind of man who eats his breakfast in London, dines in Paris, and lunches next day beyond the Mont Cenis tunnel. Hes one of the cleverest thieves in all Europe — with Daddys brain, of course, behind him, was Franks reply.

Falconer looked across the crowded room to where the old man and the girl were eating their dinner together. To others they appeared to be father and daughter. The man had an evening paper, and now and then glanced at it when the courses were finished.

When Geoffrey and Franks rose, the former looked across and bowed as he went out, full of wonder and suspicion.

The days that followed proved busy days for Geoffrey. An entirely new circuit for wireless telephony had been devised by the well-known radio-expert, Captain Meredith, at the Works, and it was being tested — low voltage on the anode of the valves and a high amperage on the aerial — an achievement which had been attempted for a year with little success. Here, however, the combined brains of the Marconi personnel were again persevering towards perfection, and it had fallen upon Geoffrey to assist in some of the most delicate and intricate experiments.

Hence he had but little time to go up to London to see Sylvia.

One day, about three months later, as he sat down to luncheon in the bright, airy officers mess at the Works, one of his fellow engineers, named Davies, seated opposite him, exclaimed:

Theres a big find of gold just made at a mine worked by the Pharaohs in Egypt. By Jove! he added with a sigh, mining seems to be more profitable than wireless!

Geoffrey, pricking up his ears, instantly asked:

Where is the mine situated?

Somewhere on the Red Sea, close to the ruins of an ancient city — I forget the name of the place.

Is it Berenice?

Yes — thats the name of the place. How do you know? I was told in London yesterday, and I was told in confidence, Davies said.

By whom?

By a fellow I know named Farrer. Hes been out there and got a concession from the Egyptian Government. And hes no doubt made a fortune. I wish I were in his shoes!

Geoffrey held his breath.

Is your friend Farrer a mining engineer? he asked.

Not at all. Hes a speculator — bought the concession off somebody, I suppose. A lucky speculation. I met him the night before last at the Palais de Danse. He had with him a very pretty girl he called Beryl.

And I suppose you met an old white-haired man named Whittaker?

Oh, yes— Daddy, they called him, was the reply.

And perhaps you met them at Bevins night club — eh? asked Falconer.

How did you know that? inquired his friend.

Well — because I guessed it.

Then you also know Farrer?

Yes, Geoffrey replied briefly, for the conversation had increased his wonder and suspicion. Along the table the conversation turned, as it always does, upon wireless research and the business of the Company, interspersed with personal chaff. At Chelmsford there is a daily reunion of heads of departments at luncheon, where the interchange of ideas is always intellectual, for gathered there are men of the greatest scientific knowledge, mostly young, all enthusiastic, and all experts in their own branches of radio-telegraphy.

Later that day young Falconer went into the testing department where Davies was busily engaged, and returned to the conversation they had had at luncheon.

Is Farrer an intimate friend of yours? asked Geoffrey.

Not intimate. I know Beryl, his pretty little friend. Ive dined once or twice with him in town.

Have you ever met a fellow named Jack Halliday?

No. Never heard the name. Why?

Well, because Halliday, who is an old schoolfellow of mine, is prospecting for gold on the Red Sea coast.

Ah! Then no doubt Farrer has bought his secret.

Perhaps hes stolen it, Geoffrey suggested.

No, declared his friend. Farrer is a real good fellow, most generous to his friends, and one of the most upright men Ive ever met.

Geoffrey, reflecting upon what his friend Franks had told him, became more mystified.

Where was Jack Halliday?

Next day Geoffrey, being in London, called at the address in Bayswater, which Jack had given him.

The landlady said it was true that he had rooms there, but she had not seen him since he left for Egypt. About three weeks ago, however, she received a telegram from him, and this she produced. It had been dispatched from Alexandria three weeks before, and asked Mrs. Gibbons to send through Pickfords by grande vitesse his big black trunk addressed to Cooks baggage department at Marseilles, adding that he was unable to return to London at present, as he was sailing for Cuba.

And you have sent the trunk? asked Geoffrey of the pleasant, round-faced woman.

It went on the day after I received the message. Pickfords collected it, replied the landlady.

What did the trunk contain?

Oh! of that I have no idea, except that I think Mr. Halliday kept most of his business papers in it, she said. Once it was open in his bedroom, and I saw in it a lot of papers tied up with pink tape, like lawyers use.

Falconer paused. Why had it been sent to Marseilles when his friend had these rooms as his pied-à-terre in London?

They were standing in Jack Hallidays little sitting-room at the time, and he glanced around. Mrs. Gibbons pointed to one or two souvenirs of travel upon the walls, and a few curios upon a side-table which she kept carefully dusted in the eager expectation of her wandering lodgers return.

Geoffrey Falconer left Bayswater with a distinct impression that something was radically wrong. He could not understand why Jack, if he were called from his prospecting upon the Red Sea coast to go to Cuba, should have wanted his private papers sent to Cooks at Marseilles — that great baggage organisation through which passes half the luggage of those going to India and the Far East.

That night he spoke to Sylvia, telling her the whole facts.

I believe with you, Geoff, that something is wrong. Why should Mr. Farrer, who is not an expert mining engineer like your friend Halliday, be in possession of the secret of the Berenice Mine?

I mean to make it my business to inquire, replied the young fellow. Jack shall not suffer if I can help it.

Falconer did not allow the grass to grow beneath his feet, for next day he was on the alert. The telegram had been sent by the Eastern Companys cable from Alexandria, but at ten oclock that morning he inquired of S.U.H. (Ras-el-Tin), the radio station at Alexandria, whether the Englishman, Mr. Halliday, could be found in that city.

Half an hour later there came back a reply that inquiry had been made at the chief post-office at Alexandria, but nobody of that name was known there.

The next message Falconer sent was to the engineer-in-charge at Port Sudan, on the Red Sea, south of Cape Ras Benas, asking him if he had heard anything of the young mining prospector, Jack Halliday.

The answer by wireless was Wait — wait — wait: for two hours.

Geoffrey waited. Two hours later Port Sudan replied that nothing was known of Mr. Halliday, and suggested that inquiry be made of Cairo. But the high-power station at Abu Zabal, outside Cairo, later on answered as follows to the experimental call-signal he had used:

2.A.Z. from S.U.S. Reply to your inquiry re mining engineer Halliday, can obtain no knowledge of him here except that he was at Ras Benas two months ago.

That night Falconer went up to London, and with apparent idleness, he lounged into Bevins night club. The place was crowded, and the supper-room full after the theatre. It was not, however, long before he espied the man he sought.

Hulloa, Farrer! he cried in warm welcome, and a moment later he bent over the hand of his well-dressed companion, Beryl Hessleton. Why, I thought you were abroad! exclaimed Geoffrey.

Gilbert got back some time ago, replied Beryl. Hes had a lovely time in Egypt. I only wish I had been there.

Yes, said the smartly-groomed man in evening clothes, I really had a tophole time in Cairo. And afterwards I went up the Nile to Assouan. There I met your friend Halliday. Hes found that ancient mine, and Ive bought it from him. Hes gone to Cuba.

Did you buy it? asked Geoffrey in surprise. Then I suppose Halliday will soon be back in town again — eh?

No, I dont think so. Hes been engaged by some big firm of American mining engineers to prospect for iron in Cuba, I believe. Anyhow, when we met at the Cataract Hotel, in Assouan, he was full of it. He didnt seem to think that the mine in Berenice was worth very much — worked out centuries ago, he said. So he sold it to me with the concession — lock, stock, and barrel.

And you will re-sell it to a company, I suppose?

Perhaps. I dont quite know yet. Ive one or two people in the city ready to take it up.

But if the mine is worked out, of what use is it?

I dont think that Halliday really explored it very much. He found it, but just at the moment he received the tempting offer from America; so he was glad to get rid of it. I went over to Ras Benas before I bought it, and looked into the hole in the sand which gave entrance to the ancient workings.

Well, I hope you will find that it is still a rich mine. Gold is sadly wanted now that America holds all that we had before the war.

Thats just it, said the smartly-dressed man. Old Julius Evenden used that selfsame argument yesterday when I put the prospect before him.

Then youve offered it to Evenden? asked Falconer, naming one of the greatest financial houses in the city.

Yes, and I believe hell take it up. If so, it will mean a fortune for me.

Oh! you always were terribly lucky, Gilbert! laughed Beryl. Lets go across and have a drink. Im sure Mr. Falconer wants to wish you good-luck!

And the trio passed along to the little bar just off the dancing-room.

A Marconigram sent from Fenchurch Street to Marseilles next day by Falconer elicited the fact, from Cooks Agency, that the black trunk received from London addressed to Mr. Halliday had been claimed three days after its arrival.

Again Geoffrey inquired by wireless for a description of the man who had claimed it, but the reply was that he was an elderly Englishman!

Though Geoffrey was very full of work, experimenting upon the new circuit for wireless telephony, nevertheless he devoted all his spare time to solving the whereabouts of his old school chum. And in this Sylvia gladly assisted him.

By constantly spending his evenings amid the gay crowd at Bevins he was able to watch Gilbert Farrer pretty closely. He often met the sprightly Beryl, who was never loth to dance with him, Geoffrey being an unusually good dancer, and good-looking into the bargain. So by being on friendly terms with the girl Falconer was enabled to keep Farrer under observation.

Farrer knew, of course, of Geoffreys friendship with the mining engineer, but that fact did not concern him now that he had purchased his interest in the re-discovered mine of the Pharaohs.

At Bevins, late one night, Geoffrey had been dancing with Beryl, Farrer being absent. He had not looked in all night, and it was already three oclock in the morning. Geoffrey was about to return to his club when a white-haired, benevolent-looking old gentleman, whom he at once recognised as Daddy Whittaker, the notorious crook, came in and advanced to meet the girl, who, in turn, introduced him to her companion.

Seen Gilbert to-night? asked old Mr. Whittaker eagerly of Beryl.

No; I havent seen him all day. He promised to take me to lunch at the Pall Mall, but he never turned up — and he didnt phone.

Ah! hes busy, replied the old man in a low voice. He fixed up that little matter with Evenden this afternoon. They are sending out two experts to Egypt at the end of the week.

What! cried the girl. The Berenice Mine sold! Then Gilberts made his fortune! He always was a lucky fellow.

Yes; but he doesnt want it known yet, the old fellow went on confidentially. So say nothing about it.

Farrer told me about his purchase of the mine, Geoffrey remarked quite casually. Its most interesting — is it not? My friend, Jack Halliday, re-discovered it after the secret of its existence had been lost for two thousand years.

At mention of Halliday the white-haired old man glanced at him quickly, but his manner did not alter in the least.

Yes; I believe Gilbert bought it from a man named Halliday, together with the concession which hes got from the Egyptian Government. Anyhow this mine could not be in better hands than those of Evenden. Of course it may be exhausted. But the experts they are sending out will soon decide that.

In any case a company will be formed to run it, I suppose? asked Beryl, whereupon the crafty old man smiled knowingly, as he remarked:

An ancient gold mine always attracts subscribers.

Two days later Geoffrey Falconer sat in the old-fashioned room of Mr. Julius Evenden, the world-famous financier, and made inquiry regarding the Berenice Gold Mine.

At first the head of the great financial house, whose dealings were world-wide, was inclined to resent undue intrusion into his business dealings with Gilbert Farrer, until the young fellow explained that his old schoolfellow had, owing to Professor Hartes discovery of the hieroglyphics, gone to the ruins of the ancient Egyptian city for the purpose of searching for the long-forgotten mine.

I never heard Professor Hartes name in connection with the affair, said old Mr. Evenden. Of course, he is one of our greatest Egyptologists. Perhaps he is on the telephone, and he rang his bell and gave his clerk instructions to endeavour to get through to the Professor.

Ten minutes later Mr. Evenden was speaking with the Professor, who lived at Wimbledon, and urged him, if possible, to call at Great Winchester Street that afternoon.

The hour fixed was four oclock, and Geoffrey was present at the interview.

When Mr. Evenden informed the great Egyptologist that he had purchased all interest in the re-discovered mine from Gilbert Farrer, he stood amazed.

But surely my friend Halliday, to whom I gave a copy of the inscription upon the ruins of the Temple of Isis at Berenice, and whom I trust implicitly, would never have parted with his interest in the mine without first consulting me! he cried.

Here is the transfer, replied Mr. Evenden, handing the Professor a document. It was signed before a French Notary-Public in Alexandria you will see.

The old Professor adjusted his pince-nez, and after reading the document carefully, examined the signature.

That is forged! he declared at once. I know Jack Hallidays signature extremely well. I have some of his most recent letters here, and he took several letters from his pocket. These all three examined very closely. Some were signed Jack, others J. Halliday. But in no case did the signature on the document exactly correspond with the signature on the letters!

You see the last letter was dated from Alexandria six weeks ago, and speaks of his success, and his intention of coming straight home, the Professor remarked.

Then where is he now — and why has his luggage been sent so urgently to Marseilles and claimed? asked Falconer.

Mr. Evenden thereupon became suspicious, and related his dealings with Gilbert Farrer, and how he had already paid him a considerable sum on account, until the reports of the engineers he was sending to Egypt should be forthcoming.

There is no doubt that Halliday has re-discovered the workings, said the Professor. But where is he now! He seems to have mysteriously disappeared.

The only man who knows his whereabouts is Gilbert Farrer, declared Geoffrey decisively. For what reason was that trunk containing his private papers sent so hurriedly to Marseilles?

That we must discover, declared Mr. Evenden. Our policy must be to act without arousing Farrers suspicions, he added.

Thereupon the three sat down and evolved a plan.

The first step was taken by Geoffrey, who, through Beryl, discovered the whereabouts of Daddy Whittaker. Next day he met him by appointment in the Park, and as they were walking together, Sylvia, who was dressed as a tourist, took a secret snapshot of them as they passed.

This photograph was quickly developed, and that same night Falconer left with it for Marseilles.

Two days later he showed it to the employé at Cooks baggage depôt, who at once, and without hesitation, declared the elder man to be the person who claimed the trunk addressed to Mr. Halliday. The trunk had been signed for and taken away on a taxi-cab. The signature in the book was that of J. Halliday. But it certainly was not Jacks!

Geoffrey took the rapide back to Paris that night, sorely puzzled. What had become of his old chum? Marconigrams were sent broadcast in search of him. The passenger lists of six ships sailing from Marseilles to Cuba were examined, but in no case was there any trace of any such person in the lists.

Early in the morning, as the express halting at Laroche awakened him, it suddenly crossed his mind that Jacks identity was being obliterated by some clever combination of the crooks. In Paris he would go to the Bureau of the Sûreté and make inquiries.

At noon he was in the dull, drab office of the famous French detective, Gaston Meunier, to whom he told the story, and asked whether he thought his friend had met with foul play.

The little bald-headed official raised his shoulders and replied that, in view of the fact that the trunk had been sent to Marseilles, it was quite possible that Monsieur Halliday had returned from Egypt to France.

Then they went into dates. Afterwards the great detective rose, and left him. Ten minutes later he reappeared, having a number of police photographs of persons who had been found dead, suicides, and those wilfully murdered, whom the police both in Paris and in the Departments had failed to identify.

The period covered was six months.

With great eagerness Geoffrey Falconer examined one after another — many of them pictures of recovered bodies, a terrible, gruesome collection — when at last he came across the picture of a man lying face upward on the grass.

Thats Jack! he exclaimed wildly. I have no hesitation in identifying him!

Monsieur Meunier turned to the back of the large unmounted photograph, and read what was written there as follows:

An unknown. Supposed to be English. Discovered at 7.10 a.m., on October 28th, behind a small pottery factory, a mile from the village of St. Uze, close to Valence, Department of the Drôme. The medical examination showed the person to have died from some vegetable poison. It is believed that he was deposited at the spot during the night from a passing car. No arrest has been made. Any details of identification to be sent to the Prefect of the Drôme.

Three days later Geoffrey arrived at Charing Cross accompanied by an agent of the Paris Sûreté, who at once applied for the arrest and extradition of the adventurer, Gilbert Farrer.

This took place when Farrer called at Mr. Evendens office next day — and two months later, at his trial before the Assizes of the Seine, the clever assassin who had stolen poor Jack Hallidays secret was sentenced to penal servitude for life.

At the present moment he is still in the convict prison at Lyons, while his friend Beryl and Daddy Whittaker, who were both deeply implicated in the plot, were each sentenced to fifteen years penal servitude at the Old Bailey.

The great Berenice Gold Mine is being worked with huge success, but the profits which should have been poor Jacks are being paid regularly to his widowed mother, who lives in seclusion in Pembrokeshire, deeply mourning the loss of one of the finest and bravest of Englishmen.


CHAPTER XI. THE MARKED MAN
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THE MILITARY WIRELESS station at Aldershot had just finished sending the usual extracts from the press to the headquarters of the Rhine Army at Cologne, when Geoffrey Falconer, with the telephones still over his ears, lowered the wave-length of his reception set, and began to listen to the strains of an orchestra being played at The Hague.

It was a Sunday afternoon, and the Dutch Concert, to which all wireless men in England listen so eagerly, was in progress.

Seated in his own experimental laboratory at Warley he leaned his elbows upon the operating-bench and listened.

Who would have dreamed a couple of years ago that a concert given at The Hague could be heard with distinctness by wireless in every corner of the United Kingdom! A cornet solo at the moment being played was loud and perfectly clear. He turned a switch, when from the black trumpet of the loud-speaker telephone on the table the sound became so amplified that the instrument could be heard in any part of the house.

During the day he had been engaged upon some highly interesting experiments upon a crystal producing oscillations, audible frequency currents being obtained by two metal electrodes dipped into the powder of a certain crystal. The matter was extremely technical, and would not be understood by any but radio experimenters; therefore, I need not further describe it. Suffice it to say that all the time Geoffrey could spare from the Works at Chelmsford he devoted to research in his own laboratory at home.

Mrs. Beverley and Sylvia were away in the Trossachs, hence he seldom went to London save when duty took him up to Marconi House.

Geoffrey listened to several songs from The Hague, and then put down the head-phones, switched his aerial wires to earth, and went out into the pleasant old-world garden to smoke a cigarette. The afternoon was clear and bright, and along the grass path of the long rose walk he strolled, his mind full of the scientific problems which he had been endeavouring all the morning to solve. He wandered to the lawn and sat down in the summer-house awaiting the Professor, for always about that hour he, too, came forth from his study to enjoy a cigar. Suddenly, however, the housemaid appeared saying that he was wanted on the hand telephone.

He hastened to the instrument in the hall, when he found himself speaking to one of his fellow-engineers, named Jerrold, who lived at Witham, and who had a private wireless station similar to his own not far from the Marconi station there.

I say, Falconer, he exclaimed, have you been listening lately?

Yes. Till about twenty minutes ago.

Ah! Then you didnt hear that message to you — did you?

No. What message? asked Geoffrey.

Oh, somebody on the wireless phone about sixteen hundred mètres wave-length, called you by name, Geoffrey Falconer, Warley, Essex, England.

Yes. What did he say?

I dont know whether it was a mans voice or a womans. If a mans it was unusually high-pitched. The modulation was not very good, though I heard the words quite distinctly, and wondered if you also heard them. It was a kind of warning to you.

Warning! echoed the young Marconi engineer. In what way?

Well, whoever was calling you evidently did not know your call-signal, so called your name. And then he went on to warn you not to go East. If you do, you go at your peril!

Not to go East! How strange! Geoffrey remarked.

Yes; its a bit uncanny — isnt it? He repeated it several times, and then added the words: Anyone hearing this urgent message, will they kindly give it to Geoffrey Falconer at Warley, Essex, England?

Some silly ass having a joke, laughed Falconer. I heard the other day that some horrible spook message was given by a practical joker over the radiophone, and the fellow who heard it, being a spiritualist, nearly died of fright. Perhaps its the same fellow up to his tricks again!

Perhaps. Well listen again for him, and if he gives any more warnings well put the direction-finders on him, and hell very soon have his license taken away — if he has one, said Jerrold.

Well, its curious, exclaimed Geoffrey laughing. I wonder why Im forbidden to go East, and what peril is in store for me?

Ah! that I dont know. The message was given at twenty-eight minutes past three. So well listen to-morrow at the same time, and on the same wave-length.

Right-o! said Falconer, hanging up the receiver and then strolling back into the garden, wondering what the message really meant.

He had no intention of going East, save that he had a week before received instructions to proceed to Lucerne, where, close by, on the Tomlishorn, the highest peak of the Pilatus, above Alpnachstad, the Marconi Company were erecting a one-and-a-half kilowatt telephone and telegraph set ordered by the Swiss Government, the set used at the meeting of the League of Nations at Geneva having proved such a great success.

Lane, one of the engineers, was already out there, and he had been ordered to follow him and superintend the fitting and testing of the station before it was handed over to the Swiss authorities. Switzerland certainly lay to the East, but what mysterious peril awaited him there was certainly obscure. At first he grew a trifle anxious in view of his previous adventures, but later that evening he decided that it was some amateur who, having learned of his impending departure, was playing a practical joke. Yet curiously enough only about three or four people at the Marconi Works knew of the order he had received.

At dinner that night he mentioned the incident to the Professor, but both decided that it was only some silly joke.

On the following Thursday he left Charing Cross for Lucerne, where, at the Schweizerhof, that well-known hotel facing the lake, Lane, who had come by boat from Alpnach, came to meet him. Next day they ascended to the famous Hôtel Pilatuskulm, where they took up their quarters, only half an hours walk by a good path to the site of the new wireless station.

Already the two one-storeyed buildings, and the aerial upon masts of steel lattice, were erected. The material had all come out from England, and the contractors had finished their work on the masts. Indeed, Lane and his colleagues from Chelmsford had already commenced their work of fitting the apparatus.

The wireless station which the Swiss Government had ordered was situated high upon the wild rocky mountains, and was intended for the communication of post-office messages with Rome, Vienna, and Paris, the apparatus being the last word in Marconi invention.

The two great buildings which comprise the hotel were full to overflowing, as it usually is in the autumn season, a gay cosmopolitan crowd, who dined and danced and went on excursions either mountaineering or along the great blue lake to Kussnacht to see Tells Chapel, to Vitznau, Brunnen, or Fluelen. From the verandas there spread a wonderful panorama of lake and mountain with the various peaks, with the names of which the visitor so soon becomes familiar.

Geoffrey was standing alone on the veranda early one morning admiring the wonderful view in the morning light. There was passing along a very feeble, white-haired, white-bearded old man, accompanied by a handsome dark-haired, well-dressed young woman, who, from the attention she paid him, was palpably his daughter. The old fellow walked decrepitly as one of advanced age, and ever and anon he halted to take in the wondrous scene.

As they passed by they spoke in a tongue with which Geoffrey was unfamiliar. But the young woman, he saw, wore a wedding ring.

Their eyes met, and in hers he noted a strange, appealing look — an expression which, being quite unusual, caused him to ponder. He was rapidly becoming a cosmopolitan after his various missions abroad on behalf of the Marconi Company.

All that day he spent in the wireless hut high upon the bare, rocky mountain, carefully fitting the instruments which were to give such a wide range of telegraphy and speech — the very latest devices that had been invented in the research department at Chelmsford, for, after all, the real brains of wireless are centred in that old-fashioned Essex town.

That night he was back with Lane at the big hotel, and dined in the great salle à manger, amid the gay laughter and chatter.

Across in a corner sat the white-bearded old man with his married daughter. He seemed rather deaf, for ever and anon she bent to speak with him. And as she did so, he saw that she was most solicitous of his welfare, as only a daughter could be.

Later that night, there being the usual dance in the big ballroom, Geoffrey went in, and being attracted by her, invited her to dance with him, and she accepted.

She was alone. The old man had retired to bed.

Geoffreys interest was purely one of curiosity. The girl-wife seemed to be carrying out her duty to her father, and was terribly bored in doing so.

Before they parted that night he learned that she had come from Serbia, and that her name was Marya Pavlovitch. She had married a state official a year and a half before. Her fathers name was Colonel Yovan Vanoff, a well-known officer of the Kings Guard at Belgrade, who had fought valiantly against the Turks in the first Balkan war, and had gained distinction at the decisive Battle of Kumanovo.

My husband is in England, she told Geoffrey, speaking English well. He is attached to the Serbian Mission. So I am here with my father, who, alas! is becoming daily more feeble.

Next evening they met again — and the next. The old man was most affable, and day after day they had long chats in French, in which Lane often joined.

One afternoon Geoffrey went by boat along to Lucerne, eager and anxious. Mrs. Beverley and Sylvia had arrived at the Schweizerhof, that great hotel which overlooks the lake. They had tired of the Trossachs, and also of dusty London, so in accordance with young Falconers suggestion, they had arrived to spend a couple of weeks in lovely Lucerne — that town in which, before the war, one could spend a week under the wing of any tourist company for the modest sum of five guineas, railway fare included.

Geoffrey met Sylvia and her mother, and after half an hour in the great lounge of the hotel they dined together. The Wild Widow was charmed with the hotel and its outlook, while Sylvia, delighted at the retirement of the penurious Lord Hendlewycke, who now no longer visited them, contrived to snatch a few moments alone with her lover.

Do you remember, Geoffrey, what you told me — that mysterious message by wireless telephone warning you not to go East? she said anxiously, as they sat in the corridor after dinner, while her mother had gone upstairs.

Yes, he replied. But really the whole thing was so ridiculous. It was, Im convinced, only some amateur playing a practical joke.

Perhaps. But you should take no risks, dear, she replied. I dont like the situation. Remember all that has passed.

Why are you so anxious? he asked.

Well, she answered, glancing around, you are, no doubt, a marked man, Geoff. You have been able to upset the plans of various conspirators, and they, no doubt, seek their revenge. Hence, be careful — do be very careful.

Geoffrey laughed. He ridiculed the idea that any vengeance should be attempted upon him.

I have only done my duty, my dear Sylvia! he laughed. My duty to the company and my duty to the Nation. Everybody surely understands that.

No, the girl replied; everybody does not understand. You, as an honest man, are at enmity with a certain revolutionary section of society. They know it. And they may lay their plans accordingly, she said warningly. I, of course, have no knowledge of any such plot — but I do urge you, Geoffrey, to keep very wide awake. I have some strange intuition that something may happen to you. Why — I cant tell you!

My dear Sylvia, I hope I am always wide awake, he laughed, kissing her clandestinely in the shadows, while a few moments later Mrs. Beverley reappeared.

Next morning mother and daughter went up by the railway from Alpnach to the Pilatuskulm, where they lunched with the young engineer and his friend Lane, and afterwards ascended to the newly constructed wireless station. It was not yet in working order, but Sylvia was highly interested, for she had by that time quite a good superficial knowledge of the apparatus and the power-plant, which, by the way, was almost a replica of the set which Geoffrey had installed at Bouvignes Aerodrome, in Belgium.

In the evening they went down again to Lucerne, but not until the following evening did Geoffrey again see the girl with whom he was so deeply in love. As soon as he had finished his work in that high-up spot on the Tomlishorn, he returned to the hotel, and after changing his clothes, descended to Lucerne and dined with the South American widow and her daughter.

Afterwards he went out with Sylvia on to the veranda. The night was a glorious one, the full moon rendering the lake and mountains a scene fairy-like and beautiful such as is presented perhaps nowhere else in the world. The view from the Schweizerhof on a moonlit night is always superb.

Again Sylvia returned to the strange warning from the ether which Geoffrey had received. She again confessed that she somehow felt uncomfortable about it. But her lover only pooh-poohed the affair, telling her that it was not the first time that jokes had been played by wireless.

Why, not long ago, he said, the operator at one of the aerodromes for civil flying was spoken to over the wireless telephone by the Air Minister himself, who explained that he was flying from Scotland in a certain machine, and that in half an hour he intended to descend at that aerodrome. There was a great bustle at the news, but though they waited till dark the Minister never arrived. And not until next day did they learn that it was a hoax played by one of the pilots.

The girl laughed, but still she urged Geoffrey to take care.

You really cannot be too careful, she declared. I tell you I have once or twice experienced a strange presage of evil.

Oh, you make me feel quite nervy! he declared, and then, as the air was cold, they returned to the palm-court, where Mrs. Beverley was seated.

The widow and her daughter remained in Lucerne for a fortnight, and then leaving Geoffrey to complete his work, went on by way of the Gothard to Milan.

Meanwhile Marya Pavlovitch and her father remained at the Hôtel Pilatuskulm, and both Geoffrey and Lane frequently met them. The girl-wife was most devoted to her father, who was often in a grumpy mood, as is usual with men of advanced age and slight infirmity. Young Madame Pavlovitch was naturally filled with curiosity concerning the new wireless station — for to ladies wireless is usually an enigma to be studied as part of Natures half-revealed problem — and several times, leaving her father, she had ascended the steep rock-girt road to the higher heights where, upon a little grass-grown plateau, the two new huts had been built.

Three weeks passed. Geoffrey completed his work, and made tests. The results were perfectly satisfactory. The telephony was reported as R.9 over the Alps as far as Genoa, and to Marseilles, Coltano in Italy, Munich, Paris, and other places.

The range of speech was even further than what had been anticipated at the Works at Chelmsford. Other wireless systems had been tried by the Swiss Government, and had not come up to the standard required. But here the Marconi Company had scored another success over its competitors.

Since Sylvias departure, Geoffrey had often met young Madame Pavlovitch, sometimes on the boat between Alpnach and Lucerne, and sometimes in the streets of Lucerne, for she went there nearly every other day to obtain medicines for her father, she explained. On two occasions he had seen her enter a large detached private house in the Bruchstrasse, not far from the Synagogue. She had not, however, seen him, and he had not mentioned the matter. Yet it seemed apparent that the reason of her visits to Lucerne was to call at the house in question. And further, she always seemed annoyed whenever he met her on the way backwards or forwards along the lake.

One day Geoffrey had returned from the wireless station, and was taking his tea in the lounge, when the hotel manager came to him hurriedly and mentioned that the Colonel had been taken suddenly unwell, and that his daughter could not be found. She had gone to Lucerne after luncheon, he believed.

As the matter seemed one of urgency, and as the young Englishman was going to spend the evening in Lucerne, he resolved while on board the boat to go to the house in the Bruchstrasse, see whether Marya was there, and inform her of her fathers illness.

This he did. A rather tall, elderly man-servant opened the door, and when he inquired for Madame Pavlovitch he ushered him into a cosy, beautifully-furnished room, and without inquiring his name, closed the door and left him.

The room was divided from the adjoining apartment by long white-enamelled folding doors which stood slightly ajar. The man-servant must have forgotten to inform madame of his presence there, for he had been in the room hardly half a minute when into the next room, a big place decorated in white and gold, there came several men who looked like officers in mufti, accompanied by three women, one of whom was little Madame Pavlovitch.

He could not fail to hear what they were earnestly discussing in French. He stood aghast. They were planning the assassination of Andra Nikolitch, the well-known Serbian statesman, who was now President of the Council, and was at the moment staying with the Serbian Crown Prince at the Luzerner-Hof!

The terms in which the matter was being discussed admitted of no doubt that the Colonels pretty daughter was at its head, and that the attempt was to be made one morning when the statesman took his usual walk under the trees of the Schweizerhof-Quai.

Geoffrey stood astounded at his discovery. From their conversation it was also plain that at the same time other Ministers were to be murderously attacked in Belgrade.

Suddenly the serious fact dawned upon the young fellow that if he were discovered there he would not be allowed to leave that house alive. Balkan conspirators are not to be trifled with. They hold human life of but little account.

Falconer saw that his only chance of safety was to face the situation boldly. He placed his hand upon his hip-pocket to reassure himself that his revolver was there. Then, suddenly, he stepped forth into the big room and stood before those who had assembled to discuss their dastardly plans.

His appearance caused a sensation almost electrical.

Why! gasped the dark-eyed Marya. It is Msieur Falconer!

Next second he was surrounded by the angry company, and in more than one hand he saw an automatic pistol. He was besieged by questions. What could he reply?

He attempted to explain the situation, declaring that he was simply a victim of circumstances, adding:

I confess I have overheard your most interesting discussion!

The Englishman has been spying upon us! cried a tall, rather elegant man in a dark suit. If he is not silenced — and at once — he will tell the police! Remember, comrades, he is our enemy!

Yet Msieur Falconer is also my friend! declared the pretty Marya, springing forward boldly. I, however, had no idea that he was in this house!

Geoffrey tried to explain, but the clamour of the others was too great. He told madame that her father was ill, but they only laughed — declaring it to be an excuse. Hence he saw that unwittingly he had entered a veritable hornets nest, and that retreat was impossible. If he valued his life he would be compelled to stay and face the music.

He defied them, daring them to lay a finger upon him. But at madames urgent request he withdrew his words.

This house is closely guarded, she explained, but the servant, Boris, having seen us together at the hotel and at other places, no doubt believed you to be one of us.

And you must become one! declared an elderly man who seemed to be in authority over the rest. You know our secret! So you will join us — to-night — now! From this moment you will be watched night and day. If you attempt to warn the authorities you will pay for it with your life!

Geoffrey protested, but in vain.

Then he was sworn in English and in French.

Afterwards, Marya Pavlovitch turned to the young wireless engineer, and said:

I will now tell you the truth, Msieur Falconer. I told you that my husband is in England with the Serbian Mission, but the fact is that he was recalled to Belgrade two months ago, and on arrival he was immediately arrested by order of his enemy, the President of the Council, Andra Nikolitch. A false charge of treason was brought against him, and he was tried in secret and shot, and her voice trembled with emotion. He was entirely innocent. Of that I know. Hence we have resolved to rid our country of certain of its unjust rulers.

Then you are a widow, madame, Falconer remarked. And what is intended is your revenge — eh? My silence will cost Andra Nikolitch and others their lives! he added very slowly.

Yes, said the man who had urged his companions to kill him there and then. Understand, it is either your life — or theirs!

The young engineer did not reply.

You are now one of us, the man went on in a deep, hard voice. From this moment you will be closely watched, and any attempt you make to reveal what you know to any person will be followed immediately by death. Please do not forget that!

I must now hurry back to my father, said madame. The meeting is at an end.

And Falconer left the house with her and returned to Alpnach.

He could now understand Maryas wild, bitter hatred of the man who had sent her innocent husband to his death. On the way back he again mentioned it, but she seemed disinclined to discuss the tragedy.

When is the blow to be dealt! he asked in a low whisper in order not to be overheard.

I do not know, was her answer, The time is not fixed.

But I do not like the idea of being constantly watched, he said. It will really be most irritating.

If you had not submitted you would not have left that house alive, replied the pretty, dark-eyed young woman.

I have to thank you, madame, he replied. Yet the knowledge I have gained has upset me considerably.

And do you not think that these fiends who murdered my husband richly deserve the fate we have in store for them? she asked.

Upon that point, however, Falconer refused to express an opinion.

As they entered the lounge of the hotel, he was surprised to see a thin-faced, elderly man seated in a chair pretending to read a paper. Instantly he recognised him as one of the group of plotters he had met in Lucerne. He had already reached the Pilatuskulm, and was undoubtedly there in order to keep observation upon him. Indeed he found that the man, who had given the name of Vulkovitch at the bureau, had engaged the room adjoining his own.

He had hardly entered his room when there was a low tap on the door and Vulkovitch entered, with a word of apology.

I need not tell you, Msieur Falconer, why I am here. The object of my visit is to impress upon you the necessity for complete secrecy. It was all the fault of Boris, who, believing you to be one of us, admitted you, but as you have now become associated with us, you must conform to the rules already laid down. If you breathe a single word of what is in progress, then I shall use this!

And he produced from his inner pocket a large silver cigar-case.

This is not so harmless as it may appear, he went on. It contains an explosive so powerful that if thrown down it would wreck half the hotel.

And incidentally blow you to pieces, remarked Falconer, regarding the case with interest.

The man smiled, and replied quietly.

If I have occasion to use it I shall myself take certain precautions. Only you would suffer, msieur.

Well, I hope it wont be necessary for you to send me into the next world, laughed the young man. But certainly the situation is a decidedly unpleasant one — for me.

And equally for me, the Serbian replied. I regret that I am selected for this not over-pleasant duty, and I only hope you will thoroughly understand what my friends have decided. So I wish you good-night, and bowing politely he left the room.

Geoffrey Falconer obtained but little sleep that night. The whole thing seemed like a nightmare — the oath of secrecy which he had taken, madames tragic story, and her fierce revenge. It seemed that she was paying all the expenses of that group of wild, political extremists from Belgrade.

Next day everywhere Geoffrey went he was followed silently and unobtrusively by the man Vulkovitch. He had a chat with Lane, but within hearing of the man, and pleading being unwell, he did not go up to the wireless station, but remained in the hotel all day in sight of the silent watcher.

He spent the afternoon with the little widow, whose father had recovered, but had not yet left his room.

After tea they went for a stroll together along the mountain path, and Vulkovitch, noticing that he was with her, relaxed his vigilance.

When alone she told him a great deal. She had been passionately fond of her late husband, who, before the war, had been assistant private secretary to King Peter of Serbia. Afterwards he had entered the diplomatic service, serving at the Legation in Paris. Then, when war broke out, he joined his regiment and fought valiantly against the Austrians until the terrible retreat. After the Peace he had been appointed to the Serbian Mission sent to London. But for the past six months, because he had discovered scandals concerning certain of the Serbian Ministers, he had been a marked man, and had eventually fallen the victim of a deliberate plot to close his lips by death.

Her father, however, knew nothing of what was in progress. She withheld the truth of her widowhood from him on account of his weak state of health.

I am greatly annoyed at being constantly watched as I am, Geoffrey declared frankly. I am unable to continue my work at the wireless station because your friends fear that I may reveal the truth to somebody. The situation is most unpleasant.

Yes; I quite understand, Msieur Falconer, she said. It was quite by accident that Boris admitted you. You thought to perform a friendly action towards me, and instead you stepped into our group. But I beg of you to have patience. I feared last night that they might kill you. They are all desperate persons, I assure you.

Did you form the complot? asked the young radio-engineer.

No. They did. They came to me and told me my husband had been tried by secret court-martial and executed, and then suggested revenge.

Geoffrey reflected a moment.

They came to you suggesting that you should bear the expenses of the plot?

Yes. I inherited a considerable fortune from my aunt, and they suggested that I should take this patriotic step, for by avenging the death of my poor husband I should rid Serbia of her enemies who are posing as her friends.

Geoffrey pointed out that there could be no excuse for assassination, but she instantly became angry, declaring that she demanded blood for blood.

Two days passed. Wherever Falconer went the silent Vulkovitch watched him until it got upon his nerves. He scarcely dared to exchange words with Lane, who naturally grew curious as to his colleagues change of manner, for he had suddenly become quite morose. And naturally, for were not the lives of several Serbian statesmen in his hands? He longed to warn the Serbian Premier of his peril. But how?

He longed to leave Switzerland and fly back to England — but he knew the consequences. Those plotters would follow him, and he would share the same fate as that intended for Andra Nikolitch and certain members of his Cabinet.

The third day was a Wednesday, and he had learnt that on Friday a meeting was to be held in Lucerne to fix for the following day the attempt upon the well-known statesman.

He was beside himself in agony of mind. These men — men whom he had never met — were to be murdered in cold blood. Yet he was powerless to raise a finger to save them. King Alexander and his Queen Draga had long ago fallen victims of secret assassins, while more than one Minister in Serbia had died under suspicious circumstances. Both Serbia and Bulgaria — where the poor Prime Minister, Stambuloff, and his successor, Petroff, had both been assassinated — were hotbeds of political intrigue.

Geoffrey, though a threat of death was held over him, had during those two days acted with caution. On the Friday morning he met Lane in the lounge where the silent watcher was standing, and handed him a cigarette from his case, at the same time saying that he had to go into Lucerne, hence he could not go to the wireless station that day.

Then he whispered a few quick words that caused his friend to start.

Lane struck a match, but made only pretence of lighting his cigarette.

Instead, he said:

Very well. Cheerio! Ill see you here to-night. The station is on test now. You really must come up and see it to-morrow. And then he turned away.

Two minutes later Lane was back in his bedroom alone, carefully examining his cigarette. Unrolling it, he found upon the paper a message written in an almost microscopical hand telling him of the meeting of the conspirators at Lucerne that evening and its object, and urging him to take the paper at once to the Lucerne police.

Lane contrived to get to Lucerne, where he saw the Prefect of Police and showed him the paper. It bore the address in the Bruchstrasse; therefore, police agents at once kept observation upon the place, a fact which in secret Lane communicated to Falconer by a meaning glance at the luncheon table, for Falconer always sat at a little table with madame and her father, while Lane sat with two other men close by. One of the men was the silent watcher.

Falconer, though young, was a man of quick initiative. He was in a cleft stick and surrounded by unscrupulous enemies. Therefore he had set his brains to outwit them.

The final meeting of the plotters, before the Minister was to be assassinated by a bomb, was fixed for nine oclock that night. At six oclock he watched for madame, who was, he knew, going to Lucerne to be present. She came down, smartly dressed, and as she went out, he hastened and overtook her.

Madame Pavlovitch, he whispered, I want a word with you — a serious word.

She stopped suddenly, and then they strolled across the gravelled drive.

I know you are going to Lucerne. But I warn you not to go!

Why not? she asked, surprised.

Because if you do you will be arrested for conspiracy, he replied firmly. Further, you are only being made a tool of by a band of anarchists who are using your money for their own personal ends.

What do you mean? she demanded resentfully. Have you betrayed us?

I have betrayed the men who have betrayed you, was his answer. Let us walk along, and Ill tell you the truth, he added.

Utterly amazed at the risk which the young Englishman had taken, she strolled at his side and listened eagerly.

Those people have lied to you, he said. They are hoping to carry out a scheme by which certain of your Ministers are to be killed from motives of personal vengeance.

How?

They have told you a lurid story concerning your husband — that he has been executed. Instead he is in prison at Belgrade for six months. Next week he will be liberated!

Alive! she gasped. Is Danilo alive? He has never written to me!

Because your friends the conspirators have intercepted his letters. The man Vulkovitch was taken away from here directly after lunch, and since then I have been in secret wireless communication with the Minister of Justice in Belgrade, from whom I have discovered the true facts concerning your husband.

She paused.

But I must go to Lucerne to-night, she said, somewhat disinclined to give credit to his story.

If you go there it will be at your peril. A raid will be made upon the house, and all will be arrested.

Are you fooling me, Msieur Falconer? she asked, facing him.

I certainly am not, he replied. Keep away from Lucerne, and you will find the whole of the men, who have been posing as your friends and taking your money under false pretences, in the hands of the police.

At first she was undecided, but he repeated that if she went to Lucerne it was at her own risk.

He had denounced the plotters, and thus saved the lives of innocent men — but he had given no information concerning her, he said.

Instead of going to Lucerne, leave Switzerland forthwith, madame, he urged. Get away — now there is yet time. Within a week I guarantee that your husband will be free.

The dark-haired young woman took Falconers advice, and two hours later, accompanied by her father, she left the hotel. Meanwhile the Lucerne police that night arrested the whole group, and found in the house bombs, firearms, and correspondence which proved beyond doubt the truth of what the young Englishman had written upon the cigarette-paper.

With the exception of madame, the whole desperate group subsequently appeared before the Assize Court of Lucerne, and were all sent to long terms of imprisonment.

But before the trial took place Geoffrey had received a letter from Marya, dated from Paris, telling him that her husband had reappeared as though from the grave, and that they were again united.

And now the most curious part of the whole affair is to be related.

Let it be told in Sylvia Beverleys own words, as she told it to her lover in the drawing-room at Upper Brook Street a week later.

My dear Geoff, she said, as I told you, I had a curious presage of evil concerning you. Why, I cant tell. Something seemed to impress upon my mind the fact that if you went East you would be in peril. Days — weeks went on until I became obsessed by the feeling that something was about to happen to you. Perhaps it was an intuition because we love each other so dearly. Yet the fact remains, I was in fear. And because of that, I went to an amateur wireless experimenter whom I know — a man at Folkestone — and I got him to speak that mysterious message to you over the radio-telephone — that message of warning!

He took her hand in his, and their lips met in a long, passionate caress.


CHAPTER XII. THE CROWS CLIFF

[image: img311.jpg]

MRS. BEVERLEY WAS giving one of her usual dinner-parties at Upper Brook Street. Among the guests were two Cabinet Ministers and their wives, for money can always command guests, the names of whom will be duly recorded in the society column of the Morning Post next day.

Money buys publicity, and without the latter nowadays one may as well live in suburbia, or in the peace of a country village.

When the hostess and her guests went to the drawing-room, Geoffrey — who had just come back from making some adjustments at the wireless station at Renfrew — managed to snatch a quarter of an hour with Sylvia in the cosy little sitting-room next to the library.

The young engineer had been telling her of his work up in Scotland, and of a pleasant Saturday he had spent up Loch Lomond, when the girl suddenly asked:

How do you like Mrs. Mapleton, whom you took into dinner?

Oh, very nice, he replied. I suppose shes a new friend of your mother?

No. We met her and her husband a year ago when we were at Hyères. They live near Madrid, and have asked us to go and stay with them for a month at their villa outside the city. Mother has accepted. Didnt I hear you say that you might be sent out on business to Madrid?

Yes. There was some mention of it the other day, Geoffrey replied. They were having trouble with their valve-panel at the wireless station at Aranjuez, which belongs to the Compania Naçional, and I heard that it was proposed that I should go out to see what I can make of it.

How splendid if we are in Madrid together — eh? exclaimed the girl enthusiastically. I do hope we shall manage it. The Mapletons go back in six weeks time, and we go with them. Hes an English banker in Madrid.

Just at that moment one of the guests entered the room, so the lovers were forced to return to the drawing-room, where a little later Geoffrey found himself talking to the rather handsome young woman who had sat beside him at dinner. She was dark, with a very clear complexion and great black eyes, a graceful figure, and a sweet and winning smile. Her husband, to whom she introduced him, was some ten years her senior, a tall, rather spare man with an aquiline face somewhat bronzed by the southern sun.

They chatted together, whereupon Mrs. Mapleton mentioned that Mrs. Beverley and her daughter were travelling with them to Madrid. Then Geoffrey remarked that he would, in all probability, be in the Spanish capital at the same time, and explained the reason of his journey.

Well, if you are in Madrid, Mr. Falconer, you wont fail to come and see us — will you? urged the lady. We live out at El Pardo — only half an hour from Madrid.

Geoffrey thanked her, and promised that if he went to Spain he would certainly call upon her.

Two months later he found himself at the old-fashioned Hôtel de Pastor at Aranjuez, which is thirty miles from the capital, and not far from the great wireless station. After remaining there two days making his preliminary investigations of the work he had in hand, he one day took train to Madrid, and went out in a taxi along the terribly dusty road to El Pardo.

He found the house without any difficulty — a great country mansion in the Spanish style — surrounded by beautiful grounds. The door was opened by an elderly English butler, who showed him in and took his card at once to his mistress. In a few seconds Sylvia, who had been eagerly watching her lovers arrival, rushed forward and greeted him warmly, while almost at the same moment their hostess appeared and gladly welcomed the young fellow.

It was just before luncheon, so Geoffrey, after being shown the glorious gardens and the views, was compelled to remain, and sat down with Mrs. Mapleton, her husband, the South American widow, and Sylvia. The meal was served with considerable pomp by the butler, Martin, the whole staff of servants being English. Mrs. Mapleton, when Martin was out of the room, remarked that she had become tired of the slovenly ways of Spanish servants, and therefore she had engaged English ones, all of them having been in service with English families in France or Italy.

Martin is, of course, our mainstay, she added. He speaks Spanish well, which is a great thing, as we naturally have many Spanish visitors.

Yes, said Mr. Mapleton; Martin is a real treasure for a busy man like myself. He was in the service of the Marquis de Borja, secretary to Queen Marie Christine, and only left after his masters death.

Then you are very lucky to get him, remarked Mrs. Beverley. I know what it is to have a butler upon whom one can rely. A widow like myself is very handicapped in that respect. I am no judge of wine. I leave it all to my man, and I trust him implicitly.

Just as we trust Martin, said the bankers good-looking wife, and then the entrance of the sedate and respectful servant put an end to further discussion.

Luncheon over, Mrs. Mapleton proposed a run in the car over to El Escorial, the favourite summer resort of the Madrileños, where they visited the wonderful Royal Monastery of San Lorenzo del Escorial, the huge pile of whitish granite, destitute of ornament, and broken by small windows; one of the most remarkable edifices of all time which seems to rise out of the stony sides of the great Guadarrama Mountains, and resembles, except in its majestic façade, a fortress or a prison.

How wonderful! exclaimed Sylvia, as they were conducted into the magnificent church built on the model of the original plan of St. Peters in Rome, with its forty-eight altars, each containing a valuable painting, its magnificent frescoes, and the immense high altar of valuable marbles and exquisitely gilded bronzes, before which many candles were burning. They were shown the Sacristia, the Panteén de los Reyes, or burial vault of the Spanish monarchs, the Library, and afterwards the Royal Palace.

Later they motored back along a road below which, in the gorgeous Spanish sunset, lay the plain of New Castile and Madrid on the one hand, and the Guadarrama Mountains on the other.

Next evening Geoffrey again returned to El Pardo, and as he stood with Sylvia and Mrs. Mapleton upon the terrace of the villa, the bankers wife pointed across to a towering rock upon the edge of the mountains.

Over there is the Crows Cliff, she said. From it, through many centuries, those guilty of murder were hurled. Indeed, even during the past few years battered bodies of men and women have been found beneath it, victims of those who have taken justice into their own hands.

How horrible! exclaimed the smart young South American girl. When was the last body found?

About a year ago — a labourer in a vineyard close by, on going to work one morning, found the body of a well-dressed young woman. She was believed to be English by her clothes, but she was never identified. The police have abandoned their inquiries, as it is a complete mystery.

She was purposely pushed over the Cliff, I suppose? remarked Geoffrey.

Perhaps, replied his hostess. But it is believed that there have been cases where the guilty have been condemned and executed by their fellows in order to suppress any scandal. More than one person moving in the highest circles has been found dead beneath the Crows Cliff.

Couldnt we go up there and see it? suggested Geoffrey.

Certainly you could, she replied. There is a good road, though rather hilly, and a path which takes you close to the edge of the Cliff.

So all three went to see the Crows Cliff.

The road proved badly kept and shadeless, as are most of the roads in Spain, and the path was rocky and crooked as they ascended to the summit of the Peña Grajera — the Crows Cliff.

At last all three walked to the edge of the precipice, where through the ages so many of the guilty ones had been hurled to destruction.

That story about the young Englishwoman haunts me! Geoffrey said to Sylvia as they approached the place and peered down upon the river winding across the plain below, which stretched away into the evening mist. I wonder who she was?

Nobody will ever know, declared Mrs. Mapleton. Here in Spain many murders are committed on account of jealousy or revenge. No doubt the motive was either one or the other.

Terrible! exclaimed Sylvia, shuddering at the thought of being flung over upon the crags below.

Yes. In Spain they regard death at the Crows Cliff as the most ignominious end any person can suffer, remarked her hostess. Ive heard all sorts of weird stories about the place, which was a place of execution long before the days of the Inquisition. The peasantry believe that on certain nights the ghosts of black-robed and masked executioners haunt this road.

The girl laughed.

Of course the ignorant country folk would naturally invent all sorts of horrible stories.

Well, its a horrible spot altogether, declared Falconer. And the party walked back to El Pardo together, where they dined late, and it was past midnight before Geoffrey arrived back at Aranjuez.

While during the next few days he continued his work at the great wireless station there — the station known to all wireless men as E.A.A., and which works so regularly with Poldhu — Sylvia and her mother were taken about the country by their hostess to see old-world Toledo, Villarrubia, Talavera, and the Tetas de Viana.

A bald-headed Spanish doctor named Garcia, with his wife, a very handsome woman, had arrived from Burgos, and were also guests of the Mapletons. The Garcias had lived in Madrid for several years, and were great friends of the Mapletons.

Indeed the truth was that when Dr. Garcia had found himself in serious financial difficulties three years before, the banker had secretly assisted him. Hence the doctor was considerably in his debt.

One evening, a fortnight later, the party had been out to dinner at a neighbouring house, and on their return Mrs. Mapleton was suddenly taken very unwell. Her husband and the others became greatly alarmed, and the faithful Martin, who, in turn, became full of apprehension, called Dr. Garcia, who had already retired to bed.

The doctor, when he examined the lady and noted the symptoms, came to the conclusion that she was suffering from acute indigestion, to which, apparently, she was subject. Something she had eaten at dinner had no doubt affected her, for by three oclock in the morning she was much easier, and by next day the attack had passed.

Indeed they motored into Madrid in the afternoon, where they visited the wonderful private collection of pictures belonging to the Duke of Alba, and the Prado Museum, afterwards enjoying that wonderful view from the Campillo de las Vistillas. Yet on the same evening Mrs. Mapleton was again taken unwell, and the same remedy which Dr. Garcia had prescribed was resorted to, with the result that two hours later she was quite herself again.

Next day when at breakfast, Mrs. Mapleton said to Madame Garcia:

These attacks of indigestion are most annoying. Time after time I get them badly — and then I recover just as suddenly as I am attacked. The first time I had one was a year ago — and I was terribly ill for three days.

But the doctor has put you upon special diet, was madames reply. If you keep to that you will certainly be all right.

Martin, who chanced to enter the room at the moment, eagerly asked after his mistresss health.

That same afternoon Sylvia had an appointment with Geoffrey in Madrid. Her lover had been out at Aranjuez, busily engaged all day trying to improve the continuous-wave panel, and was in ignorance of Mrs. Mapletons indisposition. They, however, met as she had arranged, in the palm-court of the great Ritz Hotel in the Plaza de Cànovas, and sat down to a pleasant tea.

While chatting together the girl suddenly became very serious, saying:

Theres something on my mind, Geoffrey — and — well, I hardly know what to say to you.

On your mind! he echoed. Why, what about?

Well, about Mrs. Mapleton. Shes had two sudden and serious attacks on successive nights. Dr. Garcia, whom you met at El Pardo, put it down to indigestion, but — well, I dont think it is, said the girl.

You seem worried about your hostess, he remarked.

Yes. The fact is Im suspicious of that woman, Madame Garcia.

Oh! Why?

Well, strictly between ourselves, Geoffrey, very late the other night when every one was asleep I heard Mr. Mapleton quarrelling with his wife, and the doctors wife was mentioned by our hostess, who is, no doubt, jealous of her, though she will not show it in public.

Oh! Then Mrs. Mapleton is jealous of madame — eh?

Yes. And this knowledge has aroused my suspicion. If Mr. Mapleton admires madame, there may be some subtle plot to get Mrs. Mapleton out of the way! she said.

Geoffrey looked at her open-mouthed.

Do you really believe that? he asked quickly.

I most certainly do. I havent mentioned anything to mother, said the girl. But I shall be very glad to get away from the place. Im going to urge mother to make an excuse and cut short our visit.

No. Dont do that, he answered quickly. If evil is intended, as you surmise, then your place is there to watch carefully and report to me. Our duty is to save the lady and expose the plot.

Spaniards are experts with poisons, Sylvia remarked.

I know. Therefore we should both act warily, and await the next development. In the meantime I will make some inquiries regarding the Garcias, who are so well-known here in Madrid.

What Sylvia had suggested at once aroused Geoffreys curiosity, and that evening he took his idol back to the Mapletons at El Pardo, where he was invited to remain to dinner.

He watched Mr. Mapleton and the doctors wife very carefully, but he could not detect any sign of undue admiration. Indeed the banker scarcely took any notice of her, being much more attentive to Mrs. Beverley, his guest, while the bald-headed Dr. Garcia was most affable to Geoffrey himself.

The dinner was a merry meal, and every one was chatting about the lovely motor-run they had made during the warm afternoon out to Sonseca, in the Mountains of Toledo, while Martin, grave-faced and urbane, served his masters guests in eloquent silence.

Falconer, sorely puzzled, left early to get back to Aranjuez. He could now fully understand the suspicions of Sylvia, yet he felt inclined to dismiss them, for he could discover nothing unusual in the Mapleton ménage.

Next evening, however, after his work was over, he went into Madrid in order to institute the inquiries he had promised Sylvia to make.

Of several persons whom he had met since his arrival from England he made inquiry regarding Dr. Garcia. From an old Spaniard, who was manager of an antique shop in the Calle de Don Pedro, and whom he had met out at Aranjuez with one of the wireless operators, he learned a few interesting facts concerning the bald-headed doctor.

Oh, yes, replied the old fellow in broken English, Dr. Garcia is very well known in Madrid. He married a woman from Burgos, Carolina Almagro, about five years ago. She was previously engaged to marry the English banker, Señor Mapleton.

What? gasped Geoffrey. Was Madame Garcia once engaged to marry Mr. Mapleton?

Oh, yes, señor. Every one in Madrid knows that.

Geoffrey Falconer held his breath, and remained silent for a few moments.

But how long has Mr. Mapleton been married?

Oh, about four years — not more. He married an English lady — and a very nice lady she is. Once or twice she has bought old furniture here.

But Dr. Garcia and his wife have left Madrid, Geoffrey remarked as they sat together in the dark little shop, surrounded by all sorts of curios.

Yes. He sold the practice to Dr. Salcedo soon after his marriage, and went away. I dont know where he is now.

But tell me, urged Geoffrey. How is it that the lady, being engaged to the banker, married the doctor?

The old man grinned, while his black eyes twinkled.

There was a whisper of some scandal. They say that is the reason why the doctor and his wife left Madrid.

All that was being told to Falconer went to establish the motive why a secret attempt should be made upon Mrs. Mapletons life. It was all news to Geoffrey. He had believed that Mapleton had been married fully ten years.

In other quarters he prosecuted inquiries, but the result was always the same — the story of the sudden marriage of the English bankers Spanish fiancée, and the gossip which ensued.

Several further days passed, and then one evening Geoffrey, having been to the Eslava Theatre, was leaving in order to return to Aranjuez, when, to his surprise, he saw walking along the dark street in front of him the familiar figure of Mr. Mapleton, and at his side was Madame Garcia!

They had evidently been to the theatre together. He followed them unseen, and saw them enter the car, and drive back to El Pardo together.

This, indeed, further aroused his suspicions concerning Mrs. Mapletons repeated seizures.

Next afternoon he went to El Pardo again with the express purpose of keeping his eyes open, and also of telling Sylvia in confidence what he had learnt.

The pair while walking in the garden agreed that there was distinct suspicion that either Mr. Mapleton might be plotting to get rid of his wife, or that the handsome Spanish woman might be endeavouring to poison her rival through motives of jealousy. As Sylvia pointed out, Mapleton was very rich, while Madame Garcia was the wife of a poor professional man in financial difficulties. The woman could not obtain the luxuries, smart dresses, and sojourns at Aix, Dinant, or San Sebastian, for which she longed.

She is always deploring the fact that she leads such a humdrum life, the girl went on. Only yesterday she told me that she envied us, travelling about as we do.

Well, personally, I dont like madame, her lover said. Her eyes are cruel and vindictive, and she seems to bear an entirely false affection for her hostess.

Mrs. Mapleton is charming, declared Sylvia as they halted on the terrace, from which a beautiful view of Madrid could be seen across the plain. I wonder if her husband has any suspicion? Surely Dr. Garcia could discover whether those mysterious attacks are due to indigestion — or to foul play?

The doctors wife would never let her husband into her guilty secret, Geoffrey said. Then after a pause, he added: Of course if the banker himself had experienced similar seizures one could discern in them a motive — namely, that the doctor being deeply in his debt wanted to get rid of him, for by his death he would get out of his heavy liabilities. But the affair concerns only the bankers wife.

Its a complete mystery, Geoff, declared the girl. I watch them all closely day after day, but I become more and more mystified. I long to tell mother, but I have acted upon your advice, and kept my own counsel. Only to-day at breakfast Mrs. Mapleton, who, of course, is all unsuspecting, invited the Garcias to remain for another fortnight. After that they are going to Granada. And a week later the Mapletons go to Barcelona, where he has a branch of his bank, while we go back to London.

Then during the next fortnight we must be very watchful, Falconer said, and as at that moment Mrs. Mapleton, walking with the handsome Madame Garcia, came along the terrace, they dropped the subject, and Falconer became most enthusiastic regarding the glorious view.

Next morning at about ten oclock Geoffrey Falconer was busy re-wiring part of the powerful transmitting apparatus at the wireless station at Aranjuez, when one of the operators handed him a telegram which had just been received over the land line from Madrid.

It was open, upon a form, just as it had been received. The words he read were:

Another seizure. Unconscious for three hours. Just recovered. Meet me at the Ritz in Madrid at four this afternoon. — Sylvia.

Geoffrey realised the extreme gravity of the situation. He had been making many secret inquiries. The mystery of it all had not only fascinated him, but it had placed him upon his mettle. Sylvia, the girl whom he loved so passionately, had, by her womans shrewd keenness, first aroused the suspicion which had daily grown stronger until the grave peril of the bankers charming wife obsessed him.

On five different occasions, from that complicated-looking apparatus of the high-power wireless station, with which at the moment he was surrounded, he had sent out with great difficulty and very weakly in the Marconi International Code, long messages to M.P.D. — or Poldhu in Cornwall — inquiries concerning Mapleton and others — which next day had been answered in the same code.

These answers, unknown to Sylvia, had opened up an entirely new channel of inquiry. That telegram from El Pardo confirmed certain suspicions which had come to him during the past two days.

That there was a deliberate and desperate attempt to get rid of Mrs. Mapleton had become an established fact. It only lay with Sylvia and her lover to save the unfortunate victim, to lay bare the plot, and to bring the guilty person or persons to their just punishment.

When at four oclock Sylvia met Geoffrey in the Ritz, her first words were:

Poor Mrs. Mapleton had a terribly narrow escape last night! Dr. Garcia grew very alarmed, and at two oclock this morning telephoned to Madrid to Dr. Figueroa, who, I believe, is one of the most distinguished pathologists in Spain. He arrived at about half-past four, and in consultation agreed with Garcia that it was acute indigestion. Fortunately, an hour afterwards Mrs. Mapleton was quite well again.

And what was the attitude of Madame Garcia? asked Geoffrey eagerly.

Oh, very agitated and fussy, of course, all of it well assumed. Shes a most wonderful actress. All the women of the South are the same.

But does Garcia know?

I feel sure he is in complete ignorance. I watch them all every hour — every minute — but I can find no tangible evidence against anyone. The only motive that there can be is Madame Garcias jealousy.

Then she must be the culprit, Falconer said. It is evident that she must somehow doctor her hostesss food — eh? But surely that must be difficult.

No doubt, but it is being accomplished somehow, for how is it that none of us suffer from any ill-effects? said the girl.

Because you are not subject to acute indigestion as Mrs. Mapleton is, was his reply as he smiled meaningly. The attacks are certainly curious. They seem to occur after eating, just as indigestion would occur, Falconer went on. But how is it possible that this Spanish woman can tamper with her hostesss food alone, unless she is in league with the cook, and that is quite inconceivable. The whole history of both Garcia, and his wife, and Mapleton and Mrs. Mapleton certainly points to but one motive — Madame Garcias jealousy!

But do you think that Mr. Mapleton can have no knowledge of what is in progress? asked the girl to whom the young wireless engineer was so devoted.

No; Im convinced that he has not. His friend the doctor has diagnosed the complaint as indigestion, hence he has no suspicions, and does not seek a further medical opinion.

That is so. Mother only yesterday suggested to him in private that he should ask for another doctor to see his wife, but he declared that he had the greatest confidence in Dr. Garcias judgment. Then she added: It was Dr. Garcia himself who sent into Madrid for another doctor this morning.

Then we can do no more, save to still prosecute inquiries, and watch the progress of events.

During the next two days young Falconer was very busy making some tests with Poldhu. From the Devils Oven, far away on the rocky Cornish coast, they at first sent him replies on spark in response, but after twenty hours of hard work, during which they constantly disturbed the ether by sending long and numerous series of Vs — namely, three dots and a dash — the letter of the alphabet used in wireless for testing purposes, his transmission was at last declared by Poldhu to be good, but not anything really great — in fact R.7., as Poldhu put it.

There was still a fault somewhere, and amid that tangle of wires, the mass of up-to-date apparatus, and the great vacuum glass globes — huge balls of light when transmission was in progress — he stood dismayed and puzzled. A fault in wireless transmission is often most difficult to trace, and it was so in this case. The two engineers at Aranjuez had failed to discover it, and for that reason young Falconer had been sent over as an expert to find and remedy it. It was the more baffling because after re-wiring it the first time, he was able to communicate with Poldhu about Dr. Garcia and Mapleton. Then a slight fault had necessitated an alteration, and now it was again wrong.

As he stood there that morning gazing into the big valve-panel, undecided as to what test next to apply, one of the operators, a young Spaniard, handed him a message form, saying that it had just come in from Poldhu. It was in the International Code; therefore Falconer went to the adjoining room, and taking down the big book which gives a figure and letter code in all the principal commercial languages, including Japanese, he soon succeeded in de-coding the message.

When he did so he sat back aghast. The truth was now apparent.

His inquiries in London regarding the Mapletons were slowly throwing a light upon a most dramatic situation.

That day he felt justified in leaving his work early, and in the evening he travelled to the far north of Spain to San Sebastian, that gay seaside resort which is the favourite summer resort of the Madrileños. He arrived there in the early morning, having spent the night in the so-called express. He took his coffee at the old-fashioned Hôtel Ezcurra, in the Paseo de la Zurriola, and then he went round to the Prefecture of Police.

To the rather lazy underling whom he found there he made an explanation, and at ten oclock he was shown into the bureau of the chief of police himself, an elderly, alert little man, who listened to the young Englishman very attentively. As he proceeded with his story, and as he related what had been sent by wireless from England, the officials interest grew.

For two hours Geoffrey Falconer remained there, examining documents, and questioning four Spanish detectives by the aid of the official interpreter.

And now, Señor Falconer, said the chief of police at last, the best line of action for you is to return and keep a secret and strict watch. You know all I have told you, and what are my suspicions. It is fortunate, very fortunate, that your young lady friend has detected what is in progress. On my part I will send by to-nights mail a report to the police of Madrid, who will be on the alert for any developments. They will place our great pathologist, Professor Barrera, at your disposal, should any analysis be required. We are at the moment quite powerless to act, but we look to you for such information as shall save the ladys life.

About noon on the following day Falconer called at the Mapletons house in El Pardo as though upon a casual visit. As soon as he met Sylvia, the girl called him aside, and whispered:

Im so glad you are here, Geoffrey. Mrs. Mapleton had another attack last night, but is better now. She is in the habit of eating but very little dinner, and taking some patent invalid food just before going to bed. I managed to save a little of it before Martin cleared it away. Ive got it in a bottle upstairs.

Excellent. I will take it at once to Professor Barrera, replied Falconer. He will analyse it, and see whether it has been doctored.

The young Englishman remained to luncheon, and then, without telling anyone of his journey to San Sebastian, he went back to Madrid, and there saw the Professor, who had already been warned by the police.

Next day, when Falconer called upon Professor Barrera, he was told that into the invalid food had been introduced the juice of a certain poisonous mushroom which produced the exact symptoms of acute indigestion, and which, when absorbed by the human body, was almost impossible to detect. It was one of the most subtle and dangerous poisons known to modern toxicologists.

The mushroom is a large dark-grey fungus with scarlet spots and grows on the mountains. It is found often in the Guadarrama, he said. Whoever is using it must be an expert poisoner.

With that knowledge, and the other knowledge he now possessed, Falconer waited until evening, and then returned to El Pardo, where he was asked to remain to dinner, and to sleep, as a motor excursion had been arranged for the following day.

He dined, but though he went to his room, he could not sleep. The night was moonlit, and from his window he had a good view of the white road outside. Instead of undressing, he watched that road through the night hours until the first streak of dawn. It slowly became light at about four oclock, when suddenly he saw the figure of a man going out upon a brisk walk.

Without a seconds hesitation he took his hat, and creeping silently down the stairs, let himself out.

By that time the man, whose figure he had recognised as Martins, was far ahead. The morning mist was thick as, leaving the highway, he ascended the steep hill-path, Geoffrey, whose rubber-soled boots made but little noise, following swiftly.

The rough winding way led to the summit of the Crows Cliff, until Martin at last reached the top.

Then Geoffrey saw the butler bending down, eagerly, examining a patch of grass near the edge of the Cliff He was searching for that deadly grey fungus with the scarlet spots, which, when gathered at dawn, was most dangerous to human life!

Falconer, modest in his scientific achievements, but bold when faced with an alternative, saw the man in the act of picking one of the mushrooms, and suddenly sprang upon him.

At last, Martin! he cried. So it is you who are trying to poison your mistress! Now I know the truth!

The fellow, his face blanched, flung himself free.

What do you mean? shouted the exemplary butler in wild defiance.

I mean that you are not Mrs. Mapletons servant at all! You are her rightful husband, and moreover you were a partner with her in certain shady transactions. You and she ran a private gaming-house in Bayswater, and afterwards at San Sebastian. From the profits of the place Mrs. Mapleton derived her private income, unknown to Mapleton, who believes it is from Consols. Four years ago one Paul Berton, a rich French landowner, was robbed and died mysteriously in that house in San Sebastian — killed in circumstances which left no doubt in your wifes mind that you were the assassin.

Its quite untrue! protested Martin.

Let me go on, said Falconer. Your wife hated you, because you were a murderer. She fell in love with Mapleton, and under threats of disclosing your crime to the police, she compelled you to remain aside, and she married the man she loved. Then you persecuted the unfortunate woman, who believed that she was safely out of your clutches. You compelled her to engage you as her butler. Why? Your first idea was to poison Mapleton, so that you should get his money through his wife. But when she saw through your plot and threatened to expose you, you sought to secretly poison her, and thus close her lips — at the same time throwing suspicion upon the jealous woman, Madame Garcia!

A lie — an absolute lie!

No, it is the truth, Mr. Sharman — alias Barnes — alias half a dozen other names. Your record is at Scotland Yard, together with your finger prints. I have them in my pocket. Truly, yours is a dastardly and ingenious game. You poisoned poor Berton with the same decoction of mushroom-juice that you are now using on your wife!

Without a seconds delay the man Martin sprang at Geoffrey, who was close to the edge of the Crows Cliff — the execution place of the Middle Ages. Next moment the young radio-engineer, feeling himself gripped suddenly and rushed to the edge of the precipice, executed, to save his life, a very clever manœuvre, and by dint of some swift athletic turns he succeeded in swinging round his adversary until the latter had his back to the precipice.

The two men fought for life, there upon the very brink of the grave! Martin was determined to silence his accuser.

But Geoffrey, who at Oxford had learnt the Japanese system of self-defence, suddenly gripped the assassin by the waist, and rushing him backwards to the cliff, flung him from him with force, crying:

That is your fate — the same that every secret poisoner deserves!

There was a scream, and next instant the scoundrel struck a pointed rock just below. Then he fell heavily from crag to crag until, a few seconds later, he lay deep down in the undergrowth at the cliff foot, mangled and dead — his fate being indeed a just one.

Next day the Imparçial, in Madrid, printed a long account of the tragic discovery, with a photograph of the dead English servant. The paper called it The Mystery of the Crows Cliff. But even to-day Mr. Mapleton with the doctor and Mrs. Garcia naturally regard the whole affair as a tragic mystery, for they still aver that the butler Martin was one of the most trustworthy of servants, and believe that he must have met with foul play at the hands of some low-born enemy. Mrs. Mapleton alone suspects the truth!

Three months after the affair Geoffrey Falconer, who had been paid a very considerable sum for the rights of his improved microphone amplifier and for several improvements in wireless calling devices, asked Mrs. Beverley for her daughters hand.

The Wild Widow admired him, and after a long discussion, gave her consent. So six months ago they were married at St. Martins-in-the-Fields, and at the wedding nearly half the engineering staff from the Marconi Works at Chelmsford attended.

Truly the guilty secrets of many men and women have been detected by means of wireless, that science which daily reveals its further wonders to those persevering experimenters who seek so patiently to penetrate its mysteries.

THE END
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I. THE MYSTERY OF RASPUTINS JEWELS.
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FROM A DERELICT shed adjoining a lonely road which stretched for miles across the Norfolk fens, a strange shape slid silently into the night mist. It was a motor-car of an unfamiliar design. The body, of gleaming aluminium, was of unusual width, and was lifted high above the delicate chassis and spidery bicycle wheels that seemed almost too fragile to bear the weight of an engine.

Noiselessly the strange car backed out of the shed. There was no familiar teuf-teuf of the motor-engine; so silent was the car that it might have been driven by electricity, save that the air was filled with the reek of petrol.

Swinging round on the grass of the meadow, the car headed for the gateway, turned into the road, and sped along silently for a few miles.

It halted at length at a point where the narrow roadway widened somewhat and ran along an elevated embankment evidently constructed to raise the road above flood-level.

As the car came to rest, two leather-helmeted figures descended from the tiny cockpit in the body of it. One was a slim young fellow of twenty-five or twenty-six; the other, despite the clinging motor costume, showed feminine grace in every movement. It was a young girl, evidently in the early twenties.

The two set busily to work, and in a few minutes their strange car had undergone a wonderful transformation.

From each side shot out long twin telescopic rods. These, swiftly joined together by rapidly unrolled strips of fabric, soon resolved themselves into the wings of a tiny monoplane. From a cleverly hidden trap-door in the front of the car, appeared an extending shaft bearing a small propeller, whose twin blades, hinged so as to fold alongside the shaft when not in use, were quickly spread out and locked into position. A network of wire stays running from the wings to the fuselage of the car were speedily hooked up and drawn taut.

Then the two mysterious figures climbed again into the transformed car. There was a low, deep hum as the propellers began to revolve, the monoplane shot forward a few yards along the road, then lifted noiselessly, and, graceful and silent as a night-bird, vanished into the shrouding mist.

The adventures of the Gay Triangle had begun!

* * * * *

DICK MANTON, lounging idly in the Assembly Hall of the little town of Fenways, in the centre of the Norfolk Broads, watched with eyes half critical and half amused the throng of dancers circling gaily to the strains of three violins and a tinkling piano which did duty for an orchestra when the youth of Fenways amused itself with a dance.

Dick was wholly and entirely a product of the war. The lithe, slim body, hatchet face, and keen, resolute eyes stamped him from head to foot with the unmistakable cachet of the airman. He smiled, as he watched the dancers, in acknowledgment of the gay greeting flung to him by a score of laughing girls who, with the joy of youth, were giving themselves unreservedly to the pleasures of the fox-trot.

Dick was a general favourite, and more than one pretty girl in the room would have been only too glad to arouse something more than a passing interest in the young airman, whose dare-devil exploits above the German lines in France had brought him the Flying Cross, whose brilliant career had been cut short by a bullet wound, received in a dog-fight above Bethune, which had rendered him unfit for the continual hardships of active service. He had been offered a cushy job in acknowledgment of his services. But Dick could not bear the idea of being in the show and yet not of it, and had accepted his discharge with what philosophy he could muster.

His chief asset was his amazing knowledge of motor-engines. They had been his one absorbing craze. While in the Army he had studied intently every type of engine to which he could gain access; he had read every book on the subject upon which he could lay his hands, and even among the expert pilots of the Air Force he was acknowledged as a master of engine craft.

It was this knowledge of engines which had sent Dick into the motor business. He knew, of course, that he could have obtained a good post with one of the big companies had he chosen to stay in London. But his nerves were still tingling from the stress of war, and he was still weak from the after effects of his wounds. So, for the sake of peace and fresh air, he had invested a part of his capital in a small motor business at Fenways. If he was not making a fortune he was at least living, and the keen Norfolk air was rapidly bringing him back to health.

At times the longing for the old life, the rash and whirl of the city, came upon him with almost overwhelming force.

Suddenly a cameo of his days in France leapt into his mental vision. He found himself once again staring, as in a mirror, at the slim figure of a half-fainting French girl stealing through the dusk towards the British lines. A crackling volley of shots from the Boche lines followed her, but by some miracle she came on unhurt. Dick had been sent up to the front to supervise the removal of a German plane of a new pattern which had crashed just behind the trenches and had wandered into the front line (where, of course, he had no business!), and it was he who caught the exhausted girl in his arms as she dropped into the British trench.

He had often wondered since what had become of Yvette Pasquet. She had stayed on in the little town where Dicks squadron was stationed, and they had become good friends. Dick had thus learnt something of her tragic history.

An Alsatian, French to the finger-tips, Yvette had lived in London for some years and spoke English well. But she had seen her father and mother shot down by the Germans on the threshold of their home, and she herself had only been preserved from a worse fate by a young German officer, who had risked his life to save her from his drink-maddened soldiers. Sweet and gentle in all other respects, Yvette Pasquet was a merciless fiend where Germans were concerned; her hatred of them reached a passion of intensity which dominated every other emotion.

How she had managed to get through the German lines she never quite remembered. Her father had been well-to-do, and before her escape after the final tragedy, Yvette had managed to secure the scrip and shares which represented the bulk of his fortune, and had brought them across with her safely concealed under her clothing.

From that time forward she had been the brain of a remarkable organisation which had devoted itself to smuggling from the occupied regions into France gold, jewellery, and securities, which had been hidden from the prying eyes of the Hun.

After his wound Dick had lost sight of her. For many months he had lain dangerously ill, and when he had recovered sufficiently to write, Yvette had disappeared.

Dicks reverie was broken at length by a light touch on his arm. A penny for your thoughts! said a soft voice at his elbow.

Dick came to earth with a jerk. The voice was that of Yvette herself! And when he turned he found her standing beside him, smiling into his face with the light of sheer mischief dancing in her brilliant eyes. With her was a tall young Frenchman, obviously her brother.

Yvette! Dick gasped in sheer amazement. What on earth brings you here?

I came to look for you, my friend, was the quaint but sufficiently startling reply in excellent English. But let me present my brother. Jules — this is Mr Manton.

Dick, his head in a whirl, mechanically acknowledged the introduction. Yvette had come to look for him! What could it mean?

We came down from London this evening, Yvette explained, and are staying at the George. We soon found your rooms, and hearing you were here decided to give you a surprise.

You have certainly succeeded, Dick rejoined. But how on earth did you learn I was in Fenways?

Well, said Yvette, its no mystery. I happened to meet Vincent quite by accident in Paris, and he told me where you were. Vincent was an old flying colleague, and one of the very few people with whom Dick had cared to keep in touch.

I have tried several times to find you, went on the girl, but even your own War Office didnt seem to know what had become of you after you left the Army, and my letters were returned to me.

Then her manner changed.

Dick, she said seriously, I came down to see you on business — important business. I cant explain here. I want you to come back to Town with us in the morning. My brother and I have a proposition to put before you. We want your help. Will you come?

Wonderingly, Dick consented.

Yes, he said, I shall be glad. My assistant can quite well look after things here while I am away.

Very well, said Yvette, with a look of relief which did not escape Dick, thats settled. Now let us enjoy ourselves.

Dick spent a sleepless night, crowded with old memories which kept him wide awake. Next morning he found himself with his two companions in the train for London. Arriving at Liverpool Street, they took a taxi and were soon comfortably ensconced in a private room at a small but exclusive West End hotel.

It was not until after lunch that Yvette opened a conversation that was destined to exercise a powerful influence on Dick Mantons career.

Now, Dick, — she called him Deek— before I say anything I must make it a condition that under no circumstances will you ever mention what passes between us. I know I can trust you implicitly. I am going to make you an offer which you are absolutely free either to accept or refuse. It will surprise you, and you are entitled to a full explanation. But in case you refuse, not a word of our conversation must ever pass your lips under any circumstances whatever. Do you agree?

Of course I do, replied Dick, wondering what was coming.

Very well, laughed Yvette, now I can tell you everything.

You will remember, she went on, what I was doing in France — smuggling money and valuables out of the reach of the Germans. Well, I am doing the same thing still, but on a different scale and by different methods. I dare say you know that there is an enormous amount of smuggling into England; the heavy import duties have made it a very profitable game. What you probably dont know is that it is mostly carried on by Germans. There is a regular organisation at work, clever, secret, and highly efficient. But the chain, like every chain, has a weak link, and I happen to have found it. The head of the whole undertaking is Otto Kranzler, of Frankfort. You will remember him. He was the commandant responsible for the murder of my father and mother.

I remember! Dick exclaimed.

At the very moment Kranzler is in Paris, looking for an opportunity to get into England with a wonderful collection of jewels, which formed a part of those given to the mock-monk Rasputin by the late Czarina of Russia and some of his wealthy female admirers. Now, Dick, I want those jewels, and I am going to have them?

But how? queried Dick.

Kranzler is in a serious difficulty. So far as I can make out the jewels were brought into Germany by a Bolshevik agent for disposal, of course, against the German law. Rasputins jewels were liable to confiscation, and by some means the German Secret Police got wind of the affair. Kranzler, however, was too quick for them, and slipped over the frontier into France in the nick of time. Now he is in a quandary.

Under French law he has so far committed no offence, and cannot be arrested. But if he attempts either to deal in the jewels or to export them he will find himself in trouble. The French police are wide-awake — of course, they got a tip from the Germans — and are watching him as a cat watches a mouse.

So there he is, she went on, planted in an hotel with jewels worth at least fifty thousand pounds, and unable to move! His one chance is to get the jewels away by a messenger. He is clever and may succeed, but I dont think he will. He has already tried but without success.

I have a plan. I think I can get the jewels out of the hotel. But they must be brought to England, and there is the difficulty. When Kranzler loses them he cant make any formal complaint, but he will certainly get out of France as speedily as possible; that will give the game away, and the watch on the boats will be keener than ever. I dare not risk sending them by a messenger. An aeroplane is the only chance. And I want you to fly that aeroplane!

Dick coloured painfully.

But, my dear Yvette, he stammered, you dont mean to say you intend — ?

To steal the jewels? Yvette completed the sentence.

Yes, Dick admitted, horribly embarrassed. He found it impossible to associate Yvette with what appeared to him a piece of cold-blooded larceny.

I quite expected you to say that, Dick, Yvette replied. And perhaps I should have thought less of you if you had said anything else. But surely you dont take me for a common thief? Without waiting for Dicks reply, she went on: Now, try to look at this affair through our French eyes for a moment. Im going to have those jewels — at least, Im going to try. Who am I hurting? A German who robbed me of my father and mother! Would any Frenchman or Frenchwoman hesitate a moment? He is a thief and a murderer! Whom am I benefiting? Myself? Not for a moment; I wouldnt touch a penny of the money. If I bring this off — and I think I shall — there will be at least a million francs to help on the restoration of the devastated regions of France. Now, Dick, you helped France once. Wont you do it again? I must have some one I can trust, and I know no one but yourself. It will be great sport to beat the police of two countries, she added with a laugh.

Dicks imagination caught fire. It was impossible to resist Yvettes appeal. He was more weary than he knew of his humdrum life in Norfolk, and here was an adventure after his own heart. His mind was swiftly made up.

Im on, Yvette! he said shortly.

To his amazement, the girl burst into a sudden passion of tears.

On? Dick — if you could only realise what it means to me! she sobbed. I have been all through the smashed-up parts of France — everything, even our churches, is smashed and broken and defiled. The poor people are working desperately to restore their old homes, and they only want help to be happy again. But France has no money, and Germany wont pay — as every one foresaw except your British statesmen. Do you think I am likely to hesitate to rob a German thief when it means happiness for hundreds of French men and women and children?

He tried clumsily to comfort her, and at length she grew more calm.

There is no time to be lost, she declared. We must get over to Paris to-night. I have lately learnt to fly, and my aeroplane is hidden a few miles from Paris. The real problem is to get hold of the jewels and bring them safely out of the hotel. Then the aeroplane can start at once.

But what about Lympne? Dick asked. You know all aeroplanes entering England from the Continent must land at Lympne for identification and customs examination. And the jewels would certainly be found.

You must not land at Lympne, Yvette declared positively. You will have to get in unobserved and land somewhere away from any aerodrome. You can abandon the aeroplane; that wont matter if you get through safely.

And leave it to be identified in a few hours time by the engine marks? asked Dick. No, Yvette, that wont do. And besides, he went on, there wouldnt be the slightest chance of getting through. The new wireless direction-finders would give me away long before I could even reach the coast, and the Air Police would do the rest. I should simply be shadowed till I landed — or even shot down if I refused to land! Four smuggling planes were picked up last week by the new wireless-detectors, and every one was captured.

Then I dont know what I shall do, Yvette replied blankly. I thought you would surely be able to slip over at night.

Then Dick, even against his better judgment, which warned him he was taking on a foolhardy enterprise, sprang his great surprise.

Well, he said, perhaps I can help you, after all. You know, in Fenways Im supposed to be only a motor-dealer. Really, I have been working for over two years quite secretly on a combination of aeroplane and motor-car, and now I think I have got it about perfect. You can change the motor-car to a little monoplane in less than half an hour. The wing struts telescope back into the body, so does the propeller-shaft, and the blades fold back along the shaft.

Have you really? she gasped eagerly.

Yes. Best of all, Ive got an absolute silencer on the exhaust; Ive run the engine at top speed on the ground and found I could not hear it a hundred yards away. So far I have only made one or two flights, but they were quite successful. It seats two in little cockpits placed one on each side of the centre line where the propeller shaft runs. Why shouldnt we try to fly her over tonight? I feel pretty sure we could do it at ten thousand feet without the direction-finders knowing anything about us.

Excellent! cried the girl.

The great disadvantage is that I cant get any speed to speak of on the ground. I have had to make everything very light, of course, and I fancy about twenty miles an hour, unless the roads were exceptionally good, would be our limit. We should have no chance of getting away if we were chased on the ground — or in the air, for that matter — if we were spotted. We might fly over to-night and chance getting caught. Of course, I have my pilots certificate, and if we were caught I could easily explain that I was making a night flight and my compass had gone wrong. It wouldnt be a very serious matter the first time as, of course, we should have nothing contraband. If we got over safely we could take the chance of coming back loaded.

Yvette had become suddenly radiant.

Why, Dick! she cried, thats the very thing. We simply cant be caught. And when we land anywhere we can be ordinary motorists. Its wonderful — wonderful!

Dont be too sure, replied Dick grimly. The Air Police are pretty wide awake. However, its worth trying. Now, shall we go to-night? Theres a train from Liverpool Street at six-twenty. We shall get down to Fenways by nine. We shall have five miles to walk to the shed where I keep the machine — of course, we darent drive out — and we must manage to reach Paris about dawn. If we are too early I cannot land in the dark, and if we are late people will be about and we shall run the risk of being spotted.

Yvette promptly produced a small but beautifully clear contour map.

Theres your landing-place, she said, pointing to a large clearing surrounded by thick woods. Its about fifteen miles from Paris, and my own aeroplane is pushed in under the edge of the trees. It is quite a lonely spot in the forest a little to the north of Triel. Of late years the forest has been very much neglected and very few people go there. An old farmer, who lives quite alone, grazes a few sheep in the clearing, and I have, of course, had to arrange with him about my machine. He thinks I am an amateur flyer, and I have told him I am making some secret experiments and paid him to keep quiet. I flew the machine there myself when I bought it from the François Frères, of Bordeaux. Of course, I had my papers all in order when I bought it.

All right; that will do well enough, said Dick. We will go over to-night. Jules can go by the boat train.

A few hours later Dick and Yvette were standing in the shed beside the strange motor-car, Dick rapidly explaining the system of converting the machine into a monoplane.

We must get off the ground as quickly as possible, he said. People go to bed early in these parts, but there is always a chance of some one being about, and I dont want to be caught while we are making the change.

At a suitable spot on the road, the change was made. It occupied Dick, with Yvettes skilful help, just twenty minutes.

We can do it in fifteen, he declared, when you are thoroughly accustomed to it.

As a matter of fact they did it in less on one memorable occasion some weeks later when their pursuers were hot on their heels.

Soon they were speeding swiftly southwards. Dick had set the monoplane on a steep, upward slant, aiming to reach ten thousand feet before he drew abreast of London. Thanks to the clinging mist, they were soon utterly out of sight from below, and Dick had to steer by compass until they sighted thirty miles ahead, and slightly to their right, the great twin beams of light which marked the huge aerodrome at Croydon.

Then Dick veered to the south-east, flying straight for Lympne and the French coast. After all, he argued, the bold course was the best. No one would expect an aeroplane on an illicit errand to venture right above the head-quarters of the Air Police, and should any machine be about on lawful business the noise of their engines would prevent the detectors picking up the throbbing whirr of the propeller, which, of course, could not be absolutely silenced.

Fortune favoured them. As they drew nearer to Lympne, swinging in from the slightly easterly course he had set, Dick caught sight of the navigation lights of the big mail aeroplane heading from London to Paris. His own machine, bearing, of course, no lights, was far above the stranger, the thunder of whose big engines came clearly up to them. A couple of red flares from the big plane signalled her code to the aerodrome, the searchlight blinked an acknowledgment, and the mail plane tore swiftly onward. Dick could not match its hurtling speed, but he followed along its track, confident that he would now be undetected.

They swept silently above the brilliantly lighted aerodrome, then across the Channel, and just as dawn was breaking detected the Triel forest, and dropped lightly to earth almost alongside Yvettes machine. By eight oclock the machine, now a motor-car, was safely locked up in a disused stable in the Montmartre quarter of Paris, and Dick, Jules, and Yvette were soon in deep consultation.

That evening, just as dusk was falling, a half-drunken coachman sprawled lazily on a bench set against a wall in the deep courtyard of the Baton dOr, a quiet hotel located in aback street in the market quarter of Paris. By his side was a bottle of vin blanc. Before him, harnessed to a dilapidated carriage, stood his horse, a dejected-looking animal enough.

Directly over his head, at a window of a room on the third floor, two men stood talking. One of them was Otto Kranzler.

Two rooms away, on the same floor, a curious little drama was being enacted.

Lounging on a sofa near the door was Dick Manton. Yvette, on a chair drawn near the window, faced him.

Yvette rang the bell, and the two were talking when a chambermaid appeared.

Coffee and cognac for two, Yvette ordered.

A few minutes later the girl reappeared. She crossed the room with a tray and set it on the table in front of Yvette.

As the maid turned Dicks arm was slipped round her, and a chloroformed pad was pressed swiftly over her face. Taken utterly by surprise, the girl was too firmly held to do more than struggle convulsively, and in a few moments, as the drug took effect, she lay a limp heap in Dicks arms.

Snatching from a valise a chambermaids costume and cap, Yvette swiftly transformed herself into a replica of the unconscious girl. Then picking up the tray and its contents she silently left the room, having poured a few drops of colourless liquid into each of the glasses of brandy.

Kranzler was evidently in a bad temper.

I tell you, he said to his companion, there must be a way out. That infernal—

There was a knock at the door, and a chambermaid entered with coffee and liqueurs. It was Yvette!

Would the messieurs require anything further? she asked as she set down the tray.

No, thats all for to-night, said Kranzler in a surly tone, as he picked up the brandy and drained it with obvious relish. His companion followed suit.

Dick was sitting beside the unconscious girl as Yvette re-entered the room.

Shes quite all right, he said, as he watched her narrowly for signs of returning consciousness, but I must give her a little more just as we are leaving. How did you get on?

Splendidly, said Yvette; they noticed nothing, and I saw them both drink the brandy as I left the room.

Ten minutes later Yvette re-entered Kranzlers room. The two men had collapsed into chairs. Both were sleeping heavily.

Without losing a second Yvette tore open Kranzlers waistcoat and passed her hand rapidly over his body. A moment later she had slit open the unconscious mans shirt, and from a belt of webbing which ran round his shoulders cut away a flat leather pouch.

From her pocket she took a reel of strong black thread. To one end of this she fastened the pouch, and, crouching by the open window, pushed the pouch over the sill and swiftly lowered it into the darkness.

A moment later came a sort of tug at the line, the thread snapped, and Yvette let the end fall. Then, with a glance at her drugged victims, she snatched up the tray and returned with it to her own room.

Lying on the sofa, the chambermaid stirred uneasily. She was evidently recovering. While Yvette swiftly discarded her disguise Dick again pressed the chloroform to the girls face.

A few moments later Mr and Mrs Wilson, of London, were being escorted by the hotel porter to a waiting taxi-cab.

They never returned.

In the semi-darkness of the courtyard the drunken coachman had stiffened and leant back against the wall as a small, dark object lightly touched his shoulder. His arm, twisted behind him, felt for and found a slender thread. Held against the wall behind him was the flat leather pouch which Yvette had lowered. A moment later it was transferred to a capacious pocket, and the coachman, staggering uncertainly to his horse, mounted the carriage and drove noisily out of the yard. No one paid the slightest attention to him; no one realised that that uncouth exterior concealed the slim form of Jules Pasquet, his nerves quivering with excitement at the success of the Gay Triangles first daring coup.

An hour later the Paris police took charge of an old horse found aimlessly dragging an empty carriage along one of the boulevards. About the same time, from a forest clearing fifteen miles away from Paris, a tiny monoplane rose silently into the air and sped away in the direction of the French coast.

Kranzler left Paris the following day and returned to Germany. He was strictly searched at the frontier, of course without result, and the puzzled French police never solved the problem of how, as they thought, he had beaten them. He had not dared to complain. Mr and Mrs Wilson were never even suspected, for by a strange coincidence some articles of jewellery were stolen from another room that same night, and when the drugged chambermaid told her story it was assumed that the Wilsons were hotel thieves of the ordinary type.

A month later the Petit Parisien announced in black type with a flaring headline:

An anonymous gift of one million francs has been received by the French Government, to be devoted to the relief of the devastated regions of France.


II. A RACE FOR A THRONE.
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PARIS, KEENLY SENSITIVE to political vibrations which left less emotional centres relatively unmoved, was rippling with excitement.

The death of the aged King John of Galdavia had been followed by the sudden appearance of a second claimant to the stormy throne of the latter principality in the Middle East, and the stormy petrels of politics, to whom international political complications are as the breath of life, had scented trouble from afar, and were flocking to the gay city. For the moment, however, the rest of the world seemed to take but little interest in the new problem. It was generally felt that the succession to the Throne of Galdavia was a matter for the Galdavians alone, and only a few long-sighted individuals perceived the small cloud, no bigger than a mans hand, which threatened to darken the entire political firmament.

Back in his quiet Norfolk home, Dick Manton had dropped into a state of profound dejection. The adventure of the Russian Jewels, with its wild plunge into the thrills of the old life, had awakened an irrepressible desire for action and movement which had lain dormant while his shattered health was being slowly re-established.

Now, fully recovered, and in the perfection of physical condition, he could only contemplate with distaste and aversion continued existence in the humdrum surroundings of East Anglia.

But what was he to do? Like thousands of others he felt that the ordered life of civilisation, with every daily action laid out according to plan, was for him impossible. His was essentially one of the restless spirits, stirred into life by the war, which craved action, difficulty, and even danger. Moreover his growing affection for Yvette troubled him.

Yvette had been delicately brought up. She was accustomed to luxury, and Dick could only realise that his present prospects were such that, even if he were sure she cared for him, a marriage between them must entail such sacrifice on her part as he could not contemplate with equanimity.

But, though dull, he had not been idle. The brilliant initial test of the new motor-plane, which he had fancifully christened The Mohawk had stirred his ambition, and every moment he could snatch from business had been devoted to thinking out and applying improvements. Some of these had been of real importance, and the machine had gained substantially in strength and lifting power, as well as in speed both on the ground and in the air. He was also making experiments in gliding.

For some months he had heard little of Yvette. A few brief notes had told him she was well. But that was all, and he felt a little hurt. He never dreamed that Yvettes feelings were singularly like his own; that she, too, was the prey of emotions which sometimes alarmed her. They were, in fact, kept apart by Dicks shyness and poverty, and by the French girls profound pride and reserve.

Matters were in this stage when Dick, to his great surprise, received a brief telegram from Yvette.

Can you come to Paris? very urgent — Yvette, the message ran.

Dick left at once and next evening found him with Yvette and Jules at a small hotel near the Gare du Nord. After a cordial greeting Yvette, as usual, plunged direct into the business in hand.

Now, Dick, she said, our last adventure was quite a success. Are you good for something more exciting and decidedly more dangerous? Or, she added mischievously, is Norfolk and the motor business exciting and dangerous enough for you?

Dick laughed.

To tell the truth, he replied, smiling, Im about fed up with both of them. You can count me in on anything short of murder.

I hope it wont come to that, was Yvettes rejoinder, but I admit you may find your automatic pistol useful, perhaps indispensable. But let me explain. You English dont take much interest in foreign politics, and perhaps you havent — in Norfolk — paid much attention to Galdavia.

I read that King John has died, Dick rejoined, but I didnt suppose it made much difference.

Just as I expected! said Yvette, laughing. Well, it does; it makes quite a lot of difference as it happens. Of course it ought not to. In the ordinary way Milenko, the son of King John, should succeed peacefully enough. But he has done some foolish things, and he is not too popular. There is a strong party in Galdavia which professes to object to the manner in which John was called to the throne. You know, of course, how it happened; he was summoned after his predecessor, King Boris, was killed by a bomb. Legally, of course, Milenkos claim is unchallengeable. But legality doesnt count for too much in Galdavian politics, and a second claimant to the throne has appeared in the person of Prince Michael Ostrovitch, whose title lies in the fact that he is descended from a brother of Boriss grandfather. He was only a boy when John was chosen, and in any case he would have had no possible chance of election, for Galdavian opinion then was overwhelmingly in favour of John. But there has been a change. The change would not be enough to cause uneasiness, but for the appearance of another and very sinister influence, and she paused.

We are convinced that Germany, for very obvious motives, is backing Prince Ostrovitch, she went on. The scheme is being very skilfully worked, and so far we have failed entirely to secure positive proof. If we could do so the plot would be at an end, for France and Great Britain, and perhaps even America would intervene at once. They would never allow a German puppet to ascend the throne of Galdavia. But they would not interfere with a fait accompli, especially if Ostrovitchs election were so stage-managed as to give it the appearance of a popular movement.

I quite see the point, Manton said, much interested.

Now we have found out this much, she went on. Jules and I have been working at the case for some weeks, and we have both been to Langengrad, the capital. The secret is there. Bausch and Horst, — she named two well-known agents of the German Foreign Office— are both there, disguised and under assumed names. We believe that a formal agreement is being prepared between the Ostrovitch Party and Germany. Now, neither the Germans nor the Ostrovitch Party fully trust one another, and each will seek to safeguard itself by documents which in the event of treachery by either side would mean certain ruin. I am convinced that such a document either exists or is being drawn up, and we must get hold of it if the peace of Europe is to be kept. Now, she added slowly, I want you to come with me to Langengrad and get it!

Dick sat silent for a moment.

I want to ask one or two questions, he said at length. Do you mind telling me how you come to be in this?

I expected that, of course, replied Yvette. The answer is simple enough. I have been working for a long time for the French Secret Service.

And why do you want me? Dick queried.

Yvette coloured.

I didnt expect that, Dick, she answered slowly. I want you first because I know you thoroughly, and secondly because I must have the Mohawk. If you decide to go we shall go in the Mohawk as motorists touring for pleasure. But if we succeed we shall certainly have to leave Langengrad in a desperate hurry, and we should certainly find all the roads blocked. What chance do you think a motor-car, to say nothing of such a conspicuous oddity as the Mohawk, would have of getting all through Austria-Hungary and Germany, even if it got over the Galdavian frontier, when so many people in Galdavia, Austria, and Germany would have the liveliest interest in stopping it? No, we must fly out of Galdavia. We cannot fly in, because our passports must be in order — but we shall have to fly out.

Dick smiled, but made no comment.

But remember this, the girl said, if we arouse the slightest suspicion it is a hundred to one we shall never return. The French Foreign Office cannot appear in the matter under any circumstances. If we succeed, it means a big reward; if we fall into Ostrovitchs hands — ! and a shrug of Yvettes shapely shoulders ended the sentence.

Very well, Yvette, exclaimed Manton. Ill go with you. Theres no one to worry about me, anyhow, and Im fed up with Norfolk. When do we start?

The sooner the better. Is the Mohawk ready?

Yes, replied Dick. I can start half an hour after I get back.

Then you had better go over by the air express to-morrow morning, replied Yvette, and fly back to-morrow night. I will meet you at the old place ready to start. You can leave all papers to me.

Then Jules took up the story and for a couple of hours Dick listened carefully to the details of the organisation which Jules and Yvette had set up in Langengrad, and he marvelled greatly at the extent and thoroughness of the work which had been done in so short a time.

A few days later Dick and Yvette, under the names of Monsieur and Mademoiselle Victor, sister and brother, crossed the German frontier in the Mohawk in the guise of tourists motoring through Germany and Austria-Hungary to Galdavia. Their passports, prepared by the French Secret Service and bearing all the necessary visas, got them through without the smallest difficulty. Speaking French really well, Dick had no doubt that, outside France at any rate, he could safely pass for a young French officer. Jules had remained behind to carry out his share of the campaign.

Dick drove steadily via Stuttgart and Munich to Salzburg, where he loaded up the Mohawk with all the petrol she could carry for the last stage of the journey. From Salzburg he proposed to fly across the mountains to Klagenfurt, where he hoped to pick up the line of the Drave River and follow it to its confluence with the Danube. From there a brief trip by road would bring them to the borders of Galdavia.

It was a lovely autumn evening when the queer-looking motor-car left the Bristol Hotel at Salzburg and slid along the road to Radstadt, the winter sport resort. Very soon a sufficiently lonely spot was reached and from a smooth patch of moorland turf the Mohawk rose into the air just as the full moon was rising above the great mountains. The engine was working splendidly and the Mohawk climbing swiftly into the keen air travelled steadily until, just before midnight, Dick and Yvette sighted simultaneously the lake at Klagenfurt and the silvery line of the Drave stretching away to the eastward.

With nearly three hundred miles to fly Dick set the Mohawk on a course parallel to the Drave and slightly to the south of it, and for hour after hour they flew on through the brilliant night. Five thousand feet up, they had no fear of detection and gave themselves up to enjoy the beauty of the glorious panorama unfolded below them.

In less than five hours the Danube was sighted and crossed, and just as dawn was breaking, the Mohawk came to earth a few miles from the little town of Neusatz. Quickly the aeroplane was metamorphosed into a motor-car and the tourists ran into Neusatz, the little Danube town, for breakfast and rest. A few hours later they were across the borders of Galdavia and heading for Langengrad, the old capital surmounted by a frowning fortress built by the Turks in the Middle Ages.

Twenty-five miles from the city they halted at a wayside inn.

This is where we shall meet Fedor, Yvette explained.

It was not until after they had had dinner, a homely meal in the true Galdavian fashion, and it grew dark, that they heard from the roadway three sharp blasts on a motor-horn.

There he is! exclaimed the shrewd athletic girl. Get the car out, Dick!

The latter hurried to the shed at the rear which served as a garage and when, a few moments later, he drove the Mohawk into the white dusty roadway he found a big touring car drawn up and Yvette talking to a tall, dark-eyed young fellow whom she introduced to Dick as Count Fedor Ruffo.

Dick gazed at him with quick interest, for he had heard much of a wonderful invention of the Count which was expected to play an important part in their quest. Fedor was a young fellow of quiet demeanour, with the long nervous hands of an artist, a delicately cultured voice and soft dreamy eyes. Dick took him for an Austrian, which he afterwards found to be correct. He had taken a high degree in science at Vienna and had settled in Langengrad as a teacher at the University there.

Follow the Counts car as closely as possible, Dick, said Yvette. We want to slip into Langengrad unnoticed, if possible. The fewer people who see the Mohawk the better.

The Counts car moved away almost noiselessly into the darkness. Several times Fedor stopped and listened intently, and once they waited an hour at a point where two roads crossed. Nothing happened, however, and about one oclock in the morning they reached the outskirts of Langengrad. Here the Count left the main road and slipped into a series of crooked by-streets lit only by the light of the moon. Finally, he turned into the courtyard of an old-fashioned house standing in its own grounds and the Mohawk was speedily backed into a large empty shed, and the door locked.

Now, Mr Manton, said the Count in fair English, will you drive Miss Pasquet in my car to the Continental and register there? She knows the way. Rooms have been taken for you. You had better use my car while you are here. In the meantime if we meet in public remember we are strangers. Foreigners here are pretty closely watched.

The Hotel Continental at Langengrad is one of those cosmopolitan caravanserais dear to the heart of the tourist. As usual it was crowded, and even at two oclock in the morning the cafe was humming with activity. Consequently Dick and Yvette arrived almost unnoticed. Explaining that they had been delayed by a motor breakdown they were soon in their rooms and were sound asleep.

Next morning Yvette took Dick out into the gay pleasant city of boulevards and handsome buildings. He was immensely interested in the brilliant scene, but he realised they were on a desperate mission and took care to fix firmly in his mind the roads they would have to use. It was necessary, of course, to keep up the appearance of being mere gaping sightseers and they went from shop to shop buying a quantity of souvenirs which neither desired in the smallest degree, and arranging for them to be delivered to their hotel.

In the Balkanskaya, one of the principal streets, Yvette paused at last before a jewellers window which blazed with gems. A moment later, followed by Dick, she slipped into a narrow passage at the side of the shop and turning into a doorway began to mount a flight of stairs which seemingly led to suites of offices in the upper part of the building. On the third floor she halted before a dingy door, and knocked softly.

Instantly the door was opened by Fedor who, inviting them within, shut the door and locked it. Well, Fedor, what luck? Yvette asked.

The best, was the reply. We have been able to find out exactly the people with whom Bausch and Horst are associating, and where their meetings are being held. You have arrived in the very nick of time. I fancy — indeed, I am almost sure — the agreement will be signed either to-night or to-morrow night. I have overheard most of their talk.

But how have you managed that? Dick asked eagerly.

Miss Pasquets telephone, of course, said Fedor. Didnt she tell you about it? Yvette blushed and laughed.

You didnt know I was an electrician, did you, Dick? she said. Well, you will soon see my little invention at work. But it is nothing to compare with Fedors.

The good-looking Count talked earnestly for half an hour, acquainting them fully with the work of Yvettes agents in the Galdavian capital, until Dick became amazed at the perfection of the organisation which the alert young French girl had so swiftly created.

Ostrovitchs Party, Fedor concluded, usually meet at the house of General Mestich, who, as you know, is the Commander of the Headquarter Troops in Langengrad. He is a wonderfully able man, but is a confirmed gambler and bon viveur, and is head over ears in debt. He plays at the Jockey Club each night. There can be no doubt whatever that he has been bought by Germany. His house in the Dalmatinska for a long time has been notorious for its rowdy parties, and as a result it is quite easy for the conspirators to meet there without attracting undue attention. I am certain the Government does not realise how far things have gone yet. There is not a scrap of direct evidence. Mestich is personally very popular, and would in any ordinary matter carry with him a big volume of public opinion. But he dare not, as yet, venture on any direct revolutionary action. His hope is to give his plot some semblance of a popular movement, and he is gradually winning important adherents. If he is given enough time I think he will succeed. But without Bausch and Horst — that is without Germany — the plot must go to pieces. They are finding the money, which is being spent like water.

This is certainly interesting, Dick exclaimed. What are your intentions?

Well, immediately opposite Mestichs house is an old building which for many years has been used as a store. It belongs to a loyalist friend of ours, and I can use it as I like. From one of the upper windows it is possible to see right into Mestichs little salon, where the meetings are held. We will meet there to-night. You must come separately to the alley at the back; we dare not enter by the front. There is a small doorway there, half overgrown by clematis and apparently never used. I will be inside waiting to open the door when you knock.

For the rest of the day Dick and Yvette were careful to behave as ordinary tourists doing the sights of Langengrad, the Rathaus, the Museum, and the Opera House, and still buying piles of useless souvenirs. But they were soon to realise that a careful watch was kept on all strangers in Langengrad.

Just as they were finishing dinner that night they were approached by an officious little black-moustached man who sent a waiter to call them aside. When they were in a small smoking-room he made a courteous request for their papers. These were, of course, in order, and Dick had no misgivings on the point. But for some reason the shrewd, sallow-faced official seemed suspicious, and Dick noticed with anxiety that he spoke faultless French.

Would his own, he wondered, pass muster?

Monsieur speaks French like an Englishman, the police officer suddenly rapped out.

Luckily Dick was prepared.

Yes, he answered readily, I was brought up in England. I was at school at Rugby. My friends in our French Air Force nicknamed me The Englishman.

The officer, it appeared, had also been an airman and proceeded to talk interestingly on the subject of aero engines. He was perfectly courteous, but none the less Dick had an uncomfortable suspicion that he was beneath a human microscope. Fortunately the subject was on one which he could not possibly be stumped and try as he would the police official found he had met his match.

Dick was intensely interested and amused by his skill and courtesy. None the less the position was most dangerous. He realised fully that — as was indeed the fact — the officer might be one of Mestichs lieutenants, and unless he could be satisfied their chances of getting away from Langengrad were trifling.

At length he seemed satisfied that Dick was really what he pretended to be, and finally left them with a courteous farewell, having accepted a glass of slivovitza — or plum gin — the liqueur of the Galdavians — and chatted for a time on ordinary topics.

That man is dangerous, Dick, whispered Yvette when he had gone. We shall have to be most careful. I wish I knew how much he knows, or suspects.

They were soon to learn how acute this visitor really was!

Shortly after, Dick, smoking an exquisite cigarette such as can only be bought in Langengrad, a dark coat thrown over his evening dress, left the hotel quite openly, but keenly on the alert. He suspected he might be followed, a premonition that was to prove useful.

He strolled idly through the broad Kossowska agog with evening life, gradually working his way towards the rendezvous, and keeping a sharp look out. Soon he picked out the figure of a man who always seemed to be about fifty yards behind him. A few turns through side streets confirmed his suspicions; clearly, he was being shadowed!

Dick Mantons brain always worked rapidly in a crisis. Obviously the man must be got rid of. So he speedily formed a plan.

Strolling down the alley behind the old storehouse, Dick marked the exact locality of the clematis-grown doorway, passed it and then turned, so timing his movement that he and his pursuer met exactly outside the door. It was the agent of political police who had interrogated him after dinner!

Further pretence was useless, and Dick came straight to the point.

To what am I indebted for Monsieurs very polite attentions? he demanded bluntly.

The stranger shrugged his shoulders insolently.

Langengrad at night is not too healthy for foreigners, he replied with an obvious sneer, and of course we feel responsible for—

He got no further. Dicks clenched fist jerked upward with every ounce of his strength and skill behind it. Taken utterly by surprise the police agent was caught squarely on the point of the jaw and went down like a log.

Dick tapped at the door, which was instantly opened by Fedor, and together they dragged the unconscious officer inside. A moment later he was securely bound, gagged and blindfolded.

Dick was now thoroughly alarmed about Yvette. Would she be followed, and if so, could she win clear?

Here fortune favoured them. Apparently the police official, whatever his suspicions were, had meant to make sure of Dick, knowing that Yvette alone could not escape him. A few minutes later they heard her knock, and soon all three were in the house.

Safe enough now, said Fedor laconically as he led the way through piles of stored goods to an upper room at the top of the building.

The room was faintly illuminated by a gleam of moonlight which came through a skylight in the roof, and when a small lamp was turned on Dick looked around him with keen interest. Filthily dirty, and apparently unused for years, the room was crammed with a heterogeneous mass of canvas packages and wooden boxes. The only window was covered with shutters through which circular holes had been bored to admit light, but these were covered over with flaps of felt. The dust of years lay thick everywhere.

Dicks attention was instantly centred on a large, square table in the middle of the room.

Upon the table stood what appeared to be a big camera, its lens pointing to the window, with a screen of ground glass at the back of the camera exposed. A few feet behind, on a tripod, stood a small cinema apparatus with the lens aperture directed at the ground glass plate of the camera. To each ran electric wires from a bracket on the wall of the room. The whole of the electrical apparatus was weird and complicated.

There were also on the table two head telephones connected by wires to the horn of what looked like a large phonograph.

Now, Mr Manton, said Fedor in a low, intense voice, I will show you my new apparatus. Mademoiselle Pasquet knows about it.

Dick was breathless with excitement. Yvettes story of Fedors wonderful invention had filled him with keenest curiosity.

If you will look through one of the holes in this shutter, Fedor went on, you will see, directly opposite, the window of Mestichs dining-room. The curtains are drawn, but you will see the room is lighted inside. He and his friends have been there for some time; apparently they have been awaiting Horst. Dick looked through the hole and saw the lighted window. Now, come and look at the screen, urged the Count.

As he spoke he touched an electric switch. Immediately a soft purring noise came from the camera and on the screen there showed a vivid well-focused picture of a room with about a dozen men seated round a long table. The interior of the closed room was revealed by the new invention. At the head of the table, facing the camera, sat a big, soldierly man whom Dick at once recognised, from his published photographs, as General Mestich.

Fedor rapidly named the others — Bausch, Horst, Colonel Federvany, leader of the Parliamentary Opposition, several officials of the Galdavian Government and War Office, and two or three Jew financiers, one of whom named Mendelssohn Dick knew to be of international reputation.

The marvellous picture was framed in a solid black outline. It gave a curious effect, just as though one were looking from the darkness into a fiercely lighted cave.

Dick was almost stupefied with astonishment.

Do you mean to say that that is the room in the house on the opposite side of the road? he asked.

Certainly I do, said Fedor with a grim smile.

But how is it done? demanded Dick, aghast. The shutters are closed here and the curtains drawn on the other side.

Its a new electric ray I stumbled upon quite by accident, Fedor explained. I was experimenting, and found it. It passes quite readily through wood, fibre and fabric, in fact through almost anything except stone, mica, and metal. That is why you see only part of the room; the walls cut off everything except the space directly behind the window. If the table were in the corner of the room they would be safe enough — if they only knew!

Marvellous! Dick ejaculated.

This new ray is projected from these two rods of silenium, the Count went on, and for some reason which I cannot explain it follows the direction of the longitudinal axis of the metal. Thus any object at which the rods are pointed is rendered luminous by the ray on the screen, which is coated with the barium sulphate used in X-ray work. It can be photographed by the cinema and we shall have evidence enough to hang the lot.

Then he paused for a few seconds.

Now we must begin, he said suddenly. They are just about to start. Hold the telephone receivers to your ear. Mademoiselle will look after the cinema.

Picking up the receiver, Dick heard a voice speaking clearly and earnestly. It was evidently that of General Mestich, who, as he saw by the screen, was on his feet and speaking. The language, of course, he did not understand, but Fedor, who was also listening, became excited and snapped on a switch which started the phonograph. In the meantime Yvette was turning the handle of the cinema camera.

Here it comes, Fedor ejaculated a moment later, and Dick saw General Mestich take from his pocket a big blue document which he unfolded and spread on the table before him. Bausch at the same time produced a similar paper.

Then Bausch got to his feet and also spoke briefly. Immediately after the documents were passed round and signed by all present. The treaty was made! But every action of the plotters had been caught by the eye of the camera, and every word they uttered was recorded by the phonograph! The evidence was complete!

Now, Manton, said Fedor, we have all we want except Mestichs copy of the treaty which will be signed by the German Secretary of State, as well as Bausch and Horst. To get that and get away is your work. I have to stay in Langengrad and I dare not risk being seen and identified. You understand?

Of course, answered Dick. You have done wonders — absolute wonders! But just tell me how this telephone works.

That is Mademoiselle Pasquets invention, replied Fedor. It is really a secret change-over switch which projects an electric ray which sets the Generals transmitter working even when the receiver is on the hook and the instrument would in the ordinary way be dead. It can be put in in three minutes; as a matter of fact I slipped it in one day when I called to see the General and was kept waiting. The main wire from the Generals phone to the Exchange passes over the house and it was easy enough to tap it with a fine wire that can be pulled away so as to leave no cause for suspicion. I shall do that now; we shall not want it again.

Soon after, the party opposite began to break up and finally, on the screen, they saw the General standing alone, the treaty in his hand, and a look of triumph and elation on his handsome face. It was the picture of a man who had very nearly reached the summit of his ambitions. A moment later he crossed to the big, high stove, lifted a heavy picture, and slid aside a small door in the panelling of the wall. This disclosed a recess in which the treaty was deposited, the slide was closed, and the picture replaced.

Clever, said Dick, but easy now we know. I thought he would put it in a safe. But how are we going to get it?

Yvette, who had been silent, interposed.

I think the Generals house might unexpectedly catch fire, she said quietly. That will give Dick a chance to make a dash for the treaty in the confusion.

I dont see any better plan, Fedor agreed. It can easily be managed. I have plenty of petrol here, and there is a small leaded window on the ground floor that can be pushed in without making too much noise.

Excellent! exclaimed Dick. Ill manage that. Ill see theres plenty of confusion.

Very well, that is settled, answered Fedor. Now I will take Mademoiselle to your car and have everything ready for you to start. It will be touch and go. Here is the phonograph record, with the cinema film rolled up inside it. Take care of them; they are priceless. The film must be developed in Paris.

Then Fedor produced a can of petrol and thoroughly soaked the room.

This place is going up to-night, he explained. That police agent will know all about it and it will be searched at once. I cant get my camera away and I dont want it found.

As he spoke Fedor was laying a long strip of fuse from the room to the ground floor. Striking a match he lit the end.

In half an hour the place will be a furnace, he said coolly.

What to do with the police agent was a problem.

I cant kill the fellow in cold blood, remarked Fedor, and I cant leave him here to be burnt alive.

Finally they dragged the man outside and left him lying in the darkest corner of the alley they could find.

Some one will find him when the fire starts, was Fedors conclusion.

But some one found him much earlier, and their clemency nearly cost them their lives!

Yvette and Fedor started for the Mohawk and Dick walked swiftly over to the Generals house. It was very late and not a soul was stirring in the now deserted streets. Without difficulty Dick found the leaded window and scarcely troubling about the slight noise he made, forced it partly in, poured in a liberal supply of petrol and flung after it a lighted match. Instantly there was a most satisfactory sheet of flame.

A moment later Dick was hammering at the front door, shouting at the top of his voice. He aimed at making all the confusion he could.

Instantly the street was in an uproar. People poured half-dressed from the houses, and from General Mestichs residence came a stream of frightened domestics, screaming in terror and half-choked with smoke.

Slipping unnoticed into the house, Dick made straight for the salon. As he entered, General Mestich was in the very act of withdrawing the treaty from the secret receptacle. He turned towards Dick and their eyes met.

Traitor though he was, the Galdavian General was a cool and brave man. His hand dropped to his pocket and a revolver flashed out. But he was just a fraction of a second too late. Dicks hand was ready on his automatic, and as the Generals revolver came out Dick fired from his pocket and the leader of the Galdavian revolution fell dead with a bullet through his heart.

A moment later Dick, the precious treaty in his pocket, had joined the shouting throng in the crowded street. As he did so, a burst of flame from the old storehouse announced the success of Fedors plan and added to the general confusion.

Dick worked himself clear of the crowd and dashed off at top speed for the Mohawk. Yvette was already seated at the wheel, with the engine started ready for instant departure. As Dick sprang into his seat Fedor laid beside him a loaded rifle.

Ten shots, explosive bullets, he said coolly. It may be useful if you are followed.

Then hastily they shook hands and the Mohawk leaped forward for the hill road and safety.

The moon was unfortunately very bright, and it was not until they had gone five or six miles that Dick ventured to draw a breath of relief.

We ought to be safe now, he said. We must find a place to fly from.

The words were hardly out of his mouth when the roar of a big car behind them caught his ears. They had forgotten the bound and blindfolded police agent.

That very astute individual had been found and released by a passer-by a few minutes after they had left the warehouse! Frantic with rage and determined to catch Dick at all costs, he had acted with wonderful promptness. His first step was to send out cars loaded with armed policemen to block all three roads leading from Langengrad so that Dicks motor should not get away. Had he been found a few moments earlier Dick and Yvette must have been hopelessly trapped. But the delay of a few minutes had given them a priceless advantage.

Looking back as the big car came swiftly on, Dick caught the gleam of rifle barrels in the moonlight. His plan was swiftly made.

At the top of a steep slope, where the road made a sharp curve and dipped into a small depression, Dick bade Yvette halt. Blessing Fedors foresight, he took the rifle from the car and in the shadow flung himself down on the grass bordering the road. For five hundred yards below him the road stretched in a smooth unbroken descent.

As the pursuing car came into sight Dick took careful aim and fired, aiming not at the men, but at the engine of the car. His first shot was low, and he saw a burst of flame as the explosive bullet struck the road a few yards short of the car.

His second shot got home. The big car lurched, slewed round, and dashing into the side of the road, toppled over. Evidently the explosive bullet had wrecked the steering gear.

He leapt into the car again, but the danger was not over. Checked by the steep rise the big car was only going slowly, and the men inside had evidently escaped unhurt. And they were clearly well led, for a dozen of them dashed into the road and a volley of shots rattled round Dick as he dashed for the Mohawk.

For the moment, racing down the hill, they were safe. But Dick saw, with inward trepidation, that a little farther on the road rose again and they would be a clear mark for their pursuers in the bright moonlight.

His fears were justified. Again a volley of shots rang out and bullets pattered round them. One smashed the wind screen, a second went through Yvettes hat. But they were untouched, and raced on. A moment more and they would be safe. Then another volley rang out and Dick felt a stinging pain in his left shoulder. He had been hit by one of the last shots fired!

They were now out of range and Yvette sent the Mohawk along as fast as she dared until, a few miles farther, she left the high road and drove across the smooth upland turf to the shelter of a small wood where they could convert the car into the aeroplane.

Despite the danger of delay Yvette insisted on binding up Dicks shoulder. Luckily no bone had been touched, but he had lost a lot of blood. By a tremendous effort of will he managed to help Yvette until the aeroplane was ready, and then climbing into his seat collapsed in a dead faint.

When he came to his senses again it was daylight and the Mohawk was flying steadily high above a carpet of white mist which hid the ground. Yvette, crouched over the duplicate control lever, nodded and smiled.

Better now? she called.

A bit rocky, laughed Dick. Where are we?

We ought to be about over Scutari according to speed and compass bearings, was Yvettes reply, but the mist has been baffling me. Still, I dont think we are far out.

How long have we been flying? asked Dick.

About two hours, Yvette responded, and we have been doing about seventy. That should bring us very near the coast.

After a stiff dose of brandy and a mouthful of food Dick felt better. A few moments later he pointed downwards.

Lake Scutari! he remarked, as he recognised the long narrow sheet of water at the head of which the ramshackle half-Turkish town stands.

The mist was already breaking as, at ten thousand feet elevation, they swept out over the Adriatic and headed for the Italian coast. Then Yvette began a rapid call on the wireless set with which the Mohawk was fitted and placed the head-telephones over her ears.

Got him! Hes there all right! she exclaimed triumphantly a few minutes later. He answers O.K.

It was Jules, who for three days had been cruising off Cape Gallo in a motor-launch, ready to dash to their rescue if anything went wrong as they crossed the Adriatic, and who was now heading in their direction as fast as his engines would drive him.

Suddenly Yvette uttered an exclamation of alarm.

Dick, she said, our petrol is giving out. There is none left in the number four tank and five and six will only carry us about seventy miles.

Evidently the bullets of their pursuers had pierced the tank which was now empty and the precious spirit had drained away unnoticed.

The situation was now serious indeed. Could they get to Jules in time? A wireless message bade him hasten.

Ten miles more, Dick, said Yvette at last, and then I can make three miles and the glide as we come down. Its lucky we are so high; we ought to do it.

Then seven or eight miles away a column of vapour rose from the water ahead. Jules had fired a smoke bomb to guide them! Their petrol was almost gone. But as the engine flickered out and stopped Yvette, with a cry of joy, pointed to a tiny dot on the sea which they knew was Jules rushing to their help. A rocket shot up from the launch.

He sees us! said Dick, as Yvette set the Mohawk on a flat downward slant. Two minutes later they struck the water with a mighty splash just as the motor-launch tore up, flinging a cloud of spray into the air as she rushed to their rescue. They were safe and they had saved a throne! But the gallant Mohawk sank to the bottom of the Adriatic.

* * * * *

THERE was no revolution in Galdavia. With the damning evidence of the film and the phonograph record the Allies acted promptly, and with the traitor Mestich dead the plot went to pieces. King Milenko rules to-day over a contented, happy and prosperous people, and his early follies laid aside has become a capable and popular ruler. Fedor they never saw again; he was killed in a motor smash a week after they left, and the secret of his wonderful invention died with him.


III. THE SEVEN DOTS.
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IN A COSY little house at Veneux Nadon, near Moret-sur-Loing, in the great Forest of Fontainebleau, Dick, Yvette, and Jules were seated in earnest conversation. They made a remarkable trio. Dick was unmistakably English, Yvette and her brother as unmistakably French — the girl dark-haired and dark-eyed, and with all the grace and vivacity which distinguish Frenchwomen of the better class. Her brother, quiet and dreamy, lacked his sisters vivacity, but there was a suggestion of strength and iron resolution in the firm mouth and steely eyes.

It will be terribly dangerous, Dick, said Yvette, with an altogether new note of anxiety in her voice.

I suppose it will, replied Dick, but, — and his voice hardened as he spoke— I dont see what else we can do. We cannot run the risk of seeing a perfected helicopter in German hands. It would be too fearful a weapon. We must get hold of the plans and destroy the machine, whatever the risk may be.

Strange stories had come through the French Secret Service of a new and wonderful type of aircraft which was being tested with the utmost secrecy somewhere in the neighbourhood of Spandau, the great military town near Berlin. Of its precise character little was known or could be ascertained, and even Régnier, the astute and energetic head of the French Secret Service, had at length to confess himself utterly beaten. His cleverest agents had been baffled; more than one was in a German prison, with little hope of an early release. In the meantime the mysterious machine flitted about the neighbourhood of the great garrison, always at night, appearing and disappearing under circumstances which proved conclusively that it must be of a type which differed widely from any yet known to the public.

We must go, Dick, said Yvette, and Régnier is extremely anxious that you should help us. His trouble is that while he has dozens of capable men at his command none of them has a really expert knowledge of aviation. He thinks that if you once got a good look at the machine you could form a complete idea of what it really is.

Very well, said Dick, we will look upon it as settled. We must work out a plan.

For many months Dick Manton had been working steadily and secretly at Veneux Nadon under the auspices, though not actually in the employ, of the French Secret Service. He had offered the plans of the Mohawk to the British War Office, only to be met with a reception so chilly as effectually to discourage him from proceeding further in the matter. Régnier, however, was a man of a different stamp from the British bureaucrat — keen as mustard and with the saving touch of imagination which is characteristic of the best type of Frenchman. He had unbounded faith in Yvette, who had for some time been one of his most trusted lieutenants, and when, angry at the attitude of the British War Office, she had given him a hint of what the Mohawk could really do, he had offered Dick the fullest facilities for continuing his work. Under the circumstances Dick had felt that to refuse would have been absurd.

Veneux Nadon was a lonely little spot. Here Dick, though only thirty miles from Paris, found himself in complete seclusion, with a well-equipped workshop in large grounds completely buried in the lovely forest, and thoroughly screened from prying eyes. Régnier had put the matter to him quite plainly.

You are an Englishman, Monsieur Manton, he had said, and I will not ask you to sell your secret to France. But we are willing to bear the expense of perfecting your invention on the distinct understanding that when the time comes England shall have the option of sharing in it to the exclusion of all other countries except France. When you are ready we will officially invite the British Government to send a representative and will give them the opinion of coming in on equal terms. I do not think we can do more or less.

So it was settled, and for many months Dick and Jules had toiled on the building of a new Mohawk whose performances far surpassed those of the machine lost in the Adriatic. It was now completed and its preliminary tests had satisfied them that they had forged a weapon of tremendous potency.

The machine was of the helicopter type. The idea, of course, was not new, but Dick had solved a problem which for many years had baffled inventors whose dream it was to construct a machine which should have the power of rising vertically from the ground and remaining stationary in the air.

Driven upward by powerful propellers placed horizontally underneath the body, the Mohawk was capable of rising from the ground at a tremendous speed. Once in the air the lifting propellers were shut off and the machine moved forward under the impulse of the driving screws placed in the front and rear. These screws were the secret of Dick Mantons triumph. They were of a new design, giving a tremendous ratio of efficiency. In size they wore relatively tiny, but possessed far greater power than any propeller known. The machine itself was nearly square. The body was completely covered by the big, single plane, measuring about twenty feet each way. This was the outside size of the machine and so perfectly was the helicopter controlled that Dick had repeatedly brought it to earth in a marked space not more than thirty-two feet square.

Fitted with the new silencer which Dick had discovered and applied to the old Mohawk with such signal success, the engine was practically noiseless. At high speed the tiny propellers emitted only a thin, wailing note, barely audible a few yards away. Time and again Dick had sailed on dark nights only a few feet above the house roofs of Paris and had found that the noise of the ordinary traffic was amply sufficient to prevent his presence being discovered.

To ensure absolute secrecy the various parts of the machine had been made in widely separated districts of France, and had been brought from Paris to Veneux Nadon, where Dick and Jules had carried out the erection of the machine alone. The very existence of the new aeroplane was utterly unsuspected by the few villagers who lived in the neighbourhood.

Keenly interested in his work Dick had thoroughly enjoyed the peaceful life in the depths of the beautiful forest. He and Jules had become the closest of friends, and with Yvette, whose winning personality seemed to bind him to her more closely day by day, they made up a happy house party. They were looked after by a capable old peasant woman who was the devoted slave of all three, but whose admiration for Yvette seemed to rise almost to the point of veneration.

On the day following the conversation recorded above, they were surprised to receive a visit from Régnier himself — an alert, dark-eyed man who seemed seriously perturbed.

There is no time to be lost, he declared. I hear to-day from Gaston that he has managed to get a near view of the new German machine. He says it rose apparently from the flat roof of a house standing in its own grounds outside Spandau. He happened to be near and caught sight of it just in time. Of course it was dark and he could see no details. But he is positive that the machine rose nearly straight up from the flat roof at an angle far too steep for any of our machines. That alone is sufficient to show that the Germans have got hold of something new and valuable. He waited for a long time, and finally saw the machine return. He declares it landed again on the roof. Evidently, Monsieur Manton, they have found out something along the lines of your invention, even if they have not actually got your secret.

How far away was Gaston when he saw it? asked Dick.

It must have been at least a quarter of a mile, replied Régnier, as the grounds are very extensive. Gaston dared not venture an attempt to get inside; the high fence is utterly unscalable, and the two lodge gates are always kept locked and there is a keeper at each.

And he heard the engine?

Yes, he says so specifically, replied the Chief.

Well, said Dick, at any rate we are ahead of them to that extent. If it had been my machine he would not have heard the engine at all at that distance.

However, he went on, it is evidently time we acted. Now, Monsieur Régnier, Mademoiselle Pasquet has told me what you want. I am willing to go. But I shall have to take the Mohawk. How are we to hide it? I can get over and back at night safely enough, but to hide the machine in the day-time will be another matter.

Gaston can arrange that, the Chief declared. You know he has a farm a short distance outside, Spandau. There is a big barn there with no sides, and your machine can be easily dragged into it and concealed during the day. You know Gaston is passing as a German farmer. He has acted for years for us in this way and has never even been suspected. But you could not stay long.

Very good, said Dick. I think the best plan will be for Jules to go by motor and for Mademoiselle to go separately by train. They must find out somehow exactly where the German plane is lodged and, if possible, where the plans are likely to be kept, and I must act accordingly. In any case, there will be no difficulty in smashing up the machine, but unless we destroy the plans as well they will be building another too soon to suit us. I will go to Verdun and wait there with the Mohawk until the time comes for me to fly over.

Jules and Yvette left the next day. Jules car was quite an ordinary one, but it had one important detail added. In the hollow flooring was cunningly concealed a small but powerful wireless telegraph set, the power for which was supplied by the engine. It was highly efficient, but had one serious drawback; it could only be used while the car was at rest owing to the necessity for running an aerial wire up some tall structure, such as a building or a tree. This, in a country where every one was specially suspicious of spies, was a serious peril.

Three days later seven mysterious dots began to excite the ungovernable curiosity of the wireless world!

Jules and Yvette, on arrival in Berlin, had taken rooms adjoining one another at the Adlon, the big cosmopolitan hotel which is always crowded with visitors from every country under the sun. Yvette posed as a school teacher on an educational tour, but her position was one of great danger. It was impossible to disguise her face, and although she had done what she could to destroy her French individuality by wearing peculiarly hideous German clothes, there was the ever-present danger that she would be seen and recognised by some of the many German agents who during the war had learnt to know her features, and who had good reason to remember her daring exploits in Alsace.

At the same time, in order to have a possible retreat in a humbler neighbourhood, Yvette had hired a room in one of the mean quarters of the town, putting in a few miserable sticks of furniture and giving out that she was a sempstress employed at one of the big shops.

She and Jules had decided never to speak in public. It was essential, however, that they should be able to communicate freely, and through the wall between their rooms Jules had bored with a tiny drill a hole through which he had passed a wire of a small pocket telephone. They could thus talk with ease and with the doors of their rooms locked they were absolutely safe from detection so long as they spoke in a whisper.

It was on a dark night, the sky obscured by heavy masses of clouds, that Dick rose in the Mohawk from the Forest of Fontainebleau and headed for Verdun. A couple of hours flying brought him over the fortress and he descended in a clearing in a dense wood where he was welcomed by Captain Le Couteur, the chief engineer of the military wireless station. Covered with big tarpaulins, the Mohawk was left under the guard of a dozen Zouaves, and Dick and Captain Le Couteur motored to the citadel.

Here the Captain took Dick directly into the steel-walled chamber deep under the fortifications which was the brain of the defences of Verdun. It was the nucleus of the entire system of telegraph and telephone wires which, in time of war, would keep the commander of the troops in the district fully informed of everything that was happening in every sector of the defences. The innermost room of all, where none but the Captain himself had access, contained the secret codes which dozens of foreign agents would have willingly risked their lives to possess. Their efforts — and they knew it — would have been in vain, for the chamber was guarded day and night by a band of picked men whose fidelity to France was utterly beyond the possibility of suspicion.

Your messages have already started — the seven dots at intervals of seven seconds, said Captain Le Couteur when they were comfortably seated in the innermost room. I got half a dozen test calls last night and everything seems to be working well. I expect they are arousing some interest, for operators all over Europe will be mystified. There will be another call about nine oclock and in the meantime you had better get some sleep. I will call you if anything happens.

Dick stretched himself on a couch and slept peacefully. Nine oclock found him with Captain Le Couteur seated in the innermost room at a table covered with delicate wireless apparatus. Turning a switch, the Captain lit up the row of little valves, put the receiving set in operation, and assuming one headpiece himself, handed another to Dick.

He placed his hand upon one of the ebonite knobs of the complicated apparatus and slowly turned it. Then he turned a second condenser very carefully.

We are on the ordinary six-hundred-metre wave-length now, the Captain explained, and shall remain so until we get our seven dots. I am bound to keep the machine so or I should miss other messages I ought to hear. But we will change as soon as we get your signal.

Presently they came, sharp and clear, dot-dot-dot-dot-dot-dot-dot. Immediately Captain Le Couteur made some swift adjustments.

Now listen, he said, we are on a three-hundred-and-fifty-metre wave-length.

A moment later came three Ms — three pairs of dashes.

Thats Code Five, said Captain Le Couteur. Now we shall get the real message.

It came in what to Dick was a gibberish of letters and figures, but Captain le Couteur wrote it down and then, decoding it, read it off with the skill of the ex
pert. It ran:



M M M BEGINS HAVE LOCATED THE MACHINE STOP APPARENTLY ENTIRELY NEW TYPE STOP TELL MANTON TO BE READY STOP M M M ENDS.



Thats our newest code, the Captain explained, and this is the first time it has been used. Jules learnt it only just before he left. It is very unlikely that the message has been picked up by anyone else, as the wave-length is quite low, but even if it was, no one could decipher the code from such a short message. They would want one very much longer, and even then it would probably take at least a week or ten days of very hard work by a lot of experts.

And he paused.

I think it would be well now for one of us to be constantly here, he went on. Perhaps, too, you would like to overhaul your machine so as to have it absolutely ready to get away at a moments notice. My fellows will give you any help you want and they are all absolutely to be depended upon not to talk.

Dick soon had the Mohawk ready; indeed there was not much to do after such a short trip as the flight to Verdun. The rest of the day he spent chatting with Captain Le Couteur, finding him a delightful companion and full of enthusiasm on the subject of wireless, of which his knowledge seemed boundless. Dick felt he could never tire of admiring the wonderfully ingenious devices which the other had invented and put into operation in his underground fortress.

Several more messages, chiefly brief reports, were received from Jules, always heralded by the seven dots and begun with the three Ms which signified the secret code number Five. For a few hours everything seemed to be going well. Then, towards evening came graver news, which on being deciphered, read:



M M M BEGINS MUCH FEAR YVETTE SUSPECTED STOP TELL MANTON TO BE READY INSTANT ACTION STOP M M M ENDS.



It could only mean, they realised, that Yvette had been recognised by a German agent and was being closely watched. The position was dangerous.

Dick spent the next few hours in an agony of suspense. But he could do nothing. His first instinct was to fly to Berlin. But Le Couteurs iron common-sense showed him clearly enough that to do so would be futile. To keep the Mohawk in Germany, even for a single day, would be risky; to try to hide her there for perhaps a week till they got a chance to rescue Yvette would be suicidal.

A sudden swoop, swift and relentless action, and a quick escape were the essentials of success.

Captain Le Couteur was scarcely less anxious than Dick himself. He had known Yvette since she was a child; they came from the same town in Alsace. But he possessed a brain of ice and restrained Dicks impetuosity, though guessing shrewdly at its cause.

The time is not come yet, he declared. This is a bit of business which must go to the last tick of the dock. Mademoiselle herself would never forgive us if we spoilt everything by undue precipitation, and, after all, Monsieur Manton, France is of even more importance than Mademoiselle Pasquet, much as I admire her.

I know, Dick admitted. But when I think of her, with her war record, which they know all about, falling into the hands of those brutes, I can hardly sit still.

They have not got her yet and she is very clever, replied Le Couteur. Let us hope that she will give them the slip.

But about ten oclock the following morning the dreaded blow fell.

They were seated in the underground chamber, Dick ill at ease and full of gloomy forebodings. The apparatus set to receive messages on three-hundred-and-fifty-metres. Suddenly a buzzing noise was emitted from the loud-speaking telephone on the bench.

Seven dots, seven times repeated, clicked out strong and dear!

Surely seconds had never passed so slowly! It seemed an age before Captain Le Couteur, his face white as chalk, took down the message which followed, and then referring to the code, read:

Yvette arrested this morning by Kranzler.

Dick turned dizzy and the room spun round him as the dreadful significance of the words struck him. Kranzler, of all men! The murderer of Yvettes father and mother, the man whom she had beaten over and over again at his own game of espionage during the war, the man whose sensational attempt to dispose of Rasputins stolen jewels had been foiled by Yvettes skill and daring! He was, as they knew, a desperate brute who would stick at nothing to feed his revenge.

Dick was rushing from the room, determined at all hazards to leave for Berlin at once, when Le Couteur seized his arm in a grip of iron.

Steady, Manton, he said sharply. Dont be a fool. Youll spoil everything. Sit down and wait for more news.

The words brought Dick to his senses.

Im sorry, Le Couteur, he said, but I think I went a bit mad. You are quite right. But Kranzler — of all men! You know the story, of course?

Le Couteur nodded.

It could hardly be worse, he admitted, and theres no use disguising the fact. But we must wait for more from Jules. In the meantime I am going to talk to Régnier. He must have more men on the spot. At all costs Mademoiselle must be rescued.

They were soon in touch with the Chief in Paris, who was horrified at the news.

I will get some more men over at once, he said. But we can do nothing until we find out where they have taken her. Jules will realise that. You are certain to get another message from him before long.

It was not until later that day that they learned how the arrest had been effected. Yvette, as soon as the position of the German plane had been located, had managed in the guise of a girl seeking work, to scrape acquaintance with one of the maids employed at the big house where the aeroplane was lodged. The girl had actually taken her up to the house and Yvette had coolly applied to the housekeeper for employment. There was, as it happened, no vacancy, but Yvette had used her eyes to good purpose. In the walk from the lodge to the house and back she had caught sight of the shed in which, obviously, the aeroplane was housed, and had noted its exact position in the extensive grounds. Hurrying back to the hotel she had communicated this information to Jules and both were filled with excitement at the important step forward they had made.

Sitting in the lounge of the Adlon next morning Jules had seen Kranzler enter. He had started at once to warn Yvette to lie low, but was just too late. Yvette at that moment came down the staircase and before Jules could interpose had met Kranzler face to face. She was instantly recognised.

With a grin of delight on his evil face the big German bowed profoundly.

This is indeed a pleasure, Mademoiselle Pasquet! he said ironically.

Yvette very coolly tried to carry it off.

Monsieur has, I think, made a mistake, she said in German.

Its no use, Mademoiselle, was the harsh reply, I know you perfectly. You must come with me — or shall I call the police?

There was obviously nothing for it but to obey, and Yvette was forced to leave the hotel in the clutches of the one man in all Germany she had the greatest reason to fear.

Jules acted promptly. Slipping out of the hotel he hurriedly wheeled to the front a motor-bicycle he had hired to enable him to travel speedily between Berlin and Spandau. He got round just in time to see Kranzler put Yvette into a taxi, and followed them until they alighted at the door of the house in the Königgratzer Strasse which was the head-quarters of the German Secret Service. Yvette was taken inside.

To get the news to Dick was now Jules first consideration. Knowing something of the methods of the German Secret Service he was reasonably sure that Yvette would be put through a long examination before she was taken to prison, and he decided to run the risk of being absent for a short time to get his message away. He drove hastily in his car out into the country until he found a tree to which his aerial wire could be attached and got off the brief message which conveyed the news to Verdun. Then he returned to watch, and ascertain where Yvette was to be imprisoned.

The taxi was still outside the door when he got back to the Königgratzer Strasse. As an excuse for waiting he feigned engine trouble and tinkered with his machine, keeping all the time a close watch on the door opposite.

He had not long to wait. In about half an hour Yvette was brought out, still in the custody of Kranzler, and driven away. Jules followed, and, at length, had the satisfaction of knowing that Yvette was in the big prison outside Spandau. It was a melancholy satisfaction, it is true, but to know where she was was of supreme importance.

Driving to Gastons farm he soon informed Verdun where Yvette was located and then turned to discuss the position with Gaston.

To his intense surprise and delight, Gaston was able to give him some comfort.

Of course, it is a great misfortune, he said, but it might be worse. They have taken her to the one prison in Germany where we have been able to keep a thoroughly trustworthy agent. He is a warder who passes as Herman Fuchs; his real name is Pierre Latour. We shall soon know all about Mademoiselle.

The front of the prison was in dear view from Gastons farm. Going outside, he called on Jules to help him to move one of three large barrels, each containing a big flowering shrub, which stood side by side in front of the house facing the prison. One of these was taken away, leaving only two.

We shall have Pierre over here this evening, Gaston chuckled. Thats the signal that I want him.

Sure enough, soon after dark, Pierre appeared. A few words explained the situation. He was off duty now for the night and free to do as he pleased.

Leave it to me, he said. I will be back in an hour.

He returned with a rough plan of the section of the prison in which Yvette was confined. Her cell occupied a corner on the first floor at the head of a flight of steps leading down to the big courtyard. If Yvette could get out of her cell it would be an easy matter to reach the door leading to the yard. But to get over the high wall, quite unclimbable, was a difficult problem. The entrance from the roadway was always guarded by two warders who occupied little separate lodges placed one each side the gateway.

I can get her out of her cell, said Pierre, but how to get her out of the yard I dont know. I can get a false key to her during the day, but if I were found in that quarter of the prison at night it would mean instant dismissal. On that point the rules are inflexible and we cannot risk it.

No, said Gaston, it is absolutely essential that you shall remain in the prison. But I think I can see a way.

He crossed the room to an old-fashioned bureau and produced from a drawer what looked like a heavy short-barrelled pistol.

Gas! he said laconically, fire that at a mans face within five yards and he will drop like a log. It holds four shots and makes no noise. If Mademoiselle can get this she can knock out the two men at the lodge and easily slip out. You can bring her straight here, and we can hide her until she can get away.

She cannot hide that in her cell, said Pierre, but I can hide it in the courtyard. Write her a letter telling her exactly what to do and where the pistol will be. I can slip into her cell a skeleton key which will open the door and also the door at the bottom of the steps. But you must manage the rest; I cannot do any more. She must get out immediately after the last visit of the warders at nine oclock.

Thanks very much, Pierre, said Jules. I can see no other way, and at all costs we must try to get her out. Neither my sister nor myself will ever forget.

Speedily a letter was written which gave Yvette full details of what was proposed, and Pierre was about to leave when Jules asked him if he had heard anything of the secret aeroplane.

Pierre shook his head.

There are a lot of privately owned aeroplanes about here, he said, but I dont know anything more than that. I have seen the one you refer to going up at night — the house is in plain view from my room on the first floor of the prison — but I never heard there was any secret about it, and there are so many aeroplanes about that no one takes any notice of them.

Jules told him all they had found out, and of their suspicions, and found Pierre was able to give them valuable information.

The aeroplane shed, he told them, was just where Yvette had located it. Above it — and this was important — were some rooms which were used, apparently, as offices.

I have often, said Pierre, seen a man come from the offices with what looked like plans, make examination and measurements of the machine, and then go back. But I never took much notice; I had no reason to.

Pierre left, taking with him the letter to Yvette. For an hour Jules and Gaston discussed the situation.

We must get her out to-morrow, declared Gaston, or else they may take her away and we shall not be able to find out where she is. Manton ought to fly over to-morrow night. If we can get Mademoiselle Pasquet out she can hide here quite safely for a few hours, but there will be a very close search when her escape is discovered.

Ill get the message to Manton at once, said Jules.

And so it happened that Dick and Le Couteur, who had been waiting for hours in a state of tense anxiety, received a few minutes later the call.



M M M BEGINS TO-MORROW NIGHT STOP COME EARLY AS POSSIBLE STOP THREE LIGHTS IN TRIANGLE SAFE STOP FOUR KEEP OFF M M M ENDS.



At last, said Dick grimly, with a look on his face that boded ill for some one. He looked drawn and haggard, and even Le Couteur could hardly repress a shudder at the savage determination that blazed in his eyes.

For Yvette the next day was one of misery. Time after time she was dragged from her cell and taken before the Governor of the prison, and Kranzler, to be pitilessly cross-questioned and even threatened with violence. But even though she knew well that the two brutes were quite capable of carrying out their threats nothing could break the spirit of the French girl. To all their questions and menaces she turned a deaf ear and nothing they could say would induce her to affirm or deny anything. Utterly worn out she was at length roughly bundled back into her cell, where she dropped exhausted on the miserable apology for a bed. At least she was alone.

It was about five oclock and she had fallen into an uneasy doze, when she was awakened by a slight noise at the door. She saw the observation grille slide back and, pushed through the grating, a tiny parcel fell with a subdued clink on the floor. Then the grating was closed.

Hastily she sprang to her feet and seized the parcel, a new hope surging in her breast. It could only mean help!

Inside the parcel was a letter, unsigned of course, but in Jules handwriting, and a small key.

Nine oclock came, and with all the wearisome ceremony dear to the German heart, the guard, accompanied by a wardress, made its final inspection for the night. A few minutes after the big prison was as silent as the grave.

Half an hour later Yvette cautiously fitted the key into the lock. It had been well oiled, and the door swung open without a sound. Creeping down the flight of steps Yvette found that the key also opened the door at the bottom, and in a moment she was in the yard.

Rain was falling heavily. There was not a ray of light in the yard excepting a faint gleam which showed the position of the warders lodges.

Before leaving her cell Yvette had pulled her stockings over her boots, and moving without a sound she groped her way along the wall. A few feet from the door she found the big stackpipe which brought the rain water from the roof. Stooping she lifted the iron grid of the drain and thrust in her hand. Her fingers closed on the butt end of the gas pistol.

Silently, following along the wall in preference to crossing the courtyard, she stole towards the lodge. Complete surprise was essential.

With the pistol ready in her hand, she softly opened the door of the lodge on the right of the gateway. Luck was with her again. The two men, in defiance of rules, were in the same lodge talking quietly.

The noise of the door opening brought them to their feet with a jump. But they were too late. Only ten feet away from them Yvette pulled the trigger twice in rapid succession. There was no more noise than a slight hiss as the gas escaped and the two men dropped insensible. Snatching up a bunch of keys from the table, Yvette herself half-stifled, quickly got outside and closed the door. A moment later she had opened the wicket-gate and slipped through. She almost fell into the arms of Jules and Gaston, and at top speed the three raced through the rain for Gastons farm.

Luckily, the pouring rain swiftly obliterated their footprints, but they had hardly got into hiding, wet through but triumphant, when pandemonium broke out in the prison, and the frantic ringing of the big bell announced the escape of a prisoner. The two warders, of course, had speedily recovered, and hastened to tell their story, and a quick search had revealed that Yvettes cell was empty. A few minutes later search parties were hurrying in every direction in pursuit of the fugitive.

Gastons farm, lying close to the prison, was naturally one of the first places to be visited. Gaston, smoking peacefully by the fireside, soon heard, as he expected, the savage clamour of dogs in the farmyard mingled with agonised cries for help.

He hurried out. Two warders, one of them badly bitten, were backed against the fence, hardly keeping at bay with their sticks a couple of powerful dogs.

Gaston called off the dogs and, full of apparent solicitude, expressed his regret. He listened to the guards explanation.

She cannot have been here, he declared, the dogs would have bitten her to pieces. But, of course, we will look round if you like.

The guards, however, were more than satisfied. Gastons argument was backed by their own experience, and they were quite ready to be convinced if they could only get away from the ferocious dogs who continually prowled about snarling as though even the presence of their master was hardly sufficient to protect his visitors. They little dreamed that the savage brutes would indeed have torn Yvette to pieces had not Gaston thoughtfully taken the precaution to lock them up before he and Jules started to rescue her!

Away at Verdun Dick stood beside the Mohawk waiting impatiently in the dark. Time and again he had tested every nut and screw in the machine; time and again he had run the powerful engine to make sure that it was in working order.

At last the longed for moment for action came. Anything was better than long drawn-out suspense.

He wrung Le Couteurs hand as he stepped into the machine.

Ill be back with her by dawn, he said, or else— there was no need to finish the sentence.

He had not gone five minutes before Le Couteur received a message from Jules announcing that Yvette had escaped. If only Dick had known!

It was raining hard when the Mohawk rose into the air, but Dick was beyond caring for the weather, and anxious only for Yvette, he sent the helicopter tearing through the darkness eastward to Berlin. He drove almost automatically, his thoughts intent on the girl ahead of him.

As he approached Berlin, the weather cleared and the rain stopped. All around him were the navigation lights of the German mail and passenger planes, hurrying to every quarter of the Empire, and, even in his anxiety, Dick was conscious of an uneasy feeling of irritation at the thought that England was being left so far behind in the race for the mastery of the air.

Then he caught sight of the great beams of light that marked the position of the huge Berlin aerodrome, and a few minutes flying brought him above Spandau. He circled twice, looking for Gastons signals, and at last he dropped lower, caught the gleam of the three lanterns which Gaston had placed to guide him, and brought the machine swiftly down beside the big barn. Then he leaped from his seat.

He nearly gave a shout of joy that would have aroused every German within a mile! For there, in the light of the lanterns, stood Yvette herself.

There was no time for explanation.

Nows your chance, gasped Jules, wild with excitement, the German plane has just gone up!

Dicks face hardened instantly.

Get in, Yvette, he said curtly.

Yvette stared in utter astonishment. This was a new Dick with a vengeance! All his usual graceful courtesy had dropped from him in the instant; the sheer fighting spirit was on top and Dick was, for the moment, the officer giving commands to his subordinates. His face was set like granite, and into the keen eyes there came a look Yvette had never seen there before. The cheerful, laughing pal had gone; in its place stood the fighting machine, pitiless and efficient.

For an instant the girl was almost on the edge of rebellion; then she turned, and, without a word, took her place in the machine. As she did so, she caught Dicks eye. For an instant the stern face relaxed; then the iron mask shut down again.

For five minutes, while Yvette put on her leather helmet, Dick studied the plan which Jules showed to him by the light of a shaded lantern. When the Mohawk jumped into the air every detail of it was photographed indelibly on his brain.

For three thousand feet the Mohawk shot upward at a speed which left Yvette dizzy and breathless. Then they hung motionless, as Dick peered anxiously earthward. Were they high enough?

With a smothered exclamation Yvette pointed downward. Far below them a light was circling swiftly, darting hither and thither like a will o the wisp. No mail plane would behave like that. Dick decided that here was his quarry.

Silently the Mohawk came down till it was not more than five hundred feet above its unsuspecting prey, the loud drone of whose engine came clearly on the air. Dick swung round in a circle, following every movement of the machine below, with a swift precision which Yvette keenly appreciated.

Dick had made up his mind that the offices above the aeroplane shed probably held the key to the problem they had to solve. He knew he could destroy the machine itself. But that would not be enough if the plans remained intact; a new machine could quickly be built. If he could destroy the plans, on the other hand, there would be at least a lot of delay, which would enable the French agents to perfect their plans for discovering the secret. In all probability, he reasoned, the office would serve as the draughtsmens workroom, and if this were so, a well-placed bomb might destroy the labour of months.

So he watched and waited, until at length they saw the German aeroplane going home. It came down in a wonderfully steep descent which was enough to tell Dick that the Germans had indeed made a discovery of great importance, and landed so slowly that Dick could hardly believe his eyes. But, at least, he saw enough to be sure that the descent was not the vertical drop of his own helicopter. His secret remained his own!

Close beside the shed a couple of hooded airmen alighted. Lights were switched on and they began a careful examination of the machine. Five hundred feet above Dick watched the figures with interest.

Suddenly the men below stiffened and looked skyward, listening intently. Evidently they had caught the faint sound of Dicks propellers.

A glance through his bomb sights showed Dick that he was in the position he desired. There was now no possible escape for the craft below.

Then one of the men pointed upward. Even in the darkness he had caught a glimpse of the Mohawk.

Dicks hand shot to the bomb controls and he pulled a trigger. A petrol bomb fell squarely on the German plane and burst with a soft explosion, barely audible.

A sheet of fire followed, and in an instant the German plane was a mass of flames, fed by the petrol which streamed from its tanks. One of the Germans was caught in the outburst and apparently died almost instantly.

The second man, however, dashed into the office. The Mohawk moved forward a few feet and three more bombs fell in quick succession, right on the roof of the shed. Then, her work done, she rose high into the air and Dick and Yvette watched the results.

The shed below them was already a furnace. Apparently there must have been some petrol tanks there, for no ordinary building could have burned so furiously. In a few minutes nothing remained but a heap of glowing embers.

Dick watched keenly for the man who had run into the office, but he never reappeared, and it was evident that, trapped by the flames, he had been unable to get out in time, and had perished. Dick little suspected at the time how important the fate of that man was to prove.

Then Dick set the Mohawk at top speed for home. Just as dawn was breaking Verdun loomed ahead. Yvette was saved.

Two days later the Berliner Tageblatt told how the famous scientist, Professor Zingler, had perished in a fire which had destroyed his laboratory at Spandau. The fire was attributed to an explosion of petrol on the professors aeroplane which had set light to the office. Unfortunately, the paper added, all the professors valuable papers and books had been lost.

The secret of the Zingler aeroplane had perished, and the seven dots were never heard again.


IV. THE SORCERER OF SOHO.
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UNLESS WE CAN solve this terrible mystery in the course of a few weeks, it is hardly too much to say that England is doomed.

The speaker was the white-haired Professor Durward, the distinguished head of the Royal Society. He sat facing the Prime Minister in the latters room at 10, Downing Street. Round the long table were grouped the members of the Cabinet. They were men who had lived through stormy and troublous times and had met stories of disaster without flinching. But, as they admitted afterwards, none of the terrible tidings of past years, when the fortunes of the Empire seemed to be tottering, had affected them to the same extent as the few brief words with which the distinguished savant summed up the long deliberations on which they had been engaged. They seemed pregnant with the very message of Fate. Almost they could see the writing on the wall.

But, Professor, asked the Premier, do you really mean that nothing whatever can be done to check or prevent this terrible malady?

Nothing, so far as I am aware, was the reply. As you know the most distinguished men of science in England have been at work on the problem. We had a very full meeting last night, and the unanimous verdict was that the disease was not only absolutely incurable, but that nothing we have tried seems capable of affording even the slightest alleviation. The deaths reported already amount to nearly half a million; though the truth is being carefully concealed from the public in order to allay panic, yet practically every community in which the disease has appeared has been virtually wiped out. Curiously enough it does not seem to be spread by contagion. In spite of the rush of terrified people from districts in which it has appeared, no cases have shown themselves except in towns or villages where the mysterious violet cloud has been observed. That phenomenon has been the precursor of every outbreak.

A month before, in the tiny village of Moorcrest, buried in the recesses of the Chilterns, an unoccupied house had suddenly collapsed with a slight explosion. No one was in the house at the time, and no one was injured. As to the cause of the explosion no one could form an idea. Nothing in the nature of the remains of a bomb could be discovered, and there was no gas laid on in the village.

But the few villagers who were about at the time spoke of seeing a dense cloud of pale violet vapour pouring from the ruins. On this point all observers were agreed, and they all agreed, too, that the cloud was accompanied by a powerful smell which strongly resembled a combination of petrol and musk. That was all the evidence that could be collected. No harm seemed to follow and the matter was speedily forgotten.

Very soon, however, the incident took on a new and sinister significance.

A week later a similar explosion took place in Ancoats, a poor and densely crowded suburb of Manchester. In every respect this incident duplicated the happening at Moorcrest. Naturally, it created something of a sensation, and the papers, recalling the Moorcrest mystery, made the most of it.

During the next fortnight similar explosions, all bearing the same distinguishing features, occurred in various parts of England. Sometimes there would be three or four in a single day in the same, or closely adjoining, areas. The public became excited. Not a single person was injured, the damage done was apparently trifling, since all the houses destroyed were of the poorest class. It looked like the work of a maniac — purposeless and without the slightest trace of a motive. People spoke of Bolshevists and Communists. But what Bolshevik or Communist, others asked, would waste time and effort to inflict such absurd pinpricks on Society?

They were soon to be undeceived. An enemy of Society was indeed at work armed with a weapon of a potency which far outstripped the paltry efforts of the Terrorists of old, to whom the bomb and the revolver were the means of world regeneration.

The explosion at Moorcrest took place on May 2nd.

Twelve days later, on May 14th, Doctor Clare-Royden, who was in practice at Little Molton, a village about four miles from Moorcrest, received an urgent message from an old patient summoning him to Moorcrest.

Doctor Royden, jumping on his motor-bicycle, answered the summons at once. A terrible surprise awaited him.

Practically every inhabitant of the village, about a hundred people in all, were in the grip of a fearful and, so far as Doctor Roydens knowledge went, wholly unknown malady.

Its principal symptoms were complete paralysis of the arms which were strained and twisted in a terrible manner, fever which mounted at a furious speed, and agonising pains in the head. Many of the victims were already in extremis, several died even while the doctor was examining them, and in the course of a few hours practically everyone attacked by the disease had succumbed. The only ones to recover were a few children, too young to give any useful information.

It would be useless to trace or describe the excitement which followed, even though the Press, at the instigation of the Government, was silent upon the matter. Help was rushed to Moorcrest, the dead were interred and the living helped in every way. The Ministry of Health sent down its most famous experts to investigate. One and all admitted that they were completely baffled.

On May 21st Ancoats was the scene of an appalling outbreak of the disease. People in the densely packed areas died like flies. But there were some remarkable circumstances which drew the attention of the trained observers who rushed to the spot to inquire into the phenomenon.

Ancoats had been the scene of the second explosion twelve days before. It was not long before a health official noticed the coincidence that the outbreaks at Moorcrest and Ancoats occurred exactly twelve days after the explosions in each place.

The coincidence was, of course, remarked upon as somewhat suspicious, but it was not until it was reproduced in the terrible outbreak at Nottingham that suspicion became a practical certainty. It was speedily confirmed by repeated outbreaks in other parts of the country. In each case the mysterious malady broke out exactly twelve days after the appearance of the violet vapour. In all cases the symptoms were precisely alike, and the percentage of deaths was appalling. Neither remedy nor palliative could be devised, and the best medical brains in the country confessed themselves baffled.

By this time there was no room for doubt that the terror was the deliberate work of some human fiend who had won a frightful secret from Natures great laboratory. But who could it be, and what possible object could he have?

Leading scientific men of all nations poured in to England to help. For it was now recognised that civilisation as a whole was menaced; the fate of England to-day might be the fate of any other nation to-morrow. France and the United States sent important missions; even Russia and Germany were represented by famous bacteriologists and health experts. International jealousies and rivalries appeared to be laid aside, and even the secret service, most suspicious of rivals, began for once to co-operate and place at each others disposal information which might prove useful in tracking down the author of the mysterious pestilence.

On the day of the meeting of the British Cabinet, two men and a pretty, dark-haired French girl were keenly discussing the terrible problem in a small but tastefully furnished flat in the Avenue Kléber, in Paris.

I know only three people in the world with brains enough to carry the thing out, said the girl. They are Ivan Petroff, the Russian; Paolo Caetani, the Italian, and Sebastian Gonzalez, the Spaniard. They are all three avowed anarchists, and, as we know, they are all chemists and bacteriologists of supreme ability. But I must say that there is not a scrap of evidence to connect either of them with this affair.

The speaker was Yvette Pasquet, and there was no one in whom Régnier, the astute head of the French Secret Service, placed more implicit confidence.

If the doctors could settle whether this poisoning is chemical or bacteriological it would help us a great deal, said Dick Manton. If it is chemical, I should be disposed to include Barakoff; he knows more about chemistry than all the others put together. But in any case, there is as yet nothing we can even begin to work on.

A fortnight went past. The death-roll in England had assumed terrible proportions, and apparently the authorities were as far off as ever from coming to grips with the mystery. But a clue came through the heroism of a London policeman.

One night Constable Jervis was patrolling a beat which led him through some tumbledown streets in the lowest quarter of Canning Town. Suddenly he caught sight of a man rushing from a small empty house. At once Jervis started in pursuit of the man, who was running hard away from him. As he did so, there came the sound of an explosion, and the house the man had just left collapsed like a pack of cards. At the same time the odour of the dreaded violet vapour completely filled the narrow street.

The Terror had attacked London, and Jervis knew that to cross that zone of vapour meant certain death.

He did not hesitate. Muffling his face with his pocket handkerchief as he ran, he dashed at full speed after the stranger, whom he could just discern. He crossed the zone of death, almost overpowered by the curious scent of petrol and musk that loaded the still air, and a moment later was in pursuit, blowing his whistle loudly as he ran. A moment later a second policeman, hearing his colleagues whistle, stood at the end of the road barring the way. The desperado was trapped.

Snatching out a revolver, the man backed against the wall and opened fire on his pursuers who were rapidly closing in on him. But both the policemen were armed, and both opened fire. Jerviss second shot killed the man on the spot.

He proved to be a well-known member of a Russian anarchist group which had its head-quarters in the slums of Soho. The gallant Jervis had faced certain death — as a matter of fact he was among the hundred or so victims when the epidemic broke out twelve days later — but he had done his duty in accordance with the splendid traditions of the force to which he belonged.

The source of the mysterious epidemic was now, to a certain extent, localised. It needed no great acumen to guess the motive and origin of the fiendish plot. But to discover the master-mind which held the full solution of the mystery was another matter.

The first step was a general round-up of known members of the Anarchist Party. They were arrested by dozens, and very soon practically all who were known were under lock and key.

To the intense surprise of the police, one and all acknowledged that they were fully familiar with the scheme. Many of them had actually taken part in its execution. The secret had been well kept!

The explosions, it was learned, were caused by small bombs about the size of an orange. These were placed in the selected houses and timed to explode in a few hours. Evidently there was some defect in the mechanism of the one sent to Canning Town, and the man who placed it there must have seen that it was likely to explode prematurely and rushed in panic from the house.

But of the source of the bombs one and all of the men professed complete ignorance. They were, it was asserted, received by post from different places on the Continent. It was evident that the crafty scoundrel at the head of the terrible organisation took elaborate precautions to prevent their sources of origin being discovered.

But to have traced the outbreak to Anarchist sources was a step of the first importance. Immediately every branch of the secret service of the western world was concentrated on the problem.

A hint from one of the men captured, who collapsed under the cross-examination to which the known leaders were subjected, put the police in possession of one of the bombs. It had arrived by post the day before, and the miscreant to whom it was sent was caught before he had time to make use of it.

It was now possible to prove definitely that the disease caused by the bombs was chemical in its origin. Upon analysis the powder with which the bomb was filled was found to consist of a series of, apparently, quite harmless chemicals. A small portion fired by the detonator found in the bomb gave off dense clouds of the pale-violet vapour, and animals exposed to it were speedily killed, exhibiting every symptom of the terrible disease. Unhappily the secret of the detonator used defied discovery. The one found in the bomb had been used in the only experiment that had been made, and too late it was discovered that no fulminating material known would explode the apparently harmless powder.

That seems to narrow it down to Barakoff, said Dick Manton a few days later when Régnier brought them the news. I dont think either of the others is equal to research work capable of producing such results. Do you know where Barakoff is now? he asked in French.

Régnier shook his head.

He was in Moscow a year ago, he replied, and after that we heard of him in Prague, in Rome, and lastly in Madrid, but he disappeared suddenly and we have not been able to pick up his tracks again. He is a short, powerful, thickset man with a rather hunched back, but nothing else peculiar about his appearance.

Next day, however, Régnier came to the adventurous trio in great excitement.

Barakoff is in England! he declared. We have just had word from Gaston Meunier who saw him in Brighton a week ago!

But how on earth did he get there? asked Jules. You know every one has been looking for him for months past. He could not possibly have got through by any of the ordinary routes.

Im as puzzled as you are, monsieur, was Régniers reply.

Well, if he is there wed better go over, said Dick. Yvette can go with me in Mohawk II and Jules by the night boat. I shall fly the Mohawk to my old shed in Norfolk; I have kept it on in case of emergency, and it is quite safe.

An hour later Dick was in close talk with a young Russian named Nicholas Fedoroff. He had been an active member of a circle of dangerous anarchists in Zurich, but had dropped out and was now living in Paris. By good fortune Dick had saved his baby girl, at imminent risk of his own life, from being killed by a motor-van in Paris, hence Fedoroff was impulsively grateful.

Look here, Nicholas, said Dick bluntly. I want you to tell me anything you can about Barakoff.

They were seated in a small cafe in the Rue Caumartin, which was Fedoroffs favourite haunt. The Russian glanced round fearfully.

Hush! he said in broken French and in evident horror. I — I cant tell you! He has agents everywhere. If I were heard even speaking his name I should never get home.

The mans agitation was so pronounced that one or two men in the cafe glanced at him curiously. Dick saw that the mere mention of Barakoffs name had thrown the Russian completely off his balance.

Come to my flat, he said quietly, you have got to tell me.

They drove in a taxi to Dicks flat, where a stiff dose of brandy pulled the Russian together. Yet he still trembled like a leaf.

How did you know that I knew Barakoff? he asked.

Instantly Dick was keenly on the alert. He had no idea that Fedoroff had been associated with the notorious criminal; his appeal to Fedoroff had been a chance shot. Evidently he had stumbled on a matter of importance. But he was quick to take advantage of his good luck.

Never mind how, he said. I do know, and thats enough. You have got to tell me. I believe Barakoff is at the bottom of the trouble in England. I know he is there, and I want to know where he is and how he got there.

The Russians agitation increased.

You must not ask me; I cannot tell you, he gasped.

Then a few words from me in a certain quarter — not the police, Dick suggested.

The Russian collapsed.

No, no, I will tell you, he moaned. He is in England, but I dont know where. He flew over.

Flew over! echoed Dick in utter amazement. Nonsense, he couldnt have got in that way. Every aerodrome in England has been watched for months.

But he did, the Russian asserted. He has his own aeroplane. It makes no noise, and it goes straight up and down.

Here was a surprise indeed! The secret of the helicopter with its almost unlimited power for evil was also in the hands of one of the most desperate ruffians in the world! There was indeed no time to be lost.

Fedoroff could tell Dick little more. What the secret of Barakoffs influence over him was Dick could not fathom. He would say nothing, but evidently was in deadly fear.

One little item Dick did indeed extract and it was to prove valuable. Fedoroff knew that Barakoff had associates in Soho. And that was the only clue they could gain to his possible whereabouts.

That evening Dick, Yvette, and Jules crossed to England, and with official introductions from Régnier, Dick lost no time in getting into communication with Detective Inspector Buckhurst, one of the ablest men of Scotland Yards famous Special Department, a man whose knowledge of the alien scum which infested London was unrivalled. To him Dick told all he knew.

Buckhurst looked grave.

I know of the man, of course, he said, but I have never seen him and I dont think any of my men have. We have combed Soho out pretty thoroughly, but no one answering to Barakoffs description has been seen.

The position was very grave. If Fedoroffs information was correct — and Dick saw no reason to doubt it — here was a desperate scoundrel lurking in England armed with an aeroplane of unknown design and power, and in possession of a terrible secret which, unless his career was brought to an end, threatened the entire population of the country. But where was he hiding, and, above all, where was his machine? Could it possibly be hidden, Dick wondered, in the very heart of London? The idea was almost incredible, but Dick knew Barakoffs undoubted genius and his amazing daring.

A remarkable feature of Yvettes personality was her wonderful influence over children. They seemed literally to worship her. She would get into conversation with the half-tamed gamins of the streets and in a few hours they would be her devoted slaves. She now proceeded to enlist the ragged battalions of Soho in a fashion that caused Buckhurst much amusement.

Find out for me all the hunchbacked men you can, was all the instructions she gave them.

But, mademoiselle, said Inspector Buckhurst, it will be the talk of Soho, and our man if he is there will slip away.

Yvette was unmoved.

Just think a minute, she said. Who can go about all day and all night without being suspected? The children. Who can go into dens where your men hardly dare to venture? The children. Who know all the hidden haunts of which your men are utterly ignorant? The children. And finally, who are the most secretive people in the world? Again the children. Do not fear, Monsieur Buckhurst, they will not talk except among themselves, and that will do no harm.

Buckhurst was far from satisfied, but he had gained such a respect for Yvette that he did not venture to override her. At the same time, he told her plainly that he should keep his own men busy. Yvette only laughed.

During the next forty-eight hours dozens of hunchbacked men were reported. Many of them were people whom not even the police knew. They were, of course, mostly harmless, but Buckhurst opened his eyes when one of them proved to be a notorious forger for whom the police had been looking for some months, and who had all the time been hidden under their very noses! Buckhurst began to feel a growing respect for the amazing French girl, who had beaten his smartest detectives on their own ground. But, unfortunately, none of the hunchbacks was the man they wanted, and at last they began to suspect that Fedoroffs information was at fault.

Then came a dramatic surprise. One of Yvettes small assistants, a sharp little Polish Jew boy, came to her with a strange story. He had been wandering about the night before and had seen a hunchbacked man let himself out of the side door of a big building half-way between Greek Street and War dour Street. The man had walked a considerable distance in a northerly direction into a part of London the boy did not know at all, and had entered an unoccupied house, stayed a few minutes, and come out again. The lad had shadowed him all the way, and had followed him homewards, until he again entered the building in Soho.

Dick, Jules, and Yvette turned out at once. The boy pointed out the building to them. It was a tall structure which dominated all the others in the vicinity. It was apparently a big shop with storerooms above. On the facia over the windows was the name Marcel Deloitte, Antique Furniture. There was nothing to indicate that it differed in the slightest degree from dozens of other shops and buildings in the neighbourhood. Yet Dick felt suspicious.

We can do nothing till I get the Mohawk handy, said Dick. I will bring her down to-night.

And he paused.

I wish you would keep out of this, Yvette, he went on wistfully. It is going to be very dangerous, I am convinced. The French girl was growing very dear to him, and he shuddered at the idea of her being mixed up in the coming struggle with a desperado of Barakoffs type.

But Yvette shook her head.

Im in this to the finish, Dick, was all she said in her pretty broken English, and Dick knew he could not move her. But he was full of fear.

That afternoon another explosion of the pale-violet vapour occurred in North London not far from Finsbury Park Station. Dick rushed to the spot with the boy who had followed the hunchbacked man, and the lad recognised the place without hesitation. The house destroyed was, he was confident, the one the hunchback had entered the night before.

Barakoff was located at last! But how was he to be captured? The problem was not so easy.

It was vital that, if possible, he should be taken alive. They knew what would follow the explosion at Finsbury Park, and there was a chance at least that if Barakoff were captured the secret of the disease, and possibly the antidote, might be wrung from him. If they could succeed in that hundreds of lives would be saved.

Together the three worked out a careful plan for the coup they intended to bring off next morning.

Very early a dozen street arabs were playing innocently close to the two entrances of the mysterious building. They were chosen specimens of Yvettes band of ragamuffin detectives, and she knew that if Barakoff tried to escape he would have no chance of eluding their keen eyes. All the approaches were blocked by detectives, but Yvette insisted that none should approach the house itself. It was essential to the success of their plan that Barakoffs suspicions should not be aroused.

From the roof of a big building half a mile away, Dick made a careful examination of what he was now convinced was Barakoffs hiding-place. But he could see little. The roof was flat, but it was surrounded by a parapet practically breast high. There was obviously plenty of room to conceal a small aeroplane, but Dick could see nothing.

Dick and Buckhurst together saw the proprietor of the building from which Dick had made his observations. He readily consented to Dicks plan, and towards evening placed a trusty commissionaire at the foot of the flight of steps leading to the roof with instructions that no one was to pass on any account whatever. Soon after dark the Mohawk dropped silently on to the flat roof. They were ready now to catch their bird!

In the morning Yvette, under the pretence of wishing to buy some old furniture, entered the shop. So far as she could see there was nothing suspicious. There was a manager, evidently a Russian, and two assistants.

Asking for a Jacobean chest which she did not see in the shop, Yvette was at length invited to the upper floors. These she found to be full of furniture.

Climbing the stairs to the third floor, accompanied by the manager, Yvette found herself in a large room divided in the centre by a wall, and with a door in the middle. Opening this door the manager bowed to her to precede him, and Yvette, quite unsuspectingly, obeyed. Next second the door crashed to, and she heard a key turn in the lock. She was trapped!

Before she could recover from her astonishment there was a rush of feet behind her, and she found herself seized in a grip which, as she at once recognised, it was far beyond her strength to shake off. She struggled frantically, but in vain. She was hopelessly overpowered and swiftly bound, and laid, gagged and helpless, on a sofa in the corner of the room. Then for the first time she caught sight of her captor. She recognised him at once. It was Barakoff himself! Worse still, he knew her!

The man was mad with rage, his face convulsed and his eyes blazing with fury.

So, Mademoiselle Pasquet! We meet at last! he snarled, stooping over her until his face was within a foot of her own and she could feel his hot breath upon her cheek. But it is for the first — and last time!

Accustomed as she was to danger in many forms, Yvette could not repress a shudder. In the power of a ruffian like Barakoff! She knew, of course, that at any moment Jules might become suspicious of her long absence and come in search of her. But how long would he be and what might happen in the meantime?

Barakoff set swiftly to work and fixed inside the doors heavy bars which, as Yvette realised with a sinking heart, would effectually shut out anyone trying to gain admittance, until either the door was reduced to splinters or a hole was knocked in the wall. Then he picked her up without an effort and carried her into the adjoining room. This, to Yvettes intense surprise, was elaborately fitted up as a chemical laboratory, with all kinds of strange instruments and apparatus. It was evident that it had long been used for this purpose.

With an evil sneer Barakoff took from a cupboard what Yvette had no difficulty in recognising as one of the poison bombs! This he placed on a table and attached to it a short length of fuse. Then he began to busy himself with what seemed to be preparations for leaving, packing a few articles of clothing in a small bag and laying it down with a heavy coat beside it.

When night comes, I go, he said. But you — you will remain. But I shall leave you in good company, mademoiselle, and he pointed to the deadly bomb. You will not feel dull. And after I am gone you will die — very slowly — of the twisted arms.

For a few minutes the miscreant sat silent, smoking a cigarette and regarding Yvette with a look of triumph she found even harder to bear than the consciousness of her terrible danger.

Jules, on watch below, had at length become uneasy. He entered the shop and asked one of the assistants if the lady was still there.

Yes, replied the fellow readily, she is upstairs with the manager looking at some furniture.

Jules, his hand on his pistol in his pocket, and feeling strangely uneasy, started up the stairs. There was no one in the building. What could have become of Yvette and the manager?

On the third floor he noticed the door through which Yvette had gone. He seized the handle and tried to open it. But the door was locked and there was no key.

Not daring to raise an alarm for fear of the consequences to Yvette, Jules hastened down the stairs, and signalled to one of the Scotland Yard men. In a low voice Jules told him what had happened.

We must be ready to break down that door at once, he said.

With swift efficiency help was summoned, including a couple of men of the salvage corps, armed with powerful axes which would make short work of any ordinary door.

While the shop assistants were kept under surveillance, Jules and his helpers mounted to the third floor. They tried the door, and knocked. There was no reply, but inside they heard the hasty scurry of feet.

Break it down, said Inspector Buckhurst, who had been one of the first to arrive.

The salvage men sprang forward, and one on each side of the door began a furious attack with their axes.

Instantly a shot rang out. Splinters flew in showers, but the door, heavily barred and plated with iron, for a time defied all their efforts. At last it gave way, and headed by Jules the police party rushed in.

Their first discovery was Yvette, lying unconscious and bleeding profusely from a wound in the shoulder. Barakoff had fired at her as he hurried from the room when the thunderous attack on the door began. But in his blind haste his aim had been bad, even at such short range, and she escaped with comparatively slight injury.

But where was Barakoff?

Rushing out on to the flat roof Jules looked hurriedly round. To the southward a queer-looking aeroplane was just vanishing into the thin mist. But behind it, going all out, sped the Mohawk in furious pursuit. Dick Manton was taking a hand in the game of which he was a master! There could be but one end to that, Jules thought, with a sigh of relief as he turned to look after Yvette.

She was recovering consciousness and they were just about to carry her out, when one of the policemen with a loud cry dashed to the table. He had caught sight of a thin thread of smoke rising from the fuse of the bomb!

Luckily he was an old bombing instructor and knew what to do. A moment later the fuse was cut and the bombs detonator removed. It was harmless now. Half a minute later it would have exploded.

Watching keenly from his roof Dick Manton had seen Barakoffs aeroplane rise swiftly and silently into the air. He had some slight trouble in starting the Mohawk, and the Russian was a mile away before the Englishman had started in pursuit.

Crouched in the driving seat of the Mohawk, Dick kept his eyes glued on the machine in front. He soon realised, to his dismay, that the Russian machine was much the faster and was leaving him behind. By the time they had gone ten miles and were out over the open country, he could only just discern the fugitive as a mere speck in the distance, and he realised with a sinking heart that a fleck of mist would enable Barakoff to escape.

Suddenly he discovered that the Russian machine had descended very low. A moment later it appeared to rise vertically, going up to a great height.

Instantly Dick followed and to his surprise found himself gaining rapidly. Then the Russian seemed to slip ahead again.

Several times this was repeated, and Dick at length divined the reason. The Russian could not run his elevating and driving propellers simultaneously. He travelled in a series of swoops, coming down very slowly as the machine drove forward, and then being compelled to stop the driving propellers while he gained the necessary height to continue his flight. No doubt this was explained by the fact that the planes were too small to keep the machine up without the elevating propellers.

Dick saw that he held a big advantage. The Mohawk, though slightly slower, could rise and go forward at the same time under the influence of both propellers.

As they sped over Kent, Dick began to realise with joy that he was gaining. Slowly the poison-fiend began to come back to him.

Then came the critical moment. Five hundred yards ahead and a thousand feet below, Barakoff, close to the ground, must rise soon to gain the elevation he required.

That was the moment for which Dick had been waiting. He called on his machine for the last ounce of effort he had been holding in reserve.

The Mohawk shot forward. A few seconds later Dick was directly above the Russian. So far as air tactics went he had won; the Russian was entirely at his mercy.

Then began surely the strangest aerial combat ever witnessed. To and fro the machines dodged, Barakoff striving to gain height and succeeding for a moment only to find his pursuer above him again and bullets whining round him; Dick striving to force the Russian down to the ground where he must either land or crash. For fully half an hour the machines flitted backwards and forwards around the town of Ashford. Dick had no fear of the result; his only risk was whether he could send Barakoff down before dusk came. Unless he could do this there was every danger that the Russian would escape under cover of darkness.

At last the end came.

Dick had forced his antagonist so low that, as a last desperate resort, Barakoff had to leap upward to clear a big group of elms. He miscalculated by a few feet, his machine touched the upper branches and went smashing to earth. Three minutes later Dick was standing beside the body of the death-dealer.

Barakoffs machine was a complete wreck and was blazing furiously. The man himself had been flung clear and lay in a crumpled heap, stone dead.

There is little more to tell.

The formula for the powder with which the bomb was charged was found in Barakoffs laboratory, and with it, in Russian, a prescription which, on being tested, proved to be a complete cure for the disease. It was found just in time to save those who would otherwise have been the victims of the explosion at Finsbury Park.

It was evident that Barakoff must have maintained his laboratory in Soho for months. Obviously the manager of the shop was one of his accomplices, and apparently he had recognised Yvette and deliberately thrown her into Barakoffs hands. Then realising that discovery was inevitable he had slipped out of the building, probably by a window as neither of the assistants had noticed him leave. He was never found. The assistants themselves proved to be respectable young fellows who had been employed only a few weeks and who clearly knew nothing of the nefarious conspiracy.

Nothing but the Mohawk had prevented Barakoffs escape! And Dick Manton received later on the official thanks of the British Government for his daring exploit.


V. THE MASTER ATOM.
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OH! LA LA! How horribly dull life is! I do wish something really startling would happen, Dick!

The words were spoken in pretty broken English by Yvette Pasquet, who, charming and chic, as usual, was sitting with Jules and Dick Manton. The adventurous trio were dining al fresco in the leafy garden of the old-world Hotel de France on the river bank at Montigny, that delightful spot on the outskirts of the great Forest of Fontainebleau, a spot beloved by all the artists and littérateurs of Paris.

Something will happen suddenly, no doubt, Dick laughed, glancing at his beloved. It always does!

I sincerely hope it will, declared Jules in good English. Were really getting rather rusty. I met Régnier yesterday out at Pre Catalan with Madame Sohet, and he hinted to me that some great mystery had arisen; but he would tell me nothing further.

Régnier, as head of the Service, is always well informed, and like an oyster, Yvette remarked with a laugh. So I suppose we must wait for something to happen. I hate to be idle.

Yes. Something will surely happen very shortly, said Dick. I have a curious intuition that we shall very soon be away again on another mission. My intuition never fails me.

Dick Mantons words were prophetic, for on that same evening before a meeting of the Royal Society in London, Professor Rudford, the world-famed scientist, made an amazing speech in which he said:

Could we but solve the problem of releasing and controlling the mighty forces locked up in this piece of chalk, we should have power enough to drive the biggest liner to New York and back. We should have at our disposal energy unlimited. The daily work of the world would be reduced to a few minutes tending of automatic machinery. And, I may add, the first nation to solve that problem will have the entire world at its mercy. For no nation, or combination of nations, could stand even against a small people armed with force unlimited and terrible. And — gentlemen — we are on the way to solving that problem!

As the words fell slowly and calmly from his lips his hearers felt a thrill of ungovernable emotion, almost of apprehension. For they knew well that he spoke only of what he knew, and the measured phrases conjured up in their keen brains not only a picture of a world where labour had been reduced to the vanishing point, but of a world where evil still strove with good, where the enemies of society still strove against the established order of things which they hated, where crime in the hands of the master criminal, armed with force whose potentiality they could only dream of, would be something transcending in sheer horror all the past experiences of tortured humanity.

Supposing the great secret fell into the wrong hands!

The speech at the Royal Society was a nine days wonder.

The unthinking Press made merry in the bare idea of a lump of chalk being a source of power. Then the transient impression faded as public attention returned to football and the latest prize-fight. But behind the scenes, in a hundred laboratories, students bent unceasingly over their myriad experiments, striving to wrest from Nature her greatest secret, the mystery of the mighty energy of the atom. Since the day when Madame Curie had discovered that in breaking up, yet seemingly never growing less, radium was shooting off day and night power which never seemed to diminish, the minds of the men of science had been filled with the dream of discovering the secret.

Could they learn to accelerate the process? Could they induce radium to deliver in a few moments the power which, expending itself for centuries untold, never seemed to grow less? Could they learn to control it, or would it, when at last the secret was discovered, prove to be a Frankenstein monster of titanic power, wreaking untold destruction on the world?

A thin, keen-faced man sat facing the British Prime Minister in his private room in Downing Street a few days later. This was Clinton Scott, one of the smartest men of the British Secret Service, a man of wide culture and uncanny knowledge of the underworld of international crime. His profession was the detection of crime; his hobby science in any form.

We have very disturbing news, Scott, said the Prime Minister, and I have sent for you because the problem before us is largely of a scientific nature and I know all about your hobby.

Clinton Scott smiled.

You are aware, of course, of the latest developments in the search for some method of releasing and controlling atomic forces, went on the Prime Minister. I do not profess to understand them deeply myself, but I have a general idea of what is being done and what success would imply. Professor Rudford, to whom I applied for information on the subject, tells me that such a discovery would revolutionise world conditions. You will understand of your own knowledge all that it implies, and that is why I have sent specially for you in this matter.

I am at the countrys service, replied Scott.

Now information we have received from Norway suggests very strongly that the problem has been solved, the other said. We have no details — nothing in fact very definite at all. But it is certain that some very queer things have been happening. And from what Professor Rudford tells me I am assured that we cannot afford to neglect them. Our ordinary men are useless for this kind of thing. Men with a considerable knowledge of scientific subjects are absolutely necessary. Otherwise matter which, properly understood, would be full of significance will be passed over as of no account and quite minor and unessential incidents will be followed up, and there would be serious waste of time. And time is valuable.

I agree that it is, was the terse reply.

I want you to go to Norway and look into the matter, the Prime Minister went on. Of course I will see that you get all the information we have, and you can select your own assistants.

Clinton Scott suddenly looked grave.

Is it known at all? he asked. Who is behind this — I mean who has made this discovery? You will appreciate my reason for asking. If it is the work of a genuine man of science there would be no immediate danger, though of course such an invention would upset all ideas of international relations. It is literally true, as no doubt Professor Rudford will have told you, that the nation in exclusive possession of such a secret could dominate the world. But there are one or two men in the world who, with such a secret in their possession, would be a real peril to civilisation.

Do you know a man named Lenart Gronvold? asked the Premier.

Clinton Scott started visibly.

Do you mean to say he is in it? he gasped in utter astonishment.

It was the Premiers turn to be surprised.

Why — who is he? he asked. Professor Rudford had never even heard his name and laughed when I suggested that he could have had anything to do with it.

He wont laugh when he gets some real idea of Gronvolds ability, said Scott bitterly. The man is one of the mysteries of the world of crime, he went on. Exactly who he is we dont know — I mean we know little about his life. But we believe he is Norwegian born, though he has strong Russian characteristics. We know he studied at Leipzig. Tutors who knew him well speak with the utmost admiration of his amazing brain power as a student and the daring of his conceptions. But for some reason he never did well in examinations and attracted no attention whatever outside a very limited circle. Personally, I believe that for some strange reason he deliberately elected not to call attention to himself, for there is not the slightest doubt that he could with ease have captured every honour the University had to bestow. After leaving Leipzig he disappeared for some years. I dont know how he spent them. But I do know that he is a chemist of amazing ability. He has, moreover, been mixed up with a number of puzzling international crimes, though we have never been able to bring any of them home to him. Do you remember the big bank robbery at Liverpool three years ago?

The Premier nodded.

You mean, he said, when the bank vaults were blown open with dynamite and half a million in gold stolen?

Thats the case, said Scott. Only it wasnt dynamite, there was no explosion. The thick steel and stone walls of the vaulted safe had been melted through as if they had been butter. The story of an explosion was deliberately given out to deceive the thieves. But the fact is that some process was used of which we have no knowledge whatever.

And he paused, then went on:

Now I am pretty sure Gronvold was in that. I was called in before anything had been touched. And in one corner I picked up a scrap of paper bearing some queer formulae of which I could make nothing. It had evidently been dropped by accident. And it bore Gronvolds name. Moreover, as I ascertained by a visit to Leipzig, where I saw some of the old University registers, it was in his handwriting. But where he is, how he got into England, how the burglary was effected and how he got away with such an enormous weight of gold we never could make out. If he is really in this new discovery we are face to face with a terrible problem. The man is absolutely without scruple, and for three years he has had the use of half a million of money for his experiments. He may have done anything in that time.

But how did you know of him? asked the Premier.

Its a queer story, replied the other. Simmons, one of our men in Christiansand came across, quite by accident, a drunken Norwegian sailor who told a strange story of the blowing up of a mountain by a tiny cartridge placed at the bottom of an old mine shaft. He actually mentioned Gronvolds name, and claimed to have been one of his assistants. When he became sober he was evidently terribly alarmed at having talked, and denied the whole story. The same day he disappeared, and Simmons has been unable to trace him.

He went on after a pause:

Now the blowing up of a mountain is a fact. A hill nearly a thousand feet high in a wild lonely district north-east of Tonstad has absolutely disappeared — levelled out. To have done the work by ordinary means would have meant years of labour and would have cost a fortune. There can be no doubt that some entirely new force has been employed. Officially the occurrence is attributed to a landslide; actually it is and can be nothing of the kind. Now this, coupled with what the Norwegian sailor said, suggests that we ought to look into the matter. Whether the Norwegian Government knows anything about it I do not know, and the matter would be of such importance from the international point of view that we cannot make direct inquiries.

Will you take it in hand? asked the Premier. Whom will you get to help you? I am afraid the ordinary men would be of very little use.

I think I will run over to Paris and see Régnier, replied Scott. He has a fellow named Manton who will certainly be useful. He was in our flying corps and was invalided out owing to wounds. He has done some wonderful work and has an entirely new type of aeroplane which he invented and which, by the way, our people would have nothing to do with. Régnier swears by him. He works always with a French girl named Yvette Pasquet, who did some splendid intelligence work during the war, and her brother Jules. They will have nothing to do with anyone else when they are on a case, and they have had some amazing results.

Crossing to Paris by the afternoon air express Scott the same evening was warmly greeted by Régnier. He rapidly explained his visit. Régnier looked grave.

I have heard of the man, he said, but have never seen him, I dont think in a case like this you can do better than Manton. He is very well up in all these scientific things; they seem to be a perfect craze with him.

An hour later, Régnier, Scott, Dick Manton, Yvette, and Jules were closely discussing the problem in Mantons rooms.

We have got to find that sailor, was Dicks verdict, and luck is going to have a good deal to do with it. I suppose Simmons is on the look out for him?

Yes, replied Scott, I wired him at once.

Do you think Gronvold and the sailor have quarrelled? put in Yvette.

I think not, was Scotts reply. If they had there seems no reason for the mans alarm. I think he calculated on going back to him. That was Simmons view, too.

Dick, who had been carefully studying a map, looked up.

Just look here, he said, you could hide an army in this place.

The map was in contour and gave a vivid impression of the wild and desolate country, a broken mass of hills and lakes, stretching north and east from Tonstad.

Suppose Gronvold is there, said Dick, he could hide anything he wanted to. I dont think he would have travelled far from its base to blow up the hill — that was probably experimental. My idea is that he has established his laboratory somewhere in the hills about there. There is no population and little or no traffic through the district. He must send to one of the towns for supplies, and Christiansand is the most likely. I should guess that the sailor had come there for that purpose and may come again.

He did not leave the town by boat, declared Scott. Simmons made the most careful inquiries on all the boats in the harbour and no one of his description was seen.

Three tourists a week later were lodged in a comfortable hotel in the Dronningens Gade, one of the principal streets in the busy port of Christiansand. They were Yvette, Jules, and Scott. Dick had flown the Mohawk direct to the wild district north-east of Tonstad, and with the help of a light tent had pitched a camp in a little wood a couple of miles from the southern edge of the blown-up hill. He had taken pains in the selection of a suitable place and his camp and the Mohawk were so admirably hidden that they were safe from discovery, unless some one actually walked right up to them, a contingency which in that roadless, unpopulated country was extremely unlikely. But though hidden himself he commanded a wide view.

For two days Dick devoted himself to a thorough examination of the surrounding country, quartering it thoroughly either on foot or in the Mohawk. He could however see nothing in the least suspicious.

Then came a surprise.

His only method of receiving news from the others was to listen in on the wireless telegraph set with which the Mohawk was fitted for messages which, directed to an address in England, were handed to the Christiansand radio station for dispatch, but were really intended for him. These messages were handed in at eight oclock precisely and Dick usually got them within half an hour.

On the third day of his watch came the message:



SAILOR LOCATED. TRAVELLING NORTH WITH PACK MULES. WE FOLLOW. OSTERLUIS ROAD.



The man, as he was to learn later, had been spotted by Yvette in Christiansand. She had seen him leave a small cafe much frequented by sailors, and had been struck by his likeness to the description given by Simmons. She had followed him for some time while he made a variety of purchases at numerous shops, and had been struck by the fact that a mere sailor should evidently have such a large sum of money at his disposal. Luckily she had encountered Simmons, who at once recognised the man and had promptly disappeared to avoid arousing his suspicions.

Yvette was able to learn that all the mans purchases were being delivered to a small inn on the outskirts of the town, and a few inquiries showed that he had four mules stationed there.

The matter began now to clear up. They were sure of the man; at least he could not leave without his mules and stores. Jules and Scott took up the watch at the inn, while Yvette shadowed the suspect. It was thought best that Simmons should not appear. It soon became evident that the man had no associates in Christiansand. All he did was to visit shops, paying cash for all his purchases and having them sent to the inn where his mules were stabled.

The next day, with his mules heavily loaded, he set out from Christiansand, taking the road to Trygstand and Ostersluis.

Yvette, Jules, and Scott decided to follow him on foot. To have taken horses would have told him he was being followed as soon as he left the road, as they were pretty sure he would, sooner or later. Luckily all three were splendid walkers and felt they would have no trouble in keeping up with the heavily-laden mules. Cramming a few necessities into rucksacks they were soon on the track of their quarry.

Man and mules made steady progress. They were soon through Trygstand and, shortly after, caught sight of the Mohawk high above them and evidently following the road on the watch for them.

With a handkerchief tied to a stick Yvette swiftly signalled to Dick the brief facts, and the Mohawk passed on towards Christiansand. When the sailor and the mules were hidden in a dip in the road Dick landed, and all four held a brief consultation as to their future plans.

As a result Scott put on his best speed and soon passed the sailor who had stopped for a rest. The man was now between two parties on the ground and under observation from Dick from the air. He certainly could not escape.

A few miles beyond Trygstand he suddenly left the high road, and turned westward and north across the open country. Evidently he was not bound for Ostersluis. But where could he be going? For miles there was not even a house in the deserted track of country into which he had plunged.

But it was evident he knew his bearings thoroughly. Hour after hour he jogged along, and soon the pursuers realised that they had been wise not to bring horses. No horse could have crossed the country over which the sure-footed mules went swiftly without a stagger.

At nightfall the man camped. Apparently he paid no attention to the passing of the aeroplane, for he barely glanced at it. Building a small fire under the shelter of a rock, the three pursuers spent a comfortless night. Dick had flown to his camp, intending to pick the party up again at dawn.

Early next morning the man was afoot and continued his journey. He was now in the wild country well to the west of Ostersluis, and travelling due north. Yvette, Jules, and Scott were a mile behind, following with the utmost care not to reveal their presence and so rouse the mans suspicions.

They had gone but a few miles when the man paused on the flat top of a high hill, which on the side away from them sloped steeply into a deep gorge at the foot of which ran a small stream. They watched him narrowly.

With great care he got the four mules together, standing side by side. He himself took up a position directly in front of them and almost touching the animals heads.

A moment later man and mules sank together, apparently into the earth and disappeared!

They could hardly believe their eyes! Surely the man must have gone down the reverse slope of the hill. But they were confident that he had not moved.

They hurried to the spot. Not a sign of any living thing was to be seen! The mystery was profound.

While they stood gazing at one another in speechless amazement, the Mohawk, which they had not perceived above them, dropped vertically downwards and landed a few yards away. Dick sprang out.

Did you see? he gasped. The man and mules went down into some sort of pit. But where was it?

The flat top of the hill was broken into a series of narrow cracks; apparently the rock of which it was composed was of volcanic origin. They examined it closely, but they could discover nothing which offered a solution of the mystery.

Dick described closely what he had seen from the sky. It agreed with what the others had observed. The man had got the mules together, and all had sunk slowly downward. Dick had seen the black mouth of the pit for a few moments and a blaze of light. Then the pit had disappeared, and the ground resumed its normal appearance.

We shall have to camp here to-night, said Dick. We must get to the bottom of this. We shall have to take turns to watch. In the meantime we had better have a look round.

Having closely examined the top of the hill, they turned to the deep gorge and descended to the bottom. The stream, they found, issued from the hill itself, flowing out from a low tunnel high enough to admit the passage of a man. From it also issued a cloud of mist which spread over the bottom of the little valley in a thick blanket which completely concealed the surface of the ground from anyone at the top of the hill.

But still more remarkable was that the bed of the little stream was deeply covered with what appeared to be recently melted lava. In many places it was still hot, and the water, they found, was nearly boiling. The first traces of this were found at the mouth of the tunnel from which the stream emerged, and for hundreds of yards the molten rock could be traced, as though it had poured from the tunnel and flowed down the bed of the brook.

Wood and water were available in abundance, and soon they had pitched their camp, near enough to the top of the mysterious hill to enable them to watch it closely and yet well concealed so that if the man reappeared they would have no difficulty in escaping observation.

The first watch fell to Yvette, and with a revolver ready for instant use, she prepared to spend a couple of lonely hours on the edge of the hill. The camp was but a quarter of a mile away so that a shot would bring her speedy help at any time.

A brilliant moon lit up the country for miles.

There was no trace of any living thing. Everything was still and silent.

Yvette had been on watch about an hour when she became aware that the air was full of a dull murmur of sound. She listened intently. There was no mistake about it. A dull throbbing noise was distinctly discernible.

She walked round the flat top of the hill, looking keenly in every direction and trying to locate the position from which the mysterious sound was coming. But it was in vain.

Glancing into the gorge, she saw a strange and terrible phenomenon. The course of the little brook was traced in a dull fiery glow. Clouds of steam were rising thickly into the night air; she could plainly hear the sharp hiss of water on something hot.

She ran swiftly down the hill. At the bottom she paused on the edge of the stream. The water had disappeared and in its place ran a river of molten rock! Through her boots she felt the heat of the ground.

Returning to the top of the hill she waited for Dick, who was now almost due to relieve her. In a few moments he appeared and listened in amazement as she gasped out her story.

The dull, throbbing noise was still audible.

Machinery, said Dick laconically, but where?

Suddenly he flung himself on his face, and pressed his ear close to the ground.

Listen, he said.

Yvette followed his example. There could be no mistake; the mysterious sound was coming from the ground beneath their feet! The earth was full of muffled thunder.

Dick took from his pocket a hammer and struck a sharp blow on the flat rock beneath their feet. It rang hollow! Unmistakably they were standing on the roof of a cavern.

Walking to the camp they roused the others and told them what they had seen and heard.

We have got to catch that sailor if we wait here a month, said Scott. He must come out again some time. But how about food?

We have enough tinned stuff in the Mohawk for a week, said Dick, so we shall be all right for a few days. In the meantime we must watch the place closely.

Next day passed without incident until evening was drawing on. Then Yvette, who was watching the top of the hill while the others rested, at six oclock gave a low whistle. She was lying on the ground keeping observation between a couple of rocks which hid her completely. In a moment the others had crawled to her side.

Look! she said.

On the top of the hill, three hundred yards away, stood the sailor and the four mules, clearly silhouetted against the evening glow. He had appeared suddenly, Yvette told them, just on the spot where he had disappeared on the previous day.

We must get him, said Dick.

The man with the mules started to return along the way he had come. They saw at once that the path he was taking would bring him close to them.

With the mules unloaded the man evidently had no intention of walking. He mounted one of the animals and rode towards them at a fast trot.

He was within twenty yards when Dick aimed his revolver and fired. The mule the man was riding bolted, throwing its rider heavily. Before he could recover himself he was bound and helpless. The other three mules stampeded wildly and were soon out of sight.

Carried to the camp the man soon recovered. But he resolutely refused to say a word.

Well, said Dick. We must try to get into the cave. Perhaps the tunnel out of which the brook runs will lead us to it.

They were soon at the mouth of the strange tunnel. There was no sign of the molten matter of the previous night. The stream, thick with mud, flowed sluggishly, but the water was cool, and the ground, which the night before had been too hot to walk upon, was now not more than uncomfortably warm.

With Dick leading, Scott and Yvette next in order, and Jules bringing up the rear they entered the mouth of the tunnel. There was, they found, just room for them to pass, stooping low and walking knee deep in the little stream. They were, of course, in total darkness, for Dick was afraid to show a light for fear of betraying their presence.

For a hundred yards Dick groped his way onward. Then his outstretched hands struck something soft. It was a kind of curtain hung across the stream, thick and heavy.

Cautiously he slightly raised one corner and peered through. The sight that struck his eyes filled them with amazement.

They were at the entrance to an enormous chamber, a hundred and fifty yards across, dimly lighted by a single big electric lamp, the only one alight out of dozens which hung from the roof. The floor sloped steeply upwards at the far end where they could make out a kind of platform, reaching nearly to the roof and with steps leading downward into the great hall. All round the side were a series of openings, apparently small chambers cut into the solid rock. From one of these the stream they had followed seemed to issue, crossing the floor of the great cave in a narrow deep channel.

But what fascinated Dicks attention was a great table, apparently of iron, which occupied the centre of the cave. It was heavily constructed and seemed to be based on massive legs which went down into the rock. Upon it stood a strange machine unlike anything he had ever seen before and of the use of which he could not form the smallest idea. Surmounted by two huge governor balls, it was a complicated mass of polished wheels, of some metal which Dick could not identify, and which gleamed with a strange radiance in the light of the huge electric lamp overhead. From the machine a bewildering mass of wires led to a series of points at the face of the rock.

So much Dick could make out in the dim light. He was keenly anxious to learn more. But how was it to be done? No sign of any human being was to be seen, but he could not imagine that what lay before their eyes was the work of the solitary sailor who now lay bound in their camp.

At any rate they could not remain where they were. Dick decided to try to gain entrance to one of the wall chambers where they could shelter with a better chance of seeing what would happen in this underground home of mystery. But which should they choose?

Some of the chambers were half-way to the roof and were reached by steps cut in the solid rock. Dick decided on one of these not far from where they were standing. They crept cautiously from their hiding-place and stole along to the bottom of the cave. A moment later they were at the foot of the steps. These they hastily climbed, and soon found themselves in a fair-sized cave, fifteen or sixteen feet above the floor of the main cavern and commanding a good view of the entire area. It was dry and warm and formed an ideal post of observation, provided their presence remained undiscovered.

Suddenly a blaze of light struck their eyes. Some one had turned on the whole of the electric lamps which hung in clusters from the roof.

Peering cautiously out they saw, to their amazement, half a dozen men issue from different chambers near the floor of the cave. All wore big round spectacles of deep blue glass and were clothed in close-fitting garments of rubber, with heavy gauntletted gloves of the same material. Apparently they could not see well, for the spectacles must have been almost impervious to ordinary light.

One of the men, fixing his spectacles on more firmly and, drawing his rubber overall more closely around him, approached the strange machine which stood on the table. The others proceeded to the points at which the wires from the machine reached the side of the cave. Here they took up some kind of tool which looked like a gigantic blowpipe and stood ready as if awaiting a signal.

A low whistle sounded from the man at the table, as he grasped a small wheel and gave it a quick turn.

An instant later an appalling blaze of light burst from the strange machine, and the cave was filled with a roar of sound, a terrible deep drone of such frightful intensity that the hidden watchers shuddered as if with actual physical agony. Dick felt the sweat start suddenly from his forehead and pour down his face. Anxiously he glanced towards Yvette. She lay with her face buried in her arms, her body trembling convulsively. Scott and Jules, their faces white as chalk, were gazing at the unearthly light which streamed from the whirling machine, shading their eyes with their hands to shelter them from its blinding radiance. They could not look at it for more than a few seconds; it was like trying to gaze at the sun at midday.

Taking a letter from his pocket, Dick bored a tiny hole in it with his scarf pin. Through this hole he found he could see in comparative comfort. He signed to the others to do the same, and soon all four — for Yvette quickly recovered her self-possession — were eagerly watching the strange scene before them. Speech, in the deafening noise by which they were surrounded, was, of course, out of the question.

The man at the great table in the centre of the cavern evidently had a task of great difficulty to control the movements of the strange machine, which he seemed to do by means of a large wheel something like the steering wheel of a steamer. Long streamers of flame shot from it in all directions, and as its mass of wheels revolved at terrific speed it shook and trembled as if it would actually leap from the table.

In the meantime the men at the rock face were hard at work with big blowpipes, from the muzzles of which shot streams of fire of such intensity that the solid rock seemed to melt away like butter. The molten matter was led by ducts in the ground through a grid of some metal, evidently highly refractory to heat, for it appeared to do no more than glow white-hot even in the terrific temperature of the melted rock. After passing through this grid the molten matter was led to the bed of the stream, from which the water had in some manner been cut off, and flowed out the way Dick and his companions had entered.

What was the object of the work?

Dick could not guess, but every now and again one of the men would walk to the grid and with a long implement shaped like a hoe would scrape off something adhering to the bars, which he deposited in a big tank of water. Dick determined that, sooner or later, he would obtain a specimen.

But in the meantime their position was decidedly precarious. If they were observed there was no possible way of escape, for the tunnel by which they had entered was barred by the stream of molten matter. They could only lie still and hope that no one would enter the gallery in which they lay concealed.

After two hours of work, the man at the table stopped the machine, and all the men straightened out for a rest. Evidently they were very much exhausted. The lights were extinguished, except for the single one which was burning when they entered, and the men returned to their quarters, evidently almost falling with weariness. Dick came to the conclusion that they could only carry on the work on which they were engaged for a short time and that after that sleep and rest were imperative. The flow of molten metal had stopped and the water was again allowed to flow along its ordinary channel, from whence it sent up huge clouds of dense steam.

This gave Dick his chance.

Sending the others to the mouth of the exit, he cautiously crept towards the tank in which were deposited the scrapings from the grid which filtered the molten rock. He reached it safely, and plunging in his arm up to the shoulder, abstracted a couple of handfuls of what seemed like heavy shot. These he placed at once in his pocket.

He was about to return to the others when his attention was caught by the queer platform at the one end of the cave. Looking at this carefully he found that it was really a huge lift, and at once the mysterious disappearance of the sailor and the mules was explained. It was evident that the top of the lift was really the thin covering of rock which had sounded hollow when tapped and that this had been so cut that when the lift forced it into position only traces of ragged crevices were left on the surface. Dick could not but admire the ingenuity with which this approach to the subterranean retreat had been devised.

Presently he heard a heavy knocking above his head and, guessing the cause, shrank back for shelter into the mouth of a small cave adjoining. A moment later a man emerged from one of the other chambers and approached the lift. Dick was curious to see how it worked. There was, as he could see, a small electric motor fitted to it, but where could the necessary power come from?

The new-comer carried in his hand a tiny machine which was in every respect a duplicate in miniature of the big one on the central table. But it was so small that the man carried it easily in one hand. From it ran a pair of electric cables which the man proceeded to connect with the terminals of the motor.

Placing the machine on the ground he gave the wheel a sharp turn. Immediately the tiny machine began to revolve, throwing out flashes and flames exactly like the larger one but on a miniature scale.

Clearly, however, there was considerable power in it, for the lift at once commenced to descend. On it stood a man whom Dick instantly recognised as Gronvold. And he was accompanied by the sailor whom Dick had left safely tied up in their camp. Evidently Gronvold had found and released him.

Their position was now indeed one of terrible gravity.

As soon as the lift reached the bottom the two men stepped off and the lift reascended, moving upward with an ease which showed the tremendous power developed by the tiny machine. Here, indeed, was something of which Dick had had no previous experience.

The three men crossed the cave to the shelter occupied by the man who worked the big machine, who was evidently the captain, and Dick knew there was no time to be lost.

Directly the men entered the shelter, Dick dashed across the cave to join the others, snatching out his revolver as he ran.

He had nearly reached them, when a whistle blew and instantly half a dozen men rushed from different caves. They were discovered!

Take care of Yvette, Jules! Dick yelled as, with Scott at his side, he faced round to the men who were rushing at them from three sides.

Instantly Yvette and Jules plunged into the tunnel. Dick and Scott backed after them with drawn revolvers threatening the men in the cave.

For a moment the leaders hesitated; apparently they were not aimed. Then Gronvold rushed to the front, followed by the captain, both carrying curious weapons which looked like heavy pistols.

All four men fired simultaneously. Dick saw the captain drop, evidently shot dead, and heard a bullet whiz past him and strike the rock behind. A burst of flame singed his hair, and he felt the hot breath of it on his face.

Then Gronvold fired at Scott. The effect as the bullet struck him was strange and awful. His body actually disappeared in a mass of flame under the impact of some projectile of unimaginable power and energy. At the same instant Dick slipped on a projecting bit of rock and fell heavily on his head. As he lost consciousness he heard the crack of a revolver behind him. Yvette and Jules, hearing the shots, had returned in the nick of time. Jules snatched up Dick and carried him down the tunnel, while Yvette very coolly shot down Gronvold just as he was reloading his terrible weapon.

When Dick recovered his senses he found himself lying on the ground at the entrance to the tunnel, his head pillowed on Yvettes arm as she tried to pour some brandy between his lips. He could feel the sobs which shook her, and even felt a tear on his face. Jules stood on guard at the entrance to the tunnel, his revolver ready for instant action in case of pursuit.

As Dick opened his eyes, Yvette gave a gasp of relief.

Oh, dearest, I thought you were dead! she sobbed and burst into tears. A moment later she turned away blushing scarlet. She had betrayed her secret at last. And even in his confused state Dick felt a thrill of triumphant joy.

His head spinning he staggered to his feet. But he would have fallen if Yvette had not caught him.

Sit down, Dick, she said peremptorily. Jules can look after this place.

Dick obeyed, perforce; he was so sick and giddy that he could have done nothing even if the expected attack had come.

But it never came. Suddenly as they stood there, tense and waiting, a terrific convulsion shook the earth. With a terrible roar the great cavern collapsed and a vast burst of smoke and flame vomited to the sky, and a deep crater was left by the subsidence. Sick and dizzy, with showers of stones falling all around them, they stood aghast while explosion after explosion rent the air, rendering the crater deeper. It was some minutes before quiet reigned again and, white and shaken, after their nerve-racking experience, they were able to collect their shaken faculties and make an examination of the scene.

The hill beneath which the cavern was located had practically disappeared; in its place was left nothing but a heap of torn and tumbled earth and rock. Its dreadful secret was safe, for the cave and its contents, and the men who had wielded such titanic forces, were buried deep under tens of thousands of tons of debris.

Perhaps it was as well, Dick thought. There are some forms of knowledge which mortals ought not to possess; there are some powers which they are not fit to handle.

Whatever secret Gronvold had discovered, it rested with him for ever on the very scene of his ill-omened labours. What had gone wrong in the depths of the cavern they could not even imagine, but it was evident that the mysterious force which Gronvold had called into existence, whatever it was, had destroyed him and his companions. And it was almost by a miracle that Dick, Yvette, and Jules had escaped.

Slowly and painfully they made their way back to their camp, and for the first time Dick became conscious of the great weight of the double handful of shot which he had taken from the tank. He drew some of it out and examined it by the light of the fire. As he did so he gave a cry of surprise. For the shot was nothing more or less than tiny nuggets of virgin gold.

Here was an addition to the mystery. As Dick knew perfectly well, there was not an atom of gold-bearing rock within hundreds of miles of where they stood.

It was evident that one of the secrets of Gronvolds invention was that it gave him the power of actually bringing about the transmutation of substances. There was some element in the rock which was susceptible of being changed into gold by a process at which they could not even guess. But if this were so, Gronvold had indeed, as they suspected, been able to solve the problem of loosing the incredible force contained in the atom. His discovery was, as Dick at once realised, on the lines of the latest development of scientific thought.

Dick was to see the problem solved in later years by more reputable investigators.

But he could never forget his strange encounter with the wonderful but misguided genius whose career had been so terribly brought to an end by the dread power he had himself evoked.


VI. THE HORROR OF LOCKIE.
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MANY READERS WILL recall the tragedy of Renstoke Castle and the terrible death of young Lord Renstoke. The case aroused much sensation at the time. It would have aroused far more had the real facts been allowed to transpire.

They were known, however, to only a few people, and, for reasons which were at the time sufficient, they were kept secret. I am now able to lift the veil which shrouded one of the most perplexing mysteries which has ever puzzled the scientific world. Even now, the story is not complete; the great secret died with the amazing but perverted genius who discovered it.

Lord Renstoke, a young man only thirty, was one of those favoured individuals on whom Fortune seemed to have showered all her gifts. Born and brought up in Canada, he was connected only very remotely with the ancient family of Renstoke, and no one ever dreamed that he could by any possibility succeed to the title, which carried with it Renstoke Castle and a rent-roll of something like a hundred thousand pounds a year.

James Mitchell, as Lord Renstoke was before he succeeded to the title, had left a lumber camp in Upper Canada when the call of the Great War brought Britishers from all the wild places of the world to join the colours. He served as a private in one of the Canadian Regiments, rapidly winning his way upward, and finally being awarded the Victoria Cross for a piece of dare-devil folly — so his comrades declared — that had led to the capture of an important German position and had helped very materially to bring about one of the most brilliant of the many successes scored by the Canadians in the closing stages of the fighting.

That episode seemed to mark the turning-point in the fortunes of James Mitchell. From then onward it seemed as though Fate had no gifts that were too good to be showered upon him. It was only a few weeks later that the obscure Canadian private was summoned to headquarters to receive the astounding intelligence that through a series of deaths that in fiction would have been deemed fantastic, he was a peer of the United Kingdom with a vast fortune at his disposal.

Then James Mitchell, Baron Renstoke, went back to his trenches and the comrades he had learned to love to finish the work on hand.

It was during the latter half of the war that James Mitchell found himself swept by chance into the strange web of mystery and adventure that surrounded the doings of Yvette Pasquet and Dick Manton. He had been detailed, quite privately and unofficially, to help Yvette in one of her achievements, and the clever French girl had been quick to recognise in him an assistant of more than ordinary ability. Yvette was one of those rare people who never forget, and so there came about a gradual friendship which included Dick Manton and Jules Pasquet. Yvette rejoiced unfeignedly when, after the Armistice, she learned of Mitchells good fortune. The friendship continued and ripened, and Yvette, Jules, and Dick Manton were staying at Renstoke Castle when a terrible stroke of malign fate cut short a career of brilliant promise and brought an ancient lineage to an end.

Renstoke Castle was a wonderful old house in Argyllshire, and James Mitchell, now Lord Renstoke, was surely one of the favoured of the gods! Over six feet in height, strikingly handsome and of superb physique, wealthy and with great charm of manner, there seemed to be nothing to which he could not aspire. Despite the surroundings of his early years he had been well educated for his father, though only a Canadian farmer, had been a man of considerable culture and learning, and had seen that his son, who inherited his own intellectual gifts, had been well taught. Only the spirit of adventure had led him at twenty-one into the wild places of the world, where he saw existence from many angles, and in a rough outdoor life had brought to perfection physical powers which had been remarkable even in boyhood.

He was now the last of the Renstokes. But he was still young. No one dreamed but that he would marry and that the ancient line would be continued.

Then the blow fell!

Through the late summer a series of mysterious attacks had been made on live stock throughout the western portion of Argyllshire. Sheep, and even deer, had been attacked, evidently by some unusually powerful animal.

Sheep worrying, of course, is not an uncommon vice among dogs, and when the outbreak first started little was thought of the matter. The local farmers and shepherds merely began to watch their dogs more closely than usual. But the outbreaks continued, more and more sheep were killed, and at length the losses became so heavy that drastic steps were taken.

For thirty miles around, not a dog was permitted off the chain after dusk. Bands of men armed with guns, with instructions to shoot any dog on sight, patrolled the country-side by day and night. It was all in vain. Sheep continued to perish under the teeth of the mysterious prowler, and even the smaller deer, in spite of their speed, began to fall victims.

The farmers were at their wits ends when the mystery was suddenly lifted into the region of unadulterated horror.

Alan MacPherson, a young gamekeeper, had been one of a number of men who, stretched out into a line a couple of miles long, had set out at nightfall to search a lonely piece of moorland in which it was thought the strange animal might be hiding. The line of men had gone forward on a prearranged plan for five or six miles and then pivoted on the right hand man, swung round and marched homeward, concentrating finally at a big farm known as Kelsie, where the losses had been very serious.

The men, of course, knew the country thoroughly, and similar manoeuvres had been many times repeated without mishap. Always the last man of the line had turned up within a few minutes of the prearranged time.

On this occasion MacPherson was on the extreme left wheel and, having farthest to go, should have been the last man home. No one was uneasy when it was found he was a few minutes late; he was armed and knew the country like the palm of his hand.

But when the minutes slipped by without news his companions began to be anxious. Three hours passed, and, at length, a search party was hastily formed.

Two hours later MacPhersons body was found lying terribly mangled beside a big rock on the slope of a small tor. His gun, still loaded, was only three feet away. Beside the body lay a filled pipe and a box of matches. Evidently the man had laid down his gun to light his pipe and had been suddenly attacked and killed before he could raise a hand to defend himself.

A few minutes later, Lord Renstoke, Yvette, Dick Manton, and Jules were on the scene. Though all were familiar with the ghastly sights of war, they found themselves in the presence of a horror which overbore all their previous experiences.

Renstoke, whose experience abroad had made him familiar with many wild animals quite unknown to the others, examined the body carefully. At length he rose from his knees with a horrified expression in his eyes, and gave brief orders for the removal of the body to the unfortunate mans home to await the inquest.

But it was not until they had returned to the Castle that he spoke of what he had seen. And his first words gave his comrades a terrible shock.

No dog did that! he said quietly, but in a tone of intense conviction.

Whatever do you mean, Renstoke? asked Dick quickly. What else could have done it? There are no lions or tigers about here, you know.

Are you sure? replied Renstoke. I think we shall have to see Erckmann about this. Boris Erckmann, he went on to explain, was a famous zoologist who lived in a big lonely house on the Renstoke estate some ten miles away. He had spent many years in wandering explorations in tropical countries and was known in the inner circles of science as a man of brilliant attainments. He did not advertise himself, however, living the life of a recluse, and to the general public his name meant nothing. Among his Highland neighbours, a dour people who concerned themselves very little with the affairs of other folk, little notice was taken of him. He lived at Lockie, a big house surmounted by a high wall and perched on a gaunt hill-side overlooking a lonely glen. Among his neighbours, who guessed nothing of his wonderful abilities, Erckmann passed for a harmless scientist and was affable and good-natured to those he chanced to meet during his incessant pilgrimages over the wide moorland which stretched for many miles around Lockie.

Erckmann is said to have a lot of wild animals at Lockie, Renstoke went on to explain, and it is possible that one of them may have broken loose. I am perfectly certain MacPherson was not killed by a dog.

But what makes you so certain? Dick questioned. So far as I could see any big dog could have done it.

Did you ever see a dog with hands, Dick? asked Renstoke quietly.

His hearers started simultaneously with a gasp of horror.

Whatever do you mean? they asked.

Just this, Lord Renstoke replied. He was not killed by a dog at all. As you saw, the front of his throat was badly torn. But on the back of his neck were two distinct bruises, one on each side and nearly meeting, which suggested the mark of two thumbs, as if he had been seized from behind by two hands which clasped his neck. Now, no dog could have done that. Moreover no dog could have killed him so quickly that he never had a chance either to fight for his life or to call for help. Remember, he was an extremely powerful man and his nearest neighbour in the line was scarcely more than a hundred yards away. He was killed so suddenly and so swiftly that he had no time even to shout. I have seen many men who had been killed by wolves, bears, and cougars, but never one who had not made a fight for his life.

But what could it have been? asked Yvette in a horrified whisper.

There is only one animal in the world that could have done it, replied Renstoke, and that is a gorilla. You know the strength of the gorilla compared with that of a man is enormous. It has enormously powerful hands and teeth. A man seized unawares, as MacPherson must have been, would be dead in a few seconds; he wouldnt have the smallest chance either to defend himself or to shout. And I happen to know, though it is not generally known, that Erckmann actually has a gorilla at Lockie. I am going over to see him after the inquest and I mean to see the gorilla as well. Erckmann is a tenant of mine, though, as it happens, I have never seen him.

But there is one thing that puzzles me, Renstoke went on after a pause. The sheep-killing has been going on for several months, and I dont see where such an animal as a gorilla, assuming that it has been at large for so long, can have been hidden without being seen. But, of course, the country is very wild and there are some big woods that may have screened it during the daytime.

What are you going to say at the inquest? Dick asked abruptly.

Nothing at all until I know a lot more, answered Renstoke deliberately. Remember, we dont know anything positively yet. I am only giving you my personal opinion.

All agreed that Renstokes plan was best. But they had yet to learn how far the appalling reality outstripped the horror of their suppositions.

The inquest, held the following afternoon, was almost formal. There was no real evidence, of course, as to how the unfortunate man was killed, and what amounted to an open verdict was found. Neither the doctor who examined the body, nor the detectives from Glasgow who made every possible inquiry, struck the chain of reasoning which had led Renstoke to his strange theory, and it was generally assumed that MacPherson had been killed by some ferocious dog which had been lurking unseen for months in the wild country around Renstoke.

Next morning all four started for Lockie. Erckmanns house, though only ten miles away in a direct line, was at least thirty by road, and as the day was fine they decided to motor for about five miles, leave the car, and walk across country for the remainder of the distance. It was this decision which led them to the first strange clue in the solution of the terrible mystery.

At the point where they left the car, the road, which had been leading westward, made an abrupt turn at the summit of a desolate hill, and stretched away southward as far as they could see. Their destination was further west, and as Dick ran the car on to the grass at the side of the road, they prepared for their tramp.

They had walked some four miles over rough heather-clad country when Renstoke pointed to a big building a mile away and facing the top of the steep rise they had just breasted.

That is Lockie? he said.

For the most part, the country was dry. Below them, however, was a shallow valley, along the bottom of which a rippling burn wound its way. Descending the hill they crossed the brook and soon found themselves at a tiny bridge beside the only gateway they could see in the high stone wall, surmounted by a formidable barrier of barbed iron, which surrounded the building.

In response to Renstokes knock the door was opened by an ill-favoured individual, evidently a foreigner, who stared at them in blank surprise.

I want to see Mr Erckmann; is he at home? Renstoke demanded.

The man made some reply in a language which neither of them understood. Renstoke repeated his question.

Turning to a telephone which stood on a small table in the lodge the man spoke a few words. A moment later he signed to them to enter and conducted them to the entrance door of the big house.

As they approached a big, powerfully built man, heavily bearded and wearing round horn spectacles, met them on the steps of the front door.

Renstoke bowed courteously. Mr Erckmann? he inquired.

Yes, I am Mr Erckmann, was the reply. What can I do for you?

Renstoke as briefly as possible explained what had happened. Erckmann listened patiently and carefully. Only at the end of the story, when Renstoke told him quite frankly his suspicions, the mans eyes hardened ominously and his lips tightened under his heavy grey moustache.

Yes, I have a gorilla, he admitted. But if you suggest that it has escaped you are quite wrong. It has never left its cage since it was brought here, quite young, six years ago. It would be a bad thing for some one if it did, he added.

May we see it? asked Renstoke quietly.

Yes — if you doubt my word, snapped the scientist. He was evidently, for some reason, much annoyed and was controlling himself with obvious difficulty.

During the conversation Dick had once or twice glanced at Yvette and was surprised at the fixity of the gaze she directed at Erckmann. She was regarding him almost as if fascinated, with every sign of horror and apprehension.

Without further words Erckmann led the way through a small paddock to a row of cages, heavily barred with iron, which stood at the rear of the house. Before one of the strongest he halted.

There you are, he said grimly.

Inside the cage, erect on its hind legs, stood an enormous ape, shackled by a huge chain round its neck to a heavy stake driven into the ground. Nearly seven feet high, it was so horribly repulsive in its perverted likeness to humanity, that Yvette, Dick, and Jules turned away sick with disgust and horror. It snarled and chattered at the sight of the strangers.

Renstoke, however, carefully examined the monster. But he soon realised that this creature had certainly not been at large, at any rate for some considerable time.

The clue had failed. Whatever the truth might be it was clear the gorilla could have had no part in the terrible tragedy of Alan MacPherson.

A wonderful specimen, said Renstoke, turning to Erckmann. Have you had him long?

About six years, the scientist replied. Would you like to see what it can do? Without waiting for a reply, he spoke softly to the raging beast in some language the others did not understand.

Instantly the brute calmed down, shuffled to the bars of the cage and laid its head on the ground close to where Erckmann was standing. It was just as though a dog were fawning on its master. Erckmann fearlessly thrust a hand between the bars and scratched the repulsive head while the great ape lay with closed eyes evidently in keen enjoyment of the sensation.

Still talking quietly in the strange language, Erckmann put the beast through a number of tricks which it performed, clumsily, of course, but with obvious understanding of what was required of it. It was, as Renstoke realised, a wonderful example of animal training, for the gorilla is perhaps the most intractable of all living animals.

Perhaps as you are here you would like to see the rest of my menagerie, said Erckmann, as he led the way to a series of cages adjoining.

They gazed in astonishment at what they saw. There was a superb tiger, several leopards of different species, and at least a dozen wolves. The animals were all clean and well cared for and it was obvious at a glance that none of them could have been wandering for an indefinite period about the country.

I hope you are satisfied, Lord Renstoke, said Erckmann at last, that none of my pets is responsible for what has happened?

Quite, replied Renstoke. And I am sorry we had to trouble you. But I am sure you will understand why I came. The affair is so mysterious that I could not leave any possibility unexplored. Erckmann had puzzled them all. The man was perfectly courteous and apparently quite open in his replies to their questions. None the less all sensed that he was ill at ease and that he quite certainly resented their intrusion.

Yvette, more sensitive and keenly strung than the others, shuddered violently as they left the house.

That man is bad, all bad, she declared vehemently. He has the eyes of the snake. She had put into words what all had felt, yet had been half ashamed to confess. There was something repulsively snake-like in the steady glare of Erckmanns eyes behind the thick round glasses.

I confess I feel like Yvette, said Dick, the man gave me the creeps.

Renstoke looked grave.

He didnt strike me as being quite aboveboard, he admitted. At the same time, I dont see what he has to conceal. All the cages were occupied and it is certain none of the animals had been loose recently, and if one had broken out there is no reason why he should not say so. But he may have another ape which he has not shown us?

They walked a few hundred yards in silence until they had got to the bottom of the hill and approached the little burn that ran down the valley. There was no path, and as chance would have it, they deviated a few yards from the way along which they had come. They were crossing the brook when Yvette gave a slight exclamation.

Oh, look here, she said.

The bed of the burn was stony throughout, but at one point, at the very edge of the water was a tiny patch of sand, smooth and firm and hardly larger than a handkerchief. Yvette pointed to it.

There, sharply and clearly defined, was the unmistakable imprint of a naked, misshapen foot! It was human beyond all question. It pointed in the direction of the house they had just left, and it was dear that the barefooted walker, whoever he may have been, had stepped from the heather just on to the patch of firm sand and been carried by his next stride through and beyond the rivulet on to the heather and stones where no footprints would remain. By some strange chance that one tell-tale footprint had been left in perhaps the only square foot of ground for miles where an impression could be left!

They examined the footprint with eager curiosity. Evidently the walker, or rather runner, had come fast down the hill, for the front part of the foot was driven deeply into the sand while the heel was only just showing.

He must have been running, said Renstoke, and what kind of man could run over such a country as this?

The question was natural, for the heather grew thick and deep round there and they had found walking difficult enough; running would have been out of the question for any of them.

They were puzzled by the strange footprint, but how little they guessed that it held the key to the terrible tragedy of Renstoke!

Late that night, Renstoke, Dick, and Jules sat yarning in the great old drawing-room at the Castle. The night was close and sultry, with a threat of thunder in the air, and the big French windows which opened on to the spreading lawn were flung wide.

They were discussing Erckmann.

I didnt like him, said Renstoke, though it is recognised that he possesses genius in a marked degree.

Oh! Youve heard something then? asked Dick quickly.

Yes. The general public know nothing of him, but I hear that he has an amazing theory that it is possible, by an operation on the brain, to abolish almost entirely the ordinary characteristics of a man or an animal, and by the injection of an appropriate serum to substitute the mental, and to some extent the physical, characteristics of another species. He believes that you can, for instance, take a puppy-dog, operate on its brain, inject a serum prepared in some way from the brain of a monkey, and the puppy will grow up with the mentality and habits of a monkey and with its bodily characteristics so transformed that it can do many things — such, for instance, as climb a tree — which no dog could do. I believe he has actually succeeded in doing this!

How weird and extraordinary! remarked Yvette.

More than this, he believes you could do the same with a human being — destroy its human attributes and give it, for example, the ferocity, and something of the speed, of a wolf or a tiger.

How on earth did you learn this, Renstoke? asked Dick.

From perhaps the only person who ever knew Erckmann really well, was the reply. Some years ago Erckmann was the resident doctor at a lunatic asylum in Prague. He made a particular crony of his chief assistant, a young doctor named Chatry, who afterwards went to Canada, where I met him. Chatry told me something of Erckmanns views and experiments. I was, of course, tremendously interested, but I little thought I should ever run against the man in the flesh. Erckmann was undoubtedly a very able man, but there was a scandal. On some pretext or other he performed a remarkable operation on an insane person. The patient, who had previously been quite tractable, developed extraordinary characteristics. He growled and snapped at all who approached him, insisted on eating his food on the floor instead of at table, barked like a dog, and finally would only sleep curled up on a rug. In fact, he developed strikingly dog-like habits. How much of anything Erckmann let out generally Chatry never knew. But he was asked to resign, and he left Prague.

A very curious story! Dick remarked.

Now Chatry had no doubt whatever on the subject, said his host. Amazing as it may seem, he was firmly convinced that Erckmann had deliberately made this extraordinary experiment and that it had succeeded. Chatry died just before I left Canada, but before he died, he gave me a little manuscript book in which he has related the whole story. Ill show it to you to-morrow.

They said good-night and went to bed, leaving Renstoke, who sometimes suffered from insomnia, to read himself sleepy.

It was about two oclock when Dick, who was a light sleeper, was roused by a shout for help, apparently from the drawing-room which was directly below his bedroom. Instantly he sprang out of bed, and snatching up a revolver, rushed downstairs.

But he was just too late.

As he entered the brilliantly lighted drawing-room he caught sight through the open window of a heavy misshapen body disappearing into the gloom beyond the bright patch of light cast by the electric lamps on the lawn outside.

Renstoke lay on his back on the floor, dying beside his favourite chair. Close by was the book he had been reading and on the carpet near it was his pipe, the tobacco still smouldering.

Dick knelt hastily by the side of his friend and sought frantically to revive him. But it was in vain. The young peer died in his arms. It was evident that he had been attacked without the slightest warning, and mercilessly strangled.

And in the side of his throat, just above the jugular vein, was a deep wound, horribly lacerated, from which the blood flowed in a heavy stream.

The Castle was speedily aroused, and in a few minutes half a dozen men were busily searching the surrounding country. But it was in vain — the mysterious assailant of the unfortunate Lord Renstoke had vanished completely.

The following day Dick, Jules, and Yvette, almost overcome with grief, were discussing the loss of their friend.

There is some devilry at work, Dick declared. And I shall never rest till it is cleared up, if I spend the rest of my life here.

Yvette burst into a furious philippic against Erckmann. That man is at the bottom of it all, she insisted.

But, Yvette, Dick remonstrated, we have no kind of evidence of that.

I dont care, she replied vehemently, Erckmann knows all about it. I should like to choke it out of him, she ended viciously in French.

Well, said Jules, we cant go to Lockie and accuse him. How about trying a trap of some kind?

We might do it in that way, Dick admitted. But what kind of trap?

Long and eagerly they discussed the matter, and at length a plan was evolved.

The next morning brought them a visit from Inspector Buckman, one of the ablest men of the Special Branch at Scotland Yard, to whom, utterly baffled, the police had very wisely applied for help. He was well known to all of them as a keen, capable man of infinite resource and undaunted courage.

Buckman listened closely while Dick ran over the story, putting in a keen question here and there.

We have got to keep the real facts quiet, he said at length. Erckmann must not suspect that we have the smallest inkling of the evidence of Lord Renstokes death. I will fix that up with the coroner.

It was an easy matter. Renstoke Castle was a remote spot, and while the affair, of course, could not be entirely concealed, it was a simple matter to keep the exact details secret. All the public learned was that Lord Renstoke had been attacked and murdered presumably by a burglar for whom a close search was being made.

But behind all and working in secret the keen brains of Dick, Yvette, Jules, and Buckman were busy.

Two or three nights later the word went round to the scattered farms that every single head of stock was to be driven in to the farms and rigidly confined in the buildings from dusk to daybreak. So far as they could ensure it not a single living thing was at large.

Dicks trap was arranged on the hill-side a mile from Renstoke.

Four inches above the ground, in a circle fifty yards in diameter, ran a thin electric wire supported at intervals on small insulated posts. Just inside the circle, on the side away from Renstoke, a sheep was tethered to a strong stake. In the centre of the circle from a tall pole hung a powerful magnesium flash, electrically connected so that it would be at once exploded by any pressure on the encircling wire, and momentarily light up with day-time brilliance a large patch of the surrounding country.

As dusk fell, Dick, Yvette, Jules, and Buckman carefully crossed the wire and took up their positions in the centre of the circle, lying full length in the sheltering heather, and each with a revolver ready to hand. In a leash beside Dick lay Spot, his favourite Airedale, who could be trusted to give warning of the approach of any intruder, and afterwards to track him remorselessly.

As the leaden moments dragged by it grew darker and darker until the country-side was plunged in pitch blackness. The strain on the watchers was terrific. They could not smoke or talk, they hardly dared to move.

Hour after hour dragged by. Midnight passed. Dick, half asleep, was gently stroking the back of the Airedale.

Suddenly he felt the animal stiffen, and the hair along its back bristled ominously. A moment later the dog gave a low, half-audible growl and rose to its feet. Instantly the party were keenly alert.

Dick clapped his hand over the dogs muzzle, and the well-trained animal subsided into silence. But Dick could feel that it was strainingly alert; obviously it sensed an intruder.

Keenly at attention, with every faculty strained to the utmost, the silent watchers heard not a sound. But a few moments later there was a vicious snap in the air above them as the magnesium flash exploded, turning the inky blackness for a fraction of a second into a blaze of dazzling light.

In that brief outburst of radiance the four caught a glimpse of a horror that photographed itself indelibly on their memories.

Twenty-five yards away a bestial, hideous face loomed out in the glare of light. It was the epitome of all things evil, with wild matted hair, staring eyes and a horrible misshapen mouth drawn back in a snarl which showed two rows of monstrous teeth. The body they could not see. Apparently the creature was crouching in the heather so that only its ghastly head was visible.

Had it been a wild animal not one of the four, their nerves steel-hardened by the war, would have felt a tremor. But that ghastly face, vile and brutal as it was, was unmistakably human, and for an instant the watchers were paralysed with uncontrollable terror.

But it was only for a moment.

Four revolver shots rang out almost simultaneously, fired in the darkness at the spot where the apparition had appeared. A crackling volley followed as the four automatics were emptied. Almost with the last shot came a howl of mingled rage and pain from the darkness. Evidently a bullet had got home.

A few moments later Dick, with Spot barking madly and tugging wildly at his leash, had plunged into the blackness in hot pursuit at the fiendish intruder. Close behind him came Yvette, Jules, and Buckman.

The hunt had begun!

Of that wild dash across country in the darkness Dick afterwards remembered but little. Spot plunged ahead without hesitation and Dick followed, intent only on making the best speed possible and careless of constant falls as he stumbled blindly along. He dared not loose the dog, for without it he would have been helpless, and he plunged blindly forward, his reloaded pistol grasped in his right hand, careless of himself and intent only on overtaking the horror which he knew lay somewhere ahead of him. Behind him toiled the others, guided by Spots frantic barks.

Progress, of course, was slow; falls and stumbles every few moments checked the pace; the darkness was baffling. It was with feelings of intense relief that Dick at length saw the silvery edge of the moon lifting itself above the hills behind him. He had lost all sense of direction, but the moon rising behind him told him he was travelling westward.

Half an hour later the country was bathed in soft light and Dick was able to pick up his bearings. Suddenly he realised with a shock that he was heading straight for Lockie!

Dick halted to let the others come up. Without being afraid he felt instinctively that something terrible lay ahead of them and that for safetys sake it were best that they should be together.

They were a sorry-looking party — hatless, their clothes torn, their faces and hands bruised and scratched by constant falls, almost exhausted by their tremendous efforts. But none of them thought of giving up the chase.

For another mile they pushed onward, making better progress in the growing moonlight.

Suddenly Buckman gave a tremendous shout. Look there! he roared, pointing to a low hill which ran across their path.

Not five hundred yards away, on the top of the rise and clearly silhouetted against the sky, they caught a glimpse of a monstrous figure which, even as they looked, vanished over the crest and was gone. It was, unmistakably, a man of giant stature! It moved stiffly as though in pain; evidently one of the shots fired in the trap had got home.

They hurried on. When they reached the crest of the rise Lockie lay before them, and they could see the monstrous figure crossing a tiny stream in the valley below.

They were gaining rapidly now. Dawn was breaking and the cold pale light allowed them a dear view.

The creature ahead of them was toiling painfully up the slope which led to Lockie. Suddenly a man issued from the house. It was Erckmann and in his hand he carried a formidable whip.

Less than two hundred yards away Dick and his companions halted spellbound. In some mysterious fashion they realised that they were to witness the last act in the terrible drama.

The end came swiftly. More and more slowly, almost crawling at last, the strange creature approached Erckmann and at length, evidently utterly exhausted, collapsed at his feet in a heap.

They heard the scientist shout something unintelligible. Then he raised his heavy whip and struck with fearful force at the unfortunate thing which lay before him.

It was a fatal mistake. With the speed of lightning the misshapen heap on the ground flashed into furious activity. All the horrified spectators saw was an instantaneous leap and a brief struggle, and Erckmann and the Thing locked in a deadly grapple and then drop motionless.

Dick covered the last hundred yards in a furious dash. But he was too late. Erckmann lay dead, with his adversary dead on top of him. The zoologist had been killed almost instantly by the grip of two large hands that still encircled his neck in a vice-like clutch, and in his throat the misshapen fangs of the creature were still buried deeply. Only with infinite trouble was the body of the scientist freed from that deadly grapple, and they were able to examine the monster that had spread terror and death through Argyllshire.

Unmistakably the body was that of a man, but incredibly dehumanised and ape-like. The muscular development was tremendous; the hands and arms were knotted masses of titanic muscle. But the crowning horror was the face — low-browed, flat-nosed, with a tremendous jaw and long pointed teeth, utterly unlike anything human. The body, stark naked, was covered thickly with hair and in the side was a terrible wound evidently made by the impact of a soft-nosed bullet from one of the automatic pistols. No normal human being could have survived it for more than a few minutes.

It was only later, when they searched Lockie, that they realised fully that Erckmann had fallen a victim to a monster he had himself created. His diaries proved that Chatry had spoken the truth. They were a repellent but horribly fascinating account of his experiments. Of the results he had written in a wealth of detail, but of the process he employed there was not even a hint. That awful secret he had kept to himself, and had taken with him to his grave.

They found that he had, as Chatry had said, taken a human being, obviously of low mental development — possibly an asylum patient — and practically, by some devilish discovery, converted it into a human ape, endowed with the blood-lust of the tiger. But whether the fearful creature was capable of receiving and acting upon instructions, or whether Erckmann simply let it loose to follow its terrible instincts until the homing instinct brought it back they never learned.

Of Lockie, the police decided to make a clean sweep. The animals were shot and the half-dozen evil-looking foreign servants were paid off and sent to their homes, mostly in the wilder parts of Transylvania. They one and all refused to say a word. Whatever they were, they were at least faithful to their dead master.

Then, in the magnificent chemical laboratory with which the house was equipped, Dick, who found himself Renstokes sole executor, easily arranged an accident. Fire broke out, there was no help for miles around and in a couple of hours the ill-omened house was a heap of ashes. The Spectre of Lockie had been finally laid.


VII. THE PERIL OF THE PRÉFET.
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IT WAS A mystery of the City of Paris which engaged the trio — a secret that has never been told, though many enterprising newspapers have tried to fathom it. Here it is related for the first time.

On a gloomy mid-December morning the sensation-loving Parisians awoke to a new and eminently agreeable thrill. It was only last year and the occasion will be well remembered.

There had been trouble enough in the City of Light, which for once at any rate belied its name. A series of strikes had half-paralysed the capital. Coal and light were almost unobtainable; the public lamps remained unlit; at night the City of Pleasure was plunged in profound gloom. There were misery and wretchedness in the haunts of squalor and poverty which flanked the wealthier districts where, at a price, all things agreeable were as usual obtainable.

But the dumb underworld was becoming vocal!

A Mort lAssassin! At daybreak the startling legend suddenly, and without warning, revealed itself from a thousand vantage-points to the awakening city. In crude, blazing red it flared from the hoardings — sinister, ill-omened and, above all, full of significance. Parisians alone knew.

There could be no possibility of doubt as to the individual referred to. It was, beyond question, Raoul Gregoire, the Prefect of Police, whose cold, ruthless vendetta against the dark, turbulent forces which flowed beneath the effervescent gaiety of the gay life of Paris, had earned for him the vindictive hatred of the criminal world, and had gained him his unenviable sobriquet of Assassin!

For months Raoul Gregoires life had hung by a thread. Before his appointment he had been Prefect of Finisterre. A series of efforts to remove him had been defeated only in the nick of time. Twice he had been badly wounded. Once a bomb had wrecked his car just after he had left it. A less courageous man would have given up the unequal contest and sought a pretext for retirement — back to the quiet, sea-beaten coast of Finisterre.

But Monsieur le Préfet was of a different mould. Stern and ruthless he was, but his courage was invincible. He remained calm and imperturbed — far more so, indeed, than many of his subordinates, who feared that the vengeance of the underworld might fall, by accident or design, upon themselves.

Gregoire has pushed things a bit too far, was Yvettes verdict, as she talked over with Dick Manton and Jules the latest and most blatant challenge to the forces of the law and order. They mean to make certain this time. Im sure of it?

It certainly seems so, Dick agreed. But I wonder when and how it will be? Thats the point. Gregoire doesnt show himself much in public now; he is practically living in the Prefecture, and surrounded by his agents he is far too well guarded for any attempt to be made there.

They will have a good chance at the Sultans reception, remarked Jules reflectively. Monsieur le Préfet will have to be in the procession — he can hardly stay away even if he wanted to. It would show the white feather.

It was a day to which the gaiety-loving Parisians were looking forward with special interest. Frances age-long quarrel with the wild tribes of the Morocco hinterland had at length been amicably settled, and their Sultan, Ahmed Mohassib, a picturesque figure whose eccentric doings provided the gossip-loving boulevard with hundreds of good stories, was doing Paris as the guest of the Quai dOrsay. It was expedient to show the barbaric ruler all the honour possible, and the following Friday was the day on which he was to pay a ceremonial visit to the Elysee. There was to be a great procession, and the Government had let the Press understand that a skilfully worked-up popular demonstration was desirable. The papers had responded nobly, and it was certain that tout Paris would be out to see the show.

On the occasion, at any rate, Monsieur le Préfet must be greatly in evidence. He was responsible for public order and must ride in the procession whatever the risk to himself, a plain target, for once, for the bullet or bomb of the assassin.

To-day is Saturday, Yvette remarked. We really have not much time to spare between now and the twenty-second. I think I will make a few inquiries to-night. Jules had better go with me.

Dicks heart sank. He knew what Yvettes inquiries meant — hours, perhaps days, spent in the lowest quarters of Paris, surrounded by such horrible riff-raff that if her purpose were even suspected her life would be worth hardly a moments purchase.

But he knew it was useless to remonstrate. Yvette had a perfect genius for make-up, and what was far more important, a perfect knowledge of the strange argot which served the underworld of Paris. Jules was almost as clever as Yvette. But in this particular, of course, Dick was far behind. He could not hope to sustain his part in surroundings where a single wrong word would mean instant suspicion, and probably a swift and violent death for all three.

I wish I could go with you, Yvette, he said wistfully, but, alas! I know it is quite impossible.

Yvette had many friends in the lower quarters of the Montmartre. The proprietors of many of the low buvettes of the slums — places where one could get absinthe and drugs — were secretly in her pay, and so far as they were concerned she had no fears; the traffickers trusted her because they knew their secrets were safe. And by an ingenious code system which depended upon a mere vocal inflexion of certain common words she could reveal her identity, no matter what her disguise, to those who were in her secret.

Darkness had fallen upon the city when two appalling specimens of the worst vagabondage of Paris — a man and a woman — crept silently through the market quarter towards one of Pariss vilest haunts of villainy. They were such woebegone specimens of humanity as might have served for figures in some new Inferno. Bedraggled and unkempt, their hands and faces besmirched with grime, their clothes hanging in tatters, it would have been impossible for even the keenest eye to have detected the smart French girl and her usually debonair brother. So far as appearances went they were safe enough. The risk would come when they began to talk, and especially when they began to ask questions. Here a slip of the tongue might betray them. But the risk had to be taken.

The Préfet himself, quite as anxious as Dick for the safety of Yvette and Jules, had taken precautions to protect them as far as possible. Actual escort, of course, was out of the question. Both Yvette and Jules carried revolvers, but in addition Jules had concealed in the ample pockets of his villainous clothing, a tiny but delicate wireless telegraph apparatus, powerful enough upon a dry battery to send out a wireless wave which would carry a thousand yards or so.

This dainty little bit of electrical work was the invention of Dick Manton. Hardly larger than an old-fashioned watch it was operated by a hundred-volt battery which fitted into a specially made pocket, and the tiny transmitting key could be operated with one finger without arousing the slightest suspicion. Gregoires agents were dotted thickly around the unsavoury neighbourhood, each in touch, by means of the wireless, with every movement Yvette and Jules might make. Dick himself was not far away. How amply these precautions were justified the events of the night were to show.

For hour after hour Yvette and Jules slunk from one haunt of vice to another, always keenly on the alert, frequently helped by one or another of Yvettes disreputable friends, but yet unable to pick up the slightest vestige of the trail of which they were in such active search.

At length their patient vigil culminated.

Plunging deeper and deeper into the labyrinth of the slums, they had penetrated at length to a tiny bar in the very lowest and most dangerous portion of the market section. The place was crowded with a mass of riff-raff at which even Yvette and Jules, accustomed as they were to such sights and sounds, could not repress a shudder.

The proprietor, as it happened, was a beetle-browed Provençal whose one redeeming feature was gratitude to Yvette. His character was utterly bad and he had been mixed up in dozens of affairs more or less disreputable. A year or two before a serious charge of which he happened to be innocent had been brought against him. Yvette had managed, with considerable trouble, to lay the real culprit by the heels, and Jules Charétier, Apache though he was, would now go through fire and water to serve her. Yvette knew that in his house she was personally far safer than she would have been in many more pretentious establishments.

Charétier raised his eyebrows when he caught the slight inflexion that instantly revealed to him Yvettes identity. But he took no further notice beyond serving the drinks for which she had asked.

A moment later, with a significant look, he quitted the room. Yvette, with a slang caution to look after her drink for a moment, slipped into the filthy street and round the corner to the side entrance of the house. Charétier was waiting for her, and a few moments later they were seated in the mans dingy room on the floor above the bar.

Whatever are you doing here, mademoiselle? Jules burst out impulsively. This is no place, even for you!

Listen, Charétier, replied the girl rapidly. Something is brewing for next Friday. Something serious! You have seen the posters. I must find out about it. Can you tell me where any of the Seven are to-night?

Jules Charétier paled at the mention of The Seven, the powerful camarilla whose hidden influence was felt throughout the criminal underworld of Paris, London, and New York. The men who, practically without risk to themselves, were responsible for half the anarchist crimes of the three great capitals. Who they were, and their real names, not even Yvette knew. Never appearing directly themselves, they worked entirely through agents, and fighting against them, the police found themselves in a stifling fog of mystery. But, as Yvette knew, Charétier was deep in the councils of Continental Anarchism, and she knew, too, that in his hands the life of the ordinary police agent would have been worth nothing. Even for herself she was not very confident, but she had decided on a bold stroke, trusting Charétier with everything on the ground of the service she had done him.

At first the man was obdurate.

Not even for you, my dear mademoiselle, he said sullenly. But, mademoiselle, he went on earnestly, we have been friends, therefore I implore you for your own sake to drop the matter and get away as speedily as possible. I cannot tell you anything.

Yvettes revolver flashed out and in an instant she had the innkeeper covered.

Listen, Jules! she cried imperiously. My brother is below, and the house is surrounded. If I stamp upon the floor you will be raided instantly. And you know there are things here you would not like the police to see — they dont know it, but you and I do! Suppose Demidoff learned that his papers had fallen into Raoul Gregoires hands — eh?

For a moment Yvette thought Charétier would have risked everything and sprung at her. But it was only for a moment. Then he collapsed. It was evident he feared Demidoff, the notorious Bolshevik agent, even more than he feared the police.

Very well, mademoiselle, he replied, beads of perspiration standing out upon his wide white forehead and, despite his bravado, a hunted look crept into his eyes. You might try the Chat Mort. There will be a meeting there at three oclock this morning. But again I implore you not to go. You cannot get in and if you did you would never come out alive.

In which room do they meet? was Yvettes only reply.

The one at the back, looking out upon the old courtyard, was Charétiers reply. I know no more than that.

Thanks, Charétier, said Yvette as she rose to go.

But, my dear mademoiselle, implored the innkeeper, you will not breathe—

Yvette cut him short.

Thats enough, Charétier, she said in a freezing tone. You surely know you are safe so far as I am concerned. You have done me a great service to-night and I shall not forget. Five minutes later Yvette and Jules were hastening to the Chat Mort, a tavern of a gayer night-life than the one they had just quitted. It stood on the corner of two filthy slums in the Villette Quarter and at the rear was one of those tiny courtyards which so often go with old French houses — a place given over to the storage of odds and ends of flotsam and jetsam which are hardly worth the trouble of keeping, or even stealing. Only a rickety wooden fence divided it from the horrible alley deep in mud and refuse.

They realised at once that to enter the house would be impossible. It was now long past two oclock and the street was deserted; everything was silent as the grave, and from the closely shuttered Chat Mort there was not a glimmer of light. To all appearances the inhabitants were soundly asleep.

But Yvette placed implicit trust in Charétier. She was sure that the mysterious meeting would be held at the appointed hour.

They crept silently to the rear of the building, cautiously forced a way through the crazy fence, and a moment later were outside the window of the room which Charétier had indicated as the meeting-place.

Crouching beneath the window they listened intently. They were safe enough except for some unforeseeable accident.

There was no sound in the room; no glimmer of light through the shutters.

Jules took from his pocket a tiny drill which speedily and silently bit a half-inch hole through the rotting woodwork of the window. Into this he thrust a plug which at the end bore an extremely delicate microphone receiver. With telephones at their ears they listened intently. Not a word would be uttered in the room without their knowledge. They could see nothing, but if anything was whispered they would certainly hear it.

The minutes dragged slowly past until just before three oclock a slight sound caught Jules attention. Some one had entered the room. A moment later came the rasp of a match being struck.

Three oclock boomed from a distant church dock. Footsteps echoed inside. The meeting was assembling!

How they longed to see into that room of mystery! But that was impossible; they must rely upon the microphone alone for all the information they could obtain. Jules hand sought Yvettes wrist, and in the Morse code he tapped out with his fingers — he dared not speak — a caution to listen acutely. Their only hope of identifying the criminals was by their voices.

They could see nothing. They could not even tell how many people there were in the room. But the mutter of conversation in varying tones came dearly to their ears. It consisted mainly, as they expected, of fierce denunciation of Monsieur le Préfet of Police, whom they named the Assassin.

Soon it became clear that the meeting had been called solely to settle the time and place of the attack; evidently the method had been decided upon earlier. Not a single word could the listeners catch of how the attack was to be carried out, whether by bomb, or bullet, or knife. Little did they guess the secret and deadly swiftness of the anarchists plan.

For some time the discussion continued. Place after place was suggested and rejected upon one ground or another.

Suddenly a hard masterful voice cut across the talking.

The Place dItalie will be the best, it declared. Half the road is up there and the procession must go along the Avenue des Gobelins, close to the old villa. At that distance it will be impossible to miss. And there will be no noise and no fuss till the job is done.

The Old Villa! Jules knew the place well — an ancient building dating back to Louis XV, solidly built, and with all the quaint architectural features of the time. Quite unsuitable for any modern purposes, its vast apartments had by degrees been turned into a queer medley of rooms which served partly as flats and partly as offices to a heterogeneous mass of tenants, many of them of more than doubtful reputation. But how any attack on Raoul Gregoire could be projected from a building which it was certain would, on the day of the procession, be packed with sightseers, Jules was at a loss to conceive.

That, however, remained to be discovered. For the moment the important thing was to capture the band of conspirators before they could make their escape.

Jules withdrew, and adjusting his portable instrument — a marvel of compactness — placed his foot against an iron lamp-post to make an earth contact, and swiftly called the Prefecture of Police by Morse.

The telephones were on his ears, and almost next second he heard the answering signal. Then he tapped out on his wireless transmitter an urgent message. A moment later he and Yvette had slipped clear of the place, and ran swiftly away. It was no part of their plan to risk recognition by any of the prisoners.

At the head of the alley they waited for about six or seven minutes, when they met Roquet, the inspector of the Sûreté, who was in charge of the detectives who were rapidly converging on the inn. To him Jules briefly explained the situation.

We have them safely enough, declared Roquet with a strong accent of the Midi. Every approach has been guarded for the last hour, and no one has been allowed to pass in or out. You can now leave it to us, msieur.

Yvette and Jules were glad enough to say au revoir and to hurry home for a much-needed rest. They could examine the prisoners at their leisure at the Prefecture and, if possible, identify them by their voices.

But a startling surprise awaited the detectives.

Their imperious knocking at the door of the frowsy Chat Mort at first brought no reply. A few minutes later the proprietor appeared, half-dressed and yawning drowsily as though just awakened from profound sleep. He was instantly arrested and handcuffed and the police poured into the house, revolvers drawn and ready for what they expected would be a furious combat with reckless and desperate men.

To their utter amazement the house was empty!

The room looking on to the courtyard, in which, according to Jules and Yvette, the conspirators had held their meeting, was in perfect order, apparently as it had been left the night before when the place was shut up. There was not a sign that anyone had been there for hours, not even a whiff of fresh tobacco smoke to suggest that the room had been recently occupied.

Roquet was utterly mystified. He had, with very good reason, dreamed any escape impossible. Could Jules and Yvette have been mistaken?

That, he felt, was out of the question. None the less the problem remained — where were the men? The house was speedily searched from attic to cellars, but in vain. There was not the smallest indication that any meeting had been held there!

Roquet naturally felt intensely foolish, and his embarrassment was in no way lessened by the voluble protestations of the proprietor who demanded, with every show of righteous indignation, the reason of what he was pleased to term an outrageous domiciliary visit. There was, of course, no charge against him, and ultimately the baffled police were compelled to release him and retire, furious and puzzled at the utter failure of what had promised to be a brilliant coup.

Three days later the mystery was solved.

From the cellar of the Chat Mort a narrow tunnel had been driven to an equally disreputable establishment a short distance away, and when the police had raided the house the plotters had swiftly bolted, leaving the innkeeper to drop behind them the stone slab in the cellar floor which covered the entrance to the tunnel.

The position now was grave enough, and Yvette, Jules, and Dick discussed it at length with the Préfet and his lieutenants. To all entreaties that he should stay out of the procession the Chief resolutely turned a deaf ear, and they found it impossible to shake his resolve.

Would the conspirators stick to the arrangement made at the Chat Mort, or would they, alarmed by the raid on the house, make an eleventh-hour change in their plans? That was the problem to be solved.

Monsieur le Préfet was living on the edge of a volcano, and all his precautions would, he feared, be of no avail against them.

Dick felt convinced they would carry out the plan arranged. It could not be imagined, he argued, that they would dream they had been overheard, and it was evident that the plan had been very carefully considered. Ultimately it was decided to relax none of the ordinary precautions, but to keep a specially close watch on the old villa in the Place dItalie. Dick decided that, whatever the police did, he would make his own arrangements for that purpose. The sequel proved that it was well he did so.

On the night prior to the procession the police carried out a very drastic coup. Every known anarchist in Paris was arrested on some pretext or another and locked up. One by one they were briefly interrogated, while Jules and Yvette, concealed in the room behind a screen, tried to recognise any of the voices they had heard in the Chat Mort.

Fifty or sixty prisoners had been interviewed before Jules and his sister standing behind a screen heard a voice they recognised. It was that of the man who had suggested the old villa in the Place dItalie as a suitable base for the attempt on the Préfet. None of the others could be identified, and it was evident that the worst of the miscreants were still at large.

The man whom they recognised proved to be Anton Kapok, a Hungarian of whom nothing was known except that he was in the habit of delivering violent harangues at Socialist and Anarchist meetings. But it was evident now that he was far more dangerous than the police had hitherto supposed.

Closely interrogated, he denied everything. He knew nothing, he declared, of the Chat Mort and had not been mixed up in any conspiracy. His Anarchist proclivities, however, he boldly admitted and declared that the police knew all there was to know about him.

To the police a search of Kapoks room in Bellville revealed nothing more incriminating than a mass of Anarchist literature. But Dick made a discovery which they had overlooked.

Close to the ceiling, immediately above the fireplace, was suspended on two hooks what looked like a rod from which pictures might be hung. The police had, in fact, so regarded it. Dick never knew what aroused his suspicions, but something impelled him to mount a ladder and fetch the rod down. Then he made a startling discovery.

The supposed rod was nothing less than one of the wonderful blow-pipes used by some of the aboriginal tribes of South America and elsewhere to shoot their poisoned darts with which they either fought their enemies or killed dangerous animals. One of the darts, a tiny affair fashioned out of a sharp thorn with a tuft of cotton which just filled the tube, was actually in position.

Instantly Dicks mind travelled back to the strange deaths nearly a year before of two police officials who had been specially astute in the anti-anarchist campaign. Both had been found dead in lonely streets, and in each case the only mark on the body was a tiny scratch on the cheek which no one had dreamed of connecting with their inexplicable death. As Dick gazed at the deadly blow-pipe those scratches assumed a new and sinister significance.

Carefully removing the dart, Dick hurried with it to the laboratory of Doctor Lepine, the well-known toxicologist.

Doctor Lepine smiled.

Lucky you didnt scratch yourself with it, Monsieur Manton, he said in French. It would mean almost instant death!

He listened gravely as Dick described the death of the two police agents. The doctor had been away in England at the time and had not even heard of the circumstances. But he hurried round to the Prefecture with Dick and carefully examined the documents which dealt with the two cases and described minutely the appearance of the bodies.

I have not the slightest doubt, he declared, that both men were killed with one of these darts. Every indication points to it. But as the darts were not found we must presume they were removed after death to avoid arousing suspicion. The victim would be paralysed almost instantly, and would fall and die almost on the spot where he was standing when the dart infected him. If there are any more of these accursed things in Paris it will, I fear, be a difficult matter to protect Monsieur le Préfet, for a favourable opportunity must come in the long run.

Dick hurried back to Kapoks room, meaning to secure the blow-pipe. To his amazement the deadly weapon had disappeared! The police agents on duty outside the room asserted that no one had entered. But an open window told its tale; some one had crept along the ledge outside, entered the room and possessed himself of the weapon.

Dick spent several anxious hours with the Préfet, Raoul Gregoire, and Inspector Roquet, arranging a plan of campaign.

Next morning found him crouched in an upper window of a locked room in a house facing the old villa in the Place dItalie. Close at hand lay a powerful pneumatic gun, a weapon perfected by Jules and almost as deadly and efficient as a rifle. He was haunted by a sickening sense of foreboding. Against every evidence of his reason and senses he felt convinced that it was from that old villa that danger threatened Gregoire.

Yet he was bound to admit that his fears seemed absurd. The old house opposite was packed with sightseers, but there was a detective in every room close to the window. Even the garrets had been searched. It was obvious that they had not been entered for months.

Yet Dick could not shake off the uncanny feeling which haunted him.

At last the head of the procession came in sight, with the blare of military bands and a crash of cheers from the thousands of spectators lining the streets. But Dick had no eyes for the show. His whole attention was riveted on the building before him.

The Sultan Ahmed Mohassib, of Morocco, in his white burnous with many decorations, passed amid a hurricane of cheers. Glancing along the procession Dick saw the Préfet — a soldierly figure sitting erect in his car. In a few moments he would be abreast of the villa.

Suddenly Dicks eye was caught by a flash of light. Glancing quickly upward he saw to his amazement that the window of a garret facing him — a room which had already been searched — had suddenly opened. Only the chance reflection of the sun upon the glass had attracted his attention to the swift movement.

As Raoul Gregoire passed, a dark rod, clutched in a hand which rested on the grimy windowsill, projected itself from the window. It wavered for a moment, then steadied itself and pointed downward.

Instantly Dick fired.

The hand disappeared with a jerk, while the rod slid forward and fell over to the ground!

Wild with excitement Dick dashed down into the street. It was utterly impossible to force his way through the cheering crowd and he could only watch Monsieur le Préfet in a fever of anxiety.

It was soon dear that Raoul Gregoire was untouched. Evidently the would-be assassin, if he had indeed dispatched one of the poisoned darts, had missed his aim.

Five minutes later Dick and half a dozen detectives were in the garret of the old villa. But they were too late. The bird had flown, badly hurt to judge by the blood which stained the floor. But on the window-sill lay three little poisoned darts ready for use.

A glance at the open skylight in the low roof was enough. In a moment they were out on the roof of the adjoining house.

A few yards away was a rope ladder hooked over the parapet and dangling to the exterior fire-escape leading from the roof of a big drapery store only ten feet below. The miscreant himself had vanished.

The would-be murderer, it was clear, must have climbed the fire-escape during the darkness of the previous night, and lain hidden on the roofs till the procession came along. After the garret had been searched, he had slipped down with impunity while every one was excitedly watching the procession.

They never caught him. But when Gregoire returned to the Prefecture a poisoned dart was found sticking in the upholstery of his car, close to his head. Had it been a bare half-inch lower down it would, no doubt, have struck him with fatal result. Dicks lightning shot had spoilt the miscreants aim and saved the Préfets life.

The incident is one of the secrets of the life of official Paris and led to the Préfets resignation a month later, an occurrence which filled all France with dismay and was the cause of much conjecture and speculation.

Raoul Gregoire has returned to the provinces and is now Préfet of the Department of the Alpes-Maritimes an appointment which he much prefers.


VIII. THE MESSAGE FOR ONE EYE ONLY.
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THE HEAT WAS stifling in the Gran Ancora at Barcelona, an obscure but grandiloquently named cafe of more than doubtful reputation. At dilapidated tables in the long apartment which served as a saloon groups of rough-looking men were drinking steadily. The fumes of strong tobacco poisoned the heavy atmosphere, flies swarmed over everything, the air was full of the reek of stale drink and unwashed humanity.

Though it was but early evening the ill-omened place was already filling up. It was a notorious haunt of betting men and some of the worst characters of the town, frequented by desperadoes who were ready to undertake any deed of violence if it offered the promise of plunder. The swarms of anarchists, who are the curse of Spain, found there a ready welcome and congenial companionship.

At a table at one end of the long room, sat a solitary individual who was reading the Diario, an anarchist journal devoted to the preaching of doctrine of the most revolutionary type. He spoke to no one, and no one spoke to him, though now and again curious glances were directed towards him. He took no notice of the hubbub around him, but went on calmly reading his paper and sipping slowly at a glass of the villainous wine which seemed to be the favourite beverage of the habitues of the house.

The stranger was no other than Dick Manton. He had come to Barcelona on the trail of a gang of international crooks who had got away with a hundred thousand francs by a clever bank swindle in Paris. Had his identity been suspected his life in that haunt of depravity would not have been worth five minutes purchase.

But he sat there undisturbed, apparently oblivious of what was going on around him, but in reality keenly on the alert and with one hand close to the butt of the heavy revolver which, as he well knew, he might be called upon to use at any moment in the deadliest earnest.

Manton stiffened suddenly as his eye fell on the queer jumble of figures quoted above. They were buried away in a mass of advertisements and might well be overlooked by the casual reader. As Dick well knew, the Diario was used for all kinds of queer communications to all kinds of queer people, and he was attracted by the hint of mystery, a lure which he could never resist. The jumble of figures fascinated him. He had a strange feeling that it would be well worth while to try to decipher the weird cryptogram. But he knew better than to try to do so there. It was not healthy to try in public to pry into the secrets of the underworld of Barcelona.

Dick Manton had had a strange and adventurous career. But as he gazed at the odd announcement, he had a premonition that he was on the edge of a mystery stranger than anything that he had so far encountered.

Having read the queer cryptogram over and over again, Dick slipped the paper into his pocket.

Presently he finished his wine and sauntered out, with an uneasy feeling that made him wonder whether he would reach the door without a bullet in his back. He got out in safety, however, and once clear of the doubtful neighbourhood of the cafe, made his way swiftly to his rooms at the Hotel Falcon.

It took several hours of hard work before he could obtain the key of the cipher. Then he realised with a gasp that it was in one of the simplest of British signal codes. The key read:

At first Dick was completely mystified. The message conveyed nothing to him. Who were Mataza, Wilson, and Greening? Where was Chalkley? And, above all, why should such a message appear in an English code in an obscure paper published in Barcelona?

It was the last point which worried him most.

He felt instinctively that the message must conceal a meaning of which he was necessarily ignorant, and that it must be related to some affair which was pending in England. The more he thought about it the more uneasy he grew. He had the premonition which so often comes to the help of the detective, and at length, though he was almost ashamed of acting on such slender grounds, he decided to consult his chief. An hour later he was on his way to Paris, leaving the affair of the bank swindlers in the hands of a capable subordinate.

Arriving in Paris he drove straight to Régniers private apartment, just off the Place de la Concorde.

Why, Manton, what brings you here? asked Régnier in surprise. Have you finished at Barcelona already?

For answer Dick laid the deciphered cryptogram before the Chief.

What do you make of that? he asked abruptly.

Régnier read the slip of paper with knitted brows.

Queer, he commented. Why should it be published in the Diario? I think it means mischief. Do you know Chalkley?

Dick shook his head.

No, he replied, but it sounds like an English name. And yet I have a feeling that I must have heard it somewhere. It sounds familiar, but I cannot place it. In the meantime I will run home and see if the English papers will tell me anything.

Dick found Jules and Yvette eager for news; he had telegraphed them that he was returning. Dick, Jules, and Yvette had become the most formidable combination in the French Secret Service. They always insisted on working together, they would accept no assistance except that which they chose themselves, and they would work only under the direction of Régnier, who was astute enough to realise their abilities. Yvette had been prevented by a slight illness from accompanying Dick to Barcelona, and both she and Jules, who had stayed with her, hated inaction. There had been a slump in international crime of the kind in which they specialised, and they were suffering from ennui. Anything which promised excitement and adventure was welcome.

They listened eagerly while Dick told his story.

And now, said Dick, half ruefully, as he concluded, I dont know whether we are on the track of something or whether I have been an idiot.

Yvettes eyes were dancing with merriment.

Well, Dick, she said, you are certainly a pretty Englishman not to know one of the most famous places in your own country. Dont you really know Chalkley?

No, replied Dick in bewilderment. What do you know about it?

For answer Yvette rummaged among a pile of newspapers and produced a copy of the Times dated a week before.

There? she said. Read that.

That was a closely printed column which Dick proceeded to scan with attention. It was an article describing the wonderful deposits of pitchblende, the ore from which radium is extracted, which had been discovered in the Ural region in the neighbourhood of Zlatoust. An English combine had secured the monopoly of the working for fifteen years, and already a supply of radium valued at one hundred and fifty thousand pounds had been brought home by the famous Professor Fortescue for the use of British chemists and medical men.

The discovery and acquisition of the monopoly by British interests, the article pointed out, had put England far ahead in the field of radium research, for she had now a big supply of the precious commodity at her disposal, while other nations were struggling along with the tiny quantities obtained from other and far less rich deposits. And, as was fully explained, it was not in medicine alone that the radium would be valuable; there was hardly a department of commerce, to say nothing of the arts of warfare, in which radium was not playing a considerable and constantly increasing part. So many new discoveries were being made by the band of experts, of whom Professor Fortescue was the acknowledged head, that it was beginning to be realised that radium in the future was likely to be as valuable as coal and oil had been in the past.

But — and here was the fact of most significance to Dick — the radium was at Chalkley, Professor Fortescues home in the wilds of the Durham moors. He had taken it there on his return from Zlatoust for use in some critical experiments he had in hand before it was sent on to the young but growing school of Medicine at Durham University.

They had at least approached the heart of the mystery! It was evident that some band of international desperadoes had designs on the precious radium. In spite of their enormous value, the two tubes containing the salt could easily be carried in a mans pocket, and in Germany there would be a ready market for it among the great chemical firms, whose business consciences were sufficiently elastic to permit them to pay a big price and ask no awkward questions.

Dick was reading the report carefully, when he suddenly gave a startled exclamation.

Why, look here, he said, the radium is only to be kept at Chalkley till the twenty-ninth. That explains the twenty-nine in the advertisement. And to-day is the twenty-seventh. If anything is to happen it must be at once or they will be too late. I must ring up Régnier. Régnier was with them in half an hour. He was filled with excitement when he learned the facts which Yvette had discovered.

That, he said, puts an entirely new complexion on the affair. There can now be very little doubt about the matter. Clearly lead means radium, and I think we can interpret bull market as an intimation that it is a big prize. They are evidently well informed, whoever they are. We must tell London at once.

But before anything could be done a messenger for Régnier arrived post haste from the bureau of the Secret Service in the Quai dOrsay with strange news.

A big aeroplane, flying at a tremendous speed, had crossed the Franco-Spanish frontier near Bagnères de Luchon having apparently come right across the Pyrenees. It had ignored all the signals of the French frontier guards, whose aeroplanes had, in consequence, gone up in pursuit. Only one of them was fast enough to approach the stranger, and a fight had followed in which the French machine was crippled and forced to descend. Thereupon the strange machine had proceeded, flying in the direction of Bordeaux. Telephone messages had brought warning of its approach, and several attempts had been made to stop it, but without success. It had been reported, chased by French aeroplanes over Bordeaux, Nantes, and St Malo, and at the latter place, just as dusk was falling, it had left the French coast and laid a course apparently for England. No further news of it had been received.

Régnier looked grave.

Of course, he said, we have absolutely no reason to couple this machine with the advertisement in the Diario, but I confess I am uneasy. There is at Chalkley radium worth a fortune, easily carried if anyone can get hold of it, and readily convertible into cash. What better device could be employed than a fast aeroplane which could get to Durham and away before anyone could hope to stop it? In any case, I am going to telephone Scotland Yard at once.

Half an hour later he was in communication with Inspector Cummings, the senior officer on duty at the Yard. To him he explained his suspicions, half afraid, with the Frenchmans dread of ridicule, that the other would laugh at his story as an old womans tale.

But Inspector Cummings was too experienced to be neglectful or sceptical of anything which could disturb Régnier, whom he well knew to be one of the most astute and level-headed of men. He took the matter seriously enough.

We have heard nothing yet, he said. But I will phone Durham at once and let you know in the course of an hour.

They waited anxiously for the reply. It came at last.

Cummings speaking, said the voice on the phone. I have spoken to Durham. They have heard nothing there, but they are unable to obtain any reply from Professor Fortescue. The telephone exchange reports his line out of order.

But here is a queer thing. A big aeroplane, evidently a foreigner, was reported this morning to have been seen over the Midlands flying north. There was a lot of mist about, and we have not been able to trace the machine yet. But it was certainly not one of ours.

Well, said Régnier, will you keep me posted? I fancy you will have more news before long. In any case, you will have Durham warned?

I have warned them myself, replied Cummings, and they are sending a couple of men out in a motor to make inquiries. You know Chalkley is about twenty-five miles from Durham and quite in the wilds. Professor Fortescue was, a couple of years ago, carrying out some experiments in which it was absolutely necessary he should be away from anything like traffic vibrations, and he chose this place for the purpose because it was remote from any railway or heavy traffic. He has stayed there ever since; he said it suited him to be out of the world, as he called it.

Three hours later came still more startling news.

The police officers who had gone from Durham to Chalkley had found that two armed men had made a raid on Professor Fortescues house. They had gagged the servants, who were found lying bound and helpless, and the Professor himself was found lying unconscious in his laboratory, having apparently been sandbagged. The raiders had leisurely helped themselves to food, and, having cut the telephone wires, had departed without any particular haste.

But the great leaden safe, weighing several hundredweights, in which the precious radium had been brought to England, was found to have been broken open. The radium was gone!

Nothing in the meantime had been heard of the strange aeroplane. But a few hours later an old shepherd walked into one of the local police-stations and told a queer story.

His sheep the previous evening, he reported, had been disturbed by the passing of an aeroplane which, flying very low, had landed on the moors a few miles away from the Professors house. It had stayed there all night and, so far as he knew, was still there. He had been unable to approach it closely as it was separated from where he had been by a deep gorge and a stream which he could not cross without making a detour of several miles. He had seen two men near the machine who had walked away and disappeared in the folds of the moor.

A strong party of police, Cummings added, had left at once for the spot where the aeroplane had been seen, taking the shepherd with them as guide. The place was remote from any road, and it would be an hour or two before they could get there. But the Air Ministry had been warned, and already aeroplanes were going up in the hope of locating the strange machine.

I must be in this, said Dick. Ask him if I can come over. I cannot, of course, go unasked.

Of course, said Cummings in reply to Régniers request. We shall be only too glad to have Mr Manton. Miss Pasquet can come too, if she likes. But Im afraid he wont be able to get here in time. We shall either have got these fellows or lost them hopelessly in a few hours.

Dick turned to Jules.

Ring up the British Air Ministry, he said, and ask them if the strange machine gets off the ground to send us every movement as it is reported. Keep the telephone on all the time. I am going to try to cut these chaps off with the Mohawk. You will have to report to me by wireless every movement as it comes through. From what we have heard I fancy there are very few machines in England fast enough to catch those fellows if they once get started. Of course you will come, Yvette?

An hour later, Dick and Yvette, seated in the helicopter, were in full flight for England. Yvette was at the controls; Dick, in view of the work that might be before them, crouched over the tiny machine gun which peered from the bow of the machine.

* * * * *

PROFESSOR FORTESCUE was in a terrible state of distress. He had been working in his laboratory, when a slight noise had caused him to turn round. A man, apparently a foreigner as the Professor judged from the hasty glance he got at him, was standing close behind him. Before the Professor could speak or move he received a violent blow on the head, and remembered nothing more till he recovered consciousness some time later under the care of the police.

His chief concern was for the radium, and his distress at its loss was pitiful. It was a disaster from which he seemed unable to recover. But he appeared to derive a strange satisfaction from the danger in which the thieves would find themselves.

I dont know how they will get it away, he declared to the police inspector. It was dangerous to stay very near the safe for long owing to the terrible power of the radium rays. If the thieves try to carry the tubes in their pocket they will not get very far. Surely they cannot realise the terrible risk they are running. However, that need not distress us; all we want is to get the radium back.

In the meantime a strong party of police had arrived from Durham at the Professors house, and, under the guidance of the old shepherd, started across the moors for the spot at which the strange aeroplane had been seen. It was slow going over rough and difficult ground which tested the endurance even of the younger men. The only unconcerned person was the old shepherd who trudged stolidly on at a pace with which they found it difficult to keep up.

They had gone eight or nine miles before the old man spoke.

Not far now, he said.

A mile farther on he halted.

Its just over yon hill, he said, pointing to a small eminence a few hundred yards away. You will see it as soon as you get at the top.

Breasting the rise, the police cautiously approached the ridge and glanced over. There in the valley, only five or six hundred yards away, was the aeroplane. Two men in air kit stood beside it.

Scattering into a thin line the police rushed down the slope, every man with a revolver ready in his hand.

But they were just too late. They had only gone a few yards when the men hastily took their places in the machine, there was a loud whirr as the engine broke into action, and while the policemen were still a hundred yards away, the strange machine rose into the air and was gone. A furious volley rattled out from the revolvers, but the range was too great and the breathless policemen had the mortification of seeing the machine disappear rapidly to the south.

Immediately the fastest runner of the party started at a trot for the Professors house to send out a warning. But it was not necessary. The aerodromes all over the kingdom had been warned by wireless from the Air Ministry, and already a host of machines were scouting in every direction.

The stranger, flying due south, had reached Bradford before he was signalled. Instantly there was a rush of aeroplanes from all parts of the Midlands to cut him off. But he slipped through the cordon, flying very high and at a tremendous speed. Outside Birmingham a fast scout picked him up and reported by wireless, and from the huge aerodrome at Cheltenham over twenty fighting planes leaped into the air to stop the career of the marauder.

There was now no chance, at least, of his getting away unobserved. He was under constant observation, alike from the air and the ground, and every moment wireless messages were pouring into the Air Ministry reporting his progress. But to catch him proved impossible. Only two of the pursuing machines were fast enough to keep up with the stranger, and even they could not overtake him. So the headlong flight went on, drawing ever nearer to the southern coast. If the stranger could get out to sea all chance of stopping him would vanish.

But, unknown to the furious British airmen, help was close at hand.

Warned by Jules wireless messages of the direction the strange machine was taking, Yvette had steered a course to intercept him somewhere in the neighbourhood of Bournemouth, and the Mohawk, with its wireless chattering incessantly, was now swinging lazily at half speed in a big circle between Salisbury and the Hampshire watering-place.

Over Salisbury now, called Yvette to Dick, her voice ringing out clearly above the muffled hum of the propeller, the only sound which came from the helicopter, with its beautifully silenced engines.

A few minutes later Dick pointed to the north. Here he comes, he shouted.

Far away were three tiny specks in the sky.

Through his glasses Dick could make them out clearly enough. The leader was a machine of a type he had never seen before; a mile behind it were a couple of planes which he at once recognised as the Bristol fighters which had been so familiar to him in France.

The pace of the three machines was terrific. It was clear the English airmen were going all out in a desperate effort to catch the stranger before he reached the water, and they were expending every ounce of energy. But a moment or two later it was quite clear they were falling behind. Presently a puff of smoke from the leader signalled petrol exhausted, and he dropped in a long slant to the ground.

The second machine, however, held on grimly, though slowly losing ground. Evidently his predicament was the same as that of his colleague, and a moment later he, too, dipped earthward and was out of the fight.

Only the Mohawk stood between the stranger and safety!

But it was a Mohawk very different from the comparatively crude machine of a year before, wonderful though that was. Dick and Jules had worked out a revolutionary improvement in the lifting screws, with the result that a small supplementary engine, using comparatively little power, was now sufficient to keep the machine suspended in the air. As a result the full power of the big twin driving engines was now available for propulsion, and the speed of the Mohawk, when pushed to the limit, was something of which Dick had hardly dreamed in his earlier days. So far as he knew the Mohawk was easily the fastest craft in existence.

But what of the stranger? Had the men of the mystery craft a still greater secret up their sleeve? That they had something big Dick could plainly see by the way the fastest craft of the British Air Service, the best in the world, had dropped astern of the stranger. Was the Mohawk fast enough to beat the pirate? They would soon know.

As the big machine came on, Yvette set the elevating propellers of the Mohawk to work, and the helicopter shot upward. The stranger saw the manoeuvre and at once followed suit. But here he was at a disadvantage. Yvettes object, of course, was to get above him. He would then be at their mercy, for he could not fire vertically, while the gun of the Mohawk was specially constructed so as to be able to fire downwards through a trap which opened in the flooring. If they could get what in the air corresponded to the weather gauge at sea, they would have the marauder at their mercy if the Mohawk had speed enough to hold him. Could they do it?

Plainly the fugitive saw his danger. As Yvette shot upward he must have realised that in speed of climbing he was no match for his antagonist. He decided to trust to his heels.

Yvette, climbing rapidly, had got a couple of thousand feet above the stranger and was heading to meet him. They were now twelve thousand feet in the air.

Suddenly, with a tremendous nose dive, the foreign aeroplane slipped below them. The manoeuvre was so smartly carried out that Yvette was completely taken by surprise, and before she could recover herself the chance of bringing the stranger to battle had gone. He had passed five thousand feet below them, and the issue now depended upon speed and endurance.

With a cry of disappointment, Yvette swung the Mohawk round in pursuit. Their quarry, by his daring manoeuvre, had gained a couple of miles before she could turn, and was fast disappearing towards the sea.

Dick shook his head. He had seen the speed of which the fugitive was capable, and he had the gravest doubts whether the Mohawk could equal it.

Waiting for the strange aeroplane, Yvette had set the Mohawk to a comparatively slow pace. She had misjudged the distance and her error had enabled the raider to get a more than useful — possibly a decisive — lead.

But even as she swung round she had pressed the accelerator and the Mohawk quivered as the big twin engines began to work up to their maximum. Watching keenly, Dick saw the apparent rush away of the foreigner slacken and finally stop. They were at least holding their own. He signalled Yvette for more speed. She shook her head.

Dick was in despair. The pace at which they were going was not enough. He thought it was their best. But he had not calculated on Yvettes resourcefulness.

The French girl had swiftly made up her mind. She knew they had plenty of petrol for several hours flight. They were holding their own already in the matter of speed, and the Mohawk, though Dick did not know it, had still some knots in reserve. Yvette would not jeopardise the engines by instantly pushing them to the limit.

But they were warming up under her skilful handling. They were two miles behind as they passed over Bournemouth and started the long flight to the French coast which the stranger was seeking.

Half an hour slipped by and Dick suddenly realised that the Mohawk was gaining, slowly, it was true, but unmistakably. He looked inquiringly at Yvette, who nodded and smiled.

All right, Dick, she shouted. We can get them any time we want.

Dick realised her plan. His own thought, as a fighting man, would have been to close at once and have it out. But Yvette had the radium in mind. If they smashed the stranger over the sea the priceless radium would inevitably be lost.

With the Mohawk gradually gaining, the chase drew near to the French coast. Cherbourg loomed ahead of them, drew near, and disappeared beneath them. They were over France.

Instantly Yvette began to coax the Mohawk to do its best. Splendidly the engines responded, the plane shot forward at a pace which surprised Dick, and a few minutes later they were directly above the fugitive. The battle was all but won. In vain their quarry sought, by diving and twisting, to shake them off. His position was hopeless.

Seeing a good landing-place ahead Dick fired a couple of shots as a signal. They could see the terrified face of the passenger in the plane below gazing upward at the strange shape of the Mohawk above them.

Then the signal of surrender came, and the fugitive dipped earthward. A couple of minutes later it came to land, and the two occupants stood holding up their hands while the Mohawk came gently to earth fifty yards away, dropping vertically from the sky in a fashion which caused the pilot of the foreign machine the wildest astonishment.

The radium was saved! But it enacted a fearful revenge. The unfortunate passenger, who they found out later was a well-known Spanish anarchist, had imprudently placed the two tubes in his pocket, apparently ignorant of their terrible power. Even in the short time he had them in his possession he was so terribly burned that he died a couple of days later in spite of the efforts made to save him, while the pilot, who had, of course, been near enough to the tubes to get some of the effects, was also so seriously injured that for weeks his life hung in the balance. It was found impossible to remove the tubes to England until Professor Fortescue, overjoyed at the good news, came bringing the leaden safe into which the precious tubes were placed.

The sequel came a week later. Not even the British War Office could ignore the fact that the Mohawk, single-handed, had achieved a feat at which the British Air Force had signally failed. A highly placed official sought Dick out. The result was that the plans of the Mohawk were sold jointly to England and France at the price of one hundred thousand pounds.

And Régnier lost his star combination. Dick had no longer before his eyes the fear that had haunted him for so long that in marrying Yvette he would be condemning her to a life of comparative poverty. And so the companionship born amid the stress and tumult of war came at last to perfect fruition in the marriage between the two lovers which took place in Paris just three months after their last air adventure.

THE END
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The original frontispiece


CHAPTER I

PRIVATE AND PERSONAL
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IN ORDER TO ease my conscience and, further, to disclose certain facts which for the past year or two have, I know, greatly puzzled readers of our daily newspapers, I have decided to here reveal some very curious and, perhaps, sensational circumstances.

In fact, after much perplexity and long consideration, I have resolved, without seeking grace or favor, to make a clean breast of all that happened to me, and to leave the reader to judge of my actions, and either to condemn or to condone my offenses.

I will begin at the beginning.

It has been said that service in the Army has upset the average mans chances of prosperity in civil life. That, I regret, is quite true.

When I, George Hargreave, came out of the Army after the Armistice, I found myself, like many hundreds of other ex-officers, completely at a loose end, without a shilling in the world over and above the gratuity of between two and three hundred pounds to which my period of commissioned service entitled me.

Grown accustomed during the war, however, to fending for myself and overcoming difficulties and problems of one sort and another, I at once set to work to look about for any kind of employment for which I fancied I might be fitted. After answering many advertisements to no purpose, I one day happened upon one in The Times which rather stirred my curiosity.

It stated that a gentleman of good position, who had occasion to travel in many parts of the world, would like to hear from a young man with considerable experience in motor driving. The applicant should not be over thirty, and it was essential that he should be a gentleman and well educated, with a knowledge of foreign languages if possible; also that he should be thoroughly trustworthy and possessed of initiative. The salary would be a very liberal one.

Application was to be made by letter only to a certain box at the office of The Times.

I wrote at once, and received some days later a reply signed per pro Rudolph Rayne, asking me to call to see the advertiser, who said he would be awaiting me at a certain small hôtel-de-luxe in the West End at three oclock on the following afternoon.

I arrived at the highly aristocratic hotel at five minutes to three, and was conducted to a private sitting-room by a page who, on ushering me in, indicated a good-looking, middle-aged man seated near the window, reading a newspaper and smoking a cigar.

The gentleman looked up as I approached, then put down his paper, rose, and extended his hand.

Mr. George Hargreave? he inquired in a pleasant voice.

Yes. Mr. Rudolph Rayne, I presume?

He bowed, and pointed to a chair close to his own. Then he sat down again, and I followed his example.

I have received hundreds of replies to my advertisement, was his first remark, and the reason why your application is one of the few I have answered is that I liked the frank way in which you expressed yourself. Can you sing?

Sing? I exclaimed, startled at the unexpected question.

Sing, he repeated.

Well, yes, I do sing occasionally, I said. That is to say, I used to at the sing-songs in France at sergeants messes, and so on. But perhaps you mightnt consider it singing if you heard me, I ended lightly.

Very good, very good, he observed absent-mindedly. And you can drive a Rolls?

I can drive a Rolls and several other cars as well, I answered. I was a driver in the R. A. S. C. early in the war.

Suddenly he focused his gaze upon me, and his keen, penetrating gray eyes seemed to pierce into my soul and read my inmost thoughts. For perhaps half a minute he remained looking at me like that, then suddenly he said shortly:

You are engaged, Mr. Hargreave. Your salary will be six hundred pounds a year, paid monthly in advance, in addition to your living and incidental expenses. I leave for Yorkshire by the midday train from Kings Cross to-morrow, and you will come with me. Good afternoon, Mr. Hargreave. By the way, you might take this suit-case with you, and bring it to the station to-morrow, and he pointed to a small suit-case of brown leather on the floor beside his chair.

The whole interview had not lasted three minutes and I went away obsessed by a feeling of astonishment. Mr. Rayne had not cross-questioned me, as I naturally had expected him to do, nor had he asked for my credentials. In addition he had fixed my salary at six hundred pounds, without even inquiring what wages I wanted.

Obviously a character, an oddity, I said to myself as I passed out of the hotel.

Had I suspected then that Mr. Rudolph Rayne was the sort of oddity I later found him to be, I should have refused to accept the situation even had he offered me two thousand a year.

Though, during the interview, my attention had been more or less concentrated on Mr. Rayne, I had not been so deeply engrossed as to fail to notice an exceptionally beautiful, dark-eyed girl, who had entered while we had been speaking and who was seated on a settee a little way off. She, too, had stared very hard at me.

Mr. Rayne was accompanied on that journey to Yorkshire by the pretty dark-eyed girl who was his daughter Lola, and by his valet, a very silent, stiff-necked, morose individual, whose personality did not attract me. He seemed, however, to be an exceptionally efficient person, so far as his duties were concerned, and on our arrival at the little wayside station about twelve miles beyond Thirsk, where we had changed trains, he proceeded to take charge of the luggage, all but the suit-case which I still carried.

Outside the little station a magnificent Rolls limousine, colored a dull gray, awaited us, and when the luggage had all been put on it, Mr. Rayne surprised me by asking me to take the wheel then and there.

My chauffeur left last week, but Paul will show you the road, he said, as the valet seated himself beside me. Overstow is about ten miles off.

I dont know why it was, but that girls dark eyes seemed to haunt me. She was just behind me with her father, and twice when I had occasion to look round to ask Mr. Rayne some question or other, I found her gaze fixed on mine, which, foolishly I will admit, disconcerted me.

Mr. Rayne himself addressed me only once of his own accord during the drive, and that was to ask me again if I sang.



Why the dickens does he want to know if I sing? was my mental comment when I had replied that I sang a little, without reminding him that he had put the same question to me on the previous day. For an instant the thought flashed across me that perhaps my new employer had some kink in his brain to do with singing; and yet, I reflected, that seemed hardly likely to be the case with a man who in all other respects appeared to be so exceptionally sane.

I was still cogitating this, when the car sped round a wide curve in the road and beyond big lodge gates a large imposing mansion of modern architecture came suddenly into view about half a mile away, partly concealed by beautiful woods sloping down to it from both sides of the valley. Slackening speed as we came near the lodge, I was about to stop to let Paul alight to open the gates, beyond which stretched the long winding avenue of tall trees, when a man came running out of the lodge and made haste to throw the gates open.

My first surprise on our arrival at Overstow Hall — and I was to have many more surprises before I had been long in Mr. Raynes service — was at finding that though my employer had quite a large staff of servants, there was not a woman amongst them! Several guests were staying in the house, including a middle-aged lady, called Madame, whose position I could not exactly place, though she appeared to be in charge of the establishment, in charge also of Lola.

Towards ten oclock next morning the footman came to tell me that Mr. Rayne wanted to see me at once in the library.

Hes in one of his queer moods this morning, the young man said, so you had better be careful. His letters have upset him, I think.

I thanked the lad for his hint, but on my way to the library, a room I had not yet been in, I missed my bearings, entered a room under the impression that it might be the library, and had hardly done so when the sound of mens voices in a room adjoining came to me — the door between the rooms stood partly open.

Are you certain, Rudolph, one of the men was saying, that this new chauffeur of yours is the man for the job?

Have I ever made a mistake in summing up a man? I heard Rayne answer. I always trust my judgment when choosing a new hand.

Where, before, had I heard the first speakers voice? I knew that voice quite well, yet, try as I would, I could not for the life of me place it.

Yes, the first speaker replied; but, remember, in this case we are running an enormous risk. If the least hitch should occur — —

They lowered their voices until their talk became inaudible, and presently I heard one of them go out of the room. After waiting a minute longer I left the room and went along the short passage, which I now knew must lead to the room where I had heard them talking.



Rayne was alone, standing on the hearthrug with his back to the big, open firegrate.

Did you send for me, sir? I inquired.

I did, Hargreave, he replied in a friendly tone. I sent for you because I want you to go to Paris to-night. You will take with you the suit-case you still have in your possession, and as you will go by a trading steamer from Newcastle, the voyage will take you some days. The suit-case contains valuable documents, so you must on no account let it out of your sight, even for a minute, from the time you leave here until you hand it over personally to the gentleman I am sending you to — Monsieur Duperré. He is staying at the Hôtel Ombrone, that very smart and exclusive place in the Rue de Rivoli. He will give you a receipt, which you will bring back to me here at once, coming then by the ordinary route. You wont go by train to-day to Newcastle; you will drive yourself there in the Fiat. Paul will go with you and drive the car back.

He went on to give me one or two minor instructions, and then ended: Thats all, Hargreave.

I was walking back along the passage when Raynes pretty daughter Lola came out of the room I had first entered. She must have come out expressly to meet me, because when close to me she stopped abruptly, glanced to right and left, and then asked me quickly in an undertone:

Is my father sending you on any journey, Mr. Hargreave?

Again her wonderful dark eyes became fixed upon mine, as they had done on the previous day during the drive from the railway station.

Dont try to deceive me, she said earnestly. You will find it far better to confide in me.

The words so astonished me that for the moment I could not reply. Then, all at once, a strange feeling of curiosity came over me. Why all this secrecy about the suit-case? I mentally asked myself. And what an odd idea to send me to Paris by that long roundabout sea route! What could be the reason?

I am not deceiving you, Miss Rayne, I said.

She only smiled and turned abruptly away.

Then, for the first time, I found myself wondering what could be these precious documents Rayne had told me the suit-case contained? That the suit-case was locked, I knew! He had not unlocked it since he had placed it in my charge in London two days before.

My employer gave me some money, and I started two hours later in the Fiat. As I sped along the broad road from Thirsk south towards York, with Paul beside me silent as ever, I could not get thoughts of Lola out of my mind.

Once more I saw her gazing up at me with that peculiar, anxious expression I had noticed when we had met in the passage, and I regretted that I had not prolonged our conversation then, and tried to find out what distressed her.



Several times I spoke to Paul, but he answered only in monosyllables.

We reached Newcastle in plenty of time, for the boat was not due to sail before early next morning, and I felt relieved at being at last rid of my uncongenial companion.

I had an evening paper in my pocket, and, to while away the time, I lay in my narrow berth and began to read. Presently my glance rested upon a paragraph which stated that two days before a dressing-case belonging to Lady Norah Kendrew disappeared in the most extraordinary manner from the hotel in London where she was staying. Exactly what happened had been related to the enterprising reporter by Lady Norah herself.

My dressing-case containing all my jewelry was locked and on a table near my bed, she said. I went out of the room soon after half-past ten this morning, my maid, who has been with me eight years, remaining in the room adjoining to put some of my things away — the door between the rooms remained ajar, she says. Whether or not the jewel-case was still there when she herself went out to lunch at about one oclock she cannot say, as she did not go into my bedroom again. She shut the door behind her when she went out of the sitting-room into the corridor, and locked it. I first missed the jewel-case when I returned to my room at about a quarter past three in the afternoon. The contents are worth twenty thousand pounds. It seems hardly possible that anybody could have entered the bedroom unheard while my maid was in the sitting-room with the door between the two rooms ajar, so my belief is that it must have been stolen between the time she went to lunch and the time I returned. I am offering a big reward for the return of the jewel-case with its contents intact.

The paragraph interested me because of the hotel where the robbery — if robbery it was — had taken place, and the fact that I had happened to be in that hotel on the very day of the robbery!

Ah, well, I remember saying to myself, if women will be so careless as to leave valuable property like that unguarded they must expect to take the consequences.

Then my thoughts wandered from the newspaper, and I found myself wondering what Lady Norah Kendrew might be like — if she were young or old, plain or pretty, married or unmarried. And I suppose naturally that train of thought brought Lola once more into my imagination. I had, remember, to all intents, hardly seen her, and she had spoken to me only twice. Yet her personality literally obsessed me. That I was foolish to let it I fully realized. But how many of us can completely master our moods, our impulses and our emotions on all occasions?

The weather at sea remained fine, yet I found that long, slow voyage most tedious. I had nothing to do but read, for I could not disregard Mr. Raynes strict instructions that I must on no account let the suit-case out of my sight, and in consequence I could not leave my cabin.

I remember looking down at the suit-case protruding from under the berth and thinking it curious that documents should weigh so heavy. There must be a great many of them, I reflected, but even so....

I bent down and pulled the suit-case right out and lifted it.

Indeed it was heavy — very heavy!

Then I began to think of something else.

I had the cabin to myself, which was pleasant, and I spent most of the day stretched out in my bunk. Oh, how I longed every hour for the terribly boring voyage to come to an end!

It was a lovely morning when at last we steamed into the estuary of the Seine, and I shall never forget how beautiful the river and its banks looked as I peered out through my port-hole and we crept up towards Rouen. My meals had all been served in my cabin during the voyage, as I could not well have taken the suit-case with me into the saloon.

Now I felt like a prisoner about to be released.

Mr. Rayne had told me to stop at the post-office in Rouen on my way from the boat to Paris, as I might, he said, find a letter or a telegram awaiting me. I had managed to pass the suit-case through the Customs, and now my heart beat faster as a letter was handed to me, for I recognized Lolas handwriting; I had seen it only once before — that was on a letter she had asked me to post for her.



I hurriedly tore open the envelope, and this was what I read:

Private. I have suspicion that the suit-case you have you should get rid of at once. Destroy this!

Undated and unsigned, the letter bore no address. At once thoughts and conjectures of all sorts came crowding into my mind. Could it be that the suit-case contained stolen jewelry and not documents?

Instantly I guessed why Rayne had sent me to Paris with it by that roundabout route. He must either himself be the thief, I concluded, or an accomplice in the theft, and by placing the stolen property in my charge and smuggling it out of England by a circuitous route....

One reflection led quickly to another. Paul, the valet, no doubt knew about his masters private life — possibly was in his confidence. And if Rayne had committed the robbery he must be a professional crook. In which case, should the whereabouts of the stolen property be discovered, I should be arrested as an accessory to the crime! Clearly I had no time to lose if I wanted to safeguard myself. Even now the police, with their wonderful acumen, might be on my track!

I reached Paris at last, and as my taxi swung round from the Place Jeanne dArc into the Rue de Rivoli I began to feel extremely nervous.

In reply to my inquiry at the bureau of the smart Hôtel Ombrone I was told that I could be given a bed. Monsieur Duperré? Ah, monsieur had just gone out, but would be back soon, most likely.

I had been given the key of my room, and was about to enter the lift, when I noticed seated on a settee in the vestibule a well-dressed woman whose face seemed familiar. And then in a flash I recognized the lady who had been at Overstow Hall on the day I had arrived there!

She did not recognize me, or I concluded she did not, and naturally it was no business of mine to make any sign of recognition.

I had been in my room, I suppose, about two hours when the telephone bell rang.

That Mr. Hargreave? The bureau speaking. Monsieur Duperré has come in and is coming up to you now.

A minute later somebody knocked, and I called Come in! Then, to my amazement, who should enter but my old company commander in France in the early days of the war — Captain Vincent Deinhard, who later in the war had been court-martialed for misappropriating canteen funds and been subsequently cashiered! Altogether his Army record had been an exceedingly bad one.

Instantly I remembered the voice. It was Deinhard I had heard in conversation with Rayne at Overstow Hall!

He stood stock-still, staring at me.

Why, Hargreave! he exclaimed at last. What in the world are you doing here?



I am Mr. Raynes chauffeur and general servant now, captain, I replied. Mr. Rayne told me to inquire on my arrival here for Monsieur Duperré and hand him that suit-case, and I pointed to it.

He glanced quickly at the door, to make sure that it was shut, then, looking at me oddly, he said in a low voice:

I am Duperré, Hargreave. You must forget that my name was ever anything else — I got myself into trouble in the Army, you remember — and you must forget that too — and that we have ever met before. So you are his new chauffeur, eh? he went on, now talking naturally. It never occurred to me that Hargreave, the new chauffeur, would turn out to be the Hargreave who served under me for two years! and he laughed dryly.

Then, without a word, he went over to the suit-case and picked it up.

Come along to my room, he said.


CHAPTER II

ROOM NUMBER 88
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I ACCOMPANIED HIM along the corridor to a private sitting-room at the end, numbered 88, and adjoining which was a bedroom. There he placed the suit-case upon the table, and taking a piece of paper scribbled a receipt.

Better post that on to Rayne at once, he suggested. My wife will be here in a moment. Well have lunch later on.

All that had already happened had so astonished me that I was only slightly surprised at finding a few moments later that the lady I had seen at Overstow Hall, and again a couple of hours before in the vestibule of the hotel, was Duperrés wife. He must, I think, have told her that we had met before, for she seemed in no way astonished at Mr. Raynes chauffeur being presented to her.

I found her a pleasant woman, well-read, well-educated and widely travelled. She was, too, an excellent conversationalist. And yet, all the time we were talking, I could not help thinking of Lola, and wondering why Duperrés wife should be in such evidence at Overstow Hall, indeed, apparently in authority there, also why Lola seemed to be so afraid of her.

Half an hour later I posted the receipt to Rayne, and later we all three lunched together in the restaurant. We took our coffee upstairs in the private room, when Duperré said, à propos of nothing, suddenly looking across at his wife:

Hargreave may be of great use to us, Hylda. Then, addressing me again, he said, lowering his voice and glancing at the door:

In becoming associated with The Golden Face, Hargreave, you are more fortunate than you may think. Hes a man who can, and who will, if he likes, help you enormously in all sorts of ways — you will find that you are more to him than a mere chauffeur. In fact, we can both help you, that is, if you fall in with our plans. Our only stipulation will be that you do what we tell you — without asking any questions. You understand — eh?

I suppose, I said, smiling, that by The Golden Face you mean Mr. Rayne?

Yes. Hes called Golden Face by his intimates. I forgot you didnt know. He got the nick-name through going to the Bal des Quatre Arts, here in Paris, wearing a half-mask made of beaten gold.

By that time I had become convinced that both Rayne and Duperré were men with whom I should have to deal with the utmost circumspection.

The only person I had met since I had engaged myself to Rayne in whom I could, I felt, place implicit confidence, was Lola.

When we had finished our coffee, Duperré excused himself, saying that he had some letters to write, and suggested that his wife should accompany me for a taxi drive in the Bois. This struck us both as a pleasant manner in which to spend the afternoon, therefore Madame retired to her room, reappearing a few moments later wearing a smart cloak and a wonderful black hat adorned with three large handsome feathers.

She proved herself a very amusing companion as we drove out to Armenonville, where we sat out upon the lawn, she sipping her sirop while I smoked a cigarette. She knew Paris well, it seemed, and was communicative over everything — except concerning Rudolph Rayne.

When I put some questions to her regarding my new employer, she simply replied:

We never discuss him, Mr. Hargreave. It is one of his rules that those who are his friends, as we are, preserve the strictest silence. What we discover from time to time we keep entirely to ourselves, and we even go to the length of disclaiming acquaintanceship with him when it becomes necessary. So it is best not to be inquisitive. If he discovers that you have been making inquiries he will be greatly annoyed.

I quite understand, Madame, I replied with a meaning smile. That she was closely connected with the deep-laid schemes of Rudolph Rayne was more than ever apparent. But why, I wondered, was Lola so palpably beneath her influence?

My companion was about thirty-eight, though she looked younger, with handsome, well-cut features, and possessing the chic of a woman who had traveled much and who knew how to wear her clothes. There was, however, nothing of the adventuress about her. On the contrary, she had the appearance of moving in a very select set. She was English without a doubt, but she spoke perfect French.

I mentioned Lola, but she said:

Remember what I have just told you about undue inquisitiveness, Mr. Hargreave! You will find out all you want to know in due course. So possess yourself in patience and act always with foresight as well as with discretion.

I chanced to raise my eyes at that moment, when I noticed that a well-dressed, black-mustached Frenchman, who wore white spats, while passing along the terrace of the fine al fresco restaurant had halted a second to peer into Madames face, no doubt struck by her handsome features. She noticed it also but turned her head, and spoke to me of something else. A woman knows instinctively when she is being admired.

The position in which I now found myself, employed by a man who was undoubtedly a crook of no mean order, caused me considerable trepidation. When I had assumed the responsibility of that innocent-looking suit-case I never dreamt that it contained Lady Norah Kendrews stolen jewels, as it did, otherwise I would certainly never have attempted to pass it through the Customs at Rouen. But why and how, I wondered, had Lolas suspicions been aroused? Why had she warned me?

Rayne had probably sent messengers with stolen property to France by that route before, knowing that, contrary to the shrewd examination at Calais, the officers of certain trading ships and the douaniers were on friendly terms.

When again I raised my eyes furtively to the Frenchman in the white spats I was relieved to find that he had disappeared. My fears that he might be an agent of the Sûreté were groundless. The afternoon was delightful as we sat beneath the trees, but Madame suddenly recollected an engagement she had with her dressmaker at five oclock, so we reëntered our taxi and drove back to the Porte Maillot and thence direct to the hotel.

We found the door of the sitting-room locked, but as Madame turned the handle Duperrés voice was heard inquiring who was there.

Open the door, Vincent, urged his wife.

All right! Wait a moment, was the reply.

We heard the quick rustling of paper, and after a lapse of perhaps a minute he unlocked the door for us to enter.

Well? Had a nice time — eh? he asked, turning to me as he reclosed the door and again locked it.

I replied in the affirmative, noticing that on the table was something covered with a newspaper.

Ive been busy, he said with a grin, and lifting the paper disclosed a quantity of bracelets, rings, pendants and other ornaments from which the gems had been removed. During our absence he had been occupied in removing the stolen jewels from their settings.

Yes, I laughed. You seem to have been very busy, Vincent!

Beside the bent and broken articles of gold lay a little pile of glittering gems, none of them very large, but all of first quality.

Lady Norah wouldnt like to see her treasures in such a condition, would she? laughed Duperré. We shall get rid of them to old Heydenryck, who is arriving presently.

Who is he?

A Dutch dealer who lives here in Paris. Hes always open to buy good stuff, but he wont look at any stones that are set. Raynes idea was to sell them, just as they were, to a dealer named Steffensen, who buys stuff here and smuggles it over to New York and San Francisco, where it is not likely to be traced. But I find that Steffensen is away in America at the moment, so Ive approached the Dutchman. Heydenryck is a sly old dog. Unlike Steffensen, he buys unset stones because they are difficult to identify.

I bent and examined the glittering little pile of diamonds, rubies, emeralds and sapphires which had been stolen from the hotel in London.

Look here, Hargreave, said Duperré. I want you to help us to get rid of this, and he pointed to the broken jewelry.

How? I asked dismayed, for I confess that I feared the discovery. To be thus intimately associated with a band of expert crooks was a new experience.

Quite easily, he replied. Ill show you. Then turning to his wife, he said: Just bring Lu Chang in, will you, Hylda?

Madame passed into the next room and returned with a small Pekinese in her arms.

Lu Chang is quite quiet and harmless, laughed Duperré as his wife handed the dog to me.

As my hands came in contact with the animals fur I realized that it was dead — and stuffed!

Duperré laughed heartily as he watched my face. I confess that I was mystified.

He took the dog, which had probably been purchased from a naturalist only that day, and ripping open the pelt behind the forelegs he quickly drew out the stuffing. Then into the cavity he hurriedly thrust the broken rings and pendants.

I watched him with curiosity. It seemed such an unusual proceeding. But I recollected that I was dealing with strange associates — people whom I afterwards found to be perhaps the most ingenious crooks in Europe.

Poor Lu Chang, exclaimed my old company commander with a laugh. If you drown him he wont feel it!

Duperré watched the expression of surprise upon my face as he packed the whole of the broken jewelry into the dog.

Now what I want you to do, Hargreave, he said, is to drown Lu Chang in the Seine. Lots of people in Paris, who are not lovers of dogs, are flinging them into the river because of the new excessive tax upon domestic pets. You will just toss Lu Chang over the Pont Neuf. The police cant interfere, even though they see you. You will only have put the dog out of the world rather than pay the double tax.

He watched my natural hesitation.

Isnt he a little dear! exclaimed Madame, stroking the dogs fur. Poor Lu Chang! He wont float with the gold inside him!

No, laughed Duperré. Hell go plumb to the bottom!

It was on the tip of my tongue to excuse myself, but I remembered that I was in the service of Rudolph Rayne, the country squire of Overstow, and paid handsomely. And, after all, it was no great risk to fling the stuffed dog into the river.

I am a lover of dogs, and had the animal been alive nothing would have induced me to carry out his suggestion.

But as it had been dead long ago, for I saw some signs of moth in the fur, and as I was in Paris at the bidding of my employer, I consented, and carrying the little Peke beneath my arm I walked along the Quai du Louvre to the old bridge which, in two parts, spans the river. Just before I gained the Rue Dauphine, on the other side, I paused and looked down into the water. An agent of police was regulating the traffic on my left, and he being in controversy with the driver of a motor-lorry, I took my opportunity and dropped the dog with its secret into the water.

Two boys had watched me, so I waited a moment, then turning upon my heel, I retraced my steps back to the Hôtel Ombrone, having been absent about twenty minutes.

As I entered Room 88, three Frenchmen, who had ascended in the lift, followed me in.

Madame was writing a letter, while Duperré was in the act of lighting a cigarette. We started in surprise, for next instant we all three found ourselves under arrest; the well-dressed strangers being officers of the Sûreté. One of them was the man in the white spats who had been attracted by Madame in the Bois.

Arrest! gasped Duperré.

As he did so, an undersized, rather shabbily-dressed man of sixty or so put his head into the door inquisitively, and realizing that something unpleasant was occurring, quickly withdrew and disappeared. I saw that he exchanged with Duperré a glance of recognition combined with apprehension, and concluded that it was the man Heydenryck, the dealer in stolen gems.

Meanwhile the elder of the three detectives told us that they had reason to believe that jewelry stolen from a London hotel was in our possession, and that the place would be searched.

Messieurs, you are quite at liberty to search, laughed Duperré, treating the affair as a joke. Here are my keys!

At once they began to rummage every hole and corner in the room as well as the luggage of both Duperré and his wife. The brown suit-case which was in the wardrobe in the bedroom attracted their attention, but when unlocked was found to contain only a few modern novels.

At this they drew back in chagrin and disappointment. I knew that the broken gold was safely at the bottom of the Seine, but where were the gems?

It was all very well for Duperré to bluff, but they would, I felt convinced, eventually be found. The police, not content with searching the personal belongings of my friend, took up the floor-boards, and even stripped some paper from the wall and carefully examined every article of furniture. Afterwards they went to my room at the end of the corridor and thoroughly searched it.



At last the inspector, still mystified, ordered two taxis to be called, as it was his intention to take us at once before the examining magistrate.

Madame had better put on her hat at once, he added, bristling with authority.

Thus ordered, she reluctantly obeyed and put on her big feathered hat before the glass. Then a few moments later we were conducted downstairs and away to the Prefecture of Police.

After all being thoroughly searched, Madame being examined by a prison wardress, we were ushered into the dull official room of Monsieur Rodin, the well-known examining magistrate, who for a full hour plied us with questions. Duperré and his wife preserved an outward dignity that amazed me. They complained bitterly of being accused without foundation, while on my part I answered the police official that I had quite accidentally come across my old superior officer.

Time after time Monsieur Rodin referred to the papers before him, evidently much puzzled. It seemed that Madame had been recognized in the Bois by the impressionable Frenchman who I had believed, had been attracted by her handsome face.

That information had been sent by Scotland Yard to Paris regarding the stolen jewels was apparent. Yet the fact that the locked suit-case only contained books and that nothing had been found in our possession — thanks to the forethought of Duperré — the police now found themselves in a quandary. The man in the white spats whom we had seen in the Bois identified Madame as Marie Richaud, a Frenchwoman who had lived in Philadelphia for several years, and who had been implicated two years before in the great frauds on the Bordeaux branch of the Société Générale.

Madame airily denied any knowledge of it. She had only arrived in Paris with her husband from Rome a few days before, she declared. And surely enough the visas upon their passports showed that was so, even though I had seen her at Overstow!

How I withstood that hour I know not. In the end, however, Monsieur Rodin ceased his questions and we were put into the cells till the next morning.

Imagine the sleepless night I spent! I hated myself for falling into the trap which Rayne, the crafty organizer of the gang, had so cleverly laid for me. Yet was I not in the hands of the police?

But the main question in my mind was the whereabouts of that little pile of gems.

Next day we were taken publicly before another magistrate and defended by a clever lawyer whom Duperré had engaged. It was found that not a tittle of evidence could be brought against us, and, even though the magistrate expressed his strong suspicions, we were at last released.

As we walked out into the sunlight of the boulevard, Duperré glanced at his watch, and exclaimed:

I wonder if we shall be in time to catch the train? I must telephone to Heydenryck at once.



Five minutes later he was in a public telephone-box speaking to the receiver of stolen goods.

Then, without returning to the Hôtel Ombrone, we took a taxi direct to the Gare de Lyon.

As Duperré took three first-class tickets to Fontainebleau, the undersized, grave-faced old man whom I had seen at the moment of our arrest followed him, and also took a ticket to the same destination. We entered an empty compartment where, just before the train moved off, the old man joined us.

He posed as a perfect stranger, but as soon as the train had left the platform my companion introduced him to me.

I called last night and saw what had happened. Surely you have all three had a narrow escape! he exclaimed.

Yes, said Duperré. It was fortunate that Hylda recognized the sous-inspecteur Bossant in the Bois. She put me on my guard. I knew we should be arrested, so I took precautions to get rid of the gold and conceal the stones.

But where are they? I asked eagerly, as the train ran through the first station out of Paris. They are still hidden in the hotel, I suppose. Weve all been searched!

Madame laughed merrily, and removing her hat, unceremoniously tore out the three great feathers, the large quills of which she held up to the light before my eyes.

I then saw to my amazement that, though hardly distinguishable, all three of the hollow quills were filled with gems, the smaller being put in first.

At the detectives own suggestion she had put on her hat when arrested, and she had worn it during the time she had been searched, during the examination by the magistrate, and during her trial!

Duperré was certainly nothing if not ingenious and his sang-froid had saved us all from terms of imprisonment.

Madame replaced the valuable feathers in her hat, and when we arrived at Fontainebleau we drove at once to the Hôtel de France, opposite the palace, where we took an excellent déjeuner in a private room.

And before we left, Duperré had disposed of Lady Norahs jewels at a very respectable figure, which the sly old receiver paid over in thousand-franc notes.

I marveled at my companions ingenuity, whereupon he laughed airily, replying:

When The Golden Face arranges a coup it never fails to come off — I assure you. The police have to be up very early to get the better of him. His one injunction to all of us is that we shall be ready at all times to show clean hands — as we have to-day! But lets get away, Hargreave — back to London, I think, dont you?

The whole adventure mystified and bewildered me. It was a mystery which, however, before long, was to be increased a hundredfold. Alas! that I should sit here and put down my guilt upon paper!


CHAPTER III

THE MAN WITH THE HUMP

[image: img313.jpg]

ONE MORNING I called at Raynes luxurious chambers in Half Moon Street, when he expressed himself most delighted at the result of our visit to Paris.

I want you to-morrow morning to drive Lola and Madame up to Overstow, he said. Better start early. Call for them at the hotel at nine oclock. The roads are good, so youll have a pleasant journey. Ill get home by train at the end of the week.

At this I was very pleased, for Lola with her great dark eyes always sat beside me. She could drive quite well, and was full of good humor and a charming little gossip. Hence I looked forward to a very pleasant run. The more I saw of the master-crooks daughter the more attracted I became by her. Indeed, though she seemed to regard me with some suspicion — why, I dont know — we had already become excellent friends.

The month of September passed.

We had all spent a delightful time at Overstow. Rayne had given two big shoots at which several well-known Yorkshire landowners had been present, while I had taken a gun, and Lola, Madame and several other ladies had walked with us. Lola and I were frequently together, and I often accompanied her on long walks through the autumn-tinted woods.

Madames husband had only spent a week with us, for he had, I understood, been called to Switzerland on business — the nature of which I could easily guess.

At the end of the month we were back in London again.

One evening I had dined at the Carlton with Lola, her father and Madame, and the two ladies having gone off to the theater, he took me round to the set of luxurious chambers he occupied in Half Moon Street.

When we were alone together with our cigars, he suddenly said:

I want you to go out for a run to-night — to Bristol.

To Bristol! To-night? I echoed.

Yes. I want you to take the new A. C. and get to the Clifton Suspension Bridge by two oclock to-morrow morning. There, in the center of the bridge, you will await a stranger — an elderly hunchback whose name is Morley Tarrant. Hell give you, as bonâ fides, the word Mask. When you meet him act upon his instructions. He is to be trusted.

The tryst seemed full of suspicion, and I certainly did not like it. The evening was bright and clear, and the run in the fast two-seater would be enjoyable. But to meet a man who would give a password savored too much of crookdom.

He quickly saw my hesitation, and added:

Now, Hargreave, I ought not to conceal from you the fact that there may be a trap. If so, you must evade it and escape at all costs. I have enemies, you know — pretty fierce ones.

Again, for the hundredth time, I debated within myself whether I dare cast myself adrift from the round-faced, prosperous-looking cosmopolitan who sat before me so full of good humor and so fearless.

I had been cleverly inveigled into accepting the situation he had offered me, but I had never dreamed that by accepting, I was throwing in my lot with the most marvelously organized gang of evil-doers that that world had ever known.

Other similar gangs blundered at one time or another and left loopholes through which the police were able to attack them and break them up. But Rudolph Rayne had flung his octopus-like tentacles so far afield that he had actually attached to him — by fear of blackmail — an eminent Counsel who appeared for the defense of any member of the circle who happened to make a slip. That well-known member of the Bar I will call Mr. Henry Moyser, a lawyer whose fame was of world-wide repute, and who was employed for the defense in most of the really great criminal trials.

I sat astounded when, by a side-wind, I was told that Mr. Moyser would defend me if I were unlucky enough to be arrested. Certainly his very name was sufficient to secure an acquittal.

The journey from Pall Mall to Clifton had been a long and rather tiring one, and as I sat in the swift two-seater half-way across the high suspension bridge, I smoked reflectively as I gazed away along the river where deep below shone a few twinkling lights. Across at Clifton I could see the row of street lamps, while above the stars were shining in the sharp frosty air, and in the distance I could hear the roar of an express train.

The bell of Clifton parish church struck the half-hour, but nobody was in sight, and there were no sounds of footsteps in the frosty air. Though so near the busy city of Bristol, yet high up on that long bridge, that triumph of engineering of our yesterday, all was quiet with scarce a sound save the shrill cry of a night-bird.

If it were not that I loved Lola I would gladly have resigned the position which had already become hateful to me. Somehow I felt vaguely that perhaps I might one day render her a service. I might even extricate her from the dangerous circumstances in which she was living in all innocence of the actual conspiracies in which her father was engaged. Who could know?

As far as I could gather, Lola was much puzzled at certain secret meetings held at Overstow. Her fathers friends of both sexes were shrouded in mystery, and she was, I knew, seeking to penetrate it and learn the truth.

I had already satisfied myself that the gang was a most dangerous and unscrupulous one, and that Rayne and his friends would hesitate at nothing so long as they carried out the plans which they laid with such innate cunning in order to effect great and astounding coups — the clever thefts and swindles that from time to time had held the world aghast.

I suppose I must have waited nearly half an hour when suddenly there fell upon my ear uneven footsteps hurrying along towards the car, and in the light of the street lamp I distinguished, hurrying towards me, a short, elderly man, somewhat deformed, with a distinct hump on his back.

Youre Mr. Hargreave, arent you? he inquired breathlessly, with a distinct Scottish accent. Im Tarrant! Im so sorry Im late, but Rudolph will understand. Ill explain it to him.

And he was about to mount into the seat beside me.

I put out my arm, and peering into the mans face, asked:

Is there nothing else, eh?

Nothing, he replied. Why? You are here to meet me. Rudolph sent you down from London.

I was awaiting the prearranged word that would show the hunchbacks bonâ fides.

I gave him another opportunity of giving the password, but he seemed ignorant of it.



Next second, my suspicions being aroused, I sprang down, and crying:

Look here, old fellow! I fancy youve made a mistake! I struck him familiarly upon the back.

His hump was soft! In that instant I detected him as an impostor — a Scotland Yard detective — without a doubt!

Fortunately for me my brain acts quickly. But it was not so quick as his. He gave a shrill whistle, and in a flash from nowhere three of his colleagues appeared. They ran around the car to hold it up.

For a few seconds I found myself in serious jeopardy.

I sprang into the drivers seat, switched on the self-starter, and just as one of the detectives tried to mount beside me, I threw down among my assailants a little dark brown bomb the shape of an egg, with which Rayne had provided me in case of emergency.

It exploded with a low fizz and its fumes took them aback, allowing me to shoot away over the bridge and down into Bristol, much wiser than when I had arrived.

The arrangement of that password in itself showed how cleverly Rudolph Rayne was foresighted in all his plans. He always left a loophole for escape. Surely he was a past-master in the art of criminality, for his fertile brain evolved schemes and exit channels which nobody ever dreamed of.

The squire of Overstow, who was regarded by the wealthy county people of Yorkshire as perfectly honest in all his dealings, and unduly rich withal, attracted to his table some of the most exclusive hunting set, people with titles, as well as the parvenus impossibles who had bought huge places with the money made out of the war. The County never dreamed of the mysterious source of Rudolph Raynes unlimited income.

After traveling through a number of deserted streets in Bristol, I at last found myself upon a high road with a signpost which told me that I was on my way to Wells, that picturesque little city at the foot of the Mendip Hills. So, fearing lest I might be followed, I went all out through Axbridge and Cheddar, until at last I came to the fine old cathedral at Wells, which I knew quite familiarly. Near it was the Swan Hotel, at which, after some difficulty, I aroused the boots, secured a room, and placed the car in the garage.

It was then nearly half-past three in the morning, and my only object in taking a room was to inform Rayne by telephone of my narrow escape. Rayne was remaining the night at Half Moon Street, while Lola and Madame Duperré were at the Carlton. We had all come up from Overstow a couple of days before, and two secret meetings had been held at Half Moon Street.

Of the nature of the plot in progress I was in entire ignorance. They never let me completely into their plans; indeed, I only knew their true import when they were actually accomplished.



The half-awake boots at the Swan indicated the telephone, and a quarter of an hour later I was speaking to Rayne in his bedroom in London. Very guardedly I explained how nearly I had been trapped, whereupon I heard him chuckle.

A very good lesson for you, Hargreave! he replied. Our friends are apparently on the watch, so get back to London as soon as you can. Youll be here at breakfast-time. Leave the car at Lloyds and come along to me. Good luck to you! he added, and then switched off.

The Lloyds garage he mentioned was in Bloomsbury, a place kept for the accommodation of motor-thieves. Many a car which disappeared quickly found its way there, and in a few hours the engine numbers were removed and fresh ones substituted, while the bodies were repainted and false number-plates attached.

As I put down the telephone receiver, it suddenly occurred to me that already the Bristol police might have telephoned a description of the car along the various roads leading out of the city. Therefore it would be too risky to remain there. Hence, as though in sudden decision, I paid the boots for my bed, and five minutes later was again on the road speeding towards London.

I chose the road to Salisbury, and after blinding for half an hour, I stopped and put on the false number-plates and license with which Rayne always provided me.



It was as well that I did so, for in the gray morning as I went through Salisbury a police-sergeant and a constable hailed me just as I turned into St. John Street, near the White Hart, calling upon me to stop. I could see by their attitude that they were awaiting me, therefore pretending not to hear I quickened my pace and, knowing the road, soon left the place behind me.

Again, in a village some ten miles farther on, a constable shouted to me as I continued my wild flight, hence it seemed apparent that a cordon had been formed around me, and I now feared that to enter Winchester would be to run right into the arms of the police.

The only way to save myself was to abandon the car and get back to London by rail. As I contemplated this I was already passing beside the high embankment of the South Western Railway, where half a mile farther on I found a little wayside station. Therefore I turned the car into a small wood, and destroying my genuine license and hiding the genuine number-plate, I took the next train to Winchester, and thence by express to Waterloo after a very wild and adventurous night. That I had been within an ace of capture was palpable. But why?

I was in the service of the man who controlled that vast criminal organization which the police of Europe were ever trying to break up. But why should I be sent to meet the mysterious hunchback Tarrant on Clifton Bridge?



There seemed to have been a little flaw in our plans, Hargreave, said the alert, good-looking man as I sat with him in his cosy chambers in Half Moon Street that morning. The police evidently got wind of the fact that old Morley was meeting you, and Benton tried to impersonate him. I know Benton. Hes always up against me. He might have succeeded had he made the hump on his back a hard one, eh? he laughed, as though rather amused than otherwise.

But he didnt know the password, I remarked in triumph.

No! It was fortunate for you that I had arranged it with old Morley, said the man with the master-mind. One must be ever wary when one treads crooked paths, you know. The slightest slip — and the end comes! But, at any rate, last nights adventure has sharpened your wits.

And it has cost us the A. C.! I remarked.

Bah! Whats a motor-car more or less when one is working a big thing! he exclaimed. Never let ideas of economy stand in your way, or youll never make a fortune. In order to make money you must always spend money.

I often recollected that adage of his in later days, when the pace grew even hotter.

Rayne paused for a few minutes. Then he said:

Ive already heard from old Morley on the telephone half an hour ago. He was on the bridge and watched the fun. Then he discreetly withdrew and went back to his hotel in Clifton. He declares that you acted splendidly.

Im much gratified by his testimonial, I said.

Ive arranged that he shall meet you to-night here in London — outside the Three Nuns Hotel at Aldgate. Go to Lloyds and get a car. At half-past seven it will be dark. Drive up, go into the bar and have a drink. Youll find him there and recognize him by his deformity. Outside he will mention the password and you will drive him where he directs. Thats all!

And the man who had, on engaging me, so particularly wanted to know if I could sing, and had never asked me to do so, dismissed me quite abruptly, as was his habit. His quick alertness, keen shrewdness and sharp suspicion caused him to speak abruptly — almost churlishly — to those about him. I, however, now understood him. Yet I wondered what evil work was in progress.

He had often pitted his wits against the most famous detective inspector, the great Benton, who had achieved so much notoriety in the Enfield poisoning case, the Sunbury mystery in which the body of a young girl shop-assistant had been found headless in the Thames, the great Maresfield drug drama of Limehouse and Mayfair, and the disappearance of the Honorable Edna Newcomen from her mothers house in Grosvenor Gardens. Superintendent Arthur Benton was perhaps the most wideawake hunter of criminals in the United Kingdom. As chief of his own particular branch at Scotland Yard he performed wonderful services, and his record was unique. Yet, hampered as he was by official red-tape and those regulations which prevented his men from taking a third-class railway ticket when following a thief, unless they waited for weeks for the return of the expenditure from official sources, he was no match for the squire of Overstow, who had a big bank balance, who moved in society, official, political and otherwise, and who actually entertained certain high officials at his table.

From a man in the Department of the Public Prosecutor at Whitehall, Rayne often learnt much of the inner workings of Scotland Yard and of secret inquiries, for a civil servant at a well-laid sumptuous table is frequently prone to indiscretion.

Arthur Benton was a well-meaning and very straight-dealing public servant with a splendid record as a detector of crime, but against money and such influence he could not cope. Indeed, more than once Rayne declared to me that he intended evil against Benton.

Yet I rather like him, he had said when we were discussing him one day. After all, hes a real good sportsman!

So according to Raynes orders I met the hunchback Tarrant at the Three Nuns Hotel at Aldgate. I had taken another car from Lloyds garage — a Fiat landaulette, stolen, no doubt — and in it, at the old mans directions, I drove out to Maldon, in Essex, where at a small house outside the town I found, to my surprise, Rayne already awaiting us.

What, I wondered, was in progress?


CHAPTER IV

THE FOUR FALSE FINGERS
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THE HOUSE OUTSIDE Maldon proved to be a newly built, detached, eight-roomed villa in a lonely spot on the high road to Witham. As I idled about it, I smelt a curious odor of melting rubber. Apparently the place had been taken furnished, but with what object I could not guess. Tarrant was a queer, rather insignificant-looking old fellow with a shock of white hair and a scraggy white beard.

Both he and Rayne were closeted together in the little dining-room for nearly two hours, while I sat in the adjoining room. I could hear them conversing in low tones, and the smell of rubber warmed by heat became more pungent. What game was being carried on? Something very secret without a doubt. I thought I heard the sound of a third mans voice. Indeed, there might be a third person present, for I had not been admitted to the room.

At last, leaving Rayne there, I drove the old man on to Witham, where I left him at his own request at a point near the wireless telegraph station, and turning, went back to the thieves garage and there left the car.



I did not see Rudolph Rayne again for several days, but according to instructions I received from Madame Duperré, I went by train up to Yorkshire and awaited their arrival.

From Duperré, who arrived three days after I had got to Overstow, I gathered that Rayne had suddenly been called away to the Continent on one of his swift visits, on a little matter of business, added Vincent with a meaning grin.

We were smoking together in the great old library, when I told him of my narrow escape on Clifton Bridge.

Yes, he said. Benton is always trying to get at us. It was sly of him to impersonate old Morley. I wonder how he got to know that you were meeting him? Someone must have betrayed Rayne. I have a suspicion who it may be. If he has, then woe betide him! Rudolph never forgives an enemy or a blunderer.

I tried to get from Duperré the reason why the hunchback had met Rayne in such secrecy, but he would divulge nothing.

Next day his wife and Lola returned, and that same evening as I sat with the latter in the chintz-covered drawing-room — for though I had been engaged as chauffeur I was now treated as one of the family — I had a delightful chat with her.

That she was sorely puzzled at her fathers rapid journeys to and fro across Europe without any apparent reason, of the strange assortment of his friends and the secrecy in which he so often met them, I had long ago observed.

The truth was that I had fallen deeply in love with the sweet dainty girl whose father was the most audacious and cunning crook the modern world had produced. I believed, on account of the small confidence we had exchanged, that Lola, on her part, did not regard me with actual disfavor.

When will your father be back, do you think? I asked her as she lounged upon a settee with a big orange silk cushion behind her. She looked very sweet. She wore a pretty but very simple dance-frock of flame-colored ninon, in which I had seen her at the Carlton on the night when I set out to meet the man Tarrant and was so nearly caught.

I had given her a cigarette, and we were smoking together cosily — Duperré and his wife being somewhere in the great old house. I think Duperré was, after all, a sportsman, even though he was a practiced crook, for on that night he and his wife allowed me to be alone with Lola.

Do you know a friend of your father, an old man named Tarrant? I asked her suddenly.

Tarrant — Morley Tarrant? she asked. Oh! yes. Hes such a funny old fellow. Three years ago he often used to visit us when we lived in Biarritz, but I havent seen him since.

Who is he?

He was the manager of the branch of the Crédit Foncier. He is French, though he bears an English name.

French! But he speaks English! I remarked.

Of course. His mother was English. He was once employed by Morgans in Paris, I believe, but I havent seen him lately. Father said one day at table that the old fellow had overstepped the mark and owing to some defalcations had gone to prison. I was sorry. What do you know of him?

Nothing, I replied. Ive heard of him.

She looked me very straight in the face from beneath her long dark lashes.

Ah! you wont tell me what you know, she said mysteriously.

Neither will you, Lola! Then, after a pause, I added: I want to know whether he is your fathers friend — or his enemy.

His friend, no doubt.

Why should your father have as friend a man who robs a bank, eh? I asked very earnestly.

Ah! That I dont know! replied the girl as she bent towards me earnestly. I — Im always so puzzled. Ever since my dear mother died, just after I came back from Roedene, I have wondered — and always wondered. I can discover nothing — absolutely nothing! Father is so secret, and neither Madame nor he will tell me anything. They only say that their business is no affair of mine. My father has business, no doubt, Mr. Hargreave. From his business he derives his income. But I cannot see why he should so constantly meet men and women in all sorts of social positions and give them orders, as it were. I am not blind, neither am I deaf.

You have listened in secret, eh? I asked.

I confess that I have. Then, after a slight pause, she went on: And I have overheard some very strange conversations. My father seems to direct the good fortunes of certain of his friends, while at the same time he plots against his enemies. But I suppose, after all, it is business.

Business! Little did the girl dream of the real occupation of her unscrupulous father, or the desperate characters of his friends, both male and female.

Truly, she was very sweet and charming, and I hated to think that in her innocence she existed in that fevered world of plotting and desperate crime.

We walked along the broad terrace in the twilight. Beyond spread the wide park to a dark belt of trees, Shermans Copse, it was called, a delightfully shady place in summer where we had often strolled together.

As we chatted, I reflected. So old Morley Tarrant was a gaol-bird! Hence it was but natural that Rudolph Rayne, who preserved such a high degree of respectability, would hesitate to meet him providing he knew that the police were watching. He certainly knew that, hence the secrecy of their appointment.

As we walked Madame suddenly emerged from the French windows of the drawing-room and joined us.



Ive just had a wire from Rudolph, she said. Hes leaving Copenhagen to-night and will be back to-morrow night. Id no idea that he had been over in Denmark. But there! he is such a bird of passage that one never knows where he may be to-morrow. And she laughed.

Later we all four sat down to dinner, a decorous meal, well-cooked and well-served. But the character of the household was shown by the fact that none of the servants — discreetly chosen, of course, and in themselves members of the criminal organization — betrayed the least surprise that I, who acted as chauffeur, should be admitted to that curious family circle.

Rayne returned next night, tired and travel-worn, and I met him at Thirsk station.

We go up to Edinburgh to-morrow. I shall want you to drive me, he said as he sat at my side in the Rolls. Lola will go also.

His last words delighted me, and next day at noon we all three set forth on our journey north. It rained all day and the run was the reverse of pleasant, nevertheless, we arrived at the Caledonian Hotel quite safely, and were soon installed in one of the cosy private suites.

Father and daughter breakfasted in their sitting-room, while I had my meal alone in the coffee-room.

When later I went up for orders Rayne dismissed me abruptly, saying that he would not require me till after lunch.

Half an hour afterwards, while idling along Princes Street, I came across Lola, who was looking in one of the shop windows.

Father has sent me out as he wants to talk business with Mr. Hugh Martyn, a rich American we met at the Grand, in Rome, last year. Father has come up here specially to meet him.

What fresh crooked business could there be in progress? That Rayne had paid flying visits to Copenhagen and Edinburgh in such a short space of time was in itself highly suspicious.

After luncheon, on entering Raynes sitting-room, I found him busily fashioning from a sheet of thin cardboard a small square box which he was fitting over a large glass paper-weight, a cube about four inches square which was wrapped in tissue-paper, the corner of which happened to be torn and so revealed the glass.

Im sending this away as a present, he explained. I bought it over in Princes Street this morning. And he continued with his scissors to make the box to fit it. I shall not want you any more to-day Hargreave, he went on. Well get back home to-morrow, starting at ten.

And, as was his habit, he dismissed me abruptly.

Four days later I was summoned to the library, where in breeches and gaiters he was standing astride upon the hearthrug.

Look here, Hargreave, he said, I want you to take the next train up to London and carry that little leather bag with you, and he indicated a small bag standing upon the writing-table. On arrival go at once down to Maldon and call at half-past nine oclock to-morrow night at that house to which you took old Mr. Tarrant. You recollect it — The Limes, on the Witham road. Morley will be expecting you.

Very well, I replied. Is there any message?

None. Just deliver it to him. But to nobody else, remember, he ordered.

So according to his instructions I duly arrived at the remote house at the hour arranged, and delivered the bag to the old man, who welcomed me and gave me a whisky-and-soda, which I found very acceptable after my long tramp from Maldon station. Tarrant was not alone, for I distinctly heard a mans voice calling him just before he opened the door to me.

Recollecting that the old fellow had been in gaol, I was full of curiosity as to what was intended. I certainly never believed it to be so highly ingenious and dastardly as it eventually proved to be.

About a month passed uneventfully, save that I spent many delightful hours in Lolas company. Her father had purchased another two-seater car — a sports model Vauxhall — and on several occasions I took him for runs in it about Yorkshire. Naturally he knew little about cars himself, but relied upon my knowledge and judgment. In addition to the Rolls and the Vauxhall I also had an Indian motor-cycle for my own personal use, and found it very useful in going on certain rapid missions to York and elsewhere. But the abandonment of the A.C. — which had, by the way, been regarded as a mystery by the Press — hurt me considerably.

Duperré had been absent from Overstow ever since the day we had left for Edinburgh, but as the bright autumn days passed I found myself more and more in love with the dainty girl whose father was a master-criminal.

Nevertheless, I felt that Duperrés wife kept eager watch upon both of us. Perhaps she feared that I might tell Lola some of my adventures. As for Rayne, he was often out shooting over neighboring estates, for he was a good shot and highly popular in the neighborhood, while at Overstow itself there was some excellent sport to which now and then he would invite his local friends.

Rayne possessed a marvelous personality. When at home he was the typical country gentleman, a good judge of a horse and in his pink a straight rider to hounds. None who met him would have ever dreamed that he was the shrewd, crafty cosmopolitan whose evil machinations and devilish ingenuity made themselves felt in all the capitals of Europe, and whose word was law to certain dangerous characters who would not hesitate to take human life if it were really necessary to evade arrest.

His outstanding cleverness, however, was that he never revealed his own identity to those who actually carried out his devilish schemes. The circle of cosmopolitan malefactors who were his cats-paws only knew Monsieur and Madame Duperré — under other names — but of Rudolph Raynes very existence they were nearly all ignorant. Money was, I learnt, freely paid for various jobs by agents engaged by the man I had once known as Captain Deinhard, or else by certain receivers of stolen goods in London and on the Continent, who were forewarned that jewels, bonds or stolen bank-notes would reach them in secret, and that payment must be made and no questions asked.

Late one evening Duperré returned unexpectedly in a hired car from Thirsk. We had finished dinner, and I chanced to be with Rayne in the library, yet longing to get to the old-fashioned drawing-room with its sweet odor of potpourri, where Lola was, I knew, sitting immersed in the latest novel.

Hallo, Vincent! Why, I thought you were still in Aix-les-Bains! cried Rayne, much surprised, and yet a trifle excited, which was quite unusual for him.

Theres a nasty little hitch! replied the other, still in his heavy traveling coat. Then, turning to me, he said: Hargreave, old chap, will you leave for a moment or two? I want to speak to Rudolph.

Of course, I said. I was by that time used to those confidential conversations, and I walked along the corridor and joined Lola.

Im very troubled, Mr. Hargreave, the girl suddenly exclaimed in a low, timid voice after we had been chatting a short time. I overheard father whispering something to Madame Duperré to-day.



Whispering something! I echoed. What was that?

Something about Mr. Martyn, that American gentleman he met in Edinburgh, she replied. Father was chuckling to himself, saying that he had taken good precautions to prevent him proving an alibi. Father seemed filled with the fiercest anger against him. Im sure hes an awfully nice man, though we hardly know him. What can it mean?

An alibi? I reflected. I replied that it was as mysterious to me as to her. Like herself I lived in a clouded atmosphere of rapidly changing circumstances, mysterious plots and unknown evil deeds — truly a world of fear and bewilderment.

Some days later I had driven up to London in the Rolls with Duperré, leaving Rayne and Lola at home, Duperrés wife being away somewhere on a visit. We took up our quarters at Raynes chambers, and next day idled about London together. Just before we went out to dinner Martyn called, and after taking a drink Duperré went out with him, remarking to me that he would be in soon after eleven. Hence I went to the theater, and on returning at midnight awaited him.

I sat reading by the fire and dozed till just past two oclock, when he returned dressed in unfamiliar clothes: a rough suit of tweeds in which he presented the appearance of a respectable artisan. His left hand was bound roughly with a colored handkerchief, and he appeared very exhausted. Before speaking he poured himself out a liqueur glass of neat brandy which he swallowed at a single gulp.

Ive had a rather nasty accident, George, he said. Ive cut my hand pretty badly. Only not a soul must know about it — you understand?

I nodded, and then at his request I assisted him to wash the wound and rebandage it.

Whats been the matter? I asked with curiosity.

Nothing very much, was his hard reply. Youll probably know all about it to-morrow. The papers will be full of it. But mind and keep your mouth shut very tightly.

And with that he drew from his pockets a pair of thin surgical rubber gloves, both of which were blood-stained, and hurriedly threw them into the fire.

On the following evening about six oclock I was alone in Raynes chambers when the evening newspaper was, as usual, pushed through the letter-box. I rose, and taking it up glanced casually at the front page, when I was confronted by a startling report.

It appeared that just after midnight on the previous night the watchman on duty at the Chartered Bank of Liberia, in Lombard Street, had been murderously attacked by some unknown person who apparently battered his head with an iron bar, and left him unconscious and so seriously injured that he was now in Guys Hospital without hope of recovery. The bank robbers had apparently used a most up-to-date oxyacetylene plant for cutting steel, and from the strong-room in the basement — believed to be impregnable and which could only be opened by a time-clock, and, moreover, could be flooded at will — they had cut out the door as butter could be cut with a hot knife. From the safe they had abstracted negotiable bonds with English, French and Italian notes to the value of over eighty thousand pounds, with which the thieves had got clear away.

The bank robbery was the greatest sensation of the moment. The thieves had cleverly effected an entrance by one of them having secreted himself in a safe in the bank when it had closed. In the morning at nine oclock when the first clerk, a lady accountant, had arrived, she could get no entrance, so she waited till one of her male colleagues arrived. Then they called a constable, and after half an hour the sensational fact of the unconscious watchman and the rifled strong-room became revealed.

The newspaper report concluded with the following sentences:

It is evident that one of the thieves cut his hand badly, for we understand that the detectives of the City police have found blood-stained finger-prints of four distinct fingers upon the door and in other parts of the strong-room. These, of course, have already been photographed, and in due course will be investigated by that department of Scotland Yard which deals with the finger-prints of known criminals.

With the knowledge of the injury to Duperrés hand I felt confident that the great coup was due to him. And I was not mistaken.

The bank thieves had got clear away, it was true, but they had left those tell-tale finger-prints behind! As everyone knows, the ridges and whorls upon the hands of no two men are alike, therefore it seemed clear that Scotland Yard, now aroused, would very quickly — owing to its marvelous classification of the finger-prints of every criminal who has passed through the hands of the police during the past quarter of a century — fix upon the person who had laid his hands upon the steel safe door.

An hour after I had read the report in the paper, Duperré rang me up.

Im going to Overstow by the nine-thirty from Kings Cross to-night, he said. If you can join me, do. The air is better in Yorkshire than in London, dont you think so, old chap?

Right-oh! I replied. Ill travel up with you.

We met, and early next morning we were back at Overstow. Yet I managed to suppress any untoward curiosity.

It was only when about a week later I read in the paper of the result of the discovery of Scotland Yard finger-print department and of a consequent arrest that I sat aghast.

A notorious jewel-thief named Hersleton, alias Hugh Martyn, an American, had been arrested at a hotel at Brighton, and had been charged at Bow Street with the murderous attack upon the night watchman at the Chartered Bank of Liberia, his finger-prints, taken some years before, coinciding exactly with those left at the bank. He had violently protested his innocence, but had been committed for trial.

At the Old Bailey six weeks later, the night watchman having fortunately recovered from his injuries, Hugh Martyn was brought before Mr. Justice Harland, and though very ably defended by his counsel, he was quite unable to account for his movements on the night in question.

I was never there! the prisoner shrieked across the court to the judge as I sat in the public gallery watching the scene. I know nothing of the affair — nothing whatever. I am innocent.

It is undeniable that the prisoners finger-prints were left there, remarked the eminent counsel for the Treasury, rising very calmly. We have them here before us — enlarged photographs which the jury have just seen. Gentlemen of the jury, I put it to you that the prisoner is the man who assisted in this dastardly crime!

The jury, after a short retirement, found Hugh Martyn guilty, and the judge, after hearing his previous convictions, sentenced him to fifteen years penal servitude.

But Mr. Justice Harland has never known, until perhaps he may read these lines, that by the ingenious machinations of the super-criminal Rudolph Rayne, Hugh Martyn, who was one of his associates who had quarrelled with him over his share of a bank robbery in Madrid, and had tried to betray me to Benton on Clifton Bridge, had been the victim of a most dastardly treachery, though he was quite unaware of it and believed Rayne to be his friend.

Only many months later I learned, by piecing together certain facts, that old Morley Tarrant was an expert photographer and maker of printers blocks. Slowly it became plain that Rayne, having been betrayed by the astute American crook, had met him in Edinburgh and with devilish malice aforethought, had contrived to get him to handle the glass cube which served as a paper-weight, and which I had quite innocently conveyed to the old hunchback, who had succeeded in taking the finger-prints and by photography transferring them upon the surgical rubber glove, thin as paper — really a false skin — which Duperré had worn over his hands when he and his associates made an attack upon the bank.

By that means Martyns finger-prints were left upon the safe door.

Duperré had previously taken out Martyn, whom one of his friends, a woman, had drugged, so that he lay in that furnished house near Maldon for two days unconscious. Hence he was unable to give any accurate account of his movements on the night in question, or prove an alibi, and was, in consequence, convicted.

Rayne, the man with the abnormal criminal brain, had, by that ingenious coup, not only contrived to spirit away to the Continent a sum of eighty thousand pounds in negotiable securities, but had also sent to a long term of penal servitude the man who had attempted to betray him.


CHAPTER V

CONCERNS MR. BLUMENFELD

[image: img313.jpg]

THE PLEASANT HIGH road between Leamington and Coventry runs straight over the hills to Kenilworth, but a few miles farther on there are cross-roads, the right leading into Stoneleigh and the left to Kirby Corner and over Westwood Heath into a crooked maze of by-roads by which one can reach Berkswell or Barston.

It was over that left-hand road that I was driving Rayne and Lola in the Rolls in the grey twilight of a wintry evening. We had driven from London, and both Rayne and the girl I so admired were cramped and tired.

Look! shouted Lola suddenly as we took a turn in the road. Theres the lodge! On the left there. Thats Bradbourne Hall!

Yes, thats it, Hargreave! said Rudolph, and a few moments later I turned the car through the high wrought-iron gates which stood open for us, and we sped up the long avenue of leafless trees which led to the fine country mansion at which we were to be guests.

Bradbourne Hall was a great old-world Georgian house, half covered with ivy, and the appearance of the grave, white-haired butler who opened the door showed it to be the residence of a man of wealth and discernment.

That Edward Blumenfeld, its owner, was fabulously wealthy everyone in the City of London knew, for his name was one to conjure with in high finance, and though the dingy offices of Blumenfeld and Hannan in Old Broad Street were the reverse of imposing, yet the financial influence of the great house often made itself felt upon the Bourses of Paris, Brussels and Rome.

I met the millionaire at dinner two hours later, a tall, loose-built, sallow-faced man of rather brusque manners and decidedly cosmopolitan, both in gesture and in speech. With him was his wife, a pleasant woman of about fifty-five who seemed extremely affable to Lola. Mr. Blumenfelds sister, a Mrs. Perceval, was also present.

It appeared that a year before Rayne had met old Mr. Blumenfeld and his wife in an hotel at Varenna, on the Lake of Como, and a casual acquaintance had ripened into friendship and culminated in the invitation to spend a few days at Bradbourne. Hence our journey.

As we sat gossiping over our port after the ladies had left the table, I began to wonder why the grey-eyed master-crook, whom not a soul suspected, was so eager to ingratiate himself with Edward Blumenfeld. The motive was, however, not far to seek. Most men who are personal friends of millionaires manage to extract some little point of knowledge which, if used in the right way and with discretion, will often result in considerable financial gain. Indeed, I have often thought that around a millionaire there is spread a halo of prosperity which invests all those who enter it and brings to them good fortune.

It was evident that the great financier regarded Rudolph Rayne as his friend, for he promised to pay us a visit at Overstow in return.

Remember what Mr. Blumenfeld has promised us, George! said Rayne as he turned to me merrily. Make a note of it! And the breezy, easy-going man who at the moment was directing all sorts of crooked business in many cities on the Continent sipped his glass of port with the air of a connoisseur, as indeed he was.

That night, after I had gone to my room, Rayne suddenly entered and began to speak to me in a loud tone concerning some letters he wished to write early in the morning. Then, lowering his voice suddenly to a whisper, he added: I want you to be very nice to Mrs. Blumenfeld, Hargreave. Unfortunately Lola seems to have taken a violent dislike to her. Why, I dont know. So do your best to remedy what may result in a contretemps.

Then again he spoke in his usual voice, and wishing me good night left the room.

After he had gone I, full of wonder and apprehension, paced up and down the fine old paneled chamber — for I had been placed in a wing in the older part of the house which was evidently Jacobean. As an unwilling assistant of that super-crook whose agents were at work in the various cities of Europe carrying out the amazingly ingenious plans which, with Vincent Duperré, he so carefully formulated in that great old-world library of his at Overstow, I was constantly in peril, for I felt by some inexplicable intuition that the police must, one day or other, obtain sufficient evidence to arrest all of us, Lola included.

I recollect that Superintendent Arthur Benton of Scotland Yard was ever active in his inquiries concerning the great gang which Rayne controlled.

Had it not been that I was now passionately in love with Lola — though I dared not declare it openly — I should have left my queer appointment long ago. As a matter of fact, I remained because I believed, vainly perhaps, that I might one day be able to shield Lola from becoming their accomplice — and thus culpable.

According to Raynes instructions I next day made myself as affable as possible to Mrs. Blumenfeld, but later in the afternoon I had an opportunity of chatting with Lola alone. She wanted to go to a shop in Warwick, and asked me to take her there in the car, which I did. The drivers seat was inside the car, hence, when alone, she always sat beside me.

What do you think of Mrs. Blumenfeld? I asked her as we sped along through the rain.



Oh! Well, I dont like her — thats all, was her reply, as she smiled.

I think shes quite nice, I said. She was most charming to me this morning.

And she is also charming to me. But she seems so horribly inquisitive, and asks me so many questions about my father — questions I cant answer.

Why not? I asked, turning to her and for a second taking my eyes off the road.

Well — you know, Mr. Hargreave — you surely know, the girl hesitated. Why are we on this visit? My father has some sinister plans — without a doubt.

How sinister plans? I asked, in pretence of ignorance.

You well know, she answered. I am not blind, even if Duperré and his wife think I am. They forget that there is such a thing as illustrated papers.

I dont follow, I said.

Well, in the Daily Graphic three days ago I saw the portrait of a man named Lawrence, well-known as a jewel thief, who was sentenced to ten years penal servitude at the Old Bailey. I recognized him as Mr. Moody, one of my fathers friends who often came to see us at Overstow — a man you also know. Why has my father thieves for his friends, unless he is in some way connected with them?

Moody sentenced! I gasped. Why, he was one of Duperrés most intimate friends. Ive met them together often, I remarked, and then the conversation dropped, and we sat silent for a full quarter of an hour.

Im longing to get back to Overstow, Mr. Hargreave, the girl went on presently. I feel that ere long Mrs. Blumenfeld, who is a very clever and astute woman, will discover something about us, and then — —

And if she does, it will upset your fathers plans — whatever they are!

But Mr. Blumenfeld, as a great financier, has agents in all the capitals, and they might inquire and discover more about us than would be pleasant, she said apprehensively. I wonder why we are visiting these people? she added.

I did not reply. I was constantly puzzled and bewildered by the actions and movements of Rayne and his questionable friends.

That evening after dinner, while old Blumenfeld played billiards with his guest, I marked. They played three closely contested games, for both were good players; until at eleven oclock we all three went to the great drawing-room to bid the ladies good night. With our host I returned to the billiard-room, leaving Rayne to follow. Mr. Blumenfeld poured me out a whisky-and-soda and took a glass of port himself. Then a few minutes later he suggested, that as Rayne had not returned, he and I should have a final game before retiring.

He had made about twenty-five when of a sudden he leaned heavily against the table, his face blanched, and placing his hand to his heart, exclaimed:

Oh! I have such a pain here! I — I — —

And before I could run round to his assistance he had collapsed heavily upon the floor.

In an instant I was at his side, but saw that he was already unconscious.

I flew to the door and down the corridor, when luckily I encountered Rayne, who was at that moment returning to us.

In breathless haste I told him what had occurred.

Good heavens! he gasped. Dont alarm the ladies. Find the butler and get him to telephone for the doctor in secret. Ill run in and look after him in the meantime, he said, and hurried to the billiard-room.

I was not long in finding the butler, and quickly we went to the library and spoke to the doctor, who lived about five miles away. He was already in bed, but would, he said, motor over immediately.

On our return to the billiard-room we found, to our relief, that Mr. Blumenfeld had recovered consciousness. He was still lying upon the floor, Rayne having forced some brandy between his lips.

Hes getting right again! Rayne exclaimed to the white-haired old servant, and together we lifted our host on to the sofa.

He recovered quite rapidly, and presently he whispered weakly:



I suppose its my heart! A doctor in Rome three years ago said it was rather weak.

Im glad youre better, my dear fellow, said Rayne. I was much worried about you. You were playing with Hargreave, and he alarmed me.

Im cold, our host said. Will you shut that window.

For the first time I noticed the window, which had certainly been closed when we were playing, was open about a foot. Besides, Mr. Blumenfelds glass of port, of which he had drunk only half, was now empty, two facts which, however, at the time conveyed nothing to me.

In due course the doctor, an elderly country practitioner, arrived in hot haste, and grave concern, but as soon as he saw his patient he realized that it had been only a fainting fit and was nothing serious. Indeed, within an hour Blumenfeld was laughing with us as though nothing had occurred.

But what had really occurred, I wondered? That window had been opened, apparently to admit fresh air to revive an unconscious man. But surely our host had not drained his port glass after his sudden seizure!

The incident was, at Blumenfelds request, hidden from the ladies, and next day he was quite his old self again.

About noon I strolled with Rayne out along the wide terrace which ran in front of the house overlooking the great park, whereupon he said:



Well leave here to-morrow, Hargreave. Duperré is at Overstow. Write to him this afternoon and tell him to send me a wire recalling me immediately upon urgent business.

Weve finished here, eh? I asked meaningly.

Yes, he grinned, and the sooner were out of this place the better.

So I sent Vincent a note, telling him to wire Rayne at once on receipt of it.

The urgent message recalling Rudolph Rayne to Yorkshire arrived about half-past ten next morning, just as we were going out shooting. Blumenfeld was much disappointed, but his guest pleaded that he had some very important business to transact with his agent who was over from New York and desired to meet him at once. Therefore to Lolas complete satisfaction the trunks were packed and put into the car, and immediately after luncheon we set forth to Overstow.

On our way back I racked my brain to discern the nature of the latest plot, but could see nothing tangible. Mr. Blumenfeld had been taken suddenly ill while playing billiards with me, and Rayne, when summoned, had done his best to resuscitate him. Yet Raynes manner was triumphant and he was in most excellent spirits.

We arrived back at Overstow Hall just before midnight, and he and Duperré held a long conversation before retiring. Of its nature I could gather nothing. As for Lola, she retired at once very cramped and tired.

The whole of the following morning Duperré and Rayne were closeted together, while afterwards I drove Duperré into York, where from the telegraph office in the railway station he sent several cryptic messages abroad, of course posing to the telegraph clerk as a passing railway passenger. Rayne never sent important telegrams from the village post-office at Overstow, or even from Thirsk. They were all dispatched from places where, even if inquiry were made, the sender could not be traced.

Whats in the wind? I asked Duperré as he sat by my side on our drive back to Overstow.

Something, my dear George, he answered, smiling mysteriously. At present I cant tell you. In due course youll know — something big. Whenever Rudolph superintends in person it is always big. He never touches minor matters. He devises and arranges them as a general plans a battle, but he never superintends himself — only in the real big things. Even then he never acts himself.

With that I was compelled to be satisfied. That night we all had quite a pleasant evening over bridge in the drawing-room, until just about ten oclock Rayne was called to the telephone. When he rejoined us I noticed that his countenance was a trifle pale. He looked worried and ill at ease. He sat down beside Madame Duperré, and after pensively lighting one of his expensive cigars, he bent and whispered something to her.

By what he said the woman became greatly agitated, and a few moments later rose and left the room.

The household at Overstow was certainly a strange and incongruous one, consisting as it did of persons who seemed all in league with each other, the master-criminal whose shrewd, steel-grey eyes were so uncanny, and his accomplices and underlings who all profited and grew fat upon the great coups planned by Raynes amazing mind. The squire of Overstow mesmerized his fellows and fascinated his victims of both sexes. His personality was clear-cut and outstanding. Men and women who met him for the first time felt that in conversation he held them by some curious, indescribable influence — held them as long as he cared, until by his will they were released from a strange thraldom that was both weird and astounding.

Whatever message Rayne had received it was evidently of paramount importance, for when Madame Duperré had left the room and Lola had retired, he turned to me and with a queer look in his eyes, exclaimed:

I expect youll have to be making some rather rapid journeys soon, George. Better be up early to-morrow. Good night. And then dismissing me, he asked Duperré to go with him to the smoking-room.



Ive heard from Tracy, I overheard him say as I followed them along the softly carpeted corridor. Were up against that infernal Benton again because of old Moodys blunder. I never expected hed be caught, of all men. Benton is now looking for Moodys guiding hand.

Well, I hope he wont get very far, Duperré replied.

We must make certain that he doesnt, Vincent, or it will go badly — very badly — with us! Thats what I want to discuss with you.

Of the result of the consultation I, of course, remained in ignorance, but next morning Rayne sent for me and said he had decided to meet his friend Tracy at the Unicorn Hotel at Ripon.

I telephoned him to the Station Hotel at York during the night, he added. Hell have a lady with him. I want you to drive me over to Ripon and drive the lady back here.

So an hour later we set out across country and arrived in Ripon in time for lunch.

Gerald Tracy I had met before, a big, stout, round-faced man of prosperous appearance, bald-headed and loud of speech. That he was a crook I had no doubt, but what his actual métier was I could not discover. He met us on the threshold of the old-fashioned hotel in that old-fashioned Yorkshire town, and with him was a well-dressed young woman, Italian or Spanish, I saw at a glance.

When Tracy introduced her to Rayne she was apparently much impressed, replying in very fair English. Her name, I learnt, was Signorina Lacava, and she was Italian.

We all lunched together but no business was discussed. Rayne expressed a hope that the signorinas journey from Milan had been a pleasant one.

Quite, the handsome black-eyed girl replied. I stayed one day in Paris.

The signorina has made a conquest in Milan, laughed Tracy. Farini, the commissario of police, has fallen in love with her!

Rayne smiled, and turning to her, said:

I congratulate you, signorina. Your friendship may one day stand you in very good stead.

That the young woman was someone of great importance in the criminal combine was apparent from the fact that she had been actually introduced to its secret head.

It struck me as curious when, after leaving Tracy and Rayne together, I was driving the signorina across the moors to Overstow, that while he hesitated to allow Tracy to go there, yet it was safe for the young Italian woman.

I knew that Benton was still making eager inquiries, and I also knew that Rayne was full of gravest apprehensions. Rudolph Rayne was playing a double game!

On arrival back home, Duperrés wife received our visitor. Lola had gone to Newcastle to visit an old schoolfellow, and Duperré was away in York so his wife informed me.

Three uneventful days passed, but neither Rayne nor Lola returned. On the third evening I was called to the telephone, and Rayne spoke to me from his rooms in London.

I cant get back just yet, George, he said. Youll receive a registered letter from me to-morrow. Act upon it and use your own discretion.

I promised him I would and then he rang off.


CHAPTER VI

AT THREE-EIGHTEEN A.M.
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THE LETTER BROUGHT to my bedside next morning contained some curious instructions, namely, to take the car on the following Saturday to Flamborough Head, arriving at a spot he named about a quarter of a mile from the lighthouse, where I would be accosted by a Dutch sailor, who would ask me if I were Mr. Skelton. I was not to fear treachery, but to reply in the affirmative and drive him through the night to an address he gave me in Providence Court, a turning off Dean Street, Soho.

That address was sufficient for me! I had once before, at Raynes orders, driven a stranger to Dean Street and conducted him to that house. It was no doubt a harbor of refuge for foreign criminals in London, but was kept by an apparently respectable Italian who carried on a small grocery shop in Old Compton Street.

As I was ordered, I duly arrived on that wild spot on the Yorkshire coast. It blew half a gale, the wind howling about the car as I sat with only the red rearlight on, waiting in patience.

Very soon a short, thick-set man with decidedly evil face and seafaring aspect, emerged from the shadows and asked in broken English whether I was Mr. Skelton. I replied that I was and bade him jump in, and then, switching on the big headlights, turned the car in the direction of London.

From what I had seen of the stranger I certainly was not prepossessed. His clothes were rough and half soaked by the rain that had been falling, while it became apparent as we talked that he had landed surreptitiously from a Dutch fishing-boat early that morning and had not dared to show himself. Hence he was half famished. I happened to have a vacuum flask and some sandwiches, and these I divided with him.

A long silence fell between us as with difficulty in keeping myself awake I drove over the two hundred odd miles of wet roads which separated us from London, and just before nine oclock next morning I left the car in Wardour Street and walked with the stranger to the frowsy house in Providence Court, where to my great surprise Gerald Tracy opened the door. He laughed at my astonishment, but with a gesture indicative of silence, he merely said:

Hallo, Hargreave! Back all right, eh?

Then he admitted the Dutchman and closed the door.

Tracy was evidently there to hold consultation with the stranger whose entrance into England was unknown. He would certainly never risk a long stay in that house, for the stout, bald-headed man had, I knew, no wish to come face to face with Benton or any other officer of the C.I.D.

Certainly something sinister and important was intended.

On calling at Half Moon Street, after having breakfasted, I found Duperré there.

Rayne wants you to go down to the Pavilion Hotel at Folkestone and garage the car there, he said. He and I are running a risk in a couple of nights time — the risk whether Benton identifies us. We both have tickets for the annual dinner of the staff of the Criminal Investigation Department, which is to be held in the Elgin Rooms.

And are you actually going? I asked, much surprised.

Yes. And our places are close to Bentons! Hell never dream that the men he is hunting for everywhere are sitting exactly opposite him as guests of one of his superiors.

Boldness was one of Rudolph Raynes characteristics. He was fearless in all his clever and ingenious conspiracies, though his cunning was unequaled.

As I drove down to Folkestone I ruminated, as I so often did. No doubt some devilish plot was underlying the acceptance of the high police officials invitation to the staff dinner.

Its nature became revealed a few days later when, on opening my newspaper one morning, being still at Folkestone waiting in patience, I read a paragraph which aroused within me considerable interest.



It was to the effect that Superintendent Arthur Benton, the well-known Scotland Yard officer, had, after the annual dinner a few nights before, been suddenly taken ill on his way home to Hampstead, and was at the moment lying in a very critical condition suffering from some mysterious form of ptomaine poisoning, his life being despaired of.

I was quite unaware until long afterwards of the deeply laid attempt upon Bentons life, how the mysterious Dutchman was really a waiter much wanted by the French police for a poisoning affair in Marseilles, and that he had been able, by means best known to Rayne, to obtain temporary employment at the Elgin Rooms on the night of the banquet. It was he who had served the table at which had sat the unsuspicious detective superintendent.

The latter fortunately did not succumb, but he was incapacitated from duty for over twelve months, during which period the inquiries regarding the unknown head of the criminal band were dropped, much to the relief of Rayne and Duperré.

All this, however, was, I saw, preliminary and in preparation for some great coup.

I suppose I had been kicking my heels about Folkestone for perhaps ten days when, without warning, Rayne and Lola arrived with Tracy and a quantity of luggage. No doubt the mysterious Dutchman had returned to the Continent by the fishing-boat in which he had come over to act at Raynes orders.

We are going to the Continent by the morning service the day after to-morrow, George, Rayne told me. Tracy leaves to-night. Lola will go with us as far as Paris, where Duperré will meet us, and we go south together.

And he produced a batch of tickets, among which I saw coupons for reserved compartments in the wagon-lit.

Afterwards he gave some peculiar instructions to Tracy.

Youll recollect the map I showed you, he said. Crèches is two miles south of Mâcon. At about two kilomètres towards Lyons there is a short bridge over a ravine. Thats the spot. The train passes there at three-eighteen in the morning.

I follow you exactly, replied his stout, bald-headed accomplice. And I was left wondering what was intended.

That evening Tracy left us and crossed to Boulogne, while two days later we went on board the morning cross-Channel steamer, where, to my surprise, we met Mr. and Mrs. Blumenfeld.

The encounter was a most unexpected and pleasant one. The great financier and his wife were on their way to the Riviera, and we were going as far as Cannes.

I had no idea that you were going south! laughed Rayne happily as Lola, warmly dressed in furs, stood on deck chatting with Mrs. Blumenfeld and watching the boat casting off from the quay. It will be most delightful to travel together, he went on. Lola stays in Paris and we go on to the Riviera. I suppose youve got your sleeping berths from Paris to-night?

Yes, replied the financier, and then on comparing the numbers on the coupons the old man discovered that by a coincidence his berth adjoined the one which had been taken for myself.

We travelled merrily across to Boulogne, the weather being unusually fine, and took our déjeuner together in the wagon-restaurant on the way to Paris. With old Blumenfeld was his faithful valet who looked especially after two battered old leather kitbags, a fact which, I noticed, did not escape Rudolphs watchful eye.

Arrived at the Gare du Nord, Lola was met by an elderly Englishwoman whom I recollected as having been a guest at Overstow, and after hurried farewells drove away in a car, while we took taxis across to the big hotel at the Gare de Lyon. There we dined, and at half-past eight joined the Marseilles express upon which was a single wagon-lit.

Just as I was about to enter it, Rayne took me by the arm, and walking along the platform out of hearing, whispered:

Vincent is here. Dont recognize him. Be alert at three oclock. I may want you!

For what?

Wait! Weve something big in progress, George. Dont ask any questions, he said in that blustering impelling manner which he assumed when he was really serious.

Several times in the corridor I met the financier and his wife with their bony-faced valet, and, of course, I made myself polite and engaging to Mrs. Blumenfeld.

While the express roared through its first stage to Moret, I chatted with Rudolph and Blumenfeld after the latters wife had retired, and as we sat in the dim light of the corridor of the sleeping-car smoking cigarettes, all seemed absolutely normal.

Suddenly from the end compartment of the car Duperré came forth. As a perfect stranger he apologized in French as he passed us and walked to the little compartment at the end of the car where he ordered a drink from the conductor.

Hence old Mr. Blumenfeld was in ignorance that Vincent had any knowledge of us, or that Signorina Lacava, who was another of the passengers, was our friend. Yet the thin-faced valet who had brought up my early cup of tea when we had stayed at Bradbourne continually hovered about his master.

Later, as the express was tearing on at increased speed, Mr. Blumenfeld retired to his compartment, with his wife sleeping in the adjoining one, and within half an hour Rayne beckoned me into his compartment at the farther end, where we were joined by Duperré.

I want you to be out in the corridor at three oclock, Rayne said to me. Open the window and sit by it as though you want fresh air. The conductor wont trouble you as hell be put to sleep. After the train leaves Mâcon, Vincent will pass you something. You will watch for three white lights set in a row beside the railway line. Tracy will be down there in waiting. When you see the three lights throw out what Vincent gives to you. Understand?

I now saw the plot. They had knowledge that old Blumenfeld was travelling with a quantity of negotiable securities which he intended to hand to his agent at Marseilles on his way to Cannes, and they meant to relieve him of them!

I shall be fast asleep, Rayne went on, and turning to Duperré, he said: Heres the old fellows master-key. It opens everything.

By Jove! whispered Vincent. That was a clever ruse of yours to contrive the old man to faint and then take an impression of the key upon his chain.

It was the only way to get possession of it, Rayne declared with an evil grin. But both of you know how to act, so Ill soon retire.

And a few moments later I went out leaving both men together. The train roared into a long tunnel and then out again across many high embankments and over bridges. Rain was falling in torrents and lashed the windows as we sped due south on our way to Dijon. At last I knew the cause and motive of the old financiers fainting fit. The reason of our visit to Bradbourne had been in order to obtain an impression of the old fellows little master-key which opened all his luggage, his dispatch-boxes, and even the great safes at the office in Old Broad Street.

I hated the part I was forced to play, yet there certainly was an element of danger in it, and in that I delighted. Therefore I partially undressed, turned in, and read the newspaper, anxiously waiting for the hour of three and wondering in what manner Duperré intended to rob the victim. I hoped that no violence would be used.

The minutes crept on slowly as, time after time, I glanced at my watch. In the compartment next to mine the millionaire was sleeping, all unconscious of the insidious plot. The brown-uniformed conductor was asleep — no doubt he had taken a drink with Duperré. Besides, the corridor at each end of the sleeping-saloon was closed and locked.

At last, at five minutes to three, I very cautiously opened my door and stepped into the empty corridor. The train was again in a tunnel, the noise deafening and the atmosphere stifling. As soon as we were out in the open I noiselessly lowered the window and found that we were passing through a mountainous country, for every moment we passed over some rushing torrent or through some narrow ravine.

It was already three oclock when my nostrils were greeted with a pungent sickly odor of attar of roses, which seemed to be wafted along the corridor. It emanated, I imagined, from one of the compartments occupied by lady travellers.



Of a sudden we ran into the big station at Mâcon, where there was a wait of about five minutes — for the wheels to be tested. Nobody left or entered. All was quite still after the roaring and rocking of the express.

As we waited the odor of roses became much more pronounced, yet I sat at my post by the open window as though wanting fresh air, for the big sleeping-car was very stuffy, the heating apparatus being on. At last we moved out again, and I breathlessly waited for Duperré to hand me something to toss out to Tracy who was ready with the three signal lights beside the line.

The train gathered speed quickly. We had travelled two hundred and seventy miles and now had only a little farther to go. With my eye upon the side of the track, I sat scarce daring to breathe.

The ravine! We were crossing it! I glanced along the corridor. Nobody came in sight.

Next instant I saw three white lights arranged in a row. But we flashed past them!

For some reason, why, I knew not, the plot had failed!

I dared not go to the compartment of either of my companions, so after sitting up a further half-hour I crept back to my sleeping-berth feeling very drowsy, and turning in, slept heavily.

I was awakened by a loud hammering upon my door, and an excited voice outside calling:

Mr. Hargreave! Mr. Hargreave!



I opened it in astonishment to find the gray-headed old millionaire in his pajamas.

Ive been robbed! he gasped. I cant wake the conductor. Hes been drugged, I believe! What number is Mr. Raynes compartment?

Number four, I answered. But what has been taken? I asked.

Bonds that I was taking to my agent in Marseilles — over sixty thousand pounds worth! My kitbag has been opened and the dispatch-box has been opened also while Ive been asleep. The thief has evidently had the conductors key or he couldnt have got into my compartment! The bonds must be still in the possession of one of the passengers, he added. Our last stop was at Mâcon and I was awake then.

Together we woke up Rayne, who at once busied himself in great alarm.

Possibly the bonds have been thrown from the train to an accomplice, he suggested, exchanging glances with me.

No. Im sure they are still here — in the car. When next we stop I will prevent anyone leaving, and have all the passengers searched. The one thing that puzzles me is how the thief got to work without waking me, as I always place a little electric alarm on my bag when travelling with securities — and secondly, how did he manage to open both the bag and the dispatch-box it contained?

Well, said Rayne. Dont let us raise any alarm, but just wait till we get to Lyons. Then well see that nobody alights before we call the police. Then, turning to me, he said: Youll keep one door, Hargreave, and Ill keep the other, while Mr. Blumenfeld gives information.

Thus we waited. But I was sorely puzzled as to the whereabouts of the stolen bonds. If Duperré had taken them, how had he got rid of them? That he had done so was quite plain by Raynes open attitude.

Presently, in the dawn, we ran slowly into Lyons, whereupon, with Rayne, I mounted guard, allowing no one to leave. Two men wanted to descend to obtain some café au lait, as is customary, and were surprised when prevented.

The commissary of police, with several plain-clothes officers, were quickly upon the spot, and to them Mr. Blumenfeld related his story — declaring that while lying awake he smelt a very strong odor of roses which caused him to become drowsy, and he slept. On awakening he saw that his dispatch-box had been rifled.

When the millionaire explained who he was and the extent of his loss, the commissary was at once upon the alert, and ordered every passenger to be closely searched. In consequence, everyone was turned out and searched, a woman searching the female passengers, Signorina Lacava waxing highly indignant. Rayne, Duperré and myself were also very closely searched, while every nook and cranny of the compartments and baggage were rummaged during the transit of the train from Lyons down to Marseilles. The missing bonds could not be discovered, nor did any suspicion attach to anyone.

I confess myself entirely puzzled as to what had actually occurred. The well-arranged plan to drop them from the train beyond Dijon had failed, I knew, because old Mr. Blumenfeld was still awake; but what alternative plan had been put into action?

It was only when we arrived in Marseilles that the bewildered conductor, a most reliable servant of the wagon-lit company, recovered from his lethargy and could not in the least account for his long heavy sleep. He had, it appeared, smelt the same pleasant perfume of roses as Mr. Blumenfeld. At Marseilles there was still more excitement and inquiry, but at last we moved off to Toulon and along the beautiful Côte dAzur, with its grey-green olives and glimpses of sapphire sea.

We were passing along by the seashore, when I ventured to slip into Duperrés compartment, old Blumenfeld and his wife being then in the luncheon-car adjoining.

I inquired in a whisper what had happened.

For answer he crossed to one of the windows and drew down the brown cloth blind used at night, when upon the inside I saw, to my astonishment, some bonds spread out and pinned to the fabric!

He touched the spring, the blind rolled up and they disappeared within.

Each of the four blinds in his compartment contained their valuable documents which, in due course, he removed and placed in his pockets before he stepped out upon the platform at Hyères. He was, of course, an entire stranger to Rudolph and me, and we continued our journey with the victimized millionaire to Cannes, where we were compelled to remain for a week lest our abrupt return should excite anybodys suspicion. Meanwhile, of course, Duperré was already back in London with the spoils.

In the whole affair Rayne, whose master-brain was responsible for the ingenious coup, remained with clean hands and ready at any moment to prove his own innocence.

The original plan of tossing out the sixty thousand pounds worth of bonds to Tracy, who was waiting with his three warning lights, failed because of old Blumenfelds sleeplessness, but it was substituted by a far more secretive yet simple plan — one never even dreamed of by the astute police attached to the Paris, Lyons and Mediterranean Railway. It being daylight at Lyons, the blinds were up!


CHAPTER VII

LITTLE LADY LYDBROOK
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FROM THE VERY first I felt that, owing to my passionate love for Lola, I was treading upon very thin ice.

As the cats-paw of her father I was being drawn into such subtle devilish schemes that I felt to draw back must only bring upon my head the vengeance, through fear, of a man who was so entirely unscrupulous and so elusive that the police could never trace him.

Why a few weeks later I had been sent to Biarritz with Vincent was an enigma I failed to solve. At any rate, at Raynes suggestion, we had gone there and had stayed under assumed names at the Hôtel du Palais, that handsome place standing high upon the rocks with such charming views of the rocky headland of St. Martin and the dozen grey-green islets.

We both lived expensively and enjoyed ourselves at the Casino and elsewhere, but the object of our visit was quite obscure. I knew, however, that Duperré was prospecting new ground, but in what direction I failed to discover. One day we returned to London quite suddenly, but he refused to disclose anything concerning the object of our visit, which, after all, had been for me quite an enjoyable holiday.

About a week after our return Rayne called me into the morning-room. The keen grey-eyed middle-aged man was smoking a cigar and with him was Madame, whose cleverness as a crook was only equalled by that of her husband.

Well, Hargreave! exclaimed Rayne. I hope you had a nice time at Biarritz, eh? Well, I want you to go on a further little holiday down to Eastbourne. Drive the Rolls down to the Grand Hotel there and stay as a gentleman of leisure.

Im always that nowadays, I laughed.

Stay there under the name of George Cottingham, he went on, and spend rather freely, so as to give yourself a good appearance. You understand?

No, I dont understand, I said. At least, I dont understand what game is to be played.

You neednt, George, was his short reply. You are paid not to understand, and to keep your mouth shut. So please recollect that. Now at the hotel, he went on, there is staying Lady Lydbrook, wife of the great Sheffield ironmaster. I want you to scrape up acquaintance with her.

Why? I asked.

For reasons best known to myself, he snapped. Its nice weather just now, and you ought to enjoy yourself at Eastbourne. Its a smart place for an English resort, and theres lots going on there. They will think you such a nice sociable young man. Besides, you will spend money and make pretense of being rich. And let me give you a valuable tip. On the first evening you arrive at the hotel call the valet, give him a pound note and tell him to go out and buy a pound bottle of eau-de-Cologne to put in your bath. Theres nothing that gets round an hotel so quickly as wanton extravagance like that. The guests hear of it through the servants, and everyone is impressed by your wealth.

I laughed. Only a man with such a brain as Rudolph Rayne could have thought of such a ruse to inspire confidence.

Two days later I arrived at the smart south coast hotel. Though not the season, Eastbourne was filled by quite a fashionable crowd. The Grand, situated at the far end of the town towards Beachy Head, is the resort of wealthy Londoners. I arrived alone in the showy Rolls just before luncheon, when many of the visitors were seated in the cane chairs outside or on the glass-covered veranda.

I noticed, too, that the Rolls was well scrutinized, as well as myself. Under my assumed name, I took one of the most expensive rooms, and later, in the big dining-room, the waiter pointed out to me Lady Lydbrook, a young, blue-eyed, fluffy-haired little lady who, exquisitely dressed, was seated in a corner with another young woman about her own age.

They were chatting merrily, quite unconscious of the fact that I was watching them.



Her companion was dark and exceedingly well dressed. I learnt from the waiter that Sir Owen Lydbrook was not with his wife, and that the name of her companion was Miss Elsie Wallis.

I fancy shes on the stage, sir, the man added confidently. Only I dont know her stage name. Theyve been ere nearly a month. Sir Owen is in Paris, I think. They say es a lot older than er.

I realized in the cockney waiter a man who might be useful, hence I gave him a substantial tip when I signed the bill for my meal.

Why Rayne had ordered me to contrive to make the acquaintance of the fluffy-haired little woman was a problem that was beyond me, save that I knew full well the motive was, without doubt, an evil one.

It goaded me to frenzy to think that Lola should eventually be called upon in all her innocence to become, like myself, an unwilling agent in the carrying out of Raynes subtle and insidious plots.

I was his paid servant, hence against my will I was forced to obey. My ever-present hope was to be able one day to extricate Lola from that atmosphere of criminality and mystery in which she lived, that environment of stealthy plotting and malice aforethought.

On the evening of my arrival there happened to be a dance in the hotel, and watching, I saw Lady Lydbrook enter the ballroom. She looked very charming in a dance frock of bright orange, with a wreath of silver leaves in her hair. Her gown was certainly the most chic of any in the room, and she wore a beautiful rope of pearls.

Presently I summoned courage, and bowing, invited her to dance with me. She smiled with dignity and accepted. Hence we were soon acquaintances, for she danced beautifully, and I am told that I dance fairly well. After the fox-trot we sat down and chatted. I told her that I had only arrived that day.

I saw you, she said. What a topping car you have! Ours is a Rolls but an old pattern. Im always pressing my husband to get rid of it and buy a new model. But he wont. Business men are all the same. They tot up figures and weigh the cost of everything, and she laughed lightly, showing a set of pearly teeth. They weigh up everything one eats and wears. I hope youre not a business man?

No. Im not, I replied with a smile. If I were I might be a bit richer than I am.

Money! Bah! she exclaimed as she waved the big ostrich feather that served her as fan. Its all very well in its way, but some men get stifled with their money-bags, just as Owen is. Their wealth is so great that its very heaviness presses out all their good qualities and only leaves avarice behind.

But to have great wealth at ones command must be a source of great joy. Look how much good one could do! I said philosophically.

Good! Yes, she laughed. The rich man can be philanthropic — if he is not a business man, Mr. Cottingham. The latter — if he tries to do good to his fellow-creatures — is dubbed a fool in his business circles and invariably comes to grief. At least that is what Owen tells me. Hes double my age, and he ought to know, added the charming little woman.

I admitted that there was much truth in what she had said. Indeed, we had already grown to be such good friends that, at her invitation, the night being clear and moonlit, we strolled out of the hotel and along the promenade, half-way to the pier, and back.

Her companion, Miss Wallis, I had seen in the ballroom dancing with an elderly man who had the City stamped all over him. We chatted upon many subjects as we strolled in the balmy moonlit night.

I expect my husband back in a day or two. He has been to Warsaw upon some financial business for the Government. When we leave here we go to Trouville for a week or so, and in the autumn I believe we go to America. My husband goes over each year.

Then I learned from her that they had a town house in Curzon Street, a country place in Berkshire, and a villa at Cannes. They had, it appeared, only recently been married.

We generally manage to get to Cannes each winter for a month or two. I love the Riviera, she said. Do you know it?

Yes, I replied. Ive been there once or twice.

The Villa Jaumont is out on the road to Nice, on the left. Perhaps if you happen to be there this winter you will call. I shall be most delighted to see you.

When presently we were back in the hotel and I had gone to my room, I realized that I had made rather good progress. I had ingratiated myself with her, and she had grown very confidential, inasmuch as I was already able to judge that she rather despised her elderly and parsimonious husband, and that she preferred to lead her own untrammelled life.

But what was the real object of my mission?

A few days later I received a scribbled note signed Rudolph to say that a friend of his, an Italian named Giulio Ansaldi, was arriving at the hotel and would meet me in strictest secrecy. I was to leave my bedroom door unlocked at midnight, when he would enter unannounced. Enclosed was half one of Duperrés visiting-cards torn across in a jagged manner.

Your visitor will present to you the missing half of the enclosed card as credential, he wrote. If the two pieces fit, then trust him implicitly and act according to his instructions which he will convey from me.

I turned over the portion of the torn visiting-card, wondering what fresh instructions I was to receive in such strict secrecy.

I thought of Lola and wondered whether she had returned home from a visit she was paying in Devonshire, and whether, by her watchfulness, she had gained any inkling of the nature of this latest plot.



Little Lady Lydbrook had now become my constant companion. Her friend, Elsie Wallis, had apparently become on friendly terms with a tall, slim, dark-haired young man who often took her out in his car, while on several occasions Lady Lydbrook had accepted my invitation for an afternoon run and tea somewhere. The one fact that I did not like was that a quiet, middle-aged man seemed always to be watching our movements, for whether we chatted together in the lounge, went out motoring, walking on the promenade, or dancing, he always appeared somewhere in the vicinity. But on the day I received Raynes note he had paid his bill and left the hotel, a fact by which my mind was much relieved.

That day I motored my pretty little friend over to Brighton, where we lunched at the Métropole and arrived back for tea. Her husband, she said, had that morning telegraphed to her from Hamburg regretting that he could not rejoin her at present as he was on his way to Italy.

I suppose all our plans are upset again! she remarked with a pretty pout, as she sat at my side while we went carefully through the old-world town of Lewes. She had become just a little inquisitive about myself. It seemed that she enjoyed her dances with me. Indeed, she admitted it, but I could discern that she was a good deal puzzled as to my means of livelihood. I had to be very circumspect, yet for the life of me I could not imagine why I had been ordered to carry on what was, after all, a mild flirtation with a very pretty young married lady.

I could see that the other visitors at the hotel were whispering, and more especially had I incurred the displeasure of a Mrs. Glenbury, an elderly lady of distinctly out-of-date views, who with pathetic effort tried to ape youth.

Late in the evening after our return from Brighton, I took a long stroll alone along the lower promenade, close to the beach, which at night is very ill-lit, being below the level of the well-illuminated roadway. I suppose I had walked for quite a couple of miles when, on my return, I discerned in front of me two figures, a man and a woman. A ray of light from the roadway above shone on them as they passed, and I noticed that while the woman wore an ordinary dark cloth coat, the man was in tweeds and a golf cap.

An altercation had arisen between them.

All right, he cried. You wont live here very much longer — Ill see to that! Youve tried to do me down, and very nearly succeeded. And now you refuse to give me even a fiver!

Those words aroused my curiosity. I held back; for my feet fell noiselessly because of my rubber heels. I strained my ears to catch their further conversation.

Ive never refused you, Arthur! replied the womans voice.



I held my breath. The voice was Lady Lydbrooks. I could recognize it anywhere!

I watched. The young mans attitude was certainly threatening.

I dont intend now that youll get off lightly. Youll have to pay me not a fiver but fifty pounds to-night. So go back to the hotel and bring me out a cheque. Ill wait at the Wish Tower. But mind it isnt a dud one. If it is, then, by gad! Ill tell them right away. And wont the fur fly then, eh?

He spoke in a refined voice, though his appearance was that of a loafer.

His companion was evidently in fear. She tried to argue, to cajole, and to appear defiant, but all was useless. He only laughed triumphantly at her as they walked along the deserted promenade in the direction of the hotel.

Suddenly they halted. I held back at once. They conversed in lower tones — intense words that I could not catch. But it seemed to me that the frail little woman who was so often my companion was cowed and terrified. Why? What did she fear?

She left him, while he drew back into the shadow. I waited also in the shadow for nearly ten minutes, then I passed on, ascended some steps and reëntered the hotel. In the lounge I sank into a seat in a hidden corner and lit a cigarette. Presently I heard the swish of a womans skirt behind me, and rising, peered out. It was Lady Lydbrook on her way out. She was carrying the cheque to the mysterious stranger!

Alone in my room that night I threw myself into a chair and pondered deeply. I had learned that Lady Lydbrook was under the influence of that ill-dressed man who spoke so well, and whom I at first took to be an undergraduate or perhaps a hospital student.

It was a point to report to Rayne. Somehow I felt a rising antagonism towards the young man who had successfully extracted fifty pounds from my dainty little companion who was so passionately fond of jewels and who frequently wore some exquisite rings and pendants. What hold could the fellow have upon her?

Next morning she appeared bright and radiant at breakfast — which, of course, she took with her rather retiring friend Elsie Wallis — and I smiled across at her. She was, after all, a bright up-to-date little married woman possessed of great wealth and influence, her whole life being devoted to self-enjoyment at the expense of her elderly and despised husband. She was a typical girl of society who had married an old man for his money and afterwards sought younger male society. We have them to-day in hundreds on every side.

After breakfast we went together along the sea-front where the band was playing. The weather was glorious and Eastbourne looked at its best.

I now regarded her as a mystery after what I had witnessed on the previous night.



Im horribly bored here! she declared to me, as in her white summer gown she strolled by my side towards the town. Owen is not coming, so I think I shall soon get away somewhere.

What about your friend Elsie? I asked, wondering whether her decision had any connection with the unwelcome arrival of that mysterious young man in tweeds.

Oh, shes going back to London to-day — so I shall be horribly lonely, she replied.

I recollected her nervousness and apprehension before she had paid the man who had undoubtedly blackmailed her, and became more than ever puzzled.


CHAPTER VIII

THE CATS TOOTH

[image: img313.jpg]

THAT NIGHT I went to my room at about ten minutes before midnight, and waited for the appearance of my secret visitor.

Just as midnight struck the handle of the door slowly turned and a well-dressed, dark-mustached man of about thirty-five entered silently and bowed.

Mr. Hargreave? he asked with a foreign accent. Or is it Cottingham?

Which you please, I replied in a low voice, laughing.

I have this to hand to you, he said as he produced the portion of the visiting-card which I found fitted exactly to that which I had received from Rayne.

Well? I asked, inviting him to a chair and afterwards turning the key in the door. What message have you for me? Then I noticed for the first time that he bore in his hand a small brown leather attaché-case.

I know you well by name, Mr. Hargreave, he said. You are one of us, I know. Therefore The Golden Face sends you a message.



Have you seen him? I asked.

No, was his reply. Though we have been in association for several years, I always receive messages through Vincent Duperré.

I knew that only too well. Rudolph Rayne took the most elaborate precautions to preserve a clean pair of hands himself, no matter what dirty work he planned to be carried out by others.

Duperré saw me in London yesterday, gave me that piece of card, and told me to come here and explain matters, the Italian went on in a low voice. You see this case. I am to hand it to you, and as he took it, he touched the bottom, which I saw was hinged and fell inwards in two pieces, both of which sprang back again into their places by means of strong springs. My small collar-box stood upon the dressing-table.

You see how it works, he said, and placing the attaché-case over the collar-box, he snatched it up and the collar-box had disappeared inside! It was an old invention of thieves and possessed no originality. I wondered that Raynes friends employed such a contrivance, which, of course, was useful when it became necessary that valuable objects should disappear.

Well, and what of it? I asked, as, opening the case, he took out my collar-box and replaced it upon the table.

I am told that you are on very friendly terms with Lady Lydbrook. Our friend old Hesketh has been here and watched your progress — a grey-mustached man with a slight limp. I dare say you may have noticed him.

I recollected the silent watcher who I had feared might be a detective, and who had recently left the hotel. So Rayne had set secret watch upon my movements — a fact which irritated me.

Yes. I know Sir Owens wife, I said. Why?

Possibly you dont know that she has in a small dark-green morocco case a rope of pearls worth twenty thousand, as well as some other magnificent jewels. Havent you seen her wearing her pearls?

I have, I said, but I put them down as artificial ones.

No — every one of them is real! They were a present to her from her husband on her marriage, said the foreigner, his dark eyes glowing as he spoke. We want them, he whispered eagerly. And as you know her, youll have to get them.

I shall do no such thing! I protested quickly. I may be employed by Mr. Rayne, but Im not paid to commit a theft.

My visitor looked me very straight in the face with his searching eyes, and after a moments pause, asked:

Is that really your decision? Am I to report that to Duperré — that you refuse?

If you want to steal the womans pearls why dont you do it yourself? I suggested.

Because I am not her friend. You have called at her room for her, Hesketh has reported. You would not be suspected, being her friend, he added with sly persuasiveness.

No. Tell them I refuse! I cried, furious that such a proposition should be put to me.

The foreigner, in whom I now recognized a polished international crook, shrugged his shoulders and elevated his eyebrows. Then he asked:

Will you not reconsider your decision, Signor Hargreave? I fear this refusal will mean a great deal to you. When The Golden Face becomes hostile he always manages to put those who disobey him into the hands of the police. And I have knowledge that he intends you to act in this case as he directs, or — well, I fear that some unpleasantness will arise for you!

What do you threaten? I demanded angrily. I dont know who you are — and I dont care! One fact is plain, that you, like myself, are an agent of the man of abnormal brain known as The Golden Face, but I tell you I refuse to become a jewel-thief.

Very well, if that is your irrevocable decision I will return to-morrow and report, he answered in very good English, though he was typically Italian. But I warn you that mischief is meant if you do not obey. Duperré told me so. Like myself you are paid to act as directed and to keep a silent tongue. Only six months ago Jean Durand, in Paris, refused to obey a demand, and to-day he is in the convict prison in Toulon serving a sentence of seven years. He attempted to reveal facts concerning The Golden Face, but the judge at the Seine Assizes ridiculed the idea of our head director living respected and unsuspected in England. You may believe yourself safe and able to adopt a defiant attitude, but I, for one, can tell you that such a policy can only bring upon you dire misfortune. Once one becomes a servant of The Golden Face one remains so always, extremely well paid and highly prosperous providing one is alert and shrewd, but ruined and imprisoned if one either makes a slip or grows defiant. I hope you will understand me, signor. I have been given a master-key to the hotel. It will open Lady Lydbrooks door. Here it is.

But I really cannot accede to this! I declared. Though I have fallen into a clever trap and have assisted in certain schemes, yet I have never acted as the actual thief.

The Golden Face, whose marvelous activity and influence we must all admire, has decided that you must do so in this case, he said inexorably.

I craved time to consider the matter, and after some further conversation told him I would meet him near the bandstand on the sea-front at noon next day, for we did not want to be associated in the hotel.

That night I slept but little, for I realized that if I refused I must assuredly be cast into the melting-pot as one who might, in return, give Rayne away. I thought of Lola with whom I was so madly in love, and whom I intended to eventually rescue from the criminal atmosphere in which, though innocent, she was compelled to live.

I hated to take such a downward step, though the innocent-looking little attaché-case with the steel grips and spring bottom was there by my bedside ready for use. I was torn between the path of honesty from which, alas! I had been slowly slipping ever since I had made that accursed compact with Rudolph Rayne, and my love for Lola, who had, I knew, every confidence in me, while at the same time she was growing highly suspicious of her father.

The reader will readily realize my feelings that night. I had taken a false step, and to withdraw would mean arrest, conviction and imprisonment, notwithstanding any disclosures I might make. Rudolph Rayne remained always with clean hands, the rich country gentleman and personal friend of certain Justices of the Peace, officials, and others, with whom he played golf and invited to his shooting parties on the Yorkshire moors which he rented with money stolen in divers ways and in various cities.

So, to cut a long story short, I met the mysterious Italian crook next day — and I fell, for I took the master-key and agreed to attempt the theft of Lady Lydbrooks pearls!

I now saw through Raynes devilish plot. I was to be used still further as his cats-paw, and he had planned that because of my friendship with the pretty young woman, at his orders I was to steal her property.



I felt myself alone and in a cleft stick. That afternoon, as I sat at tea in the lounge with the woman whose jewels I was ordered to steal, I was torn by a thousand emotions, yet I pretended to be my usual self, and at my invitation she went out for a motor run between tea and dinner.

Though I laughed at my foolishness, I somehow suspected that she now viewed me with distinct misgiving. It now became necessary for me to prospect for the little morocco case in which I knew she kept her pearls. Therefore I at last summoned courage, and one evening, just before half-past seven, while she was dressing for dinner, I knocked and made excuse to ask her if she would go to the theater with me.

Do come in, she cried, for she was already dressed in a bright sapphire-colored gown which greatly heightened her beauty. As she admitted me, I saw the little jewel-case standing upon a tiny side-table near the window. She was not wearing her beautiful rope of pearls, therefore they were, without a doubt, safe in the case.

She thanked me and accepted, so I quickly went downstairs and told the hall porter to telephone for two stalls.

That night, on arrival back at the hotel, it occurred to me that if the little jewel-case had been left where it was my chance had now arrived. I was being forced against my will to become a thief. Rayne, the man who held me in his grip, had driven me to it and had placed the means at my disposal. To refuse would mean arrest and the loss of Lola.

We sat down in the lounge and I called for drinks — she was thirsty and would like a lemon squash, she said. Before the waiter brought them, I made leisurely excuse to go to the bureau to see if there were any letters. Instead, I rushed up to my own room, obtained the trick attaché-case, and carrying it along to Lady Lydbrooks room, stealthily opened the door with the master-key which Ansaldi had given me.

All was dark within. I switched on the light, when, before me, upon the little table, I saw the small green jewel-box.

In an instant I placed the attaché-case over it and next second it had disappeared.

But as I did so, I heard a movement behind me, and, on turning, to my breathless horror saw, standing before me, the pretty, fair-haired young woman whom I had robbed!

Well, Mr. Cottingham — or whatever your name is, she exclaimed in a hard, altered voice as, closing the door behind her, she advanced to me with a fierce light in her eyes. And what are you doing here, pray?

Then, glancing at the table and noticing her jewel-case missing, she added:

I see! You have scraped acquaintance with me in order to steal my jewels. You have them in that case in your hand!



I stammered something. What it was I have no recollection. I only know that my words infuriated her, and she dashed out into the corridor to raise the alarm, leaving me in possession of the trick bag with the jewel-case inside.

I dashed after her, seizing her roughly by the waist as she ran down the corridor.

Listen! I whispered fiercely into her ear. Listen one moment. You surely wont give me away? Listen to what I have to tell you. Do — I — implore you, I said. I am no thief! I will tell you everything — and ask your advice. No harm has been done. Your pearls are here.

Yes, she said, turning back upon me. But you — the man I liked and trusted — are a common thief!

I admit it, I said hoarsely as I dragged her back to her room, her dress being torn in the struggle. I have been forced against my will into robbing you, as I will explain.

Back in her bedroom she assumed a very serious attitude. She invited me to sit down, after I had handed back her jewel-case, and then, also seating herself in an arm-chair, she said in determination:

Now look here, George Hargreave ... you see, I know your real name. I know your game. By a word I can have you arrested, while, on the other hand, my silence would give you your liberty.

You will remain silent, Lady Lydbrook — I beg of you! I know that I have committed an unpardonable crime for which there is no excuse. I thought of that strange midnight scene I had witnessed and it was on the tip of my tongue to mention it. But would it further infuriate her? So I refrained from alluding to it.

Her attitude towards me had completely altered. She was hard-mouthed and indignant, which, after all, was but natural.

My whole future is in your hands, I added.

She still hesitated. A word from her and not only would I be arrested, but Rayne would probably be exposed and arrested also. She seemed, I feared, to be aware of the whole organization, hence she was one of the last persons who should have been marked down as a victim. Rayne had evidently committed a fatal error.

Well, she said at last, I am open to remain silent, and the matter shall never be mentioned between us — but on one condition.

And what is that? I asked anxiously.

I am in want of someone to help me. Will you do so?

I will do anything to serve you if you give me my liberty, I said, much ashamed.

Very well, then. Listen, she said in a hard, strained voice. If you resolve, in return for my silence, to assist me, you will be compelled to act at my orders without seeking for any motive, but in blind obedience.

I quite understand, I replied. I agree.



No doubt she desired me to act against her enemy — the young fellow who had extracted fifty pounds from her by threat.

You must say nothing to a soul but meet me in secret in Paris. Stay at the Hôtel Continental where I shall stay on the night of the twenty-fourth. That is next Wednesday. At ten oclock I shall be on the terrace of the Café Vachette in the Boulevard St. Michel. Remember the day and hour, and meet me there. Then I will tell you what service I require of you. I shall leave here to-morrow, and I suppose you will leave also. And she opened her jewel-case to reassure herself that her pearls and other ornaments were safe.

So she forgave me, shook my hand, and I went out of the room with the cold perspiration still upon me.

I made no report of my failure to Rayne, but on the following Wednesday night, after taking a room at the Continental, in Paris, an hotel which I knew well, I crossed the Seine at about half-past nine, and at ten oclock sauntered up the boulevard to the popular, and rather Bohemian, Café Vachette, where at a little table in the corner, set well back from the pavement, I found her seated alone. She was wearing the same dark cloth coat in which I had seen her when she met the mysterious stranger at night at Eastbourne.

Well? So youve kept the appointment, Mr. Cottingham! she laughed cheerily as I sank into a chair beside her. Youll order a drink and pay for mine, eh? she laughed.

Then when I had swallowed my liqueur, she suggested that we should stroll down the boulevard and talk.

This we did. The proposition which she made without much preliminary held me aghast.

Though I like you very much, Mr. Cottingham, she said as we conversed in low voices, I cannot conceal from myself that you are a thief. Well, now to be perfectly frank, I want a thiefs help — and I know that, as we are friends, you will assist me. You know my inordinate love of jewels. Indeed, I wouldnt have married Owen if he had not given me my pearls. And you know the other ornaments I have — which I might very well never have seen again, eh?

I know, I said.

Well, now, at the Continental there is at the present moment staying a Madame Rodanet, the widow of the millionaire chocolate manufacturer. She possesses among her jewels the famous Dent du Chat — the Cats Tooth Ruby. It is called so because it is a perfect stone and curiously pointed, the only one of its kind in the world. I want it, and you must get it for me — as the price of my silence regarding the affair at Eastbourne.

I held my breath.

Her suggestion appalled me. I was to commit a second theft as the price of the first! The pretty wife of the great Sheffield ironmaster was a thief herself at heart! Truly, the situation was a strange and bewildering one.

I protested, and pointed out the risk and difficulties, but she met all my arguments with remarkable cleverness.

I know Madame, she said. I will make your path smooth for you, and I myself will spirit the jewel out of France so that no possible suspicion can attach to you, was her reply. Will you leave it all to me?

We walked on down the well-lit boulevard, my brain a-whirl, until at last, pressed hard by her, I consented to act as she directed.

I found, in the course of the next three days, that Lady Lydbrooks whole life was centered upon the possession of jewels of great value, and I was amazed to discover how very cleverly she plotted the coup which I was to carry out.

One evening, after dinner, she introduced me casually to the rich widow, an ugly overdressed old woman who was wearing as a pendant the famous Dent du Chat. It was, to say the least, a wonderful gem. But I passed as a person of no importance.

Next night with Lady Lydbrooks help I was, however, able to get into the old womans bedroom and carry out my contract for the preservation of silence concerning the affair at Eastbourne.

I shall always recollect the moment when I slipped the pendant into Lady Lydbrooks soft hand as she stood in déshabille at the half-opened door of her bedroom and her quick whispered words:

I shall be away by the first train. Stay here to-morrow and cross to London the next day. Au revoir! Let us meet again soon! And she gripped my hand warmly in hers and closed her door noiselessly.

Ah! A week later I learned how, by Raynes devilish cunning, I had been tricked. When I knew the truth, I bit my lips to the blood.

The widow Rodanet had, it appeared, been staying at the Palais, in Biarritz, when Duperré and I had been there. She had been marked down by Rayne as a victim, for the Dent du Chat was a stone of enormous value.

The planned robbery had, however, gone wrong and we had been compelled to return to London. Then Rayne had conceived the sinister idea of sending me to Lady Lydbrook — who was not Sir Owens wife at all but one of his agents like myself, and whose real name was Betty Tressider — a girl-thief whose chief possession was a rope of imitation pearls.

I, alas! dropped into the trap, whereupon she, on her part, compelled me to steal old Madame Rodanets wonderful ruby; and thus, though I confess it to my shame, I became an actual thief and one of Rudolph Raynes active agents. What happened to me further I will now tell you.


CHAPTER IX

LOLA IS AGAIN SUSPICIOUS
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THE DEVILISH CUNNING of Rudolph Rayne was indeed well illustrated by the clever trap which he had set for me by the instrumentality of that pretty woman-thief, Betty Tressider, who called herself Lady Lydbrook.

I now realized by Raynes overbearing attitude that he had, by a ruse, succeeded in his object in compelling me to become an active accomplice of the gang.

When back again once more in Yorkshire, I was delighted to find that Lola had returned from her visit to Devonshire. She was just as sweet and charming as ever, but just a trifle too inquisitive regarding my visits to Eastbourne and Paris. I was much ashamed of the theft I had been forced to commit in order to preserve secrecy regarding my first downfall, hence rather awkwardly, I fear, I evaded all her questions.

Nevertheless, we were a great deal in each others company, and had many confidential chats. I loved her, yet somehow I could not be frank and open. How could I without revealing the secret of her father?



One spring afternoon we had been playing tennis and were sitting together in the pretty arbor at the end of the well-kept lawn, both smoking cigarettes after a strenuous game, when suddenly she turned to me, saying:

Do you know, Mr. Hargreave, I dont like the look of things at all! Mr. Duperré is not playing a straight game — of that Im sure!

Oh — why? I asked with affected ignorance.

I have again overheard something. Yesterday I was just going into the morning-room, the door of which stood ajar, when I heard father warning Duperré of something — I couldnt quite catch what it was. Only he said that he didnt approve of such drastic measures, and that the old man might lose his life. To that Duperré replied: And if he did, nobody would be any wiser. What can it mean?

I fear I am just as ignorant as yourself, I replied, looking the arch-crooks pretty daughter full in the face.

Well, she said, I know I can trust you, Mr. Hargreave. I have only you in whom I can confide.

Yes, I assured her, bending across to her. You can trust me implicitly. I, too, am just as puzzled as yourself.

I know they have some business schemes together, Madame has often told me so, went on the girl. But while I was away at Keswick I purposely got into conversation with an old gentleman named Lloyd at Madames suggestion, as she told me our acquaintanceship would be useful to some business scheme of Vincents. It appears that he wanted to become acquainted with Mr. Lloyd.

And you acted upon her suggestion? I asked, horrified that she was becoming the decoy of that circle of super-crooks.

Yes, though it was against my will, was her reply. I contrived to allow him to have an opportunity to chat with me, and I afterwards introduced Madame as my companion.

And what followed? I asked eagerly.

Oh, he was very often with us, and took us for rides in his car all through the Lakes. The hotel was full of smart people, and I think they envied us.

I was silent for a moment.

Have you any idea who Mr. Lloyd may be? I asked.

No, except that Madame told me that he is immensely rich. A few days later father came over to Keswick and stayed a few days and met him. But the whole affair was most mysterious. I cant make it out, declared the girl. Mr. Duperré never met him after all.

We must remain patient and watch, I urged.

This we did, and very soon there came a strange development of that carefully planned introduction.

One day, on entering Raynes study, I found him in conversation with a tall, dark, fashionably dressed foreign woman — Spanish, I believed her to be. As I went in unexpectedly she seemed to have risen and assumed a fierce defiant attitude, while he, seated at his writing-table, was smoking one of his favorite expensive cigars and contemplating her with amusement.

My dear Madame, he said, laughing, pray sit down and let us discuss the matter coolly. I do not wish you to act in any way to jeopardize yourself. I have made certain plans; it is for you and your friends to carry them out. And I know how clever is your friend Louis Larroca. So there is no need for apprehension. Besides, if you trust me, as you have done hitherto, you will find the whole affair works quite easily — and without the least risk to yourselves.

Next second he realized that I had entered, and turning to me, said quite quietly:

Im engaged just now, Hargreave.

So I was forced to withdraw, full of wonder as to the nature of the latest conspiracy.

I found that a hired car from a garage at Thirsk was awaiting the lady, who, I learned from the young footman, had given her name as Madame Martoz.

A quarter of an hour later she drove away without, so far as I could discern, having seen either Duperré or his wife.

Next day Rayne, whom I drove into York in the new two-seater Vauxhall, told me as we went along that he was having a small house-party on the following Thursday.



Just a few personal friends, he added.

I smiled within myself, for I knew the character of the personal friends of The Golden Face.

Yet to my surprise, when Thursday came I found assembled half a dozen perfectly honest and respectable men and their wives, and in some cases their daughters. One was a London barrister, another a well-known member of Parliament, a third a rich Leeds manufacturer, while the others were more or less well known, and certainly all of the highest respectability. When Rayne gave a house-party he always did the thing well, and the days passed in a round of well-ordered enjoyment, motoring, golf, tennis and visits to neighbors to the full delight of everyone. In the evening there were dancing and billiards, Duperré being the life and soul of the smart party.

On the fourth day, about twelve oclock, Lola, who had made friends with Enid Claverton, the barristers daughter, who was about the same age as herself, came to me in the garage, and said:

Mr. Lloyd, whom we met at Keswick, has just arrived. Hes come on a visit. Father told me nothing about it. Did he tell you?

Not a word, I replied, wondering why the person in question had been enticed into the spiders parlor. No doubt the highly respectable house-party had been invited to form a suitable setting for some secret villainy.

I met the new guest just before luncheon and found him a white-bearded, bald-headed, fresh-complexioned and rather dapper little man, whose merry eyes and easy-going manner marked him as a bon vivant and something after Raynes own style.

He greeted me when in the big hall with its long armorial windows, its old family portraits, and the many trophies of the chase that had been secured by the noble family who were previous owners of the Hall. Rayne introduced me as his secretary.

I looked into the smartly dressed old fellows blue eyes and wondered what foul plot against him had emanated from the abnormal brain of the arch-criminal who was his host. I smiled when I reflected on the horror of those guests did they but know who Rudolph Rayne really was. But in their ignorance they enjoyed his unbounded hospitality and voted him a real good sort — as outwardly he was.

My time was occupied mostly in driving the Rolls, but when at home I watched narrowly yet was utterly unable to discern why the friendship of Mr. Gordon Lloyd, whose profession or status I failed to discover, had been so cleverly secured and carefully cultivated until he had now become a welcome guest under Raynes roof.

There was a sinister design somewhere, but in what direction? Rudolph Rayne never lifted a finger or smiled upon a stranger without some evil intent by which to enrich himself. Usurers in the City have always been clever people backed by capital, but this super-crook had, I learned, risen in a few years from a small bookmaker in Balham to control the biggest combine of Thiefdom ever known in the annals of our time.

One day I drove Mr. Lloyd with Lola and a Mrs. Charlesworth, one of the guests, into Ripon to see the cathedral. We had inspected the fine transepts, the choir and the famous Saxon crypt — of which there is only one other in England — and had gone to the old Unicorn to tea.

We had sat down when, chancing to glance around, I saw, to my surprise, seated in a corner alone, the handsome Madame Martoz, who had had that confidential interview with Lolas father some days before. Our recognition was mutual, I saw, for she lowered her dark eyes and busied herself with the teapot before her. Yet I noticed that with covert glances she was still regarding us with some curiosity.

Ten minutes later a tall, swarthy-faced man with well-trimmed black mustache, a typical Spaniard, lounged in and sat at her table, while she gave him tea. Mr. Lloyd, Lola and Mrs. Charlesworth were busily chatting, but I noted that the Spanish woman whispered some words to her companion which caused him to glance in our direction. Afterwards they both rose and went out.

Later, when we had finished our tea, I went to the office in order to pay — for on such excursions I always paid on Raynes behalf — and when doing so, I asked casually:



Have you a Spanish gentleman staying here — a Mr. Larroca?

No, sir, replied the rather stout, pleasant bookkeeper. We have a Mr. Bellido, a Spanish gentleman. Hes just gone out with Madame Calleja, who is also Spanish, though they both speak English well.

I thanked her and rejoined my party. At least I had ascertained the names under which they were known, for Larroca was no doubt the real name of Bellido.

What mischief was intended? It was evident that we had been purposely sent by Rayne to that hotel in Ripon in order that Madame and her accomplice should see us, so that we could be identified again. Certainly it was unnecessary for them to see Lola, Mrs. Charlesworth or myself. We had, I felt convinced, made that excursion in order that old Mr. Lloyd should be seen and known to the mysterious pair.

Two days afterwards our guests dispersed, but Mr. Lloyd, pressed by Madame Duperré, remained behind.

To me he seemed one of those wealthy, rather faddy men whom one encounters sometimes in the best hotels, men who move up and down the country aimlessly during the spring and summer and in winter go abroad for a few months; men with piles of well-battered and be-labelled baggage whose home is always in hotels and whose chief object in life is to dress in the fashion of the younger generation, to be seen everywhere, to give cosy little luncheon and dinner-parties, and be the fairy uncle of any pretty girl they may come across.

We have lots of such in England to-day. Ask the chef-de-réception of any of our smartest hotels, and they will reel off the names of half a dozen or so elderly bachelors, widowers or wife-quarrelers with huge incomes who prefer to pass along the line of least resistance in domesticity — the private suite in an up-to-date hotel.

Mr. Gordon Lloyd was one of such, and it seemed that Rudolph Rayne, who now treated me with the greatest intimacy because he saw that he had drawn me so completely into his net, had become his dearest friend.

On the night when the last guest had departed I sat with the pair over the port, after Lola and Madame had left the dinner-table.

Really, said the merry old gentleman with his glass of 74 poised in his hand, I dont know whether I shall go back to Colwyn Bay again this winter — or go abroad. Ive no ties, and Im getting fed up. I havent been abroad since the war.

Go abroad, my dear fellow, said Rayne. The change would certainly do you good — go somewhere in the south. The Riviera is played out. Why not go to Sicily?

Ive been there, replied old Mr. Lloyd as he sipped his glass of fine wine.



Then why not try Italy? Glorious bright weather all through our foggy season — Rome or Florence, for instance?

No, I hate Italy.

Spain, then? Good hotels in Madrid and Barcelona. In Madrid there is a small circle of English society, good opera, and lots of interesting places to visit by motor, Rayne suggested, for, as a rapid traveler all over Europe, he knew every Continental city of importance.

The old man was rather struck by the latter suggestion.

I certainly am rather tired of Bournemouth and Colwyn Bay and Hove in winter, he admitted. Ive never been to Madrid.

Then go, my dear fellow. Go by all means. The journey is quite easy. Just the train by day to Paris, and then by sleeping-car on the Sud Express right through to Madrid.

Yes. But its an awful trouble, replied the rich old man.

No trouble at all! laughed Rayne as he pulled at his cigar. I dont like to see you in this rut of hotels. Its bad for you! It only leads to drinks in the bar till late and bad headaches in the morning. You must buck up and get out of it.

Well, Ill see, replied the old fellow, and then we all three rose and rejoined the ladies.

Oh, what a farce the whole thing was! I longed — I yearned to yell my disclosures against the man who like an octopus had now placed his tentacles around me. But I saw that it was futile to kick against the pricks. I had only to wait and to watch.

For a whole week things proceeded in good, well-ordered regularity. Mr. Lloyd was our guest and everyone made themselves pleasant towards him. Lola, with whom I had frequent chats in secret, had somehow become disarmed. She no longer suspected her father of any sinister intent, the reason being that he had taken the old man as his dearest and most intimate confidant.

One night after I had beaten old Mr. Lloyd at billiards and he had gone to bed, I passed by the door of the library and saw a streak of light beneath the door.

Therefore, believing that the electric light had been inadvertently left on, I opened the door, when I had a great surprise.

Rayne was seated in an arm-chair chatting with Madame Martoz, while on a settee near the window sat Madame Duperré.

All three started up as I entered, but a word of apology instantly rose to my lips, and Rayne said: Thats all right, Hargreave. Indeed, I wanted to talk to you. Look here, he went on, I want you to go to Madrid after old Mr. Lloyd goes there, as no doubt he will. Youll stay at the Ritz in the Plaza de Canovas, and ask no questions. Ill send you instructions — or perhaps Duperré may be with you.

When? I asked in surprise, as it appeared that the rich old gentleman had, after all, arranged to go to Spain.

In ten days or so. When I tell you. Till then, dont worry, my dear boy. When I make plans you know that you have only to act.

To the detriment of our unsuspecting guest, eh? I remarked in a low bitter voice.

That is not polite, George, he said sharply. You are our paid servant, and such a remark does not befit you.

Whether it does or not, Mr. Rayne, I repeat it, I said defiantly. I am not blind to your subtle machinations by which I have become your accomplice.

He laughed triumphantly in my face.

You are paid — and well paid for it all. Why should you resent? Are you an idiot?

I certainly refuse to be your tool! I cried furiously.

You have thrown in your lot with me as one who ventures constantly in big things just as any man who operates on the Stock Exchange. It is good sport. You, George, are a sportsman, as I am. And from one sport we both derive a good deal of fun.

And the victim of our fun, as you term it, is to be old Mr. Lloyd! I remarked, looking him straight in his face.

But he only laughed, and said:

Dont be a fool. You are a most excellent fellow, Hargreave, except when you get these little fits of squeamishness.

It was on the tip of my tongue to roundly refuse to have anything further to do with him and leave the house, but I knew, alas! that now I had stolen the famous ruby in Paris he would have no compunction in giving me over to the police.

And if I, in turn, gave information against him, what could I really prove? Practically nothing! Rayne was always clever enough to preserve himself from any possibility of suspicion. It was that fact which marked him as the most amazing and ingenious crook.

So I was forced to remain silent, and a few minutes later left the room.

On the following Friday Mr. Lloyd left us. Rayne bade him a regretful farewell, after making him promise to return to us for a fortnight when he got back from Spain.

Probably my secretary, Hargreave, will have to go to Madrid upon business for me. I have some interest in a tramway company at Salamanca. So you may possibly meet.

I hope we do, Mr. Hargreave, said the old gentleman, turning to me warmly. I shall certainly take your advice and try Madrid for a few weeks.

Yes, do. Youll like it, Im sure, his host assured him, and then we drove away.

When are you going to Spain? Mr. Lloyd asked me as he sat at my side on our way to Thirsk station.



I really dont know, was my evasive reply. Mr. Rayne has not yet fixed the date.

Well, heres my address, he said, handing me a card with his name and Reform Club on it. I wish youd write me when your journey is fixed and perhaps we might travel together. Id be most delighted to have you as my companion on the journey.

I took the card, thanked him, and promised that I would let him know the date of my departure.


CHAPTER X

THE PAINTED ENVELOPE
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ON MY RETURN I told Rayne of the old mans invitation, whereat he rubbed his hands in warm approval.

Excellent! he cried. You must travel with him and keep an eye upon him — just to see that nobody — well, that nobody molests the poor old fellow, he laughed grimly.

I saw his meaning, but I was in no way anxious to become the traveling companion of a man who had, without doubt, been marked down as the next victim.

A fact that aroused my curiosity was that all the time Mr. Lloyd had been with us Duperré had been absent — in Brussels, I believe. His identity was evidently being concealed with some distinctly malicious purpose.

I waited with curiosity. Next day Lola, who with her womans intuition had scented that something sinister was intended, expressed surprise to me that Mr. Lloyd was going to Spain.

We were walking together across the park beyond the lower gardens on our way to the village.



Mr. Lloyd told me that he was going to Spain at fathers suggestion, she said. It seems to me rather strange that I should have been the means of bringing father and him together. I cant understand the reason of it all, she added, evidently much puzzled.

Perhaps your father has some idea of transacting some lucrative business with him. Remember, he has a lot of financial interests in Spain.

Ah! yes, replied the girl. Of course. I never thought of that! Father has been to Madrid several times of late.

I feared to tell her what I suspected of the secret visit of that handsome Spanish woman, or of how we had been observed at the Unicorn at Ripon.

On that same day Duperré returned. He had been abroad, for when I met him at the station I noticed that his luggage bore fresh labels of the Palace Hotel, at Brussels, and some railway destinations. At ten oclock that night, after Lola had retired to bed, I was called to consult with Rayne and Duperré, who were smoking together in the billiard-room. Duperré had evidently related to him the result of his mysterious journeyings, and Rayne seemed in an unusually good humor.

Sit down, George, and listen, he said. We have a little piece of important business to transact — something that will bring in big money. Duperré will explain.



Vincent turned, and looking at me through the haze of his cigarette-smoke, said:

Theres not much to explain, George. You have only to act on Raynes instructions. The matter does not concern you as, after all, youre only a pawn in this merry little game which will do no harm to anyone — —

Only to old Lloyd, I interrupted.

To his pocket, perhaps, Duperré laughed.

Frankly, you mean to rob him, as you have so many others.

Duperré frowned darkly, and exchanged angry glances with Rayne.

I think that remark is entirely uncalled for, Rayne said resentfully. You have thrown in your lot with us, as I have told you before, and with your eyes wide open have become one of my trusted assistants. As such you will receive my instructions — and act upon them without question. That is your position. And now, he added, turning to Duperré, please explain.

Duperré laid down his cigarette-end in the tray, and said:

Well, look here, George. What you must do is this. You will write to old Lloyd at the Reform Club to-morrow and tell him that you are leaving for Madrid on Tuesday week upon important business for our friend Rayne. You will suggest that he goes to the Ritz while you go to the Hôtel de la Paix in the Puerta del Sol, as being less expensive. You, as Raynes secretary, cannot afford to stay at the Ritz, you understand?

Then there is a specific reason why we should not stay at the same hotel, eh? I asked.

Duperré hesitated, and then nodded.

I may come out to Spain and join you in a few days after your arrival. At present I dont exactly know.

So, though full of resentment, I was compelled to the inevitable. Next day I wrote to the Reform Club, and in reply received a letter appointing to meet me at Charing Cross Station on the following Tuesday week.

Lola became even more inquisitive next day. Whether her father had inadvertently dropped a word in her presence I know not, but she had somehow become aware that I had received orders to travel with Mr. Lloyd to Spain.

What was intended? The business upon which I was being sent to Spain was some coup which Raynes ever-active brain had carefully conceived. He had used his daughters bright and winning manners in order to become friendly with the wealthy and somewhat mysterious old man whom I was to conduct to Spain.

Naturally I was evasive as usually. I loved her, it was true. She was all the world to me. And my love was, I believed, reciprocated, but how could I admit my shameful compact with her father? I was now a thief, having been drawn into that insidious plot which I described in the previous chapter of my reminiscences as a servant to the King of Crookdom.

So we walked pleasantly along to the white-headed old village clockmaker, who was grandson of a well-known man who had fashioned the little grandmother clocks which to-day are so rare — the pet timekeepers of our bewigged ancestors. The name of the old fellows grandfather was on the list of famous makers of clocks in the days of George the Third, which you can find in any book upon old clocks.

On our walk back to the Hall we chatted merrily.

I rather envy you your run out to Madrid, Lola laughed. I wish I could go to Spain.

She was wearing a canary-colored jersey, stout boots, and carried a hefty ash stick, for she was essentially an out-of-door girl, though at night she could put on a short and flimsy dance frock and look the perfection of charm.

I took no notice of her remark, but purposely turned the conversation, and as we strolled back together we discussed a dance which was to be given two nights later by her friends the Fishers at Atherton Towers, about five miles distant.

On the morning appointed I met old Mr. Lloyd, who, to my surprise, had with him his niece, Miss Sylvia Andrews, a smart and pretty dark-haired girl of about twenty-five.

At the last moment Sylvia wanted to come with me to see Spain, the old gentleman explained as we sat in the boat-train speeding towards Dover. I managed yesterday to get an extra sleeping-berth in the Sud Express.

I hope you will like Madrid, Miss Andrews, I said gallantly. You will find life there very bright and gay — quite an experience.

Im greatly looking forward to it, she said. Ive read all about it, and though Ive been in France and in Italy quite a lot, Ive never been in Spain, though Ive always longed to see it.

I propose we break our journey at San Sebastian, said Mr. Lloyd. I want to see the place, and the Casino which is making such a bid against the counter-attraction of Monte Carlo. What do you say?

Im quite agreeable, I replied. A couple of days delay makes no difference to me. As long as I am in Madrid on the sixteenth it will be all right. I have to attend a directors meeting on behalf of Mr. Rayne on that day.

Good! uncle, cried the girl. Then well break our journey at San Sebastian, eh?

And so it was arranged.

Two days later we stepped from the dusty sleeping-car in which we had traveled from Paris, and soon found ourselves driving around a wide bay with calm sapphire sea and golden sands — the far-famed La Concha.

We remained for two days at that luxurious hotel the Continental, on the Paseo, and visited all the sights, including the Casino, where we thoroughly enjoyed ourselves. Old Mr. Lloyd was an amusing companion, as I well knew, a man who seemed never tired notwithstanding his advanced age, while his niece was a particularly jolly girl who enjoyed every moment of her life.

Then we proceeded by the night express to Madrid.

Mr. Lloyd insisted that I should stay with them at the Ritz, but, compelled to obey Raynes instructions, I was forced to excuse myself on the plea that two of Raynes co-directors were to stay at the Hôtel de la Paix, and Rayne had wished me to stay with them for certain business reasons.

With this explanation the old gentleman was satisfied, so when at last we arrived in the Spanish capital I saw them safely to the Ritz, then went on alone to the Puerta del Sol.

That night we dined together, and afterwards we went to the opera at the Teatro Real. Next day we met again, and on several days that followed. I took them to see the sights of the capital, the sights which everyone visits, the Armeria, the Academy, the Naval Museum, the street life of the Plaza Mayor and the Calle de Toledo, the afternoon promenades in the Retiro Park and the Paseo de Fernan Nuñez.

In all they evinced the greatest interest. To both uncle and niece it presented fresh scenes such as neither had before seen, and I realized that old Mr. Lloyd had become brighter and far more cheerful than when with us at Overstow.

I had been at the Hôtel de la Paix for about ten days, when on returning late one night from visiting with Miss Andrews the celebrated Verbena de la Paloma — the famous fair held in the Calle de la Paloma — I found, to my surprise, Duperré awaiting me.

I explained the situation, but when I mentioned the presence of old Lloyds niece his countenance instantly fell.

Why in the name of Fate did the old fool bring her here? he exclaimed. I thought he would come alone!

Shes quite a nice girl, I remarked. Full of high spirits and vitality.

But Duperré only grunted, and I saw by the expression of his face that he was far from pleased that the old man was not alone.

I dont want to be introduced yet, he said. At present, though we can meet here in the hotel, we must be strangers outside.

And what is the game? I demanded boldly, for we were together in my bedroom overlooking the great square and the door was locked.

Nothing that concerns you, Hargreave, was his hard reply. I know youre foolishly squeamish about some things. Well, in this affair just act as Rudolph orders and dont trouble about the consequences.



I realized that some evil was intended. Yet it was prevented by the presence there of Sylvia Andrews. What could it be?

Next day I met uncle and niece as usual, and we went for a motor ride together out to Aranjuez, where we saw the Palacio Real, and then on to Toledo where we visited the wonderful cathedral and the great Elcazar. I did not get back to the hotel till past ten oclock that night, but I found Duperré anxious and perturbed. Why, I failed to understand, except that he seemed filled with annoyance that his plans had somehow gone awry.

Two days later when I called at the Ritz with the intention of accompanying Mr. Lloyd and his niece over the mountains to Valladolid, I found them both greatly excited.

Sylvia had a telegram an hour ago recalling her to London as her mother is ill, and I am going with her. I cannot allow her to travel alone. We leave by the express at six oclock this evening, Mr. Lloyd said. I am so very sorry to depart so suddenly, Mr. Hargreave. We were both enjoying our visit so much, he added apologetically.

This surprised me until I returned to my hotel to luncheon, when Duperré, meeting me eagerly in the hall, asked:

Well, is the girl going?

Yes, I said. How do you know?

He smiled meaningly, and I felt that in all probability the telegram recalling the girl had been sent at his instigation, as indeed I afterwards knew it had been. So cleverly had matters been arranged by the crooks that Mrs. Andrews was actually very unwell.

Yes, shes off to-night — and the old man also, I said, glad that he was to get out of the mysterious danger that undoubtedly threatened him.

What! cried my companion, staggered. Is the old fellow actually leaving also? At what time?

By the six oclock train — the express to Irun, I replied.

He was thoughtful for a moment. Then he said abruptly in a thick voice:

I dont want any lunch. I want to think. Come up to my room when youve had your meal, and then, turning on his heel, he ascended in the lift.

On going to his room after luncheon I found him standing by the window, with his hands in his pockets, looking blankly out upon the great square below.

Close by, upon the writing-table, was a small medicine phial and a camel-hair brush, together with several pieces of paper. It struck me that he had painted one of the pieces with some of the colorless liquid, for, having dried, it was now crinkled in the center.

Look here, Hargreave, he said. I want you to telephone to the girl Andrews and ask her to meet you this afternoon at four, say in the ladies café in the Café Suzio, so that you can have tea together. When youve done that come back here.

I obeyed, in wonder at what was intended. Then when I returned, he said:

Sit down and write a note to the old man, asking him to let you have his address so that you can collect any letters from the Ritz for him and forward them. Hell think it awfully kind of you. And enclose an envelope addressed to yourself; it will save him trouble.

This I did, taking paper and envelope from the rack in front of me. I was about to address the envelope to myself, when he said:

Thats too large, have this one! It will fit in the other envelope, and he took from the rack one of a smaller size which I used according to his suggestion.

Now, he said, you go and take the girl out and Ill see that this letter is delivered — and that you get an answer.

I met Sylvia, and we had quite a jolly tea together. Then, at five oclock, I left her at the door of the Ritz, saying that I had sent a letter to her uncle asking for his address, and that knowing he would be very busy preparing to leave I would not come in.

On entering the Hôtel de la Paix the concierge handed me two letters, one from old Mr. Lloyd in reply to my note and the other that had been left for me by Duperré.

I have already left Madrid, he wrote briefly. Whatever you hear, you know nothing, remember. Wait another week and then come home.

I was not long in hearing something, for within a quarter of an hour Sylvia rang me up asking me to come round at once to the Ritz.

In trepidation I took a taxi there and found old Mr. Lloyd in a state of unconsciousness, with a doctor at his side, Sylvia having found him lying on the floor of the sitting-room. The doctor told her that the old gentleman had apparently been seized by a stroke, but that he was very slowly recovering.

Sylvia, however, pointed out that his dispatch-box had been broken open and rifled. What had been taken she had no idea.

Inquiries made of the hotel staff proved that just after his niece had gone out a boy had arrived with a note requiring an answer, and had been shown up to Mr. Lloyds room. The old gentleman wrote the answer, and the boy left with it. To whom the answer was addressed was not known.

The only person seen in the corridor afterwards was a guest who occupied a room close by, a Spaniard named Larroca.

I recollected the name. It was the man I had seen at the Unicorn at Ripon!

I made discreet inquiries, and discovered that Madame Martoz was living in the hotel.

The truth was plain. I longed to denounce them, but in fear I held my secret.



Old Mr. Lloyd hovered between life and death for a week, when at last he recovered, but to this day he cannot account for the mysterious seizure. I, however, know that it was due to a certain secret colorless liquid with which the gum upon the envelope I had addressed to myself had been painted over by Duperré. The old gentleman had licked it, and within five minutes he had fallen unconscious.

When he was sufficiently well to be shown his dispatch-box he grew frantic.

In it had been his cheque-book containing four signed cheques, as it was his habit to send weekly cheques to the woman who acted as housekeeper at his flat at Hove, which, by the way, he very seldom visited.

By some means Rayne had got to know of this, and by that clever ruse his accomplice got possession of the cheques, and ere the old man could wire to London to stop payment, all four had been cashed for large amounts without question.

Rayne and his friends netted nearly ten thousand pounds, but to this day old Mr. Lloyd entertains no suspicion.


CHAPTER XI

THE GENTLEMAN FROM ROME
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I KNEW THAT my love for Lola was increasing, yet I did not know whether my affection was really reciprocated.

We were close friends, but that was all. I was seated with her in the pretty morning-room one day about a fortnight after my return from Madrid, when the footman entered with a card.

Mr. Rayne is not in, sir. Will you see the gentleman?

Cav. Enrico Graniani — Roma, was the name upon the card.

Hes a stranger, sir. Ive never seen him before, the servant added.

I wonder who he is? asked Lola, looking over my shoulder at the card. Father doesnt somehow like strangers, does he?

No, I said. But Ill see him. Show him into the library.

When a few moments later I entered the room I found a tall, elegant, well-dressed Italian who, addressing me in very fair English, said:

I understand, signore, that Mr. Rayne is not in. I have come from Italy to see him, and I bring an introduction from a mutual friend. You are his secretary, I believe?

I replied in the affirmative, and took the note which he handed me.

I will give it to Mr. Rayne when he returns to-morrow, I promised him. Where shall he write to in order to make an appointment?

I am at the Majestic Hotel at Harrogate, he answered. I will await a letter — I thank you very much, and he departed.

Next afternoon when I gave Rayne the letter of introduction he became at once eager and somewhat excited.

Ring up the Majestic, he said. See if you can get hold of the Cavaliere, and tell him I will see him at any hour he likes to-morrow.

I could see that after reading the letter brought by the Italian, he was most eager to learn something further.

After two attempts I succeeded in speaking with the Cavaliere Graniani, and fixed an appointment for him to call on the following morning at half-past eleven.

What actually occurred during the interview I do not know.

Across the table at luncheon, Rayne suddenly asked me:

You know Italy well — dont you, Hargreave?

I lived in the Val dArno for several years before the war, I replied. My people rented a villa there.

Then, turning to Lola, he asked:

Would you like to go for a trip to Italy with Madame and Hargreave?

Oh! It would be delightful, dad! she cried. Can we go? When?

Quite soon, he replied. I want Hargreave to go on a mission for me — and you can both go with him. It would be a change for you all.

Delightful! exclaimed the well-preserved Madame Duperré. Wont it be fun, Lola?

Ripping! agreed the girl, turning her sparkling eyes to mine, while I myself expressed the greatest satisfaction at returning to the country I had learned to love so well.

That afternoon, as I sat with Rayne in the smoking-room, he explained to me the reason he wished me to go to Italy — to make certain secret inquiries, it seemed. But the motive he did not reveal.

At his orders I took a piece of paper upon which I made certain notes of names and places, of suspicions and facts which he wished me to ascertain and prove — curious and apparently mysterious facts.

Lola and Madame will go with you in order to allay any suspicions, he added. I place this matter entirely in your hands to act as you think fit.

A week later, with Lola and Madame, I left Charing Cross and duly arrived in the old marble-built city of Pisa, with its Leaning Tower and its magnificent cathedral, and while my companions stayed at the Hôtel Victoria I went up the picturesque Valley of the Arno on the first stage of my quest.

At last, having climbed the steep hill among the olives and vines which leads from the station of Signa — that ancient little town of the long-ago Guelfs — I came to the old Convent of San Domenico, a row of big sun-blanched buildings with a church and crumbling tower set upon the conical hill which overlooked the red roofs of Florence deep below.

The ancient bell of the monastery clanged out the hour of evening prayer, as it had done for centuries, sounding loud and far through the dry, clear evening atmosphere.

Five minutes after ringing the clanging bell at the monastery door and being inspected by a brother through the small iron grill, I found myself with Fra Pacifico in his scrupulously clean narrow cell, with its truckle bed and its praying stool set before the crucifix, but on hearing hurried footsteps in the stone corridor outside I rose, and my strange friend exclaimed in Italian:

No, Signor Hargreave! Remain seated. I am excused from attendance in the chapel. I had to meet you.

The narrow little cubicle was bare and whitewashed. Fra Pacifico, of the Capuchin Order, with his shaven head, his brown habit tied around the waist with a hempen rope, and his well-worn sandals, had long been my friend. Of his past I could never ascertain anything. He had called humbly upon my father when we first went to live at old-world Signa, years before, and he had asked his charity for the poor down in the Val dArno.

You will always have beggars around you, signore, I remembered he said. We up at the monastery keep open house for the needy — soup, bread, and other things — to all who come from eight to ten oclock in the morning. If you grant us alms we will see that those who beg of you never go empty away. Send them to us.

My father saw instantly an easy way out of the great beggar problem, hence he promised him a fixed subscription each month, which Fra Pacifico regularly collected.

So though I had returned to live in London and afterwards played my part in the war, we had still been friends.

On my arrival at Pisa I had made an appointment to see him, and as we now sat together in his narrow cell, I questioned him whether, by mere chance, he had ever heard of a certain lady named Yolanda Romanelli. It was quite a chance shot of mine, but I knew that he came from the same district as the lady.

He was evasive. He had heard of her, he admitted, but would go no further.

His attitude concerning the lady I had mentioned filled me with curiosity.



In his coarse brown habit and hood he had always been a mystery to me. He was about forty-five years of age. He knew English, and spoke it as well as he did French, for, though a monk, he was a classical scholar and a keen student of modern science.

Now, Fra Pacifico, I said, as I reseated myself. I know you are cognizant of something concerning this lady, Yolanda Romanelli. What is it? Tell me.

Thus pressed, he rather reluctantly told me a strange story.

Well! I exclaimed at last when he had finished. It is all really incredible. Are you quite certain of it?

Signor Hargreave, what I have told you is what I really believe to be true. That woman is in a high position, I know. She married the Marchese, but I am convinced that she is an adventuress — and more. She is a wicked woman! God forgive me for telling you this.

But are you quite certain? I repeated.

Signore, I have told you what I know, he answered gravely, tapping his great horn snuff-box and taking a pinch, tobacco being forbidden him by the rules of his Order. I have told you what I know — and also what I suspect. You can make whatever use of the knowledge you like. Yolanda Romanelli is a handsome woman — as you will see for yourself if you meet her, he added in a strange reflective voice.



That means going down to Naples, I remarked.

Yes, go there. Be watchful, and you will discover something in progress which will interest you. But be careful. As an enemy she is dangerous.

But her husband, the Marquis? Does he know nothing?

Fra Pacifico hitched up the rope around his waist and made an impetuous gesture.

Poor fellow! He suspects nothing!

Well, Pacifico, I said, do be frank with me. How do you know all this?

No, he replied. There are certain things I cannot tell you — things which occurred in the past — before I took my vow and entered this place. I was once of your own world, Signor Hargreave. Now I am not. It is all of the past, he added in a hard, determined voice.

You have been in London. I feel sure of it, Pacifico, I said, for by his conversation he had often betrayed knowledge of England, and more especially of London.

Ah! I do not deny it, laughed the broad-faced, easy-going man, now again seated in his rush-bottomed chair. I know your hotels in London — the Savoy, the Carlton, the Ritz, and the Berkeley. Ive lunched and dined and supped at them all. Ive shopped in Bond Street, and Ive lost money at Ascot. Oh, yes! he laughed. I know your wonderful London! And now I have nothing in the world — not a soldo of my own. I am simply a Brother — and I am content, he said, with a strange look of peace and resignation.

We who live outside the high monastery walls can never understand the delightful, old-world peace that reigns within — that big family of whom the father is the fat Priore, always indulgent and kind to his grown-up children, yet so very severe upon any broken rule.

Fra Pacifico had that evening told me something which had placed me very much upon the alert. I had not been mistaken when I suspected that he might know something of the woman Yolanda Romanelli — the woman whom Rayne had sent me to inquire about — and I felt that I had done well to first inquire of my old friend. He had hinted certain things concerning the Marchesa, the gay leader of society in Rome, whose name was in the Tribuna almost daily, and whose husband possessed a fine old palazzo in the Corso, as well as an official residence in Naples, where, in addition to being one of the most popular men in Italy, he was Admiral of the Port.

May I be forgiven for uttering those ill-words, exclaimed the monk, as though speaking to himself. We are taught to forgive our enemies. But I cannot forgive her!

Why? I asked.

She has desecrated the house of God, he replied in a low tense voice.

Two hours later I was back with Lola and Madame Duperré at the Hôtel Victoria at Pisa.



Coming from the lips of any other than those of Fra Pacifico I should have suspected that the Marchesa Romanelli had once done him some evil turn. Yet when a man renounces the world and enters the cloisters, he puts aside all jealousies and thought of injury, and lives a life of devotion and of strictest piety. Fra Pacifico was a man I much admired, and whose word I accepted without query.

Next day Lola was inquisitive as to my visit to the monastery, but I was compelled to keep my own counsel, and that evening we all three took the night express to Rome, arriving at the Grand at nine oclock after a dusty and sleepless journey, for the wagons-lit which run over the Maremma marshes roll and rock until sleep becomes quite impossible.

With the Eternal City Lola was delighted, though it was out of the season and the deserted streets were like furnaces. Still, I was able to drive her out to see some of the antiquities which I had myself visited half a dozen times before.

My notes included the name of a man named Enrico Prati, who lived humbly in the Via dAranico, and one evening, two days after our arrival, I called upon him. Lola had been anxious that I should stay for a small dance in the hotel, but I had been compelled to plead business, for, as a matter of fact, I had become filled with curiosity regarding the mission of inquiry upon which I had been sent.

Prati kept a wine-shop, an obscure place which did not inspire confidence. He was a beetle-browed fellow, short, with deep-set furtive eyes, and he struck me as being a thief — or perhaps a receiver of stolen property. The atmosphere of the place seemed mysterious and forbidding.

I told him that I had come from The Golden Face. At mention of the name he started and instantly became obsequious. By that I knew that he had some connection with the gang.

Then I demanded of him what he knew of the mysterious Marchesa Romanelli, adding that I had come from England to obtain the information which The Golden Face knew he could furnish.

I saw that I was dealing with a clever thief who carried on his criminal activities under the guise of a dealer of wines.

Yes, signore, he said. I know the Marchesa. She is a leader of smart society, both here and in Naples. During the war she spent a large sum of money in establishing her fine hospital out at Porta Milvio. She was foremost in arranging charity concerts, bazaars, and other things in aid of those blinded at the war. Could such a wealthy patriotic woman, whose husband is one of Italys most famous admirals, possibly be anything other than honest and upright?

His reply took me aback, until his sinister face broadened into a smile. Then I said:

I admit that. But you know more than you have told me, Signor Prati, and then added: Because the woman has risen to such high favor and her actions have always shown her to be intensely charitable, there is no reason why she should not be wearing a mask — eh?

He only laughed, and, shrugging his shoulders, replied:

Go to Naples and seek for yourself. The suspicions of The Golden Face are well-grounded, I assure you.

So, unconvinced, I returned to the Grand Hotel full of wonder. I was not satisfied, so I determined to take Pratis advice and see for myself what manner of woman was this Marchesa. Fortunately, although it was out of the season, she was in Naples. Having two old friends there I went south with my companions two days later, and we installed ourselves at the Palace Hotel with its wonderful views across the bay. I had little difficulty in obtaining an introduction to the woman whom I sought. It took place one evening at the house of one of my friends, who was now a Deputy.

When she heard my name, I noticed that she started slightly, but I bowed over her hand in pretense of ignorance.

She expressed gratification at meeting me, and soon we were chatting pleasantly. She was a handsome woman of about forty-five, dark-haired and beautifully gowned. With her was her daughter Flavia, a pretty, dark-eyed girl of twenty or so, bright, vivacious, and very chic. The latter spoke English excellently, and told me that she had been at school for years at Cheltenham.


CHAPTER XII

THE SILVER SPIDER
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THAT NIGHT, AFTER a chat with Lola, I sat in my room at the palace and could not help recollecting how strangely the Marchesa had started when my name had been uttered.

Did she know of my connection with The Golden Face? If she did, then she might naturally suspect me and hold me at arms length. Yet if she feared me, why should she have asked me, as well as Lola and Madame, to call at the Palazzo Romanelli?

I had thanked her, and accepted.

Therefore on Tuesday night, with Lola and Madame both smartly dressed, I went to the huge, old fifteenth-century palace, grim and prison-like because of its heavily barred windows of the days when every palazzo was a fortress, and within found it the acme of luxury and refinement, its great salons filled with priceless pictures and ancient statuary, and magnificent furniture of the Renaissance.

About thirty people were present, most of them the élite of Naples society, all the ladies being exquisitely dressed. My hostess expressed delight as I bowed and raised her hand to my lips, in Italian fashion, and then I introduced my two companions. A few moments after I found myself chatting with the pretty Flavia, who, to my annoyance, seemed to be very inquisitive concerning my movements.

As I stood gossiping with her, my eyes fell upon a little Florentine table of polished black marble inlaid with colored stones forming a basket of fruit, a marvel of Renaissance art, and upon it there stood a silver model of a gigantic tarantula, or spider, the body being about seven inches long by five broad, with eight long curved legs, most perfectly copied from nature.

Flavia noticed that I had seen it.

Thats our Silver Spider! she laughed. Its the ancient mascot of the Romanelli.

I walked over and examined it, but without, of course, taking it in my hand. Then I remarked upon its beautiful workmanship, and we turned away.

It was a gay informal assembly. Among the men there were several naval and military attachés from the Embassies, as well as one or two Deputies with their wives. Once or twice I had brief chats with the Marchesa, who, of course, was the center of her guests. One man, tall, with deep-set eyes and a well-trimmed black beard, seemed to pay her particular attention, and on discreet inquiry as to who he was, I discovered him to be the well-known banker, Pietro Zuccari, who represented Orvieto in the Chamber.

Now the reason of our visit to the Marchesas was to see what manner of company she kept, but I detected nothing suspicious in any person in that chattering assembly. Yet I could not put away from myself what Fra Pacifico had told me in the silence of the cloisters of San Domenico.

Again I looked upon the handsome face of that gay society woman and wondered what secret could be hidden behind that happy, laughing countenance.

After leaving the Palazzo Romanelli that night I resolved to fade out and watch.

Now Admiral the Marquis Romanelli, who was in charge of the important port of Naples, had, during the late war, returned to his position as a high naval officer, and with all his patriotism as the head of a noble Roman house, had done his level best against the enemy until the proclamation of peace.

Wherever one went one heard loud praises of Torquato, as he was affectionately called by his Christian name by the populace.

After due consideration I decided that we should move from Naples to the pretty little town of Salerno at the other end of the blue bay, and there at the Hôtel dAngleterre, facing the sapphire sea, I spent several delightful days with the girl I so passionately loved.

I cannot see the reason for all this inquiry, Mr. Hargreave, she said one evening, as we were walking by the moonlit sea after we had dined and Madame had retired. Why should father wish you to watch the Marchesa so narrowly? How can she concern him? They are strangers.

I was silent for a few seconds.



Your fathers business is a confidential one, no doubt. He has his own views, and I am, after all, his secretary and servant.

I — I often wish you were not, the girl blurted forth.

Why? I asked in surprise.

Oh! I dont really know. Sometimes I feel so horribly apprehensive. Madame is always so discreet and so mysterious. She will never tell me anything; and you — you, Mr. Hargreave, you are the same, she declared petulantly.

I cannot, I regret, disclose to you facts of which I am ignorant, I protested. I am just as much in the dark concerning the actual object of our mission here as you are.

Do you think Madame knows anything of your mission here? asked the girl.

I dont expect so. Your father is a very close and secretive man concerning his own business.

Ah! a mysterious business! she exclaimed in a strange meaning voice. Sometimes, Mr. Hargreave — sometimes I feel that it is not altogether an honest business.

Many brilliant pieces of business savor of dishonesty, I remarked. The successful business man cannot always, in these days of double-dealing chicanery and cut prices, act squarely, otherwise he is quickly left behind by his more shrewd competitors.

And then I thought it wise to turn the subject of our conversation.



Salerno is only thirty miles from Naples, therefore I often traveled to the latter place — indeed, almost daily.

In Italian they have an old saying, A chi veglia tutto si rivela (To him who remains watchful everything becomes revealed). That had long been my motto. With Lola and Madame Duperré I was in Italy in order to learn what I could concerning the woman whom Fra Pacifico had so bitterly denounced.

One warm afternoon when, without being seen, I was watching the Marchesas pretty daughter Flavia who had strolled into the town, I saw her meet, close to the Café Ferrari, that tall, black-bearded, middle-aged banker Pietro Zuccari, whom I had seen at their palazzo. They walked as far as the Piazza San Ferdinando and entered the Gambrinus, where they sat at a little table eating ices, while he talked to her very confidentially. As I idled outside in a shabby suit and battered straw hat which I had bought, I saw this great Italian banker gesticulating and whispering into her ear.

The girls attitude was that of a person absorbing all his arguments in order to repeat them, for she nodded slowly from time to time, though she uttered but few words; indeed, only now and then did she ask any question.

I could, of course, hear nothing. But what I was able to observe aroused my curiosity, for the meeting between the girl and the middle-aged banker was palpably a clandestine one.



On emerging, they parted, he walking in the direction of the railway station, while the girl strolled homeward. Was she carrying a message to her mother from the famous financier?

The excitement he had betrayed interested me. I noticed that he had once clenched his fist and brought it down heavily before her as they sat together.

For a whole month we remained at Salerno, and a delightful month it proved, for I had long chats and walks with Lola, and we became even greater and more intimate friends. Madame Duperré noticed it but said nothing.

I went each day to slouch and idle in Naples, to sit before cafés and eat my frugal meal at one or other of the osterie which abound in the city, or to take my apératif at the liquoristi, Caneveras, Attilas, or the others.

I confess that I was mystified why I should have been sent to watch that woman.

So clever, so well-thought-out and so insidious were all Raynes methods to obtain information of the intentions and movements of certain people of wealth, that I knew from experience that there was some cleverly concealed scheme afoot which could only be carried out after certain accurate details had been obtained.

I was torn between two intentions, either to reappear suddenly as a passing traveler and call at the Palazzo Romanelli, or still to lie low.

Many times I discussed it with Lola and Madame.



Zuccari is always with the Marchesa, I said one morning as we sat together at déjeuner at Salerno. I cant quite make things out. I have been watching intently, yet I can discover nothing. He sent a message to her by Flavia the other day — an urgent and defiant message, I believe. I hear also that the Admiral goes to Rome to-night, I added. He has been suddenly called to the Ministry of Marine.

Then you will follow, of course? We will remain here to keep an eye upon the Marchesa, said Madame.

You do not suspect the Admiral? I asked.

Not at all, she said. It is the woman we have to watch.

And also the pretty daughter? I suggested.

With that she agreed. We were, however, faced by a strangely complex problem. Here was a woman — one of the most popular in all Italy — denounced by the humble monk of San Domenico as a dangerous adventuress. And yet she was the strongest supporter of the popular Pietro Zuccari — the wealthy man by whose efforts the finances of Italy had been reëstablished after the war.

After a long conference it was arranged that Madame and Lola should go to Rome and there watch the Admirals movements, while I remained in Naples ever on the alert.

Sometimes I became obsessed by the feeling that I was off the track. Once or twice I had received ferma in posta — confidential letters from Rudolph Rayne and also from Duperré. To these I replied to an unsuspicious address — a library in Knightsbridge.

By reason, however, of keeping observation upon the Palazzo Romanelli I gained considerable knowledge concerning those who came and went. I knew, for instance, that the pretty Flavia was in the habit of meeting in strictest secrecy a good-looking young lieutenant of artillery named Rinaldo Ricci. Indeed, they met almost daily. It struck me as more than curious that on the day after the Admiral had left hurriedly for Rome Zuccari should arrive from Bari, and having taken a room at the Excelsior Hotel, dine at the palazzo.

My vigil that night was a long one. I managed to creep up through the grounds and peer through the wooden shutters into the fine, well-furnished salon of the palazzo. It was unoccupied, but upon a table on the opposite side of the room stood the Silver Spider, the strange but exquisite mascot of the Romanelli. No doubt some legend was attached to it, just as there are legends to many family heirlooms.

That night I made a further discovery, namely, that when Zuccari left he returned to his hotel, where Flavias secret lover had a long chat with him.

Next day a strange thing happened. While watching the Marchesa I saw her, about eleven oclock in the morning, walking alone in the Corso Vittorio when she accidentally encountered the banker Zuccari. They passed each other as total strangers!



Why? There was some deep motive in that pretended ignorance of each others identity. Could it be because they feared they were being watched? And yet was not Zuccari a frequent visitor at the Palazzo Romanelli, for it was there I had first met him? In any case, it was curious that Zuccari and young Rinaldo Ricci should be friends apparently unknown to either the Marchesa or to Flavia.

In order to probe the mystery I decided that it would be necessary to learn more of Zuccaris movements. Therefore, having watched him call at the Palazzo Romanelli, I waited for him to leave, and at ten oclock that same night he suddenly departed from Naples for the north. I traveled by the same train. Arrived at Rome, the banker remained at the buffet about half an hour, when he joined the express train for Milan, and all through the day and the night I traveled, wondering what might be his destination.

On arrival at Milan, I kept observation upon him. From the chief telegraph office he dispatched a telegram and then drove to the Hôtel Cavour, where he engaged a room. At once I telegraphed to Madame to bring Lola and join me at the Hôtel de Milan. They arrived next day and I told them of my movements.

Three days later Zuccari left the Cavour and traveled to the frontier, little dreaming that he was being so closely followed. Madame and Lola went by the same train, but having discovered that he had bought a ticket for Zurich, I left by the train that followed.

On arrival at Zurich, I was not long in rejoining my companions, for we had a rendezvous at the Savoy, when I learnt that Zuccari was staying at the Dolder Hotel, up on the Zurichberg above the Lake.

A man named Hauser is calling upon him this evening, Madame told me. We must watch.

This we did. More respectably dressed than when in Naples, I was smoking my after-dinner cigar in the handsome hall of the Dolder Hotel when a tall, well-set-up man, whose fair hair and square jaw stamped him as German-Swiss, inquired of the hall porter for Signor Zuccari, and was at once shown up to the bankers private sitting-room, where they remained together for nearly an hour.

As I sat waiting impatiently below, I wondered what was happening.

I had already reported our movements to Rayne, who had, in a telegram, expressed great surprise that the Deputy should have left Italy and gone to Zurich — of all places.

Zuccari, on descending the stairs with his friend Hauser, confronted me face to face, but it was apparent that he did not recognize me. Hence I took courage and, later on, engaging a room, moved to the same hotel. Next morning I saw the banker meet the man Hauser a second time, and together they took a long walk on the outskirts of the town above the Lake.

From the concierge I extracted certain valuable information in exchange for the hundred-franc note I slipped into his hands. It seemed that the banker Zuccari frequently visited that hotel, and on every occasion the man Hauser came to Zurich to see him.

They are conducting some crooked business — that is my belief, msieur! the uniformed man told me in confidence.

Why do you suspect that? I asked quickly.

Well, he said confidentially, Isler, the commissary of police, who is now at Berne, once pointed him out to me and said he was a friend, and believed to be one of the accomplices, of Ferdinando Morosini, the notorious jewel-thief who was caught in Milan six months ago and sent to fifteen years at Gorgona.

At the mention of jewel theft I at once pricked up my ears.

Then Hauser may be a receiver of stolen jewels, eh? I whispered.

I would not like to say that, msieur, but depend upon it he is a person to be gravely suspected. What business he has with the banker I cannot imagine.

I knew Morosini by repute. I had heard Rayne mention him, and no doubt he was a member of the gang who had blundered and fallen into the hands of the police. Was it in connection with this incident that I had been sent to Italy to make inquiries?

I told Madame when alone what I had discovered, whereat she smiled.



I expect you have discovered the truth, she said. We must let Rudolph know at once.

To telegraph was impossible, therefore I sat down and wrote a long letter, and then I waited inactive but anxious for a reply.

It came at last. He expressed himself fully satisfied, but urged me to continue my investigations regarding the handsome wife of the Marchese.

Be careful how you act, he added. If they suspected you of prying something disagreeable might happen to you.

I was not surprised at his warning, for I knew the character of some of the international crooks who were Raynes friends.

But surely the banker Zuccari could not be a crook? If he were, then he was a master-criminal like Rayne himself. If so, what was the motive of his close association with the Marchesa Romanelli? I had noticed when at the palazzo that he seemed infatuated with her, yet she no doubt little dreamed of his active association with such a person as Hauser.

It seemed quite plain that whatever the truth the Admiral had no suspicion of his wife.

Zuccari and Hauser still remained in Zurich, so, though I had arranged with Madame and Lola to return with them to Naples, I sent them back alone and remained to watch.

On the night of their departure I was tired and must have slept soundly after a heavy day, when I was suddenly awakened by a strong light flashed into my face, and at the same instant I saw a hand holding a silken cord which had been slowly slipped beneath my ear as I lay upon the pillow.

For a second I held my breath, but next moment I realized that I was being attacked, and that the cord being already round my neck with a slip-knot, those sinewy hands I had seen in the flash of light intended to strangle me.

My only chance was to keep cool. So I grunted in pretense of being only half-awake, and turning very slightly to my side, my hand slowly reached against my pillow. At any second the cord might be drawn tight when all chance of giving the alarm would be swept away from me. Yet my assailant was deliberate, apparently in order to make quite certain that the cord around my neck should effect its fatal purpose.

Of a sudden I grasped what I had against my pillow — a small rubber ball — and suddenly shooting out my hand in his direction, squeezed it.

A yell of excruciating pain rang through the hotel, and he sprang back, releasing his hold upon the cord.

Then next moment, when I switched on the light, I found the man Hauser dancing about my room, his face covered with his hands — blinded, and his countenance burnt by the dose of sulphuric acid I had, in self-defense, squirted full into it.

For defense against secret attack the rubber ball filled with acid Rayne always compelled me to carry, as being far preferable to revolver, knife or sword-cane. It is easily carried, easily concealed in the palm of the hand, makes no noise, and if used suddenly is entirely efficacious.

My assailant, blinded, shrieking with pain, and his face forever scarred, quickly disappeared to make what excuse he might. Later I found that he had previously tampered with the brass bolt of my door by removing the screws of the socket, enlarging the holes and embedding the screws in soft putty so that on turning the handle and pressing the door the socket gave way and fell noiselessly upon the carpet!

This attempt upon me at once proved that I was on the right scent, and according to Raynes instructions I that day followed Madame and Lola back to Salerno.

On changing trains at the Central Station at Rome I bought a newspaper, and the first heading that met my eyes was one which told of a mysterious robbery of the wonderful pearls of the Princess di Acquanero.

With avidity I read that the young Princess, as noted for her beauty as for her jewels, the only daughter of the millionaire Italian shipowner Andrea Ottone, of Genoa, who had married the Prince a year ago, had been robbed of her famous string of pearls under most mysterious circumstances.

Two days before she had been staying at the great Castello di Antigniano, near Bari, where her uncle, the Baron Bertolini, had been entertaining a party of friends. On dressing for dinner she found that her jewel-case had been rifled and the pearls, worth twenty thousand pounds sterling, were missing!

The police have a theory that the guilty person was introduced into the castello by one of the many servants, the report went on. The thief, whoever it was, must, however, have had great difficulty in reaching the Princess room, as the Baron, knowing that his lady guests bring valuable jewelry, always sets a watch upon the only staircase by which the ladies rooms can be approached.

With the paper in my hand the train slowly drew out of Rome on its way south. My mind was filled with suspicion. I was wondering vaguely whether the Marchesa Romanelli had been among the guests, for I recollected those words of Fra Pacifico that the woman had committed sacrilege in the House of God.

Could it be possible that he knew the Marchesa to be a thief who had stolen some valuable church plate from one or other of the ancient churches in Italy? If so, then, though the wife of the Admiral, she was also a thief.

On arrival at Salerno I took Madame aside, and telling her of my adventure with the man Hauser, I showed her the newspaper and declared my suspicions.

It may be so, she said. If she is so friendly with this banker whose past is quite obscure, it may be her hand which takes the stuff and passes it on to Zuccari, who in turn sells it to Hauser.

With that theory I agreed.



On the following day I took train into Naples, and that afternoon I called upon the Marchesa.

Fortunately I found her alone, and when I was shown into her salon I thought she looked rather wan and pale, but she greeted me affably and expressed delight that I should call before returning to England.

As we chatted she let drop, as I expected she would, the fact that she had been staying at the Castello di Antigniano.

Youve seen in the papers, I suppose, all about the pearls of the Princess di Acquanero? she went on. A most mysterious affair!

I looked the pretty woman straight in the face, and replied:

Not so very mysterious, Marchesa.

Why not? she asked, opening her big, black eyes widely.

Not so mysterious if I may be permitted to look inside that ornament over there — the heirloom of the Romanelli — the Silver Spider, I said calmly.

What do you mean? she cried resentfully. I dont understand you.

I smiled.

Then let me be a little more explicit, I said. Have you heard of a man named Hauser? Well, he made an attempt upon my life. Hence I am here this afternoon to see you. May I lift the body of the Silver Spider and look inside?

Certainly not! she cried, facing me boldly.



Then you fear me — eh?

I do not fear you. I dont know you! she cried.

I laughed, and said:

Then if not, why may I not be permitted to look inside your husbands family heirloom?

She was silent for a moment. My question nonplussed her. I was, I confess, bitter because of the deliberate attempt to kill me.

I will not allow any stranger to tamper with our Silver Spider! she cried resentfully.

Very well. Then I shall take my own course, and I shall inform your husband that you stole the Princesss pearls, that your banker friend acts as intermediary in your clever thefts, and that Hauser disposes of the jewels in Amsterdam.

I — I — — she gasped.

I know everything, I said, while she looked around bewildered. I know that you are playing a crooked game even with those who played straight with you before your marriage to the Marchese. He is in ignorance of your past. But I know it. Listen! and I paused and looked straight into her eyes.

You were a widow with a young daughter before you married the Marchese. That was nine years ago. To him you passed yourself off as the widow of an Italian advocate named Terroni, of Perugia; but you were not. You are Austrian. Your name is Frieda Hoheisel, and you were an adventuress and a thief! You married a certain man who is to-day in a monastery at Signa in the Val dArno, and though you pose as the loving wife of one of Italys premier admirals, you are a noted jewel-thief, and commit these robberies in order to supply your bogus banker friend Zuccari with funds. Now, I added, I will take the Princesss necklace from the Silver Spider and you will, in my presence, pack it up and address it to her. I will post it.

Never! I risked too much to get it! she cried, her face aflame.

Very well. Then within an hour your husband and the police will know the truth. Remember, I have been suspected of making inquiries by your friends and have very nearly lost my life in consequence.

But — oh! I cant — —

You shall, woman! I thundered. You shall give back those stolen pearls!

And crossing to the table whereon stood the Silver Spider, I opened it, and there within reposed the pearls in a place that nobody would suspect.

I stood over her while she packed them into a common cardboard box and addressed them to the Princess in Rome. At first she demurred about her handwriting, but I insisted. I intended her to take the risk — just as I had taken a risk.

And, further, I compelled her to order her car, and we drove to the General Post Office in Naples, where I saw that she registered the valuable packet.



The anonymous return of the pearls was a nine days wonder throughout Italy; but the Marchesa never knew how I had obtained my information, and never dreamed that I had come to her upon a mission of inquiry from the one person in all the world whom she feared, the man in whose clutches she had been for years — the mysterious Golden Face.

When, with Lola and Madame, I returned home a week later and explained the whole of my adventures, Rayne sat for a few moments silent. Then, as I looked, I saw vengeance written upon his face.

I suspected that she was playing me false, and selling stuff in secret through that fellow Zuccari! She is carrying on the business by herself. I now have proof of it — and I shall take my own steps! You will see!

He did — and a month later the Marchesa Romanelli was arrested and sent to prison for the theft of a pair of diamond earrings belonging to a fellow-guest staying at one of the great palaces of Florence.

It was a scandal that Italy is not likely to easily forget.


CHAPTER XIII

ABDUL HAMIDS JEWELS
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RUDOLPH RAYNE, THOUGH the ruler of aristocratic Crookdom, was sometimes most sympathetic and generous towards lovers.

The following well illustrates his strange abnormal personality and complex nature:

One night I chanced to enter his bedroom at Half Moon Street, when I found him looking critically through a quantity of the most magnificent sparkling gems my eyes had ever seen. Some were set as pendants, brooches, and earrings, while others — great rubies and emeralds of immense value — were uncut.

As I entered he put his hands over them in distinct annoyance. Then, a few seconds later, removed them, saying with a queer laugh:

A nice little lot this, eh? One of the very finest collections Ive seen.

On the table lay a pair of jewelers tweezers and a magnifying glass, therefore it was apparent that, as a connoisseur of gems, he had been estimating their value.

By Jove! I exclaimed. They certainly are magnificent! Whose are they?



They once belonged to the dead Sultan Abdul Hamid of Turkey, he replied; but at present they belong to me! He laughed grimly.

Inwardly I wondered by what means the priceless gems had fallen into his hands. He read my thoughts at once, for he said:

You are curious, of course, as to how I became possessed of them. Naturally. Well, Hargreave, its a very funny story and concerns a real good fellow and, incidentally, a very pretty girl. Take a cigar, sit down, and Ill tell you frankly all about it — only, of course, not a word of the facts will ever pass your lips — not to Lola, or to anybody else. Your lips are sealed.

I promise, I said, selecting one of his choice cigars and lighting it, my curiosity aroused.

Then listen, he said, and Ill tell you the whole facts, as far as Ive been able to gather them.

What he recounted was certainly romantic, though a little involved, for he was not a very good raconteur. However, in setting down this curious story — a story which shows that he was not altogether bad, and was a sportsman after all — I have rearranged his words in narrative form, so that readers of these curious adventures may fully understand.



How horribly glum you are to-night, dear! Whats the matter? Are you sad that we should meet here — in Paris? asked a pretty girl.

Glum! echoed the smooth-haired young man in the perfectly fitting dinner-jacket and black tie. I really didnt know that I looked glum, and then, straightening himself, he looked across the table à deux in the gay Restaurant Volnay at the handsome, dark-haired, exquisitely dressed girl who sat before him with her elbows on the table.

Yes, you really are jolly glum, my dear Old Thing. You looked a moment ago as serious as though you were going to a funeral, declared the girl. The war is over, you are prospering immensely — so what on earth causes you to worry?

Im not worrying, dearest, I assure you, he replied with a forced smile, but her keen womans intuition told her that her lover was not himself, and that his mind was full of some very keen anxiety.

Charles Otley had taken her to a most amusing play at the Palais-Royal, a comedy which had kept the house in roars of laughter all the evening, and now, as they sat at supper, she saw that his spirits had fallen to a very low ebb. This puzzled her greatly.

Peggy Urquhart, daughter of Sir Polworth Urquhart, of the Colonial Service, who until the Armistice had held a high official appointment at Hong Kong, was one of the smartest and prettiest young women in London Society. She was twenty-two, a thorough-going out-of-door girl who looked slightly older than she really was. Her father had retired as soon as war was over, and they had come to England. By reason of her mother being the daughter of the Earl of Carringford, she had soon found herself a popular figure in a mad, go-ahead post-war set.

She had known Charlie Otley soon after she had left Roedene — long before they had gone out to Hong Kong — and now they were back they were lovers in secret.

Charlie, who had been a motor engineer before he joined up in the war and got his D.S.O. and his rank as captain, had done splendidly. On being demobilized he had returned to his old profession, taking the managership of a very well-known Bond Street firm.

The directors, finding in Otley a man who knew his business, whose persuasive powers induced many persons to purchase cars, and whose fearless tests at Brooklands were paragraphed in the daily newspapers, treated him most generously and left everything, even many of their financial affairs, in his hands.

Lady Urquhart was, however, an ambitious woman. She inherited all the exclusiveness of the Carringfords, and she was actively scheming to marry Peggy to Cis Eastwood, the heir to the estates of old Lord Drumone. It was the old story of the ambitious mother. Peggy knew this, and, smiling within herself, had pledged her love to Charlie. Hence, with the latitude allowed to a girl nowadays, she went about a good deal with him in London — to the Embassy, the Grafton, the Diplomats, and several of the smartest dance-clubs, of which both were members.



Though Otley was often at her house in Mount Street, and frequently met Lord Drumones fair-haired and rather effeminate son there, Peggys mother never dreamed they were in love. Both were extremely careful to conceal it, and in their efforts they had been successful.

The orchestra was at the moment playing that plaintive Hungarian gypsy air, Belas Valse Banffy, that sweet, weird song of the Tziganes which one hears everywhere along the Danube from Vienna to Belgrade.

Look here, Charlie, said the girl, much perturbed at what she had recognized in his handsome countenance. Tell me, Old Thing, whats the matter?

Matter — why, nothing! he replied, laughing. I was only thinking. And he looked around upon the smart crowd of Parisians who were laughing and chatting.

Of what?

He hesitated for a second. In that hesitation the girl who loved him so fondly, and who preferred him to old Drumones son and a title, realized that he had some heavy weight upon his mind, and quickly she resolved to learn it, and try to bear the burden with him.

Since her return from China, with all its Asiatic mysteries, its amusements, and its quaint Eastern life, she had had what she declared to be a topping time in London. Her beauty was remarked everywhere and her sweet charm of manner appealed to all. Her mother, who had returned from her exile in the Far East, went everywhere, while her father, a hard, austere Colonial official who had browsed upon reports, and regarded all natives of any nationality or culture as mere blacks, was one of those men who had never been able to assimilate his own views with those of the nation to which he had been sent as British representative. He was a hide-bound official, a man who despised any colored race, and treated all natives with stern and unrelenting hand. Indeed, the Colonial Office had discovered him to be a square peg in a round hole, and at Whitehall they were relieved when he went into honorable retirement.

Do tell me whats the matter, dear, whispered the girl across the table, hoping that the pair seated near them did not know English.

The matter! Why, nothing, again laughed the handsome young man. Have a liqueur, and he ordered two from the waiter. I cant think what youve got into your head to-night regarding me, Peggy. I was only reflecting for a few seconds — on some business.

Grave business — it seems.

Not at all. But we men who have to earn our living by business have to think overnight what we are to do on the morrow, he said airily, as he handed his cigarette-case to her and then lit the one she took.

But Charlie — Im certain theres something — something you are concealing from me.



I conceal nothing from you, dearest, he answered, looking across the little table straight into her fine dark eyes. Then again he bent towards her and whispered very seriously: Do you really love me, Peggy?

In his glance was a tense eager expression, yet upon his face was written a mystery she could not fathom.

Why do you ask, dear? she said. Have I not told you so a hundred times. What I have said, I mean.

You really mean — you really mean that you love me — eh? he whispered in deep earnestness as he still bent to her over the table, his eyes fixed on hers. And he drew a long breath.

Yes, she answered. But why do you ask the question in that tone? How tragic you seem!

Because, and he sighed, because your answer lifts a great weight from my mind. Then, after a pause, he added: Yet — yet, I wonder — —

Wonder what?

Nothing, he answered. I was only wondering.

But you really are tantalizing to-night, my dear boy, she said. I dont understand you at all.

Ah! you will before long. Lets go out into the lounge, he suggested. Its growing late.

So, having drained their two glasses of triple sec, they passed out into the big palm-lounge, which is so popular with the Parisians after the play.

Peggy and her parents had come to Paris in mid-December to do some shopping. Before she had been exiled to China, Lady Urquharts habit was to go to Paris twice each year to buy her hats and gowns, for she was always elegantly dressed, and she took care that her daughter should dress equally well.

Indeed, the gown worn by Peggy that night was one of Worths latest creations, and her cloak was an expensive one of the newest mode. They were staying at the Continental when Charlie, who had some business in Paris on behalf of his firm, had run over for three days really to meet in secret the girl he loved. That night Peggy had excused herself to her mother, saying that she was going out to Neuilly to dine with an old schoolfellow — a little matter she had arranged with the latter — but instead, she had met Charlie at Voisins, and they had been to the theater together.

Peggy, amid the exuberant atmosphere of Paris with its lights, movement and gaiety — the old Paris just as it was before the war — naturally expected her lover to be gay and irresponsible as she herself felt. Instead, he seemed gloomy and apprehensive. Therefore the girl was disappointed. She thought a good deal, but said little.

Though the distance between the Volnay and the Rue de Rivoli was not great, Charlie ordered a taxi, and on the way she sat locked in his strong arms, her lips smothered with his hot, passionate kisses, until they parted.



Little did she dream, however, the bitterness in her lovers heart.

Next morning at eleven oclock, as Peggy was coming up the Avenue de lOpéra, she passed the Brasserie de la Paix, that popular café on the left-hand side of the broad thoroughfare, the place where the Parisian gets such exquisite dishes at fair prices. Charlie was seated in the window, as they had arranged, and on seeing her, he dashed out and joined her.

Well? she asked. How are you to-day? Not so awfully gloomy, I hope.

Not at all, dearest, he laughed, for his old nonchalance had returned to him. Ive been full of business since nine oclock. I have an appointment out at La Muette at two, and Ill have to get back to London to-night.

To-night! she echoed disappointedly. We dont return till next Tuesday.

I have to be back to see my people about some cars that cant be delivered for another six weeks. Theres a beastly hitch about delivery.

Well, said the girl, as they walked side by side in the cold, bright morning. The winter mornings are always bright and clearer in Paris than in London. Well, I have some news for you, dear.

What news? he asked.

Lady Teesdale has asked us up to Hawstead, her place in Yorkshire. In her letter to mother this morning she mentions that she is also asking you.



Me?

Yes. And, of course, youll accept. Wont it be ripping? The Teesdales have a lovely old place — oak-paneled, ghost-haunted, and all that sort of thing. Weve been there twice. The Teesdales shooting-parties are famed for their fun and merriment.

I know Lady Teesdale, Otley said. But I wonder why she has asked me?

Dont wonder, dear boy — but accept and come. Well have a real jolly time.

And then they turned into the Boulevard des Italiens and idled before some of the shops.

At noon she was compelled to leave him and return to her mother. He put her into a taxi outside the Grand Hotel, and then they parted.

Before doing so, the girl said:

What about next Wednesday? Shall we meet?

Yes, he replied.

Very well, she exclaimed. Wednesday at six — eh? Ill come up to your rooms. We can talk there. I dont like to see you so worried, dear. Theres something youre concealing from me, Im sure of it.

Then he bent over her hand in a fashion more courtly than the Cheerio! of to-day, and standing on the curb watched the taxi speed down the Rue de la Paix.

Ah! he murmured aloud, drawing a deep sigh. Ah! If she only knew! — if she only knew!



He strode along the boulevard caring nothing where his footsteps led him. The gay, elegant, careless crowd of Paris passed, but he had no eyes for it all.

Shall I tell her? he went on aloud to himself. Or shall I fade out, and let her learn the worst after Im gone? Yet would not that be a cowards action? And Im no coward. I went through the war — that hell at Vimy, and I did my best for King and Country. Now, when love happens and all that life means to a man is just within my grasp, I have to retire to ignominy or death. I prefer the latter.

Next morning he stepped from the train at Victoria and drove to his rooms in Bennett Street, St. Jamess. He was still obsessed by those same thoughts which had prevented him from sleeping for the past week. His man, Sanford, who had been his batman in France, met him with a cheery smile, and after a bath and a shave he went round to his business in Bond Street.

He was of good birth and had graduated at Brasenose. His father had been a well-known official at the Foreign Office in the days of King Edward and had died after a short retirement. In his life Charlie had done his best, and had distinguished himself not only in his Army career, but in that of the world of motoring, where his name was as well known as any of the fearless drivers at Brooklands.

Otley was, indeed, a real good fellow, whose personality dominated those with whom he did business, and the many cars, from Fords to Rolls, which he sold for the profit of his directors paid tribute to his easy-going merriment and his slim, well-set-up appearance. Those who met him in that showroom in Bond Street never dreamed of the alert leather-coated and helmeted figure who tore round the rough track at Brooklands testing cars, and so often rising up that steep cemented slope, the test of great speed.

At six oclock on the Wednesday evening he stood in his cosy room in Bennett Street awaiting Peggy. At last there was a ring at the outer door, and Sanford showed her in.

She entered merrily, bringing with her a whiff of the latest Paris perfume, and grasping his hand, cried:

Well, are you feeling any happier?

Happier! he echoed. Why, of course!

And have you had Lady Teesdales letter?

Yes. And Ive accepted.

Good. Well have a real good time. But the worst of it is Cis has been asked too!

I suppose your mother engineered that?

I dont think so. You see, hes Lady Teesdales nephew. And its a big family party. Old Mr. Bainbridge, the steel king of Sheffield, and his wife are to be there. She is a fat, rather coarse woman who has wonderful jewels. They say that old Bainbridge gave eighty thousand pounds for a unique string of stones, emeralds, diamonds, rubies and sapphires which belonged to the old Sultan of Turkey, Abdul Hamid, and which were sold in Paris six months ago.



Yes. Ive always heard that the old fellow has money to burn. Wish I had!

So do I, Charlie. But, after all, money isnt everything. What shall we do to-night?

Lets dance later on — shall we? he suggested, and she consented readily.

They sat by the fire together for half an hour chatting, while she told him of her doings in Paris after he had left. Then she rose and made an inspection of his bachelor room, examining his photographs, as was her habit. Ten years ago a girl would hesitate to go to a bachelors room, but not so to-day when women can venture wherever men can go.

On that same afternoon Sir Polworth Urquhart, returning home to Mount Street at six oclock, found among his letters on the study table a thin one which bore a Hong Kong stamp. The superscription was, he saw, in a native hand. He hated the sly Chinese and all their ways.

On tearing it open he found within a slip of rice-paper on which some Chinese characters had been traced. He looked at them for a few seconds and then translated them aloud to himself:

Tai-Kan has not forgotten the great English mandarin!

Curse Tai-Kan! growled Sir Polworth under his breath. After ten years I thought he had forgotten. But those Orientals are slim folk. I hope his memory is a pleasant one, he added grimly as he rose and placed the envelope and the paper in the fire.

A very curious message, he reflected as he passed back to his writing-table. Its a threat — because of that last sign. I remember seeing that sign before and being told that it was the sign of vengeance of the Tchan-Yan, the secret society of the Yellow Riband. But, bah! what need I care? Im not in China now — thank Heaven!

As he seated himself to answer his correspondence, however, a curious drama rose before his eyes. One day, ten years ago, while acting as Deputy-Governor, he had had before him a criminal case in which a young Chinese girl was alleged to have caused her lovers death by poison. The girl was the daughter of a small merchant named Tai-Kan, who sold all his possessions in order to pay for the girls defense.

The case was a flimsy one from the start, but in the native court where it was heard there was much bribery by the friends of the dead lover. Notwithstanding the fact that Tai-Kan devoted the whole of his possessions to his daughters defense, and that strong proof of guilt fell upon a young Chinaman who was jealous of the dead man, the poor girl was convicted of murder.

Sir Polworth remembered all the circumstances well. At the time he did not believe in the girls guilt, but the court had decided it so, therefore why should he worry his official mind over the affairs of mere natives? The day came — he recollected it well — when the sentence of death was put before him for confirmation. Tai-Kan himself, a youngish man, came to his house to beg the clemency of the great British mandarin. With him was his wife and the brother of the murdered man. All three begged upon their knees that the girl should be released because she was innocent. But he only shook his head, and with callous heartlessness signed the death-sentence and ordered them to be shown out.

The girls father then drew himself up and, with the fire of hatred in his slant black eyes, exclaimed in very good English:

You have sent my daughter to her death though she is innocent! You have a daughter, Sir Polworth Urquhart. The vengeance of Tai-Kan will fall upon her. Remember my words! May the Great Mêng place his curse upon you and yours for ever! And the trio left the Deputy-Governors room.

That was nearly ten years ago.

He paced the room, for his reflections even now were uneasy ones. He remembered how the facts were placed before the Colonial Office and how the sentence of death was commuted to one of imprisonment. For five years she remained in jail, until the real assassin committed suicide after writing a confession.

Yet like all Chinese, Tai-Kan evidently nursed his grievance, and time had not dulled the bitterness of his hatred.



But the offensive Chinaman was in Hong Kong — therefore what mattered, Sir Polworth thought. So he seated himself and wrote his letters.


CHAPTER XIV

THE VENGEANCE OF TAI-KAN
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AT THAT MOMENT Lola, who was shopping in London, entered and her father cut off quickly.

The girl glanced at me and smiled. Then she asked some question regarding the purchase of some cutlery, and on her father replying she left the flat.

After she had gone, he resumed the narrative, which was certainly of deep interest, as you will see.

He went on:

In the first week in January, a gay house-party assembled at Hawstead Park, Lord Teesdales fine old Elizabethan seat a few miles from Malton, not very far from Overstow. The shooting-parties at Hawstead were well known for their happy enjoyment. They were talked about in the drawing-rooms of Yorkshire and clubs in town each year, for Lady Teesdale was one of the most popular of hostesses and delighted in surrounding herself with young people.

So it was that Charlie Otley, on his arrival, met Peggy in the big paneled hall, and by her side stood young Eastwood, the fair-haired effeminate son of Lord Drumone. The party assembled at tea consisted of some twenty guests, most of them young. After dinner that night there was, of course, dancing upon the fine polished floor.

Before Lady Urquhart, Otley was compelled to exercise a good deal of caution, allowing young Eastwood to dance attendance upon Peggy while he, in turn, spent a good deal of time with Maud Bainbridge, the rather angular daughter of the steel magnate. Towards Mrs. Bainbridge and his hostess Charlie was most attentive, but all the time he was watching Peggy with the elegant young idler to whom Lady Urquhart hoped to marry her.

Now and then Peggy would glance across the room meaningly, but he never once asked her to dance, so determined was he that her mother should not suspect the true state of affairs. His position, however, was not a very pleasant one, therefore part of the time he spent in the great old smoking-room with his host, Sir Polworth, and several other guests, some of them being women, for nowadays the ladies of a country house-party invariably invade the room which formerly was sacred to the men.

When the dance had ended and the guests were about to retire, Otley managed to whisper a word to the girl he loved. He made an appointment to meet her at a secluded spot in the park near the lodge on the following morning at eleven.

She kept the appointment, and when they met she stood for a few moments clasped in her lovers arms.

I had such awful difficulty to get away from Cecil, she said, laughing. She looked a sweet attractive figure in her short tweed skirt, strong country shoes and furs. He wanted to go for a walk with me. So I slipped out and left him guessing.

Her companion remained silent.

A few moments later they turned along a path which led to a stile, and thence through a thick wood of leafless oaks and beeches. Along the winding path carpeted with dead leaves they strolled hand-in-hand, until suddenly Otley halted, and in a thick hoarse voice quite unusual to him, said:

Peggy. I — I have something to say to you. I — I have to go back to London.

To London — why? gasped the girl in dismay.

Because — well, because I cant bear to be here with the glaring truth ever before me — that I — —

What do you mean? she asked, laying her hand upon his arm.

I mean, dearest, he said in a low, hard voice, I mean that we can never marry. There is a barrier between us — a barrier of disgrace!

Of disgrace! she gasped. Oh! do explain, dear.

The explanation is quite simple, he replied in a tone of despair. You asked me in Paris what worried me. Well, Peggy, Ill confess to you, he went on, lowering his voice, his eyes downcast. I am not worthy your love, and I here renounce it, for — for I am a thief!

A thief! she echoed. How?



Ive been hard up of late, and at the motor show I sold three cars, for which I have not accounted to the firm. The books will be audited next week and my defalcations discovered. I have no means of repaying the four thousand five hundred pounds, and therefore I shall be arrested and sent to prison as a common thief. Thats briefly the position!

The girl was speechless at such staggering revelations. Charlie — a thief! It seemed incredible.

But have you no means whatever of raising the money? she asked at last, her face pale, while the gloved hand that lay upon his arm trembled.

None. Ive tried all my friends, but money is so difficult to raise nowadays. No, Peggy, he added with suppressed emotion, let me go my own way — and try to forget me. Now that I am in disgrace it is only right that I should make a clean breast of it to you, and then you alone will understand why I have made excuse to Lady Teesdale and left.

Oh, you mustnt do that, dear, she urged. Stay over the week-end! Something will turn up. Do please me by staying.

I feel that I really cant, he answered. Im an outsider to have thus brought unhappiness on you, but it is my fault. I am alone to blame. You must have your freedom and forget me. I took the money to pay a debt of honor, thinking that I could repay it by borrowing elsewhere. But I find I cant, therefore I must face the music next week. Even if I ran away I should soon be found and arrested.



Poor boy! sighed the girl, stroking his cheek tenderly, while in her eyes showed the light of unshed tears. Dont worry. Stay here with me — at least till Monday.

But he shook his head sadly.

I couldnt bear it, my darling, he answered in a low voice. How can I possibly enjoy dancing and fun when I know that in a few days I shall go to prison in disgrace. My firm are not the kind of people to let me off.

Four thousand five hundred! the girl repeated as though to herself.

Yes. And I havent the slightest prospect of getting it anywhere. If I could only borrow it I could sail along into smooth waters again. But that is quite out of the question.

Peggy remained silent for a few moments. Then, of a sudden, she looked straight into her lovers eyes, and taking his hand in hers said:

Poor dear! What can I do to help you?

Nothing, was his low reply. Only — only forget me. Thats all. You cant marry a man whos been to prison.

Again a silence fell between them, while the dead leaves whirled along the path.

But you will stay here over the week-end, wont you, dear? she urged. I ask you to do so. Do not refuse me — will you?

He tried to excuse himself. But she clung to him and kissed him, declaring that at least they might spend the week-end together before he left to face the worst.

Her lover endeavored to point out the impossibility of their marriage, but she remained inexorable.

I still love you, Charlie — even though you are in such dire straits. And I do not intend that you shall go back to London to brood over your misfortune. Keep a stout heart, dear, and something may turn up after all, she added, as they turned and went slowly back over the rustling leaves towards the park.

He now realized that she loved him with a strong and fervent affection, even though he had confessed to her his offense. And that knowledge caused his burden of apprehension the harder to bear.

That night there were, after the days shooting, merry junketings at Hawstead, and Charles Otley bore himself bravely though his heart was heavy. Ever and anon when Peggy had opportunity she whispered cheering words to him, words that encouraged him, though none of the gay party dreamed that they were chatting and dancing with a man who would in a few days stand in a criminal dock.

Next day was Sunday. The whole house-party attended the village church in the morning, and in the afternoon the guests split up and went for walks.

Soon after dinner Otley, whose seat had been between the steel magnates wife and her daughter, went outside on the veranda alone. He was in no mood for bridge and preferred a breath of air outside. As he let himself out by one of the French windows of the small drawing-room in the farther wing of the house, a dark figure brushed past him swiftly, and next second had vaulted over the ironwork of the veranda and was lost in the dark bushes beyond.

As the stranger had paused to leap from the veranda, a ray of light from the window had caught his countenance. It was only for one brief second, yet Charlie had felt convinced that the countenance was that of a Chinaman. Besides the stealthy cat-like movement of the man was that of an Oriental. Yet what could a Chinaman be doing about that house?

He was half inclined to tell his host, yet on reflecting, he thought the probability was that it was some stranger who, attracted by the music and laughter within, had been trying to get a glimpse of the gay party.

That night, as the auction bridge proceeded, Otley withdrew from it and went to his room, where he sat down and wrote two notes — one to Peggy and the other to his hostess. In the latter he apologized that he had been suddenly recalled to London on some very urgent business, and that he would leave Malton by the first train in the morning.

The note to Peggy he placed in his pocket, and returning to the room where they were now dancing, found her in a flimsy cream gown, sleeveless and cut low — a dress that suited her to perfection — dancing with apparent merriment with young Eastwood, though he knew that her heart was sad. But her face was flushed by excitement, and she was entering thoroughly into the country-house gayety. Presently, however, he was able to slip the note into her hand and whisper a good-by.

I shall be in London on Tuesday and will call at Bennett Street in the evening. We will then talk it all over, dear. Dont despair — for my sake — dont despair! she said.

And compelled to slip back to the ballroom, she crushed the note into her corsage.

Early next morning a car took Charlie to the station, and soon after luncheon he reëntered his rooms. The day was Monday, wet and dreary. All hope had left him, for his defalcations must be discovered and the directors would, without a doubt, prosecute him. Hence he went about London interested in nothing and obsessed by the terrible disgrace which must inevitably befall him.

On the evening of his sudden departure from Hawstead, at about half-past six, the house-party was thrown into a state of great concern by the amazing announcement that Mrs. Bainbridge had lost her jewels — the unique string of precious stones which had once belonged to the late Sultan Abdul Hamid! Mrs. Bainbridges maid discovered the loss when her mistress went to dress for dinner.

She declared that on the previous evening she had placed them out upon a little polished table set against the heavy red-plush curtains and close to the dressing-table. She believed that her mistress had worn them upon her corsage on the Sunday night, and that on retiring she had locked them in her jewel-box. On the contrary, Mrs. Bainbridge did not wear them, a fact to which everyone testified. The millionaires wife had left the Sultans famous jewels upon the little polished table when she descended for dinner on Sunday night, and naturally concluded that her maid — who had been with her over twelve years — would see them and place them in safety.

Suspicion instantly fell upon Charles Otley. Old Mr. Bainbridge was, of course, furious, whereupon Lord Teesdale took it upon himself to go at once to London to see Otley.

This he did, and when that afternoon Sanford showed his lordship unexpectedly into the room, the young man stood aghast at the news.

Tell me, Otley — if you know nothing of this affair — why, then, did you leave Hawstead so suddenly? he demanded.

Because I had business here in town, was his reply. Instantly across his mind flashed the recollection of the incident of the fleeting figure which he believed to be that of an Oriental. He related to his late host the exact facts. But Lord Teesdale listened quite unimpressed. As a matter of fact, he felt, in his own mind, that the young fellow was the thief.

The story of the Chinaman was far too fantastic for his old-fashioned mind. He had heard of the Chinese, the opium traffic and suchlike things, and he saw in Otleys statement a distinct attempt to mislead him.

The police were not called in because Mr. Bainbridge did not desire to bring the Teesdales house-party into the newspapers, and, moreover, both he and his wife were confident that young Otley was the thief.

Peggy hearing her lover denounced so openly, was naturally full of indignation, though she hardly dared show it.

Sir Polworth and his wife and daughter returned to London as early as possible, for the spirits of all the guests had fallen in consequence of Mrs. Bainbridges loss.

And now a curious thing happened.

That evening Charlie, knowing himself under suspicion of stealing the jewels, had an intuition that it would be better if Peggy did not visit him at Bennett Street. Therefore at about half-past five, when darkness had fallen, he went along to Mount Street, and there watched outside Sir Polworths house.

After a little while an empty taxi which had evidently been summoned by telephone, stopped at the door, and Peggy, very plainly dressed, got into it and drove away. Another taxi happened to be near, therefore her lover, unable to shout and stop her, got into it and followed her.

They went along Piccadilly, and passing Arlington Street, which led into Bennett Street, continued away to the Strand and across the City eastward, until Otley was seized with curiosity as to the girls destination.

Past Aldgate went the taxi and down Commercial Road East, that broad long thoroughfare that leads to the East India Docks. At Limehouse Church the taxi stopped, and Peggy alighted and paid the man.

Almost immediately a young man, the cut of whose overcoat and the angle of whose hat at once marked him as a Spaniard, approached her. Otley, full of wonder, had alighted from his taxi at some distance away and was eagerly watching.

Peggy and the stranger exchanged a few words, whereupon he started off along a narrow and rather ill-lit road called Three Colt Street, past Limehouse Causeway. Suddenly it occurred to the young man that they were in the center of Londons Chinatown! He recollected the escaping Chinaman from Lord Teesdales house! But why was Peggy there? Surely she was not a drug-taker! The very thought caused him to shudder.

Silently he followed the pair before him, and saw them turn into a narrow by-street and halt at a small house. Her conductor knocked on the door four times. And then repeated the summons.

The door opened slowly and they entered. Then, when the door was closed again, Peggys lover crept along and listened at the shutter outside.

Why was she there? He stood bewildered. She had promised to call upon him at his rooms, and yet she was there in that low-class house — a veritable den it seemed!

The window was closely shuttered, as were all in that mysterious silent thoroughfare — one into which the police would hardly venture to penetrate alone.

The young man listened, his ears strained to catch any sound.

Suddenly he heard Peggy shriek. He listened breathlessly. Yes, it was her voice raised distinctly.

You! he heard her cry. You! You are Tai-Kan! My father has told me of you!

Ye-es, my lil ladee — you are lil ladee of the Engleesh mandarin! he heard the reply — the reply of a Chinaman. I now take my vengeance for my own child as I have each year promised. Give me the pretty jewels. You wanted to sell them, eh? But you will give them to me! I watched you take them from the table while they were all at the party. Your father never thought that Tai-Kan followed you on your country journey, eh?

Otley heard the words faintly through the shutters and stood rooted to the spot.

Peggy was the thief? She had wanted to sell them and had been entrapped. In an instant he realized her position.

He heard her voice raised first in faint protest, and then she implored the Chinaman to release her.

Ah, no! cried the cruel triumphant Oriental. Tai-Kan warned your father that he would have his revenge. His daughter was to him as much as you are to your own father the mandarin, and he laughed that short, grating laugh of the Chinaman, which caused Otley to clench his fists.

For a few seconds he hesitated as to how he should act. Then, quick as his feet could carry him, he dashed back into the Commercial Road, where he enlisted the aid of a constable.

Together they hurried back to the house after the young man had made a brief statement that a white girl had been entrapped.

At first they were denied admittance, but when the constable demanded that the door should be opened, the bars were drawn and they entered the wretched den.

Peggy was naturally terrified until she heard her lovers voice, and a few seconds later the pair were locked once more in each others arms, but the gems of Abdul Hamid were nowhere to be found. Indeed, neither Peggy nor Charlie dared mention the stolen jewels, so the Chinaman kept them.

Do you wish to charge this Chink? asked the constable of the girl. If so, Ill take him along to the station at once.

But at Charlies suggestion she would prefer no charge, and after profuse thanks to the policeman, they found a taxi and drove back at once to Bennett Street.

On the way Peggy sobbed as she confessed to the theft; how, in desperation, she had stolen those wonderful jewels from Mrs. Bainbridges room in the hope of raising sufficient money to pay Charlies defalcations, and how she had two days later received a mysterious letter asking her if she happened to have any discarded jewelry that she wished to dispose of secretly. If she had, an appointment could be made at Limehouse Church. It was, she thought, an opportunity. So she took the jewels to sell to them. But to her amazement and horror she had found herself in the hands of the revengeful Chinaman who had a, possibly just, grievance against her father.



Rayne, taking the magnificent jewels and running them through his hands, said:

The Chink is a friend of ours, and weve had our eye upon these stones for a very long time, but rather than the young fellow and the girl shall be ruined I am sending them back to Mrs. Bainbridges anonymously by to-nights post. Sir Polworth Urquhart will think they have come from Tai-Kan. See, Hargreave? Ive typed out a letter. Just pack them up and address them to her. I cant bear to take them now I know the truth — poor girl!

And he handed the gems over to me, together with a small wooden box.

That evening I registered the box from the post office at Darlington, and three days later Charles Otley, who had managed to clear himself of all suspicion, received an anonymous gift of four thousand five hundred pounds which had been placed to his credit at the bank.

And none of the actors in that strange drama suspect the hand of the clever, unscrupulous, but sometimes generous, Squire of Overstow.


CHAPTER XV

OTHER PEOPLES MONEY
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Mr. Hargreave, father is sending you upon a very strange mission, Lola told me in confidence one dull morning, after we had had breakfast at the Midland Hotel, in Manchester, where we three were staying about a fortnight after Raynes generosity in returning the famous jewels of the dead Sultan.

What kind of mission? I inquired with curiosity, as we sat together in the lounge prior to going out to idle at the shop windows.

I dont know its object at all, was her reply. But from what Ive gathered it is something most important. I — I do hope you will take care of yourself — wont you? she asked appealingly.

Why, of course, I laughed. I generally manage to take care of myself. Id do better, however, if — well, if I were not associated with Duperré and the rest, I added bitterly.

The pretty girl was silent for a few moments. Then she said:

Of course you wont breathe a word of what Ive said, will you?



Certainly not, Lola, was my reply. Whatever you tell me never passes my lips.

I know — I know I can trust you, Mr. Hargreave, she exclaimed. Well, in this matter there are several mysterious circumstances. I believe it is something political my father wants to work — some business which concerns something in the Near East. Thats all I know. You will, in due course, hear all about it. And now lets go along to Deansgate. I want to buy something.

In consequence we strolled along together, Rayne having gone out an hour before to keep an appointment — with whom he carefully concealed from me.

That same night Rayne disclosed to me the mission which he desired me to carry out. He was a man of a hundred moods and as many schemes.

One fact which delighted me was that in the present suggestion there seemed no criminal intent. And for that reason I quite willingly left London for the Near East three days later.

My destination was Sofia, the Bulgarian capital, and the journey by the Orient Express across Europe was a long and tedious one.

I was much occupied with the piece of scheming which I had undertaken to carry out in Sofia. My patriotism had led me to attempt a very difficult task — one which would require delicate tact and a good deal of courage and resource, but which would, if successful, Rayne had said, mean that a loan of three millions would be raised in London, and that British influence would become paramount in that go-ahead country, which ere long must be the power of the Balkans.

The tentacles of the great criminal octopus which Rayne controlled were indeed far-spread. In this he was making a bid for fortune, without a doubt.

To the majority of people, the Balkan States are, even to-day, terra incognita. The popular idea is that they are wild, inaccessible countries, inhabited by brigands. That is not so. True, there are brigands, even now after the war, in the Balkans, but Belgrade, the Serbian capital, is as civilized as Berlin, and the main boulevard of Sofia, whither I was bound, is at night almost a replica of the Boulevard des Italiens.

I knew, however, that there were others in Sofia upon the same errand as myself, emissaries of other Governments and other financial houses. Therefore in those three long, never-ending days and nights which the journey occupied, my mind was constantly filled with the thoughts of the best and most judicious course to pursue in order to attain my object.

The run East was uneventful, save for one fact — at the Staatsbahnhof, at Vienna, just before our train left for Budapest, a queer, fussy little old man in brown entered and was given the compartment next to mine.

His nationality I could not determine. He spoke in a deep guttural voice with the fair-bearded conductor of the train, but by his clothes — which were rather dandified for so old a man — I did not believe him to be a native of the Fatherland.

I heard him rumbling about with his bags in the next compartment, apparently settling himself, when of a sudden, my quick ear caught an imprecation which he uttered to himself in English.

A few hours later, at dinner in the wagon-restaurant, I found him placed at the same little table opposite me, and naturally we began to chat. He spoke in French, perfect French it was, but refused to speak English, though, of course, he could had he wished.

Ah! non, he laughed. I cannot. Excuse me. My pronunciation is so faulty. Your English is so ve-ry deefecult!

And so we talked in French, and I found the queer old fellow was on his way to Sofia. He seemed slightly deformed, his face was distinctly ugly, broad, clean-shaven, with a pair of black, piercing eyes that gave him a most striking appearance. His grey hair was long, his nose aquiline, his teeth protruding and yellow; and he was a grumbler of the most pronounced type. He growled at the food, at the service, at the draughts, at the light in the restaurant, at the staleness of the bread we had brought with us from Paris, and at the butter, which he declared to be only Danish margarine.

His complaints were amusing. At first the maître dhôtel bustled about to do the bidding of the newcomer, but very quickly summed him up, and only grinned knowingly when called to listen to his biting sarcasm of the Compagnie Internationale des Wagons-Lit and all its works.

Next day, at Semlin, where our passports were examined, the passport officer took off his hat to him, bowed low and viséd his passport without question, saying, as he handed back the document to its owner:

Bon voyage, Highness.

I stared at the pair. My fussy friend with the big head must therefore be either a prince or a grand duke!

As I sat opposite him at dinner that night, he was discussing with me the harmful writings of some newly discovered Swiss author who was posing as a cheap philosopher, and denouncing them as dangerous to the community. He leaned his elbow upon the narrow table and supported his clean-shaven chin upon his fingers, displaying to me — most certainly by accident — the palm of his thin right hand.

What I discovered there caused me a great deal of surprise. In its center was a dark, livid mark, as though it had been branded there by a hot iron, the plain and distinct imprint of a pet dogs pad!

It fascinated me. There was some hidden meaning in that mark, I felt convinced. It was just as though a small dog had stepped in blood with one of its forepaws and trodden upon his hand.

Whether he noticed that I had detected it or not, I cannot say, but he moved his hand quickly, and ever after kept it closed.



His name, he told me, was Konstantinos Vassos, and he lived in Athens. But I took that information cum grano, for I instinctively knew him to be a prince traveling incognito. Before the passport officer at Semlin, every one must pass before entering Serbia.

But if actually a prince, why did he carry a passport?

There is no good hotel at Sofia. The best is called the Grand Hôtel de Bulgarie, kept by a pleasant old lady, and in this we found ourselves next night installed. He, of course, gave his name as Vassos, and to all intents and purposes was more of a stranger in the Bulgarian capital than I myself was, for I had been there previously once just before the war.

Now Rayne had given me a letter of introduction to a certain Nicolas Titeroff, who contrived rather mysteriously to get me elected to the smart diplomats club — the Union — during my stay.

The days passed. From the first morning of my arrival I found myself at once in the vortex of gayety; invitations poured in upon me — thanks to the black-bearded Titeroff — cards for dances here and there and receptions and dinners, while I spent each afternoon with Titeroff and a wandering Englishman named Mayhew, who told me he was an ex-colonel in the British Army.

All the while, I must confess, I was working my cards carefully. Thanks to the mysterious Titeroff I had received an introduction to Nicholas Petkoff, the grave, grey-haired Minister of Finance, who had early in life lost his right arm at the battle of the Shipka Pass — and he was inclined to admit my proposals. A French syndicate had approached him, but Petkoff would have none of them.

The mission entrusted to me by Rayne was one which, if I could obtain the Government Concession which I asked, would mean the formation of a great company and a matter of millions. And it seemed to me that my black-bearded friend Titeroff, and Mayhew, were both pulling the strings cleverly for me in the right direction. Often I considered whether they were both crooks and members of the gang organized by Rayne. I could not determine.

One night at the weekly dance at the Military Club — a function at which the smart set of Sofia always attend, and at which the Ministers of State themselves with their women-folk put in an appearance — I had been waltzing with the Minister Petkoffs daughter, a pretty, dark-haired girl in blue, whom I had met at Titeroffs house — when presently the Turkish attaché, a pale-faced young man in a fez, introduced me to a tall, very handsome, sweet-faced girl in a black evening gown.

Mademoiselle Balesco was her name, and I found her inexpressibly charming. She spoke French perfectly, and English quite well. She had been at school in England, she said — at Scarborough. Her home was at Galatz, in Roumania.

We had several dances, and afterwards I took her down to supper. Then we had a couple of fox-trots, and I conducted her out to the car that was awaiting her and bowing, watched her drive off, alone.

But while doing so, there came along the pavement, out of the shadow, the short, ugly figure of the old Greek, Vassos, with his coat collar turned up, evidently passing without noticing me.

A few days later when in the evening I was chatting with Mayhew at the hotel, he said:

What have you been up to, Hargreave? Look here! This letter was left upon me, with a note, asking me to give it to you in secret. Looks like a womans hand! Mind what youre about in this place, old chap. There are some nasty pitfalls, you know!

With a bachelors curiosity he was eager to know who was my fair correspondent. But I refused to satisfy him.

Suffice it to say that that same night I went alone to a house on the outskirts of Sofia, and there met, at her urgent request, Marie Balesco. After apologizing for thus approaching me and throwing all the convenances to the wind, she seemed to be highly interested in my welfare, and very inquisitive concerning the reasons that had brought me to Bulgaria.

Like most women of to-day, she smoked, and offered me her cigarette-case. I took one — a delicious one it was, but rather strong — so strong, indeed, that a strange drowsiness suddenly overcame me. Before I could fight against it, the small, well-furnished room seemed to whirl about me, and I must have fallen unconscious. Indeed, I knew no more until, on awakening, I found myself back in my bed at the Hôtel de Bulgarie.

I gazed at the morning sunshine upon the wall, and tried to recollect what had occurred.

My hand seemed strangely painful. Raising it from the sheets, I looked at it.

Upon my right palm, branded as by a hot iron, was the sign of the dogs pad!

Horrified, I stared at it! It was the same mark I had seen upon the hand of old Vassos! What could be its significance?

In a few days the burn healed, leaving a dark red scar, the distinct imprint of a dogs foot. From Mayhew I tried, by cautious questions, to obtain some information concerning the fair-faced girl who had played such a trick upon me. But he only knew her slightly. He amazed me by saying that she had been staying with a certain Madame Sovoff, who was something of a mystery, but had left Sofia.

Vassos, who was still at the hotel, annoyed me on account of his extreme politeness, and the manner in which he appeared to spy upon my movements.

I came across him everywhere. Inquiries concerning the reason of the ugly Greeks presence in Bulgaria met with a negative result. One thing seemed certain, he was not, as I believed, a prince incognito.

How I longed to go to him, show him the mark upon my hand, and demand an explanation. But my curiosity was aroused, therefore I patiently awaited developments, my revolver always ready in my pocket in case of foul play.

The mysterious action of the pretty girl from Galatz also puzzled me.

At last the Cabinet, after much political jugglery, being deposed, the Council were in complete accord with Petkoff regarding my proposals. All had been done in secret from the party in opposition, and one day I had lunched with His Excellency the Minister of Finance at his house in the suburbs of the city.

Nevertheless, I was obsessed by the strange mark which had been so mysteriously placed upon my hand — the same mark as that borne by the mysterious Vassos.

You may send a cipher dispatch to London if you like, Mr. Hargreave, said the Minister Petkoff, as we sat over our cigars. The documents will be all signed at the Cabinet meeting at noon to-morrow. In exchange for this loan raised in London, all the contracts for the new quick-firing guns and ammunition go to your group of London financiers.

Such was the welcome news His Excellency imparted to me, and you may imagine that I lost no time in writing out a well-concealed message to Rayne, and sending it by the manservant to the telegraph office.

For a long time I sat with His Excellency, and then he rose, inviting me to walk with him in the Boris Gardens, as was his habit every afternoon, before going down to the sitting of the Sobranje, or Parliament.

On our way we passed Vassos, who raised his hat politely to me.

Whos that man? inquired the Minister quickly, and I told him all I knew concerning the old fellow.

He grunted.

In the pretty public garden we were strolling together in the sundown, chatting upon the European unrest after the war, the new loan, and other matters, when, of a sudden, a black-mustached man in a dark grey overcoat and a round fur cap sprang from the bushes at a lonely spot, and, raising a big service revolver, fired point-blank at His Excellency.

I felt for my own weapon. Alas! it was not there! I had forgotten it!

The assassin, seeing the Minister reel and fall, turned his weapon upon me. Thereupon in an instant I threw up my hands, crying that I was unarmed, and an Englishman.

As I did so, he started back as though terrified, and with a spring he disappeared again into the bushes.

All had happened in a few brief instants, for ere I could realize that a tragedy had actually occurred, I found the unfortunate Minister lying lifeless at my feet. My friend had been shot through the heart! It was a repetition of the assassination of the Minister Stambuloff.

Readers of the newspapers will recollect the tragic affair which is, no doubt, still fresh in their minds.

I told the Chief of Police of Sofia of my strange experience, and showed him the mark upon my palm. Though detectives searched high and low for the Greek, for Madame Sovoff, and for the fascinating mademoiselle, none of them was ever found.

The assassin was, nevertheless, arrested a week later, while trying to cross the frontier into Serbia. I, of course, lost by an ace Raynes great financial coup, but before execution the prisoner made a confession which revealed the existence of a terrible and widespread conspiracy, fostered by Turkey, to remove certain members of the Cabinet who were in favor of British protection and assistance.

Quite unconsciously I had, it seemed, become an especial favorite of the silent, watchful old Konstantinos Vassos. Fearing lest I, in my innocence, should fall a victim with His Excellency — being so often his companion — he had, with the assistance of the pretty Marie Balesco, contrived to impress upon my palm the secret sign of the conspirators.

To this fact I certainly owe my life, for the assassin — a stranger to Sofia, who had been drawn by lot — would, no doubt, have shot me dead, had he not seen the secret sign upon my raised hand.

When I returned to Overstow and related my strange adventure, Rayne was furious that just at the very moment when the deal by which he was to reap such a huge profit was complete, our friend the Minister should have been assassinated.



Lola was in the room when I described all that had occurred, listening breathlessly to my narrative.

I showed them both the strange mark upon my palm, a brand which I suppose I shall bear to my dying day.

Then you really owe your life to that girl Balesco, Mr. Hargreave? she said, raising her fine dark eyes to mine.

I certainly do, I replied.

Her father grunted, and after congratulating me upon my escape, said:

You had nothing to complain about regarding Titeroff, and the assistance he and Mayhew gave you — eh?

Nothing. Without them I could never have acted. Indeed, I could never have approached the Minister Petkoff.

Yes, he remarked reflectively. Theyre both wily birds. Titeroff feathered his nest well when he was in Constantinople, and Mayhew is there because of a little bit of serious trouble in Genoa a couple of years ago. Of course you never mentioned my name — eh?

I only mentioned you as Mr. Goodwin — as you told me, I replied.

He smiled.

They remembered me, of course?

Yes, when I delivered your note of introduction to Titeroff, he at once made me welcome, and seemed much surprised that I was acquainted with his friend, Mr. Goodwin.

It was now evident, as I had suspected, that the two men who were so eager to serve me were international crooks, and members of the great gang which Rayne controlled.

Just describe the man Vassos as fully as you can, urged Rayne.

In consequence I went into a minute description of the fussy old Greek, to which Rayne listened most interestedly.

Yes, he said at last. But tell me one thing. Did you notice if he had any deformity?

Well — he walked with a distinct limp.

And his hand?

The little finger on his left hand was deformed, I replied. I now remember it.

Ah! he cried in instant anger. As I thought! It was old Boukaris — the sly old devil. How, I wonder, did he know that I had sent you to Sofia? He, no doubt, saved you by putting that mark on your hand, Hargreave; but the brutes have been one too many for me, and have done me down!


CHAPTER XVI

THE MAN WHO WAS SHY
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SOME TWO MONTHS after that curious experience in Sofia, we were guests of some friends of Raynes called Baynes, who lived at Enderby Manor, a few miles out of Winchester.

The reason of our visit was somewhat obscure, yet as far as I could gather it had no connection with business. So Rayne, Lola, and myself spent a very pleasant four days with one of the most charming families I think I have ever met.

Enderby was a beautiful old place lying back in a great park and surrounded by woods, half-way between Winchester and Romsey, and George Baynes, who had made a fortune in South America, and whose wife was a Brazilian lady, was a splendid host.

One bright afternoon Rayne had gone off somewhere with Mr. Baynes, so I found Lola and we both went for a stroll in the beautiful woods.

For a long time we chatted merrily, when, of a sudden — I dont exactly know how it happened — but I took her hand, and, looking straight into her eyes, I declared my passion for her.

I must have taken her unawares, for she drew back with a strange, half-frightened expression. Her breath came and went in quick gasps, and when she found her tongue, she replied:

No, George. It is impossible — quite impossible!

Why? I demanded quickly. I love you, Lola. Can you never reciprocate my affection?

She shook her head sadly, but still allowing me to hold her soft little hand.

You must not speak of love, she whispered. You are an honest man who has been entrapped and compelled to act dishonestly as you do. I know it all, alas! I — I know — — and she burst into tears. I have discovered, she sobbed, that my father is a thief!

We cannot help that, Lola, I said, in deep sympathy at her distress.

No. Unfortunately we cant, she replied faintly, in a voice full of emotion. But it would be fatal to us both if we loved each other. Surely, George, you can see that!

I dont see it, dearest, I exclaimed, bending and kissing her fondly on the cheek for the first time. We had halted in the forest path, and now I held her in my arms, though she resisted slightly. I love you, darling! I cried. I love you!

No! No! she protested. You must not — you cannot love me. I am only the daughter of a man who, at any moment, might be arrested — a man for whom the police are ever in search, but cannot find.

I know all that; but you, dearest, are not a thief! I urged, for I loved her with all the strength of my being — with all my soul.

She trembled and sobbed, but did not reply. Her tearful face was hidden upon my shoulder.

Do you care for me in the least? I whispered to her. Tell me, dear, do.

She was silent.

I repeated my question, until at last she raised her face to mine, and, though she did not speak, I knew with joy that her answer was in the affirmative. And then I poured out my secret to her, how ever since I had first seen her I had loved her to distraction; and how the knowledge that she reciprocated my affection had rendered me the happiest man in the world.

For a long time we remained locked in each others arms. How long I cannot tell.

Suddenly, when she had dried her tears, she seemed full of apprehension concerning my welfare.

Oh! do be careful of yourself, George! she cried. I am always so anxious about you when you are away. Father sends you on those strange and highly dangerous missions because he trusts you, and you, alas! are compelled to do his bidding. But do take care. You know well what the slightest blunder would mean — and you would never clear yourself, you know!

I promised I would take great care always, and again we moved along. It was not, however, until dusk that we returned to the Manor.



I could not help wondering how Lola had discovered her fathers true character and the nature of his secret business, but on the whole I felt it was just as well that she knew, for she herself would exercise great care. And then I thought in ecstasy, She is mine — mine!

Just before midnight, soon after I had retired, the door of my room opened, and I found Rayne in his pajamas.

He placed his finger upon his lips with a gesture of silence. Then, closing the door noiselessly, he drew me to the opposite side of the room, and, showing me a photograph, said:

Look at this well, George. Youd recognize him, wouldnt you?

It was a cabinet photograph of a good-looking gentlemanly, clean-shaven man of about twenty-five.

Note his tiepin — a single moonstone! added Rayne.

Yes, I said, as I gazed at the photograph.

Well, to-day is Monday, he said. Next Thursday night I want you to take Madame from London in the Rolls. Go out on the Portsmouth Road by way of Kingston and Ditton, through Cobham, and on to Ripley. There, about twenty miles from London, you will find on the left-hand side an old-fashioned hotel called the Talbot. Stop there at half-past nine, and, leaving Madame in the car, go in and have a drink. Edward Houston will be awaiting you. Madame is just now at the Carlton. You will pick her up at half-past eight.

And Lola? I asked, wondering if his daughter was to play any part in this new piece of trickery, whatever it might be.

She is going to Scarborough on Thursday afternoon, was her fathers reply.

And when I meet this Mr. Houston, I asked, what then?

You will not meet openly. When youve had your drink and he has seen you, you will drive a little way along the road and there await him. He does not wish to be seen with you. Hes rather shy, you see! and the pleasant-faced man who controlled the most dangerous criminal gang in Europe smiled sardonically. He has his instructions, and you will follow them. Take a suit-case with you, for you may be away a few days, or longer.

I wondered what devilry he had now planned. I tried to obtain from him some further details, but his replies were sharp and firm.

Act just as Ive told you, Hargreave. And please dont be so infernally inquisitive. Then, wishing me good night, he turned and left my room.

I longed there and then to defy him and refuse to obey, yet I dared not, knowing full well the fate that would await me if I resisted. Moreover, I had Lola to consider, and if I defied her father he most certainly would not allow his daughter to marry me.



Next morning we left Enderby by train and returned to Overstow in the late afternoon.

Duperré had gone up to Glasgow upon some mysterious business — crooked without a doubt — so that night, after dining together, Rayne and I played a game of billiards. While we were smoking in the library prior to turning in, the footman tapped at the door and entered with a note.

Rayne tore it open, and as he read it, I noticed that his countenance fell. A second later I saw that he was extremely annoyed.

He rose from his chair and for a few moments hesitated. Then, in a rather thick voice, said:

Show him in. After the servant had gone he turned to me, and in a changed voice said: Remain here, George. But never breathe a word of what you hear to a living soul! Remember that!

In a few moment a well-dressed, narrow-faced, bald-headed, rather cadaverous man was shown in. He clicked his heels together and bowed with foreign politeness and with a smile upon his sinister countenance.

I have the honor to meet Signor Rayne? he asked, with a distinctly Italian accent.

That is my name, replied Rudolph inquiringly.

Good! Then you will recognize me, and my name upon my letter in which I have asked for this private interview.

No. I certainly do not, he said. I have no knowledge of ever meeting you before!



Ah! laughed the stranger. The signores memory is evidently at fault. I — I hesitate to refresh it — before this gentleman, and he glanced at me.

Oh! you need not mind. Mr. Hargreave is my secretary, and knows all my confidential affairs, said Rayne, assuming an air of bonhomie, though I knew he was greatly perturbed by his visitor.

Then may I be permitted to remind you of our meeting at the Bristol Café, in Copenhagen, on that July night two years ago, and what happened to Henri Gérard, the Marseilles shipowner, later that same night? True, we never spoke together, for you posed as a stranger to my friends. But you were pointed out to me. You surely cannot ignore it?

I have never been to Copenhagen in my life, protested Rayne. What do you suggest?

The truth; one that you know well, signore, notwithstanding your denials. You are the man known as The Golden Face, declared the stranger bitterly, pointing his finger at him. You neither forget me nor my name, Luigi Gori, for you have much cause to remember it — you and your friend Stevenson, otherwise Duperré.

Rayne turned furiously upon his visitor, and said:

I am in no mood to discuss anything with you. So get out! You wished to see me privately, and I have granted you this interview. I dont know your name or your business, nor do I want to know them! You seem to be trying to claim acquaintance with me, and — —



Pardon me, but I do so, Signor Rayne, laughed the dark-eyed man. It has taken me two years to trace you, and at last I find you here! I came at this hour because I thought I would find you apart from your honorable family.

What rubbish are you talking? demanded Rayne.

Rubbish! echoed the stranger. I am talking no rubbish. I am simply reminding you of a very serious and secret matter, namely, the mysterious end of Monsieur Gérard, of the Château du Sierroz in the Jura, and of the Avenue des Champs Elysées. The Sûreté, in combination with the Danish detective service, are still trying to clear up the affair. You and I can do it, he said; and, after a pause, he looked Rayne straight in the face, and asked: Shall we? It rests with you!

Rayne frowned darkly. Never before had I witnessed such an evil look upon the face of any man. I knew that his brain was working swiftly, and I also saw that our visitor was most unwelcome — evidently an accomplice who had managed by some unaccountable means to penetrate the veil of secrecy in which the super-crook had always so successfully enveloped his identity.

Well, he laughed. You really are a most dramatic person, Signor Gori, or whatever your name may be. I really dont understand you, unless you are attempting to blackmail me. And if you are, then Ill get my servant to show you the door.



The stranger smiled meaningly, and asked quite quietly:

Is it not to your advantage, Signor Rayne, to talk this little matter over in a friendly spirit? I offer you the opportunity. If you refuse it — — And he shrugged his shoulders meaningly, without concluding his sentence.

Rayne was silent for a few seconds. Then he said in quite a changed and genial tone:

I am much mystified at your visit, Signor Gori, for I certainly have no knowledge of you. But the hour is late. If you are staying in the neighborhood could you call again at noon to-morrow, when we will go further into this tangled affair? We seem to be at cross-purposes to-night.

As you wish, replied the visitor, bowing with exquisite politeness. I am staying at the Fleece Hotel, at Thirsk, and I have motored out here. To-morrow at noon I will call upon you. And then he added in a hard, relentless tone: And then I trust your memory will be refreshed. Signori, I wish you both buona sera.

Stay! I quite forgot! I shall not be here to-morrow, Rayne replied quickly. I have to be out some part of the day, and also I expect visitors.

Then the day after? suggested the visitor politely, to which Rayne sullenly replied:

Yes. The day after to-morrow, at six oclock in the evening. I will be here to see you, if you still persist in pestering me. But I warn you, Signor Gori, that it is quite useless.

The Italian smiled, bowed, and again wishing us good night, crossed the room as Rayne pressed the electric button for the servant.

I realized that a big cloud of trouble had unexpectedly descended upon Overstow. When he had gone Rayne broke out into a furious series of imprecations and vows of vengeance upon some person whom he did not name, but whom he suspected of having made a faux pas.

Suddenly, however, he bade me good night in his usual manner, as though nothing had occurred to disturb him. He was a man of abnormal intellect, defiant, fearless, and with a brain which, had it been put to proper usage, would undoubtedly have made him a world-famous Englishman. After all, the brains of great criminals, properly cultivated and directed, are the same brains as those possessed by our great leaders, whether political, commercial, or social.

That night I scarcely closed my eyes in sleep. The Damoclean sword had apparently fallen upon the Squire of Overstow. And I recollected his daughters warning.

Next morning, directly after breakfast, which he ate with relish, and seemed quite his normal self, I drove with him at his orders over to Heathcote Hall, about five miles away, where lived Sir Johnson Burnham, one of the old Yorkshire aristocracy, who was also chairman of quarter sessions.

I waited at the wheel while he called. I knew that the baronet was not at home, as a week before Lola had told me that he had gone to San Remo. Nevertheless, Rayne went inside, and was there quite half an hour. I was puzzled at his absence, but the reason seemed plain when the butler, bowing him out, exclaimed:

I am so sorry, Mr. Rayne, but the telephone people are, I fear, very slack in these days. It takes so long to get a number.

So Rayne had gone to Heathcote in order to telephone to somebody in great urgency — somebody he dare not speak with from Overstow.

As we drove back again, Rayne said:

Of course, George, you will never breathe a word of this — well, this little contretemps — or of its result. When Im up against the wall I always hit hard. Thats the only way. Im not going to be blackmailed!

The affair does not concern me, I replied. What I hear in your presence I never repeat.

Im glad you appreciate your position, he answered. Im a good employer to those who trust me, but an infernally bad one to those who doubt, who blunder, or who betray me, as you have probably learned, he said in a hard voice, as we swung into the handsome lodge gates of Overstow.

Just before luncheon Rayne was called to the telephone. I was in the room at the time. He apparently recognized the voice, and scribbled something upon the pad before him.

Will you repeat that? he asked. I want to be quite clear.

Then he listened again very intently.

Right! Ill be with you at ten to-night, he replied, and then hung up the receiver.

I must go to London, he said, turning to me. Youll drive me into York, and I can catch the four-thirty up. You stay here and meet that Italian chap to-morrow at six, and tell him that Im up at Half Moon Street. Give him my address, and ask him to see me there. After youve seen him, start in the car for London and carry out the instructions I gave you on Monday.

Then he went to his room, changed his clothes, and came down to lunch in very bright spirits. It seemed that by the Italians visit he was now not in the least perturbed.

I drove him with Lola to York, where he went to London and Lola to Scarborough. Afterwards I dined at the Station Hotel alone, and returned to Overstow, which seemed chill and lonely. The local doctor happily looked in during the evening, and I played him a game at billiards.

In impatient curiosity I waited until next day, when, punctually at six oclock, Signor Gori was shown into a little room adjoining the great hall, and there I joined him in the capacity of a busy mans secretary.

I much regret, Signor Gori, I said, after we had bowed, but Mr. Rayne was called to London quite unexpectedly upon some very urgent business. He presents his apologies and asks whether you can manage to meet him in London when it is convenient to you. Will you telephone to him? And I gave him the address of Raynes rooms.

His apologies! echoed the Italian, with a very marked accent and a gesture of ridicule. The apologies of The Golden Face! Ah! my dear friend, you are his secretary; you are not the principal in this very serious affair.

Serious. How? I asked in pretense of ignorance, and hoping thereby to learn something.

Madonna Santa! You do not know — you do not realize the depths of that mans villainy! I do! I am the one person who has penetrated the veil of secrecy beneath which he has so long remained hidden. Quérot, of the Paris Sûreté, and Tetani, of the Public Security of Italy, are my friends. I can now go to them, as I shall.

My dear sir! I exclaimed. The matter is no affair of mine! I am simply a paid secretary to do Mr. Raynes correspondence, and sometimes to drive his car. There my engagement ends.

Then be very careful! Be warned by me! the Italian cried, gazing at me very seriously. This man, your employer, is the leader of the most wonderfully organized gang of criminals in Europe. I happen to know.

How? I asked.

He looked at me strangely, and his manner changed. His dark eyes seemed to search mine, and then next instant he smiled mysteriously.

I will tell you the truth, he said. The reason I know is because I have unwittingly — owing to a little lapse from the path of honesty — been made one of the tools of this man whose marvelous brain controls the actions of dozens of the most unscrupulous and dangerous thieves on the Continent. My suspicions were aroused by something a woman told me in Paris, and for many months I have been unceasing in my inquiries. I have at last discovered the well-concealed chief who gives his orders like a general in the field, and those orders are obeyed to the letter without question, and always to the profit of those who execute them. And here, he added, gazing around, I am in the fine house of the man of mystery for whom the police are ever seeking— The Golden Face!

What you have said certainly surprises me, I replied. Surely there must be some mistake. Mr. Rayne is not the leader of a criminal gang. He is simply a country landowner here.

Under that guise he poses unsuspected by the police, laughed my visitor. You can rest assured that I have made every inquiry and that now I know.



And what are your intentions? I asked. Surely you will go and see him in London?

The truth was out, and I saw that the Italian meant mischief.

Perhaps I shall go to the police at once, he said. Perhaps I shall go to London. I shall consider. He made an appointment and he has broken his promise. He fears me! That is quite plain. But, signore, I am here in England to bring him to justice, if only for one very serious crime — a crime that a woman witness I have can prove!

This is all very distressing to me, especially as Mr. Rayne has a daughter, a young lady who is entirely ignorant of her fathers source of income, I said.

Ignorant! he echoed. Ah! my dear signore, do not think the Signorina Lola is ignorant! I have waited and watched. I know more than you or Signor Rayne ever suspect. The girl may affect ignorance, but she knows, and I can prove it!

His words caused me to start. I certainly did not like the mans attitude, for whatever I said, or whatever pretense I made, he refused to be appeased. All I could do in the circumstances was to express regret that Mr. Rayne had been compelled to go to London, and to again ask him to call at Half Moon Street.

His allegations against Lola incensed me. I tried to obtain from him further details of his allegations, but he remained mysterious and triumphant. So in that spirit he left me, and departed in the car he had hired from Thirsk.

After a hurried dinner I got out the Rolls, filled up the tank, and set out on the long journey to London. As hour after hour I swept along the great North Road, my big headlights glaring before me, I felt more than ever apprehensive.

Could it be that the bald-headed man had actually discovered the leading spirit of the great gang of which I could only suppose he had been an unimportant member? If so, then for my own safety I ought to warn Rayne of his peril. Yet it was all hateful to me. I had been inveigled into that untenable position which I held, and now escape was impossible. I felt, however, in honor bound to protect Lola, even though that Italian crook had made those airy allegations against her.

I drove on through the night against a pelting rain that fell between Grantham and Stamford, but at the Wansford cross-roads it cleared up, and gradually the gray dawn showed.

It was half-past eight when I drove into the garage off the Tottenham Court Road, and I took a taxi to the Great Central Hotel, where I had a wash and a sleep till noon.

Then I went round to Half Moon Street, but found that Rayne was at the Automobile Club. I found him there just as he was going in to lunch with two ladies whom I had never before seen.

My presence seemed to alarm him, for with excuse he left the ladies and took me out into the big hall.

There I told him of Goris visit and of his threats.

He laughed.

I only hope he will come and see me, George, he said. But somehow, I dont think he will! You know now what to do. Madame is alone at the Carlton and ready to accompany you. Im sorry I cant give you lunch, George, but I have two guests. I shall be anxious to know how you get on. Telephone to me in confidence after youve been to Ripley, wont you? Good-by.

And he passed across the hall and rejoined his two smartly dressed guests, crooks, like himself, I supposed.


CHAPTER XVII

THE SIGN OF NINETY-NINE
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AT HALF-PAST EIGHT I called for Duperrés wife at the hotel, and she came down wearing a plain, dark-brown motor coat with a small, close-fitting cap to match. She was, indeed, unusually dowdy in appearance.

Well, George, she exclaimed, as she sat behind me in the car and I drove down Pall Mall, were going out on a little adventure, I understand. Do you know where were going?

Down to Ripley, on the Portsmouth Road, I replied. I have to meet a man named Houston at the Talbot Hotel. Thats all I know, I answered.

Yes, she said. I know Houston. We must be careful to-night — very careful.

We went through the crooked roads of Kingston and out through Surbiton towards Ditton, when, after a long silence, she exclaimed as she bent towards me:

Tell me, George, have you ever heard the name of Gori, and if so, in what connection? I ask this in confidence between ourselves, as the outcome may mean much to both of us.

I dont quite understand you, Madame, was my polite reply. I only wish your husband had asked that question.

Look here, she said in a low, tense voice, you love Lola! I know you do. Then will you, for her sake, reply to me openly and frankly? Have you in these past few days met a bald-headed Italian named Luigi Gori? And in what circumstances?

I remained silent for some minutes. Then I said:

I have met a man named Gori. He called upon Rudolph.

When? she gasped.

He called on Monday night.

Madame Duperré held her breath for a few moments. She seemed to be calculating.

I recognize certain grave probabilities in Goris visit, she said, and then lapsed again into silence.

Presently I pulled up before the big old seventeenth-century posting-house in the long, quiet village of Ripley, once noted in the late Victorian craze of the push-bike as being the Mecca of the daring cyclist who ran out of London and back.

The great gateway through which the mail coaches for Portsmouth used to rumble was dark and cavernous, but on the right I saw a small door, and opening it found myself in a very low-ceiled but cosy bar, in which burned a great log fire with shining pewters above it. The Talbot is nothing if not a link with the days of the highwaymen of Weybridge Heath. Few inns in England are so unspoiled by modern improvements as the Talbot, at Ripley.

In the rather dim light of that low-pitched, well-warmed inn parlor, with its wide, inviting chimney-corner, I saw four men. One of them, facing the firelight, I recognized from the photographs Rayne had shown me — the man with the moonstone in his tie.

I ordered my drink loudly, and looked him full in the face. Then, when a few moments later I had drunk it, I wished the barman good night and went out. Reëntering the car, I drove out of the village towards Guildford, and there waited expectantly. In ten minutes he came out of the darkness.

Mr. Hargreave? he asked, and, after replying, I invited him inside the car, whereupon he at once recognized Madame in the half-light. It was plain that they were known to each other.

I expected Vincent would be with you. Where is he? asked the man named Houston.

Hes away. I dont know exactly where he is, Madame replied. But what game are we going to play to-night?

A very merry one. It may be amusing, it may be tragic, was the mans reply. Were picking up May Cranston at Horsley Station presently.

May Cranston! echoed Madame, astounded. I thought she went to America after that affair in Dinard!

So she did, but shes back again. May is a pretty shrewd girl, you know.



Im well aware of that. But why are we meeting her?

Shell probably tell you, was the fellows reply, and, at his direction, I turned the car into a narrow side road which ran for miles through woods and coppices until at last, after passing through two small villages, we came to a wayside station dimly lit by oil lamps.

There we waited for about a quarter of an hour, when the slow train from Waterloo ran in, and from a first-class carriage there stepped a tall, well-dressed girl wearing a rich fur coat and small hat. She was evidently expecting the car to meet her, for she walked straight up to it and entered, being greeted by Madame and Houston, who were inside.

I followed the newcomer and got into the drivers seat, whereupon Madame introduced me.

The moment she opened her lips I knew she was American, and also from her speech and expressions I knew that she was a crook who moved in good society.

Well drive through Merrow and over to Hindhead, Houston said. Wed better avoid the High Street of Guildford, for the police might possibly spot the car. So well go by the side roads. I was over there three days ago on a motor-bike, so Ill pilot you.

And then he turned to gossip merrily with the good-looking American girl, who seemed most enthusiastic concerning our mysterious adventure.



To-night ought to bring us a clear twenty thousand pounds, he said.

More, my dear Teddy, the girl replied. But since I saw you in Chicago four months ago Ive had a very narrow squeak. I was nearly pinched by old Shenstone from New York. Dicky Diamond gave me the tip, and I cleared out from my hotel just in time. Had to leave all my trunks and eight thousand dollars worth of jewelry behind me. And now I dare not claim them, for the police have seized them. Somebody gave me away, but I dont know who. Wouldnt I like to know — just! You bet Id get even on them!

A good job you were warned, said Madame. Dicky was over here last June. I spent the evening with him at Princes.

Hes over here now. Waiting for me in Liverpool. Ive got my passage booked back for to-morrow night, so if the hue and cry is raised I shall have left. Im in the passengers list as Mrs. George C. Meredith, wife of the well-known Chicago stock-broker. See my ring! she laughed, holding up her hand in the semi-darkness. Aint it a real fine one? And you are my mother, Madame! See?

But where are we going? asked Duperrés wife.

Going to make an unexpected call upon old Bethmeyer, she replied.

Bethmeyer! I exclaimed. What, old Sir Joseph Bethmeyer, the millionaire whom they call the mystery man of Europe, the man who is said to have a finger in every financial pie all over Europe?

Yes, I guess its the same man, replied our sprightly companion. He lives at Frenbury Park, a splendid place between Hindhead and Farnham.

What, I wondered, could they possibly want with Sir Joseph Bethmeyer, the man who had, it was said, been behind the ex-Emperor Carl in his endeavor to regain the throne of the Hapsburgs, and who was declared to be immensely wealthy, though the source of his great riches could never be discovered. I knew him from the photographs so frequently in the papers, a stout, full-bearded, Teutonic-looking man, who claimed Swedish nationality, and who frequently gave large sums to charity, apparently in order to propitiate the British Government, who were more than suspicious of his oft-repeated good intentions.

At Houstons suggestion we stopped at a small hotel in Godalming, and there had supper, for it was yet early, and the American girl had dropped a hint that we should not go near Frenbury till past midnight. As we sat at table in a private room, I saw that she was exceedingly handsome, with a pair of coal-black eyes and a shrewd, alert expression, but her American accent was not always pronounced. Indeed, when she liked, she could conceal it altogether.

She wore a fine diamond bracelet, her only ornament. Yet during our meal Houston whispered something to her, whereupon she half drew from beneath her fur coat something that glinted in the light, and I saw it was a very serviceable-looking revolver.

A few moments later we heard a car pull up, and a heavy-booted man entered the hall of the hotel. The door of our room opened, and a thick-set, clean-shaven man of about forty glanced in inquisitively, almost instantly shutting the door again.

Next second May Cranston sprang to her feet with blanched face and terrified eyes.

Thats Hedley! — old Bethmeyers secretary! If hes recognized me, then the game is up, she whispered hoarsely.

But did he? queried Houston, who sat next to her. I dont think he noticed anybody. He simply saw that this was a private party and withdrew. Hes evidently gone to the bar.

Hes on his way to Frenbury from London, no doubt, said the girl.

Dont go farther if you think theres any risk, Madame urged.

But it must be done, and to-night! the girl said. Remember I leave Liverpool to-morrow evening if theres trouble, and you — my mother — have got to see me off!

Ill go into the bar and watch him, I volunteered, and rising, I went to a kind of pigeon-hole which gave access to the bar, and through which I could see into the room beyond. The man whom Miss Cranston had recognized as Hedley was smoking a cigarette and calmly drinking a whisky-and-soda. Afterwards I walked to the door and saw that the car was turned towards London, a reassuring fact which I reported to my companions.

Then hes going away from Frenbury, and wont be at home to-night! cried the American girl gleefully.

When he had gone we drove nearly to Petersfield, and it was considerably past midnight when, on our return, we descended that long hill which leads from Hindhead. Then, after turning off the main road for some time, we came to a narrow lane which led into a dark wood, where Houston suddenly stopped me and ordered me to switch out the lights.

Scarcely had I done this when two men emerged mysteriously from the shadow, and one of them, addressing Houston, said:

Youre pretty punctual, Teddy! Sam isnt here yet. Hes walking from Haslemere.

No! hes here all right! exclaimed a voice clearly in the darkness, as a third man came forward.

May is in the car, Houston explained. Is everything ready?

Yes; when you get along here fifty yards more you can see the house. The old fellow sleeps in the first-floor room on the corner. The light has just been switched off, so hes gone to bed all right.

Meanwhile the American girl had stepped from the car, and, greeting them all as boys, listened to what was said.



Lets hope the old boy will sleep comfortably, eh? she laughed gayly. If he doesnt it will be the worse for him! His wife is in Paris, or she might prove a bit of trouble to us.

I know the ground exactly, remarked one of the three men. I wasnt in service here as footman for six weeks for nothing, he added with a laugh.

Well, come on, said Houston, who seemed to be the leader of the adventures. Lets get to work, and, picking up a bag which one of the men had put down, he pressed into my hand a short, circular electric torch, saying:

Be careful not to press the button, because when the light is switched on the shot is fired! Only you might require it. One never knows! Come on.

May Cranston walked noiselessly with us, while in front the three men stalked quietly, speaking only in low whispers. Soon we came to a path which led into a great park, which we skirted, keeping still in the shadow of the trees, for the moon, though nearly gone, still shed some unwelcome light. The silence was only broken by our footsteps on the leaves. Silhouetted against the sky was the magnificent old castle-like mansion with many turrets in which dwelt the worlds mystery man of finance.

At last we approached quite close to the house, and, crossing the broad terrace, we halted at the direction of our guide who had acted as footman there.

Before us was a row of long French windows. One of these the man known as Sam attacked in a methodical way with a short steel jimmy, and in a few moments he had noiselessly opened it, and while somebody showed a torch, we all entered what was, I found, a long and luxurious drawing-room.

Mr. Hargreave! You remain here! said the girl Cranston, who now assumed the leadership. If occasion arises dont hesitate to use your torch. All you have to do is to keep this way of retreat open. Leave all the rest to us.

Then, still guided by the ex-footman, she disappeared with the four men.

What was intended I could not guess. We had broken into one of the most magnificent houses in England, and no doubt an extensive burglary had been planned.

I waited in the big, dark room for nearly twenty minutes, when suddenly I heard heavy, stumbling footsteps returning, and became conscious that the men, aided by the woman, were carrying with them a heavy human form. It was enveloped in black cloth and trussed up firmly with stout rope.

Say, are you all right, Mr. Hargreave? inquired the American girl-crook.

I replied in the affirmative, whereupon she whispered: Good! Come right along. Its worked beautifully. The old boy started up to see me at his bedside, and put on his dressing-gown to talk to me. Oh! it was real fun! He dared only speak in a whisper for fear the servants overheard. I told him I was thirsty, and he took me into his study. We had drinks, and I put him quietly to sleep with a couple of drops of the soothing syrup. When he comes to himself hell have the shock of his life. Six months ago in Philadelphia — when I wanted some money — he defied me. Now it will cost the old skinflint a very big sum if he wants to see the light of day again! If he wont pay up, well, we are none the worse off, are we?

A quarter of an hour later they had placed the unconscious form of Sir Joseph in the car, and, bidding farewell to the three stalwart men, who were, no doubt, professional thieves from London, we started back swiftly through Farnham and Aldershot, thence by way of Reading and along the Bath Road to a lonely house somewhere outside Hounslow, where the American girl stopped me.

There the unconscious man was carried in, and while the others remained in the house — which I think had been taken furnished and specially for the purpose — I was ordered to return to London alone, which I did, most thankful to end that exciting nights adventure.



On my return to the garage off the Tottenham Court Road at half-past three in the morning, the man on duty told me that a mans voice had inquired for me about nine oclock.

He seemed very anxious indeed to find you. But he told me to give you a number — number ninety-nine! Sounds like a doctor, eh, sir? remarked the man.

I stood aghast at the message.

Are you sure that was the number? I asked.

Yes, sir. I wrote it down here. He gave a Mayfair telephone number, and he showed me the note he had made.

It was a message from Rayne! That number was the one agreed upon by all of us as a signal that some extreme danger had occurred, and it became necessary for us all to keep apart and disperse.

I got into the car and drove out of the garage again, not knowing how to act. In Oxford Street, at that hour silent and deserted, I drew up, and, taking a piece of paper from my notebook, I wrote down the figures 99, and, placing it in a small envelope which I fortunately found in my wallet, I addressed it to Madame Duperré, and left it with the night porter at the Carlton, urging him to give it to her immediately on her return.

Then I drove to the Strand telegraph office, and thence dispatched a well-guarded message to Lola at Scarborough, telling her to meet me without fail at the Station Hotel at Hull that afternoon and bring her passport with her.

This she did, and when we met I told her of her fathers unwelcome visitor, the man Gori, and that he feared the police. Both of us decided to pose as runaway lovers and leave the country, which we did, I having succeeded in obtaining two berths upon a Wilson steamer crossing to Bergen.

It was not until a week later that we read in the English newspapers the sensation caused by the arrest of Mr. Rudolph Rayne of Overstow Hall, Yorkshire, upon an extradition warrant applied for by the Danish Government. The prisoner had been brought up at Bow Street, and, after certain mysterious evidence had been given, he had been remanded.

In due course Rayne was conveyed to Copenhagen, where he was tried for complicity in a great bank fraud on the Danish National Bank, and sent to twenty years penal servitude. Hence to the British public Raynes actual activities were never revealed.

I can only suppose that my warning to Madame had its effect, and that she, her husband and all her friends took flight.

Whether they obtained the money they sought as ransom for old Sir Joseph Bethmeyer I know not. Probably they did, for nothing appeared in the papers concerning his disappearance.

Eventually I succeeded in getting Lola safely to her aunt in Paris, where, though her fathers downfall is still a great blow to her, she is living in peace under another name, while I have found honest employment in the office of a French shipping company in Bordeaux.

Lola is my fiancée, and we are to be married next June. One subject, however, we have mutually agreed never to mention, namely, the evil machinations and ingenious activities of her father, the man who had, for some mysterious reason of his own, ascertained that I could sing, and who, in overconfidence at his own cunning, was at last unmasked— The Golden Face.
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PROLOGUE

IS ABOUT MYSELF
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THE WHOLE CIRCUMSTANCES of the Stretton Street Affair were so complicated and so amazing from start to finish that, had the facts been related to me, I confess I should never have for a moment given them credence.

That they were hard, undeniable facts, presenting a problem both startling and sensational, the reader will quickly learn from this straightforward narrative — an open confession of what actually occurred.

In all innocence, and certainly without any desire to achieve that ephemeral notoriety which accrues from having ones portrait in the pictorial press and being besieged by interviewers in search of a story, I found myself, without seeking adventure, one of the chief actors in a drama which was perhaps one of the strangest and most astounding of this our twentieth century.

I almost hesitate to set down the true facts, so utterly amazing are they. Indeed, as I sit in the silence of this old brown room in a low-built and timbered Surrey farmhouse, with pen and paper before me, I feel that it is only by a miracle that I have been spared to narrate one of the most complex and ingenious plots which the human mind, with malice aforethought, ever conceived.

I ought, I suppose, in opening to tell you something concerning myself. Hugh Garfield is my name; my age twenty-nine, and I am the son of the late Reverend Francis Garfield, rector of Aldingbourne and minor canon of Chichester. In the war I served with the Royal Air Force and obtained my pilots certificate. I went to France and afterwards to Italy, and on being demobilized returned to my work as an electrical engineer in the employ of Messrs. Francis and Goldsmith, the well-known firm whose palatial offices are in Great George Street, Westminster, quite close to the Institute of Electrical Engineers.

Though I had obtained my Degree in Science I was at the time employed a good deal upon clerical work. Five years of war had, of course, been something of a set-back to my career, but in our reputable firm our places had been kept open for us — for those who returned, and we were, alas! only three out of twenty-eight.

Perhaps it was that having done my duty and obtained my captaincy and a Military Cross, the loyal, old-fashioned firm regarded me with considerable favour. At any rate, it set its face against anything German, even in the post-war days when the enemy sent its Ambassador to the Court of St. James, and we weakheartedly reopened trade with the diabolical Huns and allowed them to dump in their cheap and nasty goods just as though no war had happened.

Messrs. Francis and Goldsmith was a private firm, and the principals were both fine, patriotic Britons. Though electrical appliances were coming from Germany wholesale, and being put in to the market at prices with which British firms could never hope to compete, yet they stuck to their old resolution when in 1918 they had joined the Anti-German Union of No German Goods.

Would that all other firms, electrical and otherwise, had done likewise!

Before I describe the amazing adventures which befell me I suppose I ought to tell you the exact circumstances. I had an excellent business appointment, with a salary which was quite adequate for my modest needs as a bachelor. Further, my Aunt Emily had died and left me quite a comfortable little fortune in addition. I shared a small flat in Rivermead Mansions, just over Hammersmith Bridge, with another bachelor, a young solicitor — a dark-haired, clean-shaven, alert fellow named Henry Hambledon, who had created quite a good practice, with only small fees of course, at the Hammersmith Police Court and its vicinity.

I first met Hambledon at the front — years ago it seems in these days when events march on so rapidly. For nearly a year we were brother-officers, until I was sent to Italy. We met again after the Armistice and set up housekeeping together, our female Kaiserin being a sharp-featured, grey-haired young lady of about fifty-five, who looked after us very well, and though she possessed many idiosyncrasies, did not rob us quite so openly as do most housekeepers of the London bachelors home.

Harry was one of the best of good fellows. He had seen a lot of service ever since he had responded to his countrys call and joined up as a private. We always got on excellently together, so we had furnished our pleasant little six-roomed, second-floor flat quite comfortably, and as Harry had looked after the artistic side of its furnishings — aided by a pal of his, an impecunious artist who lived in Chelsea — it certainly was a very passable bachelors snuggery.

The small front room commanded a view over the river with works, wharves, and high factory chimneys on the Middlesex shore. To the left, across the long suspension bridge, was Chiswick and Kew, while to the right lay Putney and Chelsea. Before the house flowed the great broad muddy river where once each year the University eights flashed past, while ever and anon, year in, year out, noisy tugs towed strings of black barges up and down the stream.

Away across the high-road to the left were the great reservoirs of Londons water works, a huge open space always fresh and breezy even within a stones throw of stifled Hammersmith, with its tubes and its dancing-halls. Used as we both had been to years of roughing it, the spot had taken our fancy, and we got on famously together. On most evenings we were out, but sometimes, before we turned in, we would sit and smoke and laugh over our stirring adventures and humorous incidents in the war, and the scraps we had been safely through.

Since his demobilization Harry had fallen deeply in love with an extremely pretty girl named Norah Peyton, who lived in a house overlooking the Terrace Gardens at Richmond, and whose father was partner in a firm of well-known importers in Mincing Lane. As for myself, I was unattached. Like every other young man of my age I had, of course, had several little affairs of the heart, all of which had, however, died within a few short weeks.

Now it happened that on the evening of the day prior to the opening of this strange series of adventures which befell me, I was in the city of York, whither I had gone on business for the firm, and as my old-fashioned employers allowed first-class travelling expenses, I entered an empty first-class compartment of the London express which left York at six-twenty-three, and was due at Kings Cross at ten-thirty.

A few moments later a fellow-passenger appeared, a well-dressed, middle-aged man, who asked me in French if the train went to London, and on my replying in the affirmative, he thanked me profusely and joined me.

I regret, msieur, that I, alas! know so very leetle of your Engleesh, he remarked pleasantly, and continued in French: Sometimes my ignorance places me in great difficulty when en voyage here.

Knowing French fairly well we soon commenced to chat in that language. He struck me as a man of considerable refinement and education. Therefore it was no surprise to me when he told me that, as an official at the head office of the Crédit Lyonnais in Paris, it was his duty sometimes to visit their correspondents in the chief commercial centres of Great Britain.

I am on my way from Glasgow back to Paris, he said. But I had to break my journey in York this morning. I shall leave London for Paris to-morrow. I shall travel by the air-route, he added; it is so much quicker, and far less fatiguing. I have been backwards and forwards to the Croydon Aerodrome quite half a dozen times of late.

Yes, I remarked. Travel by aeroplane must be of very considerable advantage to really busy men.

And thus we chatted until dinner was announced, and we went together along the corridor to the restaurant-car, where we sat opposite each other.

As the train sped along over the flat fertile country through Doncaster and Grantham on that moonlit winters night we sat gossiping pleasantly, for I had looked forward to a lonely journey back to London.

I have knocked about ever since the commencement of the war, but I abhor a lonely four-hour railway journey. I had had enough of slow railway journeys in France and elsewhere. But on that evening I confess I was greatly taken with my fellow-traveller.

He had all the alertness and exquisite politeness of the Parisian, and he compelled me to have a Benedictine at his expense. Then, as a quid pro quo, he took one of my cigarettes.

Later, when we had concluded the usual and never-altering meal provided by the Great Northern Railway Company — I often wonder who are the culinary artists who devise those menus which face us on all English trains — we returned to our compartment to stretch ourselves in our corners and to smoke. Grantham we had passed and we were approaching Peterborough, the old fen town with the ancient cathedral.

In French my friend the banker kept up a continuous chatter, even though I was tired and drowsy. He had told me much concerning himself, and I, in turn, told him of my profession and where I lived. I did not tell him very much, for I am one of those persons who prefer to keep themselves to themselves. I seldom give strangers any information. After a time, indeed, I tired of him.

At last we entered Kings Cross — a little late, as is usual on a long run.

I have to get to the Carlton, my companion said. Of course there will be no taxis. But are not you in London very badly served in that respect? We, in Paris, have taxis at any hour. When your stations close I find always a great difficulty in getting a conveyance. By the way! Could you not dine with me to-morrow night?

I am sorry, I replied. But I have arranged to visit my uncle in Orchard Street.

Two minutes later the train drew up slowly, and wishing my fellow-traveller bon soir, I expressed a hope that one day, ere long, we might meet again. I had not given him my card, as our acquaintance was only upon chance, and — well, after all, he was only a passing foreigner.

Half an hour after I had stepped from the train, I was back again in my cosy little flat in Rivermead Mansions, after a very strenuous day. On the hall table lay a letter from my solicitors. I tore it open eagerly and read that they regretted to inform me that certain investments I had made a year before, with the money which my aunt had left me, had not realized my expectations. In other words, I had lost the whole of my money!

All I possessed was the salary paid me by Messrs. Francis and Goldsmith.

My heart stood still. The blow staggered me. Yet, after all, I had been a fool — a fact which my solicitors had hinted at the time.

I crushed the letter in my hand and passed on into the little sitting-room.

Harry had gone out to a dance, and had left a scribbled note on the table saying that he had his latchkey and would not be back until two or so. He wished me cheerio. So having smoked a final cigarette I retired.

Next day I went to the office in Great George Street and reported upon the business I had done in York — and good business it was, too, with the Municipal Electric Supply — and in the evening I returned across Hammersmith Bridge at about six oclock.

At seven our buxom Kaiserin put our meal upon the table — a roast, a sweet, and a wedge of Cheshire cheese. The mind of the dear old soul, who had so many relations, never rose above the butchers joint and apple tart. Alas! that cooking is an art still unknown in our dear old England. We sit at table only by Natures necessity — not to enjoy the kindly fruits of the earth as do other nations.

Yet what could we expect of the Ammersmith charlady who looked after us? — and who, by the way, probably looked after her own pocket as well.

The bachelors housekeeper is always a fifteen puzzle — twelve for herself and the remaining three for her employer. As sure as rain comes in winter, so does the smug and sedate female who keeps house for the unfortunate unattached male place the onus of housekeeping bills upon him and reap the desserts of life for herself.

On that particular evening I felt very tired, for in the five days of my absence many business matters had accumulated, and I had had much to attend to.

Harry, who ate hurriedly — even gobbling his food — told me that he was taking Norah to the theatre, hence, after dinner, I was left alone. I read the evening paper when he had left, and then, at eight oclock, stretched myself, for it was time that I went out to my uncles.

The evening was cold and bright, with twinkling stars which on air-raid nights in London would have caused much perturbation among average householders and their families.

Our Kaiserin had gone home, so I rose, put on my overcoat, switched off the lights and descended the stairs to Hammersmith Bridge.

Thus, as you, my reader, will realize, I went out in the manner of a million other men in London on that particular night of Wednesday, the seventh of November.

And yet all unconsciously I plunged into a vortex of mystery and uncertainty such as, perhaps, no other living man has ever experienced.

Again I hesitate to pen these lines.

Yet, be patient, and I will endeavour, as far as I am able in these cold printed pages, to reveal exactly what occurred, without any exaggeration or hysterical meanderings. My only object being to present to you a plain, straightforward, and unvarnished narrative of those amazing occurrences, and in what astounding circumstances I found myself.

Surely it was not any of my own seeking — as you will readily understand. Because I performed what I believed to be a good action — as most readers of these pages would have done in similar circumstances — I was rewarded by unspeakable trouble, tribulation and tragedy.


CHAPTER THE FIRST

INTRODUCES OSWALD DE GEX
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I HAD PROMISED to call upon Charles Latimer, my bachelor uncle, a retired naval captain, a somewhat crusty old fellow who lived in Orchard Street, which runs between Oxford Street and Portman Square. I usually went there twice a week. With that intent I took a motor bus from Hammersmith Broadway as far as Hyde Park Corner.

As I stepped off the bus rain began to fall, so turning up the collar of my coat I hurried up Park Lane, at that hour half deserted.

When half-way up to Oxford Street I turned into one of the small, highly aristocratic streets leading into Park Street as a short cut to Orchard Street. The houses were all of them fine town mansions of the aristocracy, most of them with deep porticos and deeper areas.

Stretton Street was essentially one inhabited by the highest in London society. I had passed through it many times — as a Londoner does in making short cuts — without even noticing the name. The Londoners geography is usually only by the landmarks of street corners and tube stations.

As I hurried along through the rain, I suddenly heard a mans voice behind me say:

Excuse me, sir! But may I speak to you for just one second?

I turned, and as I halted, a bare-headed young man-servant in livery, with waistcoat of striped black-and-yellow, faced me.

Im sorry, sir, he exclaimed breathlessly, but will you wait just a moment?

What do you want? I asked, surprised at being thus accosted.

Would you oblige my master, sir? inquired the young man eagerly. He is in some very great trouble. Only a moment, sir. Just come in and see him. Do. Poor fellow! hes in great trouble. Do come in and see him, sir, he begged.

Amazed at this appeal, and my curiosity aroused, I consented, and followed the man back to a great stone-built mansion about fifty yards away. The front door in its deep portico stood open, just as the servant had left it when, apparently, he had dashed out into the street to accost the first passer-by.

Im sure my master will be most grateful to you, sir, the young footman said as I crossed the threshold.

We passed through a large square hall and up a great flight of softly-carpeted stairs to the library on the first floor — a big, sombre room, lined with books from floor to ceiling — evidently the den of a studious man.

In the grate there burned a bright log fire, and on either side stood two deep leather arm-chairs. It was a room possessing the acme of cosiness and comfort. Over the fireplace was set a large circular painting of the Madonna and Child — evidently the work of some Italian master of the seventeenth century — while here and there stood several exquisite bronzes.

In the window on the left was set a great carved Renaissance writing-table, and upon it burned an electric lamp with an artistic shade of emerald glass.

A few moments later a man in evening-dress entered hurriedly — almost breathlessly. I judged him to be about forty-five, dark-haired and decidedly handsome, but his complexion was a trifle sallow, and his features had a decidedly Oriental cast.

He greeted me profusely in a quiet, highly refined voice. Though his appearance was foreign, yet he was certainly English.

Im really awfully sorry to trouble you, sir, he said in a tone of profuse apology, but the fact is that I find myself in a state of considerable perplexity. It is extremely good of you to consent to accompany Horton back here. I only hope that I have not interfered with any appointment you have to keep.

Not at all, I replied, wondering who my host might be, for the whole affair was so sudden and unexpected that I was bewildered.

Do sit down, and have a cigar, said my unknown host cheerily, and he took up a large silver box from a side table whereon was set a decanter of whisky, a syphon of soda water and four glasses upon a beautiful old tray of Georgian silver.

I selected a Corona, and sinking into the inviting chair, lit it, while he also took a cigar, and having clipped off the end, lit up as well.

We chatted affably, for my host was certainly geniality itself.

This is quite an unexpected visit! I remarked laughing, wondering still why I had been called in.

Yes, he said. I should not have had the pleasure of your acquaintance had it not been for the great trouble I have to-night, and he drew a deep sigh, while across his dark face passed an expression of pain and regret. Some men are happy, others are — are, well, unfortunately unhappy in their domestic life. I, alas! am one of the latter, he added.

That is very regrettable, I said sympathetically.

My wife, he said hoarsely after a pause, my wife took out my little boy this evening and deliberately left him in Westbourne Grove — just in order to spite me! Then she rang me up from some call-office and told me what she had done. Put yourself in my place, he said. Would you not be indignant? Would you not be filled with hatred — and — —

I certainly should, was my reply. Im a bachelor, and sometimes when I see so many unhappy marriages I fear to take the matrimonial plunge myself.

Ah! Take my advice and remain single as long as ever you can, my dear sir. I — I havent the pleasure of your name.

Garfield — Hugh Garfield, I said.

Mine is De Gex — Oswald De Gex, he said. You may perhaps have heard of me.

Heard of Oswald De Gex! Of course I had! He was reputed to be one of the wealthiest of men, but he lived mostly in Paris or at his magnificent villa outside Florence. It was common knowledge that he had, during the war, invested a level million sterling in the War Loan, while he was constantly giving great donations to various charities. Somewhat eccentric, he preferred living abroad to spending his time in England, because, it was said, of some personal quarrel with another Member of the House of Commons which had arisen over a debate soon after he had been elected.

I recollected, too, that his wife — whose handsome pictured face so often appeared in the newspapers — was the daughter of a sporting baronet, yet I had never heard any whisper of such matrimonial troubles as he had just revealed to me.

He seemed a most easy-going man, whose clean-shaven face under the softly shaded electric light did not now appear so sallow and foreign as at first. His eyes were dark and rather deeply set, while his mouth was narrow and refined, with a dimple in the centre of his chin. His cast of features was certainly foreign, and handsome withal — a face full of strength and character. When he spoke he slightly aspirated his cs, and now and then he gesticulated when enthusiastic, due, of course, to his long residence abroad.

Often I had read in the newspapers of the splendid mediæval castle which he had bought from the Earl of Weymount, a castle perched high upon the granite rocks facing the Channel, between the Lizard and St. Ruan. He had spent a fortune in restoring it, yet he very seldom visited it. The historic place, with its wind-swept surroundings, was given over to his agent at Truro and to a caretaker.

As a matter of fact, I had once seen it while on a summer tour in Cornwall five years before, a great square keep with four towers, storm-worn and forbidding — one of the most perfect specimens of the mediæval castles in England. I had been told by the man who drove the hired car about its history, how in the early fourteenth century it had been the home of William Auberville, a favourite of Edward II. From the Aubervilles the old fortress had passed a century later into the Weymount family, and had been their ancestral home for centuries.

I chanced to mention that I had seen the castle, whereupon the millionaire smiled, and remarked:



I fear that Ive not been there lately. I am so very seldom in England nowadays. Besides, the old place is so cold and gloomy. It is draughty even on a summers day. My wife liked it when we were married — liked it until somebody told her of a family legend, how Hugh de Weymount, in the fifteenth century, walled up his wife in the north tower and left her to starve to death. Ever since she heard that story she has hated the old place. But, he added with a hard laugh, it is most probably not true, and if the gallant knight actually did such a thing, perhaps, after all, the lady deserved it!

My friend certainly seemed soured against the opposite sex. And surely he had just cause to be if his wife, in order to spite him, had deliberately lost the heir, little Oswald De Gex, in Westbourne Grove.

It was a strange thing that the heir of one of the wealthiest men in Britain should have been abandoned in Bayswater. As a bachelor, I wondered as to the state of mind of the mother — a mother who could take out her child on a winters night, without hat or coat, and deliberately cast him adrift just to annoy her husband.

But the gentler sex in these days of drugs and dancing are, it must be admitted, strangely abnormal. Women with crazes abound everywhere. That women are emancipated from the almost Oriental thraldom in which they lived in the days of Victoria the Good is a bright sign of our times — the times of discovery, refinement, and mutual happiness of all classes. But certain circles — those circles wherein women take drugs to enable them to dance the better, circles where opium is smoked, and where morals do not count, where religion is scoffed at and relegated to the limbo of an out-of-date fiction, and where only the possessor of money counts, there is a strange and mysterious phase of Society indescribable by the pen. Only those who know of them by personal experience — the experience of fast living — can understand it. And even the man-about-town stands aghast at the ultra-modern crazes.

As we sat chatting in that quiet comfortable room, I confess that I became rather fascinated by my host. Perhaps he was a trifle too cynical at times, but his matrimonial trouble no doubt accounted for it.

Suddenly he rose and stretched himself rather wearily, I thought. The thin, delicate hand which held his cigar was long and tapering, and upon his finger was an antique Florentine ring in the form of a small emerald moth. I particularly noticed it as of very unusual pattern. I recollected seeing one of the same design in the Louvre Museum in Paris several years before.

Ah! he sighed. I shall very soon leave London again — thank goodness! Next week I return to Fiesole for the winter. I am no great lover of London — are you, Mr. — Mr. Garfield?

My business as an electrical engineer keeps me in London, was my reply. Besides, I have recently sustained a very heavy financial loss. If, however, I were independent I should certainly live in the country. London has, to me, become unbearable since the war.

Ah! I quite agree, replied my host. All our fine British traditions seem to have gone by the board. That, at least, is my own view. But there — perhaps I am getting an old fogey.

I dont think so, I replied. Everyone who knows you, Mr. De Gex, is well aware of your up-to-dateness, and your great generosity.

Are they? he asked, smiling wearily. Personally I care very little. Popularity and prosperity can be manufactured by any shrewd press-agent employed at so much a year. Without publicity, the professional man or woman would never obtain a hearing. These are the days when incompetency properly boomed raises the incompetent to greatness — and even to Cabinet rank. Neither would the society woman ever obtain a friend without her boom, he went on. Bah! Im sick of it all! he added with a sweep of his thin white hand. But it is refreshing to talk with you, a stranger.

He was certainly frank in his criticisms, and I was not at all surprised when he commenced to question me as to my profession, where I lived, and what were my future plans.

I told him quite openly of my position, and that I lived in Rivermead Mansions with my friend Hambledon; and I also mentioned again the financial blow I had just received.

Well, he said lazily, Im greatly indebted to you, Mr. Garfield, for deigning to come in and see a much-worried man. Ah! you do not know how I suffer from my wifes hatred of me. My poor little Oswald. Fancy abandoning him in order that the police might find him. But happily he is back. Think of the publicity — for the papers would have been full of my son being lost. Then, after a pause, he added: I hope we shall see each other again before I go back to Italy.

At that moment, the butler, Horton, entered with a card upon a silver salver, whereupon I rose to leave.

Oh! dont go yet! my host urged quickly, as he glanced at the card.

Is he waiting? asked Mr. De Gex, turning to his servant.

Yes, sir.

Oh, well. Yes, Ill see him, he said. And then, excusing himself, he rose and left, followed by the man.

Why, I wondered, had I been invited there? It seemed curious that this exceedingly rich man was bursting to confide his domestic troubles to a perfect stranger.

I glanced around the handsome, well-furnished room.

Upon the writing-table lay a number of letters, and upon the red blotting-pad was a big wad of Treasury notes, under an elastic band, cast aside heedlessly, as rich men often do.

As I sat there awaiting my hosts return, I recollected how, in the previous year, I had seen in the pictorial press photographs of the handsome Mrs. De Gex attired in jersey and breeches, with knitted cap and big woollen scarf, lying upon her stomach on a sleigh on the Cresta run. In another photograph which I recollected she was watching some ski-ing, and still another, when she was walking in the park with a well-known Cabinet Minister and his wife. But her husband never appeared in print. One of his well-known idiosyncrasies was that he would never allow himself to be photographed.

At the end of the room I noticed, for the first time, a pair of heavy oaken folding-doors communicating with the adjoining apartment, and as I sat there I fancied I heard a womans shrill but refined voice — the voice of a well-bred young woman, followed by a peal of light, almost hysterical, laughter, in which a man joined.

My adventure was certainly a strange one. I had started out to visit my prosaic old uncle — as I so often did — and I had anticipated a very boring time. But here I was, by a most curious circumstance, upon friendly terms with one of the richest men in England.

Further, he seemed to have taken an unusual fancy to me. Probably because I had been sympathetic regarding the rescue of little Oswald De Gex. But why he should have confided all this to me I failed to realize.

As I sat there by the cheerful fire I heard the voices again raised in the adjoining room — the voices of a man and a woman.

Suddenly a sweet perfume greeted my nostrils. At first it seemed like that of an old-fashioned pot-pourri of lavender, verbena and basalt, such as our grandmothers decocted in their punch-bowls from dried rose-leaves to give their rooms a sweet odour. The scent reminded me of my mothers drawing-room of long ago.

Gradually it became more and more pungent. It seemed as though some pastille were burning somewhere, for soon it became almost sickening, an odour utterly overbearing.

At the same time I felt a curious sensation creeping over me. Why I could not tell.

I was both agitated and annoyed. I had only half finished my drink, and it was certainly not alcohol that was affecting me. Rather it seemed to be that curious old-world perfume which each moment grew more pungent.

I struggled against it. What would my newly-found friend think if he returned to find me overcome?

I gained my feet with difficulty and managed to walk across the carpet, holding my breath.

Certainly my nights adventure was, to say the least, a curious one.

Yet in our post-war days in London the man who ventures about town after dark can easily meet with as strange occurrences and narrow escapes as ever were described by the pioneers of Central Africa. The explorer Stanley himself declared that the African jungle was safer than the crossing of the Strand.

I suppose I must have remained in the chair into which I again sank for a further ten minutes. My head swam. My mental balance seemed to have become strangely upset by that highly pungent odour of lavender and verbena. I could even taste it upon my tongue, and somehow it seemed to paralyse all my senses save two, those of sight and reason.

I had difficulty in moving my mouth, my fingers, and my shoulders, but my sense of smell seemed to have become extremely acute. Yet my muscles seemed rigid, although my brain remained perfectly clear and unimpaired.

It was that scent of verbena — now terrible and detestable — a million times more potent than any bath soap — which filled my nostrils so that it seemed to choke me. I longed for fresh air.

By dint of persistent effort I rose, dragged myself across the room, drew aside the heavy silken curtain, and opening the window leaned out into the cold air, gasping for breath.

Where was Mr. De Gex?

For about five minutes I remained there, yet even the night air gave me little relief. My throat had become contracted until I seemed to be choking.

By the exercise of greater effort I staggered back, aghast at the sudden and unaccountable attack, and pressed the electric bell beside the fireplace to summon my host or the estimable Horton. Then I sank back into the arm-chair, my limbs paralysed.

How long I remained there I cannot tell for that pungent odour had, at last, dulled my brain. I had heard of cocaine, of opium, and of other drugs, and it occurred to me that I might be under the influence of one or the other of them. Yet the idea was absurd. I was Mr. De Gexs guest, and I could only suppose that my sudden seizure was due to natural causes — to some complication of a mental nature which I had never suspected. The human brain is a very complex composition, and its strange vagaries are only known to alienists.

I seemed stifled, and I sat clutching the arms of the big leather chair when my host at last entered, smiling serenely and full of apologies.

Im awfully sorry to have left you, Mr. Garfield, but my agent called to do some very urgent business. Pray excuse me, wont you?

I — Im awfully sorry! I exclaimed. But I — I dont feel very well. I must apologize, Mr. De Gex, but would you ask your man to order me a taxi? I — well, Ive come over strangely queer since youve been out.

Bah! my dear fellow, he laughed cheerily. Youll surely be all right in a few minutes. Stay here and rest. Im sorry you dont feel well. Youll be better soon. Ill order my car to take you home in half an hour.

Then he crossed to the telephone, rang up a number, and ordered his car to be at the house in half an hour.

Then he rang for Horton, who brought me a liqueur glass of old brandy, which at my hosts suggestion I swallowed.

Mr. De Gex, standing upon the thick Turkey hearthrug with his cigar between his lips, watched me closely. Apparently he was considerably perturbed at my sudden illness, for he expressed regret, hoping that the brandy would revive me.

It, however, had the opposite effect. The strong perfume like pot-pourri had confused my senses, but the brandy dulled them still further. I felt inert and unable to move a muscle, or even to exercise my will power. Yet my sense of sight was quite unimpaired.

I recollect distinctly how the dark keen-faced aristocrat-looking man stood before me alert and eager, as he gazed intently into my face as though watching the progress of my seizure which had so completely paralysed me.

Of a sudden a loud shriek sounded from the adjoining room — a womans wild shriek of terror.

My hosts thin lips tightened.

The scream was repeated, and continued.

Excuse me, he exclaimed as he left the room hastily.

I sat with ears alert. It was surely most strange that the well-known millionaire, whose name was on everyones lips, had confided in me as he had done. Why had he done so?

The screams of terror continued for about half a minute. Then they seemed stifled down to heavy sobbing. They seemed to be hysterical sobs, as of someone who had suffered from some great shock.

I was full of wonderment. It was unusual, I thought, that such noises should be heard in a sedate West End mansion.

There was a long-drawn-out sob, and then silence. A dead silence!

A few moments later Mr. De Gex came in looking very flushed and excited.

My troubles are ever on the increase, he exclaimed breathlessly. Come, Mr. Garfield. Come with me.

He assisted me to my feet and led me out into the corridor and into the adjoining room.

To my surprise it was a great handsomely furnished bedroom with heavy hangings of yellow silk before the windows, and a great dressing-table with a huge mirror with side wings. Along one side were wardrobes built into the wall, the doors being of satinwood beautifully inlaid.

In the centre stood a handsome bed, and upon it lay a young and beautiful girl wearing a dark blue serge walking dress of the latest mode. Her hat was off, and across her dark hair was a band of black velvet. The light, shining upon her white face — a countenance which has ever since been photographed upon my memory — left the remainder of the room in semi-darkness.

My poor niece! Mr. De Gex said breathlessly. She — she has been subject to fits of hysteria. The doctor has warned her of her heart. You heard her cries. I — I believe shes dead!

We both moved to the bed, my host still supporting me. I bent cautiously and listened, but I could hear no sound of breathing. Her heart has ceased to beat!

He took a hand mirror from the dressing-table and held it over her mouth. When he withdrew it it remained unclouded.

Shes dead — dead! he exclaimed. And — well, I am in despair. First, my wife defies me — and now poor Gabrielle is dead! How would you feel?

I really dont know, I whispered.

Come back with me into the library, he urged. We cant speak here. I — well — I want to be perfectly frank with you.

And he conducted me back to the room where we had been seated together.

I had resumed my seat much puzzled and excited by the tragedy that had occurred — the sudden death of my hosts niece.

Now, look here, exclaimed Mr. De Gex, standing upon the hearthrug, his sallow face pale and drawn. Your presence here is most opportune. You must render me assistance in this unfortunate affair, Mr. Garfield. I feel that I can trust you, and I — well, I hope you can trust me in return. Will you consent to help me?

In what way? I asked.



Im in a hole — a desperate hole, he said very anxiously. Poor Gabrielle has died, but if it gets out that her death is sudden, then there must be a coroners inquiry with all its publicity — photographs in the picture-papers, and, perhaps, all sorts of mud cast at me. I want to avoid all this — and you alone can help me!

How? I inquired, much perturbed by the tragic occurrence.

By giving a death certificate.

But Im not a doctor!

You can pass as one, he said, looking very straight at me. Besides, it is so easy for you to write out a certificate and sign it, with a change of your Christian name. There is a Gordon Garfield in the Medical List. Wont you do it for me, and help me out of a very great difficulty? Do! I implore you, he urged.

But — I — I — —

Please do not hesitate. You have only to give the certificate. Here is pen and paper. And here is a blank form. My niece died of heart disease, for which you have attended her several times during the past six months.

I certainly have not!

No, he replied, grinning. I am aware of that. But surely five thousand pounds is easily earned by writing out a certificate. Ill write it — you only just copy it, and he bent and scribbled some words upon a slip of paper.

Five thousand pounds! It was a tempting offer in face of the fact that I had just lost practically a similar sum.

But how do I know that Miss — —

Miss Engledue, he said.



Well, how do I know that Miss Engledue has not — well, has not met with foul play? I asked.

You dont, my dear sir. That I admit. Yet you surely do not suspect me of murdering my niece — the girl I have brought up as my own daughter, and he laughed grimly. Five thousand pounds is a decent sum, he added. And in this case you can very easily earn it.

By posing as a medical man, I remarked. A very serious offence!

Again my host smiled, and shrugged his shoulders.

Well, he said, after a pause. Here is the certificate for you to copy. Reject my offer if you like; but I think you must agree that it is a most generous one. To me, money is but little object. My only concern is the annoying publicity which a coroners inquiry must bring.

I confess that I was wavering. The shrewd, clever man at once realized the position, and again he conducted me to the chamber where the young girl was lying cold and still.

I shall ever recollect that beautiful face, white and cold like chiselled marble it seemed, for rigor mortis was apparently already setting in.

Back again in the library Oswald De Gex took from his safe a bundle of hundred-pound Bank of England notes, and counted them out — fifty of them.

He held them in his hand with a sheet of blank notepaper bearing an address in Queen Anne Street, Cavendish Square, and a blank form. Thus he tempted me — and — and at last I fell!

When I had written and signed the certificate, he handed me the bundle of notes.



I now remember that, at that moment, he took some pastilles from his pocket and placed one in his mouth. I thought perhaps they were throat lozenges. Of a sudden, however, the atmosphere seemed to be overpoweringly oppressive with the odour of heliotrope. It seemed a house of subtle perfumes!

The effect upon me was that of delirious intoxication. I could hear nothing and I could think of nothing.

My senses were entirely confused, and I became utterly dazed.

What did it all mean?

I only know that I placed the wad of bank notes in the inner pocket of my waistcoat, and that I was talking to the millionaire when, of a sudden, my brain felt as though it had suddenly become frozen.

The scent of verbena became nauseating — even intoxicating. But upon Oswald De Gex, who was still munching his pastille, the odour apparently had no effect.

All I recollect further is that I sank suddenly into a big arm-chair, while my hosts face grinned demoniacally in complete satisfaction. I slowly lapsed into blank unconsciousness.

Little did I at the time dream with what amazing cleverness the trap into which I had fallen had been baited.

But what happened to me further I will endeavour to describe to you.


CHAPTER THE SECOND

THE SISTERS STORY
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A STRANGE SENSATION crept over me, for I suddenly felt that my brain, dazed by that subtle odour of pot-pourri, was slowly unclouding — ever so slowly — until, to my amazement, I found myself seated upon a garden chair on a long veranda which overlooked a sloping garden, with the blue-green sunlit sea beyond.

Of the lapse of time I have no idea to this day; nor have I any knowledge of what happened to me.

All I am able to relate is the fact that I found myself in overcoat and hat seated upon a long terrace in the noon sunlight of winter.

I gazed around, utterly astonished. The clothes I wore seemed coarse and unfamiliar. My hand went to my chin, when I found that I had grown a beard! My surroundings were strange and mysterious. The houses on either side were white and inartistic, with sloping roofs and square windows. They were foreign — evidently French!

The shrill siren of a factory sounded somewhere, releasing the workers. Far away before me a steamer away on the horizon left a long trail of smoke behind, while here and there showed the brown sails of fishing boats.

I rose from my seat, filled with curiosity, and glanced at the house before which I stood. It was a big square building of red brick with many square windows. It seemed like a hospital or institution.



That it was the former was quickly revealed, for a few moments after I had risen, a nursing-sister in a tri-winged linen head-dress appeared and spoke kindly to me, asking in French how I felt on that glorious morning.

I am quite all right, was my reply in French. But where am I? I inquired, utterly dazed.

Never mind, msieur, where you are, replied the stout, middle-aged woman in blue uniform and broad collar. You have only to get better.

But I am better, I protested. I lost consciousness in London — and now I awake here to find myself — where?

You are in good hands, so why trouble? asked the Sister very kindly. You are upset, I know. Do not worry. Take things quite easily. Do not try to recall the past.

The past! I cried. What has passed — eh? What has happened since I went through Stretton Street the other night?

The Sister smiled at me. She seemed inclined to humour me — as she would a child.

Do not perturb yourself, I beg of you, she said in a sympathetic voice. There is really no need for it. Only just remain calm — and all will be right.

But you do not explain, Sister, I said. Why am I here? And where am I? I asked, gazing vacantly around me.

You are with friends — friends who have looked after you, was her reply. We are all very sorry for your motor accident.

Motor accident! I echoed. I have had no motor accident.



Again the dark-eyed woman smiled in disbelief, and it annoyed me. Indeed, it goaded me to anger.

But you told us all about it. How you started out from the Quay at Boulogne late at night to drive to Abbeville, and how your hired chauffeur held you up, and left you at the roadside, she said. Yet the curious fact about your strange story is the money.

Money! What money? I gasped, utterly astounded by the Sisters remark.

The money they found upon you, a packet of bank notes. The police have the five thousand pounds in English money, I believe.

The police! Why? I asked.

No, she said, smiling, and still humouring me as though I were a child. Dont bother about it now. You are a little better to-day. To-morrow we will talk of it all.

But where am I? I demanded, still bewildered.

You are in St. Malo, was her slow reply.

St. Malo! I echoed. How did I get here? I have no remembrance of it.

Of course you have not, replied the kindly woman in the cool-looking head-dress. You are only just recovering.

From what?

From loss of memory, and — well, the doctors say you have suffered from a complete nervous breakdown.

I was aghast, scarce believing myself to be in my senses, and at the same time wondering if it were not all a dream. But no! Gradually all the events of that night in Stretton Street arose before me. I saw them again in every detail — Oswald De Gex, his servant, Horton, and the dead girl, pale but very beautiful, as she lay with closed eyes upon her death-bed.



I recollected, too, the certificate I had given for payment — those notes which the police held in safe custody.

The whole adventure seemed a hideous nightmare. And yet it was all so real.

But how did I come to be in St. Malo? How did I travel from London?

Sister, I said presently. What is the date of to-day?

The eleventh of December, she replied.

The affair at Stretton Street had occurred on the night of November 7th, over a month before!

And how long have I been here?

Nearly three weeks, was her answer.

Was it really possible that I had been lost for the previous ten days or so?

I tried to obtain some further facts from my nurse, but she refused to satisfy my curiosity.

I have been ordered by the doctors to keep you very quiet, she said. Please do not ask me to break my promise. You will be much better to-morrow — and they will tell you everything.

But mine is a strange case, is it not? I asked.

Very strange, she admitted. We have all been much puzzled concerning you.

Then why not tell me all the circumstances now? Why keep me in suspense? I urged.

Because you have not yet quite recovered. You are not entirely yourself. Come, she added kindly, let us take a little walk. It will do you good for the weather is so lovely to-day.

At her suggestion I strolled by her side through the pleasant grounds of the hospital, down into St. Malo, the busy streets of which were, however, entirely unfamiliar to me. Yet, according to the Sister, I had walked in them a number of times before. Still, I had no recollection of doing so.

I am taking you for your favourite stroll, she said, as we went down one of the steep, tortuous streets to the little Place Châteaubriand in front of the ancient castle, which, she told me, was now a barracks.

Presently she mounted to the ramparts, and as we strolled round them, I admired the beautiful view of the sea, the many islets, and the curious appearance of the town. The tide was up, and the view on that sunny December morning was glorious.

At one point where we halted my nurse pointed out the little summer town of Dinard and St. Enogat, and told me the names of the various islets rising from the sea, Les Herbiers, the Grand Jardin, La Conchée, and all the rest.

But I walked those ramparts like a man in a dream. A new life had, in that past hour, opened up to me. What had occurred since I had accepted that bundle of bank notes from the millionaires hand I did not know. I had emerged from the darkness of unconsciousness into the knowledge of things about me, and found myself amid surroundings which I had never before known — in a French hospital where they evidently viewed me as an interesting case.

I stood against the wall and gazed about. My habit was to carry my cigarette-case in my upper waistcoat pocket. Instinctively I felt for it, and it was there. It was not my own silver case, but a big nickel one, yet in it there were some of my own brand.

I looked inquiringly at my nurse.

She smiled, saying:



You havent many left. Why cant you smoke some other brand? You always insist upon that one. I had so much difficulty in getting them for you yesterday!

They are my own particular fancy, I said, tapping one of them upon the case before lighting it.

I know. But here, in France, they are most difficult to get. The other day you said you had smoked them all through the war, and even when you were in Italy you had had them sent out to you from London.

That was quite correct.

Well, Sister, I laughed. I have no recollection of saying that, but it is perfectly true. It seems that only this morning I regained consciousness.

Professor Thillot said you would. Others gave you up, but he declared that after careful nursing your memory would regain its normal balance.

Who is Professor Thillot?

The great nerve specialist of Paris. The police engaged him to come to see you. He was here ten days ago, and he put you under my charge.

I laughed.

Then I am still an interesting case, Sister — eh?

Yes. You certainly are.

But do tell me more of what I am in ignorance, I implored. I want to know how I came here — in France — when I lost all consciousness in a house just off Park Lane, in London.

To-morrow, she said, firmly, but kindly. She was a charming woman, whose name she gave me as Sœur Marie.

We strolled back to the hospital, but on the way along the Quai Duguay-Trouin — I noticed it written up — I became again confused. My vision was not as it should have been, and my memory seemed blurred, even of the happenings of the past hour.

My nurse chatted as we walked together through the streets, but I know that my answers were unintelligible. I felt I was not myself. All my senses were keen as far as I could gauge — all save that of my memory of the past.

As I ascended through the pretty grounds of the hospital, the Sister beside me, I felt a curious failing of my heart. I experienced a sensation which I cannot here describe, as of one who had lost all interest in life, and who longed for death.

There may be some among my readers who have experienced it, perhaps. I cannot describe it; I merely explain that I felt inert, inefficient, and bored with life.

No such feeling had ever fallen upon me before. Hitherto I had been quick, alert, and full of the enjoyment of living. At Rivermead Mansions Harry Hambledon and I had prided ourselves on our post-war alertness.

Where was Harry? What was he doing? Would he be wondering why I was absent from our riparian bachelor home?

I was reflecting upon all this when suddenly, without any apparent cause, I once more lost consciousness. We were at that moment entering the door of the hospital and the Sister had just exclaimed:

Now, do remain quite quiet and not worry over the past. It will all be right to-morrow, she urged.

I know not what words I uttered in reply. A curious sense of oppression had fallen upon me, a hot, burning feeling as though my skull was filled with molten metal, while at the back of my neck was a sharp excruciating pain which caused me to hold my breath.

The Sister apparently noticed my sudden relapse, for she expressed a hope that I was not feeling worse. I tried to reassure her that I was all right, but I know I failed to do so, for once again I lost all knowledge of things about me.

After that I recollect nothing more. Probably I walked on mechanically back to my bed.

When my lapse had passed, and I again regained consciousness, I found myself in bed gazing up at the ceiling. On either side of me were men, also in bed. They were talking in French.

I listened, and in a few seconds I recollected the events of the previous day. Then a sharp-featured nurse, whom I had not seen before, told us it was time to dress. I obeyed, but my clothes were entirely unfamiliar. They were coarse and did not fit me.

While I washed I burst out laughing. The humour of the situation struck me as distinctly amusing. At one hour I was myself; at the next I was another being!

Was my case that of Jekyll and Hyde?

I knew, and I felt keenly about it, that I had accepted a bribe to perform an illicit service. I had posed as a medical man and given a certificate of death. But my one and only object in life was to see Mr. De Gex and demand of him a full explanation of the amazing and suspicious circumstances.

My lapses were intermittent. At times I was fully conscious of the past. At others my brain was awhirl and aflame. I could think of nothing, see nothing — only distorted visions of things about me.

Apparently twenty-four hours had passed since I walked in the sunshine.

The men in the hospital ward were all Frenchmen, apparently of the lower class. At one end of the room a heated argument was in progress in which four or five men were gesticulating and wrangling, while one man was seated on his bed laughing idiotically, it seemed, at his own thoughts.

Presently a tall thin man in spectacles entered, and addressing me, asked me to follow him.

I obeyed, and he conducted me to a small kind of office in which two men were standing. Both were middle-aged, and of official aspect.

Having given me a chair they all seated themselves when the thin man — who I rightly judged to be the director of the hospital — commenced to interrogate me.

How do you feel to-day? was his first question, which he put in French in a quiet, kindly manner.

I feel much better, was my reply. But yesterday my nurse revealed to me some very extraordinary facts concerning myself.

Yes. You have been seriously ill, he said. But now you are better these gentlemen wish to put a few questions to you.

They are police officers, I presume.

The director nodded in the affirmative.

We wish to ascertain exactly what happened to you, monsieur, exclaimed the elder of the pair.

I really dont know, I replied. I must have lost all consciousness in London, and — —

In London! exclaimed Monsieur Leullier, the Prefect of Police, in great surprise. Then how came you here in St. Malo?

I have not the slightest idea, was my reply. I only presume that I was found here.

You were. A fish-porter passing along the Quay St. Vincent at about two oclock in the morning found you seated on the ground with your back to the wall, moaning as though in pain. He called the police and you were removed on the ambulance to the hospital here. The doctors found that you were in no pain, but that you could give no intelligible account of yourself.

What did I tell them?

Oh! a number of silly stories. At one moment you said you had come from Italy. Then you said that you had hired a motor-car and the driver had attacked you in the night. Afterwards you believed yourself to be in some office, and talked about electrical engineering.

That is my profession, I said. And I told them my name and my address in London, facts which the police carefully set down.

You told us that your name was Henry Aitken, and that you lived mostly in Italy — at some place near Rome. We have made inquiries by telegraph of a number of people whom you have mentioned, but all their replies have been in the negative, said the police official.

Well, I am now entirely in possession of my full senses, I declared. But how I got to France I have not the slightest knowledge. I lost consciousness in a house in Stretton Street, in London. Since then I have known nothing — until yesterday.

In what circumstances did you lapse into unconsciousness? asked the doctor, looking intently at me through his glasses, for mine was no doubt an extremely interesting case. What do you remember? Did you receive any sudden shock?

I explained that being on a visit to a friend — as I designated Oswald De Gex — his niece died very suddenly. And after that I became unconscious.

The Prefect of Police naturally became very inquisitive, but I preferred not to satisfy his curiosity. My intention was to return to London and demand from De Gex a full explanation of what had actually occurred on that fatal night. I was full of suspicion regarding the sudden death of his niece, Gabrielle Engledue.

The police official told me that from my clothes all the tabs bearing the tailors name had been removed, and also the laundry marks from my underclothes. There was nothing upon me that could possibly establish my identity, though in my pocket was found five thousand pounds in bank notes — which he handed to me. They were intact — the same notes which De Gex has given me in return for the false death certificate I had signed.

I sat utterly aghast at the story of my discovery, of the many attempts made to establish my identity, of the visit of the British Vice-Consul to the hospital, and of his kindness towards me. It seemed that he had questioned me closely, but I had told an utterly fantastic story.

Indeed, as I sat there, I felt that neither of my three interrogators believed a single word of the truth I related. Yet, after all, I was not revealing the whole truth.

Certain recollections which I would have forgotten came to me. I had, I knew, committed a very serious criminal offence in posing as a medical man and giving that death certificate. Possibly I had been an accessory to some great crime — the crime of murder!

That thought held me anxious and filled me with fear.

The Prefect of Police seemed entirely dissatisfied with my explanation, nevertheless he was compelled to accept it, and an hour later I was released from the hospital. Before leaving, however, I was shown the register in which I had signed my name as Henry Aitken. This I erased and substituted my own name.

Then I thanked the tall, thin director and walked out into the streets of St. Malo a changed man.


CHAPTER THE THIRD

WHO WAS GABRIELLE ENGLEDUE?
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WHAT, I WONDERED, had happened during my month of unconsciousness? I wandered into a café and sat pondering. Afterwards I walked about the town aimlessly and rather hungry. My own clothes had been returned to me, but before I assumed them I saw that every mark of identity had been purposely removed. Even the trousers buttons — which had borne the name of my tailor, a reputable firm in New Bond Street — had been substituted.

But by whom?

On the following afternoon I arrived in London and drove straight to Rivermead Mansions. I entered with my latchkey, and on glancing around saw signs that my friend Hambledon was still living there. The fire in the sitting-room had been lit by the Kaiserin ready for his home-coming, and everything seemed bright and cosy.

It was then about four oclock, and Hambledon would certainly not return till six. Therefore after a good wash, a shave, and a clean collar, I set forth for Stretton Street to interview Oswald De Gex.

The house in the dusk was just as I recollected it on that eventful night when I was so unexpectedly called inside.

I rang the bell three times, until at last the door opened and a tall, stalwart man appeared.

I inquired for Mr. De Gex, whereupon he replied:



Mr. De Gex is in Italy, sir.

Oh! When did he leave town?

About a month ago, sir, the man answered.

You are, I suppose, the caretaker? I asked. Now, I wonder if you will do me a very great favour. You may think me a thief or a burglar, I laughed, but the fact is I have a great desire to see Mr. De Gexs house. Ive heard so much about its beauties. I wonder if you would show me the drawing-room and the library?

The man hesitated, saying:

Well, sir, Ive no orders to show anyone over. Have you a card?

I at once produced one from my cigarette-case, and added that I was a personal friend of the millionaires. He read my name and looked again at me. I assured him that I was not prospecting with a view to burglary.

Im only asking you to do me a favour, I went on, and I put a couple of Treasury notes into his hand. You can inquire about me at my office to-morrow, if you like. They will tell you, I expect, that I have been away on a months leave.

The little palm-oil no doubt propitiated him, for he invited me in. Then he switched on the light in the hall, and as he did so, said:

I dont know what trouble Id get into with the master. Hes a very eccentric man — as you, of course, know.

I laughed as we ascended the soft carpeted stairs. I recollected the pattern.

A few moments later we were in the library. Yes. It was just as I remembered it. Nothing had been altered. There was the writing-table whereon I had copied out the death certificate; the big fireplace, now empty, and the deep chair in which I had sat.



There was the window, too — the window which I had opened in order to gasp for air after that suffocating odour of pot-pourri.

As I stood there — the watchful caretaker with his eye upon me, wondering no doubt — I again took in every detail. My return held me more than ever puzzled.

What is the room beyond? I asked.

Oh! Thats the mistresss bedroom, he replied. A curious fancy to have her room next to the library. But its one of the best rooms in the house. The master hates London. He lives all the time in Italy, and is only over here just for a week or two in spring, and a week or so before Christmas.

Id like to see that room, I said, affecting ignorance.

He took me in.

In a second I saw that nothing had been changed since I had stood there at the death-bed of Gabrielle Engledue a little over a month ago.

There was the handsome bed-chamber with its inlaid cupboards, its great dressing-table, and its fine bed — the bed upon which the beautiful young woman had been lying dead. But now the bed had been re-made and its quilted coverlet of pale pink silk was undisturbed.

The corpse had been removed and buried upon my certificate!

I sniffed to see whether I could detect that curious odour of pot-pourri, but in vain. The air seemed fresh and not stifling as it had been on that well-remembered night.

Upon a side table stood a large photograph in a silver frame. I bent to look at it, whereupon the caretaker said:

Thats a good photograph of Mr. De Gex, isnt it, sir?



Excellent, I said, for it was a really fine portrait. Does your mistress come over from Italy often?

Oh, yes, and she brings the little boy over with her. She is frequently here, while her husband stays at Fiesole. I send on his correspondence every day to Mr. Henderson, his secretary.

I stood gazing around the room. Upon that bed the beautiful girl lay dead, and I had certified the cause of her death! Yet I had, later on, been the victim of some devils trick of which I knew nothing.

I was there to investigate. Yet though I questioned the caretaker very closely, I confess that I met with little success. He was an old and trusted servant of the family. Hence to many of my inquiries he remained dumb.

When do you expect your master back? I asked at last.

Oh, not for another six months or so.

Where is Mrs. De Gex?

Ah! That I cant quite make out, he replied. Its a bit of a mystery. One night she went away quite unexpectedly and, as a matter of fact, nobody knows where she is. Her husband doesnt know — or pretends he doesnt, he said with a knowing grin.

Then she has disappeared! I exclaimed.

Thats just it. And they were always such a devoted pair. Little Oswald was the only thing she lived for.

Lived! I echoed. Then do you think shes dead? I asked quickly.

Dead! Why should we think so? If she were, we should surely have seen it in the papers?

But your master has very funny fits sometimes, I said. Ive heard about his eccentric ways.

Of course he has. Hes overburdened with money — thats what it is. Mr. Henderson looks after all his affairs. Mr. De Gex has no regard for money. Mr. Henderson attends to everything. Phew! I wish I were a millionaire! I find it hard enough nowadays to pay the butcher and baker and make both ends meet.

And so do I, I said, laughing. But, tell me, where is the young lady who used to live here — Mr. De Gexs niece?

His niece! I dont think he has a niece.

Miss Gabrielle Engledue.

Whos she? Ive never heard of her, was the mans reply.

I described her, but he shook his head.

To my knowledge Mr. De Gex hasnt got a niece, he said.

Were you here five weeks ago? I inquired.

Five weeks ago? No. I and my wife went away down to Swanage to see her sister. The master gave us a fortnights holiday. Why?

Oh — nothing, I replied. I merely inquired as I want to clear up a mystery — thats all.

What mystery?

The mystery of Miss Engledue — your masters niece, I answered.

But Ive never heard of any niece, he said.

A young lady of about twenty-one with dark hair and eyes, and a beautiful complexion, I said.

But the old servants mind was a blank.

Of course, sir, many people come to visit Mr. De Gex. Horton would know them, but I dont. When the master is in town the servants are here, and Im down in Cornwall at the castle.

Then you are only here as caretaker when the family is away?



Thats it, sir, he said. But what is the mystery about this young lady? You said you knew Mr. De Gex, and yet you wanted to look over the house.

Yes, I responded with a laugh. I have my own object — to clear up the mystery of Mr. De Gexs niece.

Well, as far as I know, he has no niece! But you could easily find out, I suppose!

The man was evidently no fool.

Of course I dont know who comes here, or who stays here when the family is in town, he went on. I simply come up and look after the place with my wife.

Then you were away in Swanage during the first week of November? I asked very seriously.

Yes, we went down on the last day of October, and we were back here in the middle of November. My wifes sister was very ill, and her husband didnt expect her to live. So I remember the dates only too well.

Then the family were in town on the date I mention.

He considered a moment.

Oh! Of course they were. They must have been.

I glanced again around the room, full of amazement and wonder.

The mans failure to give me any details regarding the extremely attractive girl who had died upon his mistresss bed held me gripped in uncertainty. The mystery was even more puzzling now that I had started to investigate.

As I stood in that room a thousand strange reflections flashed across my mind.

Why had I, a mere passer-by, been called in so suddenly to be taken into the intimacy of the millionaires household? Was it by mere accident that I had been invited in, or was it by careful design? I had lost five thousand pounds by foolish speculation, and yet I had regained it by being party to a criminal offence.



Again, who was the pretty, dark-haired girl who had first uttered those hysterical screams, and then, while fully dressed, had died upon Mrs. De Gexs bed? Further, if the mysterious dead girl had been niece of the millionaire surely my friend the caretaker would have known her?

I confess that I now became more bewildered than ever.

That a girl named Gabrielle Engledue — whoever she might have been — had died, and that I had forged a certificate showing the cause of death were hard, solid facts. But the mystery of it all was complete.

That I had been the victim of some very carefully prepared and subtle plot was apparent, and it had become my own affair to investigate it and bring to justice those who were responsible for the poor girls death.

Time after time I questioned the caretaker regarding the existence of the millionaires niece, Miss Engledue, but it was plain to me that he had no knowledge of any such person.

Was there not a death in this house — about five weeks ago? I asked.

Death? he echoed. Why, no, sir. You must be dreaming. If there had been a death while I was away, either my wife or I would certainly have heard about it. And he looked suspiciously at me as though he believed I had taken leave of my senses.

An hour later I was back at Rivermead Mansions, where Harry, for whom I had left a note, was awaiting me.

As we sat together before a cheerful fire I told him of my lapse into unconsciousness, of my loss of memory, but I did not explain all that had happened, for, as a matter of fact, I had no desire that anyone should know of my guilt in posing as a medical man and thus becoming implicated in the mysterious death of Gabrielle Engledue.

My friend sat and heard me, smoking his pipe in silence.

Extraordinary! he said. You ought to go to the police, Garfield. You were doped — without a doubt. But what was the motive? Ive been very worried about you. When you had been missing a week they sent over from your office, and I then went to the police at Hammersmith. They made every inquiry and circulated your description. But they could discover no trace of you. Ill have to report that youve been found.

Yes, do so to-morrow morning, I urged. I dont want the police following me about — thank you, and I laughed, rather grimly perhaps.

During the hours that I lay awake that night a thought suddenly crossed my mind — an idea which next day I promptly put into execution.

I went to Somerset House, and there searched the register of deaths. At first my efforts were in vain, but at last I discovered what I sought, namely an entry that a young woman named Gabrielle Engledue, single, aged twenty-one, of unknown parentage, had died of heart trouble at No. 9 Stretton Street, Park Lane, on the night of November the Seventh, the body having been cremated five days later!

I pursued my inquiries in various quarters that day, and further discovered that the funeral expenses had been defrayed by some person named Moroni. There had been only two mourners, of whom Moroni had been one.

Still feeling very ill, I was compelled — after reporting to the office — to remain at home for the three days which followed.



To the two heads of the firm I fear the story that I told must have appeared somewhat lame, yet they exhibited no disbelief, but on the contrary sympathized with me in my strange and unaccountable affliction.

In a drawer in my bedroom lay the five thousand pounds in bank notes just as Oswald De Gex had given to me. I, of course, said nothing of them to Harry. But once or twice I drew them from the old envelope in which I had placed them, and turned them over in wonder.

I decided that they would be safer in the bank, but I hesitated to place them to my credit, so I at last put them away in the bottom of an old writing-case which had belonged to my father, resolving to try to forget their existence.

Though perhaps I did at last manage to forget the bribe, yet I could not put from myself the memory of that beautiful girl, the cause of whose death I had certified. The perfect countenance haunted me constantly. In my dreams I often saw her alive and well. The marvellous face was turned towards me, with merry, dancing dark eyes and a tantalizing smile — an enticing smile of mystery.

At last I resolved to go and face Oswald De Gex, so with that object I one morning left Charing Cross for Florence. Travelling by the Rome express from the Gare de Lyon, in Paris, I changed at Pisa, and at last, as the snail train, as it is known in Italy on account of its slowness, wound slowly up the beautiful valley of the Arno, the old red roofs and domes of Firenze La Bella came into view.

The winter morning was sunny and brilliant with a clear blue sky, and as I drove through the streets, past the marble-built Duomo with its wonderful campanile, the city was agog, for it happened to be the Festa of the Befana.

I had left my bag at the station, and the taxi took me to Fiesole, the high-up little town outside which lived the rich Inglese — Oswald De Gex.

Long before we arrived the driver pointed out the huge, mediæval country house situated among the olives and vines, and commanding extensive views over Florence and the Arno, with the blue mountains beyond. It was a great white house with red tiles and overhanging eaves, palatial indeed in its dimensions, and for centuries the summer residence of the head of the great family of Clementini, from whom the English millionaire had bought it fifteen years before, together with all its pictures, tapestries, and antiques, with the farms adjoining.

On entering the great gates of seventeenth century wrought iron, we found ourselves in a glorious old-world Italian garden, with a wonderful marble fountain, and a good deal of antique statuary, and then driving through the extensive grounds — past a lake — I at last rang the bell.

Quickly the great iron-studded door was opened by an elderly Englishman in livery, to whom I gave my card, and asked to see his master.

The man, without hesitation, ushered me through a huge marble-built hall, with a wonderfully frescoed ceiling, into a large room hung with priceless tapestry, and furnished with old gilt chairs covered with faded green silk damask.

I, however, took very little note of my surroundings, so anxious was I to again meet my host of Stretton Street face to face.

Not long did I have to wait before the door opened, and he stood before me.



Well, Mr. Garfield? he asked quietly, as he advanced. To what do I owe the honour of this visit?

Ah! I cried. Then you recollect me, I see! You know my name?

Yes. It was upon your card, was his quiet reply. But, forgive me, I do not recollect ever having met you before!

I held my breath. I tried to speak, but for the moment words failed me, so angry was I at his cleverly pretended ignorance and flat denial.


CHAPTER THE FOURTH

FACING THE MUSIC
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DO YOU SERIOUSLY mean to say that you have no knowledge of me? I demanded angrily, looking the millionaire straight in the face.

Yes, sir, he replied. I seriously mean what I say. But, tell me, he demanded resentfully, why are you here to claim acquaintance with me?

Do you really deny you have ever seen me before? I asked, astounded at his barefaced pretence of ignorance.

Never to my knowledge, replied the sallow-faced man whose countenance I so well recollected.

Then you forget a certain night not so long ago when I was called into your house in Stretton Street, and you chatted confidentially with me — about your wife and your little son?

My dear sir! he cried. Whatever do you mean? I have never seen you at Stretton Street; and I have certainly never discussed my wife with you!

I stood aghast at his continued denial.

But you did, I asserted. And there was another matter — a matter about which I must question you — the — —

Ah! I see! he interrupted. Youre here to blackmail me — eh? Well — let me hear the worst, and across his rather Oriental face there spread a mocking, half amused smile.



I am not a blackmailer! I protested angrily. I want no money — only to know the truth.

Of what?

Well, the truth concerning the death of Miss Gabrielle Engledue.

The death of Miss Gabrielle Engledue! he cried. I really dont understand you, Mr. — Mr. Garfield!

At mention of the name I saw that he started, but almost imperceptibly. The man was certainly a most perfect actor, and his protestations of ignorance were, indeed, well-feigned.

Then you actually deny all knowledge of the young lady! I said.

I know no lady of that name.

But she is your niece.

I have only one niece — Lady Shalford.

And how old is she?

He hesitated for a few moments. Then he answered.

Oh! She must be about thirty-five. She married Shalford about ten years ago, and she lives at Wickenham Grange, near Malton, in Yorkshire.

And you have no other niece?

None — I assure you. But why do you ask such a question? You puzzle me.

Not more than you puzzle me, Mr. De Gex, I replied with pique. It would be so much easier if you would be frank and open with me.

My dear sir, you seem to me to have a bee in your bonnet about something or other. Tell me, now, what is it?

Simply that you know me very well, but you deny it. You never thought that I should make this unwelcome reappearance.

Your appearance here as a mad-brained person is certainly unwelcome, he retorted. You first tell me that you visited me at Stretton Street. Well, you may have been in the servants quarters for all I know, and — —

Please do not be insulting! I cried angrily.

I have no intention of offering you an insult, sir, but your attitude is so very extraordinary! You speak of a girl named Engledue — that was the name, I think — and allege that she is my niece. Why?

Because the young lady is dead — she died under most suspicious circumstances. And you know all about it! I said bluntly.

Oh! perhaps you will allege that I am a murderer next! he laughed, as though enjoying the joke.

It is no laughing matter! I cried in fury.

Why not? I find all your allegations most amusing, and across his dark handsome face there spread a good-humoured smile.

His was a face that I could never forget. At one moment its expression was kindly and full of bonhomie, the next it was hard and unrelenting — the face of an eccentric criminal.

To me they are the reverse of amusing, I said. I allege that on the night of Wednesday, November the seventh last, I was passing your house in Stretton Street, Park Lane, when your man, Horton, invited me inside, and — well, well — I need not describe what occurred there, for you recollect only too vividly — without a doubt. But what I demand to know is why you asked me in, and what happened to me after you gave me that money?

Money! I gave you money? he cried. Why, man alive, youre dreaming! You must be!

Im not dreaming at all! It is a hard fact. Indeed, I still have the money — five thousand pounds in bank notes.

Oswald De Gex looked at me strangely. His sallow face coloured slightly, and his lips compressed. I had cornered him. A little further firmness, and he would no doubt admit that we had met at Stretton Street.

Look here, Mr. Garfield, he said in a changed voice. This is beyond a joke. You now tell me that I presented you with five thousand pounds.

I do — and I repeat it.

But why should I give you this sum?

Because I assisted you in the commission of a crime.

Thats a lie! he declared vehemently. Forgive me for saying so, but I can only think that you are not quite in your right mind.

I have not been in my right mind for a month or more — thanks to your deep plotting, I retorted sharply. Further, I am telling the truth — as I shall later on tell it before a court of law. I intend to solve the mystery of the death of Gabrielle Engledue.

Well — I will not hinder you, he laughed grimly.

You mean that you will not assist me?

I mean that I have no knowledge of any such person; nor have I any knowledge of you, he said. A perfect stranger, you come here, present your card, and at once start a series of most serious allegations against me, the chief of them being that I gave you five thousand pounds for some assistance which you refuse to describe.

If I tell you, you will only deny it, Mr. De Gex, I exclaimed bitterly. So what is the use?

None. In fact I dont see that any object is to be gained in prolonging this interview, was his quick retort. If, as you say, I gave you five thousand — which I certainly never did — then what more can you want? I however, suspect that the five thousand exists only in your own imagination.

But I have the sum intact — in a drawer at my home in London.

It would be of interest to see it. Are they the same notes which you say I gave you?

The same, I answered, and then I went on to tell him how I had awakened to find myself in St. Malo, and how the French police had taken possession of the money found upon me.

Ah! he exclaimed at last. It all seems quite clear now. Youve had a bad illness, my dear fellow! Your brain has become unbalanced, and you are now subject to hallucinations. I regret my hard words, Mr. Garfield, he added in a kindly tone. I also regret that your mental state is what it is.

I desire no sympathy! I protested, raising my voice angrily. All I want to know is the truth.

I have already told you that, as far as I am personally concerned.

No. You have denied everything, and now you try to treat me as one demented! I declared in a fury. The existence of the bank notes you gave me are sufficient evidence against you.

I think not. First, I doubt if they exist anywhere save in your imagination; secondly, if they do, then someone else may have given them to you.

You did. I would recognize you among ten thousand men. On the night in question you wore a dinner jacket, and now you are in grey. That is all the difference.

Well, have it your own way, he replied smiling, though I could see that he had become palpably perturbed by my allegations. Whatever had been administered to me — some dope or other, no doubt — it had been intended that I should be cast adrift on the Continent as a semi-imbecile.

It was that fact which maddened me. The poor girl might not have been his niece, of course, but whoever she had been, this man had had some very strange and distinct motive in getting rid of her.

What it was I had vowed to discover.

It was apparent that De Gex was anxious to get rid of me. Indeed, as we stood together in that fine old room, across the marble floor of which strayed long beams of sunlight, the door opened and a pretty woman came in. She was dressed to go out, and asked:

Will you be long, dear?

It was the beautiful Mrs. De Gex! In an instant I recognized her by the many photographs I had seen in the picture papers.

No. Ill be with you in a minute, dear. Is the car there? he asked.

Its been there a quarter of an hour, and if we dont go now we shall be late in meeting Hylda at the station, she said, glancing at me with undisguised annoyance.

Then she left, closing the door after her.

Across my brain ran strange thoughts. I recollected his words in Stretton Street regarding his spiteful wife when I had been called in to listen to his matrimonial troubles. But husband and wife now appeared to be on quite amicable and even affectionate terms.

I confess that I was still bewildered, as you, my reader, in whom I am here reposing confidence, would, I believe, have been, had you found yourself in similar circumstances.

I see that your wife is eager to go out, I said. But I fear I must, before I go, press for a direct answer to my questions, Mr. De Gex.

My dear sir, I have answered them. What more can I say? he exclaimed with affected dismay.

A very great deal. You can tell me the truth.

I have, he snapped. Who this girl Engledue is I have not a ghost of an idea. Are you certain she is dead?

Positive. I saw her lying dead in the room which adjoins your library.

What! My wifes room! he cried. Oh, come — let us finish all this silly talk.

When you are, at least, frank with me!

I am.

But do you deny that the young lady, Gabrielle Engledue, died there? Do you not recollect that we both stood at her death-bed?

Dont talk such piffle! De Gex snapped, no doubt believing in the end that he would convince me of his ignorance of the whole tragedy.

Whatever had happened on that November night was, no doubt, to the distinct advantage of the wealthy man who stood before me. Yet I was faced with a difficulty. He had uttered that most ugly word blackmail. Suppose he called the police and accused me of it! His word — the word of a wealthy financier — would, no doubt, be taken by a jury before my own!

On the other hand, I had up my sleeve a trump-card — the death and cremation of the mysterious Gabrielle Engledue. Probably the poor victim was poisoned — hence the object of her cremation to remove all traces of it! Yet, opposed to that, there still remained my own most serious offence of posing as a medical man and giving a forged certificate concerning the cause of death.



Yes. I was only too keenly alive to my own very precarious position. Yet I was emboldened by De Gexs agitation, and the pallor in his sallow cheeks.

He was, no doubt, feeling very uneasy. And even a millionaire can feel uneasy when faced with a witness of his own offence.

Mr. De Gex, I am not talking rubbish, I said in all seriousness. You appear to forget that night when your wife deserted your son in Westbourne Grove, and then laughed at you over the telephone from a public call-office.

He looked at me very straight with those deep-set eyes of his.

Really, he exclaimed. That is quite a new feature in the affair. Let me see, what did I tell you?

Your man, Horton, invited me, a mere passer-by, into your house in Stretton Street. He said you were very much worried and asked if I would meet you. Why? I cannot imagine. When we met you were very vague in your statements, and at first I could not for the life of me discover why I had been asked to meet you. But soon you confided to me the fact that your wife, being spiteful towards you, had abandoned your heir, little Oswald, in Westbourne Grove, and had then rung up from a call-office telling you to find him.

Bosh! My dear fellow! Bosh! was his reply. First, you were never there; and secondly, Ive never complained of my wifes behaviour to anyone; certainly not to a stranger.

You did to me. I certainly am not dreaming.

But you have already admitted that youve been in hospital in St. Malo suffering from loss of memory.

My memory has now fortunately been restored, I replied.



Distorted — without a doubt. You would never travel all the way from London to relate these absolutely silly stories to me if you were in your right senses, my dear Mr. Garfield, he said.

Theyre not silly stories, but hard, indisputable facts! I declared resentfully.

The millionaire had assumed an air of nonchalance, for leaning against a big old buhl table he took out a cigarette from his gold case and slowly lit it, after which he said:

You must, I think, really excuse me. We have to go down into Florence to meet my sister-in-law, who is coming from London. Im afraid, Mr. Garfield, that I cannot help you any further.

You mean you wont!

Not at all. If I knew anything of this young lady who, you said, died in my wifes bedroom in Stretton Street, and at whose bedside you and I stood together, I would tell you. But I really dont.

He tossed his cigarette hastily out of the open window.

No, he added. I wont hear any more. I havent the time or the inclination to listen to the wanderings of any insane person. Ive had enough!

And so have I! I retorted. You are trying to mislead me by affecting ignorance of my very existence, but I dont intend that you shall escape! I added, again raising my voice.

Hush, please, he said in a calmer tone. My wife may overhear.

I dont care! I cried in desperation. You never dreamed that I should arise against you, as I have. You are not fair towards me! If you revealed to me in confidence the reason you gave me that bribe of five thousand pounds, then I, on my part, would have played the straight game.

My dear sir, play whatever game you like. It is immaterial to me whether straight or crooked. I dont know anything about what you have been talking, and you have only wasted your breath and got out of temper for nothing.

Again I looked him straight in the face. There was no doubt that the strain of his clever denials was telling upon him. His dark complexion had paled; in his eyes there was a fierce, haunted look as that of a man who was straining every effort to remain calm under the gravest circumstances.

I have no game to play, I declared. I only demand the truth. Why was I invited into your house in Stretton Street to be present as witness at the poor girls death?

I dont know. Find out for yourself, my dear Mr. Garfield, laughed the rich man. I have no time to discuss this silly affair further. Im sorry you have troubled to come out from London to see me. But really yours has been a fools errand, and he turned towards the door.

A fools errand! I echoed. I am no fool and my errand is in deep earnestness. You may try to befool me, but I tell you that I will leave no stone unturned to solve the problem which you alone can explain.

Well, get along with your work, he laughed in open defiance. I have no further time to waste, and glancing at his watch he opened the door and abruptly left me.


CHAPTER THE FIFTH

THE CITY OF THE LILY
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FULL OF INDIGNATION I remained for a few further moments in that wonderful old room, the room of faded tapestries with the marvellous painted ceiling.

From the window was afforded a glorious view over the gardens where, even in winter, tangled masses of flowers ran riot, while beyond lay the picturesque old red-roofed Tuscan city. Fiesole is distinctly a village of the wealthy, for the several colossal villas, built in the days of the Medici and even before, are now owned by rich foreigners, many of them English.

Oswald De Gex was one of them.

He had certainly foiled me. I gritted my teeth and vowed that, come what might, I would compel him to accept the inevitable and reveal to me the truth. I left the room and found my way alone across the great marble entrance hall, and out to where my taxi awaited me.

I drove back to Florence, where, at the station, I obtained my bag, and then went to the Savoy Hotel in the Piazza Vittorio Emanuele, where I engaged a room.

For a long time I sat at my window gazing down upon the busy square below, one of the centres of Florentine life. The bell of the Duomo was ringing, the shops were mostly closed, and all Florence was out in the streets, it being the Festa of the Befana, one of the greatest of all the ever-recurring festas of Florence. Street urchins were parading the thoroughfares with horns and wildly shouting, and there was an exchange of presents on every hand. At the Befana everyone in Firenze goes mad with good intentions.

The artistic side of the ancient Lily City did not interest me. I knew it of old. I had strolled on the Lung Arno, I had long ago with my father on a winter tour looked into the little shops of the coral and pearl merchants on the Ponte Vecchio, and I had taken my apératif at Doneys or at Giacosas. I was no stranger in Florence. My mind was fully occupied by the deep mystery of Gabrielle Engledues death, and of the millionaires flat denial that we had ever met before.

As I sat gazing across the square my anger and indignation increased. That De Gex should have dared to affect such entire ignorance surpassed belief.

I tried to form a scheme for further action, but could think of no way by which to force him to acknowledge our previous meeting. That the beautiful girl had died, and that her body had been cremated upon the false certificate I had given, was beyond all doubt. But what had been the rich mans motive?

How very perturbed and anxious he was I had noticed, though he put such a very brave face upon it and appeared so imperturbable. That he could treat such a serious matter as a joke utterly amazed me. Nevertheless, I recollected that he had long earned the reputation of being highly eccentric.

That afternoon I spent in wandering about the sunny streets of Florence. In the evening I dined at Boncianis, in the Via Panzani, an unpretentious place at which I well remembered having eaten famously when on my last visit to Florence. Afterwards, having nothing to do, I went to a variety show at the Alhambra.

Florence was full of French and English visitors, as it always is in winter, so next day I formed a plan, and in pretence of desiring to rent a furnished flat, I called at the office of a well-known English house-agent in the Via Tornabuoni. My real object was to ascertain some facts concerning Oswald De Gex.

The English clerk became quite enthusiastic when I mentioned him.

Mr. De Gex is greatly respected here, he hastened to tell me. Since he bought the Villa Clementini outside Fiesole he has lived here for about eight months out of the twelve. Italians love rich people, and because of his wealth he is most popular. I see a good deal of him, for we act as agents for his property in Italy. He has quite a large estate — mostly wine-growing.

I mentioned that I had met him in London, and then asked in curiosity:

Do you happen to know anything of his niece, a tall, very handsome, dark-haired girl, Miss Engledue?

For a moment he reflected. Then he said:

I recollect when up at the villa just before he went to London — that was about three months ago — seeing a tall, dark-haired young lady. She came into the library while I was chatting with him. But I dont know her name.

Was she about twenty-one? I asked eagerly.

Yes — about that age, was his reply. But, of course, I have no idea whether it is the young lady you mean.

Had you seen her before?

I think so — once before. She was in the car in the Cascine with Mrs. De Gex.

I wonder how I could discover more about her? I asked. Who would know?



Robertson, the butler, or Mr. Henderson, the secretary.

The butler would be best, I said. How could I approach him, do you think? I dont want to go up to the villa.

It would be easy. Hes often down at the Gambrinus in the afternoon. I frequently meet him there, and we have a drink and a chat.

Would he be there this afternoon? I do wish you would introduce me, I urged. The matter is an important personal one concerning myself.

He might be down this afternoon — about four oclock, replied the alert young Englishman who spoke Italian so well. Ill look in there at four, if you will be about.

I certainly will be there, I said, and then we went along to Giacosas, where we each had that cocktail-like speciality known as a piccolo.

At five minutes to four that afternoon I entered the big Gambrinus Café, which was nearly opposite my hotel on the other side of the piazza, and I took a seat just inside the door. The orchestra was playing, and the place was well filled with a gay cosmopolitan crowd, many of them winter idlers.

I looked around, wondering if the butler, Robertson, had arrived, and waited in patience for the coming of my friend.

Punctually at four he appeared, and greeting me, cast his eyes over the many small tables, until suddenly he exclaimed:

Ah! There he is!

We walked to a table some distance away, where a stoutish, grey-haired, clean-shaven Englishman was smoking a cigarette and reading a newspaper, with a glass of vermouth and seltzer before him.



Hallo, Arthur! he exclaimed as he raised his eyes to my friend.

This is a friend of mine, Mr. Garfield, my companion said, introducing me, and then we sat down and began to chat. At last I could possess myself in patience no longer, and addressing the millionaires butler, told him frankly that I was in search of information concerning the dark-haired young lady who had been guest up at the villa about three months ago.

Oh! I suppose you mean Miss Thurston — the young American lady, dont you? But shes fair-haired!

The lady I mean is named Engledue, I replied.

Oh! I dont know anyone of that name, was his reply. Miss Thurston has stayed with us in London and down in Cornwall, and has been here several times. I fancy shes some relation of the mistresss. She first came to stay about three years ago, when she left school in Paris. Then she went home to America, and after six months came back again to us.

You havent any idea who her parents are — or where she lived in America?

She lived somewhere near Detroit, I believe. Thats all I know about her. I believe her people are motor-car makers and extremely wealthy. At least, somebody said so — and shes very free with tips to the under-servants.

When did she leave here?

When the master went to London. I was to go too, but I had influenza and had to remain here.

And where was Mrs. De Gex? I inquired.

She was already at Stretton Street. She and the little boy went to London early in October, but came back at the end of the month.



Then I questioned the estimable Robertson concerning the domestic happiness of his master. I said I had heard rumours in London of matrimonial differences.

Well, thats a lie, he replied quickly. There isnt a pair in the whole of London Society who are more devoted to each other.

This greatly surprised me after the words that had fallen from the millionaires lips.

Again I referred to the mysterious Gabrielle whom I described as minutely as I was able, and apparently my description fitted that of Rose Thurston, save for the colour of her hair.

You have no idea where she is, I suppose?

Not the slightest. Back in America, perhaps. She seems to come over every year.

I wonder if you could find out her address? I asked. If you could, it would be of very great service to me, and I handed him my card, expressing a hope that he would refrain from mentioning the matter to his master.

Ill try, he said. But I fear I shant succeed. Mr. Henderson, the masters secretary, would know, of course.

The point at issue now was whether the young American girl, who had been the millionaires guest at the villa, and Gabrielle Engledue were actually one and the same person. If they were, then I had made one step towards the solution of the enigma.

I confess to utter bewilderment. My brain was still confused. Sometimes my skull seemed wrapped in cotton wool. From a mere unimportant person in the world of electrical engineering I had suddenly become a man upon whom rested a great and criminal responsibility!

In that huge, garish café, with its great arc lamps glowing though night had not yet fallen, and with a noisy orchestra playing selections from the latest crazes of music from the revues in London, I sat with a perfectly open mind. I had been the victim of some extremely clever plot. But of its motive, of its ramifications, or of its conception, I had no knowledge. Even my wildest imagination was at fault.

All I knew was that the sallow-faced De Gex — the millionaire who lived up at the huge Villa Clementini — had plotted against the handsome girl, and she had died in his wifes bedroom in Stretton Street.

Well, Mr. Robertson, how can I find out anything more about Miss Thurston? Give me your advice.

Ill try and see what I can do, he said. Perhaps I may be able to get a glance at the mistresss address book. I have seen it. Ill try.

Yes — do! I said very anxiously. It means so very much to me.

Why?

I hesitated. My intention was to mislead both of my companions.

Well, I said with a laugh, the fact is, I — Im very fond of her!

Both men exchanged glances. Then they smiled, almost imperceptibly, I know, but it struck them as humorous that I had fallen in love with the daughter of a wealthy American.

Of course Im not yet certain whether she is the same lady, I went on. She may not be. But on calm consideration I believe she is. The description you give of her is exact.

Well, exclaimed the butler, Ill see if I can get at the address book. She keeps it in a drawer in her boudoir, which is usually locked. But sometimes she leaves it open. At any rate, Ill see what I can do and let you know.

I thanked him and told him that I was staying at the Savoy. Then I was compelled to discuss with the estate-agents clerk the pretended renting of an apartment out by the Porta Romana, which, he said, was vacant.

On the following day, in order to still sustain the deception, I went and viewed the place, and found it really quite comfortable and very reasonable. But, of course, I was compelled to express dislike of it. Whereupon my friend promised to find me another.

Day after day I waited in Florence, hoping against hope that Robertson would be able to furnish me with Miss Thurstons address. But though I saw him several times he reported that the drawer containing the address book was still locked.

Mr. De Gex had gone to Rome, and was away for three days. The British Ambassador was giving some official function and the millionaire had been invited. Indeed, I read all about it in the Nazione.

On the fourth day he returned, for I saw him in his big yellow car driving along the Via Calzajoli. An elegant Italian, the young Marchese Cerretani, was seated at his side, and both were laughing together.

Twice I had been up to the Villa Clementini, and wandered around its high white walls which hid the beautiful gardens from the public gaze. Surely there was no fairer spot in all sunny Italy than that chosen by the rich man as his abode. To the hundreds of visitors of all nations, who came up by train to Fiesole from Florence to lunch or dine at the various pleasant little restaurants, the great imposing place was pointed out as the residence of the rich Inglese — the man who possessed more money than any of the most wealthy in the kingdom of Italy.

When I thought of that fateful night in Stretton Street, I waxed furious. Was it possible, that, by the possession of great riches, a man could commit crime with impunity? Perhaps what goaded me to desperation more than anything was the foul trick that had been played upon me — the administration of that drug which had caused me to lose all sense of my own being.

That subtle odour of pot-pourri had gripped me until I felt faint and inert beneath its perfume, and it often returned to me — but in fancy, of course.

In the winter sunshine I wandered about the busy, old-world streets of Florence, idling in the cafés, gazing into the many shop-windows of the dealers in faked pictures and faked antiques, while often my wandering footsteps led me into one or other of the sights of the city, all of which I had visited before — the National Museum at the Bargello, the Laurenziana Library, with its rows of priceless chained manuscripts, the Chiostro dello Scalzo, where Andrea del Sartos wonderful frescoes adorn the walls, or into the Palazzo Vecchio, or the galleries of the Pitti, or the Uffizi. I was merely killing time in the faint hope that the good-natured Robertson might get for me the information which, in the circumstances, I was naturally most eager to obtain.

In the course of my erratic wanderings through the grand old city, with its host of monuments of a glorious past, I was one morning passing the great marble-built cathedral and noticed a number of people entering. There seemed to be an unusual number of visitors, so having nothing to do I passed through the narrow door into the sombre gloom of the magnificent old place — one of the most noteworthy and most beautiful sacred buildings in the world.

At first, entering from the bright sunshine of the piazza, I could scarcely see, so dim was the huge interior, but slowly my vision, rather bad since my strange adventure, grew accustomed to the half-darkness, and I saw that upon the high altar there were many long candles burning in their brass sconces and before the high altar three priests in gorgeous vestments were kneeling.

In the great cavernous place, with its choir beneath the dome, I heard low prayers in Latin. Men and women who passed me bowed and crossed themselves while many knelt.

The glorious cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore, so called from the Lily which figures in the Arms of Florence — hence the Lily City — had always an attraction for me, as it has for every visitor to the ancient Tuscan capital. The stained glass of Ghiberti, the wonderful mosaics of Gaddo Gaddi, the frescoes of angels by Santi di Tito, and the beautiful pictures by the great mediæval masters, all are marvellous, and worth crossing the world to see.

From before the altar a long spiral mist of incense was rising, and about me as I stood in the centre of the enormous interior, many visitors were passing out from the dim religious gloom into the light of the open doorway.

Suddenly my eyes caught sight of a countenance.

I held my breath, standing rooted to the spot. What I saw staggered belief. Was it only a chimera of my unbalanced imagination — or was it actual fact?



For a few seconds I remained undecided. Then, aghast and amazed, I became convinced that it was a stern reality.

The mystery of the affair at Stretton Street became in that single moment a problem even more than ever bewildering.


CHAPTER THE SIXTH

ANOTHER PUZZLE
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KNEELING BEFORE DONATELLOS magnificent picture of the Virgin over one of the side altars, her outline dimly illuminated by the light of many candles, was a slim, dark-haired young woman in deep mourning. Her head was bowed in an attitude of great devotion, but a few moments later, when she raised her face, I stood rooted to the spot.

The countenance was that of the dead girl Gabrielle Engledue!

An involuntary exclamation left my lips, and a woman standing near me heard me, and wondered.

Kneeling beside the girl in black was a thin-faced, black-haired Italian of about forty-five. He was somewhat handsome, though a sinister expression played about his lips.

I watched the pair for several minutes, wondering whether in my brain, unbalanced as it had been, the scene was a mere chimera on my part and that, after all, the girl only slightly resembled the victim at Stretton Street.

The latter I had not seen in life, and death always alters the features. Nevertheless, the sudden encounter was most startling, and from where I stood behind a great marble column I watched them.

At last both rose and crossing themselves piously, walked slowly to the door. I followed them. It surely could not be that the girl whose death certificate I had forged, and whose body had been reduced to ashes, was actually alive and well! I recollected that sum of five thousand pounds, and the strange adventures which had befallen me after I had accepted the bribe to pose as a doctor, and certify that death had been due to natural causes.

Outside in the bright sunlight of the Piazza, I obtained a full view of her. Her rather shabby black was evidently of good material, but her face struck me as distinctly strange. The expression in her dark luminous eyes was fixed, as though she were fascinated and utterly unconscious of all about her. She walked mechanically, without interest, and utterly heedless of where she went. Her companions hand was upon her arm as she crossed to the Via Calzajoli, and I wondered if she were blind.

I had never before seen such a blank, hopeless expression in a womans eyes.

The man, on the contrary, was shrewd and alert. His close-set eyes shot shrewd glances from beneath black bushy eyebrows with a keen, penetrating gaze, as though nothing escaped him. He seemed to be trying to hurry her, in fear of being recognized. He had not noticed me, hence in the bustle of the busy street I managed to get up close behind them, when of a sudden, I heard her exclaim:

Not so fast! Really I cant walk so fast!

She spoke in English!

Her companion, uncouth and heedless, still had his hand upon her arm, hurrying her along without slackening his pace. She seemed like a girl in a dream. Truly, she was very handsome, a strange tragic figure amid all the hubbub of Florence, the old-world city of noise and of narrow streets, where Counts and contadini rub shoulders, and the tradesmen are ever on the look out to profit — if only a few soldi — upon the innocent foreigner.

Firenze la Bella — or Florence as the average Englishman knows it — is surely a city of strange people and of strange moods. By the discordant clanging of its church bells the laughter-loving Florentines are moved to gaiety, or to piety, and by the daily articles in the local journals, the Nazione or the Fieramosca, they can be incited to riot or violence. The Tuscans, fine aristocratic nobles with ten centuries of lineage behind them, and splendid peasants with all their glorious traditions of feudal servitude under the nobile, are, after all, like children, with a simplicity that is astounding, combined with a cunning that is amazing.

Along the Via Calzajoli I followed the pair in breathless eagerness. At that hour of the morning the central thoroughfare is always crowded by business men, cooks out shopping, and open-mouthed forestieri — the foreigners who come, guide-book in hand, to gaze at and admire the thousand wonderful monuments of the ancient city of Medici. The girls face certainly resembled very closely that of the dead girl Gabrielle Engledue. The countenance I had seen at Stretton Street was white and lifeless, while that of the girl was fresh and rosy. Nevertheless, that blank expression upon her face, and the fact that her companion had linked his arm in hers, both pointed to the fact that either her vision was dim, or her great dark eyes were actually sightless. The man was fairly well dressed, but the girl was very shabby. Her rusty black, her cheap stockings, her down-at-heel shoes, and her faded hat combined to present a picture of poverty. Indeed, the very fact of the neglect of her dress was increasing evidence that her vision was dim, for surely she would not go forth with the rent in the elbow of her blouse. Did she know that it was torn?

Just as we were passing the ancient church of Or San Michele, with its wonderful armorial bearings by Luca della Robbia, an old man with long white hair and beard, whom I took to be one of the mangy painters who copy the masterpieces in the Uffizi or the Pitti, passed by, and raising his hat, wished the pair: Buon giorno!

The girls companion returned the salute with a slight expression of annoyance, perhaps at being recognized, but the girl took no notice, and did not acknowledge him.

The man uttered some words in the girls ear, and then hurried her on more quickly, at the same time glancing furtively around. It was quite plain that he had no wish to be seen there, hence my curiosity became increased.

Every moment I, however, feared that he might realize I was following them; but I did not mean that they should escape me.

In the Piazza della Signorina they halted opposite that great old prison-like building, the Palazzo Vecchio, where several people were awaiting an omnibus, and as they stood there the girl, who bore such a striking resemblance to the dead niece of the millionaire, stared straight before her, taking no notice of anything about her, a strange, statuesque, pathetic figure, inert and entirely guided by the ferret-eyed man at her side.

I was compelled to draw back and watch them from a distance, hoping that I might be successful in following them to their destination. It certainly was strange that the girl who was so much like Gabrielle Engledue should be there in Florence, within a mile or two of De Gexs villa!

As I watched, yet another person — a well-dressed woman of about forty — recognizing the girls companion, smiled as she passed, while he, on his part, raised his hat. The woman who had passed struck me as being either English or American, for there are many English-speaking residents in Florence. For a second I debated within myself, and then a moment later I followed her until she turned a corner in the Via di Porta Rossa. Then I hurried, and overtaking her politely raised my hat.

I trust you will pardon me, Madame, I exclaimed in English, as she started and looked at me askance. I presume you are either English or American?

I am American, she replied with a pronounced drawl.

Please forgive my inquisitiveness, but I seek your aid in a little matter which is of greatest consequence to me, I went on. A moment ago, as you crossed the Piazza, you encountered an Italian gentleman and a girl. Could you tell me the gentlemans name?

What, the person I bowed to a moment ago? she exclaimed. Oh! thats Doctor Moroni.

Moroni! I recollected the name. He was one of the mourners!

And the girl? I asked.

Ah! I do not know. I saw her out with an old woman the other day. But I have no idea who she is.

Is Doctor Moroni a doctor of medicine? I inquired.

Yes. The people at the pension of the Lung Arno where I live, always call him in. I was ill six months ago, and he attended me. He lives in the Via Cavezzo, near the Porta Romona — number six, I believe.

I am sure I am extremely obliged to you, I replied very gratefully. I have a very strong reason for asking these questions — reasons which concern the young lady, I added.



The American woman smiled, and then, reiterating my thanks, I raised my hat and left her.

At least I had discovered the identity of the girls companion. He was a doctor, hence it was most probable that she was under his charge. Nevertheless, it was strange that he should take her to the Duomo and pray at her side. Doctors do not usually act in that manner with their patients.

When I returned to the Piazza the pair were nowhere to be seen, therefore I strolled to the nearest café, and sat down with a cigarette to think out the remarkable affair.

One or two features of the problem now became more than ever puzzling. First, in view of the fact that I had seen Gabrielle Engledue lying dead and had, for a bribe of five thousand pounds, signed a death certificate purporting to be from Doctor Gordon Garfield, of Queen Anne Street, Cavendish Square, it seemed beyond credence that the girl who had died and been cremated should be led about the streets of Florence by this Italian, Doctor Moroni. Oswald De Gexs denials were, in themselves, only thin, and yet they were all very clever and carefully prepared. The story of how his wife had left his little son in Westbourne Grove to be discovered by the police was no doubt well thought out. De Gex and his wife were actually on most affectionate terms, hence the tale he had told had been purposely concocted, in order to mislead me. Besides, his pretence that the dead girl had been his niece was, of course, a similarly concocted story to mislead me, and also to discredit me if perchance I made any unwelcome inquiries.

That I had been half asphyxiated and then drugged until my mental balance had been upset, was quite plain. And it was equally plain that De Gex did not intend that I should be capable of making inquiries concerning the events of that memorable November night. When I had been thrown out of the motor-car on that French highway, near St. Malo, the bank-notes had been purposely left in my pocket. I had already copied the numbers, and had called upon the millionaires bankers in Pall Mall, but there was no record that any of them had been issued to him. That payment had evidently been very well concealed.

On every hand it appeared quite plain that I had been the victim of some strange and remarkable conspiracy, the motive of which was entirely obscure. Surely I must have been watched, and my habits noted. De Gex had known that I frequently passed his door on my way to visit my uncle, and further, he must have known that I should pass on that fateful night in November when Horton was sent out to entice me within.

But the chief point of that complex puzzle was the fact that there, in Florence, within a mile or two of the millionaires almost regal residence, I had encountered a living girl who, in every feature, was the exact counterpart of the poor girl whose death and cremation stood recorded in the official registry at Somerset House!

When in London I had been half inclined to call upon Doctor Gordon Garfield and explain the situation. But such confession must, I knew, lead to my prosecution and inevitable imprisonment. I had taken a false step while under the baneful influence of some drug which had stultified my own volition and held me powerless to resist the temptation. I was now endeavouring to seek the truth.

That the amazing adventure in Stretton Street was not the outcome of imagination was proved by the entry in the register at Somerset House, and also by the evidence of the cremation of the body. But that the beautiful girl I had seen lying dead could now be walking about the streets of Florence was, of course, utterly absurd.

Was my memory, in my rather weak state of health, playing tricks with me? I began to fear that such was the case.

As I sat over my bock watching the tide of Florentine life pass and repass across the great piazza, I began to laugh at myself, and felt half inclined to abandon the inquiry. Still it was all most mysterious and mystifying. Why had I been marked down as a tool to further the millionaires ends? And who, after all, was the victim?

I tried to dismiss the apparently sightless girl from my mind, but somehow the affair obsessed me. I seemed impelled to go farther and try to elucidate the mystery. I endeavoured to make up my mind to forget it all and return to England and to my work at Francis and Goldsmiths — but all to no avail. My duty, I felt, was to leave no stone unturned until I had discovered whether Gabrielle Engledue had died from natural causes, or as a result of foul play.

The pale, tragic face of the girl I had encountered in the Duomo haunted me. Towards the narrow-eyed Doctor Moroni I felt an instinctive dislike, even though I had no cause to distrust him.

I think it was the strange intuition I experienced at that moment which caused me to decide to act with discretion and caution, and to discover all that I could concerning the doctor and his tragic-faced companion.

With a fixed plan I returned to my hotel, ate my luncheon in the big salle à manger, which was crowded with foreigners wintering in Florence. Then, after lunch, I complained to the manager of feeling unwell, and asked him to telephone to Doctor Moroni, in the Via Cavezzo.



Ah! a most excellent doctor! remarked the hotel manager. He has a very large practice among the English and Americans. And he is quite popular. I suppose you know him?

No. I have only heard of him, and of his cleverness, I said with affected carelessness.

Ten minutes later the manager sent me a message by a page that the doctor would call at three oclock. So, in my pretended illness, I went to my room and feigned the symptoms of acute indigestion.

Punctually the doctor arrived, and greeted me in his most professional manner. I at once explained that an American lady of my acquaintance had recommended him, whereupon he bowed, smiled, and seating himself before me inquired my symptoms.

His looks were certainly not an index to his character, for though he appeared so stern and taciturn yet at heart he was, I saw, a very humorous, easy-going man, a true Tuscan who showed his white teeth when he laughed, gesticulated violently, and spoke English with a refined accent that was particularly charming.

It is probably the change of diet, he declared at last, after diagnosing my symptoms. I see many such cases among foreigners who are unused to some of our rather indigestible dishes. The latter are very toothsome, and they eat heartily — with dire results, and he smiled.

So well indeed did I describe my supposed ailment that before he left he wrote me out a prescription. Afterwards I made pretence of being a perfect stranger in Florence. I longed to speak of Oswald De Gex, but feared to do so because his suspicions might by that become aroused. If so, then all hope of discovering the true facts would instantly vanish.



I hope you will soon be all right and that you will enjoy your visit to our Tuscany, he said very pleasantly. Florence is very full of visitors just now. Are you remaining long?

I really cant tell, was my reply. My business in London may recall me at any time.

Then I thanked him for his visit, and remarked that if the mixture gave me no relief I would probably call upon him.

Indeed, it was for this latter reason that I had called him in. By making his acquaintance in that manner I would, I saw, excite no suspicion, and I hoped to be able to meet the girl who was apparently under his charge.

While I had been consulting him I noticed that he seemed a man of curious moods. At one moment his dark countenance was sullen and sinister, while at the next his face broadened into an expression of easy-going bonhomie. He spoke English extremely well, and was apparently a man of considerable taste and refinement. Truly, the situation was so puzzling that I was bewildered.

After he had gone, I re-dressed myself and went across to the Gambrinus, where I had an appointment with Robertson.

I found him seated alone at a table in the corner awaiting me.

Well? he said, Ive got that address for you, Mr. Garfield — the address of Miss Thurston, and he handed me a slip of paper upon which was written: Miss Rose Thurston, Cedar Cottage, Overstrand, Norfolk.

But I thought you said she lived near Detroit? I remarked.

She and her mother did live in America, but I have discovered that they now have a house near Cromer, was the butlers reply. So in acknowledgment of his services I passed him a couple of Italian notes, and we then had a drink together.

While doing so a strange thought crossed my mind.

Could it be possible that the girl I had seen with Doctor Moroni and Rose Thurston were one and the same!


CHAPTER THE SEVENTH

THE MILLIONAIRES APPREHENSIONS
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THAT SAME EVENING I made a number of inquiries concerning Doctor Moroni. On every hand I heard high praise of his skill. He was one of the principal physicians at the great hospital at Gelsomino, and among other of his illustrious patients there had been a Russian Grand Duke and an Austrian princess who lived in a magnificent villa upon the Viale dei Colli.

I went about the wonderful city of art collecting information concerning the doctor, where and when I could, because a startling fact had been revealed to me by Robertson, namely, that Moroni was De Gexs medical attendant.

In the night-time when the narrow ancient side-streets of Florence, with their ponderous prison-like palaces with iron-barred windows are so ill-lit and cavernous, the place seems a city of evil deeds, as indeed it was in the days of the Medici and of the Borgias.

As I trod those streets between the Porta Romana and Santa Maria Novella, I confess that I became apprehensive of a nervous breakdown.

That a girl had been wilfully done to death in that West End mansion, and that I had accepted a bribe to aid and abet the assassin, were undeniable facts. The wealthy man evidently believed that, for my own sake and in order to escape prosecution, I would not seek to solve the enigma. Now, as I reflected upon my interview at the Villa Clementini, I realized how artful he was in denying everything, and yet allowing me a loophole for escape. He had mentioned blackmail — an ugly word with ugly consequences — well-knowing that I dare not go to the Metropolitan Police and make any statement of what I had witnessed or of how I had acted.

I still held that five thousand pounds bribe intact. The accursed notes were at the flat at Rivermead Mansions. My position was now untenable. When that night I retired to my room I realized that the situation was hopeless. How could I support any charge against a man who, being a millionaire, could purchase manufactured evidence — as is done every day — just as easily as he could purchase a cigar?

The evidence given in judicial courts in every European capital in cases where the party, either plaintiff or defendant, is well possessed of this worlds goods, is usually tainted. In no place on earth can money work more marvels than in a court of law. Witnesses who make testimony a profession for big fees appear in every Assize court in the world. And some of them are, alas! experts. True it is that every man has his price, and the more so in these hard, post-war days of riot and ruin. Justice and brotherly love departed with the Victorian era. The old game of Beat-your-neighbour-out-of-doors, played by our grandfathers, seems to be the only one practised in our modern times.

With such thoughts I fell asleep.

Next day I spent in again wandering the old-world streets of Florence, hoping to obtain another glimpse of Moroni and his fair charge. I went to the Duomo and waited near that side-chapel where I had first seen them. Then, as they did not come, I idled before a café in the Via Calzajoli, and again in the Piazza della Signorina. But I saw nothing of them. That afternoon I spent the winter sunshine in the Cascine, the beautiful wood beside the Arno where the Florentines go each day for the passeggiata, either in their old-fashioned landaus with armorial bearings upon the panels, in modern motor-cars, or on foot. The afternoon, though it was winter, was glorious, even though the cold wind from the snow-tipped Apennines swept sharply down the valley. Yet everyone was wrapped up warmly, and the fresh air was invigorating.

Though I kept my eyes open everywhere, I failed to detect that slim figure in rusty black.

I allowed the following day to pass. Then, at four oclock in the afternoon, I called at the house of Doctor Moroni in pretence of again consulting him.

Upon the door of the great old house, now converted into spacious flats, was a small, rather tarnished brass plate with the words: Dr. Moroni, Primo Piano.

So I climbed the wide stone stairs to the first floor, and rang the bell. My summons was answered by a tall, swarthy, dark-eyed Italian maid, who wore a dainty muslin apron, but no cap — as is the custom in Italy. She was a Piedmontese, for in her hair she wore several of those large pins with round heads of silver filigree placed in a semicircle at the back of her head, until they formed a kind of halo.

The Signore Dottore is at home, was her reply in Italian. Be pleased to enter.

And she showed me along a narrow hall to what was evidently Moronis waiting-room. The atmosphere of the place was close on account of the charcoal stove, and the barely-furnished room smelt of some disinfectant.

I had sat there for some moments when I heard a door open, and mens voices sounded speaking in English:

Very well, signore, I heard the doctor say. I will be up at the villa at eleven oclock.



Good, replied the other. You will not be troubled by Robertson this time. He will be away. I am sending him on a message to Pisa, as I do not want him about; he is too inquisitive. Besides, you will not come to the house. You quite understand where we shall meet?

Quite, signore, replied Moroni.

By the mode in which the doctor addressed his visitor, and the mention of Robertson, it was plain that he was speaking with Oswald De Gex. Why was the butler to be sent to Pisa? I wondered.

I sat breathless, listening to the footsteps along the hall, and to Moroni wishing his visitor good afternoon.

A few moments later he opened the door brusquely and with a pleasant smile apologized for keeping me waiting. Then he conducted me to his consulting-room, a gloomy, frowsy little apartment much over-heated, as is usual in Florentine houses in winter.

Well? he asked. And how do you feel now, Mr. Garfield?

My reply was the reverse of satisfactory. The mixture had done me good, I said, but I still felt excruciating pains after eating. In consequence, he felt my pulse and took my temperature, while I, on my part, strained my ears listening for any feminine voice. Was the girl whose secret I sought still there?

Once I heard a womans voice, but she cried in Italian to a fellow-servant named Enrichetta, hence she was probably the maid who had admitted me.

Moroni, after he had concluded his examination, seemed a little puzzled. No doubt I had, in my ignorance, described some imaginary symptom which was not in accordance with what he expected to find. He, however, gave me another prescription, and as he wrote it I wondered how he would act if he knew that my object in becoming his patient was to probe the mystery of the affair in Stretton Street.

I had at least gained knowledge of his intended visit to the Villa Clementini unknown to the butler, Robertson. He was to be there either at eleven oclock that night or at eleven next morning. It occurred to me that I might possibly learn something of interest if I watched the doctors movements at the hours indicated.

Your symptoms rather puzzle me, said the doctor at last, eyeing me from beneath his bushy black brows. To tell the truth, I fancy you must have eaten something poisonous at one of the restaurants. They sometimes use tinned food which is not quite good, and it sets up irritant poisoning. I had a case very similar to yours last week. The climate here did not suit him, and he has returned to England.

Oh! I hope to be better in a few days, doctor, I said cheerfully, for I was anxious for another opportunity to visit him. I wanted to see, and if possible speak in secret with the girl who bore such a striking resemblance to the dead Gabrielle Engledue.

On returning to the hotel I rang up the Villa Clementini and inquired for Robertson. In a few moments I spoke to him, asking if he were coming down to the Gambrinus.

Im sorry, he replied. I have to go to Pisa by the eight oclock train. But I shall be back to-morrow morning.

By that I established the fact that Oswald De Gex had an appointment with Moroni at eleven oclock that night, and not on the following morning.

I ate my dinner at Boncianis, near the station, a place little patronized by foreigners, but where one obtains the best Tuscan cooking — and after an hour or so over coffee at the Bottegone, I took a taxi up to Fiesole. The night was cold but dry and moonlit. As we ascended the steep hill a glorious panorama spread before us, for below lay the valley of the Arno with the twinkling lights of the ancient city, and the great pale moon upon the shimmering river rendering it like a scene from fairyland. And as we went up beyond San Domenico, through those lands which in spring and summer are so fruitful with their vines and olives, two peasant swains passed, chanting one of the old stornelli, those quaint love-songs of the Tuscan contadini — the same which have been sung for centuries in and about old Firenze:

Acqua di rio. Teco sarò di luglio e di gennaio Dove tu muori te, morirò anchio.

Tuscany is essentially a land of love, where the fierce flame of affection burns in the hearts of all the people, and where a hot word is quickly followed by a knife-thrust, and jealousy is ever cruel and unrelenting.

Arriving at last in the little piazza, at Fiesole, where a number of people were awaiting the last tram to take them back into Florence, I alighted, paid the man, and continued my journey on foot, still climbing the high road which led through the chestnut woods of Ricorbico, until at last I found myself at the corner of the grounds of the Villa Clementini, close to a pair of gates of mediæval wrought-iron which closed the south entrance to the magnificent domain.

On either side of the road were high walls with tall cypresses behind which cast their deep shadows over the highway, rendering it dark around the entrance. I glanced at my luminous wristwatch — a relic of my war service — and found that it still wanted ten minutes to eleven.

Therefore I drew back beneath the wall, and in the black shadow awaited the millionaires visitor to pass on to the main entrance.

I suppose I had been there ten minutes or so when I detected approaching footsteps in the darkness, and presently the doctors familiar figure appeared in the patch of moonlight, only to be swallowed up in the black shadows a moment later. Approaching the great iron gates which were a side entrance to the grounds, he drew a key from his pocket, unlocked them easily, and passed in without, however, re-locking them after him. His visit there was undoubtedly a secret one, or De Gex would not have given him the key of the entrance he used himself, nor would he have sent away his butler, Robertson.

The visitors footsteps suddenly ceased, for he was undoubtedly crossing the grass. In consequence, I stole on tiptoe up to the gates, and entering, saw in the moonlight that Moroni was stealing along in the opposite direction to the great country mansion, many of the windows of which were illuminated. As I halted my ears caught the strains of orchestral music. A waltz was being played, for, as I afterwards knew, a gay ball was in progress, the cars entering and leaving by the main carriage road.

A few seconds later I crept on in the direction the doctor had taken. At first I feared that, as is so often the case in Italy, savage dogs might be kept there at night to attack any thief or intruder. But as Moroni had entered so boldly, it was evident that if any were kept there they were that evening locked up. Hence, I went forward in confidence until I came to the edge of a beautiful lake lying unruffled in the moonlight, and surrounded by many pieces of ancient statuary, most of them moss-grown and lichen-covered.

As I turned a corner there came into view a large white summer-house with a domed roof, supported by columns — a kind of temple such as one often finds in the gardens of ancient Italian villas. The marble-built summer-house, with carved escutcheons, was a fashion of the seventeenth century. As I peered forward I saw Moroni walking in the full light, approaching the place, from which a dark figure emerged and came forth to meet him.

Instantly I again halted, and straining my eyes recognized that the man who was in evening dress was the owner of that palatial home.

They retired into the summer-house together. What, I wondered, was the object of that secret meeting?

It struck me that perhaps if I succeeded in approaching the spot I might overhear some of their confidential conversation, therefore I stole forward, always keeping in the shadow, and treading upon the grass, my eyes ever upon my goal.

The stillness of the night was unbroken, save by the harsh clanging of the convent bell down at San Domenico, and the howl of a distant dog, while ever and anon bursts of dance music from the villa reached my ears.

At last, by skirting a shrubbery in almost pitch darkness, and scratching my hands and face badly, I succeeded in gaining the rear of the little marble temple, and on hearing De Gexs voice I drew back and waited, scarce daring to breathe. I could hear my own heart beat as I listened intently to certain words distinctly audible.

Then you think he has suspicions — eh, Moroni? What you tell me is interesting, but also alarming.



I feel certain he has. He would not have consulted me for an imaginary ailment were it not so.

Then he must have seen her somewhere in Florence and recognized her! I was a fool to suggest that she should be brought here — so near to me! I was a fool to allow him to slip through my fingers!

I pointed that out to you at the time, remarked the Italian doctor with a sigh. But what you have just shown to me is amazing. I never dreamed of that!

He had evidently shown him something in the moonlight.

Well, I dont intend that this fellow shall pry into my affairs, snapped the millionaire. I recognized that hard metallic voice of his, and it recalled to me all those strange happenings on that November night.

I do not really see, if we act boldly, what we have to fear, said the doctor in his very fair English.

We! Then they were both implicated in the plot, whatever its nature.

Fear! echoed De Gex. Suppose he made some very compromising statement to the London police.

And in doing so he would compromise himself! He posed as a medical man, and gave the death certificate in return for payment — five thousand pounds. Beyond, he committed forgery by signing the name of Gordon Garfield. No, Mr. De Gex, I feel sure he will never court prosecution. He may busy himself in trying to solve what no doubt appears to him a complete enigma — as indeed it is to us. But he will never expose us — never!

The millionaire grunted dubiously.

Well, what are we to do now? What do you suggest, Moroni? Your brain is always so fertile where crooked business is concerned.



I have no suggestion. I came here to learn yours.

Yes. I called you here to show you what I have shown you, and also because I have a certain person here as guest at my wifes dance to-night — you know whom I mean.

Certainly. She is equally dangerous. You asked me to bring the little tube. Here it is. But I urge you to use it with extreme caution. When you break the glass be certain that none of the jelly inside touches your fingers. If it does, wash them instantly in carbolic. It is highly contagious.

De Gex gave vent to a queer laugh of satisfaction, as, no doubt, he took the mysterious glass tube in his hand.

I am not yet certain whether to try the experiment — or not, he remarked with hesitation.

It is, to say the least, a highly dangerous one.

You mean dangerous from the point of view of discovery — eh?

No, not at all. Your act cannot be discovered, but it may be dangerous for yourself and those about you — highly dangerous. I have obeyed your orders, signore, as I always do, and I have brought it. But my suggestion is that you should not break that tube and disperse its contents.

You seem to be growing unusually apprehensive, my dear Moroni. The appearance in Florence of this young electrical engineer seems to have quite upset you! he laughed harshly. I could hear every word.

I confess his presence here has not inspired me with confidence. We do not know the extent of his knowledge, or what he has discovered, replied the doctor. If he establishes one fact — you know to what I refer — then he will become a very grave menace to us both.



But surely he wont dare to reveal anything for his own sake. That is why I made the bribe a substantial one.

If he established that one fact to which I have referred, then it would be quite within the bounds of possibility that he might face the music, and lay bare the whole facts of the mystery of Stretton Street, Moroni remarked in a rather lower tone. At present I think he will keep a still tongue.

Then one thing is quite plain, said the millionaire. He must not be allowed to prosecute his inquiries any further. And it is for you, Moroni, to rid us of this ever-growing menace. If he is allowed to go on, then we shall one day awake to find our secret revealed.

I quite agree. But how shall we act?

Ah! I leave that to you, replied De Gex. You have many ways and means within your power. He is a patient of yours, he added grimly.

Yes. But I happen to know that he is sufficiently wide awake not to take any of my mixtures.

Ah! Then he suspects you! You must act with greatest caution, Moroni. Act as you will, but we must, at all costs, get rid of this fellow.

I suggested that after the affair at Stretton Street. It would then have been so very easy.

I know! I was a fool! I did not foresee the consequences if he met and recognized the girl. Even now we do not know where and how he met her. But the menace to us is the same. We must get rid of him — and quickly, too! The trap must be baited — and what better bait than the girl herself?


CHAPTER THE EIGHTH

LITTLE MRS. CULLERTON
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FOR NEARLY HALF an hour Oswald De Gex and the Italian doctor, Moroni, sat chatting in the darkness.

De Gex apologized to his visitor for not offering him a cigarette, remarking that the striking of a match might reveal their presence to anyone strolling in the grounds, for guests at dances frequently have that habit.

Indeed, after you have gone, Moroni, I am meeting the lady whom I mentioned, and shall walk with her outside here. I want to speak with her in private.

But surely that is dangerous! exclaimed the doctor instantly.

Why?

If you intend to act as you say you should not hold any clandestine meeting with her, Moroni suggested.

I shall take your advice and preserve this little tube intact, and he paused, intact at least for the present, he added. Hence there can be no harm in leaving the ballroom and coming out into the fresh air — eh?

In that case I see no risk.

The only risk we run is in allowing young Garfield to make inquiries here, in Florence. When he saw me, I, of course, denied everything. But I know that he must have noticed how upset I was at his reappearance.

Well, we have decided to suppress him, have we not? said Moroni briefly. And now it is getting late and my taxi is awaiting me down in Fiesole. So I had better be going.



Have a care that the fellow does not meet her — not until you are quite prepared, the millionaire urged. And lose no time in making ready. Each days delay is increasingly dangerous.

I do not disregard the fact, signore, replied the Italian, and next moment they emerged from the little Greek temple, and having walked a short distance, they parted, De Gex returning to the house, while Moroni made his way back past the lake to the gate.

When the mysterious millionaire had disappeared, I approached the broad terrace which ran along the side of the house from which such a wonderful panorama of the Apennines was to be obtained. If he brought his lady guest out, as was his intention, then he no doubt would descend from the terrace, for I saw two couples walking there as I approached.

Beneath a tree I took cover and waited — waited to establish the identity of the person whom he had marked down as his next victim.

That night I had gained much knowledge of intense interest, yet it all served to puzzle me the more.

That Tito Moroni was his accomplice I had established beyond doubt, and equally that there had been a grave and deep-laid conspiracy against me. And further, it seemed to be intended that I should again meet the mysterious pale-faced girl in black, and that the meeting was meant to be fatal to me.

Fortune had certainly been upon my side that night, otherwise I might have acted in good faith and fallen into some cleverly-baited trap. That the doctor of the Via Cavezzo was a dangerous malefactor was proved by the airy manner in which he had brought to his rich client that little glass tube which I, of course, had not seen, but which he had no doubt put into the hands of his wealthy and unscrupulous host.

The more I reflected as I stood beneath the great oleander, the more puzzled did I become. What was it that De Gex had shown the doctor beneath the pale light of the moon? It was evidently something which greatly surprised Moroni, and yet he had made but little comment concerning it.

But the chief mystery of all was the whereabouts of that poor inert girl Gabrielle Engledue. I waited, eager for the return of the tall, well-set-up man in evening clothes, the man who so much in the public eye was engaged in such a strange career of wickedness and crime.

It seemed incredible that the immensely rich man whose name was so constantly in the papers as a generous patron of the arts, and a pious philanthropist, should be implicated in such devils doings as those of which I had already proved him to be the author.

The discordant clanging of that convent-bell again aroused me to a sense of my surroundings. I saw upon the terrace before me several men strolling, smoking cigarettes, and with them their fair partners wrapped in rich cloaks and furs. They had come out after supper to admire the wonderful moonlit scene, for before them rose the snow-tipped mountains in a long serrated range, the high Apennines which divide the Adriatic from the Mediterranean.

Suddenly, almost before I was aware of it, a man and a woman passed close to me. The figure revealed by the cold bright moon was that of De Gex, who had now put on a light coat, while at his side walked a slim, tall young woman wrapped warmly in a rich fur coat. The diamonds in her fair hair gleamed in the moonlight, but unfortunately she had passed into the shadow before I could gain a glimpse of her features.

So that was the intended victim — the woman to whom the dangerous contents of that tiny glass tube was one day, sooner or later, to be administered.

They went forward towards the edge of the placid lake, hence I sprang upon the grass and followed them as noiseless as a cat. Little did the owner of the great Villa Clementini dream that I was lurking in such close vicinity.

They halted beside one of the ancient statues of yellow marble, a heavy-limbed representation of Bacchus crowned with vine leaves, where they admired the fairy-like scene. It was indeed glorious. Beneath the pale moonlight lay the placid lake like a mirror, for no breath stirred from the mountains, and beyond in the mystic light rose the snow-capped peaks far away beyond the chestnut forests of Vallombrosa.

There is a charm in all seasons and at all hours about those ancient villas of Tuscany; those country mansions of the nobles which have seen the tramp of men in armour and in plush, and bear upon them the crumbling escutcheons of races which have been rulers for five centuries, and whose present descendants are perhaps waiters in Paris, London, or New York.

The English visitors to Florence see outside the Florence Club effeminate elegants in English-made suits of blue serge, and brown boots, and they sigh to think that such specimens of humanity are the representatives of a noble race. Disguise it as you may, poor Italy is sadly decadent. Her glory has passed, her nobile are ruined and her labour enemies are, alas! bent upon putting her into the melting-pot. The gallant Italian army fought valiantly against the Tedesci. It saved Venice from the heel of the invader and it protected Dalmatia, where the population are Italians. But Italy to-day is not Italy of pre-war days, thanks to its paid agitators and its political scandals.

With the bright moon shining across the huge oleander beneath which I had again taken cover, I listened intently. But De Gex speaking with his guest was too far off for me to distinguish anything he said.

That he treated her with the greatest courtesy was apparent. And that he spoke to her with the most entire confidence I realized by my own observation.

At once I stole noiselessly forward from one bush to another until I was close to where the pair stood. I trod softly upon the grass, my ears strained to catch any word.

The words I at last caught were few and uncertain, for De Gex was speaking in a low and highly confidential tone.

At last, however, on approaching a little nearer, I heard him exclaim:

Jack, your husband, is a young fool! He has no discretion. He gambles on the Stock Exchange without any expert knowledge. He came up here to me yesterday afternoon and told me that he must have ten thousand pounds to tide him over, and prevent him being hammered. I sent him away, but I shall see that he has the money.

How really good of you, Mr. De Gex! exclaimed the girl — for as far as I could see she was hardly a woman. I dont know how to thank you sufficiently. I know Jack is a born gambler. His father was on the Stock Exchange before him, and I suppose games of chance are in the breed of the Cullertons.



Not in you, I hope, Dorothy, replied the millionaire. You have had the misfortune to marry a gambler, and — well, my dear girl — I pity you. Gambling is worse than drink. The drunkard can be sickened and put off, but the gambler never. Now I want you to promise me one thing.

What is that? she asked.

I shall see that he has the money. But it will come through a second party, not through me. I do not wish to appear to lend him money, otherwise he will still continue his speculations, feeling that he has me behind him. Now you know the truth, Dorothy. But you must promise me to say nothing. Nobody must know — not even my wife.

Oh! how very good of you to help Jack out of a hole! she exclaimed. Of course Ill remain silent. But it really is awfully kind of you. I dont know how to thank you.

I will do it for your sake, Dorothy, said De Gex, bending to her in confidence. I am indebted to you — remember!

Ah! no! cried the young woman, whose name apparently was Cullerton. No! Please dont refer to that terrible affair!

Her voice betrayed emotion and apprehension, while at that moment, as she turned her face to the light of the moon, I was able to get a full view of it. It was that of a very beautiful young woman of about twenty-three, rather petite, with fair bobbed hair, regular features, and sweet lips. But the expression upon her countenance was one of fear and apprehension.

I have no desire to remember it, said her host. We agreed at the time that it should be silence for silence. It was a bargain which we have kept ever since. You have married Jack Cullerton, and you are happy except that your husband is a born gambler. And of that he must be cured.

I know. I know! she said hastily. But earlier this evening you promised to tell me about Gabrielle. I must see her. She seems to have disappeared. Where is she?

In London, I believe.

In London! Yet the last time you spoke of her you said she was in Turin, on her way here, to Florence.

Oswald De Gex laughed lightly.

Yes. She came to Florence for a few days, but she has returned to London. Why are you so anxious to see her?

I want to see her about a matter which concerns Jack and myself — thats all, replied young Mrs. Cullerton.

May I not know? asked her host.

It is a purely private matter, was her reply.

Then from the conversation that followed, it seemed as though the millionaire was apprehensive lest she should meet the mysterious Gabrielle, and I wondered whether it was in order to prevent them meeting that he entertained designs upon her life.

I recollected that little glass tube which he was carrying in secret in his pocket, and which the scoundrelly Italian had urged him to refrain from using because he might place his own life in jeopardy.

I listened to every word. De Gex was evidently most anxious to know why she sought Gabrielle so eagerly. And Gabrielle, I could only surmise, was the girl I had seen stark and dead in that handsome room in Stretton Street.

That night of watchfulness had borne fruit. I had learnt from De Gexs own lips that another deep and subtle trap was to be laid for me — a trap baited with the tragic-faced girl herself. Further, I had established that he intended that, sooner or later, an accident should befall the dainty little woman in that rich ermine cloak, the woman with whom he was chatting so affably. Also I had learned her identity, and it now remained for me to forewarn her of what was intended.

The rich Englishman had talked for about a quarter of an hour with Dorothy Cullerton, when at last they returned to the house, while I made my way in the darkness back to the gate. When I arrived, however, I found that Moroni had locked it after him. I was therefore compelled to climb the wrought ironwork, and after several unsuccessful attempts succeeded in regaining the road.

It was long past midnight ere I found myself back in Fiesole, but I discovered a belated cab, and in it I drove back to Florence, full of grave reflections.

On the following day I bought in the Via Tornabuoni an English newspaper which publishes weekly a list of visitors to Florence, and from it discovered that Mr. and Mrs. Cullerton were living at the Villa Tassi, out at Montaguto, about three miles from the Porta Romana, on the opposite side of Florence. That same morning I took the steam tram from the Piazza della Signorina, and after three miles of dusty road, alighted at a spot beyond the little village of Galluzzo in the Val dEma. Crossing the brook I soon began to ascend the hill of Montaguto — a pretty eminence clothed with cypresses and olives — and was not long in discovering the neat, newly-built little villa, one of a number which are let furnished each season to wealthy foreigners. I noted as I passed that it was well-kept, that the garden was bright with flowers, even though it was winter, and that in the garage was a small light car which at the moment was being washed by an English chauffeur.

I longed to have some excuse to call upon Mrs. Cullerton, but could think of none. Therefore I returned to Florence and pursued fresh tactics. The afternoon I spent making inquiries regarding the Cullertons, and soon discovered that they were intimate friends of Monsieur Rameil, the French Consul, and his wife.

With this knowledge I lost no time in obtaining an introduction to the French Consul, and three days later received a card for one of Madames Friday afternoons. Naturally I went, and to my delight Mrs. Cullerton was there also. She was a strikingly pretty young woman, and apparently extremely popular, judging by the manner in which two or three young Italian elegants danced attendance upon her. Shortly before I left my hostess introduced me to her, and naturally I endeavoured to make myself extremely agreeable. But was not the situation a strange one? And this pretty woman had been marked down for destruction by the mysterious millionaire, just as I had been!

Yet had I told anyone of the knowledge I had gained I would not have been believed, any more than would credence have been given to the story of my strange adventure in Stretton Street.

We chatted for perhaps ten minutes. She asked me where I was staying and how long I should be in Florence, and then, expressing a hope that we should meet again, I bowed and left her.

I had accomplished one step towards ascertaining the identity of the girl I had seen dead in London.

Several days passed, during which I kept a good look out in the streets for sight of Doctor Moronis fair companion. But I was not successful. Perhaps she had gone to London, as my host of Stretton Street had asserted!

One afternoon, while haunting the streets, I suddenly encountered Mrs. Cullerton walking in the Via Tornabuoni, and, raising my hat, stopped to speak.

After a few seconds she recognized me, and I walked at her side chatting. Her car was waiting in the Piazza Santa Trinita, but before she entered it she had promised to send me a card for a little at home she was giving on the following Thursday.

Now, not until we had parted did it occur to me that De Gex might be also going there. In that case he certainly should not meet me. So I sought Robertsons aid concerning his masters engagements, and discovered that on Thursday morning the millionaire was going to Leghorn to join his yacht for a weeks cruise across to Algiers.

Therefore I accepted Mrs. Cullertons invitation, and found at the villa a number of pleasant, cosmopolitan people, whom I had already met at the French Consuls. I was introduced by my hostess to her husband, Jack, a smartly-dressed man, and a typical young member of the Stock Exchange. Afterwards I succeeded in having quite a long conversation with his wife.

Quite casually I mentioned the Villa Clementini, and its owner.

Do you know him? she asked with interest. He is such a dear, generous old thing.

I have met him once, I replied with affected unconcern. They say hes a little eccentric — dont they?

His enemies say that, she replied, but his friends are full of praise of him. Hes the most charming and generous of men, and his great wealth allows him to perform all sorts of kind actions. They say that he cant refuse anybody who asks for his influence or help.

I reflected that his influence was certainly a baneful one.

Ah! I see you are one of his friends, Mrs. Cullerton! I said, laughing.

Yes — I confess I am.

Then would you be surprised if I told you in strictest confidence that he is not your friend, but one of your bitterest enemies! I said, lowering my voice, and looking straight into her wide-open blue eyes.

I dont understand you, Mr. Garfield! she said, also lowering her voice.

I will explain one day, Mrs. Cullerton — one day when we are alone.

When? she whispered, for Madame Rameil was approaching at the moment.

Whenever you like to make an appointment, I replied. Only I must first hold you to absolute secrecy.

Thats agreed, whispered the pretty young woman. To-morrow. I will be here alone at three oclock, and then she held out her hand, and aloud said:

Good-bye, Mr. Garfield. So sorry you have to run away so early. Good-bye!


CHAPTER THE NINTH

SOME PLAIN SPEAKING
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PUNCTUALLY AT THREE oclock next afternoon the buxom Italian maid in dainty apron, ushered me into Mrs. Cullertons charming salone. From the long windows a magnificent view spread away across the green valley of the Ema to the great monastery of the Certosa, a huge mediæval pile which resembled a mediæval fortress standing boldly against the background of the rolling Apennines.

Scarcely had I stood there a moment when my blue-eyed young hostess, in a becoming black-and-cherry frock, entered, and greeting me, closed the door.

Well, Mr. Garfield? Its really awfully good of you to trouble to come out to see me. Im all excitement to know what you have to tell me about Mr. De Gex. Hes gone yachting — as you perhaps know. Do sit down.

As I did so she passed me the cigarettes, and took one herself. Then, when I had held the match for her and had lit my own, I said:

Well, Mrs. Cullerton, I really dont know how to commence. Somehow, I felt it my duty to come here to see you. I must admit that I have been manœuvring for several days in order to get an introduction to you, and to obtain an opportunity of seeing you alone. And yet — —



Yes. I quite see that. I thought by your attitude in the Via Tornabuoni that you seemed very anxious to know me, and her lips relaxed into a pretty smile.

That is so. In order to — well, to warn you, I said very seriously.

Warn me! — of what, pray?

I hesitated. To be perfectly frank with her was, I saw, quite impossible. She might hear all I said and then inform De Gex. She was his friend. Or perhaps she would dismiss me and my story as pure invention. Hence I resolved to preserve my own secret concerning the Stretton Street Affair.

Looking straight into her face, I said:

Im here to warn you of a very grave personal danger.

You are really most alarming, Mr. Garfield, she said in suspicion. In what danger am I?

You are either in possession of some ugly fact concerning Mr. De Gex which he desires suppressed, or else you bar his way to some ambitious achievement.

Her face changed, and she held her breath. Though it was only for a second I saw that what I had suggested was the truth. Her slim white hand twitched nervously upon her lap.

Some fact concerning Mr. De Gex! she gasped in feigned surprise. Who told you that! she asked, her face blanching.

I have not been told. But I know it, Mrs. Cullerton, was my reply. I know that, though De Gex is assisting your husband out of a financial difficulty and pretends to be your good friend, he views you as his bitter enemy — as a person whose lips must, at all hazards, be closed.



Really, Mr. Garfield, what you say is too extraordinary — too amazing! I dont understand you!

I know it sounds most extraordinary, I said. But first tell me if you know a certain Doctor Moroni, who lives in the Via Cavezzo?

Certainly. The doctor attends Mr. De Gex and his family. I first met him in London, about a year ago. Mr. De Gex holds him in very high esteem.

Ah! Then you know the doctor.

Of course. When he was in London he several times came to our house in Fitzjohns Avenue.

And your husband knows him? I asked, looking her straight in the face. Please tell me the truth, I urged.

No. Jack has never met him — not to my knowledge.

I was silent for a few seconds. I had established a fact which I had all along suspected.

Then he called in the daytime, when your husband was in the City — eh?

Yes.

Now tell me, did you ever have any strange illness after Doctor Moroni had called? I inquired very seriously.

Illness? Why, no! Why do you ask such a curious question?

I have reasons for asking it, Mrs. Cullerton, was my reply. I have called here as your friend, remember.

But all this is most bewildering, she exclaimed with a nervous little laugh. Why should I be in any personal peril?

Because you know something to the detriment of that wealthy and somewhat eccentric man, I replied. Pardon me if I put another question to you. Are you acquainted with a girl named Gabrielle Engledue?

Gabrielle Engledue? she repeated. No, I have never heard the name. I know a Gabrielle — Gabrielle Tennison — an old schoolfellow of mine.

A tall, dark-haired girl?

Yes, she is rather tall, and dark-haired.

Isnt her real name Engledue? I asked quickly.

Not to my knowledge.

Is she not Mr. De Gexs niece?

He has no niece, has he? — except, of course, Lady Shalford, whom I know quite well.

Where is Gabrielle Tennison?

In London — I believe.

Are you certain she is not here, in Florence?

Mr. De Gex told me that she came to Florence for a few days — —

To visit him — eh?

I suppose so. But she has returned to London.

Do you know her address in London, I asked very anxiously. I ask you this in our mutual interests, Mrs. Cullerton, I added confidentially.

Yes. She lives with her mother in a maisonette in Longridge Road, Earls Court, I forget the number, but you could easily find out.

And she is there now, I presume?

I expect so — if what Mr. De Gex has told me is the truth.

But will he ever tell you the truth? I queried. Recollect that although he poses as your husbands friend, he is nevertheless your enemy — because he fears you! Why is that?

The pretty wife of the young London stockbroker hesitated. I saw that she was much perturbed by my question.

I suppose he suspects that I know certain things, was her low, hard reply. But he has been very good to Jack on several occasions. He has prevented him from being hammered on the Stock Exchange, therefore I can only be grateful to him.

I looked the pretty woman straight in the face, and said:

Grateful! Grateful to a man whose dastardly intention is, when the whim takes him, to send you to your grave, Mrs. Cullerton?

I — I really dont know what you mean. Are you mad? Do be more explicit, she cried. Why do you make these terrible allegations against Mr. De Gex?

Please recollect, Mrs. Cullerton, that I am here first in your interests, and secondly in my own. You and I are now both marked down as victims, because both of us are in possession of certain knowledge which would, if exposed, bring obloquy and prosecution upon an exceedingly wealthy man. Your husband, yourself, and myself, are merely pawns in the clever game which this man is playing — a mysterious game, I admit, and one in which he is actively assisted by Doctor Moroni — but also one in which, if we are not both very wary, we shall find ourselves the victims of fatal circumstances.

My words seemed to impress the stockbrokers wife, for she asked: Well — what shall I do?

Be perfectly frank with me, I replied promptly. Both of us have all to lose if we close our eyes to the conspiracy against us on the part of your friend De Gex and his shrewd and unscrupulous accomplice, Tito Moroni.

Moroni is one of the most popular doctors in Florence, she remarked.

Im perfectly aware of that, was my reply. But there is no more dangerous criminal than the medical man who is beneath the thumb of a millionaire. There have been several before the assizes in various cities of Europe. Many, thanks alas! to the power of gold, have never been unmasked. There have been cases in Hungary, in France, in Italy, and in Russia — even one case in England which is recorded in a big file at Scotland Yard. But in that case there was no prosecution because money means influence, and influence means the breaking of those in office who dare to oppose it.

Then how do you suggest that I should act, Mr. Garfield? asked young Mrs. Cullerton. It is distressing news to me that Mr. De Gex is my enemy — and I confess that at present I can scarcely credit it.

I longed to unbosom myself to her — to tell her of all that had occurred to me since that fateful November night when I had passed through Stretton Street, but I was not yet fully confident concerning her attitude towards me. It might be hostile. She might seek De Gex when he returned from Algiers and tell him of our interview! If she did, then all hope of elucidating the mystery of Gabrielle Engledues death would be at once swept away.

Yet I held before me the fact that the millionaire, hand-in-glove with that scoundrelly Italian, intended to cast me into my grave. The Italians have all through the centuries been experts in secret assassination. The Doges of Venice, the Borgias, and the Medici have all had secret poisoners in their pay. The gay, careless race which laughs when the sun shines, are just the same to-day, after the war, as they were in the days of His Holiness Rodrigo Borgia. To-day your superstitious Italian criminal enters the church and prays to the Madonna that his coup — whatever it may be, from profiteering, picking pockets, or the secret assassination of an enemy — may be successful.



I allege that Mr. De Gex is your enemy, Mrs. Cullerton, I said. I have first-hand knowledge of it. Indeed, on the night of the ball at the Villa Clementini, he had in his pocket the wherewithal to bring upon you an illness which must inevitably prove fatal. He had a little glass tube which he had ordered Moroni to prepare, but which the doctor himself urged him not to break for fear of infecting himself and his family.

She sat staring at me open-mouthed.

I — I really cant believe it! she gasped. Mr. De Gex would never act in such a dastardly manner towards me. We are friends — old friends.

You may be, but I happen to know the truth, I declared. He pretends friendship towards you, but his intentions are that your lips shall be closed. For some reason he fears you.

Are you really quite serious? she asked, looking me full in the face.

I certainly am, I replied. The reason I am here is to warn you to have a care of yourself. That some evil is intended, I know. Only I rely upon you to keep the information I have given you to yourself. Watch De Gex, but say nothing — not a word.

I have already promised that I will remain silent, she remarked.

You must also say no word to your husband. He is indebted to De Gex, hence he might tell him what I have said. And further, my name must never be mentioned to De Gex.

Why not?

He would instantly guess the source of your information.



But what is your motive for all this, Mr. Garfield?

My motive is a simple one. I am trying to find Gabrielle Engledue, and I am now wondering whether the girl I am seeking is not the same as the young lady you know as Gabrielle Tennison.

Where did you meet this girl Engledue? asked Mrs. Cullerton, with a queer inquisitive look.

I paused for a second.

In London — at the house of a mutual friend.

Her expression caused me to ponder, for I discerned that she was inclined to doubt me.

And why are you seeking her now?

I have a distinct object in view.

Youve — well, perhaps youve fallen in love with her — eh? she laughed lightly.

Not at all, I assured her. I have a private, but very strong, motive in discovering her. I want to put to her certain questions.

About what, Mr. Garfield? Come, it is now my turn to be a little inquisitive, and she laughed again.

About a certain little matter in which we are mutually interested, was my evasive answer. Then, after a pause, I looked straight into her eyes, and added very earnestly: I wonder whether if I should require your help, Mrs. Cullerton, you would assist me?

In what way?

At present I cannot tell. To be frank, I am striving to solve a great and inscrutable mystery. Just now I am amazed and bewildered. But I feel that you are the only person who could help me — because you and I are equally in peril.

But, Mr. Garfield, I see no reason why I should be upon the brink of this mysterious abyss! she cried. You dont explain the situation sufficiently fully.



Because at present I cannot do so. No one regrets it more than myself. There is a grim mystery — a very great mystery — and I intend, with your assistance, to escape my enemy and clear it up.

Who is your enemy?

Oswald De Gex! He is my enemy as well as yours, I said very seriously. If you were in the possession of such facts as those I have gathered during the past week or so, you would be startled and — well, perhaps terrified. But I only again beg of you to have a care of yourself. You have promised silence, and I, on my part, will carry on my search for the truth.

The truth of what?

The truth concerning Gabrielle Engledue.

The pretty little woman again looked at me very straight in the face for some moments without speaking. Then, with a strange hardness about her mouth, she said:

Mr. Garfield, take it from me, you will never discover what you are in search of. The truth is too well hidden.

What? Then you know something — eh? I cried quickly.

Yes. It is true! she answered in a low, hard voice. I do know something — something of a certain secret that can never pass my lips!


CHAPTER THE TENTH

MONSIEUR SUZOR AGAIN
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MRS. CULLERTONS WORDS held me breathless.

At first I believed that I might wring the truth from her lips, but I quickly saw that she intended to preserve her secret at all costs. Whether she actually believed what I had told her concerning her own peril was doubtful. In any case, she seemed in some strange manner held powerless and fascinated by the rich man who had saved her speculating husband from ruin.

I remained there for still another quarter of an hour until her maid announced a visitor, when I was compelled to rise and take my leave.

For a few days longer I remained in Florence; then I left for London. On entering the Calais express at the Gare du Nord in Paris on my way home, I was agreeably surprised to find among my fellow travellers to England the affable French banker whom I had met on that memorable journey from York to London. He recognized me at once, and I inquired why he was not, as usual, crossing by air to Croydon.

Ah! he laughed. The last time I crossed three weeks ago we went into a thick fog over the Channel, and it was not very comfortable. So I prefer the rail just now.

On this occasion we exchanged cards. His name was Gaston Suzor, and between Paris and Calais we discussed many things, for he was a well-informed man and a true hater of the Boches. On the steamer we strolled upon the deck together, and we passed quite a pleasant journey in company. He was surprised that I had been in Italy, but I explained that I had been granted long leave of absence by my firm, and that I had gone to Florence upon private affairs.

We parted at Charing Cross, Monsieur Suzor to go to the Carlton, and I home to our little flat in Rivermead Mansions.

A note lay upon the dining-room table. Hambledon was away in Cardiff, and he had left word in case I should return unexpectedly. The place was cold and fireless, and I was glad to go over to the Claredon to have my dinner.

My one thought was of Gabrielle Tennison, who lived with her mother in a maisonette at Earls Court. So I took a taxi to Longridge Road, and after numerous inquiries at neighbouring shops in Earls Court Road, I discovered in which house lived Mrs. Tennison and her daughter. The hour was late, therefore I felt that it was useless to keep observation upon the place in the hope of the girl coming forth.

I had no excuse to make a call. Besides, I might, if I acted indiscreetly, destroy all my chances of solving the strange enigma.

Therefore not until ten oclock on the following morning did I take up my vigilant watch at the end of the road, at a spot from which I had full view of the house in question. My watch proved a long and weary one, for not until three oclock in the afternoon was my patience rewarded.

The front door suddenly opened, and down the steps came the slim figure of a girl, followed by a woman. As they approached me I saw that it was the girl I had seen with Moroni in Florence, while the woman was, from her dress, evidently an old servant.



The girl of mystery was attired quite smartly in black, her appearance being very different from the shabby figure she presented in Florence. But her beautiful countenance was just as pathetic, with that strange set expression of ineffable sadness. She passed me by without glancing at me, while the stout, homely woman at her side held her arm linked in hers.

They turned into Earls Court Road and walked towards Kensington High Street, while I followed at a respectable distance. I could not fail to notice the grace of carriage of the girl whose listless attitude was so mysterious, and whose exact whereabouts Oswald De Gex was concealing from his friend, Mrs. Cullerton. But the one point which puzzled me sorely was whether the girl walking in front of me all unconscious of my presence was the same that I had seen dead at Stretton Street, and for whom I had given a false certificate to cover up what had evidently been a crime with malice aforethought.

The pair now and then became lost in the crowd of foot-passengers in busy Kensington, but I followed them. Occasionally they paused to look into Barkers shop windows, but the interest was evidently on the part of the serving-woman, for Gabrielle Tennison — or whatever her actual name — seemed to evince no heed of things about her. She walked like one in a dream, with her thoughts afar off, yet her face was the sweetest, most beautiful, and yet the saddest I had ever witnessed. Tragedy was written upon her pale countenance, and I noticed that one or two men and women in passing the pair turned to look back at them. In that face of flawless beauty a strange story was written — a mystery which I was strenuously seeking to solve.

Presently they entered Kensington Gardens, strolling along the gravelled walks beneath the bare, leafless trees that were so black with Londons grime. The day was cold, but bright, hence quite a number of persons were walking there, together with the usual crowd of nursemaids with the children of the well-to-do from the Hyde Park and Kensington districts.

The pair passed leisurely half-way up the Broad Walk, when they presently rested upon a seat nearly opposite the great façade of Kensington Palace.

I saw that I had not been noticed either by the old servant or by her mysterious young mistress, therefore I sank quickly upon a seat some distance away, but in such a position that I could still see them as they talked together.

Was Gabrielle Engledue living — or was she dead? Or was Gabrielle Tennison and Gabrielle Engledue one and the same person? A living face is different from that of the same person when dead, hence the great problem presenting itself.

It seemed as though in conversation the girl became animated, for she gesticulated slightly as though in angry protest at some remark of her companion, and then suddenly I had a great surprise.

Coming down the Broad Walk I saw a figure in a grey overcoat and soft brown hat which I instantly recognized. He walked straight to where the pair were seated, lifted his hat, and then seated himself beside the girl.

The man was my French friend, Suzor!

That they had gone there on purpose to meet him was now quite clear, for after a few moments the old woman laughed, rose and walked on, in order to leave the girl alone with the Frenchman. What could be the meaning of that clandestine meeting? — for clandestine it was, or Monsieur Suzor would have called at Longridge Road. Possibly they expected that they might be watched, hence they had met as though by accident at that spot where they believed they would not be observed.

Gaston Suzor was a shrewd, clever man. But what did this friendship with Gabrielle Tennison denote? As I watched I saw him speaking very earnestly. For some time she sat with her gloved hands idly in her lap listening to his words without comment. Then she shook her head, and put up her hands in protest. Afterwards by her attitude she seemed to be appealing to him, while he remained obdurate and unperturbed.

I longed to overhear their conversation, but in the fading light of that brief wintry afternoon it was impossible to approach closer. I could only sit and watch. My eyes were strained to see every gesture of the pair, now that the stout figure of the girls companion had disappeared towards the Bayswater Road. In that oasis in the desert of aristocratic London one can obtain quite sylvan surroundings. True, the trees and vegetation are covered with a film of grime from the millions of smoking chimneys of the giant metropolis, still Kensington Gardens ever possesses a charm all its own as a clandestine meeting-place for well-born lovers and ill-born loafers, for nursemaids and soldiers, and for persons of both sexes who wish for a little quiet talk in the open air in order so often to clear a hectic atmosphere.

Such I judged to be the case between Gaston Suzor and Gabrielle Tennison.

At first the girl sat inert with downcast eyes listening to the man. But suddenly she raised her hands in quick protest again, and apparently became resentful — even angry. Then when he spoke some reassuring words she became calmer.

As I sat there shrewdly watching, I could not help reflecting upon a still further problem which now presented itself. The very last person in the world whom I should have suspected of being connected with the strange affair at Stretton Street was my affable friend the French banker. I now began to wonder if my first meeting with him in the express train between York and Kings Cross just before my amazing adventure had been simply by chance, or had it any connection between that meeting and the trap which had, without a doubt, been so cunningly prepared for me as I passed through Stretton Street to my uncles house on the following evening.

The fact that I had again met the mysterious Suzor at the Gare du Nord, in Paris, just as I was on my way back to London to pursue further inquiries was, in itself, suspicious. I confess that I sat utterly bewildered. One thing was plain, namely, that he had no suspicion that I was keeping such close observation upon Gabrielle. I knew where she lived, and to me he had given his hotel address.

At last, after quite twenty minutes of serious conversation, the stout, flat-footed servant returned, and after a few pleasant words with her, Suzor rose, and raising his hat, left them.

Instantly it occurred to me that, as I knew the girls abode, it would be more useful perhaps to watch the movements of my friend the French banker.

He took the path which skirted the lake, and then cut down the straight way which leads to Alexandra Gate into Rotten Row, while I followed him far behind though I kept him well in sight. He went swiftly at a swinging pace, for he had apparently grown cold while seated there in the north wind. The ground was hard and frosty, and the sky grey and lowering, with every evidence that a snowstorm might be expected.



He walked the whole length of Rotten Row, that leafy way which is so animated when social London disports itself in the season, and which on a black wintry afternoon, when the smart set are on the Riviera or in Egypt, is so dull and deserted. At Hyde Park Corner he turned along Piccadilly, until he hailed a passing taxi, to the driver of which he gave deliberate instructions.

I glanced around, and very fortunately saw another disengaged taxi, which I entered, giving the man instructions to keep the other in view, with a promise of double fare. Instantly the man entered into the spirit of the enterprise, and away we went towards the Circus, and thence by way of Oxford Street to the Euston Road, where before a small private hotel quite close to the station Suzor descended, and, paying the man, entered.

For three hours I waited outside, but he did not emerge. Then I went to the Carlton, and from the reception-clerk ascertained that Monsieur Suzor was staying there, but he did not always sleep there. Sometimes he would be absent for two or three nights. He went away into the country, the smart young clerk believed.

Hence I established the curious fact that Gaston Suzor when in London had two places of abode, one in that best-known hotel, and the other in the obscurity of a frowsy house patronized by lower-class visitors to London.

What could be the motive, I wondered?

I returned to the Carlton at midnight and inquired for Monsieur Suzor. The night-clerk told me that he had not yet returned.

So I went back to the cold cheerlessness of Rivermead Mansions, and slept until the following morning.

At each turn I seemed to be confronted by mystery which piled upon mystery. Ever before my eyes I saw that handsome girl lying cold and lifeless, and I had forged a certificate in the name of a well-known medical man, upon which her body had been reduced to ashes! That I had acted as accomplice to some cunning and deliberate crime I could not disguise from myself. It was now up to me to make amends before God and man, to strive to solve the enigma and to bring the guilty persons to justice.

This was what I was endeavouring, with all my soul, to accomplish.

Yet the point was whether Gabrielle Engledue was really dead, or whether she still existed in the person of Gabrielle Tennison. That was the first fact for me to establish.

Next morning I rose early and gazed across the cold misty Thames to the great factories and wharves upon the opposite bank. The outlook was indeed dull and dispiriting, I stood recalling how Moroni had walked with the beautiful girl in the streets of Florence, unwillingly it seemed, for he certainly feared lest his companion be recognized. I also recollected the strange conversation I had heard with my own ears, and the curious attitude which little Mrs. Cullerton had adopted towards me, even though she had revealed to me the whereabouts of Gabrielle Tennison.

My breakfast was ready soon after eight oclock, and afterwards I went to Earls Court to watch the house in Longridge Road. By dint of careful inquiries in the neighbourhood I was told that Mrs. Tennison had gone away a few days before — to Paris, they believed.

The young lady, Miss Tennison, appears to be rather peculiar, I remarked casually to a woman at a bakers shop near by, after she had told me that she served them with bread.

Yes, poor young lady! replied the woman. Shes never been the same since she was taken ill last November. They say she sustained some great shock which so upset her that her mind is now a little affected. Old Mrs. Alford, the servant there, tells me that the poor girl will go a whole day and never open her mouth. Shes like one dumb!

How very curious! I remarked. I wonder what kind of shock it was that caused such a change in her? Was she quite all right before November?

Perfectly. She was a bright clever girl, and used often to come in here to me for chocolate and cakes. She was full of life and merriment. It is really pathetic to see her as she is nowadays. She seems to be brooding over something, but what it is nobody can make out.

Very remarkable, I said. Ive noticed her about, and have wondered at her attitude — like many others, I suppose.

Yes. Her mother has taken her to a number of mental specialists, I hear, but nobody seems to be able to do her any good. They say shes suffered from some shock, but they cant tell exactly what it is, because the young lady seems to have entirely lost her memory over a certain period.

Is Mrs. Tennison well off? I asked.

No — the reverse, I should think, the bakers wife replied. Ive heard that Mr. Tennison was a very rich man, but when he died it was found that he was on the verge of bankruptcy, and the widow was left very poorly off.

It is curious what intimate knowledge the little tradespeople glean about their neighbours, even in London. From the woman I gathered one or two facts of interest.

I inquired if Mrs. Tennison had many visitors, whereupon she replied in the negative, and added:



There used to be an Italian gentleman who called very often a few weeks ago. He often walked out with the young lady. Somebody said he was a doctor, but I dont know if he was.

I asked the woman to tell me what he was like, when she gave me an accurate description of the mysterious doctor of the Via Cavezzo!

So Moroni had visited her there — in Longridge Road!

I tried to ascertain if Gaston Suzor had been there also, but my informant had no knowledge of him. She had never seen him walking with Gabrielle Tennison, as she had so often seen the Italian.

I remained for nearly half an hour chatting, retiring, of course, when she was compelled to serve customers, and then I left her and walked round to the house in Longridge Road, where I watched a little while, and then returned to the Carlton.


CHAPTER THE ELEVENTH

THE ABSOLUTE FACTS
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MONSIEUR SUZOR HAS not yet returned, was the reply of the smart reception-clerk when I inquired for the French banker. But he is often away for two or three days.

I left the hotel, and taking a taxi to the Euston Road made a thorough examination of the high shabby house with its smoke-grimed lace curtains, a place which bore over the fan-light the words Private Hotel. In the broad light of day it looked a most dull, uninviting place; more so even than its neighbours. There are many such hotels in the vicinity of Euston Station, and this seemed the most wretched of them all, for the windows had not been cleaned for many months, while the steps badly wanted scrubbing.

After I had thoroughly examined the place in front, I went round to the back, where I discovered, to my surprise, that the house had an exit at the rear through a mews into a drab, dull street which ran parallel. Then, for the first time, the thought occurred to me that on the previous day the Frenchman might have entered by the front door and passed out by the back into the next street!

I waited an hour idling about, and then I went boldly to the door, and knocked.

A black-haired, slatternly woman in a torn and soiled apron opened the door slightly.



Were full up, she snapped before I could speak. We havent any room to let.

I dont require a room, I replied politely. Ive called to see the French gentleman you have staying here — Monsieur Suzor.

I thought she started at mention of the name, for she still held the door ajar as though to prevent me from peering inside.

Weve got no French gent a-staying ere, she replied. Youve made a mistake.

But I saw him enter here last night.

You must ave been mistaken, the woman said. E might ave gone next door. They ave a lot of visitors.

But you are full up — eh?

Yes — with our reglar residents, she answered promptly. But from her nervousness of manner I knew she was not telling the truth. I was positive that Suzor had entered there, but she denied all knowledge of him. Why?

Without a doubt, while I had waited for him to emerge, he had passed out by the back way. If so, was it possible that he had seen and recognized me, and wished to escape unseen?

The house was certainly one of mystery. The woman was palpably perturbed by my inquiry, and she seemed relieved when I turned away with feigned disappointment.

Try next door, she suggested, and disappeared.

As I walked along Euston Road in the direction of Tottenham Court Road, I fell to wondering whether that frowsy house was one of those which exist in various quarters of London where thieves and persons hiding from the police can find sanctuary, and whether Suzor, knowing that I had seen him, had escaped me by passing through to the back and thus getting away!

I longed to know the character of the serious conversation he had had with Gabrielle Tennison. That indeed was my object to discover, hence that afternoon I still pursued my bold tactics and at about three oclock I rang the bell in Longridge Road.

That act, the true consequences of which I never dreamed, eventually brought upon me a strange and sensational series of complications and adventures so remarkable that I sometimes think that it is only by a miracle I am alive to set down the facts in black and white.

The old woman-servant, Mrs. Alford, opened the door, whereupon I said:

I trust you will excuse me, but as a matter of fact I am desirous of a few minutes private conversation with you.

She looked askance at me, and naturally. I was a perfect stranger, and servants do not care to admit strangers to the house when their mistress is absent.

I know that this is Mrs. Tennisons house, I went on, and also that you are left in charge of Miss Gabrielle. It is about her that I wish to consult you. I think I may be able to tell you something of interest, and I handed her my card.

Mrs. Alford read the name, but at first she seemed rather disinclined to admit me. Indeed, not until I had further whetted her curiosity by again telling her that I could give her some interesting information, did she show me upstairs to the cosy maisonnette on the first floor. It was a large house which had been divided into two residences, one the basement and ground floor, and the other the first and second floors. It was in the latter that Mrs. Tennison lived.



She ushered me into a pretty drawing-room, small, but very tastefully furnished. In the adjoining room someone was playing a piano; no doubt it was Gabrielle.

Well, Mrs. Alford, I began. I have ventured to call here because I have learned of Miss Gabrielles unfortunate mental condition, and perhaps I may have a key to it.

What — do you know something, sir? asked the stout buxom woman, for the first time impressed by my seriousness. Do you know anything of what happened?

Perhaps, was my non-committal reply. But first, I wish you to respect my confidence. I know youll do that in the interests of the poor young lady.

Ill do anything in her interests, sir, she replied, and invited me to take a seat, she herself remained standing, as a servant should.

Well, then, say nothing to your mistress, or to anyone else regarding my visit. First, I want you to answer one or two questions so as to either confirm or negative certain suspicions which I hold.

Suspicions of what? she asked.

I will reveal those in due course, I replied. Now, tell me what happened to Miss Gabrielle that she should be in her present mental state?



Nobody can tell, sir. She went out one evening in November to go to her dancing lesson, and was not seen again until six days later, when she was found on the Portsmouth Road half-way between Liphook and Petersfield. She had evidently walked a considerable distance and was on her way towards London, when she collapsed at the roadside. A carter discovered her, gave warning to the police at Petersfield, and she was taken to the hospital, where it was found that her memory had entirely gone. She could not recognize her mother or anyone else.

On what date did she disappear? I asked breathlessly.

On November the seventh.

I held my breath. It was on the day of my startling adventure.

Would you describe to me the exact circumstances? I asked eagerly. I may be able to throw a very interesting light upon the affair.

The woman hesitated. Perhaps it was but natural.

Well, she said at last. My mistress is away. I think you ought to see her, sir.

Why, Mrs. Alford? You are the trusted servant of the family, and surely you know the whole facts?

I do, she answered in a low, tense voice. They are most remarkable.

Then tell me all you know, and in return I will try to explain some matters which are no doubt to you and to Mrs. Tennison a mystery.

Well, after tea on the day in question, the seventh of November, Miss Gabrielle went out to go to Addison Road to Mrs. Gills dancing class. She was in the best of health and in high spirits because she had that morning received an invitation to go and stay with her cousin Leonora at Newmarket on the following Wednesday. As far as we know she had not a single trouble in the world.

She had no admirers — eh?

Yes, several. But she had no serious flirtations, as far as we can make out, replied Mrs. Alford. Her mother had gone to pay a visit, and when Miss Gabrielle went out she told me that she would be home at nine oclock. Though we waited till midnight she did not return. We remained up all night, and next morning when I went to Mrs. Gill, in Addison Road, I found that she had left there at half-past six to return home. We then went to Kensington Police Station, and gave her description to the police.

What was their theory? I asked.

They thought she had left home of her own accord — that she had a lover in secret. At least, the inspector hinted at that suggestion.

Of course her mother was frantic, I remarked. But had you no suspicion of any person posing as her friend?

None. It was not till six days later — about one oclock in the day, when a constable called and told Mrs. Tennison that a young lady answering the description of her daughter had been found at the roadside, and had been taken to the cottage hospital at Petersfield. We both took the next train from Waterloo, and on arrival at the hospital found the poor girl lying in bed. But so strange was her manner that she was unable to recognize either of us. All she could say were the words Red, green and gold! and she shuddered in horror as though the colours terrified her. These words she constantly repeated— red, green and gold!— red, green and gold!

What was the doctors opinion?

He was as much puzzled as we were, sir. Apparently my poor young mistress was found early in the morning lying in the hedge on the main Portsmouth Road. Her clothes were wet, for it had rained during the night. Her boots were very muddy, and her clothes in an awful state. She seemed as if she had wandered about for hours. But all she could say to us were the words: Red, green and gold.

Did not she recognize her mother? I inquired.

No, sir. She hasnt recognized her — even now!



Doctors have seen her, I suppose?

Oh, yes, half a dozen of them — including Doctor Moroni, the great Italian doctor. He took her to Florence for treatment, but it did her no good — none in the least.

How did you know Moroni? I asked quickly.

I think he became interested in her through one of the doctors to whom Mrs. Tennison took her.

Mrs. Tennison did not know Moroni before this affair? I inquired.

No, sir. Not to my knowledge. Hes a very nice gentleman, and has been awfully kind to Miss Gabrielle, replied Mrs. Alford. Like all the other doctors he thinks that she has sustained some very severe shock — but of what nature nobody can tell.

What other doctor has seen her? I asked.

Oh! — well, Sir Charles Wendover, in Cavendish Square, has taken a great interest in her. He has seen her several times, but seems unable to restore her to her normal state of mind.

Sir Charles was one of our greatest mental specialists, I knew, and if he had been unable to do anything, then her case must be hopeless.

But Doctor Moroni took her away to Italy, I said. For what reason?

He took her to Professor Casuto, of Florence — I think thats the name — but he could do nothing, so she was brought back again.

Now tell me frankly, Mrs. Alford, I said, looking the stout, well-preserved woman full in the face. Have you ever heard the name of De Gex — a rich gentleman who lives in Stretton Street, just off Park Lane?

De Gex! she repeated, her countenance assuming a blank expression. Yes, Ive heard of him. Ive read of him in the papers. Hes a millionaire, they say.

You have never heard of him in connexion with Miss Tennison? Is she acquainted with him?

Not to my knowledge. Why do you ask?

I have a distinct reason for asking, was my reply. Remember that I am seeking to solve the enigma of your young mistresss present extraordinary state of mind. Any information you can give me will assist me towards that end.

As I spoke I heard a sweet contralto voice in the adjoining room break out into a song from one of the popular revues. It was Gabrielles voice, I knew.

All the information I possess, sir, is at your disposal, the woman assured me. I only wish Mrs. Tennison was here to answer your questions.

But you know as much as she does, I said. Now tell me — what is your theory? What happened to your young mistress during the time she disappeared?

Mrs. Alford lifted her hands in dismay.

What can we think? She went away quite bright and happy. When she was found wandering on the road between London and Portsmouth her memory was a blank. She was haggard, worn, and much aged — aged in those few days of her absence. She could remember nothing, and all she could repeat were those strange words Red, green and gold.

I wonder why those colours were so impressed upon her memory? I remarked.



Ah! That is what puzzles the doctors so. Each evening, just as it grows dark, she sits down and is silent for half an hour, with eyes downcast as though thinking deeply. Then she will suddenly start up and cry, Ah! I see — I see — yes — that terrible red, green and gold! Oh! its horrible — bewildering — fascinating — red, green and gold! The three colours seem to obsess her always at nightfall. That is what Doctor Moroni told me.

I paused for a few moments.

Youve never heard her speak of Mr. De Gex? Youre quite sure?

Quite, was Mrs. Alfords reply. My young mistress was studying singing at the Royal Academy of Music. Hark! You hear her now! Has she not a beautiful voice? Ah, sir — it is all a great tragedy! It has broken her mothers heart. Only to think that to-day the poor girl is without memory, and her brain is entirely unbalanced. Red, green and gold is all that seems to matter to her. And whenever she recollects it and the words escape her drawn lips she seems petrified by horror.

What the woman told me was, I realized, the actual truth. And yet when I recollected that I had seen the dark-eyed victim lying dead in that spacious room in the house of Mr. De Gex in Stretton Street, I became utterly bewildered. I had seen her dead there. I had held a mirror to her half-open lips and it had not become clouded. Yet in my ears there now sounded the sweet tuneful strains of that bird-song from Joy Bells.

Truly, the unfortunate girl possessed a glorious voice, which would make a fortune upon the concert platform or the stage.

I did my level best to obtain more information concerning the Italian doctor and the man De Gex, but the woman could tell me absolutely nothing. She was concealing nothing from me — that I knew.

It was only when I mentioned the French banker, Monsieur Suzor, that she started and became visibly perturbed.



I have no knowledge of the gentleman, she declared. Yet had I not seen them together in Kensington Gardens?

I dont know whether he is known to you as Suzor, I said. Then I described him as accurately as I could.

But the woman shook her head. For the first time she now lied to me. With my own eyes I had seen the man approach her and the girl, and after they had greeted each other, she had risen and left the girl alone with him.

Curiously enough when the pair were alone together they seemed to understand each other. I recollected it all most vividly.

To say the least it was strange why, being so frank upon other details, she so strenuously denied all knowledge of the affable Frenchman who had been my fellow-traveller from York almost immediately preceding my strange adventures in the heart of London.

My conversation with her had been, to say the least, highly illuminating, and I had learnt several facts of which I had been in ignorance. But this fixed assertion that she knew nothing of the elusive Frenchman aroused my suspicions.

What was she hiding from me?

I felt that she was concealing some very essential point — one that might well prove the clue to the whole puzzling enigma.

And while we spoke the girls clear contralto rang out, while she herself played the accompaniment.

At length I saw that I could obtain no further information from the servant, therefore I begged to be introduced to her young mistress, assuring her of my keen interest in the most puzzling problem.

Apparently relieved that I pressed her no further regarding the handsome but insidious Frenchman, the woman at once ushered me into the adjoining room — a small but well-furnished one — where at the grand piano sat the girl whose eyes were fixed, though not sightless as I had believed when in Florence.

She turned them suddenly upon my companion, and stopped playing.

Ah! dear Alford! she exclaimed, I wondered if you were at home. Then she paused. She apparently had no knowledge of my presence, for she had not turned to me, though I stood straight in her line of gaze. I thought you had gone out to see Monsieur — to tell him my message. She again paused, and drew her breath.

I stood gazing upon her beautiful face, dark, tragic and full of mystery. She sat at the piano, her white fingers inert upon the keys.

She wore a simple navy blue frock, cut low in the neck with a touch of cream upon it, and edged with scarlet piping — a dress which at that moment was the mode.

Yet her pale, blank countenance was indeed pathetic, a face upon which tragedy was written. I stood for a moment gazing upon her, perplexed, bewildered and breathless in mystery.

I spoke. She rose from her seat, and turned to me.

Her reply, low and tense, staggered me!


CHAPTER THE TWELFTH

RED, GREEN AND GOLD!
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I KNOW YOU! she cried, staring at me as though transformed by terror. They told me you would come! You are my enemy — you are here to kill me!

To kill you, Miss Tennison! I gasped. No, I am certainly not your enemy. I am your friend!

She looked very hard at me, and I noticed that her lips twitched slightly.

You — you are Mr. Garfield — Hugh Garfield? she asked, her hands quivering nervously.

Yes. That is my name, I replied. How do you know it?

They — they told me. They told me in Florence. The doctor pointed you out. He told me that you were my worst enemy — that you intend to kill me!

Doctor Moroni told you that? I inquired kindly.

Yes. One day you were in the Via Tornabuoni and he made me take note of you. It was then that he told me you were a man of evil intentions, and warned me to be wary of you.

I paused. Here was yet another sinister action on the part of Moroni! Besides, I was unaware that he had realized I had watched him!

Ah! yes, I see, I replied, in an attempt to humour her, for she was very sweet and full of grace and beauty. The doctor tried to set you against me. And yet, strangely enough, I am your friend. Why should he seek to do this?

How can I tell? replied the girl in a strange blank voice. But he evidently hates you. He told me that you were also his enemy, as well as mine. He said that it was his intention to take steps to prevent you from seeking mischief against both of us.

This struck me as distinctly curious. Though the poor girls mind was unbalanced it was evident that she could recollect some things, while her memory did not serve her in others. Of course it was quite feasible that Moroni, on discovering that I was on the alert, would warn her against me.

Suddenly, hoping to further stir the chords of her memory, I asked:

Have you seen Mr. De Gex lately?

Who? she inquired blankly.

Mr. Oswald De Gex — who lives in Stretton Street.

She shook her head blankly.

Im afraid I — I dont know him, she replied. Who is he?

Surely you know Stretton Street? I asked.

No — where is it? she inquired in that strange inert manner which characterized her mentality.

I did not pursue the question further, for it was evident that she now had no knowledge of the man in whose house I had seen her lying — apparently dead. And if she were not dead whose body was it that had been cremated? That was one of the main points of the problem which, try how I would, I failed to grasp.

Would the enigma ever be solved?

As she stood in her mothers cosy little drawing-room Gabrielle Tennison presented a strangely tragic figure. In the grey London light she was very beautiful it was true, but upon her pale countenance was that terribly vacant look which was the index of her overwrought brain. Her memory had been swept away by some unknown horror — so the doctors had declared. And yet she seemed to remember distinctly what Doctor Moroni had alleged against me in Florence!

Therefore I questioned her further concerning the Italian, and found that she recollected quite a lot about him.

He has been very kind to you — has he not? I asked.

Yes. He is an exceedingly kind friend. He took me to see several doctors in Florence and Rome. All of them said I had lost my memory, and she smiled sweetly.

And havent you lost your memory?

A little — perhaps — but not much.

Here Mrs. Alford interrupted.

But you dont recollect what happened to you when you were away, until you were found wandering near Petersfield. Tell us, dear.

No — no, not exactly, the girl answered. All I recollect is that it was all red, green and gold — oh! such bright dazzling colours — red, green and gold! At first they were glorious — until — until sight of them blinded me — they seemed to burn into my brain — eh! And she drew back and placed her right arm across her eyes as though to shut out from her gaze something that appalled her. There they are! she shrieked. I see them again — always the same, day and night — red, green and gold! — red, green and gold!

I exchanged glances with the woman Alford. It was apparent that the shock the girl had sustained had been somehow connected with the colours red, green and gold.

I tried to obtain from her some faint idea of the nature of what she had witnessed, but she was quite unable to explain. That she had fallen victim to some deep-laid plot was evident.



She remembered much of her visit to Florence, I found, for when I recalled the great Duomo, where I had first seen her with Moroni, she became quite talkative and told me how much she admired the magnificent monuments — the Battistero, the Bigallo, Giottos campanile and the magnificent pictures in the Pitti and Uffizi.

Moroni had apparently also taken her to Rome, presumably to consult another Italian professor, for she spoke vaguely of the Corso and St. Peters and described the Forum in such a manner that she must have visited it.

While I sat chatting with her it struck me that in the blank state of her mind certain things stood out very prominently — a mental state well known to alienists — while others were entirely blotted out.

I referred to the millionaire who lived in Stretton Street, but again she declared, and with truth, that she had no recollection of him.

Perhaps, Miss Tennison, you knew him under some other name, I said, and then proceeded to describe minutely the handsome, rather foreign-looking man who had bribed me to give that certificate of death.

Have you an uncle? I asked presently, recollecting that the man at Stretton Street had declared the victim to be his niece.

I have an uncle — my mothers brother — he lives in Liverpool.

Again I fell to wondering whether the beautiful girl before me was actually the same person whose death I had certified to be due to heart disease, and who, according to the official records, had been cremated. She was very like — and yet? Well, the whole affair was a problem which each hour became more inscrutable.

Still the fact remained that Gabrielle Tennison had disappeared suddenly on November the seventh, the night I had met with my amazing adventure.

In reply to my further questions, as she sat staring blankly into my face with those great dark eyes of hers, I at last gathered that Doctor Moroni, hearing of her case from a specialist in Harley Street, to whom she had been taken by the police-surgeon, had called upon her mother, and had had a long interview with her. Afterwards he had called daily, and later Mrs. Tennison had allowed him to take her daughter to Florence to consult another specialist at the hospital of Santa Maria Nuova.

I think you know a Mrs. Cullerton, I remarked at last.

The effect of my words upon her was almost electrical.

Dolly Cullerton! she shrieked. Ah! Dont mention that womans name! Please do not mention her!

I believed that she was a friend of yours, I said, much surprised.

Friend? No, enemy — a bitter enemy!

Then you have quarrelled? She was once your friend — eh? Over what have you quarrelled?

That is my own affair! she snapped in apparent annoyance. If you know her, dont trust her. I warn you! Then she added: She is a wicked woman.

And her husband, Jack?

Ah! hes an excellent fellow — far too good for her!

Why do you entertain such antipathy toward her? I asked. Do tell me, because it will make my inquiries so very much easier.

Inquiries? What inquiries are you making?

I was silent for a moment, then looking straight into her eyes, I replied very seriously:



I am making inquiries, Miss Tennison, into what happened to you during those days when you disappeared. I am seeking to bring punishment upon those who are responsible for your present condition.

She shook her head mournfully, and a faint smile played about her lips. But she did not reply.

Tell me more about Mrs. Cullerton, I went on. She was in Florence when you were there.

In Florence! exclaimed the girl, as though amazed. What could she be doing there?

She was living in a furnished villa with her husband. And she went on several visits to Mr. De Gex who lives up at Fiesole. Are you quite sure you do not know him? I asked. He lives at the Villa Clementini. Have you ever been there? Does the Villa Clementini recall anything to you?

She was thoughtful for a few moments, and then said:

I seem to have heard of the villa, but in what connexion I do not recollect.

You are certain you do not know the owner of the villa? I asked again, and described him once more very minutely.

But alas! her mind seemed a perfect blank.

For what reason had Moroni come to London and taken her with him to Florence? But for the matter of that, what could be the motive of the whole puzzling affair — and further, whose was the body that had been cremated?

The points I had established all combined to form an enigma which now seemed utterly beyond solution.

The pale tragic figure before me held me incensed against those whose victim she had been, for it seemed that for some distinct reason her mental balance had been wantonly destroyed.

Again and again, as she sat with her hands lying idly in her lap, she stared at the carpet and repeated to herself in a horrified voice those strange words: Red, green and gold! — red, green and gold!

Cannot you recollect about those colours? I asked her kindly. Try and think about them. Where did you see them?

She drew a long breath, and turning her tired eyes upon mine, she replied wearily:

I — I cant remember. I really cant remember anything!

Sometimes her eyes were fixed straight before her just as I had seen her in the Via Calzajoli in Florence — when I had believed her to be blind. At such times her gaze was vacant, and she seemed to be entirely oblivious to all about her. At others she seemed quite normal, save that she could not recall what had occurred in those days when she was lost to her friends — days when I, too, had been missing and had returned to my senses with my own memory either distorted or blotted out.

Could it be that the same drug, or other diabolical method, had been used upon us both, and that I, the stronger of the two, had recovered, while she still remained in that half demented state?

It certainly seemed so. Hence the more I reflected the more intense became my resolve to fathom the mystery and bring those responsible to justice.

Further, she had been terrified by being told that I intended to come there to kill her! Moroni had purposely told her that, evidently in anticipation that we might meet! He had pointed me out in Florence and warned her that I was her bitterest enemy. Was it therefore any wonder that she would not tell me more than absolutely obliged?



Do you recollect ever meeting a French gentleman named Monsieur Suzor? I asked her presently.

Instantly she exchanged glances with the woman Alford.

No, was her slow reply, her eyes again downcast. I have no knowledge of any such man.

It was upon the tip of my tongue to point out that they had met that mysterious Frenchman in Kensington Gardens, but I hesitated. They certainly were unaware that I had watched them.

Again, my French friend was a mystery. I did not lose sight of the fact that our first meeting had taken place on the day before my startling adventure in Stretton Street, and I began to wonder whether the man from Paris had not followed me up to York and purposely joined the train in which I had travelled back to London.

Why did both the woman Alford and Gabrielle Tennison deny all knowledge of the man whom they had met with such precautions of secrecy, and who, when afterwards he discovered that I was following him, had so cleverly evaded me? The man Suzor was evidently implicated in the plot, though I had never previously suspected it! Twice he had travelled with me, meeting me as though by accident, yet I now saw that he had been my companion with some set purpose in view.

What could it be?

It became quite plain that I could not hope to obtain anything further from either Gabrielle or the servant, therefore I assumed a polite and sympathetic attitude and told them that I hoped to call again on Mrs. Tennisons return. Afterwards I left, feeling that at least I had gained some knowledge, even though it served to bewilder me the more.

Later I called upon Sir Charles Wendover in Cavendish Square, whom I found to be a quiet elderly man of severe professional aspect and demeanour, a man whose photograph I had often seen in the newspapers, for he was one of the best-known of mental specialists.

When I explained that the object of my visit was to learn something of the case of my friend Miss Tennison, he asked me to sit down and then switched on a green-shaded reading-lamp and referred to a big book upon his writing table. His consulting room was dull and dark, with heavy Victorian furniture and a great bookcase filled with medical works. In the chair in which I sat persons of all classes had sat while he had examined and observed them, and afterwards given his opinion to their friends.

Ah! yes, he exclaimed, when at last he found the notes he had made upon the case. I saw the young lady on the twenty-eighth of November. A most peculiar case — most peculiar! Leicester and Franklyn both saw her, but they were just as much puzzled as myself.

And through his big round horn spectacles he continued reading to himself the several pages of notes.

Yes, he remarked at last. I now recall all the facts. A very curious case. The young lady disappeared from her friends, and was found some days later wandering near Petersfield, in Hampshire, in an exhausted condition. She could not account for her disappearance, or the state in which she was. Her memory had completely gone, and she has not, I believe, yet recovered it.

No, she has not, I said. But the reason I have ventured to call, Sir Charles, is to hear your opinion on the case.

My opinion! he echoed. What opinion can I hold when the effect is so plain — loss of memory?



Ah! But how could such a state of mind be produced? I asked.

You ask me for the cause. That, my dear sir, I cannot say, was his answer. There are several causes which would produce a similar effect. Probably it was some great shock. But of what nature we cannot possibly discover unless she herself recovers her normal memory so far as to be able to assist us. I see that I have noted how she constantly repeats the words red, green and gold. That combination of colours has apparently impressed itself upon her mind to such an extent that it has become an obsession. Often she will utter no other words than those. She was seen by a number of eminent men, but nobody could suggest any cause other than shock.

Is it possible that some drug could have been administered to her?

Everything is possible, Sir Charles answered. But I know of no drug which would produce such effect. In brief, I confess that I have no idea what can have caused the sudden mental breakdown.

I felt impelled to relate to him the whole story of my own adventures, but I hesitated. As a matter of fact I feared that he might regard it, as he most probably would have done, as a mere chimera of my own imagination.

A girl I had seen dead — or believed I had seen dead — was now living! And she was Gabrielle Tennison.

Of that I had no doubt, for the dates of our adventures corresponded.

And yet a girl also named Gabrielle had died and her body had been cremated!

The whole affair seemed to be beyond human credence. And yet you, my reader, have in this record the exact, hard and undeniable facts.


CHAPTER THE THIRTEENTH

SOME INTERESTING REVELATIONS
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NEXT DAY I went to the office of Francis and Goldsmith, and after a consultation with both principals, during which I briefly outlined the curious circumstances such as I have here related, I was granted further leave of absence.

Yet I entertained a distinct feeling that old Mr. Francis somewhat doubted the truth of my statements. But was it surprising, so extraordinary had been my adventures?

Perhaps you do not credit my statements, gentlemen, I said before leaving their room. But one day I hope to solve the enigma, and you will then learn one of the most extraordinary stories that any man has lived to tell.

Afterwards I went round to the Carlton and inquired for Monsieur Suzor. To my surprise he was in.

Therefore I was ushered up to his private sitting-room, where he greeted me very warmly — so frankly welcome did he make me, indeed, that I wondered whether, after all, he had detected me following him, or whether he had entered and escaped from that house in the Euston Road with some entirely different motive.

Ah, my dear friend! he cried in his excellent English. I wondered what had become of you. I called at Rivermead Mansions three days ago, but I could get no reply when I rang at your flat. The porter said that both you and your friend were out, and he had no idea when you would return. I go back to Paris to-morrow.



Shall you fly across this time? I asked.

No. I go by train. I have a lot of luggage — some purchases I have made for my friend the Baroness de Henonville.

It was then about five oclock, so he ordered some tea, and over cigarettes we chatted for nearly an hour.

The longer I conversed with him the more mysterious he appeared. Why had he crossed from Paris to London with me in order to meet clandestinely the poor girl who was the rich mans victim? That was one point which arose in my mind.

But the main question was the reason of his supposed chance meeting with me in the express between York and London.

During our chat I feared to refer to Gabrielle lest he should suspect that I knew of his subtle intrigue. I could see that he was congratulating himself upon his cleverness in misleading me, therefore I chuckled inwardly.

What I desired most at that moment was to establish the connexion between the elegant cosmopolitan Frenchman and Oswald De Gex with his wily accomplice Moroni. That the latter was a man of criminal instinct I had long ago established. He was a toady to a man of immense wealth — a clever medical man who, by reason of his callous unscrupulousness, was a dealer in Death in its most insidious and least-looked-for form. The hand of death is ever at the command of every medical man, hence mankind has to thank the medical profession — one of the hardest-worked and least recognized in the world — for its honesty, frankness and strict uprightness. In every profession we have black sheep — even, alas! in the Church. But happily unscrupulousness in those who practise medicine in Great Britain is practically an unknown quantity.

But in Europe it is different, for in the dossiers held by the police of Paris, Rome, Madrid and Berlin criminals who practise medicine are written largely, as witnessed by the evidence in more than one famous trial where the accused has been sentenced to death.

I longed to go to Scotland Yard and tell my story. Yet how could I do so when, in a drawer in my room, there reposed that bundle of Bank of England notes, the price paid to me for being the accomplice of a mysterious crime? I could only seek a solution of the enigma alone and unaided by the authorities. I seemed to be making a little headway, yet each fact I established added complications to the amazing affair.

Further, I must here confess to you that during the past day or two I had found myself actually in love with the beautiful girl whose mentality had been wilfully destroyed by some means which medical science failed to establish. From the first I had been filled with great admiration for her. She was indeed very beautiful, with wonderful eyes and a perfect complexion. There was grace in every movement, save when at times she held herself rigid, with fixed blank eyes as though fascinated, or gripped by some invisible power. More than once I had wondered whether she were under hypnotic influence, but that theory had been completely negatived by Sir Charles Wendover.

Be that as it may, I had now fallen desperately in love with the girl whom I was seeking to rescue from her enemies.

Why had the body of Gabrielle Engledue been cremated if not to destroy all evidence of a crime? Gabrielle Tennison still lived; therefore another woman must have lost her life by foul means — most probably by poison — in face of the pains that were taken by Moroni to efface all trace of the cause of death.

Over our tea the affable French banker told me of a rapid journey to Liverpool which he had taken a few days before, he having some pressing business with a man who was on the point of sailing for New York. The person in question had absconded from Paris owing the bank a large sum of money, and he had that day cabled to the New York police asking for his arrest on landing.

I shall probably be compelled to go across to America and apply for him to be sent back to Paris, my friend said, so I am going back for instructions.

As he spoke I pondered. Was it possible that he was unaware of the surveillance I had kept upon him during and after his secret interview with Gabrielle? If so, why had he entered that dingy house in the Euston Road and made his exit by the back way? I had established the fact that the house was well-known to thieves of a certain class who used it in order to escape being followed. Several such houses exist in London. One is near the Elephant and Castle, another in the Clapham Road, while there is one in Hammersmith Road, and still another just off Clarence Terrace at Regents Park. Such houses serve as sanctuaries for those escaping from justice. The latter know them, and as they slip through they pay a toll, well-knowing that the keeper of the house will deny that they have ever been there.

The in-and-out houses of London and their keepers, always sly crooks, form a particular study in themselves. One pretends to be a garage, another a private hotel, a third a small greengrocers, and a fourth a boot repairers. All those trades are carried on as blinds. The public believe them to be honest businesses, but there is far more business done in concealing those wanted by the police than in anything else.

From Suzors demeanour I felt that he did not suspect me of having been witness of his entry into that frowsy house near Euston Station. But why had he gone there? He must have feared that he might be watched. And why? The only answer to that question was that he had met Gabrielle clandestinely and feared lest afterwards he might be followed.

But why should he fear if not implicated in the plot?

To me it now seemed plain that I had been marked down as a pawn in the game prior to that day when we travelled together from York to London. I had not altogether recovered from the effect of what had been administered to me. Often I felt a curious sensation of dizziness and of overwhelming depression, which I knew was the after effects of that loss of all sense of my surroundings when I had been taken to the hospital in St. Malo. I had been found at the roadside in France, just as Gabrielle had been found on the highway near Petersfield.

When I reflected my blood boiled.

The affable and highly cultured Frenchman presented a further enigma. He was crossing back to Paris next day. What if I, too, went back to Paris and watched his further movements? As I sat chatting and laughing with him, I decided upon this course.

When, shortly afterwards, I left, I went straight across Hammersmith Bridge and found that Harry Hambledon had just returned from his office.

We sat together at table, whereupon I told him one or two facts I had discovered, and urged him to cross to Paris with me next day.



You see, you can watch — for you will be a perfect stranger to Suzor. I will bear the expense. Ive still got a little money in the bank. We can see Suzor off from Charing Cross, then take a taxi to Croydon, fly over, and be in Paris hours before he arrives at the Gare du Nord. There you will wait for his arrival, follow him and see his destination.

Hambledon, who was already much interested in my strange adventures, quickly saw the point.

Ive got one or two rather urgent things on to-morrow, he replied. But if you really wish me to go with you I can telephone to my friend Hardy and ask him to look after them for me. We shant be away very long, I suppose?

A week at the most, I said. I want to establish the true identity of this banker friend of mine. I have a distinct suspicion of him.

And so have I, Hambledon said. Depend upon it, some big conspiracy has been afoot, and they are now endeavouring to cover up all traces of their villainy. I was discussing it with Norah when we were walking in Richmond Park last night.

I quite agree, I replied. Then well fly across to Paris at lunch-time to-morrow, and keep watch upon this man who meets Miss Tennison in secret and then uses a thieves sanctuary in order to escape.

That story of the absconding customer of the bank is a fiction, I believe, Harry exclaimed.

Im certain it is, I said.

Then why should he have told it to you if he did not suspect that you had been watching? my friend queried.

I had not considered that point. It was certainly strange, to say the least, that he should thus have endeavoured to mislead me.

Next morning Hambledon was up early and went to Charing Cross, where he watched the bankers departure. Afterwards he returned, and with our suit-cases we travelled down to the London Terminal Aerodrome at Croydon, where, just before noon, we entered one of the large passenger aeroplanes which fly between London and Paris. Within half an hour of our arrival at the aerodrome we were already in the air sailing gaily southward towards Lympne, near Folkestone, where we had to report previous to crossing the Channel.

The morning was bright, and although cold the visibility was excellent. Below us spread a wide panorama of tiny square fields and small clusters of houses that were villages, and larger ones with straight roads running like ribbons through them, which were towns.

The dark patches dotting the ground beneath us were woods and coppices, while running straight beneath was a tiny train upon the railway between Folkestone and London. There were three other passengers beside ourselves, apparently French business men, who were all excitement, it evidently being their first flight.

Very soon we could see the sea, and presently we could also discern the French coast.

As we approached Lympne the observer telephoned by wireless back to Croydon telling them of our position, and in a few moments we were high over the Channel. At Marquise, on the other side, we again reported, and then following the railway line we sped towards Paris long before the express, by which the banker was travelling, had left Calais.

Indeed, shortly before three oclock we had installed ourselves at the Hôtel Terminus at the Gare St. Lazare, in Paris, and afterwards took a stroll along the boulevards, awaiting the time when the express from Calais was due at the Gare du Nord.

Shortly before half-past five Hambledon left me and took a taxi to the station for the purpose of watching Suzors arrival and ascertaining his destination, which, of course, I feared to do, lest he should recognize me.

It was not until past nine oclock that evening that my friend returned to the hotel. He described how Suzor on arrival at the Gare du Nord had been met by a young English lady, and the pair had driven straight to the Rotonde Restaurant at the corner of the Boulevard Haussmann, where they had dined together.

I dined near them, and one could see plainly that their conversation was a very earnest one, declared my companion. She seemed to be relating something, and apparently was most apprehensive, while he, on his part, seemed gravely perplexed. Though he ordered an expensive meal they scarcely touched it. They sat in a corner and spoke in English, but I could not catch a single word.

In response to my request he described Suzors lady friend.

Then he added: She wore only one ornament, a beautiful piece of apple-green jade suspended round her neck by a narrow black ribbon. When they rose and the waiter brought their coats, I heard him call her Dorothy.

Dorothy Cullerton! I gasped. I recollect that piece of Chinese jade she wore in Florence! What is she doing here, meeting that man clandestinely?

The man slipped something into her hand beneath the table and she put it into her handbag, Hambledon said. I have a suspicion that it was a small roll of French bank notes.

Payment for some information, perhaps, I said. I dont trust that young stockbrokers wife. Well? I asked. And what then?

On leaving the Rotonde they drove to the Rue de Rivoli, where the lady alighted and entered the Hôtel Wagram, while he went along to the Hôtel du Louvre, was his reply.

I was much puzzled at the secret meeting between the affable Frenchman and young Mrs. Cullerton, and next day by watching the entrance to the Hôtel Wagram, which was an easy matter in the bustle of the Rue de Rivoli, I satisfied myself that my surmise was correct, for at eleven oclock she came forth, entered a taxi, and drove away.

My next inquiry was at the head office of the Crédit Lyonnais, in the Boulevard des Italiens, but, as I suspected, the name of my French fellow-traveller was unknown.

We have no official of the name of Suzor, replied the polite assistant director whom I had asked to see. The gentleman must be pretending to be associated with us, monsieur. It is not the first time we have heard of such a thing.

So it was apparent that Suzor was not a bank official after all!

In the meantime Hambledon was keeping watch at the Hôtel du Louvre, and it was not until afternoon that he rejoined me to report what had occurred.

It seemed that Suzor had, just before noon, strolled to the Grand Café, where he had met a well-dressed man who was awaiting him. They took coffee together, and then entering a taxi drove out to the Bois, where at the Pré Catelan they were joined by a smartly dressed young woman who was, no doubt, an actress. The three sat talking for a quarter of an hour, after which the two men left her and returned to a small restaurant in the boulevard St. Martin, where they took their déjeuner. Afterwards Suzor had returned to his hotel.

At my suggestion my companion had become on friendly terms with the under concierge, who had promised to inform him if Monsieur Suzor should chance to be leaving.

It was well that he had arranged this, for when at six oclock Hambledon again went to the hotel the man in uniform told him that Monsieur Suzor was leaving the Quai dOrsay at eleven oclock that night by the through express for Madrid.

I saw that for me to travel to Spain by the same train as the man who had posed as a banker would be to court exposure. Hence Hambledon volunteered to travel to the Spanish capital in all secrecy, while I promised to join him as soon as he sent me his address.

That journey was destined to be an adventurous one indeed, as I will duly explain to you, but its results proved more startling and astounding than we ever anticipated.


CHAPTER THE FOURTEENTH

THE GATE OF THE SUN
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THE SPRING MORNING was grey and rather threatening as I left the Hôtel de la Paix in Madrid and walked from the Puerta del Sol past the smart shops in the Carrera de San Jeronimo and across the broad handsome Plaza de Canovas, in order to meet Hambledon at a point which he had indicated in the Retiro Park.

Late on the previous night I had arrived in the Spanish capital, and while Hambledon was at the Palace Hotel in the Plaza de Canovas I had gone to the Paix in the Puerta del Sol. I had been in Madrid only once before in my life, and as I walked through the gay thoroughfares I recalled that proud saying of the Madrileños: De Madrid al cielo y en el cielo un ventanillo para ver á Madrid (From Madrid to Heaven, and in Heaven a loophole to look at Madrid). The Spanish capital to-day is indeed a very fine city, full of life, of movement, and of post-war prosperity.

Crossing the Prado, where the trees were already in full leaf, I took that straight broad way which led past the Royal Academy, and again crossing the Calle de Alfonso XII came to the Alcahofa fountain, the Fountain of the Artichoke, near which I waited for the coming of my friend.

I stood there upon ground that was historic, and as I gazed around upon that sylvan scene, I wondered what would be the result of our long journey from Rivermead Mansions. That beautiful park which, in the seventeenth century, had been laid out with such taste by the Conde-Duque de Olivares, the favourite of Philip IV, had been the scene of innumerable festivals which swallowed millions of money, and gave rise to many biting pasquinas and coplas. To-day it is the Hyde Park of Spanish Society. There all the latest Paris fashions are seen at the hour of the promenade, and everybody who is anybody in Spain must be seen walking or riding along its picturesque paths.

I had not long to wait for Hambledon, for after a few moments his familiar sturdy figure came into sight.

Well, Hughie! he exclaimed, as we sank upon a seat together. Theres some deep game being played here, Im certain!

What game? I asked quickly.

Ah! I cant yet make it out, he replied. But Ill tell you whats occurred. Suzor, on arrival, went to the Ritz, where he has a private suite, and after I had watched him safely there I took up my quarters at the Palace on the other side of the Square, and started to keep a watch upon our friend. I got the concierge at the Ritz to do something for me for which I paid him generously, so as to pave the way for information concerning Suzor, in case we may want it.

Good, I said. Theres nothing like making friends with a concierge. He knows everything about the visitors to his hotel, and about their friends also.



Well, on the first day Suzor did not go out at all. But on the second morning at about eleven oclock, he came forth very smartly dressed, and strolling along the Calle de Alcalá turned into the Gran Café where an elderly lady dressed in black was awaiting him. She was Spanish, without a doubt. He greeted her with studied courtesy and then sat down opposite her at the little table and ordered apératifs. They conversed together in low, earnest tones. She seemed to be questioning him, while he gave rather hesitating replies. It seemed to me that he had come to Madrid in order to meet her. Therefore when after about half an hour they parted, I followed the lady. She took a cab and drove to the North Station, where she took a ticket for Segovia which I found was about sixty miles from here. I, of course, entered another compartment of the train and in about three hours we reached our destination. At the station she was met by a handsome young girl, who began to ply her with questions to which the elder woman replied in monosyllables as the pair ascended the pretty tree-lined boulevard that led into the picturesque town perched as it is upon a rock between two streams. Half-way up the Passeo, just prior to entering the ancient city so full of antiquities, the two ladies went in the gates of a large white house, evidently the residence of someone of importance. Unseen, I watched the door as it was opened by a man-servant who bowed to them as he admitted them. Afterwards I passed into that most venerable city of Castile where I found a hotel called the Europeo, where I ordered a meal. The waiter spoke broken English, and when I described the big white house in the Passeo Ezequiel González and inquired who lived there he replied that it was the Condesa de Chamartin with her niece Señorita Carmen Florez. The Countess was the widow of an immensely wealthy Spaniard who had died leaving most of his money away from his wife. There were rumours afloat both in Segovia and in Madrid — where he had had a fine house — that the widow was now in quite poor circumstances. Yet the Conde de Chamartin had been one of the richest men in Spain. Then I came back and telegraphed to you in Paris.

What has Suzor done since?

Practically nothing. He hardly ever goes out in the daytime, which shows me that he is no stranger in Madrid. Yet almost every evening after dinner he goes alone to one or other of the theatres, or to the variety show at the Trianon. Last night he was at Il Trovatore, at the Teatro Real.

Alone?

Always alone.

Then why has he come here, to Madrid? I queried.

In order to meet the Condesa de Chamartin.

But he has already met her. She came from Segovia to keep that appointment, hence one would think he would have returned to Paris by this time.

We can only watch, Hambledon replied. I will continue my surveillance, but you had better be seen about as little as possible. He might meet and recognize you. Should I discover anything, or should I want to see you, I will either telephone to you at your hotel, or we will meet again — at this spot.

Thus it was arranged, and half an hour later we parted.

I walked back to my hotel, my thoughts occupied by the beautiful girl who had suddenly so possessed me. Before me, by day and by night, rose visions of the lovely countenance of that strange, half-bewildered expression which was so pathetic and so mysterious. I recollected her sweet smiles when we had talked in her mothers drawing-room in Longridge Road, and I knew that my admiration had already ripened into love.

But it was all so mysterious, so incredible indeed, that I hardly dared reflect upon those amazing events of the immediate past.

The name of the great financier, De Gex, was one to conjure with all over Europe. Since my nights adventure in Stretton Street I had learnt much concerning him. His nationality was obscure. He posed as an Englishman, but at the same time he was a Frenchman, an Italian, and a Greek. His financial tentacles were spread throughout Europe. Fabulously wealthy, he held a controlling interest in a number of banks and great industrial concerns, and it was said that he knew the capitals of the world as a milkman knows the streets of his particular suburb.

Behind the smoke-clouds of great events his intriguing figure followed unseen, unheralded, influencing dynasties through his secretaries and agents — one of whom was Prime Minister of a foreign kingdom — and financing bankrupt states.

Now and then he emerged from the retirement of the Villa Clementini and would go to Paris, Brussels, or Rome, and there entertain most lavishly Ministers and aristocrats of various nations, and frequently give them presents at the dinner-table.

One man declared to me that Oswald De Gex was the friend of mighty persons and the moulder of mighty events. He was a man of mystery who quietly and in secret juggled the destinies of nations in his gilded fingers. Wherever money has the power to speak there Oswald De Gex would be found smiling an inscrutable mysterious smile, but always the centre of intrigue and adventure.

To outwit and expose such a man I was determined.

Back in the hotel I stood at the window of my room, gazing out across the busy plaza upon the fine Ministerio de la Gobernacion, with its great clock upon the façade. The Gateway of the Rising Sun is ever a scene of animation, and the more so on a fiesta, which it happened to be that day.



I stood there looking blankly out upon the centre of Madrid life. It was irksome to be compelled to remain in the hotel during the daytime for fear of recognition by the man Suzor. Why had he held that secret meeting with the widow of the wealthy Count Chamartin? Hambledon had certainly acted with discretion and promptitude in following the lady in black to her home in Segovia. Could the Frenchmans visit to Madrid be in any way connected with the affair at Stretton Street?

A new and highly interesting feature had arisen in the fact which I had only recently discovered, that Suzor had apparently travelled with me from York to London on that well-remembered afternoon with some set and distinct purpose. He had been most affable, and he had told me all about himself — a story which I now knew to be fictitious. In return, I suppose I had told him something about myself, but the exact conversation had long ago escaped my memory.

I had had no suspicion that the man who had posed as an important official of one of the best known of French banking corporations was in any way associated with the mysterious Oswald De Gex, until I had seen him meet in secret the girl with whom I had fallen so violently in love.

I tried to analyse my feelings towards Gabrielle Tennison, but failed utterly. I loved her, and loving her so well, I now set my whole soul upon elucidating the mystery.

Truly, the problem was most puzzling, presenting further complications at every turn.

Through the day I idled about the big hotel, occupying my time in writing letters and reading the papers. The café below in the late afternoon was crowded, for on the day of a fiesta Madrid is always agog with life and movement.

When night fell and I ate my solitary dinner in the big restaurant, where I specially ordered an olla with garbanoz, a dish so dear to the Spanish palate and which cannot be procured beyond the confines of King Alfonsos kingdom. The waiter aided me, of course, and he smiled contentedly when I gave him his propina.

Around me there dined as smart a set of people as those who frequented the Carlton in London, and perhaps the toilettes were even more elaborate. In certain feminine details the West End can be eclipsed both by modern Madrid and Bucharest, while Paris remains where she has ever been, the inventor of feminine fashion and the alluring City of Light.

In Madrid to-day one has all the pre-war prosperity combined with post-war extravagance. The latest mode of the Rue de la Paix is seen at the Ritz in Madrid almost before it is seen at Armenonville, and it becomes only second-hand when it has filtered through Dover Street — or Petticoat Lane, as that thoroughfare is termed by truculent London bachelors.

After dinner I spent an hour at the gay Café Iberia, in the Carrera de San Jeronimo, and returned early to the hotel.

As I entered the concierge met me with a note. It was from Harry Hambledon, written an hour before, urging me to meet him at the Gato Negro Café (The Black Cat), in the Calle del Principe.

I lost no time in keeping the appointment, and on meeting my friend, he whispered excitedly:



Suzor has a visitor. He arrived at the Ritz at six oclock, and they have dined together. He is a well-dressed man of between forty and fifty, rather sallow-faced, and has given his name at the hotel as Henri Thibon, rentier, of Bordeaux.

Aged nearly fifty — sallow? I echoed. Are his features of a rather Oriental cast — a dark, handsome man with deep-set eyes and a dimple in the centre of his chin? I asked eagerly.

Yes. That just describes him.

De Gex! I gasped. Then he is here!

After dinner they went out to the Trianon. They are there now.

Then we will watch them return to the Ritz, I said.

We spent an hour together in the café, after which we rose and walked through the well-lit streets and along beneath the trees of the Prado until we came to the great plaza where, opposite the Neptune fountain, the fine hotel stands back behind its gardens.

We both halted against the colossal fountain, the waters of which were plashing into the great basin, and found that from where we were standing we had a good view of the entrance to the hotel. That the theatres were over was proved by the number of cars and taxis that were depositing people in evening-dress who had come to the Ritz to supper. Hence we had not long to wait before we distinguished Suzor and his companion, both in dinner-jackets, strolling on foot across the Plaza from the Calle de Cervantes in the direction of the hotel.

In an instant I recognized the form of the mysterious owner of the house in Stretton Street.

Yes! I cried. Im not mistaken! But why is he here under the name of Thibon? Without a doubt he is known in Madrid. Why should he seek to conceal his identity?



We are here to discover the motive of his journey from Italy. According to his passport he arrived from Irun. But if he had come direct from Italy he would have come from the south — from Barcelona, most probably.

He has a house in Paris. No doubt he has followed his friend Suzor from there. It will be interesting to watch.

As I spoke the pair passed up the steps of the hotel and were lost to sight, therefore we turned and retraced our steps along the wide Carrera de San Jeronimo to my hotel where, for an hour, Hambledon sat in my room discussing the situation.

He suggested that he should move from the Palace Hotel to the Ritz, which was only just opposite. At first it seemed a good idea, but on reflection I did not agree, because I feared lest he might be recognized by Suzor. De Gex, of course, would not know him, but with Suzor the danger of recognition was always great. If either realized that they were being watched, all chances of solving the problem would instantly disappear. Only by secret and patient watchfulness could we discover the motive of that amazing affair near Park Lane, and again the truth of what actually occurred on that fateful November night.

There is no doubt some further devils game is in progress here, I declared, as Harry sat upon my bed smoking a cigarette, while I was stretched in an easy-chair. And it is up to us to discover what it is, and whether it has any bearing upon the plot against poor Gabrielle Tennison.

Yes, agreed Hambledon. We must watch all their actions, for it is now evident that this fellow Suzor is deeply implicated in the conspiracy, whatever its nature.


CHAPTER THE FIFTEENTH

THE INTRUDER
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DURING THE NEXT few days I remained idle in the hotel, not daring to go out while it was light, and leaving the surveillance upon De Gex and his friend to my old friend Hambledon.

Each night we met at one café or another as we appointed, when he would report to me what he had witnessed during the day. It seemed that De Gex — or Monsieur Thibon, as he preferred to call himself — shared Suzors private sitting-room and, curiously enough, he also did not go out in the daytime!

After all, that was not surprising, for such a great figure in international finance was probably well-known in the Spanish capital. I had learnt that he had had a hand in the finances of Spain, and had made some huge profits thereby. This man of mystery and intrigue was, I felt, there in Madrid with some malice aforethought. The very fact that he feared to be recognized was in itself sufficient proof! On the other hand, Suzor now went out in the daytime, going hither and thither as though transacting business for his friend. Hambledon had reported to me how he had sent three cipher telegrams by wireless from the Correo Central in the Calle Carretas, the first was to London, the second on the following noon to an address in Paris, and the third at one oclock in the morning to Moroni in Florence. The message to the latter was in figures, groups of five numerals as used by the British Admiralty. Besides, he had also posted several letters in that big box at the chief post-office marked Extranjero.

The message to Moroni was highly suspicious. Harry Hambledon, as a solicitor, was, of course, a very acute person, and in addition he had very fortunately entered into the true spirit of the adventure. Though he longed to be back again at Richmond with his pretty fiancée, Norah Peyton, yet the mystery of the whole affair had bewildered him, and he was as keen as I was myself in elucidating the strange enigma.

Moroni was no doubt a tool in the hands of that quiet, sallow-faced man who, by reason of his colossal wealth and huge financial resources, could even make and unmake dynasties. Oswald De Gex, the man who without nationality or patriotism pulled a hundred financial strings both in Europe and in America, held the sinister Doctor Moroni in his pay. I could discern that fact, just as I could see that the man Suzor, who had so cleverly posed as an official of the Crédit Lyonnais, was one of the many confidential agents of the mysterious De Gex.

One evening I went, by appointment, to the Nuevo Club, to which I had been admitted as a foreign member, and in the smoking-room I awaited Hambledon.

At last he came through the big swing doors, and approaching me, excitedly exclaimed:

Theyve both gone out to Segovia to see the Countess de Chamartin. De Gex sent a wire early this morning and then, on receipt of a reply, they hired a car and drove out to keep the appointment.

Chamartin was a Spanish financier. De Gex is one of international fame — a millionaire, I remarked. The wits of De Gex are perhaps pitted against the widow and the executors of the dead man. Dont you agree?



Entirely, was Hambledons reply. I follow the trend of your thoughts, Hugh. De Gex is the controlling influence of great events, but why should he seek to send you into an asylum for the insane?

With the same motive that he endeavoured to send into such an asylum poor Gabrielle Tennison, I said bitterly.

In law we have an old adage which says discover the motive and you also discover the miscreant, Harry remarked.

I agreed, and, as much bewildered as he, exclaimed:

Well, as far as we can discern there is something very underhand in this meeting. But the counts widow is a cheery, easy-going person, despite her mournful black, and perhaps, after all, we may be upon a wrong scent.

Exactly. De Gex may be attracted by her handsome niece, the Señorita Carmen Florez — eh?

He may. But as the dead count was a great financier, Oswald De Gex may be working in the interests of the widow — or to the contrary.

To the contrary, said my friend without hesitation.

Next morning Hambledon told me that De Gex and Suzor did not return to the Ritz until nearly one oclock. Apparently they had dined and spent the evening in Segovia. On that same day at noon, my curiosity aroused, I took train to the old-world town with its wonderful cathedral, the Alcazar, and the aqueduct built by Augustus, the largest piece of Roman work extant in Spain, rivalling as it does the walls of Tarragona.

Without difficulty I discovered the fine country house of the Countess de Chamartin situated high up on the broad tree-lined Paseo. She had never seen me, therefore I had no hesitation in idling in the vicinity, in order to catch sight of her or her niece, their descriptions having been given to me by my friend Hambledon. Till it was growing dark I waited in vain, when suddenly I had a very narrow escape. A big dusty grey limousine came rapidly up the hill and halted close to where I was standing. From it there alighted Gaston Suzor, who without hesitation entered the big iron gates and disappeared into the garden.

Fortunately he was in such haste, and so preoccupied that he did not notice me, hence I crossed the road and hid behind a half-ruined wall, where I had a good view of the car.

About twenty minutes later he emerged again, and with him was a young girl wearing a small toque and a rich sable coat. No second glance was needed to realize that it was the Señorita Carmen Florez, niece of the countess. The elegant Frenchman held the door open politely for her, and after she had entered he got in beside her, whereupon the car turned and went down the hill and out of sight.

It occurred to me that Suzor had come from Madrid to fetch her, and that surmise later proved to be correct, for on returning to the capital at ten oclock Hambledon called at the Hôtel de la Paix, and as we sat upstairs in my bedroom he informed me that the young girl had arrived by car at the Ritz and had dined with De Gex and his companion. The countess, who had apparently been in Madrid since the morning, and who had attended a charity matinée at the Comedia, had arrived at the Ritz a quarter of an hour before her niece. It was evident, therefore, that they were well known to De Gex, who, as I afterwards ascertained, had been a friend of the late count.

The four had dined privately together in Suzors sitting-room, and according to the information given to Hambledon by the concierge, a number of papers had been produced and examined immediately after the coffee had been served.

I understand that the production of the papers had a most disturbing effect upon the countess, Hambledon told me. She gave vent to a cry of amazement, and afterwards burst into a fit of tears. At least that is what the waiter told the concierge. The countess is very well known at the Ritz, for she moves in the Court circle, and is often at the smart functions so constantly held there.

And the niece? I asked. She is certainly both smart and good-looking.

I can discover but little concerning her, Harry replied. She is not known at all. She has apparently only gone to live with her aunt at Segovia since the counts death.

I wonder what was in the papers which so affected the lady? I remarked. De Gex evidently invited them to dinner in order to make some disclosure, and to prove it by the production of documents.

Evidently, replied my companion. In any case, the countess and her niece have just started to return for home, the widow being very upset at what has been revealed to her to-night.



What can it have been, I wonder? Could not the waiter ascertain the nature of the disclosure?

No. I saw him myself afterwards, and he explained that the documents in question were produced just after he had left the room. He heard the countess utter a cry of dismay, and when he again entered the room in pretence of clearing away the coffee-cups, he found the lady in tears, while her niece declared hotly in French: I do not believe it! I will never believe it! A number of legal documents were spread out upon the table, and De Gex was holding one of them in his hand.

Then the object of the visit of the precious pair seems to have been to disclose some hitherto well-guarded secret to the widow of the Spanish financier — eh?

Yes, my friend agreed. It certainly seems so, and then he rose and left. Downstairs in the palm court the gay crowd was pouring through to the restaurant for supper after the theatre, for smart Madrid is gay at night, and there is as much dancing and fun there, on a smaller scale of course, as there is in the West End. The pretty dresses, the laughter, the sibilant whispers, and the claw-hammer coat are the same in Madrid and Bucharest as in London or Paris, or any other capital. The hour of midnight is the same hour of relaxation when even judges smile after their day upon the bench, and the blue-stocking will laugh at a risky story.

So after Harry had gone, refusing to have supper with me lest somebody should notice us together, I strolled about, and selecting a table in the corner, ate my solitary meal, having had no dinner that day.

It was past midnight before I ascended in the lift to my room. I undressed and when in bed I read the Heraldo until I suppose I dropped off to sleep.

I knew nothing until later I was awakened by some slight movement. In an instant I was seized by a strange intuition of danger, and my wits became acute. Next second I was on the alert. There had been three lights burning when I retired, now there was but one. I had bolted my door, yet it was now slightly ajar!

I lay and listened. Outside I heard the hum of a car receding across the great square. Afterwards a church bell began to clang discordantly, as they all do in Spain.



The light was over the dressing-table in the corner, and so shaded that the room was quite dim.

Someone had been in my room! I grasped my automatic pistol which I kept under the pillow, and jumping out of bed crossed to the dressing-table where I had put my watch and bank-note-case on taking them from my pocket. As I did so I heard the click of an electric light switch, and next instant the room was in darkness.

For a second I was nonplussed. I knew, however, that I was not alone in the room, so I dashed across to the door, my pistol in my hand, and gaining it before the intruder could escape, turned on the lights.

Before me stood revealed a tall, thin-faced, dark-haired man in his shirt and trousers who, seeing my pistol, at once put up his hands, crying in Spanish:

Ah! no — no! It is a mistake. Holy Madonna! I have mistaken the room! I thought my friend Pedro was here! A thousand apologies, señor! A thousand apologies.

But my door was bolted! How did you get in? I demanded fiercely.

No, señor. It was not bolted. I have been taken very unwell. I was seeking my friend Pedro, he stammered, pale and frightened. Come to my room, and I will show you my papers to prove that I am no thief, but a well-known advocate of Burgos.

I told him roughly to turn his face to the wall while I went through my belongings to satisfy myself that nothing had been stolen.

All seemed in order, and the fellows explanation seemed to be quite feasible — save for the fact that I distinctly remembered bolting the door. Nevertheless I began to wonder whether I had not misjudged him.

Come along to my room, señor, he urged. I will show you my identity papers. I have to offer you a thousand apologies.

I followed him to a room near the end of the corridor, where he quickly produced documents and papers showing that his name was Juan Salavera, an advocate, who lived in the Calle de Vittoria, in Burgos. He showed me the portrait of his wife and child which he carried in his wallet and a small painted miniature of his mother, and other proofs of his integrity, including a case well filled with notes.

I trust, señor, that you will no longer accuse me of being a thief! he said. Our encounter would have been distinctly amusing had we not so frightened each other as we have done.

I laughed, for I felt convinced that he was a respectable person, and I really began to feel uncomfortable.

Indeed, I muttered an apology for my rather rough behaviour, and at the same time I noticed upon the left side of his neck a deep scar probably left by an abscess.

My dear señor, it was quite forgiveable in the circumstances, he declared, offering me a cigarette and taking one himself. I had supper at a restaurant after the theatre to-night and ate something which had disagreed with me. Half an hour ago I felt faint, so I rose and went to find my friend Pedro Espada, who came with me from Burgos, and I entered your room in mistake. He must be in the room next yours.

Shall we seek him? I asked.

No. I feel much better now, thanks, was his reply. The fright has chased away all faintness! Besides, we should have to go down to the office and ascertain in which room he really is. I shall be all right now, he assured me.

He went on to say that he had come to Madrid in connexion with a large estate in Granada, to which a client of his had laid claim.

I shall be here for a week at least, therefore I hope you will give me the pleasure of spending an evening with Pedro and myself. We will dine at a restaurant and go to one of the variety theatres afterwards.

I thanked him, and laughing at our encounter we parted quite good friends.

On returning to my room I examined the bolt, and found that the screws of the brass socket had been forced from the woodwork and it was lying on the floor.

That fact caused suspicion to again arise in my mind. Surely considerable force must have been used to break away the socket from the woodwork. Yet I had heard nothing!

However, I returned to bed, and leaving the lights on I reflected upon the strange episode. The fellows excuse was quite a legitimate one, yet I could not put from myself the fact that the door had been forced. By whom, if not by him?

And yet he was so cool it seemed impossible that he was a thief whom I had caught red-handed.

After half an hour I rose again and thoroughly examined the bolt, when my suspicion was increased by a strange discovery. In my absence the socket of the bolt had been removed, the screw holes enlarged and filled up with bread kneaded into a paste; into this the screws had been placed so that although I had bolted the door I could not secure it, for the smallest pressure from outside would break the fastening from the woodwork!

The dodge was one often practised by hotel thieves. But what proof had I that the lawyer from Burgos had prepared that bolt? I had no means of knowing when the screws had been rendered unstable, or by whom. It might have been done even before I had occupied that room, for the paste was hard and crumbling.

Nevertheless the fact remained that my door had been prepared for a midnight theft, and I had found a stranger in my room. So with a resolve to make further inquiry next morning, I threw myself down and slept.

I must have been tired and overwrought, for it was past nine oclock when I awoke and drew up the blinds.

Then as I crossed to ring the bell for my coffee and hot water I made a very curious discovery.


CHAPTER THE SIXTEENTH

ANOTHER STRANGE DISCLOSURE
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ON THE GROUND, close to my bed, were three brass-headed carpet pins which had apparently spilt accidentally out of a box.

The sharp point of each was upturned, and it was a marvel that during the night I had not stepped upon them.

How had they come there? Was it by accident or design that they were beside my bed?

At first I wondered whether the hotel upholsterer had been at work on the previous day and had left them behind. He might have used them for pinning down my carpet.

I took one up and examined it. Next second I stood aghast.

The others I also took up, handling them very gingerly, for around the points of each was some colourless transparent substance which looked like vaseline. Such a substance was not ordinarily upon the points of carpet pins.

A horrible thought flashed across my mind. Therefore I carefully placed the three pins upon the small glass tray upon the dressing-table, and dressed as quickly as I could, reflecting the while upon my adventure with the stranger whom I had taken to be a thief.

I shaved, swallowed the coffee which the young waiter brought me, and at once descended to the bureau; when in French I inquired of the clerk for Señor Salavera. He examined the register and replied politely:



We have no one of that name staying here, señor.

What? I cried. He was in Room 175 last night!

Number 175 was Señor Solier, replied the smart young clerk. He paid his bill and left just after seven oclock this morning.

But I saw his identification papers — his passport — letters addressed to him as Señor Salavera!

That may be so, señor, was the suave reply. But he registered here as Señor Solier. And then he dropped into English, which he spoke very fairly. Of course people who stay at hotels do not always give their correct names. They do not wish them published in visitors lists in the newspapers. Perhaps it is only natural, and he smiled.

Have you any one named Pedro Espada in the hotel? I inquired.

Again he consulted his register, but shook his head.

Nobody of that name, he replied.

I hesitated. Then I asked:

Did the gentleman who spent the night in Room 175 depart alone?

The reception-clerk called the uniformed concierge, and asked:

Did Number 175 leave alone?

Yes, was the reply. He caught the early express for Zaragoza. He was going on to Barcelona, he told me. He went in the omnibus.

No one with him?

Nobody.

When did he arrive? I asked.

The night before last. He was alone — with only a handbag. I charged him with a deposit for his room.

Have you ever seen him before? I asked.

Never to my recollection.



Neither have I, remarked the concierge. He seemed very afraid of being seen. I noticed him in the lounge last night. He left this morning quite suddenly, and without taking anything — even a cup of coffee.

He left in a violent hurry — eh? I exclaimed, well knowing the reason. Well, I added, I wish to see the manager.

I will inform him, the clerk replied, and he went to the telephone. A minute later, after exchanging a few words in Spanish, he turned to me, saying:

You will find the managers office on the first floor. If you take the lift the man will direct you, señor.

A few minutes later I was seated in the office of an elderly bald-headed man, a typical hôtelier, courteous, smiling, and eager to hear any complaint that I might have to make.

At once I told him of my curious adventure of the previous night, and of the sudden flight of the mysterious stranger whom I had discovered in my room.

That is certainly strange, sir, he replied in English. His excuse was a very ingenious one, to say the least. I think we ought to inform the police. Do you not agree?

I told him of my discovery of the carpet pins, and asked his advice as to whom I might send them for chemical analysis.

At once he suggested Professor Vega, of the Princesa Hospital in the Calle Alberto Aguilera, adding:

The Professor often dines here. If you wish, I will take you to him.

So still leaving the three carpet pins upon the little glass tray I wrapped it in paper and together we went round to the hospital, where I was introduced to a tall, narrow-faced, grey-haired man in a long linen coat. To him I explained how I had found the pins on the carpet beside my bed, and asking whether he would submit them to examination.

He looked at them critically, first with the naked eye and afterwards by means of a large reading-glass. Then he grunted in dissatisfaction and promised that next day, or the day after, he would tell me the result of his analysis.

As we drove back to the hotel the manager remarked:

It is a very curious affair, sir, to say the least. One does not scatter carpet pins about a bedroom, and particularly when the points are smeared with some mysterious substance. If they had been there before you retired to bed the chambermaid must certainly have seen them. She makes a round of the rooms each night at ten oclock. Besides, the facts that the bolt had been tampered with, and also that the man who occupied 175 left so early and so hurriedly, are additionally suspicious. Yes, he added, I think we ought to see the police.

With that object he took me at once to Señor Andrade, the Chief of Police, a short, stout, alert little man, who heard me with keen interest and seemed very puzzled.

The intruders explanation was certainly a very clever one, he remarked in French. It is a pity you did not demand to see his friend, Pedro Espada. If you had, you would have discovered him to be nonexistent.

But he was so clever, I answered. He told me that at that hour he could not discover in which room his friend was really sleeping.

But the night-porter was on duty, exclaimed the hotel manager. He had the register and would have been able at once to tell you the number of the room.

The fellow seemed so frank in revealing to me his money, the portraits of his family, and his private letters, that I had taken his statement as the truth.

Yet, even now, I could not believe that he had any sinister design — not until the Professor had examined those three carpet pins.

In response to close questions put to me by Señor Andrade, with whom was Señor Rivero, the head of the Detective Branch, I gave a description of my midnight visitor as accurately as I could. I told them how I had covered him with my automatic pistol, and how afterwards we had laughed together at our mental fear of each other.

Señor Rivero, the bald-headed, black-bearded chief of the branch of criminal investigation, suddenly stopped me when I mentioned the scar upon the neck of the advocate from Burgos.

Did you notice that there was any deformity of his hands? he asked quickly.

In an instant I recollected that the little finger of his right hand had been amputated at the first joint, and I told him so.

Ah! exclaimed the shrewd, dark-bearded official. Perhaps we may here find something of interest. Just a few moments, and he rose and left us.

We chatted with Señor Andrade for about a quarter of an hour when the detective returned with a bundle of papers and four photographs of a man taken in police style upon one negative, full face, three-quarter, half and profile.

The instant he placed it before me, I exclaimed:

Why, that is Salavera!

I thought as much, remarked the famous detective with a grim smile. He is not Salavera, but Rodriquez Despujol, one of the most dangerous criminals in Spain!



Despujol! cried Señor Andrade. And he was in Madrid last night! Then he added: Ah! if we had but known.

True. But why was he in the English gentlemans room? queried the detective. He is a dangerous character, and one would have thought that instead of being covered he would, on being cornered, have drawn his knife and attacked his adversary.

Despujol is no amateur, the Chief of Police agreed. Weve wanted him for the last five years for the assassination of the banker, Monteros, in the train between Cordova and Malaga, and yet he always evades us, even though he is one of the most audacious thieves in Europe.

But his friend Pedro? I remarked, startled at what I had now learned.

He does not exist, replied the detective. You no doubt had a lucky escape. Had you demanded to see his friend he would no doubt have killed you. He is a man of colossal strength — a veritable tiger, they say.

But what was the motive? I asked. I have no valuables, save my watch and tie pin, and fifty pounds in English money. Surely it was not worth while to kill me for that!

No. Thats just it, replied the dark-eyed detective, whose chagrin was so apparent that Despujol had slipped through his fingers. The game was not worth the candle. So he returned after proving to you his bona fides. And these bona fides he always carries in order to extricate himself from any ugly situation.

But the carpet pins? asked the hotel manager.

The director of the Spanish secret police shrugged his shoulders, and said:



Until Professor Vega can make a report we can do nothing. It is no use basing theories upon mere surmises. So we can only wait for Señor Vega to tell us what he discovers. Meanwhile, we will try and secure Despujol — though I fear he has too long a start of us.

He crossed the room to the telephone, and a few minutes later spoke in Spanish into the instrument in sharp, authoritative tones.

I understood him to be speaking to the police commissary at Zaragoza, explaining that the much-wanted criminal Despujol had left Madrid for that city, and giving the train by which he was supposed to be travelling. Then, in turn, he spoke to the commissaries of Alcazar, Salamanca, Valladolid and Arroyo, thus informing the police along all the lines of railway leading from the capital.

It was evident that what I had told them caused considerable excitement. Indeed, after the head of the detective department had concluded giving his instructions over the telephone, he turned to me and translated into French the black record of the stranger whom I had discovered in my room.

That he was a bold and audacious criminal was quickly apparent. In the Sud express travelling between Madrid and Paris he had drugged and robbed an Italian jeweller of a wallet containing a quantity of diamonds, which he took to London at once and disposed of to a receiver of stolen property at Kilburn.

Another of his daring exploits was the theft of the famous Murillo from the Castle of Setefillas, near Seville. This he sold to a dealer in Brussels, who afterwards smuggled it to New York, where it was bought by a private collector for a very large sum.

Yet again, a few months later he enticed a bank messenger in Barcelona into a house he had taken for the purpose, and having knocked him down robbed him of his wallet containing a quantity of English bank notes and negotiable securities.

Up to five years before he had been convicted many times, but he now seemed to be able to commit robberies with impunity, and always get off free. It was believed that he lived in secret somewhere abroad and only came to Spain to commit thefts. Probably he passed to and fro to France by one of the obscure mountain tracks through the Pyrenees known only to those who dealt in contraband — and there are many in that chain of mountains.

In any case the police were now hot again upon his track.

Suddenly the head of the Detective Department had another inspiration and rang up both Jaca and Pamplona, which are at the end of each railway line towards the barrier of mountains which form the French frontier.

If he is on his way to France he will go to either one place or the other, he said.

But have they his photograph? I asked.

A copy of this photograph taken at the prison of Barcelona, is in every detective office in Spain, was his reply. Rodriquez Despujol is the most dangerous and elusive criminal at large, he went on. He never leaves anything to chance. No doubt he believed that you were in possession of something valuable, and his intention was to drug you and get it. But you were too quick for him. My chief surprise is why, when he found himself cornered as he was, that he did not draw his knife and attack you.

But I had a pistol! I said.

Despujol does not fear pistols. Before you could pull the trigger he could have pounced upon you like a cat! replied the police official.



Well, he certainly entirely misled me, I exclaimed. I even offered him an apology for my attitude towards him.

The three men laughed heartily.

An apology to Despujol! cried the Chief of Police. How very amusing!

I consider that I was very lucky, I said. He seems to be a most desperate character.

He is, answered Señor Andrade. We have had inquiries for him from all over Europe. During the war it seems that he served as a spy of Germany in France, hence the military authorities there are very anxious to get him.

But you think he lives in France and crosses the frontier every now and then.

Yes. We received information to that effect about a year ago. He probably lives as a poor, but perfectly honest man in one of the remote villages in the Pyrenees, and is perhaps held in high esteem by all around him. It was the case of the notorious Maurice Tricoche who escaped us for years and lived near Luchon until he was betrayed by a woman whose husband he had maltreated. Perhaps Despujol will also be betrayed. We hope so!

I cannot understand why the fellow dared to put foot into Madrid when he knows how active we are in search of him, remarked Señor Rivero, turning to me. He must have followed you with evil intent. The explanation of mistaking your room was, of course, a good one, but entirely false.

I longed to tell the police all about the mystery of Stretton Street, and the grave suspicions concerning the great international financier who was at that moment at the Ritz. Yet I hesitated for two reasons, the first being that I feared lest my story should be disbelieved, and secondly, because I had, on behalf of the beautiful girl with whom I had fallen in love, set out to solve the enigma by myself, and bring the culprit to justice.

If Despujol is arrested I will willingly come forward and give evidence — that is, if I am still in Spain, I promised.

But both police officials shrugged their shoulders, and the detective remarked:

Despujol is a will o the wisp. There seems little hope of our ever securing him. Nevertheless we shall continue to do our best to allow you to face him again one day. And then, señor, you will realize what a miraculous escape you have had!


CHAPTER THE SEVENTEENTH

WHAT THE PROFESSOR FOUND
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WHEN I MET my friend Hambledon in secret at two oclock that day under the trees at a spot in the Retiro, not far from the great Plaza de la Independencia, we sat down and I described to him my strange midnight adventure.

He listened in amazement, which was increased when I told him how the police had recognized in the inoffensive lawyer of Burgos the notorious bandit Despujol, who was wanted not only by Scotland Yard, but by the police of Europe.

But those carpet pins are a curious feature of the affair, Hughie, he remarked.

Yes. The police seem to attach no importance to them — but I do.

So do I. The opinion of Professor Vega may throw some light upon the affair.

I shall call at the Princesa Hospital to-morrow, I said, and then I inquired the latest information concerning De Gex and his French friend.

There was little to report. De Gex had not been out of the hotel, though Suzor had gone to purchase some cigars at eleven oclock that morning. While Suzor was absent De Gex had, according to the friendly concierge, received a visitor, a middle-aged Spanish woman of the middle-class. She had asked to see him, and on her name being sent up the great one at once gave orders for her to be admitted.



Again the floor waiter became inquisitive, and heard the financier speaking in English with his visitor.

Unfortunate! Most unfortunate! he heard De Gex say. I am very glad, however, that you have come to me so quickly. You had a telegram from Siguenza — eh?

I received it only a quarter of an hour ago, sir, the woman had replied in broken English.

Then De Gex had apparently given her something for her services, and dismissed her.

A telegram from Siguenza! I exclaimed, when my friend Harry had told me this. Now Siguenza is on the direct line from here to the Pyrenees and the French frontier! That telegram may be from Despujol while in flight. If so, the police have set a trap for him at his journeys end, either at Jaca beneath Mont Perdu, or at Pamplona. I wonder if hell be caught?

He might go on to Zaragoza and then turn to Barcelona and Marseilles, Hambledon remarked.

All the frontiers are watched, so it seems almost impossible for him to escape. But, I added, I wonder if this information conveyed by the Spanish woman really concerned the fugitive?

I wonder. A man like De Gex, with so many financial irons in the fire, and with agents in every European capital, is bound to receive visits from all sorts and conditions of people who bring him information for profit. When one deals in colossal sums as he does, one has to cultivate people of all classes, Hambledon said. Personally, I dont think the womans information had anything to do with your mysterious friends hurried departure, he added.



I do. Im highly suspicious. There was some motive that he did not attack me, as he could so easily have done, for hes a most desperate character and has committed several murders when cornered. His explanation was really wonderful, and I admit that I was so completely deceived that I actually apologized to him! But, I went on, we may perhaps know more when we learn the truth from Professor Vega.

Hence at noon next day I called at the great hospital in the Calle Alberto Aguilera, and was ushered into the Professors room.

Ah, my dear monsieur! he exclaimed in French, knowing that I spoke Spanish only with the greatest difficulty. I am very glad you have called. Those brass-headed pins which upholsterers often use, and which you have submitted to me, are most interesting from a toxicological point of view.

What? I gasped. Were they poisoned?

Undoubtedly, replied the grave-faced old expert. And by somebody who is au courant with the very latest and undetectable poison. I searched for alkaloids and glucosids, and used Kippenbergers process, and then the tests of Marne, Meyer, Scheiblen and Dragendorff. Since you brought the three pins to me I have been active all the time, for the problem much interests me. At last — though I did not think that the substance could possibly contain so subtle, deadly, and as yet unknown poison — I applied Sonnenscheins reagent — phosphomolybdic acid — and then I obtained a result — only an hour ago indeed!

And what was the result, Professor?

He looked me straight in the face, and replied: You have had a very narrow escape from death, monsieur — a very narrow one. Had you placed your foot upon one of those upturned points you would have fallen dead within five seconds!



Why?

Because each of the points of those three pins, left there as though by accident by some upholsterer employed by the hotel, was impregnated by one of the most deadly of all newly-discovered poisons. It is called by men of my profession orosin, after its discoverer Orosi, and is certainly a most dangerous poison in the hands of anyone with criminal intent, because no post-mortem examination known to the medical profession to-day would be able to detect whether the victim had been murdered or died of natural causes.

It astounds me! I gasped.

No doubt. But to me, of course, it is a most interesting piece of research, and the professor went on: I have never met this substance before, though I had heard whispers of it. Professor Orosi, who lived in Cologne a few years ago and is now dead, produced this poison quite accidentally, and among his intimate friends disclosed its existence, though he had no idea how to test for it with certainty. For five years all toxicologists made constant tests until apparently quite by accident Professor Sonnenschein, of Hanover, discovered the reagent which would reveal the actual glucosid, and determine its identity. It gives a yellowish-white precipitate, he added, holding up for my inspection a small test-tube containing a liquid of the colour he had indicated.

Marvellous! I exclaimed. I had no idea that medical science could carry inquiries so far. I know that in criminal cases in London our pathologists, with their mirror-tests for arsenic, fix the guilt upon poisoners in a manner most amazing. But I have never heard of this secret and most subtle poison which was placed beside my bed, the intention being for me to tread upon the impregnated pin.



And if you had done so you would have been taken with a sudden fatal seizure, the cause of which would never have been detected.

You mean I should have died of poison?

You certainly would. No medical aid would have been of any avail, for orosin is the most deadly substance which has ever been discovered. It is indeed good for humanity that it is known to only a few toxicologists, but that in itself reveals the fact, monsieur, that an exceedingly clever and secret attack has been made upon your life. A single puncture of the skin with one or other of those pins which were placed so conveniently at your bedside when you sprang out to meet the intruder, and you would by this time have been buried as one whose death had been due to natural causes!

I held my breath. This declaration by one of the greatest professors of toxicology in Europe staggered me. A dastardly attempt had been made upon me by one of the most notorious of modern criminals!

Why? No attempt at assassination is made without some motive, and the game must ever be worth the candle.

The whole of the dramatic incidents of the night flashed across my memory; how I had faced the fellow in my room, challenged him at the point of my pistol, and compelled him to give me meekly proofs of his respectability. Truly it was all humorous — but only from Despujols point of view.

I recollected those innocent-looking pins which apparently had been left so carelessly in my room. Each held for me a sudden and suspicious death.

The slightest puncture of the skin would inevitably prove fatal, the Professor continued. Feeling yourself pricked you would naturally remove the pin and very quickly afterwards death would supervene. So prior to it you yourself would no doubt have removed all trace of the crime!

It is as well that such poison is not generally known, or it would be used by many who wished to get rid of their friends, I remarked.

The Professor laughed, and agreed, saying:

There are several poisons of the same type which are known only to toxicologists, and we are very careful not to allow the public sufficient knowledge of them. I must confess that I never dreamed when I commenced my investigations that I was in the presence of orosin. There is sufficient in this little tube — and he held it to the light— to kill a hundred persons. It certainly is one of the most dangerous of known compounds.

So it is evident that the man Despujol entered my room and placed the pins there intending that I should step upon one or other of them! I gasped.

Without doubt. And it seems little short of a marvel that you escaped, said the Professor.

It certainly does, I remarked. But I must tell the police of the fact you have established. The affair now assumes a new phase. The man was not in my room with the intention of robbery, but in order to encompass my death by secret means.

If you had not so fortunately avoided treading upon the pins you certainly would not be alive at the moment, remarked the Professor, again reflectively examining the yellow fluid in the tube. What motive could the man have had in gaining access to your room and placing the pins there? I suppose he did not risk putting them there before you went to bed, as you might have picked one up on your boot, and that would have drawn your attention to them. By placing them there after you were in bed he hoped that, on getting out, your bare foot would come into contact with one of the impregnated points.

It was certainly a most fiendish plot! I declared. And I thank you, Professor, for taking all this trouble with your analysis and so establishing the truth. I will go to the police and inform them.

Yes. I wish you to do that, for the fellow is undoubtedly in possession of orosin, and intends to use it. Perhaps he has already killed people by the same subtle and secret means.

He must be arrested at all costs, I said. Already the police all over Spain are watching for him, and special surveillance is being kept along all the railways and on the frontier.

Any person with orosin in his possession should be detained and examined, the Professor declared. I wonder where he obtained it?

Who knows? I exclaimed, but I was reflecting whether, after all, my presence in Madrid was not known to De Gex. If so, was it possible that he had hired the notorious Despujol to attack me in secret!

Of course we know that there is a secret traffic in poisons. Medico-legists, with the police, have established that fact over and over again, said Professor Vega. But the vendors are very difficult to trace. One was found only six months ago — a doctor living in a suburb of Copenhagen. But orosin is not known to a dozen people beyond those who study toxicology. Hence this man Despujol must have been supplied with it by someone who knew.

The suspicion had arisen in my mind that De Gex and his agent Suzor knew that I was in Madrid for the purpose of watching them, and they had resorted to a very clever and secret means of getting rid of me once and for all. If the notorious criminal Despujol was in their pay he would no doubt afterwards blackmail them, now that the desperate plot had failed. Again, could it be possible that Moroni had had any hand in supplying this most effective and dangerous of all secret poisons to the Spanish malefactor who snapped his defiant fingers under the very nose of the police?

As I sat in that quiet room of the Professors, a room that smelt strongly of chemicals, though it was filled mostly with books, I could not refrain from shuddering when I reflected upon the narrow escape I had had. Yet if De Gex resorted to such measures, he must certainly hold me in great fear. Besides, if my life was threatened, so also was that of my friend Harry Hambledon, who remained so vigilant in the serene belief that his presence was undetected.

At that time I never dreamed that the great financier who controlled the destinies of certain European States never moved without a police official being in attendance, and that surveillance was kept upon him as though he were royalty travelling incognito. De Gex, it seemed, was ever afraid that one of his enemies, the hundreds whom he had ruined by dint of sharp practice, unscrupulous dealing, and flagrant bribery, might seek revenge.

Hence, though neither Hambledon nor myself knew of it, both De Gex and his toady and agent, Gaston Suzor, were well aware of our presence, and, moreover, were kept posted concerning our movements from day to day!

Though we were in ignorance of all this, yet the desperate nature of the plot against me caused me to wonder what exactly was the fear in which De Gex held me. Of course it concerned Gabrielle Tennison. But exactly how, I failed to surmise.

One thing was certain, that the mystery-man of Europe intended to rid himself of me, and in this he was being aided by certain of his friends, chief among whom were Suzor and Moroni. That the assassin Despujol was only a paid servant was quite clear. But the pay must have been a very handsome sum to cause him to dare to come to Madrid so boldly and run the risk of arrest.

I smiled at my own innocence when I remembered how completely he had imposed upon me by showing me his papers of identity, and the photographs of his pretended family. Truly only a great criminal could have remained so imperturbed and polite to the man whom he intended should die.

This drug orosin is a very mysterious one, I suppose? I remarked a few seconds later as the Professor, who had offered me a cigar, was in the act of lighting up.

Yes. A very weak solution taken by the mouth produces extraordinary effects upon the human brain. The latter almost instantly becomes unbalanced and the victim lapses into an unconscious state for days, even for weeks, he said. Very often the brain is quite normal, save that a complete loss of memory follows the return to consciousness. In other cases orosin has produced complete and hopeless dementia.

Always hopeless? I asked eagerly, recollecting my own case and that of Gabrielle Tennison.

Not always hopeless. There have been cases that have been cured.

Do you know any personally? I demanded breathlessly.



There are one or two — very few — on record. Professor Gourbeil, the well-known alienist of Lyons, has observed two patients who recovered. But the majority of cases where orosin has been administered were found incurable. The mind is blank, the memory completely destroyed, and the general health so undermined that only the strongest persons can withstand the strain.

At once I described Gabrielles symptoms and general attitude, whereupon the Professor said:

What you tell me are the exact symptoms exhibited by a person to whom a small dose of orosin has been administered. In most cases, however, such a state of mind develops into actual insanity with a homicidal tendency. Such a patient should be very carefully watched, for in ninety per cent. the chance of a cure is, alas! beyond expectation.


CHAPTER THE EIGHTEENTH

MORE ABOUT THE MYSTERY-MAN
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ONE VERY IMPORTANT fact I had established. Orosin was the obscure and little-known drug that had been administered to Gabrielle Tennison, as well as to myself, by the mystery-man of Europe at his palatial house in Stretton Street. Gabrielle being the weaker, was still suffering from its paralysing effects, while I, the stronger, had practically recovered.

Yet it had been intended by the daring Despujol that a fatal accident should now befall me! And could anything be plainer than that the fellow for whom the police were searching so eagerly was a hireling of the man De Gex who went in fear of me?

That most secret and most potent of all poisons might be known to Moroni! Indeed, it apparently was known to him, and the endeavour had been to introduce it into my system by means of an infected carpet pin.

On leaving Professor Vega I at once sent a note round to Hambledon, and awaited his arrival.

When he came I related all the professor had told me.

Well, Hugh, he said, we now know the truth, and it remains for us to combat the fiends. If you are marked down — no doubt I am also. So it behoves us both to be very wary.

Why cant we tell the police the whole circumstances? I suggested.



My dear fellow, they wouldnt believe you, and they wouldnt arrest such a powerful man as Oswald De Gex, was his serious reply. Money can buy immunity from arrest in every country in Europe, and especially De Gexs money, for it can be distributed in secret by his agents. No. If we are to be successful we must lay our plans just as cleverly as he lays his. We must allow him to believe that we are entirely unsuspicious of his plotting. That is our only way.

I realized that there was much truth in his argument. It remained with us to pretend ignorance. Therefore we resolved to still watch and wait.

A few hours later I told Señor Andrade, the Chief of Police, of the professors discovery that the points of the pins had been infected with orosin, the newly discovered drug which in small doses produced loss of memory and insanity, and in larger doses sudden death.

In reply, he informed me that though every effort had been made to trace the elusive fugitive, all had been in vain, and that he was still at large.

But if he has this terrible drug in his possession he is more than ever a danger to society, the Spanish official went on, speaking in French. I thank you, msieur, for all the information you have given me, and you may rely upon me to take every possible step towards securing his arrest. I was in telegraphic communication with the Paris Sûreté only this morning concerning him. I will wire them again. They have been stirred into activity by the message I sent them after your call to see me.

I longed again to be frank with the affable Señor Andrade, yet I saw that if I were I might negative all chance of solving the problem which concerned the health and life of the girl whom I had grown to love so fervently.

Upon a sudden impulse I remarked with affected carelessness:



I hear that our English financier, Mr. De Gex, is at the Ritz.

Yes, he replied. He is here under an assumed name in connexion with some big railway scheme in Estremadura — a line between Toledo and Merida. It is badly wanted, and has been talked of for years. There is a huge stretch of country south of the Tagus as far as Villa Nueva without any railway communication. The King himself has been agitating for the development of that rich agricultural region for the last ten years. And now it seems as though your great financier, Monsieur De Gex, is here to consult with the Ministry of Communications.

Yes, I said, realizing in what high esteem that mystery-man of millions was held.

I do not think I would care to have such colossal wealth as his, remarked the Chief of Police. As soon as he arrived from Paris I had orders from the Ministry to place him under surveillance, because, it seems, he goes in fear of some personal attack upon him.

By whom? I asked, instantly interested.

The information is vague, was his reply. Then, taking up a large yellow paper from his desk, he said: It seems that he has applied to the Ministry for personal protection, and for a daily report of anyone who may be keeping observation upon him. There is a young Englishman living at the Palace Hotel who seems unduly interested in the gentlemans movements. We are watching him.

I held my breath. This was an unexpected revelation. De Gex was in fear of us, and had resorted to that ruse in order to keep himself posted upon Hambledons movements! Truly the situation was daily growing more complicated!



Surely such a well-known man as Mr. De Gex — a man who is noted not only for his immense wealth, but for his generous contributions to charity — could not have enemies? I remarked.

Everyone has enemies, my dear msieur, was the police officials suave reply. Señor De Gex was here in Madrid a year ago when he made a similar application to the Ministry for personal surveillance. He was here in connexion with the foundation of the new Madrid and Southern Spain Banking Corporation, which is guaranteed by a group of French and Dutch financiers of whom Señor De Gex is the head.

He paused, and then continued:

He seems highly strung and nervous. All men who are in the public eye seem to be the same. Well-known foreigners visiting Madrid often apply for surveillance, yet there is certainly no need of it. And I confess to you that my staff is, after all, unduly worked.

I can quite imagine that, I said. But is a strict watch kept upon Mr. De Gex?

Yes, and upon his agent, Monsieur Suzor, also.

Has Monsieur Suzor been in Madrid before?

He was here two years ago when Señor De Gex had some big financial deal with the Count Chamartin, who was head of the Miramar Shipping Company of Barcelona. They say he bought the whole fleet of steamers from Count Chamartin.

Was Count Chamartin wealthy?

Yes. A millionaire, without a doubt. But it is said that shortly before his death he quarrelled with his wife. Why, nobody knows. She lives at Segovia, and their house here in the capital has just been sold.

Was any attempt made upon Mr. De Gex? I asked.



Well, a mysterious young Frenchman called one night at the Ritz and demanded to see him. He was very excited, and when he was refused admission upstairs, he flourished a revolver. My agent on duty arrested the stranger, who was, after examination, deported. For that Señor De Gex sent me a letter of thanks, and the scarf-pin which you see I wear.

The pin he indicated consisted of a single black pearl with the base surrounded by diamonds, an expensive piece of jewellery. That, in itself, was sufficient to show that Oswald De Gex was a past-master in the art of bribery, and that he had established in the minds of the authorities of the Spanish capital that when he came there he came in the interests of the Government, and hence he could do no wrong.

Ah! How I longed to be able to tell my story to that charming official. But I saw that if I did so he would not only disbelieve me, but put me down as an exaggerating fool. So I held my tongue.

I further questioned him concerning De Gex and his friend Suzor.

Monsieur Suzor has been in Madrid before, he said. He is agent of Señor De Gex. But how wealthy the latter must be! During the war he made a big loan to our Government. The real extent of it is not known, but some say that he can pull the strings of the Cabinet in any way he wishes, though the King disapproved of the whole transaction. At least that is the rumour. Yet, after all, Señor De Gex is a true friend of Spain, even though he, like all financiers, obtains huge percentages upon his loans.

True, I laughed. Men of wealth are seldom philanthropists. One finds more true philanthropy among the poor, and in the artistic circles of lower Bohemia, than in the circles of the ultra-rich. Philanthropy is not written in the dictionary of the war-rich — those blatant profiteers with their motors and their places in the country, who, having fattened upon the lives of the brave fellows who fought and died to save Europe from the unholy Hun, are now enjoying their lives, while the widows and orphans of heroes starve.

Ah, Msieur Garfield, with that I entirely agree, sighed the astute man seated at his writing-table with the three telephones at his elbow. In my official career as head of the police department of Madrid, I have watched recent events, and I have seen how men who were little removed from the category of the worst criminals, have suddenly jumped into wealth, with its consequent notoriety, and the power which is inseparable from the possessor of money.

The international financier Oswald De Gex is one of those, I said. You cannot close your eyes to that fact!

You appear to entertain some antipathy towards him, he remarked, a little surprised it seemed.

No, not at all, I assured him, smiling. I only speak broadly. All these great financiers fatten upon the ruin of honest folk.

I hardly think that such is the case with Señor De Gex, he remarked. But you are English, and you probably know more than myself concerning his career.

Nobody in England knows much about him, was my reply. We only know that he is immensely wealthy, and that his riches are daily increased by the various ventures which he finances.

He is a great support to our Ministry of Finance, declared the Chief of Police. It was Count Chamartin who first interested him in Spain, I believe. In any case, they combined to finance a number of industrial enterprises, including the great Guadajoz Copper Mine which must, in itself, have brought them both a fortune.

You said that the count is dead, I remarked.

Yes. He died quite suddenly last year. He was one of the most popular men at Court, and his tragic death caused a great sensation. He was taken ill in the Sud Express while travelling from Madrid to keep an appointment with Señor De Gex in Paris, and though he was taken from the train on its arrival at San Sebastian and conveyed to the hospital, he died a few moments after reaching there. He had a weak heart, and had consulted two doctors only a month previously. They had ordered him a complete rest and change, but, contrary to their advice, he continued attending to his affairs — with fatal result.

And the countess?

Ah! Poor lady, she was beside herself with grief. She was his second wife. His first was the daughter of an Englishman who lived in Madrid. The present countess is the daughter of the Marquis Avellanosa of Algeciras, and they were a most devoted pair. She now lives in Segovia in comparative seclusion. The counts untimely end was a great loss to Spain.

It was news to me that Oswald De Gex was in Madrid with his agent Suzor in connexion with the new railway scheme. Indeed, what I had just been told was all amazing, and showed De Gex to be a man of outstanding genius. The mystery-man of Europe took good care to inform himself of any person who watched his movements, or sought to inquire into his business. It certainly was a master-stroke to pretend fear of assassination, and compel the police to act as his personal guard. By that means he had learnt that Hambledon and myself were in Madrid on purpose to discover what we could, hence he had hired the assassin Despujol to set that dastardly trap for me.

Again it was upon the tip of my tongue to reveal the suspicions I had of the great financier, but I refrained, because I could see that my companion held De Gex in high esteem as a friend and financial mainstay of his country.

A few moments later I reverted to the possibility of the arrest of Despujol, for if arrested he might betray De Gex as the person who had paid him to place those infected pins in my room. In such case my story would be heard and investigated.

But the Chief of Police shook his head dubiously.

I fear that he has again gone into safe hiding — up in the mountains somewhere, without a doubt, he replied. It was an act of considerable daring to come boldly to Madrid and stay at your hotel when he knows full well the hue-and-cry for him is raised everywhere, and that there is actually ten thousand pesetas offered as reward for his capture.

Someone may betray him, I suggested with a smile.

Yes. We hope so. One of his friends, male or female, will no doubt do so and come one day to us for the reward. Not till then shall we know the truth of that strange attempt upon your life. The motive could not have been robbery, as you had nothing worth taking save your watch. If he had been found in De Gexs room at the Ritz one could have understood it.

I smiled. The Chief of Police never suspected the true facts of the case, facts within my own knowledge, which were of such an amazing and startling character that I hesitated to relate them.

When I left my friend I again sought Hambledon and told him all I had learnt.



Hm! he grunted. Very wily of De Gex to get the police to keep an eye upon me. If Im not careful I shall suddenly find myself under arrest as a suspicious person who is in the habit of loitering in the vicinity of the great financier.

Yes, I agreed. This seems to put an end to our present activity — does it not?

Well, he apparently knows that we are watching, Hambledon said. What a pity we cannot tell the police all we know.

If we did we should not be believed, and, moreover, they wouldnt hear a word against the great man who is such a friend to Spain. Money buys reputation, remember. Nobody knows that better than De Gex.

Hambledon was standing at my bedroom window looking thoughtfully down upon the Puerta del Sol with its crowd of hurrying foot-passengers.

It seems a miserable ending to all our careful surveillance upon Suzor — doesnt it? he grumbled.

True, it does. But now that the pair are on the alert I cannot see that anything can be gained by remaining in Madrid longer, I pointed out.

Then you intend to give up the quest for the truth?

Not by any means, I replied quickly. I intend, at all hazards, and at all costs, to still fathom the mystery. What we have learned since we came to Spain puts quite a different complexion upon matters. We are now in possession of certain facts concerning De Gex — facts of which we had no suspicion. We had never dreamed that to further his ends he did not hesitate to employ a notorious criminal to commit murder with malice aforethought. Neither did we know anything of his financial dealings with the Spanish Ministry of Finance, or his partnership with the Conde de Chamartin, or that the drug he used upon poor Gabrielle and myself was the obscure but most deadly and dangerous orosin. All these are points which may in the near future be of greatest advantage to us. Therefore we must not despair. Let us take courage and continue to probe the mystery — for the sake of poor Gabrielle Tennison, I urged. Let us act as quietly and discreetly as our enemy is acting, and we may yet attain success!


CHAPTER THE NINETEENTH

THE TRACK OF DESPUJOL
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HAVING DECIDED TO still remain in Madrid I deemed it advisable to engage the services of a private inquiry agent to watch the movements of De Gex and Suzor, who still remained at the Ritz. The mystery-man, living under an assumed name, never went out in the daytime, though Suzor often went forth, paying visits to certain banks and commercial offices in connexion with the proposed new railway.

The man we engaged was an elderly ex-detective of the Seville police, named Pardo, who very soon discovered the identity of the secret agent employed to keep surveillance upon De Gex on behalf of the police so that no harm should befall him.

In consequence, I took Pardo into my confidence, and calling him to my hotel, explained that I desired to keep secret watch upon the Frenchman Suzor, without the knowledge of the detective watching De Gex.

I particularly desire to know the addresses of any telegram which Suzor may send. Probably he may send some message to Italy. If so, please discover the address and the text of the message.

I believed that De Gex might communicate with Moroni, now that the plot of Despujol had failed.

I will watch, señor, was the grey-haired Spaniards reply. If Señor Suzor sends any telegram I shall probably obtain a copy of it. They know me well at the chief telegraph office. Señor Suzor appears to be transacting a considerable amount of business in Madrid — a scheme for a new railway, I understand.

Yes, I know. All I want you to do is to find out who visits Mr. De Gex, and whether any telegrams are sent by either him or Mr. Suzor.

I quite understand, señor, was the detectives reply as he rose, and a few minutes later withdrew.

Late in the evening two days afterwards I returned to the hotel to find the man Pardo awaiting me. After I had taken him up to my room and closed the door, he drew a piece of paper from his pocket, saying in French:

Señor Suzor sent a telegram at half-past eight this evening of which this is a copy.

The message he handed me was in a pencilled scribble, and was in English as follows:

Charles Rabel, Rue de Lalande 163, Montauban. — 

Important that I should see you. Meet me at Hôtel Luxembourg, Nîmes, without fail, next Monday at noon. — O.

The initial O stood for Oswald — Oswald De Gex! So the mystery-man of Europe contemplated leaving Madrid!

I thanked the man Pardo, who said:

Señor Suzor did not dispatch the telegram from the chief office in the Calle del Correo, but from the branch office in the Plaza del Progreso. He apparently wished to send it in secret.

I wonder why? I asked.

The Spaniard raised his shoulders.

The address conveyed nothing to me. But the message was proof that De Gex intended to leave Spain, and further, it was a source of satisfaction to know his destination in case he slipped away suddenly.



After Pardo had gone I sat and pondered. It struck me as very curious that Suzor should have gone to a distant telegraph office in order to send the message. It seemed that he feared to be recognized by the counter-clerk at the chief telegraph office. For over an hour I smoked reflectively. I confess that a curious ill-defined suspicion had arisen in my mind, a suspicion that became so strong that just about eleven oclock I entered the Jefatura Superior de Policia in the Calle de la Princesa, and again inquired for Señor Andrade.

Fortunately he had been detained in his office, and I was shown into his presence.

He seemed surprised to see me, but at once he became interested when I said:

I have a distinct suspicion that I know the whereabouts of Despujol.

Have you? he exclaimed quickly. What causes you to suspect?

A man whom I believe to be an acquaintance of his has to-day sent an urgent telegram to Charles Rabel, Rue de Lalande, 163, in Montauban, in France, making an appointment to meet him at the Hôtel Luxembourg at Nîmes next Monday at noon.

Who is his friend? he asked eagerly.

I regret, Señor Andrade, that I am not in a position to answer that question. The whole matter is only one of suspicion — very strong suspicion.

The Chief of Police looked very straight at me.

Ah! Then you are in possession of certain secret knowledge concerning the man who made such a dastardly attempt upon your life! he remarked. And you suspect this Charles Rabel at Montauban to be the fugitive — eh?

Exactly, I replied.



He asked me to repeat the address, which he scribbled down, and then looking up, said:

Personally, Señor Garfield, I think your suspicions are unfounded. Despujol, if he is ever found, will be discovered in hiding somewhere in the mountains of the north.

But why not in Montauban? I asked. He is apparently a well-educated man, judging from his conversation with me. He speaks French well, and perhaps passes as a French subject.

He could pass for a Spaniard, an Italian, a Greek, or a Frenchman, Andrade remarked. And as forged passports are so cheap nowadays, and almost impossible to detect, the means of escape of such a daring criminal are both numerous and easy. But, he added, I am interested in this person whom you believe to be a friend of the fugitive. Cannot you tell me who he is?

I shook my head, and smiling replied:

I have only come here to tell you of a very distinct suspicion I entertain that Despujol is at Montauban.

Then his friend is your enemy — eh? he suggested, his dark, penetrating eyes fixed upon mine. You know the motive of that trap which Despujol set for you, and yet you will not reveal it to me!

Again I shook my head and smiled.

It would make my task much easier, he remarked.

I am aware of that. But at present mine is only a suspicion. I have no actual knowledge that Charles Rabel is the man you are so desirous of arresting.

And you really refuse to tell me who sent this message? he asked in a tone of disappointment.

It was sent in secret, I answered. Indeed, it was that fact which caused me to suspect. You can, of course, obtain the original of the telegram by applying for it from the authorities. But it is only signed by an initial.

How did you obtain knowledge of it?

Again I have no intention of disclosing the source of my information, Señor Andrade, I replied as politely as I could, I am, as a matter of fact, here in Madrid attempting to solve a very remarkable mystery which occurred in London a few months ago.

This is most interesting! You never told me that before! he exclaimed. I confess I wondered with what motive you and your friend Señor Hambledon, living at separate hotels, had in remaining here. It was regarded as suspicious by the detective force that being such intimate friends you lived at separate hotels, and met only in secret. Reports have reached me of your movements, and of your meetings, he laughed. More than once you have been regarded as suspected persons, he added.

Well, I hope you do not regard me as a suspected person any longer, Señor Andrade! I exclaimed with a smile.

No, no, he laughed. But I confess you are something of a mystery. Why should the notorious Despujol dare to put his foot into Madrid and lay that deadly plot to kill you? You know the motive, and yet you will not disclose it to me.

Not at present, I said. If it is found that Charles Rabel is really Despujol, then I will come forward and state all that I know.

You promise that?

I do.

Very well — then I will give orders to have your suspicions investigated, replied the patient, urbane official. A detective shall leave by the next train for Montauban with a request to the Prefect of Police of the Department of Tarn-et-Garonne for the arrest of the individual in question, if he should be identified.

Then I will accompany him, I said.

Excellent, he exclaimed. It would be well if Señor Rivero, the head of the Detective Department, whom you have met, went in person to France. I will ring him up at his house.

He took up the telephone and a few minutes later spoke rapidly in Spanish to the chief detective of Spain.

Presently after a rapid conversation he put down the receiver, and said:

Señor Rivero will meet you at the Delicias Station at two oclock to-morrow morning. The express for Barcelona leaves at two-fifteen. From Barcelona you can get direct to Nîmes, and on to Montauban. And, he added, I only hope you will be successful in arresting the notorious Despujol.

I thanked him, and suggested that if we should be fortunate enough to identify him, we should watch for the keeping of the appointment at the Hôtel Luxembourg at Nîmes on the following Monday.

With whom is he keeping the appointment? asked Señor Andrade.

That I will disclose later, was my reply. I know that the appointment has been fixed, and if we watch, we shall, I feel assured, gain some knowledge of considerable interest.

As you wish, replied the Chief of Police, who now seemed convinced by my manner that I was in possession of certain actual facts. You will meet Señor Rivero — eh?

Certainly, I said.



Then I wish the pair of you the good fortune of arresting the assassin Despujol, he said as we shook hands and parted.

I drove at once to Hambledons hotel, where I found that he had just retired to bed. As he stood in his pyjamas, surprised at my unexpected visit at that hour, I told him what I had arranged.

Then I will remain here and watch De Gexs departure, he said.

Yes. But be very careful of yourself, I urged. Keep your revolver handy, for you never know when an attack may be made upon you. These fellows, though great men in the eyes of the world, employ desperate characters to do their dirty work.

Im quite alive to that fact, Hugh, replied my friend. But we wont give up till we punish those responsible for poor Miss Tennisons state — will we?

No, we wont, I declared determinedly. Of course we may be on a wrong scent, but something seems to tell me that we are pretty hot on the trail. The assassin Despujol would never have been employed by them if they did not hold us in dread.

Your journey to Montauban will prove whether you are right, Hugh, he said, and then, after arranging that he should follow Suzor should De Gex leave without him, and that he should at once wire me word to the Poste Restante at Nîmes, I left, and returning to the hotel packed my suit-case and later met the bald-headed but famous detective.

The latter proved an amusing companion who, during the long night journey to the Mediterranean, recounted to me many of his interesting experiences. His French was better than his English, so we conversed in the former tongue.



There was no sleeping carriage upon the train, therefore, after my companion had spoken to the conductor, we made ourselves as comfortable as we could in the first-class compartment which had been reserved for us. At half-past three in the morning, with true Spanish forethought, he produced some sandwiches, fresh fruit, and a bottle of excellent wine, upon which we made a hearty meal, after which we dozed in our corners till dawn.

Throughout the day my companion, who was quite as eager as myself to arrest the notorious Despujol, chatted in French as we went slowly down the fertile valley of the Ebro and suddenly out to where on our right lay the broad blue sea. Not until late afternoon did we arrive at Barcelona, and having two hours to wait we went along the Paseo de San Juan to the Francia Station, and having deposited our bags there, strolled along to the Plaza de Cataluña, where, at the gay Maison Dorée, we had coffee and cigarettes, while my companion read the Diario and I watched the picturesque crowd about us. Rivero knew Barcelona well, so after we had finished our cigarettes we took a taxi to the Central Police Office, where we had a chat with the chief of the Detective Department, a short stout little man with a round boyish face and a black moustache. After that we took another taxi along to the toy-fair in the Plaza de la Constitución, it being the Feast of St. George, the patron saint of Catalonia, which accounted for the bustle and gaiety of the city.

Then, after an interesting half-hour, we returned to the station and set out upon our slow eight-hour journey through the rich wine lands of Catalonia, with their quaint mediæval villages and towns, with occasional glimpses of sapphire sea, and passing over many ravines and gullies we at last, long after nightfall, entered a long tunnel at the end of which was the station of Port-Bou, the French frontier.

The usual prying douaniers were quickly at work, and after some coffee at the Restaurant Baqué, which is so well known to travellers to Southern Spain, we re-entered the train for Narbonne, where in the morning we changed and travelled to Montauban, by way of Carcassonne and Toulouse.

It was late in the afternoon when, on arrival at our destination, we took rooms at the Hôtel du Midi on the opposite side of the Tarn to the prosperous pleasant little French town, once a headquarter of the Inquisition, and even now containing in its Museum the executioners axe and many instruments of torture. After a wash and a meal, for we were both very hungry, we set out to find Monsieur Charles Rabel, whose address was Rue de Lalande, number 163.

We crossed the wonderful old brick bridge from Villebourbon to the town — a bridge built in the fourteenth century with an internal passage running beneath the roadway to the ancient Château. Then, making our way past the old Church of St. Jacques, with its fine Gothic octagonal tower, and passing through a number of streets we found ourselves in the narrow old-world Rue de Lalande.

Just as we entered the street, which contained a number of small shops, I halted.

He must not see me! I exclaimed.

I quite agree, replied the Spanish detective. There is a little café over there. Go in and wait for me. I will make some discreet inquiries concerning this Monsieur Rabel.

Hence we parted, and while Señor Rivero sauntered along the street in search of the house in question, I went into the café and ordered a bock.

Full of anxiety lest, after all, this man Rabel should be a respectable citizen, I waited.

Time passed slowly. Half an hour went by. I ordered a mazagran and sat smoking, trying to suppress my eagerness. An hour elapsed — an hour and a half — two hours!

I waited yet another half-hour until the proprietor of the café began to look askance at me. Then I paid, and rising, went out into the street.

It was now dark. There was no sign of my friend the Spanish police agent. He had disappeared!

I stood upon the pavement full of anxiety and bewilderment.

What could have happened to him?


CHAPTER THE TWENTIETH

MADEMOISELLE JACQUELOT
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I RETURNED TO my rather barely-furnished room at the Hôtel du Midi which overlooked the Place outside the station in the suburb across the river, and sank into a chair to reflect.

The concierge — a lad who wore the concierges cap — the concierge being off duty at his evening meal — informed me that my friend had not returned. He seemed an alert French lad of that type so frequently seen in Continental hotels.

Señor Rivero had disappeared! For an hour I waited seated alone in my room reflecting deeply. My sole desire and fixed object was to solve the enigma of Gabrielle Tennisons unfortunate mental state and to bring to justice those unscrupulous blackguards responsible for it. As I sat there her pale beautiful face arose before me — the wonderful countenance of the girl who had, in such a strange and indescribable manner, taken possession of my soul. To analyse my feelings towards her was impossible. I put to myself the query why I loved her, but I was utterly unable to answer it.

I loved her most passionately and devotedly. That was all.

The tragedy of the situation was that I loved one who, alas! could not return my affection as a girl with her mental balance unaffected could do. Her poor unbalanced brain could never allow her to understand me, or to return my love.



I was tired after the long sleepless journey from Spain, and I suppose I must have dozed in my chair.

I awoke suddenly, hearing a tap upon the door, and an elderly chambermaid entered with a telegram.

I tore it open and found it had been dispatched from Castelsarrasin, and was from Rivero, saying: Absence unavoidable. Hope to be back by midnight.

Where is Castelsarrasin? I inquired of the woman.

It is about sixteen kilomètres from here, msieur, replied the buxom woman in the strong accent of Toulouse. It is on the road to Agen and the railway junction for Beaumont-de-Lomagne. Just a small town. They say that the name is a corruption of Castel-sur-Azin. At least my mother used to tell me so.

What, I wondered, had taken the head of the Madrid detective force out there? He must be following some fresh clue.

So I went forth across the bridge to a big café opposite the theatre, and there idled till nearly midnight, when I returned eagerly to meet my friend.

He entered my room just before one oclock in the morning, tired and dusty, for he appeared to have walked a long distance. I had some cognac and a syphon of seltzer awaiting him, and sinking exhausted into a chair, he took a long and refreshing drink before he spoke.

Well? he said with a sigh. You have been wondering why I disappeared so mysteriously — eh? The fact is I was compelled. On making inquiry of a shoemaker who has a little shop near Charles Rabels house I learned that the man for whom we are searching lived in a flat on the first floor of the house kept by a widow named Cailliot. But he was frequently absent in England or in Italy. Only for short spells was he there, for he was a commercial traveller representing a Lyons firm of silkweavers. As we were speaking, the shoemaker pointed to a rather smart young woman who was at that moment leaving the house, and said: Look! That is Mademoiselle Jacquelot, the fiancée of Monsieur Charles! She might tell you where he is. I do not think he is at home to-day. I saw him four days ago and spoke to him as he passed. But I believe he has left again! I thanked him, and at once followed Mademoiselle, hence I had no time to tell you, for I had no idea where she was going. I saw that by following Rabels fiancée I might gain some useful knowledge. She walked to the station, and took a ticket for Castelsarrasin. I did the same. We had half an hour to wait, but I spent it patiently, and when we left I travelled alone with her in the same compartment. Soon I managed to get into conversation with her, whereupon I mentioned that I had a friend, Monsieur Charles Rabel, in Montauban, and that we had met in Paris. He had once shown me her photograph and I believed I was not mistaken that she was Mademoiselle Jacquelot. At first she was surprised, but I told her a very plausible story, whereupon she explained that Charles had gone to Toulouse on business three days before, but that he was returning at noon to-morrow. She herself lived in Castelsarrasin.

But do you anticipate that we shall discover in Charles Rabel the notorious Despujol? I inquired eagerly.

Rivero raised his shoulders and elevated his black eyebrows, saying:



From facts I gathered from Mademoiselle concerning him I certainly think that we are really upon his track. It hardly seems possible, but we must remain in patience till to-morrow. Then, if we find our surmise correct, we must act with the greatest caution if we are to watch him to Nîmes where he is to meet your mysterious friend — the man whose name you refuse to reveal.

When they meet you will at once recognize him, I said. I may be mistaken, I added. But I do not anticipate that I am. If all goes well, then you will arrest the notorious Despujol.

I only wish that the fellow would fall into my hands, replied my companion. If so, then revelations will be made that will startle Europe.

And incidentally gain you promotion in the service — eh? I laughed.

He nodded and admitted:

I hope so, Señor Garfield. I sincerely hope so, he replied, and we parted for the night.

Next day I woke early and sought my friend. We idled about till nearly noon, when we went together to the railway station to watch the arrival of the train from Toulouse.

A number of people were about, for the dusty lumbering express from Bordeaux to Marseilles had, at that moment, arrived, and considerable bustle ensued in consequence.

While we stood watching the crowd Señor Rivero suddenly touched my arm, and whispered:

Look yonder! The girl in dark blue! That is Mademoiselle Jacquelot! She must not see me. I wonder why she is here — if not to warn him of the inquiries made concerning him by a stranger!

I glanced in the direction he had indicated and saw a tall, slim, rather good-looking girl sauntering idly in our direction. Her attention had, for the moment, been diverted by an advertisement upon the wall.

Quick! cried my friend. Let us slip back here.



And next moment we had repassed the barrier, back into the booking-office.

If she sees me her suspicions will be aroused — if they are not already aroused, said my companion. The fact that she is here gives rise to the question whether she is really so innocent as she pretends. She may know of her lovers escapades, and suspects me of having followed her out to her home.

If she does suspect, then she is cleverer than you anticipated, I remarked.

Yes. But in any case we had better act independently. You return to the platform, for she has never seen you. You will remain well concealed and watch them meet, while I shall be at the exit to identify him if you find that you cannot get near enough to him without courting observation.

As he spoke the bell was clanging, and there came the roar of the engine entering the big echoing station.

I slipped back instantly upon the platform and standing at a point against the corner of the bookstand where I hoped to escape unobserved, I turned my head away as the train came along. Then, when it drew up, I held my breath anxiously as I turned around.

The girl in navy blue was not far from me searching along the train until, of a sudden, she espied a man in a dark overcoat and dark-green velour hat, who had just alighted, carrying in his hand a small leather case. His countenance was ruddy, and he had a small black moustache.

My heart fell. The man was a stranger to me! The countenance was not that of the man whom I had surprised in my bedroom at Madrid. He bent and greeted her affectionately, but next moment it was apparent that she was explaining something which caused his countenance to grow serious.

He put one or two swift questions to her. Then halting suddenly, he glanced at his watch.

I strove to get sufficiently near to look well into his face, but I feared recognition.

Would he pass out of the exit where the famous Spanish detective was awaiting him? Rivero knew Despujol by photographs, and indeed had been present when he had been convicted on the last occasion a few years before.

Mademoiselles friend hesitated for some moments, and then accosting a porter asked a question. The man pointed to a train on the opposite platform.

Was it possible that what Mademoiselle had told him had scared him? It seemed so, for with a sudden resolve, instead of walking to the exit he entered the booking-office and bought another ticket.

In an instant I dashed to the exit where the Spaniard was waiting, and in a few breathless words told him of the mans intention.

To my amazement Señor Rivero heard me unmoved.

I was awaiting you, he said. The man you have been watching is not Despujol at all. Despujol, whom I recognized, passed out a few moments ago and took a cab to his house in the Rue de Lalande.

Then you have seen him! I gasped.

Yes. It is Rodriquez Despujol, without a doubt, Monsieur Garfield. You have not been mistaken, and we must certainly thank you for putting us upon the track of this dangerous assassin.

Then, after all, my surmise is correct! And he will go on Monday to meet his paymaster in Nîmes, I said. The plot against me failed. Probably a second attempt is to be made.

We shall be careful not to be seen until he travels to Nîmes, laughed Rivero, well satisfied at the progress he had made.

But I wonder who is the red-faced man whom Mademoiselle has met, I remarked. She has evidently warned him of some danger.

If thats so we ought to see him, my friend exclaimed. Let us go together on to the platform and watch. So long as Mademoiselle does not recognize me, we are safe.

With the reassuring knowledge that the man who was being sought for by the whole police of Europe had gone to his unsuspicious abode in the Rue de Lalande, we returned to the far platform where a train stood waiting to leave. It was the rapide for Paris by way of Bourges. The man was already in a third-class compartment and as he stood with his head out of the window, Mademoiselle was chatting with him. Truly his stay in Montauban had not been long.

The instant Rivero caught sight of the fellows face, he exclaimed:

Holy Madonna! Why, it is Mateo Sanz, the motor-bandit. Weve been searching everywhere for him! He shot and killed a carabineer near Malaga a month ago!

Next second he had left me and a few moments later hurried back. He had bought a ticket.

Sanz does not know me. As soon as weve left the station and are away from Mademoiselle I shall be all right. Remain here. I will wire you, and in any case we shall be together in Nîmes on Monday. But be careful not to be seen by Despujol. He is a wary bird, remember!



Then, unseen by Mademoiselle, he entered a first-class compartment of the train, just as the signal was given to start.

The train moved off, and I was left alone. Surely much had happened in those few exciting moments!

But why had Mademoiselle Jacquelot warned her friend the motor-bandit? If she had warned him because of Riveros inquiries concerning Despujol then she could also warn the latter. Again it was curious that she met Sanz, and did not meet Despujol. Further, it was a strange fact that the pair of Spanish criminals had not travelled together — unless there was some reason for it.

Perhaps there was.

I watched Mademoiselle as she passed out of the station to a little restaurant where she had a frugal meal. Then she returned and took a ticket back to her home in Castelsarrasin.

Rivero now had his hands full. Not only had he identified in the respectable commercial traveller, Charles Rabel, the notorious assassin Despujol, but he had also quite accidentally come across Sanz the motor-bandit, who of late had terrorized the south of Spain, and whose daring depredations were upon everyones lips. Mademoiselle seemed to be a friend of both men!

I returned to my hotel close by, and ate my déjeuner alone. My position was a very unenviable one, for I feared to go over into the town lest I should come face to face with the man who had so cunningly made an attempt upon me as the hireling of Oswald De Gex.

But my thoughts were ever of my beloved, the girl who was the victim of some foul plot into which I, too, had been drawn — a mystery which I was devoting my whole life to solve.

At five oclock that evening I received a telegram from Harry in Madrid, telling me that all was quiet, and our friend — meaning De Gex — never went out.

To this I replied in a cryptic way that our suspicions had been verified, and that the person of whom we were in search we had discovered. We were only now waiting for the appointment to be kept at the Hôtel de Luxembourg at Nîmes.

Next day passed uneventfully. In order to kill time I took train to the quaint little town of Moissac, an ancient little place on the Tarn about twenty-five kilomètres distant, and there spent the hours wandering about the countryside which is so famed for its grapes in autumn. I did not return to Montauban till after seven, and while I sat at dinner the waiter handed me another telegram. It was from Rivero, and having been sent from Lyons, read: All well. Just returning to Montauban.

Later, I busied myself with time-tables and found that he would be due to arrive about six oclock on the following morning. Therefore I possessed myself in patience, and I was still in bed when in the morning he entered my room.

Well? he exclaimed in French, as he sank wearily into a chair. Ive had a swift and weary journey. Sanz has been alarmed by the girl. Why, I cannot tell. Did she go to see Despujol?

No, I replied. She didnt see him, but went straight home.

You have not ventured near Despujol, I hope?

No. I have hardly ventured into the town.

Good. Well, we shall make a double arrest, he went on. When the train arrived at the junction at Montlucon at midnight Sanz, evidently fearing lest he was followed, slipped out of the train and into another on the opposite side of the platform. It is a favourite dodge of elusive persons of his type. So, unseen by him, I also joined the train, and we travelled across to Lyons. There he went to a house in the Rue Chevreuil, close to the river, and when I had him safely there I went to the Bureau of Police and asked that observation should be kept upon him until such time that we in Spain should demand his arrest and extradition. The Lyons police know me very well, so two agents were at once detailed for that duty, and I immediately made my way back here. It seems that Sanz is also wanted in France for a motor-car exploit outside Orleans. Therefore our discovery is indeed a lucky one!

Will Sanz be arrested? I asked.

Yes. I have already reported by telegram to Señor Andrade in Madrid. He will at once ask them in Paris to order the arrest.

And Despujol?

We have now to await his journey to Nîmes to keep this mysterious appointment with your friend.

Not my friend, I remarked, rather with my bitterest enemy!


CHAPTER THE TWENTY-FIRST

AT THE HÔTEL LUXEMBOURG
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AS A DETECTIVE Rivero was of outstanding shrewdness. He knew that more could be gained by patience than by sharp activity. Hence he did not go near the Rue de Lalande. Indeed, on the Saturday night we both left Montauban together, and travelled by that slow, cross-country route through the Aveyron, by way of Sévérac, down to the ancient city of Nîmes — that quaint, quiet old place which contains more monuments of antiquity than any other town in France.

Early in the morning we alighted at the station, high upon a viaduct, after a sleepless night, and drove to a small commercial hotel, the Cheval Blanc, in the Place des Arènes, nearly opposite the Luxembourg where the mystery-man of Europe had appointed to meet the infamous Despujol. When I inquired for a telegram one was handed to me. It was from Hambledon, saying that De Gex had left for Nîmes and Suzor was returning to Paris, therefore he would follow the latter.

Having installed ourselves in the hotel, Rivero went to the concierge, and taking him into his confidence over a twenty-franc note, told him that he was very anxious to know whether a gentleman named Rabel had arrived at the Luxembourg. Would he ask the concierge there privately on the telephone?

The man in uniform at once rang up the Luxembourg, and addressing the concierge as his dear Henri, made the inquiry.



The reply was that Monsieur Rabel was expected at noon.

Ask if a gentleman is expected who has engaged a private sitting-room, Rivero said.

The reply came back that a gentleman, believed to be English, had arrived in the night and now occupied the best suite. His name was Monsieur Johnson, of London.

I then described De Gex to the concierge, who repeated the description to the other hotel.

Yes, msieur, he said, turning again to me. Henri believes it is the same gentleman whom you describe.

Who is he? asked Rivero, much puzzled.

Wait — and you will see, I replied, laughing, for we now seemed to be within an ace of success.

Just before midday we watched the arrival of the train from Montauban, and from it there descended the man we expected — the notorious Despujol. Though his features were unmistakable he was made up to look much older, his hair being made grey above the ears.

At his side there walked a man whom I instantly recognized, and sight of him, I must confess, caused me to hold my breath.

It was the sinister-faced Italian, Doctor Moroni.

We drew back, and hastening to a taxi, returned at once to our hotel, from the door of which we could see the entrance to the Luxembourg, where a few moments later we saw both the travellers enter.

What further devils work was now in progress?

We watched the hotel in patience, until just before three oclock the trio came forth laughing airily.

Why, look! gasped Rivero. Despujol is with your great English financier, Señor De Gex!

I smiled triumphantly.



I told you that I had a surprise in store for you, I exclaimed.

But if Despujol is with him it must be with some evil intent!

That is certain!

While Señor De Gex was in Madrid we had orders to afford him police protection, Rivero said. Possibly he suspected that some attempt might be made upon him. Certainly he has no idea of that mans true identity.

Yes, he has, for he has come here specially to meet him in secret. But why that Italian should be here I can only surmise. He is a doctor from Florence, named Moroni — a man of very evil repute.

But why should Señor De Gex meet such people in secret? asked Rivero, much astonished.

I suppose there is some strong motive why they should meet — the more so, now that I have proved to you that the notorious Despujol is a hireling of this wealthy man De Gex.

A hireling! he gasped. What do you mean?

I mean that De Gex hired Despujol to make that attempt upon my life, and I have a suspicion — one not yet entirely verified — that Moroni prepared that deadly orosin by the agency of which it was hoped that I should meet with my death.

Do you really suggest that De Gex, one of the best-known and most philanthropic men in Europe, actually hired Despujol to go to your room that night? my companion asked, his eyes following the trio as they walked together and chatted beneath the trees of the Avenue Feuchères.

I do. And further, De Gex has every motive in closing my lips.



Ah! Then you hold some secret of his, perhaps? asked Rivero, a new interest being instantly aroused.

I do — one that I intend to expose when I obtain sufficient corroborative evidence, I answered with determination. But is not the fact of the three men meeting here in secret under assumed names sufficient proof to you that some fresh plot is afoot?

Certainly it is, Rivero agreed. But I wish you would reveal to me the whole facts.

It is unnecessary, was my reply. You are here only to deal with Despujol. I promised I would bring you to him — and I have done so. Instead of living in obscurity in a high-up frontier village in the Pyrenees, as you in Madrid believed, I have shown you that he lives in Montauban, where he passes as an industrious commercial traveller. If you search that house in the Rue de Lalande you might find a quantity of stolen property.

As a matter of fact, it has already been searched by the police of Montauban at my request, he replied. The raid was made last night after Charles Rabel had left. I received a telegram from the Commissary of Police only an hour ago to the effect that six heavy cases of travellers samples had been opened, and in them was found a great quantity of stolen jewellery, negotiable securities, and other objects of value, including two valuable paintings which were missing from the Prado Museum three years ago.

Then my information has been of some little use to you — eh?

Of enormous use, Señor Garfield! You will no doubt receive an official letter of thanks from the Ministry of the Interior, he replied. But we must act very warily. Despujol will not risk remaining here for long. Besides, some friend may telegraph to him that the police have been to the Rue de Lalande!

Once more it was upon the tip of my tongue to explain the manner in which I had become implicated in the evil deeds of Oswald De Gex and his sycophants, when of a sudden he added:

You must really forgive me, Señor Garfield, but you are an entire mystery to me. You have never been frank with me — never once!

I have been as frank as I dared, I replied. I tell you that I am here to watch and to strive to elucidate a great plot — one which concerns myself and the woman I love. We have both been victims of a vile and desperate conspiracy.

And whom do you suspect?

Oswald De Gex.

With what motive? he asked, for he held the enormously wealthy financial friend of Spain in awe and admiration.

That, alas! is an enigma to me. I only know that he has made an attempt upon my life, and that at least one woman has been sent to the grave by foul means.

Do you really infer that Señor De Gex is an assassin? he asked incredulously.

I only tell you what I know, Señor Rivero, I replied quietly. I said that I would lead you to the secret abode of Despujol, and I think I have now fulfilled my promise, and shown you that he is on friendly terms with the great financier whom you in Spain all hold in such high esteem.

There is certainly no man more welcome in Madrid than Señor De Gex, replied the police official. At the Ritz, whether in his own name or incognito, he constantly receives our greatest politicians and most prominent personages. Even the King has more than once commanded him to the palace, in order to confer with him upon acute financial problems in the interests of our country. And yet you infer that Señor De Gex is an assassin!

I not only infer it, I said, but I openly allege it! I added hotly, as I thought of Gabrielle.

Rivero glancing at me quickly raised his shoulders with a gesture of disbelief.

Very well, I said. At least I have proved to you that he is a secret friend of the notorious Despujol. Why is he here in Nîmes to consult with De Gex and his friend the Italian, Moroni, if not for purposes of evil? Despujol has made desperate war upon society, and it is De Gex who secretly finances him! Hence he is the servant of the man with money.

The dark-faced Spaniard reflected.

Well, he exclaimed at last. What you have revealed is certainly most interesting.

And if you wish to capture Despujol you must lose no time, I assured him. Remember, he and his gang have agents everywhere with eyes and ears open. He will soon know of the raid upon his retreat in Montauban.

No doubt he will, agreed my companion. They will return presently, and then we will arrest him. In the meantime I will call upon the Commissary of Police. Come with me.

We at once took a cab to the Prefecture where we were ushered into the presence of Monsieur Coulagne, a rather tall, grey-haired elegant man, with the rosette of the Legion of Honour in his coat.

When Rivero introduced himself the Commissary bowed to us both and bade us be seated.



In a few quick sentences the Spanish detective explained the object of his mission, and producing his authority from the Spanish Ministry, requested the arrest of the infamous bandit Despujol.

But is Despujol actually in Nîmes? cried the Commissary astounded.

He certainly is. I identified him on his arrival here at midday.

We have been searching for him for over two years. He is wanted, among other things, for the murder of Madame Lescot, a wealthy widow of Aix-en-Provence.

Ah! Then it is not a matter for extradition, eh? remarked Rivero. We want him for a dozen crimes of violence in Spain. He attempted the death of my English companion here, Monsieur Garfield — who will give evidence against him.

The Commissary pressed an electric button, whereupon his secretary appeared.

In a few rapid sentences the tall, elegant French official gave orders, and the secretary retired at once to execute them.

Despujol is a desperate character. He is always armed, and possesses abnormal strength. He could strangle his strongest opponent, Rivero remarked.

I have taken precautions, replied Monsieur Coulagne, smiling. I have ordered ten men in plain clothes to go at once unobtrusively to the Hôtel du Luxembourg, and arrest him when he returns.

That will frighten De Gex and Moroni, I said quickly. And if they are frightened they will escape!

Rivero laughed. I knew that he entirely disbelieved my statement. In his eyes the wealthy friend of Spain could do no wrong. Did not his King invite him to conference, in ignorance, of course, of his true character?



I was not surprised at Riveros attitude, yet I had hoped that Despujols arrest would be effected without the knowledge of De Gex and his sinister medical friend.

I pointed this out, whereupon Rivero remarked with sarcasm:

If what you allege against Señor De Gex and his friend be true, they ought also to be arrested.

Yes. They ought, and they will be when I am able to bring forward sufficient evidence to convict them, I replied warmly. Why, I ask you, should Oswald De Gex be in secret association with that dangerous bandit?

The Spaniard merely shrugged his shoulders, while at the Commissarys request a dossier was brought in, and then they both went through a long catalogue of crimes alleged to have been instigated or actually committed by the man whom I had found in my bedroom, and who had so cleverly deceived me.

The list was a formidable one, and showed how elusive was the man whom the police of Europe had been hunting for so long.

Among the big batch of papers was a report in English from the Metropolitan Police at Scotland Yard stating that the individual in question had arrived in London on a certain date, and stayed with a respectable family at Ham, near Richmond, representing himself to be a lawyer from Barcelona. Thence he had gone to Glasgow, where he stayed at a certain hotel, and then moved to Oban. Afterwards he had come south again to Luton, in Bedfordshire, where all trace of him had been lost.

Well, laughed Rivero triumphantly, we shall take good care not to lose him now!

No, said the Commissary of Police. My men will be armed, and will take him, alive or dead!



And De Gex and Moroni will then instantly flee! I said, full of regret that I had taken that step which might so easily result in destroying all my chances of solving that puzzling enigma of Gabrielle Tennison.

Nevertheless, it was a source of satisfaction that at last Despujol had, by my watchfulness, been run to earth.

Suddenly the telephone at Monsieur Coulagnes elbow rang, and after listening, he exclaimed:

The men are already posted round the hotel. So all we have to do is to await his return.

Hence I went forth with Rivero and the Commissary. Led by the latter, we approached the Place de lEsplanade through a labyrinth of narrow back streets until, on gaining the hotel, we saw idling in the vicinity a number of men who were apparently quite disinterested.

We entered the hotel boldly, and drawing back to the end of the lounge, after a whispered word with the concierge, we waited.

For a full hour we remained there in eager impatience, until suddenly a figure whom I recognized as Doctor Moroni showed in the doorway.

He was alone!

He ascended to his room, where he remained for about ten minutes. Then, descending, he went to the bureau and inquired for the bill of his friend and himself, announcing his intention of departing for Paris by the train which left in half an hour!

Rivero, who had been standing near him unrecognized, crossed quickly to where with the Commissary I sat well back from observation, and gasped:

Theyve gone! He is also leaving! Evidently they suspected they were under observation!

Ah! Despujol is a very wary bird, replied Monsieur Coulagne, rising and walking out into the Place, where he whispered some hurried words to a stout, well-dressed man who was sauntering by, and who was his chief inspector.

In a few moments more than half the lurking police agents had disappeared to make inquiries at the railway station and in various quarters, and when he rejoined us — Moroni having returned upstairs — he said:

Despujol cannot yet have gone very far. I have given orders for all railway stations within two hundred kilomètres to be warned. Let us return to my bureau and await reports.

And what about Moroni? I asked.

He will be followed. I have already seen to that, was the reply.

Back at the Prefecture Monsieur Coulagne was soon speaking rapidly over the telephone. Then we waited for news of the fugitive. None came until about two hours afterwards the result of inquiries was told to us by an inspector.

It seemed that on the previous day a large open car, driven by a chauffeur, put into Carlis Garage, a big establishment in the Boulevard des Arènes. The chauffeur asked for a receipt for the car, saying that he had to go by train to Marseilles, and that his master would probably call for the car on the following day, and produce the receipt. He asked that it should be filled up with petrol in readiness for his master. About two hours before the police made inquiry three gentlemen entered the garage, the descriptions of whom tallied with those of De Gex, Despujol and Moroni. De Gex produced the receipt for the car. He paid for the petrol, and he and Despujol drove away bidding farewell to Moroni! Despujol drove the car.



Ah! exclaimed Rivero. Despujol would not risk the train. He always arranges a secret means of escape. In this case he prepared it on the day before. Without a doubt he knew that watch was being kept.

Or was it that De Gex knew that I was here? I suggested.

Well, in any case, remarked the Commissary of Police, the pair have got clear away, and though we will do our best, it will no doubt be extremely difficult to rediscover them. They will change the number-plates on the car, and perhaps repaint it! Who knows? Despujol is one of the most desperate characters in all Europe!

And Oswald De Gex is equally dangerous! I declared, for I was still no nearer the truth.


CHAPTER THE TWENTY-SECOND

GABRIELLE AT HOME
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I HAD BEEN back in London a little over a week when I read in the paper one morning a paragraph which possessed for me a peculiar interest. It ran as follows:

The notorious Spanish bandit Rodriquez Despujol, who has for several years terrorized Murcia and Andalusia and has committed several murders, is dead. The police have been searching for him everywhere, but so elusive was he that he always evaded them. The celebrated Spanish detective Señor Rivero learnt a short time ago that the wanted man had been seen at Nîmes, where he cleverly contrived to escape by car.

Certain clues came into the hands of the police, and by these Señor Rivero was able to trace the fugitive to Denia, not far from Valencia. He was hiding in a small cottage in an orange-grove just outside the town. The place was surrounded by police, but Despujol, discovering this, opened fire upon them from one of the windows and also threw a hand grenade among them, with result that two carabineers were killed and four others injured, among the latter being Señor Rivero himself. A desperate fight ensued, but in the end the bandit received a bullet in the head which proved fatal.

A large quantity of stolen property of all sorts has been discovered in rooms which the criminal occupied in Montauban, in France. Despujols latest exploit was an attempt to administer in secret a very deadly poison to an Englishman who was visiting Madrid. It was that attempted crime which aroused Señor Riveros activities which have had the effect of ridding Spain of one of its most notorious assassins.

I read the report twice. So the defiant Despujol was dead, and poor Rivero had sustained injuries! Nothing was said of the powerful financiers friendship with the bandit.

When I showed it to Hambledon, he remarked:

At least youve been the means not only of putting an end to Despujols ignoble career, but also of restoring a quantity of very valuable property to its owners.

True, but it brings us no nearer a solution of the affair at Stretton Street, was my reply.

Gabrielles mother had returned to London, and that evening I called upon her by appointment. I found her a grey-haired refined woman with a pale anxious face and deep-set eyes.

When I mentioned Gabrielle, who was in the adjoining room, she sighed and exclaimed:

Ah! Mr. Garfield. It is a great trial to me. Poor child! I cannot think what happened to her. Nobody can tell, she least of all. Doctor Moroni has been very good, for he is greatly interested in her case. They have told me that you called some time ago and evinced an interest in her.

Yes, Mrs. Tennison, I said. I feel a very deep interest in your daughter because — well, to tell you the truth, I, too, after a strange adventure here in London one night completely lost my sense of identity, and when I came to a knowledge of things about me I was in a hospital in France, having been found unconscious at the roadside many days after my adventure in London.

How very curious! Mrs. Tennison remarked, instantly interested. Gabrielle was found at the roadside. Do you think, then, that there is any connexion between your case and hers?

Yes, Mrs. Tennison, I replied promptly. It is for that reason I am in active search of the truth — in the interests of your daughter, as well as of those of my own.

What do you suspect, Mr. Garfield? asked Gabrielles mother, as we sat in that cosily-furnished little room where on the table in the centre stood an old punch-bowl filled with sweet-smelling La France roses.

I suspect many things. In some, my suspicions have proved correct. In others, I am still entirely in the dark. One important point, however, I have established, namely, the means by which this curious, mysterious effect has been produced upon the minds of both your daughter and myself. When one knows the disease then it is not difficult to search for the cure. I know how the effect was produced, and further, I know the name of the medical man who has effected cures in similar cases.

You do? she exclaimed eagerly. Well, Gabrielle has seen a dozen specialists, all of whom have been puzzled.

Professor Gourbeil, of Lyons, has been able to gain complete cures in two cases. Orosin, a newly discovered poison, is the drug that was used, and the Professor has a wider knowledge of the effect of that highly dangerous substance than any person living. You should arrange to take your daughter to him.



The pale-faced widow shook her head, and in a mournful tone, replied:

Ah! I am afraid it would be useless. Doctor Moroni took her to several specialists, but they all failed to restore her brain to its normal activity.

Professor Gourbeil is the only man who has ever been able to completely cure a person to whom orosin has been administered — and that has been in two cases only.

So the chance is very remote, even if she saw him, exclaimed the widow despairingly.

I think, Mrs. Tennison, that Gabrielle should see him in any case, I said.

I agree. The poor girls condition is most pitiable. At times she seems absolutely normal, and talks of things about her in quite a reasonable manner. But she never seems able to concentrate her thoughts. They always wander swiftly from one subject to another. I have noticed, too, that her vision is affected. Sometimes she will declare that a vivid red is blue. When we look into shop windows together she will refer to a yellow dress as mauve, a pink as white. At times she cannot distinguish colours. Yet now and then her vision becomes quite normal.

I have had some difficulty, Mrs. Tennison, in that way myself, I said. When I first left St. Malo, after recovering consciousness of the present, I one day saw a grass field and it appeared to be bright blue. Again, an omnibus in London which I knew to be blue was a peculiar dull red. So my symptoms were the same as your daughters.

It seems proved that both of you are fellow-victims of some desperate plot, Mr. Garfield, said the widow. But what could have been its motive?



That I am striving with all my might to establish, I answered. If I can only obtain from your daughter the true facts concerning her adventures on that fatal night last November, then it will materially assist me towards fixing the guilt upon the person I suspect. In this I beg your aid, Mrs. Tennison, I said. I have only just returned from several weeks abroad, during which I have gained considerable knowledge which in the end will, I hope, lead me to the solution of the problem.

I then told her of my journey to Spain and afterwards to Nîmes. But I mentioned nothing concerning either Oswald De Gex or Despujol.

At that moment Gabrielle, unaware of my presence, entered. She was dressed in a simple grey frock with short sleeves and cut discreetly low, and looked very sweet. On seeing me she drew back, but next second she put out her slim white hand in greeting, and with a delightful smile, exclaimed:

Why — why, Mr. Garfield! I — I remember you! You called upon me some weeks ago — did you not?

Yes, Miss Tennison, I did, I replied as I sprang from my chair and bent over her hand. So you recollect me — eh?

I do. They said that you would call upon me, she replied, her beautiful face suddenly clouding.

Who told you that? I asked.

Doctor Moroni. He warned me that you were my enemy.

I drew a long breath, for I discerned the depth of the plot.

Not your enemy, Miss Tennison, I assured her. But your friend — your friend who is trying his best to solve the problem of your — your illness.



Yes, Gabrielle, dear, Mr. Garfield is certainly your friend. I know that, declared her mother kindly. Doctor Moroni must have been mistaken. Why should he have warned you against meeting Mr. Garfield?

I was silent for a moment, then I said:

Of course, Mrs. Tennison, you have no previous knowledge of me. You are taking me entirely at my own estimation.

When I meet a young man who is open and frank as you are, I trust him, she said quietly. You know that womans intuition seldom errs.

I laughed.

Well, I answered. I am striving to solve the mystery of what occurred on the night of November the seventh — of what occurred to your daughter, as well as to myself.

Mrs. Tennison endeavoured to obtain from me a description of my adventure, but I managed to evade her questions.

I wonder why Doctor Moroni warned Gabrielle against you? she remarked presently. It is a mystery.

Yes, Mrs. Tennison, it is all a mystery — a complete mystery to me why Doctor Moroni, of all men, should take an interest in your daughter. He is certainly not a man to be trusted, and I, in turn, warn you against him.

Why? He has been so good to Gabrielle.

The reason of my warning is that he is her enemy as well as mine, I said, glancing at the beautiful girl, whose countenance had, alas! now grown inanimate again.

But I do not understand, Mrs. Tennison exclaimed. Why should the doctor be Gabrielles enemy?



Ah! That I cannot tell — except that he fears lest she should recover and reveal the truth — a serious truth which would implicate him.

Do you think he had any hand in the mysterious affair?

I certainly do, was my reply, and then I told her of my journey to Italy, and of my discovery of her daughter with Moroni in Florence.

But how did you know my daughter? she asked.

Because on that fatal night I saw her in a house in London.

You saw her! Where?

In the house of a mutual enemy.

Who?

Mrs. Tennison, I exclaimed quietly. At present I cannot reveal to you more than I have done. Please excuse me. When I have fully verified my suspicions I will explain all that occurred to me — all that is within my knowledge. Until then, please remain in patience.

I never dreamed that Gabrielle had a single enemy in the world. I cannot understand it, she exclaimed.

Neither can I, but the fact remains. The greatest care should be exercised regarding your daughter. Why did she meet that Frenchman in Kensington Gardens?

I have only just heard about it, was her mothers reply. It appears that Doctor Moroni introduced them. She had only seen him once before.

Then, turning to the girl, her mother asked:

What did he say to you?

He brought me an urgent and secret message from Doctor Moroni, telling me that there was a plot against my life, she replied in a slow, mechanical voice. The doctor sent word to me that Mr. Garfield would probably call and endeavour to be friendly with me, but that he was my enemy, and I should have no dealings with him.



Ah! I exclaimed. So that was the second warning given you, Miss Tennison! It is more than ever plain that they fear lest, by meeting, we shall discover the plot and its instigators. What else did he say?

He told me that Doctor Moroni was still in Florence, but that he would be coming to London again very soon, and that he would call. He urged me at the same time to tell nobody that he had seen me, or that he had warned me against you — not even my mother.

All that is in no way surprising, I remarked, for I happen to know that Monsieur Suzor and the doctor are on terms of closest friendship — a partnership for evil.

How?

As I have already explained, Miss Tennison, I have not yet fully solved the enigma, though I have learned a number of facts which, though they increase the mystery, yet they give some clue to the solution of the enigma.

But their evil design? asked her mother.

Their evil design is against us both, hence your daughters interests have become my own, I replied. My sole object is to bring to justice those who have, for their own ends — no doubt for financial gain — been guilty of the astounding plot against your daughter. You may believe Doctor Moroni and his friend Suzor as you will, Mrs. Tennison, but I shall not withdraw from my present attitude. That they fear me is conclusively proved.

I quite see your point, said the quiet-voiced, refined lady.

Then I do urge you to have a care of Miss Gabrielle, I exclaimed. If it is known, as it may be, that I have been here, an effort will surely be made to close the mouth of one or other of us. These men are desperate. I have already proved them so. Therefore we must take every precaution against surprise.

Why not go to the police? suggested Mrs. Tennison.

Because the whole circumstances are so strange that, if I related them at Scotland Yard, I should not be believed, was my reply. No. I, with my friend Mr. Hambledon, must carry on our inquiries alone. If we are sufficiently wary and active we may, I hope, gather sufficient evidence to elucidate the mystery of your daughters present mental condition, and also the reason why a similar attempt was made upon myself.

Well, Mr. Garfield, exclaimed the charming, elderly lady with a sigh, I only hope you will be successful in your quest after the truth. This blow upon me is, I confess, a most terrible one. It is so distressing to see my poor child in such an uncertain state of mentality. Sometimes, as I have told you, she is quite normal, though she has no knowledge of what occurred to her. And at other times she is painfully vague and often erratic in her actions.

She must consult Professor Gourbeil, the great alienist, at Lyons. He has a wide knowledge of the symptoms and effects of orosin.

The poor lady sighed, and with tired, sad eyes looked upon her daughter, who had sunk into a chair with her pointed chin resting upon her palms.

Unfortunately, Mr. Garfield, I am not rich, she said in a low earnest tone. I will give most willingly all I possess in order that my poor child be restored to her normal senses. But I have very little in these post-war days, when everything is so dear, and taxation strangles one, in face of what they told us during the war that they were making England a place fit for heroes to live in! It seems to me that they are now making it fit for Germans and aliens to live in.

My dear Mrs. Tennison, our discussion does not concern politics, I said, anxious for the future of the graceful girl whom I had grown to love so dearly, even though her brain was unbalanced. At first I regarded it as strange that being fellow-victims of Oswald De Gex and his desperate, unscrupulous accomplices — who included the assassin Despujol — I had been drawn towards her by some unknown and invisible attraction. But when I analysed my feelings and surveyed the situation calmly I saw that it was not more extraordinary than in any other circumstances when a man, seeing a woman who fulfills all his high ideals, falls desperately in love with her and worships at her shrine.


CHAPTER THE TWENTY-THIRD

THE DEATH-DRUG
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IT WAS JULY.

The London season, later in these modern days, was already on the wane. The Derby and Ascot had been won, in glorious weather. There had been splendid cricket at Lords, fine polo at Hurlingham, and Henley Week had just passed. London Society was preparing for the country, the Continental Spas, and the sea, leaving the metropolis to the American cousins who were each week invading Londons big hotels.

I was back at Francis and Goldsmiths hard at work as I had been before my strange adventure, while Harry was busy at his legal work in the police courts.

From our windows looking across the Thames between the trees on the towing path we had a wide view of the river with the chimneys of the factories on the opposite bank. On the right was Putney, the starting place of the University Boat Race, and on the left the great reservoirs and the bend of the river behind which lay Mortlake, the finish of the boat-race course. Each morning, when I rose and dressed, I looked out upon the wide and somewhat uninteresting vista, racking my brains how to further proceed with my campaign against the great intriguer who could, by his immense wealth, juggle with dynasties.

With Mrs. Tennison I had become on very friendly terms. Fearing to reveal myself as having taken that bundle of Bank of England notes as a bribe, I held back from her what had actually happened to me on that fateful night. But I had become a frequent guest at Longridge Road, and often spent many delightful hours with Gabrielle, who at times seemed quite in her normal senses.

Yet, at others, she became vague and spoke in awed tones about what she had seen— all red, green and gold. And often I sat at home smoking and wondering what she had seen that had so impressed her. Often, too, I discussed it with Mrs. Tennison and with Harry Hambledon, but neither of us could suggest any solution of the mystery.

Mrs. Tennison, on account of the slump in securities owing to the war, was, I knew, in rather straitened circumstances. When I again suggested a visit to the great specialist in Lyons she shook her head, and told me frankly that she could not afford it. De Gex had, it seemed, sought his victims among those who had been ruined by the war.

She had, however, told me that her brother, a shipping agent living in Liverpool, who was Gabrielles godfather, was deeply interested in her.

I suggested that she should write to him and urge that, as a last resort, Gabrielle should consult Professor Gourbeil. The latter had been successful in restoring to their normal mental condition patients who had been infected with orosin, that most dangerous and puzzling of the discoveries of modern toxicologists.

Mrs. Tennison had acted upon my advice. Had I been in a financial position to pay Gabrielles expenses to Lyons I would have done so most willingly. But my journey to Spain had depleted my resources, and though I had those Bank of England notes still reposing in a drawer at home, I dared not change one of them lest by such action I should have accepted and profited upon the bribe which De Gex had so cleverly pressed upon me.

In the first week of July Mrs. Tennison wrote to me, and that evening I went over to see her after leaving the office in Westminster.

It was a hot dry night when London lay beneath its haze of sun-reddened dust after a heat spell, parched and choked.

Gabrielle was out at the house of one of her school friends, hence, we sat alone together in the cool drawing-room — a room which was essentially that of a woman of taste and refinement.

A few seconds after I had entered, a tall, grey-haired man came in, whereupon Mrs. Tennison introduced him as her brother Charles from Liverpool.

The man glanced at me sharply, and then, smiling pleasantly, took my hand.

I have come up to see my sister regarding poor Gabrielle, he said, when we were seated. I understand that you have experienced similar symptoms to hers, and have recovered.

I have not completely recovered, I replied. Often I have little recurrences of lapse of memory for periods from a few moments to a quarter of an hour.

My sister has told me that you believe that poor Gabrielle and yourself are fellow-victims of some plot.

I am certain of it, Mr. Maxwell, I replied. And I have already devoted considerable time and more money than I could really afford in an attempt to solve the mystery of it all.

Can you explain the whole circumstances? he asked. I am deeply interested in my unfortunate niece.

I can relate to you a few of the facts if you wish to hear them, was my reply. I certainly had no intention of telling him all that I knew, or of the death and cremation of the mysterious Gabrielle Engledue — whoever she might have been.

So I explained practically what I had told his sister. I also described how Professor Vega at Madrid had told me of the two cures effected by Professor Gourbeil, of Lyons.

My sister tells me that you suggest Gabrielle should consult him, Mr. Maxwell said. But she has consulted so many specialists. Doctor Moroni has been most kind to her. He took her to doctors in Paris and in Italy, but they could do nothing.

Well, I think that as Professor Gourbeil has cured two persons of the deadly effects of the drug Miss Tennison should see him, I remarked.

I quite agree. It is for that reason I have come to London, he said. I understand that you, Mr. Garfield, take a personal interest in my niece, therefore I want to ask you a favour — namely, that if I pay the expenses would you accompany my sister and her daughter to Lyons?

Willingly. But I will pay my own expenses, please, was my prompt reply.

At first he would not hear of it, until I declined to go unless I went independently, and then we arranged for our departure.

Four days later we descended at the big busy Perrache station at Lyons from the lumbering rapide which had brought us from Paris, and entered the Terminus Hôtel which adjoins the platform. Later, from the concierge, we found that Professor Gourbeil of the Facultés des Sciences et de Médecine, lived in the Avenue Felix Faure, and I succeeded over the telephone in making an appointment with him for the following day at noon.



This I kept, going to him alone in order to explain matters.

I found him to be a short, florid-faced man with a shock of white hair and a short white beard. His house was a rather large one standing back in a well-kept garden full of flowers, and the room in which he received me was shaded and cool.

I told him of Professor Vegas recommendation, whereupon he exclaimed in French:

Ah! I know Professor Vega. We met last year at our conference in Paris — a very brilliant man!

Then, as briefly as I could, I explained how the deadly drug orosin had been surreptitiously administered to Gabrielle and myself, and its effects upon us both.

Orosin! exclaimed the old savant, raising his thin hands. Ah! There is not much hope of the ladys recovery. I have known of only two cases within my experience. The effect of orosin upon the human brain is mysterious and lasting. It produces a state of the brain-cells with which we cannot cope. A larger dose produces strong homicidal tendencies and inevitable death, and a still larger dose almost instantaneous death.

I told him how we both had lost all sense of our surroundings for weeks, and how we were both found at the roadside, she in Hampshire and I in France.

You were both victims of some plot; that is evident. Of course you have invoked the aid of the police?

I did not reply. I certainly feared to seek the assistance of Scotland Yard.

He explained to me practically what Professor Vega had done regarding orosin and its terrible effect.

There have been other cases of its administration, said the great alienist. Somebody must be preparing the drug and selling it for sinister purposes. Though it is so little known as yet that its manufacturer must be an expert toxicologist with special knowledge.

Have you seen many cases of its administration? I asked eagerly.

Yes. Quite a number, was the old Professors reply. I am in communication with Doctor Duroc, of the Salpêtrière in Paris, and together we are keeping a record of the cases where orosin is administered by some mysterious hand. Whose, we have no idea. We leave that to the Sûreté. But you say that your adventure and that of mademoiselle occurred in London?

I repeated my story. Then I ventured to ask:

Do you, Professor, know anything of a Doctor Moroni, of Florence?

The white-bearded, shock-haired man reflected for a moment, and then moving in his chair, replied:

I fancy I have heard his name. Moroni — Moroni? Yes, I am sure someone has mentioned him.

As a toxicologist?

Probably. I do not really remember. I believe I met him at one of the conferences in Paris or Geneva. He was with one of your English professors — one of your medico-legists whose name at the moment escapes my memory. He gave evidence in that curious case of alleged poison at the Old Bailey, in London, a year ago.

But is Doctor Moroni known as an expert in poison?

Not to my personal knowledge. Possibly he is, and I have heard his name in that connexion. Why do you ask?

Because he has had my friend Miss Tennison under his care. He has taken her to see several specialists in Italy. Then in a sudden burst of confidence I told him of my great love for the girl who, like myself, had been attacked in secret. Further, I told him that the reason of my steady inquiry was in her interests, as well as in my own.

My dear Monsieur Garfield, now that you are so frank with me I will do my utmost in the interests of both of you, declared the dear old Professor, as he rose and crossed to the window. What you have told me interests me intensely. I see by your travels to Spain and the South that you are leaving no stone unturned to arrive at a true solution of the problem — and I will help you. Orosin is the least known and most dangerous drug that has ever been discovered in our modern civilization. Used with evil intent it is unsuspected and wellnigh undiscoverable, for the symptoms often resemble those of certain diseases of the brain. The person to whom the drug is administered either exhibits an exhilaration akin to undue excess of alcohol, or else the functions of the brain are entirely distorted, with a complete loss of memory or a chronic aberration of the brain.

That is the case of my friend Miss Tennison, I said.

Very well. I will see her and endeavour to do what I can to restore her, said the elegant old French savant. But, remember, I hold out no hope. In all cases orosin destroys the brain. It seems to create a slow degeneracy of the cells which nobody yet can understand. We know the effect, but we cannot, up to the present, combat it. There are yet many things in human life of which the medical men are in as complete ignorance as those who study electricity and radio-frequencies. We try to do our best to the extent of our knowledge, my dear monsieur. And if you will bring Mademoiselle to me to-morrow at three oclock I will try to make my diagnosis.

I thanked him for his perfectly open declaration, and then I left. That he was the greatest living authority on the symptoms and effect of the mysterious drug orosin I felt confident. I only longed that he would take Gabrielle beneath his charge and endeavour to restore her brain to its normal function.

Punctually at three oclock next day I called with my beloved and her mother at the house embowered in roses and geraniums up on the hill above the broad Rhône river.

We were ushered in by an old man-servant, silent and stately.

The Professor quickly appeared, his sharp eyes upon the patient.

I wonder if you will allow me, Madame, to take your daughter into my consulting-room alone? he asked in good English. It will be best for me to question her without any other person being present.

Most certainly, Mrs. Tennison replied. Then, turning to Gabrielle, she said: The Professor wants to put a few questions to you, dear. Will you go with him into the next room?

Gabrielle, pale-faced and tragic, looked at me strangely, and then meekly followed the old Professor into his consulting-room.

The door was closed, and Mrs. Tennison waited with me in silence. The window of the room was open and through it came the sweet scent of the roses and climbing jasmine, with the buzz of the summer insects and the chatter of the birds, for the house was high up on that hill above the great silk-weaving capital of the Rhône.

I rose and looked out upon the garden, so well ordered, for the Professor was, it seemed, a lover of roses, the blossoms running riot everywhere.

Suddenly, as we remained in silence, we heard Gabrielles voice raised until she shouted fierce defiant words in English:



No! she shrieked. It was not that — not that! You try and fix upon me a deed that I did not do! Why should you do this — why should you do this!

Pardon, Mademoiselle, we heard the Professor say in a quiet, calm tone. Pardon. Please! I do not allege it. I have only asked a simple question.

Your question is insulting, doctor! declared my beloved loudly. Why should you insinuate such a thing?

Mademoiselle, I insinuate nothing, replied the Professor. I am endeavouring to ascertain the exact state of your mental balance. Your anger is, in itself, a most gratifying feature. A thousand pardons if you feel that I have insulted you, he added with the extreme politeness of his race.

Then, through the folding doors which divided the apartments, we heard him say:

Will you please give me both your hands, and look directly into my eyes?

There was a silence.

We could hear the Professor sigh, but he made no comment.

His examination occupied nearly an hour. He put to her many searching questions in an endeavour to restore her memory as to what happened, but without avail. Those questions seemed to perturb her, for of a sudden she cried loudly, indeed she almost shrieked in terror:

Ah! no! no! Save me! she implored. I — I cant stand it! I cant — I really cant! See! Look! Look! There it is again — all red, green and gold! — all red, green and gold!

And we could hear her expressions of fear as she gazed upon some imaginary object which held her terrified.

We heard the kindly old Professor putting many questions to her in an endeavour to discover what gave rise to that nameless horror which she so often experienced, but her replies were most vague. She seemed unable to describe the chimera of her imagination. Yet it was only too plain that on that fatal night she had seen something bearing those colours which had so impressed itself upon her mind as distinctly horrible that it constantly recurred to her.

Yet she was unable to describe it, owing to her mental aberration.

Time after time, she implored the Professors protection from some imaginary peril, and time after time, after she had begged him to remain near her, she repeated those mysterious and meaningless words:

Red, green and gold! — red, green and gold!

In breathless anxiety we listened, but all we could hear were the Professors sighs of despair, which meant far more to Mrs. Tennison and myself than any of his words could convey.

We knew that upon poor Gabrielle, the girl I loved with all my heart and soul, the deadly drug had done its work — and that she was, alas! incurable!

Her case was hopeless, even in the hands of the one man in all Europe who knew the effects of orosin and had only in two cases effected cures.

I looked at her mother in silence. She knew my thoughts, for tears were now coursing down her pale cheeks.

Both of us knew the worst. Our journey had been in vain.

That thought caused me to grit my teeth against De Gex and his unholy hirelings. I would follow and unmask them. I would avenge the innocent girl whom I loved so dearly, even though it should cost me my life!


CHAPTER THE TWENTY-FOURTH

YET ANOTHER MYSTERY
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THE FIRST WEEK in August was unusually hot and dry in London.

Gabrielle and Mrs. Tennison had remained in Lyons, for Professor Gourbeil had suggested that his patient should, as a desperate resource, remain under his treatment for a few weeks. He gave practically no hope of her recovery. The dose of orosin that had been administered was, he declared, a larger one than that which De Gex had introduced into my drink on that night of horrors.

The effect upon me had been to muddle my brain so that I had accepted those Bank of England notes as bribe to assist the mystery-man of Europe in his foul and mysterious plot.

My companion Harry Hambledon was still earning his guineas at Hammersmith Police Court, gradually establishing a reputation. He had bought a small two-seater car, and each Sunday he took Norah out for runs to the Hut at Wisley, to the Burford Bridge Hotel, where the genial Mr. Hunt — one of the last remaining Bohemians of the days of the Junior Garrick Club — welcomed them; to the Wooton Hatch, or up to those more pretentious and less comfortable hostelries on Hindhead.

Motoring had roused a new interest in my friend. I loved the open road, but with the heavy expenses I had recently sustained I could not afford it. Besides, my firm had just secured a big electric lighting contract with the corporation of Chichester, and I was constantly travelling between that city and London, sometimes by rail and sometimes in Mr. Franciss car.

I suppose I must have carried on my work satisfactorily after the generous leave the firm — one of those stately old-fashioned ones which have still survived the war — had accorded me. But my thoughts were ever of my beloved Gabrielle, the beautiful girl whom, though her mind was so strongly unbalanced, I yet loved with all the strength of my being.

Every few days we exchanged letters. Sometimes Mrs. Tennison wrote to me from the quiet little pension in the Rue Paul Bert, in Lyons, but her letters were always despairing. Poor Gabrielle was just the same. She still had no other vista in life than her immediate one, and she still in her reflective moments gave vent to that strange ejaculation of those mysterious words: Red, green and gold! Red, green and gold!

I confess that I went about my business in a low-spirited, despairing mood. More than once I passed by that dark forbidding house in Stretton Street, the blinds of which were drawn, for ever since the winter it had been closed with the caretaker in charge. Pass along Park Lane and the Mayfair neighbourhood in August and you will see the Holland blinds drawn everywhere. The window-boxes filled with geraniums and marguerites are drooping, for they have served their turn and the families are out of town, enjoying themselves in Scotland, in Norway, or at the French Spas. Honest Londoners may sweat and toil with their begrudged fourteen days at the sea or in the country, but Society, caring nothing for unhealthy trades or ill-paid labour, unless a strike perchance affects their pockets or their comforts, drifts to where it can flirt, dance or gamble amid gay surroundings denied in London by our sanctimonious kill-joys.

Whenever I passed along Stretton Street there spread over my mind the strange and inexplicable events of that night when De Gexs man-servant Horton had dashed out after me, and suddenly implored me to see his master. Ah! I saw the amazing cleverness of the whole plot — a plot such as could only be conceived by a master brain.

De Gexs dark, sinister, half-Oriental countenance haunted me in my dreams. True, he was a man who swayed the finances of Europe, suave, smiling, and with an extremely polished and refined exterior. But why Suzor had purposely become acquainted with me, and why I had afterwards been enticed into that house of tragedy were, in themselves, two points, the motive of which I failed to grasp.

Late one evening I passed the house, going out of my way purposely to do so, when, to my amazement, I saw standing upon the doorstep, and about to enter his car, no other person than Oswald De Gex himself. Behind him stood a strange man-servant, who at the moment seemed to be taking some instructions.

In the darkness De Gex could not distinguish me. Therefore I drew back and watched the world-famous financier enter the car and drive away.

So Oswald De Gex was back in London — and in August! I had passed the house on the previous afternoon and seen that as usual the faded Holland blinds were drawn, just as they had been for months, an indication to callers that the owner was away. I looked again. The blinds were still down!

Next day being Sunday I watched, and though at four oclock in the afternoon De Gex came forth and strolled round to his club in St. Jamess Street, the blinds were still drawn, it being evident that the unscrupulous man who juggled with European dynasties was living there in obscurity — and in pretence of absence.

Why?

My watchfulness was increased; my thoughts being ever upon the avenging of the injury done to the sweet girl I so dearly loved — that poor unfortunate creature whose brain had been destroyed by the dastardly administration of that poison only known to students of toxicology. In my waking hours I conjured up scenes of how mother and daughter, living in that obscure pension in busy Lyons, went each day to the Professors house, and how the kindly old savant did his best to restore her brain to its normal activity.

One hot day I had been to Reading on business for the firm, and on arrival at Paddington I bought an evening paper and took it home to Rivermead Mansions. As usual Harry and I had dinner together, and after he had gone out to Richmond, I sat by the open window which looked upon the towing-path beside the Thames, and with my pipe in my mouth, scanned the days news.

Of a sudden I came across a heading which attracted me, and read as follows:

The sudden death is announced, at his house outside Amsterdam, of Baron Harte van Veltrup, the well-known Dutch financier, who for some years was in active association with the Spanish banker, the late Count de Chamartin. The Count died recently in San Sebastian just after he, with van Veltrup, had promoted a great railway scheme in Central Spain. The circumstances of the Barons death appear to be somewhat mysterious, says our Amsterdam correspondent. Three days ago the banker, who is a widower, went to The Hague, where in a private room in an obscure hotel, he met a man on business. The meeting was apparently in secret, for he told his valet that he did not wish anyone to know of the mysterious visitor for a certain financial reason. The man remained with the Baron for nearly an hour, after which the financier went home in his car to Amsterdam, his valet driving. On the way the servant noticed that his master seemed very perturbed, once or twice muttering threats beneath his breath.

On arrival at his house facing Vondel Park, he dressed, ate his dinner alone, and was about to re-enter his car to drive to the Park Schouwburg, where opera was being given that night, when he staggered and fell just outside the gate, and expired in a few moments.

Though a medical examination proved that death was due to heart failure, some comment has been caused by the valets story of his masters mysterious visitor at The Hague. The latter he describes as middle-aged, with a small dark moustache, a ruddy complexion, wearing round horn-rimmed spectacles. He thinks the latter were worn for purposes of disguise.

Three doctors have, however, declared that death ensued from natural causes, hence the police discredit the valets story. Baron van Veltrup, who was well known in international finance, was a frequent visitor to London, where he had permanent chambers in Jermyn Street. He was in the habit of receiving strange callers — persons who probably gave him secret information regarding Government concessions and other such matters. Therefore it is not believed that the man whom he met in secret has any connexion with his sudden and lamented death. The Baron contributed most generously to Dutch charities, especially to the Blinden Institution, of which he was one of the governors.

Some of his financial deals were of outstanding magnitude. The last loan to Peru was made through his house, in combination with that of Chamartin, in Madrid, while he negotiated a big loan to Serbia immediately before the war, as well as obtaining the concessions for two new railways in Northern Italy and in Portugal. The reputation of the house of Veltrup was one of the highest standing, and the Barons untimely death has cast a gloom over financial circles in all the European capitals.

I raised my eyes from the paper and gazed across the Thames now growing grey in the evening light. Outside, the soft wind whispered in the trees and across the long suspension bridge ran an endless stream of motor traffic into and out of London.

The affair in Amsterdam was certainly curious, but what attracted me most was the fact that the dead Baron had been a partner with the late Count Chamartin, whose widow I knew by sight. The Count had also died very suddenly. So within a short time of each other two men whose names were ones to conjure with in international finance had both died!

The valets story I did not doubt. I knew that such men as the late Baron were often compelled, in their own interests, to receive visits from mysterious and often undesirable persons, most of whom were paid for their information. Every giant of finance employs his secret agents, whose duty it is to keep his principal informed of the various political and other secrets in Europe. Indeed, the great financiers know more of the underground currents of foreign politics than they do at any Embassy or Ministry of Foreign Affairs. It is their duty to know the secrets of nations — and they profit upon their knowledge.

I sat ruminating. The sudden deaths of the two pillars of finance was, to say the least, a curious coincidence. I recollected that Chamartin had been associated with De Gex, and the object of the latters journey to Madrid had apparently been to interview his dead friends widow. I also remembered Professor Vegas description of the deadly effect of that secret poison orosin — that it might cause almost instant death, and that all doctors would attribute the cause to heart failure.

This caused me to ponder for a long time. I read and re-read the report of the Barons death, and when I retired to bed — Harry not having yet returned — I could not sleep, so haunted was I by vague suspicions.

Next day I found that I could not apply myself to work at the office, so gave it up and once more wandered towards Hyde Park Corner and up Park Lane where again I passed through Stretton Street. The blinds of the big dark mansion were all lowered, indicating that its owner was still out of town. Yet I knew that he was living in the half darkness of that closed house.

Why?

Several days passed when, unable to rest, I at last asked leave of absence from old Mr. Francis, and crossed by the night-boat from Harwich to the Hook of Holland. On the following day I found myself in quaint old Amsterdam, that city built upon the sand in defiance of a certain text in St. Matthew, the city with its great network of canals, and its many gaudily-painted barges. As I left my hotel and walked to the Dam, the central square of the city, my nostrils were saluted upon one side by the perfume of the flowers adorning the windows and the odour of cook-shops, while on the other was the smell of tar and the fumes of the humble kitchens of sailing vessels.

I happened to know an Englishman employed as clerk to a firm of Dutch forwarding agents whose offices were in the Dam, and this man, whose name was Graham, I at once sought.

We went out to a café together, and I explained the object of my visit, namely, the investigation of the death of Baron van Veltrup. Graham at once regarded me with considerable astonishment, for very naturally he could not make out why I should take such a keen interest in the death of one of the richest men in Holland.

The Baron died of heart failure, my friend said. The doctors are agreed upon that. His valet told some extraordinary story, but no credence has been placed in it. There has been a good deal in the papers concerning the unfortunate affair, but the excitement has now all died down. The Baron was, I believe, buried yesterday.

I know that there is no suspicion that death was due to foul play, Graham, I said. But I confess that in face of certain knowledge I possess I am not altogether satisfied with the doctors conclusion.

My friend smiled incredulously.

At first, the police were, I heard, inclined to suspect foul play. But after full investigation they are now quite satisfied as to the cause of death.

Be that as it may, I intend to make a few discreet inquiries, I replied resolutely. I want you, if you will, to assist me.

He smiled again in undisguised disbelief.



Of course you are at liberty to express your own opinion, he said with some reluctance. And if you wish, I will assist you. But I really think, Garfield, that you will be only wasting your time — and mine.

I hope not, I assured him. Were I not in possession of certain exclusive information I should not venture to come here from London and trouble you, as I am doing.

Graham, whom I had known for a number of years, looked very straight at me.

What is the nature of this exclusive information? he inquired. You are concealing something, Hugh.

Yes. I know I am, was my reply as I smiled at him. I am here to discover the truth regarding the death of Baron van Veltrup.

Then you suspect foul play — eh? asked my friend.

Yes, I do, I replied in a low voice, and I want you, Graham, to put me in touch with the Barons valet.

He is a man named Folcker, a Swede, according to the newspapers. I dare say I could find him.

If you can, you will assist me very much. I must have a chat with him, I said. I feel somehow that in face of the strange facts within my knowledge that he can give me the clue to the cause of his masters death.

Graham smiled. He seemed to regard me as a person whose mind was not quite sound. But I will give him his due. He propitiated me, and promised to get into touch with Oscar Folcker. By virtue of the wide ramifications of the firm by which Graham was employed, I knew that it would be an easy matter, hence I was not surprised when next day he rang me up on the telephone to my hotel and told me that he had been able to find the valet Folcker who would call upon me at six oclock that evening.


CHAPTER THE TWENTY-FIFTH

WHAT THE VALET KNEW
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AT THE TIME appointed, as I stood in the hall, a tall, clean-shaven, rather spruce young man entered and spoke to the concierge, who at once brought him over to me.

I took him into a corner of the lounge, and when we were seated I told him of my suspicions and my quest.

Like many Swedes he spoke English, and in reply said:

Well, sir, I was in the Barons service for five years, and I knew his habits very well. He was an excellent master — most kind and generous, and with him I have travelled Europe up and down. We were very often in London, where the Baron had bachelor chambers in Jermyn Street.

I know that, I said. But tell me what you know, and what you suspect concerning his untimely end.

There was foul play, sir! he said unhesitatingly. The Baron was a strong healthy man who lived frugally, and though he dealt in millions of francs, yet he was most quiet in his habits, and his boast was that he was never out of bed after half-past ten. Though very rich he devoted nearly half his income yearly to charitable institutions. I know the extent of his contributions to the needy, for I have often seen him draw the cheques.

Well — tell me exactly what happened, I asked.

The affair presents some very puzzling features, sir, he replied. One morning, while dressing, my master told me that he had to motor to The Hague as he wished to meet in strict secrecy a man who would call to see him at a little hotel called the Rhijn, in the Oranje Straat. He asked me to drive him there so that Mullard, the chauffeur, should have no knowledge of the visit. This I promised to do, for I can drive a car. We arrived early in the afternoon, and the Baron, who was unknown at the obscure little place, ordered lunch for us both. He ate his in the private room he had engaged, and at about three oclock the visitor arrived. He inquired of the proprietor and was shown into the Barons private room. I judged him to be about forty, of middle height, well-dressed, and wearing big round tortoiseshell glasses, like those Americans so often wear. He was red-faced and walked with a slight limp.

And what happened while your master was with the stranger?

The Baron came out and told me to go to the garage with the car, and I was telephoned for an hour later. When I met him again he seemed to be in an ill and petulant mood, for he told me to drive back to Amsterdam with all speed. He also again made me promise to tell nobody of the secret meeting.

And then? I asked anxiously.

On arrival home he washed, dressed, and dined alone. Afterwards he put on his gloves, grey suède ones, ready to go, but exchanged them for a pair of white ones, as he recollected that he was going to the opera. Then he walked out to the car, but suddenly cried, Oh! My head! My head! and fell on to the pavement. I was just behind him when he did so, and hurried to get him up. But he was already unconscious, and scarcely before we could get him into the house he expired.

And why do you suspect foul play? I asked.



I feel certain that my master did not die from natural causes, declared the thin-faced man-servant.

You suspect that the individual in round spectacles had a hand in it — eh?

I do. But how, I have no idea. The police pooh-pooh my suspicions. But if my suspicions are unfounded, why has not the stranger come forward? There has been a lot about the affair in the papers.

Yes, I said. It certainly appears strange, for there can be no cause for secrecy now that the Baron is dead, even if some great financial transaction had been involved.

My master often received very queer visitors, said Folcker. Once he entertained two very strange-looking shabby individuals when he was at Aix-les-Bains with Mr. De Gex.

With Mr. De Gex! I echoed. Was the Baron a friend of his?

Yes, an intimate friend. They often had big deals together in which Count Chamartin, who lived in Madrid, participated.

Ah! That is distinctly interesting, I said. Did the Baron, when in London, visit Mr. De Gex at Stretton Street?

Frequently. They were mutually interested in the great Netherlands Shipping Combine about a year ago, replied the valet.

And you usually travelled with your master, I suppose?

Nearly always. We were frequently in Paris, Berlin, Rome, or Madrid, and naturally I learnt a good deal about his business. His most intimate friend was Mr. De Gex. Do you happen to know him?

I gritted my teeth, and replied in the affirmative.



A very charming man, the valet declared. He was always very good to the servants. I used to look after him when he visited us here in Amsterdam.

Did you ever meet a friend of his — a Frenchman named Suzor? I asked.

Yes, once. When we stayed with Mr. De Gex at Florence. He was a fellow guest with my master.

And an Italian doctor named Moroni?

Folcker shook his head, as he replied:

I have no recollection of an Italian doctor. We were in Florence only two weeks.

Of course you know Mr. De Gexs butler, a man named Horton? I asked.

No, the man I know is named Farmer. I havent been to Stretton Street for over a year.

It would therefore appear that Horton was a new servant.

But have you any idea how your master died? was my next query.

None — only something tells me that he fell victim to a plot for his assassination.

Why?

Because he more than once told me that if he died certain persons would derive great benefits.

Who? His friends?

I suppose so.

Including De Gex?

The thin-faced man shook his head, saying:



Ah! That I cannot tell, sir. But I know that Mr. De Gex owed the Baron a very considerable sum over a financial deal regarding some oil wells in Roumania. Only a few months ago he mentioned to Mr. Grant, one of his friends, in my presence, that he hoped De Gex would very soon settle with him. In fact he seemed annoyed at the delay in the payment.

This statement caused me to reflect deeply.

Was it really possible that the Dutch Barons death had been due to the machinations of this mystery-man of Europe? The fact that he owed the dead man money would serve as sufficient motive! I did not overlook the deeply-laid plot against myself, one that must have sent me swiftly into my grave had it not been for my providential escape.

The whole amazing facts, my meeting with Suzor in the express between York and Kings Cross, the trap set for me at Stretton Street, and my astounding adventures afterwards, all flashed through my mind. Oswald De Gex was a most unscrupulous person who had climbed to fame and fortune over the ruined homes and bodies of his victims. I was now out to obtain direct and undeniable evidence of his crimes.

Yet up to the present I could not go much further than mere surmise. Two of his business friends, Count Chamartin and Baron van Veltrup, had died quite suddenly. In the case of the latter, the valet expressed a positive belief that his master had not died of natural causes. This was supported by the fact that the Baron received a mysterious visitor at an obscure hotel at The Hague, a man who was apparently disguised by big horn spectacles, and was certainly not a Dutchman.

And above all that, I held most conclusive evidence that both De Gex himself and the dead bandit, Despujol, had used that deadly drug orosin to secure their nefarious ends.

But the most irritating feature of the affair was that I was as far off as ever from solving the mystery of what happened on that memorable night in Stretton Street, or with what motive I had been induced to give a death certificate that had enabled the body of an unknown girl to be cremated.

I questioned the valet, Folcker, still further, telling him that I had come especially from London to endeavour to elucidate the truth concerning his masters death. He was devoted to the Baron, and was highly incensed at the attitude taken by the Dutch police.

I will give you every assistance, sir, he replied.

Excellent, I said. I would very much like to go to the Barons house. Could you take me there?

Most certainly, sir, was his response, and with willingness he accompanied me in a horse cab up the cobbled Leidwche Straat with its many canals to the pleasant Vondel Park, just outside the city. We stopped before a great white house, square and rather inartistic, standing back behind very high iron railings, to which we were admitted by an elderly man-servant who was in charge of the place now that its owner was dead.

Folcker showed me his masters handsome dressing-room which had been left practically as it was on the night of his tragic end. He showed me how the Baron had put on his evening clothes and descended to dine.

He took me into the fine, handsomely-furnished dining-room, with big long carved table in the centre, and showed me the small round table set in the big bow window looking out upon the garden, at which the Baron always ate his meals when alone.

After finishing his dinner the Baron smoked one of his Petroff cigarettes which were especially made for him in Odessa, and then calling me, he asked for his coat and told me to ring up for the car, Folcker said. He finished his cigarette and a glass of kümmel, at the same time scanning the evening newspaper. All the time he had been eating, however, he seemed in a very angry mood. The interview with the stranger at The Hague had somehow upset him, for once or twice he muttered angrily to himself.

Now tell me, Folcker, I asked seriously, when he entered that little hotel at The Hague he waited for his mysterious visitor — did he not?

Yes, sir.

The visitor arrived and you saw him. I understand that your master came out and saw you during the interview?

Yes. About ten minutes after the strangers arrival the Baron came into the little hall of the hotel and told me that he would not require me for an hour, or perhaps more. Apparently he did not wish the car to stand outside the place for so long, lest it should be recognized. So he sent me to a garage.

I hesitated.

Then the stranger was left inside the hotel alone?

Yes, sir, for two or three minutes. Why?

We were standing out in the well-furnished hall and I glanced around.

Your master was in quite good health as he ate his dinner and smoked his cigarette? I remarked.

Quite. He came out of the room and standing here I gave him his hat, coat, gloves and stick. After he had put on his coat he drew on his left-hand glove. Suddenly he tore it off again, and rubbing his fingers together impatiently, said: I forgot, Folcker! Im going to the opera, give me some white gloves. They were in the drawer yonder, the valet said, pointing to a great old carved Flemish cupboard. So I got them out and handed them to him. He drew one of them on and walked down to the gate to enter the car, when he suddenly fell upon the pavement outside. You see, just yonder, and he pointed through the open door.

Why did he rub his fingers together, I wonder? I remarked. Was it a habit of his?

Not at all, sir. He seemed to have a sudden pain in his fingers.

A pain. Why?

I dont know, sir. It has only this moment occurred to me. He flung off the glove and tossed it upon the table. Its still there — as you see. Then he put on the white gloves and went down the steps and collapsed.

His head was affected?

Yes, he cried out twice that his head hurt him. The doctors attribute his death to heart failure. But, personally, I doubt it, sir! Im certain that there was foul play somewhere.

I crossed to the great carved table which stood on the opposite side of the wide hall, tiled as it was with ancient blue and white Dutch tiles, and from the table took up a pair of well-worn grey suède gloves. They interested me, because after putting one on the Baron had torn it off and rubbed his fingers.

Is this the glove your master wore when he went to The Hague? I asked, selecting the left-hand one.

Yes, sir.

I examined it closely and very gingerly. The exterior presented nothing out of the ordinary, but on turning it inside out, I found in the index finger a tiny piece of steel which tumbled out upon the table.

It was apparently a piece clipped from the blade of a safety razor, and keenly sharp. Anyone inserting a finger into the glove would certainly be cut by the razor edge of that sharp scrap of steel. As it lay upon the polished oak I bent to look at it, the valet also standing near and bending down in curiosity.

Upon it something had apparently been smeared — some colourless jelly, it seemed.

Had Baron van Veltrup fallen victim to orosin, wilfully administered?

That was my instant suspicion, one that was afterwards verified by the great Dutch pathologist Doctor Obelt, who lived in the Amstel Straat, and to whom I carried the mysterious but incriminating scrap of steel.

Without a doubt this piece of razor-blade has been impregnated with a new and most deadly poison, orosin, he declared to me on the following evening as I sat in his consulting room. The police have seen no mysterious circumstances in the unfortunate death of the Baron, who, by the way, was a very dear friend of mine. But now you have brought me this piece of steel which you took from his glove, and which no doubt must have caused a slight cut to his finger and, in consequence, almost instant death, I feel it my duty to take up the matter with the authorities.

I shall be much gratified, doctor, if you will, I urged, speaking in French. The valets suspicions of foul play are entirely proved.

Yes, foul play, committed by somebody who possesses expert toxicological knowledge. I confess that this is the first time I have discovered orosin. The hint you gave me caused me to search for it, and that I have found it is undoubted.

Later that day I accompanied the doctor to the Bureau of Police, where we were met by a very stolid official who smoked a long thin cigar all the time he talked to us.

At first he treated the affair as of no importance. The medical evidence had pronounced the Barons death as having been due to natural causes. The police could not interfere further, he declared.

Ah! but thanks to the Barons valet we now have evidence of a most subtle and deadly poison, declared the Dutch pathologist. I certify that I have found upon a small piece of sharp steel, which has been discovered in the dead mans glove, traces of orosin, one of the least known but most dangerous poisons.

The heavy-jowled Dutch police official straightened himself in his chair.

Is that really so, doctor? he asked in surprise, holding his cigar between his fingers.

Yes, it is, Doctor Obelt replied. The body must be exhumed, and an examination made to ascertain if there is a small cut in the first finger of the left hand. If there is — then the Baron has been secretly murdered!

The valet has alleged this all along, but there being no evidence we disbelieved him, said the official at once.

There is now evidence — direct evidence, said the Dutch doctor. This Englishman here is interested in some way in the Barons death, and after discovering the scrap of razor-blade he brought it to me.

The Dutch police official knit his brows, and turning to me, asked:

Did you yourself discover this piece of steel?



I did. From certain facts within my knowledge I suspected that the Baron had been deliberately killed. The allegations of the valet, Folcker, strengthened my suspicions, hence I travelled from London and pursued my own independent inquiries, which have resulted in the discovery of the little piece of blade inside the glove which the Baron wore when he went to interview his mysterious visitor at The Hague.

But what evidence have we that the mysterious visitor — the individual who has been referred to in the report as the man with the round horn glasses — had anything to do with the affair?

According to the Barons servant the visitor was left alone for a few moments in the room where van Veltrup had put down his gloves in order to go out and speak to his valet, who on that day was acting as his chauffeur. It was in those moments of his absence that the unknown visitor put the infected scrap of steel into the Barons glove.

Did he not wear the gloves on his way back to Amsterdam? asked the police official, as he laid down his thin cigar.

No, I replied. The valet is certain that instead of putting on his gloves he thrust them into the pocket of his linen dust-coat. Folcker says that when his master returned he took the gloves from the pocket of the linen coat and placed them on the table in the hall — as was his habit. It was only when the Baron was going out again that he put on the left-hand one, and then suddenly drew it off and rubbed his fingers. The first finger of his left hand had undoubtedly been cut, and hence infected with that substance which causes almost instant death and the exact symptoms of heart disease.

Orosin — did you say? asked the head of the Amsterdam police.

Yes, I replied. Orosin — the most dangerous, subtle and easily administered poison known to our modern toxicologists. And your great financier Baron van Veltrup has died by the hand of one who has wilfully administered it!

Well, said the stolid man with the scraggy beard, rather reluctantly, I confess that this has come to me as a perfect revelation.



You have only to order the exhumation of the Barons body, and an examination of the left hand, to be convinced that what this Englishman, Mr. Garfield, has discovered is the actual truth! declared Doctor Obelt, whose reputation as a pathologist was the highest in the Netherlands, and against whose opinion even the Chief of Police of Amsterdam could raise no word.

It shall be done, gentlemen, the stolid official assured us. It shall be done in secret — and at once.

He was true to his word, for at noon next day I received an invitation to call again at the Police Bureau, and was there informed that a small superficial cut upon the first finger of the left hand had been discovered.

Therefore there was no doubt that death had resulted from foul play.

If such were the case, it seemed more than probable that to Count de Chamartin, the intimate associate of Oswald De Gex, a similar dose of orosin had been administered!


CHAPTER THE TWENTY-SIXTH

MORE ABOUT MATEO SANZ

[image: img315.jpg]

THE MEANS BY which the unfortunate Baron van Veltrup had met with his death was as ingenious as that practised upon me by the expert thief, Despujol. As I reflected upon all the details as related to me by the valet, Folcker, I suddenly recollected that the Barons strange visitor, the man who must have placed that sharp scrap of razor-blade within his glove at the moment when the unsuspicious victim had gone outside to speak with his servant, was described as a man with a red face and a dark moustache.

A man who answered such description was the elusive friend of Mademoiselle Jacquelot, of Montauban, the motor bandit Mateo Sanz — the man who had so cleverly evaded the police, and who had no doubt been an intimate friend of Despujol! In order to confirm my suspicions, I at once telegraphed to Señor Rivero in Madrid, urging him to send me a copy of the police photograph of Sanz for identification purposes. That same day I received a reply which informed me that the photograph was in the post, hence I remained in Amsterdam awaiting its arrival.

Four days later it was handed to me, a photograph taken in several positions of the rather round-faced, florid man whom I had seen talking to Mademoiselle at the station at Montauban — the man whom Rivero had followed, but who, on the French police going to arrest him, was found to have fled.



I carried the photograph to Folckers lodgings and there showed it to him.

That is the man who met my master, sir! he cried unhesitatingly. Only he wore round horn spectacles. His face and moustache are the same. He was not Dutch.

No. This man is a Spaniard named Sanz, who is well known to the police, I replied.

Then they should arrest him, for he is no doubt responsible for my poor masters death.

We went together to the Bureau of Police where the valet formally identified the photograph, and made certain declarations concerning the malefactor in question. These he signed.

I happen to have seen this individual, I explained to the police commissary. I was with Señor Rivero, head of the Spanish detective department, and we saw him at Montauban. But though Señor Rivero followed him, he escaped.

Then he is wanted — eh?

Yes — for murder.

The Dutch police official gave vent to a low grunt.

Very well, he said. I will have inquiry made. I thank you very much for the information.

It seemed to me that he was annoyed because I had dared to dispute his theory that the late Baron had died from natural causes. He was a stolid man, who, having once made up his mind, would not hear any evidence to the contrary.

With failing heart I saw that to move him was hopeless, so next day I returned to London, piqued and angry, yet satisfied that I had discovered the true cause of the Barons lamentable death.

Weeks passed. To pursue the inquiry further seemed quite hopeless. The summer went by, but Mrs. Tennison and her daughter still remained in Lyons. The reports were never hopeful. My poor darling was just the same. There recurred to her ever and anon a remembrance of those three colours which haunted her — red, green and gold.

The Professor was most kind, Gabrielles mother wrote me. He did everything in his power, and still persevered after failure upon failure.

I fear poor Gabrielle will never recover, she wrote in one of her letters. The Professor is always optimistic, but I can read that in his heart he has no hope. The next step will, I dread to think, be hopeless imbecility!

With that letter in my pocket I went to the office in Westminster each day with leaden heart. The joys of life had become blotted out. I cared for nothing, for no one, and my interest in living further had been suddenly swept away.

Harry Hambledon, as we sat together at breakfast each day, tried in vain to interest me in various ways. He urged me one evening to go with him and Norah to the Palais de Danse, across Hammersmith Bridge, and I was forced to accept. But instead of dancing I sat at a side table and sipped ice drinks. Dancing had no attraction for me.

Very fortunately we were extremely busy at the office. Four big contracts had been entered into by the firm for the lighting and telephones for four new hotels-de-luxe, one at Bude, in Cornwall, one in Knightsbridge, another at Llandudno, in North Wales, and the fourth at Cromer. Hence I was compelled to be ever on the move between Wales, Norfolk, and Cornwall, and perhaps this sudden activity prevented me from brooding too closely over the hopeless condition of the girl with whom I was so deeply in love. In these days electrical engineers have to be pretty active in order to pay their way, and though Francis and Goldsmith was an old-established firm, they were nothing if not up-to-date in their methods.

One morning as I sat in a corner of the London-Exeter express on my way down to Bude, I read in my paper the following:

Mr. Oswald De Gex, the well-known international financier, is to be entertained on Thursday next to luncheon by the Lord Mayor and Corporation at the Mansion House. The Prime Ministers of Spain and the Netherlands, who are in London on official business, will be included among the guests. Mr. De Gex, though he has a house in London, is seldom here. He has recently been engaged in a great financial scheme to secure for England the whole of the output of the rich oil field recently discovered in Ecuador.

So Oswald De Gex was still in London! I held my breath. With his wall of wealth before him he seemed invulnerable. I recollected those crisp Bank of England notes which still reposed in a drawer at Rivermead Mansions — the bribe I had so foolishly accepted to become his accomplice in that mysterious crime.

Gabrielle Engledue! Who was the girl whose body, because of my false certificate, had been reduced to ashes in order to destroy all evidence of foul play? Who was she — and what was the motive?

If I could only ascertain the latter, then I might be able to reconstruct the crime slowly, piece by piece. But as far as I could see there was an utter absence of motive.



Long ago I had arrived at the conclusion that by the death of the unknown girl named Engledue, the unscrupulous financier had added some considerable sum to his bank balance. But how? His crafty unscrupulousness was shown by the manner in which his partner, to whom he owed a big sum, had been cleverly secretly killed by a hireling — a friend of the dead Despujol. Oswald De Gex posed to the world as an honest and upright man of business whose financial aid was welcomed cordially by all the hard-up States in Europe. He posed as a philanthropist, and as such earned a big reputation in those countries in which the operations of the all-powerful group he controlled were carried on.

But I knew his methods, and I sat staggered at the fact that the Corporation of the City of London were about to entertain him. Yet money counts always. Did not the Lord Mayor and Corporation once entertain the man who gave a service of gold communion-plate to St. Pauls Cathedral, and who afterwards spent many years in one of His Majestys gaols?

My blood boiled within me when I read that announcement. Yet on calmer consideration, I resolved to still wait and watch.

I returned to London on the following Friday, and in the train I read of the splendid luncheon given on the previous day to the arch-criminal and the eulogistic speeches made by two English politicians and the two foreign Premiers.

Oswald De Gex was declared to be one of the greatest financiers of the age, and there was a hint that a certain Allied Government was about to enlist his efforts with a view to extricate it from national bankruptcy.

De Gex was a man who thought and spoke in millions. Accompanying the article was a photograph of him standing smiling beside the Lord Mayor as guest of the City of London. Oswald De Gex seldom allowed himself to be photographed, but some enterprising Press photographer had no doubt snapped him unawares.

His hesitation to be photographed — public man that he was — was but natural. Wherever you hear of people in the public eye, male or female, who will not allow their pictures to appear in the papers, you may always suspect in that hesitation a dread of the raking up of some hidden scandal. Many a face which has looked out upon us from a pictorial newspaper or a back-page of ones daily journal, has caused its owner much terror, and in more than one instance a rush into obscurity to avoid the police.

Scotland Yard and the Paris Sûreté have many albums of photographs, and it is not generally known that each day their counterparts are searched for in the daily journals.

Oswald De Gex had on that memorable day become, against his will no doubt, a lion of London. One heard nothing of Mrs. De Gex. She was still at the Villa Clementini no doubt. Her name was never mentioned in the very eulogistic articles which innocent men of Fleet Street penned concerning the man of colossal finance. One can never blame Fleet Street for booming any man or woman. A couple of thousand pounds to a Press agent will secure for a burglar an invitation to dine at a peers table. Plainly speaking, in Europe since the war, real merit has become almost a back number. Money buys anything and anybody.

I fear that, young man as I still am, I am a fierce critic of the manners of our times. I learned my, perhaps, old-fashioned ideas from my father, an honest, upright, country parson, who loved to ride with the hounds, who called a spade a spade, and openly denounced a liar as such. He never minced matters, and stuck to his opinion, yet he was a pious, generous, open-hearted Englishman, who had no use for the international financier, who has lately become the pseudonym for a foreign adventurer.

The autumn days shortened and winter was approaching, for the east winds blew chill across the Thames into my room as I shaved before my window each morning. Mrs. Tennison was still in Lyons, and Harry Hambledon went each morning to his sordid work at the Hammersmith Police Court, either prosecuting or defending in small cases. His eloquence and shrewdness as an advocate had more than once been commented upon by the stipendiary, hence he was gradually working up quite a lucrative practice.

Things drifted along till the end of October. De Gex was living at Stretton Street, very occupied, I ascertained, in arranging a great development scheme for Liberia, that independent State in West Africa.

In the City he was constantly expressing his regret at the unfortunate deaths of his partners, Count de Chamartin, of Madrid, and the Baron van Veltrup, of Amsterdam, but he had expressed himself ready to carry the great deal through himself, though it involved the speculation of nearly two millions sterling.

I could hardly take up any newspaper — neither could you, my reader, for that matter — unless I saw De Gex referred to, under another name, of course. He went here and there, the guest of a Cabinet Minister, playing golf with a Leader of the House, or spending a week-end with a Duke, until it seemed that the world of Society had at last prevailed upon the mystery-man of millions to emerge from his shell and take up his position in Mayfair.

When I saw that he was the guest of certain hard-up members of the aristocracy, or of war profiteers, who, dropping their aitches, had bought ancestral homes, I merely smiled at the ignorance of those who were entertaining one of the greatest criminals in Europe.

In the watch I kept each evening upon the house in Stretton Street my friend Harry Hambledon assisted me. As we lurked in doorways in the vicinity, we saw the great ones of London Society, of both sexes, going and coming, for Oswald De Gex had now commenced to entertain upon a lavish scale. He gave smart dinner-parties and musical evenings, which the most exclusive set enjoyed.

One night, after it had grown dark, I sauntered along Park Lane, as was my habit, and having turned into Stretton Street noticed a rather shabbily dressed man, evidently a foreigner, descending the steps from De Gexs door. He turned in my direction, and we came face to face.

In an instant I recognized him as the Spaniard, Mateo Sanz! He had never seen me before, therefore, when at a respectable distance, I turned and followed him along to a street off the Edgware Road, where he entered a third-class private hotel.

What, I wondered, was his object in visiting De Gex unless some other plot was in progress? I, however, did not intend, now that I knew the truth concerning the death of the Baron in Amsterdam, that the assassin should escape. Hence I took a taxi to Scotland Yard where I was interviewed by a detective-inspector to whom I revealed the hiding-place of the much-wanted criminal.

He thanked me, and then began to inquire what I knew concerning him. In return, I told him of my friendship with the great Spanish detective Rivero, and how, with the latter, I had seen Sanz at the station at Montauban.

Presently he rose, and telling me he would search for any request from the Spanish Government for the mans arrest, he left me.

He returned a quarter of an hour later with some papers in his hands, and said:

I find that the Madrid police have applied to us for this individuals arrest, and here is his photograph, and he showed me one similar to that which Rivero had sent me to Amsterdam.

I, of course, made no mention of Oswald De Gex, but it suddenly occurred to me that if Sanz were arrested De Gex might take fright, so I suggested that the Spaniard be kept under surveillance until the Spanish police were communicated with.

I believe Señor Rivero suspects that Sanz is one of a very dangerous gang, I said. If so, it would be well to arrest them all.

Are the others in London, do you think? asked the tall, dark-haired official of the Criminal Investigation Department.

Ah! That I do not know, was my reply. I only know that Mateo Sanz is a very dangerous person, who has been wanted for several years.

Well, we thank you very much for your information, sir, and we shall act upon it at once, he replied. And then I went along the stone corridor and out again into Parliament Street, well satisfied that I had, at last, placed one of the criminals in the hands of the police, who would, in due course, learn the true facts concerning Baron van Veltrups mysterious end.


CHAPTER THE TWENTY-SEVENTH

A CURIOUS STORY
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AT SCOTLAND YARD they acted upon my suggestion, and at once sent a wireless message to Señor Rivero in Madrid, telling him of the discovery of the notorious Mateo Sanz.

In the meantime my curiosity was further aroused by a note sent to me by Mrs. Tennisons servant, Mrs. Alford, next day, saying that Doctor Moroni had called at Longridge Road and that, finding Miss Gabrielle absent, he had put to her a number of questions concerning myself.

As I promised you, sir, the woman wrote, I pleaded ignorance of everything. He was apparently astonished to find my mistress and Miss Gabrielle away. He asked me for their address, but I replied that they were moving from place to place on the Continent. He seemed most annoyed, and went away.

I wondered what was his object in going to Longridge Road, if not for the purpose of some further evil work. Though he pretended friendliness towards Gabrielle, yet I knew that he was her enemy, just as he was mine.

Moroni was in London, hence he would no doubt visit De Gex. Hambledon was unknown to Moroni, therefore he watched in Stretton Street on the following night, and in his work of observation he was assisted by Norah, who had been told something of the strange circumstances, though of course not the whole amazing story.

Just before eleven oclock Harry and his fiancée arrived at Rivermead Mansions in a taxi and told me that they had seen Moroni arrive at Stretton Street about half-past nine. He was admitted by a new and rather supercilious man-servant — for Horton did not now seem to be in the great mans employ.

Ten minutes afterwards Suzor arrived, Harry said. Then about half an hour later Moroni came out.

I was passing the house slowly when he came down the steps muttering fiercely to himself in Italian, Norah said. He took no notice of me, for he seemed extremely angry and excited. Indeed, as he left, he glanced back at the house, his hands clenched, and he seemed to invoke a curse upon it.

By Jove! I gasped. Thats interesting! The precious trio have perhaps quarrelled!

Perhaps, said Hambledon. And as a lawyer I venture to predict that if they really have we shall, ere long, obtain some very interesting disclosures.

Norah stayed and had some supper, for we were all desperately hungry, and later on Harry saw her back to Richmond.

Three days later, in consequence of a message sent to me from the Hotel Cecil, I went home early from the office to Rivermead Mansions, and had only been in five minutes when the door-bell rang.

On opening it I found my expected visitor, Señor Rivero.

Ah! my dear friend! cried the good-humoured police official, as he wrung my hand warmly. So I have found you at last! The taxi-man made a mistake in the address and took me further down the road. Well, so you have been doing good business for us — eh? You have found Mateo Sanz!

Yes. I recognized him, I said.



I have just been with Superintendent Risden, of Scotland Yard, and we have seen our friend whom we have wanted for so long. He is quite unsuspicious. But I am told that two days ago he visited the house of Mr. De Gex.

Yes, he is his friend, just as Despujol was, I remarked.

But I cannot understand that! Rivero declared. It seems incredible that a person of such high standing as Mr. De Gex should number bandits among his friends!

I revealed to you the truth concerning De Gex when we were in Nîmes, I said. Even then you were half inclined to disbelieve it. Now you know the truth. The two business partners of Oswald De Gex, the Conde de Chamartin, of Madrid, and the Baron van Veltrup, of Amsterdam, have both died suddenly — and at the instigation of their unsuspected friend! It has been proved that Sanz introduced the tiny scrap of infected razor-blade into the Barons glove.

At De Gexs instigation? — impossible!

De Gex was the only person to profit by the Barons death, I pointed out. He owed a large sum to the Baron over a financial deal, and by the latters death, and the destruction of certain papers, he now escapes payment.

But you surely do not allege that Mr. De Gex resorts to the use of this little known and unsuspected poison in order to secure his own ends! cried the famous detective, as he sat opposite me in an easy-chair.

When we know the truth — as I hope we may very soon — then you will be staggered, I assured him. At present you do not know the whole of the amazing story. For certain private reasons I have been unable to reveal it to you. But slowly, piece by piece, I have been steadily working upon the mystery of certain amazing occurrences at De Gexs house in Stretton Street. By slow degrees, and after travelling up and down Europe, I have at last succeeded in finding just a streak of daylight through the impenetrable barrier so cleverly contrived in order to mystify and mislead me. If you desire to ascertain the great ramifications of the desperate plots conceived by De Gex and his friends, and take steps to combat them, it will be best to allow his accomplice Sanz further liberty. Keep vigilant watch, but do not allow him to suspect, I urged. He will no doubt go to Stretton Street again. Sanz, though a hired assassin as was his friend Despujol, should not be arrested yet, for the longer he remains at liberty the more extensive will be our information against the arch-schemer of Europe, Oswald De Gex.

Rivero spent the evening with me. We dined at the Clarendon, across Hammersmith Bridge, and afterwards we idled in one of the foreign cafés near Piccadilly Circus.

He was in London with a warrant for the arrest of Mateo Sanz in his pocket. But at my suggestion he stayed his hand. Meanwhile Sanz, all unsuspecting, was being carefully watched, not only by two detective-sergeants from Scotland Yard, but also by two Spanish detectives whom Rivero had brought to London with him.

Two days later, in response to a message from Rivero, I called at the Hotel Cecil on leaving the office. He met me in the marble-paved entrance hall, and I noticed at once a grave expression upon his face.

Come up to my room, he said in French. We can talk quietly there.

In surprise I went with him up in the lift to the third floor where, in a bedroom which overlooked the Embankment and the Thames beyond, he turned suddenly to me and exclaimed, still in French:



I am very troubled and mystified, Monsieur Garfield. When you made those curious allegations against Monsieur De Gex I confess that I laughed them to scorn, but I have to-day learned several facts which put an entirely fresh complexion upon the present circumstances. Last night Mateo Sanz visited De Gex again. The financier gave a musical evening, but after the departure of all the guests, Sanz called and was at once admitted to De Gexs library.

Ah! I exclaimed. I know that room. I have sad cause to remember it!

He remained there till nearly two oclock in the morning. Then he returned on foot to his hotel. My information is that on his walk back he was whistling to himself, as though in high spirits.

But that is surely no extraordinary circumstance! I remarked. Did I not tell you that De Gex is as friendly with Sanz as he was with Despujol?

I know. But in face of other facts I have learnt, the problem presented is an amazing one.

As he spoke a tap came upon the door, and a page-boy handed in a card.

Show the gentleman up, Rivero said in his broken English.

Here is someone who will relate some very strange facts. He is my friend Gonzalez Maura, an advocate who practised in Madrid before his appointment to our Consulate here. I called at the Consulate yesterday and saw him, when he related to me some curious facts which I have asked him to repeat to you. He is here for that purpose.

A few moments later the page-boy ushered in a middle-aged, well-dressed, black-bearded man who bowed elegantly when we were introduced.

Now, my dear friend, exclaimed Rivero, when we were all three seated. Will you please tell Mr. Garfield what you explained to me yesterday.



Certainly. I merely tell you what I know, he replied in very fair English. It is like this. Before I left Madrid I was very friendly with a country lawyer named Ruiz Serrano, who lived at Valladolid. For some reason the late Count de Chamartin took a great fancy to my friend, and constituted him his legal adviser, an appointment which brought him in quite a large income. To the lawyer of a great financier fees are always rolling in. The Count naturally took Serrano into his confidence and told him how, years ago, he had married the daughter of an Englishman in rather humble circumstances, living in Madrid. A daughter was born to them, but later he divorced his wife, who died soon afterwards, and then he married a lady of the Madrid aristocracy, the present widow. Apparently he made a will leaving the whole of his fortune to his daughter by his first wife — save for a small annuity to his second wife — and according to the will, on the death of his daughter the fortune was to go to his trusted partner, your English financier, Mr. Oswald De Gex.

I sat staring at the stranger, but uttered no word, for I was reflecting deeply.

Señor Serrano arrived in London a week ago, and came to consult me regarding the will, because it seems that the Counts daughter — who came here to learn English, she having lived in Madrid all her life — is dead.

Hence De Gex has inherited the Counts fortune? I gasped. What was the girls name?

Her name was, of course, Chamartin, but in obedience to her fathers wish, after the divorce she took her mothers maiden name, and was known as Gabrielle Engledue.

Gabrielle Engledue! I echoed. Gabrielle Engledue!


CHAPTER THE TWENTY-EIGHTH

LOVE THE CONQUEROR
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THE SUDDEN REVELATION of the motive of the crime at Stretton Street staggered me.

An hour later I saw the Counts lawyer, Señor Serrano, at his hotel in Russell Square, and from him learned much more regarding his late clients disposition of his property. The Count had apparently not been on very affectionate terms with his second wife, which accounted for him leaving the bulk of his fortune to his daughter Gabrielle, and in case of her death, to his partner De Gex, whom he had, of course, believed to be an honest man.

The Count had died suddenly several months before his daughter. He had died from orosin, no doubt administered by someone in De Gexs pay. Then almost before the will could be proved in the girls favour, Señor Serrano learned that the girl herself had died in England. Since then he had been constantly occupied in straightening out his late clients affairs, and had now come to London for the first time in order to see Oswald De Gex, who had been constantly pressing for a settlement of the estate. He had seen him on the previous day, when he appeared to be anxious that the affair should be cleared up.

As he spoke of his late partner, and of his daughter, tears came to his eyes, said the Spanish lawyer, speaking in French.

Tears in the eyes of Oswald De Gex! I smiled at the thought.



As for Rivero he now became just as puzzled as I was myself.

To me the motive of poor Gabrielle Engledues death was now quite apparent, and, moreover, it seemed that the reason De Gex required a forged death certificate was because he was not exactly certain whether by a post-mortem examination any trace of the drug could be found. He was not quite sure that one or other of the great London pathologists might not identify orosin. With the Counts death on the Continent he had taken the risk, well knowing that any ordinary doctor would pronounce death as being due to heart failure, as indeed it was. In London, however, he felt impelled to take precautions, and they were very elaborate and cunning ones, as I now knew.

With the motive thus apparent, I felt myself on the verge of triumph. Yet without full knowledge of what occurred to my poor beloved on that night how could I denounce the arch-criminal whose favours were now being sought by the great ones of the land.

I was still in a quandary. I had established to my own satisfaction that Tito Moroni, the doctor of the Via Cavezzo, was the person who had distilled the orosin, and who had no doubt introduced it to his wealthy but unscrupulous patient as a means of ridding himself of unwanted persons and enriching himself at the same time. Indeed, these facts were eventually proved up to the hilt.

The motives for the deaths of the Conde de Chamartin, his daughter, and the philanthropic Dutch financier, were all quite plain, but, of course, I had said nothing to Rivero, or to anybody else, regarding my acceptance of a bribe to assist De Gex in the committal of a crime.

I confess that on that night of horror I had no suspicion of foul play, for knowing the great financier as a person of very high standing, I naturally believed the story of his nieces sudden death. It was not until I found myself in the hospital at St. Malo that I realized how cleverly I had been tricked. The drug had been administered to me in just sufficient dose to ensure that my brain should be affected, and that any story I might afterwards tell should be discredited.

Happily, however, I had now nearly completely recovered. I was the third person known to return to their normal senses after a dose of orosin. Would there be a fourth?

Three further days went past, watchful, anxious days. De Gex was still at Stretton Street, apparently quite unconscious that his hireling Sanz was being kept under close surveillance. Another plot was in progress, without a doubt. Twice again had the elusive Spaniard, who was such a close friend of the notorious Despujol, visited Stretton Street.

It seemed, too, that De Gex, though anxious to return to Italy, still remained in London in the hope that Señor Serrano would arrange for the immediate transfer of the Counts property.

One could scarcely take up a newspaper without finding that Oswald De Gex had attended this function or that, for he was apparently courting the favours of certain high political personages, no doubt with a view to a place in the next Honours List.

I smiled within myself as I read of all the great mans doings, of his vast financial interests, of his estates in England and in Italy, and his assistance to the Ministry of Finance of Spain. Often indeed when at home I discussed the situation with Hambledon, yet without the evidence of Gabrielle Tennison we could not act.

Nearly a week had passed since my first meeting with the Spanish lawyer Serrano. Tito Moroni had apparently returned to Italy, for he had not been again to Stretton Street. His last visit there had no doubt resulted in a quarrel with his wealthy client, whom I had suspicions he was blackmailing, for such would undoubtedly be the procedure of a blackguard of his calibre. More than once Rivero seemed anxious to secure the arrest of Mateo Sanz, but I constantly urged him to remain patient. He frequently begged me to reveal the true extent of my knowledge, but I always evaded his questions because I was not yet in a position to make a triumphant coup, and avenge poor Gabrielle.

Daily, hourly indeed, was she in my thoughts. The letters I received from Lyons were the reverse of hopeful. The last one indeed reported that little or no progress had been noted during the weeks she had been under the care of the kindly old professor.

One evening, on returning from the office, I found upon the hall-table a note in Mrs. Tennisons well-known hand. It had been written from Longridge Road a few hours before, and in it she asked me to call that evening as they had returned from France.

Naturally I lost no time in dashing over to Earls Court, and with failing heart I entered the well-remembered artistic little drawing-room where Gabrielle herself, in a cool frock of cream washing silk trimmed with narrow edgings of jade green, rose smiling to greet me.

Her face was changed, for her countenance was now bright and vivacious, and her eyes merry and sparkling. The hard set expression had gone, and she looked very alert and indescribably sweet.

Well, Mr. Garfield! she cried merrily, shaking my hand in warm welcome, so different from her usual apathetic attitude towards me. You see were back again! Mother has just gone round to Aunt Alices in Cromwell Road, but she told me that you would call.

Well, Miss Tennison! I exclaimed, holding her soft little hand in mine, and looking into her eyes. I hope — I hope that you feel better. Indeed, you look quite changed!

Yes. I can recollect everything now! All the past has come back to me, thanks to the old Professor. He was so very kind, and so patient that I can never thank him sufficiently — or you, Mr. Garfield, for discovering him. I feel quite myself again. And it was all so sudden. At first, the treatment gave me no relief, my brain seemed so muddled, but quite suddenly one day I found that I could recollect the past — all that happened to me on that terrible night. And in three days the Professor announced that I had quite recovered!

My heart leapt with joy! She was cured! — cured!

Tell me all that you recollect regarding the events of that night, I urged breathlessly as we sat together in the little London drawing-room. I looked at her countenance and realized now that it was full of life and animation, how very beautiful she was. How different from when I had seen her half dragged along the streets of Florence by her pretended friend Moroni.

But justice was at hand. So I urged her to tell me exactly what happened. I give it to you, my reader, in my loves own words, just as she related it to me.

Well, she said, drawing a long breath. One night about twelve months ago I was at a private dance at the house of a friend in Holland Park, when I was introduced to a young married woman named Cullerton, the wife of a man on the Stock Exchange. I rather liked her, and as she invited me to a small dance which she gave a week later we soon became friends. One day, while we were walking together in Bond Street we met Mr. De Gex, the great financier, to whom she introduced me. His car was standing at the kerb, so he took us back to tea at his house in Stretton Street. While we were at tea a tall, dark Spanish-looking girl came in and was introduced to us as Gabrielle Engledue. As we sat at tea we laughed over the similarity of our names, and she told me that though her mother had been English she had lived all her life in Madrid, and had been over here for the purpose of studying English. She had been staying with a family somewhere in Essex, but was now at an hotel in London, for she was returning to Madrid in a few days. I rather liked her, and as Mr. De Gex was charming to us both, I accepted his invitation to dine there a few days later. I did not tell mother about this, for I feared that being rather old-fashioned she might disapprove of my new friendships. We had a delightful dinner, and Mr. De Gex took us all three to the theatre afterwards, and drove each of us home. I was the first, and he put me down at the corner of Earls Court Road.

On the night of November the seventh at very short notice Mr. De Gex had again invited Miss Engledue and myself through Mrs. Cullerton to dinner, for she was leaving for Madrid next day, her luggage having already been sent to the station cloak-room, she told me. We understood that Mr. and Mrs. Cullerton were also coming. We did not put on dinner-dresses as Mr. De Gex said he intended to take us to a show at Olympia afterwards. I was, I know, foolish not to tell mother where I was going, but the reason for it I have already explained. When I arrived at Stretton Street, after my dancing lesson, Gabrielle Engledue was already there chatting with Mr. De Gex in the library. He told me that he had just received a telephone message from Mr. Cullerton saying that his wife had been taken rather unwell and therefore could not come. So we three sat down, the only other guest being a man I now recollect as one who afterwards proved my friend, Doctor Moroni.

The meal was quite a merry one for Mr. De Gex was quite a ladys man when his wife was absent. At that time I understood that Mrs. De Gex was remaining in Italy. The meal was served by a man whom the great financier addressed as Horton, and just before coffee was brought in I recollect that Moroni left the table and went to the telephone. Then, on his return, the man Horton brought in the cups which were already filled. The man put down a cup before me, but De Gex noticing that it was a little too full, politely exchanged his for mine.

We were chatting, and Mr. De Gex had just said that it was about time we were off to Olympia, when I sipped my coffee. I noticed that both Doctor Moroni and our host glanced at me curiously. The coffee tasted unusually sweet, and also it seemed to be slightly perfumed, I remember, almost like pot-pourri. I had just replaced the cup upon the table when I felt a most violent pain in my head, and cried out. Miss Engledue was at my side in an instant, but I felt a sensation of giddiness, and next moment I knew nothing more.

I remained silent for a few seconds, thinking deeply over her remarkable story.

Then Miss Engledue was quite well at the time? I asked.

Quite, she sprang to my assistance.

Then you were taken ill before she became similarly affected?

Was she? I did not know that! said my beloved in surprise.

Yes. You were rendered unconscious by a drug which produced all the symptoms of death, but Miss Engledue was afterwards deliberately killed.

Gabrielle stared at me as though she believed that I was bereft of my senses.

Was Gabrielle Engledue killed? she gasped. Surely she was not!

She was, I replied. And her body was afterwards cremated!

My beloved gave vent to a shriek of horror — and what more natural? She now realized, for the first time, that she had been the victim of a clever and amazing plot.

I recollect, she said, that just at the moment of my sudden seizure I seemed to become fascinated by the gorgeous Spanish shawl which Gabrielle Engledue had around her shoulders. It was a most beautifully embroidered silk shawl with long, heavy fringe, and flowers worked in red, green and gold upon a silk fabric. I had been admiring it all the time I sat at the table, but the colours seemed so dazzling as to bewilder me, to muddle my senses — red, green and gold.

How often had those words of hers puzzled me! Now I knew the truth! That magnificent Spanish shawl had stood out in her recollection as the last object she had seen before the deadly orosin had done its work.

Then I told her my own story.

I was inveigled by a specious story into that house soon after you had sipped your coffee — perhaps even before, I said. The library was filled with a curious, overpowering perfume of pot-pourri which overcame me, and then De Gex gave me a liqueur glass of brandy into which there had been introduced that most baneful of all drugs orosin! It took immediate effect upon me, and a few moments later I was shown you lying upon the bed, as though you were dead! Indeed, I believed you to be dead, and in the muddled state of my brain I actually gave a certificate with which that fiend De Gex had already provided himself. I declared that you had died of heart disease, a malady for which I had for some months treated you!

But I knew nothing more until I was found on the road in Hampshire, she said.

And I knew nothing more until I found myself in a hospital over at St. Malo, I went on. The drug orosin in small doses destroys the memory; in large doses it produces an effect of death, and in still larger ones — like that administered to your friend the Anglo-Spanish girl Miss Engledue — causes instant death, with no symptoms that the post-mortem can distinguish other than the natural cause of sudden heart failure.

Was I given the drug deliberately? asked Gabrielle, looking at me with her wonderful wide-open eyes — eyes so different from those dulled fixed ones which I had seen in the Duomo in old Florence, when she had raised herself from praying in her half-demented state while the sinister Italian doctor stood behind her.

Yes, I said. De Gex passed his coffee cup to you, smiling and without compunction, well knowing the effect it must have upon you, at the same time his intention being to kill your friend Miss Engledue by administering a stronger dose. This must have been accomplished by the infection of some wound or slight abrasion of the skin so that the drug should be introduced directly into the system and not by the mouth. Such a method would cause almost instant death.

But did Gabrielle Engledue die? she asked excitedly.

Yes. She did. And by her death De Gex inherits the fortune of her father, a rich Spaniard, the Conde de Chamartin.

She looked at me utterly bewildered, and well the poor girl might be. She now realized that she had been the victim of an amazing plot conceived by a master criminal, who was at the same time immensely wealthy, yet who cared nothing for human life so long as he amassed a colossal fortune.

All this, Mr. Garfield, is most astounding! she declared, gazing with bewilderment around the room. It seems incredible!

Yes, Miss Tennison, I know it does, I replied. But have patience, and I will prove to you the true depth of the villainy of our mutual enemy and his well-paid sycophants.

Then, of a sudden, I grasped her soft hand in mine and for a few seconds held it. I looked steadily into her wonderful eyes, and then slowly I raised her hand to my lips and kissed it.

Gabrielle, I whispered, bending to her in deep earnestness. My triumph over your enemies is yours — yours! Wait, and I will reveal to you the whole facts — facts more astounding than have ever been conceived in the most sensational pages of modern fiction.

She did not withdraw her hand, and by her inert attitude, I realized with indescribable joy that she really reciprocated my love!

I am not an emotional man, neither am I an ideal lover. I am only a mere man-of-the-world. Hence perhaps the reader will forgive me if I fail to describe all the ecstasy of affection which I experienced at that moment.

I loved Gabrielle Tennison with all my soul, and I now knew that she loved me. That surely was all-sufficient!

With Gabrielle I had been a fellow-victim of a deeply laid and most foul plot. That I had been purposely marked down with the aid of De Gexs accomplice and sycophant, Gaston Suzor, was made more than plain as I pursued my inquiries.

The plot by which De Gex had hoped to secure his partners fortune was indeed worthy the evil ever-scheming mind of the mystery-man of Europe; the man whose unseen influence made itself felt in every great political move on the Continent — the man whose hundred agents were ready in secret to do his bidding and perform any dirty work for payment.

After the Conde de Chamartin had been secretly attacked in the train on his way to Paris and had died in the hospital at San Sebastian, Oswald De Gex suddenly found to his dismay that whatever claim he made upon his late partners estate, practically the whole would go to his daughter. Therefore, while being a little apprehensive lest orosin could be detected in a body after death by an expert pathologist, he resorted to that elaborate and remarkable plot in order to exhibit to me what I presumed to be the body of Gabrielle Engledue, and induce me to forge a death certificate in the name of a doctor whose surname was the same as my own.

The fact that he had actually provided himself with a genuine sheet of the doctors notepaper, and that — as I now learnt for the first time — Moroni was actually in the house when the drug was given to Gabrielle and myself prior to the death of the chief victim, showed the utter callousness of the crime. Indeed, Gabrielle Engledue was actually witness of my beloveds mysterious seizure, little dreaming that in a short hour she herself would fall victim to the cupidity of that relentless poisoner who, by his crimes, hoped to amass one of the most colossal fortunes in the world.



I sat with Gabrielle discussing the amazing affair until darkness slowly fell. I told her of my own astounding adventures, and my narrow escape from death in Madrid, to all of which she listened with breathless interest.

Then, rising, I took her hand again, and with whispered words I pressed my lips to hers for the first time in a long but sacred caress.

She sighed. I felt her quiver as I pressed her to me, and then to my delight I felt her sweet warm lips cling at last affectionately to mine.


CHAPTER THE TWENTY-NINTH

ANOTHER PLOT
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AMONG MY LETTERS on the following morning was a small packet which I opened. Within was a tablet of dark-brown toilet-soap bearing the name of a well-known firm of manufacturers. With it was a typewritten letter upon dark-blue commercial paper with a printed heading. I was addressed as H. Granfield, Esq., and the letter proved to be a polite intimation that as the firm in question was putting on to the market a new brand of toilet-soap, they begged me to accept with their compliments the enclosed sample. I was also informed that, if I liked it, I could purchase it of their agents, a certain firm of chemists in King Street, Hammersmith.

Looks rather decent soap! remarked Harry as I passed it to him, and then I re-wrapped it in its paper and placed it aside.

At eleven oclock I sat with Rivero, Gabrielle and Harry Hambledon in the dull reception-room at Scotland Yard, that same room wherein I had given information concerning the whereabouts of Mateo Sanz.

The Superintendent who received us was a well-dressed courtly man, rather stout and elderly, who became intensely interested when I related the whole story, much as I have set it down in the foregoing pages.

The consultation was a momentous one. Rivero sat amazed when I described my chance meeting with Gaston Suzor, and the clever manner in which I had been inveigled into De Gexs house in Stretton Street. Indeed, on comparing Gabrielles story with my own, I now saw that at the time I entered the house both she and the girl Engledue were in their normal health. The coffee had not then been served though Moroni had gone out of the room, no doubt to put the drug into the cup which was to be offered to Gabrielle Tennison, and which apparently was placed by mistake before the mystery-man himself. Or else the changing of the cups was to allay any suspicion that might arise in the mind of the other victim, which was perhaps most likely.

According to Gabrielle, it seemed that at the moment of her seizure Horton re-entered the room and said some words in a low tone to his master, whereupon the latter rose, left the table, and evidently went to greet me, leaving Gabrielle in Miss Engledues care.

Horton, even though he had been engaged in serving the dinner at the rear of the house, was apparently also on the look-out for me, and now I recollected that on my journey down from York, I had mentioned to Suzor my habit of going to visit my uncle in Orchard Street on certain evenings. He had asked me to dine with him on the seventh, but I had excused myself as my uncle would expect me that evening. He evidently held previous knowledge that the route I habitually took was through Stretton Street, hence the plot to get me within that house. Besides, it was quite likely that Suzor himself was watching for me and had sent Horton out to call me. In any case, the plot had been well-timed and elaborately thought out.

The fact was plain that Gabrielle Engledue, who had sent her luggage to the station cloak-room and was about to return to Madrid, was killed, probably by the scratch of a pin upon which orosin had been placed.

All this is most astounding, declared Superintendent Fletcher. Of course, De Gex contrived that no inquiry would be made concerning the dead girl. He might have shown you the body of Miss Engledue, but he had some motive in keeping it from you, and obtaining a death certificate for the girl who was still living.

The motive was that he was not quite certain whether the orosin could be detected. Since then he has grown bolder, as witness the murder of the Baron van Veltrup, I replied.

But why should he not have shown you the dead girl? queried the Superintendent.

Because he no doubt wished to mystify me in case of my recovery from the effects of the drug, was my reply. He was not quite certain of the effect that the dose might have upon me, so in order to entirely mislead me, so that if I recovered my statements would be discredited, he showed me a girl who was still living, though to all intents dead. Indeed, I have come to the conclusion that, aided by Moroni, he purposely contrived that I should meet and recognize in Miss Tennison the girl I had been told was the dead girl Gabrielle Engledue. And I confess that I have been sorely puzzled all along that the girl whom I had seen dead was actually alive, even though her mental state was such as to show that she had met with foul play.

Yes, remarked Rivero. The plot was very cunningly conceived, especially the manner in which you were entrapped and induced to give the certificate.

Here is the money which De Gex gave me for my share in the crime, I said openly, laying the bank notes upon the Superintendents table. I suppose some action will be taken against me, but I am prepared to take the consequences, now that I have unmasked one of the greatest and most dangerous criminals of modern times.

You certainly have done that, Mr. Garfield, remarked Superintendent Fletcher. And I venture to think that the part which you have played in solving this problem will be taken into account when your own actions are considered.

It seems to me, remarked Rivero, that the reason the poison-maker, Moroni, evinced such a keen interest in Miss Tennison, and his reason for taking her to a number of specialists was solely in order to gain their opinions and so further study the effects of the deadly drug which he prepared.

I have learnt, I said, that Moroni was the laboratory assistant of the late Professor Orosi, the discoverer of the drug.

Ah! Then of course he knows the secret of its preparation, how to administer it, and in what doses, remarked Fletcher.

Even to-day, I said, I have had yet another attempt upon my life made by these scoundrels, and from my pocket I drew the little packet containing the sample cake of toilet-soap, which I displayed to them all. Then, handling it in the thick brown paper wrapping, I took my pocket-knife and scraped the soap, quickly revealing a number of sharp steel points imbedded in it.

You see there are sharp clippings in it! Each has no doubt been treated with orosin! I said. Had I washed my hands with it as a trial, they would have become scratched and infected with the deadly poison before I was aware of it.

Sanz has no doubt sent you that! remarked Rivero instantly.

Well, Hugh, it is certainly a providential escape that you discovered in time this latest plot against you! exclaimed Gabrielle. Really the craft and cunning of De Gex is without limit.

But I think, Miss Tennison, that you need have nothing further to fear from him, said the Superintendent with satisfaction. He has no doubt, very powerful friends, and if the evidence were not so damning and direct as that collected after so much patience and perseverance by Mr. Garfield, he might perhaps wriggle out of it. But once we have him he can hope for no escape, he added. And we shall arrest him before an hour is out. Fortunately he is still quite unsuspicious, though his chief fear is of Mr. Garfield, and of the ugly revelations which either Moroni or Sanz could make. Nevertheless we shall see!


CONCLUSION
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JUST AFTER NOON I accompanied Superintendent Fletcher and Señor Rivero with three detectives from Scotland Yard to the little hotel at Notting Hill Gate, where Mateo Sanz was then staying, for he had twice changed his abode within the past week. Rivero saw the proprietor, and giving his name as Sanchez Orozco, a well-known criminal and friend of his, asked to see his visitor who we knew had taken the name of Nardiz, and represented himself as an agent of a firm of Spanish wine exporters.

Mention of the name of Orozco at once brought the much-sought-after bandit downstairs, and as he entered the little sitting-room Rivero covered him instantly with his automatic pistol, shouting to him authoritatively in Spanish.

The notorious bandit staggered, so completely was he taken aback.

You know me, Sanz! exclaimed Rivero. You are under arrest. Now tell me who prepared that cake of soap which you sent to Mr. Garfield?

The question was quite an unorthodox procedure in English justice. But it was the Chief of the Spanish Detective Department who had arrested a Spanish criminal.

Find out, was the fellows defiant retort.

It was Oswald De Gex, said Rivero. You wont deny that! You may as well tell the truth, and things may go better with you. He was Despujols friend, as well as yours — was he not?



Yes, the dark-faced man admitted sullenly. We have both done his dirty work — and Moroni assisted him.

You sent that soap to Mr. Garfield — eh?

The man under arrest with Riveros pistol still pointed at him nodded in the affirmative.

And you went to The Hague and there met the Baron van Veltrup. You put that little piece of steel into his glove. I know that you did, Rivero went on relentlessly.

Yes. De Gex paid me for it, was his reply.

As he paid Despujol — eh?

Yes.

Very well, replied Rivero. I will note your replies. De Gex is expecting you to call upon him to-day, is he not?

Yes. At one oclock. I was to receive some money, he laughed grimly.

The Spaniard having been taken away in a taxi to Bow Street Police Station, together with his luggage, we went on to Stretton Street.

Mr. De Gex is not in, replied the man-servant who appeared in answer to my ring.

Never mind, I said. My friends and I have some business with him. And I walked into that big familiar hall, followed by Superintendent Fletcher, Señor Rivero, and two detectives.

We have a meeting here, I explained casually to the smart man-servant who in surprise at our sudden entry showed us to the library, that same room in which I remembered sitting on that fateful November night.

It was nearly a year ago since I had last been in that big, handsomely furnished apartment. I did not remain there, for it was my intention to greet my would-be murderer on his return. Therefore I went to the hall and there awaited him.

Just before one oclock he entered with his latchkey, and he having closed the door I stepped forward in his path.

I think you know me — Mr. De Gex! I exclaimed very firmly, my eyes fixed on him.

He started, and for a second went pale. Then in indignation, he exclaimed:

Who are you? What are you doing here?

I am here to see you, Mr. De Gex, I replied quite calmly.

I dont know you, he declared angrily.

Perhaps not, I laughed. But there are others with me here who wish to speak a few words with you.

As I said this Superintendent Fletcher stepped forward, while behind him came the others.

Mr. Oswald De Gex? he asked. Is that your name?

The owner of the big mansion went pale to the lips, and muttered an affirmative.

I hold a warrant for your arrest on the charge of the wilful murder of Gabrielle Engledue on the seventh of November last, said the Superintendent. Your accomplice Sanz is already under arrest, I may tell you, and orders have gone out to Paris and to Florence for the arrest of your friends Suzor and Moroni. Then turning to his lieutenants, he gave orders for the great financier to be secured.

So utterly aghast was the guilty man at our sudden appearance, and the terrible charge levelled against him, that he was quite unable to speak. He tried to articulate, to protest, but his tongue seemed tied. Only a low, gurgling sound escaped his lips, and the next second he had collapsed into the arms of the detectives who half carried him out to the taxi which stood near by in readiness.

He was placed in a cell at Bow Street to await his appearance before the stipendiary on the following day, but an hour later when the warder went to him he found him dead. Upon the thumb of his left hand was a slight punctured wound.

Rather than face a trial and the penalty for his crimes, he had killed himself by that same most deadly drug by which he had sought to enrich himself.



Next day all the world rang with the sensational news of the arrest and suicide of the mighty millionaire of Europe, but De Gex had many influential friends, hence to the public the actual truth was never disclosed.

Mateo Sanz was extradited to Spain, where at the Assize Court at Madrid he was, six months later, sentenced to death and in due course executed, while Moroni, after many delays, as is usual in the Italian Courts, was sentenced to fifteen years imprisonment for being in the possession of orosin, and also attempting to administer it. The charge against him of having had a hand in the heartless murder of poor Gabrielle Engledue was unfortunately not substantiated for lack of evidence.

Though the police are still seeking everywhere for Gaston Suzor, he has not up to the present been found. They, however, do not despair of arresting him.

At first it was resolved to seek the man-servant Horton and arrest him, but as it seemed that he had had no actual hand in the girls assassination, and as, moreover, the murderer had committed suicide, his evidence was not required, the hue-and-cry after him was dropped.

And myself?



What need I say, except that to-day I am extremely happy. Owing to the sudden great rise of some securities which my father left me I later found myself quite well off. Indeed, upon the death of old Mr. Francis a few months ago, I was able to purchase a partnership in the firm, and I am thankful to say we are doing quite well in face of the strenuous competition in electrical engineering.

Gabrielle Tennison, the sweet, open-hearted girl whom I first met under such extraordinary circumstances, is now my wife. We live very happily in a charming, old-world farmhouse embowered in roses and honeysuckle, on the Portsmouth Road at Cobham, in Surrey.

Life nowadays is one of idyllic bliss, of perfect love and undisturbed peace, different indeed from that fevered year of struggle, adventure, travel and unrest during which I strove so steadily and with all my might to avenge the crimes of Oswald De Gex, and to unravel that tangled skein of the misdeeds of the international financier — the Stretton Street Affair.


The Voice from the Void (1922)
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Chapter One.

Concerns a Stranger.
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YES! IM CERTAIN it was Gordon Gray — the man whose face I can never forget, and whom I could identify among a million! Gordon Gray! Returned from, the dead!

The white-haired rector, the Reverend Norton Homfray, a tall, sparely-built man of sixty-five, pursed his lips and drew a long breath. He was evidently greatly upset.

He had taken off his surplice in the vestry after evening service, and now stood motionless against the old rood-screen gazing into the cavernous darkness of the empty Norman church.

The congregation had dispersed into the winter darkness, wandering slowly and piously through the churchyard and out by the old lych-gate and down the hill, and old Morley, the verger, had already turned out the lights.

Yes, murmured the old clergyman, he sat in the last pew yonder listening to me as I preached! Surely he cannot have risen from the grave, for I heard that he died at the Waldorf-Astoria in New York eighteen months ago! Forget him? Ah! he sighed. How can I ever forget? Why is he here in Little Farncombe, I wonder?

For a few moments he remained motionless in the silent gloom of the historic old church, with its beautiful Norman arches so admired by archaeologists from all parts of the country. The stillness was broken only by the creaking of old Morleys Sunday boots and the slow deep tick of the clock in the belfry.

Then, at last, he buttoned his overcoat and made his way out into the windy December night, passing round the churchyard and entering the grounds of his quiet old-world, ivy-clad rectory, a sixteenth-century house too large for his needs and too expensive for his slender pocket.

Norton Homfray was a fine type of country rector, a theological scholar and highly popular with all in his rural parish.

As a young man at Balliol he had taken high honours, and when a curate at Durham he had married. After twenty-seven years of married happiness Mrs Homfray had died four years ago leaving one son, Roderick, a heavy-jawed young fellow, now twenty-six. Mr Homfray had been utterly crushed by his wifes death, and his house was now conducted by Mrs Bentley, a deaf old woman with a high-pitched voice.

When the latter, in order to make up the fire, came into the long old dining-room, a heavily-furnished apartment with several old portraits on the walls and French windows across which heavy dark-green curtains were drawn, she found Mr Homfray sitting beside the glowing logs staring straight at the embers.

Of late he had been unusually silent and morose. Therefore she put on a couple of logs and left the room without speaking.

When she had closed the door the old man, whose strong face was thrown into bold relief by the fitful light of the fire, stirred uneasily in a manner that showed him to be highly nervous and anxious.

Roddy must never know! Roddy must never know — never! he kept whispering to himself.

And the light of the blazing logs rose and fell, illuminating his fine old face, the countenance of an honest, upright man.

No! he murmured to himself, too agitated even to enjoy his pipe which he always smoked as relaxation after preaching his sermon. No, I am not mistaken! Gordon Gray is still in the flesh! But why should he come here, as though risen from the grave? I saw him come in after the service had commenced. He sat there staring straight at me — staring as though in evil triumph. Why? What can it mean?

And the thin, white-haired man lapsed into silence again, still staring into the blazing logs, the light from which danced about the long dining-room. On a little mahogany side-table near where the rector was seated stood a small tin tobacco-box attached by a cord to a pair of wireless telephones, and also to a thick, rubber-covered wire which ran to the window and passed out to the garden. Roddy Homfray, the rectors son, was a young mining engineer, and also an enthusiastic wireless amateur. In an adjoining room he had a very fine wireless set, most of which he had constructed himself, but the little tobacco-box was a freak crystal-receiver set which he could carry in his pocket, together with the telephones, and by using a little coil of wire, also easily carried — which he could stretch anywhere as an aerial — he could listen to any of the high-power stations such as Paris, Leafield, Carnarvon, Nantes or Bordeaux. It was a remarkably sensitive little piece of apparatus, ships and spark stations being also received with peculiar clearness. That wonderful little contrivance had been described in several of the journals devoted to the science of radio, together with photographs, and had caused a sensation.

As the old clergymans eyes fell upon it he drew a long breath, and then whispered to himself:

Poor Roddy! If he knew! Ah! If he knew! But he must never know the truth. It would break his heart, poor boy!

Sight of the stranger who had sat alone in the pew at the back of the church had brought to him a flood of bitter memories, haunting recollections of a closed page in his history — one that he never dared reopen.

Meanwhile Roddy Homfray, a tall, dark-haired, clean-limbed fellow who, though young, had made several mining expeditions in Brazil and Peru as assistant to a well-known engineer, had left the church after service and walked down the hill towards the village. Recently he had been in Peru for five months, and had only returned a week ago and again taken up his hobby of wireless.

Three days before, while walking down the road from Little Farncombe into Haslemere to take train to London, he had overtaken an extremely dainty chestnut-haired girl, petite and full of charm, warmly clad in rich furs. She was evidently a lady. With her was a black toy pom which ran yapping at Roddy, as was its nature.

Tweedles! Come here, she cried, and having called off her pet she in a sweet refined voice apologised. Roddy laughed, assuring her that he was not in the least alarmed, and then they walked the remainder of the way side by side, chatting about the picturesqueness of the Surrey hills, until at last he lifted his hat and left her. She did not look more than seventeen, though he afterwards found that she was twenty. He had become fascinated by her extreme beauty, by her manner, and her inexpressible grace and charm, and as he sat in the express rushing towards London her sweet oval face and deep violet eyes arose time after time before him.

On that Sunday morning he had called upon his old friend Hubert Denton, the village doctor, and while smoking before the fire in the low-pitched sitting-room, he had described his meeting with the fair stranger.

Oh! Thats Elma Sandys, replied the doctor, a thick-set man of about forty-five.

What? The daughter of Mr Purcell Sandys who has just bought Farncombe Towers? asked Roddy in surprise.

Yes. As I dare say you know, Purcell Sandys is a well-known financier in the City and has a house in Park Lane, said the doctor. A few months ago he bought the Towers and the great estates, including three villages with their advowsons, from the Earl of Farncombe.

He must be immensely rich, remarked Roddy reflectively.

Yes, no doubt. He is a widower and Elma is his only daughter. She looks only a child. I was asked to dinner at the Towers a fortnight ago, and I found both father and daughter charming — the girl especially so. Since leaving school her father has taken her travelling quite a lot. Last winter they spent in Egypt.

Roddy listened to his description of the dinner-party. Then he said:

Poor Lord Farncombe! Im sorry he had to sell the place. He is a real good type of the British nobility. It seems nothing short of vandalism that the historic houses of our peers should pass into the hands of the magnates of commerce.

I quite agree. Lord Farncombe has gone to America, I believe. They say he was broken-hearted at being compelled to sell the house which his ancestors had held for five centuries.

Mr Sandys daughter is a very charming girl, Roddy said.

Very. She acts as hostess for her father. Mrs Sandys died some years ago, I understand, replied the doctor. Sandys is spending an enormous sum in improving the Towers, putting in a new electrical plant and building a new range of glass-houses. Halton, the builder, was telling me of it.

But Roddys thoughts were afar. He was thinking of the chic, dainty little girl at whose side he had walked down to Haslemere, little dreaming that she was the daughter of the man who had purchased the whole Farncombe estates, including the living which his father held.

That night, after church, he decided to stroll down through the village and out to the house of an old retired colonel, who was a friend of his father.

The new moon was shining, but the sky was growing dull and overcast. He had lingered until all the congregation had passed out of the old churchyard, and following them down the hill, he turned to the left at the Market Cross, where he overtook a small, fur-clad female figure, whom he at once recognised by the light of the moon, which had reappeared from a bank of cloud, as that of Elma Sandys.

She, too, recognised him as he raised his hat and joined her.

We are hardly strangers, Mr Homfray, she exclaimed in her sweet musical voice. Since we met the other day I learned who you are.

May I walk with you? he asked, laughing. You are going home, I suppose, and its lonely beyond the bridge.

Youre really awfully kind, she said. Ive just been taking some chicken broth the cook made for a poor old lady named Bamford. Do you know her?

Oh, yes, poor old Betty Bamford! Shes been bedridden for years, poor old woman, replied Roddy. My mother used to go and see her. It certainly is good of you to look after her. Lady Farncombe also used to be very kind to her, Ive heard my father say.

And as they sauntered slowly along over the ancient moss-grown bridge and down the road where the bare trees met overhead, they chatted on merrily as young people will chat.

Roddy Homfray found her a delightful companion. He had on their first meeting believed her to be a visitor in the locality, for many people came from London to Little Farncombe on account of its picturesque surroundings, and its fine views across to the Hogs Back and over in the direction of Petersfield. But he had been disappointed to find that she was the only daughter of Purcell Sandys, the millionaire purchaser of the Farncombe estates.

From the moment her father had entered possession of the Towers, the magnificent Tudor mansion which had been the home of the Farncombes, Elma had interested herself in the welfare of the village and had, with the assistance of two lady residents, sought out the poor. Her father, unlike most financiers, was a straightforward, upright, honest man who believed in giving charity in secret where it was needed. In this Elma assisted him, hence the new owner had already become popular in the neighbourhood, though, naturally, great sympathy was felt on all sides for the old earl who had been compelled to part with his estates.

As Roddy walked at Elmas side down the dark, lonely road, the girl suddenly said:

Its really awfully good of you to come with me all this way, Mr Homfray. I expected to be home earlier, but the poor old lady was alone and begged me to stay a little longer. I was surprised when I saw how dark it had grown.

I assure you that it is a pleasure, he declared briefly. There was regret in his heart that she was what she was. From the very first moment they had met, when little Tweedles had bristled his black hair and barked at him, he had fallen in love with her. Thoughts of her obsessed him, and her face rose ever before him. But as they walked together he knew that the difference in their stations would ever be a barrier between them. He was poor and could never aspire to her hand.

I hear you have just returned from abroad, she remarked.

Yes. I sailed from Buenos Ayres six weeks ago, he replied. Im a mining engineer, and weve been prospecting in the Andes.

And were you successful?

Fortunately, yes. But I expect to go away again very soon — that is, if I can obtain what I want, namely, a concession from the Moorish Government to prospect for emeralds beyond the Atlas Mountains. According to records left by the ancients there is a rich deposit of emeralds in the Wad Sus district, and I am hoping to be able to discover it.

How exciting! Fancy discovering emeralds? Roddy laughed, and replied:

The probability is that I shall fail. But if I get the concession I shall do my best.

I certainly wish you every good luck, the girl said. It must be awfully exciting to go prospecting. I suppose you meet with all sorts of adventures?

Oh! We have curious experiences sometimes, he said lightly, and then he went on to describe a very narrow escape from drowning he had had once while at work on the bank of the Amazon.

On her part, she told him she was delighted with Farncombe.

Im tired of the rush of life in London, she said. My father is compelled to entertain a great deal at Park Lane, and I have to be hostess. But it is so very pleasant to live here in the country and have ones friends down from town. We had a big house-party last week and had a ripping time. We shall have a shooting-party next week, and another the week after.

Roddy was silent for a few moments, for they were already in the avenue and in sight of the lights of the great mansion.

I had better leave you here, Miss Sandys, he said, with undisguised regret. And if you are to be so busy I fear I shall not have the pleasure of meeting you again before I go. Then as he raised his hat, she replied cheerily: Perhaps we may meet again very soon. Who knows? Thanks ever so much, Mr Homfray. It was very good of you to come all this way. Good-night?

And she turned and left him.


Chapter Two.

The Rectors Secret Visitor.
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WHILE RODDY HOMFRAY had been strolling at Elmas side, his father had still sat, gloomy and thoughtful, in the firelight at the Rectory.

The light evening meal which the rector always took on Sunday evening had been placed upon the table by old Mrs Bentley, who, after lighting the gas, had retired to her part of the rambling house. But the food had remained untouched.

The rector had sat nearly half an hour in the silence of the long, old room with its low-pitched ceiling and black oak beams. Deep in his arm-chair he did not stir, his bearded chin resting upon his thin hands, his brows knit in reflection. He was thinking — thinking, as ghosts of the past arose before him, visions of scenes which in vain he had always tried to put from him, and to blot out from his memory.

The silence of the room was broken only by the crackling of the big logs and the slow tick of the grandfather clock in the corner by the door, till suddenly the church clock chimed the hour of nine across the hills.

Then, scarcely had it ceased when there was the noise of a door handle being slowly turned, and next moment the heavy green curtains before the French window were drawn aside and a dark-haired, rather handsome woman of forty, wearing a close-fitting hat and a coney seal coat with skunk collar, stepped into the room.

Old Mr Homfray, startled at the sound, turned in his chair, and then springing to his feet faced her.

You! he gasped. Why do you dare to come here? What do you want? he asked angrily.

To speak privately with you, was her hard reply. I didnt want others to know of my visit, and thinking the window might possibly be unlatched, I tried it, and came in this way.

Then go out the same way! commanded the old clergyman angrily. How dare you come here?

Because I want to say something to you.

I dont wish to — and wont hear it!

You shall, Mr Homfray! replied the woman, whose face was full of evil, her eyes glittering like those of a serpent. I come to-night as messenger from a man you know — from Gordon Gray.

From Gordon Gray — you? gasped the rector in surprise. Why should he send you to me?

Because he thought it best not to come himself.

If he wishes to speak to me let him face me here, Mr Homfray said boldly.

Ah? laughed the woman as though in triumph. I seem to be an unwelcome visitor.

How could you be otherwise, after what has passed? queried the old fellow.

Well, dont let us have any more bickering. Lets come to business. Mr Gray wants to know whether you intend paying?

Not a penny — until the money is due next August.

But it was due last August, the woman declared.

That is quite untrue, replied the rector very quietly.

Well, the date is on the deed.

If it is, then the date has been altered.

But you have a copy.

No. I cant find it. I must have mislaid it. Is there no stamp, with date?

It was never stamped. Mr Grays solicitors have already written to you three times about it, and you have not replied.

I have been away, taking duty in Switzerland. Besides, I understood that Gordon Gray died in New York last year, and—

And you thought that by that fact you would escape your indebtedness — eh? laughed the woman as she stood beside the table, an erect smart figure which was well known in certain disreputable night-clubs in the West End. But Gordon Gray attended service in your church to-night, and you must have seen him in the flesh.

I did, replied the old man hoarsely. Sight of him recalled many events of the past.

Things that you wish to forget — eh, Mr Homfray? she said in a hard voice. But Gordon wants his money. If you allege fraud on the part of his solicitors you had better write to them.

Why does Gray send you here? You, of all women! What does he intend to do? asked the grave old man.

To sell the property if you cant pay him. He has already given you several months grace. And besides, youve never answered any letters, nor have you paid any interest on the loan.

Because the money is not yet due, declared the Rector of Little Farncombe. If you knew the facts you would never make this illegal demand.

I know all the facts. Gordon means to sell the property if you cannot pay at once.

Norton Homfray bit his lip. Only during the past two years had he suspected his whilom friend Gordon Gray, and that suspicion had that night been confirmed by the presence there of that vampire woman, Freda Crisp, whose dark, handsome face he had hoped never to look upon again. Gray, the son of a rich City merchant, had long been the black sheep of his family, and had, when at Oxford, been sent down from Balliol for forging a cheque to a tailor in the Broad. A few years later Homfray, who had recently taken Holy Orders, met him and, ignorant of his past, had become his bosom friend. After six years Gordon went to America, and not until fifteen years afterwards did the pair see each other, when one day they found themselves staying at the Bath Hotel in Bournemouth and resumed their close friendship.

Now old Mr Homfray was at that moment in serious difficulties, partly owing to his business instinct and his innocent generosity and trustfulness. He was a real upright and pious man who, unlike many parsons, practised what he preached. He had, in fact, stood security for an old college chum who had died suddenly from pneumonia and let him in.

He had been compelled to confess to Gray that he was ruined, whereupon his old friend had at once told him not to worry, and offered to lend him the sum upon his little piece of house property in the steep main street of Totnes, in Devon, from which he derived his slender income, the stipend at Little Farncombe being hardly sufficient to pay the housekeeper and the gardener at the Rectory.

But by the sudden appearance of the woman and her demands he realised that there was some sinister design afoot. That woman who stood before him he had strong cause to hate, yet hatred never entered his soul — even at that moment.

He now realised with blank amazement that her friend Gordon Gray, the man returned from the grave, was trying to swindle him, and that the date of the deed — the copy of which he had mislaid — had been altered and pre-dated a year.

If your friend Gray dares to sell my little property — all I have — then I shall institute criminal proceedings against him, he told the woman frankly, whereupon his unwelcome visitor opened her little brown leather handbag and from it produced a crumpled envelope, out of which she took three tattered newspaper cuttings, saying coldly:

Perhaps you had better read these before you utter threats, and she handed them to him.

He held his breath, and the light died from his thin countenance. He pushed them aside with trembling hands.

You know to what they refer, Mr Homfray — to your appearance under another name! sneered Freda Crisp. You are the highly respected rector of this picturesque, though obscure, little parish, but if your parishioners knew the truth I fancy that they and your bishop would have something to say about it. Is it just to the public that a man such as yourself should dare to wear a surplice and have the audacity to preach sermons?

The Rector of Little Farncombe remained silent. His face was deathly white, his hands trembled, and his eyes were staring. He had suspected that the one great secret of his life was known. But it appeared that not only was it known to the unscrupulous man who had once been his friend, but also to the woman before him, who was his bitterest enemy!

So the pair of you have learnt my secret! he said in a low, hard voice. And I suppose you intend to blackmail me — eh?

The dark-haired woman laughed.

Gordon only wants his money back, thats all.

And you have forced him to take up this hostile attitude, he said. You are my enemy. I know it. Well, what do you intend to do?

It isnt my affair, she declared. Gray now knows that the money you borrowed from him was in order to help your fellow-criminal — a man who once did him an evil turn — after he had served his sentence. He wants his money back, and he is going to take it. The property will be up for auction in a week or so.

But I wont be swindled in this way! cried old Mr Homfray.

Act just as you wish — but remember, if you make any move it will be the worse for you. Gordon is not a man to stick at trifles, the woman said.

I know that, said the rector.

And it is a very ugly skeleton you have in your cupboard, remarked the woman with a sinister smile.

The property at Totnes is worth over four thousand pounds, he said.

You have only to repay the money with interest and the matter is ended.

Mr Homfray paused.

Then, looking straight into the womans evil face, he said:

It is you, woman, who once swore to ruin me because I would not assist you in that vile plot of yours! You thought to trap me, a minister of the Church, into assisting you to entice that fly into the web you had so cunningly spun for him. But you were mistaken! I saw through your evil game, and because I did so you vowed vengeance upon me. And this is the hour of your triumph! he added bitterly in a deep, hoarse voice, and one quite unusual to him.

The womans thin lips were pressed together, but she made no immediate reply.

At last she said:

I am only here on Mr Grays behalf.

But it is you who have goaded him to do this — to take this action, well knowing that at the moment I cannot pay.

That surely is not my affair, snapped the woman, while old Mr Homfray stood aghast at the sudden blow which had fallen to crush him.

What would his son Roddy think if he learnt the truth concerning that closed chapter of his fathers past? What would the parish of Little Farncombe say if they knew that their respected rector had fallen among thieves?

Wont Gray come here himself and talk over the matter? he asked presently.

No. He motored back to London as soon as the service was over. He had a fancy to see you and hear you preach to your dear parishioners, who, in all their innocence, believe in you, Mr Homfray, and again the woman laughed sardonically. So he sent me to see you in private, and to tell you his intentions.

Are you quite certain he will not come and see me?

I urged him to do so, but he refused, said the woman.

Because he fears to face me! exclaimed the rector. He fears lest I, on my part, should speak the truth. I trusted Gordon Gray — trusted him as my friend — but I have been sadly disillusioned to-night, for I have found that he is my enemy, and I am now forearmed.

That is no concern of mine whatever. I have given you his message.

The Rector of Little Farncombe looked straight into her face with his calm grey eyes behind his shaggy brows.

Then I will send a message back to him, he slowly replied. As he refuses to come here and deliver his ultimatum in person, I will, in return, deliver my ultimatum to him. Go back and tell him that I defy him. Tell him that if either he or you lift a finger against me, then the truth concerning the death of young Hugh Willard will be known to Scotland Yard, and the affair of Hyde Park Square will be cleared up by the arrest of the assassin. Tell him that though he thinks there was no witness, yet one still exists — one who will come forward with indisputable proof. You know his name. Gordon Gray and I were friends until to-night. But we are no longer so. We are enemies. And you know to much of the affair as I do?

The woman staggered as though he had dealt her a blow. Her evil face went ashen in an instant, and her dark eyes started from her head.

What — what do you mean? she gasped.

What I have said! You heard my message to Gordon Gray; go and deliver it. Remember that if either of you molest me, or attempt to swindle me as you are now doing, then I shall reveal all that I know. My silence depends upon you both. So begone! he added calmly, with firm resolve.

For a few moments the woman in furs stood motionless and silent.

You will regret those words, Mr Homfray! she said at last, threateningly. I will deliver your message, but you will regret it. Remember that!

I assure you I have no fear, laughed the old rector. While Gordon Gray acted honestly as the friend I believed him to be, I remained his friend. Now that we are enemies it is I who can — and will — speak in self-defence. He threatens me with ruin, but little does he dream what I know concerning the young fellows death and who was implicated in it — how the snare was set to ruin him, and afterwards to close his lips!

The handsome woman shrugged her shoulders, but her face had entirely changed. She had been taken entirely aback by the open defiance of the man who, in her fierce vindictiveness, she had intended should be her victim. She had believed the hour of her triumph to be at hand, instead of which she saw that an abyss had opened before her — one into which she and her accomplice Gray must assuredly fall unless they trod a very narrow and intricate path.

Very well, she laughed with well-feigned defiance. I will give Gordon your message. And we shall see!

With those words she passed to the heavy plush curtains and disappeared behind them out upon the lawn, beyond which, separated only by a wire fence, lay a small and picturesque wood which ran down the hill for a quarter of a mile or so.

Old Mr Homfray followed her, and with a sigh, closed the long glass door and bolted it.

Then, returning to the fireplace, he stood upon the hearthrug with folded arms, thinking deeply, faintly murmured words escaping his pale lips.

Roddy must never know! he repeated.

If he knew the truth concerning that slip in my past what would he think of me? He would regard his father as a liar and a hypocrite!

Again he remained silent for a considerable time.

Gordon Gray! he muttered. It seems impossible that he should rise from the grave and become my enemy, after all I have done in his interests. I believed him to be my friend! But he is under the influence of that woman — that woman who means to ruin me because I refused to render her assistance in that vile scheme of hers!

Suddenly, as he stood there before the blazing logs, he recollected the sixth chapter of St. Luke.

Love your enemies, he repeated aloud. Do good to those who hate you. And unto him that smiteth you on the one cheek, offer also the other.

And there before the big arm-chair the fine old fellow sank upon his knees and prayed silently for his enemy and his female accomplice.

Afterwards he rose, and re-seating himself in his chair sat with his eyes closed, recalling all the tragedy and villainy concerned with young Hugh Willards mysterious death in London five years before — an enigma that the police had failed to solve.

Meanwhile Roddy Homfray, having left Elma, was strolling slowly home full of thoughts of the slim and charming girl who had bewitched him, and yet whose station was so far above his own.

Through the sharp frosty night he walked for some distance along the broad highway, until he came to the cross roads, where he stopped to gossip with the village chemist. Then, after ten minutes or so, he walked on, crossed a stile and took a short cut across a field and up the hill to the woods at the back of the Rectory.

The night had now grown very dark, and as he entered the wood, he saw a figure skirting it. Whether man or woman he could not distinguish. He found the path more difficult than he expected, but he knew that way well, and by the aid of his pocket torch he was able to keep to the path, a rather crooked one, which led to the boundary of the Rectory lawn.

Suddenly, as he passed, his footsteps rustling among the dead leaves, he thought he heard a curious sound, like a groan. He halted, quickly alert.

Again the sound was repeated somewhere to his left — a low groan as though of someone in great pain.

He stepped from the path, examining the ground with its many tree trunks by the aid of his torch.

A third time the groan was repeated, but fainter than before, therefore he began to search in the direction whence the cry came, until, to his surprise, he discovered lying upon the ground at a short distance from the wire fence which divided the wood from the Rectory property, a female form in a neat navy-blue costume, with a small red hat lying a short distance away.

She was in a crouching position, and as the young man shone his light upon her, she again drew a deep sigh and groaned faintly.

What is the matter? he cried in alarm, dropping upon his knees and raising the fair head of a young and pretty girl.

She tried to speak, but her white lips refused to utter a sound. At last, by dint of desperate effort, she whispered in piteous appeal:

Save me! Oh! — save me — do!

Then next second she drew a deep breath, a shiver ran through her body, and she fell inert into the young fellows arms!


Chapter Three.

Which Contains Another Mystery.
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RODDY HOMFRAY, WITH the aid of his flash-lamp, gazed in breathless eagerness, his strong jaw set, at the girls blanched countenance.

As he brushed back the soft hair from the brow, he noted how very beautiful she was.

Speak! he urged eagerly. Tell me what has happened?

But her heart seemed to have ceased beating; he could detect no sign of life. Was he speaking to the dead?

So sudden had it all been that for some moments he did not realise the tragic truth. Then, in a flash, he became horrified. The girls piteous appeal made it only too plain that in that dark wood she had been the victim of foul play.

She had begged him to save her. From what? From whom?

There had been a struggle, for he saw that the sleeve of her coat had been torn from the shoulder, and her hat lying near was also evidence that she had been attacked, probably suddenly, and before she had been aware of danger. The trees were numerous at that spot, and behind any of their great, lichen-covered trunks a man could easily hide.

But who was she? What was she doing in Welling Wood, just off the beaten path, at that hour?

Again he stroked the hair from her brow and gazed upon her half-open but sightless eyes, as she lay heavy and inert in his arms. He listened intently in order to satisfy himself that she no longer breathed. There seemed no sign of respiration and the muscles of her face and hands seemed to have become rigid.

In astonishment and horror the young man rose to his feet, and placing his flash-lamp, still switched on, upon the ground, started off by a short cut to the Rectory by a path which he knew even in the darkness. He was eager to raise the alarm regarding the unexpected discovery, and every moment of delay might mean the escape of whoever was responsible for the crime.

The village police inspector lived not far from the Rectory, and it was his intention first to inform his father, and then run on to the police.

But this intention was never carried out, because of a strange and bewildering circumstance.

Indeed, till long past midnight the Reverend Norton Homfray sat in his rather shabby little study reflecting upon the unwelcome visit of that woman Freda Crisp, and wondering what it portended. Her threatening attitude was the reverse of reassuring. Nevertheless, the rector felt that if Gray and his unscrupulous accomplice really meant mischief, then he, after all, held the trump card which he had so long hesitated to play.

The clock ticked on. The time passed unnoticed, and at last he dozed. It was not until nearly three oclock in the morning that he suddenly awakened to the lateness of the hour, and the curious fact that Roddy had not been in since he had left church.

The old man rose, and ascending to his sons room, believing that Roddy might have come in and retired while he slept, found to his surprise that the bed had not been occupied. He walked round the house with the aid of his electric torch. The front door was still unlocked, and it was quite evident that his son had not yet returned.

This is a night of strange incidents! he said aloud to himself as he stood upon the staircase. First that man Gordon Gray rises as though from the tomb, then Freda Crisp visits me, and now Roddy is missing! Strange indeed — very strange!

He returned to his study, and lighting his green-shaded reading-lamp upon the writing-table, sat down to attend to some letters. He was too wakeful now to retire to rest. Besides, Roddy was out, and he had decided to remain up until his son returned.

Why Roddy should be out all night puzzled the old man greatly. His only intimate friend was the village doctor, Hubert Denton, and perhaps the doctor being called to a patient early in the evening Roddy had gone out in the car with him. Such seemed the only explanation of his absence.

That woman! remarked the old rector angrily, as he took some writing paper from a drawer. That woman intends mischief! If she or Gray attempts to harm me — then I will retaliate!

And he drew a long breath, his dark, deep-set eyes being fixed straight before him.

Yet, after all, ought I to do so? he went on at length. I have sinned, and I have repented. I am no better than any other man, though I strive to do right and to live up to the teaching of the Prince of Peace. Love your enemies. Do good to those who hate you. Ah! it is so hard to carry out that principle of forgiveness — so very hard!

And again he lapsed into silence.

What if Roddy knew — what if those fiends told him? Ah! what would he think of the other side of his fathers life? No! he cried again in anguish some minutes later, his voice sounding weirdly in the old-world little room. No! I could not bear it! I — I would rather die than my son should know!

Presently, however, he became calmer. As rector of Little Farncombe he was beloved by all, for few men, even ministers of religion, were so upright and pious or set such an example to their fellow-men.

Old Mr Purcell Sandys had been to church on two successive Sunday mornings, and had acknowledged himself greatly impressed by Mr Homfrays sermons.

Theyre not chanted cant, such as we have in so many churches and which does so much harm to our modern religion, he had told his daughter as they had walked back to the Towers. But they are straight, manly talks which do one real good, and point out ones faults.

Yes, father, Elma agreed. The whole village speaks exceedingly well of Mr Homfray. And so it was that the man seated writing his letters in the middle of the night and awaiting the home-coming of his son, had gained the high esteem of the new owner of Farncombe even before he had made his first ceremonial call upon the great City magnate.

That night, however, a cloud had suddenly arisen and enveloped him. As he wrote on, the old rector could not put from him a distinct presage of evil. Where was Roddy? What could have happened that he had not returned as usual to supper after church? The boy was a roamer and an adventurer. His profession made him that, but when at home he always kept regular hours as became a dutiful son.

The bitter east wind had grown stronger, causing the bare branches of the trees in the pleasant old garden to shake and creak, while in the chimney it moaned mournfully.

At last the bell in the ivy-clad church tower chimed the hour of five. The wild winter night was past, and it was morning, though still dark. The old rector drew aside the blind, but the dawn was not yet showing. The fire was out, the lamp burned dim and was smoking, and the room was now cold and cheerless.

I wonder where Roddy can possibly be? again murmured the old man.

Then, still leaving the front door unlocked, he blew out the lamp and retired for a few hours rest.

At noon Roderick Homfray had not returned, and after sending a message to Doctor Denton and receiving word that he had not seen the young man since the previous morning, Mr Homfray began to be seriously alarmed. He went about the village that afternoon making inquiries, but nobody seemed to have seen him after he had passed through the churchyard after the evening service.

Only Mr Hughes, who kept a small tobacconists at the further end of the village, apparently had any information to give.

I passed along the Guildford road about ten oclock or so, and I believe I saw Mr Roddy talking to a man — who was a stranger. I noticed the man in church. He sat in one of the back pews, said old Mr Hughes.

In an instant Norton Homfray became alert.

Could Roddy have been speaking with Gordon Gray?

Are you quite sure it was my son? he asked eagerly.

Well, it was rather dark, so I could not see the young mans face. But Im sure that the other was the stranger.

Then you are not absolutely certain it was Roddy?

No, Mr Homfray, I couldnt swear to it, though he looked very much like Mr Roddy, was the old tobacconists reply. My sight isnt what it used to be, he added.

Still, the incident aroused suspicions in the rectors mind. Was it possible that Gray had told Roddy the truth, and the latter had gone off with his fathers enemy? In any case, his sons absence was a complete mystery.

That evening Mr Homfray called at the village police station and there saw the inspector of the Surrey County Constabulary, a big, burly man named Freeman, whom he knew well, and who frequently was an attendant at church.

He, of course, told him nothing of the reappearance of Gordon Gray, but simply related the fact that Roddy had left the church on Sunday night, and with the exception of being seen in the Guildford road two hours later, had completely disappeared.

Thats peculiar! remarked the dark-bearded man in uniform. But I dare say theres some explanation, sir. Youll no doubt get a wire or a letter in the morning. Then he added: Mr Roddy is young, you know, sir. Perhaps theres a lady in the case! When a young man disappears we generally look for the lady — and usually we find her!

Roddy has but few female friends, replied the old rector. He is not the sort of lad to disappear and leave me in anxiety.

Well, sir, if you like, Ill phone into Guildford and circulate his description, Freeman said. But personally I think that hell come back before to-morrow.

Why?

Well — I know Mr Roddy. And I agree that he would never cause you, his father, an instants pain if he could help it. Hes away by force of circumstances, depend upon it!

Force of circumstances! The inspectors words caused him to ponder. Were those circumstances his meeting with Gordon Gray for the first time that night?

Roddy, he knew, had never met Gray. The mans very existence he had hidden from his son. And Roddy was abroad when, in those later years, the two men had met. The old rector of Little Farncombe felt bewildered. A crowd of difficulties had, of late, fallen upon him, as they more or less fall upon everybody in every walk of life at one time or another. We all of us have our bad times, and Norton Homfrays was a case in point. Financial troubles had been succeeded by the rising of the ghosts of the past, and followed by the vanishing of his only son.

Three eager, breathless, watchful days went by, but no word came from the fine well-set-up young man who had led such a daring and adventurous life in South America. More than ever was his father convinced that old Hughes was correct in his surmise. He had stood upon the pathway of the Guildford road — the old tar-macked highway which leads from London to Portsmouth — and had been approached by Gordon Gray, the man who meant to expose his father to the parishioners. The world of the Reverend Norton Homfray was, after all, a very little one. The world of each of us, whether we be politician or patriot, peer or plasterer, personage or pauper, has its own narrow confines. Our enemies are indeed well defined by the Yogi teaching as little children at play. Think of them as such and you have the foundation of that great philosophy of the East which raises man from his ordinary level to that of superman — the man who wills and is obeyed.

The fact that the son of the rector of Little Farncombe was missing had come to the knowledge of an alert newspaper correspondent in Guildford, and on the fourth day of Roddys disappearance a paragraph appeared in several of the London papers announcing the fact.

Though the story was happily unembroidered, it caused the rector great indignation. Why should the Press obtrude upon his anxiety? He became furious. As an old-fashioned minister of religion he had nothing in common with modern journalism. Indeed, he read little except his weekly Guardian, and politics did not interest him. His sphere was beyond the sordid scramble for political notoriety and the petticoat influence in high quarters.

His son was missing, and up and down the country the fact was being blazoned forth by one of the news agencies!

Next day brought him three letters from private inquiry agents offering their services in the tracing of your son, Mr Roderick Homfray, — with a scale of fees. He held his breath and tore up the letters viciously. Half an hour afterwards Inspector Freeman called. Mrs Bentley showed him into the study, whereupon the inspector, still standing, said:

Well, sir, Ive got into trouble about your son. The Chief Constable has just rung me up asking why I had not reported that he was missing, as its in the papers.

The rector was silent for a moment.

Im sorry, Freeman, but my anxiety is my own affair. If you will tell Captain Harwood that from me, I shall feel greatly obliged.

But how did it get into the papers, sir?

That I dont know. Local gossip, I suppose. But why, asked the rector angrily, why should these people trouble themselves over my private affairs? If my son is lost to me, then it is my own concern — and mine alone! he added with dignity.

I quite agree, sir, replied the inspector. Of course, I have my duty to do and I am bound to obey orders. But I think with you that it is most disgraceful for any newspaper man to put facts forward all over the country which are yours alone — as father and son.

Then I hope you will explain to your Chief Constable, who, no doubt, as is his duty, has reproached you for lack of acumen. Tell him that I distinctly asked you to refrain from raising a hue and cry and circulating Roddys description. When I wish it I will let the Chief Constable of Surrey know, he added.

That message Inspector Freeman spoke into the ear of the Chief Constable in Guildford and thus cleared himself of responsibility. But by that time the whole of Little Farncombe had become agog at the knowledge that the rectors tall, good-looking son was being searched for by the police.

Everyone knew him to be a wanderer and an adventurer who lived mostly abroad, and many asked each other why he was missing and what allegation there could possibly be against him — now that the police were in active search of any trace of him.


Chapter Four.

Lost Days.
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IT WAS A bright, crisp afternoon on the seventh day of Roddys disappearance.

The light was fading, and already old Mrs Bentley had carried the lamp into Mr Homfrays study and lit it, prior to bringing him his simple cup of tea, for at tea-time he only drank a single cup, without either toast or bread-and-butter.

He was about to raise his cup to his lips, having removed his old briar pipe and laid it in the ash-tray, when Mrs Bentley tapped and, re-entering, said:

Theres Miss Sandys to see you, sir.

The rector rose and, rather surprised, ordered his visitor to be shown in.

Next moment from the square stone hall the pretty young girl, warmly clad in furs, entered the room.

She met the eyes of the grey old man, and after a seconds pause said:

I have to apologise for this intrusion, Mr Homfray, but — well, I have seen in the paper that your son is missing. He went out on Sunday night, it is said, and has not been seen since.

That is so, Miss Sandys, replied the old man, offering her a chair beside the fire. As you may imagine, I am greatly concerned at his disappearance.

Naturally. But I have come here, Mr Homfray, to speak to you in confidence, said the girl hesitatingly. Your son and I were acquainted, and—

I was not aware of that, Miss Sandys, exclaimed the rector, interrupting her.

No. I do not expect that he told you. My father does not know either. But we met quite casually the other day, and last Sunday we again met accidentally after church and he walked home with me. I suppose it was half-past nine when we parted.

There was no reason why he should not return home, I suppose? asked Mr Homfray eagerly.

None whatever. In wishing me good-bye he told me that he might be leaving here very soon, and perhaps we might not have another opportunity of meeting before he went. I thanked him for walking so far with me, and we parted the best of friends.

He said he would be leaving Little Farncombe very soon, did he? remarked the rector thoughtfully.

Yes. I understood from him that he was obtaining, or had obtained, a concession to prospect for a deposit of emeralds somewhere in the Atlas Mountains, in Morocco.

That is true. Some ancient workings are known to exist somewhere in the wild Wad Sus region, and through a friend he has been in treaty with the Moorish Government, with the hope of obtaining the concession. If he found the mine which is mentioned by several old Arabic writers it would no doubt bring him great fortune.

Yes. But where can he be?

Who knows, Miss Sandys! exclaimed the distracted father blankly.

He must be found, declared the girl. He left me to return home. What could possibly have occurred to prevent him from carrying out his intention?

What indeed, reflected the old man, except perhaps that he met Gordon Gray and perhaps left for London with him? He was now more than ever inclined to believe the rather vague story told by the village tobacconist.

Yes, Miss Sandys, he must be found. I have now asked the police to circulate his description, and if he is alive no doubt he will be discovered.

You surely dont suspect that something tragic has happened to him — for instance, that he has met with foul play? cried the girl.

It certainly looks like it, or he would no doubt have set my mind at rest by this time, replied his father.

By the girls anxiety and agitation he saw that she was more than usually concerned regarding his sons whereabouts. He had had no idea that Roddy was acquainted with the daughter of the great financier who had purchased Lord Farncombes estates. Yet, after all, he reflected, Roddy was a fine, handsome boy, therefore what more natural than the pair should become attracted by each other.

He saw that the girl was uneasy, and was not surprised when she said:

I trust, Mr Homfray, that you will treat what I have told you in entire confidence. My father does not approve of my making chance acquaintances. I got into an awful row a little time ago about it. I know he would not object to my knowing your son if we had been properly introduced. But, you see, we were not! she laughed.

I quite understand, said the old rector, smiling. One day I hope you will be properly introduced to my son when we find him.

We must, Mr Homfray. And we will! cried the pretty young girl determinedly.

Ah! exclaimed the old man, his thin fingers clasped before him. If we only could. Where can my boy be?

Elma Sandys rose a few moments later, and taking the old mans hand urged patience and courage, and then walked down the hill and back to the Towers full of grave reflections.

She was the last person to see and speak with the alert, athletic young man who had so suddenly and strangely come into her life. At Park Lane she met many young men-about-town, most of them wealthy and all of them idlers, but no second thought had she given to a single one of them. As she walked she examined her own mind, and was compelled to admit that thoughts of Roddy Homfray now absorbed her.

The mystery of his disappearance after bidding her farewell had gripped her, heart and soul.

During the two days that followed the description of Roderick Homfray, the young mining engineer, was circulated to every police station in the country, and all constables in London and the great cities had had that description read out to them before going on duty. There was scarcely a police constable in the United Kingdom who did not know it by heart, with the final words of the official notice: The missing man is greatly interested in wireless telephony, of which he has a deep and scientific knowledge.

That sentence had been added by the Surrey County Constabulary in case the young man might be hiding from his friends, and might betray himself by his expert knowledge of radio science.

Of the woman Freda Crisp, or of Gordon Gray, old Mr Homfray had heard nothing. The whole village sympathised with him in his distress, and, of course, all sorts of rumours — some of them cruel indeed — were afloat. Fortunately Elmas name was not coupled with Roddys, for with the exception of the rector nobody knew of their acquaintance. Yet some ill-natured gossip, a low-bred woman at the end of the village, started a story connecting Roddy with a young married woman who had left her husband a fortnight before, gone to London, and disappeared.

This cruel story was not long in reaching Elmas ears, and though she disbelieved it, nevertheless it naturally caused her both wonder and anger.

On the afternoon of the third day after the circulation of the description of the missing young man, a stout, pleasant-faced lady named Boydon chanced to read it in the paper, and then sat staring before her in wonderment.

Then, after a few moments, she rose, crossed the room, and rang the telephone.

A few seconds later she was speaking with a Mr Edwards, and asked him to come along to see her upon an important matter, to which he at once consented.

Now Miss Boydon was the matron of the Cottage Hospital at Pangbourne, a pretty Thames-side village well known to river folk as being one of the prettiest reaches in Berkshire, and Mr Edwards was the local police sergeant of the Berks. Constabulary, and lived at the other end of the long wide village street which led out upon the Reading road.

Ten minutes later Edwards, a portly, rather red-faced man, arrived on his bicycle, and on entering the matrons room, his helmet in his hand, was shown the description.

By jove, miss? he exclaimed. I believe its him! Weve had the notice at the station, but I never connected him with it!

Neither did I — until now, declared the stout Miss Boydon. He only became conscious this morning — and now he tells us a rambling and altogether incoherent story. Personally I think hes slightly demented. Thats what the doctor thought when he saw him at noon. Hes waiting to see his condition to-night.

Well, the description is exactly like him, declared the sergeant, re-reading it. When he was brought into the station the other night I took him to be intoxicated. Then when Doctor Maynard saw him, he ordered him here.

The doctor thinks he is suffering from drugs, said the matron. He has been unconscious ever since he was brought here, nearly a week ago, and now he certainly has not regained his senses. He talks wildly about a girl who was murdered in a wood and died in his arms. Apparently he is suffering from delusions.

In any case, miss, I think I ought to telegraph to Guildford that a young man answering the description is here, dont you think so?

I should not be in too great a hurry if I were you, Edwards, was the reply. Wait until Doctor Maynard has seen him again. We shall probably know more to-night. Ive ordered nurse to keep him quite quiet and listen to his stories as though she believes every word.

The young man is missing from a place called Little Farncombe, in Surrey, said the sergeant. I wonder how he came to be lying on the tow-path at the foot of Whitchurch Bridge? He must have been there all night, for one of the men working on the Thames Conservancy dredger found him when on his way to work at six oclock on Tuesday morning.

All clues to his identity have been removed, remarked the matron. His name has been cut out of his shirt collar and underclothing, and the laundry marks removed — all deliberately done as if to efface his identity. Possibly he intended to commit suicide, and thats why he was on the river bank.

But the doctor, when he saw him at the police station, gave his opinion that the man was drugged, the police sergeant said. I dont think he had any intention of suicide.

Well, in any case, let us wait till this evening. I will telephone to you after the doctor has seen him, the matron promised. And with that the sergeant left.

At six oclock Doctor Maynard, a quiet elderly man who had practised in Pangbourne and district for fifteen years, called again and saw Roddy lying in the narrow little bed.

His face was pale and drawn, and his eyes sunken and weary:

Well, doctor, he exclaimed cheerily, I feel a lot better than I did this morning. Im able to think now — and to remember. But oh! — my head!

Thats good, declared the white-haired medical man. Now what is your name, and how did you come here? he asked, the stout matron standing, watchful, beside him.

My name is Roderick Homfray, and Im the son of the Reverend Norton Homfray, rector of Little Farncombe, in Surrey, the patient replied frankly. What brought me here I dont know. What day is it to-day?

The fourteenth of December.

The fourteenth of December! Well, the last I remember is on the night of the third — a Sunday night. And I shant forget it either, I assure you! I was on my way home soon after half-past nine at night, and in Welling Wood, close by the Rectory paddock, I found a girl lying on the ground. She could just speak. She appealed to me to save her. Then she died. I rose and dashed across the wood to my fathers house to raise the alarm, but I had hardly gone a hundred yards when straight in front of me something exploded. I saw what seemed to be a ball of red fire, but after that I know nothing — nothing until I came to my senses this morning and found myself here! Where Ive been in the meantime, doctor, I have no idea.

Doctor Maynard, still under the impression that the story of the murdered girl was a delusion, sympathised with the patient and suggested sleep.

Ill come to see you to-morrow, he added. Youre quite all right, so dont worry. I will see that a telegram is sent to-night to your father. Hell be here to-morrow, no doubt.

At ten oclock the following morning the rector stood at the bedside of his son and listened to the amazing story of the discovery in Welling Wood and the red ball of fire which Roddy subsequently saw before him.

Perhaps I was struck by lightning! Roddy added. But if that were so I should surely have remained in the wood. No doubt I was struck down maliciously. But why? And why should I have been taken away unconscious and kept so for several days, and then conveyed to the river bank here at Whitchurch?

I dont know, my son, replied his father quietly, though he stood staggered at the amazing story.

Then he added:

The police searched Welling Wood and all the neighbouring copses three days after you had disappeared, but found no trace of you.

But surely they found the poor girl, father? cried Roddy, raising himself upon his arm.

No, my boy, nobody was found, he replied. Thats strange! exclaimed the young man. Then she must have been taken away with me! But by whom? What devils work was there in progress that night, father?

Ah! my boy. That I cannot tell!

But I mean to ascertain! cried the young man fiercely. That girl appealed to me to save her, and she died in my arms. Where is she? And why should I be attacked and drugged so that I nearly became insane? Why? Perhaps it was because I had accidentally discovered the crime!


Chapter Five.

Through the Ether.

[image: img315.jpg]

HUSH! YOU INFERNAL idiot! What did I tell you? What the deuce are you doing? cried the man, tearing the telephone from the womans hand and throwing over a switch upon the roll-top desk at which she was seated.

The low hum of an electric generator ceased and the current was cut off.

You fool! cried the short, middle-aged, clean-shaven man in a dinner-jacket, and with a cigar stuck in the corner of his mouth.

Will you never learn common sense, Freda, after all Ive told you! Its fortunate I came in at this moment! Do you want to be jugged? It seems so!

Freda Crisp, in a gorgeous Paquin evening gown, turned deliberately in her chair and, coldly surveying the man who had just entered, said:

Well, my dear Gordon, and whats upset your digestion to-night? Things said over this wireless telephone — broadcasted over five hundred miles of space from your cosy rooms here — can be said without anybody being the wiser as to who uttered them. I look upon this wireless box of tricks as a priceless joke. You turn over a switch, and into thousands of ears you speak all over the kingdom, and across into Holland and France and even Scandinavia. The great Marconi is, youll admit, dear old thing, a wonderful nut!

Bah! Youre not serious, Freda! You laugh at perils. And a peril now faces us.

Ah! My dear Gordon, this is the first time Ive ever heard such an admission from you — you, of all men! Peril? Its in the dictionary, but not in your vocabulary — or mine, my dear boy. Ive faced danger, and so have you — nasty troublous moments with detectives hanging around — but weve generally been able to wriggle out by the back door, or the window, or—

Or else bluff it out, Freda! interrupted Gray. Yes, youre right! But to deliberately ask after the health of Roderick Homfray over the wireless telephone — well, its simply courting trouble.

Why?

Well, dont you know that theres an apparatus invented by two clever Italians, Bellini and Tosi, which is called a direction-finder? asked her rather good-looking companion, as he removed his cigar from his lips. That apparatus is in use all over the country. Thats how they find aircraft lost in fogs — and thats how they could find to a yard exactly the position of this secret set of ours from which you spoke those silly jeering words. Gad! youre a fool, Freda! Shut up — and dont meddle with this wireless transmitter in future! Remember, Ive got no official licence. This room, — and he swept his hand around the small apartment filled with a marvellous collection of wireless apparatus— is our secret. If the authorities discovered it — well, it would, no doubt, be the end for both of us — the Old Bailey and — well, just jug for both of us. I know something about wireless, and as you know it bears us in good stead. Weve profited thousands on the stunt — you and I, Freda — and—

And Roderick Homfray also knows something about wireless, my dear old thing, laughed the handsome woman, lazily taking a cigarette from her gold case, tapping it and lighting it.

Thats just it! Youre a priceless fool to have taken such a risk as to speak broadcast as you did. What did you say?

I only asked how 3.X.Q. Roddy Homfray of Little Farncombe was getting on, and gave my name as Freda!

Fool! yelled Gordon Gray in fury. It may be reported to the old sky-pilot! Young Homfray is in oblivion. We know that hes been picked up off the Thames towing-path, damp and unconscious, but in all probability hell never recover from the dope we gave him. We sincerely hope not, eh? I expected hed die in the night. The handsome woman hesitated.

No, Gordon, we hope he will recover. If he doesnt, then its murder once again; and, after all, thats an infernally ugly word. It would mean more than jug!

The short, rather stout, beady-eyed man, the huge cigar still in his mouth, made a gesture of impatience, and crossing to the big roll-top writing-table, upon which was a high-power transmission set of wireless telephone capable of projecting the human voice clearly to any point in the British Isles, he turned over another switch and placed the telephones over his ears.

As he did so he turned an ebonite knob with a brass pointer upon a semicircular scale of ivory — one of many before him — just a sixteenth of an inch. He touched it with infinite care.

Just listen, Freda, he said, in a hard voice. Now just listen here, how by your accursed foolishness youve brought danger upon us. Listen, you madwoman?

The woman took up the second pair of head-phones, twisted the steel band and, instead of placing the phones over her head, put the ear pieces to her ears with the arched band towards her face — a favourite attitude with women who listen to wireless telephony.

As the delicate receivers came to her ears she drew a long breath, the colour dying from her face.

The little room wherein the fine expensive experimental set was installed was on the ground floor of a good-sized, old-fashioned house called Willowden, which stood behind a broad lawn just off the Great North Road between Hatfield and Welwyn, twenty-five miles from London, a distance which was as nothing to Gordon Gray with his up-to-date Rolls.

From the Automobile Club in Pall Mall he could easily reach home in half an hour, even though the traffic through North London was usually bad. That night he had taken Freda to the theatre, and they had had supper at Ciros afterwards, and it was now only one oclock in the morning.

Listen, old thing? she urged, as she again adjusted the telephones on her ears. Whats that?

Gordon Gray listened attentively.

A deep harsh voice was heard — a Voice from Nowhere — which asked slowly and very distinctly:

Who was that who is interested in 3.X.Q.? This is 3.A.X. at Carlisle calling. Who are you, Freda? Please tell me who you are! Roddy Homfray, 3.X.Q., is well, but I fear he may not be listening. Can I relay any message, Freda? asked the voice.

Curse you! cried the man. Youve actually given your name broadcast over the whole country! What the devil do you mean? he cried, glaring at her. All wireless amateurs know 3.X.Q. as old Homfrays son. They will inquire after Freda, and then old Homfray will know! Gad! Youve made an unholy mess of things now! Put those phones down and be quiet! he added.

Then, as she disentangled the head-phones from her hair, he pulled over the transmitting switch, and as the generator began to gather speed until it hummed pleasantly and the two big globular valves being aglow, he said, in a forced, unnatural voice:

Hulloa, 3.A.X.? Hulloa, Carlisle. Hulloa, 3.A.X. 3.A.X.? This is 3.B.T. at Birmingham calling. I heard your message about 3.X.Q. at Little Farncombe and about Freda. It wasnt Freda — a woman — but Freeman — Freeman. Do you hear? I heard it as Freeman. I heard 3.X.Q. speaking an hour ago. He said he could not transmit to-night, but will do so to-morrow night at 20:00 oclock G.M.T. Have you got that, 3.A.X.? 3.B.T. changing over!

And he flung back the switch so that in a few seconds the generator was silent, and all became quiet save for the ticking of the round-faced yachts clock which bore in large capitals G.M.T. — meaning Greenwich Mean Time.

Both took up the receiving phones and listened. A few moments later there sounded the peculiar whistle of a wireless carrier wave, and next second the same deep voice called in the jargon of wireless:

Hulloa, 3.B.T.? Hulloa, Birmingham? Hulloa, 3.B.T. This is 3.A.X. at Carlisle calling. I heard your message O.K. I understand that it was Freeman — not Freda. I thought it was a lady inquiring after our friend 3.X.Q. Many thanks. I will listen for 3.X.Q.s transmission to-morrow night. Sorry I worried you about Freda. Thanks, 3.B.T. Thanks, O.M. 3.A.X. switching off!

The O.M. stood for old man, a familiar greeting between wireless experimenters unknown to each other, and who only meet through the ether.

I hope nobody has put a direction-finder upon me! said Gray a moment later.

Really you are very slick, Gordon, laughed the handsome woman. That change-over to Freeman is excellent! But as you said you were an amateur in Birmingham, and here we are at Crane Hill, you are quite right in fearing that somebody might spot us.

Ah! I replied quickly, and gave them no time, you see, laughed the elusive crook, for such he was.

His accomplice laughed merrily. They were a refined, good-looking pair. Freda passed herself off to most people as Grays sister. The good people of Hatfield knew the tenants of the old-fashioned house as Mr Gray and his widowed sister, Mrs Crisp. The latter — a smart, go-ahead woman — often drove her own little aluminium-bodied A.C. car up to London and back. Indeed, brother and sister lived mostly in London where they had a flat in Kensington, but the week-ends they usually spent at Willowden, where Grays old servant, Claribut, and his wife ran the house together.

Indeed Gray, a moment later, touched the bell, and old Claribut — a very respectable-looking, white-haired man — appeared. Surely none who called there would suspect such an outwardly perfect servant to be a crook like his master.

Jim, were going back to town to-night, Gray said. If anybody calls Im in Paris. But I dont expect that anyone will. Tell that to your wife, and to-morrow go over to Pangbourne, stay at the Elephant Hotel there, and find out what is doing concerning young Homfray. Hes at the Cottage Hospital there. You know all the facts.

All right! replied the clean-shaven old butler, whose aristocratic appearance always bore him in such good stead. He often posed as a benevolent philanthropist, and could impose upon most people. His was a long criminal record at Parkhurst and Sing-Sing, and he was a man who, having spent nearly half his life in jail, had brought crookdom to a fine art, truly a worthy associate of Gordon Gray, alias Gordon Tresham, Ralph Fane, Major Hawes Jackson, Commander Tothill, R.N., and a dozen other names which had risen and faded upon the phosphorescence of his elusive life.

Gordon Gray lived — and he lived well — at other peoples expense. He had caught the habit of hanging on to the edge of the wealthy mans garment, and wealthy war-profiteers were, he found, so very easily gulled when they wanted to get on, and by political manoeuvring to make their wives titled ladies.

The fact was that Gordon Gray was a dealer in big things. Trumpery theft, burglary or suchlike offences, were beneath him. He could manipulate big deals in the City, could arrange a knighthood at a price, and sometimes, when he and Freda had suddenly arrived in London from New York, he would actually entertain English politicians with names of world-wide repute at elaborate dinners at the Ritz.

Though a crook he was a philosopher, and his favourite remark when things went badly was: Bah! it is no use blowing against the wind!

That night he felt himself blowing against the wind. Though he said nothing to the handsome woman at his side, he regretted that Roddy Homfray had not been placed in the river Thames as he had first suggested, instead of upon the bank opposite that beautiful riverside house with its glorious lawns and gardens at the other side of Whitchurch Bridge. If Roddys unconscious form had been pitched over the bank it would have been found down at Mapledurham, and believed to be a case of suicide. He had been a fool, he declared within himself. He had hoped that the young man would be found dead in the morning. But he had not!

Ill go over to Pangbourne, said the elderly man he had addressed so familiarly as Jim. And Ill report all I can gather. Anything else? he asked, crossing to a box of cigars and helping himself without being invited.

No. Get back here. And tell your wife to keep the wireless securely locked up. Theres a Yale lock on this door. Nobody comes in. You hear!

Of course. It wouldnt do, Gordon, would it? That wireless is going to be a big use to us in the near future, eh? laughed the white-haired old man.

It will be, if were cute. But we shall have to have our eyes skinned. Have you paid all the tradesmens books?

Yes.

Then send to the chemist in Hatfield for a big bottle of eau-de-cologne — the biggest hes got. Pay a pound for it, or more, and say that I want it to put into my bath. It gives the guys here a shock and impresses them.

Good idea! laughed Jim. Youre always brimming over with them. But look here, Gordon, he said, as he bit off the end of the cigar and started to light it. First, I dont like this furnished house of ours, with the inquisitive landlady; and I dont like the wireless.

Why?

Well, what Im afraid of is, that though weve got the aerial wires well concealed from the roadway, some boy scout of an errand boy may come in and twig it, and tell some other boy scout that weve got an aerial up. See?

Yes, I see, replied Gordon. But the risk is small. If a boy discovers it, let the boy listen in, and tell him to keep dark about it. Were inventors, and we have discovered something regarding wireless telephony which will soon startle the whole world. The boy, whoever he is, will be startled and hold his tongue — till we decide how to deal with him. Oh! how simple you are, Jim! Youre getting chicken-hearted in your old age!

And Freda, who was standing by, laughed outright.


Chapter Six.

Mists of Memory.
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THREE DAYS AFTER Roddy Homfray had regained consciousness Doctor Maynard, on visiting him, declared that though his mental condition was not yet quite satisfactory, he was well enough to travel home. Therefore he took him in his own two-seater car from the Cottage Hospital at Pangbourne, by way of Wokingham and Godalming to Little Farncombe, where the old rector welcomed back his son and secretly returned thanks to his Maker for his safety.

The quiet old doctor only remained long enough to have a drink — unprofessional, perhaps, but refreshing — for he had to get back to his patients.

After he had gone, Roddy sat before the fire in the little study, his left hand upon his brow, for his head ached badly. It seemed that around his skull was a band of iron. Never for an instant since he had become conscious of things about him had that excruciating pain ceased. It was only when worn out by it that he slept, and thus became free.

Well, now, my boy, tell me exactly what occurred on that Sunday night, urged the old clergyman, standing before him and looking down at the crouched figure with eager curiosity.

I — well, I really dont know, was the young mans reply. As I told you, in the darkness I found a girl just off the path in Welling Wood. She appealed to me to save her, and a few moments later she died in my arms. Then I rushed across here to raise the alarm, when, all of a sudden, I saw a bright red flash, and I knew no more till I awoke in the little hospital at Pangbourne.

But, my dear Roddy, the police searched the wood to find you — searched every inch of it — but there was no girl there. If she were dead she would surely have been found.

I was taken away unconscious. If so, what could have prevented the assassin and his friends — for there must have been more than one person — removing the evidence of their crime?

Assassin! gasped the old man, drawing a deep breath. Thoughts of Gordon Gray and the handsome Freda crossed his mind. But what hand could they have had in the death of an unknown girl in the woods at the rear of the Rectory?

No. He decided that Roddy, in his unbalanced state of mind, was filled with wild imaginings. The description of the red ball of fire was sufficient in itself to show how disordered was his brain. The poor boy was suffering from hallucinations, he decided, so he humoured him and listened as he repeated his incredible story.

You would recognise the girl again, Roddy? asked his father, puffing at his pipe.

Recognise her! Of course I should. Id know her anywhere! And once again he went into a long and detailed description of her face, her eyes, her hair, and her dress.

The short December afternoon was drawing in and the light was fading.

I think, Roddy, that if I were you Id go and lie down, said his father softly. Your poor head worries you — I know, my dear boy.

It does. But I can think now — think quite clearly, was the young mans reply. At the hospital the matron regarded me as a half-dazed idiot, I believe, and the nurse listened to me as she might listen to a babys babbling. But I tell you, father, Im now perfectly in my right mind. You may believe, or you may disbelieve my story, but Roddy, your son, has told you the truth, and he repeats every word he has said.

For a few moments the rector was silent, his pipe still in his mouth and his hands in the pockets of the easy old black jacket he wore in the house. He was not a man who made any outward show, and, like most scholars, cared little for dress now that, alas! his wife, who had looked after him so tenderly, was dead. Old Norton Homfray was of simple tastes and few wants. His whole soul was in the welfare of his parish, and in consequence the parish held him up as a real fine old fellow.

Well, Roddy, what youve told me is, of course, most astounding — almost incredible. On that night you walked home with Miss Sandys — eh? She came here and told me so herself.

She came here! Elma here! cried Roddy, quickly stirring himself from his chair and becoming alert. What did she say?

She heard that you were missing, and she came to tell me of her walk home to the Towers with you.

Yes. And — and what did she say about me? the young man asked with quick eagerness.

Nothing. Only she seemed greatly surprised and upset, his father replied. But — well—

And he hesitated.

Well — go on, the young man said.

Well, look here, Roddy, after leaving Miss Sandys, did you meet anyone else — a man in the Guildford road?

A man? No. Why? Havent I told you I walked straight home? What are you trying to make out?

You are quite certain that you did not stop and speak with any stranger in the Guildford road?

I am quite certain that I did not. I spoke to nobody till I found the girl dying in Welling Wood.

And — well, now let me at once be frank with you, Roddy: have you ever in your life heard the name of Gordon Gray?

Never. Who is he?

No matter. Recollect the name, and if you ever hear it, avoid him — avoid him, my boy, as you would Satan himself. And his woman friend Freda Crisp.

Freda Crisp? Oh! I fancy Ive met her — been introduced to her somewhere or other about a year ago. In South America, I believe, but I really cant remember. A fine handsome woman, who always dresses beautifully, and who is a topping dancer. Always has lots of men about her. Yes. I have a recollection of her, but I dont just now recall where we met. In travelling I meet so many people, dad, as you know.

Yes, of course, my boy; but if you ever meet her again, remember my words.

That Miss Sandys should come and see you, dad, is peculiar. Why did she come? What interest can she possibly have in me, except — well, perhaps it is the wireless. She told me she was very interested in it, and possibly she has heard that Im an experimenter — eh?

Probably so, laughed the old clergyman. But hearing you were coming home to-day, she sent me a message to say that she is calling here at five.

Jolly good of her! replied the young man, suddenly raising his head, which seemed to be bursting, Its now nearly four. I think Ill go up and have a lie down till she comes, and so saying he ascended the stairs to his own room.

Just before five oclock Elma Sandys, a dainty figure in furs, was ushered into the study by Mrs Bentley, and was greeted by the rector, who, shaking her hand, said:

Its really awfully kind of you to come and see my poor son, Miss Sandys. Frankly, I hardly know what to make of him. His mind seems entirely upset in some way. He talks wildly, and tells me of some terrible tragedy which occurred in Welling Wood on the night of his disappearance.

Tragedy! What? asked the girl quickly.

He will tell you all about it. The story is a very strange one. I would rather he told you himself.

The girl sank into the wide wicker arm-chair which the old man pulled up to the fire, and then he left to summon his son.

When Roddy entered the room Elma, jumping up, saw instantly that he seemed still half-dazed. She took his hand and instinctively realised that his gaze was fixed and strange. His friend Denton had seen him soon after his return, and declared him to foe suffering from some potent drug which had apparently affected him mentally.

Hulloa, Miss Sandys? exclaimed the young man cheerily. Well! Im in a pretty pickle — as you see — eh? Whats happened I cant make out. People seem to think Im not quite in my right senses, and then, grinning, he added: Perhaps Im not — and perhaps I am.

But, Mr Homfray, Ive been awfully worried about you, the girl said, facing him and gazing again into his pale drawn face. You disappeared, and we had an awful shock, all of us. You left me at the end of the avenue and nobody saw you again!

Well, said the young fellow, with a sorry attempt at laughing, somebody must have seen me, no doubt, or I shouldnt have been found in this precious state. What happened to me I havent the slightest notion. You see, I came up the village and went on through Welling Wood, and — well, as I went along I heard a strange cry, and in the darkness found a girl lying, under a tree. I went to her, and as I did so, she cried out to me to save her. The whole affair was unusual, wasnt it? I bent and took her up, and — the poor girl sank in my arms.

Sank? Did she die? asked the great financiers daughter.

Yes, she did.

The rector, who stood near his writing-table, exchanged glances with their pretty visitor. They were meaning glances. Old Mr Homfray was somewhat puzzled why the daughter of Purcell Sandys should be so deeply interested in his son. Yet, of course, young people will be ever young people, and deep pockets are of no account where Love is concerned. Love and Lucre have now happily been divorced in our post-war get ahead world.

But tell me, Mr Homfray, what was she like? Who could she be to be in Welling Wood at that hour?

Ah! I dont know, was the young fellows half-dazed reply. I only know what happened to me, how I dashed away to reach home and raise the alarm, and suddenly saw what appeared to be a ball of fire before me. Then I knew no more till I found myself in hospital at Pangbourne. A man, they say, found me lying near the towing-path by the Thames. I was in the long grass — left there to die, Doctor Maynard believes.

But you must have been in somebodys hands for days, his father remarked.

Yes, said the young man, I know. Though I can recollect nothing at all — distinctly. Some incidents seem to be coming back to me. I have just a faint idea of two persons — a man and a woman. They were well-dressed and lived in a big old house. And — and they made me do something. Ah! I — I cant recall it, only — only I know that the suggestion horrified me! And he gave vent to a strange cry and his eyes glared with terror at the recollection. Ah! the — the brutes — they forced me to — to do something — to—

To do what? asked the girl, taking his hand softly and looking into his pale, drawn face.

It is all a strange misty kind of recollection, he declared, staring stonily in front of him. I can see them — yes! I can see both of them — the woman — she — yes! — she held my hand while — she guided my hand when I did it!

Did what? asked Elma in a slow, calm voice, as though trying to soothe him.

I — I — I cant recollect! Only — only he died!

Died! Who died? gasped the old rector, who at the mention of the man and the woman at once wondered again whether Gordon Gray and Freda Crisp were in any way implicated. You surely did not commit — murder!

The young man seated in his chair sat for a few seconds, silent and staring.

Murder! I — yes, I saw him! I would recognise him. Murder, perhaps — oh, perhaps I — I killed him! That woman made me do it!

The rector and the pretty daughter of Purcell Sandys exchanged glances. Roddy was no doubt still under the influence of some terrible, baneful drug. Was his mind wandering, or was there some grain of truth in those misty, horrifying recollections?

Im thirsty, he said a moment later; very thirsty.

His father went out at once to obtain a glass of water, whereupon Elma, advancing closely to the young man, drew from her little bag a photograph.

Hush! Mr Homfray! Dont say a word. But look at this! Do you recognise it? she whispered in breathless anxiety.

He glanced at it as she held it before his bewildered eyes.

Why — yes! he gasped, staring at her in blank amazement. Thats — thats the girl I found in Welling Wood!


Chapter Seven.

The Girl Named Edna.
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HUSH! CRIED ELMA. Say nothing at present. And next instant the old rector re-entered with a glass of water which his son drank with avidity.

Then he sat staring straight into the fire without uttering a word.

Is your head better? asked the girl a moment later; and she slipped the photograph back into her bag.

Yes, just a little better. But it still aches horribly, Roddy replied. Im anxious to get to that spot in the wood.

To-morrow, his father promised. Its already dark now. And to-morrow you will be much better.

And Ill come with you, Miss Sandys volunteered. The whole affair is certainly most mysterious.

Yes. Neither Denton nor the doctor at Pangbourne can make out the nature of the drug that was given to me. It seems to have upset the balance of my brain altogether. But I recollect that house — the man and the woman and — and how she compelled me to do her bidding to—

To what? asked the girl.

The young mining engineer drew a long breath and shook his head despairingly.

I hardly know. Things seem to be going round. When I try to recall it I become bewildered.

Then dont try to remember, urged his father in a sympathetic voice. Remain quiet, my boy, and you will be better to-morrow.

The young fellow looked straight at the sweet-faced girl standing beside his chair. He longed to ask her how she became possessed of that photograph — to ask the dead girls name. But she had imposed silence upon him.

We will go together to the spot to-morrow, Miss Sandys, he said. People think Im telling a fairy story about the girl. But I assure you Im not. I held her in my arms and stroked her hair from her face. I remember every incident of that tragic discovery.

Very well, said the girl. Ill be here at ten oclock, and we will go together. Now remain quiet and rest, she urged with an air of solicitude. Dont worry about anything — about anything whatever, she added with emphasis. We shall clear up this mystery and bring your enemies to book without a doubt.

And with that Roddy Homfray had to be satisfied, for a few moments later she buttoned up her warm fur coat and left, while old Mrs Bentley went upstairs and prepared his bed.

His friend Denton called again after he had retired, and found him much better.

Youre pulling round all right, Roddy, he laughed. Youll be your old self again in a day or two. But what really happened to you seems a complete enigma. You evidently fell into very bad hands for they gave you a number of injections — as your arm shows. But what they administered I cant make out. They evidently gave you something which acted on your brain and muddled it, while at the same time you were capable of physical action, walking, and perhaps talking quite rationally.

Then Roddy told his chum the doctor of the weird but misty recollections which from time to time arose within him of having been compelled to act as the handsome woman had directed. Exactly what he did he could not recall — except that he felt certain that while beneath the womans influence he had committed some great and terrible crime.

Bah! my dear Roddy? laughed Denton as he sat beside the others bed. Your nerves are all wrong and awry. After those mysterious doses youve had no wonder youre upset, and your imagination has grown so vivid.

I tell you it isnt imagination! cried Roddy in quick protest. I know that the whole thing sounds utterly improbable, but — well, perhaps to-morrow — perhaps to-morrow I can give you some proof.

Of what!

Of the identity of the girl I found dying in Welling Wood.

Hubert Denton smiled incredulously, and patting his friend upon the shoulder, said:

All right, my dear fellow. Go to sleep. A good rest will do you a lot of good. Ill see you in the morning.

The doctor left and Roddy Homfray, tired and exhausted after an exciting day, dropped off to sleep — a sleep full of strange, fantastic dreams in which the sweet calm face of Elma Sandys appeared ever and anon.

Next morning at about nine oclock, when Roddy awakened to find the weather bright and crisp, he called his father, and said:

I dont want Inspector Freeman to know about what Ive told you — about the girl in Welling Wood.

Certainly not, replied the quiet old rector reassuringly. That is your own affair. They found nothing when they searched the wood for you.

Perhaps they didnt look in the right spot, remarked his son. Elma will be here at ten, and well go together — alone — you dont mind, father?

Not in the least, my boy, laughed the old man. Miss Sandys seems deeply distressed concerning you.

Does she? asked Roddy, with wide-open eyes. Do you really think she is? Or is it the mystery of the affair which appeals to her. Mystery always appeals to women in a greater sense than to men. Every mystery case in the newspapers is read by ten women to one man, they say.

Perhaps. But I think Miss Sandys evinces a real interest in you, Roddy, because you are ill and the victim of mysterious circumstances, he said.

Over the old mans mind rested the shadow of that unscrupulous pair, Gray and the woman Crisp. Had they done some of their devils work upon his beloved son? He had forgiven them their threats and their intentions, but he remained calm to wait, to investigate, and to point the finger of denunciation against them if their villainy were proved.

At ten oclock Elma Sandys arrived upon her motorcycle, which she constantly used for short distances when alone. Though in the garage her father had two big cars, and she had her own smart little two-seater in which she frequently ran up to London and back, yet she enjoyed her cycle, which she used with a fearlessness begotten of her practice during the war when she had acted as a driver in the Air Force at Oxford — one of the youngest who had taken service, be it said.

As soon as she arrived she helped Roddy into his coat, and both went down the Rectory garden, climbed the fence, walked across the paddock, and at last entered the wood with its brown frosted bracken and thick evergreen undergrowth. Through the half-bare branches, for the weather had been mild, the blue sky shone, though the wintry sun was not yet up, and as Roddy led the way carefully towards the footpath, he warned his pretty companion to have a care as there were a number of highly dangerous but concealed holes from which gravel had been dug fifty years or so ago, the gulfs being now covered with the undergrowth.

Scarcely had he spoken ere she stumbled and narrowly escaped being precipitated into a hole in which water showed deep below through the tangled briars.

Soon they reached the footpath along which he had gone in the darkness on that fatal Sunday night. He paused to take his bearings. He recognised the thick, stout trunk of a high Scotch fir, the only one in the wood. His flash-lamp had shone upon it, he remembered, just at the moment when he had heard the womans cries.

He halted, reflected for a few moments, and then struck out into the undergrowth, confident that he was upon the spot where the unknown girl had sunk dying into his arms. Elma, who watched, followed him. He scarcely spoke, so fully absorbed was he in his quest.

At last he crossed some dead and broken bracken, and said:

Here! This is where I found her!

His pretty companion halted at his side and gazed about her. There was nothing save a tangle of undergrowth and dead ferns. Above were high bare oaks swaying slowly in the wintry wind.

Well, said Elma at last. Theres nothing here, is there?

He turned and looked her straight in the face, his expression very serious.

No. There is nothing, I admit. Nothing! And yet a great secret lies here. Here, this spot, remote from anywhere, was the scene of a mysterious tragedy. You hold one clue, Elma — and I the other. And again he looked straight into her eyes, while standing on that very spot where the fair-haired girl had breathed her last in his arms, and then, after a few seconds silence, he went on: Elma! I — I call you by your Christian name because I feel that you have my future at heart, and — and I, on my part — I love you! May I call you by your Christian name?

She returned his look very gravely. Her fine eyes met his, but he never wavered. Since that first day when Tweedles, her little black Pomeranian, had snapped at him she had been ever in his thoughts. He could not disguise the fact. Yet, after all, it was a very foolish dream, he had told himself dozens of times. He was poor — very poor — a mere adventurer on lifes troublous waters — while she was the daughter of a millionaire with, perhaps, a peeress career before her.

Roddy, at last she spoke, I call you that! I think of you as Roddy, she said slowly, looking straight into his eyes. But in this matter we are very serious — both of us — eh?

Certainly we are, Elma, he replied, taking her hand passionately.

She withdrew it at once, saying:

You have brought me here for a purpose — to find traces of — of the girl who died at this spot. Where are the traces?

Well, the bracken is trodden down, as you see, he replied.

But surely that is no evidence of what you allege?

No, Elma. But that photograph which you showed me last night is a picture of her.

The girl smiled mysteriously.

You say so. How am I to know? They say that you are unfortunately suffering from delusions. In that case sight of any photograph would possibly strike a false chord in your memory.

False chord! he cried. Do you doubt this morning that I am in my sane senses? Do you doubt that which I have just said, Elma — do you doubt that I love you?

The girls cheeks flushed instantly at his words. Next second they were pale again.

No, she said. Please dont let us talk of love, Mr Homfray.

Roddy — call me that.

Well — yes, Roddy, if you like.

I do like. You told me that you thought of me as Roddy. Can you never love me? he implored.

The girl held her breath. Her heart was beating quickly and her eyes were turned away. She let him take her gloved hand and raise it fervently to his lips. Then, without answering his question, she turned her splendid eyes to his and he saw in them a strange, mysterious expression such as he had never noticed in the eyes of any woman before.

He thought it was a look of sympathy and trust, but a moment later it seemed as though she doubted him — she was half afraid of him.

Elma! he cried, still holding her hand. Tell me — tell me that you care for me a little — just a little! And he gazed imploringly into her pale face.

A little! she echoed softly. Perhaps — well, perhaps I do, Roddy. But — but do not let us speak of it now — not until you are better.

Ah! You do love me a little, he cried with delight, again raising her hand to his lips. Perhaps you think Ive not recovered from that infernal drug which my unknown enemies gave me. But I declare that to-day I am in my full senses — all except my memory — which is still curiously at fault.

Let us agree to be very good friends, Roddy, the girl said, pressing his hand. I confess that I like you very much, she admitted, but love is quite another matter. We have not known each other very long, remember.

Sufficiently long for me to know that I love you truly, and most dearly, Elma, the young man declared with keen enthusiasm.

Then the girl sighed, withdrew her hand, and begged of him to drop the subject.

I have told you that I care for you just a little, Roddy, she said. For the present let that suffice.

She was obdurate, refusing to discuss the matter further. Instead, she began to question him closely concerning the events of that fatal night.

Again he repeated them, just as they have been recorded in the foregoing pages.

Then it is evident that you were watched, she remarked. Whoever was responsible for the crime attacked you by some secret means. Then both of you were taken away.

By whom? To where? Thats the mystery! Roddy echoed blankly.

A mystery which must be fathomed. And I will help you, she said quietly.

You know the identity of the poor girl, he said. How did you come by her photograph? he asked, a question he had been dying to put to her ever since the previous evening.

She was silent.

You know more of the affair than you have admitted, Elma, he suggested in a low voice, his eyes still fixed upon her pale countenance. Is my surmise correct?

It is, she replied in a strange half-whisper. I have no actual knowledge, she hastened to add. But I have certain grim and terrible surmises.

You were anxious that my father should not see that photograph last night. Why?

Well — well, because I did not wish to — I didnt wish him to think that I was unduly exciting you by showing you the portrait, she faltered.

He looked at her, struck by her curious evasiveness.

And was there no other reason, Elma? asked the young man in deep earnestness.

Again she hesitated.

Yes. There was another reason, she replied. One that I regret I cannot at present tell you.

You refuse to satisfy my curiosity — eh?

I am compelled to refuse, she replied in a low voice.

Why?

Because, as yet, I have only suspicions and surmises. When I have proved even one of them then I shall not hesitate to tell you the truth, Roddy — a bitter and terrible truth though it may be.

Really you are most mysterious! her companion said, his face darkening.

I know I am, she answered with a queer hollow laugh.

But at least you can tell me the dead girls name?

I only know her Christian name. It is Edna.

You knew her personally?

Well — yes. I have met her.

In what circumstances?

Curious ones. Very curious ones, the girl replied. If my surmises are correct, Roddy, we are face to face with one of the strangest problems of crime that has ever arisen in our modern world, she added. But until I am able to substantiate certain facts I can tell you nothing — nothing, much as I desire to in order to place you upon your guard.

What, am I still in peril?

Yes, I believe you are — in very great peril. So beware of yet another trap which may be cunningly laid for you by those who may pose as your friends.

And the girl, taking her companions hand, gripped it between hers, and looking into his face, added:

Roddy, trust me. Dont ask me for facts which I cannot give. There are reasons — very strong reasons — that compel me for the moment to remain silent. So trust me?


Chapter Eight.

Fears and Surprises.

[image: img315.jpg]

THREE NIGHTS LATER.

Over the steps which led from the pavement in Park Lane to the front door of Mr Sandys huge white mansion an awning had been erected. The people who went by upon the motor-buses to Oxford Street or to Hyde Park Corner noted it, and remarked that Purcell Sandys was giving one of his usual parties — functions at which the smartest set in high Society attended; gatherings which were always announced by the Times on the day previous and chronicled — with the dresses worn by the female guests — on the morning following.

The huge white-painted mansion which was so well known to Londoners was to them, after all, a house of mystery. The gossip papers had told them how the famous financier — one of Englands pillars of finance — spent three hundred pounds weekly on the floral decorations of the place; how the rooms, the mahogany doors of which had silver hinges, were full of priceless curios, and how each Wednesday night the greatest musical artistes in the world were engaged to play for the benefit of his guests at fees varying from five hundred to a thousand guineas.

All this was the truth. The Wednesday night entertainments of Purcell Sandys were unique. Nobody in all the world was so lavish upon music or upon floral decorations. The grey-bearded old man, who usually wore a rather shabby suit, and habitually smoked a pipe, gave his guests the very best he could, for he loved flowers — as his great range of hot-houses at Farncombe Towers and at Biarritz testified — while good music always absorbed his senses.

Cars were constantly arriving, depositing the guests, and driving on again, while the servants in the wide, flower-decorated hall were passing to and fro, busy with the hats and coats of the men, and conducting the ladies upstairs.

Through the hall came strains of dance music from the fine ballroom at the back of the house, one of the finest in the West End of London.

At the head of the great staircase Elma, in a simple but pretty frock of pale lemon, was doing the duty of hostess, as she always did, while her father, a burly, grey-bearded, rather bluff man in a well-fitting but well-worn evening suit, was grasping the hands of his friends warmly, and welcoming them.

On the opposite side of the road, against the railings of Hyde Park, a young man was standing, watching the procession of cars, watching with wistful eyes as he stood with half a dozen others attracted by the commotion, as is always the case outside the mansions of the West End where a party is in progress.

The young man was Roddy Homfray. As a matter of fact, he had passed in a bus towards Hyde Park Corner, and seeing the awning outside Mr Sandys house, had alighted and out of sheer curiosity made his way back. At his side were two young girls of the true Cockney type, who were criticising each female guest as she arrived, and declaring what a joy it must be to be able to wear fine clothes and go to parties in a car.

Roddy was just about to turn away and cross to Waterloo to take the last train home, when among the cars he saw a fine grey Rolls in which a man and a woman were seated. Next second he craned his neck, and then crossed the road to obtain a nearer view of the pair.

Yes, he gasped aloud to himself, thats the woman. Im certain! And the man? No, Im not quite so sure. He was older, I think.

Unseen, he narrowly watched the tallish, dark-haired, clean-shaven man alight, and saw him help out his companion, who was about forty, and wore a fur-trimmed evening wrap of gorgeous brocade and a beautiful diamond ornament in her dark hair.

No! Im not mistaken! the young man muttered again to himself. Thats the woman, without a doubt. But surely she cant be a friend of Mr Sandys!

That she was, was instantly proved by the fact that she ascended the red-carpeted steps followed by her companion, and they were received within by the bowing man-servant.

He watched them disappear, and a few moments afterwards he boldly mounted the steps to the door, where his passage was at once barred by a flunkey.

I dont want to come in, said Roddy, in a low, confidential tone. Do me a favour, will you? Ill make it right with you. I want to know the names of that lady and gentleman whove this moment gone in.

The servant viewed him rather suspiciously, and replied:

Well, I dont know them myself, for I havent been here long — only a week. But Ill try to find out if youll come back, say, in a quarter of an hour.

Yes, do, urged Roddy. Its most important to me.

And then he slipped back down the steps and strolled along Park Lane, full of strange reflections.

That woman! It was the same woman of his hideous nightmare — the dark-faced woman who had held him beneath her evil influence, and forced him to commit some act against his will. But exactly what act it was he could not for the life of him recall. Sometimes he had an idea that he had been forced into the committal of a terrible crime, while at others the recollections all seemed so vague and fantastic that he dismissed them as the mere vagaries of an upset mind.

But he had found the woman. She was a friend of the Sandys! And did not Elma hold the photograph of the girl Edna, whom he had discovered in Welling Wood? The circumstances were more than strange!

A quarter of an hour later he returned to the house, and on slipping a ten-shilling note surreptitiously into the hand of the servant the latter said:

The gentlemans name is Mr Bertram Harrison, and the lady — a widow — is Mrs Freda Crisp.

Freda Crisp? he echoed aghast.

Yes. Thats the name Mr Hughes, the butler, told me, the flunkey declared.

Roddy Homfray turned away. Freda Crisp! How amazing! That was the name of the woman against whom his father had warned him. That woman was undoubtedly his enemy. Why? Could it be possible that she was Elmas enemy also? Was it possible that Elma, with the knowledge of the girl Edna, who had died in the wood and so mysteriously disappeared, suspected that handsome dark-haired woman of being implicated in the crime?

He recollected Elmas curious reticence concerning the girl, and her refusal to make any allegations before she had ascertained and proved certain facts.

He crossed the road and, halting, gazed through the railings out across the dark London park where in the distance the lights were twinkling among the bare branches. The night was cold, for a keen east wind had sprung up. He hesitated.

To remain the night in London would bring the truth no nearer, for with the gay party in progress he could not enter there in the clothes he wore. And besides, he had not yet met Elmas father. He longed to go there and watch the movements of that dark, gorgeously-dressed woman who had exercised such a strangely evil influence over him while he was in the grip of that mysterious drug. Who was she? Why had she and her companion held him in their toils for days, and then cast him aside at that remote spot by the Thames, hoping that he would die during the night?

What did it all mean?

He glanced at his watch, and saw that if he took a taxi he might just catch the last train. And this he did.

It was long after midnight when he entered the silent old Rectory and found his father bent beneath the green-shaded reading-lamp which stood on the study table.

The rector had been busy writing for hours — ever since old Mrs Bentley had cleared away his supper and wished him good-night.

Roddy, throwing off his coat, sank wearily into the wicker arm-chair before the welcome fire and took out his pipe, his father continuing writing his next Sundays sermon after briefly greeting him.

As the young man smoked, he reflected, until at last he suddenly said:

Havent you finished your work, father? Its getting very late.

Just finished — just finished, my boy! said the old man cheerily, screwing up his fountain-pen. Ive had a heavy day to-day — out visiting nearly all day. Theres a lot of sickness in the village, you know.

Yes. And the Sandys are away in town, arent they?

They went up yesterday. Mr Sandys and his daughter are always at Park Lane on Wednesdays, I understand. I saw in the paper this morning that the party to-night has a rather political flavour, for two Cabinet Ministers and their wives are to be there.

I suppose Mr Sandys must be very rich?

Immensely, they say. I heard the other day that he is one of the confidential advisers of the Chancellor of the Exchequer, and hell probably get a peerage before long, said his father. But, after all, he is not one of your modern, get-rich-quick men. Hes a real, solid, God-fearing man, who though so very wealthy does a large amount of good in a quiet, unostentatious way. Only three days ago he gave me a cheque for two hundred pounds and asked me to distribute it to the poor people at Christmas, but on no condition is his name to be mentioned to a soul. So keep the information to yourself, Roddy.

Of course I will, his son replied, puffing at his pipe.

Mr Sandys asked about you, said the rector. I am to take you to the Towers to dine one night very soon.

I shall be delighted. Old Lord Farncombe asked me when I was last at home. Dont you remember?

Of course, said his father. But how have you been feeling to-day? All right, I hope?

I feel quite right again now, replied the young man. Then, after a brief pause, he removed his pipe and looked straight across at his father as in a rather changed voice, he said: Do you recollect, dad, the other day you spoke of a certain woman, and warned me against her?

Yes, said the old rector very seriously. You recollect her name, I hope — Freda Crisp. Never forget that name, Roddy, never!

Why?

Because she is my enemy, my boy — and yours, replied the old man, in a hard, strained voice.

Why should she be? I dont know the lady.

You said that you had some recollection of her in South America, the old clergyman remarked.

It isnt the same woman.

Oh! How do you know? asked his father, glancing at him quickly.

Because Ive seen the real Freda Crisp — the woman who you say is my enemy. I saw her to-night.

Youve seen her! Where? asked Mr Homfray eagerly.

She is the woman I see in my bad dreams — those hazy recollections of the hours when I was drugged — handsome, dark-haired, middle-aged, and wears wonderful gowns.

Exactly! The description is quite correct, Roddy. But where did you see her to-night?

She is at Mr Sandys.

At Mr Sandys? gasped his father. You are surely mistaken! Freda Crisp would never have the entrée there?

But she has, father! I saw her go in — with an elderly man whose name is Bertram Harrison.

Ive never heard of him. But are you quite certain of this, Roddy? Are you positive that the woman is actually on friendly terms with Mr Sandys?

Then Roddy explained to his father exactly what had occurred, and how he had obtained the name of the handsome guest.

Well — what you tell me, my boy, utterly staggers me? the old man admitted. I never dreamed that the woman knew Purcell Sandys. I told you to beware of her, and I repeat my warning. She is a woman whose eyes are as fascinating as those of a snake, and whose hand-shake is as fatal as a poisoned dart.

Really, dad, you dont seem to like her, eh?

No, my boy, I dont. I have cause — good cause, alas! to hold her in abhorrence — as your enemy and mine!

But why? I cant understand you. Youve never spoken of her till the other day.

Because I — well, the secret is mine, Roddy.

Yours, said his son. Is it one that I may not know?

Yes. I would prefer to say nothing more, he answered briefly.

Nothing more concerning a woman who held me for days beneath her evil influence, helpless as a babe in her unscrupulous hands — a woman who compelled me to—

To what, Roddy? asked his father very quickly, and with difficulty controlling his own emotion.

To commit some crime, I fear. But I cannot tell — I cannot decide exactly what I did — or how I acted. All seems so vague, indistinct and mysterious! All I remember is that womans handsome face — that pair of dark, evil eyes!

Yes, remarked the old man in a deep voice. They are evil. The man is bad enough — but the woman is even worse.

The man Harrison?

No. Gordon Gray. You have not met him.

Perhaps I have. Perhaps he was the man with Mrs Crisp at the house where I was held in bondage — a big house standing in its own grounds — but where it is situated, I have no idea.

Perhaps, said his father reflectively. Describe him.

Roddy Homfray strove to recall the salient points of the womans male companion, and as far as his recollection went he described them.

Yes, said the rector, his grey brows knit.

It may have been Gordon Gray! But why did they make that secret attack upon you, if not in order to injure me?

Because I discovered the girl in the wood. They evidently intended to cover all traces of the crime. But how did they come to Welling Wood at all?

His father remained silent. He had said nothing of the womans secret visit to him, nor of Grays presence in the church on that Sunday night. He kept his own counsel, yet now he fully realised the dastardly trap set for his son, and how, all unconsciously, the lad had fallen into it.

Only that afternoon Doctor Denton had called, and they had taken tea together. In the course of their conversation the doctor had told him how, when in London on the previous day, he had gone to an old fellow-student who was now a great mental specialist in Harley Street, and had had a conversation with him concerning Roddys case.

After hearing all the circumstances and a close description of the symptoms, the specialist had given it as his opinion that the ball of fire which Roddy had seen was undoubtedly the explosion of a small bomb of asphyxiating gas which had rendered him unconscious. Afterwards a certain drug recently invented by a chemist in Darmstadt had, no doubt, been injected into his arms. This drug was a most dangerous and terrible one, for while it had no influence upon a persons actions, yet it paralysed the brain and almost inevitably caused insanity.

Roddy was practically cured, but the specialist had expressed a very serious fear that ere long signs of insanity would reappear, and it would then be incurable!

It was that secret but terrible knowledge of his sons imminent peril that old Mr Homfray now held. His enemies had triumphed, after all!

And this was made the more plain when three hours later he woke up to find his son in his room, chattering and behaving as no man in his senses would.

The old man rose, and with clenched fists declared aloud that he would now himself fight for his sons life and bring the guilty pair to justice.

But, alas! the old rector never dreamed how difficult would be his task, nor what impregnable defences had arisen to protect and aid those who were his enemies.

In addition Roddy, in his half-dazed condition, never dreamed of the perils and pitfalls which now surrounded the girl he so dearly loved.


Chapter Nine.

The Spiders Nest.
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TEN DAYS HAD gone by.

Gordon Gray, wearing a grey Austrian velour hat and heavy brown motor-coat, turned the car from the Great North Road into the drive which led to the front of Willowden, and alighted.

The afternoon was wet, and the drive from London had been a cold, uncomfortable one. In the hall he threw off his coat, and entering the well-furnished morning-room, rang the bell. In a few moments Claribut, respectable, white-haired and rosy-faced, entered.

Well, Jim? he asked. Whats the news at Little Farncombe — eh? Youve been there several days; what have you discovered?

Several things, replied the old crook who posed as servant. Things we didnt expect.

How? asked Gray, offering the old man a cigarette from his gold case.

Well, I went first to Pangbourne, and then to Little Farncombe. Young Homfray was taken queer again. I stayed at the Red Lion, and managed to find out all about what was going on at the Rectory. Homfrays old gardener is in the habit of taking his glass of beer there at night, and I, posing as a stranger, soon got him to talk. He told me that his young master was taken ill in the night. His brain had given way, and the village doctor called in a specialist from Harley Street. The latter cant make out the symptoms.

Probably not! growled Gray. The dose cost us a lot, so it ought not to be detected by the first man consulted.

The specialist has, however, fixed that hes suffering from a drug — administered with malicious intent, he puts it.

Whats the fools name? snapped Gray.

I dont know. My friend, the gardener, could not ascertain.

Gray gave vent to a short grunt of dissatisfaction.

Well — and what then?

The young fellow was very ill — quite off his head for three days — and then they gave him some injections which quietened him, and now hes a lot better. Nearer his normal self, I hear. And he sank into a chair by the fire.

Hm! Hell probably have a second relapse. I wonder what they gave him? I wonder if this Harley Street chap has twigged our game, Jim?

Perhaps he has.

If so, then its a jolly good job for us that I kept out of the way. Young Homfray has never seen me to his knowledge, remember. He saw you several times.

Yes, Gordon. You took precautions — as you always do. You somehow seem to see into the future.

I do, my dear Jimmie. I hope this lad doesnt recognise Freda again. He may, of course. But he doesnt know me — which is as well.

He recollects finding Edna, though.

Ah! Thats a little awkward, isnt it?

Yes, it is. He told the old sky-pilot all about it, but naturally they think his mind is unhinged and take the story with a grain of salt.

Naturally. But what else? asked the well-dressed international crook with a business-like air.

It seems that the young fellow is on the point of obtaining a concession from the Moorish Government to prospect for emeralds somewhere in the Atlas Mountains; I believe it is a place called the Wad Sus. Ever heard of it?

Yes, replied Gray, making a mental note of the region. Ive heard of some ancient mines there. But how is he obtaining the concession?

Ah! Ive had a lot of trouble to get that information, and it has cost me a pound or two. But Ive got it, laughed the old scoundrel.

Theres a friend of his who lives at Richmond, a certain Andrew Barclay, who has spent many years in Fez. It seems that young Homfray met him in Santiago last year, and by some means was able to do him a great service. In return, this man Barclay is endeavouring to obtain the concession for prospecting from the Moorish Government.

Hm! The Wad Sus region — a very wild mountainous one, inhabited by a wild desert tribe called the Touaregs, men who wear black veils over their faces to protect them from the sandstorms so prevalent in the Sahara. But Ill look it all up. Where does this man Barclay live? asked Gray.

In Underhill Road. Where that is I dont know — but, of course, it is easily found.

The master-crook drew several long whiffs at his choice Eastern cigarette.

Then, after all, it may be to our distinct advantage that Roderick Homfray recovers, Jimmie.

What! Then you think that the concession for the emerald prospecting may be worth money?

It may be worth quite a lot in the City. A rather attractive proposition — emeralds in the Sahara. I know two or three men who would take it up — providing I could bring them a properly signed and sealed concession. Emeralds are increasing in value nowadays, you know — and an emerald concession is a sound proposition. After all, the lad may yet be of considerable use to us, Jimmie.

Pity he saw Freda! remarked the wily old fellow. Jimmie, the butler was well known in Sing-Sing Prison as one of the shrewdest and cleverest of crooks and card-sharpers who had ever worked the transatlantic liners.

In the underworld of New York, Paris and London marvellous stories had been and were still told of his alertness, of the several bold coups he had made, and the great sums he had filched from the pockets of the unwary in conjunction, be it said, with Gordon Gray, alias Commander George Tothill, late of the British Navy, who was also known to certain of his pals as Toby Jackson. At Parkhurst Prison Joyous Jimmie was also well known, for he had enjoyed the English air for seven years less certain good conduct remission. But both master and man were crooks, clever cultured men who could delude anybody, who could adapt themselves to any surroundings, who knew life in all its phases, and could, with equanimity, eat a portion of oily fried fish-and-chips for their dinner or enjoy a Sole Colbert washed down with a glass of Imperial Tokay.

The pair, with a man named Arthur Porter, known to his criminal friends as Guinness — whom, by the way, Roddy had seen entering Mr Sandys house in Park Lane — and the handsome woman Freda Crisp were indeed parasites upon London society.

Their daring was colossal, their ingenuity astounding, and the ramifications of their friends bewildering.

Get me a drink, Jimmie, said the man who posed as his master. Im cold. Why the devil dont you keep a better fire than this?

The missus is out. Went to the parsons wifes tea-party half an hour ago. Mary goes to church here. Its better.

Of course it is — gives us a hall-mark of respectability, laughed Gray. Freda goes now and then. But she gives money to the old parson and excuses herself for non-attendance on Sunday mornings. Oh! my dear Jimmie! he laughed. These people want a lot of moss scraping off them, dont they — eh?

Moss! Why, its that hard, grey lichen with hairy flowers that grows on trees! They want it all scraped off, then rubbed with sandpaper and a rag and acid applied to put a bit of vim in them. Its the same over all this faded old country — thats my belief.

And yet some of them are infernally cute. That old man Homfray, for instance, hes got his eyes skinned. He doesnt forget that silly young ass Hugh Willard, you know!

No, Gordon! Dont mention him. Thats one of our failures — one of our false steps, declared Jimmie. I dont like to hear any mention of his name — nor of Hyde Park Square either.

Rot! my dear fellow! What can the old clergyman know? Nothing. Its all surmise — and what does that matter? Theres no trace, and—

And we made a profit — and a fine lot of good it did us.

It was Fredas doing. She worked it out.

I know. And, thanks to her, we are in the infernal peril we are to-day, my dear Gordon.

Peril? Bosh! What are you thinking of, Jimmie? laughed Gray. Theres not a written word.

But you know what old Homfray said to Freda — what he threatened — a witness!

Witness! laughed the good-looking man, tossing his cigarette end viciously into the fire. Dont believe it, my dear old chap. He was only trying to bluff her — and Freda knows a game worth two of that — the game we are playing with the old fools son.

A highly dangerous game — I call it! was the butlers dubious reply.

Leave that to me.

But he might recognise me, Gordon!

Rot! You wont meet him.

What about Freda?

Dont worry. The boy was so dazed by the drug that hell never recognise her again. She tried to make him believe that he himself had committed a crime. And she succeeded.

Old Homfray may have told him about us and about the Willard affair. What then?

No fear of that. Old Homfray will say nothing to his son. He wouldnt expose himself.

But Claribut shook his head in doubt.

My opinion is that were treading on very thin ice. I dont like this house — and I dont like the look of things at all.

The house is all right. Young Homfray can recollect nothing clearly after he found the girl.

Of course, his friends are laughing at this weird story of how he discovered her, said Claribut. But we dont know whether, in some way or other, his story may be corroborated. And then—

Well, even then theres no evidence to connect us with the affair. None whatever. We got them both clear away in the car, thanks to your marvellous ingenuity, Jimmie. And naturally he wonders where Edna is.

And so do two or three other people, Claribut remarked. Recollect there are some unwelcome inquiries on foot in another quarter.

I dont fear them in the least. All we have to do now is to sit tight and watch the young fellows movements. We want to ascertain what he is doing concerning that concession. We must discover that man Barclay at Richmond and find out what sort of fellow he is. I may have to approach him. We both of us know Morocco — eh, Jimmie? That little bit of gun-running helping the Moors against the Spanish was exciting enough — wasnt it?

Yes. And it brought us in big profits, too. I wish we had another slice of luck like it, Claribut agreed.

Well, we may. Who knows? Ill see what I can find out about emeralds in Morocco.

At that moment the woman Crisp came in. She was wearing a long mink coat, with a splendid blue fox around her neck and a small grey velour hat which suited her to perfection.

Hallo, Gordon! Back again. Hows Paris looking?

Looking? I was only there nine hours, just to see Françillon. Good job I went. He didnt see the risk. Hes slipped off to Switzerland. He left the Gare de Lyon at eleven this morning, and the Sûreté are now looking, for him. He got off just in the nick of time.

You came over by air, I suppose?

Yes, left Le Bourget at ten and was at Croydon just after twelve. I left the car at Croydon yesterday afternoon when I went over. Rather a bad fog over the Channel and it took us over three hours.

Did you see Milly?

Yes, called at the Continental last night and had half an hours chat with her. She seems well enough, and had booked her passage to New York from Cherbourg on the eighteenth.

And whats the latest about young Homfray? asked the handsome woman, divesting herself of her furs.

I was just discussing him with Jimmie. He seems to have unearthed one or two things while poking about at Little Farncombe.

Yes. But theres one fact that Ive discovered to-day — a very important fact, she said.

Well, whats the trouble now? asked Gray. Young Homfray is watching us!

Watching us? What do you mean? asked the man, turning pale. Has the old man told him about us?

He may have done. That we cant tell. Only I found out that the other night Homfray was watching outside Purcell Sandys house in Park Lane, and saw me go in with Arthur. He inquired our names of one of the servants.

Gad! Then hes already recognised you — eh? cried Gray. Thats horribly awkward.

It is — in many ways! We must devise some plan to close the young mans mouth.

But how, Freda?

The drug will work again in a day or two. When it does hell be a hopeless idiot and nobody will credit a word hes said.

It may work — and it may not. Jimmie says that some Harley Street fellow has been giving him injections. That looks as though the drug has been spotted — eh?

Yes, it does. But old Grunberg assured me that a reaction must set in and hopeless idiocy will be the result. At least, lets hope so.

Im not so hopeful. The lad may yet be of some use to us. Its fortunate that hes never seen me.

It is. And youd better keep away from me in London, for its evident that he is pretty shrewd, and is now constantly watchful.

I agree, growled Claribut. And he must not see me either.

No. He certainly must not, said Freda Crisp. Of course, the mystery of Edna has aroused his curiosity — which is a pity. Our only hope is that the drug will act as old Grunberg guaranteed it would. By Jove! those German chemists are devilish clever — arent they? Old Homfray has defied us, and he will very soon have cause to regret his words, as I told him he would. Yet he may, of course, risk everything and tell the police about Hugh Willard!

Oh! Dont worry at all about that, you fool! urged Gray. As long as his son lives, whether idiot or not, hell keep his mouth closed for his own sake, depend upon it?


Chapter Ten.

What Mr Sandys Knew.
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I AM VERY pleased indeed to meet your son, Mr Homfray, said the grey-bearded man in his well-worn dinner-jacket as he grasped Roddys hand in the handsome hall of Farncombe Towers.

Its awfully kind of you to say that, Mr Sandys, replied the young man, as they crossed to the great open fireplace with the blazing logs, a fireplace with carved stone over which was the time-worn escutcheon with the sea-horse rampant of the ancient Farncombe family. Its so very kind of you to invite me, the young man went on. Lord Farncombe asked me here the last time I was back in England.

You are a great traveller, I believe — are you not? Your father told me the other day about your adventures on the Amazon.

Well, laughed the young man, easy in his well-cut dinner-jacket. Im a mining engineer, you know, and we have to rough it very often.

No doubt. Some of you are the pioneers of Great Britain. Once, years ago, I accompanied an expedition up the Yukon River, and I had a very rough time of it, but it was intensely interesting.

Just now my son is interested in a concession for emerald prospecting in the Atlas Mountains, the old rector remarked. I have been going into the matter. There are some ancient workings somewhere in the Wad Sus district, from which it is said that the Pharaoh Rameses V of the Twenty-First Dynasty, and who was called Amennesu-F, obtained the magnificent gems which were among the greatest treasures of his huge palace in ancient Thebes. They were the gems which five hundred years later Ptolemy IV gave to Arsinde, the wife of Philopator — a fact which is recorded in a papyrus in the British Museum. And that was about eleven hundred years before the Christian era. The exact locality has been lost, but my son believes that from the mention of two ancient documents — one of which is in the Egyptian department at the British Museum and the other in the National Library in Paris — it can be located.

Most interesting, intensely interesting, exclaimed the honest-faced old gentleman whose name in connexion with his partner, Sir Charles Hornton, the international banker, who lived mostly in Paris, was one to conjure with in high finance. All over Europe the banking house of Sandys and Hornton was known. Next to that of the Rothschilds it was the most world famous. Old Purcells partner lived in the Avenue des Champs Elysées and had the ancient château of Livarot on the Loire, a beautiful winter villa at Cap Martin, and a house in Suffolk. Sir Charles seldom, if ever, came to London. Lady Hornton, however, frequently came, and spent a few weeks each season at Claridges or at Fawndene Court.

I hope you will be successful, not only in obtaining the concession from the Moors, Homfray, but also in locating the exact position of the ancient workings, Sandys said, turning to the young man. It should bring you a fortune, for such a business proposition is worth money even to-day when there is a slump in precious gems.

I hope to be successful, Roddy replied, when at the same moment Elma, in a pretty gown of soft pink crêpe marocain, entered the room.

Unaware of their previous friendship, Mr Sandys introduced his daughter. Roddy instantly realised the fact that her father was in ignorance of their acquaintance, therefore he greeted her with formality, a fact which secretly amused the old rector.

At dinner Roddy found himself seated on Elmas left in the fine old seventeenth-century room, with its old panelling and its four oval portraits by Lely, pictures of the dead-and-gone Farncombe beauties in wigs and patches.

Roddy and his father were the only guests, and Elma, smiling and happy, acted as hostess.

The grey-bearded old financier evinced a great interest in the rectors son, and listened to his descriptions of his wanderings up the mighty Amazon.

Presently Mr Sandys remarked:

I hear you are interested in wireless. It must be a most fascinating science. Of course, I have seen the installations on board ship, but the modern wireless telephony seems to me little short of marvellous.

Yes, to the uninitiated, remarked the young fellow with a smile. Ive been experimenting for some years, and the set I have at the Rectory is quite efficient. From it I can speak over five to six hundred miles of space.

Really? exclaimed the old gentleman, greatly interested. How very wonderful. I should like to see it.

So should I, dad, said Elma, not allowing her father to know that she was already very well acquainted with the set, for Roddy had shown her how it worked, and had given her some slight instruction in its various complications. We ought to have a set fixed here. Then we could listen to the wireless concerts, the broadcasting of news, and all that goes on in the ether — eh?

Would it be a very difficult affair to fit up a set here? inquired her father of the young man.

Not at all. You could easily stretch an aerial from a mast on one of the towers across to one of the big trees in the park, and so have a magnificent aerial. As regards cost, it all depends upon what you desire to receive. There are small sets for about five pounds, while on the large sets, which would receive everything up to nine thousand miles distant, one can spend a hundred pounds or more. Of course, you would not want to transmit — for transmission permits are only granted to those engaged in genuine research work.

No. I should only want to listen. Could you manage to instal one for me, do you think?

With the greatest of pleasure, said Roddy, delighted, while in secret Elma was equally enthusiastic. She well knew how absorbed he was in his experiments, and what pleasure he would derive from fitting up the new station.

So it was decided that Roddy should purchase a really fine seven-valve receiving-set and fix it up as soon as possible.

You are not going away just yet, I hope, said the financier laughing, at least, not until youve fixed up our wireless.

I dont expect so, was the young mans reply. As soon as my friend gets the concession through at Fez I shall go to Morocco and start to work. Ive been reading up the Wad Sus region, and it seems that the only way to reach it in safety is to join one of the camel caravans which go regularly to and fro from Mogador across the Sahara.

How interesting! declared Elma, looking very sweet and dainty. What an adventure to travel with the Arabs! Id love it. We were in Algiers for a few weeks the winter before last, and I longed to make an excursion into the desert, but father objected!

Ah! The Sahara is no place for a woman, Elma, replied the old man. And especially that district south of the Atlas where Mr Homfray is going. By the way, added Mr Sandys, turning to the young man, I hear that you havent been very well lately. Somebody said you were missing for several days. Is that so?

A slight colour rose to the young mans face, for he was at a loss for an evasive explanation.

Oh! I went away — up to London — and father grew alarmed because I hadnt told him where Id gone — thats all! he laughed, and his eyes met Elmas with a meaning look.

There the matter dropped, and all four leaving the table passed into the big drawing-room, warmed by huge wood fires blazing at each end, where coffee was served by Hughes, the stately old butler who had been in Lord Farncombes service. Indeed, when Mr Sandys purchased the Towers he took over nearly the entire staff, by which he had greatly ingratiated himself with the whole countryside.

It was a magnificent old room, oblong, with four long windows which in daytime gave beautiful vistas over the lake, the park, and dark woods beyond — a room which contained a number of valuable pieces of antique furniture, some genuine Elizabethan chairs and a Carolean day-bed, while on the walls were three pieces of almost priceless tapestry which had originally been in the historic Château of Amboise. Across the long windows heavy plush curtains were now drawn, and instead of a hundred candles in the great crystal candelabra, the beautiful old apartment with its sweet odour of pot pourri was filled with the soft glow of electricity, the lamps being hidden behind the high-up cornice.

After coffee, Elma, at her fathers request, went to the piano and King delightfully some charming French chansonettes. She had received part of her education at Versailles and spoke French fluently.

When shall you start putting up the wireless, Mr Homfray? she asked presently, turning to Roddy, while her father and the rector were discussing something concerning the parish.

As soon as I can get the apparatus, was his reply. You will, I hope, help me — eh?

And he looked straight into her fine eyes.

If you wish, she replied. But — but, she added in a low voice, you are going away to Morocco? and her lips pouted prettily.

Not yet, he assured her beneath his breath. I have no wish to go while you are here, Elma. They had contrived to be at the other end of the big room, so that they could not be overheard. But next second he spoke aloud, suggesting that she should sing another song.

No, Mr Homfray. Come, let us sit by the fire, she urged. Tell me more about your adventures in South America. Its so exciting. And they seated themselves at the further end of the room.

Elma was nothing else than a modern girl — a latchkey girl, if one liked to apply to her such an epithet. The removal of the conventions which tradition had built up around women — removed by the ardours and endurances of the war — has reorganised society. The correct behaviour of the days of Elmas mother had vanished, and instead of the chaperon — to-day as extinct as the dodo — Elma frequently took around with her her dancing partner, a good-looking young barrister named Mostyn Wynn, with whom she often danced the entire evening, he taking her home to Park Lane in the small hours of the morning. Mostyn was only a pal. He was a divine dancer, but she regarded him in much the same light as she regarded her little sharp-nosed, alert Pomeranian, Tweedles, the fiery yapper who had been the means of introducing her to Roddy Homfray.

There are a good many pessimists to-day, both men and women, in London Society who declare that its decline and fall has come because a girl has a latchkey, because she sometimes pays for a mans dinner at a restaurant, and because she takes her dancing partner about with her like a dog. They say that the delicate lights and shades of the romance of Society of the Edwardian days are no longer to be found in Mayfair or Belgravia, but those who see through modern spectacles know that the removal of those tiresome and outworn conventions was inevitable, and that dancing partners and latchkeys for women mark the renaissance of London life, rather than the decline which our pessimists who have lived in the last generation declare it to be.

Last Wednesday you were not in London, were you? remarked Roddy, as he smoked the cigarette which Elma had offered him.

No, she replied. I motored father up to Liverpool. He had some business friends coming from New York, so we didnt give our usual party.

But on the previous Wednesday you did, and you had among your guests a Mrs Crisp.

Yes, Freda Crisp. Do you know her? Isnt she awfully jolly?

I only know her by sight, Elma. What do you know of her? Tell me, he asked, lowering his voice again.

Oh! not really very much. Her friend, Mr Bertram Harrison, is a business friend of fathers. They are, I believe, carrying on some negotiations concerning a company in Marseilles.

But Mrs Crisp. How did you come to know her?

Why?

Because I am very interested, Roddy said, deeply in earnest.

Lady Hornton, the wife of fathers partner, introduced us when I was staying at Fawndene Court, their place in Suffolk, about six months ago. Mr Harrison came there to dine and sleep. But Freda never fails nowadays to come to our party, and she has hosts of friends in town.

Where does she live? he asked eagerly.

At a big old house called Willowden, beyond Welwyn, on the Great North Road.

The young man made a mental note of the address. Could it have been to that house he had been taken? If he saw it again possibly he would remember it.

Why are you so inquisitive about her? asked the girl.

For several reasons, he replied. I was once warned against her, Elma. And I would repeat the warning to you, he said, looking straight into the beautiful eyes of the girl he loved so deeply.

But why? she asked, staring at him. Freda is an awfully good friend of mine?

Has she ever been down here?

No. Weve always met in town.

Has she ever asked about this place — about Little Farncombe — or about myself?

No, never. Why?

Roddy hesitated. Then he answered:

Oh! well, I thought she might be a little inquisitive — thats all? He did not tell her that it was his father, the rector, who had declared her to be a woman of a very undesirable type. It was that womans handsome, evil face that ever and anon arose in his dreams. She was the woman under whose influence he had acted against his will, utterly helpless while beneath her dominating influence and only half-conscious in his drugged state.

And such a woman was Elmas friend!

Do you know anything of Mr Harrison? Roddy asked, whereupon she replied that she did not know much about him, but that her father would know. Then she called across to him:

I say, dad, what do you know about Bertram Harrison — Freda Crisps friend?

At mention of the latter name the rectors face changed.

Bertram Harrison? echoed the great financier. Oh! He is partner in a French financial house. Hornton is having some business with him. Mrs Crisp is a relative of his — his sister, I believe. Why do you ask?

The rector sat silent and wondering.

Mr Homfray knows Mrs Crisp, and has just asked me about Mr Harrison.

Oh! you know Freda, do you? exclaimed Mr Sandys, addressing the young man. A very intelligent and delightful woman, isnt she? She has been a wonderful traveller.

Yes, replied Roddy faintly. I — well, I was surprised when I knew that she was a frequent visitor at Park Lane.

Why?

For certain reasons, Mr Sandys, was the young mans hard reply, certain private reasons.

You dont like her, thats evident, laughed the grey-bearded man.

No, I dont, was Roddys blunt answer, as his eyes met those of his father.

Well, shes always most charming to me? declared Elma.

And she has never mentioned me? he asked. Are you quite sure?

Never?

Of course, I only know her through Harrison, Mr Sandys said. He introduced her to my partner, Sir Charles Hornton, whose wife, in turn, introduced her to Elma. She comes to our parties and seems to be very well known, for Ive seen her in the Park once or twice with people who move in the best circles.

I know youll pardon me, Mr Sandys, Roddy said, but I merely asked your daughter what she knew of her. Please do not think that I wish to criticise your friends.

Of course not, laughed the financier. All of us at times make social mistakes, especially men in my own walk of life. I am frequently compelled to entertain people whose friendship I do not desire, but whom I have to tolerate for purely business purposes. But, by the way, he added, I should much like to hear more concerning this concession in Morocco in which you are interested. Shall you be in London to-morrow? If so, will you look in and see me about noon in Lombard Street?

Certainly, replied Roddy with delight, and half an hour later father and son walked back through the frosty night to the Rectory.

On the way Roddy referred to the conversation concerning the woman Crisp, but his father remained pensive and silent.

He merely remarked:

I had no idea that that woman was friendly with Miss Sandys.

Next day at the hour appointed Roddy passed through the huge swing doors in Lombard Street which bore a great brass plate with the inscription: Sandys and Hornton, and a commissionaire at once conducted him up in the lift to Mr Purcell Sandys private room.

The elderly man was seated smoking a cigar by the fire of the big apartment which, with its red Turkey carpet and large mahogany table, was more like a comfortable dining-room than a business office. He welcomed his visitor to an arm-chair and at once pushed over a box of cigars.

Then, when Roddy had lit one, he rose, and standing astride upon the hearthrug, he looked at him very seriously and said:

I really asked you here, Homfray, to put a question to you — one which I trust you will answer with truth.

Certainly I will, the young man replied frankly.

The old man fixed him with his deep-set eyes, and in a strange voice put to him a question which caused him to gasp.

A young girl named Edna Manners has mysteriously disappeared. You know something concerning the affair! Tell me, what do you know?


Chapter Eleven.

The House of Mystery.
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IN AN INSTANT Roddy recovered himself. He saw that if he repeated the story of finding the girl in Welling Wood he would not be believed. And if Mr Sandys did not believe the strange truth, he would likewise not believe in his bona fides concerning the hoped-for concession in Morocco. He therefore pursued a rather injudicious policy of evasion.

I know no girl named Edna Manners, he replied.

The old gentleman moved uneasily and grunted in dissatisfaction.

You did not tell me the truth last night concerning your disappearance, he said severely. Why?

The less known about my strange adventure the better, Mr Sandys, was the young mans reply.

Then you did have a curious adventure, eh? Ive heard some rather strange rumours.

Rumours which I suppose are more or less true, Roddy admitted. But, pardon me, Mr Sandys, the affair is now all over. I was ill at the time, but now I am quite well again, and I have no desire to recall the past. It upsets me. Therefore I know that you will forgive me.

Certainly, certainly, my dear young friend. I quite understand. Ive heard that youve been suffering — well — from a nervous breakdown, they say. Denton had a specialist down to see you. Of course Im wrong in trying to question you when you are not in a fit state. I admit it. It is I who should ask your forgiveness, Homfray. The young man smiled, glad to have extricated himself from a rather delicate situation.

There is nothing to forgive, he answered. But one day, and very soon perhaps, I shall require your assistance, Homfray, the grey-bearded financier said, looking at him very earnestly. I shall want you to help me to discover what has become of that young girl. You tell me you dont know. But perhaps you may be aware of facts which may give us a clue to what actually happened to her.

Those words of his made it clear that it was not Elma who had told him about the tragic discovery in Welling Wood. He had learnt it from some other source — possibly from the current village gossip. In any case, Elma had not told her father the strange truth, and for that Roddy was indeed thankful.

Those words of Purcell Sandys, however, struck him as very strange; certainly they showed that his questioner believed that he knew more about the mysterious Edna Manners — whoever she had been — than he had admitted.

I take it that you are deeply interested in the young lady who is missing? Roddy remarked, hoping to elicit something concerning the girl, especially as Elma had the girls photograph in her possession.

Yes, I am, was the others abrupt reply. She must be found — and at all hazards, for much depends upon it.

Where was she last seen?

On the platform at Waterloo Station on a Sunday morning — the day when you also disappeared. She was with a gentleman whose description I have, and whom we must find. I have already a very reliable firm of private inquiry agents at work, and that much they have already discovered. Whether the pair took train from Waterloo is not known. And taking a paper from a drawer which he unlocked he read a minute description of a middle-aged, clean-shaven, well-dressed man, to which Roddy listened.

Ah! he said at last. I know of nobody who answers to that description. And he spoke the truth.

The fact, however, that Elmas father had engaged detectives was rather perturbing. They might discover the secret of his love for Elma! That secret both were determined, for the present, to conceal.

Half an hour later Roddy walked back along Lombard Street, that bustling thoroughfare of bankers and financiers, full of grave reflections. If he could only recollect what had happened during that period of half-oblivion, then he would be able to act with fearlessness and come to grips with his enemies.

He remembered that on the previous night he had learnt where Freda Crisp lived — a house called Willowden, on the high road beyond Welwyn. Therefore after a sandwich at the refreshment bar at Kings Cross station he took train, and half an hour later alighted at Welwyn station.

Directed by a butchers boy, he walked for about a mile along the broad high road until he came to the house — a large old-fashioned one standing back amid a clump of high fir trees, with a tennis lawn and large walled garden on the left. The green holland blinds were down, and apparently the place was temporarily closed, a fact which gave him courage to approach nearer.

As he did so the chords of his memory began to vibrate. He could remember at last! He recollected quite distinctly walking on the lawn. In a flash it all came back to him! There was a gate which led into a small rose garden. He looked for it. Yes! There it was! And the grey old sundial! He recollected the quaint inscription upon it: I mark ye Time; saye Gossip dost thou so. Yes, the weather-beaten old dial was there beside a lily pond with a pretty rock garden beyond.

He stood peering eagerly through a crack in the old moss-grown oak fence, his vista being limited. But it sufficed to recall to his be-dimmed memory some details, sharp and outstanding, of the interior of that old Georgian house, its plan and its early Victorian furnishings. In the days he had spent there he had wandered aimlessly in and out. He knew that the two French windows, which he could see, opening on to a veranda and giving out upon the leaf-strewn lawn, were those of the drawing-room. The old-fashioned furniture he remembered was covered with glazed chintz with a design of great red roses and green peacocks. In the centre was a large settee upon which the Woman of Evil had often sat beside him, holding his hand and talking to him in domineering tones, while her elderly male companion sat in a high-backed grandfather chair beside the fire, smoking and smiling.

Mostly, however, he had spent his time in an upstairs room which had once been a nursery, for it had iron bars at the window. His eyes sought that window — and he found it!

Ah! in that room he had spent many dreary hours; his mind filled with weird and horrible visions — shadowy pictures which seemed bent on driving him to insanity.

For fully a quarter of an hour he remained in the vicinity, his eyes strained on every side, and gradually recovering his normal memory.

When, however, he tried to recall that night when he had acted under the overbearing influence of the woman Crisp he, alas! failed — failed utterly. Perhaps if he could get sight of the interior of the room in which he was victimised he might remember, but strive how he would all he could recall was but misty and unreal.

At last he turned from the house, half-fearful lest his presence there might be known, yet gratified that the place was shut up.

Had the woman and her companion left? Had they taken fright and flown?

He walked back to the station, but ere he had arrived at Kings Cross he found that his recollection was becoming fainter, until it was just as hazy as before. Only when his eyes were fixed upon the scene of his mysterious bondage did his memory return to him.

Yet he had satisfactorily cleared up one important point. He had fixed the house to which he had been secretly conveyed. Had the girl Edna Manners been taken there also? Perhaps her body had afterwards been concealed. Recollection of his mysterious discovery caused him to shudder. The girls appeal to him to save her still sounded in his ears, while the vision of that pale, still countenance often rose before him.

Next day, and the next, he was busy purchasing the wireless set which he had promised to obtain for Mr Sandys — a seven-valve Marconi set with a double note-magnifier, a microphone relay and a loud-speaking telephone. This, with coils taking every wavelength from one hundred to twenty-five thousand metres, completed one of the best and most sensitive sets that had been invented.

Adjoining the morning-room in the east wing of Farncombe Towers was a small ante-room, and into this he proceeded to instal the apparatus, aided of course by Elma. Mr Sandys had gone to Paris to consult with his partner, therefore the young pair had the place to themselves.

The local builder at Roddys orders put up a mast upon the tower immediately above the room they had chosen, and the young man having constructed the double-line aerial a hundred feet long and put many insulators of both ebonite and porcelain at each end, the long twin wires were one morning hoisted to the pole, while the other end was secured in the top of a great Wellingtonia not far from the mansion. The lead-in cable, known to naval wireless men as the cow-tail, was brought on to a well-insulated brass rod which passed through the window-frame and so on to the instruments, which Roddy set up neatly in an American roll-top desk as being convenient to exclude the dust.

Making a wireless earth proved an amusing diversion to both. Elma, who had read a book about wireless, suggested soldering a wire to the water tap; but Roddy, who had bought his experience in wireless after many months and even years of experiment, replied:

Yes. Thats all very well for an amateur earth, but weve put up a professional set, and we must make a real earth.

The real earth consisted, first, of digging three deep holes about four feet deep and three feet long under the aerial. This necessitated the use of a pickaxe borrowed from the head gardener, for they had to dig into chalk.

Elma proved herself an enthusiastic excavator and very handy with the shovel, and after a heavy afternoons work she wheeled a barrowful of coke from the palm-house furnace, and Roddy carefully placed a zinc plate in a perpendicular position into each hole and surrounded it with coke which, absorbing the moisture, would always keep the zinc damp, and hence make a good earth connexion. These three plates having been put in directly beneath the aerial wires, they were connected by soldered wires, and before darkness set in the earth-wire was brought in and connected up to the set.

Afterwards, in order to make certain of his earth — usually one of the most neglected portions of a wireless installation, by the way — he took a large mat of fine copper gauze which he had bought in London, and soldering a lead to it spread it across the grass, also beneath the aerial.

Elma watched it all in wonderment and in admiration of Roddys scientific knowledge. She had read the elementary book upon wireless, but her lover, discarding the directions there set down, had put in things which she did not understand.

And now will it really work? asked the girl, as together they stood in the little room where upon the oak writing-desk the various complicated-looking pieces of apparatus had been screwed down.

Lets try, said Roddy, screwing two pairs of head-phones upon two brass terminals on one of the units of the apparatus.

Elma took one pair of telephones, while Roddy placed the others over his ears. His deft fingers pulled over the aerial switch, whereupon the nine little tubular electric lights instantly glowed, each of them three inches long and about the size of a chemical test-tube. They gave quite a pretty effect.

Thanks, Cox! came a voice, loud and distinct. I could not get you clearly until now. I understand that your position is about half-way across the Channel and that visibility is rather bad. Le Bourget reported when you left. Righto! Croydon, switching off!

Splendid! Elma cried. Just fancy, within a day you have fitted up wireless for us, so that we can actually hear telephony on the Paris airway!

That was my friend Luger talking to the Paris-London mail-plane. Probably well have Tubby next.

Whos Tubby?

Oh! The one-time boy scout who is an operator in the hut at Croydon aerodrome and who climbs the masts, fits the switch-board, and does all the odd jobs. Sometimes the jobs are very odd, for he makes the wheels go round when other people give it up. Listen again. The hour has just struck. Tubby may now come on duty.

Again they placed the telephones over their ears, but beyond a few faint dots and dashes— spark signals from ships at sea and harmonies at that — there was nothing. The mysterious voice of Croydon was silent.

Suddenly they heard a kind of wind whistle in the telephones, and another voice, rather high-pitched, said:

Hulloa! G.E.A.Y.! Hulloa, Cox! Croydon calling. Please give me your position. Croydon over.

Thats Tubby, laughed Roddy. I thought hed come on duty for the last watch.

Marvellous! declared the pretty girl, still listening intently.

Then she heard a faint voice reply:

Hulloa, Croydon! G.E.A.Y. answering. I am just over Boulogne; visibility much better. Thanks, Tubby! Switching off.

Roddy removed the telephones from his ears, and remarked:

I hope your father will be interested.

He will, Im certain. Its topping, the girl declared, but its rather weird though.

Yes — to the uninitiated, he replied. Then, glancing at his wrist-watch, he said: Its time that New Brunswick began to work with Carnarvon. Let us see if we can get the American station.

He changed the small coils of wires for ones treble their size, and having adjusted them, they both listened again.

There he is! Roddy exclaimed. Sending his testing Vs in Morse. Do you hear them — three shorts and one long?

In the phones the girl could hear them quite plainly, though the sending station was across the Atlantic.

Then the signals stopped. Instantly the great Marconi station gave the signal go. And Roddy, taking up a pencil, scribbled down the first message of the series, a commercial message addressed to a shipping firm in Liverpool from their New York agent concerning freights, followed, with scarce a pause, by a congratulatory message upon somebodys marriage — two persons named Gladwyn — and then a short Press message recording what the President had said in Congress an hour before.

Theyll keep on all night, remarked Roddy, with a smile. But so long as the set works, thats all I care about. I only hope your father will be satisfied that Ive tried to do my best.

Really the marvels of wireless are unending! Elma declared, looking into her lovers strong, manly face. You said that the broadcast would come on at eight. Stay and have something to eat, and let us listen to it.

Ah! Im afraid Id—

Afraid! Of course not! she laughed merrily, and ringing the bell she told Hughes, who answered, that Mr Homfray would stay to dinner.

The latter proved a cosy tête-à-tête meal at which the old butler very discreetly left the young couple to themselves, and at eight they were back in the newly fitted wireless-room where, on taking up the telephones, they found that the concert broadcasted from London had already begun. A certain prima donna of world-wide fame was singing a selection from Il Trovatore, and into the room the singers voice came perfectly.

Roddy turned a switch, and instead of the music being received into the phones it came out through the horn of the loud speaker, and could be heard as though the singer was actually in the house and not forty-five miles away.

And they sat together for yet another hour enjoying the latest wonders of wireless.


Chapter Twelve.

Rex Rutherfords Prophecy.
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AT THE RECTORY Roddy sat in his own wireless-room until far into the night, fitting a complete wireless receiving-set into a small cigar-box. The one he had fitted into a tin tobacco-box was efficient in a sense, but the detector being a crystal it was not sufficiently sensitive to suit him.

The one he was constructing was of his own design, with three valves — as the little wireless glow-lamps are called — the batteries and telephones being all contained in the box, which could easily be carried in the pocket together with a small coil of wire which could be strung up anywhere as an aerial, and as earth a lamp post, a pillar-box, or running water could be used.

It was nearly three oclock in the morning before he had finished assembling it, and prior to fixing it in the box he submitted it to a test. Opening the window of his wireless-room he threw the end of the coil of wire outside. Then going out into the moonlight, he took the ball insulator at the end of the wire and fixed it upon a nail he had driven in the wall of the gardeners potting-shed some time before.

Then, having stretched the wire taut to the house, he went back and attached it to one of the terminal screws of the little set upon which he had been working for many days. The earth-wire of his experimental set he joined up, and then putting on the phones listened intently.

Not a tick!

He slowly turned the ebonite knob of the condenser, but to no avail. Raising the wavelength brought no better result. Was it yet another failure? As an experimenter in radio he was used to failures, so it never disheartened him. Failure in prospecting was the same as failure in wireless. He received each rebuff complacently, but with that air of dogged perseverance of which success is ever born.

Strange! he remarked aloud. It certainly should give signals.

Then he examined the underside of the sheet of ebonite on which the various units were mounted, valves, condensers, etc, when at last he discovered a faulty connexion on the grid-leak. The latter will puzzle the uninitiated, but suffice it to say that so delicate is wireless receiving that over a line drawn by a lead pencil across paper or ebonite with a two-inch scratch in it filled with pencil dust the electric waves will travel. The connexion was not complete at one end. He tightened the little terminal, and suddenly came the expected high-pitched dots and dashes in the Morse code.

Ah! Stonehaven! he remarked. Then, by turning the knob of the condenser, a sharp rippling sound was brought in — the automatic transmission from Cologne to Aldershot at seventy words a minute.

Backwards and forwards he turned the condenser, and with a second knob altered the wavelength of his reception, first tuning in ships in the Channel signalling to their controlling station at Niton, in the Isle of Wight, or the North Foreland; then Leafield, in Oxfordshire, could be heard transmitting to Cairo, while Madrid was calling Ongar, and upon the highest wavelength the powerful Marconi station at Carnarvon was sending out a continuous stream of messages across the Atlantic.

Suddenly, as he reduced his wavelength below six hundred metres, he heard a mans deep voice call:

Hulloa, 3.V.N. Hulloa! This is 3.A.Z. answering. What I said was the truth. You will understand. Tell me that you do. It is important and very urgent. 3.A.Z. changing over.

Who 3.A.Z. was, or who 3.V.N., Roddy did not at the moment know without looking up the call-letters in his list of experimental stations. The voice was, however, very strong, and evidently high power was being used.

He listened, and presently he heard a voice much fainter and evidently at a considerable distance, reply:

Hulloa, 3.A.Z. This is 3.V.N. answering. No, I could not get you quite clearly then. Remember, I am at Nice. Kindly now repeat your message on a thousand metres. 3.V.N. over.

Quickly Roddy increased his wavelength to a thousand metres, which he swiftly tested with his wave-metre, a box-like apparatus with buzzer and little electric bulb. Suddenly through the ether came the words even more clearly than before:

Hulloa, 3.V.N. at Nice! Hulloa! This is 3.A.Z. repeating. I will repeat slowly. Please listen! 3.A.Z. repeating a message. Andrew Barclay leaves London to-morrow for Marseilles, where he will meet Mohamed Ben Azuz at the Hôtel Louvre et Paix. Will you go to Marseilles? Please reply. 3.A.Z. over.

Roddy held his breath. Who could possibly be warning somebody in the south of France of his friend Barclays departure from Victoria to interview the Moorish Minister of the Interior regarding the concession?

Again he listened, and yet again came the far-off voice, faint, though yet distinct:

3.V.N. calling 3.A.Z.! Thanks, I understand. Yes. I will go by next train to Marseilles. Is Freda coming? 3.V.N. over.

Yes. Freda will come if you wish it, replied the loud, hard voice. 3.A.Z. calling 3.V.N. Over.

Hulloa, 3.A.Z. From 3.V.N. Thanks. Shall expect Freda, but not by same train. Tell Jimmie to be on the alert. Ill explain to Freda when I see her. Good-night, old man. Good-bye. 3.V.N. closing down.

Quickly Roddy searched his list of amateur call-signs, but he could not find either 3.A.Z. or 3.V.N. They were evidently false signs used by pre-arrangement, but by persons who, strangely enough, knew of his friend Barclays journey on the morrow!

And Freda? Could it be Freda Crisp who had been indicated? Why was she going south also — but not by the same train?

After an hours sleep young Homfray, much mystified, rose, dressed, and taking out his motorcycle, started up the long high road to London.

On the platform at Victoria as early as half-past eight oclock he awaited his friend Barclay. Presently he came, a ruddy, round-faced, rather short little man of fifty, who was a thoroughgoing cosmopolitan and who had dabbled in concessions in all parts of the world.

Hulloa, Homfray! he exclaimed, looking at the muddy condition of his friends motor clothes. I didnt expect you to come to see me off.

No, replied the young man rather hesitatingly, but the fact is I have come here to warn you.

Warn me! Of what? asked his friend in surprise.

Then Roddy explained, and repeated what the mysterious voice from the void had said.

Both speaker and listener were disguised under false call-signs, he went on. Hence it is highly suspicious, and I felt it my duty to tell you.

Andrew Barclay was puzzled. The porter was placing his bags in a first-class compartment of the boat train, which was crowded with people going holiday-making abroad. Loud-voiced society women commanded porters, and elderly men stalked along to the carriages following their piles of baggage. The eight-forty Paris service is usually crowded in summer and winter, for one gets to Paris by five, in time for a leisurely dinner and the series of trains which leave the Gare de Lyon in the region of nine oclock.

Just repeat all you said, Roddy, will you? asked the man in the heavy travelling coat.

The young fellow did so.

Freda? Thats a rather unusual name. Has it anything to do with that woman Freda Crisp you told me about? What do you think?

I believe it has.

Barclay was aware of all the strange experiences of the shrewd young mining engineer. Only three days after his return to Little Farncombe he had gone down to the quiet old country rectory and listened to his friends story.

In this concession to work the ancient mines in the Wad Sus he was equally interested with his young friend in whom he believed so implicitly, knowing how enthusiastic and therefore successful he had been in his prospecting expeditions up the Amazon.

The big portable luggage-vans — those secured by wire hawsers which are slung on to the mail-boat and re-slung on to the Paris express — had been locked and sealed with lead, as they always are. The head guards whistle blew, and Barclay was about to enter the train, when Roddy said:

Do take care! Theres more in this than either of us suspect. That woman Crisp! Beware of her. You will see her in due course at your hotel. Be careful. Good-bye — and good luck!

The train moved out around the bend. The young fellow in his wet, muddy overalls stood for a moment gazing at the rear van. Should he watch for the departure of the woman? No. She might see him. Better that he should remain in apparent ignorance. So he went out, remounted his cycle, and headed away back over Putney Bridge and through crooked Kingston, Cobham, and down the steep hill in Guildford towards home.

Freda! That name was burned into his brain like the brand of a red-hot iron. Freda — the woman who had held him beneath her strange, inexplicable spell during his bondage at the remote old country house near Welwyn.

But why? Why should his father have warned him against her? His father, a most honest, upright, pious man to whom he had always looked for leadership — the road-builder to the perfect life, as he had always regarded him. No man in the world is perfect, but Norton Homfray had, to say the least, tried to live up to the standard laid down by the Holy Writ.

Had he had faults in his past life, his son wondered? Every man has faults. Were those faults being concealed by his father — the pater upon whom he doted and to whom when away he wrote so regularly, with all his most intimate news, though mails might leave very intermittently, as they do from the back of beyond, where prospectors carry on their work with hammer and microscope.

Then, as he rode along in the grey, damp winter morning, he reflected.

The whole situation was most puzzling. He loved Elma with a fierce all-consuming affection. She was his only beacon in his eager, strenuous life.

A week went by. He anxiously awaited news from Andrew Barclay, but the latter sent no word. He was, without doubt, negotiating with the Moorish Minister of the Interior, who was at that moment visiting France, and who was his personal friend.

But Roddy could not rid himself of the recollection of that strange conversation by radio-telephone — the request that Freda should go south. He had taken another journey out to Welwyn in order to ascertain if the woman was still at Willowden, but had found the house still closed and apparently without a caretaker. Had he been able to get a view of the back of the premises he would, no doubt, have noticed the well-constructed wireless aerial, but it was completely hidden from the road, and as during his enforced sojourn in the place he had never seen it, he remained in ignorance of its existence.

At Farncombe Towers Mr Sandys, when he returned home, had expressed himself highly delighted with the wireless set which the rectors son had installed, and on two successive evenings sat with Elma intensely interested in listening to broadcasted concerts and news.

Three nights later Elma and her father, having been to the first night of a new revue, had had supper at the Savoy, and passing into the lounge, sat down to their coffee, when an elderly, clean-shaven, rather tall man, accompanied by a well-dressed, shorter, but good-looking companion, both in well-cut evening clothes, suddenly halted.

Hulloa, Harrison! exclaimed the grey-bearded financier to the man who bowed before Elma and greeted her.

Not often we see you here, Mr Sandys! replied the man, evidently surprised. Then he begged leave to introduce his companion, Mr Rex Rutherford.

Elma smiled as the stranger expressed delight at meeting her father and herself.

Your name is very well known to me, as to everybody, Mr Sandys, said the dark-eyed man pleasantly, as they both took chairs which the financier offered them, at the same time ordering extra coffee. Though Im an American, I live mostly in Paris, and I met your partner, Sir Charles, there quite recently.

I shouldnt have thought you were an American, remarked Elma. We in England expect every United States citizen to speak with an accent, you know.

Well, Miss Sandys, I suppose Im one of the exceptions. My father and mother were British. Perhaps that accounts for it, he laughed, lighting a cigar.

Mr Rutherford is more of a Parisian than American, Miss Sandys, declared the man, Bertram Harrison. And then they began to chat about the new revue, which Elma described enthusiastically as a great success, while Rex Rutherford sat listening to her, evidently filled with admiration of her sweetness and remarkable beauty.

Elma presently inquired of Mr Harrison if he had seen Mrs Crisp lately.

No. Shes gone to Switzerland, was his reply.

Im thinking of going across to Florida very soon to spend the winter at Palm Beach. I was there last year, remarked Rutherford. Ever been there, Mr Sandys?

Never, replied Elmas father. I must try it one winter. Ive heard so much about it. Are you in London for long?

Only for a week or so on a matter of business. Im at the Carlton, but I expect very soon to get back to Paris again.

And so the conversation drifted on, both men well-bred and of charming manner, until the lights were lowered as sign that the restaurant was closing.

The pair saw Mr Sandys and his daughter into their limousine, and then walked together along the Strand.

Well, how did it work? asked the man Harrison eagerly.

Excellent, declared Gordon Gray, for it was he who had been introduced as Rex Rutherford. Weve taken a step in the right direction to-night. It only shows you what can be done by watchfulness. But, oh! the girl! Lovely, isnt she?

Yes, but I hope, my dear Gordon, youre not going to lose your head to a woman! Weve other fish to fry with the old man — remember!

Lose my head to a woman! cried Gray, halting beneath the street lamp and looking at him with his dark eyes. No, my dear fellow, I never do that. Its the woman who loses her head to me! You told me once that she dances well, didnt you? Well, the day will come when she will dance to any tune that I choose to play!


Chapter Thirteen.

The Hidden Ear.
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NO, DICK! A trifle farther this way, whispered Freda Crisp, who with a piece of string had been measuring the blank wall of the sparely-furnished hotel sitting-room.

Do you think so? I dont, replied a lean, well-dressed, rather striking-looking man of middle-age, who held in his hand a steel gimlet, nearly two feet in length, such as is used by electricians to bore holes through walls and floors to admit the passage of electric-lighting wires.

Slip out and measure again, urged the woman, who was wearing a simple blouse and a navy-blue skirt which looked rather shabby in the grey afternoon light. It wont do to be much out.

The man, whom she had addressed as Dick, carefully opened the door of the room a little way, peered out into the corridor, and waited. There being no sign of anyone stirring — for hotels are usually most quiet at about half-past three in the afternoon — he slipped out. He took the string and, stooping to the floor, measured from the lintel of the door to the dividing wall of the next room.

Twice he did so, and then made a knot in the string, so that there should be no further mistake.

On creeping back to where the woman awaited him, he said:

You were quite right, Freda. Now lets get to work.

So saying, he again measured the distance from the door, being on his knees the while. Then, still on his knees and taking the long gimlet, he screwed it into the plaster and worked hard until the steel slowly entered the wall, driving a small hole through it and at the same time throwing out a quantity of white dust upon the floor.

Its through? he exclaimed presently, and withdrawing the tool, placed his eye to the small round hole.

Excellent. Now well take the wires through.

Again the man, Dick Allen, opened the door noiselessly, and creeping out with a coil of twin wires, unrolled it from his hand and, as he went down the corridor, placed it beneath the edge of the strip of thick green carpet, and into a sitting-room four doors along.

He laid the two twisted wires still beneath the carpet, and carrying them behind a heavy settee, he took from his pocket what looked like a good-sized nickel-plated button. The front of it was, however, of mica, a tiny brass screw set in the centre. To it he carefully attached the fine silk-covered wires, tightening the screw securely. Then, taking a big safety-pin from his pocket, he attached the button to the back of the settee, where it was completely hidden.

The microphone-button hung there as a hidden ear in that luxuriously-furnished room.

When he returned to his companion he found that she had already driven in a tin-tack, around which she had twisted the two wires. To pass the wires beneath the door was impossible, as they would have to run over a long stretch of stone and somebody might trip over them.

Afterwards she put on her hat and fur coat, and the pair left the big Hôtel du Parc and strolled down the wide, bustling boulevard, the Rue Noailles, in that great city of commerce, Marseilles. The hotel they had left was not so large nor so popular as the great Louvre et Paix, which is perhaps one of the most cosmopolitan in all the world, but it was nevertheless well patronised. At the Louvre most travellers passing to and from India and the Far East stay the night, after landing or before embarking, so that it is an establishment with a purely cosmopolitan clientèle. But the Parc was a quieter, though very aristocratic hotel, patronised by British peers and wealthy Americans on their way to the Riviera or the East, and also by foreign potentates when landing in Europe.

The truth was that when the Moorish Minister of the Interior — the white-bearded old Moslem who had come over on an informal visit to the French President — arrived in Marseilles accommodation could not be found for him at the Louvre et Paix. So he had naturally gone to the Parc, where the best suite had been placed at his disposal by the officials at the Quai dOrsay.

News of this had reached Dick Allen on his arrival from Nice, and Freda, posing as an English society woman, had taken another suite for the purpose of keeping observation upon the old Moorish Minister, whom his English friend Barclay had arrived in Marseilles to visit.

Already it was nearly five oclock, so the woman Crisp and her companion strolled along to the big Café de lUnivers in the Cannebière, where they sat outside over their apéritifs, well satisfied with their preparations.

When I dined at the Louvre et Paix last night I sat close to Barclay. The old Moor was with him, and I distinctly heard Barclay say that he would call at the Parc at nine to-night. The old Moor looks very picturesque in his native costume with his turban and his white burnous.

Marseilles is so cosmopolitan that one meets almost as many costumes here in the Cannebière as on the Galata Bridge at Constantinople, laughed Freda. Nobody here takes any notice of costume. Besides, all the Arab business men from Algeria and Tunis who come over wear the same Arab dress. In any other city they would be conspicuous, but not here.

Dick Allen, a clever crook, by the way, who had been in many intricate little affairs as the accomplice of Gordon Gray, Porter, Claribut and Freda, remained silent for a moment or two.

A Moorish costume would be a jolly good disguise one day, wouldnt it? Ive never thought of that before, Freda, he said.

Providing you knew a few words of Arabic and could speak French fairly well, the woman answered.

The first I could easily pick up. The second I can already do fairly well. Just a little staining of the face, hands and hair, and the transformation would be complete. Ill remember that for the future.

Yes, my dear Dick. One day it might be very handy — if the police were very hot on the track. You could pose as an Algerian fruit merchant, or something of the sort, while theyd be looking for the Englishman, Dick Allen?

Both laughed. Each had their reminiscences of being hard pressed and having to exercise their keenest wits to elude their pursuers.

What youve told me about that old parson in England rather worries me, said the man. What can he know about Hugh?

Nothing, my dear Dick. Dont worry. Its all bluff! Leave it to Gordon. He directs everything. He wriggled out in the past, and hell do it again.

Thats all very well. But I tell you Im not so sure. Jimmie wrote to me the other day. The butler stunt at your house at Welwyn is all very well, but the game must be blown sooner or later. Believe me, Freda, it must?

I know. But were not staying at Willowden always.

But Gordon has his radio-telephone there. He talked to me on it to Nice the other night.

Yes. But we shall clear out at a moments notice — when it becomes desirable, and the little local police sergeant — no, I beg his pardon, hes fat and red-faced and goes about on a push-bike — will be left guessing why the rich tenants of the big house have gone away on holidays. Weve departed upon lots of holidays — havent we, Dick? And well go once more! Each holiday brings us money — one holiday more or one less — what matters? And, after all, we who live with eyes skinned on people with money deserve all we get. England has now changed. Those stay-at-home cowards of the war have all the money, and poor people like ourselves deserve to touch it, if we can manage to lead them up the garden, eh?

And the handsome adventuress laughed merrily.

But surely our present game is not one against war profits? the man remarked, during a lull in the blatant café orchestra.

No. Were up against saving ourselves — you and I and Gordon and Jimmie. Dont you realise that not a word must ever leak out about young Willard? Otherwise we shall all be right in the cart — jugged at once!

I hope old Homfray knows nothing. What can he know?

He may, of course, know something, Dick, the woman said in an altered voice. If I had known what I do now I would never have been a party to taking his son Roddy away. She paused for a moment and looked straight at him. We made a silly mistake — Im certain of it. Gordon laughs at me. But Jimmie is of my opinion.

But cant we close the old mans mouth and trust to luck with his son? Hell become an idiot.

Gordon is bent upon getting this concession. So are you. So let us do what we can. The installation of that delicate microphone into the old Moors room is a mark up to you.

It usually works. Ive used it once or twice before. But lets hope for the best — eh, Freda?

Yes, laughed the handsome woman carelessly — the adventuress who was so well known each winter at Cannes or at Monte Carlo, or in summer at Aix or Deauville. In the gayer cosmopolitan world Freda Crisp was known wherever smart society congregated to enjoy itself.

The pair of crooks afterwards dined at that well-known restaurant the Basso-Brégaillon, on the Quai de la Fraternité, a place noted for its bouillabaisse — that thick fish soup with the laurel leaves and onions and coloured with saffron, which is the great delicacy of the city. Both Freda and her companion had been in Marseilles before upon other adventurous missions. Dick lived in Nice, and was really a secret agent for the blackmailing exploits of others concerning those who played at Monte Carlo when they were supposed to be at home attending to business or politics; or the wives of men who were detained by their affairs in Paris, New York, or London.

Mr Richard Allen lived very quietly and respectably in his little white villa on the Corniche road. He was known everywhere along the Riviera from Hyères to Mentone. That he was a wireless amateur many people also knew. But of his real and very lucrative profession of blackmail nobody ever dreamed. Yet of the women who flock to the Riviera each year who dreams that the nice amiable, middle-aged man whom one meets at hotels or at the Casino, and who may offer to dance, is a blackmailer? Ah! How many hundreds of the fair sex have in these post-war days been misled and, bemuddled by liqueurs, fallen into the clever trap laid for them by such blackguards?

Blackmailers stand around the tapis-vert on the Riviera in dozens. Nobody suspects them. But their victims are many, and their failures few. And of the vampires of the Côte dAzur, Allen was one of the most successful — allied as he was with Gordon Gray, who, when necessity arose, supplied the sinews of war.

Soon after half-past eight they were back in the private sitting-room at the hotel, and having locked the door, Allen set to work. Upon the table was a small dispatch-case, and from it he took a flat dry battery, such as is used in flash-lamps, and a pair of wireless telephone receivers. The battery and telephones being carefully attached to the wires, the man took one of the receivers and listened. The ticking of the clock in the adjoining room, hardly discernible to anyone even a few yards away, was now distinctly audible.

No word was exchanged between the pair, for they were unaware whether anyone was already in the room.

Suddenly Allen raised his finger and motioned to his companion to take the other receiver. This she did eagerly, when she heard the rustling of a newspaper, followed by a mans deep cough. The old Moor was already there, awaiting the Englishman.

By means of the delicate microphone-button every sound was now magnified and conveyed from His Excellencys sitting-room to the ears of the listeners. The clock had already struck nine when presently the door opened and two men entered, greeting the Moorish Minister in French. One, who spoke French very badly, was Barclay.

The conversation which ensued, believed by the three men to be in strictest secrecy, was highly interesting to the pair of listeners four rooms away. Little did they dream that behind that soft silk-covered settee hung the tiny transmitting-button, that little contrivance by which Allen had listened to private conversations many times before, conversations which had resulted in large sums being paid to him to ensure silence.

The man who had accompanied the Englishman, Barclay, appeared from their deliberations to be the Kaid Ahmed-el-Hafid, one of the most powerful officials at Fez, and their discussion concerned the granting of the concession to prospect for precious stones in the Wad Sus valley.

And the name in which the concession is to be granted? inquired His Excellency huskily in French.

The name is Roderick Charles Homfray, said Barclay. I have it here written down. If your Excellency will have the document drawn up and sealed, my friend the Kaid will come over and meet me here or in Paris, or even in London.

In London, the Kaid suggested. I have business there next month.

And it is distinctly understood that if gems be found and a company formed that I get one-eighth share? asked the wily old Minister.

I have already assigned that to your Excellency, replied Barclay. I think you and the Kaid know me well enough to trust me.

Of course we do, Monsieur Barclay, declared the Minister with a laugh. Very well. It is fixed. I will, immediately on my return, grant the concession to this Monsieur — Monsieur Homfray, and hand it to the Kaid to bring to you. Then, after a pause, the patriarchal old Moor added in his hoarse voice: Now that we have arrived at terms I have something here which will greatly facilitate Monsieur Homfrays search.

Have you? cried Barclay eagerly. Whats that?

When you sent me word in confidence some months ago about the ancient mines in the Wad Sus, I sent a trusty agent, one Ben Chaib Benuis, there to make secret inquiry. He is one of the Touareg — the brigands of the desert — and from his fellow-marauders he discovered the exact spot where the ancient workings are situated — a spot only known to those veiled nomads. They preserve the secret from the Arabs. Indeed, here I have not only a map giving the exact spot — roughly drawn though it is, yet giving the exact measurements and direction from the oasis of Raffi — but also one of the emeralds which my agent himself discovered. You see, it is still rough and uncut, yet is it not magnificent in size?

Both men drew deep breaths. The listeners could hear their surprise as the old Minister exhibited to them proof of the continued existence of the gems at the spot marked upon the map.

Now, went on the old man, I will give you this map, Monsieur Barclay, but I will keep the emerald to repay myself for the expenses of my agent — eh? Be extremely careful of the map, and take all precautions for its safety, I beg of you. I have brought it over with me rather than trust it to others, Monsieur Barclay.

I thank your Excellency. It shall not leave my possession until I hand it, together with the concession, to young Homfray — who, I may say, is enthusiastic, resourceful and daring — just the go-ahead young man we require for such a hazardous venture.

And you will form a company in London to work the mines — eh? the Kaid remarked.

That is our intention. We can find the money easier in London than in Paris, I think.

Yes, London, urged His Excellency. I would prefer London. But, he added, be careful of that map, Monsieur Barclay! It will be of greatest use to our young friend, whom I hope one day to see in Fez. I will then introduce him to Ben Chaib, who will obtain for him a safe conduct among the Touareg because they are always dangerous for strangers.

Even to ourselves, laughed the Kaid, and then added: I will be in London on the tenth of next month. But I will write to you, Monsieur Barclay, giving you notice of my arrival.

A quarter of an hour later the three men went forth together, while Freda, opening the door stealthily, saw their figures disappearing down the corridor. The Kaid was a tall, spare man in European clothes, but the Moorish Minister of the Interior was wearing his turban and flowing white burnous which spread about him as he walked.

Quick! she whispered to her companion. Slip in and get out the wires, while I detach them on this side.

This he did, and, save the small hole through the wall, all traces of their ingenuity were swiftly removed.


Chapter Fourteen.

The Key to a Fortune.
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HERES FIVE POUNDS now — and fifteen more when you give it back to me, my dear little girl. Only be sure its the right one you take!

But I — I really cant — I—

Dont be a silly fool, Lily. I only want to play a practical joke on your master. I knew him a long time ago, and it will greatly surprise him. No harm will be done, I assure you. Surely you can trust me?

The girl Lily, well and neatly dressed, was a parlour-maid, while the man, also quite decently dressed, was somewhat older. The pair were at the moment standing at the corner of the street near Richmond Station, and it was already nearly ten oclock at night, at which hour the girl had to be indoors.

Three weeks before she had first met Mr Henry Elton. He had sat next to her in the cinema and had spoken to her. The result had been that he had taken her to tea on several evenings, and on her day out, which had been the previous Friday, he had taken her on a char-à-banc to Bognor. He was not at all bad-looking, a solicitors managing clerk, he told her, and she rather liked him for his quiet, subtle manner.

But what he had asked her to do had greatly surprised her. He had promised her twenty pounds if she would press her masters little safe key into the tin matchbox filled with soft wax, and thus take an impression of it. Naturally she asked why. In reply he had explained that he and her master had, for years, been intimate friends, and that once in the club they had had a sharp discussion about safes and keys. Her master had declared that safe-makers made no two keys alike. And now he wanted to play a joke upon him and prove to him that they did.

They had been chatting it over all that evening. The plea was certainly a thin one, but to Lily Lawson in her frame of mind, and with a gentleman as her sweetheart, it sounded quite plausible.

Of course, I rely upon you, Lily, never to give me away, he laughed. I want to win the bet, and Ill give you half?

Of course I wont, she answered, as they still stood there, the clock striking ten. But I really ought not to do it?

It isnt difficult. You say that he often leaves his keys on his dressing-table, and you know the little one which unlocks the safe in the basement.

Yes. Its quite a tiny key with the makers name along the barrel of it.

Then all you have to do is to press it well into the wax, and theres fifteen pounds for you if you give the little box back to me to-morrow night. Its so easy — and twenty pounds will certainly be of use to you, now that your poor mother is so ill.

The girl wavered. The man saw it and cleverly put further pressure upon her, by suggesting that with the money she could send her mother away for a change.

But is it really right? she queried, raising her dark eyes to his.

Of course it is. Its only a joke, dear, he laughed.

Again she was silent.

Well, she said at last. I really must fly now.

And youll do it, wont you? he urged.

Well, if its only a joke, yes. Ill — Ill try to do it.

At the usual place at nine to-morrow night — eh?

All right, she replied, and hurried away, while the man lit a cigarette, well satisfied, and then turned into a bar to get a drink.

The man was the blackmailer Richard Allen.

During Andrew Barclays journey home Allen and his woman accomplice had made a daring attempt to possess themselves of the valuable plan which had been given him by His Excellency. Barclay had broken his journey for a day in Paris, and had gone to the Grand Hôtel. During his absence Allen had applied at the bureau for the key of the room — explaining that he was Mr Barclays secretary — and had been given it.

Instantly he went up and ransacked the Englishmans bags. But to his chagrin and annoyance the plan was not there.

As a matter of fact Barclay had placed it in his pocket-book and carried it with him. Again, next day, as he disembarked from the Channel steamer at Folkestone, Freda stumbled against him and apologised, and while his attention was thus attracted Allen made an attempt to possess himself of his wallet. But in that he was unsuccessful.

Therefore the pair, annoyed at their failure, had watched him enter the train for Victoria and for the moment gave up any further attempt. Thus it was that the man had contrived to get on friendly terms with Barclays parlour-maid, who had told him that in the house her master had a safe built in the wall in the basement near the kitchen. In it the silver and other valuables were kept, together with a quantity of papers.

No doubt the precious map was held there in safety, and for that reason they were endeavouring to obtain a cast of the key.

It was after all a dangerous job, for the girl might very easily tell her master of the kind gentleman who had offered twenty pounds for the wherewithal to play a practical joke. And if so, then the police would no doubt be informed and watch would be kept.

With that in view, Freda was next night idling near the spot arranged, close to where one buys Maids of Honour, and though Allen was in the vicinity, he did not appear.

At last the girl came and waited leisurely at the corner, whereupon after a few moments Freda approached her and said pleasantly:

You are waiting for Mr Elton, I believe?

Yes, I am, replied the girl, much surprised. He is sorry he cant be here. He had to go to the north this afternoon. Hell be back in a day or two. He gave me fifteen pounds to give to you for something. Have you got it?

Yes, replied the girl. Come along, madam, where its dark and Ill give it to you.

So they moved along together around a corner where they would not be observed, and in exchange for the three five-pound notes the girl handed the woman the little tin matchbox with the impression of a key in the wax.

Youll say nothing, of course, said Freda. Youve promised Mr Elton to say nothing.

Of course I wont say anything, laughed the girl. The fact is, Ive had a row with the housekeeper and have given in my notice. I leave this day week.

This news was to the woman very reassuring. Youre quite certain you took the right key? she asked.

Quite. I looked at the makers name before I pressed it into the wax, she answered. But Id like to see Mr Elton again before I leave Richmond.

Hell be back in a couple of days, and then he will write to you. Ill tell him. Good-night, and thanks.

And the woman with the little box in her muff moved away well satisfied.

A quarter of an hour later she met Allen outside Richmond Station, and placing the little box in his hands, explained that the girl was leaving her place the following week.

Excellent! Well delay our action until shes gone. I suppose Id better see her before she goes, so as to allay any suspicion. Then, opening the box, his keen eye saw that the impression was undoubtedly one of a safe key.

Indeed, next morning, he took it to a man in Clerkenwell who for years had made a speciality of cutting keys and asking no questions, and by the following night the means of opening the safe at Underhill Road was in Allens hands.

The man who lived by the blackmailing of those whom he entrapped — mostly women, by the way — was nothing if not wary, as was shown by the fact that he had sent Freda to act as his messenger. If the girl had told the police the woman could have at once declared that she had never seen the girl before, though if the little box had been found upon her, explanation would have been somewhat difficult. But the gang of which the exquisite adventurer Gordon Gray was the alert head always acted with forethought and circumspection; the real criminal keeping out of the way and lying doggo proof was always rendered as difficult as possible.

Gray had gone over to Brussels, which accounted for Willowden being closed. He had a little piece of rather irritating business on hand there. Awkward inquiries by the police had led to the arrest of a man who had sent word in secret that if his wife were not paid two thousand pounds as hush-money, he would tell what he knew. And the wife being a low-class Belgian woman from Namur, Gray had gone over to see her and to appease her husband by paying the sum demanded.

Crooks are not always straight towards each other. Sometimes thieves fall out, and when in difficulties or peril they blackmail each other — often to the advantage of the police.

Roddy and Barclay had met, the latter having told his young friend of the arrangements he had made with His Excellency and the Kaid, and also shown him the map which had been given to him.

At sight of this the young fellow grew very excited.

Why, it gives us the exact location of the workings, he cried. With this, a compass and measuring instruments I can discover the point straight away. The old man is no fool, evidently!

No, the Moors are a clever and cultivated race, my dear Roddy, the elder man replied. As soon as the Kaid brings over the necessary permits and the concession you can go ahead. I will keep the map in my safe till then, when I will hand all the documents over to you.

This good news Roddy had told Elma one evening when they had met clandestinely — as they now so often met — at a spot not far from the lodge gates at Farncombe Towers.

How jolly lucky! the girl cried. Now youre only waiting for the proper permits to come. Its really most good of Mr Barclay to help you. He must be an awfully nice man.

Yes, hes a topper — one of the best, Roddy declared. Out in South America he did me a good turn, and I tried to repay it. So we became friends. Hes one of the few Englishmen who know the Moors and has their confidence. Hes a bachelor, and a great traveller, but just now hes rented a furnished house in Richmond. Hes one of those rolling stones one meets all over the world.

The young man waxed enthusiastic. He loved Elma with all his heart, yet he wondered if his affection were reciprocated. She had mentioned to him the close friendship which had sprung up between her father and Mr Rex Rutherford, and how he had dined at Park Lane. But at the moment he never dreamed that her grace and beauty had attracted her fathers newly-made friend.

As for Roddys father, he remained calm and reflective, as was his wont, visiting his parishioners, delivering his sermons on Sundays, and going the weary round of the village each day with a cheery face and kindly word for everybody. Nothing had been done concerning his property in Totnes as the woman Crisp had threatened. It was curious, he thought, and it was evident that the ultimatum he had given Gray had caused him to stay his hand.

Yet as he sat alone he often wondered why Gray and that serpent woman should have so suddenly descended upon him, and upon Roddy, to wreak a vengeance that, after all, seemed mysterious and quite without motive.

The hot blazing summer days were passing, when late one balmy breathless night — indeed it was two oclock in the morning — a man dressed as a railway signalman, who had been on night duty, passed along Underhill Road, in Richmond, and halted near the pillar-box. Underhill Road was one of the quieter and more select thoroughfares of that picturesque suburb, for from the windows of the houses glorious views could be obtained across the sloping Terrace Gardens and the wide valley of the Thames towards Teddington and Kingston.

A constable had, with slow tread, passed along a few moments before, but the signalman, who wore rubber-soled black tennis shoes, had followed without noise.

The watcher, who was Dick Allen, saw the man in uniform turn the corner under the lamplight and disappear. Then slipping swiftly along to a good-sized detached house which stood back from the road in its small garden, he entered the gate and dived quickly down to the basement — which, by the way, he had already well surveyed in the daytime.

Before a window he halted, and turning upon it a small flash-lamp, inserted a knife into the sash and pressed back the latch in a manner that was certainly professional. Having lifted the sash he sprang inside and, guided by the particulars he had learnt from the maid Lily, he soon discovered the door of the safe, which was let into the wall in a stone passage leading from the kitchen to the coal-cellar.

He halted to listen. There was no sound. The little round zone of bright light fell upon the brass flap over the keyhole of the dark-green painted door of the safe, wherein reposed the secret of the rich emerald mine in the great Sahara Desert.

He took the bright little false key, which was already well oiled, and lifting the flap inserted it. It turned easily.

Then he turned the brass handle, which also yielded. He drew the heavy door towards him and the safe stood open! The little light revealed three steel drawers. The first which he opened in eager haste contained a number of little canvas bags, each sealed up. They contained specimens of ore from various mines in Peru and Ecuador. Each bore a tab with its contents described.

In the next were several pieces of valuable old silver, while the third contained papers — a quantity of documents secured by elastic bands.

These he turned over hurriedly, and yet with care so as not to allow the owner to suspect that they had been disturbed. For some time he searched, until suddenly he came upon an envelope bearing upon its flap the address of the Hôtel du Parc at Marseilles. It was not stuck down. He opened it — and there he found the precious map which showed the exact position of the ancient Wad Sus mine!

For a few seconds he held it in his hands in supreme delight. Then, taking from his pocket a blank piece of folded paper he put it into the envelope, and replacing it among the other documents which he arranged just as he had found them, he closed the safe and relocked it.

A second later he stole noiselessly out by the way he had come, the only evidence of his presence being the fact that the window was left unfastened, a fact which his friend Lilys successor would, he felt sure, never notice.

But as, having slowly drawn down the window, he turned to ascend the steps a very strange and disconcerting incident occurred.


Chapter Fifteen.

The Master-Stroke.
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MR RICHARD ALLEN found himself, ere he was aware of it, in the strong grip of a burly police constable.

And what ave you been up to ere — eh? demanded the officer, who had gripped him tightly by the coat collar and arm.

Nothing, replied Allen. I fancy youve made a mistake!

I fancy I avent, was the constables reply. Youll ave to come to the station with me.

Well, do as you please, said Allen with an air of nonchalance. Ive done nothing.

Im not so sure about it. Well see what youve done when youre safely in the cells.

Cells! Mr Richard Allen had already had a taste of those — on more than one occasion — both in England and abroad. It was, after all, very humiliating to one of his high caste in crookdom to be arrested like a mere area sneak.

I dont see why I should be put to the inconvenience of going to the station, the cosmopolitan remarked.

Well, I do, mister, so theres all the difference! replied the other grimly, his eyes and ears on the alert to hail one of his comrades, a fact which the astute Mr Allen did not fail to realise. The situation was distinctly awkward, not to say alarming, for in his pocket he had the precious map.

Suddenly they were about to turn the corner into the main road when the prisoner, who had gone along quite quietly, even inertly, quickly swung round and snatched at the policemans whistle, breaking it from its chain and throwing it away.

It was done in a moment, and next second with a deft movement he tripped up his captor, and both fell heavily to the pavement. He had taken the constable unawares, before he could realise that he had a slippery customer to deal with. The constable, however, would not release his hold, with the result that they rolled struggling into the gutter, the policeman shouting for assistance.

A mans voice answered in the distance, whereupon Allens right hand went to his jacket pocket, and then swiftly to the face of his captor, who almost instantly relaxed his hold as he fell into unconsciousness. The prisoner had held a small capsule in his captors face and smashed it in his fingers, thus releasing an asphyxiating gas of sufficient potency to render the constable insensible.

Quick as lightning Allen disengaged himself, and dragging the senseless man across the pavement into the front garden of a small house exactly opposite, closed the gate, picked up his hat, and then walked quietly on as though nothing had occurred.

As he turned the corner he came face to face with another constable who was hurrying up.

Did you hear my mate shouting a moment ago, sir? asked the man breathlessly.

No, replied Allen halting. I heard no shouting. When?

A few moments ago. The shouts came from this direction. He was crying for help.

Well, I heard nothing, declared Allen, still standing as the constable, proceeding, passed the gate behind which his colleague lay hidden.

Then Allen laughed softly to himself and set out on the high road which led to Kingston.

A narrow shave! he remarked to himself aloud. I wonder what Barclay will say when they go to Underhill Road!

Not until eight oclock in the morning did a milkman going his round find the constable lying as though asleep in the little front garden. He tried to rouse him, but not being able to do so, called the nearest policeman who summoned the ambulance. At first the inspector thought the man intoxicated, but the divisional surgeon pronounced that he had been gassed, and it was several hours later, when in the hospital, that he managed to give an intelligible account of what had occurred.

About noon an inspector called upon Mr Barclay at Underhill Road, but he had gone out.

Did you find any of your basement windows open when you got up this morning? he asked the housekeeper, who replied in the negative. Then the new parlour-maid being called declared that she had fastened all the windows securely before retiring, and that they were all shut when she came down at seven oclock.

The inspector went away, but in the evening he called, saw Mr Barclay, and told him how a man lurking against the kitchen window had been captured, and explained that he must be a well-known and desperate thief because of the subtle means he had in his possession to overcome his captors.

My servants have told me about it. But as they say the windows were fastened the man could not have committed a burglary, replied Mr Barclay. The house was quite in order this morning.

But it is evident that the fellow, whoever he was, meant mischief, sir.

Probably. But he didnt succeed, which is fortunate for me! the other laughed.

Well, sir, have you anything particularly valuable on the premises here? If so, well have special watch kept, the inspector said.

Nothing beyond the ordinary. Ive got a safe down below — a very good one because the man who had this house before me was a diamond dealer, with offices in the City, and he often kept some of his stock here. Come and look at it.

Both men went below, and Mr Barclay showed the inspector the heavy steel door.

The inspector examined the keyhole, but there were no traces of the lock having been tampered with. On the contrary, all was in such complete order that Mr Barclay did not even open the safe.

Its rather a pity the fellow got away, Mr Barclay remarked.

It is, sir — a thousand pities. But according to the description given of him by Barnes — who is one of the sharpest men in our division — we believe it to be a man named Hamilton Layton, a well-known burglar who works alone, and who has been many times convicted. A constable in Sunderland was attacked by him last winter in an almost identical manner.

The inspector made a thorough search of the basement premises, and again questioned the fair-haired parlour-maid who was Lilys successor. She vowed that she had latched all the windows, though within herself she feared that she had overlooked the fact that one of the windows was unlatched in the morning. Yet what was the use of confessing it, she thought.

So there being no trace of any intruder, the inspector walked back to the station, while Mr Barclay smiled at the great hubbub, little dreaming that in place of that precious map there reposed in the envelope only a plain piece of paper.

That afternoon Dick Allen arrived at Willowden. Gray was away motoring in Scotland, where he had some little business of the usual shady character to attend to. Freda had gone to Hatfield, and it was an hour before she returned. During that hour Allen smoked and read in the pretty summerhouse at the end of the old-world garden, so full of climbing roses and gay borders.

Suddenly he heard her voice, and looking up from his paper saw her in a big hat and filmy lemon-coloured gown.

He waved to her, rose, and met her at the French window of the old-fashioned dining-room.

Well? she asked. What luck, Dick? I worried a lot about you last night. I felt somehow that youd had an accident and to-day — I dont know how it was — I became filled with apprehension and had to go out. Im much relieved to see you. Whats happened?

Nothing, my dear Freda, laughed the good-looking scoundrel. There was just a little contretemps — thats all.

Have you got the map?

Sure, he laughed.

Ah! When you go out to get a thing you never fail to bring it home, she said, with a smile. Youre just like Gordon. Youve both got the impudence of the very devil himself.

And so have you, Freda, laughed her companion, as he stretched himself upon the sofa. But the little reverse I had in the early hours of this morning was — well, I admit it — rather disturbing. The fact is that on leaving the house in Richmond a constable collared me. He became nasty, so I was nastier still, and gave him a Number Two right up his nose. And you know what that means!

Yes, said the woman. He wont speak much for eight hours or so. I expect he saw the red light, eh?

No doubt. But Ive got the little map here, and Barclay retains a sheet of blank paper.

Splendid!

Then he drew it from his pocket and showed it to her.

Oh! wont Gordon be delighted to get this! she cried. It will gladden his heart. The dear boy is a bit down, and wants bucking up.

Wheres Jimmie? asked Allen. Tell him to get me a drink. I suppose hes back by this time?

The handsome woman in the lemon-coloured gown rose and rang the bell, and old Claribut, servile and dignified, entered.

Hulloa! Dick! he exclaimed. Why, where have you sprung from? I thought you were in Nice!

So I was. But Im in Welwyn now, and I want one of your very best cocktails — and one for Freda also.

The old man retired and presently brought two drinks upon a silver salver.

I shant be in to dinner to-night, Jimmie. Im motoring Dick to London presently. Ill be home about midnight. But Ill take the key. Any news?

Nothing, madam, replied the perfectly-mannered butler. Only the gas-man came this morning, and the parson called and left some handbills about the Sunday school treat you are going to give next Thursday.

Oh! yes, I forgot about that infernal treat! See about it, Jimmie, and order the stuff and the marquee to be put up out in the field. See Jackson, the schoolmaster; hell help you. Say Im busy.

Very well, madam.

Well! laughed Allen, so you are acting the great lady of the village now, Freda!

Of course. It impresses these people, and it only costs a few cups of tea and a few subscriptions. Gordon thinks it policy, but, by Jove! how I hate it all. Oh! you should see Gordon on a Sunday morning in his new hat and gloves. Hes really a spectacle!

Ah! I suppose a reputation is judicious out here, her companion laughed.

Yes. But Ill drive you back to town, she said. Well dine at the Ritz. I want to meet a woman there. Wait a minute or two while I change my frock. I think youve done wonders to get hold of that map. Gordon will be most excited. Hell be in Inverness to-morrow, and Ill wire to him.

Guardedly, he urged.

Why, of course, she laughed. But that poor old bobby with a dose of Number Two! I bet hes feeling pretty rotten!

It was the only way, declared the cosmopolitan adventurer. I wasnt going to be hauled to the station and lose the map.

Of course not. Well, have another drink and wait a few minutes, the woman said, whereupon he began to chat with old Claribut.

I suppose the Riviera looks a bit hot and dusty just now, remarked Jimmie, the butler.

Yes. But Fredas a wonder, isnt she? remarked Allen. Ive been asking her about that girl Edna. What has become of her?

I dont know, Dick. So dont ask me, Claribut answered, as he smoked one of Gordons cigars. Truly that was a strange menage.

But surely you know something, Allen said. No, I dont, snapped old Jimmie.

Ah! you know something — something very private, eh? remarked the wily Dick. I suppose you are aware that old Sandys has a firm of inquiry agents out looking for her?

Has he really? laughed Claribut. Well, then let them find her. Who has he called in?

Fuller — who used to be at the Yard. You recollect him. He had you once, so youd better be careful.

Yes, he had me for passing bad notes in Brussels, remarked the old man grimly. So old Sandys is employing him?

Yes, and the old man is determined to know the whereabouts of Edna Manners.

I dont think hell ever know. But how came you to know about it?

I have a pal who is a friend of Fullers — Jack Shawford. He told me. Sandys suspects that something serious has happened to the girl.

At this Claribut became very grave.

What makes him suspect it? He surely doesnt know that the girl was acquainted with that old parson Homfray!

No. I dont think so, was the reply.

Ah! Thats good. If he had any suspicion of that, then Fuller might get on the right track, you know, because of this mining concession in Morocco.

What connexion has that with the disappearance of the pretty Edna? asked his fellow crook, in ignorance.

Oh! its a complicated affair, and it would take a long time to explain — but it has!

Then you know all about Edna and what has happened! I see it in your face, Jimmie! Just tell me in confidence.

But the wary old man who had spent many years in prison cells only smiled and shook his head.

I dont interfere with other peoples affairs, Dick. You know that. Ive enough to do to look after my own.

But where is Edna? Is she — dead?

The old man merely shrugged his shoulders with a gesture of uncertainty and ignorance.


Chapter Sixteen.

The Light of Love.
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IT HAD BEEN all summer — endless, cloudless summer in England, from the time of the violets to the now ripening corn. And there was no foreboding of storm or winter in the air that glorious day.

It was yet quite early in the morning, and high on the Hogs Back, that ridge of the Surrey Hills that runs from Farnham towards Guildford, the gentle coolness of daybreak had not left the air.

Roddy and Elma had met for an early morning walk, she being again alone at the Towers. They had been walking across the fields and woods for an hour, and were now high up upon the hill which on one side gave views far away to the misty valley of the Thames, and on the other to Hindhead and the South Downs. The hill rose steep and sombre, its sides dark with chestnut woods, and all about them the fields were golden with the harvest.

They were tired with their walk, so they threw themselves down upon the grassy hillside and gazed away across the wide vista of hills and woodlands.

How glorious it is! declared the girl, looking fresh and sweet in a white frock and wide-brimmed summer hat trimmed with a saxe-blue scarf.

Delightful! This walk is worth getting up early to take! he remarked with soft love laughter, looking into her wonderful eyes that at the moment were fixed in fascination upon the scene.

Since that day months ago when he had declared his affection, he had never spoken directly of love, but only uttered it in those divers ways and words, those charms of touch and elegance of grace which are loves subtlest, truest, and most perilous language.

Slowly, as she turned her beautiful eyes to his, he took her soft little hand, raising it gallantly to his lips.

Elma, he said after a long silence, I have brought you here to tell you something — something that perhaps I ought to leave unsaid.

What? she asked with sudden interest, her eyes opening widely.

I want to say that I dislike your friend Mr Rutherford, he blurted forth.

Mr Rutherford! she echoed. He is fathers friend — not mine!

When I was at Park Lane the other night I noticed the marked attention he paid you — how he—

Oh! you are awfully foolish, Mr Homfray — Roddy! He surely pays me no attention.

You did not notice it, but I did! cried the young man, whose heart was torn by fierce jealousy.

Well, if he did, then I am certainly quite unaware of it.

His hand closed fast and warm upon hers. Ah! he cried, his eyes seeking hers with eager wistfulness, I do not wonder. Once I should have wondered, but now — I understand. He is rich, he said softly and very sadly. And, after all, I am only an adventurer.

What are you saying? cried the girl.

I know the truth, he replied bitterly. If you ever loved me you would one day repent, for I have nothing to offer you, Elma. I ought to be content with my life — it is good enough in its way, though nameless and fruitless also, perhaps. Yes, it is foolish of me to object to the attentions which Mr Rutherford pays you. He returned from Paris specially last Wednesday to be at your party.

I cannot understand! she declared. I do not want to understand! You are foolish, Roddy. I have no liking for Mr Rutherford. None whatever!

Are you quite certain of that? he cried, again looking eagerly into her face with a fierce expression such as she had never seen before upon his handsome countenance.

I am, Roddy, she whispered.

And you really love me?

I do, she whispered again. I shall be content anyhow, anywhere, any time — always — with you!

He let go her hands — for him, almost roughly — and rose quickly to his feet, and silently paced to and fro under the high hedgerow. His straw hat was down over his eyes. He brushed and trampled the wild flowers ruthlessly as he went. She could not tell what moved him — anger or pain.

She loved him well — loved him with all the simple ardour and fierce affection of one of her young years. After all, she was not much more than a child, and had never before conceived a real affection for any living thing. She had not yet experienced that affinity which comes of maturer years, that subtle sympathy, that perfect passion and patience which alone enable one heart to feel each pang or each joy that makes another beat.

Roddys moods were often as changeful as the wind, while at times he was restless, impatient and depressed — perhaps when his wireless experiments gave no result. But it was often beyond her understanding.

Seeing him so perturbed, Elma wondered whether, in her confession of affection, she had said anything wrong. Was he, after all, growing tired of her? Had that sudden fit of jealousy been assumed on purpose to effect a breach?

She did not go to him. She still sat idly among the grasses.

A military aeroplane from Farnborough was circling overhead, and she watched it blankly.

After a little while her lover mastered whatever emotion had been aroused within him, and came back to her.

He spoke in his old caressing manner, even if a little colder than before.

Forgive me, dearest, he said softly. I — I was jealous of that man Rutherford. That you really love me has brought to me a great and unbounded joy. No shadow has power to rest upon me to-day. But I — I somehow fear the future — I fear that yours would be but a sorry mode of existence with me. As I have said, my profession is merely that of a traveller and adventurer. Fortune may come in my way — but probably not. We cannot all be like the Italian beggar who bought the great Zuroff diamond — one of the finest stones in existence — for two soldi from a rag-dealer in the Mercato Vecchio in Ravenna.

You have your fortune to make, Roddy, she said trustfully, taking his hand. And you will make it. Keep a stout heart, and act with that great courage which you always possess.

I am disheartened, he said.

Disheartened! Why?

Because of the mystery — because of these strange mental attacks, this loss of memory to which I am so often subject. I feel that before I can go farther I must clear up the mystery of those lost days — clear myself.

Of what? she asked, his hand still in hers.

Of what that woman made me — compelled me to do, he said in a harsh, broken voice. He had not told her he had discovered where he had been taken. He felt that he was always disbelieved.

Now, Roddy, listen! she cried, jumping up. I believe that it is all hallucination on your part. You were kept prisoner at that house — as you have explained — but beyond that I believe that, your brain being affected by the injection the devils gave to you, you have imagined certain things.

But I did not imagine the finding of Edna Manners! he cried. Surely you believe me!

Of course I do, dear, she said softly.

Then why do you not tell who she was? At least let me clear up one point of the mystery.

Unfortunately I am not allowed to say anything. My father has forbidden it.

But what has your father to do with it? I know he has put the matter into the hands of ex-inspector Fuller. But why?

Father knows. I do not.

But he told me that much depended upon discovering her, said her lover. Why does he search when I know that she died in my arms?

You have never told him so. He wishes to obtain proof of whether she is dead, I think, said the girl.

Why?

That I cannot tell. He has his own motives, I suppose. I never dare ask him. It is a subject I cannot mention.

Why?

He forbade me ever to utter Ednas name, she replied slowly.

That is very curious, when he told me that he must find her. And he employed the famous Fuller to search for trace of her. But, he added, trace they will never find, for she is dead. If I told him so he would certainly not believe me. They all think that I am half demented, and imagine weird things! And he drew a long breath full of bitterness.

Never mind, she said. It would be infamous to be melancholy, or athirst for great diamonds on such a glorious day.

True, my darling, true! he said. Let us sit down again. There! Lean back so as to be in the shade, and give me your hand. Now I want to kiss you.

And taking her in his warm embrace, he rained kisses upon her full red lips in wild ecstasy, with low murmurs of love that were sweet in the young girls ears, while she, on her part, reclined in his arms without raising protest or trying to disengage herself from his strong clasp.

I love you, Elma! he cried. That you have no thought for that man Rutherford who danced with you so many times on Wednesday night, who took you into supper and laughed so gaily with you, has greatly relieved me. I know I am poor, but I will do my very utmost to make good and to be worthy of your love.

Again his lips met hers in a long, passionate caress. For both of them the world was nonexistent at that moment, and then, for the first time, her pretty lips pressed hard against his and he felt one long, fierce and affectionate kiss.

He knew that she was his at last!

Half an hour later, as they went down the steep hill and across the beautiful wooded country towards Haslemere, Roddy Homfray trod on air. For him the face of the world had suddenly changed. Theirs was a perfect peace and gladness in that morning of late summer. Elma, on her part, needed nothing more than the joy of the moment, and whatever darkness her lover may have seen in the future was all sunlight to her. Roddys glad smile was for her all-sufficient.

That day surely no shadow could fall between them and the sun!

As they walked along, Roddy suddenly exclaimed:

What fools are clever folk!

Surely his hours of melancholy had not returned, she thought.

Why? she asked.

Because my enemies — my unknown mysterious enemies — your enemies — are fools, Elma, my darling. And then perhaps for a moment they caught sight of each others souls.

Perhaps they are. But we must both be guarded against them, the girl said as he walked beside her.

Guarded! Yes, Poor Edna has fallen their victim. Next, my darling, it might be you yourself! But of the motive I can discern nothing.

I! What have I done? cried the girl, looking straight at him. No, surely I can have no enemies.

We all have enemies, darling. Ah! you do not yet realise that in our life to-day falsehoods are daily food and that a lie is small coinage in which the interchange of the world, francs, marks, dollars, or diplomacy, is carried on to the equal convenience of us all. Lying lips are no longer an abomination. They are part of our daily existence.

You are horribly philosophic, Roddy! she said with a laugh. But I quite understand that it is so. The scandals in politics and in society prove it every day.

Yes. And let us — both of us — now that we love each other, be forewarned of the mysterious evil that threatens.

How?

I cant tell. Yet I have a vague premonition that though the sun shines to-day, that all is bright and glorious, and that the clear horizon of our lives is speckless, yet very soon a darkness will arise to obscure further the mystery of that night in Welling Wood.

I sincerely hope not. Let us leave the affair to Inspector Fuller, said Elma. He was down to see my father the night before last. I do not know what was said. I left them together in the library when I went to bed.

You heard nothing?

Only as I came in I heard Fuller mention the name of your friend Andrew Barclay, who has gone to Marseilles to see the Moorish Minister.

Yes, Barclay is certainly my friend. But how could the detective have possibly known that?

Detectives are strangely inquisitive people, remarked the girl, as hand in hand they went down the hill.

That is so. And I only hope Mr Fuller will discover the truth concerning poor Edna Manners. Ah! I recollect it all so well. And yet the recollection goes giddily round and round and round in a sickening whirl of colour before my blinded eyes. It is all horrible! And it is all hideous and incredible. She died! I dashed to raise the alarm — and then I know no more! All I recollect is that I grovelled, frightened, sobbing! I saw the shimmering of sun-rays through the darkness of leaves. I was in a strange garden and it was day! And always since, whenever I have closed my eyes, I can see it still!

No, Roddy, she urged. Try to put it all aside. Try not to think of it!

But I cant forget it! he cried, covering his face with his hands. I cant — I cant — it is all so terrible — horrible.

In sympathy the girl took his arm. Her touch aroused him. Of a sudden all the strength of his being came to his aid.

Forgive me, darling! Forgive me! he craved.

And together they crossed the low old stile into the road which led down through a quaint little village, and out on the way to Haslemere.

On that same morning at noon Richard Allen again stood in the dining-room at Willowden, when Gordon Gray, alias Rex Rutherford, entered. He was in a light motor-coat, having just returned from his tour to Scotland.

Well, Dick! he cried cheerily in that easy, good-humoured way of his, that cheerful mannerism by which he made so many friends. So youve had luck — eh?

Yes, after a narrow escape. Got caught, and had to fight a way out, laughed the other.

Not the first time. Do you recollect that night in Cannes two years ago? By Jove! I thought we were done.

Dont lets talk of nasty things, his friend said. Heres the precious little map — the secret of the Wad Sus mines.

Splendid! cried Gray, taking the small piece of folded paper to the window. By Jove! it gives exact measurements in metres, and minute directions.

Yes. And the old Minister has in his possession a great emerald taken from the ancient workings.

We ought to get that. It will show bona fides when we deal with the concession. It would be better to buy it than to get it by other means. If it were stolen there would be a hue-and-cry raised. But if we could get it honestly — honestly, mark you, Dick! — we could get the official certificate saying where and when it was found.

True! remarked Allen, who chanced to be standing near the window and whose attention had suddenly been attracted by a movement in the bushes on the opposite side of the lawn. But dont move, Gordon! he cried quickly. Keep quiet! Dont show yourself! Get back behind the curtains. Theres somebody over in the bushes yonder, watching the window! Just by the yew-tree there. Watch!

In an instant Gordon Gray was on the alert. For some moments both men stood with bated breath, watching eagerly.

Suddenly the figure moved and a ray of sunlight revealed a womans face.

By Gad! Dick! Yes, Ive seen that woman somewhere before! What can be her game? Shes evidently taking observations! Call Freda and Jimmie, quick! We must all get out of this at once! Theres not a second to lose! Quick!


Chapter Seventeen.

The Ears of the Blind.
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THE DISCOVERY OF the watcher at Willowden was most disconcerting to Gray and his accomplices.

They recognised the stranger as a person who had once kept observation upon them in London two years before, and now saw to their dismay that their headquarters had been discovered.

So that night Gray and Claribut worked hard in frantic haste and dismantled the wireless installation, which they packed in boxes, while Freda eagerly collected her own belongings. Then making sure that they were not still being watched they stowed the boxes in the car, and creeping forth sped rapidly away along the Great North Road.

I dont like the look of things? Gray muttered to Freda, who sat beside him. Weve only got away in the nick of time. The police might have been upon us before morning. Well have to be extremely careful.

And then a silence fell between them as they drove through the pelting rain. Once again they had wriggled out of an awkward situation.

At a first-floor window of an ancient half-timbered house in a narrow, dingy street behind the cathedral in quaint old Bayeux, in Normandy, a pretty, fair-haired young girl was silting in the sunshine, her hands lying idly in her lap.

It was noon. The ill-paved street below — a street of sixteenth-century houses with heavy carved woodwork and quaint gables — was deserted, as the great bell of the magnificent old cathedral, built by Odo, the bishop, after the Norman Conquest of Britain, boomed forth the hour of twelve.

The girl did not move or speak. She seldom did, because first, her blue eyes were fixed and sightless, and, secondly, she was always strange of manner.

Jean Nicole, the boot-repairer, and his wife, with whom the girl lived, were honest country folk of Normandy. Both came from Vaubadon, a remote little village on the road to St. Lô. After the war they had moved to Bayeux, when one day they chanced to see an advertisement in the Ouest Éclair, an advertisement inviting a trustworthy married couple to take charge of a young lady who was slightly mentally deficient, and offering a good recompense.

They answered the advertisement, with the result that they were invited to the Hôtel de lUnivers at St. Malo, where the worthy pair were shown up to a private sitting-room wherein sat a well-dressed Englishman and a smartly-attired woman, his wife.

They explained that they had been left in charge of the young lady in question, who was unfortunately blind. Her fathers sudden death, by accident, had so preyed upon her mind that it had become deranged.

The man, who gave the name of Mr Hugh Ford, explained that he and his wife were sailing from Havre to New York on business on the following Saturday, and they required someone to look after the unfortunate young lady during their absence. Would Monsieur and Madame Nicole do so?

The boot-repairer and his stout spouse, eager to increase their income, expressed their readiness, and within an hour arrangements were made, an agreement drawn up by which the pair were to receive from a bank in Paris a certain monthly sum for mademoiselles maintenance, and the young lady was introduced to them.

Her affliction of blindness was pitiable. Her eyes seemed fixed as she groped her way across the room, and it was with difficulty that her guardian made her understand that she was going to live with new friends.

At last she uttered two words only in English.

I understand.

The middle-aged Frenchman and his wife knew no English, while it seemed that the young lady knew no French.

Her name is Betty Grayson, explained Mr Ford, speaking in French. She seldom speaks. Yet at times she will, perhaps, become talkative, and will probably tell you in English some absurd story or other, always highly dramatic, about some terrible crime. But, as I tell you, Monsieur Nicole, her mind is unhinged, poor girl! So take no notice of her fantastic imagination.

Très bien, monsieur, replied the dark-faced boot-repairer. I quite follow. Poor mademoiselle!

Yes. Her affliction is terribly unfortunate. You see her condition — quite hopeless, alas! She must have complete mental rest. To be in the presence of people unduly excites her, therefore it is best to keep her indoors as much as possible. And when she goes out, let it be at night when nobody is about.

I understand, monsieur.

The best London specialists on mental diseases have already examined her. Poor Betty! They have told me her condition, therefore, if she gets worse it will be useless to call in a doctor. And she may get worse, he added meaningly, after a pause.

And when will monsieur and madame be back? inquired Madame Nicole.

It is quite impossible to tell how long my business will take, was Mr Fords reply. We shall leave Havre by the Homeric on Saturday, and I hope we shall be back by November. But your monthly payments will be remitted to you by the Crédit Lyonnais until our return.

So the pair had gone back by train from St. Malo to quiet old Bayeux, to that dingy, ramshackle old house a few doors from that ancient mansion, now the museum in which is preserved in long glass cases the wonderful strip of linen cloth worked in outline by Queen Matilda and her ladies, representing the Conquest of England by her husband, William of Normandy, and the overthrow of Harold — one of the treasures of our modern world. On the way there they found that Miss Grayson could speak French.

The rooms to which they brought the poor sightless English mademoiselle were small and frowsy. The atmosphere was close, and pervaded by the odour of a stack of old boots which Monsieur Nicole kept in the small back room, in which he cut leather and hammered tacks from early morn till nightfall.

From the front window at which the girl sat daily, inert and uninterested, a statuesque figure, silent and sightless, a good view could be obtained of the wonderful west façade of the magnificent Gothic Cathedral, the bells of which rang forth their sweet musical carillon four times each hour.

Summer sightseers who, with guide-book in hand, passed up the old Rue des Chanoines to the door of the Cathedral, she heard, but she could not see. Americans, of whom there were many, and a sprinkling of English, chattered and laughed upon their pilgrimage to the magnificent masterpiece of the Conquerors half-brother, and some of them glanced up and wondered at the motionless figure seated staring out straight before her.

It is curious how very few English travellers ever go to Bayeux, the cradle of their race, and yet how many Americans are interested in the famous tapestries and the marvellous monument in stone.

On that warm noon as Betty Grayson sat back in the window, silent and motionless, her brain suddenly became stirred, as it was on occasions, by recollections, weird, horrible and fantastic.

Madame Nicole, in her full black dress and the curious muslin cap of the shape that has been worn for centuries by the villagers of Vaubadon — for each village in Normandy has its own fashion in womens caps so that the denizens of one village can, in the markets, be distinguished from those of another — crossed the room from the heavy, old oak sideboard, laying the midday meal. In the room beyond Jean, her husband, was earning his daily bread tapping, and ever tapping upon the boots.

Madame, exclaimed the girl, rising with a suddenness which caused the boot-repairers wife to start. There is a strange man below. He keeps passing and re-passing and looking up at me.

The stout, stolid Frenchwoman in her neat and spotless cap started, and smiled good-humouredly.

Then you can see at last — eh? she cried. Perhaps he is only some sightseer from the Agence Cook. The woman was astounded at the sudden recovery of the girls sight.

No. I do not think so. He looks like an English business man. Come and see, said the girl.

Madame crossed to the window, but only two women were in sight, neighbours who lived across the way, and with them was old Abbé Laugée who had just left his confessional and was on his way home to déjeuner.

Ah! Hes gone! the girl said in French. I saw him passing along last evening, and he seemed to be greatly interested in this house.

He may perhaps have a friend living above us, suggested Madame Nicole.

Scarcely had she replied, however, when a knock was heard at the outside door, which, on being opened, revealed the figure of a rather tall, spruce-looking Englishman, well-dressed in a dark grey suit.

I beg pardon, madame, he said in good French, but I believe you have a Mademoiselle Grayson living with you?

Ere the woman could speak the girl rushed forward, and staring straight into the face of the man, cried:

Why! Its — its actually Mr Porter!

The man laughed rather uneasily, though he well concealed his chagrin. He had believed that she was blind.

I fear you have mistaken me for somebody else, he said. Then, turning to the woman, he remarked: This is Miss Grayson, I suppose?

Yes, monsieur.

Ah! Then she imagines me to be somebody named Porter — eh? he remarked in a tone of pity.

I imagine nothing, declared the girl vehemently. I used to, but I am now growing much better, and I begin to recollect. I recognise you as Mr Arthur Porter, whom I last saw at Willowden, near Welwyn. And you know it is the truth.

The man shrugged his shoulders, and turning to Madame Nicole said in French:

I have heard that mademoiselle is suffering from — well, from hallucinations.

Yes, monsieur, she does. For days she will scarcely speak. Her memory comes and goes quite suddenly. And she has to-day recovered her sight.

That is true, replied the pretty blue-eyed girl. I recognise this gentleman as Mr Arthur Porter, she cried again. I recollect many things — that night at Farncombe when — when I learnt the truth, and then lost my reason.

Take no notice, monsieur, the woman urged. Poor mademoiselle! She tells us some very odd stories sometimes — about a young man whom she calls Monsieur Willard. She says he was murdered.

And so he was! declared the girl in English. Mr Homfray can bear me out! He can prove it! she said determinedly.

Their visitor was silent for a moment. Then he asked:

What is this strange story?

You know it as well as I do, Mr Porter, she replied bitterly. But the stranger only smiled again as though in pity.

My name is not Porter, he assured her. I am a doctor, and my name is George Crowe, a friend of your guardian, Mr Ford. He called upon me in Philadelphia a few weeks ago, and as I was travelling to Paris he asked me to come here and see you.

What? shrieked the girl. Dare you stand there and deny that you are Arthur Porter, the friend of that woman, Freda Crisp!

I certainly do deny it! And further, I have not the pleasure of knowing your friend.

Betty Grayson drew a long breath as her blue eyes narrowed and her brow knit in anger.

I know that because of my lapses of memory and my muddled brain I am not believed, she said. But I tell you that poor Mr Willard was killed — murdered, and that the identity of the culprits is known to me as well as to old Mr Homfray, the rector of Little Farncombe.

Ah! That is most interesting, remarked the doctor, humouring her as he would a child. And who, pray, was this Mr Willard?

Mr Willard was engaged to be married to me! she said in a hard voice. He lived in a house in Hyde Park Square, in London, a house which his father had left him, and he also had a pretty seaside house near Cromer. But he was blackmailed by that adventuress, your friend, Mrs Crisp, and when at last he decided to unmask and prosecute the woman and her friends he was one morning found dead in very mysterious circumstances. At first it was believed that he had committed suicide, but on investigation it was found that such was not the case. He had been killed by some secret and subtle means which puzzled and baffled the police. The murder is still an unsolved mystery.

And you know the identity of the person whom you allege killed your lover — eh? asked the doctor with interest.

Yes, I do. And so does Mr Homfray.

Then why have neither of you given information to the police? asked the visitor seriously.

Because of certain reasons — reasons known to old Mr Homfray.

This Mr Homfray is your friend, I take it?

He is a clergyman, and he is my friend, was her reply. Then suddenly she added: But why should I tell you this when you yourself are a friend of the woman Crisp, and of Gordon Gray?

My dear young lady, he exclaimed, laughing, you are really making a very great error. To my knowledge I have never seen you before I passed this house last evening, and as for this Mrs Crisp, I have never even heard of her! Yet what you tell me concerning Hugh Willard is certainly of great interest.

Hugh Willard! she cried. You betray yourself, Mr Porter! How do you know his Christian name? Tell me that!

Because you have just mentioned it, replied the man, not in the least perturbed.

I certainly have not! she declared, while Madame Nicole, not understanding English, stood aside trying to gather the drift of the conversation.

The mans assertion that his name was Crowe, and that he was a doctor when she had recognised him as an intimate friend of the woman who had blackmailed her lover, aroused the girls anger and indignation. Why was he there in Bayeux?

I tell you that you are Arthur Porter, the friend of Gordon Gray and his unscrupulous circle of friends! cried the girl, who, turning to the stout Frenchwoman, went on in French: This man is an impostor! He calls himself a doctor, yet I recognise him as a man named Porter, the friend of the woman who victimised the man I loved! Do not believe him?

Madame! exclaimed the visitor with a benign smile, as he bowed slightly. I think we can dismiss all these dramatic allegations made by poor mademoiselle — can we not? Your own observations have, he said, speaking in French, shown you the abnormal state of the young ladys mind. She is, I understand, prone to imagining tragic events, and making statements that are quite unfounded. For that reason Mr Ford asked me to call and see her, because — to be frank — I am a specialist on mental diseases.

Ah! Doctor! I fear that mademoiselles mind is much unbalanced by her poor fathers death, said the woman. Monsieur Ford explained it all to me, and urged me to take no notice of her wild statements. When is Mr Ford returning to France?

In about three months, I believe. Then he will no doubt relieve you of your charge — which, I fear, must be a heavy one.

Sometimes, yes. But mademoiselle has never been so talkative and vehement as she is to-day.

Because I, perhaps, bear some slight resemblance to some man she once knew — the man named Porter, I suppose.

You are Arthur Porter! declared the girl in French. When I first saw you hazily last night I thought that you resembled him, but now I see you closer and plainly I know that you are! I would recognise you by your eyes among a thousand men!

But the visitor only shrugged his shoulders again and declared to madame that mademoiselles hallucinations were, alas! pitiable.

Then he questioned the woman about her charge, and when he left he handed her a five-hundred-franc note which he said Mr Ford had sent to her.

But a few moments later when on his way down the narrow, old-world street with its overhanging houses, he muttered ominously to himself in English:

I must get back to Gordon as soon as possible. That girl is more dangerous than we ever contemplated. As we believed, she knows too much — far too much! And if Sandys finds her then all will be lost. It was a false step of Gordons to leave her over here. She is recovering. The situation is distinctly dangerous. Therefore we must act — without delay!


Chapter Eighteen.

Wiles of the Wicked.
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ON THE DAY that Arthur Porter, under the guise of a doctor from Philadelphia, had visited Edna Manners at quaint old Bayeux, Roddy Homfray had, since early morning, been in his wireless-room at Little Farncombe Rectory, making some experiments with the new receiving-set which he had constructed in a cigar-box.

The results had been highly satisfactory and very gratifying. He had been experimenting with a new organic and easily manufactured super-sensitive crystal which he had discovered to be a very delicate detector of wireless waves when an electrical circuit was passed through it, and by dint of long and patient tests of pressure electricity, had come to the conclusion that it was quite as effective as the usual three valves. This meant a very great improvement in the reception of wireless telephony.

As that afternoon he sat at tea with his father he explained the trend of his piezo-electric experiments. The discovery was entirely his own, for though others had experimented with inorganic crystals, quartz and gems, trying to solve the riddle why sugar and certain salts should cool from liquid into different patterns of crystals, nobody had ever dreamed of constructing such a detector or of using such a manufactured crystal.

The secret of the new crystals was his own, and, judging from the efficiency of the new portable receiving-set, would be of very considerable value. When, later on, deaf old Mrs Bentley had cleared the table, father and son sat smoking, and Roddy said:

Im going along to the Towers to dinner. Mr Sandys has asked me to have a hand at bridge afterwards.

Elma is away, isnt she?

Yes. At Harrogate with her aunt. She returns on Tuesday, the young man replied. And to-morrow Barclay meets the Kaid Ahmed-el-Hafid at the Ritz to receive the concession. He had a telegram from the Kaid last Friday to say that the concession had been granted in my name, and that he was leaving Tangiers with it on the following day.

Well, my boy, it really looks as though Fortune is about to smile on you at last! But we must always remember that she is but a fickle jade at best.

Yes, father. I shall not feel safe until the concession is actually in my hands. Barclay has promised to introduce me to the Kaid, who will give me every assistance in my prospecting expedition. It is fortunate that we already hold the secret of the exact position of the ancient workings.

It is, my boy, remarked the old rector thoughtfully. Possibly you can induce Mr Sandys to finance the undertaking and float a company — eh?

That is my idea, his son replied. But I shall not approach him until I have been out to the Wad Sus and seen for myself. Then I can speak with authority, and conduct to the spot any expert engineer he may like to send out there.

Afterwards Roddy glanced at the old grandfather clock with its brass face which stood in the corner, rose, and after dressing, shouted a merry good-bye to the rector, and left the house to dine with the great financier, with whose daughter he was so deeply in love.

Their secret they withheld from Mr Sandys. Theirs was a fierce, all-absorbing passion, a mutual affection that was intense. They loved each other fondly and, Mr Sandys being so often in London, they saw each other nearly every day. Indeed, for hours on end Elma would sit in the wireless-room and assist her lover in those delicate and patient experiments which he had been daily making. Roddy, in the weeks that had passed, had regained his normal condition, though sometimes, at odd moments, he still experienced curious lapses of memory.

Old Mr Homfray had not been very well of late. His heart was naturally weak, and the doctor had for several years warned him against any undue excitement or hurrying when walking uphill. Once while conducting morning service, he was seized by faintness and was prevented from preaching his sermon. The narrow, gossiping world of Little Farncombe declared that their rector needed a change, and Mr Homfray had promised his churchwardens that he would take one as soon as he could get someone to lock after the parish in his absence.

On the previous day he had received a letter from Grays solicitors informing him that the mortgaged property at Totnes had been sold, and enclosing the paltry sum of fourteen pounds twelve shillings as the balance due to him. This fad had irritated him and caused him the greatest indignation. Gordon Gray had defied him and had foreclosed the mortgage after all! He had, however, made no mention of it to Roddy. The matter was his secret — and his alone, for it so closely concerned that closed chapter of his earlier days.

To Roddy his own strange experience following the tragic discovery in Welling Wood was still a mystery. Only a few days before he had, out of sheer curiosity, taken train to Welwyn and walked out to Willowden. But the house was closed and the garden neglected, and on inquiry in the neighbourhood he had learnt that the people from London had taken the place furnished, and that their lease being up they had left. Where they had gone nobody knew.

To Park Lane Mr Rex Rutherford — as Gordon Gray called himself — had accompanied his friend Porter, alias Harrison, on two occasions, and had endeavoured to make himself extremely affable to Elma, by whose extraordinary beauty he had become greatly attracted. The girl, however, instinctively disliked him. Why, she could not herself tell. He was elegantly-dressed, and his manners were those of a gentleman, yet he had an oleaginous air about him which annoyed her on both occasions. Once she had been compelled to dance with him, and he had been full of empty compliments. But on subsequent occasions when he requested the pleasure she managed to excuse herself.

Indeed, she went so far as to suggest to her father that he should not invite Mr Rutherford again. Mr Sandys was rather surprised, but said nothing, and obeyed his daughters wish.

Roddy had left the Rectory about an hour and the dusk was gathering into night, when a closed car with strong headlights, coming from the direction of London and driven by a middle-aged man, drew up outside the village, and from it there alighted a short, stout man wearing a green velour Homburg hat.

I wont be long, he remarked to the driver, and at once set out on foot in the direction of the Rectory.

Old Norton Homfray was in his study looking up a text in his big well-worn Cruden, when he heard a ring, and knowing Mrs Bentley to be upstairs — and that if downstairs she would never hear it — he went to the door and threw it open, expecting his visitor to be one of his parishioners.

Instead, he came face to face with his enemy, Gordon Gray.

For a second he was too surprised for words.

Well, he asked with dignity, why are you here?

Oh! — well, I happened to be near here, and I thought Id just pay you a call. I want to see you. May I come in?

If you wish, growled the old clergyman, admitting him and conducting him to the study where the lamp was lit.

Then when his visitor was in the room, he turned to him and said:

So you have carried out your threat, Gray, and sold my houses in Totnes — eh? Youve taken my little income from me, as that woman told me you intended.

I had to; Im so hard-up. Since the war Ive been very hard hit, replied the man. Im sorry, of course.

Yes. I suppose you are very sorry! sarcastically remarked the old man, pale with anger. Once, Gray, I trusted you, and—

And I befriended you in consequence, interrupted the other. I lent you money.

You did — to your own advantage, said the old rector bitterly. But let all that pass. I want you to tell me — nay, I demand to know! — what occurred in the wood outside this house on the night when Freda came here in secret.

How do I know? I was not here.

You were here. I saw you in church.

I came to listen to the excellent maxims you put before these yokels — you, who have been in a criminal dock. A fine moral leader you are, Norton? he laughed scornfully. You ought to be hounded out of the parish as a hypocrite and a black-coated humbug. And if you dont take care you will be!

And you! I—

Take care. I know too much for you, remember, said Gray seriously.

You ruin me, and now you would blackmail me — as you and that woman Crisp have blackmailed others. I know your game. It has been played too long.

You are making allegations that may prove as dangerous to yourself as to me, Homfray, said the adventurer coldly, gazing straight into the others eyes.

What do you mean? cried the rector fiercely. I know something — and I suspect a good deal more. Edna Manners died in Welling Wood on that fatal night, and my boy Roddy, because he discovered her, fell into your unscrupulous hands. Now, confess it — or, by Heaven! Ill tell the truth concerning young Willard!

Really, Homfray, the visitor remarked, quite unperturbed. Youre a very nice, delightful parson — eh? Fancy you preaching in that pulpit, as I sat and listened to you on that Sunday night! You — of all men!

I demand to know the truth. Poor Edna was engaged to marry that boy whom you, with that accursed woman, fleeced with such audacity. And you had the further audacity to ask me to assist you in your vile plans.

Why not? You live askew, just as we do — only you are slick enough to put on a clerical collar, as to six-tenths of the world the cloth can do no evil, he laughed.

Edna Manners knew too much for you. I recognised her from Roddys description. And then Roddy himself was drugged — or something.

It is a matter which neither of us need discuss, Homfray, said the other. There is six of me and half a dozen of you. Your son is all right again, deep in his wireless experiments and, I hear, in love with a very charming girl. What more do you want?

I want justice and fair play! said the old rector in desperation. You, whom I believed to be my real friend, have played a deep and crooked game. Place your cards on the table for once, Gray, and tell me why. I have never been your enemy — only your friend!

The stocky, beady-eyed adventurer paused for a few seconds. The question nonplussed him. Suddenly he blurted forth:

You didnt play a straight game over young Willard. We might have shared equally thirty thousand pounds, but you wouldnt. I confess, Homfray, your refusal annoyed me.

Oh! Then that is the secret! he said. I recollect it all. I told you that if you attempted to make that coup and divest the poor boy of everything so that he could not marry Edna, I would go to the police. You pretended to withhold your hand in fear of my threat. But Freda and your unscrupulous friend Guinness managed to get the money from him and afterwards close his mouth so that the poor lad could tell no tales.

Its a lie! A damnable lie! cried Gray, fiercely indignant.

I have only spoken the truth, and you know it, declared the old rector calmly. As a minister of the Gospel, I am not in the habit of lying or being, uncharitable towards my fellow-men.

Oh! stop that silly rot! You are on a par with us. Dont pose as a saint?

I am not a saint by any means, Gray. But I try to live honestly and in the fear of God.

And the fear of man also, I hope! the other laughed. Look here, is it to be war to the end between us? Or will you consider a little proposition I have in mind? Remember that I can very easily go to your bishop and have you kicked out of this little snuggery of yours. And what would your dear son think of all your past adventures — eh?

Do it. Go to the bishop! cried the poor old rector in desperation. I tell you that I will never lift a finger to aid an assassin.

Whom do you call an assassin? asked Gray, putting forward his dark face threateningly to the rector.

You — Gordon Gray! replied the elder man fearlessly. I know the truth concerning that poor boy Willards death, and now that you have ruined me I have determined to risk my position here and reveal the truth!

Gray, never at a loss for words, stood silent. Homfrays pale determined countenance told him that he meant what he had said. He realised, for the first time, that in attacking Roddy he had taken a false step. The boys father suspected the truth. Nay, he knew it.

But there was the concession — and Elma! He was determined, at all hazards, to possess himself of both as the crowning point of his marvellously adventurous career.

I defy you to utter a single word! cried Gray, with clenched fists. If you do, it will be the worse for you! Remember that!

I repeat what I told your accomplice, Freda Crisp. I will rid society of you both as social pests — vampires who prey upon the unwary and inexperienced, shouted the old clergyman in a frenzy of anger. You have attacked me and mine, and now I will, in turn, retaliate. Get out of my house this instant!

Gordon Gray glanced keenly at the old rector with his shrewd dark eyes and shrugged his shoulders.

Homfray, you are a fool? he declared. Why cant we arrange matters? I came here to put a little proposition to you — that I should join your son in that mining concession he is obtaining from the Moorish Government.

Join my son! shrieked the old man. I would rather that Roddy grasped hands with Satan himself than with you! I — I—

And his face became crimson as he gasped for breath, and suddenly clutched wildly at his throat.

I — I—

But he uttered no further intelligible word. Next second a seizure, due to the violent excitement, held him rigid, and a few seconds later he sank into the arm-chair and expired in the presence of his enemy, thus carrying with him to the grave the secret of Hugh Willards tragic end.

Gordon Gray stood there in silence and watching with interest, amused rather than otherwise, realising that Nature herself had, by a strange freak, effected still another coup in his own interests.

The one enemy he feared had been swept from his path! Of Roddy he took no heed.

The road to fortune and to Elma was now rendered clear for him.


Chapter Nineteen.

A Matter of Urgency.
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WHEN RODDY HOMFRAY returned from Farncombe Towers shortly before midnight he was staggered to find his father lying back in his arm-chair.

Horrified, he tried to rouse him. But at once he saw that he was dead.

He raised the alarm, and Doctor Denton was at once fetched out in his pyjamas from the other end of the village.

As I feared, said his friend when he saw the dead rector. He has had another heart attack which has unfortunately proved fatal.

But he was quite all right and bright when I left him at seven, Roddy cried in despair.

No doubt. But your father has had a weak heart for years. Ive attended him for it, so there will be no need for an inquest. Indeed, only a week ago I warned him that any undue excitement might end fatally.

But he has had no excitement! cried the dead mans son, looking in despair around the cosy little study, where upon the writing-table Crudens Concordance still lay open, as it had done when Gordon Gray had entered.

Apparently not, Denton admitted. But perhaps he may have been secretly worrying over something. We shall, I fear, never know. Your father was a rather secretive man, I believe, wasnt he, Roddy?

Yes. He was. He held some secret or other from me, the nature of which I could never make out, said his son, overcome with grief. At first he could not believe that his father, whom he idolised, was actually dead. But now he realised his loss, and tears were rolling down his cheeks.

A secret! exclaimed his friend the doctor. Of what nature?

I have no idea. He once warned me against a certain man and a certain woman, who were apparently his enemies. But he would tell me nothing definite — nothing!

When you came home, was the front-door locked? asked the doctor.

No, my father always leaves it unlocked for me.

He expected you to come in later, and was no doubt at work here preparing his sermon, said Denton, glancing at the open reference book lying upon the blotting-pad. Indeed, beside the copy of Cruden was a sheet of sermon paper with a number of headings written in the neat uniform hand of a classical scholar, as old Mr Homfray was.

Yes. It seems so, said his son. Apparently he felt the seizure approaching, and, leaving the table, crossed to the chair, and sinking into it, he breathed his last. Poor dear father! Why was I not here to assist him, instead of playing bridge? I — Ill never forgive myself, Denton!

But you could not have foretold this. Who could? asked his friend. Endocarditis, from which your father was suffering, is quite a common complaint and very often causes sudden death, especially when it is ulcerative, as in your lamented fathers case. No medical aid would have saved him.

And he knew this, and never told me! cried Roddy.

He was secretive, as I have already said, answered the doctor. Your poor fathers death was caused by embolism; I have suspected it for some time.

While Roddy and Denton were speaking at the dead mans side, Gordon Gray entered the tawdrily-decorated dancing-room of a certain disreputable night-club off Regent Street known as The Gay Hundred — a haunt of cocaine sellers and takers — and glanced eagerly around. He had driven up in his car a few doors away, and the doorkeeper had bowed to him and taken his coat and hat as he rushed in.

His quick eyes espied a table in the corner at which sat Freda Crisp, in a daring black-and-orange gown without sleeves, smoking a cigarette in an amber holder, laughing, and drinking champagne with two young men in evening clothes, while about them whirled many couples dancing, the women mostly with artificially fair hair and wearing deeply-cut gowns, while some of them smoked cigarettes as they danced to the wild strains of the blatant orchestra.

Fredas eyes met those of her friend Gray, and she read in them a message. She was a woman of quick perception and astounding intuition. Her adventures had been many and constant, and if she could have recorded them in print the book would certainly have been amongst the best sellers of which the public hear so much.

The men with her were strangers to Gordon, therefore, assuming an instant carelessness, he lounged over, bowed, and greeted her. He did not know on what terms she was with the pair with whom she was drinking bubbly, whether, indeed, they were pigeons worth plucking. Therefore his attitude was one of extreme caution. Gordon Gray was far too clever ever to spoil a good thing in the course of being engineered by any of his accomplices of either sex.

Oh! Good-evening, Mr Gray! Freda exclaimed. Fancy your being here to-night! I never suspected you of being a member of this place!

Im not. A friend of mine has introduced me, he said, and then, when the elegantly-dressed woman in the daring black-and-orange gown had introduced her companions, Gray sat down at the table and took a cigarette.

Presently she excused herself from her two friends, saying:

Youll forgive me if I have just this one dance with Mr Gray — wont you?

And both joined the fox-trot which was at that moment commencing.

Well, I see by your face, Gordon, that something has happened. What? she whispered as they took the floor.

Something good. Old Homfray is dead!

Dead! gasped the woman. But you didnt do it — eh?

No. I might have done. You know what I intended to do if he cut up rough — but luck came to my aid. The old hypocrite died suddenly from heart disease, I think. At any rate, he got into a passion and sank into his chair and expired. And then I quietly retired and drove back here to town. Nobody saw me. Luck — eh?

By Jove! yes. That relieves us of a great deal of worry, doesnt it? said the woman. Its the best bit of news Ive heard for years. While the old man lived there was always a risk — always a constant danger that he might throw discretion to the winds and give us away.

Youre quite right, Freda. He was the only person in the world I feared.

And yet you defied him! she remarked. That is the only way. Never let your enemy suspect that you are frightened of him, said the stout, beady-eyed man in the navy-blue suit.

What about the young pup? asked the woman in a low voice as they danced together over the excellent floor, while yellow-haired, under-dressed women who bore on their countenances the mark of cocaine-taking, and prosperous, vicious-looking men, both young and old, sat at the little tables, laughing, drinking and looking on.

He knows nothing, and hes going to be useful to us.

But hes very deeply in love with Elma.

Of course. But to part them will be quite easy. Leave all that to me.

There was a pause.

And you will desert me for that slip of a girl — eh, Gordon? asked the handsome woman suddenly in a strange, unusual voice.

He started. He had never realised that the womans jealousy had been aroused, but, nevertheless, he knew that a jealous woman always constitutes a danger when one sails near the wind.

Oh! my dear Freda, please dont talk like that, he laughed. Surely ours is a business connexion. Your interests are mine, and vice versa. Have they not been so for five years? You have kept your eyes open for the pigeons, while I have plucked them for you and given you half share of the spoil.

And now you contemplate deserting me — and perhaps marrying the daughter of a wealthy man. Where do I come in?

As you always have done, my dear Freda. Both of us are out for money — and big money we must get from somewhere. That concession in Morocco is my main object at the present moment. We already have the plan, and Barclay has not yet discovered his loss.

He may do so at any moment. What then?

Why, nothing. He will have no suspicion as to who has secured it or how it was taken from his safe. Besides, the old Moor is arriving at the Ritz and is bringing the actual signed concession over from Fez. And now that the parson is dead all will be plain sailing. Have you heard from Arthur to-day?

Not a word. He should be back from Bayeux in a couple of days.

I shall want him to help me when young Homfray gets the concession in his possession.

The woman looked him straight in the face, and then, after another pause, asked in a whisper: What! Do you intend that an — an accident shall happen to him — eh?

Perhaps, replied the man with a grim smile. Who knows?

Ah! I see! she exclaimed quickly. There cannot be two candidates for the hand of Elma Sandys!

And he nodded in the affirmative, a few moments later leading her back to the two young men who had been entertaining her, and then he left the place.

The ill-suppressed jealousy which his accomplice had expressed considerably perturbed him. He saw that if he intended to attain success with Elma he must first propitiate Freda. A single word from her as an enemy would ruin all his chances.

He was not blind to the fact either that Elma had no great liking for him, and that, on the other hand, the girl was deeply in love with the late rectors son. Though he had declared to Freda that all was plain sailing, he viewed the situation with considerable misgiving. As Rex Rutherford he had made a very favourable impression upon Mr Sandys, but women being gifted with an often uncanny intuition, Elma had from the first viewed him with suspicion. His studied attentions had annoyed her. And now that Freda had shown jealousy, a further difficulty, and even danger, had arisen.

Since their hurried departure from Willowden Freda had taken another furnished house called The Elms, not far from Laleham, on the Thames, and there old Claribut had again been installed as butler and general factotum, while Gray, under the name of Rutherford, occupied a handsome suite of chambers in Dover Street, to which his new chauffeur eventually drove him that night.

Next day the village of Little Farncombe was plunged into grief at the astounding news that their popular rector was dead. Old Mr Sandys valet told his master the sad truth when he took up his early cup of tea, and within an hour the old financier called at the Rectory and offered his sincere condolences to Roddy, while later he sent a telegram to Elma at Harrogate announcing the tragic fact.

Not a soul had apparently seen the dead mans visitor either arrive or depart. Mrs Bentley had, as was her habit, gone to bed without wishing her master Good-night. Nobody, therefore, discovered that the poor old gentleman had been taken ill in consequence of violent anger expressed to a visitor, for the latter had been clever enough to slip away without being seen.

Before noon Roddy received a long telegram from Elma, among many others, and three days later the body of the Reverend Norton Homfray was laid to rest in the quiet old churchyard which almost joined the Rectory garden. From far and near came crowds of mourners, and many were the beautiful wreaths placed upon the coffin by loving hands, though none was more beautiful than that which Elma herself brought from the Towers.

That evening, when the funeral was over, and all the mourners had gone, Roddy stood in the wireless-room with his loved one clasped in his strong arms.

He was pale, serious, and grief-stricken. She saw it, and kissed him upon the lips in mute sympathy.

He held his breath as his eyes wandered over the long row of experimental instruments which had been his chief hobby and delight. But with his fathers death all the interest in them had been swept away.

This he declared to Elma in a tone of deep and poignant sorrow.

No, Roddy dear, she exclaimed, her hand tenderly placed on his shoulder. You must strive to bear your loss, great as it is. I know how you loved your dear father, but the parting must always come for all of us. The blow is great — to us all, to the village — and to you more especially, but you must not allow it to interfere with your future interests.

She saw in his eyes the light of unshed tears, and taking his strong hand, softly added:

Face the world anew, dear — face it with greater spirit and energy than you have done before, so that you may become a son worthy of a splendid and revered father.

I know! he said. It is very good of you to speak like that, Elma, but my grief seems to have altered the face of the world for me. The Moroccan Government has suddenly changed, it appears, and the Kaid Ahmed-el-Hafid is now no longer in power. The Minister of the Interior has been replaced by Mohammed ben Mussa, who was grand chamberlain to the Sultan, and who is now at the Ritz Hotel. My friend Barclay has arranged with him that I shall receive the concession for the ancient emerald mines, and I have to be introduced to him to-morrow. He promises me every facility and protection.

Then you will go, dearest, she said, standing with her little black pom in her arms. It will mean a great fortune for you. Father was only remarking about it the other day.

Roddy paused and looked fondly at her sweet face.

Yes. If you really wish it, darling, Ill go.

Thats right, she exclaimed brightly. Come up to the Towers with me in the car. Father asked me to bring you. You cant stay here alone this evening.

He demurred, and tried to excuse himself, but the girl was insistent.

Theres the news broadcast! she exclaimed next second, glancing at the big, round-faced ships clock. Lets listen for a moment before we go — eh? The broadcast always fascinates me.

In obedience to her desire Roddy switched on the aerial, lit the valves, and giving her one pair of head-phones, took another. Then adjusting a tuning-coil and turning the knobs of the two condensers one after the other, a deep, sonorous voice was heard announcing the results of certain races held that afternoon, followed by a number of items of general news, which included a railway accident in France and the facts, that the King had left Buckingham Palace for Windsor, and that yet another conference of the Allies was contemplated.

The news was followed by the announcement:

Mr George Pelham will now tell you all one of the famous bedtime stories for the children. Hulloa! C.Q. Hulloa! C.Q.? Listen! A bedtime story.

Elma removed the telephones from her ears, and said:

I think we may go now. And then together they went forth to the car awaiting them.

Mr Sandys had asked Roddy to fit for him a wireless transmitting set so that he could speak to his office by wireless telephone. This he had done, though not without considerable difficulties with the authorities.

It was eleven oclock before the young man returned to the silent, empty house, and on entering his dead fathers study he saw that upon the blotting-pad old Mrs Bentley had placed several letters.

He took them up thoughtfully.

Poor old dad! he exclaimed aloud. These have been written by people who still believe him to be alive!

He turned them over in his hand, and then began to open them. The first was a polite intimation from a moneylender, who expressed himself anxious to lend the reverend gentleman a loan of anything from two pounds to two thousand pounds at practically a nominal interest. The next was from a second-hand bookseller of whom his father frequently dealt, the third a bill, and the fourth was thin and bore a foreign stamp, the address being written in a small, angular hand.

He opened it with some curiosity, and read as follows:

Dear Mr Homfray, — Though we have not met for nearly two years, you will probably recollect me. I have of late been very ill, and in a most mysterious manner. I am, however, fast recovering, and am at last able to write to you — having recollected only yesterday your name and address.

I have been suffering from blindness and a peculiar loss of memory; indeed, so much that I could not, until yesterday, tell people my own name. Here I am known as Betty Grayson, and I am living with some good, honest Normandy folk called Nicole.

I need not recall the tragedy which befell my fiancé, Mr Willard, but it is in that connexion that I wish to see you — and with all urgency, for your interests in the affair coincide with my own. I feel that I dare not tell you more in this letter than to say that I feel grave danger threatening, and I make an appeal to you to come here and see me, so that we may act together in clearing up the mystery and bringing those guilty to the justice they deserve.

The situation has assumed the greatest urgency for action, so will you, on receipt of this letter, telegraph to me: chez Madame Nicole, 104, Rue des Chanoines, Bayeux, France, and tell me that you will come at once to see me. I would come to you, but as an invalid I am in the charge of those who are doing their best to ensure my rapid recovery. You are a clergyman, and I rely upon your kind and generous aid. — Yours very sincerely,

Edna Manners.

Edna Manners? gasped Roddy when he saw the signature. Can she possibly be the girl whom I saw dead in Welling Wood?


Chapter Twenty.

Concerns the Concession.
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NEXT MORNING RODDY was compelled to leave Haslemere by the early train, and having met Barclay at Waterloo station, they drove in a taxi to the Ritz, where in a luxurious suite of apartments they found the white-bearded intellectual old Moor, Mohammed ben Mussa. His dark, deep-set eyes sparkled when in French Mr Barclay introduced the young man as one of the most active and enthusiastic mining engineers in London, and from beneath his white robe he put forth his hand and grasped Roddys.

I am very pleased, Monsieur Homfray, to think that you contemplate prospecting in the Wad Sus. Our mutual friend Mr Barclay is well known to us in Fez, and at his instigation I am granting you the necessary concession on the same conditions as my predecessor proposed to you, namely, that one-eighth of the profits be paid to me privately.

To those terms, Your Excellency, we entirely agree, Roddy said.

Good. Then I have the agreement ready for your signature.

Upon the writing-table stood a small steel dispatch-case, from which His Excellency brought out a document which had been drawn up by a French notary in Tangiers, and, having read it, both Barclay and Homfray appended their signatures. Replacing it in the box, he then drew out a formidable-looking document written in Arabic with a translation in French.

Both Roddy and his friend sat down and together digested the contents of the document by which Son Majesté Chérifiane, through his trusted Minister Mohammed ben Mussa, granted to Roderick Charles Homfray, of Little Farncombe, in Surrey, the sole right to prospect for and to work the emerald mines in the Wad Sus region of the Sahara on payment of one-eighth of the money obtained from the sale of the gems to the Sultans private account at the Crédit Lyonnais in Paris.

It was a long and wordy screed, couched in the quaint and flowery language of the Moors, but the above was the gist of it. The Sultan and his Minister were sharing between themselves a quarter of the spoils, while Morocco itself obtained no benefit whatever.

The two Englishmen having expressed their acceptance, His Excellency, the slow-moving Moorish Minister, bestirred himself again, and taking a large piece of scarlet sealing-wax, produced a huge silver seal — his seal of office as Minister — and with considerable care and with a great show of formality, he heated the wax until he had a round mass about three inches in diameter, into which he pressed the all-important seal. Then, ascertaining that the impression was a good one, he took out a red pen and signed it with long, sprawly Arabic characters, afterwards signing his name in French as Minister of His Majesty the Sultan.

And now, my young friend, said the patriarchal-looking man in French, as he handed the document to Roddy hardly dry, I want to give you some little advice. You will go to Mogador, and there you will meet Ben Chaib Benuis, who will bear a letter from me. He will conduct you safely through very unsafe country which is held by our veiled Touaregs, the brigands of the Great Desert. While you are with him you will have safe conduct into the Wad Sus, one of the most inaccessible regions south of the Atlas Mountains.

I am much indebted to Your Excellency, said the young man. I have had some little experience of mining operations in South America, and up to the present I am glad to say that I have been successful. I hope I may be equally successful in Morocco.

You will surely be, the old man assured him. Already Ben Chaib Benuis knows where to find the entrance to the workings, and the rest will be quite easy for you. You have only to raise the necessary capital here, in your city of London, and then we go ahead. And may Allahs blessing ever rest upon you! concluded the mock-pious old man, who saw in the concession a big profit to himself and to his royal master.

Roddy folded the precious document into four and placed it in the breast pocket of his dark-blue jacket with an expression of thanks and a promise to do his utmost to carry out his part of the contract.

We have every hope of floating a very important company to carry out the scheme, said Andrew Barclay enthusiastically, even then in ignorance that the plan given him by the Ministers predecessor in Marseilles was no longer in his possession. I saw the beautiful dark emerald which has been only recently taken from one of the mines. It is a glorious stone, finer, they say, than any that have ever come from the Urals into the treasury of the Romanoffs.

Emeralds and rubies are the most precious stones of to-day, Roddy declared. Diamonds do not count. They are unfashionable in these post-war days of the ruined aristocracy and the blatant profiteer. A big emerald worn as a pendant upon a platinum chain is of far greater notoriety than a diamond tiara. Nobody wears the latter.

It was eleven oclock, and His Excellency rang for a cup of black coffee, while Barclay and Roddy each took a glass of French vermouth. Then, when they sat down to chat over their cigarettes, Roddy glanced casually at the morning newspaper, and saw the announcement that the Moorish Minister was in London upon a matter of international importance concerning the port of Mogador.

The young fellow smiled. The matter upon which old Mohammed was doing himself well at the Ritz concerned his own pocket — the same matter which affects nine-tenths of the foreign political adventurers who visit Paris and London. They make excuses of international conversations, but the greed of gain to themselves at the expense of their own country is ever present.

Later, when he walked with Barclay along Piccadilly towards the Circus, the concession safely in his pocket, Roddy turned to his friends and said:

Do you know, Andrew, Im not quite easy in my own mind! I fear that somebody might try to do me out of this great stroke of good fortune for which I am indebted to you.

Why? Who could contest your right to the concession? The future is all plain sailing for you — and for Miss Sandys, I hope. I congratulate you, my boy. Youll end by being a pillar of finance!

Never, old chap, laughed Roddy. Then, after a few moments pause, he added: Im going over to France to-morrow. I must go.

Why?

I have a little matter to see after that brooks no delay. When Im back Ill tell you all about it. Ill be away only two or three days at most. But in the meantime I shall place the concession with old Braydon, my fathers solicitor, in Bedford Row. I have to see him this afternoon regarding some matters concerning the poor old governors will.

Yes. Perhaps it may be just as well, Roddy, said his friend. But as soon as you have recovered from the blow of your poor fathers death we ought to take up the concession and see what business we can do to our mutual advantage. Theres a big fortune in it. Of that Im quite convinced.

So am I — unless there are sinister influences at work, as somehow I fear there may be.

But Barclay laughed at his qualms. The pair took lunch in a small Italian restaurant in Wardour Street, and while Andrew returned to Richmond, Roddy went along to see his fathers old friend, Mr Braydon, and asked him to put the sealed concession into safe keeping.

Im just sending along to the Safe Deposit Companys vaults in Chancery Lane, said the grey-haired, clean-shaven old man who was so well known in the legal world. Ill send the document for you. Perhaps you will like a copy? Ill have a rough copy made at once. And, touching a bell, he gave the order to the lady clerk who entered in response.

When Roddy left Bedford Row he felt that a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders.

Perhaps he would not have been so completely reassured if he had known that Gordon Gray himself had been very cleverly keeping watch upon his movements all the morning. He had been idling in the corridor of the Ritz while Roddy had been engaged in the negotiations, and he had been standing on the opposite pavement in Bedford Row while he had sought Mr Arnold Braydon.

When Roddy had walked down towards Holborn the silent watcher had turned upon his heel and left, with a muttered expression of dissatisfaction, for he knew that young Homfray had placed the official document in keeping so safe that theft would now be impossible.

We must change our tactics, growled the king of international crooks to himself. That concession would be worthless to us even if we had it at this moment. No; we must devise other means.

And, hailing a passing taxi, he entered and drove away.

Gordon Gray had been foiled by Roddys forethought. Yet, after all, the concession had been actually granted and stamped by the official seal of the Moorish Minister of the Interior. Therefore, the dead rectors son was in possession of the sole right to prospect in the Wad Sus, and it only now remained for him to start out on his journey into the Sahara and locate the mines, aided by the plan which his friend Barclay had been given.

As far as Roddy was concerned the concession was an accomplished fact. But uppermost in his mind was that curious letter addressed to his father from the girl, Edna Manners. Something impelled him to investigate it — and at once.

Therefore, he dashed back to Little Farncombe, and before going home called at the Towers, intending to show the strange letter to Mr Sandys before leaving for Bayeux. James, the footman, who opened the door to him, replied that both his master and Miss Elma had left at twelve oclock, Mr Sandys having some urgent business in Liverpool. They had gone north in the car.

Disappointed, Roddy went home and packed a suit-case, and that evening left for Southampton, whence he crossed to Havre, as being the most direct route into Normandy.

At midday he alighted from the train at Bayeux, and drove in a ramshackle fiacre over the uneven cobbles of the quaint old town, until at the back of the magnificent cathedral he found the address given in the letter.

Ascending to the first floor, he knocked at the door, and Madame Nicole appeared.

I am in search of Mademoiselle Grayson, he said inquiringly in French.

Mademoiselle lives here, answered the woman, but, unfortunately, she is not at home. She went out last evening to post a letter, and, strangely enough, she has not returned! We are much distressed. Only an hour ago my husband informed the commissary of police, and he is making inquiries. Mademoiselle has recovered her sight and, to a great extent, her proper senses. It is a mystery! She promised to return in a quarter of an hour, but she has not been seen since!


Chapter Twenty One.

The Blow.
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PURCELL SANDYS WAS seated at his writing-table in his fine spacious library in Park Lane engrossed in the intricacies of some formidable-looking accounts.

Hughes, the grave-faced old butler, opened the door softly, and asked:

Shall you be wanting anything more to-night, sir?

His master raised his head wearily, and Hughes at once noticed how very pale and changed he seemed.

No, nothing, Hughes, he replied in an unusual voice. But leave word that when Miss Elma comes in I wish to see her here at once. Shes at Lady Whitchurchs dance, but she ought to be back very soon.

Yes, sir, answered the old servant. But — excuse me, sir, you dont look very well. Cant I get you something? A little brandy — perhaps?

Well, yes, Hughes. Just a liqueur-glass full, was his masters reply; and then he turned again to his accounts.

Hughes, a moment later, placed the thin little Venetian liqueur-glass upon a silver salver at his elbow, and retired noiselessly.

Mr Sandys had not heard him. He was far too engrossed in his work of examination of the accounts and three bankers pass-books.

Now and then he drew long breaths and snapped his fingers in fierce impatience.

To think of this! Only to think of it! escaped his pale, thin lips.

Then he rose, and with his hand on the edge of the table he slowly surveyed his room.

And I trusted Hornton! He was so sound that I would have entrusted to him Elmas life and future. And she is all I have in the world. And hes let me down!

He reseated himself at the table, and, taking up a telegram, re-read it, as he had done a dozen times before.

It was dated from Stowmarket, and said:

Much regret to tell you that poor Charles has been found dead. Very distressed. — Lady Hornton.

His partner was dead! Upon his table lay a letter he had received by the last post that evening. A letter of apology it was. On the previous night at eight oclock the two partners had met alone in Lombard Street, and Sir Charles had confessed that he had been gambling heavily in Paris, at Deauville, at Aix, at Madeira, at the Jockey Club, at Buenos Ayres, as well as at a private gambling-hell called Evans in West Kensington, and that the result had been that he had lost everything. He could not face the music.

So he had made his bow to the world and ended his life. Purcell Sandys was left to bear the brunt of the whole of the gigantic liabilities of them both!

The great financier left the little glass of brandy untouched. He was never addicted to spirits. A man of strong and outstanding personality, he had studied, as so many of our greatest Englishmen have done, the practically unknown philosophy of Yogi — that science of I am — of the Great Ego, which by our modern world is so little understood.

Purcell Sandys, at that moment when he knew that ruin had befallen him, stood erect, and presently a curious smile crossed his lips. He had studied the old Indian science of Raja Yogi thoroughly and well. He knew the nature of Real Self, as every strong man does. He knew the power of the Will, which power underlies the entire teachings of Raja Yogi, and he was master of his Real Self. The great strong men through all the ages have studied the Yogi science perhaps unconsciously. Even as Purcell Sandys stood there, a ruined man in that millionaires palace in Park Lane, he spoke aloud and repeated the mantrams or affirmations of the candidates presenting themselves to the Yogi masters for their first lesson.

I am a Centre, he said in a low, distinct voice. Around me revolves the world. I am a Centre of Influence and Power. I am a Centre of Thought and Consciousness. I am independent of the Body. I am Immortal and cannot be destroyed. I am Invincible and cannot be injured. Mastery is with me.

Then he returned to his chair and fell to studying and adding up his liabilities. They were colossal. He had known that Hornton was very fond of games of chance and often played for high stakes at a certain gaming-club in Paris, but he had never dreamed he was gambling away the firms securities. The blow had staggered him, for it had brought him in a day from luxury to ruin. The financial operations they had in progress throughout the world were now simply bubbles. There was nothing behind them. The Paris house had been depleted, and yet so high was the standing of the firm that nobody had expected such a crisis.

The failure would inevitably bring down with it other smaller houses, and hundreds of small investors, war widows, clergymen, artisans, and people who earned weekly wages, both in England and in France, would lose their all.

He bit his lip to the blood. An hour before he had spoken on the telephone to Lady Hornton, but the line was very bad to Stowmarket, and he could scarcely hear her. But he understood her to say that her husband, who had been out motoring in the morning, had lunched and then, as usual, gone to his room to have a nap. But when his man went to call him at half-past five he found him dead.

Such news was, indeed, calculated to upset any man. But Purcell Sandys, on account of his Yogi knowledge, knew of his own subconscious mentality. He relaxed every muscle, he took the tension from every nerve, threw aside all mental strain, and waited for a few moments. Then he placed his position firmly and fixedly before his mental vision by means of concentration. Afterwards he murmured to his subconscious mentality — which all of us possess if we know how to use it aright:

I wish my position to be thoroughly analysed, arranged, classified, and directed, and the result handed back to me. Attend to this?

Thus the ruined financier spoke to his subconscious mentality just as though it were a separate entity which had been employed to do the work.

Confident expectation was, he knew, an important part of the process, and that the degree of success depended upon the degree of his confident expectation. He was not a slave to the subconscious, but its master.

Returning again to his table, he sat for a long time pondering until suddenly the door opened and Elma burst in, bright and radiant in a filmy dance frock of emerald with shoes and stockings to match. In her hair she wore a large golden butterfly, and in her hand she carried her long gloves.

Do you want to see me, dad? she asked. I know Im rather late, but Ive had such a topping time. Only one thing spoiled it. That Mr Rutherford was there and pestered me to dance with him.

Her father was silent for a few seconds. Mention of the name of Rutherford caused him to reflect.

Yes, dear, I want to see you. Sit down for a moment. I have something to tell you.

You look very anxious, dad, exclaimed the girl. Why, whats the matter?

A very serious one, my dear — most serious. A heavy blow has fallen upon me. Sir Charles has killed himself!

What? gasped the girl, rising from her chair.

Yes, and, moreover, before doing so he ruined us both by gambling. Elma, I cannot conceal the bitter truth from you, dear. I am ruined!

The girl was too astounded to utter a word. Her countenance had blanched.

But, dad! she cried at last. You cant mean that you are actually ruined — you, the rich man that you are.

I thought I was until last night, he replied huskily. I have enemies, as well as friends. What man has not? The truth cannot be concealed from them very long, and then they will exult over my ruin, he remarked very gravely.

But, dad, what are we to do? Surely Sir Charles hasnt actually ruined you?

Unfortunately he has, my child. I trusted him, but the curse of gambling was in his blood and he flung away my money as well as his own. But he is dead — he has paid the penalty of his folly, and left me to face our creditors.

And the future, dad? asked the young girl, gazing aimlessly about her and not yet realising what ruin meant.

Purcell Sandys, the man whose credit was at that moment so high in Lombard Street — for the truth was not yet out — sighed and shook his head.

I must face the music, my dear, he said. Face defeat, as others have done. Napoleon was compelled to bow to the inevitable; I must do so. Farncombe must be sold, and this house also. I must realise as much as possible to pay my creditors. But I cannot pay them all even though I sell everything.

And then? asked his pretty daughter, so slim and girlish. And then, dad?

Then we must both go into obscurity. Perhaps we can live over in Brittany, in some out-of-the-way place, and learn to forget. But I said we. No, dear, you could never forget. You are young and have your life before you — you must marry, child, and be a happy wife. I could never take you over to France to one of those deadly-dull little towns where life is only existence, and thoughts of the past become an obsession. No.

But I want to help you, dad, she said, crossing to him and stroking his grey brow with her hand.

I know, darling. I know, he muttered. You may be able to — one day. But — but to-night dont let us discuss this painful subject further. I feel — well, I cant bear it. Good-night! And raising his bearded face, he kissed her, patting her upon the shoulder as he did so.

Reluctantly she withdrew, for he was insistent that she should retire.

Then, when she had gone, he drew several long, deep breaths — part of his Yogi training — and locking up the sheaf of accounts and the pass-books, he switched off the light and ascended the wide, handsome stairs to his room.

By the irony of fate the man who had built that magnificent town mansion in Park Lane, and had sold it to Purcell Sandys, had afterwards stood in the dock at the Old Bailey and had been sentenced to ten years imprisonment for a gigantic fraud.

The position of Purcell Sandys was certainly a very serious one. Honest, upright, and straight-spoken, he had, from small beginnings, attained greatness in the financial world, until the name of the firm was one to conjure with in the money markets of Europe. But he was ever a man of honour. During the war he saw the way open to make a profit of five millions sterling by dealing with Germany through a certain source in South America.

The proposition was put to him on the day of the air-raid on Brixton. He heard the sleek agent of the enemy, and smoked a good cigar as he listened. Then he rose from his chair, and said:

Look here! Im an Englishman! Get out! Theres the door. And if you dont get out of England in twelve hours youll find yourself arrested. Get out!

And even while the caller was in the room he crossed to the telephone and rang up M.O.5 at the War Office.

Purcell Sandys was a real, honest, firm-handed Englishman. He had, by his own pluck, self-confidence and shrewd intuition, raised himself from his small office as a provincial bank manager to the position he had attained in the financial world. Mrs Sandys, who had been a great invalid for years, had died at St. Moritz two years before, and he had only Elma left to him. And naturally he doted upon her — his only child.

That night he felt himself up against a brick wall — he, whose very name was a power upon every bourse in Europe.

Alone in her room Elma, dismissing her maid Evans, sank at her bedside and prayed. She loved her father, and had never before seen him with hopelessness written plainly upon his features.

She thought of Roddy. Would that he were at her side to advise and help her!

But she was alone — alone except for her little pet, the black pom, Tweedles.


Chapter Twenty Two.

By Stroke of the Pen.
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NEXT DAY THE news of the sudden death of Sir Charles Hornton at his country house in Suffolk caused a great sensation in the City. But as the truth was never guessed, the greatest sympathy was felt on every hand for his close friend and partner Purcell Sandys. The fact that Sir Charles had committed suicide had not leaked out. He had been found dead under very mysterious circumstances. That was all.

Almost the first person to call at Park Lane and express his sorrow was the well-dressed, soft-speaking and refined Mr Rex Rutherford. It was about eleven oclock. Elma heard a ring at the door, and afterwards asked Hughes who was the caller.

Mr Rutherford, miss, was the old mans reply.

The girl said nothing, but she wondered why he should call upon her father so early in the morning.

Two days later the white-bearded old Moorish Minister Mohammed ben Mussa was seated with his secretary, a young Frenchman, in his hotel in the Rue de Rivoli, in Paris, when a waiter entered, saying:

Madame Crisp has called, Your Excellency.

In an instant the old mans face became illuminated, and he gave orders to show the lady in.

It is the lady I met on the boat between Dover and Calais. Her necklet had been stolen, and she was naturally in tears. We travelled together from Calais to Paris, he explained. She is a very intelligent English society woman, and I asked her to call.

The French secretary, who had been engaged at the Ministry in Fez for some years, bowed as his new master spoke.

In a few moments Freda Crisp, elegantly-dressed, swept into the luxurious room.

Ah! So here you are! she cried in French, which she spoke extremely well. I promised I would call. Do you know, the French police are so much cleverer than the English! They have already arrested the thief and returned my necklet to me!

His Excellency, after inviting his guest to be seated, expressed pleasure at the news, and then the secretary rose discreetly and left.

I hope you are enjoying Paris, Freda said in her low musical voice, which always charmed her dupes. Now that the autumn is coming on everyone is returning from Deauville. I am giving a little party to-night at the Ritz. I wonder if you would honour me with your presence? I have a friend, an Englishman, who wishes very particularly to make Your Excellencys acquaintance.

The old Minister expressed himself as being delighted, whereupon she suggested that he should dine with her and her English friend at the hotel. The old Moor with his Eastern admiration of feminine beauty found her charming, and at eight oclock that night when he entered the hotel, his striking figure in the ample white burnous (upon which was the glittering star of the Order of the Tower and the Sword), and turban, caused all heads to be turned in his direction.

This is my friend, Mr Arthur Porter, Freda said. Will Your Excellency allow me to present him?

The old Moor took Porters hand and, with an expression of pleasure, the trio sat down to dinner at a corner table in the great restaurant.

The Moorish Minister spent a most enjoyable evening, for though he touched no wine, he was after dinner introduced to several very elegant and charming women, both English and French, for in a certain circle in Paris Freda was well known. Porter took good care to ingratiate himself with the patriarchal-looking old fellow, declaring that he knew Morocco, was delighted with the life there, and intended in a few weeks time to visit Fez again. The truth, however, was that he had never been there in his life and had no intention of ever going. Freda had followed the old Minister from London and had managed to become acquainted with him with the sole object of introducing Arthur Porter, alias Bertram Harrison. To them both the death of Sir Charles was known, and Porter guessed that Mr Sandys financial position would be greatly affected. He had seen Sir Charles at several gaming-tables, and knew that he had been a reckless gambler. So cleverly did the pair play their cards that Mohammed ben Mussa invited Porter to call and see him next day — which he did.

As the two men sat together smoking cigarettes, Porter suddenly said in French:

I heard the other day that the ancient emerald mines in the Wad Sus are about to be worked again.

That is so. I granted the concession in London only a few days ago.

Ah! How very unfortunate! remarked his visitor. I have a big financial backing, and could have exploited those mines with huge profits to all of us. Of course, I do not know how much gratification Your Excellency has received for the concession, but my friends would, I believe, have paid Your Excellency fifty thousand francs down and one-quarter of the profits of the undertaking. The old Moor pursed his lips and pricked up his ears. From Barclay he had received nothing on account, and only one-eighth share. Porter could see that the old fellow was filled with regret and chagrin that he had granted the concession with such little gain to himself.

His Majesty the Sultan demands a share in the profits, old Mohammed remarked. He has been allotted an eighth share — similar to myself.

I could have arranged a quarter share for you and an eighth for His Majesty, said the crafty Englishman quickly. But I suppose it is unfortunately too late, now that you have given the concession into another quarter.

Mohammed ben Mussa remained silent, slowly stroking his long beard with his brown claw-like hand.

The Englishmans offer was extremely tempting. He was reflecting.

At last he said very slowly:

Perhaps if seventy-five thousand francs were offered me and the shares you suggest, I might find some way out, and he smiled craftily.

Well, said Porter with affected hesitation, Im inclined to think that my friends would pay that sum — and at once if they received an unassailable concession. I mean a concession given to Mr Rex Rutherford under your hand and seal as Minister which would cancel the previous one. Porter knew well the one power in Oriental countries was that of backsheesh, and wrote down the name Rex Rutherford.

I will consider it, said the old man. There is no hurry till to-morrow. I may find it necessary to telegraph to Fez. I — I have to think it over, Msieur Porter.

Of course. Then I will come here to-morrow — shall we say at eleven? And you will afterwards lunch with me at Voisins — eh?

It is agreed, said the representative of the Moorish Sultan, and then, after another cigarette, Porter rose and left, walking back to the Place Vendôme to tell Freda the result of his mornings negotiations.

Next day, at noon when the tall Englishman entered Mohammeds room he saw by the expression on the old mans face that he had triumphed.

I have been reflecting, His Excellency said when his visitor was seated, and I have prepared a copy of the concession which I gave in London, with the name and terms altered as we discussed yesterday, and with the payment of seventy-five thousand francs to me direct at latest to-morrow as being the consideration. You see, it is all in order — a concession in perpetuity granted to your nominee, Mr Rutherford, and sealed by my Ministerial seal, which I hold from His Majesty, and signed by myself. Please examine it.

Arthur Porter took the document, which was almost a replica of that handed to Barclay in London. The date was, however, different, as well as the terms.

Yes, he said, after carefully reading the French translation. It all seems in order. It rescinds the previous concession granted in London.

Most certainly. No one will have any authority to enter the Wad Sus except yourself and those you appoint.

With satisfaction Porter drew from his inner pocket an envelope containing seventy-five one-thousand-franc notes, which he counted out upon the table one by one.

The old Moors thin yellow fingers handled them gleefully, and placing them together he drew them beneath his ample burnous, saying quite coolly:

I trust, Monsieur Porter, that you are satisfied.

Perfectly, was the Englishmans reply. My friend will at once form a syndicate and work the mines. Of course, we may have trouble with that Mr Barclay in London.

He paid no consideration. Therefore you need not trouble about him. The concession you have is the only valid one, for it is dated after the one I gave in London. If they attempt to enforce it we shall instantly prevent their entering the district, or arrest them if they attempt to do so.

And the old man chuckled to himself at the easy manner in which he had obtained seventy-five thousand francs.


Chapter Twenty Three.

A Caller at the Rectory.
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THAT MORNING GORDON Gray, dapper and well-dressed as ever, had scanned the papers and read the report of the inquiry into the death of Sir Charles Hornton. The coroners jury had returned a verdict of death through misadventure, it having been proved that Sir Charles had mistaken a bottle of poison for a prescription for indigestion which the local doctor had sent him on the previous day. In fact, it was a not too rare way of hushing-up the suicide of a well-known man. In many cases where persons of means commit wilful suicide the twelve local tradesmen are lenient, and declare it to be pure accident, or misadventure — unless, of course, the suicide leaves a letter, in which case the truth cannot be circumvented. For a suicide to leave a letter is a criminal act towards his family.

Early in the afternoon the telephone-bell rang in the pleasant sitting-room of the cosy West End chambers Gray was occupying, and on taking off the receiver he heard Freda speaking from Paris.

All O.K., she said. Guinness has got the concession and is bringing it over this afternoon. Hell be with you to-night.

When does the old Moor leave? asked Gray.

The day after to-morrow. He goes straight back to Tangier.

Right. Keep in touch with him till hes safely away, then get back here, were the great crooks orders.

Meanwhile events were following close upon each other in those crowded autumn days.

Roddy, checkmated by his failure to find the girl Manners who had written to his dead father from Bayeux, made, in company with the shoe-repairer Nicole, a number of inquiries of the commissary of police and in other quarters, but in vain.

From the worthy pair he learnt how they had received the young lady at St. Malo from an Englishman and a woman, apparently his wife. From the description of the woman he felt convinced that it was Freda Crisp. The girl, under the influence of the same drug that had been administered to him, had been smitten by temporary blindness, in addition to her mind being deranged. Here was still more evidence of the dastardly machinations of Gray and his unscrupulous associates. It was now plain that the girl Manners had not died, after all, but had lapsed into a kind of cataleptic state, just as he had done.

The problem of her whereabouts, however, was an all-important one. With her as witness against Gray and the woman Crisp the unmasking of the malefactors would be an easy matter. Besides, had not Mr Sandys told him that it was most important to him that the young ladys fate should be ascertained?

What had been her fate? The description of the mysterious man who called himself a doctor and who had recently visited the poor girl conveyed nothing to Roddy. It seemed, however, as though after she had written the letter to his father she had suddenly disappeared. Had she left Bayeux of her own accord, or had she been enticed away?

The police suspected foul play, and frankly told him so.

It was during those eager, anxious days in Bayeux that Roddy, on glancing at Le Nouvelliste, the daily paper published in Rennes, saw to his astonishment news of the tragic death of Mr Sandys partner, and hastened to telegraph his condolences. Hence it was with great surprise that Elma and her father were aware that the young man was in France, for the telegram simply bore the place of origin as Bayeux.

Little did he dream of the clever devils work which Freda and her associate Porter had accomplished with old Mohammed ben Mussa, but remained in Normandy following a slender clue, namely, a statement made by a white-capped peasant woman hailing from the neighbouring village of Le Molay-Littry, who declared that she had, on the day of the young English mademoiselles disappearance, seen her on the railway platform at Lison entering a train for Cherbourg. She was alone. To Cherbourg Roddy travelled, accompanied by a police-officer from Bayeux and Monsieur Nicole, but though they made every inquiry, no trace of her could be found. At the office of the Southampton boats nobody recollected her taking a passage on the day in question. Therefore, saddened and disappointed, he was compelled to relinquish his search and cross back to England.

While on board the boat he paced the deck much puzzled how to act. He wondered how Elma was faring. Mr Sandys was, no doubt, too full of his partners tragic end to attend to any fresh business proposal. Therefore he decided not to approach him at present with the concession, which was in the vaults of the Safe Deposit Company.

On arrival at Victoria he, however, drove to Park Lane to call, see Elma, and express to her father his regret at the tragedy. The footman who opened the door answered that neither his master nor Miss Elma was at home.

Are they at Farncombe? asked Roddy, much disappointed.

No, sir. They are in town. But I do not think they will be back till very late.

Roddy, who was a shrewd observer, could tell that the man had received orders to say not at home.

Not at home to him? Why? He stood upon the wide doorstep filled with wonder and chagrin. He wanted to tell Mr Sandys of the second disappearance of Edna Manners, and most of all to see the girl he so fondly loved.

But she was not at home. What could be the reason of such an attitude?

He took the last train home from Waterloo, and on arrival at the Rectory — which he still occupied until the new incumbent should require it — old Mrs Bentley came down to let him in.

Oh, sir, she exclaimed, Im glad youve come back. Theres been a young lady here this evening inquiring for your poor father. I told her I expected you home every day, and shes coming again to-morrow evening at five oclock. After she went I saw her wandering about Welling Wood, as though searching for something. She told me to say that her name is Miss Manners.

Roddy stood staggered — too amazed to utter a word for the moment. Edna Manners had returned, and to-morrow he would know the truth.

Too puzzled and excited to sleep, he threw off his coat, and entering his wireless-room took up his cigar-box receiver with the newly invented and super-sensitive crystal detector. Placing the phones over his ears he switched on the little portable aerial wire which he used with it and attached another wire to earth, whereupon he heard loud and strong telephony — somebody in Rotterdam testing with a station in London and speaking in Dutch. It proved beyond all doubt that the new crystal was the most sensitive type known, and that, for a portable set, was of far greater utility than vacuum valves. The quality of the telephony, indeed, astounded him.

He had been listening in for nearly an hour when suddenly he heard the voice of a fellow-experimenter, a man named Overton, in Liverpool, with whom he often exchanged tests.

At once he threw over his transmission switch, the generator hummed with gathering speed, and taking up the telephone, he said:

Hulloa, 3.B.L.! Hulloa, 3.B.L.! Hulloa, Liverpool! This is Homfray 3.X.Q. calling. Your signals are very good. Modulation excellent 3.B.L. I am just back from France, and will test with you to-morrow night at 22:00 G.M.T. Did you get that 3.B.L., Liverpool? 3.X.Q. over. And he threw over the switch, the humming of the generator dying down.

In a few seconds came Overtons familiar voice, saying:

Hulloa 3.X.Q.! This is 3.B.L. answering! Thanks very much for your report. I will call you to-morrow night at 22:00 G.M.T. Thanks again. Somebody was calling you half an hour ago on one thousand metres. You did not get him. Better try now. G.N.O.M. (Good-night, old man.) 3.B.L. switching off.

Roddy, interested as to who, in the wonderful modern world of wireless where men and women only meet through the ether, could have called him, raised his receiving wavelength to a thousand metres and listened.

Beyond some harmonics there was nothing. Suddenly, however, an unknown voice, so clear and high-pitched that it startled him, said:

Hulloa, 3.X.Q.! Hulloa, Farncombe! I have called you several times to-night; the last time an hour ago. Im speaking for Mr Barclay. He did not know that you were back. He is coming on urgent business to Guildford to-morrow. Can you meet him at the station at eleven oclock in the morning. He has asked me to give you that message. This is 3.T.M. at Kingston-on-Thames speaking. 3.T.M. over.

Roddy was not surprised. He frequently — in contravention of the Post-Office regulations, be it said — received such relayed messages. He could be with Barclay at eleven and meet Edna Manners at five.

So putting in his transmission switch, which caused the big vacuum globes to light up and the generator to hum again, he took up the microphone transmitter, and replied in a sharp clear voice:

Hulloa, 3.T.M.! This is 3.X.Q. answering. Thank you very much for the message from Barclay — I will keep the appointment to-morrow. 3.X.Q. switching off.

Why did Barclay wish to see him so urgently? Perhaps the urgency had not occurred until the post-office had closed, hence he had been unable to send a telegram. And at the Rectory there was no telephone, save that splendidly equipped radio-phone.

Little did Roddy Homfray suspect that Mr Purcell Sandys was faced with ruin, that Elma knew of the impending disaster, and that there was a reason — a very clear and distinct reason — why she and her father were neither of them at home when he had called.

Black ruin had fallen upon the great financial house of Sandys and Hornton, a fact of which, though Roddy was in ignorance, Gordon Gray, alias Rex Rutherford, and his accomplices were well aware, and were about to turn to their own advantage.


Chapter Twenty Four.

Rutherford Makes a Proposition.
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ON THAT EVENING when Roddy was told that neither Mr Sandys nor Elma was at home both father and daughter were, as a matter of fact, seated together in the library. Mr Sandys had by that time been able to ascertain pretty nearly the extent of his firms liabilities, and was in complete despair.

Elma was kneeling beside her father with her arm lovingly around his neck, nobly trying to comfort him.

She had confessed her affection for Roddy, and had spoken of the young mans high hopes and aspirations, and shown her father a hasty letter she had received from him announcing the fact that the concession for emerald mining had actually been granted to him by the Moorish Minister, Mohammed ben Mussa.

A new thought arose in Mr Sandys mind. If Roddy had really been granted the concession for the mines known to exist there — and he had made some searching inquiries during the past week or so — then by dealing with it he might, after all, be able to raise sufficient money to discharge part of the immense liabilities of the firm, and thus stem the tide which must otherwise rise in the course of the next few days and overwhelm him.

Elmas father spoke quite openly concerning the situation.

In that case Roddy could marry me, dad, she said. And further, even if he had no concession, I am poor enough now to marry a poor man, she added.

Yes, my child, was his reply. If what young Homfray says is true then he can be the saviour of our firm and of our family. I confess I have taken a great liking to the young fellow. I have liked him all along.

Then Elma flung herself into her fathers arms and kissed him again and again, with tears of joy. Strangely enough her fathers ruin had brought about her own happiness.

It was at that moment when the footman entered, and said:

Mr Homfray has called, sir, and I told him that you were not at home, as you ordered.

Elma looked at her father dismayed.

Has he gone? she gasped, her face falling.

Yes, miss. He called about five minutes ago.

And then the man bowed and retired, while the girl, turning to her father, remarked:

How very unfortunate, dad! I wanted to tell him the good news. But now it must wait until to-morrow. Good-night, dad. Cheer up now, wont you, dearest? This is a black cloud, but it will pass, as all clouds pass sooner or later, and the sun shines out again. And kissing him the girl ran off joyously to her own room.

Roddy rose early, as was his wont, and went into his wireless-room, as was his habit each morning to listen to the transatlantic messages, and those from Moscow, Nantes and the rest. His eye rested upon the sensitive little set in the cigar-box, and it occurred to him to test it that day as a portable set in the train and elsewhere.

His train arrived at Guildford from Haslemere soon after ten oclock, therefore he left the station, and climbing the old disused coach-road known as the Mount, reached the long range of hills called the Hogs Back. There, upon the wide grass-grown road which has not been used for nearly a century, he threw up his aerial wire into a high elm and placing in position his ground wire soldered to a long steel skewer he put on the telephones, holding the box in his left hand while he turned the condensers with his right.

At once he heard the voice of the radio-telephone operator at Croydon, the shrewd, alert expert with the rolling rs, calling Le Bourget. Signals were excellent. He listened for ten minutes or so and then, drawing down his temporary aerial and withdrawing the skewer from the wet earth, put the cigar-box into the pocket of his raincoat and descended the hill to the station.

Upon the platform he awaited the incoming train from Waterloo, and was determined to be at home at five oclock to meet Edna Manners. The train arrived but without Barclay, so he strolled out into the yard to await the next.

In the meantime, however, another striking incident was happening at Park Lane.

Old Hughes, summoned to the door, opened it to the smiling, well-dressed Mr Rex Rutherford.

Will you tell Mr Sandys Im here. And apologise for my early call. I have come on rather pressing business, he said briskly.

Very well, sir, replied Lord Farncombes old butler rather stiffly, taking his hat and umbrella, and asking him into the library.

A couple of minutes later the bearded old financier entered with outstretched hand, and smiling.

I really must apologise, Mr Sandys, Rutherford said. Its awfully early, I know, but between business men the hour, early or late, doesnt really count — does it? At least, we say so in New York.

I agree, said Mr Sandys with a smile, and then when both were seated, Rutherford said:

Ive come to you, Mr Sandys, with a very important proposition — one in which you will at once see big money — the concession for some ancient emerald mines in Morocco.

Do you mean the Wad Sus mines? asked Sandys, much surprised.

Yes. I have arranged with my friend, His Excellency Mohammed ben Mussa, the Moorish Minister of the Interior, for a concession in perpetuity over the whole region, subject to a payment on results to His Majesty the Sultan.

I really dont understand you, exclaimed Elmas father, looking straight in his face. A concession has already been granted to a young man of my acquaintance, Mr Homfray.

Not of the same mines — ancient ones, from which one big dark-coloured emerald has quite recently been taken? That cant be?

But it is.

Have you seen this concession given to your friend, Mr Homfray? I dont know who he is, but I fear it is not worth the paper it is written upon, because here I have a concession which revokes all previous ones, and which will make it penal for anyone who attempts to trespass as a prospector in any part of the Wad Sus region! Here it is! Look for yourself, he said, taking the sealed document from his pocket and handing it to the astonished financier. Of course, he added, if the affair is too small for your attention, Mr Sandys, I can easily negotiate it elsewhere. But as we are friends, I thought I would let you have its refusal.

Purcell Sandys was utterly staggered. He knew French well, and at a glance he convinced himself that the document was genuine.

And not only have we the concession, but here also is a plan of the exact situation of the mines, together with a statement from one of the Touareg tribesmen, Ben Chaib Benuis, with its French translation. The man, a trusted messenger of the Moorish Government, has quite recently been upon the spot, and has brought back a very large and valuable emerald which is in the possession of an ex-Moorish official at Tangier, and can be seen any day.

Mr Sandys scanned the French translation and sat back in wonder.

It was quite evident that the concession granted to young Homfray — if there had ever been one — was worthless, for there was the sealed document dated only a few days before which rescinded every other grant made by the Moorish Government.

I, of course, know nothing of your friend Mr Homfray, remarked Rutherford. But I fear that if he attempts to prospect in the Wad Sus he will be at once arrested. I alone hold the only concession in that district, and slowly picking up both the formidable-looking documents, he carefully refolded them and replaced them in his pocket.

Well, Mr Rutherford, said the pale, thoughtful old financier at last. I confess I am very much puzzled, and before entering upon this affair as a matter of business I would first like to look into young Homfrays claims.

Very naturally, laughed the easy-going Rutherford. I should do so myself in the circumstances. I fear, however, that the young man, whoever he is, has somewhat misled you. Ill look in and see you to-morrow morning — about this time — eh? he added as he rose and left, while Mr Sandys sat speechless and puzzled.

When Rutherford had gone he called Elma and told her of his visit.

What? That man here again? cried the girl. He cant have any valid concession. Roddy has it. He would never write a lie to me!

My child, we can do nothing until we see and question young Homfray.

You are right, dad. Ill try at once to get hold of him. He is probably at Farncombe. Ill telephone to the Towers and tell Bowyer to go to the Rectory at once.

This she did, but half an hour later the reply came back. The maid Bowyer had been to the Rectory, but Mr Homfray was out and would not return till five oclock. She had left a message from Elma asking him to go to London at once.

At five oclock Mrs Bentley at the Rectory opened the door to Edna Manners, but Roddy had not returned. For an hour she waited, idling most of the time in the garden. Then at last she asked leave to write him a note, which she did in the dead rectors study, and then reluctantly left.

The evening passed until at half-past nine a man from the Towers called to ask again for Roddy, but Mrs Bentley repeated that her young master had gone out that morning and had not yet returned. This report was later repeated to Elma over the telephone from the Towers to Park Lane.

Meanwhile Mr Sandys telegraphed to the Minister Mohammed ben Mussa in Tangier, asking for confirmation of Mr Rutherfords concession, and just before midnight came a reply that the concession had been granted to Mr Rex Rutherford.

Elmas father showed her the reply. All Roddys assertions were false! All her hopes were crushed. She burst into tears and fled to her room.

Mr Sandys, left alone, faced the situation calmly. The only way to stave off ruin would be to deal with Rutherford.

Meanwhile the master criminal was playing a clever double game.

When he called next morning he asked to see Elma, pleading that he had something very important to say to her. When Hughes brought the message she was at first reluctant to accede to his wish, but in a few moments she steeled herself and walked to the morning-room into which he had been shown.

As usual, he was smartly-groomed and the essence of politeness. As he took her hand, he said:

Miss Elma, I want to tell you that I sympathise very much with your father in his great misfortune, the secret of which I happen to know — though as yet the world suspects nothing. But I fear it soon will, unless your father can come forward with some big and lucrative scheme. I have it in my power to help him with the mining concession in Morocco. I will do so on one condition.

And what is that, Mr Rutherford? she asked quite calmly.

He looked straight into her big, wide-open eyes and, after a seconds pause, replied:

That I may be permitted to pay my attentions to you — for I confess that I love you.

The girls cheeks coloured slightly and the expression in her eyes altered.

That cannot be, she said. I am already engaged.

To that young fellow Homfray, I believe? he laughed. Has he not already misled you and your father into believing that he is a rich man, inasmuch that he pretends to have been granted some worthless concession also in Morocco? Surely such a man is not suited to you as a husband, Miss Elma? Could you ever trust him?

I will not have Mr Homfrays character besmirched in my presence, Mr Rutherford, she said haughtily. And if this is the matter upon which you wished to speak with me I should prefer that you said nothing further.

Elma! I love you! he cried, with openly sensual admiration.

The girl was horrified and revolted. She told him so, but he treated with a conquerors contempt her frightened attempts to evade him. She was to be his toy, his plaything — or he would not lift a finger to save her father.

On her part she pleaded her love for Roddy, but he told her brutally that the young fellow was a liar. Why had he not produced the concession he alleged he had?

A last Elma, compelled to listen to his specious arguments, almost gave up hope, but before leaving the room she declared that she would starve rather than marry him. And then she closed the door after her.

Ten minutes later Rutherford was shown into the library, and in his most oleaginous manner greeted the ruined financier.

I have called to keep my appointment, Mr Sandys, he said. But since I saw you circumstances have altered somewhat, which makes it incumbent upon me to place the concession elsewhere.

Why? asked Sandys, his face falling. Well, it is a private matter. I — I really dont care to discuss it, Mr Sandys. Indeed, I think it is best for me to say that our negotiations must conclude here, even though I regret it very deeply. It is not my fault, but the — well, the barrier — lies in another direction.

In what direction? asked the grey-bearded man who had been clutching at the straw offered him on the previous day.

Well — if you ask Miss Elma, your daughter, she will explain.

My daughter? What has she to do with our propositions?

I simply repeat my reply, Mr Sandys. I cant say more. To tell the truth, I dont feel capable. I must go now. If you want to see me later you know my telephone number.

And taking his hat, he stalked out of the fine library, well knowing himself to be the conqueror. To those who are patient and painstaking the fruits of the world will arrive. But there are exceptions, even though the devil controls his own.

When Elmas father sought her he found her in a paroxysm of tears and tried to comfort her. She had thrown herself on a couch at the foot of her bed and was sobbing out her heart.

The ruined man told his daughter of Rutherfords visit, and asked her for the explanation which he had said that she alone could give.

In a few halting sentences she related what had happened.

For some time the old man remained silent, standing at the great window past which the motor-buses were passing up and down Londons street of the wealthy.

Ah! my dear! he sighed. I am sorry that you have so unfortunately fallen in love with young Homfray. At first I liked him, I confess. But he seems to have sadly misled you, and is now afraid to face the truth.

I agree, father. But I love him. There is some explanation, I feel sure.

There can be none regarding the emerald concession. Rutherford has it, as well as the plan showing the whereabouts of the mine. I could float a big company to-morrow, even upon the concession and the official plan furnished by the Moorish Minister of the Interior. But he has, alas! now withdrawn his offer.

Because I have refused him, said Elma bitterly. I love Roddy. How could I possibly become that mans wife?

Her father drew a long breath and shrugged his shoulders. He stood with his back towards her, looking idly out upon the traffic in Park Lane and the Park beyond.

Yes, darling, he said at last. But you must not sacrifice yourself for me. It would be grossly unfair. I am ruined through no fault of my own, I trust — ruined by a gambling partner who cared for nothing save his obsession with regard to games of chance. Let us say no more about it. Rutherford may take his concession elsewhere, and I will face the music. I have my comfort in my Yogi teaching — in those two words I am. I have done my best in life, and to my knowledge have never injured anyone. I have tried to act up to my Yogi teachers, with their magnificent philosophy of the East. Therefore I will face disaster unflinchingly.

And seeing his daughter in tears, his further words were choked by emotion. He merely patted her upon the shoulder and, unable to bear the interview longer, withdrew.

For a fortnight past Rex Rutherford, like many crooks of his calibre, had actually engaged a Press agent — one of those parasites who fasten themselves upon the ambitious and put forward lies and photographs to the Press at so many guineas a time. The crook, in the financial Press, read of his own wonderful financial operations in Paris and in New York, reports which were calculated to raise him in the estimation of the great house of Sandys and Hornton. The City had read of Rex Rutherford day after day, and there were rumours of a great scheme he had for a new electric tube rail system for the outer suburbs of Paris, for which he was negotiating with the French Government.

Purcell Sandys had read all this — a Press campaign which had cost the master criminal a mere three hundred pounds. With that sum he had established a reputation in the financial papers. Editors of newspapers cannot always exclude the puff paragraphs when they are cleverly concealed by a master of that craft. And it often takes even a shrewd sub-editor to detect the gentle art of self-advertisement.

That afternoon the old financier walked alone through the Park as far as Kensington Gardens and back. He knew that the crash must come at latest in a day or two, and Sandys and Hornton must suspend payment.

There was no way out.


Chapter Twenty Five.

The Sacrifice.
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FOR ELMA THE world held no future. Though surrounded by every luxury in that magnificent Park Lane mansion, the millionaire home that was the most notable in all Londons modern houses, her only thoughts were of her father and of her lover Roddy.

She hated that fat, beady-eyed but elegantly-dressed man whom Mr Harrison had introduced to her father, and who was now so openly making love to her. His words and his manner were alike artificial. The feminine mind is always astute, and she knew that whatever he said was mere empty compliment. She saw upon his lips the sign of sensuousness, a sign that no woman fails to note. Sensuousness and real love are things apart, and every woman can discriminate them. Men are deceivers. Women may, on the other hand, allure, and be it said that the vampire woman like Freda Crisp is ever with us.

In the life of London, of Paris, or of New York, the vampire woman in society plays a part which is seldom suspected.

They are in a class by themselves, as was Freda Crisp. The vampire woman is the popular term for a woman who lives by preying upon others; men usually, but upon her own sex if occasion demands.

Freda Crisp, though few of the characters in this human drama of love and cupidity had suspected her, was a case in point. She was a type that was interesting. As a girl of eighteen everyone admired her for her charm of manner, her conversational gifts and her bright intellect, which was marred only by a rather too lively imagination, and a tendency to romance so ingeniously that no one ever knew if she told the truth or not.

Her career was abnormal, and yet not stranger than that of some others in these post-war days.

At nineteen she had been to prison for swindling. Physically she was wonderfully fascinating, but her chief characteristic was an absence of all real affection and moral feeling. Even as a girl she could profess passionate love for those from whom she expected profit and gain; but misfortune and death, even of those nearest her, would leave her quite unmoved.

She was a perfect type of the modern adventuress. She could act well, and at times would shed tears profusely if she thought it the right thing at the moment.

As she grew older her unrestrained coquetry threw her into the vicious adventurous circle of which Gordon Gray was the master and moving spirit. She threw in her lot with him. On board a transatlantic liner on which she went for a trip to New York an officer fell a victim to her charms, and supplied her with money that was not his. His defalcations were discovered, and he committed suicide to escape disgrace.

That was the first unpleasant incident in her career after meeting Gray. There were many afterwards. She was a woman whose sole aim was to see and enjoy life. Without heart and without feeling, active, not passive in her love-making, she, like many another woman before her, aspired to power and influence over men, and many an honourable career was wrecked by her, and much gain had gone into the joint pockets of Gordon Gray and herself.

Purcell Sandys had been ruined. She knew it, and laughed.

She sat in Grays rooms in St. Jamess smoking a cigarette before going to dine at a restaurant, and was discussing the situation.

Really, my dear Gordon, she said, puffing the smoke from her lips, you are wonderful! You have the whole affair in your hands. We shall both make a fortune over this concession. The whole thing is as easy as falling off a log, thanks to you.

It hasnt been so easy as you think, my dear Freda, that I can assure you, he replied. But I think we are now on a fair way towards bringing off our coup. The one great thing in our favour is old Homfrays death. He knew far too much. At any moment he might have given us away. He was the one person in the whole world whom I feared.

And you were a fool to defy him by selling that petty bit of property at Totnes, said the handsome woman.

No, Freda, I wasnt. I did it to prove that I defied him. When one man defies another it causes the defied to think. That is why I did it. I knew his secret — a secret that no parson could face in his own parish. And if he dared to say a word against me I should have told what I knew to the bishop.

Would the bishop have believed you?

Of course. He had only to look up the date of the criminal trial, then old Homfray, who knew so much of our little business, would have had to face the music. No, Freda, the old sky-pilot was too cute for us. He dared not face the music.

But the girl, Elma Sandys? Shes a good sort and — well, Gordon, I tell you, Im a bit sorry for her.

Im not. You and I will part for a bit, and Ill marry her. By so doing Ill gain a fortune, and then after a time Ill come back to you, old girl. I wont desert you — I promise that!

But would you really come back? asked the woman, after a pause.

The stout man put his big hand upon hers and, looking into her eyes, said, I swear it. Weve been in tight corners before, Freda. Surely you can trust me in this — eh? It means big money for both of us, and no further worry for you.

I dont know that I can trust you, Gordon, the woman said, looking him straight in the face.

Bah! youre jealous of the girl! And he laughed. Shes only a slip of a thing who doesnt count.

But youve taken a fancy to her.

I have, and I mean to marry her. Nothing can prevent that.

I could, snapped the woman.

Yes. But you wont, my dear Freda. If you did — well, youd forgo all the money that will very soon be yours.

Arthur stands in with us.

Well, I suppose we shall have to give him a little bit. But hell have to be satisfied with a few hundreds.

He expects a quarter share.

Hell have to go on expecting, laughed her companion. Guinness always expects more than hes entitled to. It is a complaint of his.

And if you married this girl, do you think you would be happy, Gordon?

Happy? Im not seeking happiness, my dear girl. Im after money.

But cant it be managed without your marriage to Elma?

No, it cant, he declared. Thats one of my conditions to old Sandys. Naturally the girl is thinking of her lover. But shell soon see that hes deceived her, and then shell learn to forget him.

I doubt it. I know the temperament of young girls of Elmas stamp.

Youre jealous. I repeat! he said with sarcasm. Fancy! Your being jealous of Elma! Am I so good-looking and such an Adonis — eh?

Youre anything but that, she replied sharply. But you see, Gordon, youve taught me never to trust a soul, not even yourself. And I dont. Once you marry that girl you will become a rich man and try to shake me off. But, — and a fierce expression showed in the womans eyes— but Ill watch that you dont. I can say a lot, remember.

And I can also, the man laughed, with a careless air, but I wont, and neither will you, my dear girl. Silence is best for both of us.

You can carry out the business without marrying Elma, Freda urged. You have taken every precaution against accident, and the ruin of Sandys has made everything possible. What would Mr Sandys say if he knew that the amiable Mr Rex Rutherford was one of the men to whom Sir Charles Hornton lost that big sum at cards three nights before he killed himself?

Gray drew a long breath.

Well, he said with a bitter smile, I dont suppose hed feel very friendly towards me. But the driving of Sir Charles into a corner was, I foresaw, one of the chief points in our game. Sandys is ruined, and Im the good Samaritan who comes forward at the opportune moment and brings salvation.

Clever, declared the woman, devilish clever! But you always are, Gordon. You are wonderful.

In combination with yourself, my dear Freda. Im no good without you, he declared. So dont exhibit these foolish fits of jealousy. Ive made up my mind to marry Sandys daughter, for it will improve my prestige. When Ive had enough of her, I shall simply leave her and we will rejoin forces again, he added callously. And then together they went out to dine at the Ritz.

That same evening Elma sat in her room, with the hazy London sunset fading over the Park, confused and wondering.

Surely Roddy would not tell her a lie! She took out his scribbled note and re-read it, as she had done a dozen times before. It was a plain and straightforward assertion, and yet the man Rutherford had produced the concession granted to him, properly authenticated and officially sealed.

Where was Roddy? Was it really possible, as Rutherford had suggested, that he was in hiding, not daring to come forward now that his lie was proved? She could not bring herself to believe it. And yet why had he so suddenly gone to Farncombe for one night and then taken train to Guildford and disappeared?

On the previous day she had been down to Guildford by train from Waterloo, and had made inquiries of the porters and in the booking-office and elsewhere regarding Roddy, whom one or two of the railway servants — knew, but without avail. Roddy had been seen waiting out in the station yard by a clerk in the parcel office. That was all the information she could gather. Therefore, after a cup of coffee at the tea-shop in the old-fashioned High Street, she had returned to London.

That evening as she sat pondering, pale and nervous, her maid came into her room and she roused herself wearily. Then she put on a plain little black dinner-frock and went downstairs to the dining-room, where her father, pale-faced and rather morose, awaited her.

Hughes, surprised at his masters sudden gravity, served the meal with his usual stateliness, begotten of long service with the Earl.

With the footman and Hughes present father and daughter could exchange no confidences. So they hurried over their meal, and found relief when they were back in the library and alone.

Im utterly puzzled, dad, declared the girl; I can get no news of Roddy. Im certain that he would never write that letter and deceive me about the concession. It is his — Im positive.

But, my dear child, how can it be? I have read the translation of Rutherfords concession. All is in order. It revokes any other permit that has ever been given. It is a firm and unassailable contract.

I dont care what it is, declared the girl. Roddy would never deceive me. I know his fathers death has greatly upset him, but he is still in possession of all his faculties.

But his mental condition was bad, you will remember, remarked her father.

It was. But he is quite well again. I know he would never mislead me, dad! And she fondled Tweedles, who, barking for recognition, had placed his front paws upon her knees.

Of course, said Mr Sandys, humouring her, you love Roddy and, of course, believe in him. It is after all but natural, my child.

Yes, dad. You know that I love him. He is so honest, so upright, so true, that I feel confident, though the evidence seems against him, that he has not told a lie. He is the victim of circumstances, the slim girl said, as she stood before the fire with the little dog in her arms.

But unfortunately, dear, he does not come forward, her father said. Is it not his place to be here after writing you that letter concerning the concession? If he had been granted it, surely he would have come direct to me with it! Homfray is no fool. He knows that I could develop the scheme in the City within a few hours. Therefore why is he not here?

He is prevented.

How do we know that? He may be prevented — or he may fear to come.

You are not generous towards him, dad, the girl protested.

Im generous, my dear — most generous, replied the ruined man. I like Roddy Homfray. His poor fathers sudden death was, I fear, a great blow to him, and especially so as he has scarcely entirely recovered from that very strange adventure of his which narrowly cost him his life. But in the present circumstances we must face hard facts. He has written to you making an assertion which he has not substantiated, and which is disproved by the official document which Rex Rutherford has placed in my hands.

The girl, still confident in her lovers bona fides, shook her head.

There will be ample explanation one day, dad. Im certain of it, she declared. I am indeed confident that Roddy has not written to me a deliberate lie.

Next day passed, but young Homfray made no sign. Again Elma telephoned to Farncombe, and yet again came the reply that her lover had not returned. His silence puzzled her greatly. Could it be really true that his concession only existed in his own imagination? She loved him too well to think ill of him. Now that she was as poor as he was there could be no barrier to their marriage. Her magnificent home would be swept away, the Towers would be sold again, and her father made bankrupt.

She was again standing alone at the window of her room looking across the Park, where the trees were clearly showing the autumn tints.

Her face was pale and haggard, her clenched hands trembling.

No, no! she whispered hoarsely. I alone can save dad from ruin and bankruptcy. I alone! And I must do it!

That evening, just after Hughes had brought in the tea, her father being in the City, the old man reappeared saying that Mr Rutherford had called.

She held her breath, then, with an effort, she gave permission for him to be shown in.

The stout, beady-eyed man, in perfect-fitting clothes and a dangling monocle, crossed the carpet, smiling, with hand outstretched. The girl asked him to be seated, and poured him out a cup of tea. Her thoughts were of Roddy, but she strove to crush them down. Her brain was awhirl, for she knew that only by her own sacrifice could her beloved father be saved.

Presently, when they had chatted about other things, Rutherford returned to the point and bluntly asked whether she had reconsidered her decision.

Yes, Mr Rutherford, I have, she replied very slowly in a deep, tense voice. You are prepared to assist my father under a certain condition. That I accept.

Then you will marry me! he cried, with triumph in his eyes, as he jumped up and seized her hand. Then she felt his hot breath upon her cheek and shrank from his embrace.

When he left she went to her room and, locking the door, gave way to another paroxysm of grief.

At nine oclock that night Rutherford called again and told Mr Sandys of Elmas acceptance.

The old man stood staggered.

Elma has done this for your sake, Mr Sandys, Rutherford said. And, after all, it is a marriage of convenience, as so many are. Both our positions will be improved by it, yours and mine, for this concession will mean big money to both of us.

Mr Sandys could not reply. His thoughts held him speechless. Elma had sacrificed herself to save him from ruin!

But where was Roddy Homfray? That was a problem which neither father nor daughter could solve.

Two days later Elma and her father went down to Farncombe Towers, Mr Sandys having already taken preliminary steps for the purpose of floating the Emerald Mines of Morocco. There were rumours in the City concerning it, and a great deal of interest was being taken in the scheme in very influential quarters.

Rex Rutherford had not before been to Farncombe, therefore he was now invited. Now that old Norton Homfray was dead he accepted, and spent most of the time rambling with Elma either in the gardens, the park, or the surrounding woods, though she did all in her power to avoid his loathsome caresses.

Elma, unknown to Rutherford, managed to call at the Rectory. On inquiring of Mrs Bentley regarding Roddy, the old woman explained that he had returned from abroad, slept one night there, and had gone out next day and had not come back. She knew that he had gone to Guildford, but that was all.

And theres been a young lady here wanting to see him, miss.

A young lady! Who?

Shes a Miss Manners.

Miss Manners! Elma echoed. Describe her.

The woman did so, and Elma stood open-mouthed.

She was here again three days ago, Mrs Bentley added. And she seems so eager to see Mr Roddy.

I must see Miss Manners, Elma shouted to the deaf old woman. You have no idea where she lives, I suppose?

No. I think she comes from London.

Well, next time she comes let me know at once. Or better, bring her up to the Towers to see me. It is most important that I should see her.

Mrs Bentley promised, and Elma, returning to the Towers, told her father of Ednas reappearance. Old Mr Sandys was equally surprised and equally eager to meet her. Where, they wondered, had she been all those months. He telephoned at once to the boarding-house in Powis Square, Bayswater, at which she had lived before her sudden disappearance, but could obtain no news of her whereabouts.


Chapter Twenty Six.

The Unknown Hand.

[image: img315.jpg]

WHAT OCCURRED AT Guildford station on the morning when Roddy went to meet his friend Barclay by appointment was distinctly curious.

Having spent nearly an hour on the Hogs Back, experimenting with his new wireless receiving-set, he packed it up, descended the hill to the station, and was on the platform when the train from Waterloo came in.

Barclay, however, was not among the alighting passengers.

There being another train a quarter of an hour later, he decided to await it, and strolled out into the station yard. He had just lit a cigarette and was gazing around when he noticed a big limousine car approach and draw up opposite the booking-office. The chauffeur, descending, approached him, touched his cap, and said:

Excuse me, sir. Are you Mr Homfray?

Thats my name, Roddy replied.

Oh, Mr Barclay has sent me for you, sir. Hes at the Lion Hotel here. Hes got a business engagement, and is sorry he couldnt come along.

Right, answered the young man, crossing to the car, the windows of which were closed. The man opened the door politely and he entered, but as soon as he sat down he heard a strange hissing noise and felt a want of air. He gasped, his eyes burned, and the next second the darkness of unconsciousness fell upon him and he knew no more. The car had, in the seat, a bellows which, as he sat upon it, blew out a poisonous gas. Of what happened afterwards he had no knowledge.

When slowly and painfully he regained his senses and became aware of his surroundings, he found himself in a small bare room with a stone floor. He was lying upon some old sacking, while near by, close to the door, stood a plate that had evidently contained food and a broken brown jug with some water, while in close vicinity was his raincoat, which had apparently been flung into a corner.

High up in the thick wall was a small window, not more than six inches square. There was no glass in it, so it gave both light and ventilation.

He was too weak to move, and his hand, coming into contact with his chin, he was surprised to find that, though usually shaven, he had a growth of beard. Could he have lain there for some days in a state of semi-consciousness?

He shouted, but his voice was very weak. There was no response, though he strained his ears to listen.

At once he realised that he had again fallen into a trap cunningly prepared for him. That message on the radio-telephone he should not have heeded. He had been a fool! Yet he had believed it to be genuine, because it had been relayed to him by a radio experimenter whom he had known for many months. Probably Barclay was in ignorance of the whole affair, and was wondering what had become of him.

And Elma! What would she think? How was she faring?

His hollow, deep-set eyes wandered slowly around the bare stone chamber with its dusty beams hung with cobwebs, and its lime-washed walls. An odour of damp and mildew greeted his nostrils, while from outside came the rustle of autumn leaves.

He was somewhere out in the country. But where?

The empty plate and jug of water told their own tale. He was held there in bondage by his enemies! He could only surmise that during his period of unconsciousness his janitors — whoever they might be — had fed him, giving him just sufficient to keep body and soul together. Had his captors condemned him to death by starvation? It seemed that they had. He stared at the empty plate in horror.

From the light in the narrow high-up window he judged the hour to be about noon. The autumn sky was blue and cloudless, and he could hear a sparrow twittering. What, he wondered, had happened? All he could recall was his entering into the motor-car, the strange hissing noise and his sudden asphyxiation. He had evidently walked straight into a trap!

Again and again he shouted, but only feebly, for he was very weak, and his brain seemed on fire. His thoughts were all confused. Yet ever and anon, through the mists, came flashes of remembrance of the past, with visions of Elmas beautiful face looking inquiringly into his. His strange adventure in Welling Wood; his love for Elma, his meeting with Mr Sandys, his fathers death, and his search in Normandy for the mysterious Miss Manners came before him. But his mental capacity was far from normal. When he reflected he became more than ever puzzled.

One thing was plain. He was held by the enemy.

In his nervous half-conscious state he fell asleep. How long he slept he had no idea. When he awoke, however, he felt refreshed. Dawn was spreading. He had been asleep for many hours.

On the plate lay some tinned meat and some bread! The water jug had been refilled! Whoever was his janitor was determined to keep him alive.

With an effort he raised himself, but so weak was he that only by clutching at the wall did he succeed in reaching the jug, from which he drank deeply.

Then he crawled around his stone prison with difficulty. He was hungry and ate some of the meat and bread.

Afterwards he sat upon the sacks, weak, weary and with wandering brain, trying to locate his exact position.

Suddenly, from outside, he heard voices — rough voices in the silence.

Yes. Rotten! I call it! But Im in for higher wages, and thats a fact! Toms wages were rose this week, were the words that broke in upon his ear.

He raised himself and crawled to the little window, but, despite his struggles, could not reach it. It was far too high. He longed to look out upon the world and ascertain where he was. But that was impossible, and in his weak state he sank back again into unconsciousness.

How long he remained he knew not.

When he awoke, however, he found himself still beneath the little window. The plate and jug were there, just as he had left them.

The rough voices of workers outside had passed in mystery. He ate the remaining portions of the food which was grudgingly given him by an unknown hand, drank some water, and then crossed to his raincoat. In its pocket his cigar-box wireless receiving-set still remained.

Then he searched his other pockets, and to his surprise found that his captors had not taken anything. His wallet, with his visiting cards, and some money and other things were still there.

Well, he exclaimed aloud, this is all astounding. What fresh mystery is there here? Who is it who feeds me when I am unconscious? And how silent it all is! Only the whispers of the leaves, and the twittering of birds. I am alone!

Then after reflection he again spoke aloud to himself.

What can Elma think of my silence? I wrote to her telling her of my good fortune, and I have not seen her since. And again — the girl Manners! She reappeared at the Rectory after I had searched in France for her, and yet we have not met! Mr Sandys told me that it was most important to him that her fate should be ascertained. I have discovered that she is actually alive, and yet I cannot confirm it. I cannot confirm anything — even my letter to Elma about the concession. God! he shouted in agony of mind. What can I do? How shall I act?

Again he yelled for help, as he had done times without number.

But all was silent. He was in a tomb.

In a hazy way he recollected stories of the oubliettes of the Bastille and of the dreaded dungeons of the Château of Loches. Here he was confined in a modern dungeon where, if the hand of his unseen janitor were withdrawn, he would die of hunger and thirst!

Yes. His fathers enemies had indeed triumphed!

All his fears were concentrated upon Elma. What was happening to the girl he loved so dearly? If he had fallen into the hands of his enemies, it was only to be supposed that she too — even though she were the daughter of the great financier — had shared the same fate.

He recollected how his dead father had warned him against Freda Crisp and Gordon Gray. And yet he felt assured, when he examined his own conscience, that he had never to his knowledge harmed a living soul. He had been enthusiastic in his profession, travelling hither and thither in little known regions of the world prospecting for ore. It was his calling to do so. And now, on his return to England, he had suddenly fallen into one trap after another.

Why?

That was a problem which he tried to solve until, worried and angry, he once more sank upon the heap of old sacking and again fell asleep, quite exhausted in body and in mind.

Two days followed — days of long vigil, eager listening and a strangely dead silence. All he heard was the rustling of leaves and the glad song of the birds. By day he could hear the sparrow, the thrush and the robin, and at night the weird hooting of an owl and the scuttling of rats.

His mind was slowly regaining its normal balance. He could think without that bursting sensation in his skull, yet the great mystery which overwhelmed him was the motive why he had been entrapped into captivity as some strange and dangerous animal.

No doubt I am dangerous, he said aloud to himself on the second morning. Dangerous to those into whose hands I have now fallen — that vampire woman who is actually the friend of Elma! Gad! I cant fathom it. The whole affair is quite beyond my comprehension. Why did my own father warn me of the pair? If he knew them as crooks, why did he not himself openly expose them them — except — except — that—

And he paused, gazing fixedly up at the little window.

Except — that — that perhaps the dear old dad dare not tell the truth! He may have had some secret!

He walked slowly and with difficulty around that small stone chamber. His father had died without revealing to him the truth about Gray and the woman Crisp. Why?

I wonder if Elma will believe me? he said aloud, in a strange whisper which echoed weirdly around those lime-washed walls. Will she believe that letter I wrote her regarding the Wad Sus concession? I should have told her so with my own lips, only — only at Park Lane that night I was not wanted. Elma was not at home. Oh! when shall I learn the truth of all this — when shall I be able to explain it all to Elma? When shall I see Barclay?

He was silent for some minutes. Then another mystery was the identity of the person who, being his janitor, supplied him with food. Two further days went by. When he slept, exhausted, his food was renewed — by whose hands?

As he grew stronger in those days since the recovery of his senses he had striven to reach the window and look out. But he had never been able to do so. The little window was fully eight feet above the floor and he had nothing to mount upon to grip its ledge. Time after time he ran at it and sprang in the air, but in his weakened condition he always fell too short.

So he gave it up as hopeless. Escape, he realised, was quite impossible. Yet where he was held captive he knew not. His enemies had taken all precautions. They were determined to hold him prisoner, apparently to gain time.

Why?

One day he had slept heavily all the morning, probably snoring, as he knew he did, when he was awakened by a movement near him. He opened his eyes stealthily but made no sign.

Before him, moving across the room, he saw the dim figure of a man in respectable black who carried in his hand a plate containing food.

Suddenly the beam of light from the high window lit up his janitors face, and in an instant he recognised it as the countenance of a man he had seen in his dreams while he had been held prisoner at Willowden — it was, in fact, the old criminal who posed as Grays butler — the man Claribut.

For a few seconds Roddy watched, and then with a sudden effort he sprang up and threw himself upon the fellow at a second when his back was turned.

What the devil do you mean by keeping me here! he demanded, as he threw his arms around the mans neck and attempted to throw him to the ground.

Claribut, taken entirely off his guard, tried to throw off his assailant, uttering a fierce imprecation the while, but the pair were Locked in a deadly embrace. Roddy, though young and athletic, was still too weak to overcome the old mans defence.

Around the narrow stone walls they reeled. The door stood open, and Roddy, with a frantic effort, tried to force Claribut towards it, but the old criminal, who had been very athletic in his time, always prevented him.

Roddy, weakened and ill, fought for his life, and gradually succeeded in getting his opponent towards the door. He fell and rolled in the dust, but the young fellow would not release his hold. The open door was before him and he was determined to escape.

Twice he was near it and endeavoured to throw off his captor, but old Claribut always kept with him and held him by the throat until he was nearly choked.

Roddy again struggled to his feet, and with both hands at Claributs throat at last had the advantage. He saw the mans face purple and his eyes starting. He was close to the door, and if he could only cast the choking man from him he could escape.

He drew a long breath for a last frantic effort, but as he did so, Claribut, who had succeeded in drawing a lead-weighted life-preserver from his pocket, raised it and brought it down with crashing force upon the young mans skull.

And Roddy Homfray fell like a log upon the stones.


Chapter Twenty Seven.

The Death-Trap.
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WHEN RODDY AGAIN became conscious of his surroundings he found himself lying in a corner of the place, so weak that he was scarcely able to move his arms. His head was throbbing, and placing his hand upon it, he found himself suffering from a long scalp wound.

He lay for quite an hour staring up at the plaster ceiling which was peeling after many years of neglect. He tried to recall what had occurred.

Mistily he remembered his desperate fight for liberty, and how old Claribut had eventually clubbed him with a short, pliable life-preserver.

It seemed to be again morning. His lips were parched, his throat contracted, and he felt feverish and ill. Water was there, and he managed to reach it.

What can I do? he cried faintly to himself. I must get out of this. I must! How many days have I been here, I wonder? and again his hand felt his chin. The growth of beard had increased, and by it he knew that already he must have been there a week — or even more.

For the hundredth time he glanced at the heavy old door, and saw how a small panel had been sawn out near the bottom to admit the introduction of the plate and jug. The mysterious hand that fed him was that of the old man whom he recollected as having been at Willowden. Outwardly the old fellow seemed feeble, but he certainly was the reverse when put to the test.

Roddy ambled across to where his raincoat lay upon the stones. In its pocket was the cigar-box, two coils of wire — aerial and earth — and the head-phones. He opened the box and, as far as he could discover, it was intact. But of what use was it?

He sighed and slowly packed it back into the pocket of the coat, which afterwards he dropped back upon the spot whence he had picked it up.

Suddenly he heard a footstep outside and the panel in the door was slid back, the grey evil face of old Claribut being revealed in the aperture.

Hulloa! he exclaimed with a harsh laugh. So youve come to your senses again — eh? I hope you liked what I gave you for attacking me, young man?

I only tried to escape, was Roddys reply.

Well, that you wont do, the other laughed. Youll never leave here alive. Ill take good care of that.

Oh! We shall see, replied Roddy, whose stout heart had not yet forsaken him. It was not the first time in his life that he had been in a tight corner, and after all he was ever optimistic. The only thing that troubled him was the wound in his head.

You were useful once, said the evil-faced old criminal. But now you are of no further use. Do you understand that?

Yes, I do; and no, I dont, was Roddys defiant reply.

Well, youre only an encumbrance, he said. And youre young to die like a rat in a hole?

Thats very interesting, Roddy remarked grimly. And whos going to be my executioner, pray?

Youll learn that in due course, said his evil-faced janitor, who then opened the door after removing two strong bars.

Roddy instantly sprang at him, but he found himself so weak that he was as a child in Claributs hands.

The old man seized him, and dragging him out roughly thrust him down some spiral atone stairs and into a stone chamber below the one in which he had been confined. It was about the same size and smelt damp and mouldy. The window, strongly barred, was as high up as the one in the chamber above. When he had bundled the helpless man down the stairs, with one hand, he took the raincoat and flung it into the chamber after him.

All Roddys protests and struggles were useless. In his weak physical state, still more exhausted by loss of blood from his wound, he was helpless as a child, as Claribut flung him upon the damp shiny stones, saying with a laugh of triumph:

Youll stay there and die — now that youre no longer wanted!

Next second Roddy, lying where he had been flung, heard the door being bolted and barred.

He was again alone!

He raised himself slowly and painfully from the slimy stones and gazed around. The walls were green and damp and the place smelt muddy.

Suddenly his eager ears caught the faint ripple of water. There was a river flowing outside!

Again he listened. No longer could he hear Claributs footsteps, but only the low ripple as the water ran past beneath the window. He judged that the pavement upon which he stood was on a level with the river.

But where was he? What was the nature of the place he was in — those strong stone walls that had probably stood there for centuries. In any case the intention of his enemies was that it should be his tomb!

It was still morning — early morning he judged it to be. But suddenly as he stood there he saw that the clouds had darkened, and he heard the rain falling slowly upon the surface of the river outside.

Gradually the stones upon which he stood became wetter. Water was oozing up from between the crevices everywhere.

The river was rising. The ghastly truth all at once fell upon him, benumbing his senses. If the rain continued to fall then the river would rise, and he would be drowned, as Claribut had prophesied — drowned like a rat in a hole!

Realisation of the situation held him rigid as a statue.

For a few moments he was plunged into despair.

Then suddenly a thought came to him. There was still a hundredth chance left.

So taking out his pocket-book he scribbled an urgent message to Elma, stating that he was confined in some house beside the river, that the flood was rising, and telling her that he had with him his new wireless receiver, asked her to speak to him, if she chanced to be at Farncombe. He urged her to hasten to his side.

His handwriting was irregular, for his hand trembled as he wrote. But having finished it he took out a frayed but plain envelope, and addressed it: Urgent: Miss Elma Sandys, Farncombe Towers, near Haslemere.

Having placed the message inside, he sealed it, and managed, after many futile attempts, to toss it through the barred window.

If it fell upon the face of the waters it might be picked up by some inquisitive person out boating or fishing. Yet he knew not what river was flowing by. He had an idea that it was the Thames, because on the previous day he had seen the brilliant flash of light blue as a kingfisher had sped past the window.

The envelope fluttered from the window — a forlorn hope.

From the crevices in the paving the water was still rising, even though the heavy shower had passed, and the sun was again shining.

Feeling a trifle better and more hopeful, he again took out his wireless receiving-set from the pocket of his discarded raincoat. Old Claribut evidently intended that when the river overwhelmed him, and later he might be found dead, his coat should be with him. Had it been left above there might have been more serious suspicions of foul play.

Claribut, as an old criminal, left nothing to chance. When Roddy Homfray died there should also be found his belongings. That was what he intended.

The first fear which entered Roddys mind was that the dampness of the stones might have affected the sensitiveness of the set. Eagerly he commenced to string up his aerial to several old nails which he found in the wall above the height of his head. Then he put down an earth wire under one of the small stones in the wet floor, which he lifted for that purpose.

After preparations which lasted ten minutes or so he held the cigar-box in his hand, and putting on the head-phones listened and turned the condenser to receive waves of nine hundred metres.

In a few moments his heart gave a bound. His set worked and the water had not injured it, for he heard the operator at the London aerodrome telephoning to an aeroplane in flight towards Paris.

Those words through the ether gave him renewed courage. His set was working!

Would that he could hear Elmas answering voice.

The envelope had fluttered from the window, yet the only sound that reached him was the low lapping of the water and the songs of the birds.

He listened to the daily traffic in the air, the Morse and telephony, all of which he knew so well. Yet he was unable to call for help. He could only listen — listen for Elmas words of encouragement.

But would she ever receive that message tossed at haphazard from that barred high-up window — tossed into the air or upon the water? Which he knew not.

An hour later another sharp shower fell, and as it did so the water percolated through the floor until it was quite two inches deep. It was an ugly sign.

Would Elma receive his message and come to his rescue?

At some moments he gave up the situation as hopeless. His fathers reluctance to tell him the truth concerning Gray and his accomplice, the woman Crisp who was actually on visiting terms with Mr Sandys and his daughter, utterly puzzled him. He had trusted his father before all men, yet the poor old rector had died with his secret locked in his heart.

A thousand conflicting thoughts arose within him, all weird, mysterious, inscrutable. Why should his own father have held back from him the truth? Why should Mr Sandys demand from him the secret of his discovery of the girl in Welling Wood?

What connexion could there be with the City magnate and the girl whom he had believed was dead, but who was certainly still alive?

As the day faded the rain, which had ceased for an hour, again fell heavily, and in the dim grey light he could see the water rising almost imperceptibly, until it had already reached his knees.

He still listened intently, but though he heard a concert sent out from Marconi House, on four hundred metres, gay music which jarred upon the nerves of a doomed man, and also the voices of amateurs in the vicinity, yet no sound was there of Elma.

Would she be able to get the transmission set to work? The thought caused him to hold his breath. Even if she received his message it might be too late if the rain continued and the river rose further!

He recollected how, when at Mr Sandys request he obtained official permission and had erected the telephone transmission set, he had given Elma several lessons in its working until once or twice she had spoken to him at the Rectory from the Towers and had once given him a gramophone selection. He knew that the exact filament current on the valves was necessary for clear speech. Would she remember the exact instructions he had given her?

But after all he had merely cast his urgent appeal to the wind. He did not even know whether it had floated upon the water. Perhaps it might have been caught in a tree and would remain unseen until the paper rotted and dropped!

Darkness fell, and the only sound that reached his living tomb was the low lapping of the waters, as slowly but surely they rose.

There was no acknowledgment of his message. He held the receiver above the level of the waters in breathless expectancy, knowing that if water entered the box its sensibility would at once be destroyed.

A weather forecast was given out from the Air Ministry, followed by an amateur in London with bad modulation trying to call a fellow amateur in Liverpool, but no acknowledgment from the girl he loved and from whom he had been so rudely parted.

Would she ever get his message of distress? His heart sank when he knew that the chance was so small.

Truly his enemies held him powerless, and their intention was that he should either starve or drown!

He had hoped against hope, until he, alas! gave up.

The river was still rising and very soon the flood must engulf him!


Chapter Twenty Eight.

A Race for Life.
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THE DAY WAS a Saturday, and Elmas wedding to Mr Rex Rutherford was fixed for the following Friday. It was to take place at Little Farncombe Church. Rutherford had insisted upon it.

Mr Sandys was unaware that he was triumphant over poor old Homfray and his son, and it pleased him to think that they should be married in the village church where old Mr Homfray had been rector.

Elma and her father were at the Towers, and Rutherford had motored down to spend the day. He posed as the devoted lover, and really played the part quite well now that he and Freda understood each other. The woman was no longer jealous. He had given her an assurance to return to her.

The pair, by Grays marriage to Elma, would reap a rich harvest at the expense of the poor girls happiness and future. With Roddy safely out of the way the road was laid open for complete conquest. The coup would be complete.

The cold, cheerless day had been very showery, but Rutherford and Mr Sandys had been out all the afternoon with their guns over some rough shooting towards Hindhead.

At about five oclock the neat maid Evans ascended to Elmas room, saying:

James says, miss, that there is a man in the kitchen who wants to see you personally.

What kind of man? asked the girl, surprised, she being at the moment before the mirror in the feminine act of powdering her face.

James says hes a respectable-looking working man, miss. He wont see anybody but you.

Then I suppose I must see him. Tell James to send him round to the hall. I wonder who he can be? Begging — a starving wife and family, I expect. Ah! our poor ex-service men, she added with a sigh, they gallantly won the war for us, and now nobody wants them — alas! How very cruel the world is!

A few minutes later she descended the wide oaken staircase and passing into the big, long-panelled hall, with its stained glass windows and its rows of old portraits, where a great wood fire burned, throwing out a sweet fragrance, she met a brown-bearded, burly-looking man in a faded blue suit, standing with his cap in his hand.

Im sorry, miss, to worry you, he said. I hope youll forgive me. Are you Miss Elma Sandys?

I am.

Well, miss, said the rough fellow, Ive found this ere in the water. I work on a timber barge on the Thames and up the Wey. To-day I saw it a-floatin on the water not far from the old ruined mill near Old Woking, so I picks it up out o curiosity. It was unstuck, so I read the contents, and I come over ere by train as soon as I could.

And he handed her a damp letter written in pencil and sadly blurred by the water.

Elma held her breath as she recognised the handwriting, much of which was obliterated.

She eagerly scanned the lines of writing, and her face went pale as death.

After some words with the man, and he had given her certain directions, she managed to thank him, and gave him a pound note, for which he was very grateful. Then she rushed away to the room wherein was the wireless telephone-transmitter installed by Roddy. She turned the key in the door to be private, and at once sat down to the complicated-looking instruments into the intricacies of which her lover had already initiated her. She pulled over the switches so that the generator began to hum, and lit up the filaments of the two big electric globes. These she carefully adjusted till she had the exact current, and taking up the transmitting instrument she was about to speak.

The handle of the door turned, and she heard Rutherfords voice calling her. He had come in unexpectedly from shooting, and was motoring back to town before dinner. Forced to switch off the current, she sprang up and opened the door.

Hallo, Rex! I was just about to amuse myself with the wireless! she said in an affected tone of unconcern, as she joined him in the corridor and they walked together to the hall, where Hughes was ready to serve them in stately manner with tea.

Her agony of mind may easily be imagined as she sat there in a low chair beside the log fire, and in pretence of being calm gave her father and her hated lover their tea-cups, while Rutherford was full of praise as to the amount of game that remained upon the pretty old-world English estate so near London.

Elma was longing for the fellow to go. She was eager to dash back to the wireless-room and thence speak to her imprisoned lover. The whole situation held her breathless. Roddy was in deadly peril, and she alone could encourage and save him.

Those moments were, to her, like hours. She thought to excuse herself and leave the two men together, but she feared lest Rutherford might follow her and overhear her voice on the radio-telephone.

So she waited patiently till at last the man rose, and, placing one of his hot, hateful kisses upon her lips, strode out, promising to come down again on the following day if his urgent business concerning the concession would allow.

The instant he had stepped into his car, Elma, in a few hurried words, told her father of the strange message from Roddy, and showed to him the half obliterated scribble.

Speak to him at once, dear? cried Mr Sandys excitedly. What can it all mean?

Together they hastened to the wireless-room, and very soon Elma had the set going, the generator softly purring, and the valves lighted to their exact brilliancy for clear modulation of the human voice.

Hulloa! Hulloa! Hulloa? she cried, repeating her call six times. Hulloa! 3.X.Q.! Hulloa, 3.X.Q.! Can you hear me, 3.X.Q.? This is Elma speaking — Elma speaking to 3.X.Q. All right. I-have-had-your-message-and-I-think-I-know-where-you-are! Hulloa, 3.X.Q. I will investigate at once! Hold on. Elma speaking. I will be with you very soon. 3.X.Q. 3.X.Q.! Elma-has-had-your-message. Listen! I will repeat.

And in a clear voice she repeated what she had already said.

Afterwards, knowing that her lover could not reply, she went out to meet her father who had already telephoned across to the chauffeur to get the car ready. Both father and daughter put on their hats and mackintoshes and hurried across the back premises to the big well-lit garage. On their way they met Telford, the second gardener. His master told him to get a couple of crowbars and axes and to come along.

I want that axe you use for felling big trees, he added.

The man went to the tool-shed in wonder, and placed them in the car.

Then all four set out in the rain upon a strange and exciting expedition.

The note had been picked up not far from the ruined mill on the bank of the river Wey. From Roddys message it seemed to the girl that he must certainly be held prisoner within that old mill, so they drove away along the London road through Godalming and Guildford until they found themselves at Woking Station. Then on inquiry, and after losing themselves three times on narrow, intricate roads, they at last came to the bank of the river, a tributary of the Thames, and presently found the dark walls of the half-ruined mill.

On pulling up Elma shouted with all her might.

Roddy! Roddy!

There was no response. They saw in the darkness that the river was swollen and was running swiftly towards the Thames.

Roddy! Roddy! the girl shouted again, whereupon at last there was a very faint response, deep down somewhere. All were silent for a few seconds.

By Gad! cried Mr Sandys, hes here! Yes. Hes here!

The two servants got out the axes and crowbars and, aided by their master, attacked the heavy iron-bound door of the disused water-mill. At first it resisted them. It was of oak and centuries old, as was the stone structure itself.

At last it yielded to the combined efforts of all four.

Inside they found a big, bare room of stone, where in the old days the sacks of corn were stored. Soon, having explored the place by the aid of two flash-lamps, and Elma calling constantly, Roddys voice directed them to the chamber below in which his captors had placed him with such evil intent.

At last they descended a flight of winding stone steps, slippery with slime, but on reaching the last step they found the water to be high above their waists.

Roddy! cried Elma breathlessly, are you there?

Yes, dear. Im here! Try and open the door. But do be careful. The water is rising. Its very deep now! was the faint reply.

They could not see the fastenings of the door on account of the black flood, but after great difficulty, all four succeeded in forcing it open, whereupon Roddy, entirely exhausted in body and in mind and at the limit of his endurance, fell back into the girls ready arms.

Elmas voice from the void had given him courage, and his life had, after all, been saved by wireless!

There is an old Spanish proverb which says, From poverty to wealth is the breadth of two hands: from wealth to poverty, the breadth of two fingers.

De pobre à rico, dos palmos!
De rico à pobre, dos dedos.


Chapter Twenty Nine.

The Coup.
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THE WORLD OF Little Farncombe was agog, for though great secrecy had been preserved it became rumoured that Miss Elma Sandys was to be married to a rich American financier, Mr Rex Rutherford.

At the hour appointed for the ceremony the bridegroom, accompanied by his friend, Mr Bertram Harrison — or Arthur Porter, to be exact — arrived at the crowded little church, but as the time went on and the bride did not arrive everyone began to whisper.

What hitch could have occurred?

Nearly an hour went by when Rutherford went out and telephoned to the Towers, only to receive an astounding reply from Purcell Sandys himself, who said:

My daughter Elma was married to Roderick Homfray by special licence in London this morning, and they are already on their way to the Continent on their honeymoon.

The crook stood dumbfounded for a second. Then, uttering a shriek of rage, he banged down the receiver, called Harrison, and they both drove rapidly away in the car together.

A trap for them had already been set, for as the car entered Haslemere four constables attempted to hold it up. Gray, seeing this, drew a revolver, fired three shots indiscriminately and dashed past.

Meanwhile Edna Manners was sitting with Mr Sandys, whose ward she was, relating to him a very remarkable story.

It concerned the death of her fiancé, Hugh Willard.

But, she said, old Mr Homfray was, as you know, a friend of poor Hugh, and he was the only man who knew that Gordon Gray — the scoundrel whom you knew as Rutherford — and his accomplice, the woman Crisp, were the actual assassins. Mr Homfray had called upon him in Hyde Park Square on the night of the crime, and was actually in the house and saw the deed committed! The woman held poor Hugh down while the man injected something into his scalp by means of a hypodermic syringe. But Mr Homfray was too late to save him. I suspected that he was cognisant of these facts, but not until I had watched Freda Crisp enter the Rectory by stealth and listened in secret at the window and heard him threaten the woman with exposure did I know that he could clear up the mystery when he wished. But Gray held a secret of Mr Homfrays past. When I had learnt the truth I slipped away in the wood, but was overtaken by Gray himself, and the next I saw was a bright red flash and then I lapsed into semi-consciousness. I shouted to somebody to save me. I have just a faint recollection of some man bending over me, and then I knew no more until my reason returned to me and I found myself living with the shoe-repairer and his wife in Bayeux.

Then it is quite clear that Mr Homfrays son discovered you, but Gray, believing that he had seen you attacked, also attacked him.

Yes, said the girl. But there was evidently a yet deeper motive. Gray knew that the rector held the secret of poor Mr Willards death and, I think, feared lest he had disclosed it to his son. Poor Mr Homfray died mysteriously. Perhaps they actually killed him.

To me it seems clear that the reason why young Homfray was not killed outright was because, knowing of the impending concession, they watched their opportunity to obtain it, said Mr Sandys. Barclay received the very valuable plan of the mine, but it somehow fell into their hands, — a fact which was not discovered till a few days ago — and now I happily have it together with both concessions. At the hour of their triumph they confined Roddy in a place where they knew that a terrible death must sooner or later await him. Having swindled him out of his concession Gray hoped to marry Elma, first having cleverly entrapped Roddy and determined that the rising river should cause his death.



Of this curious sequence of strange and exciting adventures there remains little more to relate, save to say that during the time that Roddy and Elma were on their quiet, delightful honeymoon in Switzerland, Mr Sandys was busy at work on Roddys original concession, while Andrew Barclay left for Morocco in order to get the original concession confirmed by the Sultan himself — which was done.

When the happy pair returned, they found that Mr Sandys was well forward in the retrieving of his lost fortune, for two other commercial ventures which he had regarded as failures had suddenly turned to be great successes — in one case a boom. Therefore there was now little cause for anxiety.

A few months later Roddy and another expert engineer went out to the Wad Sus, and armed with the plan had but little difficulty in re-discovering the ancient workings, which were soon found to be extremely rich in emeralds of the best dark-green colour. Within a year Roddy Homfray, not only reaching the zenith of his happiness with Elma, had also become a comparatively rich man.

Of the criminals nothing was heard until about eight months after Elmas marriage, when the Paris Sûreté discovered that Gray, Porter and the woman Crisp were living in a fine villa near Dinard, and arrested them for the assassination in Paris, three years previously, of old Monsieur Jules Gournay, a banker living in the Avenue de Neuilly, whom the woman Crisp had previously robbed of a large sum of money.

Of this crime in March last, after a delay of over a year, Gordon Gray, alias Rex Rutherford and other names, was found guilty by the Assize Court of the Seine, held at Versailles, and duly sent to the guillotine, while both Porter and Freda Crisp were sent to penal servitude for life on the dreaded Devils Island, while nothing has since been heard of old Claribut, though a warrant is still out for his arrest.

All their cunningly devised schemes had been checkmated by The Voice from the Void.


The Golden Three (1930)
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Le Queuxs last novel, The Golden Three was published by Ward Lock & Co in 1930, three years after his death. The author had developed a keen interest in radio in his later years while he was living in Switzerland and in 1924 he had carried out several radio experiments with two associates. He was the first president of the Hastings, St. Leonards and District Radio Society and he had wanted to invest in John Logie Bairds experiments with television, but had been unable to do so. He was an admirer of Baird and in 1924 he wrote an article, in the newly established Radio Times, praising Bairds efforts in television experimentation.

The Golden Three is a mystery novel that involves deceptive and cunning villains, who are able to insinuate themselves into high society. They discover family secrets and hidden pasts, which they exploit to blackmail their victims. 
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The first edition
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John Logie Baird, the inventor of television


CHAPTER ONE
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I WONDER WHO those distinguished-looking women are? Mother and daughter, obviously. By Jove, the girls a beauty.

These words were uttered in the lounge of the Royal Hotel at Dinard, one evening as the guests were assembled there just before the dinner-hour. And the man who uttered them was Teddy Tufton, a tall, fresh-complexioned young fellow, who held a minor post in our Foreign Office.

Havent an idea, returned his companion, a great chum, Captain Mannering, who had distinguished himself in the Great War, while his friend, being in the C3 category, had been helping to carry on the diplomatic business of his country. Swells, I should say. They both look thoroughbreds in their different styles.

A handsome-looking woman, somewhere in the region of the late thirties, was standing near them and overheard the brief conversation. Her name was Mrs. Hamilton-Evans, a widow supposed to have been left very comfortably off, a great traveller, and a thorough cosmopolitan. She moved, if not quite in the very highest society in London, in circles that plumed themselves considerably on their social importance. She had an enormous circle of acquaintances, she knew every corner of the Continent, and was at home in all the best hotels in Europe. Her intimates nicknamed her The Court Guide.

There was nothing insular or reserved about this much travelled lady. Teddy Tufton and his friend had only arrived yesterday and did not know a soul in the hotel. The average Englishwoman would have waited a day or two before she slid into acquaintance with them. Not so Mrs. Hamilton-Evans; her cosmopolitan experience always led her to break the ice at once, without any preliminary prospection.

She turned to the inquisitive Teddy with that genial smile which usually attracted strangers to her.

The elder of the two is Lady Inver lake, she explained. You have seen Lord Inverlake, of course?

Neither of the two young men being in very fashionable circles nor caring much about their social superiors, had ever seen the nobleman in question, but they did not admit the fact and allowed the lady to chatter blandly on.

He is one of the richest peers in England; town house in Grosvenor Square, three, or I believe four, places in different counties, a beautiful villa at Beaulieu near Nice, and a castle in the Highlands.

And the young lady is her daughter, there is an obvious resemblance? queried Captain Mannering of the voluble and exhaustive  Court Guide.

Mrs. Hamilton-Evans took breath and proceeded to rattle out more information. Lady Ruby Sherston, the only daughter, the only child. The heir to the title, unless things happen which are not likely, such as a second marriage. The estates go with the title, and Lord Inverlake has enjoyed them for so many years that he will be able to leave his daughter a large sum with them. Not that it would matter much if he did not. At the age of twenty-one, and she is within a month or two of it, she will come into a considerable fortune from a godmother who died some years ago and left it tied up till she came of age.

Poor Teddy was not a brilliant talker, and was, moreover, afflicted with shyness in the presence of the fair sex; this voluble woman overwhelmed him. But Mannering had more brains than his friend, and was much more a man of the world. Mrs. Hamilton-Evans amused him, he had met her type before in his travels.

He hastened to sustain the spirit of the conversation. What a fortunate young lady! Needless to say she has all the world for a friend, and, of course, any amount of young men after her.

Mrs. Hamilton-Evans shrugged her shoulders — she was in evening toilet — which were very plump and white for a woman in the late thirties.

Cela va sans dire. She was fond of interlarding her conversation with occasional scraps of French and other foreign tongues. They are round her like flies round a honey-pot. But in spite of her good fortune, she is a very unaffected girl, no side, no airs at all. Lady Inverlake is a charming woman, too, in a grande dame way. I must make you acquainted when I get the opportunity. With people in their position you have to bring about things in a diplomatic way; you cant adopt rushing methods.

Certainly not, agreed Mannering with a great gravity, the rather affected gravity which often conceals a keen sense of humour. You cant expect this sort of people to jump at the acquaintance of every Tom, Dick and Harry.

Mrs. Hamilton-Evans, on whom all forms of humour or mild sarcasm were lost, bestowed a beaming smile upon the two young men as she rustled away. They saw her stopping by group after group; she seemed to be on speaking terms with every man and woman in the place. After exchanging a few words with each, and bestowing a few of her ever-ready smiles, she finally came to anchor with the Inverlakes, whom she did not know in London, but with whom she had quickly picked up an acquaintance in the more free and easy atmosphere of the Dinard hotel.

For the woman was a born climber. Descended from a younger branch of a very old family, she had married a man of no particular station. But thanks to her good looks, her genial manner, her gift of adroit flattery, her capacity to adapt herself to the personality of the individual she was cultivating, she had obtained an entrance into circles far beyond her early hopes or ambitions.

Sometimes she was almost astonished at her own success, although she was by no means troubled with undue modesty. There was the case of Lady Inverlake, for instance. Here was a woman, grande dame to her finger-tips, reported to move in the most exclusive set in London, naturally, from her associations and environment, wary of the cosmopolitan birds of passage to be found in Continental hotels. From such an august personage one might have expected a civil good-morning, a non-committal sentence about the weather, when the ladies happened to run across each other in the hall or the lounge.

But before three days had elapsed, this adroit climber had burrowed her way into the good graces of the exclusive Countess. A random remark had shown that Lady Inverlake was passionately fond of dogs, of all animals, as a matter of fact, but she gave the preference to dogs for their attachment and devotion to their masters.

That hint was good enough for Mrs. Hamilton-Evans. In a twinkling she went into rhapsodies over dogs in particular, and she was ready to take the whole animal world to her gentle and susceptible bosom. These two ladies would talk for hours on the interesting topic, the Countess fondly relating anecdotes of the sagacity and beautiful nature of her pets. To all this, the sycophantic listener would incline a greedy ear, interjecting such appropriate comments as, the darling, how perfectly sweet, etc., etc.

This tactful handling of the animal creation went far to establish the climbing lady in the favour of the dog-loving peeress. She spoke of her to her daughter as a well-mannered, quite interesting woman, and had almost made up her mind to ask her to call upon her in London. To this Lady Ruby, who was a very practical girl, demurred, although she liked the woman well enough. Had they better not find out a little more about her first?

She is very agreeable, and all that, mother, concluded the daughter, who perhaps had a suspicion that Mrs. Hamilton-Evans was rather a subtle flatterer. But we really dont know anything about her.

I have never heard of any Hamilton-Evanses, nor, I suppose, have you?

No, the Countess had not heard of this distinguished family, and a double-barrelled name, unless backed by unimpeachable credentials, is more apt to inspire suspicion than respect. Lady Inverlake promised not to act hastily.

A gleam of light was thrown upon the matter the next day by the lady herself. In one of those conversations which had now become frequent, Mrs. Hamilton-Evans, in relating a trivial anecdote of her youth, revealed that her maiden name was Cauldwell.

The Countess pricked up her ears. Any relation of the Cauldwells of Loamshire? she queried, as she exchanged a swift glance with her daughter.

The Cauldwells of Loamshire was one of those old and wealthy untitled families whose roots strike deeper into our national history than those of nine-tenths of the Peerage.

My father was descended from a younger branch, the Protestant one, replied the fair descendant, and she was speaking the truth. As you know, the Loamshire Cauldwells are Roman Catholics, and never forgave the apostasy of their relatives.

All this was very gratifying. Not only was this chance hotel acquaintance a well-mannered, quite interesting woman, but what was even more to the purpose, she had gentle blood in her veins. Lady Ruby was quite satisfied, and before the day was out Mrs. Hamilton-Evans was invited to call at the Inverlake mansion in Grosvenor Square and listen to further instalments of her aristocratic friends stories of the canine species.

Needless to say that the lady so honoured was very much elated with her good fortune. Younger branches of ancient families are not at a great premium in the world of high society, and up to the present she had not found the name of Cauldwell of much benefit socially. What success she had achieved had been due to her own qualities of push and tact.

But this was the greatest coup she had ever brought off. Once get the entrée into Grosvenor Square, and a woman of her brains would soon make it a stepping-stone to other things.

Always hungrily seeking popularity, even amongst comparatively insignificant people, she was fond of bestowing small favours that really cost her nothing in the quite reasonable expectation that the recipients would sing her praises to others. With this object in view, she made an attempt to bring Teddy Tufton and his friend within the sacred circle. She did not make the stupid mistake of effecting a formal introduction, but tried to draw them into general conversation on an occasion when they were standing near together.

But it did not come off. Teddy felt stupid and Mannering uncomfortable, and Lady Inverlake, who had no time for casual young men out of her own world, gave monosyllabic answers to their faltering remarks. Both the friends felt angry rather than grateful that this officious woman should thrust them where they were so obviously not wanted. Lady Inverlake was also a little offended, and the grande dame manner was very much in evidence for some little time afterwards. She felt that her new friend had taken a liberty.

But the brief storm blew over, and the usually tactful descendant of the Cauldwells was reinstated in her ladyships favour. So much so that when next day Mrs. Hamilton-Evans intimated that she had received delightful news that morning, Lady Inverlake was quite interested and pressed her to communicate it.

My dear brother, Ralph, is coming here to-morrow on a short visit. We are the only two of the family left, and have always been deeply attached; he is very much younger than I am, ten years my junior. I dont suppose you would remember, but he did very daring things in his branch of the Army, the Air Service. His friends all look upon him as a hero.

No, Lady Inverlake did not remember these exploits, although they had been widely circulated in the newspapers, but her daughter did, and said so. She remembered a portrait of him in one of the illustrated journals, a handsome, resolute-looking young man.



That will be very nice for you, said Lady Inverlake in her calm, rather stately way. I like to see affection in families. The Inverlakes were always quarrelling amongst themselves; on my side we were just the reverse, we thought each other perfection.

The next day Major Cauldwell arrived and the impression he created was certainly favourable. Lady Inverlake received him cordially. Was he not a Cauldwell, and had he not achieved distinction in the service of his country?

Ruby, perhaps, was not quite so favourably impressed as her mother. He was very handsome, he had good manners, in every respect a gentleman. But at times there came into the keen grey eyes a hard, steely look that promised he would be a dangerous man to cross.

For the next week it was a party of four, brother and sister, Ruby and her mother. They motored together, dined and lunched out together, were, in fact, inseparable. On the day before the Major left for England, Lord Inverlake arrived, and the young officer was presented to him.

His lordship was not a man of striking appearance, being undersized and plain of feature. He was also rather choleric, having inherited in full measure the family temper.

The womans not quite so bad, he growled to his wife when they were alone, but I cant stand the man.

Lady Inverlake seldom contradicted her lord, but she did on this occasion, rebuking him for unreasonable prejudice. Perceiving his mood, she did not mention for the present the fact that she had invited him to Grosvenor Square as well as his sister.

Then the Major said good-bye to his new friends, and his sister saw him off at the station.

Biggest thing you ever brought off, Nancy, remarked the brother as they stood chatting together on the platform. One of the most exclusive women in London, they say. How did you take the measure of the old girls feet?

Dogs, my dear boy, dogs did it. Shes crazy about animals. I talk to her for hours on the subject, until I am worn out. Fancy you calling her an old girl. Shes only forty-five, she was married quite young, and she thinks she looks more like an elder sister than a mother. She does wear wonderfully well, you know.

The girls a beauty, said the Major, in a musing tone. Doesnt get her good looks from her father, does she?

Certainly not. I thought you would admire her, answered his sister.

The Major spoke again presently in the same musing tone. Just the kind of woman I should like for a wife.

Mrs. Hamilton-Evans laughed. I have no doubt, so would a lot more men. But Lady Ruby Sherston is not for you, hero that you are. One of the proudest families in England, and a fortune in two or three months time from her godmother. You must fly at lower game, my dear Ralph.

A few minutes later they said good-bye, and Mrs. Hamilton-Evans returned to the hotel.

As she entered the lounge, she came face to face with Lord Inverlake, who was, at the moment, the only occupant of it. He was smoking a cigarette, and the expression on his countenance was certainly not one of remarkable amiability. It was by no means an unusual expression, for his lordship had generally some sort of grievance on hand, if only a minor one, and his best friend could never have said of him that he was a genial person.

A less bold woman, noting that expression, would have smiled and passed on. But Mrs. Hamilton-Evans possessed remarkable intrepidity and a firm belief in her powers of ingratiation. She scented a certain hostility to herself and her brother in his lordships demeanour, and she was excessively anxious to overcome it and convert him into a friend.

How was she to tackle him? A swift idea came into her scheming brain. As far as she had any political sentiments, she was a Conservative, less from conviction than from the fact that Conservatism was the most genteel creed and preferred by the majority of fashionable people. Lord Inverlake she knew to be a Tory of the deepest dye, a man to whom anything in the nature of change or progress was abhorrent. She would engage him on the subject of politics; that would certainly be his weak side.

There was a certain rather harmless bill before the House of Commons, which was pretty certain to pass, and would in due time be sent to the Upper Chamber. Lord Inverlake had expressed in public several times his detestation of this measure. With a great deal of earnestness, the lady plunged into conversation on this particular subject, leaving him no room for doubt that she shared his convictions to the full. She had always found that agreeing with people on the subjects in which they were deeply interested was one of the safest and best cards to play.

But the ruse did not appear to be very successful with this somewhat forbidding nobleman. As she gushed and gushed away, in tones that almost trembled with her assumed indignation, his lordships expression showed no signs of softening. His glance was still coldly hostile, and when she had finished, he spoke in a most disagreeable tone.

All that you have said is perfectly true about this iniquitous measure. I have given utterance to much the same sentiments myself on more than one public occasion, and I believe all right-thinking people who have the welfare of their country at heart, are with me.

His voice and his manner were as cold as his glance, but so far he had not exhibited actual rudeness. This, however, was to come. Turning abruptly away from her, he gave a very slight nod of farewell, and left her with the following cutting remark: Excuse me, Mrs. Hamilton-Evans, from not continuing the conversation, but there is nothing I more intensely dislike than discussing politics with women.

He turned on his heel, and left her standing there, mortification and anger raging in her heart at his cavalier treatment. He might be a great nobleman of the most illustrious descent, but his manners were certainly those of a boor. She felt very humiliated at the fact that her little scheme had miscarried, that this sharp-sighted man had evidently seen through her efforts to ingratiate herself into his good graces.

Lord Inverlake, himself, felt no compunction at the cruel snub he had inflicted, in fact, was rather pleased at having put this pushing woman in her place. Later on in the day, he spoke on the subject to his daughter.

I think I dislike that woman almost as much as I do her brother, he remarked. She is a toady of the basest description. Of the two, I should think perhaps he had got more backbone, would not stoop to humble himself as she does. How in the world can your mother have been taken in by her?

Lady Ruby smiled. She loved her parents, but she was fully aware of certain weaknesses in both. Her father was a mass of prejudices, her mother suffered herself to be guided too much by impulse.

As far as her own feelings were concerned, she neither liked nor disliked Mrs. Hamilton-Evans. She saw at once that the woman was a born climber and full of insincerity. But she was quite pleasant and genial, and also very harmless.

So she answered Lord Inverlakes question as to why his wife had admitted such a person to her intimacy, in a tone of amusement. You know mothers intense fondness for animals. Well, it seems this lady is as great an animal lover as she is. They were brought together by the thrilling subject of canine pets.

Lord Inverlake snorted. What I said at the beginning. Shes a toady of the basest description. Finds out the little weaknesses of people and panders to them to further her own ends. I dont suppose she cares any more for animals than she does for politics. She tried to exercise her arts on me to-day, but I choked her off.

A grim smile overspread his countenance as he uttered the last words. And Lady Ruby, knowing her parents as well as she did, concluded that he must have been very rude to the unfortunate woman who had incurred his displeasure. At the best of times, Lord Inverlake was never very conciliatory, even to those whom he tolerated.

The two young men, Teddy Tufton and Captain Mannering, were still at the Royal Hotel, and had been watching affairs with a keen interest. Discouraged by the cold reception accorded them by Lady Inverlake, they had not intruded themselves further upon that august lady, but they still cultivated cordial relations with Mrs. Hamilton-Evans, and allowed her to introduce them to people who were not too conscious of their own exalted position. Mannering, who had a very keen sense of humour, derived great amusement from the study of this pushing and cosmopolitan lady whose social activities were so * well-defined.

They were exceedingly interested when Cauldwell arrived and was adopted so readily by the aristocratic Countess and her beautiful daughter.

If you or I had been a hero, Teddy, like this chap, I expect we would have had a warm welcome, remarked the young soldier to his friend. Hes a deuced good-looking fellow, too, although theres something about him that I dont quite take to. I wonder if Lady Ruby will fall in love with him. She gives me the impression of being a bit on the romantic side.

If so, the sooner she falls out of love with him the better, was Tuftons answer. He moved in higher circles than his friend, and heard a good deal of gossip about notable people. The Inverlakes are as proud as Lucifer, especially the old boy, who thinks himself as big as anybody in England. Theyll expect her to make a great match. And so she ought, considering all her advantages. Shell be an heiress in her own right when she comes of age.

When Lord Inverlake obtruded his somewhat unprepossessing appearance on the scene, they were quick to notice that there was a subtle change in the atmosphere. It was easy to see that his lordship did not approve of the brother and sister as companions for his wife and daughter.

Sour-looking old dog, isnt he? remarked Tuft on disrespectfully of the great Tory peer. He is supposed to be one of the most unpopular members of the Upper House. Awfully good to his family, I am told, a model husband and father and all that sort of thing, but very much disliked generally. I expect hell soon put the stopper on this friendship.

Mannering laughed. If thats the case, I cant help feeling a bit sorry for Mrs. Hamilton-Evans. Shes a terrible climber, a thorough humbug, and no end of a snob. But she has worked hard to push herself and her brother in, and they seemed to be getting on so swimmingly, until the old boy came along.

Mr. Tufton spoke with mock seriousness. Well, old man, its a lesson to us to be humble-minded, to rest contented with our stations and not indulge in overweening ambition. Gad, what a life that poor woman must lead, cadging and toadying to her social superiors, fishing for recognition, and getting no end of snubs in the process. You would think she must have died of humiliation long ago.

My dear chap, this sort of people doesnt know the meaning of humiliation, was Mannerings answer. Snubs fall off them like water off a ducks back. As soon as they are baulked in one quarter, they start fresh operations in another. Theyre not sensitive creatures like us, Teddy, who retire with our tails down as soon as we see were not wanted. We havent got the temperament to be climbers, my boy.

As Major Cauldwell sped along on his journey to England, he thought a good deal of the Inverlakes, and a very great deal of the beautiful Lady Ruby. He was not a man who had had much to do with the other sex, he had led a life too strenuous and ambitious to indulge in philandering. But this aristocratic young girl with her well-bred charm had made a deep impression upon him. If she had been in a lower sphere, he would have had no hesitation in trying to win her. Under the circumstances, to think of her as anything but a being too remote for him would be the idlest of dreams.

His feelings for his sister were those of considerable affection, tinged with a certain measure of pity for the way in which she wasted her life. Why was she not content with her own quite respectable position in the world, without running after her social superiors who, in nine cases out of ten, laughed at her efforts?


CHAPTER TWO
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A FEW DAYS after her brother left, Mrs. Hamilton-Evans returned to London, to her very commodious flat in Ashley Gardens. She was in a very happy frame of mind, feeling that she had done exceedingly well at Dinard. Of course, she had previously in her wanderings picked up numerous hotel acquaintances, some of whose names were on her visiting-list, an extensive one, by the way, to-day. But she had never made such a coup as this. A Countess of the most ancient lineage, the highest ton, no out-at-elbows member of the aristocracy such as one frequently meets at foreign resorts.

She indulged in some pleasant dreams, for her visions of the future were very rosy. She saw herself, in delightful anticipation, lunching and dining at Grosvenor Square, sometimes as a formal guest, frequently as an informal one; she saw herself at one of the big country houses, amidst a house-party composed of the élite, her well-sounding name chronicled in the columns of the society newspapers. And as these entrancing visions rose before her, the heart of the ambitious lady grew very joyous in her bosom.

People of a pushing and energetic temperament are very often not endowed with much subtlety. If Mrs. Hamilton-Evans had possessed this very useful quality, she might have been a little less optimistic with regard to the future. She was evidently conscious of Lord Inverlakes hostility, and she had tried her best to remove it. But she did not by any means realise its proper importance, did not foresee the part it might play later on with regard to the relations between herself and the Countess.

Truth to tell, she rather underrated the influence of men in such matters. Her married experience had confirmed her in this impression. The worthy brewer, some fifteen years her senior, had been completely under his wifes thumb from the day he married her, and she committed the mistake of thinking that the majority of husbands were as complaisant and submissive as her own, in matters outside their own legitimate business. She would not have allowed Mr. Hamilton-Evans to dictate to her as to her private friendships, and she concluded that Lady Inverlake, an experienced woman of the world, would adopt the same attitude if his lordship tried to influence her in such matters. Here, as the sequel will show, she made a very serious miscalculation.

So secure in her theory that intelligent women can twist their husbands round their little finger in purely personal matters, she continued to indulge in her very pleasant dreams.

It may be a source of amusement to the cynical philosopher why there should exist such a large class of persons who, dissatisfied with their own comfortable station in life and the society of their equals, are always straining after that of their superiors, superiors who, while admitting them to their company, give them to understand in a hundred subtle ways that, while the newcomers are amongst them, they are certainly not of them. But that there does exist such a class, and a very large one, too, there is no possible doubt, and of that class Mrs. Hamilton-Evans was a typical representative.

I shall be sure to call at Grosvenor Square as soon as I know you are in London, had been her last words to her new friend when she said good-bye to her in the lounge of the Royal Hotel at Dinard.

Lady Inverlake had smiled sweetly, but she had not said anything in answer to this kind promise. She did not remark, as she might have done, as probably she would have done a few days ago, that she hoped the promise would be fulfilled. She did not give a hint as to when they would be in London, leaving Mrs. Hamilton-Evans to find out from the fashionable papers later, the information which she could have given her there and then. These were really very significant omissions, but Mrs. Hamilton-Evans was in too elated a state of mind to take very serious notice of them.

The true fact was that the Countess had rather regretted the rash invitation, given on the impulse of the moment when her genuine liking for the woman had been agreeably strengthened by the suddenly acquired knowledge that she was a person of good descent..

Really the intimacy had been greatly disturbed by the arrival of Lord Inverlake who, for no reason that he could justify to his wife and daughter, had taken a violent dislike to Cauldwell, to whom he had shown only the barest civility, an attitude which amused that self-possessed young gentleman more than it angered him. In fact, he felt rather flattered by the dislike of this wealthy and important, but insignificant-looking nobleman, who, no doubt, thought he was a rather dangerous person to be in too close proximity to Lady Ruby Sherston.

In a very short space of time Lord Inverlake had grown to dislike the sister as much as the brother; according to what he had said to his daughter, rather more. Her barefaced attempts to ingratiate herself with him had produced quite the contrary effect to what she had intended, he despised her more than ever for her futile efforts.

He spoke very seriously about her to his wife, in fact she had never remembered him to be more plain-spoken.

An adventuress, pure and simple, were his scathing words. How you could have been taken in by her passes my comprehension. She simply wants to exploit you for her own purposes, to give her a lift into circles which she has no right to enter. The brother is not, perhaps, quite so obvious, but to my thinking, there is a touch of the adventurer about him, too.

Adventurer was a very favourite word of Lord Inverlakes when he was describing persons of a class inferior to his own whom he disliked. He applied this epithet to several politicians, men of great public eminence who belonged to the other side.

In mitigation of his severe judgment, the Countess pleaded the Cauldwell connection— a family older than either of ours, my dear, she said to him, but her irascible husband only grunted at this thrust.

A remote branch, of course, was his comment. Every good family has remote branches knocking about all over the globe. There are dozens of Sherstons, all descended from the parent tree, scattered about in various places, but Im sure I dont want to take them to my bosom, and I dont think you would want to see them in your drawing-room, Muriel, either.

Lady Inverlake winced as he alluded to her drawing room. Oh, that unlucky invitation! Mrs. Hamilton-Evans would present herself inevitably as soon as she learned they were at Grosvenor Square. She could only trust her husband would not be there when the visitor was announced. For Lord Inverlake had very bad manners at the best of times and was capable of any rudeness when he was in one of his irascible moods.

I wonder who Mr. Hamilton-Evans was? inquired Lady Ruby, more for the sake of making a remark than out of curiosity. She rather liked the woman, but she was not greatly interested in the husband.

I think I can tell you that, answered the Earl, who had withheld this information up to the present. As you know, I have a splendid memory for names and places. When I went to Greystoke some years ago to lend a hand to my nephew Dick in his election, although, of course, being a peer, I couldnt take an active part, there was a man there of the name of Hamilton-Evans on the committee, a fussy, rather pompous fellow, the local brewer. He was an important person in the town, but the brewery was a tin-pot affair, although I daresay he made a tidy bit out of it. Im pretty sure, although I would not swear to it, that I saw this woman with him. So theres no doubt that is the man. She is his widow.

And he was right. Mrs. Hamilton-Evans had told everything that redounded to her social credit, had mentioned the Cauldwells first and foremost, spoken of the K.C., their father, but she had passed over the tin-pot brewer. Brewing is all very well in a big way, with the name flaming from a hundred signboards, but like everything else in a small way, it does not count for much.

* * * *

There came the day, the greatly longed for day when Mrs. Hamilton-Evans read in the fashionable journals which she affected, that the Inverlakes were making a brief stay in Grosvenor Square before going to Vanloch Castle, their seat in the Highlands. The lady at once rang up her brother to come round to her. He responded quickly to her summons, for they were very attached. He found her in a pleasurable state of excitement.

The Inverlakes are in town, she cried, and then he smiled a little cynically at her. Well, I suppose you are going to have a shot at her ladyship and want me to come with you. When shall we call?

His sister pondered a little before she replied.

They have only been in town three days, we must not rush them. To-day is Wednesday, let us say next Tuesday. We darent leave it too long or they may be off to the Highlands.

Right. Come and lunch with me first, and well go on together. I wonder how we shall be received. You had a good innings with the dogs at Dinard, but she wont have much time to talk in London on that or any other subject. I suppose you saw that his lordship didnt take a great fancy to us? Me, I am sure he positively disliked, and I dont think he was over-fond of you. He would put a spoke in our wheel if he could.

I am afraid you are right, admitted his sister reluctantly. I tried all I knew, but I could never thaw him. He is a most disagreeable man. What a common thing it is, she added in a reflective tone, that you seldom come across a really nice couple. If the wife is pleasant, the mans a bear, and if the mans all right, the wife is a cat.

Cauldwell laughed. What a profound philosopher you are, Nancy. I think Ive heard that remark made by every woman I know. I expect, though shes a woman fairly agreeable on the surface, our dear Lady Inverlake could show you her claws if you rubbed her the wrong way.

On the day appointed, brother and sister lunched together at the Carlton. Cauldwell always effected the best restaurants. They dawdled over their meal as long as they could, and then went to an exhibition of pictures in Bond Street to fill up the time. On the stroke of five they drove to Grosvenor Square in the ladys car. For although in the eyes of the opulent Earl of Inverlake, the brewery at Greystoke might have been a tin-pot affair, the late Mr. Hamilton-Evans had made a tidy bit out of it, and left his widow fairly well-off, at any rate in a position not to stint herself in small luxuries.

There were several cars and taxis before the door. It was evident that the Countess was giving a party, an improvised one, no doubt, from the shortness of the notice, as they had been in London such a little time.

People were going up the stairs before them, others were following them. Over their heads in front they could see Lady Inverlake, standing in the doorway of her big saloon, stately and tall, receiving her guests.

Mrs. Hamilton-Evans was very disappointed. This was not at all what she wanted for her first visit. She had hoped for a tête-à-tête, a good, cosy, comfortable chat in which the old intimacy could be revived and strengthened: at most one or two callers.

They got a courteous smile and a brief handshake, a quick How do you do? no welcoming word, no expression of pleasure at seeing them again. They had to pass on, for others were on their heels. To a woman behind her, Mrs. Hamilton-Evans heard the hostess say, How sweet of you to come on such short notice. Just a little impromptu before we go to Scotland.

It was evident from this remark that invitations had been sent out, and the Countess had not troubled to dispatch one to her former friends of Dinard.

It was impossible not to recognise the significance of this omission. No doubt Ralph was right. Lord Inverlake had put his spoke in their wheel to some purpose. They might call as they had been asked to do, but no overtures would come from Grosvenor Square. Lady Inverlake was, perhaps, too great a person to call upon her social inferiors, but she might have dropped a note to say she was in London, if she had wanted to see them again.

There was no use now in blinking the fact that the Countess was not overjoyed at seeing them again. That was evident to the most obtuse understanding. Never had Mrs. Hamilton-Evans felt more mortified, never had soaring hopes tumbled more swiftly to the ground.

The rooms were full. Mrs. Hamilton-Evans, a great frequenter of the Park, a diligent student of the portraits of society ladies, knew many of the women by sight, but alas! not one to exchange greetings with. Cauldwell, a little more fortunate in the fact that he frequented better circles than his sister did, and was a member of two very good clubs, nodded to about half-a-dozen men.

Ruby Sherston, flitting from group to group, saw them standing together with that obvious air of being out of it which distinguishes those not within the pale, and being a good-natured girl and rather pitying them, went up to them and exchanged a few words.

There will be some music in a minute or two. Speffi, the cellist, is going to play. Have you heard him? she asked presently.

Yes, they had heard the renowned Speffi, at concert halls, be it said, not at fashionable gatherings like this.

Are you fond of music? asked Cauldwell, fixing his keen, steady gaze upon her charming face.

He had wonderfully searching eyes, this handsome, self-possessed man, the eyes of which it is commonly said they can read your very soul.

Unconsciously, under that keen, penetrating gaze, the girl felt herself colouring, why or wherefore she did not know. To hide her confusion, she asked them if they would like to sit, as there were plenty of seats round the room. She piloted them to a couple of chairs and then left them for her other guests.

They listened to the divine strains of Speffi and some other music, and then, after a whispered consultation, they decided to leave. They could not even say good-bye to their hostess or her daughter, for each was the centre of a laughing and animated group. Lord Inverlake was not present, he hated music and went to his club when his wife gave this sort of entertainment.

A frost, my dear Nancy, whispered Cauldwell as he put his sister in the waiting car. Either the Countess has repented of her cordiality at Dinard, or she is acting under her husbands instructions.

Mrs. Hamilton-Evans was bitterly mortified, but she would not definitely acknowledge defeat to-day. Ill have another shot before I give in, she said with a snap of the teeth that betokened she was boiling over with indignation.

It was six oclock, but not too late for Cauldwell to make another call. He hailed a taxi, and directed the driver to go to a certain number in Great Portland Street.

The place had originally been a shop. It was now converted into an office, the shop-window being covered by a blind, half-way up, on which was inscribed in bold letters— Registry Office, Hemble & Co.

Cauldwell opened the door and entered the large room, originally the shop, which had been converted into a comfortable and cosy office. Although it was past office hours a young woman sat at a table, typing letters. She nodded brightly to her visitor.

Good-day, Mr. Drummond, you are late. We should have been shut but for a pressure of work. Mr. Hemble is alone, will you go in, please?

Cauldwell, otherwise Mr. Drummond, passed into the back room, and greeted the proprietor of the firm, a fine, florid-looking man of middle age.

The two men sat talking for a couple of hours, long after the young woman in the front office had finished her typing and gone. Although there was no likelihood of eavesdroppers, they spoke in low tones due to the habitual caution which had become second nature to them on these occasions.

There was presently a rather prolonged pause. Mr. Hemble broke it by asking a question.

We must put a very good man on this job, it promises to be a big thing. Which of our three best fellows do you advise?

There was a peculiar expression of triumph in Cauldwells keen eyes, a suppressed excitement in his manner as he leaned across the table and spoke to the big, florid-looking man known as Hemble.

You and I make a general rule, rarely broken, not to appear personally in these things. This is going to be an exception, for private reasons which I would rather not disclose at present. I will work it myself.


CHAPTER THREE
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AND how did you enjoy Dinard, Lady Inverlake? You must have been pretty well occupied, for though I wrote about half-a-dozen letters to Ruby, she answered them all in two brief notes. Not that she was ever a very good correspondent.

The speaker, Anthony Ewhurst, known to his friends and intimates as Tony, was sitting in the Countesss boudoir in the Grosvenor Square mansion. He was a good-looking, well-set-up young fellow of twenty-two, the representative of a very old untitled family. His father, Giles Ewhurst, had died when he was about ten years old, leaving him big estates, and a considerable sum of money which was to accumulate at compound interest till he reached the age of twenty-one. His mother was still living. The rest of his family consisted of two sisters, one of whom had been married about two years ago; brothers he never had.

It will be seen that from this brief narrative of the facts that Tony united in himself a combination of advantages denied to less fortunate youths. Good-looking, popular and rich, he was more than an ordinarily eligible person. Needless to say that many astute Belgravian mothers had taken him into their matrimonial calculations on account of his wealth, and many of the Belgravian maidens had smiled on him for the same reason, and for a further and less sordid one that he was very good to look at, and that his manners towards women were charming and deferential, with just a touch of old-fashioned courtesy, rare amongst young men of the present day, and inherited doubtless from a long line of chivalrous ancestors.

Mrs. Ewhurst and Lady Inverlake were old bosom friends. Ruby and the Ewhurst children had played together in their childhood. Lord Inverlake was one of the executors of Giles Ewhursts will. Tony had adored Ruby all the years he had known her, Ruby was apparently fonder of Tony than any other young man she had known. All the world of their friends and acquaintances predicted that this long intimacy would terminate in marriage.

Such was the ardent desire of the very eligible Tony himself. Mrs. Ewhurst and the two sisters wished it. And the Inverlakes were ready to welcome into their family the man whom they had known from a baby. But up to the present, despite the fact that the two young people were constantly in each others society, there had been no formal engagement. One reason, perhaps, for this was that both Lord and Lady Inverlake did not approve of very early marriages. Tony was only twenty-two, and Ruby was not yet twenty-one. It was best they should both see a little more of the world before they entered into that solemn pact which would bind them together for life.

Lady Inverlake was not very communicative about Dinard and what had taken place there. The truth was her husbands rather unreasonable attitude towards the brother and sister had caused her a great deal of embarrassment. Personally, she did not wish to be rude to anybody, and she could not blame Mrs. Hamilton-Evans and Cauldwell if they had accepted her invitation in good faith.

But her heart had fluttered a little when she saw them coming up the staircase; and she would have the unpleasant task of letting them see, in a manner as little offensive as possible, that she had repented of her previous cordiality, and that they were not wanted in Grosvenor Square. Thank heaven, his lordship, owing to his great distaste for musical entertainments, was not there. His wife trembled to think what particular form of rudeness he might have displayed had he come across these unwelcome visitors.

When Tony had been furnished with a very meagre account of the proceedings at Dinard, he made a very natural query.

Whats become of Ruby? Is she out?

Lady Inverlake informed him. Yes, she went to lunch with her aunt. After that they were going to do a lot of shopping, and perhaps make a call or two.

Ah, then I dont suppose she will be back much before dinner.

Divested of Rubys gracious presence, the mansion in Grosvenor Square did not present much attraction to the young man. After a little further conversation, he rose. Well, I think I will be going now. Give my love to Ruby. Has she anything on to-morrow afternoon? If not, Ill look round about this time.

No, the mother was sure that Ruby had nothing on to-morrow, anyway, nothing that could not be put off. If Tony was sure that he would come, she would tell her daughter.

Tony was quite sure, and they shook hands. She will be awfully pleased to see you, you know. It seems ages since we met, said the Countess cordially. Tony had been wandering about the country, paying certain duty visits to some rather old-fashioned relatives who seldom came to town while his beloved was at Dinard, and he had only got back to London late last night.

Lady Ruby came home about an hour after he had left, explaining that the shopping had not taken as long as they had expected, and they had cut out the calls. She was told of Tonys futile visit and his promise to come to-morrow.

Dear old boy, cried Ruby heartily. I shall be glad to see him again. How silly of him not to have dropped a note last night saying he would come, I could have put aunt off. I wonder you didnt ask him to dinner, mother.

Lady Inverlake smiled. It did cross my mind, but Lord Fallowfield is coming, and his presence to Tony is like a red rag to a bull. You know the reason why, you little flirt.

Ruby blushed. Lord Fallowfield was one of her admirers, not very witty or wise, and Tony had picked him out for particular detestation, alleging that she treated him with a tolerance out of proportion to his merits.

It was the day after the musical reception and Lady Inverlake had not seen much of her daughter since. The sudden, although hardly unexpected advent of Cauldwell and his sister had been weighing on her mind a good deal, and she was glad to take Ruby into her confidence. She felt a little ashamed of the way in which she had behaved, although that behaviour had been forced upon her.

Do you think that those poor creatures saw clearly enough that they were not wanted, Ruby? That they were out of place here? she asked the girl.

Of course Ruby knew at once to whom her mother was alluding. I am sure Mrs. Hamilton-Evans — what a mouthful of a name it is — did. As to the brother, I cant be positive; he seems rather an inscrutable sort of person, doesnt allow you to know what is passing in his mind. But I caught a glimpse of her as she was going away, and she looked white with anger and mortification.

It was most unpleasant for me to ignore them pointedly as I did, said the Countess plaintively. But what other course was open to me? I couldnt run the risk of their coming when your father was here; you know how insulting he can be when the mood takes him.

I think it is rather silly of him to be so difficult, commented Lady Ruby, who was much more democratic in her ideas than her respected parent. The man is quite a gentleman, of good birth, and has distinguished himself above the average. And Mrs. Evans — I cant bother about the Hamilton in confidential talk — if not as much a lady as he is a gentleman, has quite good manners and knows how to adapt herself to the company she is in. How many people do we meet about — not a few of them come here — who are not, strictly speaking, of our world, and who are quite presentable and entertaining. Father is just a wee bit too old-fashioned. Why Aunt Greatorex has all sorts of queer people at her house, and some of them are great fun.

Yes, he is very strict in his ideas, sighed the Countess who, if not quite so democratic as her more go-ahead daughter, was a revolutionary compared to her stern and unbending spouse. If it were not for his wishes I should draw the line a little more loosely myself. Well, there is one thing I do sincerely hope, and that is that the poor woman will take the hint and not come here again.

Ruby smiled. Dont you be too sure, mother mine. She has a lot of resolution, it is a family trait, I think. And if she has set her heart upon making you useful to her, and that of course is her real object, she wont be baulked by one rebuff.

And Lady Ruby was right in her surmise. Mrs. Hamilton-Evans had thought long and deeply over what had happened at the musical party in Grosvenor Square when she and her brother had been so pointedly ignored by the embarrassed hostess. Common sense told her what had really happened. Lord Inverlake, whose hostility to her had been apparent from the beginning of their acquaintance, had put his foot down and forbidden his wife to continue it.

This is what her common sense told her. But she was so reluctant to admit herself defeated, to bid adieu to the sanguine hopes she had formed, that presently she began to find fresh arguments for having another try.

Supposing she had been mistaken altogether in thinking Lady Inverlake had deliberately intended to give her the cold shoulder, that the apparently chilling reception was due entirely to a set of accidental circumstances. The party was a large one, there were dozens of guests there, presumably old friends whom the hostess had not met for a long time. It was impossible to pay attention to any single person; perhaps she had been too sensitive in thinking she had been intentionally overlooked.

Her spirits rose again as she made use of these specious arguments. She remembered that Lady Ruby who, as a matter of course, would be less occupied than her mother, had gone out of her way to be kind to them. She had taken the trouble to find them seats in order that they might listen in comfort to the music. Mrs. Hamilton-Evans recalled the fact that she had often attended large gatherings, not of course of such a fashionable kind as this, when she had exchanged nothing but a handshake with the hostess, when the crowd was too great to allow her to say good-bye.

After arguing pro and con, she finally arrived at the conclusion that she could not definitely pronounce upon Lady Inverlakes attitude until she had further and more conclusive evidence. If she could succeed in finding the Countess alone or only with a very few visitors, she would be able to form a considered judgment on the reception accorded her.

But although her inclinations swayed her to this conclusion, she was by no means certain that it was a right one. Before definitely deciding on her course of action, she would consult her brother. She was not in the slightest degree a sensitive woman, she was too self-centred for that, but she rather shrank from the ordeal of facing Lady Inverlake again, of risking a snub so decided that it could not be misinterpreted. Ralph was a very level-headed person, he would most possibly be able to see the situation more clearly than she was able to do, even after all these anxious hours of cogitation, of conflicting inward argument.

She asked him to dinner, and when they were sitting alone over their dessert, unburdened her mind to him, going over all that had occurred to her, one way and the other, in reflecting upon that afternoon in Grosvenor Square. Was it worth while making a second call on the Countess in the hope of re-establishing the former footing, or should she let the matter drop altogether?

Now, it has been said that the Major rather disapproved of his sisters avidity for social distinction, from the fact that it entailed the sacrifice of a good deal of self-respect. She was fairly conscious of his attitude on the question, although he had never been very serious over it, only treating it in a light and chaffing way.

She would therefore not have been in the least surprised if he had advised her unhesitatingly to let the matter drop, have pointed out to her that the Inverlakes were far too high game to fly at, that even if she did succeed in getting a somewhat precarious footing in Grosvenor Square, no very solid advantages were likely to result from it, that the chances were a hundred to one against her being handed on to those very exalted circles which were beyond the reach of a small brewers widow.

When Cauldwell spoke, his manner was very grave, it was evident he was giving the subject serious consideration.

I am disposed to agree with you that we ought not to attach too much importance to what actually happened on that particular afternoon, he said.

What happened previously carries greater weight. Let us sum up a bit. Lady Inverlake strikes up a fairly close intimacy with you as soon as she learns that you claim kinship with an old family, invites you to call upon her. Her husband appears on the scene, and the atmosphere undergoes a sensible change. It is apparent that he takes a dislike to us. You say good-bye to her Ladyship, and you announce your intention of calling upon her when she comes to London. She makes no comment on that, does not reiterate the invitation, which she certainly should have done, if she were of the same mind. She comes to Grosvenor Square and does not take the trouble to let you know she is back. She issues invitations for a party and does not send you a card. What are we to infer from these very significant facts?

The womans spirits sank to zero at this calm and damaging array of evidence.

It looks as if there was only one conclusion, she said bitterly. That odious, ill-bred man has ordered her to drop the acquaintance, and she is too much under his influence to dare to disobey him.

I am disposed to agree with you, said the Major quietly, but as he spoke there came a far-away look in his eyes which rather puzzled his sister. On the other hand, you have pointed out that Lady Ruby was quite kind, as kind as you could expect considering the number of people that claimed her attention. If Inverlake had given his wife orders about us, would he not have given the same orders to his daughter? Query, did Inverlake give any such orders to either of them? May it be simply forgetfulness or carelessness on the part of her Ladyship? Out of sight, out of mind business.

The spirits of the sorely-tried lady revived under this suggestion. Does that mean that you would advise me to have another try?

After a few moments of hesitation, Cauldwells reply was in the affirmative.

Yes, if I were in your place, I would risk another shot. You stand the chance of a snubbing, and it may be a pronounced one. But you will know for certain where you stand.

A week after the Lady Ruby had indulged in that prophecy, the intrepid lady took her courage in both hands and made a second onslaught on the Grosvenor Square stronghold. This time fortune favoured her, she found her ladyship alone.

I did so enjoy your musical reception last week, gushed the untruthful visitor, as she sat down after shaking the very limp hand which her hostess had extended to her. But I hardly got a peep at you, could not even say good-bye. I felt I must try for better fortune.

Lady Inverlake had never felt more embarrassed. If her visitor evinced a disposition to stop, she thought she would have to tell her plainly that her husband disapproved of the acquaintance. She was quaking inwardly now. If his lordship got tired of his club, he might present himself any moment, and then — heaven knew what would happen.

Fortunately for her ladyships peace of mind, Providence intervened in the arrival of three visitors, a mother and two daughters, old friends of the family. They came in a few minutes after the arrival of Mrs.

Hamilton-Evans, and in the short space of time in which she had her innings, that lady felt she was not scoring at all.

The hostess instantly took advantage of the opportunity presented to her, and at once practised the not unfamiliar art of ignoring the unwelcome guest by confining her attention and conversation to the others.

At the end of ten minutes, the unfortunate lady recognised her defeat, and bade Lady Inverlake a cold farewell. She maintained her dignity well, but when she got into her car, she was quivering with indignation at what she considered, and not perhaps without justification, the arrogant and insulting behaviour of a woman who had once admitted her to a more than ordinary intimacy.


CHAPTER FOUR
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IT WAS THE autumn, and in the stately Castle of Vanloch, Lord Inverlakes mansion in the Highlands, various ladies and gentlemen of the great world were assembled. The house-parties of this distinguished pair were always well selected, and contained none but such as could produce the most satisfactory credentials. No dubious outsiders, no men who had got on solely through their wealth, no women who had succeeded simply because they were smart, were ever admitted to these exclusive gatherings. In London the Countess perhaps drew the line less rigidly, but in the country she upheld the tradition of her rank and class.

If a man remarked to a friend, I am going to shoot at Vanloch, you might be sure he was one to whom the best houses were open. If a woman said to her acquaintance, I am going to spend a long week-end with dear Lady Inverlake, you might be sure that favoured lady was beyond suspicion and reproach.

So all these people gathered together were persons of the highest ton and respectability. Lord Clapham, a Cabinet Minister, and his wife; Viscount Wingham, one of the best shots in England; the seasons two beauties, the Ladies Sybil and Ursula Purvis with their still beautiful mother, the widowed Countess of Ullin; some married members of the aristocracy, husbands and wives together, as they should be in respectable society; a gay guardsman, a distinguished admiral, and last, but by no means least, Tony Ewhurst.

Ruby was perhaps not quite so much in love with Tony as he was with her, being of a calmer temperament, but she was very fond of him. In spite of there being no formal engagement as yet, it was an understood thing between the respective families that the long acquaintance would one day culminate in marriage.

Tony had looked forward to this visit. He was turned twenty-two and Ruby had come of age quite recently. It was time, he thought, that the understanding was changed into a formal and open engagement. When he had spoken to Lady Inverlake on the subject, before she left for Scotland, she had suggested that he was still rather young, and it might be better to wait at least a year. But Tony was not as young in mind and thought as his youthful appearance would have led you to suppose.

I dont see what weve got to wait for, he grumbled. Therell never be but one girl in the world for me, if we hang on for ten years. I dont know that Ruby loves me as much as I love her, but she is fond of me and used to me. In some ways, of course, she could do better, she could marry a man of higher rank. But then I dont think she is ambitious in that way, she doesnt want to be a Duchess.

Lady Inverlake agreed that her daughter did not hanker after a coronet, although it was not to be supposed that such a chance might not come her way. Say to Ruby what you have said to me. But of course she must decide for herself. I dont fancy she is in a hurry. You see, she is very happy in her home life, and she may like a little more liberty before she settles down for good.

Shell have plenty of liberty with me, urged Tony.

The Countess smiled indulgently and spoke from a long experience and observation of married life. You will be kind and an indulgent husband, my dear boy, I am quite sure of that. But with no husband, however fond and tolerant he may be, does a wife have quite the same liberty as an unmarried girl.

Needless to say Tony did not agree with this. A wife had to give her husband a reasonable amount of obedience, that was part of the marriage contract. But a single girl had to obey her parents, to be ordered by their wishes and commands, and very often their rule was harder than that of an indulgent spouse. He did not, however, labour this point with his prospective mother-in-law, but simply said he would speak to Ruby on the subject when he went to Vanloch.

He was speaking to her now, as they were walking briskly through the keen northern air.

You see, everybody knows that there is an understanding between us, Ruby, that we are going to make a match of it. Why not settle it and be done with it? Let me give you the ring, and let all the world know for certain.

Tony had great belief in the efficacy of that ring, it would keep off the other moths who were fluttering round her.

Ruby sighed a little at her lovers insistence. There is not the romance about a long attachment dating from childhood that there is about a sudden passion which sweeps a girl off her feet. Still, she was very fond of Tony. She had met no man yet who had stirred her heart to his disadvantage, and she was ready to marry him one day, believing that she would be perfectly happy with him, that he would spoil and pet her to her hearts content.

Still, her mother had diagnosed the situation very shrewdly — she would like a little more liberty before she took the irrevocable step. Although she had seen nobody she liked better, she had received plenty of admiration, and it was pleasant to a girl of beauty and charm to know that she had the power to attract men.

Once that engagement-ring was on her finger, her power would be gone, and men would fight shy of her, knowing that she was anothers property. For she knew that Tony was a stronger character than most of her friends thought, and when she was sealed to him by that powerful symbol, he would stand no nonsense, kind and good-natured as he was, no little flirtations, no innocent friendships with the other sex. She was sure, if others were not, of the hidden strength of his nature, and that she would have to walk very warily from the moment she was definitely engaged to him.

In the end she won, but not without some display of temper on Tonys part. At the end of the next season, or rather a month before it terminated, she would consent to be formally engaged. He flung a parting shot at her as they returned to the house.

You are fond of me, I daresay, Ruby, but you are not really in love with me, or you would be as eager as I am.

Was it true, she wondered, as she sat alone in her room, crying a little because, in getting her own way, she had vexed dear, old kind Tony. Was it really true love? this gentle affection she felt for him. Well, she could be sure of this, that she had no stronger feeling for any other man, and she would go to him with an untroubled heart.

And now to return for a moment to that ambitious person, Mrs. Hamilton-Evans, who sat in her handsome flat in Ashley Gardens reading in a society journal a list of the distinguished people assembled at Vanloch Castle. A frown was on her brow, as she threw the paper down. She was thinking that her double-barrelled name would have read as well as some of the others in that lengthy paragraph.

While she was musing upon this galling topic, for she hated to be forced to admit defeat in anything on which she had set her heart, her brother was shown into the room.

The Major looked as handsome and spruce as ever. Those keen eyes which took in everything, noted the discarded paper, the frown which had not yet cleared from the ladys brow; the title of the journal was lying uppermost, and he guessed at once the cause of her perturbation.

Youve just read the par about the Inverlakes swell party in Scotland, I suppose? he queried. I saw it at the club this morning. Theres no doubt they are in the swim. You didnt make much of that stunt, did you, Nancy? I was afraid you wouldnt. When English people get abroad, the foreign atmosphere relaxes their starch, and they become quite civil and human. Once they are back in London they resume their old ways. Ive chatted with lots of pots abroad; when Ive met them afterwards in Bond Street, they didnt vouchsafe even a nod. The way of the world, my dear, and you and I cant alter it.

His sister agreed with him. In spite of her general success, she had received a few snubs in her time from her social superiors. But Lady Inverlakes capricious conduct had cut her to the quick, she could not get over it, and for several minutes she railed against the aristocracy, their arrogance and selfishness, their lack of consideration for the feelings of others.

And the joke of it is, commented Cauldwell when she had finished her indignant harangue, that a good proportion of these high and mighty ones have got some very ugly skeletons hidden away in their cupboards. If you dragged them into the daylight, gone would be my lords arrogance, my ladys fine airs.

I wish I knew of a skeleton in the Countesss cupboard, cried Mrs. Hamilton-Evans in a vindictive tone. I would soon drag it out and bring the insolent creature to her knees.

Cauldwell smiled. Perhaps one day — unexpected things happen sometimes — you might be able to turn the tables on Lady Inverlake. Ill vow you wouldnt spare her.

But Mrs. Hamilton-Evans was too shrewd a woman to indulge in foolish dreams. Say something sensible, she said impatiently. You know as well as I do, that sort of thing never happens in real life.

Well, hardly ever, I must admit, was the answer, then he turned the subject. By the way, I shall not be seeing you for a few days. I am running down to Glencraig to spend a week with young Felixstowe who was a great chum of mine during the war. He is a very affable member of the aristocracy, does not take you up one day and drop you the next, like certain persons of whom we have been speaking. But perhaps his amiability is due to the fact that his honours are very recent. His father was a war-profiteer and was made a peer, dying a few months after the title had been conferred upon him. Now, Glencraig is only about twenty-five miles from Vanloch Castle, a car will take me over there easily within the hour. I think I will pay a visit to Lady Inverlake.

You will only get snubbed for your pains, Ralph.

Her brother smiled, and there came into his eyes that hard gleam which has been before remarked upon. Anyway, I shall risk the experiment and, if necessary, put up with the snubbing.

He meant what he said, for a few days later, he borrowed his friends car and drove over to Vanloch Castle. Everything turned out as he wished, he found Lady Inverlake at home and alone; she received him in the small drawing-room where she was used to sit when not entertaining her guests.

If the Countess had had the faintest notion that he was coming to the Castle, she would have given orders that she was not at home. As a matter of fact, she had no idea he was so near. She was not on visiting terms with Lord Felixstowe and neither knew nor cared what guests he entertained.

She was intensely annoyed when the Major was announced. After Mrs. Hamilton-Evanss second visit to Grosvenor Square, and her speedy exit when she could not fail to perceive she was not wanted, she congratulated herself on the prospect of having got rid of her unwelcome guest for good. Even the most pushing woman could not mistake the significance of such a cold reception.

Cauldwell she had always credited with the possession of tact and good sense. His sister must have told him of the way in which she had been practically shown the door. How could he have the effrontery to present himself after such an obvious hint? He might be sure that if she did not want the sister, she had no desire to receive the brother.

Her manner was ice itself, but this self-possessed man did not appear in the least abashed by it. He inquired easily after her ladyships health, after Lady Ruby and Lord Inverlake. To all these inquiries she replied in the briefest manner.

The, after a very short pause, the handsome, well-groomed man unmasked his batteries.

I am very pleased to find you alone, for my visit has a private and specific object.

And that? inquired Lady Inverlake in her most freezing tones. How could any private object of this man, so far removed from her world, interest her?

The answer came slowly and very distinctly. During our short acquaintance at Dinard, I conceived an intense admiration for your daughter. My dearest wish is to win her for my wife.


CHAPTER FIVE
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ASTONISHMENT, INCREDULITY, RESENTMENT — all these emotions mingled in the Countesss startled countenance as she listened to this extraordinary declaration from the man whom she had credited, in their brief acquaintance, with more than an ordinary measure of level judgment and commonsense.

Had he suddenly been bereft of his senses, had he been drinking? The latter suspicion she dismissed at once. She looked steadily at him, but her inspection did not solve the mystery. Nor were there signs of temporary insanity in that calm, resolute face, in the expression of those keen grey eyes.

She could not control her agitation, she rather gasped than spoke the few trembling words, a mere repetition of his own.

It is your dearest wish to make my daughter your wife, you — you!

He quite understood what she meant to convey by that scornful emphasis on the pronoun. You, Ralph Cauldwell, a man whose acquaintance I made at a foreign hotel, respectable enough, no doubt, in your own sphere, but not even on the outside fringe of my world, dare to lift your eyes to the Lady Ruby Sherston, a great match, a considerable heiress, a girl who would be a fitting mate for the highest in the land.

He did not answer those few gasping words, but simply bowed in a calm way that showed he was not ashamed of his audacity.

There was a long pause, during which Cauldwell sat rigid and unmoved, and the Countess endeavoured to recover her composure. In this she succeeded to a degree, and the voice in which she next spoke was much less agitated. The long training of the grande dame came to her aid.

If I am to treat your words seriously, and I do so with little patience, I assure you, I here and now beg to decline on behalf of Lord Inverlake and myself, also of my daughter, the honour you have conferred upon us. Seek a wife, sir, in your own sphere of life which, no doubt, is a perfectly honourable one. Even if things were different, and you could plead for my daughters hand as an equal, there is one insuperable obstacle in the way.

And that?

The fact that her affections are already engaged, and that she will shortly marry a young man of whom her father and I heartily approve.

The Countess rose, intimating by her action that this preposterous interview was ended. Cauldwell rose too, but he had something to say before he obeyed her ladyships plain hint.

I have heard something of this, he said lightly. A boy and girl attachment which has probably worn somewhat thin by now. Pardon me if I do not admit that to be a very serious obstacle.

But Lady Inverlakes patience and courtesy were by this time exhausted. She moved to the bell. The action was significant. If he would not go, she would order her servants to show him out.

Major Cauldwell, for the last time, will you relieve me?

He raised a deprecating hand and finished the sentence for her. Of my presence? Certainly; I will not keep you for more than another two minutes, and then we will adjourn this far from amicable interview. She noted that he laid a slight emphasis upon the word adjourn. Did he mean by that he would have the effrontery to approach her again on the unpalatable topic?

I was prepared for natural objections on your part, Lady Inverlake, he said in a calm, measured tone. But I was not prepared for your more than scornful attitude. It may be that I do not stand on quite the same social plane as Lady Ruby, but honourable soldiers who have earned some distinction in the countrys service, have ere now wedded women of high degree. Of money I have sufficient. As to family, Lord Inverlakes is an old one, so is yours, but mine is at least two centuries older, counting by records.

Again Lady Inverlake made a movement towards the bell.

Well, madam, since you are so eager to get rid of me, I will really go. But it is not good-bye, only au revoir. We shall meet again in London — again I shall seek you out with the same object. And I think in the next interview, he concluded in a hard tone, you will exhibit more patience than you have condescended to show me to-day.

He bowed, went through the hall, entered the waiting car, and drove off, leaving her ladyship in a mingled state of wonderment and indignation. What especially struck her was the singular arrogance of the man in those last passages of their interview, of his confident prophecy that she would listen to him later with greater patience. Well, she could guard against any further interview, the servants would have orders not to admit him.

In the hall at Glencraig, Cauldwell found his host Lord Felixstowe, an amiable, shrewd young man who entertained no false ideas about his position. His grandfather had been a weaver, his grandmother a mill-hand. His father had made his way in the world, and paid very handsomely for his peerage. Felixstowe was rather of the opinion that for all the good that peerage would do him and his family, his respected parent might as well have kept the hard cash in his pocket.

Well, how did you get on? inquired the affable young nobleman. Cauldwell explained to him before starting that he had been rather intimate with the Inverlakes at Dinard and that he was going to Vanloch Castle to revive the acquaintance. Did her ladyship fall upon your neck?

Cauldwell smiled. Felixstowe would, of course, have been delighted to hear the real details of the interview, but he never took anybody into his confidence unless he was absolutely compelled by necessity.

Nothing so touching as that, my dear fellow. In fact I thought the atmosphere slightly arctic. Perhaps she fancied I took a liberty in calling on her at all in the country. I shall have another shot at her in town, I may find her more amenable there.

Felixstowe shook his wise young head. Its no use trying to get round these ultra aristocrats, the old guard as I call them. My poor mother worked it for all she was worth, while the governor was making his pile, and I believe it wore her out. They would make use of her for their charities, to get a job for their poor relations or something of that sort. And when they had got all they wanted out of her, they would hardly give her a nod. But I think these Inverlakes are the hottest of the crowd. Needless to say, they never honoured me with their acquaintance.

Do you know anything of this young Ewhurst, whom they say Lady Ruby is going to marry?

Yes, I know Tony Ewhurst fairly well, was the answer. He was two years my junior and my fag at Eton; and hes a member of three clubs I belong to. Awfully ancient family, go back to the days of Noah, I believe, and pots of money. But in spite of all these things to make him proud, he is a most unassuming fellow. I should have thought the Inverlakes would have looked a bit higher for the fair Ruby, a duke or at least a marquis. But I know they are awfully mad on family, and young Tony beats most of the Peerage at that.

To return to Vanloch. When the outraged Lady Inverlake had recovered her composure sufficiently, she sought her daughter, whom she found in her own dainty boudoir writing letters.

Ruby put down her pen when the Countess entered, surmising that she came for a chat. She quickly noted the signs of recent agitation.

What is the matter, mother mine? You look as if you were worried, tell your little girl all about it. She spoke in a tone of affection, for she was very fond of her parents, and if Lady Inverlake was often haughty to the world, she was always sweetness itself to her only child.

My darling, I have had a most painful interview with a man I never expected to see in this house.

What man do we know that could upset you so, mother? inquired the puzzled Ruby.

You may well ask. It was that dreadful creature we met at Dinard when he came to see his sister, Mrs. Hamilton-Evans. He explained to me that he had called on a private matter, and it seemed hours before I could get rid of him. Of course you would never guess what his object was.

Wants papa to use his influence for him, or something of that sort, I suppose, hazarded Ruby.

My dear, I almost blush to tell you what the presumptuous creature wanted. He actually had the effrontery to tell me that his dearest wish in the world was to make you his wife.

The Lady Ruby was really more amused than angry at the fact which had so outraged her mother. A pretty and fascinating girl is not always indignant at the admiration of the ineligible suitor. After all, a man cannot pay a woman a greater compliment than to wish her to be his wife. And if this gallant and heroic airman had singed his wings in the flames of love, he was rather an object of pity than contempt.

Cauldwells visit to Dinard had only lasted a few days, but there had been a good deal of intimacy in that brief space. They had motored, lunched and dined together, gone to the Casino in a party. It was only the arrival of Lord Inverlake which had put a rather sudden stop to the companionship.

Ruby knew that the gallant airman was greatly attracted to her, the veriest ingénue knows when a man is really smitten. She was quite sure in her own mind that, had he been of her own world, he would have put his fate to the touch before he left.

Prudence had tied his tongue; perhaps also a rumour had reached him with regard to Tony Ewhurst. Well, evidently prudence had broken down, and he had bearded her mother, a formidable antagonist to tackle at any time, doubly formidable when she was fortified with the righteousness of her cause.

It was a very wild and foolish thing to do, said Ruby, when her ladyship had finished her narrative of the interview. But somehow she could not find it in her heart to be very angry with his presumption.

Her feelings towards him had been rather mixed. There were certain traits she divined in him which repelled her. On the other hand, she admired his unquestionable bravery, the record of which had thrilled her when she read the glowing account of his deeds in the newspapers. The intense virility of the man, the indomitable resolution written in face, voice and gesture had certainly appealed to her, and rather weighted the scales in his favour.

Before Lady Inverlake left her daughter, she was careful to impress upon her the necessity of keeping Cauldwells visit a secret from his lordship.

My dear, if he knew that the man had come here and made such a monstrous proposition, he would make my life a burden to me for weeks. I have had enough trouble over those two as it is; day after day he used to give me sly digs at my foolishness in taking up with a couple of adventurers as he called them. In fact, he has only just begun to forget the unfortunate incident. I dont want it revived in his memory by the unparalleled effrontery of this dreadful man.

Lady Ruby quite agreed that it was the wisest policy to keep the matter from Lord Inverlake. He was one of those petty-minded men who take the most intense delight in nursing a grievance. In his own way he worshipped both his wife and his daughter, but his affection did not prevent him from twitting them with any past offences which had incurred his displeasure. In such matters he had no standard of limitations. When in a bad temper, he would refer to something that had happened two or three years ago, and rail as bitterly about it as if it had occurred yesterday.

As a matter of fact, they agreed to keep the incident a secret from everybody. If Tony Ewhurst had possessed a little of his sweethearts sense of the humorous, Ruby would have told him of this most unexpected proposal, and laughed over it with him. But Tony was a very jealous person, and somewhat inclined to suspicion. He would have seen nothing to laugh at in such an occurrence. And he would have been sure to conclude that such an idea would never have entered the mans mind unless he had been given considerable encouragement. He already seemed a little suspicious about that time at Dinard, about the perfunctory nature of Lady Rubys correspondence, and no doubt attributed it to the fact that she had been engrossed in some interesting flirtation.

Men are awfully difficult, my dearest mother, sighed the pretty girl as she explained the necessity of secrecy so far as Ewhurst was concerned. They talk about women being petty and jealous, but upon my word, I dont think we have a monopoly of those qualities. Men are just as paltry when they are put to the test. Tony isnt as bad-tempered as father, and he doesnt nag and throw things up at you when you think they are all over and done with. But, in his own way, he is frightfully unreasonable.

Cauldwell stayed for some little time at Glencraig, but needless to say he did not again adventure to Vanloch. The campaign he had mapped out for himself could not be carried out in the country. He must wait till the Inverlakes were again in London before he could recommence operations. They would be sure to make a flying visit soon, and in the meantime he could afford to possess his soul in patience.

But he smiled very grimly to himself at the thought that at his next interview with Lady Inverlake he would be very much the master of the situation, and would take a keen pleasure in humbling the pride of that haughty lady. He was not a very vindictive man, but he had been cut to the quick by her contemptuous treatment of him, and he would rejoice in turning the tables.


CHAPTER SIX
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IF WE IMAGINE that we are at the Berkeley or the Ritz we shall be quite happy. Its a cosy little place this, and a thousand to one that if we came here for twenty years we should never come across anybody we know.

The speaker was Cauldwell, and he was addressing a striking-looking, dark-haired woman of about twenty-eight, who sat facing him at the small table in one of the least unpretentious restaurants in the unfashionable Soho.

There was a party of three at this small table, Cauldwell, who acted as host, the dark-haired woman, and Mr. Hemble, the titular proprietor of the registry office to which allusion has previously been made.

Hemble laughed. He was a big, burly man with a rather florid face, the type of a country squire. He was a gentleman by birth and education, an adventurer through the force of circumstances, assisted by a natural inclination to intrigue and underhand practices.

I think our dear friend looks just a little too magnificent for such a Bohemian neighbourhood. I see she is exciting a good deal of attention amongst the regular patrons of the establishment.

Truth to tell, the dark-haired lady was very sumptuously attired. It was a cold March night, and she wore a splendid fur coat which she had just thrown open and which must have cost a goodly sum. Her fingers blazed with diamond rings of the finest lustre, and round her well-shaped throat was clasped a necklace of the same stones that must have been worth at least a thousand pounds.

I might have dressed the part a bit better, I admit, she said in answer to Hemble. It did not occur to me at the time. Well, if the good people here wonder about me, they will think that I economise in food and spend everything I get on clothes.

The waiter had made an appearance with the soup, and conversation was suspended till he retired.

The dark-haired woman was the first to speak when he was out of earshot. During the progress of the meal Cauldwell addressed her as Nellie, she called him Ralph; it was evident by this interchange of Christian names that they were on very familiar terms. Hemble, when he had occasion to use her name, called her Mrs. Lucey, although that was not her real appellation, any more than Hemble was his. His male companion he addressed as Drummond, the name by which the clerk in the registry office had greeted him. These noms de guerre were always used when they were in strange places as a matter of precaution.

And when are you going to open your campaign, Ralph? asked Mrs. Lucey, to call her for the present by her assumed title.

To-morrow afternoon I go to a certain house in a certain square and show my cards, answered Cauldwell, speaking in a low voice. Not that there was much danger if he had been overheard, for there was not a single English person in the place besides themselves.

These are the first steps you have taken then? queried Mrs. Lucey. She was a little puzzled as to why he had taken on the affair himself, when it seemed so simple and straight-forward that it could have been managed by a subordinate whose identity was a matter of no importance.

Cauldwell hesitated a moment before he replied. These people were interested with himself up to a certain point, but his further separate interest he did not, at that moment, choose to discuss.

I met the Countess in Scotland in the autumn for a few moments, but time and place were singularly inopportune for my purpose. By the way, do you know them, Nellie? You know nearly everybody who is anybody.

I have met them at lots of houses, and we are just on speaking terms, that is to say, good-evening, or how do you do? but I dont know them in the real sense of the word. I am fairly intimate with several people who have the entrée to their house. I am not quite good enough for them. They say it is the man who makes her draw the line so rigidly. The girl is very charming and quite unaffected, I am told.

Yes, I think she is. I have told you that I met them at Dinard when I ran over there at the end of the summer to see my sister, and she struck me as being delightfully free from  side. About the mother, even when she was most condescending, there was always a certain hauteur, always the air of the grande dame.

And you were smitten with the girl? She is awfully pretty. These words were spoken in a low whisper, but the bright-looking, dark-haired woman shot a very penetrating glance at him under lowered eyelids as she put the question.

Ralph smiled easily. She is very pretty, certainly, but not a perfect beauty like the Purvis girls for example.

The lady did not pursue the topic, but she had not failed to notice that he evaded the question, and her lips tightened just a little at his evident subterfuge.

While the waiter was coming to and fro, a foreigner who understood English quite well, the conversation was kept on general topics. But when coffee and liqueurs were brought and they were safe from intrusion, matters of business were introduced, and the speakers leaned across the table and conversed in low tones.

It was the custom of these three partners in that very innocent looking registry office to meet at least once a month to discuss the various projects in which they were engaged, and they always chose out of the way restaurants for that purpose. For, of course, the title of the establishment was a blind. They did a certain amount of bona fide business between servants and employers, as a pretext for keeping the place open, but in that little back room where sat Mr. Hemble with the ruddy face and the appearance of a bucolic and not too wide-awake squire, some of the most nefarious plots were hatched.

After this long confabulation conducted almost in whispers, the sitting was at an end. Mrs. Lucey, to still call her by her nom-de-guerre, put on her gloves and wrapped round her the most costly fur cloak which had excited so much attention amongst the female portion of the other diners.

Then the two best things on now are yours, Ralph, and, turning to Mr. Hemble, that affair of Mr. G.

Mr. G. was the husband, the rather roving husband, of a not too beautiful wife, and he had been going the pace rather with a very good-looking actress. He was very rich.

Yes, that will come off very soon, said the innocent-looking Hemble. Every day that he cant see her, he writes a long letter, and the silly fool keeps them all. When the time comes hell stump up handsomely, you can bet. Hes awfully afraid of his wife and her family.

I shall be glad when he does, observed the darkhaired woman. Im in terribly low-water again, and my dressmaker is pressing me abominably.

Mr. Hemble said good-bye to them outside the restaurant. He was a man of respectable family and good education, but he did not pretend to be in fashionable or semi-fashionable circles, like his two associates. He lived at Golders Green. The darkhaired lady had a very tiny house in Walton Street, Cauldwell a handsomely-appointed flat in Mount Street.

These two walked a little distance before they hailed a taxi, it was their habit to practice great caution at these mysterious meetings.

They drove for a long time in silence. The woman was disposed to talk, but the man seemed in a very contemplative mood. At last the silence got on her nerves.

You are very deep in thought, what is the subject of them? she cried a little sharply. Are you thinking of the fair Ruby?

But the shot did not seem to strike home.

No, he said quietly. As a matter of fact, I was thinking of you and all that came of our meeting again after all these years.

You are not repenting that you did meet me again, I hope? she inquired.

He laughed pleasantly. Why, certainly not, my dear girl. But for that lucky meeting I should be little more than a pauper at the present moment. Thanks to you, I am on my way to amassing a nice little fortune for my old age.

Ah! sighed the lady. Youve got the gift of prudence, you can save. I cant, money slips through my fingers. If I had twenty thousand a year, I should still be in debt.

It was quite true what Cauldwell said, he was thinking of Nellie Polegate, to call her by her right name, and the influence she had exercised on his life.

He had known her just when he was eighteen, and she a little older. She was Nellie Fotheringay then, the only child of an impecunious baronet who had been rather a crony of his fathers. She was a bright, vivacious girl, not exactly pretty but very attractive, with brilliant colouring. They lived in lodgings at Bayswater and were always hard up. She had a few relatives whom she visited occasionally, but her circle was very narrow, and there seemed an extremely poor chance of her making a good match.

Then they went down to Brighton to live, and the two lost sight of each other. A year later he read of her marriage in the paper to a certain Anthony Polegate, whom he knew to be the grandson of the Earl of Deanshire, and who afterwards, he learned, possessed a small patrimony which must have appeared wealth to the daughter of the impecunious baronet.

He saw nothing of her from the day they said good-bye to each other on her departure for Brighton. Then came the Great War in which Anthony Polegate was killed in the second year of the campaign.

And then early in the spring of 1919, he was walking down Bond Street and came face to face with his old friend. They had been rather fond of each other in those boy and girl days, and were very glad to renew the acquaintance. Mrs. Polegate carried him off to her small house to tea; she made him promise to dine tête à tête with her the following evening to exchange their reminiscences.

He did so, and learned and observed a great deal that astonished him. Thanks to her marriage she had become somebody. She visited fashionable houses, not a few of them ultra-exclusive; she went to aristocratic house-parties in the autumn. It seemed to him that she was fairly intimate with half the aristocracy in London. Her engagement list was always full. How had she done it? He put the question to her with the frankness of an old acquaintance. She laughed merrily.

A bit different from the old Bayswater days, Ralph, isnt it, when the landlady had frequently to wait for her rent? How have I arrived? Well, of course, I got my start from poor Anthony. I suppose I was born to succeed, as some people with great advantages are born to fail. Luck and judgment in combination you know, thats about what it is.

She was very frank concerning her affairs. Her husband had left her with all his worldly wealth, it was about a thousand a year. At that statement, Cauldwell pricked up his ears. This house was certainly a small one, but the rent was high. She kept a maid, a butler, a very good cook, a car, there must be other servants besides. All this was not run on a thousand a year, in these expensive days, could not have been run in the days before the war.

How do you manage it? he asked her bluntly one night. Ive six hundred a year and make no show, and it is always a tight fit.

It was some little time before he learned her secret, not until she had thoroughly gauged the unscrupulous nature of the man, and saw that, with the assistance she could give him socially, he would be useful to that combination of talent which was presided over by the master-mind of the man known as Hemble, who carried on his real business under the guise of proprietor of a registry office. An interview was arranged between the three, and the son of a gentleman, the man who had distinguished himself in the service of his country by heroic deeds, became a member of the precious fraternity which had its headquarters in Great Portland Street.

Arrived at Walton Street, Cauldwell handed Mrs. Polegate out of the taxi, intending to go back in it to his own rooms in Mount Street. But it appeared his companion did not wish to part with him just yet.

Come in and have a whisky-and-soda or something, she said to him. The night is still quite young. I daresay that funny old Hemble is in bed by now or thinking of it, but hes a suburban owl. You and I are birds of another feather.

The dark-haired young woman was always vivacious, but especially so after partaking of a good dinner. The unpretentious little Soho restaurant had done them very well, and she had drunk a fair allowance of champagne, for when this trio dined together, they did not stint themselves. To-night she appeared to be in the highest spirits.

Cauldwell smiled. The night is quite young as you say, and I should like to come in and have a chat with you. But you are such a fashionable person; havent you got have a dozen functions to attend? Your world is only just beginning.

Silly man, it isnt the season yet, everything is frightfully quiet. There are just a few people who are keeping up a sort of make-believe, and, as a matter of fact, there are a couple of dull parties I could go to if I wanted. But I would rather spend an hour with you, if you wont be too frightfully bored, if you did not have enough of me at dinner. As she finished speaking, she bestowed on him a decidedly coquettish glance.

That settles it, replied Cauldwell with a gay laugh. Nobody could ever be bored with you, my dear Nellie, you are much too entertaining. I will pay the taxi and send it off.

Truth to tell, the Major was not displeased with the invitation. Mrs. Polegate was a very bright person, and not so many years ago he had been decidedly fond of her. She had returned the feeling, and if they had not both been as poor as church mice at that period, marriage might have resulted.

She led him into her own cosy little sitting-room, in which a bright fire was burning. A most dignified butler, whose air proclaimed that he had been used to good service, brought in whisky-and-soda and glasses.

But this beverage was not to the hostesss taste on this particular night. She ordered the dignified servant to bring in a bottle of champagne. I feel, somehow, that we ought to celebrate this evening, she explained to her guest as the man left the room. Youll have to drink the greater part, though, for I had a fair quantity at dinner.

The wine was brought and the glasses filled. The young woman raised hers to her lips and proposed a toast. Luck to all of us, especially to us two. And luck always means the same to me, plenty of money. I expect your reading of it is the same as mine.

Cauldwell nodded. Yes, Nellie, I think you are right there. Lifes a dull thing if you are poor.

There was silence between them for some little time as they smoked cigarettes and drank their champagne. By a coincidence, not unnatural, the thoughts of both had strayed back to the days when they were boy and girl together. Mrs. Polegate was the first to speak.

I wonder whether you happen to be thinking of the same thing as I am, Ralph, of the old times?

Cauldwell, with a pleasant smile, intimated that he was.

Mrs. Polegate indulged in reminiscence. It was a dull enough life, looked at from our present standpoint, but I think our youth enabled us to get a bit of fun out of it. Do you remember the first time you took me out to dinner, Ralph?

Perfectly, my dear girl. I had been saving up three weeks for the great event.

Mrs. Polegate laughed gaily. Oh, those dreadful stuffy lodgings in Bayswater where we passed our monotonous existence, the poor old dad and I. How well I remember that night, putting on my best bib and tucker before the cracked looking-glass in that poky little bedroom. But Ive had many better dinners since that I havent enjoyed half so much. Theres great capacity for enjoyment when one is quite young.

I enjoyed it immensely, too, said Cauldwell. And I felt an awful swell taking out a smart-looking girl to dinner for the first time. I had rather an anxious time of it though, thinking the bill might come to more than I had in my pocket. However, it panned out all right. I had enough left to tip the waiter. But I ran it very close, for though we went down in a cab, we had to come back by the humble bus.

As she sipped her champagne, Mrs. Polegate appeared to grow more dreamy and meditative. I think in those days, how far off they seem, we were a bit gone on each other, eh, Ralph?

I was certainly gone on you, my dear, responded the Major gallantly. Of course, I cant be sure of you.

The lady reassured him on this point. Oh, yes, I was quite fond of you. If you had been well-off enough to propose to me, I am quite certain I should have taken you.

Cauldwell, who was not as interested in these speculations as his companion, recalled the conversation from its somewhat sentimental tendency.

A devilish good job for you, Nellie, you hadnt the chance. Youd have lost Polegate then, and he wasnt such a bad match, after all. You wouldnt have been the fine lady you are but for him. I could never have taken you into that world.

If Mrs. Polegate had any desire of engaging her old admirer in a fresh flirtation, as appeared probable by her candid admissions, this frank speech was rather disconcerting. Ralph Cauldwell evidently did not seem disposed to revive the past in any practical manner. Fire was not to be breathed into the dead ashes after all these strenuous years.

So she allowed the conversation to flow into more prosaic channels, and later on he took his leave.

On the following morning Cauldwell walked to Grosvenor Square for the purpose of coming to closer quarters with the Countess. He had learned she was paying a flying visit to town.

A car stopped at the door as he turned into the square, from which two ladies descended and went into the house. This was a nuisance. Well, he would have to outstay them in order to get Lady Inverlake to himself.

The man who opened the door guessed at once who he was.

Her ladyship is not at home, sir.

Cauldwell stared at the man, and a heavy frown settled on his brow. For a moment he lost his customary coolness.

That is not true, he said angrily. I have just seen two ladies go in.

There was just a touch of insolence in the mans manner as he replied with emphasis:

Her ladyship is not at home to you, sir.

The door was shut in his face, and beside himself with rage he could not control, Cauldwell turned and went on to his club.

But you will pay, my lady, you will pay for this. You can turn me off your doorstep now, but the day of reckoning has got to come, he muttered between his clenched teeth.


CHAPTER SEVEN
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CAULDWELL WAS NOT the only person who had wondered how Mrs. Polegate contrived to keep up such an appearance on her slender means. Her late husbands resources were known not only to his family but to a good many others; besides, the will had been proved and published in the papers, so that anybody who took the trouble to calculate could appraise her income pretty accurately.

It was beyond doubt that nobody could live in the style she adopted on something in the region of a thousand a year; she must have resources about which her acquaintances knew nothing. The uncharitable, of course, whispered all sorts of things amongst themselves, naturally not to the ladys credit. They knew that she was a fine bridge player, and suggested that she might make a decent income out of that. As a matter of fact, she did make a fair amount out of bridge, and she usually played for heavy stakes.

She was by no means an intellectual woman, or possessed of any great ability or mentality in the highest sense of the word, but she had a wonderful native shrewdness and a remarkable aptitude for making money, which she spent lavishly as soon as she got it.

She had many irons in the fire. She wrote a good deal under an assumed name, for she had a fluent and vivacious pen, although she was incapable of any deep thought, and utterly destitute of style. These masterpieces she perpetrated in secret; perhaps, although they brought a certain amount of grist to the mill, she was in her heart ashamed of them, having enough critical faculty to recognise good literature when she came across it.

She was ready to turn her hand to everything. She recommended friends and acquaintances to her tradespeople, and received a satisfactory commission on their custom. She had a great friend about twenty years older than herself, Sir Pompey Throgmorton, an eminent financier. Sir Pompey had a great admiration for the vivacious, dark-haired lady, and would have proposed to her but for the fact that he had a wife in a lunatic asylum.

Some people said things about her and the financier, but they were not in the least true: he was discretion itself, both before others and when alone in her company, and never insulted her with dishonourable philandering. But he did help her now and then by putting her on to a safe and profitable speculation.

But lately nothing had been coming from Sir Pompeys direction, and at the present moment Mrs. Polegate was very hard up, as she had explained to her two friends the night before at the obscure little restaurant in Soho. Mr. Hemble had checked a smile at an announcement which he had not heard for the first time.

She will be coming to me to-morrow on the old errand, he thought as he bade her good night. For Mr. Hemble had more than one profession. He was a moneylender and ran an office in Vigo Street, making a considerable sum out of the well-born impecunious, who could be relied upon to pay up some time or other, if not themselves, with the assistance of their relatives.

Mrs. Polegate had availed herself of his help several times since her widowhood. It was in his money-lending capacity that she had first made his acquaintance. This was in her married days.

Anthony Polegate was a man who ran very straight himself, and cut his coat according to his cloth. But sometimes the vivacious Nellies spendthrift habits had caused them temporary embarrassment, and on these occasions he applied to Hemble whom he had known as a boy in his native village, and who, on account of that old connection, treated him very liberally.

She had gone to him for a little accommodation a few months after Anthonys death, and he had shown her the same consideration he extended to her husband. She came again at intervals of a few months, and they became rather intimate, chatting together a long time after their business was concluded.

Hemble was not in the fashionable world himself, but he knew a very great deal of what went on in it. He generally spent his mornings at the Vigo Street establishment, where he had a small but profitable clientèle of aristocratic people, whom it is needless to say he did not put on the favourable terms he had given to his old acquaintance, Anthony Polegate.

He was an affable, chatty fellow, with good manners and quite the bearing of a gentleman. Neither was he considered extortionate as moneylenders go, he liked to keep clients, not to break them up. So most of his regular connection voted him a decent fellow, and were ready to gossip with him over a cigar and a bottle of excellent wine.

From this gossip he learned that Mrs. Polegate was rather a shining light in what is familiarly called The Upper Circles. She went nearly everywhere — there were just a few very exclusive houses which did not open their doors to her — and she knew nearly everybody who was anybody. She couldnt be very well-off, for poor Polegate had not got much to leave, but she kept her end up wonderfully.

When he made further discreet inquiries into her mode of living, he came to the same conclusion as most people, that she must have some other sources of income, unless she was foolish enough to be drawing upon her capital.

But pondering over these things, he thought she was a bit too shrewd to be doing that. He fancied she might be useful to him. And being rather a judge of character, he guessed that she had too light and frothy a nature to be troubled with overscrupulousness.

His ideas culminated one day after a somewhat lengthy chat. She had given vent to the wish that she could be put in the way of making money for her needs. There was not much to go upon in this aspiration: thousands of people are wishing the same thing every day of their lives. But he thought he knew the woman.

You go about a lot amongst the swells, dont you? he asked casually.

She had never boasted to him about her position in the many chats they had had together. It had struck her with a sense of novelty at first, but she had got used so to it now that she took it as a matter of course. And Hemble did not appear the sort of man to be interested in the doings of my Lord this and my Lady that.

I suppose I do, she said carelessly. Poor dear Anthony was extremely popular, you know, and he mixed with the very best, and I got in through him, and managed to hold my place somehow. His death made no difference in that respect.

And I suppose you hear a precious lot of funny things.

For a moment she did not understand his meaning.

What sort of things do you mean? she asked.

Mr. Hemble smiled rather enigmatically, although he endeavoured to look more innocent than usual.

Oh, I dont know, scandals for instance.

She laughed. I know plenty of them, of course.

Well, said Mr. Hemble, speaking with even more than his usual geniality. If ever you should get hold of a nice little secret, come to me and Ill buy it from you.

She began to understand him now a little better, but although she pressed him to be more explicit, he would not go further at the moment. She went home, puzzling over his peculiar words and manner. It was a few weeks before he revealed himself in his true colours, after making her take a solemn oath of secrecy.

He was relieved to find that she was not too shocked at his revelations and propositions. He had judged that her father, the defunct baronet, had been a derelict and an adventurer in a small way. It was not unlikely that she should inherit the trait. In a very short time her services were put at the disposal of the crafty creature who divided his energies between the moneylending business in Vigo Street and the registry office in Great Portland Street in which he spent his afternoons weaving his sinister and nefarious schemes.

On the morning following that dinner at the Soho restaurant, Mrs. Polegate sat in her tastefully-furnished boudoir in which she had entertained Major Cauldwell the previous evening. As they had smoked their cigarettes and sipped their champagne and indulged in reminiscences of their youthful days, the dark-haired young woman had been in high spirits, full of vivacity, laughing and chatting away as if she had not a care in the world.

This morning a great change had come over the scene. It was a very thoughtful and troubled Nellie Polegate who held in her hand some half-a-dozen letters whose contents she had perused several times.

Truth to tell, the mercurial and fashionable young woman was in a decidedly tight corner, owing to acute financial stringency. For all these missives were from people to whom she owed money and who were asking for it with various degrees of insistency.

It must not be supposed for a moment that a financial crisis of this kind disturbed Mrs. Polegate in the same manner as it would have done quite normal people. She was too much used to this sort of thing. From the days when she had led that drab life with her derelict father in the shabby Bayswater lodgings, she had more or less passed her life in battling with her numerous creditors. By dint of long practice she had brought the science of evasion to a fine art, and nobody was more clever at wriggling out of the unpleasant consequences which her reckless extravagance entailed.

For six months she had not had a crisis, as she called these periodical occurrences when something had to be done to appease her long-suffering creditors, in order that she might take a new lease of financial life. To-day she was confronted with one, not perhaps of more than ordinary severity but sufficiently serious to disturb her.

Of the six letters that she had perused, five were not couched in terms of extreme urgency. Their writers would wait a month, perhaps a couple of months on the strength of specious promises, before they threatened drastic action. The sixth was an uncompromising document.

It was from her principal dressmaker, a certain Madame Leonie, and couched in very straightforward terms. After referring to several broken promises, it went on to state that if a substantial amount off the long overdue account was not paid within a week from date, the firm would have no alternative save to proceed to extremities.

Mrs. Polegate knew the writer well, she would not threaten without being prepared to carry her threats into execution. The woman was on the war-path and would have to be appeased. The debt was a little over five hundred pounds. If she could pay the determined dressmaker half of that sum in solid cash, the woman would hold her hand and be solicitous for further orders.

Where was she to get that sum from? Naturally from Hemble, to whom she had so often applied before, and from whom she had never had a refusal. But on this particular occasion she rather shrank from going to Hemble. Although a pleasant fellow enough, he always accompanied the accommodation with a little lecture on her extravagant habits, and the necessity for turning over a new leaf, lest the day might come when things would turn out very disastrously.

Her nerves were rather frayed this morning. She felt she could not listen with the necessary patience to one of Hembles well-intentioned lectures. She knew as well as he did that she ought to turn over a new leaf, also she knew equally well that at present she had not the slightest intention of doing so. Why did the silly man persist in giving her good advice which he must know was thrown away upon her?

Sir Pompey Throgmorton was the next name to suggest itself. The worst of Sir Pompey was that he would never lend money directly. When he put her on a good thing, he would find the cash necessary to carry it through and hand her over the profit, but he would go no further. It was perhaps rather a forlorn hope, but she made up her mind to call on him. There was just the chance that he might find some little speculation that would enrich her in a short time. If she could convince Madame Leonie that she had reliable prospects, that person would not mind waiting a little.

Sir Pompey, a big, aristocratic-looking man bordering on sixty, had a fine set of offices in Old Broad Street. He was a highly-respectable financier, concerned in numerous undertakings, and naturally a very busy person.

But he was not too busy to see Mrs. Polegate when his clerk took in her name. He was very fond of the vivacious young woman, and had he been free, he would certainly have asked her to marry him. In the event of his wife dying in the lunatic asylum in which she had been confined for over twenty years, there is little doubt he would do his best to induce her to become the second Lady Throgmorton.


CHAPTER EIGHT
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HE RECEIVED HER with the utmost cordiality. Well, my dear little friend, I am very pleased to see you. A visit from you to these offices is a rare thing.

This was true, she had not paid more than half-a-dozen calls in the city since she had known him. And these had been in connection with the speculations he had undertaken on her behalf. She guessed he was wondering why she had come this morning and was too polite to put the question.

I am frightfully hard up, she blurted out. I want a sum of about three hundred pounds as soon as possible. I wonder if you could put me on to anything.

It has been on the tip of her tongue to ask him outright for a loan, but as soon as she confessed that she was pressed for money, she had seen a certain hardening in his expression. She knew that peculiarity of his, it was well-known amongst his acquaintances. He would not lend money to his own brother, except in a certain kind of way which did not involve the actual handling of it. Fond as he was of her, she was quite sure he would not make an exception to his rule in her favour.

The financiers expression cleared, but he shook his head at the suggestion. Nothing sure at the moment, I am sorry to say. In about a fortnight I am expecting something quite good, and I shall be ready to put you on to it, in the same way as before, you know. I will advance the necessary capital.

In face of Madame Leonies disturbing letter, this was rather cold comfort. But she had to thank him.

Its awfully sweet of you. In about a fortnight, you say. When should I be able to touch the winnings?

Sir Pompey considered. Within a month, I should say, six weeks about in all. And I expect it will total something over a clear five hundred pounds.

A very pleasant prospect, certainly, but after all, only a prospect. Sir Pompey was generally right, but he was not infallible. And once or twice he had put her on to a thing that had brought no profit at all. Madame Leonie would not wait for something so intangible as this.

She spoke as cheerfully as she could. Well, it will be very nice to look forward to this little coup. But of course it doesnt ease the present situation.

Sir Pompey looked a little uncomfortable. He devoutly hoped she was not going to ask him for a loan. He would refuse it if she did, but it might embarrass their future relations.

But she was too wise for that. Sir Pompey had been a very good friend to her in the past, and was evidently prepared to go on being a good friend to her. She dare not run the risk of jeopardising that friendship by any ill-considered request.

There was an awkward pause. The financier, who was really more embarrassed than she was, broke it first.

I daresay, if time is of importance, your bankers would come to your assistance. That is what bankers are here for. They have your income as security; it should not be difficult.

I cant borrow on my income, said Mrs. Polegate rather sharply. It is tied up in the hands of trustees. I suppose Anthony thought it safer. I thought you knew that.

No doubt Sir Pompeys private opinion was that the departed Anthony had proved himself a wise person in taking such a precaution. He was very fond of the dark-haired young woman, but he knew perfectly well she was an incorrigible spendthrift. And towards spendthrifts, in the ordinary way, he was not disposed to be very merciful.

Yes, yes, replied the financier hastily.  I remember you have told me that before. But I have no doubt, under the circumstances, they would let you have some sort of an overdraft to tide you over.

To this suggestion Mrs. Polegate made no reply. She was not going to confess to him that she had already succeeded in wheedling an overdraft of a hundred pounds out of a rather susceptible young bank manager.

She rose, and held out her hand. Well, thanks very much, Sir Pompey, for thinking of me in connection with that forthcoming little coup. I owe you a thousand apologies for intruding upon a busy man at such an hour as this.

Sir Pompey was all smiles again, now that they had got off dangerous ground. But, my dear little friend, I am not going to let you go like this. Your visits are too rare not to be celebrated in proper fashion. It is only a quarter to one, we will take a taxi to the Carlton and have a pleasant lunch.

In her heart she was very angry with the financier and his absurd peculiarities, and would have liked to tell him to go to the deuce. But prudence stepped in, and she expressed her pleasure in accepting the invitation.

So they drove to the Carlton, where Sir Pompey ordered a most sumptuous repast. Mrs. Polegate, when she said good-bye to him, thought what strangely constituted creatures some of these rich people were. Here was a man who would not lend a fellow creature in distress a pound in hard cash, and yet would ask him to a meal that cost five times that amount.

Hemble was now her only resource, so she drove straight from the Carlton to Great Portland Street to get what she wanted from a financier of a different type. As she and Hemble had become closely related in the other business, she did not go to Vigo Street when she wanted a little pecuniary help. As a great many of Hembles clients moved in her world, there was always a considerable chance of running across somebody she knew, who would guess her errand, or, at any rate, wonder what connection there was between her and the moneylender.

Mr. Hemble greeted her very cordially. He had a great respect for her peculiar gifts, the one thing he did regret in her was her tendency to extravagance, and on this bad habit he had presumed to lecture her from time to time, but needless to say, without result.

As we talked over all other matters last night, it is private business brings you here to-day, eh? he inquired genially.

The usual, my dear Hemble. That ungrateful wretch Madame Leonie is threatening to sue me if I dont give her a substantial sum on account. The base ingratitude of the woman after all the custom I have taken her! She has made thousands through me.

On which you have had a handsome commission, thought Hemble, who could always see both sides of a question. Of course he did not voice his thought, only asked with the utmost good temper what amount she required.

She lets me run up to five hundred before she puts the screw on. If I send her half, shell be all over me, and I can go on swimmingly for the next six months. Youll deduct it as usual when there is anything to come to me.

Mr. Hemble unlocked a safe and counted out notes to the amount she had asked for, taking from her a written acknowledgment of the loan. He had tried to improve the occasion many times, he thought he might as well have another try.

I do wish, for your own sake, you would look at things a bit more seriously. Do you ever think of your old age? All this good luck wont last for ever, you know.

Mrs. Polegate laughed gaily. The two hundred and fifty safely in her bag, she had not for the present a care in the world.

We cant alter our natures, my good friend. Youre a bit of a miser, I guess, Im a spendthrift. When good fortune leaves me, I shall cut everything, go down to the country and live in a little cottage with a couple of maids on poor Anthonys thousand a year. I hope I shall be old when that day arrives, but till then I intend to live every minute of my life.

Mr. Hemble sighed at her perversity, which he could not understand. For Mrs. Polegate was right in her estimate of his character, he was very miserly, and watched the expenditure of every penny.

Many thanks, she said, as they shook hands. By the way, have you any idea why Cauldwell wants to take on this Inverlake stunt himself?

But Hemble was a very close man, and if he had any ideas, preferred to keep them to himself. He shook his head. He has some motive, I expect, but whatever it is, I am not interested in it.

But Mrs. Polegate was. She thought over it a long time, and then a sudden ray of fight flashed upon her.

He cant be mad enough to have designs on Lady Ruby, she said to herself, but her eyes flashed angrily as the thought came into her mind. There was a time when she had been very fond of Ralph Cauldwell, and she still had a warm corner in her heart for him. She hated the idea of his being attracted by another woman.

* * * * *

To return to Lady Inverlake. As we have seen, she had taken the precaution to deny herself to this impertinent suitor, should he carry out his threat of seeking a second interview. But when she gave these instructions to the hall-porter, she had small expectation that Cauldwells effrontery would carry him to such lengths. She flattered herself that she had pretty well crushed his aspirations in that brisk passage of arms at Vanloch, and that a few days reflection would convince him that his pursuit of a girl so far beyond his reach was hopeless.

But she was certainly perturbed when her servant told her what had actually passed, of Cauldwells insolent challenge of the statement that she was not at home, by alluding to the fact that two visitors had just passed in, and his exit in a great fury.

Of course she was utterly unaware of the cards which the man had up his sleeve, and which he was going to play against her with all the rigour of the game. She regarded him as a person so obsessed with his passion for her daughter that he was temporarily incapable of seeing things in their proper perspective. A man in this condition of mind would think little of outraging the ordinary decencies of life, and would have no hesitation in creating a scandal, as a kind of revenge for his frustrated hopes.

She kept what had happened to herself, not even telling Ruby, for why distress the girl until some further insane act of Cauldwells rendered it absolutely necessary?

Under ordinary circumstances, she would naturally have chosen her husband for a confidant, especially as his lordship was a very cute man of the world, and could be relied upon to deal effectively with an awkward situation.

But truth to tell, she shrank from confiding her fears to Lord Inverlake. From the moment of his arrival at Dinard he had taken such an uncompromising attitude towards the brother and sister that she feared to mention the name of either to him.

In season and out of season he had belittled them, expressing his detestation of them. She remembered particularly one of the first tirades he had addressed to her upon the subject, which she had listened to with exemplary meekness.

It is incredible that a woman in your position and with your knowledge of the world should go beyond the barest civility to people of whom you know absolutely nothing, except from the statements, certain to be over-coloured, which they make to you, he had said, in a tone of deep vexation. The woman seems to me a very pushing person and much too plausible for my liking. As for that good-looking brother, whom I dislike more than his sister, you say he has a very brave record in the war, and that Ruby recognised him from his portrait in the newspapers. Granted that he is the man you say he is, why, there are thousands of young fellows about who have done as much and more. I suppose you dont want to take them all to your bosom. I wonder what. Tony Ewhurst would say to it all if he arrived here to find this attractive fellow hovering around Ruby. I sincerely hope it will never reach his ears.

To this she could only plead feebly that the acquaintance was not so developed as he thought, and that Ruby had never spent five minutes alone in the society of the fascinating Cauldwell.

It was obvious, therefore, that she could not confide her troubles and misgivings to her husband, to be taunted with his sarcastic comments upon the fruits of her folly.

It was equally hopeless to turn to Tony for sympathy and advice. Tony was an easy-going young fellow as a rule, and he would not have stormed and blustered like the Earl, but he had a very rigid view of the line of conduct that should be pursued by ladies in the high position of Lady Inverlake and the Lady Ruby Sherston. He would have been as condemnatory, in a less offensive way, as her husband, of the facts put before him.

Besides, just at the present juncture, Tony was not in the best of moods. He was not too pleased with Rubys demands for a few more months of liberty. Much as he loved her, he could not blind himself to the fact that her feelings were much less ardent than his own. If he had been told of that episode at Dinard, he would have at once jumped to the conclusion that the heroic Cauldwell was at the bottom of her reluctance to enter upon the married state. Such a supposition would have been utterly wrong, but then the jealousy of lovers feeds upon very unsubstantial trifles.

So the poor Countess had to carry her troubles locked up in her own bosom, dreading the next turn of events, which did not take long in coming.

We know that Cauldwell had been very incensed by Lady Inverlakes contemptuous treatment of him at Vanloch Castle when, without any great exercise of preliminary diplomacy, he had come to the point with startling rapidity, and avowed his desire to make Ruby Sherston his wife.

He had been certainly cut to the quick by her contemptuous rejection of his suggestion. But during the time that had elapsed between his visit to Vanloch Castle and his call later in Grosvenor Square, he had calmed down a bit and taken a more reasonable view of her ladyships attitude.

He was naturally a very level-headed man, of a calm and reasonable temperament, quite able after due reflection to comprehend, even to find excuses for, his opponents point of view.

When he thought over it all in cold blood, he was constrained to admit that in that interview at Vanloch Castle, he had gone to work in a very blundering way, had exhibited a singular lack of diplomacy. How could he expect any very different reception under the circumstances? It did not take him very long to understand Lady Inverlakes point of view.

Let him put himself for a moment in a similar position. Let him imagine himself a nobleman of illustrious lineage and considerable wealth, with an only child, a beautiful and charming daughter. His natural desire would be that she should make a brilliant match. In his justifiable pride, he would not think the highest suitor in the land too good for her.

Suddenly there appears upon the scene a man in whose veins runs a strain of good blood, but who, through circumstances, has descended to the middle-class and has no standing in aristocratic circles. He has won a certain amount of renown in the war by some very brave deeds, but many others of much about the same standing as himself have achieved equal distinction.

How, to be fair, if he were the parent of Lady Ruby Sherston, would he receive this presumptuous suitor? After he had got over his first surprise, after he had persuaded himself that the man was not suffering from an attack of temporary insanity, he was bound to admit to himself that he would not have displayed much more patience than Lady Inverlake.

The insolence of the hall-porter had exasperated him terribly at the time. But when he reflected over this matter, he was forced to confess that the Countess had to protect herself against further intrusion, and had done it in the easiest way that suggested itself.

The campaign must go on, but he resolved that so far as he was concerned, it should be conducted in a perfectly cold-blooded fashion, without heat and without rancour. Secure in the impregnability of his position, he would not allow himself to resent any sneers or insults that might be showered on him.

The question was how was the campaign to be opened? It was no use presenting himself again in Grosvenor Square. That imperturbable hall-porter would only repeat the previous insulting message. He could write demanding an interview in a way that would ensure compliance. But for the present he thought it better not to resort to correspondence.

He would make use of Mrs. Hamilton-Evans, who was devoted to him and always ready to spend herself in his service. It was taking her into his confidence a little sooner than he wished, but that, after all, was an unimportant detail. He would tell her just as much as it was good for her to know, and no more. She could guess as much as she pleased.

He presented himself in Ashley Gardens, and gradually unfolded to her a project which astonished her exceedingly.

I have told you, my dear Nancy, that I called on Lady Inverlake when she was in the Highlands, and that I could not flatter myself on the cordiality of her reception. She would not allow me to get a glimpse of Lady Ruby, although I have no doubt that she was in the house, at any rate her absence was not explained.

Yes, Mrs. Hamilton-Evans had been told so much upon his return from Scotland, and had made the comment that it was just what she had expected.

But I have not told you the actual details of the exceedingly strained interview I had with her. You may judge her ladyships feelings when I told her of my great admiration for her daughter and my wish that she should become my wife.

Mrs. Hamilton-Evanss surprise at the announcement of this statement was almost as great as that of the Countess. For a moment it struck her, too, that he had gone off his head.

But, my dear Ralph, surely this was madness. Apart from the difference in social position. Lady Ruby has a big fortune, and you have — well, not a great one.

Naturally, she knew the family affairs, and that Ralph had inherited a small patrimony from his father, a barrister in good practice, but of extravagant habits. True that for some years past, her brother had been living in a style far beyond the modest income which had been left him. Ralph had accounted for this by the fact that he had struck up a great friendship with a man in the war, who was in the financial line, concerned with big things, that this fellow had put him on to some very good speculations which in time would make him a rich man.

I have a good deal more money than people think, my dear Nancy, and I hope to have a great deal more in the years to come. Well, now, what you say would be quite true under natural circumstances. But it happens that the circumstances are the reverse of natural. You remember once when we were talking about people in high places, I suggested that not a few of them had a skeleton in their cupboards. Well, there is a skeleton in Lady Inverlakes cupboard, known probably to only one or two of the family connections besides herself.

His sisters eyes gleamed with curiosity, perhaps with satisfaction. And you know all about the skeleton?

I do. I am not going to tell you the nature of the secret or how I found it out, I dont think I shall ever tell you. But she will do anything, consent to any sacrifice rather than the secret should be trumpeted to the world. Well, now I want your help. Lady Inverlake has closed her doors to me, and I cannot get at her personally. I would rather not write, except as a last resource.

Tell me how I can help you, and I will do it, cried Mrs. Hamilton-Evans in a vindictive voice. She now hated the Countess with a deadly hatred, and was prepared to play her part in bringing that haughty woman to her knees.

The plan of campaign was arranged and put into execution that very day. With her next mornings letters, the Countess found a brief note from her old acquaintance at Dinard couched in mysterious and perturbing terms. Would Lady Inverlake call upon the writer at Ashley Gardens as there was something very serious happening which her ladyship ought to know at once, as it involved her deeply. If she, the writer, went to Grosvenor Square, there might be some difficulty in getting a private interview.

So poor Lady Inverlake, a prey to fearful forebodings, went on compulsion to the flat in Ashley Gardens.

The interview was short but very decisive on the part of Mrs. Hamilton-Evans. The Countess at first assumed the rôle of grande dame, and inquired the reason of this extraordinary summons.

My brother Ralph has been with me, and told me that he visited you in the Highlands, and avowed his love for Lady Ruby. That you treated him with marked disfavour, and afterwards turned him off your doorstep in Grosvenor Square.

It is quite true, admitted the Countess, still preserving her haughty demeanour. You are a woman of the world. You surely do not want me to give you the obvious reasons for my attitude.

Certainly not, I quite understand them, replied Mrs. Hamilton-Evans. The point is that if my brother Ralph does understand, he does not appreciate them. He is very desperate, and he is vowing vengeance against you.

Against me!  repeated her ladyship, turning pale. This is sheer madness.

Not such madness as you think, replied the younger woman calmly. Come, Lady Inverlake, let us deal frankly with each other. You know your own secrets; what unpleasant things can he have found out about you?

True to her traditions, the tortured woman tried to put on a bold front. Your brother can know nothing about me that all the world may not know. Mrs. Hamilton-Evans smiled derisively. I see you will not be open, so I will speak quite plainly. Ralph knows a certain family secret that possibly you believed to be dead and buried.


CHAPTER NINE
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THESE FEW, BUT pregnant words took all the fight out of the unhappy Countess. She shrank back in her chair, white and trembling, no longer the grandi dame, the haughty aristocrat, but a sorely-stricken woman into whose soul the iron had entered.

Mrs. Hamilton-Evans had hated her for the cavalier treatment she had received at her hands. And perhaps that rancour was justified. The most long-suffering Christian does not relish being taken up one minute and dropped the next. And this gushing, ambitious woman was certainly not long-suffering, and not, it is to be feared, much of a Christian.

But vindictive as she deemed herself to be, much as she relished the prospect of bringing this proud woman to her knees, she could not help a little pity stealing over her at the painful spectacle of the poor Countess upon whom the sword of Damocles had so suddenly fallen.

She spoke in subdued tones. You have been very arrogant and contemptuous in your treatment of both of us, my brother and myself, Lady Inverlake. I suppose you thought we were inferior beings, that we had no feelings nor sensibility. When we went to your house, upon your own invitation, mark you, you ignored us and showed us plainly we were not wanted. The world — your world, I mean — would say that you represented the highest type of a well-bred lady. But your conduct to us was not that of a gentlewoman; it was cruel and unwomanly, for we had done nothing to offend you. I suppose in your eyes our offence was that we failed to foresee the caprices of people of your privileged class.

It was doubtful if the Countess heard a word of this rather spiteful harangue. And even if she had heard it and realised the charges brought against her, she was too stunned to utter a syllable in her own vindication.

She was thinking all the time that the other woman was speaking with an agonising persistency of that fatal time at Dinard.

This man had found out her secret, heaven knows by what means, and if he was a blackmailer, simply on his own, or a member of a blackmailing gang, he would trade upon that secret and hold her and her unfortunate husband to ransom.

That would be bad enough, to go through the rest of their lives conscious that the secret, which they had fondly believed dead and buried, was no longer their sole property. They were rich, there need be no stint of hush-money. But if this implacable wretch persisted in his infamous designs upon Ruby, who had exercised upon him a fatal fascination — the poor womans brain almost refused to act when she reached this terrible impasse in her speculations.

She broke away from her maddening thoughts to listen to the measured tones of the other woman, whom she had so humiliated, and who was now planting a dagger in her heart with every word.

But I can afford to pity you now, went on that clear inflexible voice. And out of that pity, I will give you a few words of advice. Meet my brother on amicable terms, and arrange with him how this scandal, this secret, whatever it may be, can be kept locked up in your own bosom, so that you can still retain your high position in your own world.

The Countess was recovering a little, and she fully grasped the meaning of the others words.

You do not know this secret yourself; your brother has not told you? she asked in a hesitating tone.

My brother is a gentleman, Lady Inverlake, replied the younger woman proudly, and to his devoted sister it might be that Cauldwell was a hero, sans peur et sans reproche, and that no base or shady action would ever alter her affection. He would never tell the secret of one woman to another. I asked him, I admit, out of natural curiosity, and he refused to gratify it. I cannot say that I am over-anxious to know.

The Countess, with that power of self-control which is born in highly-bred people, was recovering the shattered remnants of her dignity. Besides, it was a great relief to be sure that Mrs. Hamilton-Evans knew nothing herself, that in a way Cauldwell was playing the game, so far as he understood it.

It is, of course, necessary that I should see your brother. The sooner a meeting can be arranged, the better. The tones were a little tremulous, but the colour had come back to the Countesss face.

He was sure that such would be your decision, answered Mrs. Hamilton-Evans gravely. He has left it to me to act for him in this matter and convey your wishes to him.

The meeting cannot be in Grosvenor Square.

It would be embarrassing, no doubt, since you so recently ordered your servant to turn him from your door, was the younger womans answer; she could not resist that little stab. And you will want a place where you will be safe from intrusion. May I offer this flat? Appoint your own time and my brother will be here. Needless to say, I shall not be present, and I will ensure that you shall have the most perfect privacy.

The Countess appointed twelve oclock the next day. Mrs. Hamilton-Evans, with a courtesy that had in it a somewhat ironical quality, accompanied her visitor to the door of the flat.

Her feelings were very mixed as she returned to the room in which she had witnessed Lady Inverlakes humiliation and the agony of mind produced by that startling disclosure. She would have preferred things to have been very different, and fell a little to dreaming of what might have been had the circumstances formed themselves into a different combination.

She would have preferred it all to fall out as she had originally hoped when she left Dinard. Lost in her dreams, she pictured how everything would have gone along very smoothly. Ralph would not have unearthed this terrible secret, which he declared the Countess would sacrifice anything and everything to keep from the world.

He would have admired Ruby as many men had already admired her, with a full consciousness that she was too far above him to indulge in the hope that she would condescend to step down from her high sphere to his lowly one. Lady Inverlake would have been the same amiable person in London that she was at Dinard. Grosvenor Square would have received her as a welcome guest, and she would have been passed on to her hostesss acquaintance stamped with her ladyships friendship, the seal of approval visibly upon her. And now and again, her ladyships dignified and urbane presence would have shed its lustre on the flat in Ashley Gardens.

She roused herself from these agreeable dreams of what might have been, and fell to meditating upon the present singular turn of events. How had Ralph got to know this secret, one so important that Lady Inverlake would go to any lengths to prevent its being known?

It struck her, not, perhaps, quite for the first time, that there was a certain atmosphere of mystery about this brother of hers. Did others know this secret? If so, Lady Inverlake would be as much in their power as his, and he could not derive any particular personal advantage from its possession. And yet, his manner showed his conviction that he could bend the proud Countess to his will.

As she thought more and more, she found herself coming to the conclusion that although there was apparently a strong attachment between them, she did not really know much about Cauldwells private life.

They had been very good friends in her unmarried days, but even then she had reposed a great deal more confidence in him than he had in her. Then, shortly before her fathers death — her mother had died when Ralph was a little boy, she had married a man some years older than herself who had a quite substantial business — her husband had carried her off to the provincial town where the brewery was located, and for some years she saw very little of her brother or her father, the K.C.

Ralph, after leaving school, was articled to a solicitor; his father, although a successful barrister, thought there was a better chance of a livelihood in the other branch of the legal profession.

He was just out of his articles, and his father was looking out to buy him a partnership in some reputable firm, when the Great War broke out. Young Cauldwell volunteered at once, with the result that we know, achieving considerable renown as a daring and successful airman. During the war she saw nothing of him, and when Peace was proclaimed in 1918, her father was dead, and she had been left a widow.

The K.C. had been a bit of a spendthrift, being fond of pleasure and good living, but he had managed to leave a decent sum behind him, having made some very fortunate investments, many of which had doubled and trebled in value. He had divided his substance equally between his two children. She had come into six hundred a year; her brother into the same.

As the brewer had left her something like thirty thousand pounds, she was quite comfortably off with the addition of her fathers money. As Ralph had nothing but his six hundred a year, she fully expected he would carry out his original intention and buy a partnership in a firm of solicitors.

To her great surprise he had not done this, but announced his intention of living on this comparatively small income. The war, he said, had unfitted him for steady work.

Well, of course, if he chose to subsist upon this amount, that was his affair. But when Mrs. Hamilton-Evans thought over the matter, she was a bit puzzled. She could not quite reconcile his mode of living with his modest income.

He paid a big rent for his flat in Mount Street, he kept a valet, he ran a Rolls-Royce. He belonged to two or three very expensive clubs, he entertained lavishly at restaurants like the Ritz and the Berkeley, he spent a good deal of money on his clothes. His sister was quite sure all this could not be done on six hundred a year, unless he was drawing on his capital. And she thought he was too shrewd and prudent a man to do that.

He must have surmised her thoughts, for he had told her that he was supplementing his income by speculations recommended to him by a man whose friendship he had made in the war. All this was quite possible, of course, but he had never given any particulars of this kind friend, never even mentioned his name.

She roused herself with a start from these reflections and remembered that she must go to Ralph at once. She had been watching at the window for her ladyships car to drive up to Ashley Mansions, and on the moment that it stopped, she ordered her maid to ring up Major Cauldwell and tell him to wait for her at Mount Street.

She took a taxi and drove to her brothers flat. The door was opened by his man-servant, a respectable, staid-looking man of military appearance who had retired on his pension and supplemented it by acting as valet, butler and major-domo to Major Cauldwell.

The Major is expecting you, maam, said this respectable person. He has a lady with him at present, but he will not keep you waiting long.

Mrs. Hamilton-Evans pricked up her ears at this announcement. She had always regarded her brother as conventional. It did not fit in with her ideas of him that he should be receiving private visits from ladies at his flat. There was a good deal about this brother of hers that she did not know, in spite of their apparent intimacy.

Do I know the visitor, Simmons? she asked.

Simmons reflected for a moment or two, searching his memory. The Major occasionally gave small parties to most of which his sister was invited. He was quite sure that the lady now closeted with his master had never attended any of these parties, and, therefore, could not have met the questioner.

No, maam, I do not think so, in fact, I am sure you do not know the lady.

Mrs. Hamilton-Evans, who was very curious, would have liked to ask the discreet servant a few more questions about this mysterious visitor, but she did not like to appear as if she were pumping him for information. Nor was she sure she would get to know much if she did. Simmons was as diplomatic as his master, and very adroit with the evasive answer that conveys little.

She was conducted into the dining-room, the door of which faced the hall, the drawing-room, a small apartment, lying a little further back and opening on to the hall at right-angles. Simmons had shut her in, but curious as to the visitor, she soon altered this.

She stepped across the room and opened the door a little way, so that she could have a good view of anybody who came out of the drawing-room. Simmons had said that his master would not be long; at the most she would have to wait a few minutes to ascertain whether or not this visitor was known to her. Simmons, with more than his usual discretion, had not mentioned her name. It was a little curious, the omission. Was it only due to the mans own reticence, or had he been warned to keep his mouth shut?

And then the drawing-room door opened, and the lady came forth, escorted by the Major, who, as was natural, was about to let her out himself. For a second they stood talking to each other in the hall, their backs turned to her. This attitude was very tantalising to the watcher. Presently they turned a little, and Mrs. Hamilton-Evans could see the womans face.

She recognised her in a moment. For years she had been a diligent student of society journals, and this lady talking so confidentially, in such a low voice, to her brother, had had a dozen portraits of herself in them during the last few years. Mrs. Anthony Polegate, of course, whose name figured at some of the most exclusive gatherings in London, who was so frequently a guest at aristocratic house-parties in the country.

It struck her more than ever how little she really knew of her brothers inner life. Here was a woman in the very first flight of social celebrities, and Ralph had never mentioned her name, she had never appeared at those informal little parties in the flat. And yet they had been closeted together to-day, and she very much doubted if it was a first visit — and were talking together with the confidential air of being very old friends. Why all the mystery? Or was it due simply to a natural reticence that had grown into a habit?

Mrs. Hamilton-Evans came briskly through the half-opened door to meet her brother in the hall, when he said good-bye to his visitor.

Good morning, Ralph. Dont apologise, you have only kept me a very few minutes. Simmons told me you were engaged, and there seemed an air of mystery about him when he gave the message. I caught a glimpse of the lady going out, and I congratulate you. I did not know you had acquaintances of such distinction. Mrs. Polegate is a star of almost the first magnitude.

Whether he was annoyed or not that his visitor had been recognised, his sister could not be quite sure. At any rate, he showed no embarrassment.

Oh, you know her, do you? he said easily.

Not personally, was the somewhat tart reply. You know all the people I am acquainted with; if I had known such a distinguished person as this I could not have kept it to myself for five minutes.

It was a clear hint that he might have been as frank with her as she had always been with him. But he took no notice of it, did not attempt to explain his reticence in any satisfactory way.

I know such a lot of people, you see. You, of course, were married when we were living at Bayswater. But you must have heard us speak of the Fotheringays. The old baronet was rather a chum of the governors.

Yes, his sister had a dim recollection of hearing the name mentioned, but she had never met either father or daughter.

Well, they went away to live at Brighton, and very shortly we lost sight of them. Nellie Fotheringay picked up young Polegate, a grandson of the Earl of Deanshire, married him, and through her marriage got into very swell society. I met her by chance in Bond Street after the war, and we renewed our acquaintance. I call upon her occasionally, and, as you have seen, now and again she comes to see me, generally on business. I give her advice about her investments.

Thus the adroit Cauldwell, smoothly and plausibly, but not quite satisfactorily, thought his sister.

I wonder you never ask her to your parties. Judging from your confidential air when you were talking in the hall, you appeared to be pretty intimate.

The Major turned the shaft aside with his usual readiness. She is always so full of engagements, and, entre nous, I doubt if she would consider my parties quite good enough for her now.

There was no more to be got out of him, she saw. After those few words he had closed up like an oyster. So she left the subject, told him of her interview with Lady Inverlake, and the appointment for to-morrow morning.

But she pondered all the way home over this mysterious reticence about Mrs. Polegate, a woman of whose acquaintance he might well be proud. And why did she come to his flat in this secret manner? Why did she never show at his parties? Of course, that was all camouflage, that explanation of her being too full of engagements.

Yes, he was a man of mystery. There was that other mystery, the benevolent acquaintance who was helping him to make his fortune. Ralph alluded to him in the most perfunctory way, turning the subject quickly when she spoke of it. And never once had he mentioned his name.

Clearly, that flat in Mount Street held a secret or two that she would like to penetrate.


CHAPTER TEN
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LADY INVERLAKE ARRIVED on the stroke of twelve the next morning. Mrs. Hamilton-Evans herself let her in, and showed her into the drawing-room where Cauldwell was waiting.

After she had done this, she at once withdrew and shut herself in another room. It would be absurd to pretend that she was not consumed with curiosity as to the nature of this secret that had given her brother the whip hand of the once haughty Countess, and she would have availed herself of any legitimate means to have discovered it. But she could not bring herself to listen at the key-hole on the chance of hearing some words or phrases that she would be able to piece together.

Even if she could have brought herself to condescend to such mean tactics, there were obstacles in the way. There were servants in the flat who at any moment might surprise her in the undignified position of an eavesdropper. Moreover, Ralph Cauldwell was the soul of caution, and he would be sure to talk in a hushed voice and impress upon his companion the expediency of following his example. She was quite sure he had made up his mind not to take his sister into his confidence. He would not have told her anything, if she had not been necessary to his plans for getting hold of the Countess.

She was not by any means a sensitive or an over-scrupulous woman, but now that it had come to the point, she was not quite easy in her mind as to what was taking place in the drawing-room between her inexorable brother and the unhappy woman who seemed so completely in his power.

She had said once, in the first flush of her indignation, that if she knew of a skeleton in the Inverlake cupboard, she would take a keen delight in bringing the disdainful Countess to her knees. Well, the highborn lady was being brought to her knees now with a vengeance. She knew there was a certain strain of cruelty in her brother, which could quickly be developed under favourable circumstances, and she believed he was taking a certain pleasure in the rôle he was playing.

She had to admit to herself that she was not deriving the great exultation she had expected from this humiliation of her enemy. There was, after all, something very horrible in inflicting mental and moral torture on a fellow-being, and she felt she would be quite glad when that interview was over and she could banish the recollection of the dastardly work.

The Major bowed to his visitor, and the Countess acknowledged his polite salutation with a curt nod. They were enemies, there was really no need for courtesy on either side. He hated her, no doubt, for her previous brusque treatment of him; she hated him for his power over her. Some sort of a bargain had to be struck between them; let them get to plain dealing as quickly as possible.

She surveyed the man through her lowered eyelids, standing there, calm, handsome, self-possessed, debonair. Whatever his real nature might be, and Lady Inverlake might be pardoned for thinking him as base a scoundrel as could be found on earth, she had to admit that he bore himself with no little measure of dignity. There was no vulgar elation in his manner, no sense of triumph over the adversary who had defied him and who now had to condescend to a parley.

He placed a chair for her and remained standing himself. He was the first to speak, and his voice was very calm and measured, his bearing courtesy itself.

It seems fated that we are to hold unpleasant interviews, Lady Inverlake. My sister has told you my object in meeting you here to-day.

His dignity, the suave courtesy of his manner irritated her beyond expression, it showed such a mastery of the situation. She thought she would have preferred him to be blustering and arrogant, had she been dealing with a commoner personality, she might have been able to exhibit equal arrogance. Now she must be wary, she must keep her temper so as to give no advantage to this ruthless antagonist.

You have discovered a secret of mine which I fondly hoped was forgotten, buried deep in the grave of oblivion, she said briefly, trying her best to keep any emotion out of her voice.  How and by what means did you discover it?

Pardon me, Lady Inverlake, if I refuse to answer that question. It is surely enough for you to know that I have discovered it. I do not expect you to accept my simple word. — I will tell you what I know.

In as few words as possible, he began to tell her. But he had not proceeded far when she waved him to silence with an imperious gesture. You have said enough, I see you are one of the very few who know my secret. Now, what is to be the outcome of your knowledge? I suppose you have a price for your silence; will you name it? Of course, it will be a question of money.

For the first time during the interview, the gravity of his expression relaxed a little, and a faint smile played about the corners of his mouth. I fear you will find the price a heavy one. But before we come to that, I think I must first put a question or two to you. You speak of the very few who have knowledge of this matter. Is your husband one?

Of course, he was told before I married him, was the indignant answer. Your experience of the world has not probably given you a very exalted opinion of humanity, but there are still some people left with a sense of honour and right dealing.

I am quite prepared to believe it, said Cauldwell in his imperturbable voice. She could not resist launching that barbed shaft, but it did not wound him. Temper was the only weapon left her, poor woman, and it was a terribly ineffective one at the present juncture.

Does your daughter know, was the next question, and the Countess answered in the negative. He would rather that Lady Ruby had known, it would better have prepared her for what was to come.

It is, then, with Lord Inverlake that I shall have to deal ultimately. Well, it is better so. I dont pretend to be a man of extreme sensibility, and you very naturally would not believe me if I pretended I was. Still, in a painful matter of this kind, I would rather deal with a man than with a woman, after we have just covered the preliminary ground.

That preliminary ground can be covered at once by your naming the price, suggested the Countess.

You spoke of money; there is a certain amount that will have to be paid to make you safe, and preserve you from any further attempts at molestation. But you are wealthy, and a few thousands will not hurt you. I am not a pauper myself, and in view of other things, I might feel disposed to find that money myself. But that would not be fair, for you are much richer than I am, and it is your secret which is for sale, not mine.

The unhappy Countesss heart-strings tightened round her as she caught that significant phrase in view of other things.

You want something in addition to the money? she cried.

Yes, Lady Inverlake, I do, and if you are to save yourself from exposure, I mean to have it, was the inexorable reply. I repeat what I told you at Vanloch, when you threw such scorn on my proposition. I want your daughter for my wife.

Struggling like the despairing fly in the web, she made her feeble little objection. But that is impossible, as I told you then. She is engaged to our dear and lifelong friend, Mr. Ewhurst.

Pardon me, Lady Inverlake, but that is not the absolute truth, and you know it. I dont move as yet in circles quite so exalted as your own, but I know pretty well what is going on in their midst. That there is an understanding between them all the world knows; and, further, all the world supposes that some day there will be a marriage, always supposing that no obstacles intervene. But, at the present moment, there is no acknowledged engagement between them, and you know that as well as I do.

Very shortly there will be, persisted her ladyship.

There is a vast distinction between what will be and what is, said the imperturbable Cauldwell. I do not deny that there may be some mild sort of attachment between them, due to their long association. But it is evident, and I may tell you that I have heard this matter discussed by people who are in the know, even if they havent the entrée to your ladyships exclusive salons, that there is a lack of ardour on one side or the engagement would have been made public long ago. I think I am right in assuming that the reluctance is rather on the ladys side than on the part of the gentleman.

It was a shrewd thrust which the Countess could not parry. None knew better than she that the delay had been caused by Ruby, not from any reluctance on Ewhursts part to press on the marriage.

It was useless, she felt, to prolong the interview. She rose to leave, but before doing so, made one last appeal.

Will nothing induce you to moderate your demands?

Nothing, replied Cauldwell in a hard voice. When I have once set my mind upon a thing, I never swerve from my purpose.

In that case, I will waste no more time. The affair must be transferred to more capable and stronger hands than mine. I shall tell my husband to-night.

Cauldwell bowed. The sooner Lord Inverlake and I come to close quarters the better. He saw her to her waiting car, and went back to the flat where his sister was expecting him, burning with curiosity to know how the Countess had comported herself in this painful interview.

There was not, however, much to communicate, only the fact that he had laid down his terms, and that the fight would now be between him and Lady Rubys father.

And that night the broken-hearted Countess told her husband the terrible news of how this stranger, to whom he had taken an instinctive dislike at Dinard, had them in his power and was going to blackmail them.

Oh, how I wish that I had never married you, my poor husband, she wailed when the story was finished. How I wish that you had been more cautious, less generous-hearted, and taken your freedom when I offered it to you.

Lord Inverlake was an irascible man, brusque and overbearing in manner, but he had the heart and instincts of a true gentleman. He took his wifes hand and kissed her tear-stained cheek.

The past is past, my dear Muriel, and nothing can alter it. What I did that day when you confided to me your secret and left it to me to decide whether or not we should part — well, I should act the same to-day as I acted then. Now it has come upon us, and we must face it with all the fortitude we can muster. What price does the blackmailing scoundrel ask?

He wants some money, he has not named the precise sum, faltered the Countess. Alas, money is not his only, nor I fear his principal object.

What other object can he have in view? cried the Earl, and then he saw the agonised look on his wifes face, and a horrible suspicion seized him. Speak, Muriel, for heavens sake speak. I feel as if I were being tortured.

And slowly she uttered the fatal words. As the price for his silence he demands Ruby for his wife.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
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WHEN CAULDWELL HAD left the flat in Ashley Gardens, Mrs. Hamilton-Evans again fell into deep thought. The only two children of their parents, their relations had been unusually close, their affection very sincere. She thought she knew her brother pretty well, certainly better than anybody else in the world. As their mother had died in their infancy, and he was unmarried, it was almost certain she did.

But when she had grown to years of discretion she had to admit that Ralph was a very difficult man to know, that the closest intimacy never enabled you to penetrate very deeply beneath the surface; he held you, somehow, at arms length with that well-balanced reserve which did not excite anger, but which repelled the best-meant efforts to obtain confidence.

She had helped him in the small way in which she could help, as she had promised. She had been the ambassadress between himself and Lady Inverlake, had given her the warning which he bade her give. But she did not feel a very great pleasure in the knowledge that the proud Countess, who had treated them with so little consideration, had been brought to her knees.

She was not a particularly scrupulous woman, she was not gifted with very deep feeling, save in the case of her brother whom she worshipped; not troubled with fine susceptibilities; guilty frequently of acts that revealed her want of good taste. But she would not have gone to the lengths that Ralph had gone. She would have stopped at the humiliation of the haughty Countess and been content with that. In going beyond it, Ralph Cauldwell had certainly revealed a hidden and sinister side of his character which, as she thought of it, made her shudder inwardly.

And what were the prospects for him, if he should gain this thing on which he had, apparently, set his heart? Even if Ruby should consent to sacrifice herself for the sake of her parents, what happiness could he expect from a loveless marriage with a woman who must always loathe him for the methods he had used to win her?

None of these thoughts disturbed Cauldwell as he walked from Ashley Gardens to his club in Piccadilly, that well-known haunt of all sorts and conditions of men, grave politicians, fashionable young dandies, leading lights of the Bar, the Stock Exchange, the financial world, gallant soldiers and sailors, a few actors at the head of their profession, some authors whose names were household words, fashionable doctors, and a host of others, not all distinguished, but the possessors of good credentials. For the Excelsior was exclusive in its way, and many who knocked at its portals knocked in vain.

Owing, perhaps, to that certain strain of hardness, not very far removed from cruelty, which his sister had surmised, Major Cauldwell was very pleased with himself as he walked jauntily along to the Excelsior. He had opened his campaign in a vigorous and deadly fashion, and he felt very certain of victory. Lord Inverlake, that very disagreeable specimen of the British aristocracy, might put up some sort of a fight, but he would have to yield in the end. For this relentless schemer held both husband and wife in the hollow of his hand. The high position they held was everything to them, they would not dare to face the consequences entailed by a refusal of his terms, hard as they were.

In his sanguine fancy, he saw himself, at no very distant date, the husband of that most desirable of womankind, the Lady Ruby Sherston. It did not occur to this singular man, as it had occurred to his sister, that a marriage of this description, where the bride accepted him from compulsion, sacrificed herself for the sake of parents whom she tenderly loved, must bring disaster and misery in its train.

He had fallen deeply in love with the beautiful girl. When he became her husband he would shower such devotion on her that he felt confident of conquering any early repugnance.

Besides, he was not sure that Ruby would feel any especial repugnance. When he recalled that rather halcyon time at Dinard, where he had enjoyed so much of her society, he told himself that she had been singularly gracious to him, that she had expressed herself in very appreciative terms when she had alluded to those exploits which had earned him his merited distinction.

He was sure that she had in her a hidden strain of romance, unsuspected by either of her practical-minded parents. If that were so, would she not prefer as a husband a man who had distinguished himself without the adventitious aids of birth or fortune, to a youth of her own world, cut out according to conventional pattern, with nothing to recommend him but his wealth and social position?

And the singular thing was that, although he was now playing for a very high stake, he was not by temperament an ambitious man. Up to the time when he had paid that visit to Hemble, in Great Portland Street, and this trump card had been put into his hand, he was perfectly content with his lot in life.

Like his father, the defunct Kings Counsel, he was fond of pleasure, of good living; he would have been miserable on a small income. But he was not greatly troubled with social aspirations. It has been said that he regarded with a good-natured contempt the struggles of his sister to get into a world that was not particularly anxious to receive her. He would not humiliate himself by mixing with people who looked down on him. Enough for him if he had in his pocket money sufficient to procure him the comforts — they could hardly be called luxuries — which were essential to his well-being. Thanks to Mrs. Polegate and her introduction to Hemble, his financial position was, in a measure, assured.

The ironical part of it was that this man who was not at all anxious to get out of his own sphere, had considerably outdistanced his sister in the race for social distinction. The reasons for this lay on the surface.

In the first place, his exploits in the war, although they might not have much influence on such fossilised specimens as the Inverlakes, had brought him many male friends who were pleased to show him attention. Through their kind offices he had gained admittance to two first-class clubs, where he was regarded as a quite distinguished person.

In the second place, Nellie Polegate, a social star of the second magnitude, if not of the first, had met him again, and felt a little revival of her girlish affection. She frankly offered to exploit him and introduce him to all and sundry of her numerous acquaintances who could be useful to him.

I am sure you would be a success, Ralph, said the vivacious, dark-haired young woman, who had so successfully climbed her way up. If youll be guided by me, I will make you the rage in a very short time. You know you are just the type of the hero that the silly women rave about. Calm, self-possessed, a kind of reserved geniality. You have everything in your favour. Do put yourself in my hands.

But Ralph Cauldwell had smiled, and regarded her with that intense expression which comes to men who have looked death in the face a hundred times. Youre a dear old sort, Nellie, and Im sure you would be glad to do me a good turn. But to tell you the truth, Im not very struck on the idea. I dont want to be trotted about as a kind of show, the man who brought down so many German aeroplanes, and have a lot of simpering girls round me. If Im going to do that sort of thing, I daresay I could get an engagement at the music halls.

Mrs. Polegate was disappointed, she would have very much liked to have trotted round a real hero. But as the hero would have none of it — he was really quite a modest fellow about his achievements — she had to content herself with introducing him on different occasions to several quite desirable people.

But here again she experienced disappointment. Major Cauldwell did not seem to take proper advantage of the introductions, did not care to follow where she led. She rallied him once on his poor reception of her efforts.

You are a strange creature, Ralph. I have done my best for you and you wont second me. What is it you really want in life? You must want something, you know.

And Cauldwell spoke on this occasion more frankly than was his wont. To be quite candid with you, I dont want the things you want — to stand in crowded drawing-rooms, to be one of several guests at heavy dinner-parties, to spend the best part of my life leaving cards upon quite uninteresting people. What I want is more money, to enable me to lead my own selfish and comfortable life.

At that moment, Mrs. Polegate, who was fairly shrewd, began to understand him, so far as he could be understood.

She nodded her sagacious head. You want to lead your own life, which is not my life. That does not appeal to you. And you havent sufficient money to do it with, eh?

You have hit it, Nellie. I have got to add to my income by some means.

It was on that hint that Mrs. Polegate adumbrated the idea of his joining the arch-schemer Hemble.

As Ralph entered the club, he remembered that Lord Inverlake was a member, one of several noblemen whose names lent a cachet to the establishment. His lordship hardly ever entered the place, preferring the more rarified atmosphere of the Carlton or the Marlborough. He smiled at the thought.

There were a few men in the big hall, talking in groups. One of them, beside whom stood a slim young man, hailed him as he was about to pass with a nod of greeting.

Ah, Cauldwell, how are you? I havent seen you for ages. The speaker, whose bearing immediately proclaimed him a military man, was a General Markham, who had a great admiration for the gallant airman and his exploits.

After the exchange of a few sentences, the General introduced the two men. This is my young friend, Mr. Ewhurst, who is lunching with me, Major Cauldwell. I am putting him up for the club. Lord Inverlake is going to second him, when I can get him down here to write his name. Hes not much of a club man, just sticks to the Carlton and the Marlborough, although he belongs to half-a-dozen others.

Ewhurst remembered Cauldwells name as one that had been distinguished in the Great War. He had never heard of him in any other connection, for both Lady Inverlake and her daughter, as we know, had been silent about that episode at Dinard when Mrs. Hamilton-Evans and her brother had enjoyed so much of their society. And he had not been present at that party in Grosvenor Square.

So this was Tony Ewhurst, were the schemers thoughts as his keen eyes took in every detail of his appearance; a nice, pleasant-looking young fellow, the average type of youthful Englishman born with a silver spoon in his mouth, the world made smooth for him from his cradle; brains nothing out of the common, the good manners that come with centuries of breeding; secure of a warm welcome from the mothers and most of the daughters in Belgravia and Mayfair. But not, emphatically not, the man, in his opinion, to wear such a rose in his breast as Lady Ruby Sherston.

Better join us at our table, suggested the hospitable General. Cauldwells first thought was to decline, to make the excuse that he had a previous engagement. He had no particular wish for the prolonged society of the young fellow, on whose happiness he was meditating such sinister designs. Then he thought he would like to know a little more of the man, perhaps lead him on to talk of the Inverlakes and their charming daughter.

On their passage to the dining-room, Ewhurst was stopped by an acquaintance, who begged for a short conversation on some topic that concerned them both. Tony made his excuses and promised to join them directly.

Delightful young chap, member of a most charming family, said the General, as he and Cauldwell walked on. His father and mother were one of the most popular couples in London when I was a young man. I suppose you know he is going to marry old Inverlakes daughter?

The General, who was very spruce and youthful-looking for his years, was fond of prefixing the adjective old to most of his contemporaries, in amiable emphasis of the fact that he had worn so well himself. Nobody would think of calling him  old Markham.

Cauldwell replied that he had heard the rumour in several quarters, as, indeed, he had, more particularly from his old friend and ally, Mrs. Polegate. The actual and probable doings of such distinguished people as the Inverlakes naturally formed the topic of constant conversation amongst the denizens of the polite world and those who, though not actually of it, lived near it.

I understand, though, there is no formal engagement between them, remarked Cauldwell.

The General looked very knowing. He was a terrible gossip and did not possess the slightest sense of reticence. He was on intimate terms with the Inverlakes; Tony he had known from a child, and Tonys father had been in the same regiment with him and a bosom friend. But in his insatiable love of gossip, he would have talked about them to a man whose acquaintance he had enjoyed for five minutes.

No, there isnt, was the Generals answer. Weve been waiting a little time for the public announcement, we fully expected it last season, but it hasnt come yet.

Looks as if there were a screw loose somewhere, suggested Cauldwell, leading the garrulous General on to further reflections and disclosures.

Well, of course, it is well-known that the Inverlakes are not in favour of early marriages. But a good many people do not think that is all the reason. There is no doubt that Tony is madly in love, he wont look at another girl, and lots of them have had a try at him, you may be sure. It rather looks as if the procrastination came from the other side.

The General paused a moment; it might have struck him that he had been just a little bit too frank, and added hastily:— If it is so, and nobody really knows, it is not so unnatural that Lady Ruby should want a little more time before she settles down. A popular and charming girl gives up a good deal when she marries.

The latter part of this conversation had been carried on in low tones at the table in the dining-room where they were waiting for young Ewhurst. His appearance, of course, immediately put a stop to the reflections of the gossiping General.

During the lunch they talked a good deal about the war, in which Cauldwell and Markham had both distinguished themselves above the average. Tony, being perfectly fit in a physical sense, had taken his share, but he had achieved nothing out of the ordinary.

Then the General made a diversion by inquiring whether the young man had seen the Inverlakes lately, adding when he had asked his question: By gad, I must call, I have not been near them for ages. There always seems such a confounded lot to do in London, and so little time to do it in.

Tony answered:— I saw them yesterday; they were asking after you, and wondering what had become of you. I told them you were here, there and everywhere. By which it will be seen that General Markham was a very popular personage and moved in quite high society, as was to be expected of a man of his military renown and distinguished lineage.

Cauldwell wondered whether this intimate young friend of the house, whom rumour declared to be the future husband of Lady Ruby, had ever been told of the meeting at Dinard. Judging by their reception at Grosvenor Square on the occasion of their accepting the Countesss invitation, he was inclined to think that Lady Inverlake had kept her own counsel about the incident. He would make sure.

I had the pleasure of meeting Lady Inverlake and her daughter this year at Dinard, when I was on a visit to my sister. I was also presented to Lord Inverlake, but as I was leaving the day after his arrival, there was not much time to cultivate his acquaintance.

Tonys face told him what he wanted to know; it was quite blank. Evidently he had not been told for some particular reason not unconnected with the Earls obvious dislike of them, or Mrs. Hamilton-Evans and her brother were such insignificant beings, so far removed from the Countesss high world that they might have escaped her recollection.

Then a thought seemed to strike Tony. He had questioned Lady Inverlake rather closely about her doings at Dinard, and had noticed at the time how little she had to tell him. It was rather strange she had not mentioned Cauldwell, whose reputation would almost certainly have impressed her, even if he was not of her world. What her ladyship had not thought fit to reveal, he set out to get from the man himself.

Did you see much of them there? he asked quietly.

A good deal, was the answer. As I told you I was on a visit to my sister, Mrs. Hamilton-Evans. Needless to say, Tony had never heard of this ambitious lady. When I arrived I found her and Lady Inverlake on quite friendly terms, and was fortunate enough to be allowed to make one of the party. We lunched and dined and motored together, and had a most delightful time. I was quite sorry to be recalled to London on urgent business. Lady Inverlake is a most charming woman. He said this with an air of the deepest conviction, and nobody could have guessed his real opinion of the Countess. And about the charm and beauty of her daughter there can only be one opinion.

The man was telling the truth, that was evident. They had lunched and dined and motored together. It was more than a casual hotel acquaintance, that was also evident. Why had Lady Inverlake and Ruby preserved such rigid silence on the subject? It gave poor Tony much food for thought. He put one last question.

Have you seen anything of them in London? I dont remember to have met you in Grosvenor Square.

Cauldwell skirted over the treacherous ground with his usual adroitness. We went to a musical reception, but there was such a great crush, and we only just exchanged a handshake with the Countess and about half-a-dozen words with Lady Ruby. I have no doubt my sister has paid other visits since, but I am not much of a society man. I have various business interests which claim almost my whole attention.

Tony said no more on the subject. Cauldwell might be fairly described as a popular man amongst his acquaintances, and could make himself agreeable when he chose. General Markham spoke highly of him and introduced him to everyone he knew. But young Ewhurst, like Lord Inverlake, had taken an instinctive dislike to him at the beginning, and what he had just learned did not tend to alter his feelings.

Well, he would get at the bottom of the mystery. As soon as he could escape from the club, he would go round to Grosvenor Square and ask Ruby why he had never been told about this brother and sister with whom they appeared to have been on such intimate terms at Dinard. If Lady Inverlake had reasons for secrecy, and for the life of him he could not understand why she should have any, surely Ruby could have none.

Cauldwell was the first to break up the party. A few minutes later Tony bade good-bye to the gossiping General and hurried on to Grosvenor Square, eager to confront Ruby and learn what he could about the happenings at Dinard.


CHAPTER TWELVE
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TONY WAS NOT in a very happy frame of mind as he drove along from the club. It was impossible for him to refrain from tackling his sweetheart on the subject, but he did not at all relish the prospect. Ruby was, as a rule, a very even-tempered girl, but there were times when she was prone to take offence easily. And he felt he would have to proceed warily if he wished to avoid an open breach.

Poor old Tony had an uneasy conviction that he did not stand on very safe ground with the beautiful young girl. He was quite convinced that she was not deeply in love with him, that her affection for him, as compared with his for her, was of a very mild order. If he drove her too far, if he made her too exasperated with him by dwelling overmuch on an incident that she might possibly regard as a very trivial one, she might take the opportunity of telling him that she would not tie herself to a man who could indulge in such unreasonable jealousy, take back the promise she had made at Vanloch Castle, and dismiss him from her life for good and all.

Lady Ruby was at home and alone. She told him that her mother had been out in the morning, had come back with a severe neuralgic headache, and had retired to her room to rest. As a matter of fact, the Countess had been so upset by that shattering interview with Cauldwell that she did not feel in a condition to face anybody until her nerves were better under control. She had to prepare herself for the forthcoming interview with her husband.

Tony was not quite sure whether he was glad or sorry that Lady Inverlake was not present. He could unburden himself more frankly to the daughter, and he had some sort of a right to inquire into her actions, whereas he had no right to cross-examine the mother. But he would certainly have liked to observe the Countesss demeanour while he put his questions Ruby received him quite affectionately; her manner was such as to have sent him into the seventh heaven of rapture if he had been less disturbed by the information imparted to him at the Excelsior Club.

He did not open fire at once, but Ruby soon perceived that there was something on his mind, and alluded to the fact with her usual frankness.

Whats the matter with you, Tony? Are you in any trouble? Youre not a bit like your genial, good-tempered self.

These remarks gave him a clear opening, and he at once took advantage of it, although even now he beat about the bush to begin with.

I was lunching to-day with your old friend, General Markham.

Dear old General, said Ruby with a pleasant smile. Would he ever forgive me for calling him old, I wonder? He thinks hes a boy beside his contemporaries, and he does wear wonderfully well. We were talking about him yesterday, and wondering why he hadnt been to see us.

Yes, he said he owed you a call, so hell be here soon, no doubt.

Tony paused a moment before he came to the point. There was another man lunching with us, a chap who did great things in the Air Service, a Major Cauldwell, who says he knows you and your mother.

For the life of her Ruby could not prevent herself from colouring. The blush was evidently called forth by her knowledge of the secrecy which had been observed about the distinguished airman and his sister, a secrecy which had been imposed in the first instance by Lady Inverlake, and acquiesced in, perhaps a little reluctantly, by her daughter.

All men in love, especially young men, are jealous. And Tony, being a very devout lover, had a capacity for jealousy above the average. Needless to say, he assigned that vivid blush to another reason than the true one.

She tried to speak lightly, which it was difficult to do with Tonys rather stern gaze fixed steadily upon her.

Oh, yes, we met him at Dinard, he was staying at the hotel with his sister, an agreeable but rather pushing woman, Mrs. Hamilton-Evans. She adores dogs, like mother, or said she did, and they struck up a sort of acquaintance over the subject.

A sort of acquaintance, repeated the relentless Tony, with just a slight suspicion of a sneer in his voice. This man tells me that you lunched and dined and motored together, and that they have called here. Of course, they would not have presumed to do that unless they had been invited.

Poor Ruby, how bitterly she blamed herself for having agreed to the secrecy about that Dinard episode, at any rate as regards Tony. If she had told him all about it at first, the thing could easily have been made light of, so that it would have quickly passed away from his mind. Now, she would have to make a clean breast of it upon compulsion, as it were, and it would assume greater importance than it possessed.

Of course, Cauldwell had told him out of spite, in revenge for the inhospitable reception that had been accorded to him and his sister in London, and had no doubt exaggerated matters a good deal. Most unfortunate of all that he should have told Tony, the most jealous of men. If he had made anybody else his confidant it would have mattered little. It would have been easy to explain that they had made a social mistake of the kind that everybody makes as times.

Well, she would tell him the whole truth. Dear old Tony, if only he were not quite so rigid in his views, if he had not such a horror of secrecy, was not such a worshipper of frankness in every relation of life.

I called on your mother just after her return from Dinard, struck in Tony before she could commence her explanation. And naturally I asked her what you had been doing there, for you wrote me such short letters and told me nothing. Is it not an extraordinary thing that neither of you ever mentioned these people?

Ruby shrugged her shoulders. Forgot all about them, I should say, coming across them in that casual way. Does one ever remember people one meets abroad for more than five minutes?

But this was not good enough for Tony, although perhaps, he might not be considered a very clever young man. He laughed incredulously.

My dear Ruby, forgive me for saying that is very thin. If you had just said good-morning to them or exchanged brief remarks about the weather, I could understand it. But it is evident from the mans statement that it was not an ordinary hotel acquaintance. He says specifically you lunched and dined and motored together. Now is that true or not?

Yes, it is true, admitted Ruby reluctantly.

She saw the grim expression that settled on his face as she made this admission, and she began to grow a little angry herself.

Now, my dear Tony, it is no use getting upon stilts about this Dinard episode. It would have been very much better as it happens if we had not made the acquaintance of these people, and our secrecy about it was very foolish, but it was a disagreeable recollection to mother, and she thought the less said about it, even to you, the better. I am going to tell you the whole details, and I want to impress upon you that I am telling the truth. After to-day I hope there will be no further reference to the matter.

She told him how the acquaintance had arisen between her mother and Mrs. Hamilton-Evans, how it had been fostered, somewhat indiscreetly, she admitted, by the interest of the two ladies in a common hobby, of the arrival of the brother, who had been made welcome on account of his sister, of her mothers invitation in a moment of expansion to call on her in London. Of Lord Inverlakes appearance on the scene, and the instantaneous prejudice he conceived against the pair; of her mothers regret at having acted so indiscreetly, her indiscretion being brought home to her by her husbands reproaches, and her determination to give them the cold shoulder when they made their appearance in Grosvenor Square.

It was all told so truthfully and straightforwardly that Tony had to accept the explanation. To put the matter in a nutshell, Lady Inverlake was ashamed of herself for having acted so unconventionally, and was equally ashamed that anybody should know it. Hence the secrecy which had seemed so suspicious when Tony first thought about the matter.

They parted quite good friends, the one little thing still rankling in the young mans mind being the vivid flush which had spread over Rubys cheek at the first mention of the Majors name.

But the depression which had first assailed him in their interview at Vanloch Castle, when Ruby had gained her point in delaying the formal engagement till next season, was somehow augmented by their conversation to-day. It decided him in a certain course which he had been proposing to himself for some little time.

He would go away for a few months in the hope that absence might make her grow fonder of him, teach her to appreciate him more. He would miss her terribly, but he would be spared the annoyance of seeing other men fluttering around her.

He called the next day and unfolded his plans. Ruby, perhaps a little piqued at finding that it was possible for him to absent himself from her, was a trifle cool. She murmured some commonplace about missing him very much, and expressed hopes that he would not stay away too long. To the ardent lover her expressions did not sound very sincere, and she did not ask him to forgo his project. Perhaps she was too proud to make such a request, even if her heart prompted her to do so. Perhaps she would secretly be glad of a little holiday, a brief respite from his constant supervision. Poor Tony could not read her thoughts, and did not know which of the two hypotheses was the true one.

So the unhappy Tony went abroad, wandering from one foreign town to another, taking but a languid interest in everything, and with a dull ache in his faithful heart. He did not write often, he was too proud; and she, always a bad correspondent, was especially parsimonious in her communications at this period.

And then, two months after he had left, a letter reached him at Venice, shattering his fond dream and confirming all his doubts of her love for him.

Dear Tony. Forgive me if you can. If you cannot do that forget me and find some other woman more worthy of your affection. For some time you have, I know, been doubting my love for you, perhaps you read my heart better than I did myself. When these lines reach you, I shall be engaged to Major Cauldwell whom, as you know, I first met at Dinard. We shall be married shortly.

There were a few more sentences expressing her contrition for any pain she might cause him, but of these he took little heed. High above even his own anguish, rose the bewildering thought of why had the Inverlakes sanctioned this marriage to a man of such a different world from theirs — even if the girl were infatuated, they would be able to prevent such an ill-assorted marriage.

Not till long afterwards did poor broken-hearted Tony find the key to this most inscrutable mystery.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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RUBYS LETTER WAS swiftly followed by one from Lady Inverlake, which Tony perused with some impatience. It was a lame and spiritless epistle, and it could hardly be anything else, considering the state of mind of the unhappy Countess when she wrote it. But knowing nothing of the circumstances, the young man was angry at the apparently half-hearted attempts at consolation.

The concluding words especially raised his ire. Nobody knows better than I how devoted you were to Ruby. But you are young, and at your age such wounds will not bleed for ever. How few of us does fate allow to marry our first loves, but the world does not stand still because of that, and later we find happiness, perhaps a more lasting happiness elsewhere.

Better not to have written at all, if she could not say something less commonplace than that, he thought bitterly. One thing he expected to find in that letter was not there, namely some explanation of the mystery of the consent of two such proud parents to a marriage which seemed from every point of view so unsuitable. He had expected her to shelter herself under the plea of the girls happiness being so deeply involved as to render opposition impossible. But she had not pleaded this. Two months later — how far away it seemed since the days at Vanloch when he had pressed for an immediate engagement — he read the announcement of the marriage. Cauldwell and his wife were going to spend the honeymoon in Florence. This announcement prompted Tony to put an end to his foreign wanderings and return to England.

The most insular of men, a prolonged absence from his own country was always irksome to him, and now there was no longer any reason for his self-imposed exile. He would go back, and take up his life from its fresh starting place, a life, as he told himself, without Ruby and, therefore, without hope.

He went to Kentmore in Sussex, the family place where generations of Ewhursts had lived sober and honourable lives and reigned over their broad domains. Mrs. Ewhurst, who, it had been early understood, would continue to preside there as châtelaine till her son brought home his bride, was entertaining a small house-party. The unmarried sister Grace, of course lived with her mother; she was a girl of eighteen.

Enid, the eldest of the family, four years older than Tony, was married to a baronet, Sir Francis Wentworth, of family very nearly as old as her own. She was on a visit to Kentmore when her brother arrived, but Sir Francis had not accompanied her.

Truth to tell, the marriage was not a very happy one. Sir Francis was an excellent fellow, of the honest, steady-going sort, a man punctilious in all his dealings, imbued with a high sense of honour. In a word, he was possessed of much the same qualities as had distinguished the many generations of the Ewhursts. When he chose Enid, all his relatives were delighted, for where better than at Kentmore could he find a wife so exactly suited to him?

But Enid was, unfortunately, not a true Ewhurst, as her family were forced to admit to themselves, while wondering from what remote ancestor she inherited the peculiar kink in her character which differentiated her from her brother and sister and kindly gracious mother. She was wayward, reckless, violent-tempered, imperious. She was, however, by far the handsomest of the family, and Sir Francis could reasonably be proud of the beauty of his wife, if there were several other things about her that he did not approve of.

Truth to tell, she was a very self-centred person, and cared little for anybody but herself, with perhaps the one exception of Tony, of whom she appeared to be genuinely fond. And Tony reciprocated it to this extent, that he was more lenient to her failings — and they were pretty obvious — than either Grace or Mrs. Ewhurst.

Of course Tonys family had been highly incensed by Rubys conduct and what they considered the weakness of the Inverlakes in openly sanctioning their daughters folly. As might be expected from a woman of her temperament, Lady Wentworth had been the most outspoken in her comments.

She noted, like the others, the striking change produced upon her brother by the perfidy of the girl he had so dearly loved. Mrs. Ewhurst and Grace were too delicate-minded to dwell upon the subject at any length, a more than usually affectionate welcome from both mother and sister conveyed their sympathy more effectively than words.

But Enid, while really as full of sympathy as they, was rather thick-skinned. While bent upon healing the wound, she did not hesitate to probe it pretty deeply. I can see what you have been through. You look ten years older. Im awfully sorry for you, upon my word I am. Thank heaven I was born with a very small heart, so I have never suffered through my affections. But Im not a real Ewhurst, as you have all told me scores of times. The Ewhursts according to tradition, both love and hate deeply. I cant do either.

You are a happier woman, perhaps, replied Tony gravely; he had grown very grave since the receipt of that unexpected letter at Venice. Tell me, what are people saying about this marriage? Are they finding it as great a mystery as I do?

Lady Wentworth shrugged her shoulders.  Oh, of course, it made a tremendous stir. At first everybody thought the Inverlakes had gone out of their senses. But they seem now to have come to the conclusion that Ruby was so gone on the fellow — and he is attractive in a stern, masterful sort of way — that she would have run away with him if they had forbidden it. You see, she is of age and has her own fortune, so they couldnt have stopped her if she had made up her mind.

You saw something of them during their engagement, I suppose? asked Tony, to whom it was rather a relief to talk about the matter, after his long silent brooding.

Oh, yes, I saw a lot of them. You know I have always been in and out of the Inverlakes house, owing to our old friendship, although I am sure they like me the least of the family.

And Tony put the next question hesitatingly; it was a very painful one to put. And did it strike you that she was desperately in love with him?

Lady Wentworth was emphatic on this point. You know I dont consider myself a very reliable judge of such matters, having had practically no experience of the tender passion. Of course, you know I never pretended that I was ever in love with Francis. I never pretended it to himself, he took me as I was with all my imperfections. She laughed indifferently as she said this, not being possessed of any very fine feeling.  But I certainly did not discern in Rubys demeanour any symptoms of a grand passion. Perhaps, under the circumstances, she was rather ashamed to show it. There was no doubt about him, love was written all over him in large letters, and he is rather a reticent sort of man, too.

And does anybody know anything about him, his family, his circumstances? queried Tony.

He comes from some younger branch of the Loamshire Cauldwells. That, I believe, is true enough, but he had no relations with them, although I daresay he will have now that he has married so well. Father, a rather well-known barrister, a widowed sister, widow of a country brewer. All very respectable in its way, but, of course, nothing from the Inverlakes point of view, nor, for the matter of that, from Rubys point of view. So you see it must be love, even if she doesnt show it so plainly as I should have expected, concluded Lady Wentworth.

But you havent said anything about money Has he means of his own or does he propose to live on her?

That is puzzling a good many people. Mother put the question rather directly, being an old friend, but she only got a vague sort of reply to the effect that everything was satisfactory. Of course, she added with that lack of tact which distinguished her, Ruby may be madly enough in love with him to support him. There is certainly a lack of precise information on the subject.

He had learned all he could for the present about this amazing marriage. He turned the conversation to his sisters affairs.

And how is Francis? And how are you getting on together? He has not come with you, I see.

Oh, things are a bit strained at present, she answered carelessly. He hasnt forgiven me since the last row we had a month ago. Mother wrote you about it, I daresay.

Tony answered in the affirmative. Sir Francis had two very serious causes of offence in their domestic life. Enid had a decent portion from her father, although the late Giles Ewhurst, in common with his predecessors, was not too generous where daughters were concerned, holding that the greater bulk of the money should go to the heir. And her husband had made a liberal settlement.

But Lady Wentworth was an incurable spendthrift, money ran through her hands like water through a sieve. She bought anything she took a fancy to, and if she lacked the money to pay for it, went into debt. She was also an inveterate gambler, and singularly unlucky. Not once, but many times in the course of their short married life had Sir Francis been called upon to find large sums to save her from creditors.

A most honourable man in money matters, to whom the idea of debt was abhorrent, who regarded exceeding your income as almost criminal, he had no toleration for his wifes financial laxity, and gave her a very bad quarter of an hour when she applied to him for assistance.

The last row to which she alluded, and which occasioned the present strained relations, had arisen from her request for a considerable amount to pacify her threatening tradesmen. When pressed by his relentless cross-examination, she had to confess that the money which ought to have been paid them had been applied to defray her bridge debts. Justly incensed, he had threatened her that this was the last time he would help her, that in future she must keep within the limits of an income quite sufficient for her position.

Tony profited by the occasion to give her the usual good advice which every member of the family had offered in turn. She took it in good spirit, but she spoke in such a careless and indifferent way that he felt it would have no effect upon her.

She guessed what was passing in his mind, and laughed in her usual light way. I am trying my best to be good, really, and Francis did frighten me a bit when he handed the last cheque. But its awfully difficult with a temperament like mine. Sooner can the Ethiopian change his skin, etc., etc., than Enid Wentworth turn into a practical woman.

The next night the bridge party was formed, and she was pressed to join it. To the surprise of everybody she refused, alleging she was so unlucky that she was going to give up cards for a time, perhaps for ever.

Tony was surprised and rather pleased. It must have been a terrible self-denial to refuse. It showed that she had some grit in her pleasure-loving, selfish nature; that, to use her own phrase, she was really trying to be good.

I say, old girl, thats a step in the right direction, cutting the cards out, he remarked to her in the course of the evening. Still, we dont play for high stakes here, you could afford to have a modest flutter, well within your means.

She looked a little embarrassed as she replied. My dear boy, better as it is. Like Dr. Johnson, I can practice abstinence but not moderation. I dont want to get the fever in my blood again.

I suppose Francis made you promise when he gave you that last cheque.

The previous embarrassment seemed accentuated as she answered the question, and her voice was hesitating.

No, no, I gave no promise to Francis. I am really trying to be good on my own.

She ended with her usual light laugh, but Tony was a bit puzzled by something in her manner which he could not easily define, but which suggested that she was not telling the whole truth.

During Lady Wentworths visit to Kentmore, which was rather a prolonged one as she was in no hurry to return to her husband till his anger at her recent escapades had cooled down, she had a conversation with her mother on the subject of Tonys unfortunate love affair.

Mrs. Ewhurst was an exceedingly devoted parent and fond of all her children, but she never disguised from herself that Enid stood lower in her regard than the other two. The reason of this, perhaps, lay in the fact that there was so little in common between her and this particular daughter.

The mother was a woman essentially of the old-fashioned type, most rigid in her principles, perhaps a little inclined to be narrow in her outlook. Modernity had not made much way with the Ewhurst family, except in the case of Enid, who was as modern as it was possible to be. Her sentiments and opinions, her selfish and somewhat cynical views of existence tended to shock the well-ordered mind of a woman of a totally different stamp of character.

She was proud of her in a way, for Enid was a very handsome woman, and by far the most brainy of her three children. But Mrs. Ewhurst set far more store on character than on either beauty or brains. And she knew, as everybody knew who was intimate with the young lady, that in character Enid was sadly lacking. In the quarrels that had arisen between Sir Francis and his wife, she had unhesitatingly taken the part of her son-in-law. She had never evinced the least hesitation in telling her self-willed child that her notions of wifely conduct were deplorable.

It cannot be said that her mothers disapprobation had any very salutary effect upon the wayward girl. She regarded that mother as a narrow-minded woman belonging to an essentially narrow-minded generation. In those old-fashioned days obedient daughters and submissive wives were the order of the day. It had been her mothers duty and pleasure to be ruled by her husband in all things. Other times, other manners. Nowadays every self-respecting married woman claimed a right to preserve her individuality, to lead her own life, and to pay very little attention to her husbands wishes if they clashed with her own.

With this striking difference in temperament between the two women, it can be readily understood there was not that close cordiality in their relations which existed between Mrs. Ewhurst and her other two children, who were absolutely cut out to the stereotyped family pattern, upright, steadfast, with a high sense of honour.

The one point in which they were in full accord was in their fondness for Tony. His mother loved him with a deep devotion, and Enid, though incapable of such strong feelings as her mother, was really fonder of him than of anybody else in the world.

When, therefore, Lady Wentworth approached the subject with a seriousness she did not often assume, Mrs. Ewhurst was glad to exchange confidences with her. She was too proud to discuss so delicate a matter with even her most intimate friends, and Grace was almost too young for any very grave discussion. Whereas, Enid, when she chose to put off her lightness and frivolity, could take quite sensible views.

What do you think of it all, mother? I am terribly shocked and upset at the change in him. The sincerity in her voice and manner were unmistakable as she spoke. Surely he must get over it in time.

Mrs. Ewhurst looked very grave and troubled as she answered her daughters question. We could hope that in the case of nine-hundred and ninety-nine young men out of a thousand, but poor dear Tony is just the one in the thousand. His is a most steadfast and intense nature, in that he takes after his father and, I think, after me. It is a mortal wound he has received. Of course, it is not possible that he will always suffer as he is suffering now. But I am convinced the loss of Ruby Sherston will shadow all his days, and nobody knows him as well as I do.

I wish, for his own sake, he had not got quite so much of that Ewhurst steadfastness and intensity, remarked Enid in her practical way. In spite of Rubys very disgraceful conduct, the world ought to be still a very pleasant place for him, with all his advantages. Of course, I dont pretend to be a great authority on the subject, because I have never really been in love. With the exception of dear old Tony, of whom I am tremendously fond, no man has ever inspired in me more than a mild liking. You all tell me I am not a genuine Ewhurst, well, I fancy there are some compensations in that!

Mrs. Ewhurst smiled a little grimly at her daughters candour. It has its compensations, as you remark with your usual worldly wisdom. I am pretty certain that when the balance is struck for you both, you will have got far more sustained happiness out of life than your brother. You will never know the supreme heights of joy, but you will be spared the extreme depths of sorrow.

She paused a second before she added in tones of solemn conviction: But all the same, my dear, if you will forgive me speaking so plainly, I would personally prefer to have Tonys nature than yours. They had begun very amicably, but the divergence between the two temperaments was bound to declare itself sooner or later.

As Lady Wentworth had no wish to provoke any further disparaging reflections upon her own character, she closed the conversation on a bright note.

Well, he cant keep on brooding for ever, its not in human nature. Drive him forth into the world as much as you can. One day he must come across some girl who will arouse his interest. Im sure Sybil Purvis would be glad to have him, and Ruby cant hold a candle to her for beauty. If I were a man, I shouldnt look at Ruby twice when Sybil was about.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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AH, TONY, MY dear fellow, delighted to see you.

The genial tones were those of General Markham. It was the beginning of the London season, and the gallant officer was just issuing from Whites Club as Ewhurst came along.  Youll be at Mortimer House to-night, I suppose? All the world will be there. Which way are you walking? Im going on to the Excelsior for half-an-hour.

Tony returned the popular Generals hearty greeting, although the sight of him evoked disturbing memories. He recalled the day when he had lunched at the same table with Cauldwell and learned of his acquaintance with the Inverlakes. This was the beginning of the season to which he had so looked forward, for was not his beloved Ruby going to be formally engaged to him? And now the man whom he had met for the first time that day was her husband.

Yes, I shall be there, said the young man, in the listless tone which had become habitual with him since a certain day in Venice. Ill walk a bit of the way with you.

They strolled along together. The Generals keen eye noted the change in his young friend, but, of course, he was too delicate-minded to make any allusion to it.

At the doors of the Excelsior, Tony said good-bye. It was on the tip of the Generals tongue to press him to come in; he had been elected a member during his absence abroad. Then he remembered, and held his peace. He was a very shrewd old gentleman, and he guessed that the Excelsior Club would not see much of its new member. He recalled that day when the three men had lunched together. It was not likely that the old lover of Ruby Sherston would want to run across her husband.

The General was not a man to keep his thoughts to himself, as soon as he could find a confidant to whom he could impart them. He soon found one in a brother officer, like himself, a well-known figure in society.

Just parted with young Ewhurst, he explained. By gad, how he has changed, he must have been awfully cut up about the affair. He looks as if he would never smile again. And while you are talking to him, his mind seems wandering, always brooding, I expect, on his false sweetheart.

The other man, rather of the crusty bachelor breed, did not take much interest in the love affairs of the youthful and was inclined to be cynical.

I dont expect hell grieve very long. Theres any amount of girls about ready to console him, I should say. A man in Ewhursts position can take the pick of the basket.

The General shook his head.  Ah, poor old Tony isnt the general sort of young man. He was desperately gone on the girl; Im awfully sorry for him, I believe it will spoil his life. Im a very old friend of the Inverlakes, and should be sorry to say anything in their disparagement, but I cant help thinking that Lady Ruby, charming girl as she is, showed a bit of the minx in her treatment of Tony.

All women have a touch of the minx in them, growled the cynic, who had been crossed in love in his youth, and had despised the sex in consequence ever since.

The General, who was as good-natured as he was garrulous and indiscreet, hastened to soften his harsh verdict.

Still, I suppose a girl has a right to throw over one man if she finds another more suited to her fancy.

I expect Cauldwell, with a touch of the hero about him, carried her off her feet, so that the old lovers devotion counted for nothing.

The cynical gentleman closed the discussion by stating that, in his opinion, young Ewhurst was well out of it, that it was better to find out the fickle nature of his idol before marriage than after.

That evening Tony presented himself at Mortimer House. It was the first big gathering of the season, and General Markham had been right in his prediction that all the world, that is to say, the fashionable world, would be there. He met heaps of people he knew, most of whom remarked the change that had come over him, and commented upon it to each other.

Almost the first persons he came across when he entered the spacious rooms were the beautiful twins, the Ladies Sybil and Ursula Purvis and their still handsome mother, the Countess of Ullin. Both the young ladies smiled very kindly on him; there was little doubt that either of the fair damsels would have been willing to console him for the defection of Lady Ruby, had he been inclined to seek for consolation. Before the evening was over, he had seen nearly every member of that house-party at Vanloch Castle, which recalled such painful memories.

Well, Tony, welcome back, cried the well-known voice of Sir Francis Wentworth, who was very fond of his brother-in-law. Sir Francis, as we know, did not go about very much with his wife; this was one of the rare occasions on which he had accompanied her. But, like most people of fashion, they had separated soon after entering the saloons.

They had not met since the young mans return Tony cordially reciprocated the elders regard. They chatted together on various subjects for some time, and then Ewhurst alluded to his sister.

I think Enid is really trying to turn over a new leaf, he said. It was very painful to him that there should be such chronic dissensions between the two. We play for very small stakes at Kentmore; as you know, my mother has such a horror of gambling, but nothing could induce Enid to touch a card. She told me she had resolved to give it up altogether. You must admit, that looks healthy. I wish you had been there to see for yourself, old chap.

I should have been edified, no doubt, replied Sir Francis, with a rather bitter smile. But although I have known Enid make heaps of good resolutions, I dont think I remember her to have kept any one of them for more than a few days.

Tony felt very grieved. Sir Francis was such a good fellow, upright, honourable, and withal lovable. It was a thousand pities that his sister should have estranged him to such an extent by her wayward and indefensible conduct. He knew by that bitter smile that things could never be as they had been in the early days; that even if Enid had repented, her repentance had come too late.

Presently, the two men separated, making the tour of the rooms and exchanging greetings with their numerous acquaintances. Amongst others who welcomed Tony back to his native land was Mrs. Polegate, who, always bright and vivacious, was never more in her element than when in the midst of a fashionable crush.

When this lady had left him, he saw his sister Enid standing alone, and looking, he thought, rather melancholy. He went up to her at once.

You dont look in very good spirits, my dear, he told her.

She shrugged her shoulders with that nonchalant air which was always so characteristic of her, and which repelled so many people.

I am a bit fed up, she admitted. I dont know any particular reason for it. Most people would say this is a very enjoyable gathering, and I suppose it is, if I were in the right mood. To-night it just bores me. I dont suppose Francis will want to leave early, but I shant stay much longer.

Tony thought he knew the reason of her moodiness. It must be the frightful penance she was undergoing, practising this resolve to give up gambling once and for all. But he did not give utterance to his thoughts.

I saw you talking to that odious Polegate woman, she burst out suddenly. What a cat she really is, only she is so plausible that she takes in nine people out of ten.

Tony looked surprised. He had known the vivacious widow ever since his first introduction to society, and rather liked her; she was always so bright and amiable.

The last person in the world who deserves to be likened to the feline species, he said with a smile. I should say there is not a more popular woman in London. I dont think I have ever heard anybody run her down.

Was it because she was out of sorts, or that she had some special reason for disliking Mrs. Polegate? Anyway, she was very vehement in her detestation.

Thats because they dont know her for what she is. Shes a perfect mystery, everybody must admit that. How can she live in the way she does on the money Anthony Polegate left her? All the world knows what a little he had. Well, I shall take one turn round the rooms, and then be off. If you come across Francis, tell him I am going.

She went away, and Tony turning round, found himself face to face with his old love, once Ruby Sherston, now Ruby Cauldwell. Her soft blue eyes were upon him with an almost entreating expression in them. She had half put out her hand, and withdrew it when she saw the stern expression on his white face.

Havent you forgiven me, Tony? I would so like to know you had, and that I can still think of you as a friend. The voice was very low, hardly above a whisper, and there was a break in it as she uttered those pleading words.

How can I forgive? he answered, in a voice as low as her own.  How can I forgive the woman who has spoiled my life?

She twisted her hands together nervously. Of the two she was the more agitated. Oh, no, Tony, do not make me miserable by saying that. You will find happiness some day, you will find it sooner if you always tell yourself that I was never worthy of you.

His mood softened as he listened. Poor Tonys love could not turn to hate. She was again the Ruby of the old days, Ruby Sherston in her softest and sweetest moods. How he longed to take her in his arms and crush her to his breast.

I am in the wrong, he said hoarsely. I have spoken perhaps more harshly than I feel. I must ask your forgiveness.

Oh, no, a thousand times, no. I have nothing to forgive; you so much. But, Tony, dear old friend, we are bound to meet very often; in this small world we cannot avoid each other. It would make me so much happier, my life would be so much brightened, if we could meet as friends. If you could promise me that.

And in his weakness he promised. Had he ever been able to refuse her anything? If only he had been firmer on that day when they talked together at Vanloch. And yet, the thought struck him, if she was happy with her husband, why did she want her old lover for a friend?

Later on he looked for Cauldwell, but he was not there. It was strange he should not have accompanied his wife in these early days of their married life. Surely, in so short a time, they could not have begun to drift apart.

Later in the evening he again encountered Mrs. Polegate, who for the second time engaged him in conversation. This lady was a very curious person, taking a tremendous interest in the personal affairs of her numerous acquaintances. She had observed the meeting between Ruby and her old sweetheart, and wondered how it had affected him. Like everybody else, she had remarked the change in his appearance. Was it due to the unhappy termination of his love affair?

She went to the point at once; being a very insensitive person, she was not deterred by any delicacy of feeling.

I think Lady Ruby is looking her very best tonight, she remarked with as casual an air as she could assume. She watched him keenly as she spoke to note if he betrayed any agitation at the name. If he did, she would be sure of the fact, which several people surmised, that he had received a mortal blow in the marriage of Cauldwell.

He answered in words that appeared to be quite indifferent, but the sudden leap of colour to his cheek, the peculiar intonation of the voice told her what she wanted to be sure of. He was still in love with Ruby, it would be a long time before the wound would heal.

I think I have never seen her look better, he said quietly, and was about to move away when she detained him with a further remark.

I see Major Cauldwell has not put in an appearance. This is the third occasion on which I have met Lady Ruby in a very short time, and on each she has been alone. It seems rather strange for such a newly-married couple. All husbands and wives drift a bit apart later on, as a matter of course, but not as a rule so early.

But Tony made no answer to this remark. He did not wish to engage in a confidential discussion of the Cauldwell ménage with this talkative lady, and made his escape from her as soon as possible. The information she had given him certainly provided him with food for thought when he reflected over it. If Ruby had married for love, and there seemed no other reading of the situation so far as she was concerned, it was certainly very early days for her to be dispensing with her husbands escort.

With regard to the man, he could only come to one conclusion. He was, in a certain sense of the term, an adventurer, and he had taken advantage of the girls infatuation for him to advance his fortunes. If that were the case, he might have had the decency to show his wife proper respect before the world.

Tony could hardly be blamed for holding this opinion in face of the strange facts. But a few days later a brief conversation which he held with his old friend General Markham puzzled him not a little.

His first resolve had been to resign the Excelsior Club, thereby obviating the necessity of meeting Cauldwell. But on reflection he thought this would be showing the white feather. His acquaintance with the man was of the slightest, there was no necessity for it to extend beyond a nod or the briefest greeting. Doubtless, Cauldwell was no more desirous of extending the acquaintance than he was.

So he went in one morning and found the genial General ensconced in an easy-chair in the smoking-room, looking as radiant and juvenile as ever. This gay old warrior always enjoyed himself immensely during the London season; he loved crowds and movement. Owing to his distinguished military career and his great personal popularity, he was much sought after. He dined out pretty nearly every evening and attended three or four receptions at distinguished houses. Blessed with an iron constitution, these pleasant duties did not fatigue him in the least. After a most exhausting day, he would wake up the next morning as fresh as a lark, ready to go through the same round again.

The General was full of the gay doings that distinguished this particular period of the year. His first words, after they had exchanged greetings, showed his intense interest in the social life in which he played such a prominent part.

The season has opened splendidly, Tony; it promises to be one of the most brilliant we have ever had. I hear all the big people intend to entertain in the most lavish fashion. Let me see, Grace is coming out this year, isnt she? Well, shes lucky to have hit upon such a good season.

They talked a little more on the subject so dear to the old Generals heart, and then Tony fired at him a perfectly unexpected question.

This man, Major Cauldwell, who married Ruby Sherston, is a friend of yours, isnt he? I remember he was a guest of yours the one and only time I met him.

The General was much too tactful a man to have mentioned Cauldwell to his young friend, but since Tony had taken the initiative, he had no hesitation in speaking about him.

Hardly a friend, my dear boy, just one of the very large circle of acquaintances of whom one really knows very little. I took to him first on account of what he did in the war, and rather liked his modest and unassuming manner, his freedom from swank. I have dined once or twice at their house since the marriage. Of course, as you know, the Inverlakes and your people are the oldest friends I have, and I was always especially fond of Ruby. Why do you ask the question?

I thought you might know something about his private affairs, his means, whether he is rich, or only moderately well-off.

The General very soon proceeded to tell him, in his usual gossiping way, all he did know. Nobody he had come across seemed to have any idea of the nature or extent of Cauldwells resources. That, perhaps, was not surprising, as the man had no intimates in the world in which he was at present moving. A rumour had got about that he was engaged in some kind of business, but nobody was acquainted with actual particulars.

He certainly was not rich, since they lived in an extremely modest way for people in their position. Further, although Cauldwell had married into such a distinguished family, he was not credited with any desire for social distinction. He shunned fashionable gatherings, as far as it was possible for him to do so, preferring the acquaintance of a select few with whom he had tastes and sympathies in common.

Tony was more than surprised at what he heard. Ruby, he knew, had inherited a very considerable fortune when she came of age; he had naturally thought that the household would be run mainly upon her money. From the Generals description of their mode of living — a moderately rented house, a small staff of servants, no great expenditure on entertainment — it seemed this could hardly be the case.

Was it possible, he wondered, if Cauldwell were not an adventurer in the basest sense of the term? Was it Ruby herself and not her fortune which had attracted him, and was he refusing to allow his wife to spend more than a most moderate portion of her money upon the ménage?

If this was the real truth of the situation, then he had certainly done him an injustice when he had described it as an absolutely mercenary marriage.

He did not see Ruby again for some time, and before their next meeting something happened that for a while drove even her from his thoughts.

He had chambers in Half Moon Street, and on returning to them one afternoon, he was told by his valet that Lady Wentworth was awaiting him, had been there for over an hour.

She sprang up on his entrance, rushed towards him, and laying her head upon his breast, burst into bitter sobbing. Tony was alarmed, he had never seen her in such a condition before.

Enid, my dear, what is it? Is there anything serious between you and Francis?

She spoke incoherently between her sobs. No, no! I have come to tell you something which I would not, which I dare not tell to anybody else in the world, my husband least of all. Tony, if you will not help me, there is only one thing for me to do — to kill myself. I could never face the disgrace.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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AT THIS FRANTIC appeal Tonys heart seemed to stand still for an instant. He had seen his erratic sister in many moods, now wayward and capricious, now angry and revengeful. She had cried often from temper, but these low sobs were those of a woman in the depths of despair. And she had spoken of disgrace. She was not one to use such words without a reason.

His voice was hoarse as he spoke in the hope of soothing her agitation. Enid, for heavens sake control yourself, and tell me what it is. It is something terrible, I can guess.

He led her to a chair and placed her in it, standing over her with a face pale and set. Disgrace had never touched the Ewhursts yet; was it to be brought upon them at last by this wayward, but still dearly beloved sister?

In a few moments the convulsive sobbing ceased, and she was able to speak in a low, wailing voice.

How often have you all told me that I was not a true Ewhurst. I wonder to what remote ancestor I can trace my wretched kink. There must have been bad men and women of our line at some time, but I suppose their wicked deeds were hushed up — there are such in all families. I suppose, if such there were, they were cleverer than I.

For the love of heaven, Enid, tell me quickly why you are here, why you need my help. You are suffering torture yourself I can see, but I am being tortured also. Let me know the worst.

It was a little time, even with this urging, before she could trust herself to speak. And when she did, her voice was so changed that he hardly recognised it as her own.

You remember a few words that passed between us that night at Mortimer House with regard to Mrs. Polegate. You appeared very much surprised at my dislike of her, say rather, my hatred of her. It is that horrible woman who is the cause of my misfortunes.



The cause of your misfortunes, repeated Tony in a tone of incredulity. To him, the bright, pleasant-mannered widow seemed a social butterfly, as harmless and as guileless. If so she must be a very innocent one.

That may or may not be, answered Lady Wentworth in the old obstinate way he knew so well. But for her prying and poking about in what doesnt concern her, I should not be in this awful situation. She paused for a moment and turned her face away from her brothers steadfast gaze, and then spoke in a low, thrilling whisper. But for her I should never have been found out.

Tony recoiled at these terrible words, which revealed, even more than her distressed condition, the fact that some fearful tragedy was behind.

In what were you found out? he asked hoarsely.

Still keeping her face averted from his, the unhappy young woman faltered forth the story of her shame.

I must go back a little to the time when Francis and I had our last quarrel. I had asked him for money to pay my tradespeople who were pressing me in all directions. You know how badly he took it, how he declared that this was the last time he would help me, that if he was forced to it, he would advertise in the papers that he was not responsible for my debts.

Unfortunately I had not told him the whole truth. The sum I asked him for, although he considered it large, was not enough to cover all I owed. I divided it as cleverly as I could, hoping they would give me time. All of them behaved very well, except one horrid woman, a dressmaker, to whom I had been recommended by Mrs. Polegate. In a few weeks this creature began to dun me again, threatening that she would sue me.

I was in despair at her constant threats. I thought, if she carried them out, it would mean the end of everything between Francis and myself, that he would insist upon a separation, and I should be thrust into the ignominious position of a detached woman, ruined in reputation.

I think at that time I had gone half mad, or I should never have done what I did. I was playing one night at the Garrisons for heavy stakes, and — Tony, for heavens sake dont look at me — it came into my head to cheat. I did it so cleverly that nobody at the table suspected, and when the play was ended, I had won enough for my purpose.

Poor Tony emitted a low groan. You averted one disgrace by bringing on yourself a greater.

I make no excuse. I tell you at the time I was mad, so mad I lost all sense of right and wrong. As I said, I believed I was undetected. But this hateful Polegate woman had been buzzing round the tables two or three times, and she had spotted me.

After the play was over, I went out of the room where we had been playing, and mixed among the other guests. Relieved of my anxiety about the other matter, I had almost resolved to turn over a new leaf, give up gambling and get into no more scrapes. While I was thinking all this over, Mrs.

Polegate came up to me and spoke in a low voice that could not be overheard. Would I come into a quiet corner for a few moments, she had something to say to me of the utmost importance. You can guess what it was.

That she saw you cheating? said the horrified Tony.

Yes. She had seen me cheat twice. Not content with her own observations, she had asked a young man named Leverson to go into the room to watch me. He did so, and saw me doing the same thing that she had seen.

Who is this Leverson? I have never heard of him, questioned her brother.

I dont suppose you would. He is a sort of tame cat in the womans house. I dont think anybody knows much about him. She only takes him to the second-rate places. The Garrisons are only second-rate sort of people themselves, the great attraction of the house is the gambling. Well, to get on with my dreadful story. Mrs. Polegate took a very high and moral tone. She and this Leverson man had seen me cheat, it was their duty to denounce me to the Garrisons and everybody that night. But they were not going to do this, out of consideration for the families on both sides.

I was caught in a trap and could only stammer out the question what they were going to do. Mrs. Polegate had evidently talked it over with Leverson, and was ready with her answer. I was to drive round to her house that night and sign a confession in which I was to give a written promise never to play again.

And Tony now understood the reason of that strangeness in her manner when he had asked her the reason for her sudden renunciation of gambling.

I went with them in her car to that little house of hers in Walton Street. Leverson wrote out the confession, and I signed it. They were quite friendly, almost cordial, over the transaction, alluded two or three times to their duty to society, and accepted my explanation that I had yielded to a sudden temptation to extricate myself from my money difficulties. Mrs. Polegate assured me that she would keep that document securely locked up, and promised that it would never be used unless I broke my promise.

You got off very lightly, observed Tony, in a voice out of which he could not keep the coldness. Much as he loved his sister, much as he pitied her in a way for that warp in her character which had led her to commit such an unpardonable act, in his own upright heart he could find no palliation. Then why are you so distressed? Has she or Leverson broken the promise?

No, that is the strange thing, Mrs. Polegate made the promise for both, and it has not been broken by either. But something extraordinary has happened. A fortnight ago she asked me to go round and see her — we have never been particularly intimate, but now and then we have exchanged visits. I found her in a state of extreme agitation. Something of great consequence both to her and myself had happened. Her maid, with whom she had received good references, had suddenly left on the plea of illness, and the day after her departure she discovered that some important letters had been abstracted from the drawer in which she kept them. She confessed that the letters were compromising ones addressed to her by a married man, whose name, of course, she did not give. And tied up with these letters was the signed confession which Leverson had written out.

Tony listened eagerly. He guessed now what was coining.

She was in an awful state. She at once jumped to the conclusion that the maid was in the employ of a blackmailing gang, or perhaps a blackmailer on her own, and that soon something would be heard of it. If they had been ordinary documents, she would at once have put herself into communication with the police. But, knowing the contents, this course was out of the question.

And the blackmailer has turned up? queried Tony.

Yes, was the answer. A week later I had another urgent note to go round to her, she explained when I got there that there was more chance of privacy in her house than in mine. Leverson was there, and he seemed full of sympathy for us both. A strange man had called upon her the evening before, certainly not a gentleman, but as certainly not a common fellow, who had told her without any beating about the bush that these letters and my confession had come into his hands and that he was prepared to sell them for a certain sum. He would let her have the letters back for a thousand pounds, but he wanted a bigger sum for my confession — he would not let that go under two thousand.

Of course, now Tony understood why she had come to him. Her own small fortune was in the hands of two rigid trustees, who would never allow any encroachment upon the capital. He would have to find the two thousand pounds to save the family honour. Sir Francis no doubt would have found it, if appealed to, but he would have refused to live under the same roof with his wife for another day.

Well, reproaches were useless. She must he suffering acutely for her sin, and he was not the sort of man to add to even deserved suffering.

Lady Wentworth went on with her narrative.  Mrs. Polegate told me at first she took a high hand with him, threatened to place it in the hands of the police. He was quite cool and collected. He told her that she had the option of doing so, and he might get a stiff sentence, but that she and myself would be ruined by the disclosures such a course entailed. She asked him then what he would do if we refused to pay. He was very frank about this. He would send the letters to her lovers wife. My confession he would send to Sir Francis and copies of it to my family and intimate friends. If he didnt get the money he would make us smart for it.

And Mrs. Polegate is going to pay, I suppose? asked Tony.

Yes. She hates the idea, but Leverson persuaded her to it. He pointed out that we had no chance, that this man was no doubt a member of a highly organised gang, who had spies and confederates in high places. She says she hasnt got the money, she will have to borrow it from somewhere.

How long does this blackguard give you?

Till the day after to-morrow, was Enids answer.

Tony walked up and down the room restlessly for a few moments. He was a generous man, a rich man. Two thousand was nothing to him. But to expend it for such a purpose, to enrich a sordid blackmailer, went against the grain.

Make your mind easy, he said at length. He wondered if he could ever feel the same to her after this. The two thousand pounds shall be forthcoming. But when once that confession is got back, you must keep your promise never to gamble again.

It was a hard thrust, but she did not resent it. She rose and crept humbly towards him, and taking his hand, kissed it. She did not dare to embrace him as she had been used to do, he might feel polluted by the touch of a cheat.

God bless you, and thank you a million times, Tony. I wonder if there is another man in the world like you.

They said good-bye a few minutes later. But Tony, for reasons he could not very well define, thought he would go and see Mrs. Polegate.

Enid did not seek to dissuade him. It does not matter that I have told you her secret, as she knows mine. Of course, she added with a vivid blush, hers is a less shameful one.

But Tony, with his innate chivalry, forbore to assent, although he felt very bitterly that she had spoken the truth. He must leave her to her own conscience, no punishment could be greater than that.

While this painful interview was taking place between the brother and sister, Mrs. Polegate was entertaining a visitor in the person of her old friend Major Cauldwell.

In the old days before his marriage, he had been used to run in and out of her house a good deal, apart from those occasions which were concerned with the peculiar business in which they were associated with Hemble. Unlike the lady, who had felt a decided recurrence of her girlish feeling for him, Cauldwell had not the slightest desire to impart any loverlike tenderness to the renewed relations.

But she was a link with the past, a past that he could look back upon without the least sense of shame or regret, and he also liked her exceedingly as a friend.

There was also just a pleasant touch of romance in their meeting at a time when such a change had taken place in the position of each. In the old days they had been a couple of poor and undistinguished young people with their way to make in the world. Now, in a way, they had climbed up.

True that time had not brought either of them any great accession of wealth. There was not much difference in worldly property between her thousand a year left her by her husband, and the six hundred he had inherited from his father. But from the social point of view, their positions had improved enormously, they were no longer undistinguished. She was a fashionable person whose doings were chronicled in those papers that make a feature of such information. He had made for himself a reputation that had gained him many friends and made his name known far and wide. It was a very strong link between them that they had both gone up together in their different ways. Even if their business connection had not made a strong bond between them, they would have been drawn together by these peculiar circumstances of the past.

Since his marriage, his visits to Walton Street had been much less frequent, much to Mrs. Polegates chagrin. She put it down to his fear of arousing his wifes jealousy, but when she had, partly in anger and partly in pique, asked him point-blank if this were the case, he had smiled that very inscrutable smile of his, and replied briefly that she could hardly be jealous of her, as she knew nothing about the friendship between them.

Mrs. Polegate had flushed at this very candid statement. She was jealous of Lady Ruby for many reasons, for her wealth, her position in society, but first and foremost for the fact that she had aroused such a passionate love in the man whom she would have liked herself for a lover.

She spoke very sharply. Do you mean to tell me you have never let her know we were old friends? I have not the honour of knowing a great deal of her, but we are on speaking terms, and there are several houses where I meet her. I should have thought it the most natural thing in the world to tell her that we knew each other as boy and girl.

To this, he had made some evasive reply, and turned the subject, and Mrs. Polegate had too much pride to recur to it. Ralph Cauldwell was a strange man, nobody would ever be able really to fathom him. He had his own reasons, no doubt, for not mentioning her to his wife, and also for seeing so little of her, but she was quite sure she would never learn from him what those reasons were.

And yet there was not so much mystery behind his conduct as the lady thought. He knew Mrs. Polegates character very well, much better than she knew his. He knew she was a very curious woman, and greatly lacking in tact, a woman who in the pursuit of that curiosity would not hesitate to put the most embarrassing questions. She had put one or two to him when she first learned that Ruby had promised to become his wife, and he had then and there resolved that he would give her as wide a berth as it was possible to do, considering their close relations in other matters.

He did not go so far as to blame her for her curiosity — that was most natural, but for her want of tact in showing it so openly. She was one of the very few people who knew the reasons which had induced Ruby to marry him, how mistaken was the world in attributing the marriage to the infatuation of a self-willed girl. There were, of course, so many things about which she would have liked to satisfy herself, the daily relations between husband and wife, what really lay behind their modest mode of living, etc., etc.

It was because he dreaded her taking advantage of their long friendship to put questions such as these, that he had taken the line of action which had so piqued the lady. To-day he had called upon strict business, to learn how the Wentworth affair was progressing. It was a little deal which included Hemble, himself and Mrs. Polegate with a small share to a couple of subordinate confederates, and he was anxious as to the result.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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HIS OLD FRIENDS manner was not too cordial, she had resented his defection very keenly, and could not bring herself to forgive him for it. She made no attempt to divert the conversation from purely business channels. If he had made up his mind to put their relations on a new footing, she was not going to humiliate herself by asking him to alter his attitude.

She explained to him briefly and succinctly how the affair stood at present. She has been given till the day after to-morrow to find the money, she said. And as a matter of course she will find it.

People can generally find money if sufficient screw is put upon them, remarked Cauldwell cynically. Of course it would be impossible for her to lay her hands on such a sum out of her own resources. According to rumour, she is chronically hard-up, in spite of her own money and the handsome allowance her husband makes her.

Mrs. Polegate laughed lightly, she was always ready to indulge in a jest at her own expense when she was amongst people whom it was not necessary to deceive.

Unless it is myself, I dont know anybody who is more persistently stony than Enid Wentworth. Of course I was quite aware of that fact on that lucky night when I spotted her. If we had to depend upon her, the game would not be worth the candle. But I knew there were two people behind her with plenty of money, her husband and her brother.

The husband is rather a puritanical sort of chap, isnt he? Very rigid in his principles, and down on all backsliding in his weaker fellow creatures.

I suppose he is what we should call puritanical, was Mrs. Polegates candid answer. But I expect he would generally be described as a man of high character, who has no sympathy with dishonour in others.

Well, we wont quarrel about definitions, said the Major good-humouredly. Anyway, let us say a difficult gentleman for a wife to approach in such an awkward matter as this.

She wont approach him, she would be too afraid, said Mrs. Polegate decidedly.  I daresay he would pay the money to avoid the scandal, but he would never hold any further communication with her as long as he lived, and she doesnt want the disagreeable consequences of an open breach with him.

You think, then, he would actually turn her out of the house?

I am sure he would insist on a separation, said Mrs. Polegate. He is almost at the end of his tether with her persistent extravagance, so I am told by people who know a good deal about them. No, she will go to young Ewhurst, being quite sure that he will pay up to save the family honour. If hes a decent sort of fellow, and rumour says he is, he cant very well do less.

Well, let us hope it will all turn out as you expect, and that the couple of thousand will be paid over on the day appointed.

I have not the least fear of any hitch, I am only sorry that we didnt ask more, but Hemble seemed a bit frightened to open his mouth too wide. Ewhurst could find five thousand as easily as two. Well, I, for one, shall be glad to get hold of my share. Its not so important to you, having a rich wife, and old Hemble is well tiled in already. But I am in my state of indigence.

As she finished speaking the butler entered the room and informed her that a gentleman who gave the name of Ewhurst had called and wished to know if she was at home.

She gave orders that the visitor should be shown up at once, giving Cauldwell a significant glance as the man left the room.

The Major rose and held out his hand. I will beat a retreat, dear lady. I shall not be wanted in this act. I will look round to-morrow to learn the result of the interview.

To present yourself at the house of a lady whose visiting list does not include your name is, under ordinary circumstances, a somewhat audacious proceeding. This was felt by Tony when he announced himself to the highly respectable butler who opened the door of the small house in Walton Street. At the same time he knew Mrs. Polegate quite well in a casual sort of way from their chance encounters on common meeting-grounds, and she would at once conclude that he was seeking her on his sisters business.

The discreet manservant, who had not seen him before but concluded from his appearance and bearing that he belonged to the same world as his employer, diplomatically answered that he was not sure if Mrs. Polegate was at home. If Mr. Ewhurst would kindly wait in the dining-room for a few seconds, he would inquire. This was the conduct to be expected from a well-trained butler who had passed his life in the service of distinguished families. He returned with the intelligence that the lady was at home and would be pleased to see him.

Mrs. Polegate was saying good-bye to a visitor as Tony entered the drawing-room, an apartment elegantly furnished and reflecting credit on the occupants taste. In that visitor he recognised Rubys husband, the man to whom he had been introduced by General Markham at the Excelsior Club.

The two men exchanged brief salutations, Tonys being rather curt. He had conceived a secret antipathy to the man on the day of their introduction, when he had no premonition of the fact that he was destined to oust him from Rubys affection. The Major, on his side, evinced just a little awkwardness in the presence of his unsuccessful rival.

Society on the whole had received well the husband of so popular a girl as the former Lady Ruby Sherston, and no doubt was willing to smooth the path of such distinguished people as the Inverlakes. But Cauldwell was too shrewd a man not to guess that more than half of the people who were civil to him, looked upon him in their hearts as an adventurer who had taken advantage of a confiding girl and her weak parents to gratify his own ambitions. Tony Ewhurst, he was sure, would regard him in that light.

Cauldwell having made his exit, Mrs. Polegate turned to the young man with one of her most radiant and welcoming smiles. It was evident she did not resent the unexpected visit.

It is very sweet of you to come and see me, she said, adding with an arch glance, you might have come before if you wished it.

It was on the tip of Tonys tongue to reply that she had never asked him to visit her, but he refrained. He had come here on a serious errand, not to bandy light words with a woman whom he had always looked upon as a more than usually frivolous specimen of her sex, agreeable and well-meaning, no doubt, but a mere butterfly. Needless to say he was quite mistaken in his estimate of the widows real character, since under that light and volatile exterior she hid a very shrewd brain and determined temperament.

The reason she had never asked Ewhurst to her house was because she felt that he was no use to her, his devotion to Ruby Sherston being too obvious to allow her to harbour matrimonial designs in his direction.

She guessed, of course, that he had come on his sisters business. But as he was here, and Ruby safely out of the way, there was no reason why she should not make herself agreeable, amiability costs nothing and was often productive of very good results. Perhaps it was just a little unfortunate that he had met Cauldwell. He must naturally hate the man for having supplanted him, and his dislike might extend to Cauldwells friends. Still, she trusted to her own fascinations to overcome that prejudice, if it existed.

Tony plunged into matters at once; his straightforward nature always led him to direct action.

My sister, Lady Wentworth, has been to see me this afternoon. She has told me a most shocking and disgraceful story. I understand that she is in the power of yourself and a certain friend of yours, a Mr. Leverson, with whom I am unacquainted.

Mrs. Polegate drew herself up with an air of great dignity and equal gravity. She flattered herself that she knew how to deal with a young man apparently so open and ingenuous. And here she made as great a mistake in judging Tony as he had made in judging her. He was by no means the simple fellow that so many people took him for; if he thought a little slowly, he usually thought very surely.

It must have been a terrible revelation to you, Mr. Ewhurst, and you have my deepest sympathy. But please do not speak of your sister being in our power, that is a most unfortunate expression. I was confronted with a very difficult situation. I detected accidentally a member of my own sex doing something which was an outrage and a menace to the society in which she moves. It was my obvious duty to render her harmless for the future. If I did not, success might have emboldened her to go on, and she might have been detected by somebody less lenient than Mr. Leverson or myself, who would have given her no choice, but denounced her on the spot. What would you have done in the same situation, say, if a man had been the culprit?

It was plausibly put, and Tony could not grapple with the problem at once. Under similar circumstances, he was not quite sure what he would have done. He was so tender-hearted that he might have let the culprit off with a stem warning. And yet he was fair enough to admit that a person who cheated once was prone to repeat the offence, in the absence of a very strong preventative.

So in his reply he temporised as well as he could. It is almost impossible to say what course one would take if one were confronted with a similar situation. I am not blaming you in any way. If I expressed myself unfortunately, I am sorry. I suppose I was thinking only of my unhappy sister, condemned to live with the knowledge that others share her shameful secret.

That burden would have been the same even if we had not insisted on a written confession, cried Mrs. Polegate quickly. The sole reason we took that course was our belief that it would make a greater impression on her. And you must admit it has had a good effect, she has given up gambling altogether.

If you had been content with a solemn promise, I dont think there is the slightest probability she would have broken it. Tony could not get it out of his mind that this insistence on a written confession was a somewhat cold-blooded proceeding, especially in the case of one woman to another.

Mrs. Polegate spoke impressively, and he could not deny that she infused a great deal of sympathy into her manner and tones.

Mr. Ewhurst, it is very painful for me to discuss this matter with you, but I must justify myself. Lady Wentworth is admitted by all her world to be a very charming woman; while my acquaintance with her has never been of an intimate character, I quite admit that charm. But everybody knows that her husband has had great trouble with her in money matters, that she is reckless, extravagant, self-willed, and as recent events have shown, I hate to use the word to her own brother, unprincipled. I do not agree with you that it would have been wise on our part to accept a simple promise. The course we took is a usual one in such circumstances, and I maintain that we cannot be accused of undue harshness.

I have no wish to argue with you, Mrs. Polegate, replied Tony rather coldly; it seemed to him that she was protesting just a little too much. My sister tells me that this same blackmailer is holding you to ransom, and that you have determined to pay up.

A vivid blush overspread the ladys face. So Enid had told about her as well as herself. Well, perhaps it would have been difficult to keep her out of it. But it was unpleasant; not much use trying to insinuate herself into Tonys favour now.

Yes, I am a victim, too, she admitted, speaking as lightly as she could. I have been indiscreet, Mr. Ewhurst, unpardonably indiscreet, I do not attempt to deny it. But my indiscretion is not on all fours with Lady Wentworths—

He did not permit her to finish the sentence. Quite so, quite so. Well, I have called on you to say that I will find this money, and I suppose you will have no objection to my paying the sum into the hands of this blackmailer, and getting from him the confession.

Not in the slightest, was the reply. He will be here at four oclock the day after to-morrow. She paused a moment, and then asked in a hesitating voice: You will then hand that confession back to me, I take it?

Certainly not, Mrs. Polegate. As Tony spoke, he darted at her a penetrating glance which rather disturbed her theory of his being ingenuous.  It has been stolen from your custody, and I pay my two thousand pounds. I intend to have it in my possession. It is mine by right of purchase.

He was watching her very keenly, and it struck him forcibly that the plan he proposed did not quite suit the lady.

She spoke even more hesitatingly than before. It must be as you decide, Mr. Ewhurst. But for your sisters sake, to prevent any chance of a relapse, I think it would be better if that paper were held in the hands of a disinterested party.

Possibly you may think so, was Tonys inflexible reply. But I will look after my sister, and personally, I do not apprehend a relapse. She has had a severe, a terribly severe lesson, and I will take care it is not lost upon her. Well, I will say good-day. I shall be here at the appointed time with my two thousand in cash.

As he went out, the butler was admitting a stout, red-faced man whose countenance seemed familiar to Tony. For some few minutes as he walked along he tried to recall when and where they had met. Suddenly recollection flashed upon him.

Its Hemble the moneylender, he thought.

Strange that he should be going to her house. If she was hard-up and wanted financial assistance, she would surely go to his office, not let him come to her.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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MRS. POLEGATE WAS a little surprised to see Hemble. She had intended to ring him up after her interview with Tony Ewhurst, and tell him in cryptic language which would be quite intelligible to him, as there was a certain code they used when communicating on the phone, that the Wentworth matter was assured. No doubt, his anxiety had led him to her house with the object of personally assuring himself how matters stood.

This is an unexpected honour, Mr. Hemble, said the fashionable young woman as she extended her hand. If I recollect rightly, you have been here only twice before during the quite long time since — since we have had certain interests in common.

Mr. Hemble took the seat she indicated to him and breathed a little heavily. It was easy to see that he was not quite his normal self, that he was suffering from a certain agitation which he could not wholly conceal.

Best so, Mrs. Polegate, best so. The less people know or suspect we are connected in any way, the better for both of us; for you, especially. I dont belong to your world, Im a plain middle-class man, and I daresay that solemn-looking chap who opened the door to me wonders what possible business I can have with you. Dreadful prying creatures, these flunkeys, personally I wouldnt have one in my house.

Mrs. Polegate laughed, she could not visualise the moneylender with a butler or any other luxurious appanage. He was a miser by instinct, and would run his household on the most economical lines. She was quite sure his wife had a very drab time with him.

I think we all spy on each other in our own way, dont we, Mr. Hemble, high and low? Well, I suppose you have come all this way because you are anxious about the Wentworth matter. I am glad to see you, of course, but you could have spared yourself the journey, because in a very few minutes I was going to ring you up and tell you in our own code that it was all right.

A look of great satisfaction spread itself over Mr. Hembles countenance. You have taken a load off my mind; I know you wouldnt speak like that if you were not sure. But to tell you the truth, I have been dreadfully uneasy about this job. It seemed all simple and straightforward enough, and it looked a positive cert. But somehow I couldnt get it out of my head that there might be a hitch somewhere; that we shouldnt pull it off. Silly of me, no doubt, but there it was. I got in such a fever thinking over it that I had to come round. I felt I couldnt wait till I heard from you.

Mrs. Polegate spoke gravely. You know, Mr. Hemble, I dont like to say it, but it looks a bit as if you were losing your nerve. We have been in bigger things than this, and I always admired your calm and patience.

The man passed his hand across a rather moist forehead. Looking at him more attentively, she thought she noticed certain signs of ill-health.

Im not as young as I was, Mrs. Polegate, and I have been at this game very many years; long before I knew you or Cauldwell. I have been very careful, very lucky, but lately I must confess the strain has told upon me. I have woke up in the middle of the night in a cold perspiration with the thought that our luck cannot last for ever, that one day we shall catch a Tartar, and be blown upon.

You are trying to give me the shivers, said Mrs. Polegate, with a petulant shrug of her shapely shoulders. Take a tonic. Take an extra dose of whisky when you go to bed and frighten the blue devils away from your pillow.

I have tried the remedies you suggest, was Hembles answer, accompanied with a rueful smile. But they only give me a Dutch courage. Mind you, it is only the last three or four weeks that I have suffered from these depressing feelings. Once or twice I have caught myself wishing I had never engaged in the wretched business; one day I almost made up my mind to cut it out. After all, I can live out of the moneylending show. The worst of it is, it is such easy money, when it comes along.

Mrs. Polegate rose briskly. She had never seen him in this mood before. And her ears caught with alarm that sentence about cutting it out altogether. Hemble was a man of middle-class ideals, fairly well-educated, but of no particular cultivation. She had no doubt he was right in thinking that her dignified butler would be wondering what possible business he could have with her.

But the man had natural brains of a high order; in fact, he was a genius in his own particular line. Other people, like herself, brought him business, but his was the scheming mind that converted that business into a paying proposition. He could formulate deep-laid plans, foresee every contingency, Once withdraw him from their organisation, and it would tumble to pieces; there was nobody she knew of to take his place. And if such a disaster occurred, gone was a considerable portion of her income.

She must do her best to avert such a catastrophe. When the butler appeared in answer to her summons, she bade him bring a liberal whisky-and-soda for her visitor, a cocktail for herself.

She thought Mr. Hemble looked rather shocked as she gave the order. When the dignified butler had retired, he voiced his thoughts.

I am afraid I am putting you to very great inconvenience. It cannot be your habit to have drinks in the drawing-room.

Mrs. Polegate laughed gaily. Thanks to her rather Bohemian upbringing, she had enjoyed some experience of persons like her visitor. In her minds eye she could see Mr. Hembles drawing-room in his suburban villa. A drab and uninviting apartment, where everybody would speak in hushed voices, where occasionally, in the afternoon they would have a decorous cup of tea.

Drinks in every room in the house, my dear sir, including the bedrooms, if anybody wants them. Now take this — it is quite an experienced doctor who is prescribing for you — and in a few minutes you will be yourself again. Dont you dare to talk of leaving us, we should be lost if you threw us over. Weve the connection, but youve the brains.

The strong whisky-and-soda, coupled with his hostesss adroit flattery, had a very stimulating effect on Mr. Hemble. The cloud disappeared from his brow, he began to smile and be his old rubicund genial self.

Theres a great deal that is fascinating in the game, he said presently. Apart from the money it brings in, which is, perhaps, the greatest consideration, there is a delightful sense of hidden power. Here are people of high repute, walking the earth in the odour of sanctity as it were, looked up to by their fellows — and all the while leading double lives, with one or more skeletons in their cupboards. We appear upon the scene with the evidence which we have acquired and purchased, and we bring them to their knees. Out comes their gold to save them from the contempt and execration of their fellow-men.

Seeing that her visitor had veered round from pessimism to optimism, Mrs. Polegate, who never allowed her thoughts to dwell upon unpleasant things, hastened to improve the occasion.

Now you are talking like a man of sense, like your old self. Morality is a question of the time and century in which you are born. In the old mediaeval days, if you disliked a man, you poisoned him, and nobody thought the worse of you. To-day we are particular about these things, and the hangman is in waiting for you if you use such crude methods. Not so many years ago they lashed a soldier to ribbons for a trifling breach of discipline. To-day a Council school teacher cannot cane mildly a disobedient boy without the risk of his mother bringing him up before a magistrate for cruelty.

I follow your trend of thought, said Mr. Hemble, speaking with great gravity. Other times, other manners. The world looks with abhorrence upon blackmailers. Well, perhaps we are not a nice lot, and the profession is not a very savoury one. But after all, are we any worse than this Lady Wentworth, who steals the money out of the pockets of her fellow-guests?

Not a bit, said Mrs. Polegate stoutly, and speaking with perfect conviction. I think, of the two, we are the better; we, at least, Ralph Cauldwell and I, were driven to it by poverty. This woman has been sheltered from her cradle. By the way, you met a man who was leaving as you came in. You recognised him, of course?

I was pretty sure I did. Young Ewhurst, was it not, Lady Wentworths brother? Came, of course, on his sisters business. That is why you are so sure the thing is coming off.

Mrs. Polegate gave him a brief account of the interview. Ewhurst had promised to bring the money at the appointed time, and he was a man whose word was his bond.

She bade him a gay farewell. Dont give way to these gloomy thoughts, and above all, dont harbour the idea of leaving us all in the lurch. Your brains are essential.

While this interview was taking place, Tony was recalling his recollections of Mr. Hemble. He had met him once only when he had called upon him at his office in the West End, and his impressions of him had been distinctly unfavourable. The meeting had happened in this wise, it not being the first time that poor Tony, the soul of honour himself, had been mixed up in the discreditable transactions of his kindred.

On his mothers side he had a certain cousin, Guy Fluellen, who was a considerable bit of a scapegrace, always living beyond his means, and running after undesirable chorus girls, and getting himself generally into trouble. In the course of his reckless career he had involved himself to a considerable extent with Mr. Hemble. To do the man justice he had not treated the young scapegrace with undue harshness, and had given him plenty of time in which to discharge his obligations.

But at length, finding that every promise was broken, the moneylender lost patience and put on the screw. Fluellen never had any money, or perhaps it would be more correct to say he spent every penny as soon as he got it. At the time when Hemble was pressing, Tony had come into his inheritance, which included, besides the large estates, a considerable sum of ready cash which had accumulated for some years at compound interest. To this young Croesus, his cousin had applied in his extremity, and did not apply in vain.

Tony generously promised to deliver him from the clutches of the moneylending vampire, and for this purpose he paid a visit to Mr. Hemble, who received him with great cordiality, a cordiality accentuated when he learned his errand. This good feeling, however, diminished after the first five minutes of their interview.

The original sum advanced had been more than doubled by being unpaid so long. Tony, who was a very business-like young man, and full of that sound commonsense which had characterised generations of his ancestors, was willing to assist his young rascal of a cousin, but he was angry at the extortion practised upon him.

In vain did Mr. Hemble suavely endeavour to initiate him into the ethics and principles of moneylending, pointing out that, as Mr. Fluellen had no security, it was necessary to charge a high interest to compensate for the risk of losing his money altogether. These arguments were lost upon Tony, who regarded the moneylender in the light of a thief, and took no pains to conceal his opinion. In the end Mr. Hemble knocked off a considerable sum, and Mr. Fluellen was put upon his legs again.

And this was the man, this battener on the follies of foolish men, whom Mrs. Polegate admitted to her house, whether as a friend, of course, he could not say. He remembered the curiosity that had often been expressed in his hearing as to how Mrs. Polegate contrived to live in the way she did on the small fortune left her by her husband. It had been hinted that she took commissions from her tradespeople for introducing her acquaintances as customers; at any rate, got herself clothed for nothing by these means. Was it possible that she was, to put it in plain language, a tout of Hembles, that she introduced men and women to him in need of temporary assistance, and that she was handsomely rewarded out of the usurers extortionate gains?

In that brief interview of to-day, he had distinctly revised his previous estimate of the woman as a light-minded, frivolous society butterfly. Her dealings with his sister showed that she was shrewd and capable of determined action. Also, he did not like that obvious desire to get the stolen confession again into her own possession. She was not so very immaculate herself, if it came to comparisons. He had thought her solicitude for the general welfare of society a little overdone.

Following this train of thought, there came to him the idea that it might be worth while to talk matters over with his old friend, Mr. Toover, the private inquiry agent, whose acquaintance he had also made in the interests of his reckless cousin, Guy Fluellen.

Guy, amidst other indiscretions, had compromised himself with an attractive chorus girl, who held certain letters, on the strength of which she threatened an action for breach of promise. To rescue him from the clutches of this artful and predatory damsel was not a task which Tony felt fit to undertake himself. Just at the right moment, he learned of the existence of Mr. Toover, of whom his friends and clients declared that he was a marvel, that he had the instinct of a ferret, was gifted with an intelligence more than human, and was as close as wax or a priest in the confessional.

To Mr. Toover, therefore, he would go and have a little chat over these matters. Of course, he was not going to give his sister away by disclosing the actual secret of the confession, he would simply allude to it as an indiscreet letter of the kind which fashionable ladies, and for the matter of that, other ladies not so highly placed are sometimes foolish enough to write to their male friends.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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MR. TOOVER HAD comfortable, roomy offices in a side street off the Strand. His indoor staff consisted of two clerks and a confidential lady secretary; outside he had plenty of other persons in his employ, for his connection was a large one. In appearance he was tall and thin, with a rather ascetic expression, his manner was bland and conciliatory. He had a high forehead denoting considerable brain-power, and very large, penetrating eyes which allowed nothing to escape him.

No more trouble with your cousin, I hope, remarked Mr. Toover when they had exchanged greetings. I have not heard much of his doings lately, so I concluded that he was settling down a bit.

Tony reassured him on the subject of Mr. Fluellen. Released from the importunities of the usurer and the chorus lady, the young man was conducting himself with a greater measure of discretion. He had been a bit of a thorn in his cousins side, but Tony had borne the affliction with equanimity, comforting himself with the reflection that the offender was not a Ewhurst.

The young man explained the errand on which he had come, the compromising letter, the threats of the blackmailer. It is rather a forlorn hope, I know, he said in conclusion. But I was not certain whether, out of your vast experience, you could suggest any means of circumventing them, other than the payment of this considerable sum.

Mr. Toover had not been told very much, certainly not the real secret of the letter.

He shrugged his shoulders. The two cardinal points in all these blackmailing cases are always the same. First, is the blackmailer able or likely to carry out his threats, if his demands are resisted? Secondly, can the party blackmailed afford to risk the exposure if the threats are carried out?

To this Tony told him what he had learned from Mrs. Polegate that, if the money was not paid — other parties interested in the disclosures, Sir Francis and the wife of the man who had written to Mrs. Polegate, would be acquainted with the facts.

Mr. Toover had previously shrugged his shoulders. This time he shook his head which, to those who were acquainted with the ways of the great man, was a more convincing sign.

You see they have a weapon so ready to their hand. I should say it was the work of a highly-organised gang, who have probably agents moving in the same circles as the ladies in question. No, Mr. Ewhurst, if exposure cannot be risked, I fear there is nothing for it but to pay up with as good a grace as possible, and exercise caution for the future.

Thanks, I was pretty sure you would say so. But while I am here I should like to speak on another point connected with this matter. Will you make inquiries about two people whose names I will give you in the strictest confidence, that of course is understood.

Quite, said Mr. Toover with a pleasant smile.

I never give my clients away, and I keep no diaries. My memory serves generally, but if I do want to make a few notes it is in a shorthand I invented myself, and which nobody but myself in this office could read. The names please.

The first is a man named Hemble who has offices in the West End. Do you know anything of him?

Hemble the moneylender. I know of him, of course, by name; he has a pretty good connection, I believe. For a man of his profession I have heard he has a fairly decent reputation, that he is much less of a shark than most who follow the same trade.

I came across him in connection with the cousin for whom you acted, replied Tony, and I considered his terms pretty extortionate. Perhaps I am not a very fair judge of the tribe, not of what is reasonable or unreasonable in the case of a young scapegrace like my relative. I found him entering Mrs. Polegates house as I was leaving to-day, and it struck me as rather odd that a man of his class and occupation should be visiting a woman in her position.

Mrs. Polegate might be in want of a little ready, suggested Toover with a smile, and requested him to call upon her, not caring to run the risk of meeting anybody she knew at his office. I understand that his connection is chiefly amongst what are known as the upper circles. And, of course, we know from the fashionable papers that the lady in question is rather a bright particular star in that exalted sphere. Well, Mr. Ewhurst, what is the second name you wish to give me?

The woman we are speaking of, was Tonys answer; That is to say if she is not or has not been a client of yours.

No, Mrs. Polegate had never applied to the astute Toover in his professional capacity. All he knew of her he had learned from the gossiping pages of the society journals.

Tony explained the things about her which puzzled her acquaintances, the lack of visible means to support the style of living she adopted.

The inquiry agent darted one of his keen glances at young Ewhurst, an idea had evidently struck him.

Now, sir, I want to make this quite clear. The blackmailer, let us call him, paid only one visit to Mrs. Polegate, he did not go to your sister at all. It was through Mrs. Polegate that he made his demands upon Lady Wentworth.

That is quite correct, answered Tony, as in truth it was. But as he had considerably camouflaged the affair with regard to his sister, he was a little apprehensive of the turn Mr. Toovers questioning might take.

He blackmails both ladies on similar grounds, that he holds letters addressed them in indiscreet terms by equally indiscreet admirers. It is, to say the least, a remarkable coincidence that the letters of both should have been abstracted at the same time.

I dont know anything about the dates, replied Tony hastily. My sister was in a very agitated state at the time she told me the story and I was too agitated also to inquire very closely into details.

Quite so, answered Mr. Toover smoothly. Of course he guessed that Tony had not told him the whole truth, and that Mrs. Polegate had held the compromising document which was worth so much to the blackmailer, and that it had been stolen along with her own letters. But he was far too diplomatic to press the subject.

The private inquiry agent pursued his own thoughts in silence for a few moments, and then he looked up and spoke briskly. Up to the present his manner, if not absolutely indifferent, had been detached. It was evident that the commonplace incident of two women receiving compromising love letters did not appeal to him very greatly. But now he was quite alert, and a bright gleam came into those dark, penetrating eyes.

This promises to be a rather interesting case, Mr. Ewhurst, and I should like to follow it up. I will at once get all the information about these two people, and let you know the result in due course. Now what arrangements have you made with the blackmailer? When and where do you hand over the money, you your two thousand, Mrs. Polegate her one thousand?

Tony gave him the desired information.

Good! Then with your permission, I will have one of my best men near the house, and we will have this scoundrel shadowed and find out what we can about him. It may make things clearer.

Tony readily assented to the proposition, although he felt that, whatever he learned, there was no chance of getting his two thousand pounds back.

And mind, added Mr. Toover impressively, not a word to Mrs. Polegate, or, for the matter of that, anybody as to the steps I am taking. I have very strong reasons for this.

And the young man gave the required promise. But he was quite sure that he would not have told Mrs. Polegate even if Toover had not given him that warning.

A last thought seemed to strike Toover as Tony was leaving. Call on me this day week about the same time to see if I have picked up anything. And, by the way, you will, of course, pay over this money in notes, a cheque would not be accepted in such a case. You might jot down the figures. I dont suppose anything will come of it, but just as well to take the precaution, and give me a copy. The bank will have them, if we ever wanted to refer, but this will save trouble.

Ten minutes before the time appointed by the blackmailer for the exchange of the incriminating documents against hard cash, Tony Ewhurst was in Mrs. Polegates drawing-room. A tall, dark young man was with her whom she introduced as Mr. Leverson.

Tony was not too favourably impressed with the gentleman in question. He was quiet, almost reserved in manner, but he had a habit of not meeting your gaze fully when he addressed you or when you spoke to him, which excited distrust.

Mrs. Polegate seemed a little nervous and ill-at-ease. Well, but for Tonys suspicions of her, that would have seemed only natural under the circumstances. Her position was a very humiliating one, and the parting with a serious sum of money for the recovery of some compromising letters must be a very heavy blow to a woman not too well furnished with the worlds goods.

She managed to cover her agitation with a gay and indifferent manner that seemed decidedly forced.

I have got my contribution ready, she said, tapping an elegant little bag. In crisp new notes. What a pang it will give me when I hand them over. Still, it has got to be done, and it is no use fretting over it. You have brought yours in notes, too, I suppose.

Tony replied in the affirmative. Mr. Leverson delivered himself of a few remarks on blackmailing in general, ending up with a devout wish that they could give the scoundrel who was about to visit them his deserts. His remarks seemed to be principally addressed to Ewhurst but, following his usual habit, his gaze turned away from him as he spoke.

What was the connection between the two, wondered the young man as they sat together awaiting the arrival of the blackmailer. Mrs. Polegate was a woman of good family, the fact of having possessed a derelict and not too reputable father was her misfortune not her fault. But Leverson was obviously not of her world, and Lady Wentworth had said that nobody had ever heard of him. And yet there must be a very considerable intimacy between them for her to have taken him into her confidence over such a humiliating episode.

Precisely at the hour named, the drawing-room door was opened, and the dignified butler announced Mr. Brown, such being the nom-de-guerre of the scoundrel.

Mrs. Polegates description of him had been quite accurate. He was certainly not a gentleman, he did not possess the veneer of Leverson, but he was as certainly not a common fellow. He bowed to the company, who did not trouble to return his salutation, and declined the chair which Mrs. Polegate indicated to him.

This is a very unpleasant interview for us all, he said in a smooth voice that did not lack refinement. His manner was extremely self-possessed for so young a man as his appearance proclaimed him. No doubt, though young in years, he was old in experience, and had enjoyed some practice at the game. But I shall not keep you long.

He drew from his breast-pocket a small packet which he displayed to Mrs. Polegate.  Here is your property, madam, which I will hand over on the production of the sum agreed upon.

The lady counted out the notes and handed them to Leverson. I must, of course, open the packet to see they are the original letters. When I have satisfied myself, this gentleman will pay you the money.

By all means, madam, replied Mr. Brown. Considering his profession he was certainly a most polite and gentlemanly person. He handed her the packet, and Mrs. Polegate retired to the further end of the room to make an examination.

In a few seconds she returned. They are all there. Please pay him, Mr. Leverson.

Leverson handed over the notes, which the blackmailer counted carefully. Then he produced from the same pocket an envelope. He looked inquiringly at the lady. This is the second document. Are you acting for the other party? His quick eye had of course taken in young Ewhurst, and he guessed that he was concerned in the matter.

Mrs. Polegate waved her hand in the direction of Tony.

This gentleman is acting for his sister.

Mr. Brown inclined his head gravely. Perhaps, sir, you will be kind enough to follow the same procedure. This gentleman will, no doubt, act as stakeholder as before.

Tony counted out his notes and handed them to Leverson. He took the envelope, from which he drew out a large sheet of Mrs. Polegates notepaper.

He drew his chair back a little, and read the brief and shameful confession with the signature of Enid Wentworth, written in a faltering hand that betrayed the agitation in mind in which she had signed it.

He folded up the document, replaced it in the envelope, and put it in his pocket. Was he mistaken, or did he notice an expression of annoyance on Mrs. Polegates face as he did so?

I have got what I came for. Please, pay this man his money, Mr. Leverson, and let him go.

The crisp notes of varying values for two thousand pounds passed into the ready hands of the blackmailer. Mrs. Polegate rang the bell and the dignified butler showed him out.

When the door had shut upon the unwelcome visitor, Tony rose and gave vent to an expression of disgust.

Pah! The presence of a scoundrel like that poisons the atmosphere. Well, Mrs. Polegate, our disagreeable business is finished, I will go and get a little fresh air.

A rather cold handshake to the lady, a not too cordial nod to the man, and Tony Ewhurst was gone.

The two looked at each other when he had left, that is to say Mrs. Polegate looked straight at Leverson, and Leverson looked, as usual, in a slanting direction.

Do you think he has any suspicions? asked the woman.

I couldnt be sure, was the answer. I dont see why he should have. But there is more in him than appears on the surface. He doesnt look clever, but he is shrewder than most people take him to be.

Tony had followed so swiftly on the heels of Mr. Brown, that he was not a very great distance behind him when he got into the street. The blackmailer was walking very slowly. On the other side of the street, a small, insignificant man, rather shabbily-dressed, was walking slowly too. In his rear a taxi was crawling at a snails pace, Toovers emissary evidently, shadowing the scoundrel. The taxi was there for the purpose of swift pursuit if such should be necessary.

Arrived at his rooms, he found his sister awaiting him by an arrangement made the previous day. He could see that she had been crying, and her whole attitude was that of a woman in deep dejection. Heaven knew what bitter and humiliating thoughts had possessed her during that period of waiting for his arrival.

It is all right, Enid, he said, anticipating the natural question she would put to him. I have the confession in my pocket.

Her eyes as well as her words spoke very eloquently of her gratitude. There is nothing I can say that will fully express my appreciation of what you have done, Tony. And will you lock that letter up very safely? We cant afford to have it stolen again.



He took the shameful document from his pocket and held it out to her. His look was grave, perhaps a little stern, as he surveyed the bowed and shrinking figure of the woman who had been brought so low by her own shameful act, but his voice had more of sorrow than anger in its tones.

I am giving it to you to destroy with your own hands. I trust you so far because I feel sure that you have had too bitter a lesson to succumb to temptation again.

She held out her hand timidly, and the gentle-hearted, affectionate Tony took her in his arms, and imprinted on her cheek a kiss of forgiveness which she was too conscious she did not deserve. When they were both a little calmer, she asked him a few questions about the interview, particularly about the part played in it by Mrs. Polegate. He told her how the widow had paid up her thousand pounds, expressing his wonder where she had got the money from in such a short time.

I always said what everybody says, that she is a woman of mystery, commented Lady Wentworth. She is never out of debt, according to all accounts. And yet you see she can lay her hands on a thousand pounds when she wants it. It may be that she told a tale to the Throgmorton man, and he let her have it. Still, its a large sum.

On that day week Tony presented himself, according to arrangement, at Mr. Toovers office. That gentleman extracted from his client full details of the meeting in the little house in Walton Street.

Toover made no comment during the narrative, not being a person given to unnecessary interruptions. When he spoke, there was always weight in what he said. And there was weight in what he said when Tony had finished, speaking slowly and deliberately as was his wont.

I have made rather exhaustive inquiries about these two people, Mr. Ewhurst, as you requested. Of course you had some suspicions in your mind, not very clearly defined ones perhaps, which led you to come to me.

Tony nodded. I am suspicious about the whole thing, but especially of the part played by Mrs. Polegate.

I have not proceeded far enough to fit the pieces of the puzzle together, said Toover, but I am confident there are grounds for these suspicions. Now, if you will kindly give me your attention, I will take you step by step as far as I have gone.

And the young man leaned forward in an attitude of expectation, as the astute private inquiry agent held him with that penetrating glance of his, and spoke in his calm, unemotional voice.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
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NOW, FOR THE moment, we will put these two persons Mrs. Polegate and Hemble aside. They will come in presently, but I will begin at the beginning with the man who attended in Walton Street to receive the money handed over by you and the lady. I told you I was going to have this person shadowed.

I saw your agent in the street following the blackmailer, Mr. Brown as he calls himself, said Tony. They were both walking very slowly at first, then they hastened their pace and I lost sight of them.

We had a bit of luck to start with, Toover went on, for my man knew the fellow well by sight. He is not by any means old, and has been a crook and the friend of crooks as long as he has been able to be anything. Among his intimates he is known by the sobriquet of Gentleman Jim, on account, I suppose, of his having a better appearance and manner than most of his associates. You remarked to me in your description of him that he was not at all a common fellow.

Of the two, I should say, he could play the gentleman rather better than Mrs. Polegates friend Leverson, who seems to have taken a singularly active part in the affair, was Tonys comment.

Well, for two days he lay very low, no doubt from habitual caution, for my man is confident that he had no idea he was being watched. On the third day he was followed to a place in Great Portland Street, originally a shop which had been converted into a registry office. Over the front is the name of Hemble, who is the proprietor, and this man is the same Hemble who runs the moneylending business in the West End and visits our friend Mrs. Polegate at her private house. So you see we have got one little link here. Gentleman Jim is a friend of Mr. Hemble, who is a friend of Mrs. Polegate.

Hemble seems to have a varied acquaintance, remarked Tony.

Now it is very clear to my mind that the registry office is a blind, was Toovers next observation. There is practically no registry business done there, not half-a-dozen callers a day who represent either mistresses seeking servants or servants wanting a situation. At the same time, there is something going on that requires attention, for Hemble spends his afternoons there. At the money-lending place he is found only in the mornings.

And he is visited at the registry office by a man whom you know to be a crook and the friend of crooks, observed Tony, who was beginning to take it all in.

We have the further fact that there must be some important business going on between Hemble and Mrs. Polegate, for the woman has been twice to the registry office since that meeting in Walton Street, and you met him yourself as you came out on the same day you called on me.

The connection certainly seems very close, agreed Tony. Of course there is, as I think you suggested yourself, the supposition that she is trying to get a loan from Hemble, and that these visits are made for that purpose.

Quite so, replied Toover, quite pleased with the young mans sagacity. We have certainly the suspicious circumstance of Mr. Brown being an acquaintance of Hembles, but so far we have not implicated Mrs. Polegate on anything like reasonable evidence. And now we will come to the lady in question. I have made extensive inquiries about her and found out what I suppose everybody knows, that she is always in debt, and yet contrives to keep up an expensive appearance on a slender income. You know that this hard-up woman managed to lay on the table a thousand pounds. Now, she might have borrowed that thousand pounds from Hemble, supposing that the pretty astute moneylender would trust her to that extent. She might have got it out of a rich financier named Throgmorton who appears to be a great friend of hers.

Either supposition is likely, agreed Ewhurst.

Yes, either is likely. So far nothing very positive about Mrs. Polegate, only that she knows pretty intimately a man who is evidently intimate with a crook. But now we come to something that, taken in conjunction with all the other circumstances, is certainly very suspicious.

Tony pricked up his ears. What was it this astute man, who weighed his words carefully, had got hold of that justified him in giving such a decided opinion?

We are told by Mrs. Polegate about these documents. He corrected himself hastily. I should rather say her particular packet of compromising letters were stolen by a maid who disappeared suddenly from her service, and whom she was afraid to accuse for fear of exposure. That was a natural enough reluctance, in view of the contents of the letters. Still, it occurred to me it might be as well to make a few inquiries about this particular maid who seemed to be so well acquainted with the secrets of her mistress.

Ah, cried Tony. That was a good move. I must confess the idea would never have occurred to me.

You have not had my experience or you would soon acquire the faculty of making shots in the dark, replied Toover with his pleasant but rather enigmatic smile. I have a very smart fellow with plenty of brains, a very good-looking chap whom I employ on occasions of this sort. By my instructions, he struck up an acquaintance with Mrs. Polegates housemaid, took her to a theatre and made strong love to her. This agreeable young man led the conversation on to her fellow servants, learned in no time that she was on good terms with the cook and the butler, but hated the ladys maid with a very great hatred.

This woman, whose name was Granger, appeared to be a person of mystery. She was extremely reticent, and would give very few details about herself. She had been in Mrs. Polegates service about three months. During that time they could not learn that she had been employed by anybody else; she did not seem to have any friends in London. The explanation was that her mother had been an old servant of Mrs. Polegates father; that on the death of her mother, who had a small annuity which died with her, she found herself obliged to go out to service, and had written to the lady asking her good offices to find her a situation.

Mr. Toover paused a few seconds before he commented upon the facts just narrated.

Now, Mrs. Polegate has had two previous maids before this woman came into her service. They were both smart young women who had come from good homes and knew their duties thoroughly. Why does Mrs. Polegate, a fashionable woman moving in good society, take a person of this description, without any previous experience, to wait upon her and turn her out for her balls and parties? It may be said that the action proved a kind heart, that the lady was prepared to suffer some inconvenience to benefit a person so well-known to her family. If it stood by itself, I might accept that explanation. Looking at things all round, I dont think it is a feasible one. She might have easily found her a situation amongst her numerous friends where lack of experience did not count. And why did the woman disappear so suddenly, and no mention made of her possible return?

Because Mrs. Polegate wanted to lay the theft of the letters upon her, was Tonys quick rejoinder.

Bravo, Mr. Ewhurst. I see you have the making of a detective in you. And now, sir, before asking you to put into concrete shape those suspicions which were floating about in your mind, I must touch upon a rather delicate matter. When you go to a doctor or a lawyer you should tell him the whole truth, not a part of it.

What do you mean? asked the young man, but his manner was not very assured, for he knew what the astute Toover was driving at.

Well, perhaps I ought not to mention it, but you led me to suppose, for reasons which I am sure were quite creditable, that there were two separate thefts, one from your sister, one from Mrs. Polegate. Had I not felt quite sure there was only one, I might have been very much led astray. As a matter of fact, this woman held some compromising document, the nature of which does not concern me in the least, affecting Lady Wentworth, and I heartily congratulate you, sir, on recovering it.

It must be confessed that poor Tony hung his head, and looked very foolish at this plain statement of the truth. What a fool he had been to think he could take in this shrewd creature with his lame tales.

Mr. Toover noted his discomfiture and kindly looked away from him while he spoke in a tone that was quite brisk for him.

Well, sir, I am afraid that is all I have to tell you, and I should like to know what you make of it.

Tony, recovering from his momentary confusion, spoke as gravely and deliberately as the great unraveller of mysteries himself. I think it is pretty clear. Mrs. Polegate, Hemble, and no doubt Leverson are members of a blackmailing gang, with subordinates like Mr. Brown and the pretended ladys maid in their employ. Mrs. Polegate put together a number of letters, the packet which her confederate produced when he was paid. That and the ladys maid were a blind to impose upon my sister. She thought if she pretended to be similarly victimised she would disarm suspicion. Hemble no doubt furnished the thousand pounds which she handed over, and she has returned it to him, less her share of the coup. That is your opinion, too, I suppose.

But Mr. Toover did not care to express his opinion of his fellow creatures too plainly, unless he had some very strong evidence to go upon. He shrugged his shoulders with an eloquent gesture, but that was all. When he spoke, it was in a voice of deep feeling.

Very strange things go on in unexpected places, Mr. Ewhurst, as I and others who pass their lives in this occupation know too well. But blackmail is not only one of the most dastardly of crimes, but the most terrible in its results for the unfortunate victims. If my lips were not sealed, I could tell you harrowing stories of happy homes broken up, of men and women driven to despair, more than one to suicide, even, through the machinations of these vampires.

And we can do nothing; we cant act upon suspicion, even although that suspicion amounts very nearly to certainty? asked Tony gloomily.

Again that eloquent shrug of the shoulders.  You remember what I said when you first laid the case before me. The blackmailer is secure because he knows his victim will not run the risk of exposure. We could lay this Gentleman Jim by the heels to-morrow, and perhaps, through him, get at the masters, but you know as well as I do, you dare not do that.

As they said good-bye after Tony had handed him over a cheque for his services, Toover announced his intention of keeping his eye upon Mr. Hemble a little longer, out of professional curiosity.

If anything should turn up, and I very much doubt if it will, that enables me to get any positive evidence, I will let you know. By the way, you made the remark a little while ago that this Hemble had a varied acquaintance. A man who has been to see him three days running this week is a certain Major Cauldwell who did great things in the war, in the Flying Service. Possibly you know him.

Tony started.

Yes, he answered briefly.  He married a very great friend of mine.

Cauldwell was, then, a friend of Hemble as well as of Mrs. Polegate! He pondered deeply over the fact when he left Mr. Toovers office.

We have seen that when Mr. Hemble paid that visit to Mrs. Polegate, he was in a very disturbed state of mind, so much so that the expediency of giving up the blackmailing business altogether had suggested itself to him. The ladys adroit flattery Of his mental powers and the fortifying effect of the very excellent alcohol with which she had supplied him had, at any rate for the time being, produced a N revulsion of feeling. He told himself he was a silly, nervous fool, that so long as he exercised that cunning and caution which had always distinguished him, he could still pursue his nefarious career without any undue risk of detection.

But after the momentary effects of Mrs. Polegates flattery and the alcoholic stimulant had passed away, the disturbing fears had returned to him. And they were accentuated by a very vivid dream which he had about a week later, and which made a great impression upon him.

He was a most superstitious creature. He would never pass under a ladder, or engage in any important business on a Friday. If he spilt salt, he endeavoured to counteract any ill effects by throwing it over his shoulder. He would have walked away hungry rather than have made a thirteenth at any meal. This vivid dream coming so swiftly on the heels of his previous depression, presented itself as a warning to him, as a direct message from an occult source to close down the Great Portland Street establishment and run no further risks.

The dream which had impressed him so greatly was certainly of a very terrifying nature, and every item of it was distinctly impressed upon his recollection. It was connected with the Wentworth episode. He and his old associate, Mrs. Polegate, had been conveyed from a dark and gloomy prison to an equally gloomy court, and stood in the dock on a charge of blackmail. It was a very long dream. He could recall the speech of the prosecuting counsel, the ruthless summing-up of a singularly stern-looking judge, the verdict of guilty returned by the jury, and the exemplary sentence passed upon the pair. At the passing of the sentence, the vision melted away, and he awoke in a cold perspiration. So realistic had been his impressions, that it was a few seconds before he was able to convince himself that it was only a dream.

He went to his moneylending office on the morning succeeding that night of horror a very shaken man. When he paid his usual afternoon visit to Great Portland Street, his nerves were still in the same shattered condition. A dozen times in those few hours, he had closed his eyes and seen that horrible vision, the gloomy and forbidding Court, the relentless counsel, the stem judge, the shrinking figure of his confederate.

During that short afternoon, his mind was very nearly made up. Mrs. Polegate, and possibly Cauldwell would rage against him for leaving them in the lurch. But he would play a cunning game with them. He would pretend that the business was declining, that his connection was melting away, that the gains were not sufficient to compensate for the risks. If they liked, they could run what was left of the show by themselves. He did not care what happened to them so long as he was safe.

As a rule, he was a man of the most abstemious habits; in such a profession it was essential that he should keep his brain clear and free from the excitement of stimulants which elated for a time only to bring later on a corresponding depression. But he was so shattered that, on this occasion, he thought he might venture to depart from his usual rule.

So he helped himself to a very liberal dose of alcohol and found presently that, to a great extent, he was able to shut out the memory of that disturbing dream. He had been strangely fearful about the Wentworth episode, and yet they had pulled it off to a successful conclusion. As long as he was careful about the nature of the business he touched, so long as he selected only the people who could not afford exposure, he might laugh at all the Courts of Justice in the world.

The result of his earnest communion with himself was that he thought he would delay his final decision for just a little while longer. For some time business had not been too brisk, there had been a considerable dearth of marketable secrets of the very safe kind.

Being, as it has been said, a man of a very superstitious nature, he would seek for a sign. If at the end of a week nothing of a safe and profitable nature turned up, he would close down and retire for good from his partnership with Cauldwell, Mrs. Polegate and others. If the contrary happened, he would take it as an indication that fate was on his side, and would watch over him in the future as it had done in the past.

The fate which he had called in to arbitrate on his destiny intervened a couple of days later, in the shape of a visitor whose face was familiar to him.

She was a good-looking young woman, of a rather bold type of beauty, quite young, plainly and neatly dressed. She had been on the music-halls, and in the chorus.

Good-day, Mr. Hemble, she said in a voice that was quite pleasant, but rather lacking in refinement. I wonder whether you recollect me? We had a little deal together some three years ago.

Mr. Hemble admitted that he recollected her perfectly. The deal had been a small one, but it had put some money in both their pockets. You have got some business for me to-day? he asked pleasantly.

The young woman spoke slowly and emphatically.

Yes, I have; some really good business and quite safe from the peculiar nature of the case. The last occasion we worked together, we werent able to draw high stakes, there was too little money about. Here, on the contrary, there is plenty of cash, as you will agree when I tell you the details.


CHAPTER TWENTY
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WHEN THE GOOD-LOOKING young woman had left him after a very protracted interview, Mr. Hemble began to envisage the situation from an all round different point of view.

He had purchased from her a packet of letters which he felt sure were very valuable. They had been written by a rather silly young man with whom he had once had financial dealings in his capacity of moneylender. This gentleman was of good family and very personable, but he had not been richly endowed with the worlds goods, and found it very difficult to make both ends meet on the slender income left him by his father. Hence his occasional visits to the establishment in Vigo Street.

All of a sudden these visits ceased, and Hemble soon learned the reason. His good-looking client had attracted the fancy of a very rich young woman, the only daughter of a prosperous soap-maker who had died a year ago and left her a fortune which brought her in over twenty thousand a year.

The young woman encountered a good deal of opposition from her relatives, who strongly objected to her endowing a comparative pauper with her very considerable wealth. But she was too infatuated to listen to any words of wisdom, and as she was entirely her own mistress, she could do what she liked. Besides, from her point of view it was not such a one-sided bargain after all. The soap-maker had money in plenty, but he was a rough, uncultivated fellow, and he had never been able to buy his way into society.



This good-looking detrimental on whom she had fixed her affections had the entrée to those circles which the manufacturer and his wife, who had predeceased him, had never been able to penetrate. He would take her along with him and give her social advantages which would far outweigh his lack of fortune.

So they were married, and from all that Hemble had heard, the marriage was a complete success. The moneylender was indebted to Mrs. Polegate for most of his fashionable intelligence, as she moved easily in those circles of whose doings he only read in certain journals.

They had now been married over a year, and everything, according to Mrs. Polegate, who was a veritable mine of information in such matters, was going on swimmingly. The soap-makers daughter was still deeply in love with her husband, and, on the whole, he was behaving rather well. He was more than a little addicted to gambling, and occasionally he was rather unlucky. But after a little gentle scolding, the rich wife settled his liabilities, as a part of the price which she had to pay for getting into good society under her husbands auspices.

Mr. Hembles mind worked rapidly over the situation in all its complexities. He had bought the letters for a comparatively small sum. His visitor had been very hard-up, she could not afford to put up a stiff fight. Besides, she had no wish to appear very prominently in the matter herself.

Hemble had shown great hesitation, had said that he had almost made up his mind to retire from this class of business, the risks were very great. All this, of course, for the chorus-girls benefit. At the same time he felt that he had stumbled across one of the safest things that had ever been presented to him.

He was sure he could see a very substantial profit out of that little packet of letters written before the young mans marriage. His client had evidently been very much gone on the young woman, and while in that exalted condition, had written most fervent epistles. Not quite the sort of letters that even the most tolerant wife would like to have brought to her notice. The reformed husband would move heaven and earth to prevent them from being handed to her.

Hemble had made up his mind as to the sum he would ask for them. As his visitor had remarked, there was plenty of money at the back, at the wifes disposal. A run of bad luck on the turf or at the gaming table would excuse the demand for a large sum on the part of the still dearly-loved husband.

Hemble had asked for a sign, according to the dictates of his superstitious nature, and it had been vouchsafed him! Here was a veritable plum.

But the influence of that very realistic dream was still upon him, and the result of it was to cause a very different consideration of the whole situation.

Suppose he took nobody into his confidence and kept the whole matter to himself, excluding partners and subordinate confederates who took the extreme risks and pocketed a comparatively small share of the proceeds. It would be a very handsome haul for one person. If he pulled this off, he thought he might be able to retire altogether, and get free from the strain that was getting on his nerves.

The only two important people he had to choke off were Cauldwell and Mrs. Polegate. The attitude he would take with them was that the business was declining, as a matter of fact, petering out. He would also mention that he was beginning to lose his nerve, and no longer felt himself as competent to engineer things as of old.

They could carry on the game if they liked, with the co-operation of subordinates like Leverson and Gentleman Jim. But he had made up his mind to retire definitely.

He adumbrated the subject to Cauldwell soon after the good-looking young woman had visited him and handed to him that very profitable packet of letters.

Cauldwell took it fairly well. He was a man of the world who recognised the fact that change was inevitable in human affairs, and that luck does not last for ever. They had enjoyed a very prosperous innings, the turn of the tide had come.

We will come to no hasty decision, said the artful Hemble, confident that he could bring off this last coup unaided. Give me a look in every week for some little time. If things should improve, well go on. But if not, then... he shrugged his shoulders.  I suppose we must face the inevitable. After all, you wont suffer much, you have married a rich wife. But poor Mrs. Polegate, I fear, will feel a big draught.

Cauldwell did not reply to that remark about the rich wife. He only took notice of the words which referred to Mrs. Polegate.

Yes, poor old Nellie is an incurable spendthrift. If her income was doubled and trebled, she would always be in the same state of chronic impecuniosity. She got the strain from the old man, it is ineradicable.

Hemble chuckled to himself when Cauldwell had left. Things could not be shaping themselves better for his own personal advantage. He would pull off this profitable little deal entirely on his own, and after that run no further risks.

Major Cauldwell, smart-looking and well-groomed as ever, sat in the dainty drawing-room of the little house in Walton Street on a certain afternoon some few weeks after that memorable day on which Tony Ewhurst had handed over his two thousand pounds to that very suave scoundrel Gentleman Jim.

As he sat there, his steady gaze fixed upon his hostess, whose usual vivacity and brightness seemed to have temporarily left her on this particular occasion, he looked the beau-ideal of a soldier and a gentleman, the last man in the world to be associated with a gang of blackmailers., Cauldwells expression was very grave, that of Mrs. Polegate was equally sombre. Those social acquaintances who looked upon her as a charming person of the volatile and butterfly type would not have recognised her in this depressed and anxious-looking woman, whose mask of frivolity had so suddenly fallen away from her in the society of the man to whom she could show herself in her true colours.

You were going to talk over things with Hemble, she said, breaking a long pause in which both had been pursuing the same trend of thought. Have you seen him?

I have seen him this morning, and he is as depressed as we are. Although he is so well-known as being ready to buy up profitable secrets, none seem coming his way. He has been at the game many years, and he admits that he has known slack times before, but never so bad as the present. There are still a few of what he calls the annuity people, you know, who pay comparatively small sums yearly to purchase silence, because they are unable to settle at once for a big sum. But they wont keep the firm going without fresh business.

Mrs. Polegate sighed deeply. It seems a bad look-out. The Inverlake coup was a good one, although it might have been wiser to have made it an annual affair, they are rich enough to have stood a much bigger sum than we asked. With regard to the Wentworth matter, if I had been quite sure Tony Ewhurst would stand by his sister, we could have opened our mouths ten times as wide.

You have an idea that he was rather doubtful as to your bona fides in the matter? queried Cauldwell.

I told you so the day after, but of course I might have been mistaken. I hadnt really much to go upon, and knowing myself to be guilty, I had a lurking suspicion that my guilt might be obvious to others.

Quite so, assented the Major. Well, if the thing breaks up, we must grin and bear it. Without Hemble, we shall always be able to keep our hand in when opportunity occurs. And after all, my friend, we both managed to exist before he appeared on the scene.

But Mrs. Polegate was not to be comforted with this cheery optimism. You can go forward, but you cant go back so easily, she grumbled.  When youve just got a nice little addition to your income, its maddening to have it suddenly cut off, as you and Hemble seem to predict. Besides, Im not in the same case as you two. He has his moneylending business, and, for aught I know, half-a-dozen other irons in the fire. And you have a rich wife.

It is true I have a rich wife, replied Cauldwell quietly. But I dont live on my wifes money.

His old acquaintance stared at him. What on earth do you mean? To a woman of her rapacious nature it seemed impossible that the poorer partner should not batten on the richer.

What I say, replied her fellow-conspirator, in the same quiet and even tone. Lady Ruby contributes a half share of the upkeep of our establishment, but beyond that, her money is her own to do what she likes with. I never question her as to what she does with it.

Mrs. Polegate stared at him harder than ever; was there ever such a combination of chivalry and baseness! He did not hesitate to blackmail a helpless mother, and yet he scorned to take an unfair advantage of the daughters fortune. There was only one solution to the problem. Somewhere in that dark reserved nature there was a tender spot that could be touched by a woman.

You married her for love, real love, she said in a wondering tone, not on account of...

Cauldwell interrupted her. Just that, because I loved her, not solely on account of her fortune, of her worldly position, although I will not deny that these were solid advantages. I would have married her just the same if she had been penniless and of inferior birth to my own.

When Mrs. Polegate spoke next, it was in a voice from which the wondering tone had not quite died out.

We were fairly intimate as boy and girl, but I am sure now that I never really knew you. I am going to take the freedom of a very old friend and ask you a blunt question. Did she love you when she married you, has she learned to love you since marriage?

She expected him to betray anger at such an unwarrantable cross-examination, but greatly to her surprise, he was not sorry to unburden himself to somebody who, for her own reasons, was sure to keep his secret.

No, she did not love me when she married me. She has not learned to love me yet, she never will, not if I gave her my heart to tread on.

A woman of delicacy would have forborne to question further, but Mrs. Polegate had no delicacy in her composition.

I suppose, then, she is really in love with young Ewhurst, although most people who saw them together were of the opinion that the love was all on his side.

Was this the reserved, self-possessed Cauldwell who replied in a voice from which he could not banish the sadness.

Whether she really loved him or not I cannot tell, but I often think that she regrets him too much ever to care for me.

Emboldened by his confidential mood, the inquisitive woman resolved to question him further.

And what did she know about it all? Does she know anything of your connection with — with us?

A cold smile flitted over the calm, handsome face. She knew just as little to my disadvantage as her mother and I could arrange between us. She knew I had possession of a secret which I threatened to divulge unless she became my wife. She is led to believe that my passion for her was so great that it had temporarily deprived me of the capacity to see right from wrong, and that I would stoop to anything to win her.

And she knew nothing about this blackmailing part of the business?

She knew nothing about the money that was extorted from her mother. Lady Inverlake was as anxious to keep her in ignorance of that as I was. She sacrificed herself to save the peace of mind of her parents. She knew nothing of the secret, she will know nothing from me.

Mrs. Polegate sat lost in thought for a long time. Her curiosity was now satisfied. And the dearest wish of this strange mans heart was that such knowledge might be spared his wife.

She roused herself from her reverie.  Thanks, Ralph, for all you have told me. I shall do my best to forget it when you have gone. Well, we have wandered from our original subject, that of the gloomy prospect in front of us. But you will strike out something new, I am sure; you are a man of action and resource. Heaven knows what I shall do, sell up and go and live in a cottage in the country, I suppose.

Cauldwell rose. Well, I will say good-bye now. I am leaving for Paris to-night and shall not be back for a few days. Put on your puzzling cap, and draw up a little scheme of retrenchment for the near future.

The woman whom her friends looked upon as such a butterfly, gave a little hard laugh.

Havent I told you that its not easy to go back? I am afraid we have suffered ourselves to be too easily led by Hemble. He always loves a quick deal. In the Inverlake case, he was too quick, perhaps because he had the lions share. It ought to have yielded a handsome revenue for years.

Cauldwell made no reply to these petulant remarks as he shook hands in farewell. For a long time after he had left her, she sat brooding with a very sullen expression on her face. She was disgusted with everything and everybody, with Hemble, and especially with Cauldwell for what she considered his foolish sentimentality with regard to his wife. The fact that she had once been a little in love with him herself, if such a woman knew the meaning of love, made her very bitter against him.

Her active brain, ever working on behalf of her own interest, had not failed to see something that might be of use to her in her old friends injudicious revelations.

If I get into a serious hole, so ran her thoughts, as she sat brooding over the future, Master Ralph will have to conquer his scruples and help me out with his wifes money. I have got the whip-hand after what he has told me. I have only to threaten to tell Ruby what he really is, and he will do anything to keep my mouth shut. He was a bit of a fool to blurt all that out, though; hes not as clever as I thought he was.

Presently, the hard and sullen expression passed from her face and was succeeded by a half-smile. It had suddenly struck her that there was something comical in the situation. The idea of one blackmailer getting hush-money out of another was distinctly humorous.

And this was certainly what she had made up her mind to do, if she found herself driven into a corner as regards financial matters. Perhaps it did not occur to her that if she threatened Ralph Cauldwell, she might find him a very dangerous man to deal with.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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POOR OLD TONY doesnt seem to get over it a bit. He has aged ten years since Ruby threw him over. I wonder if I had behaved like that to you, would you have been so constant as he?

Lady Wentworth was the speaker, the person addressed was her husband. There was to be a big party to-night at their charming house in Eaton Place, and after a somewhat early dinner, they were making a tour of the rooms and inspecting the floral decorations prior to the arrival of their guests.

She had linked her arm in that of Sir Francis, and put her pretty face very close to his as she asked the searching question. He responded gallantly to the obvious invitation and kissed her with a warmth that suggested he was still her lover as well as her husband.

For perfect peace now reigned in that house which had witnessed so many angry quarrels. Since that terrible day when Mrs. Polegate had told her of the theft of the confession and the direful consequences resulting from it, Enid Wentworth had become a reformed character. Her brothers generous help and sympathy had wakened all the good that was lying latent in her nature, and urged her to redeem the past so far as it was possible to redeem it.

She had definitely forsworn cards and gambling of every kind, refusing even the smallest flutter, lest the old temptation should once again take possession of her. She kept well within her income, ordering only what she knew she could pay for. She lived no longer in terror of angry and dunning letters from the tradespeople who had given her long credit, in the expectation that, at the worst, Sir Francis could be relied upon to pay up.

So anxious was she to behave honourably as she had previously behaved dishonourably, that she had made up her mind to save up and give back to her brother by degrees the money he had paid on her behalf.

It would have been a somewhat lengthy process, no doubt, but she would have persevered in her good resolutions, but for one little incident. In a moment of virtuous excitement she let out the idea one day to Tony, who kindly but very firmly informed her that if she offered him the money, he would never take it.

Go on as you are doing now, my dear, and that will be to me the most satisfactory way of showing your gratitude, he had told her.

So, as it has been said, peace reigned once more in the Wentworth household, and it was a very happy and affectionate couple who were surveying the floral decorations of their charming house on this particular evening.

Is Tony coming to-night? asked Sir Francis, after he had given her that proof of affection in the warm kiss that was like that of a lover.

Yes, I met him yesterday, and made him give me a solemn promise. But I do hate to see him so listless and indifferent about everything. There are dozens of girls as pretty and charming as Ruby, who would be quite ready to console him. And after all, if we cant have what we want it is only proper wisdom to take what we can get.

Her husband laughed.  That is one of your old little worldly-wise speeches, my dear. But you know in your heart you are rather proud of Tony for his steadfastness.

A slight moisture came into Lady Wentworths eyes.

He is a dear fellow in every way, she said in a voice of deep feeling. No wonder he is so popular. And people dont only like him, they respect him as well, for they know he is as straight as a die.

Sir Francis heartily acquiesced. Nobody knew better than he that Tony Ewhursts record had been a stainless one from his boyhood up to now; that he had never been guilty of a mean or dishonourable act. A devoted son, an affectionate brother, a staunch friend, one to whom you would turn in trouble, feeling sure of help and sympathy.

The reception was a very brilliant affair, for the Wentworths had many friends. Sir Francis was the more popular of the two, but Lady Wentworth could be a very charming hostess and was thoroughly mistress of the art of entertaining.

Amongst her guests was Lady Inverlake. There was a subtle change in both husband and wife since their daughters marriage, which had not escaped the notice of many of their friends. The Earls manner had lost much of its truculence, Lady Inverlake had aged considerably in the short space of time; her manner, usually so calm and self-possessed, betrayed at times irritability and nervousness. Her friends believed that she had developed ill-health and was too proud to own to her growing weakness. They could not, of course, guess that it was the sacrifice of their daughter which was weighing on their hearts.

Amongst the many guests was Mrs. Hamilton-Evans, very richly attired and beaming with satisfaction. To her, if to nobody else, this miserable marriage had brought solid benefits. The house in Grosvenor Square was now open to her, although the welcome accorded by the host and hostess was not of too cordial a nature.

Lord Inverlake was too subdued to indulge in rudeness, and his wife could not in decency refuse to receive the sister of the man who was her daughters husband. And Mrs. Hamilton-Evans, being a very clever woman in her way, turned the connection very much to her own advantage. Adroit, subtle, and great in the art of flattery, she had wormed her way into the good graces of many of the women she met in Lady Inverlakes drawing-room, and she had made a special conquest of Enid Wentworth, who admired her for her audacity, patience and genuine pluck.

True to his promise, Tony turned up, and was greeted warmly by his sister. He had been rather surprised to see Mrs. Polegate amongst the guests, and said as much in a whisper, for that vivacious lady was standing amongst a group only a few yards away.

Lady Wentworth drew him out of earshot.

I loathe the woman, my dear Tony, after what has happened, you can have no doubt of that. But I fear her very much, because she is such a cat, although most people think her a silly sort of butterfly, incapable of a vicious thought. If I left her out of a thing like this, it would make her spiteful. And although, thanks to you, you dear old boy, she is no longer able to prove anything, she might drop some very nasty hints in her airy, artless way, as to why I have left off playing, which would arouse suspicion and cause people to think things.

Yes, there was that possibility, Tony admitted. If Mrs. Polegate turned spiteful, she might be able to do damage in a very subtle way. But knowing what he did, remembering how Mr. Toover had pieced all the evidence together, the presence of this woman made the place distasteful to him. Still, Enid must be feeling it more acutely than he; it was one of the bitter penalties of her wrong-doing, this continual proximity of another person of her own world who knew her shameful secret.

Presently he made his way to Lady Inverlake, and noted how ill and worn she looked. He had always been very fond of her, and admired her as a typical specimen of the grande dame. At first he had felt a certain soreness against both father and mother for not combating what he regarded as the headstrong folly of a romantic girl. But soon after his arrival in London, Lady Inverlake had written him a very sweet letter, reminding him of their old affection and begging him to resume friendly relations. He could not hold out against this, and had gone to Grosvenor Square several times. He had not met Ruby there very often, but it was sweet to him to hear of her through this medium.

He had never once touched upon the marriage, nor had Lady Inverlake. Both had agreed, from, of course, very different motives, to regard it as an accomplished fact which it was wiser not to discuss. He was as much in the dark as ever as to why the parents had given their consent, in spite of the fact that much of the old cordiality and confidence had been re-established.

There were many questions he would like to have put to the woman who had been like a second mother to him, the true answers to which might have solved to some extent the mystery which seemed to him so unfathomable. But he felt, with a sure if undefinable instinct, that if he had put a single one of them, Lady Inverlake would have told him kindly but firmly there could be no confidence between them on the subject of her daughters marriage, that his curiosity must remain unsatisfied.

She greeted him to-night with all her old kindness, and gently reproached him for not having been to see her lately.

I am getting an old woman now, she said with an attempt at lightness. I daresay young people find me just a little bit tiresome and dull.

He hastened to assure her that this was not the case, and asked after the Earl.

Like me, he begins to find that old age is creeping on him. I wanted him to come to-night, but he said it would bore him. He goes about very little now, he leaves me to do it all. And very often I have no heart for it.

She spoke in low sad tones that mystified Tony very much. It was absurd to talk of old age in the case of either her husband or herself. Ill-health there might be, but certainly not old age. And not so very long ago the Countess had looked much younger than her years.

And then, as they were talking, he saw Ruby move across the room, Cauldwell by her side. Presently they separated, after the manner of most married people at such social functions, and Ruby was left alone.

What a charming picture she made, as she stood there waving her fan slowly to and fro, and looked round at the various groups, nodding now and then to an acquaintance.

Go to Ruby while she is alone, she will be so pleased to have a talk with you, urged the Countess with a certain eagerness in her voice. Tony did not know what a great pity for him welled up in her heart as she spoke.

He crossed to his old sweetheart, whose glance brightened at his approach. And yet, although the old sweet smile was there, it was a different Ruby from the girl he had longed to make his wife, a graver, a more subdued Ruby, not the one who had been alternately tender and teasing, and at times just a little capricious.

It is nice to meet you, Tony. Let us go somewhere, and sit down and have a good long talk. I have asked you more than once to come and see me, but time goes on and you never come. Are you still angry with me?

He did not answer her then, but piloted her into a little ante-room where there were seats. There was nobody else there, they could talk quite confidentially. And then, after a long silence, he answered her question.

For a long time I was angry, but my anger has died down. Besides, I have no right to be angry. As you did not love me, it was better that you found out in time.

She spoke no word for a little space, only waved her fan to and fro, with a far-off look in her eyes. Then at length she spoke. Then why will you not come and see me, if you say you have forgiven me?

I have forgiven you, but it would be still very painful for me to look upon your happiness with another man.

She laughed, but it was not the clear, ringing laugh of the old Ruby, there was no mirth in it.

Do you think I should flaunt my happiness too much. You might credit me with better taste, Tony.

He looked hard at her, the tone was half-playful, half-mocking. He had failed to extract the mystery of this marriage from the mother, was he going to solve it through the daughter?

How can a woman help showing her happiness when she marries for love?

A long, long pause, and then the words seemed to come reluctantly and slowly, as if they were forced from her by some impulse which she could not control.

But I did not marry for love.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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FOR A MOMENT it seemed to the young man that he must be dreaming, as those slowly spoken words reached his ears. He repeated them to himself half-a-dozen times before he could realise their full significance. He looked intently at the graceful girl, whom he had associated in his mind with happy wifehood, reclining in her chair with a far-away look in her eyes, a look, as it appeared, of infinite sadness.

No, it was no dream. She had spoken the truth, and some sudden and uncontrollable impulse had led her to that avowal. How completely had the world been deceived, thought Tony miserably, as he caught that sad expression, and noted the nervous tension of her whole bearing, the slight heaving of the breast that showed how moved she was.

The hum of voices penetrated from the rooms outside to the little, quiet ante-chamber, the voices of men and women engaged in light and frivolous conversation; save for that they were as sequestered as if they had been on a desert island. Within a few feet of them was gaiety and laughter, and here he had come upon tragedy, the tragedy of a girl, young and beautiful and rich, who had married out of her own class, and not for love.

It was some time before he could recover from his bewilderment, before he could control his thoughts sufficiently to frame the question.

And the mystery underlying it all, Ruby, the mystery which has never been guessed by the world who thinks it a romantic love-match? Surely, having said so much, you will tell me all.

She looked at him with a sad little smile. Tony, I know you are the soul of honour and would never breathe to another a word of what I said to you in confidence. But the secret is not mine to tell. Some day I may tell you, when I feel I can keep silence no longer. But not now, dear old Tony, dear old friend of my childhood; not now. I dont know what came over me when I spoke those words; they seemed forced from me against my will. I felt as if I were stifling, and must drop the mask, if only for a moment.

He looked at her. He could see that she was very overwrought, and that persistence on his part would bring about a collapse. But in spite of his intense pity for her, a triumphant thrill ran through him at the thought that she did not love Ralph Cauldwell.

Tony, kind, good old Tony, she went on presently, as the far-away look died out of her eyes and she regained, in a certain measure, her composure, you must promise me that what has just taken place between us shall be forgotten, that it will be as if I had never spoken those words. If people should talk to you of my marriage, you must never let a sign or expression escape you that shows you know more about it than they do.

And her old sweetheart, the man whose life she had spoiled, gave her the required promise. Loyal-hearted gentleman as she knew him to be, she was sure that he would keep it, that so much of her secret as she had allowed to escape her would be jealously preserved from others.

They sat in silence for a long time after this unexpected revelation, both being very busy with their own thoughts. Then a young couple, evidently bent on solitude, entered the cosy little room, and she rose and walked with Tony back to the laughing, pleasure-loving crowd, which for a few moments had seemed so far away.

You will come and see me now, will you not? she said in a low voice. You say you are not angry with me any more.

Yes, I will come and see you, he answered, in a voice as low as her own. But I should like to be sure — —

She knew what he was going to say, and finished the sentence for him. That I am alone. You need not be disturbed about that. We are a very fashionable couple, and lead our own lives. He does not care for my friends, any more than I care for his. He sometimes shows up at a gathering like this, in order to keep up appearances, but he never stays long.

Tony looked rapidly round the rooms, but he could not see the Major. No doubt he had disappeared while they had been talking in that cosy little anteroom.

A strange marriage, truly, in which husband and wife led separate lives after so brief an experience of matrimony, thought Tony.

Had the man tried to win her after marriage, and failed? Whatever his motives in wooing her, the bargain did not seem to have turned out so well for him.

But it was not the time to question her on these strange relations. Later, perhaps, she would tell him more, show him, as it were, the heart of the mystery.

He left as early as he could, with due consideration for his sisters feelings. He found Ruby before he went, in order to bid her good-bye. As she saw him advancing, she left the group amongst whom she was standing, and held out her hand.

You are off, then. I think I shall stay on a little longer. I have not spoken to half the people I know yet.

As she was speaking, a handsome woman, very beautifully dressed, passed them, and greeted her with an effusive, How well you are looking, Ruby dear!

There was something about this richly-dressed lady which did not quite appeal to the critical Tony.

Who is that effusive person, with her Ruby dear? he asked. She seems very intimate with you.

The girl gave a wry smile. A Mrs. Hamilton-Evans. She has a right to be familiar, she is my sister-in-law.

Tony made no further remark; he felt he Was on dangerous ground.

When shall I come and see you? Will you fix a day? he asked, as he dropped her hand.

To-day is Monday; to-morrow, I shall not be at home. Say Wednesday, she answered promptly.

But as he was turning away, he could not refrain from making one allusion to that past which had been so vividly re-opened to him in their brief talk in the ante-room.

That letter you wrote me on the eve of your marriage was not true, then?

He asked her the question in a whisper, for curious glances were stealing in the direction of these old lovers, and in a whisper she answered back.

No, it was not true. I wanted to make you think me unworthy, and light and fickle, so that you could be angry with me and forget me the sooner.

Tony sighed. Could he ever forget her? But he did not say so. And she knew as well as he that the deep wound would never heal. Some day he would take unto himself a wife, like other men, and that wifes children would play around his knee. Whatever woman he married, he would be loyal and faithful to, but romance had perished for him.

On the Wednesday he paid his visit. Major Cauldwell did not put in an appearance, much to the young mans relief. He had his doubts of this handsome, well-groomed man, who was the friend of Hemble, who, in his turn, was the friend of Gentleman Jim. Two women came in, but he outstayed them. It was so sweet to be with his old sweetheart again, he could not tear himself away.

I suppose I must not come here too often, he remarked as he got up reluctantly to say good-bye. Or else we shall set tongues wagging.

She shrugged her shoulders, and spoke in an indifferent voice. The world believes that I married for love. They will think we have agreed to be good friends. Come when you like; I shall always be pleased to see you.

But Tony was prudent and very careful of the woman he loved. Still, we will change the venue sometimes. Come and lunch with me at the Ritz next Wednesday. I will get Enid to make a third.

She assented gladly, and on the following Wednesday the three met at the well-known restaurant. Enid thought perhaps her brother was playing wilfully with fire, but she had no fear for Ruby. Why had she thrown over a man of his wealth and position if she had not been passionately in love with Cauldwell? And even though passionate love-matches often end in weariness, they had been married too short a time for it to have set in.

They dawdled and chatted a long time over their coffee, and then Enid proposed that Tony should give them tea at his rooms, a proposition eagerly embraced by her brother, as it would give him more of Rubys society.

The time had to end, all too short as it was. Ruby announced her intention of taking a taxi to pay a visit to an old sick servant of the family, who lived in a southern suburb. She opened her purse, to find she had no change.

Tony, can you change a five-pound note for me? The taxi-driver wont be able to do it. I may as well go to-day, for I have a good couple of hours before I need get home for dinner.

Tony was one of those rather methodical men who are never without matches, postage-stamps, and plenty of small change. He handed out to Ruby a pounds-worth of silver, and the balance in ten-shilling notes, and laid the five-pound note on the table.

He saw Ruby into one taxi, his sister into another, and returned to the room which had seemed so bright a moment ago, but now looked dull and cheerless through the withdrawal of that dear presence.

He picked up the note, scanning the number, and as he did so, an exclamation burst from his lips. He had so often read the list which Toover had told him to make, that many of the numbers on it he knew by heart.

Almost trembling with excitement, he went to his desk, and took from an envelope the paper on which he had entered the notes before he took them to the house in Walton Street.

Yes, his memory had not played him false. That five-pound note for which he had just given Ruby change was one that he had handed over to Mr. Brown, otherwise Gentleman Jim.

He had not intended to call in Pont Street till next week, but he felt he was on the track of something. He must go tomorrow to learn from her own lips how that tell-tale note had come into Rubys possession.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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TONY AWOKE THE next morning with his brain in a whirl; during the night he had a series of confused dreams in which Ralph Cauldwell, Mrs. Polegate, and Hemble the moneylender figured conspicuously. Truly, yesterday had been a day of surprises; his forthcoming interview with Ruby must throw some illumination on the mystery of that bank-note whose number he had so carefully preserved.

To-day was destined to bring forth another startling surprise. So true is it that events, whether for good or ill, generally come in close sequence. About eleven oclock a note was brought round to him from Mr. Toover. It was a very brief note, the eminent investigator of crime informing him in a few words that he had something of interest to intimate if Mr. Ewhurst would look round at his office as soon as convenient to himself.

There was only one subject of interest he had in connection with Toover, and his excitement was very great as he put himself in a taxi and drove to the well-remembered offices off the Strand.

Mr. Toover was too much master of himself to betray any emotion in an unbecoming degree. But there was a certain gleam in the eye, a certain confidence in the whole bearing of this self-possessed person which told Tony that he was pleased with the result of some investigations which he had been pursuing.

You have found out something about this precious gang, or you would not have sent for me, were Tonys first words as he entered the investigators room.

Yes, I have, Mr. Ewhurst, was Toovers answer.  But I am afraid I cannot take any personal credit for the discovery. I told you I should keep a watch, and I have done so, but beyond establishing that there is a very close connection between Hemble, Major Cauldwell, Mrs. Polegate and the man nicknamed Gentleman Jim, I have found nothing. The man has delivered himself into my hands in a way that is almost incredible in a rascal of his cunning and experience.

Which man? asked Tony eagerly.

Hemble, was the reply, and the astute private detective noted the slight shadow of disappointment that crept over his listeners face. It was evident he was hoping it was Cauldwell; he could not possibly take any interest in a person of the class of Gentleman Jim.

I think, Mr. Ewhurst, it is about as strange a thing as has happened in my career, this suspecting a man in the case of one client and then being consulted by another client who can bring the blackmailing home, in so short a space of time.

Please explain. You can understand how terribly interested I am in the matter, said Tony in a voice that almost shook with agitation.

You will, of course, understand that I mention no names, but shall allude to my client as Mr. A. This gentleman was a rather impecunious young man of good family about town, not distinguished by any great intelligence or prudence in the conduct of his affairs, but extremely good-looking. A girl, not quite of his own class, the daughter of a business-man who left her a large fortune and absolute control of it, fell violently in love with young A., with the result that a marriage was quickly arranged.

In the course of a somewhat chequered career, my client had several transactions with the man Hemble in his capacity as a moneylender. There was still a considerable amount owing to the usurer at the date of the marriage. Young Mrs. A., who is devotedly attached to her husband, and makes him a magnificent allowance, paid this debt, so all danger from that quarter was averted.

Unfortunately for A., up to the time he met this well-dowered young lady, he had formed very close relations with a good-looking chorus-girl whose reputation left much to be desired. He was, no doubt, very much attracted by her, and like most silly young fellows in such a case, he wrote her some very ardent letters. It is fair to him to say that as soon as he knew he had captivated the fancy of the lady who is now his wife, he shunted his former sweetheart at once. But she would not give back his letters.

And she is now blackmailing him through Hemble, threatening to send the letters to his wife, unless he buys them at a fancy price, interrupted Tony.

Quite right. She is doing it through Hemble, who is acting the part of a philanthropist, pretends that he is acting in the interests of his old client A, out of gratitude for having his old debt cleared off. Very anxious especially that Mrs. As domestic happiness should not be disturbed. My own belief is that Hemble has bought the letters from her, and is working the game to his own profit. If not, he is standing in for a good share of the proceeds.

And what is A going to do?

I am happy to say that he has taken my advice. It is an instance in which he can afford to fight. His wife is desperately in love with him, but he admits that she is not an unreasonably jealous woman; she has sense enough to know that he must have had love-affairs, even unworthy ones, before he met her.

What I urged him in effect was this — instead of getting the money out of her with some trumped-up tale which she might or might not believe, to make a clean breast of it, and get her permission to prosecute the blackmailer. He funked it a bit at first, but at last he took heart of grace, and did as I told him. His wife turned out a trump, declared that she would rather have every letter published in the papers than pay a penny.

Bravo! cried Tony. Mrs. A, whoever she may be, is a brick. And what is going to be the procedure?

Simply this. A, whom I saw yesterday, will pretend to accept Hembles terms. Hemble will then be invited to call at As house with the letters to receive the agreed sum. There will be a little conversation between them which will be listened to behind a screen by an officer in plain-clothes. A and I have already arranged the conversation. The usually astute Mr. Hemble will leave the house in the custody of that officer in plain-clothes.

What a fool to go himself, remarked Tony. Why did he not employ Gentleman Jim, his old friend?

Ah! why not? I suppose he didnt wish to part with any of the swag; wanted it all for himself. And no doubt he thought A was an easy-going sort of fellow who would never dare to tell his wife. Well, Mr. Ewhurst, I thought you would like to know this little piece of news. Of course, you will see the names when the case comes on, but for the moment this is in strict confidence.

I am glad you caught him, said Tony, as they shook hands. But although we are pretty sure as to Mrs. Polegate in our own minds, we are no nearer to her.

No, nor Cauldwell either, whom I shrewdly suspect to be a member of the gang, too, observed Toover, darting a quick glance at his visitor, who had showed that momentary disappointment when Hembles name was mentioned.

But Tony made no comment. For an instant it had occurred to him to surprise Toover by his discovery of the note. But second thoughts urged him to silence. This man knew enough about his family secrets already; he had no wish to introduce Ruby into their discussions. Besides, in any case, he must wait till he had seen her, till he was certain from where and when it had come into her possession.

In the afternoon he called in Pont Street. Ruby was surprised to see him, as her words and manner showed.

Why, Tony, I did not expect to see you again so soon. But you are very welcome.

He was glad that there were no other visitors; as a matter of fact, it was rather early for an afternoon call. As he had passed the open door of the dining room he had caught a glimpse of Cauldwell sitting at the table making notes on a sheet of paper before him. In one hand he held what was obviously, by the shape and colour, a pass-book. The glance of the two men met for an instant, and the briefest nod was exchanged between them. Tony fancied that there was a strained look on the mans face. Was it possible, judging from that close scrutiny of the bank-book, that he was worried by financial matters?

Tony Ewhurst, who was always direct, plunged into matters at once. Im afraid it is not very good taste, inflicting my society upon you twice in twenty-four hours. But my visit is due to curiosity.

Ruby smiled and spoke in a light voice. Of course, she had not the remotest idea of what he was driving at.

This is rather a new phase of your character, is it not, Tony? I never knew a man so little curious as yourself.

Quite true, as a general rule, Ruby, was the young mans answer, given very seriously. The present moment is an exception. You remember asking me to change a note for you yesterday, at my rooms?

The girl nodded her head. Of course, I do. What about it?

Do you mind telling me how that particular note came into your possession? I will tell you my reasons presently.

She began to perceive that he was speaking very seriously. Why, of course not. I drew a cheque yesterday morning, and wanted it changed in a hurry, without losing time by sending it to the bank. I know Major Cauldwell always keeps a fair amount of money in the safe in his study, and I asked him to cash it for me. He gave it to me in notes of which that you gave me change for was one.

Tony looked graver than ever. Preoccupied as he was with the matter in hand, he had noticed that she had alluded to Cauldwell by his full title, not as Ralph or my husband. That fact was significant, he thought, of the relation between them.

There was a long pause before he spoke again.

You say your husband is in the habit of keeping a considerable amount of money in the house. Rather a dangerous proceeding in the event of a burglary, as he could only recover for a very small sum. Did you notice anything about the other notes he gave you? Were they all as clean and fresh as the one I changed for you?

Still, she did not perceive the drift of his peculiar questioning. Yes, I think so, in fact I am sure so. But we can soon see, there are some of them left in my bag. She took up a flimsy-looking article, opened it, and handed three other notes to her visitor.

Tony carefully compared the notes with his list which he had brought with him. He only found one of the three on it, the remaining two had doubtless been the proceeds of some other transaction. After he had completed his examination, he handed them back to her.

I am going to ask you a very important question, Ruby; I will apologise and explain afterwards. But we are very old friends and I want to probe this thing to the bottom. Have you any accurate knowledge of the sources from which Major Cauldwell derives his income?

It was a little time before she answered. With any other man she would have been offended and shown her resentment. But she knew that Tony was not a man to ask questions out of idle curiosity.

No, I cannot say that I have. He has, so he has told me, a small income left him by his father. The rest he makes by speculations in conjunction with a man named Hemble, who comes here frequently to dinner; he then retires with the Major, when it is finished, to his study, to talk over their various schemes. This man Hemble is not of our world in the least, but he is a decently behaved and well-educated person. Of course, I have very little to say to him, his visits being purely business ones to Major Cauldwell.

You are not aware that he is a well-known moneylender, in Vigo Street?

Yes, now you remind me, I have been told he had a business. But if I heard his address, it has escaped my memory?

Tony leaned forward, he was sitting very closely to Ruby, and spoke in a low, vibrating tone.

And so, Major Cauldwell tells you that he makes his money out of speculations in which he joins forces with this Hemble. It is true that he and Hemble are partners, very close partners, but not in anything so honourable as speculations. Good heavens, that your parents should have allowed you to marry such a man. Surely, they must have known or guessed the nature of his occupation.

Her face blanched to a deadly white. Tony, for mercys sake, explain what you mean.

And Tony explained. Hemble and your husband are partners, sure enough— partners in blackmail.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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SHE GAVE A low moan as she listened to those awful words, and from her quivering lips came the cry: But how do you know? Has that note anything to do with it?

And Ewhurst explained. Taken in conjunction with the rest I know, it gives me the positive proof I was in search of. That note was originally mine. I drew it out of my bank with others for the purpose of shutting the mouth of a blackmailer, or rather a blackmailing gang. For the man who conducted the negotiations and received the money was, no doubt, only a subordinate. There is no need for secrecy between you and me. That sum was paid over in the drawing-room of a woman you know well, Mrs. Polegate, and in the opinion of myself and a private detective to whom I went for advice, Mrs. Polegate engineered the whole thing. We know this much, that the man who took the money is closely connected with Hemble, visits him at a registry office he runs in Great Portland Street. Mrs. Polegate and your husband are also frequent visitors at the same place.

Ruby listened aghast as he went on to tell her the story of what happened through the agency of Mrs. Polegate. He did not of course say that it was his sister who was the subject of blackmail, he merely spoke of the victim as an old friend to whom he had rendered assistance.

But clear-sighted and quick of apprehension as Ruby was on ordinary occasions, she was so stunned by the blow that she could hardly follow up the train of reasoning.

But surely he could have come by it innocently, she queried.

If it stood alone, perhaps. But it is fresh and clean, and passed through very few hands. Gentleman Jim — that was the sobriquet of the man to whom I paid the money — handed it with others to Hemble, who parcelled it out to other people, your husband amongst them. Why should a well-known crook like this Gentleman Jim consort with Hemble unless they were associated in villainy?

She saw it all now, and hid her face in her hands with a despairing moan. It is all clear to me now. But my father and mother could not have known the actual truth, or they would never have let me marry him?

The world believes you fell madly in love with him, but the other night you denied this. Is it not time, after what I have told you, that you should solve the mystery? The world shall never know through me.

He knew if he did not press her now, the golden opportunity might not occur again.

You shall know, Tony, although I have thought up to now that the secret should never pass my lips. But I know you to be the soul of honour, and I would sooner trust your word than the oath of most other men. I will tell you all I know myself. But give me a little time to recover before I speak.

It was only a few seconds really before she regained her composure, but to the anxious Tony it seemed minutes.

It was shortly after you went abroad, out of pique, as I surmised, at my wish to delay our engagement, that Major Cauldwell was admitted as a frequent visitor to Grosvenor Square. I was very surprised at this, as my father very much disliked both him and his sister, Mrs. Hamilton-Evans, and it was owing to his influence that my mother, who had been fairly intimate with them at Dinard, refused to renew the acquaintance in London. In fact, on their first visit to our house, which they made on her invitation given abroad, she behaved with a studied discourtesy that must have been very galling to them, and no doubt raised vindictive feelings in the breasts of both.

As I said, this sudden change of manner puzzled me very much, and when I questioned my mother as to the reason, her words and manner were evasive and mysterious. Major Cauldwell, to do him justice, is more of a gentleman than his sister is a lady, and he always treated me with the greatest deference and respect. It was easy enough, however, to see, beneath his rather reserved exterior, that he admired me very greatly.

Were you attracted by him? queried Tony, jealously.

I will be quite frank with you, she answered truthfully, meeting his gaze with one as steadfast as his own. I was alternately attracted and repelled. There was something about the man I admired, and yet all the while I had a deep distrust of him. And, although this is not relevant to my story, I will tell you this much, Tony. Although I did not show great emotion at your departure, I missed you much more than you expected, more than I expected myself.

It was very sweet to the unfortunate young lover to hear this frank avowal, to know that Cauldwell, dashing hero as he was, had failed to oust him from her affections.

Ruby went on: I should not have been surprised if at any moment he had revealed his feelings, and asked me to marry him. My answer would, of course, have been in the negative. But he was too diplomatic for that, he knew he would have had no chance with me alone.

She buried her face in her hands, and uttered a deep sob. Shall I ever forget that terrible night when he had dined with us, and after he had left, my mother took me into her boudoir, saying that she had something of the utmost urgency to tell me? Shall I ever forget her wan and livid face as she told me in faltering words that Major Cauldwell was desperately, madly in love with me, and wanted me for his wife?

Had she been in a normal mood, I should have made light of such a declaration, have pointed out what she could see as well as I could, that there were certain disparities between us which could only be bridged over by ardent love on both sides, that ardent love with which you and the world naturally credited me. But I knew there was something sinister and terrible behind that strained and agitated manner.

And by degrees it all came out. He had come into possession of a family secret, the nature of which she would not reveal to me, and threatened to disclose it unless I accepted him for my husband. When I pointed out that he must be a base scoundrel to drive such an infamous bargain, she weakly excused him on the ground that he was half mad with love for me, and would stop at nothing to win me, that his overpowering passion had so warped his reason that he was ready to forgive himself conduct which he would have execrated in another man.

I passed a terrible time, Tony. On the one hand was my old affection for you, although I know you often doubted the sincerity of it; on the other my devotion to my mother whom I loved better than anybody on earth. She declared that she could never face the world again, if this terrible secret were divulged, as he would divulge it in the bitterness of his disappointment. If I refused him, she threatened to kill herself. And that, Tony, is the end of my miserable story. I sacrificed myself to save her and my father.

Did she know he was a professional blackmailer, do you think? asked Ewhurst when she had finished.

Ruby shook her head.

She could not have known that or she would never have allowed the sacrifice to be completed. Such a bargain was, of course, a kind of blackmail in a way, but not on all fours with your case. It was inspired by a mad and unreasoning passion, and not by the sordid lust of money.

And now that you know the truth, what do you propose to do? asked Tony, after a long pause.

I shall not remain under the same roof with him an hour longer than I can help, was the firm answer. I shall go to my mother and tell her what I have learned from you. I shall leave a note for him, telling him that I have found him out for what he is and dare him to molest me. I cannot hope to break the wretched tie that binds us, but I can refuse to be any longer polluted with his presence. If, in his madness, he threatens revenge by disclosing this secret, he must do his worst, we must face it, and, if possible, live it down, she added with a bitter smile: But I suppose even a criminal such as he has some decent instinct. If he is reasonable, it will be easy to agree upon some plausible explanation of the separation that will satisfy the world.

It was with a heavy heart the Ewhurst bade her good-bye. It was a terrible pass in which the unfortunate girl found herself, born as she had been to such bright prospects, at whose christening all the good fairies seemed to have attended. But she was taking the right course. Whatever difficulties and dangers threatened ahead, it was impossible that she could remain any longer in the house with such a degraded villain.

As he was passing through the hall, Cauldwell emerged from the dining-room.

The favour of a few words with you, if you please, Mr. Ewhurst, he said in a distinctly hostile voice, as he motioned the young man to enter the apartment which he had just quitted.

Tony went before him. Cauldwell shut the door, and the two men stood facing each other, dislike for each other plainly expressed on both faces.

What I have to say, sir, can be said very briefly. Under the circumstances of your previous acquaintance with my wife, I do not consider that your visits to this house are in the best taste. You came here a week ago, you come here again to-day. Yesterday she informed me that she had been lunching with you and Lady Wentworth.

Tony looked steadily at the man, the disgust he felt for him shewing in every line of his countenance.

What you state is quite right, Major Cauldwell. I paid my first visit to Lady Ruby last week. I lunched with her yesterday in the company of my sister. To-day I have paid a second visit, and... he paused to lay a strong emphasis on the concluding words— and my last.

I am glad to hear it, said Cauldwell with an ugly sneer. It saves me the trouble of forbidding you to come again.

Tonys blood boiled at the insolent tone, but he kept his temper.

He would bring this scoundrel to bay before they had finished their interview.

Perhaps you would like to know the reason why I lay such stress on this being my last visit.

Your reasons are perfectly indifferent to me, was the answer delivered in the same insolent tone.

Still, it may interest you to hear them. Under ordinary circumstances I should have waited for Lady Ruby, the unfortunate woman you entrapped into this vile marriage, to tell me I was not wanted. As it is, I refuse to enter again, of my own accord, the house of a criminal, a blackmailer himself, and the associate of blackmailers.

Cauldwells face went livid, he put his hand up to his throat as if he were choking. For a second he raised the other hand as if to strike his accuser, then dropped it as he met the steadfast and relentless gaze.

You lie, he shouted in a hoarse voice, but there was no conviction in the words, and Tony could see that there was no fight left in him.

Your face tells the truth, was the contemptuous answer.  Friend of Hemble the moneylender, who also runs a sham registry office in Great Portland Street, associate of the well-known crook Gentleman Jim. I know all about you. Your infernal gang divided two thousand pounds of my money amongst you not very long ago. And let me tell you one thing more before I leave. The object of my visit to-day was to unmask you to your wife.

And at those bitter words, Cauldwell collapsed. You have told her that, he said in a faint whisper, as he sank into a chair. Tony left him there, staring into vacancy with the air of a man who has suddenly lost his reason.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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THREE DAYS HAD passed since that brief but memorable interview between Ralph Cauldwell and Tony Ewhurst, in which the latter had told the adventurer that he was in possession of his guilty secret.

On the afternoon of that third day, Mrs. Polegate sat in her drawing-room in a state of great inward excitement, in which there was no small measure of apprehension. The woman was in a very desperate situation. Her money difficulties, always more or less acute through her ingrained habits of reckless extravagance, had come to a head. If she failed to find immediately a large sum of money to satisfy her clamorous creditors, she must realise upon the small property left her by her husband, and bid adieu to the luxurious life which had become second nature to her.

To a woman of her temperament, existence in a country village upon restricted means was unthinkable, except as an absolute last resource. She had exhausted all possible avenues but one. Hemble never lent except for short periods and on security. The generosity of her old admirer, Throgmorton, had been taxed to the utmost limit. If he helped her again, he would impose distasteful conditions which, at present, she was resolved not to submit to. He would insist upon immediate retrenchment, and a withdrawal from a life which exposed her to irresistible temptations.

Her one remaining hope lay in Cauldwell, and she had a shrewd suspicion that he was hard-hit himself.

Still, he had a rich wife, and he could get money from her. She must so work upon his fears that she would drop a hint to Ruby of his real occupation that he would come to her assistance, however distasteful the task might be. Driven by desperation to this course, she had written a brief note to his club, asking him to call upon her on a certain day and hour on a most urgent matter.

But hardened and unscrupulous schemer as she was, she looked forward to this interview with considerable apprehension. She had a notion that under that calm, reserved exterior, there was a great deal of the primitive man, a lurking savagery, in Ralph Cauldwells nature. She was not at all sure of the effect that one blackmailer demanding hush-money from another might have upon him.

Punctually to the hour named, the butler announced Major Cauldwell. Mrs. Polegate rose, and greeted him with a forced smile.

It is so good of you to come, Ralph. I am in desperate straits, and I had nobody to whom I could apply.

She was so preoccupied with her own troubles, that she hardly noticed how ill and worn her visitor looked. She did observe, however, that there was a grimness about him that augured ill for the success of this interview.

I am sorry to hear it, he answered, and her quick ears noted the fact that his tones were not sympathetic. It is, of course, the old story, I suppose. You have been living beyond your means for years, and the inevitable has happened. The first thing I should advise is to consult your solicitor, who I am sure will recommend a very drastic course of action.

And that drastic course of action? inquired the woman sharply. It antagonised her to find that this old friend was so brutal and direct in his methods.

To obtain a loan on your property sufficient to pay off or appease your creditors, break up your establishment, and go where you can live within your income, was the uncompromising reply.

It was rather reckless of him, she thought, to take this hostile attitude, in face of the rash confidence he had reposed in her. Inwardly she was boiling with rage, but prudence told her it was wiser to temporise. She spoke in a pleading voice.

You know, of course, Ralph, that what you are suggesting is out of the question. If I can get what I want, I will certainly economise for the future, but I cannot give up this life all at once. I would sooner die. It is, after ah, a very small sum that would put me straight or, at any rate, give me time to turn round.

And what is the precise amount of that small sum? he asked in a tone that struck her as peculiarly unsympathetic and detached.

What to most people in our world would appear an insignificant one, a thousand pounds, was the answer.

And if that thousand pounds were laid on this table now, the situation would be eased for a month or two, perhaps a few months. Then the trouble would begin again. A clear cut is the only thing.

I have told you that I would effect economy in this life, as soon as I could turn round, she said sullenly.

He shrugged his shoulders. If she had not been so preoccupied, she would have seen that he was almost forcing himself to listen to her. She did not, of course, know how deeply he was engrossed with his own affairs. He spoke in a hard voice when he answered her.

You havent got it in you to effect economies, until you are driven to it by the want of ready money.

Now let us come to the point. You say you want a thousand pounds. I suspected what was in your mind when I got your note. It is from me you hope to get this money, is it not?

Was he relenting? Had he assumed this perverse mood to frighten her? She adopted a cajoling tone.

Well, if I do, is it a very unreasonable thing? We are old pals, once we were very near being sweethearts. And then latterly we have been very closely connected — we know such a lot about each other. Lend me that thousand pounds, Ralph, and I will turn over a new leaf, I swear to you.

And very slowly the words fell from Cauldwells lips. I have not a thousand pounds in the world, either to lend or to give.

He had not been playing with her then, he had intended to refuse all along. The cajoling manner was laid aside at once, a threatening note crept into the voice that now became harsh and strident.

You have a rich wife. A thousand pounds is nothing to her. You must wheedle it out of her, if you have not got it yourself.

I must, must I? answered Cauldwell, and there was no mistaking the sneering emphasis he laid on the words. Well, take this as my reply. I would sooner kill myself than ask my wife for a penny-piece for such a purpose.

And then the baffled woman threw all restraint and prudence to the winds.

Take care, Ralph Cauldwell, what you drive me to. I am a drowning woman, and drowning people, as you know, catch at straws. You are the straw I am clutching now. I will not drown, I will not drown, her voice rose to an hysterical scream, while it is in your power to help me. Please understand that.

He looked at her long and steadily, and something in that hard, grim gaze calmed her hysteria and made her feel frightened. Then he spoke very slowly.

Black as I am myself, it would be hypocrisy in me to be shocked at the blackness in others. You are showing yourself in your true colours. You are threatening me in a certain sort of veiled way that, if I dont do what you want, you will reveal certain things to my wife.

Dont drive me to it, Ralph she interrupted, but she was trembling as she spoke. She was not sure if that grim and harsh expression on the resolute face might not express itself in some sudden fierce action.

He read her thoughts.

You are frightened of me, I see, for all that you wear such a bold front. And your fear is justified. For if you were in such a position to do me the harm you propose, rather than allow you to carry out your threats, I would kill you in this room, as you stand before me, and take the consequences. But you are powerless, my old friend, my once sweetheart, my associate in crime and villainy. Go to my wife, if you like, with your story. You can tell her nothing she does not know.

She fixed on him a look of bewilderment.

What do you mean? she faltered. What has happened?

He smiled sardonically. It only means, my ingenious friend, that you have been forestalled in your action. Three days ago, young Ewhurst paid Lady Ruby a visit. As he was leaving, I met him in the hall and requested a little conversation with him. My object was to forbid him the house. He told me that this was his last visit, that he had found out I was a blackmailer, and the friend of blackmailers, and that he had communicated the fact to my wife. The same evening I was handed a note from her in which she told me she knew me for what I was, and that she had left the house for good.

Have you seen her since?

In spite of her absorption in her own affairs, for a moment her personal troubles were driven out of Mrs. Polegates mind by this sudden and dramatic turn of affairs.

To what purpose? was Cauldwells impatient answer. How Ewhurst got his evidence, by what means he discovered our secret, for if he knows about me, depend upon it, he knows about you, and Hemble. I neither know nor care. For me the end has come, as surely as if Ewhurst had proclaimed it in the market place. Life has no savour for me now I have lost my wife.

What do you intend to do? It is very bad, but Ruby will keep your secret for shames sake, and Ewhurst will keep it for love of Ruby.

That is more than likely, for in her letter she says she does not wish to see me again, but that we can arrange by correspondence some plausible explanation of the sudden separation. But that makes no difference to me. I am a hard man, an unscrupulous scoundrel, but my one redeeming trait was my love for her. And now there is no more to be said between us. We must both get out of our troubles the best way we can.

He moved towards the door, without offering to shake hands; his disgust at her treachery would not permit him the exercise of any friendly act.

And what are you going to do, where are you going? repeated Mrs. Polegate in a dazed sort of way. She understood now that peculiar atmosphere of detachment which enveloped him during the inter view. She saw just enough to recognise that a man so overwhelmed could hardly be sympathetic towards the troubles of others.

You will learn all in good time, was the enigmatic answer, as he left the room. It was the last time she saw Ralph Cauldwell, and those were the last words she ever heard him speak.

Left alone, many conflicting thoughts jostled each other in her brain. At one moment she thought of Cauldwell and his disillusioned wife; at another she wondered in what way Tony Ewhurst had acquired his knowledge. But presently her own troubles came surging back on her. She had so trusted in her old associate coming to her assistance, through sympathy or fear, that hope was gone. The game was played out. If she did not reform herself, reformation would be thrust upon her. It was a very bitter moment for the pampered, self-indulgent woman who for so long had held on in her disastrous course.

She sat a long time absorbed in her miserable thoughts, from which she was diverted by the entrance of the butler with the evening paper. She turned at once to the racing page — she was an inveterate gambler and betted on every meeting. She gave a sigh of relief, thankful for small mercies, to find that out of four ventures she had come home on two at fairly good odds. But depression soon succeeded the momentary slight elation. She had netted a little pocket-money, that was all; these winnings would go no way towards getting her out of her difficulties.

She then turned to the front page, and gave a gasp as her eye caught the startling heading: Charge of blackmail against a well-known West End Moneylender.

She read the names of Hemble and a married couple with whom she had a slight acquaintance, the fictitious Mr and Mrs. A. of Toovers narrative to Tony Ewhurst. Hemble, ordinarily so astute and careful, had been caught red-handed. Very few details were given, the full story being reserved for the scoundrels next appearance. But she gathered enough to perceive that the venture had been solely his own, a little piece of graft he had kept for himself. Perhaps, for all she knew to the contrary, Cauldwell might have been a partner, but the colour which had fled from her face at the sight of the headline, came back as she realised that she was not implicated in it. Hemble had played on the cross, and she was not prepared to forgive him for that, but it was a lucky escape for her.

She laid the paper down with an angry gesture. So that is the end of the Golden Three, as we used to call ourselves, she mused bitterly, the Marriage Sharks as Hemble said we used to be called in the underworld of the people who sold us the secrets. Nobody can take his place. He was greedy and not over-true to his pals, although he has not shown much cleverness in this affair, but he had brains. I suppose success had made him careless, or he never reckoned that the Mountfords would risk the scandal. Perhaps, after all, one is well out of it, one never knows when it might be brought home to one. Tony Ewhurst must have got somehow on our track with regard to his sister. Strange that I should have thought he seemed suspicious of me and Leverson.

Depressed and miserable, as she was, she went out that evening to fulfil her social engagements, feeling that if she stayed at home and brooded over her difficulties she would lose her reason. Everywhere she went the talk was of the blackmailing case, and all who discussed it admired the pluck of the Mountfords in risking the exposure and bringing the scoundrel to justice.

Old General Markham was very emphatic to her in his remarks. The law is too lenient to these pests. Blackmailing ought to be a capital offence, my dear Mrs. Polegate. I would hang them all, men and women alike, as high as Haman.

The smiling woman had to agree, but she could not repress an inward shudder, as she thought that, by a turn of fortunes wheel, she might have been in the dock with Hemble.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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AND YOU THINK the verdict of the jury of accidental death was wrong, that she deliberately took her own life?

The speaker was Tony Ewhurst, and it was to Ruby, looking very sad and wan, attired in deep black, that he put the question, as they sat together in the big mansion in Grosvenor Square, now, alas, a place of mourning.

For, a fortnight before, the world in which Lady Inverlake had been such a prominent figure, was startled to hear that the Countess had died suddenly in her country home in Sussex. Her maid had entered her room as usual, and on receiving no response from her mistress, had approached the bed and found that life was extinct. On a table beside the bed was a half empty bottle, a small dose of the mixture which she was accustomed to take for the neuralgia attacks to which she was subject. It was surmised that, dazed with pain, she had taken an overdose which had proved fatal.

Lord Inverlake was away at the time of the fatality, and was immediately summoned by telegram. In due course an inquest was held and a verdict of accidental death returned by the jury, the only verdict possible in the face of such evidence put before them. Ruby was staying with her mother at the time.

I had my suspicions the moment I heard the terrible tidings, was the heart-broken girls answer to her old lovers questions. But, of course, I kept them to myself at the inquest. And fortunately none of the servants had noticed anything strange about her. But from the moment I went back to Grosvenor Square and told her what I had learned from you about Cauldwell, she was a changed woman. Her dread of his blurting out her secret in revenge for the step I had taken weighed constantly on her mind. Hastily she took me down to Sussex with, I am sure, the idea of getting away from him. And she was also afraid that he would dun my father for money. Unknown to me, he had borrowed twice from her on the plea that he was temporarily hard-up, and did not like to apply to me. Strange that such a man should have any delicacy as regards myself, but so it was.

And did she ever tell you this secret that has wrought such havoc to herself and others?

Yes, she told me on the night before the maid found her dead. When I thought of that, I knew it was not by accident she took that fatal overdose. She killed herself from fear of Cauldwell and remorse over my wretched marriage.

His heart was yearning to comfort her, but what could he say? In the face of such a tragedy, any words he could find were trivial and commonplace.

Did you hear anything from Cauldwell, in reference to the step you took?

Oh yes, I did hear, answered Ruby in a piteous tone. That letter from him came on the morning of her death. If it had come the night before, it might have saved her from the dreadful act. It was very short, he just said that he was going abroad and would never molest me, that I could give any explanation of our separation I thought most convincing.

And now you are leaving England, too, said Ewhurst.

It is the best thing we can do, Tony, for every reason. My poor father was devotedly attached to mother, and he is helpless and broken down by the shock. Change of scene is the only thing for him. And I want to be away, too, for everything here and in our other homes reminds me too painfully of her. We shall go to Greece first, quite out of the beaten track.

And two days after Ewhurst saw the bereaved pair off. Ruby kissed him good-bye, and said with a sad smile: We shall meet again some day, dear Tony, when our hearts are less heavy and time has softened our painful memories.

* * * * *

But it was many months before he saw her again, and life was very bitter to him; for now that he knew the truth, he loved her more than ever. With grim satisfaction he noted that Hemble, the leading spirit of the gang, received an exemplary sentence, and that Mrs. Polegate, forced at last to retrenchment, quitted society and the dainty house in Walton Street, to retire to that cottage in the country which she had so dreaded.

And then one evening as he was dining alone at the Excelsior, his old friend General Markham bustled up to him.

Seen the evening paper, Tony?

Ewhurst had only just glanced at it for the sporting news, and told him so.

Ah, then you havent seen the paragraph about Cauldwell, that fellow I introduced to you here, the man who left his wife, or was left by his wife, nobody, I think, knows much about the separation. Jumped off a bridge into the Seine, gambled away his money or did something discreditable, you may be sure. A bit of a rotter, I expect, in spite of his brave deeds.

Tony hastily finished his dinner, and wrote a brief note to Ruby asking if she had heard of her husbands death. He knew she was at Florence with her father, as he had received a letter from her a few days ago. He finished up with the simple words, may I come? And next day he got a telegram from her, it contained only one word, but it set his heart beating. That one word was, Yes!

What need to describe the happiness of the re-united pair when they met again after all these painful episodes? Suffice it to say that he found Ruby in a very yielding mood, and that she promised to make him happy as soon as the conventions of the world would allow her. She was no longer a capricious Ruby but a very loving woman ready to take the happiness offered her.

And so the wedding-bells rang for them, and they proved a most devoted couple. In spite of his natural curiosity, Tonys delicacy of mind forbade him attempting to extract from her the secret which had been the cause of so much misery, which had brought about the undeserved suffering of one woman and the death of another.

But Ruby, who held that there should be no secrets between husband and wife, revealed it to him shortly after their marriage of her own accord.

Briefly it was this. At the age of eighteen, Lady Inverlake, then an impressionable and romantic girl in whom it would have been difficult to foresee the stately and self-possessed grande dame of a later period, was staying at Biarritz with a widowed aunt, a good natured woman of a lax and irresponsible temperament, totally unsuited for the guardianship of so wayward a niece. Here the susceptible girl became acquainted with a handsome Frenchman of good family whom all his friends believed to be a single man. As a matter of fact, he had been secretly married in his youth to a girl of an inferior class, from whom he had separated six months after marriage.

Being madly in love himself, and taking advantage of the girls infatuation for him, he entrapped her into a mock marriage. After a few weeks of delirious happiness, the truth was revealed to her, and the aunt, whose careless supervision was greatly to be blamed for the catastrophe, had to be informed.

Under the tragic circumstances this flighty woman acted with greater discretion than one would have credited her with. She took her niece on a long tour away from the beaten track, and during this time was born the wretched child of this miserable marriage, who lived but a few hours after its birth.

It seemed to the very few people who were in the secret that the scandal could be successfully hushed-up, as it was against the interest of everybody concerned to reveal it, and Lord Inverlake, to whom his wife felt it her duty to confide the innocent error of her youth, was the only one outside the inner circle who knew it, and in his case love conquered prudence.

And the skeleton would never have been unearthed save for one person who had not been taken into consideration, and this was the valet of the unscrupulous Frenchman who was deeply in his masters confidence, had in fact helped him to arrange the mock marriage, and on that masters death had possessed himself of several of Lady Inverlakes letters, some of them addressed to my dearest Henri.

As he had been left a good sum of money, it is reasonable to suppose that gratitude to his benefactor would have kept his mouth shut. Unfortunately in middle life he took to speculation, lost every penny of his capital, and at the time at which this story opens, was on the rocks. He knew that the girl whom he had helped to entrap, was married to a wealthy English nobleman, the accusing letters were in his possession. What more easy than to raise money on his knowledge of what had happened so many years ago?

He came to London, but did not open his campaign with the Inverlakes directly, as he had a wholesome fear of the law relating to blackmail. Chance threw him amongst some members of the underworld to whom he explained something of his intentions, without mentioning actual names. By these he was recommended to Hemble as a man ready to give a good sum for such information, he taking the risk of making what he could out of it.

This latter portion of the narrative was related as it had been told by Cauldwell to Lady Inverlake. Hemble was represented as the actual blackmailer who had invited Cauldwell to act as go-between upon the assumption of his being acquainted with the Inverlake family, Cauldwell admitting to the Countess that he was connected with Hemble in perfectly legitimate transactions.

And we shall never know what proportion Cauldwell got for himself out of the no doubt big sum which was ostensibly paid to Hemble for the recovery of the letters, said Tony when the long story was finished.

Poor mother said many thousands. No, we shall never know that was Rubys answer. I think she fully believed his only interest in the secret was the power it gave him to force me into being his wife.

She had shed many tears during the recital as was natural. Tony drew her tenderly to his breast.

Time will heal your grief, my darling, he said fondly, and his tenderness drew a faint smile.

But, as he spoke, he knew that his words could bring little consolation to her stricken heart. Happy as she was now in a good mans love, she could never force herself to forget her first miserable marriage, her unhappy mothers self-inflicted death, the result of the vile machinations of that band of scoundrels known as The Golden Three.

THE END
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Le Queux was educated in Paris, as well as several other European cities


Strange Tales of a Nihilist (1892)
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First published by Ward, Lock & Bowden, Strange Tales of a Nihilist was released in 1892, less than two months after Le Queuxs debut novel Guilty Bonds. He had been appointed to the position of foreign editor at The Globe in 1891 due to a series of articles he had written about the anti-Tsarist movement in Russia. In the preface to the book, he comments that the tales are based on true events and that he had acquired secret information from his knowledge of Russian life and acquaintance with members of the Revolutionary Party in London. He sarcastically dedicates the book to the Tsar, who had banned the circulation of his first novel, Guilty Bonds.

The Nihilist movement in Russian began in the 1860s as a reaction against the autocratic and brutal rule of Tsars. Followers of the movement rejected the Tsars authority and the dominance and abuses committed by the Orthodox Church. The movement was viciously oppressed, especially after the assassination of Alexander II in 1881 by a member of a revolutionary organisation, Narodnaya Volya (The Peoples Will). Strange Tales of a Nihilist traces the experiences of Russian nihilists in exile in London and begins with Vladimir Mikhalovitch, relating his experiences of life under Tsarist rule in the early 1880s as a Jewish man. He and his family are victims to vicious anti-Semitism, which results in death, corporal punishment or hard labour. He manages to eventually escape to London, but must, alongside his fellow émigrés, try to evade the clutches of the Russian Secret Police.
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Depiction of the assassination of Tsar Alexander II in 1881
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AUTHORS NOTE.
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HIS IMPERIAL MAJESTY the Tzar, having upon the recommendation of the Press Bureau at St. Petersburg prohibited the circulation, throughout his empire, of my novel Guilty Bonds, I, therefore, in recognition of the attention he has deigned to bestow upon me, dedicate to him these Tales of a Nihilist. An acquaintance with the conditions of Russian life, and with prominent members of the Revolutionary Party in London and on the Continent, have combined to assist me in collecting hitherto unpublished information upon which the narratives are based. Although many of the incidents are startling and thrilling, nevertheless they have actually occurred, ample proof of which is contained in evidence of various kinds in my possession. The methods of the agents of the Russian Secret Police in London will probably be a revelation to English readers, few of whom are aware that the headquarters of Nihilism exist in their midst.

That I have been compelled to bestow fictitious names upon the actors in these dramas, and change the scene in more than one instance, is obvious. Notwithstanding this, however, all the characters are from life, and I anticipate that readers will recognize in the stories solutions of more than one sensational mystery.


A CROOKED FATE.
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BRIEF FOREWORDS ARE necessary to this record of facts.

I, Vladimir Mikhalovitch, subject of the Tzar, now in exile in England, hereby make a free and full confession of my secret alliance with the so-called Nihilist Party.

At the outset it is my earnest desire to disabuse the minds of English readers that the Party of Freedom is a mere murder league. Unfortunately, English novelists, unacquainted with Russian life, ignorant of the true objects of the organization, of its inner working, and only recognizing its far reaching influence, have surrounded it with a glamour and mystery that would be highly amusing to us were it not for the fact that their sensational and sanguinary narratives injure our cause. So little does the average Englishman know of the conditions of life under the Tzar, that an argument in favor of Nihilism would be useless and wearisome, therefore I leave him to decide for himself, after reading the exciting episodes of an adventurous career, whether Autocracy or Freedom is to be preferred.

Before closing this preface, I have one declaration to make. We, who are struggling to effect a change for the better in the internal and economical condition of the Russian people, look with envy upon every Englishman, at the same time regarding him as a brother. To overthrow Tzardom by murder is not our object, although, alas! human life has been sacrificed, as my narrative will show. We desire peace; and while staying our hand, and refraining from dealing the blows that are at this moment in our power to strike at the Imperial Autocracy, we are living in the expectation that the flood of popular indignation will sweep off the face of the Russian soil the present ruinous and shameful system of organized robbery and tyranny, and create something better than the existing brutality and corruption that has plunged so many millions in abject misery.

Prior to narrating the exciting incidents of my career, it will be necessary, in order that it should be rightly understood why I lifted a hand against the rule of the Great White Tzar, to describe the tragic events which led to the overflow of my indignation against tyranny, and subsequent alliance with the Brothers of Freedom.

I commenced life under a disadvantage, for I am a Jew.

In Russia the law declares all Hebrews to be aliens whose several rights are regulated by special ordinances, and my race is regarded as a pariah caste in consequence. The memory of my earlier years it is unnecessary to recall. My father, Isaac Mikhalovitch, was a well known operator on the Bourse at St. Petersburg, and he and my mother moved in good society. Our house in the Liteinaia was well known to people with long sounding titles and longer pedigrees, and, as children, my sister Mascha and I had made a practice of standing upon the stairs on Thursday nights, watching the arrival of the uniformed and decorated men and handsome ladies who attended the fêtes which my parents gave weekly during the season.

Mascha, who was three years my junior, was petted by the guests and servants none the less than I had been, for we were a pair of overindulged children, and lived a life of uninterrupted happiness.

At last I arrived at an age when departure from home was compulsory, and one eventful day I bade farewell to those I loved and was drafted to Vologda to perform my military service. From a life of luxurious ease to a soldiers existence in the barren district around Lake Kubinskoi was by no means a pleasurable change, especially as, according to law, no Jew can rise to the rank of officer, although he is bound to serve in the rank and file like all other Russians. Nevertheless, I endured the wearying monotony of eternal drilling, receiving occasional letters that came from my distant home like brief rays of sunshine upon my otherwise dark, unhappy life. Suddenly, when I had been at Vologda about two years, they ceased. Several times I wrote, but received no answer. I telegraphed, but with the same result. I wrote to relatives in Petersburg inquiring the cause of my parents strange silence, yet even these letters remained unanswered.

Unable to obtain leave of absence, the days passed slowly, and I grew sorely puzzled at the mystery.

Imagine my feelings when one morning a comrade, who had had a Novoë Vremya sent to him, handed me the newspaper and, pointing to a line, asked:

Is he any relation of yours?

I looked eagerly where he indicated. My heart stood still, and the paper fell from my nerveless grasp.

It was an announcement to the effect that Isaac Mikhalovitch, Jew, of the Liteinaia, St. Petersburg, had formed one of the convoy of prisoners exiled by administrative process to Siberia during the past week!

Ignorant of the whereabouts of my mother and sister, and apprehensive regarding their future, I continued my military service until the day arrived when I was free to return and seek them.

To preserve the continuity of this narrative, events must be here described which were afterward related to me by Mascha. It appeared that from some unknown cause my unfortunate father had fallen into disfavor with the Tzar, although nothing was known of it until one night, during the progress of a ball at home, half a dozen men from the Okhrannoë Otdelenie, or Security Section, entered and arrested him. A fortnight later he was sent, without trial, to the mines of the Trans-Baikal, after which all he possessed was confiscated by the government, and my mother and sister turned into the streets to starve.

Our relations were poor and could do little to assist them, therefore, in order to hide their poverty, Mascha and her mother went to Mstislavl, a small, sleepy town in the Government of Moghilev, where for nearly a year they earned a precarious livelihood by doing needlework and making lace. But the year 1882 was disastrous to Russia, for a terrible famine spread over the land, and, alas! for my unfortunate family, its effects were keenly felt in Moghilev. At the time I arrived at St. Petersburg in search of them, they had no work and were absolutely starving.

Stretched upon a straw mattress in the corner of a cold, bare room, lay my mother, her thin, haggard face, protruding cheek bones, and sunken eyes, showing unmistakably that death was at hand.

Mascha stood, pale and motionless, looking down upon her sorrowfully. In the gray light of the brief autumn day the meager room presented a woeful aspect, being almost devoid of furniture, and the fire in the round, discolored stove having gone out several days ago. Notwithstanding her plain, shabby dress, it was certain that Mascha was beautiful; all Mstislavl, if called upon, would bear witness to this fact. About eighteen years of age, she was tall, slender, graceful, with beautifully rounded throat and arms, light, wavy hair drawn back upon her brow, a dazzling complexion, and eyes of that childlike blue that presupposes a purity of soul. When she smiled her charms were enhanced by an expression of indescribable simplicity and frankness.

At this moment, however, she presented a sad picture, for her hair had fallen disheveled about her handsome face, and her eyes were red with weeping. As her mother tossed wearily upon her pallet, moaning in pain, Mascha fell upon her knees and kissed the cold, drawn face.

Are you suffering much, mother dearest? she asked tenderly, smoothing away the dark hair from the clammy forehead.

Yes; I — Im sinking fast, my child, she replied in a faint, hoarse voice. I shall leave you very soon, Mascha, and you will be alone, with no other protector except God, to whose mercy I confide you. Trust in Him in the hours of affliction or misfortune, and by His infinite power He will guide your footsteps and protect you from all harm. She paused, and added, Though you may be scoffed at and persecuted by orthodox Russians, never forget that you are one of Gods chosen, and while resenting insult, always refrain from revenge.

I cant bear to hear you talk like this, cried my sister, bursting into tears. You must not — you shall not die! Springing suddenly to her feet, she stifled her sobs, and said, You shant starve! Ill save you, even if compelled to beg bread from the Gentiles. I shall not be long, and I will bring you food.

With these words she threw a cloak around her shoulders, and opening the door, disappeared, while her mother closed her wearied eyes, and prayed earnestly for succor.

Through the old, uncleanly Ghetto — the quarter in which Jews were suffered to reside — Mascha wandered aimlessly, wondering where she could discover a person generous enough to give her a morsel of bread. She knew it was useless to ask for food of the people of her own faith, for they were in terrible distress also. Owing to the failure of the harvest for two consecutive seasons, food was so scarce in Western Russia, that in many places the peasants were subsisting on grass and roots, while hundreds were dying daily of sheer starvation. But worst of all, the feeling against the Jews had become greatly embittered from the fact that the mujiks, in their ignorant fanaticism, had been taught to believe by the village popes that the Hebrews had brought the famine upon the land. Hence Jew-baiting had become rife. Unfortunate Israelites were cuffed and assaulted in the open. streets, and were unable to obtain redress, and in dozens of towns in Little and Central Russia the Ghettos had been looted and afterward burned.

In these anti-Semitic excesses, Jews were treated worse than dogs, and ruthlessly murdered, without a hand being stretched forth to save them, while women were outraged in sight of their children, and various diabolical atrocities committed, which had raised the indignation of every other European nation. Murder and pillage ran riot through the Tzars domains side by side with the grim specter Famine, which had spread starvation and death from the White Sea to the Caucasus.

The Ghetto at Mstislavl was the oldest quarter of the little town, consisting of one dark, evil smelling street, into which the sun never seemed to shine. The black wooden houses, with numerous poles projecting from the windows, further increased the darkness of the narrow lane. From end to end, Mascha walked through it, but found no one who could render her assistance. The place seemed deserted, for the houses were all closed, and the usually noisy colony was hushed by death.

Leaving the Jews quarter, she made her way through the town and entered the market place, where a little business was still being carried on. Groups of mujiks, in their sheepskins, were standing about idly, their thin, pinched faces showing that they, too, were feeling the effect of the dearth of food. While wandering along, engrossed in her own sad thoughts, Mascha chanced to look up, and her eyes fell upon a buxom young woman who held a large piece of bread in her hand, from which she was feeding a great, black dog.

The thought flashed across her mind that she must get food by some means, and save her mothers life. Without a moments reflection, she stifled her pride, and, rushing wildly across to where the woman stood, begged for a portion of the bread.

You! Give bread to you! cried the woman, with a harsh, brutal laugh. You Hebrews are dogs, but this — and she pointed to the animal at her feet— this is a Christian dog, and I would rather feed him than you.

For my mothers sake! implored Mascha. Shes dying!

Bah! If she dies it will be one Jewess the less. You people are our curse. Go home and die too!

And the woman spat upon her contemptuously, and, turning her back upon the supplicant, continued feeding the dog.

Mascha, crestfallen and dejected, was walking slowly away when she suddenly felt a heavy hand upon her shoulder.

Now, girl; what do you want here? inquired a rough, coarse voice.

Glancing up quickly, she recognized the sinister features, and shifty feline eyes, of Ivan Osnavitsch, the ispravnik, or Chief of Police.

I want bread; my mother is starving, she replied.

Starving? Like all the other dogs that infest the Ghetto kennels, eh? Well, youve no right to beg of Christians. The law of the mir forbids it, and I ought to send you to prison as a vagabond. If you want food you should go to the governor. His Excellency has received relief for distribution, and if you call upon him he may probably give you some. Tell him that I sent you.

Oh, thank you, she replied; Ill go at once.

Turning, she directed her steps hurriedly toward the palace of the government, about a mile from the town on the Lubkovo road, while the ispravnik laughed, muttering as he watched her retreating figure: His Excellency is a connoisseur of pretty faces. He will thank me for sending her.

Feeling that not a moment was to be lost, Mascha walked quickly along the dusty highway, which ran through a green, fertile country, beside the sedgy bank of the swiftly flowing Soj River, Only by repute was General Martianoff, the Governor of Mstislavl, known to her. She knew that by the inhabitants of the Ghetto he was dreaded as a cruel, drunken, and depraved official, and she had heard the rabbi warn them against breaking any of the thousand tyrannical laws which comprise the Swod, or penal code. A Russian district governor is locally as much of an autocrat as his Imperial Master, the Tzar. He can do exactly what he pleases with the poor, cringing wretches over whom he is given authority. He can condemn Jew or Gentile to prison without trial; he can order anyone who displeases him to be publicly knouted; and with his colleague, the ispravnik, and his myrmidons, can enforce inhuman tortures not a whit the less terrible than those of the Spanish Inquisition.

General Martianoff, a fair specimen of the average nachalniki, ruled his district with the knout, and hating Jews, considered death without torture too good for them. He had even ordered unoffending Hebrews to be publicly flogged because their children omitted to doff their caps to government officials whom they met in the streets!

It was of this harsh, inhuman governor that my poor, trusting sister, famished and desperate, sought aid for her dying mother.

The general was lazily smoking a cigar and reading the Novosti in his own well furnished room, when a man-servant entered, and after saluting, said: A young girl desires to see your Excellency. I told her you could not give audience to anyone.

Idiot! Why did you send her away?

She was only a Jewess, your Excellency. But she is still here. Shes the daughter of the financier Mikhalovitch of St. Petersburg, who was sent to the mines.

Mikhalovitch! repeated the general in a tone of surprise. Ah! Show her in, and — and see we are not disturbed, Ivanovitch — you understand.

Yes, your Excellency. And the man saluted and disappeared.

In a few seconds Mascha, pale and trembling, advanced timidly into the room. The governor was standing near the door when she entered, and as he closed it after her, he raised the portière and pushed the bolt into its socket. Then he turned sharply toward her, and asked:

Well, girl, what do you want?

Your Excellency, said Mascha, bowing with that fawning humility which every Hebrew is bound to show toward government officials, I have been sent by our good ispravnik, Ivan Osnavitsch.

Very kind of him to select beauty for me and send it to my door, Im sure, remarked the general under his breath.

Continuing, Mascha briefly explained that she and her mother were starving, and that the latter was dying of sheer want.

But you are a Jewess, he said sternly. The relief which my Imperial Master has intrusted me to distribute is only for orthodox Russians.

Have pity; have mercy upon us, she cried earnestly. I know that I, a Jewess, have no right to ask a favor of your Excellency, but my dear mother is dying!

I cannot prevent that, my pretty one, he said more kindly, stroking her fair disheveled hair.

With a quick movement he placed his arm around her waist, and, grasping her tightly, pressed her against his breast, and added: Come, I must have a kiss!



Before she could evade him, she felt his hot breath upon her face, and his lips pressed her soft, dimpled cheek. Trembling with fear and flushed with indignation, she struggled, and succeeded in freeing herself from his hateful clutches. But she did not upbraid him, although her face became more woeful than before.

Frowning, he regarded her with an expression of displeasure, saying: The wife and child of a political exile classed among the dangerous Nihilists can expect no relief from his Majestys private purse.

It is to your sympathy that I appeal, Mascha exclaimed imploringly. Although my people and yours are of different creed, we all adore the same Father, our Tzar.

And Isaac Mikhalovitch was sent to Siberia by étape for conspiring against his life! Curious adoration, eh?

Its false! she cried hotly. He was wrongly accused, denounced by some unknown enemy, and sent straight to Irkutsk without any chance of defense.

Ha, ha! my pretty champion. So that is the way you speak of the justice of his Majesty! Your words betray you; they show that you, too, have become imbued with the revolutionary propaganda.

Mascha saw she had been trapped. In a moment she knew that he suspected her of Nihilistic tendencies.

Martianoff noticed her alarm, and said: You need not fear. I dont intend that you should share your fathers fate. You are too pretty for that.

Have you decided to give me food? she demanded, her brows knit in displeasure.

His coarse, sensual features again relaxed into a complacent smile, as he suddenly flung his arm around her neck. Bending, he placed his lips close to her ear, and whispered some words.

No! no! she cried wildly. God protect me! Anything but that! And she struggled to free herself from his embrace.

You refuse? he said in a stern, harsh voice.

I would rather die than agree to such terms, she replied, her eyes flashing with indignation.

Very well, he snarled, as he thrust her from him impatiently. Go back to your hovel and die, you daughter of a dog. Begone!

But, your Excellency — I

No more words, he thundered, adding a curse. Go! or Ill fling you out.

Staggering to the door, sorrowful and crestfallen, she drew back the bolt and went out, her eyes half blinded by tears.

The moment she had gone, the general touched a gong, at the same time muttering: The dainty, obstinate little bird must be brought to her senses. She must be put into a cage and tamed.

Ivanovitch, he said aloud, addressing his servant. That Jewess is a Nihilist. Order Osnavitsch to have her closely watched.

Then he viciously bit the end off another cigar, and, taking up the paper, resumed his reading.

* * * *

It was night.

Mascha, after leaving the palace of the government, had wandered about for several hours in search of someone who would give her bread; but all her efforts were futile, and when she returned to the Ghetto, she had found that her mothers feeble life had flickered and gone out.

With the moonlight full upon her she was kneeling beside the body, her face buried in the ragged covering, and sobbing as if her heart would break. Unable to restrain her flood of emotion, she did not notice the cautious opening of the door, or the entrance of a tall, dark figure, which crept noiselessly up behind her and stood in the shadow, watching, and listening to her murmurings.

Its cruel, she said aloud, suddenly drawing a long breath and clenching her teeth in despair. To the Tzar is due all the dire misfortune that has fallen upon our house. He has taken our money and cast us forth to die like dogs! It is he — the Tzar — the murderer! — who is responsible for my mothers death. He is a vampire who lives on the blood of such as us. Raising her tear-stained face and looking up to the clear, bright moon, she cried: What can I do? My father exiled, my mother dead, Vladimir on military service, and I am left alone — alone, she added in a half fearful whisper, to seek revenge!

Very pretty sentiments, indeed, remarked a gruff, harsh voice.

Springing to her feet she confronted General Martianoff.

You! she gasped. Why — why do you come here?

To see you, my pretty one, he replied, throwing off his great fur-lined shuba.

He endeavored to place his arm around her waist, but she drew back quickly.

And you have followed me here, she said in a tone of reproachful disgust— here, into the room where my mother lies dead, in order to continue your hateful advances — to insult me before her corpse!

Ho, ho! he said, annoyed. Then you have not reconsidered your decision?

No, she replied firmly. Have I not already told you that I would prefer death?

He argued with her, flattered her, laughing all the time at her indignation, and treating it with flippancy.

Suddenly she turned upon him with angry passion, saying: I desire none of your detestable caresses. It is such heartless officials as you who curse our country, who carry out the ukases of the Autocrat with fiendish delight, and who are the catspaws of the persecutor of our race. What mercy ought I to expect from you, General Martianoff, who sent Anna Ivanovna to the mines merely because she displeased you, and who condemned Paul Sonvaroff to solitary confinement in Petropaulovsk for no offense except that he endeavored to save a defenseless woman from your merciless clutches? It is—

Silence, wench! he thundered.

I will not be hushed when you insult me! You talk of love — you, whose dissolute habits are as well known as the yellow ticket of shame you would thrust upon us Jewesses. I begged bread from you, and you refused. See! there is the result! and she pointed to where the body lay.

His face had grown livid, and rushing toward her, he grasped her roughly by the shoulder. I have not come here on a fools errand, he said fiercely. I dont intend that you shall evade me — you understand?

Let me go! she demanded, struggling to get free. Help! help! she cried.

Silence! Curse you! he growled, striking her a heavy blow upon the nose and mouth. Although stunned for a few moments she continued to struggle desperately.

Suddenly he lifted her from her feet and tried to drag her by sheer force to the door leading to the room beyond. She saw his intention, and for several minutes fought fiercely, with a renewed strength of which she had not believed herself capable.

Presently, in the heat of the struggle, something heavy fell from his pocket. She stooped and managed to snatch it up. At that moment she felt her strength failing and exerted every muscle.

Will you let me go? she shrieked, her lips cut and swollen by the cruel blow he had dealt her.

No, I will not, he replied, with an imprecation.

As he uttered the words, something bright glittered in her hand. He grasped her arm, endeavoring to gain possession of it.

But too late.

There was a flash, a loud report, and General Martianoff staggered back against the wall with an agonized cry.

You — youve shot me! he gasped hoarsely, and then sank upon a chair, inert and helpless, with blood streaming from a wound in his shoulder.

Mascha, in desperation, had resorted to the last extremity in defense of her honor.

That night was an eventful one in Mstislavl.

The ignorant moujiks, encouraged by the officials of the government, had heaped every indignity possible upon the Jews, and the anti-Semitic feeling reached a climax when it became known that a Jewess had attempted to assassinate the governor.

Led by a wild-haired local agitator, a mob of a thousand persons proceeded to the Ghetto and carried out a frightful work of destruction. They surged down the narrow street, and after entering the houses and treating the inmates with shocking brutality, looted and set fire to their homes. The enraged rioters wrecked the synagogue and killed the rabbi, shouting: Clear out the rats nest! Kill them all! Screams of pain mingled with wild yells of pleasure, and through the long night the Ghetto was a veritable pandemonium.

The scene was terrible. The street ran with blood. Many Jewish women fell victims to the brutal lust and fanatic frenzy of the mob, and were so barbarously maltreated that eleven succumbed, while a dozen men were shot or stabbed.

Before dawn the Ghetto had been totally destroyed and its unfortunate inhabitants, having lost everything they had, were compelled to seek shelter in the forest on the Kritchev road, where many afterward died of exposure and starvation.

General Martianoff lost no time in wreaking his vengeance upon my hapless sister. She had been arrested and taken to prison immediately after firing the shot, and he had condemned her to receive fifty lashes of the knout. Such a sentence was tantamount to death, for punishment by the knout is so barbarous a torture that few strong men could survive so many strokes. Yet public whippings are of everyday occurrence in the Tzars empire, and even women are not spared by the officials.

It was about ten oclock on the following morning when Mascha emerged from the grimy portals of the prison, and, under a strong escort, walked across the market place to the temporary platform that had been erected. A great crowd had assembled to witness the chastisement of the pretty Jewess, and as she mounted the steps, with pale, determined face, they greeted her with yells of triumph.

She looked round upon the sea of upturned countenances contemptuously.

On the platform there had been set up a square wooden frame, inclined diagonally. Unceremoniously the brutal moujiks who assisted the executioner grasped her with their coarse, dirty hands and tore off her clothing, exposing her bare, white back down to the waist.

The irate mob roared with approbation when they saw this preparation, and a few moments later she was forced upon the black frame, and her wrists and ankles secured so tightly that the tension caused dislocation of the joints. Then the executioner, whose duty it was to carry out the sentence, seized the knout — a number of triangular thongs of leather fixed into a short whip handle — and looked round for the signal to commence. As he did so, General Martianoff, with his shoulder bandaged, made his way through the expectant crowd, and shouted:

Come, get to work. Dont spare her, but keep the death blow till last.

Hushed and open-mouthed, the spectators awaited the result of the first blow.

The executioner receded, swung the terrible torture instrument over his head, and, giving it a peculiar twist, brought it down upon the victims back with a sound like a pistol shot, The cruel thongs cut their way into the flesh, and the blood gushed forth. Time after time the blows fell monotonously, until the flesh was cut into strips, and both victim and executioner were covered with blood.

Such was the scene of fiendish brutality that met my gaze on my arrival at Mstislavl, after having traced my mother and sister from St. Petersburg.

I was making my way through the shouting populace when, out of mere curiosity, I glanced at the face of the unfortunate girl, and recognized her.

Was it surprising that I rushed wildly up and endeavored to stop the horrible punishment? So suddenly did it all happen, however, that I remember very little about it, except that in my wrathful indignation I cursed the Tzars myrmidons, and struck the inhuman governor, who attempted to throw me off the platform. Thinking that I was Maschas lover, and enraged at the blow, he thereupon ordered me to receive thirty lashes.

I saw them carry away the insensible and mutilated form of my poor sister.

Then they tied me to the reeking frame.

I felt the thongs cut into my back like knives. Once! Twice! Thrice! The pain became excruciating. My head reeled, and a moment later all became blank.

When I regained consciousness I found myself in the prison hospital with warders rubbing salt into my wounds in order to heal them. I asked after Mascha, and was informed that she was still alive, and recovering.

One morning, while exercising in the prison yard, I saw her for a few brief moments, and she told me the story I have narrated.

Two days afterward my warder announced that my sister and I had been condemned by General Martianoff as assisting in the dissemination of the revolutionary propaganda, and sentenced to hard labor for life in the Siberian mines!

Then I made a solemn vow of revenge, and from that moment became a Nihilist. 


ON TRACKLESS SNOWS.
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FOR NEARLY SIX months I had been kept in solitary confinement in a small, cold, ill lit cell in the fortress at St. Petersburg, whither I had been transferred from Mstislavl. Dispirited by solitude, weakened by lack of exercise, and ill through want of proper medical attention, I began to fear that the confinement would cause my reason to give way, therefore it was with a feeling of relief that one day I greeted the announcement of my warder that we were to start for Siberia on the morrow.

A detailed description of the frightful hardships of my long, terrible journey would fill a volume; it is only my intention to outline them briefly.

With a hundred other men and women of all ages we left the grim fortress at midnight, a sorry, smileless band, whose clanking chains formed an ominous accompaniment to the loud shouts and cracking of whips of our Cossack escorts. We were each attired in gray kaftan, strong kneeboots, and sheepskin bonnet. Our breasts bore a metal plate with a number, while strapped over our shoulders was the rug, the mess tin, and the wooden spoon that comprised our traveling kit.

With ankles fettered by long, heavy chains, which were held to the waist by means of a rope, we were fastened together in gangs, and passed out upon the Chudova road on the first stage of the weary tramp to that bourne whence few exiles return. The rumbling of the springless carts in the rear, for those who might fall ill on the way, awoke the echoes of the silent thoroughfares, and following us were several Cossacks with lanterns, who carefully examined the road over which we had passed, in order that no letter should be dropped clandestinely.

The night was wet and stormy as our weird, dismal procession passed through the slumbering city and out upon the broad highway on its journey eastward to the Urals. Our wet clothes clung to us as we walked, and the icy wind that blew across the wide, open plain chilled our bones. Nevertheless, we plodded doggedly onward in silence, for conversation had been forbidden, and those who had spoken had felt the heavy thong of the escorts whip. The settled looks of despair, and the sighs that frequently escaped my fellow-exiles, plainly showed what were their feelings at being banished from their native land.

Since the day I had seen Mascha in the prison yard, I had heard nothing of her. A thousand times I had wondered what had been her fate; yet now, in my despair, I had relinquished all hope of seeing her again. Indeed, irreparable ruin had descended upon myself and my family so swiftly, that already I had grown callous as to my ultimate fate.

Without trial, I had been sentenced by the Provincial Governor of Moghilev, upon the report of General Martianoff, to hard labor for life. Such, alas! was my punishment for endeavoring to rescue my poor defenseless sister from the inhuman wrath of the dissolute representative of the Tzar! I was well aware that for the Russian political convict is reserved a death by slow torture to which any other means of ending life is preferable. The silver mines in the terrible district beyond Lake Baikal are the tombs of political suspects. The government is well aware that the conditions under which convicts work at Kara, Nerchinsk, Pokrofski, and the other distant mining settlements to which politicals are sent, are such as to cause death in from five to seven years. With that refinement of cruelty for which the Tzars government has earned an unenviable notoriety, it has abolished the death sentence and substituted one which is more torturing. The prisons and étapes of Siberia are foul, insanitary, half ruined wooden structures where human beings perish like flies. Typhus fever, diphtheria, and other epidemic diseases prevail there constantly, and infect all who have the misfortune to be huddled into the awful places. The grievously sick, for want of attendance, wallow on the floor in the midst of filth, and the clothes rot on their bodies; while so overcrowded are these pestilential kameras by persons of all ages and both sexes, that for those who are not fever-stricken there is neither room to sit or lie.

The exiles who are consigned underground are convicts of the worst type, and political offenders of the best. The murderer for his villainy, the intelligent, honest Muscovite who expresses liberal opinions — not a whit more revolutionary than the ideas of English Gladstonians — are deemed equally worthy of slow, agonizing death.

Having reached Chudova, we were conveyed by train to Nijni Novgorod, and there placed in a sort of cage, on board a large barge, and taken down the Volga and up the Kama River to Perm, whence we took train to Ekaterinburg, a town of considerable proportions on the other side of the Urals.

Here our weary journey on foot across Siberia commenced, and long before the Asiatic frontier was reached, the paucity of human habitations, the barrenness of the soil, and the increasing bleakness of the climate, had had their effect upon even the hardiest among us. But we still pushed onward, though ill, hungry, and footsore.

I remember well the day we crossed the frontier, and left our native land.

Already we had walked three hundred versts from Ekaterinburg, along the Great Post Road, which was then covered by a deep snow, and only marked by the long straight line of black telegraph posts and wires. Away, as far as the eye could reach, nothing was visible but the broad plain of dazzling whiteness, and the gray, snow-laden sky, when suddenly we came to a tall, square, brick-built obelisk, which bore on one side the arms of the European province of Perm, and on the other those of the Asiatic province of Tobolsk. It was the boundary post of Siberia.

No other boundary mark in the world has witnessed so much human suffering, or has been passed by such a multitude of heart-broken people, says Mr. George Kennan. As it is situated about half-way between the last European and the first Siberian étape, the captain allowed our convoy to halt for rest, and for a last farewell to home and country. The Russian peasant, even when a criminal, is patriotic, and deeply attached to his native land; and there was a heartrending scene when our wearied band stopped before the crumbling obelisk. Some gave way to wild hysterical grief; some comforted the weeping; others knelt and pressed their faces to the loved soil of their native land, and collected a little earth to take with them into exile, while a few of the women, pale, tragic figures in their black-hooded cloaks, pressed their lips to the European side of the cold brick pillar, kissing good-by to all it symbolized.

The officer commanding our escort, who had been smoking a cigarette, and looking with calm indifference upon this touching scene, suddenly shouted the stern order, Stroisa! (Form Ranks), and at the word March, a few moments later, we crossed ourselves, and with a confused jingling of chains and leg fetters, moved slowly away, past the boundary post, into Siberia.

Day after day, week after week, hungry, cold, and fatigued, we trudged across the bleak, snow-covered steppes, until life became so burdensome that we longed for death instead.

Sometimes we passed the night in an insanitary étape in one of the wretched little villages along the road, but often we camped out in the open, and after our meager ration of tschi, wrapped our rugs around us, and slept upon the ground around the fire we had lit. The hardships of the long, monotonous marches were bad enough for we men to bear, but the women — who numbered about twenty, including several of noble birth, condemned to the mines as Nihilist conspirators — fared worst of all.

One of them, Madame Marie Koutowzow, was a young widow I had met in society at St. Petersburg. She told me that she had incurred the special animosity of a tschinovnik, or government official, by refusing to marry him, and he, anxious to avenge himself, had caused her arrest, and had heaped up the hardships which might hurry her out of life. Death had released three of these delicately nurtured ladies from their misery, and we had buried them, without coffin or religious ceremony, ere we reached Tobolsk.

When at last we arrived at the latter town, we were lodged in the great convict prison, and allowed to rest for two days, after which we resumed our journey eastward to Tomsk, arriving there three weeks later, with our clothing in rags, and almost shoeless.

Although our experiences had been terrible enough during our forced marches, the most horrible of all was our sojourn at the perisilni at Tomsk, the prison where exiles remain until their fate is decided upon by the authorities. The horrors of this den of vileness are indescribable. The kamera, or public cell, into which we were driven like cattle, was a long, low room, ill ventilated, and disgustingly dirty. Already there were fully fifty convicts in it, and the smell of humanity which greeted us as the great iron door was opened I shall never forget. When I looked around and noted the dreadful groups, ragged, unkempt, unwashed, some lying on the sloping wooden shelves which formed the common beds, others crouching on the filthy floor, I shuddered with horror, and was appalled.

Amid this filth disease was rife, for no fewer than four men and two women were at that moment dying of typhoid, while the body of a girl who had succumbed was lying unheeded in a corner. No notice whatever was taken of invalids by the officials, and I afterward learnt that this room, originally intended as an infirmary, had been converted into a common cell for the accommodation of the ever increasing crowds of exiles, twelve thousand of which pass through the prison annually.

Coarse brown bread and tschi, a kind of cabbage soup, were our two articles of diet. The former was flung to us as to dogs, and owing to the rations never being sufficient to satisfy all, a fierce fight for a morsel of food invariably resulted. Ravenously hungry men struggled with one another to secure bread for their wives and children, who had voluntarily accompanied them into exile, while the friendless female exiles, too ill to move, were left in corners to die.

It was hardly surprising that Marie Koutowzow, a refined and delicate woman, should become infected by the fever that was raging. Very soon she grew too ill to participate in the daily fight for food, and I obtained her rations for her. Lying upon one of the plank beds at the farther end of the kamera, she bore the ravages of the disease bravely, praying that death might release her. Her desire was fulfilled, for six days after she had been attacked the fever proved fatal.

For three whole days the body was allowed to remain in the crowded den of filth and vice. None of us dare complain. We knew too well that the reward for pointing out the fact to the officials would be an unceremonious knouting, for in Siberia the terrible lash is used at the slightest provocation.

In the same ragged dress that I had worn during my three months tramp from European Russia, and which was insufficient to protect me from the intense cold, I was taken from the Dantean kamera at dawn one day and chained to a large gang of convicts. Then I learned what fate the authorities had decided for me. My sentence was subterranean hard labor at Kara, the most terrible mines in the whole of Siberia!

To the exiles who had been my companions from St. Petersburg I bade farewell, and as one of a convoy of criminals of the most dangerous class, I left the forwarding prison and wearily dragged my chains across the endless waste of snow, en route for the dreaded district beyond Irkutsk.

The thought that each step took me nearer to my living tomb rendered me desperate. Why should I, innocent of crime, be tortured to death in the same manner as murderers and hardened criminals?

I resolved to endeavor to escape. It was a mad project, I admit, for there was but little chance of crossing the wastes of snow which stretched for four thousand miles before civilization could be reached. Nevertheless, I determined to risk all. If I died in the snow, or was shot, it would end my miserable existence, and prevent further tortures being heaped upon me.

In this frame of mind hope returned, and I walked on day after day, watching for a chance to carry my hazardous design into effect. After leaving Krasnoïarsk, the chains that bound us to one another were removed, and we were allowed to walk in groups. One day, while trudging along the road which leads to Irkutsk, we halted at a post station. The weather being intensely cold, the captain commanding the Cossacks sometimes allowed those of us who had money to purchase vodka. On this occasion, however, when we knocked at the door our summons remained unanswered. It was evident that the two men placed in charge of the low log house had gone to visit their neighbors, the nearest of whom were twenty versts distant; so, after a further endeavor to open the door, we were compelled to resume our weary tramp.

About ten versts farther on we encamped for the night on the border of a gloomy pine forest. It was the first time we had slept near anything which would act as cover, therefore I resolved, when my comrades were asleep, to slip past the sentries, and make a dash for liberty. Tying my leg chain tighter to my waist to prevent it jingling, I threw myself down after eating my evening ration, and waited with breathless impatience.

The minutes seemed hours, until at last the camp was hushed in slumber; then I carefully rose, while the Cossack sentrys back was turned,  and plunged swiftly and silently into the great, dark forest.

It was an exciting moment. Every second I expected to hear the hue and cry raised, but as I gradually increased the distance between my captors and myself, it seemed as though my escape remained undiscovered. For an hour I walked in a straight line through the trees, and at length I doubled, in the hope of finding the post road I had left. My anticipations were realized, and during the remainder of the long, dark Siberian night, I sped along as fast as my tired legs would carry me over the road we had traveled on the previous day.

The almost insurmountable obstacles to my escape never entered my head, so elated was I at the prospect of freedom.

Dawn came, and the weak, yellow rays of the sun were struggling forth, when by chance I turned and looked behind me.

What I saw caused me breathless terror and dismay. In the distance, looking like three black ants on the snowy horizon, were a trio of mounted Cossacks riding at full gallop.

It was evident they had seen me!

I looked round for some means of concealment, but there was none. In the distance, about two versts away, I saw the deserted posthouse which we had passed on the day previous. Without knowing what impelled me, I started running as hard as I could in that direction; but as I glanced round from time to time, I saw the Cossacks were fast gaining upon me.

They commanded me to stop, but I took no heed. Some superhuman strength seemed to possess me, and I ran swiftly and lightly over the snow toward the house. Gradually they drew nearer. Suddenly I heard the report of a gun, but, finding myself unhurt, I redoubled my pace.

As the triumphant yells of the galloping Cossacks broke upon my ears, I gained the rear of the house and halted for a moment to discover some safe retreat.

There was none. The doors were fastened as they had been on the day before. Not a moment was to be lost, for already I heard the thud of the horses hoofs upon the snow. I had to choose between a brief life of horrible torture that would follow my recapture, and instant death!

I crossed myself and chose the latter!

Glancing round wildly, I sought means of suicide. As I did so, the yelling soldiers, with revolvers drawn, came tearing round the side of the house.

Halt! or well fire! they cried.

I looked determinedly into their faces. It was a case of life or death, and they were driving me to the latter.

Before they could anticipate my intention, or level their weapons at me, I made a dash for a well, situated about twenty yards distant, shouting in my despair:

Ill kill myself rather than go back!

A moment later I had jumped headlong into it. — 

How long I remained in a state of semi-consciousness I have no idea. I remember lying silent and motionless, listening to the voices of the soldiers above, and scarce daring to breathe.

See! cried one, its useless to get him out. His neck is broken, or he could never be crushed into a heap like that.

The second man suggested that I might be merely stunned, but the third exclaimed:

Hes dead enough, poor devil! Why should we trouble ourselves to take him out? Leave that work for the posthouse keeper when he returns.

He was no fool, either, observed the first man. I should kill myself if I had the same choice.

Although the second man did not persist in his demand for my extrication, he fired his revolver down the well, afterward remounting and riding back with his companions.

When I thought they had departed I rose, and to my intense delight found myself uninjured. The well being frozen, the ice was covered with a thick layer of snow, and this had considerably diminished the concussion of my fall. The Cossacks bullet had not struck me, and beyond a bruise on my elbow I was none the worse for my reckless leap.

At this moment I discovered that the chain used to draw up water was unwound from the windlass and suspended close to my hand. With an exclamation of joy I grasped it, and after ascertaining that it was fast at the top, quickly clambered to the surface and in a few moments stood again before the posthouse.

Then the thought suggested itself that if I could effect an entrance I might discover food and clothing, as it was impossible for me to go far in a convicts dress, with a yellow diamond upon the back, without being rearrested. I tried both doors, but they were securely fastened. After a search, however, I came across a long piece of iron in an outhouse, and with it contrived to wrench off the latch of a window shutter. Afterward I broke open the double windows and clambered in.

The one large room facing the road was a bare-boarded, dirty apartment, and, like all Siberian posthouses, devoid of any furniture beyond a plain deal table, a couple of rush-bottomed chairs, and a bench. In the center stood a large, round stove, while on the wall was a badly executed picture of the Virgin. There was some food upon the table, and the room bore evidence of recent occupation.

As I passed into the sleeping apartment beyond, I started and drew back in alarm, for lying upon the unclean straw mattress, fully dressed, and covered with a heavy fur overcoat, lay a man. His face was turned from me, and after a moments hesitation I shook him gently by the shoulder.

He did not stir.

I placed my hand upon his face, but drew it back instantly, for its contact thrilled me. It was icy cold! The man was dead!

As I realized the truth, my eyes fell upon a piece of paper lying upon the chair beside him.

Taking it up, I read the following words, written in pencil in a feeble, shaky hand:



I shall die before you can return with medical aid. Send on the dispatches by a trusty messenger. You will be repaid.

IVAN DRUKOVITCH.



On searching the body, I found the dispatches referred to secreted in the money belt around his waist. There were three official letters, secured by the Imperial seal, and addressed to General Serge Okoulow, Governor of the District of Kolymsk, the Arctic exile settlement in the province of Yakoutsk. With the letters I found about five hundred rubles in notes, and a passport which declared the bearer to be Ivan Drukovitch, messenger in the service of His Imperial Majesty the Tzar, on official business to the Governor of Koiymsk.

It did not take me long to decide what course to adopt. Divesting myself of my rags, which I put in the stove and set fire to, I attired myself in the dead mans uniform and strapped the money belt with its contents around my waist, together with a revolver. After a brief search I discovered a file among the tools belonging to the posthouse keeper, and in half an hour had succeeded in freeing my ankles of the galling fetters. Getting out of the window, I went to the stable, where I found the couriers horse, and having saddled it, I mounted and rode away in the direction the convoy had taken.

Fortunately, my head had not been shaved, as is usual with criminals entering upon the life sentence. The transformation from convict to Imperial messenger was complete. My official dress, with its brass double-headed eagle on the cap, was an effectual disguise. Just as it was growing dusk I overtook the convoy. As I saluted the officers they responded, and I rode past, inwardly chuckling, and soon left the sorry band of criminals far behind.

Mine was a terribly lonely and monotonous journey. Instead of following the road to Irkutsk, I branched off and rode due north until I came to the mighty river Lena, afterward traveling along its bank a distance of seven hundred English miles, until I reached Yakoutsk. Remaining there for a couple of days, I again bade farewell to all human companionship, and set out for the terrible regions beyond the Arctic circle.

From the first I recognized that it would be useless to attempt to return to St. Petersburg by recrossing the Urals, for the passport was endorsed with dates so recent that if I presented it at the European frontier it would at once be discovered that I had not had time to travel to Kolymsk. This, combined with other various reasons, caused me to assume the rôle of courier and deliver the Tzars dispatches to the person to whom they were addressed.

It is needless to refer in detail to my journey of 2500 versts from Yakoutsk across the great uninhabited desert, and over the moss-covered tundras, or Arctic swamps, to the most northerly exile settlement. Lonely and weary, I sometimes rode for three and four days together without reaching a posthouse or seeing a single human being, and frequently I was in a half starved, half frozen condition. Time passed and I kept no count of it. My thoughts were only of eventual freedom. Having destroyed the note left by the dying man, together with my convicts rags, I knew the posthouse keeper would be puzzled at finding the corpse had been plundered, and as there was no telegraph to Yakoutsk, I was confident that I should not be forestalled by the news of the couriers death.

After an incessant journey, lasting nearly a month, I arrived at Sredne Kolymsk, a small town of log huts situated at a point far beyond the Arctic circle, where the deep river Ankudine flows into the Kolyma. The houses, scattered about in disorder, are inhabited by Cossacks, Mieshchany, Yakouts, and exiles. The highest erection is a log church, and the only curiosity a small wooden tower, crooked with age, which stands within the church inclosure, and was built by the conquerors of the country as a protection from raids of hostile tribes. The condition of the unfortunate exiles is terrible, even for Siberia. In this land, where winter commences in August and lasts till May, and where the temperature varies from nine degrees above freezing point to thirteen degrees below, man is utterly powerless. Only a handful of wretched savages inhabit the fearful region, having been driven to outer darkness by the tribes with more vitality and energy.

It takes about eighteen months to reach this extremity of the habitable globe, and by introducing, as a part of the system, exile to the Arctic zone, the Russian government has overstepped even their broad allowance of iniquity. This hamlet is a penitentiary colony for political exiles, whose punishment is purposely aggravated by physical suffering, and who are compelled to exist in a perpetual state of famine in dwellings that are simply wretched huts built of upright beams, with rafters laid across and covered with layers of earth. From the government store musty rye flour is eked out to them at intervals, and for the rest, they subsist upon what fish they can catch in the river.

I was not long in discovering General Okoulows residence, and, acting the rôle of Imperial messenger, delivered the dispatches in as ceremonious a manner as I could. As I had anticipated, they contained several pardons, and when this became known in the little colony I was fêted and treated with every courtesy and kindness. Although such a reception was pleasant after the wearying monotony of the Verkhoyansk desert, yet I was anxious for an opportunity to shake the snow of Siberia from off my feet. Having waited several days, while the governor was preparing his reports for St. Petersburg, I made a request — not without trepidation, I admit — that he should indorse my passport so as to enable me to go on a brief visit to my brother in Petropaulovsk before returning to Russia. To my joy, the accommodating governor saw no objection to this course, and with a light heart I set out at dawn on the following day toward the Stanovoi Mountains.

Crossing them, I rode onward for four weeks through the wild gray mountains of Kamschatka, until my jaded horse sank and died of sheer exhaustion. Being compelled to perform the remainder of the terrible journey on foot, I walked by slow, weary stages across the great lone land, where nothing marked my route except the sun, and, the country being totally uninhabited, I had to eat grass and willow leaves for sustenance. Suddenly, however, at the close of one dull, stormy day, I had the satisfaction of seeing, for the first time, the broad waters of the Pacific Ocean.

Even when I had arrived at Petropaulovsk I had by no means eluded the police. The journey to Kolymsk I had undertaken because I recognized how extremely dangerous it would have been to travel to the coast with a passport which distinctly stated my route and destination. The police at Siberian ports are ever watchful for escaping convicts, and in my eagerness for freedom it never occurred to me that information would be telegraphed to that extreme corner of the empire, of the theft of the dead mans papers. This carelessness nearly resulted in disaster.

It was late one afternoon when I descended the hill at the entrance to the town and passed along the quay. In doing so I noticed a ship anchored about a mile distant. Of a fisherman I casually inquired what the vessel was, and when she would sail. He replied that it was a Canadian sealer, and that it would sail on the morrow. During the remainder of the day I wandered about the dirty, wretched town in search of some means of escape. I had only twenty rubles left, but with these I intended to bribe some foreign sailor to let me embark as a stowaway.

When it had grown dark and I was looking about for lodging for the night, I discovered, to my dismay, that I was being closely watched by a police spy. In order to allay suspicion, I sought the police bureau, and, entering boldly, presented my passport. The ispravnik chanced to be there, and when he glanced at it a curious smile passed over his features.

The Imperial courier, Ivan Drukovitch, is dead, he said, looking at me searchingly. Consider yourself arrested!

I waited for no more. Ere he had uttered the last sentence, I had dashed out of the door and down the street. Half a dozen policemen were instantly in full cry after me, but in desperation I was determined not to be apprehended just as I was within an ace of securing my freedom. Exerting every muscle, I ran up and down the narrow streets until I suddenly found myself upon the quay. In the glimmering starlight my eyes caught sight of a moored boat. Without a moments hesitation I jumped into it and cut the cord that held it. Before my pursuers could gain the waterside, the swift current had taken the boat down beside some great piles and I was effectually hidden in the darkness.

It was an intensely exciting moment.

I heard the hurrying footsteps pass close to where I was concealed, and listened to them receding in the distance. Then I breathed again. Taking the oars, and dreading lest I should be discovered, I pulled swiftly across the bay to the moored ship I had noticed in the afternoon.

The captain, a genial, kind-hearted man, took compassion upon me when I had related my story, and a few hours later I had the gratification of watching the twinkling lights of Petropaulovsk disappear at the stern.

Three weeks later I landed at Victoria, Vancouver, and after a short residence there was provided with funds by our organization, and left en route for England.


MY FRIEND, THE PRINCESS.
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FEW LONDONERS ARE aware that the headquarters of the most powerful secret organization in the world exist in their midst. The unsuspecting persons who pass up and down a certain eminently respectable thoroughfare in the northwest suburb, would be somewhat surprised if they knew that in one of the houses the Nihilist Executive Committee holds daily council and matures the plots which from time to time startle Europe.

The thoroughfare, which, for obvious reasons, I shall designate as Mostyn Road, is formed of large, old-fashioned, detached houses which stand somewhat back with gardens in front. It is lined on each side by fine old elms, and the residences are for the most part built of red brick with those square, white-framed, unornamented windows of the Georgian era. The house in question is hidden from the quiet road by a high wall in which is a heavy wooden door, but inside one finds a well-kept flower garden and a roomy old house which bears an unmistakable air of wealth and prosperity. Here exiles, whose escape from Siberia fortune has favored, find an asylum. — 

In this house I took up my abode when I arrived in London. Smarting under the terrible punishment to which I had been unjustly subjected, I had long ago taken the oath, and thereby fettered myself body and soul to the Nihilist party. I was determined to revenge myself upon the oppressors who had starved my mother, knouted my sister, and sent my father to the mines, although all had been perfectly innocent of any crime. Thus, from a devil-may-care recruit I had developed into an ardent Nihilist whose sole ambition was to assist in the struggle for freedom, and who was prepared to go to any length in order to accomplish the object for which the organization was working.

From an early age I had been taught English and French, being able now to speak both languages almost as fluently as my own. This knowledge I found of the utmost service, inasmuch as I had been selected by the Executive to perform certain special duties of espionage.

They made no secret that the work would require courage and tact, and that my life might sometimes be at stake, but I was as fearless as I was enthusiastic.

After a six months residence in Mostyn Road, during which time I gained a knowledge of London life and made myself acquainted with the majority of those devoted to our cause, resident in the metropolis, the first matter was placed in my hands.

A few months previously, Ivan Grigorovitch one of our party, had been chosen to convey some instructions to the St. Petersburg center. As he was well known to the secret police, he disguised himself as a French commercial traveler, and with a French passport journeyed from Marseilles to Odessa by steamer, intending to proceed thence to St. Petersburg, the ordinary routes from London being considered too dangerous. His intentions, however, were frustrated, inasmuch as the Odessa police had been apprised of his advent and arrested him immediately on landing. A disaster resulted, for the papers found upon him were compromising, the plot was discovered, and wholesale arrests were made in St. Petersburg in consequence.

Twenty-three persons of both sexes were tried in secret, and, according to the Novosti newspaper, the evidence given against them by Princess Stratonovski caused life sentences to be passed upon each of them.

From facts that came to our knowledge, it was evident that someone who had learned our secret had divulged it to the police, therefore, the five men forming the Nihilist Executive Committee — who will in future be known as Paul Pétroff, Alexander Grinevitch, Nicolas Tersinski, Isaac Bounakoff, and Dmitri Irteneff — sat in council and condemned the princess to death.

We cast dice and it fell to me to carry out the sentence!

The cool, flippant manner in which my fellow-conspirators spoke of murder awed me. They noticed my scruples and pointed out that the princess had, by giving false evidence, been instrumental in the deportation of more than twenty innocent persons, therefore she must die. As I had taken an oath to carry out all commands of the Executive, under penalty of death, I was compelled to obey.

I had not far to search for Madame the Princess, for she was residing temporarily in London, having taken a furnished flat at Albert Hall Mansions, overlooking Hyde Park.

In the stalls at the Avenue Theater I first obtained an uninterrupted view of her. She was seated next to me, a fair form in a black evening dress that revealed her delicate chest and arms, with a gleaming diamond necklet around her throat. Her age was about twenty-four, and her perfect oval face had a shade of sadness upon it, notwithstanding the great languishing violet eyes, and the tender winning mouth, while her fair hair had been deftly coiled, and was fastened with a diamond star that flashed and sparkled with a thousand fires. In short, I thought her the most lovely woman I had ever seen.

And I was plotting to kill her!

I gazed into her face, entranced by her marvellous beauty. Toying with her fan, she turned her eyes full upon me, and the faintest flush suffused her cheek; then she made pretense of reading her programme, and afterward became interested in the performance. When I went out to smoke during the entracte I passed her, and in doing so uttered an apology in Russian, to which she responded in the same language, with a kindly smile.

According to information I had obtained, she was the wife of Prince Stratonovski, a noble in the third degree, some twenty years her senior. Their marriage had been fraught with much unhappiness, and after a year they agreed to separate. Since that time the prince had remained at his gloomy old palace near Markovka in Little Russia, while his wife, accompanied by an old man-servant and her maid, had resided for brief periods in St. Petersburg, Paris, and London.

Since her arrival in England it was apparent that she was fulfilling some mission as a Russian agent, yet the suspicion she excited in some quarters in no way hindered her from obtaining social influence, and she dispensed hospitality to a very select circle. She went everywhere, and her daily doings were chronicled in the personal columns of the newspapers. I had been watching her for several days, and on this evening had followed her to the theater in order, if possible, to become acquainted with her.

When the curtain descended and we rose to leave I turned, and said to her in Russian:

You are alone, madame. Will you permit me to find your carriage?

Thanks, you are very kind, she said in English, with a pretty hesitating accent. My man has buff livery.

And the name, madame?

Princess Stratonovski, she replied, adding, we are compatriots, are we not, msieur?

Yes, I replied smiling. It is always pleasant to meet Russians in a foreign land, at the same time handing her a card which gave my name as Vladimir Mordvinoff, and my address at a suite of furnished chambers I rented in Shaftesbury Avenue.

A few moments later I handed her into her carriage, and as she thanked me and drove away, I walked, morose and thoughtful, up Northumberland Avenue toward my rooms.

During the week that followed we met several times. She showed herself in no way averse to my companionship, for she told me that she was always at home on Thursdays and would be pleased to see me. This invitation I accepted, and thus I became a frequent visitor.

* * * * *

The guests had departed.

In the fading light of a summers evening the princess and I were together in her pretty drawing room that overlooked the Park. As she stood at the window with the last ray of sunlight falling upon her she looked daintily bewitching.

I admit that I loved her madly, passionately. Overwhelmed by the contemplation of her beauty, enchanted by the magic of her voice, which made the sweetest music out of the merest phrases, I thought of naught but her, and was only happy when at her side. Yet when I remembered the difference in our social position, and her marriage with the prince, I was almost beside myself with despair, for I knew that mine was an adoration that could only end in unhappiness.

Involuntarily my hand touched my pocket and struck something hard. I drew it away in horror. What terrible irony of fate! The woman I loved dearer than life, was doomed to die by my hand!

She had been gazing dreamily out of the window, when suddenly with a mischievous smile she exclaimed:

You are very silent, msieur.

I scarcely know what prompted me, but, jumping up quickly, and grasping her tiny hand, I raised it to my lips and poured forth the declaration of my love.

She trembled. Her breath came and went in short, quick gasps, but she did not attempt to arrest the flood of passionate words which escaped me. Ere I had concluded, my heart was filled with joy, for I saw my passion was not unreciprocated.

Vainly striving to overcome her emotion, she exclaimed excitedly:

I — I was unprepared — I did not think you have love for me, Vladimir. Do you doubt I love you? Have you not seen it? Mon Dieu! my married life has been wretched enough. I have loved no man until I met you!

Do you really care for me, princess? I asked, scarcely believing the truth.

To you I am Irene, she said in her pretty broken English. All my life has been wasted hitherto. You have asked me; I have given you answer. I love only you. Some day you will know me better. Now, you know me only for the great passion I bear for you. But yourself shall make satisfy of my career, my truth, my honor, and — and I shall get — what you call — divorce from Prince Stratonovski, and we two will marry. Of you I ask not one single question. You are my lover, the only man I have cared for, and — and in return I am your serf.

And she buried her flushed face upon my shoulder and sobbed.

Taking her in my arms, I swore to her everlasting constancy. All my heart was in the declaration. In the glamour of that hour we were reckless and egotistical as most lovers, heedless of the shadow that was growing up behind the sunshine of our happy vows of undying affection.

When she grew calm, she looked up searchingly into my eyes and said: You cannot understand me. You do not know the tragedy of my life.

No, Irene. Tell me about yourself, I said.

Hesitatingly she seated herself in a plush-covered wicker chair, and motioned me to a seat at her side.

No, no, I said, laughing. At your feet, princess; always at your feet, and, casting myself upon a low footstool, took her tiny hand in mine.

My life has been wasted, she said mournfully. My mother was French; my father an Imperial Councilor of Russia. My earlier life was passed at Moscow, and afterward at the court at St. Petersburg. I was forced by my father to marry Prince Stratonovski, who, as you are well aware, is rich and powerful. But, ma foi! from the first he treated me cruelly. Within six months of our marriage he commenced to ill-use me brutally; indeed, I bear upon my body the scars of his violence. The world was débonnaire while I was triste and downcast, for I found he had a liaison with a French danseuse. I bore his insults and blows until I was in fear of my life; then I came here.

How could he be so cruel? I cried in indignation.

Ah, I have not told all, Vladimir, she said with a sorrowful sigh. The prince plotted with his friend, Count Nekhlindoff, in order to obtain a divorce, but I thwarted his vile scheme. Nekhlindoff tried to compromise me, but I repelled his advances, for although I have so far abandoned my marriage vow as to love you while I am still wedded, I have done nothing by which my husband can obtain the freedom he seeks. Since I left Markovka I have wandered about, to Paris, Vienna, Brussels, with no protection against the dishonorable conspiracy. I grew tired of life — I

You have a protector in me, I interrupted. Ah, yes, my love, she exclaimed, stroking my hair tenderly, and bending to kiss me upon the forehead. Though I have been in the midst of luxury and gayety, my life has been dark and dreary. But happiness has now returned.

It gives me joy to hear you speak like this, Irene, I said. Nothing will, I hope, occur to part us, or cause our love to be less stronger than it is at this moment.

What can? she asked quickly, raising her eyebrows. We trust one another. I have money enough for both. What more?

The horrible thought that the poniard in my pocket must sooner or later be plunged into her heart, flashed across my mind, causing me to shudder and gasp for breath.

No, I replied with a feigned laugh, I — it is only a foolish fancy on my part. My joy seems almost too perfect to be lasting.

I am yours; you are mine, she said passionately. We shall marry and live together always as happy as we are to-day.

Twilight had faded, and it had grown almost dark. I had risen and was standing beside her chair, bending and kissing her soft cheek, when suddenly the door opened and the maid entered to light the lamps.

Pardon, Madame la Princesse, exclaimed the girl, I thought you had gone out.

No, Nina, I shall not go out to-night, said her mistress. Tell cook that Msieur Mordvinoff will remain and dine.

When the maid had lit the lamps and departed, I returned to where the princess sat, and noticed how her face had changed. Instead of the cold, haughty expression, her flushed countenance beamed with tender, womanly love, an expression that was supremely fascinating. As I stood admiring her, a morbid fancy crept over me. Why should I not take her life now she was in the zenith of her happiness? It would be better so, I argued; better than allowing her passion to develop and overwhelm me.

I was too well aware that the violation of my oath would mean death to me as well as to her, and as I stood behind her chair I placed my hand upon the hilt of the knife in my pocket and half drew it from its sheath.

But I could not bring myself to commit the crime. Drawing a long breath, I pushed the keen blade into its leather case with a firm determination to overcome my thoughts, and again seating myself upon the stool at her feet, continued talking of our plans for the future.

* * *

A fortnight later I was summoned before a meeting of the Executive.

We understand, exclaimed Pétroff, the president of the council, that you hesitate to carry out the sentence of death upon the Princess Stratonovski. Why?—

I glanced round at the pale, determined faces of the five revolutionists who were sitting at a table in the well-furnished dining room in Mostyn Road.

I — I want time, I stammered.

Time! You have already had three months. We are well aware that you admire her, but she must not escape. Remember the oath you took upon this knife, and he pointed to a long bright dagger which lay unsheathed on the table before him. The Executive have decided that the traitress must die. If she escapes, you will pay the penalty with your own life. We trust in you.

* * * *

In a frenzy of mad despair I walked the Lon don streets one day a week later, seeking some means by which to avert the death of the woman I loved. The decree of the Executive was irrevocable. Their terrible vengeance is known throughout the world, and it is their proud boast that of those whom they condemned to death not one has ever escaped.

After wandering aimlessly for many hours, my footsteps led me involuntarily to Albert Hall Mansions.

It was late in the evening, somewhere about ten oclock, when the old servant Ivan admitted me. As I entered the drawing room she did not at first observe my presence, and I stood for a few moments watching her. She wore a charming evening costume of cream net relieved by amber ribbons, and was reclining in an armchair, reading a novel. The mellow light of the shaded lamp fell upon her fair head, pillowed on the satin cushion, and her whole attitude was one of peace and repose. She held a lighted cigarette between her fingers.

Suddenly my movement startled her.

Ah! Vladimir! Quel plaisir! she cried, tossing aside her book and rising to bid me welcome. All day I have expected you.

After kissing her upturned face I sank into a chair without a word.

What ails you? she asked in alarm, noticing my pale face and mud-bespattered clothes. You — you are ill. Tell me.

Its nothing, I assured her, striving to smile. A slight faintness, thats all.

Accepting the explanation, she reseated herself and we commenced to chat. Of what we said I have no recollection. I know that when she lifted my hand to her lips I drew it away as if I had been stung. She was caressing the hand that was soon to take her life! The thought was horrifying.

She was at a loss to understand the meaning of my action.

You are not well to-night, Vladimir, she said half reproachfully.

No, no, Princess, I replied, Im well enough in health. It is the knowledge of our love that troubles me.

Of our love? Why so?

I cast her hand aside, and jumping to my feet, paced the room in frantic distraction. She clutched my arm entreating me to tell her the cause of my agitation. Suddenly I stopped before her.

Princess, I whispered hoarsely, grasping her slim, white wrist, hear me! I am base, ignoble; I have deceived you!

What! You love me not — you—

I love you better than life. I would do anything to save you, yet, by a devilish vagary of Fate, I am compelled to kill you!

Kill me! she gasped. Dieu! You are imbecile — mad!

Her face blanched; she tottered and almost fell. Yes, I was mad, I said bitterly. Mad to love you when I knew that I must kill you. I am a Nihilist!

A Nihilist!

Yes. By your evidence some members of our organization have been sent to Siberia, and the sentence the Executive has passed upon you is death.

Ah! she cried wildly. It is the statement in the Novosti. Listen, Vladimir! Pausing to gain breath, she shuddered at the sight of the long, keen knife that I had drawn and held in my hand. It was a vile lie concocted by my husband in order that the Nihilist vengeance should fall upon me. When Count Nekhlindoffs plot failed, he resorted to this scheme, and got some journalist he knew to insert the libelous statement, well knowing that I should not escape death.

Is the allegation untrue, then? I asked in astonishment.

Yes. I swear it is. At the time of the trial I was at Odessa with the Archduchess Paul, and was perfectly ignorant of everything until I saw the paragraph. I wrote contradicting it, but they did not publish my letter. It was the prince who desired that the organization should remove me and leave him free.

I accept your explanation, Princess, I said, yet how am I to save you? By my oath I am bound to obey the mandate of our Circle and compass your death.

I am innocent, Vladimir. Is it that I die? she asked, glancing apprehensively at the knife that flashed so ominously in. the lamplight. Can I not have time — time to prepare for death?

How long?

Three days, or more. Mon Dieu! I shall not try to escape. I swear.

Very well, I replied in a low voice. It is agreed. Three days.

Bidding her a strained, sorrowful farewell, I left her.

* * * * *

At eight oclock on the evening of the third day the door of the flat was flung open by Ivan in response to my summons.

Is Madame the Princess at home? I asked of the grave-faced old man.

Alas, msieur, he replied in a grief-stricken voice, madame is dead.

Dead! I gasped. When did she die?

She — she has been murdered! he exclaimed in an awed tone. I discovered her body an hour ago. The doctor and police are now in her room.

I rushed along the hall to the apartment, in which I heard low voices. It was a large, well-furnished bedchamber, dimly illuminated by two candles. Upon a couch near the window lay the body of the princess attired in a white cashmere wrap, the breast of which was stained with blood.

Heedless of the doctor and two police inspectors who were conversing together, I went over to the body and gazed upon it.

What I saw amazed me. I staggered, yet by presence of mind managed to conceal my agitation.

The fair, handsome face of the princess had been slashed with the knife in the form of a cross, and the blood gave it a terribly ghastly appearance.

The cut was the distinguishing mark which Nihilists set upon the faces of traitors!

Something bright in the hands of one of the police officers attracted my attention. He was examining it by the light of the candles as I peered over his shoulder.

It was a dagger which, in an instant, I recognized as mine!

I felt in my pocket. The sheath was there, but the weapon had gone! I was dumbfounded. I had been forestalled, and the princess had been murdered with the knife stolen from me!.

The officer, after questioning me, took my assumed name and address, explaining that I should be required at the inquest.

In reply to my inquiries, Ivan told me that the princess, intending to leave for Paris on the morrow, had sent Nina, her maid, on in advance to secure her rooms. At six oclock, while in the dining room, he heard the outer door slam, and concluded that his mistress had gone out. An hour later he entered the bedroom and discovered the crime.

* * * * *

The Executive sat on the following evening and I attended to make my report. It was a mere formality, for the papers were full of the mysterious crime.

Princess Stratonovski is removed, I said briefly, when interrogated by Pétroff.

Thanks to the assistance of Dmitri, he added, with a smile.

Irteneff! I repeated, glancing at the dark, middle-aged man indicated, who sat with his elbows leaning upon the table.

Yes, he said laughing, I knew how difficult it is to assassinate the woman one loves, so I assisted you.

At the inquest I identified the body, while Ivan related his brief story. Twice the inquiry was adjourned, and subsequently a verdict was returned that the princess had been murdered by some person or persons unknown. The prince was communicated with by telegraph, but he took no notice, and at the funeral Ivan and I were the only mourners.

The police could discover no clew to the assassin, and thus another was added to Londons long list of unfathomable mysteries.

One day, about six weeks after the funeral, I received a note from Ivan, asking me to meet him at half-past seven that evening under the railway arch adjoining the Charing Cross Station of the Underground Railway.

Thinking that he might have something of importance to tell me, I kept the appointment. The road which runs under the bridge is not too well lit, and the spot is rather quiet about that hour.

Big Ben had just struck the half hour, when I felt a slight pressure on my arm, and heard my Christian name uttered.

Turning quickly, I confronted a female figure enveloped in a traveling cloak, and wearing a soft felt hat, and a veil through which the features were recognizable in the lamplight.

It was the Princess Stratonovski!

Irene! I cried, is it really you?

Yes. I am no apparition, she replied with a laugh. But no one must see me. Let us walk this way.

In a few moments we were strolling under the trees on the Embankment.

It was quite simple, she said, in reply to my eager questions. I always was a little inventatif. You remember that on the night you told me of my doom you found me alone reading? Well, that night Nina was ill, and I had been attending her. I did not call a doctor, as I had no idea that she suffered from a weak heart. She died, poor girl, at six oclock on the night you had promised to return. Then a thought occurred to me that, as her hair was the same color as my own, I might pass off her body as mine. I took Ivan into my confidence, telling him of the attempt which would be made upon my life—

You did not mention my name? I said anxiously.

Of course not. After I had dressed the body in one of my own wraps, we carried it to my room and placed it upon the couch. Nina was about my build, therefore I attired myself in her clothes, and taking the most valuable of my jewels, left at eight oclock for Paris. Meanwhile Ivan remained. From what he has told me it appears that he watched and saw a middle-aged man enter the flat by means of a latch key. After searching several rooms he went into my bedroom. There the man saw a female form whom he thought was me, and stabbed it to the heart. This occurred within half an hour of Ninas death.

And it was the mutilation of the face that prevented me from discovering that it was Nina, I remarked.

Exactly. Yet no crime has been committed, and I have escaped.

Wonderful, Princess! I exclaimed, astonished at the curious combination of circumstances.

The prince thinks me dead; therefore I am a free woman, she said as we walked up Villiers Street. I am no longer princess, but Madame Valakhina. I still love you, Vladimir, but I can see it is useless, for if we met often the Nihilists would discover how they have been tricked. I must therefore leave you. To-night I go to Brussels, and afterward to Yvoir, on the Meuse, where I have taken a villa. Ivan is there already. When you can safely leave London, come and see me.

We had ascended the steps and entered the Charing Cross terminus. The hands of the great clock pointed to five minutes to eight.

See, she added, I must go to the carriage. The train leaves at eight.

We walked along the platform and she entered an empty first-class compartment, into which a porter had already put her dressing-case.

When the man had taken his tip and departed, I said:

Farewell, Princess.

My heart was too full to say more.

No, no, Vladimir. Not farewell, she sobbed, her large violet eyes wet with tears. Au revoir. We shall meet again some day.

And, as the Continental train moved slowly out of the station, she kissed her tiny hand to me and again murmured:

Au revoir!


THE BURLESQUE OF DEATH.
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THE SECRET POLICE attached to the Russian Embassy in London are ever watchful and untiring in their efforts to discover the plans and movements of our party. It is, therefore, our constant endeavor to lead them upon false scents and direct their attention to quarters in opposition to that in which we are working.

No monarch possesses such a prodigious organization of police spies as the Tzar. His emissaries are in every European city, and it must be admitted that for cunning and astuteness they are unequaled. Attached to each embassy is the Okrannoie Otdelenie, or Security Section, consisting of some twenty or thirty detectives whose duty it is to closely watch political suspects, and forward elaborate reports of their movements to General Sekerzhinski, chief of the department at St. Petersburg.

The stratagems practiced by these agents, and their insolence, are unbounded. In smaller states, such as Bulgaria, Roumania, Switzerland, and Italy, both law and political decency are violated, and these men act as if they were in a Russian provincial town. No one in the Balkan Peninsula doubts that the two Bulgarians who attempted to assassinate Mantoff, the Prefect of Rustchuk, when he was so imprudent as to go to Bucharest, were the tools of Yakobson, the third secretary of the Russian Embassy in Roumania. Again, it was proved that they offered people bribes to clandestinely introduce implements for false coining into the lodgings of a well-known literary man, the Russian refugee, Cass-Dobrogeanu. In dozens of cases attempts have been made — often successfully — to introduce bombs and explosives into the houses of Russian suspects abroad in order that they may be accused and imprisoned, thus removing their revolutionary influence. After a recent trial in Paris, where six men were condemned to long terms of imprisonment for having dynamite in their possession, it was proved most conclusively that into the houses of four of them the explosive had been introduced by persons bribed by a provocating agent of the Tzars government!

It is well known in our circle that in the beginning of the last decade Colonel Soudeikin, the then chief of spies and provocating agents in St. Petersburg, proposed to his principal confidential agent — afterward his murderer — Decayeff, in order to strengthen his reputation in revolutionary circles, that he should murder an unimportant fellow-spy, P — first exposing him to the revolutionists. Of course, remarked Soudeikin, it is hard on him, but what can one do? You must gain their confidence in some way, and in any case P — will never be good for any thing. Indeed, the man referred to was already suspected of being a spy, and all the revolutionists were on their guard against him.

At such a level of morality the prospect of a paying job is sufficient to inspire the agents of the Russian State police with a spirit of boundless enterprise. The advantage thus gained by the Russian government is enormous; provocation is the surest way to give false impressions about the Russian patriots and to terrorize foreign public opinion to the detriment of the liberation movement.

Recently the foreign branch of the higher police has been strengthened and remodeled. In London the section now works independently. Paris has been constituted the center from which operations in other towns are superintended; then come the university towns, as Montpellier, Zurich, and Berne, and the towns specially frequented by Russians, as Mentone. From Paris flying brigades of spies and provocators are sent out to places where special activity is required. The staff of employees has been renewed, and the numbers greatly augmented. As an instance, no fewer than six new agents were sent from Russia immediately after the assassination of General Seliverstroff by Padlewski in Paris.

More attention is bestowed upon London than elsewhere, because it has become known that many of the foremost Terrorists reside in the English metropolis. The satellites of the Security Section are, however, baffled by the watchfulness of our own spies, and unable to make much progress with their inquiries owing to the traps we lay for them. Indeed, finding their activity counteracted, they have decided to found in London some kind of Russian institution, which by its artistic and literary attractions shall induce Russians living in the metropolis to visit it; the aim being to facilitate the obtaining of information and the choice of future victims for provocation.

At the time the events related in this story occurred, the Executive had resolved upon decisive action.

As a protest against the increasing tyranny of Tzardom, it had been decided that a grand coup should be made at the Winter Palace at St. Petersburg, where two members of our organization were engaged as servants in the Imperial household. News of the plot was conveyed secretly to the various circles on the Continent, while we in London set about arranging the various details.

To Nicolas Tersinski, who lived in Heygate Street, Walworth, was the work of manufacturing a dynamite clock intrusted. He had been a locksmith in Warsaw and was skilled in mechanical contrivances. It was he who made the bombs which wrecked the Tzars train near Grodno, and to his ingenuity the machines that had caused several outrages were due.

While these preparations were in progress, it was of course highly essential that our secret should be strictly guarded and that our ubiquitous enemies, the police spies, should entertain no suspicion of our intentions. Nevertheless, we were one day amazed and startled to discover that the Security Section had suddenly grown more active than usual, and that there were unmistakable signs that they had gained some knowledge of the conspiracy.

The Executive held a hurried meeting to consider the best means of averting the espionage. I was still living expensively as a young man about town, and, as I rarely visited the house in Mostyn Road, my connection with the revolutionists was unknown to the police. For this reason I was chosen, together with Grinevitch, to assist in the work of shadowing the spies in order that Pétroff and the committee might complete their plans and get the machine safely to St. Petersburg.

The work was exciting, adventurous, and somewhat risky; but it suited my devil-may-care spirit. The daring with which our organization acted inspired me with confidence, and I went about fearlessly, attired in various garbs, and tracked the minions of the Tzar into all sorts of queer corners of London. They were indefatigable; but owing to our headquarters in Mostyn Road being temporarily abandoned, they were entirely off the scent. It was my object to further puzzle them, and, assisted by half a dozen other members of the party, I think I succeeded.

Meanwhile the clock was being completed, and the plans for the coup elaborated.

While sitting one evening at a small table in the Café Royal in Regent Street smoking, sipping kummel, and lazily scanning the Petit Journal, a word in guttural Russian addressed to the waiter caused me to glance across to a tall, dark man in evening dress, who had seated himself alone and unnoticed at the other side of the table opposite me. A momentary glance was sufficient for me to recognize in him the original of a photograph which had been given me, and pointed out as Guibaud, the renowned French detective, who had recently been placed at the head of the Security Section in London.

He was lighting his cigar and flashing the great diamond ring upon his finger, when I suddenly asked him for the lighted match for my cigarette. By that means I opened a commonplace conversation, and I quickly felt confident that he had no suspicion that I was a Terrorist.

After spending nearly an hour together, and drinking at each others expense, we strolled to Oxford Circils, where we parted, not, however, before we had exchanged cards, he giving me one with the name Jules Guibaud, while upon mine was inscribed the words Pierre Noirel, National Liberal Club. He told me that he was a glove merchant in the Rue de la Paix, Paris, while I made him believe that I was a young Belgian of independent means, who was living in England for the purpose of acquiring the language.



On wishing him good-night, I jumped into an omnibus which was going in the direction of the Marble Arch; but as soon as the conveyance had traveled about five hundred yards, I alighted and followed the astute chief spy, who was then retracing his steps down Regent Street. Eventually I discovered that he resided in Russell Square, Bloomsbury, and from that evening I haunted him like a shadow, in order to obtain an insight into his methods. I quickly ascertained how closely, day and night, the prominent members were being watched, not only by the Russian police, but by detectives from Scotland Yard, whose aid they had invoked. Guibaud and I met on several occasions, and always as friends.

One afternoon when I called at the house of Isaac Bounakoff in Aspland Grove, Hackney, to which our headquarters had been temporarily transferred, Pétroff made a statement that caused me amazement and dismay. Notwithstanding our precautions, the spies had discovered Tersinskis house in Walworth, and were watching it. Isaac had recognized one of the Security Section men standing at the corner of the street. He had completed the machine, and was anxious to remove it to a place of safety before search was made by the English police. It was imperative that the incriminating object should be got out of the house without delay, and after some discussion the task of removing it devolved upon me, Grinevitch volunteering to assist.

Returning at once to my chambers, I contrived, by the aid of a gray wig and the contents of my make-up box, to assume the appearance of an elderly man. Attiring myself in a seedy suit, I donned an apron which I rolled up around my waist, so that when, an hour later, I alighted from an omnibus in the Walworth Road, I presented the appearance of a respectable mechanic.

It was now quite dark, and, as I turned down the quiet street, I met an ill-clad man sauntering up and down, smoking a short clay pipe. The light of a street lamp fell upon his features, which I recognized as those of Guibaud. He gave me a sharp, inquiring glance, but was unsuspicious; therefore I walked on until I came before Tresinskis house — an eight-roomed dwelling, with area and basement of the usual South London type. Then I looked round suddenly, and seeing that his back was turned, darted up the steps leading to the front door, and let myself in quietly with the latchkey.

The unfamiliar interior was pitch dark, and I was afraid to strike a match lest the detectives attention might be attracted. Groping my way carefully up the stairs, I ascended to Tersinskis workshop on the top floor, where he had told me I should find the box.

After a few moments search I found it standing under a bench near the window. Handling it with the utmost care — for it was already charged with a sufficient quantity of dynamite to wreck the whole street — I drew it forth and found it had the appearance of a small, black tin deed box, with handles at each end, while upon the side the name F. Evans had been painted in white capitals..

I was just bending to lift it from the ground, when I was startled at feeling myself seized from behind.

Ah! You are my prisoner! cried a voice, which, in a moment, I had recognized as that of Guibaud, who had evidently followed me into the house.

At first both my arms seemed pinioned, but it was not for long. In a few seconds I had recovered my breath, wrested my right arm free, and drawn my revolver.

It flashed across my mind that we were alone, and that it was imperative I should overpower him.

Let me go, curse you! I cried in French. I give you warning that, if you dont, Ill fire into that box and blow you to the devil.

Do it, he replied. You would die too. I arrest you for the manufacture of explosives.

Dont make too sure of your prey, I said, at the same time taking him off his guard, and freeing myself by dint of a great effort.

In the dim uncertain light, I saw something lying upon the bench, and snatched it up. It was a hammer, Sacré, hissed Guibaud, you shall not escape, now I have caught you in this trap, and his dark form darted forward.

I was only just in time. Raising the hammer, I brought it down with a crushing blow upon his skull.

Uttering a loud cry of pain, he reeled backward and fell with a heavy thud to the floor.

Without a moments hesitation I cast the hammer aside, thrust the revolver in my pocket, and, grasping the box, dashed downstairs to the street door.

At that moment I heard a man passing outside, whistling a music-hall air. It was Grinevitch; I knew that no one was watching outside. Opening the door, I carried the box down the steps and hurried quickly away in the opposite direction to that by which I had approached. Walking down Deacon Street, in order to return to the Walworth Road, I was surprised to find so many police constables, for fully a dozen passed me. Nevertheless, I was unmolested, and on gaining the main thoroughfare hailed a passing hansom, and placing the box on the seat beside me, drove to my chambers.

I had not been joined by Grinevitch as I had arranged, and supposed that he had remained behind to ascertain the cause of the sudden influx of police.

It was well that I left the house as quickly as I did, for I learnt afterward that a raid was made upon the place almost immediately. But beyond finding three rooms full of furniture, some locksmiths tools, and the chief spy lying insensible, their vigilance was unrewarded.

* * * * *

A week later Guibaud had recovered from the blow I had dealt him, and I was again shadowing him. He was walking along the Strand, in the direction of Trafalgar Square, when I passed him and appeared to suddenly recognize him. After a few moments conversation I found he was going into Oxford Street, therefore I proposed that he should accompany me along Shaftesbury Avenue, and call at my chambers for a whisky and soda, an arrangement to which he made no objection.

Presently, as he sat before my sitting-room fire damiring my little flat for its artistic decorations and coziness, I stood upon the hearthrug, smoking a cigarette and watching him with anxious expectation. He was foolishly unsuspicious, or he would not have drank the liquor I offered him.

Almost immediately after emptying his glass he became dazed.

I — I dont know how it is — but — I feel strangely unwell, he exclaimed, with an attempt to laugh, at the same time drawing his hand across his brow. Dieu! my head is swimming — I — I

And after struggling to rise, he fell back in the armchair unconscious.

Unbuttoning his coat, I quickly abstracted the contents of his pockets.

There were only several letters and a well-worn pocket-book. Carefully examining the entries in the latter, I found they consisted of the names, addresses, and descriptions of various Russian refugees. Some of the names had a cross against them, which evidently denoted that they were revolutionists. In the cover of the book was a letter on thin foreign paper, which had been carefully preserved. Eagerly reading through the communication, I discovered that the writer had betrayed our secret, and gave a detailed outline of the conspiracy.

It was written in Russian by one who gave his address at 88 Rue Royale, Dieppe, and signed with the initials P. P. But the calligraphy was unmistakable, for I had a number of communications in that handwriting, which I recognized as that of Peter Patrovski, a prominent member of the Paris Circle. A number of members of that branch of the organization had recently been arrested and sentenced to imprisonment, and now, from the letter I had discovered, it was clear that this traitor to our cause was in the pay of the secret police. Taking a pencil and paper, I scribbled out a copy of the evidence of Patrovskis treachery. It was his death warrant!

When I had made myself acquainted with the contents of the other letters, I replaced them all in the pockets of the insensible man, and then endeavored to restore him to consciousness.

When at last he opened his eyes and roused himself, I treated the matter jocularly, attributing the result to the strength of the whisky, combined with the heat of the room. Almost the first thing he did was to feel in his breast pocket. Finding both pocket-book and letters safe, his suspicions were apparently allayed, and, after drinking a little brandy, he pulled himself together and took a cab home.

Little did he dream that within half a dozen yards of where he had been seated was the dynamite clock, which I -had taken from under his very nose, and for which the police of London, Paris, and Berlin were busily searching.

Next day I reported Patrovskis treachery to the Executive, and the death sentence was passed.

* * * *

News had been received from St. Petersburg that the arrangements there had been perfected.

An emissary from the Russian capital was to travel to Brussels and there receive the clock from the Executive. Every port of departure for the Continent was, however, being carefully watched by the police, and passengers by the various mail trains were closely scrutinized at the London termini. Even had they not been watched, the ordinary routes would have been useless, for the Customs examination at any foreign port would have been fatal to our project. The exact size of the box had been sent to St. Petersburg, and arrangements had been made for smuggling it across the German and Russian frontiers.

At length, after much discussion the Executive resolved that, as the box was in my possession, I should undertake the handing of it over to the representative from Russia.

Owing to the espionage at London stations, I was compelled to leave the beaten track. On the day following the final decision, I placed the box in a small portmanteau, together with some wearing apparel, and, calling a cab, drove to Croydon, thence taking train to the quaint old town of Deal. As there is no service of boats to the Continent from the sleepy little place I felt secure, and took up my quarters at the Ship, an old-fashioned inn opposite the beach, frequented mainly by fishermen.

On the afternoon following my arrival I was seated in the dingy little bar parlor, scanning a limp, beer-stained newspaper, a week old, when an elderly, sinister-looking toiler of the sea entered.

Arfnoon, sir. Fresh breeze outside, was his greeting in a deep, hoarse voice.

I acquiesced, and, as he seated himself in the window-bench and ordered his rum of the ruddyfaced waiting-maid, I commenced to chat. From his conversation I learnt that he was the owner of a small smack, and that he and his three companions were going to have a turn around the Goodwins at midnight. When, with a landsmans ignorance, I asked whether the fishermen of those parts were on good terms with the coastguard, he winked knowingly and remarked:

Theres a good deal wot comes ashore here as dont pay duty, you bet.

This remark gave me confidence in my man.

Look here, I said in a low tone, after we had been discussing the various modes of evading the customs dues. The fact is, Ive got something that I dont want to pay duty upon. How much do you want to run me over to Belgium to-night?

The man looked keenly at me, and his features relaxed into a curious smile. Removing the long clay pipe from his lips, he gazed thoughtfully into his glass.

Where do you want to land? he asked.

Anywhere thats safe. My bag contains some jewels — their description is in the hands of the police — you understand?

Stolen, he muttered, nodding his head. Ive done the same thing afore for gents, and he took a deliberate pull at his pipe. Wenduyne ud be the best place to run into. Nobody about; and you could take the dillygance to Blankenberghe and then go by train direct to Brussels.

Very well; how much?

Twenty poun.

I tried to convince him that the sum asked was too much, but he argued that it was a contraband job, and that there were three of his mates to be paid out of it.

At last I consented.

All right, he said, well start at seven, and land you afore daybreak.

The evening was dark and stormy, but at the hour appointed I managed to get the portmanteau out of the inn unobserved, and met him on the beach. Quickly assuming an oilskin and sou-wester which he handed me, I jumped into a small boat with the four men — about as rough looking a quartette as one could imagine — and a quarter of an hour later we boarded the smack, which lay at anchor some distance from the shore.

We lost no time in preparing to start, and soon hoisted sail, let go our moorings, and set our bows around the Goodwins in the direction of the Belgian coast. Gradually the weather grew more boisterous, and our boat labored heavily through the rolling seas until midnight, when the storm abated.

The men were on deck managing the craft, while I, with the portmanteau under the bench near me, sat alone in the corner of the narrow, dirty little cabin, smoking and reading an old newspaper by the uncertain light of the swinging oil lamp. The motion of the boat must, I think, have lulled me to sleep, for I was suddenly awakened by hearing whispering near me.

The lamp had gone out and I was in total darkness.

I listened, feeling convinced that I had heard subdued voices.

Suddenly hoarse, ominous words broke upon my ear.

Garn! Dont be a fool, Ned. Hes got jewels in the bag, wot hes stole. There aint no reason why we shouldnt share.

It was the voice of the skipper.

Hush! Youll wake him.

If he stirs, darn him, well chuck him overboard, like we did the other cove, thats all.

I sat breathless, hesitating to move. It was plain that the men were a gang of unscrupulous villains who intended to rob me.

While I was reflecting upon my position, I heard the portmanteau being dragged from under the seat where I had placed it. I knew I must act.

Well, what do you want with my bag, pray?

I cried, jumping to my feet.

Lie still, will you, replied the skippers gruff voice, were going to have our pick of the stones, and if you utter a word well put you over where you cant walk home.

Oh, indeed, I shouted, drawing my revolver and standing on the defense. Although I cant see you, you devils, the first one who touches my bag is a dead man.

A blow was immediately aimed at me, but fortunately it fell upon my left arm. At that moment one of the men struck a light, and I found that all four were in the cabin with me.

The skipper, who had a life-preserver in his hand, noticed my revolver and hesitated.

Twenty poun aint enough, he said fiercely, and me and my mates mean to have some o your jewelry.

As these words fell from his lips, one of the men, a tall, burly fellow, in a dirty yellow oilskin, grasped the handle of the portmanteau as if to carry it up on deck.

We want no jaw, exclaimed the skipper. Say a word, and well drown you like a rat.

Put that down, I shouted to the man. If you dont, Ill fire!

But he laughed mockingly.

Pointing the pistol over his head, I pulled the trigger. The bullet whizzed past his ear, and smashed the little square mirror that was hanging up behind where he was standing. The man dropped the bag, and drawing a knife, was in the act of rushing upon me, when one of his companions held him back.

No, cried the fellow who had grasped his arm. Give him one more chance of life. If he hands over the bag to us, well guarantee to land him at Wenduyne.

I shant give it up, I replied in anger. In the first place, you cowardly villains have been caught in your own trap. There are no jewels inside, but stuff that youd rather not have on board this craft. All thats inside is dynamite!

Dynamite! ejaculated the men in alarm.

Yes, I replied. Now listen! You mistook your man. Im not an absconding thief, as you thought, but, nevertheless, I mean that you shall take me to Wenduyne, and whats more, land me there before sunrise. If you dont, my mission will be useless. Im tired of life, and if you dont fulfill your contract, I shall touch the spring inside, and send us all to kingdom come. Now, you infernal cutthroats, do as you please. I shall remain here, and, if you value your lives, youll carry out the agreement for which Ive paid you.

Then I unlocked the portmanteau, and showed them the box concealed inside.

My fierce, determined attitude cowed them. Like beaten dogs, they returned on deck without scarcely uttering a word.

The announcement that I had such a quantity of explosive had its effect, for, just as dawn was spreading, I was put ashore in a small boat upon a lonely part of the beach, about three miles north of Wenduyne, and directed to the road down which the diligence to Blankenberghe would pass., That evening I took my seat in the mail train for Brussels.

I had taken my chair at the table dhote at the Hotel Bellevue at Brussels, when a tall, handsome woman entered, and, bowing stiffly, took a vacant chair opposite me. She was about thirty-five, and dressed with taste and elegance. Her dark, piercing eyes looked into mine inquiringly for a moment, while I gazed steadily at her. Then, to my surprise, she gave the sign of our organization. Immediately I gave the countersign, and glanced at her reassuringly.

During the meal, we carried on a commonplace conversation in French, and when it had ended, we rose to separate. As we were passing out of the salle à manger, she whispered to me in Russian:

My room is No. 64. Meet me there in half an hour.

I obeyed, and entered her private sitting room unobserved. From the breast of her dress she drew forth her credential, a letter signed by the chief of the St. Petersburg Circle.

As my room was in the same corridor, I found no difficulty in secretly conveying the box from my apartments to hers.

Opening her dressing-case, she placed it in the side which had been specially constructed to receive it.

We sat talking for some time, she telling me of the progress of the propaganda in the capital, and explaining how, on the occasion of the festival of the Knights of St. George at the Winter Palace, the coup was to be made.

I have been here four days, she said, in reply to a question. Early to-morrow morning I must leave on the return journey. I have only five days, and it is imperative that I should be back in time.

Well, I said, rising to take my leave, the Executive send you greeting, madame, and wish you bon voyage. May this forthcoming blow to autocracy prove decisive.

Merci, msieur, she replied. I am utterly devoted to the cause. Au revoir. And we grasped hands.

Next morning, when I went down to breakfast, I learned that madame had already left — for Ostend, they believed. After eating my meal, I returned to my room, and was astonished to see a well-dressed man emerging. A moment later I met Guibaud face to face.

Why, my dear fellow! he exclaimed, they told me you were not up, so I came to make an early call. Well, what are you doing over here? A little love affair, eh?

No, Ive just run over to see a couple of old chums. I was at college here, you know.

Ah, of course, he said thoughtfully. I remember, you told me. Well, Im going down to get something to eat. Come into the salle à manger presently, will you. Well spend the day together.

I replied in the affirmative, and left him. Entering my room, I at once discovered that my portmanteau had been opened, and the contents turned over.

But the vigilance of the great detective had been frustrated, for he had arrived a couple of hours too late.

* * * *

Six days later. Walking down the Strand in the evening, a newsboy held a paper under my nose, crying, Ere yare, sir. Extra spe-shall! Attempt to murder the Tzar! Spe-shall!

I purchased a copy, and read the brief telegram regarding the explosion at the Imperial Palace. The Salle Blache, and the adjoining state apartments, had been wrecked, and although no lives had been lost, several persons had been injured. We regarded the plot as successful, for, once more, without the sacrifice of human life, we had terrified his Imperial Majesty, and showed him that, notwithstanding his rigorous measures, Nihilism was still active.

In the same journal, under the heading, A Paris Mystery, was the report of the discovery of a body in the Seine, with the face cut in the form of a cross.

It was that of the traitor Patrovski.


SOPHIE ZAGAROVNAS SECRET.
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ON THE KERB in the Strand, opposite the entrance to the Gaiety Theatre, I was, one wet winters night, selling newspapers.

Ill-clad and unwashed, I lounged about with the cab touts who were waiting for the conclusion of the performance, and although for the past hour I had shouted the contents of the papers under my arm, I had only sold three copies. The dirty ragged rabble from the slums off Drury Lane eyed me with askance as a new hand, little suspecting that I was acting the part of detective.

I was engaged in watching one of my compatriots who had recently arrived in England, and whom the Party regarded with suspicion. Ostensibly he was the agent of a firm of merchants in Moscow, but from secret information we had received from the Circle in that city, we shrewdly suspected that his real mission was that of agent of Secret Police. Owing to his failure to discover the authors of the plot at the Winter Palace, Guibaud had been summarily dismissed from the service, and we believed that this man who called himself Albert Jacolliot was his successor. The vigilant observation which for the past fortnight I had kept upon him went to show conclusively that he was in London on some secret errand.

Assuming all sorts of disguises, I had watched him continuously since the first hour we had received warning that he was near us, and under the pretence of selling newspapers, I was now awaiting his re-appearance so that I might follow him.

Whilst standing on the kerb, wet and uncomfortable, gazing wistfully into the warm, brilliantly-lit vestibule, a tall, beautiful girl descended the broad flight of stairs. She was in evening dress, with a pink opera-cloak around her shoulders, and a black lace shawl over her head. Slight and delicate, she had large brown lustrous eyes, wavy hair, a firm mouth, and a nose that was just tip-tilted enough to give the face an expression of piquancy.

Several touts rushed up to her, crying, Keb or kerrige, lady? But she took no heed. Standing at the entrance for a moment she looked anxiously up and down, and then espied me.

Drawing her cloak closer around her, she walked across to where I stood.

Paper, lady? I asked.  Globe, Echo, Star?

Give me anything you like, Anton Prèhznev, she replied in Russian, at the same time uttering a password that is known to the Russian Revolutionary Party throughout the world.

I stood for a moment amazed. Noticing my surprise, she exclaimed in a low tone, Give me a paper.

I gave her one, and in return she handed me a penny and a piece of paper folded small.

An order from the Executive — conceal it, she said, and turning quickly, entered a hansom that was standing near and drove away.

Presently, when no one was watching, I walked up Catherine Street and opened the note under a street lamp.

The contents were brief, but to the point.

The bearer is Sophie Zagarovna. Call upon her at 11 a.m. to-morrow at 76, The Terrace, Richmond, and render all assistance possible. — PAUL PETROFF.

Sophie Zagarovna! I knew her by reputation and had been anxious to meet her, for she was one of the most daring of the Zurich Nihilists. The boldness and success of her plots had more than once caused them to be a source of comment throughout the world. It was she who, alone and unaided, entrapped General Yagodkin, Chief of the Moscow Police, and shot him dead because of the wholesale arrests of innocent persons which he made after the attempt to wreck the Winter Palace. For the past three years she had lived in Zurich, where she had been the idol of the students. Young, refined, and eminently beautiful, she was queen of that centre of learning, and the Russians and Germans studying at the colleges vied with one another to secure her smiles. She knew well the advantages of beauty, and influenced her young admirers to join the Party, afterwards prevailing upon them to go to Russia and perform various risky missions.

In more than one instance a young man, madly in love with her and enthusiastic in the cause of freedom, had journeyed to the land of his birth determined to strike a blow against Tzardom in order to secure her favour, yet, alas! the result has been fatal — either death, or the mines. Vain, and fond of admiration, she had numbers worshipping at her shrine, yet through all the breath of scandal had never touched her. Indeed, so intensely bent was she upon her purpose, that her heart appeared steeled against love, and she treated those who paid her court with queenly reserve. Of her parentage or real name nothing was known except that she took the oath in Petersburg and afterwards went to Switzerland, where she speedily developed into one of the most fearless of Terrorists.

I returned to the theatre-entrance after reading the order from Pétroff. I saw my man emerge, and followed him to the Westminster Palace Hotel, where he was staying.

Punctually at the time appointed, I was ushered into a pretty sitting-room at Richmond, the windows of which commanded a broad view of the Terrace Gardens and the picturesque valley of the Thames. In a few moments Sophie Zagarovna entered, and greeting me with a winning smile and pleasant words, sat down and commenced to chat.

I am here, in England, upon a secret mission from our Circle, she said in Russian, replying to my inquiries. The Executive have recommended you as one who can assist me. It is for our Cause, but its true object must not be known just yet. You must understand that it is not because you are distrusted, but because there are spies in the very walls. Will you help me?

For the Cause — yes, I replied.

Then listen. For the future I shall be known as Sophie Kalatenka, daughter of the late General Kalatenka, Governor of Smolensk, and you are my brother Ivan. We shall both change our residence and live at a West End boarding-house, where the other boarders will know us as brother and sister.

Yes, I said, puzzled.

You wonder why?  she added, arching her brows and laughing. Well, you will see. No one knows you at the Embassy, do they?

No.

Then leave all to me, and we shall succeed.

I remained and lunched with her, spending a very pleasant couple of hours discussing the prospects of the revolutionary programme, and criticising its weak points. Then I took leave of her, promising to meet her in London on the morrow.

Two months later we were one night guests at a grand ball given at the Russian Embassy, Chesham House.

I had assumed the character of the handsome girls brother, and we had taken up our quarters at an expensive boarding-house at South Kensington. By means unknown to me Sophie had procured invitations for us both, and it was about ten oclock when we alighted from our hired carriage, and shortly afterwards entered the fine ball-room. The uniforms of the men added brilliancy to the gay scene, but among the women there was not one so beautiful as my sister, who, attired in a dress of pale heliotrope, looked fresh and fair as a spring flower.

Soon we were parted, and for the first hour I only caught occasional glimpses of her as she waltzed with various partners. Her flushed face betokened pleasure, and she laughed merrily at me over her partners shoulder.

Later in the evening, when I grew tired of dancing, I sought the quietude of the conservatory, which led out from an adjoining room. Casting myself upon a seat behind a great palm, where I was completely hidden from view, I gave myself up to reflection, vaguely wondering what was the nature of Sophies secret mission.

Once, when she had been left alone for a moment during an interval, I sat beside her, and asked how she was enjoying herself.

Very much, she replied in a low whisper behind her fan.  If a tragedy occurs to-night, you need not be surprised.

This warning puzzled me.

Suddenly, words broke on my ear. I was not alone, as I had imagined. As I listened I heard a mans short, derisive laugh as he replied to an eager question put by a woman.

I recognised the tones of the latter as those of Sophie.

Then you are not afraid of these murderous Nihilists?  she was asking.  Are they not dreadful people?

Bah!  he replied confidently.  We are fully able to cope with such scum. Siberia is large enough to hold them all, and before long we shall stamp out the spirit of revolt from among the scoundrels. I myself have sent dozens of Nihilists to the mines, and for that reason my life has been threatened.

And you are not afraid of their vengeance? she inquired.

Scarcely, he replied, laughing. The cowardly idiots dare not touch me.

But they are fearless, she observed.  Their emissaries are everywhere. They might kill you!

They are perfectly at liberty to do their worst, he replied grimly. But why talk of such a subject, when all here are so gay? You look charming I

Thanks for the compliment, she said. But to hear about Nihilists always interests me. I suppose you sometimes discover plots, do you not?

Yes, very often, he answered. Indeed, I am causing investigations to be made now, at Moscow, and have obtained information which implicates between thirty and forty persons. I shall be returning to Russia in about a fortnight, and as the life of the Tzar must be protected, I shall give orders for the arrest and transportation of the whole batch of conspirators. But surely one so happy as yourself ought not to trouble your head about such things, he added, laughing.

Then I heard him utter words of love, and the sound of a kiss fell upon my ear.

Presently, when he had declared his affection, and she had admitted in faltering tones that she loved him, they rose and passed out into the ballroom. I followed them unobserved.

The man upon whose arm she leaned, radiant and content, was Captain Feodor Matvyèich, a tall fellow of thirty-five, with a well-shaped head, and in whose fiery grey eyes there lurked a joyous twinkle, which told of a right merry nature within. He was the very incarnation of robust, mirthful manhood, and I knew that during the brief period he had been in England he had been exceedingly popular among the attachés. I had no idea, however, that he was the Chief of the Secret Police of Moscow, and that he was in London endeavouring to elucidate some mystery connected with the plot he had discovered.

When, shortly before the dawn, Sophie and I were driving home, I remarked that the Captain was a pleasant fellow, in order to cause her to talk of him.

But with a pre-occupied air she merely answered, Yes, charming. Then she turned our conversation into a different channel.

A few days later Matvyèich called, and I was introduced by Sophie as her brother. Soon he became a constant visitor, and we three frequently dined and afterwards went to places of amusement together.

As time went on it was plain that Sophies love for him increased, while on his part he adored her, sending her boxes of choice flowers daily, and making her several costly presents of jewellery. I became more puzzled as to the object of her mission by an event which occurred about three weeks later. I had been out during the day, and returned about seven oclock. As I passed the door of our sitting-room I noticed that it was ajar, and pushing it open, entered noiselessly.

Sophie, who did not notice my entrance, stood facing the fire, bending and examining intently something she held in her hand.

Creeping up behind her, and peeping over her shoulder, I saw, to my surprise, that she held in her hand a morocco case, containing a pretty ornament, evidently intended for the adornment of the hair. It was in the shape of a rapier, the tapering blade being of steel, while the hilt was set with diamonds.

Intending to frighten her, I suddenly grasped her wrist, and snatched the ornament from its bed of crimson satin.

Dieu! she cried, I — I didnt know you were here, Anton. You startled me!

What a pretty pin, I remarked. Where did you get it from?

It is mine, she replied.

At that moment I made pretence of lunging at her with it, when she shrank back with expressions of fear and repugnance that amazed me.

Is it sharp? I inquired, feeling the point with my thumb.

Gran Dieu! what would you do? You will kill yourself!  she cried in alarm.

What do you mean? I asked, as she wrested the pin from my fingers.

I mean that a puncture with this would prove fatal, she said in a low, serious tone. You understand?

Is it poisoned, then?

She nodded her head, and, holding the pin nearer the shaded lamp, showed that for about an inch from the point it was discoloured by some black substance.

Why do you carry about such a dangerous weapon?

Cannot you guess?  she asked hoarsely, at the same time unbuttoning the breast of her dress, and drawing forth a letter, which she handed me. Then she sank into a chair, and covering her face with her small white hands, burst into tears.

The letter was in Russian. It acknowledged receipt of the facts regarding Feodor Matvyèich, and stated that the death sentence had been passed upon him. Appended was the warrant of the Moscow Circle, ordering her to kill him.

In a moment the object of her secret mission was plain.

And you love him, Sophie? I said in a low tone.

Yes, she sobbed. I came here to discover how he intended to act on his return to Moscow. I have betrayed him, and the Circle have passed sentence. In spite of myself, I have grown to love him, and must save him. But how can I? To warn him would be to place the whole Circle in danger, besides bringing the vengeance of the Party upon myself.

Jumping up, she paced the room excitedly, while I stood watching her sorrowfully, unable to give advice or render assistance.

As I stood, meditative and silent, a servant entered with a card. She glanced at it, drew a long breath, and exclaimed,  Captain Matvyèich! Show him up!

Closing the little morocco case with a snap, she put it quickly into the pocket of her dress, and replaced the letter in her breast. Scarcely had she rebuttoned her bodice, when Feodor entered, and she went forward to meet him with a smile and an expression of glad welcome. He grasped her hand — the hand that was ordered to deal the death-blow!

Then he greeted me, and we seated ourselves before the fire.

Well, he said, after we had been conversing for several minutes,  this is my last visit here.

Are you going away? asked Sophie, in dismay.

Yes, dearest, I start for Moscow to-morrow. I have some important work to perform, and have come to-night to wish you farewell.

So soon? she said sorrowfully.  When will you return?

Perhaps never. I only came here to endeavour to discover a woman whose Christian name was the same as your own.

What did you want with her?

To arrest her, and demand her extradition. It was she who killed my predecessor — General Yagodkin.

Ah, I remember, I said.  She escaped from Russia.

Yes, shes a most dangerous Nihilist, and many recent plots have been due to her inventive genius. If I find her she will go to the gallows.

Oh, dont talk of such horrors, Feodor! exclaimed Sophie, who had turned somewhat pale, and involuntarily shuddered. How cold it is! I must go and get a shawl.

And she rose and went out.

For nearly half an hour she was absent, while Matvyèich and I smoked, drank our whiskys and sodas, and chatted. Then she returned, and together we wished him farewell and bon voyage.

Several weeks passed. Sophie and I, by means of false passports, had journeyed to Moscow. She had decided to run all risks in warning her lover of his impending danger, and had persuaded me to accompany her, in order to allay suspicion. We had taken up our quarters at the Hotel de Dresde, and frequented the boulevards and summer gardens daily, in order to meet him alone, for we dare not call at the Bureau of Police.

By means only known to the members of our Party we were quickly introduced into the circle of official society, in order that Sophie might complete her mission. One evening we accepted an invitation to dine at the house of a wealthy merchant who lived in the Bolshoi Dmietriefka, having previously ascertained that Feodor Matvyèich was also to be a guest.

His surprise and pleasure were unbounded when we met prior to going in to dinner. Sophie looked bewitching and brilliant in a well-fitting evening gown, with her hair dressed in Grecian fashion; but one thing caused me alarm. She wore in her hair the poisoned ornament.

The dinner party was a large one, and Matvyèich sat between myself and my sister, Over the meal we chatted merrily, she explaining how, owing to financial business connected with her late fathers estate, she had been compelled to travel to Russia. After we had joined the ladies in the drawing-room I saw her in earnest conversation with him, and noticed that they presently walked together into an adjoining room, which was unoccupied. From her movements and agitated manner I surmised that the time had come when she intended to warn him, therefore I followed noiselessly, and overheard their conversation.

Well, ma chère, what is this great secret of yours?  he asked, smiling and balancing himself upon the edge of the table.

Hush!  she whispered. Some one may hear us. If they did, it would be fatal.

What do you mean? Why all this mystery?

I mean that you are condemned to die!

To die?

Yes. You will die in the same manner as General Yagodkin. The Nihilists have condemned you.

Tell me — how do you know? he asked, breathlessly excited, and pale with alarm. 

Hush! she urged. Speak lower. I — I know you love me, Feodor. I have not forgotten your words when in London. You asked me to be your wife; but, alas! I can never be more to you than what I am — a friend — although we love one another so well.

Her voice faltered as she spoke; the last words of the sentence were almost lost in choking sobs.

And why?  he asked, slipping his arm around her waist and drawing her head down upon his gold-braided uniform coat.

She shuddered, gently disengaging herself from his embrace.

Listen, she said, in a hoarse, fierce whisper. I have journeyed here, to Moscow, on purpose to warn you of your danger. I leave to-night, and you will never again see me. I am here at great risk, for my life would be taken by the Terrorists if they knew I had given you warning; whereas, if the Bureau of the Third Section knew of my presence on Russian soil, they would undoubtedly arrest me.

Who, then, are you?  asked the Captain, in surprise.

You know me, surely?  she answered, with a harsh, strained laugh.

At that moment I heard voices behind me, and, turning quickly, saw three police officers in uniform at the door.

There she is! cried one.  I recognise her.

Yes; let us enter.

Brushing past me, the men unceremoniously burst into the room.

What means this intrusion? demanded Matvyèich fiercely.

The men saluted, but before they could explain a grey-headed man in ordinary dress pushed forward, and, walking up to my sister, exclaimed — 

Sophie Zagarovna! I arrest you for murder, by order of our Imperial Master, the Tzar!

Dieu! cried the Chief of Secret Police. Sophie Zagarovna! You — you must be mistaken.

Tseklinski! gasped Sophie, deathly pale, shrinking from the man who had addressed her.  It is you! By Heaven! then we meet, and — and you are the victor! Once I spared your life as I have spared Feodors, and this is how you repay me — by arrest! I love Feodor, but I know there is no hope of happiness now I have fallen into your clutches.

You have deceived me, cried Matvyèich, angry and bewildered at this revelation.  I have loved and trusted a murderess!

I — I have risked my life to save you, she said wildly.  Kiss me once — for the last time, she implored.

He flung her from him with an expression of disgust, coupled with an oath.

You — you cast me aside!  she cried, in dismay. Then I care nothing for my future, Addressing Tseklinski, whom I recognised as the renowned and expert Petersburg detective, she shrieked, When you were my lover I protected you; and through me you escaped the plot for your assassination. Now you arrest me for murder, merely because I removed a tyrant whose inhuman delight was to send innocent persons to Kara—

Enough, jade!  cried Tseklinski, his face flushed with rage. We have sought for you long enough, and if Captain Matvyèich is weak enough to be tricked and fooled by you, I am not.

Turning to the officers, he added — 

Arrest her, and take her to the Bureau at once.

The men advanced to obey their chiefs command, but ere they could lay a finger upon her she had staggered backward, and had fallen fainting upon the floor.

They stooped to raise her, but a look of horror overspread their countenances as one of them removed his hand from the back of her head and found blood upon it.

Tseklinski bent, gazed into her face, placed his hand upon her heart, and listened intently.

Dead!  he exclaimed, in a tone of awe.

I rushed forward to ascertain the truth. In a moment it flashed upon me. The pin she had worn in her hair had, by the force of the fall, been driven into her scalp, and the deadly Obeah poison upon the point had caused almost instant death.

It was a strange vagary of Fate. The harmless-looking weapon with which she had originally intended, to assassinate the newly-appointed Chief of Police had caused her own death. Yet even that was preferable to the punishment that awaited her had she lived.

For a brief moment only I glanced upon the blanched, handsome features, then hurried from the house. Before midnight I had left Moscow, and was on my way back to London.


BY A VANISHED HAND.
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I MET FELIX Karelin in a rather curious manner. I had been visiting two refugees, Dobroslavin and Bolomez, who lived in Little Alie Street, Whitechapel, and about six oclock one July evening was walking along Leman Street towards Aldgate Station, intending to take train to the West End. As I turned the corner into Commercial Road, an aged, decrepit, blind man accidentally stumbled against me. Bent, haggard, and attired in a ragged frock-coat, green with age, wearing a battered silk hat, the nap of which had long ago disappeared, he looked unutterably miserable and melancholy.

Halting, and tapping with his stick, he exclaimed in broken English: I beg your pardon, sir.

He was moving onward when I caught him by the arm. There was an accent in his voice that I recognised.

What nationality are you?  I asked in Russian.

In the same language he replied that he was a native of Petersburg, and an escaped political exile.

A political! I repeated, in surprise, as all escaped revolutionists in London were well known to us, and many received money regularly from our fund.

Yes, he said; I escaped from the Algachi silver mines a year ago. But you are Russian also.

I replied in the affirmative. He at once urged me to accompany him to his lodgings, where we could talk. It is only in Britons Court, St. Georges Road, not far from here, he urged.

Feeling a sudden interest in the old man, I acceded to his request, and he led me up and down several narrow, squalid streets, with which he was evidently well acquainted. At length we turned down a dirty, evil-smelling court, and he stopped before a small house at the further end. He opened the door with a latchkey, and I followed him upstairs.

When we entered his sitting-room on the upper floor I was astonished to find it bright and comfortably furnished. One would never have expected such a clean, cosy room in a house of that character, situate as it was in one of the lowest quarters of the metropolis. Crimson damask curtains hung from a neat gilt cornice; in the centre of the room was a round table, upon which tea was laid, and seated at the window, reclining in a cane rocking-chair, was a pretty fair-haired girl of about sixteen reading a novel.

Rising as we entered, she glanced shyly at me.

Elyona, Ive brought a friend, one of our compatriots, whose name, however, I have not the pleasure of knowing.

Ivan Lipatkin, I replied, uttering the first name that crossed my mind. I considered it politic to conceal my identity until I knew more about him.

His daughter smiled, shook hands, and welcomed me.

You are more comfortable here than in Algachi, I said, glancing around.

Yes, he replied. Although I am blind and helpless, I am not exactly destitute.

We took tea together, and were quite a merry trio. Elyona Karelin was charming, and her fathers conversation was that of an educated and cultured man.

After I had given him a fictitious account of myself, he told me his story. He was a lapidary in Petersburg, and had been thrice arrested and confined in one of the bomb-proof casemates of the Prison of Petropaulovsk, because it was alleged that his freedom was prejudicial to public order. On the last occasion of his arrest he was condemned to hard labour for life, and sent across Siberia to the dreaded mining district beyond Irkutsk. His daughter went into voluntary exile with him, and they remained at Algachi four years. At length, aided by a Cossack officer who took compassion on the decrepit old man and his devoted child, Karelin succeeded in escaping. He then became a brodyag, or escaped convict who wanders about the country subsisting upon what he can beg or steal, but always travelling towards the west. In this way he managed to walk nearly a thousand miles towards the Ourals, when by good chance he fell in with a train of freight sleighs going to Nijni Novgorod fair. One of the drivers had fallen ill and died, therefore he disguised himself in the dead mans clothes and took his place, having first, however, succeeded, with the help of some of the other men, in filing away his leg-irons. His clothes with the yellow diamond upon them he buried in a snowdrift, and with the dead mans passport was allowed to pass safely back to Europe, after an absence of nearly five years.

Soon after his arrival, however, he was stricken down by fever, and lost his eyesight. In Kazan he was joined by Elyona, who had followed him. Afterwards they came to England.

The story of the daughters earnest affection was a touching one, and as the old man related it tears fell from his sightless eyes. The whole narrative was intensely interesting to me, inasmuch as his description of the terrible hardships of deportation by road, of life in the filthy, insanitary étapes, and the horrors of the Tomsk perisilnt, were all well known and vivid in my own recollection. It was evident that the poor old man had been subjected to the same inhuman brutality that had wrecked so many thousand lives, and none could sympathise with him more sincerely than myself.

Without giving him any idea that I also had been exiled to the Great Prison Land, I questioned him upon various points, and his replies, one and all, were those of a man who had suffered in the same manner. Besides, his head had been shaved, for upon one side his white locks were thin, while on the other they grew thickly, and were of an iron grey.

What can I do? he asked mournfully, when he had concluded his story. The money I have will not last me much longer. I must seek work,

But you are blind! I exclaimed, looking into his dull, bleared, stony eyes.

Yes; nevertheless I can still do my work. One can feel to cut and polish gems better than using the keenest eyesight. For three months prior to coming here I was employed at the Roeterseiland factory at Amsterdam. Do you know any one in London who wants a workman?

I was silent. I happened to know a wealthy Jew diamond merchant, Goldberg by name, who lived in that dingy thoroughfare which contains more wealth, perhaps, than the whole of the rest of London — Hatton Garden.

Oh! you do not speak, he said entreatingly, laying his thin hand upon my arm.  If you do know any one, give me an introduction to them, and as a Russian and a brother, I shall thank you.

Yes, do, urged Elyôna, jumping to her feet and placing her arm affectionately around her fathers neck. He must do some work, or we shall starve.

I hesitated, reflected upon the curious fact that this man, being an escaped  political, was not included in our list. It was useless to give him the Nihilist sign, for he could not see.

Well, I said presently, I know one gentleman, a dealer in gems, who frequently employs lapidaries. If you like Ill speak to him tomorrow.

Both father and daughter thanked me effusively, and I took a leaf from my pocket-book and wrote Goldbergs name and address, at the same time promising to call personally and interest myself on his behalf.

Soon afterwards I bade them farewell, and walked homeward through the city in a very meditative frame of mind.

Within a week of my first meeting with Karelin, he was engaged by Goldberg, who found him an excellent workman. The delicate sense of touch that he had developed caused him to exercise far greater care over his work than the ordinary lapidary, and Goldberg expressed a belief that the old man was the best diamond polisher in London.

I was glad I had been enabled to render the blind man a service, while on his part he continually overwhelmed me with heartfelt gratitude. We met frequently, and although I refrained from explaining my connection with the Revolutionary Party, I introduced him to several minor Members of Parliament and other persons who were advocates of Russian freedom, and who made the National Liberal Club their headquarters. The old blind man and his daughter were invited to numbers of houses, and much sympathy was shown them. Elyôna was petted by the ladies, and her father appeared never tired of describing the terrors of administrative exile.

Once or twice he lectured; on the first occasion at the National Liberal Club, and afterwards at various halls in the metropolis. The title of his lecture was My Life in Siberia, and great crowds assembled to hear him, while the newspapers reported his observations and criticisms at unusual length.

Although he had been exiled as a dangerous political, he denied that he had ever entertained revolutionary ideas, and expressed his disagreement with the propaganda of the Nihilists. By reason of that expression I refrained from admitting that I was a Terrorist. Of course I had reported to the Executive, and my instructions were to watch him narrowly and penetrate the mystery enveloping his past.

At this period it chanced that we were unusually active with our propaganda, especially in Poland, and the Government viewed their futile efforts to suppress the circulation of revolutionary literature with increasing alarm. They were aware that the majority of the books, pamphlets, and manifestoes came from England, yet they were utterly unable to discover the means by which they evaded the censorship.

One noteworthy document which was being circulated by hundreds of thousands throughout the length and breadth of the Russian Empire was the new programme of the Executive Committee.

By fundamental conviction we are Socialists and Democrats, was the translation of the opening sentence. Then it proceeded as follows: We are satisfied that only through socialistic principles can the human race acquire liberty, equality, and fraternity; secure the full and harmonious development of the individual as well as the material prosperity of all; and thus make progress. The welfare of the people and the will of the people are our two most sacred and most inseparable principles. The document went on to criticise severely the condition of the country under the Tzar Alexander III., and pointed out that in view of the stated aim of the Party its operations might be classified under the heads of propaganda, destructive activity, the organisation of secret societies, and the organisation of the revolution.

Clause 2, headed Destructive and Terroristic Activity, was perhaps the one most calculated to inspire the Tzar and his Government with feelings of insecurity and fear. The intentions of the Party were expressed boldly in the following terms: Terroristic activity consists in the destruction of the most harmful persons in the Government, the protection of the Party from spies, and the punishment of official lawlessness and violence in all the more prominent and important cases in which such lawlessness and violence are manifested. The aim of such activity is to break down the prestige of Governmental power, to furnish continuous proof of the possibility of carrying on a contest against the Government, to raise in that way the revolutionary spirit of the people, and inspire belief in the practicability of revolution, and, finally, to form a body suited and accustomed to warfare.

So active were the police that it had been impossible to establish a secret press in Russia with any degree of safety; hence it was that Boris Dobroslavin and Isaac Bolomez, two working printers of Warsaw, had come to London for the purpose of printing revolutionary literature, which was afterwards smuggled across the Russian frontier.

The house in which they had established themselves was one of those small, old-fashioned, grimy private dwellings of the usual type found in the East End, and in the back parlour they had fitted up a hand-press, while in an upstairs room they did the work of composing in Russian type which they had brought from Poland.

Here the manifestoes and pamphlets issued by the Executive were printed, and by means only known to our Organisation conveyed into Russia and Siberia to be circulated secretly. For nearly a year the dissemination of Terrorist literature had been going on, and we were gradually flooding the Empire with documents advocating freedom.

Dobroslavin and Bolomez were pleasant, easygoing fellows, and one day while walking with Karelin in the Whitechapel Road I met them and introduced him. They had previously heard me speak of the blind exile, and were at once interested in him, inviting him to their house. During the weeks that followed we four often spent evenings together at Little Alie Street, although it must be remembered that no intimation was ever given to Karelin of the nature of the business that was carried on there, or was he ever shown into the work-rooms.

Elyona sometimes accompanied her father, and on those occasions would sing some of those old Polish love-songs that touch the heart of the exiled patriotic Russian. She possessed a pretty contralto voice, and generally accompanied herself upon an old mandoline, which she played with considerable skill.

One evening an incident occurred that puzzled me greatly. We had been chatting together in the front sitting-room, and Boris and Isaac had left the room in order to consult in private upon a note they had just received from the Executive. Karelin and myself were sitting in armchairs on either side of the fireplace, when I noticed that on a table, immediately behind my companion, there lay a half-printed copy of a sixteen-page pamphlet entitled To-morrow, which, couched in inflammatory language, had been so largely circulated as to cause the greatest consternation among members of the Third Section, who were utterly at a loss to discover who was primarily responsible for the multiplication of this severe and ruthless criticism of the Imperial Autocrat.

As I sat watching the old mans expressionless face I could not help reflecting that it was a rash proceeding to allow such a document to lie about openly. Yet I remembered that the old man was blind and could not possibly ascertain the nature of the printed paper. Just at that moment Bolomez put his head inside the door and called me into the next room to join in their conference.

When, five minutes later, I returned to the sitting-room, Karelin was still in the attitude in which I had left him, but the pamphlet was no longer there!

Its disappearance surprised me, for it seemed quite as impossible that any one had entered the room and taken it during my brief absence as that the blind man had discovered it. It was upon my tongue to remark upon it, but I hesitated, perceiving that to refer to it might whet the old mans curiosity and arouse his suspicions.

Nevertheless, the disappearance of the pamphlet was a mystery, and I determined upon finding out whether he had purloined it, and if so, the object of the theft.

A few days later I called upon Goldberg. His house was at the end of that long row of gloomy second-rate-looking residences, with deep basements and flights of stone steps leading to the front doors, which line one side of Hatton Garden. There was nothing in the exterior to attract the attention of any enterprising burglar, with the exception, perhaps, of the iron bars which protected the windows in the area, and even the shining brass plate bore simply the name, F. Goldberg, without any indication of his business. Inside, in the room used as office, the feature one would have expected to find — namely, a great green-painted iron safe with enormous handles and hinges — was absent. The room was nothing more than a comfortable library with well-filled bookcases around the walls.

When I entered Goldberg was busy writing letters. Rising, he grasped my hand, and, greeting me warmly, bade me be seated in the clients chair.

You would like to see your blind protégé at work, eh?  he said, when we had been chatting sometime. Well, you shall. Hes a marvellous a workman. See, heres a stone he finished this morning;  and taking from a drawer in his writing-table a tiny round cardboard box, he removed the lid and handed it to me. Lying in its bed of pink cotton wool was an enormous yellow diamond, which flashed and gleamed in the ray of sunlight that strayed into the room.

How much is it worth? I inquired.

My price is a thousand pounds, he replied.

That particular one, however, has been ordered by a jeweller, and is to form the centre of an ornament which, in a few weeks time, will be presented by a bridegroom to his bride.

I should like to see Karelin at work, I said.

My friend acquiesced willingly, and took me upstairs to a small back room, where the old man was seated. He was busily engaged cleaving a rough diamond by means of another sharp-edged gem. In order that he should not be aware of my presence, I did not speak. His master addressed some words to him regarding his work, which the old lapidary answered without turning his sightless eyes towards us. The careful and accurate manner in which he worked was little short of marvellous, for he stopped every few moments to feel with the tip of his forefinger the precise dimensions of the incision he was making in the stone.

My object in seeing him at work was twofold. The first was to watch the movement of his face, but I found that it wore the blank, expressionless look of a blind man. The second was to make an investigation. His coat was hanging upon a nail behind the door, and holding up my finger to my friend as an indication of secrecy, I crossed noiselessly to the garment, and placing my hand in the breast-pocket, abstracted its contents.

A momentary glance was sufficient to detect the object which I sought, for, folded in half and lying among a number of letters and bills, was the missing copy of the revolutionary pamphlet.

I pushed the papers back hurriedly, and with Goldberg left the old mans workshop. I was sorely puzzled to know what the blind man wanted with a document of that description, and after replying evasively to Goldbergs questions, I bade him farewell, and left.

One evening I visited the house in Little Alie Street and found Dobroslavin, Bolomez, and Karelin smoking together in the dingy little sitting-room. We sat gossiping for an hour, when the old man knocked the ashes from his pipe, and rising, said, I must be going now. I promised Elyôna to return early. She will be so lonely, poor child.

The tender manner in which he spoke of her touched me, and I reflected upon her dull and lonely life, for she was unable to speak English, and had no friends.

I will see you home, I said, and presently we set out and walked together to his humble abode. Elyona was sitting as usual, bright and cheerful, ready to welcome him. She jumped to her feet, kissed him affectionately, ran to get his slippers, and bestowed upon him various little attentions which showed how great was the affection between father and daughter.

After remaining chatting with her for half an hour, I returned to Little Alie Street, but judge my astonishment when I found that a crowd had assembled outside the house. Hastily inquiring the nature of the disturbance, I was informed by a lad that a police inspector had entered the place. Such intelligence naturally caused me a good deal of consternation, but I remembered that it was no offence against English law to print Russian pamphlets.

I resolved to put on a bold front and enter the premises.

As I was forcing my way through the crowd to the door, the latter opened, and I saw Dobroslavin and Bolomez in the custody of several constables.

For what am I arrested? I heard Bolomez ask in his broken English.

Youve already been told, the constable replied. Come, youd best go quietly.

Neither of my two fellow-conspirators saw me, for I was standing among the crowd of Whitechapel rabble; but as soon as they started to walk I followed them to the Leman Street Police Station — famed in the history of London crime as the headquarters of the police when searching for Jack the Ripper. On arrival I hesitated whether to follow them into the station, but at length decided not to do so, lest I might run unnecessary risks and be identified as a too-frequent visitor at the house that had just been raided.

Having in vain attempted to ascertain the exact nature of the offence with which Dobroslavin and Bolomez were charged, I hurried away to Aldgate and went by rail to Edgware Road, taking a cab thence to Oakleigh Gardens in order to report our misfortune to the Executive.

With feelings of intense anxiety I sat in the Thames Police Court on the following morning, awaiting the two prisoners to be brought before the magistrate. Presently, after the usual applications for summonses and the hearing of night charges, my two compatriots were placed in the dock.

Boris Dobroslavin and Isaac Bolomez, you are charged with having forged Russian banknotes in your possession, and further, with manufacturing them at No. 132, Little Alie Street, exclaimed the clerk of the court.

Forged notes! Impossible, I thought. The press was used for no other purpose than for printing revolutionary literature. The evidence, however, was extraordinary. As I sat listening to it I could scarce believe my ears.

The first witness was a police inspector, who made the following statement: A warrant to search the premises, 132, Little Alie Street, was given into my hands, and last night I went there with other officers. In answer to a knock, the prisoner Bolomez opened the door, and we at once searched the place. In the back room on the ground floor we found a printing-press and printers materials, together with a very large number of pamphlets and circulars in Russian. On searching the front sitting-room, I found concealed under the cushion of the sofa four engraved copper plates, which have been used for printing Russian notes of the value of one and five roubles. In a drawer, in the same room, I found the bundles of forged notes I produce. They are all new, and represent a sum of 18,000 roubles. Two small tins of blue and yellow lithographic ink I found concealed behind a sideboard. I then caused both prisoners to be arrested.

In reply to the magistrate, the officer said that a very large number of forged Russian notes were in circulation, and the Russian Finance Department had obtained information showing that they were being printed in London. A heavy reward had been offered, but although the London police had been endeavouring to trace the offenders, they had not succeeded until the present occasion.

The other evidence was corroborative. I was dumb with amazement, and the two prisoners seemed too much astonished at hearing the extraordinary charge against them to make any effort to cross-examine the witnesses. At length the case was remanded, and I left the court.

That day the Executive held a meeting to discuss the situation, but no solution of the mystery was forthcoming; even the solicitor we employed to defend entertained little hope of being able to make a satisfactory defence in the face of such undeniable evidence.

For three days following the arrest of Boris and Isaac, and the seizure of our press, I was too busy to call on Karelin, but I expected that he had heard of the reports in the papers, with the sensational headlines, Clever Capture of Banknote Forgers: Thousands of False Notes. On the fourth morning, about nine oclock, I chanced to be walking along Farringdon Road, when it suddenly occurred to me to call at Goldbergs, and tell the old lapidary how narrowly he had escaped arrest.

When the lad admitted me I met his master talking excitedly with two men in the hall.

Its a most clever robbery, I heard one of the men say. The thief was evidently an expert.

Robbery!  I echoed. Whats the matter, Goldberg?

My safe has been ransacked! he cried wildly. See, here! and he pulled me into his private room.

Bookcases completely lined the walls, but one of these was false, containing only the backs of books behind a glass door. On pressing a spring it opened, revealing a great safe imbedded in the wall, and large enough for a man to enter. Both doors now stood open, and the place was in great confusion. The drawers in the safe had been sacked, the little boxes that had contained cut and uncut gems had been emptied and cast aside, while papers had been tossed carelessly upon the floor.

What does this mean?  I asked, amazed.

It means that I have lost every gem I possessed. They were worth twenty thousand pounds, and included the great yellow diamond which Karelin cut so beautifully. The burglars, whoever they were, gained admittance by the area window after filing away three of the bars.

One of the detectives remarked that it was strange Karelin had not come to work as usual that morning, and at his request I accompanied him in a cab to Britons Court.

My knock at the door was answered by an obese, slatternly woman, who, in reply to my question, said — 

Mr. Karelins gone away.

Gone! I gasped.

Yes, he came ome yesterday about five oclock, and an our afterwards left with his daughter. They took a small box with them, and said they would probably be absent a month or so.

He is the thief,  the detective briefly remarked, turning to me.

We searched his rooms, but found nothing to show the direction of his flight. I then accompanied the officer to Leman Street Police Station, where I gave a detailed description of the fugitive and his daughter, which was wired to every police station in the metropolitan area. An hour later information was telegraphed to the ports of departure for the Continent, together with a description of the stolen gems. As, however, weeks passed without tidings of him, it was evident that he and his affectionate daughter had succeeded in getting out of England with their booty.

The celebrated case of forging Russian notes, tried at the Old Bailey, is no doubt still remembered by many readers. The evidence for the prosecution was conclusive, the jury returned a verdict of guilty, and Dobroslavin and Bolomez were each sentenced to seven years penal servitude.

Subsequent inquiries made by our Party, together with an incident that occurred at Amsterdam, revealed some remarkable facts. Six months after the two innocent men had been sentenced we unravelled the mystery surrounding Karelin, and discovered that he was a genuine escaped exile, but not a political. On the contrary, he was accredited by the Russian police as the most expert diamond thief in the whole empire, and for robbing a jeweller in Kovno he had been sent to Siberia with a yellow diamond upon his back. For many years he had had an affection of the eyes, but his blindness was only feigned, and the girl Elyona was not his daughter, but a clever accomplice.

After his escape from the mines he entered the Russian Secret Service as spy. The Government, viewing with alarm the increasing flood of revolutionary literature emanating from England, saw that the only way to stop it was to get the men who were responsible imprisoned for a term of years. With this object the agent provocateur we knew as Karelin assumed the character of a blind lapidary, obtained an entrance to the house in Little Alie Street, and, when his plans were ripe, secreted the plates and forged notes in the room, first, however, giving anonymous warning to the Metropolitan Police. The result was that two innocent men were convicted, and placed where they could do nothing to annoy the Government of Russia.

Although Dobroslavin and Bolomez are still at Portland, Karelin met with his deserts. He did not escape our vigilance, for our Party found him in Amsterdam some months afterwards endeavouring to sell the great yellow diamond that he had polished. He was arrested, extradited to England, and sentenced to ten years imprisonment, while about half of Goldbergs property was recovered.

No trace, however, has yet been discovered of the charming Elyona.


A ROMANCE OF THE STEPPE.
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OUR FINAL GLASSES had been clinked; Mademoiselle had crossed herself devoutly before the ikon hanging over the door of the dingy old post-house at Uziansk, at the foot of the Ourals; and in a few moments our sleigh-bells were jingling merrily, and our runners hissing over the frozen snow, as the pretty Russian and myself sped along in the bright moonlight on our journey of over two thousand miles into Siberia. I was on my way to the little town of Lebiâzhia, on a secret mission, and was travelling, as usual, with a false passport.

At the last moment I had been asked by my old friend, Paul Cherniâvski, lieutenant in the Tzars Dragoons, to allow a friend of his to travel with me to Irkutsk; and having consented, I had discovered, to my surprise, that his friend — who was introduced to me only a quarter of an hour before as Mademoiselle Mariâna Néstoff — was an exceedingly handsome, dark-eyed young lady of about twenty-two.

Who she was I had no idea, and Paul did not enlighten me. He was the best of good fellows, but in Petersburg he had always had a reputation among the fair sex; and one or two of his little affairs of the heart had afforded subjects for gossip, notably the coupling of his name with that of La Belle Estelle — a little French circus-rider, about whom he fought a duel.

But our adieux had been said; he had grumbled at being quartered in that out-of-the-world village; and soon my fair charge and I were out upon the open, snow-covered steppe, where the telegraph poles and verst-posts ran in a long black line to the horizon; and for a couple of hours the horses, eager for a spin, galloped steadily, taking us along swift as the wind.

Why are you going to Irkutsk? I asked, after chatting for a long time with my pretty travelling companion, who, under her rich furs, had nestled warmly at my side, and was smoking a cigarette.

You will pardon me, Msieur, if I do not answer that question, she replied in musical French, moving uneasily. Then she whispered into my ear, It — it is a secret!

We were silent. I drew up the collar of my heavy coat and sat silent and puzzled; while upon my fair companion the rhythmic jingle of the bells and gliding motion of the sleigh must have had a soothing effect, for very soon she closed her great lustrous eyes, and her head gradually pillowed itself upon my shoulder. She fell fast asleep, and I drew her soft otter hood across her white cheek to prevent frost-bite.

She was evidently tired out, for through the long night she slept soundly, now and then murmuring low words that I could not catch. Her beauty had enchanted me; the mystery surrounding her added to the intense interest I felt in her. Even when, cramped by remaining in the same position so as to allow her head to rest comfortably, my arm stole gently around her waist and drew her towards me, she did not wake. Indeed, she remained oblivious to her surroundings until, just as the wintry dawn was spreading, Ivan, our driver, pulled up at the post-house of the little village of Rytsaieva, having accomplished our first stage.

Then, on opening her eyes and finding herself in my embrace, she blushed deeply, apologised for being such an uninteresting companion, and, shivering, alighted and entered the small log-built house.

During that day and the following night we remained at the post-house. Then each day passed much as its predecessor. While the light lasted we sped onward, putting up each night at the wretchedly dirty post-houses, at last crossing the frontier at Zverinogolovsk and entering that dreaded prison-land, Siberia. Gaining the Great Post-Road, we continued upon it day after day, week after week, over the barren snow-covered country through I shim, Omsk, and Kolivan, until we reached Tomsk, one thousand miles from our starting-point. Mariàna was an enigma, and, even before we had been companions a week, I found myself admiring her. Yet the mystery surrounding her was most tantalising. Though apparently a provincial, she spoke of people in the highest circle in Petersburg in a manner which showed them to be intimate friends, for many of the people about whom she gossiped so pleasantly were my own acquaintances.

At times I was inclined to regard her as a pure-minded girl whose safety had been entrusted to me by Paul; yet, when I remembered that his life had been one of joys without sorrow and loves without a morrow, I felt more inclined to suspect her to be a handsome adventuress.

Time after time we passed convicts dragging their leg-irons onward; men and women with hope left far beyond the Ourals, and with looks of unutterable despair upon their care-lined brows, were trudging wearily through the snow with footsteps hastened by the terrible knout wielded by fierce, brutal Cossacks.

Mariàna, as she gazed with pitying looks at the miserable, smileless bands, would sigh heavily and lapse into deep thought. Once only when, just as we were passing, a Cossacks whip fell heavily upon the shoulders of a young woman who seemed very weak and ill, the sight moved her to angrily declare that the Russian penal code was a blot on the progress of modern civilisation.

Such thoughts are best left unuttered here, Mademoiselle, I said. To recklessly criticise his Majestys actions is a serious matter.

I care nothing for that, she answered defiantly. If you knew half as much of the injustice, the bribery, and corruption that exist all over the empire as I do, you would find it difficult to restrain your tongue.

She spoke earnestly in French, so that Ivan, the driver, could not understand; and the vehemence of her words showed her to be suffering from some injustice. I was amazed at her violent denunciation. Suddenly a thought occurred to me, and bending, I whispered into her ear.

So Mademoiselle is a Nihilist?

She started, turning pale. With trembling fingers she clutched my arm and gasped — 

Who — who told you? Have I betrayed my secret?

Words are an index to ones convictions, I replied briefly, smiling. Now that I know that you are working for the Cause, surely I may know why you are going to Irkutsk.

Ah, she cried, terribly agitated. Do not let us discuss it. The driver may understand, and — and it would mean death!

Your secret is quite safe with me, Mariâna, I said, reassuringly, taking her gloved hand in mine, and I uttered one word that gave her confidence.

I — I do trust you, she replied, in a low, faltering voice. Ah! You do not know my past!  And her breast heaved and fell in a long, deep-drawn sigh.

May I not know it? Are the recollections so very bitter?

Bitter!  she cried. It is a story of wretched duplicity and dishonour. If you knew all you would hate me; therefore it is best that I should keep my secret hidden, and when we part you will perhaps sometimes remember me with kindly thoughts.

But tell me one thing, I demanded anxiously. Is Paul Cherniâvski your protector?

She held her breath, and as she looked at me I saw tears welling in her bright eyes.

Yes, she faltered.— He — he is my only friend.

The silence that ensued was long and painful. The truth, as far as it went, was out, and I felt angry with myself.

That night, having halted at the lonely posthouse of Artinsk, we sat in the uncleanly common-room, and Mariana, as usual, served tea to Ivan and myself from the samovar. As she handed the driver his cup I noticed that his hand trembled and he looked at her with a strange, almost demoniacal expression of hatred. In a moment, however, it had passed; yet throughout the evening, while Mariâna and I smoked our cigarettes and chatted to the old post-house keeper and his wife, the sole occupants, I pondered over it, and at night little sleep came to my eyes.

Was there some secret between them, or had he understood Marianas confession?

Rising early, I went out into the clear, crisp air to smoke and think. It was a lonely place, sixty miles to the nearest village. When I returned I found the post-house keeper speechless with terror, and at once apprehended that some strange event had occurred. Judge my amazement and horror, however, when he half dragged me to a room where I saw Ivan, the driver, lying upon his truckle bed fully dressed. He had been stabbed to the heart!

Mariâna, who came from her room a moment later, was horrified, though she declared that she was too much upset to enter to view the murdered mans corpse. Pale, nervous, and haggard, she whispered in French a wish to get away as quickly as possible, and so agitated did she become when I announced my intention of going on to Irkutsk, four hundred versts distant, to inform the police, that suspicions were at once aroused in my mind.

I noticed, too, a deep scratch across her delicate wrist. How did she get it? Her actions were strange, and she was so anxious to get away from the scene of the crime that I at last became convinced of her guilt.

My fair travelling companion was a murderess!

We arrived in the Siberian city of Irkutsk one afternoon in December, and took tea at the posthouse. Before we had finished our meal Mariâna, who, though very pale, looked undeniably beautiful in a dress richly trimmed with otter, suddenly disappeared.

Has any one seen the lady who arrived with me? I asked presently of the men who were warming themselves around the stove.

Yes, replied a man who had just entered, and was shaking the snow from his sheepskin. I saw her entering the Governors Palace. Then he added, with a wink, His Excellency has an eye for feminine beauty — he has.

I waited for no more. Struggling into my shuba, I crammed my cap on my head and hurried to the Palace, only a few hundred yards away. Of the sentry at the gate I learned that a lady had called upon his Excellency, and been admitted. After a short conversation with a flunkey, the man pocketed one hundred roubles as a bribe, and I was conducted through the great handsomely-furnished residence of the representative of the Tzar, and shown into a small anteroom, shut off from another apartment by heavy plush curtains.

As I entered I heard voices in the adjoining room.

So you have come, my little one, a mans gruff voice exclaimed.

Yes — at last, was the reply. The words were Marianas.

Peeping through the curtains I found I could observe all that went on in the luxuriant gaudy apartment. Before the glowing fire a tall, elderly man, in the white uniform of the Imperial Guard, with his breast covered with orders, was standing; and near him Mariana, pale, erect and queenly.

I have come, General Korolénko, to free myself from the hateful toils you cast about me three years ago, when you were Chief of the Third Section of Police in Petersburg, she said, regarding him steadily. I was a Nihilist, and you, taking advantage of my youth and inexperience, gave me a choice of alternatives. You ordered me to the mines, and then gave me a chance of regaining my liberty and of saving my brothers honour by becoming one of your contemptible spies. I agreed. For three years I have been your puppet. I have acted my ignominious, dishonourable part in Petersburg society, and been the means of sending dozens of unoffending persons to their terrible doom — to rot in the dungeons under the Neva, or toil in the dark silver mines of the Trans-Baikal — while you, the ex-Chief of Secret Police, live here in luxury and pose before your Imperial Master as the great detector of conspiracies!

And what of that? he cried angrily. Is my conduct to be criticised by a mere chit of a girl? Remember, you are an agent of the Third Section charged with the protection of the person of his Majesty, and as such you will remain. If not, recollect you are now in Siberia, and I have merely to sign this order here and you will go to hard labour at the mines for the remainder of your life, where my Cossacks will soon teach you obedience. So go, jade, and dont let me hear or see any more of you, and he stretched forth his hand to ring the bell.

Hear me out! she cried hoarsely.  I intend to change my despicable mode of life. I tell you that you must sign this paper releasing me from our secret compact and give me complete immunity from arrest, and she drew a paper from her breast. Otherwise I shall take—

Oh! You use threats — eh? Well, my dear, and what can you do, pray? he asked with a sneer.

Once you held me in your power, she continued angrily.  Now the tables are turned. Refuse, and I shall send to his Majesty proofs, together with the signed confession, of the miserable coward who in Petersburg one night struck Marie Smirnitskaya dead!

The General started, and his face blanched.

How — how do you know? he gasped.

The confession is signed by you! Perhaps you forget that we, the Nihilists, tracked you down, compelled you to confess, and spared your life in consequence. Besides, have I not had another instance of your murderous villainy only last week at Artinsk, where one of your hired assassins brutally did our driver, Ivan, to death, because he knew the identity of the murderer of Marie Smirnitskaya!

You — you lie! he cried, livid with rage.

You — you would wreck my life, and bring me to the mines! But, diable, you shall not! he hissed, drawing a revolver and advancing towards her.  You — you too shall die l.

In a second I parted the curtains and sprang upon him. I was not a moment too soon, for he fired, and the bullet sped over Marianas head, smashing one of the great mirrors.

Wrenching the weapon from his grasp, I covered him.

The safety of this lady has been entrusted to me, sir, I said.  I have overheard all that has transpired, and as soon as you sign the document we will withdraw. Until then, we shall remain.

He turned upon me, threatening to have me arrested; but I laughed, informing him that I was an official of the Tzar, holding his Majestys personal passport, therefore he had no power to detain me. For nearly half an hour he endeavoured to evade appending his signature, but at last he did so, and we left, Mariana telling him that if she were arrested as a Nihilist her brother would see that his confession was sent immediately to the Tzar.

Who is your brother? I asked, at last, as we slowly walked together down the frozen road.

My brother and protector is your friend, Paul Cherniâvski, she answered.

Paul — your brother!  I cried, half beside myself with delight. Then I have no longer any hesitation in asking you to become my wife.

Before we again entered the bare smoke-blackened post-house she had given her promise.


THE VELVET PAW.
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ON LEAVING PETERSBURG I had been compelled to part from Mariana Néstoff, nevertheless she wrote me weekly letters full of tenderness. Six months after my return to London an exciting and extraordinary adventure befel me.

One foggy December evening I had entered an empty second-class carriage at the Temple Station of the Metropolitan District Railway, when I was followed by a tall girl, neatly attired in black, who seated herself in a corner opposite me. I noticed she was fairly good-looking, about twenty years of age, with auburn hair, clear blue eyes, and well-moulded features; then, after a furtive glance, I took up my newspaper and commenced reading.

Scarcely had the train moved off, however, when I felt a light touch upon my arm, and heard a musical voice utter my name with true Russian accent.

I confess you have the advantage of me, I said, surprised.

Yes, possibly, she replied, in Russian. When last we met it was in Petersburg. But we never spoke.

In Petersburg! You are Russian, then?

She nodded, adding a word by which I knew at once that she was a Nihilist.

You are a friend, she continued earnestly; Jakovleff has told me so. Moreover, I have read your articles in the English magazines, in which you exposed the vile treachery of the Secret Police, described the prison horrors, and told the English public the truth about our oppressed people. You have rendered our cause great assistance, and, she added, looking frankly into my face, I — I wonder whether I, personally, might count upon your aid!

What is the nature of your difficulty? I asked, rather interested.

Well, she said, after a moments hesitation, I expect my brother to join me at South Kensington. If you will accompany us home, I will explain all to you. I am in great peril — how great you cannot imagine. Indeed, if you refuse your assistance, I shall probably lose my life.

What do you mean? I asked in consternation. Is your life threatened?

Hush!  she cried. Although we are strangers, nevertheless our common Cause, the freedom of Russia, unites us. Then, noticing how perplexed I was over her strangely sensational announcement, she said quickly, Pray pardon my omission. I ought to have told you my name — Axinïa Pankrâtiévna.

By her manner and conversation I saw she was a political enthusiast, and suspected that she was in England for some reason connected with the operations of the Circle. My curiosity having now been thoroughly aroused, I told her I would do whatever lay in my power to help her.

On alighting at South Kensington, we failed to meet her brother as she expected; but, notwithstanding the fog, we walked together a considerable distance through several quiet thoroughfares, until we came to a large, old-fashioned house, standing in a square.

An elderly man-servant opened the door, and after I had divested myself of my overcoat I was ushered into a small drawing-room, while my fair hostess ascended the stairs.

The moment I entered the house I experienced a vague feeling of regret that I had accepted her invitation. There was something about the place I did not like. The room was dimly lit by one pink-shaded lamp, the furniture had a frowsy, faded appearance, and there was an odour of pastilles that was sickening.

For fully ten minutes I had been patiently awaiting the mysterious Axinïas reappearance, when suddenly I experienced a strange dizziness, and at the same time a terrible pain shot across my forehead.

A fit of coughing seized me — my breath came and went in short, quick gasps, and I felt myself choking.

Rising, I walked quickly across the room, and then discovered something that increased my suspicions. Everything was thickly coated with dust. The place had evidently not been used for years!

Halting before the fireplace, and glancing at the fire burning clear and bright, I discovered, to my horror and dismay, that it was of charcoal!

Then it suddenly dawned upon me that I had been entrapped into a lethal chamber!

Rushing to the door I tried to open it, but it was securely fastened; every crevice had been stopped up from the outside! I went to the window, but, on drawing aside the curtains, found that the heavy shutters were held in position by a padlocked bar! The chimney, too, had been closed by an iron plate, which I could not remove.

I was being asphyxiated!

Stirring the fire, I endeavoured to subdue it, but it only burned more brightly! Unable to breathe on account of the poisonous fumes, and feeling my strength fast failing, I tied my handkerchief across my mouth and nose. Then, taking up a heavy fender, I commenced a frantic but unsuccessful endeavour to batter down the door.

In mad despair I rushed from side to side of the apartment, shouting for help, but I could hear no sound, and my voice seemed so hollow and hoarse that I doubted whether it could be heard even outside in the hall.

The objects around me were slowly fading from my gaze. Seconds seemed hours. I remember hearing a sound as if something heavy had fallen in the room above. Confused voices whispered about me, and I have a distinct recollection of strange, ominous words.

A heavy weight seemed to press upon my brain; my palsied limbs failed to support me, and I fell backward upon the dust-encrusted carpet.

Then all became an utter blank.

Gradually I regained consciousness. Awakening as if from some terrible nightmare, I opened my eyes and gazed wonderingly around.

The gray light of the wintry dawn showed that the room, small and unfamiliar, was evidently used for lumber. Half-reclining in an old and rickety armchair, I felt some cold object in my right hand, and found it was a revolver, some of the chambers being loaded. My hand, too, was covered with blood that had dried.

Staggering to my feet, and noticing that a halfopen door communicated with the adjoining apartment, I walked across and entered a small, shabbily furnished sitting-room. The sight that met my gaze filled me with horror and amazement.

Stretched upon the floor lay the woman Axinïa Pankrâtiévna.

I touched the face! Its contact thrilled me; it was icy cold. Around her was a pool of a blood, and on examination I discovered she had a bullet wound in the region of the heart, and that the breast of her dress was singed, showing that the weapon had been discharged close against her.

A horrible thought took possession of me. I still held the revolver in my hand, and blood was upon my fingers! Was not this circumstantial evidence that I had been guilty of murder?

For several moments I stood in hesitation, my eyes fixed upon the ghastly face of the corpse. At length I turned, made my way downstairs, and, after inspecting the various apartments and finding the place empty, stole out at the front door.

So suspicious were the circumstances in which I had discovered myself that I refrained from giving information to the police, and resolved to keep my secret and watch the newspapers, in order to see what sensation would be caused when the body of my mysterious hostess was discovered.

Having noted the number of the house, and ascertained that it was in Onslow Square, I found my way into Brompton Road, and turned my footsteps in the direction of Grays Inn, where I at that time had chambers.

On arrival home I found I had lost my latchkey, and had therefore to seek the assistance of a locksmith before I could enter. An additional surprise was in store for me, for when I walked into my sitting-room, I discovered that burglars had effected an entrance during the night and ransacked the place. Every drawer in my writing-table had been turned out, and the contents investigated in a methodical manner, after which the thieves had apparently inspected a chest of drawers, a nest of pigeon-holes, several trunks, and one or two cupboards. The carpets had been disturbed, and every nook or corner where anything might be concealed had been turned out.

Evidently the thieves had sought for something of value they believed I had in my possession, and were disappointed; for, as far as I could discover, they had stolen nothing. My first impulse was to send for the police, but on reflection I resolved to remain silent on this matter also.

The days passed, but no announcement of the discovery of the body appeared in the papers.

There was a possibility of something belonging to me being found in the house by the police. My pockets had been almost emptied on that night; but whether the contents had fallen out or been abstracted I was unable to determine. It was, however, certain that clues to my identity were not wanting, and I confess that the fearful suspicion that I was the actual murderer caused me constant and terrible anxiety. Inquiries I made regarding the house revealed that it belonged to a well-known baronet, who was abroad in the diplomatic service; that it had been to let furnished, but that for nearly five years it had remained unoccupied.

With the object of recovering anything which might serve as evidence against me, I called upon the house-agent, and, representing myself as a likely tenant, obtained the key. The afternoon was wet and gloomy when I revisited the place. Being alone, I felt rather unnerved as I ascended the wide, old-fashioned stairs to the chamber of death; but when I entered the inner room I found, to my amazement, that the body was not there! It had mysteriously disappeared!

All traces of the crime had been carefully obliterated. Even the portion of threadbare carpet that had been stained with blood had been cut out, revealing the dust-covered boards. The other apartments were just as I had left them, and in the drawing-room — where, by unknown means, I had so narrowly escaped death — the ashes of the charcoal still remained. A streak of grey light that came in over the top of the shutters enabled me to inspect the room, and, although I failed to find any of the missing contents of my pockets, I saw that the dust that lay thickly upon a little rosewood table had been disturbed. There was a small mark — the perfect imprint of a womans hand.

All endeavours to solve the mystery were in vain. I had been the victim of an extraordinary plot; but the fact of my friendliness towards the Revolutionists made its object appear the more incomprehensible.

One gloomy day I was sitting before the fire in my bachelor den, lazily enjoying my pipe and a novel, when there came a heavy knock at the outer door, and a boy handed me a telegram.

Tearing it open, I read words that caused me to utter a cry of dismay. They were — 

Mariana Néstoff arrested. She left Petersburg by étape for Siberia yesterday. — JAKOVLEFF.

Arrested! I cried aloud. What, I wondered, could be her crime? She had evidently fallen into the drag-net of the Russian police as a political, otherwise Jakovleff would not have telegraphed.

The horrors of the journey on foot thousands of versts beyond the Ourals, the privations, the brutality of Cossack escorts, and the terrible existence in the mines to which political exiles are doomed, shut out from the light of hope or mercy, all occurred to me. A dozen times I re-read the telegram, pacing the room in anxiety and despair; then I resolved to leave that night for Petersburg, obtain a permit to travel in Siberia, and endeavour to save her. There was no time to be lost, for it was already three oclock and I should be compelled to draw money from the bank.

My only thought was of Mariana. How bitterly I regretted having left her in Russia, and reproached myself for not having warned her against associating too closely with those suspected of holding pronounced political views. For myself I cared nothing; being prepared to run any risk in order to rescue her from the terrible fate.

I had taken out a large portmanteau, and was busy thrusting into it some things I should require on my journey, when I was startled by another loud rat-tat. On opening the door a tall, fair-haired woman entered. She was well dressed; wearing a small, close-fitting bonnet, and a fashionable cape trimmed with costly fur. At first I did not recognise her; but when she had passed through into my sitting-room and lifted her veil, I saw with astonishment that the young and handsome face was that of Agraféna Teréshkevna, a wealthy woman whom I had known in Petersburg as an active member and generous supporter of the Nihilists.

It is with much pleasure that I meet you again, msieur, she exclaimed in Russian, smiling, and extending her hand. Since you left us I have often thought of you, she added, seating herself as if quite at home. Then, glancing round, she said,  Ugh! What an untidy room! You want a wife to keep things straight.

Although I assured her how greatly I appreciated the honour she had done me by calling, I was no means pleased at her visit. Though but twenty-four years of age, she had already been a widow two years. At twenty, in order to secure a set of diamonds and a position, she had bound herself to an aged merchant king, who, two years later, died suddenly of heart disease. After a brief period of mourning she became one of the leaders of fashion in the Russian capital, and the brilliant entertainments she gave at her great house in the Nevski were attended by the smartest set. At her salon I was always a welcome guest, and it was the remembrance of certain mild flirtations that now caused me some little uneasiness.

My rooms are certainly rather untidy, I said mechanically. But I am preparing to start on a long journey.

To where?

To Siberia.

Dieu! Are you going there voluntarily? she inquired, shuddering.

Yes.

For what reason?

To seek a dear friend.

A woman, I presume? she asked, with an ill-disguised sneer.

Yes, Madame, it is a woman.

And her name is Mariâna Néstoff, eh? she asked slowly, watching my face.

You are right. But how did you know?

I heard of her arrest. It is the common talk of Petersburg. The police made a raid at one of the meetings, and captured twenty of our comrades. Some explosives were found in Marianas room, and she has been sent to Sredne Kolymsk.

My God! I cried. Why, that is beyond the Arctic Circle — the worst region in all Siberia!

She nodded, sighing slightly. It must indeed be a terrible blow to you, she said.

I — I love her, I said hoarsely.

Yes, yes, I understand. But do not take it to heart so much, Anton, she urged. Mariana has been unfortunate; but for what reason should you sacrifice your own liberty? You are known by the police as a Nihilist; therefore, if you go to Siberia, you are almost certain to be detained there. Besides, even if you found her, you would be unable to secure her liberty.

No; I must do my best, I replied.

Do not run such an unnecessary risk, she exclaimed, rising suddenly, and coming behind my chair in an endeavour to console me. You remember that once you told me you cared for me?

What — what do you mean? I cried wildly.

I mean — I mean that I love you, Anton!

Love me!  I stammered, in amazement.

Yes, she said earnestly. You know how passionately I have loved you, yet this is the first time I have admitted it. Surely you are not blind? Since I first saw you I have thought of no other man. It is you — you only — that I care for.

But!

Say the word, she implored. Tell me that you will cast aside that pink-and-white, ill-bred doll, whose prettiness is already fading, and I, Agraféna Teréshkevna, am ready to become your wife as soon as the marriage formalities can be arranged.

I shook my head.

Think! she urged. I have wealth, position, and — and men say I have beauty. I am at your feet. See...!

And, casting herself upon her knees, she lifted my hand to her lips, covering it with passionate kisses.

Madame, I said, withdrawing my hand firmly, this interview is painful. The tête-à-tête we had some months ago amused us; it had a savour of romance, but I did not dream that you had taken my foolish words seriously. Let us part, and forget all that has passed between us to-day.

For a moment she was pale and mute, her hands clenched, her body rigid as marble. Then, struggling to her feet, she gave vent to a sudden passionate outburst, tearing the furs from her throat.

You cast me aside! she cried. You! — who declared your affection for me — prefer that red-faced, uncouth furriers wench! So! We shall see!

Pray calm yourself, I exclaimed.

Calm myself! Davolno, Anton Préhznev! Have I not been befooled? This latest ido of yours has gone to Siberia, and you will follow! Good! When you are toiling in the gloom of the lead-mines beyond Irkutsk you will perhaps remember that you forsook the woman who loves you better than her life — that she whom you insulted was Agraféna Teréshkevna.

With a momentary glance at the mirror over the mantelshelf she rearranged her bonnet. Then, mortified and affronted, she bowed stiffly, swept past me, and disappeared, slamming the door after her.

Six weary, anxious weeks passed.

Under a grey, lowering sky, a boundless, snow-covered plain stretched far away into the mist.

It was already sixteen days since my driver and myself had left Ekaterinbourg — the last Russian town — and a fortnight since we had gained the great Siberian post road. With three horses, which we changed at the post-stations, we had travelled almost night and day; yet I did not experience fatigue, for the expectation of finding Mariana sustained me.

Sitting back in the sleigh, wrapped in a heavy otter shuba, and half buried under thick rugs, painful thoughts were produced within me by the loneliness and gloom as the last rays of the short wintry day were fading amidst the icy vapours. The snorting of the horses, the jingling of the bells on the wooden arch over their heads, and the hissing of the sleigh-runners, combined to produce a noise that was indescribably irritating and monotonous.

I had already visited Tiumen, where there is a great exile-forwarding prison, through which all persons condemned to banishment, colonisation, or penal servitude have to pass. On inquiry at the Prikaz o Silnikh, or Chief Bureau of Exile Administration, I had learnt that Mariana had left a week before with a convoy of katorzhniki (hard-labour convicts) on foot for Tomsk. With the object of overtaking them, I was now travelling incessantly. The thought that she, innocent of crime, was compelled to mix with murderers, robbers, and common criminals, sharing the same filth, enduring the terrible hardships of the march, and living in the same entourage in the vile, fever-infected étapes, goaded me almost to madness.

It grew quite dark, and the icy wind blew in fierce, sharp gusts, while the snow, which commenced to fall thickly, beat into my face.

How far is the next station? I asked, in Russian, of the driver.

Two versts, your High Nobility, he replied.

Very well, I said, let us hasten. We must remain there to-night, I suppose.

As I paid him to drive me with all possible speed and without resting, he had not grumbled at being compelled to travel during the night, but my decision apparently proved gratifying to him, for he whipped up his horses, and within half an hour I was thawing myself before the great stove in the log-built post-house of Abatskaya, distant two thousand miles from Petersburg. Early on the following morning we were again on the road, continuing throughout the day. In the dull afternoon, soon after we had changed horses at Kalmakova, and were speeding across the great undulating plain towards Omsk, the driver turned suddenly, and, pointing with his whip to a distant hill, exclaimed excitedly — 

See! there they are!

Jumping to my feet, and straining my eyes eagerly in the direction indicated, I descried what appeared to be a black, winding streak disappearing over the brow of the hill.

Perhaps, after all, it may be only a train of freight sleighs, I said.

No! I can see the Cossacks bayonets, he replied; for his practised eyes could detect objects on the snow-covered plains where I could see nothing.

For an hour we travelled at increased speed, until we gradually overtook the convoy. My thoughts went back to the ever-to-be-remembered days when I was a  political. Trudging wearily onward through the deep snow, they were a sorry band. The men wore flat caps on their halfshaven heads, long grey overcoats with diamondshaped patches of black or yellow on the back, and leg-fetters that filled the air with an ominous clinking. The women, too, wore coarse and ragged clothes of grey homespun, with woollen squares tied tightly over their heads, while in the rear of the sad procession were several telegas filled with the sick.

Driving on past the party, we came up to the captain of the Cossack escort. Jumping eagerly from the sleigh, I saluted him, telling him whom I sought, and at the same time handing him an official paper bearing the seal of the Minister of the Interior.

Opening it, he shouted an order to halt, and at that moment a ragged, unkempt - looking woman rushed towards me and flung her arms wildly about my neck. So tightly was the kerchief bound over her head for protection from the icy blast, that it was only on second glance that I recognised Mariana. She shed tears of joy.

Whats this? exclaimed the officer, carefully examining the document. An order from the Ministry for the immediate release of the convict Mariâna Néstoff?

Yes, I said. Here are my identification papers.

An order for my release, Anton?  she cried. How did you obtain it?

It was simple, darling, I replied, caressing her tenderly. General Korolenko now occupies a high position in the Ministry of the Interior in Petersburg. In exchange for his written confession of the mysterious death of Marie Smirnitskaya I obtained the document by which you are released, and I have brought it personally in order to take you back again to civilisation and happiness.

We conversed with the officer for a few minutes. Then he turned to her and said, Death is preferable to the life to which you had been consigned. You are indeed fortunate to obtain release, and you both have my best wishes for your future welfare.

Wishing me bon voyage, he shouted the order to march, and a moment later the envious, despairing band of exiles moved slowly onward towards their doom.

As we drove back together in the direction of Kalmakova I asked her about her arrest. What she related astounded me.

The spy who denounced me to the police was Madame Teréshkevna. There are claws beneath the velvet paw, she said.

Agraféna Teréshkevna! I cried. I thought she was a member of the Circle?

Yes. But it has since been ascertained that she is also in the pay of the Secret Police, and that she gives her brilliant entertainments in order to seek victims against whom to give information.

As she went on to describe the circumstances of her arrest, and the horrors of her imprisonment in the Fortress, I sat silently listening, and wondering whether I should ever solve the mysteries connected with my adventure in Onslow Square.

The solution came in a curious manner about six months afterwards. Mariana and I, whose marriage was now publicly announced, had taken up our residence in London, and were frequently the guests of the Revolutionary refugees. At the house of one of these I met an elderly man who was introduced as Ivan Ivanovitch, which was, of course, an assumed name. It was he who explained the conspiracy against me.

The Third Section received orders to suppress you, he said. It was hinted to an agent provacateur that your death would be gratifying, and Axinïa — who for some time had acted as maid to Agraféna Teréshkevna — aided by an adventurer named Goltmann, who assumed the part of flunkey, formed a plot to kill you. We, however, were determined to frustrate their designs, and, assisted by Paul Maiefski, I kept a close watch upon them. We saw the girl Axinïa induce you to go to the house in Onslow Square, a key of which she had obtained, and where she had prepared a very ingenious deathtrap. Madame was in the house at the time, as well as Goltmann, and the object was first to murder you, and secondly to secure the contents of your pockets, which they suspected contained letters from politicals. Soon after you had been admitted Maiefski and I entered through a window, afterwards unlocking the door of the drawing-room and dragging you out of the suffocating fumes. There were sounds of quarrelling upstairs, and we took you up with us. The high words between Madame and her maid prevented us from being heard, and, leaving you insensible on the landing, we entered the room unobserved. The women were quarrelling about you, when Axinïa uttered some insulting words to Madame, and the latter, without more ado, drew a revolver from her pocket and shot the girl dead.

It was then we appeared. Madame, startled at finding her crime had been witnessed, gave vent to a loud shriek, whereupon Goltmann decamped, taking with him your latchkey and a number of letters, including one from Mariana Néstoff, for he had rifled your pockets the moment we had left you.

Then that accounts for my rooms being ransacked on that night! I exclaimed.

Yes, he continued. The letters and papers were forwarded by Madame to Petersburg, with the result that Mariâna and the others were arrested. It was no doubt one of the chief objects of the plot to get Mariâna exiled, because Madame herself loved you; but when she participated in the conspiracy she did not intend that you should die, and it was over this that the fatal quarrel arose. In order to make you believe you had committed the murder, she placed the revolver in your hand, and on the following day, fearing detection, she and Goltmann removed the body secretly. The whole motive of the plot, it seems, was the fact that she loved you, and desired to get Mariana out of the way.

And where is Madame now? I asked.

In Brussels. The Executive have sentenced her to death as a spy.

A fortnight later the newspapers contained a telegram from Brussels headed, Mysterious Death of a Russian Lady. It stated that the body of the wealthy and beautiful Madame Teréshkevna, of St. Petersburg, had been found floating in the Meuse near Namur.


THE JUDAS-KISS.
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BAH! HOW I detest tuberoses! Their odour is gruesome. There is death in their breath.

How overpowering the scent is! How it clings to the nostrils and stirs the memory!

Shall I never be able to forget? Shall I never succeed in drawing the veil? Tuberoses and — 

Phew! Where did that whiff of chloroform come from? Is it my imagination playing me tricks, or is that man at my side a surgeon, fresh from some murderous horrible operation? They are all alike, those doctors, licensed to butcher.

Tuberoses and chloroform! Chloroform and tuberoses! Faugh! they go well together. The grim spectre breathes the one and wears the other.

I suppose it is remorse. How horrible remorse is! Bearing you down, gripping you by the throat and strangling you until your brain whirls, your senses are dulled, and you see all over again the scenes you desire most to forget.

It is a couple of years since, yet how fearfully vivid it all is!

That pallid face, whiter than the white pillow; the closed eyes, the ashen-brown hair!

By Heaven! I see it all before me even now. A hideous reality. The dénouement of a terrible drama in our struggle for freedom.

Mine was a delicate mission. My readers will probably remember that about two years ago a new Russian literary and social star appeared in the London firmament, in the person of Madame Vera Kovalski. Her sudden appearance in English society, and her ostentatious parade of wealth aroused our suspicions that she was an agent of the Russian Government, a surmise which was quickly confirmed, for one morning we saw in certain London daily newspapers a long letter signed by her in defence of Russian bureaucracy, and eulogising the humane Tzar for his paternal interest in the millions who called him father.

From that day she was the object of vigilant watchfulness. Communications with the various Circles in Russia elicited nothing regarding her past, until one day the Executive received a letter from the Kiev centre, informing us that the woman who called herself Kovalski was the young wife of Colonel Paul Krivenko, chief of police of that town. Her husband, with his grey-coated myrmidons, had for a long time past endeavoured to stamp out the revolutionary movement among the students at the University, but although dozens of innocent persons had been arrested and sent without trial to Verkhni Udinsk and Yakoutsk, he had, up to the present, been unable to discover any members of the Circle proper.

His wife had earned an unenviable reputation by giving information which led to the arrest of a dozen unfortunate students, who were brought before the special court at Petersburg. Evidently fearing to return to Kiev, she had afterwards mysteriously disappeared.

The portrait — taken from a ladys newspaper — which we had sent, had been identified, and the communication warned us that she was in England for the purpose of espionage.

Such were the circumstances in which I was entrusted with the discovery of her object in visiting London, and the extent of her knowledge of our movements. Matters were again ripe for a further attempt to overthrow the Imperial power, and the Executive had in preparation an elaborate and desperate plot which seemed likely to be as successful as that which — unfortunately for Russia — removed Alexander II.; providing the astute members of the Third Section could be baffled and led upon a wrong scent. It was highly desirable that we should know what Madame Vera was really doing, and with whom she was in communication in Russia; therefore it devolved upon me to watch her.

At frequent intervals signed articles and letters from her pen were appearing in the press in defence of the Imperial Autocrat, and endeavouring to prove, by relating personal narratives, that the prison horrors of Siberia as revealed by George Kennan and other travellers existed merely in the imagination. She even went so far as to assert that the condition of the much-talked-of forwarding prison at Tomsk would do credit to any London hospital.

This paid defender of Russian tyranny was but one of a number, each of whom has flourished in London society for a season or so and disappeared as mysteriously as they came. Some have succeeded in performing the secret services for which they were sent out from Petersburg, while upon others has fallen a relentless vengeance.

In order that my connection with the revolutionist colony in Oakleigh Gardens should not be discovered, I never visited them there. We had another place of meeting when I desired a conference. Indeed, I had found it necessary to remove my quarters from Shaftesbury Avenue to Danes Inn, that queer grimy abode of bachelors situate off Wych Street — the oldest and quaintest thoroughfare in London — under the shadow of the Law Courts. There, in chambers, I led the rollicking life of a Bohemian of independent means, had artists, authors, and actors, for my friends, and was known to them as Pierre Delorme. Speaking French fluently, I had no difficulty in disguising my nationality, and assuming the rôle of a subject of the French Republic.

The Rectory of the sleepy little Northamptonshire village of Kingsthorpe was a spacious old Jacobean house, hidden by ivy, with red, lichen-covered roofs, tall chimneys, and diamond-paned, mullioned windows. Standing back from the broad, white highway, a large, old-fashioned, flower-garden lay in front, while at the rear an orchard and well-kept lawn sloped down to the picturesque river Nene. The Reverend George Farrar, the rector, was a rubicund, happy-looking man, a true type of the port-drinking, fox-hunting British parson, and with his wife and two handsome daughters, was popular with all throughout his rural parish, from the Earl at the Hall down to the most humble and impecunious cottager. Though he hunted with the Fitzwilliam Pack, and could handle a cue with dexterity acquired by long practice, nevertheless there was no cant about him, and he was both pious and charitable.

It was at Kingsthorpe that Madame Kovalski was visiting during August, she having met the Farrars frequently in London and dispensed to them the hospitality of her house in Lexham Gardens, Kensington. By dint of a little artful manoeuvring and the exertions of a mutual friend, I also had contrived to make the acquaintance of the warm-hearted old rector, and had responded to his cordial invitation to spend a fortnight at Sleepy Hollow, as he called it.

There were several other guests, but my attention was devoted to Madame Vera, with whom I very soon became on terms of pleasant friendship.

We were idling away one hot afternoon together in a punt up a romantic and picturesque backwater of the Nene. Behind us the ground rose, covered thickly with beeches and hawthorn. A small weir, with a few eel baskets of brown osier, closed in the creek. The water was still, and around us masses of white water-lily studded the surface with silver stars. Beneath the deep emerald leaves, perch and dace darted from time to time, or lazily sucked in some drowning moth or wandering fly.

The atmosphere was stifling in the sun, yet beneath the protecting willow to which I had chained the punt there was a pleasant soothing breeze that kept the gnats away and made the afternoon quite enjoyable.

Vera looked ravishing. I had no idea that the woman upon whom I had to keep observation was so young and beautiful. Her broad white hat, set back on her shapely head, threw out her copper hair and deep-blue eyes. The olive silk that clung round her firm shoulders and waist outlined the broad curve of her limbs and fell in soft draperies about her little feet. The lace sleeves through which her white arms showed were a pretty idea, but far too tempting for a bachelor. I had found her not averse to flirtation, otherwise I should not have spoken as I did.

Vera, you are a pretty woman!  I said; yours are the longest eye-lashes, I think, I ever saw! Your complexion is simply faultless, while the crisp little curls of brown around your forehead take a copper hue in the warm sun I have never yet seen out of Titian.

Why do you flatter me so? she asked, laughing and puckering up her rosy lips.

She was lolling upon the cushions at the end of the punt, having flung down her novel heedlessly.

I suppose I may be permitted to admire you, I said, smiling. Parisians are connoisseurs of beauty. You do not want to read? Then talk to me. Shall I tell you your voice is as sweet as a carillon of silvery chimes? That your presence is as graceful and bewitching as the vision of an houri? Well, I wont be idiotic, but as sensible as a man can be when he has for companion the most charming woman in England.

How ridiculously you talk!  she exclaimed, with a merry mischievous smile. Remember, Ive been married two years — and my husband — I

You are not devoted to him, Vera.

How — how did you know?  she asked, starting. Who told you?

No one. But why deny it?

I do not deny it. Indeed, I have tried to be good to him, Pierre, but he is almost double my age; so cold, so careless, and I hear so many awful stories of his dissipated habits that it is quite impossible to love him. We are, therefore, best apart.

Poor Vera! I fear your life is not a happy one if we knew all.

Ah, no, alas!  she sighed. Ill tell you something of it and you can judge, Pierre. Indeed, I am lonely and wretched.

She did not speak for some minutes; but her head changed its position from the cushion where it lay, and by some aberration of mind rested itself lightly upon my shoulder. There was really no harm. She did not know it.

There was such a sweet odour of stephanotis wafted across my senses that I looked at the copper halo on my arm and wondered if it was not some rare orchid or tropical moss that had fallen there. She had turned her head away, and her hand was playing with the water-lily leaves waving gently in the stream.

Her skin was like alabaster. Little curls formed arabesques over the nape of her neck; and her ear, pink and transparent, tempted me to whisper into it words of passionate love. There is no situation in the human drama so interesting as a tête-à-tête with a pretty woman; and when that woman is married, with a grievance against her husband, the tête-à-tête is all the more attractive.

She told me a sad story, how she had been forced to marry Colonel Kovalski, but she did not mention that his real name was Krivenko, or that he was an officer of Imperial Police. She merely told me that he held an important official position, and that, having discovered his unfaithfulness, she had left him and come to England, where she had no enemies to gloat over her unhappiness.

A tear stole down her cheek as she related her narrative, and a sob escaped her.

Do not think of it, Vera, I said, endeavouring to console her. Think of the charming afternoon. Look at that gorgeous butterfly that hovers over the stream; look at its wings, now brown, now purple, with its orange tips and blue eyes, staring like Psyche at her discovered Cupid.

Ah, yes, she replied, with a heavy sigh; but you, a Frenchman, cannot understand ones social position in Russia.

Tell me, I exclaimed with sudden interest; I have heard and read so much of Nihilism that my curiosity has been aroused, and Im always eager to improve my knowledge.

Nihilism! she repeated in surprise. Why do you ask me about it? How can I know anything about conspirators?

But every Russian has a knowledge of the Terrorists.

Yes, they are everywhere, she admitted. And, indeed, I dont wonder. Wrong a man, deny him all redress, exile him if he complains, gag him if he cries out, strike him in the face if he struggles, and at last he will stab and throw bombs. In the light of facts recently brought to light, Terrorism ceases to be an unnatural or inexplicable phenomenon. Our Government manufactures murderers.

Are you, then, in favour of the Revolutionists? I asked, greatly surprised at this expression of opinion in such direct contrast to the views set forth in her various articles.

A Russian never dares to publicly express his or her political convictions. As for me — well, I have ceased to trouble my head about them. In a sense, I am an exile.

What an admirable actress she was; yet how charming! I had not been thinking of her as an accomplished spy, but as a woman who yearned for sympathy and affection. As the sun declined, the river grew more tranquil, and the cawing of the rooks, as they went to bed, told that day was drawing to a close.

She offered me a cigarette from her case, and taking one herself, lit them both with the air of an inveterate smoker. What could be more delicious? A balmy breeze, full of the odour of meadow-sweet, a bewitching woman by ones side, with nothing absolutely to do but admire her eyes and lips, while she discoursed with logical clearness upon the struggle of the Russian people against the iron rule of the Great White Tzar.

Ive heard of your articles, I said, after she had been describing incidents in connection with the expulsion of the Jews from Odessa.

Ah, I write sometimes, she replied. It is a pleasant and profitable amusement; yet one does not always express ones real political opinions when writing for the press. And she laughed lightly. Had you lived in Russia you would recognise the extreme danger of commenting adversely upon the Government or criticising its administrative exile system.

Our conversation was interrupted by the clock of Kingsthorpe Church striking six. Half-past was the dinner hour at the Rectory, therefore I unloosened the moorings, and, taking up the pole, pushed the punt lazily homeward, chatting to my fair freight, expressing the enjoyment her companionship afforded me, and amusing her with tittle-tattle until we stepped ashore on the Rectory lawn.

But before we had left our secluded little backwater I had kissed her, and in return received a fierce and fond caress.

I had imprinted a Judas-kiss upon her lips!

Next morning at breakfast I was sitting beside her. We had just finished the meal when the servant entered with letters. Beside her plate the maid placed two missives, one a tiny note with a superscription in a feminine hand; but the appearance of the other was a revelation to me. It lay for a moment unheeded, and by a quick, sidelong glance I saw that the large, square envelope bore the official frank stamp and double-headed eagle of the Ministry of the Interior at Petersburg. When she noticed it she hurriedly folded it in half and thrust it into he& pocket without examining its contents.

That evening, when we joined the ladies in the drawing-room after dinner, I noticed she was not with them. Leaving the room, I inquired of one of the maids, and learnt that the fair diplomat, wearing her cloak and hat, had been seen to cross the lawn in the direction of the rivers bank.

Some influence impelled me to follow. The summers night was still and starlight; scarcely a leaf stirred, and the quiet was only broken by the distant rushing of the weir. Passing out by a gate at the side of the lawn, I walked along a by-path that ran through the meadows by the waters edge. Large alders grew beside the stream, and in their shadow I advanced noiselessly over the grass.

Suddenly I heard voices, and halted to listen. I recognised hers! She was speaking in Russian.

Tell me. Whats to be done? she was asking.

Act as before, replied a mans voice in the same language. You received your instructions from the Ministry to-day.

They might have spared themselves the trouble, for I have already completed my investigations.

You have! cried the man. What is the plot? Explain it to me.

I have not yet made out my report, she replied coldly. Besides, I am in the employ of the Ministry, not in yours.

Ah! my dear Madame, pardon me if I have given offence. It was out of sheer curiosity that I asked.

Curiosity of a kind that would ruin me, eh? You would sell the secret to General Gresser, and claim the reward; but I am as wary as yourself, msieur.

I beg Madames pardon — she speaks too harshly. Indeed, your secret would be quite safe—

As safe as when, by your devilish ingenuity, you learnt of the conspiracy I had unearthed in Paris, and telegraphed it in detail to Petersburg as the result of your own vigilance. On that occasion who was rewarded? — who was decorated by the Emperor? Why, you! As for me, I

But you are my wife. What does it matter?

Wife — bah! she replied, in intense disgust. We have parted, and you have no claim whatever upon me. By what right, pray, have you followed me here? Cannot I carry out this hateful work without your detestable companionship?

But I assist you, he urged. Besides, I — I sometimes think, Vera, that we might accomplish much better work if we combined our efforts.

With you — never, she replied angrily. It is true that I married you, but we have never lived together — and never shall.

Do you forget that I once saved you from death?

Was not that a husbands duty? she asked, adding, I cannot stay longer; my hostess will miss me.

But you shall remain and hear my proposal. I intend that you shall return to Russia, and live with me.

Indeed? Then I may at once tell you, Paul Krivenko, that I hate you; that I would rather die than be your cats-paw, and she laughed scornfully.

You! — you speak like that to me!  he cried in rage. I — Ill kill you!

Bah! do your worst, she exclaimed defiantly.

Not another word, he hissed, adding a foul oath. Youll explain the whole of this conspiracy you have discovered, or — or Ill wring your white neck, and fling you into the river here. Now, you have your choice.

There were sounds of a scuffle, and I heard Vera cry hoarsely, Let me go! You hurt my throat — you coward! Help, for Gods sake!

Creeping from my hiding-place, I peered round the clump of hawthorns, and in the faint light beheld Madame struggling with her husband. He was about fifty years of age, foppishly dressed, and wore his moustache waxed. I could discern that his eyes were unusually close together, his features were small, except his mouth, which was wide, his lips thin, the effect being vulpine. By repute I knew Colonel Krivenko as one of the most cunning bloodhounds connected with the Third Section. He was a master of his craft, and, characteristic of the mercenary spy all over the world, he was true to nobody, not even to his employers, not even to his hatreds, for he had accepted service both for and against the Nihilists, both for and against his Imperial Master, the Tzar.

I saw he was bending over his young wife. He had clutched her by the throat, and was forcing her upon her knees, at the same time uttering terrible imprecations, and demanding to be informed of the result of her secret investigations.

Just as I had turned, intending to retreat to my place of concealment, having gained knowledge that would put the Executive on its guard, I heard Krivenko give vent to a fierce guttural oath.

Then a womans shrill cry rang out in the still air, followed by a great splash.

Returning quickly, I looked cautiously behind the bush, but neither the man nor woman were there. Upon the surface of the water were great eddying rings, momentarily growing larger, plainly showing that the dark stream had closed over some heavy body. I gazed for a few moments at the circling rings, not knowing how to act. Nothing appeared on the surface, and the waters gradually resumed their tranquillity.

Then I searched the bank, behind trees and bushes, and in every nook, but could discover no one.

Shuddering, I retraced my steps to the Rectory, and joined the ladies in the drawing-room.

Days passed, but Vera Kovalski did not return. Her mysterious disappearance caused a great sensation in Kingsthorpe and the neighbourhood. Although telegrams were despatched in all directions, no tidings could be gleaned of her. The strange affair cast a gloom over the usually merry household, for every one appeared to have forebodings that some unknown catastrophe had occurred, and the guests, feeling the solemnity irksome, departed, an example I quickly followed.

Before I left the Rectory, however, I examined the whole of Madames belongings, in the hope of finding something which might serve as a clue to the discovery of the conspiracy  about which she had spoken. But the search was futile.

On returning to London I informed the Executive of the occurrence, a council was held, at which it was decided that every agency possessed by our Party should be requisitioned, in order to discover whether either Colonel Krivenko or his wife were really still alive. For the success of our plot — which was a bold venture, involving the partial destruction of the Castle of Schülsselburg and the release of the political prisoners confined there — it was of supreme importance that we should know if Madame Kovalski still lived, and if so, the extent of her knowledge.

Descriptions and photographs, circulated among our members, both in England and on the Continent, failed to elicit any clue.

With Dmitri Irteneff as companion, I was ever vigilant in the London streets for many weeks, hoping to meet her, while Grinevitch continually kept Madames house in Lexham Gardens, Kensington, under observation. We have such a perfect method of tracing those who incur our displeasure that, when once the order is issued by the Executive, escape is hopeless.

Colonel Krivenkos body had already been found floating in the Nene near Peterborough, and having satisfied ourselves that his wife had not returned to her friends in London, we directed our attention to other quarters, and continued our search through many weeks.

A heavy, thick mist was blowing on the gale which swept fiercely in gusts down the English Channel. The yellow light of the November afternoon had already begun to dwindle. No sun had shone on the dreary Sussex coast that day. The tide was out, and the wide, wet sands stretched from the cliffs to the selvage of white foam that flickered in the grey light far off, where the waves broke in hissing spray.

In this tempestuous afternoon Irteneff and I were walking along the top of the cliffs between Eastbourne and Beachy Head. Suddenly, as we rounded a point, we saw below a single human being on the level foreshore. At first it was merely a speck, traversing the sand along the margin of the wind-whitened sea. We waited for its approach, and as it drew nearer Dmitri took a small binocular from his pocket. Having focused it upon the moving object, he quickly handed it to me, exclaiming briefly — 

At last! We have found her!

I looked eagerly, and saw the form of a woman walking with her head bent against the roaring wind. I recognised the figure and gait as that of Vera Kovalski!

As she moved along towards Eastbourne, we retraced our steps, and followed her to the Queens Hotel, where Irteneff, on inquiry, found she had been staying for nearly a month under the name of Mrs. Axford, and also that on several occasions gentlemen had called upon her.

Two hours later I had transferred my abode from the Cavendish to the Queens, and having duly installed myself in a room in the same corridor as Madame, I resolved to act promptly.

I did not go down to dinner, but waited till she returned. I heard her close her door; then placing a small phial in my vest pocket, and taking a clean handkerchief from my bag, stole along the corridor and entered her sitting-room without knocking.

She had flung herself upon a couch, but started up on my entrance.

Ah, my dear Madame, I commenced, as I closed the door behind me. So I have found you at last!

Found me! she cried in alarm, springing to her feet. What do you mean by entering my room in this manner? I know who you are — that your real name is Anton Prèhznev, and that you are a Nihilist. Ill ring for the servants!

And she made a dash forward. I was compelled to act without hesitation.

Youll do nothing of the sort, I said, determinedly. As I uttered the words I took out the tiny phial and emptied the contents upon the handkerchief, which a moment later I held firmly over her nose and mouth.

In a few seconds, and with only a long sigh, she fell back into my arms, an inert and helpless burden.

Placing her upon the couch, I entered her bedroom and searched her trunk and dressing-case. In the latter I discovered some letters from the Ministry of the Interior and some photographs, all of which I crushed into my pockets. While doing so, a thought crossed my mind that she would probably conceal about her person the more important documents.

When I re-entered the sitting-room she was lying just as I had left her. I placed my hand in the bodice of her gown, and as I did so a spray of tuberoses fell to the floor. Feeling crisp paper inside her bodice, I drew it forth. It was an envelope, the contents of which I immediately examined.

I discovered that it was the report for which I had been searching. Breathless with excitement, I read it through from beginning to end. Our plot was completely exposed! Moreover, it gave names and descriptions of the Executive and prominent members resident in London, myself included.

When I had devoured the contents, I placed it carefully in my pocket, afterwards turning to cast a farewell glance at her. With alarm I noticed that in the few minutes during which I had been reading an ashen pallor had overspread her countenance. I laid my hand softly upon her breast.

The heart had ceased to beat! Then the terrible truth dawned upon me. I had administered an overdose! Vera Kovalski was dead, and I had murdered her!

For a moment my senses reeled, so overcome was I by the mingled odours of chloroform and tuberoses. But I managed to recover myself and creep noiselessly out.

Is there any wonder why I have never since been able to endure the combined sickly scents of chloroform and tuberoses.

I can smell them now! Faugh!


AN IMPERIAL SUGAR PLUM.
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THE INCIDENT AT Borki, when the train in which the Tzar Alexander and Tzarina were travelling was wrecked and partially burned, will no doubt be remembered by the majority of readers. Although generally attributed to a Nihilist plot, the perpetrators of the outrage have never been discovered. It is true that thirty-seven persons of both sexes were arrested at Kirsanoff and Atkarsk and sent to the Kadainski silver mine in Eastern Siberia as a precautionary measure, but all were innocent, and notwithstanding the strenuous efforts of the Russian Security Section, aided by the police of the whole of Europe, the matter has always been regarded as a mystery.

Now, for the first time, I have resolved to explain the manner in which that attempt was made, the cause of its failure, and the means employed by the conspirators to effect their escape.

Foreign critics — those in the pay of the Russian Government — frequently stigmatise Nihilists as frenzied enthusiasts who seek to reform society and reconstitute their country by the aid of dynamite and bombshells. Nevertheless, although the means employed may, perhaps, appear reprehensible, yet the majority of patriotic Englishmen are in sympathy with the cause of Russian freedom. Have we not had many examples thrust upon us of the tyranny and callousness of the late Tzar? When the Lord Mayor, representing the City of London, petitioned his Imperial Majesty regarding the inhuman treatment of Jews, what answer did he receive? The representative of English liberty was snubbed; the petition was returned with a curt reply that Russian Jews did not concern the Lord Mayor. Such an illustration of Muscovite despotism should be borne in mind by those who look upon Nihilists as murderers.

Our object is to free our beloved country from the terrible yoke. In the great sorrow-stricken land, tens of thousands of our countrymen groan beneath the curse of infamous laws and the burden of unjust taxation. The young Tzar on his throne is powerless, his myrmidons who surround him keep their grip upon the desolated country, and no man can breathe with absolute freedom. The police are infamous spies who will sell a mans life for a few kopecks; the magistracy is corrupt, and justice a burlesque. Poverty, misery, and starvation are rampant, and happiness is unknown, beneath the crushing weight of this monstrous form of despotism. The so-called Nihilists desire to free their country from this curse, and would do it by peaceable means, and without bloodshed, were it possible. But it is not, and therefore the Executive are compelled to be merciless, and are determined to strike enemies of Russia without pity or remorse.

To sweep the Autocrat from his throne, to break his power, to destroy the corrupt ministers and infamous advisers by whom he is surrounded, to bring enlightenment, peace, and freedom to millions of honest, God-fearing men, women, and children in Russia, are the objects and aims of those who are so frequently designated as murderers.

Yet the work goes on, silently, steadily, deadly. Each day brings the power of the Tzars nearer its disastrous termination; each day increases the hopes of those thousands of political suspects buried alive in Siberian snow-drifts; each night brings us nearer the dawn of a bright and prosperous day.

Already my readers have learnt the reason I, Anton Prèhznev, loyal soldier of his Imperial Majesty, became transformed into a revolutionist. My case is but one of many thousands. In Russia, one must be either a flunkey or a Nihilist, and most persons prefer to work for the cause of freedom.

It was in a small room over a dingy and uninviting-looking café in Gerrard Street, Soho — to which our headquarters had been transferred, in order to elude the vigilance of the spies of the Embassy — that there was arranged one of the most bold and terrible plots since the assassination of Alexander II.

The meeting was held hurriedly at midnight, and I attended. Paul Pétroff — who had that day returned from Petersburg — presided, and Tersinski, Irteneff, Grinevitch, and Bounakoff were present.

Brothers, exclaimed Pétroff, after we had seated ourselves and transacted some preliminary business, our time has arrived. By the exercise of due caution we shall be enabled to strike a blow that will paralyse Europe, and remove the Tyrant and his underlings. Shall we do so?

Yes, we replied, with one accord.

Now that the lips of that traitress, Vera Kovalski, are sealed, we are free to act, he continued. The Zemliâ i Volia (Land and Liberty) group in Petersburg have supplied us with information. The Tzar and Tzarina will leave the Winter Palace this day fortnight for Astrakhan.

He took from the papers at his elbow a large map of Russia, upon which was marked in red the route by which the Imperial party were to travel. It showed that they would go by way of Moscow, Riazan, Tambov, Atkarsk, to Saratov, and thence by steamer down the Volga.

You observe, brothers, he said, the train will pass over several unimportant branch lines. It is suggested by the Circle in Petersburg that a disaster should occur on one of these, as they will not be so closely watched as the trunk lines.

What kind of a disaster? I asked.

Pétroff ran his fingers through his long, dark hair, and fixed his searching eyes upon me.

We have yet to decide, he replied.  Besides, as it would be extremely dangerous for any member of the Petersburg group to undertake the attempt, one of us will be compelled to put the plans into execution, receiving assistance, of course, from our brothers in the capital.

There are many ways of causing a disaster, observed Tersinski.  A charge of dynamite under the metals, as at Moscow, might prove effective.

Or destroy a bridge, as we did at Elizabethgrad, suggested Bounakoff.

And wreck the pilot engine only, remarked the President.  No, neither will do. The only way it can be done effectually is from the train itself.

But how?  asked Grinevitch, who had been sitting thoughtful and silent.

Pétroff then entered into a minute explanation, producing plans of the various lines that he had brought from Petersburg, together with a sketch of the Imperial train, and a list of the suite and ministers who would, in all probability, travel by it. We sat together until the small hours of the morning, and at length arranged every detail.

Then came the momentous question as to who should be deputed to carry out the project. It was at first suggested that Grinevitch should be entrusted with the mission, but eventually we decided to cast lots as usual. We threw dice, and Fate decreed that the choice should fall upon me.

* * * *

A September night. The rain was falling at intervals from bars of ragged, fleecy cloud, and the lights of Petersburg cast long, uncertain reflections upon the bosom of the dark Neva. The clock of the Izaak Church had long ago struck the hour of one; the theatres were emptied, and the last café had been closed.

The rain plashed gloomily upon the pavement of the Nevski Prospekt as I trudged onward. I was making my way to friends who would assist me in my mission. Only half an hour before I had arrived from England, but I was no stranger to the city, although some years had elapsed since I had last walked its broad streets.

Already the rain had soaked through my thick travelling ulster, my teeth were chattering, my limbs ached from being cooped up in a close railway carriage for five days, and I felt generally depressed and uncomfortable. As I was passing the Hotel de lEurope my attention was arrested by the quick passage of a figure through the light shed by a street lamp — a short man, whose head was sunk between his shoulders, with sharp features and small keen eyes — who glanced sharply at me and passed rapidly on.

I thought nothing of the occurrence at the time, because I was fearless. My passport was perfectly legitimate, stating that my name was Alexandrovitch Charushin, Russian subject, born at Odessa, and living in Munich; that my calling was that of chef, and, further, that I had returned to Petersburg in search of employment. So completely was I disguised by the removal of my beard and moustache, and the application of theatrical make up, that even the spies of the London division of the Secret Police would pass me by unnoticed. Therefore I felt confident of security.

Presently I turned from the Nevski into a dingy by-street, and having walked through to the farther end, halted before a confectioners, and rang the private bell.

My handbag was heavy, and I set it down until I should be admitted.

In a few moments the door opened mysteriously, and on my entrance was quickly closed again, leaving me in darkness.

Welcome, friend, to Petersburg, said a mans voice in a low tone. Walk forward, and upstairs.

I obeyed, and on gaining the landing entered a small sitting-room. The two occupants — a man and a woman — rose to greet me.

At last, exclaimed the young fellow, who subsequently introduced himself as Ivan Liustig, medical student. You must be hungry. Mascha, here, will get you something to eat.

I turned to glance at his companion. Our eyes met. Our voices mingled in a cry of joy. I had at last found my sister Mascha!

In the hour that followed we both related briefly our adventures. She had grown older, more matronly, yet still more beautiful than when I had last seen her writhing under the terrible torture of the knout in the open market-place of Mstislavl. As I felt the soothing touch of her hands, and looked into the deep-blue eyes, I saw fathomed there a wealth of love, and patience, and pity.

Sitting at table with Liustig and Boris Soliviof — the proprietor of the confectioners shop, who had admitted me — I watched Maschas face as she chatted and drew tea from the shining samovar. In repose, its expression was one of infinite gentleness; yet in a moment, at a word regarding the revolutionary movement, it would change: the rosy, child-like lips would meet, the fair cheeks glow, the delicate nostrils dilate, and the eyes would flame with an enthusiasm begotten of wrong and long suffering.

She described to me her life since that day when we last met at Mstislavl; how she had been kept in prison for three years, two of which were spent in the Fortress of Peter and Paul, merely because she was suspected of political enthusiasm. She was never brought to trial; but, after the long years of solitude in damp, mouldy cells, during which her health was shattered, she contracted typhoid fever, and was set at liberty. Since that time she had allied herself with the Zemliâ i Volia, and had been considered one of the most daring members of the group. She earned her living by fur-sewing, and was engaged to be married to Ivan Liustig.

My real name had never transpired in connection with the work of the Executive, therefore she had all these years believed that I was still in exile in Siberia, where she had heard our father had died while chained to his wheel-barrow in the Nerchinsk mine.

I was relating how I escaped, when the opening of the street-door by a latch-key, and flying footsteps on the stairs startled us. The handle of the door was turned, and a thin, dark-haired young man dashed into the room. He must have sped quickly, for he put his hand to his side, and with difficulty gasped — 

Quick! They are searching. The police are already on their way here!  Then turning to me, said, Hide! hide, for your life!

Mascha wrung her hands, crying, Fly! fly, Anton! They must not discover you! Fly!

I was making blindly for the door, when Liustigs voice attested me.

No — no time; they will meet you — you must hide!

Where can I? And I looked round the room in dismay.

The window — it is dark. Mascha spoke, pointing upwards. The man who had warned us had already disappeared.

My sister saw my hesitation. The window was high in the wall, and I could not reach it.

Take the bag with you. Jump on my shoulders, gasped Liustig, turning his back and lowering his body.

Something of their anxious energy was lent to me in that supreme moment. I sprang with agility upon the proffered shoulders — I opened the window, and with a rush of cold wind came to me the measured tramp of the police on the stairs.

As I crawled outside and closed the window after me, the fury of the storm was such that I felt it would sweep me from my insecure retreat. I clutched the window-frame — my feet were on a sloping roof, which seemed to move away under them. In my desperation I felt disposed to let myself go, for the precious bag I had brought up seemed to drag me down. In a few moments, however, I had found a secure resting-place for it, and, moving cautiously sideways, discovered a projection, upon which I obtained a firm grip. Thus, by bending forward, I was enabled to see into the room, myself unseen.

One cup had been hidden, and Mascha sat by the stove with a book in her hand. Her eyes were turned to the door as if in startled surprise. The picture she thus presented, with the two men calmly smoking cigarettes, was tranquil, innocent, and natural.

Next second five police officers burst into the room. Liustigs manner was perfect. His eyebrows were raised, and he looked astonishment personified. Soliviof had gone to the door, and with a polite gesture of the hand, seemed to invite the intruders to enter, search, and examine anything they liked.

There was an expression of mystification upon the faces of all the officers as their glances travelled round the room. Mascha had risen to her feet, and stood with proud uplifted head in mute protest at the unseemly interruption. The ispravnik stepped forward in front of Soliviof, and holding him with stern eye, evidently questioned him. Although I strained every nerve to hear what was being said, the howling of the wind prevented me distinguishing a single word. I could only guess what was transpiring by a close observation of the dumb show.

Soliviof fixed steady unflinching eyes upon his examiner, and gave prompt replies, which apparently satisfied him. Liustig was submitted to the same cross-examination, but with perfect coolness leaned against the wall, smoking his cigarette with a half-amused air. Then came Maschas turn. She bore herself like an outraged queen. I saw that her manner impressed the officer, who, when handing back her permit to reside, bowed courteously. But Russian officers are mostly impressionable, and this ispravnik would go through the same insipid polite formalities were he conducting my sister to the scaffold.

Mascha sat down and was silent, but watched every movement of the men, who, inactive during the examination, now received orders to prosecute a search.

They left no corner, probable or improbable, uninvestigated; and whilst they were busy a sudden panic of dread seized me that before they went one of them might think of the roof.

I drew my body up until I lay pressed flat and close to the side of the dormer window. Just as I had done so, the window opened, and a head appeared defined distinctly against the sky. The eyes pierced the gloom in my direction, but only for an instant. I scarcely dared to breathe.

Theres nobody up here, I heard him exclaim to his companions, then slowly the head disappeared.

I remained undiscovered, and the officers proceeded to other rooms to prosecute their search for incriminating papers, of which they found none.

At last I heard their heavy tramp below in the silent street. It grew gradually fainter, until it died away in the distance. Then I breathed a prayer of thanksgiving, and, grasping my bag, descended into the room. We all four uttered mutual congratulations upon having had such an excellent escape, and at once set about preparing to retire for the remainder of the night. Liustig, however, remained up in order to give the alarm, should we again be surprised.

* * * *

Pashol!

The engine of the Imperial train whistled loudly, the lines of blue-coated soldiers upon the platform saluted and cheered, and the long saloon cars glided slowly out of the great station on their way to Moscow. Five of the carriages were occupied by the royal party and suite — which included the Ministers of Finance and the Interior, as well as General Bieli of the Secret Police — while the sixth, which was next the engine, was the travelling kitchen. Among the servants in this latter were Liustig and myself.

How I came to be enrolled in the Imperial service matters little. With our Organisation everything is possible. It is sufficient to say that two of the chefs assistants were taken ill — perhaps purposely for aught I know — and that, at the last moment, Soliviof supplied us to fill their places. In the car with us was an officer of the Security Section, disguised as a waiter; therefore my companion and myself were compelled to exercise the utmost caution.

Hour after hour we travelled across that great flat tract of country between the Valdai Hills and the Volga. But our pace was slow, and such were the extraordinary precautions taken, that the whole distance between St. Petersburg and Moscow was lined by troops, who seemed to sustain a continuous cheer as we passed. Arriving at Moscow in the evening, we did not break the journey, but continued over the Tambov line through Central Russia.

It was about two oclock in the morning. The upper servants had retired to the sleeping compartments in order to snatch an hours repose, and there were only two others beside Liustig and myself in the kitchen. I had occasion to carry some wine through to the Imperial dining-car, and was met at the door by the waiter-detective; nevertheless, I managed to obtain a glimpse of the interior. I saw that the Tzarina had gone to her private saloon, and that his Majesty was seated with two officers of his suite, calmly smoking and laughing over his wine.

Returning to my small compartment at the extreme end of the kitchen-car, I resumed my work of scouring pans, when suddenly Liustig, with white, scared face, entered, closing the door quickly after him.

By heaven! were lost! he gasped, in a hoarse, frightened whisper. Some one has placed it on end!

How long ago?  I asked, startled at the position, which I at once recognised as extremely critical.

I dont know. Perhaps a quarter of an hour.

Without hesitation I opened the door, and, affecting carelessness, passed to the centre of the car, where there was a cupboard in which were stored our provisions. On looking inside, I saw on the lower shelf an object which I had conveyed from London. It was certainly not suspicious-looking; merely a small-sized loaf of white sugar, the conical top of which had during the day been broken off and used, while part of its original blue paper wrapping still remained.

During the whole of the journey I had exercised the greatest caution that it should be kept in a horizontal position; but one of the servants, probably noticing it rolling backwards and forwards with the oscillation of the train, had set it on end in a corner of the cupboard. Stooping, I was about to replace it in its original position, when my fingers came in contact with some sticky liquid.

I saw it was too late! Closing the cupboard, I quickly rejoined Ivan.

Well, he whispered, what can we do?

Nothing, I replied breathlessly. We have but one chance.

Whats that?

To leap for life.

From the train?

I nodded, peering through the window into the darkness, and suddenly recognising a station through which we passed a moment later. We are about eighteen versts from Borki, and close to the spot that had been arranged. If you remain here, you know what fate awaits you, I added, noticing his hesitation.

The door was open, and the two men in the kitchen beyond were smoking cigarettes and drinking vodka.

Come, I said aloud, so that they should overhear. We are nearing Borki, I think. Lets go outside and see. I once lived close by when I was a youth.

He followed me. As we stepped out upon the platform at the end of the car and adjoining the engine, I undid the latch of the little iron gate.

Our pace had quickened, and we were travelling through the wide open country in the teeth of a fierce storm of rain and wind.

Follow me, I said briefly, and without glancing round, sprang out upon the line.

I have a dim recollection of sustaining a severe blow on the top of the skull. Then all was oblivion.

On regaining consciousness, I found myself lying upon a grassy bank near the line, with Liustig bending over me. Day was just dawning.

Come, pull yourself together, Prèhznev, he urged; we must fly, or we shall be discovered.

Staggering to my feet, I rubbed my eyes, and then remembered the exciting events of the past few hours.

The train! Where is it? I inquired.

How should I know? he asked. I leapt after you and it went on — to the devil most probably. And he grinned. But weve ourselves to look after now, he continued.  See! our brothers of Tambov have not forgotten us!  and he pointed to a heap of clothes that lay upon the ground.

You have found them, then?

Yes, they were concealed in the shed yonder. We took our leave of our Imperial Master just at the right spot.

While he was speaking, he commenced to divest himself of his clothes, afterwards attiring himself in the worn and ragged dress of a moujik, finally enveloping himself in a polushuba, or outer garment of sheepskin, an example which I quickly followed. This completed, we burned our passports, and making up our clothes into a bundle, put several heavy stones in with them and sank them in a stream near by.

From servants of the Tzars household we were transformed into two poor peasants whose passports, signed by the Zemski Natchalnik, allowed us to leave our Mir and emigrate abroad in search of employment.

During the whole day we tramped along the white road that led across a barren desolate steppe, subsequently arriving at Arkadak, a quaint rural town, where we were sheltered for the night by the village pope, who was a member of our Organisation. Facilities for our escape had been well arranged by the Tambov Circle, for on our departure on the following morning we found a country cart awaiting us at a lonely part of the road, and in it we were driven along the Koper valley and through the fertile country of the Don Cossacks to Filinovskaia, a small station on the Tzaritzin-Lipetsk railway.

This being one of the trunk lines, running right across the Empire, we were enabled to travel direct to Dunabürg, thence to Vilna, afterwards crossing the frontier at Wirballen and reaching Kônigsberg, where we at once took passages as emigrants for England.

A dozen times during our adventurous journey to the frontier suspicious police officers examined our passports, but they were always found in order, and we were allowed to proceed.

On our way we purchased the Moscow Gazette, the Donskoi Pchela, and other newspapers in order to ascertain whether the Imperial travellers had arrived at their destination, but none of the journals mentioned the Tzars journey. The reason of this was, as we afterwards discovered, that all references to the affair were forbidden by the censorship.

Fatigued and nauseated by the foulness of the steerage, we at length arrived in London.

Sitting in an easy-chair in the bright, comfortable dining-room at the house in Oakleigh Gardens I first learnt of the result of the attempt.

Pétroff handed me a copy of the Times, pointing to a brief report in the top corner of the page. It was a telegram from its Moscow correspondent, headed Terrible Disaster in Russia: Narrow Escape of the Imperial Family, and ran as follows: — 

A terrible catastrophe is reported from Borki. The Imperial train, with the Tzar, Tzarina, and suite, which left St. Petersburg for Saratov, has been totally wrecked and partially burned. The royal party had a most miraculous escape, for nineteen persons in the train were killed, and two of the servants are missing. It is evident that an explosion of some kind occurred, for all the carriages were completely shattered, and a deep wide hole was made in the permanent way, which could not possibly have been caused by the train leaving the rails. Full details have not yet transpired, as an order has been issued prohibiting the publication of any information. It is stated, however, that all the Imperial servants have been placed under arrest pending an inquiry.



We had been within an ace of success.

Perhaps never had an explosion been more cleverly concealed as on that occasion. The loaf of sugar was so innocent-looking that the Tzar and his family had actually eaten some of it! Inside, however, was a most ingenious contrivance — if it is admissible to admire mechanical genius in the construction of such machines. It consisted of a small American clock attached to two glass tubes containing liquid explosives of the most powerful description, the component parts of which, however, it is unnecessary to describe. The delicate machinery was so arranged that, providing the sugar loaf remained in a horizontal position after being set, twenty-four hours must elapse before the tubes were broken and the liquids allowed to come into contact with one another. If, however, it was placed on end, the clock in question would only run for a quarter of an hour, when the tubes would be broken, and a terrific explosion ensue.

This arrangement had been made so that, in the event of our inability to enter the Imperial service, we might smuggle it into the kitchen along with the provisions, in which case a quarter of an hour after the departure of the train it would have been wrecked.

The failure of what was one of the most daring attempts upon the life of the Tzar could only be explained by the machine standing in an upright position, as, had it exploded horizontally, it would have destroyed everything near its own level, and none of the Imperial family would have escaped.

As it was, it exploded in a downward direction, making the great hole in the railway track, and causing the loss of nineteen lives, a result which no one more deeply deplored than we did ourselves.


THE CONFESSION OF VASSILII.
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I MET VASSILII Poklévski at the post-house at Durnovskaia, a small village a few miles from Astrakhan. He had been recommended to me as a steady, intelligent yamstchik (driver) of superior education to the average Muscovite, and he would, I was assured, serve me faithfully and well on the long journey I had been compelled to undertake. I therefore engaged him. Outwardly, he was a rough, uncouth-looking fellow with unkempt grey hair and unshorn beard, but very soon I ascertained that he was well read, and that he spoke French quite fluently.

We set out together in a rather rickety telega drawn by a pair of shaggy horses I had purchased, and for a fortnight had travelled along the postroad that follows the Volga. To inquiries as to where he had picked up his knowledge of literature and languages Vassilii always gave evasive replies, and although I knew he was an ardent supporter of the Cause, I began to suspect that his past was enveloped in some mystery, a surmise which proved correct.

At Nijni Novgorod we encountered the first snow, and exchanged our telega for a sleigh. One afternoon, just as twilight was setting in, we were crossing the wide snow-covered steppe which stretched out on one side from Veliki listing as far as the eye could reach towards Vondokurskoi, in Vologda Province, while on the other was a dense forest of tall gloomy pines, rendered picturesque by the hoar-frost upon the branches. Vassilii was wrapped in his sheepskin until only his eyes and moustache were visible, while I, enveloped in my heavy fur-coat, sat back in the sleigh ruminating.

The drive was weary, monotonous, and comfortless. In those parts of the road sheltered by trees the coating of snow was absent, but the ground was covered with ice. The runners of my sleigh would grind over the bare patches, and the ragged-coated little horses would flounder about on the frozen surface, while Vassilii would crack his long-thonged whip and yell imprecations at the horses, at the ground, at the snow because it was not there, and at the devil as the author of all his troubles.

He had driven about fifteen versts from the little town of Nikolskoi towards Gorodezkoi, when suddenly we came upon the ruins of a good-sized house that had evidently been burned down a considerable time before, as ivy had thickly overgrown part of the bare blackened walls. It stood near the road, overlooking the frozen river, while at the rear was a cluster of wooden isbas, which I afterwards learnt formed the village of Nagorskoie. The ruin came into view as we rounded a bend in the road, and I was startled at the effect it had upon Vassilii.

He turned, looked at the black crumbling walls for a moment, then, crossing himself and uttering a brief exhortation to the Virgin, gathered up his reins. Shivâi! shivâi! (Faster! faster!) he cried to his horses, and as he brought the long thongs of his whip into play we redoubled our pace and quickly left the dilapidated building far behind.

I did not seek any explanation just then, but a couple of hours later, when we were sitting together in the post-house at Gorodezkoi, where we had put up for the night, I referred to the incident.

The bare room had that air of discomfort characteristic of the Russian post-station. A table, a few chairs, and a large round stove comprised the furniture, while upon the walls hung a cheap portrait of his Majesty the Tzar and a badly executed picture of the Virgin. A steaming samovar stood on the table between us, for we were taking tea and cigarettes after our meal, and conversing in French so that the inquisitive keeper of the place should not understand what we said.

When I mentioned the ruined house and his apparent desire to get away from it, Vassilii drew a long breath, passed his hand across his eyes, and gazed up to the ikon hanging opposite. His papiroska trembled a little in his lean brown hand, and he began in a voice that had a strange quiver in it.

* * * * *

You noticed that woman — the one with fair hair and pale complexion — who came in for a letter just now? I spoke to her. There was such a remarkable resemblance that I could not refrain from asking her a question — and yet how foolish!

I am not an old man, scarcely sixty, nevertheless I might have seen a century of things in the years that have passed since I last sat in this post-station. I feel as though I have utterly wasted my life; still I do not know that I regret that the sweets came first, all at once, and the dregs afterwards. Why not? One may at least sit and rail at the present, though he envy his neighbours.

You know nothing of the tragedy that has overshadowed my life? No. Then I will tell you. See! I wear the ribbon of St. Andrew in my buttonhole. It is worn, and the colours have faded. The Tzar bestowed it upon me for bravery in the Crimea. Bravery! Bah! it was not valour but sheer recklessness, because I had no desire to live longer.

The story is a queer one, and still more queer perhaps that it should be I who tell it.

In that house the ruins of which we passed this afternoon I once lived with my father, Count Alexander Nechaieff. My mother died soon after my birth, and all my earlier days were passed in that great gloomy old place without any companions of my own age. My father, the barin of that wretched little village of Nagorskoie, owned many serfs. He was cruel, harsh, unjust, and hard-hearted, and the peasants regarded him with terror. This part of Vologda is, you see, flat and exposed; the soil is poor, the population sparse, and the long winter is always more severe than away in Petersburg. The consequence of this was that the inhabitants of Nagorskoie had become wild and embittered, for my fathers exactions had reduced his serfs to the direst poverty; the isbas were devoid of all but absolute necessities, the fields neglected, and the wretched moujiks starving. In the majority of the cottages the stove had gone out owing to lack of fuel, and the samovar disused because there was no tea. The poverty was worse than in previous years, and the peasantry were driven to despair.

One day, in the bitterest season of that merciless winter, my father and I were sitting before the stove in the dining-room, smoking our papiroski after our mid-day meal. I was then only twenty, having just returned from my studies at Moscow. The room in which we sat was cosy and well furnished, for my father, arrogant and selfish, denied himself no luxury, and led a life of idleness and ease, spending half his time at Petersburg, and the remainder at Nagorskoie.

Suddenly Artem Makaroff, my fathers secretary, entered. I had always disliked him, for he was an oleaginous, soft-spoken man whose ugly face always wore a sinister expression. Addressing my father, he said — 

Bavin, some of the people desire to see you. They are waiting outside.

To see me! asked my father, in surprise. What do they want?

They refuse to tell me, bavin. They say they must see you personally.

Oh! very well! cried my father, rising angrily and standing with his back to the stove. If there is any grumbling or sign of disaffection, Ill teach them a lesson. Let them enter.

Artem retired, and a few moments later the stavosta came in, accompanied by about a dozen half-starved, shivering moujiks with white, haggard faces and ragged sheepskins.

Well!  exclaimed my father, scanning them with angry eye. What does this mean, pray? What right have you to come here in a body?  Have pity, bavin, implored the elder, bending himself almost double. We have come to beg mercy of you, to cast ourselves upon your sympathy.

What for?

We are starving, our cattle are dying, our homes have been denuded of almost everything, and — and we cannot pay your rent, your High Nobility. We have come to beg you to allow us time.

The serfs held their tattered caps in their hands and fidgeted uneasily while their starosta was speaking. There was a look of intense anxiety upon their pinched faces, for they had been driven to the last extremity.

 It is your duty to pay me. replied my father impatiently. If you do not I shall treat it as insubordination. You know what that means.

 Batiushka! exclaimed the white-haired old man whose head was bowed. We cannot pay just yet, even if our Father the Tzar came himself and demanded the tax.

 Silence!  thundered my father.  You shall pay it. Ill hear no excuses, you understand. It must be paid within a week from to-day — every kopeck.

The starosta shook his head sorrowfully, saying — 

 Your High Nobility, it is impossible. We have no money, and we have nothing that we can sell.

 No more words!  my father cried.  Ill not be dictated to. You have nothing that you can sell, have you? Very well. I give you one week in which to find the money.

 Have you no pity, barin? implored the old man.

My father smiled sarcastically. Begone! You know my decision, he said coldly, and, lighting a fresh cigarette, turned his back upon them.

Broken-hearted and despairing, the starving moujiks filed slowly out of the warm, well-furnished room, and with revenge in their souls sought their own cheerless homes. I endeavoured to mediate on behalf of the poor wretches, but to my supplications my father turned a deaf ear.  No, Ill teach the brutes a lesson, he said.

He kept his word, for within a week the knout fell heavily upon the backs of some of the defaulters. These arbitrary acts nearly caused a revolt, but this was rapidly suppressed by my father, who caused the ringleaders, together with the starosta to receive publicly two hundred lashes, as a warning to all who tried to oppose his authority.

The weeks passed, the snow disappeared, and spring came.

My favourite spot was at the bottom of the lower garden, on a little bridge that was thrown over a small swamp. The view was extremely restricted, but very melancholy and pleasing. There was a small pond with overgrown banks, directly behind it was the dense pine forest, and drooping over the pond was an ancient birch clinging to the damp bank with its thick roots, and swaying its curling branches over the unruffled surface of the pool, which gave back the reflection of the drooping boughs and surrounding greenery.

Seated one afternoon upon an old stump I was smoking, enjoying the bright sunshine and calm solitude, when suddenly I discovered an intruder. Leaning on the railing of the little bridge, with her profile towards me, and looking down into the water, was a young girl. She had evidently forgotten herself, and had no thought that she was being observed. Her large eyes were full of intent observation, of deep clear thought, her pose was unaffected, yet hers was the most beautiful face I had ever seen.

A tall, graceful figure, well set off by her picturesque peasant dress, tiny hands, delicate and white, a clear, fresh complexion, deep violet eyes with long black lashes, wavy auburn hair, and small white teeth just visible between a pair of lips that seemed made alone for kisses, while her features had that sweet, half-sad expression that is the birth-gift of every Russian woman, rich or poor.

I rose, and advancing, greeted her. She blushed deeply and appeared confused. Very soon, however, we were chatting in friendly manner, and she told me her name was Natiônka, and that she was the daughter of old Savischnoff, one of my fathers serfs.

After an hours pleasant gossip I walked with her to her home, a small, lonely cottage in the heart of the forest, five versts along the road to Seniki. Had she been of noble birth she could not have treated me with more queenly reserve, and before I bade her good-bye we had arranged to meet on the morrow.

From that time I waited for her daily in a secluded part of the forest, into which no one ever penetrated. As you may well guess I fell violently in love with her, even though she was but the daughter of a poor wood-cutter. We kept our secret, meeting clandestinely with only the chattering birds in the trees above as witnesses. As a token of affection I had given her a small heart-shaped locket of blue malachite set round with diamonds and containing my miniature. This she wore concealed in the breast of her dress.

So four months passed — bright months, sunny months. I adored her with all my being, and she, in return, loved me passionately.

Vassilii tossed his dead cigarette away, and passed his hand again wearily over his eyes, brushing away what appeared suspiciously like a tear. Sighing heavily, as if the recollection of Natiônka stirred sad and painful memories, he murmured an apology. Then he went on, talking to himself rather than to me.

* * * * *

I summoned courage at last to go to old Savischnoff. His isba was poorly furnished but clean, and the ikon was over the door — always a good sign. When we were alone I told him how I loved his daughter, and the effect of the announcement was almost magical.

 What! You love her? You love Natiônka? the old man gasped in a fierce whisper. No, no, you must not. he urged.  What would the barin say? If he knew, he would kill my child.

I laughed at his consternation.  Have no fear. I said.  I shall marry her, and as my wife she will be under my protection.

 No. A thousand times, no!  he declared.  Think! It would bring ruin and death upon us.

 Bah! Leave it all to me. I said. I was young, madly impetuous, and Natiônka was my idol. Little did I imagine that the drama would have such a dénouement.

Our wedding took place on a day in bright autumn. I told the Count that I had grown tired of Nagorskoie, and intended to go to Nijni for a change. To this he raised no objection, and I set out alone with a tarantass. Twelve versts along the road I found Natiônka awaiting me, and we drove together to the village pope at Dinkova, who, according to previous arrangement, made us man and wife. Then we travelled on to Nijni, and after three weeks absence returned to Nagorskoie. We were still bound to keep our marriage secret, therefore Natiônka went home and we both led the same lives as before, spending whole days together in the solitude of the great pine forest, happy in each others love.

She was charming. But, alas! how brief a paradise was ours.

Standing one evening at our favourite spot in the wood, with my wife clasped to my breast, I was uttering words of passionate affection and tenderness.

I want you to assume your proper position. I said. Yet I confess, Natiônka, that I dare not tell my father.

No, do not tell him. she urged earnestly. For the present let us remain as we are. If your father knew he would separate us. He would send me to another serf-owner, as he did Anna Ivanovna, Marya Zadlewski, and the others.

Fear not, little one. I replied reassuringly.  He dare not send you away now you are my wife.

 Could you not take me to Petersburg or Moscow, where we could live together unknown? she suggested.  You have enough money to do that, havent you?

Yes, dearest. But unfortunately you are still a serf. If you left the estate he could have you arrested. He even has the right by law to exile you to Siberia for desertion. This latter course he would certainly adopt if he knew we were wedded.

Ah! You are right. she replied sorrowfully.  I never thought of that.

At that moment we were startled at hearing the cracking of dried twigs, apparently broken by footsteps. Holding our breath we listened.

 A wolf perhaps!  exclaimed Natiônka in alarm.

I drew my revolver and waited.

No! I exclaimed aloud, as I caught a glimpse of a figure moving stealthily among the trunks of the trees. Not a wolf, but a more dangerous animal, Artem Makaroff, my fathers agent!

It was evident that he had followed us, listened to our conversation, and overheard the declaration I had made regarding our marriage! I felt certain that sooner or later he would betray us.

On my return home that night the Count was unusually gracious towards me, and, after watching him narrowly, I came to the conclusion that Artem had not informed him of the incident. In the course of the evening, however, my fathers habitual moroseness returned, and he sat smoking and thinking. Suddenly he grew confidential, and said — 

 Vassilii, will you do me a favour? I am in a financial difficulty, and I want you to take a letter to our friend Mikhailovitch, at Vasilova, and bring back the money he will give you.

 Very well, I replied. When shall I start?

At daybreak. You must be in Vasilova by the day after to-morrow, otherwise he will have departed for Petersburg.

I announced my readiness to go, and he wrote the letter. At dawn I set out on horseback for Mikhailovitchs, distant two days journey by road. Unsuspicious of any double dealing, I had not told Natiônka of my departure, for as I should only be absent four days I knew she would not feel any uneasiness.

It was not before noon that the suspicion crossed my mind that I had been sent on the errand for an ulterior purpose. Try how I would I could not get rid of the thought that I had left Natiônka unprotected. Indeed, a strange presage of evil seemed to possess me, forcing me at last to turn and ride with all speed back to Nagorskoie. The afterglow was in the sky when I spurred my horse into the village. Something unusual had evidently happened, for all the inhabitants had collected in the tiny market-place.



As I dismounted and turned the corner into the open space a shrill scream broke upon my ear. Looking round upon the white, scared faces of the assembled moujiks, I saw that the cause of the commotion was a public knouting.

Elbowing my way to the centre of the throng, I reached the whipping-post, where a scene of inhuman brutality met my eyes, causing the spirit of murder to enter my soul.

Stretched face downwards was the form of a woman, whose wrists and ankles were bound tightly to an inclined wooden frame. Her back was covered with blood, the flesh having been cut into strips by the thongs of the terrible knout, which, wielded by a brawny brutal servant of my fathers, was falling with monotonous regularity upon the victim. The Count, with folded arms, stood near, watching the torture with undisguised satisfaction.

At first I could not see the face of the unfortunate girl, but a few seconds later I recognised the colour of the hair and the distorted features. It was Natiônka!

Rushing forward with a wild cry I flung myself upon the man who was administering the horrible punishment. I was young and athletic, and succeeded in arresting the blow that was falling, an action which was regarded with approval by the crowd of indignant but trembling serfs.

You have no right here. cried the Count, white with rage.  Return to the house at once!

 What is the meaning of this?  I demanded fiercely.  What has she done?

 It is no business of yours. The wench is insubordinate; to-morrow she starts for Siberia.

 She will not. She is my wife. I cried.

 I am well aware of that. he answered coldly. Then, turning to the grinning brute who had been interrupted, he added,  Ivan, give her the deathblow.

I knew that if the knout fell it would prove fatal. The death-blow seldom fails to despatch the victim. Springing towards him I endeavoured to arrest the stroke.

But too late! The heavy leaden-weighted thongs struck the insensible girl with a noise like a pistol-shot.

Turning upon my father I cursed him. But he merely laughed, and, lighting a fresh cigarette, affected to treat my angry passion with utter indifference.

With my pocket-knife I severed the cords that bound my hapless wife to the reeking frame, and, lifting her off, held her in my arms.

I kissed her ashen, blood-smeared face, and eagerly placed my hand upon her breast.

There was no movement. She was dead!

When I withdrew my hand the little blue malachite heart fell to the ground. It had been broken in half by the pressure of the body against the frame.

Lifting my face to heaven, I swore that the murder of the woman I loved should be avenged.

But my father only laughed sarcastically.

Bah! youre but a lad, he said contemptuously, as he turned away. And, after all, death under the knout is preferable to work in the mines.

* * * * *

Vassilii was silent and thoughtful. Then, with a muttered imprecation, he ground his teeth, and his lean hands clenched tightly.

Several minutes passed before he resumed.

Yes, my father caused my wife to be murdered. The wretched peasants, who were compelled by their master to witness his brutality, were ripe for revolt, this inhuman act having aroused their fiercest indignation and hatred.

Insane with grief, I wandered alone in the forest, but on the night of the second day, when I sought food and shelter at old Savischnoffs isba, I was surprised to find a dozen determined-looking men assembled there. Without hesitation they boldly informed me that it was their intention to proceed to the Barins house and avenge Nationkas death. Heedless of consequences I assumed the leadership of the band. In the dead of night we broke into the house, and three of us crept stealthily upstairs to where the Count lay sleeping. When I struck a match he sprang up in alarm, but I clutched him tightly by the throat.

Recognising me, and noticing the long keen knife in my hand, he gasped — 

Mercy, Vassilii! Surely you would not kill me V

What mercy did you extend to her? I cried.  Why, none. You murdered her. At that moment I seemed possessed of fiendish strength, and in my mad demoniacal grasp he was absolutely powerless.

Laughing at his entreaties, I raised the weapon and plunged it deep into his heart.

Then, appalled by my horrible crime, I stole out of the room and left the house with the murderous band; not, however, before they had set fire to the place in order to destroy the evidence of the murder.

Before the sun rose I was already on my journey south, and the house was a pile of smouldering ruins. For weeks I, a conscience-stricken parricide, rode onward until I reached the Caspian shore. Assuming the name of Vassilii Poklévski I obtained employment as a postdriver at Durnovskaia, where I have lived ever since. The police subsequently discovered that my father had been murdered, and searched diligently for the assassin, but it never occurred to them that he had adopted the disguise of a Volga yamstchik.

So the years have passed. I have never visited the spot where I committed my crime until to-day, lest I should betray myself.

Poor Natiônka! Is it surprising that I am sad to-night? Is it surprising that I am a revolutionist? One momento only I possess of her — the blue heart. See! here it is. Broken! An emblem of her own tragic end.

* * * *

Vassilii handed me the two halves of the malachite ornament, which he had taken from a small, well-worn bag of chamois leather. I saw how costly the locket must have been when new, for the diamonds set around the edge were large and of the first water. When, after examining the broken portions, I handed them back to him, he sighed, and carefully replaced them in his pocket. Then rising, he wished me Good-night  in a strained, harsh voice, and sought his room.

Next day we continued our journey to Onega.


FALSE ZERO.
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A BRIGHT JULY evening, a white dusty Italian road, and a fugitive from justice mounted upon a stout pony, with an outfit consisting of a well-filled canvas valise and a revolver.

The police were searching for me, and in consequence I had a few weeks before escaped from England, and set out upon a wandering journey eastward across Europe. I was in Emilia, lonely, tired, and dispirited, having left Piacenza at early morning and ridden on throughout the scorching day. It had, however, grown cooler, for which I was thankful. The wind had risen, blowing softly from mountain and from sea across the plains, through the pines of Pavia, and across the oak forests at the base of the Apennines.

Now and then a puff of blue wood-smoke rose through the branches from charcoal-burners cabins; now and then some great magnolia flower shivered its rosy needles upon me as I passed beneath the trees; far away below the Ave Maria was chiming from the church towers in the plain; above, low rain clouds, fretted and edged with amber, floated near the sun; over all the day was of that wondrous hue which is like the soft violet blue of the iris, and is clear yet mystical, as childrens eyes when they wake from dreams of angels.

As I road slowly up the long mountain road, I was overtaken by a horseman, who, lighthearted and happy, was singing to himself staves of contadini choruses. He rode up beside me with a genial, Buona sera, signore.

He was a fine-looking man of about thirty, with a dark, pointed beard and waxed moustaches. We rode on together up the hill, and fell into conversation. He inquired where I was from, and my destination, to which I replied that I was travelling for pleasure. He told me that he was a vine-grower living in Marengo, and that he was returning from a business visit to Cremona. When we stopped for water at a roadside spring, he asked me to carry a small pair of saddlebags, as his horse was tired out. I complied cheerfully, and we pushed on up the steep road. Arrived at the top, he took a cross-road, remarking that he believed we should reach the albergo of Padrone Vincenti before the moon rose.

I found him a pleasant, entertaining Italian, and being, no doubt, conceited, imagined that he found me the same. It was dusk when we rode up to a ruined villa, high upon the mountain-side — vast, crumbling, desolate. It was one of those old villas, of which there are hundreds in Italy, standing on their pale olive slopes. Those who are strange to them see only the peeling plaster, the discoloured stone, the desolate courts, the grass-grown flags, the broken statues, the straying, unkempt vines, the look of utter loneliness and decay. But those who know them well, love them and learn otherwise; learn the infinite charm of the silent halls, of the endless echoing corridors, of the wide, frescoed, wind-swept, and sun-bathed chambers, and of the shadowy logge where the roseglow of the oleander burns in the dimness of the arches, and the lizards bask in the sunlight.

It was charmingly situated. The old place had once belonged to a great family, but was now halfruined; the few rooms remaining intact having been transformed into an inn.

As we rode up to the porch, a slender girl of about seventeen, with big black eyes, and dark hair coiled tightly, fastened with a Genoese filigree pin, came running round the corner of the house. She looked as wild as the goats on the mountainside, and my first thought was, What a beauty she will some day be! I raised my wide-brimmed sun hat, and asked if we could obtain accommodation for the night.

I dont know, she said shortly. But I will ask father, and she darted into the house.

A moment later an old man made his appearance, rubbing his hands and smiling benignly. How are you, signori?  he asked in his patois. Want to stop? Very well. Here, Ninetta, call Giovanni to take the horses.

I had just dismounted, and started to remove the saddlebags, when a glance at my travelling companion checked me. He was gazing down the road and listening intently. I saw an anxious look overspread his face. The next moment he stuck spurs into his horse, and, without a word galloped down the road in the opposite direction in the gathering gloom.

Surprised and alarmed, I sprang into the saddle, and, as the sound of horses approaching at a rapid rate greeted my ears, I started off down the road after my late companion. My first thought was that brigands were upon us.

Glancing back, I saw a number of horsemen riding furiously down upon me. I heard loud oaths in Italian, and orders to halt. Without heeding them, I spurred on, and drawing my revolver, determined to sell my life as dearly as possible. The next moment a volley of shots rang out, and my horse stumbled and fell.

Before I could rise I was surrounded by three gendarmes and a rough crowd of men, nearly all of whom were half mad with drink and excitement. Cries of joy were heard on all sides, and a dozen hands seized me in no gentle grasp.

What do you want? I cried.

We want you, replied one of the gendarmes, stepping forward, Your name is Anton Prèhznev!

My heart stood still. The police had tracked me!

Well, and if it is? What then?  I asked. li We arrest you for murder and conspiracy!

His words gave my arms a demoniacal strength. In a moment I had freed myself, and scarcely knowing why I did so, I quickly pointed my revolver at a man who attempted to recapture me, and pulled the trigger.

There was a bright flash, a report, and the man fell back into the arms of one of his companions.

Cries of Kill him!

Shoot him!

Hang him!  were heard on all sides, while I stood, revolver in hand, ready to defend myself.

Lets take him back to old Vincentis and hear what hes got to say, said a tall man, who seemed to be leader.

This proposition met with general disfavour, especially from one officious man, the leader of the band of brigands who had resolved to assist the gendarmes in my capture, who produced a long pair of reins, and leading the way to a spreading oak-tree that stood near, exclaimed, Heres a good limb. Come, fetch him along.

But the tall man demurred and had his way. If he cant give a proper account of himself, well make short work of him, he said.

I attempted to explain, but a pistol was held at my head with a peremptory command to be silent. My arms were then bound, and I was marched back to the half-ruined villa and placed in one corner of the common room of the inn.

The crowd demanded wine, which was served by Vincenti. The girl Ninetta stood at the door looking at me curiously, and I thought rather pityingly. My trial then began. It was brief and to the point. They had received my description from both the English and Russian police, and by the latter a large reward had been offered for my capture. They had tracked me thus far, and by the random shot I had fired I had mortally wounded one of their companions.

Without admitting that I was the man they were looking for, I made up a fictitious story, declaring my innocence. It was listened to incredulously by most of them, but among a few I thought I saw looks that encouraged me, and I wound up with an impromptu appeal for life which I felt must touch them. I was doomed to bitter disappointment, when the man who had been so officiously anxious to hang me at once, rose, remarking with a harsh laugh: No, no, you cant deceive us in that way. Come on. Lets hang him!

Several rose, and with loud, deep, voluble oaths supported the suggestion. My blood ran cold as I realised my imminent peril. These rough fellows from Piacenza felt perfectly justified in hanging me to the nearest tree, seeing that I had shot one of their number. What could I do? I gazed from one to the other like a hunted animal.

Surely you would not hang a man without evidence, I cried. I can show you letters to prove who I am.

The tall man, whom they called Luigi, stepped up and unbound my hands. I drew forth a note I received while in Paris. It contained a carte-de-visite of my sister Mascha, which fell to the floor as I drew out the letter. Luigi picked it up.

It is my sisters picture, I cried.  Here, read the letter any of you. It will prove that I am an honest man.

Luigi gazed earnestly at the picture. Dio mio! shes a beauty! he remarked.

The picture was passed round, but opinions were freely expressed that she was not my sister at all. Ninetta crowded in among the men and asked to see the photograph. Luigi handed it to her, jocosely remarking that he would marry her when she grew to be as handsome as that.

She quietly replied: He speaks the truth!  and gazed intently on the photograph. Ill swear thats his sister, she added presently.

Im inclined to think so, too, remarked Luigi.  I think wed better wait and take him back to Piacenza.

At this there was a dissenting murmur, which grew so strong that my courage failed again. Suddenly Luigi turned to the crowd and cried. Let us give him a chance. Ill play him at dominoes. If he loses well end his troubles. What do you say?

Capital idea. Let him be tried by his skill with the ivories!  cried one of the men, and the scheme seemed to tickle the fancy of the crowd. They evidently had confidence in Luigis ability to play dominoes. Unfortunately it was a game of which I knew nothing, and I told them so.

Ninetta was still standing beside Luigi. Let me play for him, she said eagerly. Luck is always with me.

Yes, let her play, cried the men, evidently amused at the novelty of the thing, and also sure that the old Italians superior skill would win. Yes, let Ninetta play for him. Give her your money, they said, addressing me.

I looked at the girl curiously. Her big dark eyes were glittering with excitement, but she was cool and self-possessed. Taking out my purse which contained my wealth, about £70 in fifty lire notes, I handed it to her.

The dominoes were produced, and in a few moments she and Luigi were seated opposite each other, and the game began.

It was a weird scene, and I had the odd feeling that I was simply a spectator and in no way concerned. I remember wishing for paints that I might transfer it to canvas. What a picture it would make! The quaint, old-fashioned, frescoed room; the smoky lamps shedding a sickly light upon the eager group around the table. I could see the face of Ninetta, and knew that in all probability my life hung upon her skill.

She played in silence, except when she shuffled the clicking dominoes underneath her small suntanned hands. It was an even game for a while, until the old Italian began to win, and her pile of notes steadily diminished. She played coolly on, despite the comments of the crowd. She was down to her last note when the luck turned in her favour. She won steadily, gathering back the notes, until Luigi had scarcely any left. He began to turn up his dominoes cautiously, having evidently no desire to be beaten by a girl.

I watched Ninettas face closely for some sign of excitement, but none was visible. She was thoroughly self-possessed, and the fact that she held my life in her hands had no outward effect upon her. Fortune favoured Luigi again, and they were soon about even. The men who crowded around the table grew impatient.  Siete un figurino, Luigi! Sta a voi giuocare. Bah! youre afraid of her! you dont bet, and like expressions were heard, while the others encouraged my little champion. Her father came to where she sat, and patting her upon the shoulder, remarked, Ninetta was always a lucky girl.

They commenced to play, and it was the mans shuffle. The betting was high. Ninetta glanced at her dominoes in an uncertain way, and then at the few limp notes at her elbow. She had thirty lire less than he. The excitement was intense. For a moment only heavy breathing could be heard; then the bright-eyed girl laughed nervously and pushed the whole of the notes into the pool.

Her opponent threw in the rest of his money, breaking into a discordant laugh.

Its the last game, he said, glancing over at me. Sorry for you, but you can prepare for death. Well, what have you got, Ninetta?

She quietly turned up the double-six, and one by one exhibited dominoes of high denomination. He struck the table a blow that made the ivories jingle. Dio. Domino. Luck is always on your side; Id have staked my last couple of soldi that I held a winning hand, but the double-six was too much for me! Come, comrades, lets have some wine and drink to my bad luck!

He led the way to the small bar at the end of the room, followed by the crowd and the gendarmes, now appearing in the best of humours. Ninetta calmly swept up the notes, crushed them into my purse and handed it to me, remarking laconically, Youd better take this and get over the Apennines to Vernazza, where you can get a passage on board a steamer.

I dont want it all, I exclaimed. Only what is mine.

Keep it all. Its yours. Theyve killed your horse, and before I could say anything further, my fair protector had left the room.

My first impulse was to put as much distance as possible between myself and the uncouth crowd, but on reflection I remembered that there was no other house for miles, that I knew nothing of the country, and if I started out on foot I was liable to be attacked by the thieves who infested the district. I therefore put on a bold front and asked old Vincenti to give me a lodging for the night. He picked up a guttering candle, called Ninetta, and told her to show me upstairs. We entered a large chamber that had evidently once been the ball-room of the villa. There were several beds in it, and on a table beside one she placed the candle, and was about to leave when I detained her.

Ninetta, I have not thanked you for what you have done for me to-night. My life is not worth much, but I should have hated to give it up in such a manner. Is there nothing I can do to show my gratitude?

She laughed in an embarrassed manner. Why, it wasnt anything. I like to play; Id have done it for anybody.

Im sure of that; but is there nothing I can do for you?

She hesitated a moment. No, she replied, there is nothing you can do now. Some day, perhaps, I shall be glad of your assistance.

You will always find me your willing servant, I replied fervently.

I grasped her hand warmly, and she wished me a merry Buona notte.

I did not see her about the house next morning. The fierce party of the night before had left.

I inquired for Ninetta, but was informed that she had gone off early to attend to her goats on the mountain-side. The old Tuscan woman who acted as cook provided me with a hearty breakfast, and presently a peasants cart halted on its way to Vernazza. Arranging with the driver to give me a lift, I mounted beside him with a feeling of inexpressible relief. Half an hour later, as we rounded a curve in the mountain road, we came face to face with Ninetta. She was mounted on a mule, and galloped rapidly past, her hair streaming in the wind. I had only time to raise my hat in response to a smile of recognition, when she passed, as I then thought, out of my life for ever.

Two days afterwards I arrived at Leghorn, and, taking a passage on board a steamer bound for New York, bade farewell to the sunny garden of Europe, which, I felt convinced, was a decidedly dangerous place wherein to sojourn, having regard to the curious circumstances of my capture and release.

After two years of aimless wandering and hiding from the police I again trod Italian soil. Even in far-off Manitoba intelligence had reached me of punishments imposed upon the gendarmes who had acted so leniently towards me. Two years, however, is a long time, and having a mission to execute for our Cause in Italy — my personal appearance being so altered as to be unrecognisable — I returned.

The long, bright day had drawn to a close. The west was a blaze of gold against which the ilex and the acacia were black as funeral plumes, while in the quaint, crooked streets of ancient Nervi people were moving, enjoying the bel fresco after the burden of the scorching day.

The sun glowed and sank beyond the calm, sparkling Mediterranean, and in the tender violet hues of the east the moon rose. Crimson clouds drifted against the azure, and were reflected as in a mirror on the broad Gulf of Genoa. San Giovannis tower stood out clear against the yellow sky, and its bells chimed solemnly.

As the hour wore on, evening fell. Boats glided over the glassy sea; on the hills the cypresses were black against the faint gold that lingered in the west, and there was an odour of carnations and acacias everywhere. Noiseless footsteps came and went. People passed softly in shadow. The moonlight was sweet and clear upon the ancient tower and time-worn stones; in the stillness the little torrents made sad rushing sounds as they plashed towards the sea. Across the moss-grown piazza an old monk walked slowly and thoughtfully.

Leaving the osteria where I had taken up a temporary abode, I strolled through the quaint little half-deserted town, and out upon the road which ran by the sea-shore towards old Savona. Engrossed in my own thoughts, I had been standing watching the shadows chase the sun rays on the dusky purple sides of the Apennines, and the fireflies dancing away their brief lives among the boughs of the magnolias and over the fields of maize.

A cigarette between my lips, I was heedless of where I walked. As I passed a row of small cottages, and emerged upon the broad Corniche Road, the strains of mandolines played by happy, light-hearted fishermen greeted my ears, accompanied by snatches of peasant songs.

I am not a fatalist, neither have I any spiritualistic tendencies, but there are times when I am half inclined to believe in a distinct power — magnetic, if you will.

I think I must have slept, as I have only the most vague recollection of my promenade.

When I became fully aware of things around me, I found myself sitting in an armchair, with my chin resting upon my hands. There was a dim, indistinct consciousness of realising that a storm had occurred — that I had seen a light and knocked timidly at a cottage door.

A young woman in peasant costume, and very beautiful, was sitting beside me. I glanced slowly round the humble interior. We were alone. Little by little I remembered. It was she who had opened the door and bade me welcome.

Though sad, her face pleased me. Were it not for her light breathing I should think she was of wax.

I cannot tell what air of recognition I found in her voice and manner. Instantly, however, I remembered a half-forgotten period, like a queer dream; a name was upon my lips, but I could not utter it. I stammered a question.

Well, well, she said, amused; they tell me I have altered; yet — why, dont you remember Ninetta?

Ninetta! Do you remember when last we met? I asked earnestly.

Yes, she murmured; but do not speak of it. Such memories are painful.

If to you, none the less to me, Ninetta, I replied, looking into her sad, wan face.

Her lips quivered, and tears stole down her cheeks.

During a whole hour it was nothing but expressions of surprise and vague regret. To the depth of our beings we felt the voice of these recollections. We were speaking of them, when suddenly she withdrew her hand, and a red flush mounted to her forehead.

But you soon forgot me when you went away, she said reproachfully. And I have never ceased to think of you. It was strange, playing a game of dominoes for your life, wasnt it?

I rose and gazed at her. She was seated, her eyes riveted on the dying embers of the fire, her cheek resting upon her hand, appearing to have forgotten my presence. There was nothing awkward in the long silence that followed. We both felt too deeply for idle words. As we contemplated our past, the wind whistled without, the thunder pealed, and the rain fell furiously.

Ah! she exclaimed at last, looking up at me seriously, I am foolish to speak so, now that I am married.

Married! I gasped in astonishment, at the same time noticing the ring upon her finger. I thought this cottage was your fathers — that you kept house for him.

There was a brief silence. Then she spoke. Her voice made me tremble, careless ingrate that I was. She uttered the words without moving, as though giving utterance to the thought that possessed her. For an hour I remained talking to her, then went forth again into the darkness.

The morning was chill and dull as I again walked along the beach-road until I came to the door of the cottage. I had spent a restless night; her misery tortured me, and despite her entreaty, I was now on my way to proffer assistance. With trepidation I approached the door of the humble abode, and knocked.

No one stirred. Everything seemed strangely silent.

A moment later I noticed the door was unlatched. Pushing it open, I entered, at the same time uttering her name.

As I stepped into the neat, well-kept room I at first saw nothing, but on glancing round the opposite side of the table my eyes encountered a sight that thrilled me with horror.

Stretched on the floor lay Ninetta, partially dressed, the pale morning light falling across her calm, upturned features. Falling on my knees, I touched her face with my hand. It was cold as marble. She was dead!

In her breast a knife was buried up to the hilt, and from the cruel wound the blood had oozed, forming a dark pool beside her.

My recollection of the events immediately following this ghastly discovery is but faint. I have a hazy belief that my mind became unhinged; that I left the place without informing any one of the tragedy, then walking many miles through woods and vineyards, I reached Ovada, whence I took train for Turin.

The one thing most vivid in my mind was the terrible look of blank despair in the glazed eyes.

I have never forgotten it.

One dusty autumn day I was wandering in quaint, old-world Genoa, that city which the bright-eyed, laughing Ligurians love to call La Superba. It was in festâ, and all the ladder-like streets were ablaze with flags, and the many-coloured façades of the old sea-palaces glowed in the fervid noon-heat reflected by the sapphire water. It was the hour of the siesta. The blazing sun beat down mercilessly upon the white streets; the shops were closed, and behind green jalousies the Genoese were taking their noon-day rest.

Pétroff was with me. Together we walked on the shady side of the deserted Via Roma, and having crossed the Piazza Nunziata, were passing the Palazzo di Giustizia, when a knot of persons talking excitedly attracted our attention.

A conversation we overheard between two soldiers aroused our curiosity as to a case in progress in the Criminal Court, and glad to seek shelter from the heat, we entered. As the soldier opened the swing-door of the cool, dimly lit court, I slipped inside with my companion. The judge had risen, and was standing solemn and statuesque. Above him hung a great gilt crucifix. He was uttering words in Italian, that caused a sensation it was impossible to mistake.

Prisoner Lorenzo Bertini, he said, addressing the wild-eyed looking man who stood in fetters before him, in this Court of Justice of His Majesty the King you have been found guilty of wilfully murdering your wife Ninetta, at Nervi. I therefore condemn you to death, and in the name of the Almighty I call upon you to repent!

I held my breath, and fixed my gaze upon the unhappy man.

In a few seconds I had sufficiently recovered to inquire of a young priest who stood beside me the nature of the tragedy. The condemned man, he told me, had confessed that the motive of his crime was jealousy. He was intoxicated, and having discovered his wife kissing a stranger who had visited her in his absence, he had entered the house and deliberately stabbed her to the heart.

A sickening sensation crept over me. I pleaded that the intense heat had brought on faintness, and we retraced our steps to our hotel. That evening we left Genoa, and a fortnight later I read in the Secolo that Lorenzo Bertini had paid the penalty of his crime.


CHAPTER XIII.
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THE FATE OF THE TRAITOR.

PALE yellow sunset had poured out its cold half-light upon the roofs, and gradually in the depths of the London streets everything grew grey and dim. In the clear deep blue the first star was already shining. Objects began to assume a disordered aspect, and melt away in the darkness. The city, worn out with the vanity of the day, had become calm, as if gathering strength to pass the evening in the same vanity and turmoil.

Already the lights of the street lamps in Oakleigh Gardens were springing up, forming long, straight lines, as I drew down the blind and flung myself into the inviting armchair before the cheerful fire. Taking from the table an open letter written in cipher, I read it through by the flickering firelight. It was addressed to Pétroff, and ran as follows: — 

Nicolas Kassatkin, who will arrive in London on Tuesday next, is a trusted and valued member of our Circle at Novgorod. He has been twice imprisoned, first at Petropaulovsk, and secondly at Schlusselburg, whence he has escaped. We are sending him to you because we are confident that he can be of assistance. He is daring, enthusiastic, and speaks several languages. Being in possession of a private income, he will not need any financial help from the Executive. He will be the bearer of a note to you. — Signed, on behalf of the Novgorod Brothers of Freedom — SOLOMON GOLDSTEIN, ALEXANDER ROSTOVTZEFF.



I replaced it upon the table, and leaning back in the chair, smoked reflectively.

Having called to consult the Executive on some urgent business, Pétroff had asked me to remain and welcome the newcomer. By repute I knew him as a fearless Revolutionist, who had taken an active part in several plots which had for their object the removal of corrupt officials, and had been more or less successful.

I was plunged in reverie, induced perhaps by the dim, uncertain light of the fire and the soothing properties of nicotine, when a loud ring at the hall-bell aroused me. Almost immediately afterwards I heard the voices of Pétrofï, Tersinski, and Grinevitch welcoming the stranger in Russian, and a few moments later they entered and introduced him to me.

We shook hands cordially, and as Grinevitch lit the gas I saw that the stranger was a man of medium height, and about thirty years of age. His face was of a rather low type. He had deep-set, grey eyes, with a fixed stare, a large, fair moustache, prominent cheek bones, and fair, lank, unkempt hair, while his deeply-furrowed brow spoke mutely of long imprisonment and infinite pain and suffering. Removing his heavy travelling-coat, he seated himself before the fire to thaw, at the same time taking a letter from his pocket and handing it to Paul Pétroff.

Presently we sat down to dinner together, and during the meal Kassatkin showed himself to be an entertaining companion and vivacious talker. I sat next him, and he told us of the progress of the revolutionary movement in Novgorod, declaring that there were unmistakable signs of general upheaval, of an awakening of the public spirit, of patriotism, and of opposition, foreshadowing a coming struggle. He was bitter in his condemnation of the dark deeds of the Tzars officials, and expressed an opinion that if Russia could tell something approaching to the full truth about what was going on within her boundaries — the crimes committed in darkness, the malversations practised, the real state of the exchequer, the desperate tricks of the financiers — it would inflict upon the Autocracy a more severe blow than many conspiracies could strike.

Tell us of your escape, I said, after he had related the story of his arrest and imprisonment for carrying on propaganda among the soldiers of the Novgorod garrison.

Ah! he exclaimed, his face brightening. It has been a terrible experience, but I was driven to desperation. Turning to Pétroff he said: You know the frightful horrors of Schlusselburg — the cold wet cells below the water?

I have, alas! much cause to remember them, Paul answered, with a heavy sigh. My wife, whom I loved so well, was imprisoned there at the same time as myself. The solitary confinement and the horrors of her cell drove her hopelessly insane. She is now an inmate of the criminal asylum at Krasnoje Selo.

Madness is the fate of the majority of prisoners there, said Kassatkin. In my case the many months of absolute silence and lack of exercise drove me into a state bordering on insanity. In order to check the imbecility that was slowly but surely taking possession of me, I used to pace my damp, dark cell and compose verses. For days, weeks, months, I had no other occupation than the composition of poems, which I afterwards committed to memory, having no writing materials. This was the only mental employment I had, and, although I grew strangely lightheaded, yet my self-imposed tasks prevented my mind becoming totally unhinged. An opportunity for escape presented itself in a most unexpected manner. A large batch of common law prisoners had been sent from Petersburg, and the prison being already overcrowded, I was removed from my cell and confined in a room in the fire-tower. It thus happened that I was locked up in an ordinary room, with a window looking upon the bridge. It was rather high, but it was near the waterpipe running along the wall outside, and there was a slanting roof of the lower storey which could be utilised for the descent. I could not lose such an opportunity, and, in the dead of night, I opened the window and descended upon the bridge connecting the prison with the bank, congratulating myself upon a happy escape.

Were you discovered? I asked.

Yes, almost immediately. By ill-luck a sentry noticed me and gave the alarm. It was an exciting moment as I made a dash for the forest and disappeared among the trees. Half-a-dozen soldiers pursued me, but only for a short distance, and apparently considering that they had a poor chance of capturing a fugitive in a forest, they returned to the prison for assistance. I concealed myself and waited. Presently about twenty mounted soldiers galloped past along the forest road. When they were out of sight I left my hiding-place and walked on. My position was, however, critical, therefore I returned to the Neva, as I could not lose my way beside the river. I soon came to the waters edge. By the opposite bank were some islands and something like a lake or arm of the river, near which I could see what in the fog appeared to be masts. Close beside me on the bank sat a group of fishermen, and a little way off an old man was doing something to a boat. Having two or three roubles in my pocket, I went up and asked the old man to ferry me across the river. He consented, but asked in a conversational way why I wanted to go across. Remembering the masts, I replied that I had to go on board a schooner that lay in the distance. The old man looked at me suspiciously.

He asked who I was, and I told him that I was a working-man from Tichvin. The old man put on a very suspicious air and began a minute interrogation. I was at my wits end, and ready to make a dash for it; but that was out of the question: the fishermen were close by and would have caught me in five minutes. I resolved to take the bull by the horns, so I told the man that I had simply made up the former story, and that, in reality, I was an escaped political prisoner seeking a hiding-place. When the old man had asked me numerous other questions, he said: Well, I wont ferry you across myself, but Ill tell my boy to. Hell land you on the island, and you can stop there until to-morrow night. Youre all right so far. Only, look here, dont you go telling anybody that you have to go to your schooner. In my young days there used to be plenty of schooners there, but for thirty years past there hasnt been one near the place.

The old man then called a young fisherman, and told him to row me across to the island. On parting from the man who ferried me, I started to explore the place, which I found to be very marshy. The morning broke wet and cheerless, and I spent the day in a disused hut. When evening set in, it became too cold for me to spend the night shelterless, and as I was suffering severely from hunger, I wandered up and down the swampy forest looking for a village. By the time I succeeded in finding one it was quite dark. I knocked at a cottage door, but the people would not let me in. I went to a second and third cottage, but with no success. Finally I lost my temper, and addressing an obdurate householder, asked him where the starosta lived.

The peasant directed me to the starosta!s cottage, and then slammed his door. I tapped at the door of the residence indicated, and it was opened by a woman. When I asked for the official I was in search of, she replied,I am the starosta. What do you want? It appeared that she really was the starosta. The office was filled by all the peasants in the village in turn; and she, being an independent householder, took her turn like the men. I rattled off a wild story, how I had come for a holiday from Petersburg with some friends; how they had become intoxicated, and, for a practical joke, had returned home, leaving me alone on the island. The female starosta evinced the warmest sympathy with my misfortune, gave me supper, and allowed me to pass the night in her cottage.

Next morning I hired a boat, arrived safely in Petersburg, and found my friends, who hid me for some time, while the police scoured the roads and country around Schlusselburg, and searched all the houses that appeared to them suspicious. When the excitement died down, I travelled as an ordinary passenger to the frontier, and have now arrived here.

That evening I took Kassatkin to live with me at my chambers, and found him a pleasant, easygoing fellow, whose shrewdness proved most valuable to me in the various matters upon which I was from time to time engaged. We went about a good deal, and made many friends. I had always been considered a fair amateur actor, and was prevailed upon to join a well-known dramatic club which gave frequent performances at Kensington Town Hall.

Many of my friends belonged to the club, and I found the rehearsals a pleasant and amusing recreation, inasmuch as the people with whom I was brought into contact were useful to me in a variety of ways. They knew I was a foreigner, but believed me to be French, little suspecting that I was a Nihilist.

One evening there had been a dress-rehearsal of a new comedy which we were about to produce for copyright purposes. I was cast for the part of an affected English curate, one of the chief characters in the piece.

The rehearsal passed off satisfactorily, and it was nearly midnight when I left the hall and started on my walk homeward. I had a good hours tramp through the West End before me; but, as the night was clear and warm, I enjoyed the prospect rather than otherwise. As I walked along Kensington Gore there was scarce a sound in the street, save the occasional tread of a policeman, or the hurried footfall of the belated pleasure-seeker, breaking the stillness of the night suddenly, and then dying away in a succession of faint echoes.

Had any friend met me I should scarcely have been recognised, from the fact that I was still in clerical attire, having dressed myself at home to avoid trouble. I wore a long black coat of orthodox cut, black unmentionables, a clerical collar, a soft, wide-brimmed hat, and was effectually disguised, though I thought nothing of the circumstances at the time, having frequently worn my stage clothes out of doors.

I had walked for perhaps half an hour in silent contemplation, when I suddenly became aware that I had taken a wrong turning and that my footsteps had involuntarily carried me into that patrician of Kensington thoroughfares, Cromwell Road.

At that moment I was passing a large, handsome-looking house, the outward appearance of which had an unmistakable air of wealth. The other houses were in darkness, but several of the windows of this one were brilliantly lit.

Suddenly I heard something that caused me to pause. It sounded like a long, shrill scream.

A moment later the door was opened by a manservant, who ran hurriedly down the steps. As he confronted me he stopped short, and peering into my face, said — 

Sir, would you have the kindness to step inside for a few minutes. His lordship sent me to look for a gentleman, and it is fortunate I found one so near.

A gentleman! I exclaimed, astonished. But I—

His lordships daughter is dying, sir, and he told me to get the first gentleman I could find.

The man led the way up the steps, and, dumbfounded by the sudden manner in which I had been accosted, I followed.

He ushered me into a small but very elegantly furnished room, and then went to find his master. Just at that moment I heard the footsteps of two other men, who apparently entered from the street and walked down the hall to the room adjoining the one in which I was. I had hardly time to look about me, when the servant returned, accompanied by a strange-looking old man. He was well dressed, but seemed out of place in the clothes he wore. Small and thin, he had snow-white hair, sunken cheeks, and eyes in which shone a peculiar lustre. The manner in which he advanced to greet me was strange, for he seemed to glide noiselessly across the room.

His face was colourless, and would have seemed almost devoid of life had it not been for his restless, glittering eyes.

His lordship, explained the servant.

I bowed, and the man retired. For a moment the old gentlemans eyes shifted and roved, then he fixed my gaze with them, and said slowly, in a squeaky voice — 

I have a theory that everything may be purchased; that every man has his price. Do you agree with me?

I was surprised. I shrank from him, and despised and hated him.

Most things can undoubtedly be bought; but not everything, I replied.

He smiled sadly.

Of course, neither life nor intellect can be purchased; but the securing of any service from any person capable of performing it is merely a question of money.

I nodded approbation of this remark, wondering what service he needed at my hands.

I am quite at my wits end, and I require a small service from you, he said suddenly, as a look of blank, unutterable despair swept over his face. He looked wearied and despondent; I pitied him.

If I can render you that service I shall be pleased, I replied.

His face brightened; the haggard expression vanished.

Thank you, he said.  It is perhaps a strange request, still I can find many men who will be only too eager to accept my offer.

But I am not—

Never mind, he interrupted; allow me to explain. I am the Earl of Wansford.

I gave vent to an ejaculation of surprise, for the Earl was a well-known figure in the diplomatic world, and until three years ago had been British Ambassador to Russia. He smiled as he noticed my astonishment, and continued — 

I have but one daughter, who, alas! is dying. The physicians say hers is a hopeless case, and I desire that her last moments shall be made happy.

Ah! you want me to attend at the bedside and minister words of consolation. I am sorry I cannot—

No, he snarled, she is religious enough and does not require you in that capacity.

But surely a dying person, whether prepared for the next world or not, should see a clergyman!  I said.

True; but Muriel is insane, he replied. You remember what I said a minute ago, that it is only a question of money to any man?

What!

Why, marriage.

I was puzzled. I could not comprehend his meaning.

But what do you want of me? I asked.

A trifling service. You can perform it now; but if you refuse, you will always regret.

Tell me what it is, and I will give my answer.

It is this. Some time ago — perhaps about three years — while we were living in St. Petersburg, I became ill, and was obliged to go to the South of France. During my absence my daughter met a Russian for whom she conceived a violent fancy. Since I returned and brought her home to England, she has done nothing but mope and mourn for him, with the result that her intellect is impaired.

But will not the man marry her? I asked, interested in the romance.

He disappeared mysteriously, and although I have made the most strenuous efforts to trace him, he cannot be found. Of course she would marry him if she could; but her mental faculties are so weak that she would marry any one else and believe it to be him. But heres the point—

He felt in his pocket, and producing a wallet, took from it a roll of clean crisp Bank of England notes. He counted twenty of them, each for one hundred pounds, and held them towards me.

These are yours, he said slowly, if you will consent to be my daughters husband!

The strange proposal caused me to gasp. Two thousand pounds! Did ever temptation stand in mans path in a more alluring guise? I had but little money of my own, and with this sum I could do many things.

Here was a dying girl whose passage to the grave would be rendered brighter by my marrying her; who would die in a few days, or weeks at most, and know no difference. Nobody need be aware of this strange midnight adventure, or the manner in which I had been bought. I hesitated.

I give you my word that none know of her insanity except myself, and that she is upon her death-bed, said my tempter.

Still I paused. I was wondering what could be the Earls ulterior motive. Besides, I had no desire to enter the ranks of Benedicts.

Come, decide. I have a clergyman ready and a licence. Some one shall make my darlings last moments happy. Is not the money enough? Well, heres another thousand. Will you accept it?

I summoned courage, and drawing a long breath, stretched forth my hand and grasped the notes, which I thrust hastily into my pocket.

I had sold myself. I had offered myself as a sacrifice to Mammon, as others had done. My purchaser opened the door, and called softly,  Its all right.

Is it?  asked the clergyman who entered. You are, I understand, the affianced husband of Lady Muriel?  he asked, addressing me.

Yes I replied. Was it not true? Had I not three thousand pounds in my pocket as evidence of the fact?

Come, said the old man impatiently, as he led the way upstairs to a large bedroom on the first floor, where the light was so dim that I could hardly more than distinguish the shape of the bed and the form of some one closely covered up in it. The footman, who had accosted me in the street, entered behind us, and we took our places at the bedside.

Gradually, as my eyes grew accustomed to the semi-darkness, I could see that my future wife was lying upon her side, and with her face turned from me.

Take her hand, commanded the man to whom I had sold myself.

I obeyed.

Proceed with the ceremony.

The clergyman droned off the service by heart with the characteristic nasal intonation. Probably I faltered a little at the responses, but my dying bride never hesitated. Though her voice was low as distant music, her every word was prompt and clear.

I gave the alias I frequently used, Vladimir Mordvinoff, and when I uttered the name I fancied that she started.

Mojnoli? she gasped in a strange halfwhisper, but she did not turn to look at me. It was evident, however, that she spoke Russian.

The ceremony concluded, we were pronounced man and wife; I was the husband of a girl who was insane, and whose face I had never looked upon! Was ever there a stranger marriage? The thin wasted fingers that lay in my grasp were cold. A strange sense of guilt crept over me when I remembered that I had bound myself irrevocably to her, deceiving her during her last moments upon earth.

Come, exclaimed his lordship. Let us go downstairs and sign the necessary documents.

We all descended to the library, where the register was filled up and the signatures affixed, the clergyman handing me the certificate with a murmur of congratulation. A bottle of champagne was produced, and we each drank a glass, after which I was allowed to return to the room alone to make the acquaintance of my wife.

I entered on tiptoe, almost breathlessly, and paused for a moment beside the bed, trying to speak. At first my mouth refused to utter a sound. What could I say? Suddenly the Nihilist password flashed across my mind, and I uttered it. Its effect was almost magical. Struggling, she endeavoured to rise, but could only support herself upon her elbow, at the same time giving me the secret countersign.

I was anxious to see her countenance, so I turned up the gas, afterwards bending down to look upon her. It was a pretty, delicate face, but cut and swollen as if by savage blows, discoloured and disfigured, a blanched face in which were obvious signs of insanity!

When our eyes met she started, scrutinised me closely, and uttered a shrill scream of joy.

I recognised her instantly. While I was living in Petersburg several years before, she had been admitted to our Circle. She gave the name of Muriel Radford, but beyond the fact that she was English and that she apparently had plenty of money at her disposal, we knew nothing of her. At the meetings of the Circle we often met and had many a pleasant tête-à-tête. I had admired her and more than once was tempted to declare my love, but I refrained from doing so until too late, for suddenly, one snowy night in midwinter, I was compelled to fly from the Russian capital. Since then I had neither seen nor heard of her.

Now I had discovered her under these extraordinary circumstances.

She kissed me fondly, passionately, and I was about to explain our strange marriage, when the terrible light of insanity in her eyes caused me to hesitate. Of what use was it to speak? She did not understand.

Taking a small bunch of keys from under her lace-edged pillow, she handed them to me, saying — 

Go to that cabinet over there and unlock the second drawer. In the right-hand corner you will find a packet. Bring it here and open it.

I did as I was commanded, and brought to the bedside a small packet of letters secured with crimson ribbon. As I untied the knot a cabinet photograph fell out upon the bed. I picked it up and looked at it.

It was a picture of myself!

How did you obtain this? I asked eagerly.

I have never ceased to think of you, she replied. I prevailed upon one of your friends in Petersburg to give me the picture. But there is another photograph there. Take it out and look at it.

Searching among the papers, I found the picture she indicated.

When I turned it face upwards in the gaslight it almost fell from my grasp, for I recognised it as a portrait of my companion with whom I shared chambers.

Do you know Kassatkin? I asked, in astonishment.

Yes, I do, she said, and raising herself upon her elbow, she continued earnestly:  Listen, Anton! You are now my husband, although I know I am dying. Nothing can save me, and I shall not live to inflict upon that cursed spy the punishment he deserves. I know—

Is he a spy? I interrupted breathlessly.

Yes. When you had left Petersburg they admitted him into the Circle, believing him to be trustworthy. Soon afterwards, however, the police arrested nearly the whole of the members, and had I not been the daughter of the British ambassador I should have been arrested also. Inquiries I afterwards made proved conclusively that Paramon Markoff — or Nicolas Kassatkin, as he calls himself — was an officer of Secret Police; that he was admitted to the Circle by means of forged introductions, and that through his instrumentality over one hundred members of our Cause were exiled,

But what proof have you? I asked excitedly, remembering how much Kassatkin knew of the conspiracy we were forming.

The papers you hold in your hand will prove what I allege, she replied. Then she continued wildly: Find the spy. Let death be his reward for ingenuity and double-dealing. Kill him! Promise me! Do not let him send to Siberia other innocent supporters of the Cause! Clutching my hand, she added, Tell me that you will avenge the deaths of the men and women who fell victims to his treachery. Promise me!

I promise, I replied. If he is a spy he shall die.

Ah l At last he will receive his well-merited punishment. And he had the audacity to love me!  She uttered the words feebly, sinking wearily back upon her pillow.

Her face had changed, becoming paler and more drawn. She did not move, and I stood watching, not knowing what to do. The excitement had proved too much for her. Suddenly she opened her eyes, and whispered my name. Then she gave vent to a long, deep-drawn sigh, shuddered, and lay strangely still.

I knew then that my wife had passed away!

I was kissing her pale lips and closing the glazing eyes, when the footman entered hurriedly, and whispered that I was required in the library at once. He dashed downstairs, and I followed. On going into the room a sight met my gaze which I shall never forget, for, lying stretched upon the couch was his lordship, writhing in the horrible agonies of death from poisoning. A small bottle standing upon the table and a broken champagne glass had but one tale to tell.

He had taken his own life!

The clergyman was kneeling by his side, but in a few moments the old Earl gave a final sigh, and ere I had realised it, he passed to the land that lies beyond human ken.

I learned from the doctor who attended that the Earl of Wansford had, since relinquishing his post at Petersburg, showed signs of madness. During a fit of insanity, a year before, he had struck down his daughter, inflicting such injuries that she had been an invalid ever since. Her mind, too, became unhinged. It was supposed that, seized by sudden remorse, his lordship had imbibed the fatal draught.

Morning was breaking, cold and grey, as I ascended the stairs to my chambers. Opening the door with my latch-key, I entered the sitting-room. The lamp was still burning, and there were evidences that Kassatkin had not returned.

Upon the table was a note addressed to me.

I tore it open, and read as follows: — 

In the matter upon which we were engaged last week I have made an important discovery, which necessitates me leaving for the Continent to-night. Will let you know shortly where l am.

It suddenly crossed my mind that, having ascertained the details of the plot we were preparing, he had left for Petersburg to give information to the police.

That morning I placed the papers my dead wife had given me before the Executive, and the same evening Tersinski and I, having discovered the route the spy had taken, were on our way to the Continent, following the man upon whom the sentence of our Order had been passed.

A week later the special edition of the Pall Mall Gazette contained the following among its general foreign news: — 

Reuters Cologne correspondent reports that a mysterious murder has created considerable sensation in Germany. Yesterday the body of a man was discovered floating in the Rhine, near Bonn, and on being taken from the water it was found that the man had been stabbed to the heart. From papers found upon him, it appears that the name of the murdered man was Nicolas Kassatkin, a Russian, who has recently been living in London.


AN IKON OATH.
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IVAN LIUSTIG WAS not like any one else. His friends of the Petersburg Circle were conscious of some lack of foundation beneath the graceful superstructure of his character. But they did not array themselves, as his critics, against him. They smiled at him, but they loved him.

Since he had escaped with me after the wrecking of the Tzars train near Borki, he had returned to Russia, whither I had also gone with Bounakoff upon a secret quest.

When, in Petersburg, I heard of him as investigating psychical phenomena as encoded in psychology, it seemed another versatile phase at which again to smile. For Ivan, who was an enthusiastic medical student, was sure to have, here, as elsewhere, some exceptional experiences; was sure to pour out the recital of the same in due time to his chosen associates with a fulness of picturesque detail that shed a new light on all the question involved. But when it appeared that it was not psychical research in the abstract, but a feminine psychist in the concrete that held Ivan in thrall, there was an altered feeling inducing a graver view.

I hope all this we hear is an airy joke, I said to him one day after a meeting of the Circle. He honoured me, as his elder, with some deference in his friendship; and the quality of the latter sentiment had been exceptionally warm between us since our journey together in the Imperial train.

He looked at me steadily with his handsome blue eyes.

What do you mean?

You must know well enough. They say that you are spending all your leisure with some shady female, who, at one and the same time, expounds spirits, magnetic psychology, and exploits the pockets of the credulous,

To my surprise he turned very pale.

Were you not one of my best friends, Anton, Id knock you down for that.

By the Virgin, youre lost!  I cried.

I was about to turn away on my heel, but he drew me back. His anger had been appeased.

Dont mind me, he said in his tractable, normal tone. But dont join the herd of fools who wont understand. I looked for sympathy and comprehension from you. You cant judge till you know her — till you know this wonderful — most wonderful woman.

I daresay, I assented dryly. Who, however, and what is she?

She is half Russian, half German, and wholly a citizen of the world.

Ah! I know the type—

You know nothing! he exclaimed, flushing angrily.  But  — he shrugged his shoulders— the prejudices of the world count for — what? Nothing at all. The curse of the Philistine is his Philistinism.

Very well. Forget what I have said. I approach the Russo-German in the properly reverential spirit to apprehend the phenomena. They say she is young and pretty. And what, especially, does she do?

You may see, some day. His gaze grew bright, soft, and vague, as one who catches a glimpse of the floating garments of supernatural mysteries.  Ah! she is wonderful. She is charming!

It was shortly after this that I obtained an introduction to Ivan Liustigs goddess. She lived in the Vosseressenski quarter, on the third floor of a tall house, but with a degree of relative elegance that argued either some personal means or a thriving trade. I had expected to see an electric, opalescent person, with rouged face and a Cleopatra manner calculated to enmesh the unwary. I met instead a little blonde woman with great eyes, soft as black pearls and limpid as a brook. I had understood from Ivan that she had been married and widowed. But with her loops of flaxen braid tied deftly with ribbon, she looked no more matured than a schoolgirl. Her dress, from head to foot, was tasteful and pleasing, but of the simplest. And she had a way, after she had greeted you, of sitting upon the edge of chairs and sofas and listening in grave-eyed confidence that made you think of some precocious child forced, through the loss of its natural protectors, to face the blackness of an unfamiliar world alone. She was introduced as Wanda Waluiski.

Your friend tells me that you are interested in psychical phenomena, she said to me, after a few moments. But I fear I can show you nothing much to-night. The conditions do not seem favourable, somehow.

I made a murmur of regret.

Are these things dependent on atmospheric conditions?

To a certain degree. But other obstacles step in — opposing mental attitudes and currents. She passed her hands over her eyes as she spoke, as if to rid herself of some invisible oppression.

A common charlatan, after all, said I to myself. She sees I am sceptical of the validity of her claims and that prevents the full operation of the trickery.

Ivan ardently assured her that it was of no moment; that we would return another day. Wanda was silent for an instant, and I had begun to think her manner at least peculiar, when she turned her eyes full upon me.

I ought not to let you come here again, was her extraordinary remark. I have been warned this moment, I was warned the moment you entered the room that unhappiness must come to me through you. But ones earthly fate cannot be fought against. My forbidding you to come here would not delay or turn aside the onward march of events.

I assure you I have no wish to inflict an unwelcome presence upon you, I hastened to explain.

No — no. Her pale, child-like face was overspread with a strange air of weariness. All we can do is of no use. Come. Come when you choose.

When we were in the street Ivan broke out in apologies, urging that I should not feel myself insulted.

I do not feel insulted, I said. In fact, I find Madame Waluiski much more interesting than I expected.

And this was truth. If she were an impostor, an adventuress, I had been impressed with the fact that she was one clever enough to be worthy of study. But again, how doubt a personality apparently so unlike that of a trickster, a face so transparent, a whole being so unusual, so ingenuous?

I knew not what to think.

The scene was, perhaps, one of the most picturesque in Petersburg. After the dust and heat of the August day Mascha, Bounakoff, and myself were sitting at dinner in the beautiful Gardens of Catherinenhoff. With the sunset a cool wind had sprung up from the Neva, rendering Andrejeffs Restaurant an exceedingly pleasant retreat under the clear sky and brilliant stars. At one of the small al fresco tables we were in the full enjoyment of our meal. It was a band night, and those who have visited the Russian capital know how upon such occasions the Gardens are illuminated and the tables filled by a fashionable throng of men and women.

Ivan was sitting at the next table, and we had invited him to join us, but as he had already finished his dinner he was waiting until we commenced to smoke.

Those of my readers who have refreshed themselves at Andrejeffs will remember that one of the tables is placed against a large trellis covered with tangled masses of creepers, which screens it from the gaze of passers-by, and makes it a very cosy nook. It was here that Ivan sat alone, contemplatively smoking a cigarette and sipping from the glass of port beside him, while at our table we chaffed and laughed merrily together. Conversation was general, and the hearty laughter and gay tones of French voices mingled with the guttural exclamations of the Tzars subjects as they walked under the linden trees beside the lake, while ever and anon a burst of military music reached us from over the water.

As I sat watching the crowd of promenaders two figures that passed engaged my attention. Why, I cannot tell. One was that of a lady, apparently about forty years of age, good-looking, well-preserved, and attired fashionably in a black jet-trimmed evening dress, with a lace mantilla over her head. Alone, she walked past slowly and deliberately, at the same time casting a searching glance in our direction. In the dim half-light I could see she was undeniably handsome, but in a few moments she had passed out of my sight, and I, joining in my companions conversation, forgot her.

The other figure which followed some minutes later was that of Wanda Waluiski.

A few minutes later a lad, son of the dvornik at Ivans lodging, brought him some letters, being accompanied by his sister, a bright little girl of ten. The student complimented the child on the way she was dressed, patted her upon the cheek, and gave her some grapes, rewarding the lad with a few kopecks. Then the girl laughed pleasantly, displaying an even row of white teeth, afterwards making a dignified little bow, and turning away with her brother.

They had scarcely gone when we were startled by a terrible cry.

Turning quickly, we saw that Ivan had risen from his chair, his face flushed and distorted.

One hand grasped his wine-glass, while the other clutched convulsively at his throat, for he was choking.

Staggering a few uneven steps towards us, he stumbled. The glass fell from his nerveless fingers, and was shattered. We sat speechless in surprise and alarm.

His face became blanched in a moment, and he passed his hand across his agonised brow.

Ah! — Heaven! he gasped with great effort. You fellows — my winet — cant you see? — I — Im poisoned!

With one accord we sprang to our feet and rushed towards him, but before we could stretch forth our hands he had staggered forward with a loud cry and fallen heavily upon the gravel.

Our endeavours to raise him were useless.

Let me alone!  he shouted hoarsely. The poison — was put into my glass — through the trellis! You cannot save me. Ah! I — Im dying! The cowards have killed me!

I knelt and raised his head upon my arm.

Dont touch me!  he cried. Cant you let me die?  Writhing in paroxysms of intense pain, his face livid, his body horribly distorted, he ground his teeth and foamed at the mouth.

The sight was awful; yet we were utterly powerless.

A violent trembling suddenly shook his whole frame, and his palsied limbs stretched themselves out rigidly in the final struggle for existence.

Then he gasped. The breath left his body, and he lay pale and motionless under the starlight. Ivan Liustig was dead!

So quickly had all this happened, that scarcely any one had been attracted. As we lifted the body and carried it tenderly into the restaurant the strains of the Boje Zara chrani, floating over the lake, formed a jarring, incongruous dirge to our silent, sorrowful cortège.

A doctor was quickly procured, but as soon as he touched him he removed his hat respectfully, and pronounced him beyond human aid. I handed him the pieces of broken glass which I had picked from the gravelled walk. He smelt them, and finding a drop of wine remaining, dipped the tip of his little finger into it, and placed it upon his tongue.

Strychnine, he remarked. Without a doubt.

Reverently they covered the body with a tablecloth, and it was subsequently conveyed away.

It is unnecessary to refer in detail to the events that immediately followed. That Ivan had been murdered in the most cowardly and secret manner possible was plain, but the identity of the person who had placed the poison in the glass from the opposite side of the trellis was a mystery. The police quickly apprehended the dvorniks son and daughter, both of whom were submitted to a searching cross-examination. There was such an utter absence of motive, however, and so plain and straightforward were their answers, that the officials were quickly convinced of their innocence.

But I had my own suspicions. Later that night I took a drosky to the Vosseressenski quarter and sought the dead mans idol, intending to break the news to her, and closely observe the manner in which she received it.

Wanda Waluiski, when I entered, was sitting alone, dressed in semi-loose drapery of white, that made her child-like figure seem only the more youthful under the, light of the bright lamp. Her eyes met mine instantly as I came in, and their gaze had a fulness of significance I could not fathom. I offered her my hand.

I never shake the hand of any one, she observed gently, not moving her own. It induces loss of power in psychic sensitives.

I was looking into her weirdly delicate visage, with its large eyes whose expression was so haunting, and a certain thrill of quickened zest suddenly replaced the sensation of repugnance in my mind.

I have come to break bad news to you, I said gently.

I know, she replied. I — I am aware that Ivan is dead.

Who told you? I asked quickly, but my inquiry was not answered.

At that moment the door was flung open unceremoniously, and two police officers entered.

Wanda Waluiski, exclaimed the elder of the two, advancing towards her,  I arrest you, in the name of our Father the Tzar, for the murder of one Ivan Liustig!

For murder! she gasped, half-rising from her chair.  I — I am innocent!

Upon whose information do you make the arrest? I asked.

The officer referred to the paper in his hand, and replied:  One Mascha Prèhznev alleges that this woman placed the poison in the victims glass.

My sister! I exclaimed involuntarily.

Ah! said Wanda, who had risen and stood stern and haggard before me.  I told you on the first occasion you visited me that unhappiness must come to me through you. Turning quickly towards the gilded ikon upon the wall, she crossed herself reverently, murmuring, Before Heaven, I swear I am innocent!

Then she took up her fur-lined cloak lying upon the couch, and throwing it about her shoulders, drew the hood over her head and announced her readiness to accompany the officers. As they were about to descend the stairs two police spies in civilian dress entered and received orders to search the place. I remained behind in order to ascertain what was discovered, but after an hours investigation they had to acknowledge the absence of any clue.

During the time they were rummaging in holes and corners I chanced to take up a photograph album, and was looking casually through it when my eyes fell upon a cabinet portrait of a well-preserved, handsomely attired woman, evidently moving in fashionable society.

In a moment I recognised it as the counterfeit presentment of the woman I had seen strolling in the Catherinenhoff Gardens almost immediately before I had noticed Wanda! I closed the album and kept the discovery to myself. Within an hour I saw Mascha, and asked her upon what grounds she had given the information that had led to the mysterious Wandas arrest.

She loved Ivan and was my rival, she replied, shrugging her shoulders. I saw her emerge from behind the trellis. That is all the proof I have.

I pointed out that the allegations were of so serious a character that, in all probability, Wanda would be kept in prison while the matter was being investigated, which would certainly be several months, perhaps years.

But she stole him from me, my sister replied, with flashing eyes. She will now have to prove her innocence.

I could see that Mascha was revengeful, and that all argument was useless.

The murder created a good deal of sensation in Petersburg; and, as I had anticipated, Wanda was confined in the grim fortress of Peter and Paul. Days, weeks, months passed, but she was not brought before the Court — the police were still investigating. At length, after nearly seven months had gone by, the case was brought to trial, and the accused was acquitted.

Strange how Fate directs our course through life. It was about a year afterwards. I had returned to London, and drifting into journalistic work, was representing a certain daily newspaper, that shall be nameless, in the gallery of the House of Commons. I had a reason for entering journalism, but that has nothing to do with the present story.

The hour was midnight. The Speaker had ordered a division upon an important question affecting Ireland, and honourable members, stretching themselves, had risen wearily and were strolling out to vote. Many of my confrères had flung down their pens and made for the Press bar; but I was busy. The debate had been almost historical, for, in answer to the objections of the Opposition, Mr. Balfour had made a brilliant and telling reply, therefore I was unfortunately compelled to continue writing, and that at express speed.

The froufrou of silk, mingled with frivolous feminine laughter, caused me to look upward. The ladies gallery is over that devoted to the Press, and somewhat in the rear, being irreverently termed the gridiron, because feminine beauty is hidden from the curious gaze of honourable members by ornamental iron-work. From the side seats, however, we obtained a good view of the fair ones who came to hear their husbands, fathers, and lovers descant upon their countrys ills, and as I glanced up, I saw two faces behind the iron bars peering down upon the half-empty benches.

One was that of an elderly white-haired lady, evidently a patrician. The other was younger, and her features struck me as strangely familiar. Where could I have seen her before? I tried to think, but, with tantalising contrariness, my memory refused to answer. Yet I felt a curious desire to remember who she was. It was almost like a presage of evil.

I looked again. Her eyes met mine in a cold, haughty stare, but in a second I had recollected her. She was the woman I had noticed in the Catherinenhoff Gardens!

My pen almost fell from my grasp.

Although I felt positive I had not mistaken the face, yet I admit the identification was so sudden that I found myself doubting whether it was really the woman I had seen in the dimly illuminated grounds.

Campbell, I said, beckoning one of the attendants, theres a lady upstairs with blue birds in her hat. Dont notice her for a moment, but look up presently and tell me if you know who she is.

Very well, sir, he replied with a significant smile, arranging his gilt chain of office over his glossy shirt-front, and strolling away along the gallery.

Returning in a few moments, he bent over me and exclaimed, That lady, sir.

Yes, I said anxiously.

Shes Mrs. Elworthy, wife of the Member for North-west Huntingdon. Shes well known in society, and comes as regularly when her husband speaks as Mrs. Gladstone does.

Mrs. Elworthy! I ejaculated. Ah, thanks, I added.

Remarking that I was welcome to the information, Campbell walked away.

Mrs. Elworthy! My thoughts were only of her. I knew her by reputation as a leader of fashion; the centre of a dashing set. She joked pleasantly with her elder companion, uttering a low, musical laugh. The diamonds on her slim wrist sparkled as the daintily gloved hand grasped the ironwork.

I was watching that hand surreptitiously, when a strange thought occurred to me. I wondered whether it was the same that had reached through the creeper-covered trellis in Petersburg two years before!

But as these grave thoughts took possession of me, the House filled, the tellers advanced to the table, and the result of the division was declared.

I went out to hand it to my telegraphist in the lobby. When I returned the object of my thoughts had gone. It was certainly a curious coincidence that we should thus meet, yet what proof had I that she was a murderess? Nothing beyond a strange, fitful fancy.

In a handsome drawing-room in Brook Street, Grosvenor Square, where the wintry twilight filtered through pale-blue silk curtains, I was, about two months later, sitting alone with Mrs. Elworthy.

Through a friend of the family I had succeeded in obtaining an introduction to her, and now regularly received cards for all her little festivities. Both she and her husband welcomed me warmly whenever I called, and very soon I found myself one of a very pleasant, if extravagant set I made, however, two discoveries of a somewhat remarkable character. Firstly, that Mrs. Elworthy was a Russian, and, secondly, that the fascinating girl I had known as Wanda Waluiski was living with her, and was, in reality, her daughter!

On this particular afternoon I had remained behind after the other visitors had departed, and was chatting with Mrs. Elworthy, who, with all a womans cunning, had chosen a vieux rase tea-gown, which, falling in artistic folds, gave sculptural relief to her almost angular outline.

For a woman, she was unusually conversant with political questions, and I had purposely turned our discussion upon the prevalence of famine in Russia.

Were you ever in Petersburg?  I asked, glancing at her suddenly.

She gazed at me inquiringly, and the smile died from her face.

No, she replied quickly. I came from Odessa. I have never been to the capital. But of course you have.

Yes, I said reflectively. Unfortunately, however, my last visit was marred by a very sad occurrence.

What was it? she asked, lounging languidly in her chair.

The murder of my friend Ivan Liustig, I replied calmly, gazing straight into her eyes.

The announcement did not produce the effect I had intended. She stirred uneasily, but merely raised her eyebrows and uttered a low exclamation of horror.

The poor fellow was poisoned, I continued, at the same time drawing my wallet from my pocket. Here is his photograph, I added, handing her a carte de visite.

She looked calmly at the pictured face.

Very sad — very sad indeed, she remarked. And was the murderer caught?

She kept her eyes upon the photograph as she asked the question.

Murderess, I said, in as unconcerned a tone as I could.

A woman, then?

Yes, and, moreover, I have traced the assassin.

She looked up sharply into my face. Her handsome features presented a strange haggard appearance, and she toyed nervously with her rings.

Why — what — what do you mean? she gasped.

Disguise is useless, Mrs. Elworthy, I said sternly, as I rose to my feet. I mean I can prove that you poisoned Ivan Liustig!

She started from her chair and glared at me.

You — you say this! You insult me, sir — in my own house — brand me a murderess! Ill call the servants and have you shown out instantly, she cried angrily, at the same time making a motion as if to ring the bell.

I stayed her hand.

No, madame, I said, you will do nothing of the kind. Your daughter has probably not told you that I was present when she was arrested on suspicion. Since then your guilt has been proved, and it is useless to deny it. The bottle still containing a portion of the poison sold to you by Wagner, the chemist in the Nevski, is here, I continued, taking it from my pocket and holding it before her eyes. Besides, a Russian lad is now in London who actually saw you pour it into Ivans glass!

He lies — I — I — never was in Petersburg in my life! I never knew Ivan—

The proud, handsome woman, now pale to the lips, stopped suddenly. Her tongue refused to articulate; she reeled, clutched at the table for support, but, tottering back, fell heavily to the floor. Ringing for the servants, I told them that their mistress had fainted. Then hurrying on my coat, I crammed my hat upon my head, and left the house.

Lazily smoking before the fire in my chambers a fortnight afterwards, with my feet upon the fender, I had given myself up to reflection. My reverie was somewhat puzzling, for, truth to tell, I was in love, and the object of my affection was none other than Wanda Elworthy. Her face smiled down upon me from a cabinet photograph that stood upon the mantel-shelf; yet, as the smoke curled before it, I could not help thinking how much it resembled that of her unhappy mother.

Suddenly my meditations were interrupted by a loud rat-tat at the door. Opening it, I was surprised to discover a lady, who passed me without a word, and entered my sitting-room.

Closing the door I followed her, and found it was Mrs. Elworthy.

Good afternoon, I said, halting before the fire, with my hands behind my back. I confess Im puzzled, madam, as to the object of this call.

Frowning slightly, she tapped the floor impatiently with her shapely foot.

My object is to come to terms with you.

Then you admit your guilt? I remarked, amazed.

It is useless, I suppose, to deny it. You have discovered my secret, and I am prepared to pay the price you name.

Her features were pale and set — a haggard face almost statuesque.

Pardon me, madam, I replied warmly; I decline to accept gold as a bribe to conceal the murder of my friend.

You misunderstand me. I have no intention of offering you money.

Then what request have you to make, pray? I asked, looking fixedly at her.

You know the original of that photograph behind you? she exclaimed in a harsh, strained voice, pointing at it.

I do.

It has come to my knowledge that you love her.

I nodded, but did not speak.

Then the object of my visit is to make a compact with you. It is this: If you will marry Wanda within three months from to-day she shall have a dowry of twenty thousand pounds.

We were both silent for a moment. Then I said — 

Which proposal means that you are prepared to sacrifice your daughter for the preservation of your own secret, eh?

She did reply, but bowed her head in humiliation.

Madam, I said severely, I admit I love Wanda, but your proposition is absolutely loathsome.

Think — think — she cares for you! Besides, if you had money you would no longer be compelled to work for an existence,

Impossible, I replied decisively.

Ah, dont say that!  she cried hoarsely, as, with a sudden impulse, she threw herself upon her knees before me. See! I implore you for mercy. God knows I have tried to atone and do my duty, but I yielded to temptation, and this is my punishment!

Drawing a long breath, she burst into tears.

You — you do not know all, Anton Prèhznev, or you would find the circumstances extenuating, she sobbed bitterly. I — I confess it was I who poisoned Ivan! He — he was my son!

Your son?

Yes. I — Im a vile wretch; as degraded as the woman who walks the pavement. I killed my son! For twenty years he was ignorant of his parentage, but, alas! he discovered the secret of his dishonourable birth. As the living evidence of my shame he declared he would denounce me — I, who had supplied him with money and secretly guided his career. When he knew I was his mother he loathed me; he cursed me for my sin! His hatred stung me; he threatened to expose me to my husband. Moreover, he fell in love with my lawful daughter, Wanda, then studying in Petersburg! What was I to do?

She paused. Her hands were clasped; her agonised face was uplifted in supplication.

Ah! do not shrink from me!  she cried.

Have mercy, for here, before Heaven, I swear I am penitent! Exposure meant ruin. Death only could rid me of the terrible Nemesis. I went to Petersburg — followed him — and — and — you know the rest. I — his mother — murdered him!

Her chin rested upon her breast; her white lips moved again, but no sound came from them.

Madam, I said at length, taking her hand and assisting her to rise, this interview is painful to us both, let us end it.

Will you not spare me? will you not be merciful and accept my offer? she implored.

I cannot. I pity you, and hope forgiveness may be yours.

You will not accept the dowry?

I shook my head.

She turned slowly, and, blinded by tears, tottered out, closing the door gently after her.

* * * * *

The newspapers of the following evening contained a sensational item of news, headed Suicide of an M.P.s wife. It ran as follows: — 

Mrs. Elworthy, wife of Mr. Harold Elworthy, M.P., of Brook Street, Grosvenor Square, was discovered dead in her dressing-room this morning. A small bottle containing arsenic was found at her side, together with a letter which leaves no doubt that she committed suicide. The contents of the letter have not been made public, but it is rumoured that the confession is of a very remarkable character.

An inquest was held, and a verdict of  suicide whilst temporarily insane returned. Immediately following this came the announcement that the member for North-west Huntingdon had accepted the stewardship of the Chiltern Hundreds and gone abroad, accompanied by his daughter Wanda. They have never returned.


THE TZARS SPY.
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A CHAOS OF terrible recollections bewilders me. I have the sense of having trodden a stony highway during long years, but have now taken my last step for the present in the blood-spotted pathway to Revolution.

The windows at the rear of the Chateau de Trélatête, a quaint old-world place, near the high road from St. Germain to Paris, look out upon a wide, well-kept lawn, flanked by dark yew hedges, and backed by the winding Seine, on the opposite bank of which a sparsely timbered slope leads up to a small farm. Zigzag up this slope runs a path — probably it has so run for centuries, for at the foot of it is a ford across a small stream — which in spring is almost invisible, but in autumn is brown and rutty.

Two men strolled down this path one September evening not long ago. One, a young fellow under thirty, fair-haired and pink-cheeked, was something of a fop, while the other was a tall man, about fifty-five, of military bearing, with a pair of keen eyes, sharply cut features, and hair and moustache turning grey. Attired in a rather shabby velvet coat and gaiters, he looked like a gamekeeper, but was, in fact, General Martianoff, late Governor of Mstislavl, and now Chief of the Russian Secret Police in Paris.

I really cant make you out, Gaston, he said, as they sighted the Château; and, shifting his gun to the other shoulder, he took occasion to glance searchingly at his companion. How confoundedly glum you are!

The younger man laughed, but not very merrily, and there was a touch of sullenness in his tone as he answered — 

How absurd! A man cannot be always grinning.

No; but pâté de foie gras is not mans ordinary meat, retorted the General imperturbably. My dear Guéneau.

Well? said the other snappishly.

 You are in a mess; that is my opinion! Now, tale my advice, and make a clean breast of the matter. You have some tie or other which weighs upon your mind and of which we are ignorant.

The young man turned his face to his companion, and General Martianoff, albeit a very cool personage, was taken aback by the change which anger or some other emotion had worked in it. Even Gaston Guéneaus voice was altered.

And what if I have? he asked hoarsely, stopping short so suddenly that the pair confronted one another. What if I have, msieur?

The chief spy twirled his moustache thoughtfully.

Well, he said, outwardly unmoved, you must break it — get rid of it. That is all, Guéneau.

And if I am unable?

Unwilling, you mean. — 

No, cannot, cannot ! declared the younger man with vehemence. — 

But you must. You hear! you must! Otherwise it will be your ruin.

Bah! Dont talk like that. Come with me to the Château?

No! answered the General violently. And without more, without a word of farewell, he turned his back and strode away through the long grass to a point half a mile higher up the river, where a wooden bridge gave access to the station of Le Pecq, whence he returned to Paris.

I had followed the pair, and overheard their conversation.

The news that M. Lozé, the Préfect of Paris Police, had called and had a prolonged interview with the Tzars spy had caused considerable Excitement in the Revolutionist settlement at La Glacière. It was anticipated that the General and the Préfect were putting their heads together for the purpose of getting the worst-noted of the refugees entrapped by the Russian police. In order, therefore, to watch Martianoffs movements closely, I had been sent to Paris with instructions to ascertain, if possible, who were the suspected persons and what system of espionage was being adopted.

Was it surprising that upon this brutal agent of his Imperial Majesty, who had wrecked the careers of my sister and myself, I kept a watchful eye? He was a ferret in human shape, and with the dozen Russian detectives under him, he had a keen scent for Revolutionists and criminating circumstances. Since his resignation from the governorship of Mstislavl he had graduated at the Bureau of Secret Police in Petersburg.

He lived in the Boulevard Haussmann, at the corner of the Avenue de Messine, where he occupied an entresol which looked out into the courtyard, leading the life of a man with an adequate income. He only had two saddle horses, with a groom of all-work brought by him from Russia, and he contented himself with a hired brougham. He breakfasted in his rooms, dined at the fashionable restaurants, showed himself in the Bois of an afternoon, at theatrical first-nights, knew all Paris — the tout Paris of the Boulevard — and was received in a very exclusive set. Yet he had few intimate friends, he seldom received his habitual acquaintances at his rooms, and often absented himself for several days without saying where he was going.

His concierge revered him, and never expressed astonishment when he saw rather seedy-looking people climb the stairs leading to the apartments of this rich and respectable tenant. General Martianoff made a show of philanthropy, and, according to the hall-porter, his reputation as a charitable gentleman exposed him to the visits of needy-looking individuals.

I did not return to Paris by the same train as the spy, but lingered in order to make inquiries regarding the companion he had so unceremoniously quitted. With that object I remained at a small estaminet on the road which runs through the Bois de Vésinet to Montesson, chatting to an old wood-cutter, and eliciting some facts regarding the Guéneau family. The Château belonged to Count Jules Guéneau, a wealthy old gentleman, who, according to the wood-cutters statement, had held important Government offices under the Empire, but who was now on the verge of senile imbecility, and lived in seclusion with his son Gaston. The latter had travelled a great deal, and had quite recently settled down at the Château, at the old Counts request.

The sun had set, and it was growing dusk as I left the estaminet. I had just emerged from the wood and turned into the high-road when I perceived, about a hundred paces from me, a figure rapidly approaching. I slipped behind a tree and watched its progress. It was that of a tall, slender girl, exquisitely graceful, with rounded throat and arms, her dark, wavy hair drawn back from her brow, a flawless complexion, and handsome brown eyes. As she passed I recognised her as Natalya Lebedeff, daughter of a prominent member of our Organisation, who, about four years before, had fled from Russia and taken refuge in Paris, where he now kept a tobacconists in the Rue dAmsterdam, close to the St. Lazare terminus.

The road that she followed was bordered with oak-trees and quickset hedges. I walked after her cautiously, for I was curious to know what had brought her to St. Germain.

After making several turns, the road sloped gently towards a stone bridge thrown across the small stream. Close by was a hamlet built upon the side of a hill, and surrounded by walnut-trees, while the green waters, bubbling over the pebbles that formed its bed, rushed onwards towards the Seine.

Upon the bridge stood Gaston, and she moved directly towards him.

When they met she did not take the hand he offered. Withdrawing it quickly, he said,  You are right, Natalya, I am a villain!  The words seemed to come from his inmost heart. Then he continued, Spurn me from you, as I deserve. I scarcely expected that you would come from Paris to keep the appointment. Here are the papers; do what you please with them.

As he finished speaking she shook her head.

I have forgiven all, the girl said. Eagerly seizing the papers, and folding them small, she placed them in the pocket of her dress.

She shivered slightly as they walked together. The path they entered followed the course of the stream and led down to the river. They were silent, absorbed in thought. One seemed filled with grief, remorse, and expectation; the other felt her destiny weighing heavily upon her, and thought she heard within the woods the agitated beating of a heart which was kept in motion only by its fears.

From my hiding-place I watched them disappear in the fast-falling gloom; then I turned and hurried to Le Pecq, where I arrived just in time to catch a train for Paris.

An hour later, while walking down the Rue de Monceau on my way to my unpretentious hotel in the Rue de Lisbonne, I passed General Martianoff. He was in evening dress, and walking away from the house in which he lived, evidently on his way to dine.

Then a thought suddenly occurred to me, and, after a moments hesitation, I turned down the Avenue de Messine to the corner house on the boulevard.

Ascending the stairs unnoticed by the sleepy concierge, I knocked at the door of the Generals apartments. Replying to my inquiry in Russian, the man-servant, a thin, cadaverous-looking fellow, informed me that his Excellency was out, and his return was uncertain.

But I have to see him upon official business,

I said, at the same time slipping a ten-franc piece into his ready palm. Show me to his room, and I will wait.

Conducting me along the hall, he showed me into a large well-furnished room, the two windows of which looked out upon the boulevard. The heavy curtains were drawn, a large brass lamp burned brightly under a shade of crimson silk, and the spacious saddle-bag arm-chairs gave the apartment an air of cosiness. It was half library, half sitting-room, and the littered writing-table that stood in a recess near the fireplace showed that the ex-Governor had considerable correspondence.

It was to ascertain the nature of his communications that I had ventured into the spys sanctum. When the servant had withdrawn and closed the door, I immediately commenced my investigations. Rapidly glancing at the open letters and memoranda, I saw they related to various persons suspected of Nihilism, resident in Paris.

Presently I took up a large folded blue paper and opened it. The document revealed how closely Russian suspects were being watched. It was the report of a Secret Police agent who had been told off to keep observation upon Israel Lebedeff, the father of Natalya. In order that my readers may fully understand the manner in which the Security Section carries out its system of espionage, I give the following copy of the printed questions: — 





IMPERIAL POLICE DEPARTMENT.

THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS TO BE FILLED IN WEEKLY: — 

1. What is the Christian name, paternal name, and family name of the person under observation?

2. Where is his (or her) residence? In what district, street, and house? What is the number of the room? How many rooms?

3. Where did you first see him, and under what circumstances? Has he seen you?

4. How long has he resided at his present address? Whence did he come? Give particulars of his last place of residence.

5. Does he live alone, or with some one? In the latter case with whom? State particulars of such person.

6. Has he any servants? If so, what are their names? If not, who looks after his room, or rooms? What things has he in his rooms? To whom is his dirty linen sent? State name and residence of his laundress?

7. Does he have his meals at home, or elsewhere? In the latter case, where?

8. Does he visit any library, and if so, which one? State what books he has borrowed in the course of the week.

9. At what oclock does he leave his rooms, and when does he return?

10. How does he spend his time at home?

11. Has he a wife, or children? If the latter, how many?

12. Is he paying attention to any woman? If so, who is she and where does she live? Where do they meet?

13. Who has visited him in the course of the week? At what times? a in or p m.?

14. Has any one (male or female) spent the night in his rooms? If so, what person or persons? Their residence?

15. Has he ever been in a state of intoxication?

16. Does he receive letters or papers from Russia?

17. What hour is best for his arrest?

All these questions were answered with a minuteness of detail that was astounding, the document being signed by the officer of surveillance, and countersigned by General Martianoff. Absorbed in the perusal of the report, I did not notice the presence of the servant, who had entered stealthily, and suddenly stood before me, causing me to start and replace the paper hurriedly.

Anton Prèhznev, he said, you had better leave before the General returns.

You know me? I gasped in bewilderment.

For answer he smiled, and gave me the sign of our Order.

How came you in the spys service? I asked. What is your name?

Im Paul Shiryàlov. The General engaged me as his servant when he visited Petersburg last year.

You know the contents of the papers brought here by the spies?

I make copies of them all and forward them to the Petersburg Circle.

Has Lebedeff been warned?

Yes. He has sold his business, and is arranging to leave Paris for London.

And what of Natalya, his daughter?

Hark! — the General has returned. Quick! He almost dragged me through a door which led into an adjoining room, whence I passed out upon the staircase.

I hurried downstairs, and a few moments afterwards was walking along the Rue de la Pépinière towards my hotel.

* * * * *

A loud knocking at the door of my bedroom and a voice demanding admittance aroused me.

When I unlocked the door, Paramôn Pouzàtov, a refugee, rushed in.

They have arrested Lebedeff!  he exclaimed breathlessly. Last night four sergents de ville went to the house, searched, and discovered some bombs in course of manufacture and some literature from the secret press. He was arrested and taken to the Prefecture.

But he was warned in time to escape, I said.

Yes, but he is now in their grip.

Where is Natalya?

She went out yesterday afternoon, and has not yet returned.

Very well, I said. But we must secure his release at all hazards.

Paramon seated himself and chatted to me while I dressed. It puzzled me that the Paris police should have found explosives on the tobacconists premises, especially after the ample warning that Shiryàlov had given.

Several days passed. Lebedeff was detained for inquiries, and nothing had been heard of Natalya. Although our Organisation exerted every effort to trace the girl, no clue to her whereabouts could be discovered. She had mysteriously disappeared, and we were seriously handicapped in our search by the fact that it was not considered wise policy to inquire of Gaston Guéneau, as he evidently had some secret understanding with General Martianoff.

One morning, a fortnight after Lebedeffs arrest, I was present at the Correctional Court of the Seine, when he was charged with being in the possession of explosives, contrary to the Code. Evidence was given by several detectives, while Martianoff, disguised as an honest-looking work man, stood at the rear of the Court watching the proceedings.

When the evidence regarding the bombs was complete the Public Prosecutor made an application. He stated that the prisoner had been identified by police agents from Petersburg as one who was wanted in that city in connection with the laying of a mine of dynamite under the Norwinski Strasse, in order to make an attempt upon the life of the Tzar. Further evidence was then given by an attaché of the Russian Embassy and two agents of the Secret Police, the prisoner eventually being formally committed for extradition to Russia.

I left the court with a conviction that the escape of my compatriot was hopeless, and that Siberian hard labour would inevitably be his sentence.

While walking along the Boulevard des Italiens, immersed in my own thoughts, Paramôn Pouzàtov accosted me, and dragged me into a quiet café.

Look, he exclaimed in a low tone, producing from his pocket a soiled and crumpled copy of that days Gaulois; Read that! and he pointed to a paragraph.

The few lines were as follows: — 

Last night a bargeman, named Hovelacque, while steering his craft on the Seine near Croissy, noticed a dark object floating in the water. He grappled it with his boat-hook, and when he drew it on board was horrified to find that it was the body of a well-dressed young girl. Nothing was found upon her whereby her identity could be established, and the body was conveyed to the Morgue.

Well? I said, interrogatively, after I had read it.

Do you think it can be Natalya Lebedeff?

Ah!  I ejaculated, suddenly recollecting her mysterious disappearance. We will go to the Morgue and ascertain.

We at once left the Boulevard and proceeded to the house of the dead behind Notre Dame.

It needed not a second glance at the rigid body lying upon its cold slate slab to tell that Pouzàtovs surmise was correct. The body was that of the pretty Natalya. Instantly my thoughts reverted to Gaston Guéneau. Could he be her murderer?

Half an hour afterwards I called at General Martianoffs, when Shiryàlov handed me secretly a sheet of paper folded small, which I quickly transferred to my pocket. It was a detailed account of the movements of the Chief of Secret Police during the last twenty-four hours.

At midnight the prominent members of the Circle of Paris met at a house in La Glacière. I produced reports and papers which conclusively showed that General Martianoff was the head of the Russian spies in the French capital, and Shiryàlov, who also attended, made a statement.

The manner in which Lebedeff had been watched, arrested, and sent back to Petersburg had aroused the ire and hatred of every man present, and it was unanimously agreed that the ex-Governor of Mstislavl, being a sworn enemy of Russian freedom, should be sentenced to death.

The president of the Tribunal then took a number of pieces of paper, and upon one sketched roughly the death-emblem of our Order. The papers were then folded carefully, placed in a box, and every man drew one. The drawing was carried on in silence. The one to whose lot it fell to strike the fatal blow made no sign, and none in that assembly were aware who had been selected to carry out the sentence. Silence is always preserved in such cases in order to ensure absolute secrecy, and to give the murderer a better chance of evading the police.

That night, as Shiryàlov and I were returning to Paris together, I noticed he appeared thoughtful and morose, and asked the reason.

I must leave the Generals service to-morrow, he replied. There is an urgent reason that I should do so.

Could I not apply for the situation? I suggested, as a scheme suddenly entered my mind.

Yes, why not?  he said, brightening. You could then continue watching.

Very well, I replied. Give notice to-night, and I will apply at mid-day to-morrow. I already have a recommendation as a valet and trustworthy servant, I added, laughing.

Who from?

A Captain of Cossacks with whom I travelled a few years ago.

Then he smiled and once more assumed his usual gaiety.

A week afterwards I was duly installed as valet to the General, while Shiryàlov had been engaged as messenger to the Franco-Russian Club in the Rue Royale. My work was not particularly heavy, for the chief mouchard was out for greater part of each day, which gave me opportunities for investigating and making copies of the reports of espionage that arrived daily from male and female secret agents.

One morning, about three weeks after the meeting of the Circle at La Glacière, I chanced to take up a paper, and my eyes fell upon a telegram from Petersburg, stating that Israel Lebedeff had been tried by court-martial, found guilty of an attempt upon the life of the Emperor, and had been sentenced to hard labour for life in Siberia.

Soon afterwards the door bell rang, and I admitted a short, stout, shabbily attired Frenchman, who, without addressing me, walked straight through to the room in which the General was sitting, closing the door after him.

The fact that he had a newspaper in his hand aroused my curiosity, and by placing my ear at the keyhole I was enabled to catch part of the conversation.

Ah! So they found him guilty, eh? I heard the General exclaim. Well, we shall be commended by his Majesty for our shrewdness.

Shrewdness!  observed the visitor, with a hollow laugh. True, we may call it so, but entre nous, I do not like the aspect affairs might assume if all the facts were known.

What do you mean? One Nihilist, more or less, surely cannot matter!

The arrest was made at the cost of the girl Natalyas life.

She committed suicide, replied the Tzars agent quickly.  And what is more, her body has been buried without identification.

She did not commit suicide, said the detective calmly.  She was murdered!

How are you aware of that?

The spies of the Secret Police are everywhere. One was present when she was flung into the river — it was I.

Hush! speak lower, urged the General.  My servant might overhear. Then he added:  Listen, and I will prove to you that our action was justifiable. Gaston Guéneau, who was an attaché at Petersburg, and whose father owns the Château, was likely to be of service to Russia, and for that reason I carefully courted his companionship. I was not long in discovering that he entertained Nihilistic views, and that he was an old friend of Lebedeffs. Gaston and Natalya, although not lovers, frequently met clandestinely in the interests of the revolutionary movement. Natalya, by some unaccountable means, discovered that I was connected with the Imperial Police, and on informing Gaston, prevailed upon him to steal some papers relating to our investigations regarding her father. He called upon me one day, and I was incautious enough to leave him here alone for a few moments, during which time he purloined a most important letter, one, that if ever produced, would be most damning evidence against us, and probably cause our expulsion from France. It exposed our little plot against Lebedeff, and explained the manner in which the bombs were to be introduced into his house. Of course, you quite understand that the Bureau at Petersburg was growing impatient, and we were bound to arrest some one.

One Nihilist is as good as another, providing you can fasten a conspiracy upon him, eh?  remarked the visitor with sarcasm.

Just so, continued Martianoff. When I found the letter was missing, I had strict watch kept upon both Guéneau and the girl, by which means I discovered that he handed her the papers without reading them himself, for she had asked him not to do so. It was clear that, when she read them, she would place her father upon his guard, and there was also a possibility of us being caught like rats in a trap. Hence it was imperative, both for the success of our plans and the prestige of the Imperial Police, that we should secure her silence. There was but one way to do this — death! I returned to St. Germain that night—

I know the rest, interrupted the spy; I followed you, thinking you might require assistance. You met the girl on the river bank, after she had left Gaston, and having taken the papers from her pocket, gripped her by the throat and threw her into the river.

Bah! she was only a Jewess, said Martianoff unconcernedly. Had she escaped she would have probably taken the papers to one of the Socialist Deputies, an interpellation would have been made in the Chamber, and the letter produced. With what result? Disaster, disgrace, and public opinion so strong against us that we should be compelled to quit France.

Instead of which we shall receive commendation, and perhaps decoration, from the Tzar, observed the Frenchman. Ah! you were right, Msieur le Général. You are always right. His Majesty should, indeed, be gratified at possessing such a diplomatic agent as yourself. The murder shall not be mentioned again between us.

At that moment there were sounds as of some one walking across the room, therefore I left the door abruptly and consequently heard no more. After the departure of the stout Frenchman I was sent to deliver a letter in the Avenue de lOpéra, and after an absence of half an hour returned and continued my work in my own room.

Scarcely had I resumed when the door-bell again rang. Opening it, I was confronted by Paul Shiryàlov, who held a letter in his hand.

An invitation to a ball at the Franco-Russian Club; to be delivered personally, he whispered significantly, as he passed me and entered the Generals room unannounced. There was nothing unusual in this, for he frequently brought messages, therefore I returned to my work of dusting books.

A moment later, however, I heard a low exclamation of surprise, followed by a peculiar noise as if some heavy article had fallen upon the floor, and I saw Shiryàlov, with pale, affrighted face, hurrying out.

I rushed into Martianoffs room to ascertain what had happened, but at first saw nothing unusual. On the opposite side of the writing-table, however, a horrifying sight met my gaze.

Lying upon the rug before the fireplace was the General. Blood was upon his hands, and a brief examination showed that he had been shot in the breast with a revolver. He was still breathing, and as I lifted his head upon my arm he gasped the one word in Russian, Revenge!

The respiration immediately became fainter, and in a few seconds he died.

The chief spy had been assassinated. His papers were in disorder, and the fact that a bureau had been broken open showed that the murderer had searched for something he particularly desired.

I quickly summoned medical aid, and was afterwards closely examined by the juge dinstruction, but as I kept Shiryàlovs identity a secret, and could throw no light upon the mysterious crime, I was set at liberty.

The tragedy created a great sensation throughout Paris, especially when it became known that General Martianoff, who was popular in society and supposed to be a retired officer possessed of ample means, was in reality Chief of the French Section of Secret Police. The funeral took place at Père Lachaise a week afterwards, but neither the mouchards of M. Goron nor the spies of the Tzar discovered the murderer.

Information by some means, however, reached the police that Shiryàlov had not returned to the club in the Rue Royale. He was at once suspected, especially when it was discovered that immediately after the murder he had left for Brussels. But the far-reaching influence of Nihilism had already been set in motion, and although the police of Europe were watching for the fugitive, yet they were baffled at every turn. He moved from place to place with an alacrity almost incredible. Secret information we received showed that after leaving Paris he fled to Namur, thence to Brussels, Antwerp, London, Palermo, Malta, and Gibraltar. While at the latter place he became despondent, and a fiasco nearly resulted. So rapidly had he travelled that the money collected for him in Geneva and London did not reach him, consequently he found himself at the Rock penniless and starving. In this condition he was walking the streets and had determined to give himself up to the English authorities, when a delegate from the Paris Circle found him, and supplied him with funds, by which he was enabled to sail for America.



For several months nothing further was heard of him, although a member of the La Glacière colony, who was connected with the Havas Press Agency, from time to time circulated reports as to the movements of the fugitive, in order to place the police on false scents.

One morning, however, the papers published what appeared to be an authentic account of Shiryàlovs suicide, which had taken place in a remote village in Texas. The pistol with which he had shot himself bore the name of a well-known Paris politician, who was known to have aided the criminal in his flight. Photographs that were afterwards forwarded to France were those of Shiryàlov. Moreover, some of the lists of Revolutionists resident in the French capital, which were abstracted from the spys bureau, were found upon the body, together with a written confession of the crime.

No doubt was therefore entertained by the police as to the suicides identity, and the search for the assassin was consequently relinquished.

One winters afternoon several months afterwards, I was sitting at home, in London, when I received an unexpected visit from Mascha.

Congratulate me, Anton, she said gaily, after we had exchanged warm greetings. I have married!

Married!  I ejaculated.

Yes, our wedding took place in Paris yesterday. Although you know my husband by sight, you have never spoken to him.

Whats his name?

Gaston Guéneau.

The son of Count Jules Guéneau? I asked, surprised.

Yes, she replied, laughing. I knew him when he was an attaché at the French Embassy at Petersburg, and although after poor Ivans death we became engaged, we resolved to keep the matter a secret. He joined our Circle, but his revolutionary tendency was discovered by the police, and he was recalled to France. In one of his letters he told me that he had become friendly with a General Martianoff. Knowing that our enemy, the ex-Governor of Mstislavl, was in the service of the Third Section, I suspected that he was being drawn into the cleverly-woven web. Therefore I proceeded to Paris in order to keep watch upon the spy, and warn Gaston against him. I had no idea that you were engaged in the same matter, or that you had discovered who murdered Natalya Lebedeff until one day, quite recently, when they were talking of it at a meeting at La Glacière.

But you were aware that Shiryàlov had killed the General?

Ah! there, even you are mistaken, she said, with a smile. Paul was innocent.

How can that be?  I asked. I was present when he entered the room, and when he left the house after the assassination.

Exactly. But although he sought the spy intending to carry out the sentence of death that had been passed, he did not commit the deed. It was through me that the tyrant of Mstislavl was killed. On the night previous to the tragedy I was with Paramôn Pouzàtov who, as you know, was one of my admirers. I related to him the story of my life at Mstislavl, and the brutal treatment you and I had received at the hands of Martianoff. My description of his brutality, coupled with the vile conspiracy against Lebedeff, so incensed him that he swore he would remove the Tzars chief spy with his own hand. I did not regard his words seriously, but on the following morning, while I was waiting in the Boulevard in order to follow Martianoff when he emerged from his house, he approached me. He was wild-looking and haggard-eyed. I have killed him! he whispered, at the same time handing me some papers. Then he hurried along the Boulevard and was quickly lost to view. The next I heard was that Shiryàlov was suspected.

But Paul fled to America.

True. But only in order to baffle the police. He has not committed suicide, for I have here a letter which he wrote from New York to my husband only a week ago.

I took the note and read it. There was no doubt it was from him, for I recognised the handwriting.

Subsequent inquiries I made fully confirmed Maschas solution of the mystery. It had fallen to Paul Shiryàlovs lot to encompass the death of General Martianoff, but prompted by vengeance Pouzàtov — one of the most desperate of the Terrorists — had entered the room and assassinated the Chief of Secret Police while I was absent delivering the letter in the Avenue de lOpéra.

After Shiryàlov had made good his escape, and Pouzàtov considered himself secure, he pressed Mascha to marry him. But she refused, and kept her promise to Gaston.

Count Guéneau having died, she now lives happily at the Château with her husband. Both are still enthusiastic and sanguine as to the ultimate success of the struggle for freedom, and being possessed of an ample fortune, contribute generously to the Revolutionary Fund.

The Terrorists are now pausing. They believe that the ravages caused by recent famines in Russia can never be repaired. The vast Empire of the Tzar has now no alternative blit to resign herself and gradually sink to the position of a decaying power like Turkey, or to throw open her gates to European progress, that goes hand in hand with freedom. At present there is no corner in the Russian Empire where the moujik is not moaning. In the fields and along the highways, in prisons and dungeons, at the mines in shackles of iron, by the side of hayricks and empty barns, under the waggons and on the steppes, the air is everywhere filled with groaning — groaning in hovels, cursing even the sunlight, groaning before the palaces of justice, and buffeted at the entrance of garish mansions, groaning alike in town and village, the wretched moujik is even ready to rise and strike a desperate blow for liberty. Sounds of woe float over the mighty Russian rivers from Archangel to the Caspian. They call it a song, the chant of the bourlaki (workmen) dragging the boats along, but alas! it is the sorrowful dirge of an endless agony.

Until the new era dawns — as it certainly must ere long — the Great White Terror will continue its deadly combat with the cruel and despotic Autocracy; its Damoclean force becoming even stronger and more irresistible, until it brings another disaster upon the House of the Romanoffs that will startle the world. Then a time will follow like that under Ivan the Terrible. When the day will come no man knows; but none the less sooner or later — and perhaps the time is not far distant — the people will shake their limbs, and Russia will tremble to her very foundations. The people who vainly awaited liberation at the hands of their rulers will then free themselves. They will demand an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. The sins of the past will be visited on the guilty with all the horrors to which the oppressed in time past have been subjected by them. Then the Polish revolution will be mere childs play in comparison with the great drama on the day of vengeance, and that such a day will surely come is inevitable.

The Russian people will judge who insulted them, who mistrusted them, who enslaved them, who spilt their blood. They will act in the manner of the French nation, and amid the ruins of wrecked palaces and the débris of a fallen dynasty, the condemned torturers will cry for mercy. The burning scene at Moscow will be repeated on a larger scale, not for the purpose of killing French soldiery, but of serving as a beacon fire to proclaim to Russians the Day of Redemption£$
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The Soul of Princess Tchikhatzoff.
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WRAPPED IN FURS until only my nose and eyes were visible, I was walking along the Nevski Prospekt in St. Petersburg one winters evening, and almost involuntarily turned into the Dominique, that fashionable restaurant which, garish in its blaze of electricity, is situated in the most frequented part of the long, broad thoroughfare. It was the dining-hour, and the place, heated by high, grotesquely-ornamented stoves, was filled with officers, ladies, and cigarette smoke, while the savoury smell of national dishes mingled judiciously with those of foreign lands.

At the table next the one at which I seated myself were two persons, a man and a woman.

The former, who was about fifty, had a military bearing, a pair of keen black eyes, closely-cropped iron-grey hair, and a well-trimmed bushy beard. The woman was young, fair haired, and pretty. Her eyes were clear and blue, her face oval and flawless in its beauty, and she was attired in a style that showed her to be a patrician, wearing over her low-cut evening dress a velvet shuba, lined with Siberian fox; her soft velvet cap was edged with costly otter, and the bashlyk she had removed from her head was of Orenberg goat-wool. On her slim white fingers some fine diamonds flashed, and in the bodice of her dress was a splendid ornament of the same glittering gems, in the shape of a large double heart.
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As our eyes met, there appeared something about her gaze that struck me as strange. Her delicately-moulded face was utterly devoid of animation; her eyes had a stony stare — that fixed, unwavering glance that one sees in the glazed eyes of the dead.

Having poured out a glass of the Brauneberger I had ordered, and taken a slight draught, I caught sight of a man I knew who was just leaving, and, jumping up, rushed after him. We remained chatting a few moments in the vestibule, and on returning, I sat down to my soup.

My neighbours were an incongruous pair. The man, who spoke the dialect of the South, was uttering words in a low, earnest tone with a curious, intense look in his eyes, and an expression on his dark, sinister features that filled me with surprise and repulsion. Notwithstanding his excited manner, his fair vis-à-vis remained perfectly calm, gazing at him wonderingly, and answering his questions wearily, in abrupt monosyllables.

Once she turned to me with what I thought was a glance of mute appeal. At last they finished their dessert, and when the man had paid the bill, he rose, exclaiming — 

Come, Agàfia, we must be moving!

You — you must go alone, she said quickly, passing her hand wearily across her brow. I have that strange sensation again, as if my brain is benumbed. My forehead seems on fire, and I can think of nothing except — except the enormity of my terrible crime.

And she shuddered.

Fool! some one will overhear you, he whispered, with an imprecation. You are only faint. The drive will revive you.

As she rose mechanically, he fastened her shuba, then, taking her roughly by the arm, led her out.

Finishing my meal leisurely, I afterwards sat for a long time over my tea and cigar, until I gradually became aware that my mind was wandering strangely, and a curious, apprehensive feeling was oppressing me, causing me considerable uneasiness. Tossing the cigar away, I pulled myself together, rose, and went out.

The thermometer was below zero, and in the keen night air my head felt better, yet as I walked along my senses seemed dulled. The one vivid impression, however, that remained on my mind was the calm, beautiful face of the girl who, by a slip of the tongue, had confessed to some mysterious crime. Walking on under the dark walls of the palace of Sergiei Alexandrovitch, embellished with its highly-coloured saints and heads of seraphim, I was suddenly amazed at seeing her standing before me. But a moment later I laughed heartily, when I saw that her form was a mere vagary of the imagination. The face, however, seemed so distorted by passion and indignation as to appear hideous, and in vain I endeavoured to account for its appearance.

On the Anitchkoff Bridge I paused, and as I leaned over to watch the skating carnival in progress, there was a movement behind me, and I heard words uttered in a low half-whisper — 

To-night. On the table!

I turned quickly, but the unknown messenger was already some distance away, walking as quickly as his clumsy sheepskin would allow.

It was a summons from the Party of Political Right — the so-called Nihilists! On one occasion, during my residence in the Russian capital, as correspondent of a London daily newspaper, I had been able to render the Terrorists an important service, and being in sympathy with their attempt to free their country from the terrible yoke of Tzardom, I sometimes attended their secret meetings.

The message I had received prompted me to take a drosky to an unfashionable little tea-shop a few doors from the entrance to the Gostinny Dvor Bazaar. Having seated myself, and ordered a cup of tea and a cigarette, I leaned my arms on the little round marble table, and, without attracting notice, proceeded to examine it minutely.

Strange as it may seem, this table was the private notice-board of the Nihilists. The proprietor was a member of the Circle, and this was considered one of the safest means of communication. In a few moments I discovered what I sought; a line in English, very faintly traced with a lead pencil, which read, Come at eleven to-night, certain. For nearly an hour I remained smoking and chatting with the genial proprietor, then, after rubbing out the message, bade him adieu and left.

Shortly before eleven I strolled down one of the narrow, squalid streets that led to the Neva, halted before a little bakery, and having rapped three times at a side door, was admitted. Passing to the end of a long, dark passage, I bent, groped about until I found an iron ring in the floor, and pulled up a large flap, from beneath which came a flood of light. Then I descended the ladder, and, walking into an underground kitchen, found myself in the presence of the Revolutionary Executive Committee.

As I glanced round quickly, I saw a stranger — a woman, with her back turned towards me, and holding in her hand a bright, keen knife. She stood looking up at the ikon upon the wall. The president from his seat at the head of the table had apparently been addressing her.

I agree to the conditions, she was replying, in Russian, in harsh, strained tones. I bind myself irrevocably, by my solemn oath before this holy picture, to strike any such blow for liberty as the Circle may direct.

There was something in her form that struck me as curious, and as she slowly raised the knife to her lips, and kissed the thin, double-edged blade, I rushed across and looked into her face.

It was the woman I had noticed in the Dominique! She had taken an oath to commit murder at the bidding of the Revolutionists! There was the same fixed look in her eyes, the same blank, expressionless countenance, and as she turned and faced the council of desperate conspirators, her teeth were firmly set and her bejewelled hands tightly-clenched.

As her eyes met mine, I fancied she started, but the words of the president attracted her attention.

It is enough, he said solemnly. To-morrow you will receive instructions. You have joined us, therefore never forget that the punishment inflicted on those who divulge our secret is always swift and decisive — death!

A shudder ran through her, the knife fell from her grasp, and she reeled and would have fallen, had not an elderly, grey-haired woman jumped up from her seat and caught her.

In a few moments, however, she recovered, and the pair walked slowly out.

When they had left, I inquired the name of the mysterious stranger, but all information was refused. Secrecy is one of the chief tenets of the Nihilistic creed, and frequently members of the same Circle do not know one another. The Terrorist organisations are most elaborate and far-reaching, and the more I have known of their operations, the more wonderful they have always seemed. The business of the Executive with me was unimportant — merely to give me some information which I might send to London, and which, when published in my journal, would be calculated to take the police off the scent of a fugitive conspirator who was being diligently sought for by the ubiquitous members of the Third Section of the Ministry of the Interior.

When I left, half an hour later, I went straight to my bachelor lodgings in a tall and rather gloomy house on the other side of the Moika. Lighting a cigarette, and drawing my armchair close to the stove, I sat for a long time in my dimly-lighted sitting-room, pondering over the events of the evening. How long I sat there I have no idea, but I was aroused by distinctly hearing a womans shrill scream. At the same time, I felt a tight pressure on my right wrist, as if it were being held by bony fingers, and on my throat I felt a strange, cold sensation, as if a knife had been drawn across it.

Again I was mystified on discovering that I was alone; that it was nothing but a weird sensation! Yet, on removing the green shade from my reading-lamp, and going over to the mirror, I saw upon my throat a thin red line, while upon my wrist were three red marks that had apparently been left by unseen fingers!

During the weeks that followed, I seemed filled with a terrible dread of some utterly vague danger, and before my eyes came frequent visions of the pale, handsome face of the beautiful woman who had allied herself with the most dangerous group of the Narodnaya Volya. Was there, I wondered, some mysterious affinity between us? So puzzled was I to account for the strange phenomena, and the fact that the curious marks upon my wrist still remained, that I began to fear that the periodical fits of passion and despair were precursory of madness.

Lounging aimlessly along the streets in the hope of meeting her, I was walking one afternoon along the English Quay, when a drosky drove swiftly past, and pulled up before one of the great palaces that face the Neva. A woman, wrapped in costly furs, alighted, and in a moment I recognised her. As I approached, she halted, with her eyes fixed upon me, her mouth slightly open, and the same curiously blank expression on her countenance. At first I was prompted to stop and speak, but the tall man-servant in livery who had thrown open the great door looked down upon me with suspicion, therefore I hesitated, and walked on.

As I brushed past her, I thought I heard a long sigh, and, turning, I was just in time to see her enter the palace, saluted by the gigantic dvornik.

Stumbling blindly on for a few hundred paces, I met a man I knew, and, pointing out the house, asked him who lived there.

The woman has enmeshed you, eh? he suggested, laughing. Well, you are not the first who has been smitten by her extraordinary charms.

What do you mean? I asked.

Flirtation is a dangerous pastime here, in Petersburg, he replied, shrugging his shoulders ominously. Especially so if ones idol is Agàfia Ivanovna, the Princess Tchikhatzoff.

Princess? I echoed, in surprise.

Then, linking my arm in his, I begged him to tell me what he knew of her. But he only replied — 

I really cannot tell you anything, mon cher, except her name. Ugly rumours were once afloat, but perhaps the least said of her the better.

And, waving his hand and wishing me a hurried adieu, he went on.

A month later, having received instructions from London to proceed to the cholera-infected districts of Vologda, in order to describe the hospitals, I had obtained the necessary permit from the Ministry of the Interior, and one evening had taken my seat in the mail train for Moscow. Scarcely had I arranged my traps and prepared for the long night journey, when a rather shabbily-attired female appeared at the carriage door.

Msieur, she exclaimed in a soft, musical voice. It is Msieur Wentworth that I address, is it not?

Replying in the affirmative I alighted.

You are going to Pavlova, in Vologda? she said in broken English. I — I am in a great difficulty — a great danger threatens me. If you would only render me a service, I should indeed owe my life to you.

What can I do? I asked.

I have here a message to a — a friend who is lying ill of cholera in the hospital at Pavlova; and she drew forth a letter from under her faded shawl.

You wish me to deliver it?

Yes, she replied anxiously. Were I able to travel, I would not ask this favour; but only the journalists are allowed to pass the cordon, and the post is suspended for fear of infection.

I took the letter slowly from her hand, and as I did so, was amazed to discover that on her slim white wrist there were three red marks, exactly similar to those I bore!

I shall be pleased to act as your messenger, I said, placing the letter in my pocket; you may rest assured it will be delivered safely, Princess.

You recognise me, then? she cried, starting back. I—

But her sentence remained unfinished, for the train was moving off slowly, and I had barely time to scramble in without bidding her adieu.

The mid-winter journey by sleigh through the remote, plague-stricken district, where poverty, disease, and death were rife on every hand, was a terrible experience. The distress and suffering I witnessed is photographed indelibly on the tablets of my memory. Not without difficulty, I one night found Nikanôr Baranovitch, the addressee of the letter, who was lying on the point of death in the filthy log-built hospital. He was young, dark-haired, emaciated, but still conscious. When I handed him the missive, he tore it open eagerly and read it by the aid of the guttering candle I held.

Suddenly his face was convulsed by anger, and, crying, Agàfia — Agàfia! he uttered fearful imprecations in Russian. Then, crushing the letter in his hand, he thrust it into the flame of the candle, and in a moment the flimsy paper was consumed.

Gasping a word of thanks to me, and crying for the vengeance of heaven to descend upon some person he did not name, he sank wearily back upon the dirty straw pallet, and a few moments later had passed to the land that lies beyond human ken.



Two years had gone by. I was back again in England, writing descriptions of events at home, and holding myself in readiness to journey to any quarter of the globe, should occasion arise.

Frequently in my day-dreams the countenance of the Princess Agàfia Ivanovna passed before me, always serious, always haggard, always intense.

When, after my journey through Vologda, I returned to the capital, the Tchikhatzoff Palace was closed, and the only information the burly dvornik would vouchsafe was that the Princess had gone abroad.

I longed to penetrate the mystery surrounding her, and obtain some explanation of the extraordinary coincidence of the marks upon her wrist and mine. I had never been entirely myself since first seeing her. Some strange, occult spell seemed to enthrall me, for the phenomena I had experienced were remarkable, while the varied mental sensations were utterly mystifying.

Horribly morbid thoughts constantly oppressed me. Sometimes they were of murder, which I felt impelled to commit, even though the very suggestion was repugnant. At others, in moments of blank despair, I contemplated the easiest modes of suicide; while through all, I cherished a deadly hatred towards some person of whose identity I had not the remotest notion.

In the months that had elapsed after returning to England, I had gradually grown callous to mental anguish; yet the bodily pain I frequently experienced in the wrists and across the forehead was remarkably strange, inasmuch as livid marks would sometimes appear on my arms without any apparent cause, and disappear as suddenly as they came.

Through the hot August days I was idling in that part of Norfolk that is justly termed Poppyland, making my headquarters at a farmhouse near Cromer. I had been unusually perturbed regarding Agàfia Ivanovna, and such an intense longing to see her had seized me, that I even contemplated returning to Petersburg.

One very hot afternoon, while sitting on the bench outside the house calmly smoking, some unknown force prompted me to rise and set out for a long walk along the cliffs. I had no motive for doing this, yet a lichen-covered stile, nearly five miles in the direction of Yarmouth, was fixed in my mind as my destination, and I felt myself compelled to reach it.

The sun blazed down mercilessly, notwithstanding the cool breeze that had sprung up, and sparkling waves were breaking with sad music on the shingly beach. Engrossed in my own thoughts, I had sped on, and was just approaching the stile, when the rustle of a womans dress startled me, and I saw a graceful form clad in cream-coloured serge, with a bright ribbon at the waist, standing before me.

I recognised her features. It was Agàfia!

You, Princess? I cried in astonishment, grasping her hand.

But she uttered a low scream, and, twisting her fingers from mine, dashed swiftly away. I was unable to overtake her, for, taking a desperate leap, she alighted on a projecting rock, and, scrambling down among the bushes, descended the precipitous face of the cliff and disappeared.

Not daring to follow, I remained breathless and bewildered for about half an hour, and at length turned my heavy steps again towards Cromer.



While walking in Londons al fresco pleasure exchange, the Row, one bright spring afternoon, exchanging salutes with those I knew, a brilliantly-varnished carriage, drawn by a magnificent pair of bays, suddenly passed me. Notwithstanding the rapid pace at which it was driven, I caught a glimpse of the tip of a tiny bronze shoe stretched against the cushion of the front seat, the fold of a light fawn dress, and under a lace-fringed sunshade a fair face — the face of Agàfia Ivanovna, Princess Tchikhatzoff.

Until the equipage turned out of the Park, I kept it in sight; then I jumped into a hansom, and followed, until I watched her alight and enter one of the largest houses in Queens Gate. On inquiry, I ascertained that the house had been taken furnished for the season by a young foreign lady, whose name nobody seemed to know.

That evening, after dining at the club, I sat in the smoking-room, shrinking with horror from some terrible deed that I seemed forced to commit. Then gradually there crept over me that strange attraction that drew me irresistibly towards her; until at last, unable to remain, I put on my hat and drove to the house.

I wish to see the Princess, I said, giving my card to the grave, elderly man-servant who opened the door.

Bowing, he ushered me into a small, well-furnished room and disappeared. The moment he had gone, I heard voices speaking rapidly in Russian in the next apartment. Agàfia was addressing some man, and I thought I heard her utter my name, and refuse to see me. The rooms communicated by means of folding-doors, and, determined to speak with her, I turned the handle and entered.

The scene that met my gaze was only momentary, but it was one of tragedy. In a low lounge chair a young man was sitting, calmly smoking a cigarette. He had blonde hair, but his face was turned from me. Stealthily Agàfia crept up behind him, her face distorted by the same terrible look of vengeance that I had sometimes seen in my weird day-dreams. In her uplifted hand something gleamed in the lace-shaded lamplight. It was the knife upon which she had taken the ikon oath in Petersburg.

Princess! At last! I cried, rushing forward in an endeavour to prevent her from striking the deadly blow at her unsuspecting visitor.

At that moment, however, I felt my hands gripped tightly, and a man flung himself before me. With an imprecation, I tried to push him aside, for I had instantly recognised him as the man who had dined with the Princess at the Dominique.

My senses seemed paralysed. With one hand he held me, and with the thumb and finger of the other he pressed my temples so tightly that I became dazed. For a moment I was conscious of his sinister face peering into mine, and of a peal of harsh, demoniacal laughter that rang through the room. Then I knew no more.

When I recovered consciousness, I found myself lying in bed in a long hospital ward, with the kind face of my friend, Dr Ferguson, a specialist in mental diseases, looking down upon me.

I had, he told me, been found by the police early one morning lying in a back street in Kensington in a state of collapse, owing to injuries I had received on the head. For a week I had been delirious, and no hope had been entertained for my recovery; but at last I had rallied, and was now gaining strength.

He questioned me, apparently in order to ascertain if my brain had been affected; but it was remarkable that my mind was much clearer than hitherto.

It was many days before I was able to rise, but at last, when I was allowed to go out, I related to him all the circumstances surrounding the mysterious Princess.

Being much interested, he consented to accompany me to the house, and late that evening I placed my revolver in my pocket, and together we took a cab to the corner of Queens Gate.

Dismissing the man, we walked together to the house, only to find the shutters up and the place deserted. Our knocks and rings having been unanswered, we descended to the area, and after considerable difficulty entered by the kitchen window. By the aid of a candle we had brought with us, we searched the house, which we found still furnished, although unoccupied, and on the carpet of the room in which I had seen Agàfia was a great dark stain — the stain of blood. Was it mine, or that of the unknown victim?

Ascending to the floor above, we opened the door of the drawing-room, and on glancing round the great, handsome apartment, our eyes fell upon an object that caused us both to start back in amazement.

Attired in a long, loose gown, and chained by her wrists to one of the polished granite columns, was Agàfia!

With her hair unbound, she had sunk at the base of the pillar, and was apparently dead. Evidently she was a prisoner, for the empty jug and plate standing near told their own tale.

As in a moment of passion I bent to kiss her, Ferguson, who had placed his hand upon her breast, took out a lancet and made a slight incision in her arm.

There is yet life, he said.

Thank heaven! I cried. We must save her.

Opening her eyes, he took the candle and looked intently into them. They still had a fixed, stony stare, and there seemed a film upon them.

Then the doctor, with his forefinger and thumb, stroked her forehead in a downward direction, pressing her temples, saying — 

You shall now awake and feel exactly as you were before that villain placed you under his influence. Come, rouse yourself! Rouse yourself!

Several times he repeated this, until at length her eyes twitched, her face flushed, and she gradually became perfectly conscious, answering the doctors questions quite rationally. But at me she glanced shyly, and blushed.

She remembers nothing distinctly since she was hypnotised, Ferguson said, therefore you are a stranger.

I endeavoured to explain that I had delivered the letter she entrusted to me; but she shook her head, saying — 

I only saw you once, in the Dominique Restaurant in Petersburg, when you drank the wine over which Petrovitch Délianoff had made passes during the few moments you were absent.

Ferguson, who was one of the greatest English authorities on hypnotism and a student of the occult, eagerly asked what the man had done.

He touched my forehead quickly in a curious way, she answered, and he afterwards dipped his finger in the wine, saying, Your sensibility and soul will now leave you and be transferred to this glass of wine. In future you will feel nothing. Since that time I — I seem to have been in a long dream; I can remember nothing distinctly.

Ah! I now understand, exclaimed my friend, raising the candle and looking into my eyes. The man has experimented successfully upon you with the novel method of producing hypnosis recently discovered by Charcot at La Salpêtrière. Remarkable as it may seem, it is, nevertheless, possible to transfer by suggestion the sensibility of hystero-epileptic subjects to any liquid. On drinking the wine, you absorbed her sensibility, and her very soul thus transferred to you, produced the mysterious affinity of thought and deed. The very singular coincidence of the marks upon your wrists, and the curious magnetic force that impelled you towards her, are nothing more than demonstrations of the powerful psychical influence of the mind on the body.

What can have been the motive for all this? I exclaimed, when, after considerable difficulty, we had broken the chains and led her to a chair.

The motive was gold, she answered in a weak voice. I — I am the victim of the man Délianoff. Mine has been a tragic career. Three years ago I loved Nikanôr Baranovitch; but, although only eighteen, my mother compelled me to marry the Prince, who was nearly forty years older than myself. It is true he idolised me, but I cannot say that I experienced the least regret when, five months later, he died, leaving me all his wealth. Then, alas! my unhappiness commenced. The management of the estate was left to Délianoff, and there was a clause in the will which provided that if I died, or married Nikanôr, the property should go to Vladimir Lemontzeff, a nephew of the Princes who was an attaché at the Embassy in London.

Almost as soon as the Prince was buried, Délianoff proceeded to place me under his influence, for, my mother and most of my near relations being dead, I was utterly alone. The scoundrel was an accomplished hypnotist, and in order to further his villainous scheme, he put cruel rumours in circulation which caused Petersburg society to shun me. His irresistible power of fascination I was unable to withstand, and by hypnotic suggestion he has caused me to hand over to him the greater part of my fortune. He kept me constantly in his thrall by threatening to give information to the police that I had committed murder. This crime he had suggested to me, causing me to believe that I had actually stained my hands with blood. Just at that period I saw you in the Dominique, and, as I have already explained, he practised on you one of his devilish experiments. He was a Nihilist, and on that night he used his influence to induce me to attend a meeting alone, and swear to kill whoever the Executive decided should be removed. Soon afterwards I heard of Nikanôrs illness in Pavlova, and you were good enough to convey to him a letter in which I told him how Délianoff had attempted to cut my throat, and how utterly helpless I was in his hands.

Nikanôr died, and could not save you, I observed sorrowfully.

Yes, she sighed; Délianoffs motive for getting me to take the oath was as ingenious as his other villainies, for, when his plans were complete, he brought me to London, invited Vladimir here, and then, by the exercise of his occult power, he made me believe that the Princes nephew was the man the Executive had ordered me to kill. But you saved me, for just as I was about to strike the fatal blow, you entered. Délianoff at that moment came behind you, and, with his curious touch, insinuated in your brain the image of sleep. Of what afterwards occurred I know nothing, for I fainted.

This scoundrel, who had planned that I should kill Vladimir and afterwards commit suicide, in order that his villainy should not be exposed, was mad with rage at the failure of his plot. When I regained consciousness, he dragged me about the room, brandishing a knife and threatening to murder me; but at last his anger cooled, and his demoniacal ingenuity devised a terrible torture. My passive will was still under his influence, and I could not escape or utter cry when he locked the fetters upon my wrists and chained me to yonder column. For several days he came regularly with food and water, but four days ago, after telling me how he had obtained possession of all that belonged to me, he laughed derisively, and said he should leave me to die of starvation.

Yes; we were only just in time, the doctor remarked, feeling her pulse, with his eyes upon his watch. You would have been dead to-morrow.

The Princess had no friends in London, therefore I gave up my chambers to her, taking up quarters at a neighbouring hotel, while the hospital nurse I engaged attended her until she fully recovered.

She can never recover the bulk of her fortune; nevertheless she has the satisfaction of knowing that Délianoff speedily met with his deserts.

Although ostensibly a Nihilist, it was ascertained that he acted as a spy in the pay of the Secret Police. His end was befitting a coward and a traitor, for while assisting in an attempt to wreck the Winter Palace, he handled a bomb carelessly, with the result that it exploded and killed him.

Some are of opinion that, being an informer, the vengeance of the Narodnaya Volya fell upon him, and I incline to that belief.


The Golden Hand.
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RAMBLINGS, ERRATIC AND obsession-dogged, had taken me to Bagnères de Luchon, over the snow-capped Pyrenees by the Porte de Vénasque to Huesca, thence to quaint old Zaragoza and Valencia, and in returning from Madrid I found myself idling away a few days at San Sebastian, that gay and charming watering-place which somebody has termed the Brighton of Spain. The month was July, the town was filled with Madrileftos attracted by the excellent bathing, and glad to escape the stifling heat and dust of the Castellana or the Calle de Alcala, while the shell-like Concha, or bay, was given up to the campamento of bathing-tents.

From my seat in the porch of the Fonda de Ezcurra I gazed upon the beautiful Bay of Zurriola, with its twinkling lights, crowded with a thousand fantastic shadows; I heard the creak of the row-locks and the plashing of oars, and the laughter of girls; and in the deep gloom not far away the faint music of violins and mandolines trembled in the air. So still was the night that the regular throbbing of paddle-wheels from a steamboat not yet visible formed a rumbling undertone to all the other sounds, and the summer moon bathed all things in its mystic light, throwing far out over the water into the Bay of Biscay a bright, shining pathway.

Across this path boats glided from time to time; on the asphalte walk at the edge of the beach fair flirtatious little dames in graceful mantillas passed to and fro, and as I lit a cigarette, I dreamed and dwelt upon the future.

Presently a neat-ankled waiting-maid came out and handed me a telegram which she said had arrived during dinner, and I rose, sauntered over to where the great light was placed above the door, and opened the dispatch. It gave me satisfaction, for it was an order from the journal I represented to remain there, and transmit by telegraph daily what fresh intelligence I could gather with regard to the political crisis through which Spain was at that moment passing. By reason of the Queen-Regent, the young King, and the Court having left Madrid for San Sebastian a week earlier, the locale of the crisis had been removed from the capital, and among those staying at my hotel were Señor Canovas del Castillo, the Conservative leader, Señor Novarro Reverter, Minister of Finance, and Señor Villaverdi, ex-Minister of the Interior, besides several members of the Cortes. In these circumstances the prospect of a week or two at one of the most charming of European health-resorts was by no means distasteful, especially as I saw that I should experience but little difficulty in obtaining such information regarding the situation as I required. A rigorous censorship had been established by the Government over all telegraphic messages sent out of the country, therefore it would be necessary for me to cross the frontier into France each day, and send off my dispatch from Bayonne.

Thrusting the telegram into my pocket, I lit a fresh cigarette, and lounged away down the Avenida de la Libertad to the Calle del Pozzo; the fine tree-lined promenade behind the Casino, where the life and gaiety of the town had assembled. Under the bright electric rays crowds of well-dressed promenaders were strolling slowly up and down, listening to the strains of a military band, and ever and anon, when the music paused, the chatter and laughter mingled in a din of merriment with the jingle of the many gaily-lit cafés in the vicinity. Carried to and fro the length of the asphalte by the ebb and flow of promenaders, I spent a pleasant hour watching the life around me, and enjoying the cool air after the heat and burden of the glaring day. San Sebastian is noted for the beauty of its female population, and, indeed, I am fain to admit that I saw more beautiful women during that brief hour than it had ever been my lot to meet at Vichy, Etretat, Royat, Arcachon, Biarritz, Nice, or any of the other favoured spots where Dame Society allows her world-weary children to disport themselves at certain seasons. Spanish women know how to dress, but the women of San Sebastian rely not upon the manipulation of the fan nor the arrangement of the mantilla to attract; they are naturally graceful in gait and fair of face.

Two figures in that crowd riveted my attention, but, alas! only for a moment. I gazed upon them, but next instant they were gone, swallowed in that ever-shifting vortex of laughter-loving pleasure-seekers. Both were attired in black, one an elderly lady with white hair, upon whose refined face care had left deep furrows; the other a tall, graceful girl, scarcely more than nineteen, evidently from the South, whose calm, serious face was even more strikingly handsome than those of the many beauties about her. The chevelure had evidently been arranged by a maid of the first order; the mantilla she wore, graceful in every fold, gave to her clear olive complexion an essentially soft and feminine look; her dark eyes were large and languishing, and there was that peculiar grey tint upon the skin that when natural in women of the South is so unusual and so artistic.

For a second, unnoticed by her, I gazed in admiration, but she passed on and was lost. Turning a few moments afterwards, I sped back in the hope of overtaking her and again feasting my eyes upon her incomparable beauty, but though I searched the crowd for fully half an hour, I was compelled to relinquish my self-imposed task, turning at last into the Casino, where, over cigarettes and coffee, I sat chatting to a loquacious old captain of artillery upon the political crisis until the musical carillon of San Vicente chimed the midnight hour. Then, wishing my companion Buenas noches, I rose and strolled back to my hotel, haunted by the sad, sweet face that had passed and vanished like a shadow.

But I had work before me. The relations between England and Spain were strained, and diplomatic negotiations regarding some incidents in Morocco and in Cuba had been rendered more difficult on account of the unexpected overthrow of the Ministry. The British Government was more interested in the affairs of Spain than it had been for many years, so the British public were eager for the latest intelligence; therefore, when I retired to my room, I was compelled to sit far into the night, writing by the light of a guttering candle all I knew, and recording every rumour anent the complex questions.

Those who have wandered over the yellow sands of San Sebastian well know how picturesque is the view across the Bay of Zurriola. It was upon this scene I gazed on opening my windows on the following morning. Beyond the broad Plaza, lined on three sides by handsome houses, the sunlit waters of the Bay of Biscay rolled in upon the shore, wave after wave of transparent emerald breaking in long lines of snowy foam. White villas gleamed from among the foliage on the hillsides, and high brown cliffs rose from right and left, against which the rollers, roaring and surging, dashed and went up in columns of spray.

Swallowing my coffee, I went out — not, however, before I had made a gratifying discovery; namely, that the room next mine, communicating by a locked door, was the private sitting-room of Señor Canovas del Castillo, the statesman upon whose political actions the eyes of Europe were at that moment centred. Success in journalism depends a good deal upon luck, and to accidental incidents I attribute any good fortune I have enjoyed in obtaining exclusive and reliable information in various holes and corners of the Continent where I have had to compete with the resident correspondents of Reuters, the Havas, and the Central News agencies. I had walked across the Plaza de la Constitucion, wondering how I could best turn this fortuitous circumstance to account, when suddenly I found myself before the grey façade of Santa Maria, and almost involuntarily I entered. The air was heavy with incense, and the church was in semi-darkness — a chiaroscuro that was exceedingly striking and effective. There was, however, little of interest beyond the heavily-gilded and somewhat tawdry altars, which are the feature in most Spanish churches, and I was just about to leave when the silence was broken by loud sobbing close to me. I had believed myself alone in the place, but on gazing round in surprise, I saw within a few yards of me, half hidden by one of the great stone columns, a female figure kneeling before one of the altars, with her face buried in her hands, sobbing as though her heart would break. I was turning away, leaving the lonely worshipper to her grief, when the dress, the softness of outline, and the flawless complexion seemed strangely familiar. Next instant I recognised her as the girl I had passed in the crowd, and whose beauty had so impressed me.

Upon the stones she was kneeling in abject despair. In her dark hair she had placed a crimson rose, and her delicate white hands, upon which some bright gems glistened, were wet with bitter tears.

My feet fell noiselessly upon the matting, and she was unaware of my presence, until, placing my hand lightly upon her shoulder, I bent, exclaiming in French: — 

Mademoiselle is unhappy! Is there no assistance I can render?

She started, raising her pale, pensive face to mine in surprise. Then in sorrow she shook her head.

Msieur is very kind, she answered, in a voice that betrayed a poignant grief. Words of sympathy may lighten ones burden of sorrow, but nothing can heal a broken heart.

It mainly depends on how the fracture was caused, I answered, smiling, and, grasping her tiny hand, assisted her to rise.

She brushed the dust from her dress, dashed away her tears, and, turning to me, said — 

I have heard that gaiety is efficacious — sometimes.

Until I know the cause, I cannot prescribe for the effect, I replied, as I held open the door and she passed out into the sunlight.

Ah, msieur, she sighed bitterly, her beautiful eyes still full of tears, woe is my heritage! The brightness of each dawn jars upon me, showing me how gloomy life is, and how utterly hopeless and lonely is the sea of despair upon which I am drifting. I welcome each night with joy, because — because it brings me one day nearer — nearer to death.

You are young and fair; you have joy and life around you. Surely you are joking?

No, msieur. Ah, you do not know! she sighed. If you were aware of my secret, you would, I assure you, not be surprised that, even though surrounded by friends, I desire to die.

But it is so extraordinary! I said, walking beside her and chatting as if we were old acquaintances. Have you never tried to unburden yourself by confiding your secret to some friend?

Dieu! No. I — I dare not.

Dare not? I echoed. Of what are you afraid?

Afraid? she repeated in a strained voice, speaking like one in a dream, with her eyes fixed straight before her. Yes, I — I am a wretched, miserable coward, because I fear the punishment.

Is your crime of such a flagitious character, then?

My crime? she cried, turning suddenly upon me with flashing eyes. What — what do you know of my crime? What do you insinuate?

Nothing, mademoiselle, I answered, as politely as I could, though amazed at her sudden change of manner. Your own strange words must be my excuse for inquisitiveness.

Then let us change the subject. To you my private affairs can be of no concern whatever.

I was not prepared for this stinging rebuff. We passed the front of the Casino, strolling through the shady gardens facing the Concha, and when we had rested upon a convenient seat, pleasantly sheltered from the sun, she grew communicative again. While I had been telling her of my journey over the Pyrenees to Madrid, her grief had been succeeded by gaiety, and when I related some amusing contretemps that had befallen me at a wayside posada in the Sierra de Guara, she laughed lightly. At length at my request, she drew out a silver case, and, in exchange for my card, gave me one bearing the name Doroteita dAvendaño.

Then, with an ingenuousness that enhanced her personal charms, she told me of herself, that she was the only daughter of the Count Miguel dAvendaño, who had represented Castillejo in the Senate, but who had died a year ago. The widowed Countess — who had been her companion on the previous night — had let their mansion in the Calle Ancha de San Bernardo at Madrid to a wealthy foreigner, and since that time her mother and herself had been travelling, spending the winter at Cannes, the spring at Seville, and coming to San Sebastian for a few weeks previous to going north to Paris. She pointed out their villa from where we sat, a great white house with a terrace in front, standing out against a background of foliage on the side of the hill overlooking the bay. The Count, her father, had, I knew, been one of the most celebrated of Spanish statesmen. Referring to many well-known personages at Court as her friends, her observations regarding their little idiosyncrasies were full of dry humour. With a versatility of narrative she told me many little anecdotes of the Queen-Regent and the infant monarch, the knowledge of which betrayed an intimacy with the domestic arrangements of the palace, and for fully an hour gossiped on pleasantly.

And amid this life of gaiety and happiness I find you kneeling in yonder church, abandoned to melancholy! I observed at length, half reproachfully.

The light died out of her face.

True, she sighed. Sometimes for an hour or so I manage to forget, but sooner or later the sorrow that overshadows my life recurs to me in all its hideous reality, and when I am alone it overwhelms me. To the world I am compelled to appear chic, happy, and thoughtless. Few, indeed, who know me are aware that my feigned laughter is but a bitter wail of lamentation, that beneath my smile lies a broken heart.

And your lover? Was he faithless? What of him?

What of him! she gasped hoarsely, rising from the seat with her hands clenched. I — I know nothing of him, she added, with a strange look in her eyes.

She laughed a hollow laugh, and as she drew on her long suède gloves, the bells of San Vicente announced the noon.

I have been out too long already, she added, hurriedly rising. We must part.

May I not accompany you towards your home? I asked.

No, msieur, she answered firmly, holding out her hand.

And when shall we resume our chat? I asked.

She hesitated, gazing away to the misty cliffs across the bay. I half feared she would refuse to meet me again.

If you are not bored by my wretchedness and bad temper, she said at last, with a sad smile, I will be here to-morrow morning, at eleven.

I shall not fail to keep the appointment, I said, delighted. Meanwhile try and forget your secret; try and be equally happy with those around you, and remember that at least you have one sympathiser, even though he is almost a stranger.

Tears welled in her beautiful eyes as I clasped her hand.

Thank you, she said in a low voice, trembling with emotion. I — I appreciate your sympathy. Au revoir, msieur, sans adieu.

For an instant our eyes met, then, turning towards the Concha, she walked away, and was, a few seconds later, hidden by a bend in the path.

I strolled back to the Ezcurra, utterly mystified. Womens ways are as many and as devious as lucks lines on ones hand, but the Señorita Doroteita was an enigma. I was not one of those minor lovers whose petty passions could be caged in a triolet, for her marvellous beauty and exquisite grace now held me in fascination.



No solution of the political crisis presented itself. In those agitated and troublous times under which Spain was labouring, I was compelled to make a daily journey to Bayonne, a distance of thirty-four miles, in order to dispatch my telegram to London. The Carlists were active; the various political parties were holding conferences incessantly; in military circles dissatisfaction was being openly expressed, and there were sinister rumours of a projected coup détat. With Señor Canovas del Castillo, Señor Romero y Robledo, and Señor Navarro Reverter I had had short interviews, the substance of which had been transmitted to London; and spending the brilliant sunny mornings in strolling with my enchanting señorita, the afternoons in writing, and the evenings in travelling to and fro across the frontier, the days glided by, and I took no count of them. In the course of those charming morning rambles we had visited Los Pasajes and Monte Iguëldo, we had strolled along the Paseo de Ategorrita, and ascended Monte Orgullo to enjoy the view of the Pyrenees, and each hour I spent with her increased my admiration. She had discarded the mantilla, and was always dressed in gowns and hats that were unmistakably from the Rue de la Paix. Patrician refinement was stamped upon every line of her handsome countenance, and her conversation was always bright, witty, and delightful. One day, while we were walking along the Paseo de Ategorrita, beside the sea, outside the town, I explained to her how, as a newspaper correspondent, I was exceedingly anxious to obtain reliable information regarding the situation, and the earliest intimation as to the formation of the new Cabinet.

Then, as she expressed herself interested in journalism, I related in reply to her questions some of my adventures in pursuit of news. She was, I found, quite an enthusiast in politics, for she gave a critical opinion upon the probable policy of the various parties, declaring that the day of revolutions by pronunciamiento had not gone by, adding emphatic arguments that would have done credit to any member of the Chamber. I told her of the details I had already sent to London describing the efforts of Señor Canovas del Castillo to form a new Cabinet; but, after hearing all I had ascertained regarding a probable solution of the crisis, she shook her head, and, laughing, said — 

I believe your information has somewhat misled you. Although the deadlock is even more serious than you anticipate, yet matters may be temporarily adjusted at any moment.

And when they are, I shall, alas! be compelled to bid you adieu, I said sorrowfully. The memory of these few bright, happy days will dwell always within me.

In silence she gazed for a few moments away upon the broad expanse of green sunlit sea. Then she exclaimed — 

And you will return to London — and — and — forget me!

No, never, Doroteita, I said passionately. I shall always look upon these as the happiest hours of my life!

Her breast rose and fell. As we walked together, I held her small, well-gloved hand in mine, breathing into her ear the tender passion that had overwhelmed me. I scarce know what words I uttered, but she heard me patiently in pensive silence until I had concluded. Then, withdrawing her hand slowly but firmly, she replied in a voice that betrayed emotion — 

No, no. Our relationship can never be closer than that of friends. Our lives lie so very, very far apart.

Ah, I know! I cried in disappointment, stopping and gazing straight into her great liquid eyes. If I were wealthy, I might dare to ask for your hand. As it is, Doroteita — as it is, may I not entertain hope?

Slowly and sadly she shook her head.

But I love you.

That I do not doubt, she said huskily, sighing heavily.

You do not reciprocate my affection sufficiently, I hazarded.

I did not say so, she replied quickly, raising her dark lashes for an instant. Perhaps I may even love you with as fierce a passion as you yourself have betrayed. Yet, though that may be so, we can never marry — never!

May I not know the reason? I asked.

No, she answered, with her eyes fixed seaward. Soon I shall die — then perhaps you will ascertain the truth. Until then, let us be friends, not lovers.

I was sorely puzzled, for the mystery was so tantalising. Times without number I sought by artfully concealed questions to penetrate it, but she frustrated every effort, and when we parted outside the Casino at noon, my bewitching señorita grasped my hand in farewell, saying — 

We are true friends. Let us trust each other.

We do, I answered, bending with reverence over the hand I held. Our friendship will, I hope, last always — always.

Her heart seemed too full for further words, for her luminous eyes were filled with tears as she disengaged her hand and turned slowly away with uneven steps.

Again and again we met, but on each occasion I spoke of love, she requested me kindly but firmly to refrain from discussing the subject.

It is enough, she said, one morning, while we were strolling in the Calle Santa Catalina— enough that, in idling away a few hours each morning, we do not bore each other. Let us live for the present, enjoying to the full the few pleasant rambles that remain to us. Then, when we have parted, only pleasant memories will remain.

Sometimes I met her driving in the afternoon, or walking along the Concha in the evening with the Countess. Then she would smile a graceful recognition, but, being only a chance acquaintance, I was not introduced, neither was I invited to the Villa Guipuzcoa.

Late one afternoon, a fortnight after our first meeting, I returned to the Ezcurra from a long walk, having parted from her as usual, outside the Casino, when Señor Cos Gayon, a well-known member of the Senate, told me that Señor Canovas del Castillo had that morning had an audience of the Queen-Regent, and had at last undertaken to form a new Cabinet. This was an important piece of intelligence, inasmuch as it showed that the Conservatives would again hold office, and that, the loyalty of the military thus being assured, all fear of revolutionary troubles was at an end. Having spent an hour chatting with half a dozen politicians staying at the hotel, I ascended to my room to write a long dispatch descriptive of the situation.

The afternoon seemed too bright and balmy for work, therefore, before sitting down to my correspondence, I went out upon the balcony, and there smoked and dreamed until the shadows lengthened and over the broad waters of the Bay of Biscay there hung a glorious golden haze. A cool wind at last sprang up, and, returning into my room, I sat down and commenced to pen the latest intelligence for publication in London on the following morning. After writing about a quarter of an hour, voices in the adjoining room attracted my attention. Then suddenly I remembered that it was the Conservative leaders sitting-room. With the names of well-known politicians falling upon my ear, I crept noiselessly across the polished floor to the locked door that divided the two apartments. Then, placing my ear close against the door, I stood on the alert.

My heart beat quickly, for in a few moments I ascertained that a meeting was in progress to decide upon the formation of the Cabinet. I recognised the voice of Señor Canovas, who acted as president, and there must have been fully eighteen or twenty of the most prominent members of his party present. With paper and pencil in hand, I listened to the discussion, as each name was submitted for the eight principal offices of State, Señor Canovas himself being, of course, President of the Council. The first business was the acceptance of the chief of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs by the Duke of Tetuan, and it was agreed without a single dissentient that Señor Romero y Robledo should become Minister of Justice. Señor Bosch and Señor Castellanos accepted office as Ministers of Public Works and the Colonies respectively; but a discussion lasting nearly an hour took place regarding the Ministry of Finance, until an agreement was at length arrived at that to Señor Navarro Reverter the portfolio should again be allotted. Protracted discussions also ensued regarding the appointment of the Ministers of Marine, War, and the Interior, and it was not until nearly seven that these appointments were made. Then Señor Canovas read a complete list of the newly-formed Cabinet, — each member of which was present, and expressed his acceptance of office, — afterwards stating that the crisis was at an end, and that at noon on the following day he had arranged to place the list in the hands of the Queen-Regent.

Little did the President of the Council dream that the list he had read out had been carefully noted by an eavesdropping journalist, and that even while his colleagues were congratulating each other upon the amicable solution of the crisis, the correspondent was busy preparing a list of the new Cabinet, which would be published in London in the morning, and known throughout England many hours before it became public in Spain.

Congratulating myself upon my good fortune, I finished my dispatch, waited until all the politicians had left the Presidents room, and then descended to the table dhôte. Opposite me sat Señor Romero y Robledo, the new Minister of Justice, but in reply to my carefully-veiled inquiries he gave no sign that a Cabinet had been formed. The decision was, I knew, a profound secret until the Queen had given her assent. While idling over dessert, with just an hour to catch my train to Bayonne, the waitress handed me a note, stating that a man-servant awaited a reply.

On the envelope was a great gilt crest, and the address was written in an unfamiliar angular hand. As I tore it open, a breath of sweet perfume greeted my nostrils, and the words I read in French were as follows: — 

Villa Guipuzcoa, July 22.

My brother Luis has returned unexpectedly front Cuba, and mamma and I are leaving with him for Madrid by the mail to-night. Will you not call here to wish me farewell; or shall we never meet again? Give bearer a verbal reply, and come at once if possible.

Doroteita.

With satisfaction I recognised that it gave an opportunity for an introduction to her family, yet I was nevertheless doubtful about being able to get to Bayonne. Having, however, glanced at the time-table, and ascertained that there was another train at a quarter-past nine, by which I could get over the frontier at midnight, and finding I should be able to spend about an hour at the villa, I decided to respond to the invitation, and gave the girl an answer to that effect. Several times I read the brief, sweetly-scented note, then, finishing my wine, I rose, and, after a brush up, entered a cab and told the man my destination.

As I alighted before the great handsome house on the hillside overlooking the bay, the door was thrown open by a servant in livery, who conducted me across a wide square hall, in which a fountain was playing, and ushered me into a small but luxuriously-furnished room.

Taking my card upon a salver, the man returned almost immediately, saying — 

The Señorita Doroteita will be with you in a few moments, Señor.

Then he withdrew, and almost before I had had an opportunity of inspecting the pretty room, which was evidently a boudoir, the door again opened and Doroteita entered.

Im so glad you have come, she exclaimed, with a bright smile of welcome, as she grasped both my hands. I thought perhaps you would be compelled to go to Bayonne to-night.

So I am, I said. Nevertheless, I could not part from you without just one brief word of farewell.

Sinking into a low wicker chair, she motioned me to a seat beside her, and told me how her brother, an army officer, who had been for four years in Cuba, had returned that afternoon, and the Countess, on account of some family matters, had resolved to accompany him to Madrid, where he was compelled to report himself on the morrow. She looked absolutely bewitching in a low-necked gown of some dove-grey clinging material, that disclosed her delicately-moulded chest and arms, while in her blue-black hair was a single crimson flower that gave the touch of colour necessary for artistic effect. It was a blossom I had never before seen, almost waxen, and similar to a camellia, but larger and of richer colour.

When we had been chatting some time, each expressing regret that the hour of parting had come, and hope that we should meet again ere long, she suddenly asked — 

Is it absolutely imperative that you should cross the frontier to-night? We go by the Sud Express at eleven-fifteen, why not remain and see us off?

I cannot, Doroteita, I replied. It is most important that I should go to Bayonne to-night — for the last time.

Then the crisis is ended? she exclaimed, suddenly interested. Has a new Ministry been formed?

Yes, I replied. My work is finished.

Her brows contracted for a second as if a sudden thought had occurred to her; then she shivered slightly, and, rising, crossed the room, and, drawing the heavy silken curtains across the window, shut out the extensive view of the moonlit bay.

Our wanderings have been so pleasant and unconventional that I am loth to leave, she said, as she slowly sank again among her cushions. Nevertheless, I hope some day before long to be in London. Then perhaps we shall be able to spend a few more pleasant hours together.

I hope so, I said earnestly, rising and taking her hand. I must, alas! go, or I shall not catch my train.

But she would not hear of my departure, declaring that by the road on the other side of the hill I could reach the station in ten minutes, and, assuring me that she would send one of the servants with me as guide, urged me to resume my seat. Just as I was about to do so, there entered a tall slim man about thirty-five, wearing the uniform of a cavalry officer, and my pretty hostess, rising, introduced him as Luis, her brother.

He was a good-looking fellow, dark and sun-tanned, but when he smiled, cynicism lurked in the corners of his mouth, and instinctively I disliked him. Not that he was supercilious — on the contrary, his greeting was quite effusive. He declared himself much attached to his sister, and any friend of hers was likewise his friend. He regretted that he had to leave for Madrid, but military orders could not be disobeyed. Together we sat chatting, Doroteita ordering some wine, which was served almost immediately by the man who had admitted me. Luis dAvendaño proved a brilliant conversationalist and entertaining companion, but somehow I could not help regarding him with a curious indescribable suspicion. Once I caught the pair exchanging significant glances, and this increased my vague mistrust. Yet his sister lolled in her chair, with a great cushion of yellow silk behind her head, fanning herself slowly, and chatting with that light coquetry that had so charmed me.

A little clock chiming on its silver bells caused me to spring to my feet.

Nine oclock! I exclaimed. You must excuse me, otherwise I really shall not catch my train.

Must you go? asked Doroteita, in a tone of regret, closing her fan with a snap and rising also.

Yes, I said. This is my last train. I must wish you au revoir, in the hope that we may meet again at a date not far distant.

Arent you going to exchange tokens of friendship? Luis suggested, laughing in his careless, good-humoured way. Give my future brother-in-law your flower, Doroteita.

She laughed and blushed, then taking the crimson blossom from her hair, handed it to me. I was about to inhale its fragrance when the strange, fixed look in her eyes fascinated me, and as I placed it in the lapel of my coat with a murmured word of thanks, I confess I was startled by the sudden transformation of her countenance.

Good-bye, I said, taking her hand.

It was cold, limp, and trembling.

Adieu, she answered huskily.

I turned to shake hands with her brother, but before I could do so, he had pounced upon me from behind, holding my arms powerless, crying — 

No, no, my friend, you will not escape so easily!

What — what do you mean? I gasped in abject amazement.

I mean that you do not leave this place alive, he hissed in my ear. Though I could not see him, I could feel his hot breath upon my cheek, and struggled violently to free myself, but in his iron grip I seemed powerless as a child.

Now, quick, Doroteita! he commanded. Remember, we have no time to lose. Dont stand staring there!

Do you mean to kill me? I cried, clenching my teeth and struggling with all my might to free my arms.

Curse you, woman! Dont you hear me? he yelled at Doroteita, who stood transfixed, with face ashen pale and hands clenched in desperation. Remember what we have at stake! You have trapped him — finish your work, or — or Ill kill you!

In a second she sprang forward, and, snatching from my buttonhole the flower she had given me, held her handkerchief over my mouth with one hand, while with the other she pressed the flower against my nostrils. It seemed damp with some evil-smelling fluid, and though I struggled, she held my face with such determined force, that the leaves of the blossom were forced into my nose, and I was compelled to inhale the disagreeable perfume they emitted.

The odour was strange, and in a few seconds produced a curious giddiness such as I had never before experienced. My brain became paralysed and my limbs assumed an unaccountable rigidness. I tried to speak, but was unable. My jaws seemed to have become suddenly fixed, as if attacked by tetanus. A thrill of horror ran through me, for I could not breathe, and the pang of pain that shot through my eyes was excruciating.

Feeling myself utterly helpless in the hands of those who had so cunningly plotted my murder, I wondered in that brief instant whether Luis was Doroteitas lover, and whether on discovering our friendship, he had planned this terrible and merciless revenge. My enchantresss handsome face, now hideously distorted by mingled fear and passion, was close to me, her eyes riveted to mine, and as she pressed the strange flower against my face, her white lips moved as if speaking to me. But I was deaf. My senses had been destroyed.

Next second, though I fought against the sudden faintness that crept over me, my head swam, and my surroundings grew indistinct. I felt myself falling. Then, by a sudden darkness that fell upon me, the present became blotted out.



On opening my aching eyes, they became dazzled by a bar of golden sunlight that strayed in between the closed curtains.

Amazed, I gazed around from where I lay stretched upon the floor. Then, in a few moments, the recollection of the strange events of the previous night returned to me in all their grim reality. The woman I had adored had, from some motive utterly incomprehensible, enticed me there to murder me! Feeling terribly weak and ill, I managed to struggle to my feet. I looked for the fatal flower, but could not find it. Then my eyes fell upon the clock, and I was amazed to discover it was past three in the afternoon.

I had remained unconscious nearly eighteen hours!

Half fearful lest another attempt should be made upon me, I searched the rooms on the ground floor and shouted. No one stirred. The house was tenantless!

Walking with difficulty down the hill towards the Ezcurra, I suddenly remembered my dispatch, and placing my hand in the inner pocket of my coat, I found it gone! It had evidently been stolen; but for what object was an enigma.

As I passed onward under the trees of the Calle del Pozzo, boys were crying La Voz, and from their strident shouts, and the eagerness of purchasers, I knew that the new Ministry had been officially announced. My intellect seemed too disordered to think, so I merely returned to the hotel, and, casting myself on the bed, slept till next morning.

I refrained from lodging a complaint with the police, believing that my extraordinary story would be discredited; nevertheless, I remained three days longer, endeavouring to discover some facts regarding the Countess dAvendaño and her daughter. All I could glean was, that, a month before, they had taken the Villa Guipuzcoa for the season, and that a number of tradespeople, including two jewellers, were now exceedingly anxious to ascertain their whereabouts. Therefore, after much futile effort to ascertain the truth about Doroteita, I at length returned to London, being compelled to invent an absurdly lame excuse for not telegraphing the information of the new Cabinet.



Last July I again found myself in Spain. Another serious crisis had occurred. The Carlists were known to be carrying on an active propaganda, and I had been despatched to Madrid, so as to be on the spot if serious trouble arose. Only one London newspaper keeps a resident correspondent in the Spanish capital, the remainder of the news from that city being supplied through a well-known agency. A few days after my arrival at the Hôtel de Rome, in the Caballero de Gracia, I called upon Señor Navarro Reverter, Minister of Finance, and was granted an interview. I desired to ascertain his views on the situation, and as he had been very communicative during those stormy times at San Sebastian a year before, I had no doubt that he would give me a few opinions worth telegraphing.

As I entered his cosy private room in the Calle de Alcala, and he rose to greet me, my gaze became fixed upon the mantelshelf behind him, for upon it stood two cabinet photographs of a man and a woman.

The one was a counterfeit presentment of Luis dAvendaño; the other a portrait of Doroteita!

When I had formally interviewed him upon the financial reforms and other matters regarding which I desired his opinion, I asked to be allowed to see the photographs, and he handed them to me with a smile.

Doroteita dAvendaño! I ejaculated. The features were unmistakable, though the dress was different.

Are they — er — friends of yours? the Minister asked, regarding me keenly from beneath his shaggy brows.

They were — once, I answered. Ever since we were at San Sebastian last year I have been endeavouring to trace them.

What? Did she add you to her list of victims? he asked, laughing.

Well, the plot was scarcely successful, otherwise I should not be here now, I replied. Then I told him briefly how, after luring me to their villa, the interesting pair had attempted to murder me.

Extraordinary! he ejaculated, when I had finished. Curiously enough, however, your story supplies just the link in the chain of evidence that was missing at their trial.

Their trial? I exclaimed. Tell me about them.

Well, in the first place, the enchantress you knew as Doroteita dAvendaño was none other than the notorious Liseta Gonzalez, known to the police as The Golden Hand.

The Golden Hand? I echoed in amazement. I had heard much of the extraordinary career of an adventuress bearing that sobriquet; how she had moved in the best society in Paris and Vienna, and how in the latter city, in a single year, in her character as queen of the demi-monde, she had spent 50,000 pounds, the money of her dupes. Indeed, her adventures had been the talk of Europe.

Yes, he continued, smiling at my astonishment. No doubt you have read in your English newspapers all about the many ingenious frauds she has perpetrated. For the past five years she has been well-known in various characters in Pau, Rome, Paris, and Vienna; her schemes have invariably been successful, and her escape from the police has been accomplished just at the right moment, in a manner almost incredible. But the audacious boldness of a coup she effected a year ago caused her downfall.

A year ago? I said. Was it during the time I knew her?

Yes. While spending the summer at San Sebastian with Mateo Sanchez, — a Bourse adventurer of Madrid, who, under the name of Luis dAvendaño, passed as her brother, — she conceived, during the Cabinet crisis, a very ingenious scheme for gigantic operations on the Bourse with certain success. The circumstances were remarkable, and your story supplies the facts which have remained until now a mystery. Unaware of the true character of Sanchez, I had employed him as agent in various transactions shortly before the crisis, and he had thus become aware of my intentions to institute certain financial reforms that would affect the Bourse to a considerable extent. The Golden Hand, it appears, with her usual shrewdness, pointed out how the knowledge thus acquired would enable him to operate with success, if only he could be certain of my reappointment as Finance Minister, and the pair forthwith carried into effect an ingeniously arranged plan. Apparently you were watched, and, it having been ascertained that, as correspondent of an influential journal, you were a likely person to obtain the very earliest intimation of the formation of the Cabinet, they laid their plans to entrap you.

I confess I little dreamed of foul play when I entered the Villa Guipuzcoa, I observed.

At the trial it was a mystery how they obtained knowledge of the State secret, he continued. But it is now quite plain that on the evening when the portfolios were arranged, they, being aware of the devices to which you would probably resort in order to obtain accurate information, enticed you to their house, and then, having ascertained from your own lips that the Ministry had been formed, resolved to carry out their cunningly-devised scheme. They saw that you were the only member of the public who knew the secret, and if they prevented you from despatching it to London, — whence it was certain to be re-telegraphed here, — it would give them time to get to Madrid on the following morning and operate on the Bourse some hours before the announcement of the new Ministry.

She seemed so ingenuous and charming, that I suspected nothing — until—

Until she attempted to murder you — eh? he said, taking up her portrait, and gazing upon it with a smile. To say the least, the plot was a most extraordinary one. By your admission that the crisis was at an end, they knew you held a list of the new Ministers, and as you persisted in your endeavour to catch the train to the frontier, it became necessary for them to possess themselves of the list, and silence you, in order to escape to Madrid, and on the opening of the Bourse next day purchase the stock which they knew would rise immediately the official announcement was published. The Golden Hand gave you as a souvenir the flower she wore, in the expectation that you would inhale its fatal perfume, as other victims had done.

It was very similar to a camellia, I said. Has anything been ascertained regarding it?

Oh yes. The flower she sometimes wore in her hair, and which appeared rather like a camellia, was at the trial proved to be the Kali Mujah, or death-rose of Sumatra, which is so deadly that its perfume is sufficient to cause unconsciousness, and sometimes even death. It was found that she actually cultivated these flowers, and that on more than one occasion she had used them upon her victims with fatal result. She gave one to you, but you merely placed it in your buttonhole; therefore, just as you were about to depart, her lover gripped you, while she pressed the fatal blossom into your nostrils. Then you lapsed into unconsciousness, and half an hour afterwards the enterprising pair were on their way to Madrid, where, on the following morning, they purchased a quantity of stock, with money secured by your idol Doroteita from one of her dupes, the Comte de Ségonnaux, whose death had been caused by the poisonous blossom in a similar manner to the attempt upon yourself.

Were their operations on the Bourse successful? I asked.

Entirely so. Unaware of these events, I put forward my financial scheme in the Chamber a month afterwards, with the result that the stock they had secured rose to unparalleled prices, and then they effected a gigantic coup, gaining nearly a million pesetas. But the boldness of the scheme caused their downfall, for the colossal extent of their transactions attracted the attention of the police, the result being that eventually the murder of the Comte de Ségonnaux at Toledo was conclusively proved, and your divinitys identity with The Golden Hand fully established.

Were they both tried? I asked, amazed at his extraordinary story.

Yes. Mateo Sanchez was found guilty of being an accessory in the assassination of the Comte, and sentenced at the last sitting of the Assize Court to fifteen years imprisonment; while the bewitching Liseta, condemned for the murder, is at present serving a life sentence at the convict prison at Barcelona.

A quarter of an hour later I had wished my genial friend the Minister adieu, and, full of grave reflections, crossed the sunlit Puerta del Sol, carrying in my pocket, as a souvenir of a foolish infatuation, the portrait of The Golden Hand.


The Masked Circe.
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The success of The Masked Circe in last years Royal Academy was incontestable, not only for the intrinsic beauty of the picture, but from the fact that the personal charms of a handsome woman were perpetuated without compromising her features. Womans vanity often outruns her natural diffidence, and the consciousness of her great beauty stifles the conscience of modesty.

Visitors to the Academy know the picture. Circe, seated on a throne, with her back to a great circular mirror, presents a half-draped figure of marvellous delicate colouring and beauty of outline. One hand holds aloft a golden wine-goblet, and the other a tapering wand, while upon the tesselated pavement before the daïs purple grapes and yellow roses have been strewn. The black hair of the daughter of Perseis falls in profusion about her bare shoulders, and strays over her breast, but her features are hidden by a half-mask of black silk. The lips, with their arc de cupidon, are slightly parted, disclosing an even row of pearly teeth, and giving an expression of reckless diablerie.

Of the thousands who have gazed upon it in admiration, none knows the somewhat remarkable story connected with it. As I have been closely associated with it, from the day it was outlined in charcoal, until the evening it was packed in a crate and sent for the inspection of the hanging committee, it is perhaps àpropos that I should relate the narrative.

The studio of my old friend, Dick Carruthers, the man who painted it, is on Campden Hill, Kensington, within a few hundred yards of where I reside, and in the centre of an aesthetic artistic colony. We have been chums for years, for on many occasions he has displayed his talent as a black and white artist in illustrating my articles and stories in various magazines. He is a popular painter, and as handsome a man as ever had a picture on the line.

Three years ago, when the prologue of this secret drama was enacted, he was in the habit of coming over when the light had faded, to smoke a cigarette and discuss art and literature with me. I was glad of a chat after a hard days work at my writing-table, but his companionship had one drawback. He drivelled over a girl he loved, and was forever suggesting that I might take her as a character and drag her into the novel upon which I was engaged.

One day he drew a cabinet photograph carefully from his pocket, and placed it upon the blotting-pad before me.

The girl he loved! Bah! I knew her, though I did not tell him so. She was a dark-haired, pink-and-white beauty that flitted through artistic Bohemia like a butterfly in a hothouse. The sight of the pictured face brought back to me the memory of days long past — of a closed chapter in my lifes history. I remembered the first time I saw Ethel Broughton, fully five years before. She wore a soiled pink wrapper, her satin slippers were trodden down at heel, and she had a bottle of champagne at her elbow. At that time her lover, grandiloquent and impecunious Mr Harry Oranmore, a bad but handsome actor, had been untrue to her, and she, a third-rate actress, who had an ingénue part at a Strand theatre, was reviling him. I had been taken to her house and introduced by a mutual friend, but she scarcely heeded me. Probably she was thinking of Oranmore, for she clasped her slim fingers round her suffering throat, and offered up an occasional sob, following it with a silent but protracted draught from her glass.

The result of this interview was but natural. Dazzled by her beauty, I sympathised with her, endeavoured to cheer her, and concluded by falling violently in love with her. At that time I was writing numbers of dramatic criticisms, and I confess I used what weight my opinions possessed for the purpose of her advancement. It is needless to refer to the smooth and uninterrupted course of our love. Suffice it to say that we were both Bohemians, and that within a year I had the satisfaction of sitting before the footlights, watching her make her début as leading lady at a West End theatre, and a few days later of observing her photograph exhibited in shop windows among those of other stage beauties.

But, alas! those halcyon days were all too brief. Suddenly the scales fell from my eyes. A scene occurred between us — and we parted.

To think that sin should lie for years in the blood, just as arsenic does in a corpse!

When I discovered that Dick Carruthers was wasting the very honest and ardent emotions of his heart at this feverish fairys shrine, I resolved to take him aside, and, without admitting that I knew her, give him a verbal drubbing. I did so, but he bit his moustache fiercely, and turned upon me.

She is charming, he said, and I love her.

Ah! I know the type—

You know nothing, old fellow! he exclaimed, flushing angrily. But — he shrugged his shoulders— the prejudices of the world count for — what? Nothing at all. The curse of the Philistine is his Philistinism.

Very well, Dick, old chap, forget my words, I said. I approach your idol in the properly reverential spirit.

You shall see her before long. His gaze grew bright, soft, and vague, as one who catches glimpses of the floating garments of supernatural mysteries. Ah, she is lovely! Only an artist can appreciate her beauty.

I saw that words were of no avail. Like Ulysses, he was living in the paradise of Aeaea, heedless of everything under the spell she had cast about him.

One night, not long after I had expressed my sentiments to him regarding his infatuation, I entered his studio, and found his goddess seated by the fire, with her shapely feet upon the fender, sipping kümmel from a tiny glass, and holding a lighted cigarette between her dainty fingers.

Dick flung down his palette, and came forward to introduce me. Her dark eyes met mine, and we tacitly agreed not to recognise each other, therefore we bowed as perfect strangers. As I seated myself, and she poured me out a liqueur, I caught her glancing furtively at me under her long lashes. She had grown even handsomer than when last I had seen her, and was the picture of the romantic Bohemienne. Her dress was of black gauze, through which the milky whiteness of her figure seemed to shine. Yet, as she turned her beautiful face towards me, I was struck by the complete effect of physical and moral frailty that she presented.

She expressed pleasure at meeting me, remarking that she had read my last novel, and had been keenly interested in it.

When I had briefly acknowledged the compliment she paid me, she said — 

One thing always strikes me in reading your stories. Your women are inevitably false and fickle. Perhaps, however, you write from personal experience of the failings of my sex, she laughed.

Glancing sharply at her, I saw that her eyes did not waver.

It is true I once knew a woman who proved false and infamous, I replied, with some emphasis.

And you avenge yourself by reviling all of us. It is really too bad! she said, pouting like a spoiled child.

By Jove, old fellow, Dick chimed in, do tell us about your romance! It would be interesting to know the reason you set your face against all the fair ones.

But I succeeded in turning the conversation into another channel. I saw I had intruded upon them, so, making an excuse, I bade them au revoir, and returned to my own book-lined den.

Unlocking a drawer in my writing-table, I took out a packet of letters that still emitted a stale odour of violets. Then I lit my pipe, and one by one read them through, pausing and pondering over the declarations of passionate love they contained. Far into the night I sat reviewing the romance of bygone days, until I came to the last letter. It was a cold, formal note, merely a few lines of hurried scrawl, and read: You are right. I have been false to you. Think no more of me. By the time you receive this I shall be on my way to New York; nevertheless, you will be always remembered by yours unworthily — Ethel. Bitter memories of the past overwhelmed me; but at last, growing impatient, and tossing the letters back into the drawer, I strove to forget. The clock had struck two, and my reading-lamp was burning low and sputtering when I rose to retire for the night. I confess that my frame of mind surprised me, inasmuch as I actually found myself still loving her.



Good afternoon. I hope I dont disturb you.

Looking up from my work, I saw Ethel.

Not at all. Pray sit down, I said coldly, motioning her to an armchair. To what do I owe the honour of this visit?

She pulled off her long gloves, and let her sealskin cape fall at her feet, while I put down my pen, and, rising, stood with my back to the fire.

With her she had brought the odour of violets, the same that I remembered years ago; the same perfume that always stirred sad memories within me.

You dont welcome me very warmly, she said in a disappointed tone, as she grasped my hand, and looked steadily into my eyes.

No, I said sternly. Last night I told you that a woman had embittered my life. The woman I referred to was yourself.

Ah, she said, striving to suppress a sob, Forgive me! I — I was mad then. I loved you; but I did not apprehend the consequence.

Love? What nonsense to speak of it, when through your baseness I have been almost ruined. Think of your actions on the day before you left me; how you took from that drawer a signed blank cheque, with which you drew six hundred pounds, — nearly all the money I possessed, — and then fled with your lover. Is that the way a woman shows her affection?

Her head was bowed in humiliation.

Forgive me, Harold, she said, with intense earnestness. I admit that I wronged you cruelly, that I discarded the honest love you gave me; but you — you do not know how weak we women are when temptation is in our path. Cannot I now make amends?

I shook my head sadly.

Dont say that you will not forgive, she implored tearfully. At least I am honest. My object in coming this afternoon was to repay the money I — I borrowed. And she drew forth an envelope from her pocket and handed it to me.

There are notes for six hundred pounds, she added, as I took it and felt the crisp paper inside.

How did you obtain it? I asked, hesitating to receive it.

I have earned it honestly, every penny, she replied. Since we parted, I have become popular in America, and played lead in nearly all the great cities. During the years that have gone I have many, many times wondered what had become of you, for in your writings I read plainly how soured and embittered you had become.

And where is Oranmore?

Dead. He contracted typhoid while we were playing in San Francisco, and it terminated fatally.

Ethel, I said gravely, taking her hand in mine, you have fascinated Dick Carruthers, my friend; and you will treat him as you treated me.

No, no. I love him, she said in a fierce half-whisper, adding, Keep secret the fact that we loved one another, and I swear before Heaven I will be true to him. If he marries me, he shall never have cause for regret — never!

Suppose I told him? What would he think of you?

You will not! she cried, clinging to me. You are too honourable for that. Promise to keep my secret!

For the present I will preserve silence, I answered, my heart softening towards her. But I cannot promise that I will never tell him.

I am going to sit to him as model, she said, after a brief silence. What character do you think would best suit me?

Well, I should suggest that of Circe — the woman who broke mens hearts, I replied, mischievously.

Excellent! I shall be able to assume that character well, she said, with a grim smile. I will tell him.

Spring came and went, but I saw very little of Dick. He had received a commission from one of the illustrated papers to make a series of sketches of scenery in Scotland, and consequently he was away a good deal. Whenever he paid flying visits to London, however, he always looked me up, but, strangely enough, never mentioned Ethel. Nevertheless, I ascertained that they frequently met.

At the close of a blue summers day, when the dreamy, golden haze wrapped the city in a mystic charm, I called at the studio, having heard that he had returned, and was settling down to work.

When I entered, Dick was standing before his easel, pipe in mouth and crayon in hand, busily sketching; while on the raised throne before him sat Ethel, radiant and beautiful. A tender smile played about her lips. It seemed as though a happiness — full, complete, perfectly satisfying — had taken possession of her, and lifted her out of herself — out of the world even.

Welcome, old fellow! Dick cried, turning to shake hands with me. Behold my Circe! and he waved his hand in the direction of his model. Ethel will not sit for any other subject. It hardly does her justice — does it?

It is a strange fancy of mine, she explained, when I had greeted her. Im sure the dress is very becoming — isnt it? And she waved the goblet she was holding above her head.

Your pose is perfect, dear. Please dont alter it, urged the artist; who, advancing to his easel again, continued the free, rapid outline.

We chatted and laughed together for nearly an hour, until the tints of pearl and rose had melted imperceptibly into the deep night sky; then Dick lit the lamps, while Ethel retired into the models sanctum to resume her nineteenth century attire.

Presently she reappeared, and we went to dine together at a restaurant in Piccadilly, afterwards visiting a theatre, and spending a very pleasant evening.

Poor Dick! I was sorry that he was so infatuated. He was such a large-hearted, honest fellow, that I felt quite pained when I anticipated the awakening that must inevitably come sooner or later. He knew absolutely nothing of her past, and was quite ignorant that she had been a popular actress.

In the months that followed, I visited the studio almost daily, and watched the growth of the picture. Dick was putting his whole soul into the composition, and my knowledge of art — acquired by years of idling in the ateliers of the Quartier Latin, and dabbling with the colours a little myself — told me that he was engaged upon what promised to be his finest work.

The face was a lifelike portrait. The delicate tints of the neck and arms were reproduced with a skill that betrayed the master hand, and the reflection in the mirror behind had a wonderfully natural appearance, while the bright colours enhanced the general effect of gay, reckless abandon.

The fair model herself was charmed with it. Womans vanity always betrays itself over her picture.

One evening, at the time the canvas was receiving its finishing touches, I returned home from a stroll across Kensington Gardens, and, on going in, heard some one playing upon my piano, and a sweet soprano voice singing Troteres In Old Madrid. I recognised the clear tones as those of Ethel.

Ah, Harold! she cried, jumping up as I entered the room. I was amusing myself until your return. I — I have something to tell you.

Well, what is it? I asked, rather surprised.

Cannot you guess? Dick has asked me to become his wife, she said in a low tone.

The things impossible! I cried warmly. I will not allow it. You may be friends, but he shall never marry you.

How cruel you are! she said, with a touch of sadness. But, after all, your apprehensions are groundless. I have refused.

Refused? Why?

For reasons of my own, she replied in a harsh, strained voice. If — if he speaks to you, urge him to abandon thoughts of love, and regard me as a friend only.

You are at least sensible, Ethel, I said. It is gratifying to know that you recognise the impossibility of such an union.

Tears welled in her eyes. She nodded, but did not reply.



A dry, grey day in March. It was Show Sunday, that institution in the art world, when the painter opens his studio to his friends and the public, to show them the picture he is about to send to the Academy. The exhibition is in many instances but the showing beforehand of the garlands of victory in a battle which is doomed to be lost, for when the opening day comes, many of the anxious artists do not have the luck to see their pictures hung at all. Then insincere admirers smile in their sleeves at the painters chagrin. I have always been thankful that the happy writer of books has no such ordeal to face. He never reads his new romance to his friends, nor do his well-wishers applaud in advance. Reviewers have first tilt at advance copies, and very properly.

From morn till eve on Show Sunday, Campden Hill is always blocked by the carriages of the curious, and studios are besieged by fashionable crowds, whose chatter and laughter mingles pleasantly with the clinking of tea-cups. On this occasion, as on previous ones, I assisted Dick to receive his visitors, but unfortunately Ethel had been taken suddenly unwell, and could not attend.

My anticipations proved correct. Circe was voted an unqualified success. The opinions of critics who dropped in were unanimous that it was the artists masterpiece, and that the expression and general conception were marvellous — a verdict endorsed by gushing society women, bored club men, and the inane jeunesse dorée.

A scrap of conversation I overheard in the course of the afternoon, however, caused me to ponder.

An elderly man, evidently a foreigner, wearing the violet ribbon of the French Academy in his buttonhole, was standing with a young girl in the crowd around the easel.

Why, look, papa! That face! the girl cried, when her eyes fell upon the canvas. It is her portrait! Surely the Signore cannot know!

Dio! exclaimed the old man, evidently recognising the features. The picture is indeed magnificent; but to think that she should allow herself to appear in that character! Come away, Zélie; let us go.

I heard no more, for they turned and left. Having acted as eavesdropper, I could hardly question them. Nevertheless, I was sorely puzzled.



Look! Read that!

In surprise I glanced up from my work of romance-weaving on the following morning, and saw Dick, pale and agitated, standing at my elbow.

The letter he placed before me was in a womans hand, and emitted the faintest breath of violets. A glance was sufficient to recognise that the sprawly writing was Ethels.

Taking it up, I eagerly read the following lines it contained: — 

Dear Dick, — I regret to tell you that circumstances preclude me from ever meeting you again. I am going far away, where you cannot find me. It was foolish for us to have loved, therefore forget me. That you may meet some one far worthier than myself, and that Circe may bring you fame and fortune, is the most sincere hope of your models.

Ethel.

I warned you against your infatuation, old fellow, I said seriously.

But I couldnt help it. I — I loved her, he answered in a hoarse, trembling voice.

Forget her, I argued. She is worthless and vain; why make yourself miserable?

Ah, you are right! he said, as if suddenly impressed by the force of my arguments, while his face assumed a hard, determined expression. She is Circe indeed, and she had her foot upon my neck. But it is all over, he added bitterly. I shall think no more of her.

Then he wished me an abrupt farewell, and left, apparently in order to conceal his emotion.

That evening I called at Dicks house, but was informed by his housekeeper that he had packed his bag and departed, stating that he would not return for at least a month, perhaps longer. When I entered the studio, gloomy in the twilight, I was astonished to find that the Circe had been removed from the easel, and that it was standing in a corner with its face to the wall.

Something prompted me to turn it, and when I did so, I discovered to my dismay that in his frenzy of mad despair he had taken a brushful of black paint and drawn it across the face, making a great, ugly, disfiguring daub over the forehead and eyebrows, utterly ruining the features, and producing a curiously forbidding effect.

The colour was not dry, therefore I was enabled to remove the greater portion of it with a silk handkerchief, but I saw with regret that the tints of the forehead had been irretrievably ruined, rendering the picture valueless.

The days went by. The limit for sending in to the Academy was approaching; but Dick did not write, and I could only wonder vaguely where he was wandering. It was a great pity, I thought, that such a fine work should not be exhibited. Yet the wilful obliteration had utterly spoiled it.

While sitting in his studio musing one day, it suddenly occurred to me that if the flaw upon the forehead could be hidden, it might, after all, be sent for the inspection of the hanging committee.

Taking it up, I examined it minutely in the light. The idea of placing a half-mask upon the face suggested itself, and without delay I proceeded to carry it into effect. The little skill with the brush that I possess enabled me to paint in the half-lights upon the black silk, and the laughing eyes being fortunately intact, I allowed them to peer through the apertures.

The effect produced was startling, and none could have been more astonished at the result of my daubing than myself. The mask seemed to increase the reckless diablerie of its wearer, and enhance the fairness of the complexion, while it added an air of mystery not at all unpleasing to the eye.

A few days later, I dispatched it to the Academy, and waited patiently for the opening day, when I experienced the mingled surprise and satisfaction of seeing it hung upon the line.

The Masked Circe was pronounced one of the pictures of the year. Thousands admired it. The papers were full of laudatory notices; but the man who painted it, unaware of the fame he had suddenly achieved, was hiding his sorrow somewhere in the Vosges. A stray copy of an English newspaper containing a notice of his work, which Dick picked up in a hotel, however, caused him to return.

He burst into my room unceremoniously one morning, still attired in his travelling ulster. I saw that he was haggard-eyed and wild-looking. From his conversation, I knew that time had not healed the wound in his heart.

I shall never be able to thank you sufficiently, old chap, for touching up my daub. It seems that the public admire her as much as I have done. I — I shall find her some day; then she will return to me.

Still thinking of her? I observed reproachfully.

Yes; always, always, he replied, shaking his head sorrowfully. I — I cannot forget.

Dicks popularity steadily increased; lucrative commissions poured in upon him, and he settled down to such hard, methodical work, that I began to think he had forgotten the woman who had enmeshed him.

With beaming face he came to me one summers morning and announced that, although the committee of the Chantrey Bequest had offered to purchase the Masked Circe, he had just received a letter from the Count di Sestri, the well-known Anglo-Italian millionaire and art patron, saying that he desired to buy it, and asking him to go down to Oxted Park, his seat in Surrey, to arrange the price.

I am going to-day, he said. You masked her, and it is only fair that you should have a word in the bargain. You must come too.

At first I hesitated, but at length acquiesced.

That evening the Count received us in the library of his country mansion, and congratulated Dick warmly upon his masterpiece. It was evident that he meant to secure it at any cost, therefore the price was soon arranged; and before we had been there half an hour, my companion had a cheque for four figures in his pocket.

We were about to make our adieux, but the Count would not hear of it.

Dinner will be ready almost immediately, he said. You must stay. We are quite en famille, you know. Only my wife and I.

A few moments later the door opened, and there was the rustle of a silken train.

Ah, heres the Countess! exclaimed the millionaire, stepping forward to introduce us.

We turned, and saw a pale, beautiful woman, attired in a handsome dinner-gown.

Ethel! You? we both cried in amazement.

Dick! she gasped. You — you have found me!

She reeled backwards, and before we could save her, fell senseless to the floor.

A few words of excuse and explanation, and we left the Count, who, kneeling beside his wife and endeavouring to resuscitate her, was completely mystified at the strange recognition. Dick, almost beside himself with grief at discovering his idol already married, returned at once to London, while I remained at an inn at Oxted in order to glean some further information.

Inquiries showed that the Count had met her while travelling in America, and had married her. Since that time they had apparently lived happily, and not a breath of scandal had besmirched her fair name. The reason she always refused us her address was now clear; and it was evident that, while in residence at her London house in Park Lane, she had been in the habit of paying us visits unknown to her husband, assuming the character of an unmarried and flighty Bohemienne.

On the following day I called at the Park to inquire after the Countesss health.

The footman looked pale and grave when I asked after her ladyship.

I much regret to inform you, sir, that my mistress is dead, he said.

Dead? I cried. Impossible!

Yes, sir. Her maid discovered her in her boudoir late last night, and found that she had taken an overdose of morphia. We sent for the doctor, but before his arrival life was extinct. The Count is insane with grief, more especially because the maid discovered that her ladyship had left a letter to some man she calls Dick, telling him that she loved him, and could live no longer.



Dick rarely smiles, and is invariably gloomy and sad, poor fellow. The Count, ignorant of the truth, has hung his latest purchase in the private gallery of his great palace in Rome, little dreaming that the Masked Circe is actually the picture of his dead wife.


The Man with the Fatal Finger.
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THREE YEARS AGO, while I was writing a novel which deals with Nihilism, and which brought the heavy hand of the Press Bureau at Petersburg upon me, I contrived, in order to sketch my characters from life, to obtain an introduction to the little colony of Russian revolutionists which exists in secret in a northwestern suburb of London. I eventually won their confidence, and ingratiated myself with them by advocating Russian freedom in a series of articles in a certain London journal, which had the effect of enlisting public sympathy with the exiles in such a manner, that the editor received a number of donations, which he handed to me, while I in turn conveyed the money to my friend, Paul Grigorovitch, the head of the branch of the Narodnoe Pravo.

I was sitting at home, reading and smoking, in a very lazy mood, one winters evening, when the servant girl entered and handed me a soiled, crumpled letter, which, she said, had been left by a strange-looking foreign woman. This did not surprise me, for I sometimes received mysterious unsigned notes from my friends the refugees when they desired to see me. The exiles are continually under the observation of the Okhrannoë Otdelenië, or Secret Police attached to the Russian Embassy, hence the cautiousness of their movements.

I tore the envelope open and read its contents.

The words, written in a fine educated hand, — evidently a womans, — were: Come to Springfield Lodge, St. Margarets Road, Regents Park, to-night at nine. Important.

I confess the communication puzzled me, for I knew no one living at the address, and the handwriting was unfamiliar. Nevertheless, I resolved to obey the summons.

With some little difficulty I found the house. It stood back from the road, concealed behind a high wall. The thoroughfare was very quiet and eminently respectable. Each house stood in its own grounds, and had an air of wealth and prosperity about it, while the bare black branches of the great trees on either side of the road met overhead, forming a long avenue.

I gave the summons used at Grigorovitchs, namely, four distinct tugs at the bell; and presently the heavy door was opened by a Russian maid-servant.

Who are you? she demanded in broken English.

I told her my name, and showed her the note I had received.

Harosho! Step this way, sir, if you please, she exclaimed, when she had examined the letter by the feeble light shed by a neighbouring street lamp. Then she closed the door and walked before me through a well-kept garden up to the house. Entering, she conducted me to a small and rather well-furnished apartment, the French windows of which opened out upon a spacious tennis-lawn. Around the walls were hung several choice paintings, and I noticed that upon the table lay a number of pamphlets similar to those which the organisation were secretly circulating throughout the Empire of the Tzar.

In a few moments the door opened, and a very pretty young Russian lady of about twenty-three years of age came forward to meet me.

Good-evening, she said, smiling. My father will be here in a few minutes. You will not object to wait, will you?

I assured her I was in no hurry, whereupon she begged me to be seated, at the same time producing a large box of cigarettes, offering me one, and, in accordance with Russian etiquette, taking one herself.

She struck a vesta and lit hers quite naturally. Then, as she seated herself upon a low chair, I recognised that she was very handsome, and that every lineament and feature was perfect. Her countenance had an expression of charming ingenuousness and blushing candour, while her dark brilliant eyes had an intense and bewitching glance. In her brown hair was a handsome crescent of diamonds, and her evening dress of soft black net disclosed her white chest and arms.

Were you surprised at my curt note? she asked suddenly, blowing a cloud of smoke from her pursed-up lips.

Well, to tell the truth, I was, I admitted. You see, we are strangers.

Ah, I forgot! I suppose I ought to introduce myself, she said, laughing. Im Prascovie Souvaroff. I know your name, and have heard how you assisted our cause.

After I had acknowledged the compliment, we commenced a commonplace conversation, which was interrupted by the entrance of a tall, elderly man, whose thin face, sunken cheeks, and deeply furrowed brow were indicative of heavy toil or long imprisonment.

Prascovie rose quickly and introduced him.

Ivan Souvaroff, my father, she exclaimed, and when we had exchanged greetings, she said, Now Ill go, because you want to talk. When you have finished your conversation, ring the bell, and I will return and bore you. And, laughing gaily, she tripped out of the room.

Souvaroff took a cigarette, lit it, and, seating himself thoughtfully, looked into my face and said — 

I have to thank you for coming here to-night, sir; but the matter about which I desired to see you is one of urgency. I have heard from Grigorovitch and others how you have assisted us in London and in Petersburg, and I thought it probable you would render me a small personal service.

If it is in my power, I shall be most happy, I replied.

It is quite easy if you will only do it; it is merely to insert a paragraph in the papers as news. I have it here, ready written. Then, taking a slip of paper from his pocket, he read the following announcement: Prascovie, only daughter of Ivan Souvaroff, who escaped from Siberia after five years at the mines, died in London yesterday.

Died? I repeated, in surprise. What do you mean? Your daughter was here, alive and well, a few moments ago!

Im aware of that, he replied, smiling mysteriously. You are not one of Us, otherwise I could tell you the reason.

Does she know?

No, no, he exclaimed quickly. Dont tell her. Promise to keep the matter strictly secret. If you publish the paragraph, I will see she does not get hold of a copy of the paper.

Very well, I said; Ill do as you wish.

It was a puzzling paragraph, but I had already ceased to be astonished at any action on the part of these men, for the more I thought over their secrets, the more complicated they always appeared.

As he handed me the piece of paper, with an expression of earnest thanks, I noticed that he wore a glove upon his right hand, and commented mentally that it was a rather unusual custom to wear one glove while in the house.

A few moments after he had rung the bell, Prascovie returned, followed by the servant, bearing a steaming samovar.

Youve not been very long over your business, she remarked, glancing at me with a smile. Now its all over, lets talk.

I was nothing loth to do this, and she and I resumed our chat. Then Souvaroff related the story of his imprisonment, his transportation to Siberia, his work in the Kara silver mines, and his subsequent escape and journey to England, where he had been joined by his daughter. Some English people thought, said he, that Russia was not prepared for the freedom the Narodnoe Pravo would like to see it possess; but he assured me that the time for autocracy was past, that the Tzars Empire had outgrown the period of benevolent despotism, and that the Russian people were quite capable of governing themselves. When he had described some of the exciting adventures connected with his escape, Prascovie, who had handed me some tea and lemon, seated herself at the piano and sang an old Russian love-song in a sweet contralto, full of harmony and tenderness.

In the meantime, her father had left us, and when she had finished, she turned upon the music-stool, and with few forewords inquired the nature of Souvaroffs business with me. Of course, I was compelled to refuse to satisfy her curiosity, and at my request she returned to the instrument and commenced another song. As she sang the second verse, there mingled with the music sounds of loud talking, boisterous laughter, and greetings in Russian, which proceeded from the hall. Evidently some one had arrived, and was being welcomed by my host.

Prascovie heard it, and ceased playing.

For a moment she sat in an attentive attitude. I noticed her face wore an expression of intense anxiety and that the colour had fled from her cheeks.

A few moments later I distinguished the voice of the servant answering her master, and after some further conversation a man exclaimed — 

Dobroi notsche, Souvaroff. (Good-night.)

To this the man addressed replied in a cheery tone, the front door slammed, and my host returned into the room.

As he entered, he uttered some words in Polish patois to his daughter. It must have been some announcement of a startling character, for, uttering an ejaculation of alarm, she reeled and almost fell.

In a moment, however, she had recovered herself, and sank into an armchair in a grave, dejected attitude. All the light had left her face, and with her chin resting upon her breast she gazed down in thoughtful silence upon the rosettes on her little morocco slippers.

Souvaroff appeared to have aged ten years since he left the room half an hour before, and although I endeavoured to resume our conversation, he only replied in monosyllables.

I marvelled at this sudden change. Even if an unwelcome visitor had called, I could see no reason why such a strange effect should be produced.

I remained to supper, after which Prascovie threw a shawl about her shoulders and walked with me to the gate. I expressed a desire to call again and spend another evening in listening to the passionate Caucausian songs, but she appeared strangely indifferent. She merely wished me Prostchai very formally, and when we shook hands, she drew back, and I fancied she shuddered.

Then I turned away, and the gate was locked behind me.

Slowly I walked along the deserted road, absorbed in thought. The night was bright and frosty, and there was no sound save the echo of my own footsteps. I had been strolling along for perhaps five minutes, when suddenly I saw some object lying across the pavement. The thoroughfare was very inadequately lit; indeed, so dark was it that I was unable to distinguish the nature of the obstacle.

Bending down, I passed my hands rapidly over it. I found it was a man.

He was evidently drunk, therefore I resorted to the expedient of giving him a gentle but firm kick in the ribs, at the same time urging him to wake up. This, however, had no effect; therefore, after repeated efforts to rouse him, I struck a vesta and held it close to his head.

The moment I saw the yellow pallor of the face and look of unutterable horror in the glazing eyes, I knew the truth. He was dead!

His age was not more than thirty-five. He had grey eyes, fair hair and beard, and from his dress I judged that he belonged to the upper class. The heavy overcoat he wore was unbuttoned, and a silk muffler was wrapped lightly around his throat.

A glance sufficed to ascertain that he was beyond human aid, and after a moments hesitation, I started off in search of a constable.

I was not long in finding one, and we returned to where the body lay. Other assistance was quickly forthcoming, and, a doctor residing in the neighbourhood having made an examination and pronounced life extinct, the remains were conveyed to the mortuary. Owing to the lateness of the hour and the quietness of the neighbourhood, there was no crowd of curious onlookers, nor was there anything to create horror, for no marks of violence could be discovered on the body.

At the inquest duly held I attended and gave evidence. The medical testimony went to show that the unknown man had died suddenly owing to an affection of the heart, and the jury returned a verdict of death from natural causes. Nothing was discovered in the pockets which could lead to the unfortunate mans identification, and although his description was circulated by the police, the body was buried three days later in a nameless grave.

I had published the strange obituary notice Souvaroff had given me, and on the day of the inquest I again called at Springfield Lodge. Only Prascovie and the servant were at home. I had a pleasant tête-à-tête with the fair Russian, and as we sat together, I commenced to relate my discovery on the night of my previous visit.

Ah, she exclaimed, interrupting me, you need not tell me! I — I saw from the newspapers that you had found him. The inquest was held to-day. Im so anxious to know the verdict.

I told her, and an exclamation of relief involuntarily escaped her. This did not strike me as peculiar at the time, but I recollected the incident afterwards, and was much puzzled at its significance.

Do they know his name? she asked eagerly.

No. There was nothing to serve as a clue to his identity.

Poor fellow! she sighed sympathetically. I wonder who he was.

Then our conversation turned upon other topics. We smoked several cigarettes, and, after remaining an hour, I bade her adieu and departed, half bewitched by her grace and beauty.

When, however, I called a week later and gave the usual four tugs at the bell, my summons remained unanswered. A dozen times I repeated it, but with the same effect, until a postman who chanced to pass informed me that the occupants had gone away suddenly five days before and left no address.

Surprised at this hurried departure, I walked to the house of Grigorovitch, about half a mile distant, and told him of my friends and their flight.

Well, he said, with a smile, when I had told him their name, and explained the various circumstances, I shrewdly suspect youve been tricked. I know no one by the name of Souvaroff. He is certainly not one of Us, and it is equally certain that he got you to insert that extraordinary paragraph by a very neat ruse.

And he laughed heartily, enjoying a joke that I confess I was unable to appreciate.



Eight months passed, during which the strange incident gradually faded from my mind.

The increased number of persons who were being sent from all parts of Russia to Siberia without trial had become a subject of much comment in England. Horrifying reports anent the state of the étapes, and the shocking brutality and inhuman treatment to which the oft-times innocent convicts were subjected, were continually reaching London from various sources, and public feeling against Russian autocracy had risen to fever heat.

Hence it was that one day when I entered my office I received instructions to proceed without delay to Siberia, in order to inspect the general condition of the prisoners and ascertain the truth of the harrowing details. The prospect of this mission delighted me, for not only was it certain to be fraught with a good deal of exciting adventure, but it would also enable me to complete the novel, already half written, and which I had been compelled to put aside owing to lack of information regarding life in the Asiatic penal settlements.

That evening, after calling upon Grigorovitch and informing him of my projected journey, I returned home, and sat at my writing-table far into the night, finishing some work upon which I had been engaged. The whole of the following day I spent in packing my traps, and otherwise preparing for a long absence. In the evening, while I was busy writing some letters, the servant announced that a young lady, who refused her name, desired to see me. I was not particularly clean, and I confess that just then I was too much engaged in making arrangements for my departure to think of anything else. However, my curiosity got the better of me, and I told her to admit the stranger.

You? I cried, when a moment later Prascovie Souvaroff entered.

Yes. Why not? she asked, laughing, and offering me her hand.

What could I say? I stammered out a greeting, invited her to be seated, and began to question her regarding her sudden disappearance.

To my questions she replied — 

It was imperative. You English know nothing of the persecution which follows those who flee from the wrath of the White Tzar. We were compelled to leave hurriedly, and as the Secret Police were watching both you and me it was unsafe for us to meet. To-night I have risked coming to you for a most important purpose, she added, looking up into my face earnestly.

Oh! Whats that? I asked.

I want you to take me to Siberia.

To Siberia? You? I repeated in astonishment.

Yes. I hear you are going. Any news affecting us travels rapidly. I — I have an intense desire to see what the country beyond the Urals is like.

Who told you I was going?

Im not at liberty to say, she replied. All I ask is that I may be allowed to accompany you. I have here sufficient money to defray the cost of my journey; and she drew from the breast of her dress a large packet of Russian bank-notes.

I shook my head, replying that Siberia was no place for a delicately-reared woman, and pointed out the uninviting prospect of a winter journey of five thousand miles in a sleigh. Besides, I added, your connection with the Terrorists would render it unsafe for you to return to Russia; and, again, there are les convenances to be studied.

Do you think that I, a Russian, am afraid of a cold sleigh journey? she asked earnestly, after a few moments silence. Scarcely! Of course, I should not travel in this dress, but would assume the disguise of a Russian lad, in order to act as your servant and interpreter. As for les convenances — and, shrugging her shoulders, she pulled a little grimace, and added, Bah! we are not lovers!

I asked for news of her father, but she informed me that he was in Zurich. She refused to give me her address, and all argument was useless. The point she urged, that she would be companion and interpreter combined, impressed me, and ere I had finally promised, she had given me instructions that I should, in applying for my passport from the Russian Embassy, also make application for one for Ivan Ivanovitch, servant.

Four evenings later, I was on the platform at Charing Cross Station, watching my big iron-bound trunks being stowed away into the Continental express, and chatting to two old Fleet Street friends, who had come to see the last of me, when a rather short young man, enveloped in a long, heavy ulster, approached, and, touching his cap respectfully, said — 

Good-evening, sir. I hope Im not late.

No, plenty of time, I said indifferently, although I had a difficult task to keep my countenance. Turning to my friends, I explained, Thats my interpreter, Ivanovitch. Meanwhile, the object of our attention had walked across to the van to see his own trunk placed with mine.

Five minutes afterwards, when we were in the carriage together, gliding out over the bridge that spans the Thames, I burst into a hearty laugh as I, for the first time, regarded her critically. Her disguise was so complete that, for the moment when she had greeted me, I had been deceived. Laughing at her successful make-up, she removed her round fur cap, and showed how she had contrived, by cutting her hair shorter, to make it appear like a mans. Underneath her overcoat she wore a suit of thick, rough tweed, and with great gusto she related how she had filled up her large boots with wool.

She produced the inevitable cigarettes, and we spent the two hours between London and Queenborough in smoking and chatting.

To describe in detail our long railway journey across Europe by way of Berlin and Moscow would occupy too much space. Suffice it to say that I travelled through Holy Russia with a passport which bore the visé of the Minister of the Interior at Petersburg, and which ensured myself and my servant civility and attention on the part of police officials.

At length we passed through the Urals and alighted at Ekaterinbourg, where the railway at that time ended. A fortnight after leaving London, I purchased a sleigh, hired three Government horses, and Prascovie and I, in the great fur coats, skin gloves, and sheepskin boots we had bought, took our seats; the baggage and provisions having been packed in the bottom of the conveyance, and covered with a layer of straw. Then our driver shouted to the little knot of persons who had assembled before the post-station, whipped up the three shaggy horses, and away we started on the first stage of our long, dreary drive across Siberia. Over the snow the horses galloped noiselessly, and the bells on the wooden arch over their heads tinkled merrily as we moved swiftly along through the sharp, frosty air.

Soon we were out upon the Great Post Road, and as far as the eye could see, there was no other object visible on the broad, snow-covered plain but the long straight line of black telegraph poles and striped verst-posts that marked our route.

Day after day we continued our journey, often passing through miles of gloomy pine forests, and then out again upon the great barren steppes. Frequently we met convoys of convicts, pitiful, despairing bands of men and women, dragging their clanking chains with them wearily, and trudging onward towards a life to which death would be preferable. No mercy was shown them by their mounted escorts, for if a prisoner stumbled and fell from sheer exhaustion, he was beaten back to his senses with the terrible knout which each Cossack carried.

On dark nights we halted at post-houses, but when the moon shone, we continued our drive, snatching sleep as best we could. We lived upon our tinned meats and biscuits, the post-houses — which are usually about twenty to thirty miles apart — supplying tea and other necessaries.

Although the journey was terribly monotonous and uncomfortable, with a biting wind, and the intense white of the snow affecting ones eyes painfully, my fair fellow-traveller uttered no word of complaint. All day she would sit beside me chatting in English, laughing, smoking cigarettes, and now and then carrying on a conversation in Russian with our black-bearded, fierce-looking driver, afterwards interpreting his observations. Indeed, it appeared that the further we travelled from civilisation, the more light-hearted she became.

Arriving at last at Tomsk, we remained there three weeks, during which time I visited the kameras of the forwarding prison, the horrors of which I afterwards fully described. An open letter I had from the Minister of the Interior admitted me everywhere, but I was compelled to secrete the notes I made in the money-belt I wore under my clothes, otherwise they would have been discovered and confiscated by the prying ispravniks, or police officers, during the repeated examination of our baggage at almost every small town we passed through.

Since leaving England, time had slipped rapidly away, until, one day, after we had left Tomsk, and were well on our way towards Yeniseisk, I chanced to take out my diary. I discovered that it was the last day of the old year.

The journey had been most cheerless and wearisome. It was now about four oclock in the afternoon, and the sun, which had struggled out for half an hour, had sunk upon the hazy horizon, leaving a pale yellow streak in the grey lowering sky. An icy wind blew in fierce gusts across the barren steppe; the monotony of the dull thud of the horses hoofs in the snow and the incessant jingle of the bells had grown utterly unendurable. The only stoppage we had made that day was about noon, when we changed horses, and Prascovie had then told me she felt very fatigued. Almost hidden under her furs, she was now sleeping soundly. Her head had fallen upon my shoulder; and I — well, although I tried to console myself with a cigar, I confess I was thinking of the folk at home, and had the nostalgia of England upon me. Suddenly she moved uneasily, and awoke with a start. She addressed a question to the driver, which he answered.

You must be terribly tired, I said, recollecting that it was two days since we drove out of Tomsk, and that, owing to the lack of accommodation at the post-houses, we had been unable to rest.

No, Im not very tired, she replied. But I feel so cramped and cold.

Never mind, I said cheerfully, placing my arm tenderly around her waist and drawing her closer to me: in a couple of hours we shall get something hot to eat. She did not answer, but in a few moments she again fell asleep with her head upon my shoulder; and I, too, also dozed off.

Our lonely halting-place was, like all Siberian post-houses, built of pine logs, and little better than a large hut, devoid of any vestige of comfort, and horribly dirty. The sitting-room was a bare, uncarpeted place, with a large brick stove in the centre, a picture of the Virgin upon the wall, a wooden table, and three or four rough chairs, while the little dens that served as sleeping apartments contained nothing beyond a chair and a straw mattress.

It was not long after our arrival that the great samovar was placed upon the table, and, together with the two sinister-looking fellows who kept the place, we sat down to a rough, uncivilised meal. The evening we spent in smoking and drinking vodka, Prascovie and I being able to carry on a private conversation by speaking English.

I asked why she was so unusually thoughtful, but she replied that it was only because she was in need of rest.

I am sorry I am breaking down, she said apologetically, and laughing at the same time. But Im only a woman. It was, indeed, very kind of you to have been bothered with me.

Dont mention it, I said. Im sure Im indebted to you, for your knowledge of Russian assists me in my work. Do you remember, I added, that it is a year to-night since we first met?

Was it? she asked in a strange tone of alarm. Ah, I remember. I — I was happy then, wasnt I?

Are you not happy now? I inquired.

Yes — very, she replied, smiling. But Im tired, and must go to my room, or I shall be fit for nothing to-morrow.

Very well, I replied. Ill tell you to go in a few minutes.

Then, after joining the driver and post-house keepers in another glass of vodka, I said to her — 

Ivan, you can go. I shall require you no longer.

Gathering up her coat, hat and gloves, she bowed, and, wishing the men Good-night, went to her room.

After smoking for another hour, I also sought my dirty little den. In the heart of Siberia one must expect to rough it, therefore I took my revolver from my belt, placed it under my pillow, and, after removing some of my clothes, strapped my fur rug around my neck, and, stretching myself upon the hard pallet, soon dropped off to sleep.

Next morning, when I had dressed, I knocked several times at Prascovies door, but received no reply. Subsequently I pushed it open and entered, discovering, to my surprise, that the room was empty.

Notwithstanding my limited knowledge of Russian, I managed to make the men understand that my servant was missing, and they searched the premises, but without avail. They examined the road outside, but, as it had been snowing heavily during the night, no footprints were visible.

Prascovie had mysteriously disappeared!

While I remained in charge of the post-house, the three men mounted the horses and rode out in different directions, thinking it possible that she had strayed away upon the steppe and become lost in a snowdrift. Towards evening, however, they returned, after a long and futile search.

Anxious to solve the mystery, and reluctant to leave without her, I remained there several days. As the nearest dwelling was twenty miles distant, and her overcoat and hat still remained in her room, her disappearance was all the more puzzling. I examined her box, but found nothing in it except articles of male wearing apparel; so after a week of anxious waiting, I became convinced that to remain there longer was useless.

With heavy heart, and sorely puzzled over the mystery, I continued my lonely journey towards the mines of Yeniseisk. Having inspected them, I journeyed south, alone and dejected, and investigated the great prisons at Krasnoiarsk and Irkutsk, afterwards returning through Omsk and Tobolsk, and thence to the Urals and civilisation.

I missed her companionship very much, and long before my journey ended, I had grown dull, morose, and melancholy.

After an absence of six months, I again returned to London. When I arrived home, fatigued and hungry, and before I had time to cast off my worn-out travelling suit, the servant girl handed me a small packet which she said had arrived by registered post a week before.

It had a Russian stamp upon it, and bore the postmark of Kiakhta, a small town south of Irkutsk, on the border of Mongolia.

Breaking open the seals, I found a small box, from which I took a thick gold ring, set with a magnificent diamond.

Attached to it was a small piece of paper which bore, in a mans handwriting, the following words: — 

The husband of Prascovie Souvaroff, who owes to you the safe return of his beloved wife, sends this little gift as a slight recognition of the kindness she received at your hands.

There was neither, name, address, nor date; nothing to show who was the anonymous husband.



The mystery was solved in a most unexpected manner.

Some months after the results of my investigations had been published, I chanced one night to attend the banquet of the Association of Foreign Consuls held in the Whitehall Rooms of the Hôtel Métropole. As usual, a number of the corps diplomatique were present, and among them Serge Velitchko, one of the attachés of the Russian Embassy, an old friend of mine, whom I had not seen since my return.

I congratulate you on your lucky escape, old fellow, he exclaimed, after we had exchanged cordial greetings.

Escape? What do you mean? I inquired.

Ah, its all very well, he replied, laughing, as we strolled together into an ante-room that was unoccupied. Prascovie was very fascinating, wasnt she?

How did you know? I asked in amazement, for I imagined no one was aware that she had been my companion.

Oh, we knew all about it, never fear, he said, with a smile. By Jove! it was quite a romance, travelling all that distance with a pretty companion, and then losing her on the Yeniseisk Steppe. It was lucky for you, however, that she left you in time, otherwise you would, in all probability, have been working underground at Kara, or some other place equally delightful, by this time.

Explain yourself, I urged impatiently. Youre talking in enigmas.

Listen, and Ill let you into the secret, said my friend, casting himself lazily into a chair. The man you knew as Souvaroff was, until about six years ago, wealthy and popular at our Court at Petersburg; but he was suspected of political intrigue, and sentenced to lifelong exile and hard labour in Siberia. After his banishment, Prascovie, who was then living at Moscow, was detected by the police distributing some revolutionary pamphlets, for which she also was sent to Siberia. At the prison at Irkutsk father and daughter met. While there, Prince Pàvlovitch Kostomâroff, the governor of the Yeniseisk province, who had previously known and admired la belle Souvaroff in Petersburg society, discovered her, and offered her marriage. This she accepted, and they were married privately, because, had it become known that the Prince had wedded a political exile, he would have fallen into disfavour with the Tzar. The Prince not being governor of the province in which his wife was imprisoned, a difficulty presented itself how he should obtain her release. Even Ivan Kobita, controller of the prison, was ignorant of the secret union, but it so happened that he also became enamoured of his fair captive. At length, in return for her promise to marry him, he allowed her and her father comparative freedom. As might be expected, they were not long in taking advantage of this, for within a fortnight, aided by the Prince, and provided with a passport obtained by him, they managed to escape and come to England.

And what of Kobita?

He quickly discovered the ruse, and ascertained that the Prince had connived at their escape. Our Secret Police tracked the fugitives to their hiding-place in London. Still unaware that she was the Princes wife, Kobita obtained leave of absence and came to England. Before his arrival, however, he wrote, urging her to marry him, declaring that if she refused, he would expose the Prince as aiding and abetting dangerous Nihilists. Prascovie, who clearly saw that if the truth reached the Tzar, her husband would be disgraced and deprived of liberty, was at her wits ends. She was in desperation when, two years ago, Kobita arrived in London—

Was that on the night I called upon them?

Yes. It was on receipt of the letter from Kobita that Souvaroff sent for you and requested you to put the obituary notice in the papers, in order that when the Siberian official came to claim his daughters hand, he could convince him of her death. But this plan was not carried out quickly enough. Kobita arrived on the night of your visit, and was received by Prascovies father, who stated that she had gone to call upon a friend in the vicinity, and offered to send his servant to direct him to the house in question. To this Prascovies admirer had no objection, and, shaking Souvaroff warmly by the hand, wished him au revoir, and started off, accompanied by the servant, in search of the imaginary neighbour. The hand-shaking proved fatal, for he had not walked far before he fell dead. The whole thing had been carefully planned, and the trusty servant, who had been instructed how to act, extracted everything from the dead mans pockets that would lead to identification. Hence his burial in a nameless grave.

Do you assert that he was murdered?

Yes. We were in possession of all these facts, but refrained from causing Souvaroffs arrest, because it was not a wise policy to expose to the London public that Russia had established a bureau of secret police in their midst. Prascovie and her father hid for some months, and we lost sight of them until she called upon you, and accompanied you in disguise to Siberia. Once or twice you very narrowly escaped being apprehended; indeed, on one occasion orders were telegraphed to Tomsk for the arrest of your companion and yourself, because the declaration on your passport regarding Ivan Ivanovitch was known to be false. By the intervention of a high official, however, the order was countermanded, and you were allowed to pass.

What has become of Prascovies father? I asked in astonishment. Surely he was not Kobitas murderer, for the man died of heart disease.

You are mistaken. He died of Obeah poison. Souvaroff, who was once a consul in Hayti, knew of the secret poison which the natives extract from the gecko lizard, and which cannot be detected. So deadly is it, that one drop is sufficient to produce a fatal result, and the manner in which he administered it was somewhat novel. He prepared to receive his enemy by allowing the nail of the forefinger of his right hand to grow long, afterwards thinning it to a point as fine as a needle. Upon this point he placed the poison, and kept a glove on until Kobitas arrival. Then, in wishing him adieu, he pricked the skin of his victim while shaking hands with him, producing an effect similar to syncope.

Where is Souvaroff now?

Dead. He returned to Petersburg as soon as his daughter had left with you, but was arrested and placed in solitary confinement in the Fortress. While there, he wrote a confession of the murder, and afterwards committed suicide.

And will they arrest Prascovie?

No. She lives in another province to that in which she was imprisoned. No one there knows that she is an escaped convict, and as the Prince was once attached to this Embassy, we are not likely to divulge.

He chaffed me a little, laughed heartily in his good-natured way, and soon afterwards we rejoined the guests.

I have heard nothing since of my unconventional travelling companion. A short time ago, however, I received an anonymous present of furs, and I shrewdly suspect whence it came. The Princes ring, which is the admiration and envy of many of my friends, still glitters on my finger, and I regard it as a souvenir of the most happy and romantic journey of my life.


Santina.
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FROM THE CONTÉSSA, signore.

A tall liveried servant handed me a coroneted missive, and, bowing stiffly, withdrew. Taking the letter mechanically, I sat puffing at my cigarette and dreaming.

The sultry day was over, and the full moon was shining down clear and cool. Genoa had drawn breath again; its streets and piazzas had grown alive with the stir of manifold movement; the broad Via Roma, with its fine shops and garish cafés, echoed with increasing confusion of voices and jest and laughter and song; while the flower-sellers were everywhere, and the newsboys in strident tones cried the Secolo and the Gazzetta. My small and rather shabby room was on the top floor of a great old palazzo in the Via Balbi. The jalousies, wide-open, admitted little gusts of fresh air that blew up from the sea, while the ceaseless babel of tongues, the clip-clap of horses hoofs, and the indescribable odour of garlic, fried oil, and the cheap cigars characteristic of an Italian street, was borne in upon me.

Two candles in the sconces of a small Venetian mirror shed their light over the pedestal, upon which was a statue almost finished. It was a representation of a lovely woman in carnival dress, that I had chiselled in marble.

The face was absolutely beautiful, not only because of its perfect harmony, not only winsome in the gentleness of its contour, but it was also masterful by virtue of the freedom and force expressed in all its firmness.

Lazily I opened the letter, and prepared to feast upon its contents. But the few brief words penned in a womans hand caused me to start to my feet in anger and dismay; and, holding my breath, I crushed the missive and cast it under my foot. She who had written to me was the original of this statue, which was considered my masterpiece.

The note was cold and formal, unlike her usual graceful letters. It stated that she was leaving Italy that evening; and expressed regret she could not sit again to me. She also enclosed a bank-note for two thousand lire, which she apparently believed would repay me for my trouble.

My trouble! Dio mio! Had it not been a labour of love, when I adored — nay, worshipped her; and she, in her turn, had bestowed smiles and kisses upon me?

Yet she had written and sent me money, as if I were a mere tradesman; and from the tone of her note, it seemed as if our friendship existed no longer. Every day she had come to my studio, bringing with her that breath of stephanotis that always pervaded her; and because she was not averse to a mild flirtation, I had believed she loved me! Bah! I had been fooled! The iron of a wasted love, of a useless sacrifice, was in my heart.

This sudden awakening had crushed me; and I stood gazing aimlessly out of the window, unaware of the presence of a visitor, until I felt a hearty slap on the shoulder, and, turning quickly, faced my old friend, Pietro Barolini.

Chi vide mái tanto! he cried cheerily. Why, my dear fellow, you look as if youve got a very bad attack of melancholia. Whats the matter?

Read that, I said, pointing to the crumpled letter on the floor. Tell me, what am I to do?

Picking up the note, he read it through, drew a heavy breath, and remained silent and thoughtful.

Pietro and I had been companions ever since our childhood days, when, as bare-legged urchins, sons of honest fishermen, we had played on the beach at our quiet home in rural Tuscany. When we set out together to seek our fortunes, Fate directed us to Genoa; and in La Superba we still lived, Pietro having become a well-known musician; while I, Gasparo Corazzini, had, by a vagary of chance, attracted the notice of the great maestro Verga, under whose tuition I had developed into a successful sculptor.

It is unfortunate, my friend said at last, twisting his pointed black moustache; yet she is not of our world, and, after all, perhaps it is best that you should part.

Ah! I said. Your words are well meant, Pietro; but I love her too passionately to cast aside her memory so lightly. I must see her. She must tell me from her own lips that she no longer cares for me! I cried, starting up impetuously.

Very well — go. Take her back the money with which she has insulted you, and bid adieu to her forever. You will soon forget.

Yes, I said; I will.

Snatching up my hat, and crushing the letter into the pocket of my blouse, I rushed out and down the stairs into the street, without a thought of personal appearance, my only desire being to catch her before she departed.

Blindly I hurried across the Piazza del Principe, then out of the town into the open country, never slackening my pace for a moment until I entered the grounds of a great white villa that stood on the hillside at Comigliano, overlooking the moonlit sea. Then, with a firm determination to be calm, I advanced towards the house cautiously, and, swinging myself upon the low verandah, peered in at a glass door that stood open.

Noiselessly I entered. The room was dazzling in its magnificence, notwithstanding that the lamps were shaded by soft lace and tinted silk. The gilt furniture, the great mirrors, the statuary — genuine works by Leopardi and Sansovino — the Persian rugs and rich silken hangings, all betokened wealth, taste, and refinement.

Reclining on a couch with languid grace, clad in a loose wrapper of dove-grey silk, with her hair en déshabille, was the woman I loved.

Santina! I whispered, bending over her, uttering a pet name I had bestowed upon her.

She started, and jumped up quickly, half-frightened, exclaiming — 

Cièlo! You, Gasparo — you here?

Yes, I replied, catching her white bejewelled hand and kissing it. Yes. Why not?

She snatched away her hand quickly, and passed it wearily across her brow. Her beauty shone with marvellous radiance, for she was only twenty-four — fair-haired, blue-eyed, and with a slim, graceful figure that gave her an almost girlish appearance. I own myself entranced by her loveliness.

I thought, she said, after a moments hesitation— I thought my note explained everything. The statue is practically finished, and—

No — no! I cried. It is still incomplete. You cannot — you shall not leave me, Santina!

Pray, why? she asked indignantly, raising her eyebrows.

Because — because I love you, I stammered.

Love! she exclaimed, with a light laugh. Bah! How foolish! Love! It is only plebeians and fools who love. There is no such word in our vocabulary.

Yes, yes, I said quickly. I know the insurmountable barrier that lies between us, Santina. But do you intend to leave Italy — to leave me alone — now?

Of course. It is not my intention to return for several years; perhaps never. We have spent many pleasant hours together; but you have become infatuated, therefore we must part.

No! I cried; I cannot — I will not let you go! Only a week ago you confessed that you loved me. What have I done that you should treat me so?

She made no immediate answer; and as she stood with bowed head and somewhat pale, thoughtful face, I wondered what mystery veiled and troubled her clear, resolute nature.

Placing my arm around her waist, I bent and kissed her lips; but she struggled to free herself.

Dio! she cried hoarsely. Why have you come here, Gasparo? Think of my reputation — my honour! If any one found you here alone with me, and I in déshabillé.

Tell me, Santina, do you still love me? I asked earnestly, looking into her eyes.

I — I hardly know, she replied, with a strange, preoccupied air.

Why are you leaving so suddenly?

Because it is imperative, she replied. But hush! listen! a voice! Dio! it is my husband!

Your husband! I gasped. What do you mean? I thought the Count died in Buenos Ayres two years ago, and that you were free?

So did I. But that was his voice. Cièlo! I know it, alas! too well, she said, turning deathly pale.

Rushing suddenly across the room, she snatched something from a small niche in the wall and brought it over to me. It was a curious little ivory idol, about six inches long, representing Amida, the eternal Buddha. Kissing it, she handed it to me, saying — 

Quick! take this as a souvenir. It has been my talisman; may it be yours. When I am absent, look upon it sometimes, Gasparo, and think of me.

You do love me, then, Santina? I cried joyously; for answer she placed her lips to mine.

Hide! hide at once! she implored. Kneel behind that screen, or we are lost. Remain there until we have left the house, and tell no one that you have seen the Count. A rivederci!

I slipped into the place she indicated, and not a moment too soon, for as I did so, a short, stout man of about sixty years of age entered. His face wore a strange, fixed expression, and as he strode in, he betrayed no astonishment at meeting his wife, although she, terrified and trembling, shrank from him.

I thought you were ready, he exclaimed roughly. Be quick and put on your travelling dress. The carriage is on its way round, and we havent a moment to spare if we mean to leave to-night.

I shall not keep you long, she sighed, and a few moments later they both turned and left the room.

The reappearance of the Count di Pallanzeno, whom every one believed had died, was puzzling, and the manner in which husband and wife conversed showed there was but little affection between them.

Suddenly I remembered that I had forgotten to return the bank-note, but I saw it was useless to attempt to do so now, therefore I decided to keep it until we met again. Obeying the Contéssas instructions, I remained in my hiding-place for half an hour, until I heard the carriage drive away down the road, then I stole out upon the verandah and let myself down noiselessly into the garden.

The moon was shining brilliantly on the white blossoms and the pale marbles, and in order to escape the observation of any of the servants who might be about, I crept along under the dark shadow of the ilex-trees in the direction of the road. I had not gone very far when suddenly I caught my foot in an obstruction, and, stumbling, fell over some object that lay in my path. Regaining my feet, I bent to ascertain the cause of my fall, when, to my amazement, I discovered it was a man.

I touched the face, and drew back in horror. The man was dead!

Everything was quiet, not a leaf stirred, so, taking the body under the arms, I dragged it out into the light. The silver moonbeam that fell across the white face of the corpse gave it a ghastly appearance, revealing the features of a well-dressed man of middle age, totally unknown to me.

Closer examination disclosed that a murder had been committed. The man had been shot in the back.

Searching about the spot, I was not long before I discovered the weapon with which the crime had evidently been committed. It was a five-chambered plated revolver, one cartridge of which had been discharged. As I inspected it in the cold, bright light, eager to find a clue to the murderer, my eyes fell upon two words engraved on the barrel.

Breathlessly I deciphered them, and then stood dumb with awe and dismay. The name engraved upon it was my own!

In a moment a terrible thought flashed across me. Was not my presence there, and the discovery of a revolver bearing my name, direct circumstantial evidence against me? Thus recognising my danger, I put the weapon in my pocket, cast a final glance at the dead mans face, and, creeping noiselessly away under the high hedge of rhododendron and jessamine, I at length gained the road and returned to the noisy city.



In the Bourse, in the Galleria Mazzini, in the streets, in the cafés, everywhere, one topic only was discussed next day. A startling tragedy had been enacted, for, according to the newspapers, Colonel Rossano had been discovered mysteriously murdered in the gardens of the Villa Pallanzeno.

No motive for the assassination could be assigned, for the colonel, who had only arrived on the previous day from Milan, was a most popular and distinguished officer. The police, it was stated, had received instructions from the Ministry of the Interior at Rome to spare no effort to discover the assassin, and the King himself had offered a reward of ten thousand lire for any information which would lead to the arrest of the murderer.

During the hour of the siesta, I had stretched myself in an old armchair in the studio, smoking, when Pietro burst into the room, greeting me with that buoyancy habitual to him. I asked him if he had heard of the tragedy, and gave him the papers to read. Having eagerly scanned them, he expressed surprise that the shot was not heard.

I suppose the Contéssa does not know anything of it, I said. The body was not discovered until after midnight, whereas she left by the mail for Turin at ten oclock.

And what was the result of your interview? he asked, seating himself on the edge of the table, and carelessly swinging his legs.

She has gone, but she will return, I replied briefly.

And she still loves you — eh?

Yes; you guess correctly, I laughed.

So goes the world! How happy you should be — you, the accepted lover of the girl-widow of a millionaire! One of these days youll marry, and then per Bacco! youll throw over your old companion, the humble fiddler of the Politeama.

His jesting words reminded me of the reappearance of the Count, that Santina was not free, and that our love was illicit.

No, I said sorrowfully; I may love, but I shall never marry her.



Three years passed, long, weary years, during which I had waited patiently for Santinas return. Ahi sòrte avvèrsa!

The villa remained in just the same condition, but none of the servants knew the whereabouts of their mistress, and it had been whispered that the police, in order to learn something of events on the night of the murder, had vainly endeavoured to trace her.

With me things went badly. True, the statue of the Countess, that I had christened Folly, had gained a medal at the International Exhibition at Turin, but my later works had proved ignominious failures. I thought nothing of Art, only of the woman who had entranced me, and my hand had somehow lost its cunning. The carved Amida had brought me ill-fortune, it seemed, for I was now at the end of my resources.

Pietro had long ago accepted a lucrative post in the orchestra at La Scala, at Milan, and I lived alone and friendless in the old palazzo.

One evening, when Genoa was in festa, I had starved all day, and in desperation I at last resolved to change the bank-note Santina had sent me. Putting on my hat, I descended the stairs into the gaily-decked street, and pushed my way through the laughing crowd in the Via Nouvissima, at last turning into the narrow Via degli Orefici in search of a money-changers. A group of children were playing under a dark, ancient archway. How happy they seemed, with their bright chubby faces, like the carved cupids and cherubs in San Lorenzo!

All the world was gay, and I alone was desolate. The little office I entered was kept by a hook-nosed Jew, who, when I asked for gold in exchange for the limp piece of paper, took it and examined it carefully through his hornrimmed spectacles. Taking a book from a shelf, he consulted it, started, and then looked sharply up at me.

This note, he said, does not belong to you.

It does, I answered indignantly.

Can you tell me whence you obtained it?

It is no business of yours! I cried.

Corpo di Bacco, signore! It were best for you to answer such a simple and necessary question with at least a semblance of civility.

Why should I, when you roundly accuse me of possessing stolen property? What grounds have you for saying the note does not belong to me?

I did but speak the truth. This note is not rightfully yours.

You waste my time. Give me back the note; I will change it elsewhere.

Signore, I dare not return you the note.

And why, pray? I asked, suppressing my angry indignation.

Avvertite! It was stolen.

Stolen? I cried.

Yes. Stolen from the man who was murdered at the Villa Pallanzeno three years ago. There is a big reward. I must inform the police.

I was dumbfounded. The note Santina had sent me had been filched from a murdered man? Impossible!

The old Jew was hobbling round the counter, intending to give the alarm, so, seeing my danger, I snatched the note from him, and ran away through many intricate byways until I reached my studio. Cramming a number of things I valued into my pockets, I tied up a few other necessaries in a handkerchief, and then sped downstairs again and out into the open country.



In the east, the great arc of the sky, the distant mountains and the plains, were rose-coloured with the flush of dawn, for it was the hour when night and morning met and parted. My soul was mad with baffled hope, and I was mentally and physically ill.

The softening influences of the glorious morning awoke no responsive echoes in my troubled brain, for I had walked the whole night through, and now, worn out, footsore, hungry, and altogether hopeless, I was resting beside a little wayside shrine of Our Lady of Good Counsels, and in the hazy distance could see the gold cross, red roofs, and the gleaming white towers of Florence.

For many months I had been a homeless wanderer, a mere tramp, picking up a living as best as I could, but always moving from place to place over the smiling plains of Lombardy, or among the peaceful Tuscan vineyards, fearing that the police would pounce upon me and charge me with a crime of which I was innocent.

I had tramped to Milan in search of Pietro, but he had left — gone to Naples, they thought.

I think you, in English, have something like our old Tuscan saying, Le sciagúre e le alle-grézze non vèngono mai sóle.

Ah me! There is bitter truth in it. Misfortunes always come in overwhelming numbers, and those who are not favourites of the jade might as well be in their graves.

The more I reflected upon the strange tragedy, the more puzzling was the mystery.

Where was Santina? If she were innocent, why should she hide herself?

For two hours I tramped on over the dusty road to the city of Dante and Michael Angelo, at last entering the Porte Romano; and then wandering down the long street and around the Palazzo Pitti, I crossed the Vecchio Bridge, and passed on towards the great Duomo, with Brunelleschis wondrous dome.

I had taken a drink of water at the old Renaissance fountain in the Piazza del Mercato, and was strolling quietly on, gazing in wonderment at the grand old Gothic cathedral, when suddenly a heavy hand was laid upon my shoulder, and a stern voice said — 

Gasparo Corazzini, I arrest you.

Almost before I was aware of it, two gendarmes, who had accompanied a little, shabbily-dressed police agent, seized me.

For what crime do you lay your hands upon me? I cried indignantly.

You are accused of the murder of Colonel Rossano in Genoa, the detective replied.

My heart sank within me. I was spellbound by the appalling charge.



The gloomy old Assize Court at Genoa was crowded; the afternoon heat was intense; the ray of sunlight slanting through the high window lit up the time-dimmed picture of Gesu, and fell upon the great gold crucifix that hung over the head of the grave-looking President. My trial had excited the greatest interest, for the police had, with extraordinary ingenuity, pieced together a truly wonderful chain of circumstantial evidence against me; and it was remarkable how ready people were to swear my life away. I stood like one in a dream, for I had at last become convinced of Santinas treachery, and, having relinquished hope, had grown callous to everything.

I had no defence, for I had admitted being at the Villa on the night in question, and in the revolver found upon me remained some of the cartridges, the bullets of which exactly corresponded with that which caused the colonels death.

The Prosecutor had concluded, and without heeding the words the President was addressing to me, I stood with bent head and eyes fixed upon the floor. They might do their worst; they could not heap upon me greater agony than I had already suffered.

Suddenly there was a stir in court, as a servant in the Pallanzeno livery pushed his way forward and handed a large envelope to the judge. There were two legal-looking papers inside, and the President, having read them through twice, handed them to his two colleagues with an expression of profound surprise. A witness was called, and gabbled a statement in English which I could not understand. Then the judges retired to an ante-room, and remained absent for nearly half an hour.

Presently they returned and reseated themselves. A moment later, with startling suddenness, the words fell upon my ears — 

The prisoner, Gasparo Corazzini, is free. The murderer has confessed.

Confessed? Was it Santina or her husband who had admitted their guilt? From my guards I endeavoured to ascertain the name of the assassin. But I was told that the President had decided for the present to keep it secret, and as the Contéssas servant had disappeared, I turned and left the court.

Walking through the white sunlit streets to the Via Balbi, I mounted the stairs to my studio. The dust of months was over everything, but some one had been there during my absence.

The image of the Contéssa still stood where I had left it, but its hideous appearance startled me. An arm had been broken off, and the face had been disfigured, battered beyond recognition with a heavy iron mallet that lay upon the floor.

An enemy had maliciously wrecked my masterpiece.

Sinking into a chair, I covered my face with my hands in blank despair. My reputation as a sculptor had gone, my skill with the chisel had departed. My kind master, the great Verga, had died, and I, lonely, forsaken, and forgotten, had no means of livelihood left to me.

How long I sat plunged in grim, melancholy thoughts I know not. When I returned to consciousness, the bright moon was shining full into the room, and the broken statue looked pale and ghostly in the deep shadow.

I had risen, and was standing before the window with my head sunk on my breast, when suddenly I felt a warm arm slowly entwine itself about my neck. Starting with a cry of surprise, I turned, and found to my amazement that Santina stood beside me.

Gasparo! she whispered softly, drawing my head down and kissing my lips.

Santina! I exclaimed joyfully. You have at last returned?

Yes, she replied. I — I told you we should meet again, and I have kept my promise.

She was very handsomely dressed in an evening gown of pale blue, her velvet cape was edged with sable, and, unloosened, displayed around her throat a diamond necklet that shone in the bright moonbeams a narrow line of white brilliancy.

For a few moments we stood in silence, clasped in each others arms.

Then I commenced to question her, and she told me how she had been living far away in London, adding — 

But I have come back to you, Gasparo. You still love me, do you not?

Love you? I cried. I would give half the years of my life if you were mine.

I am yours, she said, gazing earnestly into my eyes.

But — but your husband? I exclaimed.

She shrugged her shoulders carelessly and laughed. Her eyes travelled round the studio, until they fell upon the mutilated statue.

Ah! she cried hoarsely; your enemys handiwork. Then that was part of the revenge!

What revenge? Tell me about it!

A — a shadow came between us, Gasparo, she sighed. You had a rival, although you were unaware of it, and I was afraid to tell you, because I feared you would act desperately and create a scene. The man pestered me with his attentions, but I loved you, and turned a deaf ear to him. On the evening of the tragedy he came to me surreptitiously, and, with passionate declarations, begged me to accept him, but I refused, and left the room, vowing to leave Italy, never to return. I knew not what to do, for I was afraid to confess I loved you, as I saw that a fracas and scandal would ensue, but at length I came to the conclusion that it would be best for both of us if we parted at least for a time, therefore I wrote you that cruel letter, in order to make you think my flirtation was at an end.

Yes; yes, I said, eagerly drinking in every word.

The conspiracy against us both was one of extraordinary cunning and daring. Your rival was, I have since ascertained, a French spy. On the evening in question, Colonel Rossano, who was an old friend of my fathers, arrived from Milan, having been entrusted with some plans of fortifications and other important and secret documents to take to the Ministry of War at Rome. The colonel intended to remain the night with us, but your rival, by some means, knew that the documents were in his possession, and resolved to secure them. Therefore he secreted himself, and when the officer entered the garden, he shot him, afterwards taking from his pockets the plans, together with a large sum in bank-notes. It was after committing this terrible deed that he sought me; and then, when I refused him, he plotted a desperate vengeance that he intended should fall upon us both. With villainous cunning he had already caused your name to be engraved on the revolver with which he took the colonels life, and placed the weapon beside the body. Afterwards he proceeded to carry out the other portion of the foul plot that was so nearly successful.

What was that? I asked, amazed at her story.

He followed my servant Guiseppe, bribed him to give him the letter I addressed to you, and, having read its contents, enclosed one of the bank-notes he had stolen from the murdered man. He intended that when the charge of assassination was made against you owing to the revolver, corroborative evidence would be furnished by the stolen note in your possession. Towards me he acted differently. You still have that little souvenir I gave you, I suppose? Strike a light, and I will show you something.

I obeyed, and lit one of the candles, afterwards taking from my pocket the quaint little carved Amida, which I had kept carefully wrapped in a piece of chamois leather.

See! Look at this! she said, as she screwed off the head of the idol.

And then, holding out my hand, she emptied into my palm a piece of thin paper screwed up into the size of a nut. I spread it out, and found it was a plan of the submarine mines in Genoa harbour!

I had only a few days previously showed him this little image, and had quite innocently told him that it was hollow, and the head could be removed, she continued. Therefore, during my absence from the room, he must have secreted the paper there for two reasons: firstly, to get rid of it for a time; and secondly, so that he could, if so desired, throw a terrible suspicion upon me as your friend and alleged accomplice.

But how do you know all this? I inquired.

For some time after I left Italy I neither saw nor heard of him. When, however, I was told of the tragedy, I admit that I felt convinced that the colonel had fallen by your hand, for I knew you were desperate that night, and knew also that you frequently carried a revolver. It was the horrible suspicion of your guilt that prevented me from returning or communicating with you. Nevertheless, a year ago, while I was living in London, this man, who had followed me, recommenced his hateful attentions. His actions throughout were bèlle paròle e cattivi fatti. Apparently he refrained from denouncing you because he believed he would eventually prevail upon me to marry him. For six months he shadowed me, and I humoured him until at last I again lost sight of him. One night, while still in London, I received a telegram stating that he had met with an accident, that he was dying, and that he must see me. I went, and found him in a wretched, squalid garret in a gloomy quarter they call Saffron Hill. It was there, before he died, that he made, in the presence of a notary I called in, the confession which I sent to the President of the Assize Court to-day. In an English newspaper I read the grave charge made against you, and hastened here without losing a moment.

You have not explained, I said quickly. You have not told me the name of my unknown rival.

He was your friend. His name was Pietro Barolini!

Pietro! I gasped. Why, I considered him my warmest friend. But what of your husband? Where is he?

Ah, I deceived you, Gasparo! she said, laying her hand upon my arm. I knew you would allow me to go in peace if you believed my husband still lived, therefore I practised a ruse upon you. The man from whom you hid was my father, to whose exertions the elucidation of the mystery is in a great measure due. He has returned with me to the Villa, and I will introduce you to him this evening.

Then the Count is not living?

No, Gasparo, Santina whispered softly. He died in Buenos Ayres, as you are aware, six months after our marriage. There is no barrier now between us; the grim shadow that darkened my life has passed away, and we are free — free to love each other, and to marry.


The Woman with a Blemish.
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THE WEIRD PROLOGUE of the drama was enacted some years ago, yet time, alas! does not obliterate it from my memory.

To the hail of bullets, the whistling of shells, the fitful flash of powder, and the thunder of guns I had grown callous. During the months I had been in Servia and Bulgaria watching and describing the terrible struggle between Turkey and Russia, I had grown world-weary, careless of everything, even of life. I had been present at the relief of Kars, had witnessed the wholesale slaughter in various parts of the Ottoman Empire, and was now attached to the Russian forces bombarding Plevna.

Those who have never experienced actual warfare cannot imagine how terrible are the horrors of life at the front.

Picture for a moment a great multitude of men whose sole occupation is slaughter — some with smoke-blackened faces toiling in the earthworks, discharging their heavy field-pieces which day and night dispatch their death-dealing missiles into the shattered town yonder, while hordes of Cossacks and Russian grenadiers engage the enemy at every point; the rattle of musketry and artillery is deafening, the rain of bullets incessant, and on every side is suffering and death. And you are a war-correspondent, a spectator, a non-combatant! You have travelled across Europe to witness this frightful carnage, and paint word-pictures of it for the folk at home. At any moment a stray bullet might end your existence; nevertheless, you must not be fatigued, for after the toil of the day your work commences, and you must find a quiet corner where you can write a column of description for transmission to Fleet Street.

Such were the circumstances in which I was placed when, after a six months absence from England, I found myself before Plevna. The brief December day was drawing to a close as I stood, revolver in hand, near one of the great guns that at regular intervals thundered forth in chorus with the others. I was in conversation with Captain Alexandrovitch, a smart young officer with whom I was on very friendly terms, and we were watching through our field-glasses the effect of our fire upon the town.

Now my lads, the captain shouted in Russian, to the men working the gun. Let us test our accuracy. See! one of Osmans officers has just appeared on the small redoubt yonder to encourage his men. There is a good target. See!

Scarcely had he spoken when the men sprang back, the great gun belched forth flame, and the shell, striking the enemys fortification, took part of it away, blowing the unfortunate Turkish officer into fragments.

Such are the fortunes of war!

Good! exclaimed Alexandrovitch, laughing; as, turning to me, he added, If we continue like this, we shall silence the redoubts before to-morrow. How suicidal of Osman Pasha to imagine his handful of lean, hungry dogs capable of defence against the army of the Great White Tzar. Bah! We shall—

The sentence was left unfinished, for a bullet whistled close to me, and a second later he threw up his hands, and, uttering a loud cry of pain, staggered and fell, severely wounded in the side.

Our ambulance and medical staff was on that day very disorganised, so, instead of conveying him to the field hospital, they carried him into my tent, close by.

Night fell, and for hours I knelt beside him, trying to alleviate his agony. The surgeon had dressed the wound, and the officer lay writhing and groaning, while by the meagre light of an evil-smelling oil-lamp I scribbled my dispatch. At last the wounded man became quieter, and presently slept; while I, jaded and worn, wrapped my blanket about me, placed my revolver under my saddle, and lay down to snatch an hours repose.

How long I slept I scarcely know; but I was awakened by a strange rustling.

The flap of the tent was open, and I saw against the faint grey glimmering of the wintry mornings struggling dawn a figure stealthily bending over the wounded man who lay asleep at my side.

The intruder wore the heavy greatcoat and round cap of a Cossack officer, and was evidently searching my comrades pockets.

Who are you? What do you want? I cried in Russian, clutching my revolver.

The man started, withdrew his hand, and stood upright, looking down upon me. For a moment I fixed my eyes upon the statuesque figure, and gazed at him amazed. I am not by any means a nervous man, but there was something weird about the fellows appearance.

Whether it was due to the suddenness with which I had discovered him, or whether some peculiar phenomenon was caused by his presence, I was unable to determine.

I remember asking myself if I were really awake, and becoming convinced that I was in possession of all my faculties.

Speak! I said sternly. Speak — or Ill fire!

Raising the weapon, I waited for a moment.

The figure remained motionless, facing the muzzle of the pistol unflinchingly.

Again I repeated my challenge. There was, however, no reply.

I pulled the trigger.

In the momentary flash that followed I caught a glimpse of the face of the intruder. It was that of a woman!

She was young and beautiful. Her parted lips revealed an even row of tightly-clenched teeth, her dark eyes had a look of unutterable horror in them, and her cheeks were deathly pale.

It was the most lovely face I had ever gazed upon.

Its beauty was perfect, yet there was something about the forehead that struck me as peculiar.

The thick dark hair was brushed back severely, and high up, almost in the centre of the white brow, was a curious mark, which, in the rapid flash of light, appeared to be a small but perfectly-defined bluish-grey ring!

As I fired, the arm of the mysterious visitor was raised as if to ward off a blow, and in the hand I saw the gleam of steel.

The slender fingers were grasping a murderous weapon — a long, keen surgeons knife, the blade of which was besmeared with blood.

Was I dreaming? I again asked myself. No, it was not a visionary illusion, for I saw it plainly with my eyes wide-open.

So great a fascination did this strange visitant possess over me, that I had been suddenly overcome by a terrible dread that had deprived me of the power of speech. My tongue clave to the roof of my mouth.

I felt more than ever convinced that there must be something supernatural about the silent masquerader.

In the dim light the puff of grey smoke from the revolver slowly curled before my eyes, hiding for a few seconds the singularly-beautiful countenance.

When, however, a moment later, the veil had cleared, I was amazed to discover that the figure had vanished.

My hand had been unsteady.

Grasping my revolver firmly, I sprang to my feet and rushed out of the tent. While gazing quickly around, a Cossack sentry, whose attention had been attracted by the shot, ran towards me.

Has a woman passed you? I asked excitedly, in the best Russian I could muster.

A woman! No, sir. I was speaking with Ivan, my comrade on duty, when I heard a pistol-shot; but I have seen no one except yourself.

Didnt you see an officer?

No, sir, the man replied, leaning on his Berdan rifle and regarding me with astonishment.

Are you positive?

I could swear before the holy ikon, answered the soldier. You could not have seen a woman, sir. Theres not one in the camp, and one could not enter, for we are exercising the greatest vigilance to exclude spies.

Yes, yes, I understand, I said, endeavouring to laugh. I suppose, after all, Ive been dreaming; and then, wishing the man good-morning, I returned to the tent.

It was, I tried to persuade myself, merely a chimera of a disordered imagination and a nervous system that had been highly strained by constant fatigue and excitement. I had of late, I remembered, experienced curious delusions, and often in the midst of most exciting scenes I could see vividly how peaceful and happy was my home in London, and how anxiously yet patiently my friends and relatives were awaiting my return from the dreaded seat of war.

On entering the tent, I was about to fling myself down to resume my rest, when it occurred to me that my wounded comrade might require something. Apparently he was asleep, and it seemed a pity to rouse him to administer the cooling draught the surgeon had left.

Bending down, I looked into his face, but could not see it distinctly, for the light was still faint and uncertain. His breathing was very slight, I thought; indeed, as I listened, I could not detect any sound of respiration. I placed my hand upon his breast, but withdrew it quickly.

My fingers were covered with blood.

Striking a match and holding it close to his recumbent figure, my eyes fell upon a sight which caused me to start back in horror. The face was bloodless, the jaw had dropped; he was dead!

There was a great ugly knife-wound. Captain Alexandrovitch had been stabbed to the heart!

At that moment the loud rumble of cannon broke the stillness, and a second later there was a vivid flash of light, followed by a terrific explosion. The redoubts of Plevna had opened fire upon us again, and a shell had burst in unpleasant proximity to my tent. The sullen roar of the big guns, and the sharp rattle from the rifle-pits, quickly placed us on the defence.

Bugles sounded everywhere, words of command were shouted, there was bustle and confusion for a few minutes, then every one sprang to his post, and our guns recommenced pouring their deadly fire into the picturesque little town, with its two white minarets, its domed church, and its flat-roofed houses, nestling in the wooded hollow.

With a final glance at my murdered comrade, I hastily buckled on my traps, reloaded my revolver, and, taking a photograph from my pocket, kissed it. Need I say that it was a womans? A moment later, I was outside amid the deafening roar of the death-dealing guns. Our situation was more critical than we had imagined, for Osman, believing that he had discovered a weak point in the girdle of Muscovite steel, was advancing, notwithstanding our fire. A terrible conflict ensued; but our victory is now historical.

We fought the Turks hand to hand, bayonet to bayonet, with terrible desperation, knowing well that the battle must be decisive. The carnage was fearful, yet to me there was one thing still more horrible, for throughout that well-remembered day the recollection of the mysterious murder of my friend was ever present in my mind. Amid the cannon smoke I saw distinctly the features of the strange visitant. They were, however, not so beautiful as I had imagined. The countenance was hideous. Indeed, never in my life have I seen such a sinister female face, or flashing eyes starting from their sockets in so horrible a manner.

But the most vivid characteristic of all was the curious circular mark on the forehead, that seemed to stand out black as jet.



Three months afterwards, on a rainy, cheerless March afternoon, I arrived at Charing Cross, and with considerable satisfaction set foot once again upon the muddy pavement of the Strand. It is indeed pleasant to be surrounded by English faces, and hear English voices, after a long period of enforced exile, wearying work, and constant uncertainty as to whether one will live to return to old associations and acquaintances. Leaving my luggage at the station, I walked down to the office in Fleet Street to report myself, and having received the welcome of such of the staff as were about the premises at that hour, afterwards took a cab to my rather dreary bachelor rooms in Russell Square.

My life in London during the next few months was uneventful, save for two exceptions. The first was when the Russian Ambassador conferred upon me, in the name of his Imperial master the Tzar, a little piece of orange and purple ribbon, in recognition of a trifling accident whereby I was enabled to save the lives of several of his brave Sibirsky soldiers. The second and more important was that I renounced the Bohemian ease of bachelorhood, and married Mabel Travers, the girl to whom for five years I had been engaged, and whose portrait I had carried in my pocket through so many scenes of desolation and hours of peril.

We took up our residence in a pretty bijou flat in Kensington Court, and our married life was one of unalloyed happiness. I found my wife amiable and good as she was young and handsome, and although she moved in a rather smart set, there was nothing of the butterfly of fashion about her. Her father was a wealthy Manchester cotton-spinner, who had a town-house at Gloucester Gate, and her dowry, being very considerable, enabled us to enter society.

On a winters afternoon, six months after our marriage, I arrived home about four oclock, having been at the office greater part of the day, writing an important article for the next mornings issue. Mabel was not at home, therefore, after a while, I entered the diningroom to await her. The hours dragged on, and though the marble clock on the mantelshelf chimed six, seven, and even eight oclock, still she did not return. Although puzzled at her protracted absence, I was also hungry, so, ringing for dinner to be served, I sat down to a lonely meal.

Soon afterwards Mabel returned. She dashed into the room, gazed at me with a strange, half-frightened glance, then, rushing across, kissed me passionately, flinging her arms about my neck, and pleading to be forgiven for being absent so long, explaining that a lady, to whose At Home she had been, was very unwell, and she had remained a couple of hours longer with her. Of course I concealed my annoyance, and we spent the remainder of the evening very happily; for, seated before the blazing fire in full enjoyment of a good cigar and liqueur, I related how I had spent the day, while she gave me a full description of what she had been doing, and the people she had met.

Shortly before eleven oclock the maid entered with a telegram addressed to Mabel. A message at that hour was so extraordinary, that I took it and eagerly broke open the envelope.

It was an urgent request that my wife should proceed at once to the house of her brother George at Chiswick, as something unusual had happened. We had a brief consultation over the extraordinary message, and as it was late, and raining heavily, I decided to go in her stead.

An hours drive in a cab brought me to a large red-brick, ivy-covered house, standing back from the road, and facing the Thames near Chiswick Mall. It was one of those residences built in the Georgian era, at a time when the fêtes champètres at Devonshire House were attended by the King, and when Chiswick was a fashionable country retreat. It stood in the centre of spacious grounds, with pretty serpentine walks, where long ago dainty dames in wigs and patches strolled arm-in-arm with splendid silk-coated beaux. The house was one of those time-mellowed relics of an age bygone, that one rarely comes across in London suburbs nowadays.

Mabels brother had resided here with his wife and their two children for four years, and being an Oriental scholar and enthusiast, he spent a good deal of his time in his study.

It was midnight when the old man-servant opened the door to me.

Ah, Mr Harold! he cried, on recognising me. Im glad youve come, sir. Its a terrible nights work thats been done here.

What do you mean? I gasped; then, as I noticed old Mr Travers standing pale and haggard in the hall, I rushed towards him, requesting an explanation.

Its horrible, he replied. I — I found poor George dead — murdered!

Murdered? I echoed.

Yes, it is all enshrouded in mystery, he said. The detectives are now making their examination.

As I followed him into the study, I felt I must collect myself and show some reserve of mental strength and energy, but on entering, I was horror-stricken at the sight.

This room, in which George Travers spent most of his time, was of medium size, with French windows opening upon the lawn, and lined from floor to ceiling with books, while the centre was occupied by a large writing-table, littered with papers.

Beside the table, with blanched face upturned to the green-tinted light of the reading-lamp, lay the corpse of my brother-in-law, while from a wound in his neck the blood had oozed, forming a great dark pool upon the carpet.

It was evident that he had fallen in a sitting posture in the chair when the fatal blow had been dealt; then the body had rolled over on to the floor, for in the position it had been discovered it still remained.

The crime was a most remarkable one. George Travers had retired to do some writing shortly before eight oclock, leaving his father and his wife together in the drawing-room, and expressing a wish not to be disturbed.

At ten, old Mr Travers, who was about to return home, entered the room for the purpose of bidding his son good-night, when, to his dismay, he found him stabbed to the heart, the body rigid and cold. The window communicating with the garden stood open, the small safe had been ransacked, the drawers in the writing-table searched, and there was every evidence that the crime was the deliberate work of an assassin who had been undisturbed.

No sound had been heard by the servants, for the murderer must have struck down the defenceless man at one blow.

Entrance had been gained from the lawn, as the detectives found muddy footprints upon the grass and on the carpet, prints which they carefully sketched and measured, at length arriving at the conclusion that they were those of a woman.

They appeared to be the marks of thin-soled French shoes, with high heels slightly worn over.

Beyond this there was an entire absence of anything that could lead to the identification of the murderer, and though they searched long and diligently over the lawn and shrubbery beyond, their efforts were unrewarded.

It was dawn when I returned home, and having occasion to enter the kitchen, I noticed that on a chair a pair of womans shoes had been placed.

They were Mabels. Scarcely knowing why I did so, I took them up and glanced at them. They were very muddy, and, strangely enough, some blades of grass were embedded in the mud. Then terrible thoughts occurred to me.

I recollected Mabels long absence, and remembered that one does not get grass on ones shoes in Kensington.

The shoes were of French make, stamped with the name of Pinet. They were thin-soled, and the high Louis XV heels were slightly worn on one side.

Breathlessly I took them to the window, and, in the grey light, examined them scrupulously. They coincided exactly with the pair the detectives were searching for, the wearer of which they declared was the person who stabbed George Travers to the heart!

The dried clay and the blades of grass were positive proof that Mabel had walked somewhere besides on London pavements.

Could she really have murdered her brother? A terrible suspicion entered my soul, although I strove to resist it, endeavouring to bring myself to believe that such a thought was absolutely absurd; but at length, fearing detection, I found a brush and removed the mud with my own hands.

Then I walked through the flat and entered the room where Mabel was soundly sleeping. At the foot of the bed something white had fallen. Picking it up, I discovered it was a handkerchief.

A second later it fell from my nerveless grasp. It had dark, stiff patches upon it — the ugly stains of blood!



The one thought that took possession of me was of Mabels guilt. Yet she gave me no cause for further suspicion, except, indeed, that she eagerly read all the details as written up in those evening papers that revel in sensation.

George was buried, his house was sold, and his widow went with her children to live at Alversthorpe Hall, old Mr Travers place in Cumberland.

Mabel appeared quite as inconsolable as the bereaved wife.

Do you believe the police will ever find the murderer? she asked me one evening, when we were sitting alone.

I really cant tell, dear, I replied, noticing how haggard and serious was her face as she gazed fixedly into the fire.

Have — have they discovered anything? she inquired hesitatingly.

Yes, I answered. They found the marks of a womans shoes upon the lawn.

She started visibly and held her breath.

Ah! she gasped; I — I thought they would. I knew it — I knew—

Then, sighing, she drew her hand quickly across her brow, and, rising, left me abruptly.



About two months afterwards, Mabel and I went down to Alversthorpe on a visit, and as we sat at dinner on the evening of our arrival, Fraulein Steinbock, the new German governess, entered to speak with her mistress.

For a moment she stood behind the widows chair, glancing furtively at me. It was very remarkable. Although her features bore not the slightest resemblance to any I had ever seen before, they seemed somehow familiar. It was not the expression of tenderness and purity of soul that entranced me, but there was something strange about the forehead. The dark hair in front had accidentally been parted, disclosing what appeared to be a portion of a dark ugly scar!

Chancing to glance at Mabel, I was amazed to notice that she had dropped her knife and fork, and was sitting pale and haggard, with her eyes fixed upon the wall opposite.

Her lips were moving slightly, but no sound came from them.

When, on the following morning, I was chatting with the widow alone, I carelessly inquired about the new governess.

She was called away suddenly last night. Her brother is dying, she said.

Called away! I echoed. Where has she gone?

To London. I do hope she wont be long away, for I really cant do without her. She is so kind and attentive to the children.

Do you know her brothers address?

She shook her head. Then I asked for some particulars about her, but discovered that nothing was known of her past. She was an excellent governess — that was all.



Twelve months later. One evening I had been busy writing in my own little den, and had left Mabel in the drawing-room reading a novel. It was almost ten oclock when I rose from my table, and, having turned out my lamp, I went along the passage to join my wife.

Pushing open the door, I saw she had fallen asleep in her little wicker chair.

But she was not alone.

The tall, statuesque form of a woman in a light dress stood over her. The profile of the mysterious visitor was turned towards me. The face wore the same demoniacal expression, it had the same dark, flashing eyes, the same white teeth, that I had seen on that terrible day before Plevna!

As she bent over my sleeping wife, one hand rested on the chair, while the other grasped a gleaming knife, which she held uplifted, ready to strike.

For a moment I stood rooted to the spot; then, next second, I dashed towards her, just in time to arrest a blow that must otherwise have proved fatal.

She turned on me ferociously, and fought like a wild animal, scratching and biting me viciously. Our struggle for the weapon was desperate, for she seemed possessed of superhuman strength. At last, however, I proved victor, and, wrenching the knife from her bony fingers, flung it across the room.

Meanwhile Mabel awoke, and, springing to her feet, recognised the unwelcome guest.

See! she cried, terrified. Her face! It is the face of the man I met on the night George was murdered!

So distorted were the womans features by passion and hatred, that it was very difficult to recognise her as Fraulein Steinbock, the governess.

In a frenzy of madness she flew across to Mabel, but I rushed between them, and by sheer brute force threw her back upon an ottoman, where I held her until assistance arrived. I was compelled to clutch her by the throat, and as I forced her head back, the thick hair fell aside from her brow, disclosing a deep, distinct mark upon the white flesh — a bluish-grey ring in the centre of her forehead.

Screaming hysterically, she shouted terrible imprecations in some language I was unable to understand; and eventually, after a doctor had seen her, I allowed the police to take her to the station, where she was charged as a lunatic.

It was many months before I succeeded in gleaning the remarkable facts relating to her past. It appears that her real name was Dàrya Goltsef, and she was the daughter of a Cossack soldier, born at Darbend, on the Caspian Sea. With her family she led a nomadic life, wandering through Georgia and Armenia, and often accompanying the Cossacks on their incursions and depredations over the frontier into Persia.

It was while on one of these expeditions that she was guilty of a terrible crime. One night, wandering alone in one of the wild mountain passes near Tabreez, she discovered a lonely hut, and, entering, found three children belonging to the Iraks, a wandering tribe of robbers that infest that region.

She was seized with a terrible mania, and in a semi-unconscious state, and without premeditation, she took up a knife and stabbed all three. Some men belonging to the tribe, however, detected her, and at first it was resolved to torture her and end her life; but on account of her youth — for she was then only fifteen — it was decided to place on her forehead an indelible mark, to brand her as a murderess.

It is the custom of the Iraks to brand those guilty of murder; therefore, an iron ring was made red hot, and its impression burned deeply into the flesh.

During the three years that followed, Dàrya was perfectly sane, but it appeared that my friend, Captain Alexandrovitch, while quartered at Deli Musa, in Transcaucasia, killed, in a duel, a man named Peschkoff, who was her lover. The sudden grief at losing the man she loved caused a second calenture of the brain, and, war being declared against Turkey just at that time, she joined the Red Cross Sisters, and went to the front to aid the wounded. I have since remembered that one evening, while before Plevna, I was passing through the camp hospital with Alexandrovitch, when he related to me his little escapade, explaining with happy, careless jest how recklessly he had flirted, and how foolishly jealous Peschkoff had been.

He told me that it was an Englishman who had been travelling for pleasure to Teheran, but whose name he did not remember, that had really been the cause of the quarrel, and laughed heartily, with a Russians pride of swordsmanship, as he narrated how evenly matched Peschkoff and he had been.

That just cost my friend his life, for Dàrya must have overheard.

Then the desire for revenge, the mad, insatiable craving for blood that had remained dormant, was again aroused; and, under the weird circumstances already described, she disguised herself as a man, and, entering our tent, murdered Alexandrovitch.

On further investigation, I discovered that the unknown English traveller was none other than George Travers, for in one of the sketchbooks he had carried during his tour in the East, I found a well-executed pencil portrait of the Cossack maiden.

Dàryas motive in coming to England was, without doubt, one of revenge, prompted by the terrible aberration from which she was suffering.

Mabel, who had refrained from saying anything regarding the murder of her brother, fearing lest her story should appear absurd, now made an explanation. On the night of the tragedy, she was on her way to the house at Chiswick, and, when near the gates, a well-dressed young man had accosted her, explaining that he was an old friend of Georges recently returned from abroad, and wished to speak with him privately without his wifes knowledge. He concluded by asking her whether, as a favour, she would show him the way to enter her brothers room without going in at the front door. The story told by the young man seemed quite plausible, and she led him up to the French windows of the study.

Then she left the stranger, and crossed the lawn to go round to the front door, but at that moment the clock of Chiswick church chimed, and, finding the hour so late, she suddenly resolved to return home.

Later, when she heard of the tragedy, she was horrified to discover that she had actually aided the assassin, but resolved to preserve silence lest suspicion might attach itself to her.

She now identified the distorted features of the madwoman as those of the young man, and when I questioned her with regard to the bloodstained handkerchief, she explained how, in groping about the shrubbery in the dark, she had torn her hand severely on some thorns.



The cloud of suspicion that had rested so long upon Mabel is now removed, and we are again happy.

The carefully-devised plots and the devilish cunning that characterised all the murderesss movements appeared most extraordinary; nevertheless, in cases such as hers, they are not unheard of. Dàrya is now in Brookwood Asylum, hopelessly insane, for she is still suffering from that most terrible form of madness, — acute homicidal mania, — and is known to the attendants as The Woman with a Blemish.


The Sylph of the Terror.

[image: img327.jpg]

AH! YOU IN England, here, are always débonnaire, while we in Charleroi are always triste, always.

The dark-eyed, handsome girl sighed, lying lazily back among the cushions of the boat, allowing the rudder-lines to hang so loosely that our course became somewhat erratic. I had been spending one of the hot afternoons of last July gossiping and drinking tea on the riverside lawn of a friends house at Datchet, and now at sunset had taken for a row this pretty Belgian whom my hostess had introduced as Cécile Demage.

Is this your first visit to London? I asked, noticing she spoke English fluently, but with a pleasing accent.

Oh no, she replied, laughing. I have been here already two times. I like your country so very much.

And you come here for pleasure — just for a little holiday?

Yes, she answered, lifting her long lashes for an instant. Of course I travel for — for pleasure always.

Fixing my eyes upon her steadily, I remained silent, pulling long, slow strokes. The evening was calm and delightful, but the blood-red after-glow no longer reflected on the placid Thames, for already the purple haze was gathering.

You know many Belgians in London, I suppose? I said at last.

Oh dear, no! she answered, with a rippling laugh, toying with one of her gloves that lay on the cushion beside her. True, I know some of the people at our Legation; but I come abroad to visit the English, not the Belgians.

And you have never visited West Hill, Sydenham, mademoiselle? I asked, resting upon the oars suddenly, and looking straight into her dark, wide-open eyes.

She started, but next second recovered her self-possession.

No, not to my knowledge.

And have you never met Fedor Nikiforovitch; has he never addressed you by your proper name, Sonia Ostroff?

The colour left her face instantly, as she started up with a look of abject terror in her eyes.

Msieur is of the Secret Police! she gasped hoarsely, clenching her hands. Dieu! Then I am betrayed!

No, I answered calmly. I am aware that mademoiselle is an active member of the Narodnaya Volya, but, I, too, am a friend of the Cause; and I added a word which signifies indivisibility, and is the recognised password of the Circle of desperate Russian revolutionists to which she belonged. It gave her confidence, and she sank back upon the cushions, questioning me how I had recognised her.

I heard you were masquerading in London, I said; and among other members of the Circle who are here at the present moment are young Paul Tchartkoff, Sergius Karamasoff, and Ivan Petrovitch.

But — but who are you, msieur, that you should know so much about the Narodnaya Volya? When we were introduced, I failed to catch your name distinctly.

My name is Andrew Verney, and I am an English journalist.

Andrew Verney! Ah! of course I have heard of you many times! You were the English newspaper correspondent who, while living at Warsaw, became one of Us, and wrote articles to your journal advocating the emancipation of our country and the inviolability of the individual and of his rights as a man. You assisted us in bringing our case vividly before the English people, and in raising money to carry on the propaganda. But, alas! the iron hand of the Minister of the Interior fell upon you.

Yes, I said, laughing; I was expelled with a cancelled passport, and an intimation from the Press Bureau at Petersburg that whatever I wrote in future would not be allowed to enter Russia.

Our boat was drifting, so I bent again to the oars, and rowed back to the lawn of our hostess.

The beautiful girl, who, lolling back upon the saddlebags, commenced to chatter in French about mutual friends in Warsaw, in Moscow, and in Petersburg, was none other than Sonia Ostroff, known to every Nihilist in and out of Russia as The Sylph of the Terror. Her slim figure, her childish face, her delicate complexion and charming dimples made her appear little more than a girl; yet I well knew how her bold, daring schemes had caused the Tzar Alexander to tremble. The daughter of a wealthy widow moving in the best society in Petersburg, she had become imbued with convictions that had induced her to join the Nihilists. From that moment she had become one of their most active members, and on the death of her mother, devoted all the money she inherited to the Cause. Many were the remarkable stories I had heard of the manner in which she had arranged attempts upon the lives of the Tzar and his Ministers; how, on one occasion, with extraordinary courage, she had taken the life of a police spy with her own hand; and how cleverly she had always managed to elude the vigilance of the ubiquitous agents of the Third Section of the Ministry of the Interior. Yet, as she laughed lightly, and pulled the rudder-line sharply, bringing us up to the steps before our hostesss house, few would have suspected Cécile Demage, the chic, flippant daughter of a Belgian mine-owner, to be the same person as Sonia Ostroff, the renowned Sylph of the Terror, who spent greater part of her time in hiding from the police in the underground cellar of a presumably disused house near the Ekaterinski in Petersburg.

Half an hour later we were sitting opposite each other at dinner, where she shone brilliantly as a conversationalist. Several persons were present who had met her in society in Brussels; but none suspected the truth — I alone held her secret.

When later that night we bade each other farewell at Waterloo Station, she managed to whisper, I shall be at Fedors on Thursday night at nine. Meet me there. Do not fail.

Very well, I replied; and, allowing her well-gloved hand to rest in mine for a moment, she bade me au revoir, entered a cab, and was driven away.



As I walked into Fedor Nikiforovitchs handsomely-furnished drawing-room at Sydenham to keep my appointment, my host rose to greet me. He was tall, thin and slightly bent by age. In Warsaw I had known him as an active revolutionist, and, indeed, the men who were with him — Tchartkoff, Petrovitch, and Karamasoff — were a trio of daring fellows, who, alone and unaided, had committed many startling outrages. Several others were in the room, and among them I noticed two ladies, Mascha Karelin and Vera Irteneff, whom I had frequently met at secret meetings of the Circle at Warsaw.

Sonia told me you were coming, Fedor said gayly. This is the final council. The attempt will be made to-morrow, he added in a whisper.

The attempt? What do you mean? I asked.

It will all be explained in due course, he said, turning away to greet another member who at that moment arrived.

In a few moments, Sonia, in a striking evening toilet, and wearing a magnificent diamond necklet, entered smiling, being greeted enthusiastically on every hand. We exchanged a few words, then, when every one was seated in silent expectancy, The Sylph of the Terror took up a position on the tigers skin stretched before the hearth. The door having been closed, and precautions taken so that there should be no eavesdroppers at the windows that overlooked the flower-garden at the rear, in clear, distinct tones she addressed the assemblage in Russian as Fellow-councillors of the Narodnaya Volya. She referred to the manifesto of the Narodnoe Pravo, and said, Autocracy, after receiving its most vivid expression and impersonation in the reign of the present Tzar, has with irrefutable clearness proved its impotence to create such an order of things as should secure our country the fullest and most regular developments of all her spiritual and material forces. Then, with a fire of enthusiasm burning in her dark, flashing eyes, she referred to the thousands of political prisoners, many of them their own relatives and friends, who had been banished without trial to Siberia, to rot in the dreaded silver mines of Nerchinsk, or die of fever in the filthy étapes of the Great Post Road.

Desperate cases require desperate remedies, she continued, glancing around her small audience. Hundreds of our innocent comrades are at this moment being arrested in Warsaw, and hurried off to the Trans-Baikál without trial, merely because Gourko desires to curry favour with his Imperial master.

Shame! they cried, with one accord.

He must die, ejaculated Fedor.

Shall we allow our brothers and our sisters to be snatched from us without raising a hand to save them? she asked excitedly. No. Long enough have we been idle. To-morrow, here, in London, we shall strike such a blow for the liberty of Russia that the world will be convulsed.

All is ready, sister, Fedor observed. The arrangements for escape are perfect. By midnight to-morrow we shall have separated, and not even the bloodhounds of the Third Section will be able to trace us.

Then let us see the shell, she said. Walking over to a bookcase, he touched a spring, and part of one of the rows of books flew open, disclosing a secret cupboard behind. The backs of the books were imitations, concealing a spacious niche, from which the Nihilist drew forth a thick volume about seven inches long by five wide, bound in black cloth. It was an imitation of a popular edition of Charles Lambs works.

The bomb was in the form of a book!

Sonia, into whose delicate hands he gave it, examined it critically, with a grim smile of satisfaction, then placed it carefully upon a little Moorish coffee-stool at her side.

It is excellently made, excites no suspicion, and reflects the greatest credit upon you, Fedor. You are indeed a genius! she said, laughing. Then, seriously, she asked, Is every one present prepared to sacrifice his or her life in this attempt?

We are, they answered, with one accord.

I think, then, that we are all agreed both as to the necessity of this action, as well as to the manner the coup shall be accomplished. In order that each ones memory shall be refreshed, I will briefly repeat the arrangements. To-morrow night, punctually at eight oclock, the man condemned to die will visit the Lyceum Theatre, entering by the private door in Burleigh Street. The person using the shell must stand at the Strand corner of that street, and the blow must be delivered just as the carriage turns from the Strand, so that in the crowd in the latter thoroughfare escape may be easy. It must be distinctly remembered, however, that the personage to be removed will occupy the second carriage — not the first.

Will he be alone? asked the dark-bearded ruffianly fellow I knew as Sergius Karamasoff.

Yes. We have taken due precautions. Come, let us decide who shall deliver the blow. And while Fedor wrote a word on a piece of paper, and folding it, placed it with eleven other similar pieces in a Dresden bowl, Sonia Ostroff continued to discuss where they should next meet after the coup. At last it was arranged, upon her suggestion, that they should all assemble at the house of Karamasoff in Warsaw at 9 p.m. on the 21st, thus allowing a fortnight in which to get back to Poland.

The scraps of paper were shuffled, and everyone drew, including myself, for I had taken the oath to the revolutionary section of the Narodnaya Volya, and, being present, was therefore compelled to share the risk. Judge my joy, however, on opening mine and finding it a blank! The person to whom the dangerous task fell made no sign, therefore all were unaware who would make the attempt. The strictest secrecy is always preserved in a Nihilist Circle, so that the members are never aware of the identity of the person who commits an outrage.

But the business of the secret council was over, the cunningly-concealed bomb was removed to a place where it was not likely to be accidentally knocked down, and the remainder of the evening passed in pleasant conversation. I had become fascinated by Sonias beauty, and when I found myself sitting alone with her in a corner of the room where we could not be overheard, I whispered into her ear words of love and tenderness. She, on her part, seemed to have no aversion to a mild flirtation, and admitted frankly that she had pleasant recollections of the sunset hour upon the Thames.

Who is the man condemned to death? I asked presently.

What! are you unaware? she exclaimed in surprise. Why, the Tzarevitch.

The Tzarevitch? And you intend to murder him?

She shrugged her shoulders, replying, We have followed him here because he is not so closely guarded as in Petersburg. If we succeed, there will be no heir-apparent, for the Grand Duke George is already dying in the Caucasus, and the days of the autocrat Alexander are numbered. He will die sooner than the world imagines.

The flippant manner in which she spoke of death appalled me; nevertheless, when I bade her farewell, I was deeply in love with her, and promised to be in the vicinity of the scene of the tragedy on the morrow.



I knew all the details of this desperate plot to kill the Russian heir-apparent — then on a brief visit to London with his fiancée — yet I dared not inform the police, for the terrible vengeance of the Circle was always swift and always fatal. Helpless to avert the calamity, I passed the long day in breathless anxiety, dreading the fatal moment when the blow would be struck. By some strange intuition, I felt that my every action was watched by emissaries of the Nihilists, who feared treachery on my part, for, as a journalist, I was personally acquainted with a number of officers at Scotland Yard. Hour by hour I strove to devise some plan by which I might prevent the foul murder that was about to be perpetrated; but, alas! no solution of the problem presented itself. The plans had been laid with such care and forethought, that undoubtedly the Tzarevitch would fall a victim, and Russia would be plunged into mourning.

At length twilight deepened into night, and as I walked from Charing Cross down the noisy, bustling Strand, the gas lamps were already alight, and the queues were forming outside the theatres. On passing the steps leading to Exeter Hall, I was startled by a hand being laid upon my arm, and found beside me an elderly woman, poorly-clad, wearing a faded and battered bonnet, with a black, threadbare shawl wrapped around her.

You have not failed, then? she exclaimed in low tones, that in an instant I recognised.

You, Sonia? And in this disguise! I cried.

Hush! or we may be overheard! she said quickly. The choice fell upon me, but — but I have had a fainting fit, caused by over-excitement, and I cannot trust myself; and she caused me to walk back and turn up Exeter Street, a short and practically deserted thoroughfare close by.

Think, are not the risks too great? I urged. Why not abandon this attempt?

I have sworn to make it, she answered determinedly.

And the others — where are they?

An alarm has been raised. Baranoff, the chief of the Third Section, suspects, and is in London in search of us. We have all left England, with the exception of Karamasoff, who remains to witness the attempt, and make a report to the council.

And you will risk your life and liberty by endeavouring to strike this murderous blow, of which you do not feel yourself physically capable? For my sake, Sonia, defer the attempt until another occasion.

I cannot, even though you love me; and her slim fingers tightened upon mine. Then, a second later, she clasped her hands to her forehead, and, reeling, would have fallen, had I not supported her.

How — how very foolish I am! she said, a few moments later. Forgive me. Then, as she steadied herself and strolled slowly by my side, she suddenly asked earnestly — 

Do you really love me, Andrew?

I do, I answered fervently.

Then dare you — dare you, for my sake, Andrew — dare you throw the bomb? she whispered hoarsely.

Her suggestion startled me. I halted amazed.

I — I could not — I really could not, I stammered.

Ah! it is as I thought — you do not love me, she said reproachfully. But it is time I took up my position at the next corner. If I die, it will be because you refused your assistance. Farewell!

Before I could detain her, she had turned into the Strand, and was lost among the bustling crowd. Hurrying, I overtook her before she gained the corner of Burleigh Street.

I have changed my mind, Sonia, I said. Give it to me; I will act in your stead. Fly to a place of safety, and I will meet you in Warsaw on the day appointed.

From beneath her shawl she carefully handed me the bomb. It was heavy, weighing fully eight pounds. Slipping it into the capacious pocket of the covert coat I was wearing, I stood at the street corner. Sonia refused to leave, declaring that she would remain to witness the death of the son of the Autocrat.

Trembling and breathless, I stood dreading the fatal moment, knowing that my pocket contained sufficient picric acid to wreck the whole street.

Seconds seemed hours.

As soon as you have thrown it, fly for your life, urged Sonia. Then we remained silent in watchful readiness.

Suddenly, almost before we were aware of it, one of the Marlborough House carriages dashed round the corner past us, and drew up before the small door at the rear of the Lyceum. It was an exciting moment. Without hesitation I took out the deadly missile, and none too soon, indeed, for a second later the Tzarevitchs carriage followed, and just as it passed, I hurled it with all my force against the wheels. Turning, I dashed away across to the opposite side of the Strand, and was there overtaken, a few seconds later, by Sonia and Karamasoff.

It has not exploded! they panted, in one breath.

No, I said. How do you account for it?

The tube of acid has not broken, Karamasoff said. I predicted failure when I saw it. But let us go. Sooner or later a horse will kick it, or a wheel will pass over it, and then — pouf!

Farewell, I said, and we hurriedly separated, each going in a different direction, both of my companions momentarily expecting to hear a terrific report.

But they were disappointed, for a quarter of an hour later I dropped Nikiforovitchs bomb into the Thames from Waterloo Bridge, and next day an urchin was rewarded with a shilling for bringing to my chambers a copy of Lambs works. It was sadly soiled and damaged, but bore on its fly-leaf my name and address. He said he had found it in the gutter in Burleigh Street!

Events have occurred rapidly since that memorable evening. The Tzarevitch, unaware of how near he was to a swift and terrible death, is now Nicholas II of Russia; while the pretty Sonia Ostroff, still in ignorance of how her plot was thwarted, is at the present moment toiling in the gloomy depths of the Savenski mine in Eastern Siberia.


One Womans Sin.
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FRITH STREET IS the centre of the foreign quarter of London. The narrow, shabby thoroughfare retains, even on the brightest day in summer, its habitual depressing air of grimy cheerlessness; but enveloped in the yellow fog of a November evening, its aspect is unutterably dismal. Its denizens are a very shady colony, mostly the scum of Continental cities, who, owing to various causes, have been compelled to flee from the police and seek a safe asylum in the region between Shaftesbury Avenue and Oxford Street.

In a meagrely furnished sitting-room on the top floor of one of the dingiest houses in this mean street, a young man sat gazing moodily into the fire. He was of foreign appearance, about twenty-six years of age — tall, dark, and rather good-looking. His negligence of attire gave him a dash of the genial good-for-nothing, yet his pale face wore a grave, thoughtful expression, as his chin rested upon his hand in an utterly dejected attitude.

Beside him, with her hand placed tenderly upon his shoulder, stood a tall, fair-haired woman several years his junior. She was eminently beautiful, with delicately-moulded features and soft grey eyes that betrayed an intense anxiety. It was evident that she was not an inhabitant of that dismal quarter, for the hat she wore was of the latest French mode, her cloak, which had fallen unheeded to the floor, was heavily lined with sable, while upon her hand were several fine rings, that gleamed and sparkled in the feeble rays of the solitary candle.

But, Paul, why cannot you remain? Here in London you are safe, she argued, speaking in French, and bending over him with earnestness.

Impossible, he replied, shaking his head gloomily. It is unsafe to stay here. I must start for America to-morrow.

And leave me? she cried. No, no; we must not part. You know how madly I love you; and she smoothed his hair tenderly.

Ah, Adine, he sighed, Heaven knows, mine will be a bitter sorrow!

Taking her hand, he raised it reverently to his lips. In the silence that followed, the bells of a neighbouring church chimed slowly.

Seven oclock! she exclaimed suddenly. I must go at once, for I have invited some people to dine at the hotel. Come now, promise me you will not leave London. You are quite safe here, in this place. Besides, what have you to fear?

The police are searching all over Europe for me.

Do not be discouraged — we shall baffle them yet. I shall return to-morrow afternoon at four, when we can discuss matters further. Be cheerful for my sake, Paul; and she bent and kissed him.

Ah, Adine, you are my only friend, he said brokenly. I am tired of being hunted from place to place, and have been thinking that away in Mexico or Argentina I might be safe.

But you are not going. We shall not part, she said decisively.

As she spoke, she picked up her cloak and wrapped it about her. Then, shaking hands with him, and lingering for a moment in his embrace, while he kissed her passionately, she opened the door and passed down the rickety stairs to the street.

Paul Denissoff did not offer to accompany her, but stood listening to her retreating footsteps, afterwards sighing heavily and flinging himself back again into his chair, where he sat staring aimlessly at the meagre fire.



It was nearly midnight. In a cozy and well-furnished private room at the Savoy Hotel, Adine, whose guests had departed, was sitting alone with her slippered feet upon the fender, reading. She had exchanged her dinner-dress for a loose gown of pearl-grey silk, and her hair, unbound, fell in rich profusion about her shoulders. Presently her French maid entered noiselessly, and asked — 

Will mademoiselle require anything more?

No, not to-night, Ninette, she replied, glancing up from her novel.

Bon soir, madame, exclaimed the girl, and withdrew.

When she had gone, Adine took a cigarette from her silver case, and, lighting it, lay back in her chair in a lazy, contemplative attitude, watching the blue smoke curl upward. For nearly half an hour she sat engrossed in her own thoughts, when suddenly the door was thrown open. Turning, she saw a middle-aged, well-dressed man, wearing the conventional silk hat and overcoat.

Colonel Solovieff! she gasped, jumping to her feet.

Yes, said the intruder coolly, as he closed the door and turned the key. I have the honour to bear that name. And you? I need not ask, Madame Adine Orlovski, subject of my Imperial master, the Tzar.

Pale, trembling, and with teeth clenched, she felt in the pocket of her dress, and drew forth something bright and shining. It was a small revolver.

No, no, exclaimed the colonel, laying his hand upon her arm. Put away that toy. Remember that I am chief of the English Section of Secret Police, and to shoot me will not be a profitable pastime. I shall not harm you.

Why do you intrude here, at this hour? she asked indignantly.

I come — as your friend.

My friend! Dieu! Can you believe that I have forgotten the insult you offered me when we last met? My friend! — you, the chief of the Tzars spies! she cried angrily.

And you, Nihilist and assassin, eh? added the other, with a sinister grin. Well, well, ma belle, we will not speak of such gruesome subjects as the murder of your husband in Petersburg a year ago.

My husband? she gasped. Have you discovered who murdered him?

Ah! then you do not forget the facts? Neither do I. He was found shot through the heart within a hundred yards of his house in the Vosnosenskoi Prospekt. The Third Section of Imperial Police have not been idle, and as a result of their inquiries, a warrant has been issued.

For whom?

For the arrest of the woman who chooses to call herself Adine Orlovski, on a charge of murdering her husband.

Me? she cried. Such imputations are infamous!

Pray, dont be alarmed, continued the colonel, speaking in Russian, and taking a cigarette from the case that lay open on the table. He seated himself, and calmly lit it, saying, Sit down; I wish to talk to you.

Breathless with anxiety, she sank into the nearest chair.

You see, he began, it is impossible to escape us. Our agents are everywhere. Outside the hotel at this moment are three officers ready to arrest you—

They shall not. Id — Id rather kill myself.

Very well. You have the means; do so, he said, with a brutal laugh.

Ah! cried the unhappy woman. You, the chief of the Tzars bloodhounds, have tracked me here, and I know that, although I am innocent, it is useless for me to expect or plead for mercy.

Yes, madame, the warrant from the Ministry of the Interior enables me to hand you over to the English police. When you are charged before the magistrate to-morrow morning, I shall apply for your extradition. That will be your first stage upon that long, straight road which leads to Siberia. Your dossier at the bureau is complete. Listen; I will relate the details of your crime—

No, no! I do not wish to hear, she said, covering her face with her hands. I am innocent. I admit that I quarrelled with my husband, but I had no thought of such a horrible deed.

You confess to the quarrel? Good! Now we may advance a step further, said the colonel, stretching out his legs and contemplating the end of his cigarette. I have also discovered that you know something about the recent attempt at the Winter Palace — in fact, I have indisputable proof that you are a Nihilist.

Ah! I understand now the depth of your villainy, she said, with fierce indignation. The charge of murder is brought against me in order that I may be extradited to Russia and tried as a Nihilist! It is another of your devilish schemes.

You are shrewd, observed the chief of Secret Police, with a grim smile. But I ought to indicate that I require to know more of the plans of that highly interesting circle of gentlemen who comprise the Revolutionary Executive Committee; and you are the person to furnish it.

How can I, when I am not a member of the organisation?

To prevaricate is useless. It is only by consenting to become an agent of the Third Section that you can escape arrest and punishment, he said slowly.

A police agent? she gasped. It would mean death!

Ah! — so you are a Revolutionist! I was not mistaken. Very well, I put it plainer. Either you will enter our service, and, while retaining your connection with the Nihilist Circle at Petersburg, disclose their secrets, or I shall execute the warrant. Remember, the Ministry of Police are liberal, and you will be well paid for your information.

Adine was silent. This man was her enemy, and she saw the deeply-laid plot to secure her conviction and exile to Siberia. The allegations against her of promoting the Nihilist propaganda and taking part in conspiracies were true, and she well knew how easily they could be proved. She had been an active agent in a recent attempt to wreck the Tzars palace, the discovery of which plot had caused Paul Denissoffs flight from Russia. But, on the other hand, she remembered that with members of the Circle treachery was punishable by death.

Come, I am awaiting your decision, he said impatiently.

In desperation she asked for time to consider. But he was inexorable, and she saw there was but one course open to her — namely, to become a spy.

I — I will enter your service, she said at length, in a low, hoarse voice. I cannot refuse, since you make it the price of my freedom.

Very well, he exclaimed, with satisfaction. You will find our Tzar a liberal master, and should occasion arise, you will receive our protection. As for your secret alliance with us, no one will be aware of it except yourself. Let us shake hands, madame — or is it mademoiselle? — upon our agreement.

No, Colonel Solovieff, she replied, drawing herself up haughtily. I have sufficient reason for declining that honour. It is enough that I have allied myself with your despicable spies. I must wish you good-night.

Very well, very well, he said in a tone of annoyance, as he picked up his hat and bowed. Au revoir, madame; we shall meet again before long, he added meaningly, and, turning, he unlocked the door and went out.

To-night — to-night I am vanquished! she muttered fiercely between her teeth when he was out of hearing; but henceforward I shall play a double game; and, ma foi! I intend to be victor!



A year later, Colonel Solovieff had been recalled from London and appointed chief of the Secret Police of St. Petersburg. His success in discovering Nihilist plots in London and Paris had mainly been due to the information furnished by Adine, therefore he had compelled her to return to the Russian capital and take up her residence in the great mansion that had belonged to her late husband. Her implication in the revolutionary conspiracies had placed her completely in his power, and although forced to obey, she made one stipulation — that Paul Denissoff should be allowed to return to Petersburg unmolested. For a long time the colonel withheld this permission, but at length consented, and the fugitive returned to the woman he loved. He was unaware of Adines alliance with the police, and she feared to tell him, lest he should despise her. A few members of the revolutionary party living in various parts of Russia had been denounced by her, and the Ministry of the Interior, believing the arrests of great importance, had commended Solovieff in consequence; but, truth to tell, the persons convicted were of the least dangerous type, and she always exercised the utmost caution, lest she should bring to justice any enthusiastic member of the party or compromise herself.

Number 87 Nevski Prospekt was a small, rather dilapidated house of three storeys. The window shutters of the ground and first floors being closed, gave it the appearance of being uninhabited. One apartment on the top floor, however, was furnished as a sitting-room, and was tenanted occasionally by Colonel Solovieff. It would have been folly for Adine to have met the chief of police at her house or at any place where they might be observed; therefore, in order to elude the vigilance of spies, both police and revolutionary, that everywhere abound in the Russian capital, he had taken the house in order to provide them with a secret meeting-place.

One afternoon early in spring, she was standing alone in this room, gazing thoughtfully out of the window, awaiting the man she despised and hated. Though possessing wealth, beauty, and influence, her life had been fraught with much bitterness. While she was yet in her teens, she loved Paul Denissoff, at that time a student at Moscow University; but her mercenary mother had compelled her to marry Orlovski, one of the merchant princes of the capital. For two years they lived together very unhappily, until late one night he was found lying dead in the street, shot by an unknown hand.

Adine mourned for him, but it was scarcely surprising that she felt some secret satisfaction at her freedom; especially when Paul, hearing of her bereavement, sought an interview and expressed his sympathy. Then she was unable to conceal the fact that she still loved him, and their mutual affection was resumed. By her marriage Pauls life had become embittered, and this had caused him to develop into a fearless Terrorist, reckless and enthusiastic in the cause of Russian freedom. When she discovered he was a Nihilist, she at once joined the Circle, rendering considerable pecuniary assistance to the cause, and taking a prominent part in the fierce and terrible struggle between the people and the bureaucracy.

Now, however, as a spy, her position was extremely dangerous, and as she stood looking down into the broad thoroughfare, she was reviewing her past, and vainly trying to devise some means by which she could escape from the web that the detested Solovieff had cast about her.

In a few minutes the man with whom she had an appointment entered.

Ah! good afternoon, he said, tossing his hat and stick upon a divan, and taking a chair at the table in the centre of the room. Be seated. I have some news for you. Do you recollect that soon after you consented to assist us, you gave me some information regarding a conspiracy at Moscow?

Her face twitched nervously as she replied in the affirmative.

Well, we acted upon your statement, and arrested sixteen of the revolutionists, all of whom have been tried by court-martial and sentenced to the mines. In recognition of your services in this instance, I am directed by my Imperial master, the Tzar, to give you this.

And, taking from his pocket-book a bank-note for five hundred roubles, he handed it to her.

She took it mechanically, scarcely knowing what she did. The touch of the limp paper, however, brought to her mind that it was the wages of her treachery. This filled her with indignation, and her face flushed crimson.

Have you come to offer me yet another insult, Colonel Solovieff? she cried. Can you believe that I have fallen so low as to accept money as the price of the lives of poor wretches who are drawn into your merciless clutches? No, tell His Majesty that he may in future keep his paltry roubles. I do not require them. See how I value the Imperial munificence!

And, taking the note between her fingers, she tore it into small pieces, which she scattered upon the carpet.

We are not all so wealthy as yourself, madame, he said, somewhat surprised at her unusual independence. Yet, after all, your scruples regarding these miserable curs, the Nihilists, amount to no more than mere caprice.

That may be so, she replied quickly; but in future, whatever information you require, you will obtain for yourself. My efforts on your behalf have been rewarded by gross insult; therefore I shall refuse to disclose any other revolutionary secrets.

Pardon me, madame; I have no time to bandy words with you, but your decision is somewhat too hasty. I have discovered that three days hence a desperate attempt is to be made upon the life of His Majesty during the review at Peterhof, and further, that you are implicated in it!

She started; she had believed her secret safe.

I have resolved to preserve silence, she said abruptly.

The plot is a most serious and widespread one, he continued, and I tell you plainly that if you refuse to inform me where the meeting to arrange the final details will take place, I shall arrest both Denissoff and yourself as Nihilists. You have your choice.

She was nonplussed, and sat twirling the ribbons of her dress with nervous fingers, while he leaned his elbows upon the table, looking at her intently.

I scarcely think it would be worth your while to refuse, he remarked.

For myself, I care nothing. I am tired of being your puppet.

You love Paul Denissoff; surely you will save him from Siberia?

She hesitated. She saw that to avoid Pauls arrest she would be compelled to sacrifice all the members of the committee to whom the elaborate plot against the autocrat Alexander had been entrusted. She shuddered at the thought of the scandal it would create were she arraigned before a court-martial for conspiracy against the Tzar, and thought of the dreary, lifelong exile that would inevitably follow. In her bewilderment she resolved to secure Pauls freedom at any cost.

So this is but another illustration of your Satanic cunning, she said at last, with knit brows. I — I suppose it is imperative that I should betray my friends; and she sighed heavily.

Ah! I thought you would not care to bear the consequences of refusal, he exclaimed, smiling at her perplexity.

You laugh! she cried, her eyes flashing with anger. It is true that you hold my destiny in your hands, but take care you do not provoke me to desperation.

Threats do not become you, madame, he replied coolly. Tell me, where shall I find these conspirators?

She paused. She was thinking how she could save her friends.

You know the Bolshaia Ssattovaia? she said suddenly. Well, almost exactly opposite the Commercial Bank there is a small leather-shop, with a large kitchen below. Go there to-morrow night at ten oclock.

Not to-night? asked the chief of police, scribbling a memorandum.

No; to-morrow.

Very well, he said, rising and putting on his hat. I am obliged for your information. Bon jour, madame. If I have been a little — a little abrupt, forgive me.

A moment later he had gone.



The scene was a weird one. In a low, damp, underground cellar, a dozen men and women were sitting around a table, upon the centre of which a playing-card was pinned by a thin ivory-hilted dagger. A couple of guttering candles shed a feeble light upon the pale, determined countenances of the conspirators, among whom sat Paul Denissoff.

The elderly, wild-haired man who sat at the head of the table was speaking authoritatively, and had been explaining to those assembled, the proposals for the coup at Peterhof, a map of the neighbourhood being spread before him.

And now, he said gravely, we must draw lots for the removal of the traitor to whom I referred at the opening of our council.

A dead silence followed, while a man who sat on the presidents right prepared a number of small folded slips of paper. Upon one of these the president scribbled a name. Then they were placed together in a small box, and each of the revolutionists drew. In addition to the president himself, only the person who drew the paper with the name upon it knew who had been guilty of treachery, while all remained in ignorance of the chosen assassin.

Then the council broke up, arranging to meet on the following night.

At nine oclock on the next evening, Paul Denissoff, pale-faced and haggard-eyed, entered the hall of the great house of the Orlovskis.

I must see madame at once, he said to a lackey. Take me to her.

A few moments later he was ushered along a spacious corridor filled with palms and exotics, through a great white and gold ballroom, and presently admitted into a small, exquisitely furnished little apartment, wherein sat Adine, in a lounge chair, doing fancy needlework.

Ah, Paul? she cried, starting to her feet. Why, what ails you?

Hush, Adine, he said hoarsely, when the door had closed. Some one has denounced you to the executive as a traitor. The council have passed sentence of death, and I — I have drawn the fatal number. You must fly — you must leave Russia at once — to-night — for at midnight I must return here to — to murder you!

Dieu! she gasped. Then my secret has been divulged! I confess — it is true, Paul. I have been guilty of double dealing, but it was to save — Hark! Listen!

There were sounds of voices outside the door, which a moment afterwards was flung open, revealing two ordinary-looking individuals, accompanied by several grey-coated police officers.

Paul Denissoff, exclaimed one of the detectives, stepping forward, in the name of our father, the Tzar, I arrest you for conspiracy.

By Heaven! Ill not go with you. I—

In a moment he had drawn a revolver and placed himself on the defensive; but a second later the weapon was wrenched from his grasp. Adine, pale and weeping, threw herself between him and his captors, but she was roughly thrust aside, and he was handcuffed and conveyed away to the Police Bureau.



The Assize Court of St. Petersburg was crowded to suffocation, for a great trial of Nihilists was concluding. Paul Denissoff, as a preliminary to his punishment, had been kept in solitary confinement in one of the cells deep down under the fortress of St. Peter and St. Paul. Together with thirty other revolutionists, including those arrested in the Bolshaia Ssattovaia, he was now brought up for sentence. The rays of the afternoon sun were slanting across the court, lighting up the daïs whereon sat the grave-looking judge, over whose head hung the golden double-headed eagle, surmounted by an ikon, or picture of the Virgin.

Those in court were breathless, for sentence was about to be delivered. Presently the judge spoke.

Prisoners, he said, addressing the motley row of eager-faced men and women before him, you have all been found guilty of conspiracy to cause the death of His Imperial Majesty the Tzar. There is but one sentence the Swod allows me to pronounce, and it is that you shall be banished and kept at labour at the mines for the remainder of your lives.

Above the sobs and wailing which came from the public portion of the court sounded a shrill, piercing, hysterical shriek. Paul, turning sharply, saw that a poorly-clad woman, sitting in the front row of the spectators, had fainted. Her clothes were common, her hair was parted in the middle and brushed back severely; but, notwithstanding the disguise, he recognised her. It was Adine Orlovski.



Two years had gone by. Colonel Solovieff, promoted to the rank of general, had been appointed by the Tzar as Governor of the Asiatic Province of Trans-Baikál.

In the whole of Siberia there is no region more desolate than around the Nerchinsk silver mines of Algachi and Pokrovski. Situated far away in Eastern Siberia, near the Mongolian frontier, and distant five thousand versts from St. Petersburg, there is not a tree or bush to be seen in any direction, and the rolling, snow-clad hills suggest in general contour the immense surges and mounds of water raised by a hurricane. The buildings at the entrance to the Pokrovski mine consist only of a tool-house, a shed for the accommodation of the Cossacks of the guard, and a few log-built cabins occupied by convicts allowed out on licence for good behaviour; while dotted here and there are sentry-boxes, before which stand Cossacks leaning on their rifles.

It is impossible to imagine a more terrible and hopeless existence than that to which Paul Denissoff had been consigned, working all day in the damp, muddy galleries of the mine, and at night trudging through the snow back to the close, foul prison of Algachi. It was, indeed, worse than the life of any pariah dog, for, recognising the hopelessness of the situation, he had given way to that inertness begotten of despair.

He had been toiling with his pick for nearly fourteen hours in the gloom of one of the lower galleries of the mine, when an armed warder came and told him it was time to leave. Casting down his pick, he sighed, and rose from the crouching position in which he was compelled to work. The dim candlelight showed he had aged considerably. The iron fetters upon his feet clanked ominously as he walked, and upon his ragged, mud-stained clothes was stitched the great yellow diamond denoting a life sentence.

Presently prisoner and warder came to the foot of the shaft, and both ascended the rickety ladders which led to the surface. At length they emerged into the light of day, and saw standing before one of the log-sheds a row of silent convicts guarded by Cossacks, waiting to be marched back to prison. Paul walked over and joined them. The wind was biting cold, and snow lay deep upon the road.

Outside the cabin of one of the convicts of the free command stood two well-appointed four-horse sleighs; and while the shivering men were wondering who could be travelling in this remote colony, another sleigh came rapidly along the road, preceded by two mounted Cossacks.

The vehicle drew up before the convicts, and its occupant, flinging off the rugs that covered him, stepped out. The men removed their hats and cheered, but Paul remained motionless. He recognised that the traveller was General Solovieff, the governor. Enveloped in a great sable-lined coat, from beneath which his sword trailed in the snow, he walked with difficulty over to where the captain of the Cossacks stood. After a few minutes conversation, the captain turned and shouted — 

Let the convict Denissoff come here!

Paul stepped forward and saluted.

Ah, yes, said Solovieff, when he saw him, This is the man; I knew him in Petersburg. He is very dangerous, therefore, in future, he is not to go to the mines. Let him remain in the prison always. You understand?

Yes, your Excellency, replied the captain, wondering why such additional torture should be heaped on a prisoner so well-behaved; for he was well aware that work in the mine was even preferable to life in the foul, overcrowded prison.

But, your Excellency, protested Paul, I have not been mutinous. I—

Silence! thundered the general. Get back to your place!

As he turned, two persons confronted him — a man who wore an official uniform with the Imperial eagle upon his cap, and a woman wrapped in a great fur-lined travelling cloak.

The recognition was mutual, and in a moment he was wringing Adines hand.

Meanwhile the man had stepped forward, and, addressing the Cossack officer, said — 

Captain Yagodkin, we have not met before, my name is Ivan Torsneff, and I am an aide-de-camp of His Majesty, the Tzar.

Ah, I remember you, Torsneff! cried the general, stretching forth his hand. What brings you here, so far from Petersburg?

An unpleasant duty, General Solovieff, replied the Tzars messenger coldly. Taking an official document from the pocket of his greatcoat, he added, I have here a warrant from His Imperial Majesty, my august master, ordering Captain Yagodkin to release the prisoner Paul Denissoff immediately; and, further, to arrest and detain at hard labour the governor of the Trans-Baikál, General Solovieff.

What? cried His Excellency. Youre mad!

Captain Yagodkin, continued Count Torsneff, In the name of the Tzar, I hand the warrant to you. It is in His Majestys own handwriting — read for yourself.

The Cossack officer opened it eagerly, read it through, and glanced at the Imperial signature and seal. Then, addressing the governor, he said — 

General Solovieff, you are under arrest, by order of the Tzar!

What for?

It has been proved by an accomplice of yours, one Sergius Baranoff, replied the aide-de-camp, that you are a murderer — that, with the object of eventually marrying Madame Orlovski, you waylaid and murdered her husband. Afterwards, when she rejected your proposals of marriage, you brought circumstantial evidence to bear and accused her of the crime. In your absence, the case has been tried in Petersburg, and your sentence is hard labour in the mines for life.



A few hours later, Paul and Adine had started on the first stage of their journey back to civilisation. They are now married, and live happily in one of those charming villas in the pine forest at Arcachon.


Vogue La Galère!
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YES, YES, THIS is the very spot! Here the great tragedy of my life was enacted. Twenty-four weary years of my existence have passed, and until this moment I have never summoned sufficient courage to visit it. Ah, Dieu! how all has changed! Paris is herself again.

You may perhaps know the place. Near the Porte de la Muette, a little way down the Boulevard Suchet, in the direction of Passy, the fortifications of the city recommence after the open space which gives access to the Bois. The ponderous walls are the same, though the breaches made by the German shells have been repaired, and the stones on which I tread bear no traces of the mens blood that once made them so slippery. One hundred paces from the corner of the Boulevard there is a steep little path running up the grass-grown mound, beside a railing. Ascend it, and you will find yourself on the top of the great wall, below which, deep down in the fosse, on the outside towards the Bois, there is a well-kept market garden. The only noises on this sunny afternoon are the twittering of birds and the rustling of leaves — different sounds and a different outlook indeed to that which is indelibly impressed upon my memory. All are gone, gone! and I alone remain — aged, infirm, forsaken, and forgotten!

What matters, though I still wear my faded scrap of yellow and green ribbon upon the lapel of my shabby coat — what matters if I am an exile, an outlaw; that here, in Paris, after all these years, I dare not inscribe my proper name in the register? To both friends and enemies I am dead!

As I stand looking away over the market garden, towards the shady wood, a film gathers in my eyes, and I am carried back into the terrible past, to those black, fateful days when France lay helpless under the iron heel of the invader, who had encamped around St. Cloud and Suresnes. Paris — fettered, existing upon black bread and horse-flesh — shivered under an icy mantle. The black branches of the leafless trees over in the Bois stood out distinctly against the grey, stormy sky, and upon the ground snow was lying thickly. Hour after hour, day after day, week after week, we had held those walls, regardless of the hail of shell poured upon us from beyond the trees, and replying with monotonous, unceasing regularity. Hundreds of our gallant comrades were, alas! lying dead; hundreds were in the temporary hospitals established in the neighbouring churches; but we, the survivors — half-starved, with the biting wind chilling our bones, and so weak that our greatcoats felt as heavy as millstones, — resolved, every one of us, to face death and do our duty. We knew well that to hold out much longer would be impossible. In those dark December days the city was starving. Our country had been overrun by the Prussian legions, and sooner or later we must succumb to the inevitable.

The night was dark and moonless, as to and fro I paced on sentry duty. My post was a lonely one, under the strongest portion of the wall, at the point I have already indicated. Away in the direction of Courbevoie there was a lurid glare in the sky, showing that the enemy had committed another act of incendiarism; and now and then the booming of artillery echoed like distant thunder. In our quarter the guns of the enemy had ceased their fire — a silence that we felt was ominous. Under my feet the snow crunched as I marched slowly up and down; and with rifle loaded, and ready for any emergency, I waited patiently for relief, which would come at dawn. As I tramped on, I thought of my home away in the centre of the inert, trembling city; of my young wife, blue-eyed, fair-haired, from whom I had been torn away ere our honeymoon was scarcely over. How, I wondered, was she faring? As an advocate I had been distinctly successful, having been entrusted with quite a number of causes célèbres; but on the outbreak of war my chances of fortune had been suddenly wrecked, and I had been called upon to serve with the 106th Regiment of Infantry, first under General Chanzy on the Loire, and afterwards taking part in the defence of Paris.

Though now so near the woman I loved, I saw very little of her; indeed, I had not been able to snatch an hour to run home for the past fortnight. Yet, while I trudged on, I knew that one of the truest and best women on earth was awaiting me au troisième in the great old house in the Rue St. Sauveur.

I think that for some time I must have been oblivious to my surroundings, for on turning sharply, my eyes suddenly detected some indistinct object, moving cautiously in the shadow. Something prompted me to refrain from challenging, and, with rifle ready, I quickly hurried to the spot. With a cry of surprise, a man in a workmans blouse sprang forward right up to the muzzle of my gun.

I challenged, and presented my rifle.

Hold! he gasped in French, in a low, hoarse tone. Louis Henault, dont you know me? Have you so soon forgotten your fellow-student, Paul Olbrich?

The voice and the name caused me to start.

You! I cried, peering into his face, and in the semi-darkness discovering the scar upon his cheek that he had received in the fencing school at Königswinter. You, Paul, my best friend! Alas that you are a Prussian, and we meet here as enemies!

As enemies? he repeated, in a strange, harsh tone. Yes, Louis, you are right, he added bitterly,— as enemies.

Why are you here? I inquired breathlessly. Why are you disguised as a French workman? It is my duty to arrest you — to—

But you will not. Remember, we were friends beside the Rhine, and we can only be enemies to the outside world. Surely you, of all men, will not betray me!

When last I heard of you, two years ago, I said, you were a lieutenant of dragoons. To-night you are here, inside Paris, disguised.

To tell the truth, he replied quickly, it is a love escapade. Let me get away quickly beyond the walls, and no one will know that you have detected me. See, over there, and he pointed to a portion of the wall deep in the shadow. There is my fiancée. I have dared to pass through your lines to rescue her before the final onslaught.

I peered in the direction indicated, and could just distinguish a figure, hidden by a cloak, and closely veiled.

Quick, he continued; there is no time for reflection. If you raise an alarm, my fate is sealed; if you allow us to proceed, two lives will be made happy. Do you consent? Grasping my hand, he pressed it hard, adding, Do, Louis, for her sake!

Muffled footsteps and the clank of arms broke the quiet. Three officers were approaching.

Go. May God protect you! I replied; and, turning sharply, tramped onward in the opposite direction, while my old friend, and the woman he had rescued from starvation, were a second later lost in the darkness in the direction of the Prussian camp.

Scarcely had I taken a dozen paces when there were shouts, followed by shots rapidly exchanged.

Spies! I heard one of our men exclaim; and, sacré! theyve escaped!

At that moment the officers who had approached ordered me to halt, and proceeded to question me as to whom I had been speaking with. I admitted that the man was a stranger, and that I had allowed him to pass out of the city. Thus all was discovered, and I was at once arrested as a traitor — as one who had rendered assistance to a Prussian spy!

The penalty was death. The stern, grey-haired general before whom I was taken half an hour later pronounced sentence; and, without ceremony, I was hurried off to execution. Bah! Fate has always been unkind to me. It would have been better had I fallen with four of my comrades bullets in my breast, than that I should have continued to drag out an existence till to-day. But the bombardment had recommenced vigorously; and as I was being led along, a shell fell close to my escort, and, bursting, killed two of the poor fellows, and demoralised the rest.

I saw my chance, and darted away. A moment later, I was lost among the trees.



Three hours later.

Breathlessly I mounted the long flights of stairs that led to my home, and opened the door with my key. Entering our little salon, I looked around. In the cold, grey light of dawn, the place looked unutterably cheerless, and the thunder of the guns was causing the windows to rattle. Passing quickly into the bedroom, I found the ceiling open to the sky, and a huge gap in the wall. A shell had fallen, and completely wrecked it.

Rose! I cried. Rose, I have returned.

There was no response. Another roar like the roll of thunder, and the whole place vibrated, as though an earthquake had occurred.

Where was Rose? I dashed back into the salon, and there, upon a table, I found a letter addressed to me in her familiar hand. Tearing it open, I read eagerly the three brief lines it contained, then staggered back, as if I had received a blow. A second later, I felt conscious of the presence of some one at my elbow; and, turning, found Mariette, our maid-of-all-work.

My wife — where is my wife? I gasped.

Madame has gone, msieur, the girl replied in her Gascon accent. Last night a man called for her, and she went out, leaving a note for you.

A man? I cried. Describe him. What was he like?

I only caught one glimpse of him, msieur. He was fair, and had a long red scar across his cheek.

A scar? I shrieked in dismay, as the terrible truth dawned suddenly upon me. Rose, whom I had first met in Cologne, when a student on the Rhine-bank, had told me that I was not her first love; and now I remembered that she had long ago been acquainted with my fellow-student, Paul Olbrich.

It was my own wife whom I had assisted to elope with my enemy!

Ah! time has not effaced her memory. My sorrow is still as bitter to-day as it was in that cold December dawn, with the horrors of war around me. My life has become soured, and my hair grey. Since that eventful night, I have wandered in strange lands, endeavouring to stifle my grief; for, still under sentence of death as a spy, I have been an exile and an outlaw until to-day.

What, you ask, has become of her?

Far away, in a secluded valley in the Harz, under the shadow of the mystic Brocken, there is a plain white cross in the village burying-ground, bearing the words, Rose Henault, 1872.

My enemy, Paul Olbrich, a year after the war had ended, succeeded to the family title and estates; and to-day he is one of the most prominent men in Europe, and acts as the diplomatic representative of Germany at a certain Court that must be nameless.

Truly, Fate has been unkind to me. To-day, for the first time, I have taken my skeleton from its cupboard. Would that I could bury it forever!


Fortunes Fool.
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I AM NO longer myself. I vanished involuntarily. Truth to tell, I was befooled by Fortune.

As confidential messenger in the service of the Bank of France, it was my duty to convey notes and bullion to various European capitals, and so constantly did I travel between London and Paris, and to Rome, Berlin, and Vienna, that my long journeys became terribly irksome, and I longed for rest and quiet. There is much excitement and anxiety in such a life, when one is entrusted with large sums of money which are impossible to hide in ones pocket.

In the year 1883, England, as is frequently the case, was remitting a quantity of gold coin to France, and consequently, during the month of June, I was making two, and sometimes three, journeys between Paris and London weekly. Incessant travelling, such as this, soon wearies even those inured to long railway journeys, especially if one very often has to arrive in London in the morning only to leave again the same night. A long trip, say to the Austrian or Turkish capitals, was much more to my taste than the wearying monotony of the Dover-Calais route, and the inevitable turmoil between Paris and the English metropolis.

One warm night — although excessively tired, having arrived in London at an early hour that morning — I was compelled to return, and left Charing Cross by the mail train at half-past eight. I had with me a box from the Bank of England containing a large quantity of bullion. As far as Dover I was alone, smoking and dozing over a newspaper, but when I alighted on the pier, the weather had changed. It rained in torrents, and a violent wind was blowing in a manner that was indicative of a dirty night.

My expectations in this respect proved correct, and I was glad to arrive at Calais, where I selected an empty first-class compartment, bade the porter deposit my weighty box on the seat, and, wrapping myself comfortably in my travelling rug, settled myself for the remainder of the journey. While such a quantity of gold was in my possession, I dared not sleep, yet, fatigued as I was, I experienced great difficulty in keeping awake. It was always possible that while coin was in my custody I might be watched and followed by thieves, therefore a loaded revolver constantly reposed in my pocket ready for an emergency.

Few persons were travelling that night, and I was fortunate in having the compartment to myself as far as Abbeville. Then there entered two well-dressed Frenchmen, who, after scrutinising me rather closely, sank into opposite corners of the carriage. Seldom I felt uneasy regarding fellow-travellers; nevertheless, I confess that as I looked at them, I felt a strange, vague shadow of distrust. Instinctively I felt for my revolver, assuring myself that it was ready if required. Somehow I had a suspicion that the men had been on board the Channel boat, and were following me for some evil purpose. But they sat opposite one another smoking, occasionally indulging in conversation, though always keeping their faces concealed as much as possible from the pale, flickering rays of the lamp overhead.

As we sped south, I became more fully convinced that they meant mischief. Looking at my watch, I found that in twenty minutes we should be at Amiens, and determined to change into another carriage there. Patiently I sat, gazing out of the window watching the grey streak of dawn break over the low, distant hills, when suddenly I felt a terrible crushing blow on the top of my skull.

At the same moment I drew forth my revolver and pulled the trigger. Then a darkness fell upon me, and I remember nothing more.



The sensation was horrible; the pain excruciating. It seemed as though a thousand red-hot needles were being thrust into my brain.

Slowly the terrible throbbing in my head abated, and I found myself seated in an armchair in a well-furnished, though unfamiliar, drawing-room. It was lit by tiny electric lamps, shaded with canary silk; and, as I gazed round in abject astonishment, I noticed a pretty fernery beyond, which looked like a mermaids grotto in the depths of the sea, so dense was the mass of dimly-illuminated greenery.

My first thoughts were of my charge, and I felt for my pouch, in which I had carried a bundle of bank-notes.

It was not there! Placing my hand upon my chin, I was startled to find that I had a beard, while on the previous night I had been clean shaven! And the box of bullion — where was that?

I started to my feet, and as I did so, my figure was reflected in a long mirror. I staggered back in dismay, for, although last night I was a sprightly and spruce young man of thirty, my hair was now turning grey, and my face so aged and wrinkled that I could scarcely recognise myself!

Where was I? What could it all mean?

I saw a bell, and rang it hastily.

My summons was quickly answered by a sharp-featured man, who was evidently not a servant.

Tell me, who brought me here? Whose house is this? I demanded.

He gazed at me, open-mouthed, in astonishment.

I — er — Youre not well, sir, I think. This is your own house.

Mine? I cried incredulously. Nonsense. Who are you, pray?

Im your secretary, he replied, adding, I — Ill return in a moment; and then, in evident alarm, he disappeared.

I had no time to reflect upon the mystery of the situation before there entered a tall, beautiful woman, of what might be termed the Junoesque type, attired in a handsome dinner-gown.

Why, my dear, whatever have you been saying to Norton? Youve quite frightened him, she exclaimed, laughing. How is it that youre not dressed? You remember we promised to dine with the Websters to-night.

I — I confess I dont understand you, madam, I gasped, for my brain was in a whirl, and everything seemed in maddening confusion. The pain in my head was intense.

Whats the matter? What has happened? she cried in alarm. Dont you recognise me — Lena, your wife?

My wife? I gasped, astounded. No, Ive never seen you before. Its some trick. Where is the box — the box that was with me in the train?

Her look of distress deepened, as she said, Calm yourself, my dear. You are not well, and must have advice.

I want none, I replied hotly. I desire nothing beyond the box. These are not my clothes, I said, glancing in puzzled confusion at the coat I wore. Where are mine?

I dont comprehend your meaning, said the handsome woman who called herself my wife. Your mind must be wandering, Harry.

Thats not my name. I am Charles Deane.

No, no, dear, she cried. You are under some strange delusion. What can have happened to you? You are Henry Medhurst, and I am Lena Medhurst, your wife.

Where and when did you marry me, pray?

In Cape Town, five years ago.

In Cape Town? And where are we now?

This is your house, situate, I think, to be exact, two and a half miles from Johannesburg. Is there anything else you desire to know? she added, with a smile, half inclined to believe that I was joking.

The crowd of thoughts and feelings that burst upon my mind was indescribable. Was I still myself, or was it all a delusion?

No. It was a stern reality; a deep, inexplicable mystery.

I married you five years ago, you say. Then what year of grace is this?

Come, replied my wife, such fooling is out of place, dear. You know as well as I that it is 1893.

What! I cried, feeling myself grow rigid in amazement. Yesterday was ten years ago!

I was undoubtedly wide awake and sensible, but that I was really myself I began to doubt. I struggled to comprehend the situation, but failed. How I came to be in South Africa, the possessor of such a mansion, the husband of such a wife, was a problem beyond solution. I felt light-headed, for the horrible suspense was goading me into a frenzy of madness.

There must be some — some serious mistake, I said calmly. Ive never had the pleasure of setting eyes upon you before this evening, and am utterly at a loss to understand who or what I am.

She regarded me with a terrified expression; her face suddenly blanched, and she would have fallen, had I not caught her and placed her upon the settee.

Ringing the bell again, a maid-servant answered my summons.

Your mistress has fainted. Call some one to her assistance, I said; and then I proceeded to explore the house. It was a splendid modern mansion, and by the bright moonlight I discerned that it was surrounded by a well-kept lawn and clumps of fine old trees.

I was utterly unable to realise that the journey to Paris had been made ten years before; nevertheless, my aged appearance, my beard, the fact of my marriage, and my apparent opulence, all combined to confirm her statement. In vain I tried to recollect the incidents of that memorable night; but, beyond the knowledge that I received a terrible blow, I could remember nothing.

Pacing in distraction the broad terrace that ran before the house, I suddenly heard footsteps behind me. Turning, I confronted the man who called himself my secretary.

Griffiths, the manager of Pikes Reef, has just arrived from Pretoria, and wishes to see you on important business, sir.

To see me? What for?

He desires instructions regarding the Reef. Theyve struck the lead at last, and the crushings show it to be one of the richest veins in the Randt. Shall I bring him to you?

No, I replied savagely; I want to be alone. I havent the slightest notion of what youre talking about.

Surely you know Griffiths, sir? He used to manage your old mine, the Bellefontaine, and is now in charge at Pikes Reef.

I dont know him, and have no desire to make his acquaintance. Send him away, I said abruptly.

The man, who seemed puzzled, hesitated for a moment, and, after muttering some words in an undertone, re-entered the house.

For nearly half an hour I had remained alone, until the maid appeared, saying, Mistress would like to see you in the drawing-room, sir.

I obeyed the summons, and on entering the room, found the woman who called me husband seated on a low chair, while near her stood a short, stout old gentleman, in a frock-coat of rather ancient cut, and wearing gold-rimmed pince-nez.

Ah, my dear Medhurst! exclaimed the man, greeting me effusively. How are you this evening?

I havent the pleasure of knowing you, sir, I said indifferently.

You dont know Dr Beale? Come, come, this wont do at all, he said, smiling.

I assured him that I had never set eyes upon him before, and went on to explain how I had been travelling to Paris and suddenly struck insensible, only to regain consciousness and find myself in Africa — rich, married, and ten years older.

The doctor listened with grave attention, and subsequently we entered upon a long and rather heated discussion. All I wanted to discover was how I came to be there.

Monomania, evidently, observed the doctor in a low voice, when we had been talking for some time. It develops frequently into the most violent form of madness. He will have to be kept in seclusion and watched.

Again I resented the imputation that I was going insane, to which the medical luminary replied, Very well, my dear fellow, very well. We will believe what you say. Calm yourself; for your wife is nervous and weak, remember.

I turned away disgusted. All my efforts to explain the remarkable facts had only been met with incredulity by the idiotic, soft-spoken old doctor, who undoubtedly imagined I was mad.

In desperation I strode out of the house, and spent the night in wandering about the grounds, and walking aimlessly through unfamiliar roads, subsequently sitting down upon the fallen trunk of a tree, where I fell asleep.

When I retraced my footsteps, the bright morning sun was glinting through the foliage of the dense wood that seemed to almost surround the house.

From a servant I learnt that my soi-disant wife was too unwell to leave her room; and as I wandered through the place, I entered one apartment which was evidently a study — my own, possibly. Glancing round at the books, the two great iron safes, and the telephone instruments, I seated myself at the littered writing-table. Turning over the papers before me, I saw they related to mining enterprises involving large sums. Many of them were evidently in my handwriting, but the signatures were Henry Medhurst, and the note-paper bore the heading, Great Bellefontaine Gold Mines, Offices, 127 Commissioner Street, Johannesburg.

Upwards of an hour I sat plunged in thought, bewildered by the events of the past few hours. I felt I must make some strenuous effort to solve the enigma, and account for the intervening ten years that I had lost. I could not have been asleep in the manner of the legendary Rip Van Winkle, but must have been existing during the period. Yet where did I live? And how?

It seemed clear from the doctors words that if I remained, I should be placed under restraint as an imbecile. Therefore the thought suggested itself that I should return to Europe, and endeavour to find out what befell me on that midnight journey. Recollecting that I should require funds, I searched the drawers of the writing-table, and found a cash-box, in which was nearly four hundred pounds in gold and notes. This was sufficient for the journey; and, with a feeling of joy, I transferred it to my pockets, and prepared for departure.

A few hasty lines I wrote to my self-styled wife, informing her of my intention, and stating that I should return as soon as I had gained the information necessary to restore my peace of mind. Afterwards I went to my room, crammed a few necessaries into a travelling-bag, and, without uttering a word of farewell, left the City of Gold en route for England.



Arrived in London, I set about tracing my career; but from the outset I found it a task fraught by many difficulties. I must have altered considerably in personal appearance during my absence, for none of my friends recognised me. There was but one agency that seemed likely to render me assistance, namely, the Press. The files of the Times and Telegraph for 1883 I searched diligently, but gleaned nothing from them. Indeed, I spent several weeks in looking through various daily and weekly papers, published about the time of my fatal journey, without result, until one day it occurred to me that the French Press might aid me. Accordingly, I went to Paris, and on the following day called at the office of the Gaulois, where I obtained the file for the year I required. Turning to the paper for the day following my sudden oblivion, my eye fell upon the headline, Terrible Accident on the Northern Railway. Eagerly I read and reread every word, for here was what seemed a clue to the mystery.

It appeared that the train in which I had travelled, when approaching Longpré, ran into some trucks, and was completely wrecked, seven persons being killed and about twenty injured. In a first-class compartment two passengers were discovered, one of whom had among his luggage a box containing a large sum in English gold and notes. Neither men had been injured by the accident; but one, presumably, in order to obtain possession of the money, had shot his fellow-traveller dead, and was making off with his booty when he was apprehended, and brought to Paris.

In the papers of following days I found a report of the examination before the Juge dinstruction, and the subsequent trial before the Assize Court of the Seine. According to the newspaper accounts, the man charged with wilful murder was young and well-dressed, but seemed enveloped in mystery, inasmuch as he conducted himself strangely, refusing to give his name or any account of himself, and preserving an immutable silence throughout the many days the case lasted. Judging from the prominence given to the report, the trial must have been a celebrated one, and considerable excitement was created in the French capital, owing to the fact that several prominent members of the medical profession, who had examined the accused, agreed that he was suffering from some strange mental affection, the precise nature of which they were unable to discover. It was owing to this that the culprit escaped the guillotine, being sentenced to hard labour for life, and transportation to the penal colony of New Caledonia.

Which was I, the murderer or the murdered?

I felt confident I was one or the other. Therefore, I resolved to find out whether this mysterious convict was still alive; and if so, to seek an explanation from him. The thought occurred to me that an official in the Prisons Department, whom I had known, might be able to furnish me with the information. After some difficulty I discovered him, but he had long ago retired into private life. So entirely had my personal appearance changed, that he did not recognise me. Therefore, by representing that I was an English solicitor, anxious to discover a next-of-kin, and offering to pay handsomely for the investigation, I prevailed upon him to seek an interview with the chief of the department, and ascertain whether the convict was still living.

When I called a few days later, he placed in my hands a memorandum signed by the chief, certifying that after two years at La Nouvelle — as the French prison island is termed, — prisoner Number 8469, committed for life for murder, had effected his escape by means of an open boat in company with Jean Montbazon, who had been convicted of forging Spanish bonds. Both were known to have landed on the Queensland coast after a perilous voyage; but they had disappeared before the Australian police were communicated with, and all efforts to trace them had been futile. Having, however, been employed in the Government mines near Noumea, it was expected that they had obtained work in one of the remote mining districts, where they could effectively hide until the search was over.

To find this man Montbazon was no easy task, but if I chanced to be successful, he might, I thought, tell me something of his whilom comrade in adversity.

I was puzzled how to proceed, but at length resorted to advertising as the only expedient. In the chief French and Colonial newspapers I caused to be inserted a brief paragraph addressed to Jean Montbazon, late of Noumea, stating that his companion upon the voyage from New Caledonia to Australia wished particularly to meet him, and giving my address at the Table Bay Hotel, Cape Town, whither I proceeded. Patiently I awaited a reply, but although I had spent a large sum upon the advertisement, it apparently failed to reach the man whose acquaintance I desired to make.

For many weeks I remained at the hotel, feeling no desire to return to Johannesburg until I had cleared up the mystery and accounted for my lost identity. Times without number I was tempted to relinquish the effort to trace my past, yet with sheer, dogged perversity, I remained and hoped.

At last my patience was rewarded, for one evening, while I was sitting on the balcony of the hotel, enjoying a cigar in the starlight, the waiter brought me a visitor.

Judge my dismay when I recognised the face of my secretary.

Well, old fellow, he exclaimed familiarly, and what means all this confounded mystery?

I sat speechless in amazement.

I saw the advertisement in the Cape Times, and, concluding that something was wrong, came down here. What is it? he continued, sinking lazily into a chair by my side.

The advertisement? I gasped. I — I dont understand you.

Your advertisement was addressed to Jean Montbazon, your humble and obedient servant, who shared your lot at La Nouvelle, and who escaped with you.

What? I cried. Is that true?

I think, mon cher ami, you must have taken leave of your senses, as madame declares you have. Come, now, whats the matter?

Are — are you really Jean Montbazon?

Thats my baptismal cognomen, though Fred Norton suits me better just now.

Look here, I said earnestly: I admit Im not quite myself; indeed, I have forgotten everything. Tell me how we escaped, and why I am so rich, while you are my secretary.

The man looked at me incredulously, remarking, Ma foi! I thought you were a bit vacant before you left Johannesburg so mysteriously, but you now seem stark mad. It would take a long time to recount all our adventures, and some would be rather unpleasant reminiscences. You were sent to penal servitude for life for murder, and I for forgery. We were pals in the same labour-gang, and one day, finding an open boat upon the beach, we resolved to escape, and embarked. In the boat was a keg of water and a barrel of biscuits, which sufficed to keep body and soul together until, after a terrible voyage lasting many days, we ran ashore near Port Curtis, in Queensland. Having regained our freedom, we tramped to the gold diggings, and worked together for about a year. You had extraordinary luck, and soon became rich, while I was often obliged to exist upon your charity. In a year, however, an unfortunate incident occurred at our camp at Gum Tree Gulch. A man who was known to have a quantity of dust in his belt was found dead, with an ugly wound upon his head; and, in consequence of this, Australia became too warm for you and I. Therefore we left the camp hurriedly one night, without wishing adieu to our comrades, and came here, to South Africa, to try our luck. As usual, your good fortune did not desert you. Already rich, you bought some big claims in the Randt, and worked them with almost incredible results. Then the boom came.

And how did that affect me?

You had previously married a wealthy woman before the gold fever set in. When the boom came, you sold both her property and yours at such prices that within three weeks you were almost a millionaire.

What am I now? I asked, amazed at this remarkable story.

You are owner of two of the richest gold workings in the Transvaal, and I — always a Lazarus — am your confidential secretary. Most confidential, I assure you, he added, smiling. The master a murderer; the servant a forger!



Having thus filled up the long blank in my memory, I did not rest until I had satisfactorily accounted for the events of that fateful night. Subsequently I discovered that the violent blow on my head, received in the accident, had produced such an effect on my brain as to render oblivious all the events of my past. From that moment I commenced a second life. One of my fellow-passengers, noticing my injury, was endeavouring to steal the box of bullion, when I shot him dead with my revolver. Afterwards, when I had recovered consciousness, I opened the box, and, secreting part of the money in my pockets, tried to get away unobserved. But I was arrested, tried for murder, and transported. The rest is known.

At my trial I refused to give any account of myself, for the simple reason that I remembered nothing. My mind was an absolute blank. I had lived an entirely different life for ten years, until I accidentally struck my head a violent blow against the corner of a mantelshelf in my drawing-room, causing the memory of my earlier life to return as suddenly as it had fled, and thus leaving a gap of ten years for me to fill.

Mine was an extraordinary case; but, as I afterwards discovered, my duality of brain was by no means unprecedented. Such vagaries of the mind, although rare, are known to medical science.

When, a week afterwards, I returned to Johannesburg — that dusty, noisy City of Mammon — Lena welcomed me warmly. The same evening, after I had explained to her the cause of my sudden disappearance and apparent insanity, she went to her room, and on her return handed me a faded blue envelope, secured by the official seal of the Bank of England.

This, she said, you asked me to keep for you, on the day we were married.

I glanced at the superscription, and recognised the handwriting. It contained the lost bank-notes!

Placing them in the fire, I watched the flames consume them, and from that night I commenced life afresh.

Jean is my secretary no longer. I effected a compromise with him, and at the present moment, owing to his shrewd business tact, combined with successful speculation, he is one of the most prosperous promoters of the South African mining companies in the City of London.


Death-Kisses.
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THE SCENE WAS composed of a bit of everything. An October evening, a dull sky, a fierce cold wind, and a woman. Yet the dreamy experience, where everything went at will, bears but little resemblance to reality.

The woman was sweet and tender; the interview passionate, yet innocent; and the words exchanged naïve as the questions of a child.

The recollection of it leaves no poison of deception; only indelible remorse.

It was a chill, windy afternoon. In the morning a great thirst for fresh air had taken possession of me, and I joyfully left Brussels, counting on stopping at a little station I knew.

I think my journey terminated about four oclock. Cutting across the fields, I entered a narrow path, paying but little attention to the way, and strolling aimlessly. I seemed to be in an incredibly careless and absent mood that day. I am not even certain that I got out at the right station, so drunk was I with the frenzy to communicate with nature.

Picture to yourself a rolling plain under a cheerless sky; with empty roads, cut in the brown earth, here and there made green with tender shoots; a few solitary and distant houses, and occasional stumps of leafless trees, red and melancholy-looking.

A flight of crows sailed slowly overhead, talking among themselves with little continuous croakings, flying always towards the setting sun. The day was grey, with deeper shades towards the horizon, stamping everything with a uniform tint. Childrens voices sounded in the field. Suddenly three appeared, a boy and two girls, returning from school. They grew silent when they saw me, eyed me cautiously and crossed the path with quickened step. Soon I reached an isolated cross-road. A step further, and I encountered a strolling mountebank, with his wheeled home beside him. At my request he furnished me with a slight repast. Then, without saying a dozen words, I set off again, leaving the astonished man gaping at the money in his hand.

You say that I was mad.

Perhaps. At any rate, I was quite calm, but something evidently dominated and guided me. For of the three roads that spread out before me, why should I have chosen that one?

I assure you I have no spiritualistic tendencies, but there are times when I believe in a distinct influence.

The night had fallen, or rather, a sort of twilight, singularly lasting. A fine, cold rain, driven by a brisk wind, beat noisily upon my umbrella. I wandered slowly on. Holding it against the wind, I walked without effort. I think I must have slept, as I have only a vague recollection of that dreary promenade.

When I became aware of things around me, I was in front of a good fire. There was a dim consciousness of realising that the storm had redoubled its fury, that I had seen a light and knocked at a cottage door. As I recovered from the stupor, it seemed as if I had entered with some trivial formula of politeness; that I had seated myself in front of the genial flame as if I were in my own home.

A young woman, pale, but very beautiful, was sitting beside me. I glanced slowly around the room. We were alone. Little by little I remembered. It was she who had opened the door to me. Behold! even the card I gave her still in her hand. Were it not for her light breathing and the movement of her eyelids, I should say she was of wax.

She was older than myself, two or three years perhaps; tall and slight, with a gentle and melancholy grace. Her mouth, clear and tender, was near enough to the delicate nose to give her a slight appearance of a scolded child; the eyes were not large, but soft and pleading, and the oval of her face stretched the length of her blanched cheeks. Though sad, the face pleased me.

How charming! I exclaimed involuntarily, under my breath.

She must have heard the words, for she turned towards me and smiled.

You are just as complimentary as of old — always the same Théophile.

In that voice I found an air of recognition. Instantly I remembered a half-forgotten period, like a pleasant dream; a name was upon my lips, but I could not utter it; I stammered a question.

Well, well, she said. They tell me I have altered, yet — why, dont you know Mariette?

Mariette!

Mariette! only this thought, and I fell on my knees beside her; our hands touched, and I kissed her dainty white fingers. Why was I certain in all my life never to know a like moment?

Ah! never shall I experience the same mad joy; the delight of holding in mine the thin hands of my childhoods friend. It was that childhood I embraced; that other time, so free and pure, with its pretty welcoming air.

Do you remember when last we met? I asked earnestly.

She heaved a slight sigh, so like those of other days that tears rose to my eyes.

Yes, she murmured. But — there, dont speak of it. Such memories must be painful to both of us.

If to you, none the less to me, Mariette, I replied, looking in her sad, sweet face.

Her lips quivered, and a tear stole down her cheek.

During a whole hour it was nothing but expressions of surprise and vain regrets. To the depths of our being we felt the force of these recollections, causing us to live over an almost forgotten period.

I found in looking at her, in listening to her, my great soul and little body of that sweet other time.

Once more I felt the immensity of the fields and of the sky; the fine smell of the leaves enthralled my senses, and the least sound was melody. Once more I lived the old free life over again. It was before I went to stay at Brussels, when I resided under the paternal roof on the edge of the dense Soignes forest, that Mariette and I were playmates and afterwards lovers.

How well I recollect one halcyon day, the memory of which now comes before me in all its vividness. It was autumn. We were walking alone in the wood. The leaves floated down noiselessly upon the chill November air, leaving the naked branches like black lace against a grey, snow-laden sky. That day she admitted that she loved me, that she would be my wife.

And all around us there was infinite space, coloured by the joyful imaginings of happy youth.

We were speaking of it, when suddenly she withdrew her hand from mine, and a red flush mounted to her forehead.

But you soon forgot me when you went away, she said reproachfully. I waited months, but you never wrote; then I heard how an actress had infatuated you. Yet — you are rich now, and the world looks leniently upon what it calls a wealthy mans folly.

I could not prevent myself from frowning.

You mean Clémentine Sucaret? People coupled our names without cause, I replied coldly, almost cruelly. Yet I knew she spoke the truth.

And I — I am mad, she whispered.

I rose and looked at her. She was still seated, her eyes riveted upon the fire, her cheek resting upon her hand, appearing to have forgotten my presence. For a moment I remained in that position, then I reseated myself. There was nothing awkward in our silence. We felt too deeply for idle words. As we contemplated our past, the wind whistled without, the rain fell furiously, and from time to time I added a log to the fire and stirred the embers.

Théophile, she exclaimed suddenly, looking me straight in the face, it is your fault that I am married.

Married? I gasped in amazement. I — I thought this cottage was your aunts; that you kept house for her?

There was a silence. The voice made me tremble, gay, careless idler that I was. She spoke slowly, without moving, as though giving utterance to the thought that possessed her. When a woman is forsaken by the man she loves, who can blame her for a hasty, loveless marriage? she asked. You wrecked my life, Théophile, but I forgive you freely. After you had left, I was stricken down with grief, madness followed, and I accepted the first man who proposed to me. I did not love him; I — I shall never love him. And how could I? He is a dissolute neer-do-well, who spends his days in the estaminet, drinking cognac. It is I who am compelled to toil and earn money for him to spend in drink. Ah, Théophile, you little know how dull and utterly hopeless is my life!

But your husband, does he not try and make you happy? I asked.

Happy? she cried, jumping to her feet and impetuously tearing open the bodice of her dress. See! See, here; the marks of his violence, where he tried to murder me! And she disclosed to my view her delicate breast disfigured by an ugly knife-wound, only partially healed.

Horrible! I exclaimed, with an involuntary shudder.

That is not all, she continued, turning up her sleeves and revealing cruel bruises and lacerations upon her alabaster-like arms. He wants to rid himself of me, to be free again; and when the brandy takes effect, he threatens to kill me.

Why stay and be brutally ill-used in this manner? I asked.

Shrugging her shoulders, she smiled sadly, replying, If I were dead, it would end my misery. Should he ever know that you have been here, his jealousy would be so aroused that I believe he would carry his threat into effect.

Come, come, Mariette, you must not talk like that, I exclaimed. It grieves me to know of your unhappiness, to think that I am to blame.

Remember, I forgive you.

Yes, but try to bear up against it; do your duty to your husband, and thus compel him to treat you kindly.

I have tried to do so, Heaven knows, she replied hoarsely, bursting into tears; But everything is useless. Only death can release me.

Dont talk so gloomily, I urged, taking one of her cold hands in mine. Although we can be naught to one another save friends, let me be yours. I am ready to do anything you command me.

You are kind, Théophile, very kind, she replied bitterly, shaking her head; but friendship is poor reparation for love.

I thought of the years we had passed together at the time when years are so long and beautiful.

Finally I said to her — 

Tell me, what can I do for you?

She made no answer, only her face appeared to grow a shade paler. With her eyes on the clock, she seemed to listen. Nothing, she replied at last. You — you must go.

So soon?

Yes, she said, with a choking sob. You ought not to have come here, and — and you must forgive me, Théophile, we women are so weak when memories are painful.

She wished to aid me in my preparations for departure, handed me my hat and buttoned my coat. We said nothing, but she lingered over the buttoning as though it were something very difficult.

Suddenly, with a bitter burst of tears, she flung her head down against my arm. She seemed such a frail little creature as I held her tightly and stroked away the tendril curls that strayed across her face.

I longed to console her, but could not give utterance to my thoughts.

Mariette. Poor little Mariette, was all I could say.

Good-bye, Théophile, good-bye, she whispered brokenly. A great gulf separates us; you have gaiety and happiness, I only misery and despair. My husband—

Just as suddenly as they commenced, her tears ceased. Clasping her hands, she lifted her agitated face to mine.

Promise me — promise you will never return here again!

I did not reply.

Bending over, her lips met mine in one fierce passionate caress.

Next second we were startled by a strange noise, sounding suspiciously like a footstep upon the gravel. We listened, but the sound was not repeated.

Hark! she whispered anxiously. If my husband should find you here, would it not compromise me?

With a force I should never have suspected, she led me to the door, and, after giving me a gentle push, locked it behind me.

Adieu! I murmured, as tenderly as I could.

There was no answer.

Through the keyhole I could see Mariette kneeling before a crucifix on the opposite wall.

Then I turned and went forth into the darkness.



The morning was grey and dispiriting; the chill wind whirled the dead leaves in my path, and moaned through the bare branches as I walked up to the door of the cottage. My mind was perturbed by thoughts of what happiness might have resulted had I been true to the woman who loved me. I had spent a restless night at a roadside inn. Her misery tortured me, and, despite her entreaty, I was now on my way to again proffer assistance.

With trepidation I approached the door of the humble abode and knocked.

No one stirred. Everything seemed strangely silent.

About to repeat the summons, I noticed the door was ajar. Pushing it slowly open, I entered, at the same time uttering her name.

As I stepped into the neat, well-kept room, I at first saw nothing, but on glancing round the opposite side of the table, my eyes encountered a terrible sight.

Stretched upon the floor, Mariette was lying partly dressed, the pale light falling upon her upturned features. The cheeks and lips were bloodless; the eyes, wide-open, were staring wildly into space with a look of indescribable horror.

Falling upon my knees, I touched her face with my hand.

It was cold as marble. She was dead!

In her white breast a knife was buried up to the hilt, and from the cruel wound the blood had oozed.

She had been murdered!

The recollection of the events immediately following this ghastly discovery is but faint. I have a hazy belief that my mind became temporarily unhinged, that I left the place without informing any one of the tragedy; then, walking many miles through the forest, I reached a railway station, whence I returned to Brussels.

The one thing most in my mind was the terrible look of blank despair in the glazed eyes. I have never forgotten it. I shall carry its remembrance with me to the grave.

That awful look of reproach has ever since been uppermost in my memory. Try how I will, I cannot rid myself of its hideous presence.



A bright, crisp morning in December.

Hurrying down the Montagne de la Cour, where I chanced to have business, I came face to face with Clémentine Sucaret, who, warmly clad in furs, was enjoying that harmless pastime so dear to the feminine heart — inspecting shop windows.

We had bid each other farewell three years before. She then left Brussels to fulfil engagements as a dancer in London and Paris, and since I heard nothing of her.

Greeting me with the same winsome smile and merry manner as of old, she inquired whither I was going. When I explained that my business was important, and did not admit of delay, she requested that she might accompany me, at the same time inviting me to déjeûner with her afterwards, an arrangement to which I consented without reluctance.

As we walked together, she commenced describing her adventures and successes, declaring that, after all, it was pleasant to return among old friends and cherished recollections. I was well aware at what she hinted when she said this, for I was one of her oldest friends, and had known her when she was only a figurante at the Théâtre de la Monnaie, and lived with her decrepit and bibulous old father, a concierge, in the Rue du Trône. It was then that her cheerful, good-natured disposition and handsome face had fascinated me, causing me to forsake Mariette.

The thought inflicted a sharp twinge of remorse, for the tragedy in the little cottage was still fresh in my memory.

Having left her for a moment while I made a call, I rejoined her. Laughing and chattering, she chaffingly alluded to our former attachment, and pouted in feigned displeasure at what she termed my inconstancy.

Down the Rue de la Régence we had sauntered slowly, and were passing the imposing façade of the Palais de Justice, when suddenly she stopped, and, uttering an exclamation of surprise at the proportions of the vast building which had been completed in her absence, requested me to take her to see the interior.

Mounting the broad flight of granite steps, we passed into the magnificent marble hall.

Strange how Fate is constantly our mistress and rules our every action.

We had crossed under the gilded dome and were about to enter one of the court-rooms, when my eye caught a large printed notice fixed to the wall.

I halted and read.

It was an imposing poster, headed in great black capitals, Court of Assize, and was the public announcement that Henri Pirlot had been sentenced to death by that tribunal for the wilful murder of his wife, Mariette, at a cottage near Spoel. It further stated that the condemned man had confessed that the cause of the crime was jealousy. He was intoxicated, and having discovered his wife kissing a strange man who had visited her in his absence, he went in and deliberately stabbed her to the heart!

What a pair of idiots! exclaimed Clémentine, with a light laugh, as she read the notice. The idea of killing a woman because she kissed her lover! Again, what a simpleton the woman was not to have been more wary! But — why — whats the matter, Théophile? You stand there gazing and looking as scared as if youd seen a ghost. Any one would think you knew the rustic beauty, and were the strange lover!

I started. A sickening sensation crept over me. The actress had little idea it was the terrible truth she uttered. I pleaded that I was not feeling well, and we left the building.


The City in the Sky.
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IN THE MYSTIC haze of the slowly dying day, a solitary Arab, mounted on a méheri, or swift camel, and carrying his long rifle high above his head, rode speedily over the great silent wilderness of treacherous, ever-shifting sand. Once he drew rein, listening attentively, and turning his keen dark eyes to the left, where the distant serrated crests of the mountains of Nanagamma loomed forth like giant shadows; but as nothing broke the appalling stillness, he sped forward again until at length he came to a small oasis, where, under a clump of palms, he made his camel kneel, and then dismounted.

As he stalked towards the lonely shrine of Sidi Okbar — a small domed building constructed of sun-dried mud, under which reposed the remains of one of the most venerated of Arab marabouts — he looked a young and muscular son of the Desert, whose merry bronzed face bore an expression of genial good-nature that was unmistakable, notwithstanding the fact that he belonged to the fiercest race of Bedouins. Tall and erect, he strode with an almost regal gait, even though his burnouse was brown, ragged, and travel-stained; the haick that surrounded his face was torn and soiled, and upon his bare feet were rough, heavy slippers, that were sadly the worse for wear. The latter, however, he kicked off on approaching the shrine, then, kneeling close to the sun-blanched wall, he cast sand upon himself, kissed the earth, and, drawing his palms down his face, repeated the Testification. In fervent supplication he bowed repeatedly, and, raising his voice until it sounded distinct on the still air, invoked the blessing of Allah. O Merciful! O Beneficent Granter of Requests! he cried; O King of the Day of Faith, guide us, ere to-morrows sun hath run its course, into the path that is straight, and leadeth unto the kasbah of our enemies of Abea. Strengthen our arms, lead us in times of darkness and in the hours of day, destroy our enemies, and let them writhe in Al-Hâwiyat, the place prepared for infidels, where their meat shall be venomous serpents, and they shall slake their thirst with boiling pitch.

Startled suddenly by a strange sound, he listened with bated breath. The thought occurred to him that his words might have been overheard by some spy, and instinctively his hand drew from his belt his jambiyah, the long, crooked dagger, that he always carried. Again a noise like a deep-drawn sigh broke the silence, and Hatita — for such was the young Arabs name — sprang to his feet and rushed round to the opposite side of the building, just in time to see a fluttering white robe disappearing in the gloom. With the agility of a leopard, the man of the Kanouri — the most daring of the slave-trading tribes in the Great Sahara — sprang towards it, and in twenty paces had overtaken the eavesdropper, who, with a slight scream, fell to earth beneath his heavy hand.

Rise! he cried, roughly dragging the figure to its feet, thou son of Eblis!

Next second, however, he discovered that the fugitive was a woman, veiled, enshrouded in her haick, and wearing those baggy white trousers that render all Arab females hideous when out of doors.

Thou hast overheard my orison! he cried, raising his knife. Speak! speak! or of a verity will I strike!

But the mysterious woman uttered no word, and Hatita, in a frenzy of desperation, tore the veil from her face.

Aghast he stood, and the knife fell from his fingers. The countenance revealed was amazingly beautiful, so charming, indeed, that instantly he became entranced by its loveliness, and stood speechless and abashed.

She was not more than eighteen, and her features, fair as an Englishwomans, were regular, with a pair of brilliant dark eyes set well apart under brows blackened by kohl, and a forehead half hidden by strings of golden sequins that tinkled musically each time she moved. Upon her head was set jauntily a little scarlet chachia, trimmed heavily with seed-pearls, while her neck was encircled by strings of roughly-cut jacinths and turquoises, and in the folds of her silken haick there clung the subtle perfumes of the harem.

Slowly she lifted her fine eyes, still wet with tears, to his, and, with her breast rising and falling quickly, trembled before him, fearing his wrath.

Loosen thy tongues strings? he cried at last, grasping her slim white wrist with his rough, hard hand. Thou art from Afo, the City in the Sky, and thou hast gained knowledge of our intended attack?

Thy lips, O stranger, speak the truth, she faltered.

Why art thou here, and alone, so far from thine home on the crest of yonder peak? he inquired, gazing at her in wonderment.

I came hither for the same purpose as thyself, she answered seriously, looking straight into his face— to crave Allahs blessing.

Art thou a dweller in the house of grief? he asked. Tell me why thou didst venture here alone.

She hesitated, toying nervously with the jewelled perfume-bottle suspended at her breast; then she answered, I — I am betrothed to a man I hate. The Merciful Giver of Blessings alone can rescue me from a fate that is worse than death — a marriage without love.

And who is forcing thee into this hateful union? If it is thy father, tell me his name.

Yes, it is my father. His name is Abd el Jelíl ben Séf eNasr, Sultan of Abea.

The Sultan? he cried in amazement. Then thou art Kheira! he added, for the extraordinary beauty of the only daughter of the Sultan of Abea was proverbial throughout the Great Desert, from Lake Tsâd to the Atlas.

Yes, she replied. And from thy speech and dress I know thou art of the Kanouri, our deadliest enemies.

True, answered the desert pirate. To-morrow my tribe, to the number of ten thousand, now lying concealed in the valley called Deforou, will swarm upon thine impregnable city and—

Ten thousand? she gasped, pale and agitated. And thou wilt kill my father and reduce our people to slavery. Ah, no! she added imploringly. Save us, O stranger! Our fighting men went south one moon ago to collect the taxes at Dchagada, therefore we are unprotected. What can I do — how can I act to save my father?

Dost thou desire to save him, even though he would force upon thee this odious marriage?

I do, she cried. I — I will save the City in the Sky at cost of mine own life.

To whom art thou betrothed? Hatita asked, tenderly taking her hand.

To the Agha Hassan è Rawi, who dwelleth at Zougra, beyond the Nanagamma. He is three score years and ten, and tis said he treateth his wives with inhuman cruelty. One of his slaves told me so.

Hatita stood silent and thoughtful. Though he was a member of a tribe who existed wholly upon loot obtained from caravans and towns they attacked, yet so earnestly did the Sheikhs daughter appeal, that all thought of preserving the secret of the intended attack by murdering her disappeared, and he found himself deeply in love. His was a poor chance, however, he told himself. The proud Sultan of Abea would never consent to a brigand as a son-in-law, even if Kheira, known popularly as the light of the eyes of the discerning, looked upon him with favour.

To-night, O Daughter of the Sun, we meet as friends, to-morrow as enemies. Our spies have reported that thy city remaineth undefended, and, alas! there is a blood feud between my people and thine; therefore, when the hosts of the Kanouri enter with fire and sword, few, I fear, will be spared. Wilt thou not remain here with my tribesmen and escape?

No, she answered proudly. I am a woman of Afo, and I will return unto my people, even though I fall before to-morrows sundown under thy merciless swords.

As she spoke, one hand rested upon her supple hip, and with the other she pointed to the high shadowy peak whereon stood the great white stronghold known to the Arabs as the City in the Sky.

But thou, who art like a sun among the stars, knowest our plans, and it is my duty to kill thee, he said, hitching his burnouse about his broad shoulders.

I am in thine hands. If thou stainest them with my blood, thou wilt ever have upon thy conscience the remembrance that thou hast taken the life of one who was innocent of intrigue. If thou givest me freedom, I shall have at least one brief hour of felicity with my people before — before—

And she sighed, without concluding the sentence.

Thou, a fresh rose from the fountainhead of life, art in fear of a double fate, the downfall of to-morrow and the marriage feast next moon. Let not thy mind be troubled, for I stretch not forth the tongue to blame, he said at last, endeavouring to smile. In Hatita, son of Ibrahim, thou hast a devoted friend, and one who may peradventure assist thee in a manner thou hast not dreamed. Therefore mount thine horse and return with all speed to Afo — not, however, before thou hast given me some little souvenir of this strange meeting.

Thou slakest my thirst with the beverage of kindness! she cried in joy. I knew when first I saw thee that thou wert my friend.

Friend? — nay, lover, he answered gallantly, as, taking her tiny hand again, he pressed her henna-stained nails softly to his lips. She blushed and tried to draw away, but he held her firmly until she withdrew one of her gold bangles from her wrist, and with a smile, placed it upon his.

Behold! she exclaimed, with a merry rippling laugh. It is thy badge of servitude to me!

I am slave of the most handsome mistress in the world, he said happily. Then, urging her to warn the Sultan of the intentions of the Kanouri, he kissed her once tenderly upon the lips, lifted her into the saddle of her gaily caparisoned horse, and then she twisted her torn veil about her face, and, giving him Peace, sped away swift as an arrow into the darkness, bearing intelligence that would cause the utmost sensation in the mountain fastness.

I love her, murmured Hatita, when the sound of her horses hoofs had died away. But how can I save her? To-morrow, when we enter Afo and loot the Palace, she will be secured to grace our Sheikhs harem. No! he cried, with a fierce, guttural imprecation. She shall never fall into Nikáles brutal hands — never while I have breath!

The sound of whispering caused him to fix his gaze upon a dark shadow thrown by some ethel-bushes, and next second, half a dozen men similarly attired to himself advanced.

So, dog of a spy! thou hast betrayed us! cried a voice, which in a moment he was startled to recognise as that of Mohammed El Sfaski, a kaid of his tribe.

Yes, the others shouted with one accord; We watched the son of offal speaking with the woman, and we overheard him telling her to warn the Sultan!

Follow her on the wings of haste! cried the kaid. Kill her, for death alone will place the seal of muteness upon the lips of such a jade; and in a few seconds two white-robed figures vaulted into their saddles and tore past in the direction Kheira had disappeared.

Speak! thundered El Sfaski, who with the others had now surrounded him. Knowest thou the punishment of traitors?

Yes, answered Hatita hoarsely.

Who is the woman whose blackness and deceit hath captivated thee?

Three rapid shots sounded in the distance. The Arabs had evidently overtaken and murdered the daughter of the Sultan! The young tribesman held his breath.

I — I refuse to give thee answer, he said resolutely.

By Allah! thou art a traitor to our lord Nikále, and of a verity thou hast also Ainu-l Kamâl. Therefore shalt thou die!

(The eye of perfection, or evil eye, is considered by the Arabs to be so maleficent that it can not only injure, but kill a person.)

Then, turning to the others, he added — 

We have no time to bandy words with this accursed son of the Evil One. Tie him to yon tree, and let the vultures feast upon their carrion.

With loud imprecations the men seized their clansman, tore off his haick and burnouse, and bound him securely to a palm-trunk in such a position that he could only see the great expanse of barren sand. Then with that refinement of cruelty of which the nomadic Kanouri are past masters, they smeared his face, hands and feet with date-juice, to attract the ants and other insects; and, after jeering at him and condemning him to everlasting perdition and sempiternal culpability, they remounted their horses, and, laughing heartily, left him alone to await the end.

Through the long, silent night, Hatita, with arms and legs bound so tightly that he could not move them, remained wondering what terrible fate had befallen the beautiful girl who had overheard his orison. The two Arabs had not returned. He knew the men were splendid riders, therefore it was more than probable that they had very quickly overtaken her. Utterly hopeless, well knowing that to the blazing sun and the agonies of being half-devoured by insects he must very soon succumb, he waited, his ears on the alert to catch every sound.

In the sky a saffron streak showed on the edge of the sandy plain, heralding the suns coming. He watched it gradually spread, knowing that each moment brought him nearer to an end of agony. He lifted his voice in supplication to Allah, and showered voluble curses upon the expedition about to be attempted by his tribe. The pale, handsome face of Kheira was ever before him, haunting him like a half-remembered dream, its beauty fascinating him, and even causing him to forget the horror of those hours of dawn.

Saffron changed to rose, and rose to gold, until the sun shone out, lighting up the trackless waste. The flies, awakened, began to torment the condemned man, who knew that the merciless rays beating down upon his uncovered head would quickly produce the dreaded delirium of madness. The furnace heat of sunshine grew intense as noon approached, and he was compelled to keep his eyes closed to avoid the blinding glare.

Suddenly a noise fell upon his ear. At first it sounded like a low distant rumbling, but soon his practised ears detected that it was the rattle of musketry and din of tom-toms.

The City in the Sky was being attacked! His tribesmen had arranged to deliver the assault at noon, but what puzzled him was a sullen booming at frequent intervals. It was the sound of cannon, and showed plainly that Afo was being defended!

From where he was he could see nothing of it. Indeed, the base of the mountain was eight miles distant, and the city, parched upon its summit, could only be approached from the opposite side by a path that was almost inaccessible. Yet hour after hour the rapid firing continued, and it was evident a most desperate battle was being fought. This puzzled him, for had not Kheira said that the city was totally undefended? Still, the tumult of battle served to prevent him from lapsing into unconsciousness; and not until the sun sank in a brilliant, blood-red blaze did the firing cease. Then all grew silent again. The hot poison-wind from the desert caused the feathery heads of the palms to wave like funeral plumes, and night crept on. The horrible torture of the insects, the action of the sun upon his brain, the hunger, the thirst, and the constant strain of the nerves, proved too much; and he slept, haunted by spectral horrors, and a constant dread of the inevitable — the half-consciousness precursory of death.

So passed the night until the sun reappeared, but Hatitas eyes opened not. The heat of the blazing noon caused him no concern, neither did the two great grey vultures that were hovering over him; for it was not until he heard voices in the vicinity that he gazed around.

One voice louder than the others was uttering thanks to Allah. He listened; then, summoning all his strength that remained, he cried aloud, in the name of the One Merciful, for assistance.

There were sounds of hurrying footsteps, voices raised in surprise, a womans scream, and then objects, grotesquely distorted, whirled around him and he knew no more.



When Hatita again opened his weary, fevered eyes, he was amazed to find himself lying upon a soft, silken divan in a magnificent apartment, with slaves watching, ready to minister to his wants. He took a cooling draught from a crystal goblet handed to him, then raised himself, and inquired where he was. The slaves made no reply, but, bowing low, left. Then in a few moments the frou-frou of silk startled him, and next second he leaped to his feet, and, with a cry of joy, clasped Kheira in his arms.

In her gorgeous harem dress of pale rose silk, with golden bejewelled girdle, she looked bewitching, though around her eyes were dark rings that betrayed the anxiety of the past few days. As their lips met in hot, passionate kisses, she was followed by a tall, stately, dark-bearded man of matchless bearing, whose robe was of amaranth silk, and who wore in his head-dress a magnificent diamond aigrette. Kheira saw him, and, withdrawing herself from Hatitas embrace, introduced her lover to her father, the Sultan of Abea.

To thee I owe my life and my kingdom, said the potentate, giving him Peace, and wringing his hand warmly. Kheira hath related unto me the mercy thou didst show towards her; and it was thy word of warning that enabled us to repel and defeat the Kanouri.

Then thou didst escape, O signet of the sphere of elegance! the young Arab cried, turning to the Sultans daughter.

Yes; though I was hard pressed by two of thine horsemen I took the secret path, and thus were they baffled.

The Director of Fate apprised our fighting men of their danger, said the Sultan; and they returned on the same night. The breeze of grace blew, the sun of the favour of Allah shone. The news brought by Kheira was quickly acted upon, and the defences of the city so strengthened, that when at noon the assault was delivered, our cannon swept thy tribesmen from the pass like grains of sand before the sirocco. For six hours they fought; but their attempts to storm the city gate were futile, and the handful of survivors were compelled to retire, leaving nearly a thousand prisoners, including Nikále himself, in our hands.

And how was I rescued? Hatita asked, after briefly explaining how his conversation with Kheira had been overheard.

On the day following the fight, we went unto the shrine of Sidi Okbar to return thanks to Allah, and there found thee dying of heat and thirst. Thou didst sacrifice thy life to save our ruler and his city, therefore we brought thee hither, she said.

And as a reward, added the Sultan, smiling upon them both, I give unto thee my daughter Kheira in marriage. Then, taking their hands, he placed them in each others, and added, Thou hast both the verdure of the meadows of life. May Allah preserve thee, and grant unto thee long years of perfect peace, and an eternal rose-garden of happiness. In order that thou shalt have position fitting the husband of thy Sultans daughter, I have ordered our Palace of Kyoukoï to be prepared for thy reception. Therefore, wipe off the rust of ennui and fatigue from the speculum of thy mind, and follow me; for a feast is already prepared for the celebration of this betrothal.

And the happy pair, hand-in-hand, passed onward through the private pavilions — bewildering in their magnificence of marble and gold, and green with many leaves — to the Great Hall of the Divan, where, standing under the royal baldachin of yellow silk brocade, the Sultan of Abea rejoiced them with his favours, proclaiming Hatita, son of Ibrahim, as the future husband of Kheira, and appointing him Governor of the City in the Sky.


The Blood-Red Band.
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A SERIES OF exciting adventures that befell me four years ago were remarkable and puzzling. Until quite recently, I have regarded the mystery as impenetrable. Indeed, in this fin-de-siècle decade it is somewhat difficult to comprehend that such events could have occurred, or that the actors could have existed in real life.

I was in Piedmont, at the little village of Bardonnechia, a quaint, rural place comprising a few picturesque châlets, an inn, and a church with a bulgy spire, which nestles in the fertile valley at the foot of the towering, snow-capped Mont Cenis. I was staying at the inn, and I wished to go to Lanslebourg, on the opposite side of the mountain, intending to travel thence by diligence to Grenoble, where I had arranged to meet some friends. But I needed a guide. The by-paths in the Cottian Alps are rough and intricate, and he would be a daring spirit who would venture to cross the Cenis alone away from the beaten track.

There was not a single mule to be hired, and the only guide I could find refused to carry my valise, so I was in danger of missing my appointment. I could, of course, have gone by train through the tunnel to Modane, but that route would have taken me many miles out of my way, therefore I had decided upon the shorter road.

At evening, while I stood at dusk at the door of the inn, looking anxiously to see whether any guide or porter had returned from the mountains the innkeeper told me he had found a man.

Does he come from the valley? I asked.

No, signore; from the mountains.

Impossible? I should have seen him. I have been watching the path for an hour.

This man does not follow the same path as the others.

Why?

But my host vouchsafed no further explanation; he only called with a loud voice, Giovanni!

The guide appeared. He was tall, muscular, and rather strange-looking, about thirty years old, the wrinkles of his face giving an expression of hard and energetic will. He had a large, straight nose, wide mouth, thick, bushy black hair, and a beard of several days growth, while in his cap he wore a sprig of freshly-plucked edelweiss.

I invited him into my room, but he shrugged his shoulders.

You wish to go to Lanslebourg, over the Cenis? he said.

Yes.

Very well; give me ten lire.

The price was very moderate, but the fellow struck me as a swaggerer. Instinctively I did not like him.

Where is your licence? Are you a regular guide? I asked.

I have no licence, but I have a certificate of honourable discharge. I was in the Fourth Regiment of Artillery.

And your name?

Do you want to know all this for ten lire? and he began to laugh sarcastically. Very well; I will tell you my name gratis. I am called Giovanni Oldrini. Has the cross-examination concluded?

Seeing that his smile displeased me, he immediately changed his expression, and added emphatically — 

Ask the landlord about me; he will tell you. Buona sera.

And he turned and left me abruptly.

At four oclock next morning we set out. He tied my valise on his back, took his alpenstock, and set off nimbly, whistling a popular chansonette. His gait was peculiar. His step made no sound; he seemed to glide along.

Having crossed the rushing torrent by the ancient wooden bridge, we came to the foot of the mountain. Leaving the rough road that leads from Susa over the lower heights to Modane, we took a steep by-path that ran in serpentine wanderings over rocks and through woods of fir and pine. In climbing we passed a beautiful lavender garden. The side of the mountain was quite blue with the flowers, and the fresh air of dawn was scented by their fragrance. There were also barberries and gooseberries, and flowers which were among the first we know in our own land, such as dog-roses, white campions, and harebells. Then for some distance we skirted a wood, and as we went higher, the larches gave place to pines, and yet higher still only stunted herbage grew from the crevices of the bare brown rocks.

He climbed like a squirrel. Hardly had he started when he began to talk to me, but either from sleepiness or from the feeling of uneasiness which his company gave me, I did not answer him.

At first, in the steepest places, Giovanni turned and offered me his hand, but, being fresh, I refused his aid, proud to encounter the rough mountain. When we help ourselves with hands and knees, and every step must be studied, the mind does not notice the fatigue. Presently, however, the fellow began to walk by himself, abandoning me to my fate. There was no real danger, but I felt somewhat indignant at seeing him so high on the rocks.

Gradually he was increasing the distance between us, and I cried to him to stop, but my voice did not reach him. If it had not been for my valise, I would have returned immediately.

I saw he had a piece of paper in his hand and a pencil. Scribbling a few words, he folded the paper and placed it behind a large stone. My suspicions were increased when I saw him abstract something bright and shining from behind the stone and place it in his pocket. It was a revolver!

People do not generally go armed in the Cottian Alps, and I somehow felt convinced that the weapon was to be used for no lawful purpose. Perhaps the letter he had written was a message to his confederates, reporting the fact that he had secured a victim! How I regretted that I had not placed my revolver in my pocket instead of putting it in the valise he was carrying.

He was standing with his hands in his pockets, whistling a gay air and awaiting me. I was toiling up the steep path, and felt almost dead beat. The whole mountain was a mass of gigantic rocks, half buried in the sand, soft and moist from recently melted snow and the draining of the ice.

I was looking for a franc-piece I dropped. It rolled behind that stone, and I cannot find it, he said. Then he looked into my eyes, and asked, with an insolent air, Dont you believe me?

No.

I did not believe him, and began to be greatly disquieted. He perceived it, and immediately became jovial and talkative. He knew me, he said — he had asked the innkeeper about me. He knew that I was a journalist; it must be a fine trade for making money by the sackful. He knew city life, for he had lived in Turin, and he always read the Secolo — it was his favourite paper. He also knew that I had written novels — another gold mine. Writers of romance, he supposed, were always seeking adventure, and poking their noses in out-of-the-way corners, and inquiring into other peoples business. Good! I was with him, and might meet with a strange experience presently.

But I paid no attention to him.

You gentlemen come to the Alps for the fun of knowing what fatigue is, he said. Ah! if you only knew what it was — how much a piece of bread costs!

He was eloquent and excitable, and spoke like a man believing himself to be followed by constant persecution.

We had almost reached the summit, when suddenly we came upon a rough pillar built of pieces of rock piled together.

See! he said; there is the frontier mark.

Then we continued walking a dozen paces or so, and were in France.

Soon afterwards we recommenced our ascent to the summit, trudging through patches of melted snow. For about half an hour we continued our rough climb, when he halted, and, scanning the mountain cautiously, said — 

Come, follow me quickly!

Where? I asked. This surely is not the road to Lanslebourg?

Do not argue, but come with me, he said impatiently. If you do not, it will be the worse for you! he muttered between his teeth.

Linking his arm in mine, he half dragged me along to what appeared to be the face of a perpendicular rock. We passed along a narrow passage behind a great boulder, and as we did so, my strange guide gave a shrill whistle.

In a moment a cunningly-concealed door in the face of the rock opened and a wild-haired, black-bearded, brigandish-looking man emerged.

I was alarmed, for I saw I had been entrapped.

My guide uttered a few words in the Piedmontese patois, which I did not understand, whereupon the man who had opened the door exclaimed — 

The signore Inglese will please enter.

I hesitated, but I saw that to refuse was useless, so together we went into a large dark cavern. The bolt of the door was shot back into its socket with an ominous sound, while our footsteps echoed weirdly through the distant recesses. The man took up a torch and guided us through intricate turnings, until at last we came to a door which he opened, and we found ourselves in a small natural chamber, with wonderful stalactites hanging from the roof.

Two sinister-looking men, who were seated at a rough deal table drinking and playing dominoes, rose as we entered.

Neither spoke, but the man who had admitted us poured out some cognac and handed it to me, afterwards filling the other glasses. The men lifted them to me and tossed off the contents, an example which I followed.

We are safe here, observed Giovanni, turning to me; safe from the storm, the frontier guards, from everything.

I engaged you to conduct me to Lanslebourg, not to bring me here, I said severely.

He smiled.

This cave has been the grave of many men, he replied, as he calmly selected a cigar from the box upon the table. It may be yours.

What do you mean? I cried, thoroughly alarmed.

Surely you understand, exclaimed the man who admitted us. We are outlaws, brigands, contrabandists — whatever you like to call us in your language — it is quite immaterial. Come with me and I will convince you.
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Again I hesitated.

Follow! he commanded, taking up the torch.

Together we descended a short flight of roughly-hewn steps into a small, dark, damp-smelling cavern below. As he lifted the torch above his head, I saw that the place was occupied.

I shuddered and drew back in horror.

Upon a heap of dirty, mouldy straw, lay a woman. Her dress was ragged and faded, but she was very beautiful, with light golden hair, and a face that betokened culture and refinement. Around her neck was a curious band of a blood-red colour. Upon her countenance was a ghastly pallor, the lips were bloodless, the jaw had dropped, the eyes were fixed and had a stony, horror-stricken look in them, for she was a corpse!

You are satisfied that we are brigands? he asked. Good! Now I will show you that we are contrabandists.

Ascending the steps, we went to another part of the great cave, where he showed me kegs of cognac and wine, boxes of cigars, silks, and an assortment of dutiable merchandise.

When we returned to where the other men were sitting, one of them, the elder of the party, who spoke with authority, addressed me.

Well, he said, you have seen our stronghold, and recognise the impossibility of any one escaping from here, eh?

Yes, I replied; but I cannot conceive why I have been allured here. I am a poor man, and not worth robbing.

That is not our intention, signore, the contrabandist answered, with mock politeness, as he puffed a cloud of smoke from his rank cigar. True, you have been entrapped, but if you consent to perform for us a small secret service, you are at liberty to depart; and, moreover, our good Giovanni will complete his contract, and see you safely to Lanslebourg.

What is the service? I asked.

It is not at all difficult, and you will run no risk, he replied. He took from an ancient oak coffer a small sealed packet, and added, We desire this taken to Briançon; will you undertake to do so?

What am I to do with it? I asked.

The thing is simple enough. You will leave here and go to Lanslebourg, thence to Briançon. Arrived there, you will remain at the Couronne dOr, and wear this peace of edelweiss in your coat. On the day after to-morrow, a lady will call upon you and ask for the packet, as promised. She will give her name as Madame Trois Etoiles, and will give you a receipt for the packet. This you will send to Giovanni Oldrini at the Poste Restante at Bardonnechia. There the matter will end.

If she does not call?

Then you must advertise to find her, announcing that you particularly desire an interview. Of course your undertaking will be binding, and you will preserve the secret of the existence of this place under penalty of death. Do you agree?

I glanced round the weird cavern. The last straw of my self-possession was broken, and I was prepared to promise anything in order to escape.

Agree, signore, urged Giovanni anxiously. There will be no risk, no inconvenience, I assure you.

Very well, I said at last; if you stipulate this as the price of my ransom, I suppose I am compelled to submit.

You will swear to preserve our secret; to tell no living soul where you obtained the packet, and to deliver it without fail and with the seals intact? the elder man asked, handing me a carved ivory crucifix.

Yes, I swear, I said, taking it and pressing it to my lips.

Good! he exclaimed; here is the packet. Deliver it safely, for its contents, if lost, could never be replaced. Join us in another glass, and then proceed. Oldrini will go with you to the outskirts of Lanslebourg.

I emptied another glass of brandy with the smugglers, and a few minutes later saw the sunlight and breathed the fresh mountain air again. When we were well on our downward path, I felt inclined to reprimand my guide for having taken me to the cavern; but on reflection it became plain that he was in league with the contrabandists, and that he carried on smuggling and thieving in the guise of guide.

Onward we trudged down the steep, slippery rocks, scarcely uttering a word for an hour, when suddenly from a sentry-box there appeared a French soldier with rifle presented.

He inquired our names, and why we wished to enter France. A civil reply propitiated him, and he drew himself up at Attention! and allowed us to proceed.

We were compelled by the steepness of the mountain to take a circuitous route, so that the descent occupied longer than we had anticipated, and when, soon after sunset, we emerged upon the high road to Lanslebourg, he halted to take leave of me.

Pardon, signore, exclaimed my guide. I only took you to the cavern because it is imperative that the packet should be delivered. I ask your forgiveness; and he raised his cap deferentially.

For what reason is it imperative? I inquired.

I regret I cannot tell you, he replied. Addio, signore. Remember your trust, and keep your promise, or—

He did not finish the sentence, but shrugged his shoulders significantly, and, handing me my valise, turned and left me.



Two days later, I was sitting idly smoking at a little table outside the Couronne dOr inn at Briançon, that curious little town inside the great fortress that commands the pass of Mont Genevre. The Alps were purple in the glorious sunset. The sun had long ago been hidden by the mountains behind, on whose tops the ice and snow glistened. Then, as the calm twilight came on, a pale, rosy light suffused the eastern sky, the moon rose, the aspens shook, the outlines of the valley shaded off into darkness and uncertainty, and the last glow sank into the deepening blue.

Having telegraphed to my friends, arranging to meet them at Grenoble on the morrow, I sat silent, thoughtful, and expectant.

Suddenly a musical voice behind exclaimed in English.

The signore wears the edelweiss, I observe.

Yes, I replied, turning and confronting a tall, handsome, middle-aged lady, attired in deep black. She was evidently of the upper class, and spoke English with an accent scarcely perceptible. A fact which struck me as very remarkable was that around her neck she wore a band of blood-red silk exactly the same as that upon the corpse in the brigands cave! What could it denote?

I presume I am not mistaken in addressing you. I am Madame Trois Etoiles.

I have been expecting you, I said.

You have been commissioned to deliver something to me, have you not? she asked, seating herself in the chair on the opposite side of the table.

Yes. I must confess, however, that my mission is a somewhat mysterious one. And I drew the packet from my pocket.

Mine is also mysterious, she laughed nervously. But tell me, who gave it to you?

Unfortunately, I must not tell, madame; I am sworn to secrecy, I replied. Then I asked, Why is it imperative that the packet should be conveyed to you in this manner?

Ah, signore, I am as ignorant as yourself. Besides, I also have taken an oath. It was a stipulation that I should explain nothing. I was to meet you here and receive the packet — to act as messenger, in fact. That is all.

Then we cannot exchange confidences, I said disappointedly.

She shook her head.

Very well; there is the mysterious packet; and I handed it to her.

Then I tore a leaf from my pocket-book, and, together with a pencil, handed it to my strange visitor, who wrote in Italian the words, Received of Signore the Englishman, the packet with seals intact. — Madame * * *

Passing the paper back to me, she drew on the glove she had removed, and, rising, wished me a haughty adieu, remarking that she was obliged to leave for Modane by the diligence which would start almost immediately from the Hôtel de Ville.

I raised my hat, and after a graceful bow she turned, and, walking away along the quiet, old-world street, was soon lost in the gathering gloom.



One evening, quite recently, I was sitting in the Trattoria di Piazza San Carlo, that great, gilded restaurant that overlooks the handsome square in the centre of Turin. Major Malaspina, of the National Guard, was with me, and we were chatting over our coffee and cigars. Giulio Malaspina is an old friend whom I first met ten years ago, when, in the performance of my journalistic duties, I visited the cholera hospitals of Naples with King Humbert and Queen Margherita. Mainly through him, various facilities were afforded me for visiting the hospitals and passing the military cordon as often as I pleased, hence our acquaintance ripened into warm and lasting friendship. Short and thick-set, with closely-cropped, iron-grey hair, and a fierce, bristly moustache, he is a merry little man, and at the present time the most popular officer of the Turin garrison.

He was glancing through the Tribuna, which the waiter had just brought, while I sat lazily contemplating the groups of diners through a veil of tobacco smoke.

Ah! he exclaimed suddenly, removing the cigar from his lips and looking up from the paper. I see theyve captured a band of robbers in the Carpathians. It is really remarkable that brigands should exist in Europe in these highly civilised days.

Are there any in the Alps? I asked, half inclined to relate my extraordinary experience, but suddenly remembering that I had bound myself to secrecy.

There were, but there are none now. I assisted in clearing out the last band. They were clever, daring scoundrels, who exhibited much remarkable ingenuity. The discovery of the gang caused a good deal of sensation about two years ago. But of course you were in England at that time; possibly you heard nothing about it?

No; tell me, I said anxiously. Im always interested in stories of brigands.

Plots for novels, eh? he said, laughing merrily, contemplating the fine diamond that glittered on his finger. Well, he began, for a long time it had been known that a number of contrabandists were smuggling goods from France over the almost impassable summit of Mont Cenis.

They were Piedmontese brigands, then? I exclaimed in surprise.

Yes. Travellers had been robbed, diligences on the Modane road had been stopped, baggage rifled, and various depredations were being constantly reported. It was evident that they were in league with some receivers of stolen property at Milan, but the ingenious manner in which they disposed of their booty baffled all efforts to discover the identity of the thieves. Probably they would have continued their nefarious operations unmolested until the present time, had they not committed a most daring robbery, which very nearly culminated in a public scandal. Per Bacco! there is more comedy than tragedy in the story. You must be discreet if I relate it to you, for it is not generally known, and if it got about, a good deal of displeasure might be created at the Ministry at Rome.

And, amused at his own thoughts, he laughed heartily.

It happened about three years ago, he continued, that the King, while inspecting the crown jewels, discovered that the small jewelled cross which surmounts the great historic diamond of enormous value that forms the apex of the royal crown was loose, and, moreover, the great gem itself required resetting. After much consideration, it was at length resolved to entrust the work to a renowned jeweller in Paris, and the portion of the insignia was dispatched thither by royal messenger. The latter, it appears, took train by way of Turin and the Mont Cenis tunnel, but on arrival at the Alpine frontier, found that some repairs were being carried out in the tunnel, which necessitated it being closed to all traffic for several days. He was unable to walk through, because there had been a landslip. That the crown should be renovated without delay was imperative, as it was required for an important State ceremonial, therefore the messenger resolved to go by mule over the mountain to Modane. On the way, however, he and his guide were attacked, and the contrabandists carried away, among other things, the precious packet containing the most valuable portion of the regal crown!

The majors eyes twinkled merrily, and he laughed immoderately. Suddenly, noticing my grave, anxious expression, he said — 

Ah, of course you are interested! Dio mio! it was a huge joke. You desire to hear the dénouement? Well, you may easily imagine His Majestys wrath when the matter was reported to him; but the gravity of the situation lay in the fact that any hue and cry raised would create a public scandal, and in all probability cause the thieves to destroy the jewels. Had the newspapers got wind of the theft, the whole of Europe would be laughing at Italys ludicrous discomfiture. For several weeks the frontier guards kept a sharp look-out on the mountains, but no traces of the thieves could be discovered, therefore at Rome a good deal of anxiety began to be felt. At length, however, the King himself received a letter from the scoundrels, stating that they had discovered the nature of their booty, and as loyal subjects of His Majesty, and upholders of the dignity of the kingdom, they desired to return the portion of the crown. They stipulated, however, that the packet containing the jewels would only be given up to the Countess di Palermo, one of the queens ladies-in-waiting, and that if she called on a certain evening at an inn at Briançon, the packet would be duly delivered to her. Cool, audacious impudence, wasnt it?

Yes, I said; but how ineffably loyal they were!

Most extraordinary rascals! Of course the King gave a pledge that no attempt would be made to trace whence the jewels came, and that the Countess alone would keep the appointment. She did so; and, remarkable to relate, the packet was handed to her by some wayfaring Englishman, whose name never transpired. In that manner the most valuable of the crown jewels was recovered, greatly to the satisfaction of His Majesty, the Council of Ministers, and all who were in the secret.

Malaspina puffed vigorously at his cigar for a few seconds, and then continued — 

The recklessness of the outlaws was amazing. Robbery and extortion became more frequent, and thefts were committed with as cool determination as if the scoundrels held special licence from the King. At length the Minister of Police decided that such a state of things should no longer be allowed to continue. Hence it was that I found myself at the head of a company of Bersaglieri, scouring the mountains from Mont Blanc to Mont Rosa. After much fruitless search, we discovered that the stronghold of the bandits was a remarkable cave almost on the summit of the Cenis, at a point accessible only by a secret by-path. Having carefully laid our plans, we advanced to the attack early one morning. Unfortunately, the mountain afforded no cover, therefore our presence must have been immediately detected. Eventually, however, we battered down the door of their hiding-place, and entered. To our surprise, we found the cavern was an enormous one, and it took us a considerable time to explore its recesses. In the meantime, the occupants, whoever they were, must have escaped by another exit, for we never saw them, and they have not been apprehended to this day. In the cavern I found quantities of contraband goods stored, and every evidence of extensive smuggling. One discovery I made was indeed horrible, yet on closer investigation it proved as grimly humorous as the other incidents. Into a lower chamber I had descended with a light, and found, to my amazement, the body of a beautiful woman, who had evidently been kept a prisoner, and had died under harsh treatment. Apparently she had expired quite recently, for there were no signs of decomposition. At first I felt inclined to retreat, but the expression in the wide-open, staring eyes attracted my attention, and I bent and touched the face. It was clammy and cold, but quite hard. A portion of it came off in my hand. Dio! I had been deceived — it was of wax!

Wax? I cried, astonished.

Yes. Inquiries I subsequently made showed that a travelling waxwork show on its way across the frontier had been attacked a couple of years before, and among other things stolen was this wax figure. With cunning ingenuity, the contrabandists had contrived to transform the ruddy visage of a wax Desdemona into the pallid countenance of a corpse, which they placed upon a heap of filthy straw in the damp, dark lower chamber. Around its neck, for some reason unaccountable, they had placed a scarlet band, similar to that always worn by the Countess di Palermo to conceal a cicatrice. The object, I suppose, was to show the corpse to travellers, whom they entrapped in order to extort money from them by threatening to keep them in the Dantean dungeon, and starving them to death.

A most ingenious device, I said in abject astonishment. The cave is now deserted, I suppose?

The cave? Pouf! and he raised both his hands with a movement indicative of an explosion. Acting under orders from Rome, a party of engineers blew it up with dynamite. As regards the thieves, no one knows what became of them. It must be admitted, however, that they had one redeeming characteristic — that of loyalty to their exemplary sovereign!

And Major Malaspina laughed, sipped his vermouth, and lapsed into the full enjoyment of his long cigar.


A Child of the Sun.
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SADNESS AND JOY, despair and ecstasy, were never so linked as they are in my soul to-night.

Many men have gone mad upon far less provocation, and yet I am calm — so calm with this whirligig of emotions that I surprise myself.

Ah! it will not be long ere it is all over. Death will bring oblivion, the game will stop; and though joy, ecstasy, and delight all flee, sadness, misery, and despair will be banished with them. Remorse will cease to gnaw — that everlasting longing for what can never be will end its torture, and I shall be at peace.

But if there should not be rest beyond the grave? Bah! Im upset, and I imagined I was calm. There is a superlative in suffering as in everything, else, and I have reached it. Death at its worst can have no further horrors.

Three drops from this phial in my hand into that glass of cognac at my elbow, and my ticket is made out. One gulp, and I shall have started on my journey.

Ah! it was not an unpleasant draught — slightly bitter, perhaps. The spirit was strong — a bitter potion, a sweet release.

It is merely a question of time; a few minutes now, and I shall be carried from the here to the hereafter.

How strangely my memory stirs! Am I dreaming? Or am I really growing young again?



It is the evening of a hot August day. The sun has disappeared in a blaze of crimson and gold. The breeze rises, and the broad. Plage at Scheveningen is swept by the refreshing wind scudding across the North Sea. Long, sharp-crested, snowy waves are breaking into hissing spray on the shore, and, chased in by the heavy weather, the picturesque Dutch fishing-smacks fly like gulls to reach the anchorage behind the lighthouse towards Loosduinen.

The Casino is ablaze with light on top of the high dune dominating the villas and hotels that line the beach. There is dancing this evening, for the season is at its height, as Le Petit Courrier says.

Men of the haut ton are promenading on the broad terrace, and gazing on the file of fair ladies who are arriving, one after the other, in ball dress. They are mainly Belgians in queer hats, and Parisians in limp cravats, but there are some Dutch and English among them, and these are none the less merry.

Close to me half a dozen loungers are smoking cigars and talking loud enough for me to overhear. A handsome, elderly fop sets the key, and the others laugh in chorus whenever he utters a bon mot.

Im open to bet that the lovely Valerie de Noirville will not come, he says. Her foster-father has left her to mope alone at the Deutschmann. He is already sitting at the écarté-table, where he stands alone against all comers. Im afraid, my dear Victor, youll not see your incomparable Valerie this evening.

I confess that, after all, I dont care very much, replies the person addressed, shrugging his shoulders. This Southron is too dark-skinned, and has got a hasty temper too. For me, I only like the blondes.

That may be, but her millions will please you, I fancy. It is an open secret that mademoiselle is the favourite in the will, and she certainly is a most fascinating girl.

De Noirville hasnt the least desire to have his will executed just yet. Besides, why should I waste time over her? The place is taken already.

At Paris, yes — by René Delbet; everybody knows that — but at Scheveningen — ?

The same here, the same here, old fellow. The lady with the black eyes never pines alone — not even at seaside resorts. What is amusing, is that our excellent friend, De Noirville, does not notice how desperately his daughter flirts. Yet hes seen a great deal of life, and if I had been married twice, I think I should know how to play the watch-dog.

Eh? Has she a cavalier here? Who — who?

A poor devil of a lieutenant in the Chasseurs dAfrique. He adores her, and believes he has no rival. Nobody knows him; he is a mere chance-met gallant.

Infernal impertinence, to aspire to the hand of la belle Valerie! remarks one.

Is it a serious affair? inquires another.

Was Valerie ever serious? asks the elder man, with a laugh. No, my dear fellows, shes only serious with René Delbet; but then, hes one of the richest men on the Bourse.

I turn away to hide myself, for they are speaking of me. I, Lucien Peyrafitte, am the poor devil of a lieutenant, and it is true that I adore Valerie, the charming girl of whom those jays had spoken with so much recklessness. Although I had known her for several months, — first in Paris, and afterwards here, on the Dutch coast, — I had not breathed one word of love.

Why should I not do so to-night? She was alone at the hotel; there could be no more fitting opportunity.
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Retracing my steps along the Plage to the Hôtel Deutschmann, I found her sitting upon the verandah alone, plunged in a deep reverie. In one of those huge wicker chairs which one sees nowhere else but at Scheveningen, I took a seat beside her, and, grasping her white hand, raised it to my lips.

How long I sat there I cannot tell. It must have been several hours. Before we rose to enter the hotel, she had admitted that she loved me, and as a pledge of her affection, had given me a turquoise ring from her finger, while I had kissed her passionately, she returning my caresses and appearing supremely happy.

Yet it was in a brief fools paradise that I existed that night, for before midday on the morrow I had left Scheveningen, having received a telegram from one of my comrades in Paris, urging me to return at once, as the regiment was ordered to Africa immediately.

Such was the irony of fate! Just as I had won the love of the woman I worshipped, I was torn away from her without scarcely an opportunity of bidding her farewell.



We may all three die to-night!

The words were spoken by Captain Lavigniac, who with myself and Lieutenant Maurel were crouching around the dying embers of our camp-fire.

Thats true, remarked Maurel; but if so, we shall die for France. And, after all, is life worth living?

We laughed, blasé boulevardiers that we were. Having been nauseated by the sweets of life, we were now face to face with death.

The expedition against the fanatical Kel-Ahamellen was much more perilous than we had anticipated. General La Pelletier, who commanded the Algerian forces, had sent us — a mere handful of men — from In Salah away into the wild, inhospitable Tanezrouft Desert, in pursuit of a horde of the dusky rebels; but the long weary ride across the burning plains to Djedeyyed had taken all the spirit out of us. Under a blazing sun we had been journeying for a week, and on this particular night were encamped in a small oasis of Am Ohannan, which consisted of a well of brackish water and one single palm.

Unfortunately, owing to the treachery of our native guide, — who, by the way, was summarily dealt with by being shot, — we had entered a trap laid for us by the enemy. Our scouts had only an hour before reported that we were surrounded by the Arabs, who greatly outnumbered us, and that our position was extremely grave.

We were, therefore, waiting in the momentary expectation of a night attack.

For myself I did not care. Since my arrival in Africa I had received several warm, affectionate letters from Valerie; but, alas! my awakening had come. By the same mail that had brought her last letter to Algiers, I had received from a friend a Figaro, which contained the following announcement in its High Life column: — 

A marriage has been arranged, and will shortly take place between Mademoiselle Valerie de Noirville, who is well-known in Paris society, and Monsieur René Delbet.

Perfidious fate! I had been tricked by her, and all her declarations of love were false. Heartsick and jaded, I sat beside the smouldering embers, thinking over the hopelessness of my future. The discovery of Valeries baseness had crushed me. With the exception of the crackling of the fire, and the measured tread of the sentry beyond, all was still in the bright, clear night. Around the well our men were lying, wrapped in their cloaks, but not sleeping. Each man, with his revolver in one hand and the bridle of his horse in the other, was ready at any moment to spring up, mount, and ride straight into the irregular column of brown-faced, white-burnoused foe, who had sworn on their Korân to exterminate us Christian dogs.

The moments passed, breathless and exciting.

Qui est là? suddenly demanded a sentry, causing us to start.

Ami. Pour la France! was the response, and in a moment later Colonel Chadoume joined us.

There will be fighting to-night, he said briefly. There are thousands of those black devils.

There will not be so many when our sabres have whirled through them, observed Lavigniac grimly.

We are caught like rats in a trap, whispered the colonel in a low tone, so that the men should not overhear his misgivings. The only way in which we can save ourselves is to apprise Le Pelletier of our position, and give him a plan of the country between In Zizé and Chikh Salah from the survey we have made.

But how can we? asked Maurel. Whoever went would have to pass the lines of the enemy at the risk of being shot.

We were silent for several minutes.

I will go, I said at last.

You? exclaimed the three men in surprise.

I nodded.

I will make the attempt, I added.

But you must carry the plan as well as the letter, and start before daybreak, said the colonel.

I am ready, I replied. I set but little value upon my life, for, truth to tell, I was utterly reckless now Valerie was false to me.

In the grey hour before the dawn I left the camp. I had exchanged my scarlet trousers and gilt-braided tunic for a shapeless white burnouse, and about my head wore a haick, around which was twisted many yards of brown camels hair; my face had been effectually dyed a deep brown, I had assumed a flowing black beard, and my bare feet were thrust into rough slippers. Any one who had met the inoffensive Arab trader from El Biodh, would scarcely have suspected him to be an officer of the Chasseurs dAfrique, and a well-known figure in drawing-rooms of the Avenue de Champs Elysées.

Mounted on a camel, with well-filled bags across my saddle, I rode slowly along, over the rough stony desert, eastward, guided only by the streak of yellow light that heralded the dawn.

Far away upon the horizon was a low range of hills, at the foot of which the Kel-Ahamellen were encamped.

I knew it was useless to evade passing through their lines by taking a circuitous route, and had decided that it would be safer to act boldly, and endeavour to pass through their headquarters.

For hours I rode wearily onward. The pitiless rays of the blazing sun beat down upon the loose, parched earth, and their reflection almost blinded me. Not a breath of wind cooled the atmosphere, but, on the contrary, the blasts which ever and anon blew over the Great Sahara, whirling up dense clouds of sand, were like whiffs of hot air from a furnace.

The sun travelled its course, and sank behind me with a blood-red, angry glare that bathed the desert and mountains with brilliant tints. By shading my eyes with my hands, I could now distinguish that I was approaching the settlement of the hostile tribe, and could make out their scattered tents.

As I looked, I saw four figures approaching. They grew nearer rapidly. Then I saw they were mounted Arabs, galloping with all speed towards me. They were standing in the stirrups in the manner peculiar to the Bedouins of the Great Desert, and, with their long rifles carried high above their heads and their white burnouses flowing behind, were bearing down upon me.

Drawing a long breath, I collected all the courage I possessed.

A few minutes later, with wild yells, the brown-visaged quartette rode up to me, addressing rapidly-uttered questions in Arabic, which I answered coolly.

I told them that I had no sympathy with war, that I was a trader from El Biodh, and that my destination was In Salah, where I constantly had commercial transactions.

But how camest thou here? asked the great black-bearded fellow who had first addressed me, as he fixed his keen eyes upon mine.

I rode, I replied in Arabic, a language in which I was fortunately proficient. Allah hath protected me.

Didst thou not see the red-legged French dogs?

Yes, I passed them yesterday. There are thousands of them.

This statement seemed to cause them considerable dismay. They held a hurried conversation in an undertone, and then informed me that I should have to go before the Sheikh.

An hour later, I was taken before the chief of the tribe, who was seated cross-legged on a mat outside his tent. He was a grey-bearded, wizen-faced old man, whose eyes had lost none of the dark brilliance of youth, and whose teeth shone white in contrast with his red lips and sun-tanned yellow face. As I was led up to him, and the manner in which I had been discovered explained, he slowly removed his long pipe from his mouth, and regarded me critically.

Thou sayest the French, the accursed offspring of Eblis, are numerous? Where didst thou see them?

In an oasis near Tighehert.

Ah! thine accent! Thou speakest French, then?

Yes, father, I replied; I learned it in Algiers.

He grunted dubiously, and, turning to a great brawny giant who stood among the followers who crowded around him leaning upon their guns, uttered a few guttural words.

Did not the sons of offal stop thee? he inquired. Relate unto me all thou knowest about them.

I know nothing, I replied, bowing submissively. I merely passed, having satisfied them that I was not a spy. I had no object in interesting myself in the movements of infidels.

The old Sheikh replaced his chibouk between his lips and continued smoking in thoughtful silence, having fixed his gaze intently upon me.

Hum! he grunted.

Then he proceeded to interrogate me regarding my ride from El Biodh. My replies, however, did not apparently remove his suspicions, and he smiled sarcastically now and then, at the same time watching contemplatively the thin columns of blue smoke that rose from his pipe. Suddenly he turned, and, addressing the men who had ridden out to meet me, gave orders that I should be searched.

I stood silently by, watching the men turn out and examine closely the contents of my saddlebags, and the food I was carrying. Then they proceeded to search my pockets, compelling me to raise my arms above my head.

Peste! Fate was again unpropitious!

As I raised my hands, my loose burnouse fell from my arms, leaving them bare, and disclosing that they were white!

Ah! cried the Sheikh, his bright eyes flashing with anger. So thou art a spy! Thou, son of a dog, seekest the overthrow of Allahs chosen!

My father, I cried, I — I am not a spy. Behold! I have neither knife nor gun. Is it not written that the One Worthy of Praise showeth mercy only to the merciful?

Seize the dog! Take him away, and let him be shot at dawn, as soon as there is sufficient light to distinguish a black thread from a white, the old rebel commanded with a wave of his sun-tanned hand.

Then, rising, he cast aside his pipe impatiently, and was about to enter his tent, when his passage was barred by a veiled girl in rich silks and gauzes, who stood for a moment gazing at me. Her adjar, although concealing her face, left visible a fine pair of sparkling black eyes, and a forehead that had been plentifully bedaubed with powder in the manner of Eastern women. Rows of golden sequins hung upon her brow, and upon her wrists and bare ankles were jingling bangles.

Hold! she cried in a commanding tone, raising her bare arm and addressing the Sheikh. Though innocent of any crime, thou hast condemned him to die. Is it not written in the Book of Everlasting Will that mercy should be shown unto the weak?

He is a Roumi, and his tribe will be consumed by the unquenchable fire in Al-Hâwiyat, answered the chief of the rebels.

Of a verity thou speakest the truth, she said. But is it not also written that thou shalt not transgress by attacking the infidel first, for Allah loveth not the transgressors.

I have spoken! roared the Sheikh in anger. Seek not to argue, but return unto thy divan. The son of a dog shall die! and, pushing her roughly aside, he strode into his tent amid the murmured approbation of the crowd of dark-visaged horsemen who had assembled.

Brothers, she cried in a voice that betrayed her agitation, the Roumi now before thee hath fallen into our hands, therefore we should show him mercy. I, Halima Fathma, daughter of thy Sheikh, — upon whom may the One Merciful pour abundant blessing — appeal unto thee on his behalf. Wilt thou not release him, and lift from my heart the weight which oppresseth it?

In the silence that followed, she gazed appealingly around.

No, they answered, when they had whispered among themselves. Our Sheikh hath condemned the spy. He seeketh to betray us, and must die.

I am hungry, I cried, as, after further vain argument, the Sheikhs daughter was turning away. It is permissible, I suppose, to have a last meal?

Saying this, I stopped, and, picking up the small loaf which the Arabs had taken from my saddle-bag, commenced to eat it with a coolness which apparently astonished the group of freebooters of the plains.

Through that balmy moonlit night I remained where my captors had left me, bound to a palm tree in the vicinity of the settlement. Hour after hour I waited alone, watching the beauty of the Oriental sky, and longing for the end. I knew I should receive no quarter — that ere the sun rose I should be shot down, and my body left to the vultures. My thoughts reverted to my boyhood, to my gay, reckless career in Paris, and most of all to Valerie.

The moon was fast disappearing, and I was calmly watching for the steely-grey light which in the desert is precursory of dawn, when suddenly I heard a footstep. The person was concealed behind some huge boulders, and I concluded that it was one of my captors who had mounted guard over me.

Yet, as I listened, the steps sounded too stealthy, like those of a light-footed thief. I stood breathless in wonderment, when suddenly a slim, white-robed figure crept from behind the rocks, and advanced towards me.

It was an Arab youth. He placed his finger upon his lips, indicative of silence.

As he came up to me, I gazed at him in surprise, for his haick concealed his face.

Hush! he whispered in Arabic; make no noise, or we may be discovered. It is cruel that a brave officer like thyself should be murdered, he added. I have come to save thee.

How didst thou know I was an officer?

Ask no questions, he replied. And drawing a keen knife from beneath his burnouse, he severed the cords that bound me.

Thou art free, he said. Come, follow me.

Picking up the bread I had not eaten, I thrust it into my pocket, and followed my unknown friend up a stony path that led into a narrow mountain pass. When some distance from the settlement, we came to a clump of trees, to one of which was tethered my camel.

Quick! Mount and ride away, he urged. Keep straight through the pass, and when thou gainest the desert, turn at once towards the north. A days journey from here will bring thee unto the encampment of thy comrades.

Only a days journey! I cried. To what do I owe the sudden interest that the daughter of the Sheikh hath taken in my welfare? I asked, laughing.

I know not. Women have such strange caprices sometimes. But get away quickly, he urged. Lose not a moment, or thou wilt be overtaken. Slamá. Alah iselemeck!

Turning from me, he hurried away; not, however, before I had discerned in the faint grey light that the face, half hidden by the spotless haick surrounding it, was beardless, evidently that of a woman. Was it Halima herself?

At first I was prompted to follow and ascertain; but next second I saw the grave risks we both were running, and, mounting my swift méheri, started off at a gallop over the rough stones and dunes of loose, treacherous sand.

Suddenly the crack of a rifle startled me. Then, as I glanced back, I saw, to my amazement and dismay, the slim, burnoused figure lying in a heap upon the stones; while three yelling, gesticulating Arabs were standing over it, cursing, brandishing their knives and shaking their fists. Evidently they had shot my rescuer!

To linger, however, would mean death. Therefore, on emerging from the pass, I took the route described by the mysterious person who had given me my freedom; galloping over the trackless desert in a northerly direction, with eyes eager to discern the encampment of Spahis and Zouaves.

Before nightfall I was safe within the French lines, relating to General Le Pelletier the events of my journey, and explaining the perilous position of the 39th Regiment.

But you mentioned something of dispatches, and a plan of the country? he said.

Yes; I have them here, I replied.

Then, taking from my pocket the half-eaten roll of bread, I broke it, and took therefrom two small pieces of paper.

One was a map in miniature, showing the route he was to travel, and the other the dispatch.



We are close upon them now, I remarked to an officer riding by my side on the next night. Theyll fight like demons.

Hardly had the words passed my lips, before wild yells of rage rent the air on every side; and ere we could realise it, we had surprised the encampment of the Kel-Ahamellen, and rifles flashed on every side.

I need not describe the desperate hand-to-hand conflict in the darkness. Suffice it to say, that we punished the tribe for their temerity in sentencing me to death.

When in the early morning, after a severe engagement, we walked among the ruins of the tents and heaps of dead, I searched diligently for Halima, being aided by a dozen other officers and men. But we did not discover her; and I became convinced that my worst fears were realised, and that she had fallen a victim to the relentless vengeance of her people.



Nearly two years elapsed before I again trod the asphalte of my beloved Paris.

A few weeks after my return to civilisation, I attended a ball at the German Embassy. I had been dancing, and was taking my partner, a rather skittish widow, into the supper-room, when I accidentally stepped upon and rent the dress-train of a dark-haired girl, who, leaning upon the arm of an elderly man, was walking before me.

She turned, and I bowed my apologies. The words died from my lips.

The woman, whose flower-trimmed dress I had torn, was Valerie! It was a mutual recognition; but neither of us spoke.

Half an hour later, however, I was sitting alone with her. To my fierce demands for an explanation of the sudden breaking off of her communications, she replied boldly, and with such an air of veracity that I hated myself for having spoken so harshly.

Judge my joy when she told me she was still unmarried, that the paragraph in the Figaro was unauthorised, and that it had been inserted by some unknown enemy, during her absence from Paris.

Then you are not Madame Delbet? I cried, with ill-concealed delight.

Certainly not; Msieur Delbet is an old friend of our family, that is all, she replied, laughing. After you left Oran, I could not write, as you were away in the desert. I read of your adventures and your bravery in the newspapers, but did not know where a letter would find you; therefore, I left all explanations of my enforced silence until your return.

And — you still love me? I asked, with trepidation, placing my arm tenderly around her slim waist, and drawing her towards me.

Of course. But, mon cher, you have never doubted me, have you?

No, I replied, after an awkward pause, gazing fondly into her eyes. But now I have gained my promotion, will you become my wife?

Her answer was affirmative, and we sealed our compact with a kiss.



Would that I could omit this last and terrible chapter of my biography. But no! The hideous story must be related to its bitter end, to serve as warning to others.

Through closed windows and drawn curtains was borne the solemn clang of a bell in a church tower in the Avenue de Villiers, recording the death of to-day and the birth of to-morrow. A simple canary in its gilded cage, mistaking for morning sunshine the soft glow of electricity, as it filtered through its shade of orange silk, chirped a matin song in shrill staccato. A tiny slippered foot nervously patted the sleek fur of the tiger rug beneath it, a strong arm girt a slender waist; and, between the solemn strokes of the church bell, and the cheery passages of the bird-song, quick, passionate kisses alone stirred the scented air.

The man spoke. It was René Delbet!

I must go now, darling, he said. We have both braved too much already. He may return at any moment.

And if he did? Valerie asked defiantly.

He might at least — suspect.

Suspect? and she laughed a chorus to the canary. He doesnt know what suspicion means. He would trust me with Mephistopheles himself. Should he find you here, he would only thank you for entertaining me. Hes the most easy-going fellow in the world.

The man smiled, released his companion from his embrace, and rose from the settee, upon which the two had been seated.

Im afraid, my dear, he said, that you presume too much upon his confidence. There is no cord so elastic that it will not snap.

I waited for no more, but burst into the room, having, in my frenzy of madness, drawn a revolver from my pocket.

Diable! You? cried Delbet, starting up in alarm.

Ah, my husband! gasped Valerie, covering her blanched face with her hands.

Sacré! You shall die! I shouted.

The tolling bell throbbed once again, and then — a short, sharp, loud report and a flash together. A little puff of blue-grey smoke floated ceilingward, a mans frightened cry pierced the night, and upon the harmonious colours of the flower-strewn carpet Valerie lay dead.



Rushing to my wifes boudoir, I broke open her escritoire, bent upon ascertaining the nature of any letters she might have concealed there.

There were many. Ah, Dieu! When I think of the passionate love-missives penned by the man whom I had implicitly trusted, and admitted to my home as a friend, my brain is lashed to frenzy.

One discovery I made was startling. Several of the letters bore the stamp of twenty-five centimes, and their envelopes were addressed to Mademoiselle Halima Fathma, care of Hadj Hassan, Douéra Algérie.

Searching further, I discovered a full-length cabinet photograph, taken in Algiers. It was of Valerie dressed as the Sheikhs daughter, with the exception that the adjar, which had hidden the Arab girls face, had been removed.

In my surprise I almost forgot the terrible tragedy.

Continuing the investigation of the odds and ends in her private drawer, I found an Arab head ornament and several bracelets. The pattern of the crescent-shaped sequins I recognised as the same as those worn by the mysterious Halima.

These discoveries, combined with the contents of the letters which I hastily scanned, left no doubt that Halima and Valerie were the same person; and, further, that Hassan, the wealthy Sheikh of the Ahamellen, who had a house at Douéra, was really her father; and that Monsieur de Noirville had brought her up, and educated her to the ways of civilised society.

When I had left for Algeria, it had been her caprice to follow me, and rejoin her people.

She had saved my life, yet I had killed her.

But though so fair, she was false — false!



Bah! How infernally bitter this cognac is!

One more gulp, and my body and soul will have parted. I shall be at rest.

Ah, well! Heres health to the cursed scoundrel who has wrecked my life. The glass is drained. The sediment was like gall.

How it burns!

I — I go. I trouble no one longer. Au revoir. Adieu!


The Secret of the Fox Hunter (1903)
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IT happened three winters ago. Having just returned from Stuttgart, where I had spent some weeks at the Marquardt in the guise I so often assumed, that of Monsieur Gustav Dreux, commercial traveller, of Paris, and where I had been engaged in watching the movements of two persons staying in the hotel, a man and a woman, I was glad to be back again in Bloomsbury to enjoy the ease of my armchair and pipe.

I was much gratified that I had concluded a very difficult piece of espionage, and having obtained the information I sought, had been able to place certain facts before my Chief, the Marquess of Macclesfield, which had very materially strengthened his hands in some very delicate diplomatic negotiations with Germany. Perhaps the most exacting position in the whole of British diplomacy is the post of Ambassador at Berlin, for the Germans are at once our foes, as well as our friends, and are at this moment only too ready to pick a quarrel with us from motives of jealousy which may have serious results.

The war cloud was still hovering over Europe; hence a swarm of spies, male and female, were plotting, scheming, and working in secret in our very midst. The reader would be amazed if he could but glance at a certain red-bound book, kept under lock and key at the Foreign Office, in which are registered the names, personal descriptions and other facts concerning all the known foreign spies living in London and in other towns in England.

But active as are the agents of our enemies, so also are we active in the opposition camp. Our Empire has such tremendous responsibilities that we cannot now depend upon mere birth, wealth and honest dealing, but must call in shrewdness, tact, subterfuge and the employment of secret agents in order to combat the plots of those ever seeking to accomplish Englands overthrow.

Careful student of international affairs that I was, I knew that trouble was brewing in China. Certain confidential despatches from our Minister in Pekin had been shown to me by the Marquess, who, on occasion, flattered me by placing implicit trust in me, and from them I gathered that Russia was at work in secret to undermine our influence in the Far East.

I knew that the grave, kindly old statesman was greatly perturbed by the grim shadows that were slowly rising, but when we consulted on the day after my return from Stuttgart, his lordship was of opinion that at present I had not sufficient ground upon which to institute inquiries.

For the present, Drew, he said, we must watch and wait. There is war in the air — first at Pekin, and then in Europe. But we must prevent it at all costs. Huntley leaves for Pekin tonight with despatches in which I have fully explained the line which Sir Henry is to follow. Hold yourself in readiness, for you may have to return to Germany or Russia tomorrow. We cannot afford to remain long in the dark. We must crush any alliance between Petersburg and Berlin.

A telegram to my rooms will bring me to your lordship at any moment, was my answer.

Ready to go anywhere — eh, Drew? he smiled; and then, after a further chat, I left Downing Street and returned to Bloomsbury.

Knowing that for at least a week or two I should be free, I left my address with Boyd, and went down to Cotterstock, in Northamptonshire, to stay with my old friend of college days, George Hamilton, who rented a hunting-box and rode with the Fitzwilliam Pack.

I had had a long-standing engagement with him to go down and get a few runs with the hounds, but my constant absence abroad had always prevented it until then. Of course none of my friends knew my real position at the Foreign Office. I was believed to be an attaché.

Personally, I am extremely fond of riding to hounds, therefore, when that night I sat at dinner with George, his wife, and the latters cousin, Beatrice Graham, I was full of expectation of some good runs. An English country house, with its old oak, old silver and air of solidity, is always delightful to me after the flimsy gimcracks of Continental life. The evening proved a very pleasant one. Never having met Beatrice Graham before, I was much attracted by her striking beauty. She was tall and dark, about twenty-two, with a remarkable figure which was shown to advantage by her dinner-gown of turquoise blue. So well did she talk, so splendidly did she sing Duponts Jeune Fille, and so enthusiastic was she regarding hunting, that, before I had been an hour with her, I found myself thoroughly entranced.

The meet, three days afterwards, was at Wansford, that old-time hunting centre by the Nene, about six miles distant, and as I rode at her side along the road through historic Fotheringhay and Nassington, I noticed what a splendid horsewoman she was. Her dark hair was coiled tightly behind, and her bowler hat suited her face admirably while her habit fitted as though it had been moulded to her figure. In her mares tail was a tiny piece of scarlet silk to warn others that she was a kicker.

At Wansford, opposite the old Haycock, once a hunting inn in the old coaching days, but now Lord Cheshams hunting-box, the gathering was a large one. From the great rambling old house servants carried glasses of sloe gin to all who cared to partake of his lordships hospitality, while every moment the meet grew larger and the crowd of horses and vehicles more congested.

George had crossed to chat with the Master, Mr George Fitzwilliam, who had just driven up and was still in his overcoat, therefore I found myself alone with my handsome companion, who appeared to be most popular everywhere. Dozens of men and women rode up to her and exchanged greetings, the men more especially, until at last Barnard, the huntsman, drew his hounds together, the word was given, and they went leisurely up the hill to draw the first cover.

The morning was one of those damp cold ones of mid-February; the frost had given and everyone expected a good run, for the scent would be excellent. Riding side by side with my fair companion, we chatted and laughed as we went along, until, on reaching the cover, we drew up with the others and halted while hounds went in.

The first cover was, however, drawn blank, but from the second a fox went away straight for Elton, and soon the hounds were in full cry after him and we followed at a gallop. After a couple of miles more than half the field was left behind, still we kept on, until of a sudden, and without effort, my companion took a high hedge and was cutting across the pastures ere I knew that she had left the road. That she was a straight rider I at once saw, and I must confess that I preferred the gate to the hedge and ditch which she had taken so easily.

Half an hour later the kill took place near Haddon Hall, and of the half dozen in at the death Beatrice Graham was one.

When I rode up, five minutes afterwards, she smiled at me. Her face was a trifle flushed by hard riding, yet her hair was in no way awry, and she declared that she had thoroughly enjoyed that tearing gallop.

Just, however, as we sat watching Barnard cut off the brush, a tall, rather good-looking man rode up, having apparently been left just as I had. As he approached I noticed that he gave my pretty friend a strange look, almost as of warning, while she on her part, refrained from acknowledging him. It was as though he had made her some secret sign which she had understood.

But there was a further fact that puzzled me greatly. I had recognized in that well-turned-out hunting man someone whom I had had distinct occasion to recollect. At first I failed to recall the mans identity, but when I did, a few moments later, I sat regarding his retreating figure like one in a dream. The horseman who rode with such military bearing was none other than the renowned spy, one of the cleverest secret agents in the world, Otto Krempelstein, Chief of the German Secret Service.

That my charming little friend knew him was apparent. The slightest quiver in his eyelids and the almost imperceptible curl of his lip had not passed me unnoticed. There was some secret between them, of what nature I, of course, knew not. But all through that day my eyes were ever open to re-discover the man whose ingenuity and cunning had so often been in competition with my own. Twice I saw him again, once riding with a big, dark-haired man in pink, on a splendid bay and followed by a groom with a second horse, and on the second occasion, at the edge of Stockhill Wood while we were waiting together he galloped past us, but without the slightest look of recognition.

I wonder who that man is? I remarked casually, as soon as he was out of hearing.

I dont know, was her prompt reply. Hes often out with the hounds — a foreigner, I believe. Probably hes one of those who come to England for the hunting season. Since the late Empress of Austria came here to hunt, the Fitzwilliam has always been a favourite pack with the foreigners.

I saw that she did not intend to admit that she had any knowledge of him. Like all women, she was a clever diplomatist. But he had made a sign to her — a sign of secrecy.

Did Krempelstein recognize me, I wondered? I could not think so, because we had never met face to face. He had once been pointed out to me in the Wilhelmstrasse in Berlin by one of our secret agents who knew him, and his features had ever since been graven on my memory.

That night, when I sat alone with my friend George, I learned from him that Mr Graham, his wifes uncle, had lived a long time on the Continent as manager to a large commercial firm, and that Beatrice had been born in France and had lived there a good many years. I made inquiries regarding the foreigners who were hunting that season with the Fitzwilliam, but he, with an Englishmans prejudice, declared that he knew none of them, and didnt want to know them.

The days passed and we went to several meets together — at Apethorpe, at Castor Hanglands, at Laxton Park and other places, but I saw no more of Krempelstein. His distinguished-looking friend, however, I met on several occasions, and discovered that his name was Baron Stern, a wealthy Viennese, who had taken a hunting-box near Stoke Doyle, and had as friend a young man named Percival, who was frequently out with the hounds.

But the discovery there of Krempelstein had thoroughly aroused my curiosity. He had been there for some distinct purpose, without a doubt. Therefore I made inquiry of Kersch, one of our secret agents in Berlin, a man employed in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and from him received word that Krempelstein was back in Berlin, and further warning me that something unusual was on foot in England. This aroused me at once to activity. I knew that Krempelstein and his agents were ever endeavouring to obtain the secrets of our guns, our ships, and our diplomacy with other nations, and I therefore determined that on this occasion he should not succeed. However much I admired Beatrice Graham, I now knew that she had lied to me, and that she was in all probability his associate. So I watched her carefully, and when she went out for a stroll or a ride, as she often did, I followed her.

How far I was justified in this action does not concern me. I had quite unexpectedly alighted upon certain suspicious facts, and was determined to elucidate them. The only stranger she met was Percival. Late one afternoon, just as dusk was deepening into night, she pulled up her mare beneath the bare black trees while crossing Burghley Park, and after a few minutes was joined by the young foreigner, who, having greeted her, chatted for a long time in a low, earnest tone, as though giving her directions. She seemed to remonstrate with him, but at the place I was concealed I was unable to distinguish what was said. I saw him, however, hand her something, and then, raising his hat, he turned his horse and galloped away down the avenue in the opposite direction.

I did not meet her again until I sat beside her at the dinner-table that night, and then I noticed how pale and anxious she was, entirely changed from her usual sweet, light-hearted self.

She told me that she had ridden into Stamford for exercise, but told me nothing of the clandestine meeting. How I longed to know what the young foreigner had given her. Whatever it was, she kept it a close secret to herself.

More than once I felt impelled to go to her room in her absence and search her cupboards, drawers and travelling trunks. My attitude towards her was that of a man fallen entirely in love, for I had discovered that she was easily flattered by a little attention.

I was searching for some excuse to know Baron Stern, but often for a week he never went to the meets. It was as though he purposely avoided me. He was still at Weldon Lodge, near Stoke Doyle, for George told me that he had met him in Oundle only two days before.

Three whole weeks went by, and I remained just as puzzled as ever. Beatrice Graham was, after all, a most delightful companion, and although she was to me a mystery, yet we had become excellent friends.

One afternoon, just as I entered the drawing-room where she stood alone, she hurriedly tore up a note, and threw the pieces on the great log fire. I noticed one tiny piece about an inch square remained unconsumed, and managed, half an hour later, to get possession of it.

The writing upon it was, I found, in German, four words in all, which, without context, conveyed to me no meaning.

On the following night Mrs Hamilton and Beatrice remained with us in the smoking-room till nearly eleven oclock, and at midnight I bade my host good night, and ascended the stairs to retire. I had been in my room about half an hour when I heard stealthy footsteps. In an instant the truth flashed upon me. It was Beatrice on her way downstairs.

Quickly I slipped on some things and noiselessly followed my pretty fellow-guest through the drawing-room out across the lawn and into the lane beyond. White mists had risen from the river, and the low roaring of the weir prevented her hearing my footsteps behind her. Fearing lest I should lose her I kept close behind, following her across several grass fields until she came to Southwick Wood, a dark, deserted spot, away from road or habitation.

Her intention was evidently to meet someone, so when, presently, she halted beneath a clump of high black firs, I also took shelter a short distance away.

She sat on the fallen trunk of a tree and waited in patience. Time went on, and so cold was it that I became chilled to the bones. I longed for a pipe, but feared that the smell of tobacco or the light might attract her. Therefore I was compelled to crouch and await the clandestine meeting.

She remained very quiet. Not a dead leaf was stirred; not a sound came from her direction. I wondered why she waited in such complete silence.

Nearly two hours passed, when, at last, cramped and half frozen, I raised myself in order to peer into the darkness in her direction.

At first I could see no one, but, on straining my eyes, I saw, to my dismay, that she had fallen forward from the tree trunk, and was lying motionless in a heap upon the ground.

I called to her, but received no reply. Then rising, I walked to the spot, and in dismay threw myself on my knees and tried to raise her. My hand touched her white cheek. It was as cold as stone.

Next instant I undid her fur cape and bodice, and placed my hand upon her heart. There was no movement.

Beatrice Graham was dead.

The shock of the discovery held me spellbound. But when, a few moments later, I aroused myself to action, a difficult problem presented itself. Should I creep back to my room and say nothing, or should I raise the alarm, and admit that I had been watching her? My first care was to search the unfortunate girls pocket, but I found nothing save a handkerchief and purse.

Then I walked back, and, regardless of the consequences, gave the alarm.

It is unnecessary here to describe the sensation caused by the discovery, or of how we carried the body back to the house. Suffice it to say that we called the doctor, who could find no mark of violence, or anything to account for death.

And yet she had expired suddenly, without a cry.

One feature, however, puzzled the doctor — namely, that her left hand and arm were much swollen, and had turned almost black, while the spine was curved — a fact which aroused a suspicion of some poison akin to strychnia.

From the very first, I held a theory that she had been secretly poisoned, but with what motive I could not imagine.

A post-mortem examination was made by three doctors on the following day, but, beyond confirming the theory I held, they discovered nothing.

On the day following, a few hours before the inquest, I was recalled to the Foreign Office by telegraph, and that same afternoon sat with the Marquess of Macclesfield in his private room receiving his instructions.

An urgent despatch from Lord Rockingham, our Ambassador at Petersburg, made it plain that an alliance had been proposed by Russia to Germany, the effect of which would be to break British power in the Far East. His Excellency knew that the terms of the secret agreement had been settled, and all that remained was its signature. Indeed, it would have already been signed save for opposition in some quarters unknown, and while that opposition existed I might gain time to ascertain the exact terms of the proposed alliance — no light task in Russia, be it said, for police spies exist there in thousands, and my disguise had always to be very carefully thought out whenever I passed the frontier at Wirballen.*

[* German name of the Lithuanian border town Virbalis. — RG.]

The Marquess urged upon me to put all our secret machinery in motion in order to discover the terms of the proposed agreement, and more particularly as regards the extension of Russian influence in Manchuria.

I know well the enormous difficulties of the inquiry, his lordship said; but recollect, Drew, that in this matter you may be the means of saving the situation in the Far East. If we gain knowledge of the truth, we may be able to act promptly and effectively. If not — well— and the grey-headed statesman shrugged his shoulders expressively without concluding the sentence.

Full of regret that I was unable to remain at Cotterstock and sift the mystery surrounding Beatrice Grahams death, I left London that night for Berlin, where, on the following evening, I called upon our secret agent, Kersch, who lived in a small but comfortable house at Teltow, one of the suburbs of the German capital. He occupied a responsible position in the German Foreign Office, but, having expensive tastes and a penchant for cards, was not averse to receiving British gold in exchange for the confidential information with which he furnished us from time to time. I sat with him, discussing the situation for a long time. It was true, he said, that a draft agreement had been prepared and placed before the Tzar and the Kaiser, but it had not yet been signed. He knew nothing of the clauses, however, as they had been prepared in secret by the Ministers own hand, neither could he suggest any means of obtaining knowledge of them.

My impulse was to go on next day to Petersburg. Yet somehow I felt that I might be more successful in Germany than in Russia, so resolved to continue my inquiries.

By the way, the German said, you wrote me about Krempelstein. He has been absent a great deal lately, but I had no idea he had been to England. Can he be interested in the same matter on which you are now engaged?

Is he now in Berlin? I inquired eagerly.

I met him at Boxhagen three days ago. He seems extremely active just now.

Three days ago! I echoed. You are quite certain of the day? I asked him this because, if his statement were true, it was proved beyond doubt that the German spy had no hand in the unfortunate girls death.

I am quite certain, was his reply. I saw him entering the station on Monday morning.

At eleven oclock that same night, I called at the British Embassy and sat for a long time with the Ambassador in his private room. His Excellency told me all he knew regarding the international complication which the Marquess, sitting in Downing Street, had foreseen weeks ago, but could make no suggestion as to my course of action. The war clouds had gathered undoubtedly, and the signing of the agreement between our enemies would cause it at once to burst over Europe. The crisis was one of the most serious in English history.

One fact puzzled us both, just as it puzzled our Chief at home — namely, if the agreement had been seen and approved by both Emperors, why was it not signed? Whatever hitch had occurred, it was more potent than the will of the two most powerful monarchs in Europe.

On my return to the hotel I scribbled a hasty note and sent it by messenger to the house of the Imperial Chancellors son in Charlottenburg. It was addressed to Miss Maud Baines, the English governess of the Counts children, who, I may as well admit, was in our employ. She was a young, ingenuous and fascinating little woman. She had, at my direction, acted as governess in many of the great families in France, Russia and Germany, and was now in the employ of the Chancellors son, in order to have opportunity of keeping a watchful eye on the great statesman himself.

She kept the appointment next morning at an obscure cafe near the Behrenstrasse. She was a neatly dressed, rather petite person, with a face that entirely concealed her keen intelligence and marvellous cunning.

As she sat at the little table with me, I told her in low tones of the object of my visit to Berlin, and sought her aid.

A serious complication has arisen. I was about to report to you through the Embassy, was her answer. Last night the Chancellor dined with us, and I overheard him discussing the affair with his son as they sat alone smoking after the ladies had left. I listened at the door and heard the Chancellor distinctly say that the draft treaty had been stolen.

Stolen! I gasped. By whom?

Ah! thats evidently the mystery — a mystery for us to fathom. But the fact that somebody else is in possession of the intentions of Germany and Russia against England, believed to be a secret, is no doubt the reason why the agreement has not been signed.

Because it is no longer secret! I suggested. Are you quite certain youve made no mistake?

Quite, was her prompt answer. You can surely trust me after the intricate little affairs which I have assisted you in unravelling? When may I return to Gloucester to see my friends?

Soon, Miss Baines — as soon as this affair is cleared up. But tell me, does the Chancellor betray any fear of awkward complications when the secret of the proposed plot against England is exposed?

Yes. The Prince told his son in confidence that his only fear was of Englands retaliation. He explained that, as far as was known, the secret document, after being put before the Tzar and approved, mysteriously disappeared.

Every inquiry was being made by the confidential agents of Russia and Germany, and further, he added, that even his trusted Krempelstein was utterly nonplussed.

Mention of Krempelstein brought back to me the recollection of the tragedy in rural England.

Youve done us a great service, Miss Baines, I said. This information is of highest importance. I shall telegraph in cipher at once to Lord Macclesfield. Do you, by any chance, happen to know a young lady named Graham? I inquired, recollecting that the deceased woman had lived in Germany for several years.

She responded in the negative, whereupon I drew from my pocket a snap-shot photograph, which I had taken of one of the meets of hounds at Wansford, and handing it to her inquired if she recognized any of the persons in it.

Having carefully examined it, she pointed to Baron Stern, whom I had taken in the act of lighting a cigarette, and exclaimed — 

Why! thats Colonel Davidoff, who was secretary to Prince Obolenski when I was in his service. Do you know him?

No, I answered. But he has been hunting in England as Baron Stern, of Vienna. This man is his friend, I added, indicating Percival.

And thats undoubtedly a man whom you know well by repute — Moore, Chief of the Russian Secret Service in England. He came to Prince Obolenskis once, when he was in Petersburg, and the Princess told me who he was.

Unfortunately, I had not been able to include Beatrice in the group, therefore I had only her description to place before the clever young woman, who had, on so many occasions, gained knowledge of secrets where I and my agents had failed. Her part was always a difficult one to play, but she was well paid, was a marvellous linguist, and for patience and cunning was unequalled.

I described her as minutely as I could, but still she had no knowledge of her. She remained thoughtful a long time, and then observed:

You have said that she apparently knew Moore? He has, I know, recently been back in Petersburg, therefore they may have met there. She may be known. Why not seek for traces of her in Russia?

It seemed something of a wild-goose chase, yet with the whole affair shrouded in mystery and tragedy as it was, I was glad to adopt any suggestion that might lead to a solution of the enigma. The reticence of Mrs Hamilton regarding her cousin, and the apparent secret association of the dead girl with those two notorious spies, had formed a problem which puzzled me almost to the point of madness.

The English governess told me where in Petersburg I should be likely to find either the two Russian agents, Davidoff or Moore, who had been posing in England for some unknown purpose as hunting men of means; therefore I left by the night mail for the Russian capital. I put up at a small, and not over-clean hotel, in preference to the Europe, and, compelled to carefully conceal my identity, I at once set about making inquiries in various quarters, whether the two men had returned to Russia. They had, and had both had long interviews, two days before, with General Zouboff, Chief of the Secret Service, and with the Russian Foreign Minister.

At the Embassy, and in various English quarters, I sought trace of the woman whose death was such a profound mystery, but all in vain. At last I suddenly thought of another source of information as yet untried — namely, the register of the English Charity in Petersburg, and on searching it, I found, to my complete satisfaction, that about six weeks before Beatrice Graham applied to the administration, and was granted money to take her back to England. She was the daughter, it was registered, of a Mr Charles Graham, the English manager of a cotton mill in Moscow, who had been killed by an accident, and had left her penniless. For some months she had tried to earn her own living, in a costumiers shop in the Nevski, and, not knowing Russian sufficiently well, had been discharged. Before her fathers death she had been engaged to marry a young Englishman, whose name was not given, but who was said to be tutor to the children of General Vraski, Governor-General of Warsaw.

The information was interesting, but carried me no further, therefore I set myself to watch the two men who had travelled from England to consult the Tzars chief adviser. Aided by two Russians, who were in British pay, I shadowed them day and night for six days, until, one evening, I followed Davidoff down to the railway station, where he took a ticket for the frontier. Without baggage I followed him, for his movements were of a man who was escaping from the country. He passed out across the frontier, and went on to Vienna, and thence direct to Paris, where he put up at the Hotel Terminus, Gare St Lazare.

Until our arrival at the hotel he had never detected that I was following him, but on the second day in Paris we came face to face in the large central hall, used as a reading room. He glanced at me quickly, but whether he recognized me as the companion of Beatrice Graham in the hunting field I have no idea. All I know is that his movements were extremely suspicious, and that I invoked the aid of all three of our Secret Agents in Paris to keep watch on him, just as had been done in Petersburg.

On the fourth night of our arrival in the French capital I returned to the hotel about midnight, having dined at the Café Americain with Greville, the naval attaché at the Embassy. In washing my hands prior to turning in, I received a nasty scratch on my left wrist from a pin which a careless laundress had left in the towel. There was a little blood, but I tied my handkerchief around it, and, tired out, lay down and was soon asleep.

Half an hour afterwards, however, I was aroused by an excruciating pain over my whole left side, a strange twitching of the muscles of my face and hands, and a contraction of the throat which prevented me from breathing or crying out.

I tried to rise and press the electric bell for assistance, but could not. My whole body seemed entirely paralysed. Then the ghastly truth flashed upon me, causing me to break out into a cold sweat.

That pin had been placed there purposely. I had been poisoned and in the same manner as Beatrice Graham!

I recollect that my heart seemed to stop, and my nails clenched themselves in the palms in agony. Then next moment I knew no more.

When I recovered consciousness, Ted Greville, together with a tall, black-bearded man named Delisle, who was in the confidential department of the Quai dOrsay and who often furnished us with information — at a very high figure, be it said — were standing by my bedside, while a French doctor was leaning over the foot rail watching me.

Thank heaven youre better, old chap! Greville exclaimed. They thought you were dead. Youve had a narrow squeak. How did it happen?

That pin! I cried, pointing to the towel.

What pin?he asked.

Mind! dont touch the towel, I cried. Theres a pin in it — a pin thats poisoned! That Russian evidently came here in my absence and very cunningly laid a deathtrap for me.

You mean Davidoff, chimed in the Frenchman. When, msieur, the doctor has left the room I can tell you something in confidence.

The doctor discreetly withdrew, and then our spy said:

Davidoff has turned traitor to his own country. I have discovered that the reason of his visit here is because he has in his possession the original draft of a proposed secret agreement between Russia and Germany against England, and is negotiating for its sale to us for one hundred thousand francs. He had a secret interview with our Chief last night at his private house in the Avenue des Champs Elysées.

Then it is he who stole it, after it had the Tzars approval! I cried, starting up in bed, aroused at once to action by the information. Has he disposed of it to France?

Not yet. It is still in his possession.

And he is here?

No. He has hidden himself in lodgings in the Rue Lafayette, No. 247, until the Foreign Minister decides whether he shall buy the document.

And the name by which he is known there?

He is passing as a Greek named Geunadios.

Keep a strict watch on him. He must not escape, I said. He has endeavoured to murder me.

A watch is being kept, was the Frenchmans answer, as, exhausted, I sank again upon the pillow.

Just before midnight I entered the traitors room in the Rue Lafayette, and when he saw me he fell back with blanched face and trembling hands.

No doubt my presence here surprises you, I said, but I may as well at once state my reason for coming here. I want a certain document which concerns Germany and your own country — the document which you have stolen to sell to France.

What do you mean, msieur? he asked, with an attempted hauteur.

My meaning is simple. I require that document, otherwise I shall give you into the hands of the police for attempted murder. The Paris police will detain you until the police of Petersburg apply for your extradition as a traitor. You know what that means — Schlüsselburg.

Mention of that terrible island fortress, dreaded by every Russian, caused him to quiver. He looked me straight in the face, and saw determination written there, yet he was unyielding, and refused for a long time to give the precious document into my hands. I referred to his stay at Stoke Doyle, and spoke of his friendship with the spy Moore, so that he should know that I was aware of the truth, until at last he suggested a bargain with me, namely, that in exchange for the draft agreement against England I should preserve silence and permit him to return to Russia.

To this course I acceded, and then the fellow took from a secret cavity of his travelling bag a long official envelope, which contained the innocent-looking paper, which would, if signed, have destroyed Englands prestige in the Far East. He handed it to me, the document for which he hoped to obtain one hundred thousand francs, and in return I gave him his liberty to go back to Russia unmolested.

Our parting was the reverse of cordial, for undoubtedly he had placed in my towel the pin which had been steeped in some subtle and deadly poison, and then escaped from the hotel, in the knowledge that I must sooner or later become scratched and fall a victim.

I had had a very narrow escape it was true, but I did not think so much of my good fortune in regaining my life as the rapid delivery of the all-important document into Lord Macclesfields hands, which I effected at noon next day.

My life had been at stake, for I afterwards found that a second man had been his accomplice, but happily I had succeeded in obtaining possession of the actual document, the result being that England acted so promptly and vigorously that the situation was saved, and the way was, as you know, opened for the Anglo-Japanese Treaty, which, to the discomfiture of Germany, was effected a few months later.

Nearly two years have gone by since then, and it was only the other day, by mere accident, that I made a further discovery which explained the death of the unfortunate Beatrice Graham,

A young infantry lieutenant, named Bellingham, having passed in Russian, had some four years before entered our Secret Service, and been employed in Russia on certain missions. A few days ago, on his return to London, after performing a perilous piece of espionage on the Russo-German frontier, he called upon me in Bloomsbury, and in course of conversation, mentioned that about two years ago, in order to get access to certain documents relating to the Russian mobilisation scheme for her western frontier, he acted as tutor to the sons of the Governor-General of Warsaw.

In an instant a strange conjecture flashed across my mind.

Am I correct in assuming that you knew a young English lady in Russia named Graham — Beatrice Graham?

He looked me straight in the face, open-mouthed in astonishment, yet I saw that a cloud of sadness overshadowed him instantly.

Yes, he said. I knew her. Our meeting resulted in a terrible tragedy. Owing to the position I hold I have been compelled to keep the details to myself — although it is the tragedy of my life.

How? Tell me, I urged sympathetically.

Ah! he sighed, it is a strange story. We met in Petersburg; where she was employed in a shop in the Nevski. I loved her, and we became engaged. Withholding nothing from her I told her who I was and the reason I was in the service of the Governor-General. At once, instead of despising me as a spy, she became enthusiastic as an Englishwoman, and declared her readiness to assist me. She was looking forward to our marriage, and saw that if I could effect a big coup my position would at once be improved, and we could then be united.

He broke off, and remained silent for a few moments, looking blankly down into the grey London street. Then he said,

I explained to her the suspicion that Germany and Russia were conspiring in the Far East, and told her that a draft treaty was probably in existence, and that it was a document of supreme importance to British interests. Judge my utter surprise when, a week later, she came to me with the actual document which she said she had managed to secure from the private cabinet of Prince Korolkoff, director of the private Chancellerie of the Emperor, to whose house she had gone on a commission to the Princess. Truly she had acted with a boldness and cleverness that were amazing. Knowing the supreme importance of the document, I urged her to leave Russia at once, and conceal herself with friends in England, taking care always that the draft treaty never left her possession. This plan she adopted, first, however, placing herself under the protection of the English charity, thus allaying any suspicions that the police might entertain.

Poor Beatrice went to stay with her cousin, a lady named Hamilton, in Northamptonshire, but the instant the document was missed the Secret Services of Germany and Russia were at once agog, and the whole machinery was set in motion, with the result that two Russian agents — an Englishman named Moore, and a Russian named Davidoff — as well as Krempelstein, chief of the German Service, had suspicions, and followed her to England with the purpose of obtaining re-possession of the precious document. For some weeks they plotted in vain, although both the German and the Englishman succeeded in getting on friendly terms with her.

She telegraphed to me, asking how she should dispose of the document, fearing to keep it long in her possession, but not being aware of the desperate character of the game, I replied that there was nothing to be feared. I was wrong, he cried, bitterly. I did not recognize the vital importance of the information; I did not know that Empires were at stake. The man Davidoff, who posed as a wealthy Austrian Baron, had by some means discovered that she always carried the precious draft concealed in the bodice of her dress, therefore he had recourse to a dastardly ruse. From what I have since discovered he one day succeeded in concealing in the fur of her cape a pin impregnated with a certain deadly arrow poison unknown to toxicologists. Then he caused to be dispatched from London a telegram purporting to come from me, urging her to meet me in secret at a certain spot on that same night. In eager expectation the poor girl went forth to meet me, believing I had returned unexpectedly from Russia, but in putting on her cape, she tore her finger with the poisoned pin. While waiting for me the fatal paralysis seized her, and she expired, after which Davidoff crept up, secured the missing document and escaped. His anxiety to get hold of it was to sell it at a high price to a foreign country, nevertheless he was compelled first to return to Russia and report. No one knew that he actually held the draft, for to Krempelstein, as well as to Moore, my poor loves death was believed to be due to natural causes, while Davidoff, on his part, took care to so arrange matters, that his presence at the spot where poor Beatrice expired could never be proved. The spies therefore left England reluctantly after the tragedy, believing that the document, if ever possessed by my unfortunate love, had passed out of her possession into unknown hands.

And what of the assassin Davidoff now? I inquired.

I have avenged her death, answered Bellingham with set teeth. I gave information to General Zouboff of the traitors attempted sale of the draft treaty to France, with the result that the court martial has condemned him to incarceration for life in the cells below the lake at Schlüsselburg.

THE END


The Death-Doctor (1912)
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NOTE BY LAURENCE LANNER-BROWN, M.D., OF EARLS COURT ROAD, LONDON
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SOME YEAR AND a half ago, my friend and erstwhile neighbour. Dr. Archibald More dEscombe, died suddenly, and shortly after his decease I received from his solicitors a sealed packet addressed to me in his handwriting, with instructions that it was not to be opened until after his death.

Dr. More dEscombe and I had been close friends for some years; first in the little Devonshire town of Okehampton, until he migrated to London, where I found him several years later, when I myself set up in practice in Earls Court Road.

As I first remember him, he was a smart, slight, good-looking man — dark and clean-shaven, with an easy and taking manner — a favourite with all, especially the female sex, a clever medical, but at the same time excellent at bridge and at most games and sports, both indoor and out.

His wife was a pretty, well-meaning little woman, but entirely eclipsed by her smart, successful and fascinating husband.

In Okehampton, Dr. More dEscombe was certainly the most popular figure, while in Kensington he was extremely well known and enjoyed a very wide and lucrative practice. Therefore it came as a great shock to me when I read the manuscript after his death and, to my horror, discovered what I should never have thought possible, yet, alas! only too plainly, how a clever, unscrupulous, and yet, in a way, plucky man of my own profession, possessed of deep knowledge and learning, can hoodwink, deceive and plunder the world in general, not even excluding his most intimate friends and acquaintances.

He having left it entirely at my discretion, I propose, with the assistance of my friend. Mr. William Le Queux, to publish a jew episodes of his varied and venturesome career because, he says in his MSS.: I leave no one behind me, and therefore there is no reason why some of the fools in the world should not be shown how blind and credulous they may be, especially if one fully comprehends the power of flattery — a great power.

At the risk of condemnation by the whole medical profession and perhaps by the public at large, I have selected a few of the many striking and astounding incidents he records — the majority being entirely unsuited to the public eye — and wherever possible I quote his own words.

Let my career serve as a warning to others, he urges, and mainly for that reason I have ventured to publish this remarkable record.

Laurence Lanner-Brown.
Earls Court Road,
IV. July, 1912.


I. IN WHICH THERE IS OPEN CONFESSION
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I AM FULLY aware, my dear Lanner-Brown, that after my death, when you open these pages, you will be greatly shocked.

The skeleton which for many years has been locked so securely in my cupboard, and which I now at last have courage to reveal, will, I know, stagger you.

I, Archibald More dEscombe, have enjoyed a lucrative practice in Kensington. I have worked hard, and I believe I have not only earned the esteem of my many patients of both sexes, but also that of my fellow-men.

I have been moderate in my habits, partial perhaps to a really good vintage port, but nevertheless a constant churchgoer; for some years churchwarden of St. Stephens, and, in addition, a regular subscriber to all local charities, as far as my means as a medical man would allow.

Outwardly, I suppose, I have differed in no way to the many thousand other men who, having walked the hospitals, have qualified and now practise the science of medicine up and down the country. But when, my dear Lanner-Brown, you have read this plain, matter-of-fact and yet remarkable narrative of my amazing life, it will be for you yourself to judge whether it be best, in the public interest, to suppress it and destroy the manuscript, or whether you will risk the condemnation, which must be hurled upon you by the public and the whole medical profession, and publish it as a warning to others who may, by their expert scientific knowledge, be led into similar temptation.

This matter I leave entirely in your hands, and at your discretion.

Though in the following pages you will, no doubt, discover much that will astound and even appal you, yet many of the circumstances you will yourself recall. I think you will find that in this record I have been entirely frank and open, and agree that I have all along admitted the motive, and have never sought to shield myself, either by excuse or by hypocrisy.

During the last eight years of our pleasant and intimate acquaintance, I have ever held you in the highest esteem. You are a real man. True, you as a confirmed bachelor were always something of a lady-killer, while you believed me to be indeed the quiet-mannered, rather short-sighted, and perhaps somewhat old-fashioned, family-practitioner in whom you so often confided.

Ah! I often wondered what you would actually have thought of me had you but known the ugly, wretched truth. And sometimes — forgive me, my dear fellow — I have smiled at your ignorance.

But here, in moments snatched from the constant hustle of a wide and growing practice, I have written down the secret of my changeful life complete — perhaps you will term it terrible.

You, my old chum, will be the first to judge me. And I know, alas, too well! the nature of your judgment — a bitter judgment, which will be confirmed by any who afterwards may be permitted by you to peruse these pages.

But I offer no apology, either to you or to the public. Indeed, I have none to offer. Whether I regret matters not to you. Neither does the awful, heart-piercing remorse which has, in these last days, so tortured me.

No! all that concerns you is the truth regarding my disgraceful past. My future, now that I am passing in silence to the great Unknown, lies in my own hands.

If I spoke of atonement, you yourself would accuse me of hypocrisy, and dismiss me as a canting humbug. Therefore, upon that one point I am silent.

I intend only to relate hard, solid facts, and leave you to form your own conclusions.

Before dilating on some of the various incidents which occurred in my career after I became a qualified medical man, however, it would be as well, I think, if I gave you a little information about my earlier days. Not that I wish to make any excuses for myself or my doings, but simply to give you an idea as to my more youthful experiences and doings.

As you know, I qualified comparatively late in life. I was twenty-six before I could write those eight letters, M.R.C.S., L.R.C.P., after my name, which not only enabled me to practise medicine and surgery, but also, above all other things, gave me the power to sign a death-certificate.

That is the all-important point. Knowledge is power.

Most students of medicine become qualified at somewhere about twenty-three or four, but when I should have been doing well I had made a rather poor mess of things.

A father who had cut down his own personal expenses to a minimum, and a mother who, late in life, continued to churn her own butter at our Sussex farmhouse-home in order to provide me with a reasonable income, had both been grievously disappointed.

I had been sent up to Oxford, like so many others, with the reputation of a budding scholar; but instead of doing anything of note, I simply obtained a pass-degree which, as you know, means very little indeed; and then, after putting in another couple of years at Guys, I found myself no further on, having still my intermediate-final to pass, nor, indeed, could I have answered many simple questions in anatomy or physiology, although my knowledge of billiards, bridge, actors and actresses was remarkably good.

Thus, when my father died suddenly, and with him my income, the chances I possessed of becoming a practitioner of medicine had apparently disappeared, for what he did leave was only just enough to keep my mother and sisters in genteel poverty.

What the devil am I fit for? I asked my friend Aitkin one day. I might become a billiard-marker, or a racing tout; but Im not fit for much else. I really am a most useless beggar.

Poor old chap, said he, youre badly hipped, and well you may be, but dont chuck up the sponge. Put an advertisement in the Telegraph. Sit down, man, and write it straight away. Ill see to it for you.

Poor old Tom! he was a good chap — peace to his ashes — he was shot in a drinking-bar in California.

Well, I wrote as he suggested:

Young Gentleman; Oxford degree; some knowledge of medicine; accustomed to good society; musical, speaks French well, desires post as secretary or travelling companion — DEscombe, Telegraph Office, Fleet Street.

Thats all right, laughed Tom, but you dont mention your real accomplishments, I notice. You should add, Has taken prizes for consumption of beer; an excellent pool-player; irresistible manner with ladies, and wide experience in card playing.

Dont be a fool, Tom, I growled. Take the infernal scribble away — much good will it do.

Farewell! said Tom dramatically, and the next I heard about the advertisement, three days later, was a letter forwarded to my lodgings from the Telegraph office, asking me to call at a house in Redcliffe Gardens on the following afternoon.

In the interim I had refused my mothers offer to go home for a while, and had sorted out my goods and chattels, many of which I sold at a great loss, as was but natural.

In the event of the advertisement being a failure I had decided to try my luck in America. However, here was a possibility. I looked at the letter a second and third time — expensive paper, with a faint perfume about it; faint, but very distinctive. It is a curious fact, but one never forgets a smell in the way one loses a name, or a face. The nose is the most reliable of organs. It cannot forget, but always recognizes any odour out of the common which has once been smelt; and this perfume, even to the present day, brings back to me the memory of my bare, untidy lodgings off Tottenham Court Road on that last day of my freedom from serious and worldly affairs.

The letter was written in a feminine hand, neat but unformed, and concluded with a bold masculine signature: Horatio Augustus Featherson.

I clothed myself that afternoon in a blue serge suit — luckily my wardrobe was well stocked and in good condition — and looking in the glass to view the tout ensemble saw, not the professional-looking individual whom you have known as More dEscombe, but a slight, dark young man, with a — I may as well say it — clean-cut, rather handsome face, a small waxed dark moustache, and a clear, almost olive, complexion.

I do not wish to eulogize my appearance as it then was, for after all, good looks are only worth what they will bring to the pocket, and depend upon the country and surroundings in which one lives; a man or woman passing as handsome in one continent may be looked upon as positively ugly in another. It all depends on the standard of beauty in the immediate market.

A smartly-dressed housemaid showed me to the presence of Mr. Featherson, who, immaculately dressed, was sitting reading in a cosily furnished smoking-room.

As I entered, he rose, and I saw that he had greatly the advantage of me in height, and was thin and aristocratic in appearance. He could not have been less than six feet two.

Good afternoon, Mr. dEscombe, he said in a pleasant voice as he shook hands, its very good of you to come at such short notice, Im sure. Will you smoke? And as he motioned me to a chair he handed me a box of Sultans, such as I had smoked myself in palmier days. Would you be so kind, Mr. dEscombe, he continued rather stiffly, as to give me some idea why you are seeking such a post as you mention? What references you propose to offer, and what experience, if any, of clerical work you have had?

My answer to this was, as I had pre-determined, to tell the whole story of my crass stupidity in the past, and thus show my condition in the present.

You appear to have a rather pleasing capacity for enjoying yourself, Mr. dEscombe, said he, with a grim smile on his thin face, which showed two gold-stopped teeth through his drooping grey moustache, and which caused at the same time innumerable tiny wrinkles to appear at the corners of his deep-set, calm grey eyes. But other things being equal, I think you will do for me excellently. You see, I want a man who, while possessing some common sense, is willing to be instructed by me to do things in my way — fallow ground to work on, as it were — and I gather that by now you have sown and reaped the majority of your wild oats.

I think I have, I laughed. And I will certainly do my very best to meet your requirements — if you are so good as to give me a chance. And yet, Laurence, as I said it the curious glitter in the mans eyes, an undefinable something in his manner, gave me the idea that he was not exactly straight. Still, I could do nothing; it would have been sheer madness to refuse.

Im going abroad in a couple of days, he said; I and my daughter. Could you join me here to-morrow? Oh! and as to salary. I can offer you a hundred a year, and pay all your expenses — reasonable expenses, that is, and as he smiled his eyes contracted and the thousand tiny wrinkles got deeper, and many others quite unsuspected suddenly appeared.

I can be here at any time you wish, Mr. Featherson, was my answer. I have only to pack a couple of bags.

Very well, then; to-morrow for lunch at one-thirty. He pressed the electric bell, saying, The maid will show you the way out. Au revoir. I opened the door expecting to see the maid, but as she did not appear I closed it after me, intending to find my own way out. It was all very curious, I thought. No further word as to references — nothing as to notice. He seemed to have, as it were, jumped at me.

I was on the point of letting myself out of the front door when a girl came into the hall — a girl, I say, but I cannot describe her adequately. She was beyond the limits of my poor powers, but sweet, delicate, wonderfully pretty, were the impressions on my mind at the moment. She appeared to be quite young, and dressed in white. Her great, dark eyes were open widely as she came, her finger suggestively raised, rapidly towards me.

You are Mr. dEscombe? she said in a low, half-frightened whisper, and as she said it the perfume on the writing-paper was no secret, for I now smelt it a second time — a sweet, subtle scent.

Have you seen my father? she asked, as I nodded assent to her first question, too taken aback by her attitude and sudden appearance to speak.

Yes, thank you, I answered in a low voice, recovering my self-possession; but what — —

She held up her hand. S-shh! Please dont talk, Mr. dEscombe. I want to warn you. Dont come back here, on any account.

She glanced apprehensively at the staircase and continued, I dont want my father to know that Ive seen you, but please, please dont come back. Youll regret it very, very deeply.

And then, as a noise came from somewhere above, she turned, saying, For your own sake go away, and do not return, and disappeared quickly through a door near; while I, my brain awhirl, let myself quietly out of the hall door.

Once again I found myself in the street, away from the mysterious house and its strange occupants. I walked on utterly dumbfounded. Dont come back — regret it— what could she mean, and who was she? Feathersons daughter? He had mentioned a daughter.

Certainly it was a most amazing and curious state of affairs, but one thing I was determined upon. I would go back, and all the more readily if that sweet-faced girl were to be one of the party to go abroad; and besides what could happen? It was certain that I should keep my eyes very wide open after receiving that mysterious warning.

As a matter of fact, I felt bucked up and buoyant in the face of that afternoons happenings. Hurrah, I thought with glee, Im in for a real good thing — with a spice of adventure in it!

I spent a busy evening writing letters and packing, and next day, at half-past one, ascended the steps of the house of Featherson, a man staggering behind me with two large kit bags and a suit case.

Featherson himself came into the hall as I entered and invited me into his den.

Come in, Mr. dEscombe. Come in. Let me introduce you to my daughter, Ella. She has not long left school, and is going to travel with us — little minx — — and he chucked her under the chin, in — to my mind — a rather vulgar manner.

The girl reddened, and then shaking hands with me, asked if I had travelled much.

I lived in Paris with my uncle for a while as a lad, I answered, therefore, I speak the language fairly well.

Excuse me one moment, dEscombe, said the master of the house, leaving the room, at which action I felt somewhat awkward, hardly knowing what to say. But the girl spoke at once:

So you have come back! You refused to take my advice, she said in a low, reproachful voice.

Miss Featherson, I answered, I know nothing of your reasons for giving me such advice; but work, occupation, I must have. I darent say no to anything decent.

Im so very sorry, was her answer; I know you will bitterly regret your action. But there — its done now, and throwing off her mysterious tone and manner she began to chatter about our coming travels, and I could not help thinking that she was pleased, rather than angry, at my refusal to accept her advice. This was to be her first long journey with her father. She had stayed with him for short periods during her school life at Brighton, but now the dear old days were over.

Wont you explain your remarks of yesterday? I inquired after a while. I cannot understand things at all — why — —

Not another syllable please, Mr. dEscombe, she interrupted. I beg you to forget every word I said, and ask you particularly to say nothing to my father. As she spoke I thought I caught a gleam of fear, even of terror, in her dark eyes as she glanced towards the door.

Very well, not another word, I laughed. But why do you talk of the dear old days?

Ah! I was very happy in the convent school, everybody was very kind to me, and I was never left alone with nothing to do. Now father often has to leave me for whole days, and I am not even allowed out without him, was her answer, made with a most adorable pout. Certainly she was charmingly pretty, and apparently innocence and freshness itself.

And yet, what did she know? Why the warning? I racked my brains to try and discover the mystery.

In four days time we were comfortably settled in an hotel at Sorrento. You know that little Italian town, I believe. You went there one winter. It is hard to find a more charming spot in the whole of that land of colour and picturesque beauty.

The hotel, built upon the edge of the high cliff which forms the seaward wall of the town, was full, at that season, of tourists and visitors — English, American, German and French — as also were all the other hotels in the place.

Ella and I soon became the greatest of friends and allies, and one afternoon, as we walked together at sundown, she gave me the reason of her warning in London.

I hate to tell you, Mr. dEscombe, she said, but I am certain, from what I have seen in the few short visits and holidays that Ive had with my father, that he does not make his living in a nice way. Im sure that he plays cards a lot, and I simply hate the men he often plays with; and yet — — and she hesitated.

Yet — what? I inquired anxiously. Her admissions made me feel most anxious, and, at the same time, curious.

And yet sometimes he plays with quite young men — almost boys — and Im afraid — well, Mr. dEscombe — you know.

Yes; I know what you mean, Miss Ella. You think that he persuades them to play, and wins their money, eh?

Yes, yes — but not unfairly. I cant believe that father would ever do anything so really horrid.

Of course not. Miss Ella, I replied, feeling at the same time that my eyes were opened, and that I had cast in my lot with one of those genteel social vampires so common in the big cities of Europe. Yet, so far, I had nothing but Ellas suspicions to go upon. I had been given nothing to do personally, except to make travelling and hotel arrangements — and even the names of the hotels were given to me; and I had been told, at all times, to assume a grand air, and give the idea that we were folk of great importance.

If you do this, explained Featherson, we shall get well looked after, and obtain the best of rooms and attendance. Money talks, you know.

In Sorrento I saw very little of my employer. He obtained a footing very rapidly in the great card-playing set of the town, and he told me that he was making quite a pot of money.

In the meantime I was told off to look after his daughter, and Ella and I spent much time wandering about the beautiful country-side, and making little excursions to Naples, Capri, Amalfi, and the various other adjacent places of interest.

Of course, the inevitable happened, and I fell quite seriously in love with my charming little companion. I managed to keep my secret to myself; how I hardly know. But I did; yet, of course, she knew. As the days passed I found myself, when not with Ella, very frequently in the company of an American visitor in the hotel — a small man with very piercing blue eyes and a marked American accent. Ella took an instinctive dislike to him, although he was always extremely attentive and polite to her, and I think I got more of her society than I should otherwise have done on this account, as she seemed to hate to see me with the American, and even went so far as to interrupt us on several occasions.

On the whole, however, life moved both pleasantly and quietly, although I could not help feeling that I was living on the edge of a quiescent volcano which might, at any moment, become active.

I was right. The activity was very strange, and very serious.

One evening, after we had been living at the hotel for about three weeks, shortly after dinner had commenced, an English lady who was staying there with her husband came in late — a very unusual thing for her to do; and it was evident to all in the room that she was very agitated about something.

Her husband was sitting at their table-à-deux waiting for her, but on listening to the statement which she made to him in an undertone, he got up hastily and left the dining-room, everybody, of course, wondering what could be wrong.

Our curiosity was very soon gratified, for the manager of the hotel, a tall, red-bearded Pole, who spoke seven languages fluently, came into the salle-à-manger, and announced in a loud voice:

Ladies and gentlemen, mesdames et messieurs, a visitor has had her jewellery stolen from her room. I have summoned the police. I must, therefore, most reluctantly, and, with many regrets, ask everybody present to keep their seats until the officers arrive. The jewellery was seen by its owner half an hour ago, consequently I am compelled to think that someone in the hotel must be responsible for the loss.

He repeated this statement in French and Italian, and at the conclusion of his remarks every guest was looking round covertly at the occupiers of the other tables, wondering the while who among that gay, well-dressed party was the thief.

Ella and I were dining tête-à-tête, as Mr. Featherson had been away since lunch. I noticed that she went deadly pale as the manager talked, and I feared that she was going to faint. But she quickly pulled herself together.

How dreadful it is to be mixed up in an affair like this! she said across to me. It makes me feel quite ill. What will they do?

Cant say, I answered. Unless they search us all, and our baggage too.

At this moment my employer, with a fine diamond stud in his dress-shirt, strolled into the room and walked to our table, all the eyes in the room being fixed on his tall figure.

Hallo! he exclaimed, everybody seems very quiet — its more like a funeral than a dinner, and he glanced in an unconcerned way around the big dining-room. Sorry to be late, little girlie, he said, smiling at his pale-faced daughter, but Ive only just got away from the Grand. Been playing bridge, and had jolly good luck — grand slam on no trumps. But what the deuce is the matter? he continued, with another quick glance around the room, where all the other diners sat almost silent, and, with but few exceptions, looking at him.

Mrs. Cass has just had her jewels stolen, father, answered the girl in a low, frightened voice; and the manager says were all to sit here until the police come.

Oh, ho! he laughed, and they suspect some of us, do they? Well, we can only offer to be searched — eh? Glancing at me: You dont mind, do you, dEscombe? You havent been a naughty boy — have you?

Not I, I said, I dont steal jewels. And I smiled grimly.

Very well, then; — here, garçon!

A sleek, obsequious waiter appeared.

Ask the manager if he will speak to me, said my employer.

He was always obeyed, this tall, slight, quietly spoken man, and the waiter appeared in a few moments with the Pole.

Look here, exclaimed my employer; we want to be off. Cant we be searched and go? Im quite willing to set the example, although I havent been in the hotel all the evening. And this lady and gentleman, nodding at us, are also anxious to clear their characters.

The police have just arrived, Signore, replied the manager, who looked most uncomfortable and unhappy. He beckoned to a quietly dressed little man who had just entered the room. This gentleman, Msieur Featherson, and his party, wish to be searched, and thus set an example for all the guests, he explained.

Benissimo, answered the little man, looking intently at Featherson and myself. Please come with me.

We went into the inner office of the hotel, and were certainly most thoroughly gone through. We could not have successfully hidden a pin. Ella had been taken to another room by a woman, and came out looking even whiter than before. We all three then went for a stroll in the beautiful hotel grounds, for the weather was fine, and the moon delightfully bright and clear.

A very unpleasant business, declared Featherson. Ella, youre looking quite queer and ill.

I feel faint, father, was her answer. I think Ill go to my room.

We two men walked on a short distance, and were then joined by my American friend — Mr. James B. Rowe.

I guess those jewels are gone for keeps, he volunteered to us. I reckon the crook who took them was too cute for most folk, he added.

What makes you think that? asked my companion.

Wal, drawled the New Yorker, by the time theyve gone through all the baggage and all the folks in the dining-sal-oon, there will not be a guest in the hotel unaccounted for except yourself, Mr. Featherson.

What do you mean? asked my employer hotly.

What I say, sir, replied the American. All the guests came down from their bedrooms dressed for dinner, so there has not been any opportunity for hiding six fairly bulky cases, has there? But wheres the little missie?

Shes gone in. This wretched business has upset her, said I, breaking in upon the conversation, not relishing the tone which it had taken between the other two.

The American glanced quickly at Mr. Featherson, who had pushed a little ahead of us, when suddenly he stumbled and fell heavily to the ground.

I rushed forward to pick him up.

Curse it, Ive strained my ankle again, he said. How deuced unfortunate. Ive done it about four times already, and it means no walking for me for three or four days at the least. I say, Mr. Rowe, would you be kind enough to run into the hotel, and ask two strong waiters to bring along a chair to carry me inside? I darent put my foot to the ground.

Rowe, evidently not too pleased, started off to do as he was asked.

The moment he was out of sight, Feathersons face changed its expression. Here, dEscombe, quick! he said, speaking in a half whisper. If you love Ella — and I believe you do — help me now. That mans a detective, one of the shrewdest. The jewels are in a wooden ventilator, in the corridor by my bedroom. Now listen.

I was so thunderstruck by his words, that I could not speak.

When Rowe comes back I shall ask him to help me in, and I shall send you for some brandy. Go quickly to our rooms, and, if they have been searched, then take the stuff out of the ventilator, give them to Ella, and tell her to hide them in her room for a short time.

I gasped. By Jove, I was new to crime in those days, and the calm way in which this immaculate gentleman owned up to being a common thief was too much for me.

Hurry man, he added, or its all up. This infernal accident prevents me doing anything for myself — or are you going to denounce me?

A moment only was allowed me to decide on the matter — a serious enough one, Heaven knows! — whether or not to become the confederate of a rat dhôtel. But the thought of poor little Ella, and also of the probable profit which would accrue, decided me. Besides, if I did tell what I knew I was stranded, almost penniless, in a foreign country.

All right — Ill do what I can, I answered, just as Rowe returned with the waiters. He hadnt wasted any time, and, evidently suspecting Featherson, did not intend to lose sight of him. I ran to meet him. I am just going to get a little brandy, Mr. Featherson is feeling queer, I exclaimed as I passed the trio.

But I noticed that Rowe turned and looked at me with evident suspicion.

I reached Ellas door panting and short of breath, and when she answered my knock I noticed that her eyes were red and tearful.

What is it? she whispered hoarsely. Have they found out?

Found out what?

That he — that my father stole the jewels? she gasped.

No, no, I said. But what do you know —— ?

I saw him coming from the womans room, she interrupted, her face ghastly white.

Have the police searched your rooms yet? I inquired. Theres no time to lose.

Yes, yes, all the three.

Then Im going to give them to you to hide, according to your fathers instructions, I said in an undertone. Im just going to my room to get something to cover the cases with, and shall be back in a minute or two if the corridor is clear — luckily its not much used.

I slipped on my big motor-coat and strolled along to the place Featherson had indicated, trying to look unconcerned, but my heart was thumping nervously away. I could feel it very distinctly, and thats a bad sign. The coast, however, was clear. Evidently the entries and exits of the big hotel were well guarded. In a few moments, however, I had transferred the cases, which I found in the ventilator, into my commodious pockets. Just as I finished a waiter turned the corner of the corridor, but luckily there was a bath-room close by, so I sauntered into it just in the nick of time, although I admit I listened intently to see if any alarm were sounded.

No, all was quiet, so I again emerged and went post-haste to Ellas room, where I handed her the cases. There was no time for talking, so I rushed downstairs for the brandy. I had been delayed too long, however, for as I reached the hall the chair containing the injured man was carried up the front stairs by the waiters, the man Rowe still being in attendance, most kind and sympathetic.

Too late, dEscombe, said Featherson with a sickly smile, and then turning to his carriers, Right up to my room — Number 81 — and thank you so much for your kindness, sir, he continued, turning to the American. I shall be quite all right now.

I guess Ill come up with you, and see you put all O.K., answered the other. I reckon I know some about sprains — and bullet wounds, he added with a side wink at me.

I really could not trouble you. My daughter can do all that is necessary. She knows exactly how to fix me up, said Featherson, with an air which said very distinctly Stand off.

Very well. If you wont have me, you wont. Ill look in and see you in the forenoon, the American said, and as he walked away I felt that he knew he was temporarily repulsed.

Come on, boy, said the injured man to me, and in a few moments we three — he, Ella and I — were in his bedroom with the door locked.

Wheres the stuff, he inquired, as, much to my astonishment, he got off the chair and walked silently yet firmly to the door, and examined the keyhole. Ella and I stared at each other, neither able to repress a smile at his able tactics and excellent acting.

There was certainly nothing wrong with his ankle.

He glanced at us, caught the expression upon our faces, and said, Youre both of you in it now — you understand? And youve got to help, youve no alternative.

His pale-faced daughter, shaking with excitement and emotion, half-sobbed out the words, Oh, father, is it really true? Are you a thief? And yet it must be, because I saw you leave Mrs. Casss room with the jewel-cases, and I know you got out of your bedroom window afterwards. I was looking out of mine, and saw you.

She broke down altogether, and then turning to me said hoarsely, Mr. dEscombe, you must leave us. You must not be mixed up in this affair.

Be quiet, Ella, interrupted her father severely. And mind your own business. Mr. dEscombe can quite well manage his own affairs. Then, turning to me, he said, You see how you stand, and I promise you your fair share of the profits. Everything is safe enough now, and, if I am any judge of character, you are not going to refuse five hundred pounds on account of moral scruples. Heres fifty to go on with.

The fellow knew me better than I knew myself, for I did not refuse. The lure of the money, and the attraction of Ella combined, were too much for me. So, in spite of the tearful protestations of his daughter, I arranged to convey the jewel-cases to his room in about half an hour.

Well come to a definite agreement later on, said the tall, polite adventurer. At present, we must be careful; that infernal American is suspicious. I expect another visit from him — although he knows nothing about me.

According to the arrangement, I smuggled the well-worn leather cases to his room, and watched him, tall and big as he was, crawl out of the window, and so hand-over-hand up an iron ventilating shaft, and deposit the cases on the roof of the hotel. The window having been re-closed and fastened, my agile friend reclined on a couch in the room, while I rang for a waiter, who brought the two whiskies and sodas which he ordered.

Now, dEscombe — to business, said my employer when we were again alone. It was impossible to talk while Ella was here. Poor little girl, shes had a bit of a shock, Im afraid. But you see how things are, and how I make a precarious, but not unhandsome, livelihood. My only reason for obtaining your valuable services was to get help and, if possible, bring you up in the way I would wish you to go. Now will you go on helping, or not? Do as you like; theres risk, of course, but theres excitement — theres life and theres money — if you choose.

Ive already decided, I answered. I will help you until I have enough to comfortably qualify on, and after that I shall go my own way. At the same time, I may as well tell you that I am very fond of Ella.

Her father laughed. Any reason, so long as you stay, dear boy. Your innocent face is quite valuable to me, he said. But now listen. Later on, to-night, I shall remove the jewels from those cases, and they must be got away from here, sewn up in Ellas dress; the cases themselves I shall leave on the roof.

Youre surely not going to implicate her as deeply as that Featherson? I queried, dropping the prefix for the first time.

Mr. Featherson, if you please, he interrupted sharply. It is necessary that you keep on the same old terms with me; you might forget at the wrong moment. Yes; Ella must help on this occasion. I fear that detective might make another excuse to get me examined again, and I hardly think he will worry a lady a second time.

All right, I said, giving in to him, and then I told Ella what was expected of her later on. I had a good deal of trouble. There were many tears to be kissed away, and many nothings to be spoken, before I could get her to see things from our point of view.

About ten oclock — ah! how long the evening seemed — I strolled into the lounge.

I guess youll find your hands full up, sonny, said a voice which I now heard with aversion and some fear. Hows that darned ankle, anyway?

It was Rowe.

Its going on very well, thank you; and, as you say, I have a great deal to do just now, I answered coldly, as I walked away. I was not desirous of being questioned by the objectionable American who, it was very evident, suspected my employer.

In the small hours of the morning, the jewels were taken from their hiding-place and put into Ellas care. After that we two men had a long talk in undertones, the outcome of which was that I wrote to the Hotel International in Algiers, requesting that rooms should be reserved for Count Binetti and daughter.

A great fuss was made over the loss of Mrs. Casss valuables, but nothing was discovered; and, after a couple of days of constant anxiety, I was very glad to leave the hotel with Featherson and Ella.

We had booked rooms at Bertolinis in Naples — a delightful hotel — and it was certainly a great pleasure to be away from the constant espionage of James Rowe, whom, however, we met afterwards in the town; which fact proved Feathersons wisdom in preserving his limp and bandaged ankle for the time being.

Two days later, however, I left, as I obtained a passage on a small Italian steamer to Algiers, my two companions promising to follow later by a regular boat due to sail in a weeks time.

I registered at the Hôtel International as Monsieur Boileau, representing myself to be a French tourist, and here my knowledge of the language stood me in good stead.

This was the initial move in a new plot of Feathersons to make further money; and when, in due course, Count Binetti and his daughter arrived, I was passed by with a haughty stare from that tall, supercilious-looking aristocrat. Counts, of course, are numerous in Continental hotels, but few of them have the superb manner and presence of that able swindler with whom I was now in partnership.

By careful arrangement, the Counts table was next to mine in the dining-room, and in a day or two he condescended to smoke a cigarette with me, while his daughter — bless her little heart — became quite friendly. Poor girl! She was most unhappy, but could not desert her father, although she knew he was contemplating another risky coup.

The young Prince de Montelupo arrived at the hotel shortly after Featherson, and with him were his mother and two or three other grand ladies and gentlemen with long names and titles — and much jewellery.

Everything was now ready for our adventure, and early one morning, about half-past one, having warned Ella, Featherson and myself went to either end of the long building and set fire to two fuses which would burn long enough to enable us to return to our rooms.

This business was very carefully timed, and almost as soon as we got back first one loud report and then another resounded and thundered through the corridors and halls of the big hotel. Immediately pandemonium reigned around us, which my partner and I added to by shouting: Fire! Fire!

Truly our carefully prepared little explosive smoke-balls were sufficient to stir anyone up!

Out of their bedrooms, panic-stricken and shrieking, rushed the guests. A few stayed to throw on a dressing-gown or some light garment, but all hurried helter-skelter to get down the escape stairs and outside the building as rapidly as possible. Meanwhile, two figures in capacious dressing-gowns with large inside pockets and with a bag slung round their waists hurried from room to room collecting jewellery of all kinds, watches, money, pocket-books — in fact anything portable or valuable.

These two, my dear Lanner-Brown, were, of course, Featherson and myself, Ella having rushed out with the frightened crowd.

We knew the scare would be over very quickly, but the smoke from our fire-balls was dense and acrid, and we had time to fill our pockets and bags, and then, by a back staircase which we had previously reconnoitred, we joined the other agitated guests who were standing in the hotel grounds watching the smoking building. Some were hysterical, others half fainting, and, being mostly foreigners, all were in a state of panic. But I saw that already servants and waiters were returning within the building, and it was certain that an alarm of robbery would be raised very soon.

Our plans, however, were deeply laid. We had settled upon a temporary hiding-place for our plunder, and very soon the miscellaneous collection we had annexed was deposited in a large marble cup, which was raised about nine feet high by the hand of a life-sized statue which stood in a dark pathway. My friends shoulder made an excellent step for me to reach this hiding-place. This done, we hurried out of the garden and separately joined the throng now re-entering the hotel. Here we found that the police were already in charge, and that there were rumours of an audacious robbery.

Soon note-books were produced by the police-agents, and the general excitement and indignation of the inmates of the hotel became intense as they made out the list of their losses. By Jove! Laurence! if half the curses showered upon our heads had come to pass we should have had a very hot time. Of course, we had, each of us, lost articles of value, and joined most heartily in execrating the thieves. Indeed, we also put in a claim for what had been taken!

Of course, nothing was discovered, and in two days time I returned to Naples, Featherson and Ella following me very shortly. She, poor child, seemed to have lost her good looks; her brightness and vivacity had disappeared, and she was ready to cry at the slightest thing.

Featherson, cute customer, knocked the stones from their settings and brought them away in his pockets, first having cast the settings into the sea.

Once more reunited in Naples, we held another council of war. Featherson suggested that he should take his daughter back to France, where it was to be hoped she would throw off the depression and melancholy which had recently obsessed her, and afterwards betake himself to Antwerp, at which centre of stolen goods he could get rid of the spoils of the two adventures in which I had taken part.

But how about me? I inquired. What am I to do? Where am I to go in the meantime? I feel a little too close to Algiers for real comfort, just at present!

Discretion, dear boy, laughed the old rascal. Why dont you take a run to Monte Carlo? Have a little flutter. I know — go to the Hermitage, and Ill join you there as soon as I can fix things up. Youll find it excellent, though expensive. And you can keep your eyes well open there.

Right ho! I answered. But what about cash? I havent very much left. You must give me some more. Ive only had fifty.

Yes, yes; you must have some, I suppose, he replied grudgingly. And taking out his bulky pocket-book: Heres another fifty for you — five tenners. They must last till I do the business, and he gave a most villainous wink.

I was not exactly happy over this arrangement. What if he made off, and never came near me again!

How do I know that youll come back, Featherson? I queried, thinking it best to speak out straight.

You dont, he laughed. Youve got to trust me. But Ill be back in a week or ten days, dont worry, boy. And I had to be content with this meagre assurance.

However, Laurence, he did come back — to find me at the Hermitage and stone-broke. Id lost every sou at the tables, and my hotel-bill was owing — a big one!

Thank Heaven youve turned up, I said as he swaggered in, immaculately dressed. Have you managed all right?

So so, said he. Lets have a whisky and soda. Ill be your guest to-day. Im staying at the Regina. That wasnt the hotel he named — for it would hardly do to indicate it here.

His manner was supercilious, and I somehow scented trouble.

How much have you got for me? I asked in an undertone as we sat at a little table in the winter garden.

Im afraid I cant make it more than — lets see, youve had a hundred? — another four hundred.

What? I interrupted angrily. Only four hundred, and what have you netted? Five thousand, or more!

Steady, boy — steady! The old rascal smiled grimly at me. You must leave things to me. In fact, and he involuntarily stiffened himself, you are in my hands entirely, and you will have to take what I can afford. I told you so before.

Why you told me perhaps Id get two thousand — and now — — I said.

Look here, dEscombe, he interrupted quickly, youre entirely in my hands. You cant hurt me without hurting yourself. And I tell you I can only give you four hundred. We must bring off another coup very soon.

Im hanged if I do, I answered angrily. Ive done with you, and I rose.

Dont be in a hurry, came the answer, suave and quiet. Come over to me later on, and lets talk it over in peace.

Very well, I will, and I think I shut up my mouth with a vicious snap. I was exceedingly cross and disappointed, and with a casual au revoir, left my guest to himself.

Now I had fortunately made one friend during my fortnights stay at Monte Carlo — a young French doctor named Jules Fabris, who was studying medicine, and particularly bacteriology, in various capitals of Europe. On several occasions I had joined him at the big laboratory attached to the hospital, down in Monaco, and watched him at work with cultures, bacteria and germs of all sorts and varieties, from complete innocence to savage malignancy.

I strolled round to see him after Featherson had left me.

Hullo, my dear friend, he greeted me with joy, shaking my hand. Come and see the lance-shaped diplococcus; its almost new to me. He knew that as a student I was interested, for I had studied several text-books on the subject, notably Muir and Ritchies. A few minutes later I applied my eye to the microscope, and watched the little pairs of cocci under the cover-glass.

What are these, I inquired with curiosity.

Very deadly! Oh, very, very deadly, was the reply. The pneumococcus, the germ of pneumonia, and incidentally of many other causes of rapid death.

The short lecture he then gave me imbued me with a great respect for the tiny little objects I could see so distinctly.

Later that night I had a stormy interview with Featherson, and though I left him with a gay bon soir my heart was full of thoughts of revenge. He was simply using me as a cats-paw and taking all the prizes himself.

I could not, as I had dreamt of doing, go back to London, get qualified, and commence in honest practice. I wanted, at the very least, a thousand pounds. But nothing would move him. Entreaties and threats were alike useless. Next morning when I saw him walking on the terrace of the Casino he was wearing one of those ugly black respirators which are so often used by invalids — or pseudo-invalids — on the Riviera. It suited him apparently, just at that time, to pose as one. I passed him by with a cold casual nod.

Two minutes later, there suddenly came into my mind the idea which was to free me from his slavery and give me a fair start in life.

Why not utilize some of my friends cultures, and use the respirator as a vehicle?

I knew a good deal of medicine of course, and I felt certain that if Horatio Augustus Featherson got pneumonia his chances of life were small, seeing that he was not a young man and had led a hard, dissipated life. But, conversely, my chances of money-making were big. I should certainly pose as his friend if he were laid up, and I should have very bad luck if I did not obtain a good picking. I knew that he always kept his money upon him, generally in notes.

This, then, was to be the real parting of the ways for me. I had either to cave in, and simply continue to act as an assistant to a selfish and unscrupulous blackguard who evidently did not intend that I should get out of his clutches, or I had — the word must be faced, Laurence — to murder him!

My transient infatuation for Ella had long ago disappeared, and the death of her father would be no great loss to her.

Yes, I decided to do it. It was the only way!

So I took a stroll in the sunshine and thought out my method of procedure. I should have no difficulty in getting a cultivation of the diplococcus. There were several in my friends laboratory, and I had the free run of that. But I must make an opportunity to inoculate the respirator.

I started next day by calling on Featherson at his hotel.

I am sorry, I said, with an appearance of contrition, that I so foolishly lost my temper yesterday. I hope youll shake hands over it all, and we can then be friends once more.

Jolly glad to do so, my boy, said the old reprobate with the hearty laugh which he could produce at will; I feel certain that we thieves cannot afford to fall out. Now well set to work on a new coup and then perhaps youll be able to get a bigger percentage. You must see that, so far, Ive worked everything, and therefore I ought to take the lions share of the profits — eh?

He did not mention that if wed been caught the balance on the other side would have been fairly equally distributed.

He was in his bedroom in a brocaded dressing-gown when I saw him, and, keeping my eyes open, I soon noticed the ugly black respirator lying on his dressing-table.

When could I get at it, I wondered. It was not an easy matter. Neither was the transmission of the deadly bacteria; and when I left him, having promised to dine with him that evening, I was still turning over in my mind how best to get to work.

He was wearing the object of my thoughts late that afternoon while we strolled along the terrace of the Casino by the sea, and I, carefully watching, saw him put it in a little case, which he placed in his coat-pocket as, later on, he entered the atrium of the Casino.

The brilliant surroundings, the red-coated Roumanian band across at the Café de Paris, the host of smart, well-dressed folk by whom I was surrounded, had no interest for me that evening. My mind had but one objective — that respirator.

How was I to get hold of it without his knowledge? Only a few moments were needed to introduce the deadly germs of pneumonia into it, and then, once he had inhaled a breath, the affair was finished.

I decided to try next day. I dare not delay.

He might leave at any day, at any hour, and certainly I could not carry such savage and death-dealing organisms about with me indefinitely. No, I had to manage it somehow immediately, and so determined was I that I paid a visit to the laboratory next afternoon, knowing that my friend Fabris was otherwise engaged. I took away one of the eight small culture-tubes labelled diplococcus lanceolatus, and I assure you that when I placed it, carefully wrapped in a roll of lint which I had brought with me, within my waistcoat pocket, I longed most heartily to have an early opportunity of dispensing with it.

What if someone jostled me heavily, or I fell — or any one of the many small possible accidents occurred? Then I myself stood a great chance of inhaling, or becoming inoculated on my clothes or hands with this particularly virulent germ.

However, the risk had to be taken. Moreover, I had to dispose of the parcel in one of the small pockets of my dress-clothes. This was worse still, but I was desperate, and took my chance.

I reached his hotel early with the idea of seeing my quarry in his bedroom again. My only chance was during his change of clothes, and I timed it just right. He was carefully tying his black bow over his pique dress shirt as I was shown into his room. I had prepared my story.

I intended to wait for you below. Featherson, I explained. But, do you know, I am afraid that fellow Rowe is downstairs. I am almost certain it was he I saw, sitting in the corner of the lounge under a big palm, disguised with a beard. I thought it would be wise if you were to reconnoitre before we went down, eh?

By Jove! ejaculated the old sinner, I sincerely hope it isnt, but Ill go and see. I can have a good look from the top of the stairs.

And he hurriedly put on his coat.

Wait here a minute for me; I can spot him, however hes faked up.

He hurried off, and the next moment saw me draw from the side pocket of his recently discarded coat the small case containing the respirator.

Two seconds more, and I was sprinkling the inside of it with the culture-fluid, my heart meanwhile thumping away and my hands shaking.

It was done. I replaced the inoculated death-trap in its case, and then back to the coat pocket, when suddenly a knock came at the door, and in walked a waiter. My heart leaped into my throat, and a curious feeling came into the pit of my stomach.

Monsieur Featherson? he queried, looking at me, as I thought, rather strangely.

Hes just gone out, I answered in a shaky voice, and as I spoke the culture-tube in my left hand fell to the ground and broke.

I started back. The waiter jumped forward to see what had happened, and then — a lucky stroke of genius, Laurence — a glass of vermouth and soda which my host had been drinking stood on the table at my elbow, and as the waiter stepped up, I upset this also on the same spot as the broken tube. The man looked at me reproachfully, yet with wonder in his eyes.

Msieur has broken something?

Nothing important, I replied in French. But you might just clear up the mess, will you, waiter? I have broken a little bottle of mine and the glass of vermouth too. Im sorry to trouble you. Mr. Featherson will be back in a minute if you wish to see him, and I gave him half a louis.

The man left and returned very quickly, but he was still sweeping up the débris as the tenant of the room came back.

Hullo, whats happened? he queried.

Oh, nothing, except Ive spilled your drink, but that can soon be remedied. Bring another — no; bring two vermouth and sodas, I ordered the waiter as he, poor devil, took out his dustpan with its deadly contents.

All this time I felt very nervous. Would the young Frenchman say anything? What would happen to others who came into contact with the tens of thousands of pneumonia germs now set free in the house?

These were ugly questions.

I couldnt see any sign of the chap, dEscombe. I expect you were mistaken. Youre young at the game yet, laughed my companion. Anyway well risk it, and have some dinner. Over at the Paris is best, perhaps — or Ciros. How the dickens did you manage to make this infernal mess? he continued, looking at the carpet.

A mere accident. Im sorry, I said.

Lets have our drinks over at the café; we can keep our eyes open for awhile if he really is about.

All right, said he, and meeting the waiter he instructed him accordingly.

Featherson was very agreeable that night, and we both of us made a little money at roulette. As we parted, after the Casino closed, he said, We shall get on very well together, boy. Ill play the game by you. You see.

I wish he hadnt said that.

Next day I went over to the laboratory to see Dr. Fabris. He was attending to his cultures and had not missed the tube I had taken. Later I went over to Nice with him and we were persuaded to stay the night with his acquaintances who lived up at Cimiez, and also the following day, so I did not see Featherson until the third day after I had used the diplococcus.

When I did call in the afternoon I detected a change in him. He was flushed, which was very rare with him, and his eyes shone bright and restless.

I knew the signs — the pneumococcus had not failed, and sure enough late that evening I was telephoned for to go to the hotel.

Msieurs friend is far from well, I fear, the hotel manager informed me as I entered. He wishes to see you.

I went up, and found a doctor there. The patient was tossing about in bed with a nasty little hacking cough and was short of breath.

Im bad, boy, he said. Devilish queer. God knows whats the matter. Youll keep an eye on me, wont you? Im very much alone, old chap, if anythings wrong, and his voice broke. It was the first time he had ever shown me any emotion. I think he knew he was very ill.

Serious case, msieur, the French doctor told me afterwards downstairs, and curiously enough I have got another patient here — a waiter — just the same thing, an acute form of pneumonia, I fear. I hope not of an infectious nature. If it is, mon Dieu! everybody in the hotel may be affected. Be very careful yourself when youre in his room, he urged.

It had not struck me before that I might start a series of infectious cases, and the thought gave me a queer turn. It was more than I had bargained for. I was young then. But that feeling very soon wore off.

Well, to cut a long story short, I went back next day and found the invalid delirious, and as a nurse had been obtained, I had to send her out of the room on a fictitious errand, telling her that I was a medical man. Then I proceeded to make a hurried search for Feathersons note-case, which I ultimately found beneath his pillow. I knew I ran an awful risk of infection, but had again to take that.

I was disappointed to discover only two thousand pounds in paper, out of which I pocketed sixteen hundred, and replaced the rest. It would not have done to leave him without a fair supply — otherwise suspicion might have arisen.

Well, he died, and the waiter died, and afterwards two more of the hotel-servants. It was a sad affair for the proprietor, as all the guests left hurriedly. I frankly admit that, once having obtained the money, I did not run much risk of infection myself, but as Featherson never recovered actual consciousness it was no hardship to him.

I somehow, nevertheless, felt that I should have liked to have soothed his last days. The old blackguard had his good points.

I sent all he had left, in the way of money and effects, to Ella, and wrote her a long letter saying how very sorry I was — and how I wished I could have done more for him.

That affair completed, I returned to England, having actually avoided the temptation to increase my capital at the tables. I very soon started my medical curriculum — with what result I will, later on, confess to you.

The pneumococcus is a very efficient and valuable weapon; but it is extremely hard to control its actions or its ravages, exhibiting, as it does, so many and varied forms of attack.

I have had cause to use it on one other occasion, which, perhaps, my dear fellow, I will in due course relate to you.

Poor old Featherson! Im sorry, in a way — even now.


II. IN WHICH A LADY IS CONCERNED
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PERHAPS THE STRANGE sequence of events which occurred in a country-house, where I was a guest about six months before I got qualified, first put into my mind the enormous possibilities of crime that a thorough knowledge of toxicology placed in the hands of a medical man who did not possess any so-called morals — or a conscience.

It is a rather queer story, my dear old fellow, and I will tell it you as I gleaned it, after having gathered together all the threads of the tangle.

I had gone to stay with a comparatively new friend, with whom I became acquainted in none too savoury surroundings in London, a fellow, younger than myself, named Anthony Laurence, and who lived with his people at Mallowfield Court, ten miles from York. His father, Sir Geoffrey Laurence, resided there with his second wife. My friend was her son — a youngster of twenty, who was too lazy to take up even the easy profession of arms, which his half-brother Francis, the heir to the estate, had done.

Francis did not get on at all well with his step-mother, who, as I afterwards discovered, was an Argentine lady, and whose son Anthony had inherited from her the tendency to idleness and the love of ease and comfort, which is common to that curious mixture of European and native American nationalities called the Argentino.

Francis — who was at Aldershot — under these conditions went home but seldom, fond as he was of his father, leaving, therefore, his step-mother and her son a free run of the family estate.

I cannot say that I was personally struck with Master Anthony, but even in those days I had a keen eye to the main chance, and when he invited me to Yorkshire to stay with his people, I accepted, not knowing at the time, however, how matters stood with the family.

Francis, I learnt, had a good allowance from his father, and the want of money had never troubled him. As a matter of fact, I found out that he was a particularly clean-living young man — the society of women he had never cultivated, and he was looked upon by match-making parents as a hopeless bachelor.

Two days after I arrived at Mallowfield a great disaster happened. Sir Geoffrey became suddenly ill at dinner, and the fussy little family medico diagnosed that he had been attacked by an apoplectic seizure. Consequently, Francis was wired for next morning, and arrived about six oclock on the same evening.

I was in the hall when he arrived, and saw his step-mother — a sly, dark, beautifully-formed woman who did not look her forty-five years — meet the young lieutenant at the door of his home.

He shook hands with her and immediately inquired after his father.

He had a stroke last night, she answered, and Dr. Shaw-Lathome fears that he will not recover. Poor Frank, I am so bitterly grieved. And her handkerchief went up to her eyes.

May I go up and see him? asked Francis in a cold, unemotional voice. I found out later that the presence of his stepmother always made him show the worst side of his character.

Certainly, if you wish, she replied. We have got a nurse — a very good one.

He went upstairs, and the nurse admitted him to have, as it turned out, his last look at his unconscious father.

Meanwhile — you understand, of course, that I gathered all these facts later — his step-mother retired to her cosy little boudoir, in which, lounging in an easy chair, she found her son Anthony.

He was a pleasant-looking youth, of small build and stature, with large dark eyes, clean-cut thin features and black hair, which he had inherited from his mother.

Francis is here, she said. My poor Anthony, you will soon be almost a beggar. Sir Geoffrey has, as you know, left everything to him, with the exception of a life-income to me and a miserable pittance to you. Oh, what an injustice, and a shame! — to a lout like that — it maddens me, Anthony!

But why, mother?

The will is this: if Francis survives his father practically everything is his, to do as he likes with — and we must go. You know he hates me! But if your half-brother died first, Anthony, the estate would be yours.

Thats no good to me, mother, answered the young man. Francis is as strong as a horse, so its evidently settled. Poor father cant live long, but Ill talk to old Frank tonight, and see what hell do for me. I cant work, and he knows it. Oh! hell see me put all right. He must help me.

His mother smiled bitterly. Yes, youre to be a pensioner, on your good behaviour, and perhaps allowed to see your mother once a year, or something like that. I know he hates me, and I hate him. Ah, how I hate him and his cold English ways!

Ill try anyway, later on, replied her son. Hes not so bad, mother, you know. Its only his way.

His way! she was interrupted by the entrance of the elder son at that moment.

Im afraid its all over with the poor old guvnor, he said in a shaky voice. Both Shaw-Lathome and the London man say theres no hope. His face was white, and his lips trembled — he was very fond of his father. Where am I to sleep to-night? he continued, looking at his step-mother.

In the tower-room, Francis, if that will suit you, she answered. Its nice and quiet, and has its own staircase — so you will not be interrupted.

Thanks, that will do for me very nicely. I shall go there early, as I may be called up during the night, the young officer replied. Who knows?

Youll have something to eat, Francis?

Thank you, I suppose one must eat however bad things are; but Ill go to the den first, and smoke a pipe.

And Ill go and see that your room is comfortable and ready for you, said the lady. As she left the room, her mouth was shut tight and her hands clenched.

Francis, having sought his room early, was joined at midnight by his half-brother, who went, as he told his mother, to ask for help in the future.

The man-servant Roberts, who took whisky and soda up to the room, noticed that the two young men were excited, and he heard high words between them as he left.

About four oclock that same morning, the servant, who was sitting up waiting for possible contingencies, was summoned by the nurse to go and fetch the lieutenant as his father had just died suddenly, and at the same time another man was called up to go and wake the doctor, who was sleeping in the house, and other members of the family.

Scarcely a few moments had passed before the man Roberts came rushing back, his eyes almost starting out of his head, his knees shaking under him, his mouth twitching.

Mr. Francis — — he gasped out jerkily, almost in a whisper, dead — dead in his bed, all screwed up and convulsed! and horrible — awful — — Words failed him, he seemed to be struck dumb with horror.

The nurse — a capable woman — took him by the shoulders and shook him. At that moment Dr. Shaw-Lathome arrived, followed almost immediately by myself. We had occupied adjoining rooms. He was a little, fat, fussy man, with gold eye-glasses and short, bristly grey hair — you know the type, old chap.

Whats this I hear? he inquired.

Sir Geoffrey has just died suddenly, doctor, answered the nurse. But this man whom I sent to fetch Lieutenant Laurence says that he is dead also — or if not, convulsed and seriously ill. There is evidently something horrible the matter. Will you see? You can do nothing for Sir Geoffrey himself, and this man — nodding towards the shivering Roberts— is useless.

Eh, what? — young Francis dead? What do you mean? inquired the medico, looking severely at the servant.

He is dead in his bed, sir, repeated the frightened man. Come with me, and Ill show you the room — in the tower — but I wont go in again, sir, no — not for a thousand pounds — awful — awful — —

Go on, then, ordered Dr. Lathome; and turning to me, Mr. dEscombe, youre in the profession, will you come with me?

We followed the servant down the fine staircase, into the big hall, along a corridor, and thence up a narrow, winding stairway, evidently built into a circular tower. The man pointed to a door at the top, and then turned and hurried away. He was half crazy with fright.

The doctor knocked at the door, but getting no answer, opened it, and we both entered, to start back aghast.

The man was right — the sight that had met his eye was enough to terrify stronger men than he. On the bed, curled and curved into the most extraordinary and unnatural position, was the body of the handsome and well-set-up young officer who had arrived but a few hours before.

His face, half buried in a pillow, was almost black, his eyes stared wide open, but showed little except the white conjunctivas, and his tongue — half bitten through — protruded from his mouth. His hands were clenched, the nails driven deep into the skin, and his back was curved like a bow. Even the toes themselves were doubled up close to the soles of his purple feet. The sight was a terrible one even to the medical eye. Every portion of the unfortunate young man was in a condition of extreme muscular spasm.

There is no doubt that he is dead, poor chap, said my companion; and it looks like poison — perhaps strychnine! Look about you, Mr. dEscombe; but dont touch or move anything. We must send for the police at once.

We made a careful but superficial examination of the body, and looked closely for anything, either in the shape of a bottle or glass, which could have contained the fatal dose. But we found nothing.

We can do no more at present, declared the doctor, before many minutes were over; and as we left the room and its horrors, he carefully locked the door and took the key, which he found on the inside of the lock.

We then went to the bedroom of the dead baronet. I followed, although it was nothing really to do with me, meeting on the way the still half-dazed Roberts, whom we had sent to the police-station.

The lady of the house, subdued and tearful, met us as we entered. Her son was behind her, looking anxious and distraught.

Oh, doctor, what has happened? she asked, sobbing volubly.

A very terrible affair, my dear lady, he answered, recovering his professional manner. In addition to the death of your husband, which, of course, we expected, I am grieved to tell you that Mr. Francis has come to a terrible end. He is dead too.

Lady Laurence gave a scream, and collapsed, moaning, on a chair, but Anthony stepped forward, his face working convulsively. What, Francis dead! Its not true, doctor; is it, dEscombe? appealing to me. I could see real misery in his eyes. Say its not true — tell me, old man.

It is, Anthony, only too true, I replied, wondering somewhat at his extreme agitation, knowing, as I did, that he and his half-brother were not the closest of friends. And I fear also that it is not a case of natural death, I added.

Not natural, he half whispered in a husky tone. Why — why — what do you mean, Archie? Suicide or —— ? He feared to continue.

We know nothing yet; the police have been sent for and the room is locked, I told him. But, buck up, man, you must face the music. You are the head of the family now.

The head of the family, he repeated under his breath, and glanced furtively at his mother, who, attended by the nurse, still lay faint and pale on the couch to which she had been carried.

I must say that some suspicion of foul play came into my mind. Had Anthony anything to do with the death of the young man upstairs?

The household was by this time in a state of panic. Servants stood here and there in twos and threes, whispering in awe-struck tones. No one seemed to know what to do; but just at this moment a police-sergeant, followed by a constable, was announced by the man Roberts.

Lady Laurence is too ill to see anyone, answered Dr. Shaw-Lathome, who, in lieu of anyone more competent, had to take charge of affairs. I will see the sergeant at once. He turned to me once again, as if in need of help. Will you come with me again, Mr. dEscombe? he said. I am the police-surgeon, and shall have to take this case over at first, any way.

Ill be pleased to help in any manner I can, I answered, and turned to leave the room, glancing for the moment at Anthony, who was still standing near his mother with an expression on his face which I could not understand — it was a mixture of fear and fright, and yet somehow he had not the crushed look of a guilty man.

We conducted the officer to the tower-room, and the horrible scene.

Dr. Lathome then pointed out to the police the attitude of the body, and also showed two very dark livid marks, one on each side of the dead mans throat — thumb marks apparently, he said.

The sergeants eyebrows lifted. Violence, he commented.

It looks like it, said the surgeon, but we must have some further medical help.

And official, chimed in the officer. We had better send at once. And he gave the constable some instructions.

On the following day an inquest on the body of Lieutenant Laurence was held, and at the end of it Anthony Laurence, my friend and host, was arrested for the murder of his half-brother.

The evidence was stronger than I had imagined. It was proved that the two young men had quarrelled. Roberts was positive as to that. It also appeared to be quite certain that no one could possibly have visited the dead man on that evening but his half-brother, as in order to reach the tower-room it was necessary to pass through the hall, and that had not been empty for a moment during the few hours before the death.

Anthony, in his evidence, volunteered the statement that he and Francis had quarrelled, and admitted also that the marks on the throat were probably his handiwork, the two having come to blows. But, he said, Francis was stronger than I, and although I held him by the throat for a very short time he afterwards threw me out of the room and shut the door. What I did was really done in self-defence.

He swore that he left deceased about one oclock, very angry, but in perfect health as far as he knew, and that he had then gone to his own room.

There was no evidence to support him, however, as to the time, although Roberts admitted seeing him pass through the hall very late.

The medical evidence was very curious, and to me, my dear fellow, most interesting and instructive.

Death, said Professor Hughes, the expert called in, resulted from asphyxia, and might have been caused by strangulation, and the thumb marks on the throat were extremely suspicious.

Then he went on:

The general condition, position and appearance of the body was unnatural to a degree, and it seems to me that some other factor beside the compression of the throat should be taken into consideration, although so far we have no evidence whatever of poison. Rigor mortis — stiffening — had set in early in the morning, putting the time of death at eleven oclock at the latest, under normal conditions, and yet at twelve-thirty the man-servant swears that he saw deceased alive and apparently in robust health. The post-mortem examination reveals nothing, although further research as to the presence of poison will be undertaken.

Under the circumstances the police had no option but to arrest Anthony and detain him on suspicion, pending a further inquiry.

Lady Laurence was exceedingly upset over this result. She cried continuously and refused to eat, or talk, or see anybody, even though the doctor pointed out to her that the evidence was not strong enough to convict her son.

My poor boy, my poor boy! What shall I do! Whatever shall I do! she wailed continuously, and constant nursing and attention was necessary for her.

The late baronets will, as she told her son, left everything, except her jointure, to him, if the elder son, Francis, died before his father, and without a legitimate heir. But the question immediately arose, which of them did die first? There was no definite evidence to show this, and this proved to be another factor in producing the lamentable mental and physical condition of Lady Laurence a few days after the tragedy.

My friend Anthony was eventually brought before the magistrate and charged with murder.

Counsel defending him seemed to me to be singularly incapable, and but for my prompting from the seat I had secured behind him, I believe he would have allowed the case to proceed without even pointing out what a sad mistake was being made, and how flimsy the evidence was against the man charged. Yet I had, at the back of my mind, the idea — call it intuition if you like — that Anthony was not keen on making a defence, though I felt certain that when the case came before a judge — if it did — that Anthony was safe, although the evidence against him in some directions was very strong.

Who else, argued the prosecution, could have done it? It is evident that the deceased had only the one visitor that night, and with him a quarrel was admitted. Motive also was adduced, and in the end my young friend was committed for trial. I obtained permission to see him on two occasions while he was in prison, but could get practically no information from him.

You know, Archie, that I didnt do it, he said sadly. He seemed miserably depressed, and no wonder! And I know nothing about it, but I can see that there is a lot of evidence against me. We did have a row that night. I asked him to give me a decent income — told him that he ought to do so, and he rounded on me, saying that I was a lazy young devil, that he wouldnt encourage me, but that if I would show any inclination to do work of some kind or another that he would then help me. I got angry, and my mothers name cropped up — that started the fuss. He said she was a designing woman and hated him, and I stood up for her, and after — well, youve heard — I was chucked out. I hadnt a chance against Francis.

I believe you, Anthony, I answered. And Ill do all I can to help you, but — who killed him? I feel certain it was not suicide.

The youngster said nothing — and again I felt that he knew, or suspected more than he could tell.

Who else was there, I asked myself, except his mother, Lady Laurence. She had certainly not visited the dead lieutenant after he went to the tower-room. The mystery was inscrutable — every track ended, as it were, in a blind alley.

Anthony asked me to stay at the house for a time and help his mother in her loneliness; for she, poor soul, was a stranger in the land, and the neighbourhood left her severely alone.

Lady Laurence, however, in a few days time recovered from her severe prostration up to a point, but she sat, silent and wretched, day after day in her boudoir, saying nothing — but thinking all the time of her son in his prison cell.

Meanwhile I was not idle, and as the day for the trial at the Assizes at York approached I began to feel more hopeful.

I think we shall clear him all right, I told the widow two days before the case was likely to come off. I have not drawn altogether blank. As a matter of fact I suspected the employment of a hypodermic syringe as the means by which poison had been given.

She stared at me, with a terrified expression, as it appeared to my mind, but said nothing.

On the following day we took rooms at the Station Hotel at York. During the evening Lady Laurence was startled by her maid, who came into her sitting-room and said, Mrs. Laurence to see you, m lady; shall I show her in?

Mrs. Laurence, repeated her ladyship. Mrs. Laurence, who can she be? Yes, show her in, please — if she is respectable.

Oh, quite, m lady, replied the girl, and in a few moments she ushered in a tall, slim young woman, dressed neatly in a well-fitting black gown.

Pardon my intrusion, said the visitor, in a soft, pleasant voice; but I have been ill, and have only been able to leave my room for the first time to-day, after nearly a month in bed, during which time I was not allowed to read or write. I only learned yesterday about my poor Francis. There the girl broke down, and cried as if her heart would break.

Lady Laurence looked on astounded, wondering what on earth the girl meant, but did not attempt to move — did not even suggest a chair to her visitor.

The girl, however, soon recovered her self-control, and continued:

Poor dear Francis. He would never let me write to you or tell you.

What do you mean? inquired Lady Laurence, but I feel sure her heart sank with a premonition of trouble in store. Poor Francis? — to whom do you refer?

The girl — she was very young — threw up her head on hearing the hard tone of voice.

I refer to my late husband — Lieutenant Francis Laurence, she replied in a steady voice.

Your husband? The elder woman could hardly trust her voice, it seemed to be lost. Why — why — Francis was not married?

Pardon me, but he was, answered the visitor. And, moreover, we have a little boy three months old; it was about him, in particular, that I came to see you.

The elder woman looked at the speaker with blank amazement in her face, and at the same time an expression of mingled horror and despair was apparent.

Francis married! A son! Impossible — it cant be true! she gasped out, as she sank back on her couch.

It is true, Lady Laurence, replied the young lady; and I am anxious to know how my son is situated by the death of his father and grandfather?

Lady Laurence stood up, looked at her visitor for a moment with widely dilated eyes and a ghastly, bluish-white face, and then dropped on the floor, senseless.

She was carried to bed, and I, having been hurriedly summoned, managed to obtain the same nurse who had attended to her husband, to look after her. I also sent for a medical man.

Then I took charge of the visitor, and learnt from her all I have just told you.

The sick woman, during the night, began to ramble and talk incoherently, with occasional lucid intervals, but her mind had apparently given way; why, it was hard to tell.

The nurse, after awhile, sent for me. You must come and listen to her, she said. She talks about the most awful things. What is curare?

Then, Brown, the light suddenly dawned upon me. I was a theoretical student of toxicology, and knew as much about poison, and more, than most men. My thoughts at once went back to that gruesome, unnatural figure on the bed in the tower-room. Francis had died of poison — and that poison was undoubtedly curare!

Phew! What a fool I was not to think of it before, I said to myself. I can see it all now.

Does she talk of curare? I inquired.

She speaks of little else at present, replied the nurse. Curare, poison, death, convulsions, needles — her mind seems to run in a circle.

Needles, I repeated. Needles! and then went with the nurse and listened outside the door of the sick room.

Next morning I went by the first train back to the Laurences house, and at once made my way to the tower-room, which had been left entirely undisturbed since the young fellows horrible death.

First I carefully examined the sofa-couch at the foot of the bed; there was only one cushion on this, and that I left alone. Next, the big padded easy chair had to be overhauled, and I poked about these two articles of furniture with a stick I carried with me very carefully, and very closely, but no one accompanying me would have understood my movements. However, I found nothing and turned my attention to the bed, still rumpled and upset, and at last wrapping my hand in my handkerchief, and on the top of that a small towel, I started to prod and push about the pillows.

I had been at this work from the start about three hours before I gave a sudden jump, and looked anxiously at the palm of my hand, and I admit I felt a sudden sensation of deadly fear, carefully as I had protected myself. After that, if you had watched me, you would have seen me very slowly and with infinite care draw from the pillow I last examined a pin — a thing six inches long — which I could not get entirely away until, with my pocket scissors, I had cut the linen cover. Then I held very gingerly in my fingers one of those long pins used by ladies with a round black head, the point of which appeared to be rusty, and which had evidently been sewn into the pillow itself.

The mystery was solved! Poor unsuspecting Francis had laid his head down on this death-trap, the point of the poisoned pin had scratched him, and death, horrible and rapid, had supervened. That was the end of him.

The whole story was now clear. A mother, jealous, vindictive and greedy for wealth; a mother who loved her own son and hated her husbands child had brought this about — and, I felt sure, a son who suspected his mother.

I pictured her that night when Francis arrived, desperate and half-insane, going to the tower-room with this pin, its point prepared with the curare poison, and sewing it into the pillow, feeling sure that the young ofhcer would die before his father, and that her son would become Sir Anthony Laurence.

How frightful must have been her feelings when her son was arrested for her crime. Again, how harried her conscience when the question arose as to which of the twain had died first, and finally, how hopeless and useless her dreadful crime, when she found out that there was another heir to the property and title.

No wonder that her nervous system had given way; but I very much doubt if the cause of the death of Francis Laurence would ever have been elucidated unless the word curare had dropped from her lips in delirium.

When I returned that night she was still as bad as ever, and, as a matter of fact, was removed to the York County Asylum within the next few days and soon afterwards died therein.

She was certainly a clever woman, and had probably some considerable knowledge of the poisons of her native land. I think I told you she was a South American, and it was, of course, from there that she brought her supply of curare, which is certainly a most deadly and efficacious poison, and one which, if introduced into the blood stream in the proper way, leaves no trace for the post-mortem examiner — as this case ultimately proved.

The medical evidence from start to finish was of no value, except as to its false premises; the very early onset of rigor mortis would have given me, in my later days, much information — but I was young and inexperienced then.

I saw the chief constable, and told him what I had found in the pillow, but taking all the facts into consideration he decided to take no further proceedings, seeing that, not only was the unfortunate woman insane, but that also there was no real definite evidence against anyone, although there was no doubt as to what had happened.

Anthony was brought up for trial, but at the Assizes the grand jury did not return a true bill against him, and consequently nothing further came out.

The outcome of all this proved my young friends salvation, as he afterwards took up the profession of the law, and did well. The claims of the small heir were, of course, incontestable, and he is now already promising to become a shining light in the county.

The whole story — and perhaps I have been somewhat verbose — had a considerable effect on my after life, for as I have already said, it showed me very plainly how easy it is to make things appear to be almost the exact antithesis of what they really are.

To my mind, toxicology is the only ology worth studying; not only is it fascinating to a degree, but it is valuable — very valuable.


III. IN WHICH I DISCLOSE A SECRET
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Y0U NEVER IMAGINED, my dear fellow, in all the years of our intimacy, that I was a gigantic fraud — but I propose to show you myself as I really was.

I started earning my own living as an indoor assistant to a Dr. Shirley Eckington, who had a poor-class practice in Leeds, receiving eighty pounds a year. I had nothing else but a maximum of assurance and a minimum of morality. My life consisted of much hard work, indoor and out, by day, and cards, billiards and barmaids after my work was finished — that is, as much as a doctors work is ever finished. But as time went on I began to stay at home at nights, for the reason that I had fallen temporarily in love with the doctors daughter — a pretty, innocent little girl, who looked after her semi-invalid father with the greatest care and attention, but who knew little or nothing of the outside world.

Poor little Gwen! I can often see her big blue eyes and golden hair even now; however, thats by the way. Suffice it to say that before long there was a definite understanding between us, but which we kept strictly to ourselves, knowing that we had no immediate prospects of marriage. Her father, Dr. Eckington, was a peculiar man, who had evidently lived a strenuous life, and at the latter end of it was certainly not overburdened with wealth. The practitioner among the poorer classes has generally a hard struggle to pay his way, and he was no exception to the rule; he did not possess the faculty of plausible lying which is so necessary to success in the general practitioner. He suffered with fainting attacks which I regarded as showing heart trouble, but up to a certain evening he had never mentioned his ailments to me; he treated himself. It was after I had been with him for about eight months, and two months after my understanding with Gwen, that he sent for me one evening about eleven oclock.

Sit down, Mr. dEscombe, he said, as he handed me a cigar-case. Excuse my getting up, but I want to have a chat with you.

Thank you, I answered, wondering which of my sins he had discovered. Nothing wrong, I hope?

It depends, was his answer. Have you got any means of your own — except what you earn, I mean? — because, if not, I dont think you have treated either me or my daughter fairly. You cant marry on eighty pounds a year. A grim smile played about his haggard features as he spoke, but he did not appear to be angry.

I confess I was staggered for the moment; he had found out, then, in spite of all our care.

I — I — what do you mean, sir? I faltered.

Oh, I know all about it, my dear sir, he said. Ive not lived all these years and not learnt to keep my eyes open. But to return: Are you now, or likely to be, in a position to marry?

Im afraid not at present, I replied, but I hope as time goes on to find an opening, and I meant then to speak to you about a formal engagement between Gwen and myself. We are both quite prepared to wait.

Bah! sneered the old man. Find an opening — what kind of an opening, eh? Dont talk nonsense, man.

Im afraid I had nothing to say, and after a few minutes silence, he continued, leaning forward and looking me straight in the face: Now listen to me. I am a poor man, and I havent very long to live — but even that is too long.

Too long. Dr. Eckington? What do you mean? I inquired, in astonishment.

This, said he. If I shuffle off this mortal coil within the next week, Gwen will have five thousand pounds, for which amount my life is insured; but as the premium is due within seven days, and I havent the necessary money for it, the policy will lapse. My life has been a hard one, my friend, and this insurance is all I have been able to do in the shape of provision for my girl when Im gone. Ive never been able to save a penny beyond this.

But, my dear sir, I interrupted, you are good for years yet. Why talk like this?

Not for years, dEscombe, he answered, with a sad smile. Just listen here. He tapped his chest, and I was surprised to find how very badly diseased his heart was. You see how it is, he continued. I cant hold out much longer. Why prolong the agony and leave the girl penniless? No; you and she can many, you can buy a practice, and I shall die satisfied — but it must be this week.

What do you mean? I queried.

Mean, said he, mean — why, I intend that you shall help me. A little digitalin, followed by some morphia, a hypodermic syringe — and all is settled. You can sign the certificate, and Gwen — bless her heart! — gets the money. But not a word to her, mind. She must never know.

I sat aghast. It was a remarkable suggestion, a man quietly asking me to murder him. It took my breath away for the minute, and yet, it was easy enough, too, when one came to think of it.

You are not in earnest, Dr. Eckington? I said. I cant kill you in cold blood like this — its too preposterous.

Nothing of the sort, man, replied the doctor. I am in deadly earnest, and tomorrow I shall take to my bed. You can give me the first dose in the evening.

I cant do it, sir, I protested. Besides, it might be discovered, and then — —

Nonsense! You are quite safe. Anyway, choose, and choose now — either a new berth as an underpaid assistant, or wife, money, and a practice.

To cut it short, I consented, and next evening, when he sent Gwen for me to go to his bedroom, I gave him his first dose of digitalin, which was to initiate his final illness.

For the next two or three days I hardly dared look Gwen in the face. Poor little girl, she was very distressed over her father, and I was genuinely fond of her — for the time being.

Is he very ill, Archie dear? she often inquired. He is going to get better, isnt he?

Yes, darling. He is very bad, but we must always be hopeful, I would say, feeling, I must admit, an awful blackguard. I was a bit thin-skinned still, but it wore off, as you will read later.

On the fourth night, when I visited my patient, he said: DEscombe, this must come to an end. I cant stand much more of it; but make it as sharp and sudden as you can, my boy. Im very tired of it — and I fancy I saw tears come into his eyes. I cant do any more for my little girl than this, and I thank you for helping me; but Gods curse on you if you dont treat her well after Im gone. You promise, eh? Youll not fail me?

Of course, sir, of course I will, I answered. I love her very dearly, and will do all I can to make her happy.

And she is never to know — how I died?

Never, I promise you most faithfully.

Now, dont forget the morphia whenever I send for you. Give me an extra dose of the other now, and then send Gwen to me. Perhaps I shall see you again to-night.

Ominous words. I went back to the surgery, and thought it over, and as the hours passed the waiting actually made me feel nervous. I had three strong whiskies and sodas — rare for me — but even then by midnight I was ready to start at the slightest noise, and felt generally all to bits. This wont do, I thought. Buck up, old man, and just then I heard a swish of garments, and in rushed Gwen in a dressing-gown, bare-footed and dishevelled.

Oh, Archie, Archie, come quick. I think fathers dying, please, and her voice broke into a terrified sob. I snatched up my hypodermic case and ran upstairs, Gwen following.

Eckington looked ghastly. His breathing was laboured, and he appeared to be very ill — much worse than he really was, but he was evidently suffering great pain. Now — now, he whispered, as I sent Gwen away to fetch something, the morphia, quick. Even then he could have been saved, and Im not sure that the wistful look in his eyes didnt mean, You neednt if you dont want to. But I did — I was ready now — and without a handshake I prepared, and gave, the injection.

Im going, Gwen, he whispered to her. Good-bye, my darling, dEscombe will help you.

He glanced at me with rapidly contracting pupils, the weeping girl kneeling by his bed-side, convulsively clutching one thin, white hand.

Good-bye — remember, were the last words I heard before he fell into the stupor from which there was to be no awakening.

We sat with him all night, and in the early morning he died — while the poor little girl sobbed on my shoulder.

I managed to quieten her after a time, and told her that I would attend to everything.

Luckily there were no near relations to come bothering with awkward and inquisitive questions; and everybody knew he had been ailing for some time, so, therefore, no one was surprised to hear of his death. I certified aortic valvular disease, and in due time claimed and got for my fiancée the insurance money. I persuaded her to agree to an early marriage, and then, after some little trouble, bought the Okehampton practice, which, at any rate, to begin with, suited me very well. He was a plucky beggar that Eckington. What do you think. Brown?


IV. IN WHICH I EARN A BIG FEE
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DURING MY FIRST two years of practice in Okehampton I worked fairly hard, but only made about eight hundred pounds a year, which was not nearly enough, especially as my tastes and habits became increasingly extravagant.

I wanted good horses, good wine, good cigars, plenty of holidays, and a thousand and one other things and luxuries, which rapidly absorbed more money than I was making.

I cannot imagine any worse feeling than that of an empty pocket to a man who has been accustomed to a full one.

My wife and I had a large circle of acquaintances and kept almost open house to those who liked card-playing.

I was at this time the delight and the much admired of ladies, both young and old, for whom I invented ailments, to cure which I provided necessary medicines and the, to me most essential, resulting accounts.

I was getting very unhappy, however, when one day, much to my gratification, I was called to Scoriton Manor, a fine country residence about five miles distant from our little town, to see the youthful heir to the estate and ten thousand a year.

He was seven years old; his father was dead, and his mother lived at the Manor, which with the whole estate was entailed. His uncle, the next-of-kin, spent most of his time there, and it was through his influence that I was asked to attend the sick boy. He and I had played billiards together at the County Hotel on several occasions, and I might say that he won every time, and, conversely, that I judiciously lost.

Jack Chalmers was a bright, nice little chap, and I did not find much the matter with him, and so I told his mother, at the same time carefully hedging in case anything might develop later. She and I did not hit it off; there are some people, the sort you call really honest and straightforward, dont you know, who have a natural antipathy to those who are not of their way of thinking.

Captain Chalmers, the uncle, asked me into his room to smoke a cigar before I left, and of course inquired after the boy.

I managed to rush you in here this time, my dear dEscombe, he said, in his slow, drawling manner, but Im doubtful, very doubtful. Madam does not like you, I fear, and is almost sure to find some excuse for sending to London next time. What a pity Im not Lord of the Manor; I could put plenty of work and good fat fees in your way. Is there anything the matter with the boy? His heart quite sound, eh?

Of course these remarks had the effect they were calculated to have; little Jack Chalmers death-warrant was signed in the few seconds which passed before I answered.

I cant say that I should be exactly sorry, dont-yer-know, he continued, and looked very straight at me through his monocle.

Then I started in to prepare my ground. I talked about the hard times, lack of work, shortness of money, and heavy expenses, and ended up by asking the Captain point-blank if he could lend me a hundred pounds for a month.

My dear boy, he answered, I wish you could do the same for me.

Oh, I said pointedly, you and I are in the same boat and experiencing the same bad financial weather, eh? I suppose if you were to come into the estate you would be glad to lend a helping hand?

I should just think so, old chappie; not a paltry hundred, but ten times the amount.

Or perhaps even more?

Yes, perhaps twenty times.

Is that a promise?

Yes, in the very unlikely event of anything happening.

More unlikely things have happened, Chalmers, I answered with a grin. Well, good-bye, I shall be up again to-morrow to see how the boy is going on.

I thought furiously as I drove home, and by the time the carriage drew up at my door my plan was decided.

At this particular time I was attending a child who was in the last stage of scarlet fever, the desquamating stage we call it; really a peeling off of innumerable small flaky bits of skin, each of which is capable of giving scarlet fever to someone else.

What was easier than to convey this infection to the boy up at the Manor?

Next day I visited the infectious case first, and whilst examining him, I managed to scrape off enough of the little fragments of skin under two of my finger-nails to give scarlet fever to twenty children.

I had often manufactured cases, but now two thousand of the best and brightest were being dangled cleverly before me.

I had not only to communicate the disease, however, but it was needful also to render it fatal — not such an easy business, yet I could not think of any better plan. You see, such an enormous amount of care was taken to keep the boy from running any risks. He was always carefully watched and guarded.

I drove directly home from the fever case and covered the two infected fingers with rubber points cut from a glove, which could be slipped off under cover of my handkerchief, or even the bed-clothes, if necessary.

I intended to plant my disease-carrying atoms at the moment when I took the boys temperature, and I was a good deal taken aback to find that since my departure the day previously, Mrs. Chalmers had persuaded a friend of hers, who was a nurse, to pay her a short visit, and help look after Jackie; at the same time, consequently, I found that the temperature had been already taken

Adopting a rather pompous and fussy manner, however, I said that I should prefer to take it again, and walking to the window pretended to be looking at the thermometer, instead of which I was of course removing the rubber nail covers, one of which I was clumsy enough to drop as I returned to the bedside.

I put the thermometer into the boys mouth with my left hand, making sure that both his lips and tongue touched the two fingers which I had infected.

Youve dropped a rubber finger-cover, doctor, said a soft voice, and turning, I found the nurse holding it out to me, looking meantime with some interest at my hands to see, I supposed, why I needed such protection.

Thank you, nurse, I said; I ran a needle into my finger to-day, and I always take great care of my hands.

How is Jackie this morning. Dr. dEscombe? inquired the boys mother, as I followed her downstairs.

I dont think that hes quite so well, was my previously thought-out answer. Although he has not any serious rise of temperature, still theres something Im not quite satisfied about — the kind of intuition which we doctors get, you know.

Would you like a consultation? she asked.

Nonsense, Jane — theres nothing the matter, interrupted the drawling voice of the gallant Captain, who had just entered. You leave dEscombe to look after the little chap. Hell be well in a couple of days.

The lady looked at him, a very straight, almost inquiring look, and I could see by the momentary flash in her eyes and the firmer set of the mouth that she distrusted her relation; perhaps simply because he was the next heir to little Jackie.

Youll tell me at once if theres the slightest danger, wont you. Dr. dEscombe? she said to me, ignoring the Captains remark altogether. He is all Ive got, and it would break my heart if anything happened to him. I can trust you, cant I?

This kind of interview was none too pleasant, and I was glad to get away and drink a large whisky-and-soda with the prospective Lord of the Manor.

How is he really? he asked, looking keenly at me.

I dont quite know, Chalmers. I shouldnt wonder if he were sickening for something, I replied, with a smile.

Gad, youre a cold-blooded devil! he blurted out, and then, I mean all doctors seem to be naturally hard-hearted and unfeeling — eh, what?

Not all, not by a long way; some are different. I, personally, practise to make money, not for the sake of curing the sufferer, if thats what you mean.

Next day the boy had a headache, and two days later his temperature jumped up, and when I told his mother she openly deplored the recent death of her regular medical attendant, and practically insisted on a consultation with one of the leading physicians in London.

He came in the evening, but could throw no light on the case; the rash had not yet appeared. Luckily for me he regarded the illness very lightly; but when on the following day the typical red rash did come, and he was again sent for from the hotel, he changed his opinion, and diagnosed a virulent attack of scarlet fever.

You were right, dEscombe, the Captain remarked to me later, with a curious look in his eyes.

He knew well enough that the illness was my doing.

The child got rapidly worse, and I must confess that when I went in to see him, and that was several times a day, the sight of his little, red, flushed face, bright, suffused eyes, and pretty, tousled fair hair, made me — even me — feel uncomfortable and anxious to see the finish so that I might get away.

The most searching inquiries failed to discover the source of his infection; nobody, of course, thought of me — nobody ever does suspect the doctor, although Mrs. Chalmers did ask me if I had any scarlet fever cases, to which I said No.

Despite the most unremitting attention and nursing, the frequent visits of the great man from London, and my constant presence in the house, the boy died on the sixth day; but it is possible that if I had not kept a close watch, he might have recovered.

Captain Chalmers inquired constantly and eagerly after the invalid, and as the days went on his manner to me changed; he became patronizing and arrogant, already seeing himself the possessor of the Manor and its land and income.

Would he pay? That was my worry. I had no means of making him, and if he chose to back out he could.

On the day of little Jackies death the Captain asked me into his room, and said: I shall be able to lend you the money we mentioned very shortly, but one thing I insist on, and that is that you never enter this house again; and I should also like to inform you that when I make a new will, your name will not appear, so my death will not advantage you. I thought it would be well to mention it, because it seems to me that you are the sort of man who might act on the chance, and I hope to live for many years yet.

For the moment, I felt like letting him have it straight from the shoulder, but it wouldnt do, and so I answered, smiling: You speak in enigmas, Chalmers, but anything to suit you; however, you must not appear any different to me in the town. Then I shall hear from you soon?

In a day or two, he replied; and I left the Manor, never to enter it again except on the occasion of poor little Jackies funeral.

The two thousand came in notes with never a word, and very soon Chalmers appeared to take an intense dislike to the Manor, and went to live in London, and abroad.

This windfall put me straight for a time, but, as usual, matters came to a bad pass again, not so very long after.


V. IN WHICH MY LOVE-AFFAIR IS EXPLAINED
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W HEN I first started in practice, old friend, I made up my mind to pose as a ladies man, and I certainly earned that reputation among my patients. As a matter of fact I have only once ever really made a fool of myself over a woman, and then unfortunately for her — as she died much earlier in life than appeared to be probable.

I will tell you about it, although I admit that it is a story of which I am not proud, and which I should have kept to myself if I had not decided to let you, old friend, know everything about my life.

I have told you how my marriage came about, and possibly you may have noticed in your many visits to my house at Okehampton that my wife and I were not what you call an affectionate couple. As a matter of fact my youthful infatuation for her wore off within the first year of our married life, and during the five years which this lasted our relations to each other were cold and frequently strained. She came to look upon me as a hard, calculating man-of-the-world, who had little affection to spare except upon himself, and I think that her very orthodox opinions of right and wrong ultimately made me look upon her as a narrow-minded and distinctly milk-and-water kind of person. Then, at the end of that time, she made a bosom friend of Estelle Martin — a woman slightly older than herself — and with this woman I fell desperately in love.

You will say after reading these papers: How ridiculous! This man who was selfish to the bone; who stayed his hand at nothing; who killed without scruple, who robbed with joy, this blackguard dEscombe to fall in love — bosh!

But it was so. She was a very beautiful woman — stately and calm, with that red-brown hair beloved of the Venetian painters, and the violet eyes and perfect contour of face which you only find in Ireland. So I lost my head completely.

At first she hardly noticed me, although she was constantly in my house, but the time at last came, after I had exerted every effort, and played every card I knew, that she understood and responded.

I remember it so well.

That evening my wife had gone out visiting and was late in returning, and Estelle and I were sitting in the twilight, waiting. I was ablaze with longing for her, controlling myself with difficulty. She was speaking confidentially about her younger days, and then as she talked I put my hand on hers and she did not take it away. It was all done and over in a second; before I could think I was kissing her madly. I laugh at myself now, but I was in deadly earnest then. You mustnt — oh! you really must not, I remember her saying, but she returned my kisses, and ten minutes after I left her crying bitterly, but she put on her hat and coat, and got away before my wife came back. We had many stolen meetings afterwards, but she was always blaming herself for her treachery to Babs — my wifes name with her intimates — and try as I would, and I think I was fairly persuasive, I could never make her really responsive, or even kiss me again.

I will not be such a treacherous beast to her, she would say, much as I love you, But — if only we had met before,

Well, thats enough of my love-story, my friend; but you can see that I was in that frame of mind which stops at nothing. So at the very first opportunity I could get — it was a post-mortem — I made a virulent culture of some staphylococci, the germs which produce blood-poisoning, and a few days after my wife scratched her hand very badly with an unsuspected pin which lurked in one of her garments, with the result that in about ten days time she was in bed, attended by a brother practitioner, and being nursed most assiduously by Estelle, who insisted, as she had had some training, on taking the place of a regular nurse.

Poor dear little Babs, she said to me one night, as I sat brooding and wondering how things would turn out. I think she is turning the corner. I am so glad!

Glad! I muttered. Glad! Estelle darling, come, let us abandon everything, and get away together — to America, Australia — where you will. I cant go on like this.

Like a silly fool I was quite prepared to give up everything — profession, honour, practice, home — if she would only come with me. But she looked at me with a half frightened air.

I believe, she said in a low voice. I really believe you would be glad if Babs didnt get better.

And why not? I whispered. I want you, Estelle darling — only you!

She shivered and drew away from me as she answered: You will make me hate you, if you talk like that. How can you? And she went to the sick-room without another word or look.

Well, I have to tell you now Ive begun. My wife had to have three minor operations done for the poisoned arm and then began to improve, but slowly, and at the end of a months illness she was just a shadow of herself, fragile to a degree, in just that condition which only required the smallest fillip to turn things the wrong way, and — well — it had to be done.

I wanted Estelle madly, frantically, and while my wife was alive this was impossible, so that night I added enough arsenic to a dose of her medicine to produce a sickness which I felt the invalid would not be likely to stand, and which is a common symptom in such cases as hers.

I felt a bit uncomfortable as I saw the thin, pallid-faced, golden-haired little woman lying in the bed.

I think Im getting better — Im so sorry Ive been such a worry to you, Archie. Youll forgive me, wont you, dear? she half whispered.

Yes, yes, I muttered, feeling an awful brute for the moment, but Estelles face came into my mind — curse her — and I decided to carry the thing through.

What horrid medicine the doctor has sent me, she continued. I can still feel it burning.

Oh, that will soon pass off, I answered with a laugh. Dont get faddy about the physic, and now, I added, as I turned to leave her, Ill get Miss Martin to come up. And another moment saw me out of that room, which had certainly somewhat jarred on my nerves.

I saw Estelle about two hours later, when she came to tell me that my wife was worse, and was in considerable pain.

She complains of the medicine which you gave her, she said, looking at me with an expression on her face which made my heart sink, and then suddenly, her eyes flashing, she blurted forth: You brute, I believe youve poisoned her!

Perhaps, Brown, for the one time in my life I was frightened. My words came spasmodically and I knew my lips trembled as I answered her.

What — do — you mean, Estelle dear! — poisoned! — now dont talk such nonsense, theres a good little girl! I replied, but I fear my tone was not convincing.

As sure as I stand here, continued the girl, you shall answer for it if youve done anything wrong to that poor dear upstairs. Oh, I hate you — I hate you, you brute!

Woman, my dear old friend, passeth all the understanding of man. Here was a girl who, a few hours before, was willing enough to admit that I was the only man she had ever loved, ready now to see me in the hands of the law — aye, and to put me there!

I am going back to her, she continued, her face still flushed with emotion, and Ive sent for your friend the doctor.

My feelings were far from pleasant, for I knew that if a post-mortem were to be held in the house I should be in a very tight corner.

Fool I was not to stick to my hypodermic, I thought to myself. As it is, Im afraid that my efforts have been in vain. And, in addition, Estelle becomes a stumbling-block.

The imminence of danger acted like a cold-water douche upon my infatuation, to say nothing of the girls altered attitude.

The position was a most serious one, and had to be faced promptly. My wife grew rapidly worse during the day; nothing would stop the sickness, and my good old medical friend shook his head. This is the last straw, as it were, dEscombe, he said to me when he came downstairs. Im afraid she cant rally. And as he said it I caught a look on Estelles face which made me finally decide on carrying out an idea which I had had in my mind for the last hour.

It was quite certain, Laurence, that if my wife died Estelle was dangerous, and her tongue must be silenced. She had slept in my house for several nights and I had noticed that she wore soft felt slippers while on duty upstairs. This fact enabled me to carry out my scheme. I carefully treated two or three flat-headed tacks with a nicotin alkaloid which I had carefully preserved for over twelve months in view of a crisis such as the present, and these tacks I laid carefully between the door of her room and her bed, feeling fairly certain that she would tread upon one of them. The action of this poison is to produce immediate motor paralysis, that is loss of all power of movement or speech — and if given in a sufficient dose, almost immediate death. I did not want this latter possibility to happen, but I hoped to find her in a state of collapse, apparently from overwork, and thus be able to take her over as a patient, and keep that troublesome tongue quiet.

It was a somewhat elaborate plan, but fortunately it succeeded.

My wife got rapidly worse that evening, and Estelle would not even look at or speak to me, and I felt sure that the morning would bring serious trouble, if matters did not arrange themselves as I wished. However, they did. I was called hurriedly from my room by a maid about midnight, who told me that Miss Estelle had fainted in her bedroom, and I rushed up at once and found her lying on the bed, comatose.

Run for the doctor, Janet, I said to the maid, and as soon as she had gone I removed the tell-tale nail, which, sure enough, was in the sole of the slipper worn by the girl with whom a few hours before I thought I was madly in love. She was unconscious — the drug had done its work well, and I was enabled to pick up the other poisoned tacks which were on the floor, before assistance arrived.

Dear, dear! said my colleague; what an unfortunate affair. She has evidently over-worked herself. What shall we do, dEscombe?

Send for a couple of nurses, doctor, I answered, and I will take this patient off your hands. She looks very ill, I think.

Yes, Im afraid she is, and with your poor wife so desperately bad too, Im sorry for you, he replied.

We must do the best we can, I said. But it is unfortunate.

My wife died that night, and Estelle knew nothing of it. I kept her under the influence of nicotin and hyoscin, given hypodermically in carefully graduated doses for several days, and then allowed her to recover movement and semi-consciousness. But I kept her brain clouded and dazed for a long enough period to prevent her thinking clearly of previous happenings.

I then arranged with her widowed mother to get her away to the Continent for a long rest and change, feeling certain that when she did return anything she said would be looked upon as the fancy of a mind affected by illness.

I was quite cured of my infatuation, as you may imagine.

I didnt see Estelle again for six months, and by then the action of the drugs and the course of time caused us to meet simply as old acquaintances, and this only very seldom. But, by Jove! it was very much touch and go.

The shock and consequent illness was, I fear, the real cause of Estelles death some twelve months later.


VI. IN WHICH I OBLIGE A LADY
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I EXPECT, MY dear Laurence, that since our meeting, several years ago, before I came to Kensington, when you went on your sea-voyage, you have wondered at many things connected with me. You shall have your curiosity satisfied.

You remember, of course, my exodus from Okehampton, after my wifes death. You, among many other friends, followed my poor wife to the grave, but no one, not even you, guessed what a trial her illness was to me.

From some source, probably papers left by her father, she got an idea that something about his death was suspicious, and after that our married life was unhappy.

Well, she died, and my brother practitioner who attended her signed the death certificate without the slightest suspicion entering his mind as to any assistance she may have had in leaving this unhappy world. Then I migrated to London, having sold the Okehampton practice.

I bought a partnership in the West End, but I did not agree with my colleague very well, and it became necessary very shortly for one of us to go.

He went.

In a most inexplicable manner he contracted an attack of erysipelas, and this, instead of clearing up, as it should have done, became worse and ultimately killed him.

I had at the time a very severe case of erysipelas among my patients, and I cannot help thinking that he contracted his attack through me.

It was this way. I had taken some swabs of fluid, alive, of course, with the bacillus of erysipelas, and stupidly forgot to put them away.

The swabs were left in the surgery with some pins sticking in them, and he, knowing nothing about them, picked up the innocent-looking fragments of cotton-wool containing the poison — and the pins — and threw them away.

I fear that he pricked his finger badly while so doing, and consequently infected himself.

And carefully as I tended and dressed him, he died.

Among my patients was Admiral App-Smith, who lived on Campden Hill, and through him I made a nice little sum and found a staunch friend. If I should die before him (I am still treating him) he occasionally will wonder greatly at his sudden recovery from the bad chronic dyspepsia which has troubled him for the past eight years.

Confound you, dEscombe, he would often say, just as you have cured me, on it comes again. You doctor-fellows arent much good, after all.

Thats all very well, Admiral, I would reply. You are nearly eighty; be thankful youre alive.

The Admiral had a daughter, who was married to an utter scamp, well-connected — but a drunkard. In those days, I spent my evenings in the houses of friends who had home ties, and as the App-Smiths house was close to my residence, I put in many odd hours there.

One day, the daughter, Mrs. Crosswell, came to Cromwell Road to see me, and I noticed, that she looked ill.

She was a very pretty woman, tall and dark, with almost a Spanish cast of countenance.

What brings you here to-day, Mrs. Crosswell? I asked.

She sat down wearily. I hardly know how to begin, Doctor, she replied; but look here, and pulling up her sleeve, she showed me on her beautiful, round, white arm, two greenish-black discolorations — evidently bruises.

I started. How on earth did you get hurt like that?

My husbands mark, she said.

What? Mr. Crosswell did that? By accident.

Done by intention, and with his fist. But this is nothing; see here, and tearing open the lace on her chest, she showed me just below the throat another mark more recent, more severe, and more extensive.

He is brutal, and I cannot live with him any longer, she cried. Not only does he strike me and hurt me in every way, but he suspects me of being untrue to him.

She sank back in the chair, her white, uncovered chest heaving, and tears starting to flow down her cheeks.

At this moment I heard an altercation outside my door, and the next moment in burst Crosswell himself. His face was flushed, his hat on the back of his head, and his clothes awry and dishevelled.

So, he shouted, she is here, and with the wonderful doctor who is such a friend of her family.

He swayed as he spoke, and clutched a chair.

You infernal blackguard! Calling yourself a friend under the cloak of pill-mixing! Ill horse-whip you till you cant stand, he shouted. I made no reply to him, but seeing that the lady could now leave, I said to her: Kindly wait in the hall, Mrs. Crosswell, while I have a word or two with — your husband.

Shell do nothing of the kind, he said. Stay here, Louise.

I opened the door and showed his wife out. Her husband started to intercept me, but tripped and fell headlong at his first step.

He picked himself up, however, and made a rush at me.

You know me, Lawrence; I am not a child, and when he got near me I just quietly sat him on a sofa with one of the simple little tricks of the wily Jap.

Now, sir, I said. you shall explain yourself, and a full explanation I shall want, followed by an apology.

He had evidently drunk a lot already that day, for even now his rage was disappearing and a sleepy, maudlin look was commencing to fill his previously bright eyes.

Youll get no explan — explanation from me, or pology either, damn you!

What do you mean by following your wife and forcing your way into my house in the way youve done? I demanded. Youre going to be ill, I can see, Mr. Crosswell. Sit still a minute until I come back.

It was very evident to me that he was on the verge of delirium tremens. When I came back he was looking round in a stupid, dazed manner, and he took the draught of bromide I gave him without a word. I sent for a taxi, and we all got in and drove to their house.

During the journey I noticed that he was breaking out into that profuse sweat which is common to all alcoholic cases, but the dose I had given him was keeping him quiet.

Having reached our destination, I said to his still tearful wife, I am going to see him in bed myself, and then we must send for a nurse; hes in for a bad time.

Will he talk much before the nurse? she inquired.

Dont trouble about that, I answered; I will see to it that we have a discreet woman.

Her husband had by now gone to his room, and when I went up to him he was lying on the bed.

What do you want here, you hound? he growled. Wait till Im better. Ill show you up, and her too.

You get up and Ill help you undress, I replied, but, calm as I appeared, his remarks bothered me. One word against a doctors reputation and it is damned.

Youre not going to doctor me, dont you think it, growled the sick man. Ill send for Lanner-Brown. He referred to you!

All right, get to bed and well see, I answered, and he allowed me to help him — showing, of course, how unbalanced his mind was.

I went home, had a cigar and a large cocaine and soda — a strange drink, you say, old man, but as you very well know, a wonderful help at times, if youre used to it.

I had thought, and I decided. This man must not be allowed to cause trouble, and yet it would not be wisdom on my part to let him take a sudden and suspicious turn for the worse.

I gave him morphia that night.

When I visited him he was sitting up in bed, flushed, sweating, and laughing immoderately.

In the morning I had a long conversation with the Admiral, and took the opportunity of giving him a little arsenic in his whisky and soda.

I told him all the circumstances, and he was shocked.

What on earth can we do, dEscombe? he said. Im sure hell do what he says. Poor, poor Louise!

I dont know; Im afraid Im a ruined man, I replied; but I would give anything to save her.

After seeing my patient, I sat down in Mrs. Crosswells cosy little room and had a long talk. At the end of this conversation she made the remark:

Well, Dr. dEscombe, if that arrangement is carried out, I shall thank you and bless you all my days.

The case went on through the usual course of such attacks, but as the man rallied, a curious change seemed to take place in his character and general demeanour.

He became almost childish — and his memory was not as good as it should be.

On the sixth night after his attack I paid my evening visit early. The nurse was asleep and Mrs. Crosswell was in charge. If you had watched me closely that evening you would have noticed a little hypodermic syringe in my left hand as I went to examine my patient.

He was half asleep, and as I felt his pulse I sent his wife into the next room for some small thing. While she was away the point of the syringe found its way into the arm of the semi-conscious man, and the syringe was emptied. He started up in bed, and his wife hurried back on hearing him shout.

What is the matter? she breathlessly exclaimed.

Its nothing, my dear lady, I said calmly, although my heart was beating fast — too fast — and a sudden fear seemed to clutch it; if this woman found out, and told all she knew, there was risk — serious risk.

Hes stuck something into me. What is it — oh, what has he done? moaned the invalid.

Have you done anything, Dr. dEscombe?

Simply ordinary treatment, my dear lady. Dont take any notice of his roarings, I said, unconcernedly.

That night Mr. Crosswell had an attack which resembled apoplexy at first, but which, later, developed into maniacal raving. I treated him in consultation with you, and he ultimately recovered.

The one sad result of the illness was total loss of memory.

Probably, my dear fellow, you have not that intimate knowledge of poisonous alkaloids that I have, and even now I have no doubt that you did not understand the way I managed it.

I had steadily during his illness given him small doses of hyoscyamine, one of the alkaloids of henbane, and on that last night I mention I gave him a big dose, and this drug, you may not know, if carefully administered, will cause insensibility, afterwards mania, and then, on recovery of bodily health, very frequently complete loss of memory.

The value of drugs is beyond description. Even you, most worthy friend, had at one time in my house enough cocaine in your coffee to enable me to win five pounds off you at bridge.

Perhaps you remember that night you got so excited. Hurrah for drugs, and bravo for the man who has the knowledge and pluck to use them!

The Crosswells live in Maida Vale now; he is very harmless, and his wife is very sad about him.

My agreement with her, of which I spoke, was to, if necessary, get him put under control, if he continued his statements.

I only did this to blind her as to my methods and to obtain the large cheque which was promised me both by father and daughter if I could save her from her husband.

They little knew the means adopted by me, not to save her, but to escape myself from the tongue of that drunken brute.


VII. IN WHICH A RISKY COUP IS DESCRIBED
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I DID THINK that when, leaving a balance of a few hundreds in the hands of my long-suffering bank-manager, I went for a tour in the Royal Mail boat Dorsetshire to China and Japan I should be free of matters medical, and also clear of financial difficulties necessitating risky coups. But no. Adventures to the adventurous.

Indeed, when I arrived home I had paid my somewhat extravagant expenses and was an extra fifteen hundred in hand.

I was very happy on board for the first six weeks. The ship, although not large, was comfortable, the majority of the officers were good fellows, and passengers were few.

Nothing is so delightful to the busy man, if he is a decent sailor and not in search of constant and varied excitement, as a long sea voyage. The absence of the postman is, perhaps, the most delightful point of all — no daily worries, nothing to answer, no bills to make you shudder and rush to the tantalus. If you are also a keen chess and card player, then the life, for a few months, is ideal.

The skipper of the Dorsetshire was a most able man, but an amusing study. He was obsessed with the idea that he was a lady-killer of the most accomplished type, and I believe he really considered himself handsome, but he held a lone hand in that belief. I mention this because, later on, this curious, almost ludicrous, fancy of his was of great value to me — and another.

As the voyage progressed and we got into warmer climes, our passenger-list increased, and before Shanghai, outward bound, the first-class saloon was nearly full.

The ships doctor was an Irishman named Currie; tall and thin, with a delightful brogue, a maximum of assurance and a minimum of professional ability. What small amount of medical knowledge he originally possessed had been gradually dissipated into thin sea-air or dissolved in whisky-and-soda, and it was with great joy that he informed me at this latter port that another professional brother was coming aboard, with his wife.

Sure, and well be a happy family now, said he. And Ill be relying on the two of ye to help me.

The new arrival was a good-featured, clean-shaven man who, however, showed traces of dissipation in his loose-lipped mouth and fluid bright eyes, and this conjecture of mine was soon confirmed when I saw him drink a tumbler of champagne, which he was compelled to hold with both hands, before breakfast on the first morning after we left port.

His wife was a brilliant little woman with very golden hair and a slim, yet almost perfect figure, which was shown to the best advantage in the thin China silk frocks worn so much in the tropics. In a day or two Dr. and Mrs. Toillet were a most popular couple among the company on board.

The majority of the other ladies adopted the role of being somewhat strait-laced. This was undoubtedly because they were afraid of each other, for gossip in the Far East travels very fast, and before long they appeared to be of one opinion about Mrs. Toillet and gave her, to a certain degree, the cold shoulder. This drove her to the smoking-room — she was an inveterate smoker — and the company of men, of whhom the chief officer — a lengthy and cadaverous individual called Verte — and myself were the most favoured.

It was not long before she confided to me the trouble about her husband — he drank too much, and he took morphia, the result being that half his time was spent in the smoking and card rooms, and the other half in a state of semi-stupefaction in his cabin.

I was out for a holiday, however. I certainly didnt want to be bothered with women, and I am afraid I turned a deaf ear to her pretty sayings, and refused to enter into any flirtation.

I believe you are made of wood. Dr. dEscombe, she said one day to me. Will nothing move you? Are you quite emotionless?

No, my dear child, I said, smiling at her, but everything of that kind in the East is too easy and simple — and its far too hot.

Then Im not going to waste my time on you, she laughed. Im going to conquer that dear, ugly captain — or else his immaculate chief.

Both much too easy, I answered. But count on me to help you.

On the following day Dr. Currie came to me. I was playing chess on deck.

Can you spare me a minute in my cabin, Docther? he inquired. And when I got there he told me that Toillet was very bad; he feared delirium tremens. Would I see him in consultation?

Toillet was certainly rather ill; twisting and turning in his bunk, with bright expressionless eyes and busy fingers and a face flushed and unshaved.

Jolly glad to see you, dEr — dEr — what is it? he said. Have a drink; ring for the steward.

Too hot, old man; wait a bit, I said quietly. Youre not looking quite fit.

Fit! he shouted, starting up. Fit! How can I be fit with that she-devil about? Where is she now? He looked vacantly round the cabin. Mamie, you little devil, where are you? he continued in a loud voice. And then, whispering confidentially: Shes always spying about somewhere — perhaps shes under the bunk?

No, no; shes on deck, answered Currie. Ill go and bring her back in a minute, turning to me.

As he left the sick man leaned over to me. Come here, close, Doctor, I want to tell you something. He looked quite sensible for a moment. Sister Mamie and I arent — well, you understand? — but its a secret — only you know. And then suddenly he shouted: Je-rusalem! see those green beetles on the wall. Get me some morphia, quick, man — theyre after me! And he started into the incoherent rambling of alcoholism.

I wondered if his statement were true — and for the first time the idea of making something out of the trip occurred to me. Toillet was evidently a sick man — his possessions and expenditure showed money, and I promptly decided to cultivate his wife more carefully.

Currie returned alone. She is sitting on the boat-deck with the Old Man, he reported, whos making very hot running, and the Chief on the bridge is lookin mighty sick.

We decided to give our patient a dose of morphia to get him some sleep if possible, and then we had a chat about him in the dispensary.

They havent been on board long, he said. but theres only one bottle of brandy left. The chief stewards holdin that up for medical comforts.

Why do you say they? I queried.

Theyre both tarred with the same brush, said he, only she can carry on and he cant.

I had something to think about that evening. It still seemed plain to me that there was the strong possibility of money-making in this situation. He rich, she evidently unscrupulous and, I imagined, innately vicious; moreover the two of them possessed a weakness which can nearly always be turned to account by the wise man. Truly said the ancient: In vino Veritas.

I managed to get a tête-à-tête with Mrs. Toillet after dinner, and told her that I had been to see her husband in consultation.

We didnt like to interrupt you, seeing that you were so occupied on the boat-deck, I said.

What nonsense! she laughed. I was only amusing myself with that conceited old idiot, and because I wanted to make the old cats on board jealous; they all hate me, you know. She laughed as she turned and looked me straight in the face with an expression I know very well and which means much to the man of the world.

Lets go down to my cabin and have something with ice, I suggested promptly.

Rather! said she. And before long we were chatting most confidentially, and I had been told the history of her husbands weaknesses. I did not tell her what I knew; I thought it would possibly be of use later on; but two days after — acquaintances develop very rapidly in the tropics on board ship — I had the whole story from her.

I am sick and tired of him, she confided, and if I were only certain about his money I shouldnt care a hang how much he drank, or how many doses of morphia he had. He is always jealous, she continued, and he only wants me just to feel that I am his property and must stay near him while he is maudlin and half helpless.

I am very sorry for you, poor child, I told her. I wish I could help you.

So you can, she answered, sitting up close to me on my settee. Youre a doctor; you can do anything. Id make it worth your while. And suddenly she leant over and kissed me. Now you will help me, wont you? Im so sick of it all, she added with a wicked little smile.

You run away and let me think matters over, I said, and in a half joking way pushed her out of my cabin. Women are very difficult in those parts of the world, Laurence. Youve been East, and you know.

I did think things over, and a difficult problem I had to face. It was not so hard to dispose of Toillet — I had an idea for that — but I had to make sure of my money from her if I did so.

You must keep clear of me, I told her the next time I had an opportunity. Make up to the Old Man. Hes ready enough. Dont give folks aboard any opening to couple our names together. I hate to tell you so, I added mendaciously, knowing how easily her amour propre might be offended. But I have a plan — —

Dear old chap, I thought you were the one to help me, she answered. But you must explain to me.

All right, walk with me on deck before dinner to-night, I suggested. Theres safety in a crowd.

We walked, and she told me point-blank that if her reputed husband died she would get twenty thousand pounds, as he had made a will in her favour about eighteen months before, at which time his mental balance could not be questioned.

We talked around the subject for half an hour, and then she suddenly said: Well, Doc, Im going to dress. And as she turned to go, whispered: Two thousand for you, if you manage it.

Yes, I thought. but should I get it? However, there was no certain way of making quite sure, and I decided to trust my luck.

Dr. Toillet was, in the meantime, picking up somewhat, but as he got better of the alcoholic poisoning so the depression which it left caused him to increase his doses of morphia, and on two occasions I found him in a heavy stertorous sleep when I dropped into his cabin to look at him.

Dr. Currie was very pleased to have any work taken off his hands, and consequently I had no difficulty in another two days time in giving the invalid a hypodermic injection of apomorphine and a preparation of calabar-bean mixed together. I might have done this earlier, but I waited until the wind had freshened up somewhat — enough to give us a bit of a lop, anyway. You ask why, Laurence? For this reason. I had decided that Dr. Toillet should die of sea-sickness, induced, of course, by his previous illness, as in health he was a good sailor, and the injection I gave was certain to cause obstinate vomiting, and would also seriously affect his heart. But it all had to appear very natural; life on ship-board being so narrow and confined that every soul knows practically every detail of the life and doings of everybody else.

My arrangement worked well, however, and that evening as we steamed merrily along with a fresh breeze on our starboard quarter, Currie came to me, and said: Toillets ver-ry bad. This weathers made him sick — mortal sick.

Thats serious, I answered. Wheres his wife?

Oh, shes down, lookin afther him, answered the well-meaning old chap. Shes a real good one after all, if its a bonâ fide illness.

So she is, I said. Lets go and see her.

The patient looked bad, very bad indeed. His face had become dusky and drawn, and he was constantly sick; I hardly thought the one dose would have had such an effect.

Mrs. Toillet looked at me — just one glance, but sufficient. She guessed, and she gave a tiny, almost imperceptible nod, as though to say: All right, the two thousand holds good.

She nursed the patient assiduously for the next couple of days, and I had to seize the opportunity of a boat and fire-station drill, which I sent her up to watch and which took away all stewards and undesirables from the cabins and alleyways, to give another injection.

This should be sufficient, I told myself as I threw the light cover over the collapsed patient. I wondered if I should get the money after all. I had a strong idea in my mind that I should.

She appeared on deck late that night, and, finding me alone, came to my side, and said: I suppose I have to thank you for this?

Very possibly, I answered. And then suddenly I added: Do you think that, as a friend, you could lend me a couple of hundred pounds in a day or two? I have a great necessity for it just now.

Ill write you a cheque for a hundred and fifty to-night. Doctor, if you want it, was her answer. And then in a whisper: How long?

I hope to see a change in about thirty-six hours, I replied.

Youre a real good pal, was her rejoinder. I thought I knew a real man when I saw him.

A very pretty eye for a blackguard, I thought to myself. Youre a clever woman.

I got my cheque in an envelope half an hour later, with a polite little note thanking me for my kindness to her husband and herself. And three hours after I received it Currie came to my cabin and waked me out of a sleep on my settee.

I think Toillets finished, he said somewhat excitedly. Poor-r devil — hes done for-r himself. Will you come and see him?

I went, and, sure enough, Toillet was at his last gasp; the cold sweat of death was upon his face, which had become blue and pinched.

Its all over, Currie, I whispered. Keep quiet. And I pointed to the figure of the almost-widow as she sat half huddled up on a chair, apparently crying bitterly. She was a magnificent actress, Brown. I defy any man to say she wasnt overcome with grief at that moment.

The sickness stopped about two hours ago, Currie told me. But his heart was so shaky that he couldnt rally. Dye know he took morphia? he asked in an undertone. That finished him.

No, I knew nothing, said I. I only feel that a good chap has gone.

We buried him the day before we arrived at Nagasaki, and his widow — who obtained a perfect rig-out of mourning from a Chinese tailor — seemed overcome with grief but said she must go home with us.

And so we carried her the round trip, always a poor pathetic little figure, inviting the sympathy of everybody, and only getting her few moments of recreation in my cabin. She looked forward to her brandy-and-soda there as the only saving clause in her life.

To cut it all short, we got home: she proved his will. It was made out to her in her maiden name, and his relations at first were inclined to contest it. But they gave up the idea. The evidence was too strong against them, and they could not stultify his name, anyway.

I got my money, but I had to make three or four journeys to see the lady, and talk pretty straight to her before I really did put it in my pocket. And all the time I knew it was just a toss-up whether I gained or not.

However, I was very pleased ultimately, that I had honoured the Dorsetshire with my company, and I often wonder when next I shall meet the widow, and what devils game she has been up to in the meantime.

She was one of those women who could not help but get into mischief and what the world calls wickedness.


VIII. IN WHICH A PROBLEM IS PRESENTED

[image: img332.jpg]

WHEN DR. RICHARD Elleston was defeated by me in our candidature for the post of Honorary Physician to the newly-erected Cottage Hospital at Newbridge, where I practised for a little time after Okehampton and on my return from the East, a great amount of sympathy was shown by his numerous friends and admirers, and all the gossips of the neighbourhood had a most valuable topic of conversation for some weeks.

But it remains for you, my dear friend, to let the light in upon the secret history of the election.

He had been established in practice on the spot for several years. I was a comparatively new comer. He had, as patients, nearly all the influential residents. I had the poorer people and — his enemies. As you know well, every medical man in general practice is certain to make plenty of the latter. We were, of course, working in opposition, but I adopted the friendly attitude towards him, whereas he, whenever the opportunity occurred, did his best to depreciate my abilities and position. He was in reality very jealous of me, and, though I say it, he had reason to be.

Now, this post to the new hospital meant a great deal to the man who got it, and I made up my mind that the man should be myself. But how was it to be managed? It could only be done by undermining his position among the governors who had the power of election and who were all, with two exceptions, in his favour. Not that I was unpopular, but he was the older man, the more experienced practitioner, and the private medical attendant to all but the two I mention of the powers in existence

The Chairman was a retired Army officer, a red-faced, loud-voiced, dogmatic and bumptious colonel, but withal a man who meant well, and who stood by his friends. It was through this man that I decided to act. He had married a second time, and had one child — a boy of ten — by the second wife, of whom he was inordinately proud, but who was by no means a nice youth — not one of the decent, manly, dont-care-a-bit sort of boys, but a weedy, red-haired stripling, who was cordially disliked by everyone with whom he came in contact.

I was quite friendly with Colonel Matherson. Indeed I frequently dropped into his bungalow after dinner for a game of picquet a cigar and a whisky-and-soda, and it was on the occasion of one of these evening visits that I learnt the fact that Octavius the beloved was sick and that Dr. Elleston had been called in.

The idea came to me in a second. Here was my opportunity to discredit my opponent. It was very evident that if I could turn the Chairman of the Governors into a supporter of myself, instead of the champion of Dr. Elleston, I should have a very strong sporting chance of grabbing the appointment.

I called next day on some pretext and inquired after the young cub Octavius, and was told that he was somewhat better, but that the doctor had put him on very light diet as he considered that he habitually ate too many sweets. I could see a substratum of annoyance in Mrs. Matherson; her dear Octavius could never do anything wrong. Eat too much — nonsense — nonsense, she declared.

Poor little chap, I said very sympathetically, Im so sorry for him. Can I go and cheer him up a little?

Please do, Dr. dEscombe, said the lady with a grateful look. He will be so glad to see you.

I saw him — nasty little youngster! — but I made myself very pleasant, and got a reward for my forbearance that evening when Colonel Matherson thanked me for my kindness.

What do you think of him? he asked me.

I was very diplomatic, my dear Brown, I can assure you. I had a rather difficult game to play.

He doesnt seem to me to be ill, I said with a somewhat nervous air. But it is never wise to take things too lightly.

Just what I said, the very words! assented the Colonel, evidently very pleased. I told Dr. Elleston that he is a delicate and highly-strung boy and difficult to understand.

Highly strung! Oh, the value of those two words to us of the medical profession — eh? They will get us out of almost any difficulty if we manipulate them properly!

I doubt if Dr. Elleston really understands children such as Octavius, he continued, although he is a good man, a very good man. But somehow, as my wife says, he lacks sympathy.

So he did. Brown, for some cases; he was a bit too straightforward for really successful general practice.

Yes, interrupted the Colonels wife as she suddenly re-entered the room, he told me that a dose of castor oil and three days starvation would do the boy all the good in the world.

Oh, dear, dear! said the anxious father. Starve the poor child! What do you think, dEscombe? — turning to me.

Oh, I mustnt interfere, you know, I replied gravely. But you must not let him get too low. Im hoping to see him all right in a day or two. As a matter of fact Master Octavius was in for an attack of typhoid fever with which I proposed to infect him within the next two or three days.

The point was this. Typhoid takes a very long time to develop, as perhaps you know; you may be infected for three weeks or a month — walking about, playing games, doing your work, and simply feeling tired and limp all the time — but in the end the acute stage of the fever supervenes and the patient becomes really ill.

I luckily had at this time a patient who was suffering from typhoid — just an isolated case — and on the following day I obtained the necessary infective matter from his house — how, it matters not — and on the following day called to see Octavius and gave him a few sweets, knowing that as they were forbidden him he would hold his tongue, and most certainly eat them.

And now came the question of diplomacy. I had to get my fish to rise to my fly.

The Colonel was always pleased to see me for a smoke and drink after dinner, and within the week Dr. Elleston and myself were sitting together listening to the yarns of the old soldier.

You are quite happy about the boy, Doctor? he asked my professional brother.

Oh, quite, answered Elleston in his bluff way; hes all right; just the digestive upset of a boy who doesnt know when hes had enough to eat.

Well, I thought he looked a little bit seedy, I remarked in a deprecating way. But still, boys will be boys.

Yes, of course, laughed the Opposition. Ill wager my reputation hes all right in a few days.

I hope youre right, said I with a side glance at the Colonel, who, I could see, noticed that we were not quite in agreement. And we proceeded to talk of other matters. But later, when Elleston had gone, my host said to me:

I believe youre a bit doubtful about Tavy, arent you, dEscombe?

To tell you truth, Colonel, I am just a shade, I answered. But there, its not my business; only I cant help thinking that one cannot be too cautious in such a case. Hes rather a delicate little chap, and, personally, I should not yet give a definite opinion.

Youre a good chap, dEscombe, was the answer. I tell you frankly I wish you were looking after him for me, but I cant give Elleston up — although I believe hes a bit out of date.

And so it went on for a week or two; the boy to my eye evidently sickening for typhoid, but to that of Elleston he appeared simply lazy, spoiled and lackadaisical.

The Colonel worried as days passed, and one night Elleston, having been badgered a good deal, said: Ill bet my reputation, and anything else you like, that the child is well in a week.

He looked at me, with no friendly glance, and I took his challenge.

I cant help thinking youre wrong, I replied, having waited for this opportunity; but, of course, I cant say much; I havent examined him. I only go by his appearance.

Yes, and thats a darned poor one, interrupted the boys father. What about a consultation, Elleston?

At this the senior practitioner of the district flared up.

Oh, if youre not satisfied, Colonel, do as you like; its quite immaterial to me. Perhaps dEscombe would like to take the case over.

This was war to the knife.

Not at all, I said very quietly; there is no reason to be offended. Dr. Elleston. The Colonel is naturally very anxious.

Anxious! the other almost shouted. Anxious! over an overfed youngster whose digestion and stomach have been upset by improper feeding! Theres nothing to be anxious about.

Dont get out of temper about it, my dear chap, said the Colonel apologetically. You know Ive trusted you all these years. But with only the one boy I get nervy. And rightly so, sir, I chimed in, seeing that a little fillip was necessary. And although I am sorry that Dr. Elleston should have taken what Ive said in the spirit he has, yet I still say I am not quite happy about the boy.

This was enough. The old family doctor, with a savage look at me, said he was going; and the Colonel accompanied him to the door. Before I left I distinctly heard him say that if anything went wrong it would be a bad day for Elleston.

Days went on, the boy looked whiter and more tired, and certainly his medical attendant would have sounded a note of alarm earlier except for the fact that he would have to acknowledge his mistake, and my perspicuity, until at last the boys temperature told its tale.

Then there was trouble. A consulting physician was sent for, but before that the Colonel asked me my private opinion and I told him I feared typhoid. He mentioned this to Elleston, who pooh-poohed the idea, until the new adviser said definitely that it was so.

The day following the consultation saw me installed as the family doctor, Elleston having been summarily dismissed after a great row with the Colonel.

He came to my place the same night, and asked me why I had suspected typhoid. Had I had any cases at the time?

Its very curious to me, he continued. Why, where has the infection come from? The boy has not been out for over a month; that means that he has probably become infected since hes been laid up. I dont understand it, dEscombe, he said very severely. I suppose this will mean that you will get the new appointment — but be careful, he added banefully; I tell you I dont understand it.

I laughed lightly at his words, but all the time felt a little nervous. If the boy should let out the fact that I gave him the sweets some weeks before, it might look awkward. Elleston was suspicious.

I thought a lot that night, and decided that no more risk must be run. You will not be surprised, therefore, to hear that my special hypodermic was loaded in my pocket on my next visit to the wretched Octavius, and had you had the opportunity of watching me you would have seen that the charge in the syringe was labelled Muscarin.

I sent the nurse on a short errand to another part of the house when I went upstairs to my young patient, who was almost unconscious, being in the very acute stage of the fever.

And within twelve hours he died somewhat suddenly of heart failure.

This was absolutely the death-blow to Dr. Ellestons hopes for the new appointment, as Colonel Matherson, quietly primed and prompted in a diplomatic manner by me, swore that his old medical attendant shouldnt have a look in — and he didnt.

I got the post comfortably, and I really dont think the world lost anything by the dropping out of Octavius.


IX. IN I ATTEND WHICH AN ECCENTRIC PATIENT
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I AM WRITING to-night about an hour after saying good-bye to you, O most worthy friend!

Do you remember what a long time you spent in discussing the Camden Town mystery on one particular day?

This room of mine certainly has many curious things hidden in it. Many a tale would some of them tell, if they could speak. You noticed some empty cultivation-tubes this evening, and asked me why I kept them.

I am now going to write the true history of those tubes this evening.

It was before you came to Kensington that these happenings took place. Quite close to my house lived an old fellow named Humphrey Friende. He dwelt in his own house, was unmarried, and was attended by a man-servant whom he called Jacques. There were two maid-servants also; for my friend was very well off, and his house was excellently furnished and managed. He was a very cantankerous old man, who had quarrelled with all his relations. But he had a few friends, of whom perhaps I was the greatest.

We had one strong link between us, a mutual love for chess-playing. Two evenings in every week were religiously kept free by both of us, but the games were always played at his house; he refused to go out of doors after sunset.

We ultimately became very great friends, and he gave me to understand that I should benefit considerably by his will, and I knew that he would cut up well.

Little did he know that his skill and enthusiasm for the game was keeping him from terrors of which no ordinary person has ever dreamt. It is, doubtless, a good thing for many people that toxicologists like myself are rare, and that the science and art of poisoning is an almost unknown cult.

I fancy that I won a few more games than my opponent in the long run, but he was a very strong player.

I well remember our last evenings chess, and I have never ceased to regret, although I was a thousand pounds richer for it, the untimely death of Mr. Humphrey Friende.

It could not be helped, as you will see.

I was tired that night, and I went across to my friends house in Addison Road, hoping to forget my weariness and worries by having a good fight over the chess-board.

The door was opened by Jacques. This man was a very singular character. He looked about eighty years old, but was as active and strong as a man of forty. He had been the confidential servant of Mr. Friende since they were both young men.

Good-evening, doctor, he said; my master is waiting for you, and the mens all ready.

Thank you, Jacques, I replied; I hope to leave here a winner to-night.

I hope you wont, sir, answered the faithful Jacques; something has upset my master to-day, and perhaps if he won to-night he would feel better.

I was certainly off colour that night, and a carefully prepared attack on the Kings knights side by the enemy got me into such desperate straits that I resigned at move forty-three.

An even fiver on the next game, was my challenge.

Done, said Humphrey Friende; the fiver is mine.

We tossed for move, and I won.

I had not the sum of money with me if I lost. Long and deeply I thought, but somehow defeat was looming ahead.

I have won — I have you! chuckled the old man, as time went on; you had better resign — its waste of time going on.

So it was. I resigned.

Double or quits, I said. Just one more game.

Certainly, certainly, replied the victor; but, first — Jacques — he rang the bell.

The faithful Jacques appeared instantly, as if he had been at the door itself.

Whisky, soda, and cigars, his master ordered, and then you need not wait up for me. I may be late.

Help yourself, doctor, and me, if you dont mind, said Friende, and now for a great struggle.

Temptation was too strong for me here, Brown, and I dropped two minute tabloids of digitalin into my opponents drink. Ten pounds was far too much for me to lose, just at this time.

I only put enough into the drink to make him feel queer; I wouldnt have killed him then for anything. I should have no one to play chess with if he were gone.

We started once again, and twice during the game I fancied I heard a movement outside the door. Could Jacques possibly be waiting and watching? I must be careful — surely he had not seen me doctor the whisky-and-soda?

If he had, trouble was brewing.

As time passed, I noticed that Friende was getting pale, and, suddenly, without a moments warning, he dropped off his chair in a dead faint. Before I could do more, his man Jacques was in the room.

He picked his master up, undid his collar and shirt and laid him on the sofa, taking no notice whatever of me until these actions were completed. Then, his little eyes glaring furiously at me, he said:

If he dies, I know how he was killed. I saw you put something in his drink — I watched you — I thought you were trying to do him good, but now I see — you — a doctor — doing this for a paltry ten pounds.

My dear Jacques, what are you — —

Dont talk to me, said the man, apparently mad with rage. If my master dies, you shall hang — hang, I say, or, if not, I shall kill you myself with these hands, and he extended his long claw-like fingers towards me.

At this moment Friende opened his eyes, and said in unsteady tones:

What on earth is the matter? Have I been ill?

Only for a minute, sir, answered Jacques.

I stepped forward with the idea in my mind that I might perhaps be able to bluff things out, but Jacques jumped in front of me.

You are not going near him till he knows why he was ill, he snarled.

Turning to his master, he said, pointing at me:

That man put poison in your drink, sir. I saw him do it. I was watching the game from behind the door. It was he who made you ill, so that he might win ten pounds.

Its a lie, I replied, looking savagely at Jacques, who was still breathing short from excitement. Humphrey Friende looked me straight in the face.

Jacques has never told a lie yet, Dr. dEscombe. May I ask you myself, did you put anything in my drink?

I saw that the game was up, and replied:

Well, if you must know, I thought you were looking seedy, and gave you a little medicine without making you aware of the fact.

A very opportune moment to drug me, he sneered. But, oh, doctor, doctor, you of all men. I would have gladly given you the ten pounds!

Then, getting angry, he continued: This, of course, is your last visit here, and I tell you point-blank that my will will read differently next week. I am too hurt to say any more. Jacques, show Dr. dEscombe the door.

You will be sorry, Mr. Friende, that you should have acted like this, just on the word of a scarecrow servant such as that, I said angrily, pointing to Jacques, who only smiled and opened the door for me.

I was very sick with myself that night, and I had a good stiff glass of soda and my particular poison at once. I was not going to be beaten without a struggle, and sat down to smoke and turn things over in my mind. He must not alter his will, that was the point. As I ruminated, my eyes glancing idly round my cosy room, the thought of a diphtheria cultivation-tube upstairs gave me an idea.

I looked at the clock; ten minutes after midnight. By half-past I had collected on my table a pair of soft rubber shoes, a small compendium jemmy and pick-lock — given to me by a patient who was very expert with it — an electric torch, a big bunch of all kinds of keys, two cultivation-tubes, a revolver, a small bundle of cotton-wool and some very thin rubber operating gloves. After carefully examining each article, to make sure that everything there was in perfect working order, I lit a big cigar, and sat down to read.

By the time I had smoked a second cigar It was nearly two oclock.

Behold me, then, in soft hat, overcoat, rubber shoes on my feet, and the rest of my paraphernalia in my pockets, carefully looking round from the shelter of my front door, trying to locate the policeman on the beat. I waited for ten minutes; everything was silent and still. I waited until a heavy cloud turned the streets and houses into deep shadows before I rapidly crossed the road. I went round to the house of one Humphrey Friende, Esq., to pay a late night call — and I did not go to the front door — no — but round the house to the kitchen quarters.

There were two doors, and I tried my carefully oiled keys on both. The first had its own key in the lock inside. The second was clear, but was of no use to me. I turned the lock easily with one of my keys, but the door was bolted as well.

I then tried some pliers on the key of the other door, and in ten seconds I stood within the scullery of my house of call.

My first action was to re-lock the door, knowing as I did that policemen have a nasty habit of looking round and noticing open windows, doors, etc. The key was left in so that my retreat would be hindered only for a moment, should I have to hurry home.

Walking slowly and quietly, I made my way to the smoking-room I knew so well. Everything was absolutely quiet, and by the aid of my electric torch, occasionally used, I arrived without a sound at my destination. This was the wall on which, hung the elaborate pipe-rack, in which, carefully arranged, was the collection of pipes smoked regularly by my one-time companion and opponent.

Now to make matters safe.

Out of my pocket came the glass tubes.

These, by the light of the torch, were opened. I took the precaution of putting on the rubber gloves before starting on this stage of the proceedings. The cotton-wool was now used, and in five minutes all the mouth-pieces of the numerous pipes, cigar and cigarette holders, were smeared with a virulent diphtheria cultivation. Anyone putting these pipes into his mouth for the next day or two ran a big risk of contracting the disease mentioned.

I could do no more, and having put back into my pocket every trace I had made of my nocturnal visit, I carefully and silently retraced my steps to the back door, exulting in my successful visit.

Botheration, I half-whispered to myself as I got to the exit, the keys gone.

It was.

In a moment my hand grasped the revolver in my side pocket, and I stood in the darkness, fearing to breathe. Someone was about, and listening most intently, I felt certain I heard the sound of restrained respiration quite close to me.

I decided.

With my revolver in my right hand I pressed the button of my electric torch with the left, and looked round me. I had an idea of what I should see, and I was right. On the other side of the room holding a great stick was Jacques.

Jacques, whitefaced and trembling, the same and yet not the same. He was surprised and frightened.

He hadnt expected me.

One word and youre a dead man, Jacques, I said, with an angry frown and an expression on my face that told the wretched, shaking servant that I meant what I said.

He had evidently thought to entrap burglars and had not expected the sudden illumination and attack, and certainly not me. As a matter of fact, if I had been two seconds later, he would have been outside the other door in the scullery, and the alarm would have been sounding through the house. My luck just saved me.

Immediate action following decision got me through this scrape.

Listen to me, Jacques. Do you hear me?

Yes, sir.

I have been trying to find your masters will.

Yes, sir.

I have failed.

Yes, sir.

Oh, hang your Yes, sirs — you will not whisper one word about my being here.

No, sir.

That is all very well, Master Jacques, I have had one experience of you this evening already. I must make things certain as far as you are concerned.

Yes, sir.

Put down that stick; put it down, I continued; he showed some inclination to come for me, I thought.

Quickly! — now dont forget — one sound of alarm, or movement, and I fire. The revolver was still pointing straight at him.

Please pay attention. I have done no harm in the house either to your master or to yourself, have I?

No, sir.

He had not seen me in the smoking-room. All was well.

You will not, therefore, open your mouth as to this visit of mine?

No.

Wait a minute. To make it safe — take this piece of paper and pen — I took them out of my pocket with difficulty, the revolver and torch each requiring attention— and write, I, John Jacques, write it down— I, John Jacques, freely confess, that Dr. More dEscombe found me stealing.

Oh, no, sir — no — —

Quiet, you fool, I whispered. If you waken any of the household, it will be the end of you, — write.

My masters cigars, spirits and money on the night of October the thirteenth, nineteen hundred and nine. Sign it.

He did so, great beads of sweat standing out on his lean, hard face.

Now give it to me. I have done no harm, and if you keep quiet, there will be no trouble. Good-night, Jacques.

I crossed the road once more, feeling pretty safe. Jacques dare not say a word. What could he say? Friende himself might escape but most likely not. He was a great smoker, and without doubt he would use two or three of those pipes that I had turned into such deadly traps.

I slept quite well that night, and woke up quite fresh in the morning.

Would Fate prove kind or false?

Would Friende get ill before he altered his will? All was quiet during that first day.

On the second day a carriage drew up at Mr. Humphrey Friendes house — a doctors carriage.

Eureka! — he was ill.

He was — very ill, and in spite of all treatment he died of acute diphtheria, and was followed in two days by his man-servant, Jacques, who it was thought contracted the disease from him.

But Jacques was an inveterate smoker.

So ended my happy chess evenings; but the will was not altered, and my temporary financial troubles were once more at an end.


X. IN WHICH I SILENCE AN ENEMY
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ABOUT TWO YEARS after I had started practice in Cromwell Road, I found it necessary to keep an assistant. This need implicated me, a little later on, in a trial of wits which became ultimately a duel to the death between myself and a remarkably clever young man, who possessed that scorn and utter disregard of the modern code of morality, which I flattered myself I had never come across except in my own personality.

You and I, Laurence, have frequently been opponents, and sometimes partners in the only two great games of skill played in England; there are others much more difficult played abroad: I mean whist and chess. Chess, as we have often remarked, is a game of practically mathematical certainty, and you can each see both sides of the game. But whist is different: it does not require that foresight and brain-wearing calculation and appreciation of the ultimate disposition of forces, which, if you are cute enough to see it, must come. On the other hand, however, it requires deduction, the art of discovering the enemys plans and movements in the future by utilizing the few, and often trivial, signs vouchsafed to you by the play in the early part of the hand.

The man with the exact, mathematical mind will win at chess. Whist wants more than that; it wants an argumentative and reasoning brain with the faculty of putting two and two together, and, at the same time, the cunning necessary to mislead the adversary in his deductive reasoning with regard to you.

I mention this, because in my duel with young Anderson, it was my superior power of reasoning from small things to big, which enabled me to follow his coffin to the grave, instead of vice versa.

This young man — he had only been qualified two years — came to me with the most flattering testimonials from his college and hospital, and he had that keen and alert look about his small, closely set, greenish eyes with their light eyelashes, and almost invisible eyebrows, which showed a brain quick to understand, and act, while the big nose and square jaw indicated pluck and determination.

I made a great mistake in going against one of my axioms, when I closed with him; he had bright red hair — and I always have distrusted, and always shall distrust the red-headed man — and pursue the red-headed woman.

I took him into my house, fixed him up a room which could serve both as a bed and sitting apartment if he wished to be alone; but he had the run of the house also.

I first suspected him of prying when I found a brown boot-button under a chair in my smoking-room, which chair I used to stand on in order to get at a little safe that I had had built into the panelled wall seven feet from the ground. It seemed to me that the button must have been forced off when a step up on to the chair was made, and — Anderson always wore brown button boots.

The inference was he had been examining, or tampering with my safe.

The question occurred at once, was he suspicious of me and consequently trying to find out what he could, or, was he simply a thief?

From that time I watched him closely, but discovered nothing. I therefore treated him even more affably than before, but took the precaution of removing everything of importance from the safe to my bank in a sealed tin box.

I was having a lot of trouble just at this time with a nurse, a keen, handsome woman of the world, bent solely on self-aggrandisement. She had been called in to attend a case of mine which had ended fatally, but, sad to say, the patient before she died confided enough to this nurse to enable her to come and threaten me, unless I made it worth her while to keep quiet. I was talking one evening to Anderson in his room; we had each just lighted a cigar, when the page-boy came to tell me that Nurse James, the blackmailer I mentioned, would like to see me.

Excuse me, Anderson, I said. I must just see this woman; I shant be long.

I had, however, quite a lengthy and very stormy interview, which ended in the transference of two five-pound notes from my pocket to her purse. I was startled when I came to let her out to find the door of my room ajar. I could have sworn I shut it most carefully when I entered; therefore someone, taking advantage of our heated argument, had played the eavesdropper. This was serious.

I went back to Andersons room, and in a moment knew that it was he who had listened, and that now he knew too much for my safety.

You will remember that when I went away we had just lit cigars. I left him smoking, and when I came back he was still smoking, but only the first half-inch had been consumed; the cigar had not been touched while I was away; mine was nearly finished. The idea struck him about ten seconds later, and he threw the tell-tale roll of tobacco into the fire, saying that he felt queer, as an excuse.

Matters began to look serious; it was quite certain that this red-headed devil was a dangerous enemy, a man to be reckoned with; and I began to turn over schemes in my mind for his defeat.

I cant chuck him, thats certain, I thought. One breath of suspicion and twenty criminal offences might be raked up against me. Its only my position, my extravagant living, and prompt payment of all local debts which keeps me, like Cæars wife, beyond suspicion. One inkling in the right quarter, and Im bowled out.

I had at this time two distinct and separate causes of fear, which I could hardly hope to escape from for any length of time, seeing that I was again very short of money.

Two plans of campaign had to be mapped out. I decided that the nurse danger was the more important, seeing that a post-mortem on the case she knew of would mean absolute disaster, and only needed a word from her to be brought about.

You have seen, Laurence, in your time, that I got on well with the fair sex; and I proceeded to fall desperately in love with this handsome clever woman who was so dangerous.

My wife had been dead two years, and the chance of catching and marrying the successful, good-looking (Im not boasting, as you know) doctor, was too great a temptation.

We became engaged, and rarely a day passed that I did not spend an hour or two with her in her quiet room. You will not be surprised to hear that before long the tendency to drink, which she had suffered from for some time, increased to a very marked extent.

Meanwhile, Anderson, all unconscious of my knowledge of his treachery, poked and pryed about to try and get more information as to my affairs; but to no avail.

I was too careful.

What about a holiday, Anderson? I asked him about six months after he came to me. Things are very slack; dont you want to go and see your people? I was trying to get information, because I wanted to know whom I should have to deal with when he was taken ill.

He looked up at me, a sharp, keen glance, and then, turning away, said, My people are dead, except one brother. Hes an advocate in Edinburgh, and doesnt want me about.

Then you dont want to go away?

Thank you very much, no.

He was a smart young man this; I felt that he suspected some motive in my question, but of course could not tell what.

The opportunity for disposing of the black-mailing lady came before long. For some weeks she had been bothering me to make our engagement known, which was the last thing I wanted; consequently my presents of brandy and champagne had become more frequent, but had made sad inroads into my scanty store of ready money, and it was with great joy that I welcomed a message one evening to go to Notting Hill and see Nurse James, who was very ill.

Good old chappie, here we are, said the flushed, dishevelled-looking woman, who, with her loose hair hanging round her shoulders, which were covered by a brilliant dressing-jacket, sat up in bed, the wild stare of delirium in her eyes.

Coming to sit with me and see all the devils? — thousands of them; and theyre all got up like tom-tits, see — all over the bed? — I keep on catching them. Theres another, and she made a motion of seizing a fluttering bird and wringing its neck.

That ones done for — now lets have a drink; half and half champagne and brandy, fizz and cognac for two — garçon!

She was in the grip of alcoholic poisoning.

I called for the landlady.

She must have someone to sit with her and look after her, I said. Has she any friends or relatives that you know of? She would never open her mouth on the subject to me.

I dont know of anyone, sorr, answered the corpulent, and almost blue-faced Irish-woman. Nobodys ever-r come to see her-r, savin your worship.

Can you find anyone who knows anything about nursing?

Theres Widdy OHalloran down the street, sorr, sheve done a bit av it.

See if shell come in and help; Ill pay her, I said.

The good Lord bless ye for a kind gintleman, said the old soul in a husky whisper as she left the room.

You love, come over to me, shouted the invalid. Where are the drinks?

Coming, Susie, coming, I said. Now you must stay quiet in bed, and I mixed her a good tumblerful of the drink she required.

The Widdy OHalloran was able to stop, and, giving her instructions, I left, followed by the imprecations of the once handsome, clever nurse.

I went straight to the house of Dale, a practitioner close by, and, telling him of the case, asked if he would, as a favour, look in and see her, and give me his opinion.

She has nursed several cases for me, I told him, and I am anxious about her; she seems to be quite friendless.

I dare not, as you will understand, put in a trained nurse, as she might in her ravings talk about me; whereas the Widdy, if supplied with a sufficiency of gin, would take no notice.

I went to see her again that night, but took my trusty hypodermic with me, which I was able to use quite comfortably, as the sick woman was lying half comatose from exhaustion. She was pretty certain to recover unless further steps were taken; but that was all in my plan from the very first.

I injected a mixture of atropine and aconite, which, without altering the symptoms in any way, would cause intense depression of the heart, and prevent that tendency to rally which is common to the first attack of delirium tremens.

When I left the house, thinking that very probably I had seen the last of Susie, I was startled and surprised for the moment to see the figure of a man run round to the back of the little semi-detached villa I had just left.

The sick-room was on the ground floor, and, turning back, I went to the window, and found out what I suspected; namely, that it was possible, on account of an ill-fitting blind, to see half the room from the outside, and, unfortunately, that half in which the bed was situated.

A spy, I said. Could it be anyone but Anderson?

I decided to make inquiries when I got home; and instead of going to the club as was my wont in the evening, I hailed the first taxi I could find, and hurried back to my house. I took the precaution to examine the soil in the little garden before I left, and even brought a small piece away with me.

Now if Andersons out, and has any mud on his boots like this, I have him, I muttered. And, vice versa, he has me to a certain extent; he must have seen me use the hypodermic.

If once he had any definite evidence against me, my life would not be worth living, and once he knew that I knew that he knew, my chances of beating him would become very much less. To-night should decide.

I reached home; he was out, but as no one had seen me go in, I left again secretly, and when I once more got back about midnight, there was Anderson sitting by the fire in felt slippers, smoking and drinking.

What a beast of a night, he volunteered; it certainly was cold and damp. Im jolly glad Ive been able to sit nice and quiet all the evening.

Quite a pretty liar, I thought, but said, Well, Im awfullv sorry, but Im very tired; would you mind just running up to the Major and giving him his evening dose?

This was a patient in Nevern Square whom I always saw myself, but I felt I must get Anderson out of the way for awhile, in order to have a look round his room.

Yes, Ill go at once, he answered, and when he came back ready to go out he was wearing a clean pair of boots.

The moment he had gone, and I had fastened the outer door, I went to his apartment, and sure enough, as I thought, I found a pair of boots with plenty of the clayey soil which I expected to find clinging to them.

I at once wrote a note to the medical man whom I had asked to see Susie, saying that I should be away for a day or two, would he be so kind as to look after her, order what he wanted, and charge to me. He had a very poor practice, and would, I knew, be glad to do anything.

Im going to have a few days in the country, Anderson, I said to that gentleman a few days later, as we sat and smoked, and you must come with me; I like to have some one sensible to talk to, instead of being constantly bored by the drivel of the ordinary chance acquaintance of the country.

He looked at me, a sharp, half inquiring glance from those keen eyes of his, and I imagined him saying to himself. Does he suspect me, is this a trap?

Where do you propose to go? he inquired.

I am going to a little place called Hythe in the Southampton Water, a most delightful spot; a friend of mine has offered me the use of his bungalow for a while. And Im going to accept the offer, was my reply.

He didnt quite like it; I could fathom the doubt in his mind as to whether he was safe. You see, he was beginning to know me, but there was no way out for him, and so, accepting the inevitable, he smiled blandly and asked:

When do we go?

The day after to-morrow, thank goodness, I answered. And I think we ought to have a thundering good time. No work, and plenty to do.

I dont think he ever dreamt that there was the remotest chance of his leaving that bungalow feet foremost, although he had vague suspicions, I knew, that my arrangements were made. At the same time I felt that I had a clever and resourceful antagonist, and that it behoved me to look after myself.

Breakfast next morning brought me a short note from Dale, my colleague in attendance on Nurse James, saying that she had died during the night — should he sign the certificate?

I wrote back thanking him very profusely, and asked him to see to everything for me, both certificate and funeral, and I enclosed with much pleasure (really with profound regret) notes for twenty pounds, the balance from which I hoped he would accept for his trouble. Danger number one was crossed off — scratched!

Now for number two, but this one was difficult and required great care.

We were soon settled in our bungalow, with an old woman to look after us by day, but who left us solus by night.

I knew it was imperative that Anderson should not leave this little domicile alive, although he was at this time the picture of health and strength.

I did not take much baggage with me, but I took a dispatch box which I locked and sealed, and generally took an inordinate amount of care over; it had nothing of importance in it, but it was taken with a purpose.

I wished to make absolutely certain; the evidence against my assistant, so far, was purely circumstantial. This box was the bait! Deductive reasoning told me that if the young man wished to make a search, he could only do it at night, and in order to do that I must be kept asleep.

Morphia of course would be the drug chosen, easy to give, only shghtly bitter; it can be mixed in beer or tea with the greatest ease; although the books tell you that it must be dissolved in acid. I must tell you, Brown, at this point that I have taken large doses of morphia every day for some years, and have found it the most delightful stimulant and help in times of stress that one could imagine or wish for. Anderson was ignorant of this, and I was not surprised on our second lonely evening in the bungalow to detect morphia in my whisky and soda.

I went off placidly on the sofa in what appeared to him to be a deep sleep; as a matter of fact, the dose he gave me was just enough to slightly stimulate my faculties, and when he went to my bedroom in his search for documents or whatever he could find, I took the opportunity to put into his half empty glass a vegetable drug the name of which I will not give away even to you, Laurence; my experience that night made me decide never to use it again, or tell its name. This occasion was the first and last time I used it in a poisonous dose.

He came back, flushed and angry-looking, and while I watched him with eyes nearly closed he drank off the doctored whisky and cursed aloud at his failure; he even shook his fist at me as I lay apparently helpless.

Then came the gradual onset of the symptoms of my drug.

This evil thing paralyses the muscular system, but leaves the nervous system untouched, and given in the right dose it affects the voluntary muscles first, leaving the involuntary, that is those of the heart and principal organs which this system governs, unaffected for the time being.

Imagine, then, Anderson, his red head damp, and clammy with the sweat of fear, his eyes moving quickly and with a terrified expression, his breath coming in short, sobbing gasps, lying on the thick skin rug in front of the little fire-place. Imagine him, I say, when he saw me, whom he thought to have put to sleep for hours, move slowly off the sofa, and walk towards him with the smile of the victor. What have you done to me, you fiend? he jerked out in a husky, horrid voice. Tell me, am I dying? you devil! you devil!

Yes, Master Anderson, I answered. You thought to beat me, to blackmail me, to drug me, while all the time you pretended to be my friend. Well, youve lost, and before long your other muscles will fail just as your arms and legs, and motor muscles generally, have already failed. You thought to play me false, you cursed hound; and youre taking the consequences.

Oh, God, dEscombe, he begged, give me a chance. Ill be your slave. Ill do anything for you, but dont let me die like this. He made a desperate effort to move, but to no purpose, only the rolling of his eyes and his deep groans told of his struggle.

Too late now, too late, I said. You will keep your senses for a day or two perhaps, but I must stop your talking, because I am sending for the village doctor to attend you.

The irony of the thing seemed too much for him, and he sank back in a temporary stupor, during which I attended with a second hypodermic injection to his vocal chords, thereby making sure that he would tell no tales.

The round, jolly little country practitioner came next day. Embolism or thrombosis, dont you think? he suggested, turning to me, and I smiled a grim smile at the eyes of the sick man, who could hear, but could neither move nor speak. It certainly must be a very horrible position to be in, especially when you feel you are dying.

Quite right, doctor, I answered. Not much chance. I didnt look at him many more times; in fact, those eyes of his haunt me yet, but self-defence is the first law of nature, and I had recently been hard pressed.

I saw to his funeral and sent him quite a nice wreath. Then, after a few weeks sailing and fishing in Norfolk, I went back to work, feeling at any rate safe for the time being. But it had been a strenuous fight, and if I had not been a morphia-taker, probably Anderson would have come out on top.

I could afford to take a risk in a tiny out-of-the-way village which in London would have been extremely dangerous. Do you see now what I meant by deduction as against apparent logical certainties?

I finish this just before leaving to play a rubber at your house, Brown, and I hope by some means or other, crooked most likely, to get a fiver or two out of you, and the old duffers with you.

Au revoir for this evening.


XI. IN WHICH I ATTEND A STRANGE CASE
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SIR RICHARD NANSON, of the firm of Nanson & Nanson, foreign bankers, in Moorgate Street, was a small mine of wealth to me for about four months.

I met him first at Monte Carlo, the place above all others, to my mind, for a short holiday.

He was one of those big, handsome, aristocratic-looking men, with a long, fair beard, tinged with grey, and a voice of the most beautiful quality.

As you know by this time. Brown, I am a being of the most complex nature. I love music, I can sit and listen to it all day if it is good, I am a great admirer of art — indeed, I am not at all a bad artist myself, and yet at the same time, there are few vices I have not indulged in.

Yes, I find pleasure in the very lowest and most diabolically wicked places which are to be found on the Continent — nothing of that kind jars on me.

All this, apropos of Nansons voice.

A strong desire to know him was soon satisfied by a mutual friend visiting at the Casino, and, curiously enough, he took a great fancy to me, so much so, that, as we were both without travelling companions, he asked me to be his guest at the Hôtel de Paris, in which he was staying, for the last three days of my short visit to the gamblers paradise.

You may be certain I accepted the invitation very promptly, and hoped that, in the future, something substantial in the way of financial increment might be the outcome of the new friendship struck up in this unexpected manner. We went about together constantly during the next three days, and in that time I made a discovery, or at least felt certain that I had.

Sir Richard Nanson was in the early stage of that grim and fatal disease, G.P.I., as we call it. General Paralysis of the Insane being the full name.

The first stage of this affection, which is much more common than folks imagine, is very often one of exaltation, during which the sufferer imagines himself possessed of wealth untold, or power unlimited. It was while the banker was in this diseased frame of mind that I hoped to feather my nest at his expense. Without going into further detail at this point, I may say that on my return to London, I managed to extract no less than five thousand pounds from him in the course of the next two months. I so contrived that not even his subordinates, or clerks at the bank, had any definite proof that this money had been given to me.

I received it all in notes, and as far as anybody knew, these notes had been used by the head of the firm himself.

Of course, if suspicion arose they could be traced, but suspicion should not be aroused if I could help it. I say nobody knew it, and I went my way, happy in that belief, until the day on which he paid me the last five hundred.

On that particular morning I had cause to go out suddenly into the little ante-room adjoining his office in the bank, in which Fernie, an old servant, waited all day to attend to the personal wants of his master.

There was a solid party-wall between the two rooms, but running along the top of this wall was a narrow strip of glass, evidently put there to give more light to the office.

I was disagreeably surprised when I entered the ante-room to see Fernie standing on a wooden office chair, which in its turn stood on a small table, with his nose glued to the glass which I have mentioned. It was evident that he could see, and in all probability hear, what went on in his masters sanctum.

I took an antipathy to the creature the first time I saw him. He was a little, thin, dried-up atom of a man, with a wizened, wrinkled face, and sharp, beady black eyes, which I felt sure took in all that went on around their owner.

Hullo, Fernie, I said quietly. whats the game up there?

He jumped down with wonderful activity for a man over sixty, and coming close up to me, his restless, twinkling eyes shining quite malignantly, he squeaked out in his high-pitched voice:

I seen yer — I seen yer every time when e give yer all them notes; you aint playin fair with im— e dont know wot es a-doin of — youve got to give em back, dye ear, ell want em all for Miss Lucy.

This was awkward, because it was a certainty that before long all the world must know of the bankers illness, and an inquiry into his finances would inevitably follow. With this little devil as a witness against me, my dealings with a man whose brain was affected would cause me serious trouble if they came out.

I could see that it was necessary to go canny with this queer specimen of humanity, and I asked, Why do you say he doesnt know what hes doing?

Ive knowed im thirty years, was the answer, and Ive seen that es not been isself for some time.

Youre talking nonsense, Fernie, I laughed, Sir Richard is all right.

I kept away from the bank for close on a fortnight after this, and then received a message from Sir Richard asking me to visit him at his private house, in Kensington Gardens, which, so far, I had avoided.

I was very disgusted when I saw Fernie, dressed in irreproachable black, open the door for me, and I did not fail to notice the look, both suspicious and impertinent, which he gave me. Nanson was sitting in an arm-chair in his gorgeously furnished bedroom, and I was surprised to see the change which two weeks had made in him.

Where the devil have you been all this long time, dEscombe? he inquired. Im very seedy. My brains queer, I dont seem to be able to think logically, and my money matters are all in a muddle. I dont know if Ive got any left. Didnt I give you some once?

Oh, no, Sir Richard, I answered, and as I spoke I looked round the room, half expecting to see that horrid little hound Fernie somewhere about.

As you know, dEscombe, Ive only got my daughter to think of, but I dont know how I stand, or how she would be situated if I died now. I cant get to the bank; I shouldnt comprehend things if I could. Whats coming to me, doctor, am I going mad? he asked, and the once strong-minded, able, and plucky financier burst into a flood of tears.

Cheer up, man, I said, Ill just keep you in bed for a week or so, and give you a chance to pick up; youve been overdoing it.

All right, dEscombe, was the answer. But I refuse to see any visitors, or do any business. Only you, and Lucy, and Fernie shall be allowed in.

I had a talk with his daughter before I left, and told her that the outlook was bad, but suggested that we should wait another fortnight before letting anyone into the secret, if things worked out according to my prognosis.

Once brand a man with brain trouble and he is condemned for the rest of his life, I told her.

Fernie opened the door to show me out that afternoon, and as he did so, said to me, That moneys Miss Lucys; you give it to her, doctor; Ive seen im and you over them notes.

The affair was now at such a pass as to cause me furiously to think, but it was two days later that the idea came to me.

Sir Richards mental faculties were rapidly getting worse. It was now necessary either for his daughter, Fernie or me to be always in attendance on him, and it was a look that he gave Fernie, and which I caught, that first put the project into my head.

The bankers brain, as I have told you, was very unbalanced; he was irritable, suspicious, and difficult to manage, and it was quite easy for me to do what I wished, namely, to inflame his mind against his old servant.

I dont like telling tales, Sir Richard, I said to him; but there is a leakage of information about your health. I was asked only yesterday if your brain was queer. Of course I said no, but where did the idea come from? Only your daughter, myself or Fernie could possibly have said anything.

Then it must be that rascal, he shouted. Send for him now, Ill show him that he cant play fast and loose with me.

Gently, Sir Richard, gently, I said. You must keep calm, sleep on it, and well see to-morrow; in the meantime Ill make a few inquiries for you.

He calmed down, and I went home to make preparations for carrying out my scheme.

I proposed, after sowing the seeds of suspicion in the sick mans mind against Fernie, once more to utilize a certain alkaloid and a drug in combination, the effect of which, injected hypodermically, would be to cause in the bankers tottering brain an intense excitement, which would be very likely to take a homicidal form. If, when the effect was at its climax, he should be alone with Fernie, then — well, he was big and still muscular, and the servant would not have a chance, if trouble did come. It was a lovely plan, and I felt quite pleased with myself, as I overhauled my syringe, pregnant with so great a potential power of evil.

I intended to use muscarin, a little known extractive from poisonous fungi, and curare, and I felt pretty certain that they would have the desired effect. And then, with Fernie removed, and Nanson looked upon as a lunatic, the finger of suspicion could not be pointed at me.

I had had made to my design, about two years before, a pocket-case which would hold in safety a fully charged hypodermic syringe, and this was a necessity to me, because, as a rule, when I used my favourite weapon, it had to be manipulated in a hurry. If it were necessary to charge it on the scene of action, a considerable amount of time was required, and very often I had not more than thirty or forty seconds, free from observation, in which to work.

On the next morning, I still further inflamed my patients temper against Fernie, and when he became excited I gave him two tabloids of morphia, ostensibly to calm him, really to keep him quiet until the other drugs were active, and then, after waiting half an hour, I put my syringe into the back of his neck, and injected the prepared mixture. The usual place in which to give a hypodermic is, of course, the arm, but it shows, and, except for legitimate work, I always use the neck. In order to make things safe, I told Miss Nanson that I thought she wanted more fresh air, and said that at two oclock I should call for her and take her for a short run in my motor. She demurred for a while, but I got my own way ultimately, and as I handed her into the car later on I remarked to Fernie, who had run downstairs for a moment, We leave him in your most capable hands, Fernie, Im sure he will be safe.

Did some strange presentiment come over him just then? He certainly went suddenly white, indeed almost ghastly. I confess I felt a little excited as we drew up at the Nanson establishment about a quarter-past three, but no, everything was quite peaceful.

Good God, I thought. am I going to fail?

Everything quite quiet, Sarah? asked the young mistress, as the neat housemaid brought in afternoon tea.

Yes, miss, quite quiet, answered the girl.

Little did the two women dream that I was on tenter-hooks from second to second, as I waited for something to happen, I hardly knew what, myself.

Should we hear his death scream? I wondered.

I really think that was the longest forty-seven minutes of my life.

The maid returned to remove the cups, and I imagined that Miss Nanson would be curious about my unusually long stay, and then, just as the girl got to the door with the tray it happened.

It was a scream.

It came suddenly, out of the silence of the big house, a horrid, dreadful sound of mortal, hopeless fear, so horrid as to give even me that feeling that ones blood is freezing in ones body. Then it died away for a moment only, and recurred with a change of note — a deeper, more despairing and terrifying screech than before, which only a man facing immediate death could utter; a long-drawn-out last hopeless call, ending in a choking, gurgling bubble — and then — silence.

What is it? What has happened? Oh, doctor, what is it? whispered Miss Nanson, as she half tottered towards me. Is it in the house? W-w-was it father?

The maid still remained motionless by the door, and as I said Come, Miss Nanson, let us see what it is, I put my hand on the girls shoulder, and told her to find the coachman and send him upstairs to me.

All was quiet as we started to go to the invalids room, but when we got nearer to it, a low, fiendish, blood-curdling chuckle made us stand for a moment and listen.

The girl clutched tight hold of my arm. Im frightened, doctor. Oh, Im so frightened, she said in a low, trembling voice; something awful has happened.

I had an idea of what I should see, but, good God! I never in all my life saw anything quite so repulsive and loathsome.

One glance, and I stepped back, closing the door as I did so.

Go downstairs, Miss Lucy, I said; I will look after things, and see to your father, but this is no sight for you.

She went, and on the stairs passed the square-jawed, strongly-built coachman for whom I had sent.

He did not look any too happy as I told him to follow me, and when he entered his masters bedroom behind me I thought he would have collapsed.

Lying on his back with his head towards the foot of the bed was the wretched Fernie, his face blue-black, and puffed out almost beyond recognition; froth issued from his swollen lips, while the thin but sinewy hands of his master still convulsively gripped the bruised and discoloured neck of his victim.

Sir Richard Nanson, with hair dishevelled, and clothed only in a long, white night shirt, was kneeling on the bed, one knee on each side of the dead man, and as I looked he stared at me with an expression I can only describe as being like that of a maddened, half-famished cat, who has just caught a bird, and fears that it is going to be taken from him.

There was no sign of recognition in his wild, bloodshot eyes, and he made no movement, only that he looked about him quickly, savagely, and furtively, as if watching to see that no one came to take his prey from him.

It was quite evident that Fernie was dead, and that his destroyer was suffering from acute and dangerous mania.

No doubt about the action of muscarin and curare, I told myself; but I must certainly have more experience before I use them again; evidently the mixture was wrong, or I gave too big a dose.

The police were sent for, and ultimately Sir Richard became an inmate of an asylum, in which he has remained ever since.

The bankers affairs when examined were in a terrible state, and I went to a good deal of trouble in order to find Lucy Nanson, who is a very independent young person, a post as lady-companion to some society aristocrat.

And I kept, and have spent, the five thousand.


XII. IN WHICH A PATIENT GROWS CONFIDENTIAL
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YU MAY OFTEN, O most worthy brother-medico, persuade an old trout, even if he is not on the feed, to take a fly, by putting it over him time after time.

He seems to get tired of seeing the same old fly so often, and after following it down the stream many times he will ultimately rise at it, and then theres a fine old splash.

As in this delightful sport, so in my life, I have caught a wary old fish many a time by the above method. Living about two miles from Cromwell Road, in a lonely thoroughfare in the old part of Hammersmith, was one Michael Stone. His house. The Nook (save the word!), was a tumble-down old stone edifice, lying well back from the highway — an ugly, repulsive-looking dwelling in which spooks, and such like, might well have their being.

This dismal dwelling was inhabited by two people only, the old man above mentioned and his niece, a girl named Polly. The man had the reputation of being a miser, and certainly his appearance was suitable to the character. He was a tall, spare old man, with a long cadaverous face, a great aquiline nose, and straggling white hair. His niece was a short, buxom young woman with a nice manner and a soft, pleasing voice.

I was first called to The Nook to attend Mr. Stone for an attack of angina pectoris, a heart affection, which, as you know, is intensely painful, but not often fatal.

He was a difficult man to get on with — in fact he had no friends or visitors. I managed, however, to ingratiate myself both with uncle and niece, and went occasionally to the lonely old house to play draughts with my patient, a game to which he was very partial.

Now, as to the remarks about the trout and the fly. I regarded Michael Stone as a wary old fish, and I was constantly baiting him to let me into the secret of his supposed hoards of gold, if any, and if so, where? I was fairly certain that rumour did not speak falsely in the matter.

I was playing his favourite game with him in his only sitting-room one evening when he rose to my lure. His niece had gone to bed.

We had just finished a game, which I allowed him to win, and I got up as if to leave, when he stopped me, and said, One moment, doctor; I have come to look upon you as a very honest and straightforward man. And he continued, You have told me that sooner or later one of these horrible attacks of mine may be the end of me. I must, I suppose, make a will, and I want your assistance.

I had always treated him, during these attacks, with nitro-glycerine, but had never told him the name of the remedy or given him a prescription, in order, of course, to keep up a regular attendance upon him.

I mention this as a prelude to the incidents which occurred later.

My dear Mr. Stone, I said, of course if I can be of any use to you, I am always at your service.

I felt sure you would help me, doctor, replied the old man. Now Ive been a saving man all my fife, and Ive gold — gold I say — hidden. It is to go to my niece, — to Polly, but I want no lawyers prying round, and, mark you, no death duties. You shall help me, doctor, and you shall be paid for so doing. Listen to me. Ive got my money in this house — but hush — let us talk in whispers — no one must hear us.

He bent over close to my ear and dropped his voice.

Not a word to a soul, doctor. They think the poor old man has money. So he has, and here he gave another of his eerie cackles. But they dont know how much. I love it, man, and Polly shall have it — but she doesnt know anything.

I had a shrewd idea that Polly did know something. But how much, I had to find out.

Come with me, doctor, continued the old man.

He hobbled out of the room, his stick in one hand, a guttering candle in the other.

I followed with joy in my heart. I had at last achieved my end, at the cost of many a weary evening.

He reached the end of the corridor, opened a door which let in a rush of air, and we stepped into an empty stone-floored room, which had once, I thought, been a kitchen. The old man put the candle down on the empty hearth, and looked all around him. Shut that door, said he, as he opened the old oven with shaking hands and drew out a bag, which — thanks be! gave forth the sound of coins.

See here, doctor, this is gold, gold — all mine! I come here and count it — there are eight bags — eight hundred pounds. He was talking in an excited whisper, his eyes flashing and his hands trembling. All mine — and nobody knows.

I see, I said. And all this is for Polly?

Yes! Yes! When Im dead and gone. But this is not all. Come.

To make a short story of it, I followed him round the tumble-down old place into all sorts of queer and uncanny holes and corners, and by the time he had finished I was half-dazed with my luck.

He had just about seven thousand pounds in gold hidden away in that ramshackle old house, and this, except a small sum for Polly, would be a most acceptable addition to my very impoverished exchequer.

How much did Miss Polly know? How often had she followed her uncle in his midnight excursions? I must make it my business to find answers to these questions before assisting my patient across Styx.

Shortly after showing me his money, Michael Stone had a bad attack of angina: I was often at the house, and consequently had the desired opportunity to become very friendly with the somewhat stolid and unconversational Polly.

I ultimately made her talk, and one day she confided in me that she knew her uncle had money hidden in the house.

I saw him put a big bag up the old scullery chimney one night. The scullery is never used, you know.

Did you find out what was in the bag, Polly?

Yes, I did, doctor, it was sovereigns.

Keep an eye on that bag, Polly, I said. It may be your fortune. But hasnt your uncle got more than that put away?

I havent seen any more, she said. Theres a lot of money there.

This was a most satisfactory conversation. I could see my way clear.

I waste no time, when my way is straight, my dear Lanner-Brown, and on the day following my talk with Polly, I went to a motor establishment, and after much talking hired a small 12-14 horse-power car for a month.

I knew something of driving, but I obtained the services of a chauffeur, who knew the little car well, for a fortnight.

This deal, simple as it seemed, put the days of Mr. Michael Stone in this unhappy world at about twenty to thirty in number.

You see my plan?

Stone was to die; I was to remove the gold. Polly was to have what I thought safe and wise to leave.

The car turned out to be a little treasure, and in a week I could do anything with her in the way of driving. I dismissed the man; and for the future drove her myself.

I was now waiting.

Would the old man get ill, or had I to make him so?

He saved me the trouble.

Three weeks from the time I got the car I also got my opportunity.

About half-past eight in the morning of the day I mention, Polly sent me up a message, Would I come at once?

Would I come!

I sent word to her, I would drive over as soon as I was dressed.

On arriving at the house, I left the car well inside the ramshackle old gate, and went right into the long, low sitting-room.

On a shaky and ancient horse-hair sofa lay the miser, partly dressed. An expression of extreme agony — the fearful pain of angina — was on his face. The attack was a bad one — he might possibly die without assistance. Good! He is very bad, I said to Polly. I think I can relieve him for the time being, but I want a prescription made up. Will you go to the chemist, and get it?

Yes, doctor, but what about uncle?

Dont fear, Ill stay with him until you return, I answered. I gave her a note to give to the chemist — it was nothing important, but it got her out of the way.

It took me twenty minutes to put about five thousand pounds in gold into the car, and then I started on a search through the out-houses.

As I came back from my last journey I thought I would look at my patient.

As I entered the door of the room in which I had left him I felt a violent blow on my head; so severe was it that I dropped to the floor. I was not, however, knocked right out, and picking myself up, I looked round in a dazed, half sensible kind of way, wondering what had happened.

The figure of old Stone met my view. He was standing by the table — leaning on it with one hand, the other holding the heavy stick with which he had just attacked me.

His face was convulsed with fury. He tried to speak, but only the inarticulate sounds hissed out while he raised his stick as if to attack me again.

He had recovered temporarily from his seizure, although I could have sworn he was safe for an hour.

I stepped over to him, and, by a strong effort of will overcoming my repugnance at touching him, removed the stick from his hand. I had to use considerable force to take it, and then he tried hard to bite me, slavering over me in a most hateful manner that made me cross, and I hit him over the head hard enough to lay him out.

He dropped with a groan, and I immediately picked him up and carried him to his sofa.

Now, time was of the essence of the contract; Polly would soon be back.

Firstly, out came my chief friend, the dear little hypodermic, and into the shrivelled arm of the unconscious man went enough strychnine and cocaine for my purpose.

He should die in a fit. Then a run to the motor to see the gold covered up safely.

Yes, all was well!

Now to put the room tidy and conceal any evidence of the unexpected conflict.

I looked at the old mans head. I had made a nasty bump on it which showed plainly. Why didnt the strychnine begin to act; then he could struggle and hurt himself!

He must have more. He was still quite quiet. Another injection and I sat down to wait.

Was the infernal stuff never going to act? I decided to go and meet Polly and delay her entrance to the room; she was due to be back.

I stopped her at the door, and said. Hes quiet and peaceful now; have you got the medicine?

Yes, doctor, she answered breathlessly.

At that moment, a fiendish scream rang through the house, and we both rushed to the old man.

He had started up from the sofa, and was in the midst of a severe convulsion, which very shortly brought his head and his heels almost together. The strychnine was at work.

Oh, how awful, said Polly; I never saw him like that before.

I did not attempt any treatment when Polly was there, she could not then say anything to my detriment in case any part of the days work was discovered.

Michael Stone was now dying rapidly, and I told his niece this.

I must go now, I said. I am sorry I cannot do anything more to help you — but — but I will come over again later, and then we must see about your affairs. I will do all I can for you. Good-bye.

I was anxious to get the gold off the premises, and I wasted no time in starting the car.

I am not an expert in motors, and you can imagine my horror when I found the thing would not start.

Here was a pretty kettle of fish — after all my care and scheming to find myself utterly baulked by a beastly motor.

What was I to do?

The gold must come out — a big business; and where was it to go?

I glared around in an ecstasy of rage and desperation. If Polly were not about! I retraced my steps to the house, and found the girl watching the now rapidly dying man.

Polly, I said. ray motor refuses to move; I must get a man out here to see to it. Will you take a message for me, if I sit here and look after your uncle?

I couldnt leave him now, doctor, she replied. I hope you dont mind, but hes been kind to me in his way, and I should like to be with him till the end.

Nothing would go right.

Very well, I answered. I suppose I must go myself, but dont leave him for a second. You cant be too careful, Polly.

I went back to the old garden, and noticed lying in the evergreen shrubs a rusty old roller with a hollow drum.

This would do for a temporary hiding-place, and I proceeded rapidly to transfer the many bags of gold from the car to the interior of the roller. I then covered the open ends with some loose brambles, etc., and set off rapidly to get some one who knew enough about the vagaries of a car to come and help me.

When I returned in about an hour with a mechanic I found that death had released the wretched old man from his troubles.

I told the girl about her uncles wishes, and that all he had was to go to her, after my bill had been paid. He owed no others.

Hes got his money hidden about, doctor. Do you know where it is? she inquired.

No, Polly, I havent an idea, I replied. But to-night, if you like, I will come over and help you to find your fortune.

Thank you very much; you are so good to me, she answered, her words punctuated with sobs.

I drove back again after dark, and found Polly restless and agitated; she had not yet found much money.

I should so much like a cup of coffee, and I expect it would do you good, I suggested to her.

I will make some at once, the girl replied, and in a few minutes returned with it.

I had some laudanum with me in a small glass phial, and took the opportunity of putting a fair dose into her cup when her back was turned.

I could not remove the gold in safety unless this restless girl was kept quiet.

I feel very tired, doctor. I think I wont trouble you any more to-night, she said before long, and we went back to the room in which the miser had died, and in a few moments Polly was in a chair — fast asleep.

Now to work again. It had been a long, trying day — even my nervous system was feeling strained, and when the gold was once more aboard, and the 12-14 car was running smoothly home, I felt very thankful.

I saw Polly next day and she apologized for sleeping in the way she did.

Two thousand pounds, which was the amount she ultimately found, satisfied her thoroughly, but duty was paid on it, despite the wishes of the man who had collected and hoarded it to so little effect.

Im afraid my legacy didnt last long. Its wonderful how money goes when youve got it in your pocket — at least, so far as Im concerned.


XIII. IN WHICH MRS. AUBERONS SECRET IS REVEALED
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I WONDER, MY trusted friend, if you remember that September day when you, after a consultation in Abingdon Road, lunched at my house, and we opened that bottle of most excellent 64 port which old Glynn in Campden Hill had sent me?

That same evening you, in your ignorance, would insist upon seeing me off upon a holiday from Charing Cross, though your presence on the platform cost me a first-class ticket to Paris. I tried to induce you not to come, for I had no intention whatever of going to the Continent. But you were inexorable, so I was compelled to buy a ticket and travel as far as Dover, just because I wished it to be thought that I had gone to Italy.

I had left young Saunderson in charge as locum tenens. You will remember him — a tall, dark, thin fellow, who drifted up and down the country making love to every lady-patient he came across. You will remember, too, how hard-worked I had been with that epidemic of influenza, and you yourself, who had just been on holiday, suggested that I should run out to Palermo.

I know that my face was pale and drawn, and, by Jove, I think yours would have been if you had been dreading the ugly revelation of which I then stood in hourly fear. It was a case of blackmail over a certain little affair. Suffice it to say that one night I had received a knock-down blow — a visit from a woman.

A third person knew sufficient to put me into the dock at the Old Bailey!

Phew! I grow hot all over when I reflect upon it.

Well, I decided upon having a much-needed change, and, as you know, I left Charing Cross by the night-mail for Dover. But instead of crossing to Calais I slept the night at the Lord Warden, and on the next afternoon alighted at the quiet, little old-fashioned town of Ashburton, which, perhaps you know, is situated at the end of a branch line from Totnes, in Devonshire, and, being in close proximity to the heather-clad slopes of breezy Dartmoor, is very popular as a holiday centre.

As I stepped upon the platform a smart chauffeur met me, my traps were quickly stowed into a powerful grey Daimler, and in a few moments we were tearing along the leafy Devonshire lanes, away in the direction of the Moor.

I sat back with my cigarette and reflected.

This visit of mine was, indeed, a curious one — as curious as the circumstances which had induced it.

Perhaps I had better describe them.

One night, about three months before, just as I had thrown down the evening paper with thoughts of bed, the telephone bell rang, and a womans refined voice asked me to call at an address in Queens Gate, a few doors from Old Brompton Road, which, as you know, is a high-class neighbourhood about half a mile from my house. Scenting a wealthy patient, I promised to go at once, and on arrival found the house a large, old-fashioned one, drab painted, with porch and deep basement.

In the drawing-room, to which I was shown by a grave, white-headed man-servant, I was greeted by a rather handsome woman of thirty in a dinner-gown of black satin and sequins, reheved by a bunch of scarlet flowers in the corsage.

My husband has been taken very ill this evening, Dr. dEscombe, she said, after thanking me for coming at that hour. I would be so very grateful if you would see him.

I bowed and expressed readiness to do all in my power. Then, after a few minutes conversation, she told me that her name was Auberon, and that they had come into the neighbourhood quite recently.

As our eyes met I noted that she was extremely handsome. I also knew instinctively that she was endeavouring to make an impression upon me.

Why is it. Brown, that women are so fond of flirting with their doctor? Ah! How many times has a pale, pinched face lying upon a pillow made eyes at me; how many times has a convalescent patient, sitting by her fire, put out a tiny foot and shapely ankle for my admiration. And how many times, too, has a woman sniggered provocatively when I have held my stethoscope upon her bared breast.

But enough! You know me sufficiently well to be aware that I am only a ladies-man when I have a distinct purpose in view. The medical man who allows himself to fall beneath the blandishments of his patients of the opposite sex is instantly a lost soul. The dear doctor must be ever wary, and constantly on the look-out for pitfalls spread before him by those who, eager for flirtation, are not sufficiently bold enough to do it outside their own homes. With the doctor, the confidant of the family, a secret understanding is so very easy.

Towards Mrs. Auberon I preserved a purely professional and correct attitude, and followed her upstairs into the large, handsomely-furnished room, where I found a grey, bald-headed man in pink pyjamas, much older than herself, lying in bed.

I was left alone with my patient. After a few questions which he answered in a weak voice, I made careful diagnosis, found a high temperature, took a swab from the throat, placed it in a sterile tube, and then promising to send a mixture spoke some cheery words, and left the room.

As I opened the door I distinctly heard the frou-frou of disappearing skirts, and knew that the sick mans wife had been listening at the door.

Having descended the stairs to the dining-room she soon joined me, all anxiety to know my opinion.

At present, Mrs. Auberon, I fear I cannot say exactly what the complaint may be. But I shall call to-morrow, and then I shall know definitely, was my reply, and presently I left.

She sent the old butler with me for the mixture, and as he walked at my side I tried to learn what I could of his master and mistress.

Ive only been with em a month, sir, was the mans reply. Mr. Auberon is a very nice gentleman, but the missus dont get on very well with young Mr. Edward. Hes the masters son by is first wife.

Oh! Where is he? I asked.

At Canterbury. Hes in the Army.

And is Mr. Auberon comfortably off?

Yes, doctor. Ive heard from the servants that about half the town of Torquay belongs to im — or at least the ground it stands on.

Do they quarrel?

Oh! a bit. The master keeps a tight and on the money, I fancy. He says shes extravagant and, my eye, es right. Shes never at ome — always in Paris, or somewhere, he replied.

Arrived at my surgery, I concocted the usual harmless mixture, and the old man departed.

Then I threw myself into my chair and lit a cigarette.

Yes. Whatever the situation was in the Auberon household, the lady was certainly very shrewd and clever. And that she had attempted to fascinate me could not be disguised. What did it mean? Next morning I was up early. I rubbed the damp swab upon a cover-glass, dried it, and stained it with methylene blue for a few minutes. Then I washed the film, dried it, mounted it and placed it beneath my microscope.

No second glance was required to determine the nature of the disease from which Mr. Auberon was suffering. The bacilli were present in characteristic form, those slender rods, some straight, some slightly curved, their thickness being slightly greater than the tubercle bacillus — the indisputable proof of diphtheria.

When I called an hour later I carried with me some antidiphtheric serum. I was introduced to Captain Edward Auberon, the sick mans son, a tall, well-built fellow almost the same age as his step-mother.

The wife introduced him, and to them I told the result of my diagnosis. Both were greatly alarmed, but I assured them that the administration of the serum would quickly arrest the progress of the malady, and that we must hope for the best results. I suggested the immediate engagement of a nurse, and gave certain instructions to be followed.

Suddenly Mrs. Auberon, addressing her step-son, said:

Edward, I wish you would do me a favour, dear. Go to the telephone and ask Cox to come up and see your father at once. Hes been asking to see him.

Cox, I ventured to exclaim. Who is he?

My husbands lawyer. He is worrying about something or other. Of course, doctor, you will not tell Henry what the malady is?

Of course not, Mrs. Auberon, I replied, looking straight into her dark eyes, for instinctively I saw that she was longing to say something, now that we were alone and the door had closed.

Do — do you honestly believe my husband will recover? she asked in a curious strained voice.

I certainly believe so. The serum is generally efficacious, was my reply.

Her lower lip stiffened slightly, so slightly, indeed, that had I not been watching, I should not have noticed it.

She was silent. Her gaze was fixed out of the window. The pause was a rather awkward one. Then suddenly, after watching her for a few moments, I said with a smile:

Forgive me, Mrs. Auberon, if I say that you do not appear — well, exactly anxious for your husbands recovery.

What do you mean? she cried, turning upon me, her dark eyes flashing in resentment.

Nothing, I replied grimly. Only — well, in some cases, you know, wives are a little tired — just a trifle weary of married life. Thats all.

She bent forward in her chair, looking into my face with a fierce, intense expression.

Ah! I see. Dr. dEscombe — I see, now, that you are not one of those canting moralists, but a thorough-going man of the world. You judge the world by the worlds standards. You have read the heart of a woman. You — you have read mine! she admitted.

A footstep sounded outside in the tiled hall, and she started, fearing lest it should be the Captain returning.

Listen! she went on in a low, hoarse whisper, glancing towards the door. It is true — true what you have surmised. I — I confess it to you. Ah! the horror of it all! But I can bear this life no longer. Henry has driven me to desperation. Quick, theres no time to lose if we are to come to an arrangement — a purely business arrangement, and she paused, suddenly growing quite calm. You have the tube of serum in your bag. What is its price. Dr. dEscombe? she whispered.

I was taken aback. She had fallen into the net more quickly than I had anticipated.

Five hundred pounds, I replied, naming the figure that first entered my mind. I was an arrant fool. I might just as well have said a thousand.

Done! she said. Give it to me.

No, I said, smiling. I suppose you do not keep such a sum in the house. So I shall call again at five oclock this afternoon to administer the serum. If, by that time, you have the cash ready to hand to me, I shall go away — and forget to inject it. Or better, I added, I may perhaps inject something else.

There will be no blunder? she said hoarsely.

None — on my part.

And none on mine, was the womans hard reply. Her dark brows were shghtly knit and her lips stiffened again. Ah! how easily, my dear Brown, will an evil woman, in these days of rapid living, buy a mans life! If you had only seen half of the ugly side of matrimony as I have seen it you would be appalled and thank your stars you are a bachelor.

Five hundred pounds is surely good pay for a moments forgetfulness. Therefore we smiled at each other in perfect agreement, and I ascended the stairs and visited my patient.

A very bad chill and swollen throat, I pronounced it to be.

My dear Mr. Auberon, I said, dont worry in the least. I hear you are troubling yourself over business affairs. It is all to no purpose. In a week I shall have you smoking a cigar with me. Trust in me, and Ill pull you through right enough. Ive sent for a most excellent nurse — a woman I can implicitly trust — and youll very quickly pull round again.

You took something from my throat last night, doctor. What did you find? he asked, looking me straight in the face.

I made the most minute microscopical examination, and I found absolutely nothing abnormal, was my airy response.

I suppose I must have chatted with him for half an hour in the presence of his wife, and he became quite satisfied.

Its a good job, Dora, that it isnt anything serious, he said laughing, as he fondly took his wifes hand — the hand which intended to murder him. I really thought I was in for something very bad.

Yes, and so did I, dear. Ive been worrying all night, she replied. But Dr. dEscombe declares that youll be all right again in a few days, and then well go down to Coombe for a month or so. The moorland air always does you so much good. So cheer up, dearest, and be patient. And she pressed his hot hand tenderly.

Her eyes met mine. Then I walked across to the window. To save the man, the serum should have been administered then and there. I knew sufficient of diphtheria to be well aware that at five oclock it would probably be too late, even if I then administered it.

The Captain entered the room, followed by the nurse whom I had engaged by telephone. To her, I gave instructions in the presence of them both, and shortly afterwards, after calling the nurse aside and telling her the true nature of the case, I left the house.

I declare to you, old chap, that I walked back home with a lighter gait than for fully three months past. A firm of money-lenders were bothering me over a little loan, and I wanted money to settle with them. Therefore I had raised no objection to selling my little tube of serum for five hundred of the best and brightest.

I saw my patients as usual, and at the appointed hour I had a stiff peg of whisky and returned to Queens Gate.

In the hall I met the Captain, who accompanied me to his fathers room, and watched my rather fussy investigations in silence.

I wondered whether he entertained any suspicion.

My attitude was, as before, one of cheerful optimism. The patient was, I saw, considerably worse than in the morning. He was taking his mixture regularly, but I fear it was not calculated to do him very much good. A glass of water would have been equally efficacious.

The Captain called me outside into the corridor and suggested that a second medical man should be called into consultation.

Certainly, I said. I have not the slightest objection. My own idea is that the best course would be to inject the anti-diphtheric serum this evening and call in a second opinion to-morrow morning.

Delay was what I required.

My frank response satisfied him, and he named Heston Forsyth, a very good man living in Cavendish Square. Therefore I promised to telephone an appointment with him.

I was eager to have a private chat with Mrs. Auberon, but to my dismay, discovered that she was out. She had gone out on a business message for her sick husband, and would not return before seven.

Having learnt this, I decided to come back at seven and inject the serum.

Had the woman repented? Did she fear lest I might give her away? I walked back to my surgery with mixed feelings of anger and disappointment. A note lay upon my table, and I opened and read it with satisfaction.

I had not, however, been indoors half an hour when a patient was announced, and on entering the waiting-room with my best professional smile, I found Mrs. Auberon.

I came here, doctor, she exclaimed in a low, half-frightened voice when she was seated in my consulting room with the door closed. I came, because I feared that Edward might overhear, or have his suspicions aroused. Have you made the injection? she inquired quickly.

Not yet. I have promised Captain Auberon to return at seven, in order to do so. He wishes Heston Forsyth to see his father in the morning.

And what then —— ? she gasped, staring straight at me.

Why, nothing, I laughed. That is if you are in the same mind as you were this morning.

My mind is unchanged, she promptly replied with resolution. I am here prepared to buy the serum, and from her hand-bag she produced a small roll of crisp bank-notes — the price of her husbands life.

In silence I took them, counted them, and in return handed over to her the little tube from my bag.

But — but, doctor, she whispered hoarsely as she held it in her hand. You will inject something — or Edward may grow suspicious.

Of course, I shall, I replied, smiling. The first question that Heston Forsyth will ask will be whether I have done so.

Then you will be at the house at seven, eh? she asked, rising from her chair, her handsome face pale and hard-set.

I shall, was my brief response.

Then, as she put out her hand to me in farewell, I suddenly fixed her with my eyes and said:

As we now understand each other so perfectly, Mrs. Auberon, I wonder that you are not entirely frank with me.

Frank with you! What do you mean? she exclaimed in surprise.

Well, you might, for instance, acknowledge the motive of this little affair — that another man, Mr. Paul Taylor, is anxious to marry you in the event of your husbands non-recovery.

How did you know that? she gasped, her face blanched to the lips.

I learnt it to-day, I said, quite coolly. You left the house at three oclock and kept an appointment with Taylor in the Burmese Tea Rooms, in Bond Street. Afterwards you went to a mourning warehouse in Regent Street, where you were measured for a gown, though you did not actually order one. Taking time by the forelock, Mrs. Auberon, eh?

You have had me watched! she cried resentfully.

And surely there is no harm in it all, I declared. When dealing with a stranger it is usual, in every business, to make some inquiries. We are still friends, I hope. And I put out my hand.

She grasped it and, laughing a little nervously, declared that I had been a trifle too inquisitive.

But never mind. Dr. dEscombe. I trust you implicitly. You will call at seven, she added.

Then I bowed her out, extremely glad to rid myself of her presence.

The notes I locked away in my writing-table, and having prepared another tube of a perfectly harmless serum, I attended at Queens Gate punctually at seven oclock.

Again the Captain met me, pale and anxious, and in his presence the nuise declared that the patient was rapidly growing worse.

I feel no alarm, I said. I shall give the injection, and he should pull round within the next four hours.

So I ascended to the room and used my little hypodermic, filled with a perfectly harmless liquid, in the presence of the nurse, whom I intended should be my witness in case of any awkward inquiry.

Below, in the drawing-room, sat Mrs. Auberon full of anxiety. She plied me with so many questions that I was compelled to admit to myself that she was a most admirable actress. I noted with satisfaction, too, that whatever might be the strained relations between son and step-mother, the former had no suspicion of the manœuvre in progress.

I used the Auberons telephone to speak with Heston Forsyth, and made an appointment to meet him there at eleven oclock next morning. For four hours I remained in the house, visiting my patient many times, and noting his progress. I declared his condition to be ameliorated, though, truth to tell, he was growing from bad to worse.

Well, to cut a long story short, when Heston Forsyth came he saw, at first glance, that the case was a very serious one, but as I had injected the serum and given the drugs usual in such cases, nothing more could be done.

We were together in the sick-room for over an hour, and afterwards meeting Mrs. Auberon and her step-son in the drawing-room he gave out a quantity of professional patter and concluded by assuring them:

You can, I feel certain, rest assured that Dr. dEscombes treatment is the very best that could have been adopted. I agree entirely with everything he has done, and we can only now hope for a speedy recovery.

I glanced at the sick mans wife, but she instantly averted her gaze.

The Captain was quite re-assured, and Heston Forsyth, having pocketed his fee, drove away.

The inevitable occurred rather sooner than I expected, for I was called up on the phone at one oclock one morning, and before I could get round, Mr. Auberon had passed to that land that lies beyond the human ken.

So next day I signed the death-certificate, and two days later his remains were followed by his sorrowing widow and son and a number of friends to their last resting-place in Woking Cemetery.

In a month, my dear Brown, I had forgotten all about the affair. I possess a faculty for forgetfulness that is often very convenient. Cocaine and soda have washed many a nasty taste from my mouth.

Late one night, about eight or nine weeks afterwards, I was reading the evening paper before going to bed when a patient was shown into my consulting-room.

It proved to be Mrs. Auberon. She looked very elegant, for her deep black suited her well.

Dr. dEscombe, she began in a low, frightened voice, scarce above a whisper. I — Im in peril. I — — What! I gasped, starting up. Is it known?

Not exactly. Wait, and I will explain the situation, she said as she bent eagerly towards me. On my husbands death I found, quite contrary to my expectations, that I was left with ten thousand a year, together with Coombe Manor, our place in South Devon. I believed that it had all gone to Edward, and that I should only have a life-interest. And secondly — well, I found that Mr. Taylor and myself were not exactly suited to each other.

Im very sorry for that, I said. I believed that you were devoted to each other.

So we were — but — well, little differences arose between us, because — because — I may as well confess it — because I found out, by mere chance, who and what he really was.

And what was he?

A pure adventurer.

Phew! and I emitted a long breath.

And worse, she went on. In a foolish moment of indiscretion during my husbands illness I unfortunately told him that he would not get better — that you and I were in accord, and that I had bought the bottle of serum.

My God, woman! I cried, starting to my feet. Are you a howling imbecile?

You are right! she gasped. I was. Ive paid for it — paid for it dearly ever since. Hes had three thousand pounds from me already.

Youre an infernal fool, Mrs. Auberon, I declared openly. And you deserve what youve got.

I know! I know! she cried in sheer despair. But your peril is equal with mine. Ive paid in order to save you, as well as to save myself. He threatens to put the whole matter before Edward. If he does, then we are lost. What can I do?

Do? Why, pay him a lump sum and get rid of him.

And if I do so he will then commence to blackmail you.

What does he really know? I asked calmly.

Everything. I was a fool, and believing we were to be man and wife, told him everything.

He can prove nothing.

Ah, yes he can, she replied. I paid you in notes. He knows that. He knows that I got those notes from my bank. I suppose you paid them into yours?

I was a fool to have done so. But all seemed so clear and easy at the time that I had not taken my usual precaution to change them at Cooks into foreign money, and then back into English currency at the bank.

What the woman said was only too true. Thanks to her foolish confession we were both in an uncommonly tight corner.

Well, what is to be done? I asked, clasping my hands behind my back.

Done? What can we do? If I pay him off, he will come to you.

How much does he want?

He will name no fixed price. He laughs in my face and says that he intends that I shall provide him with an income for life.

I pulled a grimace.

I suppose hell come to me before very long, eh?

No doubt he will. But we must act before that. Dr. dEscombe. He must not suspect that I have seen you.

Act. How?

Well, and she hesitated, her fine dark eyes turned upon mine. Well — do you leave it to me to suggest a way out? she asked slowly.

You did so on a previous occasion, I remarked.

A silence fell between us, broken only by the loud solemn tick of the old grandfathers clock in the corner.

He is coming to visit me at Coombe next Saturday. Perhaps he — well, he might be taken seriously ill during his stay with me. Who knows?

And in her eyes showed a queer, eager look. She was a woman of nerve and determination.

Why is he visiting you?

It is a purely friendly visit — to talk over the future. By tacit agreement our engagement is at an end, of course.

He has no love for you, eh?

None. He never had. He was after my money — by fair means or foul. Thats all.

And when he has bled you for all you are worth, he will just go to the Captain and tell him the whole story.

That is my firm behef. For that reason I make the suggestion that certain means — may — be — found — eh?

And as she whispered the words slowly, she glanced around the room as though in fear of eavesdroppers.

I was silent. I was lighting a cigarette.

I thought, perhaps, you might run down to Coombe, she went on, watching me. I go down to-morrow morning, and you could follow me the day after. You, on your part, might pretend to go on a holiday, and come to me in secret instead.

But Taylor may be watching my movements. If so, he will be aware of your visit here to-night!

I think not. I have no fear of that. Hes in Scotland. Say that you will come.

Well — I will do so, if you wish to consult me professionally.

I do. But I dont want you to cure any disease. I want you to give one — you understand? and she grinned.

Perfectly. You think that in our mutual interests this fellows mouth must be effectually closed? I said quite coolly.

You follow me exactly, doctor. Think matters over carefully between now and Tuesday, and make preparations to go for a holiday — perhaps to the Continent. Instead of doing so come down to me. Come as Mr. Fryer, my solicitor. None of my old servants are with me now.

I promised. Then she drank the glass of brandy-and-soda I mixed for her, and I saw her into the taxi which was waiting.

My hat, Brown! Imagine my feelings when she had gone. Here I was, once more, in an infernal hole, merely on account of a hysterical woman.

And the only way out of that impasse was by some subtle manœuvre whereby the man who knew would be placed hors-de-combat.

For hours I paced my room that night, turning matters carefully over, and trying to arrive at some conclusion as to the best means to adopt to achieve our sinister end.

You came in. Brown, to ask me about that testimonial to the organist at St. Stephens, you will remember, and I put down my couple of guineas, which you thought so very generous where church work was concerned, did you not? It pays a medical man to be known among his patients as a good churchgoer. You know that quite well.

As Mr. Basil Fryer, solicitor, I duly arrived at Ashburton, after your unwelcome attention had sent me down to Dover, and after half an hour in the car I found myself at a big, old country-mansion overlooking Dartmoor, where my clever hostess greeted me warmly.

We dined together tête-à-tête in the fine oak-panelled room, and afterwards we were closeted in the library, the servants having previously been informed of my professional capacity.

He will occupy the room you now have, she said at last in a low voice, as she crouched near the fire, her dark, wonderful eyes fixed upon me. I leave it to you to devise some means.

While dressing to-night I made an examination of the room, hardly knowing what course to adopt. But a plan occurred to me at dinner. I shall explain it to-morrow, before I leave for London.

No. Tell me now. I am all anxiety. Is there any chance of failure?

I think not, Mrs. Auberon, was my quiet reply. We both of us have far too much at stake to court disaster. But — well, may I speak quite frankly?

Certainly. Are we not friends?

I am about to perform you a service, and well — one generally expects payment for such delicate work — not much, of course, but — just a slight acknowledgment. Say a sum equal to that before, eh?

The woman looked very straight at me, and her chest heaved just a little, causing her diamond pendant to glitter.

Five hundred, she remarked. Well, if you really must have it I will give you a cheque when the affair is complete.

I merely suggest it, I said. I think that the little matter is worth that to you — is it not?

You are equally implicated, she exclaimed.

But without motive. You had a motive, remember.

You are equally culpable with me.

That, unfortunately, does not alter the circumstances that I am just a little pushed for money, I laughed. We doctors have, alas! to live beyond our incomes all the time. I think you will quite understand that Im really in need of another five hundred.

And that is all, remember.

The last penny I shall suggest.

You will have the cheque on the day of the unfortunate event, she said, and we rose and passed into the big drawing-room where she seated herself at the grand piano, and played several airs from the latest musical comedy.

I wanted to get away from the place, for I had been seized by a desire for a Continental holiday after all. Saunderson was looking after things — his eye ever upon the lady patients — and with five hundred I could have a merry time for a week or two.

At last I bent over her hand and she left me, while I strolled along to the smoking-room, where the butler served my whisky-and-soda with great stateliness.

Then, after an excellent cigar, I ascended to my room.

Next morning, when I dressed I used the cake of soap from my dressing-case, in preference to the brand-new cake which I found in the soap-dish upon the dressing-room wash-stand.

By eight oclock I had had my tub and was fully dressed. Therefore, I turned my careful attention to the dark brown cake of soap — a highly-perfumed tablet of a well-advertised variety. Fortunately for me, it possessed no antiseptic qualities. Therefore, with greatest care, I opened a small tube of culture which I had brought with me, and, with a camel-hair brush, lightly painted it over the surface of the soap.

It dried quickly, and I replaced it in its dish.

Those few strokes of the tiny brush had rendered that unsuspicious-looking cake of soap as deadly as the bite of a cobra. The culture was in glucose bouillon, and if any inquisitive person had smelt the soap he would have detected a peculiar burnt odour of the particular bacillus which I had employed.

These, if submitted to the microscope, would have been found to be of drumstick form, slender organisms developing filamentous forms which could be easily identified by an expert in bugs.

Truly a knowledge of bacteriology is of greatest use to the medical man!

Mrs. Auberon appeared at breakfast, fresh and charming in a neat grey gown of the latest mode, and surely no one would suspect her of being haunted by that terrible dread of exposure. Her face betrayed not the slightest anxiety, and it was with superb coolness that, when later on we were alone in the morning-room, she asked:

Well, doctor, what are your plans?

They are already laid, I replied. Allow your visitor to have my dressing-room — exactly as it is at present, nothing touched. Give careful instructions to the maids, and then treat your friend diplomatically for say four, or even five, days. Allow him to believe that you are again ready to be bled. That will disarm him.

And then? she asked, still without a muscle of her face moving, as she stood near the fire-place.

Wait and see, I replied with a grim smile. Remember that clean water may be placed in the ewer and the bottle, but nothing else on the wash-stand must be touched — nothing whatever.

Your instructions shall be carried out to the very letter, she declared. But what may I expect?

After five days you may expect the inevitable, I said. And if it occurs, I can have my cheque at once — eh?

Certainly, the same day, I promise you. But — but if we fail?

No, I said. We cannot fail. I have accomplished my part of the affair. The rest must be left to you to entertain your visitor, and disarm all suspicion.

You are really very mysterious, she declared, with a laugh.

Am I? Well, in such a case it is as well sometimes not to be too open. You will learn the result of my efforts quite quickly enough. I think you said my train left Ashburton at half-past eleven? I added.

She glanced at the clock, and ringing the bell, told the man to get my bag. I was anxious to get back to town again, and leave for Paris by the night mail. The five hundred pounds were now as good as in my hand.

As I drove away in the car she stood in the old stone porch, and waved her hand merrily in farewell. By Jove! She was a really remarkable woman. Her self-control was unequalled.

I went first to Geneva, and then south to Naples, on my way to Palermo.

At the hotel at Naples I received a hastily-scribbled note from her to say that Taylor had been stricken by some mysterious disease. She did not trust to the telegraph, in fear lest the message should be brought up against her.

I smiled as I read her hasty scrawl in pencil. There are few men who have not some slight abrasion of the skin upon their hands or do not shave so closely that the blood is drawn. Upon a broken skin the slightest use of that tablet of soap would produce an effect as deadly as a knife wound in the heart.

Six days later, as I entered the hall of the pretty Hôtel Igiea, at Palerno, the hall-porter handed me a letter which, he said, had arrived only that morning.

It was from Mrs. Auberon, who regretted to inform me that her guest had, on the day of writing, unfortunately died of tetanus.

Enclosed was a cheque in payment of my account.

And that cheque, my dear fellow, was for the sum agreed — five hundred pounds.

Without a doubt, the fatal illness of Paul Taylor saved us both from a very unpleasant experience.

And it paid all the expenses of my Continental holiday.


XIV. IN WHICH THE AVENUE ROAD MYSTERY IS EXPLAINED
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Y OU WILL, perhaps, recall, my dear Brown one warm evening when you met me in the lounge of the Empire Theatre. I was with a thin, pasty-faced boy of nineteen in dinner-clothes, and with tuberculosis written plainly upon his countenance. You had just come back to London that day, after a month in Switzerland.

That night, I recollect, you chided me for ordering absinthe in the bar. I was highly amused. You believed, just as the world believed, that I was a staid and sober family-practitioner. Not so long ago such men as you and I wore coats of broad-cloth, like the family-lawyer, or the undertaker. Truly ours is a smug profession still, though we no longer affect the broadcloth and have exchanged the silk hat for the vulgar bowler of commerce.

I remember how that night you described to me the merry carryings-on of some members of a musical comedy company you had met at Zermatt, and you invited me to tea at the Carlton with two of your lady-friends.

True, I took absinthe that night. Three hours before — in the Café de lEurope next door — I had taught the boy how to drink it — with a motive.

Well, I suppose I may as well tell you the story now that I have laid bare to you the secrets of my eventful life. Patients repose confidence in me, men of my own profession like yourself consult me, and women call me their dear doctor. I wear a mask — as impenetrable as the Sphinx, I believe. And yet, Brown, I daily curse myself as a brute — and worse.

But a man must hve in these hard times. The profession is over-crowded. You fellows, who lead a merry easy-going life at sea, away from letters and duns, with an ever-changing crowd of passengers and an old man who winks at your flirtations, can never fully realize the dreary drudgery of the unfortunate devil who practises medicine.

Nobody dreams that I practise a special — a very special — branch of it, namely toxicology. Yes, I practise it as other men practise bone-setting or surgical operations. I know my drugs, I know my doses, and, best of all, I know the effects — all by practise. But, unfortunately, the patients I have been compelled to practise upon till I had attained proficiency have, in many cases, been carried to their grave, and there interred upon my own certificate.

But I was telling you of the boy Ronald Snell, who was with me that night in the Empire.

Well, it happened in this way.

One August morning, about half-past ten oclock, I was in the surgery of my old friend, Doctor Thring, in Alexandra Road, St. Johns Wood. He had been called up to Dundee to see his brother who was dying, and had wired asking me to look after his practice for three days. He had a large one in and around Regents Park, Chalk Farm, Kilburn and Hampstead, and in addition held the oflice of divisional surgeon of police. I had known him ever since our old days at Guys, where Golding-Bird had picked him out as a coming surgeon — and so he was. He had already made his mark, while I — well, I had, perhaps, left my mark in another direction.

I had just finished a batch of patients when the maid entered, telling me that a police-inspector in plain clothes wished to see me, and I, of course, gave orders for him to be admitted.

He was a dark-bearded, broad-shouldered man in a dark grey suit and a green Homburg hat, and on entering he told me that his name was Inspector Wills of the headquarters of the S Division of Metropolitan Pohce at Hampstead.

Ive called, doctor, to ask you to accompany us to a house in Avenue Road, he said. Half an hour ago we received this by post at the station, and he handed me a single sheet of note-paper, upon which the following words were type-written:

If the Superintendent of Police will have search made at Baronsviere House, Avenue Road, he will make a discovery. Circumstances have forced the writer to take his life, rather than face exposure and hear the punishment.

Suicide, eh? I remarked, handing back the letter to the inspector. Very well, Ill come with you.

And I put on my hat and went forth into the road, where a constable in plain clothes — whose name I afterwards learnt was Saunders — stood awaiting us.

A short walk through Boundary Road and St. Johns Wood Park brought us into Avenue Road, where, half-way down on the left, Wills halted, saying:

Here we are. This is the house — the house of the mystery! I wonder what we shall find!

The place has been to let furnished for nearly a year, sir, Saunders remarked. See! the board is still up. I was on this beat three months ago and, funnily enough, one night, though the place was closed, I could have sworn that I saw a light in one of those upper windows. But afterwards I decided that it was only a reflection upon the glass.

The house, a large old-fashioned detached one, stood back behind a high wall. Above its iron gate was displayed a weather-worn board, announcing that the place was to let furnished, while, seen from the road, the premises bore a faded, neglected air. The garden-paths were weedy, the beds entangled and over-grown, while the yellow blinds, all of which were drawn, were limp, dirty and discoloured.

Smartly painted well-kept houses were on either side, their gardens bright with geraniums, dahlias and flowering creepers, therefore the dwelling in question looked very shabby and neglected in contrast.

My two companions, who had stopped before the gate, glanced apprehensively up and down the road, for they did not wish to attract attention in entering.

It certainly does look a house of mystery, I said, when, after pretending to chat together at the kerb for a few moments, the inspector suddenly unlatched the gate and stepped inside the neglected garden.

Wills leisurely ascended the dirty moss-grown front steps; I following, while his subordinate went round to the servants entrance. Then Wills pulled the big knob.

The bell could be heard clanging loudly within. But there was no response.

Another bell rang. It was Saunders at the back door.

Again and again the two officers rang and knocked, but nothing stirred, though both men stood listening intently, their ears strained at the doors.

I glanced around and there saw traces of recent footsteps where we stood. There was the mark of a muddy boot upon the step of the door. It must have been made by some intruder a month before, because no rain had fallen in London during that period.

Upon the steps, and in the garden, were wisps of straw and pieces of waste paper, the drift of the London street, blown there by the wind. Old boots and rags, tossed over the wall, lay about, and amid the tangle some stunted roses, defying the disorder, were blooming.

In a few moments we went to the rear of the premises, and at the inspectors orders Saunders produced from his pocket a putty knife, and made an attempt to push back the catch of the scullery window. But the sash could not be lifted. It had been secured by two long screws passing through the sashes.

Three windows we tried, and each gave the same result, whereupon the inspector said: We must force the door.

From his inner pocket Saunders produced a short but business-like steel jemmy of the type used by burglars — indeed, it was, they told me, one which had been found upon a member of that fraternity — and quickly commenced work upon the back door.

At first he could make no impression upon it, but after about ten minutes there was a sound of the cracking of wood, and the sockets of the bolts being wrenched off under the leverage, the door flew open. Then we all three entered.

The kitchen showed signs of recent occupancy, for upon the table stood dirty plates and dishes, while in the range were dead cinders, and upon it stood several dirty pots and pans, showing that a meal had recently been cooked there.

I always thought the house was empty! exclaimed Saunders.

We have it on the list as unoccupied, declared the inspector. Whoever is here certainly has no right to be. Lets go on.

We ascended the kitchen stairs and searched the ground-floor rooms, finding a large, old-fashioned, heavily-furnished dining-room, where stood the remains of a meal of which three persons had partaken. The drawing-room furniture was covered with a pretty pink-and-white chintz of old design, while the library was cosy and well appointed.

In the bright sunshine of that August morning, however, the place presented a very dirty and neglected appearance. As Saunders drew up the blinds, dirt and disorder were everywhere revealed. The place had not been cleaned for many months, and the neglect became the more apparent when we ascended the wide, well-carpeted staircase to the bed-rooms above. Searching one room after another, we saw that all the beds had been slept in, the soiled bed-linen having been flung back without the beds being re-made.

Entering one of the front rooms, both men gave vent to an ejaculation of surprise, for there, in the semi-darkness, lay the crouching figure of a man upon the carpet near the fire-place.

Saunders drew up the blind, allowing the sunlight to stream in, when several strange features became revealed. The dead mans face, as he lay turned towards them, was white as marble, but shrivelled and distorted out of all recognition, while grasped in his hand was a heavy Browning revolver, one chamber of which had been discharged, the tell-tale bullet having lodged just above the heart.

I fell upon my knees and quickly examined him.

Suicide! I said at last. Hes been dead nine or ten hours, I should say.

Hes quite unrecognizable. Dr. dEscombe, remarked Wills. Ive seen a good many suicides in my time, but Ive never seen such a transformation in the face before. Look at his eyes. They are narrow and drawn — like a Chinamans!

Yes, I answered, calmly reflectmg. I saw at once that the case was a mysterious one, though I kept my own counsel.

I judged the deceased to be about thirty. He was in well-cut evening clothes, and wore upon his finger a fine ruby ring, while in his shirt-front were two diamond studs.

Quickly the two police-officers bent and searched the body, establishing the fact that the tabs bearing the tailors name had been cut out of the mans clothes, thus revealing a determination upon his part not to be identified.

Hed committed some crime and feared arrest, I remarked; that is quite apparent from his letter. Therefore, he has taken every precaution to conceal his identity.

Didnt wish to bring scandal and disgrace upon his friends, I suppose, said Wills. Well search the room, Saunders.

Then, as he turned towards the dressing-table, he saw, lying upon it, a note, addressed also in type-writing, To the Police.

He tore it open and within found a twenty-pound note, together with a slip of paper, upon which were the words: To defray the cost of my interment in Woking Cemetery.

I was at that moment crossing the room, when my eye caught a small ball of paper, which had been screwed up and flung into the fire-place.

I picked it up and on smoothing it out, found the words, written in a bold, round hand:

Riddle: — The Wasp can no longer sting. Wills, to whom I handed it, read and re-read the cryptic words.

I wonder what that means, doctor? Can this be the wasp? he asked, glancing at the dead man. Or did he wish to show his defiance of somebody known as The Wasp — that he can no longer be stung by him!

The Wasp is perhaps some spiteful person, I remarked.

Yes, replied the inspector; there seems a good deal of mystery regarding this affair.

Both my companions made a tour of the bedrooms, and the attics upstairs, but discovered nothing else to attract their attention. Saunders was sent to the station to report the gruesome find.

When he had gone Wills unlocked the front-door, and then re-ascended with me to where the dead man lay.

He was, I found, a careful and painstaking officer, popular with his men, but not particularly shrewd in the detection of crime.

Being in the uniformed branch of the service, he left investigation to the officers of the Criminal Investigation Department attached to the head-quarters of his Division.

But several facts struck me as curious in this case. And as we stood there, in the presence of the dead, I tried to form some theory as to the reason of that unknown mans suicide.

The body was quite cold, therefore death must have occurred many hours before. Who was he? Why had he intruded there in that empty house, when he apparently had had money at his command, as witnessed by the twenty-pound note upon the dressing-table? And why was he so anxious to announce his defiance?

While standing there in silence in the presence of that dead man with the queerly distorted face — contracted it seemed into a weird, hideous grin — I formed the conclusion that, whoever he was, he had actually been in imminent peril of arrest. Somebody, probably the person referred to as The Wasp, had given away his secret. And his open defiance was now shown by that scrap of paper. The Wasp can no longer sting! Why? Because his victim was dead.

But that distorted countenance puzzled me greatly.

Again I examined the wound, and saw at once that it was a mortal one. The muzzle of the pistol had been held close against the shirt front, the hole in which was brown and blackened.

By the remains of food in the dining-room, he had had two companions there. Who were they? Surely they would come forward and make some statement.

Its a complete mystery, Dr. dEscombe, isnt it? exclaimed the inspector, turning to me.

It certainly was, and it had greatly aroused my curiosity. But, determined to investigate matters myself, I affected indifference and said:

Merely a case of suicide during temporary insanity. Ill make the post-mortem this afternoon, if youll have the body removed to the mortuary.

Very well, sir, was the mans reply.

But you didnt go up into the attics, doctor, did you?

I replied in the negative.

Id like you to see one room, doctor, if you dont mind coming up, he said, and I followed him to the top of the house, where we entered a long room, with sloping roof, in which I saw some steel cog-wheels and several pieces of frames of machines, the nature of which it was impossible to determine.

It looks as though this was used as a workshop, I said.

Yes, thats just the point, doctor.

An inventors workshop — a mad inventor, probably, I said.

I must call Syms, our C.I.D. man, the inspector said, and I shall leave it to him.

Theres little to leave, I declared with a laugh. The man was evidently wanted on a criminal charge and simply shot himself to escape arrest, giving your people notice of his intentions. He says so in his letter to the Superintendent. He was probably some crank inventor.

All we have to determine is the cause of death, Wills remarked.

Thats easily settled, I said. Bullet-wound, self-inflicted.

And with my pronouncement the estimable official expressed himself entirely satisfied.

I walked back to Thrings house in Alexandra Road, full of serious reflections.

The word Riddle kept recurring to me. I had certainly seen it several times recently, but where, I could not for the life of me recollect.

Suddenly, just as I entered the house, I remembered. I had noticed it in an advertisement in the Morning Post.

I rushed into the waiting-room, where a copy of that days paper lay upon the table and searched it.

Yes! In the agony column was an advertisement — a copy of those very words written upon that discarded scrap of paper — a declaration that The Wasp could no longer sting!

Half an hour later I drove in Thrings car down to the office of the paper in the Strand, and there searched diligently through the files for the past six months.

In them I found nearly a dozen different cryptic communications to Riddle, but so carefully worded that of none could the actual meaning be determined.

Unknown to Wills, I had, while in that house of mystery, made one discovery. I had found in one of the leather seats of the dining-room chairs a hair-pin, which went to show that one of the mans companions at that last meal of which he had partaken had been a woman. In addition, Wills had failed to notice that, behind the couch in the drawing-room, there lay a crumpled piece of pale salmon coloured ribbon-velvet. It had a hook on one end and an eye on the other.

Therefore, it had been worn around the womans hair, and had probably fallen off unnoticed.

Who was the woman?

With the assistance of a local medical man named Neale I made a post-mortem, and we at once declared it to be a case of suicide — a verdict which the coroners jury returned unanimously next day.

But nobody knew that, for the purposes of further investigation, I had preserved in a phial a small quantity of the blood of the unidentified suicide.

Inspector Syms, the officer of the Criminal Investigation Department attached to the head-quarters of the S Division at Hampstead, told me that the owner of the house called Baronsmere was a retired stockbroker named Charlesworth. It had been let three years ago on a ten years lease to a German importer named Heinrich Otto, who, unknown to the owner, was apparently trying to sub-let it furnished. Otto, who paid the rent regularly, had returned to Hamburg a year before, leaving the house in the hands of local agents, while Mr. Charlesworth resided somewhere down in Cornwall.

Herr Otto was described as a short, stout, fair-headed man of forty-five, who wore round, gold-rimmed spectacles. But even though the features of the suicide were so distorted, they could not have in any way resembled those of the German.

The mystery, though dismissed by police and public, was, to me, a most remarkable and interesting one, because I had established one amazing fact most clearly — a fact utterly unsuspected and yet astounding.

I had made a discovery, and saw that, if I exercised a constant vigil, I might possibly turn my knowledge to considerable monetary advantage.

You knowj my dear Brown, that Im in a chronic state of being hard-up. I was then. I wanted money, and I had devised a deep scheme to secure it.

Well, that night, and for a good many nights afterwards I haunted the Avenue Road. Fortunately the papers were too occupied with the Camden Town mystery to take any notice of a mere suicide in an unoccupied house, hence no public curiosity had been aroused, and I was able to pursue my nocturnal vigils without let or hindrance.

Thring had buried his brother and returned, therefore I had gone back to my own practice in Cromwell Road, and each evening, after I had seen the last of my patients, I changed my attire and took a taxi up to St. Johns Wood to continue my weary watch.

It was a mere toss-up. I might succeed, if only my usual good luck would follow me. But there were a great many chances against me.

By Jove! I was desperately hard-up at the time. The fine pearl pin I wore in my cravat only cost half a crown and my emerald ring — the one you admired so much one day — was bought for a sovereign. All the little bits of jewellery I possessed had gone to safe keeping.

Really, I dont know what our most honourable profession is coming to when a hard-working man like myself — and a favourite among the ladies — cant get a living. If it had not been for my trusty little hypodermic I should have gone under long ago.

I daresay that, having read my confessions so far, you have begun to feel that I was a dangerous man. But not half so dangerous, I assure you, as some men who practise medicine — and profit by it. Know your drug, know your dose, and know its effect, and you can, with the aid of your hypodermic, play with men and women just as you please. The world itself is but a plaything in the hands of the clever practitioner who specializes in toxicology. Oh, yes. Brown! I could tell you some things even stranger than those I have written down here in the silent watches of the night. But I have refrained, because I fear that certain unscrupulous persons who may read these lines might be tempted to make similar experiments upon their fellow-men.

My little hypodermic, which lies here in its well-worn case as I write, has been my best friend throughout my career. It has brought to me more money in five seconds than I can earn by practise in five years. By its marvellous aid I can make the old feel young, and the miser generous; the sad will yell with side-splitting laughter, and the merry will become full of grief; the careful will gamble, and the good staid woman will cast virtue to the winds. Can any weapon be more terrible in the hands of a man who is hard-up, and who is not hampered by conscience?

Ah, Brown, I often think how many practitioners are, like myself, compelled to keep up appearances upon a limited income, and in addition, most probably, have some secret feminine entanglement. To the doctor are confessed the family secrets, and well — in many cases, he can, if he so wishes, profit very considerably by his knowledge.

I was telling you, however, of how I watched that dark, unlit, neglected house in Avenue Road — watched it nightly from dark until dawn — and yet without result.

I suppose quite a fortnight must have gone by when one overcast night, at about half-past one, while in a shabby suit and golf-cap, I lounged at the corner of Avenue Road, I saw a taxi stop about a hundred yards away, and from it there descended a man, with an old woman in a black bonnet and shawl.

They paid the driver, and the cab having moved off, the pair strolled along slowly towards where I was standing in the shadow, and suddenly entered the gate of the tenantless house.

Their actions surprised me, and my curiosity being aroused, I crept along the pavement and watched them silently ascend the front steps and carefully let themselves in with a latch-key.

When the door had closed, I stood wondering what course to pursue. Here, most certainly, were the intruders who came at night to that empty house with some secret design.

As I watched, I saw upon the blinds of the dining-room the flash of an electric torch. The light showed from room to room. They appeared to be searching the house. The situation was a peculiar one. If I alarmed the police, then my own scheme would at once be negatived. So I watched and waited.

Presently, after twenty minutes or so, the young man emerged stealthily and descended the steps. He would have encountered me had I not previously taken the precaution to conceal myself inside the small garden.

Then I made a sudden resolve. The old woman was alone within, so I would enter and demand an explanation.

I got in by the pantry window — which I had purposely unlatched and unscrewed when inside with the detectives — and crept upstairs to the dining-room, where a faint light showed. Peering through the crevice of the door, I saw the hook-nosed old woman, her bonnet and shawl removed, seated at the table with a lighted candle, carefully counting a number of bank-notes.

The dim light falling upon her revealed a thin, careworn, wrinkled face, with dark, deep-sunken eyes, high cheek bones and grey hair — an evil, repulsive countenance. Her long, brown hands fingered the notes as she murmured to herself in counting. Upon the table lay a shabby leather vanity-bag from which she had apparently taken the large sum she was counting.

Suddenly, without warning, I stepped into the room and confronted her.

She grabbed the notes beneath her hand, and sat staring at me, open-mouthed, immovable as a statue.

Well, madam! I exclaimed in a hard voice. Perhaps you will explain your presence here in this house, eh?

Explain! she cried. Why should I? Who are you?

I am a person, madam, who knows your secret, was my reply. A man who, if you so desire, is ready and anxious to help you, and become your friend.

Why do you wish to become my friend, pray? she inquired incredulously in a thin, croaking voice.

Well — you would prefer me as friend, rather than enemy, I suppose? was my meaning reply.

She had hastily swept up the bundle of notes and replaced them in her shabby bag.

I dont know you, sir, said the old woman, and, moreover, I dont want to know you.

Probably not — because I could blow this whistle and give you at once into custody, I said with a dry laugh.

The old womans eyes narrowed perceptibly, and she started at my words.

This house is a house of secrets, I went on, and the police are extremely anxious to discover what really happened here one night about three weeks ago. They are still in ignorance — but I alone know.

You know! gasped the woman, staring at me.

Yes. I know that a certain young man found in this place did not shoot himself. He was enticed here — and then delberately murdered. Madam, I give you and your friends due credit for a wonderful astuteness and knowledge. The whole plot was really remarkable, and the simulation of suicide perfect.

The typed letter to the police, the draft advertisement, the previous announcements in the Morning Post, all show that, controlling this sinister business, there is some master mind. I want to meet him. Who is he?

Very likely that I would tell — eh? she laughed.

Better tell me, I said. You know his secrets, hence you will sooner or later die, as all who have known his secrets have died by some subtle and unsuspected means — died like that young man died.

It was a wild shot of mine, but the old woman gave vent to a low, harsh laugh.

I think not, she said confidently. I can take care of myself.

And the young man who has just left this house is marked down as the next victim — eh? I asked in a low, dry tone.

She was silent for a moment. Then she raised her thin, intelligent face to mine, and said:

I realize that, whoever you are, you know something.

My name is More dEscombe. I am a medical man, was my brief reply. It is true that I am in full possession of the means employed to encompass the death of that poor fellow upon whom I made a post-mortem.

You know — the truth! she gasped, her bony cheeks blanched, her hands trembling as she clutched the edge of the table, her dark eyes staring at me in horror.

I do, was my cold response, as I gazed in triumph full in her face. I will be quite frank with you, and so you must be frank with me. I went on. I have myself had some little experience with the drug used. I know its dose, and also its effect. The expression upon the dead mans face alone told to me the plain truth. Who was he? What was his name?

She refused to answer; my words seemed to hold her paralysed in fear.

Come, I said. We are alone here. And — well, I may, I suppose, be perfectly open with you — Im prepared to assist you if it is made worth my while. If not — then we may as well remain strangers.

I had seen that bundle of notes in her hands, and sight of them had aroused within me that fatal avarice which has, alas! more than once been so nearly the cause of my undoing.

Come, I repeated. What was his name?

Lionel Wray, she blurted out, feeling that further resistance was useless, in view of the knowledge I possessed.

He was enticed here and robbed — as others have been, I said, looking straight into her face. Who is your male friend? Not that boy who has just left you, and then, in order to emphasize my coolness, I took out a cigarette and lit it.

My friend is dead, she said. He died suddenly in Paris a week ago — the result of an accident.

A bad accident?

No, a slight scratch.

And his was the master-mind, eh?

He was a medical man, like yourself. Dr. More dEscombe, responded the old woman, looking straight at me.

And he killed himself by accident — eh? Confess it.

Yes, she responded. That is unfortunately the truth.

And you are now in need of a friend?

I am.

Some other person knows the secret of this house, I said. Who is he?

I was wondering from what source that tempting bundle of notes had been derived, and whether some of them could not be transferred to my own pocket.

That young man, Ronald Snell, who came here with me. He is the son of the man who died in Paris. He — well, and she lowered her voice, the fact is, he knows too much.

And it would be to your advantage if — —

Yes, if — if something happened, she whispered quickly.

Ah, I see, I exclaimed, fully realizing her meaning. But what does he know?

Everything. His father — whose real name was Heinrich Otto, but who sometimes took the name of Snell — foolishly let him into the secret of the business transacted here — a paying business, doctor, she laughed.

What was that?

The printing of these, and she touched the little handbag containing the bank-notes.

Then Otto was a forger? I exclaimed in surprise, suddenly recollecting the pieces of discarded machinery in the attics.

Otto was a German doctor, who was also an expert engraver. He prepared the notes, while I travelled across the Continent and changed them. A year ago, however, the suspicions of the Paris police became aroused and I was followed back here to London. Whereupon Otto closed the house, put up the board to let and fled to Germany. Then, when all suspicion had died down, he returned and lived in rooms in Camden Town, only visiting this place at night. For what reason you may guess.

Men were enticed here, drugged and robbed, I said.

She nodded in the affirmative.

Lionel Wray was not the only person who lost his life in this house, no doubt. A man who knew the exact dose of ergotonin, as this Otto did, must have practised upon other victims, I said.

Then you know the drug? exclaimed the old woman with a queer, harsh laugh. You know something of drugs?

I do — perhaps as much as your friend Otto did.

Then you will help me, Dr. More dEscombe? she said quickly. Five thousand pounds to your bank on the day that young Ronald breathes his last.

I hesitated. She might so easily back out of her part of the bargain. My main object was a sum in advance.

Youre offer is certainly rather tempting, Mrs. — —

Netherall, she interrupted.

Well, Mrs. Netherall, I said, I hardly yet understand why you are so very anxious to rid yourself of the boy.

I wanted to learn the whole story.

I require your assistance, doctor, and Im prepared to pay for it, replied the crafty old woman, whose keen, dark eyes glittered with evil in the candle-light. I know that you were called in by the police when they found young Wray. It was a master-stroke of old Ottos. The police believed it to be a case of suicide in order to avoid arrest.

But there were circumstances which might easily have aroused suspicion, I pointed out.

A meal had been eaten at this table, and the remains left. Why?

Old Heinrich laughed at the police. He typed the letter, and posted it himself. He always declared that the police were idiots, and was fond of proving it.

But the advertisements. Who was Riddle?

A riddle of his own creation. He invented it in order to mystify and mislead the police.

I explained how, recognizing the poison used, I had watched the house each night.

Not every night, she laughed. Three times at least you have missed, for weve been here on three occasions.

What was the motive of getting rid of young Wray? I asked.

The same as the others. To close his lips. He was a clerk at a money-changers in Moorgate Street, and he one day recognized Otto as a man who had exchanged at a bureau de change in Calais, two forged thousand-franc notes for English gold. Otto became friendly and Wray sought, of course, to learn more. He accepted an invitation to supper here, intending to give away his friend to the police next day. But — well, he did not live to do so, thats all!

Several persons have, I suppose, been assisted out of the world in a similar manner by Otto? I remarked.

She nodded with an evil grin.

Why do you fear his son? Surely he should fear you, Mrs. Netherall?

No. In this house, up in the attic, Heinrich Otto had seventy thousand pounds worth of forged French notes concealed — notes which he printed before he gave up the work and cleared out the machinery — as well as two thousand pounds in genuine English banknotes. I knew their hiding-place and, daring detection, I came here and took them a week ago. Unfortunately, however, the old man, before he left England, told his son where they were. The boy is searching for them, and suspects me of stealing them. If I do not refund them he will go to the police and tell them the whole truth.

Hm. Pretty awkward for you, eh? I suppose he can tell them some rather queer stories.

He can. And the worst of it is that the infernal boy has clean hands.

I rose from the chair where I had been sitting, and, assuming my stiffest professional manner, said:

Im afraid that it is not in my power to assist you, Mrs. Netherall. I much regret it.

Not if I give you five thousand pounds in good notes — in gold if you like. You are a clever doctor, and surely the little affair would not be difficult.

Madam, I am not in the habit of performing such services, I said in stern rebuke.

What? she gasped, staring at me in horror as she rose. You refuse?

As far as I can see my best course is to make a statement to the police, I said, my manner entirely changed.

To give me away! she cried. I — I thought you were my friend.

But I only lit another cigarette, laughing in her ugly face.

Her wrinkled countenance went pale as death. Then, a second later, she turned crimson in anger.

Dr. dEscombe, you are, indeed, clever. You have induced me to make a clean breast of the affair, and having done so, you refuse to help me.

Madam, I said in a low, earnest tone, I am an honourable man. I do not take human life without compunction, as did your German friend.

But surely your scruples can be put aside? Five thousand pounds is a substantial sum, remember.

And you will profit how much? You have French notes of the face value of seventy thousand. If they are worth anything at all you can get fifty thousand for them from persons who, like yourself, deal in such commodities. And you offer me five thousand!

It is a good fee for five minutes work, is it not?

The work would take less, but the risk is life-long.

You dont trust me? she exclaimed, looking at me with a hard, evil expression.

Well, we were strangers till half an hour ago, I replied.

And if I increased the figure how would you propose to act?

Ah! I should have to first make the young gentlemans acquaintance and diagnose his case, I said with a smile.

But she remained silent. She evidently did not intend to put down any sum in advance. By Jove, old chap! I was desperate at that moment, fighting against bankruptcy day after day. Still, as you know, I never believe in tracking small game. So I affected complete indifference.

Ill increase it by another thousand, the old woman croaked at last.

Two thousand paid down now, I insisted.

If you wish, was her answer with some reluctance. But this is blackmail!

To-morrow will do. But my figure is two thousand down for silence and assistance. I will meet you anywhere by appointment.

The bank-notes in this house are not altogether to my liking. Im perfectly candid, I laughed.

These are all right, she declared, pointing to her bag. But, if you wish, Ill meet you to-morrow at eleven oclock outside Westminster Station, on the Embankment. You can then take the notes to any bank and change them.

And five thousand this day week?

If the desired event has occurred by then.

I saw a blotting pad upon the sideboard, and crossing to it got her to write a few scribbled lines of agreement, which she duly signed.

Then taking leave of her I left the house of mystery.

The manner in which Lionel Wray had been killed and the way in which the affair had been made to simulate suicide betrayed the artist. That was certainly not the first occasion on which Heinrich Otto had used ergotonin with criminal intent. He had been aware — by demonstration most probably — of its action in instantly arresting the flow of the blood, of producing a marble-like pallor, and of contracting the superficial muscles of the face, thereby rendering the victim unrecognizable even by his nearest friends. The drug had been administered first, and directly afterwards the shot had been fired and the weapon placed in the dead mans hand, the muscles of which had afterwards contracted.

Yes. The more I reflected upon Heinrich Otto, the more did I wonder to what extent he had used his toxicological knowledge. He had, no doubt, been a perfect artist in his branch of the profession.

Next morning at eleven I met the old woman at Westminster, and from her received twenty Bank of England notes for one hundred pounds each, which, a quarter of an hour later, I deposited at my own bank in Fleet Street, thus finding myself with a welcome balance.

In that hour the fate of young Ronald Snell was sealed.

Next day, while in the bar of the Leicester Lounge, in Leicester Square, I managed to scrape up an acquaintance with him. At first he was rather shy of me, but thanks, perhaps, to my ultra-respectable appearance and sedate manner, we quickly became on friendly terms.

I had taken a bedroom and sitting-room at the Savoy Hotel, and on the following day he called to see me. He dined with me, and we went out to the White City afterwards.

Next day and the next we met, for I took pains to ingratiate myself with him. He was a silly hoy, even though well versed in the vices of London life. In ignorance of my acquaintance with Mrs. Netherall, his late fathers accomplice, he led me to believe that he was the son of a Manchester merchant, and that his slight German accent had been acquired during his school-days at Wiesbaden.

On the night you met me at the Empire, we had dined together at the Savoy, and perhaps you may have noticed that he was without gloves. He had left them behind in the sitting-room.

Something of a dandy, Ronald Snell, son of the great forger and toxicologist, was most particular about his gloves — pale grey suede ones. Only when in a taxi on our way to the Empire did he discover, to his annoyance, that he had left them behind.

Never mind, my dear fellow. Youll go back with me to supper, and then you can get them, I said reassuringly.

That afternoon I had introduced him to absinthe while we had sat at one of those little tables in the Café de lEurope, in Leicester Square. After we left you we returned there, and he had yet another absinthe, I was trying an experiment.

Then we took a taxi to the Savoy, where we had supper and sat afterwards sipping curagoa, watching the half-world of London, and listening to the Roumanian band.

Upon my companion the combination of absinthe and champagne had already had its effect. He was bright and merry, declaring that, thanks to me, he had spent a most delightful day.

When the lights went down and a warning voice announced that the time-limit had expired, we ascended in the lift to my sitting-room.

You want your gloves, I said. There they are.

They were lying upon the sideboard, where he had left them, but as he drew on the left hand one he exclaimed in a thick, indistinct voice:

By Jove! Why — why a beastly pin has got into the thumb! And Ive pricked myself badly.

And he drew off the glove quickly and examined his thumb beneath the light. Upon the puncture was a tiny bead of dark blood.

I glanced at it critically, and then laughing, declared:

Oh, thats nothing, and looking at the pin, added: It isnt rusty, so there can be no danger.

Well, he said, youre a doctor, so you ought to know, and he laughed an idiotic laugh. Then slowly he replaced the glove, while I cast the offending pin into the fireplace.

For the next three days we were inseparable, but on the fourth morning I received a message over the telephone from his rooms in Down Street, saying that he was feeling very unwell and asking me to call.

I went, and as soon as I saw him I felt inwardly satisfied.

Not quite the thing, eh? I exclaimed cheerily, feeling his pulse.

No, dEscombe. I feel horribly ill, the young fellow declared. Look at my thumb; I believe Ive poisoned it somehow.

It was red and inflamed, but, fortunately, owing to the alcohol he had consumed at the Savoy, he had no recollection of the slight pin-prick.

It certainly looks a bit red, I said. Ill go out to the chemists and get something to dress it with.

Presently I bandaged it with a little harmless ointment, and assured him he would be better on the morrow.

Next day, however, I found a marked constitutional disturbance, together with an eruption on the surface of the body.

He had noticed it and suggested that Dr. Macdonald, a medical man he had consulted before, and who lived in Paddington, should be called. To this I raised no objection. Therefore, my estimable colleague saw him, made an independent diagnosis, and was much puzzled next day by the eruption which had at first appeared papular and was now assuming a pustular form. He found the nasal mucous membrane secondarily infected, and thence inflammatory swelling was spreading to the tissues of the face.

When we consulted, Macdonald acknowledged himself in complete ignorance of the disease from which the patient was suffering, an ignorance which, of course, I also affected.

As day succeeded day, Macdonald attended him, but he grew no better. His symptoms were of rapid pyæmia, and on the ninth day Ronald Snell breathed his last, while both Macdonald and his partner, a man named Booth, were, as I expected, utterly at a loss to diagnose the actual disease.

They were unaware that the pin in the young mans suede glove had been infected with a stroke culture I had carefully incubated on potato, the bacillus of glanders — a malady which is extremely difficult to diagnose. Fortunately, the truth was quite unsuspected, or they would have applied mallein, and by its means discovered the inoculation.

Thus did I assist the son of Heinrich Otto, the expert toxicologist, out of the world, and on the day of his burial in Highgate Cemetery, I became the richer by five thousand pounds.

I have often wondered what became of old Mrs. Netherall. I have never seen her since that afternoon when we parted outside my bank in Fleet Street, where I had paid in the bank-notes which she handed to me in acknowledgment of my services.

My vigil upon that tenantless house in Avenue Road was certainly a long and tedious one, but surely my patience was well rewarded.

I spent the month of October at Monte Carlo, just for another little flutter, and in order to get some nasty tastes out of my mouth. But bad luck dogged me once again, for I, alas! lost every sou at the tables — all except a couple of hundred.

Ive often thought it curious that such little windfalls to a doctor do him so very little good.


XV. IN WHICH I MAKE A LITTLE PRESENT
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ONE AFTERNOON, AT the feast in honour of the wedding of Shiela Warren, a patient of mine who lived with her parents in Longridge Road, Earls Court, I was introduced to Mr. James Farnell.

A stout, red-faced, pompous old gentleman, he greeted me affably, and we had a long chat in the corner of the crowded drawing-room.

Only recently I had pulled the bride through a very severe attack of scarlet-fever, and the thanks of the family, and of the young man who was that day the bridegroom, had been showered upon me. The girl now standing, handsome and radiant, in her bridal gown, had very nearly gone under. Indeed, one night I had left that house, feeling that I should not see her again alive. Yet, with that perversity which Nature so often asserts, she had taken a sudden turn, and had grown rapidly well.

Her parents had been anxious to give her a change, therefore, disregarding infection, I sent her down to an hotel at Eastbourne, and I was not really surprised when, two or three weeks afterwards, there had been a mysterious out-break of the same disease in that establishment.

But I said nothing, neither did any of the Warren family.

James Farnell, who was father of the bride-groom, invited me to visit him in Fitzjohns Avenue, Hampstead, where he lived.

Later on, while chatting with the brides father after the pair had left for their honeymoon, I learnt that Farnell senior was a wealthy man who dabbled in the City, and was director of two important companies, and chairman of a big shipbuilding firm at Gates-head.

Strange, Brown, what an attractive scent money always has for me.

As soon as I knew that he was really wealthy — and not one of those useless ones who live up to every penny of their income — I resolved to cultivate his acquaintance. Hence, three days later, I called at the big, red-brick, detached house half-way up the hill from Swiss Cottage, and took tea with his dark-haired wife and his daughter Edith, a tall, fair girl of about seventeen.

Upon that, my first visit to that artistic, well-appointed house, I detected that Farnell was a faddist — one of those men of middle age who are ever anxious about their health and weight, and ever suspicious that there may be something the matter with their heart.

Such men are constant sources of income to the medical man. The family-practitioner always cultivates their acquaintance, for they mean nice little quarterly accounts. The faddist will not repulse his doctor from looking in just to see that hes all right, even though he may be passing on his way to another patient. And as every picture tells a story, so does every visit mean a fee.

Well, I soon began to know all about Farnells complaints, both real and imaginary.

He let fall that he had had several bad goes of fever in the tropics; therefore I attributed all his ailments to the weakness left by malaria, and advised him to be most careful.

I smiled when he explained to me how his rheumatism had been treated by a man whom I knew to be a charlatan, and though I pretended to agree that such treatment might be beneficial, I added:

The relief can only be temporary, and if you were to ask me candidly, Mr. Farnell, I should say that you have not been in the best of hands. This exercise and golf, and such like can do you no good. You are not strong enough for it.

Dont you think so? he asked, looking at me in alarm.

No, I dont.

Examine my heart. Dr. dEscombe. I wish you would — and tell me your candid opinion.

Unfortunately, I had not my stethoscope with me, but I promised that I would make a professional visit next morning, if he wished it.

He was eager and anxious. Smiling within myself I saw that I had landed another fish into my net.

Well, the outcome of my visit next day was to alarm him slightly, and at the same time promise him a complete cure.

If you carry out my treatment youll be a new man in six months, I assured him. Youre run down. Youve not been treated as you should have been. I dont like your heart at all. But we can soon have it right aeain. No exercise, remember. Dont walk up-hill or upstairs too quickly. Save yourself all the exertion you can. And as for your rheumatism, it can be quite cured by judicious application of electricity. I know a most excellent man. Ill see him myself, and if you go down to him twice or three times a week for a month or two, youll be able to move your hands as well as I can.

Do you really think so, Dr. dEscombe? asked the old chap, his face brightening.

Though he did not drink port himself, he kept a splendid cellar, and the glass of wine he ordered for me was perfect.

From that day forward, for five whole months I saw him twice a week. Sometimes he would motor down to Cromwell Road to see me. You met him once in my smoking-room, I remember.

The summer days were stifling in London, and he longed to get to Vichy. But I kept him carefully at home, for did not every visit mean a fee?

He was a cute old man. But my professional patter and my air of deep concern deceived him, as it had deceived many a cleverer man. Fortunately, he had a slight affection of the heart, and this, I, of course, magnified until at the end of five months he felt himself liable to expire suddenly at any moment.

Mrs. Farnell was a mere cipher in the house. He was devoted to his daughter Edith, and, by Jove! I never knew a smarter or cleverer girl. She had been to school in Dresden, and was saturated with German philosophy, which ill became her, pretty and fluffy as she was.

Once, when I had paid a visit to her father, I found her alone in the morning-room, standing by the window.

She turned upon me like a young tigress, and with flashing eyes exclaimed:

Look here, Dr. dEscombe, I dont think you are treating Dad fairly. You are making him believe hes horribly ill, and Im sure he isnt!

I looked the girl straight in the face, much surprised.

I have no knowledge of treating your father unfairly. Miss Farnell, I replied. Indeed, I dont follow you.

You are making him believe hes really ill, and I, for one, dont believe it, she declared angrily. He could walk, shoot, play golf, and take exercise before he consulted you, and now — why, hes a perfect invalid.

The girl saw through me. In an instant I realized how shrewd she was, even though she might be one of those flighty ones who, in the afternoon, wander across the Heath from Jack Straws Castle towards the Spaniards, and sit upon the seats, displaying neat ankles, and eyeing the men who chance to pass by.

I fear you are mistaken, I laughed. Your father has been much worse than he imagined. He has been keeping himself very quiet, it is true; but hell find the benefit of it next year.

I had known all along that she disliked me. Why, I could not tell. Her brothers wife had sung my praises many times, for to my efforts she certainly owed her life. And yet this girl suspected my treatment of her silly old father.

How she had so completely read me, was a perfect mystery.

I pretended to treat her hostility with utter unconcern, and laughingly declared that she would very soon discern an improvement in her fathers general health.

For another month I continued to give him innocuous tonics, while the electrical expert gave him light baths and other treatments of his own invention. So, between us, we were making a very good thing out of him. His cheques came in very useful, I can tell you, my boy. But I was in sore want of a few hundreds just then, and was carefully scheming how I could get them.

That infernal rubber boom caused me to rush into speculation, like it did so many others, and now the day of reckoning was, alas! fast approaching.

I found myself once again in desperate straits. I was hard-worked, too, for just at that time another epidemic of influenza had broken out.

Old Farnell was a very hard nut as regards money matters, or I would have asked him point-blank for a loan. But I saw it was useless. He had given his son a handsome present on his marriage, and was for ever referring to it, declaring that he could ill-afford it.

Many men who are rich, plead poverty. Therefore I only smiled.

One autumn morning, however, when I called to visit him, the maid told me that he was in the small room at the end of the passage, an apartment which he called his business-room. Being so constantly in the house I walked along, and was about to push open the door when I was startled to hear within mens voices raised in anger.

I listened and overheard a stranger exclaim in a hard tone, but quite audibly:

Well, Farnell, Ive put the truth quite plainly before you, much as I regret it. Youll have to pay, or else face prosecution. You are my friend, and I alone know the truth. You put things square, then Ill remain silent, and nobody will know.

Yes, and you might blackmail me later on, eh?

I think you know me well enough, after ten years, to be certain that I should never do that! snapped the other.

What I know of you, Davies, is nothing much to your credit, replied my patient in a low voice. But I may as well admit the truth of all youve said, and be perfectly frank.

And how do you propose squaring it up? Your defalcations amount, roughly, I think, to nearly eleven thousand pounds.

I havent got the money, declared old Farnell.

But youve had it and thrown it away on the Stock Exchange.

Who knows that Ive had it beside yourself?

Nobody. Who can know? replied the man addressed as Davies, while I listened to the conversation with breathless interest.

There was a long pause, during which I heard a match being struck.

And what is the latest time before the money need be paid?

A month — not a day later.

And nobody knows that I have had the money, except yourself, eh? Are you quite certain of that? Farnell repeated.

Positive. I alone hold the proof, my dear sir.

I know. And without that proof nothing could possibly be brought against me, my patient said.

You are not treating me quite fairly, Farnell, the other complained. I came here in your own interests — in order to give you an opportunity of putting matters straight before the truth leaks out.

I know. But I cant find eleven thousand in an hour.

You can in a month.

Yes — I suppose I must. Well, have a drink, and the master of the house rang the bell.

I stepped back along the hall, and entered the morning-room to wait until his visitor departed.

He emerged soon, a thin, pale-faced, rather round-shouldered man of forty-five, wearing gold pince-nez. I was careful he should not see me, though I got a good glance at his face, both as he crossed the hall and again as he passed the window on his way out.

Instantly I came forth from the room, and meeting Farnell, said:

I heard you were engaged, so thought Id wait.

Yes, doctor, come in, he snapped, and led the way back to his den. He was quite unlike his usual self, and treated me with considerable abruptness.

We were seated together with the door closed when I suddenly looked him straight in the face, and said:

You are not quite yourself this morning, Mr. Farnell. This excitement is not good for you.

Excitement! What do you mean?

Well, the excitement of having such a visitor, I replied meaningly and rather slowly.

He started up, staring at me in blank astonishment.

What do you mean, dEscombe? What — what do you know?

I know that mans name, and the reason of his visit, was my cool reply. The fact is, I heard your voices raised and I was compelled to listen — to hear those allegations he made against you.

By Heaven! he gasped, sinking back in his chair. Then — then you know!

I nodded in the affirmative.

But you can surely trust me with your secret, Mr. Farnell? I exclaimed. Indeed, if I can be of any service I will act most willingly. You may rely upon my entire discretion.

He looked straight at me for some moments without replying. His face had grown pale, and a curious, haggard expression showed in his eyes.

Ah! he sighed at last. If you only could help me. My poor wife — and poor Edith! The blow will be terrible to them, if I stand in the dock at the Old Bailey.

But you wont; youll pay.

Ive promised to pay, but the worst of it is. I cant. Lately Ive been very hard hit, and Ive only about five thousand at the bank. Thats useless.

Then how do you propose to act? I inquired in a low voice.

Heaven alone knows! Face the music, I suppose.

Bosh! I laughed. Youre surely not going to act the fool?

I dont quite follow you, dEscombe, he said. Can you see any way out of it?

Well, I replied with some hesitation. There is — one way.

How? he cried eagerly, rising and facing me earnestly. I was silent for a few moments, carefully examining my well-manicured finger-nails.

This man Davies is not a very reliable person, is he? From what I gathered, he possesses certain proofs of your dishonesty, and he alone knows how much youve had — and how you have had it. Am I correct?

Yes. He knows everything. Hes learnt it in a most artful way.

Probably in order to bleed you. He believes you to be well off.

In all probability.

Well, I said; you have only to reckon with him. You are certain of that?

Yes, at present nobody else knows. And he will tell nobody, otherwise he couldnt blackmail me afterwards.

Good. Then he is your sole enemy, I said. And — well, I put it to you, for example, supposing that his mouth were closed there would be no fear. Nobody would know into whose pockets the money had gone!

He nodded, his countenance full of despair.

It might be believed to have gone into his, he said.

Apparently he did not grasp my true meaning. He, of course, believed me to be the very soul of honour, and the perfect pink of respectability.

We may suppose many things, dEscombe, he said, a hard expression showing in the corners of his mouth. But we can hardly suppose that his lips will be closed, and he sighed, his eyes downcast to the carpet. No, for three weeks Ill live and enjoy life — and then, well, probably I shall find an easy way out, he added meaningly.

You can, I said very seriously. It only wants a little courage.

Suicide, eh? he murmured.

Not at all, I said, and then after a pause, my eyes fixed upon his, I added:

There is a way by which his mouth may be closed.

He looked very keenly at me for a few seconds. His grey brows knit slowly, as though the drift of my argument was slowly filtering through his brain.

Phew! he gasped. I see! You are a doctor dEscombe. You could help me — if you only dared!

I nodded in the affirmative.

A risky business! Youd want a big price, and — well, I cant pay very much, though to me it means life or death!

A thousand, I said. Ill manage it for that, and free you.

And take all risks? he whispered.

On two conditions. That you pay me a couple of hundred now — as a retainer, as it were — and that you are for ever silent.

I saw in an instant that he swallowed the bait. He was just a little frightened at the suggestion, but ten minutes later, in the broad, open light of day with the sunshine streaming into that little room, he purchased the life of his enemy. He wrote me a cheque for two hundred pounds.

Then, fearing that one day or other he might condemn me, I compelled him to scribble a few lines to the effect that the sum was paid to me for private services rendered.

That, my dear fellow, together with the existence of the cheque, would be evidence too strong to permit of any double-dealing on his part.

I placed the cheque in my pocket, highly satisfied with my mornings work. I was to release a patient, and a good fellow, from an ugly situation, and rid society of a person who was extremely undesirable — a man who had blackmailed many of his City friends on previous occasions.

Strange, my dear friend, how money tumbles unexpectedly into my hands just at the very moment that I require it! But there, I suppose if one is unscrupulous, and not cursed by too delicate a conscience, one can always earn a decent income in my profession.

Outside Swiss Cottage station I took a taxi across to Kensington, and on arriving home had a quiet cigar. Over it I tried to formulate a plan. That same afternoon I put an inquiry through to the Information Bureau which I sometimes patronized, and three days later learned that Llewellyn Henson Davies was a well-known City man who had dabbled in finance for years, and who lived in chambers in King Street, St. James. He was a bachelor, very quiet, staid, and highly respectable — a member of Brookss, and on Sundays he attended St. James, Piccadilly, regularly. His ménage was not an extensive one, consisting only of an elderly Italian valet.

When I called at Fitzjohns Avenue and told Farnell what I knew, he was amazed.

My dear dEscombe, how did you learn all this? he asked.

But I only assumed a sphinx-like expression, and smiled, asking him to supply any further details he could regarding his enemys habits or his haunts.

I really dont know. Sometimes he lunches at Birchs, in Cornhill, he said; and hes a member of the City Carlton. You know his office in the Poultry, at the corner of Bucklersbury?

Yes, I said. I suppose I must now make his acquaintance.

But scarcely had I uttered this sentence when his daughter Edith entered the room.

Whose acquaintance. Dad? she asked.

We are talking business, dearie, he replied. And I wish that when Im engaged with Dr. dEscombe you would knock before you come in. It is hardly lady-like to burst into a mans room like this!

But, Dad, how was I to know? she protested with a pout. I didnt hear you talking at first. I thought you were alone, and she glanced at me with an expression of annoyance.

You must not think, my dear; you must always make certain, he said.

Then after another covert, and not altogether pleasant glance at me, she turned reluctantly and left.

I hope your daughter does not suspect anything? I asked, glancing at the closed door.

What can she suspect? queried my patient. No, my dear fellow, dont have any such misgivings. You are quite safe. I leave the whole matter entirely to you. He must be silenced, and you alone can do it. But what means do you intend to employ?

Ah! You must leave all details to me, Mr. Farnell, I said firmly. In such a difficult and serious case one must provide for every contingency, however remote. Davies means mischief, hence he is just as wary as ourselves.

Well, act entirely as you think fit, and there are eight hundred pounds for you on the day that he — the day that he is incompetent to trouble me further, he said.

And with that, I left and returned to Cromwell Road.

That afternoon I called on a man whom I sometimes employed to make private inquiries for me, and I instructed him to find out something further regarding Davies. Two days later I had a report in my hands which showed that the person in question was well-known in a certain circle in the City, but he had the reputation of being addicted to sharp practice. He was a director of two distinctly shady concerns. The whole report, indeed, went to show that, while posing as an influential man, he was, on the contrary, little better than an adventurer. He had led an eventful life in South Africa before the war, and had made several remarkable coups in finance in consequence.

For a long while I pondered over what I read.

Then, passing into that bare upstairs room which I used as a laboratory, and to which nobody was ever admitted, I went to the window and examined my tiny tubes of various cultures in the small, square incubator. They were innocent-looking little tubes, in all conscience, but contained in them were sufficient germs of deadly diseases to decimate a town.

The particular tube to which I turned my attention was one in which I was making a rather difficult cultivation of certain bacteria which, on the day before, I had received from Paris. I placed a little of it beneath my microscope and on magnifying it a thousand times watched those minute micro-organisms, the exact nature of which science has not, up to the present, determined.

Still, the culture had commenced, and I raised my eye from the microscope, perfectly satisfied. The organism resembled a kind of yeast which bacteriologists have placed among the blastomycetes, yet more than that we know but little. Nevertheless, the tiniest particle of that virus introduced beneath the skin, either by injection or by abrasion, would certainly result in one of the most horrible and fatal diseases to which man is subject.

The media I was using contained brain substance, and, delighted with the entire success of my experiment, I left the room, carefully re-locking the door behind me.

That evening, anyone passing down King Street, St. James, about eight oclock would, perhaps, have noticed a taxi draw up at the kerb at the corner of Bury Street. In it someone sat back in the darkness, and the driver smoked a cigarette while seated at the wheel.

The man inside the cab was myself, and I was watching for the man Davies to emerge from his chambers, which were, over a hat shop.

I was in evening-dress, and I suppose I presented as respectable an appearance as he did, when, after three-quarters of an hour, he came forth in black overcoat and crush-hat, and strolled up Duke Street into Jermyn Street, entering the Maison Jules for dinner.

Hence, I was compelled to follow up in the taxi, and again wait without my own dinner, till an hour later he emerged and took a taxi to the Palace Theatre.

There he seated himself in a stall, while I watched him from the promenade. Then, during the entracte, he came forth and descended to the bar. I allowed him to order a whisky-and-soda, when, suddenly seizing my opportunity, I came up beside him, and reaching over to give the barmaid my money, accidentally upset his drink.

Do forgive me, my dear sir, I said in my best professional manner of apology. It was horribly clumsy of me! And I at once ordered another whisky-and-soda.

I noted his annoyance, but the profuseness of my apology melted him, and when I expressed hope that none of it had gone upon his clothes, he said with a laugh:

Oh, no! Its really nothing — a mere accident.

So we drank together, chatted for a few moments, discussed the programme, and agreed that it was not up to the usual standard of the house.

Ten minutes later he had accepted one of my cigarettes, and had paid for a drink for me.

Knowing that Farnell had never mentioned me, I told him my real name. Indeed, I gave him my card, which showed that I was a medical man, while he gave me one of his.

Presently I went back with my new acquaintance to witness the latest dance. But we voted it poor, and before we parted we went again to the bar.

I was much gratified to find that he seemed to have taken quite a fancy to me. Why, I cannot tell. Perhaps it was because I had been telling him some funny hospital stories, which he declared were quite fresh to him, and certainly they caused him to laugh heartily.

I wonder that you smoke cigarettes without a mouthpiece! I suddenly exclaimed. We doctors never do. It is not healthy to allow your lungs to do the same work as a plug of cotton-wool can do. See mine, and I exhibited my amber mouthpiece, which, miscrewing in the centre, contained a plug of wool.

By Jove! An excellent idea. Where do you get them? he inquired.

Ill send you one, I said, laughing, as souvenir of this meeting. And we shall meet again, I hope.

Certainly. Ill be most pleased. But, I say, he added, its awfully good of you.

Not at all, I declared, and, then the show being over, we strolled together down Shaftesbury Avenue as far as Piccadilly Circus, where we parted.

Next day I sent him the cigarette-tube by post, and three days afterwards called at his chambers, having previously rung him up on the telephone.

The instant I entered his cosy sitting-room in the twilight of the wintry afternoon, I saw that at least I had successfully accomplished one point.

But I remained silent, took the cigarette he offered me, and sank into the big arm-chair beside the fire.

For some time we chatted merrily, the room lit by the leaping flames of the fire, and I proposed dinner the next evening and a theatre afterwards, to which he raised no objection.

I could read in his face the word adventurer. And further, I had no great liking for the thin, sallow-faced foreign valet who attended him.

Presently I remarked casually:

I suppose you got the cigarette-tube all right?

Oh, yes, dEscombe. So many thanks for it, he replied. How very foolish of me. I quite forgot to thank you for it. Ive smoked it every day since. See, I have it now, and he removed it from his lips. I find it most pleasant smoking, so cool and different altogether from the usual mode.

Yes, I see. But — — I exclaimed, scrutinizing his lips.You were only just in time, Mr. Davies.

Why, what do you mean? he asked in surprise.

Oh, nothing very much, I replied, in an endeavour to treat the matter with unconcern. Only — well, I see you have a significant sore upon your lower lip.

It came yesterday, he said. Ive never had one before. Youre a doctor, dEscombe; surely its nothing serious? Ill switch on the light.

He did so, and as he stood beneath it I carefully examined his mouth and the small open sore which, truth to tell, had been purposely set up by sucking the prepared holder I had sent him.

He saw that I did not like the look of it.

What is it? he demanded. Its uncommonly sore.

Well, theres of course nothing to be really alarmed at — not blood-poisoning or anything of that sort. Still, it should be attended to. If it spreads, it may disfigure your whole chin. Ive known such cases. So, if youll allow me, Ill send you over a little ointment. Rub it well in with the fore-finger both night and morning.

Thanks, dEscombe; that will be awfully good of you, the man declared.

Not at all, I laughed. I always believe in taking things of that sort in time. When once such a thing spreads one never knows how it will end.

You alarm me!

Oh, my dear fellow, dont be alarmed. Simply use the remedy regularly, and in a day or two it will entirely disappear.

We smoked on for an hour, and when I rose to leave I promised I would send him over the ointment that same evening by district messenger.

This I did, and as you may surmise, dear boy, when I mixed the ointment I emptied into it the whole of the little tubeful of that culture which I had so carefully incubated.

Next night we dined together in the grill-room at the Carlton, and as I sat opposite him I inquired after the little sore upon his lip.

Oh, its very much better. he declared.

I used what you sent me last night, and again this morning. It is rapidly healing.

I expressed pleasure, but somehow that tiny sore fascinated me, as, ever and anon, I looked into the face of the doomed man. We went to the Gaiety together and sat in the stalls, watching a musical comedy. But, by Jove! I was hardly at my ease.

The trick had been done. I had only now to await results.

Next evening I visited old Mr. Farnell, and almost his first question when we were alone was:

Well, what has happened?

Nothing, I said. Nothing at least to cause you a moments worry. Only, on next Thursday week, I shall call here for my cheque.

He stared at me with a mixed expression of amazement and pleasure.

Then you have been successful! he gasped. How?

The matter concerns myself, I replied with a smile. To-day is Friday; on Thursday week, or at latest on Friday, I shall ask you for the cheque — thats all.

And it will be ready for you, dEscombe, with a hundred added to it, was the old fellows reply. By Jove! when I pay you I really believe my rheumatism will be cured. I shall enter upon a new lease of life.

Of course you will, I said cheerfully.

Didnt I tell you there was no reason whatever to worry?

Ah, yes. But I didnt know that you were so plucky, was his reply. Most doctors wear a mask of respectability, and would be horrified at any suggestion of the kind. Yet you made it yourself.

As a matter of business, purely, I declared. By releasing you from a difficulty I shall also be benefiting myself.

I like you, dEscombe, he said, his big face broadening into a laugh. Youre such a philosopher.

People who knew the truth would perhaps call me something else, I remarked with a grin.

But tell me, what have you done? he said. Davies called upon me in the City this morning and expressed a hope that I should not fail to put matters right by the day named. He seemed quite in his usual health.

He is, I replied. Probably he never felt better in all his life. But why is he so anxious that you should pay back the money? I queried. It surely doesnt affect him. He wants to profit by your defalcations, but I cant exactly see how he would, if you raised the money and repaid it.

Well, he is jointly responsible with myself, Farnell replied.

But if he could show that he had no knowledge that you had withdrawn the money, there surely could be no charge against him, I exclaimed. No, Mr. Farnell, the fellows game was purely one of blackmail. He intended that you should give him five hundred, or perhaps a thousand, to allow matters to drift along for a few weeks longer. Then another demand — and so on.

You think so? asked my patient.

Im sure of it. But if my diagnosis be correct, he will not have an opportunity. I shall not call here again till the day I have named — and then it will be to receive my fee of eight hundred pounds, I added with a laugh.

And it will afford me the greatest pleasure to hand it to you, Dr. dEscombe, he answered. Only my curiosity is aroused. Do tell me what means you are employing to bring matters to a successful issue.

No, Mr. Farnell, I responded. You must forgive me if I refuse to expose to you the cause. Your only interest is in the effect. Remember, you left it entirely to my discretion.

Ah, I see! he said. By Jove! dEscombe, youre a wary bird. Youd make a fortune in the City. I quite discern your point. If I knew your method, I might talk, eh?

I smiled again in the affirmative. Afterwards we played a game of billiards, and I left just before eleven oclock.

On the following Saturday evening I met Davies by appointment at the Berkeley, and we dined together, and afterwards went to the Alhambra. He complained of bad pains in his head.

My nerves seem all unstrung, he said. I dont know whats been the matter with me for the past couple of days. Im entirely out of sorts.

Ah! I expect you want a change. Too much City. Why dont you go to Brighton, or somewhere, for a few days?

Because, just now, dEscombe, Im very busy, he declared. I have to attend to several important and private matters — business that nobody can conduct for me.

But I dont like your symptoms, I said. One should never neglect a nervous attack.

Youll have to prescribe for me, dEscombe, he said with a laugh, as we leaned over the back of the grand circle of the theatre. That sore on my lip has completely healed.

I told you it would, if you persevered with the ointment, was my reply.

Well, youll now have to cure my nerves, he declared.

Ill call to-morrow, if you really wish it, I said. But, I somehow hate treating personal friends. I wish youd call in a local man. Theres Spencer, in Jermyn Street — a most excellent man, who has, I believe, a very large practice about here. Why not consult him? Ill also look in, but only as a consultant.

Why dont you like to treat me? he asked quickly.

Because I always think it best for my friends to be treated by other practitioners. Ive found it so all through my career, I said, perhaps lamely.

I had Spencer once — about a year ago.

Then have him again. Theres nothing to be alarmed at, as far as I can see. Only, if I were you, I would let him see you. There can be no harm in it.

None. You are quite right, dEscombe. I shall call on him to-morrow.

It was long past midnight when we parted. I was quite willing for Spencer to see the man, for I knew that, on discovering the true nature of the disease, he would never suspect its real cause, and moreover, whatever efforts he might make with the serum treatment, all would be without avail. The period of inculcation had been too long. No power on earth could now save him.

Well, my dear fellow, my surmise proved correct.

When I called two days later I found Spencer with him. The patient was in bed suffering from spasms, especially of the muscles of deglutition and respiration, with excitement evidenced by delirium.

This is a curious case, the smart, elderly practitioner declared, as we both stood beside the unconscious man. At present, Ive not been able to diagnose it properly.

I pretended to make an effort to diagnose it, but without avail.

Next day I called before Spencer arrived, and found Davies conscious again.

By Jove, dEscombe, he exclaimed. Im having a bad time. But youll pull me through, wont you, old chap? he implored me.

Of course well get you right again, I assured him. Then, with a few comforting words, I left.

Really, I felt rather sorry for him, because I knew of the agony that must ensue.

On Wednesday, when I called at eleven, Spencer was again with him, but he was again unconscious.

Rabies, declared the doctor. Yesterday, he told me that he had been bitten by a farmers dog while out shooting, nine months ago. I at once obtained some Pasteur serum, but, as you see, the case is rapid and hopeless.

On Thursday morning, when I asked Spencer over the telephone of his patient, I was scarcely surprised to learn that he had expired in terrible agony soon after two oclock that morning.

So, at noon, I kept my appointment with old Farnell, and received the eight-hundred-pound fee for my little account — with the extra hundred added.

And that same evening, after a visit to the dead mans chambers to take a last look at him, Mr. Farnell carried away with him certain proofs of his own defalcations which, if not destroyed, might have been attended with rather unpleasant results.


XVI. IN WHICH A RED-HAIRED LADY SHEDS TEARS
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I HAVE OFTEN mentioned to you, I feel sure, among my many rambling letters, that I have always posed as a ladies man; but that word pose does not include all my dealings with the so-called fair sex. I have had my periods of temporary infatuation, even madness, and apropos of the following incident, I repeat my old axiom: Fight shy of red-haired men, but follow red-haired women.

I had one curious, and somewhat instructive little episode proving my phrase, I think, in which I ran some risk, and from which I only gained the gratitude and temporary affection of a very red-haired woman, and in addition I lost a sovereign — the cost of a wreath for her husband — and an hour of my valuable time expended in attending his funeral.

The Manne-Martyns came to live, as you no doubt will remember, in Phillimore Gardens about four years after I started practice in Cromwell Road, but if I recollect rightly, my dear Brown, you had but little to do with them. The man was certainly very objectionable, although he was without a doubt a gentleman, as far as blood and education were concerned.

I can still easily call to mind the first time that I met Rita Manne-Martyn, although I knew her by sight before.

It was on a cold wet night, and I was comfortably settled in a big chair with a pipe of Perique, and Haeckels Riddle of the Universe, when the sound of the night-bell made me groan. Always the way, I growled, one is certain to have a night visit if the weather is extra bad.

As everybody else was in bed I went to the door, which, as I opened it, admitted a bitter blast of north wind accompanied by drifting sleet, and also a female figure in a white cloak — an opera-cloak — ye gods! for a night like that.

Are you Dr. dEscombe, gasped a particularly sweet voice. Please let me come in, and do shut the door.

Yes, I am Dr. dEscombe, I answered, as I carried out her order. Please come inside. Surely you are very unwise to come out dressed in this way on such a night, and I led the way to my smoking-room with its warm, cosy fire.

I glanced at her as I handed her a chair, and was astonished to see how wonderfully handsome she was, because although I had seen her before on a few occasions, I had not noticed that fact.

Mrs. Manne-Martyn, I believe? I ventured to say, and as she sat down I saw that she had on a black, very décolleté evening dress and thin satin drawing-room slippers, which were soaked through and most certainly ruined.

What can I do for you? I fear there must be something serious the matter to bring you out to me like this, I said as I took her opera-cloak and hung it over the back of a chair. I wondered in my own mind most consumedly why this pretty woman had come to see me in this strange and unorthodox kind of way.

I — I hardly know how to tell you, Dr. dEscombe, she replied, her shortness of breath caused, I imagined, partly by the storm blowing outside which she had braved, and partly by agitation. My husband, he is ill — perhaps dying — I dont know. Oh! you will help me, wont you? because — his people know that we quarrel — and they might say — —

Her really beautiful dark blue eyes, full of tears, looked at me most appealingly, as though she thought I could understand everything.

Say what?

Well, I must tell you — nobody else knows — but he smokes hasheesh — Indian hemp, you know — and Im afraid hes had too much. Hes quite different to what he usually is. Will you come now?

I must say I didnt like the look of things at all. There was evidently something not quite straight; not that I cared, from the ordinary point of view. I was only thinking of myself, although I could not restrain a certain regard for this charming red-haired visitor.

I will order a taxi, I suggested.

No, no; its only a quarter of a mile — see, Ive walked it once, interupted my visitor. Wont you come back with me now? I cant wait, she urged.

Certainly if she — a young and delicate-looking woman — could do it, so could I. I considered for a moment.

Very well, Mrs. Martyn, I will brave the storm; if you can, I can, I said.

She looked at her drenched evening shoes and muddy stockings and gave a little short hard laugh.

One would think I love my husband very dearly, wouldnt they? she exclaimed.

Excuse me one moment, I said, as I went to put on my bad-weather garments, thinking and wondering all the time. She was very pretty; and she was afraid — of what?

We started off through the driving snow together towards Kensington Road. I offered my arm, which was accepted, but so fierce was the wind that conversation was practically impossible. Consequently when I arrived at the house I knew scarcely anything of my case.

You must get those wet clothes off at once, I said to my companion. Shall I wait for you?

No — yes — yes. I wont be long. Wont you sit down? and I will be with you in a few moments.

My new patient lived in a very decent house, as you will remember. No doubt they had money, for the room in which I waited was beautifully furnished, and showed the touch of a womans hand in the various flower-vases and nick-nacks which adorned it.

Indian hemp, I muttered as I waited. I wonder how long he has taken it, and if his mind is affected yet?

The lady returned very soon, and seeing her in the bright light, with her hat off, I noticed that her eyes were swollen and red. She had been crying.

Will you come up, doctor? Ill show you the way, she said. So I followed her promptly.

Lying on a couch at the foot of a single bed, in a comparatively small room, was a man in a dressing-gown, his face purple and bloated, his breathing slow, heavy and stertorous. This, combined with thin feeble pulse, the condition of the pupils, and the insensitive eye-balls, told me that his wife was correct — he was suffering from poison. Was it what I had been told?

Ideas pass through ones mind swiftly under such circumstances — particularly so, perhaps, in mine — and I kept on wondering. She had told me they quarrelled. The man, as I had seen him before in the street, and as I saw him now, comatose and half dead, gave me the impression of being a brute. Dissipation was written large in his fat face, and I could well understand him being cruel, and repulsive also, to such a woman as this — his wife. Had she attempted to kill him, and was she playing a part?

I decided to be very careful both in word and action, noticing as I did that the demeanour of the servant, elderly and sour of visage, was not that of a friendly domestic. She appeared to be somewhat of an inimical character, and was in close attendance on the sick man.

You say that he is in the habit of smoking hasheesh? I inquired of the lady, in a tone of voice which the servant could not help but hear.

Yes, doctor, was the answer; and tonight we have been playing bridge and he lost every rubber. This seemed to irritate him, and he retired as soon as our friends left us to have his usual smoke, and after — I found him like this!

There was but little for me to do, but of course I had my hypodermic case with me, and I gave him some strychnine to pull his heart together, and then, having given a few other minor instructions to the grim-faced woman, I told Mrs. Manne-Martyn that we could now only wait and watch the result.

Has he ever been like this before? I queried.

Not so bad. I was never really frightened before to-night, but, I suppose I ought to tell you, he has been drinking very heavily for the last two days — in fact, more or less for the past two years. Her voice shook as the sentence was completed, and I could look back and see a world of misery, a life of horror, which this refined, sensitive, pretty woman had already passed through.

Dont be irritated with me, Brown, if I do sometimes wax sentimental. You know there is a strain of that trick in me, although you, on reading these lines, would hardly think so.

I felt a great compassion, even pity, for the unfortunate lady. I suppose my expression, or perhaps my voice, told her this; at any rate some subtle form of telepathy occurred between us, because, as I said: I am afraid youve had a very bad time of it, she interrupted me by laying her head on her bare arms — she was in some négligé which showed the porcelain whiteness and perfect contour of these very distinctly — and breaking into a passion of deep, silent sobs.

It hurt me to see this. I always hate to see a woman really cry; I dont mean the trickle of tears and the red nose which can be produced almost at will, such as you see in the pit of the theatre, but the heart-breaking tears of absolute despair. There I go again! Forgive me, old boy, but I will not offend any more.

I managed, ultimately, to quiet her, and then asked for her story.

It was a sad one, and the man lying upstairs was evidently, as I thought from the look of him, an absolute brute and blackguard. She had plenty of marks to show of his violence at different times. She showed me a hardly-healed cut on her head, luckily hidden by her abundant bronze-red hair.

This is his last effort, she said with a sickly smile. He threw a teacup at me, and, as it broke, it cut me, and he laughed when he saw the blood trickle down my face and neck. Oh! how I hate him, she continued, and yet — —

Why do you go on like this? I asked. There are ways — — Yes, but we have one little boy, and I will not, while I can endure, let his name be associated with anything disgraceful. That is why I have borne it these last two years. Not only him, she nodded towards the staircase, but that woman, who is an old servant of his family, and his mother and sister. They all hate me and make my life more wretched, and will believe nothing against him. I must wire to them as soon as I can.

What a pity if he should recover, I thought to myself. When, however, I saw him again before going home I felt I was going to be disappointed. His heart was stronger, and a very slight reflex had returned to the eyes. He was going to recover, and I told his wife so.

You will come in and see him again, wont you. Dr. dEscombe? she implored. Youve no idea what a relief it is to have somebody to confide in.

I went again, and yet again, and came to know the man and his relations. But I got to know Mrs. Manne-Martyn better, and it was not long before I decided that her drunken, drug-smoking husband should not cumber the earth very much longer.

If I did carry out my decision, I could not hide from myself the fact that I had a very difficult and even dangerous proposition before me.

There are some folks who, however objectionable, however vile they may appear to be in the eyes of the unbiased observer, have someone whose outlook is blind as to their faults; someone who makes every excuse for their shortcomings and will, at every turn, allocate the blame to every source except the right one.

In this case I had two such individuals to deal with — Mrs. Manne-Martyn senior, and her daughter, the younger sister of my patient.

He did not recover rapidly from his overdose of Indian hemp and alcohol, and at the end of a fortnight I was still in daily attendance.

I do not wish to say much about it, Brown, but in that comparatively short time Mrs. Manne-Martyn and I found ourselves upon distinctly intimate terms. I imagined myself seriously in love with her, and she — well, dear little soul, she had been living a terrible life for at least two years, and a little real sympathy and help appealed to her more, perhaps, than anything else could have done.

So my resolve to dispose of Julius Manne-Martyn, Esquire, became more and more decisive, but I fully appreciated the fact that I had to get through a very vigilant and suspicious defence, in the shape of the mother, sister, and the afore-mentioned domestic.

On several occasions the sick man had become delirious. He had certainly suffered from a mild attack of delirium tremens, masked and mitigated by his drug-taking. While in this condition he never ceased to rave against his wife, although I am quite certain that he had not, even in his sanest moments, any reason up to the present so to do.

Traitor! traitor! he would yell out. I know you hate me! Kill me now! Do for me! I know; I have seen the loathing in your eyes, and so on. His pitying relations would stand by and nod their heads, look at each other and say among themselves: We always knew it, didnt we? Why did he marry her? and so on, ad nauseam.

They would not allow her into the sick-room. Not that she cared, for who could have cared for a man like that? But the ignominy, the disgrace in front of the servants, hurt her, and I felt that this could not go on.

The greatest care was necessary. He must certainly die of something which was likely and reasonable — some ailment absolutely above suspicion, something which must, if necessary, stand the searching of an expert post-mortem examination, because it would be fatal to trust in any way whatsoever the ultimate movements or suspicions of the very prejudiced and narrow-minded women with whom I now had to deal and contend.

I paved the way for the idea which I had in my mind by putting some bronchial irritant into the mixture, combining it with small doses of belladonna, I will tell you later why I did so. Then, one day, the thought flashed across me — why it had not occurred to me before I cannot say, except perhaps that I was badly infatuated — how would Rita be situated when he died?

It was a serious consideration. We had had many a quiet talk together, but I fear business matters had been allowed to slide, and I knew nothing of her affairs. And myself — well, Ive always been hard-up, and at that particular time things were perhaps even a trifle worse than usual. I was practically living on credit. I could do nothing for her; you see, I had been hard hit in the rubber boom — and, goodness knows, I kept my own expenses low enough.

Rita, darling, I said one evening, as she sat with me in her cosy boudoir. how would you be situated if he were to die?

Her slim fingers tightened upon my arm. He — die! she laughed, a quiet hopeless laugh. Dont dream of it, dear. He will live to make my life a curse.

Yes, I interrupted; but if he did?

If he did? she repeated. The heavens would fall. Why, I should be free, and I should have the three hundred a year he settled on me at first.

Youre sure? I felt that this had sealed his fate. You are quite sure?

Yes, yes; he has often cursed himself for a fool for doing it.

Every man has his moment of madness. I have seldom given myself away, I think. Luckily I had no cause to regret it; but I did do so now.

Then he dies, I said, my arm around her, the words whispered into her ear. It sounds melodramatic, but it was not. It was dead serious determination. And, I continued, looking into her face, you must help me.

I — help you — how — what do you mean, Archie? was the whispered answer.

I can manage it easily, but I must have a chance to get him by myself. Those women must be got out of the way. Three — two — minutes will do it, but it must be certain.

Julius — die, she muttered, clinging close up to me in the semi-darkness. Do you mean it?

Yes, yes, dear, I am speaking in earnest, I answered. I cannot see you go on like this — with that man and those awful women. I must help you.

And the risk?

Ill chance the risk, I answered, kissing her, as I thought to myself that it was not the first I had run by many.

You must go now, Archie, said my companion. Theyll miss me; I am always spied upon, but — yes, Ill help you. Oh, how can I thank you? — but you must not do it. Why take this awful risk?

None at all, Rita, I replied as we kissed good-night. None — if you can keep the secret.

I would die sooner than say one word which would implicate you; I swear it. Oh, only — —

I stopped her; she was inclined to get hysterical. She was one of those highly-strung, nervous women with an infinity of pluck under trying circumstances, but who, curiously enough, break down very easily when their affections or sympathies are aroused. I knew she had grown very fond of me, so I felt compelled to put on the brake, as it were.

Pull yourself together, dear, I spoke quietly, and very quickly soothed her excited nerves.

God! Laurence, Im fond of her still — if only things had turned out right! But there, they did not.

Come and see me at my consulting hour to-morrow, I said as I kissed her again, and strolled down Phillimore Gardens home, to think matters over.

I had started Manne-Martyn with an artificial cough, and I had given him dilated pupils, which his attendants had noticed. So far I was on the road.

But the opportunity had to be made, and Rita, much as I disliked the idea, must help me, must draw off the enemy, while I, the preliminaries having been arranged, brought off the final coup.

What do you think of my son, doctor, asked my patients mother on the morning following my revelation to Rita. Is he really improving? He is sure to get well again — is he not?

As far as I can see, madam.

I believe it is all Ritas fault, she said; she has treated him shamefully, poor fellow! He has been driven to do wrong — — That is really nothing to do with me, Mrs. Manne-Martyn, I declared, for I feared that if she went on in that strain I might arouse suspicion in her mind. If I showed the slightest regard for Rita my prestige as family doctor was gone.

When do you think you will allow him out of bed? asked his sister — a seriously-dressed lady in tailor-made coat and skirt, and with a hard, most unpleasant expression on her face.

Hes slow in picking up, I answered, but the nursing is just now everything. I must congratulate you on your knowledge of such work. The way you manage him is really wonderful.

He was still quite unable to do anything by himself alone, and required constant help.

I ought to warn you, I continued, against the possible risk of a relapse. Such things are not uncommon in cases like this.

Oh, doctor, I do hope not, chimed in the mother. He is getting every attention, and we are doing all we can. Your instructions are being carried out to the very letter.

This was what I was anxious to know, as the idea in my mind made time, punctuality, that is to say, the essential factor.

I had another long talk with Rita on the subject of her husbands decease, and ultimately the innate devil in her broke through the veneer of morality, and we laid our plans carefully, and without reserve on either side.

And after? said she.

After — I hardly knew. I was desperately in love with her for the time; Ill defy any man with an eye to the artistic, and a mind, a soul, an inner consciousness of sex, call it what you like, untrammelled by artificial laws and customs, to be anything else. I am positive there are some women whom no man can resist — that is, if the woman is in real dead earnest. Rita was one of those.

You must manage to put a small narcotic dose into his food or drink to-morrow morning at breakfast time. You can manage that — cant you, Rita? I inquired. I will give you a little phial when I see you to-night. It will be a very tiny dose.

I intended to give the doomed man — for doomed he was as soon as my plans were laid — enough of a concentrated preparation of belladonna to send him off into a sound sleep for some hours.

That being accomplished, I proposed to make my daily call in the afternoon, because the dragon and her daughter invariably drove for an hour or two after lunch, visiting and shopping. So I had then only one enemy to deal with.

Now I had decided some time since to use, if I used anything at all for a deadly purpose, bacteria called the diplococcus lanceolatus, which I have mentioned to you once before — a germ which in the lung causes pneumonia, but which, curiously enough, if it takes its habitat in some other portion of the body, sets up a totally different set of symptoms, such as inflammation of the brain, or of a joint, the main point being that the result is almost invariably fatal, and quite beyond the possibility of discovery by ordinary methods.

If I had three minutes with Mr. Manne-Martyn on the following afternoon I could, assisted by my faithful hypodermic, put into his circulation a sufficient amount of this germ-infection to, with the smallest pinch of luck, assist him rapidly to leave a world which he certainly did not adorn.

It was impossible to say where he would be attacked. Time alone would show. But I had to depend upon Rita to create a diversion, to remove for a sufficiently long time the sourvisaged Martha. This was the weak point of the plan of campaign.

Would my fellow-conspirator be successful?

What will you do? I had inquired of her.

Leave it to me; I will manage it, was the answer I got. And no more information was given. Only be ready when Martha leaves you alone with him, she added.

I gave the poor little ill-used woman the narcotic dose that night, and as I left her she said, almost gaily: Au revoir, till to-morrow at half-past three. You may rely upon me.

True to time, with the germ-culture in the barrel of my syringe, I arrived at the house and, of course, found Martha at the bedside of my patient.

Hes just gone off into a heavy sleep, doctor, she informed me, after I had told her that an important case had kept me during the morning, and Mrs. Manne-Martyn hardly liked leaving him, but I promised her that I would not leave the room, or let her, she nodded towards the staircase, come in.

I proceeded in a methodical manner to examine my patient. He was breathing heavily, snoring in fact. But I had hardly finished taking his pulse-rate — much I cared about it! — when a terrified shriek rang through the house — a most thrilling and ear-piercing scream.

It was Ritas voice. What had happened?

I started for the door, and then, Martha, Martha, come quickly, the voice of the housemaid came from below.

The old servant listened for a second or two, and then another scream resounded through the house, and turning to me, she said hurriedly:

Will you excuse me for one moment, doctor? Somebody is hurt, Im afraid. It sounds like young Mrs. Martyn.

All right, run along quickly and see, I answered, but I felt upset, and hardly knew what to do. Had Rita really hurt herself? Surely those cries of pain were not simulated.

However, for the moment I hardened my heart, screwed the needle on to the syringe and, pushing the point deep into the back of the sleepers neck, pressed the piston down to the bottom of the barrel.

The apparently unconscious man aroused with a yell. The pain of the needle had awakened him. He turned so rapidly as to break off the point of the needle and leave it deeply imbedded in the tissues!

Then, as I hurriedly pocketed the remainder of the broken instrument, he sat up in bed, howling out: Help, help! murder — —

My wits almost left me for a moment. What was wrong downstairs I knew not, but I felt very anxious with this new complication.

It takes time to write this, Brown, but the whole business, from start to finish, had occurred in a few seconds, and, to make matters worse, who should appear in the doorway but the sick mans mother and sister.

Why, whatever is the matter? inquired the elder lady breathlessly. Has this house gone mad?

Rushing up to the man, who was still calling out and howling, she put her hand on his head.

What have you done. Dr. dEscombe? she asked severely. Poor boy — my poor dear boy! addressing the fat-faced son, who kept on murmuring Help! murder!

The old lady looked suspiciously at me. Something has brought him to this state, and Martha is not here, doctor. What does this mean?

Dont be alarmed, madam, I said as quietly as I could. The position was very awkward, especially with that broken needle to be reckoned with. And then, Rita! I must go and find out what was wrong with her.

There has been some accident downstairs, I fear, I continued. What is it? Can I help?

No, no, doctor; dont leave Julius. It is only that silly girl. She has scalded her hand; Martha is there, but how dare she leave this room? What a lucky thing we were anxious, and returned early.

Is Ri — is Mrs. Martyn injured? — my voice shook a little I am sure. I hope its not serious?

No, not at all, answered the unsympathetic old lady. Please attend to my son.

He was still rolling about in bed, but getting a little more rational.

Poor old Julius, said his hard-faced sister; its all right; nobody will hurt you. But all the time I was on tenter-hooks. Would that broken needle be discovered?

I think Mrs. Manne-Martyns cries upset him, I explained. There is nothing wrong with him; in fact, he is much better.

It was very wrong of Martha to leave him, persisted the elder woman. Her callousness as to the sufferer downstairs made me so cross that I threw caution to the winds, and said: I think I ought to go and see if I can do anything for Mrs. Martyn. And I strode out of the room.

Poor, brave little woman; she had purposely poured some boiling water over her left hand so that no suspicion could arise as to the cause of her diversion of Marthas watchfulness. I found her crying with pain. However, I dissembled my fears of discovery, and gave her a reassuring nod. After her plucky way of going to work I felt compelled to make the best of things.

I dressed her hand, with various little surreptitious squeezings, and went home, still wondering what would happen.

Was I to be discovered, after all, in an affair which brought me nothing? Or would my luck still hold good? Much depended upon how the diplococcus acted — where would it form a colony of poisonous germs, ever growing and spreading through the blood-stream? Would he die of meningitis, pneumonia or pyæmia? I did not want pneumonia. I could only hope for the quickest end.

One thing was certain. I must be in constant attendance, and if I could get a moment, remove the broken half of that tell-tale needle.

Next morning I called early, when my patients mother received me coldly. I could see she had taken offence at my action of the previous afternoon. But so far all was well. As to my patient, his temperature had already risen a degree and a half. Something was at work — somewhere. Where?

It was a curious waiting for a day or two, Brown. I knew that a determination must arise, but was helpless to say what. I only saw the little woman just to dress her badly scalded hand, and, when I got a chance, to reprimand her severely for taking so drastic a course.

I promised you, dear, she said, and I meant to keep my word thoroughly.

On the third day Manne-Martyn became delirious and so seriously ill that his mother demanded a consultation.

We got Hubert Harrison, of Harley Street, but as I told him beforehand about the hasheesh and the alcohol he did not bother himself. In fact asked me what I would like him to say.

Hes certainly going to die, is he not? I suggested.

Most certainly, answered the specialist. It looks like acute meningitis.

Then tell them straight out, I said. And mention that I could not, in your opinion, have done anything more.

Of course, of course, replied the great man. Im sure of that. Really a good thing, I expect, he concluded.

There was, of course, intense agitation and many tears as the result of his opinion; but I took no heed. I could not forget the sick mans treatment of his wife.

Well — he died, and when I made my final examination by myself, I managed to withdraw that incriminating piece of steel.

I ran a very big risk over that. If only he had at any time been rational enough to locate the seat of his pain I should have probably been discovered.

But the Devil looks after his own, and certainly he kept a watchful eye over me on that occasion.

I saw a good deal of the widow for some months after this, but I was too busy to see her often enough, and she found and married a fellow on the Stock Exchange.

Yes, Rita was very charming, but dangerous — and fickle.


XVII. IN WHICH I AM DISCOVERED!
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THIS IS THE last episode in my career, because, old friend, before to-morrows sun rises, I shall have discovered whether there be a hereafter or not. You know well that I have always been a pure agnostic — knowing nothing, believing nothing — risking everything! With all my care and attention to detail I have at last been found out! Certainly a most unlooked-for and out of the way grouping together of circumstances has been the cause.

I knew that sooner or later, if I continued taking risks, that the end would come. It has. This is a serious and hanging affair. However, I have had ten years of life — of life, man, not of the plant-like existence lived by most folk, but ten years, with every minute giving me the feeling of being really and actively alive.

What a difference!

Of course, you are anxious to hear my story. It is the last one, the grand finale, of More dEscombe.

If I had not been a keen fisherman, I should not be writing this. Now I have thrown my last fly — Im sorry — for some things.

About a month ago, I went for the weekend to Dingley, in Hampshire, a village where I can get some good trout fishing from the landlord of the inn, and in which I rent a small cottage during the all-too-short season — April to the early part of June. I went out on the Sunday, ready for a happy day, my luncheon case and flask full, plenty of spare tackle, and flies galore.

A very good rise took place about eleven, but for the life of me I couldnt find the fly they were taking. I could see about twenty different patterns on the water, but the trout were only taking one kind. I worked my way up stream, and at last with a large very dark olive, I got a brace of beauties within ten minutes.

Shortly after this, I saw a lovely fish rising continually in a run close by a large snag.

A most difficult spot to fish, but I could see that the riser was an extra big one.

I threw too low down, and only just saved my cast from the snag.

The next time the fly went right over him — no, he wouldnt touch — when, splash! and my reel was ringing out with a lovely buzz, and the rod was bent to its straining point.

By Jove! What a beautiful trout! How he dashed about, now to one bank, now to the other. If only I had a friend with me to land my prize.

A harsh voice broke in on my thoughts.

Give us the net, Guvnor; Ill land him for you.

I looked round, and saw a ragged, dirty-looking man, with loafer and vagabond written in his coarse face and bleared eyes.

Do you know how? I inquired hurriedly.

He laughed a rasping guffaw.

Do I know how! I specs Ive caught more trout than youve ever thought of, he said. Does old Bob Gye know how?

All right, I snapped; take the net, then, and dont stand there laughing in that silly way.

He certainly did his part of the work well, and the eyes of the old poacher, as I suspected him to be, glistened as he held up a lovely fish well over three pounds.

As he held up the capture at arms length, I gave a sudden start.

At last I had found a means at hand to make five thousand pounds, which just then was being dangled in front of me by Sir Walter Michelcombe. He was an immensely wealthy man, as you know, old chap, middle-aged, tall and handsome, and with a charming, pretty little wife.

But here was the trouble.

Michelcombe told me the whole thing in my house one night, being at the time very talkative and off his guard.

He put it down to the whisky.

It seems that he had fallen desperately in love with an actress in London, but she, knowing he was married, would have nothing to say to him.

This rejection only inflamed him the more, and he openly said in my room that night — meaning what he said, too — that he would give five thousand to be rid of his wife.

I laughingly said. How long do you give me to do this for you?

A month — not a day longer.

Very well. I jotted down a few words on an envelope and said, Will you sign this?

He read it — looked at me with wonder and yet fear in his eyes.

Are you serious? he asked.

As serious as a man can be at this time of night, but sign it — no harm done anyway, I replied.

He signed. It was an I.O.U. for £5,000 — provided the conditions were fulfilled.

That was all — no conditions were mentioned.

This conversation was vividly recalled to my mind by the tramp, for on his wrist was a bright circular spot, with an inflamed angry-looking blush around it.

How long have you had that, my man? I inquired.

I got that unloading skins at Bristol two days ago, he growled, and damnation bad I be with it.

I examined it carefully. It was anthrax — malignant pustule — without a doubt.

If that is not removed immediately, I said to him, its all up with you, Master Bob Gye. Do you understand, its got to be cut out to save your life.

The poor wretch became suddenly faint, and a deadly livid pallor took the place of his beery redness, the while his knees were tremblng violently.

I pulled out my flask.

Here, man, have a good drink, and cheer up. Dont give in. Im a doctor myself, and if you like to come to my cottage this evening, I will remove that horrible sore, and put you right again. In the meantime, for Gods sake, keep it covered up — dont let a soul catch sight of it. Youre highly infectious, and if you are caught now, you will certainly be shut up for some time. Heres half-a-crown, and get some light good food and come and see me at nine. I told him the name of my cottage, and was not sorry to see him slouch off.

You say to yourself, Brown, Thats not quite like More dEscombe, to operate on an ordinary tramp, especially in such an infectious and deadly condition.

Quite right, old man, but I wanted the anthrax bacillus, and here was the opportunity to get it — far from home — far from London — far from the person who would develop it.

In London I could have made a stab-culture in gelatine, or a culture on either agar or blood serum. I knew the colonies of bacilli. I had observed them often beneath my microscope, beautiful wavy wreaths, like locks of hair, radiating from the centre and apparently terminating in a point which, however, on examination with a high power objective, is observed to be a filament which turns upon itself.

Yes, my dear fellow, as you know by experience, bacteriology is a beautiful study. You discover fresh forms of life every day.

The bacillus anthracis is extremely interesting. In bouillon, after twenty-four hours incubation at 37° C., there are shown irregularly spiral threads suspended in the liquid.

And these, on being examined, are seen to be made up of bundles of parallel chains of bacilli. Later growth is more abundant and forms a flocculent mass at the bottom of the fluid. But I wanted it at once, and the delay necessary for cultivation was by this happy chance avoided.

I did no more fishing on that day. I had two miles to walk back to the domicile.

I strolled along the bank, smoking and thinking deeply — so deeply that I almost ran into a very pretty and well-dressed nurse who was going in the opposite direction.

I note with a strange, cynical amusement how the present impasse has arisen through a number of things happening which were, not merely one or two, but the whole of them, most unlikely and extraordinary.

The fact of meeting this nurse, little as I knew it, was the first link which was to drag me out of this sphere. I looked at her with a languid interest, wondering who was ill in the neighbourhood, and noticing the well-cut features and handsome figure which she possessed.

She, in her turn, looked me straight in the face as she passed. I arrived home, took off my fishing clothes, and settled down to a most excellent little dinner.

I could hardly believe that the tramp would face the music, but I got the material ready for removing the pustule. Most certainly, nine tramps out of ten would have shied at the knife, but this one formed the second link of the chain, made up of improbabilities, by turning up.

Very ill and bad he looked, and I gave him as little chloroform as possible, and did the small operation with the greatest dispatch.

When he came round, he had a drink — the poor wretch couldnt eat — and then I gave him five shillings, and told him to take the train out of Dingley at once.

If youre here to-morrow, I said, I shall be compelled to inform the local authorities about you.

He promised to go, and he did, much to my satisfaction.

I now had the means of inoculating any number of persons with anthrax, and no one knew that such a bacillus was in my possession.

It is a very uncommon condition, and the ordinary cultivation tubes could easily be traced in London, if necessary. But here, as I say, I was safe from possession of the virus being attributed to me, if anything untoward did crop up.

What a small and hopeless fool is man, if fate is against him!

I was always more or less in attendance on Lady Michelcombe, who was a petite fragile-looking little woman, with large dark eyes, which opened wide when she talked to you, and a charming, although somewhat childish manner. A very lovable little lady, who looked upon Michelcombe himself, big, burly, and overbearing as he was, as her lord and master, in very truth.

A woman who deserved to be loved and made much of; really a very pleasing character, and yet Michelcombe wanted her out of the way.

I must say I had a few qualms of conscience at the idea of doing this, but I was dreadfully pushed for money; you see, I have such expensive tastes, and it is marvellous how money goes.

I went a few days after my return from Dingley to pay a professional call on Lady Michelcombe, whom I found lying on a sofa, clad in a most fascinating garment, which somehow fixed itself on my mind. It was pale yellow, made of some soft clinging material, loosely made and yet at the same time seeming to fit everywhere.

You will say to yourself. Brown, It is about time the poor fellow was out of it, if he is coming to this. Well, I suppose I am feeling a bit strained to-night, and I couldnt help thinking about that frock. Lady Michelcombe looked more childish than usual that morning.

You wicked man, youve quite deserted me lately; now come and confess to me. Who is it?

My dear Lady Michelcombe, instead of chiding, you should pity me, I answered.

I have been using great self-control in remaining away for the week I arranged, and overcome the temptation to run in and see you every day.

I dont think I shall believe you, she said, with the curious little rippling laugh peculiar to her. I might have been dead and buried for all you knew.

You certainly look very much alive and above ground at present, and you have on a most charming gown, I replied.

Now I want you to tell me about my heart, doctor, said my patient. I dont believe it is quite right.

Oh, I am sure it is, I answered, but I will make sure, and producing a stethoscope, I went through the form of examining her chest. While I was doing so she gave a little scream.

Oh, doctor, youve scratched my arm, you bad man.

Where? I said, putting the stethoscope away.

Look, its bleeding, you cruel monster; and see, theres the reason, pointing to my coat sleeve, in the cuff of which was sticking a pin.

I really am very sorry, Lady Michelcombe, said I. I apologize most humbly. It is a bad scratch. I will send you something to put on it. It would never do to have an arm like that disfigured for any length of time.

Yes, and it hurts, too. I dismiss you until you show your contrition by attending personally to the wound you have made.

I will come back very soon, and dress the gash, I replied, with a smile, which she returned. Au revoir.

In about half an hour the scratch was tied up with a little ointment dressing on it.

The bacillus anthracis was abundant in the ointment. I looked in again in the evening, and exchanged the first box of ointment for one that was innocuous, and went away, feeling as safe as possible.

In two days. Lady Michelcombe was very ill, and I had a consultant called in, and a nurse sent for.

The consultant was a man known to be against operating, and has attained his present exalted position, not by the possession of much learning or skill, but by a manner, a presence, and a talent for diplomacy and tact. The nurse — here again, note the unkindness of fate, was, to my surprise, the very girl whom I had met on the river bank some days before. She informed me that she was Lord Michelcombes half-sister, but her manner was stiff and ungracious.

I discovered that she was nursing not to make a livelihood, but for the love of it.

Lady Michelcombe was operated on, in my opinion, twenty-four hours too late.

She died on the following day, and many searching inquiries were made as to the origin of her illness. Of course, nothing was discovered, and I felt quite safe.

Then came the worst, the unkindest cut of all. That idiot Michelcombe developed anthrax, evidently caught from his wife. He was a bad subject, a notorious drinker, a man who had lived hard, and undermined his once fine constitution.

A nasty, indescribable feeling came over me when I was informed by a note from the nurse that another medical man had been called in, and that my services were not required.

I began to see red. Two days passed. They seemed to me like two years.

What was happening? Was Michelcombe going to pull through? What would he say? How much could he let out? Our arrangement! Discovery seemed impossible. I had covered my tracks very carefully, yet my mind misgave me.

I took an enormous quantity of morphia in that time. On the second evening the storm burst.

I heard the door-bell ring, and in a few moments, Miss Cardew was announced.

Miss Cardew was the nurse — the nurse. She came into my room, pale-faced, with her mouth set, and an ugly glint in her eyes.

Lord Michelcombe died an hour ago, she said, in a cold, calm voice, and before he died he told me the infamous and horrible plot between you and him. How God allows such a man as you to remain on this earth, is a wonder to me. That such a cold-blooded, heartless, wicked villain could exist, I have never imagined.

You are going a little too far, Miss Cardew, said I. May I ask you to what you refer?

To what! Oh, if I were a man, and could thrash you until you screamed for mercy — and then let you die the death you brought on that poor little woman.

You make assertions which you are quite unable to substantiate, I answered. I beg you to be careful in what you are saying about me.

You blind fool! she half shouted at me.

You think I dont know — I know everything. Little did you think that I, too, saw the tramp at the village, and his wrist also.

This was the worst blow of all. Here was the connecting evidence which could hang me. What miserable luck!

I was too thunderstruck to say anything for the moment, and she continued:

Yes, he showed me his pustule, and asked me if it was right to have it removed. Little did I think that this wretch was to cause the death of my best friend at the hands of the greatest fiend unhung!

I stood dumbfounded.

Her eyes glared and flashed with passion as she spoke, and if looks could kill, I should not have survived a second.

I remained standing, looking almost fascinated, as it were, at the woman who had run me to earth, and who had the pluck to come and tell me all she knew.

What could I do?

I am going to place all my facts before the police to-morrow morning, if you are alive. Dr. More dEscombe. Doctor! Good heavens! I wonder how many poor, unsuspecting souls you have doctored to death? You have twelve hours, and a private detective is watching you for me, if you try to bolt. Youre a coward, Ive no doubt. If you take the correct course, I shall keep quiet for the sake of the reputation of the minor villain, my dead half-brother. If I have never done a good action before, and never do one again, I am satisfied with my life in ridding the world of such a monster as you.

She turned swiftly and left the room before I had time to say a word, leaving me still standing.

I had a big drink, thought it over thoroughly. There was no getting away from the evidence. Everything dove-tailed so beautifully.

I must go home to Kensington and die in a respectable way, or something of the kind. Only this one infernal woman knew. By Heaven! if I could silence her —— Ah! — 

* * * * *

1 A.M. Bah! its no use, my old friend, I cant get near her. She has a couple of private detectives on the watch.

Good-bye! Most probably, I shall go off for my last sleep in about an hour.

Beaten by a woman!

Let my career serve as a warning to others.

THE END
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The Devils Dice.
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DO GET RID of the girl! Cant you see that shes highly dangerous! whispered the tall, rather overdressed man as he glanced furtively across the small square shop set with little tables, dingy in the haze of tobacco-smoke. It was an obscure, old-fashioned little restaurant in one of Londons numerous byways — a resort of Germans, naturalised and otherwise, the enemy in our midst, as the papers called them.

I will. I quite agree. My girl may know just a little too much — if we are not very careful.

Ah! she knows far too much already, Drost, thanks to your ridiculous indiscretions, growled the dark-eyed man beneath his breath. They will land you before a military court-martial — if you are not careful!

Well, I hardly think so. Im always most careful — most silent and discreet, and he grinned evilly.

True, you are a good Prussian — that I know; but remember that Ella has, unfortunately for us, very many friends, and she may talk — womens talk, you know. We — you and I — are treading very thin ice. She is, I consider, far too friendly with that young fellow Kennedy. Its dangerous — distinctly dangerous to us — and I really wonder that you allow it — you, a patriotic Prussian!

And, drawing heavily at his strong cigar, he paused and examined its white ash.

Allow it? echoed the elder man. How, in the name of Fate, can I prevent it? Suggest some means to end their acquaintanceship, and I am only too ready to hear it.

The man who spoke, the grey-haired Dutch pastor, father of Ella Drost, the smartly-dressed girl who was seated chatting and laughing merrily with two rather ill-dressed men in the farther corner of the little smoke-dried place, grunted deeply. To the world of London he posed as a Dutchman. He was a man with a curiously triangular face, a big square forehead, with tight-drawn skin and scanty hair, and broad heavy features which tapered down to a narrow chin that ended in a pointed, grey, and rather scraggy beard.

Theodore Drost was about fifty-five, a keen, active man whose countenance, upon critical examination, would have been found to be curiously refined, intelligent, and well preserved. Yet he was shabbily dressed, his long black clerical coat shiny with wear, in contrast with the way in which his daughter — in her fine furs and clothes of the latest mode — was attired. But the father, in all grades of life, is usually shabby, while his daughter — whatever be her profession — looks smart, be it the smartness of Walworth or that of Worth.

As his friend, Ernst Ortmann, had whispered those warning words he had glanced across at her, and noting how gaily she was laughing with her two male friends, a cigarette between her pretty lips, he frowned.

Then he looked over to the man who had thus urged discretion.

The pair were seated at a table, upon which was a red-bordered cloth, whereon stood two half-emptied bocks of that light beer so dear to the Teuton palate. They called it Danish beer, not to offend English customers.

The girl whose smiles they were watching was distinctly pretty. She was about twenty-two, with a sweet, eminently English-looking face, fair and quite in contrast with the decidedly foreign, beetle-browed features of the two leering loafers with whom she sat laughing.

Theodore Drost, to do him justice, was devoted to his daughter, who, because of her childish aptitude, had become a dancer on the lowest level of the variety stage, a touring company which visited fifth-rate towns. Yet, owing to her discovered talent, she had at last graduated through the hard school of the Lancashire halls, to what is known as the syndicate halls of London.

From a demure child-dancer at an obscure music-hall in the outer suburbs, she had become a noted revue artiste, a splendid dancer, who commanded the services of her own press-agent, who in turn commanded half-a-dozen lines in most of the London morning papers, both her prestige and increased salary following in consequence. The British public so little suspect the insidious influence of the press-agent in the formation of modern genius. The press-agent has, in the past, made many a mediocre fool into a Birthday Baronet, or a paid-for Knight, and more than one has been employed in the service of a Cabinet Minister. Oh what sheep we are, and how easily we are led astray!

On that wintry night, Ella Drost — known to the theatre-going public as Stella Steele, the great revue artiste whose picture postcards were everywhere — sat in that stuffy, dingy little restaurant in Soho, sipping a glass of its pseudo-Danish lager, and laughing with the two unpresentable men before her.

Outside the unpretentious little place was written up the single word Restaurant. Its proprietor a big, full-blooded, fair-bearded son of the Fatherland, had kept it for twenty years, and it had been the evening rendezvous of working-class Germans — waiters, bakers, clerks, coiffeurs, jewellers, and such-like.

Here one could still revel in Teuton delicacies, beer brewed in Hamburg, but declared to be Danish, the succulent German liver sausage, the sausage of Frankfort — boiled in pairs of course — the palatable sauerkraut with the black sour bread of the Fatherland to match.

I wish you could get rid of Kennedy, said Ortmann, as he again, in confidence, bent across the table towards Ellas father. I believe shes in collusion with him.

No, laughed the elder man, I cant believe that. Ella is too good a daughter of the Fatherland. He was one of Germanys chief agents in England, and had much money in secret at his command.

Ortmann screwed up his eyes and pursed his lips. He was a shrewd, clever man, and very difficult to deceive.

Money is at stake, my dear Drost, he whispered very slowly— big money. But there is love also. And I believe — nay, Im sure — that Kennedy loves her.

Bah! utterly ridiculous! cried her father. I dont believe that for a single moment. Shes only fooling him, as she has fooled all the others.

All right. But Ive watched. You have not, was the cold reply.

From time to time the attractive Ella, on her part, glanced across at her father, who was whispering with his overdressed companion, and, to the keen observer, it would have been apparent that she was only smoking and gossiping with that pair of low-bred foreigners for distinct purposes of her own.

The truth was that, with her womans instinct, feminine cleverness and ingenuity, she, being filled with the enthusiasm of affection for her aviator-lover, was playing a fiercely desperate part as a staunch and patriotic daughter of Great Britain.

The hour was late. She had hurried from the theatre in a taxi, the carmine still about her pretty lips, her eyes still darkened beneath, and the greasepaint only roughly rubbed off. The great gold and white theatre near Leicester Square, where, clad in transparencies, she was leading lady in that most popular revue Half a Moment! had been packed to suffocation, as indeed it was nightly. Officers and men home on leave from the battle-front all made a point of seeing the pretty, sweet-faced Stella Steele, who danced with such artistic movement, and who sang those catchy patriotic songs of hers, the stirring choruses of which even reached the ears of the Bosches in their trenches. And in many a British dug-out in Flanders there was hung a programme of the revue, or a picture postcard of the seductive Stella.

There were, perhaps, other Stella Steeles on the stage, for the name was, after all, not an uncommon one, but this star of the whole Steele family had arisen from the theatrical firmament since the war. She, the laughing girl who, that night, sat in that obscure, smoke-laden little den of aliens in Soho, was earning annually more than the pooled salary of a British Cabinet Minister.

That Stella was a born artiste all agreed — even her agent, that fat cigar-smoking Hebrew cynic who regarded all stage women as mere cattle out of whom he extracted commissions. To-day nobody can earn unusual emoluments in any profession without real merit assisted by a capable agent.

Stella Steele was believed by all to be thoroughly British. Nobody had ever suspected that her real name was Drost, nor that her bespectacled and pious father had been born in Stuttgart, and had afterwards become naturalised as a Dutchman before coming to England. The cigarette-smoking male portion of the khaki-clad crowd who so loudly applauded her every night had no idea that their idol had been born in Berlin. Isaac Temple, the mild-mannered press-agent whom she employed, had always presented her, both to press and public, and sent those artistic photographs of hers to the Sunday illustrated papers, as daughter of a London barrister who had died suddenly, leaving her penniless. Thus had the suspicious connection with Drost been always carefully suppressed, and Ella lived very quietly in her pretty flat in Stamfordham Mansions, situate just off the High Street in Kensington.

Her father — her English mother, whom she had adored, being long ago dead — lived a quiet, secluded life in one of those rather large houses which may be found on the south side of the Thames between Putney and Richmond. Pastor Drost had, it was believed by the Dutch colony in London, been a missionary for some years in Sumatra, and, on more than one occasion, he had lectured upon the native life of that island. Therefore he had many friends among Dutch merchants and others, who all regarded him as a perfectly honest and even pious, if rather eccentric, man.

At times he wore big round horn-rimmed glasses which grossly magnified his eyes, giving him a strange goggled appearance. The world, however, never knew that Pastor Drosts only daughter was that versatile dancer who, dressed in next-to-nothing, nightly charmed those huge enthusiastic audiences in the popular revue, Half a Moment!

Until three months after the outbreak of war Ella had regarded her fathers idiosyncrasies with some amusement, dismissing them as the outcome of a mind absorbed in chemical experiment, for though none save herself was aware of it, the long attic beneath the roof of her fathers house — the door of which Theodore Drost always kept securely locked — was fitted as a great chemical laboratory, where he, as a professor of chemistry, was constantly experimenting.

After the outbreak of war, by reason of a conversation she one day overheard between her father and his mysterious visitor, Ernst Ortmann, her suspicions had become aroused. Strange suspicions they indeed were. But in order to obtain confirmation of them, she had become more attached to her father, and had visited him far more frequently than before, busying herself in his domestic affairs, and sometimes assisting the old widow, Mrs Pennington, who acted as his single servant.

Two years prior to the war, happening upon that house, which was to be sold cheap, Ella had purchased it, ready furnished as it was, and given it as a present to her father as a place in which he might spend his old age in comfort. But until that night when she had overheard the curious conversation — which she had afterwards disclosed in confidence to her lover, Lieutenant Seymour Kennedy, Flight-Commander of the Naval Air Service — she had never dreamed that her father, the good and pious Dutchman who had once been a missionary, was an enemy alien, whose plans were maturing in order to assist a great and desperate conspiracy organised by the secret service of the German Fatherland.

On a certain well-remembered November evening she had revealed to Kennedy the truth, and they had both made a firm compact with each other. The plotter was her father, it was true. But she was a daughter of Great Britain, and it was for her to combat any wily and evil plot which might be formed against the land which had given birth to her adored mother.

She loved Seymour Kennedy. A hundred men had smiled upon her, bent over her little hand, written to her, sent her flowers and presents, and declared to her their undying affection. It is ever so. The popular actress always attracts both fools and fortunes. But Ella, level-headed girl as she was, loved only Seymour, and had accepted the real, whole-hearted and honest kisses which he had imprinted upon her lips. Seymour Kennedy was a gentleman before being an officer, which could not, alas! be said of all the men in the services in war-time.

Ella Drost was no fool, her dead mother had always instilled into her mind that, though born of a German father, yet she was British, an argument which, if discussed legally, would have been upset, because, having, unfortunately, been born in Berlin, she was certainly a subject of the German octopus. At the time of her birth her father had occupied a very important position among professors — half the men in the Fatherland were professors of something or other — yet Drost had been professor of chemistry at the Imperial Arsenal at Spandau — that great impregnable fortress in which the French war indemnity of 1870 had been locked up as the war-chest of golden French louis.

How strange it was! And yet it was not altogether strange. Ella, whose heart — the heart of a true British girl trained at her mothers knee — had discovered a curious something and, aided by her British airman lover, was determined to carry on her observations, at all hazards, to the point of ascertaining the real truth.

England was at war at the battle-front — and she, a mere girl, was at war with the enemy in its midst.

Three-quarters of an hour later Ella — whose comfortable car was waiting outside the dingy little place — had driven her father home, but on the way she expressed her decision to stay with him, as it was late and her French maid, Mariette, had no doubt gone to bed.

As they stood in her fathers large, well-furnished dining-room, Ella drew some lemonade from a siphon and then, declaring that she was sleepy, said she would retire.

All right, my dear, replied the old man. All right. Youll find your room quite ready for you. I always order that it shall be kept ready for you. Lets see! You were here a week ago — so the bed will not be damp.

The girl bent and imprinted a dutiful kiss upon her fathers white brow, but, next instant, set her teeth, and in her blue eyes — though he did not see it — there showed a distinct light of suspicion.

Then she switched on the light on the stairs, loosened her furs, and ascended to the well-furnished room that was always regarded as hers.

The room in which Ella found herself was large, with a fine double wardrobe, a long cheval-glass, and a handsome mahogany dressing-table. The curtains and upholstery were in pale-blue damask, while the thick plush carpet was of a darker shade.

Instead of retiring, Ella at once lit the gas-stove, glanced at her wristlet-watch, the face of which was set round with diamonds, and then flung herself into a deep armchair to think, dozing off at last, tired out by the exertion of her dancing.

The striking of the little gilt clock upon the mantelshelf presently aroused her, and, rising, she switched off the light and, creeping upon tiptoe, slowly opened her bedroom door and listened attentively.

Somewhere she could hear the sound of mens voices. One she recognised as her fathers.

Thats Nystrom again! That infernal hell-fiend! she whispered breathlessly to herself.

Then, removing her smart shoes and her jingling bangles, she crept stealthily forth along the soft carpet of the corridor, and with great care ascended the stairs to the floor above, which was occupied by that long room, the door of which was always kept locked — the room in which her father conducted his constant experiments.

From the ray of light she saw that the door was ajar. Within, the two men were talking in low deep tones in German.

She could hear a hard sound, as of metal being filed down, and more than once distinguished the clinking of glass, as though her father was engaged in some experiment with his test-tubes and other scientific paraphernalia which she had seen arranged so methodically upon the two long deal tables.

What has Ortmann told you? asked Theodore Drosts midnight visitor, while his daughter stood back within the long cupboard on the landing, listening.

He says that all is in order. We have a friend awaiting us.

And the payment — eh? asked the man Nystrom, a German who had been naturalised as a Swede, and now lived in London as a neutral. As a professor of chemistry he had been well-known in Stockholm and, being a bosom friend of the Dutch pastors, the pair often delighted in dabbling together in their favourite science.

I shall meet Ernst on Friday night. If we are successful, he will pay two thousand pounds — to be equally divided between us.

Good, grunted the other. We shall be successful, never fear — that is if Ortmann has arranged things at his end. Himmel! what a shock it will be — eh, my friend? — worse than the Zeppelins!

Theodore Drost laughed gleefully, while his daughter, daring to creep forward again, peered through the crack of the door and saw the pair bending over what looked like a square steel despatch-box standing upon the table amid all the scientific apparatus.

The box, about eighteen inches long, a foot wide, and six inches deep, was khaki-covered, and, though she was not aware of it at the time, it was of the exact type used in the Government offices.

Fridtjof Nystrom, a tall, dark-haired man, with a red, blotchy face, rather narrow-eyed and round-shouldered, was adjusting something within the box, while old Drost, who had discarded his shabby black pastors coat and now wore a dark-brown jacket, took up a small glass retort beneath which the blue flame of a spirit-lamp had been burning, and from it he poured a few drops of some bright red liquid into a tiny tube of very thin glass. Then, taking a small blow-pipe, he blew the flame upon the tube until he had melted the glass and sealed it hermetically.

The blotchy-faced man watched this latter operation with great interest, saying:

Have a care now, my dear Theodore. The least mishap, and not a piece of either of us would remain to tell the story.

Ja! Leave that to me, answered Ellas father. We do not, I agree, desire a repetition of the disaster which happened last week.

Ella, hearing those words, stood aghast.

A week before all London had been mystified and horrified by a most remarkable explosion which had occurred one night in a house in one of the outer suburbs, whereby the place had been set on fire and utterly demolished. Whoever were present in the house had been blown to atoms, for no trace of the occupants, or of what had caused the disaster, had been discovered. At first it was believed to have been caused by an incendiary bomb dropped from the air, but expert evidence quickly established the fact that something within the house had exploded.

Was it possible that her father and his dastardly companions possessed knowledge of what had actually occurred there?

Suddenly, Drost having handed the tiny sealed tube to Nystrom, the latter proceeded to place it in position within the box, using most infinite care. Then her father turned upon his heel, and came forward to the door behind which his daughter was standing.

In a second Ella had shrunk back noiselessly into the cupboard, which the old man passed in the darkness, and descended the stairs.

He had passed the door of Ellas room when, having gained the bottom of the stairs, he paused and whistled softly. In a few seconds Nystrom came forth.

Come, Fridtjof, he urged in a low whisper. Let us drink to the success of our expedition to-night, and the victory of our dear Fatherland, an invitation which his visitor at once accepted.

Ella heard the two men descend, making but little noise, and a moment later she crept into the long, well-lit laboratory where, upon the table, stood the big official-looking despatch-box.

A seconds glance was sufficient to reveal the truth even to her, a woman unversed as she was in such things. It was a most ingeniously-constructed infernal machine which would detonate the quantity of high-explosive which she saw had been placed within.

Though her father had taken the greatest precaution to conceal from his daughter the exact line of his chemical experiments, yet, if the truth be told, Ella and her lover had watched carefully, and Kennedy — who had shared his well-beloveds suspicions — had ascertained, without doubt, that Drost and Nystrom had been engaged in that long, low room beneath the roof, in treating toluene with nitric and sulphuric acid for several days under heat thus producing tri-nitro-toluene — or trotul — that modern high-explosive, of terrible force, which was rapidly superseding picric acid as a base for shell-fillers.

At a glance Ella saw that the square steel bomb, fashioned like an official despatch-box, was filled with this highly dangerous explosive, and that the thin glass tube which, when broken, would explode it, had already been placed in position. Such a bomb, on exploding in a confined space, must work the most terrible havoc.

In those few seconds the girl verified the suspicion which Kennedy had entertained. Some desperate outrage was to be committed. That was quite certain.

A bomb from a Zeppelin could not cause greater injury to life and property than that ingeniously contrived machine, the delicately constructed fuse of which, fashioned on the lathe by her fathers own hands, could be arranged to detonate at any given time.

A seconds pause, and then the girl, beneath her breath, took a deep oath of vengeance against the ruler of that hated land wherein she had been born.

Thank Heaven that I am English! she whispered to herself. And I will live — and die, if necessary — as an English girl should.

With those words upon her lips she crept away from the laboratory, down the stairs to her room, and, swiftly putting on her fur coat, she went into the basement, from which she let herself out noiselessly, and then hurried through the night, in the direction of Hammersmith Bridge.

On gaining the bridge, she saw the red rear-light of a motor-car, and knew that it was Kennedys. He had drawn up against the kerb, and had been consuming cigarettes waiting in impatience for a long time.

Well, darling? he asked, as they met. I got your message from the theatre to-night. What is in progress?

Something desperate, was her quick reply. Lets get into the car and Ill explain.

Both entered the comfortable little coupé, and then Ella explained in detail to her flying-man lover all that she had discovered.

The keen-faced, clean-shaven young officer in uniform who, before he had gone in for aviation duties, had graduated at Osborne, and afterwards been at sea and risen from snotty to lieutenant, sat beside her, listening intently.

Just as we thought, darling, he remarked. For me, loving you so dearly, it is a terrible thing to know that your father is such a deadly and ingenious enemy of ours as he is. Truly the German plotters are in our midst in every walk of life, from high society down to the scum of the East End. The brutes are out to win the war by any underhand, subtle, and brutal means in their power. But we have discovered one line of their enemy intentions and, with your aid, dearest, we will follow it up and, without exposing your father and bringing disgrace upon you, well set out to combat them every time.

Agreed, dear, declared the girl with patriotic enthusiasm. I have told you all along of my suspicions. To-night they are verified. Father, and that devilish scoundrel, Nystrom, mean mischief — for payment too — one thousand pounds each!

The infernal brutes! exclaimed the man at her side. At least it is to you, dear, that this discovery is due. I had no idea what you were after when you sent me that wire to-night.

I suspected, and my suspicions have proved correct, said the girl. Shall we wait here and follow them? They must cross the river if they intend to go into London to-night — as no doubt they do.

Yes. They believe you to be soundly asleep, I suppose?

I locked my door, and have the key in my pocket, replied his well-beloved with a light laugh.

And she, putting her ready lips to his, sat with him in the car at the foot of the long suspension-bridge, waiting for any person to cross.

They remained there for perhaps half-an-hour, ever eager and watchful. Several taxis passed, but otherwise all was quiet in the night. Now and then across the sky fell the big beams of searchlights seeking enemy aircraft, and these they were watching, when, suddenly, a powerful, dark-painted car approached.

Look! cried Ella. Why, thats that fellow Benyons car — hes a friend of Dads!

Next moment it flashed past, and beneath the dim light at the head of the bridge they both caught a glimpse of two men within, one of whom was undoubtedly Theodore Drost.

Quick! cried Ella. Lets follow them! Fortunately you have to-night another car, unknown to them!

In an instant Seymour Kennedy had started his engine, and slowly he drew out across the bridge, speeding after the retreating car over the river, along Bridge Road to Hammersmith Broadway and through Brook Green, in a direction due north.

Through the London streets it was not difficult at that hour to follow the red tail-light of the car in which Drost sat with his bosom friend George Benyon, a mysterious person who seemed to be an adventurer, and who lived somewhere in York or its vicinity.

I wonder if they are going up to York? Ella asked, as she sat in the deep seat of the coupé at her lovers side.

Well see. If they get on to the North Road we shall at once know their intentions, was her lovers reply.

Half-an-hour later the pseudo-Dutch pastor and his companion, driven by rather a reckless young fellow, were on the main Great North Road, and Kennedy, possessing a lighter and superior car, had no misgivings as to overtaking them whenever he wished.

On through the night they went, passing Barnet, Hatfield, Hitchin, the cross-roads at Wansford, and up the crooked pebbled streets of Stamford, until in the grey of morning they descended into Grantham, with its tall spire and quaint old Angel and Crown Hotel.

It was there that Drost and his companion breakfasted, while Ella and her lover waited and watched.

Some devilish plot of a high-explosive nature was in progress, but of its true import they were in utter ignorance. Yet their two British hearts beat quickly in unison, and both were determined to frustrate the outrage, even at the sacrifice of their own lives.

At three oclock in the afternoon Drost and Benyon drew up at the Station Hotel at York, and there took lunch, while Ella and her lover ate a very hurried and much-needed meal in the railway-buffet in the big station adjoining.

Then, after they had watched the departure of the big mud-spattered car which contained the two conspirators, they were very quickly upon the road again after them.

Out of the quiet old streets of York city, past the Minster, they turned eastward upon that well-kept highway which led towards the North Sea Coast.

An hours run brought them to the pleasant town which I must not, with the alarming provisions of the Defence of the Realm Act before me, indicate with any other initial save that of J — .

The town of J — , built upon a deep and pretty bay forming a natural harbour with its breakwater and pier, was, in the pre-war days, a popular resort of the summer girl with her transparent blouses and her pretty bathing costumes, but since hostilities, it was a place believed to be within the danger zone.

As they descended, by the long, winding road, into the town, they could see, in the bay, a big grey four-funnelled first-class cruiser lying at anchor, the grey smoke curling lazily from her striped funnels — resting there no doubt after many weeks of patrol duty in the vicinity of the Kiel Canal.

Indeed, as they went along the High Street, they saw a number of clear-eyed liberty men — bluejackets — bearing upon their caps the name H.M.S. Oakham.

The car containing Ellas father and his companion pulled up at the Palace Hotel, a big imposing place, high on the cliff, therefore Kennedy, much satisfied that he had thus been able to follow the car for over two hundred miles, went on some little distance to the next available hotel.

This latter place, like the Palace, afforded a fine view of the bay, and as they stood at a window of the palm-lined lounge, they could see that upon the cruiser lights were already appearing.

Kennedy called the waiter for a drink, and carelessly asked what was in progress.

The ship — the Oakham — came in the day before yesterday, sir, the man replied. Theres a party on board this evening, they say — our Mayor and corporation, and all the rest.

Ella exchanged glances with her lover. She recollected that khaki-covered despatch-box. Had her father brought with him that terrible death-dealing machine which he and Nystrom had constructed with such accursed ingenuity?

The hotel was deserted, as east coast hotels within the danger zone usually were in those war days, remaining open only for the occasional traveller and for the continuity of its licence. The great revue star had sent a telegram to her manager, asking that her understudy should play that night, and the devoted pair now stood side by side watching how, in the rapidly falling night, the twinkling electric lights on board the fine British cruiser became more clearly marked against the grey background of stormy sea and sky.

I wonder what their game can really be? remarked the young flying-officer reflectively as, alone with Ella, his strong arm crept slowly around her neat waist.

From where they stood they were afforded a wide view of the broad road which led from the town down to the landing-stage, from which the cruisers steam pinnace and picket-boat were speeding to and fro between ship and shore. A dozen or so smart motor-cars had descended the road, conveying the guests of the captain and officers who, after their long and unrelaxing vigil in the North Sea, certainly deserved a little recreation. Then, as the twilight deepened and the stars began to shine out over the bay, it was seen that the procession of guests had at last ended.

I think, Ella, that we might, perhaps, go down to the landing-stage, said Kennedy at last— if you are not too tired, dear.

Tired? Why, of course not, she laughed, and after he had helped her on with her coat, they both went out, passing down to the harbour by another road.

For fully an hour they idled about in the darkness, watching the swift brass-funnelled pinnace which, so spick and span, and commanded by a smart lad fresh from Osborne, was making the journey regularly between ship and quay. Away in the darkness the lights on the cruisers quarter-deck reflected into the sea, while ever and anon the high-up masthead signal-lamp winked in Morse code to the coastguard station five miles distant across the bay.

While they were watching, the pinnace came in again, whereupon the smart figure of a naval officer in his topcoat appeared within the zone of light, and descended the steps, shouting in an interrogative tone:

Oakham?

Ay, ay, sir! came a cheery voice from the pinnace.

Look! gasped Ella, clinging to her lovers arm. Why — its Benyon — dressed as a naval lieutenant! Hes going on board, and hes carrying that despatch-box with him!

Indeed, he had handed the heavy box to one of the men, and was at that moment stepping into the pinnace.

Off to the ship — as quick as you can! they heard him order, while, next moment, the boat was cast loose and the propeller began to revolve.

We havent a second to lose! whispered Kennedy who, as soon as the pinnace was around the pier-head, called out Boat! In an instant half-a-dozen men, noticing that he was a naval officer, were eagerly crowding around him.

I want to follow that pinnace — quick! he said. Three men — and you can sail out there. The winds just right.

In a few moments a boat came alongside the steps, and into it the pair stepped, with three hardy North Sea boatmen.

Quickly sail was set and, favoured by a fresh breeze, the boat slowly heeled over and began to skim across the dark waters.

Already the light on the pinnace showed far away, it having nearly reached the ship. Therefore Kennedy, in his eagerness, stirred the three men to greater effort, so that by rowing and sailing by turns, they gradually grew nearer the long, dark war-vessel, while Ella sat clasping her well-beloveds hand in the darkness, and whispering excitedly with him.

Those were, indeed, moments of greatest tension, away upon that dark wintry sea beyond the harbour, that wide bay which, on account of its unusual depth and exposed position, was never considered a very safe anchorage.

Their progress seemed at a snails pace, as it always seems upon the sea at night. They watched the pinnace draw up, and they knew that the man, Benyon, who, though German-born, had lived in London the greater part of his life — was on board carrying that terrible instrument of death that had been cleverly prepared in such official guise.

At last — after an age it seemed — the boat swung in beside the lighted gangway against the pinnace, and Kennedy, stepping nimbly up, said to the sentry on board:

Let nobody pass up or down, except this lady. Then, seeing the officer on duty, he asked if a lieutenant had arrived on board with a despatch-box.

Yes. Ive sent him down to the captain, was the reply.

Take me to the captain at once, please, Kennedy said in a calm voice. Theres no time to lose. Theres treachery on board!

In a second the officer was on the alert and ran down the stern gangway which led direct to the captains comfortable cabin, with its easy-chairs covered with bright chintzes like the small drawing-room of a country house.

Kennedy followed with Ella, but the captain was not there. The sentry said he was in the ward-room, therefore the pair waited till he came forward eagerly.

Well, asked the grey-haired captain with some surprise, seeing an officer and a lady. What is it?

Have you received any despatches to-night, sir? Kennedy inquired.

No. What despatches? asked the captain.

Then, in a few brief words, Kennedy explained how he had watched a man in naval uniform come off in the pinnace, carrying a heavy despatch-box. The man had passed the sentry and been directed below by the officer on duty. But he had never arrived at the captains cabin.

The owner, as the captain of a cruiser is often called by his brother officers, was instantly on the alert. The alarm was given, and the ship was at once thoroughly searched, especially the ammunition stores, where, in the flat close to the torpedoes on the port side, the deadly box was discovered. The guests knew nothing of this activity on the lower deck, but the two men who found the box heard a curious ticking within, and without a seconds delay brought it up and heaved it overboard.

Then again the boatswain piped, and every man, as he stood at his post, was informed that a spy who had attempted to blow up the ship was still on board. Indeed, as Number One, otherwise the first lieutenant, was addressing them a great column of water rose from an explosion deep below the surface, and much of it fell heavily on deck.

Another thorough search was made into every corner of the vessel, whereupon the stranger in uniform was at last discovered in one of the stokeholds. Two stokers rushed across to seize him, but with a quick movement he felled both with an iron bar. Then he ran up the ladder with the agility of a cat, and sped right into the arms of Ella and Kennedy.

Curse you — I was too late! he shrieked in fierce anger, on recognising them, and then seeing all retreat cut off, he suddenly sprang over the side of the vessel, intending, no doubt, to swim ashore.

At once the pinnace went after him, but in the darkness he could not be discovered, though the searchlights began to slowly sweep the dark swirling waters.

That he met a well-deserved fate, however, was proved by the fact that at dawn next day his body was picked up on the other side of the bay. Yet long before, Theodore Drost, suspecting that something was amiss by his fellow spys non-return, had left by train for London.

Seymour Kennedy was next day called to the Admiralty and thanked for his keen vigilance, but he only smiled and kept a profound secret the active part played by his particular friend, the popular actress — Miss Stella Steele.


The Great Tunnel Plot.
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THERE! IS IT not a very neat little toy, my dear Ernst? asked Theodore Drost, speaking in German, dressed in his usual funereal black of a Dutch pastor, as everyone believed him to be.

Ernst Ortmann, the man addressed, screwed up his eyes, a habit of his, and eagerly examined the heavy walking-stick which his friend had handed to him.

It was a thick bamboo-stump, dark-brown and well-polished, bearing a heavy iron ferrule.

The root-end, which formed the bulgy knob, the wily old German had unscrewed, revealing in a cavity a small cylinder of brass. This Ortmann took out and, in turn, unscrewed it, disclosing a curious arrangement of cog-wheels — a kind of clockwork within.

You see that as long as the stick is carried upright the clock does not work, Drost explained. But, — and taking it from his friends hand he held it in a horizontal position— but as soon as it is laid upon the ground, the mechanical contrivance commences to work. See!

And the man Ortmann — known as Horton since the outbreak of war — gazed upon it and saw the cog-wheels slowly revolving.

By Jove! he gasped. Yes. Now I see. What a devilish invention it is! It can be put to so many uses!

Exactly, my dear friend, laughed the supposed Dutch pastor, crossing the secret room in the roof of his house at Barnes.

It was afternoon, and the sunlight streaming through the skylight fell upon the place wherein the bomb-makers worked in secret. The room contained several deal tables whereon stood many bottles containing explosive compounds, glass retorts, test-tubes, and glass apothecaries scales, with all sorts of other apparatus used in the delicate work of manufacturing and mixing high-explosives.

You see, Drost went on to explain, as he indicated a large mortar of marble. I have been treating phenol with nitric acid and have obtained the nitrate called trinitrophenol. I shall fill this case with it, and then we shall have an unsuspicious-looking weapon which will eventually prove most useful to us — for it can be carried in perfect safety, only it must not be laid down.

Ortmann laughed. He saw that his friends inventive mind had produced an ingenious, if devilish, contrivance. He had placed death in that innocent-looking walking-stick — certain death to any person unconscious of the peril.

Indeed, as Ortmann watched, his friend carefully filled the cavity in the brass cylinder with the explosive substance, and placed within a very strong detonator which he connected with the clockwork, winding it to the full. He then rescrewed the cap upon the fatal cylinder, replacing it in the walking-stick and readjusting the knob, which closed so perfectly that only close inspection would reveal anything abnormal in the stick.

The other stuff is there already, I suppose?

I took it down there the night before last in four petrol-tins.

The new stuff?

Yes. It is a picric acid derivative, and its relative force is twice as great as that of gun-cotton, was the reply of the grey-haired man. He spoke with knowledge and authority, for had he not been one of the keenest explosive experts in the German arsenal at Spandau before he had assumed the rôle of the Dutch pastor in England?

It will create some surprise there, remarked Ortmann, with an evil grin upon his sardonic countenance. Your girl knows nothing, I hope?

Absolutely nothing. I have arranged to carry out our plans as soon as possible, to-morrow night, or the night after. Bohlen and Tragheim are both assisting.

Excellent! I congratulate you, my dear Drost, upon your clever contrivance. Truly, you are a good son of the Fatherland, and I will see that you receive your due and proper reward when our brave brothers have landed upon English soil.

You are the eyes and brains of Germany in England, declared Drost to his friend. I am only the servant. You are the organiser. Yours is the Mysterious Hand which controls, and controls so well, the thousands of our fellow-Teutons, all of whom are ready for their allotted task when the Day of Invasion comes.

I fear you flatter me, laughed Mr Horton, whom none suspected to be anything else than a patriotic Englishman.

I do not flatter you. I only admire your courage and ingenuity, was the quiet reply.

And then the two alien enemies, standing in that long, low-ceilinged laboratory, containing as it did sufficient high-explosives to blow up the whole of Hammersmith and Barnes, bent over the long deal table upon which stood a long glass retort containing some bright yellow crystals that were cooling.

Theodore Drost, being one of Germanys foremost scientists, had been sent to England before the war, just as a number of others had been sent, as an advance guard of the Kaisers Army which the German General Staff intended should eventually raid Great Britain. Truly, the foresight, patience, and thoroughness of the Hun had been astounding. The whole worlds history contained nothing equal to the amazing craft and cunning displayed by those who were responsible for Germanys Secret Service — that service known to its agents under the designation of Number Seventy, Berlin.

It was fortunate that there was hardly a person in the whole of London who knew of the relationship between Stella Steele, the clever revue artiste, whose songs were the rage of all London and whose photographs were in all the shop-windows, and the venerable Dutch pastor. With his usual craft, Drost, knowing how thoroughly English was his daughter, had always posed to her as a great admirer of England and English ways. To judge by his protestations, he was a hater of the Kaiser and all his Satanic works.

If, however, Ella — to give Stella her baptismal name — could have looked into that long, low attic, which her father always kept so securely locked, she would have been struck by the evil gloating of both men.

Ortmann — whom she always held in suspicion — had conceived the plot a month ago — a foul and dastardly plot — and old Drost, as his paid catspaw, was about to put it into execution forthwith.

Next night, just about half-past ten, Stella Steele gay, laughing, with one portion of her lithe body clothed in the smartest of ultra costumes by a famous French couturière, the remainder of her figure either silk-encased or undraped, bounded off the stage of the popular theatre near Leicester Square, and fell into the arms of her grey-haired dresser.

It was Saturday night, and the house, packed to suffocation, were roaring applause.

Lights up! shouted the stage-manager, and Stella, holding her breath and patting her hair, staggered against the scenery, half-fainting with exhaustion, and then, with a fierce effort, tripped merrily upon the stage and smilingly bowed to her appreciative and enthusiastic audience.

The men in khaki, officers and Tommies, roared for an encore. The revue had caught on, and Stella Steele was the rage of London. Because she spoke and sang in French just as easily as she did in English, her new song, in what was really a very inane but tuneful revue — an up-to-date variation of musical comedy — had already been adopted in France as one of the marching songs of the French army.

From paper-seller to Peer, from drayman to Duke: in the houses of Peckham and Park Lane, in Walworth and in Wick, the world hummed, sang, or drummed out upon pianos and pianolas that catchy chorus which ran:

Dans la tranchée...
La voilà, la joli tranche:
Tranchi, trancho, tranchons le Boche;
La voilà, la joli tranche aux Boches,
La voilà, la joli tranche!

As she came off, a boy handed her a note which she tore open and, glancing at it, placed her hand upon her chest as though to stay the wild beating of her heart.

Say yes, was her brief reply to the lad, who a moment later disappeared.

She walked to her dressing-room and, flinging herself into the chair, sat staring at herself in the glass, much to the wonder of the grey-haired woman who dressed her.

Im not at all well, she said to the woman at last. Go and tell Mr Farquhar that I cant go on again to-night. Miss Lambert must take my place in the last scene.

Are you really ill, miss? asked the woman eagerly.

Yes. Ive felt unwell all day, and the heat to-night has upset me. If I went on again I should faint on the stage. Go and tell Mr Farquhar at once.

The woman obeyed, whereupon Stella Steele commenced to divest herself rapidly of the rich and daring gown. Her one desire was to get away from the theatre as soon as possible.

Mr Farquhar, the stage-manager, came to the door to express regret at her illness, and within a few minutes Miss Lambert, the understudy, was dressing to go on and fulfil her place in the final scene.

Her car took her home to the pretty flat in Stamfordham Mansions, just off Kensington High Street, where she lived alone with Mariette her French maid, and there, in her dainty little drawing-room, she sat silent, almost statuesque, for fully five minutes.

Is it possible? she gasped. Is it really possible that such a dastardly plot is being carried out! she murmured in agitation.

Her little white hands clenched themselves, and her pretty mouth grew hard. She was sweet and charming, without any stage affectations. Yet, when she set herself to combat the evil designs of her enemy-father she was not a person to be trifled with — as these records of her adventures will certainly show.

I wonder if Seymour can have been misled? she went on, rising from her chair as she spoke aloud to herself. And yet, she added, he is always so level-headed!

Mariette — a slim, dark-eyed girl — entered with a glass tube of solidified eau-de-Cologne which she rubbed upon her mistresss brow, and then Ella passed into her own room and quickly dismissed the girl for the night.

As soon as Mariette had gone she flung off her dress and took another from her wardrobe, a rough brown tweed golfing-suit, and put on a close-fitting cloth hat to match. Then, getting into a thick blanket-coat, she pulled on her gloves and, taking up a small leather blouse-case, went out, closing the door noiselessly after her.

At nine oclock on the following evening Ella Drost descended in the lift from the second floor of the Victoria Hotel, in Sheffield, and, wearing her blanket-coat, went to the station platform and bought a ticket to Chesterfield — the town with the crooked spire.

Half-an-hour later she walked out into the station yard where she found her lover, the good-looking Flight-Commander, awaiting her in a big grey car. He no longer wore uniform, but was in blue serge with a thick brown overcoat.

By Jove, Ella! he exclaimed in welcome, as he grasped her hand. Im jolly glad youve come up here! Theres a lot going on. You were perfectly correct when you first hinted at it. Ive been watching patiently for the past month. Hop in; weve no time to lose.

Next second, Ella was in the seat beside her lover, and the powerful car moved off down the Arkwright Road, a high-road running due eastward, till they joined another well-kept highway which, in the pale light, showed wide and open with its many lines of telegraphs — the road to Clowne.

On through the falling darkness they travelled through Elmton and up the hill to Bolsover, where they suddenly turned off to the left and, passing down some dark, narrow lanes, with which Kennedy was evidently familiar, they at last pulled up at the corner of a thick wood.

Now, he said, speaking almost for the first time, and in a low voice, well have to be very careful indeed.

He had shut off his engine and switched off his lamps.

We ought to make quite certain to-night that we are not mistaken, she said.

That is my intention, was her lovers reply, and then she flung off her coat and crossed the stile, entering the wood after him. He had a pocket flash-lamp, and ever and anon threw its rays directly upon the ground so that they could see the path. The latter was an intricate one, for twice they came to cross-paths, and in both cases Kennedy selected one without hesitation.

At last, however, they began to move down the hill more cautiously, conversing in low whispers, and showing no light until they at last found themselves in the grounds attached to a large, low-built country house, lying in the valley.

Ortmann is living here as Mr Horton, Kennedy whispered. They told me in the village that he took the house furnished about three months ago, from a Major Jackson, who is at the front.

But why is he living down here — in a house like this? she asked.

Thats just what we want to discover. Many Germans have country houses in England for some mysterious and unknown reason.

Kennedy, glancing at his luminous wrist-watch, noted that it was nearly two oclock in the morning. From where they stood at the edge of the wood the house was plainly visible, silhouetted on the other side of a wide lawn.

No light showed in any of the windows, and to all appearances the inmates were asleep.

As the pair stood whispering, a big Airedale suddenly bounded forth, barking angrily as a preliminary to attacking them.

It was an exciting moment. But in that instant Ella recognised the bark as that of her fathers dog.

Jack! she said, in a low voice of reproof. Be quiet, and come here.

In a moment the dog, which Drost had evidently lent to his friend Ortmann as watch-dog, bounded towards his mistress and licked her hand.

It was evident that the occupiers of the lonely place did not desire intruders.

Fearing lest the barking of Jack might have alarmed the inmates, they remained silent for a full quarter-of-an-hour, and then again creeping beneath the shadows of the hedges and trees, they managed to cross the lawn and the gravelled path, until they stood together beneath the front of the house.

Listen! gasped Kennedy, grasping the girls arm. Do you hear anything?

Yes — a kind of muffled crackling noise.

Thats a wireless spark! her lover declared. So they have wireless here!

Creeping along, they passed the main entrance and gained the other side of the house where, quite plainly, there could be heard the whir of a dynamo supplying the current.

But though Kennedys keen eyes searched for aerial wires, he could discover none in that dim light, the moon having now disappeared entirely. So he concluded that they were so constructed that they could be raised at night and lowered and concealed at daybreak, or perhaps even disguised as a portion of wire fencing.

As the wireless is working — sending information to the enemy without a doubt — then our friend Ortmann is most probably at home, whispered the flying-man. As the motor is still running it will drown any noise, and we might get inside without being heard. Are you ready to risk it?

With you, dear, Ill risk anything that may be for my countrys benefit, she declared. Then he pressed her soft hand in his, stooping till his lips met hers.

As they stood there in that single blissful moment, there came the sound of a train suddenly emerging from a long tunnel in the side of the hill in the near vicinity, and with the light of the furnace glaring in the darkness it sped away eastward. Its sound showed it to be a goods train — one of the many which, laden with munitions from the Midlands, went nightly towards the coast on their way to the British front.

Only then did they realise that the railway-line ran along the end of the grounds, and that the mouth of the great G — Tunnel was only five hundred yards or so from where they stood. Kennedy took from his pocket a small jemmy in two pieces, which he screwed together, and then began to examine each of the French windows which led on to the lawn. All were closed, with their heavy wooden shutters secured.

The shutters of one, however, though closed, had, he saw by the aid of his flash-lamp, not been fastened. The dog, Jack, following his mistress, was sniffing and assisting in the investigation.

Examining the long window minutely, they saw that it had been closed hurriedly and, hence, scarcely latched. The room, too, was in darkness.

Suddenly, just as Kennedy was about to make an attempt to enter, the electric light was switched on within the room, and the pair had only time to slip round the corner of the house, when the French window opened, and four men stepped forth upon the lawn, conversing in whispers as they walked on tiptoe together across the gravel on to the grass.

I wonder whats up! whispered Kennedy to Ella. Let us follow and see.

This they did, keeping always in the dark shadows, and retracing their footsteps to the edge of the wood close to where the railway ran.

As they watched they saw that, having crossed the lawn, the four men entered a meadow adjoining, and they then recognised the figures of Drost and Ortmann with two strangers. They all walked straight to the corner where stood an old cow-shed, and into this they all four disappeared.

For a full half-hour they remained there, Kennedy and his well-beloved crouching beneath a bush in wonder at what there could be in the cow-shed to detain them so long.

The shed was at the base of a high wooded hill. Away, at some distance on the left, the railway-line entered the great tunnel which pierced the hill, and through it ran one of the most important railways from the Midlands to the East Coast.

The reason of their long absence in that tumbledown cow-shed was certainly mysterious. The lovers strained their ears to listen, but no sound reached them.

Very curious! whispered Kennedy. What, I wonder, should detain them so long? There is some further mystery here, without a doubt. Something of interest is in progress.

Suddenly, all four men emerged from the shed laughing and chatting in subdued tones. Drost was carrying his hat in his hand.

They passed within ten yards of the lovers, and as they went by they overheard Drost say in German: To-morrow night at 11:30 a heavy munition train will come through the tunnel. Then we shall see!

And at his words his three companions laughed merrily as they walked back to the house.

Kennedy and the popular revue artiste — the girl whose name was as a household word, and whose songs were sung everywhere — crouched in silence watching the men until they had disappeared through that long French window opening on to the lawn.

Then, when they were alone, Kennedy said in a low voice:

Theres more going on here, Ella, than we at first anticipated — much more! I wonder what secret that old shed contains — eh?

Lets investigate! the girl beside him suggested eagerly.

Five minutes later they emerged from the shadow, and hurrying quickly across the grass, entered the old tumbledown shed, whereupon Kennedy switched on his electric torch, when there became revealed a wide hole in the ground, which sloped away steeply in the darkness.

Hulloa! Why, heres a tunnel! exclaimed Kennedy in surprise. Theyve been down there, evidently! I wonder where it leads to?

Then, as they both glanced around, they saw a thin, twisted electric cable containing two wires which led from a cigar-box on the ground in a corner away down into the tunnel. Kennedy lifted the lid of the box, and within found an electric tapping-key with ebonite base and two small dry cells for the supply of the current.

Now what can this mean, I wonder? Some devils work here, without a doubt! he said. Let us ascertain.

Together the pair carefully descended into the narrow tunnel that had been driven into the side of the hill, evidently by expert hands, for its roof had been shored up along the whole length with trees cut from the wood. Away along the narrow passage they groped, finding it so low that they were compelled to bend and creep forward in uncomfortable positions until they came to a sudden turn.

Whoever had constructed it had also succeeded — as was afterwards found — in cleverly disguising the great heap of earth excavated. He had also probably misread his bearings, for at one point the subterranean gallery went away at right angles for about fifty yards, until there — where the atmosphere was heavy and oppressive because of lack of ventilation — stood several petrol-tins. To one of them the end of the cable leading from the unsuspicious cow-shed had been attached.

As they stood staring at the petrol-tins a sudden roar slowly approaching sounded directly overhead — a heavy rumble of wheels. Then it died away again.

Hark! gasped Ella. Isnt that a train? Why, we are directly under the railway-line running through the tunnel.

Yes, dear. A touch upon that key up in the shed and we should be blown out of recognition, and the tunnel, one of the most important on the line of railway communication running east and west across England, would be blocked for months.

That is what those devils intend! Ella declared. How can we frustrate them?

Seymour Kennedy reflected for a few seconds, holding his torch so that its rays fell upon those innocent-looking petrol-tins at the end of the cunningly contrived sap. Then he took up one of them and carrying it said:

Lets get back, dear. We know the truth now.

It is evident that they intend to blow in the tunnel from below, declared Ella, as they crept back along the narrow gallery.

Without a doubt, was her lovers reply. Mr Horton, as he is known, took the house with but one object — namely, to cut the railway-line to the coast — the line over which so much war material for the front goes nightly. Truly, the Hun leaves nothing to chance.

And my father is actually assisting in this dastardly work?

Im afraid he is, darling. But so long as we remain wary and watchful, I hope we may be able to combat the evil activities of these assassins.

Im ready to help you always, as you know, was the girls ready reply. But it grieves me that father is so completely German in his actions.

It is but natural, Ella. He is a German. If he were English, and lived secretly in Germany, he would act as an Englishman. All enemy aliens should have been interned long ago.

Ever and anon, on their way back to the opening, they both stumbled upon the wire, while Seymour, carrying the petrol-tin, evidently filled with some heavy explosive, followed his well-beloved, who held the torch.

At last they emerged from the close atmosphere of the long, tortuous gallery that had been secretly driven to a point exactly beneath the railway-line in the very heart of the hill, and once again stood upright in the shed. Their clothes were muddy, and their hands and faces were besmeared with mud.

At last Kennedy put down the square heavy tin, the cap of which he very carefully unscrewed, and then examined it by aid of his torch, smelling it critically.

Taking from his pocket a strong clasp-knife he went back into the tunnel again for about fifty yards. With a swift cut he severed the lead which led away to the concealed tins of explosive, and bringing it back with him to the shed, took the severed end, unravelled the silk insulation of both wires, bared them by scraping them thoroughly with his knife, and with expert hand attached them to a detonator which he had taken from the tins concealed at the end of the gallery.

Having done this he put the detonator into the opening of the petrol-tin which, with its wire lead, he afterwards carefully concealed behind a heap of straw in the corner. He had taken care to replace the cable leading from the cigar-box exactly as he had found it, therefore, to the eye, it looked as though nothing had been touched. The cable ran into the underground passage, it was true, but it returned back again into the cow-shed, and into the tin of high-explosive.

Kennedy, who knew something of mining, had noticed that half-way along the working a quantity of earth had been left for the purpose of tamping the gallery, in order that the force of the explosion should go upward, and not come back along the subterranean passage. Before the Kaisers secret agents exploded the mine they would, no doubt, fill up the gallery at that point before completing the electric circuit.

It was evident that on that night the four men had made a final inspection before exploding the mine.

Therefore, quite confident in what they had achieved, Ella and her lover crept back, and away through the wood to where they had left the car.

At six oclock on the following morning, the Victoria Hotel in Sheffield being always open, Ella entered alone, and ascended to her room.

Next evening at half-past seven she met her lover again in the Ecclesall Road, and he drove her out in the car away through Eckington and Clowne, to the wood from which they had watched on the previous night.

The weather was muggy and overcast, with low, heavy clouds precursory of a thunderstorm.

There was plenty of time. The attempt would probably be made at half-past eleven when the munition train passed through, it being intended to explode the whole train as well as the mine in the heart of the tunnel, so as to produce a terrific upheaval by which the tunnel would be blocked for, perhaps, a mile.

Arrived at the edge of the wood, in sight of the lawn and house beyond, soon after ten oclock, the lovers sat together upon a fallen tree conversing in whispers, and awaiting the result of the counterplot.

They were, however, in ignorance of what was transpiring within the house.

Truth to tell, Ortmann and Drost were at that moment in one of the servants bedrooms upstairs, which had been cleared out, and where, upon a long table, stood a complete wireless set both for receiving and transmission.

That fellow Kennedy is here! — and with my girl Ella! gasped old Drost, who had just come into the room. Ive been across to the wood. Theyre actually here!

Kennedy here! exclaimed Ortmann, his face pale in an instant. How could he possibly know?

Well, hes here! What shall we do?

Ortmann stood for a few moments reflecting deeply.

Slowly an evil, sinister grin overspread his countenance.

Your girl, he said in German, in a deep voice. She is your daughter. You wish to protect her — eh?

No, shes English. We are Germans.

Excellent. I knew that you were a good Prussian. Then I may act — eh?

Entirely as you wish. We must get rid of these watch-dogs, snarled the old man in a venomous voice.

Ortmann, without further word, descended the stairs and entered the dining-room wherein sat two men, Germans, naturalised as British subjects, by name Bohlen and Tragheim.

To the first-named he gave certain and definite instructions, these being at once carried out.

Kennedy and Ella, both, of course, quite unconscious that their presence had been discovered by the wily Drost, saw a tall man, a stranger, carrying a thick stick, cross the lawn to the gate which gave entrance to the wood, and watched how he remained there for about ten minutes, while presently there emerged a second figure, who crossed to the cow-shed wherein the electric tapping-key remained concealed.

Kennedy glanced at his wrist-watch.

The munition train was almost due to enter the tunnel, therefore the stranger Tragheim, one of Ortmanns poor, miserable dupes, had been sent forward to depress the key as soon as he heard the second bell ring in the signal-box at the exit of the tunnel — all the signal bells being distinctly heard in the night from the door of the shed.

The ringing of that second bell would announce that the train was passing over the exact point in the line under which the mine had been laid.

The man Bohlen, seeing his companion come out, moved away from the gate across the lawn back to the house, whereupon Kennedy crept up to the spot where the German had been standing, and whence they could obtain a good view of the shed from which the dastardly attempt was to be made.

Beside the gate they found a walking-stick — a thick one made of bamboo.

That fellow has forgotten his stick, remarked Kennedy, taking it up, all unconscious of the peril.

From one of the darkened windows of the house Ortmann was watching his action, and chuckled.

Of a sudden, however, a fierce blood-red flash lit up the whole country-side, and with a deafening roar, the shed was hurled high into the air, together with the shattered remains of the man who had pressed the key.

Instead of exploding the mine under the railway tunnel, as was intended, he had exploded the tinful of picric acid derivative which Kennedy had concealed beneath the straw!

Then, a few seconds later, the heavy train laden with munitions for the British front emerged from the tunnel in safety, its driver all unconscious of the desperate attempt that had been made by the enemy in our midst.

Kennedy, having witnessed the consummation of his well-laid plan to blow up any conspirator who touched the key, cast the walking-stick to the ground and, taking Ellas arm, retraced his steps through the woods.

But they had not gone far ere a second explosion, a sharp concussion which they felt about them, came from somewhere behind them.

Funny! he remarked to his well-beloved. I wonder what that second noise was, dearest?

I wonder, said Ella, and they both hurried back to their car.


The Hyde Park Plot.
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TWO MEN SAT in a big, handsome dining-room in one of the finest houses in Park Lane. One was Theodore Drost, dressed in his usual garb of a Dutch pastor. A look of satisfaction overspread his features as he raised his glass of choice Château Larose.

Opposite him at the well-laid luncheon table sat his friend, Ernst Ortmann, alias Horton, alias Harberton, the super-spy whose hand was — if the truth be told— The Hidden Hand upon which the newspapers were ever commenting — that secret and subtle influence of Germany in our midst in war-time.

Count Ernst von Ortmann was a very shrewd and elusive person. For a number of years he had been a trusted official in the entourage of the Kaiser, and having lived his early life in England, being educated at Oxford, he was now entrusted with the delicate task of directing the advance guard of the German army in this country.

Two years before the war Mr Henry Harberton, a wealthy, middle-aged English merchant from Buenos Ayres, had suddenly arisen in the social firmament in the West End, had given smart dinners, and, as an eligible bachelor, had been smiled upon by many mothers with marriageable daughters. His luncheon-parties at the Savoy, the Ritz, and the Carlton were usually chronicled in the newspapers; he was financially interested in a popular revue at a certain West End theatre, and the rumour that he was immensely wealthy was confirmed when he purchased a fine house half-way up Park Lane — a house from which, quite unsuspected, radiated the myriad ramifications of Germanys spy system.

With Henry Harberton, whose father, it was said, had amassed a huge fortune in Argentina in the early days, and which he had inherited, money was of no account. The fine London mansion was sombre and impressive in its decoration. There was nothing flamboyant or out-of-place, nothing that jarred upon the senses: a quiet, calm, and restful residence, the double windows of which shut out the sound of the motor-buses and taxis of that busy thoroughfare where dwelt Londons commercial princes. Surely that fine house was in strange contrast to the obscure eight-roomed one in a long, drab terrace in Park Road, Wandsworth Common, where dwelt the same mysterious person in very humble and even economical circumstances as Mr Horton, a retired tradesman from the New Cross Road.

As Ortmann sat in that big dining-room in Park Lane, a plainly decorated apartment with dead white walls in the Adams style, and a few choice family portraits, his friend, Drost, with his strange triangular face, his square forehead and pointed grey beard, presented a picture of the true type of Dutch pastor, in his rather seedy clerical coat and his round horn-rimmed spectacles.

The pair had been discussing certain schemes to the detriment of the English: schemes which, in the main, depended upon the crafty old Drosts expert knowledge of high-explosives.

Ah! my dear Count! exclaimed the wily old professor of chemistry in German, as he replaced his glass upon the table. How marvellously clever is our Emperor! How he befooled and bamboozled these silly sheep of English. Listen to this! and from his pocket-book he drew a large newspaper cutting — two columns of a London daily newspaper dated Wednesday, October 28, 1908.

What is that? inquired the Kaisers arch-spy, his eyebrows narrowing.

The interview given by the Emperor to a British peer in order to throw dust into the eyes of our enemies against whom we were rapidly preparing. Listen to the Emperors clever reassurances in order to gain time. Then, readjusting his big round spectacles, he glanced down the columns and read in English the following sentences that had fallen from the Kaisers lips: You English are mad, mad, mad as English hares. What has come over you that you are so completely given over to suspicions unworthy of a great nation? What more can I do than I have done? My heart is set upon peace, and it is one of my dearest wishes to live on the best of terms with England. Have I ever been false to my word? Falsehood and prevarication are alien to my nature. My actions ought to speak for themselves, but you listen not to them, but to those who misinterpret and distort them. This is a personal insult, which I feel and resent!

Drost replaced the cutting upon the table, and both men burst into hilarious laughter.

Really, in the light of present events, those printed words must cause our dear friends, the English, considerable chagrin, declared Ortmann.

Yes. They now see how cleverly we have tricked them, said Drost with a grin. That interview gave us an increased six years for preparation. Truly, our Emperor is great. He is invincible!

And both men raised their tall Bohemian glasses in honour of the Arch-Murderer of Europe.

That little incident at table was significant of the feelings and intentions of the conspirators.

Your girl Ella is still very active, and that fellow Kennedy seems ever-watchful, Ortmann remarked presently in a decidedly apprehensive tone. I know, of course, that your daughter would do nothing to harm you personally; but remember that Kennedy is a British naval officer, and that he might — from patriotic motives — well—

Kill his prospective father-in-law — eh? chimed in the Dutch pastor, with a light laugh.

The Count hesitated for a second. Then he said:

Well, perhaps not exactly kill you, but he might make things decidedly unpleasant for us both, if he got hold of anything tangible.

Bah! Rest assured that hell never get hold of anything, declared Drost. Ive had him out to Barnes to dinner once or twice lately, but hes quite in the dark.

Are you absolutely certain that he knows nothing of what is in progress in your laboratory upstairs! queried Ortmann. Are you absolutely certain that Ella has told him nothing?

Quite — because she herself knows nothing.

If she knows nothing, then why are we both watched so closely by Kennedy? asked Ortmann dubiously.

Bah! Your fancy — mere fancy! declared the professor of chemistry. I know youve been unduly suspicious for a long time, but I tell you that Ella and her lover are far too much absorbed in their own affairs to trouble about our business. Ortmann shrugged his shoulders. He did not tell his friend Drost the true extent of his knowledge, for it was one of his main principles never to confide serious truths to anybody. By that principle he had risen in his Emperors service to the high and responsible position he now occupied — the director of The Hidden Hand.

As such, he commanded the services of many persons of both sexes in the United Kingdom. Some were persons who, having accepted German money or German favours in the pre-war days, were now called upon to dance as puppets of Germany while the Kaiser played the tune. Many of them, subjects of neutral countries, had been perfectly friendly to us, but since the war the relentless thumbscrew of blackmail had been placed upon them by Ernst von Ortmann, and they were compelled to do his bidding and act against the interests of Great Britain.

Over the heads of most of them, men and women — especially the latter — the wily Ortmann and his well-organised staff held documentary evidence of such a damning character that, if handed to the proper quarter, would either have caused their arrest and punishment, or, in the case of the fair sex, cause their social ostracism. Hence Ortmann held his often unwilling agents together with an iron hand which was both unscrupulous and drastic. Woe betide either man or woman who, having accepted Germanys good-will and favours before the war, now dared to refuse to do her dirty work.

Truly, the Hidden Hand was that of the mailed-fist covered with velvet, full of double cunning and irresistible influence in quite unsuspected quarters.

Old Theodore Drost was but a pawn in Germanys dastardly attack upon England, but a very valuable one, from his intimate knowledge of explosives. Moreover, as an inventor of death-dealing devices, he certainly had no equal in Europe.

In order to discuss in secret a daring and terrible plot, the pair had lunched in company at Park Lane.

At that same hour, on that same day, Flight-Commander Seymour Kennedy, in his naval uniform with the pilots wings, was on leave from a certain air-station on the South-East coast, and was seated opposite Ella Drost in the Café Royal, in Regent Street, discussing a lobster salad tête-à-tête.

It was one of the favourite luncheon places of Drosts daughter.

The revue in which she had been appearing and in which, by the way, Ortmann was financially interested in secret, had finished its season, and the theatre had closed its doors for the summer. Consequently Ella had taken a tiny riverside cottage near Shepperton-on-Thames, though she still kept open her pretty flat in Stamfordham Mansions, her faithful French maid, Mariette, being in charge.

You seem worried, darling, Kennedy whispered, as he bent across the table to her. Whats the matter?

Ive already told you.

But you really dont take it seriously, do you? asked the well-known air-pilot. Surely its only a mere suspicion.

It is fortunate that I succeeded in obtaining for you an impression of the key of the laboratory, was the girls reply.

Yes. It was. Your father never dreams that we know all that is in progress there. Its a real good stunt of yours to keep in with him, and stay at Barnes sometimes.

Well, Ive told you what I ascertained the night before last. Ortmann was there with the others. Theres a big coup intended — a dastardly blow, as I have explained.

And in the girls eyes there showed a hard, serious expression, as she drew a long breath. It was quite plain to her lover that she was full of nervous apprehension, and that what she had related to him was a fact.

Another deeply-laid plot was afoot, but one so subtle and so daring that Kennedy, with his cheerful optimism and his high spirits, could not yet fully realise its nature.

Ella had, an hour before, told him a very remarkable story.

At first, so extraordinary and improbable had it sounded, that he had been inclined to pooh-pooh the whole affair, but now, amid the clatter and bustle of that cosmopolitan restaurant, the same to-day as in the mid-Victorian days, he began to realise that the impression left upon his well-beloved, by the knowledge she had obtained, had been a distinctly sinister one.

Well, dearest, he said, again leaning across the little table-à-deux, Ill go into the matter at once if you wish it, and well watch and wait.

Yes, do, Seymour, exclaimed the girl anxiously. Ill help you. There is a deeply-laid plot in progress. Of that Im quite certain — more especially because Ortmann came to see dad yesterday morning and went to see him again to-day.

You overheard some of their conversation — eh?

I did, was her open response. And for that reason I am so full of fear.

At nine oclock that same night, in accordance with an appointment, Ella Drost stood upon the whitewashed kerb in Belgrave Square, at the corner of West Halkin Street.

Darkness had already fallen. The London streets were gloomy because of the lighting order, and hardly a light showed from any house in the Square.

For fully ten minutes she waited until, at last, from out of Belgrave Place, a car came slowly along, and pulled up at the spot where she stood.

In a moment Ella had mounted beside her lover who, next second, moved off in the direction of Knightsbridge.

Its rather fortunate that weve met here, darling, were his first words. Since we were together this afternoon I have been followed continuously. Had I called at Stamfordham Mansions, Ortmann would have had his suspicions confirmed. But Ive successfully eluded them, and here we are.

I know — I feel sure that Ortmann suspects us. Why does he live as Mr Horton over at Wandsworth Common?

Because he is so infernally clever, laughed the air-pilot, in his cheery, nonchalant way.

Neither of them knew, up to that moment, anything more of Mr Henry Harberton, of Park Lane, save reading in the papers of his social distinction. Neither Kennedy nor his charming well-beloved had dreamed that Ortmann, alias Horton, patriotic Britannia-rule-the-Waves Englishman, was identical with that meteoric planet in the social firmament of London, Mr Henry Harberton, whose wealth was such that even in war-time he could give two-guinea-a-head luncheons to his friends at one or other of the half-dozen or so London restaurants which cater for such clients.

Seymour Kennedy was driving the car swiftly, but Ella, nestling beside him, took no heed of the direction in which they were travelling. The night-wind blew cold and he, solicitous of her welfare, bent over and with his left hand drew up the collar of her Burberry.

They were leaving London ere she became aware of it, travelling westward, branching at Hounslow upon the old road to Bath, the road of Dick Turpins exploits in the good old days of cocked-hats, powder-and-patches, and three-bottle men.

Passing through Slough, they crossed the river at Maidenhead and again at Henley, keeping on the ever ascending high-road over the Chilterns, to Nettlebed, until they ran rapidly down past Goulds Grove through Benson, and past Shillingford where, a short distance beyond, he pulled up and, opening a gate, placed the car in a meadow grey with mist.

Afterwards the pair, leaving the high-road, turned into a path which led through the fields down to the river. Reaching it at a point not far from Days Lock, they halted.

Before them, between the pathway and the rivers brink, there showed a lighted window obscured by a yellow holland blind, the window of a corrugated iron bungalow of some river enthusiast, the room being apparently lit by a paraffin lamp.

Carefully, and treading upon tiptoe, they crept forward without a sound, and, approaching the square, inartistic window, halted and strained their ears to listen to the conversation in progress within.

Words in German were being spoken. Ella listened, and recognised her fathers voice. Ortmann was speaking, too, while other voices of strangers also sounded.

What Seymour overheard through the thin wood-and-iron wall of the riverside bungalow quickly convinced him that Ellas suspicions were only too well founded. A desperate conspiracy to commit outrage was certainly being formed — a plot as daring and as subtle as any ever formed by the Nihilists in Russia, or the Mafia in Italy.

The Germans, par excellence the scientists of Europe, were out to win the war by frightfulness, just as thousands of years ago the Chinese won their wars by assuming horrible disguises and pulling ugly faces to bring bad luck upon their superstitious enemies. The Great War Lord of Germany, in order to save his throne and substantiate his title of All-Highest, had set loose his sorry dogs of depravity, degeneracy, and desolation. And he had planted in our island a clever and unscrupulous crew, headed by Ortmann, whose mission was, if possible, to wreck the Ship of State of Great Britain.

The air-pilot listened to the conversation in amazement. He realised then how Ella had exercised a shrewder watchfulness than he had ever done, although he had believed himself so clever.

Therefore, when she whispered, Lets get away, dear, or we may be discovered, he obeyed her, and crawled off over the strip of gravel to the grass, after which both made their way back to the footpath.

Well? asked the popular actress, as they strode along hand in hand to where they had left the car. Whats your opinion now — eh? Havent you been convinced?

Yes, darling. I can now see quite plainly that there is a plot on foot which, if we are patriots, you and I, we must scotch, at all hazards.

I agree entirely, Seymour, was the girls instant reply. I tried to warn you a month ago, but you were not convinced. To-day you are convinced — are you not? I am acting only for my dear dead mothers country, for, strictly speaking, being the daughter of a German, I am an alien enemy.



About two oclock one morning, about a week later, the dark figure of a man in a shabby serge suit and golf-cap, treading noiselessly in rubber-shoes, crossed Hammersmith Bridge in the direction of Barnes and, passing along that wide open thoroughfare, paused for a moment outside the house of the Dutch pastor, Mr Drost. Then, finding himself unobserved, he slipped into the front garden and, bending, concealed himself in some bushes.

He had waited there for ten minutes or so, watching the dark, silent house, when, slowly and noiselessly, the front door opened, and next moment Kennedy and Ella were face to face. The latter wore a pretty pale-blue dressing-gown, for she had just risen from bed, she having spent the last two days at her fathers house.

With a warning finger upon her lips, and with a small flash-lamp in her hand, she led her lover up three flights of stairs to the door of that locked room, which she silently opened with her duplicate key.

Father and the man Hans Rozelaar have been at work here nearly all day, she whispered, when at last they halted before the long deal table upon which stood Drosts chemical apparatus.

Kennedys shrewd eyes were quick to notice what was in progress in secret.

With some curiosity he took up a tube of tin about a foot long and four inches in diameter. On examining it he saw that through the centre was a second tin tube of about an inch in diameter. Holding it as a telescope towards the light he could see through the inner tubes and noticed that near one end of it a small steel catch was protruding. Further and minute examination revealed that to the catch could be attached a time-fuse already concealed between the inner and outer tubes.

This is evidently some ingenious form of hand grenade, whispered Kennedy. Its all ready for filling. But why, I wonder, should a tube run through the middle in this way?

He was pondering with it in his hand, when his gaze suddenly fell upon something else which was lying close to the spot where he found the tin tube.

It was a thin ash walking-stick. On Kennedy taking it up it presented a peculiar feature, for as he grasped it there sounded a sharp metallic click. Then, to his surprise, he discovered that he had inadvertently released a spring in the handle, this in turn releasing four small steel points half-way down the stick.

Curious! he whispered to his well-beloved, for Drost was sleeping below entirely unconscious of the intruders in his secret laboratory. What connection can the stick have with the grenade — if not for the purpose of throwing?

He therefore placed the inner tube over the little knob of the stick, and found that it just fitted, so that with plenty of play it slid down as far as the projecting points which, after striking the little steel catch which would be connected with the fuse, allowed it to pass over freely and leave the stick.

Ah! Ive got it! he whispered excitedly. The grenade can be carried in the pocket with perfect safety, until when required it is placed over the handle of the stick and whirled off. As it passes the projections on the stick the time-fuse is set for so many seconds, and the grenade automatically becomes a live one. A very pretty contrivance indeed! — very pretty! he added with a grin. This, I must admit, does considerable credit to Ortmann, Drost and Company.

Ella, who had been standing by, holding the electric torch, stood in wonder at the discovery. Truly, some of her fathers inventions had been diabolical ones.

Kennedy saw that the ash-stick had been finished and was in working order. All was complete, indeed, save the filling of the deadly grenade, the attaching of the fuse, and the painting of the bright tin.

For fully five minutes the air-pilot stood in silence, deeply pondering.

Then, as a sudden idea occurred to him, he said quickly:

I must take this stick, Ella. Ill be back again by four oclock, and will leave it just outside the front door. You take it in, and replace it exactly as we found it.

He lost no time. In five minutes he had crept from that dark house of mystery and death, and, carrying the stick, returned across Hammersmith Bridge.

At ten minutes to four he was back again in Barnes and had left the suspicious-looking ash-stick against the front door, afterwards going to his rooms to snatch a few hours sleep.

Next day happened to be Sunday, but at noon on Monday Mr Merton Mansfield, one of the most active members of the Cabinet, as well as one of the most popular of Cabinet Ministers, presided at the unveiling of a number of captured German guns which had been drawn up in Hyde Park in order that the public might be afforded an opportunity of seeing the trophies of war in Flanders won by British pertinacity and pluck.

Accompanying Merton Mansfield, the peoples idol, the man in whom Great Britain trusted to see that all was well, and who was, at the same time, hated and feared by the Germans, were several other members of the Cabinet.

The crowd outside the wire fence, within which stood the shrouded guns, was a large one, for some patriotic speeches were expected. Ella and Kennedy were among the spectators eagerly watching the movements of a thin-faced, well-dressed, middle-aged man, who wore an overcoat, in the left-hand pocket of which was something rather bulky, and who carried in his hand an ash-stick.

The mans name was Hans Rozelaar, known to his friends by the English name of Rose. By the fellows movements it was plain that he was quite unsuspicious of the presence of the daughter of his fellow-conspirator, Theodore Drost.

Gradually he had worked himself through the crowd until he stood in the front row behind the wire which fenced off the guns with the Cabinet Ministers and their friends, and within ten yards or so of where stood Mr Merton Mansfield.

Kennedy was beside Ella some distance away, watching breathlessly. It had been his first impulse to go to Scotland Yard and reveal what they had discovered, but after due consideration he saw that the best punishment for the conspirators was the one he had devised.

But if it failed? What if that most deadly grenade was exploded in the group of Great Britains leaders — the men who were working night and day, and working with all their might and intelligence, to crush the Hun effectively, even though so slowly.

A roar of applause rose from the crowd as Merton Mansfield removed his hat preparatory to speaking. The short, stout, round-faced Cabinet Minister who, in the days of Sir Henry Campbell-Bannermans Premiership, had been so unpopular with the working-class, yet who had now come to the forefront as the saviour of our dear old England, smiled with pleasure at his hearty reception.

The little group of Englands greatest men, Cabinet Ministers and well-known politicians, with a sprinkling of men in khaki, clustered round him, as he commenced to address the assembly, to descant upon the heroic efforts of Frenchs contemptible little Army, of their great exploits, of their amazing achievements, and the staggering organisation of Lord Kitchener.

Here, before you, you have some small souvenirs — some small idea of the weapons which the unscrupulous fiends who are our enemies are using against our gallant troops. They, unfortunately, are not gallant soldiers, these Huns in modern clothing — they are pirates with the skull and crossbones borne upon the helmets of their crack regiments. Yet we shall win — I tell you that we shall win, be the time long or short, be the sacrifice great or small — we shall win because Right, Truth, and Gods justice are with us! And I will here give you a message from the Prime Minister — who would have been here, if it were not for the fact that he is at this moment having audience of His Majesty the King.

A great roar of applause greeted this announcement, when, suddenly, a loud explosion sounded, startling everyone and causing women to scream.

The lovers, who had kept their eyes upon the man in the overcoat, saw a red flash, and saw him reel and fall to earth with his face blown away.

They had seen how he had placed the grenade over his ash-stick, and how, a second later, he had sharply slung it across from right to left, intending the deadly bomb to land at Mr Merton Mansfields feet.

Instead, with its fuse set by the little points of steel protruding from the stick, it had, nevertheless, failed to pass from the stick, because of the small piece of thin wire which Seymour Kennedy had driven through just above the ferrule, on that night when he had afterwards left the stick at old Drosts front door. His quick intelligence had shown him that the empty grenade had already been tried upon the stick, and that when filled, and the fuse attached, it certainly would not be tested again.

Hans Rozelaar had slung the grenade just as old Theodore Drost had instructed him, but it had remained fast at the end of the stick, and ere he could release it, it had exploded, blowing both his hands off and his features out of all recognition, though, very fortunately, injuring no one else.

Come, darling. We have surely seen enough! whispered Seymour Kennedy softly to Ella, as they watched the great sensation caused by the self-destruction of the conspirator, and the hurry of the police towards the dead man. The Ministers will very soon discover for themselves how narrowly they have escaped.

And as they both turned away, Ella, looking fondly into her lovers face, remarked in a low voice: Yes, indeed, Seymour. They certainly owe their safety to you!


The Explosive Needle.
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THEN YOU SUSPECT that another plot is in progress, Ella?

I feel confident of it. The Count is furious at the failure of the conspiracy against Mr Merton Mansfield. He came to see father last night. I did not gather much, as I had to get away to the theatre, but I overheard him suggest that some other method should be tried, replied Ella Drost.

She was sitting in the dainty little drawing-room of the flat in Stamfordham Mansions, chatting with her airman lover.

Of course, he said. Ortmann and your father were well aware that Merton Mansfield is still the strongest man in the whole Government, a marvellous organiser, and the really great man upon whom Britain has pinned her faith.

They mean to work some evil upon him, the girl said apprehensively. Im quite certain of it! Cannot we warn him?

I did so. I wrote to him, urging him to take precautions, and declaring that a plot was in progress, said Kennedy. I suppose his secretary had the letter and probably held it back in order not to disturb him. Secretaries have a habit of doing that.

Ella, whose cigarette he had just lit, blew a cloud of blue smoke from her lips, and replied:

Well, if thats the case then it is exceedingly wrong. The greatest care should be taken of those who are leading us to victory. Ah! dearest, she added with a sigh, you do not know how bitter I feel when I reflect that my own father is a German and, moreover, a most deadly enemy.

I know, darling, I know, the man responded. Thats the worst of it. To expose the organiser of these conspirators would be to send your own father to prison — perhaps to an ignominious end.

Yes. All we can do is to watch closely and thwart their devilish designs, as far as we are able, the girl said.

Unfortunately, Ill have to go back to the air-station to-night, but Ill try to come up again for the week-end.

Disappointment overspread the girls face, but a second later she declared:

In that case I shall go and stay with father over at Barnes, and endeavour to discover what is intended.

Therefore, that night, after her work at the theatre, she went to Theodore Drosts house at Barnes, instead of returning to the flat at Kensington. As she always kept her room there and her visits seemed to delight old Drost, she was always able to keep in touch with Kennedy and so help to frustrate the evil machinations of her father.

As the days passed she became more than ever confident that another deep-laid plot was in progress. Nor was she mistaken, for, truth to tell, Ortmann was having many long interviews with his clever catspaw, the man who posed as the plain and pious pastor of the Dutch Church, old Theodore Drost.

An incident occurred about a week later which showed the trend of events. The old pastor called one day at that modest, dreary little house close by Wandsworth Common, where Count Ernst von Ortmann, the man who secretly directed the agents of Germany in England, lived as plain Mr Horton whenever he grew tired of his beautiful house in Park Lane. Leading, by the fact of his occupation a dual existence, it was necessary for his nefarious purposes that he should frequently disappear into South London, away from the fashionable friends who knew him as Mr Henry Harberton.

The pair were seated together that evening, smoking and discussing the cause of the failure of Rozelaar and the reason of his death by his own bomb.

Ah! my dear Theodore, exclaimed the Count, in German, throwing himself back in the old wicker armchair in that cheaply furnished room. Your machine was too elaborate.

No, you are mistaken, it was simplicity itself, Drost declared.

Could anybody have tampered with it, do you think?

Certainly not. Nobody knew — nobody saw it except ourselves and Rozelaar, Drost said.

And we very nearly blew ourselves up with it during the test. Do you remember? laughed Ortmann.

Remember! I rather think I do. It was, indeed, a narrow escape. We wont repeat it. Ill be more careful, I promise you! Drost assured his paymaster. Yet I cannot guess how Rozelaar lost his life.

Well, we need not trouble. His was not exactly a precious life, Theodore, was it? The fellow knew a little too much, so, for us, it is perhaps best that the accident should have happened.

It is not the first time that fatal accidents have happened to those who, having served Germany, are of no further use, remarked Drost grimly.

And at his remark the crafty Count — the man who directed the German octopus in Britain — smiled, but remained silent.

Though Ella, still at Barnes, kept both eyes and ears open during the day — compelled, of course, to go to the theatre each evening — yet she could discover no solid fact which might lead her to find out what was in progress.

The Count came very often over to Barnes, and on two or three occasions was accompanied by a fair-haired young man whose real name was Schrieber, but who had changed it to Sommer, and declared himself to be a Swiss. Indeed, he had forged papers just as old Drost possessed. The fabrication of identification-papers — with photographs attached — became quite an industry in Germany after war had broken out, while many American passports were purchased from American crooks and fresh photographs cleverly superimposed.

One afternoon the young man Schrieber called, remained talking alone with Drost for about ten minutes, and then left. Presently the old man entered the drawing-room wherein his daughter was seated writing a letter. In his hand he carried a china vase about fourteen inches high, the dark-blue ornamentation being very similar to a willow-pattern plate. It was shaped something like a Greek amphora, and quite of ordinary quality.

Ella, dear, said her father, handing her the vase, I wish you could get one exactly like this. Youll be able to get it quite easily at one of the big stores in the West End. A friend of mine has a pair, and has broken one.

Certainly, dad, was the girls reply. Im going out this afternoon, and Ill take it with me. That afternoon Ella Drost went to several shops until at last, at one in Oxford Street, she found the exact replica. They were in pairs, and she was compelled to buy both. Later on she took them to Barnes, but before doing so she called in at her own flat and there left the superfluous vase.

Old Drost seemed highly delighted at securing the exact replica of the broken ornament.

Excellent! he said. Excellent! Really, my dear child, I thought that you would have had to get it made. And making things in war-time is such a very long process.

I had a little trouble, but I at last got a clue to where they had been bought, and there, sure enough, they had one pair still in stock.

Excellent! Excellent! he grunted, and he carried off both the pattern vase and its companion to his little den where he usually did his writing.

That same evening, while the taxi was at the door to take Ella to the theatre, the Count called.

Ah! Fräulein! he cried, as he entered the dining-room where Ella stood ready dressed in her smart coat and hat, as became one who had been so successful in her profession and drew such a handsome salary, much to the envy of her less fortunate fellow-artistes. Why — youre quite a stranger — always away at the theatre whenever I call. I took some friends from the club to see you the night before last. That new waltz-song of yours is really most delightful — so catchy, he added, speaking in German.

Do you like it? asked the bright, athletic girl who led such a strange semi-Bohemian life, and was yet filled with constant suspicion concerning her father. At first I did not like singing it, because I objected to some of the lines. But I see now that everyone seems attracted by it.

No, Fraulein Ella! exclaimed the Count, with his exquisite courtesy. The public are not attracted by the song, but by your own chic and charm.

Now, really, Count, exclaimed Ella, this is too bad of you! If one of my stall-admirers had said so I would forgive him. But, surely, you know me too well to think that I care for flattery from you. I have been too long on the stage, I assure you. To me applause is merely part of the show. I expect it, and smile and bow when the house claps. It does not fill me with the least personal pride, I assure you. When I first went on the stage it certainly did. But to-day, after being all these years before the public—

All these years! echoed Ortmann, interrupting her. Why, you are not much more than twenty now, Ella!

And think, Ive already been twelve years on the stage — a life hard enough, I can tell you!

Yes, I know, remarked the Count. But youll forget all about your friend Commander Kennedy some day, I expect, and marry a wealthy man.

Ellas eyebrows contracted for a few seconds.

Well — perhaps, she said. But I may yet marry Mr Kennedy, you know!

Count Ernst Ortmann smiled — a hard evil expression upon his heavy lips. He held Seymour Kennedy in distinct suspicion.

Indeed, when Ella had gone and he was standing with old Drost in the dining-room, he remarked:

I still entertain very grave suspicions regarding that fellow Kennedy. Couldnt you keep Ella away from him? Could not we part them somehow? While they are in love a distinct danger exists. He may learn something at any moment. My information is that he is particularly shrewd at investigations, and he may suspect. If so, then the game might very easily be up.

Bah! Do not anticipate any such contretemps. He knows nothing — take that from me. We have nothing whatever to fear in that direction, Drost assured him. If I thought so I should very soon take steps to part them.

How would you accomplish that?

Theodore Drosts narrow face — broad at the brow and narrow at the chin — puckered in a smile.

It would not be at all difficult, he said, with a mysterious expression. I have something upstairs which would very soon effect our purpose and leave no trace — if it were necessary.

But it is necessary, the Count declared.

One day it may be, Drost said. But not yet.

Your girl is in love with him, and I suppose you think it a pity to — well, to spoil their romance, even in face of all that Germany has at stake! remarked the Count, with an undisguised sneer. Ah, my dear Drost! you pose as a Dutch pastor, but do you not remember our German motto: Der beste prediger ist der Zeit? (Time is the best preacher.)

Yes, yes, replied the old man with the scraggy beard. But please rely upon my wits. My eyes are open, and I assure you there is nothing whatever at present to fear.

Very well, Drost, Answered the Count. I submit to your wider knowledge. But now that the girl has gone, we may as well go upstairs — eh? Youve, of course, seen in to-nights paper that Merton Mansfield is to address the munition-makers in the Midlands in a fortnights time.

Old Drost again smiled mysteriously, and said:

I knew that quite a fortnight ago. Schrieber has been north. He returned only last Tuesday.

Did you send him north?

I did. He went upon a mission. As you know, I am generally well ahead with any plans I make.

Plans! What are they? Really, my dear Theodore, you are a perfect marvel of clever inventiveness!

Ellas father shrugged his shoulders, and in his deep guttural German replied:

I am only doing my duty as a good loyal son of our own Fatherland.

Well spoken, declared the Count. There is a good and just reward awaiting you after the war, never fear! Our Emperor does not forget services rendered. Let us go upstairs — eh? I am anxious to learn what you suggest.

The pair ascended the stairs to the carefully locked room in the roof, that long, well-equipped laboratory wherein Theodore Drost spent so many hours daily experimenting in the latest discovered high-explosives. After Drost had switched on the light he carefully closed the door, and then, crossing to a long deal cupboard where hung several cotton overalls to protect his clothes against the splash of acids, he took out his military gas-masks — those hideous devices with rubber mouth-pieces and mica eye-holes, as used by our men at the front.

It is always best to take precautions, Drost said, as he handed his companion and taskmaster a helmet. You may find it a little stifling at first, but it is most necessary.

Both put on the masks, after which Drost handed the Count a pair of rubber gloves. These Ortmann put on, watching Drost, who did the same.

It is a good job, Count, that we are alone in the house, otherwise I could do no work. The gas is heavy, and any escaping from here will fall to the basement. One fourteen-thousandth part in air, and the result must be fatal. There is no known antidote. Ah! he laughed, these poor, too-confiding English little dream of our latter-day discoveries — scientific discoveries by which we hold all the honours in the game of war.

Very well, grunted the Count. Let us hope that our science is better than that of our enemies. But I confess that to-day I have doubts. These British have made most wonderful strides — the most amazing progress in their munitions and devices.

While he spoke old Drost was, with expert hand, mixing certain compounds, grey and bright-green crystals, which he pounded in a mortar. Then, carefully weighing with his apothecarys scales several grammes of a fine white powder, he added it and, while the Count, still wearing his ugly mask, watched, mixed a measured quantity of water and placed the whole into a big glass retort which was already in a holder warmed by the pale-blue flame of a spirit-lamp.

Suddenly Drost made a gesture to his companion, and while the liquid in the retort was bubbling, he attached to the narrow end of the retort an arrangement of bent glass tube, and proceeded to distil the liquid he had produced.

This product, which fell drop by drop into a long test-tube, was of a bright-blue colour. Drop by drop fell that fatal liquid — fatal because it gave off a poison-gas against which no human being could exist for more than five seconds.

This, exclaimed Drost, his voice muffled by his mask, is the most fatal of any gas that chemical science has yet discovered. It does not merely asphyxiate and leave bad symptoms afterwards, but it kills outright in a few seconds. It is absolutely deadly.

The room had by that time become filled by a curious orange-coloured vapour — bright-orange — which to Ortmanns eyes was an extraordinary phenomenon. Had he not worn the protective mask he would have been instantly overwhelmed by an odour closely resembling that of cloves — a terribly fatal perfume, which would sweep away men like moths passing through the flame of a candle.

Well, my dear Drost, said the Count, I know you will never rest until youve devised a means of carrying out our plans for the downfall of Merton Mansfield, and certainly you seem to have adopted some measure — deadly though it may be — which is quite in accord with your ingenuity. He also spoke in a low, stifled voice from within his ugly mask.

Drost nodded, and then into the marble mortar, in which he had mixed his devilish compounds, he poured something from a long blue glass-stoppered bottle, whereupon the place instantly became filled with volumes of grey smoke which, when it cleared, left the atmosphere perfectly clear — so clear, indeed, that both men removed their masks, sniffing, however, at the faint odour of cloves still remaining.

Afterwards the old chemist took from the cupboard a small cardboard box which, on opening, contained, carefully packed in cotton wool, a short, stout, but hollow needle. Attached to it at one end was a small steel box about two inches broad and the same high. The box was perforated at intervals.

This is the little contrivance of which I spoke, said Drost gleefully, as he gazed upon it in admiration. The explosive needle, when filled, and this little chamber, also properly charged, cannot fail to act.

I take it, my dear friend, that it will be automatic — eh? remarked the Count, examining it with interest.

Old Drost smiled, nodded, and replaced his precious contrivance in its box, after which both men left the laboratory, Drost carefully locking the door before descending the stairs to follow his companion.

Both of them took a taxi to the fine house in Park Lane where Ortmann assumed the rôle of society man. At ten oclock a visitor was ushered in, and proved to be the young man whose real name was Schrieber. Apparently he had just returned from a journey, and had come straight from the station in order to make some secret report to Ortmann.

When the three were closeted together the young German, who passed as a Swiss, produced from his pocket three small photographs showing the interior of a room taken from different angles, but always showing the fireplace.

Excellent! declared Drost, as he examined all three prints beneath the strong light. You have done splendidly.

Yes, all is in readiness. I have made friends with the maids, and when I return I shall be welcomed. No breath of suspicion will be aroused. We have now but to wait our time.

And the three conspirators — men who were working so secretly, yet with such dastardly intent in the enemys cause — laughed as they helped themselves to cigars from the big silver box.

Nearly three weeks passed when, one day while Seymour Kennedy was sitting in Ellas pretty little drawing-room, he accidentally noticed the artistic blue-and-white vase, and remarking how unusual was the shape, his beloved related how it had come into her possession.

Kennedy reflected for a few seconds, his brows knit in deep thought.

Curious that your father desired to match a vase like this! With what object, I wonder?

He told me that he wanted it for a friend.

Hm! I wonder why his friend was so eager to match it? was the air-pilots remark. And, again, why did he send you to buy it, when his friend could surely have done so?

Ella was silent. That question had never occurred to her.

I wonder if your father is making some fresh experiment? Have you been to the laboratory lately? he inquired.

No, dear.

A secret visit there might be worth while, he suggested. Meanwhile, the question of this vase excites my curiosity considerably. I cant help thinking that Ortmann is at the bottom of some other vile trickery. Their failure to kill Merton Mansfield has, no doubt, made them all the more determined to deal an effective coup.

Some five days later it was announced in the London papers that Mr Merton Mansfield, the man in whom Great Britain placed her principal trust in securing victory, would, on the following Thursday, address a mass meeting of the munition workers in the great Midland town of G — . The object of the meeting was to urge greater enthusiasm in the prosecution of the war, and to induce the workers, in the national cause, to forego their holidays and thus keep up the output of heavy shells and high-explosives.

Seymour Kennedy, who was in the mess at the time, read the paragraph, and then sat pondering.

Next day he induced his commanding officer to give him leave, and he was soon in London making active inquiries. He found that Mr Merton Mansfield had been compelled to decline the invitation of Lord Heatherdale, and had arranged to stay the night at the Central Station Hotel at G — , as he would have to return to London by the first train next morning.

Mr Merton Mansfield was an extremely busy man. No member of the Cabinet held greater responsibility upon his shoulders, and certainly no man held higher and stronger views of British patriotism. Any words from his lips were listened to eagerly, and carefully weighed, not only here, but in neutral countries also. Hence, at this great meeting he was expected to reveal one or two matters of paramount interest, and also make a further declaration of British policy.

On the Tuesday night — two days before the meeting — Flight-Commander Kennedy slept at the Central Hotel in G — and next morning returned to London.

Next night — or rather at early morning — Ella silently opened the front door of her fathers house at Barnes, and her lover slipped in noiselessly, the pair afterwards ascending to the secret laboratory which his well-beloved opened with her duplicate key. Without much difficulty they opened the cupboard and examined the contents of the small cardboard box — discovering the curious-looking needle attached to the little perforated steel box.

This place smells of cloves — doesnt it? whispered Seymour.

Yes, darling. Ive smelt the same smell for some days. Father said he had upset a bottle of oil of cloves.

This is certainly a most curious apparatus! Kennedy whispered, holding the needle in his hand. See, this box is not a bomb. It is perforated to allow some perfume — or, more likely, a poison-gas — to escape. The needle is certainly an explosive one!

Further search revealed a small clockwork movement not much larger than that of a good-sized watch, together with a small bag of birds sand.

Having made a thorough search, they replaced things exactly as they had found them, and then Kennedy crept forth again into the broad thoroughfare called Castelnau.

Those devils mean mischief again! he muttered to himself as he hurried across Hammersmith Bridge. That explosive needle is, I can quite see, a most diabolical invention. Drost surely has the inventive brains of Satan himself!

At that same hour the young man Schrieber was seated with Ortmann in Park Lane, listening to certain instructions, until at last he rose to go.

And, remember — trust in nobody! Ortmann urged. If you perform this service successfully, our Fatherland will owe you a very deep debt of gratitude — one which I will personally see shall not be forgotten.

At midday on Thursday Kennedy and Ella left St. Pancras station for G — , arriving there three hours later, and taking rooms at the Central Hotel.

As soon as Ella entered hers, she was astonished to see upon the mantelshelf a pair of the same blue-and-white vases as those her father had asked her to match!

When, ten minutes later, she rejoined Kennedy in the lounge, she told him of her discovery.

Yes, was his reply. They are the same in all the rooms — one of the fads of the proprietor. But, he added, you must not be seen here. We dont know who is coming from London by the next train.

For that reason Ella retired to her room and did not leave it for some hours, not indeed till her lover came to tell her that all was clear.

By that time Mr Merton Mansfield had arrived, eaten a frugal dinner, and had gone to the meeting.

That young man Schrieber has arrived also, Kennedy told her. Hes never seen me, so he suspects nothing. He has also gone to the meeting, therefore we can go down and have something to eat.

That night at eleven oclock Mr Merton Mansfield returned, was cheered loudly by a huge crowd gathered outside the hotel, and waited below chatting for nearly half-an-hour before he retired to his room.

The room was numbered 146 — the best room of a suite on the first floor — and to this room the young German, the catspaw of Ortmann, had gone about a quarter past eleven, gaining admission through the private sitting-room next door.

On entering he, quick as lightning, took down one of the vases from the mantelshelf and replaced it by another exactly similar which he drew from beneath the light coat thrown over his arm. Then, carrying the vase with him concealed by his coat, he slipped quickly out again unobserved, not, however, before he had poured into the other vase some bird-sand so as to make them both of equal weight when the maid came to dust them on the morrow. The conspirators left nothing to chance.

In that innocent-looking vase he had brought was one of the most diabolical contrivances ever invented by mans brain. To the explosive needle the tiny clock had been attached and set to strike at half-past two, an hour when the whole hotel would be wrapped in slumber. The effect of striking would be to explode the needle and thus break a thin glass tube of a certain liquid and set over a piece of sponge saturated by a second liquid. The mixing of the two liquids would produce that terribly deadly poison-gas which, escaping through the perforation, must cause almost instant death to any person sleeping in the room.

Truly, it was a most diabolical death-trap.

Ten minutes later Mr Merton Mansfield, quite unsuspicious, entered the room and retired to bed, an example followed by the assassin Schrieber, who had a room on the same corridor a little distance away.

At nine oclock next morning Seymour Kennedy, bright and spruce in his uniform, descended to the hall and inquired of the head-porter if Mr Merton Mansfield had left.

Mr Mansfield is an early bird, sir. He went away to London by the 6:47 train.

The air-pilot turned upon his heel with a sigh of relief.

Two hours later, however, while seated in the lounge with Ella, prior to returning to London, Kennedy noticed that there was much whispering among the staff. Of the porter he inquired the reason.

Well, sir, the man replied, it seems that a maid on the first floor, on going into one of the rooms this morning, found a visitor dead in bed — Mr Sommer, a Swiss gentleman who arrived last night. The place smells strongly of cloves, and the poor girl has also been taken very ill, for the fumes in the place nearly asphyxiated her.

Seymour again returned to Ella and told her what had occurred.

But how did you manage it? she asked in a low whisper.

Well, after watching Schrieber put the vase in the room, I entered after him and replaced it by the vase you had bought, afterwards taking the one with the explosive needle to Schriebers room and carrying away the superfluous one. The man must have glanced at the pair of vases on his mantelshelf before sleeping, but he, of course, never dreamed that he was gazing upon the infernal contrivance that he had placed in the Ministers room with his own hand.

I see, exclaimed Ella. And, surely, he richly deserved his fate!

The deadly contrivance was found when the room was searched, but the police of G — still regard the affair as a complete and inexplicable mystery.


The Brass Triangle.
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A BANK OF dense fog hung over the Thames early on that December morning. The bell of St. Pauls Church, at Hammersmith, had struck two oclock when across the long suspension-bridge a tall man in a black waterproof coat and black plush hat walked with a swing, smoking a cigarette, and passed hurriedly out into the straight broad thoroughfare of Castelnau.

For some distance he proceeded, then suddenly he slackened pace, glanced at the luminous watch upon his wrist, and, a few moments later, halted against some railings, and, looking across the road, waited patiently opposite the house occupied by the pious Dutch pastor, the Reverend Theodore Drost.

The house was in darkness, and there was not a sound in the street save the barking of a dog at the rear of a house in the vicinity.

In patience, Flight-Commander Kennedy, for it was he, waited watchfully. He remained for a full quarter of an hour, ever and anon glancing at his watch, until, of a sudden, the front door opposite was opened noiselessly, and he saw the gleam of a flash-lamp.

In a moment he had crossed the road and, ascending the steps, met his well-beloved. As he met her, he thought how strange it all seemed, what a romance it was. Here was this charming girl, whom the world only knew as a celebrated revue artiste, helping him to frustrate the criminal plans of her German father.

Ella, standing at the door, whispered:

Hush!

And without a word Seymour Kennedy, treading tiptoe, slipped within.

The house was familiar to him. He grasped the soft white hand of his well-beloved and, raising it to his lips, kissed it in homage. She was wearing a dainty purple and yellow kimono, her little feet thrust into red morocco Turkish slippers, which were noiseless, and, as she ascended the thickly-carpeted stairs, he followed her without uttering a word.

Up they went, to the top floor. The door which faced them at the head of the stairs she unlocked with a key, and after they were both inside she closed the door and then switched on the light.

The big chemical laboratory, which her father had established in secret in that long attic, presented the same scene as it had when he had visited it before at the invitation of his well-beloved. With such constant demands upon his inventive powers, it was necessary that the Prussian ex-professor should have the place fitted up with all the latest scientific appliances.

Well, Seymour! the girl exclaimed at last. Here you are! What do you think of these? And, crossing to a side table, she indicated two well-worn attaché-cases in brown leather, each about sixteen inches by eight, and three inches deep.

One of them she opened, revealing a curious mechanism within, part of which was the movement of a cheap American clock. Her tall, good-looking companion, who was a skilled mechanic, examined both these innocent-looking little cases with keen interest, and then exclaimed:

Ah! I quite understand now! These are no doubt to be used in conjunction with explosives. They run for half an hour only, and then electrical contact is made into the explosive compound.

Exactly. See there, that row of tins of lubricating-oil. They are already filled with the high-explosive and in readiness.

Kennedy bent and then saw, ranged below a bench on the opposite side of the laboratory, six tins of a certain well-known thick lubricating-oil used by motorists.

There is sufficient there, dear, to blow up the whole of Barnes, she declared. Evidently this latest outrage is intended to be a serious one.

Ah! sighed Kennedy. It is a thousand pities, Ella, that your father is doing all this dastardly secret work for the enemy. Happily you, though his daughter, are taking measures to thwart his plans.

I am doing only what is my duty, dear, replied the girl in the kimono; and with your aid I hope to upset this latest plot of Ortmann and his friends.

Have you seen Ortmann lately? her lover asked.

No. He has been away somewhere in Holland — conferring with the German Secret Service, without a doubt. I heard father say yesterday, however, that he had returned to Park Lane.

Returned, in order to distribute more German money, I suppose?

Probably. He must have spent many hundreds of thousands of pounds in the German cause both before the war and after it, replied the girl.

The pair stood in the laboratory for some time examining some of the apparatus which old Drost, now sleeping below, had during that day been using for the manufacture of the explosive contained in those innocent-looking oil-cans.

Kennedy realised, by the delicacy of the apparatus, how well versed the grey-haired old Prussian was in explosives, and on again examining the attaché-cases with their mechanical contents, saw the cleverness with which the plot, whatever its object, had been conceived.

What was intended? There was no doubt a conspiracy afoot to destroy some public building, or perhaps an important bridge or railway junction.

This he pointed out to Ella, who, in reply, said:

Yes. I shall remain here and watch. I shall close up my flat, and send my maid on a holiday, so as to have excuse to remain here at home.

Right-ho! darling. You can always get at me on the telephone. You remain here and watch at this end, while I will keep an eye on Ortmann — at least, as far as my flying duties will allow me.

Thus it was arranged, and the pair, treading noiselessly, closed the door and, relocking it, crept softly down the stairs. In the dark hall Seymour took his well-beloved in his strong arms and there held her, kissing her passionately upon the brow. Then he whispered:

Good-night, my darling. Be careful that you are not detected watching.

A moment later he had slipped out of the door and was gone.

Hardly had the door closed when Ella was startled by a movement on the landing at the head of the stairs — a sound like a footstep. There was a loose board there, and it had creaked! Some one was moving.

Whos there? she asked in apprehension.

There was no reply.

Some one is up there, she cried. Who is it?

Yet again there was no response.

In the house there was the old servant and her father. Much puzzled at the noise, which she had heard quite distinctly, she crept back up the dark stairs and, finding no one, softly entered her fathers room, to discover him asleep and breathing heavily. Then she ascended to the servants room, but old Mrs Pennington was asleep.

When she regained her own cosy room, which was, as always, in readiness for her, even though she now usually lived in the flat in Stamfordham Mansions, over in Kensington, she stood before the long mirror and realised how pale she was.

That movement in the darkness had unnerved her. Some person had most certainly trodden upon that loose board, which she and her lover had been so careful to avoid.

I wonder! she whispered to herself. Can there have been somebody watching us?

If that were so, then her father and the chief of spies, the man Ortmann, would be on their guard. So, in order to satisfy herself, she took her electric torch and made a complete examination of the house, until she came to the small back sitting-room on the ground floor. There she found the blind drawn up and the window open.

The discovery startled her. The person, whoever it could have been, must have slipped past her in the darkness and, descending the stairs, escaped by the way that entrance had been gained.

Was it a burglar? Was it some one desirous of knowing the secrets of that upstairs laboratory? Or was it some person set to watch her movements?

She switched on the electric light, which revealed that the room was a small one, with well-filled bookshelves and a roll-top writing-table set against the open window.

Upon the carpet something glistened, and, stooping, she picked it up. It was a womans curb chain-bracelet, the thin safety-chain of which was broken.

Could the intruder have been a woman? Had the bracelet fallen from her wrist in her hurried flight? Or had it fallen from the pocket of a burglar who had secured it with some booty from a house in the vicinity?

Ella looked out into the small garden, but the intruder had vanished. Therefore she closed the window, to find that the catch had been broken by the mysterious visitor, and then returned again to her room, where she once more examined the bracelet beneath the light.

It may give us some clue, she remarked to herself. Yet it is of very ordinary pattern, and bears no mark of identification.

Next day, without telling her father of her midnight discovery, she met Seymour Kennedy by appointment at the theatre, showed him what she had found, and related the whole story.

Strange! he exclaimed. Extraordinary! It must have been a burglar!

Or a woman?

But why should a woman break into your house?

In order to watch me. Perhaps Ortmann or my father may have suspicions, replied the actress, arranging her hair before the big mirror.

I hope not, Ella. They are both the most daring and the most unscrupulous men in London.

And it is for us to outwit them in secret, dear, she replied, turning to him with a smile of sweet affection.

In the days that followed, the mystery of the intruder became further increased by Ella making another discovery. In the garden, upon a thorn-bush against the wall, Mrs Pennington found a large piece of cream silk which had apparently formed part of the sleeve of a womans blouse. She brought it to Ella, saying:

Ive found this in the garden, miss. It looks as if some lady got entangled in the bush, and left part of er blouse behind — dont it? I wonder whos been in our garden?

Ella took it and, expressing little surprise, suggested that it might have been blown into the bush by the wind.

It, however, at once confirmed her suspicion that the midnight visitor had been a woman.

While Ella sang and danced nightly at the theatre, and afterwards drove home to Castelnau, to that house where upstairs was stored all that high-explosive, Seymour Kennedy maintained a watchful vigilance upon Ernst von Ortmann, the chief of enemy spies, and kept that unceasing watch over him, not only at the house at Wandsworth, but also at the magnificent mansion in Park Lane.

To von Ortmanns frequent dinner-parties in the West End came the crafty and grave-faced old Drost, who there met other men of mysterious antecedents, adventurers who posed as Swiss, American, or Dutch, for that house was the headquarters of enemy activity in Great Britain, and from it extended many extraordinary and unexpected ramifications.

That some great and desperate outrage was intended in the near future Kennedy was confident, as all the apparatus was ready. But of Drosts intentions he could discover nothing, neither could Ella.

One cold night, while loitering in the darkness beside the railings of the Park, Kennedy saw Ortmann emerge from the big portico of his house and walk to Hyde Park Corner, where he hailed a taxi and drove down Grosvenor Gardens. Within a few moments Kennedy was in another taxi closely following.

They crossed Westminster Bridge and turned to the right, in the direction of Vauxhall. Then, on arriving at Clapham Junction station, Kennedy, discerning Ortmanns destination to be the house in Park Road, Wandsworth Common, where at times he lived as the humble Mr Horton, the retired tradesman, he dismissed his taxi and walked the remainder of the distance.

When he arrived before the house, he saw a light in Hortons room, and hardly had he halted opposite ere the figure of a man in a black overcoat and soft felt hat came along and ascended the steps to the door.

It was the so-called Dutch pastor, Theodore Drost.

The latter had not been admitted more than five minutes when another visitor, a short, thick-set bearded man, having the appearance of a workman, probably an engineer, passed by, hesitated, looked at the house inquiringly, and then went up the steps and rang the bell.

He also quickly gained admission, and therefore it seemed plain that a conference was being held there that night.

The bearded man was a complete stranger, hence Kennedy resolved to follow him when he reappeared, and try to establish his identity. Being known to Drost and Ortmann, it was always both difficult and dangerous for him to follow either too closely. But with a stranger it was different.

Before twenty-four hours had passed, the Flight-Commander had ascertained a number of interesting facts. The bearded man was known as Arthur Cole, and was an electrician employed at one of the County Council power-stations. He lived in Tenison Street, close to Waterloo Station, and was a widower.

Next day, on making further inquiry of shops in the vicinity, a woman who kept a newspaper-shop exclaimed:

I may be mistaken, sir, but I dont believe much in that there Mr Cole.

Why? asked Kennedy quickly.

Well, es lived ere some years, you know, and before the war I used to order for im a German newspaper — the Berliner-Something.

The Berliner-Tageblatt it was, I expect.

Yes. Thats the paper, sir, said the woman. E used to be very fond of it, till I couldnt get it any more.

Then he may be German?

The woman bent over the narrow counter of her small establishment and whispered:

Im quite certain e is, sir.

That night Seymour saw his well-beloved in the theatre between the acts, and told her the result of his inquiries. Then he returned to his vigil and watched the dingy house in Tenison Street, one of those drab London streets in which the sun never seems to shine.

For three nights Kennedy remained upon constant vigil. On the fourth night, just as Ella was throwing off her stage dress at the conclusion of the show, she received a telegram which said: Gone north. Return soon. Wait.

It was unsigned, but she knew its sender.

Four days she waited in eager expectation of receiving news. On the fifth night, just before she left for the theatre, Ortmann arrived to visit her father. She greeted him merrily, but quickly escaped from that detestable atmosphere of conspiracy, at the same time remembering that mysterious female intruder.

Who could she have been?

In the meantime Seymour Kennedy, who had obtained a few days leave, had been living at the Central Hotel in that busy Lancashire town which must here be known as G — . To that town he had followed the man Cole and had constantly watched his movements. Cole had taken up his quarters at a modest temperance hotel quite close to the Central, which was the big railway terminus, and had been daily active, and had made several journeys to places in the immediate manufacturing outskirts of G — .

At last he packed his modest Gladstone bag and returned to London, Kennedy, in an old tweed suit, travelling by the same train.

On their arrival Kennedy took a taxi direct from Euston to the theatre.

When Ella had sent her dresser out of the room upon an errand, he hurriedly related what had occurred.

The man Cole had, he explained, met in G — a thin-faced, dark-haired young woman, apparently of his own social standing, a young woman of the working-class, who wore a brass war-badge in the shape of a triangle. The pair had been in each others company constantly, and had been twice out to a manufacturing centre about six miles away, a place known as Rivertown.

Briefly he related what he had observed and what he had discovered. Then he went out while she dressed, eventually driving with her to a snug little restaurant off Oxford Street, where they supped together.

Do you know, Ella, he asked in a low voice, as they sat in a corner, now that weve established the fact that the man Cole has visited your father, and also that he is undoubtedly implicated in the forthcoming plot, can it be that this young woman whom he met in G — is the same who entered your fathers house on the night of my visit there?

I wonder! she exclaimed. Why should she go there?

Out of curiosity, perhaps. Who knows? Shes evidently on friendly terms with this electrician. Cole, who, if my information is correct, is no Englishman at all — but a German!

Ella reflected deeply. Then she answered:

Perhaps both the man and woman came there for the purpose either of robbery — or—

No. They were probably suspicious of your fathers manner, and came to examine the house.

But if they did not trust my father surely they would not be in active association with him, as you say they are, the girl argued.

True. But they might, nevertheless, have had their curiosity aroused.

And by so doing they may have seen us, she declared apprehensively. I hope not.

And even if they did, they surely would not recognise us again, he exclaimed. But, he added, no time must be lost. You must take another brief holiday from the theatre, and see what we can do.

Very well, was the dancers reply. Ill see Mr Pettigrew to-morrow, and get a rest. It will give my understudy a chance.

Over a fortnight went by.

It was half-past five oclock on a cold January evening when a trainful of merry-faced girl munition workers stood at the Central Station at G — ready to start out to Rivertown to work on the night shift in those huge roaring factories where the big shells were being made.

Each girl wore a serviceable raincoat and close-fitting little hat, each carried a small leather attaché-case with her comb, mirror, and other little feminine toilet requisites, and each wore upon her blouse the brass triangle which denoted that she was a worker on munitions.

Peering out from the window of one of those dingy third-class compartments was a young girl in a rather faded felt hat and a cheap navy-blue coat, while upon the platform, apparently taking notice of nobody, stood a tallish young man in a brown overcoat. The munition-girl was Ella Drost, and the man her lover, Seymour Kennedy.

As the train at last moved out across the long bridge over the river, the pair exchanged glances, and then Ella, with her brass triangle on her blouse, sat back in the crowded carriage in thought, her little attaché-case upon her knees, listening to the merry chat of her fellow-workers.

Arrived at the station, she followed the crowd of workers to the huge newly-erected factory close by, a great hive of industry where, through night and day, Sunday and weekday, over eight thousand women made big shells for the guns at the front.

At the entrance-gate each girl passed singly beneath the keen eyes of door-keepers and detectives, for no intruder was allowed within, it being as difficult for strangers to gain admission there as to enter the presence of the Prime Minister at Downing Street.

The shifts were changing, and the day-workers were going off. Hence there was considerable bustle, and many of those lathes drilling and turning the great steel projectiles were, for the moment, still.

Presently the night-workers began to troop in, each in her pale-brown overall with a Dutch cap, around the edge of which was either a red or blue band denoting the status of the worker, while the forewomen were distinctive in their dark-blue overalls.

Some of the girls had exchanged their skirts for brown linen trousers. Those were the girls working the travelling cranes which, moving up and down the whole length of the factory, carried the shells from one lathe to another as they passed through the many processes between drilling and varnishing. Ella was among these latter, and certainly nobody who met her in her Dutch cap with its blue band, her linen overall jacket with its waistband, and her trousers, stained in places with oil, would have ever recognised her as the star of London revue.

Lithely she mounted the straight steep iron ladder up to her lofty perch on the crane, and, seating herself, she touched the switch and began to move along the elevated rails over the heads of the busy workers below.

The transfer of a shell from one lathe to another was accomplished with marvellous ease and swiftness. A girl below her lifted her hand as signal, whereupon Ella advanced over her, and let down a huge pair of steel grips which the lathe-worker placed upon the shell, at the same time releasing it from the lathe. Again she raised her hand, and the shell was lifted a few yards above her head and lowered to the next machine, where the worker there placed it in position, and then released it to undergo its next phase of manufacture.

Such was Ellas work. In the fortnight she had been there she had become quite expert in the transfer of the huge shells, and, further, she had become much interested in her new life and its unusual surroundings In that great place the motive force of all was electricity. All those whirring lathes, drills, hammers, saws, cutting and polishing machines, cranes, everything in that factory, as well as the two other great factories in the near vicinity, were driven from the great electrical power-station close by.

Now and then, as the night hours passed, though within all was bright and busy as day, Ella would give a glance at the woman working the crane opposite hers, a thin-faced, dark-haired young woman, who was none other than the mysterious friend of the man Cole, and whom she held in great suspicion.

While Ella worked within the factory in order to keep a watchful eye, Seymour Kennedy watched with equal shrewdness outside.

The days went past, but nothing suspicious occurred until one night Cole, who was again living at the temperance hotel, joined the munition-workers train, being followed by Ella, who found that he had been engaged as an electrician in the power-house.

Next day he met the thin-faced young woman, who was known to her fellow-workers as Kate Dexter, and they spent several hours together, at lunch and afterwards at a picture-house. But, friends as they were, when they left the Central Station they took care never to travel in the same carriage. So, to their fellow-workers, they were strangers.

One afternoon, at half-past two, Kennedy, who was at the Central Hotel, called at Ellas lodgings and explained how he had seen her father walking in the street with Cole.

I afterwards followed them, he added, and eventually found that your father is at the Grand Hotel.

Then mischief is certainly intended, declared the girl, her cheeks turning pale.

No doubt. They mean to execute the plot without any further delay. Thats my opinion. It will require all our watchfulness and resource if we are to be successful.

Why not warn the police? suggested the girl.

And, by doing so, you would most certainly send your father to a long term of penal servitude, was her lovers reply. No. We must prevent it, and for your own sake allow your father a loophole for escape, though he certainly deserves none.

Ella had once travelled in the same train as the woman Dexter, but the latter had not recognised her; nevertheless, from inquiries Kennedy had made in London, it seemed that a month before the woman had been living in London, and was a close friend of Coles. She had only recently gone north to work on munitions, and had, like Ella, been instructed in the working of the electrical cranes.

For three days Theodore Drost remained at the Grand Hotel, where he had several interviews with the electrician Cole, and while Ella kept out of the way by day and went to the works at night, her lover very cleverly managed to maintain a strict watch.

More than once Ella had contrived to pass the door of the great power-station with its humming dynamos which gave movement to that huge mass of machinery in the three factories turning out munitions, and had seen the man Cole in his blue dungarees busily oiling the machinery.

Once she had watched him using thick machine-oil from cans exactly similar to those she had seen stored beneath the table in her fathers laboratory.

Night after night Ella, working there aloft in her crane, waited and wondered. Indeed, she never knew from hour to hour whether the carefully laid plans of the conspirators might not result in some disastrous explosion, in which she herself might be a victim.

But Kennedy reassured her that he was keeping an ever-watchful vigil, and she trusted him implicitly. As a matter of fact, one of the London detectives watching the place was a friend of his, and, without telling him the exact object of his visit, he was able to gain entrance to the works.

Naturally the detective became curious, but Kennedy, who usually wore an old tweed suit and a seedy cap, promised to reveal all to him afterwards.

About half-past one, on a wet morning, Ella had just stopped her crane when, at the entrance end of the building, she caught a glimpse of some one beckoning to her. It was her well-beloved. In a few moments she had clambered down, and, hurrying through the factory, joined him outside.

Did you travel with that woman Dexter to-night? he inquired eagerly in a low whisper as they stood in the darkness.

Yes.

Did she carry her attaché-case?

Yes. She always does.

She did not have it when she went home yesterday morning, for she left it here — the case which your father prepared, he said. She brought the second of the cases with her to-night.

Then both are here! exclaimed Ella in excitement.

Both are now in the power-house. I saw her hand over the second one to Cole only a quarter of an hour ago. Let us watch.

Then the pair crept on beneath the dark shadows through the rain to the great square building of red-brick which, constructed six months before, contained some of the finest and most up-to-date electrical plant in all the world.

At last they gained the door, which stood slightly ajar. The other mechanics were all away in the canteen having their early morning meal, and the man Cole, outwardly an honest-looking workman, remained there in charge.

Together they watched the mans movements.

Presently he came to the door, opened it, and looked eagerly out. In the meantime, however, Kennedy and his companion had slipped round the corner, and were therefore out of view. Then, returning within, Cole went to a cupboard, and as they watched from their previous point of vantage they saw him unlock it, displaying the two little leather attaché-cases within.

Close to the huge main dynamo in the centre of the building there stood on the concrete floor six cans of lubricating-oil which, it was proved afterwards, were usually kept at that spot, and therefore were in no way conspicuous.

Swiftly the man Cole drew a coil of fine wire from the cupboard, the ends being joined to the two attaché-cases — so that if the mechanism of one failed, the other would act — and with quick, nimble fingers he joined the wire to that already attached to the six inoffensive-looking cans of oil.

The preparations did not occupy more than a minute. Then, seizing a can of petrol, he placed it beside the cans of high-explosive, in order to add fire to the explosion.

Afterwards, with a final look at the wires, and putting his head into the cupboard, where he listened to make certain that the clockwork mechanism was in motion, he glanced at the big clock above. Then, in fear lest he should be caught there, he ran wildly out into the darkness ere they were aware of his intention.

Quick! shouted Kennedy. Rush and break those wires, Ella! Ill watch him!

Without a seconds hesitation, the girl dashed into the power-house and frantically tore the wires from the cupboard and from the fastenings to the deadly attaché-cases, and — as it was afterwards proved — only just in time to save herself, the building, and its mass of machinery from total destruction.

Meanwhile, Kennedy had overtaken the man Cole, and closed desperately with him, both of them rolling into the mud.

Just as Ella was running towards them a pistol-shot rang out.

The fellow had drawn a revolver and in desperation had tried to shoot his captor, but instead, in Kennedys strong grip, his hand was turned towards himself, and the bullet had struck his own face, entering his brain.

In a few seconds the man Cole lay there dead.

Was it any wonder that the Press made no mention of the affair?


The Silent Death.
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IN THE YELLOW sunshine of a bright and cloudless autumn afternoon, Ella Drost descended from her motor-cycle at a remote spot where four roads crossed at a place called Pittsgate, about a mile and a half out from Goudhurst, in Kent, having travelled from London by way of Tunbridge Wells.

In leather cap, leggings, mackintosh, and leather belt she presented a charming type of the healthy English sports-girl. Indeed, in that very garb one could buy picture postcards of her all over the kingdom, those who purchased them little dreaming that Stella Steele, who had for so many nights been applauded by the khaki crowds in the theatre, where she merrily danced in the revue Half a Moment! was the daughter of old Theodore Drost, the sworn enemy of Great Britain, the man who had for so long succeeded in misleading the alien authorities into the belief that he was a pious pastor of the Dutch Church.

Certainly the man who posed as an ex-missionary from Sumatra, and who wore the shabby, broad-brimmed clerical hat and horn-rimmed glasses, had never once been suspected of treasonable acts, save by his daughter Ella and Seymour Kennedy.

It was to meet Kennedy that Ella had motored down from London that day. The roads were rather bad, and both machine and rider were splashed with mud. Yet for that she cared nothing. Her mind was too full of the investigations upon which they were engaged.

She took out a large scale map, unfolded it, and studied it carefully, apparently tracing a route with her finger. Then glancing at her wristlet-watch, she looked eagerly down the long, straight road upon her left — the road which led up from Eastbourne, through Mayfield and Wadhurst.

Nobody was in sight, therefore she consoled herself with a cigarette which she took from her case, and again studied her map until, at last, she suddenly heard the pop-pop-pop of a motor-cycle approaching and saw Seymour, his body bent over the handles, coming up the hill at a rattling pace.

In a few minutes he had pulled up, and, taking her in his arms, kissed her fondly, expressing regret if he were late.

Eastbourne is further off than I expected, darling, he added. Well? he asked eagerly.

Nothing particular has happened since we parted on Thursday, replied the girl. Father has been several times to see Mr Horton in Wandsworth, and last night dined with Mr Harberton in Park Lane.

Ah! What would the public think if they knew that Count Ernst von Ortmann, who pulls the fingers of the Hidden Hand in our midst, Henry Harberton of Park Lane, and Mr Horton of Wandsworth, were one and the same person, eh? exclaimed the man, who, though not in uniform, revealed his profession by his bearing.

One day it will be known, dear, said the girl. And then there will be an end to my father. The Count will believe that my father has betrayed him.

Why do you anticipate that?

Because only the night before last, when Ortmann called, I overheard him remark to my father that he was the only person who knew his secret, and warning him against any indiscretion, and of the fate which Germany would most certainly meet out to him if any contretemps occurred.

Yes, remarked the air-pilot reflectively. I suppose that if the authorities really did arrest the inoffensive and popular Mr Harberton, the latter would, no doubt, revenge himself most bitterly upon your father.

Of that Im perfectly certain, dear. Often I am tempted to relinquish my efforts to combat the evil they try to work against England, and yet the English are my own people — and also yours.

Youre a thorough brick, Ella. Theres not a girl in all the kingdom who has run greater risks than your dear self, or been more devoted to the British cause. Why, a dozen times youve walked fearlessly into danger, when you might have been blown to atoms by their infernal bombs.

No, no, she laughed. Dont discuss it here. Ive only done what any other girl in my place would have done. Come, she added. Lets get on and carry out the plan we arranged.

Right-ho! he replied. Thats the road, he added, pointing straight before him. According to the map, theres a wood a little way up, where the road forks. We take the left road, skirt another wood past a farm called Danemore, then over a brook, and its the first house we come to on the right — with another wood close behind it.

Very well, answered the girl. Youll have a breakdown close to the house — eh?

Thats the arrangement, he laughed, and next minute he was running beside his machine, and was soon away, followed by his mud-bespattered well-beloved.

Off they both sped, first down a steep slope, and then gradually mounting through a thick wood where the brown leaves were floating down upon the chilly wind. They passed the farm Kennedy had indicated, crossed the brook by a bumpy, moss-grown bridge, and suddenly the man threw up his hand as a signal that he was pulling-up, and, slowing down, alighted, while his engine gave forth a report like a pistol-shot.

Ella, too, dismounted, and saw they were before a good-sized, well-kept farmhouse, which stood a short distance back from the road, surrounded by long red-brick outbuildings.

The report had brought out an old farm-hand — a white-bearded old fellow, who was scanning them inquisitively.

Both Ella and her lover were engaged in intently examining the latters machine, looking very grave, and exchanging exclamations of despair. Kennedy opened a bag of tools and, with a cigarette in his mouth, commenced an imaginary repair, with one eye upon the adjacent house. This lasted for about a quarter-of-an-hour. In the meantime a woman, evidently the farmers wife, had come out to view the strangers, and had returned indoors.

I think its now about time we might go in, the air-pilot whispered to his companion, whereupon both of them entered the gate and passed up the rutty drive to the house.

I wonder if you could lend me a heavy hammer? asked the motor-cyclist in distress of the pleasant, middle-aged woman who opened the door.

Why, certainly, sir. Would the coal-hammer do? she asked.

Fine! was the mans reply. Im so sorry to trouble you, but Ive broken down, and Im on my way to London.

Im very sorry, sir, exclaimed the woman, who fetched a heavy hammer from her kitchen. Would the young lady care to come in and wait?

Oh, thanks. Its awfully good of you, said Ella. The fact is I am a little fagged, and if I may sit down I shall be so grateful.

Certainly, miss. Just come in both of you for a moment, and she led the way into a homely well-furnished room with a great open hearth where big logs were burning with a pleasant smell of smouldering beech.

What a comfortable room you have here! Kennedy remarked, looking at the thick Turkey carpet upon the floor, and the carved writing-table in the window.

Yes, sir. This is a model dairy-farm. It belongs to Mr Anderson-James, who lives in Tunbridge Wells, and who comes here for week-ends sometimes, and for the shooting. I expect him here to-night. My husband farms for him, and I look after the place as housekeeper.

A model farm! exclaimed Ella. Oh! Id so much like to see it. I wonder if your husband would allow me?

Hed be most delighted, miss.

Stevenson is my name, and this is my friend Mr Kershaw, Ella said, introducing herself.

My name is Dennis, replied the comely farmers wife with a pleasant smile. This is called Furze Down Farm, and Mr Anderson-James is a solicitor in Tunbridge Wells. So now you know all about us, and the woman, in her big white apron, laughed merrily.

Kennedy and the girl exchanged glances.

Well, he said, Ill go out and try to put the machine right. It wont take very long, I hope. If I cant — well, we must go back by train. Wheres the nearest station, Mrs Dennis?

Well — Paddock Wood is about two miles, was her reply. If you cant get your motor right my husband will put it into a cart and drive you over there. Its the direct line to London.

Thanks so much, he said, and went out, leaving Ella to rest in the cosy, well-furnished room which the solicitor from Tunbridge Wells occupied occasionally through the week-ends.

Mr Anderson-James keeps this place as a hobby. Hes retired from practice, the woman went on, and he likes to come here for fresh air. When youve rested Ill show you round the houses — if youre interested in a dairy-farm.

Im most interested, declared the girl. I dont want to rest. Id rather see the farm, if it is quite convenient to you to show it to me.

Oh, quite, miss, was the womans prompt response. She came from Devonshire, as Ella had quickly detected, and was an artist in butter-making, the use of the mechanical-separator, and the management of poultry.

The pair went out at once and, passing by clean asphalt paths, went to the range of model cowhouses, each scrupulously clean and well-kept. Then to the piggeries, the great poultry farm away in the meadows, and, lastly, into the white-tiled dairy itself, where four maids in white smocks and caps were busy with butter, milk, and cream.

Ranged along one side of the great dairy were about thirty galvanised-iron chums of milk, ready for transport, and Ella, noting them, asked their destination.

Oh! They go each night to the training-camp at B — . They go out in two lots, one at midnight, and one at two oclock in the morning.

Oh, so you supply the camp with milk, do you?

Yes. Before the war all our milk went up to London Bridge by train each night, but now we supply the two camps. There are fifty thousand men in training there, they say. Isnt it splendid! added the woman, the fire of patriotism in her eyes. Theres no lack of pluck in the dear old country.

No, Mrs Dennis. All of us are trying to do our bit, Ella said. Does the Army Service Corps fetch the milk?

No, miss. They used to, but for nearly six weeks weve sent it in waggons ourselves. The camp at B — is ten miles from here, so it comes rather hard on the horses. It used to go in motor-lorries. Old Thomas, the man bending down over there, and she pointed across the farm-yard, he drives the waggon out at twelve, and Jim Jennings — who only comes of an evening — does the late delivery.

But the road is rather difficult from here to the camp, isnt it? asked the girl, as though endeavouring to recollect.

Yes. Thats just it. They have to go right round by Shipborne to avoid the steep hill.

Five minutes later they were in the comfortable farm-house again, and, after a further chat, Ella went forth to see how her companion was progressing.

The repair had been concluded — thanks to the coal-hammer! Ella took it back, thanked the affable Mrs Dennis, and, five minutes later, the pair were on their way to London, perfectly satisfied with the result of their investigations.

On that same evening, while Kennedy and Ella were having a light dinner together at the Piccadilly Grill before she went to the theatre, the elusive Ortmann called upon old Theodore Drost at the dark house at Castelnau, on the Surrey side of Hammersmith Bridge. He came in a taxi, and accompanying him was a grey-haired, tall, and rather lean man, who carried a heavy deal box with leather handle.

Drost welcomed them, and all three ascended at once to that long attic, the secret workshop of the maker of bombs. The man who posed as a pious Dutch missionary switched on the light, disclosing upon the table a number of small globes of thin glass which, at first, looked like electric light bulbs. They, however, had no metal base, the glass being narrowed at the end into a small open tube. Thus the air had not been exhausted.

This is our friend, Doctor Meins, exclaimed Ortmann, introducing his companion, who, a few minutes later, unlocked the box and brought out a large brass microscope of the latest pattern, which he screwed together and set up at the further end of the table.

Meanwhile from another table at the end of the long apartment old Drost, with a smile of satisfaction upon his face, carried over very carefully a wooden stand in which stood a number of small sealed glass tubes, most of which contained what looked like colourless gelatine.

We want to be quite certain that the cultures are sufficiently virulent, remarked Ortmann. That is why I have brought Professor Meins, who, as you know, is one of our most prominent bacteriologists, though he is, of course, naturalised as a good Englishman, and is in general practice in Hampstead under an English name.

The German professor, smiling, took up one of the hermetically sealed tubes, broke it, and from it quickly prepared a glass microscope-slide, not, however, before all three had put on rubber gloves and assumed what looked very much like gas-helmets, giving the three conspirators a most weird appearance. Then, while the Professor was engaged in focussing his microscope, Drost, his voice suddenly muffled behind the goggle-eyed mask, exhibited to Ortmann one of the glass bombs already prepared for use.

It was about the size of a fifty-candle-power electric bulb, and its tube having been closed by melting the glass, it appeared filled with a pale-yellow vapour.

That dropped anywhere in a town would infect an enormous area, Drost explained. The glass is so thin that it would pulverise by the small and almost noiseless force with which it would explode.

It could be dropped by hand — eh? asked Ortmann. And nobody would be the wiser.

No, if dropped by hand it would, no doubt, infect the person who dropped it. The best way will be to drop it from a car.

At night?

No. In daylight — in a crowded street. It would then be more efficacious — death resulting within five days to everyone infected.

Terrible! exclaimed the Kaisers secret agent — the man of treble personality.

Yes. But it is according to instructions. See here! and he took up what appeared to be a small bag of indiarubber — like a childs air-ball that had been deflated. This acts exactly the same when filled, only the case is soluble. One minute after touching water or, indeed, any liquid, it dissolves, and thus releases the germs!

Gott! gasped Ortmann. You are, indeed, a dealer in bottled death, my dear Theodore. Truly, youve been inventing some appalling things for our dear friends here — eh?

The man with the scraggy beard, who was a skilled German scientist, though he posed as a Dutch pastor, smiled evilly, while at that moment the man Meins, who had his eye upon the microscope, beckoned both of them forward to look.

Ortmann obeyed, and placing his eye upon the tiny lens, saw in the brightly reflected light colonies of the most deadly bacilli yet discovered by German science — the germs of a certain hitherto unknown disease, against which there was no known remedy. The fifth day after infection of the human system death inevitably resulted.

All quite healthy! declared the great bacteriologist from behind his mask. What would our friends think if they knew the means by which they came into this country — eh?

Drost laughed, and, crossing to a cupboard, took out a fine Ribston-pippin apple. This he cut through with his pen-knife, revealing inside, where the core had been removed, one of the tiny tubes secreted.

They came like this from our friends in a certain neutral country, he laughed.

From tube after tube Meins took and examined specimens, finding all the cultures virulent except one, which he placed aside.

Then, turning to Drost, he gave his opinion that their condition was excellent.

But be careful — most scrupulously careful of yourself, and of whoever lives here with you — your family and servants. The bacteria are so easily carried in the air, now that we have opened the tubes.

Never fear, replied the muffled voice of Ellas father. I shall be extremely careful. But what is your opinion regarding this? he added, showing the professor one of the tiny bags of the soluble substance.

Meins examined it closely. Obtaining permission, he cut out a tiny piece with scissors and placed it beneath his powerful microscope.

Presently he pronounced it excellent.

I see that it is impervious. If it is soluble, as you say, then you certainly need have no fear of failure, he said, with a benign smile. Then he set to work to reseal the tubes he had opened, while Drost, with a kind of syringe, sprayed the room with some powerful germ-destroyer.

Ten minutes later the pair had descended the stairs, while old Drost had switched off the light and locked the door of the secret laboratory wherein reposed the germs of a terrible disease known only to the enemies of Great Britain — a fatal malady which Germany intended to sow broadcast over the length and breadth of our land.

For an hour they all three sat discussing the diabolical plot which would disseminate death over a great area of the United Kingdom, for Germany had many friends prepared to sacrifice their own lives for the Fatherland, and it was intended that those glass and rubber bombs should be dropped in all quarters to produce an epidemic of disease such as the world had never before experienced.

Old Theodore Drost, installed in his comfortable dining-room again, opened a long bottle of Berncastler Doctor — a genuine bottle, be it said, for few who have sipped the Doctor wine of late have taken the genuine wine, so many fabrications did Germany make for us before the war.

But I warn you to be excessively careful, the professor said to Drost. Your daughter comes here sometimes, does she not? Do be careful of her. Place powerful disinfectants here — all over the house — in every room, he urged; although I have plugged the tubes with cotton wool properly treated to prevent the escape of the infection into the air, yet one never knows.

Ella is not often here, her father replied. She is still playing in Half a Moment!; besides, she is rehearsing a new revue. So she, happily, has no time to come and see me.

But, for your own safety, and your servants, do be careful, Meins urged. To tell you the honest truth, I almost fear to remove my mask — even now.

But theres surely no danger down here? asked Drost eagerly.

There is always danger with such a terribly infectious malady. It is fifty times more fatal than double pneumonia. It attacks the lungs so rapidly that no remedy has any chance. Professor Steinwitz, of Stettin, discovered it.

And is there no remedy?

None whatsoever. Its course is rapid — a poisoning of the whole pulmonary system, and its even more contagious than small-pox.

Then they removed their masks and drank to The Day in their German wine.

Six nights later Stella Steele had feigned illness — a strain while on her motor-cycle, and her understudy was taking her part in Half a Moment! much to the disappointment of the men in khaki, who had seated themselves in the stalls to applaud her. Among the men on leave many had had her portrait upon a postcard — together with a programme in three-colour print — in their dug-outs in Flanders, for Stella Steele was the rage in the Army, and among the subalterns any who had ever met her, or who had known her people, were at once objects of interest.

In the darkness on a road with trees on either side — the road which runs from Tonbridge to Shipborne, and passes between Deene Park and Frith Wood — stood Kennedy and Ella. They had ridden down from London earlier in the evening and placed their motorcycles inside a gate which led into the forest on the left side of the road.

They waited in silence, their ears strained, but neither uttered a word. Kennedy had showed his well-beloved the time. It was half-past one in the morning.

Of a sudden, a motor-car came up the hill, a closed car, which passed them swiftly, and then, about a quarter-of-a-mile further on, came to a halt. Presently they heard footsteps in the darkness and in their direction there walked three men. The moon was shining fitfully through the clouds, therefore they were just able to distinguish them. The trio were whispering, and two of them were carrying good-sized kit-bags.

They came to the gate where, inside, Ella and Kennedy had hidden their cycles, and there halted.

That they were smoking Kennedy and his companion knew by the slight odour of tobacco that reached them. For a full quarter-of-an-hour they remained there, chatting in low whispers.

I wonder who they are? asked Ella, bending to her lovers ear.

Who knows? replied the air-pilot. At any rate, well have a good view from here. You were not mistaken as to the spot?

No. I heard it discussed last night, was the girls reply.

Then, a moment later, there was a low sound of wheels and horses hoofs climbing the hill from the open common into that stretch of road darkened by the overhanging trees. Ella peered forth and saw a dim oil lamp approaching, while the jingling of the harness sounded plain as the horses strained at their traces.

Onward they came, until when close to the gate where the three men lay in waiting, one of the latter flashed a bright light into the face of the old man who was driving the waggon, and shouted:

Stop! Stop!

The driver pulled up in surprise, dazzled by the light, but the next second another man had flung into his face a mixture of cayenne pepper and chemicals by which, in an instant, he had become blinded and stupefied, falling back into his seat inert and helpless.

Then Ella and Kennedy, creeping up unnoticed by the three in their excitement, saw that they had mounted into the waggon, which was loaded with milk-churns — the waggon driven nightly from Furze Down Farm to the great camp at B — , carrying the milk for the morning.

Upon these chums the three set swiftly to work, opening each, dropping in one of those soluble bombs, and closing them. The bombs they took from the two kit-bags they had carried from the car.

They were engaged in carrying out one of the most dastardly plots ever conceived by Drost and his friends — infecting the milk supply of the great training-camp!

Kennedy was itching to get at them and prevent them, but he saw that, by knowledge gained, he would be in a position to act more effectively than if he suddenly alarmed them. Therefore the pair stood by until they had finished their hideous work of filling each chum with the most deadly and infectious malady known to medical science.

Presently, when they had finished, the old driver, still insensible, was lifted from his seat, carried into the wood, and there left, while one of the conspirators — who they could now see was dressed as a farm-hand, and would no doubt pose as a new labourer from Furze Down — took his place and drove on as though nothing had happened, leaving the other two to make their way back to the car.

When the red rear-light of the waggon was receding, Kennedy and Ella followed it, for it did not proceed at much more than walking pace.

They walked along in silence till they saw the two men re-enter the car, leaving their companion to deliver the milk at the camp. Evidently a fourth man had been waiting in the car for, as soon as they were in, the man who drove turned the car, which went back in the direction it had come, evidently intending to meet the second waggon, which was due to come up an hour afterwards. No doubt the same programme would be repeated, and the fourth man would drive the second car to the adjacent camp.

As soon, however, as the car had got clear away, Kennedy and his well-beloved ran to their motorcycles, mounted them, and in a short time had passed in front of the milk-waggon ere it could get down into Shipborne village.

Putting their motors against a fence, they waited until the waggon came up, when Kennedy stepped into the road, and flashing an electric lamp on to the drivers face, at the same time fired a revolver point-blank at him.

This gave the fellow such a sudden and unexpected scare that he leaped down from the waggon and, next moment, had disappeared into the darkness, while Ella rushed to the horses heads and stopped them.

Thats all right! laughed Kennedy. Have you got your thick gloves on?

Yes, dear.

Well, be careful that not a drop of milk goes over your hands or feet. Theres lots of time to pitch it all out on the roadway.

Then climbing into the waggon the pair, by a pre-arranged plan, began to open the chums and turn their contents out of the waggon until the whole wet roadway was white with milk, which soaked into the ground and ran into the gutters and down the drains: for, fortunately, being near Shipborne, the footpaths on either side were drained, and by that any chance of infection later would, they knew, be minimised.

Each chum they turned upon its side until not a drain of milk remained within, and then, leading the horses to graze on the grass at the roadside, the pair sped swiftly back along the road in the direction the car had taken.

About five miles away they found the conspirators car upon the side of the road without any occupant. They were waiting for the second waggon.

Without ado, Kennedy mounted into it, started it, and drew it out into the middle of the road, which at that point was upon a steep gradient.

Then, taking a piece of blind-cord from his pocket, he swiftly tied up the steering-wheel and, jumping out, started the car down the hill.

Away it flew at furious speed, gathering impetus as it went. For a few moments they could hear it roaring along until, suddenly, there was a terrific crash.

Thats upset their plans, I know, he laughed to Ella.

Well go and investigate in a moment, and watch the fun.

This they did later on, finding the car turned turtle at the bottom of the hill, with three men standing around it in dismay.

Kennedy inquired what had happened, but neither would say much.

Yet, while they stood there, the second milk-laden waggon approached, passed, and went onward, its sleepy driver taking no notice of the five people at the roadside.

For half-an-hour Kennedy and Ella remained there in pretence of endeavouring to right the car, until they knew that the waggon, with its contents, was well out of harms way.

Then they remounted and returned to London, having, by their ingenious investigations and patient watching, saved the lives of thousands of Great Britains gallant boys in khaki.

Two days later Theodore Drost was taken suddenly ill with symptoms which puzzled his local doctor at Barnes. He spoke to Ortmann over the telephone, but the latter dared not risk a visit to Castelnau. Ella also heard from her father over the telephone when, that night, she returned to Stamfordham Mansions at the end of the show. She, knowing all she did, regarded a visit there as too dangerous, but rang up Kennedy at his air-station and guardedly informed him of the situation.

Five days later Theodore Drost lay dead of a malady to which the bespectacled doctor at Barnes gave a name upon his certificate, but of which he was really as ignorant as his own chauffeur.

But the curious part of the affair was that while Drost lay dead in the house, and the night before his burial, a mysterious fire broke out which gutted the place, a fact which no doubt must have been a great mystery to Ortmann and his friends.

The Metropolitan Fire Brigade still entertain very grave suspicions that it was due to an incendiary because of its fierceness; yet who, they ask themselves, could have had any evil design upon the property of the poor dead Dutch pastor?

THE END


The Crimes Club (1927)

[image: img22.jpg]

A RECORD OF SECRET INVESTIGATIONS INTO SOME AMAZING CRIMES, MOSTLY WITHHELD FROM THE PUBLIC

CONTENTS

CASE NUMBER ONE. THE GOLDEN GRASSHOPPER

CASE NUMBER TWO. THE PURPLE DEATH

CASE NUMBER THREE. THE MAN WITH THE SQUINT

CASE NUMBER FOUR. THE ROGUE OF THE RUE ROYALE

CASE NUMBER FIVE. THE CROOKED SOU

CASE NUMBER SIX. THE CLOCHE HAT

CASE NUMBER SEVEN. THE AFFAIR OF THE ORANGE

CASE NUMBER EIGHT. THE HOUSE OF EVIL

CASE NUMBER NINE. A SECRET OF THE UNDERWORLD

CASE NUMBER TEN. THE ELUSIVE CLUE

CASE NUMBER ELEVEN. THE GUINEA PIGS TAIL

CASE NUMBER TWELVE. THE GREAT THAMES MYSTERY




CASE NUMBER ONE. THE GOLDEN GRASSHOPPER
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SO THE AFFAIR as it stands is a complete enigma!

It was the Baron who spoke. The elegant, brown-bearded, rather sallow-faced Frenchman glanced around at the nine persons sitting at a large, round table in a private room with locked doors at the Café de LUnivers, an unpretentious little place, in the Rue St. Antoine, in Paris.

Upon the table were coffee and liqueurs, for the usual monthly dinner of the Crimes Club was being held, and one of its members, Monsieur Lucien Dubosq, a slim, dark-eyed, bearded, elegant man, who was Chef de la Sûreté, had just related an extraordinary story.

The others had listened intently, and the Baron had made the remark when Dubosq had finished.

The assembly was a curious one.

The membership of the club, formed for the study of the psychology of crime, was confined to ten, and that night all were present. They were Professor Ernest Lemelletier, grave, lantern-jawed, with iron-grey hair and moustache, who was the most eminent medico-legist in France, and who, it will be recollected, distinguished himself in the Landru case; Dr. Henri Plaud, an upright, sparse man of seventy with white hair and beard, who was a well-known toxicologist and Senator of Vaucluse; Maître Jean Tessier, a dark-eyed, round-faced man, who, though not yet of middle-age, had already distinguished himself as a lawyer and Deputy for the Yonne; Maurice Jacquinot, a slim, rather effeminate, fair-haired journalist, whose speciality was the investigation of crime mysteries for the great Paris newspaper Le Journal; the Baron Edouard dAntenac, a podgy, over-fed man-about-town, who had spoken; M. Gustave Delcros, a wizened little man, who had been Minister of Marine in the Briand Cabinet; a fair-haired, clean-shaven English inventor of wireless television, named Gordon Latimer; and two ladies, one a pretty, dark-haired Parisienne of twenty-two, Mademoiselle Fernande Buysse, who followed the profession of lady journalist; and a stout, rather handsome woman of forty-five, Madame Léontine Van Hecke, who acted as secretary to the club which, however, had no president — all members being equal.

The Crimes Club was a secret organization to which no outsider was ever admitted under any pretext, while its proceedings were never mentioned in the newspapers.

Besides studying crime, its unique purpose was to assist the police of France, or of any other country, to unravel the mysteries that baffled them. In certain bewildering cases the club had met with marked success, but the one which the Chief of the Paris detective police had placed before them for their consideration was, as the Baron had remarked, a complete enigma, which they began at once to discuss in detail.

Briefly put, the French police had been approached by the Swiss police at Berne for help in a mysterious case that had occurred in the Bernese Oberland, near the foot of the Jungfrau. A young clerk named Frank MacBean, engaged in the Bank of Scotland in Edinburgh, had gone to Switzerland for his summer holiday and had stayed at Interlaken, where his fiancée, a Swiss girl, Mariette Raeber, lived. Naturally, they went for excursions together up to Grindelwald, along by the lakes to Brienz, Thun, and other places, when one day they went off together by train up the dark, magnificent valley to Lauterbrunnen. There they changed trains, and ascended to the Jungfrau, where they spent the day. According to the Swiss girls story, when they descended again in the evening to take the train back to Interlaken, he left her in the train at Scheidegg to go and take a photograph, saying that he would return in a few moments.

She waited until, without warning, the train went off. She tried to get out, but dare not jump, so she was taken down to Lauterbrunnen. There she awaited her fiancé until the last train; but he did not arrive. So she returned to Interlaken alone. She never saw him again, for he vanished, and every effort to trace him had failed.

What about the books at the bank? asked the lawyer Tessier.

Examination has been made, and all accounts are in order, replied the Chief of Police. He was known to have upon him only two fifty-franc Swiss notes, a few centimes, and a gold signet-ring. That was all. His camera was found in a wood near the road, about a mile down the Lütschine, a broad and swift mountain torrent.

Deep? asked the shrewd journalist, Jacquinot, greatly interested.

No; shallow, but very swift. It runs over small boulders — glacier water from the Eiger Mountain, was Dubosqs reply.

A discussion followed, in which each of the ten gave his or her opinion, the general feeling being that the young man, having grown tired of the girl, had simply disappeared. The police of Europe daily receive hundreds of reports of friends who have disappeared, but in most cases the effacement is intentional, husbands leaving wives, and vice versa.

The Barons views differed from those of the others.

If the pair were in love with each other, why should the young fellow disappear? he queried. It might be accident, or foul play. I suspect the latter; and I, for one, will go to Switzerland, said the stout, over-fed man, who was an expert in criminal investigation.

I will go with you, volunteered Jacquinot, who, as a journalist, saw a great story in the affair.

I also will go, said the pretty young lady journalist, Fernande Buysse. I want to question the Swiss girl, for I have a theory.

When an investigation was undertaken by the Crimes Club it was left to the two or three volunteers to carry it out, while the others were at all times ready to assist, either in making inquiries or watching suspected persons.

Therefore a week later the adventurous trio arrived at the Hôtel du Lac, in Interlaken, as ordinary visitors, without disclosing to anybody the object of their visit. They found the local police and newspaper correspondents busy and intense excitement in the town regarding the young Scotsmans disappearance. He had been staying at the Hôtel du Lac, the most popular hotel in the Bernese Oberland, therefore on the day following their arrival, the Baron made some casual inquiries of the genial proprietor, Mr. Walter Haller — Herr Walter as he is called by his English guests.

It was simply an accident, said the latter. When he did not return I telephoned to the Jungfraujoch, the upper end of the mountain railway, and with the aid of the railway officials we traced him down as far as Wengen. He had left the train at Scheidegg and started to walk down the Wengernalp, and to those in a small inn which he passed his manner seemed very peculiar. The theory held by our police and by the lawyer engaged in the affair is that in crossing a little bridge over the Lütschine, not far from Lauterbrunnen, he stumbled in the dark and fell into the roaring torrent. Among the boulders he soon became battered, and his body was carried down to the Lake of Brienz, where among the boulders at the estuary — which are ever shifting on account of the strong currents — his remains are still held down in the bed of the lake. The same thing happened to a peasant of Lauterbrunnen a few years ago.

Then you think that it was an accident? asked the Baron.

Everyone is agreed, replied the courtly hôtelier. Of course, I know nothing about the investigation of crime, but that is the general opinion.

After dinner the stout, bullet-headed Baron dAntenac, with the alert Jacquinot and Mademoiselle, strolled out along the principal boulevard, the Höheweg, where one side is lined by colossal hotels, while the other lies open to the giant snow-capped mountain, the Jungfrau, which raised its lofty, white crest in the bright moonlight.

As they walked towards the gay Kursaal all three were agreed that accident was out of the question. It was either a case of self-effacement or of foul play. Mademoiselle was certain of the latter. As usual they were working independently of the police and, concealing their identity, worked upon novel and entirely different lines.

On that day, as a matter of fact, the English inventor, Gordon Latimer, whose services the Baron had invoked, was in Edinburgh making secret inquiries regarding the missing man.

Mademoiselle Fernande, ever chic and dressed in the latest mode, kept her theory to herself, and resorted to a clever ruse. She discovered that MacBeans fiancée had been a governess in a family living in Findhorn Place, in Edinburgh, where he had met her. Therefore, she called at the house of the girls mother in the Bahnhof Strasse, and under pretext of having also been a governess in Edinburgh, had an interview with her.

As they sat together in the small, but cosily-furnished room which looked out over the broad, fertile meadows of the valley towards the Lake of Thun, she apologised for calling, and said in French, which Fräulein Raeber understood:

I have read in the papers of the unfortunate disappearance of your friend, Mr. MacBean. He was my own friend, as well as yours. I often saw him before you met him, and I knew afterwards that he loved you.

The girl looked straight at her visitor. At first she waxed indignant, but next moment the tone of Mademoiselles voice softened her.

Yes, she said. He told me he loved me — and I believed him.

And you still believe that what he told you was really true? asked Mademoiselle with a strange look.

Yes, she said, after a slight hesitation.

Ah! You are not quite sure, exclaimed the young French girl. It is well that it is so, because — well, now that he is dead I will reveal the truth to you — much as it must pain you. He was engaged to marry me!

You? shrieked the fair-haired Swiss girl excitedly. You? You lie! He loved me — and was to marry me in October.

And he was to marry me in that same month, Mademoiselle said, quite calmly.

But he will not. Hell marry — — and she broke off short. I mean he cannot, because he is dead.

Mademoiselle Fernande fixed her dark eyes upon the girl. Her ruse was succeeding.

Are you quite certain that poor Frank is dead? she asked.

Absolutely. It is now twelve days since he left me at Scheidegg. No doubt he fell into the torrent and his body was carried away to the lake during the night, she replied brokenly. If he lived, he would certainly return to me.

There is a suspicion that you had quarrelled, Mademoiselle said.

The girl gave her a swift look of antagonism.

We did not — we have never quarrelled, she protested strongly.

Why are you so certain that Mr. MacBean met with an accident? asked Mademoiselle Fernande. Might not his death be due to foul play?

He had no enemies. Besides, he had nothing upon him of value.

His camera was found in the wood quite a long way from the torrent, Fernande pointed out, a fact which the Swiss police had not overlooked, even though they had arrived at the conclusion that the young Scotsman had met with an accident.

He may have passed through the wood before he reached the torrent, the girl Raeber replied.

It is hardly likely he would discard it — eh? Mademoiselle argued.

Half an hour later, when she rejoined her companions at the Hôtel du Lac, she described her interview with the bereaved fiancée, and added:

That girl knows more about the affair than she will admit. She made a slip which she quickly corrected. The missing man is alive. Whether he has disappeared intentionally, or whether he is held in the hands of his enemies is a point we must investigate and establish.

In that case we will continue to carry out the inquiry independently, and in our own way, said Jacquinot. Let us begin by going over the same ground as the missing man, and continue to the spot where he was last seen.

Excellent, said the Baron. Well go to-morrow by rail to the Jungfraujoch and follow the way he took.

Early next morning the three left Interlaken, the train taking them beside the roaring torrent up the wild, dark valley to Lauterbrunnen, where they changed carriages into the mountain railway, which climbed up the Wengernalp through the little Alpine resort of Wengen, up to Scheidegg on the plateau, and thence by the most wonderful railway in the world, that which runs to the region of eternal snow two thousand feet below the summit of the Jungfrau.

The experience of looking out upon the wide snowy slopes, the great green glaciers with their yawning crevasses in the ice, and the stupendous view of the mountain peaks beyond was most enjoyable. But it carried them no further towards the solution of the problem.

The conclusion formed by Fernande was not, however, shared by the others. The Baron now accepted the theory of the police, that the disappearance had been accidental, while Jacquinot, a thin-faced young man with a keen sense of humour, was of opinion that he and the girl had quarrelled, and that he had simply returned to Scotland.

On leaving the train at Scheidegg the three walked down the steep mountain path to Wengen with wonderful views on either side, and then, still down, to Lauterbrunnen, where they took the winding road beside the foaming waters of the Lütschine torrent to the dark pine-wood where the camera had been found.

They spent nearly two hours searching that part of the wood, but discovered nothing which might lead to any clue except that not far from where the camera had been found the Baron picked up the end of a cigarette. Upon it was the mark of a well-known English brand, from which it would appear that young MacBean had halted there and smoked, and then, when moving on, forgot his camera. But, as Maurice Jacquinot pointed out, that particular brand of English cigarette was sold in a number of shops in Interlaken, therefore it was no proof that an Englishman had been there.

They walked back to the road which led to Interlaken, past a little inn where, late at night, the young man was said to have been seen to pass, and came to the narrow bridge where it was believed that he had slipped over in the darkness into the boiling torrent below.

Nothing will convince me that he is dead! declared Mademoiselle, as she walked between the two men.

Then you will have to prove that he is alive, remarked the Baron. But how?

We must first establish a motive for his disappearance, replied the shrewd young Frenchwoman. Having done that, we must follow it up by close investigation. The police at first suspected murder, but now believe it to be accidental. I dont agree with either theory.

Well, what can the motive have been, except, perhaps, he and the girl had words, and in order to punish her he has pretended suicide?

Not at all, declared Jacquinot. If he had pretended suicide he would have left his hat and coat, or something, on the river bank. But nothing was found except his camera. It certainly is not a case of pretended suicide.

Then what is it? demanded the girl.

It is for us to unravel the mystery.

They had walked through the dark, mysterious valley to the village of Zweilütschinen, and thence took train back to Interlaken, with its two great lakes surrounded by snow-capped mountains.



Meanwhile the fourth member of the Crimes Club, the young inventor Latimer, was in Edinburgh pursuing his investigations. Quietly and methodically he was delving into the past of MacBean, whom everyone had regarded as a young man of exemplary conduct. The manager of the bank, while deploring the young fellows death, made it plain that he was honourable, moral, and thrifty, for he had in the bank savings to the extent of over six hundred pounds. His father, a retired naval captain, and his mother, who lived at Queensferry, spoke of their missing son in the highest terms. Indeed, Latimer, after nearly a fortnight, was about to give up the case and return to Paris when the affair took a most unexpected and sensational turn.

Latimer called upon Captain MacBean one morning to wish him good-bye, when he found him in a state of great agitation and excitement.

I — Ive received this by post this morning! he gasped. Look! He placed upon the table a small, stout wooden box about five inches long, two inches wide, and three inches deep, which he opened.

Latimer gave vent to a loud exclamation of horror when he saw what it contained — a dark, shrivelled human finger, severed at the base, and bearing a mans gold signet-ring!

It is my sons! cried the distressed father, tears streaming down his cheeks. I gave him the ring on his last birthday. My wife is away in Glasgow. I — I dare not tell her. It would kill her!

By this an entirely different complexion was placed upon the affair. What did it portend?

This has been sent to you, Captain MacBean, as some sign. Do you recognise what it means? asked Latimer.

It can only mean one thing — that he is dead! And yet, he had no enemy in the world to my knowledge.

The sign certainly seems to portend that your poor son has met with foul play.

Then, after a pause, the young radio-inventor said:

I wonder if you would allow me to have possession of it for a week. I want to make some further investigation.

Certainly, was the fathers reply. Take the terrible thing! It is too horrible and ghastly for me to have in my possession. Take it and destroy it; who can have sent it, I wonder?

That, I and my friends will endeavour to discover. For that reason I want it.

So that same afternoon Gordon Latimer left the Waverley Station in Edinburgh direct for Switzerland, bearing the tiny box with its gruesome contents.

Two days later he joined the trio at Interlaken, where in secret, he exhibited the contents of the anonymous little box. All there were aghast at the sight of the shrivelled finger, with the heavy gold signet-ring engraved with the crest of the MacBeans. But the paper wrapping around the box was of greater interest. They examined it minutely. The box had apparently been posted in Switzerland, but the postmark was blurred. The handwriting of the address was typically English, a womans bold handwriting, full of character.

The Baron took the wrappings to an official in the Interlaken post-office who at once deciphered the postmark to be that of the town of Thun, at the opposite end of the lake.

Was it possible that the murderers of young MacBean lived in that town?

Later, when the four members of the Club were discussing the gruesome object, the journalist, Jacquinot, remarked:

I wonder why it has been sent to the dead mans father? It is some sign which possibly he recognises, but will not reveal. Perhaps an enemy of his has killed his son, and he sends that ghastly object to prove that he had had his revenge, well knowing that MacBean dare not accuse him, lest he should make some damning revelation.

The father is greatly distressed. He is not going to tell his wife, Latimer remarked.

Ah, for some obvious reason! exclaimed Mademoiselle Fernande.

Again they examined the severed finger. Doubt was expressed whether it was actually that of Frank MacBean, but it was noticed that the ring, fitting tightly, had caused quite a ridge in the flesh.

Ugh! Its horrible! Fernande declared, as she touched it. The work of either someone with a fiendish revenge, or it is actually a terrible sign to MacBeans father which he recognises and fears to acknowledge.

You think that some enemy of the young mans father has killed the son? asked the Baron of Mademoiselle.

My theory remains the same — that clearly MacBean is still alive, held prisoner somewhere with some motive that we fail to establish. Then she added: We are not very brilliant members of the Club, are we? Plaud and Lemelletier will sneer at us. So will Dubosq.

I had a letter from the latter four days ago, said Latimer. He asked me to see Sandy Mackay of the Edinburgh police upon another matter — an insurance fraud. I did so, and reported to him.

Next day another idea occurred to Mademoiselle Fernande. Taking the little box, she called upon the girl Raeber and showed her its gruesome contents.

Why — that is his ring — his finger! Ugh! she gasped breathlessly, staring at it in horror. Where did you get it?

Mademoiselle told her, whereupon she reeled and fell fainting.

Fernande was puzzled. The effect which sight of it had upon the girl was unexpected, for it did not fall in with the theory she held.

When, after a short time, the girl recovered, she asked again to see the ring which she examined closely. Then, quite calmly, she said:

Yes. It is most mysterious! It has evidently been sent anonymously to his father as proof of his death and mutilation. Who, I wonder, was his enemy?

That is what my friends are endeavouring to discover. Have you any suspicion — the slightest suspicion which might furnish us with a clue? asked the pretty French girl.

No. I have no knowledge of any enemy, was Mariette Raebers reply, but she spoke in a tone which filled her questioner with considerable suspicion.

After a month, a fourth meeting of the Crimes Club was held at their headquarters in Paris at which all the members were present. After dinner the doors were locked, and the Baron reported upon the Mountain Mystery, as the newspapers called it.

Having related the details already here described, he took up the wrappings which were around the box, and said:

There is much mystery surrounding this package. We have, by dint of analysis and with the aid of experts in paper-making, established the fact that this piece of paper is English, not Swiss. The string is English, made by a firm at Oldham, and, further, the box itself was impregnated with some deadly, but subtle drug, for a few hours after the missing mans father received it and opened it, he was seized by a sudden and mysterious illness which the doctors believed to be due to acute poisoning. For a fortnight he lay hovering between life and death, and is only just now out of danger. Again, while I myself was handling the box soon after it was brought to us, I was seized by a curious feeling, and almost collapsed. Therefore, it is evident that whoever sent this box to Captain MacBean intended to wreak some terrible revenge, by bringing death upon him by a most secret and devilish method. Therefore, if the young man has met with foul play, it is at the hands of enemies of his father. They sent the severed finger as proof of their triumph. That, ladies and gentlemen, is as far as we have been able to proceed up to the present.

A long and critical discussion followed, each point being dealt with by experts. Professor Lemelletier told the club that the amputation of the finger had been done by a skilled hand. Dr. Henri Plaud dealt with the theory of poison upon the box, and described two deadly substances that might have been used, but which would be harmless to anyone unless they had abrasions on their fingers, while Maître Tessier, the great lawyer, discussed the various motives which might have induced Captain MacBeans enemies to seize and murder his son.

The Baron further pointed out that while the packet might have been posted from the little town of Thun and bore Swiss stamps, it was a curious fact that the Captain was surcharged eightpence from the West Central district office in London.

The question arises whether the packet was posted in Switzerland, or whether in London. The Thun postmark is simply a smudge, although a Swiss postal official recognised it as the obliterating mark of Thun, he went on. We have to remember, too, that though the box is of German make, yet the wrappings and string are English, hence it seems possible that the box was posted in London, without pre-payment. You ask how that could be done? Easily. The box is sufficiently small to be dropped into any of the large post boxes at the chief offices, and would then be conveyed as a letter and surcharged.

This theory was accepted in place of any better one and, after a consultation lasting until two oclock in the morning, it was decided to continue the investigations and unravel the mystery.

The Swiss police, in ignorance of the mystery of the signet-ring about which Captain MacBean had said nothing to anybody, because of his wifes mental condition, had long ago dismissed the affair as a fatal accident as, indeed, had everyone in the Bernese Oberland. The Crimes Club were, however, far from satisfied. Their habit was to take up cases which had baffled the police who, in turn, had set the public mind at rest.

To obtain any further clue of value in the case in question seemed an utterly forlorn hope. Maurice Jacquinot, the journalist, who had become quite well known in Interlaken, returned there, and again putting up at the Hôtel du Lac, set about watching Mariette Raeber. As his assistant he employed a young Swiss named Stutz, who kept an ever-watchful eye upon the girls movements. But there was nothing suspicious about them, though her altitude was not that of a girl sorrowing for her lover. Indeed, she was seen at the Casino and at several local dances, where she apparently enjoyed herself.

Suddenly the affair assumed yet another and astounding phase. Mariette Raeber was missing from her home.

Her mother reported that she had gone out about one oclock one day to meet a girl friend of hers named Rochs and go by the steamer up the Lake of Thun. But she had not returned. The girl Rochs declared that the appointment was only a pretence, as she had never promised to meet her. The crew of the lake steamer recollected her on board alone, but she had left at a little lake-side village called Gunten, a popular resort of the people of Thun. With what object?

The Swiss police ascertained that in the shady garden of the hotel which adjoins the landing-stage, she had sat for some ten minutes, until a car arrived and she joined a round-faced man of forty, who drove her off. That was the last seen or heard of her. The affair was now a complete mystery.

A special meeting of the Crimes Club was held in Paris when the whole puzzle was reviewed, and, further, a decision was arrived at.

A week after Mariettes disappearance, her mother received a typewritten message posted in Brussels and bearing no signature, as follows:

To search for Mariette is useless. She will not be found until the mystery of Frank MacBeans death is solved.

The mother in great distress showed it to Fernande, who had again returned to Interlaken for a few days, and afterwards gave it over to the Swiss police. As soon as this message was known, the Baron dAntenac took train from Paris to Brussels, the doctor, Plaud, accompanying him. There they held consultation with the Brussels police, who, in turn, strove to discover the missing girl, all, however, to no purpose. Meanwhile, Dubosq, the Chef de la Sûreté of Paris, ordered inquiries to be made all over France regarding her, just as he had done in the case of young MacBean.

The problem was rendered the more inscrutable by the news which Gordon Latimer received from Captain MacBean to the effect that a mysterious explosion had occurred at night in his house, which afterwards had taken fire, he having had a very narrow escape from death. It was, no doubt, a case of incendiarism. A second attempt had been made upon the life of the father of the missing man.

This caused the Crimes Club to redouble its efforts to solve the mystery, which had become a complete enigma with many ramifications. Jacquinot and Fernande returned from Interlaken, and the only member of the club absent from Paris was Maître Jean Tessier.

No further development occurred until nearly six weeks later. Lemelletier, pale and rather impatient, was one day shown into the private room of Monsieur Dubosq, at the Prefecture of Police in Paris. The dark-bearded Chef de la Sûreté greeted him warmly, but when he read a brief letter which the Professor handed him, he sat speechless and open-mouthed, in surprise.

Excellent! he exclaimed when he had recovered from his astonishment. To-day is Thursday. We must act at once. And he glanced hurriedly at his watch. Then he took up his telephone and asked to be put on to the Prefect of Police at Boulogne-sur-Mer.

A few moments later his bell rang, and he gave some hurried instructions.

Now we must await events, he remarked to the Professor. The club should meet to-morrow night, if it can be arranged.

I will see that the meeting is called, replied the other. We will all be present. And he walked out, smiling with self-satisfaction.

On the following night at the large round table in the private room in the Café de lUnivers there assembled the secret council of ten. Dinner was over, and only coffee and liqueurs remained on the table when Dubosq rose, and said:

I have to announce that, having received information from a certain member of the club, I have caused the arrest of two Chinese named Wou-fang and Le-Kan, on their arrival at Boulogne from Switzerland in connection with the Interlaken mystery. Those members engaged upon the independent inquiries held divers theories, one being that the girl Raeber knew more of her lovers disappearance than she cared to tell. For that reason our fellow-member, Maître Tessier, succeeded in enticing her from her home to Brussels, by means of a message purporting to come from young MacBean. At Brussels she was given comfortable quarters, but was made to understand that she would be held in bondage there until she revealed all she knew concerning her lovers disappearance. For weeks she remained obdurate, apparently fearing lest she might bring trouble upon him, though it was plain that she knew the truth. The Baron, Maître Tessier, Mademoiselle Fernande, and our friend Jacquinot, all interviewed her — Mademoiselle Fernande being her companion in her imprisonment — but she refused to say a word, until at last, she was told of the two dastardly attempts upon Captain MacBeans life. Then her lips became unsealed. He paused briefly, and, looking around the table, added: I will now produce Mademoiselle Raeber and her lover, and they shall tell you their remarkable stories.

Jacquinot, at a sign from him, rose and unlocked the door. It was a dramatic moment when he conducted the pair to two chairs which Tessier drew forward for them.

Both were well dressed, but pale, wan and nervous.

Dubosqs first words were congratulatory, whereupon MacBean thanked them all for their untiring efforts on his behalf.

I was the victim of a cunning plot formed by the enemies of my father for purposes of revenge, he said, in a rather low voice. When I left the train at Scheidegg to take a photograph, I walked behind the station to obtain a view of the Eiger Mountain. A man who had travelled down from the Jungfrau with us also got out with his camera and began to chat about photography. In the meantime the train went off with Mariette. He was annoyed, as I was, that we had lost the train, but we started to walk down to Wengen, for we had an hour to wait for the next train. My companion was a charming, much travelled man, and at an hotel near the station at Wengen we had a drink together, when he suggested that we should walk still farther, right down to Lauterbrunnen, where we could take the train to Interlaken. I recollect arriving at Lauterbrunnen station, where in a state of collapse, owing to some drug in the drink, I believe, I had to be assisted into a closed car that was waiting, and after that I knew no more until consciousness slowly returned, and I found myself in a small châlet on the side of a mountain, with the window and door securely fastened. My gaolers were two evil-looking Chinese who, though they treated me kindly, pretended not to understand any language but their own.

I quickly realised that I had fallen into a trap. I at once feared Mariette would believe that I had committed suicide, because of a foolish story I had told her two days before in order to test her love for me — a fictitious story that I had embezzled a large sum of money at the bank, and asked her what I should do if it were discovered. She had believed me. I grew frantic at thoughts of her agony of mind, and because of the close confinement, but I managed at length to send a note to her through a young goatherd who frequently passed the house, telling her of my whereabouts. Naturally, she pretended to assume that I was dead, in order to prevent any search being made for me. My captors had taken good care to leave my camera in the wood, so that it would point to either accident or suicide. As the long days passed my utter loneliness nearly drove me mad, for I had only a dog as companion and no exercise was allowed me. My small window looked up out upon a pasture where cows grazed, and beyond was a distant mountain. The motive of my capture was a complete puzzle until the elder of the Chinese, Wou-fang, told me that a powerful secret society of Canton, the sign of which is a golden grasshopper, and which had many murders to its discredit, had sworn to be revenged upon my father because, while in command of a gunboat during an insurrection, he had ordered the bombardment of a small town inhabited by Chinese. They had sent word to my father that I had fallen captive at their hands, and that they would submit me to all the terrible tortures known to the Chinese if he refused to make ample recompense to those injured by the gun-fire.

Naturally, my father did not take it seriously, fully believing the police theory that I had fallen into the torrent. But when they took my ring from my finger and sent it to him upon a dead finger obtained from a hospital student who had it for dissection, he realised the extreme seriousness of the affair, and that the two agents of the Golden Grasshopper were intent on taking his life, as well as mine.

Thanks to Mariette and to you all, I have been saved from the hideous tortures and ignominious end in store for me, he added. She herself will tell you what occurred.

Rather shyly, the pretty, fair-haired Swiss girl said in her faulty French:

All along I believed Frank to be a thief, as he foolishly told me he was. Therefore I did all I could to support the theory of accidental death, even when I was shown the severed finger. One day I received a message purporting to come from him, telling me to meet a friend of his at Gunten, who would accompany me to him as he wanted to see me in secret. Judge my surprise when I found myself captive in the hands of three women at a house outside Brussels. The man who met me was, I now know, Maître Jean Tessier; the plot was one formed by him in order to worm from me where my lover was concealed. Many days went by, and I remained mute until I was told of the two attempts made upon the life of Franks father, and how, if I divulged the secret, I should be the means of the culprits punishment. So, somewhat reluctantly, I told all I knew, with the result that I was released. Frank was found in a lonely house on the mountainside near Grindelwald and released, while the two Chinamen fled towards London, being, however, arrested at Boulogne.

Champagne was soon afterwards brought, and the Council of Ten filled their glasses and drank to the future happiness of the young couple, the evening ending with great enthusiasm and conviviality.

Three months later Mariette was married to Frank in Edinburgh, where in the same week in the same city the two narrow-eyed Celestials were each sentenced to ten years penal servitude for the attempted murder of Captain MacBean.

Thus ended the activity in Europe of the agents of The Golden Grasshopper.


CASE NUMBER TWO. THE PURPLE DEATH
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AROUND THE BIG round table in the upper room of the Café de lUnivers the Crimes Club was holding its usual monthly meeting. All of the ten members, each of a different profession and each expert in his own walk of life, were present.

The café noir and liqueurs had been set, and the door locked, for no one was allowed at their secret deliberations, and no new member was admitted until death created a vacancy. The secretary, the stout Madame Léontine van Hecke, suddenly addressed her companions in French, saying:

Gentlemen, M. Dubosq wishes to consult you. I ask your attention, if you please.

Lucien Dubosq, smart in his dinner-jacket and wearing the coveted red rosette of the Legion of Honour in his lapel, rose, and after apologising for troubling the club, explained a problem which the English and French detective service had both failed to solve.

He said that in the interests of justice a very strange and mysterious affair was being hushed up by both Scotland Yard and the French police, a mystery upon which no light could be thrown, therefore he would briefly place the facts before the members for discussion, decision, and action.

On September 22nd, at four oclock in the afternoon, two well-dressed men, one dark, half-bald and clean-shaven, about fifty-five years of age, and the other, a younger man in his early thirties, with fair, well-brushed hair and of a somewhat effeminate type, strolled along the beach road leading from the cinema to the fish market in the old town of Hastings, where the brown-sailed fishing smacks were lying ready to go out. There were still many London trippers about, and at a beach stall the two men bought some bananas, and, throwing themselves upon the shingle, ate them and smoked cigarettes. They conversed in low tones, evidently holding a consultation, the younger man differing from his companion.

Presently the younger man, having grown calm, drew his wallet from his pocket and, taking out something, handed it to his friend, who examined it. Then the other clapped his knee in satisfaction and returned it to his friend, who carefully replaced it in his pocket-book. Both laughed heartily, then rose, and walking back to the town, entered the Bodega, where a young, fair-haired girl of twenty-two awaited them, and they had a drink together. The girl was extremely well-dressed and had shingled hair. She wore a dark kid glove on her left hand, which apparently had some deformity.

All this was witnessed by Henry Hayes, an employee of the Hastings Corporation, whose duty was surveillance upon the beach fronting the old town, with its broken sea-wall and fishing harbour. He had noticed the rather unusual movements of the two well-dressed men, for such men did not usually eat bananas upon the beach. For that reason he noted their clothes. The elder man wore in his dark knotted cravat a beautiful cornflower-blue sapphire pin which had attracted Hayes as being very pretty.

When the men had entered the Bodega just as it had opened for its evening trade, Hayes relaxed his surveillance, for he had little to do, the trippers being orderly at that end of the town, which was the reverse to that stretch of beach between the Queens Hotel and Hastings Pier.

That was the last seen of the two visitors to Hastings alive.

Thirty-four hours later, at three oclock in the morning, the cross-Channel mail steamer, Isle of Thanet, when half-way between Dover and Calais, sounded her siren against a big sailing boat not showing the regulation lights. There was half a gale blowing, and the sails being set, she came straight across the bows of the Isle of Thanet, much to the anger of Captain Evans, who sounded his siren again and was compelled to alter his course sharply, avoiding a collision only by a few yards.

In the darkness he saw that it was a fishing smack, but there was no light nor any sign of life aboard. He drew up at risk of trouble at Calais Maritime over his delay, and so manœuvred his steamer as to follow the derelict.

Coming up alongside of her, he took up his megaphone and shouted to her skipper, first in French, then in Spanish, English, and Italian. But the fishing smack, tossing upon the heaving waters, made no sign.

Ahoy, there! he shouted. Where the devil are you going? But again there was no response.

Realising that such a vessel adrift in the Channel without lights was a great danger to shipping, he at once sent off a boats crew to board her, and stood by awaiting his mens report. The boats crew had a difficult time in getting aboard in such a sea, but they managed to scramble up while Captain Evans turned on his searchlight to watch.

Most of the passengers were below because of the heavy gale blowing. Presently the second officer, named Richard Hardwick, who had gone with the party, came up and, waving his arms just as a heavy sea struck the smack, yelled to the Captain:

Theres something wrong here, sir! Well sail her into Calais and see you there.

Whats wrong? inquired Evans deeply through his megaphone.

We cant tell yet, sir, was his officers reply. Then Captain Evans waved farewell and continued on his course, knowing that he would delay the Paris mail by half an hour or even more.

Meanwhile Hardwick, the officer of the Isle of Thanet, had ordered the lights to be relit, the sails altered, and a course set for Calais, he having the flashing harbour light to steer by.

Funny, aint it, sir! remarked Williams, the man at the helm, obeying Hardwicks orders as they followed in the wake of the brilliantly-lit cross-Channel steamer. Can you make it out?

No, I cant, Williams, was the officers reply. Keep her a point more westward. And then as the steersman altered the smacks course, another big sea struck her and she rose proudly from the trough. The night was not over-dark, but the moon was obscured by swift drifting clouds as it so often is in the Channel. Ever and anon, the stormy clouds parted and the moon shone in a long silver streak upon the wind-swept waters.

The fellow forard looks like a gentleman, Williams remarked, just as another of his fellow-sailors passed along, a ghostly figure in the half light. Es been done in, no doubt. I wonder ow?

Who knows? There will be an inquiry into the derelict when we get into Calais, replied Hardwick. The mans dead and we cant bring him to life. The only thing is to leave everything as it was — as I have given strict orders — and let the police solve the mystery of to-nights affair. Its beyond me, I admit, and — well — it gets on ones nerves. It is all so uncanny — three of them!

Yes, sir, I agree. But where is the crew? Theyve disappeared. Theyll know something of em in Hastings, no doubt.

Of course they will. But, as you say — where is the crew? Three dead men aboard — and nobody else!

The fishing boat marked CH. 38 upon her sails, which had sailed the Channel for fifteen years, and was well known to every fisherman between the North Foreland and Portland Bill, rose and fell, labouring heavily in the gale, the angry seas breaking over her every now and then, while the mail boat quickly out-distanced her in making for Calais harbour.

Two or three times the Isle of Thanet signalled dot-and-dash lights to the derelict, giving orders as to what Hardwick should do when entering the port.

Meanwhile Hardwick, who had spent his life on the Channel ferry, had all he could do to keep the brown-sailed old boat upon her course. The trawl was up — recently up, for fish, seaweed, and débris from it lay scattered about the swimming deck. But who had hauled it? Certainly not the three men now aboard. The fishing crew had apparently suddenly disappeared, leaving the vessel to drift without lights, a serious menace to shipping. Indeed, as showing the strict watch kept upon the Channel waters, two tramp steamers, which had passed it an hour before, had reported it to the wireless station at Niton, in the Isle of Wight, as a dangerous derelict. This notice to mariners had, in turn, been transmitted to the Admiralty, who, a quarter of an hour later, had sent out a C.Q. message — which is the code-signal asking everyone to listen as all ships were warned of their danger.

Through the stormy waters the battered old fishing smack laboured on for a further two hours, until at last, they were under the green and red lights which marked the entrance to Calais harbour, and a dexterous turn of the wheel from Williams brought her into calm water where, after much manœuvring, the boat was at last brought into the fishing port and tied up to the quay.

At once two French police agents, in hooded cloaks, boarded her, the Prefect of Police having already been notified by Captain Evans on the arrival of the Isle of Thanet. Evans and a plain-clothes policeman accompanied them.

Well, Hardwick, whats wrong here? asked the Captain in his sharp, brusque way.

I cant tell, sir. But you can see for yourself, was his officers reply.

Examination of the dirty, dismal little vessel showed an amazing state of things.

In the bows lay the body of a fair-haired young man in a cheap tweed suit. He lay curled up, his features distorted, his eyes bulging, and his countenance a curious bright purple; while down below in the small cabin lit by a single swinging oil lamp there were the remains of a rough supper upon the table, and dregs of red wine in enamelled cups. Lying on the floor were two other men, dead from no apparent cause. None of the trio were seafaring men, but the faces of all three were horribly distorted, their hands open instead of being clenched, and their faces bright purple. Yet there was no trace of the crew of four or five which such a vessel would carry.

In the cabin were signs of a violent quarrel. Some broken plates lay upon the floor, but they might have been swept off the table by the pitching of the boat when the trawl was down.

The police began a thorough search of the dead mens clothing, finding absolutely nothing to serve as a clue. But their investigations proved that the young man who was found in the bows of the boat was not a man at all, but a girl of about twenty-two or three with fair, close-cropped hair!

The curious discovery was at once reported by telephone to the Chief of Police of Calais, who, with his chief inspector, a well-known detective named Dufour, arrived on board. The bodies of all three were searched. The elder man, who was half-bald, wore in his cravat a cornflower sapphire pin set with four diamonds, and had in his pocket the return half of a first-class ticket from London Bridge to Hastings. The inside pocket of his jacket had been torn almost out, and his face had been bruised on the left jaw either through somebody striking him with their fist, or, perhaps, in falling.

The girl attired as a man seemed a lady. Upon her arm was a solid gold slave-bangle worth at least fifty pounds, while around her neck, beneath her mans shirt, she wore a thin gold chain from which was suspended a circle of emerald-green stone which was afterwards identified as chrysoprase. In her trousers pocket was a twenty-franc gold piece, evidently a souvenir. But upon her was no mark of violence except a slight discoloration of the thumbnail on the right hand. The glove, on being removed from the left hand, showed it to be withered and looking almost like the hand of a skeleton, the thin skin upon the bones being white as marble.

The third man appeared to be aged about thirty. He wore sea-boots like his two companions, but upon his dead countenance was a look of inexpressible horror, as though he had faced some terrible shock at the moment of his death. His clothes were well-made, and upon him was found two pounds in Treasury notes and fifty francs in French bank notes. The palm of his open right hand was cut and had bled.

Beyond that all was mystery. Where was the crew of the fishing boat CH. 38?

The French police at once became active and telephoned a brief report of the discovery to Scotland Yard, and they, in turn, telephoned to the Hastings police asking them to at once make inquiry as to the owner of the CH. 38, and what had become of the missing crew.

Soon a strange state of affairs became revealed. The boat belonged to a fishing company which had its headquarters at Grimsby and owned boats sailing from Brixham, Yarmouth, and elsewhere. The skippers name was Ben Benham, a man recently from Grimsby, as were the three hands. The original crew of the vessel had been transferred to Grimsby, Benham and his men taking their place. They had only been out on four previous trips, but what had happened to them that night was a complete mystery.

The Hastings police, assisted by two expert officers from Scotland Yard, made every inquiry, but all fruitless. The Calais police had done the same, and inquiries had been made at all the ports of the Pas-de-Calais, but without avail.

Thus the problem put before the club by Monsieur Dubosq was an extremely complex one. Who were the two men and the girl dressed as a man? Why were they on board the fishing boat? Where were the crew? What was the motive of their journey? What had occurred during the fatal voyage? were some of the problems.

Have photographs of the dead persons been taken? asked Maurice Jacquinot.

Yes. I have the photographs here, replied the Chef de la Sûreté. And he handed round three unmounted photographs which had been taken of the dead persons in the position in which they were found.

Each member gazed at them in turn as they were passed round the table. But the member most interested was the elderly, white-bearded Dr. Henri Plaud. He examined and re-examined them very minutely through his large round spectacles, and pursing his lips slightly, passed them to the podgy Baron dAntenac, who sat at his right hand.

A discussion followed lasting over two hours, in which Gustave Delcros, Gordon Latimer, and the pretty dark-haired Parisienne, Fernande Buysse, took part. The latter, who had been so successful in the case of The Golden Grasshopper, was eager and enthusiastic. She suggested that the members of the club should unite at once and make independent inquiries.

This course was adopted, and it was decided that the direction of the investigation should be left in the hands of the white-bearded Doctor Plaud, while Gordon Latimer, spruce and active, being English, should go to Hastings at once, accompanied by Mademoiselle Fernande and the young journalist Maurice Jacquinot.

The judicial inquiry held by the French authorities at Calais revealed nothing, so it was decided that the affair should be kept out of the newspapers in order not to alarm anyone who held secret knowledge of what had happened. The bodies of the unknown victims were duly buried, and the case left in the hands of the Crimes Club.

On the 20th December, Gordon Latimer and Fernande Buysse, who, with others, had been pursuing active inquiries in Hastings, Folkestone, Calais, London, Paris, and elsewhere for nearly three months, were sitting together in a low-pitched, underground room where dancing and drinking were being indulged in, a den in Greek Street, Soho, which was one of the most disreputable spots in Londons underworld. Gordon had gone there alone and had stood drinks to two or three girls of the usual type which haunt such places. Then he had pretended to pick up Fernande, the smart young French girl with whom he was now seated, and who had in the past few weeks become a nightly habituée there.

They were drinking Russian tea, and as she raised her glass, she whispered in French:

Thats the girl — in the cinnamon frock, with reddish hair!

The girl she indicated was about twenty-five, rather refined, delicate-looking and well-dressed. By her free manner, her painted lips, and her careless laughter it was plain that she was one of similar type to the other girls who frequented the place, some of them of the worst character. The fair-haired young man she was dancing with at the moment was known as Jimmy the Painter, and was, indeed, one of the several cat burglars who, from time to time, arouse great alarm among London householders.

Latimer looked at the girl, and asked:

Are you quite sure?

Im never sure of anything, laughed the chic French girl. Only from what shes let out, I feel sure she knows something about the stuff. Shall I ask her across to sit with us?

No. Ill come here alone to-morrow night, he said, and they sat drinking their tea, smoking cigarettes, and afterwards danced together.

Molly was the name by which the girl whom Fernande had pointed out was known. Such girls have no surnames. They change them too often when the police are following them. She laughed across to Fernande with whom she had become acquainted, and then glanced inquisitively at her companion, as though summing him up, perhaps, as a pigeon to be plucked — which was exactly what Latimer desired.

By their combined efforts, the five members of the Crimes Club had, in a way, been successful. They had discovered Henry Hayes, the employee of the Hastings Corporation, who had identified the photographs of the two men and the girl found upon the fishing boat as the pair whom he had seen eating bananas on the beach and afterwards meeting the girl in the Bodega. That was all. How they came to be on board the boat, or how or for what reason the girl had been transformed into a man, was an absolute enigma.

Old Dr. Plaud, as director of the investigations, had, by his unerring instinct, transferred his sphere of inquiry to London, and there Latimer and Fernande, with the astute journalist, Jacquinot, and M. Delcros had gone to work in a careful, methodical and scientific manner, always keeping in mind that whenever a great crime is committed, there is always a woman in the case.

But what was the crime? What had happened in mid-Channel on that fateful September night? The foreigner can always learn more in Londons cosmopolitan underworld than the Englishman, as every London detective will tell you. The cosmopolitan criminal looks upon every Englishman as a nark, or policemans nose or informer. Hence the foreign detective in London always has an easier task if he knows the haunts of crooks and becomes a habitué.

This is what Plaud had pointed out, and his suggestion had been at once adopted.

Indeed, the sprightly Fernande and her dancing had become quite a feature of that den known to the West End criminal as Old Jacobs. To that cellar, or series of cellars, with their boarded, white-painted walls, with crude Futuristic designs upon them, many visitors to London were enticed to spend a merry evening, and left there minus their wallet, or doped and taken to some den even more foul. The police knew Old Jacobs well, and Jacob himself, once a solicitor but now a wily old criminal who had spent some years in Dartmoor for appropriating his clients money, always took ample precautions, and when raided, the place was found to belong to somebody else who was duly fined, and Old Jacob next day removed to another underground den.

At The Yard it was always declared that at Jacobs there congregated the most dangerous crowd of criminals in London.

All efforts of Plaud and his companions had failed to establish the identity of the two strangers who had arrived on that September evening in Hastings, who had met the girl and given her a glass of wine, and who later had been discovered dead upon the derelict in mid-Channel.

The Crimes Club had held three meetings in Paris at which progress had been reported and the matter had been discussed, but it seemed after three months that the whole organisation of experts was up against a blank wall. On the other hand, it was argued that the crew of four men of the fishing boat could not have all disappeared — unless they had been drowned, which was not likely. Besides, the ships lights had been deliberately extinguished, which gave colour to the theory that the three had been murdered and the boat abandoned. In addition, one of the small boats was missing, though it had not been sighted. It might have escaped to either the French or English coast in the darkness.

The clue which the shrewd young French lady journalist was following — the public being in ignorance of the highly sensational discovery — was only a slender one. In the course of the long investigations in which Jacquinot had been most active, it was found that a person, somewhat resembling the man who wore the sapphire in his cravat, was known in the dregs of the London underworld as an expert thief named Orlando Martin, who had a dozen or so aliases. He had never been in trouble apparently, neither had his companion, for the finger-prints of the dead hands taken by the Calais police did not correspond with any of the hundreds of thousands of records filed at Scotland Yard.

In such circumstances, with failure after failure to record, and with Dr. Plaud openly pessimistic as regards finding any solution to the mystery, Gordon Latimer, dressed in a dinner-jacket, lounged into Jacobs on the following night, and was soon in conversation with the neat-ankled girl, Molly. They sat together, drank coffee and cointreau, and watched the dancing, he pretending to live in Cornwall, and up from Truro on a holiday. He told her that he was a motor dealer, and having unexpectedly sold half a dozen cars he had determined to take a holiday in London.

The girl soon saw that he was an easy victim to her charms. Indeed, he promised to meet her and take her out to lunch next day, which he did. For the following three days he was mostly in her company and constantly spending money upon her, but at night they always danced at Old Jacobs, where twice they met Fernande alone, and she joined them.

One evening, in consequence of a telegram he had received from Paris regarding yet another discovery, Gordon resolved to make a bold endeavour to learn something, for if what Fernande suspected were true, then Molly might be able to supply the key to the enigma.

They left Jacobs at three oclock in the morning, and he had offered to see her in a taxi as far as her flat at Barons Court, out by West Kensington.

While in the taxi he suddenly took her hand, and said:

Molly, you are dense. Havent you recognised me?

Recognised you? she cried, starting suddenly. What do you mean?

You take me for a mug. You dont recognise Bert Davies — Sugars friend!

Bert Davies! gasped the girl. Are you really Bert — his best pal?

I am. I came out of the Scrubbs a month ago and went over to Paris to find Maisie. But I cant find Sugar anywhere. Where is he? I know he was deeply in love with you. He told me so lots of times. I hope he isnt doing time?

The shrewd girl, whose wits were sharpened by the criminal life she led, was silent for a few moments. Teddy Candy, known in the London underworld by the sobriquet of Sugar, and with whom she was in love, had often spoken of his intimate friend, an expert blackmailer named Bertie Davies who was in prison owing to a little slip he had made.

You arent a nark, are you? asked the girl cautiously.

Certainly not. Maisie knows me. So does Dick Dale. Sugar used to wear a blue sapphire tie-pin that he pinched from a young Italian prince one night, didnt he?

Dick is doing time — shot at a copper in Kingsland and got it in the neck from the Recorder.

Im sorry. Dickies one of the best. Recollect the Humber Street affair — a nasty business — but Dickie helped Teddy, didnt he?

Yes. It was a narrow shave for all of us. I dont like guns. But we got nearly two thousand apiece.

But what about Sugar? Where can I find him? asked her good-looking companion.

I dont know — and thats a fact, she replied, with a regretful air. I havent seen him or heard of him since September.

Perhaps hes doing time?

Oh, no. Hes disappeared.

How?

I dont know, the girl replied. He and Tony Donald had a big thing on hand — a bit of bank business, he told me. One day in September he left me after lunching at the Trocadero, and I havent seen him since. Tonys missing, too!

Was Sugar ever about with a big, thick-set man with a beard, a rough, rather deep-voiced, unkempt fellow, who looked like a sailor?

The man who came up from Hastings, you mean — eh? Sugar told me he was one of us, and they were doing business together.

Is that all he told you? asked Latimer.

What are you so inquisitive for, young man? asked the girl pertly. What business is it of yours — eh? I took you for a mug, but you certainly arent one, she laughed. The cab had stopped outside her door, and seeing this, she said: Come in and have a drink before you go back.

Latimer, delighted with the information he had obtained, accepted the girls invitation and ascended to the third floor, to a little three-roomed flat cosily furnished, where he sat down and took the whisky and soda she poured out for him.

Ten minutes later she went below and paid the taxi driver, telling him that her friend was remaining, but the actual fact was that Gordon Latimer was at that moment lying senseless upon the floor heavily drugged.

Youre a nark, you damned swine! she cried on returning, kicking his inanimate body savagely. And youll be sorry for your inquisitiveness. You are no friend of Sugars or of Ben Benhams either!

She went to the telephone and rang up somebody named Joe, urging him to come at once.

Half an hour later an ill-dressed, ill-conditioned man of forty with a sinister, criminal face arrived, and to him she told the story.

The man knit his heavy brows and was silent for a few moments. Then he said:

If he really knows something about Sugar he might possibly help us. Dont do anything rash. It may be better for us if he is alive, than if he died. Well let him recover and loosen his tongue, added the ex-convict. Theres certain to be somebody with him, and he may have been watched here. So theres no time to lose. Give him the stuff that brings them round, he urged.

She passed into an adjoining room, and returned with a small phial bottle from which she poured about twenty drops into water, and held it to his lips. Unconsciously he drank it, and ten minutes later he was again fully conscious, and amazed at finding himself face to face with the stranger.

Well, sonny? asked the sinister man who had served many years of penal servitude, whats all this you know about Sugar? If you can tell me where he is youll get out of this alive. But if you dont, well; youll be found dead by the police to-morrow, he said fiercely, drawing a revolver and holding it close to his brow. Now, lets talk business. What do you know about Sugar?

Gordon Latimer, realising that he was in a tight corner, decided that the best course was to tell the truth.

I only know that he is dead.

Dead! cried the girl hysterically. How do you know that?

Before I answer I want to ask a question. Is Ben Benham alive?

Certainly, was Mollys reply.

Then I may tell you that Sugar is dead, and here is his photograph taken by the French police, said Latimer boldly, taking the three pictures from his pocket-book.

On sight of the first the girl Molly shrieked, and almost fainted.

Yes, it is Sugar — poor, dear Sugar! Dead, and he loved me! Do forgive me — forgive us — and tell us all that you know. What happened to Sugar and to Tony Donald?

They are both dead — and this girl too — dressed as a man. And he showed them the other pictures.

Gwen! gasped Molly. Its Gwen! Shes dead also! Tell us what happened. Where were they found?

Both stood open-mouthed and aghast.

How did your little French friend find out what she did? asked the old criminal, whose name was Joe Hawker, an expert forger.

If I tell you I shall expect you to tell me all that you know regarding the affair, said the young radio inventor.

Thats agreed, replied Molly. We have a lot to tell you — more curious than you can possibly imagine. How did she suspect that I knew anything?

For a few seconds the young radio expert reflected, then he decided that straightforwardness was best.

The fact is, Miss Molly, he said, Professor Plaud, the French medico-legist, on seeing the photographs, at once suspected, from the position and appearance of the bodies, the fact of the palms being outstretched and the purple colour of the countenances, that death was due to an almost unknown, but very subtle and deadly narcotic poison called enconine. From only one person in London, whose name is known to the Professor, can the poison be obtained in secret, and a very high price is charged for it. That fact led us to search the underworld of London thoroughly for persons who had purchased it. There were six of them known to us, but our inquiries were narrowed down to yourself. You bought the poison for your friend Candy, and you kept some for yourself. It was that which you gave me in my drink just now. You cant deny it!

The girl stood aghast at the allegation, unable to utter a word.

I do not seek to harm you, he at once assured her. I only want to solve the mystery. We have ascertained the truth up to a certain point — that you obtained the drug which cost Candy, Donald, and the girl Gwen, their lives.

But what happened to them? the girl asked breathlessly. They wouldnt all commit suicide.

Before I tell you I want to know the nature of the bank business in which Candy and Donald were interested.

Well — you, no doubt, saw in the papers last August how the strong-room of Carrons, the big private bank in the City, had been blown open after the night watchman had been gassed, and how nearly a quarter of a million had been carried away in a blue motor-car.

Yes, I remember, Latimer answered.

Well, Sugar and Tony did the trick, while Gwen gassed the watchman. They hid the money in a house down by the sea at Pevensey Bay, but one day they were all three missing as well as old Ben Benham, and weve had no word of any of them till now youve shown us that theyre dead.

What actually occurred becomes quite plain, Latimer replied. Candy and your other two friends no doubt feared the police and were anxious to get the loot in secret across the Channel, where the securities could be disposed of. They arranged with the skipper Benham, whom they had found to be a clever smuggler, to take them and their treasure over to France on that night. They went on board after dark and steered a course presumably to fish as usual, when Benham, who had evidently stolen the drug from Candy without his knowledge, offered all three a drink, which they took with fatal results. He then seized the money and securities, paid the crew well for their silence, lowered a boat, and having extinguished the vessels lights, they rowed forward to the French coast, where he and the crew, whom he had sworn to silence and to remain in France, separated. Three hours later the vessel was sighted by the cross-Channel steamer, and the bodies discovered in the position in which you see them.

Then Benham killed them! cried the girl hysterically. Well kill him!

There is no necessity, was Latimers reply.

This afternoon I received a telegram from the Paris police to the effect that a man much resembling the skipper Benham, though he had shaved off his grey beard and moustache, was discovered at a small hotel in Rouen. When the police went to arrest him, however, he shot himself. In the room nearly seventeen thousands pounds in cash and nearly the whole of the securities were found.


CASE NUMBER THREE. THE MAN WITH THE SQUINT
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JUST BEFORE NINE oclock on the evening of January 8th, 1923, the postman, going his last round, dropped a letter into the box at a small house in a mean South London street, the address, to be exact, being No. 293 Mina Road, a turning off the Old Kent Road.

The six-roomed, frowzy old house, one of a long terrace, was occupied by a poor invalid widow named Vergette, who had lived there in straitened circumstances for the past ten years.

She was alone in the house, and going along the passage, she obtained the letter, put on her glasses and opened it, when to her surprise, she found within half of a fifty-pound Bank of England note. That was all. There was no letter or any clue to the sender. The letter had been posted in the E.C. London district, and the address was typed.

In her ignorance she felt it wicked for anyone to have mutilated and destroyed a note for such a sum, and for two hours sat beside her kitchen fire, wondering who had sent it, and why? She came to the conclusion that someone, knowing of her dire poverty, had sent it to her to tantalise her by showing that other people possessed such wealth that they could afford to destroy bank-notes.

Her views next morning, however, underwent a change when the postman brought her another letter, exactly similar to the first, containing the missing half of the fifty-pound bank-note. To her next-door neighbour, a young clerk in the City, she mentioned the receipt of the two letters, whereupon he told her that if she pasted the halves together the note was as good as fifty pounds, and would be cashed anywhere.

She was, however, afraid to do this lest the law might come upon her, and though she possessed only a few shillings in the world, she put the two halves of the bank-note away in a drawer.

During the following week she was nearly starving. Her married daughter usually sent her a weekly pittance upon which she existed, but she had gone to Spain with her husband on business, and the usual letter was apparently delayed.

Seven days later exactly the same thing occurred. Mrs. Vergette received two halves of a fifty-pound note by successive postal deliveries. Then three days later she received a further fifty-pound note in halves; still she dare not attempt to pass them for fear of arrest. She knew the coinage must not be mutilated, and believed that bank-notes should not be cut in half.

The few shillings she had were spent, and while waiting for the remittance from her daughter she went hungry, until one day she was seen by a neighbour lying upon the path of the narrow back-yard in a state of collapse. The police were informed, and she was taken to the St. Georges Infirmary on an ambulance. There she was given food, and soon recovered. Meanwhile, as is usual, the police, suspecting a tragedy, searched the home and found the six halves of the bank-notes carefully hidden. They suspected them to be part of a robbery and took the numbers, which were eventually found to correspond with those of notes stolen from a wealthy Dutch merchant who had been on a visit to Paris. The widow was questioned, and fortunately she was able to produce the last of the six envelopes she had received from an unknown source. Two days later, the morning post brought her half a one hundred-pound note, and at evening came the other half. These she handed to the police, who at once established the fact that the further note in question had been among those stolen.

Scotland Yard took the matter up, and were much mystified. Mrs. Vergette was a perfectly respectable old woman, and why she should be the recipient of stolen notes was certainly a problem they failed to solve.

In rapid succession three more one hundred-pound notes, stolen like the others, arrived, and she duly handed them over to the police. Inquiries were made concerning her past, but there was nothing in her life in the least suspicious.

Mr. Van Ordt, of Amsterdam, had been staying at one of the principal hotels in Paris, and one night had gone to the Montmartre. There, at a cabaret, he met some friends, and they had supper together, but afterwards he found his wallet had been stolen, probably by somebody who had jostled up against him. He had that day drawn the notes from the Paris branch of a London bank, and at once he had been able to give the police the numbers.

This mystery, however, was only an insignificant one. The Paris Sûreté made inquiries. Several well-known pickpockets were suspected in turn, but no arrest was made. Moreover, their attention, and that of Scotland Yard, became suddenly centred upon a strange affair, which was being carefully concealed from the public. The world was in ignorance that Prince Ernest of Schleswig-Holstein-Sonderbourg-Glucksbourg, brother of the King of Greece, had mysteriously disappeared, and that foul play was suspected.

He had last been seen walking along Bond Street, but he had not returned to Claridges, and no trace of him could be found. The Foreign Office at Athens had sent, in strictest confidence, to all their Legations abroad asking them to seek the co-operation of the police of the country to which they were accredited, in order to solve the mystery. To the police of Europe, as well as to Scotland Yard, a minute description of the missing Prince was issued, in which it was stated that his age was forty, his hair and moustache dark, a rather high forehead and long face, protruding cheek-bones, somewhat sallow, and narrow-set dark eyes in which was a slight squint.

The exact details of the mysterious disappearance were examined and discussed at the monthly meeting of the club, all the ten members being present except Maître Jean Tessier, who was absent in Marseilles, where he was defending the notorious poisoner, Couget, who afterwards went to the guillotine.

The stout Baron dAntenac explained the facts as far as were known, facts supplied by Lucien Dubosq. Nine persons were at the table, all experts in their own branches of medicine, law, and criminal investigation, and listening most attentively as the Baron placed the mysterious facts before them.

The Prince is of a somewhat retiring disposition, and hates publicity in any form, the Baron said. He came from Athens to Paris incognito, attended only by his faithful valet, George Epites. The latter was taken ill and went into a nursing home on the day of the disappearance. The Prince, calling himself Andreas Bourakis, after a fortnight in Paris, went to London and stayed at Claridges under the same name. He is well known there, and knows London intimately. In addition, he has quite a number of friends there and is frequently seen in society. He spent Christmas at a country house in Yorkshire and then returned to London. He was last seen on the afternoon of December 28th by Lady Crossford, who met him in Bond Street, close to the corner of Clifford Street, and he raised his hat to her. He was accompanied by a rather stout, aristocratic-looking woman of forty-five or so, extremely well-dressed. Since that moment nothing has been seen or heard of him. His luggage at the hotel was opened in the hope of finding a clue to his disappearance — a letter, or a message; but there not a scrap of writing was discovered, except his cheque-book upon the Westminster Bank, which has revealed nothing. There is the problem, messieurs — one which is being investigated by the police of Europe, but in vain. Prince Ernest walked down Bond Street with a lady and simply vanished.

The first thing to establish is the identity of this lady friend — this well-dressed lady, remarked Maurice Jacquinot.

True, said Gordon Latimer, who was sitting next to Fernande Buysse. But surely, there must be some motive, he went on. Men-about-town like the Prince are not fools to be tricked by confidence men. He may have been lured by some woman — perhaps by that stout lady.

Lady Crossford has given a minute description of her, said the Baron. We have it here. Perhaps our friend Dubosq will read it, exactly as it has been circulated.

The slim, dark-bearded man, Lucien Dubosq, elegantly dressed with the red rosette in his lapel, successor of the great Goron, smiled, and from a paper before him read the womans description — that she was dark, about forty, handsome, well-preserved, and was wearing a cinnamon tailored costume with hat to match and a diamond brooch in the shape of a double triangle.

She may have been seen at Claridges, suggested the sprightly Fernande.

She has never been seen there, Dubosq replied quickly. Further, the Prince was by no means a ladys man. The Greek Minister was with me yesterday and told me that it was imperative that His Royal Highness should be found, as his life is insured for a very large sum in several British insurance offices, and foul play was suspected. His valet, George Epites, has stated that his master, only three weeks before his disappearance, made a will in favour of a young English girl with whom he seemed to have formed an attachment. He met the young lady on the Riviera last winter.

What was her name? asked Professor Plaud.

Unfortunately the valet does not know her surname. He only heard her addressed as Mary. He witnessed the will, but it was so folded that he did not see the name. The will was made at the Hôtel Negresco, in Nice, and the other witness was the floor-waiter, Dubosq replied.

Where is the will? asked Gordon Latimer.

Who knows? Its existence is as mysterious as the sole legatee, said the Chef de la Sûreté. The insurances, together with His Highnesss private fortune, amount to a very large sum. But the disappearance having taken place in London we are leaving Scotland Yard to deal with the enigma. He paused. Then clearing his throat, said: I have, Messieurs, to tell you an even stranger fact — one which complicates matters very considerably, which is utterly inexplicable and which renders the mystery of one of the most remarkable that we, the Sûreté of Paris, have ever had to deal. It is this: When the Princes effects were searched after his disappearance, nearly one thousand pounds in English bank-notes were found in his steel dispatch case, which, having an English patent lock, was opened by the makers. The numbers were taken with a view to establishing the identity of the person from whom the Prince received them, when it was discovered that they were following numbers of some bank-notes which a poor woman in South London has received in halves anonymously by post. And those notes had been stolen from a Dutchman in Paris at the time when the Prince was staying there at the Grand Hotel as Andreas Bourakis.

Very strange — very! remarked Professor Lemelletier. Perhaps it is a crook who is personating the Prince?

Certainly not, said Dubosq. That theory has been investigated in London, and it is established that the man living at Claridges was actually the Prince. A dozen persons who know him in London recently have testified to that. But there remains the fact that the stolen notes were in his possession, and that several notes stolen at the same time were sent to a starving widow living in an obscure quarter of South London.

A most interesting problem! remarked Jacquinot. Surely, the Prince could not be a pick-pocket? Has the widow in South London been questioned?

Yes, replied Dubosq. It was she who took the notes to the police. She has been questioned, and is innocent of any knowledge of the anonymous sender, or of the Prince.

Has she any relations? asked Fernande.

A daughter who is married to a mining engineer named Garcia, who is at Barcelona.

If we are to take up the case I think we should start there, remarked the lantern-jawed Professor gravely. His slow, patient methods in dealing with evidences in cases of great crimes was world-renowned. In the courts he tore the evidence for the defence into shreds, when called by the prosecution, by his latest and up-to-date scientific methods including the deadly mirror test for arsenic in cases of suspected poison. I myself happen to know Barcelona well, and am prepared to make the first essay in our investigations, he added.

His suggestion was unanimously adopted, and it was arranged that Gordon Latimer should accompany him to Spain and make preliminary inquiries. The Prince had disappeared leaving no trace except that of the stolen bank-notes. The situation was highly interesting to that little circle of criminologists who had banded themselves together to assist the police to solve the more difficult problems so constantly placed before them. As usual, every member was prepared to assist and act his or her part in the patient and unremitting search for the truth.

The Professor and Latimer arrived in Barcelona a few days later, travelling by way of Port-Bou, and put up at a modest little hotel, the Universo, in the Plaza de Palacio. A few judicious inquiries resulted in the information that the mining engineer, Alfonso Garcia, who had been superintending some trial borings at a copper mine at Moron, in Andalusia, was taking a holiday at Sitges, a charming little seaside resort close to Barcelona. He was staying with his wife at the Hôtel Saburt.

At that hotel Latimer took up his headquarters, and being English, it was but natural that Señora Garcia should get into conversation with him.

Many times they had chatted in the lounge of the hotel. Latimer explained that he was a writer of stories, who had come to Spain to obtain fresh ideas, while she told him that she came from London, where her mother lived.

One night, as they sat together after dinner, on the terrace overlooking the moonlit Mediterranean, Garcia being absent in Barcelona, Latimer cleverly questioned her. The conversation turned upon ones relations, when Madame said:

I see very little of my relations. I havent seen my mother since I married ten years ago. I, of course, write to her regularly. My father left her quite comfortably off, and she lives in London.

This was not in accordance with the facts in possession of the police. Madames mother was the reverse of being well off. She had nearly succumbed to starvation when her regular remittance ceased. Latimer dare not tell her this, for fear of arousing suspicion. Garcias wife was a very handsome woman of a somewhat opulent type, even though a trifle over-dressed. But that is usual with Englishwomen married to foreigners.

Latimer, posing as a wandering Englishman, began to chatter about persons he had met in his wanderings about Europe, and in the course of his entertaining gossip he said, watching the womans face intently:

At the Hôtel Negresco, in Nice, last season, I met a very pleasant man, a Greek named Bourakis. We became very friendly and I often went walks with him, and once or twice we motored over to Monte Carlo together. He struck me as an extremely refined type of man. But I was astounded one day, a few months later, to see his portrait in the Paris Daily Mail, and to discover that he was really Prince Ernest, brother of the King of the Hellenes.

He watched the womans face, for the moonlight fell full upon it, giving it a deathlike pallor. But not a muscle of her eyelids quivered.

How curious! she remarked quite coldly. One often meets interesting people in ones travels. I have known many.

Her attitude quickly convinced the young English radio inventor that the rather over-dressed Englishwoman, who somehow bore the peculiar cachet of a retired actress, had no knowledge of the missing prince.

Therefore he returned to Barcelona next day and admitted to the Professor that they had had their journey to Spain in vain.

But why has the Prince disappeared? Why has a portion of the contents of the Dutchmans wallet been found among his effects? We must conduct our inquiries in London, declared the Professor. The Prince vanished in London.

You suspect foul play, I think?

I certainly do. The insurance in favour of this unknown girl, Mary, arouses my suspicion. There are, of course, a hundred reasons why a man may disappear — a love affair for aught we know! The Princes family can give us no assistance. He was a bachelor without a care in the world, and one of the most eligible men in Europe from the point of matrimony, the medico-legist said. In any case, we are losing time by remaining here.

Three days later they were in London where they found the journalist, Maurice Jacquinot, and Fernande Buysse awaiting them. Latimer had, however, gone back to Sitges before leaving, and had surreptitiously taken a snapshot of Madame Garcia as she sat in the hotel garden.

After a conference held at the Charing Cross Hotel, where the quartette made their headquarters, Gordon Latimer took train up to Durham whence he motored to Hesseldon Hall, and called upon Lady Crossford.

The latter was about to dress for dinner when the butler took in Latimers card with a note asking her to grant him an interview. As he waited in the handsome old library into which he was shown, he walked round admiring the several objets dart it contained, when suddenly the door opened and Lady Crossford, a tall, handsome, well-preserved, white-haired woman entered.

I must apologise for calling at this hour, but I could not get down from London earlier, he said. My object is a somewhat curious one, and taking from his pocket the snapshot, he asked: Do you, by any chance, recognise this photograph. Have you ever seen that lady?

She took it across to the shaded lamp upon the writing-table, and bending, examined it with curiosity. Then suddenly she exclaimed:

Why, if Im not very much mistaken, that is the woman I saw with Prince Ernest in Bond Street! Then an instant later, she said: Im sure it is! Who is she? You know the Prince has disappeared, and the police have been several times to see me, as I am the last to have seen him alive. His Highness has been my guest here several times, so I know him well. Besides, his half-closed left eye is so noticeable. Have they found the woman?

I can scarcely tell, was Latimers halting reply, for the identification made his heart leap within him. I presume you have no doubt that it was this woman whom you saw with him in Bond Street?

Not the slightest. Are you a detective?

I am simply following up a clue which has unexpectedly arisen, was his answer. And then, after some further conversation, he withdrew.

Next morning he was back again at the Charing Cross Hotel. His report caused much satisfaction among his companions, who saw that if Lady Crossford had made no mistake then some great mystery was hidden. Latimer had exhibited the photograph suddenly, and she had quickly identified it.

Thus it seemed clear that the daughter of old Mrs. Vergette was the well-dressed woman who had walked with the Prince in Bond Street.

But where was the Prince? Why had some of those stolen notes been cut in half and sent anonymously to the poor widow in South London?

Half an hour later Professor Lemelletier spoke on the Paris telephone to Dubosq, telling him the result of their investigations.

Bien! he replied. It would assist us if we could ascertain the identity of the young English girl who benefits under the missing mans will. I will send an agent to Barcelona to-night to keep observation upon Madame Garcia.

And he rang off.

The Greek valet, George Epites, was still at Claridges awaiting news of his master. He had made several statements to the police, some of them just a trifle contradictory. Indeed, when Superintendent Warner, of the Criminal Investigation Department, had questioned him a few days before, he seemed to grow nervous and uneasy; a fact which the well-known detective told the Professor when he called on him at Scotland Yard.

Then he may be fully aware of his masters fate! exclaimed the Professor. It is rather curious that he was taken suddenly ill on the day the Prince was missed.

True, remarked Fernande, a smart figure in her little cloche hat and furs. But it has struck me that this Greek servant may know the identity of the girl whom his master met in Nice, and in whose favour he made a will. In my opinion that man could reveal a great deal to us if he chose.

I quite agree, said Jacquinot, who was always alert for a good story for his paper, and eager to assist in solving these inscrutable mysteries which so constantly occupied the attention of the secret council of the Crimes Club. Shall I see him and endeavour to get something out of him?

The others assented to such a course, the Professor warning him to be most discreet.

My own belief is that His Highness is alive, in which case, if we aroused any suspicion that we are making investigations, he might meet with foul play.

We must try to discover the identity of this young girl who is to inherit his fortune, said the journalist. I will see him to-day.

An hour later Jacquinot found at Claridges the Princes valet, a tall, thin, pallid man with deep, black eyes, and a scraggy black moustache. The journalist represented himself as a Parisian friend of his masters for whom he inquired in French, as though he were in utter ignorance of the Princes mysterious disappearance.

I much regret, Msieur, that my masters whereabouts is not known, he replied. He disappeared on the 28th of December last, and has not since been seen or heard of. On the day in question he was recognised by a lady as he passed down Bond Street. That is all.

Very curious! remarked Jacquinot, in pretence of surprise. The last time I saw him he spoke of some young English girl he had met last season at Nice. Do you happen to know who she was?

The Greek flashed a quick, sinister glance of suspicion at him.

I have no idea, he replied shortly.

The Prince told me he had fallen in love with her, airily remarked the slim, rather effeminate Jacquinot. That is why he bequeathed to her all his fortune in the event of his death. He paused to light a cigarette. Then he added: Is your master really dead, do you think? If he is, then this English miss will be extremely wealthy — eh?

I do not think he is dead, Msieur, said the valet confidentially.

Then why has he so completely disappeared?

He may come back, the valet said in a tone which showed the shrewd young journalist that he was not telling all he knew.

Are you certain you do not know the name of the young English girl?

Quite certain, Msieur. His Highness was very careful to conceal her name, the valet replied. I am remaining here awaiting his return.

Jacquinot was discreet enough to see that if he carried his inquiries further he might confirm the suspicions already aroused in the Greeks mind. He was a subtle, elusive fellow without a doubt, and he knew more than he dared to tell.

A thought arose in the journalists mind as he walked back to Charing Cross whether the Princes disappearance was due to the machinations of the man Epites, who was so careful to pose as a faithful servant.

Three days later, Jacquinot, accompanied by Latimer, arrived late in the evening at the Hôtel Negresco, at Nice, and next day the journalist, being French, had a chat with the chief of the reception bureau, asking:

Do you remember my friend, Monsieur Bourakis, staying here last season — you know who I mean, he added confidentially, the Prince!

Certainly, Monsieur. He had suite No. C.

And that young English girl who was so often with him. Miss — I forgot her name. He introduced me to her once.

Oh! Miss Mary Symington, you mean.

Ah! yes. That is the name, Jacquinot replied with satisfaction.

She lost a valuable diamond bangle while she was here, and we have had a great deal of correspondence about it. I had a letter from her from the Ritz Hotel in Paris only yesterday. She thinks it was stolen from her dressing-case at the railway station.

Jacquinot noted that the young English lady was in Paris, and then thanked his informant and left.

Later Latimer was chatting with the concierge after having ascertained the time of the next train over to Monte Carlo, when suddenly he said:

Im interested in a lady — a friend of mine. Has she ever been here? and he showed him the photograph of Madame Garcia.

Oh! yes. Thats Madame Demarest, a great friend of the Greek Prince who goes about incognito as Andreas Bourakis. She is here nearly every season. Probably she will come soon.

And her husband? Does he come with her?

The man in the long black coat with golden cross-keys upon his lapel smiled, and replied:

I did not know she had a husband. There was a Spanish gentleman often with her, but I do not know his name.

Was he about fifty, with dark hair and beard, and wearing round spectacles? asked Latimer, describing Garcia.

Yes, Msieur. That is the gentleman exactly.

Did the Prince know him? asked Latimer, greatly interested at these disclosures.

I think not. He was Madames friend, and lived in one of the cheap hotels at the back of the town. There was something mysterious in the friendship, I think, said the tall, fair-haired concierge. Madame was never seen publicly with His Highness, though she went to Monte Carlo each evening.

And Miss Symington? What of her?

She was extremely friendly with Madame Demarest. They were inseparable. The young lady was very pretty, and had a host of admirers.

Gordon Latimer learnt but little more, so that same evening they took the rapide back to Paris. At Marseilles Jacquinot got out and bought several newspapers to read on the long night journey, for there was no wagon-lit upon the train. He was seated again in the corner of the compartment when he gave a start, and handed the Temps to his companion opposite.

As Latimer read his eyes started out of his head.

It was a report of a sensational discovery made in the courtyard of a dingy old house in the Montrouge quarter of Paris, where a well-dressed young girl had been found at three oclock in the morning lying dead. She had apparently taken poison, for a bottle was lying near. She had been identified as a young English girl named Mary Symington, who was staying at the Ritz Hotel with a friend, Madame Demarest.

The two men were alone in the compartment.

Is it suicide or murder? asked Latimer. Remember, the Prince left her his fortune!

That we must determine, and at once, replied the journalist, who was a man of action. He dashed along to the guard and ascertained that the next stop was at Avignon.

Back to his friend he rushed, saying:

You go on to Paris. Ill get out at Avignon and ring up Dubosq. He will place a watch upon the elusive and mysterious woman who calls herself Garcia, or Demarest. On arrival in Paris go at once to the Sûreté, and tell him all we know. Meanwhile, after warning him, I will follow you.

Good! I strongly suspect that the English girl has met with foul play. If so, it proves that the Prince is already dead. If he were not, there would be no motive in removing the girl.

It might be suicide! — a love affair with the Prince might even be suggested.

I think not. But we shall know before long — when our inquiries are complete, said Jacquinot.

At that moment they were running into the big station of Avignon. It was three oclock in the morning, and the place was deserted except for the railway officials. Jacquinot bade au revoir to his companion, and, taking his small bag, descended to the platform, while the big engines were changed before the night express roared on again upon its journey to the capital.

Without much trouble he found the station-masters office, and asked for use of the telephone for police services. The clerk on night duty ushered him into an inner office where the instrument was installed, and closed the door.

In about a quarter of an hour the journalist found himself speaking to Dubosq who was in bed at his flat in the Rue Royale.

The conversation was a long one, for the French journalist related practically all that has been chronicled here. When Dubosq was told the connection between the missing Prince and the dead English girl, Miss Symington, he uttered a cry of surprise, and said:

Ill get up and see into the matter at once! We must keep that woman under observation. Thanks, my dear Jacquinot, you have done excellently. We shall piece together this jig-saw puzzle, never fear. You are coming on to Paris — Good! I will await you. Bon soir!

And he rang off.

The journalist, having finished the night at the old-fashioned Hôtel de lEurope, so well known to motorists on their way to the Riviera, continued his journey early, and arrived late in the afternoon in Paris.

In Dubosqs room at the Prefecture of Police there had assembled Latimer and Jacquinot, with the Baron dAntenac and Dr. Plaud.

The latter was speaking:

I have to-day examined the body of the supposed suicide. The poison used was prussic acid. The girl did not drink it for it was placed in a capsule and forced down her throat. She was murdered while unconscious, without a doubt. There is no trace of poison in her mouth. Water was used to wash down the capsule. The body must have been conveyed there in a motor-car, and the bottle placed beside it.

The woman, Demarest, made a statement to one of my inspectors yesterday morning, saying that Mary had been very depressed of late owing to news of the death of her lover in New York, and had several times threatened suicide, said Dubosq. The girl had gone out on the previous afternoon presumably to call upon a friend at Neuilly, and had not returned. When, however, I called at the Ritz Hotel after receiving the telephone message from Avignon, I found that Madame Demarest had left in a hired car at five oclock on the previous evening for the country. I at once telephoned to Calais, Boulogne, and Dieppe, believing that she would try and escape to England, but up to the present she has not been seen.

Then she has slipped through our fingers? remarked the Baron.

For the moment — yes, admitted Lucien Dubosq. But already the net is spread across Europe, and she will fall into it ere long. I am never impatient. In the meantime, Messieurs, he added, I trust you will continue your inquiries as to the fate of the missing Prince.

That night the Crimes Club held an extraordinary meeting at the Café de lUnivers at which all the members except Dubosq were present, the situation being minutely discussed, and resolutions passed concerning the further conduct of the case.

A suggestion was made that as the woman Garcia, alias Demarest, intended to escape, she would, in all probability, go into hiding with her mother in that obscure quarter of London, the street off the Old Kent Road.

With that surmise everyone agreed, and Latimer and Fernande Buysse — who had not been engaged actively on the case and therefore would be unsuspected — were to keep watch upon old Mrs. Vergettes house.

With that object they both took the next train to London, Dubosq remaining behind having promised to wire to them any information he could gather regarding the womans movements. On arrival at Victoria they were met by a detective inspector from Scotland Yard, with a message from the chief of the Paris detective force, saying that from Antwerp he had ascertained that a woman answering the description of Mrs. Vergettes daughter had left Antwerp for Harwich on the previous night. So she was on her way to London.

The young French girl, wearing shabby clothes and a battered hat, and Latimer in his oldest clothes and a dirty handkerchief in lieu of a collar, set out for the Old Kent Road, and watched the corner of Mina Road incessantly for two whole days, until on the third, a stout, rather ill-dressed woman casually descended from a bus and walked along to the widows house, at which she knocked and was admitted.

Latimer rushed to the nearest telephone, and within twenty minutes three detectives arrived at the corner of the road in a taxi.

They went straight to the house, but there a great surprise awaited them, Madame Garcia had evidently recognised Latimer as the affable young man whom she had met by the Mediterranean, for when the police entered they went upstairs to find her lying on the bed quite dead. She had committed suicide by poison!

The Crimes Club had, it was true, run the woman to earth, but the mystery of the Princes fate remained unsolved, until three days later the valet, George Epites, who had apparently feared lest the evil woman Garcia should make reprisals if he dared to speak, made a most amazing confession at Scotland Yard. He had been afraid of her because he had acted as her tool in several nefarious matters.

At Biarritz, four years before, Prince Ernest had, it seemed, first met Madame Demarest, an extremely wealthy widow, and after a brief courtship he married her secretly, never dreaming that instead of being the relict of Monsieur Jean Demarest, the banker of Brussels, she was one of a gang of expert crooks of which the man now known as Garcia was the head. The vast funds that Madame had at her disposal were gained by robbery and fraud, she having been assisted by Epites until she contrived that he should become her husbands valet.

Husband and wife were frequently parted for months, because the Prince wished to keep his marriage secret from his family. They were in Paris together when one night the man Garcia robbed the Dutchman of his wallet, and passed half the contents on to the woman, who, in turn, gave the Prince some of the stolen English notes in exchange for French money which she wanted. She was in the habit of sending her mother two pounds each week, but a thought occurred to her to send a good, round sum in half-notes which would put her mother into funds, and she did this, little knowing that the numbers of the notes had been taken. It was that little slip that had proved her undoing.

She knew that her husband had become infatuated with Mary Symington, who was in reality one of the decoys of the gang, though she was supposed to be under the guardianship of her uncle, and from Epites Madame Garcia learnt that he had made a will in the girls favour, revoking the will he had made in her own favour two years before. This, together with fierce jealousy, prompted her to plot with Garcia to take the lives of both the girl and the Prince, in which case the latters fortune and insurance would come to her, and Garcia would share it.

The story was amazing enough, and would have created an enormous sensation had it been allowed to leak out to the Press. But the Greek Government begged both the police and the Crimes Club to suppress the truth, which they did.

It appears that the Prince, having been heavily drugged in the middle of the night of December 28th by his wife and her accomplices, was taken in a motor-car to a spot beyond Pangbourne, where the Thames runs close to the high road, and there thrown in. Thanks to Epites — who was, after all, loyal to his master — gaining knowledge of what was intended, he feigned illness, and went to the place beforehand, and with another Greek, a waiter he knew, lay in the shadow in a boat, ready to rescue the drowning man, which, after a terrible struggle with the strong current, they managed to do.

Epites took his master to a cottage close by, where the good people dried their clothes, and with a present of a couple of pounds the workmans wife was well satisfied and asked no questions.

The valet then took the Prince to Reading, where he went into obscure lodgings in a back street, and there remained incognito awaiting events, intending to suddenly reappear to denounce the murderess, while Epites, on his part, returned to Claridges to await his masters reappearance.

An hour after Epites had made his statement, Prince Ernest was on his way to London to thank Latimer, Jacquinot, and the pretty Fernande, for elucidating facts of which he was in entire ignorance, and bringing the culprit to justice.

The French police were quickly on the heels of Garcia, who had been recognised as one of Europes most desperate crooks, and found him in a small hotel in Bologna. He fired at a policeman who attempted to arrest him, and failing, put the pistol to his head and shot himself.

And till to-day the world knows nothing of the narrow escape of Prince Ernest, The Man with the Squint.


CASE NUMBER FOUR. THE ROGUE OF THE RUE ROYALE
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ABOUT NOON ONE December day a pretty young American girl with dark, shingled hair and a pair of big dark eyes peering forth from beneath a cinnamon cloche hat, very chic and smartly dressed in a brown coat trimmed richly with sable, stepped from a taxi outside Vine Street Police Station, in a state of great agitation, and inquired of the station-sergeant whether she could speak privately with the inspector on duty.

Politeness is always proverbial with the Metropolitan Police; hence she was at once ushered into the small, bare office in which, seated at a table, busy with correspondence, was Inspector Charles Clay, tall, good-looking, and rosy-faced, well known in the West End, and a terror to evil-doers.

She gave her name as Miss Greta Wilbur, daughter of Curtis J. Wilbur, the international banker, of Rittenhouse Square, Philadelphia, but at the moment staying at the Carlton Hotel, on a voyage round the world with her aunt, Mrs. Grayson, and a maid.

Mention of the name of Wilbur caused the Inspector to evince a great interest in her, for only a couple of days before he had read in the newspaper that the daughter of old Curtis Wilbur, the multi-millionaire, was in London, and that, with the huge fortune left to her a year before by her uncle, and the money she would inherit from her father, she being an only child, she would be one of the richest women in the world.

Im in great distress, she said with a pleasant American accent. Ive lost all my jewels. Theyve been stolen!

That is most unfortunate, exclaimed the Inspector. Are they very valuable?

About twenty thousand pounds, exclusive of my ruby cross, she replied.

Are they insured?

They were, but the policy ran out only a week ago. I discovered that it had lapsed, and wrote to my father in Philadelphia about it, but he has not got my letter. I only posted it three days ago.

What a great pity! Clay remarked. It is always so with insurances. Will you try and explain in as much detail as you can how you discovered your loss. And he took a sheet of ruled foolscap from the rack and placed it upon his blotting pad, at the same time inwardly remarking as to the girls wonderful beauty. It was not given to every inspector of Metropolitan Police to interview one of the richest girls in the world.

Well, I was going to a luncheon party to-day at Lady Somerbys, and when I went to my jewel-case, I unlocked it, and found it empty.

It had been emptied, and relocked — eh?

Yes.

Whom do you suspect? Your maid, a servant at the hotel, a thief staying there as a visitor?

Neither. The jewel-case was not at the hotel. Before I arrived in London a friend advised me to rent a safe at the Universal Safe Deposit Company in Holborn, and for the past two months I have kept my jewels there. The value, I told you, does not include the large ruby cross which the late Tsaritza gave to the mock-monk Rasputin, and which the Bolsheviks sold privately here in London. Father gave a huge sum for it for a birthday present for me. That has gone, too!

Can you give me a description of the jewel?

Ill sketch it for you, she said, and being handed a pencil and a piece of paper, she drew a Maltese cross to scale with the jewel, each arm of the cross, as she explained, consisting of a perfectly matched pigeons blood ruby an inch and a half long, cut from a broad edge to a tapering point, the four narrow ends being joined to a great cabochon emerald set as the centre.

This shall be circulated at once, said Clay. The thieves dare not dispose of such an ornament as that, for it must be one of the most valuable crosses in the world.

Yes, my father says it is. That is why I placed it in the Safe Deposit vaults. I dare not let him know that Ive lost it.

At present remain silent about your loss, Miss Wilbur. Does anyone else know?

Not a soul. Not even my aunt. I came right away here.

She was in every way typical of the smart up-to-date American girl.

To the Inspector she dictated a list of the missing jewels with their description. In addition, there was in the jewel-case five thousand dollars in American bills.

Clay was not a man to lose time. Even while she sat in his room he spoke to Scotland Yard on the private telephone, giving a brief account of the robbery, together with a detailed description of the ruby cross.

All right, Mr. Wagner. The lady will wait here for you. Youre coming along in a taxi. Right! he said into the telephone transmitter. Then he hung it up, and turning to the American girl, explained: Superintendent Wagner of the Criminal Investigation Department is coming along to see you, Miss Wilbur. He will, no doubt, take you to the Metropolitan Safe Deposit vaults to make inquiries.

It is awfully good of you, Mr. — —

Clay, said the other. Inspector Clay. It is only my duty, Miss. Dont distress yourself too much. Well see what we can do to get them back.

Then he busied himself in giving orders to a constable to type out the list of the missing jewels.

Oh! she said suddenly. There is one thing that I particularly want to get back. I value if above everything else — even more than the ruby cross which they say Rasputin was wearing round his neck when he was assassinated — and that is a round, plain ring like a wedding ring, but made of blued steel. There is an inscription on the inside.

Clay raised his head, and his eyes met hers. He saw that she hesitated.

May I know what the inscription was? he ventured to ask.

Her cheeks went a trifle red, and she held her breath.

The inscription? Oh, yes, she faltered at last. It was G.B.W. from C.G. 6.9.24.

Three months ago! remarked Clay aloud, instantly scenting romance.

Yes. It was given to me by a friend last September. It — it was my mascot. I wouldnt lose it for anything.

Clay looked her straight in the face, and remarked with a smile:

The 6th September was a day to be remembered — eh?

The girl blushed, and nodded without replying.

Ten minutes later a rather dapper, middle-aged man in a grey overcoat and hard felt hat entered the office abruptly, and Clay introduced him as Superintendent Wagner, a man who, being one of the famous trackers of criminals, was one of the Big Four who direct the operations of the Criminal Investigation Department, and head of the famous Flying Squad. It was that squad that had already been turned out in consequence of Clays conversation on the telephone. Already the printing machine was at work printing a description of Rasputins cross for circulation among the police all over the country, for when a crime of any magnitude is reported all goes like clockwork at the headquarters of the Criminal Investigation Department.

Half an hour later, Greta Wilbur and Henry Wagner were seated in the office of the secretary of the Universal Safe Deposit Company in Holborn discussing the clever robbery. The vaults of the company were of the very latest pattern, bomb-proof, burglar-proof, fire-proof, and entirely impregnable, inasmuch as each night the whole of the basement of the huge building in which they were situated was flooded with water which, in the morning, was pumped out before the treble steel doors could be opened.

For an outsider to get access to the safe is utterly impossible, declared the bald-headed secretary, astounded and perturbed by the visit of the well-known official from Scotland Yard.

In the room was the armed and uniformed doorkeeper, an ex-sergeant of police whom Wagner knew well, and the clerk whose duty it was to take signatures of all safe-renters, to establish their identity, and hand them the second key without which their safe could not be unlocked. The register of signatures lay open on the secretarys desk, and showed that at one-fifty-eight p.m., two days before, Greta Wilbur had signed her name and been handed the pass key of safe No. 2819.

Is that your signature? asked Wagner eagerly.

It is, the American girl admitted. But I did not come here two days ago, and I did not sign the book.

The bald-headed secretary shrugged his shoulders.

I think you must be mistaken, Miss, said the clerk. I recollect handing you the key. You had just had a tooth out, you told me, and you held a handkerchief to your face. You signed the book, showed me your key, and I gave you the pass key.

I certainly did not! protested the girl indignantly.

But excuse me, Miss, Im quite certain that you did.

I have been at Brighton for four days, and only returned to London this morning, she said.

Well, Miss Wilbur, it seems that the attendants saw you and recognised you, and that you had the jewel-case in your possession last Tuesday morning. If that is so you cannot expect us to be liable for the contents of the case, said the secretary.

But I was not in London. My aunt can testify to that.

Was she with you all day on Tuesday? asked Wagner. Did you lunch with her at Brighton?

Certainly I did — at the Metropole.

It was plain that the secretary, the clerk, and the attendant were all of opinion that the pretty young girl had taken the jewels herself, an opinion which Superintendent Wagner also shared. Her motive in pretending they had been stolen was quite obscure, but her signature, a difficult one to forge, combined with her identification by both the doorkeeper and clerk, made it plain that she had been there, and perhaps she was now suffering from a lapse of memory.

The large jewel-case covered with red morocco stood upon the secretarys table. Wagner inspected the patent lock very minutely, working the complicated works backward and forward slowly with the key which Miss Wilbur had given him.

You say that this case was locked when you took it out of the safe? he asked her.

Yes. I unlocked it, and to my amazement I found it empty.

You are quite sure you found it locked?

I am positive.

The thief opened it with a false key and relocked it. That shows that he or she was in no hurry.

There were some letters there which I would not have allowed out of my possession for anything, the girl said.

Love letters, perhaps? laughed Mr. Wagner.

The pretty American blushed and smiled.

Ah! remarked Wagner. I expect the contents of this case are already on the other side of the Channel and broken up. The ruby cross is in Amsterdam, without a doubt, and so altered that you would never recognise it. Jewel thieves act boldly and quickly. The theft took place at two oclock. Probably one of the gang left Victoria for the Continent by the four oclock service.

An hour later Wagner sat in Mrs. Graysons private sitting-room at the Carlton, and broke the news of the theft to her. Afterwards, he questioned her regarding her nieces movements on the previous Tuesday, and was told that they lunched together at the Metropole Hotel, Brighton, that day.

Therefore, that Miss Greta was suffering from a lapse of memory might be ruled out. Yet Wagner, when once suspicious, was not easily misled. The elderly American lady, rather elegantly dressed, might, for some purpose or other, be hiding a rapid journey of her nieces to London and back. Still, the fact that the insurance had lapsed rather led to the conclusion that the theft was genuine, and, if so, it was extremely cleverly planned.

In the succeeding weeks Scotland Yard did everything in its power to discover the person, or persons, by whose hands the jewels had been spirited out of the locked safe. All pawnbrokers and dealers in precious stones were warned, inquiries made in certain quarters only known to the Criminal Investigation Department, and a thorough comb-out made of all the expert jewel thieves known to be at large. Indeed, it was discovered that by the four oclock train which left Victoria for Folkestone on the day of the theft, the detective on duty at the barrier had noticed that a man, known in the underworld as Clemmy Jix, alias Lord Oranford and a dozen other names, a well-known jewel thief, who had spent years in French and English prisons for his clever sleight-of-hand trickery upon jewel-cases, had left for the Continent. With him was a young lady in rich furs very much his junior. As they walked to the Pullman, they looked like the doting father and his daughter. They were on their way to the Riviera, for they had tickets for Nice. That was on Tuesday. It was not until Friday that the inquiry was made, and by that time, of course, Clemmy Jix had passed out to the Riviera. Quickly on the trail, Wagner went to Boulogne and on to Nice, where he found that two persons named Clarkson, who had wagon-lit tickets to the Côte dAzur on the day in question, had not given up either their sleeping-car vouchers or their tickets. This showed that two passengers, a man and a woman, had not travelled south from Boulogne. Hence, he surmised that on landing they had taken the slow train along to Calais, and waited for the night express to Brussels, and so to Amsterdam, the metropolis of the gem trade, and where there are many fences in the industry of re-cutting precious stones.

Though weeks went on, that was as far as the English, Belgian, and French police could get. Not a single article of the missing jewellery came upon the illicit market. The contents of Greta Wilburs jewel-case had disappeared as if by magic.

Though the millionaires daughter and Mrs. Grayson remained in London, hoping to hear news of the recovery of the girls property, and especially the letters about which the girl worried daily, not a single clue was forthcoming. Scotland Yard acknowledged itself beaten, and Wagner himself could see no rift in the cloud of mystery.

In all the secret inquiries made by the police in the underworld of London, and especially in certain dance clubs in the neighbourhood of Piccadilly Circus, not one clue was found. The only suspicion of a clue came from Monsieur Berenger, inspector of the fourth division of the police mobile stationed at Boulogne. He traced the movements of Clemmy Jix and his young lady companion to Calais. They had a late meal at the terminus buffet, and early in the morning they left for Brussels. There they spent the day at an obscure hotel opposite the station, and in the evening bought tickets for Rotterdam. But he could find no evidence of their arrival there. Meanwhile, old Curtis Wilbur was cabling to his daughter to return home to Philadelphia. Her cousin was to be married, and she had to grace the ceremony. Her excuses puzzled him. Mrs. Grayson supported her by pleading illness, and consequently inability to travel. The real reason was that Greta hoped against hope to recover her lost treasures, including that little packet of letters, the loss of which had grown upon her nerves so much that she suffered from insomnia each night.

Such was the case placed before the secret council of criminologists, that Council of Ten in Paris who called themselves the Crimes Club, in imitation of the Crimes Club of London, of which the chronicler of these happenings is one of the original members.

It was a complete enigma. At their monthly meeting on February 14th, the situation was seriously discussed by the ten members, comprising the most exclusive club in the world, all of whom were present. The consensus of opinion was that the statement of Mrs. Grayson was unreliable, and that Greta Wilbur had taken the jewels herself. Her identification by the two servants of the Safe Deposit Company could not be refuted, as it would be held as evidence before any jury in a court of law.

For five hours the Crimes Club, seated at their big round table with doors locked, discussed it.

Lucien Dubosq, as was usual, placed the facts before the club, but refrained from discussing them. They had been sent to him in the usual course of information from Scotland Yard, and he had, in turn, referred the matter to the members of the club.

I cannot see what motive the young lady had in stealing them if she really was the thief, remarked the white-haired Dr. Plaud. Personally, I am of opinion that they were stolen by some person unknown.

But how can we dismiss the evidence of identification by two persons who saw and spoke to the girl at the Safe Deposit vaults? She wore the same clothes, a brown coat trimmed with sable, and a felt cloche hat to match, remarked Maître Tessier, whose legal mind dwelt always upon evidence, either direct or circumstantial. Apparently they had no difficulty in recognising her. She wore the same clothes and carried the same handbag.

The identification I dismiss, declared Plaud firmly. I do not think that the girl stole her own jewels. If they were heavily insured one might form another conclusion.

The journalist, Jacquinot, held the lawyers opinion, but Latimer was inclined to agree with the doctors views.

Miss Wilbur and her aunt are still in London, the former remarked. The girl apparently dare not go home and tell her father of her loss. If Clemmy Jix did take Rasputins cross to Amsterdam, the police there can find no trace of it. Personally, I believe the young lady to be an artful minx. At any rate, the Safe Deposit people have repudiated all responsibility, and rightly so to my mind.

Fernande Buysse spoke for the first time, saying in French:

Surely we have discussed this affair quite long enough. Are we to make our own inquiries or are we not? If we are, I will assist most readily. I should like to meet this much-travelled millionaires daughter.

The club eventually decided to endeavour to elucidate the mystery and fix upon the culprit — they were to begin where the police of Europe had failed. Theirs was always from the start a forlorn task. It was only when those ten expert criminologists began to pit their brains against the criminals that their keen interest caused them to persevere in patience towards their goal. In such cases the smallest incidents or events were always examined microscopically, for many a culprit had been run to earth by the very slightest suspicion excited — a suspicion at first unfounded, perhaps abandoned and then reconsidered and followed.

In consequence of the clubs decision the toxicologist, Dr. Plaud, Gordon Latimer, and the shrewd, smartly-dressed Fernande, came to London two days later, and put up at a private hotel in Cromwell Road. Latimer, however, removed to the Carlton on the following day, taking a room in the same corridor as was Mrs. Graysons suite.

They made no sign to Superintendent Wagner, but simply followed the millionaires daughter about in order to learn her habits. Old Dr. Plaud went to Holborn, where he rented a safe in order to discover the routine and red tape consequent upon a renter going to his safe to open it. The first day he was in possession of the safe he brought a brick wrapped in brown paper and heavily sealed, which he deposited in it. To the clerk who handed him his pass key, he was a fussy old foreigner, impatient, yet polite.

Meanwhile, Fernande and Gordon took turns in keeping observation upon the smart, go-ahead American girl. Her aunt, though elderly, was in quite a good set in Mayfair, and she and her niece were constantly out at receptions, parties, dinners and dances. Sometimes they went to Ciros, or the Embassy, and on two occasions an artist friend of theirs took them to that gay Bohemian dance-club, the Hambone, near Piccadilly Circus.

On the night Latimer followed them there he, knowing a member, sought him out and spent the evening, eating for supper one of the succulent kippers which are such a feature of the place. He rubbed shoulders with her on the crowded dance floor, where she fox-trotted with the artist, none in that artistic circle dreaming that the pretty girl who danced so well was one of the richest girls in the world.

Just before midnight a tall, thin man with bushy black hair, and wearing a brown velveteen jacket, lounged in, and halting before a table where Miss Wilbur and her aunt were drinking Russian tea, bowed low and sat down to chat. The girl introduced her aunt, whereupon he made a most courtly bow.

Presently they danced together, and as Latimer watched, he saw that as they went round they were holding a very serious conversation in secret. Was it an assignation? It looked as though it was, for after the dance he took her to her table, bowed and then leaving her, went straight out.

Of his friend, Latimer inquired who the bushy-haired man was.

Oh! hes a sculptor — a Spaniard named Juan Herrero — lives in Chelsea — comes here a lot to dance, was his friends reply.

Do you know the American girl over there with the dark, shingled hair and the silver tissue dress? asked Latimer, indicating Miss Wilbur.

No. Except that Ive see her here twice. She seems to meet Herrero.

Miss Wilbur and her aunt left the club at one oclock, just as the fun was at its height, for after the theatres many stage notabilities drop in for a drink and a dance. Latimer followed them as far as Shaftesbury Avenue, where they hailed a cab, and he heard the elder lady tell the driver to take them to the Carlton.

Latimer saw that if he continued his surveillance upon the girl, he would be compelled to leave the Carlton, therefore he wrote to Paris to the Baron Edouard dAntenac, asking him to come at once to London and take up his quarters in the hotel in his place.

To this he consented, and three days later the Baron, who spoke English extremely well, installed himself in the room which Gordon Latimer had vacated.

The vigilance of the watchful quartet remained unrewarded. As far as Scotland Yard was concerned they had made every effort to trace Rasputins cross and the other jewels, but in vain, and now they relied upon the meagre chance of it coming into the market from abroad. It was more than likely that it had either gone to India to be offered to one or other of the native princes, or had been broken up and reset. The rubies were among the most valuable in the world; hence it was somewhat improbable that they would be recut, for such was their size that their value would be lost.

One day, while Mrs. Grayson and her niece were out, the maid being also out, the Baron, in pretence of mistaking his room, entered their private suite. It was a very cosy and artistic place, the sitting-room carpeted in pearl grey, with satinwood furniture, and a piano in the same wood. Upon the table stood a bowl of red tulips, and books were lying in an armchair before the fire.

The room on the left was evidently Mrs. Graysons, while that on the right, communicating with the bath-room, was the girls, for her brown coat trimmed with fur and her small brown hat were hanging upon a peg behind the door. The Baron, after a swift glance round, noted that the girl had carelessly left her purse and a wrist-watch set in diamonds upon her dressing-table, together with her keys, her gold cigarette-case and match-box. He crossed to the door behind which hung the coat, and found it unlocked. Through it he passed out into the corridor.

Evidently the girl was grossly careless of her valuables.

That day Fernande was keeping observation as usual upon the two ladies, who had gone to Kensington shopping. Just at noon, while they were at Barkers, the girl made some excuse to her aunt, left her and, hurrying out, went along to High Street Kensington Station close by, where, at the booking-office, she was met by a tall, thin foreigner with bushy black hair — the Spaniard, Juan Herrero. The man in a few quick sentences told her something which caused her instantly to turn pale. She seemed staggered at what he had said, and almost reeled.

She was silent for a few moments, evidently greatly upset. Then she uttered a few rapid words in an undertone, raising her fingers to impress upon him what she said, and grasping his hand, evidently thanking him, she left and rejoined her aunt, while the sculptor hailed a taxi and drove in the direction of the Albert Hall.

When the four met in Cromwell Road that afternoon the incident was related by Fernande, and all wondered what part the romantic Spanish sculptor was playing in the life of the American millionaires daughter.

That same night the Baron dined in the grill room at the hotel, but noticed that Mrs. Grayson dined alone at her usual table, her niece being absent. He knew that the others had relinquished their watchfulness and left it to him that night, therefore he was angry with himself that she had managed to slip out unobserved. He, however, waited for her return, which was not till past midnight. She could not have been out to dinner or a theatre with friends, for she was in her plainest walking dress, and wore a mackintosh, the weather being showery.

Next morning he learnt from the chambermaid that Mrs. Grayson was not very well, but soon after ten oclock her niece, dressed as she had been on the previous night, left the hotel and took a taxi to Chelsea, being followed by the Baron in another taxi. At the farther end of Cheyne Walk she alighted, paid the man, and then hurried up Ashburnham Road to Kings Road, which she crossed, and went up an obscure thoroughfare called Fernshaw Road, which ran through to the Fulham Road.

It was evident from the furtive manner she looked behind her she was suspicious of being watched, but presently she halted before a rather shabby-looking house, the curtains of which were stained yellow with fog and smoke, and running up the steps, let herself in with a latch-key.

The Baron waited till four oclock, when at last she emerged and drove back to the Carlton. He still remained to see who else came forth, and he was not surprised to see, about a quarter of an hour later, Juan Herrero come out and walk away.

Next day Fernande took his place in Kings Road at the corner of Fernshaw Road, and sure enough, about eleven oclock, the young American girl passed along and entered the dingy house with her latch-key. She remained there only about an hour, and was back at the Carlton in time to lunch with her aunt. For a whole week, indeed, she paid daily visits to that house, and on each occasion when she left, Herrero, the sculptor, would emerge and go to the nearest bar for a drink. The natural conclusion was, of course, that the pair were lovers, a suspicion which was confirmed by the fact that they were never seen together in the street. Latimer had learnt that the sculptor had his studio at the rear of the house, and lived there with two other men, both of whom were artists who were travelling abroad.

It now became quite plain why the girl remained in London instead of returning home to Philadelphia. Her aunt was, of course, in utter ignorance of the love affair, and her niece excused her absences by telling Mrs. Grayson that a girl named Harrison, whom they had met in Rome, and who lived at Palace Gate, was constantly asking her to meet her and go about London with her.

The quartet of criminologists felt that their watchfulness had only resulted in the discovery of a little love romance, for what more natural than that a smart, pretty, go-ahead girl should fall in love with a good-looking young Spaniard, and a sculptor to boot.

Was he modelling her in clay? The whole four, after much discussion, formed that conclusion, and were about to return to Paris with the mystery of the jewel robbery unsolved, when Latimer, while watching the house in Fernshaw Road, made a curious discovery.

It was a crisp morning in the middle of March, and the sun shone brightly, an unusual morning in London. Greta Wilbur had entered the house half an hour before when suddenly the door opened, and there emerged Herrero and a grey-bearded little old man bearing between them a long invalid carriage on rubber-tyred wheels, upon which lay stretched full length a thin-faced, pallid young man of about twenty-three, who looked extremely ill, and was evidently suffering from some spinal ailment.

The two men carried him very carefully down the steps and placed the carriage upon the pavement, when the girl came hurrying down and made some remark to the poor invalid, who smiled sadly, and taking her hand, looked gratefully up into her face.

The elder man returned up the steps while the sculptor slowly pushed the helpless young fellow along, Greta walking at his side. No second glance was required to realise that, instead of her entertaining affection for the sculptor, the love look in her eyes was for his friend, the pallid invalid who now and then seized her hand and held it tenderly as she walked slowly at his side.

Soon after crossing Kings Road they reached Cheyne Walk, and there went along in the quiet by the river, a truly pathetic trio.

Latimer wondered if the poor invalid, who looked so ill and in terribly straitened circumstances, ever dreamed that his devoted companion was one of the richest girls in the world.

At a distance he followed them to the corner of the Albert Bridge, watching the charming little romance which was so unexpected. There they halted, and the tall sculptor discreetly left them, and, crossing, went into a public-house. She stood beside the man she loved so devotedly, and while he held her hand, again furtively so that nobody should notice, he looked up at her and spoke what were undoubtedly words of gratitude and love.

On their way back they passed a fruiterers, when she left him, returning with a basket of the most expensive hothouse grapes, which she put into his thin, nerveless hand.

Subsequently they reached the house again, and the same grey-bearded old man helped Herrero to carry in the invalid.

It was nearly one oclock. Therefore a quarter of an hour later the American girl emerged, and hurrying into Kings Road, took a taxi back to her aunt.

Latimer lingered in the vicinity as usual, and he received a great surprise when, ten minutes or so later, the sculptor came forth accompanied by the clean-shaven invalid, who had removed the pallor from his cheeks and the darkness from his eyes, and laughing gaily, walked as airily as his companion along to that bar which the sculptor always patronised.

He had changed into a dark blue suit, and with a grey felt hat and gold-mounted cane he presented a smart, even gentlemanly, appearance. Greatly interested, and feeling certain that neither of the men had noticed him while he had followed them, Latimer allowed a few minutes to elapse when, acting with boldness, he entered the bar where they were. There were three other men present, but the instant he entered, the conversation between Herrero and the invalid stopped. The sculptor offered the other a cigarette while Latimer ordered his drink. Then he heard Herrero say in a low voice to his companion:

Youre getting on fine with the crutches. It cant be delayed very long now.

Ive fixed it for this day week.

And the best of luck to you, dear old Charlie. Have another?

And they did.

The young man addressed as Charlie certainly was no invalid, and Latimer became more than ever puzzled. That Greta Wilbur was devoted to him was very plain by the manner in which she walked by his side as he lay prostrate, now and then taking his thin hand and looking so fondly into his face from time to time.

At Cromwell Road, half an hour later, he related to his companions the pathetic incident he had witnessed, and how swift had been the invalids recovery.

She is evidently being fooled, remarked Fernande. But for what purpose?

That is for us to discover, said Dr. Plaud.

But is it worth while to carry our inquiries any further? queried the Baron. The girl simply has a lover who is imposing upon her.

I think we should still watch the progress of this little love drama, the doctor said. He is evidently playing the invalid in order to arouse her sympathy. Besides, something is to happen next Friday — this day week. Let us till then take turns in watching not only the girl, but this mysterious Charlie when he throws off the guise of invalid.

This course was adopted, and they found that each morning when fine, the American girl, wearing her mackintosh to hide the smartness of her dress, would walk at the side of the invalid along Cheyne Walk and through the quieter streets of the vicinity. The sight of the two devoted friends, the one pushing the helpless one lying on his back, his pale face on the pillow, and the girl who loved him, chatting as they walked, always excited pity.

Soon it was found, however, that Charles Glenister, for that was his name, led a very hectic and Bohemian life, for each evening he went to the West End where, at the night clubs in Soho, he met all sorts of questionable people. The sculptor was usually with him when he gave frequent supper parties regardless of their cost. From the way he spent money it was clear that he was possessed of considerable funds.

One morning Glenister had so far recovered that he was able to appear on crutches. His left foot was held from the ground in a sling, and he managed to struggle along slowly with the sculptor on one side of him and Greta on the other. They did not get very far, however, for the lame man declared that it was too tiring, so they returned. As soon as the girl had gone he washed his face, changed his clothes, and with his companion took a taxi to the Criterion, where they lunched exceedingly well.

Through the whole week the actions of Glenister were most mysterious and puzzling. Friday came, and Latimer, whose turn it was to keep watch, was loitering at the corner of the road, when he saw a taxi drive up to the house. In a moment he hailed another taxi himself, to be in readiness to follow if necessary.

It was well that he did this, for a few minutes later the invalid descended the steps on crutches, followed by Herrero and Greta who, instead of wearing her mackintosh, wore her handsome sable-trimmed coat. Glenister having entered the taxi with great difficulty, the other two got in. As it drove away, Latimer followed closely behind. They drove to a street off the Kensington High Street where they pulled up before an office building. Next instant Latimer was out and had paid his man. Just then the Spaniard got out of the taxi, and, glancing at his watch, told his companions that there were still ten minutes to spare.

Latimer took in the situation at a glance, for he noticed that a brass plate beside the door announced that it was the office of the Registrar of Marriages. Therefore he pulled from his pocket a long official blue envelope, and carrying it in his hand as though bent on business, he bustled in, and passing the swing doors, asked to see the Registrar on very urgent business. He was shown in, and found a white-haired old gentleman seated at a table ready to perform the marriage that had been arranged.

In a few brief sentences he explained the situation — that the girl was a millionaires daughter upon whom the man was imposing, and he begged the official to find some flaw in the notices, and thus delay the wedding till the following day so that he might place the matter before Scotland Yard. Further, he told the Registrar the reason he and his fellow-members of the Crimes Club were in London.

I quite understand, Mr. Latimer. Leave the matter to me, the Registrar said. Please ask the police to communicate with me. There will be no marriage to-day.

You will, I beg of you, arouse no suspicion, urged Latimer.

I shall be extremely cautious. But you had better go, as they will be here in a moment.

And he rose and showed him the way out by a side door.

Half an hour later, accompanied by Doctor Plaud, Gordon Latimer sat in Superintendent Wagners room at Scotland Yard, and explained what they had discovered concerning the young lady who had lost her jewels, and who was now being imposed upon and tricked into marriage.

As soon as he heard the strange story, he spoke to the Registrar over the telephone and learnt from him that they were returning at eleven oclock the following day.

Then he took note of the number of the house in Fernshaw Road, and asked Latimer to accompany him there and wait till the men emerged. They waited till just before half-past two, when the pair emerged and, as usual, walked to their favourite bar.

Wagners eyes followed them with a look of keen interest combined with surprise.

All right, he said to Latimer. I may have something to tell you to-morrow.

The story which next evening the superintendent related to the quartet from Paris, who assembled at his invitation in his room, was truly an amazing one.

It appeared that as soon as he saw Herrero and Glenister, he recognised them as well-known jewel thieves, who were believed to be in prison on the Continent. Miss Wilbur had met them in Florence in the autumn, and they had not been long in discovering that she possessed some very valuable jewels. Tricky Davis, alias Glenister, who was known to the Paris Sûreté as The Rogue of the Rue Royale on account of a big swindle he once engineered from an imposing office in the Rue Royale, began to make violent love to her, and in order to enlist her sympathy pretended to be suffering from a spinal ailment. Soon they became great friends, inasmuch as, believing the devoted pair to be poor, she one day gave Glenister a hundred pounds to pay their fare to London, so that they might be near her. This is exactly what the pair of crooks desired. They wanted to be near the jewels. In Florence the case was kept in the bank, so it was impossible to get possession of it. Furthermore, an armed messenger was sent with it from the Florence bank to the Safe Deposit Company in London. Hence, the two ladies did not carry the valuables with them on their journey to England.

It was not long, however, before the Spaniard, while Glenister engaged the girls attention, abstracted her keys and took wax impressions of the key to the jewel box and also the one which opened the safe. And next day Glenister spent hours in making faithful copies of her rather bold signature, which he had upon some letters she had written to him.

Several times in secret they watched her go to the Safe Deposit, and so learned the formalities necessary to obtain the pass key. Therefore there only remained the necessity of making a bold coup. While Mrs. Grayson and Greta were at Brighton, Glenister, who had taken a room near theirs, succeeded in getting one of the girls coat-frocks, her fur-trimmed coat, hat and handbag. These he carried to Fernshaw Road, and next afternoon, attired in them — for his nick-name Tricky had been earned by his cleverness in disguising himself as a woman — he took a taxi first to Charing Cross and then to Holborn. He signed the book without hesitation, being careful that the clerk should not see his right hand, and at the same time holding a handkerchief with his left to his face, and mumbling something about having had teeth out.

He was given the key, and breathed more easily as he walked into the vault and found the door of the little safe, which yielded to the complicated key he had had cut.

A few moments sufficed to unlock the jewel box, stuff its contents, together with a steel ring, the letters he had written her, and the bank-notes into his pockets, and relock the box. Then he gave up the key, and a few moments later was in a taxi driving to Victoria Station. There he waited for ten minutes or so, and then took another taxi to Kings Road, where he alighted and walked to Fernshaw Road.

This morning when they arrived at the Registrars office the two men found a little surprise awaiting them, Wagner went on. I arrested them, whereupon the bride elect promptly fainted. But a couple of hours later I gave her a surprise rather more pleasant, for I asked her to call here and identify these.

And opening a battered old bag, he displayed to them Rasputins magnificent cross and the whole of the splendid jewels intact. The bank-notes were, however, missing.

On searching the house after the mens arrest we found this beneath a floor-board which had recently been removed, he said. Thanks to your vigilance not only is the mystery of the robbery solved, but the plunder has been recovered, and the millionaires daughter has been snatched from the vile marriage trap by which the precious pair of criminals hoped to gain very considerably, because she has a fortune in her own right. They are both old hands, and have been convicted before. No doubt theyll get ten years each this time.

And they did.

Greta Wilbur is now back in her fathers princely house in Philadelphia, thankful to the Crimes Club, which not only recovered her jewels, but rescued her from marriage with that notorious young thief known in Paris as The Rogue of the Rue Royale.


CASE NUMBER FIVE. THE CROOKED SOU
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BUT WHY IS it crooked? asked Maurice Jacquinot.

He held in his hand, closely scrutinising it, a French copper coin of one sou, worn almost smooth by many years of handling, but still bearing quite legibly the head of Napoleon III. It was a thin little coin, a French halfpenny, not quite round, for a little piece had been broken off on one side deliberately and not by wear and tear. Yet its crookedness, three heavy dents across it, as though to disfigure the face of the head of the last Empire, was most apparent. In addition, it was bent hollow and had a hole pierced in it. Some heavy mechanical force must have been used to treat the humble coin in that manner.

Such was the view of the secret assembly seated around the club table on that warm August night.

The haut monde was at the little seaside trous, including such places as Deauville, Dinard and Granville, and Paris was given over to the cheap, gaping tourist from all corners of the earth. Though the capital was en campagne, yet the so-called attractions and galas still flourished for the benefit of the foreigner, without whom the Montmarte could not exist.

An enigma! A complete enigma! declared the Baron dAntenac, placing his monocle in his eye. To strangers he looked an empty-headed man of means, prone to an exotic life of indulgence and over-eating, yet his real nature was exactly the contrary. No keener student of the psychology of crime was there in all France. When faced with a mystery he never rested until he, with other members of the club, had arrived at its solution.

The mystery surrounding the discovery of that bent and worn French halfpenny, which Jacquinot held in his fingers, was one which seemed beyond solution. The Brussels police, as well as Scotland Yard, had endeavoured to probe the curious affair, but without the least result. The Big Four in London and Monsieur Mommaert, chief of the Brussels Sûreté, with his excellent staff had made every effort before the matter was, as a last resource, referred to the Crimes Club for their opinion and assistance.

On that breathless evening with the noise of the Paris traffic and the incessant hooting of motor horns coming in through the open window, the affair had been briefly outlined by Professor Ernest Lemelletier, Dubosq being absent on vacation. His vacation was, as a matter of fact, a flying visit to Cairo after a certain pseudo-Baron who had murdered his lady secretary in Bordeaux. The Professor, lean and shrunken in his well-brushed black clothes, with the red rosette in his lapel, had recounted to the eight persons seated around the table the actual facts regarding that crooked sou as far as the police had been able to ascertain them.

It seemed that six months before, just after twelve oclock on a very foggy February night in London, a young man-about-town, Gilbert Rothwell, only son of Sir Gilbert Dargate Rothwell, Baronet, of Broadstone Manor, Buckinghamshire, was passing along Howland Street, which runs between Cleveland Street and the Tottenham Court Road, on his way home to his rooms in Ryder Street, when, in the dense fog, he collided with an elderly, well-dressed man who had a young girl on his arm. He apologised, whereupon the girl began to pour forth upon her companion a torrent of abuse. Her voice was refined, and she was apparently a lady. Her companion uttered some words in a foreign language and disengaged his arm from hers, whereupon the girl gave vent to a loud scream, swayed forward, and fell to the pavement while the man, who was short and stout, left her hurriedly and disappeared in the fog.

Next moment a passer-by came up from the gloom. He was a working-man of whom young Rothwell sought assistance. The pair tried to lift the fallen girl, but she was inert and silent, apparently having fainted. The working-man, whose name was Fawcett, hurried to the corner of the Tottenham Court Road, where he eventually found a constable, and subsequently the girl was conveyed to the Middlesex Hospital in the police ambulance, where, in the light, it was discovered that she was dead. She was well-dressed in a dead-black evening-gown with half-sleeves, beneath a rich fur coat, and wore two valuable rings, but when undressed, it was found that tied around her well-moulded left arm above the elbow and hidden by her sleeve, was a thin silken cord, which passed through a hole in a bent copper coin — the crooked French sou — the coin which Maurice Jacquinot at that moment held in his hand.

The two young surgeons and the two nurses at once saw that there had been foul play, and told the police constable so, while young Rothwell, to his surprise and chagrin, instantly found himself the central figure in a mysterious tragedy of the London streets.

The autopsy held on the following day revealed that the unknown girl had been killed in a very unusual manner, for in the nape of the neck, just visible because her hair was shingled, was a puncture so light as to be almost imperceptible. Examination of the tiny wound showed that a long, thin instrument, possibly a long pin, had been driven into the neck to the spinal cord, thus causing almost instant death.

The affair was a complete mystery. The girls clothing was of the finest quality, but the identification was impossible, because there was nothing upon her to serve as a clue as to who she was. She carried no handbag — not even a handkerchief, while the laundry marks had been cut out of her linen, a fact which seemed to establish that the murder had been committed as the result of some deep plot. The only thing found was slipped in the wide fur cuff of her rich heavy coat, a tram-ticket which showed that its bearer had, five days before, travelled by electric tram from the Bourse, in Brussels, up the steep hill to the Porte Louise.

At the inquest, which, as the interests of justice, was so arranged that the reporters missed it, Gilbert Rothwell deposed to meeting the dead girl and her companion suddenly in the fog, and described the man as far as the distortions of a London fog at night with the unreal glow of the street lamps would allow. He was broad-faced, high-browed, with narrow-set eyes, and wearing round glasses. He had a dark beard, but no moustache — evidently a foreigner. That was how he described him. To the police he made an even more minute statement concerning the strangers voice, the contour of his face, as far as he was able to discern, and gave every information possible. The result was that descriptions of the alleged murderer and his victim were circulated by every channel possible, and also broadcasted by wireless, a reward of £500 being offered for any information which would lead to the arrest of the man.

Every clue proved to be false. Weeks and months went by. Because of the ticket of the Tramways Bruxellois found in the girls coat-cuff Monsieur Mommaert, chief of the Brussels police, made every effort to discover whether the girl had been staying at any of the many Brussels hotels. All that had been established was that a girl much resembling the victim, had been staying at the Hôtel du Trône, an unpretentious little place in the Rue Royale, at the time the tram ticket had been purchased. She had registered in the name of Mary Beeton, and had as companion a girl somewhat older than herself, named Edith Ray. They had occupied a double room, and were travelling under the auspices of a second-class tourist agency — not Cooks. Their tour was a cheap one by Harwich to the Hook of Holland, Rotterdam, Antwerp, six days in Brussels, up the Meuse to Namur and Dinant, back to Brussels, and returning via Antwerp to Harwich and London. Both the proprietor and concierge of the hotel remembered them quite distinctly, because at about ten oclock one night an Englishman had called and asked for Miss Beeton. She refused to see him, and insisting, he became so infuriated that at last she came down and went out for a walk with him, talking very excitedly as they left the hotel.

The description of the man did not, however, tally in the least with that of the man whom Gilbert Rothwell had seen in Howland Street. He was a tall, white-bearded old man, whereas the man suspected was a dark, extremely well-dressed foreigner. That the murderer was possessed of some surgical knowledge was shown by the manner in which the attack had been made, the doctors having demonstrated to the police with what consummate ease a person can be killed almost instantly by that means, and with no more formidable weapon than a ladys hat-pin. The swiftness and unerring manner in which the fatal blow had been struck astounded the investigators, who were baffled from the very outset.

Fortunately, the face of the murderer had been seen, and young Gilbert Rothwell declared that he would be able to recognise him again anywhere.

Time had passed, yet no girl answering the description was reported missing in England or in Belgium. At the inquest a verdict of wilful murder was returned, and then the enigma of the crooked sou had already been added by the police to the long list of Londons unsolved mysteries.

For that reason the famous medico-legist, Professor Lemelletier, had placed the details briefly before the members of that exclusive little circle, the Crimes Club, and for an hour it had been discussed.

And now, I presume, ladies and gentlemen, you would like to confer with the only person who saw the murderers face — young Mr. Gilbert Rothwell, said the grey-haired expert in criminology. He rose, and unlocking the door, admitted a smartly-dressed, young Englishman, clean-shaven, with well-brushed hair. He bowed on entering, and the Professor, welcoming him, drew a chair to the round table for him.

In reply to a question from Jean Tessier, he gave a minute description of the tragic encounter in the fog, while the pretty Fernande Buysse regarded the new-comer approvingly.

When I accidentally brushed up against her she turned upon me wildly, and then abused her companion, Rothwell said. I just apologised, and her companion merely uttered a few foreign words. Come, she said, let us go on. We shall be late! Then next second she uttered a sharp cry, and as he unloosened her arm, she collapsed upon the pavement, while in an instant the man vanished from sight.

Did you actually see his arm uplifted, ready to strike? asked the Baron, much interested in the curious story.

I noticed that he raised his arm, but I saw no blow struck. The shriek was a cry of pain, and she put her hand to the back of her head as she staggered. She tried to articulate some words. They seemed like Father! Father! but I am not quite certain what they were. I was too startled at the suddenness of it all.

Was the man a foreigner? asked Gordon Latimer.

I think so, but am not quite positive, was Rothwells reply. He was short, and rather stout. In the uncertain light thrown by the street lamp, through the fog, I took him to be a southerner, perhaps a Spaniard, on account of his dark beard and his quick, piercing eyes behind the big round spectacles.

He might have been a doctor, remarked the chic little Fernande.

And there is not the slightest clue to the identity of either the victim or the culprit? remarked the stout, plethoric Baron, resting his elbows upon the table and looking across at the sole witness of the tragedy.

Not the slightest. Superintendent Bawdon told me at Scotland Yard three days ago that, without knowledge of who the dead girl was, no motive could be assigned for the perpetration of the crime. It is a complete mystery.

And the clue to the mysterious affair lies in this, declared Jacquinot, holding up the crooked French halfpenny. What can it denote? Perhaps the unfortunate girl regarded it as a talisman, or, perhaps, she kept it to remind her of some lost or dead friend. At any rate, she treasured it. That she was not a common person is proved by her well-manicured hands; the perfume she used was one of the most exclusive and expensive; her clothes, even her lingerie, had, no doubt, been made in Paris at an expensive establishment, yet all the tabs bearing the name of the makers had been carefully cut out.

Cut out purposely by those who plotted her death, Superintendent Bawdon thinks, remarked Rothwell. It is evident that the murderer took every precaution to conceal his victims identity, and yet, at the same time, he was audacious enough to strike down the girl in my presence.

It seems incredible that he should have done so and been able to withdraw whatever weapon he used without you noticing his action, remarked Doctor Plaud, who had not hitherto spoken.

I agree. But I was so taken aback by the girls violent abuse that my interest was centred in her. And perhaps the more so because she was extremely good-looking, he admitted.

The entire absence of any clue as to the dead girls identity rendered the mystery utterly inscrutable. But, as Professor Lemelletier pointed out, the club had successfully investigated several affairs in which clues had been wanting, hence there was no reason why they should not all combine in an endeavour to solve that latest problem. After a long discussion, in which the tragedy was thoroughly debated, it was resolved to assist the young Englishman in his determination to investigate further the brutal murder of the unknown girl.

So, without the least suspicion of a clue, the club began the investigation of one of the most remarkable mysteries of our modern London.

A few days later the ex-minister, Delcros, together with Jacquinot, Dr. Plaud and Mademoiselle Fernande, formulated a plan. It was the latter who suggested it. She would first go to Brussels and see Monsieur Mommaert, the Chief of Police. This she did. The clothing of the dead girl had been sent from Scotland Yard to Brussels for an expected identification, which was not realised, and Mademoiselle was allowed to examine the various garments at the Prefecture of Police. It was a pathetic little pile of delicate lingerie, soiled by the many police officials and others that had handled it. It lay upon the table in the cold, bare room. The black charmeuse evening-gown, the rich fur coat, and the smart patent shoes taken from a box by a detective, were placed on one side of the table, while on the other was the murdered girls underclothing.

Fernande, who was alone with the detective, slowly examined every article. The man pointed out where the laundry marks and makers tabs had been cut away, saying:

They were evidently obliterated prior to the crime. Mademoiselle was, no doubt, in ignorance that precautions had been taken to destroy any clue to her identity.

No doubt, remarked Fernande, as though speaking to herself as she held each piece of lingerie in her hand, spread it upon the table, and minutely examined it.

As she spread out a pretty camisole in ibis Siamese crêpe with ochre lace, she knit her brows thoughtfully. Several times she examined it, and then stood for a few moments pondering. Of the detective she requested the loan of a tape measure, and he went at once to obtain one. Again she spread the expensive little garment out upon the table and closely examined it, especially the position where the makers name had been.

On obtaining the tape-measure she lost no time in carefully taking the measurements, and noting them upon a scrap of paper. A sweet odour greeted her nostrils as she did so, that of one of the most expensive and exclusive of all the Parisian perfumes.

Suddenly a thought occurred to her. The introduction from the club to Monsieur Mommaert had instantly opened the doors of the police department to her, therefore why should she not take advantage of it and request the loan of the dainty article of underwear for a few days?

With this end she again sought the Director of Police, who at once granted her request on condition that it should be returned.

That night, without making inquiry at the Hôtel du Trône, she eagerly travelled by the rapide back to Paris, and next morning, with the camisole in her little dispatch-case, called at the Maison Boulaye, in the Place Vendôme, that very expensive couturière, and asked to see Monsieur Neuville, its director.

Fernande Buysse was an expert in womens clothes, earning her living, as she did, by writing about fashions, and she had recognised the dead girls camisole as one of M. Neuvilles models of nine months before.

She explained her errand, and showed it to him, together with the measurements she had taken. The brown-bearded, elegant designer examined it critically, and, leaving her, went to his bureau where records were kept by the clerks.

On his return, he asked her to call on the morrow when a complete search would have been made for the name of the customer whose measurements coincided with those of the garment.

That night she called at Jacquinots apartment, in the Rue du Bac, and explained what she had done, which at once aroused his interest. He was one of the keenest members of the club, for he was ever active and untiringly on the look-out for crime stories for Le Journal.

They sat together in the journalists cosy room, she smoking the cigarette he had given her, while they discussed the difficult problem. They were old friends and fellow-workers, for she frequently contributed fashion articles to Le Journal, and he had long ago found her to be a very charming little companion, whose tastes were greatly in common with his own, and how in their criminal investigations she was not only astute but daring to a degree.

The hot summers day was ending, and the red glow of sunset fell into the room as they chatted. Fernande looked very charming in her light summer gown and a black, close-fitting hat to match. She knew most of the fashionable couturières in Paris, hence she could always dress both well and cheaply.

I am afraid you will have some difficulty in determining the woman for whom the camisole was made, Maurice remarked at last. Yours is a worthy effort, without a doubt, and I wish you all success, Fernande. Let us go out to Armenonville and dine. We can afterwards have a stroll in the Bois. It will be cool. Besides, I have promised to meet Dupuis of the Petit Parisien there.

And so they went forth together to spend the evening. Later, when they returned to the Grand Café, they came across Gordon Latimer. The trio sat together in a corner and, over their coffee, further discussed the affair of the Crooked Sou.

The mystery interests me very much, Latimer said. If our inquiries lead us to London, Ill be ready to go there at any moment.

Next day Fernande called upon Monsieur Neuville.

You are faced with considerable difficulties, Mademoiselle, declared the great dress designer. Exactly the same design, the same material and the same exact measurements have been supplied to seven different customers. Since last December we have ceased to make that design.

May I have their names and addresses? asked the lady journalist eagerly.

In a few minutes the list was handed to her. There were seven names, but only five addresses. The other two customers had been staying at Paris hotels, one at the Ritz and the other at the Chatham. The first name was that of the Baronne de Fontaneilles, of the Château Thiaville, in the Vosges, who was well known in Paris society, and being middle-aged, was certainly not the victim of the tragedy in Howland Street. Neither was the second person to whom a similar garment had been supplied, Mademoiselle Yvonne Vierzy, the lady artist, living at Barbizon. There were three others whose addresses were given, and the two who had been temporarily in Paris were evidently Americans, their respective names being Stevens and Marsden.

Fernande went back to her own apartment au troisième in the Rue Chardin, and there wrote to the three other ladies, Madame Darboux living in Blois; the Viscomtesse Helya de Marolles, at the Château de Vèreux, in the Alpes-Maritimes, and Mademoiselle Lavisse, living in Provins, explaining the reason of her search, and enclosing stamped envelopes for replies.

She was about to put on her hat and go out to post them when a sudden thought occurred to her. In writing she was acting most injudiciously. It might alarm the assassin. She would see each of the ladies personally, even though it must entail long journeys across France. So she tore up the three letters, and, taking a small suit-case, she left the Gare de Lest that afternoon for the quaint old town of Provins, where she arrived about six oclock. An hour later she had an interview with Mademoiselle Lavisse, who lived in a large house near the church of St. Ayoul, and found that instead of being a young girl, she was a wealthy, middle-aged maiden lady. Fernande briefly explained the object of her call, and then apologising, left and returned to the Hôtel de la Boule dOr where she spent the night.

It took her all the following day to reach the old town of Blois, it being a cross-country journey, but she was determined upon making a thorough investigation, and at last, after spending the night in the capital of the Loir-et-Cher, with its narrow streets and flights of steps, she found the house of Madame Darboux in the Avenue Victor Hugo, close to the old Castle. Madame, she learnt, was the wife of the Prefect, therefore it was useless to call. So she left Blois for Cannes, where next day she took a taxi up the valley beyond Mandelieu to the fine old Château de Vèreux. At the hotel she had learned that the Viscomtesse Helya de Marolles was quite young and was English, and further that neither she nor her husband had been seen at the Château for nine months or more.

Fernande drove beneath the great grim walls of the old fortress of François I, and then returning to Cannes, at once telegraphed to Professor Lemelletier requesting him to ask young Mr. Rothwell to meet her at the Hôtel du Parc at once.

Two days later the smart young Englishman arrived, full of expectancy, and when they were alone, Mademoiselle told him of her discovery that the Viscomtesse was English, that her husband was much older than herself, and that they were supposed to be abroad.

But the girl did not wear a wedding ring, Rothwell remarked.

No. But does not the report of the autopsy say that there was a distinct mark upon her finger, as though a wedding ring had been worn? If the marks on her clothing had been removed, why not the ring?

Together they took a taxi that afternoon out to the Château, and entering the spacious courtyard, rang a great, clanging bell.

Of the liveried man-servant who appeared Fernande inquired for Madame la Viscomtesse, to which he replied:

Madame, with Monsieur, is absent abroad. She will not return until next Friday.

Then she is returning? asked Fernande eagerly.

Certainly, Mademoiselle.

Fernande and the young Englishman exchanged glances.

She thought quickly. Then, with a winning smile, she asked the man-servant:

When did you last hear from her?

Oh, I think it was about last December. She wrote to me from New York, giving me several orders. But I heard from Monsieur Le Viscomte only about six weeks ago. He wrote from the Turf Club in Cairo.

Mademoiselle put further questions to him, but could obtain no more information. Therefore they re-entered the taxi and returned to Cannes.

I wonder if we are on the scent? asked Rothwell reflectively as they drove along.

I have every hope that we are. The Viscomtesse is young; she has not been seen for months. Only you can establish her identity — but how?

Certainly not by seeing her, said Rothwell. And they both lapsed into thoughtful silence.

On their return to Cannes, Mademoiselle did not relinquish her activity, but with the young Englishman accompanying her she called at Bellots, the fashionable photographers in the Rue dAntibes, where she asked the young lady who received her whether they had of late taken a photograph of the Viscomtesse de Marolles.

The Viscomtesse, who is a great friend of mine, told me that you have taken a portrait of her. The fact is, I want some cabinets taken in the same style, Fernande added, making a blind shot, for she felt that the châtelaine of Vèreux would certainly be photographed by that highly-fashionable establishment.

I think we took a portrait about a year ago, replied the girl. If you will take a seat I will see, and she conducted the pair to a waiting-room, where they sat impatiently for nearly a quarter of an hour.

At last the girl reappeared, saying:

Yes. We did take a portrait, and fortunately I have a print of it.

And she exhibited to them the picture of a refined young woman in an elegant evening-gown.

Rothwells face fell, as he remarked:

No it is not her! The Viscomtesse is much older.

Then the pair, with excuses, rapidly withdrew.

All their efforts had been in vain. The only course now was to return to Paris and acknowledge themselves beaten.

Instead of doing so, however, Fernande, accompanied by Rothwell, travelled by way of Dijon and Bâle, back to Brussels, where they put up at the small Hôtel du Trône, and from the proprietor obtained as much information as they could concerning the girl Mary Beeton, who so closely resembled the victim, and her friend Edith Ray. Nothing was known of either except that they had gone sight-seeing each day and often went out in the evening. The frail, white-bearded old Englishman who had called for Miss Beeton had given his name as Mr. Thomas, and it was apparent that she had been greatly annoyed by his call. It was known that a second man called on the following day, but he was seen by a porter who had since been dismissed and could not be found.

All was therefore shadowy and unsatisfactory. Indeed, it was not entirely established whether the dead girl was actually Miss Beeton. The only evidence that the dead girl had been in the Belgian capital was upon the assumption of that tram ticket.

They returned once again to Paris, where they reported their failure to Professor Lemelletier, who simply shrugged his shoulders and counselled patience.

Another week passed. Several members of the club were in favour of giving the mystery up as beyond solution. But still undaunted, Fernande determined to make yet a last attempt, and with that object she again called upon the dress designer, Neuville, to report the failure of her inquiries.

It may be that the garment in question was made for one or other of the American ladies who were visitors to Paris, he said. They paid cash, so we merely delivered the goods to them at their hotels. In that case you will, as I feared, Mademoiselle, experience considerable difficulty.

Well, said Fernande, unrolling the dead girls camisole from a sheet of tissue paper. I have been wondering whether this might perhaps be identified by the work-room hand who made it.

Possibly, said the head of the famous dress-making house. Only four hands have been employed in making those special designs. I will see, if you will leave it with me till to-morrow. They will then have an opportunity to identify it. Had the tab with the number remained, then we could have traced it in a few minutes.

Next day, when the lady fashion writer was ushered into Monsieur Neuvilles room, he had with him one of his workwomen, a thin-faced young Frenchwoman, who had the camisole in her hand:

I made this myself, Mademoiselle. I made an error in this seam, and corrected it. See! And she pointed to a seam at the side. I recognised it as my work. It was made for Madame Darboux of Blois, wife of the Prefect.

Is she young? asked Fernande.

I regret I do not know, the woman replied. It was an order by post. She sent a self-measurement form.

The wife of the Prefect! Fernande had been in Blois, but had not called at the house in the Avenue Victor Hugo. She thanked the great designer of frocks and quickly sought young Rothwell. Together that night they left for Blois, and next day Fernande rang the bell of the large old-fashioned residence standing back from the Avenue in a pretty garden ablaze with flowers.

The iron gates were unlatched by an unseen hand, as they so often are in France, and walking up to the house, they found a middle-aged woman waiting at the door.

On inquiring for Madame Darboux, the woman replied that Monsieur le Prefect lived there no longer. He had resigned his position some months before, and the house was up for sale, she, the wife of the butler, being left in charge.

After some conversation, during which they learnt that the ex-Prefect had been there as recently as six weeks before, Fernande explained that the reason she had called was because, while in Deauville the previous season, she had made the acquaintance of a Madame Darboux, who said her husband was Prefect, but she had doubted her. She wished, for her own curiosity, to make sure.

If Mademoiselle will enter there is a photograph of Madame in the petit-salon — also one of Monsieur, the woman said politely.

Scarce daring to breathe in their excitement, Fernande and her companion followed the woman.

The instant Rothwells eye fell upon the large, framed photograph, he exclaimed:

Thats her! And thats the man! Yes, Im certain!

The caretaker, somewhat surprised at Rothwells ejaculations, remarked:

Madame is English, and quite young. I do not understand English, I regret.

You are an old servant of Monsieur le Prefect. Have you ever seen this coin? asked Mademoiselle Fernande, producing the crooked sou from her handbag.

The woman opened her eyes as though startled and took the worn French halfpenny in her hand, examining it closely.

Why, yes! she replied. I have seen this very often. Madame always wore it on her arm as her mascot. She once told me that her only brother, who fought with the English at Hill 60, was struck by a German bullet, and this coin deflected the bullet and saved his life. That is why it is bent and broken.

And Madame? asked the girl. Where is she?

Ah! I have no idea, was the reply, except I believe she is in England with Monsieur.

Further than that they could obtain no other information. But they pursued other inquiries regarding the Prefect, and during the next few hours learnt of his sudden resignation and decision to sell his fine house and its contents. About two years before he had married a smart young English girl, apparently of very good family, who had been on a visit at the château in the vicinity, where he had met her. But his reputation was that of a man of many amours, and it was believed that they did not get on very well together. That was all that was known in Blois.

Next day Rothwell and Mademoiselle called at the Prefecture and there saw Monsieur Gaschard, his successor, and from him they learnt that the retired official had written only a few days before, from an address at Putney, in London. This address, which he gave to the pair, proved to be in a block of flats overlooking the River Thames, near Putney Bridge.

Without delay the pair of investigators once more returned to Paris, where a special meeting of the club was convened, and at the famous round table in the Café de lUnivers, the result of their inquiries was reported.

Professor Lemelletier was unanimously requested to go to London with Gordon Latimer, Maurice Jacquinot, Fernande, and the witness Rothwell.

Forty-eight hours later, Maurice Jacquinot, accompanied by young Rothwell, and followed by a detective inspector, left their companions at the foot of Putney Bridge, on the Surrey side, and walked to a great block of flats facing the river. It was seven oclock in the evening, and still light. Of the hall-porter, Rothwell made inquiry as to who lived in the flat indicated by the Prefect at Blois, and was told that it was a French gentleman named Deprez, who had taken the flat furnished, but had gone away somewhere in the country, where he was about to be married. He would not be back for a month. The porter did not have his address, but said that a tailor named Evans, who lived in the High Street, near Putney Station, had been making him a suit, and that he might know.

Going to be married again! remarked Maurice with a grin as they thanked the porter and hurried towards the tailors shop, which was only five minutes away. Arrived there, they quickly ascertained that a new suit of clothes had, on the previous night, been sent to Monsieur Deprez, at the Queens Hotel at Leeds.

Within two hours the party were on their way from Kings Cross, and duly arrived early in the morning. From the hall-porter at Leeds, Latimer, who took a room at the hotel, learnt that the French gentleman was to be married to the daughter of a wealthy manufacturer on the following day at St. Peters Church, in Kirkgate. But an unpleasant surprise awaited the bridegroom when on his return to the hotel half an hour later, he was confronted by Gilbert Rothwell and given into the custody of the detective from London.

The wedding was, of course, postponed, for that same night the ex-Prefect was brought to London in custody. Then a strange thing happened. When charged at Bow Street he made a remarkable statement to the effect that he knew that his wife, with whom he had been on very unfriendly terms, had been murdered on that foggy night. He explained that she had confessed to him her infidelity in Brussels, and in great anger he intended to take divorce proceedings against her lover, a married man named Mitchell, a retired doctor. She had written to Mitchell telling him of her confession, whereupon the latter, while they had been on a brief visit to Brussels together, had cut the identification marks out of her clothing, determined to kill her afterwards in secret, and thus prevent proceedings. Mitchell had followed her and her husband on that foggy night, and in Howland Street, after a quarrel, she had taken off her wedding ring and thrown it away. Suddenly, as they had stopped, Mitchell had dealt the fatal blow in the fog.

The prisoner declared that, finding his wife attacked from behind, he instantly realised what had occurred. He feared to be accused of the crime, and feeling certain that he was unknown in London, had slipped away, and so escaped.

Then he had resigned his position as Prefect, and remaining in England, changing his name, and keeping his knowledge to himself, was now about to marry again.

But how can you prove all this? queried the incredulous inspector when, after warning him that the statement might be used against him, he had finished taking it down.

By this, was Monsieur Darbouxs quick reply, as he drew a crumpled letter from his wallet and handed it to the police official, whose face instantly wore a look of amazement as he read it.

This is a confession, the inspector said to the eager little group who stood beside him in the police station. It is written by Dr. Crane Mitchell, of Sherbourne Gardens, Hampstead, to the effect that he killed young Madame Darboux in the fog in Howland Street, and that her husband is innocent. The letter explains that, fearing arrest, he is taking his own life.

And he handed it to the investigators to read.

Within an hour the police had established that Dr. Crane Mitchell had unaccountably committed suicide at his house in Hampstead on the very day that the letter had been written, six months before, and further, in a drawer in his writing-table there still lay, wrapped carefully in paper, a ladys long steel hat-pin with a black glass knob, evidently the weapon he used on that fatal night.

Thus was solved the very curious problem of The Crooked Sou.


CASE NUMBER SIX. THE CLOCHE HAT
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TO THE BLACK Museum at Scotland Yard there has recently been added a girls felt hat of the cloche type. It is of fuchsia colour with an arrow of imitation brilliants in front, rather soiled by much handling, and hangs upon a peg, a mute piece of evidence which proved most important in bringing to a solution one of the most remarkable mysteries ever investigated by the Club.

In the archives of the Criminal Investigation Department, the chief features of the Affair of the Cloche Hat are set out in a file which is endorsed No arrest — a remark synonymous with failure. A postscript is, however, added which negatives the first conclusion, as I will endeavour to show.

The official record, which occupies many pages of close typewriting, is in several respects unique, for it forms an amazing mystery that entirely baffled the police of Europe. At the outset the facts were simple. An extremely wealthy American named John Kay Lorillard, his wife, and two daughters, arrived in England, and took furnished, for a year, Enderby Hall, Lord Templands place near Bedford, a fine ancestral mansion in the centre of a great park with a long avenue of old oaks leading to the great lodge-gates on the London road. The American, who had made a colossal fortune in real estate in Chicago, had taken over the whole staff of his lordships servants, and Lord Templand and his young wife had gone to the Riviera extremely pleased to obtain such a generous tenant.

Mr. Lorillard and his wife soon became highly popular in the neighbourhood, probably on account of his extreme wealth and the lavishness of the entertainments he gave. It was, however, a great surprise two months later when it was rumoured that Mary Lorillard, a pretty brunette of twenty-two, the elder of the two girls, had become engaged to a smart young doctor, Lionel Clements, living at Leighton Buzzard. Clements had been taken to a dance at Enderby one evening by Doctor Holt Mulholland. The latter had been a mental specialist in London and, recently retired, lived on the Kempston Road at Bedford.

When the engagement was formally announced, congratulations were showered upon the pair from all sides, and a portrait of the smiling bride-to-be appeared in several of the pictorial papers.

Meanwhile, old Mull, as Doctor Mulholland was affectionately called by the rich American, became his intimate friend. Lorillard voted him a real fine chum, and he certainly was. Though sixty years of age, he was a good shot, could play a good round of golf, was an excellent dancer and an ideal ladies man. The whole family liked him, hence he spent half his time at the Hall, often remaining the night there instead of returning to Bedford.

Through four months the entertainments at Enderby were unceasing, and the society gossips frequently gave accounts of them in the Press. Lorillards shrewd business secretary, Mr. Henry L. Timmons, arrived one day from Chicago, and for a week was daily closeted with his principal who was engaged in a very big deal, the purchase of a huge property in the Austin district of Chicago. The hard, lantern-jawed Timmons met Dr. Mulholland, and the pair became great friends. The rich Americans secretary told him about his employers enormous interests in Chicago, his high financial reputation, and his magnificent home on Lake Michigan, all of which caused the doctor to ponder.

A few days later, namely, on the 6th June, Mr. Timmons, who had business for his employer in Paris, left for the French capital in order to sail afterwards from Cherbourg, while Mr. Lorillard went with him to have an interview with a Paris banker with whom he was transacting some business.

The pair duly arrived at the Hôtel Vitelli, an expensive establishment near the Opera, and remained there a few days until they parted, Timmons for Cherbourg on his way back to America, while Mr. Lorillard arranged to travel that same afternoon by the four oclock service from the Gare du Nord via Boulogne to London. He was about to leave the hotel and enter the taxi when the concierge handed him a telegram. He read it, gave vent to a chuckle of satisfaction, re-engaged his room, and waited there for another day. On that night the hotel was alarmed by a great jewel robbery that had been committed. On the second day at three oclock he paid his bill, had his suit-cases placed upon a taxi, and drove away.

That same evening he telegraphed to his wife at Enderby that he was meeting off the Orient liner at Naples a business friend, Mr. Edward H. Orr, of Christchurch, New Zealand, and would be absent possibly another fortnight. From Naples four days later, and again a week later, he telegraphed to Mrs. Lorillard. Later on his wife received a long telegram from Toulouse announcing that the deal in Chicago was satisfactorily progressing and that he would return to Enderby in ten days, but they would all have to return to America almost immediately, as his presence was urgently needed in Chicago. The wire concluded with the words, Kindest remembrances to Mull.

Next day Dr. Mulholland went over to Enderby, when Mrs. Lorillard showed him the telegram at which he expressed the greatest gratification.

Meanwhile, Mary Lorillard and Lionel Clements, a perfectly matched pair, were inseparable. Old Dr. Mulholland was the right hand of Mrs. Lorillard in her husbands absence, ever ready to give advice, and was often consulted as to who should be invited to the constant entertainments, and who should be ignored. The good people of Bedford scrambled for cards of invitation to Enderby, and well they might, for no such lavish hospitality had been known in the county for half a century.

Mr. Lorillard, who still delayed his return on account of his business, wired several times to that effect. He seldom, if ever, wrote a letter, leaving correspondence to his secretaries of whom he kept three in Chicago.

When, however, he had been absent a month and had telegraphed from Toulouse and also from Grasse, his wife wrote to him at the Regina Hotel at Grasse, but, ten days later, she received the letter back marked, Unknown. Much surprised, she, without saying anything to anyone, telegraphed to the hotel proprietor at Grasse, prepaying a reply, and the same evening received an answer that Mr. Lorillard had left a fortnight before.

His wife confided in Mulholland and Clements, who instantly started inquiries. They telegraphed wildly hither and thither. The director of the hotel in Paris replied that the last seen of Mr. Lorillard was on the night of June 11th, when he left in a taxi, while a wireless message to Chicago brought a quick response from Mr. Timmons that he had left Mr. Lorillard on June 9th and since then had had no communication from him.

Mrs. Lorillard and her daughters began to grow anxious. Her husband was often a trifle eccentric, and would frequently travel suddenly, as extremely wealthy men sometimes do.

Another fortnight went past, and old Mulholland, accompanied by Clements, both greatly alarmed, went to Scotland Yard, and there reported the millionaires disappearance. They gave a photograph and description of the missing man — a portrait which readers may possibly remember was published in the newspapers and formed the centre of a large placard posted outside all the principal police stations in the country.

On the 14th August, Mrs. Lorillard received a telegram from Utrecht, in Holland, with the words, Home next week. — Kay.

That same night young Clements left London post-haste by the Hook of Holland route, and next morning at nine oclock arrived at Utrecht. After some little difficulty with the Dutch post office, he established the fact that an elderly, clean-shaven American wearing round glasses with heavy shell rims had handed the telegram over the counter in the ordinary course of business. Indeed, he was shown the original message. It had been written upon a portable typewriter, and the name of the sender was given as John K. Lorillard, Hôtel Het Kastell van Antwerpen, Utrecht. At the hotel, just on the opposite side of the canal to the post office, he learnt that two days before an American named Lorillard arrived late at night and stayed till next morning. The director remembered the day, for that night a German lady lost all her jewels — someone breaking into her room.

At Mulhollands suggestion the distressed wife then put an advertisement in The Times addressed to Kay, asking him to return at once. To it no reply was received. Meanwhile, Mr. Timmons had left Chicago to consult with Mrs. Lorillard, while young Clements and Doctor Mulholland became active in their endeavours to find the elusive millionaire, and the police, on their part, left no stone unturned to trace his erratic progress from country to country.

One curious fact of which, however, the police took but little notice at the time, but which greatly perturbed Mrs. Lorillard and also Doctor Mulholland was, that in a cupboard in the millionaires bedroom there had been found, hanging among his clothes a girls cloche hat in fuchsia felt. Kenyon, the faithful old valet, had found it there, and for a long time said nothing to his mistress until, when the great anxiety arose, he produced it, and in due course it was taken to Scotland Yard as a mysterious piece of evidence — but of what?

Private detectives were employed by Mulholland at his own expense, but they discovered practically nothing, and at last the matter was placed before the Secret Council of Ten, of the world-famous but exclusive Crimes Club.

They deliberated after their usual monthly dinner held in September at the Café de lUnivers, where Maître Jean Tessier detailed the facts as they have been here briefly explained.

The discovery of the girls felt hat was one of the chief points of the great lawyers speech to his nine fellow members of the club. Afterwards, before the matter was discussed, he introduced to them Doctor Mulholland, a chubby, round-faced, broad-shouldered man, whose complexion was pink, and who looked the picture of robust health. With him was Miss Lorillards fiancé, Lionel Clements, dark-haired, smart, upright and well-groomed.

As the intimate friends of the wealthy American they were asked to give their theories. Mulholland, representing the rich mans wife, was asked a number of questions, to all of which he replied promptly.

The club then discussed the affair in all its various aspects, each member giving his or her personal views. For nearly two hours the discussion continued, all sorts of theories being advanced.

Certainly there is a woman in the case, declared the wizened ex-Cabinet Minister, Gustave Delcros. The discovery of that girls hat among the Americans clothes is, in itself, the outstanding feature of the case. Whence could it have come, if not from some lady? And how did it get there? Perhaps he might nave had a secret visitor?

Yes, remarked the lady journalist, Fernande Buysse. But she would hardly have left without her hat.

Except that she might have been there in the evening, and left in a car, said Doctor Plaud. Perhaps she left her hat behind accidentally. There appear to have been many visitors to the house, added the famous expert on poisons.

Once the club decided to pursue its investigations, it never allowed the grass to grow beneath its feet. Jacquinot left Paris early next morning for Naples to inquire into the Americans movements, while Gordon Latimer accompanied Mulholland back to London; the Baron Edouard dAntenac went to Havre on his way to Chicago; Fernande Buysse to Toulouse, and Dr. Plaud to Grasse, in the Alpes-Maritimes. All pursued active inquiries, but learnt little more than the police had done.

Within a fortnight the club held another meeting to receive their reports, one of which was a telegram from the Baron in America, but they were all negative ones. John Kay Lorillard, one of the wealthiest men in Chicago, had disappeared.

The only way in which the truth of this affair will ever be discovered is by some channel unexplored by the police, remarked Doctor Plaud.

Latimer put forward a suggestion that Lorillard had disappeared purposely — perhaps to evade the payment of losses upon some great business deal. Such things had been known. Perhaps his wife knew where he was in hiding — even communicated with him through some newspaper. This theory was at once adopted by more than half the members of the club.

In addition to the cloche hat found at Enderby, old Lorillard had left behind him, on his departure from the Hôtel Vitelli in Paris, a pair of old brown shoes. These had been given over to the Paris police, and, in turn, they had been handed to the club. Latimer, with Jacquinot and Fernande, became interested in them, noting that in the soles were Swiss nails similar to those used by Alpine mountaineers. It was known that the Lorillards had been in Switzerland before arriving at Enderby, and probably he had had his shoes and boots nailed there for easier walking, as so many travellers do.

A few days elapsed, and while the others were following clues in various parts of Paris and elsewhere, Latimer again returned to London, and on the following morning went down to Bedford, where he put up at the old Swan Hotel.

After dinner he went out to Enderby Hall. The night was fairly dark, but skirting the park wall he found a spot where it had partly fallen away, and over it he clambered, making straight across the grass for the big mansion with its many lighted windows.

Creeping silently forward he crossed the ornamental water by the bridge, and then over the pleasure grounds to the Hall, which he approached noiselessly. It was after ten oclock and the members of the gay house-party were dancing in the great hall. Indeed, as he passed, several of the windows had their blinds undrawn and he could see within. Suddenly, as he stole round the corner over some flower-beds, he came to a window where the pink silk casement curtains had been pulled, but did not quite meet. Curiosity prompted him to advance over the damp turf, and by standing on tip-toe, he could see that it was a small panelled ante-room of octagonal shape, with well-filled cases of brown-backed, time-stained volumes, evidently Lord Templands business room.

An elderly, well-preserved woman in a black-and-silver evening-gown stood near the table, and with her two men in dinner-jackets, one round-faced and a trifle bald, and the other dark, slim, and clean-shaven. In a second he recognised the men as Mulholland and young Clements. The woman, who was evidently Mrs. Lorillard, stood as though paralysed. They had apparently told her something.

She seemed stricken by fear.

No! No! I wont, I — I promise you I wont! were the words Latimer heard from the distressed ladys lips.

Very well, said the young man. Then no more need be said. We are doing our best — but if you interfere we must at once withdraw.

Yes — I see, you are quite right, Lionel, faltered their hostess. I leave it all to you both.

The pair left the room and closed the door, while the distressed lady stood motionless, gazing straight before her. Suddenly, a few moments later, the door was opened cautiously, and a girls fair bobbed head appeared — a pretty girl wearing a dance-frock of cyclamen georgette, the younger daughter, from the resemblance she bore her mother.

She whispered a few words, then placed her finger upon her lips indicative of silence, while Mrs. Lorillard, starting violently, held her breath in evident amazement. Afterwards the mother kissed her daughter affectionately, and they left the room together, the latter switching off the light.

Latimer stood in the darkness without moving. What did it all mean? Secrets, without a doubt. But of what nature? He reflected deeply, but after waiting at the spot for another hour, he came to the conclusion that his theory had no foundation. Mrs. Lorillard was in ignorance of the whereabouts of her husband, and the doctor and young Clements were doing all in their power to seek a solution of the problem.

Just as he was about to turn away, a car with strong headlights drew up at the entrance, and from where he stood he saw the doctor and the girls fiancé enter it hurriedly, and drive away down the avenue on their return to Bedford.

Scarcely had the red light disappeared when he thought he saw the indistinct figure of a man creeping beneath the shadow of some bushes. He watched the intruder slip noiselessly round the corner of the house and clamber up to one of the ground floor windows which it was apparent he was trying to unlatch.

Latimer instantly realised that to give the alarm was impossible as he would only betray himself. Further, he might, if discovered, be taken for an accomplice of the thief. He saw that to withdraw was the best course. Therefore he slipped into the shadow again, but not before he had watched the intruder crawl through the open window and disappear. Meanwhile the dancing was still in progress, and no alarm was given.

Twenty minutes later Latimer was well out on the high road to Bedford, and shortly before midnight reached the Swan and retired to bed.

Next morning the whole town was agog. A great jewel robbery had been committed at Enderby Hall. Mrs. Lorillard had found her jewel-case open on the bed, and its contents gone. The thief had escaped through the window of an adjoining dressing-room and down a stack-pipe. The police were searching everywhere for a man who had been seen to pass along the road from Bedford to Enderby in the evening, and who had returned soon after midnight. This caused Latimer much anxiety, so fearing to take train lest the stations be watched, he joined a motor omnibus which took him out to Hitchin, and thence he returned to Kings Cross by train.

Three days later, Latimer was back in Paris, but Fernande and Jacquinot had left for Bedford. Inquiry at Kempston Road and by telephone to Enderby Hall, showed that Doctor Mulholland was away. When night fell, the pair of expert investigators of mysteries of crime went out to Enderby — which had been minutely described by Latimer. It was raining, so both wore mackintoshes, but when they entered the park the weather became fine. They watched the dancing through the uncurtained windows until the clock of Enderby church struck midnight, when one by one the lights were extinguished, all save the big lamp over the portico which threw a long ray of brilliance far down the drive.

Together they stood near the corner of the house, not far from the porch, but hidden in the shadow of some large rhododendrons, when they heard a window slowly open and saw the figure of a man in golf cap and raincoat slowly emerge. He dropped noiselessly on to the turf and, bending, crept away. Had the burglar returned for more booty? In the darkness his form much resembled that of Dr. Mulholland!

Next day Fernande and her companion called upon the police, and had an interview with the chief constable, to whom they revealed who they were, and presented credentials from the Chef de la Sûreté in Paris.

They discussed the burglary, whereupon the police official said:

Fortunately the ground was soft, therefore we have secured good plaster casts of the thiefs footprints, as well as several finger-prints from the jewel-box, and from a lacquered table in Mr. Lorillards bedroom, and he showed them both the finger-prints and the plaster casts of the footprints. Sight of the latter caused the pair to exchange glances, but a second later the telephone rang and the chief constable was informed that a second burglary had taken place! It had only been discovered twenty minutes ago. A quantity of very valuable jewels, miniatures, and priceless Carolean silver, heirlooms of the Templand family, had been stolen!

Fernande and Jacquinot said nothing of what they had witnessed on the previous night, but Mulholland and Clements being away, they accompanied the detectives out to Enderby and assisted in the search for footprints which they found quite distinct, at the exact spot where the burglar had emerged from the window — footprints exactly similar to those found upon the first occasion. The robberies were undoubtedly the work of the same man!

The watchers kept their own counsel, but next day telegraphed to Paris for Latimer to join them. On the evening of the latters arrival they held secret council in his bedroom. Then all three went forth, and walked together through the rain to Enderby.

The turn affairs had now taken was astounding. The three concealed themselves in some bushes near the mansion where the usual evening gaiety was in progress. The rain abated, and the night grew bright as they watched in silence till the deep bell of Enderby church struck midnight, and the lights one after another were extinguished. At last the dark window they were watching opened cautiously, and the same mysterious figure slowly emerged and dropped to the ground.

Fernande gripped her companions arm in silence. A few seconds later, just as the figure crossed the drive, the light in the portico which was still on, shone full upon the mans countenance.

The face was that of the published photograph of John Kay Lorillard! It was very thin, haggard and drawn — the face of a man who had gone through untold suffering both mental and physical. But it was the missing man without a doubt!

This discovery staggered them.

They allowed him to walk some distance, when suddenly, Jacquinot and Latimer held back and Fernande overtook him, and explained in her very fair English that she was lost, and inquired her way to Bedford. At once the old man became interested. Next moment, however, she explained who she was, and afterwards introduced her companions, telling him that they were engaged on trying to solve the mystery of his five months disappearance.

Well, said Mr. Lorillard, as they walked together back to the house. I must thank you and your Crimes Club, and Im real glad to meet both of you. The fact is Ive been bagged right square, and only by a miracle Im back here. Nobody knows Im here, except my wife. I got in like a burglar, but one of the darned maids raised the alarm, and I had to snatch all my wifes jewels and hide in a cupboard, so that they should think that a thief had been and gone. My wife opened the dressing-room window out of which I was supposed to have escaped. But, come in. Theres nobody about. Dont make a noise. Creep in after me, and all of them scrambled through the window.

He conducted Fernande, Jacquinot and Latimer to the study. It was plain that he was suffering from a terrible breakdown. The twitching of the muscles of his face betrayed it.

Listen, he said, turning to them. Im — well Im playing a waiting game just now. Ive had some strange news from Chicago by cable to-day, and the furrows on his grey forehead deepened. Soon after I met Mulholland and that precious young scoundrel Clements, who pretended to be in love with my girl Mary, the doctor took me to a Bohemian dance-club off the Tottenham Court Road, called The Fiends and Fairies. He introduced me to a pretty young dancing instructress named Iris Ormead. She seemed a decent type, so I engaged her to come down here one night and give some exhibition dances for my guests. The dances were to be a complete surprise. Young Clements knew her, and he was to be her partner. A car brought her from London on the evening in question, and my valet, Kenyon, showed her up to my room in secret to take off her hat and cloak. Her hat was a pretty fuchsia-coloured one of felt, and my man put it aside. She gave her dances at two oclock in the morning, and they were a great success. Afterwards the young lady — to whom I had given a cheque — left for London in the car, but when she had gone I saw she had not taken her hat, so I hid it away in my wardrobe, intending to take it to her in London. I, however, forgot all about it until one night, when I was at the club with Mulholland, I met her, and she told me that she had secured an engagement in Paris and was going over shortly. A few days later I went to Paris with my secretary, Timmons, and when I had concluded my business he left to return to Chicago. I was about to return to London, when I received a telegram from Miss Ormead asking me to meet her on her arrival in Paris the following day. This I decided to do, and met her. To my surprise Mulholland was with her, and they both greeted me warmly, the doctor explaining that he had come over to see what sort of cabaret had engaged the girl. They were going out to Neuilly to stay with a friend of his, and he pressed me to go and spend the evening with them. I did. On arrival at the house, a big detached one in a lonely situation, they gave me some vermouth that was doped, and I didnt wake till thirty-six hours after. It affected my eyesight and I could only see dimly, as through a yellow haze. All I remember when I came to was, that I was sitting at a table with my cheque-book before me, and I heard Mulholland say, Sign your name, old fellow. Well soon get you out of this fix. Trust old Mull, and he pressed my fountain pen into my fingers. But I hesitated. Its only a bribe to the warders of this private asylum. Sign, and lets get away. Weve both been entrapped, he added.

Not knowing what I was doing, I signed, my brain being too muddled to think, my hand almost too weak to scrawl my name. Days, weeks passed, but I kept no count of time. The devils doped my food, and gave me injections of their accursed drugs which sent me half mad. I tried to refuse to eat, but starvation got the better of me. Then, on another evening, while I was dazed and almost blind, they compelled me to sign another cheque. I saw, though indistinctly, that it was filled in for two hundred thousand dollars, payable to a firm of whom I had no knowledge. They threatened to dope me and send me insane if I did not sign. I therefore obeyed. But half an hour later Mulholland had a violent quarrel with the keeper of the private asylum, and as soon as he had gone, the Frenchman, to my relief, brought in the girl Iris, who apologised that she had connived at the dastardly plot, and told me that I was free. She even lent me ten pounds with which to get to Bedford, and travelled with me. The two men had quarrelled over the proceeds of the cheque, and the Frenchman had his revenge. Both cheques were made out to a false firm — Guidrock & Coborn, of Wabash Avenue, Chicago — and they were supposed to be the purchase money for the big block of property for which I was negotiating. The gang of swindlers had taken temporary offices in Wabash Avenue and opened a small banking account for the purpose of dealing with my cheque. The latter had been refused by my bank because I had put the signature I use for correspondence, and not my bank signature. Mulholland and Clements had learnt all about my business from my secretary, Timmons. One of the gang had travelled about Europe personating me and sent those telegrams to my wife, while my cheques had been sent to America to be cashed by Mulhollands accomplices. The second cheque, with my right signature, I have already stopped by cable. The scoundrel will, as soon as he knows that I have escaped, come here to get news of me. My poor wife has been distracted, but what puzzled and distressed her most was the discovery of that girls felt hat in my wardrobe.

Hardly had he uttered the last sentence when the sound of an approaching car was heard. It stopped, and a moment later the bell rang loudly.

Its that accursed Mulholland! He knows Ive escaped! shrieked old Lorillard, beside himself with anger. Hes been over to Paris, and is back here in search of me! Ill open the door and give him a surprise. Come with me!

They dashed along the corridor, and Lorillard threw open the door. Next second Lorillard and Mulholland were face to face, but Lorilliard swiftly closed the door. Then swinging round, the doctor found himself looking down the barrel of a heavy automatic pistol.

The tables are turned, Mulholland! You swine! You are my prisoner now! the American shouted hoarsely.

But the doctor, pale as death, raised his hand and, without a word, fired point-blank at his accuser.

Next second the door was burst open and five men appeared, each of the strangers holding pistols.

Hands up! We are police officers! cried the leader, who was Inspector Parmiter, of Scotland Yard. We arrest both of you. Dick Plipeson, alias Herman Bernard, alias John Kay Lorillard, and other names — I arrest you, Tubby Kay, for several big jewel robberies in the United States, France, Italy and England; and you, Robert Farrell, George McLaughlin, Doctor Holt, Mulholland, for forgery upon the Crédit Lyonnais in Paris, the Union Bank of Chicago, and other American banks. I hold warrants for you both. Kindly give me your pistols, said the well-known detective quietly.

The men handed them over calmly, realising that the game was up.

What does all this mean? asked Fernande breathlessly of the chief constable of Bedfordshire, who was one of the raiders.

Well, Mademoiselle, it means that two dangerous international criminal gangs, after a long association, have quarrelled. Mulholland, knowing Lorillard to be head of one of the most daring gangs of burglars in the world, quarrelled with him and held him captive in Paris to extract a big cheque out of him, Lorillards family being unaware of his real profession. The first cheque was obtained but not cashed, and the second, Lorillard cancelled while it was on its way to America. It has been a huge conspiracy in which many persons of both sexes in the underworld of London and Chicago have been engaged, and the Crimes Club were consulted in order to throw the police off the scent; but, thanks to its astuteness in identifying the Swiss nailing of Lorillards shoes — two pairs of which he had made identical while in Switzerland — the truth is now out.

Damn you! snarled the burglar-millionaire. Ive been a fool, and given myself away just because I like to walk about in comfort!

Yes, laughed Jacquinot. I agree with you. Youve put us to a great deal of anxiety and trouble, but it is not often one lights upon a quarrel among thieves, or even a more interesting situation than this affair of the cloche hat.

While Lorillards family faded into oblivion in a few days, he and Mulholland were extradited from Row Street to New York, where they are both now undergoing long terms of imprisonment.

The insurance company, by the way, has not paid the claim made in regard to Mrs. Lorillards jewels, which were very valuable, being the pick of fifty burglaries all over Europe, by various members of the gang.

The police are still searching for Clements. Therefore, is it any wonder that at Scotland Yard a curious case is recalled by the sight of that fuchsia-coloured cloche hat?


CASE NUMBER SEVEN. THE AFFAIR OF THE ORANGE
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THE AFFAIR OF the Orange was a mystery of London, which baffled even the most astute brains of the Criminal Investigation Department.

Scotland Yard had placed the remarkable facts before the Paris police, inquiring if they had ever had a similar case brought to their notice, and Monsieur Lucien Dubosq had, after reading the many pages of closely written typescript, placed the mystery before the Club as an interesting problem for consideration and investigation.

A most remarkable story was disclosed to the full meeting of the Club which, at Dubosqs suggestion, had been summoned.

Dr. Henri Plaud, who spoke English rather well, having heard the story, proposed that the club should assist Scotland Yard, as it had done on several occasions.

In order to prosecute inquiries into the Affair of the Orange, as the Paris Sûreté termed it, one evening a week later, Dr. Plaud sat in the well appointed laboratory in London, lent to him by Sir Hubert Wilding, K.C.I.E., C.B., F.R.C.P., one of the medical advisers to the Home Office.

With him sat a squint-eyed, ill-dressed little Chinese from Limehouse, from whom the doctor was seeking information.

You have a clue, Ah Tung. I know you have! What is it? Tell me! said Dr. Plaud in fairly good English.

Over the mans sallow face a sphinx-like smile spread as he held out his long, thin hands, replying:

Ah Tung not know-ee.

I brought you here as an expert, declared the white-bearded toxicologist. I see in your face that you can, if you are so inclined, solve this mystery. Now tell me what you suspect?

Ah Tung know-ee nothing. There is nothing on Ah Tungs face, was the simple rejoinder in a high, piping tone in his pidgin-English.

Except a lie! snapped the doctor. Come, dont fence with me. You can put us on the right track if it suits you.

Ah Tung cant tell-ee story.

No. You can tell me the truth if you like, declared the famous French savant angrily. You are pretending ignorance. You want money. How much?

Money to hangee somebody? replied the slim little denizen of Londons Chinatown. No — no. Ah Tung richee. He no wantee money.

No. I suppose you make quite enough out of your infernal gambling hell in Pennyfields to be well off — eh?

All-ee velly fair play. No swindlee, protested the crafty Celestial, whose fan-tan cellar in Pennyfields was well known to the police as a notorious resort of opium smokers of the best class, many of them West End degenerates.

I suppose not, laughed the expert in his quiet professional manner. All the same, Ah Tung, I asked you to give me your valuable opinion. You are an honest Chinese, at any rate.

Ah Tung grinned at the flattery, noting which, Doctor Plaud went on:

You have heard of the circumstances. Do you follow them?

No exactly. Ah Tung likee hear you tell-ee story again.

Very well, said the French scientist. Just listen. Take it all in, and digest the true facts. Then throwing himself back into a chair he lit another cigarette, and said: In one of the large houses in Palace Gardens, Kensington, there lived an extremely wealthy widower, Mr. Howard Sibley, head of Sibley and Caird, the great iron-founders of Swansea. He was something of a speculator and put money into all sorts of schemes, including several theatrical ventures which had proved highly successful. He bought the provincial rights of several plays which afterwards proved popular, and sent them touring in the provinces. So popular was he with the members of these companies that they always referred to him as Uncle Howard, for he paid them well and was particularly generous. He lived practically alone in Palace Gardens, with a staff of servants and his faithful secretary, Allan Diamond, who had been over twenty years in his employ. His only daughter married an officer, Captain Pitt, and went to India, but about nine months ago the Captain died and she was left a widow and is now living with friends in Calcutta. Now what happened as far as the police can make out, has all been in the papers. You have, no doubt, read it.

Ah Tung never read papers, replied the little Chink in his high-pitched voice, and a strange expression of resignation in his slant, half-closed eyes.

Well, what occurred is this, the shrewd investigator went on. On the sixth of this month, Mr. Sibley gave a small dinner party at his house, before the first performance at a West End theatre in which he had become financially interested. After the theatre he took four of his friends home in the car to supper. They were Derek Donaldson, the dramatist and author of the new play; Hugh Galton, a wealthy man well known in society, and especially in racing circles; Miss Mae Miller, the leading lady in the new play and a friend of Galtons; and Miss Avice Ellerton, who is also leading lady in one of Mr. Sibleys provincial companies. Mr. Sibleys secretary, Mr. Diamond, a tall, bald-headed man, was already in the house when the party returned, and all six sat down to a champagne supper. Afterwards the men played billiards while the two ladies sat chatting and smoking until nearly three oclock. Naturally drinks were served, but Mr. Sibley, being a teetotaller, always preferred an orange before going to bed, therefore the footman brought in three fine Jaffa oranges on a plate, and left them for his master.

The party was about to break up when suddenly Miss Ellerton exclaimed to her genial host, You havent had your orange! Ill have half with you, shall I? and taking up the dessert knife lying upon the plate, she selected the finest of the three and severed it. She gave him one half, and proceeded to eat the other, finding it most refreshing and delicious. She had half finished her portion when Sibley, whose attention had been attracted by a big break which Diamond was making, commenced to eat the half which the actress handed to him upon a plate. He took a spoon and began to scoop it when suddenly he stopped, and exclaimed, What a queer taste this orange has! Miss Ellerton, who had nearly finished hers, replied, Mine is quite all right. Then a second later the millionaire cried, How terribly bitter! How —— ! He sprang from his seat, and clutching at his throat in sudden agony, gasped: My God! I — Im poisoned!

The others rushed to him as the plate with the remainder of the orange fell upon the carpet. His face went livid and he was seized with convulsive twitchings, his jaws became set, and he was seized by a violent fit of coughing. Mr. Diamond dashed to the telephone and rang up a doctor, who arrived in all haste, administered emetics, and did all in his power to restore his patient. But he had already fallen into a comatose state in which he remained for five days, when he died. That Mr. Sibley was poisoned by some secret means is quite plain. I have been called to investigate this affair, and with me my friend, Professor Ernest Lemelletier of Paris. We have analysed the remainder of the two portions of the orange, but failed to trace anything abnormal. Further, in the viscera of the dead man we can find no trace of poison whatever, all the organs being quite healthy and no sign of disease anywhere. Now, Ah Tung, I want your opinion, added the greatest analyst in France.

Praps leetle lay-dee want kill Meester Sibley? remarked the Chinaman, whose sallow, inscrutable countenance had not altered.

Not at all. It was to Miss Ellertons interest that Mr. Sibley should live. She had a five years contract with him at very excellent terms.

Then praps somebody else, said the squeaky-voiced Celestial.

If he died of poison, as he certainly did, then there was some secret motive on the part of somebody unknown to get rid of him, the doctor argued. What I am, however, concerned with, is the method employed to produce such symptoms, and subsequent coma and death. You were a doctor in China, Ah Tung. You told me so in Paris three years ago. Hence I have called you into consultation.

The Chinaman gravely shook his head. His long, talon-like fingers were folded in front, and he sat like a statue.

Ah Tung likee to see orange, he presently replied in that same monotonous voice.

Then come here, said the toxicologist. And he led the shuffling man to the end of the room, where, upon a glass plate, protected by a glass cover, lay several pieces of orange.

The slant-eyed man removed the cover, and bending, examined the fragments through the big magnifying glass which the doctor handed to him. By means of a glass rod he turned over the pieces of pulp and peel as though in minute search of something. Then he said:

There are no leetle needles like crystals of the plant keladi. Ah Tung expect them. But they not here. Ah Tung know-ee nothing. Somebody put death curse upon Meester Sibley praps.

Bosh! I dont believe in death curses, spells, sooth-saying and all that bunkum, declared the French savant with annoyance. I ask you, Ah Tung, could a perfectly ripe orange cause death by poisoning?

Meester Sibley, he die. Missee she live. Ah Tung no understand!

I repeat my question, and beg you to answer it. Have you any knowledge which causes you to suspect how the murder was accomplished?

By the orange, was the sphinx-like mans simple reply.

I know. But why has the orange caused death?

Again the elusive Chink shrugged his shoulders indicative of ignorance, yet beneath that mask he wore Dr. Plaud detected that, if he spoke, he could explain.

Again he turned over the fragments of the orange, as though to reassure himself, and then, refolding his hands, turned away without comment. So the doctor gave him a cigarette, and realising that whatever he knew which would elucidate the mystery he would keep to himself, he dismissed him rather abruptly.

When he had returned to the laboratory which had been lent him, he placed beneath the microscope several pieces of the orange of both the half partly eaten by Miss Ellerton, and that eaten by the man now dead. After a very careful examination he turned away, muttering to himself:

No. The affair is a complete mystery! Yet I wonder what Ah Tung had in his mind. The crystals? I wonder why he thinks of the juice of the keladi — those masses of fine needle crystals. In the case of likir they are orange coloured! And he paused. Then aloud to himself he said: But there are none visible. Besides, the symptons of keladi or likir poisoning are entirely different. Again, the woman suffered no ill effect.

At the Home Office next day Dr. Plaud and Professor Lemelletier, together with Sir Hubert Wilding, held a long consultation with Superintendent Frazer of Scotland Yard. The Coroners inquiry at Kensington had been further adjourned for a fortnight to allow inquiries to be made concerning the millionaires sudden death, but both the three analysts and the high official of the Criminal Investigation Department admitted to each other that it was a complete enigma.

All persons present that night have, ever since the fatal seizure, been under close surveillance, remarked the alert, clean-shaven Superintendent as he sat in his chair against the table. But up to the present only one slight suspicion has been aroused. It has been found on investigation that Miss Avice Ellerton, until two years ago, occupied a very humble position in the chorus of an obscure revue in the provinces. Mr. Sibley found her by accident, took a great fancy to her, and raised her to be one of his principals. It is known, too, that she had a violent quarrel with him in his office only four days before the fatal supper party.

And she selected and cut the orange — eh? remarked the white-haired Dr. Plaud thoughtfully.

Yet you tell me that there is no trace of any subtle poison? said the Superintendent.

None whatever, answered Dr. Plaud, with which Sir Hubert agreed.

Then we can offer no further evidence at the inquest, said the Superintendent. It must be an open verdict, and we must continue our strict watch upon the young actress.

I suppose it must be an open verdict, remarked Sir Hubert with annoyance, for failure to establish the cause of death was always irritating to him even though the two most famous investigators in France had also failed. I certainly cannot positively affirm that Mr. Sibley actually died of poison, though there was every symptom of it. The medical man who was called gave me a most minute account of the symptoms, so did the two specialists who saw him afterwards before death, he added.

Meanwhile the dead mans widowed daughter, Mrs. Pitt, who had been cabled to, was hurrying home from Calcutta. The movements of Avice Ellerton were just a trifle suspicious, for she evinced a great anxiety concerning the dead mans will, and even went the length of calling upon the deceaseds solicitor, Mr. Caulfield, to ascertain whether she benefited under it.

To her undisguised chagrin she learnt that she did not, and leaving the lawyers office in Bedford Row, she took a taxi to Duke Street, St. Jamess, and called upon a smart, good-looking friend of hers named Henry Hough, a man of about thirty-five, who had rooms there. Apparently she had rushed there to tell her friend of her disappointment, which was not lessened by the fact that, on the following day, she received notice from the dead mans executors of the disbandment of the theatrical company with which she was about to commence another tour.

At the same time Ah Tung, in his evil-smelling opium den in Limehouse, was also greatly puzzled. Late one night he was squatting with a friend of his, Li-Shen, a wizened, yellow-faced little man who kept a Chinese restaurant in the West End and who often came there to indulge in his opium pipe, when he referred to Mr. Sibleys mysterious death.

I see that he ate the orange, remarked Li-Shen in Chinese.

Yes. I wonder who knows the secret of that poison? No European does, I feel convinced, replied Ah Tung in the same language. It is so deadly, and yet so secret and puzzling! and the yellow-faced man who spoke remained inscrutable.

I wonder, echoed his friend as he climbed into a bunk and began to caress and puff at his pipe.

Have you sold any lately? asked Ah Tung. I have not.

No, neither have I. I sold the last dose in Paris three years ago.

And with that the conversation abruptly ended.

With the exception of a few bequests to charities, five thousand pounds to my devoted secretary, Mr. Allan Diamond, and several legacies to the heads of departments in Sibley and Cairds, Mr. Sibley left the whole of his great fortune to his only daughter Annabel, widow of Captain Pitt.

The Crimes Club, however, still continued their investigations. The public, by the evidence of Sir Hubert Wilding, and the verdict of the Coroners Jury, came to regard the tragic affair as death from natural but unknown causes, and after a few weeks, the public memory being so short, the matter was forgotten except that two charitable institutions benefited very materially, while a sum had been left to endow a Sibley Ward at St. Thomass Hospital.

One June evening, four months later, a ragged and unkempt young foreigner was selling newspapers in St. Martins Lane near the corner of Cranbourne Street. It was the journalist, Maurice Jacquinot. He had sold newspapers every evening at that point for the past three weeks, and had kept his stand from five oclock till past ten. Though unnoticed, there always hovered in the vicinity, idling about and usually smoking a cigarette, a lounger of the class usual in that quarter. The man was not always the same. Sometimes it was a young man, and sometimes he was elderly. But the ill-clad newspaper vendor always had someone within call.

On this particular evening there emerged from the doorway of a block of flats nearly opposite where the young newspaper boy was standing so patiently with the contents-bill in his hand, a dark-haired young man in evening-dress, overcoat and opera-hat, who first glanced up and down, and suddenly turning into Cranbourne Street, walked hurriedly in the direction of Leicester Square.

The moment his back had turned the newspaper man crumpled up the contents-bill, and throwing it into the road, walked off in the opposite direction in apparent despair. That action, however, was a signal to his assistant. His three weeks vigil had been rewarded. The man who had been keeping so closely in hiding had emerged, and his assistant, a wizened little old man, who was none other than Gustave Delcros, started around the corner to follow him.

Entering Ham Yard, a cul-de-sac off Great Windmill Street, the young man who had come forth from the flats entered a small club and there met a man about his own age. They sat in earnest conversation together for about a quarter of an hour, apparently in whispered argument. The face of the man in evening-dress was red and bloated, while the man awaiting him at the obscure club was a low, beetle-browed foreigner, either Spanish or Italian, most probably a waiter.

When he emerged he went along to Duke Street, still followed, unobserved, by old Delcros, and there called upon Mr. Henry Hough.

Hardly had the man who had been in hiding disappeared into the house when Maurice Jacquinot, his appearance entirely changed, came up behind his assistant, and whispered in a low voice in French:

The woman Ellerton went in five minutes ago. They are holding a consultation. Ill remain here. You watch me, and hold yourself in reserve.

In consequence Delcros lounged leisurely along the street and halted at the corner, where he could keep his eye unobtrusively upon his friend the journalist.

The house in Duke Street was let out in sets of bachelor chambers, and a fortnight before, a smart young army officer, Lieutenant Smee, of the Hampshire Regiment, had come as tenant on the third floor, Mr. Houghs rooms being on the first.

While Jacquinot was waiting outside, the Lieutenant, or rather Gilbert Latimer, was seated in his room with a pair of wireless telephone receivers over his ears, listening to a very remarkable conversation and scribbling it down in shorthand.

The fact was that below, in Houghs sitting-room, concealed behind a picture, was one of those harmless but highly sensitive and useful little microphone buttons from which two fine, silk-covered wires, so thin as to be almost invisible, ran along the high wainscoting, outside the door and up the wall to the room on the third floor where, upon a table, stood a small box containing a battery and amplifier. To the latter the telephone receiver was attached.

The supposed lieutenant had for nearly three weeks lived there, keeping vigil each time the tenant below received visitors. Though he had heard many confidences exchanged between Hough and his guests concerning racing, the conversation on that particular night proved extremely interesting.

On the entry of the man who had lived in hiding in St. Martins Lane, both Hough and Avice greeted him enthusiastically.

Im glad you managed to get into England all right, Jimmy, Hough said. I was afraid about your passport. If you had been discovered the officials at Dover might have made it awkward for you. Sit down, Hubbard, and tell us how youve been getting on.

I wrote and told you I could not screw up old Isaac to more than two thousand for the stones, replied the man addressed. I took them from Rotterdam to Antwerp and offered them to Cutsaert, but he wouldnt give more than eighteen hundred pounds for them; said the risk was too great and all that bunkum.

Two thousand! cried the elder man. Why, theyre worth ten — or even more.

He gave ten thousand three hundred for them, the young actress declared. He told me so.

They are splendid stones, said Hubbard. I suppose he intended to give them to Mae Miller. Sibley was fond of her — wasnt he?

Yes. She was his latest flame, so I thought we might just as well have them as she, laughed the girl. He was furious when he found that somebody had broken in and taken the case from the drawer where I told you he kept them. He told me all about it next day, but when, pretending indignation, I urged him to inform the police, he said he had bought them for me, and that he didnt want to court publicity. But I knew quite well that hed bought them for Mae.

Well, weve only got two thousand for them. I knocked them out of their settings and took them over in my glove, said the man addressed as Hubbard. So weve got to divide. Ive got the money here in English notes.

The listener could distinctly hear the rustle of crisp Bank of England notes and the voice of Avice Ellerton counting in tens.

A lot of trouble for a very paltry sum, the listener heard Hough remark as he pocketed his share. But its a good job Sibley didnt report his loss to the police, as they might have suspected Avice.

Well, hes dead now, so what matters? asked Hubbard.

It matters that none of us have made a penny profit out of his sudden death, the girl said. I fully expected hed leave me a bit.

Pity he didnt, certainly, said Hough sympathetically. His daughter has got enough, in all conscience — nearly two millions less death duties. I suppose shell marry again — eh?

Probably, lucky devil, remarked the actress. Then turning to Hubbard, she said: I suppose youll be found at the old place, Jimmy, if we decide upon another little affair.

I dont know, said the man who had admittedly stolen the jewels bought by Mr. Sibley shortly before his mysterious death. Dont count on me — at least not at present. In this last deal the game hasnt been worth the candle. Old Isaacs is an infernal old thief — like all that unholy crowd in Rotterdam.

There were sounds of glasses, followed by the gurgle of a bottle and the swish of a siphon of soda, and then Hubbard and Avice bade farewell to Hough and went out together to a small and rather disreputable dance club in Wardour Street, into which they were followed by the journalist, Jacquinot, who had been on watch outside.

Meanwhile Gordon Latimer, alias Lieutenant Smee, hurried down to Scotland Yard, where, in Superintendent Frazers private room, he read over his shorthand notes of the strange conversation.

We knew that Jim Hubbard had something to do with the theft of Lady Rotherleys jewels at Euston Station, and that he was one of the gang who did that neat job at Findlays in New Bond Street, but this unreported theft from Mr. Sibley is quite a surprise, the Superintendent remarked.

And Harry Hough is going to reform, he says, remarked Latimer.

I wonder what has induced him to think of cutting himself adrift from the crowd? remarked the Superintendent thoughtfully. He got twelve months for attempted robbery two years ago, so we must have his record. Ill get it looked up. Meanwhile observation will still be kept upon the gang. We shant be able to arrest them for the theft of Mr. Sibleys jewellery, as wed get no evidence.

Unless we could discover of whom they were bought.

And if we did, the defence could say that Mr. Sibley gave them away, and that they were never stolen. If old Isaac Celdstein has them over in Rotterdam, then we shall never see them again, the Superintendent added.

One morning, about a fortnight later, Dr. Plaud was seated in consultation with the Superintendent, and they were both examining some papers from the Record Department with greatest interest. They threw some light upon the past of Henry Hough, a past which would hardly bear investigation, for it showed him to have been an associate of crooks and a deceiver of women from his early youth.

I admit that your theory is extremely interesting, said the doctor. But we have much to establish before we could act.

Thats admitted, Monsieur. You have the inquiry to hand, you have full liberty to continue it, replied the well-known police official, one of Scotland Yards Big Four.

Three weeks went by when the Inspector received a telephone message from Gordon Latimer, who was still posing as Lieutenant Smee in Duke Street, that the man under surveillance had gone to the house in Upper Grosvenor Street where young Mrs. Pitt was living with her aunt, Mrs. Axbury. He apparently knew the widow, for after his first call, he went to the house regularly each day, and they often went shopping together, or she would take him out motoring to Windsor, to Brighton or other places. They had been together to Wimbledon to watch the tennis, to Henley Regatta and to Cowes, apparently greatly enjoying themselves, but always upon them was the ever watchful eye of Jacquinot, Delcros, or the dark-eyed Parisienne, Fernande Buysse, who had come over to bear her part in the investigations, and to write an article on English fashions for Le Journal.

As for Jim Hubbard and the disappointed girl Ellerton, they had disappeared into the provinces, their whereabouts, however, being known.

The general interest of the club of investigators was now concentrated upon Hough. That Mrs. Pitt was possessed of some very valuable jewellery which her father had given her was well known. Was it possible that Hough was ingratiating himself with her for the purpose of one day disappearing with the contents of her jewel-case, as he was known to have done in more than one instance? It seemed so.

Superintendent Frazer was much puzzled how to act. After his long record in the Metropolitan Police, in which he had risen from uniformed constable in the T Division to his present high office in the Criminal Investigation Department, he had learned to be as diplomatic as he was acute and far-seeing. His success in the many great criminal investigations of which he had been placed in charge, had been mainly due to his extreme caution and patient painstaking. It would, of course, have been quite easy to go to the dead millionaires widowed daughter and point out that the man Hough was not what he was representing himself to be. But the lady might resent such intrusion upon her private affairs. Indeed, she probably would.

So as day followed day, and he constantly received reports of the visits the man paid daily to Upper Grosvenor Street, and his peregrinations about London with the young widow, he became more and more anxious regarding the safety of her valuables.

At last he determined to have an interview with Mr. Caulfield, the late Mr. Sibleys solicitor, and point out to him the dangerous position of affairs, so that he might see Mrs. Pitt and warn her.

Mr. Caulfield, who had represented the family at the inquest, was at once alarmed, and lost no time in calling at Upper Grosvenor Street, where, with the utmost tact, after a purely business conversation relative to the estate, he ventured to mention Henry Hough.

Oh! yes, said the rather handsome young lady. Mr. Hough is a great friend of mine. He knew my father well. Indeed he dined with him only a few weeks before his death.

Where did you first meet him? asked old Mr. Caulfield.

In India. I had gone up to Simla for the hot weather. He was awfully kind to me at the Cecil Hotel, for I was something of an invalid at the time. Afterwards I met him again in Cawnpore, and after my husbands death he called on me in Calcutta.

Was he in the Army?

Oh no. He had an important post with a big rubber company at their offices in Singapore.

The grey-haired old lawyer paused and looking the handsome young woman straight in the face, said:

Would it surprise you very much, Mrs. Pitt, to know that the gentleman you so often entertain here is a notorious adventurer?

The millionaires daughter drew herself up in instant indignation.

How dare you say that against Harry — I mean Mr. Hough?

My dear lady, I can supply proof, if you wish, replied Mr. Caulfield quite calmly.

I want no proof, she snapped angrily. I dont see it is any business of yours. You are paid your costs by my fathers executors, and that is surely enough, Mr. Caulfield. I resent any intrusion upon my private affairs.

But, Mrs. Pitt, I think it is only my duty to give you warning that the man Hough is — —

I want no warning! the woman cried angrily, starting to her feet. Please say no more. Nothing you can say can set me against Mr. Hough. So thats sufficient!

Then you refuse to hear me?

Absolutely.

For a moment the old lawyer hesitated, then he picked up his hat and bade her a cool farewell.

Mrs. Pitt was tactful enough to say nothing to Hough when two hours later he called. But at the interview which Mr. Caulfield had with Superintendent Frazer a little later, the latter remarked:

The truth is quite plain. The widow is in love with him!

This surmise was indeed borne out a fortnight later when the Morning Post announced the engagement of Mr. Henry Hough to Annabel, widow of the late Captain Ralph Pitt, and daughter of the late Mr. Howard Sibley.

Doctor Plaud noticed it, pointed it out to his fellow members of the club, and pondered. That morning he motored down to Whitehall, and had a long and confidential chat with Superintendent Frazer.

In consequence the Superintendent that same day sought out Mr. Diamond, who had been Mr. Sibleys secretary and was now engaged in a stockbrokers office in the City, and had a chat with him in which he learnt that Mr. Henry Hough had, about a month preceding Mr. Sibleys death, approached him with a proposal to finance a rubber property in the Malay State of Johore, whether a serious business or not was not known. They had several interviews, and one night Mr. Sibley invited the man from the East to dine tête-à-tête to talk over the proposition which, however, did not eventually fructify. He had told Mr. Diamond that he had met his employers daughter in India.

On hearing this, Doctor Plaud went down to Limehouse and again sought out Ah Tung. When they were alone in the basement of his squalid little opium den in Pennyfields — a close, evil-smelling place, for several men were smoking in the adjoining cellar — the great pathologist said:

I have come to appeal to you, Ah Tung, to tell me how Mr. Sibley died. Was it of one of the Malay time-poisons of which I have heard, but have never believed. The juice of the bark of the bebuta tree, combined with certain other ingredients, is, I have learned, one of the most dangerous poisons used by the Malays. Is that so? Tell me, I beg of you, is there any such poison, one dose of which can, by the amount administered, be timed to produce death at a given date?

The diminutive yellow-faced man who stood near the table while his visitor was seated upon a rickety chair, remained immovable.

I have saidee before. Ah Tung know notheeng, was his vague reply.

Come, cried the old French scientist, jumping up angrily. Answer me at once, or I shall tell them at Scotland Yard certain suspicions I had of you in Paris three years ago and of that precious friend of yours, Li-Shen. I repeat my question. You have lived in the Malay States, and have studied there. Is there such a thing as a time-poison? Answer me straight now. And he gazed fiercely into the shifty, slant eyes of the Chink.

Moren one, replied the squeaky-voiced Chinese, thoroughly alarmed. Ah Tung no think bebuta, for he causee blind man. No, wali-kambing juice and jelatang seed mixee with rengut. Ah Tung think that because orange every day makee dead man velly soon.

Much gratified at the reply, the doctor asked if the dose could be introduced secretly into drink, whether it was tasteless, and whether a single dose could be regulated as to the time it would take effect. To these questions the Chinaman replied:

Tastee nothing. Big dose kill soon, little dose takee long time, but must have orange evelly day.

And is that the only poison which is fatal if oranges are eaten? asked Sir Hubert.

Ah Tung grinned sardonically and nodded in the affirmative.

With this knowledge Doctor Plaud lost no time in imparting his suspicions to Scotland Yard, whereupon Gordon Latimer, who was still at Duke Street, was instructed to make a thorough search of Henry Houghs rooms during his absence, when that night, secreted in an old leather cigarette-case lying in a drawer, was found a white paper packet containing a small quantity of brown powder which the radio expert seized and took to Doctor Plaud who, within an hour or two, identified it as powdered jelatang seed, one of the ingredients of the terrible time-poison of the Malays.

The mystery of Mr. Sibleys tragic death was now quite clear. The adventurer Hough, having met the rich mans widowed daughter, conceived the devilish idea of ingratiating himself with her, and being in possession of the poison he had brought from Penang, resolved to go to London, meet Mr. Sibley, and remove him secretly so that the daughter should come into her fathers fortune, when he would afterwards marry her.

All had gone smoothly for the crafty murderer until, on that night when the identity of the poison was established, Annabel had told him of Mr. Caulfields allegation, and of some curious inquiries Sir Hubert Wilding and Doctor Plaud had been making. The man instantly saw that danger threatened, and having left Upper Grosvenor Street, he wandered about the London streets for many hours, until at early dawn he wearily let himself into the house in Duke Street with his latch-key.

As he did so, a movement in the hall startled him. Next instant he was seized by three sturdy detectives. With a sudden movement of his right arm, however, he proved too quick for them, for he slipped something into his mouth, and ere they had dragged him into the room beyond, he was already dying.


CASE NUMBER EIGHT. THE HOUSE OF EVIL
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THE FACTS CONCERNING The Cedars, an ancient house on Richmond Green, to be sufficiently understood, must be recorded in their right sequence.

In the ordinary course of business the old-established firm of Peyton & Crow, auctioneers, valuers and estate agents of Richmond, Surrey, were, by the executors of the late Mrs. DArcy Haviland, given the sole agency to dispose of certain premises with their contents in that pleasant riparian town. The place was described as a most desirable freehold property situated on Richmond Green, with characteristic features of oak floors, original panelling, and Queen Anne staircase.

According to the advertisements the charming old-world residence, entirely modernized, faced that quiet open space near the Thames just off the bustling centre of Richmond, a spot which is a backwater of suburban London, the same to-day pretty much as in the days when Anne was Queen.

Naturally such a property, together with the antique furniture and works of art which had been for more than two centuries in the ancient family of Haviland, attracted considerable notice among connoisseurs and men who, being engaged in business in the City, were anxious to purchase an old-fashioned property so near London.

On the death of the last owner, an eccentric widow, Mrs. DArcy Haviland, the house had been closed for nearly twenty years owing to some litigation. It was never cleaned, and the old rooms with their priceless furniture, which included several very rare Carolean chairs and a day-bed, was given over to the moths, rats, and dust. The shutters were closed, and the line garden with its big spreading cedars became overgrown, and the front garden filled with litter.

Naturally, in Richmond, all sorts of weird stories were told concerning the place. One story was to the effect that the late owner, a pleasant widow of sixty, was murdered there. It was true that she had been found dead one evening at the foot of the great old staircase, the wide oaken steps which were worn thin by the tread of generations. She was in her night attire, and as there were marks on the back of her head and her neck was broken, it was quite plain that she had met with death by accident. She had come from her room attracted by some noise, real or fancied, below, and had slipped and fallen, sustaining injuries that were at once fatal. Evidence of this was shown by the plated bedroom candlestick which lay upon the stone floor of the hall, and the half-burnt candle which was lying near by. None of the four servants had heard anything in the night, and none of the ground-floor windows were found unfastened. But that was in 1906, and as the house had been closed ever since it was quite natural that an air of mystery had grown up around it, and that locally it was known as the house where a rich old woman was murdered.

The aspect of the old, red-brick, inartistic place was certainly mysterious. Through the years the tattered green holland blinds had been down. The ivy had overgrown half the house, the lower windows were heavily shuttered and barred, the gravel drive in front was choked with weeds and moss, the bushes had grown high, and grass and wild flowers grew on many of the window-sills. Through those years the old wrought-iron gates had always been secured by a rusty chain and padlock which nobody had been seen even to unlock.

The houses in the vicinity, all of them early Georgian residences, were well-kept and prosperous, for they were the artistic, old-fashioned homes of barristers and merchants, yet The Cedars remained an eyesore upon a very charming spot.

One day, however, workmen came and filed the chain which secured the gate to admit two estate agents, after which the blinds were drawn up, the rotting windows opened, and a board was next day put up announcing that this desirable property was to be sold by Peyton & Crow. Then the whole neighbourhood became instantly agog.

A curious story was, however, at once bruited abroad to the effect that on the second night of the re-opening of the long-closed house a constable, passing across the Green, saw a red, glowing object moving slowly across one of the ground-floor rooms that had been unshuttered. On investigation he found the house locked and the gate chained, for the agents had locked it up for the night and taken the key. Hence, the old untenanted place, full of dust and cobwebs, was declared by all the neighbours to be haunted.

Advertisements that the place was for sale just as it stood, with its antique contents, soon attracted a number of interested persons. Old furniture is interesting to most people, and numbers of persons, out of mere curiosity, in order to go over the house of sinister reputation, applied for orders to view.

Up and down that wonderful old oak staircase, wide and easy of tread, with its oak balustrade and hand-rail, people went daily, while the caretaker placed in charge, an old commissionaire named Donald Blair, escorted them through the sombre, time-dimmed rooms into which the wintry light struggled through the leaded panes.

It was concerning this house that a special meeting of the club was convened, to hear the report which the dark-eyed, round-faced French lawyer, Maître Jean Tessier, had brought with him from London.

With the exception of the stout Madame Léontine Van Hecke, all the members were present.

Our friend Frazer, of Scotland Yard, is much puzzled by a very strange sequence of inexplicable events in a house at Richmond, near London, said Lucien Dubosq. I ask our dear Maître to describe to you the facts which are put forward for the consideration of the club.

Thereupon the famous criminal lawyer adjusted his gold pince-nez and read from some typewritten pages a most weird and curious story. Certain visitors to that long-closed house had been curiously affected by some sinister influence which was utterly mysterious and inexplicable.

On the second day that orders to view The Cedars were given out by Messrs. Peyton & Crow, at about two oclock in the afternoon a well-known member of the Stock Exchange named Mr. Ralph Crowher, attracted by the advertisement, went by car to Richmond Green, and attended by the commissionaire, Blair, inspected the premises. He was in excellent health, but on descending into the hall he was seized by a sudden stroke, and on being carried into his car, expired before his chauffeur could reach Kensington, where he lived. There was an autopsy, and at the inquest death was declared to have resulted from angina pectoris.

Two days later, at ten oclock in the morning, a young clerk named Lamb, employed by Peyton & Crow, had been making a schedule of some odds and ends in an attic when, on leaving the house, he was seized by violent fits of shivering, followed by paralysis of the lower extremities. He was conveyed on a police ambulance to the Richmond Hospital, where his symptoms were found to be most mysterious. He had suddenly become delirious, and imagined he was seeing horrible and ghastly reptiles crawling over the ceiling and upon the walls. It was a fortnight before he was discharged cured.

The next curious event took place three days after the young clerks mysterious seizure, and concerned a young man named Harold Fludyer, the nephew of a peer, who was about to marry, and whose fiancée was a great lover of antique furniture. The pair went to The Cedars with an order to view and spend two hours in the house. They were together the whole time, but suddenly, while in the dusty, neglected drawing-room, with its faded damasks and moth-eaten carpet, the young fellow complained of violent pains in his arms and legs. He sat down in an old armchair, and in pain, cried:

Oh! my throat! Oh! — oh!

Those were the last words he uttered, for his limbs stretched themselves out. Then, in convulsions, he fell upon the floor, while his fiancée screamed for help. Blair dashed into the room, and kneeling, held up his head, but two minutes later he was dead.

The Richmond Coroner and the police were now thoroughly mystified, and an account of the inquest appearing in the Press, and with some comments of the Coroner, at once aroused the public curiosity.

The Criminal Investigation Department determined to investigate, and one morning Superintendent Frazer and Chief Inspector Charman motored down to Richmond and went over the house of mystery, when, to everyones surprise, the sinister influence, or whatever it was, made itself felt to Inspector Charman, with the result that while in one of the second floor rooms he suddenly collapsed. The police surgeon, who lived close by, was summoned, but it was twenty-four hours before he sufficiently recovered to be able to be removed to his home.

The most searching investigation had resulted in nothing tangible to account for this remarkable phenomena. One fact remarked, however, was that, though dozens of women had visited the place, not one had — as far as was known — experienced any ill-effects.

On the weird circumstances being published in the papers, no fewer than eight persons — all men — wrote stating that within a short time of visiting The Cedars they, too, had experienced great pain in their arms and legs, accompanied by shortness of breath, vertigo, or semi-consciousness. Each of these persons had been seen by two eminent medical men appointed by the Home Office, but the symptoms could not be identified with any of those of common diseases. All sorts of theories had been set up by amateur investigators, spiritualists and others, all of which had been dismissed by Scotland Yard. It was at this juncture that the aid of the expert investigators who composed the Crimes Club were invited to view the premises and give an opinion of the cause of the extraordinary sinister influence prevailing in the place.

When the great French criminal lawyer had finished reading the amazing statement there was a dead silence for some moments, each member seated around the table exchanging glances with his neighbour.

A complete mystery, Messieurs, remarked the stout Baron dAntenac. We should, I think, endeavour to solve the problem. Scotland Yard are quite baffled, it would appear.

Superintendent Frazer spoke to me over the telephone from London last night, the elegant Chef de la Sûreté added. Still another tragedy occurred yesterday. Mr. Crow, of the firm of Peyton & Crow, happened to be upstairs in the house talking with a prospective purchaser when a boy telegraph messenger, who had been to deliver a message to him, descended and mounted his cycle on his way back to the post office, when he reeled and fell off. When he was picked up life was extinct. He had been in the drawing-room, the same in which Mr. Fludyer had been so suddenly attacked!

Gordon Latimer at once announced his readiness to assist in the investigation, and was joined by Fernande Buysse and Maurice Jacquinot, both of whom were ever on the look out for a fresh stunt for Le Journal. Next moment both the easy-going Baron and Professor Lemelletier agreed also to go to London and endeavour to unravel the mystery.

Four days later a young Frenchman, accompanied by a fair-haired young Englishman, took rooms at the Roebuck Hotel on Richmond Hill, which offered a magnificent view across the picturesque Terrace Gardens and away up the winding valley of the Thames. They were Gordon Latimer and Maurice Jacquinot, who were there to once again try for success in unravelling one of the most remarkable mysteries with which the Metropolitan Police had ever been faced. The Professor, the Baron, and Fernande Buysse had taken their quarters at the Grosvenor Hotel in London, so as to be near Scotland Yard.

The morning after their arrival was cold and wet, but at eleven oclock Latimer and Jacquinot, with umbrellas, turned from George Street on to the Green, and by the estate agents board recognised the big red brick, Queen Anne house, half hidden by its riot of untrimmed ivy. Beneath the porch stood Blair, the commissionaire, who had received notice of the two visitors. Inside the great, square, rather dark hall, stood the Professor, Mademoiselle Fernande, and the stout Baron in conversation. They had arrived a few moments before, therefore the door having been closed, all four proceeded to make an inspection of the lower rooms. The big dining-room, with its heavy furniture and a dozen fine old family portraits, looked gloomy and mysterious; the library, filled from floor to ceiling with heavy brown-backed tomes, had an old-fashioned geographical globe at the dirt grimed window; and the morning-room with its heavy leather furniture, and the ante-room upholstered in faded green damask, ragged and rotten, smelt damp and mouldy. In the corners huge cobwebs waved in the draught when doors were opened, and the very carpets seemed to rub away to thinness beneath ones feet.

What a dismal place! exclaimed the Baron, in French. No wonder some people have experienced a creepy feeling.

And no wonder that somebody has declared that a ghost walks across the library at night! remarked the sprightly young Parisienne, who wore a big fur coat and close-fitting hat.

Latimer and Jacquinot made a cool and studied tour of each apartment, while the Professor scrutinised everything through his pince-nez, and the Baron stood and surveyed the rooms in general.

Presently they ascended the wide staircase, and as they did so, they were joined by Superintendent Frazer, who had that moment arrived, the tall commissionaire following.

The big old-world drawing-room, the three bay windows of which looked out upon the Green, was shabby and dirty in the morning light, the old Brussels carpet, grey and threadbare in patches, the gilt furniture, tarnished and blackened by age, the straight-backed cane chairs of the days of King Charles, the Queen Anne tables, the rusty old fire-dogs, the decaying red silk damask curtains which hung in rags, and some of the pictures, being half obscured by great black cobwebs, rendered the apartment depressing and mysterious.

Blair, pointing to an old armchair upholstered with old yellow silk damask, woven with coloured birds, said:

Mr. Fludver was taken ill and died in that chair within six minutes.

The little knot of visitors regarded the big old chair with considerable interest. The Professor and the Baron both sat in it, and were followed by the pretty Fernande. The latter, as she sat in the chair, gazed thoughtfully around the depressing old room, with its air of a century ago, and yet the furniture of which would probably fetch record prices under the hammer.

Tell us about the ghost, Latimer asked of the white haired old commissionaire in uniform.

Well, sir, I dont believe in no ghosts, and yet — — and he paused.

Well? Have you seen anything? inquired Fernande in her broken English.

The night before last, Miss, just before I locked up at five oclock, I was on my way downstairs, and passing the door of this room, I saw distinctly shining from underneath a dull red glow. I at once opened the door, but the room was in darkness. Yet I could have sworn that I had seen a funny light here, like the light of a fire!

You didnt investigate further? asked the chief of the Criminal Investigation Department.

I went round the room, Sir, but I saw nothing.

Imagination, I should say! remarked the Professor.

The constable who first reported having seen the curious glow downstairs, I have myself questioned very closely, and he is convinced that he really saw something unusual, the Superintendent remarked.

The party went round the rooms on the first floor, and then by a wide spiral staircase, a continuation of the oaken one, they ascended to the bedrooms on the second floor, where, in each room, stood an old carved four-poster, hung with its original chintzes, now black with age, and in many places tattered and decayed. Like the rooms below, they were all dirty, with windows begrimed with dirt and pests, cobwebs swaying everywhere.

So far as the party could see there was nothing whatever to account for the fatal injuries, or the sudden serious indisposition, by which other unfortunate visitors had been stricken. That some unknown but deadly influence was present in that long closed house had been proved a number of times, but strangely enough, of the dozens of women who had gone in and out, not one had ever complained of any extraordinary feeling.

The party had reassembled in the dining-room when Superintendent Frazer asked Blair to leave them, and then locked the door.

Addressing them, he said slowly in English, so that all could understand:

Now, Mademoiselle and gentleman, you have seen the house, which I have ordered to be closed to the public while you are conducting your investigations. I confess that the problem has completely baffled us. There seems no logical reason for the weird phenomena. Indeed, you will agree, I think, that there is something entirely uncanny about the whole circumstances. I hand over the inquiry unreservedly to you, well knowing the abilities of your excellent club. We have held several theories, but each has, on investigation, broken down. I am highly interested in your views, and of course if you wish for any help, I have already given orders to the sub-divisional inspector of police here in Richmond, to give you every assistance possible.

Oh! Oh! cried the stout Baron suddenly, as though in pain, and taking a deep breath he suddenly gasped in French: I — I dont feel very well myself! The others, alarmed, instantly noticed how flushed his face had suddenly become, and in a second Latimer had drawn a chair behind him, and taking his arm, sat him in it, while Lemelletier was instantly at his side asking how he felt.

I am quite dizzy! My head seems bursting, and terrible shooting pains are going through my eyes. My legs are cold — ugh! shivering! he said. And he huddled himself in the chair, his wide open eyes staring fixedly straight before him, while his hands clenched with the pain he suffered.

Someone fetch some brandy — quick! A bottle! cried the grave-faced old medico-legist, and instantly Latimer dashed out of the house to the nearest public-house. He got the bottle opened by the bar-man, and taking a syphon of soda and a tumbler, he rushed back to where the Baron sat, half-conscious, with Jacquinot and Fernande supporting him.

The Professor poured out nearly a quarter of a tumbler of neat brandy, and forced it between the Barons lips. Then, taking a little scribbling-block from his pocket, he wrote out a prescription, and this the young Englishman took to the nearest chemist who at once made it up. A dose of this mixture was administered to the Baron every ten minutes, while the others stood aside conversing only in whispers.

They had there proof positive that any attempt to solve the uncanny mystery would be at great personal risk.

What was the secret of that fatal influence which made itself felt only upon men?

In about an hour the Baron had sufficiently recovered to be assisted into the car which had brought him, with the Professor and Fernande, from London, and the meeting broke up without anything being definitely arranged. Everybody had been alarmed and mystified beyond measure at the amazing suddenness of the Barons attack.

Back at the Roebuck, Latimer and Jacquinot calmly discussed the situation for nearly two hours, the pair being locked in Latimers bedroom.

One would almost suspect the existence of some sinister kind of death-ray, remarked the young inventor of radio-television, whose discovery had made him world-famous. Of course there is, up to the present, no such thing as a death-ray, yet I see no reason why, with the rapid development of electricity, some such device may not be demonstrated in the very near future.

Well, my dear friend, what is your theory? asked the popular French journalist.

I have none. I cannot see why this mysterious unseen influence should affect some — even to death — while others are immune, he said. What, for example, actually happened to the Baron? He was at my side the whole time. He was affected, while I felt nothing!

Exactly. It is all most horribly weird and uncanny. Superintendent Frazer seems to have grown apprehensive lest either one of us may be stricken with death. He warned us to be extremely careful, you will recollect, said Jacquinot.

Personally, I think that if we are to solve the problem, we ought to have the premises entirely at our disposal, said Latimer. Blair should be withdrawn, and the house, closed to all visitors, should be put entirely into our charge. If you agree, then we will see the estate agents regarding it.

I entirely agree, said the young Frenchman. Hence the pair later on called upon Mr. Peyton, an affable, alert, middle-aged man in glasses, who at once expressed interest in their inquiries, and acceded to their request that no further orders to view be given, and that Blair should be withdrawn.

The young clerk, Mr. Lamb, was called, and gave his experience of the mysterious attack, his symptoms and his subsequent delirium.

Whats your opinion regarding the red glow that a constable saw one night and that Blair also saw quite recently? asked Latimer of the estate agent.

Mr. Peyton smiled incredulously and replied: In most cases houses that have been closed for long periods earn the reputation of harbouring shadows from the spirit world. We have had several such cases. Indeed, in these days when such interest is being taken in spiritualism, the number of houses declared to be the refuge of those from the Beyond seems to be increasing.

Then you dismiss that? remarked Jacquinot in English.

Certainly I do. But of course, the evil influence present in the house is a bewildering problem. I cannot in the least account for it. Indeed, I regret that my firm have ever had anything to do with the Haviland estate.

In reply to Gordon Latimer, Mr. Peyton told them that the solicitor representing the executors was a Mr. Drage, whose offices were in Lincolns Inn Fields. So that afternoon he and Jacquinot called upon him.

Latimer explained the reason of the visit, and how they were endeavouring to elucidate this mystery of The Cedars, and asked the elderly, well-preserved lawyer whether they might know something of the history of the estate.

Certainly, he replied, and calling a clerk, sent him for the papers. In a few moments the young man returned with a formidable bundle of faded and dusty documents bound with tape that had once been pink but was now grey with age.

The estate was first placed in the hands of my grandfather in 1830, said the clean-shaven lawyer. Our new client was a Mr. Henry DArcy Haviland, who also had an estate near Iver, in Buckinghamshire. From the correspondence Mr. Haviland appears to have been something of a recluse; the scion of a very ancient family who had lived since 1662 in the house at Richmond, now known as The Cedars, the grounds of which were then very extensive and ran down to the Thames. He had travelled considerably, and had been in South America in the early days. He had married a Brazilian lady, but as far as I can discover, the lady either died or lived apart from him, as there is no record of her ever having been at The Cedars. In 1862 Mr. Henry died, leaving the whole of his property, including The Cedars and its contents, to a young cousin, Mr. DArcy Haviland, who married, lived there with his wife until 1906, when he died. Apparently in the last ten years of his life Haviland, who had shown great promise at Oriel, became a studious recluse, for there are people still in the neighbourhood who recollect him, dressed in the style of the sixties, sitting in his garden in summer, and very rarely being seen beyond the threshold of his front gate. During those years the place became dirty and neglected. He kept chickens in the basement to supply him with eggs, which seemed his staple diet, and at one time had no fewer than fourteen cats on account of the swarm of mice with which the house had become infested. Then, when he died, litigation arose, and his wife, who was eccentric and lived apart from him, died suddenly. Then the house was closed and sealed, the key handed to Messrs. Peyton & Crow as estate agents, and for nearly twenty years nobody set foot into the place till just recently, when the state of the premises was found to be as you have seen them.

It is little wonder that the public imagination has declared it to be inhabited by something super-natural, Latimer remarked.

It seems to be extraordinary from all I hear! declared Mr. Drage. I only hope, gentlemen, that you and your friends will be successful in ferreting out the truth, and put an end for ever to this death-trap for the unwary.

During the two days that followed, Jacquinot and Latimer were in London in consultation with the Professor, the Baron, and Fernande, when, after many theories had been advanced, Latimer and the French journalist volunteered to keep night-watch inside the house of mystery in order to investigate the mysterious red glow that had been witnessed on at least two occasions. Mademoiselle Fernande was eager to accompany them, but they would not hear of it. The risk was far too great they all agreed.

The house was closed, and the keys of the padlock on the gate and that of the front door had been given them. Hence, on the following night at about nine oclock, the pair, carrying electric torches and automatic pistols, entered the house unobserved, and drawing the ragged blinds so as not to be noticed from outside, lit a childs night-light and placed it in a saucer in the grate of the dining-room, where they produced their flasks and sandwiches, and noiselessly settled themselves down in two big old easy chairs to wait. Their movements were exactly those of two detectives whom Frazer had sent there some weeks before, and who had discovered nothing. Would the Crimes Club fare any better?

Hour after hour they kept vigil, but beyond the rattling of the windows, the howling of the winter wind, the banging of an upstairs door, and the slow rustling of a tattered silk curtain blown by the draught, nothing was heard and nothing seen. The room through the long night presented a weird, mysterious scene illuminated only by the faint little light burning in the grate, flickering ever and anon and casting strange shadows upon the ceiling. At two oclock they emptied their flasks and ate their sandwiches, and at seven, just as day was dawning, relinquished their watch and returned to the hotel to snatch a few hours sleep. Before doing so, however, Latimer telephoned to his friends at the Grosvenor Hotel reporting the result of their vigil.

Next night and the next went by just as uneventfully. The nights had grown colder, and not daring to have a fire, they were compelled to wrap themselves in travelling rugs to keep themselves warm.

On the fourth night Jacquinot was replaced by the Professor, who was most anxious to bear his share in watching, and as they sat together at about two oclock, Latimers quick ears suddenly caught a light sound, apparently out in the hall. Motioning to the Professor to keep quiet, he rose stealthily, and taking up his pistol, crept quietly and noiselessly to the door, which, with a sudden movement, he flung open.

A blood-red glow almost blinded him, and so startled was he, that an exclamation of surprise escaped him, but next second the hall was plunged in complete darkness. Snatching his flash-lamp, he turned it on, and with the Professor searched every nook and cranny. There was no place where anything could be concealed, hence, though the phenomenon of the red glow was corroborated, its origin was as complete an enigma as before.

Thus the investigators became even more puzzled. The glow which the constable had first noticed was no imagination but an actual fact! Yet the whole circumstances were entirely baffling, and it was felt that only by tireless vigilance could the mystery of the strange red glow, and with it that of the sinister influence, be discovered.

Hence night after night a ceaseless watch was kept, but all without result. At last it was decided to withdraw for a week, allow the place to be visited by prospective purchasers, and then suddenly keep further watch.

This course was adopted, but on the very first day the public, ignorant of the investigation in progress, were admitted, a retired Mincing Lane merchant named Tweedie, who had looked over the place with his wife, complained of feeling unaccountably unwell immediately he entered the drawing-room, and he sat for a whole hour in that fatal armchair before he felt sufficiently recovered from vertigo to descend and return to the station.

Therefore, once again the house of death on Richmond Green was closed, and then, after a lapse of a week, Latimer, Jacquinot, and the Professor formed a trio to watch again.

The night was cold and damp, and a heavy fog lay over the valley of the Thames, so that by midnight the Green was enveloped so thickly that it was hard to distinguish any object a yard away. Inside the house, as the three men sat facing the tiny light which shed its uncertain rays to the ceiling of the spacious room, the silence was complete. The door had been purposely left half open, and now and then strange sounds were heard, as there are in every house in the silent hours, stairs creaking, panelling cracking, or the scamper of mice overhead. The watchers made no sound, for it had been agreed not to speak. They only made signs to each other, hardly discernible in the dim light.

The old oak stairs had creaked once or twice, but they put the noise down to the expansion of the wood, which, after being depressed by the feet of those who had last ascended, was expanding. But Latimer, seized by sudden curiosity, pointed to the door to show his intention, and rising, crept noiselessly along the wall, and then suddenly out into the hall.

Next second the sharp report of a pistol rang through the house, instantly followed by a second. A cry of pain and the exclamation, My God! Latimers two companions dashed out with their torches, only to find him lying crumpled up against the panelling of the hall, while half-way up the stairs lay the body of an undersized, bearded little man with a gorilla-like face. He had been shot through the jaw in self-defence by Latimer.

The latter was still conscious.

Dont — dont touch that hand-rail! he managed to gasp as they found that he was wounded in the chest.

While the Professor remained, Jacquinot rushed round to the police station, where the sergeant on duty telephoned to the doctor while two constables and another sergeant hurried round to The Cedars.

At once they identified the foreign-looking little man, who was quite dead, as having lived for years in Friars Lane, a narrow way which led from the Green to the towing-path beside the river. His name was Teddy Haviland who, though well educated, followed the calling of waterman, and whose old cronies had always understood that he was in some way connected with the Havilands who once owned The Cedars. While the doctor, hastily summoned, examined Latimer, the others made searching investigation of the strange little man who had been shot on the stairs. At the bottom of the staircase lay a small flash-lamp across the glass of which was stuck a thin layer of red gelatine, while near by lay a small bottle, of which the brown greasy contents — which looked like furniture polish — had nearly all escaped.

The unconscious mans warning not to touch the hand-rail upon the stairs caused them to search, whereupon they at last discovered that just above the spot where the intruder had fallen the wood had been smeared with some of the greasy liquid from the bottle.

At the inquest Mr. Peyton gave evidence that as soon as the news was circulated that The Cedars was to be opened and sold, the eccentric old waterman called and declared to a clerk that he was the rightful owner of the place. But his claim was laughed to scorn and quickly forgotten. Whether there was any justification in the claim is not known, but the police authorities, eager to suppress the actual truth, regarded the death as that of suicide while temporarily insane, a verdict to that effect being returned.

Professor Lemelletier and Professor Boyd, the Home Office expert, were soon busy analysing the contents of the bottle, some of which was found spread upon the hand-rail of the stairs.

The fact that the dead waterman, Haviland, had told Mr. Peytons clerk that he had lived his early life in Brazil gave the Professor a clue to the bewildering affair, and within a week he and Professor Boyd were able to make an authentic statement to Superintendent Frazer to the effect that the ugly little man, obsessed by the fact that what he rightly or wrongly considered to be his birthright was to be sold, conceived a dastardly idea of revenging himself upon those who desecrated the place by going there to inspect its antique treasures.

In South America they found he had for some years lived with a native tribe on the banks of the Amazon River, a thousand miles from its mouth, and had, from a medicine-man, learnt the secret of perhaps the only deadly poison which can be absorbed through the skin. Years before he had written down the formula, and also the various ingredients, two of which were extremely difficult to obtain in this country. He had, however, been able to get them from a herbalist in Paris, and, after infinite trouble, had mixed the deadly compound with which, from time to time, he paid secret visits to the house, and smeared the hand-rail of the stairs, with the terrible results already described.

The Professor and his colleague were able to identify the poison; the chief ingredients were the ground seeds of the cebera odollam mixed with those of the carica papaya, mercury, and several other substances which combine to make one of the most terrible and deadly poisons, yet one hardly at all known to European toxicologists.

As the hands of the innocent persons rested upon the rail on the top of the banisters they absorbed the poison, and by it were more or less affected according to the amount absorbed.

Hence the reason that no lady was attacked was rendered quite clear, because they invariably wore gloves.

To-day The Cedars has been renovated, pointed, restored, and refurnished, and for obvious reasons its name has been changed by its new owner.


CASE NUMBER NINE. A SECRET OF THE UNDERWORLD
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MY OPINION IS that the old Spaniard Hernan is guilty! declared Baron Edouard dAntenac, raising his glass of chartreuse to his lips and slowly sipping the colourless liqueur.

Mon cher Baron. That is an opinion unpremeditated, hence it should not be expressed, remarked Lucien Dubosq. Recall for a moment the circumstances of the Goullin affair at Poissy. You were convinced that Mademoiselle Meignan was responsible, whereas she was entirely innocent, he added reprovingly.

The circumstances of the case under consideration are entirely different, interposed Professor Lemelletier, an opinion with which Doctor Plaud entirely agreed.

An extraordinary meeting of the club had been convened behind locked doors for the purpose of considering the report of the Chief of Police of Madrid concerning certain mysterious circumstances which had occurred at Olmedo, a good-sized village between Madrid and Valladolid.

Each of the members of the club seated around the table in that rather bare, stuffy room, was aware of the facts which had been published from time to time in the Paris and London Press, and which had aroused general interest on account of the mysterious and unaccountable affair.

Briefly related, the enigma was as follows:

About six months before, a rich, good-looking, well-bred young Englishman, Lieutenant-Commander Hugh Armstrong, late of the Royal Navy, arrived with a man friend, Mr. Harold Trevor, at the Ritz Hotel in Madrid, and announced that he desired to purchase an old château, with the intention of living in Spain. Quickly he was chased by estate agents of all sorts, and he viewed at Escorial, La Granja, Aranjuez, and other places, old castles, the proprietors of which were anxious to sell their estates to a rich Englishman. After considering many offers he decided at last to buy an ancient, rather dilapidated property called the Castle of Olmedo, once the property of the lord of Castile, but having passed into the hands of a spendthrift heir who was earning his living somewhere in America, the creditors were only too ready to accept the small sum which Commander Armstrong offered for it. The place was a big turreted building, strongly fortified, a large number of its rooms containing antique furniture which was included in the purchase. The banqueting-hall was adorned by faded frescoes by Bayen, Maella, Velazquez and other painters, and a great quantity of old tapestry was hung everywhere.

The dark gloomy building with cyclopean walls and narrow windows stood upon a hill commanding the country towards Madrid, while the reputation of its foul dungeons and torture-chambers during the Inquisition was a highly sinister one.

After three months occupied by legal formalities prior to the tall, dark, clean-shaven Englishman entering possession, there one day arrived at the Ritz Hotel from Paris an elderly Frenchwoman and her handsome daughter, who at once searched for Armstrong and found him. Their meeting was enthusiastic, and the girls mother, having visited the Castle by car, at once set about engaging local servants. As a temporary staff, a cook, three maids and a man were considered sufficient for the wants of the bachelor, for he intended to open only eight of the rooms, and leave the remainder closed.

The young girl, who had signed the hotel visitors book as Valentine Reudnel, could speak English very fluently, for a chambermaid had overheard a violent quarrel between Armstrong and herself on the night prior to him leaving the hotel to take up his residence at the Castle, an important fact which she afterwards recalled. She, however, not knowing English, had no idea what the disturbance was all about.

Apparently mother and daughter went with the new owner of the Castle by car to Olmedo, lunched there in celebration of the Englishmans entry upon his new property, and then returned to Madrid in the afternoon. Armstrong expected to be rejoined by his friend Trevor, a well-dressed young man of means, who before the completion of the purchase had gone on business to London, but only on the previous day he had telegraphed from the French frontier at Irun to say that he was on his way to Madrid by the Sud Express.

According to the new servants, Commander Armstrong remained up till midnight, when Hernan Andino, the old valet-de-chambre, was given orders to close the heavy front door and retire. Next morning when one of the maids went to the big old library she found the door locked. She had gone there to open the shutters and dust it, but it was closed. Hernan, on going to the Englishmans room, found that the bed had not been slept in. In the centre of the room were two copies of the Scotsman newspaper, dated January 10th, which had apparently been crumpled up and cast aside.

The Castle was searched but there were no traces of the missing owner, who had only the previous day entered into possession of the historic old place. The closed library aroused the servants curiosity, but it was believed that Commander Armstrong had perhaps gone out to explore the neighbourhood during the night — which had been a brilliant moonlit one — and become lost in one of the nearby forests, some of which were of great extent.

At noon, he not having returned, old Hernan saw the village gendarme, who helped him to burst open the door of the library. The room was in darkness, for the heavy, iron-bound shutters were closed and fastened on the inside by strong bars. On one of them being opened, allowing the sunlight to fall across the polished oak floor, they were horrified to see the body of the English naval officer lying huddled in the corner of the great long room.

A seconds glance at his distorted features was sufficient to show that he had been strangled! Around his throat was a thin, dark mark, but there was no sign of the cord which the assassin had used.

How could the unfortunate man have been attacked when the windows were all closed and barred, and the door locked on the inside?

The two Spaniards saw themselves faced by an inexplicable mystery. A maidservant was sent hurriedly for a doctor, while the gendarme telephoned to his chief at Valladolid and to the two ladies, Madame and Mademoiselle Reudnel, at the Ritz Hotel in Madrid.

Mother and daughter were aghast at the terrible news, and announced their intention of leaving the capital at once and coming to render any assistance possible in tracing the assassin. Then, an hour later, a motor-car drove up from the station and in it Armstrongs bosom friend, Harold Trevor.

Old Hernan, who met him upon the threshold, broke to him the terrible news of his friends mysterious death, causing him to halt speechless in amazement. But only for a moment.

Instantly he was active in minute inquiries into Armstrongs movements. He stood beside the doctor who was examining the dead mans injuries, and conversed with him in French, which the dark-faced Spaniard fortunately understood.

No, said the doctor decisively. This is certainly not suicide, but deliberately-planned murder. Great strength must have been exercised by the assassin. Probably after killing his victim he drew the cord still tighter until it snapped, leaving the ends in his hands. These he probably placed instinctively in his pocket before escaping — a premeditated crime, without a doubt!

True, said Trevor. But how was it possible when door and windows were all secured from the inside? There is no other means of ingress, the police agent says!

Señor, I regret, but it is a mystery which the police must solve, replied the little bald-headed doctor. Nothing more could be said.

From Valladolid, four police agents in plain clothes arrived two hours later and searched the library thoroughly, ascertaining that there was no other entrance, secret or otherwise, to the place. Yet it certainly could not have been a case of suicide, one proof being the absence of the cord by which the murder had been committed.

During the afternoon the stout, overbearing Madame Reudnel and her daughter arrived by train from Madrid in a state of great agitation. Madame had known Armstrong for some years, and it was understood by the servants that Mademoiselle Valentine was engaged to be married to their master, that being the reason why he had purchased the Castle and estate.

Old Hernan, at their urgent request, showed them the body of the dead man — a sight which moved the poor girl to a paroxysm of tears — and later both mother and daughter left again for Madrid.

Days went by. Inquiries were prosecuted by the police of the district, while the affair was also taken up from Madrid, and the keenest officers of the Spanish detective force were called in to try and solve the curious problem. Trevor went at intervals to the Castle and worked unremittingly, giving the police every assistance, but all to no avail, until at last Madrid gave up the inquiry and sent its report, much as already stated, to the Crimes Club in Paris for their consideration and advice.

The Spanish police acknowledged themselves baffled by a mystery equally inexplicable both as regards motive and the manner in which the crime had been committed. Hence on the winters night in question, the members of that strange organization of criminologists in Paris were seriously discussing it.

The affair could be easily accounted for if some secret exit to the library existed, but apparently there is none, remarked the great criminal lawyer, Maître Tessier.

Where did the rich Englishman come from? queried the level-headed Doctor Plaud, to whom Dubosq, who had been in communication with the Madrid police concerning the affair, replied:

At present that point is not definitely established. Trevor has been questioned by Señor Andrade, Chief of the Madrid Detective Department. He said that he and Armstrong had met casually in Monte Carlo two seasons before, and had travelled together for some months in America. Armstrong had been axed from the navy after a brilliant war-record in which he had charge of a destroyer and gained his D.S.O. on the Mole at Zeebrugge. He was evidently well off, for he paid Trevors travelling expenses to Madrid, asking him to keep him company while he found a suitable estate.

There was a pause.

But what can an English naval officer want with an old castle in Spain? queried Jacquinot.

Except that he was intending to marry Mademoiselle Reudnel, suggested Fernande Buysse.

After a long discussion the white-bearded Doctor Plaud said:

Messieurs, if we discuss this complicated affair for a whole week we shall never arrive at any conclusion without examining the spot, and collecting evidence at Olmedo.

This common-sense view was unanimously endorsed, and at once it was resolved to accede to the official request of the Madrid police that some of their members should travel south and endeavour to solve the extraordinary problem.

Within a week active steps were being taken by the Professor, Jacquinot, Latimer, and Fernande, who travelled together to Spain for the purpose of resuming the investigation of the tangled affair at the point where the Spanish police had relinquished their inquiries.

The Professor and Jacquinot, in pretence of being French tourists, took up their quarters at the primitive little fonda, the del Norte in the village of Olmedo, beneath the frowning Castle with a distant view of the Guadarrama mountains on the one hand, and the great plain of the Duero River on the other, a spot in the midst of the richest wine-lands of Central Spain. Latimer and Fernande, however, went on to Madrid, where they put up at the Hôtel de la Paix in the busy Puerta del Sol, in the centre of the city.

The first visit of the young Englishman and his pretty companion was to the police headquarters, where they were welcomed by a tall, rather bald, black-bearded Spanish official, Señor Alfonse Andrade, director of the detective force, who had been advised of their coming. He received them in his cool, shady private room, which looked out on a great courtyard.

After declaring that the affair was a mystery which apparently admitted of no solution, he said:

The Englishman, Trevor, still remains at the Ritz Hotel.

Does he know more of his dead companion than he has admitted? Fernande queried. Is he concealing anything?

Señor Andrade exhibited his palms with a gesture of ignorance.

If we are to solve the problem, we must first ascertain the true identity of this wandering Englishman who buys a castle and is murdered on the first night he enters possession, said Latimer in French. At present he is a mystery. Was the body photographed after death?

In response, Andrade showed the pair a gruesome portrait of a face so disfigured by strangulation that recognition would be impossible.

Has the luggage of the man Trevor been examined? Latimer asked, receiving a reply in the negative.

That decided the pair of investigators. That same evening they moved to the Ritz Hotel and took rooms on the same floor as that occupied by Harold Trevor.

Next morning they sat in the big palm lounge and saw Trevor go out at about eleven oclock, leaving the key of No. 161 upon the counter at the bureau. Presently Fernande and her companion passed into the salle-à-manger where they ate their luncheon. Half-way through, Latimer called a page and sent him to the office for the key of 161, which the unsuspecting concierge handed out.

Ten minutes later he was in Trevors room rapidly examining his luggage. His suit-case had an ordinary lock which soon yielded to one of the keys upon Latimers bunch, and quickly running through the contents, he found at the bottom, with a number of papers, a snapshot photograph of Trevor with a companion, which he secured. Among the letters were two in French signed Valentine Reudnel, showing that he and Mademoiselle were upon very friendly terms. In one she urged him to leave Madrid for Athens, as it would be more pleasant. Why?

Ten minutes sufficed to examine thoroughly Trevors possessions, after which he relocked the suit-case, and leaving everything as he found it, returned to Fernande, carrying with him the two letters and the photograph.

When later that afternoon he showed the snapshot to Andrade, the latter instantly identified Trevors companion as Commander Armstrong! Latimer did not, however, show the Spaniard the two letters from Armstrongs fiancée to his friend.

That evening Fernande followed Trevor when he strolled out after dinner, and watched him meet two rather ill-bred looking Englishmen at a small café in the Calle de Cervantes, at the rear of the hotel. They sat for half an hour in deep conversation, after which all three rose and went to a rather questionable variety theatre where they spent the remainder of the evening.

Next morning Latimer and Fernande took train to Olmedo, where they had a conference with the Professor and Jacquinot, who had already made the acquaintance of old Hernan the valet, the other servants having been dismissed. The Professor and his friend posed as strangers full of curiosity to see the room in the Castle in which the tragedy had occurred, and after a twenty-peseta note had been slipped into the old fellows ready palm, he conducted them to the dark, sombre old room.

The ice thus broken, the two Frenchmen pretended to be interested in spiritualism, and arranged with Hernan to spend the night locked in the room. They hoped that during the night hours they would be able to examine thoroughly the place for any secret entry by which the assassin had passed.

That same evening, leaving Fernande with them, Latimer motored into Valladolid and caught the Sud Express to Paris, and on to London.

Superintendent Frazer at Scotland Yard expressed delight at his visit, and when he heard of the unaccountable strangling of an Englishman in the Castle of Olmedo, he at once became interested.

Curious that a wandering Englishman should purchase a dilapidated old castle! he remarked.

Where is his fiancée now?

I have not been able to ascertain.

Frazer sniffed and drew his forefinger across his shaven upper lip, a habit of his when mystified.

I think his friend, Trevor, knows much more of the affair than he will tell, the young radio experimenter went on. I have photographs of both of them, he added, producing the picture he had secured from Trevors suit-case.

The Superintendent placed it upon his blotting-pad, and bending to it, examined it closely for quite a long time. Then, taking a large reading-glass, he rose, carried it to the window, and scrutinised it very closely with the most intense interest.

Apparently weve hit upon something very interesting here, Mr. Latimer, he said, his face betraying suppressed excitement.

And ringing, he ordered the constable who entered to seek Mr. Batson.

A few moments later a tall, well-dressed man with deep-set grey eyes and high cheek bones entered.

Do you recognise this pair, Batson? asked the Superintendent.

The man smiled the instant he took the picture in his fingers.

I think so — at least this one, and he pointed to the portrait of Commander Armstrong. But Ill go and see if I am correct.

I think you are, laughed Frazer. Better make certain.

When ten minutes later Inspector Batson, in charge of the criminal records, returned, he bore in his hand a neat little file, which he opened, displaying a form upon which were finger-prints, a long typewritten record, and several photographs.

One of the pictures was of a man without collar or tie — the portrait having been taken by the police — the exact counterpart of that of the naval commander who had been so mysteriously murdered!

Ronald Levy, alias Barron, Hopgrove, Armstrong and other names. Usually poses as a Lieutenant-Commander in the Navy, the Inspector read from the record. Aged thirty-four. Last sentence at the London Sessions, October, 1918, five years for burglary and theft of jewels, the property of Lady Ridgend, of Wood Newon Hall, near Daventry. Works with international gang who seek employment in country houses and let in their accomplices at night. Associate of Henry Martin, alias Grey, Clapperton, Trevor, and other names, expert jewel thief who lives in Paris. There are dates of other previous convictions, he added.

Trevor! cried the young wireless research worker who was such an enthusiast in the investigation of mysteries of crime. Thats the name of the other man in the photograph!

Without delay the records of the man who posed in Madrid as a wealthy idler were brought, and when the photographs were compared, it was seen that the faces of both were identical. The finger-prints were there also, together with a very black record which included a sentence of seven years at the Manchester Assizes for safe-breaking at a well-known jewellers in St. Anns Square, and other convictions, one of them being at the Assizes of the Seine for jewel robbery at the St. Lazare station in Paris.

Rapidly Latimer scribbled down the details, and from the Superintendent and the Inspector learnt that both men were dangerous criminals.

He then produced the crumpled copies of the Scotsman newspaper found on the floor of the dead mans bedroom, and asked:

Have you any report of a jewel robbery immediately prior to January 10th last?

Inspector Batson was absent nearly a quarter of an hour, when he returned with another inspector who bore a paper in his hand.

There was a great safe robbery on January 8th at Macfarlanes, the well-known jewellers in Princes Street, Edinburgh, Sir, the man said. Here is a list with some sketches of part of the missing property, worth sixty thousand pounds. The thieves got away with a greater part of the stock.

They examined the newspaper and found in it a report of the sensational robbery and a statement that the thieves had got clear away.

With this knowledge, Latimer telegraphed to the Professor in cipher asking him to warn Andrade to keep Trevor under strict observation, and explaining that he was on his way back to Spain with all haste. That same night he left London, and three days later sat in consultation with his three friends in the little fonda at Olmedo.

The fact that Trevor has been convicted in Paris will be of interest to our friend Dubosq, at the Prefecture, remarked the Professor. He may have a further record of him.

I have already written to him, said Latimer. I scribbled a note in the train and left it at the Prefecture as I crossed Paris to the Quai dOrsay. What we have next to discover is the identity of those two women, mother and daughter, and the real motive why this castle was purchased.

As the headquarters of the dangerous gang perhaps? laughed Mademoiselle.

No, some deeper motive, I think, remarked Jacquinot.

Latimer felt that, in view of what he had ascertained in London, he should lose no time in again seeing the head of the Madrid detective force, hence that hot August night he left the little wayside station of Olmedo for the Spanish capital. The train was a slow one, the journey dusty and tedious, and through the greater part of the night he dozed in the ill-lit carriage, arriving at the Hôtel de la Paix about five oclock in the morning.

Later, when he sat explaining to Señor Andrade what he had learnt in London, the Spaniard said:

I had the telephone message from Professor Lemelletier, but unfortunately, before I could act upon it, the Englishman had left Madrid! We know that he took a ticket for Barcelona, but as far as we can discover he has not yet arrived there.

Hm! Scented danger, and bolted, I suppose! What about the two ladies?

They left three days after the affair at Olmedo — for the north, I believe.

Then they were not followed?

No, Monsieur. There was no suspicion against them. The younger was the fiancée of the unfortunate victim, and as such received all our sympathy.

Gordon Latimer laughed. He, like other members of the Crimes Club, did not hold the intelligence of the Spanish police in very high esteem. Fernande had, from the outset, declared the whole detective force to be what she termed a set of officious bunglers.

Latimer, however, felt reassured that even if the elegant Harold Trevor had slipped through their fingers, then either the French or English police would sooner or later lay hands upon him in connection with the safe robbery in Edinburgh. The chief point now was to establish the identity of Madame Reudnel and her pretty daughter Valentine, and that night, as he sat alone on the balcony of his room overlooking the broad, brilliantly lit square, the cafés gay with life and movement and the strains of several orchestras rising from below, he pondered deeply, feeling that if the Paris Sûreté had any record of the jewel thief caught at the St. Lazare Station, they, perhaps, had some memoranda of his associates and accomplices.

Therefore he returned to his room and wrote another long letter to Dubosq, making inquiry and urging an immediate reply.

Meanwhile the trio living at the humble and unpretending little fonda at Olmedo, kept up the fiction that they were tourists greatly interested in Spanish archæology, and for that reason they visited a number of other old castles in the neighbourhood, their sole interest, however, being centred in the castle purchased by the clever and plausible international jewel thief now dead.

In such a small place it was difficult not to arouse the curiosity of the neighbourhood, especially after the occurrence of that tragedy, but as both Jacquinot and Fernande could sketch fairly well both were often seen drawing pictures in pencil of ancient doorways, arches and towers which set the ignorant village tongues at rest.

As Trevor and the two Frenchwomen were no longer in Madrid, Latimer realised that no purpose could be secured if he remained in the capital. Yet he lingered on in the vain hope of hearing from Andrade that Trevor had been found.

One morning he was called to the telephone and from Jacquinot learned that they had arranged to spend the night alone in the room wherein the false naval officer had been found.

Why dont you catch the midday train and join us? he suggested. Weve not been able to arrange with the old valet before, because the lawyers of the vendors have had an agent in the place, there being a balance of twenty-five thousand pesetas of the purchase money still to be paid. So they have retaken possession of the castle, which makes it awkward for us, explained the young journalist.

Latimer promised to come, and at noon left, arriving at Olmedo in time for the simple evening meal of sweet ham and that delicious stew puchero, washed down with wine grown on the slopes close-by.

Before dark the party stood listening to a peasant playing on his guitar, and then wandered out of the little inn singly, so as not to attract attention. Each went by a different way to the steep, stony road which led to the postern gate of the Castle, where they found old Hernan awaiting them in the twilight. The representative of the late owners had gone to Madrid, hence they were free. So they crossed the large paved courtyard, the stones of which were covered with rank weeds, and after passing down a narrow passage where the stones were worn hollow by the tread of armed men, they soon found themselves in that great room with vaulted ceiling in which the Englishman had been found murdered.

In the fading light they searched the place thoroughly for any secret means of entrance, but could discover none.

The Professor was suspicious that there might be a sliding panel behind the great piece of ancient tapestry on one side of the apartment, therefore it was detached, but no part of the panelling was found to be movable.

Those crumpled old newspapers which gave us a clue to the date of the robbery were found upstairs in the bedroom, remarked Fernande. Was it possible that part of the contents of the Edinburgh jewellers safe were wrapped in them. If so, the assassin must have gone up there, and — —

And secured the stolen property, eh? asked Jacquinot. Yes, Mademoiselle, it certainly is a point! he added. We should certainly examine the bedroom, though Armstrong never slept there.

The assassin, if theft were the motive, must have found him locked in here from the inside. He entered somehow or other, strangled him, and afterwards opened the door, ascended and found the jewellery. Then he passed back by the way he came into the room, locking the door on the inside.

If that theory is correct, remarked the Professor, then there must be a secret entrance to this room, and the crime was committed because Armstrong would know who the thief was — in other words the man was murdered by a friend!

Having, after a minute search, failed to find how the apartment could be entered while the door and windows were secured, the party ascended to the bedroom, the small window of which looked out upon the courtyard. The room was an old-fashioned one with an antique four-poster bed and faded hangings of silk damask. The bed, with its silken coverlet embroidered with noble arms, had not been disturbed since the night of the crime, though police officials from Madrid and other persons had searched that room. While the Professor stood looking on, Latimer, Jacquinot and Fernande carried out a complete investigation of the room searching for any secret place wherein any stolen jewellery might have been hidden. There were many small cupboards and drawers — including several in an antique wardrobe near the bed, but in no instance did they discover anything extraordinary.

The present theory is not a sound one, I am beginning to think, remarked the Professor, noting that their search was in vain.

On the other hand, said Latimer, Im inclined to believe we are right. There is no evidence that the proceeds of the robbery in Edinburgh have yet been disposed of to the fences. Hence, it may very probably have been concealed here by Armstrong as the leader of the gang, and stolen by somebody who knew the jewels were here.

The newspapers certainly look as though something had been wrapped in them, said Fernande. It was fortunate that old Hernan preserved them.

Meanwhile Jacquinot, who, eager for a stunt for his newspaper, had been going about the room with his walking-stick, tapping here and there to discover anything suspiciously hollow, half-consciously tapped one of the carved mahogany posts at the foot of the antique bed. He started at the top, but when his stick descended to the thicker part of the post where it joined the bedstead, it sounded hollow.

Again he tapped, while his companions stood in silence. It certainly sounded hollow in comparison with other parts.

Quickly they all bent to examine the Renaissance carving, when after a little time, they discovered that, cleverly concealed by the scroll design, one portion of the bulbous post slid round, disclosing a cavity filled with newspaper.

Next moment Jacquinots hands were upon it, and as he drew it out, there fell to the floor a collection of magnificent rings, pendants, diamond necklets and other pieces of jewellery, together with a number of small tissue-paper packets containing cut gems of great value.

There they are! cried Latimer. I knew we were on the right scent. What about this other post?

Examination was made of the opposite bedpost, but no cavity existed in the same position. They, however, found one lower down, and this, in turn, yielded almost as much stolen property as the first. The head-posts were then examined, and in secret hiding places in both of them was also found a quantity of gems of various sizes and value, evidently stolen jewels which had been knocked from their settings, for among them were two large pieces of melted platinum the size of oranges.

Nothing was said to Hernan, but the whole of the jewels were placed in a pillow-case and put away ready to be handed over to the Madrid police.

The assassin apparently found one parcel of jewels, but could not discover the others, the Professor remarked, well satisfied with the result of the investigation as far as it had proceeded.

But though they spent four successive days and nights endeavouring to discover the secret of the room in which the notorious jewel-thief had been done to death, they failed to find it.

One night old Hernan, who had been down to the inn, returned at about nine oclock with exciting news. Trevor had unexpectedly arrived from Valladolid by the last train, and recognising Hernan had paid for some wine for him, after casually inquiring if the late owners agent was still in residence there.

He seemed very inquisitive, Señor, added the old man.

At once the Professor, whom the Englishman had never seen, volunteered to return to the inn to watch. Meanwhile the others held consultation, but they were dismayed an hour later at finding Hernan dead asleep in his chair in the little den he occupied near the door. No effort was successful in awakening him. He had evidently been drugged.

Meanwhile the Professor down at the inn was not idle and was carefully watching, listening to Trevors inquiries regarding what had happened since his friends mysterious death, and subsequently following him when, at about eleven oclock, he went out for a stroll up the hill, at last turning into some chestnut woods upon a path which he sought by the aid of a little flash-lamp.

The Professor dare not follow too closely lest the crackling of twigs beneath his feet should attract the Englishmans attention. Suddenly, he heard low voices, scarcely above whispers, and then the light disappeared in the darkness and all was silence, he being left in the wood to make his way out as best he could.

Meanwhile, at midnight, Jacquinot, Latimer, and Mademoiselle had settled themselves in the library waiting in silence in the great cavernous apartment, expectant of anything that might happen. If the assassin knew that other jewels were concealed in the place, it was but natural that he would return and resume his search. That some secret entrance to that room existed they felt convinced, for the assassin had, they conjectured, had access to the upstairs room through that apartment.

For two hours they sat near the door without uttering a single word. A weird, creepy atmosphere pervaded the place, and the slightest noise caused them to start.

Suddenly, they distinctly heard a man whisper in French:

I hope the door is not locked from the outside! and then they heard two persons crossing the room in the darkness.

They reached the door, fumbled at it, opened it, and by aid of the flash-lamp passed into the corridor and up the stairs to the bedroom above, a woman leading.

Jacquinot and Latimer, both of whom drew their pistols, accompanied by Fernande, the latter holding a flash-lamp, crept silently after them. They waited for some moments to allow them to enter the upstairs room, when, of a sudden, they dashed in and shone the lamp full in the startled faces of the intruders, who proved to be Trevor and Valentine Reudnel.

You wont find any of the jewels, Henry Martin, alias Trevor! laughed Latimer. Weve already got them, and youll now have to explain who killed your friend Ronald Levy, or Armstrong as they know him here! Besides, the Edinburgh police are so interested in you that they have offered a reward for information concerning yourself. Were out to get that reward. And the same applies to your lady friend, whom the Paris Sûreté is anxious to interview.

Damn you! yelled the jewel-thief. Take that! and he fired a revolver point-blank into Latimers face.

The bullet happily missed, but a second later Jacquinot sprang upon him like a tiger from behind, securing his murderous hands while the man attacked held him by the throat. Instantly Fernande produced a pair of handcuffs, and after a little difficulty, the wrists of both the man and the shrieking woman were locked together.

While Hernan was still unconscious owing to the drug, the three investigators hauled the pair to the gendarmerie post in Olmedo, and next day they were taken in custody to Madrid, where in the office of Señor Andrade the girl Reudnel confessed that at Trevors instigation she had accompanied him by the secret way from the woods which led to a movable section in the oak flooring of the library, where they had suddenly attacked Armstrong and strangled him. Upstairs they found in a drawer a portion of the jewels wrapped in a newspaper, but they were alarmed and left the place by the way they came, relocking the door on the inside. On the night of their capture, hearing that the owners agent was absent, they drugged Hernan and returned to make another search for the remainder of the stolen jewels.

It was further discovered that the reason Armstrong had purchased the Castle was in order to make it a safe retreat for the gang, the secret exit from the library being the chief attraction, because it would enable them to escape from the police if ever surprised. Besides, the proceeds of robberies could be stored there in perfect safety.

Later it was discovered that Armstrong was shown by a peasant the entrance to the secret way in the woods, and that the thief, fearing lest others might learn of it, paid the mans passage to Canada and gave him a nice round sum to commence life as a farmer.

Both Trevor and Valentine Reudnel were tried at Madrid a year later, and as they violently denounced each other in court, they were both found guilty of murder and sent to hard labour for life. Though Scotland Yard has never revealed the truth to the public, all the jewels, with the exception of the few taken on the night of the murder, were duly restored to Messrs. Macfarlane & Co., in Edinburgh, while the Crimes Club found itself the richer by five hundred pounds, the reward paid by the assessors for the recovery of the stolen property.


CASE NUMBER TEN. THE ELUSIVE CLUE
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WILL ANY MEMBER of the club offer any theory, or make any comment? asked Dubosq, as usual a slim, dark-bearded figure in his well cut dinner-jacket, as he stood at the end of the table in that upstairs room where the club was holding an extraordinary meeting.

The renowned Lucien put down the typewritten dossier from which he had been reading, and glanced around the table in expectancy.

Everyone, astounded at what he had read, remained silent and thoughtful.

Of theories we can have none, remarked the white-haired Doctor Plaud. The only comment we can make is that the whole affair is entirely inexplicable.

It sounds like a mediaeval fairy-tale! laughed Jacquinot.

That is admitted, said Dubosq. Had you not better come with me to Amiens to see the spot? I confess that we of the Sûreté are entirely baffled. The affair is utterly amazing and unaccountable. If we left by car before midnight, we should be at Amiens by early morning.

Is it really so imperative that we go at once, before we have an opportunity of fully discussing the affair? asked old Professor Lemelletier.

It is, replied the police official. I have been there all day and only returned an hour ago. I should much like you, Messieurs, to inspect the premises and give your considered opinion.

Thus urged, the members of the club present — which did not include either Maître Jules Tessier, who was away from Paris, to prosecute an assassin at Lille, or Madame Léontine Van Hecke — hurried home to change their dinner clothes. They reassembled half an hour later to find two powerful police cars ready for the hundred mile run due north from the capital.

It was already light when they arrived at Amiens, for the month was June, and as they entered the broad Boulevard de Belfort, and drove round the old city, only the policemen on duty were astir in the bright, clear morning.

After a short distance, both cars, dusty after the run through the night, pulled up at a tall, superior-looking, grey-painted house in the tree-lined Boulevard Carnot — the house of mystery. A police agent on duty stood at the door, and recognising the Chief of the Paris Sûreté, saluted and allowed the party to pass into the long, rather dark stone hall, beyond which could be seen a small courtyard which had been turned into a well-kept flower garden.

Into a spacious room on the right, Dubosq conducted the party of investigators, and then, having closed the door, he addressed them, explaining once again the latest problem with which they were faced.

Briefly he related that the house in question was occupied by a middle-aged man named Charles Udall, a Danish subject, and his French wife, who two years ago had been Mademoiselle Lafont, daughter of a jeweller whose shop was in the Rue de Beauvais in Amiens. Monsieur Udall, who was a commission agent, was often away for considerable periods abroad, in England, Switzerland, Germany and other countries, during which time Madame usually had her unmarried sister, Gabrielle, to stay with her.

Udall, who was fairly well off, was highly respected, as was his wifes family in Amiens, and in the war he had greatly distinguished himself during the trying days when the Germans were advancing upon the city. Indeed, if you search the list of names of Frances heroes upon the great tablet in the Hôtel de Ville, you will find his name among them.

What happened in that house on the night of June 21st was a complete mystery.

Madame was absent and only Monsieur Udall was at home, with a single servant, a cross-eyed old woman named Grodet. According to this womans story, Monsieur Udall returned from Paris by the train arriving from the Gare du Nord at 8.13 that evening, carrying with him a good-sized and rather heavy handbag, which he took to his bedroom, and depositing it, locked the door. He then ate his dinner, smoked, and read the evening newspaper until half-past ten, when he retired, she going to bed half an hour later.

Let her relate her own story, Dubosq added, and opening the door he admitted a moment later a bent, cross-eyed old woman, with a red face and trembling, uncertain gait. The sight of the assembly seemed to unnerve her, but Dubosq reassured her, and said: Now, Madame, it seems that a terrible affair has happened in this house. You allege that you saw something in your room?

Yes, Msieur. The night before last was bright and moonlit, and a streak of white light was shining across the room when I woke suddenly, croaked the old hag. I thought I heard something, and lay still and listened. But there was nothing, and I began to doubt it, and wondered if I had been dreaming. I lay listening, when suddenly I saw something, a horrible looking old man, cross the room noiselessly. He passed through the streak of moonlight, and I seemed to be able to see through him. He came slowly towards my bed. I saw him distinctly. But I — well I must have fainted.

And what followed? Tell us in detail, urged the Chef de la Sûreté.

I — I hardly know, replied the old woman, who was evidently highly agitated and nervous. The sun was shining when I came to myself, and I saw it was eight oclock, so I went along to Monsieurs room to call him, but the door was bolted and I could get no reply, though I banged upon it, making a terrible clatter. Three times I tried to wake him but failed. Then I got old Père Boucher to come in from next door, and with a crowbar, we broke open the door, when we found to our horror, Monsieur lying upon the floor dead! Ah! Messieurs! shrieked the old woman covering her face with her hands. It is terrible! awful!

I agree, Madame, it is, said Dubosq sympathetically. And it is most mysterious.

Then turning to his companions, he suggested that they should go upstairs and see the room in which her master had been found. They ascended to the second floor, when the famous chief of the Paris detective force first showed them the room occupied by Madame Grodet, and then passing to the other side of the house, they entered a big bedroom where the morning light fell upon a ghastly scene. The place was in great disorder, furnished in old-fashioned style with a wooden bedstead of the Empire period, with curved ends. The parquet floor was well polished, and upon it, beside the tumbled bed, lay the body of a man in striped pyjamas, a terrible wound showing in the side of his head. His distorted face was blackened, his tongue protruded, and his hands had clenched themselves in his dying agony, while around him was a pool of congealed blood.

I gave orders for the body to remain until you saw it, Professor, he said, turning to old Lemelletier. You and Doctor Plaud will make the examination and give us your opinion. But, he added, I wish to point out certain features of this case. You will see that the window is an English one, with sashes to draw up and down. It was put in here two years ago by Monsieur Udall himself, as he apparently feared intruders, and now see!

He crossed to the window, and showed them that inside the sash, screwed by long thick screws, were heavy blocks of wood which prevented the window from being raised either at top or bottom more than four inches, an efficient safeguard against intruders.

Besides, the door was bolted on the inside, Messieurs, he said, and yet Monsieur Udall was undoubtedly murdered!

And what of that precious bag he brought from Paris? asked Jacquinot.

That is missing, Dubosq said quietly.

The investigators, turning from the body of the unfortunate victim, glanced around the room which they saw was absolutely wrecked. The curtains had been torn down and reduced to shreds, the sheets torn, the pillows slit so that feathers were about the room, the counterpane slit across, and the bed itself flung to the opposite end of the room. The dead mans clothes, a suit of dark grey flannels, had been torn to ribbons by the assassin who, in his mad paroxysm, had delighted in destroying his victims property.

In cases of burglary, it is curious how often thieves commit wanton damage, even to the extent of leaving water taps turned on, without any motive except the satisfaction of destruction. The disorder in that room, with its torn hangings and cracked mirror, was complete, and showed an idiotic demonstration of ill-temper on the part of the assassin.

Dr. Plaud and Professor Lemelletier were on their knees carefully examining the body of the victim. The wound at the side of his head was a large one, and Plaud at once exclaimed:

He certainly was not killed by a bullet. Even an explosive one would never cause such a wound.

I agree, said the Professor. Death has been caused by some unusual instrument used with most terrific force. He must have been attacked in his sleep, for the wound is such as would cause death.

Whatever was used has been carried away, the observant Jacquinot remarked.

Together with the precious bag, added Latimer. I wonder what it contained?

The cross-eyed old Madame Grodet was recalled and in reply to Dubosq, declared that the bag her master had brought from the station was far too large to go through the four-inch space to which the window opened.

It was a brown leather bag, Monsieur, bulky and heavy. I noticed it was heavy when he placed it on the chair in the salle-à-manger before he took it upstairs and locked it up.

And then he descended and ate his dinner — eh? asked Mademoiselle Fernande. While he was at table the thief might have gained access to the room, secured the bag and relocked the door!

Possible — but not probable, declared Jacquinot. The motive of the crime was the theft of the mysterious bag. Thats plain.

But how is it possible that any assassin could enter by an opening like that yonder, a space of four inches, commit the crime, do all this damage, and escape with the bulky bag described by Madame Grodet?

It is a complete enigma, declared the elegant police official. The problem becomes more and more inscrutable. That some person entered this bolted room in secret and committed robbery and murder is plain, and cannot be denied. Madame Grodet saw what she declares to be an ugly old man. But even the most expert thieves cannot reduce their bodies so as to pass through such a small space. The whole affair is one of the most mysterious that I have ever encountered. Then, turning to his companions, he added: Messieurs, the matter is left entirely to you to investigate, and if possible to obtain a solution of the problem of how the crime was committed. Yesterday, when I arrived, I found newspaper reporters and Press photographers here, but I prevailed upon them not to publish any mention of the affair, or any pictures for the present, lest the ends of justice be defeated. Whatever we discover we must keep strictly to ourselves, and allow the assassin, whoever he may be, to believe that he is scot-free — as they say in English.

His companions made a careful and methodical search of the room, while the doctors were both busy with their examination of the body. Indeed, for the next hour they searched the whole house, when, just as they had concluded, a middle-aged, well-preserved woman arrived in a great state of anxiety, and the cross-eyed woman, seeing her, exclaimed:

Ah! Here is Madame Udall! She has been staying with her sister down at Culoz.

The distressed wife who had been telegraphed for, having viewed the body of her unfortunate husband, was shown into one of the downstairs rooms and questioned sympathetically by the Chef de la Sûreté.

In her nervous, agitated state it was somewhat difficult for her to reply to his questions.

I understand that your husbands business was that of a commission agent? asked Dubosq at last, to which the poor woman nodded in the affirmative.

Dubosq paused, and then looking straight into her face, asked in a firm tone:

Was that his only profession, Madame? Please answer correctly, for it is our business to make every inquiry in order to fix the assassin.

Madame Udall was obviously confused.

He — well, he sometimes lent money to friends.

A money-lender, bien! Then he might have enemies — men to whom he lent money, but who did not repay, remarked the police official. It would be to the advantage of such persons if he died — eh?

I do not know anything of his affairs, Monsieur. He was always very secretive, and told me nothing.

He was a rich man, and gave you many presents of jewellery and money. Am I correct?

Quite, Monsieur. Charles was frequently very generous when he came off some of his long journeys.

Was he often travelling?

Very often. Sometimes he would be away on business for two months — or even more.

Has he been away lately?

He was in England for nearly a month and returned last week. The day following his return I went to my sisters in Culoz.

He returned from Paris carrying a heavy brown leather bag which is now missing. Have you any knowledge of such a bag?

It was his old travelling bag, Madame, interrupted the cross-eyed old woman servant.

If that was the bag I certainly know it, said the dead mans wife.

He had friends in Paris. Who was his most intimate friend? asked Dubosq.

Ah! Monsieur, that I can hardly tell you. I know little of his friends in Paris. He was frequently there on business. He shared an office with his friend Paul Vincendon, in the Rue Thérèse.

The address Dubosq scribbled down, while Jacquinot and Latimer both made a mental note of it. Perhaps something might be gleaned from his friend Vincendon. For a full hour Dubosq submitted the widow to a careful cross-examination, surprised and suspicious at the ingenious manner in which she fenced with some of his questions, more especially those concerning her husbands business and his friends. Of the latter, she pretended ignorance, but Dubosq had a shrewd idea that she knew much more than she would admit.

The investigators, with the exception of Plaud and Lemelletier, who were busy in their examination, lunched in a private room at the Hôtel du Rhin, while the good people of Amiens were utterly ignorant that a sensational mystery of crime had been discovered in their midst. The police had surreptitiously removed the body of Monsieur Udall to the St. Jeans Hospital, close by, and there, with their microscopes, they were conducting a close examination.

The expert medical man who examines the body of a person discovered in mysterious circumstances never fails to examine microscopically the dirt collected beneath the finger-nails for evidence of the last object touched before death. In one notorious murder case, Professor Lemelletier found beneath two of the dead mans finger-nails tiny hairs of dark brown wool of a curious shade. In his struggle with the assassin, his hands had come into contact with the coat of the man who had attacked him. This man, arrested on suspicion, asserted his ignorance and set up an alibi which was well in progress before the court at Marseilles, until the Professor stepped into the witness-box and gave evidence that the dark brown fluff, too minute for the human eye to see, was identical with the same fluff and the same dyed shade as the cloth of which the assassins coat was made! This sudden statement so upset the prisoner that he confessed, and was duly brought to the guillotine.

That afternoon, while the members of the Crimes Club were discussing the mysterious case from every standpoint, the two famous doctors were busy with their glass slides and microscopes in the hospital laboratory.

The Professor had his eye to the microscope, focusing it upon something so minute that by means of a big magnifying glass he had placed it upon the slide with a thin glass cover upon it.

Ah! he exclaimed to Plaud at his side. Hairs! Grey crooked hairs — human hairs! Udall was attacked by an old grey-haired man, and in the struggle must have clutched at his head before receiving a terrible blow. Look!

Dr. Plaud applied his eye to the microscope, and in turn, said:

Yes. They are hairs, no doubt, three of them all crooked. We have found soot and grease from the handle of a railway carriage under the nails of the right hand, crumbs of bread beneath those of the other, left by handling his bread at dinner, some plumbago dust, showing that he must have sharpened a pencil shortly before going to bed, and also traces of dark green wool evidently from the coverlet of the bed. But, he added, these hairs tell their story.

True. Old Mère Grodet declares that she saw a weird looking old man in her room, and was so frightened that she fainted at sight of him, remarked the Professor.

Old women of her sort do not easily faint. If she had been struck by the intruder, then I should the more easily credit it, said Doctor Plaud. I wonder if she is telling the truth?

Dubosq did not query her story. He accepted it in its entirety.

Lucien is silent sometimes when he suspects a person of misleading him, remarked Plaud reflectively. One could easily form a theory that the widow and the old servant both had a hand in the crime or, if not, they know something about it. Udall could never have been murdered in that closed room and the assassin escape through that four inches of space and leave the door bolted.

That is just my point, exclaimed the Professor. Even the mode in which the victim was done to death is unique. Without a doubt we are correct in assuming that the terrible wound was caused by a humane killer, such as is used in slaughter-houses, and this would lead to a strong supposition that the crime was committed by a butcher, local or otherwise. Dubosq must look for the assassin in the slaughter-houses of Amiens, he added. The instrument is missing, so the assassin carried it away, thus removing every trace.

If he knew where Monsieur Udall slept why should he have risked entering the old womans room in the moonlight? Plaud queried, after again glancing at the three short grey hairs. No, the more I reflect, the more suspicious I am that the two women, mistress and servant, know more about the matter than they will tell.

At the outset we must concentrate upon the past of Madame Udall. Did she travel across France to Culoz in order to be out of the way when the crime was committed? suggested the Professor. Let us join our friends at the Hôtel du Rhin and explain what we have found as far as we have conducted our inquiries.

This they did, and their fellow members of the Crimes Club, seated in that upstairs room overlooking the trees in the Place René Goblet, listened with all attention.

The suspect was described as an ugly old man by Mère Grodet, remarked the Baron Edouard dAntenac between the puffs of his cigarette. And that he was such is proved by the grey hairs. But how did he get in and out of the place with the heavy kit-bag? I noticed that the window-sill was quite wide. With Jacquinot, I examined it very closely for foot-marks or finger-prints in the dust, but there were none. The only mark outside was as though a portion had been brushed away by a towel being swept across it near the centre.

Perhaps to obliterate foot or finger-marks, suggested Latimer.

I will telephone for two agents from Paris, who will be unknown here, and let them discover what they can concerning the dead mans widow, said Dubosq. We will have the official inquiry postponed for a week. I will see the Prefect, and we will allow nothing to leak out to the Press while we make further inquiries concerning the victims friend, Monsieur Vincendon.

Jacquinot, who was longing to be able to publish an account of the mystery as a scoop for his paper, at once volunteered to make discreet inquiries concerning Vincendon, and both Latimer and Mademoiselle Buysse expressed their eagerness to assist.

That night all returned to Paris, but not until the two agents had arrived from the detective headquarters, and Dubosq had explained the facts to them and given them instructions.

Early next day Jacquinot, passing along the narrow Rue Thérèse between the Palais Royal and the Avenue de lOpera, found on the inside of a dark, narrow doorway the name Paul Vincendon, 3 me Etage.

Of the wizened old concierge who sat idling over his Matin, the journalist inquired if Monsieur Vincendon was in his bureau.

No, Msieur, was the old fellows reply. He is ill — at his country home at Choisy-le-Roi.

Could I find him if I went out to Choisy, do you think? asked the inquisitive Maurice.

No doubt, Msieur. He lives at the Villa Jasmin, close to the station. He sent me there once.

This decided Jacquinot, and he took the next train from the Quai dOrsay eight miles out to the pleasant little town made historic by Mademoiselle de Montpensier and Louis XV, and by Rouget de Lisle, the author of the Marseillaise. After a few inquiries he found the Villa Jasmin, a small, unpretending little house near the end of the Rue du Pont, standing behind a garden full of roses.

As he passed on the opposite side of the road, he saw a little hunchbacked old man in a huge dirty brown straw hat cutting some roses. He had a receding forehead and a short white beard, altogether a queer-looking old fellow.

Of a woman farther along the road, he ascertained that the man was Monsieur Paul Vincendon himself. Was it possible that the ugly old hunchback was the man whom Madame Grodet had seen in her bedroom on the night of the crime!

This idea occurred suddenly to the journalist, and he therefore hesitated to approach the old man lest he should be suspected. It was curious that the hunchback was absent from his office in Paris on pretence of indisposition, yet he was shuffling in his slippers in his garden, apparently in quite robust health.

Jacquinot was extremely anxious to have a chat with the old fellow and ascertain what he knew of the late Charles Udall, but he dare not. In view of the fine grey hairs discovered in the dead mans nails which might easily have come from the old mans beard or hair, he hesitated.

He repassed the cosy little house, and, unnoticed by the quaint old man, he regarded his movements closely. What, he wondered, could be the nature of his business in Paris? He might be a usurer as his friend Udall undoubtedly was. Further, was he keeping out of Paris fearing that inquiries were being made regarding Udalls death?

Back in Paris in the late afternoon, he called again on the concierge in the Rue Thérèse and told him that he had been to Choisy, but could not find Monsieur Vincendon, as he was told he was out.

The old fellow smiled mysteriously.

Is your business very urgent, he asked, in his weak, thin voice. You want to borrow money — eh? Everybody who comes here wants money from Monsieur Vincendon.

Hes very rich then? the journalist ventured to remark.

Very, I think. Lots of well-dressed people go up to his office with eager faces, and come down satisfied, said the observant old man.

He has a friend called Udall, has he not? I met him once, a dark-haired man with a thin bony face and a little black moustache. He lives at Amiens, I believe.

You mean Monsieur Ricard, said the concierge. Yes, they are great friends — in partnership, I think.

That was all that Jacquinot could obtain from the hall-keeper, so he placed five francs in his palm and left.

He telephoned to Mademoiselle Fernande and met her later on the terrace of the Grand Café, where, over a bock, he explained what he had seen at Choisy, and suggested that she should go there next day and keep old Vincendon under observation.

If he is guilty he might have visitors of interest, he added.

Mademoiselle agreed, and next day went out to the pleasant suburb, Latimer accompanying her.

Throughout the day they took turns watching the neat little villa, when, about three oclock in the afternoon, they saw a visitor approach the house.

It was Madame Udall, dressed in deep mourning.

To her old Vincendon opened the door himself, apparently greatly surprised to see her, and admitted her, closing the door hurriedly afterwards. Scarcely had she entered when an ill-dressed man slouched past Latimer, who at once recognised him as one of the detectives whom Dubosq had called from Paris to Amiens.

By reason of a slight motion on the part of the man who had mutually recognised the Englishman as one of the expert investigators, Latimer turned and followed him round a corner.

Madame is acting very mysteriously, he told the Englishman. She left Amiens by the early express for Paris this morning, and at a little café in the Montmartre she met an old Italian named Pietro Porri, who is a well-known thief, though he poses as an itinerant organ-grinder. What business she could have with such a man who has been in gaol several times, I do not know. They sat together for nearly half an hour and, from her gesticulations, she apparently told him of her husbands death. Then she left and took the train here.

Do you suspect her of having had any hand in the crime? the Englishman asked.

Who knows, Monsieur? he replied. Who knows how the crime was committed in that locked room! My duty is to keep surveillance only, and report. Au revoir! And the ill-dressed man lounged away, while Latimer rejoined Fernande and told her what the detective had said.

About midday two days later, Latimer having called upon Professor Lemelletier and reported the result of observations upon Madame Udall and old Vincendon, the Professor sat a long time alone in silence. Then, of a sudden, a suggestion flashed across his active brain. He rose quickly, passed into his laboratory, took the little glass slide with those three crooked hairs found under the dead mans finger-nails, and placed them beneath the most powerful of his microscopes.

Eagerly he examined it, his eye glued to the instrument.

Exactly! he ejaculated Increased power shows it quite plainly. Surely, this is most interesting!

And putting on his coat and hat, he at once took a taxi to the bureau of the Chef de la Sûreté.

Dubosq, a cigar between his lips, sat at his official table and listened to his friend most attentively. His eyes suddenly opened in amazement at what the Professor told him.

Do you think it could be possible? he asked breathlessly.

Of course. Why not? answered the Professor.

Well we will lose no time and spare no pains to test your theory thoroughly, Professor. I will give orders at once, and conduct the inquiry in that quarter in person.

That same night, about ten oclock, Lucien Dubosq was sitting at home in his sumptuous flat near the Porte de Passy when his discreet, clean-shaven man-servant, in yellow-striped waistcoat, ushered in a beetle-browed, ill-dressed, down-at-heel foreigner, undoubtedly a denizen of the underworld of Paris.

The Chef de la Sûreté greeted him smilingly, for the fellow of Russian birth, whose name was Kremer, was, though a member of a dangerous gang of thieves, also an informer in the pay of the police.

I asked you here to-night to help me. I want to make the acquaintance of your friend Pietro Porri, the Italian musician.

You will have to exercise great care, Monsieur, replied his shabby visitor. If he discovers who you are he will not hesitate to use his knife!

I quite understand that! laughed the head of the Paris police. But Ill take the risk. I am interested in his doings. I shall for a time become a thief, like yourselves. I am Jules Jamont, of Marseilles. You knew me there as the Sac à charbon! he added, laughing as he used the argot of the Paris thieves, meaning that he had disguised himself as a priest. And I am an adept at the Père François! meaning a certain manner in which to attack a passer-by with the object of robbery.

The thief agreed, and for the next hour he sat instructing Dubosq where to meet him, and how to act.

That night the Chef de la Sûreté sent a brief note to the Professor requesting the members of the Crimes Club to take no further steps until another meeting was called at which he would make a report. From that moment Lucien Dubosq disappeared and became the expert thief Jules Jamont, haunting the lowest dens of Paris à la flan in company with the itinerant organ-grinder, who carried a long keen knife ready, as he boasted, for any agent of police who dared to lay hands upon him.

So cleverly did Dubosq succeed in imposing upon him that he took him into partnership in an unique campaign of theft, and one night they both went forth to Versailles, the Italian carrying his pet monkey, a rather large one, in a leather kit-bag. After wandering about the dark streets, they came at last to a large house in the fashionable quarter, where the night being warm, one of the windows on the second floor was partly opened at the bottom.

The man Porri signalled to his friend to halt, and then in silence took from his pocket some pieces of jewellery. These he showed to the monkey and pointed to the bag and to the window. The animal at once realised what his master required of him, and a few seconds later, ran up the stack-pipe, swung himself upon the window-ledge and disappeared inside. A few minutes elapsed when he reappeared. First he flung out to the lawn a ladys morocco dressing-case, and then, climbing swiftly down the stack-pipe, he handed over a quantity of jewellery, including a valuable pearl necklace, all of which he had taken from the dressing-table without awaking the lady.

Porri, having thrust the jewellery into his pocket, put the monkey back into his bag, and picking up the dressing-case, moved swiftly away in the shadows.

Later, when they were safely back in Porris room in Paris, the Italian showed his partner how he had trained his monkey to use a humane killer upon the skull of anybody sleeping. He gave the instrument to the animal when at once he used it with terrific force upon a round block of wood shaped like a mans head, upon which he had been trained.

Carlo is very intelligent! added the old thief. If he finds that a bag will not go through a space in which he can himself pass he will empty the contents upon the window-sill, pass out the empty bag by squeezing it through the opening, then refill it again from the outside, and drop it to the ground.

When next night a meeting of the Crimes Club was held to hear Dubosqs report, he related in detail his experiences with Porri, and added:

The Professors discovery that the three grey hairs were not human, but those of a monkey, first gave rise to the theory of how the murder at Amiens was committed, and which is now proved.

Is the motive of the crime known? asked Latimer.

Everything is known, was his reply. Porri is under arrest, and has confessed. He acted in collusion with Madame Udall, who wished to get rid of her husband in order to marry Vincendon, his partner in the very lucrative business of a fence, or buyer of stolen property, carried on in the guise of money-lending. The bag stolen at Amiens contained a quantity of valuable jewellery which Udall had bought for a small sum from a thief on the day of his death, and which, of course, has gone into the hands of his partner. Madame Udall is also under arrest, and I have placed them both at the disposition of Monsieur Henri Paul, the examining magistrate, thanks to the Professors theory of The Elusive Clue.


CASE NUMBER ELEVEN. THE GUINEA PIGS TAIL
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AND THERE IS no trace whatsoever of the Guinea Pig? asked Mademoiselle Fernande.

Not the slightest, Mademoiselle, replied Maître Jean Tessier. Scotland Yard has invited us to give them our assistance, and for that reason I have been over to London. Our fellow-member, Monsieur Dubosq, will explain the matter to you more fully.

At that meeting only six of the ten members who founded the unique association were present, as the month was August and tout Paris was at the sea.

Well, said Dubosq at he sat at the table and put down his coffee cup, the affair is equally puzzling to us in Paris as to our confrères in London. You have all, no doubt, seen in the papers reports of the remarkable and daring exploits of the Guinea Pig. About a year ago there began, in the West End of London, a series of robberies of famous pictures and objects of art from the collections of wealthy connoisseurs. The robberies spread to country houses which, in some instances, were set on fire by the burglars, and in more than one case the house robbed was afterwards actually burned down, yet Scotland Yard utterly failed to trace the perpetrators.

At first the burglaries were attributed to different gangs, but soon it became noticed that the thieves always worked upon the same plan and, moreover, after each robbery, a ladys visiting-card was found upon which was neatly typewritten Pull my tail! — The Guinea Pig. Suddenly the robberies ceased in England and began here in Paris, at houses in the Etoile Quarter. Not a finger-print, not a slip, not the slightest clue have the thieves left except the impudent invitation to trace them. As you know, Messieurs, all criminals specialise in their work, and both the Sûreté and Scotland Yard are acquainted with all the expert art burglars. Those at liberty have all been carefully watched, as well as the fences, but we are convinced that not one of the old hands has had anything to do with these puzzling but very serious thefts, nor have any of the pictures or objects of art come into the market.

Besides the leaving of the card another curious feature is that money, jewellery, or plate is never stolen — only things of beauty. It is true that there is a secret market for stolen art treasures, possibly in America, but as far as the New York Police and customs officers are concerned, they have been unable to trace any of the stolen property having entered the United States.

Whatever precautions are taken by ourselves, or the English police, the robberies continue, the card is left, and no other clue whatsoever. For months we have been working in the dark until now. Scotland Yard have invited the aid of the club in trying to establish the identity of the thief or thieves who have brought burglary to a fine art. During the past year it is estimated that ancient masters alone to the value of over half a million sterling have disappeared, and despite all our efforts, the robberies still go on, sometimes in France, sometimes in England, the card being invariably left.

There are no finger-prints. The thieves must wear gloves, remarked Gordon Latimer.

Undoubtedly, said Dubosq. Whoever he is, he is a wary bird. Three times he has been seen escaping, and on each occasion he has been described as a dark-haired, good-looking gentleman in evening clothes and an opera-hat. That conveys nothing to us. Most escrocs of quality of both sexes dress for dinner.

After a brief discussion, it was decided to send a delegation of the club to London — where the greatest number of robberies had taken place — therefore two days later the Baron dAntenac, Maurice Jacquinot, Gordon Latimer, and Mademoiselle Buysse went to London in order, if possible, to solve the mystery of the series of burglaries.

When on the morning after their arrival in London all four were ushered into the private room of Superintendent Frazer at Scotland Yard, he welcomed them warmly, saying:

You have come here just at an opportune moment. The Guinea Pig was at work again last night! A report has just come in, and taking an official telegram from his desk, he read it.

The message was to the effect that from the picture gallery at Penhoe Hall, Lord Prestatyns seat in Bedfordshire, the celebrated Rubens Nymphs with a Cornucopia had been stolen. In the gallery was a glass case containing some gold plate and other objects, but nothing had been touched except the very valuable Rubens, which had been carefully removed from its frame, and the canvas probably rolled up and taken away. In its place the impudent card had been left.

I am just going out to Penhoe myself, said Frazer. Possibly you would like to go also?

The suggestion was accepted at once, and very shortly two police cars were travelling out of London on the road to Bedford.

From the high road between Ampthill and Elstow a by-road was taken, until the cars entered the handsome lodge-gates of Penhoe, and ten minutes later pulled up before the fine old Elizabethan mansion on the first floor of which the famous picture gallery was situated. An hour and a half after leaving Scotland Yard, Lord Prestatyn, a handsome old gentleman of about seventy, greeted them in the hall, and followed by the Chief of the Bedfordshire Constabulary, who was there to greet Superintendent Frazer, led them up the broad oak staircase to the long gallery where hung on one side the famous collection which included fine examples of Reynolds, Romney, Velazquez, Holbein, Murillo and others. Only one frame was empty, that of the famous Rubens.

There were three men busy with their grey and white powders and camel-hair brushes searching for the finger-prints of the thief, but all they had found were those of about six servants.

The thief evidently let himself in with a false key, said his lordship, after a short conversation with the Superintendent of the Criminal Investigation Department. The wire of the burglar alarm was previously cut, and nobody heard a sound in the night, except that Grindlay, the lodge-keeper, says he heard a motor-car being started at about three oclock in the morning.

Frazer, accompanied by the four members of the Crimes Club, made a long and careful examination of the spot. Certainly the thief had been careful to leave no other trace except his mysterious card, defying the owner of the property to pull his tail.

The cutting of the electric wire of the talker, as burglars call them, naturally attracted the attention of Gordon Latimer. He traced the wires and found that, in order not to pierce some ancient panelling, the lead had been brought through the wall to the outside, concealed in the thick ivy for about three feet, and then taken into the house again. The wire was severed at the spot outside the house, but so high up that a short ladder must have been used. It was evident that the place had been minded, as crooks call it, that is, it had been watched for some time.

This shows conclusively that the thief has studied the premises very carefully, he remarked to the stout Baron dAntenac. Or perhaps, he might have a confederate in one of the servants.

He questioned Lord Prestatyn on this point, but none of his servants had been in his employ less than six years, and all were trustworthy. That the job had been done by an expert was clear. But who was this elusive thief who only stole the most valuable and artistic objects, and who scorned to touch gold or silver which, melted down, could so easily be turned into money?

I wonder what can be the fate of all these pictures? asked the pert little Fernande. Is some fence buying them at a low figure and holding them up until, in a few years, the hue and cry will have died down. It seems so.

The impudence of the thief in leaving his card and no other vestige of a clue is both annoying and puzzling, said Frazer. We know the whereabouts of every burglar who specialises in pictures — except the mysterious Guinea Pig, and he turned over the mysterious card in his hand.

Minute search for footprints near the ivy failed entirely. Even of these the thief took precaution to obliterate every trace. True, there were two depressions where the base of the ladder had rested, but where the ladder had come from was also a mystery, for it must have been carried back to its place.

The alarm may have been put out of action days ago, the Baron remarked.

Meanwhile, the Bedfordshire Constabulary were making inquiries at all inns and hotels within ten miles around to see if any suspicious strangers had been noticed, but without result.

During the whole of the day the party continued their investigations, but when at night they returned to London, they were compelled to admit that, like the police, they had met with failure.

From Frazer, Maurice Jacquinot next day obtained a list of all the pictures and objects of art known to have been stolen in London and the provinces — a formidable list representing treasures valued at a very large sum — and two days later the party returned to Paris, greatly disappointed at obtaining no clue to the redoubtable Guinea Pig.

They reported their investigations to Lucien Dubosq, as well as delivering a message from Superintendent Frazer, and there the matter ended. The elusive Guinea Pig had collected up some of the art treasures of the world and defied the police of Europe. Was it one person who was perpetrating the robberies, or was it a highly organised gang who left the card in order to mystify those who should search for clues? Again, what was the motive of stealing objects that could never appear in the public market, as they were known to experts the world over? That the Guinea Pig burglaries were carefully planned was obvious. Each of the premises were, no doubt, watched for weeks, perhaps months. The habits of the household were noted, together with those of the adjacent premises; the police patrols were ascertained, and also the important fact whether the house was alive or dead — whether protected by electric alarms, or talkers. In no case had the Guinea Pig made one false slip, and so confident was he of evading the police that he invited the world to pull his tail!

Two months went past when Dubosq, sitting in his room at the Quai des Orfèvres, received a telephone message from the Chief of Police in Tours to the effect that on the previous night a valuable masterpiece, a sixteenth century landscape called Orpheus, by Nicholas Poussin, had been stolen from the famous collection of the Duc dAnnonay, at the ancient Château dEntremont, about five miles from the city. A card had been left bearing in typewriting the words in English, Pull my tail — The Guinea Pig.

That night, in accordance with Dubosqs request, Madame Léontine Van Hecke called an extraordinary meeting of the club, when all were present except Monsieur Delcros.

The mystery of the Guinea Pig was seriously discussed for over two hours. The club were antagonistic to the idea that failure should be written upon the record of any of their exploits, and agreed that a big and increasing effort should be made to pull the tail of the defiant thief.

If we could only discover the motive then investigation could be so much easier, declared Dubosq. But the thief or thieves are evidently not in want of money, or they would also take the gold and jewels which they pass by in disdain. The only piece of gold taken, as far as our reports go, is the antique gold chalice of the Baron Eustrangin in the Avenue des Champs Elysées.

We must lay a trap for him, declared Jacquinot. But how?

Ah! There is the question, laughed the sprightly Fernande, her bare elbows resting on the table at which they all sat.

There must be a way, remarked Doctor Plaud. We must discover one. Let us meet again to-morrow night.

In the meantime, to travel to Tours is scarcely worth while, remarked Dubosq. I have already sent half a dozen expert officers there, and if there are any clues or finger-prints they will report.

Next day, when Jacquinot called at the Prefecture, he was told by Dubosqs assistant that no finger-prints had been found. There was not a clue to the evasive Guinea Pig. It certainly looked as though the thief, or thieves, worked upon a set plan which defeated all inquiries. In any case, they defied the police.

That night yet another secret meeting of the Crimes Club was held. They only took apéritifs, instead of dinner, as the meeting was an emergency one. It lasted, however, three hours, at the end of which time a certain plan had been formulated.

In accordance with it Jacquinot, Gordon Latimer and the ever-active Fernande called upon the aged Monsieur Guillaume Chintreuil, the well-known art expert, at the house where he lived in retirement in Montlhéry, about sixteen miles outside Paris.

The white-bearded, rather wizened old gentleman, whose dark eyes were bright notwithstanding his age, received them politely but with some surprise. Jacquinot had asked him over the telephone whether he would receive them, and had obtained an affirmative reply. Monsieur Chintreuil was, without doubt, the greatest art expert in France, and was always called in consultation before a picture was purchased for the Louvre Galleries. Old masters were constantly being submitted to him by the great dealers for his opinion as to their genuineness and value. With steel-rimmed spectacles, he was short and shabby, and had the old-fashioned habit of snuff-taking.

In his small, but well-furnished salon the quartette seated themselves while Jacquinot explained the object of their visit, and produced the list of the principal objects stolen in France and England by the Guinea Pig.

The old connoisseur took the list to the window, and as he read it, he nodded every now and then. Many of the pictures were known to him.

For a few seconds he held the list in his thin hand and gazed thoughtfully out of the window. Then turning to them, he said:

The thief is no ordinary one! He is a collector. Mon Dieu! What a collection — all so blending, all so beautiful — the dream of an art connoisseur. Yes, Messieurs, this thief is an expert. He chooses only what he wants for his perfect gallery.

You do not think, then, that he is a professional thief? asked Jacquinot.

Ah! That I cannot say. All I am convinced of is that he has an intimate knowledge of old masters, and that his collection must be on the way to becoming unique. Apparently, he is an expert in burglary, as he is in art.

This did not carry the investigators much further, but they were in no way disheartened. When the Crimes Club assisted in the investigation of mysteries they did it wholeheartedly and by devious ways, which were afterwards admired both by Scotland Yard and the Paris Sûreté. In this case they spared neither trouble nor device to bring their investigations to a satisfactory issue.

One morning, about a fortnight after the visit to the great art expert, the Matin announced that Señor Vargas, the Chilian millionaire and connoisseur of art, had arrived in Paris from Valparaiso with the object of purchasing one or two old masters to add to his collection. He had taken an apartment in the Avenue de la Grande Armée, and his wife was giving a series of weekly receptions to the high artistic circle in Paris. Invitations were being eagerly sought by the Bohemian and artistic set, and each Wednesday the salons of Señora Vargas were filled by men and women of the highest intelligence in Paris. At such evenings the most recent purchases of art treasures by Señor Vargas were on view.

Naturally, this announcement attracted a good deal of attention in artistic circles, and Señora Vargas was besieged by people anxious to accept the millionaires hospitality and view his latest acquisitions.

One of these was a very beautiful fifteenth century goblet of crystal, encrusted round the base with precious stones. It was of Italian work, and had once belonged to Lorenzo di Medici. Photographs of it appeared in the papers, and a small select party of friends were invited by the Vargas to inspect it.

Then suddenly came a newspaper sensation. After the guests had left the Vargas salon, a watchman, left in charge of the place, heard a noise at about two oclock in the morning, and caught a burglar red-handed. He was a young Italian, who gave the name of Bertini, a stranger to Paris, but when questioned by Dubosq at the Prefecture, he said that he had met a gentleman in a café, which he indicated, who, giving him exact plans of the apartment, urged him to break in and steal the goblet, the picture of which he showed him in the paper, and agreed to purchase it for twenty-five thousand francs. The stranger had told Bertini that he was an agent of police, and it was evident that he knew all about his past, which persuaded him to fall in with his suggestion.

But while Dubosq was questioning the thief, another event happened at the Vargas apartment, which had been left unattended by the watchman, who was none other than Jacquinot. The door was found forced, the valuable goblet gone, and in its place was found the card of the Guinea Pig!

The trap set by the Crimes Club had failed, and, moreover, they had lost the goblet which had been borrowed from a well-known dealer in antiques. Vargas had been none other than the Baron dAntenac, while Madame Van Hecke had posed as his wife.

This contretemps was certainly unexpected. The whole was a brilliant scheme devised by Jacquinot and his friends, but they had been checkmated.

The trap laid by the investigators was an ingenious one, inasmuch as Jacquinot and the Baron had a second scheme, in case the first failed. They never expected to be compelled to use it, as it would require much labour. But, faced with the loss of the goblet for which the club would be compelled to pay, they at once carried out their second plan.

At the Vargas receptions a good deal of champagne was always served. The three superior male servants who served the wine and cakes were agents of the Sûreté, and always wore white gloves, while the dishes and glasses, before being brought in for the guests, were always polished perfectly clean with a silk handkerchief, and when handed to those invited, there was no trace of human touch upon them. When returned to the pantry, all of them bore the finger-prints of the different guests. Each of these were developed, photographed, and recorded with data, and classified by officers of the Record Department of the Sûreté, just as though every guest was a criminal. This had been done from the very first reception that had been held, therefore a large quantity of prints had accumulated. Each of them was now compared with those of French and English criminals, and by this means the criminal pasts of a number of highly respectable persons became revealed.

After several months of patient search, during which the Guinea Pig left his card upon a wealthy Brussels collector and took away a gem of Dierick Bouts of the Early Dutch School, the police pointed out to the members of the Crimes Club three persons who might be identical with the Guinea Pig.

One was a Frenchman named Delacroix, and the others English. One was named Andrew Hogg and the other Morton Dain. The first named, a cashier, had been in the hands of the French police about three years before and served a sentence of twelve months for forgery. The records of the other two were at Scotland Yard.

Still in pursuit of information, and hoping that one or other might be the perpetrator of the mysterious burglaries, Latimer and Jacquinot returned at once to London, and Frazer being away, gave to Inspector Bevan, in charge of the Criminal Registry Office, the prints secured from the glasses used at the reception at the rich Chilians in Paris.

In half an hour from the Finger-Print Bureau were produced two neat files.

They are not very interesting persons, either of them, remarked the Inspector. Here you are. The records do not show much against them. Read for yourselves.

What the two keen investigators read was as follows:

No. 84,296 B.G. — Hogg, Andrew Charles, alias Horton. Born in Cork, 1899. Married. Lived hitherto respectably. Lost left eye during the war. Arrested June 22nd, 1921, at Liverpool for being concerned with Arthur Whiteley, alias Hoare, Big Ben, Tucker, etc., in a burglary of furs from Messrs. Fowler & Sharpe of Lime Street, Liverpool. No previous convictions. Sentenced to eighteen months at Liverpool Assizes 3rd September, 1921. Has a brother James, a jeweller in business at Southsea.

The other read:

No. 72,863 T.L. — Dain, Morton, alias Moore, Day, etc. Born in London, 1896. Educated Tonbridge School. Jesus, Cambridge. Superior education. Assistant master at Rokeby School, near Peterborough. Unmarried. Arrested in London January 22nd, 1918, charged with obtaining £246 by false pretences from Howard Morley, solicitor, 38 Bedford Row, London, and obtaining £33 from Mrs. Hannah Page, widow, of Tilehurst, Berks. Sentenced at the Old Bailey to two years imprisonment on April 3rd, 1918.

You have two to choose from, said the Inspector. I will see whether anything is known about their present whereabouts. And he left the pair to study the records of the two persons who had attended those lavish entertainments given by Señor and Señora Vargas.

Was either of them the Guinea Pig? It was clear to them that the Inspector believed them to be following a false trail, for when he returned he dismissed both records, saying:

Im sorry, but nothing is known as to where they are at present. It is evident that neither of them is an habitual criminal, hence we do not trouble about them as we should in case they were old hands. Upon the latter we keep a watchful eye. Without doubt, both men recorded here are leading perfectly honest lives, and are, perhaps, highly respectable citizens. There are hundreds who take one false step and afterwards retrieve it. I often think it is very hard upon such folk that their criminal record and finger-prints should remain here against them for the remainder of their lives.

Both men agreed.

We must discover where both these men are, said Latimer.

James Hogg, jeweller, of Southsea, will surely not be difficult to trace, Jacquinot said. He may tell us something.

He did, for next day both men called at the shop of the jeweller in Osborne Road, Southsea, and saw Hoggs brother. Latimer told a very plausible story. He said he was a solicitor, and wanted Andrews evidence in a motor-car case. He had witnessed an accident, and he was most desirous of finding him.

The jeweller, taken off his guard by the attitude of the pair, told him that his brother was living in Norman Road, Canterbury, and was employed as the manager of a garage.

For the next three days the pair of investigators lived at the County Hotel in Canterbury, and carefully watched the movements of the man who had been convicted as assisting in a burglary. But to all intents and purposes he was now leading an honest life, and was a happy father of a family.

To trace Morton Dain they at once set out. The head master of Rokeby School, near Peterborough, whither they went, had no knowledge of the late assistant master, except from report. He had been a well-mannered swindler, it was said, and he had gone to prison. That was all he knew, for he had not been appointed until a year after Dain had been convicted.

Inquiries in the school itself resulted in a statement by one of the elder boys that, six months before, he had received a letter from the degraded master asking him to send him an old book he had forgotten, to an address in Paris. Urged by Latimer the boy, after a long search among his belongings, at length produced a crumpled letter, asking him to send the ancient copy of Virgil addressed to Monsieur Verton, at an address in the Rue Garnier, in Paris.

Was this information of value?

They both hastened back to Paris, and within twenty-four hours they identified the photograph of Dain, taken by the Liverpool Police, as that of Jules Verton, a middle-aged, studious man who lived in comfortable quarters in Neuilly, and only went out each evening with a lady friend, a pretty, dark-haired young woman, Mademoiselle Yvonne Mayet.

At once strict surveillance was kept upon the pair. Mademoiselle lived in the Rue Perronnet, close to the Seine, and each evening they met and dined together. In the neighbourhood it was common gossip that the pair were engaged to marry.

But was this Englishman masquerading as a Frenchman identical with the mysterious art thief, the Guinea Pig?

Felix Dubosq, as Chef de la Sûreté, was of opinion that he was not, while the members of the Crimes Club were of divided opinion. All, however, were determined to get back that costly crystal goblet which had been stolen from beneath their very noses.

Patiently, for three weeks, the doings of Monsieur Verton were watched and noted, sometimes by Fernande, and at others by Jacquinot, Dr. Plaud, the Baron, and other members of the club, while at frequent intervals, agents of police in plain clothes also kept observation upon the pair.

The Crimes Club wanted the Guinea Pig, but they also wanted to recover the stolen property.

Of a sudden, Monsieur Verton, finding that he had attracted the attention of the police, left Paris early one morning, and disappeared.

Maurice Jacquinot, who had taken charge of the surveillance and indeed of the investigations, let him go, hoping that he would take refuge where the stolen masterpieces were hidden.

Next day he played another card. Fernande Buysse, late in the afternoon, called at the house of Mademoiselle Mayet, in the Rue Perronnet, and presenting a card bearing the name of Marie Lafont, was shown in.

Without very much preliminary Fernande told the young lady that her lover was Felix Dubosq, Chef de la Sûreté.

He has betrayed me, and I have come to betray him in return, Mademoiselle! she said, with face pale and hard set. Dubosq is determined to arrest your lover, as there is some very serious charge against him. Therefore, in order to defeat him, I have come to you that you may warn Monsieur Verton. He has escaped from Paris, I hear. Telegraph to him at once to go into some hiding-place where he cannot be found, for if he shows himself again at present, he certainly will be arrested.

Mademoiselle Mayet stood staring at her visitor as though believing she had taken leave of her senses.

I am really glad now that Dubosq has deserted me, for I can revenge myself by warning your lover! Fernande went on, acting the jealous woman perfectly. Tell him to hide himself.

Mademoiselle Mayet did not invite her visitor to be seated, but simply said:

Really, Mademoiselle, I know nothing of what you are talking about. Monsieur Verton has gone on a business visit to Brussels, and will return to-morrow. When I tell him that the Sûreté are looking for him he will be greatly amused. If your late lover likes to blunder it is no concern of mine or of Monsieur Vertons. Good afternoon!

Fernande left the house utterly defeated. Again the investigators were off the track of the elusive Guinea Pig. She hastened back to the Quai des Orfèvres where she described to Dubosq what had taken place.

Did I not tell you, Mademoiselle, that Verton is not the Guinea Pig? was all the sympathy she received. She had certainly made a fool of herself, but she had not acted without the consent of the Crimes Club.

Secret observation was kept both upon Mademoiselle Mayet and upon Vertons house, but though three days went by, the Englishman posing as French did not return from Brussels.

Fernandes spirits rose again. Mademoiselle Mayet had sent neither telegram nor letter to her lover. She had apparently simply dismissed her visitor as a woman obsessed by jealousy. Yet the fact that Verton had not returned was, in itself, a trifle suspicious.

Latimer, Jacquinot, and Plaud were keeping watch upon Mademoiselles movements, aided by three agents of the Sûreté, when suddenly one evening four days later, Vertons lady friend emerged from the house with a small suit-case, and drove in a taxi to the Gare de Lyon where, looking about furtively to ascertain that she was not observed, she bought a ticket and wagon-lit supplement for Marseilles.

Latimer, though he had no travelling-kit, purchased a first-class ticket for the same destination, and travelled in the rear of the train, first sending a verbal message to Dubosq by an agent of police in plain clothes, who was, as usual, on the platform.

Through the night he travelled until, on arrival at Marseilles next day, he watched Mademoiselle go to the office of the Fraissinet Company and book a passage across to Bastia, in Corsica. As soon as Latimer had ascertained that, he went into the lower quarter of Marseilles and there bought a suit and cap such as was worn by a French working-man, which, with a common shirt he exchanged for his good clothes so that when he boarded the steamer late that afternoon and disappeared among the crowd in the steerage he no longer looked the refined Englishman that he was.

The voyage was calm and uneventful, for it was summer, and the Mediterranean perfect.

On arrival at Bastia next day Mademoiselle took a little old-fashioned horse-cab to the outskirts of the town, to a big white house overlooking the sea, a fine view-spot whence the islands of Monte Cristo, Elba, and Capraia were visible. In front of the long artistic house ran a veranda, whereon stood Monsieur Verton waving welcome to her. Somehow, probably through her maid in Paris, she had managed to send him a message of her coming. Around the house was, as is usual in Corsica, a big clump of ancient mulberry trees, while beyond was an orange grove with a high cactus hedge.

Mademoiselle, unsuspicious of having been followed to her destination, entered the house while the dirty French labourer made his way back to the bureau of police, where he saw the Prefect, explained matters, and soon a message in code was being telegraphed to Dubosq in Paris.

But was Jules Verton identical with the Guinea Pig?

Dubosq acted instantly. Within two hours he, with an assistant, Jacquinot, Fernande, and Doctor Plaud had left Paris, and two days later they met Latimer on the quai at Bastia. Then, after a consultation with Monsieur Calvi, the bald-headed prefect of police, a surprise visit was arranged.

That night, after it had grown dark, the place was surrounded by police, who crept up singly through the trees and took their stations, until suddenly Dubosq and Calvi — both armed because they knew that if their surmise as to the true identity of Verton was correct he might act desperately — knocked at the door.

There was no response.

Calvi, in the name of the law, demanded the door to be opened. Still no response.

At a sign from the Chief of Police three men brought up an old iron wheel off some agricultural machine, and with it smashed the door to matchwood.

Shots were fired from the darkness within. The moment was an exciting one. The two police officials, with two of their men behind them, emptied their automatics indiscriminately into the darkness as soon as they had been fired upon.

Then, as there was silence, lights were brought. Upon the floor of the entrance hall lay Mademoiselle Mayet badly wounded, while at the same moment they heard a shot and mens shouts from the rear of the premises.

He is here! somebody shouted. Tried desperately to escape, but he has shot himself!

And so it was.

When the investigators searched the artistic house they found hanging in the fine long gallery which occupied the first floor, the whole of the priceless works of art stolen by the Guinea Pig, as well as the precious crystal goblet.

Ultimately the whole of the property was restored to its owners, each of whom wrote letters of thanks to the members of the Crimes Club who had been so ingenious and painstaking in tracking down the audacious thief, whose artistic kink led him to create for himself and Mademoiselle one of the most beautiful art collections ever got together.

Thus was the tail of the impudent Guinea Pig eventually pulled.


CASE NUMBER TWELVE. THE GREAT THAMES MYSTERY
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A MANS LIFE and an insurance policy for fifty thousand pounds were the principal points in the Great Thames Mystery.

The affair was an enigma from the first, and yet the facts were quite ordinary ones, a case of robbery with violence in which the victim was killed because he resisted.

The police records in every capital in Europe are punctuated by such cases, in which most of the assassins are traced and ultimately brought to justice. At first the investigations of Scotland Yard proved abortive, the matter being hushed up as far as possible owing to the high standing of the victim, who was a distinguished foreigner.

At first reported to the local police constable at the pleasant little town of Pangbourne, on the Thames, it appears that a labourer, early on a January morning, passing over the bridge that spans the river between Pangbourne in Berkshire, and the picturesque village of Whitchurch in Oxfordshire, saw before him in the heavy mist an object huddled against the open iron railing of the bridge. This proved to be a middle-aged, dark-bearded man in evening-dress, who lay crumpled up with a bullet wound behind his ear. He was quite dead. Very quickly the constable was upon the spot, the body was removed, and, on a search being made, an automatic pistol was, a few hours later, found thrown into a ditch two hundred yards away from the bridge on the Pangbourne side. This showed that the assassin had met his victim on the bridge, killed and robbed him, and then turned back into Pangbourne again and thrown away the weapon, for on the Whitchurch side of the river was a toll-gate, a fact of which he must have had knowledge.

The doctor who examined the body declared that the murder had probably taken place about two oclock in the morning. The toll-keeper who lived in the cottage at the opposite end of the bridge heard no shot, yet a woman living close by, at Whitchurch Mill, distinctly heard a shot in the night. The heavy mist which lay over the river that night had favoured the assassins escape, for he must have hurried back into Pangbourne, discarded the pistol after leaving the bridge, passed under the railway arch, and gained the high road to Reading which leads through the town.

The shot had been fired at close quarters, but naturally the identity of the murdered man was at first unknown. His wallet was gone and so was his money, for only a few coppers remained in his pocket, but some business papers, mostly in French, remained, among them two bonds worth five hundred pounds apiece, which had been overlooked by the thief.

But more! Search of the pockets revealed a typewritten letter which bore neither address nor date, but in French the words: Agreed! I will meet you at Whitchurch Bridge as you suggest. Bring the money with you, and do not make a fool of me, or you will pay dearly for it. You humbugged me last time. I am in no mood for further trickery. — P.

The two Scotland Yard officers, who hurried down by car from London, seized on this letter as evidence, and rightly so. On the face of it, was shown that the foreigner, whoever he was, had had some secret dealing with somebody whose initial was P. They had met at Whitchurch Bridge; there had probably been a quarrel, and P had fired the fatal shot.

But who was the victim? His clothes were of foreign make. The stud remaining in his blood-stained shirt-front was a fine carbuchon emerald surrounded by diamonds, and on his cuff-links was the initial C set in diamonds. It would be thought that to establish the identity of such a person would be an easy matter.

It was not so. A fortnight passed after the opening of the inquest and still the police were in ignorance of who he was, until a certain Baroness de Céroux reported to the Brussels police that her husband, the Baron, an ex-Minister of the Belgian Government, had gone to London on business and had left the Carlton Hotel to go into the country, but had not returned.

The Brussels police communicated with Superintendent Frazer, sending him a photograph of the missing politician, and it was not long before the reception-clerk at the Carlton identified it, while the local constable at Pangbourne declared it to be the portrait of the murdered man who had already been buried after being photographed.

Thus it became established that Baron Emile de Céroux, a wealthy man and ex-Foreign Minister of Belgium after the war, had been assassinated. But who was P? Superintendent Frazer sent two expert officers to Brussels, where they had an interview with the widow at her fine house overlooking the beautiful Bois de la Cambre. They also had interviews with several of the dead mans political friends, but none of them had any knowledge of the person in question. The dead man, it was evident, had a secret acquaintanceship with the assassin, but told nobody of it, not even his wife. When a man meets another on a lonely bridge in the country at night, it must be with some sinister purpose, either the exchange of guilty secrets or to further some conspiracy.

Thus the identity of P, the assassin, could not be established, and after six weeks had passed Scotland Yard found itself at a dead end.

The whole of these circumstances were then put before a meeting of the Crimes Club, and a solution sought. The members were not highly interested, except in the curious fact that the murderer, when taking his booty from the body, should leave his papers, and especially that incriminating letter behind.

When the matter was discussed in camera, the only member who appeared to take the slightest interest in the matter was the grey-haired Professor Ernest Lemelletier. The others all dismissed it as an ordinary crime of violence, which must be dealt with by the English police, but the Professor, on the other hand, regarded it as an interesting enigma of crime.

Suddenly there came into the possession of Scotland Yard a note which had been sent to the Hôtel Cecil, in London, addressed to the Baron, the writer evidently under the impression that the ex-Minister was staying there. The hotel sent it to the Dead Letter Office, which had noticed the name of the addressee, opened it, and instead of returning it to the writer, had sent it to the Criminal Investigation Department.

The note was in French, and was dated ten days before the crime. The typing was the same as that of the note found upon the unfortunate Baron, and in French it read:

I am glad, Your Excellency, that in your own interests you have arrived in London. We must meet, but it must be in secret. If A knew, then neither of us dare make another move. Chazal (a Belgian statesman) does not suspect. Send me an appointment to meet at night somewhere in the country. But mon Dieu! Be careful!

It was signed in typewriting Henri Pierre, and the address was in a street off the Camden Road.

In half an hour, two detectives were on the trail. With care lest the man should suspect, they discovered that he was a hairdresser and worked at a shop in Oxford Street. His description was that of a short, thin, hard-faced man about twenty-eight, rather broad shouldered, and with a thick nose and wide mouth.

That afternoon Inspector Blurton of the Criminal Investigation Department entered the shop and had his hair cut by the mysterious P.

That evening the suspect was arrested outside the shop and taken to Bow Street. When he heard the charge, he protested his innocence, and contrary to the advice of the police inspector who took the charge, he made a statement which was, on the face of it, a very lame one.

I am a Belgian, he said. I came to England during the war. The Baron owed me money. I asked for it, and he paid me. I wanted to meet him in secret to tell him something that I knew about one of our Socialist politicians, and at the same time get the remainder of the money he owed me. He made an appointment to meet me on the bridge outside Pangbourne. I accepted, but next day he wrote sending me the money and telling me that it was unnecessary to meet me. So I got my money, and I know nothing further. I have never been in Pangbourne in my life.

This will be used in evidence against you on your trial, you know. Remember, I cautioned you, said the Inspector, as he finished taking down the statement.

What I have told you is the truth. I have never been to Pangbourne. I do not know where it is, so I am sure you can never find me guilty of shooting His Excellency.

The pistol has been found, said the Inspector. Suppose it is proved that it is yours?

The prisoner went white to the lips. He tried to reply but his tongue clave to the roof of his mouth.

The Inspector was not slow to note this.

Then he ordered the constable to take him to the cells.

Next day he was put in the dock before the chief Magistrate at Bow Street, and naturally the charge of murder against him aroused much public curiosity, and afforded a good story for the evening newspapers.

But the prisoner remained dumb. His brain seemed paralysed by realising the seriousness of the charge.

He was remanded for a week, and no further evidence being given against him, the magistrate committed him for trial at the Old Bailey.

It was then that Professor Lemelletier wrote to Superintendent Frazer for a full account of the man Pierres arrest and statement, which was, in due course, sent to Paris from Scotland Yard, together with a request to the great scientist to assist in the prosecution if it were possible, and supply one or two links in the evidence that were missing. The Professors interest at once increased. Though the affair was such a palpable case of robbery with violence, combined with revenge, yet he was one of the very few who gave any credence to the hairdressers story.

Why did the wealthy Baron owe the humble coiffeur money? Why should there be a suggested meeting on Whitchurch Bridge — a meeting evidently first suggested by the Baron? These questions the police asked themselves, and assured themselves that Henri Pierre had fired the fatal shot.

In addition, there was the revolver. Though the Professor was in ignorance, Pierre had been shown the revolver and confessed that it was his!

The prosecution, working up the facts, saw a perfectly clear case against the foreign hairdresser who, in addition, had, it was discovered, no permission from the Home Office to reside and work in England. How he had come to London he would not reveal. He only loudly protested that he had never been to Pangbourne, and that he had certainly not met the Baron there. Yet when invited to prove an alibi he became very confused, and merely said, I was with friends that night, friends whom I do not wish to name.

A more weak defence could not be imagined. The mans whole bearing was that of guilt. Though pressed to establish his alibi, he absolutely refused to give any information concerning his friends in London with whom he stayed on the night in question. Hence, it was not to be wondered at that the Crown built up a strong and straightforward case against the prisoner, while Norman Drew, the alert young counsel into whose hands the Home Office had given the defence, found himself faced with one of the weakest defences ever put up at the Old Bailey.

He did not at first believe in his clients guilt, but as time went on and he had many interviews with him in prison preparing the defence, he began to realise that he was fighting a lost cause. To an extent the Belgian was a very clever actor when he asserted his innocence, but when it came to questioning him he could bring not a soul to witness on his behalf. The alibi he tried to establish could not hold water, because of his steady refusal to tell the names of his witnesses with whom he spent the fatal night. He seemed to fear to incriminate others.

Slowly it became forced upon the brilliant young criminal lawyer that the man he was to defend was guilty of the crime.

About three weeks before the date set down for Henri Pierres trial, Lemelletier placed the facts before the club, explaining that he had interviewed the widow of the dead man and that certain facts had come to his knowledge which caused him to doubt that the accused was guilty. Everything pointed to it, he admitted, but he urged that as the object of the club was to see that justice was meted out, its object was equally to see that no injustice was done.

It was eventually agreed that the Professor and Dr. Plaud should go to England and assist the young barrister, Norman Drew, in the mans defence.

They first visited Superintendent Frazer at Scotland Yard, who, in turn, introduced them to Inspector Chambers, the Criminal Investigation Department Inspector at Vine Street. The latter sitting in his room told them what was known of the accused Belgian.

He first came over here as a refugee before the fall of Antwerp, when he was about sixteen, and became a kitchen boy in the Piccadilly Hotel and later on at the Carlton. He began to associate with West End undesirables, and five years ago became a hairdresser at a shop at Holborn. Then he was engaged in Wardour Street at a shop, where one day about eighty pounds disappeared from a drawer in the managers table. Though there was no direct evidence against him, he left a week later and went into the country. A young man answering his description was wanted a month later for highway robbery with violence in an ill-lit street in Manchester. His victim, left for dead, recovered and gave the description of his assailant. When Pierre returned here, we arrested him. The victim came to London but failed to identify him, though we felt sure he was the guilty one. Then he took a place in Oxford Street, where he was arrested for the murder of the Baron. He is a very bad character, without a doubt. Unfortunately, till now, we have had no finger-prints of his.

It is unfortunate that both the letters are typewritten, remarked the Professor, thanking him.

A common habit with blackmailers, and the clean-shaven Inspector, an expert in dealing with West End crooks, smiled merrily. Those gentry are always highly cautious. He is no doubt a blackmailer.

Why, I wonder, wont he confess to where he was on the foggy night of the murder? asked Doctor Plaud.

He would implicate his friends, said the Inspector. A closed mouth, he thinks, is best.

Personally, I doubt if he is the guilty person, ventured the Professor.

The Inspector, however, did not reply, but smiled incredulously.

Back to Scotland Yard they went, and a request that they should have the automatic pistol for examination was granted. On the way back to their hotel they stopped at a chemists, borrowed a microscope and bought several small phials of chemicals, some filter paper, some distilled water, and a test tube. Then, a quarter of an hour later, the Professor, having had several basins brought to his room, commenced to examine the pistol scientifically.

First he took it to pieces very carefully, and laid them side by side upon a newspaper. In the magazine four cartridges remained, for only one had been discharged — the one which had caused the Barons death.

To search for finger-prints upon the weapon had been useless from the first, for it had been handled much by the police, doctor, the man who discovered the body and other persons. But the Professor held a theory which he was about to test.

He first took the pistol barrel, placed his finger on one end, and the other he filled with distilled water, and thoroughly shook it up and rinsed it. Then he poured part of the water out, filtered it, and placed it in a test-tube.

He added a drop of one of his chemicals, and remarked, as though to himself:

The colour of the solution should be pale yellow. But it remained water, so he threw it away. Into a second portion of the water with which he had washed the barrel, he added two drops of another chemical, and smelt it several times.

There was no odour of sulphuretted hydrogen, as he expected.

Salts of lead were then added to the water, and he expected to see a black precipitate. But none showed. He examined for sulphuric acid, salts of iron, and alkaline sulphides, but found none.

Both specialists in the investigation of crime grunted in unison.

The lock of the pistol was then treated in the same way, giving results which apparently mystified them. Afterwards the pistol was carefully put together again as it was the most important piece of evidence for the Crown, and they took it together to Scotland Yard.

Well, asked Frazer of the Professor, have you found anything of interest?

At present it is too early to tell, was the reply. In a few days we hope to return for a further conference. And they left.

Next day they took train from Paddington to Pangbourne, which on that cold wet winters day presented a very different aspect to the pretty riparian resort it is in summer.

They first called upon the local constable, who, on ascertaining who they were, at once went with them under the railway arch to the ditch beside the road where the pistol was found flung away by the murderer in his flight, and then out upon the bridge where, on the left-hand side ran the footpath, they were shown the exact spot where the body was discovered.

The Baron was lying huddled up close to the railings, the constable said. He was apparently standing with his back against them when shot.

If that is your theory, then how was it that the body was not moved when the assassin searched his pockets? asked Doctor Plaud in good English, in that quiet, unflurried tone of his.

I dont know, Sir. Im not a detective, he laughed.

The assassin must have hurried for quite two hundred yards before he threw the pistol away, said the doctor and, glancing along the bridge to the Oxfordshire side, he noticed the white toll-house and gates, one for foot passengers and the other for road traffic.

Meanwhile the Professors interest was centred in the white-painted hand-rail which ran along the light iron bridge. With his fingers he felt it very carefully as though to find something. He remained there fully a quarter of an hour, and both the doctor and the constable were equally mystified. Now and then the lantern-jawed old man produced a big magnifying glass and peered at one spot and then at another. Then he would look over into the fast flowing Thames as though trying to discern something.

He took the position of the spot where the dead man had been found, and then, with a tape measure he produced from his pocket, he measured along the top of the rail to a point where an almost invisible portion of the paint had been chipped off, exposing the rusty steel beneath. Then he stood upon the spot on the footpath and stretched his hand along to the almost imperceptible mark.

Presently he directed his companions attention to the mark on the railing which he had found, and handed him the big magnifying glass. Plaud applied his eye carefully to it, and nodded in agreement.

Afterwards they crossed the bridge, paid and passed the toll-gate, and then at the beginning of the picturesque village of Whitchurch, they found the woman who heard the shot in the night.

You are certain you did not hear two shots fired? asked the Professor as the elderly woman stood on the door-step of her neat, old-fashioned cottage against the water-mill.

I only heard one, Sir, she replied, wondering who the foreign gentleman might be. She recollected, however, that the murdered man was found to be a foreigner, and perhaps her visitor was one of his friends. Im glad theyve got the murderer, she added. Fancy such a thing happening on Whitchurch Bridge! But it was terribly foggy that night. You couldnt see a yard before you. I managed to get up the village to the post office but I bumped straight into one of them big trees on the road-side though I believed I was quite clear of them — and Ive lived in Whitchurch all my life. I heard Mr. Thwaites car at River Bank, across the road, take quite a time before it could get into the gate. But Mr. Waller, the chauffeur, is always very careful, said the garrulous old woman.

You are quite positive you heard no second shot? asked the old Professor.

No. I didnt, Sir. And thats the truth. Ive told the perlice everything I know.

Well, thanks, Madame, said Lemelletier, raising his hat, an example the doctor followed, and leaving the place, they recrossed the bridge, where at the corner in the village of Pangbourne they chatted for five minutes with the constable. After that they crossed to the Elephant Inn, and lunching there, returned to London by the next train.

Well? asked the doctor as they sat in the first-class compartment of the express for Paddington. Is your theory a sound one?

At present I cannot tell. I believe it is. But I must have time to reflect — to reconstruct the crime, replied his companion. There is yet the motive — which is as obscure as ever. We must find that before we can put together the pieces of the jig-saw puzzle.

And a silence fell between them as the train rushed on towards Reading and London.

That night, in response to a telephone message whether Norman Drew was at home at his chambers in Fig Tree Court, Temple, the pair called at about ten oclock, and climbing the stone stairs, were admitted to the brilliant young barristers rather shabby sitting-room.

Drew, a tall, clean-shaven, alert young man, offered each of them a Corona and lit a pipe himself. The room in which they sat had been occupied for over a century by various men who had left their mark upon the annals of the laws of Great Britain. More than one of its previous tenants had risen to be a judge, and several had become Members of Parliament. It was a small, brown, low-ceilinged room which led into a smaller bedroom with a little kitchen beyond. But Drew dined in Hall, hence his laundress only came once a day to clean up and make his bed.

When they were seated in the dingy, but rather cosy little room, the Professor began with a straightforward statement of his theory of the innocence of Drews client without, however, telling him of the result of his minute investigations.

That is all very well, Professor, said the young barrister, who was out to do his best to prove an alibi before the judge and jury, but I have been to Brixton Prison only this morning and my client absolutely refuses to make any statement as to his whereabouts on the night in question. Hence my hands are tied.

Upon the face of it he is a fool. Either he fears to give certain persons into the hands of the police, or else he is a chivalrous man who is prepared to sacrifice his life to preserve his secret.

But what secret? asked Doctor Plaud, as he slowly lit his cigar.

A secret concerning a woman. It can only be that, was the reply of the greatest medico-legist in Europe.

That is certainly a romantic side of an otherwise very sordid case, said the lawyer. I wonder if it is really so. The attitude of the accused is not that of a murderer, I must admit. Whenever I have an interview with him he remains practically silent, and simply says he is innocent of the crime.

And I am certain of it, said the Professor, removing his cigar from his lips and knitting his grey brows. Ere long I hope to prove it — even to counsel for the Crown.

They have a very fine case. It will be hard to shake it. Besides, we go before Mr. Justice Graydon, one of the most severe of criminal judges, said Drew.

If my theory proves correct, the case built up by the Crown will collapse like a pack of cards. I may tell you, in confidence, that my colleague, Doctor Plaud, and myself are working in order to put such evidence in the hands of the court that the Grand Jury will throw out the bill.

Such a dénouement would be magnificent, Professor. It would at once make my reputation as a criminal lawyer. Shall you be able to do it? he cried excitedly.

I am doing my best. First, I tell you that Henri Pierre is no murderer. Of that, I have already proof. It only requires the motive of the crime to be established and then you will see the utter collapse of the prosecution. Oh! if only Pierre could be induced to tell us the truth in strict confidence.

He refuses. A thousand times I have tried to cajole him, but he is obdurate. He only says that if they still accuse him, they may do their worst. He admits that the pistol found was his. Once when he met the Baron they quarrelled and he drew his pistol, which the Baron snatched from him and kept. But he swears that he was never in his life at Pangbourne.

And, honestly, I believe it. One day, as soon as I carry my theory a little further, I will place my cards upon the table, and I will prove it, and the result will be startling.

Next evening both travelled by way of Harwich and Antwerp to Brussels, where again the Professor had a long interview with the Baroness in her fine mansion overlooking the Bois.

The doctor did not accompany him to the house, as he thought if the Professor were alone the widow might reply to his questions in confidence. On that grey, snowy afternoon the Professor sat with the handsome Belgian lady for over an hour. So pointed were the Professors questions that the widow twice gave way to tears. She had nothing to conceal. She only mourned the loss of her talented and popular husband.

Then the Baron, in secret, feared the fellow Pierre who blackmailed him, said the Professor.

Yes, my husband told me so in confidence. He was at an hotel in London during the war when Belgium was occupied, and at a secret conference of his political party which took place there, a decision was taken regarding the attitude of Belgium. A certain complot was formed, and this was overheard by an employé of the hotel, the young man Pierre, who had listened to the conversation in Flemish. He then started to blackmail my husband, and got from him quite large sums. My husband made no secret of it from me. I only suppose that a secret meeting was arranged between them, and Pierre — because my husband refused to pay further — shot him.

That supposition is entirely wrong, Madame. Henri Pierre is not the murderer, I assure you. What you have revealed to me is of the utmost value in saving the life of an innocent man. But I tell you frankly that young Pierre is innocent.

Then who is the guilty one?

The Professor looked the handsome widow straight in the face, and after a pause of a few seconds, said in a clear voice:

Your husband! he answered in a strange hard tone.

My husband! What do you mean, Msieur? she gasped.

I mean, Baroness, that I shall prove the young fellows innocence. Then he added: I am right in surmising that the results of my confidential inquiries into your husbands financial position are correct? He died practically insolvent? You, indeed, are to-day hard pressed for money. Is not that so?

The stout, rather handsome woman in mourning admitted that such was the case.

Ah! I thought as much, remarked the Professor. I have to return to England at once to secure the young mans release.

That night he and Doctor Plaud left Antwerp for Harwich, and three days later they both called upon Norman Drew in the Temple.

Ah, Professor! cried the barrister excitably. I have been in search of you. At last the prisoner has confessed to me where he was on the night of the murder. He was assisting two friends, one a woman of whom he is very fond, who are coiners in the borough. They will have to come forward to establish the alibi.

That is already established by this, replied the old Professor, triumphantly producing from his bag an automatic pistol somewhat heavier than the one found in the ditch. To the butt was attached a stout cord about four feet long, and at the other end a heavy piece of iron. This is the weapon which caused the Barons death. We have succeeded in recovering it from the river, beneath the bridge, at the spot where the tragedy occurred. What happened was that the Baron, having insured his life for a large sum two years ago, gradually found himself without funds, and preferring to die rather than face poverty, and at the same time provide for his widow, hit upon an ingenious plan.

He first faked the two letters signed P, probably never dreaming that Pierre the blackmailer would be actually discovered. One he placed in his pocket, and the other he sent to the Hotel Cecil addressed to himself. Then on the foggy night in question, he went down to Pangbourne, flung into the ditch Pierres automatic pistol — which our analysis proved had not been fired for a year or more, and was of different calibre to this — and passed on to the bridge. Taking this, and he held up the weapon, he put the iron attached to the string over the railing of the bridge, and raising the pistol to his head, fired. The pistol relaxed from his hand struck the iron railing, chipping off a tiny piece of the paint, and was jerked by the iron weight into the water below, from which a diver recovered it yesterday.

Then it was no murder? gasped the defending counsel, utterly astounded.

Certainly not. The prisoner must be released.

And released he was, for as soon as the court sat the Grand Jury threw out the bill, and the young Belgian walked out of the Old Bailey a free man.

THE END


The Non-Fiction
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Le Queux lived in Switzerland in the 1920s. He was particularly fond of the country and the majestic scenery inspired some of his later novels. 
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Le Queux in the Swiss Alps in 1925
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FOREWORD

THE UNKNOWN TO-MORROW
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THE FOLLOWING PAGES — written partly as a sequel to my book German Spies in England, which has met with such wide popular favour — are, I desire to assure the reader, inspired-solely by a stern spirit of patriotism.

This is not a book of scaremongerings, but of plain, hard, indisputable facts.

It is a demand for the truth to be told, and a warning that, by the present policy of secrecy and shuffle, a distinct feeling of distrust has been aroused, and is growing more and more apparent. No sane man will, of course, ask for any facts concerning the countrys resources or its intentions, or indeed any information upon a single point which, in the remotest way, could be of any advantage to the barbaric hordes who are ready to sweep upon us.

But what the British people to-day demand is a sound and definite pronouncement which will take them, to a certain extent, into the confidence of the Government — as apart from the War Office, against which no single word of criticism should be raised — and at the same time deal effectively with certain matters which, being little short of public scandals, have irritated and inflamed public opinion at an hour when every man in our Empire should put forth his whole strength for his God, his King, and his country.

Germany is facing the present situation with a sound, businesslike policy, without any vacillation, or any attempt to shift responsibility from one Department of the State to another. Are we doing the same?

What rule or method can be discerned, for example, in a system which allows news to appear in the papers in Scotland which is suppressed in the newspapers in England? Why, indeed, should one paper in England be permitted to print facts, and another, published half a mile away, be debarred from printing the self-same words?

The public — who, since August 4th last, are no longer school-children under the Head-Mastership of the Prime-Minister-for-the-Time-Being — are now wondering what all this curious censorship means, and for what reason such an unreliable institution — an institution not without its own scandals, and employing a thousand persons of varying ideas and warped notions — should have been established. They can quite understand the urgent necessity of preventing a horde of war correspondents, at the front, sending home all sorts of details regarding our movements and intentions, but they cannot understand why a Government offer of £100 reward, published on placards all over Scotland for information regarding secret bases of petrol, should be forbidden to be even mentioned in England.

They cannot understand why the Admiralty should issue a notice warning the public that German spies, posing as British officers, are visiting Government factories while at the same time the Under-Secretary for War declares that all enemy aliens are known, and are constantly under police surveillance. They cannot understand either why, in face of the great imports of foodstuffs, and the patriotic movement on the part of Canada and our Overseas Dominions concerning our wheat supply, prices should have been allowed to increase so alarmingly, and unscrupulous merchants should be permitted to exploit the poor as they have done. They are mystified by the shifty shuttlecock policy which is being pursued towards the question of enemy aliens, and the marked disinclination of the authorities to make even the most superficial inquiry regarding cases of suspected espionage, notwithstanding the fact that German spies have actually been recognised among us by refugees from Antwerp and other Belgian cities.

The truth, which cannot be disguised, is that by the Governments present policy, and the amusing vagaries of its Press Censorship, the public are daily growing more and more apathetic concerning the war. While, on the one hand, we see recruiting appeals in all the clever guises of smart modern advertising, yet on the other, by the action of the authorities themselves, the man-in-the-street is being soothed into the belief that all goes well, and that, in consequence, no more men are needed and nobody need worry further.

We are told by many newspapers that Germany is at the end of her tether: that food supplies are fast giving out, that she has lost millions of men, that her people are frantic, that a Stop the War party has already arisen in Berlin, and that the offensive on the eastern frontier is broken. At home, the authorities would have us believe that there is no possibility of invasion, that German submarines are pirates  — poor consolation indeed — that all alien enemies are really a deserving hardworking class of dear good people, and that there is no spy-peril. A year ago the British public would, perhaps, have believed all this. To-day they refuse to do so. Why they do not, I have here attempted to set out; I have tried to reveal something of the perils which beset our nation, and to urge the reader to pause and reflect for himself. Every word I have written in this book, though I have been fearless and unsparing in my criticism, has been written with an honest and patriotic intention, for I feel that it is my duty, as an Englishman, in these days of national peril to take up my pen — without political bias — solely for the public good.

I ask the reader to inquire for himself, to ascertain how cleverly Germany has hoodwinked us, and to fix the blame upon those who wilfully, and for political reasons, closed their eyes to the truth. I would ask the reader to remember the formation in Germany — under the guidance of the Kaiser — of the Society for the Promotion of Better Relations between Germany and England, and how the Kaiser appointed, as president, a certain Herr von Holleben. I would further ask the reader to remember my modest effort to dispel the pretty illusion placed before the British public by exposing, in The Daily Telegraph, in March 1912, the fact that this very Herr von Holleben, posing as a champion of peace, was actually the secret emissary sent by the Kaiser to the United States in 1910, with orders to make an anti-English press propaganda in that country! And a week after my exposure the Emperor was compelled to dismiss him from his post.

Too long has dust been thrown in our eyes, both abroad and at home.

Let every Briton fighting for his country, and working for his countrys good, remember that even though there be a political truce to-day, yet the Day of Awakening must dawn sooner or later. On that day, with the conscience of the country fully stirred, the harmless — but to-day powerless — voter will have something bitter and poignant to say when he pays the bill. He will then recollect some hard facts, and ask himself many plain questions. He will put to himself calmly the problem whether the present German hatred of England is not mainly due to the weak shuffling sentimentalism and opportunism of Germanophils in high places. And he will then search out Britains betrayers, and place them in the pillory.

Assuredly, when the time comes, all these things — and many more — will be remembered. And the dawn of the Unknown To-morrow will, I feel assured, bring with it many astounding and drastic changes.

William Le Queux.

Devonshire Club, S.W
⁠April 1915.


CHAPTER I

THE PERIL OF MUDDLING THROUGH
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HAS BRITAIN, IN the course of her long history, ever been prepared for a great war? I do not believe she has; she certainly was not ready last August, when the Kaiser launched his thunderbolt upon the world.

Perhaps, paradoxical as it may seem, this perpetual unreadiness may be, in a sense, part of Britains strength.

We are a people slow of speech, and slow to anger. It takes much — very much — to rouse the British nation to put forth its full strength. Beware of the wrath of the man slow to anger is a useful working maxim, and it may be that the difficulty of arousing England is, in some degree, a measure of her terrible power once she is awakened.

Twice or thrice, at least, within living memory we have been caught all unready when a great crisis burst upon us — in the Crimea, in South Africa, and now in the greatest world-conflict ever seen. Hitherto, thanks to the amazing genius for improvisation which is characteristic of our race, we have muddled through somehow, often sorely smitten, sorely checked, but roused by reverses to further and greater efforts.

The bulldog tenacity that has ever been our salvation has been aroused in time, and we have passed successfully through ordeals which might have broken the spirit and crushed the resistance of nations whose mental and physical fibre was less high and less enduring.

We have muddled through in the past: shall we muddle through again? It is the merest truism — patent to all the world — that when Germany declared war, we were quite unready for a contest. For years the nation had turned a deaf ear to all warnings. The noble efforts of the late Lord Roberts, who gave the last years of his illustrious life — despite disappointments, and the rebuffs of people in high places who ought to have known — nay, who did know — that his words were literally true, passed unheeded.

Lord Roberts, the greatest soldier of the Victorian era, a man wise in war, and of the most transcendent sincerity, was snubbed and almost insulted, inside and outside the House of Commons, by a parcel of upstarts who, in knowledge and experience of the world and of the subject, were not fit to black his boots. An alarmist and scaremonger was perhaps the least offensive name that these worthies could find for him: and it was plainly hinted that he was an old man in his dotage. Lulled into an unshakable complacency by the smooth assurances of placeholders in comfortable jobs, the nation remained serenely asleep, and never was a country less ready for the storm that burst upon us last August. I had, in my writings— The Invasion of England and other works — also endeavoured to awaken the public; but if they would not listen to Bobs, it was hardly surprising that they jeered at me.

I am speaking of the nation as a whole. To their eternal honour let it be said that there were nevertheless some who, for years, had foreseen the danger, and had done what lay in their power to meet it. Foremost among these we must place Mr. Winston Churchill, and the group of brilliant officers who are now the chiefs of the British Army on the Continent. To them, at least, I hope history will do full justice. It was no mere coincidence that just before the outbreak of war our great fleet — the mightiest Armada that the world has ever seen — was assembled at Spithead, ready, to the last shell and the last man, for any eventuality.

It was no mere coincidence that the magnificent First Division at Aldershot, trained to the minute by men who knew their business, were engaged when war broke out in singularly appropriate mobilisation exercises. All honour to the men who foresaw the world-peril, and did their utmost to make our pitiably insufficient forces ready, as far as fitness and organisation could make them ready, for the great Day when their courage and endurance were to be so severely tested.

But when all this is said and admitted, it is clear that our safety, in the early days of the war, hung by a hair. Afloat, of course, we were more than a match for anything Germany could do, and our Fleet has locked our enemy in with a strangling grip that we hope is slowly choking out her industrial and commercial life. Ashore, however, our position was perilous in the extreme. Mens hair whitened visibly during those awful days when the tiny British Army, fighting heroically every step of the way against overwhelming odds, was driven ever back and back until, on the banks of the Marne, it suddenly turned at bay and, by sheer matchless valour, hurled the legions of the Kaiser back to ruin and defeat. The retreat was stayed, the enemy was checked and driven back, but the margin by which disaster was averted and turned into triumph was so narrow that nothing but the most superb heroism on the part of our gallant lads could have saved the situation. We had neglected all warnings, and we narrowly escaped paying an appalling price in the destruction of the flower of the British Army. With insufficient forces, we had again muddled through by the dogged valour of the British private.

To-day we are engaged in muddling through on a scale unexampled in our history. The Government have taken power to raise the British Army to a total of three million men. In our leisurely way we have begun to make new armies in the face of an enemy who for fifty years has been training every man to arms, in the face of an enemy who for ten or fifteen years at least has been steadily, openly, and avowedly preparing for the Day when he could venture, with some prospect of success, to challenge the sea supremacy by which we live, and move, and have our being, and lay our great Empire in the dust.

We neglected all warnings; we calmly ignored our enemys avowed intentions; we closed our eyes and jeered at all those who told the truth; we deliberately, and of choice, elected to wait until war was upon us to begin our usual process of muddling through. Truly we are an amazing people! Yet we should remember that the days when one Englishman was better than ten foreigners have passed for ever.

Naturally, our preference for waiting till the battle opened before we began to train for the fight led us into some of the most amazing muddles that even our military history can boast of. When the tocsin of war rang out, our young men poured to the colours from every town and village in the country. Everybody but the War Office expected it. The natural result followed: recruiting offices were simply snowed under with men, and for weeks we saw the most amazing chaos. The flood of men could neither be equipped nor housed, nor trained, and confusion reigned supreme. We had an endless series of scandals at camps, into which I do not propose to enter: probably, with all the goodwill in the world, they were unavoidable. Still the flood of men poured in. The War Office grew desperate. It was, clearly, beyond the capacity of the organisation to handle the mass of recruits, and then the War Office committed perhaps its greatest blunder. Unable to accept more men, it raised the physical standard for recruits. No one seems to have conceived the idea that it would have been better to take the names of the men and call them up as they were needed. Naturally the public seized upon the idea that enough men had been obtained, and there was an instant slump in recruiting which, despite the most strenuous of advertising campaigns — carried out on the methods of a vendor of patent medicines — has, unfortunately, not yet been overcome.

Following, came a period of unexampled chaos at the training-centres. Badly lodged, badly fed, clothed in ragged odds and ends of uniforms, without rifles or bayonets, it is simply a marvel that the men stuck to their duty, and it is surely a glowing testimony to their genuine patriotism. I do not wish to rake up old scandals, and I am not going to indulge in carping criticism of the authorities because they were not able to handle matters with absolute smoothness when, each week, they were getting very nearly a years normal supply of recruits. Confusion and chaos were bound to be, and I think the men — on the whole — realised the difficulties, and made the best of a very trying situation. But they were Britons! My object is simply to show how serious was our peril through our unpreparedness. If our enemy, in that time of preparation, could have struck a blow directly at us, we must, inevitably, have gone under in utter ruin. Happily, our star was in the ascendant. The magnificent heroism of Belgium, the noble recovery of the French nation after their first disastrous surprise, the unexampled valour of our Army, and the silent pressure of the Navy, saved us from the peril that encompassed us. Once again we had muddled through perhaps the worst part of our task.

No one can yet say that we are safe. This war is very far indeed from being won, for there is yet much to do, and many grave perils still threaten us. It is, perhaps, small consolation to know that most of the perils we brought upon ourselves by our persistent and foolish refusal to face plain and obvious facts: by our toleration of so-called statesmen who, fascinated by the Kaisers glib talk, came very near to betraying England by their refusal to tell the country the truth, or even, without telling the country, to make adequate preparations to meet a danger which had been foreseen by every Chancellory in Europe for years past. It can never be said that we were not warned, plainly and unmistakably. The report of the amazing speech of the Kaiser, which I have recorded elsewhere, I placed in the hands of the British Secret Service as early as 1908, and the fact that it had been delivered was soon abundantly verified by confidential inquiries in official circles in Berlin. Yet, with the knowledge of that speech before them, Ministers could still be found to assure us that Germany was our firm and devoted friend!

The Kaiser, in the course of the secret speech in question, openly outlined his policy and said:

Our plans have been most carefully laid and prepared by our General Staff. Preparations have been made to convey at a word a German army of invasion of a strength able to cope with any and all the troops that Great Britain can muster against us. It is too early yet to fix the exact date when the blow shall be struck, but I will say this: that we shall strike as soon as I have a sufficiently large fleet of Zeppelins at my disposal. I have given orders for the hurried construction of more airships of the improved Zeppelin type, and when these are ready we shall destroy Englands North Sea, Channel, and Atlantic fleets, after which nothing on earth can prevent the landing of our army on British soil and its triumphal march to London.

You will desire to know how the outbreak of hostilities will be brought about. I can assure you on this point. Certainly we shall not have to go far to find a just cause for war. My army of spies, scattered over Great Britain and France, as it is over North and South America, as well as all the other parts of the world where German interests may come to a clash with a foreign Power, will take good care of that. I have issued already some time since secret orders that will at the proper moment accomplish what we desire.

I shall not rest and be satisfied until all the countries and territories that once were German, or where greater numbers of my former subjects now live, have become a part of the great mother country, acknowledging me as their supreme lord in war and peace. Even now I rule supreme in the United States, where almost one-half of the population is either of German birth or of German descent, and where three million German voters do my bidding at the Presidential elections. No American Administration could remain in power against the will of the German voters, who … control the destinies of the vast Republic beyond the sea.

I have secured a strong foothold for Germany in the Near East, and when the Turkish pilaf pie will be partitioned, Asia Minor, Syria, and Palestine — in short, the overland route to India — will become our property. But to obtain this we must first crush England and France.

And, in the face of those words, we still went on money-grubbing and pleasure-seeking!

If ever the British Empire, following other great Empires of the past, plunges downward to rack and ruin, we may rest assured that the reason will be our reliance on our ancient and stereotyped policy of muddling through.

I am glad to think that in the conduct of the present campaign we have been spared those scandals of the baser type which, in the past, have been such an unsavoury feature of almost every great war in which we have been engaged. Minor instances of fraud and peculation, of supplying doubtful food, etc., have no doubt occurred. Human nature being what it is, it could hardly be expected that we could raise, train, equip, and supply an army numbered by millions without some unscrupulous and unpatriotic individuals seizing the opportunity to line their pockets by unlawful means. We hear occasional stories of huts unfit for human habitation, of food in camp hardly fit for human consumption. On the whole, however, it is cordially agreed — and it is only fair to say — that there has been an entire absence of the shocking scandals of the type which revolted the nation during the Crimean campaign. Much has been said about the War Office arrangement with Mr. Meyer for the purchase of timber. But the main allegation, even in this case, is that the War Office made an exceedingly bad and foolish bargain, and Mr. Meyer an exceedingly good one. Indeed it is not even suggested that the transaction involved anything in the nature of fraud. It seems rather to be a plea that the purely commercial side of war would be infinitely better conducted by committees of able business men than by permanent officials of the War Office, who are, after all, not very commercial.

Undoubtedly this is true. We should be spared a good deal of the muddling and waste involved in our wars if, on the outbreak of hostilities, the War Office promptly asked the leading business men of the community to form committees and take over and manage for the benefit of the nation the purely commercial branches of the work. Yet I suppose, under our system of government, such an obvious common-sense procedure as this could hardly be hoped for. We continue to leave vast commercial undertakings in the hands of the men who are not bred in business, with the result that money is wasted by millions, and so are lucky if we are not swindled on a gigantic scale by the unscrupulous contractors. It is usually in an armys food and clothing that scandals of this nature are revealed, and it is only just to the War Office to say that in this campaign, for once, food has been good and clothing fair.

Most of our muddling, so far, has been of a nature tending to prolong the duration of the war. Our persistent policy of unreadiness has simply meant that for four, five, or six long months we have not been ready to take the field with the forces imperatively necessary if the Germans are to be hurled, neck and crop, out of Belgium and France across the Rhine, and their country finally occupied and subjugated.

Already another new and graver peril is threatening us — the peril of a premature and inconclusive peace. Already the voice of the pacifist — that strangely constituted being to whom the person of the enemy is always sacred — is being heard in the land. We heard it in the Boer War from the writers and speakers paid by Germany. Already the plea is going up that Germany must not be crushed — that Germany, who has made Belgium a howling wilderness, who has massacred men, women, and even little children, in sheer cold-blooded lust, shall be treated with the mild consideration we extend to a brave and honourable opponent. Sure it is, therefore, that if Britain retires from this war with her avowed purpose unfulfilled, we shall have been guilty of muddling compared with which the worst we have ever done in the past will be the merest triviality.

If this war has proved one thing more clearly than another, it has proved that the German is utterly and absolutely unfit to exercise power, that he is restrained by no moral consideration from perpetuating the most shocking abominations in pursuit of his aims, that the most sacred obligations are as dust in the balance when they conflict with his supposed interests. It has proved too, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that England is the real object of Germanys foaming hate. We are the enemy! France and Russia are merely incidental foes. It is England that stands between Germany and the realisation of her insane dream of world dominion, and unless Great Britain to-day completes, with British thoroughness, the task to which she has set her hand, this generation, and the generations that are to come, will never be freed from the blighting shadow of Teutonic megalomania. It is quite conceivable that a peace which would be satisfactory to Russia and France would be profoundly unsatisfactory to us. Happily, the Allies are solemnly bound to make peace jointly or not at all, and I trust there will be no wavering on this point. For us there is but one line of safety: the Germanic power for mischief must be finally and irretrievably broken before Britain consents to sheathe the sword.

Against the prosecution of the war to its final and crushing end, the bleating pacifists are already beginning to raise their puny voices. I am not going to give these gentlemen the free advertisement that their hearts delight in by mentioning them by name: it is not my desire to assist, in the slightest degree, their pestilential activity. They form one of those insignificant minorities who are inherently and essentially unpatriotic. Their own country is invariably wrong, and other countries are invariably right. To-day they are bleating, in the few unimportant journals willing to publish their extraordinary views, that Germany ought to be spared the vengeance called for by her shameful neglect of all the laws of God and man.

Is there a reader of these lines who will heed them? Surely not.

Burke said it was impossible to draw up an indictment against a nation: Germany has given him the lie. Our pro-German apologists and pacifists are fond of laying the blame of every German atrocity, upon the shoulders of that mysterious individual — the Prussian militarist. I reply — and my words are borne out by official evidence published in my recent book German Atrocities — that the most shameful and brutal deeds of the German Army, which, be it remembered, is the German people in arms, are cordially approved by the mass of that degenerate nation. The appalling record of German crime in Belgium, the entire policy of frightfulness by land and sea, the murder of women and children at Scarborough, the sack of Aerschot and of Louvain, the massacre of seven hundred men, women, and children in Dinant, the piratical exploits of the German submarines, are all hailed throughout Germany with shrieks of hysterical glee. And why? Because it is recognised that, in the long run and in the ultimate aim, they are a part and parcel of a policy which has for its end the destruction of our own beloved Empire. Hatred of Britain — the one foe — has been, for years, the mainspring that has driven the German machine. The Germans do not hate the French, they do not hate the Russians, they do not even hate the beastly Belgians, whose country they have laid waste with fire and sword. The half-crazed Lissauer shrieks aloud that Germans have but one hate, and one alone — England, and the mass of the German people applaud him to the echo.

Very well, let us accept, as we do accept, the situation. Are we going to neglect the plainest and most obvious warning ever given to a nation, and permit ourselves to muddle into a peace that would be no peace, but merely a truce in which Germany would bend her every energy to the preparation of another bitter war of revenge?

Here lies one of the gravest perils by which our country is to-day faced, and it is a peril immensely exaggerated by the foolish peace-talk in which a section of malevolent busybodies are already indulging. It is as certain as the rising of tomorrows sun that, when this war is over, Germany would, if the power were left within her, embark at once on a new campaign of revenge. We have seen how, for forty-five long years, the French have cherished in their hearts the hope of recovering the fair provinces wrested from them in the war of 1870–1871. And the French, be it remembered, are not a nation capable of nourishing a long-continued national hatred. Generous, proud, and intensely patriotic they are; malicious and revengeful they emphatically are not. As patriotic in their own way as the French, the Germans have shown themselves capable of a paroxysm of national hatred to which history offers no parallel.

They have realised, with a sure instinct, that Britain, and Britain alone, has stood in the way of the realisation of their grandiose scheme of world-dominion, and it is certain that for long years to come, possibly for centuries, they will, if we give them the opportunity, plot our downfall and overthrow us. Are we to muddle the business of making peace as we muddled the preparations for war? If we do we shall, assuredly, deserve the worst fate that can be reserved for a nation which deliberately shuts its eyes to the logic of plain and demonstrable fact.

Germany can never be adequately punished for the crimes against God and man which she has committed in Belgium and France. The ancient law of An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth is the only one under which adequate punishment could be meted out, and whatever happens we know that the soldiers of the Allies will never be guilty of the unspeakable calendar of pillage and arson and murder which has made the very name of German a byword throughout civilisation throughout all the ages that are to come. However thoroughly she is humbled to the dust, Germany will never taste the unspeakable horror that she has brought upon the helpless and unoffending victims of her fury and lust in Belgium and in parts of France. It may be that if they fall into our hands we should hang, as they deserve to be hanged, the official instigators of atrocities whose complicity could be clearly proved — though we, to-day, give valets to the Huns at Donington Hall. We cannot lay the cities of Germany in ruin, and massacre the civilian population on the approved German plan. What we can do, and ought to do, is to make sure that, at whatever cost of blood and treasure to us, Germany is deprived of any further capacity to menace the peace of the world. It is the plain and obvious duty of the Allies to see that the hateful and purely German doctrine that might is the only right shall, once and for all, be swept from the earth. It is for us to make good the noble words of Mr. Asquith — that Britain will prosecute the war to the finish. It is for us to see that there shall be no muddling through when the treaty of peace is finally signed in Berlin.

When the war was forced upon us, the best business brains of this country recognised that one of the surest and speediest means of securing an efficient guarantee that Germany should not be able to injure us in the future would be a strenuous effort to capture her enormous foreign trade. Modern wars, it must be remembered, are not merely a matter of the clash of arms on the stricken field. The enormous ramifications of commercial undertakings, immeasurably greater to-day than at any time in history, mean that, in the conduct of a great campaign, economic weapons may be even more powerful than the sword of the big battalions. This unquestionable fact has been fully realised by our leading thinkers. Thoughtless people have been heard to say that, if France and Russia wish to conclude peace, England must necessarily join with them because she cannot carry on the war alone. There could be no greater mistake.

Just so long as the British Fleet holds the command of the sea, Germanys foreign trade is in the paralysing grip of an incubus which cannot be shaken off. In the meantime, all the seas of all the world are free to our ships and our commerce, and, though the volume of world-trade is necessarily diminished by the war, there remains open to British manufacturers an enormous field which has been tilled hitherto mainly by German firms.

We may now ask ourselves whether our business men are taking full advantage of this priceless opportunity offered them for building up and consolidating a commercial position which in the future, when the war is ended, will be strong enough to defy even the substantial attacks of their German competitors. I sincerely wish I could see some evidence of it. I wish I could feel that our business men of England were looking ahead, studying methods and markets, and planning the campaigns which, in the days to come, shall reach their full fruition. But alas! they are not. We heard many empty words, when war broke out, of the war on Germanys trade, but I am very much afraid — and my view is shared by many business acquaintances — that the early enthusiasm of what we will do has vanished, and that when the time for decisive action comes we shall be found still relying upon the traditional but fatal policy of muddling through which has for so long been typical of British business as well as official methods.

We shall still, I fear, be found clinging to the antiquated and worn-out business principles and stiff conventionalities which, during the past few years, have enabled the German to oust us from markets which for centuries we have been in the habit of regarding as our own peculiar preserves. That, in view of the enormous importance of the commercial warfare of to-day, I believe to be a very real peril.

King Georges famous Wake up, England! is a cry as necessary to-day as ever. I do not believe Germany will ever be able to pay adequate indemnity for the appalling monetary losses she has brought upon us, and if those losses are to be regained it can only be by the capture of her overseas markets, and the diversion of her overseas profits into British pockets. Shall we seize the opportunity or shall we muddle through?

This is not a political book, for I am no politician, and, further, to-day we have no politics — at least of the Radical and Conservative type. Britain for the Briton should be our battle-cry. There is one subject, however, which, even though it may appear to touch upon politics, cannot be omitted from our consideration. If the war has taught us many lessons, perhaps the greatest is its splendid demonstration of the essential solidarity of the British Empire. We all know that the German writers have preached the doctrine that the British Empire was as ramshackle a concern as that of Austria-Hungary; that it must fall to pieces at the first shock of war. To-day the British Empire stands before the world linked together, literally, by a bond of steel. From Canada, from Australia, from India, even — despite a jarring note struck by German money — from South Africa, the well-forged link rings true. Germany to-day is very literally face to face with the British Empire in arms, with resources in men and money to which her own swaggering Empire are relatively puny, and with, I hope and believe, a stern determination no less strong and enduring than her own. The lesson assuredly will not be lost upon her: shall we make sure that it is not lost upon us?

For some years past there has been a steadily growing opinion — stronger in the Overseas Dominions, perhaps, than here at home — that the British Empire should, in business affairs, be much more of a family concern than it is. Either at home, or overseas, our Empire produces practically everything which the complexity of our modern social and industrial system demands. Commerce is the very life-blood of our modern world: is it not time we took up in earnest the question of doing our international business upon terms which should place our own people, for the first time, in a position of definite advantage over the stranger? Is it not time we undertook the task of welding the Empire into a single system linked as closely by business ties as by the ties of flesh and blood and sentiment? That, I believe, will be one of the great questions which this war will leave us for solution.

In the past, Germanys chief weapon against us has been her commercial enterprise and activity. It should now be part of our business to prevent her harming us in the future, and, in the commercial field, the strongest weapon in our armoury has hitherto remained unsheathed. Shall we, in the days that are to come, do our imperial trading on a great family scale — British goods the most favoured in British markets — or shall we here again muddle through on a policy which gives the stranger and the enemy alien at least as friendly a welcome as we extend to our own sons?

Perhaps, in the days that are coming, that in itself will be a question upon which the future of the British Empire will depend.


CHAPTER II

THE PERIL OF EXPLOITING THE POOR

[image: img336.jpg]

NO PHENOMENON OF the present serious situation is more remarkable, or of more urgent and vital concern to the nation, than the amazing rise in food prices which we have witnessed during the past six months. At a time when the British Navy dominates the trade routes, when the German mercantile flag has been swept from every ocean highway in the world, when the German High Seas fleet lies in shelter of the guns of the Kiel Canal fortifications, we have seen food prices steadily mounting, until to-day the purchasing power of the sovereign has declined to somewhere in the neighbourhood of fifteen shillings, as compared with the period immediately preceding the outbreak of hostilities.

Now this is a fact of the very gravest significance, and unless the price of food falls it will inevitably be the precursor of very serious events. Matters are moving so rapidly, at the time I write, that before these lines appear in print they may well be confirmed by the logic of events. Ominous mutterings are already heard, the spectre of labour troubles has raised its ugly head, and, unless some modus vivendi be found, it seems more than probable that we shall witness a very serious extension of the strikes which have already begun.

The most important of our domestic commodities are wheat, flour, meat, sugar, and coal. Inquiries made by a Committee of the Cabinet have shown that, as compared with the average prices ruling in the three years before the war, the price of wheat and flour has risen by something like 66 per cent.! Sugar has increased 43 per cent., coal about 60 per cent., imported meat about 19 per cent., and British meat 12 per cent. The rise in prices is falling upon the very poor with a cruelty which can only be viewed with horror. Imagine, for a moment, the plight of the working-class family with an income of thirty shillings a week, and perhaps five or six mouths to feed. Even in normal times their lot is not to be envied: food shortage is almost inevitable. Suddenly they find that for a sovereign they can purchase only fifteen shillings worth of food. Hunger steps in at once: the pinch of famine is felt acutely, and, thanks to the appalling price to which coal has been forced, it is aggravated by intense suffering from the cold, which ill-nurtured bodies are in no condition to resist.

I am not contending that there is any very abnormal amount of distress throughout the country, taking the working-classes as a whole. Thanks to the withdrawal of the huge numbers of men now serving in the Army, the labour market, for once in a way, finds itself rather under than overstocked, and the ratio of unemployment is undoubtedly lower than it has been for some considerable time. The better-paid artisans, whose wages are decidedly above the average at the present moment, are not suffering severely, even with the high prices now ruling. But they are exasperated, and some of them are making all kinds of unpatriotic threats, to which I shall allude presently.

The real sufferers, and there are too many of them, are the families of the labouring classes of the lower grades, whose weekly wage is small and whose families, as a rule, are correspondingly numerous. At the best of times these people seldom achieve more than a bare existence: at the present moment they are suffering terribly. Yet all the consolation they get from the Government is the assurance that they ought to be glad they did not live in the days of the Crimean War, and the pious hope that within a few weeks — oh! beautifully elastic term! — prices will come down — if we, by forcing the Dardanelles, liberate the grain accumulated in the Black Sea ports. No doubt the best possible arrangements have been made towards that issue, and we all hope for a victorious end, but our immediate business is to investigate the distress among the very poor, and to check the ominous threats of labour troubles which have been freely bandied about and have even been translated into action — or inaction — which has had the effect of delaying some of the countrys preparations for carrying on the war.

The average retail prices paid by the working-classes for food in eighty of the principal towns on March 9th and a year ago are compared in the following table issued by the President of the Board of Trade: 
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A few more facts. Though the matter was constantly referred to, yet we had been at war for five months before the Government could be prevailed upon to prohibit the exportation of cocoa; with what result? In December, January, and February last our exports of cocoa to neutral countries were 16,575,017 lbs., whilst for the corresponding period for 1913 the exports were but 3,584,003 lbs.! Before the war, Holland was an exporter of cocoa to this country; since the war she has been the principal importer; and there is a mass of indisputable evidence to show that nearly the whole of our exports of cocoa have found their way to Germany through this channel.

The prohibition is now removed, so we may expect that the old game of supplying the German Army with cocoa from England will begin again!

The German Army must also have tea. Let us see how we have supplied it. During the first fortnight of war, export was restricted and only 60,666 lbs. were sent out of the country, whereas for the corresponding period of the previous year 179,143 lbs. were exported. During the next three months the restrictions were removed, when no less a quantity than 15,808,628 lbs. was sent away — the greater part of it by roundabout channels to Germany — against 1,146,237 lbs. for the corresponding period in 1913. After three months a modified restriction was placed upon the export of tea, but after reckoning the whole sum it is found that during the time we have been at war we have sent abroad over 20,000,000 lbs. of tea, while in the corresponding period of the previous year we sent only a little over 2,000,000 lbs.!

Now where has it gone? In August and September last, Germany received from Holland 16,000,000 lbs. whereas in that period of 1913 she only received 1,000,000 lbs. Tea is given as a stimulant to German troops in the field, so we see how the British Government have been tricked into actually feeding the enemy!

And again, let us see how the poor are being exploited by the policy of those in high authority. At the outbreak of war the market price of tea was 7½d. per lb. As soon as exportation was allowed, the price was raised to the buyer at home to 9d. Then when exports were restricted, it fell to 8¼d. But as soon as the restrictions on exports were removed altogether, the price rose until, to-day, the very commonest leaf-tea fetches 10d. a lb. — a price never equalled, save in the memories of octogenarians.

Who is to blame for this fattening of our enemies at the expense of the poor? Let the reader put this question seriously to himself.

Generally speaking, of course, prices of all articles are regulated by the ordinary laws of supply and demand; if the supply falls or the demand increases, prices go up. But there is another factor which sometimes comes into play which is very much in evidence at the present moment — the existence of rings of unscrupulous financiers who, with ample resources in cash and organisation, see in every national crisis a heaven-sent opportunity of increasing their gains at the expense of the suffering millions of the poor. It is quite evident, to my mind, that something of the kind is going on to-day, as it has gone on in every great war in history. The magnates of Mark Lane and the bulls of the Chicago wheat pit care nothing for the miseries of the unknown and unheeded millions whose daily bread may be shortened by their financial jugglings. They are out to make money. It may be true, as Mr. Asquith said, that we cannot control the price of wheat in America. But, at least, it cannot be said that the price of bread to-day is due to shortage of supply. During the last six months of 1914, as compared with the last six months of 1913, there was actually a rise of 112,250 tons in the quantities of wheat, flour, and other grain equivalent imported into this country. Where, then, can be the shortage, and what explanation is there of the prevailing high prices except the fact that large quantities of food are being deliberately held off the market in order that the price may he artificially enhanced? This is not the work of the small men, but of the big firms who can buy largely enough, probably in combination, to control and dominate the market.

When the subject was recently debated in the House of Commons the voice of the Labour member was heard unmistakably. Mr. Toothill said bluntly that if it was impossible for the Government to prevent the prices of food being forced up unduly, then it remained for Labour members to request employers to meet the situation by an adequate advance in wages. That request has since been made in unmistakable terms. Mr. Clynes was even more emphatic. Though the Labour party were as anxious as any to keep trade going in the country, he said, it was clear to them that the truce in industry could not be continued unless some effective relief were given in regard to the prices under discussion. In other words, the Labour organisers will call for strikes — perhaps hold up a large part of our war preparations — unless the employers, most of whom are making no increased profit out of the price of food, are prepared to shoulder the entire burden.

It is quite clear, to my mind, that the prices of food are being forced up by gigantic unpatriotic combines, either in this country or abroad, or both. I do not think that mere shortage of supply is sufficient to account for the extraordinary advances that have taken place. Whether the Government can take steps to defeat the wheat rings, as they did to prevent the cornering of sugar, is a question with which I am not concerned here. My purpose is merely to point out that the constant rise in food prices, brought about by gangs of unscrupulous speculators, is bringing about a condition of affairs fraught with grave peril to our beloved country.

If we turn to coal we find the scandal ten times greater than in the case of flour and meat. It is at least possible that agencies outside our own country may be playing a great part in forcing up the prices of food; they can have no effect upon the price of coal, which we produce ourselves and of which we do not import an ounce. Coal to-day is simply at famine prices. It is impossible to buy the best house coal for less than 38s. per ton, while the cheapest is being sold at 34s. per ton, and the very poor, who buy from the street-trolleys only inferior coal and in small quantities, are being fleeced to the extent of 1s. 11d. or 2s. per cwt. This is an exceedingly serious matter, and it is not to be explained, even under present conditions, by the ordinary laws of supply and demand. Why should coal in a village on the banks of the Thames be actually cheaper than the corresponding quality of coal when sold in London?

There can be only one answer — the London supply is in the hands of the coal ring which has compelled all the London coal merchants to come into line. So extensive and powerful is the organisation of this ring, that the small men, unless they followed the lead of the big dealers, would be immediately faced with ruin: they would not only find it difficult to obtain coal at all, but would promptly be undersold — as the Standard Oil Company undersold thousands of small competitors — until they were compelled to put up their shutters.

The big coal men, the men who make the profit — and with their ill-gotten gains will purchase Birthday honours later on — of course blame the war for everything. The railways, they say, cannot handle the coal; so much labour has been withdrawn for the Army that production has fallen below the demand. But I am assured, on good authority, that coal bought before the war, and delivered to London depots at 16s. or 17s. per ton, is being retailed to-day at between 36s. and 40s. per ton. The big dealers know that, cost what it may, the public must have coal, and they are taking advantage of every plausible excuse the war offers them to wring from the public the very highest prices possible. The right to exploit, in fact, is being pushed to its logical extreme in the face of the countrys distress, and the worst sufferers, as usual, are the very poor, who for their pitiful half-hundred-weights of inferior rubbish pay at a rate which would be ample for the finest coal that could grace the grate of a West-End drawing-room.

Can we shut our eyes to the fact that in this shameful exploiting of the very poor by the unpatriotic lie all the elements of a very serious danger? Let us not forget the noble services the working-classes of Britain are rendering to our beloved country. They have given the best and dearest of their manhood in the cause of the Empire, and it is indeed a pitiful confession of weakness, and an ironic commentary on the grandiose schemes of social reform with which they have been tempted of late years, if the Government cannot or will not protect them from the human leeches — the Birthday knights in the making — who suck their ill-gotten gains from those least able to protect themselves.

The Government have promised an inquiry which may, if unusual expedition is shown, make a demonstration with the coal-dealers just about the time the warm weather arrives. Prices will then tumble, the Government will solemnly pat itself upon the back for its successful interference, and the coal merchants, having made small or large fortunes as the case may be during the winter, will make a great virtue of reducing their demands to oblige the Government. In the meantime, the poor are being fleeced in the interests of an unscrupulous combine. Is there no peril here to our beloved country? Are we not justified in saying that the machinations of these gangs of unscrupulous capitalists are rapidly tending to produce a condition of affairs which may, at any moment, expose us to a social upheaval which would contain all the germs of an unparalleled disaster?

Let the condition of affairs in certain sections of the labour world speak in answer. I have already quoted the thinly-veiled threat of Mr. Clynes. Others have gone beyond threats and have begun a war against their country on their own account. There is an unmistakable tendency, fostered as usual by agitators of the basest class, towards action which is, in effect, helping the Germans against our brave soldiers and sailors who are enduring hardships of war such as have not been equalled since the days of the Crimea. 
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As I wrote these lines, strikes on a large scale had begun on the Clyde and on the Tyne, two of our most important shipbuilding centres, where great contracts — essential to the success of our arms — are being carried on, and in the London Docks, where most of the food of Londons teeming millions is handled. London dockers, to the number of some 25,000, are agitating for a rise in wages; between 5,000 and 6,000 of them have struck work at the Victoria and Albert Dock on the question, forsooth, whether they shall be engaged inside the docks, or outside. In other words, the expeditious handling of Londons sorely needed food is being jeopardised by a ridiculous squabble which one would think half a dozen capable business men could settle in five minutes. But here, as usual, the poorest are the victims of their own class.

In spite of the well-meaning but idiotic young women who have gone about distributing white feathers to men who, in their opinion, ought to have joined the Army, common-sense people will recognise that the skilled workers in many trades are just as truly fighting the battles of their country as if they were serving with the troops in Belgium or France. If every able-bodied man joined the Army to-day the nation would collapse for want of supplies to feed the fighting lines. It is not my purpose here to discuss whether the men or the masters are right in the disputes in the engineering trades. Probably the authorities have not done enough to bring home to the men the knowledge that, in executing Government work, they are in fact helping to fight the countrys battles. None the less the men who strike at the present moment delay work which is absolutely essential to the safety of our country. We know from Lord Kitcheners own lips that they have done so.

Our war organisation to-day may be divided into three parts — the Navy fighting on the sea, the Army fighting on land, and the industrial army providing supplies for the other two. It must be brought home to the last named, by every device in our power, that their duties are just as important to our success as the work of their brothers on the storm-swept North Sea, or in the mud and slush and peril of the trenches in Flanders. This war is very largely a war of supplies, and our fighting must be done not only in the far-flung battle lines, but in the factory and workshop, whose outputs are essential to the far deadlier work which we ask of the men who are heroically facing the shells and bullets of the common enemy.

Now there is no disguising the fact that the industrial army at home contains far too large a percentage of slackers.

That is the universal testimony of men who know. There are thousands of workmen who will not keep full time, for the simple reason that they are making more money than they really need and are so lazy and unpatriotic that they will not make the extra effort which the necessities of the situation so urgently demand. What we need to-day is, above all things, determined hard work: we do not want to see our fighting forces starved for want of material caused by the shirking of the slackers or by unpatriotic disputes and squabbles. To-day we are fighting for our lives. The privates of the industrial army ought to realise that slacking or striking is just as much a criminal offence as desertion in the face of the enemy would be in the case of a soldier. It is true, as a recent writer has said, that those who fight industrially, working long hours in a spirit of high patriotism, may not seem very heroic, but it is none the less the fact that they are fighting: they are doing the work that is essential to our national safety and welfare. Do they — at least do some of them — realise this? The following extract from Engineering, the well-known technical journal, shows very clearly that among certain classes of highly paid workers there is a total disregard of our national necessity which is positively appalling. As the result of a series of inquiries Engineering says:

Every reply received indicates that there is slackness in many trades. Be it remembered that high wages can be earned; for relatively unskilled although somewhat arduous work, 30s. a day can be earned.

Time-and-a-quarter to time-and-a-half is paid for Saturday afternoon work, and double time for Sunday work. Men could earn from £7 to £10 per week — and pay no income-tax.

Men will work on Saturday and Sunday, when they get handsomely paid, but will absent themselves on other days or parts of days.

The head of a firm, who has shown a splendid example in his work, and is most kindly disposed to all workers, states in his reply to us: Our trouble is principally with the ironworkers, especially riveters, who appear to have a definite standard of living, and who regulate their wages accordingly; they seem to aim at making £3 per week: if they can make this in four days, good and well; but if they can make it in three days, better still. … The average working-man of to-day does not wish to earn more money, and put by something for a rainy day, but is quite content to live from hand to mouth, so long as he has as easy a time as possible.

What words are strong enough to condemn the action of such men who, safe in their homes from the perils of the serving soldier, and infinitely better paid than the man who daily risks his life in the trenches, are ready deliberately to jeopardise the safety of our Empire by taking advantage of the gravest crisis in our history to levy what is nothing less than industrial blackmail? It cannot be pretended that these men are under-paid: they can earn far more than many members of the professional classes. Just as truly as the coal and wheat rings are exploiting the miseries of the very poor, so these aristocrats of the labour world are playing with the lives of their fellows and the destinies of our Empire. They are helping the enemy just as surely as the German who is fighting in his countrys ranks. They are, in short, taking advantage of a national danger to demand rates of pay which, in times of safety and peace, they could not possibly secure.

For years past we have been striving to arrive at some means of settling these unhappy labour disputes which have probably done more harm to British trade than all the German competition of which we have heard so much. In every district machinery has been set up for conciliation and settlement where a settlement is sincerely desired by both parties to a dispute. And if this machinery is not set in motion at the present moment, it is because one party or the other is so blind and self-willed that it would rather jeopardise the Empire than abate a jot of its demands. Could anything be more heart-breaking to the men who are fighting and dying in the trenches?

Whatever may be the merits of any dispute, there must be no stoppage of War Office or Admiralty work at the present moment, and if any body of men refuse at this juncture to submit their dispute to the properly organised conciliation boards, and to abide by the result, they are traitors in the fullest sense of the world. How serious the crisis is, and how grave a peril it constitutes to our country, may be judged from the fact that the Government found it necessary to appoint a special Committee to inquire into the production in engineering and shipbuilding establishments engaged in Government work. The Committees view of the case, which I venture to think will be endorsed by every thinking man, may be judged by the following extract from their report:

We are strongly of opinion that, during the present crisis, employers and workmen should under no circumstances allow their differences to result in a stoppage of work.

Whatever may be the rights of the parties at normal times, and whatever may be the methods considered necessary for the maintenance and enforcement of these rights, we think there can be no justification whatever for a resort to strikes or lockouts under present conditions, when the resulting cessation of work would prevent the production of ships, guns, equipment, stores, or other commodities required by the Government for the purposes of the war.

The Committee went on to recommend that in cases where the parties could not agree, the dispute should be referred to an impartial tribunal, and the Government accordingly appointed a special Committee to deal with any matters that might be brought before it.

I do not think it is possible to exaggerate the seriousness of the danger with which we must be threatened if these unhappy disputes are not brought to a close, and I know of no incident since the war began that has shown us up in so unfavourable a light as compared with our enemy. Whatever we may think of Germanys infamous methods; whatever views we may hold of her monstrous mistakes; whatever our opinion may be as to the final outcome of the war, we must, at least, grant to the Germans the virtue of patriotism. The German Socialists are, it is notorious, as strongly opposed to war as any people on earth. But they have, since the great struggle began, shown themselves willing to sink their personal views when the safety of the Fatherland is threatened in what, to them, is a war of aggression, deliberately undertaken by their enemies. We have heard, since the war began, a great deal of wild and foolish talk about economic distress in Germany. We have been told, simply because the German Government has wisely taken timely precautions to prevent a possible shortage of food, that the German nation is on the verge of starvation. But would Germany, who for seven years prepared for war, overlook the vital question of her food supply? Probably it is true that the industrial depression in Germany, thanks to the destruction by our Navy of her overseas trade, is very much worse than it is in England. But no one has yet suggested that the Krupp workmen are threatening to come out on strike and paralyse the defensive forces if their demands for higher wages are not instantly conceded. It is more than probable that any one who suggested such a course, even if he escaped the heavy hand of the Government, would be speedily suppressed in very rough-and-ready fashion by his own comrades. The Germans, at least, will tolerate no treachery in their midst, and unless the leaders among the English trade unionists can bring their men to a realisation of the wickedness involved in strikes at the present moment, they will assuredly forfeit every vestige of public respect and confidence.

I am not holding a brief either for the masters or the men. Let ample inquiry be made, by all means, into the subject of the dispute. If the masters raise any objection to either the sitting or the finding of the Government Commission, they deserve all the blame that naturally attaches to the strikers. The inquiry should be loyally accepted by both sides, and its findings as loyally respected. Prima facie, men who can earn the wages mentioned in the extract from Engineering which I have already quoted are well off — far better off than their comrades who are doing trench duty in France, and are free from the hourly risk to which the fighting forces are exposed. There may be, however, good and vaUd reasons why they should be paid even better. If there are, the Government inquiry should find them out. But to stop work now, to hold up the production of the ships, guns, and materials necessary to carry on the war, is criminal, wicked, and unpatriotic in the highest degree. It is setting an evil example only too likely to be followed, and, if it is persisted in, may well be the first step of our beloved nation on the downward road which leads to utter destruction.

Mr. Archibald Hurd, a writer always well informed, has summed up the situation in the Daily Telegraph in the following words, which are worth quotation:

The recruiting movement has shown that the great industrial classes are not, as a whole, unconscious of the stake for which we are fighting — the institutions which we cherish and our freedom. Probably if the workers at home were reminded of the importance of their labours, they would speedily fall into line — if not, well, the resources of civilisation are not exhausted, and the Government should be able to ensure that not an unnecessary day, or even hour, shall be lost in pressing forward the work of equipping the new Fleet and the new Army which is essential to our salvation. The Government is exercising authority under martial law over Army and Navy; cannot it get efficient control over the industrial army?

In France and Germany these powers exist, and are employed. We are not less committed to the great struggle than France and Germany.

Those are wise and weighty words, and it may be that they point the way to a solution of what may become a very grave problem.


CHAPTER III

THE PERIL OF NOT DOING ENOUGH

[image: img336.jpg]

THE VAST ISSUES raised by the war make it a matter of most imperative necessity that Great Britain and her Allies shall put forward, at the earliest possible moment, the greatest and supremest efforts of which they are capable, in order that the military power of the Austro-German alliance should be definitely and completely crushed for ever.

It must never be forgotten that the prize for which Germany is fighting is the mastership of Europe, the humbling of the power of Great Britain, and the imposition of a definitely Teutonic Kultur over the whole of Western civilisation. That the free and liberty-loving British peoples should ever come under the heel of the Prussian Junker spirit involves such a monstrous suppression of national thought and feeling as to be almost unbelievable. Yet, assuredly, that would be our fate and the fate of every nationality in Europe should Germany emerge victorious from this Titanic struggle she has so rashly and presumptuously provoked.

With our very existence as the ruling race at stake it is clear that our own dear country cannot afford to be sparing in her efforts. Whatever the cost; whatever the slaughter; whatever the action of our Allies may be in the future, when the terrific outpouring of wealth will have bled Europe white, we, at least, cannot afford to falter. For our own land, the struggle is really, and in very truth, a struggle of life and death.

If we endure and win, civilisation, as we understand it to-day, will be safe; if we lose, then Western civilisation and the British Empire will go down together in the greatest cataclysm in human history. Now are we doing everything in our power to avert the threatening peril? Moreover — and this is of greatest importance — are our Allies persuaded that we are really making the great efforts the occasion demands? This gives us to pause.

Let us admit we are not, and we have never pretended to be, a military nation in the sense that France, Russia, and Germany have been military nations. We have been seamen for a thousand years, and the frontiers of England are the salt waves which girdle our coasts. Seeking no territory on the Continent of Europe, and unconcerned in European disputes unless they directly — as in the present instance — threaten our national existence, our armed forces have ever been regarded as purely defensive, yet not aggressive. For our defence we have relied on our naval power; perhaps in days gone by we have assumed, rather too rashly, that we should never be called upon to take part in land-fighting on a continental scale.

Even after the present war had broken out, it was possible for the Parliamentary correspondent of a London Liberal paper to write that certain Liberal Members of the House of Commons were protesting against the sending of British troops to the Continent on the ground that they were too few in number to exercise any influence in a European war! Perish that thought for ever! I mention this amazing contention merely to show how imperfectly the issues raised by the present conflict were appreciated in the early days of the struggle. To-day we see the establishment of the British Army raised by Parliamentary sanction to 3,000,000 men without a single protest being uttered against a figure which, had it been even hinted at, a year ago would have been received with yells of derision. Yet, in spite of that vast number, I still ask Are we doing enough? In other words, looking calmly at the stupendous gravity of the issues involved, is there any further effort we could possibly make to shorten the duration of the war?

For eight months German agents, armed with German gold, have been industriously propagating, in France and in Russia, the theory that those countries were, in fact, pulling the chestnuts out of the fire for England. German agents are everywhere. We were represented as holding the comfortable view that our fleet was doing all that we could reasonably be called upon to undertake; that, secure behind our sea barriers, we were simply carrying on a policy of business as usual with the minimum of effort and loss and the maximum of gain through our principal competitors in the worlds commerce being temporarily disabled. The object of this manœuvre was plain. Germany hoped to sow the seeds of jealousy and discord, and to thrust a wedge into the solid alliance against her. Now it is, to-day, beyond all question that, to some extent at least, this manœuvre was successful. A certain proportion of people in both France and Russia, perhaps, grew restive. In the best-informed circles it was, of course, fully recognised that Britain, with her small standing Army, could not, by any possibility, instantly fling huge forces into the field. The less well informed, influenced by the German propaganda, began to think we were too slow. This feeling began to gather strength, and it was not until M. Millerand, the French Minister for War, whom I have known for years, had actually visited England and seen the preparations that were in progress, that French opinion, fully informed by a series of capable articles in the French Press, settled down to the conviction that England was really in earnest. Unquestionably, M. Millerand rendered a most valuable service to the cause of the Allies by his outspoken declarations, and he was fully supported by the responsible leaders of French thought and opinion. The cleverly laid German plot failed, and our Allies to-day realise that we have unsheathed our sword in the deadliest earnest.

In spite of this, however, the thoughtful section of the public have been asking themselves whether, in fact, our military action is not slower than it should have been. Germany, we must remember, started this war with all the tremendous advantage secured by years of steady and patient preparation for a contest she was fully resolved to precipitate as soon as she judged the moment opportune. She lost the first trick in the game, thanks to the splendid heroism of Belgium, the unexpected rapidity of the French and Russian mobilisation, and lastly, the wholly surprising power with which Britain intervened in the fray — the pebble in the cogwheels of the German machinery.

The end of the first stage, represented, roughly, by the driving of the Germans from the Marne to the Aisne, temporarily exhausted all the combatants, and there followed a long period of comparative inaction, during which all the parties to the quarrel, like boxers in distress, sparred to gain their second wind. Now just as Germany was better prepared when the first round opened, so she was, necessarily, more advanced in her preparations for the second stage. Thanks to her scheme of training, there was a very real risk that her vast masses of new levies would be ready before our own — and this has actually proved to be the case.

New troops are to-day being poured on to both the eastern and western fronts at a very rapid pace, probably more rapidly than our own. We know that it was, in great part, their new levies that inflicted the very severe reverse upon the Russians in East Prussia and undid, in a single fortnight, months of steady and patient work by our Allies. It is also probably true that Germanys immense superiority in fully trained fighting men is steadily decreasing, owing partly to the enormous losses she has sustained through her adherence to methods of attack which are hopeless in the teeth of modern weapons. But she is still very much ahead of what any one could have expected after seven months of strenuous war, and we must ask ourselves very seriously whether, by some tremendous national effort, it is not possible to expedite the raising of our forces to the very maximum of which the nation and the Empire are capable. It is not a question of cost: the cost would be as nothing as compared with the havoc wrought by the prolongation of the war. If there is anything more that we can do, we ought, emphatically, to do it. It is our business to see that at no single point in the conduct of the war are we outstripped by any effort the Germans can make.

Now it is a tolerably open secret that we are not to-day getting the men we shall want before we can bring the war to a conclusion. Why? When our men read of the utter disregard of the spy question, of the glaring untruths told by Ministers in the House of Commons, of how we are providing German barons with valets on prison ships — comfortable liners, by the way — of the letting loose of German prisoners from internment camps, and how German officers have actually been allowed, recently, to depart from Tilbury to Holland to fight against us, is it any wonder that they hesitate to come forward to do their share? Let the reader ask himself. Are all Departments of the Government patriotic? Is it not a fact that the public are daily being misled and bamboozled? Let the reader examine the evidence and then think.

Now, though no figures as to the progress of recruiting have been published for some months, it is practically certain that we are still very far from the three million men we still assuredly require as a minimum before victory, definite and unmistakable, crowns our effort. I have not the slightest doubt that before this struggle ends we shall see practically the entire male population of the country called to the colours in some capacity, and unfortunately that is an aspect of the case which is certainly not yet recognised by the democracy as a whole. We have done much, it is true. We have surprised our friends and our enemies alike — perhaps we have even surprised ourselves — by what has been achieved, but on the technical side of the war, under the tremendous driving energy of Lord Kitchener, amazing progress has been made in the provision of equipment, and the latest information I have been able to obtain suggests that before long the early shortage of guns, rifles, uniforms, and other war material will have been entirely overcome, and that we shall be experiencing a shortage, not of supplies — but alas! of men.

That day cannot be far off, and when it dawns the problem of raising men will assume an urgency of which hitherto we have had no experience. Up to now we have been content to tolerate the somewhat leisurely drift of the young men to the colours for the simple reason that we had not the facilities for training and equipping them. We cannot, and we must not, tolerate any slackness in the future. The wastage of modern war is appallingly beyond the average conception, and when our big new armies take the field, that wastage will rise to stupendous figures. It must be made good without the slightest delay by constant drafts of new, fully trained men, and when that demand rises, as it inevitably will, to a pitch of which we have hitherto had no experience, it will have to be met. Can it be met by the leisurely methods with which we have hitherto been content?

I do not think so for a moment, and I am convinced that our responsible Ministers should at once take the country fully into their confidence and tell us plainly and unmistakably what the man-in-the-street has to expect. I have so profound an admiration for the men who have voluntarily come forward in the hour of their countrys need that I hope, with all my heart, their example will be followed — and followed quickly — to the full extent of our nations needs. But I confess I am not sanguine. The recent strikes in the engineering trade on the Clyde have gone far to convince me that, even now, a very large proportion of our industrial classes do not even to-day realise the real seriousness of the position, for it is incredible that Britons who understood that we are actually engaged in a struggle for our very existence should seriously jeopardise and delay, through a miserable industrial squabble, the supply of war material upon which the safety of our Empire might depend. The strike on the Clyde was, to me, the most evil symptom of apathy and lack of all patriotic instincts which the war has brought forth; it was, to my mind, proof conclusive that a section at least of our working-classes are entirely dead to the great national impulse by which, in the past, the British people have been so profoundly swayed. Is the Government doing enough to rekindle those impulses? Has it taken the people fully and frankly into its confidence? Above all, has it made it sufficiently clear to the masses that we are not getting the men we need, and that unless those men come forward voluntarily, some method of compulsory selection will become inevitable?

No, it has not!

We come back to the question in which, I am firmly convinced, lies the solution of many of our present difficulties — are we being told the truth about the war? Has the nation had the clear, ringing call to action that, unquestionably, it needs?

No, it has not!

I shall try to show, in the pages of this modest work, that the country has not been given the information to which it is plainly entitled respecting the actual military operations which have been accomplished. It is certainly not too much to say that the country has not been really definitely and clearly informed as to the measure of the effort it will be called upon to make in the future. I am not in the secrets of the War Office, and it is impossible to say what the policy of the Government will be, or what trump cards they hold, ready to play them when the real crisis comes. But there certainly is an urgent and growing need for very plain speaking. I speak plainly and without fear. We should like to be assured that the recruiting problem, upon the solution of which our final success must depend, is being dealt with on broad, wise, and statesmanlike lines, and that the Government will shrink from no measure which shall ensure our absolute military efficiency. I have no doubt that Lord Kitchener has a very accurate estimate of the total number of men he proposes to put into the field before the great forward movement begins, of the probable total wastage, and of the period for which, on the present basis of recruiting, that wastage can be made good.

The country would welcome some very definite and explicit statement, either from Mr. Asquith or Lord Kitchener, as to the real position, and as to whether the Government has absolute confidence that the requirements of the military authorities can be met under the existing condition of affairs. The time is, indeed, more than ripe for some grave and solemn warning to the people if, as I believe, the effort we have made up to now, great though it has undoubtedly been, has not been sufficient. We to-day need an authoritative declaration on the subject. There is far too strong a tendency, fostered by the undue reticence of the irresponsible Press Bureau and the screeching victories of the newspapers, to believe that things are going as well and smoothly as we could wish; and though I would strenuously deprecate an attitude of blank pessimism, the perils which hedge around a fatuous optimism are very great.

My firm conviction, and I think my readers will share in it, is that the great mass of public opinion is daily growing more and more apathetic towards the war, and truly that is not the mental attitude which will bring us with safety and credit through the tremendous ordeal which lies before us. The Government is not doing enough to drive home the fact that greater and still greater efforts will be required before the spectre of Prussian domination is finally laid to rest: the country at large, befogged by the newspapers, and sullenly angry at being kept in the dark to an extent hitherto unheard of, is in no mood to make the supreme sacrifices upon which final victory must depend. We are, as a result, not exercising our full strength: we are not doing enough, and our full strength will not be exerted until the Government takes the public into its confidence and tells them exactly what it requires and what it intends to have. That it would gain, rather than lose, by doing so, I have not the slightest doubt, while the gain to the world through the throwing into the scale of the solid weight of a fully aroused Britain would be simply incalculable.

While writing this, came the extraordinarily belated news of the decision of the Government to declare a strict blockade of the German coasts. It has been a matter of supreme bewilderment to every student of the war why this decision was not taken long before. Why should we have failed for so long to use the very strongest weapon which our indisputed control of the sea has placed in our hands, is one of those things which no fellah can understand. We have been foolish enough to allow food, cotton, and certain other articles of conditional contraband free access to Germany, and it is beyond question that in so doing we have enormously prolonged the war. And all this, be it remembered, at a time when Germany was violating every law of God and man! Assume a reversal of the prevailing conditions: would Germany have been so foolishly indulgent towards us? Would she have treated us with more consideration than she showed towards the starving population of Paris in 1871? The very fact of our long inaction in this respect adds enormously to the strong suspicion that in other directions we are not doing as much as we should. Lord Fisher is credited with the saying, The essence of war is violence: moderation in war is imbecility. Hit first, hit hard, hit everywhere.

I think it is safe to say that in more than one direction we have displayed an imbecility of moderation which has tended to encourage the Germans in the supreme folly of imagining that they are at liberty to play fast and loose with the opinion of the civilised world. Our treatment of German spies and enemy aliens in our midst is a classic example of our contemptuous tolerance of easily removable perils, just as much as is our incredible folly in neglecting to make the fullest use of our magnificent naval resources. Thanks to our tolerance, the Germans have been freely importing food and cotton, with probably an enormous quantity of copper smuggled through in the same ships. We have paid in the blood and lives of our gallant soldiers, husbands, brothers, lovers, while the Germans have laughed at us — and not without justice — as a nation of silly dolts and imbeciles. Yet we have tardily decided upon retaliatory measures which we were perfectly entitled to take the instant war was declared, only under the pressure of Germanys campaign of murder and piracy at sea! Are we doing enough in other directions?

Equally belated, and equally calculated to give the impression that we have been too slow in using our strength, is the attack upon the Dardanelles. It has long been a mystery why, in view of the tremendous results involved in such a blow at Germanys deluded ally, this attack was not made earlier. We do not know, and the Government do not enlighten us. But the delay has helped to send the price of bread to famine prices through blocking up the Russian wheat in the Black Sea ports; it has given the Turks and the Germans time to enormously strengthen the defences, and has prevented us from sending to our Russian friends that support in munitions of war of which they undoubtedly stood in need. There may, of course, have been good reasons for the delay, but if they exist, they have baffled the investigation of the most competent military and naval critics. It must never be forgotten that the reopening of the Dardanelles and the fall of Constantinople must exercise a far more potent influence on the progress of the war than, say, the relief of Antwerp — another example of singularly belated effort! It must, in fact, transform the whole position of the war and react with fatal effect through Turkey upon her Allies. Yet the war had been in progress for seven months before a serious attempt was made at what, directly Turkey joined in the war, must have been one of the primary objects of the Allies. What added price, I wonder, shall we be compelled to pay for that inexplicable delay, not merely in the increased cost of the necessaries of life at home and the expenses of the war abroad, but in the lives of our fighting men? For it must not be forgotten that a decisive blow at Turkey would do much to shorten the duration of the war. It would be a serious blow at Germany, and would be more than likely to precipitate the entrance into the struggle, on the side of the Allies, of Italy and the wavering Balkan States. In hard cash, the war is costing us nearly a million and a half a day. We have to pay it, sooner or later. The loss of life is more serious than the loss of wealth, and there is no doubt that both must be curtailed by any successful operation against the Turks.

The Army has, beyond question, lost thousands of recruits of the very best class owing to the parsimony displayed in the matter of making provision for the dependents of men who join the fighting forces. The scale originally proposed, it will be remembered, produced an outburst of indignation, and it was very soon amended in the right direction, but when all is said and done it operates with amazing injustice. One of the most striking features of the war has been the splendid patriotism shown by men who, in social rank, are decidedly above the average standard of recruits.

Many comparatively rich men have joined the Army as privates, and the roll descends in the social scale until we come down to the day labourer. We draw no distinction between the loyalty and devotion of any of our new soldiers, but it cannot be denied that the working of the system of separate allowances is exceedingly unfair to the men of the middle classes.

Financially, the family of the working-man is frequently better off through the absence of the husband and father at the front than it has ever been before — sometimes very much better off indeed. I am not complaining of that. But when we ascend a little in the scale we find a glaring inequality. The man earning, say, £250 a year, and having a wife and one child, finds, too often, that the price he has to pay for patriotism is to leave his family dependent upon the Government allowance of 17s. 6d. per week. Is it a matter for wonder that so many have hesitated to join? Can we praise too highly the patriotism of those who, even under such circumstances, have answered the call of duty?

The truth is that the whole system of separation allowances, framed to meet the necessity of recruits of the ordinary standard, is inelastic and unsuitable to a campaign which calls, or should call, the entire nation to arms. It is throwing a great strain on a mans loyalty to ask him to condemn his wife and family to what, in their circumstances, amounts to semi-starvation, in order that he may serve his country, particularly when he sees around him thousands of the young and healthy at theatres and picture palaces, free from any domestic ties, who persistently shut their eyes to their countrys need, and whom nothing short of some measure of compulsion would bring into the ranks. I am not going to suggest that every man who joins the Army should be paid the salary he could earn in civil life, but I think we are not doing nearly enough for thousands of well-bred and gently nurtured women who have given up husbands and brothers in the sacred cause of freedom.

And now I come to perhaps the saddest feature of the war — the ease of the men who will return to England maimed and disabled in their countrys cause. That, for them, is supreme glory, though many of them would have infinitely preferred giving their lives for their country. They will come back to us in thousands, the maimed, the halt, and the blind: pitiful wrecks of glorious manhood, with no hope before them but to drag out the rest of their years in comparative or absolute helplessness. Their health and their strength will have gone; there will be no places for them in the world where men in full health and strength fight the battle of life in the fields of commerce and industry. Are we doing enough — have we, indeed, begun to do anything — for these poor victims of wars fury, much more to be pitied than the gallant men who sleep for ever where they fell on the battlefields of France and Belgium?

Too often in the past it has been the shame and the reproach of Britain that she cast aside, like worn-out garments, the men who have spent their health and strength in her cause. Have we not heard of Crimean veterans dying in our workhouses? With all my heart I hope that, after the war, we shall never again be open to that reproach and shame. We must see that never again shall a great and wealthy Empire disgrace itself by condemning its crippled heroes to the undying bitterness of the workhouse during life, and the ignominy of a paupers grave after death. Cost what it may, the future of the unhappy men broke in our wars must be the nations peculiar care. I do not suggest — they themselves would not desire it — that all our wounded should become State pensioners en masse and live out their lives in idleness. The men who helped to fling back the Kaisers barbaric hordes in the terrible struggle at Ypres are not the men who will seek for mere charity, even when it takes the form of a deserved reward for their heroic deeds.

Speaking broadly, the State will have the responsibility of caring for two classes of wounded men — those who are condemned to utter and lifelong disablement and those who, less seriously crippled, are yet unable to obtain employment in ordinary commercial or industrial life. As to the former class, the duty of the State is clear: they must be suitably maintained for the rest of their lives at the States charges. With regard to the second class, I do most sincerely hope that they will not be thrown into the world with a small wounds pension and left to sink or swim as fortune and their scattered abilities may dictate. It is for us to remember that these men have given their health and strength that we might live in safety and peace, and we shall be covering ourselves with infamy if we fail to make proper provision for them.

As I have already said, they do not want charity. They want work, and I venture to here make an earnest appeal to the public to take up the cause of these men with all its generous heart. First and foremost, such of them as are capable should be given absolute preference in Government and municipal offices, where there are thousands of posts that can be filled even by men who are partially disabled. Every employer of labour should make it his special duty to find positions for as many of these men as possible: there are many places in business houses that can be quite adequately filled by men of less than ordinary physical efficiency. Most of all, however, I hope the Government will, without delay, take up the great task of finding a way of setting these men to useful work of some kind. In the past much has been done in this direction by the various private agencies which interest themselves in the care of discharged soldiers. A war of such magnitude as the present, however, must bring in its wake a demand for work and organisation on a scale far beyond private effort; and if the disabled soldier is to be adequately cared for, only the resources of the State can be equal to the need.

Are we doing enough, I ask again, for the gallant men who have served us so well? There are those who fear that, comparatively speaking, the war has only just begun. However this may be, the tale of casualties and disablement rises day by day at a terrible pace, and there is a growing need to set on foot an organisation which, when the time comes, shall be ready to grapple at once with what will perhaps be the most terrible legacy the war can leave us.


CHAPTER IV

THE PERIL OF THE CENSORSHIP
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WAR BRINGS INTO discussion many subjects upon which men differ widely in their opinions, and the present war is no exception to the general rule.

Amateur and expert alike argue on a thousand disputed points of tactics, of strategy, and of policy: it has always been so: probably it will be so for ever. But the censorship imposed by the Government, on the outbreak of war, has achieved a record.

It has earned the unanimous and unsparing condemnation of everybody. Men who have agreed on no other point shake hands upon this. For sheer, blundering ineptitude, for blind inability to appreciate the mind and temper of our countrymen, in its utter ignorance of the psychological characteristics of the nation and of the Empire, to say nothing of the rest of the world, the methods of the censorship, surely, approach very closely the limits of human capacity for failure.

When I say the censorship I mean, of course, the system, speaking in the broadest sense. It matters nothing whether the chief censor, for the moment, be, by the circumstance of the day, Mr. F. E. Smith or Sir Stanley Buckmaster. Both, I make no doubt, have done their difficult work to the best of their ability, and have been loyally followed, to the best of their several abilities, by their colleagues. The faults and failures of the censorship have their roots elsewhere.

Now to avoid, at the outset, any possibility of misunderstanding, I want to make it absolutely clear that in all the numerous criticisms that have been levelled at the censorship, objection has been taken not to the fact that news is censored, but to the methods employed and to the extent to which the suppression of news has been carried.

I believe that no single newspaper in the British Isles has objected to the censorship, as such. I am quite sure that the public would very definitely condemn any demand that the censorship should be abolished. Much as we all desire to learn the full story of the war, it is obvious that to permit the indiscriminate publication of any and every story sent over the wires, would be to make the enemy a present of much information of almost priceless value. Early and accurate information is of supreme importance in war time, and certainly no Englishman worthy of the name would desire that the slightest advantage should be offered to our countrys enemies by the premature publication of news which, on every military consideration, ought to be kept secret.

This is, unquestionably, the attitude of the great daily newspapers in London and the provinces, which have been the worst sufferers by the censors eccentricities. They realise, quite clearly, the vital and imperative necessity for the suppression of information which would be of value to the enemy, and, as a matter of fact, the editors of the principal journals exercise themselves a private censorship which is quite rigid, and far more intelligently applied than the veto of the official bureau. It would surprise a good many people to learn of the vast amount of information which, by one channel or another, reaches the offices of the great dailies long before the Press Bureau gives a sign that it has even heard of the matters in question. The great retreat from Mons is an excellent instance. It was known perfectly well, at the time, that the entire British Expeditionary Force was in a position of the gravest peril, and it is, perhaps, not too much to say that had the public possessed the same knowledge there would have been a degree of depression which would have made the black week of the South African War gay and cheerful by comparison, even if there had not been something very nearly approaching an actual panic.

But the secret was well and loyally kept within the walls of the newspaper offices, as I, personally, think it should have been: I do not blame the military authorities in the least for holding back the fact that the position was one of extreme gravity. Bad news comes soon enough in every war, and it would be senseless folly to create alarm by telling people of dangers which, as in this case, may in the end be averted. The public quarrel with the censorship rests on other, and totally different, grounds.

That a strict censorship should be exercised over military news which might prove of value to the enemy will be cheerfully admitted by every one. We all know, despite official assurances to the contrary, that German spies are still active in our midst, and, even now, there is — or at any rate until quite recently there was — little or no difficulty in sending information from this country to Germany. No one will cavil at any restrictions necessary to prevent the enemy anticipating our plans and movements, and if the censorship had not gone beyond this, no one would have had any reason to complain.

What may perhaps be called the classic instance of the perils of premature publication occurred during the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71. In those days there was no censorship, and France, in consequence, received a lesson so terrible that it is never likely to be forgotten. It is more than likely, indeed, that it is directly responsible for the merciless severity of the French censorship to-day.

A French journal published the news that MacMahon had changed the direction in which his army was marching. The news was telegraphed to England and published in the papers here. It at once came to the attention of one of the officials of the German Embassy in London, who, realising its importance, promptly cabled it to Germany. For Moltke the news was simply priceless, and the altered dispositions he promptly made resulted in MacMahon and his entire force capitulating at Metz. Truly a terrible price to pay for the single indiscretion of a French newspaper!

It is not to be denied that to some extent certain of the smarter of the British newspapers are responsible for the severity of the censorship in force to-day. In effect, the censorship of news in this country dates from the last war in South Africa. Some of the English journals, in their desire to secure picture-stories, forgot that the war correspondent has very great responsibilities quite apart from the mere purveying of news.

The result was the birth of a war correspondent of an entirely new type. The older men — the friends of my youth, Forbes, Burleigh, Howard Russell, and the like — had seen and studied war in many phases: they knew war, and distinguished with a sure instinct the news that was permissible as well as interesting, from the news that was interesting but not permissible. Their work, because of their knowledge, showed discipline and restraint, and it can be said, broadly, that they wrote nothing which would advantage the enemy in the slightest degree.

In the war in South Africa we saw a tremendous change. Many of the men sent out were simply able word-spinners, supremely innocent of military knowledge, knowing absolutely nothing of military operations, unable to judge whether a bit of news would be of value to the enemy or not. Their business was to get word-pictures — and they got them. In doing so they sealed the doom of the war correspondent. The feeble and inefficient censorship established at Cape Town, for want of intelligent guidance, did little or nothing to protect the Army, and the result was that valuable information, published in London, was promptly telegraphed to the Boer leaders by way of Lourenço Marques. Many skilfully planned British movements, in consequence, went hopelessly to pieces, and by the time war was over, Lord Roberts and military men generally were fully agreed that, when the next war came, it would be absolutely necessary to establish a censorship of a very drastic nature.

We see that censorship in operation to-day, but far transcending its proper function. It was established — or it should have been established — for the sole purpose of preventing the publication of news likely to be of value to the enemy. Had it stopped there, no one could have complained.

I contend that in point of fact it has, throughout the war, operated not merely to prevent the enemy getting news which it was highly desirable should be kept from him, but to suppress news which the British public — the most patriotic and level-headed public in all the world — has every right to demand. We are not a nation of board-school children or hysterical girls. Over and over again the British public has shown that it can bear bad news with fortitude, just as it can keep its head in victory. Those of us who still remember the terrible black week in South Africa, with its full story of the horror of defeat at Colenso, Magersfontein, and Stormberg, remember how the only effect of the disaster was the ominous deepening of the grim British determination to see it through: the tightening of the lips and the hardening of the jaws that meant unshakable resolve; the silent, dour, British grip on the real essentials of the situation that, once and for all, settled the fate of Krugers ambitions.

Are Britons to-day so changed from the Britons of 1899 that they cannot bear the truth; that they cannot face disaster; that they are indeed the degenerates they have been labelled by boastful Germans? Perish the thought! Britain is not decadent; she is to-day as strong and virile as of old and her sons are proving it daily on the plains of Flanders, as they proved it when they fought the Kaisers hordes to a standstill on the banks of the Marne during the black week of last autumn. Why then should the public be treated as puling infants spoon-fed on tiny scraps of good news when it is happily available, and left in the bliss of ignorance when things are not going quite so well?

From November 20th, 1914, up to February 17th, 1915 — a period of three months of intense anxiety and strain — not one single word of news from the Commander-in-Chief of the greatest Army Britain has ever put into the field was vouchsafed to the British public. For that, of course, it is impossible to blame Sir John French. But the bare fact is sufficient condemnation of the entirely unjustifiable methods of secrecy with which we are waging a war on which the whole future of our beloved nation and Empire depends. The public was left to imagine that the war had reached something approaching a deadlock. The ever-mounting tale of casualties showed that, in very truth, there had been, in that silent period of three months, fighting on a scale to which this country has been a stranger for a century.

Will any one outside the Government contend that this absurd secrecy can be justified, either by military necessity or by a well-meant but, as I think, hopelessly mistaken regard for the feelings of the public?

We are not Germans that it should be necessary to lull us into a lethargic sleep with stories of imaginary victories, or to refrain from harrowing our souls when, as must happen in all wars, things occasionally go wrong.

We want the truth, and we are entitled to have it!

I do not say that we have been deliberately told that which is not true. I believe the authorities can be acquitted of any deliberate falsification of news. But I do say, without hesitation, that much news was kept back which the country was entitled to know, and which could have been made public without the slightest prejudice to our military position. At the same time, publication has been permitted of wholly baseless stories, such as that of the great fight at La Bassée, to which I will allude later, which the authorities must have known to be unfounded.

It is not for us to criticise the policy of our gallant Allies, the French. We must leave it to them to decide how much or how little they will reveal to their own people. I contend, with all my heart, that the British public should not have been fobbed off with the studiously — guarded French official report, with its meaningless — so far as the general public is concerned — daily recital of the capture or loss of a trench here and there, or with the chatty disquisitions of our amiable Eye-Witness at the British Headquarters, who manages to convey the minimum of real information in the maximum of words. It is highly interesting, I admit, to learn of that heroic soldier who brained four Germans on his own with a shovel; it is very interesting to read of the nut making his happy and elaborate war-time toilet in the open air; and we are glad to hear all about German prisoners lamenting the lack of food. But these things, and countless others of which Eye-Witness has told us, are not the root of the matter. We want the true story of the campaign, and the plain fact is that we do not get it, and no one pretends that we get it.

Cheerful confidence is an excellent thing in war, as well as in all other human undertakings. Blind optimism is a foolhardy absurdity; blank pessimism is about as dangerous a frame of mind as can be conceived. I am not quite sure, in my own mind, whether the methods of the censorship are best calculated to promote dangerous optimism, or the reverse, but I am perfectly certain that they are not calculated to evoke that calm courage and iron resolve, in the face of known perils, which is the best augury of victory in the long run. Probably they produce a result varying according to the temperament of the individual. One day you meet a man in the club who assures you that everything is going well and that we have the Germans in our pocket. That is the foolishness of optimism, produced by the story of success and the suppression of disagreeable truths.

Twenty-four hours later you meet a gloomy individual who assures you we are no nearer beating the Germans than we were three months ago. That is the depths of pessimism. Both frames of mind are derived from the official news which the Government thinks fit to issue.

Here and there, if you are lucky, you meet the man who realises that we are up against the biggest job the Empire has ever tackled, and that, if we are to win through, the country must be plainly told the facts and plainly warned that it is necessary to make the most strenuous exertions of which we are capable. That is the man who forms his opinions not from the practically worthless official news, but from independent study of the whole gigantic problem. And that is the only frame of mind which will enable us to win this war. It is a frame of mind which the official news vouchsafed to us is not, in the least degree, calculated to produce.

In the prosecution of a war of such magnitude as the present unhappy conflict the public feeling of a truly democratic country such as ours is of supreme importance. It is, in fact, the most valuable asset of the military authorities, and it is a condition precedent for success that the nation shall be frankly told the truth, so far as it can be told without damage to our military interests.

Mr. Bonar Law, in the House of Commons, put the case in a nutshell when he said that — 

He had felt, from the beginning of the war, that as much information was not being given as might be given without damage to national interests. Nothing could be worse for the country than to do what the Japanese did — conceal disasters until the end of the war. He did not say that there had been any concealment, but the one thing necessary was to let the people of this and other countries feel that our official news was true, and could be relied upon. He wondered whether the House realised what a tremendous event the battle of Ypres, in November, was. The British losses there, he thought, were bigger than any battle in which purely English troops were engaged. It was a terrible fight, against overwhelming odds, out of which British troops came with tremendous honour. All the account they had had was Sir John Frenchs despatch. Surely the country could have more than that. Whoever was in charge, when weighing the possible damage which might be brought about by the giving of news, should also bear in mind the great necessity for keeping people in this country as well informed as possible.

That, I venture to think, is a perfectly fair and legitimate criticism. The battle of Ypres was fought in November. Mr. Law was speaking in February. Who can say what the country would have gained in recruiting, in strength of determination, in everything that goes to make up the morale so necessary for the vigorous conduct of a great campaign, had it been given, at once, an adequate description of the terrible fight against overwhelming odds out of which the British Thomas Atkins came with so much honour?

The military critics of our newspapers have, perhaps, been one of the greatest failures of the entire campaign. One of them, on the day before Namur fell, assured us that the place could hold out for three months. Another asserted that the Russians would be in Berlin by September 10th. Another, just before the Germans drove the Russians for the second time out of East Prussia, declared that Russias campaign was virtually ended! Besides, all the so-called histories of the war published have been utter failures. Personally, I do not think the nation is greatly perturbed, at the present moment, about the conduct of the actual military operations. No one is a politician to-day, and there is every desire, happily, to support the Government in any measure necessary to bring the war to a conclusion. We have not the materials, even if it were desirable, to criticise the conduct or write the history of the war, and we have no wish to do so. But we desire to learn, and we have the right to learn, the facts.

It has always been an unhappy characteristic of the military mind that it has been quite unable, perhaps unwilling, to appreciate the mentality of the mere civilian who only has to pay the bill, and look as pleasant as possible under the ordeal. And I suspect, very strongly, that it is just this feeling which lies at the root of a good deal of what we have had to endure under the censorship. In its essence, the censorship is a military precaution, perfectly proper and praiseworthy, but only if applied according to the real needs of the situation. Quite properly the military mind is impatient of the intrusion of the civilian in purely military affairs, and I have no doubt whatever that that fact explains the gratifying presence — in defiance of our long usage and to the annoyance of a certain type of politician — of Lord Kitchener at the War Office to-day. But military domination of the war situation, however admirable from the military point of view, has failed to take into sufficient account the purely civilian interest in the progress of the war and the extent to which the military arm must rely upon the civilian in carrying the war to a successful conclusion.

Our military organisation, rightly or wrongly, is based upon the voluntary system. We cannot, under present conditions, obtain, as the conscriptionist countries do, the recruits we require merely by calling to the Colours, with a stroke of the pen, men who are liable for service. We have to request, to persuade, to advertise, and to lead men to see their duty and to do it. To enable us to do this satisfactorily, public opinion must be kept well informed, must be stimulated by a knowledge of the real situation. When war broke out, and volunteers were called for, a tremendous wave of enthusiasm swept over the country. The recruiting organisation broke down, and, as I have pointed out, the Government found themselves with more men on their hands than they could possibly train or equip at the moment. Instead of taking mens names, telling them the exact facts, and sending them home to wait till they could be called for, the War Office raised the physical standard for recruits, and this dealt a blow at popular enthusiasm from which it has never recovered. Recruiting dropped to an alarming degree, and, so recently as February, Mr. Tennant, in the House of Commons, despite the efforts that had been made in the meantime, was forced to drop a pretty strong hint that a little more energy was advisable.

Now the connection between the manner in which the recruiting question was handled, and the general methods adopted by the censorship, is a good deal closer than might be imagined at first sight. Both show the same utter failure on the part of the military authorities to appreciate the psychology of the civilian. Psychology, the science of the public opinion of the nation, must, in any democratic country, play a very large part in the successful conduct of a great war; and in sympathetic understanding of the temper of the masses, our military authorities, alike in regard to the censorship and recruiting question, have been entirely outclassed by the autocratic officials of Germany. I do not advocate German methods. The gospel of hate and lies — which has kept German people at fever-heat — would fail entirely here. We need no Hymns of Hate or lying bulletins to induce Britons to do their duty if the needs of the situation are thoroughly brought home to them.

But we have to face this disquieting fact, that, whatever the methods employed, the German people to-day are far more enthusiastic and determined in their prosecution of the war than we are.

That is a plain and unmistakable truth. I do not believe the great mass of the British public realises, even to-day, vitally and urgently, the immense gravity of the situation, and for that I blame the narrow and pedantic views that have kept the country in comparative ignorance of the real facts of the situation.

We have been at war for eight months and we have not yet got the men we require. Recruits have come forward in large numbers, it is true, and are still coming forward. But there is a very distinct lack of that splendid and enduring enthusiasm which a true realisation of the facts would inevitably evoke. Priceless opportunities for stimulating that enthusiasm have been, all along, lost by the persistent refusal to allow the full story of British heroism and devotion to be told.

We can take the battle of Ypres as a single outstanding example. The full story of that great fight would have done more for recruiting in a week than all the displayed advertisements and elaborate placards with which our walls are so profusely adorned could achieve in a month!

Sir John Frenchs despatch, as a military record, bears the hall-mark of military genius, but it is idle to pretend that it is a literary document calculated to stir the blood and fire the imagination of our countrymen. Admirable in its firm restraint from the military point of view, it takes no account of the civilian imagination. That is not Sir John Frenchs business. He is a great soldier, and it is no reproach to him that his despatch is not exactly what is required by the urgency of the situation. Moreover, it came too late to exercise its full effect. Had the story of Ypres been given to the public promptly, and in the form in which it would have been cast by a graphic writer who understood the subject with which he was dealing and the public for whom he was writing, we should probably have been better off to-day by thousands and thousands of the much-needed recruits. The failure to take advantage of such a glorious opportunity for the stimulation of enthusiasm by purely legitimate means, convicts our censorship authorities of a total failure to appreciate the mentality of the public whose supposed interests they serve.

And as with successes, so with failures. It is the peculiar characteristic of the British people that either a great victory or a great disaster has the immediate result of nerving them to fuller efforts. We saw that in South Africa: it has been seen a hundred times in our long history. Let us turn for a moment to the affair at Givenchy on December 20th. Sir John Frenchs despatch makes it clear that the repulse of the Indian Division on that occasion was a very serious matter, so serious, in fact, that it required the full effort of the entire First Division, under Sir Douglas Haig, to restore the position. Yet, at the time, the British public was very far from fully informed of what had happened: much of our information, indeed, was derived from German sources; and these sources being naturally suspect, the magnitude of the operations was never realised.

There may have been excellent military reasons for concealing, for the moment, the real position, though I strongly suspect that the Germans were quite as well informed about it as we were. But there could be no possible reason for concealing the fact from the public for a couple of months, and thus losing another opportunity of powerfully stimulating our national patriotism and determination.


CHAPTER V

THE PERIL OF THE PRESS BUREAU
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IT IS ONE of the curses of our Parliamentary system that every piece of criticism is immediately ascribed to either party or personal motives, and politicians whose conduct or methods are impugned, for whatever reason, promptly assume, and try to make others believe, that their opponents are actuated by the usual party or personal methods.

At the present moment, happily, we have, for the first time within our memory, no politics; the nation stands as one man in its resolve to make an end of the Teutonic aggression against the peace of the world. In the recent discussion in the House of Commons, however, Sir Stanley Buckmaster, head of the Press Bureau, upon whom has fallen the rather ruffled and uncomfortable mantle discarded by Mr. F. E. Smith, seems to have interpreted the very unanimous criticism of the censorship as a personal attack upon himself. As a brilliant lawyer, of course he had no difficulty in making a brilliant reply to a fallacy originated entirely in his own brain.

In very truth the personality of Sir Stanley Buckmaster concerns us not at all. He is a loyal Englishman. He does not originate the news which the Press Bureau deals out with such belated parsimony. No one blames him for the fact that the nation is kept so completely in the dark on the subject of the war. If it were possible for Sir Stanley Buckmaster, personally, to censor every piece of news submitted to the Press Bureau, there would, I venture to think, be a speedy end to the system — or want of system — which permits an item of intelligence to be published in Edinburgh or Liverpool, but not in London; and that the speeches of Cabinet Ministers, reported in our papers verbatim, would be allowed free passage to the United States or to the Colonies. I wish here to do the head of the Press Bureau the justice to say that he is an Englishman who knows his own mind, and has the courage of his own convictions. Yet that does not alter the fact that the Press censorship as a system has worked unevenly, with very little apparent method, and with an amazing disregard of the best foreign and colonial opinion which, all along, it has been our interest to keep fully informed of the British side of the case.

When the subject was last before the House of Commons, some very caustic things were said. Mr. Joseph King, the Radical member for North Somerset, moved, and Sir William Byles, the Radical member for North Salford, seconded, the following rather terse motion:

That the action of the Press Bureau in restricting the freedom of the Press, and in withholding information about the war, has been actuated by no clear principle and has been calculated to cause suspicion and discontent.

Now it will be noted that there is, in the first place, no possibility of attributing this motion to political hostility. Both the mover and the seconder are supporters of the Government, not merely at the present moment, as of course all Englishmen are, but in the ordinary course of nightly political warfare. Mr. King did not mince matters. He roundly charged the Press Bureau with exercising inequality, particularly in denying the publication in London of news permitted to be published in the provinces and on the Continent. He pressed, too, for the issue of an official statement two or three times a week. This, of course, has since been granted, and it is a very decided improvement. Mr. Joynson-Hicks, from the Conservative benches, very truly emphasised the fact that the people of this country want the truth, even if it meant bad news, and added that they also wanted to hear about the heroism of our troops and the valorous deeds of any individual regiments.

Sir Stanley Buckmaster, in reply, denied somewhat vehemently that he had ever withheld, for five minutes, any information he had about the war, and asserted that nothing had ever been issued from his office that was not literally and absolutely true.

Now, as I have said, Sir Stanley Buckmasters hide-bound department does not originate news, and cannot be held responsible for either the fullness or the accuracy of the official statements. When Sir Stanley Buckmaster tells us that he has never delayed news I accept his word without demur. But when he says nothing has been issued from his department which is not literally and absolutely true, then I ask him what he means by literally and absolutely true? If he means that the news which his department has issued has contained no actual misstatements on a point of fact, I believe his claim to be fully justified. If he means, on the other hand, that the Press Bureau, or those behind it, have told the nation the whole truth, he makes an assertion which the nation with its gritted teeth to-day will decline, and with very good reason, to accept. To quote Mr. Bonar Laws words again: from the beginning of the war as much information has not been given as might have been given without damage to national interests. To such full information as may be given without damage to national interests the nation is entitled, and no amount of official sophistry and hair-splitting can alter that plain and demonstrable fact.

Mr. King, in the resolution I have quoted, charged the head of the Bureau with exercising inequality as between different newspapers. Now this amounts to a charge of deliberate unfairness which it is very difficult indeed to accept. The House of Commons, in fact, did not accept it. None the less, the fact remains that not once or twice, but over and over again, news has been allowed publication in one paper and refused in another, not merely as between London and the provinces, but as between London newspapers which are, necessarily, keen rivals. In support of this assertion I will quote one of the strongest supporters of the Government among the London newspapers — the Daily Chronicle. There will be no question of political partisanship about this.

After quoting the views of the Times and two Liberal papers — the Star and the Westminster Gazette — the Daily Chronicle said:

The methods of the Censor are, certainly, a little difficult to understand. There reached this office yesterday afternoon, from our correspondent at South Shields, a long story of the sinking of vessels in the North Sea. It was submitted to us by the Censor, who made a number of excisions in it. The telegram was returned to us with the following note by our representative at the Press Bureau:

The Censor particularly requests that South Shields be not mentioned, though we can state from our East Coast correspondent.

In the meantime the evening newspapers appeared with accounts of some occurrences in which most of the deletions made by the Censor in the Daily Chronicle report were given! The Censor made the following remarks and excisions in the copy submitted to him by the Daily Chronicle representative at the Press Bureau:



	
Excisions in Daily Chronicle Report 


	
Where the Forbidden Passages appeared 





	
Please do not mention that this came from South Shields. (Note by the Censor.) 


	
Shields occurred in the reports in the Star (three times), Evening News (once), Pall Mall Gazette (three times), Globe (three times), Evening Standard (three times), Westminster Gazette (once). 





	
Within twenty miles of the mouth of Shields harbour — (passage eliminated). 


	
Star report stated: The trawler was sunk thirty miles E.N.E. of the Tyne. 





	
Landed a cargo of fish at Grimsby. (At Grimsby was eliminated.) 


	
This identical phrase, or its effect, appeared in the Star, Pall Mall Gazette, Globe, Evening Standard, Westminster Gazette. 





	
Landed by North Shields fishing steamer. (North Shields eliminated.) 


	
The North Shields trawler was mentioned by the Star, Pall Mall Gazette, Globe, Evening Standard. 





	
Bound for Blyth. (Blyth eliminated.) 


	
This phrase appeared in the Star, Pall Mall Gazette, Globe, and Evening Standard. 





	






	
From the Daily Chronicle Special Correspondent. 


	
A Central News telegram from Paris ran as follows (passed by Cable Censor): 





	
Paris, August 27th.

The Ministry of War issued this afternoon the following note: In the region between — — (here the Censor has cut out a short passage) our troops continue to progress. 


	
Paris, Thursday

The following official communiqué is issued to the Press at 2.15 this afternoon: In the region between the Vosges and Nancy our troops continue to progress. 






Thus we were free to mention the offending passage on the authority of the Central News Agency, but not on that of our own correspondent! What can be more ridiculous than this?

The importance of the last portion of the Daily Chronicle article lies in the fact that we have here a clear case of mutilation of the French official despatch, which the French papers even were free to publish!

The Daily Chronicle also mentioned another case in which its special correspondent in Paris sent a long despatch giving, on the authority of M. Clemenceau, a statement published in Paris, that the 15th Army Corps gave way in a moment of panic. The Censor refused permission to publish it, but another journal published a quotation under the heading: French Soldiers who wavered: Officers and Men punished by Death.

I ought, in fairness, to say, in passing, that the instances quoted above took place before Sir Stanley Buckmaster assumed control of the Press Bureau, and that no responsibility attaches to him in respect of any of them.

Now, bad as has been the effect of the censorship on public opinion at home, it has been even worse abroad, and particularly in the United States, where the German propaganda had full play, while the British case was sternly withheld. The American Press has not hesitated to say that our censors were incompetent and discriminated unfairly between one paper and another. This was untrue in the sense in which it was meant, but it was certainly unfortunate, to put it mildly, that the news of the declaration of war was allowed to be issued by one New York journal, and withheld for seven hours from the Associated Press, which represents 9,000 American and Canadian newspapers. It was, perhaps, still more unfortunate that even the speeches of Mr. Asquith and Sir Edward Grey on the subject of the declaration of war should have been similarly delayed. Why? Telegraphic reports of these speeches were held up for four days by the censors at cable offices and were then censored before they were despatched. I ask, could mischievous and bungling stupidity go farther than this?

Here is another case. In one of his speeches, Mr. Asquith, on a Friday night in Dublin, announced that the Indian troops were, that day, landing at Marseilles. The speech, and the statement, were reported next day in the London newspapers. After the publication of this, the Press Bureau forbade any mention of the landing of the Indian troops!

In the House of Commons, on September 10th, Mr. Sherwell exposed another instance of the ridiculous vagaries of the unequal censorship. In the Daily Chronicle, he said, there was published a brilliant article by Mr. Philip Gibbs — who was with me during the first Balkan campaign — describing the actual operations of Sir John Frenchs army up to the last few days. That article was published without comment and without criticism in the Daily Chronicle, yet the cable censor refused to allow it to be sent to the New York Times. Again why?

It is, or should be, the function of the Press Bureau not merely to supply the public with accurate news, but to make sure that false or misleading reports are promptly suppressed. The reason for this is obvious. We do not wish to be depressed by unfounded stories of disaster, nor do we wish to experience the inevitable reaction which follows when we learn that we have been deluded by false news of a great victory. Whatever may be the raison dêtre of the Press Bureau, it is assuredly not maintained for the purpose of assisting in the circulation of utterly futile fiction about the progress of the campaign.

Again: Are we told the truth?

Early in January a report — passed of course by the Censor — appeared in practically every newspaper in the country, and probably in thousands of papers in all parts of the British Empire, announcing the capture by the British troops of a very important German position at La Bassée. The engagement was described as a brilliant one, in which the enemy lost heavily; circumstantial details were added, and on the face of it the news bore every indication of being based on trustworthy reports from the fighting line. It is true that it was not official, but the circumstances made it so important that, inasmuch as it had been passed by the Censor, it was naturally assumed by every newspaper editor to be accurate. A few days later every one was amazed to learn, from official sources, that there was not a word of truth in the whole story! Yet the Censor had actually passed it for publication. And so the public pay their halfpennies to be gulled!

I say, without hesitation, that this incident casts the very gravest reflection on the discretion and efficiency of the whole censorship. To permit the publication of an utterly baseless story of this nature, is simply to assist in hoaxing the public and the crying of false news. We await the next hoax. We may have it to-morrow. Who knows? The Censors in the matter are on the threshold of a dilemma. If the story in question were true, it ought to have been published on official authority without delay: as it was untrue, its publication should have on no account been permitted.

Consider the circumstances. Sir John French, on November 20th, stated that throughout the battle of Ypres-Armentières, the position at La Bassée had defied all efforts at capture, and naturally the most intense anxiety had been felt for news of a definite success in this region. Yet the public, after hearing, by official sanction, the news of a success which would clearly have resulted in the Germans being driven pell-mell out of La Bassée, were calmly told, a few days later, that the entire story was a lie. To my mind, and I think the reader will agree with me, we could have no stronger illustration of the utter futilities and farcical eccentricities of the censorship as it to-day exists. Are we told the truth about the war? No, I declare — We are not!

I will go a step farther. The suppression of news by the censorship is bad enough, but what are we to think of a deliberate attempt to stifle perfectly legitimate criticisms of Ministers and their methods?

As those who read these pages are aware, I have taken a prominent part in the effort to bring home to the public the dire peril to which we are exposed through the presence in our midst of hordes of uncontrolled enemy aliens. I deal with this subject elsewhere, and I should not mention it here except that it is connected in a very special way with an attempt on the part of the Press Bureau to stifle public discussion on a matter of the gravest importance.

The Globe, newspaper has, with commendable patriotism, devoted much attention to the question of the presence of alien spies in our midst, and, on many occasions, its correspondence and editorial columns have contained valuable information and comments. On September 10th last the Globe published the following letter:

Press Bureau,
⁠40, Charing Cross.
⁠September 7th, 1914.

⁠Dear Sir,

⁠Mr. F. E. Smith desires me to draw your attention to a letter headed A Germans Outburst, which appeared in your issue of the 2nd instant, and a facsimile of which appeared in your issue of the 4th instant. This letter has received the notice of the Home Secretary, who expresses the view that the articles and letters in the Globe are causing something in the nature of a panic in the matter of spies and desires that they should be suppressed at once. In view of this expression of opinion by the Home Secretary, Mr. Smith has no doubt that you will refrain, in the future, from publishing articles or letters of a similar description.

Yours very truly,

Harold Smith, Secretary.

Very properly, the Globe pointed out that, in this matter,  nothing less is at stake than the liberty of the Press to defend the public interest and criticise the administrative acts of a Minister of the Crown. The unwarrantable attempt of the Home Secretary, through the Press Bureau, to suppress criticism of this nature, to stop the mouths of those who insisted on warning the public of a peril which he has, all along, blindly refused to see, raises a constitutional issue of the very gravest kind. The Globe promptly asked the Press Bureau under what authority it claimed the power to suppress the free expression of opinion in the English press on subjects wholly unconnected with military or naval movements. Mr. Harold Smiths reply was the amazing assertion that such powers were conferred by the Defence of the Realm Acts. He wrote:

Press Bureau,
⁠40, Charing Cross.
⁠September 8th, 1914.

⁠Dear Sir,

⁠I am instructed by Mr. F. E. Smith to acknowledge your letter of to-days date. On Mr. Smiths direction, I wrote you a letter, which, on re-reading, you will perceive was intended to convey to you the opinion of the Home Office, rather than an expressed intention of censorship in this Bureau. You will, of course, use your own discretion in the matter, but Mr. Smith thinks that a consideration of the terms of the Defence of the Realm Acts (Nos. 1 and 2), and the regulations made thereunder, will satisfy you that the Secretary of State is not without the legal powers necessary to make his desire for supervision effective.

Yours faithfully,

Harold Smith, Secretary.

This reads very much like a threat to try the editor of the Globe by court-martial for the heinous offence of suggesting that Mr. McKennas handling of the spy-peril was not exactly what was required by the exigencies of the public safety. I must say that when I read the correspondence I was inclined to tremble for my own head! So far, however, it is still safe upon my shoulders. I, as a patriotic Englishman who has dared to speak his mind, have no intention of desisting — even at the risk of being court-martialled — from the efforts I have continued for so long to arouse my countrymen to a realisation of the dangers to which we are exposed by the obstinate refusal of the Government to face facts.

The privilege of the Press to criticise Ministers was boldly asserted by the Globe, which, in a leading article, said:

That correspondence … raises issues directly affecting the independence of the Press and its right to frank and unfettered criticism. At the time when we are receiving from our ever-increasing circle of readers many gratifying tributes to the sanity of our views, and the informing character of our columns, we are accused of publishing matter calculated to induce panic, and we have been called upon to suppress at once the articles and letters directing attention to the dangers arising from the lax methods of the Home Secretary in dealing with the alien enemy in our midst.

After referring to a statement made by Mr. McKenna in the House of Commons the previous day as likely to do something to allay public anxiety  on the subject, the Globe proceeded:

We are content with the knowledge that the attitude of the Globe has done something to convince the Government of the widespread feeling that the danger from the alien enemy we harbour is real, and the fear justified. Here we should be content to leave the question for the present, but for the attitude of the Home Secretary in seeking to prevent comment and criticism on his administrative acts, coupled with the veiled suggestion from the Press Bureau of power possessed under an Emergency Act. This attempt at pressure is made through a department set up for quite other and legitimate purposes. … If a Government Department, under cover of an Order in Council made for a wholly different purpose, is to shield itself from an exposure of its inefficiency, a dangerous precedent is set up, dangerous alike to the community and the Press.

We have to bear in mind, in this connection, that the Press Bureau had just been reorganised. Mr. F. E. Smith had resigned, on leaving for the front, and the Home Secretary was the Minister responsible to Parliament for its conduct. At his request the Press Bureau endeavoured to prevent the Globe continuing to criticise his action, or rather inaction. Well indeed might the Globe say: We must reserve to ourselves the right, at all times, to give expression to views on Ministerial policy and even to dare to criticise the action of the Home Secretary. And I venture to say that, but for the jealousy inherent among British newspapers, the Globe would have had the unanimous support of every metropolitan and provincial journal, every single one of which was vitally affected by the Home Secretarys preposterous claim.

The claim of the country for fuller information has been expressed in many ways, and by many people, and it has been admitted by no less a personage than Mr. Asquith himself. In the House of Commons early in September Mr. Asquith said the Government felt that the public is entitled to prompt and authentic information of what has happened at the front, and they are making arrangements which they hope will be more adequate.

That was months ago, and, up to the present, very few signs of the prompt and authentic information have been perceptible.

Even more significant is the following passage from the latest despatches of Sir John French, which covered the period from November 20th to the beginning of February:

I regard it as most unfortunate that circumstances have prevented any account of many splendid instances of courage and endurance, in the face of almost unparalleled hardship and fatigue of war, coming regularly to the knowledge of the public.

Now I do not want to read into Sir John Frenchs words a meaning that he did not intend to convey, but this passage certainly strikes me, as it has struck many others, as a very definite plea for the presence at the front of duly accredited and responsible war correspondents.

And why not? News could be still censored so that no information of value could reach the enemy. We should not be prejudiced one iota, but, on the other hand, should get prompt and trustworthy news, written by skilled journalists in a fashion that would make an irresistible appeal to the manhood of Britain. And we should be far nearer than we are to-day to learning the truth about the war.

It has been urged, on behalf of the Press Bureau, that of late matters have been very much improved. My journalistic friends tell me that so far as the actual working is concerned this is a fact. There has undoubtedly been less of the haphazard methods which were characteristic of the early days. But there is still too much of what the Times very properly calls the throttling of permissible news, and, in spite of the fact that two despatches a week are now published from Sir John French, we are still in the dark as to the real story of the great campaign. Neither our successes nor our failures are adequately described. We are still not told the truth about the war.

And I cannot help saying that the deficiencies of the official information are not made up by the tactics of certain sections of the Press. There is too much of a tendency to magnify the good and minimise the bad. There are too many Great Victories to be altogether convincing. As the Morning Post put it:

There seems to be a large section of the public which takes its news as an old charwoman takes her pennorth of gin, for comfort. And some of our contemporaries seem to cater for this little weakness. Every day there is a great advance or a brilliant victory, and if a corporals guard is captured or surrenders we have a flaming announcement on all the posters.

It is very true. From the fiercest critics of the Press Bureaus methods we do not to-day get the truth about the war, even so far as they know it. Even the Daily News has been moved to raise a protest against the present state of affairs, and as recently as March 15th declared that the mind of authority is being fed on selected facts that convey a wholly false impression of things.


CHAPTER VI

THE PERIL OF THE ENEMY ALIEN
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EVERY ENEMY ALIEN is known, and is now under constant police surveillance. — Mr. Tennant, Under-Secretary for War, in the House of Commons, March 3rd.

One of the gravest perils with which the country is still faced is that of the enemy alien.

Notwithstanding all that has been written and said upon this most serious question, Ministers are still content to pursue a shuttlecock policy, in which there is very little satisfaction for any intelligent patriot.

Each time the subject is brought up in the House of Commons there is an apparent intention of the Government to wilfully throw dust into the eyes of the public, and prevent the whole mystery of the official protection afforded to our enemies being sifted to the bottom. A disgraceful illustration of this was given on March 3rd, when Mr. Joynson-Hicks moved:

That in the opinion of this House it is desirable that the whole administration of the Acts and Regulations concerning aliens and suspected persons should be centred in the hands of one Minister, who should be responsible to the House.

The debate which followed was illuminating. Sir Henry Dalziel, who is strongly in favour of a Central Board to deal with spies among us — a suggestion I made in my recent book German Spies in England, as a satisfactory solution of the problem — said, in the course of a splendid speech, that the Government knew that, at the present moment, there was a settled spy-system, and there was no use denying it. As the Daily Telegraph on the following day pointed out, that there is such a system is almost as natural an assumption as that the enemy possesses an army service organisation or a Press censorship. I have already pointed out, in various books I have written, that systematic espionage is, and has been for many years, a most cherished part of German war administration, developed with characteristic thoroughness. The question is whether that department of the enemys activity has, or has not, been stamped out as regards this country; and it would be idle to pretend that there is any public confidence that it has been stamped out.

There is an absence of vigour and an absence of system about the dealing with this source of danger, and I maintain that the national safety requires the taking of this matter more seriously, and the placing of it upon a satisfactory footing. The Government admitted that, on March 3rd, seven hundred male enemy aliens were living in the East Coast prohibited area, and we know that arrangements for their control are so futile as to leave, quite unmolested, some individuals whose known connections expose them to the highest degree of suspicion. Of one such notorious case, Mr. Bonar Law — who cannot, surely, be accused of spy-mania — declared that he would as soon have allowed a German army to land as allow the person in question to be at large in this country. How the arrangement has worked in another particular case was exposed in some detail by Mr. Butcher. The lady concerned is closely related to more than one of those in power in Germany. Her case was reported to the War Office. The War Office called upon the General Officer commanding in the Northern District to take action. He requested the police to make inquiries, and the Chief Constable of the East Riding subsequently reported, strongly recommending the removal of the lady from the prohibited area. The General accepted this advice, and an order was made for her removal on January 25th. It was never executed; and on February 7th it was withdrawn.

Such is one illustration of the utter hopelessness of the present state of affairs. And yet, in face of it, Mr. Tennant, Under-Secretary for War, actually rose and made the definite assertion that every enemy alien was known and constantly watched!

Could any greater and more glaring official untruth be told?

Is every enemy alien known, I ask? Let us examine a case in point, one in which I have made personal investigation, and to the truth of which a dozen officers of His Majestys service, and also civilians, are ready to testify.

Investigations recently made in certain German quarters in London, notably in the obscure foreign restaurants in the neighbourhood of Tottenham Court Road, where men — many of them recently released from internment-camps — and women meet nightly and toast to the Day of Britains destruction, revealed to me a startling fact. Here, posing as an Italian and a neutral, I learnt facts regarding the movements of German aircraft long before they were known either to our own authorities or to the Press. For several weeks this fact, I confess, caused me considerable thought. Some secret means of communication must, I realised, exist between the enemys camp and London, perhaps by wireless, perhaps by the new German-laid cable, the shore-end of which is at Bacton, in Norfolk, and which, eighteen months ago, in company with the German telegraph-engineers, I assisted to test as it was laid across the North Sea to Nordeney. In the archives of the Intelligence Department of the War Office will be found my report, together with a copy of the first message transmitted by the new cable from Norfolk to Germany, a telegram from one of the Kaisers sons who happened to be in Scotland at the time, and addressed to the Emperor, which read: Hurrah for a strong navy! — significant indeed in the light of recent events!

I was wondering if, by any secret means, this cable could be in operation when, on the afternoon of February 23rd, an officer of the Naval Armoured Car Squadron called upon me and invited me to assist in hunting spies in Surrey. The suggestion sounded exciting. Signals had been seen for a month or so past, flashed from a certain house high upon the Surrey hills. Would I assist in locating them, and prosecuting a full inquiry?

Within half an hour I was in a car speeding towards the point where mystery brooded, and which we did not reach till after dark. A gentleman living three miles across the valley, whose house commanded full view of the house under suspicion — a large one with extensive grounds — at once placed a room at our disposal, wherein we sat and watched. In the whole of these investigations I was assisted by an officer who was an expert in signalling and wireless, a signaller of the service, two other officers equally expert in reading the Morse code, while I myself have qualified both in Morse and wireless, and hold the Postmaster-Generals licence.

On the previous evening an all-night vigil had been kept, and messages had been read, but I only here record my own experiences of this exciting spy-hunt. On reaching our point of vantage I learned that suspicion had first been aroused by a mysterious and intense white light being shown from a window in the country mansion in question, which was situated upon so strategic a point that it could be seen very many miles in the direction of London. And there, sure enough, was the one brilliant light — at all other windows of the house the blinds being drawn — shining like a beacon all over the country. It had shone first at 6.30 p.m. that night, and, as I watched, it showed till 6.48, when it disappeared. After three minutes it was shown till 7.30 exactly, when suddenly it signalled in Morse the code-letters S. M. repeated twice, and then disappeared till 9 oclock, when again the same signal was made. The light remained full on for ten minutes, and was then suddenly switched off.

This was certainly remarkable. The officers with me — all experts in signalling — were unanimous as to the two letters, and also to their repetition. These signals, I learned, had been seen times without number, but until the smart young officer who had called upon me had noticed them, no action had been taken.

Having established that mysterious signalling was really in progress, I set forth upon further investigation. Taking my own signalling-apparatus, a very strong electric lamp with accumulators and powerful reflectors, which would show for fifteen miles or more, I got into the car with my companions — who were eager to assist — and, having consulted ordnance-maps and compass, we went to a spot high-up in an exposed position, where I anticipated the answering light from the mansion might be seen.

We found ourselves in a private park, upon a spot which, by day, commands an immense stretch of country, and from which it is said that upon a clear day the Sussex coast can be seen. Here we erected our signalling-apparatus and waited in patience. The night proved bitterly cold, and as the hours crept slowly by, the sleet began to cut our faces. Yet all our eyes were fixed upon that mysterious house which had previously signalled.

For hours we waited in vain until, of a sudden, quite unexpectedly from the direction of London, we saw another intense white light shining from out the darkness. For a full half-hour it remained there, a beacon like the other. Then suddenly it began winking, and this was the code-message it sent:

S. H. I. S. (pause) H. 5. (pause) S. H. I. S. F. (pause with the light full on for two minutes). I. S. I. E. (pause) E. S. T. (light out).

Turning my signal-lamp in its direction, I repeated the first portion of the mysterious message, and then, pretending not to understand, asked for a repetition. At once this was given, and, with my companions, I received it perfectly clearly!

Sorely tempted as I was to signal further, I refrained for fear of arousing suspicion, and, actuated by patriotic motives, we agreed at once to prosecute our inquiry further, and then leave it to the proper authorities to deal with the matter.

Through the whole of that night — an intensely cold one — we remained on watch upon one of the highest points in Surrey, a spot which I do not here indicate for obvious reasons — and not until the grey dawn at last appeared did we relinquish our watchfulness.

All next day, assisted by the same young officer who had first noticed the unusual lights, I spent in making confidential inquiry regarding the mysterious house and elicited several interesting facts, one being that the family, who were absent from the house showing the lights, employed a servant who, though undoubtedly German — for, by a ruse, I succeeded in obtaining the address of this persons family in Germany — was posing as Swiss. That a brisk correspondence had been kept up with persons in Germany was proved in rather a curious way, and by long and diligent inquiry many other highly interesting facts were elicited. With my young officer friend and a gentleman who rendered us every assistance, placing his house and his car at our disposal, we crept cautiously up to the house in the early hours one morning, narrowly escaping savage dogs, while one adventure of my own was to break through a boundary fence, only to find myself in somebodys chicken-run!

That night was truly one of adventure. Nevertheless, it established many things — one being that in the room whence the signals emanated was a three-branch electrolier with unusually strong bulbs, while behind it, set over the mantelshelf, was a mirror, or glazed picture, to act as a reflector in the direction of London. The signals were, no doubt, made by working the electric-light switch.

The following night saw us out again, for already reports received had established a line of signals from a spot on the Kent coast to London and farther north, other watchers being set in order to compare notes with us. Again we watched the beacon-light on the mysterious house. We saw those mysterious letters S. M. — evidently of significance — winked out in Morse, and together we watched the answering signals. All the evening the light remained full on until at 1.30 a.m. we once more watched S. M. being sent, while soon after 2 a.m. the light went out.

In the fourteen exciting days and nights which followed, I motored many hundreds of miles over Surrey, Sussex, and Kent, instituting inquiries and making a number of amazing discoveries, not the least astounding of which was that, only one hour prior to the reception of that message on the first evening of our vigil— H. 5 — five German aeroplanes had actually set out from the Belgian coast towards England! That secret information was being sent from the Kent coast to London was now proved, not only at one point, but at several, where I have since waited and watched, and, showing signals in the same code, have been at once answered and repeated. And every night, until the hour of writing, this same signalling from the coast to London is in progress, and has been watched by responsible officers of His Majestys Service.

After the first nights of vigilance, I had satisfied myself that messages in code were being sent, so I reported — as a matter of urgency — to the Intelligence Department of the War Office — that department of which Mr. McKenna, on March 3rd, declared, There is no more efficient department of the State. The result was only what the public might expect. Though this exposure was vouched for by experts in signalling, men wearing His Majestys uniform, all the notice taken of it has been
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War Office,⁠

Whitehall,⁠

S.W.⁠

27th February 1915.

⁠The Director of Military Operations presents his compliments to ⁠Mr. W. Le Queux ⁠, and begs to acknowledge, with thanks, the receipt of⁠ his ⁠letter of the⁠ 25th inst. ⁠which is receiving attention.

a mere printed acknowledgment — reproduced above — that my report had been received, while to my repeated appeals that proper inquiry be made I have not even received a reply!

But further. While engaged in watching in another part of Surrey on the night of March 3rd, certain officers of the Armoured Car Squadron, who were keeping vigil upon the house of mystery, saw some green and white rockets being discharged from the top of the hill. Their suspicions aroused, they searched and presently found, not far from the house in question, a powerful motor-car of German make containing three men. The latter when challenged gave no satisfactory account of themselves, therefore the officers held up the car while one of them telephoned to the Admiralty for instructions. The reply received was that they had no right to detain the car! But, even in face of this official policy of do-nothing, they took off the cars powerful searchlight, which was on a swivel, and sent it to the Admiralty for identification.

This plain straightforward statement of what is nightly in progress can be substantiated by dozens of persons, and surely, in face of the observations taken by service men themselves — the names of whom I will readily place at the disposal of the Government — it is little short of a public scandal that no attempt has been made to inquire into the matter or to seize the line of spies simultaneously. It really seems plain that to-day the enemy alien may work his evil will anywhere as a spy. On the other hand, it is a most heinous offence for anybody to ride a cycle without a back-lamp!

It will be remembered that in Norfolk it has been found, by Mr. Holcombe Ingleby, M.P. for Kings Lynn, that the Zeppelin raid on the East Coast was directed by a mysterious motor-car with a searchlight. Therefore the apathy of the Admiralty in not ordering full inquiry into the case in question will strike the reader as extraordinary.

This is the sort of proceeding that gives force to the contention of those supporting the motion of Mr. Joynson-Hicks in the House of Commons, that the whole matter of spies ought to be placed in the hands of a special authority devoted to it alone, and responsible to Parliament. As things stand, the country is certainly in agreement with Mr. Bonar Law in believing that the Government have not sufficiently realised the seriousness of this danger, and have not taken every step to make it as small as possible. Most people will agree with Mr. John S. Scrimgeour, who, commenting upon the shuffling of the Government, said:

Let the Press cease from blaming the strikers. Also let the men in power cease from their censuring, for very shame. Can I, or any man in the street, believe that we are fighting for our lives while the enemy lives contentedly among us? Read the debate, and take as samples mentioned therein— Brother of the Governor of Liége, German Financial Houses, and Baron von Bissing. Dont make scapegoats of these working-men, or even of the non-enlisting ones, while such is the case. Neither they, nor any one else in his senses, can believe in the seriousness of this life struggle while the above state of things continues. It is laughable — or deadly.

The Intelligence Department of the War Office — that Department so belauded by Mr. McKenna — certainly did not display an excess of zeal in the case of signalling in Surrey, for, to my two letters begging that inquiry be made as a matter of urgency, I was not even vouchsafed the courtesy of a reply. Yet I was not surprised, for in a case at the end of January in which two supposed Belgian refugees, after living in one of our biggest seaports and making many inquiries there, being about to escape to Antwerp, I warned that same Department and urged that they should be questioned before leaving London. I gave every detail, even to the particular boat by which they were leaving for Flushing. No notice, however, was taken of my report, and not until three days after they had left for the enemys camp did I receive the usual printed acknowledgment that my report had been received!

That night-signalling has long been in progress in the South of England is shown by the following. Written by a well-known gentleman, it reached me while engaged in my investigations in Surrey. He says:

The following facts have been brought to my notice, and may be of interest to you. In the first week of October six soldiers were out on patrol duty around Folkestone looking for spies — always on night-duty.

One night they saw Morse signalling going on on a hill along the sea outside Folkestone. The signalling was in code. They divided into two parties of three, and proceeded to surround the place. On approaching, a shot was heard, and a bullet went through the black oilskin coat of one man (they were all wearing these over their khaki). They went on and discovered two Germans with a strong acetylene lamp, one of them having a revolver with six chambers, and one discharged, also ten spare rounds of ammunition.

They secured them and took them to the police station, but all that happened was that they were shut up in a concentration camp! This story was told me by one of the six who were on duty, and assisted at the capture.

To me, there is profound mystery in the present disinclination of the Intelligence Department of the War Office to institute inquiry. As a voluntary worker in that department under its splendid chief, Col. G. W. M. Macdonogh — now, alas! transferred elsewhere — my modest reports furnished from many places, at home and abroad, always received immediate attention and a private letter of thanks written in the Chiefs own hand.

On the outbreak of war, however, red-tape instantly showed itself, and I received a letter informing me that I must, in future, address myself to the Director of Military Operations — the department which is supposed to deal with spies.

I trust that the reader will accept my words when I say that I am not criticising Lord Kitcheners very able administration. If I felt confident that he, and he alone, was responsible for the surveillance of enemy aliens in our midst, then I would instantly lay down my pen upon the subject. But while the present grave peril continues, and while the Government continue in their endeavour to bewilder and mislead us by placing the onus first upon the police, then, in turn, upon the Home Office — which, it must be remembered, made an official statement early in the war and assured us that there were no spies — then upon the War Office, then upon the Admiralty War Staff, while they, in turn, shift the responsibility on to the shoulders of the local police-constable in uniform, then I will continue to raise my voice in protest, and urge upon the public to claim their right to know the truth.

This enemy alien question is one of Britains deadliest perils, and yet, by reason of some mysterious influence in high quarters, Ministers are straining every muscle to still delude and mislead the public. These very men who are audacious enough to tell us that there are no German spies in Great Britain are the same who, by that secret report of the Kaisers speech and his intention to make war upon us which I furnished to the British Secret Service in 1908, knew the truth, yet nevertheless adopted a policy that was deliberately intended to close the eyes of the British public and lull it to sleep, so that, in August, our beloved nation nearly met with complete disaster.

But the British public to-day are no longer children, nor are they in the mood to be trifled with and treated as such. The speeches made by Mr. McKenna in the House of Commons on March 3rd have revealed to us that the policy towards aliens is one of untruth and sham. The debate has aroused an uneasiness in the country which will only be restored with the greatest difficulty. To be deliberately told that the Intelligence Department of the War Office is cognisant of every enemy alien — in face of what I have just related — is to ask the public to believe a fiction. And, surely, fiction is not what we want to-day. We want hard fact — substantiated fact. We are not playing at war — as so many people seem to think because of the splendid patriotism of the sons of Britain — but we are fighting with all our force in defence of our homes and our loved ones, who, if weak-kneed counsels prevail, will most assuredly be butchered to make the Kaiser a German holiday.

That public opinion is highly angered in consequence of the refusal of the Government to admit the danger of spies, and face the problem in a proper spirit of sturdy patriotism, is shown by the great mass of correspondence which has reached me in consequence of my exposures in German Spies in England. The letters I have received from all classes, ranging from peers to working-men, testify to an astounding state of affairs, and if the reader could but see some of this flood of correspondence which has overwhelmed me, he would realise the widespread fear of the peril of enemy aliens, and the public distrust of the apathy of the Government towards it.

Surely this is not surprising, even if judged only by my own personal experiences.
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The Times, February 17th 
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The Secretary of the Admiralty makes the following announcement:

Information has been received that two persons, posing as an officer and sergeant, and dressed in khaki, are going about the country attempting to visit military works, etc.

They were last seen in the Midlands on the 6th instant, when they effected an entry into the works of a firm who are doing engineers work for the Admiralty. They made certain inquiries as to the presence or otherwise of anti-aircraft guns, which makes it probable that they are foreign agents in disguise.

All contractors engaged on work for H.M. Navy are hereby notified with a view to the apprehension of these individuals, and are advised that no persons should be admitted to their works unless notice has been received beforehand of their coming. 


	
Mr. Tennant, Under-Secretary for War, during the debate in the House of Commons upon the question of enemy aliens, raised by Mr. Joynson-Hicks, said he could give the House the assurance that every single enemy alien was known, and was at the present moment under constant police surveillance. He wished to inform the House and the country that they had at the War Office a branch which included the censorship and other services all directed to the one end of safeguarding the country from the operations of undesirable persons. It would not be right to speak publicly of the activities of that branch, but it was doing most admirable service, and he repudiated with all earnestness the suggestion that the department did take this matter of espionage with the utmost seriousness. 







Let us further examine the facts. Mr. McKenna, in a speech made in the House of Commons on November 26th on the subject, said: The moment the War Office has decided upon the policy, the Home Office places at the disposal of the War Office the whole of its machinery. On March 3rd the Home Secretary repeated that statement, and declared, in a retort made to Mr. Joynson-Hicks, that he was not shirking responsibility, as he had never had any! Now, if this be true, why did Mr. McKenna make the communiqué to the Press soon after the outbreak of war, assuring us that there were no spies in England, and that all the enemy aliens were such dear good people? I commented upon it in the Daily Telegraph on the following day, and over my own name apologised to the public for my past offence of daring to mention that such gentry had ever existed among us. If Lord Kitchener were actually responsible, then one may ask why had the Home Secretary felt himself called upon to tell the public that pretty fairy-tale?

Now with regard to the danger of illicit wireless. Early in January 1914 — seven months before the outbreak of war — being interested in wireless myself, and president of a Wireless Association, my suspicions were aroused regarding certain persons, some of them connected with an amateur club in the neighbourhood of Hatton Garden. Having thoroughly investigated the matter, and also having been able to inspect some of the apparatus used by these persons, I made, on February 17th, 1914, a report upon the whole matter to the Director of Military Intelligence, pointing out the ease with which undesirable persons might use wireless. The Director was absent on leave, and no action was taken in the matter.

A month later I went to the Wireless Department of the General Post Office, who had granted me my own licence, and was received there with every courtesy and thanked for my report, which was regarded with such seriousness that it was forwarded at once to the Admiralty, who have wireless under their control. In due course the Admiralty gave it over to the police to make inquiries, and the whole matter was, I suppose — as is usual in such cases — dealt with and reported upon by a constable in uniform.

Here let me record something further.

In February last I called at New Scotland Yard in order to endeavour to get the police to make inquiry into two highly suspicious cases, one of a person at Winchester, and the other concerning signal-lights seen north-east of London in the Metropolitan District. I had interviews with certain officials of the Special Department, and also with one of the Assistant Commissioners, and after much prevarication I gathered — not without surprise — that no action could be taken without the consent of the Home Office! How this latter fact can be in accordance with the Home Secretarys statement in the House of Commons I confess I fail to see.

But I warn the Government that the alien peril — now that so many civil persons have been released from the internment camps — is a serious and growing one. The responsibility should, surely, not be placed upon, or implied to rest upon, Lord Kitchener, who is so nobly performing a gigantic task. If the public believed that he was really responsible, then they, and myself, would at once maintain silence. The British public believes in Lord Kitchener, and, as one man, will follow him to the end. But it certainly will not believe or tolerate this see-saw policy of false assurances and delusion, and the attempt to stifle criticism — notably the case of the Globe — of which the Home Office have been guilty. There is a rising feeling of wrath, as well as a belief that the peril from within with which the country is faced — the peril of the thousands of enemy aliens in our midst — most of whom are not under control — together with the whole army of spies ready and daily awaiting, in impatience, the signal to strike simultaneously — is wilfully disregarded. Even the police themselves — no finer body of men than whom exists anywhere in the world — openly express disgust at the appalling neglect of the mysterious so-called authorities to deal with the question with a firm and strong hand.

Naturally, the reader asks why is not inquiry made into cases of real suspicion reported by responsible members of the community. I have before me letters among others from peers, clergymen, solicitors, justices of the peace, members of city councils, a well-known shipowner, a Government contractor, Members of Parliament, baronets, etc., all giving me cases of grave suspicion of spies, and all deploring that no inquiry is made, application to the police being fruitless, and asking my advice as to what quarter they should report them.

All these reports, and many more, I will willingly place at the service of a proper authority, appointed with powers to effectively deal with the matter. At present, however, after my own experience as an illustration of the sheer hopelessness of the situation, the reader will not wonder that I am unable to give advice.

Could Germanys unscrupulous methods go farther than the scandal exposed in America, in the late days of February, of how Captain Boy-Ed, Naval Attaché of the German Embassy at Washington, and the Kaisers spy-master in the United States, endeavoured to induce the man Stegler to cross to England and spy on behalf of Germany? In this, Germany is unmasked. Captain Boy-Ed was looked upon as one of the ablest German naval officers. He is tall and broad-shouldered, speaks English fluently, and in order to Americanise his appearance has shaved off his Prince Henry whiskers which German naval officers traditionally affect. When he took up his duties at Washington he was a man of about forty-five, and ranked in the German navy as lieutenant-commander. But his career of usefulness as Naval Attaché, with an office in the shipping quarters of New York, has been irretrievably impaired by the charges of Stegler, whose wife produced many letters in proof of the allegation that the attaché was the mainspring of a conspiracy to secure English-speaking spies for service to be rendered by German submarines and other German warships on the British side of the Atlantic.

The plot, exposed in every paper in the United States, was a low and cunning one, and quite in keeping with the methods of the men of Kultur. Mrs. Stegler, a courageous little woman from Georgia, saw how her husband — an export clerk in New York — was being drawn into the German net as a spy, and she stimulated her husband to give the whole game away. To the United States police, Stegler, at his wifes suggestion, was perfectly frank and open. He exposed the whole dastardly plot. He stated that Captain Boy-Ed engineered the spy-plot that cost Lody his life, and declared that in his dealings with the attaché the matter of going to England as a spy progressed to a point where the money that was to be paid to his wife for her support while he was in England was discussed. Captain Boy-Ed, Stegler went on to say, agreed to pay Mrs. Stegler £30 a month while he was in England, and furthermore agreed that if the British discovered his mission and he met the fate of Lody, Mrs. Stegler was to receive £30 a month from the German Government as long as she lived!

Stegler said he told his wife of the agreement to pay to her the amount named, and that she asked him what guarantee he could give that the money would be paid as promised. At that time Mrs. Stegler did not know the perilous nature of the mission that her husband had consented to undertake. When Stegler reported fully to his American wife, and she got from him the entire story of his proposed trip to England, she, like a brave woman, determined to foil the conspiracy. Captain Boy-Ed was not convincing regarding the payment to her for the services of her husband as a spy by the German Government for life, and she told her husband that the German Government would probably treat Captain Bod-Eds promise to pay as a mere scrap of paper. Having been urged to study the recent history of Belgium, Stegler confessed that he had his doubts. Finally he resolved to reveal the existence of a plot to supply German spies from New York.

Could any facts be more illuminating than these? Surely no man in Great Britain, after reading this, can further doubt the existence of German-American spies among us.

There is not, I think, a single reader of these pages who will not agree with the words of that very able and well-informed writer who veils his identity in the Referee under the nom-de-plume of Vanoc. On March 14th he wrote:

This is no question of Party. I am not going to break the Party truce. In the interests of the British Empire, however, I ask that a list of all the men of German stock or of Hebrew-German stock who have received distinctions, honours, titles, appointments, contracts, or sinecures, both inside or outside the House of Commons, House of Lords, and Privy Council, shall be prepared, printed, and circulated. Also a list of Frenchmen, Russians, and Colonials so honoured. It is also necessary for a clear understanding of the spy-question that the public should know whether it is a fact that favoured German individuals have contributed large sums to political Party funds on both sides, and whether the tenderness that is shown Teutons or Hebrew-Teutons decorated or rewarded with contracts, favours, or distinctions is due to the obvious fact that if dangerous spies were not allowed their freedom Party government would be exposed, discredited, and abolished.

This is surely a demand which will be heartily supported by every one who has the welfare of his country at heart. Too long have we been misled by the bogus patriotism of supposed naturalised Germans, who, in so many cases, have purchased honours with money filched from the poor. Vanoc in his indictment goes on to say:

The facts are incredible. I know of one case of a German actually employed on Secret Service at the War Office. This German is the son of the agent of a vast German enterprise engaged in making munitions and guns for the destruction of the sons, brothers, and lovers of the very Englishwomen who are now engaged most wisely and energetically in waking the country to a sense of the spy-peril that lurks in our midst. The British public does not understand a decimal point of a tithe of the significance of the spy-peril. Nonsense is talked about spies. Energy is concentrated on the little spies, who dont count. Much German money is wasted on unintelligent spies. The British officers to whom is entrusted the duty of spy-taking, if they are outside the political influence which is poisonous to our national life, are probably the best in the world. The big spies are still potent in control of our national life.

Are we not, indeed, coddling the Hun?

Even the pampering of German officers at Donington Hall pales into insignificance when we recollect that, upon Dr. Macnamaras admission, £86,000 a month, or £1,000,000 per year, is being paid for the hire of ships in which to intern German prisoners, and this is at a time when the scarcity of shipping is sending up the cost of every necessity! The Hague Convention, of course, forbids the use of gaols for prisoners of war, yet have we not many nice comfortable workhouses, industrial schools, and such-like institutions which could be utilised? We all know how vilely the Germans are treating our officers and men who are their prisoners, even depriving them of sufficient rations, and forbidding tobacco, fruit, or tinned vegetables. With this in view, the country are asking, and not without reason, why we should treat those in our hands as welcome guests. Certainly our attitude has produced disgust in the Dominions.

How Germany must be laughing at us! How the enemy aliens in certain quarters of London are jeering at us, openly, and toasting to the Day of our Downfall, I have already described. How the spies among us — unknown in spite of Mr. Tennants amazing assertion — must be laughing in their sleeves and chuckling over the panic and disaster for which they are waiting from day to day in the hope of achieving. The signal — the appearance of Zeppelins over London — has not yet been given. Whether it will ever be given we know not. All we know is that an unscrupulous enemy, whose influence is widespread over our land, working insidiously and in secret, has prepared for us a blow from within our gates which, when it comes, will stagger even Mr. McKenna himself.

With the example of how spies, in a hundred guises, have been found in Belgium, in France, in Russia, in Egypt, and even in gallant little Serbia, can any sane man believe that there are none to-day in Great Britain? No. The public know it, and the Government know it, but the latter are endeavouring to hoodwink those who demand action in the House of Commons, just as they endeavour to mystify the members of the public who present reports of suspicious cases.

The question is: Are we here told the Truth?

I leave it to the reader of the foregoing pages to form his own conclusions, and to say whether he is satisfied to be further deluded and mystified without raising his voice in protest for the truth to be told, and the spy-peril to be dealt with by those fully capable of doing so, instead of adopting methods which are daily playing into Germanys hands and preparing us upon the altar of our own destruction.

I have here written the truth, and I leave it to the British public themselves to judge me, and to judge those who, failing in their duty at this grave crisis of our national history, are courting a disaster worse than that which overtook poor stricken Belgium.


CHAPTER VII

THE PERIL OF DELUDING THE PUBLIC

[image: img336.jpg]

AS SHOWING THE trend of public opinion regarding the spy-peril, I may perhaps be permitted to here give a few examples taken haphazard from the huge mass of correspondence with which I have been daily flooded since the publication of my exposure on that subject.

Many of my correspondents have, no doubt, made discoveries of serious cases of espionage. Yet, as spies are nobodys business, the authorities, in the majority of cases, have not even troubled to inquire into the allegations made by responsible persons. I freely admit that many wild reports have been written and circulated by hysterical persons who believe that every twinkling light they see is the flashing of signals, and that spies lurk in houses in every quiet and lonely spot. It is so very easy to become affected with spy-mania, especially when one recollects that every German abroad is patriotic, and his first object is to become a secret agent of the Fatherland. In this connection I have no more trust in the so-called naturalised German than in the full-blooded and openly avowed Prussian. Once a man is born a German he is always a German, and in taking out naturalisation papers he is only deliberately cheating the country which grants them, because, according to the Imperial law of his own land, he cannot change his own nationality. So let us, once and for all, dismiss for ever the hollow farce of naturalisation, for its very act is one of fraud, and only attempted with some ulterior motive.

As regards unnaturalised Germans the inquirer may perhaps be permitted to ask why Baron von Ow-Wachendorf, a lieutenant in the Yellow Uhlans of Stuttgart, just under thirty years of age, was permitted to practise running in Hyde Park so as to fit himself for his military duties, and why was he on March 1st allowed to leave Tilbury for Holland to fight against us? Again, has not Mr. Ronald McNeill put rather a delicate problem before the Under-Secretary for War in asking, in the House, whether Count Ergon von Bassewitz and his brother. Count Adalbert von Bassewitz, were brought to England as prisoners of war; whether either was formerly on the Staff of the Germany Embassy in London, and well known in London Society; whether one, and which, of the two brothers was recently set at liberty, and is now at large in London; whether he was released on any and what conditions; and for what reason this German officer, possessing exceptional opportunities for obtaining information likely to be useful to the enemy, is allowed freedom in England at the present time.

The man-in-the-street who has, in the past, laughed at the very idea of spies — and quite justly, because he has been so cleverly misled and bamboozled by official assurances — has now begun to see that they do exist. He has read of a hundred cases abroad where spies have formed a vanguard of the invading German armies, and how no fewer than fifty-seven German spies were arrested and convicted in Switzerland during the month of August, therefore he cannot disguise from himself that the same dastardly vanguard is already here among us. Then he at once asks, and very naturally too, why do the authorities officially protect them? What pro-German influence in high quarters can be at work to connive at our undoing? It is that which is today undermining public confidence. Compare our own methods with those of methodical matter-of-fact Germany? Are we methodical; are we thorough? The man-in-the-street who daily reads his newspaper — if he pauses or reflects — sees quite plainly that instead of facing the alien peril, those in authority prefer to allow us to sit upon the edge of the volcano, and have, indeed, already actually prepared public opinion to accept a disclaimer of responsibility if disaster happens. The whole situation is truly appalling. Little wonder is it that, because I should have dared to lay bare the canker in Britains heart, I should be written to by despairing hundreds who have lost all confidence in certain of our rulers.

Some of these letters the reader may find of interest.

From one, written by a well-known gentleman living in Devonshire, I take the following, which arouses a new reflection. He says:

I may be wrong, but one important point seems to have been overlooked, viz. the daily publication of somewhat cryptic messages and advertisements appearing in the Personal Columns of the British Press. For instance:

M. — Darling. Meet as arranged. Letter perfect. Should I also write? To the Day, and Kismet. — Vilpar.

Such a message may be, as doubtless it is, perfectly innocent; but what is to prevent spies in our midst utilising this method of communicating information to the enemy. The leading British newspapers are received in Germany, and even the enclosed pseudo-medical advertisement may be the message of a traitor. It seems to me that the advertisement columns of our Press constitute the safest medium for the transmission of information.

Pray do not think I am suggesting that the British Press would willingly lend their papers to such an infernal use, but unless they are exercising the strictest precautions the loophole is there. I am somewhat impressed by the number of refugees to be found in these parts — Ilfracombe, Combe Martin, Lynton, etc., coast towns and villages of perhaps minor strategic importance, but situated on the Bristol Channel and facing important towns like Swansea, Cardiff, etc. I notice particularly that their daily walks abroad are usually taken along the coastal roads. Ive never met them inland. Apologising for the length of this letter and trusting that your splendid efforts will in due time receive their well-deserved reward.

Here my correspondent has certainly touched upon a point which should be investigated. We know that secret information is daily sent from Great Britain to Berlin, and we also know some of the many methods adopted.

Indeed, I have before me, as I write, a spys letter sent from Watford to Amsterdam, to be collected by a German agent and reforwarded to Berlin. It is written upon a column of a London daily newspaper, various letters of which are ticked in red ink in several ways, some being underlined, some crossed, some dotted underneath — a very ingenious code indeed — but one which has, happily, been decoded by an expert. This newspaper, after the message had been written upon it, had been placed in a newspaper-wrapper and addressed to an English name in Amsterdam. This is but one of the methods. Another is the use of invisible ink with which spies





	
HOW THE GOVERNMENT HAVE ADOPTED MR. LE QUEUXS SUGGESTION 





	
German Spies in England, by William Le Queux. Published February 17th, 1915.

The first step to stop the activity of spies should be the absolute closing of the sea routes from these shores to all persons, excepting those who are vouched for by the British Foreign Office. Assume that the spy is here; how are we to prevent him getting out?

By closing the sea routes to all who could not produce to our Foreign Office absolutely satisfactory guarantees of their bona fides. The ordinary passport system is not sufficient; the Foreign Office should demand, and see that it gets, not only a photograph, but a very clear explanation of the business of every person who seeks to travel from England to the Continent, backed by unimpeachable references from responsible British individuals, banks, or firms.

In every single case of application for a passport it should be personal, and the most stringent inquiries should be made. I see no other means of putting an end to a danger which, whatever the official apologists may say, is still acute, and shows no signs of diminishing.

Under the best of conditions some leakage may take place. But our business is to see, by every means we can adopt, that the leakage is reduced to the smallest possible proportions. 


	
Daily Mail, March 11th, 1915

Holiday-makers or business men who wish to travel to Holland now find that their preliminary arrangements include much more than the purchase of a rail and steamship ticket.

New regulations, which came into force on Monday, necessitate not only a passport, but a special permit to travel from the Home Office. Application for this permit must be made in person three clear days before sailing. Passport, photograph, and certificate of registration must be produced and the names and addresses of two British subjects furnished as references.

The Home Office erected a special building for this department, which was opened on Thursday last, the first day on which application could be made. Before lunch over 250 applications had been received. By four oclock, the official hour for closing, nearly 500 persons had been attended to, and the crowd was even then so great that the doors had to be closed to prevent any more entering. Intending travellers included British, French, and Dutch business men, but quite a large number of Belgian refugees attended for permits to return to their country. The Tilbury route was the only one open to them. Not all the applications were granted. It is necessary to furnish reasonable and satisfactory evidence as to the object of the journey, and some of the applicants were unable to do this. 







write their messages upon the pages of newspapers and magazines. A third is, no doubt, the publication of cryptic advertisements, as suggested by my correspondent.

Of other means of communication, namely, night-signalling — of which I have given my own personal experience in the previous chapter — my correspondents send me many examples.

The same code-signal as a prefix — the letters S.M. — are being seen at points as far distant as Herne Bay and Alnwick, on both the Yorkshire and Fifeshire coasts, above Sidmouth and at Ilfracombe. Dozens of reports of night-signalling lie before me — not mere statements of fancied lights, but facts vouched for by three and four reliable witnesses. Yet, in face of it all, the authorities pooh-pooh it, and in some counties we have been treated to the ludicrous spectacle of the civil and military authorities falling at loggerheads over it!

Belgian refugees writing to me have, in more than one instance, reported highly interesting facts. In one case an ex-detective of the Antwerp police, now a refugee in England, has identified a well-known German spy who was in Antwerp before the Germans entered there, and who came to England in the guise of a refugee! This individual is now in an important town in Essex, while my informant is living in the same town. Surely such a case is one for searching inquiry, and the more so because the suspect poses as an engineer, and is in the employ of a firm of engineers who do not suspect the truth. But before whom is my friend, the Belgian ex-detective, to place his information?

True, he might perhaps lay the information before the Chief Constable of the County of Essex, but in his letter to me he asks, and quite naturally, is it worth while? If the Intelligence Department of the War Office — that Department so belauded in the House of Commons by Mr. McKenna on March 3rd — refuses to investigate the case of signalling in Surrey, cited in the last chapter, and vouched for by the officers themselves, then what hope is there that they would listen to the report of a mere refugee — even though he be an ex-detective?

As I turn over report after report before me I see another which seems highly suspicious. A hard-up German doctor — his name, his address, and many facts are given — living at a Kent coast town, where he was a panel doctor, suddenly, on the outbreak of war, removes to another Kent coast town not far from Dover, takes a large house with grounds high up overlooking the sea, and retires from practice. My informant says he has written to the Home Office about it, but as usual no notice has been taken of his letter.

Another correspondent, a well-known shipowner, writing me from one of our seaports in the north, asks why the German ex-consul should be allowed to remain in that city and do shipping business ostensibly with Rotterdam? By being allowed his freedom he can obtain full information as to what is in progress at this very important Scotch port, and, knowing as we do that every German consul is bound to send secret information to Berlin at stated intervals, it requires but little stretch of ones imagination to think what happens. But the matter has already been reported to the police and found to be, as elsewhere, nobodys business. Phew! One perspires to think of it!

Take another example — that of a German hotel-keeper who, living on the coast north of the Firth of Forth, was proved to have tapped the coastguard telephone, and yet he was allowed to go free!

A lady, well known in London society, writes to me requesting me to assist her, and says: I have been working for five months to get a very suspicious case looked into, and all the satisfaction I get is that the party is being watched. I know to what extent this same person has been working against my country and I should much appreciate an interview with you. I could tell you very much that would be of great benefit to the country, but it of course falls on deaf ears — officially.

Another correspondent asks why Germans, naturalised or unnaturalised, are allowed to live in the vicinity of Herne Bay when none are allowed either at Westgate or Margate. In this connection it is curious that it is from Herne Bay the mysterious night-signals already described first appear, and are then transmitted to various parts of the country.

In another letter the grave danger of allowing foreign servants to be employed at various hotels at Plymouth is pointed out, and it is asked whether certain houses in that city are not hot-beds of German intrigue. Now with regard to this aspect of affairs Mr. McKenna, answering Mr. Fell in Parliament on March 10th, said he had no power to impose conditions on the employment of waiters, British or alien, and so the suggested notice outside hotels employing aliens was not accepted.

From Tunbridge Wells two serious cases of suspicion are reported, and near Tenterden, in Kent, there undoubtedly lives one of our friends the night-signallers, while in a certain village in Sussex the husband of the sub-postmistress is a German, whose father, a tradesman in a neighbouring town, I hear, often freely ventilates his patriotism to his Fatherland.

That the pirate submarines are receiving petrol in secret is an undoubted fact. At Swansea recently a vessel bound for Havre was found to have taken on board as part of her stores 400 gallons of petrol. She was not a motor-boat, and the Customs authorities were very properly suspicious, but the captain insisted that the petrol was wanted as stores, and that there were no means by which we could prevent that petrol going. Where did it go to? There were boats no doubt in the neighbourhood which wanted petrol. They were enemy submarines!

Of isolated reports of espionage, and of the work of Germanys secret agents, dozens lie before me, many of which certainly call for strictest investigation. But who will do this work if the authorities so steadily refuse, in order to bamboozle the public, to perform their duty?

Some of these reports are accompanied by maps and plans. One is from a well-known solicitor, who is trustee for an estate in Essex where, adjoining, several men a month or so ago purchased a small holding consisting of a homestead and a single acre of land. They asserted that they had come from Canada, and having dug up the single acre in question for the purpose of growing potatoes, as they say, they are now living together, their movements being highly suspicious. On more than one occasion mysterious explosions have been heard within the house — which is a lonely one, and a long way from any other habitation.

The wife of a well-known Scotch Earl who has been diligent in making various inquiries into suspicious cases in Scotland, and has endeavoured to stir up the authorities to confirm the result of her observations, has written to me in despair. She has done her best, alas! without avail.

And again, in yet another case, the widow of an English Earl, whose name is as a household word, has written to me reporting various matters which have come to her notice and deploring that no heed has been taken of her statements by the supine powers-that-be.

Beside this pile of grave reports upon my table, I have opened a big file of reports of cases of espionage which reached me during the year 1909. In the light of events to-day they are, indeed, astounding.

Here is one, the name and address of my correspondent I do not here print, but it is at the disposal of the authorities. He says:

Staying recently at North Queensferry I made the acquaintance of a young German, who was there, he informed me, for quiet and health reasons. He was a man of rather taciturn and what I put down to eccentric disposition, for he spoke very little, and, from the time he went away in the morning early, he never put in an appearance until dusk. One day, as was my wont, I was sitting in the front garden when I noticed a fair-sized red morocco notebook lying on the grass. I picked it up, and on my opening it up, what was my surprise and amazement to find that it was full to overflowing with sketches and multitudinous information regarding the Firth of Forth. All the small bays, buoys, etc., together with depth of water at the various harbour entrances at high and low tide, were admirably set out. I also found, neatly folded up, a letter addressed to my friend which had contained an enclosure of money from the German Government. I hesitated no longer, for I sent notebook, etc., to the authorities at London. Three days after I had sent the letter off, a stranger called to see my friend the German. They both left together, and I have never heard any more about it since. The Germans trunk still lies at North Queensferry awaiting its owners return.

The following reached me on March 11th:

I note what you mention regarding Weybourne in Norfolk, and would trespass on your time to relate an occurrence which took place about the autumn of 1908, when I was living at Overstrand. I had walked over to Weybourne and was about to return by train when two men, dressed more or less as tramps, entered the station to take their tickets; they were followed by a tall, handsome man, unmistakably a German officer, who spoke to them, looked at their tickets and walked straight up the platform. The men sat down on a bench to wait for the train, and I took a seat near them with a view to overhearing their conversation. It appeared to be in German dialect and little intelligible. The officer, meanwhile, who had reached the end of the platform, turned round and, quickening his steps, came and placed himself directly in front of us: the men at once were silent, and the officer remained where he was, casting many scowls in my direction. On the following day I met him, on this occasion alone, on the pathway leading from the Garden of Sleep to Overstrand. He recognised me at once, scowled once again, and passed on to the Overstrand Hotel. I mentioned the subject to a gentleman resident in Overstrand, who asked me to write an account of the matter to be placed before the War Office, but I believe that my friend forgot to forward the paper. A retired officer in Cromer informed me that the German officer in question was well known as the head of the German spies in the neighbourhood. Some questions happened to be asked in the House of Commons that very week as to the existence of spies in Norfolk. The Home Secretary, the present Lord Gladstone, I think, replied to these in the manner which might be expected of him.

From the first I recognised the fact that the men were spies. I imagined that they had been surveying, at Weybourne, but in the light of recent events I think a gun emplacement or a petrol store may have been their objective. The two men were rather undersized, badly dressed, and more or less covered with mud, probably mechanics. One I remember had extraordinary teeth, about the size of the thickness of ones little finger. The officer, as I have said, was a fine man, broad and well-proportioned, from thirty to forty years of age. Oddly enough I thought that I recognised him recently on a cinematograph film depicting the staff of the German Emperor. I left the neighbourhood not long after, otherwise I should certainly have made further investigations, convinced as I was of the shady nature of these individuals. The officer, I am sure, recognised that I was a detective.

Another report is from a steward on a liner, who writes:

At the Queens Hotel, at Leith, one day I overheard these words from a man speaking in German. Whats this! Your Highnesss servants — when did they come North? Now one of these I have met several times. I have travelled with him from Antwerp, and I was in his company between Leith and London. He was of a cheerful disposition, and played the violin well, but would not allow any one to go into his cabin, not even the steward! One day, while he was playing to the passengers on the promenade deck, and the sailors were washing down the poop deck, I had to go into his berth to shut his port-hole; to my surprise I found that he had been working out the draft of a plan, and was marking in the coast defence stations, and all the information he had obtained from the ships officers and passengers. There were also various other drawings of the Forth and other bridges, and plans of the sea coast from the Firth of Forth to Yarmouth, while in his box were all kinds of mathematical instruments, together with some envelopes addressed to Count von X. [the name is given] of Bremen. He told me that he was going to London for a years engagement at a music hall, yet, strangely enough, two weeks later I found this same German on the Carron Companys steamer Avon bound for Grangemouth. For some time I lost all trace of him, but last October I met the same German at the new Dock at Kirkcaldy, posing as a photographer. At that time the name on his bag was H. Shindler. We had a drink together, but, on my asking why he had changed his profession, he laughed mysteriously, and admitted that he had made a long tour of England and Wales, taking many interesting pictures. Each time I met him he had considerably altered his appearance, and the last I saw of him was when I saw him into the train on his way to Dunfermline.

Yet another I pick out at haphazard. It is from an actor whose name is well known, and is, as are all the others, at the disposal of any official inquirers. He writes to me:

I was engaged to play in the panto of Sinbad the Sailor. We were to rehearse and play a week at the Princes Theatre, Llandudno. I was in the habit of visiting a certain barbers shop, and was always attended to by a German assistant. He seemed a man of about forty years of age, and his name was K —— [the actual name is given]. On the first Saturday of my sojourn in the place I called at the shop, along with another member of our company. When about to leave, my pal and myself were rather startled by the attendant inviting the two of us to come for a drive on the following day, Sunday. Naturally we accepted the invitation, at the same time thinking it rather strange that a man earning say 30s. a week could afford such a luxury as a drive. At noon, next day, my friend and I turned up at the rendezvous, and sure enough our friend was there with a landau and pair. This was certainly doing the big thing, but more was to follow.

We drove to Conway, stabled there, and then went for a stroll round the picturesque old castle. Our friend then proposed that we adjourn for something to eat, so, as our appetites were a bit keen by this time, we went to the White Hart Hotel. Here another surprise awaited us, for dinner was all set and ready. And what a dinner! My pal and I had visions of a huge bill, but on our friend squaring the amount we sat in open-mouthed surprise.

By this time we were anxious to know a little about our host, but not until he had had a few brandy-and-sodas did he tell us much. He then said he had some estates in Germany, and ultimately confessed (in strict confidence) that he held an important Government appointment. After a few hours in Conway we drove back to Llandudno, and as our friend of the soap and brush was in a hilarious mood, nothing would do but that we drive to his rooms. And what rooms! Fit for a prince! We had a splendid supper followed by wine and cigars. He then proceeded to show my friend and me a great number of photographs (all taken by himself, he explained) of all the coast mountains and roads for many miles around Llandudno. It was not till we mentioned the affair to some gentlemen in Llandudno that we were informed that our barber friend was, in all probability, a spy in the pay of the German Government!

Here is another, from a correspondent at Glasgow:

Down by the shipping, along the Clydeside, are many barbers shops, etc., owned by foreigners, and in one of these I think I have spotted an individual whose movements and behaviour entitle me to regard him as a spy. The party in question is a German of middle age, a man of remarkably refined appearance — in fact, not the class of man that one would ordinarily associate with a barbers shop. One has but to engage him in conversation to discover that he is no stupid foreigner, but a man very much up to date as regards our methods and things happening in this country. Our language, too, he speaks like a native, and, were it not for his markedly Teutonic features, he might pass for one of ourselves.

What excited my suspicions first regarding this personage was the fact that he was continually quizzing and putting to me questions regarding my employment of a decidedly delicate nature, and conversing freely on subjects about which I thought few people knew anything. I also noticed, when in his shop, that he was most lavish in his remarks to customers, especially to young engineers and draughtsmen who came to him from the neighbouring shipbuilding yards, leading them on to talk about matters concerning the Navy and shipbuilding; their work in the various engineering shops and drawing offices; and the time likely to be taken to complete this or that gunboat, etc. Indeed, with some of these young engineers and draughtsmen I have not failed to notice that he is particularly chummy, and I also know, for a fact, that on several occasions he has been up town with them, visiting music halls and theatres, and that they have spent many evenings together. On these occasions no doubt, under the influence of liquor, many confidences will have been exchanged, and many secrets regarding work and methods indiscreetly revealed.

But so much for the above. On surmise alone my conclusions regarding this man might have been entirely wrong, but for the fact that I, one evening, met with a former employee of his, also a German, in another barbers shop in the city. This youngster, evidently nursing a grievance against his late employer for something or other, was quick to unburden himself to me regarding him, and gave me the following particulars. He said that his late master was not what he appeared to be, and that his barbering was all a blind to cover something else; in fact (and this he hinted pretty broadly) that his presence over here in this country was for no good. He further said that he was still a member of the German Army (although in appearance he looks to be long past military service), and that regularly money was sent to him from Berlin; that he was an agent for the bringing in to this country of crowds of young Germans, male and female, who came over here to learn our language and study our methods; that his shop was the rendezvous for certain members of his own nationality, who met there periodically at night for some secret purpose which he had never been able to fathom; that he was often away from the shop for weeks at a time, no one knew where, the business in his absence then being looked after by a brother. In addition to the above, I may say that the walls of his shop are positively crowded with pictures of such celebrities as Lord Roberts, Lord Kitchener, General French, etc., etc., the face of the Kaiser being a noticeable absentee, doubtless on purpose. He likes you, too, to believe in his affection for this country, which he openly parades, although I am told that in private he sneers at us, at our soldiers and people. From the above, I think I have established my case against this wily Teuton, who, while masquerading as a barber, is yet all the time here for a totally different purpose, i.e. to spy upon us.

How a German secret agent altered a British military message is told by another of my correspondents, who says:

The time of the incident was during the visit of the Kaiser to the Earl of Lonsdale at Lowther Castle. I was employed at an hotel in Keswick, and my duties were to look after a billiard-room. Among my customers was a foreign gentleman, who was always rather inquisitive if any military matter was under discussion, and our many chats brought us on very friendly terms. Well, about the last week of the Emperors visit, the Earl of Lonsdale arranged a drive for the Emperor and the house-party for the purpose of letting them see the English Lake District. The route lay via Patterdale, Windermere, Thirlmere, then on to Keswick, from there by train to Penrith, and again drive the three or four miles back to Lowther Castle.

It must be remembered that, the Emperors visit being a private one, military displays would be out of place, but on the day of the above-mentioned drive a telegram was received from the officer in command of the Penrith Volunteers asking if permission could be granted for the volunteers to mount a guard of honour at the station on the arrival of the Emperors train at Penrith. Now, as I was going up home to the Forge I met my father coming to Keswick, and as he seemed out of wind, I undertook to take his message, which was the reply to the above wire. The text of the answer only contained two words, which were to the point: Certainly not, and signed by the commanding officer at headquarters. When I got within half a mile of Keswick I was overtaken by my foreign acquaintance, who was on a bicycle, and on his asking me why I was hurrying, I told him I had a rather urgent wire to send. He kindly undertook to have it despatched, as he was passing the Post Office, and I unsuspectingly consented. On the arrival of the royal train at Penrith you may judge the surprise and disgust of the officers, some of whom had in private travelled in the royal train, to see the volunteers lining the station approach! Inquiries were made — the post office authorities produced the telegram, as handed in, with the word not carefully erased, making the message mean the opposite. I never from that day saw my foreign friend again, but many times have wondered was it one of the Kaisers wishes to see if his agents could play a trick on the volunteers for his own eyes to see!

Here is a curious story of a German commercial spy, the writer of which gives me his bona fides. He writes:

In a glucose factory where I worked, the head of the firm had a bookkeeper who went wrong. If that bookkeeper had never gone wrong, we should never have known of the German who worked hard in England for a whole year for nothing. One day the head — Ill call him Mr. Brown for short — received a letter from a young German saying that he would like to represent the glucose manufacturer among the merchants of this country, whose trade, he said, he could secure. He said he would be willing to postpone the consideration of salary pending the result of his services. Well, Brown turned the German over to the bookkeeper, who found that the German had splendid credentials from his own country. So Brown told the bookkeeper to engage the German, and pay him £40 a month to start. At the end of six months the Germans service had proved so satisfactory that Brown told his bookkeeper to pay the German £50 a month till further notice; and three months later the salary was again raised by Brown to £60. Along about the time the Germans year was up, he suddenly disappeared. That is, he failed one morning to put in an appearance at the office at the usual time. Brown noticed that morning that his bookkeeper, who was also cashier, was extremely absent-minded and looked altogether unhappy. Whats the matter with you? said Brown, addressing the bookkeeper. This is the matter, was the reply, and thereupon the bookkeeping cashier laid before his employer a cheque for hundreds of pounds. It was made payable to the order of the absent German, and was signed with the personal signature of the bookkeeper. Whats this mean? asked Brown. It means, said the wild-eyed bookkeeper, that I have never paid that German his salary — not one penny in all the time he has been here. He never asked for money, always had plenty, so I pocketed from month to month the money due to him. But its killing me. I didnt need to do it. I just couldnt resist the temptation. I had money of my own, and knew I could pay him any time. Yesterday when you said that I must again raise his salary I realised for the first time the enormity of the thing I was doing. I resolved to tell the German the whole story this morning, and give him his money in full. This is the cheque for the money I have stolen from him. I have money in the bank to meet it. I want him to have it, I dont care what follows. Brown, gazing spellbound at his clerk, said: But I dont understand. Did the German never ask for his salary? No, replied the bookkeeper. He always had money; he seemed only to want the situation — to be connected with this house; he has some mysterious influence over the German trade in this country. A weather-beaten man in a sea-jacket an hour or two later unceremoniously shuffled into the office. He handed Brown a note, who read it aloud: I am aboard ship by this time, the letter said, bound for my country. Receive my sincere regrets at the abrupt termination of our pleasant relations. Through connection with your firm, I have found out the secret of glucose-making, and am going back to impart it to the firm which I belong to in Germany. You owe me nothing.

These few cases I print here because I think it but right to show that both before the war, and since, the public have not been so utterly blinded to the truth as the authorities had hoped.

Many of the other cases before me are of such a character that I do not propose to reveal them to the public, still hoping against hope that proper inquiry may be instituted by a reliable Board formed to deal with the whole matter. And, for obvious reasons, premature mention of them might defeat the ends of justice by warning the spies that their game is known.

I here maintain that there is a peril — a very grave and imminent peril — in attempting to further delude the public, and, by so doing, further influence public opinion.

The seed of distrust in the Government has, alas! been sown in the public mind, and each day, as the alien question is evaded, it takes a firmer and firmer root.


CHAPTER VIII

THE PERIL OF INVASION
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THERE ARE FEW questions upon which experts differ more profoundly than that of a possible invasion of this country by Germans.

Here, in England, opinion may be roughly divided into two schools. It is understood generally that the naval authorities assert that the position of our Fleet is such that even a raid by say ten thousand men, resolved to do us the greatest possible damage and cause the maximum of alarm even if the penalty be annihilation, is out of the question. On the other hand, the military authorities hold the view — a view expressed to me by the late Lord Roberts — that it would be quite possible for the Germans to land a force in Great Britain which would do an enormous amount of damage, physically and morally, before it was finally rounded up and destroyed by the overwhelming numbers of troops we could fling against it.

What we think of the matter, however, is of less importance than what the enemy thinks, and it is beyond question that, at any rate until quite recently, the German War Staff regarded the invasion of England as perfectly practicable, and had made elaborate plans for carrying out their project.

When writing my forecast The Invasion of England, in 1905, I received the greatest advice and kind assistance from the late Lord Roberts, who spent many hours with me, and who personally revised and elaborated the German plan of campaign which I had supposed. Without his assistance the book would never have been written. I am aware of the strong views he held on the subject, and how indefatigable he was in endeavouring to bring the grave peril of invasion home to an apathetic nation. Poor Bobs! The public laughed at him and said, Yes, of course. He is getting so old!

Old! When I came home from the last Balkan War I brought him some souvenirs from the battlefields of Macedonia, and he sent me a telegram to meet him at 8 a.m. at a quiet West End hotel — where he was in the habit of staying. I arrived at that hour and he grasped my hand, welcomed me back from many months of a winter campaign with the Servian headquarters staff, and, erect and smiling, said: Now, lets talk. Ive already done my correspondence and had my breakfast. I was up at half-past five, — when I had been snoring!

Roberts was a soldier of the old school. He knew our national weakness, and he knew our stubborn stone-wall resistance. After the outbreak of war he told me that he would deplore racing, football, and cricket — our national sports — while we were at death-grips with Germany, because, as he put it, if we race and play games, the people will not take this world-war seriously. Then he turned in his chair in my room, and, looking me straight in the face, said: What did I tell you, Le Queux, when you were forecasting The Invasion — that the British nation will not be awakened by us — but only by a war upon them. They are at last awakened. I will never seek to recall the past, but my duty is to do my best for my King and my Country.

And so he died — cut off at a moment when he was claiming old friendship of those from India whom he knew so well. The night before he left England to go upon the journey to the front which proved fatal, he wrote me a letter — which I still preserve — deploring the atrocities which the Germans had committed in Belgium.

Ever since the war broke out we have heard of great concentration of troops, and ships intended to carry them, at Wilhelmshaven and Cuxhaven, a strong indication that something in the nature of a raid was in contemplation. It is quite possible that opinion, both in Germany and in this country, has been very profoundly modified by the fate which befell the last baby-killing expedition launched against our eastern coasts, which came to grief through the vigilance of Admiral Beatty. The terrible mauling sustained by the German squadron, the loss of the Blucher and the battering of the Seydlitz and Derffinger, may have done a good deal to drive home into the German mind the conviction that in the face of an unbeaten — and to Germany unbeatable — battle-fleet, the invasion of England would be, at the very best, an undertaking of the most hazardous nature which would be foredoomed to failure and in which the penalty would be annihilation.

Perhaps, however, the enemy are only waiting. We know from German writings that the plans for the invasion of England have usually postulated that our Fleet shall be, for the time being, absent from the point of danger, probably out of home waters altogether, and that the attack would be sprung upon us as a surprise. We do not know, and we do not seek to know, the exact position of the British Fleet, but we can be perfectly certain that, with the invention of wireless, the moment at which the Germans might have sprung a surprise upon us has gone for ever. There is good reason for believing that the Germans intended to strike at us without any formal declaration of war, and I have been informed, on good authority, that before war broke out, certain dispositions had actually been made which were brought to naught only by a singularly bold and daring manœuvre on the part of our naval authorities. No doubt, in the course of time, this incident, with many others of a similar nature, will be made public. I can only say at present that when the startling truth becomes known, further evidence will be forthcoming that Germany deliberately planned the war, and was ready to strike long before war was declared.

People who say that an invasion of our shores is impossible usually do so with the reservation, expressed or implied, that the effort would be unsuccessful — that is, that it could not succeed so far as to compel Britain to make peace. But, even if the Germans believe this as firmly as we do, it by no means follows that they may not make the attempt.

It is a part of the Germans theory and practice to seek, by every possible means, to create a panic, to do the utmost moral and material damage by the most inhuman and revolting means, and it is more than likely that they would hold the loss of even fifty or sixty thousand men as cheap indeed, if, before they were destroyed, they could, if only for a few days, vent German wrath and hatred on British towns and on British people.

To say they could not do this would be exceedingly foolish. Few people would be daring enough to say that it would be impossible for the Germans, aided undoubtedly by spies on shore, to land suddenly in the neighbourhood of one of the big East Coast towns a force strong enough to overpower, for the moment, the local defences, and establish itself — if only for a few days — in a position where it could lay waste with fire and sword a very considerable section of country. And we must never forget that, if ever the Germans get the chance, their atrocious treatment of the British population will be a thousand times worse than anything they have done in France and Belgium. That fact ought to sink deeply into the public mind. A German Expedition into this country would be undertaken with the one definite object of striking terror and producing a panic which would force our Government to sue for peace. To secure that end, the Germans would spare neither young nor old — every man, woman, and child within their power would be slaughtered without mercy, and without regard for age or sex. We have heard something, though not all, of the infamies perpetrated by German troops upon the helpless Belgians even before the world had realised how much Belgium had done to foil their plans. And we must not overlook the fact that certain German officers — enjoying the services of valets and other luxuries at Donington Hall, fitted up by us at a cost of £13,000 — were those who ordered the wholesale massacre of women and children. We relieve the poor Belgian refugees, and caress their murderers.

If the flood-gates of German hatred were opened upon us, what measure would the enemy mete out to us who, as they now bitterly realise, have stood between the Kaiser and his megalomaniac dreams? I do not think we need be in any doubt as to what the German answer to that question would be!

Recent events have made it vividly apparent that the Germans have already reached a pitch of desperation in which they are willing to try any and every scheme which, at whatever cost to themselves, offered a prospect of injuring their enemies. They feel the steel net slowly, but very surely, tightening around them; like caged wild beasts they are flinging themselves frantically at the bars, now here, now there, in mad paroxysms of rage. Their wonderful military machine, if it has not absolutely broken down, is at any rate badly out of gear, though there is a huge strength still left in it. Their vaunted fleet skulks behind fortifications, and whenever it ventures to poke its head outside is hit promptly and hit hard. Their boasted Zeppelins, which were to lay ever so many eggs on London, have certainly, up to the time of writing, failed utterly.

We frequently hear the man-in-the-street jeer at the Zeppelin peril, and declare that it is only a bogey raised to frighten us. To a certain extent I think it is, but the fact that Zeppelins have not yet appeared over London is, surely, no reason why they should not come and commit havoc and cause panic as the vanguard of the raid which may be intended upon us. There is much in our apathy which is more than foolish — it is criminal. Had the country, ten years ago, listened to the warnings of Lord Roberts and others, instead of being immersed in their own pleasure-seeking and money-grubbing, we should have had no war. The public, who are happily to-day filled with a spirit of patriotism because they have learnt wisdom by experience, now realise their error. They see how utterly foolish they were to jeer at my warnings in the Daily Mail; and by singing in the music halls Are we Downearted — No! they have gallantly admitted it — as every Britisher admits where he is wrong — and have come forward to stem the tide of barbarians who threaten us.

As one who has done all that mortal man can do to try to bring home to his country a sense of its own danger, and who, by the insidious action of those in power, narrowly escaped financial ruin for daring to be a patriot, I cast the past aside and rejoice in the fine spirit of the younger generation of men, actuated by the fact that they are still Britons.

But, after this war, there will be men — men whose names are to-day as household words — who must be indicted before the nation for leading us into the trap which Germany so cunningly prepared for us. Those are men who knew, by the Kaisers declaration in 1908, what was intended, and while posing as British statesmen — save the mark! — lied to the public, and told them that Germany was our best friend, and that war would never be declared— not in our time.

There will be a day, ere long, when the pro-German section of what Britons foolishly call their rulers — certain members of that administration who are now struggling to atone for their past follies in being misled by the cunning of the enemy — will be arraigned and swept out of the public ken, as they deserve to be. The blood of a million mothers of sons in Great Britain boils at thoughts of the ghastly truth, and the wholesale sacrifice of their dear ones, because the diplomacy of Great Britain, with all its tinsel, its paraphernalia of attaches, secretaries (first, second, and third), its entertainments, its fine residences, its whisperings and jugglings, and its conversations, was quite incapable of thwarting the German plot.

By our own short-sightedness we have been led into this conflict, in which the very lives of our dear ones and ourselves are at stake. Yet, to-day, we in England have not fully realised that we are at war. Illustrated papers publish fashion numbers, and the butterflies of the fair sex rush to adorn themselves in the latest mode from Paris — the capital of a threatened nation! Stroll at any hour in any street in London, or any of our big cities. Does anything remind the thoughtful man that we are at war? No. Our theatres, music halls, and picture palaces are full. Our restaurants are crowded, our night-clubs drive a thriving trade — and nobody cares for to-morrow.

Why? Read the daily newspapers, and learn the lesson of how the public are being daily deluded by false assertions that all is well, and that we have great Imperial Germany — the country which has, for twenty years, plotted against us — in the hollow of our hand.

The public are not told the real truth, and there lies the grave scandal which must be apparent to every person in the country. But, I ask, will the malevolent influence which is protecting the alien enemy among us, and refusing to allow inquiry into spying, ever permit the truth to be told?

Let the reader pause, and think.

Despite the cast-iron censorship, and the most docile Press the world has ever seen, the German people must, on the other hand, to-day be suspecting the truth. Germans may be braggarts, but they are not fools, and it is safe to say that the hysterical spasms of hatred of Great Britain — by which the entire nation seems to be convulsed — have their origin in an ever-growing conviction of failure and a very accurate perception of where that failure lies.

In this frame of mind they may venture on anything, and it is for this reason that I believe they may yet, in spite of all that has happened, attempt a desperate raid on these shores.

What are we doing to meet that peril?


CHAPTER IX

THE PERIL OF APATHY
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THERE IS AN apathy towards any peril of invasion that is astounding.

Of our military measures, pure and simple, I shall say nothing except that it is the bounden duty of every Briton to place implicit reliance upon Lord Kitchener and the military authorities and, if necessary, to assist them by every means in his power. We can do no good by criticising measures of the true meaning of which we know nothing.

There are some other points, however, on which silence would be culpable, and one of these is the amazing lack of any clear instructions as to the duties of the civil population in the event of a German attack.

Now it is perfectly obvious that one of the first things necessary in the face of a German landing would be to get the civilian population safely beyond the zones threatened by the invaders. It is simply unthinkable that men, women, and children shall be left to the tender mercies of the German hordes. Yet, so far as I am able to ascertain, no steps have yet been taken to warn inhabitants at threatened points what they shall do. They have been advised, it is true, to continue in their customary avocations and to remain quietly at home. Does any sane human being, remembering the treatment of Belgian civilians who just did this, expect that such advice will be followed? We can take it for granted that it will not, and I contend that in all districts along the East Coast, where, it is practically certain, any attempt at landing must be made, the inhabitants should at once be told, in the clearest and most emphatic manner, just what is required of them, and the best and quickest way to get out of harms way, leaving as little behind them as possible to be of any use to the invaders, and leaving a clear field of operations for our own troops.

A century ago, when the peril of a French invasion overshadowed the land, the most careful arrangements were made for removing the people from the threatened areas, and the destruction of food and fodder. Is there any reason why such arrangements should not be taken in hand to-day, and the people made thoroughly familiar with all the conditions necessary for carrying out a swift and systematic evacuation?

I am aware, of course, that already certain instructions have been issued to Lord-lieutenants of the various counties in what may be called the zone of possible invasion. But I contend that the public at large should be told plainly what is expected of them. It is not enough to say that when the moment of danger comes they should blindly obey the local policeman. In the event of a withdrawal from any part of the coast-line becoming necessary, it ought not to be possible that the inhabitants should be taken by surprise; their course ought to be mapped out for them quite clearly, and in advance, so that all will know just what they have to do to get away with the minimum of delay and without impeding the movements of our defensive forces. Whatever we may say or do, the appearance off the British coast of a raiding German force would be the signal for a rush inland, and there is every reason to take steps for ensuring that that rush shall be orderly and controlled, and in no sense a blind and panic flight which would be alike unnecessary and disastrous. It may well be, and it is to be hoped, that the danger will never come. That does not absolve us from the necessity of being ready to meet it. War is an affair of surprises, and Germany has sprung many surprises upon the world since last August.

The refusal of the War Office authorities to extend any sympathetic consideration towards the new Civilian Corps, which are striving, despite official discouragement, to fit themselves for the duty of home defence in case the necessity should arise, is another instance of the lack of imagination and insight which has shown itself in so many ways during our conduct of the campaign. These Corps now number well over a million men. All that the Army Council has done for them is to extend to such of them as became affiliated to the Central Volunteer Training Association the favour of official recognition which will entitle them to rank as combatants in the event of invasion. Even that recognition is coupled with a condition that has given the gravest offence and which threatens, indeed, to go far towards paralysing the movement altogether.

It is in the highest degree important, as will readily be admitted, that these Corps should not interfere with recruiting for the Regular Army. That the Volunteers themselves fully recognise. But to secure this non-interference the Government have made it a condition of recognition that any man under military age joining a Corps shall sign a declaration that he will enlist in the Regular Army when called upon unless he can show some good and sufficient reason why he should not do so.

Here we have the cause of all the trouble. The Army Council, in spite of all entreaties, obstinately refuses to state what constitutes a good and sufficient reason for non-enlistment. One such reason, it is admitted, is work on Government contracts. But it is impossible for us to shut our eyes to the fact that there are many thousands of men of military age and good physique who, however much they may desire to do their duty, are fully absolved by family or business reasons from the duty of joining the Regular Army. Many of them have dependents whom it is simply impossible for them to leave to the blank poverty of the official separation allowance; many of them are in businesses which would go to rack and ruin in their absence; many of them are engaged on work which is quite as important to the country as anything they could do in the field, even though they may not be in Government employ. To withdraw every able-bodied man from his employment would simply mean that industry would be brought to a standstill, and as this country must, to some extent, act as general provider for the Allies, it is, plainly, our duty to keep business going as well as to fight.

Rightly or wrongly, this particular provision is looked upon as an attempt to introduce a veiled form of compulsion. It has been pointed out that there is no power to compel men to enlist, even if they have signed such a declaration as is required. But the men, very properly, say that Britain has gone to war in defence of her plighted word, and that they are not prepared to give their word and then break it.

What is the result? Many thousands of capable men, fully excused by their own consciences from the duty of joining the Regular Army, find that, unless they are prepared to take up a false and wholly untenable position, they are not even allowed to train for the defence of their country in such a grave crisis that all other considerations but the safety of the Empire must go by the board. I am not writing of the slackers who want to swank about in uniform at home when they ought to be doing their duty in the trenches. I refer to the very large body of genuinely patriotic men who, honestly and sincerely, feel that, whatever their personal wishes may be, their duty at the moment is to keep things going at home. For men over military age the Volunteer Corps offer an opportunity of getting ready to strike a blow for Englands sake should the time ever come when every man who can shoulder a rifle must take his place in the ranks. And it certainly argues an amazing want of sympathy and foresight that, for the lack of a few words of intelligible definition, a splendid body of men should lose the only chance offered them of getting a measure of military education which in time to come may be of priceless value.

No one complains that the Army Council does not immediately rush to arm and equip the Volunteers. Undoubtedly, there is still much to be done in the way of equipping the regular troops and accumulating the vast reserves that will be required when the great forward move begins. Much could be done even now, however, to encourage the Volunteers to persevere with their training. It should not be beyond the power of the military authorities, in the very near future, to arm and equip such of the Corps as have attained a reasonable measure of efficiency in simple military movements, and in shooting with the miniature rifle. At the same time some clear definition ought to be forthcoming of what, in the opinion of the Army Council, constitutes a valid reason, in the case of a man of military age, for not joining the regular forces. It is certain that when the time comes for the Allies to take a strong offensive we shall be sending enormous numbers of trained men out of the country, and, the wastage of war being what it is, huge drafts will be constantly required to keep the fighting units up to full strength. In the meantime large numbers of Territorials in this country are chained to the irksome — though very necessary — duty of guarding railways, bridges, and other important points liable to be attacked. There seems to be no good reason why a great deal, if not the whole, of this work should not be undertaken by Volunteers. This would free great numbers of Territorials for more profitable forms of training and would, undoubtedly, enable us to send far more men out of the country if the necessity should arise.

If the Volunteers were regarded by those in authority with the proper sympathy which their patriotism deserves, it would be seen that they provide, in effect, a class of troops closely corresponding to the German Landsturm, which is already taking its part in the war. It is important to remember that, up to the present time, we have enlisted none but picked men, every one of whom has had to pass a strict medical and physical examination. We have left untouched, in fact, our real reserves. Those reserves, apparently scorned by the official authorities, are capable, if they receive adequate encouragement, of providing an immense addition to our fighting forces.

No one pretends, of course, that the entire body of Volunteers whom we see drilling and route-marching day by day are capable of the exertions involved in a strenuous campaign. But a very large percentage of them are quite capable of being made fit to serve in a home-defence army, and it is a feeble and shortsighted policy to give them the official cold shoulder and nip their enthusiasm in the bud. At the present moment they cost nothing, and they are doing good and useful work. Is it expecting too much to suggest that their work should be encouraged with something a little more stimulating than a scarlet arm-band and a form of recognition which, upon close analysis, will be found to mean very little indeed?

There has been too strong a tendency in the past to praise, in immoderate terms, German methods and German efficiency. But, undoubtedly, there are certain things which we can learn from the enemy, and one of them is the speed and energy with which the Germans, at the present moment, are turning to their advantage popular enthusiasm of exactly the same nature as that which has produced the Volunteer movement here. It is a popular misconception that in a conscriptionist country every man, without distinction, is swept into the ranks for his allotted term. This is by no means the case. There are many reasons for exemption, and a very large proportion of the German people, when war broke out, had never done any military duty.

Travellers who have recently returned from Germany report that the Volunteer movement there has made gigantic strides. Men have come forward in thousands, and the Government, with German energy and foresight, has pounced upon this splendid volume of material and is rapidly licking it into shape. I dont believe, for one moment, the highly coloured stories which represent Germany as being short of rifles, ammunition, and other munitions of war: she has, apparently, more than sufficient to arm her forces in the field and to permit her to arm her volunteers as well.

Whether I am right or wrong, the German Government is taking full advantage of the patriotic spirit of its subjects, and there does not appear to be any good reason why our Government should not take a leaf out of the enemys book. If they would do so and help the Volunteer movement by sympathy and encouragement, and the assurance that more would be done at the earliest possible moment, we should be in a better condition to meet an invasion than we are to-day, in that we should have an enormous reserve of strength for use in case of emergency. No doubt the military authorities, after the most careful study of the subject, feel convinced that our safety is assured: my point is, that in a matter of such gravity it is impossible to have too great a margin of safety. It is no use blinking the fact that, despite the efforts we have made, and are making, the time may come when the entire manhood of the United Kingdom must be called upon to take part in a deadly struggle for national existence. Trustworthy reports state that the Germans are actually arming something over four million fresh troops — some of them have already been in action — and if this estimate prove well founded, it is quite clear that the crisis of the world-war is yet to come. I do not think any one will deny that when it does come we shall need every man we can get.

Closely allied with the subject of invasion are the German methods of frightfulness by means of their submarines and aircraft. Of the latter, it would seem, we are justified in speaking with absolute contempt. Three attempts at air raids on our shores have been made, and though, unhappily, some innocent lives were lost through the enemys indiscriminate bomb-dropping, the military effect up to the day I pen these lines has been absolutely nil, except to assist us in bringing more recruits to the colours. Several of the vast, unwieldy Zeppelins, of which the Germans boasted so loudly, have been lost either through gunfire or in gales, while we have official authority for saying that our own air-service is so incomparably superior to that of the enemy that the German aviators, like the baby-killers of Scarborough, seek safety in retreat directly they are confronted by the British fliers. No doubt the German airmen have their value as scouts and observers, but it is abundantly clear that, as a striking unit, they are hopelessly outclassed. They have done nothing to compare with the daring raids on Friedrichshafen and Düsseldorf, to say nothing of the magnificent and devastating attack by the British and French airmen on Zeebrugge, Ostend, and Antwerp.

The submarine menace stands on another and very different footing, for the simple reason that luck, pure and simple, enters very largely into the operations of the underwater craft. It is quite conceivable that, favoured by fortune and with a conveniently hidden base of supplies — one of which, a petrol-base, I indicated to the authorities on March 15th — either afloat or ashore, submarines might do an enormous amount of damage on our trade routes.

A few dramatic successes may, of course, produce a scare and send insurance and freight rates soaring. Moreover, the submarine is exceedingly difficult to attack: it presents a very tiny mark to gunfire, and when it sights a hostile ship capable of attacking it, it can always seek safety by submerging. But, when all is said and done, the number of German submarines, given all the good fortune they could wish, is quite inadequate seriously to threaten the main body of either our commerce or pur Navy.

We are told, and quite properly, nothing of the methods which the Admiralty are adopting to deal with German pirates. But it will not have escaped the public attention that the submarines have scored no great success against British warships since the Hawke was sunk in the Channel. I think we may fairly conclude, therefore, that our Admiralty have succeeded in devising new means of defence against the new means of attack. We know that at the time of writing two enemy submarines have been sunk by the Navy, and it seems fairly certain that another was rammed and destroyed in the Channel by the steamer Thordis. Whatever, therefore, may be our views on the general subject of the war, it seems clear that we can safely treat the submarine menace as the product of the superheated Teutonic imagination.

We know of, and can guard against, the risks we run of any armed attack from Germany. But there is another peril which will face us when the war is over — a renewal of the commercial invasion which we have seen in progress on a gigantic scale for years past.

We know how the British market has, for years, been flooded with shoddy German imitations of British goods to the grave detriment of our home trade. We know, too, how the German worker, over here to learn the language, has wormed himself into the confidence of the foolish English employer, and has abused that confidence by keeping his real principals — those in Germany — fully posted with every scrap of commercial information which might help them to capture British trade. We know, though we do not know the full story, that hundreds of British companies have been, in fact, owned, organised, and controlled solely by Germans. We know that for years German spies and agents, ostensibly engaged in business here, have plotted our downfall.

Are we going to permit, when the war is over, a repetition of all this?

I confess I look upon this matter with the gravest uneasiness. It is all very well to say that after the war Germans will be exceedingly unpopular in every civilised community. That fact is not likely to keep out the German, who is anything but thinskinned. And, I regret to say, there are only too many British employers who are likely to succumb to the temptation to make use of cheap German labour, regardless of the fact that they will thus be actively helping their countrys enemies.

Germans to-day are carrying on business in this country with a freedom which would startle the public, if it were known. I will mention two instances which have come to my knowledge lately. The first is the case of a company with an English name manufacturing certain electric fittings. Up to the time the war broke out, every detail of this companys business was regularly transmitted once a week to Germany: copies of every invoice, every bill, every letter, were sent over. Though the concern was registered as an English company, the proprietorship and control were purely and wholly German. That concern is carrying on business to-day, and in the city of London, protected, no doubt, by its British registration. And the manager is an Englishman who, before the war, explained very fully to my informant the entire system on which the business was conducted.

The second case is similar, with the exception that the manager is a German, at least in name and origin, who speaks perfect English, and is still, or was very recently, conducting the business. In this case, as in the first, every detail of the business was, before war broke out, regularly reported to the head office of the firm in Germany. I wonder whether English firms are being permitted to carry on business in Berlin to-day!

Whether we shall go on after the war in the old haphazard style of rule-of-thumb rests solely with public opinion. And if public opinion will tolerate the employment of German waiters in our hotels in time of war, I see very little likelihood of any effort to stay the German invasion which will, assuredly, follow the declaration of peace. Then we shall see again the unscrupulous campaign of commercial and military espionage which has cost us dear in the past, and may cost us still more in the future. Our foolish tolerance of the alien peril will be used to facilitate the war of revenge for which our enemy will at once begin to prepare.


CHAPTER X

THE PERIL OF STIFLING THE TRUTH
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IGNORANCE OF THE real truth about the war — an ignorance purposely imposed upon us by official red-tape — is, I am convinced, the gravest peril by which our beloved country is faced at the present moment.

I say it is the gravest peril for the simple reason that it is the root-peril from which spring all the rest. And this ignorance springs not from official apathy, or from the public wilfully shutting its eyes to disagreeable truths. It is born of the deliberate suppression of unpleasant facts, of the deliberate and ridiculous exaggeration of minor successes. In a word, it is the result of the public having been fooled and bamboozled under the specious plea of safeguarding our military interests. Are we children to believe such official fairy-tales? The country is not being told the truth about the war. I dont say, and I do not believe, that it is being fed with false news of bogus victories. But untruths can as easily be conveyed by suppression as by assertion, and no one who has studied the war with any degree of attention can escape the impression that the news presented to us day by day takes on, under official manipulation, a colour very much more favourable than is warranted by the actual facts.

Day after day the Press Bureau, of course under official inspiration from higher sources, issues statements in which the good news is unduly emphasised and the bad unduly slurred over. Day by day a large section of the Press helps on, with every ingenious device of big type and sensational headlines, the official hoodwinking of the public. Many pay their nimble halfpennies to be gulled. A naval engagement in which our immensely superior forces crush the weaker squadron of the enemy is blazoned forth as a magnificent victory for our fighting men, when, in sober truth, the chief credit lies with the silent and utterly forgotten strategist behind the scenes, whose cool brain worked out the eternal problem of bringing adequate force to bear at exactly the right time and in just exactly the right place.

I say no word to depreciate the heroism of our gallant bluejackets. They would fight as coolly when they were going to inevitable death — Cradocks men did in the Good Hope and Monmouth — as if they were in such overwhelming superiority that the business of destroying the enemy was little more dangerous than tho ordinary battle-practice. My whole point is that by the skilful manipulation of facts a wholly false impression is conveyed. There is, in truth, nothing magnificent about beating a hopelessly inferior foe, and our sailors would be the last to claim to be heroes under such conditions. It is, of course, the business of our naval authorities to be ready whenever a German squadron shows itself, to hit at once with such crushing superiority of gunfire that there will be no need to hit again at the same object. That can only be achieved by sound strategy, for which we are entitled to claim and give the credit that is due. When our Navy has won a decisive success against great odds we may be justified in talking of a magnificent victory. To talk of any naval success of the present war as a magnificent victory is simply to becloud the real, essential, vital facts, and to assist in deceiving a public which is being studiously kept in the dark.

By every means possible, short of downright lying of the German type, the public is being lulled into a false and dangerous belief that all is well — a blind optimism calculated to produce only the worst possible results, a state of mental and physical apathy which has already gone far to rob it of the energy and determination and driving force which are absolutely necessary if we are to emerge in safety from the greatest crisis that has faced our country in its thousand years of stormy history.

As an example of what the public are told concerning the enemy, a good illustration is afforded by a well-known Sunday paper dated March 7th. Here we find, among other headings in big type, the following: Stake of Life and Death! Germanys Frantic Appeal for Greater Efforts! Russias Hammer Blow. German Offensive from East Prussia Ruined: Losses 250,000 in a Month. German Plans Foiled: Enemys 3,000,000 Losses. On Reduced Rations: German Troops Getting Less to Eat. Germany Cut Off from the Seas. Germans Cut in Two: 15,000 Prisoners and Rich Booty Taken. Killed to Last Man: Appalling Austrian Losses. The Verge of Famine: Bread Doles cut down again in Germany: Frantic Efforts to Stave Off Starvation.

And yet, in the centre of the paper, next to the leader, we find a huge advertisement headed The Man to be Pitied, calling for recruits, appealing to their patriotism, and urging them to Enlist To-day. Surely it is the reader who is to be pitied!

Again, we have wilfully neglected the formation of a healthy public opinion in neutral countries. While Germany has, by every underhand means in her power, by wireless lies, and by bribery of certain newspapers in America and in Italy, created an opinion hostile to the Allies, we have been content to sit by and allow the disgraceful plot against us to proceed.

We have, all of us, read the screeches of the pro-German press in the United States, and in Italy the scandal of how Germany has bribed certain journals has already been publicly exposed. The Italians have not been told the truth by us, as they should have been. In Italy the greater section of the public are in favour of Great Britain and are ready to take arms against the hated Tedesco, yet on the other hand we have to face the insidious work of Germanys secret service and the lure of German gold in a country where, unfortunately, few men, from contadino to deputy, are above suspicion. We must not close our eyes to the truth that in neutral countries Germany is working steadily with all her underhand machinery of diplomacy, of the purchase of newspapers, of bribery and corruption and the suborning of men in high places. To what end? To secure the downfall of Great Britain!

I have myself been present at a private view of an amazing cinema film prepared at the Kaisers orders and sent to be exhibited in neutral countries for the purpose of influencing opinion in favour of Germany. The pictures have been taken in the fighting zone, both in Belgium and in East Prussia. So cleverly have they been stage-managed that I here confess, as I sat gazing at them, I actually began to wonder whether the stories told of German barbarities were, after all, true! Pictures were shown of a group of British prisoners laughing and smoking, though in the hands of their captors; of the kind German soldiery distributing soup, bread, etc., to the populace in a Belgian village; of soldiers helping the Belgian peasantry re-arrange their homes; of a German soldier giving some centimes to a little Belgian child; of great crowds in Berlin singing German national songs in chorus; of the marvellous organisation of the German army; of thousands upon thousands of troops being reviewed by the Kaiser, who himself approaches you with a salute and a kindly smile. It was a film that must, when shown in any neutral country — as it is being shown to-day all over the world — create a good impression regarding Germany, while people will naturally ask themselves why has not England made a similar attempt, in order to counteract such an insidious and clever illusion in the public mind.

Such a mischievous propaganda as that being pursued by Germany in all neutral countries we cannot to-day afford to overlook. Our enemys intention is first to prepare public opinion, and then to produce dissatisfaction among the Allies by sowing discord. And yet from the eyes of the British nation the scales have not yet fallen! In our apathy in this direction I foresee great risk.

With these facts in view it certainly behoves us to stir ourselves into activity by endeavouring, ere it becomes too late, to combat Germanys growing prestige among other nations in the world, a prestige which is being kept up by a marvellous campaign of barefaced chicanery and fraud.

The dangerous delusion is prevalent in Great Britain that we are past the crisis, that everything is going well and smoothly, perhaps even that the war will soon be over. In some quarters, even in some official quarters, people to-day are talking glibly of peace by the end of July, not openly, of course, but in the places where men congregate and exchange news under the rose. The general public, taking its cue from the only authorities it understands or has to rely upon, the daily papers, naturally responds, with the eager desire of the human mind to believe what it wishes to be true. Hence there has grown up a comfortable sense of security, from which we shall assuredly experience a very rude awakening.

For, let there be no mistake about it, the war is very far from ended; indeed, despite our losses, we might almost say it has hardly yet begun. For eight months we have been getting ready to begin. To-day we see Germany in possession of practically the whole of Belgium and a large strip of Northern France. With the exception of a small patch of Alsace, she preserves her own territory absolutely intact. Her fortified lines extend from the coast of Belgium to the border of Switzerland, and behind that seemingly impenetrable barrier she is gathering fresh hosts of men ready for a desperate defence when the moment comes, as come it must, for the launching of the Allies attack. On her Eastern frontiers she has at least held back the Russian attack, she has freed East Prussia, and not a single soldier is to-day on German soil. I ask any one who may be inclined to undue optimism whether the situation is not one to call imperatively for the greatest effort of which the British nation and the British Empire are capable?

We are assured by the official inspirers of optimism that time is on the side of the Allies, and is working steadily against the Germans. In a sense, of course, this is true, but it is not the whole truth. I place not the slightest reliance upon the stories industriously circulated from German sources of Germany being short of food; all the evidence we can get from neutrals who have just returned from Germany condemns them in toto. The Germans are a methodical and far-seeing people, and no doubt they are very rightly looking ahead and prudently conserving their resources. But that there is any real scarcity of either food or munitions of war there is not a trace of reliable evidence, and those journals, one of which I have quoted, which delight to represent our enemy as being in a state of semi-starvation are doing a very bad service to our country. The Germans can unquestionably hold out for a very considerable time yet, and we are simply living in a fools paradise if we try to persuade ourselves to the contrary. If it were true that Germany is really short of food, that our blockade was absolutely effective, and that no further supplies could reach the enemy until the next harvest, it might be true to say that time was on the side of the Allies. But supposing, as I believe, that the tales of food shortage have been deliberately spread by the Germans themselves with the very definite object of working upon the sympathies of the United States, what position are we in? Here, in truth, we come down to a position of the very deepest gravity. It is a position which affects the whole conduct and conclusion of the war, and which cannot fail to exercise the most vital influence over our future.

Speaking at the Lord Mayors banquet last November, Mr. Asquith said:

We shall never sheathe the sword, which we have not lightly drawn, until Belgium recovers in full measure all, and more than all, she has sacrificed; until France is adequately secure against the menace of aggression; until the rights of the smaller nationalities of Europe are placed on an unassailable foundation; and until the military domination of Prussia is wholly and finally destroyed.

Those noble words, in which the great soul of Britain is expressed in half a dozen lines, should be driven into the heart and brain of the Empire. For they are, indeed, a great and eloquent call to Britain to be up and doing. Four months later, Mr. Asquith repeated them in the House of Commons, adding:

I hear sometimes whispers — they are hardly more than whispers — of possible terms of peace. Peace is the greatest of all blessings, but this is not the time to talk of peace. Those who do so, however excellent their intentions, are, in my judgment, the victims, I will not say of a wanton but a grievous self-delusion. The time to talk of peace is when the great purposes for which we and our Allies embarked upon this long and stormy voyage are within sight of accomplishment.

Every thinking man must realise the truth and force of what the Premier said. The question inevitably follows — are we acting with such swiftness and decision that we shall be in a position, before the opportunity has passed, to make those words good?

There is a steadily growing volume of opinion among men who are in a position to form a cool judgment that, partly for financial and partly for physical reasons, a second winter campaign cannot possibly be undertaken by any of the combatants engaged in the present struggle. If that view be well founded, it follows that peace on some terms or other will be concluded by October or November at the latest. We, more than any other nation, depend upon the issue of this war to make our existence, as a people and an Empire, safe for a hundred years to come. Have we so energetically pushed on the preparations that, by the time winter is upon us again, we shall, with the help of our gallant Allies, have dealt Germany such a series of crushing blows as to compel her to accept a peace which shall be satisfactory to us?

There, I believe, we have the question which it is vital for us to answer. If the answer is in the negative, I say, without hesitation, that time fights not with the Allies but with Germany. If, as many people think, this war must end somehow before the next winter, we must, by that time, either have crushed out the vicious system of Prussian militarism, or we must resign ourselves to a patched-up peace, which would be but a truce to prepare for a more terrible struggle to come. Despite our most heroic resolves, it is doubtful whether, under modern conditions of warfare, the money can be found for a very prolonged campaign.

I do not forget, of course, that the Allies have undertaken not to conclude a separate peace, and I have not the least doubt that the bargain will be loyally kept. But we cannot lose sight of the possibility that peace may come through the inability of the combatants to continue the war, which it is calculated will by the autumn have cost nine thousand millions of money. And we can take it for granted that the task of subduing a Germany driven to desperation, standing on the defensive, and fighting with the blind savagery of a cornered rat, is going to be a long and troublesome business. We are assured that the Allies can stand the financial strain better than Germany. Possibly; but the point is that no one knows just how much strain Germany can stand before she breaks, and in war it is only common prudence to prepare for the worst that can befall. This is precisely what we, most emphatically, are not doing to-day. Thanks to the reasons I have given — the chief of which is the unwarrantable official secrecy and the wholly unjustifiable cooking of the news — the British public is not yet fully aroused to the deadly peril in which the nation and the Empire stand.

The British people are, as they ever have been, slow of thought and slower of action. They need much rousing. And in the present war it is most emphatically true that the right way of rousing them has not been used. Smooth stories never yet fired British blood. Let an Englishman think things are going even tolerably well, and he is loth to disturb himself to make them go still better. But tell him a story of disaster, show him how his comrades fall and die in great fights against great odds: bring it home to his slow-working mind that he really has his back to the wall, and you fan at once into bright flame the smouldering pride of race and caste that has done, and will yet do, some of the greatest deeds that have rung in history. Is there, we may well ask, another race in the world that would have wrested such glory from the disaster at Mons? And the lads who fought the Germans to a standstill in the great retreat did so because the very deadliness of the peril that confronted them called out all that is greatest and noblest and most enduring in our national character.

Is there no lesson our authorities at home can learn from that deathless story? Are they so blind to all the plainest teachings of history that they fail to realise that the British people cannot be depressed and frightened into panic by bad news, though, such is our insular self-confidence, we can be only too easily lulled into optimism by good news? If the autocrats who spoon-feed the public with carefully selected titbits truly understood the mental characteristics of their own countrymen, they would surely realise that the best, indeed the only, way to arouse the British race throughout the world to a sense of the real magnitude of the task that lies before them is to tell them the simple truth. We want no more of the glossing over of unpleasant facts which seems to be one of the main objects of the press censorship. We want the real truth, not merely because we are, naturally, hungry for news, but because the real truth alone is capable of stimulating Englishmen and Welshmen, Scotchmen and Irishmen, the world over to take off their coats, turn up their sleeves, and seriously devote their energies to giving the German bully a sound and effective thrashing.


CHAPTER XI

FACTS TO REMEMBER
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WE HAVE HEARD a good deal about Business as usual: it would be well if we heard a little more of the companion saw— Do it now. For if this campaign, for good or ill, is to finish before the snows of next winter come, the need for an instant redoubling of our energies is pressing beyond words.

In his gallant defence of the Press Bureau against overwhelming odds — few people share his admiration for that most unhappy institution — Sir Stanley Buckmaster denied that information was ever kept back. So far as I know no one has ever suggested that the Press Bureau had anything to say about the circulation of official news: its unhappily directed energies seem to operate in other directions. But that it is keeping back news of the very gravest kind admits of no shadow of doubt. The official reports have assured us of late, with irritating frequency, that there is nothin doin. Now and again we hear of a trench being heroically captured. But we hear very little of the reverse side of the picture, upon which the casualty lists, a month or six weeks later, throw such a lurid light.

Time and again lately we have read in the casualty lists of battalions losing anything from two hundred to four hundred men in killed or wounded or missing, which means, in effect, prisoners. Even the Guards, our very finest regiments, have lost heavily in this last disagreeable fashion: other regiments have lost even more heavily. Now British soldiers do not surrender readily, and we can take it for granted that when a large number of our men are made prisoners it is not without very heavy fighting. One single daily paper recently contained the names of very nearly two thousand officers and men killed, or wounded, or missing, on certain dates in January. Where, why, or how these men were lost we do not know, and we are told absolutely nothing. The real fact is that the news is carefully concealed under a tiny paragraph which announces that a line of trenches which had been lost have been brilliantly recaptured. We are glad, of course, to learn of the success, but would it not be well for the nation to learn of the failure? Can it be supposed for an instant that the Germans do not know? Is it giving away military information of value to the enemy to publish here in Great Britain news with which they are already perfectly well acquainted? Is it not rather that in their anxiety to say smooth things the authorities deliberately suppress the news of reverses, and tell us only the story of our triumph?

The most injurious suppression of news by the Government has made its effect felt in practically every single department of our public life which has the remotest connection with the prosecution of the war.

Take recruiting as an example. Recruiting is mainly stimulated, such is the curious temper of our people, either by a great victory or a great disaster. Failing one or other of these, the flow of men sinks to what we regard as normal proportions, which means in effect that the public is lukewarm on the subject. It is perfectly well known that a specially heroic deed of a particular regiment will bring to that regiment a flood of recruits, as was the case after the gallant exploit of the London Scottish had been published to the world. And what is true of the regiment, is true of the Army. Yet with all their enthusiastic advertising for recruits, the military authorities have neglected the quickest and easiest way of filling the ranks: instead of telling our people in bold stirring words of the heroic deeds of our individual regiments, they have, except in a few instances, fought the war with a degree of anonymity which may be creditable to their modesty, but does no tribute to their intelligence.

Turn the shield to the darker side: every reverse has stimulated patriotism and brought more men to the colours. What, I wonder, was the value of the Scarborough raid as compared with the recruiting posters? The sense of insult bit deep, as it always does in the English mind. The Kaisers own particular insult — his jibing reference to General Frenchs contemptible little Army — probably did more to rouse the fighting blood of our men than all the German attacks. The splendid story of the retreat from Mons flushed our hearts to pride, and men poured to the colours. Is there no lesson here for the wiseacres of Whitehall? Does the knowledge that Englishmen may be led, but cannot be driven, convey nothing to them? Are they unaware that the Englishman is the worst servant in the world if he is not trusted, but the very best if full confidence is extended to him? Can they not see that their foolish policy of suppressing ugly facts is, day by day, breeding greater distrust and apathy?

I confess to feeling very strongly on the Clyde strikes, which, for a wretched industrial dispute — probably engineered by German secret agents — held up war material of which we stood in the gravest need. I cannot understand how Scotsmen, belonging to a nation which has proved its glorious valour on a hundred hard-fought fields, could have ceased work when they were assured that their claims would be investigated by an impartial tribunal. The bare idea, to me, is as shocking as it must be to most people. And I can only hope and believe that the action the men took is mainly attributable to the simple fact that they did not understand the real gravity of the position; that they did not appreciate the desperate character of our need, and that they utterly failed to realise that to cease work at such a time was as truly desertion in the face of the enemy as if they had been soldiers on duty in the trenches. I confess I would rather think this than put the cause down to laziness, or lack of patriotism, or drink. But if this, indeed, be the real cause — a lack of knowledge of the essential facts of the situation — whom have we to thank? Those, surely, who have cozened a great people with fair words; those, surely, who have spoken as though our enemy were in desperate straits, that all goes well, and that the war will soon be over.

With regard to the alien peril, it is a source of great gratification to me that His Majestys Government have adopted my suggestion of closing the routes to Holland to all who cannot furnish to the Foreign Office guarantees of their bona fides. In my book, German Spies in England, I suggested this course, and in addition, that the intending traveller should apply personally for a permit, that he should furnish a photograph of himself, his passport, his certificate of registration, if an alien, and two references from responsible British individuals stating the reason for the journey and the nature of the business to be transacted. Within a fortnight of the publication of my suggestion the Government adopted it, and have established a special department at the Home Office for the purpose of interviewing all intending to leave England for Holland. The regulations are now most stringent. And, surely, not before they were required.

Thus one step has been taken to reduce the enemy alien peril. But more remains to be done. If we wish to end it, once and for all, we should follow the example of our Allies, the Russians, who were well aware of the network of spies spread over their land. In Russia every German, whether naturalised or not, has been interned, every German woman and child has been sent out of the country, and all property belonging to German companies, or individuals, has been confiscated for ever by the Government.

One result of this confiscation is that factories in first-class condition can now be purchased from the Russian Government for what the bricks are worth. In addition, there is a fine upon all persons heard speaking German in public. In the opinion of Russians, Germany was, as in England, a kind of octopus, and now they have the opportunity they have thrown it off for ever. Why should we still pursue the policy of the kid-glove and allow the peril to daily increase when the Government could, by a stroke of the pen, end it for ever, as Russia has done?

Now there is one remedy, and only one, for the national apathy. The truth must be told, and with all earnestness I beg of my readers, each as opportunity offers, to do all in his power to stimulate public opinion in the right direction until the demand for the truth becomes so universal, and so insistent, that no Government in this country can afford to ignore it. Many Members of Parliament have appealed in vain; the great newspapers have fought unweariedly for the cause of honesty and common sense. The real remedy lies in the hands of the people. Democracy may not bring us unmixed blessings, but it does, at least, mean that, in the long run, the will of the people must rule. If the people insist on the truth, the truth must be told, and in so insisting the people of England, I firmly believe, will be doing a great work for themselves, for our Empire, and for the cause of civilisation.

They will be working for the one thing necessary above all others to hearten the strong, to strengthen the weak, to resolve the hesitation of the doubters, to nerve Britons as a whole for a stupendous effort which shall bring nearer, by many months, the final obliteration of the greatest menace which has ever confronted civilisation — the infamous doctrine that might is right, that faith and honour are but scraps of paper, that necessity knows no law but the law of self-interest, that the plighted word of a great nation can be heedlessly broken, and that the moral reprobation of humanity counts for nothing against material success.

THE END
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THE AMAZING RAMIFICATIONS of the German spy system in England are, unfortunately, not even to-day fully realised by the British public, or admitted by the Government.

In face of the hard facts contained in this book, in face of the serious statements of Members in the House of Commons, and in face of what the public are themselves daily reporting to the authorities, the present apathy of the Government, and its refusal to admit the peril and deal with spies with a firm hand, is little short of criminal.

Seven years before the outbreak of war, by a mere accident while in Germany, I was able to place before the Intelligence Department of the War Office certain facts which, on being thoroughly investigated, resulted in the establishment of a department for contra-espionage. Therefore, however lightly the Government may to-day affect to treat the question, the fact remains that they have, all along, known of the existence of a horde of German secret-agents in our midst.

Nevertheless, even as recently as March 3, the Government, in response to urgent appeals, blankly refused to vest in one Minister powers to deal with enemy aliens and spies, in place of the present divided policy.

Truly deplorable it is to think that to-day, while we are fighting for our very existence as a nation, spies are permitted entire freedom, and are nobodys business. This most vital question has been shuttle-cocked between the War Office and the Home Office until it is now impossible to say where the responsibility really lies. The one fact, however, which cannot be disguised from the public is that, if the Germans made a raid upon our shores, the Government, so self-satisfied, would suddenly awake to find, as France and Belgium did, an army of spies busily assisting in our undoing.

Ex-Intelligence Officer has, within the covers of this book, plainly shown how systematic espionage is, and that it has been for many years a most cherished part of German war administration, developed with much forethought, and with characteristic Teuton cunning. That a settled and widespread system of spies exists in Great Britain at the present moment is well-known, both to the Government and to the public, yet certain Ministers would have us close our eyes and accept the extraordinary assurance given by Mr McKenna, early in the war, that the spy-peril has been stamped out.

But is it stamped out? I here assert that at no moment of our national history have we been confronted by a graver peril from within, than that with which we are confronted to-day. The public are daily realising more and more that they are being hoodwinked and bamboozled by this shuttlecock policy, which is playing so completely into the enemys hands, and is allowing dastardly preparations to be made to hasten our downfall. The inflamed state of public opinion is only too apparent by the mass of correspondence which I have received from all classes, from peers to working men, regarding the publication of my book German Spies in England, and, further, by its phenomenal sale. Every letter of the piles before me as I write, complains bitterly of the apathy and disregard with which the authorities treat the reports made to them of the doings of spies, and all express disgust at the refusal to stir in a matter which so closely affects our national security, or even to institute the smallest inquiry.

Over the whole subject mystery and mystification brood.

The present policy — in face of what the Government know, and what I myself know, as one who has spent the past seven years in studying the German Secret Service system and patiently watching its agents — allows, for example, Baron von Bülow, brother of the German ex-Chancellor, to live comfortably at Putney, in the full enjoyment of a telephone; it mysteriously reverses many military orders for the removal of alien enemies from prohibited areas, providing always that those persons are of the better class; it allows signals to be sent nightly from our shores to the sea, and vice versa; it releases about 1,000 aliens monthly from the internment-camps; it has attempted to gag the Press, and is, to-day — as I will presently prove — stifling all inquiries into the doing of spies among us.

In no other capital in the world, save London, would such a disgraceful scandal be for one moment tolerated, as that which any reader may investigate for himself, providing he is careful not to obtrude his British nationality, namely, the toasting of the Day of Britains downfall by these self-same enemy aliens, who, recently released from the internment-camps, now nightly meet and plot in the various little foreign restaurants in the neighbourhood of the Tottenham Court Road. Here, round the small tables in the underworld of London, sit enemy men and women, openly expressing the most intense hatred of us, gloating over their own piratical deeds and barbarities, and declaring that in England, ere long, there is to be repeated the same savagery and unbridled lust with which poor Belgium was swept from end to end. This is no idle statement. I have been present, posing as an Italian and a neutral, and I have seen and heard. Indeed, in those places, news from Germany is known hours before it is known to our military or naval authorities, and I have heard it declared openly that the vanguard of spies among us are ready to act at a given signal — which is to be the appearance of Zeppelins over London — to blow up bridges, water-mains, and railways, destroy telephones and telegraphs, and commit the most widespread havoc, incendiary and otherwise, for the purpose of creating a panic, and preventing the movements of troops.

Naturally, one asks, where are the police? On discovering this scandalous state of affairs I went to New Scotland Yard to ask that same question. I had interviews with various officials, and after over an hours prevarication and elusive replies to my rather disconcerting questions, I succeeded in eliciting the very illuminating fact that they were unable to act without the consent of the Home Office! Why, one may ask, is it withheld? Why should we risk our well-being by allowing these hot-beds of conspiracy and crime to be officially protected, while a man may be hauled before the magistrate for the heinous offence of not having a rear-lamp to his cycle? What a comedy!

Mr Justice Ridley has rightly said: We must make an end of spies. Yet the fact that spies are being officially winked at can no longer be doubted. Before me, I have fully two hundred cases reported by responsible citizens in various parts of the country in which the authorities — who seem, by the way, to have no authority at all — have refused even to make the most superficial inquiry, or else a constable in full uniform has been sent to interview the person under suspicion!

Let us calmly consider the present situation. The mystery of the official protection afforded to spies has been greatly increased during the month of March, and the public confidence has been further shaken in consequence of the statement of Mr Bonar Law in the House of Commons, who not only declared that there were, on March 1st, 600 male alien enemies still residing on or near the coast, but also made a most interesting revelation. The Admiralty, he said, in order to test whether signalling was really going on from the shore, sent a trawler to sea with instructions to show German signal-lights. And these were instantly answered!

What was done? Nothing! And, judging from the experience of the public, this is hardly surprising. Perhaps a case in point may be of interest. In the middle of February, from an officer in His Majestys Service, I received information that certain highly suspicious signals were being made nightly between the Kent coast and London. Therefore I went forth at once to investigate, in company with the officer in question, who is a qualified signaller and wireless expert, and a non-commissioned officer also qualified in signalling, while I myself know something of signalling and wireless. For a fortnight we were out nearly every night in a motor-car — sometimes watching from the tops of hills, a cold and weary vigil from dark to dawn — until we had established, beyond all shadow of doubt, the houses whence the mysterious lights emanated. These houses — several of them being residences of well-to-do people, and all in high commanding positions, had, in each case, an alien living in them, whose name and calling I succeeded in obtaining. Then, one night, while posted on a hill commanding nearly the whole of Surrey, and having taken down their code-messages on many occasions, we resolved to make a test, and with a powerful signalling-apparatus, I suddenly replied to one of the signals, repeated part of the code-message, and in pretence of not understanding the remainder, asked for its repetition. At once it was flashed to me and read by all three of us! In the message, which, later on, was submitted to an expert in ciphers, occurred the numeral five. It was more than a coincidence, I think, that only an hour before that message had been flashed, five German aeroplanes had left the Belgian coast on their way to England!

On three separate occasions, from various high positions in Kent and Surrey, we flashed German signals, which were at once responded to. Then, having fully established that messages were being nightly so exchanged, to and from the metropolis, always with the same three code-letters as prefix, and having definitely fixed those houses harbouring the spies, I considered it my duty, as an Englishman serving his country, to call in the assistance of the Intelligence Department of the War Office, and to them I furnished a full report, together with the signals sent and received.

Though my facts were vouched for by three officers and a signaller, and four civilians. I, at first, did not even receive the courtesy of a reply to what I had declared to be a matter of extreme urgency.

Two nights after sending in my report, some officers of the Royal Naval Air Service discovered a powerful car containing two men reconnoitring certain main roads in a Surrey valley actually beneath the residence of one of the enemy signallers, and they naturally stopped it. The strangers were questioned, so suspiciously were they acting, while in the meantime one of the officers reported by telephone to the Admiralty and asked for instructions. But the amazing reply received was that they had no authority to stop the car! As for myself, I again wrote to the Intelligence Department of the War Office, but after eleven days all they would deign me was a mere printed notice informing me that my report had been received. To this I replied, asking that immediate steps might be taken to investigate and arrest the signallers as dangerous to the State — more dangerous perhaps even than the cyclist without his back-lamp — but to that letter I have not even received an acknowledgment! Another instance may perhaps be of interest. I discovered that, among the Belgian refugees from Antwerp who had received charitable aid in one of our biggest seaports, were two men upon whom considerable suspicion had fallen. One posed as a smooth-tongued priest, and wore that garb, while the other was a friend, apparently somewhat lower in the social scale. The priest asserted that he had been head of a college near Antwerp; and in consequence of his pious profession, he was, as was but natural, made much of by the ladies in the city in question. One day this priest, who it had been noted had been unusually inquisitive, and had been constantly strolling round the extensive docks and quays, and had watched the military preparations in case of a raid, suddenly applied to the local Belgian Relief Committee for money to return to Antwerp. Questioned, he told rather a lame story about some of his pupils having returned, while his friend, who also applied at the same time for leave to return, gave as excuse that he had to go to look after his cows! One wonders how many the Germans had left him. Or, perhaps he was a humorist, and meant the Black Cows — those mystic signs employed by Von Klucks spies. The Relief Committee, apparently, were not exactly satisfied with the stories; nevertheless, they eventually granted the pair money for their journey back to Belgium.

A report of this I furnished immediately to the Intelligence Department, offering to send them information when the pair left the seaport, in order that they might be met on arrival in London and questioned, and I also supplied them with the time of the train by which they were to leave London for Flushing. The whole matter was ignored, and an official acknowledgment, printed, of course, was sent to me three days after the fair had gone across to Flushing — full of most important information, as was afterwards discovered! Here is yet another instance. In Liverpool the special constables were performing most excellent work in hunting out alien enemies and sending them to internment-camps, when, of a sudden, an order came — whence nobody appears to know — to arrest no one further, for, as the order put it, such action may create public alarm. Why is it, too, that men of wealth and influence, bankers, brokers, financiers and Birthday-baronets, German-born Privy Councillors, and other alien enemies who happen to possess money, are caressed and given such latitude to exert any evil influence they may like upon us? Why, also, was Baron von Ow-Wachendorf, a lieutenant in the Yellow Uhlans of Stuttgart, just under thirty years of age, permitted to practise running in Hyde Park so as to fit him for his military duties: and why was he — on March 1st — allowed to leave Tilbury for Holland to fight against us?

These are questions upon which the public should demand satisfaction, and to arraign those responsible.

I here wish to state, most emphatically, that I am not a politician, neither am I criticising, for one moment, the splendid military administration of Lord Kitchener. If the spy-peril were placed in his capable hands — with complete power to act, to arrest, and to punish — then I would, at this moment, lay down my pen upon the question. Yet, as one who was among the very first — perhaps the first — to discover the secret plans of Germany and to report them, I consider it my duty, as a lover of my country, to warn the public.

The time has passed for mincing matters, or for the further protection of traitors in our midst. I here cast no reflection upon any single person, and further, any person mentioned in this article is beyond the pale of my statement, but I here assert that I have had, in my possession, a list — actually shown to me by a friend at Wilhelm-strasse, who was their paymaster — of persons in England and America who have been in receipt of German money, and who, by dint of it and of secret influence, have risen to high degree, and, in some instances, to places with fat emoluments. Motives of patriotism alone prevent me from revealing that list at this hour of our national crisis.

The many truths contained in the following chapters of this book must surely reveal to the reader the edge of the volcano upon which we are now sitting. Notwithstanding all the false official assurances, the sleepiness of the much-vaunted Intelligence Department, and the fettered hands of the police — both Metropolitan and Provincial — must surely give the man-in-the-street to pause. Spies are to-day among us in every walk of life, and in almost every town in Great Britain. Every single man and woman among them is impatiently awaiting the signal for the destruction of our homes and the ruin and massacre of our dear ones, and yet we are actually asked to believe that no danger exists!

The same kid-gloved policy which, at a cost of 13,000 pounds has provided a pleasant mansion with charming grounds, and a staff of valets, servants, etc, for German officers, many of whom were responsible for the barbaric outrages on innocent women, and the massacre of children in Belgium, has also placed a protecting hand upon our alien enemies. Assuredly this is an injudicious policy, for it has already created a very grave suspicion and distrust in the public mind.

The authorities — whoever the persons in real authority may be — know full well how, with every outgoing mail to Holland or Scandinavia, there goes forth a mass of information concerning us, collected by spies, and forwarded to neutral countries, where it is again collected by German secret-agents, and forwarded to the German Secret Service in Berlin.

These letters are generally written, either in invisible ink or in cipher-ticks, upon newspapers or magazines, which are merely placed in unsuspicious-looking wrappers addressed to somebody, usually with an English name, in Holland, Denmark, or Sweden. I have before me two such letters posted in Hertfordshire. Further, we have undoubted communication existing nightly from the sea to London by means of the line of signal-lights which I have described, and further, these, it has lately been proved, extend north, from the neighbourhood of Harrow, right up to Leeds, Manchester, and Liverpool. There are other fixed lights, too; brilliantly-lit windows and skylights, which show each night, and are intended as beacons for the guidance of the enemys aircraft. Yet, all the time, we pursue the foolish policy of trying to hide London by darkening it, and, at the same time, shine searchlights at the self-same place and at the same hour each night — apparently to betray to the enemy our most vulnerable points.

It was not long ago that, in this connection, my friend Mr Geo. R. Sims pointed out the existence of a line of these guiding-lights, extending from Willesden across to Buckingham Palace, and happily, through the exposure he made, those of our friends who maintained them have now been forced to leave them unlit.

Germans have been found in possession of hotels and mansions in strategic positions all over the United Kingdom, and to-day numbers of alien enemies — thanks to the order which has released them from the internment-camps — are actually employed at the various great railway termini in the Metropolis! Fancy such a state of affairs being permitted by Imperial Germany — a country in which British prisoners of war are half-starved, as evidenced by a cleverly composed letter before me from one who is unfortunately a prisoner, and which passed the German censor, whose knowledge of English was not so extensive as to cause him to suspect.

When the reader has digested the pages which follow — chapters which give a very lucid, calm, and first-hand idea of the low-down methods of German espionage, he will, I venture to think, agree that it is of no use to cross the barbarians sword with a peacocks feather. Germany intends, if she can, to crush and to humiliate us, to devastate our homes, to outrage and massacre our dear ones, and by every subtle and dastardly means, to bring upon us a disaster so stupendous as to stagger humanity. Shall we remain lulled to sleep further by assurances which are not borne out by facts? Germanys advance guard of spies are already here, rubbing shoulders with us, many of them smug and respectable citizens passing among us entirely unsuspected, members of our churches, honoured, and believed to be Britons. Some are alien enemies, others are traitors, who have imperilled this countrys safety for the lure of German gold.

In another place I have fully explained how the German Government held out an alluring bait to myself. If this was done to me, then surely it has been done to others.

We are Britons, fighting for our King and our Country. Our fathers, husbands, sons, and brothers, have gone forth to battle for the right and hurl back the barbaric Teuton-tide which threatens to overwhelm us. Some, alas! already lie in their graves. Is it therefore not our duty to those we hold dear to see that spies shall not exist in our midst? If the Government are so utterly incapable of dealing effectively with the problem, as they are now proved to be, then why do they not allow the formation of a Central Board, with drastic powers, to end at once this national danger, which grows more acute with the dawn of every day?

I am no alarmist, nor am I affected with spy mania. I am merely here writing a plain and bitter truth, the truth which I have learnt after years of experience and patient inquiry. If space permitted, I could relate a hundred stories of espionage, all supported by evidence; stories which would contain as much excitement as any I have ever written in the guise of fiction. But my only object in this preface is to urge the public to read this book, to inquire into and study the problem for themselves, and to assure them that the words of Ex-Intelligence Officer are full of very grave truths, which cannot be ignored or refuted.

It is for the public themselves to demand satisfaction in a very determined and outstanding manner. The voice of the country is unanimous that we are being trifled with, and surely it is a thousand pities that mistrust should thus arise, as it is rapidly arising, at this grave crisis of our national history.

The public have been told definitely by Mr Tennant that Every enemy alien is known, and is now under constant police surveillance. If the public, in face of the mass of evidence accumulating to the contrary, will still believe it, then let them rest in their fools paradise until the Day of Awakening. If not, then they, through their representatives in Parliament, have the matter in their own hands.



William Le Queux.

Devonshire Club, London S.W.

April 1915.


Foreword.
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BRITISH AND OTHER official circles know more of the German secret service than the public are aware of, and there is little that is done by German agents without the cognisance of the countries affected by their work, at the present time. The following pages make no attempt at unveiling all the secrets of the German system, for that would involve not a book, but a library. What has been done is to present such evidence with regard to the system as can be verified from unquestionable sources — the book given here in no case goes beyond the truth, and is capable of proof, with the exception of the chapter on agents provocateurs, of whose work no direct proofs are available to the general public. In this case the writer has been careful to state facts in such a way that they carry their own proof.

Further, as an ex-member of the Intelligence Staff, the writer has had access to information respecting the British secret service which is not generally available, but patriotic motives would alone be sufficient to withhold this information. All that is said with regard to the British methods of counter-espionage, or with regard to the measures adopted by any other Government against German spying, is compiled from information available in the columns of the Press to all who care to read. The book is written in the earnest hope that it may do something toward revealing the nature of the German spy system to incredulous folk, for by opening the eyes of the public to such a definite danger one is a step nearer to the crushing of German militarism.



The Author.


Chapter One.

A Review of the Spy System.
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IN ALL THINGS pertaining to the conduct of war Germany of to-day has copied as far as possible the methods of Napoleon the First. In military strategy, German experts have fallen far behind their model — or rather, they have never approached his methods, because they have never fathomed the secret of his success. Von Clausewitz, the greatest German military writer, planned his On War on Napoleonic lines, but left out the greatest factor of Napoleons work. As he saw the work of the great conqueror, Napoleon made use of accident: in reality, Napoleon made the accident, and this Von Clausewitz could not comprehend. French genius rediscovered the Napoleon strategy, but even unto this day German military methods leave out the idea of making circumstances instead of being limited by them.

Thus, in striving to attain the Napoleonic ideal in things military, Germany has failed. But Napoleon established a new branch of military organisation when he codified and arranged a system of espionage, and, in adopting from him this systematisation of what had hitherto been a haphazard business, German builders for a world-empire have gone far beyond their model, so that to-day the German spy system is the most perfect ever organised, not even excepting the system of Venice in its palmy days, where all was written and nothing spoken, nor that of Russia in comparatively modern times.

The German system falls naturally under several heads. To take them in reverse order of importance, there is first the commercial system of espionage, which takes the form of sending out men who accept posts as clerks in foreign (to Germany) business firms. These men come, especially to England, ostensibly to learn the language, but in many cases they have received thorough tuition in idiomatic and commercial English from some member of the British colonies existing in such centres as Berlin and Dresden. They accept a very low wage for what are in reality services far beyond their pay in value. They gain access to books and price-lists, and to lists of customers, by means of which they are able to give exact details of the markets to which British goods are sent, and the prices, rates of freight, discounts, etc. These particulars are transmitted in full to Germany, and with them the German competing firms are able to undercut British firms in foreign markets, and to secure British trade by always making their estimates a little lower than those of the competing British firms. Since in commerce all is legitimate in the interests of ones employer, the only comment to be made on this method of spying is that it is despicable in that it involves the deliberate abuse of hospitality, and thus no code of ethics can be found to justify it; but business and ethics are two different things.

This commercial spying, however, is but an offshoot from the great espionage system perfected by Stieber, chief of German secret police and privy councillor, of whom more anon. The main system is concerned with military and naval matters, and various points discovered in connection with this main system show that Germany has for many years made up its mind to embark on a war of aggrandisement — whether or no the War Lord of popular conception was fully in agreement with the idea is another matter, and one that history will probably show.

The superiority of the German system to that of other and what may be termed competing nations is evidenced by one apparently unimportant fact. When French and British spies have been caught in Germany, and sentenced to terms of imprisonment in German fortresses, in a great number of cases it has transpired that the offenders were military officers still on the active list. They had been specially chosen for their work, perhaps; they had undertaken it with the highest of motives, also, perhaps; and they had understood the grave risks they ran in that their Governments would afford them no direct protection in case of their being detected. But they were officers on the active list, soldiers by profession.

Now, on consideration, the calling of a spy reveals itself as one of doubtful honesty, no matter what the motives prompting the spy may be — and the soldier is at all times supposed to be a man of honour and strict integrity — which he usually is. Whether the spy be a British, French, Russian, or German subject, he is engaged in abusing the hospitality of the country on which he is spying, and, from a military point of view, is not playing the game. So little is he playing the game, in fact, that in time of peace his government refuses to recognise him if he fails, and in time of war he gets no combatant rights, but is shot out of hand by the enemy into whose hands he falls. The formality of a trial is unnecessary, if the fact of espionage, accomplished or attempted, be apparent. Guilty of what cannot be called other than a mean act, attempting to endanger the lives of soldiers by unsoldierly methods, in revealing himself as a spy a man condemns himself and passes his own sentence — which is as it should be. And yet two of the Great Powers permit commissioned officers to undertake this dirty work, as it must be called!

Germany has realised that special men ought to be employed for this special, necessary, but at the same time despicable business. Your perfect spy is a man of criminal impulse, a moral pervert of sorts, and, recognising this, Stieber and his followers in the government of the system have organised a separate branch of the Great German General Staff, a branch made up of chosen men and women, of whom the men may at one time have held military or naval commissions in this warlike nation, but very few are officers on the active list. It has been realised in this land of nearly perfect espionage that the duties of a spy and those of an officer of the services — of either service — are not compatible.

The German secret-service corps which Stieber organised is a matter of three main departments: the military, the naval, and the diplomatic spy corps. Under the last-mentioned head must be grouped the work of Germans in foreign countries, notably in France and to a certain extent in England, with a view to influencing labour by means of strikes and industrial unrest, a system of influence which often approaches closely to and sometimes interlinks with commercial espionage, though it is primarily directed to the paralysis of a possible enemy in case of war, and the facilitating of a German attack on the country in which the work is being done. For always German strategy has been that of attack; whatever protestations of peaceful intents the German nation may make, there can be no doubt of its real designs when one considers the trend of all its policy in recent years, the nature of its naval and military increase of effort, and, as far as revelations show, the methods pursued in its espionage system. Germany as a whole has meditated attack with a view to extension of territory and commercial advantage for years, and no apologist can adduce evidence to justify, on the score of a defensive policy, such preparations for war as the country has made. One instance of the methods pursued by the espionage department will illustrate this.

The fortifications of Maubeuge, the French fortress which fell to the German attack in so marvellously short a time, were proof against anything short of the heaviest siege-artillery, and, before this class of artillery can be mounted for use against a town or fortress, gun-platforms levelled and supported by masonry equal to the strain imposed in firing the guns must be constructed. The construction of these platforms involves much calculation and measurement, and is not a matter of such time as was involved in the fall of Maubeuge, but of a much longer period. The explanation of the use of siege-guns against Maubeuge, and the rapid reduction of the fortress, is said to lie in the purchase of about 600 acres of the woods of Lanières, about four miles from Maubeuge, by an agent for Frederic Krupp, the builder of the siege-guns with which Maubeuge was reduced. The firm of Krupp, for whom this purchase was made as far back as 1911, announced its intention of building a locomotive factory on the ground acquired; but, long before the present war was declared, Krupp constructed the platforms on which siege-guns could be mounted to command Maubeuge, and totally neutralised the value of the fortifications as well as turning out locomotives.

Here is evidence, if evidence were necessary, of Germanys deliberate intent to make war in its own good time; not merely to defend German frontiers, but to attack and reduce a neighbouring State by the use of methods which any nation save this one would regard as too dishonourable for use. Since the system of espionage has reached to such lengths as this, it will be seen that the stories of spies and their work, in which the public delights, are built up out of the doings of comparatively innocent agents, who are credited with dangerous tendencies and many melodramatic and impossible actions. That minor plans and persons do exist is certain, but for the most part the spying of which the public hears is merely incidental to the great whole — a whole composed for the most part of far different elements from the clerks, hotel-waiters, and other minor incidentals on which the imagination is fed, in order that the reality may more easily escape detection.

There are in existence many books purporting to tell the actual work of spies and to expose the system under which these spies work, but it may be said at the outset that no full exposure of the spy system of Germany has ever been made. Stieber, in his Memoirs, told exactly what it suited him to tell, but he did not give away any essential secrets of organisation, nor has any other writer done this, up to the present. All that we have in the way of real evidence consists in things as well attested by fact and result as the incident of Maubeuge and the gun-platforms, related above; in selections from the Memoirs of spies of those portions which bear in themselves evidence of truth, and in reports of police-court proceedings in England and France. From these sources we can piece together a fairly accurate conception of the whole business of the spy; but, as regards books purporting to detail the experience of spies, or the character of the organisation under which they work, we must accept these experiences and the rest with all possible reserve, remembering that, the more melodramatic and the more plausible they may be, the more they should be questioned as regards accuracy.

Moreover, there is sufficient evidence to show that the system is so extensive, and that its ramifications are so far-reaching, that no one book could contain all details of the various kinds of work entailed on the German spy system. It is possible only, in a book dealing with the system, to indicate the main lines on which spies in connection with military and naval matters work, and to give some concrete examples of their failures and successes. Naturally, there is far more material available as regards failures, for the work of the successful spy is of such a nature that it rarely comes to light; it is more often unheard of until, as in the case of the gun-platforms constructed in time of peace about Maubeuge, the work itself is put to use.


Chapter Two.

Stieber.
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THOSE WHO LABEL Stieber as von in speaking of him are about on a level with any who would choose to confer on Crippen, of unlamented memory, the title of baronet, for the two pretensions are about equal, so far as right to them is concerned. Karl Stieber was born at Mersebourg, a town of Saxony in Prussia, in the year 1818. His parents were people of the middle class, good and inconspicuous Prussians who destined their son for the profession of the law, in which he qualified as a barrister, but in which he achieved no distinction. It was not until 1847, when he was nearly thirty years of age, that Stieber first came to notice. In that year he obtained employment in the factory of Schoeffel Brothers in Silesia, where the Socialistic movement that has gained so great a hold on modern Germany was even then beginning.

Stieber, seeming to throw in his lot with the workmen, was in reality waiting to see which way the cat would jump before he compromised himself beyond withdrawal from either side. In the meantime, he won the heart of a daughter of one of the directors of the firm, and displayed his abilities in the matter of espionage by compromising the other director — his future wifes uncle — in the Socialistic movement to such an extent that the unfortunate man was accused of plotting against the Government and inciting the workmen to revolt. By his denunciation of Schoeffel, who was sentenced to a years imprisonment for acts which Stieber himself had committed, Stieber procured employ in the police service, entering the ranks of the revolutionary workmen ostensibly as one of the warmest adherents of the popular movement, but in reality its worst and most insidious enemy.

In this guise he succeeded, in the course of popular and excited demonstrations in Berlin, in attracting the attention of Frederick William, the then King of Prussia. The year 1848 was a time of revolutionary movements, and Stieber chose the right side. When, in 1850, the Prussian Government began the measures of repression which have been continued in the case of the Socialist element down to the present day, Frederick William appointed Stieber to the post of Polizierath, a position in which he was superior to and beyond control of the Commissioner of Police.

This was the inauguration of the system which Stieber perfected. Hitherto, military espionage had been in the hands of the military themselves, and, with their customary reverence for precedent, the military were inclined to resent this appointment of an outsider to the control of what had been especially their department. Further, the regular police viewed Stieber with disfavour — it was not to their liking that an informer such as he should be set over them, and able to work independently of their control. It speaks much for Stiebers genius for organisation that he combated both these influences successfully, and established himself — with the aid of royal patronage and protection, of course — at the head of a special organisation which was quite independent of either military or police control.

Up to 1853 the system grew — in his Memoirs Stieber tells, with a conceit quite in keeping with his other qualities, how he worked on the confidence of his sovereign with minute reports concerning the doings of court personages. He seems, in fact, to have taken pleasure in the recital of his meannesses, which his perverted moral sense caused him to see as exploits worthy of pride. It was as if, having nothing of moment on which to exercise his cunning, he kept himself in practice on anything or anybody that might be at hand. Thus until, in 1854, he was charged with the work of extending into neighbouring countries the system he had already perfected in Prussia. The cost of the business was charged against service of the interior, and, in addition to the sum expended on internal espionage, a sum of 12,250 pounds was set aside for the campaign which prepared the way for the wars in which Prussia rose to the standing of a first-class European Power.

Through the severity of his measures in Prussia itself, Stieber caused such a popular outcry that he was relieved of his post as chief of police, but Bismarck, then coming to power, employed his hound in equally useful work outside the bounds of the kingdom by sending him through Bohemia, where, by establishing spies all along the route that the army would have to traverse later, Stieber laid the foundations for the campaign that was to end so disastrously for Austria at Sadowa. By 1866, when the Prussian campaign against Austria opened, Stieber had Bohemia so thoroughly planted with spies that every step of the Austrian forces was known to their opponents before it was taken, every village had its informer ready for the Prussian troops when they entered, and, though the system of mapping out posts of defence and military positions had not then reached to the perfection it has since attained, it may be said that the campaign against Austria was half won by Stieber before it was entered on by the Prussian army. These things have so far passed into history that they have become general knowledge; but how Stieber enlisted and placed his spies — the actual routine and full secret of the work — he is careful not to tell. It may be assumed that, among other qualities, he possessed the power of reading his fellows; he was a genius in psychology, and knew his spy when he saw one. Hence his success, for which he was made chief of the active service police, a force never recognised in this way up to his time, and a post created practically by his own ability in his special line of work.

From his years of exile he had learned the lesson of dealing as lightly as possible with the people of his own country, and henceforth he associated himself with the development of systems of espionage in other countries, notably in France, where he made all preparations for the war of 1870, and made them so thoroughly that it is common knowledge now how the German invaders knew the country in which they were fighting better than did Napoleons own troops. He worked quite independently of the diplomatic corps, established his own agencies in France, and set up his fixed posts, in a manner which has survived to some extent up to the present day both as regards France and other countries. At this time the work which he was in process of organising was a thing so new that it received little attention from the French authorities of that day, and the system may be said to have reached its zenith of perfection with the war of 1870, when in every French town and village of the north-east was a fixed post, or, in plain English, a spy in the pay of the German secret service. So complete was the information furnished that the personal histories of individuals, their failings and eccentricities, were catalogued, and scandal was tabulated in the archives of Berlin for use in case it should be required, while fortifications and districts were mapped out with a thoroughness such as the military surveyors of France could not excel. When the war came the Prussian troops marched through the country and knew its resources and difficulties even better than the inhabitants themselves. How this was accomplished will be shown later in detail.

Meanwhile Stieber, as privy councillor and confidant of Bismarck, gradually overcame the antipathy of the military caste — an antipathy which his useful work in Bohemia had gone far to allay. According to the account given in his own Memoirs, he discovered that an attempt was to be made on the life of the Czar Alexander when the latter attended a grand review in company with Napoleon at Longchamps. It was Bismarck who conceived the idea of not only letting the attempt take place, but of frustrating it and having the would-be assassin arrested, since, as Bismarck planned, French justice would not impose the capital sentence for the merely attempted crime. The result justified the forecast, for the assassin was not executed — and Alexander remembered, when 1870 came, that France had let off lightly (from a Russian point of view) the man who would have murdered him. In consequence, Prussia had nothing to fear and Napoleon had nothing to hope from Russia when the war began. Stieber could have stopped the attempt at assassination, had he chosen; but, by allowing things to fall in the fashion that they did, Bismarck made certain that there would be no Franco-Russian alliance. It was characteristic of Prussian diplomacy and Prussian methods, and it was a trick after Stiebers own heart, as his Memoirs show.

With this brief and necessarily incomplete sketch of his career up to 1870 the personal history of Stieber as a man may be said to end, as far as the present German spy system is concerned, for from that point onward the system became of more account than the man. So far, his work was all personal in character; he conducted his own campaign in Bohemia, and he organised the French espionage by personal work, but after 1870 he became so great a power that the system went on and expanded with him as its head — it was no longer a matter of a man and his work, but a department and its control. Its efficiency is largely due to him, even now, and there is no doubt that he brought into working the most perfect methods of espionage ever known.

His Memoirs must not be taken too literally; it is necessary to read between the lines, for Stieber was a man of inordinate vanity — though this never interfered with the efficiency of his work — and, if he is to be believed, there was nobody in all Prussia of so much importance as himself. He had no moral sense — it was a quality missed out from his composition altogether, and the Memoirs show him as a criminal by instinct, able to gratify criminal impulses by protected acts. For in no other way can be explained his obvious pleasure in the commission of what, under any other circumstances, would rank as crimes, fraudulent and despicable to the last degree. The syndicalism of the present day is a realisation of a dream that Stieber dreamed — not for the purpose of benefiting the working classes, though, but with a view to rendering an enemy powerless against Germany in case of war; the division of the German secret service into two branches, known respectively as the department of political action and the department of espionage proper, was intended by Stieber to set up a section, under the former title, which should take advantage of the working classes in France — and in England as well — by causing them to act innocently against the best interests of their country in the belief that they were following out their own ideals and winning freedom for democracy. Espionage proper is concerned with more purely military enterprise, and was the earlier creation of this arch-spy.

Stieber died in 1892, full of honours, and much regretted by those whom he had served. He had done more than any other man to sow dissension between France and Russia; he had contributed largely to the humiliation of France, and had made possible the subjugation of Austria in a seven weeks war; he had served his country well, having given it the most effective system of espionage that the world has ever known. If the principle that the end justifies any means be accepted, he had done well for Prussia before 1870 and for Germany after — but his place is among the criminals and perverts of the world, not among its great men.


Chapter Three.

Training.
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THE SELECTION OF the higher class of spy, in these days, is very largely a matter of chance. Almost in every case the man selected must be bi-lingual, while, if he has three languages at his command, so much the better for him — and for his employers. In purely military espionage, that which concerns plans of fortifications, estimates of strength and movements, topographical surveying, ascertaining the character of officers, and the possibility of influencing them either by bribery or blackmail, and general secret-service work likely to be of service to the Great German General Staff, capable and clever men must be selected. The German waiter of melodramatic fancy has little part in this class of work; for one thing, a waiter has to perform stated work at stated times, and he is liable to suspicion being cast on him if he is a man of irregular habits or is in any way unable to account naturally for his spare time. The clerk in an office is subject to the same disabilities, and as a whole it may be said that the clerk and waiter class, if they are engaged in espionage at all, are the small fry of minor supernumeraries, agents acting on behalf of the spies who pay them, instead of spies in the direct employ of the German Government. They are not given such work as would involve their possessing enough knowledge to make them dangerous in themselves, and are not the class whose work need cause uneasiness. The real spy needs all his time and all his freedom of movement, and he is placed in such a position that he has these to the full.

His training is a hard schooling of months. To be efficient for his work, he must be a qualified surveyor, able to make plans of areas of ground from observation and often without instruments; he must, at the same time, be a capable photographer, for obvious reasons. He must be able to judge distances under all conditions of weather and light — as an instance of this may be mentioned the fully authenticated case of the spy who was set to study the Forth Bridge, and who was expected to supply his Government with full details of the bridge, of how men could be placed with a view to its instant destruction at a given signal, of the geological nature of the land into which the foundations of the bridge were built, and of the quantities of explosive required to reduce the structure. The man selected to obtain this information had to accomplish his task without arousing suspicion; he had to judge his distances solely by pacing, observing angles, and subsequent triangulation, and in this respect his work was perfectly accurate, for he judged the distances to a matter of yards and heights to the foot. Though these coincided with information at the disposal of any member of the public, apparently the Great German General Staff placed no faith in published information, or at least wanted it confirmed.

Further, the military spy must know units of the British Army at sight, and must have at hand if not actually in his mind the code-word by which each unit is tabulated at Berlin. He must know the code-words, also, for various patterns of gun, must be conversant with classes of explosive and patterns of shell, and must be able, if luck and his own ingenuity should favour him, to carry in his mind sufficient of the nature and plan of a fortification to be able to draw a map of the work to scale, as nearly as possible, from memory.

In all purely technical details of his work the military spy is trained in matters military before he sets out on the smallest piece of work, and he passes examinations just as a member of the military service would, except that his examinations are stiffer than those of the officer, and he is required to know all where the officer is only asked to acquire a part. For, in technical matters, the military spy must never be at a loss; he must be able to place guns and men, works and engineering details, with accuracy, since misinformation is worse than none.

In the actual method employed in obtaining information much is left to the judgment of the spy. It is a platitude that no two battles are ever identical in character, and thus the plans of military commanders must vary with the line of country, the strength of the forces engaged, and many other points: in the same way the spies who pave the way for Germanys soldiers are never confronted by the same conditions twice, and they must adapt their methods to fit the circumstances of each case. In this, the more delicate and difficult part of their work, no amount of training can avail them, but all depends on their natural ability to make use of men and circumstances, a quality which is more to be classed as work than as training, since it is either part of the composition of a man, or is definitely lacking and not to be imparted by any training.

Naval spying is practically analogous with military work in character, except that all the training must be devoted to familiarity with the details of naval work and construction — in the matter of coast fortifications, the work of naval and military spies overlaps to a certain extent. But, in addition to coast defence works and dockyards, which call for the activities of both naval and military spies, there are the details of every class of battleship to be learned. Topography is the first point, common to both branches, and trigonometry is an accessory to this, practically. But naval construction and drawing are peculiar to the naval spy, who is handed on to the care of an expert officer of the German Naval Intelligence Department, as a rule, and so familiarised with the details of various classes of torpedoes, mines, submarines, and guns, that he is able to recognise any one of these things at a glance, and tell the particular class and power which it represents.

Further, the naval spy is made acquainted with the build and outline of every class of naval vessel in the world. He is first schooled in the details of the various battleships, cruisers, and smaller craft belonging to the Great Powers, and, later, is taught to recognise these vessels by silhouettes, from which he gains sufficient knowledge to recognise any ship either by day or night — assuming that the night is of such a character that the ship is at all visible. He studies uniforms and insignia of rank, signals and codes, and at the end of his training is a fully qualified naval officer so far as the theory of naval matters goes. In the yards of Wilhelmshaven and Kiel is opportunity of putting his knowledge to the test, and he has to satisfy his examiners on all the points on which he has been coached.

With regard to diplomatic espionage, the coaching bestowed on the two branches already mentioned is not undertaken, for the diplomatic spy — in the narrower sense of the phrase, since all spies must be extremely diplomatic — is chosen, as a rule, from among the ranks of naval and military spies. In order to undertake diplomatic missions, and supplement the work of the German embassies in the various European centres, a spy must be a very good man indeed, as far as his work is concerned. He must be as was Stieber, absolutely ruthless and without scruple; he must be a good linguist, a man of good presence and address, and a tactful man as well. The corps of diplomatic spies is a small one, for this work is the best paid of all, the most delicate and intimate of all, and it is not a class of work of which there could ever be enough for a large staff, even in the state of European politics that existed at the outbreak of this last German war, since the diplomats of Germany are themselves sufficient, as a rule, for all needs of this kind. The diplomatic spy is called in for services which a diplomat is unable to undertake, and also as a check on the work of diplomats — he is, as it were, a member of a system which assures the efficiency of the diplomatic system.

His training lies in the commissions entrusted to him in military and naval capacities: by super-excellence in the performance of his duties in these departments, he shows himself sufficiently able and efficient to warrant his being trusted with less obvious and more confidential tasks. He works, as do all the members of the German spy system, independently of all other workers for the good of the State. For in every case the spy works alone, lest in compassing his own downfall he should bring about that of others as well. This was a principle inaugurated by Stieber, who believed in trusting no man more than was absolutely unavoidable.

It must not be thought, from these few details of the training given to the official spies of the German system, that every member of the espionage corps is thus trained. Training such as is detailed here is only for the chief spies, the picked men who accomplish great things; few men could come out satisfactorily from the examinations set to these military and naval spies — few men, that is, of the class from which spies are recruited. The spies at fixed posts, for instance, get very little training, since their duties do not involve nearly as much technical work as do those of the travelling members of the fraternity. Since much of the total of about 780,000 pounds per annum known to be distributed among the members of the German secret service (in addition to the probably larger sum of which no records are available) goes to the occupants of these fixed posts, it is obvious that the highly trained spy is in the minority. The highly trained spy, however, forms the nucleus and head of the system — he is a superior officer to the fixed post man or German tutor in a foreign family.

The military and naval branches of the service are controlled by the Great German General Staff, while the diplomatic branch is controlled direct by the German Foreign Office, and, although recruited from among the military and naval branches, is independent of General Staff control.

These divisions of the system must be taken as only approximate, for they interlink and work in and out each other to such an extent that no definite line can be drawn between them as regards actual work. They are all extensions of the plans that Stieber planned, and in all that pertains to the work of German espionage his hand is evident, his work persists, more than twenty years after his death.

Here a word on the influence of Prussian militarism may well be spoken, for the influence of that cast-iron administration is evident even in the organisation of the secret service of Germany. It is now twenty-two years since Stieber passed out from the system, but so unimaginative is the militarist rule of German statecraft that Stiebers ways have not been improved on. They have been altered in minor details, but the plan has been retained, and, though it may be urged that since Stiebers system was the most perfect known there was no need to change it, yet the passing of years has revealed many of the details of that system, and it would have been better for Germany if the espionage system had been more flexible, more experimental. Though the very inner workings of Stiebers system are secrets from ordinary people to this day, they are no secrets from other Governments; the German methods have been copied and improved on by more than one Government, and in some things Germany, which had the only perfect system of espionage in 1870, is actually behind the rest of the world now. For craft has been met with craft, and while the protective measures of other nations have advanced, Germany has stood still.

With regard to matters military, Beyerling emphasises this fully in his book, Jena or Sedan? but, of course, no emphasis has been possible in the case of the spy system. Yet evidence is afforded in the trial of Karl Gustav Ernst at Bow Street, to which further reference will be made later, and in many other cases which prove that German spies are known and their methods known to the Governments of other countries, where ample protective measures have been taken. The character of the spy himself is such that changes in the system which controls him are necessary — constant changes — but the mould in which the German mind is shaped is such that this fact has never been sufficiently appreciated, even by the Great German General Staff. The German spy system is still a dangerous organisation, but there are others equally well planned and equally efficient. Had there been another Stieber to take control, Germany might still have had the only perfect system of espionage; but such genius as he displayed only comes once to a people in a century, and a second Stieber has yet to be found in Germany to make its secret service as efficient as in the days when Stieber maintained control.


Chapter Four.

Military Spies.
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THE GERMAN SYSTEM of military espionage can best be studied by an analysis of the working of the system in France from the year 1870 onwards. So far as the outside world is concerned, the military invasion of France by Germany began at the end of July 1870, but in reality the invasion began in the latter half of 1867, when Stieber, chief of the German secret police, began the placing of his fixed posts throughout the country. No less than 30,000 spies were placed in the departments of Northern and Eastern France, and the feats of this army made possible the work accomplished by Von Moltke.

In his Memoirs Stieber relates how Bismarck, when informed that Jules Favre wished to negotiate for the surrender of Paris in 1871, sent for Stieber and instructed him that Favre was to be kept under observation while negotiations were in progress. Bismarck and Favre met at Versailles, where, on Favres arrival, he was escorted to a carriage driven by one of Stiebers men, and was driven to an establishment on the Boulevard du Roi. This, though Favre was ignorant of the fact, was the headquarters of the German active service police. Favre was courteously received, and presented with a body-servant to whom the highest accomplishments were accredited. The body-servant was none other than Stieber himself.

Favre lodged in this house throughout all the negotiations for the surrender of Paris. So far as Favre knew, the owner of the house was a good Parisian and a resident of Versailles; in reality the place was the headquarters of the German secret-service system, and its owner was one of the fixed spies placed by Stieber before the war began, and thus ready to afford all information with regard to his own district to the German forces on their arrival. For the period of Favres stay, Stieber waited on him hand and foot, attending to his meals, to his bedroom and clothing, and performing all the duties of a valet. Under this pretext it was perfectly easy for Stieber to ransack all Favres clothing luggage, and personal equipment, and the arch-spy claims in his Memoirs that much of the information he obtained in this way was extremely useful to Bismarck during the negotiations on which the conclusion of peace was based.

Certain proposals made by the Minister of the Interior during this period in which Stieber was at the head of the secret police are worth quoting with regard to the establishment of spies throughout France, subsequent to the war of 1870, in order that strict watch might be kept on the conquered country. The proposals were as follows:

All the fixed agents must hold not merely salaried positions (that is, in offices, workshops, etc), for they might at any time be dismissed from their posts, and in that case would no longer have any plausible reason for remaining at their points of observation. Such positions, too, possess considerable disadvantage for our agents, in that they restrict their actions and hamper their freedom of going and coming, and bring them too much under notice.

For these reasons, it must be laid down as a condition of the employment of a spy that he shall be obliged to keep some kind of an establishment, which he may select so long as it is, at least externally, thoroughly in keeping with the commercial or other requirements of the country in which he is engaged. Whatever establishment it be, whether an office for the settlement of disputed claims, or a property register, or a business of a purely commercial land, such as groceries, cafés, restaurants, hotels, etc, it must be soundly established and possess a substantial good-will.

It must be borne in mind that it is necessary for our agents to inspire confidence in circles where they have their centre of action, and to inspire that confidence by outward indications of a commonplace bourgeois existence; by tactful charity and by making themselves useful in societies, associations, communities, and so forth; and by acquiring strong social positions, so that they may be well received and regarded in all quarters.

While we must limit the expenditure which our agents are permitted to incur, it is necessary that we should give them absolute assurance that any deficit of the undertaking which they carry on would be made good by the service under the head of general expenses.

Since the annual expenditure of Germany for work of this kind is admitted to amount to 780,000 pounds a year, it may be gathered that the espionage service is a complete one. The sum stated is admittedly spent; how much more is spent it is impossible to conjecture. The spies placed at fixed posts are given salaries varying between two and four pounds a week according to the importance of the post and the duties which the spy is expected to perform. To this is added any out-of-pocket expenses to which the spy may be put in the maintenance of his business or position. These spies at fixed posts are under the control of headquarters at Brussels, Lausanne, and Geneva, whence their salaries are paid monthly under the form of business remittances. There is also a system of inspectorship by means of which each fixed post is visited at regular intervals, either by women or by professed commercial travellers, who collect the written reports in order to avoid possible inspection of these reports by the French postal authorities. Further, this system admits of instructions being given verbally by the travelling inspector to the spy at each fixed post. At the outbreak of the present war the number of fixed spies known to exist in France was over 15,000.

The recruiting of this army of spies was begun by Stieber in 1870, when he requested that there should be sent, to the fourteen departments of France in which occupation was essential to the success of a German attack, about 4,000 farmers, agricultural labourers, and others who should be permanently employed in the several districts, together with an even larger number of women servants to be placed among the various classes of the French population. These, however, were to receive pay from ordinary French commercial sources, and were to be under the control of the higher grade of spies established in businesses or otherwise independently employed at the fixed posts. The latter were specially chosen from among people of Teutonic origin, not only in Germany, but also in Switzerland and Belgium, whence they were sent to take up their posts after receiving the necessary preliminary training to fit them for their work. The occupant of a fixed post at the present time, whether in France or any other country, is nearly always a German, and has at his beck and call a host of other emigrants from Germany, who are legitimately employed in various capacities, have had no government training, and expect no fixed salary for their work. They are the small fry of the business, and do not come into contact with any higher officials than the fixed agent, who enables them to supplement their legitimate salaries by retailing bits of slander and gossip. The absence of one or more of them would make no difference to the system; as a matter of patriotism, they simply retail what they hear to a fellow-countryman, and, in this sense, every German in a foreign country may be reckoned as a spy, though for official purposes only a certain number of secret-service agents exist.

The recognised agent is placed at some point at which he is able to maintain espionage over a garrison, a military post, or something connected with the defensive or offensive organisation of the country concerned. His business at the outset is to be thoroughly agreeable and make himself well liked in the circle in which he moves. Assuming that he is located in a small garrison town, he sets up a business of some kind which will give him admittance to military circles, and, no matter how bad times may be, his business goes on. In the meantime he contributes unostentatiously to charities, attends all entertainments, and does his best to make himself and his business known in the community of which he is a member. Sooner or later, he makes friends out of one or two of his acquaintances; so far as can be seen he leads a benevolent, open, harmless sort of existence, and is a thoroughly good fellow, and eventually he gains close contact with some member of the garrison, either officer or non-commissioned officer. In the latter case, the spy will take care that the non-commissioned officer is in some position of trust where he is able to obtain useful information.

So far as his friends are concerned, the spy proves to be not entirely ignorant of matters military. He manifests a mild interest in drill, formation of troops, fortifications, guns, etc, but he is not in any way keen over these matters. Like any other inhabitant of the country in which he resides, he is willing to discuss the shop matters of his associates, and will even indulge in mild arguments, making mistakes and submitting to correction from those more experienced. Gradually he gets more and more into the confidence of his friends, who, while they reveal nothing of importance, let fall a word here and a word there in his hearing, knowing him to be thoroughly trustworthy; out of these various words a fairly detailed report can be compiled. In the meantime, the small fry of the business are constantly bringing gossip. If a new gun is to be mounted, the spy hears about it; if the strength of the garrison is to be altered, the spy is cognisant of the fact; sooner or later, he gets to know domestic details with regard to the officers of the garrison. A certain lieutenant drinks too much, or a captain is very fond of a hand at cards; in the former case the spy is quite willing to drink level with the lieutenant, and in the latter he is willing to lose money to the captain, such money being put down to special expenses, and accounted for in his monthly statement.

It will be seen that in such simple ways these the fixed agent is able to obtain an immense amount of personal and other information by perfectly simple methods. It may be urged that the greater part of this information could be obtained in legitimate ways and with no expense to the German Government; but the system which Stieber inaugurated is above all things thorough, and there is a system at Berlin of tabulating and card-indexing all information received from fixed posts; of analysing, checking, and comparing, until absolute certainty is reached with regard to the accuracy of detail. For instance, a certain newspaper may announce that the armament of certain fortifications has been increased by a new four-inch gun. A fixed agent will add to this information the position of gun, weight of shell, rate of fire per minute, name of officer in control, and the fact that it is mounted on a disappearing platform — details which are noted and checked with a view to their possible usefulness in the future. The extent of this usefulness may be estimated when the fall of Namur or Maubeuge is recalled. The officers in control of the attacking German batteries knew exactly how many guns they had to silence, the position, bore, and rate of fire of these guns, and the points at which their own batteries could best be placed, with a view to fire effect and invisibility. In the case of Maubeuge they knew more: they knew where to find the necessary concrete platforms on which to place their own heavy artillery, in order to silence the French guns — and this must be attributed to the development of the system of fixed posts.

Not only does the Great German General Staff know details of fortifications and technical matters, but it is also kept posted up in the character and abilities of officers who come under the observation of the fixed agent. Reports sent in to headquarters are concerned with personal peculiarities and scandals to an extent undreamed of by the persons concerned. If any officer is open to bribery, the fact is ascertained; if any officers wife is open to blackmail, the blackmail is instituted, and the price of silence in every case is information with regard to matters of which the husband is cognisant. Further, the topographical information supplied includes details of the nature and state of roads, telegraphs, bridges, depths of rivers and streams, positions of fords, nature and condition of every building and farm, supplies of forage and food, horses available, and every detail which is likely to be of service. The ordnance-maps supplied to German officers are marvels of map-making; every insignificant cottage, stile, clump of trees, and peculiarity of the landscape is indicated, and, by the use of maps of this kind, the march on Paris in 1870 was carried through without a hitch.

In like manner, all preparations for the Prussian advance through Belgium, and the projected victorious march on Paris, were made and completed years ago, with the assistance of the fixed agents. The German entry into Brussels, when 700,000 men marched through a strange city without the slightest confusion, has been described as a triumph of organisation. This it undoubtedly was; but the credit did not lie with the military commander, for the agents who had been busy through many months preparing the way of the army were responsible for that armys successful advance. Officers had only to follow detailed instructions presented to them by headquarters.

With equal care the entry to Paris was planned: quarters were assigned to each regiment of the invading army; each officer knew exactly the part that would be his in the spectacle, and every step of the entry to the French capital had been arranged in detail by German fixed agents, who had resided for many years in Northern France, and in Paris itself, as peaceful citizens. Reports of German occupation of French towns and even photographs from the theatre of war draw attention to various houses on which has been chalked— Spare this house. In many cases, doubtless, this is intended as a return for unexpectedly hospitable reception, but in many other cases it indicates that the house in question was the residence of a fixed agent, to whom German officers came on their entry to the place in order to learn all that was possible with regard to resources of the town or village, and all that could be told of the movements of the enemy.

It has been urged, and with apparent reason, that the value of espionage ceases as soon as armies take the field, since the work of the spy can only concern preparations for hostilities, and, when war has begun, actual strength decides the issue. This, however, is not the case when German military espionage is in question; in many cases the fixed agents have been so long established at their posts that they rank in the eyes of normal inhabitants as a part of the life of the place, and, by maintaining their positions, they are able to ascertain for the benefit of their own commanders particulars of the dispositions of hostile forces. Elaborate systems of signalling are in use; carrier pigeons are used, but only to a limited extent; the ways of the Red Indians, who made the most perfect spies ever known, are copied in indicating events by the movement of stones, chipping of bark on trees, breaking branches, and other ways little likely to be detected, while the more civilised method of lamp-signalling is also practised. Altogether, the German military spy forms a very efficient and formidable part of the German military force, both before and after the opening of hostilities. His value decreases to a certain extent when action has been entered on, and, in a definite battle like those along the line of the Meuse and the line of the Aisne, he is practically useless, but in case of an advance on the part of the German forces he is invaluable, by reason of the information he can give with regard to the nature of the country and the dispositions of the retreating army.


Chapter Five.

Naval Espionage.
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THE ROUTINE OF naval espionage is very similar in character to that followed by military spies. The naval spy, however, must be a rather more intelligent and highly trained man than his military confrère, and cases that have come to light prove that his position is one of more responsibility, and that he is entrusted with more funds for the carrying out of his work. It is an interesting fact that, for many years past, officers and men of the German naval service have been employed along the East coast of England in compiling extremely detailed plans of places and fortifications. The accuracy of these plans is ascertained by persistent redrawing done by new members of the naval espionage staff, and all changes in building, roadmaking, bridge-construction, and as far as possible the interior work of fortifications, are duly recorded on the Berlin maps. Not that this information is of definite working value at the present time, but the principle of secret-service headquarters is that no item is too trivial for record, and information is acquired without regard to its direct uses, but in view of the fact that it may possibly be of some use at a future date. The adoption of such a principle involves an immense amount of work in checking and sorting the masses of information obtained, but beyond doubt the principle itself has gone far to assure such successes as German arms have obtained, either on land or at sea.

In addition to the work of fixed naval posts, stationed at dockyards and harbours, the work of spies at sea must not be overlooked, either in time of peace or in war. In the former case an innocent-looking trawler or private yacht is useful for taking soundings, ascertaining channels, and even locating naval mines used for purposes of harbour defence and fired by land contact. In time of war the services which may be performed by such vessels are even more valuable; the reports of the sinking of three British cruisers by German submarine attack are fairly unanimous with regard to the presence of a trawler in the vicinity of the spot at which the engagement took place. All that can be definitely learned with regard to this trawler is that she was not a British boat, and it is reasonable to assume that her business consisted in signalling to the submarines particulars which they may have been unable to obtain themselves, or in shielding them from sight during their approach towards the cruisers. Although there are no substantial proofs of this assumption, it is hardly likely that the vessel was a trawler engaged in usual and legitimate business.

The work of the naval spy in time of peace is best illustrated by the record of cases which have actually come to light through actions taken in the courts. One noteworthy case is that of Sub-Lieutenant Ullmo, a gifted naval officer of the French service, serving in the Republican warship Carabine. Ullmo was an officer of undoubted ability, but he came under the influence of a female spy, known to him and his fellows as Lison, who persuaded him to set up an establishment for her and managed to secure his assent to a plan by which this establishment, maintained at his expense, was to be converted into an opium-den. So great an ascendancy did Lison gain over her victim that in a period of two years he had spent 3,000 pounds, which was all that was his in the way of capital and income apart from his pay. His position in the service rendered money a necessity, and, once his private fortune was gone, Lison pointed out to him that more money could be obtained. As soon as she spoke of the means by which he could obtain money he repudiated the suggestion, but, by working on his jealousy with regard to her acquaintance with a brother officer, she secured his consent to a bargain by which he was to give up the secret documents kept in a safe on board his ship, in return for a price which was fixed at more than ten times his previous competence. The bargain was to be arranged by the medium of advertisements, and it was through the wording of these advertisements that the plot was detected by the French secret service. Ullmos reward for his treachery was degradation from his rank and imprisonment for life, and Lison put in an appearance at his trial in order to watch the proceedings as an uninterested spectator.

The system of counter-espionage thus evidenced on the part of a foreign Government has its counterpart in the British service. Since Britain is the most powerful enemy Germany has to fear in a naval sense, it follows that German naval espionage is principally directed against Britain, and that the establishment of naval spies is greater in this country than in any other. It is safe to say, however, that the majority of the fixed posts of the German naval service in Britain are known to the police, and that, as soon as information which, in the opinion of the British naval authorities, is of value, is in danger of being communicated to Germany, action is taken to prevent the transmission of the spies reports to headquarters. A case in point is that of Doctor Max Schulz, who, charged with espionage at Devon Assizes, was sentenced to a year and nine months imprisonment for acts attempted rather than acts committed.

According to his own account, Schulz became implicated in the work of the military branch of the German secret service in 1910, when he was engaged to obtain reports about British military and naval affairs for statistical purposes. Although no more was said, there can be no doubt that Schulz realised quite well the nature of the work he was undertaking, especially as, on the evidence of Sir Rufus Isaacs, who prosecuted at the trial, he was able to offer 500 pounds a year to a British subject for continuous information of a confidential character. He began his career as a spy by ineffectual work in Ireland, following up this by a visit to Toulon, still in search of information. After various adventures, he returned in 1911 to Plymouth, and thence went for a trip up the River Yealm on a yacht called the Egret; here, according to the evidence of Crown witnesses for the prosecution, he was visited by a Mr Duff and a Mr Tarrant, to whom he made overtures with regard to the obtaining of information concerning naval matters.

The charges against Schulz, as outlined by the Attorney-General in opening the case, were four in number. The first charge was that, in the summer of 1911: He, at the borough of Plymouth, having possession or control over knowledge which had been obtained by means of an act which constituted an offence against the Official Secrets Act, communicated or attempted to communicate the same to a person to whom the same ought not in the interest of the State to be communicated at the time. The second charge amplified the first in that Schulz was accused of having intended to communicate his illegally gained knowledge to the Government of a foreign State. The third and fourth counts against him were that he had endeavoured to procure Samuel Hugh Duff and Edward Charles Tarrant respectively to communicate to him information relating to the naval affairs of His Majesty which ought not in the interests of the State to be communicated to any person.

Sir Rufus Isaacs stated, in his outline of the case for the prosecution, that Schulz had offered Duff a salary of 500 pounds a year, with a possibility of this sum being doubled, for confidential information. Schulz alleged that the confidential information in question would be published in a German newspaper, but, at the time of Schulzs arrest, there had been found in his possession a letter which proved the purpose for which the information was required. One passage of the letter which was read in court is enlightening as regards the detailed information required of German naval spies. The passage is as follows:

How do matters stand with the commander and lieutenant respectively? Can nothing at all be expected from them? Reserve officers are no use. They do not procure any valuable secrets because they do not have access to them. Confidential books and reports are what is wanted, and what you must procure at all costs if our relations are to continue.

Sir Rufus Isaacs stated, and the evidence proved, that a man named Tobler, who did not visit England, kept Schulz supplied with money. A number of telegrams were produced, written in code, of which the prosecution had found the key. The deciphered telegrams read: In greatest danger. Wire immediately 50 pounds.

In greater trouble and danger. All prepared for departure. Wire immediately 50 pounds and date of meeting. Instructions from Tobler to Schulz included a list of questions which Schulz was to put to Mr Duff, and the list included the following:

I. Are officers or men granted leave, or have those on leave possibly been recalled?

II. Is there any sign of coals, stores, ammunition, etc, being accumulated?

III. What is the feeling in naval circles?

IV. How do officers and men discuss the situation?

V. Are crews being increased, are ships being prepared, or has commissioning of ships suddenly taken place?

These questions, the Attorney-General pointed out, were intended as tests for Mr Duff. Other questions, put apparently with more serious intent, included the following:

I. What is the opinion of officers of the British Navy as to the result of war between England and France, on the one hand, and Germany on the other, and the likelihood of the same over the Morocco question?

II. What ships of the Third Division were put out of service on July 23, or about the end of July, or have reduced their crews, and the reasons for so doing?

III. How many officers and men are still on board, and why was the programme altered after it was stated that the Third Division should be full up?

Before answering these questions Mr Duff communicated with the police, and it was stated in the initial proceedings against Schulz that, if British people usually acted in the way that Mr Duff and Mr Tarrant had done, and in the way that Detective-Sergeant Martin, whom they consulted, had acted, England would have nothing to fear from any system of espionage.

The evidence given by Mr Tarrant went to show that Schulz had offered him a salary of 50 pounds a month for acting as Military and Naval Correspondent to a German paper, for which Schulz was to act as agent and intermediary. The only defence set up was to the effect that Schulz was a bona-fide journalist, and had no ulterior motive in attempting to obtain information. The Tobler correspondence was too strong evidence to the contrary, and the well-merited sentence of a year and nine months imprisonment in the second division was imposed. It is characteristic of the German spy system that, after his release from jail, Schulz was disowned by his previous employers.

Later cases, like that of Ernst, to which reference will be made later, go to prove that both in England and France a system of counter-espionage has been organised, which goes far to neutralise such efforts as that detailed above. So persistent is the German thirst for information that one man who came into the British courts as defendant had actually received payment from German sources for information which he was virtually proved to have obtained from Whittakers almanac and like sources. This, however, only goes to show that the object of the German secret service is to check such information as it may receive, by means of duplicate and triplicate reports.

There is little likelihood of the system of German naval espionage having any definite effect in England until an invasion has been successfully accomplished, for there is a wide difference between learning the strength of a coast defence and overcoming that defence. Both in naval and military matters, also, the plan has long since been adopted of changing orders at irregular intervals, so that, in case of active service requirements, the strength and dispositions of the forces vary from month to month and even from week to week. Signal and telegraphic codes are changed, routine is altered, and, altogether, such differences are effected in various ways that information supplied by spies one week may be quite valueless the next. Not that it is advisable to underrate the spy peril or the value of the German system, but at the same time it is equally unwise to overrate the possibilities of the system. Were another Stieber forthcoming, Germany might yet accomplish all that it set out to do with the assistance of its secret service; but, under present conditions, such success is extremely unlikely.


Chapter Six.

Diplomatic Espionage.
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THE WAY IN which Stieber, as body-servant to Jules Favre, was able to assist in the negotiations for the surrender of Paris in 1870 has already been detailed, and this forms a fair sample of what can be done in the way of diplomatic espionage, as distinctly apart from the gaining of purely military information or details of a definite naval character. But it is only one instance; the spy in the employ of the German Foreign Office is capable of making himself useful in many ways, and into this class of work also the influence of women enters to a very large extent.

The woman spy of fiction, though not absolutely a myth, is very rare indeed. The siren of beauty and wit, mysterious as she is fascinating, makes a very pretty picture for a sensational melodrama; but it must be fairly obvious, on reflection, that she would defeat her own ends by the very mystery that is popularly supposed to surround her. Further, diplomats entrusted with confidential and delicate tasks are hard-headed men of the world, capable of seeing through the wiles of such dames of mystery as the fiction-writer would have us believe in, existing in the highest society and able to subjugate a man by a glance. A story has recently been told to the effect that one of these charming adventuresses was able to spoil the work of no less a person than a Russian Ambassador, the said Ambassador being a man of mature years and such judgment as one would expect in the holder of the power that he represented. The spy alleged that the lady in question was able by her charms to throw the Ambassador entirely off his guard, so that his mission was spoiled and he incurred imperial displeasure and lost his post.

It is a pretty story, and would pass well as an effort of imagination; the only trouble is that the alleged confessions of the spy include this pretty story as truth, which it most distinctly is not. The affairs of nations are not conducted in such a manner as this, for there is sufficient wisdom in the various Courts of Europe to recognise the existence of all dangers, and to impose on their representatives such safeguards as shall neutralise the attempts that may be made at spoiling treaties and sowing discord by means of pretty women and susceptible men. The reason for the telling of such stories lies in their being extremely plausible, extremely attractive, and extremely saleable.

Real diplomatic spying is a much more sordid and much meaner business than the fiction-writer places before his or her readers. It consists in listening at doors, reading and replacing letters, and tricks of the kind which would be perfectly obvious if the person spying were not so thoroughly trustworthy — to outside appearance. The diplomatic spy may be a servant, a military attaché, a courier in the ostensible service of a Government — he may be anything, but always he is a supremely trustworthy person, one who has no need to conceal the fact that he is highly intelligent and well fitted for his post, whatever that may be. His reputation among the people with whom he is brought in contact may be and usually is a matter of years standing, for only the absolute assurance of his honesty enables him to carry on his work.

It is the recognised duty of all ambassadors, military and naval attachés, and consuls, to collect information in any possible way, and to pay for it, and it may be guessed that their staff of informers is a large one. Further, under the heading of diplomatic spies must be included the internal espionage of Germany, by means of which all the various members of the Royal Family at Berlin are kept under surveillance and reported on. Potsdam neglects nothing in this way, as the Memoirs of Louise of Saxony prove beyond dispute.

Some time ago the head official of the system of internal espionage in Germany was exposed at the height of his success, and thus an idea of the actual working and extent of the system was rendered obtainable. The person in question, Colonel Baron von Tausch, established on his own account a bureau despionage, and carried his investigations to such a point that the Minister of Foreign Affairs, after having made representations to the Kaiser, took action against Von Tausch for libel and conspiracy.

From evidence made public at the trial it appeared that Von Tausch, who wished to obtain information for his master with regard to the nationalist movement in Prussian Poland, had ordered Baron von Luetzow to win the affections of the daughter of a Polish noble who was in the front of the nationalist movement, and, by this means, to gain the confidence of the girls father. Luetzow complied, won the heart of the girl and the confidence of her father, and then returned to Berlin, leaving the girl behind. This was one instance of the methods used to obtain information.

Correspondence, produced in court, introduced into the case the name of Count Philip zu Eulenberg, sometime German Ambassador at Vienna. Eulenberg, one of the boy-friends of the Kaiser, developed into a moral degenerate, and the whole of the Berlin Court — at least, all that part of it which had the best interests of the Kaiser and the Empire at heart — deplored the retention of Eulenberg in the imperial favour. In 1907 Eulenbergs degeneracy was exposed by Maximilian Harden, editor of Die Zukunft, who was prosecuted for his audacity in attacking one of the Emperors friends, and forced the prosecution to withdraw by stating that he had enough correspondence in his possession to ruin the reputations of members of the Imperial family and half the officers of the Imperial Guards.

The correspondence produced at Von Tauschs trial was chiefly noteworthy for a letter addressed by the chief of the secret police to Eulenberg, in which the former claimed that he had successfully accomplished espionage work which, he hoped, would have the effect of mining the Foreign Minister for good. Shortly after, as evidence showed, Eulenberg sent to Von Tausch the ribbon of a high Austrian Order which had been presented by the Austrian Government, evidently as recognition of services performed in connection with the German Foreign Minister.

Numerous scandals were brought to light, all proving that no trick or subterfuge had been too low for Von Tauschs stooping. It was shown, for instance, that Prince Egon Hohenlohe, as bad a character as Eulenberg, had conceived a dislike for one of the chamberlains employed in the establishment of the Duke of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha. He therefore set Von Tausch to work at ferreting out this mans humble antecedents, which were then published anonymously in various German papers. The result was a public scandal, and the unfortunate man had to resign his post in consequence.

Various other people had discovered that Von Tausch was equal to practically any task of spying with which they cared to entrust him, and, as each one rewarded his efforts with some kind of decoration in addition to more substantial payment, he appeared in court loaded with insignia of various Orders. Naturally, his appearance as defendant in a libel case caused consternation in Berlin, for there was no telling where the revelations concerning his doings would end. Eventually the matter was brought to the notice of the Kaiser himself, and, when the intolerable pride of Wilhelm is taken into account, it is easy to understand that he took all possible steps to prevent further revelations concerning the internal espionage maintained on his Court and relatives from coming to light. Von Tausch was, in the first place, under the orders of the Kaiser himself, and, were more revelations to be made, there was no telling how much of the servants doings would be attributed to orders from the master. Conviction was impossible, for Von Tausch knew too much to permit of his being made the enemy of the Imperial Court by imprisonment, or in fact by any punishment. Still, after dismissal from the bar of the ordinary tribunal, he was tried as a Bavarian before a court of honour, and was adjudged to have been guilty of conduct so unbecoming to one in his position as to render him unfit for further service. As a man unfit to associate with gentlemen, he was expelled from the service in disgrace.

But Wilhelm remembered his faithful servant after the court of honour had finished with him. Von Tausch was retired into private life with the honours of a diplomatic servant on the retired list; that is to say, he was at liberty to enjoy his very adequate pension, together with such fortune as he had contrived to amass during his term of service as chief of the secret police.

Von Tausch is typical of the German service of internal espionage; there is nothing romantic about his work, nothing that is worthy of memory or that shows him in other than a detestable light — and yet the German Courts are constantly under such supervision as he maintained, and with the full concurrence and encouragement of Wilhelm, who believes in vigilance at the cost of honour and of everything that normal men hold as compatible with honour. The private diary of Louise of Saxony has details of the pettiness and meanness of these agents of discord and destroyers of confidence among the highest personages of German Courts.

The Kings spy, says the diary, constituted herself post office of Villa Foschwitz — a duty appertaining to her rank, and I wager that she works the black cabinet to perfection. (Cabinet noir. The secret-service headquarters of the German post office.) Of course, I am now careful in all that I write, and advise my friends to be. The spy planted in my household has been permitted to see much of the innocent correspondence passing between me and Leopold. She has reported that I have turned over a new leaf. Result: my debts have been paid. Further result: a gracious letter from the Kings House Marshal praising me for the good influence I am exercising over Leopold. Truly, the world wants to be deceived.

Another extract states: Caught the Tisch stealing one of my letters. Happily there was nothing incriminating in it, though addressed to Ferdinand — just the letter the Crown Princess would write to a Privy Councillor. But the petty theft indicates that she suspects. Prince George, I am told, receives a report from her every day.

The note of the diary emphasises the littleness of life that permits of the existence of such a system as this, a perpetual sowing of discord by means of the repetition of tittle-tattle which can have no real bearing on affairs of moment. The lady designated Tisch, by the way, was but a clumsy exponent of her art, for, discovering that her royal mistress kept a diary, she reported the fact to Frederick, Louises husband, who taxed his wife with the existence of the diary and its indiscretions. Thereupon Louise turned upon the Tisch, and informed her that, since she was planted in the royal household for the purpose of playing the serpent, she must confine her work to reporting on comings and goings, on external conduct, so far as Louise herself was concerned.

In every royal household of the Empire similar spies are placed, and in every government office as well. Every government office is kept open in Berlin at all hours of the day and night, and, when the Emperor wishes to assure himself that all is working as he would have it, he rings up the particular office from which he requires assurances of efficiency. Or, by means of one of the many telephones that are at the disposal of the War Lord at all hours, he turns out a garrison at the dead of night, in order to be certain that there is full watchfulness and efficiency there. The idea of being always on the alert, always prepared, is at the root of these tricks, and the secret service for internal espionage is maintained for the same purpose — that the people of the Empire and their rulers may be always ready against the day.

An instance of indirect diplomatic espionage is afforded by the publication of one of the plans for the invasion of England, drawn up by Baron von Edelsheim, a few years ago. Edelsheim proposed to turn into England a force of about two hundred to three hundred thousand men, commanded by officers who have a perfect knowledge of the country. He says: The preparation for landing operations must be furthered in time of peace to such an extent that in time of war we may feel sure of having the advantage of surprising the enemy by our celerity in mobilising and transporting our troops. The troops which are to be mobilised must be determined in time of peace, their transport by railway, their harbours of embarkation, and the preparations for embarkation, must be prepared in order to ensure the greatest possible celerity. The aim of our operations must be kept entirely secret, and attempts should be made to deceive the enemy, at least with regard to the purpose for which the first operations are undertaken.

Now, the publication of such a paragraph as this, with the certainty of its being translated and republished in English, could serve no useful German purpose on the face of it. Edelsheim was no theoriser speaking without Imperial sanction, or devising a plan apart from the plans of the Junker party. He stated the obvious, and moreover stated an obvious thing which on the face of it was not a wise one for the Junker party to confess, for, if absolute secrecy were an essential, then the very declaration that such a thing as invasion of England was remotely contemplated was against the spirit of the plan. The publication of the paragraph, we may rest assured, was not decided on without good reason, and Edelsheim must rank as a diplomat rather than as a diplomatic spy, for the act comes scarcely under the heading of espionage, widely as that term must be interpreted in the case of the German secret service.

As for the diplomatic spy abroad, he is to be found — but not to be recognised — in official circles. It is extremely doubtful whether his pay comes out of the 780,000 pounds set apart annually by Germany for secret-service purposes, for the pay of such men as are employed in hunting out the secrets of foreign diplomatic circles is necessarily extremely high. With regard to the work itself, very little is known. In the other branches of the German secret-service failures are usually conspicuous by their appearances in police-courts and criminal trials; but this disability seldom enters into the life of the diplomatic spy. In the first place, being a man specially selected from among the ranks of naval and military spies, the diplomatic spy seldom makes mistakes — seldom, that is, in comparison with members of the other two branches, who also are remarkably careful to avoid errors of judgment; consequently, there are very few chances of detecting diplomatic spies through their failures. In the second place, diplomatic spies, by reason of the nature of their work, do not come into the criminal courts when they make mistakes and get caught — the nature of their work precludes this possibility, for usually their tasks do not involve any infringement of the penal code as this refers to the spy and his work. Again, diplomatic spies are so highly placed, and so thoroughly trusted, that to bring on them the punishment of normal criminals would cause too much outcry and scandal; their work is neutralised as far as possible by systems of counter-espionage, and in case of one being detected he simply ceases to be employed by his own Government, which disowns all responsibility for his acts.

These things render details of the work of diplomatic spies almost impossible to obtain. Several books have been published, purporting to detail the work of diplomatic agents, but their contents may be discounted as far as accuracy goes; they make good reading as fiction, and that is all they are, for the most part. If in any stories detailed in them the writers have told the truth, it may be considered a matter of accident. One case, which may be regarded as authentic, is narrated by Von Blowitz, but it is dated so far back that all the participators in the incident are dead, and it may be said as a whole that the world grows wiser as it grows older, so that the case of which Von Blowitz speaks is no guide to the doings of to-day. Further, that particular case concerns a woman spy, of which class more anon.


Chapter Seven.

Communications.
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SUCH REPORTS AS the German agents at fixed posts have to make to their employers are communicated, whenever possible, by means of the travelling inspectors, for the postal service is not to be trusted where espionage is concerned. During the French Revolution there was originated what was known as the Cabinet Noir, or secret service of the post office in France, of which the duties were to intercept, open, and where desirable destroy or replace, such letters as were deemed unfit to reach their senders, in the best interests of the State. Berlin, with its genius for developing other peoples inventions, adopted this idea, and made of it one of the regular weapons of the secret service. It operates not only internally, but also internationally, and any suspected letters are freely opened and read; sometimes they are suppressed altogether from their recipients; sometimes false letters, giving contrary instructions, are substituted, and suspected spies of other Powers are caught by this means.

The idea has been generally adopted by most countries; but, in practically any country but Germany, the idea of personal and national honour is sufficiently strong to keep absolutely secret the doings behind official doors. For instance, at the trial of the spy Ernst at Bow Street, it came as a surprise to many people to learn that the British postal authorities possessed powers under which they might open any suspected missives, with a view to ascertaining their contents when deemed essential for the safety and well-being of the State. It is common knowledge in Germany that no letter is safe from being opened, and the powers which the British post offices exercise only in case of genuine suspicion are utilised in Germany to a far greater extent. Further, the officials at the Berlin post office Cabinet Noir do not always maintain the absolute secrecy that their work demands, and sometimes there creep out details of other things as well as espionage. Apparently, every German official has his price in his own country, and the habit of spying is so ingrained in the race that commercial secrets are bought and sold not only in the interests of German firms as a whole, but in the interests of one rival German firm which desires to steal a market from another firm of Teutonic name and standing. It appears that Stieber, by organising his colossal system of espionage, laid the foundations of national pettiness and deceit — the German character as a whole has been undermined by the knowledge that nobody is safe from espionage, and all acts are liable to be reported, while blackmail is a flourishing industry.

In the event of active service, the German system of communication between spies and the army in the field is very largely on the lines laid down by Klembovski, whose Military Espionage in Peace and War is one of the recognised textbooks on espionage. So clearly and well does Klembovski indicate the methods to be followed, that certain passages of his work with regard to this matter of communications are worthy of reproduction as they stand in his original work, in order to assist in a conception of the means employed.

It is not always possible, he says, for the spies to report personally to their chief about the results of their investigations; therefore it is of interest to consider the methods of communication by means of which they can forward the required information to the stipulated place. These methods of communication are to be grouped in three divisions, according to their nature: 1. Optical signals; 2. Agreed communications by writing; 3. Despatches in cipher.

1. Optical signals. — In operations in heavily wooded districts which obstruct reconnoitring by cavalry, or in the operations of detachments which consist only of infantry, the assurance of guarding against danger which is obtained by means of the despatch of patrols in the direction of the enemy embraces no especially broad stretch in the front of the troops. In such cases the duty of reconnaissance can be allotted to spies, who should collect the simplest and fullest possible information about the enemy. For example: presence or absence of the enemy in certain directions and at certain distances; the approximate strength of his troops; whether the enemy is on the march, at rest, or occupying a position. Such information is especially of importance to such detachments as possess cavalry, for the commander of the detachment can, if he has fresh knowledge of the presence and dispositions of the enemy, execute cavalry reconnaissances far better than he could without the knowledge to be obtained by spies. He can estimate the number and strength of the patrols which he intends to send out, and can give them the correct direction of marching to achieve their purpose, etc.

For communicating such information the simplest signals are desirable. Signals should be employed which on the one hand will not arouse the suspicions of the enemy, and on the other hand will not require special instructions and explanations, and will not occupy too much time either in preparation or sending.

If the country to the front of the troops offers a wide view, a spy sent on in advance can make fires, whose number and arrangement has a previously agreed meaning. Among the enemys outposts the making of fires will seldom be practicable, since it would at once arouse suspicion. In these cases the spy can make use of houses which can be seen from a distance on all sides, since the appearance and disappearance of a light in the windows, or the opening and shutting of the shutters, can have a recognised sense and meaning for the troops from whom the spy is sent.

Optical communication of news is seldom possible in wooded country, or at any rate only if the troops advance, and not if they retreat or remain stationary. In these cases the spy sent in advance can inform the troops by various agreed signs, such as breaking or tying together small trees and branches, moving turf, writing agreed-on signs with chalk on bark of trees, fences, houses, and big stones or rocks. Smugglers in some Russian districts use little stones, which they put down by the way on single big stones, heaps of earth, and leaves; as the number and position of the stones with regard to one another varies, so the smugglers mutually impart valuable information to each other. This method should be borne in mind for adoption by an army in the field.

2. Agreed communications by writing. — In many cases secret communication by writing can be carried on in the guise of quite ordinary correspondence, in which the speech is of trade and family matters, etc, so that a stranger, who was not initiated into the secret meanings of the special words, would attribute no special meaning to them. Such letters would be addressed to persons who are prominent through their business in official positions — lesser state officials and merchants, for instance.

In July 1887, at the Imperial Court of Justice at Leipzig, the trial took place of the Alsatians — Klein and Greber for espionage. In the indictment of the public prosecutor it was said, among other things, that the defendant Klein had never been directly in correspondence with the Bureau at whose head was Colonel Vincent, but he knew that his despatches had been communicated to the War Office from which Colonel Vincent took his orders. In order to arouse no suspicion, the correspondence was given the appearance of letters which passed between relatives; herein lay the reason for the constant repetition of Christian names, and the good wishes for Uncle, Aunt, and other persons who certainly did not exist, or under whose names personalities would be understood that were very well-known to the French secret service.

Usually the sender of such correspondence agrees with the recipient as to the way in which the communications shall be read. For example, in 1650 Prince Condé, who lay in prison on account of participation in the plot against the Guises and Catherine de Medici, received a letter which, perused in the ordinary way, could arouse no suspicion. But, in reading it, Condé missed out every other line, obtaining by this means a perfect meaning to fit the situation in which he was placed.

There is also a mechanical method of conducting a secret correspondence, for the deciphering of which both sender and recipient must have castings, or small metal plates exactly similar, which are divided by lines into squares. Some of the squares are cut out, the two plates being kept exactly similar and then the sender lays the square plate on the paper and writes his message in his usual writing on the cut-out squares; then he takes the plate from the paper and fills in the empty squares with casually chosen words, taking care, however, that some meaning is made from the double writing, so as to replace the real meaning when the plate is applied. On receipt of the letter the addressee lays his square on it, and comfortably reads everything that interests him, since the superfluous words which the sender wrote later are covered by the squares in the plate which have been left by the cutting-out.

All complex codes and similar means of communication occupy much time, so they are not for spies to use in time of war, though one can employ them in peace time. Certain solutions can be employed as inks, so that, when dry, they leave no trace on the paper; then one has only to warm the paper over a lamp, and the writing stands out clearly. This method, however, has been very largely used, and a blank sheet of paper is always an object of suspicion. And, in view of the meaning which an apparently simple letter may bear to eyes that can decipher the hidden meaning, it should be a rule in war to destroy all captured correspondence of the enemy. This rule should also be observed on the arrest of any suspected person.

3. Cipher correspondence. — There are a great number of systems of cipher-writing; one of the simplest is described in the following letter of Marshal Soult to General Neil, dated September 26, 1806, in which Soult writes: His Majesty advises me to agree upon a cipher with you, which you will have to use in future in your correspondence with the Chief of Staff of the Army. In the execution of this you can, in my opinion, best make use of a pamphlet (of which the title is given in the letter). The first figure will give the number of the page; the second figure the line, reckoned from above, not counting the heading. The third number will serve as indication of the required word or letter, and give its position in the line indicated by the second figure: if the figure means a whole word, you will underline it; if it only means a letter, you will not do so. Commas must be put between the indicating figures.

The disadvantages of this system consisted in the slowness of construction and deciphering of the message, since it would almost always be necessary to indicate not whole words, but each letter separately, for which three figures are necessary each time. To avoid the latter disadvantage a dictionary can be employed for the execution of the cipher, whereby in most cases one could succeed in giving the whole word with two figures.

A certain officer proposed to set up for this purpose a special military dictionary, similar to the marine signal-books existing in all countries. In this dictionary one could enter in alphabetical order all figures, letters, constantly occurring syllables, and complete military expressions. The officer in question was of the opinion that 3,000 ciphers would be quite enough to form a complete code. Thus all figures, letters, words, etc, would be numbered in the book in succession from beginning to end. In the preparation of reports one could then indicate by one cipher a figure, a letter, a syllable, and sometimes a whole word or even a whole phrase.

The disadvantage of such a system consists in that its foundation is always the same, and that the printed dictionary could easily be secretly obtained from all neighbouring States. In order to obviate this, a few alterations were subsequently proposed. One alteration was to the effect that one could take a given number to serve as a key; in preparing reports the key-number would always be added to the number under which is designated the required word in the dictionary. It may be assumed that the word regiment is required to be coded, and this word is number 500 in the dictionary; the key-number is 25; so in the report the word is indicated by 525. It is of course obvious that one could subtract, instead of adding, the key-number.

Another alternative consists in having two different key-numbers. In the report the words are indicated by figures always changing, first in the case of the one, and then of the other key-number. In this way one and the same word, indicated twice in the report, may each time be indicated differently. For instance, the word division is number 765 in the word-book; the key-numbers are 5,000 and 6,125. The first time the word division is indicated by the number 4,235 (that is, 5,000 — 765) and the second time by 5,360 (that is, 6,125 — 765).

The main disadvantage of all these various means of communication lies in that a book is essential, from which the deciphering will have to be done. The book in question is easily lost, or is not at hand at the required moment, and then the cipher is not only useless, but the work caused in obtaining the message is wasted.

An instance of this occurred in 1870, when one of the German generals received a message which he could not decipher at once, since the dictionary which the headquarter staff had arranged with him as a code-book was in a wagon which had been left behind. The same misfortune befell the commander of a French territorial division at Châlons-sur-Marne, who could not decipher a telegram, since by an oversight he had sent his cipher with the archives to Château Thierry.

For the ciphering of messages by spies the above systems are also disadvantageous because most spies can carry no books with them on their missions.

Thus writes Klembovski, who made a study of espionage on active service, but was unable to arrive at any method of transmitting messages which should be free of marked disadvantages. As to his contentions regarding the use of ciphers, it has been stated — though on what authority is hard to ascertain — that the German secret service will decipher any message in any language in a given space of time, no matter what code may be used. In one of Edgar Allan Poes stories there is a means shown of deciphering practically any code in which the characters are constant — that is, in which the same sign represents the same letter each time it is used — and it is quite probable that one used to the deciphering of code-messages could work out any code. For a code must be built up on some system, and therefore some reversal of the system must exist by means of which the message can be deciphered without the aid of a key.

Berlin recognises the uses of pseudo-clergy in time of war, for quite a number of German village clergy are impecunious and of a distinctly low class, and thus the army is not averse to their imposture. Men of this kind are selected for service in the field, where it is anticipated they can make themselves useful, under the pretext of ministering to the wounded, by extracting information about the movements of troops, etc. It is arranged that, in the event of a retreat, the clerical spy shall convey to the pursuing force detailed information regarding the losses in men and guns of those retreating, the numbers of men still unwounded, and the moral of the troops, by means of signals as detailed above — broken branches of trees, specially placed stones, and other things.

One favourite system of espionage on active service, from the German point of view, consists in the use of the Red Cross van. Under the rules governing international war, the Red Cross van may go anywhere, even into the enemys lines, to pick up wounded, and the German forces, making war by all the violent means at their command, have not scrupled to make use of Red Cross vans both for espionage work and as shelter for machine-guns — authentic cases are reported in which treacherous fire has been opened on the troops of the Allies in this way. Another method of obtaining information consists in sending two scouts out with a coil of wire, when in the presence of the enemy. The scouts, bearing one end of the wire, are instructed to approach the enemys lines, at night, and of course, when they have approached within sight, they are shot. The wire no longer pays out from the end kept in the lines, and the length unrolled, when hauled back and measured, gives the artillery-range almost to a nicety.

Communications in times of peace are never made direct to headquarters. The fixed spies, as already remarked, employ such agents as they may choose and their rate of pay allows. Their reports are collected by the travelling spies, who are under the control of agents of sections, stationed in Belgium and Switzerland (up to the outbreak of war) but not in Germany. From the agents of sections reports go to the Central Bureau of the secret service at Berlin, where sorting and classification of news supplied is pursued, and all that part of the world which could possibly be inimical to Germany is card-indexed. It is a sordid, sorry, mean business, utterly devoid of the romance and glamour with which the spy of fiction has invested it, and, whatever the fate of German armies in the field may be, the secret service of Germany has done more than anything else to pervert the moral sense of the nation.


Chapter Eight.

Women Spies.
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IN ANY ACCOUNT of the German spy system one invariably harks back to Stieber when passing to a review of any fresh branch of the system. Psychologist as he was, Stieber recognised that such a system as he proposed to establish in France prior to the war of 1870 could be rendered more effective if women were employed in conjunction with men. Thus he requested that there might be sent from Prussia to France a certain number of domestic servants, governesses, women-workers, and others who might, by gaining access to the family life of the French people, pass on to the fixed agents information which might be useful. Further, he requisitioned the services of a smaller number of attractive-looking girls who were to be placed out as barmaids, and in similar positions, where they could incite men to talk a little too freely for the benefit of the Grosser General Stab of Berlin. Stieber reckoned that women could learn what men would miss, in many cases, and the event proved him right.

He was careful, however, not to employ his women spies in positions of extreme trust, for he had learned, by the time that he was ready to organise his system, that the Prussian woman — it is unwise to include more — was not to be trusted with a secret. Out of the many failures to be credited to spies, most of all are laid to the accounts of women, mainly through the women in question having lost control of their heads through their hearts, and having become more or less infatuated with men whom they ought to have regarded as their prey, but whom they would no longer betray. It seems that the temperament in a woman which best fits her for spying also renders her likely to fall victim to her own affections, as far as her efficiency in espionage is concerned, for the German secret service, though it may overlook one mistake — no more — on the part of a male agent, disowns a woman spy as soon as she errs, without any exception.

The case of Lison, who ruined Lieutenant Ullmo, is partly a case in point. Not that this vampire lost her head in the things she did, or acquired any undue affection for Ullmo; but she bungled her case after having rendered good service to the German secret service. The mistake was not overlooked — the German secret service no longer knew that such a woman as Lison existed when once the trial of Ullmo had opened. Her error put her out of the spy system for ever, and, no matter what became of her, she never received another pfennig from her former paymasters.

The woman spy is largely utilised in the matter of internal espionage; in Berlin, for instance, society women are able to form salons, more or less worthy of that historic title, at which they can hold gatherings of men and women and gather up the tittle-tattle from which scandals are constructed, and consequent pressure can be brought to bear on various persons as desired. In another circle, women keep houses at which men congregate, and here the charmer of fiction is dimly reflected, for personal attraction on the part of the female spy plays a large part in her power of acquiring useful information. Still lower in the scale are domestic servants, who overlook correspondence, overhear conversations, and in many other ways act as bearers of news which would otherwise go unheard by the Berlin headquarters.

On foreign service women spies in responsible posts are rare, but dangerous in reverse proportion to their numbers. One of Stiebers women learned all the secrets she sought, simply by supplying a young French officer with as much cocaine as he asked. Had the officer in question discovered other means of procuring as much powdered cocaine as he wanted, the spy in question would have been forced to offer some other reward for information. But he relied on the spy, and, in common with most drug-takers, was sufficiently morally enfeebled to be persuaded to give up all the information at his command.

Some of these foreign service female spies are artists in their profession. One may take the case of such a one who keeps a discreet establishment, say, in a garrison town. She welcomes visitors, and is a very tactful sympathiser with hard-worked officials in government offices. She offers encouragement, advice, and sympathy as regards work and worries, and sides with the complainant in any grievance regarding the arrogance of superiors. Her introductions, in the first place, give her a definite social standing, and, like the male fixed agent, she is so connected with the life of the place as to seem quite a part of it — she is above suspicion in every way. It follows, given the type of woman who attracts men, that men talk to her far more than to members of their own sex; they find her companionship restful and soothing — especially the younger men — and are easily led on to talk of themselves, their hopes and their work. They talk in all innocence, and are encouraged by the listener to talk always more and more; and, after a month, or two or three months, perhaps, there falls one sentence which is as a straw that marks the direction of the wind — and that sentence finds its way to Berlin, where it is card-indexed. Acquaintance ripens to friendship; to the outer worlds sight two people talk of things that interest them, but in reality the spy, having completely won the confidence of the man she set out to make her victim, leads him to talk of his work in a manner that he would have deemed impossible when first he met this attractive woman.

There is on record one failure among women spies which illustrates the danger of employing them. The spy in question was sent out to win the affections of a young attaché at a French Embassy, and this she accomplished through the simple expedient of teaching him the German language. In a regular course of lessons which the young diplomat underwent at the hands of the lady he found out that he was not so much attracted by her, after all; but she fell in love with him in earnest. Thenceforth she was not only useless, but a danger to the German headquarters, since she was in a position to impart information instead of to extract it as Berlin desired.

It must be obvious, when one considers the extent of the organisation that Stieber set up, and the nature of the reports furnished by the staff, that an enormous amount of service work is done to no purpose; but this is inevitable, like the keeping-up of a navy which remains idle for fifteen or twenty years, but must still be maintained at full strength. Thus this corps of women spies is maintained and its reports are received and studied and tabulated. Much of the information sent in by women is, of course, hopelessly useless; but out of the mass of chaff sufficient grain is sifted to make the continuance of the work worth while — in German estimation, at least. It is a known fact that the Government of Berlin have not only overlooked but favoured the establishment of houses of ill-repute in the city, simply because through the keepers of these houses valuable information is to be obtained. Young men were lured to a certain notorious establishment in Berlin from the foreign Embassies, and even from departments of the Berlin Government itself. In the first case the object was information with regard to the procedure at the Embassies, and in the second case information was desired as to the integrity or lack thereof on the part of those entrusted with the control of German national affairs. The woman who ran this establishment had laid to her own count many ruined reputations and ruined lives in the course of her career.

It is known that the permanent spies, known in the vernacular as post offices, have to send in to headquarters certain information. This information is tabulated as follows:

All possible information relating to general officers and their equals in the country concerned, including personal as well as official details.

Particulars of all who pass from military colleges to commissions, and all who pass from naval colleges to the navy.

Particulars of all directors and examiners of military and naval colleges.

Particulars of the official duties add personal habits of all officials in charge of arsenals, powder factories, store depots, and other works connected with military and naval organisation.

Staff officers, aides-de-camp, and generals orderlies — particularly concerning the lives and habits of these.

Officers or officials employed in the Ministry, secretaries and under-secretaries in government offices, especially those whose circumstances are low or whose affairs are in disorder.

If the varied nature of this work is borne in mind, and the many opportunities a woman would have for learning details of the personal side are considered, it will be seen that the work of the woman spy can be invaluable. As already remarked, Germany wants to know not only the things that are of immediate use, but also the little things that may be of use in certain contingencies — possibly useful as well as certainly useful and probably useful information is welcome. And, in the average French or English household of the official class, either in France or England, a German domestic, perfectly capable at her work and in every way above suspicion on the part of her employers, can render enormous service to the German secret service, simply by keeping her ears open. For the servant, whether spy or honest employee, knows nearly everything there is to be known about her employers. If the masters financial affairs are in such a state that bribery might be tried with a remote chance of success, she is aware of it; if the mistress has compromised herself in any way, and is open to blackmail, the domestic is more likely to know of it than any one else, for she has unquestioned access to letters where even the husband is ignorant of their existence — nobody thinks of suspecting her of more than mere curiosity, at the worst. The object of the system inaugurated by Stieber is to work along the lines of least resistance, to ensure safety and efficiency by choosing means so obvious as to be negligible — and that system has produced great results, past question. More especially is this method noticeable in the case of the German spy: it is not the adventuress of fiction who does most of the useful work, but the inconspicuous and apparently thoroughly trustworthy woman, who, whatever her station, has an obvious reason for occupying it, and is above reproach or suspicion.

Not that the adventuress has not her share as well. A woman carried out most of the underground work connected with the Morocco loan; a woman stopped the clandestine marriage of one of the imperial princes, and another woman arranged a marriage between a Bourbon king and a member of the house of Hohenzollern. Yet another, according to Von Blowitz, brought off as skilful a coup in connection with the theft of documents as has ever been known. But these things are exceptions to the regular work of women spies, which is for the most part unromantic, petty, and mean — as is most espionage work, whether man or woman be concerned in its accomplishment.

In active service the woman plays a very small part, for the endurance of a man is required to undergo such rigours as usually fall to combatants and spies alike once the armies have taken the field. Here, however, women are of use in carrying messages and in similar minor capacities. Such of them as manage to keep their places in civilian establishments may be of great use in learning projected plans — though plans are usually kept too secret, since the organisation and extent of the German system of espionage is fairly well-known in official circles of other countries.

During the siege of Liège men masqueraded as women in order to obtain information for the German commander. In one particular case four ladies were observed in the town, and certain small points of make-up and attire caused the police to entertain suspicions. The ladies were seized and examined, and very few inquiries were sufficient to settle the question of their sex, while further inquiries certified them as German spies — and they paid the penalty of their daring. Before execution, spies captured in the present war have stated that they have been forced to take on their tasks; certain persons are selected by lot out of the army, and are given choice of the disguise with which they must go out to the front. In many cases the disguises are hopelessly inadequate, and all the men who go out know that they are going to almost certain death. But the man who, without some rehearsal, goes out disguised as a woman, is not only facing death, but looking for it — as do these German soldiers in like case.

Cases have come to light in Belgium in which wearers of the Red Cross have proved to be spies; women have been caught acting as nurses, keeping to their posts simply for the purpose of obtaining such information as shall be useful to the German forces. Such cases are rare, for the Red Cross nurse is usually well authenticated and deservedly above suspicion, but the rarity of the cases and the very small likelihood of detection renders them correspondingly dangerous. From their positions and duties they are in the very heart of things, and are able to get more information than those in other positions, though the transmission of news, after it has been obtained, is by no, means an easy business.

Eastern and Northern France, before the war, were full of women spies, planted under the fixed post system. They were mainly auxiliaries, for it was seldom that the charge of a fixed post was entrusted to a woman, for the simple reason that it is not easy for a women to set up in any kind of business and maintain it — at least, not so easy as it is for a man. The majority of these women spies in French departments were domestic servants, teachers, or less reputably engaged as waitresses in establishments for the sale of alcoholic liquors. For the last-mentioned class, the chief requirements in every case were that they should be decidedly attractive, unscrupulous, and able to make men talk. For remuneration, they depended mainly on their legitimate employers; the fixed agent, at his own discretion, paid out sums to them which made it worth their while to gather information, but they were expected to five on the country which they had come to betray to the staff at Berlin.

Since this treachery characterises the groundwork of all German espionage, and the plans of the military organisation are built on espionage, it follows that in the nature of things the German Empire must end: treachery is an ill foundation on which to build.


Chapter Nine.

General Espionage Work.
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THE NATURE OF the work undertaken by spies of the higher orders places them, at times, in possession of a good deal of information which, should the spies choose to use it improperly, becomes a danger to the German Government. This is not good for the spies concerned; in some cases they are trusted too far — for even such an organisation as the German secret service can make mistakes at times — and then they vanish. One case was that of an ex-service officer on the Russian frontier, who, unfortunately for him, fell in love with a Russian lady, and found that his duty was not so strong as his love: it was ascertained that not only was he lax in his espionage, but that he was actually making his work of benefit to the Russian service rather than to his own people. A noted duellist was sent to the spot, with orders to challenge the recreant spy — and as a result the spy was killed.

The instance is not an isolated one, and in some cases the headquarters at Berlin, realising that a man or woman knows enough to be dangerous, deliberately betrays the person concerned to the authorities of some other Power, with a view to removing dangerous evidence, by means of imprisonment, until such time as the evidence shall be no longer dangerous. Such a case, undoubtedly, was that of the man Graves, whose arrest was largely due to a wrongly addressed letter sent to him from his headquarters — or at the instigation of his headquarters. The system pursued at the German headquarters is such that mistakes are not made by accident, but, if they occur, there is a definite purpose behind them. Graves knew too much, and suffered for it; he was a clever man and a good spy — but there were others equally good, and, since he had come to know more than the heads of the German secret service thought fit, he was removed, by being imprisoned in an English prison, to a point where his knowledge was no longer available for his own use.

It may be urged that, in view of the nature of the work involved in espionage duty, it would be hard to find people to undertake that duty, at least, to the extent alleged in the case of the German Empire and its secret service. Such a contention as this, however, proves ignorance of the German, and especially of the Prussian character and way of viewing moral problems. In this connection it is worthy of note that Herr Richter, the leader of the Opposition in the Reichstag, once raised a protest with regard to the more than doubtful morality of the individuals employed in the police service of the country; that is, the persons employed in secret police work. In reply, the Minister for the Interior, Von Puttkamer, stated that it is the right and duty of the State to employ special and extraordinary methods, and even if that honest and estimable functionary, Police-Councillor Rumpff, has employed the methods of which he is accused, in order to secure for the State the benefits of useful intelligence, I here publicly express to him my satisfaction and thanks.

The methods to which Herr Richter took exception included the suborning of high officials in magisterial, political, and industrial circles, more especially by the temptations afforded by the keeping of such disorderly houses as the woman Krausz made infamously notorious; the engaging, as secret agents, court officials, Reichstag deputies and their wives, and all who could in any way help on the business of information without regard to the moral or social degeneracy that might be brought about by these honest and estimable methods. Since the responsible Ministers of the country countenance rank immorality and vice in the search for information, it follows inevitably that the life of the nation as a whole is lowered in tone by the existence of the spy system; things that, to people of normal view-point appear detestable, become things that all may do without shame. Here in England a spy is given his real value — he is looked on as no true man: in Germany, on the other hand, the business of a spy is as honourable as any other; the outlook of the nation has become perverted by the system that Stieber set in working — Stieber himself was Germanys greatest enemy, but the country has not yet realised this. And, with this perverted morality, this condoning of evil for the sake of the good that may accrue, there is no lack of material from which to fashion spies. The German Empire has become not only commercialised, but debased; the German view of solemn treaties, and the German justification of broken oaths on the ground of expediency, are typical of the German view-point in all things. Nothing is dishonourable, except to be found out, is a fairly accurate way of expressing the German view-point as regards rules for the conduct of life.

With this much understood, it is easy to understand that, in dealing with a German — with any German — one is dealing with a potential spy, for the whole nation is subject to espionage and attuned to it, regarding it as a part of daily life. From money-lender and social hanger-on down to workman and loafer, spies may be made out of all grades of the social scale, and are made. Through the medium of a workman spy, the plans of the Lebel rifle were in German hands before ever one of the rifles in question was handed out for the use of French troops. At the other end of the scale is Von Puttkamer, Minister of the Interior, sanctioning anything and all things, irrespective of the harm they may do to the moral nature of the German race, so long as information is obtained. The taint is in the race, so permeating all classes that neither man nor woman can be regarded as free of it. The actual word spy is capable of various interpretations, and the real and acknowledged spies of the German system, numerous though they are, do not form nearly as large a total as the people who help the espionage system to maintain its efficiency.

The spy par excellence is one who has in him or in her a decidedly criminal instinct. Men and women of this class make the best spies, from the point of view of their employers; and by reason of this the German system, since Stieber passed out from it, has been more effective in the elucidation of details than of large essentials — something is missing from the moral pervert who makes the best spy, or it may be that there is no longer at the head of the secret-service organisation such a genius as Stieber, who could make his small creatures accomplish large designs. Stieber, Zerniki — one may choose out half a dozen or so of names just as in criminal records one may choose out the names of Peace and Crippen, or even of the Borgias, as capable of great things in crime. But the spies of later days in the German secret service have not been put to great uses, or the temper of the British people would not have been misunderstood to the extent that led to Ireland being looked on as a revolting province, or the colonies of Britain as only waiting for a chance to escape from British rule. The general work of the spy seems to have degenerated along with the nation that founded the system, down to petty ends and inconsequent results; we have seen, in this present war, that the occupation of Brussels was carried through without a hitch owing to the machine-like perfection of the German spy system — there was cause for congratulation, from a German point of view. But we have seen none of the great coups that made the campaign of 1870 as great a triumph for Stieber as for Bismarck and his royal master.

The anti-espionage system of British secret service is worthy of note in connection with the decline of the German system of espionage. In this connection the Scotsman report of the trial of Graves bears quotation, more especially the deposition of Inspector Trench, who described the effects found on Graves at the time of his arrest.

The prisoner, on being arrested at his hotel, had in his possession a doctors book, apparently empty. This was found, on inspection, to contain two leaves stuck together. In the middle were sentences and figures — a code which had been subsequently deciphered by a process of subtraction from the A.B.C. code.

He also had... cartridge cases of the latest Army pattern. The code-notes contained phrases like clearing practice, have lowered defending nets, land fortifications are manned, etc.

Further, Graves had lived in Edinburgh as a medical student taking his last degree in science, but had not been near any hospital, and had used the paper and envelopes of a well-known English firm for his correspondence, in order to avoid inspection of his letters by the post office.

The statement in court of facts like these points not so much to the cunning of the man Graves, but to the way in which, from the time of his taking up residence in Edinburgh as a medical student, he must have been shadowed and kept under observation. The deciphering of the code, the certainty as to paper and envelopes used, and other things that came out at the trial, are small points in themselves; but they go to show that, if the German secret service were relatively as good to-day as in the days when Stieber used his intelligence to keep the system ahead of all others, Graves would never have come to a British jail; for, in the first place, the German secret service would not have employed a man who already knew too much, and, in the second place, as soon as any methods were known to the British police they would have been changed for others, even to the code which could be interpreted without the aid of a key.

With regard to the quality of treachery, latent in all spies, the German secret service does its best to overcome this difficulty by the retention of a certain portion of the pay with which the spies are credited. When once a man or woman has fairly entered on the work of espionage a proportion of the pay is held back by the paymaster, so that there is always a considerable sum owing. This is supposed to act as an incentive to loyalty, and in most cases it undoubtedly has that effect, for no man likes to commit an act which will involve the forfeiture of a sum of money really due to him. Bearing in mind the cupidity of the average spy, it will be seen that no stronger deterrent of treachery could be devised.

In the case of the military spy, the French service affords more opportunities for the German agent than does the British. In the British service the officers of commissioned rank have many faults, but they are in nearly every case gentlemen, in the best sense of that much-abused word. In the citizen army of France, on the other hand, an officer may be anything — and in this is intended no disparagement on the brave Army of our present allies. The Republican system admits all to its ranks — perhaps it would be better to say that it compels all to enter its ranks — and the Republican ideal places a commission in the reach of all, without regard to birth or social standing. In many ways this is to the good, for it fosters the Republican spirit in the Army, and at the same time makes an efficient fighting machine; but it admits to the commissioned ranks, perhaps once in five hundred times, a man who is sufficiently unworthy of his country and its uniform to be guilty of acts which point to his openness to corruption. The case of Ullmo, though it concerns a naval officer, was one in point; it is not to be alleged that a British officer, enslaved by drugs and otherwise debased, would not have done as Ullmo did; but it is to be alleged that the debasing of Ullmo, which brought him down to the point at which subsequent corruption was not only possible but easy, is almost impossible in the British service — such a man would have been cashiered before he reached the point at which Ullmo fell to actual treachery and crime. The Republican system has its drawbacks, and a retention of the laws of caste to an extent which compels all commissioned officers to an acknowledgment of caste, is not altogether undesirable — except from the view-point of the spy. On the confession of a French writer on the subject, there are officers in the French service who form a class of officers whose private life is no better regulated than their professional conduct. In such the spy finds comparatively easy prey; but their counterparts do not exist in the British services, for the caste laws of Army and Navy alike forbid ill-regulated lives, and officers of both services must be above suspicion when off parade. The universal service of France renders such a state of affairs almost impossible in the Republican Army. Where every man is a soldier, the staff of officers is so much greater that the presence of a few black sheep is practically unavoidable — and it must be said in common fairness that the French officer is more sternly supervised than his British confrère — yet lapses on the part of commissioned officers are more common than in the British services.

Yet one other point must be borne in mind in connection with the general work of the spy. Happenings in 1870, combined with Stiebers Memoirs, make clear that the hanging of peasants in the later stages of the war excited even the criticism of stone-hearted Bismarck, who saw in these occurrences a policy which might some day bring retribution. But to this Stieber answered: In war one must take the measures of war. It is the duty of our soldiers to kill the soldiers of the enemy who from motives of duty oppose our march. We spies claim the right to hang those who spy on us.

The declaration is illuminating. Here were the members of the German secret service facilitating a conquest by dastardly measures, by abuse of the hospitality of the country which the Prussian troops subsequently invaded. Yet, if the inhabitants of that country dared to attempt to give information to their own countrymen, they were to be hanged. Espionage is responsible for many evils: Stieber shows here that it is responsible for the blunting of the moral sense of his fellow-countrymen, and that the espionage system of 1870 laid the foundations of the Prussian disregard of human life, and the utter brutality and savagery displayed by Prussians in this present war of 1914.

A peasant was caught in the act of watching a Prussian convoy, Stieber writes in his Memoirs, and was falsely accused of having fired upon it; he was hung up by ropes under his arms in front of his own house, and was slowly done to death with thirty-four bullets fired in succession. In order to make an example, I decided that the body should remain hanging for two days, under the guard of two sentries.

A thing like this is worth memory to-day, in view of what has happened at Louvain and Aerschot and other scenes of Belgian outrage. The germ of Prussian barbarism must have been in the race, but Stieber and his kind have fostered it and caused its growth to the extent that has made of Germany a name of shame among the nations of the earth.


Chapter Ten.

Agents Provocateurs.
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THIS SUBJECT OF political work, apart from espionage proper on the part of German agents, is a delicate one, for proof is not only hard to come by, but direct proof is practically non-existent, owing to the nature of the work. The most that can be done is to take cases of political work which, on the face of them, are such that no honest citizen would attempt: by a process of mental elimination one may arrive at the source of such work, though the result of the process is little more than conjecture. Still, half a dozen or so of results, all pointing the same conclusion, are of value, and, in spite of the absence of definite proof, police-court and criminal-court trials and the like, there can be no reasonable doubt that the work of the agent provocateur goes on, and that the central office at Berlin pays in order to keep it going.

Harking back once more to Stieber, it will be remembered that, at the outset of his career, he took service in a mercantile firm, and identified himself with German Socialism of the revolutionary kind. He learned at first hand the power which Socialism has among the working classes; he learned that, with very little reality behind the promises, it is easy to make a workman do nearly anything, if only the promises as regards the future of the working class are large enough. He came to his own as a master in espionage and treachery — by betraying the men to whom he posed as a leader — at almost the first beginnings of the German Socialistic movement, and he watched that movement grow as the years went on. He saw that working men had a passion for organising in defence of their rights, and that they could be led by nearly any appeal which proclaimed their rights, no matter how extravagant the proclamation might be.

Further, he saw that in Germany, under the Empire, workmens rights would never win them anything — repression was too efficiently conducted, and there was no good in the workmens movement for him; so he joined in with the forces that unto to-day (1914) govern Germany and suppress all that makes for real democratic government. Stieber was an opportunist, and knew well which side would best reward him.

Later on in his career he gained opportunities of studying the social conditions involved in the political constitutions of other countries; after 1870 the constitution of France interested him, and, studying it as he studied all things, with a view to the furtherance of his plans, he saw that much nominal power was placed in the hands of the people — illiteracy and ignorance were no bars to the free expression of opinions, and, further, a man might agitate and stir up discontent among the working people to his hearts content, compared with what might be done in Germany, and there was no aristocracy nor any bureaucracy to say him nay. Now, said Stieber, if these workmen could be stirred up in a way that would make them distrustful of the governing classes: if class could be set against class, unions formed, and the men led to strike and paralyse industry at a given time — say, at a time when Germany wanted to make war — the benefits accruing would be immense; but not to France.

We have no definite proof that modern Syndicalism and its evils arose out of Stiebers efforts. We have certain evidence, and certain coincidences, that are nearly as good as definite proof. For instance, there is no actual proof of this contention in the fact that the incident of the Panther and Agadir, which so nearly precipitated the whole of Europe into war, was practically coincident with one of the worst strikes that the history of British industry can show; but there is proof that, for years past, German agitators have been teaching both British and French workmen the way to organise in defence of their rights, and have been advocating Syndicalism and the weapon of the general strike as a panacea for all evils to which the classes subject the masses.

With the economic aspect of the question we are not concerned for the purpose of this book, and lest we be misunderstood let us pay tribute to the fine loyalty of the leaders of labour in this country; to such men as Will Crooks, who have helped to bring the nation into line in the hour of national peril, and are men worthy of all honour and all praise. We are concerned more with certain coincidental happenings, like that of Agadir and our own great strike, and certain other happenings which point to the same conclusion — that Germany has tried, by means of industrial unrest, disaffection, and other means, to weaken the hands of potential enemies in the hours when strength was most needed.

First of all, it must be noted that the two chief essentials to the mobilisation of troops for war, and the placing of a navy on a war footing, are an efficient railway and transport system, and the assurance of an adequate coal supply. We may call it a coincidence, and no more, that the two industries which have made most progress towards Syndicalism and the use of the general strike, both in England and France, are those of transport and coal-mining. The first piece of evidence may be regarded as coincidence pure and simple, and it is only when the coincidences mount up that they may be accepted as evidence of weight.

In order to render effective the railways of the country, which as far as France is concerned are on strategic plans toward the western frontier, Germany has increased its establishment of railway engineers to fifty-four military companies. That is to say, no matter what sympathetic action might have been taken by German railwaymen in case of an international strike, the German railways could still have run with full staffs, and every man was trained to his place on the lines that would be concerned in the mobilisation and placing of troops on the western frontier of the country, to act against France. No Syndicalist movement could shake German power — the defensive action was too strong for that. Further, the railways of the state system, organised with a view to mobilisation of troops rather than peace requirements, are controlled not by capitalists, nor by political figures, but each by a colonel of the German Army, at the head of his military division of railway engineers, and the officers, non-commissioned officers, and men of these railway engineers are qualified railwaymen; their military duties consist in the efficient performance of railway work. For it is no use forging a weapon that will, in time of need, prove as dangerous to the holder as to the one it is aimed against.

As a final guard against trouble of this kind, Stieber laid down as a definite rule in 1884:

That no native of Alsace-Lorraine, even though performing his military service in Germany, should be either recruited or admitted in any capacity whatever for employment on the said railways.

As to general offensive action, the first sign thereof lies in the vote, in February of 1893, of a credit of 80,000 thalers to defray the expense of foreign publications useful to the policy of the Empire, combined with the appearance, in France, of the famous Mesnard pamphlet five months later. The pamphlet in question was a deliberate incitement to the men employed on French railways to take matters into their own hands and carry Republicanism on to sheer anarchy. If you want your employees to be attentive and polite to the public, says the author, try to give those employees a somewhat better idea of whom it is they toil and sweat to benefit. At present all that we know is that our work is not done precisely for the love of the thing, nor does it result in any improvement for ourselves. This being so, our sole object is to keep our situations and get through with our tasks. As far as the public are concerned, we take no notice of them, while they for their part behave in the most abusive manner toward us...

The employees should elect their chiefs themselves in accordance with the principle of universal suffrage... It would be merely logical if the employees had the right to choose who should give them orders, and to turn out those who proved unjust or incapable...

The last resource of railway workers in search of justice is a strike. A strike is a legitimate weapon, and the fact cannot be contested. If it is suppressed, its suppression constitutes an abuse of the rights of the stronger party. With the organisation which the syndicate cannot fail to have in a short time, we shall have arrived at a position at which we can contemplate the possibility of a general strike of all the railways and of similar institutions if necessary. It is highly important that everybody should think over this problem. No partial strikes, but patience and then a general strike...

Then, fearing lest mobilisation of the Army of France should defeat the ends to which this pamphlet was designed, its authors went on to say that railwaymen would not be forced to mobilise to prevent a strike. We know our duty as patriots, and we know when we must be soldiers; but if you gentlemen, you officers, do not know it, then leave us alone to manage our own affairs, or we shall call in the Prussians.

These extracts from the pamphlet itself show its general tenor, but though one may search through all its pages there will be found no definite and legitimate ground for the proclamation of the general strike which Mesnard advocates so stirringly. The whole publication, which must certainly rank among the foreign publications useful to the policy of the (German) Empire, is an attempt to stir up class hatred, to get the men to mobilise against military service at a given word of command, and to paralyse the railway services of France when German aggression should consider such a step necessary. For the evidence has become too strong for us to take this as mere coincidence, nor did the French Government regard it as such. Even the railwaymens unions of France repudiated the document, and one of the heads of a trade union in France stated openly as his opinion that it was the work of Germany and an attempt at the establishment of German influence. The pamphlet itself, which was widely circulated among railwaymen until government action stopped its distribution, came from Geneva, one of the headquarter stations of the German secret service, and the residence of one of the most highly placed officials in the espionage system.

The direct effect of the Mesnard pamphlet was small, but evidently the policy that it outlined was found worth following. The first great demand of the Syndicalists on behalf of the railwaymen of France was made at the time that the Dreyfus trial was causing definite friction between France and Germany in official circles. On this occasion a general strike was actually declared, but it was a fiasco. Yet again, railway troubles in France grew ever greater as relations grew strained between the two countries toward the dawn of the second decade of this century. The Agadir incident was coincident not only with labour troubles in England, for if the railways of France could have been paralysed at the time of a declaration of war by Germany, the result would have been equivalent to a decisive German victory over French troops in the field.

Inquiry into Syndicalist work in France and England alike will show that the funds of the Syndicalists have benefited, if they have not been mainly supported, by German contributions. Then, again, if one examines the career of the average fiery, anarchistic orator, who declaims against law and order, and does his best to stir up men irrespective of national rights, it will be found in many cases that the orator in question is in some way connected with Germany. He may not be a German, but he is in such a position that German influence is at least possible — and Stieber himself was apparently heart and soul with revolutionary German workmen, while in reality he was busy betraying his associates to the secret police whom he subsequently governed. The working man himself is disinterested, and believes that he is acting for the best in his own behalf, and in that of all oppressed humanity. But his leaders cannot always be regarded in an equally charitable light.

German efforts do not stop here. Almost simultaneously with the outbreak of hostilities a placard was distributed broadcast in Ireland, with a view to ensuring the desired action on the part of the revolting province. The placard in question has been attributed to the few Fenians still remaining in Ireland; but such an aspersion on the character of these men is the rankest injustice, for even the most rabid of the anti-English in Ireland have realised that a world-war transcends domestic affairs, and Irishmen of all shades of opinion have shown themselves ready to fight the battles of freedom against Prussian militarism. The placard in question is decidedly a foreign publication useful to the policy of the (German) Empire, and it reads as follows:

Irishmen — FOOLS!

Have you forgotten that England is your only enemy?

Have you forgotten Kathleen-ni-Houlihan, that you are willing to shed your blood to win Englands battles?

Have you lost your wits, that you believe all the ridiculous lies published against the Germans in the Jingo papers?

Have you forgotten how the English treated the Boers?

Have you forgotten ninety-eight?

Have you forgotten the Manchester Martyrs?

Have you forgotten the K.O.S.B. murders?

Have you forgotten that the Future lies in your hands?

Have you forgotten that Englands difficulty is Irelands opportunity?

God save Ireland!

Thus the agent provocateur at his very worst. Germany has confessedly set out to make war by all the violent means at her command, but not by violent means alone. Such work as this placard makes evident, though, shows plainly how Germany has mistaken the temper of a people, for the Munsters and the Irish Guards have given their answer to the questions put. The flagrant error and waste of effort is like that of Von Holeben, who, when German Ambassador to America, strove to stir up strife between America and England until his efforts became common talk in Washington, and Berlin was forced to recall the blunderer. Yet more efforts of the same kind have been made in America since the outbreak of war, and at least one highly placed German official has received definite notice from Washington that he must either stop his work of sowing discord or leave the country.

These are but instances. The whole history of Syndicalism, the whole history of setting class against class in the case of industrial unrest, and of Irish disturbances in recent years, point to some influence working independently of the rights and betterment of the classes concerned in the agitations. In the case of Ireland, we may assume that the majority of Irish patriots have the best interests of their countrymen at heart; but the placard of which the contents are quoted above never emanated from any Irish patriot; it was a definite and ineffectual attempt to stir up the worst passions of which humanity is capable in the hour of Englands greatest need, at a time when all Irish patriots were voicing unity and support to their Government, whether they were Home Rulers or Orangemen — the action of Ireland has proved that. In the case of working mens unions, the action of the men themselves has always been to a definite end, both in England and in France; to the end that they might obtain better conditions of life, just laws to govern their work, and the elemental rights of man. But, in addition to these things, there have been of late years agitators who would claim for the working men of the two countries that Germany had most cause to fear, not only the rights of their class, but a right to disregard the rights of all other classes, and take absolute power into their hands at a signal from some leader. Efforts have been made to induce men to strike for little, for nothing; to cause them to render a whole country powerless by their action, and to do indirect injury to themselves. Such action as this points to the working of a force not necessarily beneficial to the workmen themselves, but certainly inimical to the country to which the workers happen to belong. And, always keeping in mind Stieber and the debasement of aim he has brought on his own country, together with the fact that industrial unrest is in the first place a German product, we may say that coincidence does not account for all the Syndicalist efforts that have been contemporary with rumours of war.


Chapter Eleven.

Steinhauers Work.
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THE TRIALS OF Schulz, Graves, and others who have made appearances in the British criminal courts recently — or comparatively so — showed us the spy at work in extricating information; they demonstrated one phase, and a dangerous phase at that, of the business. No recent trial, however, has proved of such importance in connection with a study of the system as that of Ernst, which, quite apart from the doings of the accused man, shows the work of Steinhauer, the Potsdam director of the fixed agent, or post office, as the fixed spy is designated in the slang of espionage. Since the case of Ernst is still sub judice at the time of writing, only the bare official report can be given, at least as regards the conduct of the accused; but even with this limitation there is more to be learned from the case of Ernst and his alleged doings than from any other recent case, for the allegations of the prosecution involve evidence as to the headquarter office at Potsdam managed by Steinhauer, who supervises the working of the fixed agent as well as that of travelling spies and secret-service headquarter methods — evidence which is sufficiently plain and complete to substantiate all the statements made as regards the foreign work of the German secret service in the course of this book.

Karl Gustav Ernst, hairdresser, of Caledonian Road, Islington, was first charged on August 4, 1914, with contravening the Official Secrets Act with a view to his being dealt with under the Aliens Restriction Act. He denied knowledge of the charge against him, which he described as ridiculous, and, after remand, was ordered deportation. Conveyed to Brixton prison, to await a suitable opportunity for his being sent to Germany, he appealed to the Home Office for release. His appeal included claims to the effect that he was absolutely innocent of any crime, that he had nothing whatever to do with the Official Secrets Act, and that, since the police had produced no documents in court, they had evidently discovered nothing of an incriminating nature at his place in Caledonian Road, where he had carried on business as a hairdresser for sixteen years, with a Pentonville official among his customers. Inquiries proved the truth of a claim that he made to the effect that he was a British subject, which rendered it impossible to detain him under the Aliens Restriction Act. He was consequently released, and rearrested outside the prison gates as a spy on the country in which he had voluntarily become a citizen by means of naturalisation. The charge against him now is that is he traitor as well as spy.

His position with regard to the original charge and sentence of deportation is worthy of note. For sixteen years he had been in business in Caledonian Road; that is to say, he had resided in his place for such a length of time that there were no grounds for suspicion against him on the part of the inhabitants of the district. He was a part of the life of the place, almost an old inhabitant, when his doings rendered him worthy of the notice of the police. This is characteristic of the fixed agent in French centres, as already stated here.

On September 28, 1914, the present case was opened against Ernst by Mr Bodkin, who appeared for the Director of Public Prosecutions at Bow Street Police-Court. The charge was to the effect that Ernst had obtained and communicated, and attempted to obtain and communicate to one Steinhauer, certain information calculated to be useful to an enemy.

Mr Bodkin stated that the prisoner first came under the suspicion of the authorities in October of 1911, and it was evident that from then until January of 1914 he had been a spy in the pay of the German secret service. The man who was practically Ernsts master was one Steinhauer, a member and organiser of the German secret service, whose name had figured in practically every espionage case investigated in this country for the past three or four years.

Acting under Steinhauers orders, the prisoner was alleged to have been deputed to accomplish certain duties which fell under two heads. In the first place, it was alleged that he was to receive from Steinhauer, who was located in Germany, letters enclosed in envelopes which gave them the appearance of ordinary business communications, and to post them in England to various members of the organisation. In the second place, it was alleged that he was to make inquiries on his own account with regard to persons and places which, in the opinion of Steinhauer, would be useful to the German secret service. His salary consisted of out-of-pocket expenses and a retaining fee of one pound a month, which, when Ernst pointed out the risk attaching to what he was doing, and the importance of his work, was increased to one pound ten shillings a month. Mr Bodkin stated that the system was perfectly well-known from the commencement in 1911, and the hairdressers shop in Caledonian Road was accordingly kept under observation.

The observation included the opening of letters addressed to the accused, which were traced and the tracings filed before delivery of the originals to Ernst. There were included among these letters a large number of communications from Germany, chiefly from Potsdam, and Ernst himself sent many communications to Potsdam and Berlin. His letters were posted in different districts of London, while the letters coming from Germany to him were written on English note-paper and enclosed in English envelopes, which the prisoner had forwarded to Steinhauer for use — in one instance the paper and envelopes had been sent as samples, the package being so weighty that Steinhauer had to pay excess postage at the other end. By opening both outgoing and incoming correspondence the authorities were placed in possession of a mass of valuable information as regards not only Ernst, but also other members of the system in England.

For the purpose of the correspondence with Ernst, Steinhauer was alleged to have adopted the alias of Mrs Reimers, and Ernst himself, the prosecution stated, changed his name from time to time, having letters addressed to his shop as to J. Walters, care of K.G. Ernst, and sometimes to W. Weller. These two names were the prisoners own suggestion to Steinhauer. The latter sent letters not only to Ernst himself, but also missives to be forwarded to various places, including Chatham, Sheerness, and Portland Harbour. These letters were opened by the authorities under powers which they possessed for dealing with such cases, and tracings were taken before the letters were delivered.

Ernst was requested by Steinhauer to find out all that he could about certain persons named, on the ground that they were connected or believed to be connected with the Intelligence Department of the War Office. One of the firms upon which he was called to make inquiries and report had an office in the City opposite to the office occupied by the late Captain Stewart, who figured in the German courts in an espionage case, and subsequently was imprisoned in a German fortress. In one of the envelopes sent to Ernst by Steinhauer were two letters, one of which was addressed to a British sailor, and the other to a German located at Portland Harbour. Further, the prosecution alleged, Ernst was in constant communication with persons named Kruger and Krumer, in connection with espionage work, while one of his letters referred to a magazine article which described the defences of the East Coast. Another letter contained reference to the espionage case against Parrott, which took place in the autumn of 1912. After January of 1914, Steinhauer requested Ernst to make inquiries about a person living in Somerset, and to this Ernst replied that he could not spare the time to do so, though he had previously gone up to Sheffield on business of a similar nature.

Here, with the taking of some formal evidence, the first hearing of the case closed, and at this point Mr S.Y. Tilly, who had been retained for the defence of the prisoner, said that if he had been in possession of the information outlined by Mr Bodkin it would have made a difference in his procedure in the case. He had been assured by the prisoner and the prisoners friends that Ernst was a perfectly straightforward British subject: but, in the circumstances revealed by Mr Bodkins statement, he felt compelled to withdraw from the case. The act was sufficiently unusual to excite comment on the part of the court authorities; but Mr Tilly withdrew.

The second hearing took place on October 5, 1914, when the first witness called, a clerk in the secretarys office at the General Post Office, deposed to having opened and copied the letters which bore as postmark either Potsdam or Berlin. These letters were written in German, and many of the envelopes contained letters which were to be reposted by Ernst to other addresses. Some of the letters to Ernst were signed St., and one of them, bearing the postmark Berlin 6-1-12 contained an envelope addressed to Mrs Seymour, 87, Alexandra Road, Sheerness. Mr Bodkin explained that this was the pseudonym and address of the man Parrott, who figured in an espionage case in the autumn of 1912.

Another letter to Ernst, the witness further deposed, was dated Potsdam, January 25, 1912, and signed St. It contained a request that envelopes, bearing the printed name of the makers, should be sent to the writer. Then, on February 12, the same correspondent addressed Ernst: Please post the enclosed letters at once, and send me, if you please, fifty envelopes as sample which you sent. Then write me a letter, if you please, a letter in good English, in which a customer asks for letters to be forwarded to him on the Continent addressed to Poste Restante, etc.

There were enclosed with this missive two letters, addressed respectively to F. Ireland, Mess 2, H.M.S. Foxhound, care of G.P.O., and A Schutte, 5, Castletown, Portland Harbour. Another letter produced, bearing date of January 23, 1912, signed St., and dated from Potsdam, contained the following:

According to information from newspapers, a fireman has been arrested on the English cruiser Foxhound. If that is Krs nephew, then it is certain he was dragged into it through the carelessness and stupidity of Kr. Perhaps you can get into communication with K., but by all means be cautious. If my suspicions are correct, then Kr. will be watched. Above all — caution. Should you have an opportunity to speak to him then ask him at the same time respecting a certain Schmidt he once recommended to me. He (Kruger) must be cautious, and especially show no address. That is to say, only go there when you know there is no danger to you. I mean, he must not start speaking German to you in the presence of others. Please let me hear something soon.

Mr Bodkin explained that Ireland of the Foxhound was a nephew of a man named Kruger, who took the name of Ireland when he joined the Navy.

Another letter addressed to the prisoner from Potsdam, and dated February 11, 1912, contained the following:

Many thanks for your valuable letter. In future it will be done so. Do you also desire that the letters I send you be sent care of? Please reply to me as to this. Please deliver at once enclosed letter addressed to Kronan. Expenses please charge. Best greetings. — St.

A letter sent to the prisoner for reposting was addressed to H. Graves, Esq, B.M., B.Sc., 23, Craiglea Drive, Morningside, Edinburgh, and in this were three five-pound Bank of England notes. On March 7, 1912, Steinhauer signed his name in full, and enclosed 100 marks, requesting Ernst to obtain for him a copy of a London daily paper, which contained a detailed article on espionage, published a little time before the close of the Stewart espionage case. Copies of the letters sent through Ernst to Mrs Parrott, Alexandra Road, Sheerness, and to H. Graves, at Edinburgh and later at Glasgow, were put in as evidence, but these were not read in court. One of Gravess letters was enclosed in an envelope which bore the name of a well-known firm of chemical and drug manufacturers, as detailed in the evidence at the trial of Graves. Mr Bodkin, commenting on this, said that the envelope was probably stolen.

On March 23 St. (Steinhauer) wrote from Potsdam to Ernst: K. has excited himself for nothing. The youth is free. I will tell you the story orally next time. Mr Bodkin remarked, by way of explanation, that the youth Ireland had been discharged.

Another letter addressed to Mr Graves, at the Central Hotel, Glasgow, dated April 9, 1912, and forwarded through Ernst, contained bank-notes for 15 pounds — this was very nearly the last letter ever sent to Graves, judging from the time of his arrest and trial. On March 2 a letter from Potsdam contained a request for the prisoner to inquire whether a certain person living near Hyde Park was a busy man, and whether he was connected with the English Government. Then, in July of 1912, St. must have grown suspicious of the correspondence having been examined, for he wrote: There is another point that I wish to impress on you, and that is, always to post registered letters in different post offices or districts. But you do that probably on your own accord. Yet again, in a letter dated September 1, from Potsdam, Steinhauer emphasised the need for caution. You can imagine, he wrote, for yourself that we need in all directions only good, sure, and trustworthy people. We must be safe from surprises on the part of the women. Will you take another name instead of Walters?

Evidence of another travelling spy was afforded by letters addressed to F. Gould, Queen Charlotte Hotel, Rochester, and to Charles Graham, care of Mr Gould, at the same address. The one directly addressed contained two five-pound notes, and the care of letter contained three of these.

So far, the evidence had concerned letters addressed to Ernst, and then the witness went on to tell of the letters sent by Ernst to Steinhauer. Witness had from time to time opened these letters, acting under his official instructions, and had found they were posted in London to Mrs or Miss Reimers, care of Steinhauer, at a Potsdam address. They were all in handwriting which he recognised as that of the prisoner, when given the opportunity of comparing the writing, and were variously signed G.E., W. Weller, and J. Walters. Certain extracts from these letters were read in court by Mr Bodkin, and the following passages may be quoted:

Dear Mr Steinhauer, — Allow me to make a few suggestions which came into my head while reading the case of Grosse. You will be able to see that your agent Grosse had not the slightest consideration for your other agents. No more could be expected from a man who has already done ten years penal servitude. Therefore, I beg that when you give any one my address, you give a different name, such as W. Weller.

I have immediately posted both letters. (To Schutte and Ireland.) Herewith enclosed two sample letters. I should also like to mention that the papers are making a gigantic row respecting the Stewart affair. To-day several papers had the interview and confession which he has made. W. Weller.

The sample letters referred to may be judged from the following, read in court from one of them:

Dear Sir, — My business has caused me to go to Switzerland for a short time, and, as I shall not be back in London for about two months, I should like you to send on my letters, marked Poste Restante. Any expenses you might incur I will make up on my return to London.

Another letter was as follows:

Dear Mr Steinhauer, — I should be very pleased if you would address letters to J. Walters, care of Ernst. In future I shall sign my letters J. Walters, so that no mistake can be made... With regard to your other order, I beg you to excuse me, as I dont at all wish to meet Kruger. I have seen him once, and he does not please me. I myself got a letter for somebody, care of the Foxhound. I did not post the letter in my vicinity, but in the West End. The newspapers have the sailors photograph, and he is said to be named Ireland, and to have been born in Germany. I shall have nothing to do with it.

Another letter was mentioned in which the accused was alleged to have referred to what he described as a fine article in a monthly magazine with regard to the East Coast defences, and he also enclosed a cutting from a newspaper which detailed the arrest of Doctor Graves of Edinburgh. Ernsts comments on this, as read in court, were: It shows how dangerous it is to have letters addressed Poste Restante. I only say of myself that for one pound a month I will not live in fear, as I have indeed a good business which maintains me. In April I shall end my second year in your service, and I should like to ask that my salary be increased. A confidential post such as mine is worth 30 shillings a month.

Further letters produced referred to the Parrott case, and one of these contained a cutting from a paper giving a report of the evidence against Parrott in the police-court. When asked if he wished to question the witness, Ernst replied that he was unable to employ a solicitor, and had determined to reserve his defence until he appeared on trial. With that the hearing of the case was adjourned for a week.

The detailed evidence, summarised above, is extremely interesting and enlightening, in that it outlines, with a few gaps, the working of the fixed post system, and further discloses that, in addition to the headquarter stations established at Brussels, Lausanne, Berne, and other places outside Germany, a headquarter station exists by means of which the fixed agents are enabled to communicate direct with Berlin. Moreover, this case demonstrates very forcibly the measures taken for counter-espionage, and shows that Germany needs another Stieber if the secret service of the present day is to be made as efficient as in the time of the first Franco-German War. Since the alleged treachery of Ernst was in the knowledge of the police from the beginning of the time stated as his period of work, and since the alleged effect of his establishment as a fixed agent was to produce more arrests by the English and Scottish police than useful news for Germany, one is at liberty to entertain very grave doubts of the efficiency of a system which includes such establishments as this. The capture of letters, and their opening and tracing, is worthy of note, especially when it is remembered that not only were the post office authorities able to capture incoming letters — a comparatively simple matter, once their suspicions were aroused — but also were able to trace and find the letters that Ernst was alleged to have posted to Potsdam — not so simple a matter, when it is remembered that he is alleged to have posted his missives from all over London. The chief feature of the case, as reported, is the credit it reflects on the British system of counter-espionage, and the way in which German efforts are neutralised.

The length of time the prisoner had resided in England was in accordance with the system pursued at Berlin, of planting men for use when they had passed out from chance of suspicion by reason of their having become to all intents citizens of the country on which espionage is required. The fact of naturalisation is proved to have no significance — nor, since a German retains his nationality if he wishes it, in spite of having been naturalised in any other country, should naturalisation be held as a bar to suspicion. The position held by the defendant, in which he was able to carry on an independent business of his own, is quite in accordance with secret-service methods — these are the men Berlin wants for its fixed posts. The only discrepancy with known methods lies in the rate of pay known to be allowed to fixed agents in French centres, but this may be accounted for by the fact that Ernst is alleged to have completed only a short period (two years or so) in the employment of the Berlin secret service.

Such evidence as the prosecution gave, as shown in the foregoing report, is worthy of very careful attention with regard to the working of the espionage system. For such a post as that which Ernst is alleged to have filled is but a link in a chain, and the chain is a long one.


Chapter Twelve.
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THE WORK OF the supply ship captured recently in a port on the east coast of Scotland hardly comes within the limits of this book, but it is significant as showing the daring of German methods, which apparently include the obtaining of supplies from an enemys country by means which endanger neutral shipping — so long as the neutral ships can be found to take the risks. It was noted by the naval authorities that German submarines had been displaying activity at such a distance from their legitimate ports of supply as to render probable and almost certain the existence of other sources of supply. A watch was consequently kept for suspicious neutral shipping, and in the end a capture was made.

A vessel came into port and proceeded to load for departure, and the customs officers could find nothing wrong with her. Her papers were in order, her cargo contained nothing in the nature of contraband of war, and there was no cause for detaining her, as far as could be seen. But there were noted on the deck of the vessel, neatly coiled, cables and cables, enough to furnish a whaler on a three-years sailing voyage and leave over sufficient to start a ropemaker in business. All over the decks bulky coils of hawser lay, and though, at any other time, the hawsers might have passed without notice, it was felt by the customs men that the superabundance of rope justified further investigation than had already been bestowed on the boat.

So one of the coils was unfastened, its wrappings removed, and the cable itself was uncoiled. Then was it found that there was merely a shell of rope, which served as covering for a steel drum containing oil fuel suited for the use of submarine engines. And there the story ends.

The other case which I propose to quote shows equal audacity. At the Guildhall Court there appeared, on October 5, George Newton Spencer, who described himself as a clerk, and gave his address as Lubeckerstrasse, 33, Hamburg, Germany. He was charged with unlawfully inciting Mr Frank Henry Houlder (Houlder Brothers, Limited, Leadenhall Street and Liverpool) to trade with the enemy.

Mr Humphreys stated in opening the case for the prosecution that the charges against the accused were based on the Trading with the Enemy Act of 1914. The accused was a British subject (as they all seem to be) who had been long resident in Germany, and had been clerk to a shipping company with a rather long name, but which might be translated as the Transport Shipping Company of Hamburg. The accused appeared to have been sent over to this country by his employers towards the end of September for the purpose of negotiating what, from their point of view, was a most important transaction. Although an Englishman, and of the age of thirty-two years, no difficulty was made by the German military authorities over the accused obtaining a pass to travel in Germany and leave the country. There was little doubt that the object of his visit was known to the authorities, who gave him that permission, although, from the German Emperors point of view, he was an alien enemy.

The prisoner arrive in London on September 22, and on the next day he called on Mr Houlder. He introduced himself by producing a document in English, signed by his employers, which contained the proposal which had been made the subject of the charge. The proposal was as follows: There were six ships owned by the company at Hamburg, on which Messrs Houlder had mortgages amounting to about 30,000 pounds. These ships, on the outbreak of the war, and certainly in September — were either in neutral ports, and therefore temporarily lost to their owners, or were prizes of war, and as such temporarily — and probably finally — lost to their owners. The proposal to Messrs Houlder — to whom was payable 20,000 pounds on November 11, and 13,000 pounds on November 15, was to the effect that they should pay over 15,000 pounds to the Hamburg firm, and take over three of the steamers. The result would be that the mortgages on all six of the vessels would be wiped off, and Messrs Houlder would become the owners of them, while the steamship company at Hamburg would have 15,000 pounds in cash to enable them to carry on their business. The fact that one of the steamers was a prize of war in Gibraltar, and would probably be sold as such, made the proposal still more remarkable. Since, under these circumstances, Messrs Houlder could have no title, the Hamburg firm were virtually, asking for cash for nothing.

Mr Houlder did not seriously consider the proposition, but, having made up his mind what to do, told the defendant he would have to consult his solicitors, and mentioned the existence of the proclamation which he assumed would prevent them from carrying out the transaction. Defendant replied to the effect that his employers had communicated with the German Foreign Office — as they had no proclamation — and had received permission to carry out the transaction. He handed Mr Houlder a bundle of documents in German, which showed that the defendants employers in Hamburg, before ever they attempted to put this transaction in form, obtained leave from their own authorities, to whom they stated their own frank view-point with regard to the matter. It was set out that monetary benefit to a certain amount would accrue to the Hamburg company as a result of the transaction, and that the vessels were all old freight steamers, of no possible use to the German Navy — neither were they fit for transport purposes. The Berlin Secretary of State for Home Affairs replied that no objection would be taken to the transaction.

Mr Houlder communicated with the Admiralty instead of with his solicitors, and in the meantime the defendant went to a firm of marine insurance agents and made a similar proposal — this time to the extent of about 13,400 pounds cash benefit to the Hamburg firm. In neither case was any application made to the authorities in England for a licence to break the law regarding trading with the enemy. The total effect of the proposals, had they been carried through, would have been to place the Hamburg company in possession of about 28,000 pounds, with no compensating advantage whatever to the British firms — and the defendant was committed for trial. He received sentence of imprisonment for his treachery on October 14, 1914, after due and proper trial.

The only point worthy of comment in connection with this case is the doubtful morality, in a business sense, of German firms. We may set aside the fact that a contravention of an enemys law was attempted, for no country would consider or regard the laws of a country with which it was at war, unless they involved principles of definite conduct and were the laws of civilisation rather than the laws framed for the protection of the said enemy in time of war. The point at issue is that a shipping company of Hamburg, by its offer of valueless titles in exchange for hard British cash, was attempting such a form of sharp practice as would land any British trader in the criminal courts for fraud. One is forced to the conclusion that among many Germans, and even among German firms whose standing ought to guarantee the cleanliness of their hands in business, there is no such thing as honesty, at least where dealing with a foreign firm is concerned. These people asked two London firms to break British law, and to be swindled. By German ethics, evidently, this is fair play and just dealing. It is an effect of the spy system on the moral fibre of the nation, rather than an instance of the working of the spy system itself — though the British subject who passed out from Germany at an acute point of the war between the two countries, without being questioned by German authorities, looks perilously like a spy at work, and the nature of his other missions in England, had he been left at liberty, calls for some speculation.

Much may be learned with regard to the present working of German spies by intelligent perusal of the war reports, especially those coming from France, for the Russian theatre of war is so tremendous and so far off that the small details seldom come through — the details small in themselves, but of far-reaching import. As an instance may be again mentioned the way in which German troops, occupying a town, chalk on certain doors Spare this house — there is a world of enlightenment in the three words. Similarly, in advance and retreat the Germans have their agents with them or near them, and often the report makes tacit admission of the fact, in such a way that it is clear to one who reads with the espionage system in mind. The work of these agents is as endless as it is dishonourable and deadly — a poison that works just as efficiently as the legitimate weapons of war — and often more efficiently, since one can guard against an open weapon, but against the treachery that uses naturalisation and all things to further the ends of the monster trampling across the earth, there is no guard that soldiers can use as they use their weapons against troops opposed to them.

The bibliography of espionage — German espionage — is a brief one, so far as books of value are concerned. First and foremost stand Stiebers Memoirs, which tell all that Stieber chose to tell — and that is a good deal. The work has been translated into French, but not into English. There is the Indiscretions of Wollheim, a book which gives some idea of the system, but is mainly concerned with incident. The Memoirs of Busch, Bismarcks friend, afford further light on the system, but only in a fragmentary way. Military Espionage in Peace and War, by W.N. Klembovski, a Russian Staff Officer, is more a manual of what ought to be done by purely military spies than a book descriptive of the German system. Espionage Militaire, by Lieutenant Froment of the French Army, is open to the same class of criticism, as is to a certain extent Espionage, by N. de Chilly, though the last named is a more informative book. The German Spy System in France, an English translation of Paul Lanoirs book on the subject, is a brief but well-compiled review of what Germany has accomplished in the way of espionage since 1870 in France, and although rather pessimistic in tone as regards French counter-measures, ranks as a work of value.

As a rule confessions of spies may be disregarded, though they make good melodramatic reading. The nature of the subject is such that those who would tell the whole cannot, and those who can will not. Bearing in mind the effect of thorough espionage on the German nation as a whole, it is to be hoped that in the near future the whole system will be swept away, together with the form of government that gave it birth and room to grow.


Chapter Thirteen.
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SINCE THE PRECEDING pages were written, and as proofs are being passed for press, the following statement has been issued for publication by the Home Office with regard to British counter-espionage measures:

In view of the anxiety naturally felt by the public with regard to the system of espionage on which Germany has placed so much reliance, and to which attention has been directed by recent reports from the seat of war, it may be well to state briefly the steps which the Home Office, acting on behalf of the Admiralty and War Office, has taken to deal with the matter in this country. The secrecy which it has hitherto been desirable in the public interest to observe on certain points cannot any longer be maintained, owing to the evidence which it is necessary to produce in cases against spies that are now pending.

It was clearly ascertained five or six years ago that the Germans were making great efforts to establish a system of espionage in this country, and in order to trace and thwart these efforts a Special Intelligence Department was established by the Admiralty and the War Office which has ever since acted in the closest co-operation with the Home Office and Metropolitan Police and the principal provincial Police Forces. In 1911, by the passing of the Official Secrets Act, 1911, the law with regard to espionage, which had hitherto been confused and defective, was put on a clear basis and extended so as to embrace every possible mode of obtaining and conveying to the enemy information which might be useful in war.

The Special Intelligence Department, supported by all the means which could be placed at its disposal by the Home Secretary, was able in three years, from 1911 to 1914, to discover the ramifications of the German secret service in England. In spite of enormous efforts and lavish expenditure of money by the enemy, little valuable information passed into their hands. The agents, of whose identity knowledge was obtained by the Special Intelligence Department, were watched and shadowed without in general taking any hostile action or allowing them to know that their movements were watched. When, however, any actual step was taken to convey plans or documents of importance from this country to Germany the spy was arrested, and in such case evidence sufficient to secure his conviction was usually found in his possession. Proceedings under the Official Secrets Acts were taken by the Director of Public Prosecutions, and in six cases sentences were passed varying from eighteen months to six years penal servitude. At the same time steps were taken to mark down and keep under observation all the agents known to be engaged in this traffic, so that when any necessity arose the Police might lay hands on them at once, and accordingly on August 4, before the declaration of war, instructions were given by the Home Secretary for the arrest of twenty known spies, and all were arrested. This figure does not cover a large number (upwards of two hundred) who were noted as under suspicion or to be kept under special observation. The great majority of these were interned at or soon after the declaration of war.

None of the men arrested in pursuance of the orders issued on August 4 has yet been brought to trial, partly because the officers whose evidence would have been required were engaged in urgent duties in the early days of the war, but mainly because the prosecution, by disclosing the means adopted to track out the spies and prove their guilt, would have hampered the Intelligence Department in its further efforts. They were, and still are, held as prisoners under the powers given to the Secretary of State by the Aliens Restriction Act. One of them, however, who established a claim to British nationality, has now been formally charged, and, the reasons for delay no longer existing, it is a matter for consideration whether the same course should now be taken with regard to some of the other known spies.

Although this action taken on August 4 is believed to have broken up the spy organisation which had been established before the war, it is still necessary to take the most rigorous measures to prevent the establishment of any fresh organisation and to deal with individual spies who might previously have been working in this country outside the organisation, or who might be sent here under the guise of neutrals after the declaration of war. In carrying this out the Home Office and War Office have now the assistance of the Cable Censorship, and also of the Postal Censorship, which, established originally to deal with correspondence with Germany and Austria, has been gradually extended (as the necessary staff could be obtained) so as to cover communications with those neutral countries through which correspondence might readily pass to Germany or Austria. The censorship has been extremely effective in stopping secret communications by cable or letter with the enemy; but, as its existence was necessarily known to them, it has not, except in a few instances, produced materials for the detection of espionage.

On August 5 the Aliens Restriction Act was passed, and within an hour of its passing an Order-in-Coundl was made which gave the Home Office and the Police stringent powers to deal with aliens, and especially enemy aliens, who under this act could be stopped from entering or leaving the United Kingdom, and were prohibited while residing in this country from having in their possession any wireless or signalling apparatus of any kind, or any carrier or homing pigeons. Under this Order all those districts where the Admiralty or War Office considered it undesirable that enemy aliens should reside have been cleared by the Police of Germans and Austrians, with the exception of a few persons, chiefly women and children, whose character and antecedents are such that the local Chief Constable, in whose discretion the matter is vested by the Order, considered that all ground for suspicion was precluded. At the same time the Post Office, acting under the powers given them by the Wireless Telegraphy Acts, dismantled all private wireless stations; and they established a special system of wireless detection by which any station actually used for the transmission of messages from this country could be discovered. The Police have co-operated successfully in this matter with the Post Office.

New and still more stringent powers for dealing with espionage were given by the Defence of the Realm Act, which was passed by the Home Secretary through the House of Commons and received the Royal Assent on August 8. Orders-in-Council have been made under this Act which prohibit, in the widest terms, any attempt on the part either of aliens or of British subjects to communicate any information which is calculated to be or might be directly or indirectly useful to an enemy; and any person offending against this prohibition is liable to be tried by court-martial and sentenced to penal servitude for life. The effect of these Orders is to make espionage a military offence. Power is given both to the police and to the military authorities to arrest without a warrant any person whose behaviour is such as to give rise to suspicion, and any person so arrested by the police would be handed over to the military authorities for trial by court-martial. Only in the event of the military authorities holding that there is no prima-facie case of espionage or any other offence tryable by military law is a prisoner handed back to the civil authorities to consider whether he should be charged with failing to register or with any other offence under the Aliens Restriction Act.

The present position is, therefore, that espionage has been made by statute a military offence tryable by court-martial. If tried under the Defence of the Realm Act, the maximum punishment is penal servitude for life; but if dealt with outside that Act as a war crime the punishment of death can be inflicted.

At the present moment one case is pending in which a person charged with attempting to convey information to the enemy is now awaiting his trial by court-martial, but in no other case has any clear trace been discovered of any attempt to convey information to the enemy, and there is good reason to believe that the spy organisation crushed at the outbreak of the war has not been re-established.

How completely that system had been suppressed in the early days of the war is clear from the fact — disclosed in a German Army Order — that on August 21 the German Military Commanders were still ignorant of the despatch and movements of the British Expeditionary Force, although these had been known for many days to a large number of people in this country.

The fact, however, of this initial success does not prevent the possibility of fresh attempts at espionage being made, and there is no relaxation in the efforts of the Intelligence Department and of the Police to watch and detect any attempts in this direction. In carrying out their duties, the military and police authorities would expect that persons having information of cases of suspected espionage would communicate the grounds of the suspicion to local military authority or to the local police, who are in direct communication with the Special Intelligence Department, instead of causing unnecessary public alarm, and possibly giving warning to the spies by public speeches or letters to the Press. In cases in which the Director of Public Prosecutions has appealed to the authors of such letters and speeches to supply him with the evidence upon which their statements were founded in order that he might consider the question of prosecuting the offender, no evidence of any value has as yet been forthcoming.

Among other measures which have been taken has been the registration, by Order of the Secretary of State, made under the Defence of the Realm Act, of all persons keeping carrier or homing pigeons. The importation and the conveyance by rail of these birds have been prohibited; and, with the valuable assistance of the National Homing Union, a system of registration has been extended to the whole of the United Kingdom, and measures have been taken which it is believed will be effective to prevent the possibility of any birds being kept in this country which would fly to the Continent.

Another matter which has engaged the closest attention of the police has been the possibility of conspiracies to commit outrage. No trace whatever has been discovered of any such conspiracy, and no outrage of any sort has yet been committed by any alien — not even telegraph-wires having been maliciously cut since the beginning of the war. Nevertheless, it has been necessary to bear in mind the possibility that such a secret conspiracy might exist or might be formed among alien enemies resident in this country.

Accordingly, immediately after the commencement of hostilities, rigorous search was made by the police in the houses of Germans and Austrians, in their clubs and in all places where they were likely to resort. In a few cases individuals were found who were in possession of a gun or pistol which they had not declared, and in one or two cases there were small collections of ancient firearms, and in such cases the offenders have been prosecuted and punished; but no store of effective arms — still less any bombs or instruments of destruction — have so far been discovered.

From the beginning, any Germans or Austrians who were deemed by the police to be likely to be dangerous were apprehended, handed over to the military authorities, and detained as prisoners of war; and, as soon as the military authorities desired it, general action was taken to arrest and hand over to military custody Germans of military age, subject to exceptions which have properly been made on grounds of policy. About 9,000 Germans and Austrians of military age have been so arrested, and are held as prisoners of war in detention camps, and among them are included those who are regarded by the police as likely in any possible event to take part in any outbreak of disorder or incendiarism.
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PREFACE
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THIS FEARFUL AND disgraceful record of a Nations shame and of an Emperors complicity in atrocious crimes against God and man is no work of fiction, but a plain unvarnished statement of the grim and terrible work of the Kaisers Huns of Attila which I have considered it a duty to lay before the British public.

Modern Germany, frothing with military Nietzschism, seems to have returned to a primitive barbarism. Belgium, a peaceful modern nation, has been swept by fire and sword, and its honest, pious inhabitants tortured and massacred, not because the German soldiery desired to wreak such vengeance upon a people with whom they could have no quarrel, but because they had been encouraged to act with unrelenting severity, to create examples which by their frightfulness would be a warning to the whole country.

The wild orgies of blood and debauchery, the atrocious outrages, murders, and mutilations, the ruthless violation and killing of defenceless women, girls, and children of tender age, have been, it is now admitted by the Germans themselves, carried out with their full knowledge, and even as part of the actual plan of campaign of their War-Lords.

Germany, though boasting of her culture, her refinement, her honest home-life, and the peaceful efforts of her Emperor, has for ever lost her place among civilized nations. It now stands revealed that when her diplomatic methods of base chicanery and lying fail then she does not hesitate to resort to acts so dastardly and inhuman as to have no parallel. Not only has she broken her most solemn treaties and moral engagements, but all the rules of civilized warfare to which she was a signatory at The Hague she has also violated, merely regarding them as a scrap of paper.

Not content with resorting to every act of savagery and every refinement of cruelty which degenerated minds, filled with the blood-lust of war, could conceive, her troops, by order of her generals, have made a practice all along the line of placing before them innocent women and children to act as a living screen, in the hope that the Allies would not, from motives of humanity, fire upon them.

One cannot read a single page of this awful record — the German Black Book — without being thrilled with horror at unspeakable acts of civilized troops, who, at the behest of their Kaiser, and the exposed yet still ruling camarilla at Berlin, have become simply as the Huns of Attila.

The contents of this book are no hearsay stories, but hard facts officially recorded in dossiers in the French and Belgian Ministries of War, most of them, indeed, sworn statements taken before burgomasters, mayors, prefects, and magistrates. Even our brave fellows wounded in the Kaisers savage attack upon Europe have brought back from the front similar narratives of the most appalling crimes. Evidence of German trickery and savagery we have, too, in our midst, for trains, sentries, and policemen have been shot at under cover of darkness by men who mean to emulate the methods of their compatriots.

The frightful deeds which have been done over the face of Belgium and in France are, no doubt, intended to be repeated in Great Britain, and, if it were possible, the Red Hand of Destruction would certainly be laid very heavy upon us — more heavily, perhaps, because we, by our honesty of purpose, have incurred the hatred of Kaiserdom.

I would bid all sufferers in Belgium and France to remember that when Attila of old came to Chalons, full of ostentation as the great War-Lord, he came to his own undoing, and his dominion at once disappeared to the winds. There is One with Whom vengeance lies for wrongs, and most assuredly will He mete out the same dread Fate of death and obscurity to the unblushing War-Lord of Germany, who, daily, with his blasphemous impiety, lifts his bloodstained hands and thanks his Maker for his shameful successes.

WILLIAM LE QUEUX.



WHAT THE KAISER SAID:

When you meet the foe you will defeat him. No quarter will be given, no prisoners will be taken. Let all who fall into your hands be at your mercy. Gain a reputation like the Huns under Attila.

This quotation from an address of the Kaiser to German troops, before they were dispatched to Peking in 1900, was circulated on post cards throughout Germany.



FOREWORD

WHO WERE THE HUNS OF ATTILA?

The Kaiser, we read, has exhorted his soldiers to make themselves as much dreaded as the Huns of Attila. It is worth while to recall the methods of this savage, for he was nothing better. In one expedition across Greece and in another across Italy he reduced seventy of the finest cities to smoking ruins and to shambles. The inhabitants were either slaughtered on the spot or marched away in chains to end their lives as slaves. Men, women, children, babies — all came alike to this black demon of outrage and destruction. Briefly, the Monarch of the Huns may be best described as the worthy leader of one vast gang of Jack-the-Rippers.

And this is the blood-guilty ruffian whom the Kaiser now holds up as his exemplar! Judging by Louvain, he is no unworthy follower of his Master.

AUTHORS NOTE

In addition to the sworn facts and statements supplied officially to me by the Belgian Government, I have here included some others which have been recounted by wounded men who have returned from the front, by doctors who have attended them, and by the special correspondents of Reuters, the Central News, and other news agencies, and of the London and provincial newspapers.

German Atrocities.

Mr. Asquith has described the sacking of Louvain as the greatest crime committed against civilization and culture since the Thirty Years War. With its buildings, its pictures, its unique library, its unrivalled associations, a shameless holocaust of irreparable treasures lit up by blind barbarian vengeance.

INTRODUCTION.

IT was a little over a month after the declaration of war that reports of great events began to crowd in upon us. Much had happened in that short space of time. The enormous forces of the Kaiser had forced back the line of the Allies well into France. We admired the huge machine at work. From a military point of view the rapidity of the advance of such an enormous body of men was something unique in warfare. It was not this wonderful achievement of the German army, however, it was not the equally wonderful resistance made by the Allies against overwhelming numbers, it was not the glorious record of Belgian, French, and British heroism — which resulted in practically nothing being gained by their adversary — it was none of these things that aroused and amazed the nations of the civilized world. It was something very different which arrested their horrified wonder, something which, in the words of the Times, will turn the hand of every civilized nation in the world against them (the German nation).

The atrocious acts committed by the troops of the Kaiser have staggered the civilized world, and it must now be plain to the meanest intelligence that these atrocities and acts of inhuman barbarity were not the doings of soldiers intoxicated with the excitement of success in battle, or maddened to the point of avenging defeat, or to be ascribed to an unbridled license of irresponsible troops out of hand. There is no longer any doubt, even in minds slow to believe them, that deeds which bring the blush of shame to the cheek as we read of them have been perpetrated; there is as little doubt where the responsibility for them rests. It is with the Kaiser and the men around him.

Plain Speaking.

Until now we have maintained an attitude of deliberate reserve upon the innumerable stories of German atrocities which have reached us, says the Times. We published without comment the unanswerable list of shocking excesses committed by the German troops, which was sent to England by the Belgian authorities. When a German Zeppelin cast bombs upon ill-fated women asleep in their beds at Antwerp, we did no more than explain the bearings of international law upon conduct which has met with universal reprobation in Europe and America. But now the real object of German savagery is self-revealed, not only by the effacement of Louvain, but by the shameful admissions sent forth from the wireless station at Berlin. On Thursday night the following official notification regarding Belgium came vibrating through the air: — 

 The only means of preventing surprise attacks from the civil population has been to interfere with unrelenting severity and to create examples which by their frightfulness would be a warning to the whole country.

Such is the cynical nature of the German apologia for the destruction of Louvain. Such is the character of the warfare of the modern Huns. They seek to strike terror into the hearts of their foes by methods which belong to the days of the old barbaric hosts, who were thought to have vanished from the world for ever.

There must be no mistake about the apportionment of blame for this and numberless other crimes. We have listened too long to the bleatings of professors bemused by the false glamour of a philosophy which the Germans themselves have thrust aside. The Kaiser and his people are alike responsible for the acts of their Government and their troops, and there can be no differentiation when the day of reckoning comes.

The Kaiser could stop these things with a word. Instead, he pronounces impious benedictions upon them. Daily he appeals for the blessing of God upon the dreadful deeds which are staining the face of Western Europe — the ravaged villages, the hapless non-combatants hanged or shot, the women and children torn from their beds by cowards and made to walk before them under fire, all the infamies which have eternally disgraced German valour. We are no longer dependent upon hearsay for these stories. Our own men are bringing them back from the front. Let there be no mistake as to where the responsibility rests.

What the Kaiser Said.

It was the Kaiser (addressing his troops in June, 1900, on their setting out for Peking) who said: — 

When you meet the foe you will defeat him. No quarter will be given, no prisoners will be taken. Let all who fall into your hands be at your mercy. Gain a reputation like the Huns under Attila.

And Who Was Attila?

It is worth while to recall the methods of this savage, for he was nothing better. In one expedition across Greece and in another across Italy he reduced seventy of the finest cities to smoking ruins and to shambles. The inhabitants were either slaughtered on the spot or marched away in chains to end their lives as slaves. Men, women, children, babies — all came alike to this black demon of outrage and destruction. Briefly, the Monarch of the Huns may be best described as the worthy leader of one vast gang of Jack the Rippers.

And this is the blood-guilty ruffian whom the Kaiser now holds up as his exemplar! Judging by Louvain, he is no unworthy follower of his Master.

Then was it not Bismarck who said: — 

You must leave the people through whom you march only their eyes to weep with.

It was also the Kaiser who said, addressing his soldiers, You must only have one will, and it is mine; there is only one law, and it is mine.

And then again, I repeat, it was a Berlin wireless that flashed the official message: — 

The only means of preventing surprise attacks from the civil population has been to interfere with unrelenting severity and to create examples which by their frightfulness would be a warning to the whole country.

Need we seek further to fix the responsibility?

War Rights.

What are the rights of nations in a state of war? There are first of all the unwritten laws of nations and humanity which need, or should need, no defining amongst civilized peoples. There are also the definite and specific Acts laid down at The Hague Convention, which it was declared by the signatories would not be legitimate in war between civilized nations. Germany was a signatory to The Hague Convention. At this Convention the Powers limited the rights of belligerents in the means to be adopted of injuring the enemy. Here are some of them: — 

By Article XXIII. it was especially forbidden: — 

To kill or wound treacherously individuals belonging to the hostile nation or army.

To kill or wound an enemy who, having laid down his arms, or having no longer means of defence, has surrendered at discretion.

To declare that no quarter will be given.

To employ arms, projectiles, or material calculated to cause unnecessary suffering.

To make improper use of a flag of truce, of the national flag, or of the military insignia and uniform of the enemy, as well as the distinctive badges of the Geneva Convention.

To destroy or seize the enemys property, unless such destruction or seizure be imperatively demanded by the necessities of war.

The law of civilized warfare was further made plain as follows: — 

Article XXV.: The attack or bombardment, by whatever means, of towns, villages, dwellings, or buildings which are undefended, is prohibited.

Article XXVI.: The officer in command of an attacking force must, before commencing a bombardment, except in cases of assault, do all in his power to warn the authority.

Article XXVII.: In sieges and bombardments all necessary steps must be taken to spare as far as possible buildings dedicated to religion, art, science, or charitable purposes, historic monuments, hospitals, and places where the sick and wounded are collected, provided they are not being used at the time for military purposes. It is the duty of the besieged to indicate the presence of such buildings or places by distinctive and visible signs which shall be notified to the enemy beforehand.

In other further Articles it was laid down that a belligerent is forbidden to force the inhabitants of territory occupied by him to furnish information about the army of the other belligerent, or about its means of defence. It was forbidden to confiscate private property, and also laid down that family honour and rights, the lives of persons, and private property, as well as religious convictions and practice, must be respected. Pillage was forbidden, and prisoners must be humanely treated.

Uncivilized Warfare.

Stories of German brutality and ruthless disregard of these rules of civilized warfare as set out above were, from the opening of the war, continually reaching England. At first the public were sceptical about such tales of horror. Unfortunately, however, it was too clearly seen that the Germans made war in a manner which was very far from being civilized. Atrocities were being committed with a definite object — an object which was self-revealed, not only by the effacement of Louvain, a shameless holocaust of irreparable treasures lit up by blind barbarian vengeance, but by the disgraceful admissions sent forth from the German wireless station which I have already quoted.

The character of the warfare of these modern Huns was to terrorize the inhabitants of a hostile country, so that the invader might proceed on his way without fear of molestation. Therefore, the unspeakable crimes of the Kaisers forces have not even the excuse of being outbursts of national savagery. The shameful record contained in these pages are the cold and calculated brutalities of a nation who boasted of its culture, whose prayerful Emperor held up his hands to his Maker invoking success for his horde of ruthless barbarians, but who has shown that in war he respects no law of God, and regards the solemn treaties of nations as scraps of paper.

We can only pray for a hastening of the day when all that is best in the German people will reassert itself as of old, and when the long reign of an arrogant and ruthless military caste will be looked back to by the countrymen of Schiller and Goethe as a nightmare that never can return.

— From the American Nation.


CHAPTER I.
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ARTICLE XXIII. OF The Hague Convention forbids:— To kill or wound treacherously individuals belonging to the hostile nation or army.

From almost the first day of the war this undertaking, given by Germany along with the other Great Powers, has been treated by her as a scrap of paper.

The fearful deeds of horror which have besmirched the name of Germany form a terrible page of history. They have been proved by captured Germans themselves to have been deliberate, and to have been actually ordered by officers as high in rank as colonels and majors, and to be part of the Kaisers preconceived plan. The murder of unarmed, inoffensive citizens, the hussar-like stroke of sowing neutral waters with death, the destruction of unfortified towns and the massacre of their inhabitants, the violation of women and young girls, the forcing of men, women, and children to march as shields in front of their troops, the murder of the wounded, the wholesale slaughter of non-combatants, the tortures, the mutilations, and the vile outrages are surely sins against humanity, and are bound to meet with an awful and just retribution. The blood of those martyred innocents cries aloud to God for vengeance, and such vengeance must surely come upon the Kaiser and the inhuman monsters surrounding him who have so deliberately urged on their wild assassins to commit the unspeakable crimes reported during the first month of the war.

It must be remembered, in reading of these terrible atrocities, that while they were being committed on the defenceless on every hand, yet the Kaiser sent a telegram to the King of Würtemberg actually thanking the Almighty for the success of his marauders in their murderous campaign against women and children. The text of the Kaisers message was: With Gods gracious assistance, Duke Albrecht and his splendid army have gained a glorious victory. You will join me in thanking the Almighty. I have bestowed on Albrecht the Iron Cross of the First and Second Class. — Wilhelm. Gods gracious assistance!

The ruthless and utterly inexcusable barbarities committed by the German army were surely without parallel in the whole history of the world. The spectacle of racial degeneration which Germany displayed staggered civilization, and this awful story of murder, cruelty, and debauchery will surely remain for all time as a record of infamies which have eternally disgraced the German nation. About the apportionment of blame there must be no mistake. The Kaiser could have prevented it by a single word. But, condemned by his own speech, he and his people are alike responsible for the acts of the troops, and no differentiation can be made by right-thinking people.
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CHAPTER II.
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MY INTERVIEW WITH Belgian Ministers of State.

In order that the civilized world should be acquainted with the terrible atrocities committed in Belgium, the King of the Belgians, who had served in the trenches with his men, disguised as a private soldier, appointed a Mission to proceed to the President of the United States and lay the case before him. The members of the Mission were: — 

M. Carton de Wiart, Chief of the Mission, who is the Belgian Minister of Justice;

M. de Sadeleer, Leader of the Conservative Party;

M. Pau Hemans, Leader of the Liberal Party;

M. Emile Van der Velde, Leader of the Socialist Party.

All these men are Belgian Ministers of State, and were accompanied by Count de Lichtervelde, who acted as Secretary to the Mission.

The members of this Mission first came to London to present an Address to the King. On the evening of the day these gentlemen were received by His Majesty, and later by Sir Edward Grey, I had the privilege of a private interview with them.

I had a long talk with M. Carton de Wiart, during which he unfolded to me many frightful details, and

These abominable crimes against humanity and civilization call for condign reprobation in the face of the civilized world.... Let us hear no more whining about German culture. But let us make it known that we will make the world ring with our sense of horror. — Frederic Harrison.

explained the reason for the appointment of a committee of inquiry. He described to me scenes he himself had witnessed. He laid stress upon the bombardment and destruction of open towns — that is, towns unprotected and undefended by any military works — such as Malines and Louvain; while Antwerp, being a fortified place, ought to have had twenty-four hours notice given to its inhabitants before it was attacked with bombs, yet no such notice was given. On the contrary, attacks by Zeppelins had been made without warning in the dead of night. He also described to me the atrocities committed by the Germans in the bombardment and setting fire to small villages without any military reason or necessity whatever. He related harrowing details of the massacre of perfectly innocent people, non-combatants, men, women, and children.

He showed me a letter from a person of repute in Belgium who had motored from Brussels to Louvain by the Tervueren road, in which I read: After I got to a village named Veerde St. George I saw only burning villages; peasants beside themselves with terror threw up their arms in sign of submission on my approach. When I got to Louvain I found the whole town in ruins, and soldiers were still piling straw against buildings which had escaped the flames and igniting them.

Authenticated Documents.

The mass of documents which the Mission were carrying to America, he informed me, were all signed statements of persons who had been eye-witnesses of the atrocities, as well as those of many who had suffered.

In a chat I also had with M. Emile Van der Velde, another member of the Delegation and the leader of the Belgian Socialists, he said: I went to Malines after the fighting, in order to investigate the state of affairs. I found only eight Belgian people in the town, but even then the Germans were bombarding the deserted houses, apparently with the sole object of destroying them. The whole object of the Germans, he added, had been to create such a reign of terror that the whole population of Belgium should flee into Antwerp, and so render it impossible for the people congregated there to be fed. I myself examined the bodies of a peasant and his son which had been cut to pieces by bayonet thrusts.

Another member of the Delegation told me that he had learned from several wounded persons how a druggist living near Tirlemont, on refusing to act as guide to the Uhlans, was shot three times and then bayoneted; and further, in the same hospital, wounded soldiers had told him how that while lying upon the battlefield many had been bayoneted or shot.

The Delegation had, earlier in the day on which I had this interview with them, presented an Address to His Majesty at Buckingham Palace, the text of which has been published. It ran: — 

Sire, — Belgium, having had to choose between the sacrifice of her honour and the peril of war, did not hesitate. She opposed the brutal aggression committed by a Power which was one of the guarantors of her neutrality.

In this critical situation it was for our country an inestimable tower of strength to see coming forth the resolute and immediate intervention by great and powerful England.

Commissioned by His Majesty the King of the Belgians with a Mission to the President of the United States, we have considered it to be our duty to make a stay in the capital of the British Empire to convey to your Majesty the respectful and ardent expression of gratitude of the Belgian nation....

Our adversary, after invading our territory, has decimated the civil population, massacred women and children, carried into captivity inoffensive peasants, put to death wounded, destroyed undefended towns, burned churches, historical monuments, and the famous library of the University of Louvain. All these facts are established by authenticated documents. Each we shall have the honour of submitting to the Government of your Majesty.

In spite of all this suffering in Belgium, which has been made the personification of outraged right, the country is resolute in fulfilling to the utmost her duties towards Europe. Whatever may happen, she must defend her existence, her honour, and her liberty.

The King, in reply, said that he would support Belgium, and expressed his horror at the shocking report of German brutality.

The Belgian Ministers Statements.

The delegation was subsequently received by Sir Edward Grey at the Foreign Office, where they outlined some of the violations of international law and of humanity committed by Germany, viz.: — 

1. Violation of Belgiums neutrality.

2. Taking of several millions of francs from the private National Bank at Liége and Hasselt.

3. Bombardment of the open towns of Louvain and Malines and the bombardment of Antwerp at night by airship without the twenty-four hours notice due in international law to the inhabitants of a fortified town.

4. Bombardment and burning of villages and the massacre of non-combatant inhabitants, including women and children.


CHAPTER III.
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OUR OWN PRESS Bureau issued on the 25th August the following statement to the English Press: — 

The Belgian Minister has made the following statement: — 

In spite of solemn assurances of good will and long-standing treaty obligations, Germany has made a sudden savage and utterly unwarranted attack on Belgium.

However sorely pressed she may be, Belgium will never fight unfairly and never stoop to infringe the laws and customs of legitimate warfare. She is putting up a brave fight against overwhelming odds; she may be beaten, she may be crushed, but, to quote our noble Kings words, She will never be enslaved.

When German troops invaded our country, the Belgian Government issued public statements, which were placarded in every town, village, and hamlet, warning all civilians to abstain scrupulously from hostile acts against the enemys troops. The Belgian Press daily published similar notices broadcast through the land. Nevertheless, the German authorities have issued lately statements containing grave imputations against the attitude of the Belgian civilian population, threatening us at the same time with dire reprisals. These imputations are contrary to the real facts of the case, and as to threats of further vengeance, no menace of odious reprisals on the part of the German troops will deter the Belgian Government from protesting before the civilized world against the fearful and atrocious crimes committed wilfully and deliberately by the invading hosts against helpless non-combatants, old men, women, and children.

Long is the list of outrages committed by the German troops and appalling the details of atrocities, as vouched for by the Committee of Inquiry recently formed by the Belgian Minister of Justice and presided over by him. This committee comprises the highest judicial and University authorities of Belgium, such as Chief Justice Van Iseghem, Judge Nys, Professors Cottier, Wodon, etc.

The following instances and particulars have been established by careful investigations, based in each case on the evidence of reliable eye-witnesses: — 

German cavalry occupying the village of Linsmeau were attacked by some Belgian infantry and two gendarmes. A German officer was killed by our troops during the fight and subsequently buried at the request of the Belgian officer in command. No one of the civilian population took part in the fighting at Linsmeau. Nevertheless, the village was invaded at dusk on August 10th by a strong force of German cavalry, artillery, and machine guns.

In spite of the formal assurances given by the Burgomaster of Linsmeau that none of the peasants had taken part in the previous fight, two farms and six outlying houses were destroyed by gun fire and burnt. All the male inhabitants were then compelled to come forward and hand over whatever arms they possessed. No recently discharged firearms were found.

Nevertheless, the invaders divided these peasants into three groups; those in one group were bound, and eleven of them placed in a ditch, where they were afterwards found dead, their skulls fractured by the butts of German rifles.

During the night of August 10th German cavalry entered Velm in great numbers. The inhabitants were asleep. The Germans, without provocation, fired on M. Deglimme Gevers house, broke into it, destroyed furniture, looted money, burnt barns, hay and corn stacks, farm implements, six oxen, and the contents of the farmyard. They carried off Mrs. Deglimme, half naked, to a place two miles away. She was then let go, and was fired upon as she fled, without being hit. Her husband was carried away in another direction and fired upon. He is dying. The same troops sacked and burned the house of a railway watchman.

Farmer Jef Dierick, of Neerhespen, bears witness to the following acts of cruelty committed by German cavalry at Orsmael and Neerhespen on August 10th, 11th, and 12th: — 

An old man of the latter village had his arm sliced in three longitudinal cuts; he was then hanged head downwards and burned alive. Young girls have been raped and little children outraged at Orsmael, where several inhabitants suffered mutilations too horrible to describe. A Belgian soldier belonging to a battalion of cyclist carabiniers, who had been wounded and made prisoner, was hanged; whilst another, who was tending his comrade, was bound to a telegraph pole on the St. Trond road and shot.

On Wednesday, August 12th, after an engagement at Haelen, Commandant Van Damme, so severely wounded that he was lying prone on his back, was finally murdered by German infantrymen firing their revolvers into his mouth.

On Monday, August 10th, at Orsmael, the Germans picked up Commandant Knapen, very seriously wounded, propped him up against a tree, and shot him. Finally they hacked his corpse with swords.

In different places, notably at Hollogue sur Geer, Barchon, Pontisse, Haelen, and Zelck, German troops have fired on doctors, ambulance bearers, ambulances, and ambulance wagons carrying the Red Cross.

At Boncelles a body of German troops marched into battle carrying a Belgian flag.

WHY THE GERMANS COMMIT ATROCITIES.

True strategy consists in hitting your enemy, and hitting him hard. Above all you must inflict on the inhabitants of invaded towns the maximum of suffering, so that they may become sick of the struggle and may bring pressure to bear on their Government to discontinue it. You must leave the people through whom you march only their eyes to weep with.

In every case the principle which guided our general was that war must be made terrible to the civil population, so that it may sue for peace.

BISMARCK.

On Thursday, August 6th, before a fort at Liége, German soldiers continued to fire on a party of Belgian soldiers (who were unarmed, and had been surrounded while digging a trench) after these had hoisted the white flag.

On the same day, at Vottem, near the fort of Loncin, a group of German infantry hoisted the white flag. When Belgian soldiers approached to take them prisoners the Germans suddenly opened fire on them at close range.

Harrowing reports of German savagery at Aerschot have reached the Belgian Government at Antwerp from official local sources. Thus on Tuesday, August 18th, the Belgian troops occupying a position in front of Aerschot received orders to retire without engaging the enemy. A small force was left behind to cover the retreat. This force resisted valiantly against overwhelming German forces, and inflicted serious losses on them. Meanwhile, practically the whole civilian population of Aerschot, terrorized by the atrocities committed by the Germans in the neighbouring villages, had fled from the town.

Next day, Wednesday, August 19th, German troops entered Aerschot, without a shot having been fired from the town and without any resistance whatever having been made. The few inhabitants that remained had closed their doors and windows in compliance with the general orders issued by the Belgian Government. Nevertheless, the Germans broke into the houses and told the inhabitants to quit.

In one single street the first six male inhabitants who crossed their thresholds were seized and shot at once, under the very eyes of their wives and children.

The German troops then retired for the day, only to return in greater numbers on the next day, Thursday, August 20th.

They then compelled the inhabitants to leave their houses and marched them to a place two hundred yards from the town. There, without more ado, they shot M. Thielemans, the Burgomaster, his fifteen-year-old son, the clerk of the local judicial board, and ten prominent citizens. They then set fire to the town and destroyed it.

The following statement was made by Commandant Georges Gilson, of the 9th Infantry of the Line, now lying in hospital at Antwerp: — 

I was told to cover the retreat of our troops in front of Aerschot. During the action fought there on Wednesday, August 19th, between six and eight oclock in the morning, suddenly I saw on the high road, between the German and Belgian forces, which were fighting at close range, a group of four women, with babies in their arms, and two little girls clinging to their skirts. Our men stopped firing till the women got through our lines, but the German machine guns went on firing all the time, and one of the women was wounded in the arm.

These women could not have got through the neighbouring German lines and been on the high road unless with the consent of the enemy.

All the evidence and circumstances seem to point to the fact that these women had been deliberately pushed forward by the Germans to act as a shield for their advance guard, and in the hope that the Belgians would cease firing for fear of killing the women and children.

This statement was made and duly certified in the Antwerp hospital on August 22nd by Commandant Gilson in the presence of the Chevalier Ernst N. Bunswyck, Chief Secretary to the Belgian Minister of Justice, and M. de Cartier de Marchienne, Belgian Minister to China.

Further German atrocities were continuously being brought to notice and made the subject of official and expert inquiry by the proper authorities.

In publishing the above statements the only comment the Press Bureau can offer is, that these atrocities appear to be committed in villages and throughout the countryside with the deliberate intention of terrorizing the people, and so making it unnecessary to leave troops in occupation of small places, or to protect lines of communication. In larger places, like Brussels, where the diplomatic representatives of neutral Powers are eye-witnesses, there appear to have been no excesses.

Such was the document issued by the Press Bureau. I have quoted it word for word (emphasizing only in italics or in heavy type certain passages).

PRIMITIVE SAVAGERY.

Their utter contempt for the established usages of international intercourse, and even for the ordinary decencies of life, was displayed in their brutal treatment of the French and Russian Ambassadors, in the stripping naked of the wives of Russian officials, in the atrocities they have since committed in Belgium, in their seizure of hostages, in their homicidal mine-laying in the North Sea. In all these matters one seems to discern a sudden lapse into primitive savagery.

— Dr. Dillon in the Contemporary Review.


CHAPTER IV.
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THE FOLLOWING IS the second report issued by the Belgian Commission of Inquiry, and which was published by the British Official Press Bureau on September 15th, 1914.

Second Report of the Belgian Committee of Inquiry.

To M. Carton de Wiart, Minister of Justice, Antwerp.

Sir, — The Commission of Inquiry has the honour to make the following report on acts of which the town of Louvain, the neighbourhood, and the district of Malines have been the scene.

The German Army entered Louvain on Wednesday, August 19th, after having burned down the villages through which it had passed.

As soon as they had entered the town of Louvain the Germans requisitioned food and lodging for their troops. They went to all the banks of the town and took possession of the cash in hand. German soldiers burst open the doors of houses which had been abandoned by their inhabitants, pillaged them, and committed other excesses.

The German authorities took as hostages the mayor of the city, Senator Van der Kelen, the Vice-Rector of the Catholic University, and the senior priest of the city, besides certain magistrates and aldermen. All the weapons possessed by the inhabitants, even fencing swords, had already been given up to the municipal authorities and placed by them in the Church of St. Pierre.

In a neighbouring village, Corbeek Loo, on Wednesday, August 19th, a young woman, aged twenty-two, whose husband was with the Army, and some of her relations, were surprised by a band of German soldiers. The persons who were with her were locked up in a deserted house, while she herself was dragged into another cottage, where she was assaulted by five soldiers.



Fate of 16-year-old Girl.

In the same village on Thursday, August 20, German soldiers fetched from their house a young girl, about sixteen years old, and her parents. They conducted them to a small deserted country house, and while some of them held back the father and mother, others entered the house, and, finding the cellar open, forced the girl to drink. They then brought her on to the lawn in front of the house and assaulted her. Finally they stabbed her in the breast with their bayonets.

When this young girl had been abandoned by them after these abominable deeds, she was brought back to her parents house, and the following day, in view of the gravity of her condition, she received extreme unction from the parish priest and was taken to the hospital of Louvain, as her life was despaired of.

On August 24 and 25 Belgian troops made a sortie from the entrenched camp of Antwerp and attacked the German army before Malines. The Germans were thrown back on Louvain and Vilvorde.

On entering the villages which had been occupied by the enemy the Belgian army found them devastated. The Germans, as they retired, had pillaged and burnt the villages, taking with them the male inhabitants, whom they forced to march in front of them.

Belgian soldiers entering Hofstade on August 25 found the body of an old woman who had been killed by bayonet thrusts. She still held in her hand the needle with which she was sewing when she was killed. A woman and her fifteen or sixteen year old son lay on the ground, pierced by bayonets. A man had been hanged.

At Sempst, a neighbouring village, were found the bodies of two men partially carbonised. One of them had his legs cut off at the knees; the other had the arms and legs cut off. A workman, whose burnt body has been seen by several witnesses, had been struck several times with bayonets, and then, while still alive, the Germans had poured petroleum over him and thrown him into a house to which they set fire. A woman who came out of her house was killed in the same way.

A witness, whose evidence has been taken by a reliable British subject, declares that he saw, on August 26, not far from Malines, during the last Belgian attack, an old man tied by the arms to one of the rafters in the ceiling of his farm. The body was completely carbonised, but the head, arms, and feet were unburnt. Further on, a child of about fifteen was tied up, the hands behind the back, and the body was completely torn open with bayonet wounds. Numerous corpses of peasants lay on the ground in positions of supplication, their arms lifted and their hands clasped.



Facts about Louvain.

At nightfall on August 26 the German troops, repulsed by our soldiers, entered Louvain panic-stricken. Several witnesses affirm that the German garrison which occupied Louvain was erroneously informed that the enemy were entering the town. Men of the garrison immediately marched to the station, shooting haphazard the while, and there met the German troops who had been repulsed by the Belgians, the latter having just ceased the pursuit.

Everything tends to prove that the German regiments fired on one another. At once the Germans began bombarding the town, pretending that civilians had fired on the troops, a suggestion which is contradicted by all the witnesses, and could scarcely have been possible, because the inhabitants of Louvain had had to give up their arms to the municipal authorities several days before.

The bombardment lasted till about ten oclock at night. The Germans then set fire to the town. Wherever the fire had not spread, the German soldiers entered the houses and threw fire grenades, with which some of them seemed to be provided. The greater part of the town of Louvain was thus a prey to the flames, particularly the quarters of the upper town, comprising the modern buildings, the ancient Cathedral of St. Pierre, the university buildings, together with the university library, its manuscripts and collections, and the municipal theatre.

The Commission considers it its duty to insist, in the midst of all these horrors, on the crime committed against civilisation by the deliberate destruction of an academic library which was one of the treasures of Europe.

The corpses of many civilians encumbered the streets and squares. On the road from Tirlemont to Louvain alone a witness counted more than fifty. On the doorsteps of houses could be seen carbonised bodies of inhabitants, who, hiding in their cellars, were driven out by the fire, tried to escape, and fell into the flames. The suburbs of Louvain suffered the same fate.

We can affirm that the houses in all the districts between Louvain and Malines, and most of the suburbs of Louvain itself, have practically been destroyed.



Thousands Sent to Germany.

On Wednesday morning, August 26th, the Germans brought to the station squares of Louvain a group of more than seventy-five persons, including several prominent citizens of the town, among whom were Father Coloboet and another Spanish priest, and also an American priest.

The men were brutally separated from their wives and children, and after having been subjected to the most abominable treatment by the Germans, who several times threatened to shoot them, they were forced to march to the village of Campenhout in front of the German troops. They were shut up in the village church, where they passed the night.

About four oclock the next morning a German officer told them they had better go to confession, as they would be shot half an hour later. About half-past four they were liberated. Shortly afterwards they were again arrested by a German brigade, which forced them to march before them in the direction of Malines. In reply to a question of one of the prisoners, a German officer said they were going to give them a taste of the Belgian quickfirers before Antwerp. They were at last released on the Thursday afternoon at the gates of Malines.

It appears from other witnesses that several thousand male inhabitants of Louvain, who had escaped the shooting and the fire, were sent to Germany for a purpose which is still unknown to us.



Eye-Witnesss Account.

The fire at Louvain burnt for several days. An eye-witness who left Louvain on August 30th gave the following description of the town at that time:— Leaving Weert St. Georges, I only saw burnt-down villages and half-crazy peasants, who on meeting anyone held up their hands as a sign of submission. Before every house, even those burnt down, hung a white flag, and the burnt rags of them could be seen among the ruins.

At Weert St. Georges I questioned the inhabitants on the causes of the German reprisals, and they affirmed most positively that no inhabitant had fired a shot, that in any case the arms had been previously collected, but that the Germans had taken vengeance on the population because a Belgian soldier belonging to the gendarmerie had killed an Uhlan.

The population still remaining in Louvain have taken refuge in the suburb of Héverlé, where they are extremely crowded. They have been cleared out of the town by the troops and the fire.

The fire started a little beyond the American College, and the town is entirely destroyed, except for the town hall and the station. Furthermore, the fire was still burning to-day, and the Germans, far from taking any steps to stop it, seemed to feed it with straw, an instance of which I observed in the street adjoining the town hall.

The cathedral and the theatre are destroyed and have fallen in, as also the library; in short, the town has the appearance of an ancient ruined city, in the midst of which only a few drunken soldiers move about, carrying bottles of wine and liqueurs, while the officers themselves, seated in arm-chairs round the tables, drink like their men.

The Commission has not yet been able to obtain information about the fate of the Mayor of Louvain and of the other notables who were taken as hostages.

The Commission is able to draw the following conclusions from the facts which have so far been brought to its notice: — 

In this war, the occupation of any place is systematically accompanied and followed, sometimes even preceded, by acts of violence towards the civil population, which acts are contrary both to the usages of war and to the most elementary principles of humanity.



Brutality Everywhere.

The German procedure is everywhere the same. They advance along a road, shooting inoffensive passers-by — particularly bicyclists — as well as peasants working in the fields.

In the towns or villages where they stop they begin by requisitioning food and drink, which they consume till intoxicated.

Sometimes from the interior of deserted houses they let off their rifles at random and declare that it was the inhabitants who fired. Then the scenes of fire, murder, and especially pillage begin, accompanied by acts of deliberate cruelty, without respect to sex or age. Even where they pretend to know the actual person guilty of the acts they allege, they do not content themselves with executing him summarily, but they seize the opportunity to decimate the population, pillage the houses, and then set them on fire.

After a preliminary attack and massacre they shut up the men in the church, and then order the women to return to their houses and to leave their doors open all night.

From several places the male population has been sent to Germany, there to be forced, it appears, to work at the harvest, as in the old days of slavery. There are many cases of the inhabitants being forced to act as guides and to dig trenches and entrenchments for the Germans. Numerous witnesses assert that during their marches, and even when attacking, the Germans place civilians, men and women, in their front ranks, in order to prevent our soldiers firing.

The evidence of Belgian officers and soldiers shows that German detachments do not hesitate to display either the white flag or the Red Cross flag in order to approach our troops with impunity. On the other hand, they fire on our ambulances and maltreat the ambulance men. They maltreat and even kill the wounded. The clergy seem to be particularly chosen as subjects for their brutality.

Finally, we have in our possession expanding bullets which had been abandoned by the enemy at Werchter, and we possess doctors certificates showing that wounds must have been inflicted by bullets of this kind.

The documents and evidence on which these conclusions rest will be published in due course.

(Signed)

The President, Cooreman.

Members of the Commission, Count Goblet dAlviella, Ryckmans, Strauss, Van Cutsem.

Secretaries, Chev. Ernst de Bunswyck, Orts.

The report of the Belgian Commission of Inquiry into the German atrocities in Belgium is perhaps the most appalling document that has ever been submitted to civilised man. It reveals a cruelty more perverse than that of the Boxer or Bashi-Bazuk, and it covers the reputation of the German soldiery with eternal shame.... They themselves have transgressed every law of God and man.

— From the Daily Mail.


CHAPTER V.
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CAN THESE THINGS Be True?

Can these cold-blooded deeds of atrocity be true? Is it a fact that they have been proved to the satisfaction of the most exacting critics? Is this welter of fire, blood, and destruction to be written finally on the pages of history?

I can only say this:

1. These stories came to us first from responsible correspondents of all our leading newspapers, who took them down for the most part at first hand from eye-witnesses and from the poor victims themselves.

2. A committee of eminent lawyers, assisted by the Belgian Minister of Justice, made a searching inquiry, sifting vague reports from actual facts.

3. The evidence of the atrocities thus collected was formulated in an Official Report to be presented to the President of the United States by the Belgian Delegation of Ministers of State, now on their way to America.

4. The British Official Press Bureau issued, on the 25th August, a statement of the representations made to them, which I have already quoted.

5. The Report of the Belgian Government was confirmed by the French protest against German atrocities which was addressed on September 2nd to the Powers by the Minister of Foreign Affairs.

6. Mr. Richard Harding Davis, an eminent American author and correspondent in Belgium of the New York Tribune, has entirely confirmed, in cables sent to this leading American journal, things he has seen with his own eyes.

7. I have narrated the information given to me verbally by M. Van der Velde himself. I myself examined the bodies of a peasant and his son which have been cut to pieces by bayonet thrusts.

8. While at first the reports of these atrocities were received in this country with some reserve, the accumulated and overwhelming evidence, aggravated from day to day since the very commencement of the war, has provoked the public men of England, and every responsible newspaper in the country, as well as all our leading weeklies like the Spectator, the Saturday Review, the Nation, the British Weekly, and others, into a passionate protest against the inhuman and barbarous methods of warfare that have stained the name of Germany for ever.

9. Germany herself has admitted her wanton deeds, and sought to excuse them in a way that makes her guilt all the more deplorable. We are told that these barbarian atrocities against the civil population and unoffending peasants, the sacking, looting, and burning of towns and villages, are part of the general plan of attack, and that they are accomplished in cold blood for purely strategical considerations. Unfortunately they are not merely the riotous and isolated outbursts of marauding and buccaneering soldiers.

The only means of preventing surprise attacks from the civil population has been to interfere with unrelenting severity and to create examples which by their frightfulness would be a warning to the whole country. To prevent surprise attacks tortures were inflicted on helpless old men, women, and children, peaceful villagers were hanged, innocent children were savagely sabred by German officers, wounded soldiers and officers shot and mutilated. There was the burning of Visé and the terrible massacre at Seraing, the sacking and plundering of many another harmless village, the bombardment of Malines, and the crowning sacrilege of all, the burning and sacking of Louvain, the torture and massacre of its defenceless people. Abler pens than mine have told the story of these blood-guilty ruffians, and abler historians will yet chronicle for future generations the record of the modern Huns of Attila. For every vile deed wrought under the impious benedictions of the monarch who is ravaging Europe ample reparation will be exacted.... The memory of them will burn in the heart and mind of every Englishman. So said the Times. I affirm this is the feeling of every true Britisher.


CHAPTER VI.
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IT IS SPECIALLY forbidden To kill or wound an enemy who, having laid down his arms, or having no longer means of defence, has surrendered at discretion. To make improper use of a flag of truce, of the national flag, or of the military insignia and uniform of the enemy. — Hague Convention, Article XXIII.



Wanton Brutality.

I have made it plain from the official documents I have quoted that the German troops violated every item of this article. But in addition to cases of brutality already cited in the official document, the Belgian Mission, while in London, gave me the following: — 

On August 19th Aerschot, in North Brabant, with about five thousand inhabitants, was, as already reported, destroyed. It appears that during the three days the German soldiery massacred and pillaged the town, which had not resisted, although there was no military force there whatever.

In the neighbouring village of Diest many of the inhabitants were put to the sword. The wife of Francis Luyckx, aged forty-five, and her daughter, twelve years of age, had, in their terror, taken refuge in a sewer. They were discovered, dragged out, and shot.

The little daughter of Jean Oyyen, a pretty child of nine, was shot, and a man named Andre Willem, aged twenty-three, the village sexton, was bound to a tree and burned alive.

In the village of Schaffen, near Diest, two men, named Lodts and Marken, both aged forty, were captured and entombed. When exhumed, it was found that they had been buried alive, head downwards. These occurrences — which are only a few of a very long list — had been fully inquired into, and confirmed by the committee of investigation, which was composed of the highest magistrates of Belgium and the chief professors of the Universities.

Statements were made that aged villagers in many places on the Franco-German frontier were hanged to trees; others, after being killed, had their eyes gouged out. In one place fifteen bodies were found mutilated in a heap, and along the whole frontier from Luxemburg to Basle outrages were committed on women, girls, and children.

Mlle. Marie Malet, the daughter of a judicial official in Brussels, who had been sent to London with a party of Belgian girls for safety, stated that she had seen a little girl, a friend of hers, aged ten, savagely sabred by a German officer, merely because she made a remark that the Germans were bullies. The child died an hour afterwards. Mlle. Malet stated that she had been sent from near Brussels with her sister, owing to the insults to which Belgian girls were subjected by German soldiers. Her mother had been wounded and her home looted of food and valuables.
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BELGIAN PEASANTS WATCHING THE DESTRUCTION OF THEIR HOMES BY THE RUTHLESS INVADER. 
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The record of German atrocities in Belgium, indeed, rivals that of Alva in the Netherlands in the sixteenth century. The worst Balkan methods were being pursued by the army of the pious Kaiser. At Pontillac, between Liége and Namur, the Burgomaster officially reported that the men of the 17th Hussars from Mecklenburg entered the place, met with no resistance, and demanded food, which the inhabitants at once gave them. After eating and drinking to their full, to the surprise of everyone they rode wildly through the streets emptying their carbines at the windows of the houses. Two Belgian soldiers who were secreted in the village returned their fire. A hot fusillade ensued, and then the Germans deliberately shot down all the villagers they could find. They also seized a M. Lahaye, a member of the Communal Council, and dragged him through the streets with a rope round his neck.



Drunken German Soldiers.

Further details regarding the wild savagery at Aerschot reached the Belgian Government after the issuing of the official report printed in the foregoing pages. It seems that the population of the Belgian provinces overrun by the Germans suffered, not only from the outrages of the troops acting under the orders of their officers, but also from atrocities due to drunken soldiers.

In one town some of them fired their rifles openly into the air and afterwards declared that the inhabitants had fired on them. On this pretext the people were dragged from their houses, which were then set on fire, and in many cases women and girls were outraged and the men shot. At Aerschot the troops — upon whom the Kaiser and the Austrian Emperor were beseeching Gods blessing — stabled their horses in the church, one of the most beautiful in Belgium, while the troops were set to work to destroy the pictures and fittings in the noble edifice. The Germans accused the son of the Burgomaster of killing the son of a German colonel. This was denied by the Burgomasters son, who only fired to defend his mother and sister from gross insults by the soldiery.

For every evil and unwarrantable act committed in the Western theatre, ample vengeance will be exacted at the other end. — Times.

The Germans, however, surrounded the town. The inhabitants were then dragged from their homes and the women separated from the men. The latter were divided into batches and forced to run towards the river, the troops laughing at them and firing at them as they ran. One man who escaped by feigning death afterwards returned and counted forty-one bodies of his friends. Many of them had been stabbed by bayonets after being wounded. About one hundred and fifty of the male inhabitants of this place were compelled to watch the German troops shoot the Burgomaster, his son, and the Burgomasters brother.



Women Mutilated.

Mr. Adolph Coussmaekrs, a well-known resident of Antwerp, wrote giving nine cases of atrocities committed by the Germans in the districts of Orsmael and Barchon.

I do not reproduce here the nine cases instanced by this gentleman. The wanton mutilation on women and children is revolting and seems incredible.

In addition, there were criminal assaults on women which I cannot dwell upon in these pages; they have been narrated by unimpeachable persons. Mothers had their daughters dragged away from them by shameless officers to a fate that must have driven them to despair. Women and young children were injured by bayonet-thrusts and revolver-shots, and were still suffering from their wounds.

In no war of modern times has an enemy so distinguished himself by war on civilians as in this. The brutality of the methods employed by the Prussian apostles of culture is only equalled by its futility. — Daily Telegraph.


CHAPTER VII.
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300 MEN SHOT in Cold Blood.

A terrible story of the holocaust at Liége was told to the correspondent of the Daily Mail by a wealthy Dutch cigarette manufacturer who had lived for a long time in Belgium, and was married to a Belgium woman. He stated that on the day of their entry the Germans posted an order on the streets that all arms in possession of private persons must be immediately delivered, under the threat of being shot. The inhabitants complied with the order. Among others, collections of old arms were brought, valued sometimes at hundreds of pounds. The new vandals destroyed all these pitilessly.

During the first days the Germans paid for everything they took. But later on soldiers produced valueless pieces of paper, on which something had been scribbled which could hardly be read. On Sunday, August 23rd, at midnight, the inhabitants were suddenly awakened by soldiers knocking at the doors. We need immediately two hundred and fifty mattresses, two hundred pounds of coffee, two hundred and fifty loaves of bread, and five hundred eggs, they said. If these are not delivered in an hours time your hostages will be shot. Everybody rushed to the market-place, many people in their night clothes. There stood the mayor, half-dressed.

After the inhabitants had brought in everything which was demanded they were informed that the whole was a mistake and that they could go to bed. The old mayor, however, was detained the whole night in the street.

One day when the soldiers sat down to dinner, an alarm was suddenly beaten in the streets. Soldiers from all the houses were summoned to their regiments. Immediately after, the bombardment of the houses began. The informant took refuge with his wife and children in a cellar, which was constantly filled with smoke from the neighbouring houses, which had caught fire. On Wednesday morning the bombardment ceased and they ventured to the station.

Here, notwithstanding his protests, and proposals to produce papers, showing that he was a Dutch subject, the cigarette manufacturer was separated from his family, of whom he has since lost sight. He was surrounded by soldiers, who bound his hands behind his back, and with other refugees he was kept at the station many hours. During this time he saw a party of three hundred Belgian civilians, among whom were old men and lads of fourteen or fifteen, driven at the point of the bayonet to a remote spot near the station, where they were all shot before his eyes.

After a terrible night, he and his group of seventy-six men were set free. They had had nothing to eat or drink for thirty-six hours. All streets and roads in and round Liége were strewn, according to the witness, with bodies of men, women, and children. Among those shot were the mayor, two aldermen, the rector of the University, two deans, and many police inspectors.


CHAPTER VIII.
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OUR GERMAN PEOPLE will be the grand block on which the good God may complete His work of civilizing the world.

From a speech of The Kaisers.



The Inferno at Visé.

A correspondent of the Handelsblad was an eye-witness of the scenes in Visé, near Liége, when it was burned, and told a tale of German barbarity, and of the murder and torture of its helpless inhabitants, of a nature to make ones blood run cold. As summarized in the Daily News the story is as follows: — 

It was an awful sight. Every house was a mass of flames, through which the streets were hardly visible.

At the entrance of the Grand Hotel were three disarmed soldiers bound hand and foot. Entering the hotel, I found the floor covered with dead bodies. In that hall of the dead several soldiers stood guard. From this awful, nauseating scene I hurried back to the blinding glare and suffocating heat of the burning villages.

The correspondent describes how a colleague supported an aged lady found lying near her blazing house. She pleaded, Let me die. Poor, unhappy creature, bereft of home and even of adequate clothing, the aged
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Photo, Sport and General.

and defenceless victim of the Kaisers gallant army! He adds: We fled from the scene that must for ever blur the scutcheon of the Kaiser, and I pray as long as I live it will never be my task to see such an inferno again.

Absolutely incredible was the picture of incidents connected with the burning of Visé by the Germans and the shooting given in private letters which arrived from Eysden, on the Dutch frontier, and seen by the Telegraaf. According to these letters, the Germans alleged that the citizens had fired on the troops. All the inhabitants were then hunted out of their houses to spend the night in the square watching the burning. Men were taken prisoners, and possibly shot, and the rest were driven out of the town, which was given to the flames. Eysden is filled with refugees — one hundred and fifty in one canteen and two hundred and fifty in the Protestant Church, while four hundred have been sent to Maastricht.

Two trainloads of refugees came into Brussels from the Tirlemont district. The scenes I have witnessed, telegraphs a Press Association correspondent, and the stories told by these poor people would melt a heart of stone. Removal from the face of the earth — a phrase of the German papers themselves — continues to be the invaders idea of how best to deal with unarmed, unoffending villages, the only crime of whose people is that they have fallen in his path.

The Germans entered Tirlemont, in the vicinity of which they have been for some days. They were in strong force, mostly cavalry and artillery. The big guns shelled the place, and the cavalry played at war by attacking the flying and panic-stricken populace, shooting and stabbing them at random.

Never have I seen such a picture of woe as a peasant woman and five children who stood bewildered in the Place de la Gare here, all crying as if their hearts would break. It was a terrible story the woman had to tell. They shot my husband before my eyes, she said, and trampled two of my children to death.

A German knocked at the door of the house of the Burgomaster at Venne, near the Dutch frontier, and when the Burgomasters wife opened the door she was knocked down and killed with the butt end of a rifle.

A solicitor, who was a member of the Belgian Chamber, and who was staying in the house, rushed to the front door, and he also was instantly knocked down and killed with a bayonet thrust. On hearing of these atrocities the population fled in terror.



Lancers Fiendish Act.

M. Isadore Felix Cruls, a Belgian refugee who arrived in London, had a tragic story to tell. He carried on a prosperous printing business at Saint Jossé, a suburb of Brussels. When hostilities broke out he was called up for service in the Civil Guard, and stationed on the Chaussée de Louvain, the road between Louvain and Brussels. As reported in the Daily Telegraph, he stated: — 

At midnight on August 19th-20th I was on duty on the Chaussée de Louvain watching the refugees come in from the various towns and villages. The road was blocked when I got near. I saw that a party of German Lancers were at the rear of the procession of refugees. I saw one of the Lancers prodding a woman, who had four or five children walking by her side.

There was an old woman, evidently the mother of the young woman, walking with them. One of the Lancers was amusing himself by pricking this old woman with his lance in order to make her walk along more quickly. The young woman turned round and shouted something at the Lancer, either by way of remonstrance or insult. I was not near enough to hear what she said. The Lancer took up his lance and ran it through one of the little girls who was walking along, clutching the hand of her mother. She was a fair-haired girl of about seven or eight years of age. When the crowd saw this they became infuriated, and a panic ensued. The Lancers bore down upon the people, scattering them in all directions. What became of these people I do not know.


CHAPTER IX.
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THE MAIDEN TRIBUTE.

Another story M. Cruls related was told to him by the mother herself. At a village called Leau a squadron of about five hundred Uhlans was marching through the town when they declared that someone had fired at them. On going round to all the houses, searching for firearms, they came to one where the family circle consisted of a grandfather, the father, mother, and a girl of seventeen or eighteen, and a young boy, who, upon seeing the approach of the German soldiers, fled and hid himself. The soldiers came in, and without any questioning fired at and killed the father. They were going to shoot the grandfather when the mother and daughter fell on their knees and begged the soldiers to spare the life of the old man. The officer, or under-officer, of the party then said, Yes, we wont trouble about the old people, and touching the cheek of the young girl with his fingers, he added, with a significant laugh, Pretty youth is better. The sequel need not be written here, although the mother of the girl has told it.



A Governess Hanged.

A well-known family in Brussels were staying at their villa at Genck, about six kilometres from the capital. On arrival of the Germans there they entered the villa, smashed everything they could, and stole whatever was of value, even taking away the wedding-ring that the husband wore on his finger. They took away the men first, and nobody knows what has become of them. A member of the family and two servants fled from the house in terror, but returned when they saw the German soldiers going.

This is what they saw: The body of an old lady of seventy years of age lying on the floor with her throat cut. A governess, about thirty years of age — I cannot tell you her nationality — was found hanging from a tree, stark naked and mutilated.

Although this happened within six kilometres of Brussels, yet no atrocities were known to have been committed in the capital, the Kaisers unrestrained savages being there under the eyes of the representatives of the Powers.

A Dutch gentleman named Couzy, of Amsterdam, was staying at Mont, a village in the hills above Comblain au Pont, when war broke out. Having missed the last train which the Belgians ran to Dinant, he was obliged to return to Mont, where he witnessed the arrival of thousands of Uhlans and many batteries of German artillery. Mr. Couzy declared that the treatment of the Belgians by the enemy was merciless. He was witness of many horrible scenes. He was present when, after the discovery of the bodies of two German officers in a horse-dealers yard at Comblain au Pont, seventy villagers were brought before the commanding officer. Without question, the officer selected thirty, who were shot without any form of trial whatever. Several of these men were known to Mr. Couzy as honest and trustworthy citizens.

On another occasion a number of villagers were searched for weapons. A young Dutchman, also known to Mr. Couzy, had upon him a razor which he used daily. Immediately he was placed against a wall and shot.

A refugee arriving at Maastricht from Bassenge stated that ten thousand Germans came from the direction of Louvain, and began to burn everything that had been left standing and shoot everyone opposed to them. Two hundred of the villagers were driven out by the Germans and ordered to hold their hands above their heads. Anyone who dropped his hands for an instant was shot, and anyone who looked at or showed sympathy with the victims shared the same fate. They were marched for two hours, and during that time many shots whistled over their heads. The Germans then stopped and threatened that the first who looked back would be shot.



A Senators Story.

M. Leon Hiard, senator of Hainaut, one of the largest manufacturers in Belgium, lived at Haine Saint Pierre, where before the battle of Mons the Germans requisitioned everything. He states that, revolver in hand, threatening death for unpunctuality or disobedience, the German officers spread terror into the hearts of the inhabitants. At Peronne the mayor, M. Gravis, had very imprudently caused all the arms of the inhabitants to be deposited at his house instead of the town-hall. He also carried a revolver, and some of his carts had been used to bar a road. The Daily Express correspondent continues — 

He was taken before the German general at the town-hall with his secretary. The séance was short. Vous fusillé, said the general, and the unfortunate man was led out blindfolded and shot. As the secretary was following him a more kindly officer said in his ear, Mais filez-donc, imbécile, and pushed him on one side.

The body of M. Gravis was propped up against a wall for forty-eight hours as an example to the town. Men were billeted in all the houses, and although in the better houses the officers behaved with some restraint, in the peasants cottages unbridled licence was the rule.

Women were treated infamously, indescribable scenes of debauchery taking place, while all the possessions of the unfortunates were wilfully wasted and destroyed. The fiery-tempered people were being driven to reprisals, so that an excuse for further cruelty might be found.



What General von Boehn said.

I take the following extract from a long dispatch in the Daily Chronicle, from Mr. E. Alexander Powell, the Special Correspondent of the New York World: — 

Three weeks ago the Government of Belgium requested me to place before the American people, through the medium of the New York World, a list of specific and authenticated atrocities committed by German armies upon Belgian non-combatants.

To-day General von Boehn, commanding the Ninth Imperial Field Army, and acting as mouthpiece of the German General Staff, has asked me to place before the American people the German version of the incidents in question....

General von Boehn began by asserting that the accounts of the atrocities perpetrated on Belgian non-combatants were a tissue of lies.

 Look at these officers about you, he said; they are gentlemen like yourselves. Look at the soldiers marching past in the road out there. They are most of them the fathers of families. Surely you do not believe that they would do the things they have been accused of.

 Three days ago, General, I said, I was in Aerschot. The whole town is now but a ghastly, blackened, bloodstained ruin!

 When we entered Aerschot, he replied, the son of the Burgomaster came into the room, drew a revolver, and assassinated my Chief of Staff. What followed was only retribution. The townspeople only got what they deserved!

 But why wreak your vengeance on women and children?

 None have been killed, the General asserted positively.

 Im sorry to contradict you, General, I asserted, with equal positiveness, but I have myself seen their mutilated bodies. So has Mr. Gibson, Secretary of the American Legation at Brussels, who was present during the destruction of Louvain.



It is War!

 Of course, there is always danger of women and children being killed during street fighting, said the General, if they insist on coming into the street. It is unfortunate, but it is war.

 But how about the woman whose body I saw with the hands and feet cut off? How about the white-haired man and his son whom I helped to bury outside of Sempst, and who had been killed merely because the retreating Belgians had shot a German soldier outside their house? There were 22 bayonet wounds in the old mans face. I counted them. How about the little girl, two years old, shot while in her mothers arms by a Uhlan, and whose funeral I attended at Heyst-op-den-Berg? How about the old man that was hung from the rafters of his house by the hands and roasted to death by a bonfire being built under him?

The General seemed somewhat taken aback by the amount and exactness of my data. Such things are horrible if they are true, he said. Of course, our soldiers, like soldiers in all armies, sometimes get out of hand, and do things which we would never tolerate if we knew it. At Louvain, for example, I sentenced two soldiers to 12 years penal servitude apiece for assaulting a woman.

 Apropos of Louvain, I remarked, why did you destroy the library? It was one of the literary store-houses of the world.

 We regretted that as much as anyone else, answered the General. It caught fire from the burning houses, and we could not save it.

 But why did you burn Louvain at all? I asked.

 Because the townspeople fired on our troops. We actually found machine-guns in some of the houses; and, smashing his fist down upon the table, whenever civilians fire upon our troops we will teach them a lasting lesson. If the women and children insist on getting in the way of bullets, so much the worse for women and children.

 How do you explain the bombardment of Antwerp by Zeppelins? I queried.

 The Zeppelins have orders to drop their bombs only on fortifications and soldiers, he answered.

 As a matter of fact, I remarked, they destroyed only private houses and innocent civilians, several of them women. If one of those bombs had dropped 200 yards nearer my hotel I wouldnt be smoking one of your excellent cigars to-day.

 That is a calamity which, thank God, didnt happen, he replied.

 If you feel for my safety as deeply as that, General, I said earnestly, you can make quite sure of my coming to no harm by sending no more Zeppelins.

 Well, Herr Powell, said he, laughing, we will think about it, and, he continued gravely, I trust that you will tell the American people through your great paper what I have told you to-day. Let them hear our side of this atrocity business. It is only justice that they should be made familiar with both sides of the question.

I have quoted my conversation with General von Boehn as nearly verbatim as I can remember it. I have no comments to make.

I will leave it to the readers of the World to decide for themselves just how convincing are the answers of the German General to the Belgian accusations.

We cannot doubt their (the Belgian Commission) competency for the task entrusted to them; nor can we mistrust their good faith. And of what nature is the story which their report, item by item, unrolls? They recount a series of acts committed by the German soldiery which, if even a half or a quarter be true, are enough to condemn them to everlasting shame as barbarians grosser and more criminal than Huns or Visigoths, or the hordes led by Yenghis Khan or Tamerlane the Great.

— From the Daily Telegraph.


CHAPTER X.
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ATROCITIES AROUND LIÉGE.

Belgian officials reported from Liége devilish atrocities committed in the town and suburbs. In the Place de lUniversité, the Rue des Pitteurs, and the Quai des Pecheurs most of the houses were burned. The occupants, who had been awakened by the acrid smoke, fled in terror, and fifteen persons, men, women, and children, were killed as they ran, while in one instance a family were called together, and father and son were killed and then mutilated in front of them. Apparently many of the soldiers breaking into cafés were drunk, and after firing accused the inhabitants of it, taking vengeance by burning and murders without restraint. This indeed appeared to be part of the German campaign, for not only in Belgium, but also in France, the same inhuman and dastardly excuses were resorted to in order to attempt to justify the awful crimes which these cultured barbarians committed.



Road Strewn with Dead.

Georges Just, a restaurant-keeper at Chenee, province of Liége, said: When we heard of the German approach my wife and I fled across the river into Liége. It seems now like a dream. Just before they entered the town the Germans committed all kinds of outrages. Never shall I forget the terrible sights along the roadside. Mutilated corpses of people I knew, and many wounded and dying, lay strewn in our path. In some places we saw the dead piled in heaps fifteen feet high.

A letter written by a niece of Mr. John Redmond, M.P., who was living in a Belgian town occupied by the Germans, contained the following: — 

They are absolute barbarians, and treat the women like dogs. For the least thing the inhabitants are shot, and they all live in fear of their lives. The towns most prominent men, in relays of three, guarded by soldiers, guarantee with their lives the good behaviour of the people. My husband is one of the guarantors. On Wednesday night he spent his hours of vigil in the town hall. Imagine my feelings.

The Germans take everything. No matter how well they are treated and received, they behave filthily and brutally, officers and men alike. Empty houses they smash from top to bottom.



What an Eye-Witness Saw.

Another eye-witness was Mr. Henry Frenkel, a Russian living in Antwerp, who volunteered in the

The Belgian people are enduring the horrors of war, and after making every allowance for the source from which our information comes, we do not doubt that they are enduring them in a form which ought to be impossible amongst civilized nations. — Bonar Law.



6th regiment of the line to serve with his Belgian friends. While the Germans were in Liége he was sent there upon an important mission. This is how he tells his story: — 

I got into Liége by Holland. I went first to Rosendael, then to Maastricht, last to Eysden, and then openly passed the frontier. I will not describe Visé, Mouland, Berneau, and other places, all burned, sacked, and devastated in the most horrible fashion. Although all I have seen has hardened my nerve, I still shiver when I think of it. One cannot grasp the idea of all that has really taken place there. The Germans, mad with rage on account of the resistance which we opposed to them, have acted like wild beasts, to give it a mild name. I have seen men, women, and children hanged or horribly mutilated. I have seen heaps of corpses, of which no trace will be left in a few hours, as the inhabitants round Liége have been commandeered to bury them in lots. Ah! the Prussians will have to render us a terrible account. I witnessed an incident on the Place Lambert, in Liége. A Belgian chauffeur was arguing with a German officer. Visibly, the Belgian chauffeur could not understand what was wanted of him. The crowd gathered, and I could not follow the rest of the scene; but I heard a revolver shot. Then German soldiers rushed out of the palace to stop the crowds, and I saw the chauffeur, with blood-covered face, carried into a house by two soldiers. Not a sign of revolt from the crowd. The rifles are loaded, ready to go off. At my side a German said, laughingly: Ach, das ist nichts! Eine kleinigkeit. (Oh! thats nothing. Only a small thing.)



Dinant Destroyed.

It was at Dinant, one of the most famous beauty spots of Belgium, and which is so well known to English tourists, who flock to it in great numbers every year, that some particularly atrocious outrages took place. According to the message of Reuters correspondent at Ostend, the women were confined in convents whilst hundreds of men were shot. A hundred prominent citizens were shot in the Place dArmes. M. Hummers, manager of a large weaving factory employing two thousand men, and M. Poncelet, son of a former Senator, were both shot, the latter in the presence of his six children. The Germans appeared at the branch of the National Bank, where they demanded all the cash in the safe. When the manager refused to give them the money they tried to blow the safe open. Not succeeding in this they demanded the combination for the lock. The manager refused. On this the Germans shot him immediately, together with his two sons. Dinant was afterwards destroyed by shell-fire and incendiarism.

The modern Attila respects neither the laws of nations nor the laws of God. His evil deeds cry aloud to Heaven and to the horror-struck watching nations. — Times.



The wanton destruction of this ancient and beautiful town is a crime second only to that committed at Louvain.



Children Outraged.

A Belgian soldier who fought at Dinant was eye-witness of a terrible scene. Several German infantrymen had entered a house in a small village on the Meuse, and he, with four other Belgians, lay in wait for them. The Germans emerged with a young woman, whom they subjected to brutal ill-usage. The Belgians feared that if they fired they might hit the woman, but presently one of the Kaisers savages drew his bayonet and plunged it into the poor girls breast, whereupon she sank down uttering a piteous cry.

At Harseet the Uhlans suddenly descended upon the village, shot the first men they came across, numbering seven; this was followed by outrages on women, and twenty-two men were carried off as prisoners. Two Uhlans demanded a fowl from a peasant, who replied that he had none. They found one, and promptly shot him.

Because two Jesuit professors at Louvain University were found with newspapers upon them, telling of German atrocities, one was shot, while thirty of the Jesuits were taken away in carts to an unknown fate.

In La Préville a number of Uhlans who broke open a café and satiated themselves with drink saw a little boy of seven playing with a toy gun. Because he pointed it at a German soldier he was shot.



Base Act of Ingratitude.

Many Belgian refugees, after weary wanderings, found themselves in Paris, and some of them were given shelter in the vast Cirque de Paris, where straw was laid upon the floor upon which those made homeless and destitute by the Kaisers savage barbarians made their bed.

One old grey-haired man, bent and travel-stained, was found by a correspondent seated alone and silently weeping. A kindly Red Cross nurse inquired the reason of his despondency. He said: My name is Jean Beauzon. I kept a little coffee-house just across the river from Liége, in the town of Grivegnee. When the army was mobilized my two sons, both strapping fine fellows, went off to join the regiment. I have two daughters, one left with my old father and the other here; so saying he pointed to a bright-eyed girl of sixteen, whose face and head were swathed in bandages.

You see, he went on, that poor dear face. Well, a German did that. They burst into my place and demanded wine, which I gave them. What happened then I cannot exactly remember. It all seems like a horrible nightmare. We subsequently left our home and wandered away in the opposite direction from the terrible cannonading that was going on.

After walking in the dark for two hours my other daughter became too tired to go any farther and sat down in despair by the roadside.

This girl here and I then went on to try to find some means of conveyance for her. A little way down the road we came upon a riderless horse, which we managed with great difficulty to catch and mount. We then went back to find my other daughter. We had not left her for more than half an hour, but she was no longer there. We spent the rest of the night looking for her, but found no sign or trace of her, and in the end were obliged to give up the search.

Finally we got into a train, which brought us here. I was cared for by the Red Cross. I dont know where they found me or anything else except that I have prayed all the time to the Blessed Virgin to return my cherished lamb to me undefiled.

What kind of soldiers can these be who slaughter old women with bayonet thrusts, who violate young girls and then murder them, who strip and stab young boys, who hang and burn old men, and who subject to degradation and insult innocent and unoffending priests?

— From the Daily Telegraph.
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CHAPTER XI.
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THE CRIME OF Louvain.

In destroying the ancient town of Louvain, the German troops have committed a crime for which there can be no atonement, and Humanity has suffered a loss which can never be repaired. — Press Bureau.

No words can adequately describe the wave of disgust which swept over the whole of the civilized communities of the world when it became known that the Germans had reduced to ashes the beautiful old city of Louvain. Mr. Asquith has described the sack of Louvain as

the greatest crime committed against civilization and culture since the Thirty Years War. With its buildings, its pictures, its unique library, its unrivalled associations, a shameless holocaust of irreparable treasures lit up by blind barbarian vengeance.

This ancient city, the Oxford of Belgium, has been reduced by the new Huns to a heap of ashes. Every traveller in Belgium, says Sir William Robertson Nicoll, will remember the ancient mediæval town, its wonderful Hotel de Ville, the most perfect piece of architecture in Belgium, the Church of St. Peter, begun in 1425, and the University with its priceless library. All have perished, and why? The civil population had been disarmed, but in a night skirmish German soldiers accidentally fired on their own guard, and it was decided in the panic of the hour to destroy the whole town. A town of forty-five thousand inhabitants, the intellectual metropolis of the Low Countries since the fifteenth century, is now no more than a heap of ashes.

The wanton destruction of this ancient seat of learning, rich in historic associations, was an act of vandalism almost without parallel in history, a crime not only against humanity, but against the generations of future years.

The restrained and dignified words in which our own Official Press Bureau made known the ruthless sacking of Louvain constitute a fearful indictment of German Militarism, which can give official sanction to such an appalling deed. Here are the words of the Press Bureau: — 

Ancient and beautiful Louvain, a town of forty-five thousand people, a seat of learning, famous for its ancient and beautiful churches and other buildings, many of them dating from the fifteenth century, has been utterly destroyed by one of the Kaisers commanders in a moment of passion to cover the blunder of his own men. The excuse for this unpardonable act of barbarity and vandalism is that a discomfited band of German troops returning to Louvain were fired upon by the people of the town, who had been disarmed a week earlier. The truth is that the Germans, making for the town in disorder, were fired upon by their friends in occupation of Louvain, a mistake by no means rare in war. The assumption of the German commander was, in the circumstances, so wide of probability that it can only be supposed that in the desire to conceal the facts the first idea which occurred to him was seized upon as an excuse for an act unparalleled in the history of civilized people.

The Emperor William has stated that the only means of preventing surprise attacks from the civil population has been to interfere with unrelenting severity and to create examples which, by their frightfulness, would be a warning to the whole country. The case of Louvain is such an interference, without even the miserable excuse suggested. Louvain is miles from the scene of real fighting. In International Law it is recognized that the only legitimate end which the States should aim at in war is the weakening of the military forces of the enemy. And the rules under the annex to Convention IV. of 1907, which expand and demand the provision of the Declaration of Brussels, lay down that any destruction or seizure of enemies property, not imperatively called for by military necessities, is forbidden.

In destroying the ancient town of Louvain, the German troops have committed a crime for which there can be no atonement, and Humanity has suffered a loss which can never be repaired.



Incredible Wickedness.

But even the above statement does not relate one half of the fearful crimes against property and human life committed by these uniformed ruffians in the ill-fated city, perpetrated by hosts of armed men against innocent and helpless non-combatants, aged men, defenceless women, and children. The houses and buildings of the town were without doubt deliberately set on fire. Helped by petrol poured on by brutal Teuton soldiers, the flames spread rapidly and fiercely.

For every vile deed wrought under the impious benedictions of the monarch who is ravaging Europe ample reparation shall be exacted. — Times.

Everyone who offered opposition was killed; everyone found in the possession of arms shot. Wives saw their husbands murdered before their eyes, mothers their sons. Men were brutally dragged away from their weeping wives and children, propped up against a wall and shot, or ruthlessly cut down where they stood. German soldiers, encouraged by their officers, looted where and how they liked; the inhabitants were in some cases driven to take refuge on the roofs of their houses, which were set on fire. From burning houses were to be heard the agonized cries of those perishing in the conflagration, which was destined to reduce the city to ashes.

Many authenticated stories of these terrible happenings have reached London. At first they seemed unbelievable, but each day brings further corroboration. I take the liberty of reproducing a despatch of Mr. Hugh Martin, the special correspondent of the Daily News and Leader, whose vivid narrative brings home to us the details of the sufferings of the poor victims of these abominable proceedings: — 

Stories of the sacking of Louvain, which are almost unbelievable in their horror, reach here (Rotterdam) from the frontier. One of the most vivid is that of an assistant in a bicycle shop, who, though a Dutchman, was given special facilities for escape owing to his being mistaken for a German.

 At mid-day last Tuesday, he begins, a fearful uproar broke out in the streets while we were at dinner, and the crackle of musketry was soon followed by the roar of artillery near at hand.

 Hearing shrieks from the inhabitants of our streets, I rushed to the window and saw that several houses were already in flames. Soldiers were smashing the shop windows and looting in all directions.



Shot Down Like Rabbits.

 As the people rushed into the streets from the burning houses they were shot down like rabbits. With my governor, his wife, and little boy, we fled to the cellar, where I and the boy hid under a pile of tyres, while the manager crept into a chest, and his wife far into a drain, where she stood with water up to her waist for many hours.

 Night fell and the sound of shooting in the streets became brisker. I crept out of my hiding-place to get some water, and, peeping out of the window, saw, to my horror, that almost the whole street was in ruins. Then we found that our own house was alight, and it was necessary to choose between bolting and being burnt to death where we were.

 I decided to make a dash for it, but the moment I was outside the door three Germans held me up with their revolvers and asked me where I was going. My reply was that I was a German, and that my master and his wife were Germans who had been trapped in the burning house.

 Apparently my German was good enough to make them believe my statement, for they promised to give us safe conduct out of the town. Our walk through the streets to the railway station I shall always remember as a walk through hell.

 The beautiful town, with its noble buildings, was a sea of flame. Dead bodies lay thick in the streets. Dreadful cries came from many of the houses. It was half-past five on Wednesday morning when we reached the railway station. Soldiers were even then still going about the streets with lighted brands and explosives in their hands, setting alight any buildings that still remained intact.

 In the parks they had already begun to bury the dead, but in many cases so shallow were the graves that a large part of each body was still visible. At the railway station we witnessed a truly harrowing spectacle. Fifty citizens, both men and women, had been brought from houses from which the soldiers swore that shots had been fired.

 They were lined up in the street, protesting with tears in their eyes that they were innocent. Then came a firing squad. Volley followed volley, and the fifty fell dead where they stood.

This appalling story is fully confirmed by an independent despatch from a Dutch journalist who happened to be at Louvain on his way to Brussels. He states that he was standing on Tuesday evening near the railway station at Louvain talking to a German officer, when he was strongly advised to leave the spot, owing to the great danger.

A group of some five hundred men and women described as hostages were ranked in the open space by the station, and they were informed that for every soldier fired on in the town ten of them would be shot. This arrangement was carried out with true German regard for the punctilious observation of all rules.

The wretched people sobbed and wrung their hands and fell on their knees, but they might as well have appealed to men of stone.

Ten by ten as the night wore on they were brought from the ranks and slaughtered, without regard to age or sex, before the eyes of those who remained.

Accounts differ widely as to the origin of the trouble, some declaring that the German patrols in the city fired on the German troops retreating before a sortie from Antwerp, while others state that stray shots were fired at a commissariat train passing through the town.

I would draw special attention to the fact that so far as the main facts are concerned both my informants are Dutchmen, who can have no object in spreading anti-German lies.

Further terrible details are supplied by a cigar manufacturer who happened to be in Louvain about that time. Taken prisoner, he was escorted by German soldiers from the town, which was then one mass of flames, to the neighbouring village of Campenhout, where they witnessed the shooting of seven priests.

Altogether we were seventy-three men, handcuffed like criminals, he says, and we were locked in the church, and had to lie on the cold floor. Fresh prisoners arrived at intervals. Outside we could hear the cries and lamentations of women and children. Inside an imprisoned priest gave us absolution.

When we left the church, Campenhout was burning fiercely. We were told we should be freed, but must return to Louvain. On returning, we were once more taken prisoners and driven in front of German soldiers across country without rest or food, and used as a cover for the troops.



The Black Hole Outdone.

Incredible inhuman treatment was accorded to some twelve hundred people who were captured by the German barbarians in the act of fleeing from the doomed city. The men were separated from the women and children, and marched back to Louvain. Then began for them a terrible journey — a journey that drove many mad and others to self-destruction.

Like so many brutes, says the Times correspondent, these burgesses of Louvain, among them merchants, brewers, advocates, engineers, and representatives of all social grades, were herded into wagons which had served for the transport of horses and were inches deep in filth. Into each wagon ninety men were crushed at the point of the bayonet by soldiers who seemed to glory in the maltreatment of their fellow-men. The unhappy prisoners had, of course, to stand, and to add to the horrors of the fetid atmosphere, the doors were shut, and only fugitive rays of light filtered through the chinks.

For two hours they were kept like this at Louvain station, after which the train left for Cologne. The journey occupied about fifty hours, and the Belgians during this awful time were given neither food nor drink. After such an experience, states one of them, hell itself can have no terrors.

Once strong physically and prosperous, he who spoke is now a nervous wreck and destitute, living on the charity of friends who do not know but what it may be their turn to-morrow.

Arrived at Cologne, the prisoners were marched through jeering crowds to the Exhibition Gardens. Men and women surged round the pitiful band, hurling at them vile epithets, and shouting, Zum Tod, zum Tod! (Kill them, kill them!) Even the children joined in kicking the prisoners as they passed. The Belgians could gather no idea as to why they had been dragged off to Germany, and even feared the worst. The night was passed in the open, and in the morning they broke their prolonged fast on a small portion of black bread.

Suddenly the German authorities changed their minds. Back the prisoners must go to Belgium, and, four abreast, the motley column regained the station. A passenger train awaited them, but each compartment for nine people was made to hold eighteen or nineteen. In some ways the home journey was more terrible than the outward. For two days and three nights the unfortunate inhabitants of Louvain were jolted about between Cologne and the capital of their own country, again absolutely without food.

On rare occasions the guard exhibited a glimmering of pity, and permitted the prisoners a mouthful of water. At the Gare du Nord, in Brussels, compatriots smuggled food through the windows. The train only stopped a short time here, and was off again to Schaerbeek.

Completely at a loss what to do with their charges, the Prussian officers ordered them out of the train, and under an armed guard marched them on foot through Vilvorde and Pont Brulé and on to Malines. When crossing the fields the prisoners tore up turnips and beetroots and ate them ravenously. At Malines the officer in charge of the escort told the half-dead men they were free, and by different routes they reached Ghent, Bruges, Ostend, and other places in territory unoccupied by the enemy.



The Massacre of Innocents.

The stories of the poor panic-stricken women of Louvain who emerged alive from the night of terror cannot fail to arouse horror. One woman upon whose face were marks of the intense suffering through which she had passed told how she tore down the curtains from her windows, wrapped them round some wearing apparel, and ran from the house with her two children. In the street she became involved in a stampede of men, women, and children rushing away from their burning town, whither she knew not.

This miserable refugees story was so disjointed, so interspersed with hysterical sobs and exclamations, that it is impossible to make a full and coherent narrative of it.

Ah! she exclaimed, with a convulsive shudder, I will tell you of the burning of Louvain. We had pulled down some of the buildings so that the Germans should not mount guns on them when they came. I believe that was the reason. We were in a state of terror, because we had heard of the cruelties of the Germans. But all we had heard of them was not so bad as we experienced. In the streets people were cruelly butchered, and then on all sides flames began to rise. We were prepared for what we regarded as the worst, but never had we anticipated that they would burn us in our homes. People rushed about frantic to save their property. They were shot down by rifle volleys, struck down by sabres, and pierced by lances. My God! What have we not suffered?

Two young Oxford undergraduates who were present tell a graphic story, in a letter to the Times, of the sack of the town and the burning of the neighbouring village. Leaving Aix-la-Chapelle on the Wednesday in question, they set off for Louvain. As they passed through the little hamlet of Cortenbergh they encountered a body of German troops who had been dispatched to destroy the village. Taken prisoners, they were guarded while the inhuman soldiers of the Kaiser made use of the cartloads of straw which they had brought with them for their terrible purpose. Soon every house was a mass of flames.

This was in the afternoon, they relate, and from three to six oclock we had to stand at the end of the street while the firing went on. It was a terrible spectacle, and our first glimpse of the horrors of war, for we saw five civilians, as they left their burning homes, ruthlessly shot down by German soldiers. Neither of us will ever forget the spectacle Louvain presented when we reached it the following morning. The whole town had apparently capitulated to the Germans, although occasionally we heard the sound of firing. The greater part of the town was in flames. Houses were falling, telegraph and telephone poles were tumbling into the streets, and the picture of desolation was complete, while German soldiers were looting among the ruins. Dead bodies littered the streets.... Some German soldiers told us that they had taken four hundred English prisoners from among those who had attacked their troop-trains, and three hundred and thirty of them had been shot that morning because they were found in possession of dum-dum bullets.



A Refugees Plight.

The pathetic tale of a Belgian woman, who reached a place of safety after almost inconceivable hardship, was told in words which were few, but pregnant with tragedy and suffering. Panic-stricken, we women fled from the burning town, and, half-running and half-walking, hurried from the dreadful scene. Mile after mile we covered, until our feet seemed as lead and our senses reeled. I am told we walked over seventy miles before we came to a railway. I wanted to bow down and kiss the cold iron rails. I fell exhausted, having carried my two children in turn. Footsore, broken-hearted, after the first joy of sighting the railway, I felt my head whirling, and I wondered whether it was all worth while. Then I thought of my deliverance, and thanked God.

What did Louvain look like? Like what it was — a mass of flame devouring our homes, our property, and our relatives. Most of us women were deprived of our husbands. In the town everybody who offered any opposition was killed, and everyone found to be armed in any way was shot. Wives saw their husbands shot in the streets. I myself saw the Burgomaster shot, and I saw another man dragged roughly away from his weeping wife and children and shot through the head.



An Americans Story.

A vivid word-picture of the scene is given by Mr. Gerald Morgan, an American, in the Daily Telegraph. An hour before sunset we entered Louvain, he says, and found the city a smoking furnace. The railway station was crowded with troops, drunk with loot and liquor, and rapine as well. From house to house, acting under orders, groups of soldiers were carrying lighted straw, placing it in the basement, and then passing on to the next. It was not ones idea of a general conflagration, for each house burned separately — hundreds of individual bonfires — while the sparks shot up like thousands of shooting stars into the still night-air. It was exactly like a display of fireworks or Bengal lights and set-pieces at a grand display in Coney Island.

Meanwhile, through the station arch we saw German justice being administered. In a square outside, where the cabs stand, an officer stood, and the soldiers drove the citizens of Louvain into his presence, like so many
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unwilling cattle on a market day. Some of the men, after a few words between the officer and the escorts, were marched off under fixed bayonets behind the railway station. Then we heard volleys, and the soldiers returned. Then the train moved out, and the last we saw of the doomed city was an immense red glare in the gathering darkness.



What M. Carton de Wiart Told Me.

Before leaving the subject of Louvain it is necessary for me to chronicle the following, which was told me by M. Carton de Wiart, the Belgian Minister of Justice. As to the sacking of Louvain, he stated, we have here a statement dated August 30th, which has been handed to the Commission by a person of universal repute in Belgium, and which has been telegraphed to us. On August 30th that person went from Brussels to Louvain. On the high-road, when he got to a place called Weerde St. George, he saw only burning villages and peasants beside themselves with terror. When he reached Louvain and got to the American College — a large number of American students, young priests, and medical students come to Louvain — he found that fire had destroyed the whole town except the town hall and city station. This gentleman noted that on Sunday last the Germans kept on kindling new fires and placing straw so as to carry the fire farther. The cathedral and the theatre had been destroyed, and had collapsed completely. So had the famous library, one of the most precious in the world, especially as regards manuscripts and works of art. The town, he says, presents the aspect of an old ruined city, a city like Pompeii. In the midst of this scene of desolation the only people you could see were drunken soldiers carrying bottles of wine and liqueurs in their arms, and officers themselves sitting in the streets around tables drinking like their men.



The Times Speaks Out.

Finally I give a quotation from the Times: — 

Deep and deadly must be the vengeance which the defenders of civilization will exact from these new apostles of brutality. Even Attila had his better side. He spared Milan. It has been said of him that, though he destroyed cities without remorse, he respected the laws of nations as they were understood in his day. The modern Attila respects neither the laws of nations nor the laws of God. His evil deeds cry aloud to Heaven and to the horror-struck watching nations. The infamous crime of the destruction of Louvain is without a parallel even in the dark ages. The harmless civil population had been disarmed a week ago. The German garrison at the gates of the town fired upon another force of their own countrymen. To conceal their blunder, they laid the blame upon the helpless townspeople. No denials were listened to. Some of the men of Louvain were shot, the rest were made prisoners, the women and children were flung into trains and carried off to an unknown destination, and the city was razed to the ground. Louvain has ceased to exist. A town of forty thousand inhabitants, bigger than Crewe or Dover or Colchester or Keighley, has been completely wiped out. The wickedness of this abominable act shall be expiated to the uttermost when the day of reckoning comes.

Until now we have maintained an attitude of deliberate reserve upon the innumerable tales of German atrocities which have reached us. We published without comment the unanswerable list of shocking excesses committed by the German troops, which was sent to England by the Belgian authorities. When a German Zeppelin cast bombs upon ill-fated women asleep in their beds at Antwerp, we did no more than explain the bearings of international law upon conduct which has met with universal reprobation in Europe and America. But now the real object of German savagery is self-revealed, not only by the effacement of Louvain, but by the shameful admissions sent forth from the wireless station at Berlin. Last Thursday night the following official notification regarding Belgium came vibrating through the air: — 

 The only means of preventing surprise attacks from the civil population has been to interfere with unstinting severity and to create examples which by their frightfulness would be a warning to the whole country.

Such is the cynical nature of the German apologia for the destruction of Louvain. Such is the character of the warfare of the modern Huns. They seek to strike terror into the hearts of their foes by methods which belong to the days of the old barbaric hosts, who were thought to have vanished from the world for ever. There must be no mistake about the opportionment of blame for this and numberless other crimes. We have listened too long to the bleatings of professors bemused by the false glamour of a philosophy which the Germans themselves have thrust aside.

The Kaiser and his people are alike responsible for the acts of their Government and their troops, and there can be no differentiation when the day of reckoning comes. The Kaiser could stop these things with a word. Instead, he pronounces impious benedictions upon them. Daily he appeals for the blessings of God upon the dreadful deeds which are staining the face of Western Europe — the ravaged villages, the hapless non-combatants hanged or shot, the women and children torn from their beds by cowards and made to walk before them under threats of all the infamies which have eternally disgraced German valour.


CHAPTER XII.
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JUST FOR A word— neutrality — just for a scrap of paper Great Britain was going to make war. — The German Chancellor.

The scrap of paper was the Powers treaty guaranteeing Belgium neutrality.

French Protest to the Powers.

So numerous and so terrible were the outrages committed by Germans on French territory that the French Minister for Foreign Affairs, on September 2nd — a month after the outbreak of hostilities — was compelled to address a communication to the Powers which set forth a large number of authenticated cases of barbarity. In the course of this official statement it was explained that the indisputable facts set out were selected merely as examples, and that it was impossible to bring to the notice of the Powers every act contrary to the laws of war of which accounts were being received day by day. The series of memoranda were sufficient to establish the two following classes of facts: — 

First. The Armies and Government of Germany profess the deepest scorn for International Law, and for treaties solemnly recognised for Germany.

Secondly. The devastations of the invaded countries (incendiarism, murder, pillage, and atrocities) appear to be systematically pursued by order of the leaders, and are not due to acts of indiscipline.

It is necessary to emphasise this two-fold characteristic of the German proceedings. They constitute a negation of every human and International law, and bring back modern warfare, after centuries of civilisation, to the methods of barbaric invasions. We are confident that such facts will arouse the indignation of neutral States, and will help to make clear the meaning of the struggle which we are carrying on in the respect of law and independence of nations.

To this communiqué were attached ten separate memoranda, setting forth various specific charges against the Germans, and showing, among other things, how the Kaisers troops were killing the French wounded, and had even shot Red Cross nurses.



A Dead Mans Diary.

In the fifth of these memoranda, says Reuters correspondent, the German allegation that the civilian population had taken part in the war was strongly denied, and was declared to be nothing but a pretext put forward by the German troops to give them the appearance of reprisals. From the beginning of the war the Germans had made a practice of burning undefended villages and of assassinating the inhabitants, and evidence of this was to be found in letters and notebooks which had been taken from Germans, dead or prisoners.

A notebook found on a corpse of a German lieutenant contained the following remark:— We have fired the church of Villerupt and shot the inhabitants. We pretended that scouts had taken refuge in the tower of the church and had fired on us from there. The fact was, it was not the inhabitants of Villerupt, but Customs officers and forest guards who fired on us.

The sixth memorandum gave detailed evidence in support of the charge that a systematic devastation of the country had been ordered by the German leaders. Letters found on German soldiers made it clear that the burning of villages and the shooting of the inhabitants were general measures, and that the orders were given by superior officers.

Attention was called to this violation of The Hague Convention, and it was pointed out that it was on the proposal of the German delegates at the second Hague Conference that an article was inserted declaring that the belligerent guilty of such violation should be liable to pay an indemnity.

In the remaining memoranda information was given as to the destruction of villages in the region of Paris, and the burning of Affleville, under circumstances of particular brutality.

The statement concluded: The Government of the Republic, respecting International conventions which it has ratified, protests against those violations of International law, and holds up to reprobation before the opinion of the world the behaviour of an enemy who respects no rule and goes back on his signature affixed to International agreements.



The Red Hand of Destruction.

Upon the Franco-German frontier the red hand of destruction was indeed laid heavily, and it seemed incredible that a civilised nation should resort to the methods of savages. Yet it was, alas, true, as was proved in hundreds of cases. Atrocities were committed everywhere; civilians, women, and children were shot down in blind rage. A German officer captured by the French near Blamont admitted that the Germans wanted no prisoners, and that the wholesale massacre of peaceful villagers was according to orders.

German infantrymen belonging to the Bavarian regiments systematically set fire to the villages through which they passed in the region of Barras, Harbone, and Montreux, for during the engagement no artillery fire could have caused such conflagrations. In the same district they forced the inhabitants to precede their scouts. According to the same report the German troops were daily massacring peaceful villagers, and actually made children march before them when debouching from the villages upon the field of battle.

An official report was made by M. Mirman, Prefect of the Meurthe and Moselle, to the French Minister of the Interior, after a visit paid to the districts of Bardonviller, Cirey, and Blamont, in the Luneville area. He stated that it was impossible to cite all the acts of savagery and brutality on the part of the German troops which had come under his notice. He could make out a long list of women, young girls, and old men and women who had been executed without the least reason and upon the slightest pretext. Houses had been systematically burned by order of the German officers as they advanced, and then again as they retreated.



Petrol on Burning Houses.

At Bardonviller, where one of the Kaisers sons was with the troops, eleven of the inhabitants had been murdered, among whom was the wife of the mayor, and a woman with her infant child, while seventy-eight houses were burned with petrol and specially-prepared faggots. After pillaging the town and looting everything they could, they fired on and demolished the church, and took fifteen of the inhabitants, including a magistrate, away as hostages.

At Bremeuil the Prefect found a pitiful and shameful state of affairs. There, five inhabitants, one a little lad, were butchered, as well as an old man of seventy-four, who was trussed and shot like a rabbit. The Communal building was destroyed, and nearly the whole town swept away, not during battle, but by the soldiers on their arrival.

The French troops in Lorraine had seized an entire mail, letters written by German soldiers to their families. In these it was shown that the chief occupation of the troops was eating and drinking, and in more than twenty of the letters it was stated that all French civilians were shot if they only looked suspicious or evil-disposed. All the men, and even boys under age, were shot.

Another official statement issued by the French Ministry of War stated that two Uhlans who were reconnoitring on the frontier entered the little village of Affleville. They were ejected by a patrol of three mounted riflemen. On the following day a detachment of Uhlans returned, set fire to a farmhouse, and killed the farmer, who attempted to save his property. The inhabitants protested that their village had not interfered with the enemy, but later that evening a further squadron of Uhlans arrived while all the villagers were attending service in the church, and after sprinkling the houses with petroleum set the whole place on fire. The terrified inhabitants fled without money or other property to Verdun, the parish priest being shot.



We Kill Everyone.

Many other sensational indictments of the blood-lust of the Kaisers savage hordes reached the French Ministry of Justice. The Curé of Pillon, in the Metz district, states that on August 10th fifteen Germans entered his house and pointed their rifles at him. He was dragged into the road and brought before the General. On the way there he was hurried along with the butts of his captors rifles. When he stopped they hit him. He took out his handkerchief, and they confiscated it. He shouted: You are a set of brutes. Take me before one of your officers who speaks French. An officer replied in French, Its all up with you. A French shell burst not far from the German troops. The Germans threw themselves down, but compelled the priest to remain standing.

Seven lads from French Lorraine at Baroncourt saw a body of Uhlans driving before them old men, women, and children. They struck those that would not or could not walk. Three Uhlans moved aside to a field where a boy of fifteen was tending a herd of cows. The youth attempted to prevent the seizure of the cattle. The troopers shot him point-blank, and he fell without a cry.

In Lorraine a large number of letters written by German soldiers were captured, and these letters are full of descriptions of acts of wanton cruelty. Most of the writers make reference to food and drink. One says, We have no need for money. We simply take. In another it is written, Before burning the village we took away everything that was eatable or drinkable, and again, The first village across the frontier was completely destroyed. It was a sight which was both sad and agreeable. In another letter it is stated, We have shot the inhabitants of from fourteen to sixty years old. There were thirty of them. In twenty other letters the phrases recur, All were shot. We kill everyone.

The efforts directed towards the abolition of war must not only be termed foolish, but absolutely immoral, and must be described as unworthy of the human race. — Gen. Von Bernhardi.



Village Ruthlessly Bombarded.

Refugees from Lorraine had a pathetic story to tell. The village of Pontsurseille was burned on August 21st by the Germans. Like several others in the neighbourhood, it was close to the border-line, and courteous relations continued between its inhabitants and the enemy, even after the first days of the war. But on August 14th a body of Uhlans suddenly appeared and commandeered a number of things. They were supplied at once with 200 chickens, a quantity of oats, and some other provisions. The Guard Champêtre himself delivered the objects commandeered, and took them across the border into the German camp. He was not allowed to return immediately, and was detained for two days. On Monday, August 17th, when the Guard Champêtre had returned, a shell suddenly burst over the village. It exploded a few yards from a place where a couple of women were engaged in milking the cows. Other shells followed. They came from a battery erected on the other side of the border.

No French soldier had been seen at the village for three days. They had made their appearance only for a short time, and had fallen back. The firing stopped after a while, but was resumed during the night and continued for several nights following. All the able-bodied men had left for the garrisons, and only the women, the children, and some aged men remained. The Guard Champêtre was the only person with any authority that remained, and he took over the administration of the commune. Meanwhile he was compelled every day to go back and forwards between the village and the German camp and supply the provisions that were commandeered.

A young seminarist acted as secretary at the Mairie, and the wife of the Guard Champêtre took charge of the fire-engine and tried to put out the fire caused by the shells with the help of some other women.

On the night of August 20th it became evident that the Germans intended to lay the village in ruins. The bombardment was continued all night and the following day. The inhabitants took refuge in the cellars, which protected them against the shells. About forty of them found shelter in a big cellar belonging to a rich farmer, M. François Michel.



Helpless Children.

There were small children of three, six, and nine years, and infants only a few months old. The Guard Champêtre, assisted by his wife, directed everything. He had the openings protected by mattresses, which prevented the Germans from discharging their rifles into the cellar.

By making a hole in one of the walls he secured a retreat into an adjoining cellar. Suddenly an officer came, had the door opened, and ordered everybody to come out at once. M. François Michel was the first to step out, and he was instantly shot down by a group of soldiers standing by. Next a boy of six, a nice little lad, stepped out. He was also shot down. Everybody in the cellar then rushed back, amid cries of horror raised by the wife of M. Michel and his children.

The Germans shouted, Come out, or we shall burn you alive, and fired a volley down the steps of the cellar. The soldiers poured petroleum down the cellar and on the mattresses, and set fire to it. The people inside took refuge in the adjoining cellar, and the Guard Champêtre and his wife were the last to leave. From this cellar they finally escaped and fled across the field. The soldiers meanwhile had seized the young seminarist, and another young man, aged twenty, and shot them, declaring that they were of age for military service.
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CHAPTER XIII.
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THE DESECRATION OF Churches.

Other refugees from Lorraine had harrowing stories to tell of German brutalities, and many made statements which were officially registered. Whole villages, they said, had been put to fire and sword. One man told an official of the Catholic Society that he had, with his own eyes, seen two German soldiers chop off the arms of a child which clung to its mothers skirts. Other narratives show once more that the Germans entered closed houses and shot or bayoneted the inmates on the pretence that they had been fired upon by them. Miners had in many places been wilfully entombed, and other miners had been forced to dig trenches for the enemy under the threat of being shot. Germans had stabled their horses in churches, which they desecrated, and even covered their animals with priests vestments.

Under their usual plea the Germans burned the town of Burzweiler, in Alsace-Lorraine, blowing up its factories.

An eye-witness, M. Gaudefroy-Demonhynes, who was attempting to return to France from Baden, made a sworn statement to a Paris magistrate, explaining how he had found himself on August 1st detained with other Frenchmen and some Russians at the railway station of Lorrach, in Baden, a few miles from the French frontier. The party were arrested by soldiers and taken to the police station, where they and their luggage were searched. They were then led under guard through the town amid hostile demonstrations by the inhabitants to the square in front of the railway station, where they found another party of about thirty Frenchmen and twenty Russians.

One of this party, a French commercial traveller, a stout man aged about forty, suddenly shouted Vive la France! Instantly the two soldiers guarding him took him before an officer or a non-commissioned officer, standing a few paces away from a group of officers. People standing between M. Demonhynes and the scene prevented him from hearing what was said, but a few seconds later a shot — only one shot — rang out.

I dont know who fired, the witness says, but I know that just before the report the Frenchman was standing before my eyes against the wall of a restaurant facing the station, held fast by his two guards in the position of one who is about to be executed.

Hardly had the shot rang out than protests arose from our little band. Among those who protested most vigorously were three young Frenchmen from eighteen to twenty years old. They looked to me like students leaving Germany, like myself. I did not speak to them and do not know their names. Just as the soldiers seized him and his comrades one of the young Frenchmen tried to speak to an officer who was wearing a large, light grey cloak. This officer did not listen to him. Some order must have been given, I dont know by whom.

One of the three Frenchmen, who must have been told of the fate awaiting him, cried out in German Dont hold us. We arent afraid; we are Frenchmen!

This time the officer replied coarsely, half turning round, Shut up. The three Frenchmen of their own accord placed themselves against the wall of the same restaurant. Two lines of soldiers were drawn up on either side of them at right angles to the wall. Other soldiers — how many I did not count — took up their position in front of them about eight yards away. A volley rang out. The three Frenchmen fell.

Fresh cries arose from our party. Horror-stricken women began to weep. I did not see the bodies removed, but I saw them fall to the ground.

At this moment a great uproar broke out. Another Frenchman, a big man with a great black beard, whose age and appearance I forget and whom I did not know, began to shout, Cowards! Murderers! Soldiers surrounded him. He struggled with them. They speedily overcame him, and, without taking the trouble to stand him up against the wall, without the intervention of any officer, one of the soldiers thrust the barrel of his rifle against his body and shot him down point blank before my eyes.

I saw these same soldiers dragging his body along the ground. The man was struggling still. I had not the strength to look any more. I heard other shots. I dont know if there were any other victims.

The German troops allowed no considerations of religion or respect for antiquity to interfere with their scheme of devastation. Great works of art and architecture and ancient churches were destroyed by fire or shell, and in more than one instance it is stated that cathedrals were used for stabling horses. To-day many are the ruined churches in Belgium. Of the beautiful cathedral of Louvain only the walls stand, for the interior is reported to have been ruthlessly shelled, pillaged, and finally set on fire. Other churches in the ill-fated city similarly suffered, while at Malines, too, bare walls and loose masonry are all that remain of what were until recently sacred edifices of exceptional interest to visitors by reason of their ancient treasures.

We believe that some of the generals and some of the officers have encouraged these crimes, which would be impossible without such countenance. Yet we trust that there are still German officers whose characters can be respected.

— From the Morning Post.


CHAPTER XIV.
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IT IS NOT a fair fight. Germany is fighting foully; she is defying not only the rules of war, but the rules of humanity. — Mr. Richard Harding Davis, the great American author.

Treatment of English Travellers.

The treatment meted out to English travellers and residents in Germany at the time of the outbreak of the war was equally in keeping with the modern culture of the nation. British subjects arriving in England were loud in their protest of the manner in which they were treated, and even British, French, and Russian Consuls were treated like criminals. In regard to the latter, a mock formality of presenting the Consuls with passports was gone through before their departure, but, provided with these so-called guarantees of safe conduct, they were subjected to the grossest insults on the way, the women being the chief object of the mobs fury. Insulting inscriptions were scribbled on the walls of their compartments, and they were the objects of very hostile demonstrations. At every station brave soldiers of the Kaiser presented their revolvers at the heads of the travellers, came up to the carriage windows, jeered at the occupants, and often threw rubbish into the compartments.

Mr. Drummond Hay, the British Consul at Dantzig, the French Consul, M. Michel, and the Russian Consul were, with their families, turned out from their consulates at an hours notice. They were told that they would be taken to the Russian frontier, but in reality they were conveyed to Bentheim, near the Dutch frontier, via Stettin, a journey which occupied three days. During the journey they were not given nor allowed to buy any food, and when the train reached Bentheim the travellers were curtly told to get out, and the Consuls were immediately separated from their families. The women and children were housed in a mean tavern under strict military guard, and the men, together with Mr. Drummond Hays sixteen-year-old son, were taken to the local prison. They were all put into one small cell, which they found already tenanted by M. Vassel, an attaché of the French Consulate at Bentheim, who had been imprisoned some days previously. M. Vassel had been arrested when looking after the luggage of the French Consul at Bentheim, who had just left for Holland.

In prison the Consuls were treated as though they belonged to the worst class of criminals. They were obliged to sleep on the floor, without covering of any kind, and with only a few wisps of straw between them and the cold stones, and their only food was the black bread which is served out to the ordinary convicts.

Having fallen ill on the journey, M. Michel asked to be allowed to see a doctor, but, in lieu of medical advice, he was given a very strong dose of castor oil, which made him very much worse. The conditions under which these four men and a boy lived cannot be described. The gaolers would not allow them nor anyone else to clean out the cell. Night and day the unfortunate prisoners were herded together. Their only recreation, a daily walk of half an hours duration, was taken in company with the convicts.

Ten days after leaving Dantzig Mr. Drummond Hay was set free, but the others were detained amid the awful surroundings which have been described.

It was ascertained that there were forty-eight other foreigners — among them fifteen Frenchmen — who are being kept in the town of Bentheim under the strictest military observation.

The state of affairs in Dantzig when the Consuls left was terrible; many people were being shot daily, often upon the very scantiest suspicion.

If the Germans treated responsible Government officials in the manner described above, how much worse was the case of unfortunate girls and women stranded alone in Germany. In many cases English governesses in German families were cast adrift, to starve and endure the insults of the savage enemy. Hundreds of English men and women, many of them tourists, were thrown into prison without any trial, and suffered the same indignities as did our Consul at Dantzig.



Englishwomans Experience.

A well-authenticated story was related by the headmistress of a London elementary school, who was in Switzerland when the war broke out and who returned to England prostrate with shock at the horror of scenes she witnessed while passing through Germany. The train, she said, was packed; all windows were closed, and the blinds drawn, and the passengers were forbidden on peril of their lives to raise them. Glimpses of troop trains were caught at intervals, and to allow these to pass frequent stops were made. The pace was slow, and the crowded, unventilated carriages became unendurably close. In the same compartment as the lady in question were two English women, whom she learned to be teachers in the provinces. One of these became ill, and at last, when the train came to a stop at a countryside place between stations — there was no means of locating it — her friend helped the sick girl to alight in order to breathe some fresh air. Instantly bullets hailed upon them, and both were shot dead. Their travelling companions dared make no attempt to recover the bodies, and when the train passed on they were left beside the line.

Two teachers of another London girls school state that a woman travelling with them through Germany was shot for failing to show her passport, and her body thrown out upon the line. Other ladies in the same train stated that they had been stripped by German officers on the pretence of searching them.
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CHAPTER XV.
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FRANCE MUST BE so completely crushed that she can never again come across our path. — Gen. Von Bernhardi. (This statement was made long before war was declared.)



What Our Soldiers Say.

By innumerable acts of treachery and appalling savagery on the battlefield the German soldiers have forfeited for ever the right to the courtesies usually extended to an honourable foe. The opening phases of the war have shown them in the light of cold-blooded barbarians, rather than honourable soldiers. The well-attested stories of their shocking brutality have no parallel in the history of the world. And in practically every case these incredible acts of cruelty have been committed with the knowledge and approval of their officers. They are carrying out to the letter the advice of the Kaiser to act like the Huns of Attila.

British soldiers who have returned wounded from the front are emphatic in their assertions that the German gunners deliberately fired on the hospitals and Red Cross men. One man remarked, They seemed to take a delight in aiming at hospitals, which had the Red Cross over them. In fact, anything with the Red Cross acted as a target. A church was being used as a hospital, and one of our officers, who had a flesh wound, was taken inside for medical attention. Whilst he was there a shell blew away the roof of the church, and injured him a second time. Fifty men went out under the Red Cross to pick up wounded. They were fired on, and only two of them came back.

A member of the Red Cross organisation stated that the Germans have treated with actual brutality the British wounded who fell into their hands. Twenty-seven British soldiers who were being removed from the field in an ambulance were dragged away and made to march to the Town Hall of Mons, two falling unconscious in the streets on their way.

A resident of Ostend, in a letter to this country, put into words the prevailing opinion in Belgium. These Germans are not true soldiers, he writes, they are murderers in uniform. They kill the wounded and shoot the women and children. At one of the charges at Liége the Colonel of the 9th Regiment of the Line was shot through the head, and when his body was recovered later in the day it was found that these German cowards had inflicted at least twenty bayonet stabs on the already dead body.



Helpless Soldiers Maimed.

These terrible allegations are borne out by information which has been received by a British officer from his son at the front, who states that the enemy, on coming across wounded British soldiers, proceed to stab them through the right hand with a bayonet, with a view to rendering the hand useless for holding a rifle again.

A horrible story is told by a wounded British sergeant. Struck down by a bullet, he lay on his back on the battlefield of Mons, unable to move, around him many wounded men. The German soldiers advanced over their bodies, stabbing at them with their bayonets. Realising that his only chance of saving his life was to feign death, the wounded Tommy closed his eyes and kept perfectly still. As the Germans passed one struck him on the body a heavy blow with the butt of a rifle, with the result that one of his ribs was smashed. Clenching his teeth to prevent crying out he lay rigid, hoping against hope that the barbarous enemy would not see that he still lived. Then to his relief they passed on, but not before one of them had plunged his bayonet into his shoulder.

Such stories as these make ones blood boil, but they are by no means isolated instances. Many wounded soldiers who have returned have declared that after the battle of Mons the Germans, especially officers and non-commissioned officers, passed over the ground and thrust their swords at the wounded men. One man escaped by hiding for twenty-four hours under sheaves of corn.

Yet another story is told by a wounded soldier who was also in the fighting near Mons. He said, We had had to retire a short distance, leaving some killed and wounded behind. We saw the Germans come along. They carried away some of our men who were lying on the ground we had left. They placed them — and I am positively sure there were wounded as well as killed among them — on a hayrick. Then the rick was set on fire. It made us desperately wild, and we long to get at those Germans. If we only could have charged! As it was, we had to stay where we were, but I think we got in a good few shots of vengeance which found their billet.

A lieutenant of an infantry regiment stated that the Germans captured a party of his men outside Liége, and in order to prevent their escape crushed their feet with the butts of their rifles. They then took one man and held him against a tree while their comrades beat him about the back with rifle butts. An infantryman named Legrande, who was in the trenches beside his brother at a point where the fighting was furious, and who is now in hospital at Brussels, told the following story. His brother was mortally wounded by a German bullet, and died in his arms. He himself was shot in the thigh, and almost at the same moment some German Uhlans rode over him, leaving him unconscious. When he recovered his senses he made an endeavour to crawl back to his own lines, which in the meantime had been drawn in. He was discovered by some German infantrymen, who stripped him, taking his water-bottle and everything. Legrande had to wait in a state of utter nudity until the middle of the night, and then strip the dead bodies of his comrades in order to clothe himself. Eventually he regained the ranks of his comrades in an almost dying condition.

Again the Germans, having despoiled dead Belgian soldiers of their uniforms, clothed some of their men in them and placed them at the head of their troops when an attack was made upon the Belgian troops.



The Khaki Uniform Trick.

The treacherous use by the Germans of British uniforms is instanced by one of the wounded men at present in England. What made matters worse for us was the treachery of the enemy, he stated, in the course of an account of the fight in which he had sustained his hurt. We were compelled to fall back at one point, and left behind us our haversacks and greatcoats, which we had taken off to allow us to fight the better. Some time afterwards a body of men came towards us wearing the familiar khaki-coloured coats, and naturally we took them for friends. But they were Germans who had seized our coats and put them on in order to disguise themselves, and no sooner were they near us than they sent a murderous fire into our ranks. Later, when there was a lull in the fighting, we found a large number of Germans killed wearing the clothes of British soldiers, showing that they must either have stripped our dead or the British prisoners they had captured and used their clothes.

A number of Belgian soldiers arriving in Folkestone have also described the behaviour of the enemy as too brutal for any civilised nation, and most of them had seen Belgian villagers drawn in front of the Germans to act as a screen for them. A favourite trick of the Germans was to terrify Belgian villagers by driving them along immediately in front of their heavy guns, where, owing to the elevation of the guns, they were really quite safe. Their experience had been that the Germans had no respect for the Red Cross, and that in fact they waited until the wounded had been picked up and would then fire. They confirmed the stories which had been told about the manner in which the Germans had killed wounded men.

In another case a French soldier, after the engagement at Spincourt, related that while he was on the ground with a bullet in his foot the Germans, seeing he was not dead, fired at him with a rifle, twice, point-blank, hitting him in the hip and shoulder, whereupon he became unconscious. The Germans, thinking he was dead, left him.

Many of the British wounded affirm that the Germans pay no respect to the Red Cross flag, but continually fire upon it and upon Red Cross men. The enemy have also frequently violated the rules of the white flag. These statements are supported by the Ostend correspondent of the Central News, who was the eye-witness of the disgraceful incident which he described in the following message:— When I was in the neighbourhood of Malines the forts were under bombardment. From the Willebroek fort the Belgians were placing shells into a wood four miles distant, with the object of forcing out a detachment of Uhlans. Presently a party of Uhlans, exhibiting a white flag, came forward towards the Belgian trenches with a request for a cessation of fire for the purpose of collecting wounded. The temporary truce was agreed to. A Red Cross wagon came forward to collect wounded, and a party from the Belgian trenches went out for a similar purpose.

Suddenly the German Red Cross van opened, and from out of it a mitrailleuse poured its deadly fire with such effect that some ninety of the Belgians fell dead. The retribution was swift and complete. The Belgian artillery again opened fire, and with well-directed shells laid low at least 200 of the treacherous Germans.

Another incident of like character came beneath my immediate notice. A party of German cyclists, entering the village of Willebroek, shot down a child of seven years of age. The Belgian infantry opened fire upon the cyclists, and an armoured motor-car, carrying a captain and four men, pursued the marauders. It is with satisfaction that I can record that eight of the Germans will fight no more.



France Makes a Formal Protest.

An official communiqué issued by the War Office of Paris contains the following references to these outrages. It draws to the attention of the Powers signatory of The Hague Convention the following facts, constituting on the part of the German military authorities a violation of the Conventions signed on October 10th, 1907, by the Imperial German Government: — 

According to a report dated August 10th, 1914, sent by the General Commanding the Army in the East, it continues, the German troops have finished off a large number of wounded men by shots fired into their faces at close quarters, as has been demonstrated by the dimensions of the wounds. Other wounded men were deliberately trampled upon.

On the 10th August the Bavarian infantry systematically set fire to the villages which they went through in Barbas, Montigny, Montreux, and Paruse districts, at a time also when no artillery fire on either side could have provoked such action. In the same district they compelled the inhabitants to go in front of their scouts.

Another report, dated August 11th, 1914, says: The German troops are burning villages, massacring inhabitants, and making the women and children march in front of them when they come out of the villages on to the battlefields. This was done notably at Billy, in the fighting on the 10th. They are finishing off the wounded and killing prisoners.

The Government of the Republic, in view of such proceedings, which must be repudiated by the universal conscience of mankind, leaves it to the civilised Powers to make complete appreciation of these criminal acts, which are eternally dishonouring for a belligerent.


CHAPTER XVI.
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THE WRONG — I speak openly — that we are committing I will endeavour to make good as soon as our military goal is achieved.

From a speech by The German Chancellor.



The Antwerp Outrage.

Next to the tragic and infamous destruction of Louvain, and the attendant atrocities committed in that beautiful old town, nothing has called forth more passionate denunciation than the cowardly attempt made by Zeppelin airships to drop bombs at Antwerp in the dead of night on its sleeping inhabitants. For the first time in history a death-dealing airship has attacked a city in this way. As a weapon the Zeppelin dropping bombs may be as destructive as great shells fired from siege howitzers. The horror of aircraft is, however, more terrorizing than that of any siege gun, because bombs can be thrown down from the sky on defenceless and sleeping cities. The civilized world has greeted with execration this inhuman method of prosecuting war.

Before even a fortified town can be bombarded, the rules of war provide for twenty-four hours notice before the commencement of actual bombardment. Here we have a great airship sailing high over a sleeping city. Without warning her crew drop death-dealing bombs from the sky in the dead of night. Surely the killing of unsuspecting men, innocent women, and sleeping children in this way is the most ruthless outrage ever attempted in war.

Piloted by a German who knew the city well — one of the many to whom the city opened wide its doors in the days before the war — the huge airship had for its objective the Palais du Roi, where the Queen of Belgium, the little Princes, and Princess Marie-José lay sleeping. Aided by the darkness, the crew of the Zeppelin felt confident of their ability to carry out their murderous programme. They had mapped out a career of terrifying destruction. In a track of devastation they meant to leave in ruins the Palais du Roi (which would also have involved the death of the Royal Family), the Bourse, the Palais de Justice, the Banque, and the Minerva Motor Works. But in no case was the treacherous aim attained. The cowardly raid proved a complete and utter failure, the only consolation provided the Kaiser being the slaughter of seven innocent persons and the wounding of some twenty others.



Girls Horribly Mutilated.

The bombs which were to have killed the Queen and her family and to have shattered the Bourse fell into an adjoining street, wrecked a house, and injured two women. That destined for the destruction of the Banque struck the attic of a house near by, killed a servant as she slept, and injured two others. Of the other bombs one fell into a shrubbery, dug a deep, funnel-shaped hole, uprooted shrubs, and plucked from their frames windows of the St. Elizabeth Hospital, where the wounded lay. Another — and the most successful bomb — struck a private house inhabited by poor people, murdered a woman, and horribly mutilated three girls, killed two Civic Guards, and seriously injured another. It was at a private house just off the Place de Meir that a bomb wrought much destruction to life and property. It tore off the top storey and split up the front.



Screams of Dying Women.

As I arrived on the scene, says a Daily Telegraph correspondent, a woman tottered out covered with lime dust, crying out, Docteur, docteur! Beneath the ruins of the house two Civic Guards were dead. Within the house pitiful screams came from three girls who had been roused from sleep by receiving dreadful wounds on the face and body. One girl had half her face blown away; the two others were seriously wounded on the face. Evidently their bodies had been somewhat protected by the bed-clothes.

The Zeppelin at the time of this appalling incident was almost stationary in the sky, some seven hundred feet from the ground. Needless to say, a panic at once ensued, and thousands of people took refuge in their cellars, while others dashed out into the streets in their night attire. Time after time the earth trembled as the terrible bombs fell, causing devastation everywhere, the spots being signalled, it is said, from the roofs of houses occupied by prominent Germans, of whom there was a large colony in Antwerp. Truly it was a night of terror, for the populace through the hours of tension did not know from one moment to another that they might not be blown to atoms. Ten bombs struck ten different streets. One which fell in the Rue des Navets made a hole six feet six inches in diameter and twenty-two inches deep. It was probably filled with shot, for all the houses in the vicinity were riddled by bullets, and presented the appearance of having been fired upon, all the doors and windows being broken and the ceilings having fallen in.

The best protection of undefended cities against German Zeppelins is that a repetition of the Antwerp occurrence will be greeted with execration by the whole civilized world. — Times.



Enormous Damage to Property.

It was calculated that about nine hundred houses were more or less damaged and about sixty houses destroyed. In a single house four persons were found dead. Indeed, in one room two people had been blown to atoms. Three men were walking in the Rue de la Corne, when one of the bombs fell. One was killed and the other two mortally wounded, while another passer-by had his leg blown off. All the bombs, which created a terrific explosion, were found to have been in a steel cover one and a half inches thick and about a foot in diameter. The Zeppelin was, of course, fired upon from the forts with guns and rifles, but having launched its deadly missiles it moved off into the darkness.

A subsequent examination of the projectiles thrown showed that they had a double covering, the two covers being joined together by mushroom-shaped rivets, which act the part of bullets, and must cause horrible injuries, as the two covers or envelopes are torn to fragments by the explosive.

If Germany had fought fairly we should have retained the respect for her which we had in the past; but her barbarous method of conducting war by sea and land has made all the nations of the Old World and the New regard her as the enemy of the human race.

— Military Correspondent of The Times.



A Miraculous Escape.

The story of that terrible night would not, however, be complete without a reference to the miraculous escape of M. Vamberg, a cigarette-maker. Had he slept in the bed he usually occupied, he would now be a dead man. But for some reason he chose another bed in another room, his wife being absent in the country, and so saved his life. The bed which Mme. Vamberg occupies when at home was crushed by the falling roof. More than that, having been aroused by the sound of the cannon, and having jumped out of bed and rushed down to the first floor, M. Vamberg found himself suddenly hanging from the window, the house having fallen about his ears. He was rescued from this position by the firemen.



More Cowardly Raids.

But, as though not satisfied with the success of the first attempt, the Germans determined upon another dastardly raid. A few nights after the first outrage a Zeppelin again appeared over the city in the dead of night. Ten bombs were discharged, and damaged a number of houses. No lives were lost, however. A boy of fifteen had his right arm injured by a flying splinter, while his father and sister and one or two others were slightly injured. A graphic description of the raid is given by the Daily Telegraph correspondent. I was awakened, he relates, by the rattle of rifle-fire from neighbouring roofs and the hideous crash of exploding bombs. Hurriedly descending into the Place Verte, I was just in time to see an airship disappearing southward. She was at a tremendous height, but could be clearly seen in the rays of the searchlight. There was an incessant rattle of shots from rifles and machine guns from the darkened town, and shrapnel could be seen exploding like meteorites in the trail of the flying marauder. All round the Place Verte from the roadway, and from points of vantage on the high buildings, spurts of flame indicated the efforts of the firers to bring down the hated ship. Immediately the searchlights fixed upon her the Zeppelin made off at great speed.



Worse than the Boxers.

Surgeon-Major Seaman, of the United States Army Reserve Corps, who helped to tend the wounded, was so indignant with these cowardly tactics on the part of the Germans that he communicated with his Government, asking it to join at once in exacting reparation from Germany for such infamies. He declared that in all his eight campaigns, of which one was against the Boxers in China, he had never seen an act of war so ruthless, so horrible, as the sight of three young girls mutilated and defaced, and of the dead young mother, all attacked in their beds at night. And with him the civilized world will agree.

Other airship and aeroplane raids were made on Antwerp and also upon Paris, but fortunately none has been attended with either great loss of life or destruction of property. But that such should be the case affords no excuse for crimes which rank among the greatest committed by the ruthless German army.

At this moment the words German culture are synonymous for rapine, murder, and hideous cruelty. This is a state of things which ought to be grasped by the people of Germany.

— From the Morning Post.


CHAPTER XVII.
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AGAINST ORDINARY THOUGH severe reprisals upon civilians who have fired upon the German troops we have not a word to utter; but outrage, mutilation, burning alive, and so forth are not reprisals; they are atrocities which make the name of Germany stink in the nostrils of mankind. It is hard to believe that a civilized nation should have so reverted to savagery, but unfortunately the facts admit of no dispute. — From the Globe.



The Hussar-like Stroke.

The laying of mines in neutral waters in contravention of the rules by which civilized warfare was to be conducted was in itself a most dastardly act. To place contact mines in the open sea and then to skulk behind them was declared by the Kaisers wireless press bureau to be a Hussar-like stroke. The Kaiser himself referred with satisfaction to the fact that his navy had sown the North Sea with death. The laying of mines is only admissible for the purpose of guarding estuaries and harbours, and by The Hague Convention it was specifically laid down that neutral waters must not be mined. In consequence of this cruel action of the enemy many crews of British and Danish trawlers, the hard toilers of the sea, were sent to their deaths, while the Wilson liner Runo, on a voyage to Archangel, and His Majestys ships Amphion and Speedy were sent to the bottom with great loss of life. In addition, several trawlers, while engaged in mine-sweeping operations, were also destroyed. All craft and cunning in naval warfare was, of course, admissible, including the alteration and extinguishing of lights, the removal of landmarks and buoys, and the disguising of warships as merchantmen; but to scatter death indiscriminately along a neutral waterway was a stab-in-the-back method worthy, indeed, of the pinchbeck Napoleon.

Such is the case against the German Soldier — the terrible and overwhelming record which makes the very heart sick with horror, and the blood run chill. One of our great poets called upon the human race to move upward, working out the beast, and let the ape and tiger die. Apes and tigers are noble creatures beside the living apostle of German culture. He has built himself a monument upon the heights of infamy, a monument from which, through all the ages yet to come, every honest man will turn away in loathing and disgust.

JOHN RUSKINS words: — 

For blessing is only for the meek and merciful, and a German cannot be either; he does not understand even the meaning of the words ... but a German, selfish in the purest states of virtue and morality ... but no quantity of learning ever makes a German modest....

Accordingly, when the Germans get command of Lombardy, they bombard Venice, steal her pictures (which they cant understand a single touch of), and entirely ruin the country, morally and physically, leaving behind them misery, vice, and intense hatred of themselves, wherever their accursed feet have trodden. They do precisely the same thing by France — crush her, rob her, leave her in misery of rage and shame, and return home, smacking their lips, and singing Te Deums. — Fors Clavigera.



THE DAY

By THE BATH RAILWAY POET

[This very striking poem, which we reproduce below by kind permission of the Daily Express, is published in leaflet form at a halfpenny, for the benefit of the National Relief Fund. The author is Mr. Henry Chappell, a railway porter at Bath. Mr. Chappell is known to his comrades as the Bath Railway Poet. The Express acclaims the author of The Day as a national poet — an opinion which is very largely shared by the general Press.]

YOU boasted the Day, and you toasted the Day,
And now the Day has come.
Blasphemer, braggart, and coward all,
Little you reck of the numbing ball,
The blasting shell, or the white arms fall,
As they speed poor humans home.

You spied for the Day, you lied for the Day,
And woke the Days red spleen.
Monster, who asked Gods aid Divine,
Then strewed His seas with the ghastly mine;
Not all the waters of the Rhine
Can wash thy foul hands clean.

You dreamed for the Day, you schemed for the Day;
Watch how the Day will go.
Slayer of age and youth and primes
(Defenceless slain for never a crime),
Thou art steeped in blood as a hog in slime,
False friend and cowardly foe.

You have sown for the Day, you have grown for the Day;
Yours is the harvest red.
Can you hear the groans and the awful cries?
Can you see the heap of slain that lies,
And sightless turned to the flame-split skies,
The glassy eyes of the dead?

You have wronged for the Day, you have longed for the Day
That lit the awful flame.
Tis nothing to you that hill and plain
Yield sheaves of dead men amid the grain;
That widows mourn for their loved ones slain,
And mothers curse thy name.

But after the Day theres a price to pay
For the sleepers under the sod,
And He you have mocked for many a day — 
Listen and hear what He has to say:
Vengeance is mine; I will repay.
What can you say to God?


The Minister of Evil (1917)
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TO THE READER
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AFTER THE ISSUE to the public of the curious chronicle of Rasputin the Rascal Monk, based upon official documents, and its translation into a number of languages, I received from the same sources in Russia a bulky manuscript upon very thin paper which contained certain confessions, revelations, and allegations made by its writer, Féodor Rajevski, who acted as the mock-saints secretary and body-servant, and who, in consequence, was for some years in a position to know the most inner secrets of Rasputins dealings with those scoundrelly men and women who betrayed Holy Russia into the hands of the Hun.

This manuscript, to-day before me as I write, is mostly in Italian, for Rajevski, the son of a Polish violinist, lived many years of his youth in Bologna, Florence, and old-world Siena, hence, in writing his memoirs, he used the language most familiar to him, and one perhaps more readily translated by anyone living outside Russia.

In certain passages I have been compelled to disguise names of those who, first becoming tools of the mock-saint, yet afterwards discovering him to be a charlatan, arose in their patriotism and — like Rajevski who here confesses — watched patiently, and as Revolutionists became instrumental in the amazing charlatans downfall and his ignominious death.

These startling revelations of the secretary to the head of the dark forces in Russia, as they were known in the Duma, are certainly most amazing and unusually startling, forming as they do a disgraceful secret page of history that will prove of outstanding interest to those who come after us.

I confess that when first I read through the bald statements of fact, which I have here endeavoured to place in readable form for British readers, I became absorbed — therefore I venture to believe that they will be just as interesting to others who read them.

    William le Queux.

    Devonshire Club, London,
        January, 1918.


CHAPTER I

RASPUTIN MEETS THE EMPRESS
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THE SPANISH AUTHOR Yriarte wrote those very true words:

Y ahora digo yo; llene un volumen De disparates un Autor famoso, Y si no alabaren, que me emplumen.

For those who do not read Spanish I would translate the passage as:

Now I say to you; let an author of renown fill a book with twaddle, and if it is not praised by the critics, you may tar and feather me.

I am not an author of renown. Indeed, I make no pretence of the delicacies of literary style, or the turning of fine phrases of elegant diplomacy. My object is merely to record in these pages the truth regarding the crumbling of Russia, and the downfall of our Imperial Throne.

Anyone who cares to search the voluminous records in the Bureau of Police in the long Bibikovsky Boulevard, in Kiev, will find my dossier neatly filed and tabulated, as are those of most Russians. You will find that I, Féodor, son of Féodor Rajevski, musician temporarily abroad, and his wife Varvara, was born in the Via Galliera, at Bologna, in Italy, on July 8, 1880, and on March 3, 1897, entered the University in the Vladimirskaya. I venture to think that the police have but little inscribed to my detriment save perhaps a few students pranks in the Kreshtchatik, and the record of that memorable night when we daubed with blue and white paint the equestrian statue in front of the Merchants Club, and I was fined twenty roubles by the bearded old magistrate for the part I played in the joke.

Had there been anything serious against me I doubt whether I should have occupied, as I did for some years, the post of confidential secretary to Grichka, that saintly unwashed charlatan whose real name was Gregory Novikh, and whom the world knew by the nickname of Rasputin.

Of my youth I need say but little. After my student days I obtained, through the influence of a high Government official named Branicki, a friend of my father, a clerical post in the bureau of political police of the Empire, a department of the Ministry of the Interior, and for several years pursued a calm, uneventful life in that capacity. In consequence of a grave scandal discovered in my department — for my chief had secured the conviction of a certain wealthy nobleman named Tiniacheff, in Kharkoff, who was perfectly innocent of any offence — I was one day called as witness by the court of inquiry sitting in Moscow.

It was at that inquiry early in 1903 that I first met General Kouropatkine, who at that time had risen to high favour with Her Majesty the Empress and was — as was afterwards discovered — urging the Tsar to make war against Japan, well knowing that any attacks by us would be foredoomed to failure. At the Generals instigation I was transferred to the Ministry of War as an under-secretary in his Cabinet, and he sent me — on account of my knowledge of Italian — upon a confidential mission to Milan. This, I presume, I carried out entirely to his satisfaction, for on two other occasions I was sent to Italy with messages to a certain Baron Svereff, a rich Russian financier living in San Remo, and with whom no doubt Kouropatkine was engaged in traitorous dealings.

One day, having been called by telephone to the house of His Excellency, I found, seated in his big luxuriously furnished room, and chatting confidentially, a strange-looking, unkempt, sallow-faced man of thirty or so, with broad brow, narrow sunken cheeks, and long untrimmed beard, who, as soon as he turned his big deep-set eyes upon mine, held me in fascination.

His was a most striking countenance, broad in the protruding forehead which narrowed to the point of his black beard, and being dressed as a monk in a long, shabby, black robe I recognised at once he was one of those fakirs we have all over Russia, one of those self-sacrificing bogus holy men who wander from town to town obsessed by religious mania, full of fictitious self-denial, yet collecting kopecks for charity.

Religion of all creeds has its esoteric phases, and our own Greek Church is certainly not alone in its cranks.

Rajevski, this is the Starets, Gregory Novikh, said the General, who was in uniform with the cross of St. Andrew at his throat.

I stood for a few seconds astounded. On being introduced to me, the unkempt, uncleanly fellow crossed his arms over his chest, bowed, and growled in a deep voice a word of benediction.

I expressed pleasure at meeting him, for all Russia was at the moment ringing with the renown of the modest Siberian saint who could work miracles. For the past month or so the name of Grichka had been upon everyones lips. The ignorant millions from the Volga to Vladivostok had been told that a new saint had arisen in Russia; one possessed of Divine influence; a man who lived such a clean and blameless life in imitation of Christ that he was destined as the spiritual Guide and Protector of Russia, and to eclipse even Saint Nicholas himself.

As one level-headed and educated I had always had my doubts concerning all holy wanderers who meander across the steppes collecting alms. Knowing much of the evil life lived in our Russian monasteries and convents, and the warm welcome given to every charlatan who grows his beard, forgets to wash, lifts his eyes heavenwards, and begs, I had, I confess at the outset, but little faith in this new star in Holy Russias firmament now introduced to me by His Excellency the Minister of War.

I have been speaking with the Starets concerning you, the Minister said, as he turned in his padded chair, and flicked the ash from his exquisite Bogdanoff cigarette. I have detached you from my department to become secretary to the Starets. Yours will be an enviable post, my dear Féodor, I assure you. Russia is in her degeneration. The Starets has been sent to us by Divine Providence to regenerate and reform her.

But, your Excellency, I am very content in my present post — I — —

I issued the decree from the Ministry this morning, he interrupted in his fierce, blustering manner, that manner which, years later, carried him through the war with Japan. It is all arranged. You are the secretary of our protector whom Almighty God has sent to Russia for our salvation.

My eyes met the piercing gaze of the unkempt scoundrel, and, to my surprise, I found myself held mystified. Never before had any man or woman exercised such an all-powerful influence over me by merely gazing at me. That it was hypnotic was without doubt. The fellow himself with his sallow cheeks, his black beard, his deep-set eyes, and his broad brow was the very counterpart of those portraits which the old cinquecento artists of Italy painted of criminal aristocrats.

In the Pitti and the Uffizi in Florence, in the great gallery in Siena; in Venice, Rome, and Milan hung dozens of portraits resembling closely that of Gregory Novikh, the man who, to my own knowledge as I intend to here show, betrayed Russia, and destroyed the Imperial House of Romanoff.

In that look I had foreseen in him something terrible; I had read the whole of his destiny in his glance. His gaze for the moment overwhelmed me. Once or twice in my life — as it comes to most men — I have met with that expression in the countenances of those I have come across: it presaged crime, and the prophecy, alas! has been verified. Crime was in Gregory Novikh.

Perhaps Rasputin — as the world called him and as I will call him — knew that crime was in him. I think he did. By his eyes I knew him to be a criminal sensualist with murder in his heart.

I had heard a whisper of his sordid and miserable elemental passions, even though the Starets was, next to His Majesty the Tsar, the most popular man in all the Empire.

To be appointed his confidential secretary was surely great advancement at a single bound, for though sensuality was to him as natural as the air he breathed, yet he had the highest society of Petrograd already at his feet.

Compelled to accept my unwanted appointment, I bowed, and expressed gratification that I should have been chosen for such a post.

You must be discreet, my dear Féodor, said His Excellency, throwing his cigarette end into the great bronze bowl at his elbow. When I have sent you upon confidential missions you have been as dumb as an oyster. This new post I give to you because I know that you are a true patriotic Russian, and if you see and know certain things you will never chatter about them to the detriment of myself, or of our very good friend Grichka. To him, remember, everything is permitted. You will learn much, but rather than speak let your tongue be cut out. And that, he added, looking at me very seriously as he lowered his voice, and that, I warn you, will be the judgment upon you in the fortress of Schlüsselburg if you dare to divulge a single secret of Russias saviour!

I stood aghast between this all-powerful War Minister in his glittering decorations, the Emperors right hand and confidant, and the unkempt, ragged, wandering collector of kopecks — the man whose eyes held me in their fascination each time they met my gaze.

The suddenness of it all bewildered me. The salary I was to receive, as mentioned by His Excellency, was most generous, indeed, more than double that which I had been paid by the Ministry of War. It meant luxury beyond my wildest dreams; a life of ease, affluence, and influence.

Is it any wonder therefore that I accepted it, little knowing in those days of peace that I was a pawn in the great game of the Hun?

How shall I describe Rasputin? My pen fails me. He was one of a few great charlatans of saintly presence and of specious words, fascinators of women, and domineerers of men, who have been sent to the world at intervals through all the ages. Had he lived in the twelfth or thirteenth century of our era he would no doubt have been canonised. This rough, uncouth, illiterate Siberian peasant, who had been convicted of horse-stealing, and of immorality, who had served years of imprisonment in the gaol at Tobolsk, and who had only a month before we met been flung out of a monastery in Odessa and kicked half to death by its inmates as a fraud, had actually become the most popular person in Petrograd.

With the women of the aristocracy he was well-known, but to the Imperial Court he had not risen. Yet, being a protégé of Kouropatkine, matters were no doubt being arranged, although I was, of course, in ignorance of the traitorous plans in progress.

On the following morning, according to my instructions given me by my new chief, I called upon him at the small ground-floor flat which he occupied in the Poltavskaya, close to the Nicholas Station. The house, the remaining rooms of which were unoccupied, was a dark forbidding-looking one, with a heavy door beneath a portico, and containing deep cellars into which nobody ever penetrated save the Starets himself.

On the morning of my first visit there, I was, from the beginning, much mystified. The dining-room was quite a luxurious apartment, so was the saints study — a den with a soft Eastern carpet, a big writing-table, a high porcelain stove of chocolate and white, and silk-upholstered settees. From this den a door opened into the holy mans sleeping-room, an apartment of spartan plainness save for its big stove, a replica of the one in the study.

The household, I found, consisted of one other person, an old Siberian peasant woman of about sixty, named Anna, who came from Pokrovsky, the saints native village. She acted as housekeeper and maid-of-all-work.

That first morning spent with Rasputin was full of interest. He was a dirty, uncouth, illiterate fellow who repelled me. His hands were hard, his fingers knotty, his face was of a distinctly criminal type, and yet in my bewilderment I remembered that General Kouropatkine had declared him to be sent by the Almighty as the Protector of Russia.

His conversation was coarse and overbearing, and interlarded by quotations from Holy Writ. He mentioned to me certain ladies in high society, and related, with a broad grin upon his saintly countenance, scandal after scandal till I stood aghast.

Truly the saint was a most remarkable personality. From the first I had been compelled to admit that whatever the Russian public had said, there was a certain amount of basis for the gossip. His was the most weird and compelling personality that I had ever met. Even Stolypin had been impressed by him, though the Holy Synod had declared him to be a fraud.

My work consisted of reading to him and replying to letters from hundreds of women who had become attracted by his peculiar distorted emotional religion, many of whom desired to enter the cult which he had established. As secretary it was also my duty to arrange for the weekly reunions of the sister-disciples, held in a big bare upstairs room, in which hung a holy ikon and several sacred pictures, and in which the mysteries of his religion were practised.

Ere long, I found that to those weekly séances there flocked many of the wealthiest and most cultured women in Petrograd, who actually held the ex-horse-stealer in veneration, and believed, as the peasants believed, that he could work miracles.

One afternoon, after I had been nearly a month in Rasputins service, Boris Stürmer, a well-known Court sycophant, with bristling hair and a sweeping goatee beard, was brought to the monk by Kouropatkine. Both were in uniform, and after ushering them into Rasputins study I felt that some dark conspiracy was on foot.

They remained in council for nearly an hour when I was called into the room, and to me, as the monks right hand, the plot was explained so that I could assist in it.

To me the German Stürmer, who afterwards rose to be Prime Minister of Russia, was no stranger. Indeed, it was he who, inviting me to be seated, explained what was in progress.

It is necessary, Rajevski, that the Father should meet Her Majesty the Empress. He is our saviour, and it is but right that he should come to the Imperial Court. But he cannot be introduced by any of the ordinary channels. Her Majesty must be impressed, and her curiosity aroused.

I bowed in assent, little dreaming of the devilish scheme which, instigated from Potsdam, and paid for by German gold, was about to be worked. Already Germany had decided to conquer Russia, and already the far-seeing Kaiser had watched and recognised that he could use Rasputins undoubted influence in our priest-ridden country for his own dastardly ends.

Now, continued Stürmer, stroking his beard as he looked at me. We have just discovered that Her Majesty intends to pay a visit incognita next Friday to the shrine of Our Lady at Kazan, in order to pray for the birth of an heir to the Romanoffs. We have therefore decided that our Father shall go to Kazan, and be found by the Empress praying before the shrine beseeching the Almighty to grant Her Majesty her fond desire. He will appear to her a perfect stranger uttering exactly the same prayer as that in her mind.

They will not speak, Kouropatkine added. Our Father will apparently take no notice of her save to glance into her face, for why should he recognise in her the Empress?

I saw with what ingenuity the plan was being laid, for well I knew the amazing and quite uncanny fascination for women of all classes possessed by the Starets.

At the time I naturally believed that Stürmer and his friend Kouropatkine were both convinced that it would be to the advantage of Russia if the holy man gained admission to the Imperial Court as spiritual guide to Nicholas II. Such a widely popular figure had the Starets become, and so deeply impressed had been the people of Moscow and Warsaw, where he had performed some mysterious miracles, that there were hundreds of thousands of all classes who, like the two Ministers of the Crown who sat in that room, really believed that he was possessed of Divine power.

As we walked in the Nevski, people, mostly women, would rush to him and kiss his dirty hand, or raise the hem of his greasy kaftan to their lips, asking for the Fathers blessing. By the enlightened Western peoples the ignorance and superstitions of our great Russian people cannot be understood. You, who have travelled in our Holy Russia, know our trackless country where settlements are to distances, as one of our writers has put it, as fly-specks upon window-panes, where whole villages are the prey of disease, and where seventy-nine people out of every hundred cannot read or write. You also know how in the corner of every room hangs the ikon, how the gold or blue-domed basilica strikes you in every street, the long-haired priests chanting in their deep bass, the passer-by ceaselessly crossing himself, the peasantry crushed and down-trodden, and the middle and upper classes lapped in luxury and esteeming good manners more highly than morals. Such is Russia of to-day — Russia in the age of my employer Rasputin, the era of the downfall of the Imperial Romanoffs, and the fierce struggle with the barbaric Hun.

In accordance with the plan formed by Boris Stürmer I next day accompanied the Starets by rail direct to Nijni Novgorod, by way of Moscow, thence taking steamer down the great Volga, a twelve-hour journey, to that city where they make bells and ikons, Kazan.

Rasputin had put on his oldest and most ragged monks habit, and carried a staff. Over his threadbare dress he wore another of finer texture which it was his intention to discard ere entering before the shrine, in order to appear most lowly and humble in the eyes of the shrewd Tsaritza. We left Petrograd at night, that our departure should not be known and commented upon, but ere we did so I received a note from the General to the effect that the director of Secret Police at Tsarskoe-Selo had telephoned that Her Majesty was not leaving till the following day.

Hence we were travelling a day ahead of the Empress.

Kazan is a city full of the odour of sanctity if judged by the number of priests and monks one meets in its streets. It is situated about seven versts from the river, an old-world picturesque place wherein one rubs shoulders with people in all sorts of curious costumes, especially in the Tartar suburb where the low houses border upon narrow unpaved streets dotted here and there with mosques.

On arrival we drove up the hill to the great Preobrazhensky Monastery where Rasputin, as became a holy man, sought hospitality and was immediately very warmly welcomed, while I afterwards went on to the Hotel Frantsiya, in the long busy Vozkrensenkaya, where I took a room in order to watch the arrival of Alexandra Feodorovna, who would travel incognita, and of whose coming I was to give warning to Grichka.

For two days I waited, ever on the alert, and, of course, interested in the adventure. It is not always that one waits in an hotel in expectation of the arrival of an empress. Meanwhile I had made friends with the hotel clerk, without, of course, explaining my business, and he had promised to tell me of all new arrivals.

The Frantsiya is a very comfortable hotel, conducted upon French lines, and the two days I spent in Kazan were certainly quite enjoyable ones.

On the evening of the third day my friend the hotel clerk sent a message to my room, and in response I at once descended to the bureau, when he informed me that the ladies had just arrived, a Madame Strepoff, and her maid Mademoiselle Kamensky. He described the first-named, and I at once recognised her as the Tsaritza herself, though, of course, the tall, pale young man had no idea of her identity. I had merely told him that I expected the arrival of a lady whom I had met in Moscow some time ago.

Madame has taken the best suite of rooms in the hotel, the clerk said. She is evidently an aristocrat though she is only Madame Strepoff. I have just sent their passports to the police.

The hour was immediately before dinner, therefore I lounged about the entrance hall awaiting the appearance of the two travellers who, the clerk had told me, had not ordered dinner in their rooms, so evidently they intended to dine in the public restaurant.

Just after half-past seven they descended the broad staircase. There was but little difference in their ages. In an instant I recognised the handsome Empress by the many photographs I had seen. The other, dark and also good-looking, was evidently a lady-in-waiting, a lady whom I afterwards met at Court.

The pair, dressed inconspicuously in black, seated themselves at a little table à deux in the window, while I followed, and having selected a table opposite, ate my meal as I watched.

The Empress in incognita seemed in high spirits, perhaps because she had escaped from the Imperial Court. She chatted confidentially with her companion, and more than once cast an inquiring glance in my direction, as though wondering whether I were not an agent of the Okhrana, the ubiquitous secret police of the Empire. It is only too true that wherever one goes in Russia one is shadowed by the police, and Her Majesty knew full well that the bureau of personal police at Tsarskoe-Selo would know that she had left the palace and would keep an eye upon her, because just about that period the air was full of plots against the dynasty.

The Empress and her bosom friend Mademoiselle Zéneide Kamensky — whom I afterwards knew her to be — finished their meal unrecognised by the servants, or any of those in the restaurant, and then returned to their rooms. Afterwards I took a droshky up to the Preobrazhensky Monastery, which I reached about ten oclock. The old monk who answered my ring at the barred door returned with a message from Rasputin to the effect that I was to tell him the object of my visit. This I refused to do, and became insistent upon seeing him. Such hesitation on Rasputins part greatly surprised me. Indeed, it was not before nearly half an hour had elapsed that the long-bearded old janitor unwillingly conducted me through the long, bare corridors of the monastery where my footsteps on the flags awakened the echoes, and after several turns ushered me into a small, well-furnished room, wherein, in an armchair before the stove, sat the charlatan who was posing as the Saviour of Russia.

In an instant I realised that he was in an advanced state of intoxication. As I entered he rose unsteadily, and addressing me declared that life in the Spasso-Preobrazhensky was most pleasant, and at once began singing a ribald song.

I stood aghast. This was the man who, by the scheming of Stürmer and his catspaw, was to be introduced to the Imperial Court! So fuddled was he by vodka that he was unable to understand the purport of my visit. He merely laughed inanely and began to repeat parrot-like those curious prayers which he recited at the weekly reunions of the sister-disciples — passages culled haphazard from Holy Writ, interspersed with the most obscene and ribald allegations, a jumble of piety and blasphemy that none could ever understand.

Soon I realised the hopelessness of the situation. This was the first I knew that the saint was addicted to alcohol, although he drank wine freely at meals and always kept champagne for his friends, paid for out of his collections for charity. In his inebriated state his wild-looking eyes glowed like coals, and as he looked at me I experienced once more the strange sensation of being enthralled. Truly, there was something mesmeric about that gaze of his, a mystery that I have never solved.

A priest entered after I had been there a few minutes, and to him I remarked that the Father being rather unwell I would return early next day. He smiled meaningly, and I departed.

Having no knowledge of what hour the Empress intended to visit the shrine of Our Lady, I was back again at the monastery at dawn when I found the Starets had quite recovered. As soon as I told him of the presence of the Tsaritza he bustled about, and in his oldest robe, rusty, travel-worn and frayed, he accompanied me to the fine church of Bogoroditsky.

It was then only seven oclock, and we found the church with its many candles and its much venerated shrine quite deserted save for one or two peasant women who had halted to pray on their way to work.

Outside we stood together gazing down the long white road which led from the direction of the Hotel Frantsiya.

Alexandra Feodorovna must certainly come this way, remarked the ragged saint as I stood at his side. Remain here and keep watch. I shall go to yonder house and speak with the people. When the carriage approaches, let me know quickly.

Then leaving me the Starets crossed to a small house which he entered to give its inmates his blessing — blessing forsooth from such an unholy, unwashed scoundrel!

Through an hour I waited in patience, until in the distance I saw a carriage approaching, and at once gave warning, whereupon the Father entered the church and threw himself upon his knees devoutly before the holy shrine and began to pray earnestly aloud in his deep bass.

I had entered after him, and secreting myself behind one of the massive pillars watched the arrival of the two females in dead black, who, crossing themselves as they entered, approached the shrine.

As they did so Rasputin, apparently unconscious of their presence, cried in a loud voice:

O God! in Thy gracious bounty give unto our Imperial House of Romanoff a son — one who shall in due time wear the glorious crown of the Tsars and become the Sovereign Defender of All the Russias against our enemies. In this my prayer I most humbly echo the voice of Russias millions, whose dearest wish is that a son be born unto our Imperial House. O God, I beseech thee to grant us our request!

From my place of concealment I saw the Tsaritza start visibly. She wore a veil, so that I could not see her countenance. She had halted, entranced by overhearing that prayer uttered by the unkempt stranger. I noticed that she whispered a word to her companion, who, like herself, was veiled, and then Her Majesty threw herself upon her knees, an example followed by Mademoiselle Kamensky.

The Empress, her head bowed in silence, knelt before the weird impressive shrine, side by side with the Starets. The great church was dark save for the light of the myriad candles, and silent save for the twittering of a bird, yet I could see that the pious exhortation of Rasputin had been taken as an omen by Her Majesty.

Suddenly, the mock saints voice again rang out clearly in the great cavernous basilica as he repeated the prayer in clear impassioned words — that same prayer which the Empress was repeating in silence.

Only the three knelt there. For a full ten minutes silence again reigned. Neither of the kneeling figures stirred until Rasputin crossed himself slowly, and for a third time, raising his voice still higher he besought the Almighty to grant Russia an heir to the Throne.

Then, at last, he rose with slow dignity as became a saintly priest, and again he made the sign of the cross.

As he did so the Empress who had raised her veil turned her head, whereupon he halted for several seconds and gazed straight into her face with that intense, hypnotic stare which always held women in such mysterious fascination. I saw that the Empress was again startled, but folding his hands across his breast, an attitude habitual to him, the Starets passed out of the church without a second glance at her, leaving her breathless and trembling.

When he had gone she turned in alarm and whispered with her lady-in-waiting. Both women rose, and, following the monk, stood gazing at his receding figure as he went down the long white road.

A strange man surely, Zéneide! I heard the Empress exclaim. How curious that, unconscious of my presence, he should be here, praying for me — a holy man without a doubt! We must discover who he is. What eyes! Did you notice them?

Yes. His gaze really frightened me, her companion admitted.

Ah! His is the face of a true saint — a wonder-worker! Of that I am certain. We must make inquiries concerning him, remarked Her Majesty. I must see him again and speak with him!

Then the pair, entering the carriage, drove rapidly away.

While standing upon the church steps they had discussed the Starets while I had lounged close by unnoticed, believing that we were alone.

As the carriage moved off, however, I was startled to feel strong hands laid heavily upon me, as a rough voice exclaimed:

Halt! You are under arrest!

Next second I became aware that I was in the hands of two rather well dressed men, no doubt agents of the Okhrana.

You have been loitering here with evil intent! exclaimed the elder of the pair. We have been watching you ever since you entered behind that good Father. We saw you secrete yourself. Have you any firearms?

I unfortunately had a revolver, and at once produced it.

Ah! exclaimed the brown-bearded agent of Secret Police as he took possession of it. I thought so! You had discovered the identity of the lady with the long veil, and have been here awaiting an opportunity to fire at her!

What? I gasped, aghast at the serious charge levelled against me. I am no revolutionist! I carry that weapon merely for my self-protection.

The bearded man gave a low whistle, and next moment three grey-coated policemen in uniform sprang up from nowhere, and I was unceremoniously marched through the streets to the head police bureau in the Gostiny Dvor, well knowing the seriousness of the allegation against me.

Two hours later I was taken to the dark-panelled room of the Chief of Police, a bald-headed, flabby-faced functionary in a dark blue uniform glittering with decorations. Before his big table, standing between two policemen, I answered question after question he put to me, my replies being carefully noted by a clerk who sat at a side table. In the room were also the two officers of the Okhrana who had travelled, unknown to the Empress, in order to keep Her Majesty beneath their surveillance.

Why did you arrive at the Frantsiya and await the coming of the two ladies? snapped the Chief of Police in his peculiarly offensive manner.

I was at loss what to say. I was unable to tell the truth lest I should betray the plot of Boris Stürmer and General Kouropatkine. I recollected my friendship with the hotel clerk, and my eagerness for the arrival of the travellers.

Ah! You hesitate! said the all-powerful functionary with a sinister grin, and knowing what I did of the political police and their arbitrary measures towards those suspected, I realised that I was in very grave danger.

You had secret knowledge of Her Majestys journey incognita, or you would not have been watching in the church with a loaded revolver in your pocket, he went on. Your Brothers of Freedom, as you term them, never lack knowledge of Their Majesties movements, my inquisitor said.

I deny, your Excellency, that I was there with any evil intent, I protested. Such a thing as you suggest never for a second entered my mind.

The man in the brilliant uniform laughed, saying:

I have heard that same declaration before. It is a clever plot, no doubt, but fortunately you were watched, and the knowledge that you were being watched prevented you from putting your plans into execution. Come — confess!

I had no idea that I was being watched until I was arrested, I declared.

But you cannot explain the reason why you travelled from Petrograd to Kazan. Let us hear your excuse, he said with increased sarcasm.

I have no excuse, was my very lame reply. I was wondering what had become of the Starets. It was quite evident that they knew nothing of my double journey up to the monastery, and further, there was no suspicion against Rasputin. That being so I hesitated to explain the truth, in the faint hope that Kouropatkine, as Minister of War, would hear of my arrest, and contrive to obtain my release. I saw that, at least, I ought to remain loyal to those who employed me, and further, even if I told the truth it would not be believed.

It will be best to make some inquiries in Petrograd regarding this individual, suggested the police agent who had arrested me.

I really dont think that is necessary, replied the Chief of Police of Kazan, tapping his desk impatiently with his pen, as he turned to me and said:

Now, tell me quickly, young man. Why are you here?

What could I reply?

Ah! he said, smiling. I see that there are others whom you refuse to implicate. It is useless to send such people as you for trial.

But I demand a fair trial! I cried in desperation, a cold sweat breaking out on my brow, because I knew that he had power to pass sentence upon me as a political suspect who refused information — and that his order would certainly be confirmed by the Minister of the Interior.

Too well did I know the drastic powers of the Chiefs of Police of the principal cities.

At my demand the bald-headed man simply smiled, and replied:

My order is that you be conveyed to Schlüsselburg. You will there have plenty of leisure in which to repent not having replied to my questions.

To Schlüsselburg! My heart fell within me. Once within that dreaded fortress, the terrible oubliettes of which are below the surface of the Lake Ladoga, my identity would be lost and I should be quickly forgotten. From Schlüsselburg no prisoner ever returned!

Would any of the conspiring trio, whose tool I had been, raise a finger to save me? Or would they consider that having served their purpose it would be to their advantage if my lips were closed?

Schlüsselburg! I gasped. No — no, not that! I cried. I am innocent — quite innocent!

You give no proof of it, coldly replied the Chief of Police, rising as a sign that the inquiry was at an end. My orders are that you be sent to Schlüsselburg without delay. Then, turning to the two agents of the Okhrana, he added: You will report this to your director at Tsarskoe-Selo. I will send my order to the Ministry for confirmation to-night. Take the prisoner away!

And next moment I was bundled down to a dirty cell in the basement, there to await conveyance to that most dreaded of all the prisons in the Empire.

By a single stroke of the pen I had been condemned to imprisonment for life!


CHAPTER II

RASPUTIN ENTERS TSARSKOE-SELO
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I CONFESS THAT I felt my position to be absolutely hopeless.

I was a political suspect, and therefore I knew full well that to attempt to communicate with anyone outside was quite impossible. The Chief of Police of Kazan, honestly believing that he was doing his duty and unearthing a subtle plot against the life of the Empress, on account of the revolver in my possession, had condemned me to imprisonment in the Fortress of Schlüsselburg. Its very name, dreaded by every Russian, recurred to me as I recollected Kouropatkines significant words. Had he not threatened that, if I revealed one single word of the secret doings of the holy Starets, my tongue would be cut out within those grim dark walls of that prison of mystery?

We Russians had from our childhood heard of that sinister fortress, the walls of which rise sheer from the black waters of Lake Ladoga — that place where the cells of the political prisoners, victims of the thousand and one intrigues of the Russian bureaucracy, consequent upon the autocracy of the Tsar, are deep beneath the lakes surface, so that they can — when it is willed by the Governor or those higher Ministers who express their devilish desire — be flooded at will.

Hundreds of terrified, yet innocent and nameless victims of Russias mediæval barbarism, persons of both sexes — alas! that I should speak so of my own country — have, during the past ten years of enlightenment, stood in their narrow dimly-lit oubliette and watched in horror the black tide trickle through the rat holes in the stone floor, slowly, ever slowly, until water has filled the cell to the arched stone roof and drowned them as rats in a trap.

And all that has been done by the accursed German wirepullers in the name of the puny puppet who was Tsar, and from whom the truth was, they said, ever carefully hidden.

The Kazan police treated me just as inhumanly as I expected. By my own experience as an official in the Department of Political Police, and knowing what I did in consequence, I was expecting all this.

Four days I spent in that gloomy, but not very uncomfortable cell in Kazan, when, on the fifth morning, I was taken, handcuffed to another prisoner who I found afterwards had murdered his wife, to the Volga steamer which, after twelve hours of close confinement, landed us at Nijni.

A hundred times I debated within myself whether it were best to remain silent, and not reveal my past career in the Department of Political Police, or to state the absolute facts and struggle by that means to obtain a hearing and escape.

One fact was patent. General Kouropatkine and Boris Stürmer both trusted in my silence, while the rascal monk had found in me a catspaw who had remained dumb. In truth, however, my secret intention was to watch the progress of events. Of the latter, Rasputin had, of course, no suspicion. If I were — as I had already proved myself — his willing assistant, then he and his friends might endeavour to save me.

Such were my thoughts as I sat in the train between two police agents on the interminable journey from Nijni to the capital.

On arrival at the Nicholas Station the murderer to whom I was manacled and myself were shown no consideration. We had been without food for twelve hours, yet the three men in charge, though they ate a hearty meal in the buffet, gave us not a drink of water. Humanity is not in the vocabulary of our police of Russia when dealing with political suspects, so many of whom are entirely innocent persons who have proved themselves obnoxious to the corrupt bureaucracy.

We had two hours to wait in Petrograd, locked in one of the waiting-rooms where we were at last given a hunk of bread and a piece of cold meat. Then we were driven out to Schlüsselburg in a motor-car, arriving there in the grey break of dawn and being conveyed by boat to the grim red-brick fortress which rose from the lake.

Stepping from the boat on to the floating landing-stage we were conducted by armed warders through the iron gate and along innumerable stone corridors where, ever and anon, we passed other warders — men who, criminals themselves, spent their lives in the fortress and were never allowed to land in order that they might not reveal the terrible secrets of that modern Bastille. Those who would form a proper opinion of our Empire should remember that this horrible prison was at the disposal of each of the Ministers and their sycophants, and that hundreds of entirely innocent people of both sexes had for years been sent there out of personal spite or jealousy, and also in the furtherance of Germanys aims for the coming war.

Within those dark, gloomy walls, where many of the dimly lit cells were below the lake, hundreds of patriotic Russians had ended their lives, their only offence being that they had been too true to their Emperor and their own land!

Ever since my childhood I had been taught to regard Schlüsselburg as an inferno — a place from which no victim of our corrupt bureaucracy had ever emerged. Only His Excellency the Governor and the under-Governor had for years landed from that island fortress. To all others communication with the outside world was strictly forbidden. Hence I was fully aware that now I had set foot in the hateful place my identity had become lost, and only death was before me.

And such deeds were being done in the name of the Tsar!

At the time I believed in His Majesty, feeling that he was in ignorance of the truth. Nowadays I know that he was, all the time, fully aware of the crimes committed in his name. Hence, I have no sympathy with the Imperial family, and have welcomed its well-deserved downfall.

Into a small room where sat an official in uniform I was ushered, and later, after waiting an hour, was compelled to sign the big leather-bound register of prisoners. Already my crime had evidently been written down in a neat official hand, yet I was given no opportunity to read it.

Enough! said the big bearded officer with a wave of the hand. Take him to his cell — number 326.

Whereupon the three men who had conveyed me there bundled me down two steep flights of damp stone steps, worn hollow by the tread of thousands of those who had already gone down to their doom, into a corridor dimly lit by oil-lamps — a passage into which no light of day ever penetrated.

There we were met by an evil-looking ex-convict who carried a key suspended by a chain.

Three-two-six! shouted one of my guardians, whereupon the gaoler opened a door and I was thrust into a narrow stone cell, the floor of which was an inch deep in slime, faintly lit by a tiny aperture, heavily barred, about ten feet above where I stood.

The door was locked behind me and I found myself alone. I was in one of those oubliettes which at the will of my captors could be flooded!

I held my breath and glanced around. Within me arose a fierce resentment. I had acted honestly towards my scoundrelly employers — though, be it said, my object was one of patriotic observation — yet they had allowed me to become the victim of the secret police who would, no doubt, obtain great kudos, and probably a liberal douceur, for having unearthed a desperate plot against Her Majesty the Empress!

That there was a plot was quite true — but one unsuspected by the Chief of Police of Kazan.

My paroxysm of anger I need not here describe. Through the hours that passed I sat upon the stone seat beside the board that served me as bed, gazing up at the small barred window.

Clap — clap — clap was the only sound that reached me — and with failing heart I knew the noise to be that of waves of the lake beating upon the wall within a few inches of my window, the dark waters which in due time would no doubt rise through my uneven floor and engulf me. Big grey rats ran about in search of fragments of food — of which there was none. I was a political, and my food would certainly not be plentiful.

In those awful nerve-racking hours, never knowing when I might find my floor flooded as signal of a horrible death, I paced my cell uttering the worst curses upon those who had employed me, and vowed that if they gave me the grace — for their own ends — to escape I would use my utmost endeavours to destroy them.

I did not blame the Okhrana or the Chief of Police of Kazan. They had both acted in good faith. Yet I remembered that I was the catspaw of Kouropatkine and of Stürmer, either of whom could easily order my release. And that was what I awaited in patience, although in terror.

Days went by — hopeless, interminable days. The lapping of the waters above me ever reminded me of the fate that had been of the many hundreds who had previously occupied that same fearsome oubliette and had been drowned, deliberately murdered by those into whose bad graces they had fallen.

When the grey streak of light faded above me the gruff criminal in charge would unbolt my door and bring me a small paraffin lamp to provide me with light and warmth for the night. When the lamp was brought each night I thought of Marie Vietroff whose name was still upon everyones lips. The poor girl, arrested though innocent as I had been, had been confined in a cell in the fortress of Peter and Paul, and her fate was known in consequence of certain revelations admitted by the Assistant Public Prosecutor. This official, the tool of higher and more corrupt officials, had admitted that the girl, though entirely innocent of any crime, had been arrested out of spite and sent to the fortress where, to escape a doom more horrible than death itself, she had emptied the oil from her lamp over herself while in bed, and then set fire to it.

Often, even in that deep oubliette, the sounds of womans shrieks reached me, and each time I thought of the girl-victim of an officials revenge.

Days passed — so many that I lost count of them — until I had abandoned hope. The scoundrels whom I had served had forsaken me now that I had served their purpose. Rasputin had fascinated the Empress by that mesmeric glance of his, and it had probably been deemed wiser that my mouth should be at once closed. At any moment I might discover the water oozing up between those green slime-covered stones.

One day, however, at about noon the gruff uncommunicative peasant who was my gaoler — a man incarcerated for murder in Moscow — unlocked the door and bade me come out.

In surprise I was taken along the corridors to that same small room in which I had put down my name in that Book of Fate they called the Prison Register, and there the same official informed me that it was desired to interrogate me at the Ministry of the Interior in Petrograd.

Another interrogation! My spirits rose. If my captors meant to have the truth, then they should have it. I would expose the plot, let me be believed or disbelieved.

Escorted by two agents of police, I was taken out into the dazzling light of day back to Petrograd, and to the Ministry of the Interior, where in a private room — one that was in a wing of the great building familiar to me — I was left alone.

I had only been there for a few minutes, looking out of the window in wonder, when the door opened, and before me stood the goat-bearded man Boris Stürmer.

Welcome back, my dear Rajevski! he exclaimed, coming towards me and shaking my hand warmly. We only knew yesterday where you were. Those fools in Kazan spirited you away, but that idiot the Chief of Police has been to-day dismissed the service for his meddling. I do hope you are none the worse for your adventure, he added with concern.

Surely Grichka knew of my arrest! I said. Did he not inquire?

He did not dare to do so openly, lest he himself should be implicated, replied the German. We were compelled to wait and inquire with due judiciousness. Even then we could not discover whither you had been sent — not until yesterday. But it is all a mistake, my dear Rajevski — all a mistake, and you must overlook it. The Father is eagerly awaiting your return.

I must first go home and exchange these dirty clothes, I remarked.

Yes. But first accept the apologies of the General and myself. You, of course, knew that we should extricate you — as we shall again, if any other untoward circumstances happen to arise. Recollect that we can open any door of prison or palace in Russia, and then he smiled grimly as I took my leave.

I returned to my own rooms to find that they had, during my absence, been searched by the police, and some of my correspondence, of a private and family nature, had been taken away. At this I felt greatly annoyed, and resolved to obtain from Kouropatkine immunity from such domiciliary visits in future.

Upon my table lay a letter which had, I was told, arrived for me that morning. On opening it I found that it was from the head office of the Azof-Don Commercial Bank, in the Morskaya, officially informing me that a sum of fifty thousand roubles had been placed to my credit there by some person who remained anonymous.

The present was certainly a welcome one, made no doubt as reparation for the inconvenience I had suffered.

Half-an-hour later I arrived at the Poltavskaya where old Anna admitted me, and I at once went to the monks sanctum.

Rasputin sprang from his chair and, seizing both my hands, cried:

Ah! my dear Féodor! So here you are back with us! This relieves my mind greatly.

Yes, I said. Back from the grave.

The infernal idiots! declared the monk, his wide-open eyes flashing as he spoke. I will see that it does not occur again. But you quite understand, Féodor, that it was not wise to reveal that I had gone to Kazan on purpose to pray in the Empresss presence.

I smiled, and said:

Somebody has placed fifty thousand roubles to my account at the Azof-Don Bank.

In turn the rascal smiled, and said:

You need not seek its source. It is out of the Government funds, and is yours. Keep a still tongue, and there may be other payments. Then, turning to his table, he showed me quantities of correspondence which had been left unattended in my absence, and urged me to get to work, adding: I have to be at the Baroness Tchelkounoffs this afternoon, and there is a séance here to-morrow — five neophytes to be initiated.

So five more silly, neurotic and, of course, wealthy women were to be initiated into the mysteries of the mock saints religion. Grichka had no use for those whose pockets were not well lined, for he was accumulating vast sums from those weak, fascinated females who believed in his divinity as healer and spiritual guide.

Presently I seated myself at the table and recommenced my secretarial duties, while he went forth. In many letters were drafts for subscriptions for Rasputins convent in far-off Pokrovsky in Siberia, a place which no one had ever visited, yet in support of which he had obtained hundreds of thousands of roubles. I might here state that later on, when I visited Pokrovsky, I found the wonderful convent, of which he told me such pious stories, consisted of a plain house cheaply furnished in which lived his peasant wife and children, together with twelve of his chosen sister-disciples, foolish women who had made over their money to him and devoted their lives to piety as set forth in his new religion.

A fortnight passed. Of Kouropatkine we saw little. He had, at last, assisted by the traitor Stössel and at Germanys instigation, succeeded in forcing war with Japan, and the streets of the capital were filled with urging, enthusiastic crowds bent upon pulling the Mikado from his throne.

Kouropatkine had, according to what Rasputin told me, assured the Emperor that the victory would be an easy one, and that the Japanese would fly at first sight of our troops. The General had quite recently returned from the Far East, and had presented a personal report to the Tsar describing Japans war preparations. He had declared that if Russia meant victory she must strike at once. Hence war was declared; you know with what disastrous results to both the Army and Navy of Russia.

It was, however, on the day before the declaration of war that Rasputins real triumph came. The Empress, who had been searching Russia high and low for the pious Father beside whom she had knelt in Kazan, had at last discovered him, and he received a command to an audience at the Palace of Tsarskoe-Selo.

The monk, his eyes shining with glee, showed me the letter from Count Fredericks, Minister of the Court, and said: You must accompany me, Féodor.

At noon on the day appointed we therefore left Petrograd together. The monk wore, in pretended humility, his oldest and most rusty robe — though beneath it, be it said, his under garments were of silk of the finest procurable in the capital — while suspended by a thin brass chain around his neck was a cheap enamelled cross. He was unkempt, unwashed, his face sallow and drawn, yet those wonderful brilliant eyes stared forth with uncanny intensity of expression. His hands were grimy, and his long tapering finger-nails had not been cleaned for weeks. Such was the man whom Alexandra Feodorovna, fascinated by his glance, had called to her side.

On arrival at the station of Tsarskoe-Selo we found one of the Imperial carriages awaiting us, with footman and coachman in bright blue liveries, with outriders.

Two flunkeys, also in blue, advanced, and, placing their hands beneath the saints arms, lifted him into the carriage, an honour always paid to those who are special guests of His Majesty the Tsar. As for myself I climbed in afterwards, smiling within myself at the spectacle of the unwashed monk being lifted in as though he were an invalid. With us was an officer in uniform and a civilian — an agent of the Okhrana.

The moment we had seated ourselves the Imperial servants took off their cocked hats and replaced them crosswise on their heads as sign that within the carriage was a guest of His Majesty, and in order to signal to passers-by as we drove along to remove their hats or salute.

Rasputin had already been given instructions by General Erchoff, Chief Procurator of the Holy Synod, as to how we should act in the presence of Her Imperial Majesty. We had both attended before him, Rasputin well knowing that Erchoff was one of his most bitter enemies, but who on account of the Tsaritzas interest was now posing as a friend.

After our drive back to Rasputins house the monk, flinging himself into a chair and lighting a cigarette, thoughtfully remarked:

That puppet Erchoff will later on regret that he denounced me a year ago. His term of office is at its limit.

The mock saint was possessed of an almost supernatural intuition. In everyday life he would tell me of things that would happen socially and politically, and sure enough they would happen. The gift of looking into the future is given to a few men and women in the world, those persons who sometimes when they look into the face of another hold their breath and remain silent, because they see death written upon the countenance before them. This curious faculty was possessed by Rasputin to a very marked degree — a faculty which has puzzled scientists through all the ages, a faculty which usually runs side by side with an overweening vanity and an amazing self-consciousness. Sometimes the possessor of that most astounding and mysterious intuition is also possessed of a humble and retiring disposition. But it is seldom.

Grichka, as all Russia called him, was an outstanding personality, clever, scheming, and as unscrupulous as he was avaricious. His mujik blood betrayed itself every hour.

Even as we sat there in the Imperial carriage as we drove to the Palace, he smiled with self-conscious sarcasm when the people saluted or doffed their hats to him as an Imperial guest.

At last we arrived before huge prison-like gates, which opened to allow us to pass, sentries saluted, the doors swung back again, and we found ourselves in the great well kept park of the Alexander Palace.

I saw two civilians walking together along the drive, which led into a wood. They were agents of the secret police patrolling the grounds, for every precaution was being taken to guard the persons of Their Majesties. The death of the girl Vietroff had aroused the indignation of Russia to such an extent that the atmosphere was charged with anarchism.

Our road lay through woods, past a model dairy. Thence we went past two large farms, and out into open meadow lands, everything being kept most spick-and-span by the hundreds of servants.

The system of defence of Tsarskoe-Selo struck me as amazingly well designed. The road we had driven along seemed to be a maze, for twice we had left what appeared to be the main road, and passing three guard-houses — small fortresses in themselves, in case of an attack by the revolutionists — we at last arrived before the main entrance of the royal residence, guarded by a detachment of fierce-looking Kubansky Cossacks. These were drawn up standing at the salute, with their officers, as we approached. It was surely a picturesque guard of honour, with their quaint, old-fashioned pointed headgear, their smart comic-opera tunics, and their long, shiny boots.

In a great high white wall is an elegant gate of delicately wrought ironwork, with the usual striped sentry boxes on either side. Around are seated Chinese statues in bronze, each upon its pedestal. Over the gateway is the Imperial cipher in bronze, and beyond in the holy of holies is the long two-storied palace of Tsarskoe-Selo, that spot forbidden to all save to the guests of Their Majesties.

I give this in detail because few outsiders, very few indeed — save ambassadors and other jackanapes in uniform — had, until the arrest of the Romanoffs, ever trod within the hallowed precincts of the palace-fortress, the bomb-proof home of the incompetent weakling who had been crowned Tsar of All the Russias.

As we passed through that last gate I saw before us a building very much like a French château of the sixteenth century, a long low building with sloping slated roofs, few chimneys, and a clock — which, by the way, had stopped — high over the entrance.

Everywhere since we had entered the Imperial domain all was most scrupulously well kept. Not a gravel stone was out of place. Gangs of men were, indeed, kept to rake over instantly the gravel drives so as to obliterate the track of the wheels of the carriages.

At last with due pomp we drew up before the long portico of the comfortable but not imposing house in which lived Their Imperial Majesties.

As we descended an attendant took Rasputins staff, when instantly there came forward a lieutenant of Cossacks, a curiously crafty-looking fellow, who asked us if we desired to wash, or wished for a drink or for food.

The fellow was repulsive, even to the charlatan himself. The latter gazed at him, and replied in his deep, serious tones:

I am here to see our Empress. I have no need for thy ministrations.

At this rebuke the evil-looking officer looked daggers, and seeing that I was but a menial as secretary he did not deign to address me.

A few seconds later we were taken in charge by the skorochodi, servants who are so intelligent that they are nicknamed the quick-walkers. The palace contains hundreds of servants and hangers-on, but these are the ones picked to take visitors through the semicircular built palace to audience of either the Tsar or his spouse.

Through a long corridor we were conducted past the doors of a number of rooms. At each were two sentries, one a big Abyssinian negro in blue and gold — called an Araby in the palace — and the other a stolid Cossack sentry with his fixed bayonet.

At the end of the corridor we were met by one of the Emperors personal servants who came forward in all humility, and bowing before Rasputin, asked.

Can I be of service, Father, before you have audience?

Both of us were surprised. Here, in the midst of all the pomp and ceremony was an ordinary Russian peasant, as unlettered and as uncouth as Rasputin himself, and a personal attendant of his Majesty.

He ushered us into a pretty room, with a long balcony upholstered in pale grey silk, with thick soft carpet to match, an apartment which might have been the boudoir of the Empress herself.

I am here at Her Imperial Majestys command, replied the Father, ready for the crowning of the slow and subtle plot which Stürmer had engineered with Kouropatkine. She desires to speak with me.

Next instant the servant, who no doubt knew of Grichkas wonder-working with his mock miracles, threw himself upon his knees, and craved:

Oh, our Father, I beseech thee to place thy blessing upon me, and upon my wife and my invalid child. The doctor who came yesterday said that she is suffering from phthisis, and that the case is serious. I beg of thee to cure her.

Thy name? he asked quickly, looking straight into his face with those wonderful eyes.

Aivasoff — Ivan Aivasoff.

Whence do you come?

From Ossa, in the Government of Perm.

And you are His Majestys valet, eh?

I am one of His Imperial Majestys valets. He told me that the Tsaritza had commanded you here, and that I was to introduce you and your secretary, Féodor Rajevski.

Rasputin halted, and assuming his most pious demeanour — that same attitude which had attracted Petrograd society — and incidentally extracted hundreds of thousands of roubles from its pockets — crossed his hands, muttered some words, and bestowed his blessing upon the Tsars body servant.

A minute later the man Aivasoff straightened himself and, pointing to a door on the opposite side of the room, asked:

Are you both ready? The Tsaritza is awaiting you.

Rasputin, though pretending to be careless of his personal appearance, stroked his long beard, and then announced his readiness to pass into the presence of the Empress.

You will go first, and bow, said our attendant. Your secretary will remain within the door with hands crossed before him, he said.

Then with his knuckles he rapped thrice upon the white enamelled door, and, turning the handle of the lock, entered, walking before to announce us.

In front I saw a deep glow of electricity shaded with daffodil silk, a pretty artistic room with high palms, choice cut flowers, and soft luxurious couches upholstered in grey and gold brocade. There sat two ladies, one of whom was in a silk gown of bottle green, which was, no doubt, the latest creation of the Rue de la Paix — the Empress — while the other, who was in elegant black, I afterwards recognised as her bosom friend who had accompanied her to Kazan, Mademoiselle Zéneide Kamensky.

Ivan Aivasoff bowed low as he uttered his stereotyped words of introduction. He was one of those ignorant persons with whom the unscrupulous bureaucrats had surrounded the person of the Tsar. He was an honest, well-meaning fellow from the Urals, who had been selected to pose as a palace official, and to act just as I was acting, as the tool of others; a peasant chosen because he would naturally be less affected by revolutionary and progressive influence.

Aivasoff was, as I afterwards learnt, but one of many peasants in immediate contact with the Emperor and Empress, the other servants being German.

As we bowed before the two ladies they rose smiling, while the Father with raised hands pronounced upon them his blessing in that pious, slightly hoarse, but deeply impressive voice of his. Then, after the Empress had welcomed him he fixed her with that impelling, hypnotic gaze of his, and in pretence of never having met her before, exclaimed:

O Gracious Lady, I have come here at thy bidding, though I am but a poor and unlettered wanderer, unfamiliar with palaces. My sphere is in the houses of the very poor in order to direct, to advise, and to succour them. Such is Gods will.

Already, Father, we have heard of you, responded the Empress, fascinated by the extraordinary thraldom of his gaze. Your great charitable works are well known to us, as they are known through the length and breadth of our Empire. It is said by many that you have been sent unto us as saviour of Russia.

Yes — it is so, by Gods Almighty grace, the mock saint said, bowing low at the Empresss words, while Mademoiselle Kamensky exchanged inquiring glances with myself.

That scene was, indeed, a strange one, the dirty, unkempt monk in his faded, ragged habit, greasy at collar and sleeves, his black matted beard sweeping across his chest, and his hair uncombed, standing erect and rather imperious, posing as a Divine messenger, in that luxurious private apartment of the Empress herself.

It is but right that you, as our spiritual guide, should be in direct touch with the Emperor and myself, she said, without, however, referring to the meeting at Kazan, to which I had certainly expected she would allude. From our friend Stürmer I have learnt much concerning your good works, Father, and I wish to support them financially, if I may be permitted, just as I did those of Father Gapon.

Truly I thank thee, O Lady, he replied, bowing low again. My convent at Pokrovsky is in urgent need of funds.

Then I shall give orders for you to receive a donation immediately, she said in a low voice, and with that pronounced German accent which always reminded those with whom she came into contact that she was not a true-born Russian. Stolypin, too, has told me of the wonderful miracle you performed in Warsaw.

I knew of that miracle, an outrageous fraud which had been perpetrated upon an assembly of ignorant peasants by means of a clever conjuring trick in which Rasputins friend, the chemist Badmayev, and another, had assisted. Stürmer had been laughing heartily over it at Rasputins house on the previous night.

God hath given me strength, replied the monk simply, and with much humbleness. I am His servant, sent by Him unto Russia as her guide and her deliverer. As such I am before thee.

As he stood there with devout piety written upon his sallow, shrunken countenance, he certainly presented a most saintly, picturesque appearance, his attitude being that of a most humble ascetic of the Middle Ages. Saint Francis of Assisi could not have been humbler.

That Her Majesty was much impressed by the crafty charlatan was quite apparent. In that strange jumble of quotations from the Scriptures which he so often used, he declared to her that by Divine command he intended to guide Russia in her forthcoming progress and prosperity, so that she should rise to become the all-powerful nation of Europe.

It is well, O Lady, that thou hast sent for me, he added. I am thy most devoted servant. I am entirely in thy hands.

And again crossing his begrimed hands upon his breast he raised his eyes to Heaven, and repeated his blessing in that same jumbled jargon which he used at the weekly séances of the sister-disciples.

O Father, I sincerely thank you, replied Her Majesty at last. The Emperor is unfortunately away in Moscow, but when he returns you must again come to us, for I know he will welcome you warmly. We are both striving for the national welfare, and if we receive your goodwill we shall have no fear of failure.

There are, alas! rumours of plots against the dynasty, said Rasputin. But, O Lady, I beg of thee to heed these my words and remain calm and secure, for although attempts may be made, desperate perhaps, it is willed that none will be successful. God in His grace is Protector of the House of Romanoff, to whom a son will assuredly soon be born.

Alexandra Feodorovna held her breath at hearing those words. That scene before the shrine of Our Lady of Kazan was, no doubt, still vivid in her mind.

Are you absolutely confident of that? she asked him in breathless suspense.

The truth hath already been revealed unto me. Therefore I know, was his reply. I know — and I here tell thee, O Lady. The Imperial House will have a son and heir.

That prophecy, duly fulfilled as it was later on, caused the Empress to regard the dissolute saint as a holy man. In that eventful hour at Tsarskoe-Selo the die was cast. The Empress had fallen irrevocably beneath the spell of the amazing rascal, and the death-knell of the Romanoffs as rulers had been sounded.

When we backed out of the Empresss presence the peasant Ivan, who had introduced us, handed us over to the Tsars chief valet, an elderly grey-bearded man in the Imperial livery, a man whose name we understood was Tchernoff, and who had been valet of the old Emperor Alexander III.

The Starets left the palace full of extreme satisfaction, and indeed, when an hour later we were alone together in the train returning to Petrograd, he grinned evilly across at me, and said meaningly:

Alexandra Feodorovna did not forget our meeting at Kazan, though she did not allude to it. Ere long, though she is Empress, I intend that she shall sit at my feet and do my bidding!

And he chuckled within himself as was his peasants habit when mightily pleased.

Truly, that meeting with the Tsars valet Tchernoff was quite as fateful to Russia as the meeting with the neurotic spiritualistic Empress herself.


CHAPTER III

THE POTSDAM PLOT DEVELOPS
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ABOUT A WEEK after Rasputins first audience of the Empress Alexandra, the Bishop Theophanus, confessor of the Imperial family, paid him a visit at the Poltavskaya.

The Bishop, a big, over-fed man, had a long chat with the Starets in my presence.

Her Majesty was very much impressed by you, my dear Grichka, said the well-known cleric to the man who, having pretended to abandon his profligate ways, had parted his hair in the middle and become a pilgrim. She has daily spoken of you, and you are to be commanded to audience with the Tsar. Hence I am here to give you some advice.

The holy man grinned with satisfaction, knowing how complete had been the success of Stürmers plans. At the moment Theophanus was in ignorance of the deeply laid plot to draw the Empress beneath the spell of the Starets whom the inferior classes all over Russia — as well as the well-to-do — believed was leading such a saint-like, ascetic life in imitation of Christ.

Truly, Grichka dressed the part well, and gave himself the outward appearance of saintliness and godliness. Even the Bishop was bamboozled by him, just as Petrograd society was being mystified and electrified by the rising of the Divine Protector of Russia.

Of his doctrine I need not here write. Dark hints of its astonishing immorality have already leaked out to the world through chattering women who were members of the cult. My object here is to expose the most subtle and ingenious plot which the world has known — the Teutonic conspiracy against our Russian Empire.

Rasputins religion was not a novel one, as is generally supposed. It was simply a variation conceived by his mystically-inclined mind upon the one devised by Marcion in the early days of the Christian era. He had conceived the theory that the only means by which the spirit could be elevated was to mortify and destroy the flesh.

The Bishop Teofan, or Theophanus, was a mock ascetic, just as was Rasputin. Bishop Alexis of Kazan, after Rasputins visit there, had introduced him to the Rector of the Religious Academy, and already the mock saint had established a circle of ascetic students, of whom Teofan and another Starets named Mitia the Blessed (a name derived from Dmitry), who came from Montenegro, were members. But Rasputin, although the leader, had entirely imposed upon Teofan.

In all seriousness the Bishop told the Starets of the interest in him which the Empress had aroused in the mind of the Tsar.

He is a keen spiritualist, just as is the Empress, said the confessor. At Court everyone has heard of your marvellous powers. I can promise you great success if you carry out the views I will place before you. You must form a Court circle of disciples. The woman most likely to assist you is Madame Vyrubova, who, with Mademoiselle Kamensky, is Her Majestys greatest confidante.

Very well, I will meet her. You arrange it.

To-morrow is Monday, and there will be the usual clerical reception at the Countess Ignatieffs. I will see that she is there to meet you.

Excellent, my dear Teofan! said the saint. In this affair we will help each other. I will form a circle of believers at Court, and Alexandra Feodorovna shall be at their head.

The fact is that Teofan knew that Rasputin was possessed of a marvellous hypnotic power, and, being aware of the vogue of hypnotists at Court, saw in the Starets an able assistant by whom to gain power in the immediate entourage of Their Majesties. Thus, quite unconsciously, he was furthering the plans of Kouropatkine and Stürmer, who were receiving money from Berlin.

Already one of Rasputins principal disciples was Madame Golovine, the elder sister of the Grand Duke Pauls morganatic wife, Countess Hohenfelsen, a woman who had become his most ardent follower, and who never failed to attend, with her two daughters, the famous séances held weekly in that big upstairs room.

On the following evening I went with Rasputin to the great house of the Dowager Countess Ignatieff to attend the usual Monday gathering of prelates and ascetics, for her salon was a rendezvous for all kinds of religious cranks, theologians, and people interested in pious works. Rasputins unexpected appearance there caused a sensation.

Outside his circle of disciples he was unapproachable. The instructions given me by Boris Stürmer were absolute and precise. The reason that I was always at the charlatans right hand was because he could only write with difficulty, and was therefore unable to make any memoranda. His letters were the painful efforts of an unlettered mujik, as indeed he was.

And yet already he had become the most renowned man in the Russian capital!

Our Empires quarrel with Japan had not been finally settled. The country was in a state of serious unrest. While the revolutionary spirit, started by the death of the girl Vietroff, was seething everywhere, the dynasty was threatened on every hand. Yet the ever-open eye of the Okhrana was upon everyone, and arrests of innocent persons were still continuing.

That night the salon of the Countess Ignatieff was responsible for much concerning the downfall of the Romanoffs. In the great luxurious drawing-room there were assembled beneath the huge crystal electroliers a curious, mixed company of the pious and the vicious of the capital. There was the Metropolitan in his robes and with his great crucifix, Ministers of State in uniforms with decorations, Actual Privy Councillors and their wives, and dozens of underlings in their gaudy tinsel, prelates with crosses at their necks, and women of all classes, from the highest aristocracy to the painted sister of the higher demi-monde.

The gathering was characteristic of Petrograd in those times of Russias decadence, when Germany was preparing for war. The fight with Japan had already been engineered through Kouropatkine as a preliminary to the betrayal and smashing of our Empire.

Of the conflict with the Mikado I have no concern. My pen is taken up in order to reveal what I know regarding the astounding plots conceived in Potsdam and executed in Petrograd, in order fearlessly to expose those who were traitors to their country, and to whom the débâcle of 1917 was due.

In that great well-lit saloon, crowded by religious personages of all kinds, the old Dowager Countess Ignatieff, in stiff black silk, came forward to receive the popular Starets as the newest star in Russias religious firmament. With Stürmer behind him to advise and to plot, aided by an obscure civil servant named Protopopoff — who afterwards became Minister of the Interior and a spy of Germany — the saint never held himself cheap. That was one of the secrets of his astounding career. Though he possessed no education and could scarcely trace his own name, he possessed the most acute brain of any lawyer or banker in Petrograd. In every sense he was abnormal, just as abnormal as Joan of Arc, Saint Anthony, Saint Francis, or a dozen others who have been beatified.

The rheumatic old countess, after shaking hands with us both, introduced us to a dozen other persons around her. Suddenly she said:

Ah! Here is my dear friend the Lady-of-the-Court Anna Vyrubova. Allow me to introduce you, Father.

The Starets instantly crossed his hands piously over his breast and bowed before a good-looking, sleek-faced woman of forty, who was elegantly dressed, and who greeted him with a humorous smile. Having heard much of the womans scandalous past, I naturally regarded her with considerable curiosity. She was a woman of destiny. Petrograd had not long before been agog with the scandal following her marriage with a young naval officer, who had gone to the Baltic, and unexpectedly returning to his wifes room in the palace at Tsarskoe-Selo, had been shut out by the Empress herself. The husband had afterwards died in mysterious circumstances, which had been hushed up by the police, and madame had remained as the personal attendant upon Her Majesty with her inseparable friend Zéneide Kamensky.

As I watched the monks meeting with this woman of adventure, I saw that he had at once fascinated her, just as completely as he had hypnotised her Imperial mistress. She stood before him, using her small black fan slowly, for the room was overpoweringly hot, and began to chat, assuring him that she had for a long time been desirous of meeting him.

As I stood beside Rasputin I heard him say, in that humble manner which always attracted society women:

And, O Lady, I have heard of thee often. It is with sincere pleasure that I gaze upon thy face and speak with thee. It is Gods will — let Him be thanked for this our meeting.

The blasphemy of it all appalled me. I knew of certain deep plots in progress, and I watched the handsome lady-in-waiting, with whom the monk crossed the room, nodding self-consciously to the bishops, prelates, and mock-pious scoundrels of all sorts, with their female victims. I held my breath in wonder.

As I followed I saw Stürmer, the goat-bearded traitor, standing chatting to a pretty young girl in turquoise blue. Then I overheard Madame Vyrubova say to the Starets:

I came here to-night, Father, especially to meet you. Her Majesty gave me a message. She is in despair. She requires your help, prayers, and advice.

Ah! my dear lady, I regret; I am fully alive to the high honours which our Tsaritza has done me to command me to Court. But my sphere is with the poor. My life is with them — for their benefit and guidance.

I bear you a message, said the well-preserved woman of whom a thousand tongues had gossiped evilly in Petrograd. To-morrow the Empress expects you informally. She will take no refusal.

Refusal — how can I refuse my Empress? he replied. I can beg of her to excuse me. I have to attend a meeting in the lowest quarter of the city to-morrow among those who await me. And in the evening I go upon a pilgrimage. Her Majesty will not begrudge the poor my ministrations. Please tell her this. My sphere, as designed by God, is with the masses and not in the Imperial Palace.

That was all I overheard. Stürmer called me aside to whisper, and as he did so I saw that the Starets had at once become surrounded by women, of whom he always became the centre of attraction, with hands crossed so humbly over his breast.

His refusal to go to Court was in accordance with his extraordinary intuition and acumen, though his meeting with the woman Vyrubova marked another milestone in the history of Russias betrayal.

The days passed. The world was, of course, in ignorance, but we in the Poltavskaya, the monk and myself, knew of the despatch of Admiral Rozhdestvenskys blundering fleet on its voyage half-way round the world, how he was ordered to fire upon anything he saw in the North Sea, and how, as soon came out, he fired upon some of your British trawlers on the Dogger Bank, for which our Government paid quite willingly sixty-five thousand pounds in compensation.

But let the first war-chapter of Russias history pass. With it Rasputin had but little to do. The person who, unwilling or not, carried out the will of Potsdams Kaiser was the Empress Alexandra. And having done so she, with her curious nature, suddenly turned from gay to grave. She became strange in her conduct and discarded her wonderful Paris gowns — in which, by the way, she was eclipsed by Liane, the dark-haired diva of the Paris cafés chantants, in whom Nicholas II. took such a very paternal interest.

Time after time I had been present when Stürmer and Rasputin, chuckling over the undoubted success of their conspiracy, discussed the situation.

Since Her Majesty had met the rascal monk at Tsarskoe-Selo she had never appeared in public. On certain occasions, when a Court pageant or function had to be held according to custom and the calendar, it was the Emperors mother who, with her well-known charm and honesty, received the guests. Excuses were made for Alexandra Feodorovnas non-appearance. The truth was that the Empress, full of spiritualistic beliefs, had suddenly developed a religious mania, centred around the amazing personality of the mock monk.

Thrice had Her Majesty sent him commands through her pro-German puppet Fredericks, and thrice he, at Stürmers suggestion, refused to comply. This illiterate Siberian monk, ex-horse-thief and betrayer of women, actually disregarded the Imperial order! He had declared himself to be the saviour of Russia, and greater than the Romanoffs.

The Empress is furious! declared the Bishop Teofan one day as, with his heavy bejewelled cross upon his breast and wearing clothes of the richest texture, he sat with the rascal in his den. Sometimes she is in anger, at others in despair. Anna Vyrubova is frantic. Why do you not come to audience?

She promised that I should see Nicholas, was the reply. After I have spoken with him I will see her. It does a woman good to wait.

I agree, but your refusal may be stretched too far, said the Bishop.

None will tell the truth concerning her, Rasputin said. I hear on one hand that she thinks herself too fat and is taking the Entfettungscur against the advice of the Court physician. Others say that she has eczema and dare not show her face, while others say she is mad. What is the truth?

Come and ascertain for yourself.

Her devotion is that of a fanatic — I take it?

Exactly. She lives only for the entertainment of monks and pilgrims. You are lucky, my dear Grichka. Madame Vyrubova was evidently entranced by you at Countess Ignatieffs. She will do your bidding. Only, I beg of you to come to Court.

The charlatan, however, steadily refused the Bishops advice. Instead, he left Petrograd that night alone, and went away to his wife and sister-disciples at Pokrovsky, in Siberia.

For more than two months he was absent from Petrograd. One day a frantic message came to me over the telephone from Madame Vyrubova, who inquired the whereabouts of the Starets.

The Father has gone to his convent at Pokrovsky, Madame, I replied.

What! she gasped. Gone to Siberia! Why, Her Majesty is daily expecting him here at the Palace. When will he return?

I regret, Madame, that I cannot say, was my reply. He has told me nothing.

Will you please take a confidential message to Boris Stürmer for me? she asked. And when I replied in the affirmative, she went on:

Please go at once to him and ask him to come to the Palace this evening without fail. I am very anxious to see him concerning a highly important matter. A carriage will meet the train which arrives at seven-thirty.

I promised to carry out the wishes of the Tsaritzas favourite lady-in-waiting, and half an hour later called upon Stürmer at his fine house in the Kirotshnaya, where I delivered the message.

During the next few weeks I merely called at the Poltavskaya each morning for the monks letters, which I opened and dealt with at my leisure.

His correspondence was truly amazing. The letters were mostly from wealthy female devotees, missives usually couched in pious language. Some contained confessions of the most private nature, and asking the Fathers advice and blessing. All these latter he had given me strict instructions carefully to preserve. Any letter which contained self-condemnation by its writer, or any confession of sin, was therefore carefully put away, after being duly replied to. At the time, it did not occur to me that the impostor ever intended to allow them to see the light of day, and, indeed, it was not until several years later that I discovered that he was using them for the purpose of extracting large sums from women who preferred to pay the blackmail he levied rather than have their secrets exposed to their sweet-hearts or husbands.

While Rasputin, having thrown off his cloak of piety, was leading a dissolute life in far-off Pokrovsky, and refusing to obey the Empresss repeated invitations, the guns of Peter and Paul one day boomed forth salvo after salvo, announcing to the world that the prayer uttered by the Starets before our Lady of Kazan had been granted.

An heir had been born to the Romanoffs!

There was but little public rejoicing, however, for Russia was, at the moment, plunged into grief over the disastrous result of her attack upon Japan. Nevertheless, the event more than ever impressed upon the neurotic Empress that Grichka was possessed of some mysterious and divine influence. Her Majesty believed entirely in his saintliness, and her faith in the power of his prayers was complete. God had granted his prayer and sent an heir to the Romanoffs because of his purity and perfect piety. Already she was wondering whether, in some mysterious way, the childs life was not linked with that of the holy Father whom the Almighty had sent to protect her sons existence.

Because of this the Empress sent to Rasputin, at Pokrovsky, a number of telegrams, which eventually the monk gave over to me to docket and put away with the incriminating letters of his foolish and fascinated admirers. The women of Russia, from the Empress to the lowly superstitious peasant, were now at the charlatans feet.

One telegram from Alexandra Feodorovna read as follows:

Father and Protector of our House, why do you refuse to come and give us comfort? God has given the Romanoffs an heir, and we desire your counsel and your prayers. Do, I beg of you, return to sustain us with your presence. When we met our conversation remained unfinished. I confess that I doubted then, but I now believe. Make haste and come at once to us. From your sister — Alexandra.

Of this appeal the Starets took no notice. He preferred the society of his sister-disciples at Pokrovsky to that of the Tsaritza. Besides, was it not part of his clever plan to place the Empress beneath his influence by bringing her to the brink of despair? He had not yet met Nicholas II., and it was his intention to place his amazing and mysterious grip upon him also at the crucial moment. So again the Empress sent him a communication — a letter written in her own hand, and delivered by one of the Imperial couriers.

Why do you still hesitate? she asked. I sent you word by Anna [Madame Vyrubova] that I desired eagerly to see you again. Your good works are to-day in everyones mouth. All at Court are speaking of you and your beautiful soul-inspiring religion, of which I am anxious to know more details from your own lips. It is too cruel of you to sever yourself from Petrograd when all are longing for your presence. What can I do in order to induce you to come? Ask of me anything, and your wish shall be granted. Do reply. — Alexandra.

Again he treated her invitation with contempt, for following this, ten days later, she sent him another telegram:

If you still refuse to come I will send Anna to you to try and induce you to reconsider the situation. Nicholas is extremely anxious to consult you. Father, I again implore you to come to us. — A.

Rasputin, who had created such a favourable impression upon the lady-in-waiting Vyrubova, certainly had no intention of allowing her to go to Pokrovsky and see the sordid home which Russia believed to be a wonderful monastery, and to which Petrograd society had subscribed so freely. He therefore sent Her Majesty a message — the first response she extracted — to the effect that he was leaving for Petrograd as soon as it was possible to fulfil his Divine call.

In the meantime I had been introduced by Boris Stürmer, whom I met almost daily, to Stolypin, a friend of Rasputins principal disciple in Petrograd, Madame Golovine, and to Monsieur Raeff, who afterwards, by Rasputins influence, received the appointment of Procurator of the Holy Synod. At Stürmers fine house there were, in the absence of the Starets, constant meetings of Raeff, General Kurloff, the Chief of the Political Police, and a beetle-browed official named Kschessinski, who was director of that secret department of State known as the Black Cabinet, a suite of rooms in the central postal bureau in Petrograd, where ones correspondence was daily under examination for the benefit of the corrupt Ministers and their place-seeking underlings. In addition, at these dinners, followed by the secret conferences, there attended a certain smart, well-set-up officer named Miassoyedeff, a colonel stationed at Wirballen on the East Prussia frontier, and who had received gracious invitations from the Kaiser to go shooting and to hob-nob with him. This man afterwards became a spy of Germany, as I will later on reveal.

Kurloff, as head of the Political Police, had, before my appointment as secretary to the Starets, been my superior, and therefore I well knew the wheels within the wheels of his department. Naturally he was hand-in-glove with the director of the Black Cabinet, the doings of which would require a whole volume to themselves, and to me it was evident that some further great and deep laid plot was in progress, of which Rasputin was to be the head director.

One day in the Nevski I met Mitia the Blessed, the Starets who ran Rasputin so closely in the public favour. I saw he was hopelessly intoxicated, and was being followed by a crowd of jeering urchins. I did not, however, know that Stürmer and his friends had arranged this disgraceful exhibition of unholiness in order to discredit and destroy Grichkas rival. Five minutes later I met the Bishop Theophanus walking with the Procurator of the Holy Synod, who, like myself, witnessed the degrading sight, and from that moment Mitia the Blessed no longer exercised power, and was not further invited to the salons of those mystical members of the aristocracy. He had been swept into oblivion in a single day.

Rasputin at last returned, forced to do so by the determined attitude of the Empress, who without doubt was suffering from serious religious mania, as well as an acute form of neurotic heart disease. The monk arrived quite unexpectedly at the Poltavskaya, and rang me up on the telephone late one evening.

The Bishop Theophanus was, I found, with him. He knew of his arrival, and had come from Peterhof to meet him and urge him to go next day and see the Empress.

If it is thy wish, I will, replied the saint with some reluctance, for he knew too well that already he wielded an unbounded influence over the Tsaritza. The fellow whose record was the worst imaginable, and whose very nickname, Rasputin, meant in Russian the dissolute, was regarded by the Empress as possessed of divine power, and as saviour of Russia and protector of the Imperial family and its heir.

I hear that Alexis, Bishop of Kazan, has turned your enemy, and has written to the Holy Synod regarding your questionable monastery at Pokrovsky, remarked Theophanus. It is very regrettable.

Bah! my dear friend. I have no fear, declared the man whose vanity was so overweening. Soon you will see that Nicholas himself will do my bidding. I shall play the tune, and he will dance. All appointments will, ere long, be in my hands, and I will place one of our friends as Procurator of the Holy Synod.

At the moment I was inclined to laugh at such bombastic assertion. Little, indeed, did I dream that within twelve months his prophecy would be fulfilled, and that the ex-horse-stealer, whose secretary I had become, would actually rule Russia through the lethargic weakling who sat upon the throne as Tsar Nicholas II.

A week later I accompanied the Starets to have his first audience with His Majesty the Emperor at the Palace of Peterhof, that wonderful Imperial residence where the great Samson Fountain in gilded bronze throws up from the lions jaws a thick jet seventy feet high, in imitation of Versailles, and where nearly six hundred servants were employed in various capacities. We passed the Marly Pond, where the carp were called by the ringing of a bell, and the Marly Cascade, where water runs over twenty gilded marble steps. Truly, the beauties of Peterhof were a revelation to the Starets and myself. On the previous day he had had audience of the Empress at Tsarskoe-Selo, but I had not been present, therefore I remained in ignorance of what had transpired. All I know is that he returned home and drank a whole bottle of champagne to himself, in full satisfaction — not that he cared for the wine, for his peasant taste favoured the fiery vodka.

On entering Peterhof we were met by the valet Tchernoff, who greeted Rasputin very warmly with some meaning words, and said:

His Majesty is in his private cabinet expecting you. Come.

Another valet took our hats and overcoats, and then Tchernoff led us up a great flight of marble stairs, and on through nearly a dozen panelled rooms with historic portraits, much like those I had once passed through at Fontainebleau, until he entered the blue drawing-room, a great, old-fashioned, eighteenth-century apartment adorned by a number of magnificent pictures by Saltzmann.

Your British public have never truly realised the gorgeousness of the Palace at Peterhof, or the fact that in the Imperial service at the various residences there were no fewer than four thousand domestics, most of them useless and all uniformed. The Arabys, imported especially from Abyssinia, and who wore fantastically embroidered blue and gold uniforms with a great crimson sash, and a kind of turban upon their heads, were simply well-paid puppets, who added pomp to the gorgeous salons, the doors of which they guarded.

As we passed through the great rooms on our way to the Tsars private cabinet, a hundred servants and officials bowed to us, but Rasputin remained quite unimpressed. He was possessed of a most astounding intuition, and he knew that by his mystical practices, his mock piety, and by apparently ignoring the Imperial pair that success was assured.

At last we stood before the door of the autocrats room, which Tchernoff threw open unceremoniously, when we were confronted by His Majesty, who wore a rough tweed shooting-suit, presenting anything but an Imperial figure. I had expected to see him in uniform, like the thousand and one pictures which purport to represent him, instead of which I found a very ordinary-looking, bearded man, with deep-set eyes, a wan countenance, and rather lank hair. He was square-built, a trifle below the medium height, and a man whom, had you passed him in the Nevski, you might have taken for a Jew tailor or a small tradesman. But the room itself was a beautiful one, like all the apartments in Peterhof, semicircular in shape, with a great bay window looking out upon the wonderful fountains, all of which were throwing up their jets, with a great vista of greenery beyond.

The Tsar bowed as the Starets, crossing himself, bestowed his blessing upon him. The owner of twenty palaces and seven hundred million acres of land turned his eyes to the carpet humbly as the mock saint uttered those words of incomprehensible jargon which half Russia believed to be inspired by the Divine will.

When Rasputin spoke His Majesty seemed cowed and thoughtful. Over his whole frame was written fear and exhaustion. His voice was hollow when he replied, and his glance was full of anticipation. At every gesture of the Starets he seemed startled.

Was it any wonder when one recollected, so many were the plots against the dynasty, that at the moment he had removed from Tsarskoe-Selo, where a gang of a thousand men were engaged in digging deep trenches around the palace because the Okhrana had got wind of a desperate plot to tunnel beneath the Imperial residence and blow it up together with its Imperial occupiers.

His Majesty addressed the Starets as thee and thou.

I know, Father, that thou art our guide and saviour, said the autocrat, when together we were seated in the window, Rasputin explaining that he always took me with him in order that I might take mental notes of conversations and decisions.

Féodor is mute, he added. And he is part of myself.

Then His Majesty referred to Rasputins miracles which he had performed in Warsaw, Kiev, and other places, mere conjuring tricks which had held the peasants speechless in amazement.

Theophanus has told us of them. Thou hast healed the sick and cured the lame, said His Majesty. Truly, thou art greater in Russia than myself.

Pardon, your Majesty, replied the impostor humbly, I am but Gods messenger, but thou art Tsar. It is not for me to exert authority, only to pray unceasingly for the Empire and for the well-being of its Imperial House. Theophanus hath, I hope, told thee that I seek no emoluments, no advancement, no favour, no honour; I am but the humble Starets — a pilgrim who hopes one day to see Mount Athos, there to retire in devotion.

Theophanus has told me much, said the Emperor. He has told me how at spiritualistic séances thou canst work thy will with our departed, and how at the house of our dear Stürmer not long ago thou didst obtain communication with the spirit of my dear father Alexander. Truly, thy powers are great, and we have need of thee. Why didst thou refuse to come to us even though the Empress sent thee so many commands?

Because, as I have replied to Her Majesty, I am no courtier. My work lies in the homes of the poor, not in the palaces.

Ah, no, laughed the autocrat with good humour. Thou art truly sent to us to save Russia. Thy place is here, in our own home.

I drew a long breath when I heard the Tsar pronounce those words, for they showed quite plainly the strong, invincible grip the impostor had, by posing with unconcern, already obtained upon the Imperial family and the Court.

The Starets crossed himself, and again bowed. I was amazed to witness the crass ignorance and astounding superstition displayed by the Emperor of Russia, whom all Europe believed to be a progressive, wideawake monarch. That he possessed a spiritualistic kink, as did also his German wife, was quite apparent. Any bogus medium or charlatan could easily impose upon him. A dozen men and women who, by their vagaries and pretended powers, had brought psychic studies into ridicule, had given séances before the Emperor, and had told him things which his crafty entourage had already paid them to reveal.

On the night of the declaration of war with Japan, Kouropatkine brought to Peterhof the French medium Jules Verrier, who received a handsome fee for pretending to get into touch with the spirit of Peter the Great, who declared that Russia, in declaring war, had carried out his wishes. And Nicholas was at once in high glee, and mightily enthusiastic to know that his historic ancestor approved of his action.

The Imperial Court was full of frauds, traitors, and sycophants. In all of them Nicholas had the fullest confidence, while his wife was possessed of certain knowledge which sometimes caused her to discriminate.

The commonplace-looking man in tweeds, who was the entire reverse of ones idea of an Emperor, grew confidential, and it was plain that he was quite as much impressed by Grichka as the Empress had been, for throughout the audience the monk had used to the full his inexplicable hypnotic power.

Our good Theophanus and Helidor favour us with their counsel, but, Father, thou hast our most complete confidence. I beg of thee to grant the Empress another interview to-morrow, for she is daily longing for counsel from thee. I will fix the audience. So, as our friend, please keep the appointment. But before we part I wish to grant to thee any request that thou mayest desire — any appointment or advancement of any friend. Speak, and thy wish shall be at once granted.

The monk reflected. It was, indeed, the moment of his first triumph.

I have a young and extremely able friend named Protopopoff in the Ministry of the Interior, he replied. He is a loyal son of Russia, and a pious believer. Cannot he be advanced?

He shall be. I will make a note of the name, and turning to his desk, he scribbled it upon the blotting-pad with a stubby pencil, repeating the words:

Protopopoff — in the Ministry of the Interior.

And such was the manner in which the man who was the most audacious spy that Germany employed in Russia was placed in the path of advancement, subsequently in 1915 becoming Minister in his own Department, and betraying his country for German gold.

Truly, the Potsdam plot was rapidly maturing, and its amazing ramifications I intend to disclose.


CHAPTER IV

THE MURDER OF STOLYPIN
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WITHIN A FORTNIGHT of the mock monks audience of the Tsar he found himself installed in a fine suite of rooms in the Palace at Tsarskoe-Selo, one apartment being assigned to myself as his secretary.

Rasputins ascendancy over the Imperial couple became daily more marked. I was the onlooker of a very curious and clever game. Spiritualistic séances were held frequently, at which the Emperor and Empress assisted. In Petrograd the monk also continued the weekly receptions of his disciples, chief among them being Madame Golovine and the Princess Paley. The Empress fell more and more beneath the evil influence of the Starets, for she felt convinced that his prayer had been answered by the birth of an heir.

To one man — even though of the Germanophile party — the intrusion of Rasputin into the Court circle caused great annoyance. That was Count Fredericks.

Madame Vyrubova one day told me that the count had that afternoon, in her presence, inquired of the Emperor:

Who is this new Starets of whom everybody is talking?

Oh! merely a simple mujik whose prayers carry right to Heaven, was His Majestys answer. He is endowed with most sublime faith.

The count then warned the Tsar of the displeasure which Rasputins presence at Court was creating on every hand, adding:

There are rumours that he is a mere drunken libertine. Make inquiries for yourself of his doings in Petrograd.

Well, my dear Count, laughed the Emperor carelessly, better one Starets than ten hysterics.

This seemed to me to prove that Rasputins presence often saved the Emperor from the hysterical outbursts of his wife.

Indeed, only the previous day the monk put about a story in Petrograd to account for the Empresss hysterical state. He started a rumour that Her Majesty was, against the advice of the Court physicians, following a system of German Entfettungscur, or cure for obesity, the result having been a complete breakdown of the nervous system.

Thus, by slow degrees, the artful monk ingratiated himself with the Imperial family, just as years ago, when a mere cabdriver, in his pre-saintly days, he happened to ingratiate himself with Alexis, Bishop of Kazan, who became greatly struck with him, and later pushed him forward as a holy man, yet for his trouble afterwards found himself swept away, and his successor appointed by Rasputins own hand. The monk was relentless, overbearing, suspicious of any persons who did him a favour, and at the same time ready to lick the boots of Germanys War Lord.

The Dark Forces were now strenuously at work. Little did I enjoy the quiet of my own rooms in Petrograd. My saintly master was ever active holding conferences, often hourly, with Ministers of State, councillors, and the disciples of his own secret cult.

Very soon I noted that his closest friend was Stolypin, a good-looking man with beard and curled moustache, who was President of the Council of Ministers.

At that period Stolypin and the Emperor were inseparable. His Majesty gave him daily audiences, and sometimes, through Mademoiselle Zéneide Kamensky, the Empresss chief confidante, he had audience of Her Majesty.

I met Stolypin often. His Excellency was a bluff but elegant bureaucrat, who had succeeded Count Witte, a man of refinement, belonging to a very old boyar family. He was an excellent talker, and with his soft, engaging manners he could, when he wished, exercise a personal charm that always had a great effect upon his hearers. His Excellencys great virtue in the Emperors eyes was that he never wearied him, and that was much in his favour; he always curtailed his business. Whatever he had to report to the Emperor was done quickly, without unnecessary comment, and the conference ended, they smoked together on terms of almost equality.

I beg the readers pardon if I here digress for a moment. After Stolypin we had a well-meaning statesman as Prime Minister in Kokovtsov, who endeavoured to follow the same lines as his master. He was a talented and eloquent man, whom I often met, and who at first impressed the Tsar by his crystallised reports. But Emperor and Prime Minister had no personal attraction towards each other, as they should have if an empire is to progress. Nicholas never gave him his confidence.

Perhaps I may be permitted to reveal here a scene historic in the history of the Empire, being present with my master Rasputin in the Tsars private cabinet. It was a very curious incident, and revealed much concerning the attitude of Nicholas towards the nation.

Kokovtsov, who had allowed Akimoff to be present — the latter, I believe, in eager anticipation of a triumph — read to the Emperor his new project for enlarging the Government monopoly system for the sale of vodka. This would have greatly increased the Governments exchequer, but would inevitably have ruined the people.

In the room Rasputin sat in his black robe and his big jewelled cross suspended by its chain, while I stood beside him.

The Emperor, with a cigarette in his mouth, sat in a big arm-chair at his desk, tracing circles and squares upon a sheet of paper, his habit when distracted. Now and then he scratched his head. He was attentive to the report, still drawing his circles, but making no comment, except that his lips relaxed in a faint smile.

Suddenly he turned to Rasputin and asked: Well Father, what do you understand in all this?

Kokovtsov ceased reading his project, and stood in wonder. Not a single item of the project had been criticised, no comment had been offered, therefore His Excellency naturally believed that his efforts were receiving approbation. Rasputin was silent.

Suddenly the Tsar rose from his chair with a sigh of weariness, and slowly selected a fresh cigarette from the big golden box upon his writing-table. Then he shook hands with Kokovtsov as a sign that the audience was at an end, and said:

Really, my dear Excellency, I do not agree with your project at all. It is all utter rubbish, and will only lead the Empire into further difficulties. Surely Russia has sufficient alcohol!

I watched the scene with wide-open eyes.

Poor Kokovtsov, so well meaning, bowed in assent and crumpled up before the Tsar of all the Russias. The blow was quite unexpected. When I left the Emperors presence with Rasputin, the latter said:

Well, my dear Féodor. The day of Kokovtsov is ended. One may be thankful for it, because it will mean less friction between the Emperor and the Empress.

Three days later His Majesty dismissed his Prime Minister, but gave him the title of Count. He had no son, therefore the distinction was a mere empty one.

With this digression, for which I hope I may be pardoned, I will return to Stolypin. The mystery of his assassination has always been carefully hushed-up by the Secret Police, but I here intend to lift the veil, and, at the risk of producing certain damning evidence, disclose the whole of the amazing and dastardly plot.

Few people know of it. Rasputin knew it, I know it, the Empress knows it, and a certain woman living in seclusion in London to-day knows it. But to the world the truth which I here write will, I venture to believe, come as a great surprise.

The cry Land and Liberty was being heard on every hand in the Empire. Peter Arkadievitch Stolypin, son of an aide-de-camp general of Alexander II., was in the zenith of his popularity. He had become a vermentchik, the traditional appellation applied to the favourite of the Emperor, and as such he loomed largely in the eyes of Europe. He had entered the public service as a youth, and had later on become governor of the province of Samara, where he had attracted the notice of Count Witte because of the drastic way in which he had suppressed some serious riots there. In due course he was called to Petrograd, where he was introduced to the Emperor, and later on the mantle of Count Witte had fallen upon him.

Though in high favour with the Emperor he was clever enough to court the good graces of Rasputin, knowing full well what supreme influence he wielded over the Imperial couple. For that reason I frequently had conversation with him both at Court and at the Poltavskaya. He was a man of complex nature. A lady-killer of the most elegant type, refined and determined, yet lurking in the corners of his nature was a tyrannical trait and a hardness of heart.

In Samara he had distinguished himself by various injustices to the population, and hundreds of innocent persons had, because they had been denounced by the agents-provocateurs of the secret police, been sent to prison or to Siberia by administrative order. At first there was a rivalry between him and General Trepoff in the Tsars good graces, but Trepoff died, leaving Stolypin master of the situation.

Though Rasputin behaved graciously towards him and often dined at his table, he was in secret his enemy. So cleverly did the monk form and carry out his plot that to the last he never believed but that the holy man, who prayed so fervently for his success in the guidance of Russia, was his most devoted friend.

Many crimes have been committed in Russia beneath the shadow of the Black Wings, but perhaps none more ingenious than the one under notice.

The first I knew of the deep conspiracy was in the spring of 1911, by the visit one night to Rasputins house in the Poltavskaya of a tall, fair-haired man named Hardt, whom I knew as a frequent visitor to the monk. He was a merchant in Petrograd and a man of considerable means, but, as I afterwards discovered, was an agent of Potsdam specially sent to Russia as the secret factotum of the Tsaritza. He was ever at her beck and call, and was the instrument by which she exchanged confidential correspondence with the Kaiser and other persons in Germany.

On that evening when Hardt called quite half-a-dozen of the sister-disciples were taking tea with the saint and gossiping, for each Thursday he would hold informal receptions, and with horrible blasphemy bestow upon the society women who attended his accursed blessing. The ladies there on that night were all of the most exclusive circle in Petrograd.

On Hardts arrival the reception was cut short after he had whispered some words to the Starets, who made excuse that he had to leave to return to the palace.

Indeed, he went to the telephone at the farther end of the room and held a conversation with the Tsaritzas confidante, Mademoiselle Kamensky. None knew, however, that that private telephone by which the charlatan so impressed his visitors was merely a fake one, its wires not extending farther than the end of the garden.

Grichka sometimes when alone rehearsed those conversations, until he succeeded in producing a perfect series of answers which would strike the hearer as a most intimate conversation concerning either Emperor or Empress.

From the chatter upon the mock telephone the assembly concluded that his presence was required at the palace immediately, therefore they rose and retired, leaving the mysterious Hardt alone with us.

Instead of going to Tsarskoe-Selo we retired to the saints little den, where we opened a bottle of champagne, of which we all three drank.

Well, my friend Hardt? asked the monk, flinging himself carelessly into his easy chair and unbuttoning his long black coat for comfort. What has happened? You can, as you know, speak before our faithful Féodor, he added.

I have waiting outside a young woman whom I want you to see, replied the German agent.

Does she wish to enter our circle? inquired the monk, adding with his usual avariciousness: Has she money?

No — neither, was Hardts reply. She does not want to become one of your disciples; indeed, the less you say on that matter the better!

Then why should I trouble to see her?

I will tell you all after you have chatted with her. May Féodor invite her in? She is sitting in a droshky outside.

If you wish, growled Rasputin. But why all this mystery? I have much to do. I am due at Countess Ignatieffs — and am already late.

Remain patient, I beg of you, Father, urged the German suavely. I am acting upon instructions — from Number Seventy.

From Number Seventy! echoed the monk, instantly realising that Hardt, an agent of the German Secret Service, was carrying out some well-concealed and ingenious project. Very well, he said. I rely upon you not to delay me longer than necessary. Féodor, he added, turning to me with that lofty air which his low mujik mind sometimes conceived to be superiority, go and find this mysterious young person.

A few minutes later I conducted into the saints presence a dark-haired, extremely handsome young woman of about thirty, who spoke with considerable refinement and whose arrival mystified me greatly.

Hardt introduced her to the holy man, saying:

This is Mademoiselle Vera Baltz, of Stavropol, a friend of His Excellency Peter Stolypin.

Ah! Welcome, my dear mademoiselle, exclaimed the monk affably. So you are a friend of His Excellency — when he was Governor of Samara, I suppose?

Yes. I have come here because I crave your assistance. Monsieur Hardt knows all the circumstances, and will explain.

The saint turned to the fair-haired man seated opposite him, Mademoiselle Baltz having been given an easy-chair close by Rasputins table. It was a writing-table, but the scoundrel never wrote. Sometimes he pretended to do so, but the truth was that it was a long and painful procedure with him. He preferred to scrawl his initials to any typewritten letter which I prepared.

The explanation is briefly this, Father, said Hardt in his businesslike way. Mademoiselle has been the dupe of His Excellency, who, while Governor, often went to Stavropol, where he stayed at an hotel under another name. Mademoiselle never knew his identity until a year ago, when she saw his photograph in the papers as Prime Minister. She never knew that he was married — though I have here a letter in which he proposes marriage to her.

And he produced from his pocket a note, bearing the heading of the Centralnaya Hotel at Samara, which Rasputin read through.

Well? asked the Starets, blowing a cloud of cigarette smoke from his bearded lips.

Mademoiselle is anxious to meet His Excellency.

Ah! I see, exclaimed the monk, whose mind at once turned to blackmail, a course which he himself was actively pursuing. Mademoiselle wishes for money — eh?

No, Father, replied the young woman stoutly. Not money — only justice! Peter Stolypin misled me, as you see according to his letter. I am but one of his many victims, and I desire to expose him.

Hm! grunted Rasputin, who, having ascertained that no monetary consideration was forthcoming, was not particularly interested in the affair. He never did anything without reward. Those who could pay him well obtained through his influence at Court high office and big emoluments. Within my own knowledge in at least twenty cases he was already receiving heavy percentages upon the salaries, including those of two bishops and three under-secretaries, who had been dug out from nowhere and pitchforked into office by him.

By his influence with Nicholas the rascal ruled Russia with a relentless recklessness unparalleled in all history.

Mademoiselle has already had audience of Her Majesty, who has sent her here to interview you, Hardt explained. I am placing her case in the hands of our friend Altschiller.

The latter was a well-known lawyer, who, by the way, was afterwards proved to be a spy of Austria.

What do you desire of me, my dear young lady? asked Rasputin in the paternal manner he so often assumed towards the fair sex who hung about the hem of his ragged robe, and knelt so constantly before him for his blessing.

You, Father, are all-powerful in Russia, replied Vera Baltz. Her Majesty told me that you would help me to — to destroy Stolypin, she said with a fierce expression in her black eyes.

Rasputin exchanged glances with the secret agent of Potsdam who, I knew, did so much dirty work on the Empresss behalf.

What Her Majesty desires, I am here to obey, was the monks quiet response. I pray that no injustice be done, the blasphemer added, piously crossing himself.

Injustice! cried the girl angrily. He deceived me, and left me to starve when he received his advancement and came here to Petrograd. He became the Tsars favourite because of his cruel and harsh treatment of our poor people of Samara, and has climbed to office over the bodies of those shot down in the streets at his orders. Injustice! There is assuredly no injustice to drag the ghastly truth concerning him into the light of day.

Not at all! I quite agree, said Rasputin, rising and shaking her hand. You can tell your lawyer from me that you have my assistance, but in strictest secrecy, of course. Not a soul must know of it, remember! he added, looking straight at her with that strange hypnotic glance of his, a gaze beneath which she quivered visibly.

I shall remain silent, she promised.

If the truth leaks out that you have seen either Her Majesty or myself, then I shall instantly become your enemy, and not your friend, the monk declared.

Only Monsieur Hardt knows, the girl said. It was he who took me to Peterhof.

You may rely upon the silence of both my friends, Rasputin assured her, and a moment later I conducted her downstairs and out into the street.

When I returned to where Rasputin was still seated with his visitor, the latter was, I found, making explanation how he had, after considerable difficulty, traced the woman Baltz at the Empresss orders and taken her to the Palace, first, however, prompting her to seek revenge upon the Prime Minister.

I cannot understand it at all, Hardt added.

I do. Cannot you see that Stolypin is violently anti-German and openly disapproves of the Germanophile party at Court?

But he is closeted daily with the Emperor, I understand. And the Empress grants him frequent audiences.

Because she is endeavouring to ascertain the true extent of His Excellencys knowledge of her own dealings with our friends in Berlin, was the monks reply. Alix pretends to be most gracious to him, yet she is distinctly antagonistic, more from fear than anything else. To-day he is a favourite at Court, to-morrow — —

And Grichka made a wide sweep with his dirty knotted hand without concluding his sentence.

Has Her Majesty spoken to you concerning her fears that Stolypin has discovered something? asked the man Hardt eagerly.

The monk grinned meaningly.

Her Majesty is taking precautions, he replied evasively. Possibly Stolypin has discovered the reason you travelled to Berlin a month ago. I have an idea that you were watched by the Okhrana.

Do you really think so? gasped the German in quick apprehension. Why do you suspect?

From something whispered to me a week ago.

Then Stolypin may know that Alexandra Feodorovna is behind the traitorous dealings of Colonel Miassoyedeff on the frontier — eh?

Rasputin, his eyes fixed upon his visitor, slowly nodded in the affirmative.

That means ruin — perhaps imprisonment for me! Hardt gasped, his face pale and anxious.

I might say the same thing, remarked the saint, stroking his long, untrimmed beard. But I do not. We are both strong enough to resist all attacks. Any suspicion against Miassoyedeff must be removed. I will see that the Emperor promotes him to-morrow. Our one stumbling-block is Peter Stolypin.

One that, I take it, must be removed?

Yes — at all costs. That is why the Empress has sought out this woman Baltz, who, if my estimate of her sex is correct, is a wild firebrand.

She certainly is viciously vindictive.

One thing is certain, our friend Stolypin has no idea that he is seated on the edge of a volcano, remarked the monk. He lives extremely happily with his wife and children in that beautiful villa over on the Islands of the Apothecaries, and has no suspicion of the coming storm. I promised his wife to go to her salon to-morrow night.

And will you go?

Of course. There must be no suspicion. Are we not, all of us, his best friends? asked the monk, grinning evilly.

I am returning to Berlin by way of Stockholm on Thursday, Hardt said, for he gave as the reason for his frequent visits to Germany and Scandinavia that he bought leather in those countries. Have you anything to report?

Yes. One or two things, replied the Starets, who ordered me to write at his dictation as follows:

MEMORANDUM.

From Gregory to Number Seventy.

Have acted upon your instructions regarding the Kahovsky affair. Some important correspondence was seized by the police at his arrest, and for two days matters looked extremely unpromising. I paid T. twenty thousand roubles to close his lips, and induced the Emperor to release Kahovsky and restore his papers. I suggest that he should be recalled from Russia and sent to London, where, being unknown, he might be extremely useful to you.

Madame Zlobine is at the Adlon Hotel in your city. She has quarrelled with the General, and strict watch should be kept upon her. She has been heard to express very decided views against Her Majesty. It may be found that she is in communication with J. If so, it is in the interests of Stolypins anti-German campaign!

Hardt will explain verbally the position of the latter, and the discovery of the woman Baltz. Meanwhile His Excellency is unsuspicious that we are aware of his hostile intentions towards us.

Please do me the favour to assure His Majesty the Emperor of my continued efforts in the service of Alexandra Feodorovna, even though matters are daily growing more complicated. Anna [Madame Vyrubova], moreover, is more difficult to please.

Both Stürmer and Protopopoff are under my protection, and I have already contrived to advance them. Kokovtsov is growing in favour and will be a force to be reckoned with in the immediate future. Urge Miassoyedeff, from your side, to exercise the greatest caution. There are whispers, but I have endeavoured to stifle them by contriving his advancement through the Emperor, who yesterday decorated him.

The Imperial pair will shortly visit the Danish and Swedish Courts, and probably go for a cruise in Norwegian waters, though there is, as yet, no announcement.

I am still working upon the project you set out when we met in Helsingfors two months ago regarding the reduction and weakening of the army. I have already initiated the matter through ladies whose husbands are in the Ministry of War. It will mean the expenditure of a considerable sum of your money, but I know it will be a mere bagatelle if your object is accomplished.

I have to acknowledge a payment of one hundred thousand roubles into the Azof Bank from an unknown source. Please remember that S. in Paris and J. in Rome are making big claims upon me, and that next month I must receive a similar sum.

Hardt has told me that matters are progressing well at Carlton House Terrace, and also in Paris. Of that I am glad to hear. Let our next meeting be at the Phœnix Hotel in Abo, where I am unknown, and which you can reach without notice. At present I dare not leave Russia, as Her Majesty will not hear of it.

It would be as well to make the next payment through the Aktiebank in Abo. They would not suspect.

Do not fail to impress upon both Sukhomlinoff and Miassoyedeff the necessity for the utmost caution. Till we meet.

When I had typed this at his dictation I handed it to him, and he managed painfully to append his illiterate signature.

Then I placed the sheets in an envelope and gave them to Hardt to convey in secret to the headquarters of the German Secret Service in the Königgrätzerstrasse in Berlin.

And, friend Hardt, Rasputin said, as the Kaisers emissary placed the letter carefully in his wallet, please impress upon Number Seventy what I have said about money. All this costs much. Tell him that sometimes when inordinate demands are made upon me — as you know they are often are — I have to use my own funds in order to satisfy them. Smith in London receives unlimited funds through the Deutsche Bank, I know, so please tell our friend from me that I expect similar treatment in future.

The Starets was one of the most far-seeing and mercenary scoundrels. He had accounts in different names in half-a-dozen banks in Petrograd and Moscow, into which he constantly made payments as the result of his widespread campaign of espionage and the blackmailing of silly women who fell beneath his uncanny spell.

When Hardt had left, the saint opened another bottle of champagne and drank it all from a tumbler, afterwards consuming half a bottle of brandy. I was busy with three days accumulation of letters, and did not notice it until, an hour later, I found him dead asleep on the floor of the dining-room — a pretty spectacle if presented to the millions of our patriotic Russians who believed in the Tsar as their Father and in the divinity of the holy man who directed the Empires affairs.

The saint filled me with increasing disgust, yet I confess I had become fascinated by the widespread and desperate conspiracies which he either engineered himself or of which he pulled the most important strings.

In the plot against Stolypin, though none dreamed of it, he had been the most active agent. Stolypin, a purely honest and loyal Russian, who, on taking office as Prime Minister, was actuated by a firm determination to do his level best for the Empire, was an unwanted statesman. He was too honest, and, therefore, dangerous to the Court camarilla set up and paid by Potsdam.

As the days passed the monk frequently referred to him as a thorn in the side of the Empress.

The fellow must be got rid of! he declared to me more than once. He suspects a lot, and he knows too much. He is dangerous to us, Féodor — very dangerous!

One night, when we were together in his room at Tsarskoe-Selo, after he had been dining en famille with the Imperial family, he remarked:

Things are going well. I saw the lawyer Altschiller to-day. All is prepared for the coup against Stolypin, who is still ignorant that Vera Baltz is in Petrograd.

I knew Altschiller, who often called at the Poltavskaya. He was a close friend of Monsieur Raeff, whom Rasputin, when all-powerful a little later on, actually appointed as Procurator of the Holy Synod, having placed the appointment upon the Emperors desk to sign!

The law case was, however, delayed. Hardt was on one of his frequent absences — in Germany, no doubt — and matters did not move so rapidly as to satisfy the Empress. The whole plot was to keep the Prime Minister in the dark until the moment when the skeleton of his past should be dragged from its cupboard.

As announced by Rasputin, the Emperor and Empress had visited Denmark and Norway on board the Standart, and were back again at Peterhof, when one day Rasputin received his friend Boris Stürmer, the bureaucrat, at that time struggling strenuously for advancement. In the monks den Stürmer, chatting about Stolypin and the vindictive woman who had come to Petrograd to destroy him — for he was one of the paid servants of Potsdam, and in consequence knew most of the secrets — said:

Have you, Father, ever met a Jew named Bagrov?

Never to my knowledge. Why?

Because I know from my friend Venikoff, one of the assistant-directors of Secret Police, that the man, a discharged agent-provocateur and incensed at the way he has been treated by Stolypin, has joined forces with some mysterious young woman named Baltz. There is a whisper that between them they are engineering a plot to assassinate the Prime Minister!

Rasputins strange eyes met mine. Both of us knew more than this struggling sycophant.

Bagrov? the saint repeated. Who is he?

Oh! A fellow who was assistant to Azeff in some disgraceful matters in Warsaw — an agent-provocateur who lived afterwards for some time in Paris and on the Riviera. He attributes his downfall to Stolypin, and hence is most bitter against him. He has, I hear, fallen in love with the woman Baltz, who hails from Samara.

Well? asked the saint.

Well? — nothing, laughed the man with the goat-beard. I simply tell you what I know. There is a plot — that is all! And as far as I can discern the swifter Stolypin leaves the Court, the easier it will be for Her Majesty and ourselves — eh? While Stolypin is daily with the Emperor there is hourly danger for us.

In that I certainly agree, declared Rasputin. We must be watchful — very watchful.

We remained alert — all of us. That same night Rasputin informed the Empress of the secret plot of the black-haired Vera and her lover Bagrov.

The Court left for the Crimea next day, and Rasputin travelled with the Imperial family. Stolypin, in ignorance of what was in progress, was of the party, I being left in Petrograd to follow three days later.

On arrival at Kiev, where the Emperor had arranged to review the troops, a gala performance was held in the theatre that night. Opposite the Imperial box sat Stolypin, with two other high officials of the Court, when, during the entracte, a man dashed in, and in full view of the Emperor and Empress fired a revolver at the Prime Minister.

The confusion this caused was terrible. Her Majesty fainted and was dragged out of the box by Mademoiselle Kamensky, while the Tsar swiftly jumped to his feet and regarded the scene calmly.

Im done! gasped the patriotic and honest Stolypin, as those present seized the assassin, who was none other than the ex-agent-provocateur Bagrov.

Six hours later the Prime Minister breathed his last, a victim of the Empress and her Potsdam camarilla, while Vera Baltz fled to Switzerland.

Rasputin afterwards told me that he urged the Court to leave Kiev at once, adding:

It was far best for Alix and Nicholas to pretend horror of the tragedy than to offer condolences.

And so ended another chapter of Russias underground history.


CHAPTER V

THE POWER BEHIND THE THRONE
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THE MURDER OF Stolypin, though unsuspected by the chancelleries of Europe, was, as I have explained, the work of the Hidden Hand of Germany. Stolypin had suspected the true state of affairs at the Russian Court, therefore the success of Germany in the coming war depended upon closing his mouth; so Potsdam, using the erotic monk Rasputin as its catspaw, effected a coup which had, alas! sad result to Holy Russia.

Stolypin was but one of many persons of both sexes who, because they knew too much of Germanys secret propaganda in Russia, fell victims in those constant conspiracies whereby they were swept either into the net of the corrupt police or into their graves.

As servant of the head of Russias Dark Forces — as Rasputin and Protopopoff were afterwards denounced in the Duma — I was compelled to be ever at the saints elbow; hence I saw and heard much that was astounding.

One night, a few months after Stolypins assassination, we had been bidden to dinner by the great Polish landowner Ivan Volkhovski, who had a beautiful villa outside Petrograd. There I met a smart, middle-aged Russian officer, who, over our champagne, declared to me that things were growing critical in Europe over the Balkan question, but that France and Russia were united against any attack that Germany might secretly engineer.

Then you think that war is really coming? I asked him in surprise.

Think! he echoed. You are a cosmopolitan, surely! Dont you know? Are you really blind?

Well, I am blind politically, I replied with a wink. I see that on all sides people are getting rich quickly and receiving ironmongery — as I call the tin decorations from the Sovereign — as reward for closing their eyes to the true facts.

Ah! I see that you are quite wideawake, my dear Rajevski, said the officer, whose name was Colonel Dubassoff. Our friends here in Petrograd will continue to remain asleep, for they have every incentive, thanks to the great pro-German propaganda and the generous distribution of German gold. To-day our enemies in Berlin have their hands outstretched and clutching upon Paris, New York, Rome and London, just as they have here in Petrograd. War must come — depend upon it. The English Lord Roberts has forecast it. He knows!

Then you believe that Germany is at work actively arming in preparation for war?

Most certainly I do, replied the colonel. Only a month ago I was in London and afterwards in Paris. In London the authorities are not so entirely asleep as we are in Russia.

Suddenly, as he spoke, I noticed that Rasputin, who was in whispered conversation with Bishop Theophanus, a fellow-guest, had been listening very attentively.

Two hours later, when I returned home with Rasputin, he ordered me to sit down and write a note, which the scoundrel dictated as follows:

Please listen to N.N. Colonel Paul Dubassoff, of the Préobrajensky Regiment, has expressed in my presence to-night disloyalty to the Sovereign, and he is a serious danger to the State. He should be suppressed.

To this lie the monk scrawled his initials, and next morning the letter was sent to the Chief of the Secret Police. Within twelve hours the unfortunate colonel who had dared to pronounce his opinion concerning Germanys activities was already lodged in the fortress of Peter and Paul, where, I believe, he remained until the Revolution of 1917.

At that moment, however, the German propaganda in Russia found itself in an extremely critical state. By Stolypins murder a new difficulty had arisen. All the colleagues of the late Prime Minister believed themselves entitled to become his successor, and as each had his own particular circle of friends, each naturally pulled all the political wires possible. Intrigues arose on every hand, and though everybody realised the personal danger of anybody appointed to the dead mans position, yet ambition was apparent everywhere.

The Empress, who had now returned from her fateful journey to the Crimea, was in daily consultation with the monk, it being their intention to obtain the appointment of some hard-up Minister who, by being well paid with German gold, would remain inert and keep his mouth closed regarding the world-plot in progress. Being at Tsarskoe-Selo, and conducting the Staretss correspondence, I know how deep was the intrigue to keep out and discredit the Minister of Finance, Vladimir Nicholaievitch Kokovtsov, who was known to be the only strong man who could succeed Stolypin.

The whole machinery of the pro-German propaganda had been set to work from Berlin to prevent the mantle of Stolypin falling upon Kokovtsov. Yet one afternoon, while I sat writing at Rasputins dictation in his elegant sitting-room in the palace of Tsarskoe-Selo, the Empress, who was dressed ready to go for her daily drive, burst angrily in, saying:

Nikki has just appointed that hateful money-grubber Kokovtsov! I tried all I could to prevent it, Father. But I have failed!

Rasputin smiled at her words, and with that sinister calmness that characterised him in moments of chagrin, he replied:

Pray do not distress thyself, O lady! Kokovtsov will assuredly not be long in office when the hand of Gregory is lifted against him.

He must not remain long. He may get to know too much, as others have done. In Berlin his appointment will give the greatest offence, she said.

I will ask the Almightys intercession, for I see, O lady, that thou art nervous and unstrung. Compose thyself, I beg of thee. All will be well, and the healer crossed himself piously.

Truly, the condition of our dear land was in parlous state. A vogue for asceticism had sprung up, just as other vogues have become popular in other European countries.

As head of this circle of ascetic followers the monk had, with the connivance of Badmayev the herbalist, invented an expedient to deaden the flesh so as to render it benumbed as with cocaine. Hundreds of weak-minded women were flocking about him. Some of them were wives and daughters of the wealthy manufacturing class, but most were of the high aristocracy, who all regarded my employer as the Saviour of Russia, sent by Heaven to reform and deliver the Holy land from the toils of unrest and desolation.

We Russians are always idealists. That is our curse. Our religion is, unfortunately, an obsession, for any drunken scoundrel can become a holy man by simply making such declaration, and ever afterwards sponging upon his neighbours. Rasputin was but an example of this.

After all, it was but natural that, with the bevy of female devotees ever at his knees, he should attract the gossip of the scandalmongers. Much, indeed, of what they said was true, for I happen to know that personally.

But on that day at Tsarskoe-Selo I noted the Empresss agitation that Kokovtsov had been appointed, and began to suspect that the camarilla would take drastic action in order to defeat him. Indeed, when the Empress had left the room, Rasputin grew thoughtful in turn, and stroked his unkempt beard as he paced the floor, saying:

Ah, Féodor! We must crush this jackanapes. I must see what we can do.

Weeks went by. The usual meetings of the monks sister-disciples were held at the house in the Poltavskaya, and often in the presence of a stranger or a female novice about to be admitted to the cult he pretended to speak to Alexandra Feodorovna over his mock telephone.

Every action of the monk was that of an arrogant and erotic swindler. His intelligence was, however, extremely perceptive, and he was not wanting in finesse of the mujik order, combined with a sense of foresight that was utterly amazing. These, with his suave manner, his affectation of deepest piety, and his wonderful fascination over women of every age and every class, had now brought him to the position of the power behind the Throne.

He already ruled Russia. Tsar and Tsaritza were his puppets, so cleverly did he play his cards, yet as he frequently remarked to me in the weeks that followed:

Kokovtsov is against me. We are enemies. He must go.

I knew that if the Premier had an enemy in Grichka, then the statesman was doomed.

Now, the plot which Rasputin formed against the new Prime Minister was an extremely clever and subtle one.

While it was being carried out I often met Vladimir Nicholaievitch, who was naturally compelled to curry favour with the Father, and consequently sometimes visited him even against his inclination, no doubt. He was a long, rather narrow-faced, bearded man, with a pair of deep-set eyes and a secretive air, subtle by temperament, and keenly alive to his own interests as well as those of the Empire.

His one sin in the eyes of Alexandra Feodorovna was that he hated Germany.

He once lost money in a German financial concern, Rasputin declared to me one day with a laugh. That is why he cannot bear the Germans.

The Premier, risen from the middle-class, was a dandy who never looked one in the face, and whose eyes were ever upon his own clothes, as though expecting to find specks of dust upon them. He was always immaculately dressed, and his newly-acquired manners were so perfect that I often wondered if he carried a book of etiquette in his pocket.

My own estimate of him was that he was too neat, too well groomed, too civil, too bowing, and too anxious not to forget what he should say at the right moment. In a word, he was an elegant who had suddenly entered the Court entourage, in which there was no place for him.

The Tsar had no affection for him, and had merely appointed him because he believed that he might worry him less than others whose names and abilities had been put forward.

Poor Kokovtsov! He was in complete ignorance of the clever plot which Rasputin, at the Empresss suggestion, was engineering against his patriotic activities. Germany intended to rule Russia in the near future, and woe betide any statesman who would not remain inert and be spoon-fed by Teutonic propaganda, or place in his pocket the German marks held out so temptingly to him. In that way lay advancement, emoluments, decorations, and the Tsars favour. To be Russian was, alas! to court disaster and ignominy.

Monsieur Kokovtsov was typically a good Russian. He had no fighting spirit, but was essentially a man of peace, entertaining a horror of bloodshed or of sanguinary deeds. His placid temper caused him to avoid all questions in dispute. He was prepared to do all possible to benefit our country. He had cleverly conducted the election campaign, and had all the governors of each province with him. The Emperor trusted him; the Empress hated him.

Besides, Kokovtsov was a worker. He did not believe in that favourite expression among Russians, nechevo, which really means nothing, but is equivalent to dont bother or dont worry. In Russia we unfortunately always have a zarftra, or to-morrow. For that reason he was disliked also by the people.

It was not many months after his appointment when one night, at the Poltavskaya, Rasputin received a visit from General Rogogin, the Director of the Black Cabinet, the cabinet noir, the existence of which was rigorously kept secret until the Revolution afforded the public a glimpse of Russia behind the scenes.

Even from the tribune of the Duma it was declared that the Black Cabinet was a fiction. Yet I happened to know that it existed, for later that evening I accompanied Rasputin and the Director to the General Post Office, where in three rooms on the second floor of the building the mysterious department, where correspondence was opened and read, was situated. Here was the most secret establishment of the Imperial Police. For over a hundred years had this mysterious department been at work examining the letters of all classes of people whose thoughts or doings could be of interest to the Tsar, his Minister of the Interior, or the Okhrana. Indeed, I learned from the generals conversation with the monk — I first having taken an oath never to divulge anything of what I saw or heard — that even the correspondence of the Tsar, his relatives, or friends was not immune from examination.

Then I instantly realised the reason that the Tsaritza and Rasputin, in communicating with their friends in Germany, sent their letters by hand.

On the night in question I stood watching with interest how letters for secret examination were taken from a lift which passed up and down from the sorting-rooms above to the distributing room below. The basket was taken off the lift during its slow descent, and another basket substituted containing letters already examined, so quickly that the man in charge of the lift below noticed nothing.

We saw several processes of opening letters by steaming them, first taking an impression in plaster of any seal, and also by cutting off the end of the envelope by means of a small guillotine. The letters were dexterously opened, photographed, replaced in their respective envelopes, refastened and new seals made, or in other cases the ends of the cut envelopes were resealed by means of paper pulp to match the colour of the envelope, and placed under pressure in a hot press, thus actually remaking the paper!

The watchman of this secret chamber was an illiterate, deaf and dumb peasant.

Each functionary on being first admitted here, said Rogogin, is compelled to take a solemn oath never to divulge its existence to a living soul — not to his wife, father, sister, brother, or dearest friend.

All was remarkable, a spying system of which I had never dreamed.

When we entered the Directors well-furnished private room and the door was closed, Rogogin took from a locker drawer a letter which he handed to the monk, saying:

Here is the letter of which I spoke; if I hold it back it may arouse suspicion.

Rasputin, who could only read with difficulty, looked at the letter, and then, handing it to me with that lofty air he assumed in the belief that he could conceal his ignorance, said:

Féodor, read it to me.

It was on grey paper, and was as follows:

Imperial Russian Embassy,    
Unter den Linden, 7.
     June 8th.

Secret.

Your Excellency, — In accordance with your instructions I beg to report confidentially as follows: On arrival here I presented my credentials of His Excellency our Ambassador, and in consequence was allowed to conduct a confidential inquiry among the staff of the Embassy, and in other quarters, in which I have been actively assisted with excellent results by P. Ostrovski, agent of the Okhrana in Berlin, whom I recommend for advancement.

My discoveries are several, and of an interesting nature. First, a person named Hardt, who is often resident in Petrograd, is the secret courier of the Empress between Potsdam and Tsarskoe-Selo. Secondly, a sum of one hundred thousand marks was paid by the Dresdner Bank on March 11th last to the account of one Boris Stürmer, who has an account in Riga at the Disconto Gesellschaft. Thirdly, the Emperor William on April 2nd gave audience in secret at the Berlin Schloss to M. Protopopoff, for which no reason can be assigned. Fourthly, I have learned on the best authority that if Herr Hardt were arrested on any of his journeys to Sweden or Germany, some highly interesting private correspondence would be found upon him. Fifthly, there is no doubt whatever that the monk Rasputin is in receipt of money from this city, as I have in my possession a receipt given by him for two hundred thousand roubles paid him by the Deutsche Bank, and this I am bringing with me on my return.

Further, I have documentary evidence of a widespread German intrigue in Russia, facts which will, I feel confident, amaze your Excellency. When I return I shall place in your hands weapons by which the enemy may be combated. I hesitate to send any documents through the post in case they miscarry, and I am addressing this letter to Mademoiselle Pauline, as your Excellency suggested.

I have yet some further inquiries to make on your Excellencys behalf, but I intend to leave Berlin in any case on the twenty-second. I have the honour to remain, your             Excellencys obedient servant, Ivan Botkine.

The monk listened attentively, his big, strange eyes wearing a sly, crafty expression. He fingered the jewelled cross suspended from his neck — a habit of his.

Ah! So Botkine leaves Berlin on the twenty-second. It is well that we know this, my dear Rogogin — eh?

Yes, laughed the traitorous general. He must not reach Russia.

Of course not, agreed the monk. We must obtain possession of this documentary evidence that he will carry upon him. Who is he?

Botkine is a confidential agent in Kokovtsovs employ, was the Directors reply. He was, I find, assistant-director of police in Nijni before the Minister was appointed, and is now in His Excellencys private service.

Well, it is excellent that by your astuteness, my dear General, we are forewarned. If not, there might very easily have resulted a serious contretemps — eh?

Exactly.

And who is this Mademoiselle Pauline? asked Rasputin, his clever criminal brain already at work to defeat a revelation of the truth.

Pauline Lahure, the little French dancer at the Villa Rode.

Lahure! cried Rasputin. I know her, of course, a music-hall artiste. She has been lately taken up by the old Countess Bronevski. She was at my house only a fortnight ago, and wanted to become a sister!

As spy of Kokovtsov — eh?

Without a doubt, I chimed in. From all I hear His Excellency is a gay dog.

True, my dear Féodor, remarked the monk, fingering the cross nervously, and then taking a cigarette which the general offered him. But had not our friend Rogogin been on the alert and opened the dainty dancers letters, what a trap we should have fallen into — not only ourselves, but the Empress also! Vladimir would have presented the documents to the Emperor, and an unholy domestic scene would have resulted. This fellow Botkine must never reach Russia! he added seriously.

I agree, replied the general. Let us see Gutchkoff at once, he added. General Gutchkoff was a Jew and the director of the dreaded political police, with whom Rogogin, of course, worked hand-in-glove.

It was then nearly eleven oclock at night, but we all three drove to General Gutchkoffs house in the Spaskaya. He was out, his man informed us.

I must see him at once, said the monk loftily. Where is he?

He went out to dinner, Holy Father, and he is probably now at the Krestovsky or at the Bouffes.

Go at once and find him, said the monk. It is a matter of extreme urgency, and we will await him here.

Thus ordered by Gregory Rasputin — who was all-powerful in the capital — the generals servant ushered us into a cosy little salon, placed a box of cigarettes and some liqueurs before us, and then himself left in a droshky to find his master, who was so well known in Petrograd as a bon viveur.

For half an hour Rasputin, much worried by the secret inquiries of the Premier into the doings of the pro-German camarilla, chatted with the general, more than once expressing fear regarding the perilous situation.

Revelations seem imminent, he exclaimed anxiously. The man Botkine must never arrive in Russia — you understand that, Rogogin!

I quite agree, said the Director of the Black Cabinet. But Gutchkoff must see to it. I have done my part in the affair.

You have done excellently, my dear friend — most excellently, declared the monk. Nothing could have been better. I will mention your great services to the Empress. Yes, we must rely upon Gutchkoff.

In half an hour the servant returned with his master, the head of the political police, a short, fat man in generals uniform, with decorations, who, when he entered the room, betrayed unmistakable signs of having dined well. Indeed, he had been unearthed from a midnight carouse at a questionable restaurant.

At sight of Rasputin, a power to be reckoned with and a person of whom even the greatest in the land craved favours, he pulled himself together and cast himself into a chair to listen.

The monk was clever enough not to enlighten the Police Director regarding the plot to upset Kokovtsovs undue inquisitiveness. He merely told him that a certain secret agent named Botkine was leaving Berlin for Petrograd on the twenty-second.

The man is dangerous, he added, extremely dangerous.

Why? asked Gutchkoff, somewhat surprised at our midnight visit.

Because — well, because I happen to know that he is in possession of certain facts concerning very high personages. He is a blackmailer, and has been to Berlin to endeavour to sell some documents to Maximilian Harden — documents which, if published, would place a certain member of our Imperial family in a very unsatisfactory light, Rasputin said. My friend Rogogin here will bear me out.

The Police Director, after a few minutes silence, asked:

Has he sold the documents in question?

I think not, was Rasputins reply. If he has not, he will have them in his possession on his return. We must secure them at all costs.

You wish to close his mouth — eh?

Yes. He must be suppressed at all hazards, declared the monk. It is the wish of the Emperor, he added, a glib lie always ready upon his tongue. Further, I need not add that if this affair be conducted in secrecy and scandal in the Imperial House avoided, His Majesty will certainly see that you are adequately rewarded. I can promise you that.

General Gutchkoff was again silent. He well knew that if the Tsar had ordered the man Botkine to be silenced there must be some very unsavoury affair to be hushed up.

There is an agent of yours in Berlin named Ostrovski, is there not? the monk asked.

Yes.

Then he must also be removed at once to another post. Transfer him to Constantinople, or, better still, to Yokohama. He must not remain in Berlin another twenty-four hours, and he must, not, at any cost, be allowed to return to Russia, Rasputin said decisively.

I scarcely follow you, Holy Father, was the amazed generals reply. Ostrovski is very reliable, and has been entrusted with the most delicate affairs. He has always given me the greatest satisfaction.

I regret if he is under your protection, but that does not alter matters. He and Botkine have been acting in unison, and hence Ostrovski knows more of this scandal concerning a certain member of the Imperial family than is good for him to know. Promote him with increased salary to Yokohama, and send him there by way of Marseilles upon some confidential mission. But on no account must he return to Russia before going to Japan — you understand? He will no doubt wish to travel by way of Siberia, but this must be forbidden. If you will write out his appointment, I will obtain the Emperors signature to it to-morrow morning.

You wish me to write out the order now — eh? asked Gutchkoff, still much puzzled, but eager to get scent of the particular scandal known to Botkine.

Yes, now, replied the monk, pointing to the writing-table, whereupon the Police Director sat down and wrote out the order transferring the agent Ostrovski to Japan, an order which Rasputin, after pretending to read it, handed to me to place in my pocket.

And now, what about this person Botkine? asked Gutchkoff. How do you wish me to act towards him?

In the way that I will direct to-morrow, replied the monk. I must have time to devise some plan — a plan which will be secret and arouse no suspicion, he added grimly, with a sinister smile.

Early next morning I accompanied him to Peterhof, where the Imperial Court happened to be. Anna Vyrubova was away in Moscow, but without delay he sought the Empress and remained in her boudoir for a full hour, no doubt explaining the discovery of Kokovtsovs inquiries in Berlin.

I met the Prime Minister himself in the long corridor guarded by Araby servants which led to the Emperors private cabinet, and with him was General Gutchkoff, who had evidently also been summoned to audience regarding some matters concerning the police administration. Kokovtsov had no suspicion of what Rasputin had learned, or that Gutchkoff had promised to act as he directed against his trusted agent Ivan Botkine.

The pair strolled along the softly carpeted corridor, chatting affably, for they were apparently going to consult His Majesty together. Truly, the Court world is a strange life of constant intrigue and double-dealing, of lack of morals and of honesty of purpose and of patriotism. In our Holy Russia many good men and women have, because of their love for their own land, been sent to drag out their lives in the dreariness of the Siberian prison camps.

When the monk returned to me he asked for Ostrovskis appointment, written on the previous night, which I carried in my pocket. This he took at once to the Tsar. His Majesty was at that moment closeted with the Prime Minister, Gutchkoff having already seen the Emperor and, transacting his business, been dismissed.

Five minutes later Rasputin returned with the Emperors scribbled signature still wet, and in my presence handed it to the Director of Political Police. Ostrovski had been transferred to Japan, where he would be harmless, even though he might have learned facts from Botkine. But what had Rasputin decided should be the fate of the latter? For the sake of Alexandra Feodorovna and the whole camarilla Botkines lips must, I knew, be closed. That had been decided. I longed to learn what the Empress had said when the monk had revealed the truth to her and pointed out her peril.

No doubt Her Majesty would see to it that the affair was hushed up. I knew full well that she understood that once Kokovtsov obtained evidence too many people would be implicated, and perhaps a public trial might result. Both she and Rasputin, no doubt, realised that it would be unwise to allow a member of the Okhrana — as Botkine had been — to be arrested, for fear of the scandal public revelations would cause. The capital teemed with Germans like Stürmer and Fredericks, traitors like Protopopoff and Soukhomlinoff, men like Azeff, Guerassimoff and Kurtz — one day the bosom friend of Ministers and powerful noblemen, and the next cast into the fortress of Peter and Paul — Rogogin, the sycophant Raeff — whom Rasputin had made Procurator of the Holy Synod — and the drunken saint Mitia the Blessed — at last dismissed — spiritualists, charlatans, and cranks. Upon such fine society was the Throne of the Romanoffs based! Was it any wonder that it was already tottering preparatory to its fall?

I left Peterhof with Rasputin at about three oclock that afternoon, and on our return to the Poltavskaya I spoke over the telephone, at the monks orders, to Doctor Badmayev, the expert herbalist who prepared those secret drugs with which Madame Vyrubova regularly doped the little Tsarevitch, keeping him in a constant state of ill-health and in such a condition that he puzzled the most noted physicians in Europe.

Badmayev, a small, ferret-eyed man, his features of Tartar cast, came and dined with us, after which Rasputin signed a cheque for twenty-eight thousand roubles, a sum to which the doctor was entitled under an agreement. Well did I know that the sum in question was payment for his active assistance in supplying certain drugs of which the monk in turn declared that he himself held the formula. The drugs — which he pretended to be the secret of the priests of Tibet — were those which he doled out in small quantities to his sister-disciples, and which produced insensibility to physical pain, drugs which were so baneful and pernicious that the monk always warned me against them, and never took any himself.

After dinner, at which they both drank deeply of champagne, the monk and his friend went out to spend the evening at a low-class variety theatre, while I was left alone until midnight.

In consequence I visited some friends in the Ivanovskaya, and returned to Rasputins at about a quarter-past twelve. Twenty minutes later he returned in a hopeless state of intoxication; therefore I did not speak to him till next morning.

Such was the fellows vitality that he was up before six oclock. At seven he went out, and returned about nine, when he called me to his den.

Féodor, he said, I wish you to leave to-day for Vilna, and go to the Palace Hotel there. Remain until a friend of ours named Heckel calls upon you.

Who is Heckel? I asked, surprised at being sent upon such a long journey in that sudden manner.

A friend of Hardt and myself. Do not be inquisitive — only obey. When Heckel calls please give him this letter, and he handed me a rather thick letter in an official cartridge envelope of the Imperial Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Heckel will tell you that he is from Father Gregory. He is tall, fair, and rather slim — a German, as you may guess from his name. Your train leaves at two-forty this afternoon. Be careful of that letter and to whom you deliver it in secret. Heckel, after finding you at the hotel, will produce an English five-pound note and show it to you. That will be his passport. If he does not do so, then do not give him the letter.

That afternoon I left for Vilna by the Warsaw express, and after a long journey through the endless pines and silver birches duly arrived at the hotel indicated, and there awaited my visitor. He arrived next day, a fair-haired, slim man, just as Rasputin had described him, evidently an agent-provocateur from Berlin. After he had been ushered into my bedroom by a waiter, he greeted me warmly, and inquired if I had anything to hand him.

To this I made an evasive reply, in pretence of being in ignorance of his meaning, whereupon he said in German:

Ah! I forgot. You wish first to establish my identity, and laughingly he produced from his wallet an English five-pound note, which he showed to me.

In consequence I handed him the letter from the Ministry, which he placed unopened in his pocket and then left, while that same night I returned to Petrograd.

Three days later I learned the truth.

Ivan Botkine, the trusted secret agent of the Prime Minister Kokovtsov, who had left Berlin on the twenty-second for Petrograd, had been found dead in one of the sleeping compartments on the arrival of the train at the frontier station of Wirballen. His pockets and valise had been rifled, and an inquiry had been opened. Though the doctors disagreed as to the exact cause of death, it was apparent that one of the dishes he had eaten in the restaurant car an hour before had been poisoned.

Further, I have since established the horrifying fact that the mysterious letter from the Ministry which I handed to Heckel in Vilna contained a secret poison! That it was used to remove poor Botkine, Rasputin afterwards admitted to me. Such were the methods of the camarilla who were ruling Russia!


CHAPTER VI

RASPUTIN IN BERLIN
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TRULY, OUR RUSSIA was a country of blood and tears under the last of the Romanoffs. Its creed and its motto was Gallows and Siberia!

No mans life was safe under a régime run by scoundrels, of whom Grichka, my chief, was the worst.

An unlimited secret fund was placed at the disposal of the Ministry of the Interior for purposes of the Secret Police, and when I say that Rasputin controlled that Ministry as well as the Emperor himself, it can easily be understood that all who were loyal Russians were suspect, and denunciation throve on all sides. The Okhrana recruited its agents from all quarters. That is why one was never sure that the stranger who denounced Rasputin and his friends was not an agent-provocateur.

Every Russian subject of any note, and every foreign traveller, was watched, not because of his disloyalty, but because Rasputin and his camarilla, including the Empress, feared lest he should discover how they were daily betraying Russia and its Tsar.

I have been, at Rasputins orders, many times in the central bureau of the Secret Police in search of the index-card of some person who had fallen beneath the monks displeasure. In these indices and in the corresponding files the persons concerned were, I found, never designated by their own names, but by code-names that could be telegraphed if necessary from city to city. Thus the Deputy Cheidze (since become famous) was registered under the name of drawing-room (gostini), Lenin (also since famous) as symbol, Miliukoff as grass, and the traitor Soukhomlinoff as glycerine.

Those were indeed terrible days in Holy Russia — days when the innocent were sent to their death, while Rasputin, the religious fraud, laughed and drank champagne with his high-born devotees, who believed him, even in this twentieth century, to be divine!

I remember that on May 16th, 1914, when the political horizon was cloudless and no one dreamed of war, I sat in the visitors gallery of the Duma, having been sent there by Rasputin to listen to the debate and report to him.

The labour leader Kerensky, who afterwards became Minister of Justice in the Provisional Government, rose and from the tribune proclaimed the infamy of the police. He did not mince matters. He said:

The most notorious jailers of the period of Alexander III. knew how to respect in their political enemies the man who thought differently, and when they shut him up in the fortress of Schlüsselburg they would sometimes come to chat with him. And some of those martyrs, those men struggling for liberty, have been able to return to us with the glamour about them of twenty years hard labour. But now, the sons of those famous jailers do not hesitate to seize young men of seventeen or eighteen and make them die slowly, but surely, under the blows of the knout, under the strokes of the rod, or by the burns of a red-hot iron. Are we not returning to the days when political prisoners were walled up alive? And you imagine, gentlemen, that you can claim for this country the civilising mission of a European nation!

He spoke of a man whom I knew well, one of the most sinister persons in all Russia, a man who, like Rasputin and Stürmer, accepted German gold. The mans name was Evno Azef, upon whom unfortunately the French Government bestowed the Legion of Honour.

Before he went to Paris, Azef was a close friend of Rasputin and of Stürmer. He was a criminal of the worst type, an expert in crime, though he was a recognised agent of the Russian Political Police. And yet so clever was he as an agent-provocateur that he actually managed to get himself elected as director of the Terrorist organisation of Petrograd, and as a member of the Central Committee of the Socialist Party!

In my presence he one night, when in his cups, boasted to the merry monk what he had to his credit as a revolutionary. He organised the murders of the Minister of the Interior, Plehve, and of the Grand Duke Sergius. It was he who prepared the attempted murders of Admiral Dubassof, the Governor-General Guerchelman, and the attempt on Nicholas II. The latter was with Rasputins knowledge and consent! Perhaps Alexandra Feodorovna knew of it. Who knows? That she was not so devoted to Nikki as she pretended is well known to everyone who was at the Imperial Court at the time. Happily, however, the plot failed because of circumstances which Azef could not control.

The scoundrel also assisted in the drawing up of the plans for the military mutinies at Moscow, Viborg, and Kronstadt, while he knew beforehand of the preparations for the assassination of General Sakarof, and of Governor Bogdanovitch at Ufa, as well as a number of Terrorist crimes which succeeded.

One of his crimes in conspiracy with Rasputin I will here relate, because it is a mystery which has long puzzled the London police.

On the morning of January 11th, 1909, the London newspapers contained a report of a strange discovery. Four days before there had arrived at Victoria Station a young French lady, dark-haired and extremely good-looking, who took a cab to a small but highly respectable private hotel in the vicinity. There she gave the name of Mademoiselle Thomas, and her profession as governess. Next morning a tall, thin young foreigner called for her, and they went out together, she returning very late that night apparently exhausted after a long motor journey. Next day she remained in her room all day. On the third day an elderly man called, and she went out with him, being absent about a couple of hours. On her return she went straight to her room and nothing was seen of her further until the next day at noon the chambermaid failed to arouse her by knocking. The police were informed, the door was forced, and Mademoiselle Thomas was found dead. She was lying upon the floor fully dressed.

The medical evidence at the inquest was that the pretty French governess had been dead fully eighteen hours. Upon her or in her small hand-luggage there was nothing to establish her identity. That she had taken poison was the opinion of the expert medical witness. Yet the poison could not be established. Apparently it was a case of suicide, for the laundry marks and names of the makers of her clothing had been deliberately removed.

One thing, however, was extremely mysterious. Upon the marble top of the washhand-stand in the bedroom the police found some scrawled words in a character they could not decipher. Experts were brought in, when it was found that the writing was in Russian character, and the words were: The holy Starets is — —

This conveyed nothing to the London police, who, of course, knew nothing save that a Starets in Russia is a saint.

Therefore the experts at Scotland Yard were, after much patient investigation, compelled to dismiss it as one of Londons unsolved mysteries.

Now for the truth.

One night, a year before, when I had returned with Rasputin from Tsarskoe-Selo, we found awaiting us the somewhat dandified man of a hundred aliases and as many disguises, the notorious Azef. He greeted us both warmly, and being a close friend of Rasputin, the monk took him into his cosy little den, where for over an hour they remained closeted together.

I was one of the few who knew the secret of Azefs crimes. Indeed, when I entered the room while the pair were talking I heard him ask with a laugh:

What if we give him a taste of the necktie of Stolypin — eh?

It certainly would be best, my dear Evno, the monk agreed. That is if you think the accusation can be well made.

Trust me, laughed the great agent-provocateur. A denunciation, the discovery of papers — you have those of Buchman in your safe, by the way, and they could be used — arrest, trial, and the necktie! It would be quite easy, and his mouth would be closed.

He is growing dangerous, growled Rasputin. What you say is perfectly true.

Then turning to me, he said:

Féodor, bring those papers which Manuiloff brought me a week ago — the papers used for the arrest of Professor Buchman in Warsaw.

I obeyed, well knowing how that file of incriminating correspondence with an Anarchist group in Zurich had been forged by Stürmers secretary Manuiloff, and how it had been found among the professors effects.

The necktie of Stolypin, was Azefs playful allusion to the ever-ready gallows to which he, plotting with Rasputin, Manuiloff, Guerassimof, and others, was so constantly sending innocent persons. Truly, Russia was a strange country even before the outbreak of war.

The immediate object of Azefs activities, combined with Rasputins, was at Germanys direction to extend the Terrorist action and thus cause trouble and unrest in the Empire. By every fresh success he obtained more money from Berlin, and at the same time strengthened his privileged position in the ranks of the Terrorists, while his worth was increased in the eyes of both the Minister of the Interior and of the Emperor. The scoundrels revolutionary career and his police career were inseparable. He was a Terrorist to-day, a police official to-morrow, but, like Rasputin, a secret agent of Germany always!

Terrible as it may seem, the Okhrana, with the connivance of the Wilhelmstrasse, and with the Empresss full knowledge — of this there is no doubt, because documentary evidence exists which proves it — caused the highest personages in Russia to be murdered or hanged in order to prove to those lucky ones who survived how necessary was the organisation for their own existence!

A hundred dramas could be written upon the intrigues of Grichka and Azef. Some of them were amazing; all were disgraceful. The life of the most upright and honest man or woman was not safe if marked down by the pair of scoundrels. The attempt upon Admiral Dubassof, in which Count Konovnicin met his death; the attempt upon General Guerchelman, Governor-General of Moscow; the assassination of General Slepzof at Tver, with half a dozen other murders of the same kind, were all the work of Azef. Why? Because both Azef and General Guerassimof, chief of the Secret Police, were in the toils of Germany. The Wilhelmstrasse paid well, but threatened exposures if this or that person were not removed. Hence Azef, as one of the heads of the Terrorists, received his orders through Rasputin, and, obeying, was paid his blood-money.

Many of the dastardly crimes which Azef, aided by the monk, committed at Germanys orders will never be known. Hundreds of innocent persons were arrested, and when the police searched their homes the most incriminating documents were found concealed — documents which when produced they had never before seen. Hundreds of men and women were hurried to Siberia, and hundreds of others were sent to rot in jails and fortresses, while upon dozens there was placed the necktie of Stolypin.

Ah! my dear Gregory, Azef said, after he had lit a fresh cigarette, there will be no security until that mans mouth is closed. I see that you agree with me.

Quite, replied the monk, who, I saw, was rather agitated because of something which the police spy had told him.

Good! Then I will go further. To-day I have proposed to the Council of Workmens Delegates that we should blow up the Central Bureau of the Okhrana, with Guerassimof in the centre of it. The killing of Guerassimof appealed to them. They hate him — as you know. Really, those people are humorous. They think I am their friend, and yet each day the police arrest one or two members regularly but quietly, and they disappear no one knows whither. I have suspicions of Menchikof, of the Okhrana at Moscow. The other day I met him at Princess Kamenskois, and what he told me set me wondering. He poses as your friend, but I feel convinced he is your enemy.

Rasputins bearded face relaxed into that strange, sardonic grin of his as he replied:

I know Menchikof. He is harmless. The only man we may fear is Burtsef. He knows far too much of the police organisation and the deeds of our provocating agents.

I agree. But he lives in Paris, and hence the Okhrana cannot lay hands upon him. If only he would return to Russia, then he would not be long at liberty. That I assure you.

He is in Paris. Could we not send him a message that his daughter Vera — who married young Tchernof last year — has been taken suddenly ill, and thus summon him at once to Vilna? Once on Russian soil he could be arrested.

Azef smiled. Our friend Burtsef knows a little too much of our methods to fall into such a trap. He would recognise my hand in it in an instant. No, some other means must be found. Meanwhile we must deal with the person under discussion. We were agreed that he must be suppressed at all hazards, eh?

Exactly. And we must suppress Burtsef afterwards.

Paris, Lausanne, Geneva, Zurich and Nice swarmed with Russian secret agents, who, at orders from Azef and Rasputin, kept constant vigil upon the doings of everyone. The directors of the foreign service of our political police were Ratchkovsky in Paris, and Rataef in London. The latter posed as a Russian journalist, and usually spent his afternoons over cups of coffee in the cosmopolitan Café Royal in Regent Street.

All this I knew, and much more. I knew that Ivan Manuiloff, who was now secretary to Stürmer, had begun his lucrative career as the agent and catspaw of Ratchkovsky in Paris. But he intrigued against his chief, and was then transferred to Rome. Of that man and his dastardly doings I will tell more later. Suffice it to say that the Emperor so deeply believed in him that one day he gave him a gold cigarette-case with his initials in diamonds as a mark of his esteem!

Having listened attentively to the conversation between the two scoundrels, I at last came to the conclusion that they were conspiring against some mysterious person named Krivochein.

After the pair had consumed a bottle of champagne, Azef rose and, shaking his friends dirty paw, said:

I hope to have everything arranged when we meet. I would not yet mention the matter to the Empress.

Of course I shall not, remarked Rasputin, with that crafty grin of his. She would only worry over it — and just now she is greatly troubled over the Tsarevitch. He has had another attack.

The monk did not mention the fact that the cause of the attack was one of Badmayevs secret drugs which Anna Vyrubova had dissolved in his milk!

After Azef had left, Rasputin flung himself into his easy chair, and as he lit a cigarette remarked to me:

Ah, Féodor! What a man! There is nothing he is unable to accomplish.

He is very daring, I remarked.

No, it is not daring — it is deep cunning. He has the police at his back; I have Alexandra Feodorovna — so we win always. But, he added, with a snarl, we have enemies, and those must be dealt with — dealt with drastically. I hear they are setting about more scandals in Petrograd concerning me. Have you heard them? he asked.

Gossip is rife on every hand, and all sorts of wild stories are being circulated, I said.

Bah! Let the fools say what they will of Gregory Rasputin, he laughed. It only makes him the more popular. It is time, however, that I performed some more miracles among the poor, he added reflectively. Let us arrange some, Féodor. Do not forget it.

The miracles were arranged a fortnight later. With the assistance of a clever German conjurer named Brockhaus, from Riga, who with others helped the mock saint on the occasions when he imposed upon the credulity of the mujiks, he pretended to heal a child of lameness, while a female assistant of Brockhaus, having posed as a blind peasant, was restored to sight.

The miracles took place out at Ligovo, a village outside Petrograd, and like wildfire the news was spread that the Holy Father had again taken compassion upon the people. Hundreds of men and women now flocked round him to kiss the edge of his ragged robe, and as he passed in the streets everyone crossed themselves. By such means did Rasputin retain the favour of the people and of the Empress herself.

One night he received a telegram in cipher, which he gave me to decode. It had been despatched from Paris and read:

The appointment is at Savignyplatz, 17, Charlottenburg. Do not fail. Please inform A. [Alexandra Feodorovna] and obtain instructions. — Evno.

At once Rasputin became active. He went to Peterhof, where the Court was at that moment, and carried out Azefs desire. He was with the Empress and Madame Vyrubova for a couple of hours ere he rejoined me, and we took the evening train back to the capital.

That night he called upon Stürmer, who had with him his sycophant and ex-policeman Manuiloff, and they held counsel together. Then, next afternoon, we both left Petrograd for Berlin.

We had no difficulty in discovering the house in the Savignyplatz. It was a good-sized one on the corner of the Kantstrasse, and the old woman who opened the door at once ushered us into a pretty drawing-room, where we were greeted by a rather tall, dark-haired and refined young lady, who welcomed us in Russian, and whose name Rasputin had told me was Mademoiselle Paula Kereicha.

You must be very tired after your long journey, Father, she said, bowing her head and crossing herself as the monk mumbled a blessing upon her.

No; travelling is very easy between Petrograd and Berlin, he replied affably; and then he introduced me.

I could see that somehow she resented my intrusion there. She glanced at Rasputin inquiringly.

Oh, no, laughed the monk. I quite understand, mademoiselle; you need have no fear. Then lowering his voice to a whisper, he said: I know full well that living here as secret agent of the Okhrana you have to exercise every caution.

Paula Kereicha — who I afterwards found was a second-rate variety actress who sometimes took engagements in order to blind people to her own calling, that of police-spy — smiled and admitted that she had to be very careful.

It is not the Germans that I fear, she said. They know me well at the Wilhelmstrasse, and I am never interfered with. Indeed, they assist me when necessary. No. It is the Terrorists who would do me harm if they could. There is a dangerous group here — as you know.

I know well, said the monk; only last week Tchapline and Vilieff were given Stolypins necktie owing to your denunciations. They came to Russia from Berlin, and were arrested immediately they set foot across the frontier.

No, she protested. Azef was here. It was he who put papers into their baggage, and then telegraphed to the police at Wirballen. Neither of the men was dangerous as far as I could see, but our friend Evno believed them to be; hence he deemed them better out of the way.

I could see that the young woman had some scruples regarding the dirty work for which she received money from the Ministry of the Interior in Petrograd. And surely hers was a highly dangerous profession.

Apparently it was not desired that Rasputins arrival in Berlin should be known, for we were shown to our rooms by the stout old Russian woman, and I heard the handsome Paula speaking on the telephone in a guarded manner.

And you will call at half-past nine to-night, eh? I heard her ask, and presently she rang off.

We ate our dinner together, the monk being very gracious towards his mysterious hostess; and almost punctually at half-past nine the door of the drawing-room opened, and there entered a rather shabbily dressed man, whom I at once recognised as Count von Wedel, the inseparable companion of the Kaiser, and titular head of the German Secret Service. With him was no less a person than the German Foreign Minister, Kiderlen-Waechter. Our visitors were the two Men Behind the Throne of Imperial Germany. Standing with them was that man of kaleidoscopic make-up, the great Azef himself.

That meeting was indeed a dramatic one. Rasputin, taking bribes on every side from officials in Russia who desired advancement, and from the Germans to betray Russia into the hands of the Wilhelmstrasse, sat that evening in the elegant little room listening to the conversation, with all the craft and cunning of the Russian mujik. He made but few remarks, but sat with his hands upon his knees, his deep-set, fiery eyes glancing everywhere about him, his big bejewelled cross scintillating beneath the electric light of the pretty Paulas elegant, tastily furnished little room.

Von Wedel, though dressed so shabbily, was the chief spokesman. Kiderlen-Waechter, who had so cleverly pulled the strings of Germanys diplomacy in the Near East, and had now been recalled to Berlin and placed at the helm of the Fatherlands double-dealing with the Powers, spoke little. He seemed to be learning much of the Kaisers duplicity.

The Emperor William, I can tell you frankly, Father, is displeased, von Wedel said to Rasputin reprovingly. Only by an ace has the whole of our arrangements with your Empress, and with yourself as our agent, been suppressed from Downing Street. And that by steps taken by our friend here, Monsieur Azef. But we are not yet safe. I tell you quite frankly that though you are a good servant of ours, yet your habit of taking intoxicants is dangerous. You boast too much! If you are to succeed you must assume an attitude of extreme humility combined with poverty. Be a second St. Francis of Assisi, added the Count, with humour. You can act any part. Imitate a real saint.

It surely is not through a fault of mine that any secret has leaked out, the monk protested.

But it is, the Count declared severely. I am here to-night at the Emperors orders to tell you from him that, though he appreciates all your efforts on his behalf, he disapproves of your drunkenness and your boastful tongue.

I am not boastful! the monk declared. Have you brought me here to Berlin to reprimand me? If so, I will return at once.

And he rose arrogantly from his chair, and crossed his hands over his breast piously in that attitude he assumed when unusually angry.

Von Wedel saw that he was going too far.

It is not a matter of reproof, but of precaution, he said quickly. Happily the truth has been suppressed, though a certain agent of Downing Street — a man known by the nickname of Mac — very nearly ascertained the whole facts. Fortunately for us all he did not. But his suspicions are aroused, together with those of Krivochein.

Cannot this man Mac — an Englishman, I suppose — be suppressed? asked Rasputin. If he is in Russia I can crush him as a fly upon the window-pane.

Ah! but he is not in Russia, replied the Count. He is a very elusive person, and one who tricks us every time. Mac the Spy, as they call him at Whitehall, is the first secret agent in Europe — next, of course, to our dear Steinhauer.

I disagree, interrupted the Foreign Secretary. The man Mac is marvellous. He was in Constantinople and in Bucharest recently, and he learned secrets of our Embassy and Legation which I believed to be sacred. He even got hold of our diplomatic telegraph code a week after it had been changed. No, the English Mac is the most astute secret agent in Europe, depend upon it!

Paula Kereicha sat listening to the conversation, but without making any remark. I noticed that Azef seemed very uneasy at her presence, and presently sent her from the room to ask for a telephone call. The instant she had gone he exclaimed in a low voice:

It is a pity to have spoken before Paula! She knows too much. One day, when it suits her, she may reveal something unpleasant concerning us.

But you made the appointment here, at her house! Kiderlen-Waechter protested.

Of course, because it is the safest meeting-place, but I did not know that matters were to be freely discussed before her.

Then you do not trust the woman? remarked Rasputin. You are like myself, I never trust women, and he grinned. Shall we drop our conversation when she returns?

Azef reflected for a few moments.

No, he said. She knows most of the details of the affair. There is no reason why she should not know the rest. Besides, I may require her to assist me.

In the discussion which ensued I gathered that Rasputin and Azef had resolved, with the connivance and at the instigation of the German Foreign Office, to assassinate a certain well-known British member of Parliament who had been in Russia and had learned, through the British secret agent Mac, the betrayal of Russia into the hands of the Wilhelmstrasse. It was believed that this Englishman — whom Rasputin had nicknamed Krivochein, so that in correspondence his identity should not be revealed — would place certain facts before the British Government to the detriment of the plans of the pro-German party in Russia.

Of the actual identity of the unfortunate member of Parliament whom Azef and Rasputin had marked down as their victim I could not learn. No doubt Paula knew who Krivochein was. And it was certain also that both von Wedel and the German Foreign Secretary were privy to the plot.

Apparently the Empress had been informed of the danger, and knew of the steps the conspirators were taking. Indeed, Rasputin declared:

Alexandra Feodorovna is very anxious as to the future. She has had a violent quarrel with Nicholas regarding his refusal to dismiss Sheglovitof.

He must be dismissed, declared von Wedel. The Emperor William insists upon it. Each hour he remains in office he becomes more dangerous.

I am already engineering disagreements in the Duma, the monk replied. If he does not fall by them, then he will go naturally, for he is not a puppet hypnotised by the wishes of Tsarskoe-Selo, as are so many of our Ministers. The Tsar, who so quickly takes offence nowadays, prefers flunkeys to Ministers whose personality is too marked. Besides, we have the Woman [the Empress] ever on our side. No, Sheglovitofs hour has come.

The meeting lasted nearly three hours, until at last Azef and the two German officials left, and Rasputin went to his room, where he consumed half a bottle of brandy. Meanwhile I sat chatting with Mademoiselle Paula until it was time to retire.

Next day, in consequence of a telephone message, I left with Rasputin for Paris, where we put up at the Grand Hotel, being visited on the day following our arrival by Azef, who, dressed differently, I would certainly have passed in the street unrecognised. The two scoundrels retired to Rasputins room, where they remained for half an hour, and then we all three went forth into the sunshine of the boulevard.

It is about his time to pass, the notorious spy remarked to the monk, who, by the way, wore an ordinary suit of tweeds and a soft felt hat. Let us sit here — at the Grand Café.

In consequence we took seats at one of the little tables on the terrasse and ordered bocks.

Presently, as we watched the stream of passers-by, Azef raised the newspaper he had been pretending to read, so concealing his face, and whispered:

Here he is! That is our friend Krivochein!

I looked and saw a well-dressed, quiet-looking English gentleman passing along with his wife, who had apparently been shopping. Little did he dream that the eyes of the two most evil men in Europe were upon him.

He leaves to-night on his return to London, remarked Azef, when five minutes later we rose and returned to the hotel.

That same afternoon Rasputin, who declared that he had a bad headache, sent me to an English chemists in the Avenue de lOpéra for a bottle of tabloids of aspirin. I was rather surprised, for he never took drugs. When I gave him the little bottle he drew out the plug of cotton-wool and extracted a tabloid, which he put upon his dressing-table, afterwards replacing the wool.

About six oclock a lady was announced, and when she was shown up to our sitting-room I found to my surprise that it was Paula Kereicha.

Rasputin was out with Azef, so Paula declared that she would wait till their return.

I am staying at the Hôtel Chatham, and have to go to London to-morrow, she told me. Krivochein has left the Chatham with his wife, and I am to follow.

The Father and Azef have gone round to the Chatham, I said. They are evidently hoping to find you there.

Ah! Then I will return and see if they are there, she said, and, rising, she left.

I did not see her again. She went to London next day, according to Azefs instructions, and as a French governess took a room in that quiet hotel near Victoria Station — the room wherein she was afterwards found dead.

At the time I had no knowledge of the tragedy, but later on I learned from Rasputins own lips, while in one of his drunken, boastful moods, how he had introduced into the bottle of aspirin a single tabloid of one of Badmayevs secret poisons, made up to resemble exactly the other tabloids. With Azef he had gone to the Hôtel Chatham on purpose to extract from her dressing-case her own bottle of aspirin — which she had purchased on the previous day from the same chemist in the Avenue de lOpéra — and replace it by the one containing the fatal dose.

The latter she had swallowed in ignorance because of a headache, death ensuing in a few seconds, and the post-mortem revealed nothing.

Ah! my dear Féodor, that girl knew far too much! Besides, we discovered that, though she had been sent by our friend Azef to assist two of our friends to bring Krivocheins career to a sudden end, she had actually warned him, so that he has succeeded in escaping to America to avoid us!


CHAPTER VII

SCANDAL AND BLACKMAIL
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AS THE POWER of the monk Rasputin increased, so also my own social position became advanced, until as the saints confidential secretary, and therefore as one who had his ear, I became on friendly terms with half the nobility of Petrograd.

The pious fraud declared to true believers, If you do not heed me, then God will abandon you.

Leading as he was, freely and openly, a life of shameless debauchery, wholesale blackmail and political intrigue, it is marvellous how his power became so unlimited. To those who disbelieved in his doctrine or in his divinity, he simply smiled evilly, and said: If you fail to do my bidding you will be punished by my friends.

Such warning was sufficient. Everyone knew that Rasputins power was already, in 1912, greater than that of the Tsar Nicholas himself. Day after day ambitious men called at the house in the Gorokhovaya, to which we had now moved, all of them anxious for ministerial and clerical appointments, which he obtained for them at prices fixed by himself. The highest in the land bowed before the rascal, while any man who dared to belittle him, or attempt to thwart his evil designs, was at once removed from office. Through Madame Vyrubova, who received her share of the spoils and acted upon the Empress, Rasputin reigned as Tsar, the Emperor doing little but sign his name to documents placed before him.

Thus Russia was compelled to witness a regular procession of officials whom the man of God appointed, in accordance with value received. Even Goremykin was compelled to bow before the mystic humbug. Rasputin for five years caused to be appointed or dismissed all the bishops, and woe betide any person who attempted to interfere with his power.

The Archbishop Theophanus, full of remorse at having lent a helping hand to the scoundrel, tried to overthrow him by publicly denouncing his evil practices, while the Bishop Hermogenes, who knew of the monks past, attempted to reveal it. In an instant the vengeance of Rasputin fell upon them, Theophanus being sent to Tadriz, and Hermogenes confined to a monastery. Helidor was hunted by the police and sought asylum abroad; while a man named Grinevitch, who had also known Rasputin long ago at Pokrovsky, was invited to dinner by the monk one night, and next morning was found dead in his bed; while another was arrested by the police on a false charge of conspiracy, and sent to prison for ten years, though perfectly innocent.

Rasputins overbearing insolence knew no bounds. Now that he was the power behind the Throne, he compelled all to bow to him, the educated as well as the peasantry. On entering a house, whether that of prince or peasant, he would invariably kiss the young and pretty women, while he would turn his back upon and refuse even to speak with those who were older.

Our new house was larger and more luxurious than the old one. But it also had the false telephone in the study, which was supposed by the saints dupes to be a private wire to the palace of Tsarskoe-Selo! The house had been furnished entirely at the expense of the Empress, with valuable Eastern carpets, fine furniture, tasteful hangings of silk, beautiful pictures, autographed portraits of their Majesties, and, of course, ikons of all sorts and sizes to impress the pious.

An example of the rogues impudence occurred on Easter Day in 1912. We were breakfasting with Madame Vyrubovas sister at her house just off the Nevski. With us was Boris Stürmer and two minor officials of the Court, and we were awaiting the coming of the Tsaritzas favourite lady in waiting.

At last she arrived from Tsarskoe-Selo bearing a parcel for Grichka, which she gave him merrily, saying:

The Empress has made this for you with her own hands. She spent part of last night in finishing it for you, so that you should have it as an Easter present.

The saint cut the string and withdrew a blue silk coat of the kind he was in the habit of wearing, in the Russian style, over loose trousers and high boots of patent leather.

Alix wishes you to wear it to-day, Madame Vyrubova went on, after you have taken Holy Communion.

Rasputin, with a disappointed look, cast it and its paper upon the floor, and said:

Now let us have breakfast, and promptly began to eat with his fingers, as he always did, in order to show his contempt for the more refined manners of those about him.

A few weeks after this incident there occurred the Ganskau affair, which was a most disgraceful transaction, and which was very carefully hushed up. Though there were many rumours in Petrograd concerning it, I am able to place the whole of the astounding facts on record here for the first time.

Rasputin, tiring of his lascivious pleasures, also became bored by those who called in order to enlist his influence in their cause for monetary consideration. Hence he surrounded himself with a trio of expert swindlers. They consisted of a certain adventurous prince named Gorianoff, a man named Striaptchef — who had been his companion in his early horse-stealing days in his native Pokrovsky — and a notorious woman named Sabler. These precious persons constituted a sort of bodyguard, and they first interviewed any petitioner, fixed the amount of the gift proposed to the holy man for the exercise of his influence, and carried out the deal.

If a wealthy man desired a Government appointment; if an under-secretary desired a portfolio; if a wife desired her husbands advancement or his appointment to an office at Court; if a father desired a lucrative job for his profligate son; or if a rich man, who was being watched by the police because of some crime he had committed, wished to escape scot-free, then they interviewed the elegant Prince Gorianoff at his house in the Zacharievskaya. This individual, whom the police of Europe know as a Continental swindler, would quickly gauge the petitioners means, and screw from him every rouble possible before putting the matter before the caster out of devils.

One day, as I sat alone at lunch with Rasputin, the prince called, and sitting down at the table unceremoniously declared:

I have done a very good stroke of business this morning, my dear Gregory. You have probably heard of Ganskau of Tver.

The great banker, eh?

The same. He is one of the wealthiest men in Russia. He wants something, and he can afford to pay, though he seems very close-fisted at present.

What does he want? growled the monk.

The scoundrel who bore the title of prince made a grimace, and said:

He wants to put a suggestion before you. He refuses to tell me what it is — except that it is very urgent and brooks no delay. I told him that he would have to pay five thousand roubles if he desired to have an interview — and he has paid it. Here is the money! And he drew from his pocket a bundle of banknotes.

But, my dear Peter, exclaimed the pious fraud, I have no time to barter with these people. I cannot see him.

Take my advice, Gregory, and listen to what he has to say, replied the adventurer, who had lived all his life on his wits in London, Paris and Rome — and had lived well too. If I am not mistaken he will tell you a strange thing, and if you get it down in writing — in writing, remember — that letter will be worth a very large sum of money in the near future. As I have said — he wants something urgently — and he must be made to pay.

Very well, Rasputin replied grudgingly. I will see him — at four oclock this afternoon. Féodor, he added, turning to me, make a note that I see this banker man.

At four oclock punctually a fine car drew up, and a stout, overdressed, full-bearded man alighted and was shown into the room where I awaited him with the prince.

Ah! cried the latter, welcoming him warmly. You had my message over the telephone. I have, after great difficulty, induced the holy Father to consent to see you. He is due at Tsarskoe-Selo, but he has just telephoned to the Empress that he is delayed. And the delay is in order to hear you.

I am sure I am most grateful, Prince, declared the banker, who seemed very pale and much agitated. His wealth was proverbial in Russia, and even in banking circles in Paris and London. His brother was one of the secretaries of the Russian Embassy in Paris.

With due ceremony, after the banker had removed his light overcoat, I conducted him into the monks presence.

As Ganskau bowed towards the mysterious influence behind the Imperial Throne, I saw the quick, inquisitive hawks glance which Rasputin gave him. Then I turned and, closing the door, left the pair together, and returned to where the prince was waiting. Gorianoff was a clever and unscrupulous scoundrel of exquisite manners and most plausible tongue. It was for that reason that the holy Father employed him.

As he leaned back in a padded arm-chair, smoking lazily while he awaited his victims reappearance, he laughed merrily and whispered to me that the rich man from Tver would, if properly handled, prove a gold mine.

Mind, Féodor — be careful to impress upon the Father to obtain something incriminating from the banker in writing. He is hard pressed, I know, and in order to save himself he will commit any folly.

Men who are pushed into a corner seldom pause to think, I remarked.

If the police are upon them, as I know they are in this case, then no time is afforded for reflection.

By the princes manner I knew that he felt confident of making big profits. The great Ganskau, the Rothschild of Russia, desired Gregorys aid, and Gregory would assist him — at a price. While we were talking Madame Vyrubova rang on the telephone to inquire if Rasputin had left for Tsarskoe-Selo.

I replied in the negative, whereupon she said: Tell him not to come to-night. The Emperor has quarrelled with Alix, and it will be best for him to be absent. The boy [meaning the little Tsarevitch] will be taken ill in the night, and then he can come to-morrow and heal him.

I understood. The woman Vyrubova, so trusted by the Tsaritza, was about to administer another dose of that baneful drug to the poor invalid boy — a drug which would produce partial paralysis, combined with symptoms which puzzled every physician called to see him.

It was not until nearly half an hour later that Rasputin opened the door of his room, and, crossing himself piously, laid his hands upon his breast and dismissed his petitioner.

Your desire shall be granted, he said in final farewell. But you must write me the reason you desire my assistance. I always insist upon that in every case.

But — well, it is not nice to confess, declared the desperate man, pausing on the threshold of the room.

Probably not. But you do confess to me, and surely you can trust me, a servant of Heaven, with your secret? If not, please do not rely upon Gregory Rasputin, he added proudly.

For a second the victim hesitated. Then he said in a low, hard voice: I will do as you wish — well knowing that you will keep the truth a secret.

Rasputin, his hands still crossed upon his breast, bowed stiffly, and the banker, recognising us standing at the end of the passage, walked towards us.

As soon as he had left the house, Rasputin called us, and throwing himself into a chair became unduly hilarious.

Really, Peter, you are extremely clever! he declared. Where you find these people I do not know. You said you had done a good stroke of business, but I did not believe you. Yet now I see that the bankers millions of roubles are entirely at our disposal. We must be diplomatic — that is all!

Why does he require your influence? inquired the prince.

In order to extricate himself from a very dangerous position. At any moment he may be arrested for murder!

For murder! Gorianoff echoed. Is he guilty of murder?

Yes. He has confessed the truth to me as a father confessor. Now he has promised to put his confession down in black and white.

In an instant I saw the trend of Rasputins evil thoughts. By the written confession he would, through his princely friend, be able to extort money without limit.

Of what is he in fear? asked the prince eagerly.

Of arrest for the murder of a young French girl, Elise Allain, who had been singing at the Bouffes in Moscow, Rasputin replied. He has just told me how he committed the crime three months ago, in order to rid himself of her, and escaped to Brussels believing that the police would never be able to establish his guilt. On his return to Tver three days ago, however, he found that the police had been making active inquiries, having discovered in one of the dead girls trunks that had been left at the station cloak-room in Warsaw, certain letters from him. Indeed, he has received a visit from the Chief of Police at Tver, who closely questioned him.

Ah! Then he may be arrested at any moment — eh?

That is what he anticipates, said the monk. He has gone to his hotel to write his confession, and will return here in an hour with a bankers draft for one hundred thousand roubles.

Did I not say that I had been doing some good business, Gregory? asked his friend.

Yes — and it will prove better business later — you will see.

At Rasputins orders I went round to Malinovsky, Assistant Director of Police, who at the monks request telephoned to Tver to inquire what suspicions there were against the banker Ganskau. When Malinovsky returned to where I was sitting, he told me that the reply of the Chief of Police of Tver was to the effect that there was no doubt that Ganskau was guilty of a very brutal murder, committed in most mysterious circumstances. The bankers wife, with whom he lived on very disagreeable terms, had discovered a letter from the girl Elise, and duly handed it to the police out of revenge. This led them to find the box at Warsaw wherein were other letters, one of which forbade her to come to Russia, and threatening her with violence if she disobeyed.

I returned at once to the Gorokhovaya, where the monk and the prince sat with a bottle of champagne between them, and gave them the message.

A quarter of an hour later the banker returned excitedly, and was ushered in to Rasputin, who saw him alone. They remained together for about ten minutes, and then the victim departed.

At once the monk came to us, waving in one hand Ganskaus confession of guilt, and in the other a draft on the Azov Bank for one hundred thousand roubles.

I suppose we had better pretend to do something — eh, Peter? asked the monk, with an evil grin.

Of course, was the reply.

Then I sat down, and at the holy mans dictation wrote to the Minister of the Interior as follows:

There is a charge of murder against Nicholas Ganskau, banker, of Tver. I wish to see all documents concerning the crime. Orders must be given not to arrest the assassin for one month, and that due notice be given me before any action is taken.

To this the monk scrawled his illiterate signature.

From that moment the unfortunate banker was irretrievably in Rasputins hands, and I saw much of his dealings with him. Pretending to leave everything with his friend Prince Gorianoff, he refused to see the guilty man again. In the meantime the prince, whom I accompanied as the monks secretary, went to Tver three weeks after the first transaction, and we saw the victim in secret. Gorianoff told him that, although the monk had been able to prevent his arrest, the police were not satisfied, and pressure was being placed upon them by one of his enemies in high places.

This, of course, greatly alarmed him.

All is unfortunately due to your wife! the prince remarked. It is a pity you have not made peace with her. It was she who took one of the girls letters to the police.

The banker started up as though electrified.

My wife! he gasped. Is it her doing?

Most certainly, was the princes cool reply. Féodor knows it. He had it from the Chief of Police of this city himself.

I confirmed my companions statement, while the banker, terror and despair written upon his pale features, stood staring like one who saw death before him.

My wife left me a fortnight ago! he stammered. That is why. She expected me to be arrested. What can I do? How can you help me? Who is this enemy in a high position who is determined upon my arrest?

The holy Father alone knows; I do not, declared the prince very seriously. It is somebody at Court — somebody who is a friend of his and who let the fact drop in the course of conversation. I regret it, but I may as well tell you that your arrest is imminent.

But what can I do to avoid the scandal? cried the murderer in despair.

Well — the only way is to propitiate your unknown enemy, replied the prince insinuatingly.

I gave the Father a hundred thousand roubles, he remarked.

True; and the Father used his influence so that the inquiries were dropped. He had no knowledge of the fact that you had such a bitter and relentless enemy in the higher Court circle.

Nor had I. I wonder who it can be — except, perhaps, Boyadko, with whom I once had some financial dealings over which we quarrelled.

As a matter of fact, the unknown enemy only existed in Rasputins fertile imagination.

Well, as I have said, the Father may find means of propitiating him — if the payment is a liberal one, said Gorianoff. I suggest that you return with us to Petrograd at once, and I will endeavour to accomplish something.

Eagerly he acted upon the adventurers advice. During the journey the banker was nervous lest at any moment the police might lay hands upon him. At each station the sight of a grey uniform caused him to hold his breath. Thus to work upon his nerves was part of the princes game, for he well knew that the more terrified Ganskau became, the greater amount of money he would be prepared to pay.

Back in Petrograd he begged of Rasputin to receive him, and the monk, after two refusals on the plea that he was too busy, at last consented ungraciously.

The result of that interview was that Nicholas Ganskau disgorged a further hundred thousand roubles for the bribing of an enemy who did not exist!

After the banker had left, Rasputin, full of satisfaction as he held the draft for the amount in his dirty paw, dictated to me another letter addressed to the Minister of the Interior, which read:

His Majesty the Emperor, having full knowledge of the charge of murder made against Nicholas Ganskau of Tver, orders that the inquiries concerning the case be abandoned and that the person suspected be not further molested.

This was duly signed by the monk and delivered by me at the Ministry an hour later.

Such orders Rasputin frequently gave in the name of His Majesty, who, even if he knew of them, never questioned them.

This, however, did not end the affair, for twelve months afterwards Ganskau, who, scot-free, had taken up his residence in the Avenue Villiers, in Paris, where he was leading a very gay life, received an unexpected visit from Prince Gorianoff, who, making pretence that he had severed his friendship with Rasputin, hinted that as the monk held in his possession the written confession of his crime, it might be worth while to obtain and destroy it.

This suggestion Ganskau at once welcomed, thanking the prince for his kindly intervention.

Then the latter made a remark which in itself showed how expert a blackmailer he was.

You see, as the girl Elise was a French subject, if the French police ever get hold of the truth it would go very badly with you, he declared.

The bankers face went pale as death.

I never thought of that! he gasped. Yes, I must get that confession at all hazards, he cried.

I am prepared to assist you, said the scoundrel coolly. Of course to obtain it from such a man as Rasputin presents many difficulties. He will never part with it willingly.

Then how shall we get it?

It must be stolen.

The banker remained silent for a few moments.

You see, went on the prince, one can never tell into whose hands may fall that collection of confessions which the Father has extracted from those who are guilty.

And you think you can obtain it for me? asked the banker.

I am still friendly with many of Rasputins friends. It is merely a matter of payment — another hundred thousand roubles, and surely it is worth it.

The banker, seeing himself in great danger should either Rasputin or his visitor turn against him, at length consented, and before Gorianoff left he had in his pocket a draft upon the Crédit Lyonnais for the sum mentioned. The assassin had at first made it a condition that the confession should be handed to him before he paid, but the prince pointed out that the money was required for bribery, and would have to be paid before the confession could be extracted from Rasputins safe.

Needless to say, the banker never received back his written confession of his crime, and so constant was the strain of his guilty conscience and his hourly dread of arrest and capital punishment, that a year later he shot himself at an hotel in Plymouth.

Another illustration of the monks greed and unscrupulousness was the Violle affair.

Monsieur Felix Violle, a Frenchman who had become a naturalised Russian, and who carried on business as a wholesale furrier in the Nevski in Petrograd, had a very pretty young wife. One day, at one of the weekly reunions of the sister-disciples, this young woman was brought by Madame Vyrubovas sister, she having expressed her desire to enter Rasputins cult. There were present on that occasion about thirty other women, mostly young and good-looking, and nearly all of the highest society in Petrograd. The youngest present was about seventeen, the daughter of a certain countess who was one of Rasputins most attached devotees.

After Madame Violle had been initiated into the secrets of the erotic sect, the whole party sat down to tea, when a photograph was taken by one of the ladies, which showed Madame Violle seated by the holy Father.

Rasputin, from that day, took a great deal of interest in the furriers wife. He introduced her to Anna Vyrubova, who presented her to the Empress. Hence, from being a tradesmans wife, Olga Violle, within a fortnight, had entered the vicious Court circle which revolved around Alexandra Feodorovna, and which was rapidly conspiring to betray Russia into the hands of the Germans.

Madame Violle told her husband nothing of her social advancement. The furrier was in a large way of business, a man of means who liked to see his wife well dressed; therefore she was able to cut an elegant figure at Court. She accounted for her absences from home by the fact that she frequently visited a married sister living about twenty miles outside Petrograd.

Under the evil hypnotic influence of Rasputin, the smart little woman, who often called at the house and whom I sometimes met at the palace, was quickly transformed from a steady tradesmans wife into a giddy, pleasure-loving and intriguing degenerate, perhaps even more vicious than the rest. Indeed, it was this very fact which caused the Empress to look upon her with favour. Thus she soon had the run of the private apartments, and became upon friendly terms with both Stürmer and Fredericks.

This went on for some months, and even at the Imperial Court, where nobody was over-squeamish, the conduct of little Madame Violle — who came from nowhere and whose past was quite obscure except to Rasputin, Madame Vyrubova, her sister and myself — was looked upon somewhat askance.

Violle, who was most devoted to his extremely pretty wife, one day had a sudden shock. By some means a copy of the photograph of the sister-disciples went astray in the post. A photographer obtained possession of it and promptly made some picture post-cards, which were quickly upon the market, much to Rasputins chagrin. Somebody, recognising Madame Violle in the picture, sent one anonymously to her husband. The result was a terrible domestic scene.

Madame Olga came to Rasputin in great distress, and in my presence, falling upon her knees before him, in tears, kissed his unwashed hands and begged him to advise her.

Your precious husband has made a fool of himself, the monk remarked grimly. Let him take warning lest Gregory Rasputin lift his hand against him. Return home, and tell him that from me.

That was all the advice he would give her. He was full of anger that the woman who had taken the picture should have been so negligent as to allow a copy to fall into the hands of others. Always elusive, he hated to be photographed, as he feared that it might constitute evidence against him.

The pretty woman, still much agitated, went out, and took train to Tsarskoe-Selo, where she had audience of Her Majesty, who, in turn, urged her to defy her husband.

Meanwhile the latter was going about Petrograd in a state of fury at discovering that his wife was one of the monks followers. But he was not the first furious husband who had had cause to hate the hypnotic peasant. The man Striaptchef and the woman Sabler, who constituted Rasputins bodyguard, assisted by Prince Gorianoff, quickly heard of the furriers anger and told the monk. Therefore it was not with any degree of surprise that, when a ring came at the door late that same night, I found myself face to face with the wronged husband.

I wish to see the Father, he said quite coolly.

I regret that he is out, was my prompt reply.

You lie! he shouted. He is at home. This house has been watched ever since six oclock, when he returned. I will see him, and you dare not stop me.

Then, ere I was aware of it, he seized me by the throat, hurled me back into the entrance-hall, and before I could prevent him marched straight to Rasputins room.

I dashed after him, hearing the monks shouts for assistance, and on entering found the holy man lying on the floor and the infuriated Violle lashing him with a short whip he carried. The scene was a dramatic one. The scoundrel was shrieking with pain, and in endeavouring to avoid the blows succeeded in rising, but as he did so the furrier administered another sound whack, which sent the Empresss pet saint skipping across the room howling.

You dog of a mock monk! cried the furrier. Take that! — and that! — and that!

So beside himself with anger was he that I believe he would have beaten Rasputin to death had not Striaptchef dashed in, and together we succeeded in dragging the angry man off and turning him out of the house.

As soon as the saint had recovered from the fracas, he gave vent to a volley of fearful oaths, cursing the pretty woman who had been the cause of the assault.

She shall be kicked out. I will see that she goes to the palace no more, he declared. If a woman cannot manage her husband then she is dangerous. And Olga Violle has proved herself to be dangerous. I will see that Alix dismisses her to-morrow. And all on account of that thrice-accursed picture-making. To think that I — the Saviour of Russia, sent to these people by the Almighty — should be whipped like a dog!

He strode up and down foaming with fury.

The skin-dealer shall suffer! he cried. Ill make him pay dearly for this!

Then, turning to me, he ordered me to go at once to Manuiloff, Stürmers secretary, adding: Bring him to me. Tell him that it is a matter of greatest urgency.

I had great difficulty in finding the man he had indicated, and who was one of Russias dark forces. He was not at his house, but by bribing the doorkeeper I learned that he would be found in a very questionable gambling-house in the vicinity. There I discovered him and drove him to the Gorokhovaya.

Listen, the monk said as I ushered him in. There is a furrier in the Nevski named Violle. Both he and his wife are dangerous revolutionists and must be arrested at once. You understand — eh?

Manuiloff, the catspaw of both Stürmer and Rasputin, and who was well paid to do any dirty work allotted to him, did not quite understand.

You denounce him — eh? he asked. There are reasons, of course.

Of course there are reasons, you fool, or I should not bring you here at this hour to tell you of the conspiracy against the Throne. I make the allegation; you must furnish the proofs. Do you now understand? asked the saint.

Ah, I see! You want some documents introduced into the furriers house incriminating both him and his wife?

Exactly. And at once. They must both be arrested before noon to-morrow, Rasputin said. I shall leave all the details to you, well knowing that they will be in good hands, my dear Manuiloff, laughed Rasputin grimly. One thing is important. There must be no loophole for either of them to escape. The Empress wills it so. Both must be sent to Schlüsselburg. Tell His Excellency so from me. We want no trial or attempt at scandal. The pair are dangerous — dangerous to us. Now do you understand?

Manuiloff, who had forged incriminating documents many times, and who had a dozen underlings who assisted him in these nefarious deeds, understood perfectly. He was paid to act as his two chiefs directed, and dozens of innocent persons were rotting in prison at that moment because they had fallen beneath Rasputins displeasure.

So it was that by noon next day both Violle and his pretty wife — who had only the day before been a close friend of the Tsaritza — were on their way to Schlüsselburg as dangerous to the State.

Truly, the monk had neither scruples nor honesty, neither compunction nor pity; for the woman who was his favourite he had turned upon and sent to that grim island fortress, where in one of those terrible oubliettes below the level of the lake her death took place eight months later.


CHAPTER VIII

RASPUTIN THE ACTUAL TSAR
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THE TRAGI-COMEDY OF Tsarskoe-Selo was being played with increasing vigour just prior to the war. Berlin, through Rasputin, piped the tune to which the Imperial Court was dancing — the Dance of Death!

One night, after Rasputin had dined with Madame Vyrubova and myself, General Soukhomlinoff, Minister of War, entered, swaggering in the uniform of the Grodno Hussars.

This man, who, as I write, is in a convict prison as a traitor, had only a week before assured the Emperor that the army was ready to the last button for a possible war, and the troops devoted to him. I happen to know how many thousand roubles passed into his banking account from the Deutsche Bank in Berlin as price of that lie!

Poor weak Nicholas! On the day following, Protopopoff, the wily schemer and spy of Germany, who was admitted to all the secrets of the Allies, went to the Emperor and echoed what Rasputin had declared to His Majesty, namely, that God was with Russia and that the Holy Spirit approved of the righteous work accomplished under the guidance of Stürmer and Soukhomlinoff. Truly the camarilla were supporting each other, and I, an onlooker, stood amazed and astounded. All four were half-mad with wild dreams of the prosperity which war would bring to them, for the bribes promised by Berlin were heavy, and Hardt and other secret messengers were constantly passing between the two capitals bearing confidential orders from the Wilhelmstrasse, of which the War Ministers assurance to the Tsar had been one.

But Soukhomlinoff, whose wife was declared to be the most chic and extravagant woman in all Petrograd, strode up and down the room that night in a fury of rage.

Gregory! he cried. An untoward incident has happened. Your enemy Vorontsof Dachkof has been at work against you this afternoon.

Curse him! How? growled the monk, for the Lieutenant-General of the Caucasus had been a personal friend of Alexander III.

I was at audience with Nicholas after luncheon, and the count was there. After he had presented his report he became familiar, and said: Now I must talk to thee. Dost thou know that, with thy Rasputin fellows, thou art going to thy doom, that thou art gambling away thy throne and the life of thy child?

What? gasped the monk, starting up. Did he openly say that?

He did.

Then the count shall be disgraced! declared Rasputin. He has long been my enemy; but I will suffer this no longer.

Well, when the count spoke, Nicholas huddled himself up on a settee and sobbed. Oh! why did God confide to me this heavy task!

The fool! laughed Rasputin. To-morrow he shall see me playing with the Tsarevitch in the Park, and Nicholas shall be with us.

And indeed Rasputin carried out his plan, and the count saw them together.

The monk was not blind to the fact that he was surrounded by enemies, all of whom were jealous of his power and sought his downfall. By bribery, blackmail, and the unscrupulous use of the secret police, which was under Protopopoff as Minister of the Interior, the camarilla were waxing fat, and woe betide any who dared utter a warning to the Emperor.

Monsieur Gutchkoff had denounced, before the Duma, the scandal of the sexually-perverted peasants presence at Court and prophesied the direct disaster. Kokovtsov had loyally warned his master of the effect upon the country which the low intrigues of his courtiers was producing. Then, when Goremykin urged the Tsar to prorogue the Duma, General Polivanof had the courage to sign an address to His Majesty urging him not to do so, as it would be a highly dangerous measure. Rodzianko, too, regardless of consequences, took to Tsarskoe-Selo a full report of the accusations made in the Duma, and urged His Majesty to put an end to the outrageous scandals.

The monk had noted all this, and had already marked down all his enemies for destruction. He well knew what aversion the Tsar had to anyone who spoke what was unwelcome. Weak and vacillating, His Majesty hated to be told the plain truth, and for that reason he was so constantly kept in the dark. Even his loyal Ministers knew that by being outspoken they would be seeking dismissal. Indeed, with Rasputins clever intriguing, Kokovtsov, Sazonov, Krivochein and Polivanof all paid for their sincerity by the loss of their offices and the displeasure of their Imperial master. Again, it was the monk who had contrived to dismiss Monsieur Trepof, for I actually wrote out the order, which Nicholas signed, dismissing him! And, in addition, Rodzianko, whom the Emperor nicknamed the Archdeacon because of his deep, impressive voice, lost the sympathy of his sovereign because he had prophesied evil.

And now yet another enemy had arisen in the person of Count Vorontsof Dachkof.

The count shall pay for this, and dearly! repeated Rasputin, as he sat with his brows knit, stroking his unkempt beard.

At least he can be dismissed, just as you sent into disgrace Prince Orlof, the fidus Achates of the Emperor, remarked Anna Vyrubova, who was handsomely dressed and wearing some fine diamonds.

Rasputin gave vent to an evil laugh.

And Witte also, he said. Then, with his unbounded egotism he rose, and added: Yes, Anna, I am Tsar, though Nicholas bears the title!

Only on the previous night the Tsar, accompanied by Soukhomlinoff and Rasputin, had dined at the mess of the officers of the Guard, and all three, His Majesty included, had become highly hilarious, and later on hopelessly drunk.

True! exclaimed the Minister of War, who had so misled Russia and the Tsar into a belief that all was prepared for hostilities against Germany. You are the most powerful person in the land to-day, Gregory. That is why you must not only suppress Vorontsof Dachkof, but also Yakowleff — who is his friend, remember.

Ah, Yakowleff! I had quite forgotten, General! How foolish of me! cried the monk. The concession for the gambling casino at Otchakov has been granted to him, but we must have it. It will be a second Monte Carlo, and a mine of wealth for us.

I quite agree, my dear Gregory. And it lies entirely with you whether we stand in Yakowleffs place or not, exclaimed the woman who was the evil genius of the Tsaritza.

The fact was that a rich financier, Ivan Yakowleff, who had offices in Petrograd and in London, for certain personal services rendered to the Tsar — the buying off of an unwelcome female entanglement, it is said — had been granted a concession to establish public gaming-rooms at Otchakov, on the Black Sea, not far from Odessa. The financier, who was elderly, had recently married a young and rather pretty wife, and being a friend of Count Vorontsof Dachkof, was in the happiest circumstances, well knowing that a huge fortune awaited him.

At the moment Yakowleff is in London, I hear, forming a syndicate to take over the concession, the general remarked.

Rasputin smiled evilly, and after a pause said:

Anybody who puts money into the venture will never see that money again. I will take care of that.

Good! laughed His Excellency the Minister, flicking some dust from the sleeve of his uniform. We must have that concession for ourselves. But ought not we to know what is in progress in London — eh? Shall we get Protopopoff to send instructions to his agents in England?

No. Something might leak out. I do not trust the Okhrana in London, replied the wary woman, Vyrubova. Have you forgotten the Meadows affair, and how they betrayed me and very nearly caused a scandal by their bungling? No, if we are to watch Yakowleff, let us do it ourselves. Why should you not go, Féodor? she suggested, suddenly turning to me.

I? To London! I exclaimed, in no way averse to the journey, for I had been in England on three occasions previously.

Yes, said Rasputin. You shall go. Start to-morrow. Telegraph to Madame Huguet. She will help you, for she is not suspected, and all believe her to be French. Besides, she is pretty, and therefore useful.

As a decoy, you mean? I exclaimed.

Of what other use is a woman? laughed the scoundrel, whose unscrupulousness where the fair sex were concerned was notorious. He rose, and, unlocking a drawer, took out a book in which were registered many addresses of those who were in his pay, and hence under his thraldom.

I searched the pages eagerly and found the address, together with notes of certain payments. Madame, I saw, lived in a flat in Harrington Gardens, South Kensington.

There and then I received instructions to leave next day by the through express to Ostend, seek the lady, and then watch the movements of the Russian, who was busily forming the syndicate for the new Monte Carlo.

If we are to strike against him we cannot know too much of his doings. Besides, when we do strike we must not blunder — eh, General? laughed the monk, after which he opened a bottle of champagne, of which we all drank.

A week later I was in London, and one afternoon called upon Madame Huguet, who was expecting me. She was a vivacious, dark-haired young Frenchwoman, who had been one of the Fathers sister-disciples in Petrograd, and whom he had sent to London upon some secret mission, the purpose of which was not quite clear to me. She had lived for some years in London before, and was well known in certain go-ahead circles of society. Seated in her cosy, well furnished drawing-room, with its silken curtains and bright chintzes in the English style, I told her exactly what Rasputin and Anna had instructed me to say.

The Father wishes you to lose no time in becoming acquainted with the financier Yakowleff, I said. He has offices in Old Broad Street, and he lives in Fitzjohns Avenue, Hampstead, when in London.

He is there now, she said. I saw something about him in the papers three days ago — something concerning a concession for a gaming casino.

Oh! I cried. Then it is in the papers — eh?

She obtained the copy of the newspaper, and I saw it was announced that an Establishment was about to be constructed at Otchakov, which was to be a formidable rival to Monte Carlo, and that Monsieur Yakowleff, of Petrograd, was the originator of the scheme.

Fortunately Yakowleff did not know me by sight; therefore, while Madame Huguet set to work to scrape acquaintance with him, I spent my days watching his movements when he came to his City office, and noting his constant and busy peregrinations to and fro. Certainly his scheme was attracting around him many influential and wealthy men, to whom the prospect of huge profits proved alluring.

He was short, stout, rather Hebrew in appearance, unscrupulous no doubt, or he would not have stooped to do such dirty work as he did for Nicholas; nevertheless, he seemed highly popular in financial circles. He had left his wife in Petrograd; therefore the life he was leading was, I found, a pretty gay one. Each day he lunched at the best restaurants with his business friends, and discussed the great Otchakov scheme, and each night he took one of his lady friends out to dinner, the theatre, and the Savoy, Ritz or Carlton afterwards.

Within ten days of my arrival in London I found that his guest at dinner at the Ritz one night was the sprightly young Frenchwoman, Julie Huguet!

Next day she called me by telephone to Harrington Gardens, and said:

I discovered a good deal last night. The syndicate is already formed. One hundred thousand pounds has been subscribed, and next week Yakowleff is leaving for Paris, and thence back to Petrograd.

Within half an hour I had telegraphed the news to Box 296, Poste Restante, Petrograd, which was the one used by Rasputin.

In reply I received from the monk a message which read:

Obtain names of subscribers.

This I succeeded in doing after some considerable trouble, and they were the names of some of the shrewdest speculators in the City, none of them over-scrupulous, no doubt. To Rasputin I wired that I had the list, and asked for instructions, to which I received the reply:

Excellent! Return without delay. — Gregory.

On my way back, during those many hours in the Nord Express between Ostend and Petrograd, I reviewed the whole affair, and saw the sinister working of the monks mind. That Count Vorontsof Dachkof was in danger I knew full well. The monk never allowed any person to express open enmity without retaliating quietly and patiently, but with a crushing blow.

I wondered what was being planned between the Ministers of War and Interior. No doubt the Empress had been informed of what the count had told the Emperor, and she would at once conspire with the holy Father to cast him into social oblivion — or worse!

That the cupidity of Rasputin knew no bounds I was well aware. He intended to obtain that most lucrative gambling concession for himself, for Russians are born gamblers, especially the better classes, and the establishment of a casino on the Black Sea, with French hotels and restaurants, pretty villas, and an opera house in imitation of Monte Carlo, would in summer attract those thousands of rich Russians who in winter went to the Riviera to gamble.

It was a chance which Rasputin would never allow to slip. Of that I was quite certain.

The evening I returned to Petrograd the monk had left me a message to go to Tsarskoe-Selo; therefore I took my green pass, which admitted me past the many guards of the innermost holy-of-holies, the Imperial apartments, where I knew I should find the real ruler of Russia.

He had been spending the evening with the Empress, her daughter Olga, and Anna, and when I sent word to him he joined me in a small ante-room, and, closing the door, eagerly questioned me.

When does Yakowleff return from Paris? he asked when I had read over to him the list of those adventurous London financiers who had put their money into the Otchakov scheme.

Next Thursday he leaves, I said. Madame has gone to Paris on pretence of shopping, but in reality to keep watch. Axanda, Poste Restante, Avenue de lOpéra, will find her. She arranged it with me before we parted.

Then this money-bag has really formed an influential syndicate in London to exploit our country — eh? asked the monk grimly. I have been speaking to the Empress about it, and she declares that the whole circumstance of Nicholas granting a concession, and for such service, is scandalous.

Scandalous! Surely Alexandra Feodorovna knew that her own actions had caused her name to be execrated through the length and breadth of Russia. Helidor and the Blessed Mitia had both attempted to reveal what they knew. Helidor and Mitia had many powerful friends, so they were severely left alone by the police; yet others who but opened their mouths and criticised had been sent to prison without trial, while those who had gained undue knowledge and might transmit it to England or America were sent to those dreaded oubliettes of Schlüsselburg — worse even than the Bastille, and not one has ever returned across the lake alive.

Rasputin was at that moment occupied by two matters — first, the fierce antagonism of Vorontsof Dachkof; and secondly, his avariciousness concerning the concession for gambling at that pretty little town east of Odessa.

So wide was the monks influence that, hearing at that moment that the King of the Hellenes had granted to another British syndicate a concession to open public gaming-tables in Corfu, Rasputin had already been to Stürmer, the President of the Council, and contrived to have diplomatic pressure brought through Prince Demidoff, Russian Minister at Athens, to bear upon the King to cancel the concession as opposed to public morals! This view Rasputin contrived to have supported by the Wilhelmstrasse, because the Kaiser had his spring palace in the vicinity, and, with his mock piety, he discountenanced any Temple of Fortune. The result was that the Corfu casino was prohibited.

Thus the Otchakov scheme was the only one in Europe. San Sebastian was declared by the monk to be only on a par with Ostend, and Otchakov was to be the great rival of Monte Carlo, with more varied and added attractions.

In that room, while he was hearing me through, Protopopoff, who had been making a report to the Emperor, joined us, and listened to what I had to say.

I was looking at Yakowleffs dossier to-day, as you wished, remarked the Minister to the monk. He seems a very honest, clean-living man for a financier. There are no suspicions of disloyalty, or even of anything.

Then they must be made, declared Rasputin. I intend to hold that concession. He would never have had it had it not been for Dachkof. But the latter is already out of favour. The Emperor has promised me to dismiss him to-morrow. His Majesty prefers cheerful people, not men who are pessimists, he laughed.

Indeed, next day the count, who was one of the most loyal and devoted servants of the Romanoffs, and who had risked everything in an attempt to open the Emperors eyes, was actually dismissed. Such was the power of Rasputin.

But the plot against Yakowleff to dispossess him of the concession for Otchakov was a much more deeply-laid and evil one. The financier had returned to Petrograd, flushed with his success with his moneyed friends in London. Already news had gone round that a wonderful casino was to be built to eclipse Monte Carlo, and he had given an interview to the Novoye Vremya concerning it.

One afternoon, while in the handsome room set apart for Rasputins use at Tsarskoe-Selo, I was sitting writing at his dictation, when there suddenly entered the Emperor, who had just come in from one of his frequent solitary walks in the park.

His Majesty flung himself wearily in a chair, and began to discuss a diplomatic matter concerning Austria, and to ask the Fathers advice, for he now scarcely ever acted upon his own initiative.

Rasputin reflected for a few moments as he stood gazing out of the window, and then, having given his opinion as to the proper course to pursue, he added:

There is another matter which should have thy attention — a matter which is being hidden very carefully from thee.

And pray what is that, Father? inquired the Emperor.

It is the secret and traitorous dealings which one Yakowleff is having with British agents with a view to betraying Russia into the hands of the English, declared the sinister monk.

I do not follow.

To this man Yakowleff thou gavest the concession for improvements at Otchakov. On pretence of obtaining financial assistance he has been to London, and there, according to what my friends tell me, has been in consultation with certain British agents, whose intention it is to obtain our military and naval secrets.

Then you denounce Yakowleff as a traitor — eh? snapped the Emperor.

I certainly do. If thou doubtest me, order Protopopoff to make a police search at his house in the Vosnesensky. Something will certainly be found there, he said, with insidious cunning, well knowing that Protopopoffs agents-provocateurs had already taken steps to secure the financiers undoing.

I have here the names of two Englishwomen who are in the British Secret Service, and who were recently in Petrograd with Yakowleff. And he produced a piece of paper upon which he had scrawled the two names in his illiterate calligraphy. The women are back in London, but he was with them a fortnight ago.

Are you quite certain of all this? asked Nicholas dubiously. I always believed Yakowleff to be my friend. Indeed, he has already shown his loyalty to me.

And in return thou gavest him the valuable concession for Otchakov, growled the monk.

If you assure me, Father, that what you have said is the truth, and not mere hearsay, I will call Protopopoff, and he shall make full inquiry.

It is a pity that the Otchakov scheme should be given into the hands of thy enemy, the monk declared, and thus the matter dropped.

In Petrograd late that night, after the usual evening assembly of the sister-disciples, when all the women had departed and I was again alone with the monk, Protopopoff arrived, and said jubilantly:

Your words to Nicholas have borne fruit regarding Yakowleff. The Emperor spoke to me on the telephone, and, acting on his instructions, I ordered a police search, when some documents in cipher were found in a drawer in his writing-table.

And you arrested him?

No. He seems to have somehow got wind of what was in progress, for he left Petrograd yesterday for Helsingfors, and has escaped!

Escaped! shrieked Rasputin, springing to his feet in dismay.

Yes. Gone back to London, I believe.

The monk knit his brows and stood stroking his unkempt beard. He was thinking out some further devilish plot.

Féodor, he said at last, turning to me, write down what I say.

I crossed to the table, and when I was ready he dictated the following:

In consequence of his traitorous dealings with emissaries of a foreign Power, I, Nicholas, refuse to grant Ivan Yakowleff his application for a concession for improvements at Otchakov, and hereby grant the privilege unreservedly to Alexander Klouieff, of 48 Kurlandskaya, Petrograd. Further, I order the arrest of Ivan Yakowleff and the confiscation of all his property.

Alexander Klouieff! The fellow was an ex-agent of secret police, a man ready to do any dirty work, even murder, for Rasputin, if paid for it — a low-bred criminal of the worst possible type! So the concession was to be given to him, and he, of course, would in due course, in exchange for payment, hand it over to the monk, who would share the huge profits with his friends.

Nicholas shall sign that to-morrow, Rasputin remarked with confidence. As soon as he has done so I will see that copies be sent to each of the men in London who have subscribed, and they will no doubt prosecute Yakowleff for fraud. In any case, he is ruined and cast out, so he no longer stands in our path.

Excellent! said Protopopoff. Does Klouieff know?

Of course not. I shall pay him something for the use of his name before he knows exactly what has transpired, was the crafty reply of the blessed Gregory — as so many termed him.

Two days later I went as usual to the palace with my master, and he took me with him along to the Emperors room, in case any writing was to be done. The monks first words were of the escape of Yakowleff.

The traitor has gone back to his English pay-masters! said the Starets. I have written here the order for his arrest and the confiscation of his property.

And he placed before the Emperor the document I had written. To Rasputins dismay, however, His Majesty seemed disinclined to append his signature. To me, Nicholas, who was wearing an old grey tweed suit, seemed very doubtful regarding the whole transaction.

Who is this person Alexander Klouieff? he demanded. I must know something more of him.

He is a man of considerable wealth — upright, honourable, and devoted to thee, Rasputin assured him. Canst thou not place thy trust in those I recommend? If not, I say no more.

Of course, Father; but the concession was granted — while this order makes it appear that it was only applied for.

Surely it is not wise that thou shouldst be known to have granted favour unto a traitor? was the monks clever reply.

Still Nicholas hesitated, at which Rasputin grew furious, declaring that he had no time to waste in idle discussion.

Dropping the familiar form of speech he was in the habit of using to the Emperor, he stood erect and said:

You know the message which your dead father gave you at the séance last night! If you refuse to sign this decree, then I will abandon Russia to-day and leave you, the Empress and the lad to your fate. Remember, I am Gods messenger and your divine guide!

The Tsar stood terror-stricken and in fear lest the real ruler of Russia should once again depart from Petrograd and refuse to return. Further refusal to sign was useless; therefore he bit his lip in chagrin and appended his signature to the document, which not only deprived the unfortunate Yakowleff of his concession, but also denounced him as a traitor and a swindler.

The result was that not only did Rasputin obtain possession of the concession for Otchakov, but he sold it a month later for a huge sum to a syndicate of bankers in Vienna, who still hold it. The monk, after paying a dole to the ex-agent of police, divided up the spoils with Protopopoff, Stürmer and Soukhomlinoff, and, in addition, he bought a very valuable diamond necklace for Anna Vyrubova.

As for poor Yakowleff, he was, as Rasputin had plotted, prosecuted in London for fraud, and sentenced at the Old Bailey to a term of imprisonment.

As the months went on, in the first half of 1914, I noticed that the acquaintanceship between Rasputin and his well-paid chemist-friend, Badmayev, became closer. Badmayev held the formula of the poisonous concoction which at intervals Anna Vyrubova secretly introduced into the food of the Tsarevitch, causing the poor lad those mysterious illnesses which were puzzling the physicians of Europe.

That some fresh plot of a diabolical nature was in progress I felt confident, but of its actual motive I could ascertain nothing. Yet it turned out to be a conspiracy — no doubt inspired and suggested by Potsdam — of a peculiarly devilish character.

It was on that fateful day that the Germanisation of Russia became complete. Thanks to the traitorous assurances of Soukhomlinoff, Minister of War, Russia, alas! found herself suddenly plunged into hostilities. Petrograd, of course, went wild with excitement. Our loyal Russians, who believed in official declarations and in their Tsar, were ready to fly at the Teutons, little dreaming that already, before a single shot was fired, Germany held all the honours of the game, and had the Russian bear shackled hand and foot.

At four oclock in the afternoon Rasputin called me, and handing me an envelope which seemed to contain some small object — a ladys silver powder-puff case I afterwards knew it to be — said:

Féodor, I want you to go to the booking-office of the Finnish station at the departure of the train for Helsingfors at five-thirty. There you will meet a fair-haired young man who knows you by sight. He will say the word Anak, and when he does, hand him this in secret. He will quite understand.

This order I carried out. I had not been at the crowded station five minutes when a young man, carrying a small handbag, elbowed his way through the excited crowd and uttered in an undertone the word Anak. I greeted him, and surreptitiously handed him the little packet, for which he thanked me and disappeared on to the platform.

My curiosity being aroused I waited until after the departure of the train, when I watched the mysterious young man return from the platform, hurry out of the station, and jump into a droshky and drive off.

When I returned and reported my meeting with the young man, Rasputin seemed much gratified, and even telephoned to Stürmer, who was at that moment at the palace, having been called to the War Council which the Emperor — who had again consulted his dead fathers spirit at a further séance on the previous night — was now holding.

It appeared that a dinner had a week before been arranged by Prince Galitzine, to which the Grand Dukes Nicholas Nicholaievitch, Constantin Constantinovitch, and Michael Alexandrovitch, together with Generals Arapoff, Daniloff, Brusiloff, and Rennenkampf, had been invited. At first it was proposed to cancel the engagement owing to the critical position of affairs, but on the suggestion of the Grand Duke Nicholas it was not abandoned, for, as he pointed out, it would bring together the loyal leaders of the army on the eve of great events, and that, after dinner, views might be exchanged in confidence for the national benefit.

Now earlier that same day Rasputin had given me a note to deliver to the Grand Duke Michael, whom I had failed to find, but was told that he was to dine at Prince Galitzines. So about half-past six oclock I took it to the princes house, when, to my surprise, as I passed into the great hall I saw the same fair-haired young man to whom I had delivered that envelope in secret an hour before. He was one of the princes servants, but he had not seen me!

A sudden suspicion seized me. I asked to see the prince, and when shown up to his room I delivered the note for the Grand Duke.

Then, having seen that the door was closed, I asked permission to say something in strictest confidence, and told him of the mysterious envelope I had delivered to his servant.

He heard me through, gave me his hand in promise that he would not betray my confidence, thanked me, and dismissed me.

Next day the prince called me to him in secret, and told me that in the possession of the young man was found a ladys silver powder-puff box filled with what looked and smelt like toilet-powder. This, on being examined, was discovered to be a most subtle and dangerous poison — one evidently prepared by that diabolical poisoner, Badmayev.

The young man had been forced by his master to swallow some, and had died in great agony. Thus it was proved that Rasputin and the camarilla had, on the very night of the outbreak of war, plotted to sweep off at one blow our most famous Russian generals, and leave our country practically without any military leaders of experience and at the mercy of the Huns!

The vile plot would no doubt have succeeded, and the deaths put down to ptomaine poisoning, as so many have been, had I not so fortunately recognised the young valet as he crossed the hall of Prince Galitzines house.

Thus it will be seen that Rasputin and his friends hesitated at nothing in their frantic endeavours to gain their own sordid ends and to secure victory for Germany.


CHAPTER IX

THE TRAGEDY OF MADAME SVETCHINE
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SISTER! THOU WHO hast chosen to become the bride of Heaven, listen unto me, and repeat these words after me! exclaimed the monk Rasputin, holding over the kneeling countess the big bejewelled cross which the Empress had given him, and in which were set some of the finest jewels of the Romanoffs.

I will, O Father, replied Paula Yakimovitch, a pretty young woman, whose husband was Governor of Yakutsk, far off in Siberia, and who had begged him to leave her in Petrograd.

Then repeat these words, said the bearded saint, fixing his weird, hypnotic eyes upon her. Thou art my holy Father—

Thou art my holy Father — — exclaimed the Governors wife in obedience.

To thee I bow, and to thee I acknowledge that thou art sent by Almighty God to save our holy Russia.

She repeated the words amid the silence of that afternoon assembly of the sister-disciples at the Starets house, a gathering which included Madame Vyrubova and her sister, Madame Soukhomlinoff; Madame Katacheff, wife of the Governor-General of Finland; pretty little Madame Makotine, to whose salon everyone scrambled; and old Countess Chapadier, bedecked, as always, with diamonds.

I hereby swear in my belief that God has sent to our Russia his divine saviour in the human form of Gregory Rasputin, and that the sin I commit in my belief is the sin which is easiest forgiven, and that by prayer and fasting my sins will be remitted, even as I am admitted to the sect of the righteous and holy.

These blasphemous words the young woman repeated after the unwashed saint, who, standing upon a sort of dais in the big upstairs salon, still held up the jewelled cross suspended from his neck in front of him.

Salvation is in contriteness, the monk went on, for that was what the sly scoundrel had invented. Contriteness can only come after we have sinned. Let us therefore sin, my sisters, in order to gain salvation! By sinning with me, he added, having reached the apogee of his influence, salvation is all the more certain to come to you for this reason — that I am filled with the Holy Spirit!

God be thanked! God be thanked! fell from the lips of those thirty or so bamboozled and hysterical women, who, seated on forms as school-children might sit, had assembled to assist at the admission of Countess Yakimovitch to the secret and disgraceful cult of the blasphemous charlatan.

The date was September the 7th, 1914.

Russia had been at war with Germany for a month, and the Press of the Allies was full of cheerful optimism regarding what one of your London journalists had called the Russian steam-roller. We in holy Russia believed in the mills of God, and the nation as a whole was confident that it could resist the Teuton invasion.

The neophyte, beneath the extraordinary hypnotism of the saint, felt the dirty fingers upon her brow, as, in a strange jargon of religious phrases and open blasphemy, he pronounced a kind of benediction upon her, adjuring her carefully to preserve the secrets of the sect from your own mother and father, sister, brother, husband and child. Then he added: In me, Gregory Rasputin, you see the One sent by Heaven as the Healer and Deliverer of Russia from the hands of the oppressor. To me the Emperor, but an earthly king, hath delegated his imperial powers. I am the saviour of Russia. Believe in me and in my teachings and ye shall have life, health and prosperity — with the life beyond the grave. Disobey, and thou shalt be eternally damned, together with all thy family. I, Gregory Rasputin, who hath been sent to thee as saviour, he added, take unto me as sister Paula Vladimirovna to be my disciple!

May God forbid! cried a womans voice from among those assembled. Let us end this blasphemy!

The effect was almost electrical. Rasputin started, and gazed at the rows of elegantly-dressed women, his disciples, and the few good-looking young women whom he had invited to be present.

Yes, went on a young and pretty woman seated at the back of the little audience. I repeat those words!

Startled myself at the boldness of the young lady, I saw that she was dark, extremely good-looking, and refined. Rasputin had met her a week before at the salon of old Countess Lazareff, and she having expressed a desire to know more of the secret cult of which so many curious rumours were rife in Petrograd society, he had allowed Madame Trevetski, the wife of the ex-Commander-in-Chief in the Caucasus, to bring her that afternoon.

Now, it must be said that no lady was admitted to those weekly reunions of the sister-disciples unless she first had the full approval of the Starets. She must be good-looking and possessed of either wealth or influence, but in preference wealth. And it was certain that no woman was ever invited unless it was Rasputins intention to admit her to the secrets of his religion.

Yet here was open defiance! This lady, whose name was Madame Anastasia Svetchine, was the wife of Colonel Svetchine, who was on the Staff of the Etat-Major at Vilna, and who was already at the battle front. Before Rasputin had allowed her to be brought to his house it had fallen to my lot to make some inquiries concerning her, and I had found that she was of good family, that her husband was possessed of fair means, and that besides their house in Vilna they had a comfortable residence in the Kirotshnaya, in Petrograd. She moved in that rather gay, go-ahead set of which, prior to the war, the reckless Madame Soukhomlinoff was the centre, and she had recently become quite a notable figure in Petrograd society.

Rasputin, furious at her interruption, roared:

Silence, woman! Go out of the room at once!

But Madame Svetchine, springing to her feet, cried: It is monstrous! Disgraceful! Blasphemous! It is true what Purichkevitch has said in the Duma — that you are the evil force in Russia! Though a woman, I will have none of your mock piety and disgraceful licentiousness!

Ah! I see, madame, that you are an enemy — eh? he said in a slow, deliberate way. And let me tell you, when Gregory Rasputin has an enemy, he does not rest until that enemy is swept from his path. If you defy me, you defy your God!

I defy you! cried the woman shrilly, making a dramatic scene. But I fear my God, and Him alone.

Oh! be silent, I beg! cried Countess Lazareff in French, wringing her hands, she having introduced her, while all were horrified that the holy Father should be thus openly denounced before his sisters.

What is that woman saying? the monk shouted across to me, for he did not know French, and was suspicious that the words contained yet another insult until I translated them to him.

I refuse to be silent! declared the colonels young wife. I will describe to all whom I meet what has taken place here to-day — the mockery of it all. It is shameful how any woman in her senses, refined and educated, should fall beneath the fascination of such a brute!

This was greeted with wild exclamations of surprise and indignation. Indeed, so furious became the sisters at such open insult that I was, at Rasputins orders, compelled to conduct her out.

In the hall the young lady, who was certainly very pretty, became quite quiet again, and turning to me said:

Monsieur Rajevski, I came here on purpose to denounce that infernal charlatan who is your employer. I am not without friends — and influential ones. I have spoken my mind fearlessly and openly. No doubt I have made an enemy of Grichka, but for that I care nothing, so long as I have exposed him.

Little did the unfortunate young lady know of Rasputins low cunning and diabolical unscrupulousness when she had uttered those words. I made no reply, for I feared that she would live to regret having created that scene in the monks holy-of-holies.

Late that evening, having been out, I returned to find the saint seated with the Minister Maklakoff, the man whom the newspaper Utro Rossy described as The love-sick Panther. Both were in an advanced state of intoxication, and when I entered, Rasputin, in a thick voice, exclaimed:

Ah! my dear Féodor, I have just been describing the scene to-day with that woman Anastasia Svetchine — the little spitfire! But a pretty woman, Féodor — very pretty woman, eh? Its a pity — he sighed— a great pity!

Why? asked the long-moustached Minister, who had just come from an official reception, and was in his hussar uniform, with gold braid and many decorations. Are you not better rid of her, my friend? Women of her sort are usually dangerous.

I know she is dangerous, growled the holy Father, taking a deep gulp of champagne. That is why I intend that she shall pay dearly for her defiance.

Is she worth troubling about? I queried. You have so many affairs to attend to just now.

Gregory Rasputin always attends to his enemies first, Féodor, he replied huskily.

The eyes of The love-sick Panther twinkled through his rimless pince-nez. Well he knew the bitter revenge which the Starets wreaked upon any who dared to challenge his divinity.

Maklakoff was at the time the Tsars favourite Minister, and it was quite usual after a Cabinet Council for the Emperor to ask him and Soukhomlinoff to remain behind, as both were voted really jolly fellows. Then Their Majesties would unite with the children and a few intimates, including the Father and Anna of course, and they would have a little fun. Maklakoff was famed for his power of mimicry. He could imitate the barking of dogs, and frequently announced his presence to the Imperial family by barking in the corridors of Tsarskoe-Selo, while his most famous imitation was that of a panther. And this of a Cabinet Minister in days of war!

O Nicholas Alexievitch, do let us see you as a panther! the Emperor would often say.

Then the Minister of State would coil himself up beneath a sofa and roar like a panther. Then, crawling slowly out on all fours, he would suddenly take a leap and land in an arm-chair or upon a sofa, greatly to the delight of the Imperial family, while the Grand Duchesses and the Tsarevitch would go wild with glee.

When, by the way, Maklakoff was dismissed in 1915, as a result of the anti-German riots in Moscow, the paper Utro Rossy was fined three thousand roubles for publishing an article headed The Leap of the Love-sick Panther.

Maklakoff was a bosom friend of Rasputin, a dissolute evil-liver after the monks own heart, and more than once had, in my presence, mentioned the names of certain good-looking women in various classes of society who might be invited to become disciples of the sadic Anti-Christ.

Within a week of the scene created by Madame Svetchine, Rasputin had already commenced to seek his revenge in a deep and cunning way. He had heard from several persons that Madame Anastasia was going about Petrograd openly denouncing him, and that she had been in communication with Monsieur Miliukoff of the Cadets, and also Count Bobrinski. For the time being Rasputin was devoting his days to the reorganisation of his disciples. His traitorous interference in politics had already borne fruit in favour of Germany.

The events that were happening at that very moment mercilessly showed up the faults of our Russian administration, which was Germanic by origin in its traditions and its sentiments. Indeed, at that moment, when the enemy at the gates was knocking over the fortresses of Poland like ant-hills, intrigues for place and honour were rife everywhere, and Maklakoff was playing the panther to amuse the ladies of Tsarskoe-Selo!

Rasputin one day called to him one of his half-dozen sycophants of the secret police, whom the Minister Protopopoff had placed at his disposal for purposes of personal protection, but in reality to act as his spies and agents-provocateurs.

To this fellow, Depp by name, he had given instructions that the dossiers of both Colonel Svetchine and his wife should be brought to him. Next day they arrived, and for half an hour Depp sat reading over to him the various police reports from Vilna and those of Petrograd.

The monk, leaning back in his arm-chair, stroked his unkempt beard, his eyes fixed out of the window, brooding over his devilish scheme.

An hour later, after he had dispatched Depp to make certain inquiries in Petrograd concerning the doings of the colonels young wife, he said to me:

Féodor, I must see Soukhomlinoff to-night. Telephone to him at the Ministry. If he is not there, you will find him at the palace. If so, tell him to call here at once when he returns to Petrograd.

I found the Minister of War was at Tsarskoe-Selo, and spoke to him there, giving him Rasputins message, and receiving a reply that he would be with us at ten oclock that night.

I had to keep an appointment, at Rasputins orders, with Protopopoff — to deliver a letter and receive a reply; therefore I was not present when His Excellency the General arrived. What the pair arranged I had no idea, for when I returned to the Gorokhovaya the general was just stepping into his big car with its brilliant headlights.

Good night, Féodor! he shouted to me merrily, for he was of a genial nature, and next moment the powerful car drove away.

Events marched rapidly during the next fortnight. I had gone with Rasputin to the General Headquarters of the Army at the Polish front, a journey which the intriguer had been sent upon by those at Court whose mouthpiece he was — to discuss a peace necessary for the Empire, he declared.

Truth to tell, I knew that three days before the secret messenger Hardt had arrived from Berlin by way of Sweden, bearing a dispatch with elaborate instructions to the Starets.

The Grand Duke Nicholas Nicholaievitch received us on the evening of our arrival at Headquarters, and, of course, the monk was full of one of those fantastic tales which succeeded so well with many, either the ignorant or credulous, or those to whose personal advantage it was to pretend to believe him.

The Grand Duke received the Starets politely but stiffly, for he well knew the power he wielded in the Empire, and that his will was law.

Ah, Highness! exclaimed the monk, war is indeed a calamity. Alas! that Russia hath offended God by entering upon it. But thou, in thy wisdom, must put an end to it. The Holy Virgin appeared to me in a dream, and told me we must conclude peace. I come to inform thee of her will.

When didst thou see the Virgin? asked the Grand Duke.

Three days ago.

Now thats odd, he replied. I, too, saw her, but it was only two days ago, and she said to me: Gregory is coming to see thee. He will advise peace. Dont listen to him, but expel him like the scoundrel he is. If he goes on troubling and intriguing have him thrashed.

The monk went livid.

And further, continued Nicholas Nicholaievitch, if you remain here, you infernal charlatan and blackmailer, that is what I shall do. So you can return to Alexandra Feodorovna and tell her what I say. My soldiers are fighting for Russia, and they will continue to do so, however many visions you may have — and however much German gold you may grab with your filthy paws. Get out!

Rasputin stood speechless for a moment. Then, with an imprecation upon his lips, he turned and retired.

Three days later we were back in Petrograd, but the monk, who never forgot, at once set about plotting the Grand Dukes retirement.

One morning, among the monks correspondence, I found a letter for Rasputin, which had been brought by hand from the Ministry of War, marked Strictly private. On opening it, I read the following, which bore as signature the initials of Soukhomlinoff:

In a further reference to the suspicions against Colonel Svetchine, inquiries made fully confirm your view. The political police who made domiciliary visits to his house in Petrograd and his apartments in Vilna found nothing of importance. In Vilna, however, it has been discovered that, immediately prior to the war, he had established friendly relations with Elise Isembourg, who was an agent of Germany and a friend of Miassoyedeff. At my instructions we have allowed the Colonel leave, and he returned to Vilna to meet the woman, who had, at our orders, written to him. She, acting upon our instructions, offered him a sum of money to betray certain plans of the defences of Grodno, agents of secret police being concealed during the interview. At first he stoutly refused, but next day he met her again and succumbed to the temptation, so at the present moment he is preparing the information she seeks.

I read this over to the monk, who at once rubbed his hands together in satisfaction.

Ah! all goes well, my dear Féodor! he exclaimed. That woman will be sorry she denounced me, I assure you.

I could discern the motive of the conspiracy, but as yet had no idea of its true depth.

It was not until a week later, when one night the Minister of War called upon the monk, and in my presence they discussed the Svetchine affair.

You did well, General, declared Rasputin, with an evil smile. What has really happened in Vilna?

Well, the woman Isembourg, though she was a spy of Germany, is now on our side in the contra-espionage service, was his reply. From the first she assured me that the colonel was extremely honest and patriotic. Though before the war she had several times tried to induce him to give her military information, yet he always declined and endeavoured to avoid her.

Well, that difficulty can be overcome, surely? asked the monk.

General Soukhomlinoff, a traitor himself, laughed lightly as he replied:

Of course. There were other means. Elise, three days ago, handed over to me a typewritten document revealing the secrets of the defences of Grodno, which she reported had been given to her by Colonel Svetchine in return for a promise of ten thousand roubles when she could obtain the money from a secret source in Petrograd.

Then he is a traitor! exclaimed the monk eagerly.

The general winked, and replied: Elise Isembourg declares that he is, and that he gave her the document.

He, of course, denies it?

He knows nothing as yet, said His Excellency. I have issued orders for his arrest to-day, and have given instructions for the court martial to be held here, in Petrograd.

The evil monk laughed gleefully.

Ah! I see, he remarked. And probably the colonel has never yet seen this typewritten document?

Probably, replied the Minister of War, with a mysterious smile. There have been such cases. I have fixed the court martial for next Thursday, and I assure you it will be difficult for the colonel to prove his innocence!

From that conversation I gathered the diabolical nature of Rasputins plot against a perfectly innocent man, as revenge for his wifes insults.

Next day we were called to the palace, for the Empress was sorely worried over the health of the Tsarevitch, and she implored the holy Father to pray for him, little dreaming that the ever-recurring attacks were due to the subtle poison administered in secret by her most trusted favourite, Madame Vyrubova. For several days we remained at the palace, while Rasputin performed one of his miracles, namely, the restoration of the lad to his normal condition.

What if the Empress had known that the miracles in which she so fervently believed were merely performed by the administration of certain antidotes to the poison already given!

While at the palace on that occasion I witnessed some strange doings at a spiritualistic séance to which Bossant, the notorious French medium, had been commanded. The Emperor, Empress and their intimates were present, including Rasputin and myself, and when the circle was formed and the séance in full swing the Tsar consulted the spirit of his dead father as to how he should act in the conduct of the war against Germany.

The reply, of course, arranged by the Empress and her friends, was something as follows:

Thou hast done well, my son, and thou art worthy the throne of the Romanoffs. Continue to defend our beloved land. Trust in the counsels of those about thee, of thy wife, of thy Ministers, especially Stürmer, Protopopoff and Soukhomlinoff, as well as the advice which the holy Father is ever giving thee. All have been sent to thee as good and faithful guides. My blessing is upon thee, O my son!

Such was the message so cleverly given to the credulous monarch by the traitors and intriguers about him. And alas! he believed truly and absolutely, ignorant of the fact that some thousands of roubles had gone into the mediums pocket as price of his connivance.

On returning to Petrograd late on Thursday night I found among the monks correspondence a letter from Madame Svetchine, a long, regretful letter, in which she expressed the greatest sorrow for the words she had uttered at the assembly of the sister-disciples, and begged to be forgiven. Further, she announced her intention of calling upon the Father upon a serious and urgent matter.

I told him this, whereat he growled:

Ah! the woman is coming to her senses. Yes. If she comes I will see her. She is pretty, Féodor — pretty — yes, very pretty.

I drew a long breath. The unfortunate woman knew, no doubt, the serious charge against her husband, but never dreamed that Rasputin was the cause of that false accusation.

Just before I ascended to my room to retire — the hour being about one oclock in the morning — the telephone bell rang, and I answered it.

One of the officials at the War Office was, I found, at the other end.

His Excellency the Minister has an urgent message to transmit to the Father, said the voice.

Very well, I said, stating who I was.

Then listen, please. The message he has written reads: Colonel Ivan Svetchine has been tried by court martial, which sat until half an hour ago. He has been condemned on a charge of dealing with the enemy and revealing military secrets to Germany, and ordered to be executed for treason. The execution is fixed to take place in the Peter and Paul Fortress at dawn on Saturday.

I replaced the telephone receiver with a heavy heart. Yet another innocent man was to die as victim of Rasputins overweening vanity and evil influence in every quarter.

When I entered and told the monk, who was already in bed in a half-drunken state, he merely turned over and continued snoring.

On Friday night, when, as usual, we had returned from Tsarskoe-Selo in one of the Imperial motor-cars, I was told that a lady was waiting to see the Starets, but she would give no name. She was persistent that she must see him, and had already waited nearly three hours.

When I entered the waiting-room, a small chamber at the end of a corridor, I found it to be the wife of the condemned man. She was dressed in dead black, her beautiful face tear-stained and deathly pale.

Ah! Monsieur Rajevski! she cried, rushing towards me. You know me — Madame Svetchine — eh?

Yes, madame, I said. I remember you.

You will let me see him — wont you? she cried in great distress, as she gripped my hand nervously. He has, I hope, forgiven me; surely he — —

I gave him your letter, I said.

Yes — and what did he say? she gasped in eagerness.

Well, the truth is that he said nothing, I replied, adding: He was much occupied with other things.

Ah! I must see him! cried the frantic woman. I was wrong to speak as I did. The Father is the great power in Russia. I must throw myself upon his mercy.

I promised to take her to him, and left her to inform Rasputin of the arrival of his expected visitor.

With an evil glint in those terrible eyes of his, he rubbed his hands together.

Good, Féodor! he said, striding across the room. I will see the woman. Oh, yes, if she wishes to see me I will not deny her that pleasure, he added with biting sarcasm. Truly, he was weird and horrible in the hour of his triumph.

A few moments later I ushered the pale, wan woman in black into his presence.

Holy Father! she cried wildly, forgive me — say that you forgive the unconsidered words of a weak and unworthy woman.

Forgive — why? he asked, standing erect and fingering his bejewelled cross. I do not understand why I am honoured by this visit, madame.

Ah! Of course you do not know. Pardon, I have forgotten to explain. My husband — — And she broke into tears. My dear husband — —

Well, what of your husband? asked Rasputin. He is at the front. Has he been wounded — or — —

No, no — not that! she cried. They have made a false charge against him. Some woman named Isembourg, whom he knew in Vilna before the war, has made an allegation against him of traitorous dealings with the enemy. She has given over to the Ministry of War some documents containing the plans of the defences of Grodno, which she declares he has sold to her! But it is lies — all lies. I know it!

Really, this is quite a romantic story, madame, said Rasputin, quite unmoved. Why should this woman make such charges?

How can I tell? Ah! but you do not know the worst! she went on. The court martial actually accepted this womans statements — statements that were lies — all of them! My husband is devoted to me, and I love him — ah, so dearly! He is all in all to me. And — —

But the woman — Isembourg, I believe you say — she is a friend of his, eh? interrupted the monk, his hands crossed over his breast in that pious attitude he always assumed when listening.

She says she was his friend before the war — before we married, indeed. Perhaps she was, answered the condemned mans wife. But she is undoubtedly an agent-provocateuse of police set to tempt men to their downfall.

Of that I have no knowledge, was Rasputins cold reply.

But you will help me, holy Father! Do — for the sake of a man who is innocent — for the sake — the sake of his unborn child! Ah! you will show mercy, wont you? she begged.

I do not follow you, was the monks reply, in pretence of ignorance.

In a frenzy of despair the wretched wife flung herself upon her knees before the scoundrel, and cried:

My husband! There is yet time to save him! He — he is to be shot — to-morrow — as soon as it is light! You — and you alone — can induce the Emperor to order a revision of the sentence or a new trial. You will — you are all-powerful and divine!

Pardon, madame, that is not your true estimate of Gregory Rasputin, he said, with biting sarcasm. Only a short time ago I was a charlatan and a fraud! No; your opinion cannot have altered in so short a time.

But you — if you are sent by God to Russia — will never allow an innocent man to be murdered in this fashion — condemned upon the word of a notorious woman.

The affair does not concern me, I assure you, he laughed. If your husband has been condemned to death he must have had a fair and impartial trial by his brother officers. I am not a military man, and know nothing of such matters. If he has been found to be a traitor, added the unholy spy of Germany, then the sentence is just.

But he is no traitor. He is as patriotic as you are yourself, Father! He has ever been so, cried the despairing woman.

I have no means of knowing that, he replied in a hard voice, gazing at her with those strange, wide-open eyes, and endeavouring to put that spell upon her that few women could resist. Nevertheless, I will forgive you, and, further, I will exercise my influence to save your husbands life if you will consent to enter the circle of our holy disciples.

The desperate young woman held her breath for a few seconds, staring at him wildly as upon her knees she still knelt, clutching the saints dirty hands.

No, she replied. That I will never do.

Rasputin saw that his plot had failed. Here at least was one woman over whom he was powerless, one who regarded him as a fraud. In an instant he flew into a sudden rage.

Enough! he cried, throwing her off. You refuse to accept my condition — therefore your husband shall die!

The wretched woman, her countenance pale as death, tried to speak. Her lips moved, but no sound came from them. Next moment, by dint of supreme effort, she struggled to her feet and rose stiffly. Then, a moment later, her hands clenched and despair in her splendid eyes, she turned and staggered out.

Four hours later Colonel Svetchine boldly faced a firing-party in the yard of the fortress. There was a word of command, and next second the gallant soldier fell forward on his face — dead.


CHAPTER X

TRAITOROUS WORK
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THE TRUE STORY of the tragic death of a Russian civil servant named Ivan Naglovski, and of the mysterious explosion which destroyed the great munition works at Okhta and killed over four hundred and fifty persons and injured seven hundred, has never been told.

There have been sinister whisperings in Russia, but I am here able to unfold the amazing truth for the first time.

I had accompanied Rasputin to the Verkhotursky Monastery at Perm; the house in the Gorokhovaya was closed, its wooden shutters were fastened, and the Empress was desolate without her holy Father. Stürmer, the Prime Minister, was with the Emperor, daily plotting and striving for the betrayal of our nation to the Germans, and Satan in a silk hat — as one of the Grand Dukes had nicknamed the Minister of the Interior, Protopopoff — had gone on a mission to London, ostensibly in Russian interests, but really as a spy of Germany. The latter was, of course, not known at the time, for the British Government sent him on a tour of munition and other centres, showed him what they were preparing, and fêted him in London as the representative of their ally. We now know that, on his return to Petrograd, he at once became violently anti-British, and made a full report of all he knew to the Wilhelmstrasse!

The purpose of the monks pilgrimage to Perm was to form a branch of his believers in that city. He had left Petrograd dressed as a pilgrim, with hair-shirt and staff complete, and as such he posed to everybody. The world, however, did not know that the rooms allotted to him in the monastery by the rascally bishop, whom he had himself appointed, were the acme of luxury, and that in them he held drunken orgies every night.

After we had been there three weeks an Imperial courier brought him a letter from Peterhof. It was night, and the monk was in an advanced state of intoxication with his companions, three other mock-pious rascals like himself.

When I handed him the letter he glanced at the Imperial cipher on the envelope, and, grinning, exclaimed:

It is from the Empress. Read out what the woman says.

I hesitated, suggesting that it would be better if I read it to him in private.

Bah! he laughed. There is nothing private in it. Read it, Féodor.

So, thus ordered, I obeyed. The letter was written in Russian, but with mistakes in grammar and orthography, for the Empress had never learned to write Russian correctly. These are the words I read for the delectation of the dissolute quartette:

Holy Father, — Why have you not written? Why this long dead silence when my poor heart is hourly yearning for news of you and for your words of comfort?

I am, alas! weak, but I love you, for you are all in all to me. Oh! if I could but hold your dear hand and lay my head upon your shoulder! Ah! can I ever forget that feeling of perfect peace and blank forgetfulness that I experience when you are near me.

Now that you have gone, life is only one grey sea of despair. There was a Court last night, but I did not attend. Instead Anna [Madame Vyrubova] and I read your sweet letters together, and we kissed your picture.

As I have so often told you, dear Father, I want to be a good daughter of Christ. But oh! it is so difficult. Help me, dear Father. Pray for me. Pray always for Alexis [the Tsarevitch]. Come back to us at once. Nikki [the Tsar] says we cannot endure life without you, for there are so many pitfalls before us. For myself, I am longing for your return — longing — always longing! Without our weekly meetings all is gloom — —

Here I broke off. What followed ought, I saw, not to be read aloud to that trio, who might at any moment turn to be enemies of the Starets.

Yes, he said, smiling in gratification. The woman evidently misses me. It places a woman in her proper position to discard her for a while, he added with a drunken laugh. What else does she say?

Only that they are due to go to Yalta, but that Her Majesty awaits your return, I replied.

Then let her wait. I am very comfortable here. Perm is pleasant as a change.

I knew well that he was enjoying himself hugely and had already formed a great circle of hysterical women who believed in his divinity and practised the rites of his disgraceful religion.

The final words of that amazing letter, which in itself showed the terms upon which Alexandra Feodorovna was with the convicted horse-stealer from Pokrovsky, were as follows:

Here, O dear Father, we have only the everlasting toll of war! Germany is winning — as she will surely win. She must. You will see to that! But we must all of us maintain a brave face towards our Russian public. In you alone I have faith. May God bring you back to us very soon. Alexis is asking for you daily. We are due to go to Yalta, but shall not move before we meet here. I embrace you, and so do Nikki and Anna. — Your devoted daughter, Alix.

The unkempt quartette, treating the Empresss expressions of affection as a huge joke, filled their glasses with champagne and drank heavily again, while Rasputin began to regale his saintly companions with stories of the intimate life of the pro-German Empress.

Truly, it was a gay, dissolute life that the verminous rascal was leading at the Verkhotursky Monastery, and many were the women over whom he exercised his weird, uncanny fascination.

Believe in me and you will receive Gods blessing, was his constant blasphemous declaration to every woman whose looks were even passable. Doubt me and you will be damned.

By Russias millions in the provinces he was looked upon as the holy man sent by God to the Tsar. Did not the saint eat at the Emperors table, and did he not prompt His Majesty in fighting the Germans? None ever dreamed that the unkempt miracle-worker, whose fascination for women was so astounding, was the secret ambassador of the Assassin of Potsdam.

Two of those companions of his nightly drinking bouts at Perm were named Rouchine and Yepantchine, brawny fellows whose evil life was almost as notorious as Rasputins. Rouchine had been a conjurer before he adopted a holy life, and by reason of his knowledge of magic and illusions he frequently assisted the Starets in performing those miracles that so astounded the mujiks who witnessed them with open mouths.

Whenever things grew a little dull, or Rasputin believed that his divinity was being doubted, he would calmly announce:

I have had a vision. Last night the Holy Virgin appeared unto me and declared that I must again perform a miracle so that the world should be made aware that God, through me, is protecting our dear nation Russia.

Instantly the news would spread from mouth to mouth — Rasputins name being forbidden to be mentioned in the newspapers — that the Starets was about to perform a miracle, and thousands would assemble in some open place, where one of Rouchines conjuring tricks would be performed.

By this time so deeply had Rasputin corrupted the Russian Church in its centres of power and administration that half the highest ecclesiastical dignitaries were of his creation, his fellow-thief in Pokrovsky having been appointed to a bishopric.

Very naturally, Rasputin had made many enemies. His overbearing vanity, his relentlessness in dealing with any who stood in his path, and the exposure of his use of agents-provocateurs in securing the conviction and imprisonment of anyone who displeased him, had aroused against him a fierce hatred in certain quarters both in Petrograd and Moscow. Many of those who had sworn to be avenged were wronged husbands and fathers, a number of whom it had been my duty to endeavour to pacify even at personal risk to myself as the rascals secretary.

It was while at Perm that Rasputin received news that a man named Ivan Naglovski had been in Pokrovsky busily inquiring into his past, and interviewing his sister-disciples who were living there. Further, it was reported that he had been in communication with the monk Helidor, a man named Golenkovski, whose young wife was a disciple in Petrograd, and with Marie Novitski, who was preaching loudly against the erotic doctrine of the new religion.

It was plain that Ivan Naglovski was a secret enemy.

Acting upon the monks instructions I returned to Petrograd, and at the headquarters of the Secret Police made application that Naglovskis movements should be watched. Three days later I was assured that a small league of patriotic men and women had been formed, with Naglovski at their head, determined to unveil and unmask the traitorous rascal who was my employer.

I was compelled to return to Perm and inform Rasputin of the result of my investigations. Before doing so I went, at Rasputins instructions by telegraph, to Peterhof and was admitted by Madame Vyrubova to the Empresss presence.

The handsome woman was resting in a gorgeous negligée gown prior to dressing for dinner, but she was quickly eager and interested when I explained that I had come from the monk and was returning to Perm at midnight.

When will the Holy Fathers pilgrimage end? she inquired with a sigh. He has been away weeks, and never replies to my letters.

His time is no doubt fully occupied with constant devotion, remarked Anna Vyrubova in excuse.

The Father is much occupied, Your Majesty, I said.

Tell him for me that I am daily longing for his return, she said. But wait. I will write to him and you shall convey the letter, at which order I bowed.

The Father is much troubled and perturbed, I remarked.

About what? asked Her Majesty.

He has enemies. Some men and women have leagued themselves with the object of doing him harm.

Harm! she echoed. What harm can come to him when, being sent to us by God, he is immune from any harm that can befall us who are merely human? I do not understand.

Her words were in themselves sufficient to reveal how completely and implicitly the Empress of Russia believed in the pretended divinity of the blasphemous ex-convict.

All I know, Your Majesty, is that the holy Father is unduly perturbed.

Ah! surely he can have no apprehension? she said. Tell him from me that as Christ had enemies so, of course, he has. But his enemies cannot do him injury. Then rising and going across to a beautiful buhl escritoire, she added: I will write to him. I sent him another letter by messenger only yesterday — eight letters, and not a line of response!

For ten minutes or so, while the Empress sat writing, I chatted with Madame Vyrubova, and gave to her news of the monk.

Tell him to return as quickly as possible, the woman said in a low, confidential voice. If there really is a plot on foot against him he is safer in Petrograd than in Perm. Besides, being on the spot, he will be able to combat his enemies with a swift and relentless hand.

As Her Majesty was writing the telephone rang. Next moment it was plain that she was speaking with the Emperor, who was away at the headquarters of the army in Poland.

Having listened to something he told her, she said:

The holy Fathers secretary is here with me. The Father still remains at Perm. I am writing him urgently asking him to return to us. I wish you also to send a messenger to him to induce him to come back to Petrograd. You will be back here next Friday, and is it not wise to hold another séance next day, eh?

Then she listened eagerly.

Ah! she exclaimed. I am glad you agree with me, Nikki. Yes, let us try and get the Father back by Saturday at latest. Good-bye.

And having rung off, she calmly finished the letter and secured it with the well-known big seal of black wax.

Remember, she said as she gave it to me, the Father must be here next Saturday for the séance, which the Emperor will attend. He wishes again to consult the spirit of his father Alexander. Urge the Father to return at once.

I promised to do her bidding, and, retiring, at once left the palace, and at midnight was on my way back to the far-off town on the Kama.

On the evening of the following day I drove up to the monastery and there found Rasputin at dinner with the ex-conjurer Rouchine. When I entered the cosy little room in which the pair were seated, Rasputin had removed his long robe and was seated in his shirt-sleeves like the peasant he was. I handed him the letter from the German-born Empress, whereupon he said:

Oh! read it to me, Féodor. The womans handwriting is always a puzzle to me.

I knew how illiterate he was and the reason of his excuse.

I tore open the envelope and quickly scanned the scribbled lines.

No, I replied, not now, Gregory; later.

But I insist! cried the Starets fiercely.

And I refuse! was my determined reply. I have reasons.

Those last three words were not lost upon him, for Grichka was nothing if not the very acme of shrewdness. Not an adventurer or escroc in Europe could compare with him in elusiveness.

Well, Féodor, if you have reasons, then I know that they are sound ones, he said. Then, turning to the holy conjurer, he grinned and said: Féodor is a most excellent secretary. So discreet — too discreet, I often think.

One cannot be too discreet in the present international crisis, I remarked. Enemy eyes and ears are open everywhere. One can never be too careful. Russia is full of the spies of Germany.

Quite true, Féodor — quite true! exclaimed Rasputin, smiling within himself. Dont you agree, friend Rouchine?

Entirely, replied his accomplice, who, though he was well paid to assist in working miracles before the peasants, never dreamed that the Starets, who handed him money with such lavish hand, was the chief agent of Germany in Russia.

Indeed, Rouchines only son had been killed in the advance on Warsaw, hence he held the Hun in abhorrence, and I am certain that had he known Rasputin was the Kaisers personal agent matters would have gone very differently, and in all probability the enemy plots so cleverly connived at by Alexandra Feodorovna would have been exposed in those early days of the war.

The Russian nation even to-day still reveres its Tsar. They know that he was weak but meant well, and he was Russian at heart and intent upon stemming the Teutonic tide which flowed across his border. But for the German, Alexandra Feodorovna, not one in all our Russian millions has a word except an execration or a curse, and as accursed by Russia, as is all her breed, she will go down in history for the detestation of generations of those who will live between the Baltic and the Pacific.

Rasputin grew indignant because I crushed the womans letter into my pocket without reading it aloud, but I knew well how to treat him, therefore I began to explain all that I had learnt from the Secret Police concerning the activities of Ivan Naglovski.

Both men listened with rapt attention.

Then the fellow really intends evil? asked the monk, as he laid down a chicken-bone, for he always ate with his fingers.

I fear he does, was my reply. But Her Majesty wonders why you should trouble. She says that you, being sent as Russias saviour, are immune from bodily harm.

Ah! but remember when that young fellow shot at you and grazed two of your fingers at Minsk, remarked the conjurer with a grin.

Yes, quite so. I dont like this fellow Naglovski and his friends. I will see Kurloff.

Now, Kurloff was another treacherous bureaucrat, a creature of Rasputins, who sat in Protopopoffs Ministry of the Interior, and who later on collected the gangs of the Black Hundred, those hired assassins whom he clothed in police uniforms and had instructed in machine-gun practice — those renegades who played such a sinister part in the first Revolution.

I then gave the monk the urgent message from the Empress.

Very well, he replied, I will be back by Saturday; not because I obey the woman, but became I must see Kurloff, and I must take active steps against this Ivan Naglovski and his accursed friends.

Half-an-hour later, when alone in the bare little room allotted to me, I took out the Empresss letter to the Starets and re-read it. It was as follows:

Holy Father, — It is with deepest concern that from your trusted Féodor I hear of the plot against you. That you can be harmed I do not believe. You, sent by God as Russias guide to the bright future of civilisation which Germany will bring to her, cannot be harmed by mere mortal. But if there are any who dare dispute your divine right, then, with our dear Stürmer, take at once drastic steps to crush them.

We cannot afford to allow evil tongues to speak of us; neither can we afford the vulgar scandal that some would seek to create. If you, O Father, feel apprehensive, then act boldly in the knowledge that you have your devoted daughter ever at your side and ever ready and eager to place her power as Empress in your dear hands. Therefore strike your enemies swiftly and without fear. Lips prepared to utter scandal must be, at all costs, silenced.

Our friend Protopopoff has returned from England and tells me that Lloyd George and his friends are exerting every effort to win the war. Those British are brave, but, oh! if they knew all that we know — eh? They are in ignorance, and will remain so until Germany conquers Russia and spreads the blessing of civilisation among the people.

Nikki is returning. A séance is to be held on Saturday. You must be back in time. He is sending a messenger to you to urge you to return to us to give us comfort in these long dark days. Anna and the girls all kiss your dear         hand. — Your devoted daughter,Alix.

On the following day a middle-aged, fair-haired, rather well-dressed man, who gave the name of Nicholas Chevitch, from Okhta, a suburb of Petrograd, was brought to me by the monk who acted as janitor, and explained that he had private business with Rasputin.

I left him and, ascending to the monks room, found him extremely anxious to meet his visitor.

I will see him at once, Féodor. I have some secret business with him. Here is the key of a small locked box in your room. Open it and take out ten one-thousand rouble notes and bring them to me after you have brought in Chevitch.

This I did. Having admitted the visitor to Rasputins presence, I opened the small iron box which the Starets always carried in his supposed pilgrimages, and took out the money, leaving in it a sum of about twelve thousand roubles.

The ten thousand I carried to Rasputin, but as I opened the door I heard the fair-haired man say:

All is prepared. The wire is laid across the river. We tested it five days ago and it works excellently.

Good! Ah, here is my secretary Féodor! the monk exclaimed. He has the ten thousand roubles for you, and there will be a further ten thousand on the day your plan matures.

I wondered to what plan the Starets was referring. But being compelled to retire I remained in ignorance. The man Chevitch stayed with the monk for over an hour, and then left to return to the capital.

Later on I referred to the visit of the stranger, whereupon Rasputin laughed grimly, saying:

You will hear some news in a day or two, my dear Féodor. Petrograd will be startled.

How?

Never mind, he replied. Wait!

We arrived back in Petrograd on the following Friday morning, but although the Empress sent a messenger to the Gorokhovaya urging the monk to go to Peterhof at once, as she desired to consult him, he disregarded her command and did not even vouchsafe a reply. Indeed, Rasputin treated the poor half-demented Empress with such scant courtesy that I often stood aghast.

The woman is an idiot! he would often exclaim to me petulantly when she was unusually persistent in her demands.

Next evening, however, we went to the palace, whither another French medium, a man named Fournier, had been summoned, having, of course, been administered palm-oil to the tune of some thousands of roubles to give a message from the dead in the terms required by the wire-pullers in Potsdam.

I was not present at the séance, but later that night, when Rasputin was sitting alone with me over a bottle of champagne which an Araby flunkey had brought him, he revealed that the message from the Tsars dead father had been precise and much to the point.

Nicholas, I speak unto thee, the spirit had said. Though thou art brave and thine armies are brave, yet thine enemies will still encompass thee. Loss will follow upon loss. The great advance will soon become a retreat, and the hordes of William will dash forward and Poland will become German. Yet do not be afraid. Trust in the good counsel of thy wife Alexandra Feodorovna and in thy Father Rasputin, whom Heaven hath sent to thee. Believe no evil word of him, and let his enemies be swept from his path. Such is my message to thee, O my son!

As Rasputin repeated those words with mock solemnity, he laughed grimly.

The pity of it was that Nicholas, Tsar of All the Russias, believed in those paid-for messages, uttered by those presented to him as mediums and able to call up the spirit of his lamented father.

Poor idiot! Rasputin remarked, first glancing to see that the door was closed. He must have something to occupy his shallow brain. That is why the Empress arranges the sittings. But Féodor, he added, I must see this enemy of mine, Ivan Naglovski. He is not a person to be disregarded, and it seems from what you told me he has a number of important friends. We will discuss the matter to-morrow.

He afterwards dismissed me with a wave of his dirty hand, and I retired to bed in a room at the farther end of the long softly carpeted corridor.

At noon next day we had news of a terrible disaster. Precisely at half-past eleven the city of Petrograd had been shaken to its foundations by a terrific explosion, followed by half a dozen others, which shattered windows and blew down signs and chimneys in all parts of the city. At first everyone stood aghast as explosion followed explosion. Then it transpired that the great munition works at Okhta, across the Neva, opposite the Smolny Monastery, had suddenly blown up, and that hundreds of workers had been killed and maimed and the whole of the newly-constructed plant wrecked beyond repair.

I was just entering Rasputins room at the palace when a flunkey told me the news.

When a moment later I informed the Starets he smiled evilly, remarking:

Ah! Then that further ten thousand roubles is due to Nicholas Chevitch. If he calls when we return to Petrograd this afternoon, you must pay him, Féodor. He has done his work well. Russia will be crippled for munitions for some time to come.

On our return to Petrograd we found the city in the greatest state of excitement. The succession of explosions had caused the people to suspect that the disaster was not due to an accident, as the authorities were fondly declaring, but the wilful act of the enemy. Rasputin heard the rumour and piously declared his sympathy with the poor victims.

Yet we had not been back at the Gorokhovaya an hour when the man Chevitch called, and at the monks orders I handed him the balance of his blood-money.

That same evening Hardt, the secret messenger from Berlin, arrived, having travelled by way of Abö, in Finland.

I have a very urgent despatch for the Father, he said when he was ushered in to me, and he handed me a letter upon strong but flimsy paper, so that it could be the more easily concealed in transit.

At once I took him up to the monk, who was washing his hands in his bedroom.

Ah, dear friend Hardt! exclaimed the Starets, greeting him warmly. And you are straight from Berlin! Well, how goes it, eh?

Excellently well, was the reply of the messenger from the Secret Service Department in the Königgrätzerstrasse. Germany relies upon you to assist us, as we know you are doing. Count von Wedell has sent you a letter, which I have handed to your friend Féodor.

Read it, Féodor, said the monk. There are no secrets in it that may be hidden from our dear friend Hardt.

He spoke the truth. Hardt was the confidential messenger who passed between the Emperor William and Alexandra Feodorovna, and nowadays he was travelling to and fro to Germany always, notwithstanding that Russia was at war with her neighbour.

At Rasputins bidding I tore open the letter, but found it to be written in cipher.

Therefore I sat down at the little desk and at once commenced to decode it. It was in the German spy-cipher, the same used all over the world by German secret agents — the most simple yet at the same time the most marvellous and complicated code that the world has ever known.

The keys to the code were in twelve sentences that one committed to memory. Hence no code-book need ever be carried. The cipher message, in its introduction, told its recipient the number of the sentences being used — a most ingenious mode of correspondence.

With the paper before me I discovered that in sentence number eight I would find the key. The sentence in question, a proverb something like Faint heart never won fair lady, I wrote down, and then at once began to decipher the cryptic message from Berlin.

And I read out the following:

Memorandum No. 43,286.

From No. 70 to the Holy Father.

If the blowing up of the Okhta Munition Works is successful, endeavour to get your friend C. [Chevitch] to do similar work at the new explosive factory at Olonetz, where a sub-inspector named Lemeneff is one of our friends. Tell this to C. and let them get into touch with each other.

We approve of C.s suggestion to destroy the battleship Cheliabinsk, and it is suggested that this be carried out at the same price paid for Okhta.

From what we are informed you are in some danger from a man named Naglovski, who has shown himself far too curious concerning you of late. Steps should be taken W.            against him. — Greetings,

The initial, I knew, stood for von Wedell, one of the directors at the Königgrätzerstrasse.

Rasputin heard me through, and, taking the cipher message, applied a match to it, after which Hardt, having swallowed a glass of vodka, left us.

But the monk, as a result of that message, was at once aroused to evil activity, and by means of a clever ruse invited Ivan Naglovski to dinner next day. He accepted, hoping, of course, to discover more concerning the monk, and quite unconscious that Rasputin knew of his hostile intentions. To dinner there were invited the Prime Minister, Boris Stürmer, and a sycophant of his named Sikstel. Stürmer was in uniform and Sikstel in civilian attire. Naglovski, I found, was a youngish man, who, when I introduced him, appeared highly honoured to meet at Rasputins table the Prime Minister of Russia, while the monk went out of his way to ingratiate himself with his enemy. Naglovski and his friends had been preparing a plot either to expose or assassinate the monk, hence the head of the conspiracy was congratulating himself that the plot was unsuspected by anybody.

The dinner passed off quite merrily until, of a sudden, Stürmer, addressing his fellow-guest, said:

News has been conveyed to the holy Father that you and your friends have formed a plot against him. Is that true?

Naglovski started and turned pale. For a moment he was taken entirely off his guard.

Ah! went on Stürmer in his deep, thick voice, Rasputin having risen to go to the sideboard, I see it is true. Now, what can you gain by endeavouring to belittle the efforts of our dear Father for the salvation of Russia? Think. Are you patriots? No. Well, he went on, the reason the Father has invited you here to-night is to come to terms with you. For a list of your friends — a secret list that will be afterwards destroyed — the Starets will pay you twenty thousand roubles, and, further, I will give you a diplomatic appointment in one of the embassies abroad — wherever you desire.

What! cried the young man. You ask me to betray my friends to that blasphemous rascal! and he pointed his finger at Rasputin, who moved aside. Never! I refuse! And, further, I tell you, he shouted, rising as he spoke, I intend to expose the mock-saint and his conjuring tricks; the criminal miracle-worker who, according to secret information I have just received, was the actual instigator of the terrible disaster at Okhta. This is what my friends, when I reveal to them the truth, will expose.

As Ivan Naglovski uttered his biting condemnation Rasputin had crept up behind him, and drawing his revolver suddenly cried in a loud voice:

Enough! You dont leave this house alive. Gregory Rasputin knows how to crush his enemies, never fear. All your friends will share your fate. Take that!

And he fired, the bullet striking the unfortunate man in the back, where it entered a vital spot.

Two hours later the body of Ivan Naglovski was discovered on some waste ground out at Kushelevka, on the other side of the city. Though the Director of Secret Police guessed what had occurred, he pretended that it was a complete and unfathomable mystery — and a mystery it has ever remained until this present exposure.


CHAPTER XI

POISON PLOTS THAT FAILED
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BY THE SPRING of 1916 Rasputin, though constantly revealing himself as a blasphemous blackguard, had become the greatest power in Russia.

His name was whispered by the awe-stricken people. All Russia, from the Empress down to the most illiterate mujik, accepted him as divine and swallowed any lie he might utter.

The weekly meetings of the sister-disciples were becoming more popular than ever in Petrograd society, and there were many converts to the new religion.

One evening a reunion for recruiting purposes was held by the old Baroness Guerbel at her big house in the Potemkinskaya. The yellow-toothed, loud-speaking old lady had been persistent in her appeals to Rasputin to hold one of his meetings at her house, and he had, with ill-grace, acceded. On fully a dozen occasions the baroness, who was a close friend of old Countess Ignatieff, had interviewed me and endeavoured to enlist my services on her behalf. At last the monk had said to me:

Well, Féodor, if the old hag is so very persistent, I suppose I had better spend an evening at her house and inspect her lady friends.

Thus it had been arranged, the saint little dreaming of the outcome of that fateful reunion.

It seems that Baroness Guerbel had arranged it because she wished to introduce to Rasputin a certain Madame Yatchevski — the wife of an officer who was very rich — who saw that, by Rasputins influence, she could aspire to a position at Court.

Olga Yatchevski proved to be a pretty, fair-haired little woman of girlish figure and sweet expression, and from the moment of their introduction the unkempt monk, after crossing himself and uttering a benediction, became greatly interested in her, the result being that she became an aspirant, and her initiation into the secrets of the cult was arranged to take place on the following Wednesday.

The meeting ended, the dozen or so neurotic women, all of them of the highest society in the capital, each bent and kissed the unwashed hand of Russias saviour, as was their habit, and when they had gone the monk sat down and drank half a bottle of brandy served to him by his ugly old hostess.

Next night I happened to be out at the theatre when Rasputin, who was alone, emerged to walk round to a professional blackmailer named Ivan Scheseleff, who lived in the Rozhsky Prospekt. Suddenly he was set upon by three Cossacks — afterwards found to have been men hired by Madame Yatchevskis husband — who, hustling the saint into a narrow side street, gagged him, stripped him of the silk blouse embroidered by the Tsaritzas own hands, his wide velvet breeches, and his beautiful boots of patent leather.

Then they drew a knout and administered to the rascal a sound drubbing, afterwards binding him with rope and shutting him up in a neighbouring stableyard, attired only in his underwear!

His clothes they packed up in a cardboard box and delivered to Yatchevski, who, having sealed it, sent it by special messenger to Tsarskoe-Selo, where it was delivered into the Empresss own hands.

Alexandra Feodorovna, on having it opened and discovering the insult to her holy Father, waxed furious. Meanwhile, Rasputin had been discovered, and was at home foaming at the mouth at the indignity. He, the saviour of Russia, had been thrashed and degraded!

At two oclock that morning he took a car to the palace, and I accompanied him. He had an interview with Her Majesty, who was attired in a rich dressing-gown of pale-blue silk, and the pair resolved upon a rigid inquiry regarding the affair.

It is monstrous that you, our dear Father, should have such enemies about you! We will crush them! she declared angrily. I will see Nikki about it in the morning. To send me your clothes is a personal insult to myself. It is abominable! These people shall suffer!

That night we remained at the palace, and next morning Protopopoff was called from Petrograd and informed by the Empress of what had occurred. Later the Minister came to the room wherein I was writing at the monks dictation, and promised that the whole of the machinery of the Secret Police should be set in motion to discover the perpetrators of the outrage.

Rasputin knew that many of the husbands of his devotees were enraged against him; therefore he could not, at the moment, suggest any particular person who had plotted the affair, and probably the police would have failed to obtain any information had not Captain Yatchevski himself boasted in the Officers Club of how he had had the Tsaritzas pet saint stripped and thrashed.

In Petrograd the very walls had ears; therefore within three hours the saint knew the identity of the instigator of the outrage, and gave his name to the Empress.

We will make an example of him, she said. Otherwise it may be repeated. I leave it to you, dear Father, to take what reprisals you wish. In any course you adopt you will have the full authority of both Nikki and myself.

For nearly a week Rasputin was undecided as to how he should wreak vengeance upon the unfortunate Yatchevski, whose wife had by this time become one of the monks most devoted sisters.

On two or three occasions he went to the Minister of War and chatted with the traitor, General Soukhomlinoff.

Once he remarked to me, after a meeting of the disciples at our house in the Gorokhovaya:

That captain shall pay — and pay dearly — for his insult! Think! — only think of it, Féodor — of sending my clothes to Her Majesty! What must she have thought! To me it seems that she doubts whether I can take care of myself. And am I not inspired, divine! — sent as the saviour of Russia, and immune from the attacks of mankind!

His subtle mujik mind clearly saw the bad impression which must be produced upon the woman who was so completely beneath the thraldom of his hypnotic eyes. If he could be beaten as a charlatan, then such action of his enemies must naturally create a doubt in her mind. Hence he was scheming to exhibit his power.

The worst feature of the position was that from the Officers Club the incident had leaked out all over Petrograd, until it had become common talk in the cafés. The story of Grichka sitting upon a dung-heap was on the lips of everybody, while a well-known member of the Duma remarked:

A pity he was not buried in it, never to see the light of day again!

Yatchevski was, of course, unconscious of the knowledge held by the monk. He was at the Ministry of War, head of one of its many departments, a loyal patriotic Russian, who, like our millions, believed that Soukhomlinoff was out to win. He was ignorant of the irresistible power which the dirty saint could wield.

One day, to Captain Yatchevskis delight, he found himself raised in rank and appointed military commandant of the town of Kaluga, south of Moscow, with permission to take his wife to reside there. Naturally he was gratified to receive so influential an appointment. Though possessed of much money, he had hitherto not progressed very far in his official career, and this favour shown him by the Tsar, who had made the appointment, pleased him immensely.

His wife, of course, felt otherwise. She would be separated from her gay friends, the sisters of the monks religion. Besides, she saw that by entering Rasputins cult there was a prospect of becoming on terms of personal friendship with the Empress.

Anyhow, a week later Olga Yatchevski, having bidden farewell to the monk, was forced to depart with her husband to the important town of Kaluga, and for a fortnight I heard nothing.

One morning, however, the monk received a certain General Nicholas Ganetski, of the Imperial General Staff, when, without much preamble, the officer remarked:

The warning you gave us concerning Yatchevski has proved quite true. He has been in communication with a German agent in Riga named Klöss.

Ah! I was quite certain of it, General, remarked the holy man, with a sinister grin. I discovered it quite by accident. Well, what have you done?

He and his wife are both under preventive arrest, pending an Imperial order. The papers we seized are conclusive. Among them was the enemy spy code. The whole case is quite clear, and there can be no defence.

Then there will be a court-martial?

Of course. I have ordered it to be held on the seventeenth, in Moscow.

They are both clever agents of Germany, the monk remarked. Be careful that they do not slip through your fingers.

No fear of that, Father, replied the general. Possession of the German code is in itself sufficient to secure them conviction and sentence.

The latter was indeed pronounced ten days later. The little fair-haired woman, who was so devoted to Rasputin, and who frantically appealed to him in vain to save her, was sentenced to imprisonment for life at Yakutsk, in Eastern Siberia, while her husband, condemned for treason, was next day shot in a barrack square behind the Kremlin in Moscow.

Truly, Gregory the Monk swept with drastic and relentless hand any enemy who crossed his path.

It was about a week after I heard of the execution of the Governor of Kaluga that I happened to be at Tsarskoe-Selo again with my evil-faced master, being busy writing in the luxurious little room allotted to him.

Madame Vyrubova had been with us, discussing the condition of health of the heir to the throne, when, after she had left, there entered quite unexpectedly the Emperor himself.

Gregory, he said, standing by the window, attired in the rather faded navy serge suit he sometimes wore when busy in his private cabinet, I have been told to-day that the Holy Synod are once again agitating against you. From what Stürmer has said an hour ago it appears that the Church has become jealous of your friendship with my wife and myself. I really cannot understand this. Why should it be so? As our divine guide in the war against our relentless enemies, we look to you to lead us along the path of victory. Alexandra Feodorovna has been telling me to-day some strange tales of subtle intrigue, and how the Church is uniting to endeavour to destroy your popularity with the people and your position here at our Court.

Thou hast it in thy power to judge me by my works, was the monks grave reply, crossing himself piously and repeating a benediction beneath his breath. Gregory is but the servant of the Almighty God, sent unto thee to guide and direct thee and thy nation against those who seek to destroy and dismember the Empire. Cannot I have the names of those of the Church who are seeking my downfall? Surely it is but just to myself if thou wouldst furnish them to me? Personally, I entertain no hope.

No hope! cried the Tsar, starting. What do you mean, Father? Explain.

No hope of victory for Russia, surrounded as she is on all sides by those who are conspiring to do thee evil. Against thee the Church is ever plotting. As Starets — I know!

And the Procurator?

He is thy friend.

And the Bishop Teofan? Surely he is not a traitor?

No. For years I have known him. Trust Teofan, but make an end of the ecclesiastical camarilla which is against thee.

How can I? I do not know them? was the Emperors reply.

I tell thee plainly that if matters are allowed to proceed, the Church, suborned by German gold as it is, will contrive to defeat our arms. Hence it behoves thee to act — and act immediately!

The Tsar, his hands in the pockets of his jacket, stood silent.

Because by divine grace I possess the power of healing, thy Church is jealous of me, Rasputin went on. The Holy Synod is seeking my overthrow! Always have I acted for the benefit of mankind. But the Russian Church seeks to drive me forth. Therefore, I must bow to the inevitable — and I will depart!

Ah, no, Gregory! We cannot spare you, our dear Father, declared the Emperor. This ecclesiastical interference we will tolerate no longer. You must help me. I give carte blanche to you to dismiss those of the Church who are disloyal and your enemies and mine, and replace them by those who are our friends, and in whom I can place my trust.

In the sweeping clean of the Church thou wilt find many surprises, replied the monk, elated at the success of his clever reasoning.

No doubt. I know that the Empress and myself are surrounded by enemies. Plots are everywhere. Is not Protopopoff continuous in his declaration that the Church is against me? I know it — alas! too well. And I leave its reformation entirely to you, dear Father.

Reformation! Within twelve hours Rasputin, who dictated to me over fifty letters, and had, in the name of the Emperor, dismissed most of the higher Church dignitaries in various parts of Russia, the new Procurator of the Holy Synod having been appointed by him only a few weeks before.

Bishop Teofan, who had commenced life as a gardener, who had been convicted as a criminal by the court of Tobolsk, and whose sister was a disciple at Pokrovsky, held a long conference with the saint lasting well into the night. Truly, they were the most precious pair of unholy scoundrels in all Europe, both being in the immediate entourage of Their Majesties, and both pretending to lead holy lives, though they were gloriously drunk each evening.

Nevertheless, within forty-eight hours of Rasputins conversation with the Tsar, the Church of Russia had been swept clean of all its loyal adherents, and in their places — even in the bishoprics of Kazan, Tver and Odessa — were appointed alcoholic rascals of the same calibre as Rasputin himself.

Is it, then, any wonder that Holy Russia has fallen?

Indeed, the new bishop of Kazan was, three days after his appointment, found one night riotously drunk in one of the principal streets in the city, and, as he was wearing ordinary clothes, was arrested by the police, who did not recognise him, so that the precious prelate spent the night in a cell! Such was our dear Russia in the midst of her valiant struggle against the Hun!

My dissolute master, possessed as he was of superhuman cunning, held the Empire in the hollow of his hand. He could make or break the most powerful statesman within a single day. In that small fireproof safe of his, concealed beneath the floor of the wine-cellar at the Gorokhovaya — that safe in which were preserved so many amorous letters from neurotic women whom the monk intended later on to blackmail — was also much documentary evidence of the saints vile plots, correspondence which, later on, fell into the hands of the revolutionary party, who revealed only a portion of it after Rasputins tragic end.

Possessed of inordinate greed, the monk had a mania for amassing wealth, yet what really became of his money was to me always a mystery. Though he would have a balance of a million or so roubles at his bank to-day, yet the day after to-morrow his pass-book showed payments of mysterious sums, which would deplete his funds until often he had perhaps but a single thousand roubles.

Into what channel went all that money which he received for bribery, for creating appointments, and for suggesting that young men of good family should be given sinecures, I was never able to discover.

Personally, I believe he paid certain persons whose wives were disciples hush-money. But his power was such that I could never see why he should do so. Yet the mujik mind always works in a mysterious way.

The true facts concerning the desperate conspiracy against Generals Brusiloff and Korniloff have never been told, though several French writers have attempted to reveal them, and the revolutionists themselves have endeavoured to delve into the mystery. As secretary to the Starets, I am able to disclose the actual and most amazing truth.

It will be remembered by my readers that General Brusiloff, early in June, 1916, had his four armies well in hand, and made a superhuman effort to defeat the Central Powers between the Pripet and the Roumanian frontier. He was a fearless and brilliant tactician, and within two months had succeeded in capturing 7,757 officers and 350,845 men, with 805 guns — and remember that this was in face of all the obstacles that the Minister of War, who was working with Rasputin as Germanys friend, had placed in his way.

Brusiloff had done splendidly. No Russian general has eclipsed him in this war. He performed miracles of strategy, and Berlin had very naturally become genuinely alarmed. All their negotiations with Stürmer, Protopopoff, Rasputin and others of the Black Force had apparently been of no avail. They had staked millions of roubles, but without much result. Our armies were advancing, and the combined German and Austrian forces were daily being entrapped into the marshes or forced back.

Even Rasputin realised the seriousness of the position, and more than once referred to it.

Early one morning, before I was up, Hardt, the secret messenger from Berlin, arrived.

After greeting me, he informed me that he had an urgent secret despatch for the Father — to be delivered only into his own hands. Therefore I at once conducted the travel-worn messenger to Rasputins bedroom, where he delivered a crumpled letter from the belt which he wore next his skin.

Read it to me, Féodor, said the saint, sitting up in bed and rubbing his eyes after a drunken sleep.

Opening it, I found it to be in a code in what was known as Sentence number seven — words which, truth to tell, spelt an ancient Russian proverb, which translated into English means: Actions befit men; words befit women.

Taking a pencil, I sat down, and after ten minutes or so, during which time the monk chatted with Hardt, I succeeded in deciphering the message, which ran as follows:

T. F. 6,823 — 88.

        Memorandum from No. 70.Secret and Private.

Further to the memorandum F. G. 2,734 — 22, it is deemed of greatest and most immediate importance that the Pripet offensive should at once cease. You will recollect that in your reply you made a promise that the offensive was to be turned into a defeat within fourteen days. But this has not been done, and a certain Personage [the Kaiser] is greatly dissatisfied.

The advance must not continue, and we send you further secret instructions, herewith enclosed. Lose no time in carrying them out.

We hope you have not overlooked the instructions contained in F. G. 2,734 — 22, especially regarding the destruction of the munition factories at Vologda and Bologoye. It is a pity you have allowed K. [Kartzoff, who blew up the explosive works at Viborg, where four hundred lives were lost] to be shot. He was extremely useful. The woman Raevesky, who was his assistant, was not in love with him, as you reported. She would have assisted him further if allowed her liberty. We wonder you were not more correctly informed. Payment of 500,000 roubles will be made to your bank on the 18th from Melnitzzki and Company of Nijni S.            Novgorod.

Enclosed was a sheet of pale yellow paper, upon which had been typed in Russian the following:

Secret Instructions. — (1) You are to double the promised payment to Nicholas Meder and Irene Feischer for the blowing up of the works at Vologda and Bologoye, on condition that the affair is carried out within fourteen days of the receipt of this. If not, arrange with your friend P. [Protopopoff] to have both arrested with incriminating papers upon them. They may become dangerous to us unless implicated.

(2) As you have failed to carry out the plans against Generals Brusiloff and Korniloff, then you must adopt other means against both generals, and thus ensure a lull upon the frontier. We note that the attempt made by Brusiloffs body-servant, Ivan Sawvitch, has unfortunately failed.

The bearer of this will hand you a small packet. It contains two tubes of white powder. Peter Tchernine, who has succeeded Sawvitch as the generals servant, is to be trusted. You will send the tube marked No. 1 to him in secret at General Headquarters, with orders to mix the contents with the powdered sugar which the general is in the habit of taking with stewed fruit. The slightest trace of the powder will result in death from a cause which it will be impossible for the doctors to identify.

(3) A young dancer at the Bouffes named Nada Tsourikoff, living in the Garnovskaya, will call upon you for the tube marked No. 2. She is a close friend of General Korniloff, and is about to join him at headquarters at our orders. She has already her instructions as to the use of the tube. The two deaths will be entirely different, therefore doctors will never suspect.

At all hazards the offensive must be ended. Greetings.

        S.

After I had read the instructions Hardt produced a box of Swedish safety matches, which he emptied upon the table, and among them we saw two tiny tubes of glass hermetically sealed, one containing a white chalk-like powder and numbered 1, while the other was half filled with pale green powder and marked 2. These he handed to the monk, saying:

I will use your telephone, if I may? I have to ask the young woman Nada Tsourikoff to call here to see you.

The monk having granted permission, Hardt, passing into the study, was soon speaking with the popular young dancer of the Bouffes.

You will call here at noon, eh? he asked, to which she gave a response in the affirmative.

Punctually at twelve I was informed that a young lady, who refused her name, desired to have an urgent interview with the Starets, and on going to the waiting-room, wherein so many of the fair sex sat daily in patience for the Father to receive them, I found a tall, willowy, dark-haired and exceedingly handsome girl, who, after inquiring if I were Féodor Rajevski, told me that her name was Tsourikoff and that she had been sent to see the Father.

Without delay I introduced her to the holy man, who stood with his hands crossed over his breast in his most pious attitude.

My daughter, you have, I believe, been sent to me by our mutual friend, he said. You wish for something? Here it is, and he produced a small oblong cardboard box such as jewellers use for mens scarf-pins. Opening it, he showed her the tiny tube reposing in pink cotton wool. It is a little present for somebody, eh? he asked with a sinister laugh.

Perhaps, replied the girl as she took it and placed it carefully in the black silk vanity-bag she was carrying.

You have already received instructions through another channel? inquired Rasputin.

I have, O Father, was her reply.

Then be extremely careful of it. Let not a grain of it touch you, he said. I am ordered to tell you that.

She promised to exercise the greatest care.

And when you have fulfilled your mission come to me again, he said, fixing her with his sinister, hypnotic eyes, beneath the cold intense gaze of which I saw that she was trembling. Remember that! — perform what is expected of you fearlessly, but with complete discretion, and instantly on your return to Petrograd call here and report to me.

The girl promised, and then, kissing the dirty paw which the monk held out to her, she withdrew.

Good-looking — extremely good-looking, Féodor, the monk remarked as soon as she had gone. She might be very useful to me in the near future. Then after a pause he added: Ring up His Excellency the Minister of War and ask where Brusiloff is at the present moment.

I did so, and after a short wait found myself talking to General Soukhomlinoff, who told me that the Russian commander was that day at headquarters at Minsk.

When I told the monk, he said: You must go there at once, Féodor, and carry the little tube to the Cossack Peter Tchernine, who is now Brusiloffs body-servant.

I! I gasped, startled at the suggestion that I should be chosen to convey death to our gallant commander.

Yes. And pray why not? Someone whom I can trust must act as messenger. And I trust you above all men, Féodor.

For a moment I hesitated.

Then I thanked him for his expression of confidence, but he at once noticed the reluctance which I had endeavoured to conceal.

Surely, Féodor, you are not hesitating to perform this service for the Fatherland? Think of all the sacrifices we are making to bring the benefit of German civilisation into Russia, added the pious scoundrel.

I will go — certainly I will go, I said. But I cannot leave to-day. I shall require papers from the Ministry ere I can travel.

His Excellency the General will order them to be furnished to you, he said. I will see to it at once.

And five minutes later he went out to seek the Minister.

I was horrified at my position, compelled as I was to convey the means of death to the hands of the German spy Tchernine, who had been placed as servant to the Russian commander. I saw that I must leave Petrograd for Minsk that night; therefore I set about preparing for my adventurous journey. Indeed, shortly before midnight I left the Gorokhovaya with the box of Swedish matches in my inner pocket.

The journey from Petrograd due south to Polotzk, where I had to change, proved an interminable one and occupied nearly two days, so congested was the line by military traffic and ambulance trains. At last on arrival there I joined a troop-train with reinforcements going to Minsk, where I duly alighted, to discover that General Brusiloffs headquarters were out at a village called Gorodok, about five miles distant, in the direction of Vilna. The evening was bitterly cold, and as I drove along I became filled with ineffable disgust of Rasputin and the disgraceful camarilla who were slowly but surely hurling the nation to its doom.

Had I refused to undertake that devilish mission, the monk would have instantly suspected me of double dealing, and sooner or later I should have met with an untimely end, as, alas! so many others had done. So completely had he placed me beneath his thumb that I was compelled to act as he dictated, in order to save my own life, for, as I have already explained, the holy man held the lives of those who displeased him very cheaply.

At headquarters, which proved to be a veritable hive of military activity, I posed to a sergeant as Tchernines brother, and begged that I might see him. It was nearly dark as I stood with the man, who had roughly demanded my business there.

I fear you will not be able to see him, he replied. The Emperor has just arrived on a visit to headquarters, and he is with the general, and your brother is in attendance upon them.

Tchernine, a spy of Germany, was actually in attendance upon the Emperor, and hence could listen to the conversation between His Majesty and the army commander!

But I have come all the way from Petrograd, I whined. I have a message to give my brother from his wife, whom I fear is dying.

This moved the honest sergeant, who, calling one of his men, told him to go to Tchernine and tell him he was wanted immediately.

Only for a few moments, I said. I will not keep him from his duty more than two or three minutes — just to give him the message.

I waited alone in a small, bare hut for nearly half an hour, when the man returned with Brusiloffs servant.

Ah, dear brother Peter! I cried, rushing forward and embracing him ere he could express astonishment. So I have found you at last — at last!

As I expected, the man who had accompanied him, not wishing to be present at the meeting, turned and left us alone.

The instant he had gone I pressed the box of matches into his hand, whispering:

Take this. It has been sent to you from our friends in Berlin. Inside is a tube of white powder, which you will mix with the powdered sugar which General Brusiloff takes with fruit. It is highly dangerous, so be very careful how you handle it. Death will occur quickly, but the doctors will never discover the reason. It has already been used with effect by our friends among the Allies.

I understand, was the spys grim reply. Tell our friends that I will put it into the sugar to-night, and both His Majesty and the general shall have some. How fortunate, eh? he grinned.

I held my breath. It had never crossed my mind that Nicholas was to dine with the general.

No, I said. Keep it till to-morrow, so that the general has it alone. It is intended for him. Those are the instructions.

I shall not, was his reply as he placed the box in his pocket. If one has it, so shall the other. The German advance will be made all the more easy by the removal of both of them. I — —

Footsteps sounded outside, and the sergeant appeared an instant later; hence we were compelled to separate after exchanging farewells as good brothers would.

Back to Minsk I drove rapidly, and two hours later was in an ambulance train on my way to Petrograd, full of wonder as to what was happening at Gorodok.

Peter Tchernine, spy of Germany, had no doubt mixed the contents of that tiny tube with the powdered sugar served to the general and his Imperial guest.

Standing alone at the end of a long ambulance carriage, I leaned out of the window, breathing the fresh air of the open plain. We were running beside a lake, the water of which came up close to the rails. Here was my opportunity.

I took a tin matchbox from my pocket and flung it as far as I could into the water.

Then I returned to my seat, my heart lighter, for at last I had saved the life of our dear general, and also that of His Majesty, for, truth to tell, what I had given Peter Tchernine was only a little tube of French chalk made up to resemble that brought so secretly from Berlin.

On reporting to Rasputin next day, he rubbed his hands with delight. I, of course, did not tell him of the Emperors peril.

Next day he, however, came to me in a state of high indignation.

The fool Tchernine has blundered, just as Sawvitch did! he cried. Brusiloff still lives and is continuing the offensive. Did he not promise to use the tube?

He certainly did, I assured the monk. He was filled with satisfaction that he would be able thus to help the Fatherland.

In any case he has failed! said the holy man. Not only that, but the plot against Korniloff has also failed. What shall I reply to Berlin? What will they say?

Has the girl Nada Tsourikoff failed us, then? I asked eagerly.

Yes, he replied in a hard, deep tone. The little fool apparently had no courage. It failed her at the last moment — or — —

Or what?

Or somebody knew the truth and threatened exposure.

Why?

Because she was found dead yesterday morning at the Grand Hotel at Dvinsk, having broken the tube and taken some of its contents in her tea. A pity, too, Féodor, for she might have been so very useful. Then he added: Bah! it is always the same with women, their courage fails them at the last moment! No. It is men — men like yourself, Féodor — that we want. The failure at Minsk is, however, very strange. We must inquire into Tchernines actions and report fully to the Königgrätzerstrasse. Otherwise I shall once again be blamed. Surely I did my best — and so did you!


CHAPTER XII

RASPUTIN AND THE KAISER
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THE SECRET VISIT of Rasputin to Berlin and his second audience with the Kaiser were stoutly denied at the time, but as I accompanied the saint upon his adventurous journey I am in a position to know the exact facts.

He, dressed as a Dutch pastor, and calling himself Pastor van Meuwen, and I, calling myself Koster, arrived at a small quiet hotel called the Westfälischer-Hof, in the Neustadische-strasse, on the north of the Linden. We had travelled by way of Helsingfors, Stockholm, and Hamburg, Rasputin being bearer of letters from the Tsaritza to the Kaiser and Kaiserin, assuring them of her continued good wishes and her efforts to secure a German conquest.

Hardly had we been in the rather dismal hotel an hour when a waiter introduced into our private sitting-room, where I stood alone, a tall, dark, middle-aged man, who clicked his heels as he bowed elegantly before me.

Smiling, and without uttering a word, my visitor handed me half of a plain visiting-card that had been roughly torn across, after I had scribbled my signature across the back. From my cigarette-case I took the other half, and placing them together, ascertained that they fitted. The torn portion that the Baron von Hausen — for that was his name, I learnt — had handed to me had been conveyed to Berlin by Hardt a month before, in order that we might repose confidence in any person who called upon us and bore it as the credential of the Königgrätzerstrasse.

My visitor was a pleasant, shrewd-eyed man, well dressed and wearing a fine diamond in his black cravat, who, when he had seated himself at my invitation, glanced to see if the door was closed, and then exclaimed:

Well, Herr Koster, I trust that the Father and yourself have had a comfortable journey.

Quite, I replied. But, of course, it is a very roundabout route.

I expected you two days ago, said the baron, who at that moment rose at the entry of Rasputin and greeted him.

The appearance of the monk in Berlin was very different from the figure he presented in Petrograd. His hair and beard had been trimmed, he had washed, and in his clerical garb he looked a typical Dutch pastor.

I introduced the pair, whereupon the baron said:

His Majesty the Emperor wishes you to come to Potsdam at four oclock to-morrow afternoon. You are to meet the Chancellor.

To this the monk agreed, saying in his halting German:

It is not the first time I have been received by His Majesty. I shall bring Féodor.

As you wish. But I question if His Majesty will allow him to be present at the audience.

In that case, Baron, tell His Majesty that I shall not come, remarked the saint bluntly. His Majesty the Tsar permits the presence of my secretary, therefore why should your Emperor object? Give him that message, he said, adding: I have little time to spare here in Berlin, and am returning to Petrograd almost at once.

The Baron von Hausen demurred, but Rasputin insisted on his message being given to the Kaiser.

Then, when our visitor had left, the monk helped himself to a stiff glass of brandy, and laughing said:

The only way to treat these Germans is with dignity, Féodor. I want you to note all he says and translate the most important into Russian for me. Why does Bethmann-Hollweg want to be present, I wonder?

To advise the Kaiser, no doubt.

About what? I will deal with His Majesty himself, and nobody else, he snapped.

Even while we were discussing the situation another caller came, a German, also dressed as a pastor, who gave the name of Schwass. In a moment Rasputin, recognising him, locked the door and, turning quickly, asked in Russian:

Well, how do things go? You are not suspected?

Not in the least, was the reply of the man, who had been an agent of the Russian Secret Police, and who was now a spy living in Berlin under a clerical guise.

You have a letter for me, I believe, Father, from the Minister Protopopoff, have you not? he asked.

I unlocked the small attaché case and from among a number of other letters which we had brought from Russia was one in a plain envelope addressed to the Pastor Wilhelm Schwass.

The spy tore it open, read it through carefully three times, and then placed it in the fire and watched until it was consumed. What the instructions were we knew not. They were evidently unwelcome, for the mans face went grey, and scarcely uttering another word he turned and left us.

After dinner, which we took together in our sitting-room, we went out for a walk in the Linden. Rasputin was eager to go to one or other of the variety entertainments, but I dissuaded him from such an action, he being in clerical attire.

If you go you may arouse the curiosity of some stupid policeman, and inquiries might be made concerning us. No, while in Berlin it will be necessary for you to remain very quiet, I urged. Remember, the baron and certain of his friends are watching us.

So we idled along to the Café Bauer, where we spent an hour watching the gay crowd, among whom were a number of convalescent officers with those in the capital on leave from Flanders. Berlin life seemed quite unchanged, and the war had not by any means checked the spirit of gaiety in its night life. There had been a successful attack upon the British that day, and the victory over the hated English was upon everyones lips.

For another hour we wandered, noting the merriment and confidence in conquest on every hand.

Truly, declared Rasputin, these Germans spread reports of their own distress for propaganda purposes. Ah, they are indeed a great people, with a great leader!

I differed from him, for I have never had a liking for Germans. At heart Rasputin had, I knew, no great liking either. He admired them and assisted them because he was a born adventurer, and as the tool of the Kaiser was well paid for his services, while at the same time he had succeeded in placing himself in the position of autocrat over the Tsar himself.

After an expensive supper at a small place near the Rosenthal Thor, where two scantily-clad girls danced while the patrons ate, we retraced our steps to the Neustadische-strasse.

On re-entering the hotel the hall-porter gave me a message asking me to ring up Herr Weghinger at No. 2862, Potsdam.

This I did from our sitting-room, asking for Herr Weghinger.

Yes, came the voice. Are you Herr Koster?

I replied in the affirmative, recognising the voice of Baron von Hausen, who said:

Will you please tell your friend that I have arranged for your visit here, and that you will be welcomed. Be outside the French Embassy at three oclock, when a yellow car will drive up. Enter it, and you will be brought here. I shall await you. And then he wished me good night.

The wire over which I had spoken was, I knew, one of the private ones to the Neues Palais at Potsdam.

Rasputin had again triumphed. When I told him he laughed coarsely, remarking:

People are too apt to regard this Kaiser fellow as lord of the world. He will never work his will upon Gregory. Nicholas tried, and failed. Let William try, and he will discover that at least one man is his equal — and more!

On the following day at three oclock we both stood upon the kerb in the Pariser Platz, opposite the closed French Embassy, when suddenly from the Sommerstrasse a big yellow car approached us and drew up. The driver, who had evidently been given our descriptions, got down, saluted, and opened the door for us. Then a minute later we were on our way out of Berlin on the Potsdam road. The papers that day had reported that the Emperor was in Brussels, but such misleading statements are permissible in war.

When we had come down the hill to the Havel and passed over the Glienicke Bridge, we sped through the pleasant town of Potsdam, until at last we entered the great Sanssouci Park, driving past the fountains straight up the tree-lined Hauptweg till we pulled up before the private door of the palace, that used by the Imperial family.

The baron, in uniform and all smiles, was there to meet us, as he had promised.

I had a difficulty with the Emperor, he whispered to me. But as the Father insists, His Majesty has given way.

Rasputin overheard his words, and I saw upon his bearded lips a sinister smile.

Through rooms with painted ceilings we were conducted, through the Shell Salon — the walls of which were inlaid with shells, the friezes being of minerals and precious stones — across the Marble Room, and then along an endless, thickly carpeted corridor, which reminded me of one at Peterhof leading to the Empresss private apartments, until the baron saluted a sentry, passed him, and a little farther on knocked discreetly at a polished mahogany door, that of the Kaisers private workroom.

A moment later we were ushered into a rather small room, plainly furnished, very much like an office. In a chair by the fire sat the grey-bearded Chancellor smoking a cigar, and standing with his back to the English grate was the Emperor William, looking grey and worn, dressed in a drab suit of tweeds.

Ah, Gregory! exclaimed His Majesty, who took no notice of my unimportant self, I do not forget our last meeting. Well, you have done well — excellent work for our Fatherland! And he introduced the monk to the Imperial Chancellor, who, I thought, greeted the charlatan somewhat contemptuously.

Now, Rasputin, wearing clothes to which he was unaccustomed, and devoid of his gold chain and jewelled cross, which he had so constantly fingered when he granted audiences to those who wished to bask in his smiles — which, of course, always meant great pecuniary advantage or official advancement — seemed at the first moment ill at ease.

I have done the bidding of my Imperial sister, was his reply. I have for thee letters from her, also letters for thy wife, and from the pocket of his clerical coat he drew four letters, rather crumpled.

The Emperor hastily scanned the two which Alexandra Feodorovna had addressed to himself, and I noticed a smile of satisfaction flit across his grey, mobile features.

Then, placing them upon his littered writing-table, he gave us seats, and around the fire we sat to talk.

Truly, that council of treachery was an historic one, and cost the lives of many innocent non-combatant women and children.

The Kaiser began by chaffing Rasputin as to his disguise, saying with a laugh:

Really, you might pass unsuspected anywhere, Father! The baron has been telling me that you are at this moment the very reverend Pastor van Meuwen, from Utrecht. My police have no knowledge that you are Russian and an enemy. But there, you are clever, and your services to me are worthy far greater reward than you have yet received. Now tell me, he added, how is Stürmer? I sometimes wonder whether he is acting straight or crooked. Only the other day he telegraphed to Downing Street that you Russians would never agree to a separate peace to isolate Britain. This is most annoying.

Thou art misled, as is all the world, replied the monk with a meaning smile. That telegram was sent to London only after many conferences, in which Alexandra Feodorovna took part with Nicholas, Stürmer, Fredericks, and Protopopoff. The British Press was growing dubious as to our determination in winning the war, hence Stürmers assurance to bamboozle the world was highly necessary.

That relieves us of much anxiety, remarked Bethmann-Hollweg, chewing the end of his cigar. We were beginning to fear that Stürmer might be leaning towards England.

Rasputin made a gesture in the negative.

Stürmer is ever a good friend of the Fatherland, was his slow reply, his eyes fixed upon the Emperor.

There must be famine in Russia, declared the Kaiser impatiently. Your friend Protopopoff has not yet created it, as he promised when he saw me. Famine will bring Russia quickly to her knees, as it will eventually bring Britain. Our U-boats are doing marvels. Happily we warned the British, therefore we are contravening no convention.

Soon our friends in London who have sworn never to sheathe the sword until we are wiped from the face of the earth will begin to squeal, remarked the Imperial Chancellor with a laugh. And especially if we can carry out Professor Hoheisels plan and create a pestilence. It must be tried in Russia first, and then in England, Bethmann-Hollweg went on. The bacteria of anthrax, glanders, and bubonic plague must be sown in various parts of Russia, Gregory. Before you leave Berlin the plan will be explained to you.

The plan by which we sought to propagate cholera by sending infected fruit to various charitable institutions broke down because the delivery of the fruit was delayed, and it arrived at its destination in an uneatable condition, replied Rasputin. No one would touch it, hence all our plans were upset.

The distribution of presents to charitable institutions must be repeated, declared the Chancellor, to which the Emperor agreed. To-morrow you will be told our wishes in that direction, the Chancellor went on.

Yes, exclaimed the Emperor, this military offensive must stop, and at once, if we are successfully to invade England. As soon as Russia makes peace our hands will be free to strike a staggering blow at John Bull. Not till then.

As soon as we bring Russia to her senses then we shall begin to twist the tail of the British lion, said the Chancellor. All our plans are complete. As soon as there is quiet on the Russian front we can, within forty-eight hours, if we wish, put six army corps into East Anglia between the Tyne and the Blackwater, he added boastfully.

Hindenburg will lead them into London one day, never fear, declared the Emperor in the most earnest confidence.

I sat in silence, listening to this strange talk of what was to happen to England when Russia was crushed.

The charges against Soukhomlinoff ought never to have been made, the Emperor went on, addressing the monk. I understood from your report to Steinhauer that you were arranging that the Tsar should hush up the inquiry?

The Emperor gave orders to that effect, in consequence of the advice of the Empress, but the charges were so very grave that Stürmer urged him to cancel his orders lest the public should suspect him of any intention of suppressing a scandal.

It was true that the charges against the Minister of War were astounding. A high official in the Ministry, named Kartzoff, had betrayed his chief, whereupon Colonel Tugen Baranovsky, late Chief of the Mobilisation Department of the Russian General Staff, had declared that the mobilisation plans drafted by the general were full of wilful errors, while rifles, machine-guns, and field and heavy guns were all lacking. Allegations had been made by General Petrovsky, later Chief of the Fortifications Department, to the effect that the general had only twice visited the artillery administration during the whole time he held his portfolio as Minister, while Colonel Balvinkine, one of the heads of the Artillery Administration, had asserted that Soukhomlinoff had insisted upon important contracts for machine-guns being given to the Rickerts factory at a cost of two thousand roubles each, while the Toula factory could turn out excellent machine-guns at nine hundred roubles.

Such were the charges whispered loudly from end to end of Russia.

It would be best for that fellow Kartzoff to disappear, declared the Kaiser. His mouth should be closed, as he may become an awkward witness. Tell Protopopoff from me that it would be judicious to send him to some unknown destination, and that I shall expect to hear early news that he is missing.

I will carry out thine order, said Rasputin gravely. I agree with thee that Kartzoff is highly dangerous. Besides, he is a friend of my worst enemy, Purishkevitch, the member of the Duma who has been agitating against the events at the front.

Rasputin, by the way, did not fail to give Protopopoff the Kaisers message, and three days after our return to Petrograd Kartzoff was enticed away from there by means of a forged telegram, a week later his body being found in a wood near Kislovodsk, in the North Caucasus, while two other witnesses against the Minister of War were arrested, and died later in the island fortress of Schlüsselburg.

The Kaiser seemed unusually cordial towards the monk, much more so than on the occasion when they met in Silesia. The Chancellor seemed to be watching the holy man, taking note of his every gesture and every remark.

The Kaiser agreed entirely with his Chancellors views, and was insistent upon the creation of a pestilence in Russia.

Cholera or plague could work more for our ends in Russia in a month than we can effect by military force in a whole year, he declared as he lit a cigarette, afterwards tossing the match carelessly into the fire. What are the views of Alexandra Feodorovna?

The same as thine own, the monk replied. Unfortunately all our efforts failed. A man named Tsourikoff by some means obtained knowledge of what was intended. Her Majesty heard of it, hence I had him removed two days later. He was met by a certain dancer, and had supper with her at Pivatos, in the Morskaya. An hour after they parted Tsourikoff died mysteriously.

The dancer was a friend of yours, eh? Perhaps a sister-disciple? remarked the Emperor with a meaning grin.

Thou hast guessed aright, answered the monk. But after that we did not dare to carry the infection further.

It must be done. I have some ideas. The baron will explain them to you to-morrow, and I shall expect you to carry them out, said the great War Lord. In Russia there must be revolt and disease, in England invasion, and in France — well, we know how we shall conquer both France and Italy, he added, smiling mysteriously.

He spoke as one who believed that he held the destinies of Europe in the hollow of his hand.

Middle Europe will conquer the world, of that I have no doubt. All is in Gods hands, agreed the saint in bad German, crossing himself with a mock piety which seemed to amuse both the Emperor and his Chancellor.

Listen to-morrow to Hoheisels scheme, which I have approved, said the Emperor, passing to his visitor another cigarette from the heavy golden box. The professor will call on you with the baron and explain. Act boldly, dear friend Gregory, for recollect that you have behind you the whole resources of Prussia and the good will of myself.

The monk, who had only on the previous day declared that he would subject the Kaiser to his influence, had fallen so completely beneath the thrall of the German Emperors curious hypnotism that he sat ready and eager to do his bidding.

The letters you have brought to me from Tsarskoe-Selo are satisfactory so far as they go, but there is still much to be done, said the Kaiser. Tell the Empress that I will reply to her by courier, but that she is to continue her efforts, and that you both have my full and complete support. The prosecution of Soukhomlinoff must be at once suppressed, and those hostile statements in the Duma from time to time directed against us must be made a penal offence punishable by deportation. Kartzoff must go, and Purishkevitch, who is so constantly speaking in the Duma against yourself and others, should be suppressed without delay. Perhaps he will come to a sudden end! suggested the Emperor. At least we can hope so.

Next day at noon the baron brought to us a short, stout, yellow-haired man in gold spectacles, the famous German bacteriologist, Professor Hoheisel, of the Friedrichshain Hospital.

With the door locked, we all four sat down while the deep-voiced scientist unfolded his plan for the devastating of certain populous areas in Russia by the dissemination of a newly discovered and highly infectious disease.

The disease was discovered a year ago by Gerhold, at the Alt-Moabit, and is closely allied to bubonic plague. It is more highly infectious than anthrax or smallpox, and inevitably proves fatal, the professor said, seated at the head of the small table. Curiously enough, infants seem to be immune up to six years of age. Now, my proposal, to which both the Emperor and the Chancellor have agreed, is that the cultures which I have prepared, and of which a large quantity is already in Stockholm ready to be utilised, should be introduced into a consignment of meat extract and tinned beef which has come from South America, and which is being held back by a certain firm in Stockholm friendly to ourselves.

How do you propose to infect it? asked the monk, the devilish plot appealing at once to his cunning and unscrupulous mind.

By puncturing the tins and introducing the culture by means of a hypodermic syringe, and closing up the hole with a spot of solder. The bottles will be treated by puncturing the corks with the needle and closing the hole with melted resin.

I might say, added the baron, that the cargo has been purchased by our friends, Messrs. Juel and Ehrensvard, who are awaiting instructions before re-shipping it. When the meat is prepared it will be your work, Father, to see that it is distributed in the two cities in which we want to experiment, namely, Nijni-Novgorod and Vologda.

They are doomed cities, eh? I remarked.

We intend them to be so, the professor said. When once the disease is released it will spread everywhere, and no precautions can be taken because, up to the present, it is known to only half-a-dozen of us in Berlin, and we have no knowledge how to treat it successfully.

Rasputin was silent.

It will certainly be far more dangerous than cholera or plague — dangerous to ourselves, I mean, he remarked.

Of course the epidemic must not be allowed to break out in Petrograd or in any of the army centres — at least, not at present. We must first watch the effect in Vologda and Nijni.

Well, said the monk, what do you wish me to do?

You are returning by way of Stockholm, replied the baron. His Majesty wishes the professor to accompany you, and in the warehouse of the firm I have named you will see the canned goods and bottles. The professor will show you that the tins have been repainted and are labelled with the mark of a well-known firm, so that there can be no suspicion of them. Only the paint is a much brighter blue than that usually employed. The reason of this is that they can easily be identified by any in the secret, and prevented from being opened in any area save those two towns I have named.

When do you leave? asked the deep-voiced demon in human form.

On Friday next. I have still a number of persons to see.

Then I shall be ready to travel with you, Father, declared the professor; and then, after taking some brandy and soda-water, the conference ended.

The devilish ingenuity of the whole scheme appalled me. The sowing of cholera germs by means of infected fruit had happily failed, but now Germany intended to strike a blow at the civil population of Russia upon a scale more gigantic than I had ever imagined.

Next day, a man who gave the name of Emil Döllen brought Rasputin a letter, which I opened.

It was, I found, a code message which had been received at the great German wireless station at Nauen, having been dispatched from Petrograd, ostensibly to the warship Petropavlovsk in the Baltic, as Rasputin had arranged before he left Russia.

When I decoded it, I found it to be from the Minister Protopopoff, containing certain further instructions, as well as a message from the Tsaritza — which necessitated the monk having a second audience with the Kaiser.

In reply — while the secret messenger Döllen retired for an hour — I sat down and wrote, at the monks dictation, a long dispatch, in which he made brief allusion as to the proposed dissemination of disease, and stating his intention to remain some days in Stockholm.

All is well, he dictated. The Emperor William sends his best greetings and acknowledgments of your dispatch of the 3rd inst. It has been found necessary to recall the troops who have been held ready at Hamburg and Bremen for the invasion of Britain. The German General Staff have, after due consideration, decided that an invasion before Russia is crushed might meet with disaster, hence they are turning their attention to submarine and aerial attacks upon Britain in order to crush her. I have learnt from a conversation with the Kaiser that London is to be destroyed by a succession of fleets of super-aeroplanes launching newly devised explosive and poison-gas bombs of a terribly destructive character. Urge S. [Stürmer] to disclaim at once all knowledge of the Rickert contracts. The action taken against General S. is again ordered to be dropped. See the Emperor and persuade him. Blessings upon you.

        Gregory.

Then I proceeded to put it into the special code which Rasputin and Protopopoff alone used, and when Döllen called it was ready for transmission from Nauen back to the Russian battleship, to which I had addressed it, to be picked up by the wireless station in Petrograd.

The holy Father greatly enjoyed himself in a quiet way in Berlin. Indeed, he purchased a ready-made suit of clothes, and, attired in them, he went out on two occasions and did not return till dawn, and then half intoxicated. On the second occasion the baron called and remonstrated with him, pointing out that he was running great risk.

We have been watching you in order to avoid any unwelcome inquiries by the police. But if you continue we can accept no further responsibility, he said. You see, you pose as Dutch without being able to speak a word of the language!

After that Rasputin became more discreet, but I was nevertheless glad when one night we met Professor Hoheisel at the station and left for Hamburg, duly arriving at Stockholm two days later, where we lost no time in visiting the premises of Juel and Ehrensvard.

Indeed, Mr. Juel, the head of the Hun firm which was doing a large export business between Sweden and Germany, called upon us at the Grand Hotel within an hour of our arrival, and together we all went to a narrow street off the Fjellgatan, not far from the Saltsjöbanans station, where we found a great warehouse filled to overflowing with tins of corned beef and cases containing bottles of beef extract, which had come from America, destined for Germany, but which had been held up to be diverted to Russia after being treated with disease germs.

We were shown stacks upon stacks of tins of one pound, two pounds and six pounds of beef, all bearing a well-known label, but all painted a peculiar blue for identification purposes. In the store we were met by four German laboratory assistants of the fat professor, ready to commence work upon the tins.

I will show you what we shall do, said Hoheisel. The manipulation of the tins is quite easy.

He conducted us to a small room on the top floor, which I at once saw was fitted as a laboratory, and which contained microscopes, incubators, stands of test-tubes, and all the other apparatus appertaining to the bacteriologist.

One of his assistants had carried up four small tins of beef, with a couple of bottles of beef extract. These he placed on the table, and as we stood around he took a small bradawl, and having punctured the tin at the large end close to the rim, he took from one of the incubators a test-tube full of a cloudy brown liquid gelatine. Then filling a hypodermic syringe — upon which was an extra long needle — he thrust it into the contents of the tin and injected the virus into the meat.

Afterwards, with a small soldering-iron he closed the puncture.

That tin, infected as it is, is sufficient to cause an epidemic which might result in thousands of deaths, declared the Hun professor proudly.

His assistant then took a bottle of beef extract, which in Russia is popular with all classes in preparing their cabbage soup, and refilling the syringe, plunged the needle through the cork, afterwards placing a spot of melted resin upon the puncture.

You see how simple it is! laughed the professor, addressing the saint. All that now remains is for a firm in Petrograd to buy the consignment and arrange for it to be sold to wholesale dealers in Vologda and Nijni. This we expect you to arrange.

I certainly will, replied Rasputin promptly. Truly, the idea is a most ingenious one — a disease which is as yet unknown!

We remained in Stockholm for four days longer. The professor and his assistants were working strenuously, we knew, preparing death for the population of those two Russian towns.

One afternoon, after he had lunched with us at the hotel, he said:

If our experiment is successful, then we mean to repeat it from South America to England. It is therefore most important that news of the epidemic does not reach the ears of the Allies. You will point out that to the Minister Protopopoff. When the plague breaks out the censorship must be of the strictest.

Rasputin nodded. He quite understood. He hated the British just as heartily as did the Tsaritza.

A week later we were back at Tsarskoe-Selo, and the monk — who pretended to have been on a pilgrimage to Our Lady of Tver — made to the Empress a full report of his journey to Potsdam. He also told her of the diabolical plot to sweep off the population of Vologda and Nijni as an experiment, in order to see how Hun science could win the war.

Protopopoff came to Rasputins house half-a-dozen times within the next three days, and it was arranged that a firm of importers, Illine and Stroukoff, of Petrograd, should handle the consignment of preserved meat. Both partners in the firm were in the pay of the Ministry of the Interior, hence it was not difficult to arrange that the whole cargo should be sent to Vologda and Nijni to relieve there the growing shortage of meat.

I strove to combat the clever plot, but was, alas! unable to do so. Every precaution was taken against possible failure. The cargo arrived, and was at once sent on by rail to its destination, payment being made for it through ordinary channels, and nobody suspecting. Food was welcomed indeed in Russia in those days of 1916.

In the stress of exciting events that followed I forgot the affair for several weeks. One night, however, Rasputin, on returning from Peterhof, where the Court was at that moment, received Protopopoff, and the pair sat down to drink together.

Suddenly His Excellency exclaimed, with a laugh:

Your mission to Berlin has borne fruit, my dear Gregory! For the past four days I have been receiving terrible reports from Vologda, and worse from Nijni-Novgorod. The inhabitants have been seized by a mysterious and terribly fatal disease. A medical commission left Petrograd yesterday to study it.

Let them study it! laughed Rasputin. They will discover no mode of treatment.

Both towns are rapidly becoming decimated. There have been over thirty thousand deaths, and the mortality is daily increasing.

As I expected, remarked the monk. The professor knows what he is doing. Later on we shall be sending the infection into England and cause our John Bull friends a surprise.

But the position is terribly serious, said His Excellency.

No doubt. Berlin is watching the result. One day they may deem it wise to infect our army. But that must be left to their discretion.

Truly the result of that devilish plot was most awful. In the three months that followed — though not a word leaked out to the Allies, so careful were Protopopoff and the camarilla to suppress all the facts — more than half the population of the two cities died from a disease which to this day is a complete mystery, and its bacilli known only to German bacteriologists.


CHAPTER XIII

THE PERFUME OF DEATH
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I AM MUCH grieved to hear of the disaster at Obukhov. The accident to Colonel Zinovief is most deplorable. Please place a wreath upon his grave from me. Pray always for us.

    Alix.

This was the text of a telegram addressed to Rasputin from the Empress, which I opened when it was placed in my hands. It had been sent from Bakhtchisaray, the Oriental town in the Crimea, where Alexandra Feodorovna had gone to visit the military hospitals, it being necessary for her to pose before Russia as sympathetic to the wounded.

The disaster to which she referred had taken place at the great steel works at Obukhov, the outrage having been committed by two German secret agents named Lachkarioff and Filimonoff, who had visited Rasputin and from whose hand they had received German money. Nearly five hundred lives had been lost, as the foundry had been in close proximity to an explosives factory, where Colonel Zinovief, the director, had been blown to atoms.

It was late at night, and the monk, who was in a state of semi-intoxication, on hearing of the wish of Her Majesty, remarked:

Ah! a clever woman, Féodor — very clever. She never misses an opportunity to show her sympathy with the people. Oh! yes — order the wreath to-morrow from Solovioff in the Nevski — a fine large one. Then laughing, he added: The people, when they see it, will never suspect that Alexandra Feodorovna knew of the pending disaster eight days ago. But, he added suddenly, after a pause, is it not time, Féodor, that I saw another vision?

I laughed. I knew how, during the week that had elapsed since our return from the secret visit to Potsdam, he was constantly holding reunions of his sister-disciples, many fresh converts being admitted to the new religion.

Both Lachkarioff and Filimonoff, authors of the terrible disaster at Obukhov, had been furnished with passports by Protopopoff, and were already well on their way to Sweden, but the catastrophe was the signal for a terrible period of unrest throughout Russia, and in the fortnight that followed, rumours, purposely started by German agents and the secret police under Protopopoff, assumed most alarming proportions.

All was the creation of Rasputins evil brain. With the Emperor and Empress absent in the South, he had, with the connivance of No. 70, Berlin, determined to undermine the moral of the whole nation by disseminating false reports and arranging for disaster after disaster.

In the saints study in the Gorokhovaya there was arranged the terrible railway accident which occurred near Smolensk, in which a crowded troop train collided with an ambulance train, the wreckage being run into by a second troop train, all three trains eventually taking fire and burning. The exact loss of life will never be known.

Another outrage was the destruction of the big railway bridge over the River Tvertza, not far from Kava, thus blocking the Petrograd-Moscow line, while a train conveying high explosives made in England a few days later blew up while passing the station of Odozerskaja, completely wrecking the line between Archangel and Petrograd and killing nearly three hundred people.

Each of these outrages was arranged in my presence, and I was compelled to assist in counting the money which was afterwards given by the monk to their perpetrators as price of their perfidy.

We must create unrest, Rasputin declared one night to His Excellency the Minister Protopopoff, as the precious pair sat together. We must prepare Russia for disaster.

Hence it was that they arranged for a series of most alarming false rumours to be circulated throughout the length and breadth of the Empire.

Indeed, on the day following, I heard in a bank where I had business that all Moscow was involved in a great revolution, that the Moscow police were on strike, and that the troops had refused to fire upon the populace. Everyone stood aghast at the news. But the truth was that the telegraphs and telephones between Moscow and Petrograd had been wilfully cut in three places by agents of Protopopoff, and while those alarming rumours were current in Petrograd, similar rumours were rife in Moscow that revolution had broken out in the capital.

Rasputin and his friends in the course of a few days created a veritable whirlwind of false reports, hoping by that means to shatter or stifle all manifestations of patriotic feeling, and prepare Russia for a separate peace.

Meanwhile he had contrived, as the Kaiser ordered, to prevent the offensive being resumed in Poland; and yet so cleverly did he effect all this that General Brusiloff, who was at the south-west front, actually gave an interview to a British journalist, declaring that the war was already won, though it was merely speculation to estimate how much longer will be required before the enemy are convinced that the cause for the sake of which they have drenched Europe in blood is irretrievably lost.

The cold white light of later events has indeed revealed the black hearts of Rasputin and his friends, for while all this was in progress Stürmer, though so active in the betrayal of his country, boldly made a speech deploring the fact that anyone credited the sinister rumours which his fellow-conspirators had started, and to save his face he warned the working-classes to remain patient and prosecute the war with vigour.

I recollect well the day he had made that speech — the day on which the Labour group of the Central War Industrial Committee issued its declaration. There was a reunion of the sister-disciples, at which three new members were admitted to the cult, all society women under thirty, and all good-looking. Their names were Baroness Térénine, whose husband had been Governor of Yaroslav; Countess Chidlovski, one of the acknowledged society beauties of Petrograd, who had of late had an affair with an Italian tenor named Baccelli; and Anna, the pretty young daughter of a woman named Friede, who was also a disciple.

There was a large attendance, and Rasputin exhibited more than the usual mock piety. In his jumbled jargon, which he called a sermon — that mixture of quotations from the Lives of Saints mingled with horrible obscenities — he had referred to the terrible rumours.

These, I fear, my dear sisters, are, alas! too true, he declared. Being in the position of knowing much, I beg of you all to pray ceaselessly, and let these three who to-day join our holy circle take upon themselves the duty of obtaining fresh converts, and thus ensure to themselves the blessing of him who stands here before you — the saviour of Russia.

Then he paused, and all the kneeling women crossed themselves, piously murmuring, as was part of the creed:

Gods will be done! Gods will be done! Truly, our Father Gregory is holy! Truly, the sacrifice which each and all of us make is made to God!

The three newly-admitted aspirants, dressed in very flimsy black in the mode which the monk imposed upon them, knelt before the Father and kissed his hands, while from his lips fell those awful blasphemies, which, amazing as it was, hypnotised, neurotic society women believed to be the truth.

Afterwards Rasputin gave them all tea and cake, he being personally waited upon by the three neophytes. Then, half-an-hour after the last one had departed — for the three had remained behind with him for further private instruction and conversation, as was usual — the Prime Minister Stürmer was announced.

I have made the speech you suggested, he declared to the monk as he sank into a chair. Phew! what a smell of perfume, my dear Gregory! he laughed. Your sister-disciples have left it behind them. Open the window, Féodor, he exclaimed, turning to me. Let us have some fresh air.

The monk then explained that while Stürmer had made that public declaration he had told the women that the situation was grave, well knowing that they, in turn, would tell their husbands, and the rumours would quickly be propagated.

I have had another reassuring telegram from Downing Street, Stürmer remarked, with a grin. I dare not publish it, otherwise it would upset our friends in Berlin.

As I have told you, the Kaiser forbids the publication of any of our reassurances from France or England — especially from the English, whom he hates so deeply. What, I wonder, will be the fate of the English when he is able to send an army of invasion across the North Sea?

If he is ever able. I doubt it, remarked the traitorous Premier of Russia.

He certainly intends doing so, said Rasputin. And when he does I should be sorry to be in Britain. They will treat the civilians worse than they did the Belgians.

Yes; he intended being in Paris two years ago, replied the goat-bearded débauché in uniform.

It is time I saw another vision, said the monk presently. I shall see one to-night most probably — one concerning our defeat.

Do, urged Stürmer. You have not had a vision for quite a long time. It impresses all classes, and we can make so much use of it when dealing with Nicholas. He believes as thoroughly in your visions as in the spirit-voice of the dead Alexander.

Next day the whole world of Petrograd was startled.

To Grichka the Blessed Virgin had once again revealed herself, just as she had done years ago to the peasant girl at Lourdes.

The Procurator of the Holy Synod called to see him at noon to inquire of him personally, and ascertain what he had seen. Rasputin, with his hands crossed over his breast, turned his dark eyes heavenward, and said:

It is true that last night, just after midnight, as I was praying in my room, Our Lady appeared unto me in a cloud of shining light. She was clothed in bright blue, and in her hands she bore a bunch of lilies. Behind her I saw a picture of a great battlefield, where our soldiers were retreating in disorder, being shot down in hundreds by the machine-guns of the enemy — and worse — and worse! And the charlatan hid his face in his hands as though to shut out the horror of the recollection.

What else? asked the head of the Russian Church. Tell me, O Father.

It is too terrible — the public must not know — — he gasped, as though in fear. I saw our Emperor killed on the field of battle; he was struck in the head by a piece of shell from one of the German long-range guns, and half his face was blown away. Ugh! And he shuddered. The sight of it was terrible. My blood ran cold. Nicholas, our Emperor, dead! I saw Brusiloff, too, lying shot, with a dozen other generals. Then the scene changed, and I saw the burial of the Emperor with all pomp, and his widow Alexandra Feodorovna following the coffin.

And then?

Then Our Lady opened her lips, and I heard her voice, went on the holy liar. She spake to me slowly and solemnly, saying: O Gregory, what thou hast witnessed is decreed to take place within forty days from to-day! These scenes will be enacted upon Russian soil — and worse. The people of Petrograd, Moscow and Warsaw will be put to the sword by the enemy, who have right and justice upon their side. Russia has fallen away from God, and is now accursed. I shrieked at those fateful words. But she repeated them, adding: Thou, O Gregory, canst still save Russia if thou wilt raise thy voice in warning. Peace must be effected. Let those who are in alliance with Russia fight on if they will, but let Russia remain holy for the sake of its innocent people and its great Imperial house. Warn His Majesty at once, warn his Ministers, to cut themselves adrift from those nations which are seeking to profit by their alliance with Russia. Compel them to make peace with the Emperor William. If this is not concluded within forty days, then Gods wrath will fall upon this land. Thou art sent by God as His apostle, therefore take heed and take instant action! And a second later she had faded out, and there was nothing but darkness.

I could see how greatly our visitor was impressed.

The Emperor should surely know, he said, astounded.

Yes, but we must not alarm the public too greatly, Rasputin replied.

Already it is on everyones lips, exclaimed the other. The wildest stories are afloat concerning the Blessed Virgins appearance to you. We certainly must have peace with Germany. That is what everyone is saying, except members of the Duma and the war party.

Thus, by pretending to have seen a vision at an hour when, truth to tell, he had been snoring in a drunken sleep, half Russia grew alarmed, including the Emperor and Empress, who both hurried back to Tsarskoe-Selo, where Rasputin repeated with much embellishment what he had told the Procurator of the Holy Synod.

Just at the moment Rasputin was engaged upon a piece of outrageous blackmailing, which I think ought to be recorded against him.

The facts were briefly as follow. The German agent Lachkarioff, who with his accomplice had blown up the Obukhov steel works and was now safe in Sweden, had, while in Petrograd, made the acquaintance of a certain Madame Doukhovski, the young wife of the President of the Superior Tribunal at Kharkof. She was a giddy little woman, and the monk had plotted with old Countess Ignatieff to entice her to join the cult, but she had always refused. Lachkarioff was a good-looking, well-dressed man, who posed as a commercial magnate of Riga, and she, I suppose, fell beneath his charm. At any rate, for a long time the pair were inseparable.

One day the German agent, who was an exceedingly wily person, came to Rasputin and told him that he had induced the young lady of Kharkof to reveal to him certain secrets concerning the dealings of Soukhomlinoff and the supply of machine-guns for the Army — facts which had been presented in strictest confidence by one of the War Ministers enemies to the President of the Kharkof tribunal.

Rasputin smiled in triumph when he heard the exact details which Madame Doukhovski had divulged.

Sit down yonder, my friend, and put that into writing, and sign it, said the monk, indicating the table by the window.

You will not punish her for her indiscretion, I hope, remarked the man, who was at the moment plotting that series of terrible disasters.

Not in the least, Rasputin assured him. Your friend is my friend. But when such statements are made I like to have them on record. If Soukhomlinoff comes up for trial — which I very much doubt — then the memorandum may be of use to prove what silly and baseless gossip has been in circulation.

In consequence of this assurance, Lachkarioff wrote down what had been told him by the judges wife, a document which the saint preserved with much care — until the Obukhov catastrophe had taken place and its author was out of Russia. Then he wrote to Madame Doukhovski and asked her to call upon him upon an urgent matter concerning her husband.

In surprise, and perhaps a little anxious, she kept the appointment one afternoon, and I ushered her into the monks room.

He rose, and, addressing her roughly, said:

So you have obeyed me, woman! And it is best for you that you have done so. Hitherto you have held me in contempt and refused all invitations to visit me. Why?

Because I am not a believer, was her open, straightforward answer.

Then you will believe me ere I have done, he declared, with an evil grin, stroking his ragged beard, and fixing his eyes upon her.

You insult me, she cried angrily. Why should you speak to me like this?

Because you have been an associate of Felix Lachkarioff — a traitor and a spy, he declared in that deep, hard voice of his. Oh! you cannot deny it. Your husband has no knowledge that you were an intimate friend of the man who has fled from Russia after causing that frightful disaster at Obukhov. Is not that so?

The handsome, dark-haired woman whom the spy had so grossly betrayed turned pale, and sat utterly staggered that her secret was out. She had never dreamed that the handsome, polite man who had one day been presented to her in the lounge of the Hôtel dEurope was a German agent, that he was engaged in committing outrages on behalf of the enemy, or that he was friendly with the monk.

Your husband does not know that spy? Answer me? demanded Rasputin roughly.

I have told my husband nothing, was her faltering reply.

That is not surprising, Madame, laughed the saint, leaning back in the chair where he had seated himself, especially when you have told that spy certain secrets of our Government, which you obtained by examining the dossiers which have been passing through your husbands hands.

What do you mean? she cried, starting up in indignation.

Ah, no, he said; it is useless to pretend ignorance, Madame. Read this!

And he handed her a copy of what the German agent had written, saying: I have the original, which I am passing to the authorities, so that they may take what action they deem best against you as a traitor and against your husband for negligence!

The unfortunate woman, when she scanned the statement, went pale to the lips, fully realising the extreme seriousness of the nature of her offence, now that her admirer was known to be a spy of Germany.

But you wont do that? she gasped. Think, Father, what it would mean both to my husband and myself! Think! she cried hoarsely.

You have revealed the contents of certain highly confidential documents to the Germans, the monk said. You do not deny it. You, Madame Doukhovski, are a traitor to Russia, and evidence of your treachery is contained in that confession of a German spy whom you assisted and whom you — —

I looked at the dossiers on my husbands table because Monsieur Lachkarioff asked me to do so, she declared. He told me he was a friend of Soukhomlinoff, and that he was doing all he could to assist in clearing him of the charges levelled against him. I believed him, alas! — I was foolish enough to believe that he spoke the truth. And now he has betrayed me!

I suppose you were infatuated by the man, laughed the monk scornfully. If you were so weak, then you must pay the penalty.

And that is — what? she asked breathlessly, and pale as death.

Exposure, replied the charlatan who was the head of the traitorous camarilla around the throne. Our dear land is in serious peril to-day, therefore those who attempt to betray her should be held up as examples to others.

But you will not — youll not let anyone know of my indiscretion! she begged.

That certainly is my intention, was his hard reply. This statement was made to me by your lover, and it is but right that it should be investigated, so that we may know the extent of the harm that you have done.

The frantic, despairing woman, bursting into tears, threw herself at the feet of the miracle worker, begging hard for mercy.

Think! she cried. Think what it will mean to my husband and myself. He will probably be placed under arrest and lose his post, while I — I would rather die than face such exposure.

Ah! my dear Madame, said Rasputin tauntingly. Life is very sweet, you know.

But you must not do this! she shrieked loudly. Promise me, Father, that you will not! Promise me — do!

Rasputin drew his hand roughly from her, for she had seized it as she implored him to show her mercy.

There may be some extenuating circumstances in your case — but I doubt it, he said.

There are! she declared. I grew to love the man. I was blind, mad, infatuated — but now I hate him! Would that I could kill the man who wrought such disaster in our land! Would that I could kill him with my own hand!

Rasputin drew a long breath. The wish she expressed had suddenly aroused within his inventive brain a means of executing a sharp and bitter revenge.

Perhaps one day, ere long, you may be afforded opportunity, he said in a changed voice. If so, I will call you here again and explain what I mean.

Ah! Then I may hope for your pity and indulgence, eh? she cried quickly, but still in deep anxiety.

Yet Rasputin would not commit himself, for he was playing a very deep and intricate game.

When the erring woman had gone the monk filled his glass with brandy, some of that choice old cognac which the Empress sent him regularly, and turning to me, said:

Féodor, the man Doukhovski is wealthy, I understand. Protopopoff has been making inquiry, and finds that he is owner of a large estate near Ryazhsk, and that from an uncle quite recently he inherited nearly a million roubles. He only retains his office because he does not regard it as patriotic to retire while the war is in progress. What will he think of his wifes betrayal when he knows of it?

But you will not inform him, I exclaimed.

Not if Madame is reasonable. She is wealthy in her own right, replied the monk. If women err they must be compelled to pay the price, he went on in a hard voice. Felix Lachkarioff evidently deceived her very cleverly. But there — he is one of the most expert agents that the Königgrätzerstrasse possesses, and is so essentially a ladies man.

After a pause Rasputin, lighting a cigarette, laughed lightly to himself, and said:

The report furnished to me yesterday shows that Madame was one of the Plechkoffs of Lublin, and her balance at the Azov Bank is a very considerable one. The price of my silence is the money she has there. And I shall obtain it, Féodor — you will see, he added with confidence.

So ruthlessly did he treat the unfortunate woman that, by dint of threats to place the original of that statement of Lachkarioff before the Minister Protopopoff, he had before a week had passed every rouble she possessed.

I was present on the night when she came to him to make the offer, the negotiations having been opened and carried on by a man named Zouieff, one of the several professional blackmailers whom Rasputin employed from time to time under the guise of lawyers. She was beside herself in terror and despair, and carried with her a cheque-book.

The interview was a strikingly dramatic one. She penitent, submissive, and full of hatred of the spy under whose influence she had fallen; the monk cold, brutal, and unforgiving.

Yes, he said at last, when she offered him a monetary consideration in exchange for his silence. But I am not content with a few paltry roubles. I am collecting for my new monastery at Kertch, and what you give will atone to God for your crime.

Within ten minutes she had written out a cheque for the whole of her private fortune, while at the monks dictation I wrote out a declaration that his allegations were false, a document which he signed and handed to her, together with Lachkarioffs original statement.

Even then Rasputins cunning was not at its limit.

Lachkarioffs usefulness to Germany in Russia was at an end. He was in Gothenburg, and being a close friend of an English journalist there, it was feared lest he should allow himself to be interviewed, and reveal something of the truth concerning the subterranean working of Germany in Petrograd.

The mans lips ought to be closed, Steinhauer had written to Rasputin only a week before. Can you suggest any way? While he lives he will be a menace to us all. Filimonoff is safe in an asylum in Copenhagen, though I believe he is perfectly sane. Only it is best that no risk should be run.

Here were means ready to hand to close the mouth of Felix Lachkarioff, for the woman whom he had betrayed was furiously vengeful.

You said the other day that you would be ready to strike a blow at that enemy of Russia who has so grossly misled you, Rasputin said to her in a deep, earnest voice, as she sat in his room. Would not such a course be deeply patriotic? Why not, as expiation of your sin, travel to Gothenburg and avenge those hundreds of poor people who were his victims at Obukhov? I can give into your hand the means, he added, looking her straight in the face.

What means? she asked.

He crossed to his writing-table, and, unlocking a drawer with a key upon his chain, he took out a tiny bottle of extremely expensive Parisian perfume, a pale-green liquid, which he handed to her.

It looks like scent, he remarked, with a grin, but it contains something else — something so potent that a single drop introduced into food or drink will produce death within an hour, the symptoms being exactly those of heart disease. That is what deaths resulting from it are always declared to be. So there is no risk. Meet him, be friendly, dine with him for the sake of old days in Petrograd, and before you leave him he will be doomed, added Rasputin, in a low whisper. He surely deserves it after deceiving you as he has done!

He certainly does, she declared fiercely, unable to overlook how he had betrayed her. And I will do it! she added, taking up the little bottle. Russia shall be avenged.

Excellent, my dear sister. You will indeed be rewarded, declared Rasputin, crossing himself. When you return to Petrograd, give me back that precious little bottle of perfume, which I call the Perfume of Death.

That the woman did not fail to carry out her promise was certain, for within a fortnight we heard in a secret dispatch that Hardt brought us from Berlin that the agent Lachkarioff had died suddenly from heart disease after dining with a Russian lady friend at the Grand Hotel in Stockholm.

Truly, the grip in which Germany held Russia and its Government was an iron one, and death most assuredly came to those whom Berlin feared, or who were in any way obnoxious to the German war party.

Ten days later a small packet was left at the house, addressed to the monk. When I opened it I found the little Parisian perfume bottle.

One morning, a week later, I went with Rasputin to the Ministry of the Interior, where we were ushered into the small, elegant private room of Satan-in-a-silk-hat Protopopoff, who greeted us cordially. But as soon as the door was closed, and he had invited us to be seated, he rose, turned the key, and, facing us, gravely said:

Gregory, I fear something serious is about to happen. Late last night I received an urgent visit from the Under-director of Secret Police of Moscow, who had come post-haste to tell me that there has been a secret meeting between Miliukoff and the Grand Dukes Serge and Dmitri in that city, and it has been decided that at the reopening of the Duma Miliukoff will rise and publicly expose us.

What? shrieked the monk, starting. Is that what is intended? he asked breathlessly.

Yes. He apparently knows the authors of the outrage at Obukhov and our association with them. It is believed that he actually holds documentary evidence of the money which we passed through the Volga-Kama Bank, in Tula.

But this must be prevented at all hazards, declared Rasputin. We cannot allow him to denounce us. Not that anybody will believe him. But it is not policy at this moment. Public opinion is highly inflamed.

I agree. Of course, nobody will believe him. Yet he is dangerous, and if he denounces us in the Duma it will come as a bombshell. I called upon Anna Vyrubova early this morning, and she has gone to the palace, said Protopopoff.

Rasputin remained silent, his hand stroking his ragged beard, a habit of his when working out some scheme more devilish than others.

Miliukoff will be supported by Purishkevitch, without a doubt, His Excellency the Minister went on. Both are equally dangerous.

The saint grunted and knit his brows, for he saw himself in a very perilous position. In three days time the Duma would re-open, and Miliukoff would probably bring forth certain documentary evidence of the treachery of Stürmer, Fredericks, Soukhomlinoff, Anna Vyrubova, and a dozen others who formed the camarilla which was working for Russias downfall.

The Duma must be prevented from opening, Rasputin declared at last. The Emperor must rescind the order and further postpone it.

The Duma has been prohibited from meeting for over five months. It can, I agree, wait still further. His Majesty must find some excuse, or — —

I know what is passing in your mind, friend, interrupted the monk. Yes, I will urge Nicholas further to prohibit it, and thus give us time to suppress our enemies.

Action must be taken at once, said the Minister. I had a telephone message from the secret police in Moscow to say that Miliukoff left for Petrograd at nine oclock this morning. The Grand Dukes have gone south.

Two hours later, on our return to the Gorokhovaya, an Imperial courier arrived in hot haste from Tsarskoe-Selo with a sealed note for the monk, enclosed in two envelopes.

These I tore open, and, signing the outer envelope as assurance of safe receipt, handed it to the courier, who left. Afterwards I read the message to Rasputin, it being as follows:

Holy Father, — Anna has just told me of Miliukoffs intention in the Duma. The Emperor must further adjourn its re-assembling. I have telegraphed to him urging him to do this. If not, let us adopt Noyos suggestion to pay the agents J. and B. ten thousand roubles to remove him. I would willingly pay a hundred thousand roubles to close his mouth for ever. This must be done. Suggest it to P. [Protopopoff]. Surely the same means could be used as with T. and L. and the end be quite natural and peaceful! You could supply the means as before. But I urge on you not to delay a moment. All depends upon Miliukoffs removal. If he reveals to the Duma what he knows, then everything must be lost. I kiss your dear hands. With Olga I ask A.            your blessing. — Your dutiful daughter,

It was thus evident that the Empress knew of what Rasputin gleefully called The Perfume of Death. Ah! in how many cases, I wonder, was it used by the mock saint to stifle the truth and to sweep his enemies of both sexes from his path? Such a letter as this I have here given seems utterly incredible in this twentieth century, yet those who knew underground Russia immediately before the downfall of the Romanoffs will express no surprise.

At once we went to Tsarskoe-Selo with all haste, and Rasputin had a long conference in private with the Empress and Anna, the outcome of which was that Alexandra Feodorovna dispatched an urgent message in cipher to the Tsar, who was still absent at South-West Headquarters.

We remained at the palace all that day. At six oclock Anna Vyrubova entered the room, where I sat writing some letters, and inquired for the monk.

He was here a quarter of an hour ago, I replied.

Then find him at once and give him this. It is most urgent, said the high-priestess of the cult of the sister-disciples, handing me a sealed envelope.

Ten minutes later I found Rasputin walking alone on the terrace, impatient and thoughtful, and opened the envelope. Within was a message in Their Majesties private cipher, which had been deciphered by the Empresss own hand, and which read:

Tell our dear Father [Rasputin] that to postpone the Duma would, I fear, create an unfavourable impression, and I judge impossible. Protopopoff has asked my authority to arrest Miliukoff upon some technical charge, but I do not consider such a course good policy. I agree that to-days situation is grave, and agree also that at the last moment some means should be taken to prevent him from speaking.

    Nikki.

The monk at once flew to the Empresss side, where Stürmer was being received in audience. Again the situation was eagerly discussed. That night, when we returned to Petrograd, although it was nearly midnight, Protopopoff was summoned by telephone, and when the pair met I learnt what had been arranged at the Palace.

The Empresss wishes were to be carried out. The patriot Miliukoff was to be removed.


CHAPTER XIV

MILIUKOFFS EXPOSURE
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MATTERS WERE NOW growing daily more desperate in Russia. Suspense, unrest, and suspicion were rife everywhere, while the deluded people were kept quiet by promises of a great offensive in the near future.

The Minister Protopopoff, wearing his gorgeous uniform, his breast covered with decorations — the man whom Great Britain regarded as so extremely friendly — had just paid a visit to the British Embassy, and on his way home called upon Rasputin.

It is just as we heard from Moscow, he said to the monk anxiously. Miliukoff intends to denounce you at the opening of the Duma. He has been in communication with both the French and British Embassies, and as far as I can learn both are in entire agreement with him.

Then I must save myself, Rasputin declared, stroking his matted beard thoughtfully.

The British never dream that I have been assisting you in your schemes with Alexandra Feodorovna. That is why they are so friendly with me at the Embassy. Indeed, only yesterday the French Ambassador handed me the latest report upon the output of munitions in France, and the details of their long-range gun. These I copied, and Hardt has left with them for Berlin.

Truly, we have fooled the Allies exquisitely, laughed the Black Monk. But if I am denounced, you also will be discovered as my associate, as well as Stürmer, Fredericks, and our other friends.

That is why the Empress urges you to resort to the perfume, said the much-decorated traitor.

Yes, but how? asked Rasputin. There is no time.

There is sufficient.

What do you suggest? asked the monk.

You know little Xenie, who married the Councillor of State, Kalatcheff, last year? She is one of your sisters, is she not?

The saint nodded.

Well, according to a secret report made to me, she has conceived a violent hatred of Miliukoff, who was once a friend of her husband, and who still admires her. Miliukoff visits her home sometimes, and one day quite recently while in her salon he denounced you. She has been going about declaring him to be your bitterest enemy. If so, could she not invite him to take tea with her — and then?

An excellent idea! cried Rasputin. Xenie Kalatcheff warned me against Miliukoff some time ago, I recollect. I will see her and sound her upon the subject. Then, turning to me, he asked me to inquire over the telephone if Madame Kalatcheff was at home.

Five minutes later I informed the monk that the lady was at home, and was ready to speak with him if he wished.

At once Rasputin went to the instrument, and, after greeting her gaily, asked if she could possibly come round to see him on a very urgent affair, to which she at once acceded.

I had better not see her, so I shall get off, said His Excellency. Be careful how you treat her. Recollect, her mind may have been poisoned against you by Miliukoff. These members of the Duma are often very clever and cunning.

Leave the matter in my hands, said the saint, with a grin. I will soon ascertain her exact attitude, and act accordingly. First, we must remove Miliukoff, and next Purishkevitch — who is equally our enemy.

About twenty minutes later I ushered into the monks presence a pretty, handsomely-dressed woman of about twenty-eight, who often attended our reunions, and who was one of the best-known society women in Petrograd.

I was about to turn and leave when Rasputin said:

You can remain, Féodor. The matter upon which I have to speak with our sister here concerns you as well as myself.

Then, when the wife of the Councillor of State was seated, Rasputin carefully approached the subject of Miliukoff.

It has been whispered to me that he is my bitter enemy, and that he is about to speak against me in the Duma, he said. I believe your husband and he are friendly. Do you happen to know if there is any truth in this rumour?

Yes, Father, I do, was madames instant reply. I warned you of him three weeks ago, but you did not heed. I also told Anna Vyrubova, but her reply was that you, being divine, would be perfectly able to take care of yourself.

So I am. But it is against Gods holy law that human tongues should utter lies against me, he said, cleverly impressing upon her the fact that if Miliukoff were suppressed it would be no crime, but an act of duty.

To me, in my own house, he has declared his intention of denouncing you — and also our dear Anna and the Empress.

The monk was silent. While she was seated he stood before her with folded arms, looking straight at her. Suddenly, fixing her with those remarkable eyes of his, he asked in a deep, hard voice:

Xenie, will you permit this man to besmirch the name of him whom God hath sent to you?

I dont understand! she cried, surprised at his attitude. How can I prevent it?

It lies in your hands, declared the mock saint. You are his friend — and also mine. He visits your house — what more easy — than — —

Than what?

Than you should invite him to take tea with you to-morrow — to discuss myself. He knows that you are a disciple, I suppose?

Yes, he has somehow learnt it — but my husband is in ignorance, and he has promised not to reveal the truth to him.

If he knows of our friendship he might tell your husband. He is unprincipled, and probably will do so. That is why I suggest you should ask him to tea.

As he spoke he crossed to the writing-table, and, opening a drawer with the key upon his chain, he took out the tiny bottle of exquisite Parisian perfume.

What is that you have there? she asked, with curiosity, noticing the little bottle. Scent?

Yes, he said, with a mysterious grin. It is, my dear sister, the Perfume of Death.

The Perfume of Death? she echoed. I dont understand!

Then I will tell you, Xenie, he replied, his great hypnotic eyes again fixed upon her. I do not use perfume myself, but others sometimes, on rare occasions, use this. It is unsuspicious, and can be left upon a ladys dressing-table. A drop used upon a handkerchief emits a most delicate odour, like jasmine, but a single drop in a cup of tea means death. For two hours the doomed person feels no effect. But suddenly he or she becomes faint, and succumbs to heart disease.

Ah, I see! she gasped, half-starting from her chair, her face ashen grey. I — I realise what you intend, Father! I — I — —

And she sank back again in her chair, breathless and aghast, without concluding her sentence.

No! she shrieked suddenly. No; I could not be a poisoner — a murderess! Anything but that!

Not for the sake of the one sent by God as saviour of our dear Russia? he asked reproachfully, in a low, intense tone. That man Miliukoff is Gods enemy — and ours. In your hand lies the means of removing him in secret, without the least suspicion.

And slowly the crafty, insinuating criminal took her inert hand, and pressed the little bottle into its soft palm.

One drop placed upon the lemon which he takes in his tea will be sufficient, he whispered. Only be extremely careful of it yourself, and return the bottle to me afterwards. It is best in my safe keeping.

No! I cant! cried the wretched woman over whom Rasputin had now once again cast his inexplicable spell.

But you shall, Xenie! I, your holy Father, command you to render this assistance to your land. None shall ever know. Féodor, who knows all my innermost secrets, will remain dumb. The world cannot suspect, because no toxicologist has ever discovered the existence of the perfume, nor are they able to discern that death has not resulted from heart disease.

But I should be a murderess! gasped the unhappy woman beneath that fateful thraldom.

No. You will be fulfilling a duty — a sin imposed upon you in order that, by committing it, you shall purify yourself for a holy life in future, he said, referring to one of the principles of his erotic religion.

She began to waver, and instantly I saw that Rasputin had won — as he won always with women — and that the patriot Miliukoff had been sentenced to death.

Go! he commanded at last. Go, and do my bidding. Return to-morrow night, and tell me of your — success!

Then he bowed out the reluctant but fascinated young woman, who in her silver chain-bag carried the small bottle of perfume.

That night Rasputin, after drinking half a bottle of brandy, retired to bed, declaring that women were only created to be the servants of men. Then I sat down, and taking a sheet of plain and very common writing-paper, I typed upon it a warning to the man who, at the Empresss suggestion, was to be so ruthlessly removed. The words I typed were:

You will be invited to tea to-morrow by Xenie Kalatcheff. Do not accept. There is a plot to cause your death. This warning is from — A Friend.

I typed an envelope with Monsieur Miliukoffs address, and then, slipping to the door quietly, I stole out and dropped it in the letter-box at the corner of the Kazanskaya.

That I had saved the deputys life I knew next afternoon when Madame Kalatcheff sent round a hurried note to Rasputin, explaining that, though she had invited him to her house, he had rather curtly refused the invitation.

At this the monk telephoned her to come round, and once again she sat in his room explaining that she had sent Miliukoff a note urging him to see her at four oclock, as she wished to make some revelations concerning the monk that might be useful to him when speaking in the Duma. The reply, which she produced, was certainly couched in most indignant terms.

Can he suspect, do you think, Féodor? he asked, turning to me.

How can he? I asked. Perhaps, knowing madame to be a disciple, he doubts the genuineness of her promised disclosures.

Perhaps so, Xenie said. But what can I do if he suspects me? Nothing that I can see.

The pair sat anxiously discussing the situation for the next half-hour, until at last the State Councillors wife, handing back the little bottle of perfume to the monk, rose and left.

I was secretly much gratified that I had been able to save the Deputys life, yet Rasputin continued to discuss other plans with me, repeating:

The fellow must die. Alexandra Feodorovna has willed it. While he lives he will always be a constant menace. He must die! He shall die!

Our national hymn, Boje Tzaria khrani (God save the Tsar), was being sung at the moment in the streets, because news of a victory in Poland had just been given out to the public.

Already the foundation stone of the revolution had been laid, and M. Miliukoff, with purely patriotic motives, had assisted in cementing it. The Senatorial revision which was ordained to inquire into General Soukhomlinoffs treachery had, owing to Miliukoffs activity, ordered a search at the amorous old fellows private abode early in the spring, with the result that he found himself incarcerated in the fortress of Peter and Paul. When the general was arrested, madame his wife — an adventuress named Gaskevitch, who had commenced life as a typist in a solicitors office, and who was many years his junior — had a terrible attack of hysteria, for things had taken for her a most unexpected turn. The woman had been implicated in intrigue and treachery ever since. After copying some secret papers for a man in Kiev, she had blackmailed him, obtained a big sum of money, and then married a man named Boulovitch, a prosperous landed proprietor. By thus entering the higher circle of society in Kiev, she got to know General Soukhomlinoff, its Governor-General, who connived with her to obtain a divorce from Boulovitch, so that she subsequently married the bald-headed old Don Juan a few months after his appointment as War Minister.

Madame and Rasputin were ever hand-in-glove. From the moment the general was arrested she had worked with singular energy and adroitness to retrieve her husbands fallen fortune, and in doing so she assisted to lay the beginning of the first Revolution. She enlisted the sympathy of Rasputin, Anna Vyrubova and the Empress, all of whom were gravely apprehensive as to what might come out at the generals trial. She even threw herself at the feet of Alexandra Feodorovna, imploring her to intercede with the Emperor so as to save her calumniated and injured husband. And at last she succeeded.

The inquiries were suspended, the newspapers were silent regarding the scandal, and suddenly it became known that, owing to the generals mental state, it had been decided, on the advice of a board of well-known medical specialists, to liberate him!

This astounding news passed from mouth to mouth, and Miliukoff, the patriotic fire-brand, declared everywhere that it was Rasputins work. The news produced the most sinister impression upon the people, especially on those connected with the Army. The man who had been the primary cause of Russias reverses was to escape punishment! It was, indeed, this insensate act of folly on the part of the Tsar which had undermined the peoples trust in their Emperor, and gave Rasputins enemies — and more especially Miliukoff — opportunity for his bitter denunciation.

On the afternoon of the day before the opening of the Duma, Rasputin received another letter from the Empress, in cipher, as follows:

Dear Father, — Nikki still refuses to postpone the Duma, though I have done all I can to induce him to do so. Come to us at once and try to force him to our views. Not a moment should be lost. I have just heard that Miliukoff is still active, so conclude that what you told me has failed.

P. [Protopopoff] has told me an hour ago that Skoropadski [a German agent living in Petrograd as a jeweller in the Nevski] has betrayed us all, and has placed some most incriminating documents in the hands of Miliukoff, who has, in turn, shown them to Purishkevitch. They will be produced in the Duma to-morrow. The police traced Skoropadski to Riga, but they have failed to arrest him, and he has, alas! escaped to Sweden.

Holy Father, do not delay a moment in coming to your daughter to comfort her in this her blackest hour! Miliukoff must be prevented from denouncing you. I cannot conceive how your arrangement with Madame Kalatcheff has failed. The perfume has never failed before. Alix is constantly asking for you, and Olga kisses your dear hand. Seek the Emperor at once before coming to me, or he may suspect us to be in collusion. I have quarrelled with him, because by his obstinacy he will ruin us all. How I wish that Miliukoff would be stricken down! Do not delay. Come! — Your devoted daughter,

    A.

Well I knew that the German-born Empress was sitting alone in the palace breathlessly anxious as to what disclosures were forthcoming. She was not blind to her increasing unpopularity and to the unkind things said openly of her. Somebody had just started a rumour that there was a secret wireless plant at the palace, by which she could communicate direct with Potsdam. Indeed, so many people believed this that, after the Tsars abdication, every nook, corner and garret of Tsarskoe-Selo was searched, but without success. Stürmer, Fredericks, Protopopoff, the poison-monger Badmayev, Anna Vyrubova, and half-a-dozen others, who formed the dark and sinister forces that were rapidly hurling Russia to her doom, were that day as anxious and terrified as the Empress herself. Well they knew that if Miliukoff, armed with those incriminating documents — the exact nature of which they knew not — spoke the truth in the Legislature, then a storm of indignation would sweep over them in such a manner that they could never withstand it.

Rasputin, thus summoned, went at once to the palace, and I accompanied him. He proceeded straight to the Emperors private room, while I waited in a room adjoining.

I heard their voices raised. The Emperors was raised in protest; that of the monk in angry threats.

If thou wilt not postpone the Duma, then the peril will be upon thine own head! I heard Rasputin shout. Why allow these revolutionary deputies to criticise thy policy and undermine thy popularity with the nation? It is folly! Such policy is suicidal, and if thou wilt persist I shall withdraw and return to my home, well knowing that to-morrow the day of Russias doom will dawn.

The people are clamouring for the reopening of the Duma, replied the Emperor weakly. I can do nothing else but submit.

I have had a vision, declared the monk. Last night there was revealed unto me the dire result of thy folly. I saw thee, the victim of thy nations anger, dethroned, degraded and imprisoned.

But even that lie failed to induce the Tsar to alter his decision, and naturally so, for he was afraid of the dark cloud which he saw rising, and which he believed to be due to the long adjournment of the Duma. Hence he was afraid to take the monks advice.

Again I heard both mens voices raised in hot argument.

I am Emperor! cried the Tsar at last, angrily, in a high, shrill tone, and I refuse to be thus dictated to!

Next second there was a loud crash of glass, and I heard Rasputin shout:

Thou refuseth to listen to good counsel! As I have smashed that bowl, so will the people, I tell thee, rise and smash the House of Romanoff!

With those words he turned, and a moment later rejoined me, his face flushed with anger, and his knotted fingers clenched.

He went straight to the Empress and told her of his failure to move Nicholas from his decision.

But surely this man Miliukoff must be prevented from speaking! cried the unhappy woman, who saw all her deep-laid schemes crumbling rapidly away, and herself branded as a traitress. Father, you must work yet another miracle. He must be seized by a sudden illness — an accident must happen to him, or — or something!

Rasputin shook his head dubiously, declaring that there was no time to arrange a second attempt.

Have you put it to Protopopoff? she asked. He might suggest some means, now that the woman Kalatcheff has failed us. If not — he will speak — and we are lost! Think, Father, what it all means! There is already public unrest created by the rumours that we have unfortunately spread of pending disaster, and if they are followed by such charges supported by documents, then revolution is inevitable!

I saw that the Tsaritza, now that every means to secure Miliukoffs silence had failed, was terrified lest she be exhibited in her own true traitorous colours.

Back we went to Petrograd, where we called at Protopopoffs house, and where still another attempt against Miliukoffs life was plotted.

By telephone an ex-agent of Secret Police named Stefanovitch, who had done much work as an agent-provocateur for the camarilla, was called, and a price was at once arranged for the murder of the Deputy.

He was to be shot at and killed outside the Tauris Palace, just before two oclock, as he was entering the Duma. He would probably be walking round to the Chamber from his house with his bosom friend M. Purishkevitch.

You will surely know somebody to whom the affair can be entrusted, Ivan, said the Minister of the Interior. If arrested, he will be allowed ample opportunity to escape. Naturally he would not come up for trial. I would see to that. So you can give him my personal assurance.

I should suggest a woman, said the man Stefanovitch. I know one who would not hesitate to act as we wish. Her name is Marie Grozdoff, a Polish Jewess. I can trust her. She has done something similar for us before.

And the price?

The price will be all right, replied the provocating agent, with a business-like air.

Then we entrust the affair to you, Ivan, said His Excellency. You will receive for yourself ten thousand roubles if Miliukoff dies.

And the man went forth to find the woman, who, for money, would not hesitate to commit murder.

That night proved a sleepless one for us all. I tried to warn Miliukoff again by sending him an anonymous letter, which I posted in secret after the monk had retired. But my great fear was lest the letter would not reach his hand in time. Probably it would not be delivered till the midday post — and if so, he would not see it till after the opening of the Duma!

Next morning passed anxiously. Protopopoff had told us over the telephone that Stefanovitch had seen the woman Grozdoff, and that all was arranged.

I went early to the Duma, and sat among the crowd in the public gallery, while Rasputin remained at home, and the Empress at the palace, with Anna near the telephone, she having arranged for brief reports of the proceedings to be telephoned to her at intervals of a quarter of an hour each during the sitting.

M. Michael Rodzianko, the President, gravely took his seat on the stroke of two, and the House was crowded. The diplomatic boxes were filled to overflowing, the British, French, Italian and United States Ambassadors, together with the Ministers of most of the neutral countries, being present.

The usual prayer was offered, but neither M. Miliukoff nor M. Purishkevitch was in his place!

Had the attempt been successful? I held my breath and wondered. I had been listening for a shot, but heard nothing.

Suddenly my heart gave a bound. A pleasant-looking, grey-haired man, in gold-rimmed spectacles, and carrying a big bundle of papers, had entered by the back way, and was walking to his seat. It was M. Miliukoff! He had had my anonymous letter, and had come in by the back way, being followed by his bearded, bald-headed friend. Once again had I been able to warn him of danger.

The Government was now dancing upon a volcano.

The sitting opened, the President Rodzianko made a speech in which he criticised severely the policy of the Stürmer Government, and everyone realised the seriousness of the situation now that the President of the Duma came out against the Prime Minister.

The Government must learn from us what the country needs, said Rodzianko fiercely. The Government must not follow a path different from the people. With the confidence of the nation it must head the social forces in the march toward victory over the enemy, along the path that harmonises with the aspirations of the people. There is no other path to be followed.

Then the President went on to declare that, though there was no discord among the Allies, yet there was no trick that the enemy would not play with the treacherous object of wrecking their alliance. Russia will not betray her friends, he declared, and I say she, with contempt, refuses any consideration of a separate peace.

The speech was greeted with thunderous outbursts of applause, while Stürmer, who was present, rose and left after its conclusion.

Then, when the applause and cheering of the Ambassadors of the Allies had died down; Paul Miliukoff, the brilliant leader of the Constitutional Democrats, rose gravely and began to speak.

That speech, which the camarilla had vainly striven strenuously to suppress, proved historic, and was mainly the cause of Stürmers overthrow. Boldly and relentlessly he showed his hearers the favour with which the Teutons regarded Stürmer and the consternation caused in the Allied camp by his activities. Reading extracts from German and Austrian newspapers, he brought out the fact that the Central Powers regarded Stürmer as a member of those circles which look on the war against Germany without particular enthusiasm; that Stürmers appointment to the Foreign Ministry was greeted in the Teutonic countries as the beginning of a new era in Russian politics, while the dismissal of Sazonov produced in the Entente countries an effect such as would have been produced by a pogrom.

The crowning sensation, however, was what he revealed concerning Stürmers connection with the blackmailing operations of his private secretary, Manasevitch-Manuiloff, who, a few weeks before, had been arrested on a charge of bribery. The secretary told the directors of a Petrograd bank that proceedings were being instituted against them by the Ministry of the Interior for alleged trading with the enemy, and offered to suppress the affair through influential friends for a large consideration.

The representatives of the bank had special reasons to get even with the dark forces, and especially Protopopoff, since the retired Minister of the Interior, A. N. Khvostov, was a brother of the banks president. Khvostov owed his dismissal to a plot to kill Rasputin, which was investigated by Manuiloff. The directors of the bank, therefore, accepted the fellows offer, handing him over a large sum of money in marked notes.

Later Manuiloff was arrested by the military authorities with the bribe in his possession. His release, however, followed soon, and the name of Manuiloff was on everybodys lips. Miliukoff, in his speech, said, regarding Manuiloffs liberation:

Why was this gentleman arrested? That has been known long ago, and I shall be saying nothing new if I tell you what you already know, namely, that he was arrested for extorting bribes, and that he was liberated because — that is also no secret — he told the examining magistrates that he shared the bribes with the President of the Council of Ministers.

Thus was Boris Stürmer denounced as a traitor and blackmailer!

But worse was to follow. M. Miliukoff vehemently condemned the Empress for her support of the plan, originated in Germany, of a speedy and separate peace, regardless of circumstances, conditions, or national honour. He quoted further passages from German newspapers, in which die Friedens-partei der jungen Tzarin (the Peace Party of the young Tsaritza) was freely discussed. He was very outspoken in referring to the dark forces which surrounded the Throne and had lately assumed such overwhelming dimensions, and he openly declared that man, the monk Gregory Rasputin, the ex-horse-stealer and pet saint of Alexandra Feodorovna, is, gentlemen, nothing more than an erotic charlatan, who is the catspaw of the Kaiser!

The effect of this was electrical. The House sat staggered.

Yes, gentlemen, he went on, striking the bundle of papers which lay upon the desk before him, I have here documentary evidence of the traitorous actions of this camarilla, who are attempting to lead Russia to her doom — papers which shall be revealed to you all in due course. It is said that the Prime Minister has already left the Chamber to make a personal report to His Majesty of the Presidents speech. All I trust is that the words I have just uttered will also reach the Emperors ears, and that he will trouble himself to examine the irrefutable evidence of Rasputins diabolical work at the Palace and in the Ministries, and the crafty machinations of the black forces in our midst.

The Manuiloff disclosures were sufficiently dramatic, but this outspoken exposure of Rasputin, the more bitter, perhaps, because of my warnings of the two attempts to assassinate him, caused the House to gasp.

The very name of Rasputin had only been breathed in whispers, and his cult was referred to vaguely as something mysterious connected with the occult. But in that speech, to which I sat and listened, Miliukoff hit straight from the shoulder, and called a spade a spade. One of his phrases was, Russia can never win so long as this convicted criminal and seducer of women is allowed to work his amazing power upon the rulers of the Empire. Remove him! he went on. Let him be placed safely within the walls of Peter and Paul, together with his sisters, and with all his brother-traitors, and then there will be no more suggestion of a separate peace. Remove his evil influence! shouted the fine orator, his voice ringing through the Chamber. I say, remove him from the Imperial circle, or Russia is doomed!

I left the Duma by that long stone staircase with a feeling that at last the power behind the Throne, nay, the very Throne itself, was broken.

I sped to Rasputins house, and with pretended regret related all that had occurred.

Hearing it, he sprang to the telephone, declaring in a hoarse voice: The Censor must prohibit every word of it from publication. I will demand this of Nicholas!

And a few moments later he was speaking with the Emperor, urging that an order to the Censor be immediately issued — a suggestion that was at once carried out.

Meanwhile a dramatic scene was being enacted in the Empresss boudoir, for that day proved the beginning of the end of the holy Fathers career, as well as that of Alexandra Feodorovna, Empress of Russia.


CHAPTER XV

THE TRAITOR DENOUNCED
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THE EMPRESS, ON hearing what had happened in the Duma, had a fit of hysterics. Nicholas was present while the Court physician administered restoratives. Then, without a word, he turned, and, leaving his wife in the care of the traitress Anna Vyrubova, he left for General Headquarters.

When Rasputin was informed by telephone of the Emperors departure he became furious.

He fears to meet Stürmer! he cried to me. He is leaving him in the lurch.

And this he did, for the next day the fate of Russia trembled in the balance, while the Black Monk went about to the Ministers in frantic haste, hoping and plotting to turn public opinion again in his favour. The charlatan, who could work miracles, and was the Heaven-sent saviour of Russia, had been exposed as a mere impostor. Stürmers position had also become desperate under the concerted attacks of the Duma. A meeting of the Cabinet was held, at which the monk was present. Stürmer, with Protopopoffs support, proposed to dissolve the Duma. Some members opposed the suggestion, whereupon Stürmer resolved to execute it upon his own initiative.

In Rasputins room, and in my presence, he drew up a document to that effect, but to make it law it required the Tsars consent, and Nicholas was far away. It was Stürmer or the Duma.

Alexandra Feodorovna and Rasputin were both working with Stürmer to dissolve the peoples representatives, and again prevent them from reassembling.

As Rasputin put it to me clearly that night:

Féodor, this is a great crisis. The Duma and Stürmer are incompatible. The victory of the latter will mean revolution. The triumph of the Duma will indicate the winning of the battle by the democracy. To achieve his purpose, Stürmer needs an audience with the Tsar, and he must have it. Alexandra Feodorovna seems to be failing us, for Nicholas has hidden himself, hoping that the storm will blow over.

Stürmer strained every effort to obtain audience with the Emperor, but he was elusive, and for days no one knew where he was. An audience would mean the dissolution of the Duma, and this Nicholas feared would bring revolution.

As is well known, by a record published by an American journalist, there suddenly appeared in the Duma the Ministers of War and Marine, General Shuvaiev and Admiral Grigorovitch. They announced that they had a statement to make. The representatives of the people held their breath in suspense. The War Minister mounted the tribune, and paid a tribute to the peoples efforts in the cause of national defence, requesting the Dumas and the countrys future co-operation in the work of equipping the army. The Minister of Marine reiterated General Shuvaievs demand for co-operation between the Government and the Duma. The latter, perhaps, never witnessed such a scene as that which followed the two Ministers speeches. There was a great ovation, after which Miliukoff rose and said:

The War and Marine Ministers have declared themselves on the side of the Duma and the people. We, on our part, have said that the Duma is with the army and the people.

This sealed the fate of Boris Stürmer. The people had achieved their first victory over the dark forces, and Stürmer, driven out, came one night to us, and, pacing the room, tore his beard and cursed both the Emperor and Empress.

Then, turning upon Rasputin, he cried with a sneer:

And you, the holy Father and our divine guide, have been powerless to save us! Where are your miraculous powers? Only in your own imagination, I am beginning to think.

These words led to a serious quarrel and bitter recriminations, for the Empress, to save herself, had dropped Stürmer, so that Protopopoff had become instantly the favourite at Court, and, indeed, dictator.

Two weeks went by, weeks of the tensest scenes in the contest between the democracy and the conspirators, of whom Rasputin and the Empress were the head. Protopopoff defied the new Premier, Alexander Trepov, a hide-bound bureaucrat, as well as the Duma, and it was then that the crisis was reached.

Each day we went regularly to Tsarskoe-Selo, and there another plot was quickly hatched. While the public were daily expecting the downfall of Protopopoff as a natural outcome of Stürmers denunciation and degradation, they were one day suddenly staggered by the news that the retired Premier was about to be appointed Ambassador to a neutral country.

Everywhere I went I heard the most sinister dissatisfaction. The people knew what was meant, namely, that the Germanophile Stürmer was to negotiate a premature peace, and this within three weeks of his downfall! The whole Empire was agog at the news, yet Rasputin remained calm and silent, believing that his clever plot would be successful.

Certainly it might have been had not the Duma continued its concerted attack on the dark forces, demanding a responsible Ministry. Even half of the Extreme Right, the most rabid monarchical faction in the Duma, joined the Opposition, a fact which, when told to the Empress, sent her again into hysterics.

I remember that day well. Hardt had arrived hot-foot from Berlin, and brought the monk a dispatch which, when deciphered, read as follows:

Memorandum from No. 70. A.43,286.

    November 8th, 1916.

The attitude of the Duma is creating much alarm for your personal safety. As you have failed to suppress Miliukoff, endeavour at once to remove his chief supporter Purishkevitch. Inform A. [Anna Vyrubova] that Korniloff has revealed to P. her duplicity in the Zarudni affair, and P. has in his possession certain documents incriminating her. These should be secured at all hazards. [G. Zarudni, active in political law cases, and who was, after the Revolution, appointed Minister of Justice in the Kerensky Cabinet.] P. intends to make use of these in the Duma. It is suggested, therefore, that the woman X. [Xenie Kalatcheff] be again given the perfume, with instructions from yourself. If not, employ the girl Olga Bauer. She posed as a domestic servant in the Princess Tchekmareff affair, and was successful. Why not utilise her again?

Inform Her Majesty that Stürmer must come back to power very shortly. But this is impossible while Miliukoff and Purishkevitch have the ear of the people. Not a second should be lost in suppressing them. We have heard with satisfaction of the removal of the woman Marya Ustryaloff and the man Paul Krizhitsky. Both knew too much, and, though they served us faithfully, were not further required. [When the sphere of usefulness of German secret agents ends they generally meet with untimely deaths.]

Also inform Her Majesty that she and her daughters should exhibit a keener interest in the wounded in order to win back public favour. You, too, should perform another miracle.

We hear with regret that, though the allegations made by Miliukoff were suppressed by the Censor, typewritten copies of the speech are being widely distributed everywhere. If you do not act with a firm hand, this will upset all our plans. The moment is critical, and all depends upon your own drastic actions. — Greeting,

    S. [Steinhauer].

That same evening the bearded blackguard communicated to the Tsaritza and the elegant morphineuse Anna Vyrubova the contents of the secret dispatch.

Both Empress and lady-in-waiting, in their rich evening gowns, came to the fine apartments which were allotted to the monk in the palace, and as they were seated I read over the message.

Yes, declared Her Majesty when I had finished; I quite agree that the girl Olga Bauer should receive instructions. Order Protopopoff to make inquiry into the best means by which she can approach Purishkevitch. The fellow must be prevented from implicating our dear Anna in the Zarudni affair.

Yes, said Madame Vyrubova in alarm; it would ruin not only myself, but the Empress also.

I will do thy bidding, Rasputin responded, standing with his hands behind his back, his great cross suspended from his neck scintillating beneath the light.

The girl Bauer, posing as a domestic servant, managed to ingratiate herself with Prince Tchekmareff, and gave the perfume to her mistress with success, remarked Anna. And there was not the slightest suspicion. Xenie Kalatcheff failed, therefore I am not in favour of her being employed again.

True, Olga is a girl of great daring, and her lover has long been in the German service, Rasputin remarked. I will see her to-morrow. Then, turning to me, he said: Féodor, write to her and ask her to call on me to-morrow evening at eight. Send the letter by special messenger.

This I did, and next evening the girl Bauer called. She was slim, very pretty, and dressed as she was, as a girl of the people, none would suspect her of having committed several secret murders at Rasputins instructions.

Olga, he said, when she was shown into his room, really you are growing prettier each day! I envy Ivan Ivanovitch, for he has good taste.

You flatter me, Father, said the girl, blushing.

I speak the truth, declared the monk, twisting the end of his beard in his fingers and fixing his strange eyes upon hers. But, he went on, I asked you here because I want you to help our cause once again — with the perfume.

She grew serious in an instant.

Who is obnoxious? she asked quickly, in a hard voice.

Purishkevitch, declared the monk. The man has somewhere in his house certain incriminating papers regarding Madame Vyrubova. These, however, do not concern you. When the Deputy is dead I will have the police search the house at once, and the papers when found will be handed to me. You must repeat the rôle you played in Prince Tchekmareffs household.

With these words he rose and took from a drawer he unlocked a small bottle containing a piece of cotton-wool, saying:

This wool has been soaked in the perfume and dried, so that it is more easily carried and less suspicious than in liquid form. Just place a little water on the wool and squeeze it out, when you have the perfume ready to hand.

The pretty girl took the little wide-mouthed bottle and held it against the light.

The Deputy will be difficult to approach, she said. He is not a fast-living man, like some with whom I have dealt.

He will not be able to resist a pretty face like yours, Rasputin said confidently.

Well, she said at last, I will try, Father. Give me your blessing.

And she went upon her knees, while the erotic blackguard placed his dirty hands upon her head, and, raising his eyes to Heaven, pretended to place upon her his benediction.

Afterwards, before she left us, she told us that she knew that the Deputy had a young man-servant named Protzenko, and it would be her object to first attract his attention and become on intimate terms with him, by which means she would be enabled to visit the servants quarters of Purishkevitchs house.

Excellent — if you do not think that you could obtain a place there as servant.

That would be difficult, for I happen to know that all the servants have been there for years, and that there is no vacancy.

Well, Olga, act just as you like, the monk said. Only remove him, and then telephone instantly to me, so that the police can search immediately.

Of the girl Bauer we heard nothing for a fortnight. Time after time I felt impelled to warn the doomed man, but I feared lest Rasputin should suspect me of treachery, the other plots having failed. One night, while at the palace, I was informed by a flunkey that someone wished to speak with the monk on the public telephone, therefore I went to the instrument.

The voice I heard was that of Olga Bauer, who, when she recognised me, said:

Tell the Father that his wishes were carried out half an hour ago. You know what I mean — eh?

Yes, I replied. I know — I will tell him at once. And then I rang off.

Returning to Rasputins handsome room I repeated the message, whereupon he sprang up with eager delight, and ringing up Protopopoff at his house in Petrograd, told him to order an immediate police search of Purishkevitchs house, as had already been arranged.

After that I had some business with the Master of the Imperial Household in the opposite wing of the palace, and it was not till half-an-hour later that I re-entered the saints room.

I found Rasputin foaming with rage and stamping up and down the room in fury.

I told the Empress and Anna the good news, now to find that it is false! he cried. The police made a domiciliary visit only to be greeted by Purishkevitch himself. Think of it!

Then the fellow is not dead! I gasped in amazement.

No. He is still alive. His valet Protzenko died an hour ago. That fool of a girl has blundered!

As he uttered these words the door opened and the Empress appeared, looking pale and desperate.

Father, she said, this is a very serious contretemps for us all. How do we not know that the girl Bauer purposely removed the valet in place of his master? The visit of the police will arouse the suspicion of our enemy, and he may trace the crime to his valets female acquaintance. What then?

I had never thought of that! replied the monk, halting erect before her. She might, in that case, betray us! Truly thou hast spoken words of wisdom!

Yes. In the girl I discern a possible enemy — and in this crisis we should take no risks.

I agree. I will take steps. If she has betrayed us, then she shall be tried for the murder of Princess Tchekmareff. Whatever allegations she makes against me will not be allowed to transpire at the trial.

Or get Nikki to sign an order for her banishment to Siberia as an exile, suggested the scheming Empress.

Ah! my daughter, thou art always wise. An excellent plan! I will first make inquiries, and then ask for the Emperors signature.

Though matters had assumed the most serious aspect in those last days of November, Rasputin, bent upon revenge and full of chagrin at being unable to obtain possession of those incriminating letters of the high priestess of his disgraceful cult, Madame Vyrubova, was busy making inquiries, and among those he questioned was Ivan Ivanovitch, a bookbinder in Petrograd, who was Olgas lover, and who regarded the monk with considerable disfavour, a fact of which Rasputin was unaware.

The young man, in consequence of the nature of the questions put to him by the monk, guessed what was in his mind, and that same day told Olga that Rasputin disbelieved her story how the valet had drunk the glass of kümmel that had been poured out for his master, and that, full of chagrin, he was plotting a revenge.

Of this we knew nothing till afterwards. But on the same night as Ivan Ivanovitch revealed the truth to her Olga called upon Rasputin, and I admitted her.

I wish to see the Father, she said, in a deep, earnest voice.

I will go and see if he will receive you, I answered, and I left her in the ante-room.

Rasputin ordered her to be shown in, whereupon, as soon as she crossed the threshold, she drew a revolver, and, dashing toward him, fired. The bullet missed, and she fired again, also without effect, before I could rush up and seize her. She struggled with me with a strength born of madness.

What does this mean, woman? asked the monk, standing with his arms folded, while I held her wrists, the weapon having fallen upon the polished floor during our wild struggle.

It means that I intend to rid the world of a base blackguard and betrayer of women! she said. I have been in your toils and done your dirty work, and now, because I have failed, you intend to denounce me, and so close my lips. But they will never be closed. The evidence which Purishkevitch holds is complete. I have seen it. Protzenko discovered me tampering with his masters papers, so I first assured him it was out of curiosity, and then I gave him a little of the perfume.

We both stood aghast at learning the truth.

It surprises you! she shrieked, still in my grip. But you may be more surprised when you know that I have become a friend and partisan of the Deputy, and that with Ivan I have united to hasten the downfall of you — the Black Monk of Petrograd!

Silence, woman! thundered Rasputin, casting an evil glance at her. Hold her, Féodor. I will lock the door!

Then, picking up the revolver, he strode to the door, which he locked and took the key. Passing to the telephone, he was soon speaking with Protopopoff, whom he ordered to send police officers to conduct the girl Bauer to the fortress of Peter and Paul.

And I also order you to arrest the girls lover, Ivan Ivanovitch, as a dangerous political. You know his address, he said to the Minister.

Now you can release her! he added, turning to me. And write at my dictation.

The girl stood staggered at hearing Rasputins orders to the Minister of the Interior.

No, no! she shrieked. Forgive me! forgive me, Father! I — I was mad — mad! Ivan urged me to do this — to kill you!

Write as I tell you, Féodor, Rasputin ordered.

Then, as I sat at the table, he dictated the following lines:

It is by our order that the woman Olga Alexandrovna Bauer, native of Orel, shall be deported without trial to Yakutsk, in Eastern Siberia, and there sent to penal servitude for life. And further, that Ivan Ivanovitch shall be confined for life in the Fortress of Schlüsselburg. Given at our Palace of Tsarskoe-Selo, December 1st, 1916.

The Emperor will sign that to-morrow, he added.

The unfortunate girl, shrieking loudly, threw herself at the feet of the monk, imploring forgiveness.

No, my pretty one! he replied. You would open your lips if I gave you the chance. But you will not have it. You are my enemy, and the enemies of Gregory Rasputin never prevail for long, for he takes good care of that!

She had a fit of hysterics, but quickly came to consciousness again, only to find herself in the hands of six grey-coated police officers, who roughly bundled her out into the hall, shrieking and cursing the blasphemous blackguard who was the real ruler of the Empire.

An hour after the girl Bauer had been taken away a secret messenger from Berlin brought us another dispatch in cipher, which, when I decoded it, read:

Memorandum from No. 70. 68,428. G.

Instructions from the Emperor William are to the effect that Germany will deliver a peace offer to Russia on December 12th. Inform Her Majesty of this, and tell her to use all her influence with the Emperor and all the Ministers towards an acceptance.

Instructions to our friend P. [Protopopoff] are to continue his destructive activities. He must muzzle the Press more closely, hold up all food, and continue provocative work in all quarters. It is only by producing extreme suffering that you can bring about an uprising for peace. Code now changed to No. 5. — Greetings,

S.

    

Duly the German offer of peace was made on December 12th, and Russia was tottering to her doom. The offer, engineered by the black forces, gave opportunity to the Duma to express its pent-up feelings. Both Miliukoff and his friend who had so narrowly escaped the perfume declared publicly that the camarilla favoured the acceptance of the offer.

Of the truth of this I can myself vouch, for Alexandra Feodorovna had, since her holy Father had received the secret dispatch, spared no effort to induce the Emperor and the Cabinet to accept the olive branch.

Nicholas refused. Whatever may be said of him, I know personally that on many occasions he proved his loyalty to the Allies against the evil counsels of Stürmer and the others.

The nation, however, had to be pacified, so the Tsar called the newly-appointed Foreign Minister, Petrovsky, who represented the best type of bureaucrat, and instructed him how to act. In consequence, three days after the Teuton proposal was made, he announced Russias rejection of a premature peace. Immediately after the Foreign Ministers declaration, the Duma passed a resolution, which contained the following declaration:

Having heard the statement by the Minister of Foreign Affairs, the Duma unanimously favours a categorical refusal by the Allied Governments to enter, under present conditions, into any peace negotiations whatever.

Truly, public opinion was becoming more than ever inflamed.

Yet Satan in a silk hat, seated in the Ministry of the Interior, was working his evil machinations upon the nation to create the greatest possible suffering and unrest, as his taskmaster in Berlin had ordered. And in this he had an able assistant in the unwashed saint, who a few days before, in collusion with his friend the ex-conjurer, had in a low quarter of Petrograd performed a trick which all believed to be a miracle.

One of Protopopoffs schemes, which he successfully carried out, was that of sowing discontent among the masses by spreading mysterious leaflets calling for rebellion on the issue of peace. By this he attempted to disrupt the organic life of the country and of the army. With Rasputin he was plotting to create a clamour which would justify the Government in opening separate peace negotiations and throwing the Allies overboard.

Unfortunately for him, however, the unions of zemstvos and of towns remained patriotic. So he prohibited their meetings in order to cause demonstrations and riots.

To all pleas and the warnings of those who saw the handwriting on the wall the Emperor remained deaf.

One afternoon, while I was with Rasputin in his apartments at the palace, the Empress entered, flushed and excited.

Father! I have had such a blow. What do you think has happened? she gasped. Nicholas [the Grand Duke] has just had the audacity to read before Nikki and myself a statement which was outrageous. I snatched it from his hand and tore it up! Oh! it is infamous that I should be thus treated!

What has happened? asked the monk, in his slow, deliberate way. Do not distress thyself, my sister. And he made the sign of the cross.

He has declared that you, our dear Father, have become the ruler of Russia; that Protopopoff was appointed through you, and that about you is centred a clique of enemy spies and charlatans, and he actually urged Nikki to protect Olga and myself from you! When he had finished his statement, fearing that he had gone too far, Nicholas said, Now call your Cossacks and have me killed and buried in your garden. Nikki merely smiled.

He would hear nothing against thee, I hope, said Rasputin anxiously.

Nothing. Nikki assured him that I had nothing to do with politics, and dismissed the allegations by declaring that he entirely disbelieved them.

Excellent! exclaimed the monk; but afterwards, when he sat in the room, he remained silent and thoughtful for a long time.

At last he exclaimed aloud to me:

Miliukoff must be removed. While he lives we are all in danger. We must try another method.

Matters had now reached a most desperate crisis, for on the following day Vladimir Purishkevitch, who had opposed the Government so strenuously in spite of his monarchical affiliations, came to see the Tsar to warn him also of the evil forces about him. But His Majesty took no heed. Therefore, two days later, he delivered from the tribune of the Duma some terrible allegations against the camarilla.

Meanwhile Rasputin had been active, and, with Stürmers aid, had got hold of a man named Dubrovin, the leader of the Black Hundred and a close associate of the dark forces. This man had, in turn, induced a man named Prohozhi, a member of the organisation, to accept a sum of money in return for the assassination of Miliukoff by means of a bomb.

All was arranged for the night of December 20th, and Rasputin sat with the Empress eagerly awaiting news that the deed had been accomplished. Instead of that, however, Protopopoff rang up from his house in Petrograd to say that Prohozhi had, on reflection, hesitated to harm Miliukoff, and moreover had revealed to young Prince Felix Youssoupoff and several others the whole of the conspiracy!

When told of this the Empress fainted. She saw that all was now lost. Indeed, on the following day Miliukoff rose in the Duma and made a second and more powerful attack upon the camarilla, singling out Protopopoff as one of the worst offenders. Again he held in his hand his famous bundle of documents, evidence of the treachery of the dark forces, and in a magnificent speech he defied the Government, and urged the people to judge matters for themselves in the light which those documents would cast upon events. In that latest denunciation of Rasputin and his friends there was a ring that resounded through Europe.

The Tsar had again left for the front, while the Empress, nervous and trembling, held Rasputin and Anna ever at her side. The precious trio which had wrecked Russia were now seriously perturbed at the ugly state of public opinion. A dark storm-cloud had arisen, but Rasputin, with his boldness and contempt for the people, assured the Empress that there was no cause for anxiety, and that all would be well.

The séances of the sister-disciples in Petrograd had been suspended, for the monk remained at the palace, and scarcely ever left it. Protopopoff came daily to consult with the Empress, with her mock-pious favourite and the treacherous pro-German Fredericks, for yet another fresh plot was being formed against those who were so antagonistic to the Government, a plot which was to be worked by unscrupulous agents-provocateurs, with the object of placing among their effects incriminating correspondence relating to a widespread conspiracy (which did not exist) to overthrow the monarchy and suppress the House of Romanoff. The idea, having originated in Rasputins fertile brain, had been taken up with frantic haste, for each member of the dark forces had decided that something must be done, and that the situation had become most perilous for them all.

In those snowy December days, the people at last realised that they were being tricked, and that the German-born Empress was striving, with her sycophants and with the holy rascal, for a separate peace. Secret meetings were being held everywhere in Petrograd, the police were making indiscriminate arrests, and Schlüsselburg was already overflowing with its human victims whom Rasputin had indicated, for a hostile word from him meant imprisonment or death. He was, indeed, Tsar of All the Russias.

Such was the breathless state of things at Tsarskoe-Selo in the last days of December.



Then came the final dramatic coup.

Of its exact details I have no knowledge. I give — as I have given all through this narrative of fact — only what I know to be actual truth.

On December 29th, at eleven oclock, I left the palace to take a message to Protopopoff, and to interview the much-travelled Hardt, who was coming to Petrograd from Stockholm with his usual fortnightly dispatch from Berlin. I returned to the Palace about eight oclock in the evening, when I received a message through one of the silk-stockinged servants, whose duty it was to wait upon his holiness, to the effect that the monk had gone suddenly to Petrograd upon urgent business, and would return on the morrow.

Naturally, I accepted the message, ate my dinner, read the paper, and after a chat with Madame Vyrubova, who lived in the adjoining apartments, I retired to bed.

Next day I returned to the Gorokhovaya, but the monk had not come back. Countess Ignatieff called upon him, but I had to express my ignorance as to his whereabouts. I told her that he might possibly have gone upon another pilgrimage.

Late that night I went back to the palace, where I found Madame Vyrubova much perturbed.

It is strange, Féodor! she exclaimed. He never leaves Petrograd without first informing me.

I set her mind at rest by suggesting that, as affairs were so critical, he was probably with Stürmer and Protopopoff plotting further manœuvres.

Next night, however, a thrill went through the Court, as well as through the Russian people, by the six-word announcement in the Exchange newspapers, which coldly said:

Gregory Rasputin has ceased to exist.

I read the statement aghast. I saw Anna Vyrubova, who was beside herself with grief and anxiety, and for a moment I spoke with the distracted Empress. Then I left with all haste for the capital.

On arrival I learnt at the Ministry of the Interior that a policeman on night duty along the Moika Canal had heard shots and cries coming from a house belonging to the young Prince Felix Youssoupoff, who had married a cousin of the Tsar, and who was well known in London, where he passed each season. In the house were the Grand Duke Dmitri Pavlovitch, ex-Minister of the Interior Kvostov, Deputy Purishkevitch, and others. When the policeman went to ask what had happened, he received no explanation.

A little later two motor-cars drove up to the door. In one of the cars a large bundle was placed. It was the body of Rasputin. Beside this bundle a man took his seat and ordered the chauffeur to drive to an island at the mouth of the Neva. Traces of blood were left in the garden. There were also marks of blood on the ice of the frozen Neva, where the car had stopped. Near these marks was a freshly made hole, and close to the hole lay a pair of blood-stained rubber shoes.

Alexandra Feodorovna, frantic and bewildered, informed the Emperor by telegraph, and by the time he had returned the monks body had been recovered from the river. I was present at the Mass served by the Petrograd Metropolitan Pitirim, an evil-liver of Rasputins creation, after which I went with the body, which was conveyed to Tsarskoe-Selo. There, at the burial, Protopopoff was one of the chief mourners, and he, together with General Voyeykoff, Fredericks, and the Emperor himself, carried the silver coffin containing the remains of one of the worst rascals in Christendom, while the Tsaritza, Anna, and the whole Court followed in deep mourning.

Such a scandal roused the ire of the people to fever heat, but it freed me of my hateful compact, and I cut myself adrift for ever from the fascinating Madame Vyrubova and her vicious circle.



Perhaps, in concluding this volume of strange and amazing reminiscences, which I have written with the sole purpose of revealing the truth to Europe, I cannot do better than summarise the career of Rasputin as Alexander Yablonovski, one of our ablest Russian critics, has done. He declared that the part of the Black Monk in history was an era in itself.

Practically the entire historic rôle of Rasputin consisted of the fact that he united all Russia in a general hatred for the dark, irresponsible forces.

The Imperial Duma, the Imperial Council, the united nobility, the social organisations, the Press — all were permeated by the same conviction, namely, that it was high time to remove from the Russian political arena the Government gamblers.

More than that, Rasputin became even a matter of concern to Europe. The foreign Press printed articles about him. The foreign ambassadors cabled long reports in code to their Governments in connection with him. But, of course, to Europe he was more of a sad anecdote than an historical fact. To Russia, on the other hand, he was not only a fact, he was an era.

Russia has experienced immeasurable humiliation on account of him. But this humiliation has fused the Empire into a single body, creating citizens out of human pulp.

Russians all their lives have fought the irresponsible bureaucracy. Her literature, Press, science, parties, all, according to their resources, plucked the roots of this rotten plant. But how big were the results of their half-century of labour?

And then a Siberian mujik appeared, and against his own will he cut the arteries of the dark force, he stamped it in the mud, spitting at the very principle, the very idea, of autocratic bureaucracy.

Rasputin was killed for the purpose of cleansing Russia of the dark forces. Yet, alas! his evil influence lived to bear fruit in Germanys favour even after the Revolution and the downfall of the Romanoffs.

No more sinister or astounding figure has ever appeared in all history, and the memory of no one is more bitterly hated in Russia than that of Gregory the neer-do-well, the erotic scoundrel and assassin, who held the fate of the Russian Empire within the hollow of his hand.


Rasputin the Rascal Monk (1917)
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Preface.

Why this Book is Written.
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IN THE FOLLOWING pages I have attempted to take the reader behind the veil of the Imperial Russian Court, and to disclose certain facts which, in this twentieth century, may appear almost incredible.

As one who knows Russia, who has traversed the Empire from Virballen to the Pacific coast, and who has met personally both the ex-Emperor and his consort, as well as many of the persons herein mentioned, I confess that I myself have often been astounded when examining the mass of documents which this dirty Siberian peasant — the convicted horse-stealer who rose to be the secret adviser of Nicholas II — had happily secreted in the safe in his cellar in the Gorokhovaya, in Petrograd, so that the real truth of his traitorous dealings with the Kaiser might be chronicled in history.

I had hoped to be able to reproduce many of the cipher telegrams and letters in facsimile, but the present shortage of paper has precluded this, and it could only be done if this book were issued in expensive form.

To me, it seems best that the British public should have access to it in a cheap and popular form, and hence I have abandoned the idea of facsimiles.

I here publish the story of the mock-monks amazing career as a further contribution to the literature upon Germanys spy system and propaganda so cleverly established as an insidious adjunct to her military attack upon the civilisation of our times.

The conversations herein recorded have been disclosed by patriotic Russians, the truth has been winnowed out of masses of mere hearsay, and the cipher telegrams and letters I have copied from the de-coded originals placed at my disposal by certain Russians, Allies of ours, who desire, for the present, to remain anonymous.

William Le Queux.

Devonshire Club, London, S.W.

November, 1917.


Chapter One.

The Cult of the Sister-Disciples.
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THE WAR HAS revealed many strange personalities in Europe, but surely none so sinister or so remarkable as that of the mock-monk Gregory Novikh — the middle-aged, uncleanly charlatan, now happily dead, whom Russia knew as Rasputin.

As one whose duty it was before the war to travel extensively backwards and forwards across the face of Europe, in order to make explorations into the underworld of the politics of those who might be our friends — or enemies as Fate might decide — I heard much of the drunken, dissolute scoundrel from Siberia who, beneath the cloak of religion and asceticism, was attracting a host of silly, neurotic women because he had invented a variation of the many new religions known through all the ages from the days of Rameses the Great.

On one occasion, three years before the world-crisis, I found myself at the obscure little fishing-village called Alexandrovsk, on the Arctic shore, a grey rock-bound place into which the black chill waves sweep with great violence and where, for four months in the year, it is perpetual night. To-day, Alexandrovsk is a port connected with Petrograd by railway, bad though it be, which passes over the great marshy tundra, and in consequence has been of greatest importance to Russia since the war.

While inspecting the quays which had then just been commenced, my friend Volkhovski, the Russian engineer, introduced me to an unkempt disreputable-looking pope with remarkable steel-grey eyes, whose appearance was distinctly uncleanly, and whom I dismissed with a few polite words.

That is Grichka (pronounced Greesh-ka), the miracle-worker! my friend explained after he had ambled away. He is one of the very few who has access to the Tsar at any hour.

Why? I asked, instantly interested in the mysterious person whose very name the Russian Censor would never allow to be even mentioned in the newspapers.

My friend shrugged his broad shoulders and grinned. Many strange stories are told of him in Moscow and in Petrograd, he said. No doubt you have heard of his curious new religion, of his dozen wives of noble birth who live together far away in Pokrovsky!

I glanced back at the receding shock-haired figure in the long black clerical coat and high boots, little dreaming that I had met the mock-Saint whose evil influence was to cause the downfall of the Imperial House of Romanoff.

Strange it is that to-day I have before me the amazing official reports of his career from revolutionary and private sources — reports from which I intend to here set out certain astounding facts.

First, it is quite beyond question that the Pravoslavny Church, with its malign influences and filthy practices, is, in the main, responsible for Gregory Novikhs success as a worker of bogus miracles. The evil-minded libertine upon whom his fellow-villagers in Pokrovsky, in the Siberian Province of Tobolsk, bestowed the name of Rasputin (or in Russian, Neer-do-well-son), was a fisherman who possessed an inordinate fondness for the village lasses, and also for vodka. A mere illiterate mujik, disgusting in his habits and bestial in his manners, he grew lazy and dissolute, taking to theft and highway-robbery, for which, according to the official report of the Court of Tobolsk, before me, he was imprisoned twice, and a third time was publicly flogged and so degraded that he was compelled to bid farewell to Pokrovsky, much to the relief of the villagers. Behind him he left a peasant wife, a little son, named Dmitri, and two daughters. He also left behind him a handsome young peasant woman known as Guseva, a person who was destined to contribute a few years later in no small measure to his dramatic death. Sins always follow the sinners.

After a year or two of wandering as a rogue and vagabond, committing thefts where he could, and betraying any woman he came across, he suddenly conceived the brilliant idea of posing as a holy man. This idea came to him because, while in Pokrovsky, he had had as boon companion and fellow-drunkard a certain market-gardener who had joined the Pravoslavny Church and is to-day by his influence actually a bishop!

In most Eastern countries, especially in India and China, there are many wandering holy men, and modern Russia is no exception. To lead a gospel life of endless pilgrimages to holy places and to collect money for nonexistent charities appealed to the fellow as an easy mode of lazy sensual self-indulgence. Therefore he adopted it, being aided by the ex-market-gardener, who was already in the Church. So both prospered exceedingly well.

Rasputin had by this time discovered himself possessed of quite extraordinary powers. Indeed a report upon him written by a great Russian alienist who knew him intimately, has recently reached London, and from its voluminous pages which I have had before me, I gather that both physiologically and psychically he was abnormal, while his natural hypnotic influence was marked by the rare power he possessed of being able to contract the pupils of his steel-grey eyes at will, regardless of sunlight or shadow. Few persons can do this. It is a sign well known to alienists that the person is a criminal degenerate. Rasputin never smiled, even when he drank heavily. He could consume three bottles of champagne and still be quite sober! With vodka, his favourite spirit, he became talkative, but never indiscreet. He was a lunatic of an intensely erotic type; a satyr who possessed a truly appalling influence over women of all ages, and even at his word men in high positions did not hesitate to cast off their brilliant uniforms and decorations and mortify their flesh!

From this man, crafty, cunning and elusive, a fiendish satyr whose hypnotic influence was irresistible, no woman, however high-born, high-minded, or highly religious was safe. He lived upon his wits, and lived well. With that amazing cunning usual in such criminals he affected a deep piety, so that at the various monasteries where he sought hospitality he was welcomed. In Russia many of the religious houses still unfortunately savour of the most disgraceful debauchery, as they did in England before the Reformation, and at such institutions Rasputin became a popular figure. At certain convents the mock-monk, with the connivance of the Pravoslavny Church, was eagerly entertained by the dissolute nuns, more especially at Novo Tchevkask, on the Don, as well as at Viatka, and at Saratov, in Kasan.

From the convent of Novo Dievichy (The Convent of the Virgins) near the last-mentioned town, a great place which overlooks the Volga half way to Wolgsk, some terrible scandals leaked out, when the Mother-Superior, probably to save herself from the public indignation, brought in four sturdy mujiks from the countryside, who pitched the Saint out into the road, and administered such a severe kicking that the Holy Father — as the Tsaritza afterwards called him — could only creep about in pain for many days after!

Two months later, according to a report countersigned by Paul Dragomrioff, superintendent of the Secret Police of Moscow — a screed which, being somewhat ill-written, is difficult of translation — Rasputin was in that city. I here quote from it: — 

Report of Ivan Obroutcheff, Police-agent, Number 1287, of the 2nd Division, Secret Police, stationed at Moscow. April 2nd: — 

According to instructions from Police Headquarters, I visited at orders of Superintendent Dragomrioff, Number 136, Tverskaia, next to Loukontures papier-maché factory at 1:35 a.m. to-day. I there found in a carpeted but barely furnished room an assembly of the cult of the Naked Believers kneeling before the monk, Gregory Novikh. Twenty-eight persons, all being women, fourteen of them ladies of birth and education, were present, and as I entered with my eight assistants the holy man stood at the lectern, reading passages from the Gospel of St. Luke, interspersed with his own exhortations of the trials of the flesh. The walls of the room were decorated with disgusting pictures of a nature which would shock the modesty of all but the demi-monde, while behind the monk Novikh hung a copy of the Holy Ikon of Novgorod.

In accordance with instructions all present were arrested after they had dressed, and I ordered them to be conducted to the Central Police Bureau, where their names and addresses were taken, and they were interrogated singly. Most of the midnight worshippers expressed indignation, and more especially the Saint Rasputin, who demanded in the name of the Tsar that he might telegraph to the Empress. My superior officer, Nemiloff, Chief of Secret Police of Moscow, could not deny him this privilege. The result has been that by eleven oclock next day an order came from the Tsar for the release of all the prisoners, and orders that no facts should be permitted to appear in the Press. Grichka has left for the capital by the 4:15 express this afternoon.

Signed: Ivan Obroutcheff.

The report above quoted shows Rasputin in the early stages of his shameless debauchery. In London we have had the notorious Swami, with her male accomplice, practising similar acts upon innocent girls, but in Moscow the drunken and verminous monk with his hair-shirt, a rope around his waist and sandals upon his bulging feet, had attracted a select coterie of society women, daughters and wives of some of the greatest nobles of Russia, who, in secret and with gold in their hands, vowed themselves as docile followers of this Siberian fisherman whom nature had equipped as a satyr of such a type that happily none has ever been known in Britain in all its glorious years of history.

I readily admit that the career of Grichka, the man whose name the Censor does not allow to be mentioned, the sinister power that later on so suddenly appeared behind the Russian throne and whose true story I am here revealing, will appear incredible to my readers. I have written many works of fiction which some, of you may have read. But no work of mine has ever contained facts so extraordinary as the real life of this unwashed charlatan who, under the active protection of his debauched Church — and I write here with a true and reverent sense of our Christian religion — succeeded in establishing himself in the apartments of the favourite lady-in-waiting upon the Empress, and further, to teach his horrible religion to the innocent daughters of the Tsar in turn!

Much has already appeared in the newspapers regarding the sturdy unkempt rogue, but the greater part of it has emanated from the brains of writers who have not had access to official documents.

In these present articles my intention is to tell the British public the bare unvarnished truth culled from documentary evidence at my disposal, and to leave them to form their own conclusions. Russia, our great Ally, is, alas, still mysterious and much behind the times. True, she has a press, a Duma, and many modern social institutions. Yet her civilisation is only upon the surface. The Empire is, unfortunately, still the same as England was under the Tudors, an underworld of profligacy, plotting, and strange superstitions. The latter have, of course, been recently revived in London, as is proved by the prosecution of the fortune-tellers of Regent Street and St. Johns Wood. Again, were not the scandals of the Abode of Love much the same as that of Rasputins dozen-wived harem which he established in Pokrovsky?

The criminal records of Holy Russia teem with amazing stories of this holy scoundrel who from a drunken Siberian fisherman rose, by erotic suggestion, to become the greatest consolation to the Empress, and the lever by which Nikki the Autocrat was flung from his throne.

I remember how, when in Sofia, in the pre-war days with Sir George Buchanan, then our Minister to Bulgaria, and now ambassador to Russia, a cultured and clever diplomat to whom Great Britain owes more than she can ever know, and hence cannot acknowledge, we discussed the mystery of Russia and of the subtle influences near the Throne.

Little did either of us dream that he would now be ambassador to the Russian Court, and I would be writing this exposure of the evil life of the blasphemous satyr Rasputin.

The cult established by the pilgrimages of this illiterate peasant grew apace. The holy father whose disgraceful past is recorded in the police dossiers at Tyumen and Tobolsk had, by his astounding power of hypnotism, gathered around him a crowd of Sister-disciples, mostly of the upper and leisured classes, to whom the new religion of nature strongly appealed.

Upon his constant pilgrimages to Jaroslav, Vologda, Vitebsk, Orel and other places, he made converts everywhere. He declared that no woman could obtain favour of the Almighty without first committing sexual sin, because that sin was the one which was forgiven above all others. At his weekly séances at which, strange to say, the highest born ladies in the Empire attended in secret, the most disgraceful scenes were witnessed, the dirty unwashed monk, a most repellent creature to all save his disciples, acting as the high-priest of this erotic sisterhood.

Soon the disgusting rogue began to perform miracles. Into his confidence he took a young man named Ilya Kousmitch — who, be it said, afterwards made certain statements to those who at last meted out justice and who provided me with certain details — and with the young fellows connivance he succeeded in bamboozling a number of perfectly respectable and honest women in Petrograd, as well as in Moscow and Kiev, where he effected some really mysterious cures.

In one instance at the house of a certain Madame Litvinoff, in the Sergiyevskaya, the most fashionable quarter of Petrograd, the man known as the Stareb, or Grichka, held a select meeting of his followers. The shameless charlatan treated the ladies who had assembled to worship him and to contribute lavishly to his imaginary charities, with the greatest disdain and most brutal contempt. This man, guilty of the most appalling vices, addressed them as usual in a strange illiterate jumble, urging them to follow the new religion which he called the trial of the flesh, interspersing his remarks with occult jargon from works upon black magic, interlarded with those self-same scriptural quotations which will be found marked in that big Bible used by the Swami and her fellow-criminal — a volume now preserved in the Black Museum at Scotland Yard.

One of the women present, a certain Baroness Korotki, was suffering from acute rheumatism. The Saint placed his hands upon her, looked into her eyes with that intense unwavering stare of his, uttered some strange incantation, and lo! the pains left her, and she declared herself healed! The effect was electrical. Others declared themselves suffering from various imaginary maladies, and after performing certain rites as laid down by the Holy Father, he laid hands upon them one after the other, and hypnotised them into a belief that they were cured.

Next day reports of these amazing cures ran like wildfire through Petrograd, and the superstitious lower-classes were at once seized by a belief that the Saint Grichka, head of the fast-growing organisation of thinly disguised sensuality, was really a holy man and could work miracles. Around him crowded the halt and maimed and the blind, and aided by his accomplice Ilya Kousmitch, he not only pretended to effect cures, but succeeded in making many more converts among the lower-class women by declaring, as he had told the society dames, that there was in him a portion of the Divine with whom, as he put it, all that would be saved must be one in the flesh and in the spirit!

At one of his reunions, held a week or so later at Madame Litvinoffs, there attended Madame Vyrubova, the handsome leading lady-in-waiting at Court, and the chamber-confidante of both Tsar and Tsaritza. Like the others, this intriguing woman at once fell beneath the mock-monks inexplicable spell. His new religion of the flesh appealed to her erotic temperament, and she at once became one of his most passionate devotees, a few days later introducing him at Court with astonishing result.

The subtle intrigues of Madame Vyrubova were many.

As chamber-confidante of both Emperor and Empress she had for a long time assisted in the spiritualistic séances which were given in private at Tsarskoe-Selo by a Russian monk named Helidor and his French friend, known as Philippe. The young Tsarevitch was in a state of fast-declining health, and Helidor, as a holy man, had, at Madames suggestion, been called in to pray for him. Spiritualistic practices followed in strictest secrecy, and the credulous Empress first believed that the holy mans dealings with the unseen were resulting in a beneficial effect upon the weakly lad.

At last, however, owing to. Court intrigue, Helidor fell out of favour. It was just after this when Anna Vyrubova first met and fell beneath the evil influence of Rasputin. Grichka was a miracle-worker, and might, she thought, perhaps restore the Tsarevitch to health! She knew that the Empress, a shallow-minded, ephemeral woman, lived for one object alone, namely, to secure for her son the crown of Romanoff. But the physicians gave but little hope of this. In a year — perhaps before — he must die, they had whispered. Helidor had been dismissed. Would Rasputin be more successful?

Madame sought out the charlatan who was busy with many cures, and suggested that he should accompany her to the Palace, but with lordly disdain the drunken fisherman from Pokrovsky declared that to him all men and women were equal.

To a friend, a certain Madame Kovalenko, wife of one of the high Court officials, Madame Vyrubova described this interview. It took place in Petrograd at the house of a rich merchant living in the Tavritsheskaya, opposite the gardens. When the lady-in-waiting, who had, like so many others, fallen beneath his spell, had made the suggestion that the master should be introduced to the Court circle, he placed his left hand behind his back, a favourite attitude of his, drew himself up and began to address her in that strange jargon which she hardly understood — quotations from the Lives of the Saints jumbled up with lewd suggestions, high phrases, and meaningless sentences. As conclusion to this speech, however, the wily fellow added:

I care nothing for the rulers of earth, but only for the Ruler of Heaven, who has bestowed upon me His blessing, and has led me into the path of honour, righteousness and peace. The rulers, of earth worship in their chapels and their tinsel cathedrals, but I worship everywhere, in the air, in the woods, in the streets, and you, lady, worship with me in body and in soul. And he raised his cold eyes upward, his right hand with its bulgy joints and broken dirty finger nails being placed across his breast. Then he sighed, as he added: Ah! you do not yet understand! God has placed within me the power to smite — as well as to heal.

Madame Vyrubova, fascinated by his strange hypnotic glance, fell upon her knees before the Saint, and kissing his bulgy unclean hand begged of him again and again to see the Empress.

But the artful scoundrel remained obdurate. He knew of Helidors disgrace, and did not intend to hold himself at all cheaply.

The result was that Madame Vyrubova sought him next day and, handed him an autograph note from the Empress inviting him to come to the Winter Palace and see the Grand Duke Alexis. He read it, secretly much gratified, for he knew that not only had his latest devotee prevailed upon the Empress to seek the aid of another Russian monk to succeed the degraded Helidor, but that the Pravoslavny Church, the most powerful influence of State governance, had also been responsible for the invitation he held within his dirty fingers.

From that moment Rasputins power became assured — a power he wielded for evil from that hour until the day of his well-deserved end.

When that grey afternoon the unkempt libertine was introduced to the small white-and-gold private salon of the Empress, which overlooks the gardens and the Neva on the northern wing of the palace, the Princess Obolensky, Princess Orbeliani and Countess Hendrikoff, maids-of-honour, were with Her Majesty, curious to see what manner of man it was who could perform miracles, and whom so many of the Society women in Petrograd and Moscow now acknowledged and addressed as Master.

Upon the threshold the mock-monk halted, and in that dramatic attitude, struck in order to impress his hearers, he stood with his left arm behind him, erect, with his unkempt head thrown back, his face stern and relentless, his grey eyes sharp and piercing.

For some moments he remained there in statuesque silence, well-knowing how women were impressed by that pose. The hypnotism of those grey eyes few of the opposite sex could withstand. His conquests, or conversions as he termed them — were in every direction, and in every city. The Cult of the Naked Believers had rapidly spread everywhere. He was besieged by female disciples eager to hold meetings, for without the actual presence of the Saint true worship of the erotic could not take place.

Great Lady! he exclaimed at last in his deep, heavy voice, still that of the Siberian mujik, you desire me here? I have come!

The Empress rose and stretching out her hand eagerly welcomed the unholy charlatan into the Court circle, and half-an-hour later introduced him to fully a dozen of the highest-born women of the Empire, all of whom were at once impressed by his affected piety and humility. But a dark force had now entered the very heart of Russia, and later that afternoon, in a luxuriously furnished bedroom the miracle-worker was shown the poor little Heir to the Throne lying upon his sick couch, he placed hands upon him, and Her Majesty herself fell victim to that strange spell which other women had found so indescribable and so inexplicable.

I will cure your son, said Rasputin slowly, after he had knelt beside him and looked long and earnestly into his eyes without uttering a word.

Madame Vyrubova was present and exchanged glances of relief with the Empress. To the latter, easily impressionable as she was, though all believed her to be a staid mother of a family, Rasputin became at once a Saint, a Divine agent, a miraculous guide. He had cured the poor; why could he not, if he willed it, cure her son?

Then in the days that followed incidents occurred in the Palace. At select assemblies of one or two of the Empresss confidantes — parties, of course, arranged by Madame Vyrubova, Rasputin expounded his shameless religion. His jargon, the jumbled phrases of an illiterate peasant who knew not the meaning of what he uttered, his exhortations to commit sin so that it might be forgiven, his declaration of self-divinity, and his odds and ends of scripture mixed with the foulest vocabulary of Russian, was listened to with bated breath. Why?

Because, strange though it may seem, the health of the young Grand Duke Alexis had taken a sudden turn for the better. Even his physicians were compelled to acknowledge it!

Whether the latter were in any way under the influence of Rasputin by means of money-payment — for the fellow had by this time acquired a considerable fortune from his dupes — has not yet been ascertained. One thing, however, is shown in the documents before me, namely, that the mock-monks miracles were often effected by means of secret drugs of which he had quite a curious extensive knowledge. How this was acquired is again a mystery, save that he was very friendly with a certain student of Chinese and Thibetan medicine, named Badmayeff, and that this person regularly furnished him at high prices with certain little-known drugs from the Far East.

With the gradual improvement of the health of the poor little Grand Duke, Rasputins ascendancy over the Empress rapidly increased. He had been introduced to the Emperor, who, though regarding him with askance, tolerated him merely because his beloved son was improving beneath his daily prayerful treatment. Meanwhile, the canker-worm of Rasputins religion had, fostered by the Empresss favourite lady-in-waiting, entered into the Court circle, and many secret meetings were held in the Palace where under the pseudo-religious cloak certain ladies of the Russian Court became devotees of the Holy Father, and practised abominations absolutely incredible.

Official reports contain both dates and names of those who gave themselves into the unscrupulous hands of this man who claimed the Divine right and thus worshipped as Believers.

Rasputin was too clever a scoundrel to allow matters to proceed quite smoothly. Several chance conversations with the Emperor and with Stolypin convinced him that he might ultimately share the same obscurity as Helidor. He therefore one day pretended to be offended at some words of the Empress — whom he now addressed by the familiar terms of thee and thou which he used to his disciples, though even the Grand Dukes and Duchesses would have hesitated so to address the Empress — and after a dramatic farewell, he took himself off to the wonderful and luxurious monastery which, according to his statement to the Empress, he had built at his native Pokrovsky with the money he had collected upon his various pilgrimages.

To the female section of Petrograd society he had been never tired of describing the beauties of this monastery where his fellow-monks lived a life of severe asceticism and constant prayer, therefore at his sudden resolve to leave, the capital — or the better-class women of it — grew tearful and the Empress most of all.

Within four days of his departure for Siberia the little Tsarevitch was taken suddenly ill, and the Empress, beside herself at having expressed any words of doubt concerning the unkempt Saint who had so entirely entered into her life, telegraphed wildly to him. This message, since unearthed by the Revolutionary Party, which ran as follows: — 

I cannot bear your absence. Life is so grey and hopeless without you, my dear comforter, my master. Alexis has been taken ill. Do not take any notice of Kokovtsov. He is responsible for my hasty words to you and shall suffer for it. Forgive me. Return — for my sake and for the life of Alexis-Alec.

But the crafty mujik was not to be thus entrapped. He had been guest of the Minister Kokovtsov, a week before, and his host and his friends had made him roaring drunk. In his cups he had made certain revelations. What they were the Saint could not recollect. Hence he had absented himself from Court, in order to maintain his Divine dignity — and to plot further.

At this point it is necessary to make a critical remark.

For two years Rasputin had been speaking of his monastery at Pokrovsky. In the salons and boudoirs of Moscow and Kiev as well as in Petrograd, society spoke of the institute, discussed it and declared that indeed Grichka was a holy man. The Metropolitan with his rich robes and jewels, and all the bishops were as common clay in comparison with the Holy Father who could cure by the laying-on of hands, who walked in humility and who devoted himself to good works. Curiously enough it had occurred to nobody, not even to the ever-ubiquitous police of Petrograd, to investigate the story told by Rasputin regarding his monastery at far-off Pokrovsky.

The world of Russia did not, of course, know that in that Siberian village there still lived Rasputins peasant-wife with her children, or that his life had been so evil, a career of drink and profligacy which even in Siberia stood out in letters of scarlet in the police dossiers of Tobolsk. It, however, remained for a female spy of the Revolutionary Party — a certain lady named Vera Aliyeff, from whose report I am writing — to travel to that sordid Siberian village and watch the Court charlatan in his home. I may here say that to the untiring efforts of Mademoiselle Aliyeff is in a great measure due the downfall and assassination of the terribly sinister influence which cost the Tsar Nicholas his throne, and hundreds of women their good name — as I shall afterwards show.

But to relate matters in their proper sequence as history I may here quote from the report of this patriotic woman-revolutionary who travelled to Rasputins home in disguise, because he knew her, and as she was good-looking, he had already endeavoured to induce her to join the Cult of the Naked Believers. She reports: — 

I found the great monastery of Pokrovsky to be a dirty repellent hamlet of mujiks of the worst and most illiterate type. There was no trace of the marble palace which Rasputin had described as having erected as the main building of the monastery. The latter was, I found, a large, cheaply built, ordinary-looking house, three rooms of which were given up to the Saints peasant-wife, his son Dmitri and the younger of his two daughters, while in the other part of the house lived twelve women of varying ages — the youngest being sixteen — who were his fascinated devotees and who had given up their lives in Europe to enter the seclusion of that sordid home and become his spiritual brides.

Here Mademoiselle Aliyeff had an interview with the woman Guseva, and later on after an inspection of the police records at Tobolsk and Tyumen, she returned to Petrograd and reported the result of her visit to the Right Party in the Duma.

Meanwhile, the Empress and also her favourite lady-in-waiting telegraphed to Rasputin urgently imploring him to return to Petrograd. But the verminous libertine was in too comfortable quarters with his dozen devotees to stir out far from his nest, and while going about the village standing drinks to all and sundry and ingratiating himself everywhere, he at the same time treated his old and ugly wife with brutal unconcern, and refused even to reply to the Imperial demand.

At last he grew weary of his retirement — for, truth to tell, he usually retired there whenever he disappeared upon his many pretended pilgrimages in Russia — whereupon he one day sent a telegram to the Empress saying that he had at last been directed by a Divine call to again return to the bedside of the Tsarevitch. This message was received with the greatest joy at Tsarskoe-Selo, where it set a-flutter hearts in which beat the noblest blood of Russia.

The Holy Father is on his way back to us! Such was the message whispered along the long stone corridors of the Winter Palace, the many windows of which look out upon the grey Neva. The Empress went to her sons bedroom and told him the glad news, laying a tender hand upon the poor lads brow.

And Madame Vyrubova meeting the Emperor as he came out of his private cabinet chatting with the Duke of Mecklenburg-Strelitz and the Minister Protopopoff, whispered the news into his ear.

The Tsar smiled happily. Little did His Majesty dream that by that return of the unwashed scoundrel whom the most delicately nurtured women worshipped, he was doomed to lose his throne.

On Rasputins arrival some intensely dramatic scenes ensued — scenes that would be deemed fantastic if any modern novelist had dared to describe them even as fiction.

But from these voluminous reports and the dossier before me I shall attempt to describe them.


Chapter Two.

Scandals at the Winter Palace.
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THE RASCALITIES OF Rasputin were unparalleled, even in Russia.

The mock-monk, much against his will, returned to the Winter Palace where the Court had gone for a few days and only because of the Divine call, as he pretended. He treated the distracted Tsaritza with utter disdain when early one wintry morning he drove in from the Dvortsovy Square, passed the Palace Guards, and ascended the wide black-and-white marble staircase of the Great Hall, where she stood eager to receive him.

Ah! Forgive me! Forgive me, my Master! implored the Empress in a low agonised tone. I was thoughtless and foolish.

Take me to Alexis, said the charlatan roughly interrupting her. He is ill — very ill — and God has sent me to him.

Eagerly the Empress conducted him to the bedside of her son, the little Tsarevitch. Madame Vyrubova, the mistress of Rasputin, was awaiting him, together with two nurses and a physician named Letchitzki.

With rough deep-voiced dismissal the unkempt profligate sent everyone from the room, including the Empress herself. He wished to pray by the sick lads bedside, he explained.

This he did, Madame Vyrubova alone remaining. When the door was closed the blasphemous rascal quickly bent over the Heir to ascertain that he was sleeping, then he raised his own dirty hands for Madame to kiss, crossing himself at the same time, and whispering The drug? It seems to have acted well — eh? Where is it? She slipped a tiny green-glass phial from her cream silk blouse and handed it to him, saying: Yes, Badmayeff was right! Each time I gave it to him in his milk, he grew worse.

Ah! laughed the verminous fellow, his sensuous face bearded and blotchy with drink. Now that I have returned Divine Providence will restore him. He will not get his six drops each day! The dastardly charlatan and poisoner of Russias heir concealed the Thibetan drug in the folds of his ample habit, and whispering in his rough uncouth peasant way, Now let the fools in again! he threw himself upon his knees by the bedside commencing a fervent prayer.

O God — the Great! the Merciful! the Giver of all Bounties, the Creator, and the Death-giver — the Maker of Kings and the Destroyer of Nations — to Thee we pray — and of Thee we ask—

And as he uttered those blasphemous words the favourite lady-in-waiting opened the long white-and-gold door to admit the Imperial mother of the poor half-conscious elder son of the great House of Romanoff — the boy whose life was being trifled with by the administration of those pernicious drugs which, at any moment, when Rasputin willed, might cause death from haemorrhage.

The fellow Novikh, the low-born thief and blackmailer from the far-off wilds of Siberia, had planted himself in the Winter Palace as a divinity to be worshipped. The Court circle of silly women in search of sensation, and headed by the Empress herself, had fallen entirely beneath his baneful influence, believing that only by first practising his disgusting rites could they offer prayers to the Almighty. Another of the Empresss intimates who had joined the Palace circle of Believers was Countess Ignatieff, who had also become a most devout follower of Rasputin and who exerted all her great influence in officialdom for his benefit and protection.

War had broken out, and while the newspapers of the Allies were full of Russias greatness and the irresistible power of her military steamroller, the world was in utter ignorance that the Empress was actually educating her own daughters to enter the secret cult of the Believers, a suggestion which they eventually obeyed! Such was the truly horrible state of affairs at Court. Thus in a few brief months that unmasked thief whom the workers of Petrograd contemptuously called Grichka, and whose very name Rasputin meant the neer-do-well had, by posing as a holy man, and a worker of mock miracles, become a power supreme at Court.

Daily at eleven each morning this verminous libertine, whose weekly reunions were in reality orgies as disgraceful as any organised by the Imperial satyr Tiberius, knelt at the bedside of the poor little Tsarevitch to drone his blasphemous appeals to God, while the Empress, always present, knelt humbly in a corner listening to that jumble of exhortations, threats, and amazing assertions of his own divine right as high-priest of the Believers. The Empress had fallen completely beneath the hypnotism of the grey steely eyes, the hard sphinx-like countenance that never smiled, and those long dirty knotted fingers, the nails of which were never cleaned. To her, filth, both moral and personal, was synonymous with godliness.

Then, after each prayer, Madame Vyrubova would assist the mock-monk to rise and declare — 

The Holy Father is, alas! tired, and then lead him off into the adjoining ante-room overlooking the Neva where a silk-stockinged flunkey stood ready to serve the scoundrel with his usual bottle of Heidsieck monopole — the entire contents of which he would quickly empty and smack his lips over in true peasant manner.

Mademoiselle Sophie Tutcheff, governess of the Tsars daughters, very quickly perceived a change in the demeanour of her charges. They were no longer the charming ingenuous girls they were before. She had overheard whispered conversations between the Grand Duchess Tatiana and her sister, Marie. Rasputin, moreover, had now been given luxurious apartments in the Palace, close to the rooms occupied by Madame Vyrubova, and each day he came to the schoolroom in which the three younger Princesses, Tatiana, Marie and Anastasia were prosecuting their studies.

It did not take Mademoiselle Tutcheff long to discern the true state of affairs. The monk one day used the most lewd language while chatting with the three young Grand Duchesses, whereupon Mademoiselle, who belonged to one of the highest families in Russia, went off to the Empress in disgust and indignation. Her protests were, as may be imagined, met with withering scorn.

I am Empress and the Holy Father is our guest in the Palace, exclaimed the Tsaritza, who was taking tea with two ladies of the Court who were her fellow-Believers. What you have said is an insult to him. You are dismissed in disgrace.

And an hour later poor Mademoiselle left the Palace without her pupils being allowed to bid her farewell.

This, however, was but one illustration of the power which the rascally ex-highwayman had secured over the Imperial Court, and hence over the great Russian Empire itself. His influence was more powerful than that of all the Grand Dukes, the Council of the Empire, and the Council of Ministers put together. True, His Majesty was Tsar, but Gregory Rasputin was equally powerful, if not more so, because of his innate craftiness, his pseudo-divinity, his mock miracles, and the support he received from a certain section of the Church.

Possessed of the curious cunning of the erotic criminal lunatic, Rasputin never allowed matters to run calmly for very long. He was much too clever for that, well knowing, that while Protopopoff, Minister of the Interior was his friend, he had as powerful enemies, both Stolypin and Miliukoff — who, later on, became Minister for Foreign Affairs. Both the latter he feared, as well as the Grand Duke Nicholas Michailovitch.

The latter had secretly learnt much concerning the ex-thief of the far-off Siberian village — more, indeed, than Rasputin had ever dreamed. One day, a week after the departure of Mademoiselle Sophie Tutcheff, the Grand Duke attended a great reception at the Winter Palace. The usual brilliant throng had assembled; the usual Imperial procession had taken place down the great Nicholas Hall, that famous salon wherein three thousand people can dance at one time — the salon the walls of which are adorned with golden plates, and where on the night of a Court ball the assembly is indeed a gorgeous one of stars, medals, exquisite dresses and brilliant uniforms. Though Russia was at war, the Empress had given the ball, and all Russian Court Society had assembled.

Among the throng were two men the Bishop Teofan, of the Pravoslavny Church, and with him the monk, silent and unbending, upon whom the eyes of all the women were turned. Naturally there were many strange whisperings among those who were Believers and those who had not been initiated into the cult of the Sister-disciples, whispers among the old and young — whispers which were not meant for any male ear.

Bishop and monk passed down the great ballroom, through the beautiful winter-garden beyond, where many men and women were chatting beneath the palms, and then into the Oriental gallery, a place decorated with those engraved golden and silver plates which Catherine the Great received with bread and salt from those who came to do her homage.

Thence the pair disappeared into one of the side rooms to what is known as the Jordan Entrance.

A tall, bald-headed man with heavy brow, moustache, small round beard, and wearing a brilliant white uniform with many decorations had followed the pair from the ball-room. With him walked a young, clean-shaven, dark-haired man in uniform, erect and determined.

The elder was the Grand Duke Nicholas Michailovitch, the younger the Grand Duke Dmitri Pavlovitch.

They entered the small room unceremoniously, and confronted the illiterate Bishop and the peasant charlatan.

We have come to turn you out of the Palace! exclaimed the elder man firmly. Your presence is obnoxious to us, especially the charlatan of Pokrovsky. We are Grand Dukes of Russia, and we have no intention to mix with convicted thieves and beguilers of women! Come! His Imperial Highness cried, Go! You are not wanted here!

And pray by what right do you speak thus? asked the Starets with offensive insolence.

By the right of my position, was the Grand Dukes reply.

In response, Rasputin spat upon the pale blue carpet in defiance.

In a moment the young Grand Duke Dmitri Pavlovitch, an athletic young officer who had only the day before returned from the German Front where he had been with von Rennenkampf, took the dirty monk by the scruff of his neck and flung him outside into the big marble hall, administering to him a severe kick in the presence of a dozen of the astonished Palace guards.

Put this scoundrel outside! he commanded the men, and two minutes later, Rasputin, with his dirty black habit badly torn, found himself flung down the steps headlong into the snow.

Meanwhile the Grand Duke Nicholas had administered to the dissolute Bishop — whose sister, by the way, was one of Rasputins spiritual brides at his monastery, or harem, at Pokrovsky — a very severe castigation and with his own hands had torn the big crucifix from his neck and cast it across the room.

Then, when at last the Bishop emerged into the Hall, he shared, at the Grand Dukes order, the same indignity that had befallen the dissolute blackguard whom the Empress caressed and called her Holy Father.

Of this episode Rasputin made no mention to Her Majesty. It, however, caused him considerable misgivings and before morning he had decided upon a dramatic course of action.

Next afternoon, a Wednesday, was the day fixed for the usual performance of the bi-weekly secret rites. He took luncheon with the Emperor and Empress in their private apartments, Madame Vyrubova alone being the only other person at table.

Suddenly the monk who had been talking with the Emperor, using his uncouth Siberian expressions, and even eating with his fingers, clasped his knotted, peasant fingers together and turning to the Empress, announced:

To-night, Great Lady, I go upon a pilgrimage. Divine God has called me to Moscow, where work there awaits me. I know not what it is, but when I arrive there I shall receive His divine direction. Alexis will be well in my absence, and will improve, for twice each day he will have my prayers. God has called me — I cannot remain.

Not even this afternoon? gasped the unnerved hysterical woman who was Empress of Russia in this our Twentieth Century.

No. I must take leave of you, great lady, to obey the call, was his deep answer.

And by that nights express he left in a luxurious sleeping-berth for Moscow where, truth to tell, the Countess Ignatieff was awaiting him.

The only call the licentious blackguard had received was the news that two very prepossessing young girls, named Vera and Xénie, daughters of the late Baroness Koulomzine, of Moscow, had expressed their desire to Countess Ignatieff to join the secret cult. The Countess had shown him their photographs and the libertine, in pretence of performing a pilgrimage, travelled to Moscow in order to initiate them. Next day, at the Convent of the Ascension, where the libertine had spent the night, he interviewed the two young gentlewomen. Before an ikon with flowers upon the altar and in the presence of the Lady-Superior, he exorcised their sins according to his prescribed rite.

It was a strange scene. The penitents in the dimly-lit chapel each touched their forehead and breast with thumb and forefinger, gazing immobile and fascinated at the miracle-working Master, their lips moving in proper response to the prayers of the Heaven-sent confessor.

At what subsequently transpired I can only hint. According to the official report before me the girls confessed to two officers, their half-brothers, that after the benediction the verminous monk induced them both to go to the Turkish baths together, for purification as he put it.

Well, the mock-monk found himself under arrest, and only by the most strenuous efforts of the Countess Ignatieff was he released, after spending forty hours in a cell.

But Rasputin merely smiled. He knew his own power. Next day he returned to Petrograd, and within twelve hours of his arrival Plestcheff, Chief of Police of Moscow, had, at the instance of the Empress, been relieved of his post in disgrace.

Rasputins exploits in Moscow brought him very nearly to disaster.

Master-criminal that he was and as my intention is to show, he calmly reviewed his position, and saw that by cleverly playing his cards — now that the Empress and her easily gulled Court had become so completely enthralled by his wonder-working — he might assume his own position as the most powerful man in the Empire.

His personal magnetism is indisputable. I can personally vouch for that. On the occasion when I met him in that grey cold repellent village on the Arctic shore, I myself felt that there was something strangely indescribable, something entirely uncanny about the fellow. Those grey eyes were such as I had never before seen in all my long cosmopolitan experience. In those moments when we had exchanged greetings and bowed to each other he seemed to hold me beneath a weird curious spell. He was demon rather than man. Therefore I can quite conceive that the ordinary Russian woman of any class would easily succumb to his blasphemous advances and his assertions that he was possessed of a divinity as the deliverer of Russia. Within the Russian soul, two centuries behind the times, of to-day, mysticism is still innate, and the mock-monk had already proved up to the hilt to his own complete satisfaction that, by pretending to fast, yet having a good square meal in secret; by pretending to make pilgrimages — but really throwing off his monkish habits and as a gay man about town taking a joy-ride in a motor car — and by crossing himself continuously and bowing low before every ikon at which he secretly sneered, he could gull the average woman whether she wore pearls or tended the pigs.

Rasputin, a low-born immoral brute, by reason of the discovery of his own hypnotic powers, treated womenkind with the most supreme and utter contempt, and it seems that while clearly masquerading beneath that cloak of extreme piety and aided by his gardener-friend, the Bishop Teofan — a fellow-adventurer from Pokrovsky — he resolved after his Moscow adventure, to make a bold bid for further power.

Most men in such circumstances as these would have been both cowed and careful. Against him he had Stolypin, at that moment one of the most powerful men in the Empire, as well as the Grand Dukes Nicholas and Dmitri Pavlovitch, M. Gutchkoff — a bearded man in gold pince-nez with whom I had had before the war many interesting chats in Paris and in Petrograd, and who subsequently became Minister of War and Marine — M. Miliukoff, the whole-hearted Deputy for Petrograd in the Duma, and what was far more serious, he had fifty or more wildly irate husbands and fathers, all eager and anxious to bring about the scoundrels downfall.

Traps were laid for him, but, with the amazing cunning of the erotic lunatic, he eluded them all. Back in Petrograd, in the salons of the highest in the Empire, he lived in luxury, with cars always at his disposal. The Holy Father who had his own suite in the private apartments of the Imperial family was welcomed everywhere he deigned to go. His creature, Ilya Kousmitch, warned him of the pitfalls that were being set. Even his dissolute crony the Bishop Teofan — whom, through the Empress, he had himself created — grew grave. But the Saint merely bit his dirty finger nails, as is the habit of the Siberian peasant, and replied:

Gregory Novikh has been sent to Russia by Divine Providence. He has no fear!

Soon after his narrow escape in Moscow he received a letter from the father of the two young girls who had so completely fallen beneath his pious blandishments — a letter in which the angry father declared that he would shoot him at sight.

To that letter Rasputin, with the overbearing impudence of one who smoked and spat upon the carpet actually in the Empresss presence, and, who had the audacity to prompt the Tsar in making his appointments and dealing with the affairs of State, replied by telegram — a message still upon record — sent over the private wire from the Winter Palace:

Shoot — and God will reward your daughters bountifully. — Gregory.

Though Rasputin presented a remarkably calm exterior, he no doubt, was much perturbed by that threat. A single false step would certainly land him either in oblivion or in prison. But criminal lunatics of his sort are notoriously clever and astute. Jack-the-Ripper was of exactly similar type, and he defied the whole detective police of the world.

The Secret Police of Russia, the wiles of which have been so vaunted by the modern novelist, were as childish idiots when their brains became pitted against those of the uncouth Siberian peasant, who, calling himself a saint, could induce every silly woman to follow his immoral directions.

Just then the Empress, whose shallow impressionable mind led her to adopt any new craze, and to seek any new sensation, met a person in whom she indiscreetly placed her trust — a treacherous, long-bearded political adventurer, named Boris Stürmer. This man was a boon companion of the Saint in his debaucheries in the midnight wilds of Petrograd, for Rasputin, when believed to be absent for a week of prayer and self-denial, usually bathed himself, and wearing a well-cut evening-suit plunged into the gay midnight life at the Old Donon, the Belle Vue, or the Bouffes, on the Fontanka. Thus Boris Stürmer, a strong pro-German who had many family connections with the enemy — and the bosom friend of Rasputin — actually became Prime Minister of Russia, such being the mock-monks astounding influence over the Imperial Autocrat, whose wife and family were, alas! as but clay within his filthy hands.

This latest triumph proved conclusively to Rasputin that his power was as great as that of the Emperor — indeed, to certain of his intimates he used laughingly to declare himself to be the uncrowned Tsar!

I live in the Palace, he would declare. The Empress does my bidding; her daughters are as my children; the Court bows to me; Nikki only smiles as an idiot — therefore, am I not the real Emperor of Russia?

Discovering his own overwhelming influence this sinister favourite of both Tsar and Tsaritza suddenly resolved upon a further move, the cleverness of which was indeed well within keeping with his marvellously astute reasoning. He decided not to be dependent upon the charity of the Imperial pair, whom the Bishop Teofan had one day declared kept him in the Winter Palace as a tame saint. His friends taunt stung him to the quick.

In consequence, he took a luxurious house in the Gorokhovaya, just beyond the Moyka, and close to the Palace, and while still retaining his apartments in the Palace, he lived mostly in his new abode, where in future he announced that the bi-weekly meeting of his disciples for prayer and consolation would be held.

Like wildfire the decision of the wonder-worker ran through the salons of Society. There was now a chance for others to enter the cult of the Sister-disciples, and to become as one flesh with the Saint, and to be cured by Divine agency of any ill.

Hundreds of society women were frantically anxious to enter this new sisterhood.

His house was an expensive one, but only a few of the rooms were well furnished. The dining-room on the ground floor was a large rather bare-looking place, with cheap chairs set round and equally cheap tables of polished walnut. On the walls were portraits of the Tsar, the Tsaritza and himself. Upstairs was his study, a large luxurious apartment, and from it led the bedroom of the holy man, which even eclipsed the study in luxury. To this house the smart band of society converts who called themselves the Sister-disciples went regularly twice each week to hear the miracle-worker descant upon the beauties of his new religion.

Among the members of this degenerate group were: — the pretty fluffy-haired little Princess Boyarski, Madame Pistolcohrse, sister of Madame Vyrubova, a certain Countess Yepantchine, whose splendid house was in the Sergiyevskaya, the most fashionable quarter without equal in Petrograd, as well as the Grand Duchess Olga, daughter of the Tsaritza, and many others.

Though the blasphemous discourses were delivered and the disgusting secret rites practised twice each week at Rasputins house, as well as also twice weekly in secret at Tsarskoe-Selo, many women seeking knowledge of the new religion — after having fallen beneath the spell of the mock-saints eyes — went to the monk alone by appointment, and there had what the blackguard termed private converse with him in his upstairs study adjoining his luxurious sleeping apartment.

The uncouth peasants actions, his open immorality, and the cold-blooded manner in which he turned wife from husband, and betrothed from her lover, had now become open gossip at the street corners. Whenever the mock-saint went forth in any car or carriage of his female admirers or of the Court, the people grinned and recognising the lady, would whisper — 

Look! Grichka has taken yet another bride!

At some of the mysterious meetings Rasputins old friend the dissolute Bishop Teofan was present, and on one occasion a dramatic incident occurred.

The little Princess Boyarski had apparently grown jealous of the Saint because he had paid too great attention to a new convert, a certain Mademoiselle Zernin, just turned twenty. High words arose in the select circle of worshippers, and the Bishop with his big golden cross on his breast endeavoured to quell the dispute. The Princess then turned furiously upon the Bishop, expressing the deepest resentment that he should have been admitted to their private conference at all, and vowed that she would use all her influence to get him turned out of the Church he had dishonoured.

Rasputin and his friend ridiculed her threats, but two days later both grew extremely uneasy, for Teofan was already extremely unpopular with the Court circle, and all were only too ready to effect his dismissal and disgrace. Indeed, forty-eight hours after the Princess had uttered those threats, she, with the Countess Kleinmichel, contrived to secure his expulsion from the Church. Only after Rasputin had threatened the Empress that he would leave Petrograd, and in that case the Tsarevitch would, he declared, die, that he secured the re-instalment of his fellow-criminal. Such was the scoundrels influence at Court in these present war-days!

By various tricks, in which he was assisted by the young servant, the man Ilya, the charlatan still performed miracles upon the poor, which naturally caused his fame to spread all over Russia, while his sinister influence was now being felt both in the Orthodox Church, and in the conduct of the war. Contrary to what is generally supposed, he had never been ordained a priest, while he never attended church nor observed any of the forms of religious worship, save the immoral practices of his own invention.

He claimed a semi-divinity, and thus declared himself to be above all man-made laws.

In those scandalous discourses, in which he made use of the most erotic suggestions, he always urged his female devotees that only through his own body could they seek the protection and forgiveness of the Almighty.

I show you the way! he would constantly say as he stood with his hand behind his back, his other hand upon the Bible. I am here to give you salvation.

Such was his power in ecclesiastical matters in Russia that the most lucrative posts in the Church were now filled by men who had paid him for their nominations, and he boasted that the Procurator of the Holy Synod was merely his puppet. From certain evidence before me I am inclined to believe this to be the truth, for some of the supposed miracles could never have been worked without the Procurators connivance.

Daily, smart society women came to Rasputins house for private converse. Sometimes one of the circle of his elect would bring with her a young society girl who had heard vaguely of the disciples, and whose curiosity was naturally aroused, to meet the wonderful wonder-worker. At others, women went alone. But in each case the result was the same.

One afternoon the young wife of the wealthy Count Ivanitski went there in secret, attired in one of her maids dresses, so as to escape observation, passing through the servants entrance. The Count, however, had heard whispers of this intended visit and, awaiting her return, followed her back to the Furshtavkaya, where they lived in a handsome house a few doors from the Liteyny Prospect. He then coolly called his servants and compelled her to confess before them all that had happened to her in Rasputins house. Afterwards he drew a revolver and shot her dead. Then he walked out and gave himself up to the police. Within an hour news of the affair was brought to the Empress and to Rasputin, who were dining together in the Palace.

The monk made a sarcastic grimace when he heard of the murder of the woman who had that afternoon been his victim.

Poor fool! he exclaimed, his glass of wine in his hand. The Countess had already become a devoted disciple.

But the Empress at once bestirred herself in fear of public indignation being aroused against the Holy Father, and telephoning to the Minister of the Interior, ordered the Counts immediate release.

On another occasion, a week later, a young lieutenant of cavalry named Olchowski, who had been with von Rennenkampf at Brest-Litovsk, had returned to Petrograd, being met at the railway station by his devoted young wife, a mere chit of a girl, the daughter of a Baroness living at Ostroff. They returned home together, whereupon somebody slipped into his hand an anonymous letter, stating that his pretty young wife Vera had become one of the spiritual brides who attended the bi-weekly meetings in the Gorokhovaya. The Lieutenant said nothing, but watching next afternoon he followed her to the meeting place of the Naked Believers, and having satisfied himself that during his absence at the front his beloved wife had fallen beneath the saints spell, he concealed himself in the porch of a neighbouring house until after the worshippers had all departed. Then Rasputin presently descended the steps to enter one of the Imperial carriages which had called for him as was usual each day.

In an instant the outraged husband, half-mad with fury, flung himself upon the holy libertine and plunged a long keen knife into his breast.

But Rasputin, whose strength was colossal, simply tossed his assailant away from him without a word, and entered the carriage.

Beneath his monkish hair-shirt he had for some time, at the Empresss urgent desire, worn another shirt which she had had specially made for him in Paris, as also for the Tsar — a light but most effective shirt of steel-mail.


Chapter Three.

How Rasputin Poisoned the Tsarevitch.
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THE DARK FORCES established so ingeniously by the Kaiser behind the Russian throne in April, 1914, had now become actively at work.

The small but all-powerful clique of which Rasputin was the head because he practically lived with the Imperial family and ate at their table — the little circle which the Russians called The Camarilla — were actively plotting for the betrayal of the Allies and a separate peace with Germany. Stürmer, the Austrian who had been pushed into the office of Prime Minister of Russia by his boon companion and fellow bon-viveur, the mock-monk of Pokrovsky, had already risen in power. The man whose long goatee-beard swept over the first button of his gorgeous uniform, all true loyal Russians in their unfortunate ignorance cheered wildly as he drove swiftly with the pristyazhka, or side-horse, along the Nevski, for he was believed to be winning the war. Russia, alas! to-day knows that with German gold flowing freely into his pocket he was in secret doing all he could to prevent ministers arriving from Great Britain, and laughing up his sleeve at his success in ordering a mock-railway from Alexandrovsk to be built in order to connect Petrograd to an ice-free port — a line which subsequently had to be taken up and relaid!

Even our British journalists were cleverly bamboozled, for they returned from Russia and wrote in our newspapers of her coming great offensive, when they would sweep back the Kaisers hordes and be into Berlin ere we should know it. In Petrograd one heard of Rasputin as the Shadowy Somebody. But most people declared that he was only a monk, a pious person whom silly women admired, as women so often admire a fashionable preacher even in our own country, and further because of something, the Censor refused to allow his name to appear in any paper.

In Russia the censorship is full of vagaries. My own novels came under his ban twenty years ago, because as correspondent of The Times I had spoken some very plain truths in that journal. I remember well old Monsieur de Stael, then Russian ambassador in London and the cheeriest of good souls, laughing when I came back from Russia at my complaint regarding the censorship. Why! he said, they censor my letters to my own daughter in Nijni! Please do not think any the less of Russia for that. You have been across the Empire, into Siberia, and surely you know how far we are behind the times!

Russia had, after all, advanced but little in those intervening twenty years, though it has produced the rascal Rasputin.

That small circle of Germanophiles who met so frequently in secret at Rasputins house in the Gorokhovaya — the scene of the bi-weekly orgies of the Sister-Disciples — though they were unaware of it were, with clever insinuation, being taught that a separate peace with Germany would be of greatest advantage to the Empire. They were hourly plotting, and the details of their conspiracies which have now come to light and are before me, documents in black and white, which had been carefully preserved by the monk, are truly amazing. Surely no novelist, living or dead, could have ever imagined a situation so astounding and yet so tragic, for the fate of one of the mightiest Imperial Houses of the modern world was now trembling in the balance.

That both the Prime Minister and his long-moustached sycophant Protopopoff, a political adventurer whose past is somewhat shady and obscure, were in daily consultation is plain from the reports of secret agents of the Revolutionists. The Duke Charles Michael, though heir to the Grand Duchy of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, had, as part of the German Emperors subtle plot, become naturalised as a Russian three weeks before the declaration of war, and he, with the erotic scoundrel, was actively carding out Berlins set programme in the salons of Tsarskoe-Selo.

Grichka, the convicted thief from the far-off Siberian village, the man who had a dozen spiritual brides at Pokrovsky, uncouth, unlettered and unwashed, had by this time obtained such hypnotic hold upon the female portion of Petrograd society that when he deigned to accept an invitation to dine at the various palaces of the nobility he would eat from his plate with his dirty fingers and his female admirers actually licked them clean! This is absolute fact, vouched for by dozens of patriotic Russians whose names I could give.

It is contained in a plain report in cold unvarnished language in an official Russian report which is before me. Readers will, I believe, halt aghast. But such men have exercised the same powers over women — criminal lunatics always — through the long pages of history.

The heart of Russia was being eaten out by the German canker-worm. The high-born women of Petrograd were being used by Rasputin to play the Kaisers game.

Outwardly Stürmer, Protopopoff, the Bishop Teofan, and their place-seeking friends were good loyal Russians bent upon winning the war. In secret, however, they were cleverly arranging to effect various crises. The supply of food was held up by a ring of those eager to profit, and the Empire became suddenly faced with semi-starvation, so that rioting ensued, and the police were kept busy. Then there succeeded serious railway troubles, congestion of traffic to and from the front, faked scandals of certain females whom the camarilla charged with giving away Russias secrets to Germany. Some highly sensational trials followed, much perjured evidence was given, false reports of agents provocateurs produced, and several officers in high command who, though perfectly innocent, were actually condemned as traitors, merely because they had become obnoxious to Rasputin and his circle.

One day a sensational incident occurred when Rasputin visited the Ministry of the Interior, and sought the Adjunct-Minister Dzhunkovsky, who controlled the police of the Empire.

On being shown into his room the monk insolently demanded why he was being followed by police-agents, and why his friends who visited his house in the Gorokhovaya were being spied upon.

My duty, my dear Father, is to know what is in progress in Petrograd, replied the Minister coldly.

Are you not aware that I am immune from espionage by your confounded agents? cried Rasputin in anger. Are you in ignorance that my personal safety is in charge of the special Palace Police who are responsible for the safety of the Emperor?

My own actions are my own affair, was the chill reply — for truth to tell — the Revolutionists had already imparted to Dzhunkovsky certain evidence they had collected as to the traitorous conduct of the pseudo-monk and his traitorous friends.

High words arose. Grichka, losing his temper, made use of some very insulting remarks regarding the Ministers young wife, whereupon Dzhunkovsky sprang from his chair and promptly knocked down the Saint.

An hour later Rasputin, with his eye bandaged, sat with the Empress in her room overlooking the Neva, and related how he had been assaulted by the Adjunct-Minister of the Interior, merely because he had expressed his unswerving loyalty to the throne. To the Empress the unwashed charlatan was as a holy man, and such insult caused her blood to boil with indignation.

The fellow knew quite well that no word uttered against himself was ever believed by either Emperor or Empress. They were all said to be stories invented by those jealous of the Saints exalted position, and the wicked inventions of enemies of the Dynasty. Therefore, what happened was exactly what he expected. In a fury the neurotic Empress rose and went off to the Tsar who, then and there, signed a decree dismissing his loyal Adjunct-Minister from office, and appointing an obscure friend of Rasputins in his place!

In that same week another incident occurred which caused the Saint no little apprehension. His Majesty had appointed Samarin as Procurator of the Holy Synod, an appointment which Rasputin knew might easily result in his own downfall. Samarin, an honest, upright man, was one of his most bitter enemies, for he knew the disgraceful past of both him and Teofan, and further he had gained accurate knowledge of which appointments of Bishops in the Pravoslavny Church had been the outcome of the ex-horse stealers influence. Therefore, the arch-adventurer saw that at all hazards this new Procurator must not be allowed to remain in office, for already he had announced his intention to clear the Pravoslavny Church of its malign influences and filthy practices.

Three days later Rasputin went out to Tsarskoe-Selo, where the Emperor happened to be, and entering His Majestys private cabinet said in a confidential tone:

Listen, Friend. I have a secret to whisper to thee! Last night I was with Stürmer, and he revealed that a great revolutionary plot is afoot for thy deposition from the Throne!

What! cried the Emperor, pale with alarm as he sprang from his chair. Another plot! By whom?

Its chief mover is the man Samarin, whom thou hast appointed Procurator of the Holy Synod, replied the crafty adventurer. Stürmer urged me to come at once and to tell thee in private.

Are you quite certain of this, Holy Father? asked the Emperor, looking straight into his bearded face.

The monks grey steely eyes, those hypnotic eyes which few women could resist, met the Tsars unwaveringly.

Thou knowest me! was the Saints grave reply. When I speak to thee, I speak but only the truth.

That same day Samarin was removed from office and disgraced. Everyone wondered why his appointment had been of such brief duration, but that same night, the Prime Minister Stürmer and Rasputin drank champagne and rejoiced together at the house in the Gorokhovaya, while Anna Vyrubova, the favourite lady-in-waiting, was also with them, laughing at their great triumph.

Not a person in all the great Empire could withstand Rasputins influence. Honest men feared him just as honest women regarded him with awe. From dozens, nay hundreds, of place-hunters and favour-seekers he took bribes on every hand, but woe betide those who fell beneath the blackguards displeasure. It meant death to them. He was certainly the most powerful and fearless secret agent of all that the Huns possessed, scattered as they were in every corner of the globe. Yet it must not be supposed that there were none who did not suspect him. Indeed, a certain committee of revolutionaries, to whose action Russia is to be indebted, were watching the fellows career very closely, and some of the secret reports concerning him here as I write form intensely interesting reading, astounding even for the unfathomable land of Russia.

Within a few weeks of his triumph over the newly-appointed Procurator of the Holy Synod he discovered, with the innate shrewdness of the Russian mujik, that certain secret reports seriously compromising him had been given into the Emperors hand. His Majesty, in turn, had shown them to his wife. Once again, he saw himself in peril, so, before any action could be taken, he abruptly entered the Empresss room at Tsarskoe-Selo, and boldly said:

Heaven hath revealed to me in a vision that the enemies of the dynasty have spoken ill of me, have maligned me, and have questioned my divine power. I have therefore come to bid farewell of thee!

The Empress, who was seated with Madame Vyrubova, and the old Countess Ignatieff, rose from her chair, pale to the lips.

You — you — you are surely not going, Holy Father! she gasped. You cannot mean that you will desert us! she cried. What of poor little Alexis? and the words faded from her lips.

Yes, truly I am going! Our enemies have, alas, triumphed! Evil triumphs over good in this terrible war, was his slow, impressive answer.

Of Alexis, — and he shook his shock head mournfully.

Ah, no! shrieked the unhappy Empress hysterically.

Listen! commanded the deep-voiced Saint very gravely. I must not conceal the truth from thee. On the twentieth day of my departure, thy son Alexis will be taken ill — and alas! the poor lad will not recover!

Madame Vyrubova pretended to be horrified at this terrible prophecy, while the Empress shrieked and fainted. Whereupon the Saint crossed himself piously and, turning, with bent head left the room.

Within half-an-hour he was on his way to his twelve spiritual brides in his sordid house at Pokrovsky.

The Empress lived for the next twenty days in a state of terrible dread. Alas! true to the Holy Fathers prophecy the boy, on the twentieth day, was seized with a sudden mysterious illness which puzzled the Court physicians who were hastily summoned from Petrograd. Indeed, a dozen of the best medical men in the capital held a consultation, but opinions differed regarding the cause of the haemorrhage, and the Empress again sent wild telegrams urging her pet Saint to return.

Little did she dream that her favourite lady-in-waiting had six hours before administered a dose of a certain secret Chinese drug to the young Tsarevitch and purposely caused the illness which the rascal had predicted.

Time after time did Her Majesty telegraph, urging her Holy Father to return and save the boys life, signing herself affectionately your sister Alec. Yet the wires were dumb in reply. An Imperial courier brought back no response. The doctors, as before, could make nothing out of the poor boys illness, and were unable to diagnose it. The charlatan was playing with the life of the Heir of the Romanoffs.

It has, however, been since revealed by analysis that the compound sold to Rasputin by the chemist — a secret administrator of drugs to Petrograd society named Badmayeff — was a poisonous powder produced from the new horns of stags, mixed with the root of jen-shen. In the early spring when the stags shed their horns there appear small knobs where the new horns will grow. It is from these that the Chinese obtain the powder which, when mixed with jen-shen, produces a very strong medicine highly prized in China and Thibet as being supposed to rejuvenate old persons, and to act as a kind of love-philtre. When used in strong doses it produces peculiar symptoms, and also induces dangerous haemorrhage.

It is evident from evidence I have recently obtained, that on the twentieth day after Rasputins departure the high priestess of his cult, Madame Vyrubova, administered to the poor helpless little lad a strong dose in his food.

Day followed day; she increased that dose, until the poor little boys condition became most precarious, and the deluded Empress was equally frantic with grief. At any moment he might die, the doctors declared.

One night Rasputin returned quite unexpectedly without having replied even once to the Tsaritzas frantic appeals.

He made a dramatic appearance in her private boudoir, dressed in sandals and his monks habit, as though he had just returned from a pilgrimage.

I have come to thee, O Lady, to try and save thy son! he announced earnestly in that deep raucous voice of his, crossing himself piously as was his constant habit.

The distracted Empress flew to the boys room where the mock-saint laid his hands upon the lads clammy brow and then falling upon his knees prayed loudly in his strange jumble of scraps of holy writ interspersed with profanity, that curious jargon which always impressed his sister-disciples.

Thy son will recover, declared the saint, thus for the second time impressing upon Her Majesty that his absence from Court would inevitably cause the boys death.

But why, Holy Father, did you leave us? demanded the Empress when they were alone together ten minutes afterwards.

Because thou wert prone to believe ill of me, was his stern reply. I will not remain here with those who are not my friends.

Ah! Forgive me! cried the hysterical woman, falling upon her knees and wildly kissing his dirty hand. Remain — remain here always with us! I will never again think ill of thee, O Holy Father! All that is said is by your enemies — who are also mine.

The pious rascals house in the Gorokhovaya, besides being the meeting-place of the society women who, believers in table turning, were his sister-disciples, was also the active centre of German intrigues. It was the centre of Germanys frantic effort to absorb the Russian Empire.

Twice each week meetings were held of that weird cult of Believers of whom the most sinister whisperings were heard from the Neva to the Black Sea. The sister-disciples were discussed everywhere.

The Holy Father still retained his two luxurious suites of rooms, one in the Winter Palace, and the other in Tsarskoe-Selo, but he seldom occupied them at night, for he was usually at his own house receiving in secret one or other of his friends of both sexes. His influence over both Nicholas II and his German wife was daily increasing, while he held Petrograd society practically in the hollow of his hand. Now and then, in order to justify his title of Saint he would, with the connivance of a mujik of his Siberian village, who was his confederate, perform a miracle upon some miserable poor person who could easily be bribed and afterwards packed off to some distant part of the Empire so that he, or she, could tell no further tales. A hundred roubles goes far in Russia. The Prime Minister Stürmer, the blackmailer Protopopoff, the dissolute Bishop Teofan, a Court official named Sabouroff, and Ivanitski, a high official in the Ministry for Foreign Affairs, all knew the absurd farce of these mock-miracles, yet it was to the interest of them that Rasputin should still hold grip over the weak-minded Empress and that crowd of foolish women of the Court who had become his sister-disciples. Oh! that we in Britain were in ignorance of all this! Surely it is utterly deplorable.

The men mentioned, together with half-a-dozen others with high-sounding titles, were bent upon ruining Russia, and giving her over body and soul as prey to Germany. All had been arranged, even to the price they were each to receive for the betrayal of their country. This was told to the Empress time after time by Count Kokovtsov, the Adjunct-Minister of the Interior Dzhunkovsky, the Grand Dukes Nicholas Michailovitch, Dmitri Pavlovitch, and others. But Her Majesty would listen to nothing against her pet Saint, the Divine director, that disgracefully erotic humbug who pretended that he could heal or destroy the little Tsarevitch. When any stories were told of him, Anna, her favourite lady-in-waiting, would declare that they were pure inventions of those jealous of dear Gregorys position and influence.

While Boris Stürmer, frantically scheming for a separate peace with Germany, was with his traitorous gang engineering all sorts of disasters, outrages and military failures in order to prevent the Russian advance, Kurloff, another treacherous bureaucrat, sat in the Ministry of the Interior collecting the gangs of the Black Hundred, those hired assassins whom he clothed in police-uniforms and had instructed in machine-gun practice.

Rasputin and Protopopoff were now the most dominant figures in the sinister preparations to effect Russias downfall. Rasputin was busy taking bribes on every hand for placing his associates into official positions and blackmailing society women who, having been his disciples, had, from one cause or another, left his charmed circle.

Protopopoff, who once posed as our friend and hobnobbed; with Mr Lloyd George, was a man of subtle intrigue. From being a friend of Britain, as he pretended to be when he came here as Vice-President of the Duma, he was enticed away by Germany to become the catspaw of the Kaiser, and was hand in glove with the holy rascal, with his miracle-working, behind the throne.

Rasputin, himself receiving heavy payments from Germany, had acquired already the most complete confidence of the Tsar and Tsaritza; indeed, to such an extent that no affair of State was even decided by the weak-kneed autocrat without the horse-stealers evil counsel. Loyal to his Potsdam paymaster, Rasputin gave his advice with that low and clever cunning which ever distinguished him. He gave it as a loyal Russian, but always with the ulterior motive of extending the tentacles of German influence eastward.

In the voluminous confidential report here before me as I write, the disclosures of the rise and fall of Rasputin, I find an interesting memorandum concerning a certain Paul Rodzevitch, son of a member of the Council of the Empire. Alexander Makaroff, one of the three private secretaries of the Emperor, had died suddenly of heart disease, the result of a drinking bout at the Old Donon, and at the dinner-table of the Imperial family at Tsarskoe-Selo the matter was being discussed, Rasputin being present. He was unkempt, unwashed — with untrimmed beard, and a filthy black coat greasy at the collar, and his high boots worn down at heel, as became a holy man.

The Tsar was deploring the death of this fellow Makaroff, a person whose evil life was notorious in Petrograd, and whose young wife — then only twenty — had followed the example of the Empress, and had become a sister-disciple.

Friend! exclaimed the Saint with pious upward glance, for he had the audacity to address the Emperor thus familiarly, Friend! Thou needst not seek far for another secretary; I know of one who is accomplished, loyal and of noble birth. He is Paul Rodzevitch. I will bring him to thee to-morrow as thy new secretary — and he will serve thee well.

His Majesty expressed satisfaction, for the holy man, the holiest man in all holy Russia, as was his reputation, had spoken.

Next day the good-looking young fellow was appointed, and into his hand was given His Majestys private cipher. None knew, until it was revealed by the band of Russian patriots united to unmask the spy, that this fellow Rodzevitch had spent two years in Germany before the war, or that he was in receipt of a gratuity of twenty-five thousand marks annually from the spy bureau in the Königgratzer-strasse in Berlin!

By this means Rasputin placed a spy of Germany upon all the Tsars most confidential correspondence.

Madame Vyrubova, and the infernal witchdoctor, were already all-dominant. Stürmer and Protopopoff were but pawns in the subtle and desperate game which Germany was playing in Russia. The food scarcity engineered by Kurloff; the military scandals engineered by a certain creature of the Kaisers called Nicolski; the successful plot which resulted in the destruction of a great munition works with terrible loss of life near Petrograd; the chaos of all transport; the constant wrecking of trains, and the breakdown of the strategic line from the Arctic coast across the Lapland marshes, were all combining to hurl the Empire to the abyss of destruction.

One day the Grand Duke Nicholas visited Tsarskoe-Selo, where he had a private interview with the Emperor — Rasputins creature, the new secretary Rodzevitch, being present. The Emperor had every belief in the mans loyalty. His Majesty, weak and easily misled, never dreamed of treachery within his private cabinet.

The words spoken by the Grand Duke that afternoon were terse, and to the point.

The Empire is doomed! he said. This verminous fellow Rasputin — the man contemptuously known in the slums of the capital as Grichka, is working out Germanys plans. I have watched and discovered that he is the associate of pro-Germans, and that his is the hand which in secret is directing all these disasters which follow so quickly upon each other.

But he is a friend of Protopopoff! the Emperor exclaimed. Protopopoff has been to England. He has gone over the munition factories in Scotland that are working for us; he has visited the British fleet, and when I gave him audience a few weeks ago, he expressed himself as a firm supporter of our Allies. Read his speech in the Duma only the night before last!

I have already read it, replied the Grand Duke. But it does not alter my opinion in the least. He is hand-in-glove with the monk and with the Duke of Mecklenburg-Strelitz. Why you continue to have either of them about you I cannot imagine. If you do not dismiss them, then the House of Romanoff must fall, I tell you that, he declared quite bluntly.

His Majesty pandered for a moment and replied— Then I will give orders to the Censor that the names of neither are in future to be mentioned publicly.

This is all the notice the Emperor took of the Grand Dukes first warning. The people did not dare in future to mention Grichka, for fear of instant arrest.

Since the outbreak of war Mother Grundy has expired in every country in Europe. An unfortunate wave of moral irresponsibility seems to have swept the world, and nowhere has it been more apparent than in Russia.

This unwashed rascal who posed as a saint, who, by his clever manoeuvres, his secret drugs and his bribes, had become so popular with the people, was entirely unsuspected by the simple folks who comprise the bulk of Russias millions. To them he was a holy man whom the great Tsar admired and fed at his table. No one suspected the miracle-worker to be the secret ambassador of the Assassin of Potsdam. Everywhere he went — Moscow, Kazan, Odessa, Nijni, and other cities, he was fierce in his hatred of the Kaiser, and while cleverly scheming for the downfall of his own people, he was yet at the same time urging them to prosecute the war.

A man of abnormal intellect, he was a criminal lunatic of that types which the world sees once every century; a man whose physical powers were amazing, and who though dirty and verminous, with long hair unbrushed and beard untrimmed for a year at a time, could exercise a weird and uncanny fascination which few women, even the most refined, could resist.

The terms upon which Rasputin was with the Empress it has been given to me to reveal in this volume. They would have been beyond credence if the German spy who had been placed as secretary to the Emperor, had been loyal to his unscrupulous employers. But he was not. Money does much in these war-days, and in consequence of a big payment made to him by Rasputins enemies, the patriots of Russia — and they were many — he intercepted a letter sent by the Empress to her Holy Father early in 1916 — a copy of which I have in the formidable dossier of confidential documents from which I am culling these curious details.

The Holy Father in hair-shirt and sandals had gone forth upon a pilgrimage, and the female portion of Petrograd society were in consequence desolate. The house in the Gorokhovaya stood with its closed wooden shutters. Stürmer was at the Empresss side, but Protopopoff — Satan in a silk hat as he has been called — had gone upon a mission to Paris.

The letter before me was addressed in her Majestys hand to Rasputin, at the Verkhotursky Monastery at Perm, whither he had retired in order to found a provincial branch of his Believers and initiate them into the mysteries of his new religion.

This amazing letter which plainly shows the terms upon which the Empress of Russia was with the convicted criminal from Pokrovsky, contains many errors in Russian, for the German wife of the Tsar has never learnt to write Russian correctly, and reads as follows — 

Holy Father! Why have you not written? Why this long dead silence when my poor heart is hourly yearning for news of you, and for your words of comfort?

I am, alas! weak, but I love you, for you are all in all to me. Oh! if I could but hold your dear hand and lay my head upon your shoulder! Ah! can I ever forget that feeling of perfect peace and blank forgetfulness that I experience when you are near me? Now that you have gone, life is only one grey sea of despair. There was a Court last night, but I did not attend. Instead, Anna (Madame Vyrubova) and I read your sweet letters together, and we kissed your picture.

As I have so often told you, dear Father, I want to be a good daughter of Christ. But oh! it is so very difficult. Help me, dear Father. Pray for me. Pray always for Alexis (the Tsarevitch). Come back to us at once. Nikki (the Tsar) says we cannot endure life without you, for there are so many pitfalls before us. For myself, I am longing for your return — longing — always longing!

Without our weekly meetings all is gloom.

Only the everlasting toll of war! Germany is winning — as she will surely win. But we must all of us maintain a brave face towards our Russian public. In you alone I have faith. May God bring you back to us very soon. Alexis is asking for you daily. We are due to go to Yalta, but shall not move before we meet here. I embrace you, and so do Nikki and Anna.

Your devoted daughter, Alec. Has history ever before recorded such an astounding letter written by a reigning Empress to a sham saint?

It must not be thought that Rasputin was without enemies. He had hosts of them, but in an almost incredible manner he seemed to scent danger wherever it lurked, and eluded the various traps set for him. This was probably because he had surrounded himself by creatures ready to do any evil work he ordered. Not only had he earned the most bitter vengeance of wronged husbands and fathers, but he had against him a small league of patriotic Russians, men and women, headed by a civil servant named Vilieff, who had banded themselves together with a view to tear away the veil and unmask the traitor. The rascal knew this, and was ever upon his guard, while Stürmer and Kurloff used their great influence for his protection. At the same time Rasputin had corrupted the Russian Church in its centres of power and administration until nearly half its high ecclesiastics were agents of Germany.

In order to exhibit a swift, relentless hand in dealing with any enemy who should arise against him, Rasputin one evening cordially invited Vilieff, who had sworn to open the eyes of the people to the mock-monks villainy. Indeed, he had travelled to far-off Pokrovsky and collected much damning evidence concerning Grichkas past. Kurloff was at dinner to meet the young man, the bait offered by Rasputin being that the official of the Ministry of the Interior intended to promote him to a highly lucrative post in his department.

According to a statement made by the monks wily accomplice, Yepantchine, who afterwards came forward and made so many revelations, only the trio sat down to dinner, whereupon the traitorous bureaucrat openly suggested that the band he had formed against Rasputin should be betrayed to the Palace police, in return for which he had ready for him five thousand roubles in cash, and, in addition, would there and then appoint him to a lucrative position in the chancellerie of the Ministry.

On hearing this, the young man sprang up and angrily denounced both monk and minister as traitors, declaring that he would at once expose the effort to purchase his silence.

Without further ado Rasputin drew a revolver and, secretly approaching him, shot him dead.

His body was found in the snow near the corner of the Kazanskaya early next morning. The dead mans friends, who knew of his visit to Rasputin that night, informed the police, but the monk was already before them.

At dawn he sought the Emperor at the Tsarskoe-Selo, and found him in his dressing-gown. To him he complained that enemies were making a disgraceful charge against him, and added: — 

I seek thy protecting hand, friend. Wilt thou give orders to the police to leave me unmolested?

The Emperor, who believed in him as implicitly as his wife, at once gave orders over the telephone, and thus the murder was suppressed.

A week later a man named Rouchine, who had, with Yepantchine, assisted him in his mock-miracles, discovered him with a certain Swede named Wemstedt, who was chief of the German Secret Service in Stockholm, and who had come in disguise to Petrograd to obtain certain reports furnished by Stürmer. His secret visit to Rasputins house was to get the documents for transmission to Germany, and to make one of the large monthly payments to the monk for his services as the Kaisers agent.

Their meeting was watched by Rouchine, who overheard greater part of the conversation of the pair ere the Saint became aware there was an eavesdropper. Instantly he scented danger, for he trusted nobody; the monk made no sign, but when Wemstedt had gone he placed a bottle of vodka in a spot where he knew that Rouchine would find it.

As he expected, his servant drank a glass, and within half-an-hour he expired in terrible agony, with Rasputin jeering at him in his death-throes.

It is computed that during 1916 no fewer than twenty persons lost their lives in consequence of visits to that sinister house within the shadow of the Winter Palace. Armed with those secret Chinese drugs, the pious assassin could administer baneful doses which proved fatal hours afterwards, with symptoms which completely deceived the doctors.

Knowing his own danger, he one day hit upon a new plan for his own protection, and when at dinner at the Imperial table he, addressing the Empress, said:

A vision of the fixture hath to-day been revealed unto me! It is a warning — one that thou surely shouldst heed! When I die, Alexis will live but forty days longer. Surrounded as I am by those who seek my downfall and death, I know not what plots may be formed against me. I only know that assuredly Alexis will only survive me through forty days. If God wills it, my end may be to-morrow! he added, raising his eyes piously.

At this the Empress betrayed terrible distress. But the ruse of the wily scoundrel worked well, for the personal protection at once afforded him by order of the Tsar was as complete as the surveillance upon the Emperor himself.


Chapter Four.

The Hidden Hand of Berlin.
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RASPUTIN, THOUGH REVEALING himself constantly as a blasphemous blackguard, had by the middle of 1916 become the greatest power in Russia. Through his good offices Germany hoped to crush the Empire.

Examination of the confidential reports concerning his scandalous activities here before me causes me to halt aghast that the Imperial Court, which I attended in peace time, Petrograd society, and the hard-working classes in Russia, should have become so completely and so utterly hypnotised by his disgraceful religion. The latter had eaten into the Empires heart, causing an outburst of open and disgraceful immorality in the higher circles — a new sensation that was appalling. In Moscow, Kazan, Tambov, and other cities, circles of the Sister-Disciples had been eagerly formed, together with a branch which were meeting in secret at a small old-world monastery called Jedelevo, in the Province of Simbirsk, and about whose doings many scandalous whispers reached Petrograd.

Grichka possessed the reputation of being a popular preacher. That was not so. He had never been ordained a priest; he was a pure adventurer, and did not belong to any ecclesiastical order. Therefore he had no licence to preach in a church. He was simply a Siberian peasant convicted of theft, blackmail, and outrage, who had set himself up to be a holy man. And as such, all Russia, from the Empress downwards, accepted him and swallowed any lie that he might utter. Truly the whole situation was amazing in this twentieth century.

He preached often to his sister-disciples in their salons, and sometimes at At Homes, where fast society women who had fallen beneath the pious scoundrels fascination hoped to make other converts. To such At Homes only young and pretty women were ever invited. Rasputin had no use for the old and angular.

One evening one of these reunions for recruiting purposes was held by the yellow-toothed old Baroness Guerbel, at her big house in the Potemkinskaya, and to it a young married woman, wife of an officer named Yatchevski, who was well-known in Petrograd, had been invited. Her husband, hearing of this, called three of his own burly Cossacks, and next night they concealed themselves close to Rasputins house. There they waited until the bearded holy man emerged to go upon his usual evening visit to the Winter Palace; when the men suddenly sprang upon him, and hustling him into a narrow side street, stripped him of his finely embroidered silk shirt, of the usual Russian model, his wide velvet knickerbockers, and his patent-leather top-boots. After that they administered to the fellow a sound and well-deserved thrashing, having first gagged and bound him. Afterwards they placed him, attired only in his underwear, upon a manure heap in a neighbouring stable-yard, while the clothes they had taken from him were packed in a big cardboard costume-box and delivered by special messenger privately to the Empress at the Palace.

Her Majesty was, of course, furiously indignant that her dear Father should thus be made, sport of. At once a rigid inquiry was ordered, but the perpetrators of the well-merited punishment were never discovered.

Rasputin was ever active as head of the camarilla. The attention of the Holy Synod had time after time been called to the amazing exploits of this pious charlatan, until at last it was deemed expedient to hold yet another inquiry, into the fellows conduct.

Supplied with German money, he employed spies on every hand to keep him informed of any untoward circumstances, or any undue inquisitiveness. So he quickly heard of this proposed inquiry and consulted Bishop Teofan, brother of one of his favourite sister-disciples, who lived in Siberia. That night both Monk and Bishop sought the Tsar and Tsaritza. Rasputin declared angrily that there was a most formidable plot against himself. He therefore intended to leave Petrograd, and return to Siberia for ever.

Because by divine grace I possess the power off healing, thy Church is jealous of me, he declared to the Emperor. The Holy Synod is seeking my overthrow! Always have I acted for the benefit of mankind, and so through me thy dear son is under Gods grace. But the Russian Church seeks to drive me forth. Therefore, I must bow to the inevitable — and I Will depart?

No! No! cried the Empress in despair. Then, turning quickly to her husband, who had left some important business of State, which he was transacting in his private cabinet with the War Minister, Her Majesty exclaimed:

Nikki. This ecclesiastical interference cannot be tolerated. It is abominable! We cannot lose our dear Father! Order a list of his enemies in the Church to be made, and at once dismiss them all. Put our friends into their places.

If thou wilt leave matters entirely to me, said the sham saint, addressing the feeble yet honest autocrat, I will furnish the list, together with names of their successors.

I give thee a free hand, dear Gregory, was the Emperors reply. Within twelve hours all those in the Russian Church who had sought to unmask the pious rascal found themselves dismissed, while in their places were appointed certain of the most drunken and dissolute characters that in all the ages have ever disgraced the Christian religion, their head being the arch-plotter Bishop Teofan.

About this time, after many secret meetings of the camarilla at Rasputins house, Protopopoff succeeded in bribing certain generals at the front with cash — money supplied from Germany, to prevent a further offensive. In consequence, at a dozen points along the Russian lines the troops were defeated and hurled back. This created exactly the impression desired by the camarilla, namely, to show to the Russian people that Germany was invincible, and that a separate peace was far preferable to continued hostility. It was to secure this that Rasputin and his gang were incessantly working.

Scandal after scandal was brought to light, and more than one officer of the high Russian command was arrested and tried by court-martial. Rasputin and Protopopoff had now become more than ever unscrupulous. Generals and others who had accepted bribes to further Germanys cause were secretly betrayed to the Ministry of War, care, however, always being taken that they could produce no absolute evidence against those who had previously been their paymasters.

A notorious case was that of General Maslovsky, who, before the war, commanded the Thirteenth Army Corps at Smolensk. He, with General Rosen, commandant of the Twenty-third Army Corps at Warsaw, had been induced by a sister-disciple of Rasputins — a pretty young Frenchwoman — to accept a large sum paid into his account at the Volga Kama Bank in Moscow, provided that the Russians retreated in the Novo Georgievsk region. This they did, allowing great quantities of machine-guns, ammunition and motor lorries to fall into the enemys hands.

In order to create scandal and public distrust, the holy man secretly denounced these two traitors, who were arrested and tried by court-martial at Samara. The prisoners in turn revealed the fact that big payments had been made by the young Frenchwoman. So she, in turn, was also arrested. Rasputin, however, did not lift a finger to save his catspaw. She declared that she had simply been the tool of the mock-monk, but the latter privately informed the President of the Court that the young Frenchwoman was a well-known spy of Germany known to the Court, and whom he had held in suspicion for a considerable time.

No word against Rasputins loyalty was ever believed, for was he not the most intimate and loyal friend of both Emperor and Empress? Therefore the court-martial found the prisoners guilty, and the trio paid the penalty of all spies — they were shot in the barrack-square of Samara!

This is but one illustration of Rasputins crafty intrigue and cool unscrupulousness. Possessed of a deeply criminal instinct as he was, it was impossible for him to do an honest action. He never failed to betray his friends, or even send them to their graves upon false charges secretly laid, if by so doing he could further his own despicable ends.

The dissolute rascal, possessed of superhuman cunning, held Russia in the hollow of his hand, and aided by his fellow-scoundrel, Protopopoff, he could make or break the most powerful men in a single hour.

That he was in active communication with Germany, and that the vile plots against the Russian arms were being manufactured in Berlin, is plainly shown by the following letter, which after his death was discovered, together with a quantity of other highly incriminating correspondence — which I shall disclose later — in a small safe concealed beneath the stone floor of the well-stocked wine-cellar at the house in the Gorokhovaya.

It is in one of the sentence-ciphers of the German Secret Service, but fortunately in the same safe the de-cipher was found, and by it that communication as well as others is now revealed.

The letter is written upon thin pale-yellow paper, so that it might be the more easily concealed. It had probably been bound up in the cardboard cover of a book and thus transmitted. This letter before me reads as follows: — 

Number 70. August 16th, 1916.

Your reports upon the activity of Krusenstern (Commander of the 28th Army Corps), and also upon the friendship of Sakharoff and Yepantchine (two prominent members of the Duma), is duly noted. The firm of Berchmann Brothers, of Kiev, are paying into the Crédit Lyonnais in Petrograd 120,000 roubles to your account, with a similar sum to your friend S. (Boris Stürmer, Prime Minister of Russia).

Instructions are as follows: Suggest to S. this plan against the Duma. From the archives of the Ministry of the Interior he can obtain a list of the names and places of residence of thousands of Russian Revolutionists of the extreme school. These he can, if we order it, place in prison or have them tried by court-martial and shot. He will, however, act most generously and secretly. He will, under promise of protection send them forth as his agents, well supplied with funds, and thus arrange for a considerable number of pro-German Social Democrats to enter Petrograd and work alongside the Russian Anarchists, Tolstoyans, Pacifists, Communists and Red Socialists. With such a widespread propaganda of wild and fierce agitators in the munition factories, we shall be able to create strikes and commit outrages at any moment instructions are given. They should be ordered to continually urge the working men to strike and to riot, and thus begin the movement that is to make Europe a federation of Socialist republics. This plan attracts the working-class, and has already succeeded on the Clyde and in Ireland. Your only serious opponent is Gutchkoff, but you will arrange with the Empress that his activities be at once diverted into another sphere.

Enlist on our side as many members of the Duma as possible. Furnish from time to time a list of payments made by you, and the firm of Berchmann will sustain your balance at the Crédit Lyonnais.

We await the result of your good services, which are highly appreciated by His Majesty, and which will be amply and most generously rewarded when we have Russia in our hands, which will not be long.

Messages: Tell S. (Stürmer, the pro-German Prime Minister and a creature of the Empress) to be extremely careful of the Grand Duke Dmitri. He holds a compromising letter written by Nada Litvinoff regarding her attempt to suborn Brusiloff. The woman Litvinoff is reported to be staying at the Regina Hotel in Petrograd. No effort should be spared to obtain and destroy that letter, as it is very compromising. Professor Miliukoff should be removed. Ten thousand roubles will be paid for that service. J. or B. might be approached. Both are in need of money.

Instruct Anna (Madame Vyrubova) to tell the Empress to receive a woman named Geismann, who will demand audience at noon on August 30th. She carries a verbal message from the Emperor. It is important that you should know Countess Zia Kloieff, of Voronéje. She possesses influence in a certain military quarter that will eventually be most useful and highly essential.

H — (a spy whose identity is up to the present unknown) has fixed August 29th, at 11:30 a.m., for the disaster at the shell-filling factory at Krestovsky. An electric line is laid beneath the Neva, and all is prepared.

Salutations from all three of us. — N.

Such were the secret instructions received from Berlin by the murderous charlatan who posed as one of the most loyal Russians in the Empire.

His reply, of which a copy is appended — for strangely — enough he was a businesslike rascal — is as follows. It is brief but to the point: — 

Yours and remittances received. S. already at work. Have informed Her Majesty. All is being prepared for our great coup. The more disasters and loss of life in munition factories the better the impression towards yourselves. S. has already sent four hundred extreme revolutionists to the front with money and instructions. Have noted all your points. Martos takes this to Helsingfors, and will await your reply with any further orders.

Have had no instructions concerning the Englishman C. Please send. Suggest imprisonment upon false charge of espionage. If so, please send incriminating papers to produce as evidence. — G.

The scoundrels reply here before me is, in itself, in his own handwriting, the most damning evidence against him.

That Stürmer and Protopopoff acted upon those instructions has since become apparent. Events have shown it. Puppets in the hands of the Emperor William, with money flowing to them in an ever-endless stream from businesslike sources entirely unsuspected by the highly patriotic banks handling those substantial amounts, they were swiftly yet surely undermining the greatness of the Russian Empire and seriously cutting the claws of the Russian bear. The Russian steam-roller, as certain English prophets — oh! save them! — were so fond of calling the Muscovite army in the early days of the war, was growing rusty for want of proper lubrication. Rasputin and his friends were placing its machinery in the reverse gear by their marvellously well-concealed intrigues, and their lavish distribution of money to those long-haired revolutionists who had honestly believed that by removing the autocrat they would liberate their dear Russia.

No plot more subtle, more widespread, or more utterly amazing has ever been conceived in the whole worlds history than the one which I am here disclosing.

A convicted criminal, a mere unmannered and uncouth peasant from far Siberia, held both Emperor and Empress of Russia beneath his thumb. He gave to both of them orders which they weakly obeyed. If one of the erotic scoundrels sister-disciples asked a favour — the appointment of lover or of husband to a lucrative post — he went at once to the Emperor, and actually with his own illiterate hand wrote out the orders for His Majesty to sign.

And to that unkempt blackguard, who seldom indulged in the luxury of a bath. Her Majesty the Empress bowed her knee, honestly believing that the Almighty had endowed him with powers superhuman, and that he could cause disaster or death whenever he willed it.

Further amazing and incriminating letters are before me as I write, and I shall print more of this secret correspondence in order that readers in Great Britain may know the depths of Germanys villainy and the exact methods by which Russia has been betrayed.

The official dossier concerning the crimes and conspiracies of the arch-scoundrel is astounding. It becomes increasingly amazing as one turns over its voluminous pages, its confidential reports, its copies of telegrams dispatched under fictitious names, since obtained from the telegraph bureaux of Russia, and its originals of secret instructions from Berlin.

In the latter one finds the subtle hand of the notorious Steinhauer, the head of the Kaisers spy-bureau, the fair-bearded, middle-aged Prussian who accompanied the German Emperor to Buckingham Palace on his last visit to London, and who was one of the select party of German motorists who came to tour England with Prince Henry of Prussia at their head.

It devolved upon myself to accompany and watch that tour very closely. Even then one department in Whitehall had not been chloroformed by the dope of the Sleep-quietly-in-your-beds Party — a department in the formation of which I had had some hand. Steinhauer I had met in Germany, though he did not know me, and when he came to England with His Imperial Highness, as Herr Eschenburg of Stuttgart, driving his big red Mercedes, I considered that it was high time to keep a strict eye upon him — which I did. What I discovered of his movements and of his associates has been of greatest advantage since the outbreak of war.

No more expert spy exists in all the world today than Herr Eschenburg of Stuttgart, whose real name is Steinhauer, known in the German Secret Service as Number Seventy.

The dossier here placed at my disposal shows that Herr Steinhauer visited Rasputin in Petrograd four times before August, 1914, while his underlings arrived at the house in the Gorokhovaya many times after the two Empires had come to grips.

Rasputin, in his unique position as autocrat aver the Autocrat, felt himself the personal agent of the Kaiser, and as such seems to have somewhat resented Steinhauers rather arrogant orders. Indeed, he complained bitterly to the German Emperor, who, in reply, propitiated the Siberian peasant by explaining that he was so occupied by the campaign against his enemies that he left all matters of detail to our trusted and loyal friend Steinhauer, whose actions and orders are as my own.

On August 28th, 1916, there arrived in Petrograd a pretty dark-haired young Dutch woman named Hélène Geismann. She presented a letter of introduction to Rasputin that evening at his house, and was promised audience of Her Majesty the Empress at noon next day.

The monk was at Tsarskoe-Selo when the young woman called. It was a meeting day of the higher, or Court Circle of the sister-disciples, such séances being held at five oclock each Friday afternoon.

Three new disciples had been initiated into the mysteries of the mock-pious rascals new religion. Their names were the Baroness Zouieff, and Mesdemoiselles Olga Romanenkoff and Nadjezda Tavascherne, the two latter being of the noblest families of Moscow, and all moving in the Court entourage.

Nicholas II was away at the front, therefore Rasputin on such occasions ruled the Empire, and actually signed with his own hand orders and appointments, as His Majestys representative. When the Emperor was absent the dirty, unkempt peasant, who called himself a monk, usurped his place in the Imperial household.

Through this unprincipled scoundrel and blackmailer Germany was cleverly working to undermine and effect the fall of the Muscovite Empire. No expense was being spared, nor were there any scruples. Germany intended that the Russian defensive should crumble.

When the Empress received the young woman Geismann, an emissary from Berlin and the bearer of several documents, including an autograph letter from the Kaiser, the Holy Father was also present. The superstitious, neurotic Empress could do nothing without the advice of the man who had by his mock-piety and his sensuous religion so completely entranced her. She, like her weak, narrow-minded husband, had become completely hypnotised by the dissolute charlatan, in whose hands lay absolute power.

When the Kaisers messenger presented the secret letter to the Empress, she also handed another to Rasputin.

This was found among the contents of the safe in the basement of Grichkas house, and is in German, as follows: — 

Strictly private and confidential.

General Headquarters in France, Montmedy, August 10th, 1916.

Your excellent service to our Empire has been reported to me by Herr Steinhauer. I congratulate you, happy in the knowledge that the Empress Alexandra has, in yourself, such a good and wise counsellor. You have done much, but there is still more good work for you to accomplish.

Your friends must see that there is an increasing lack of material and ammunition, that information reaches Berlin regarding orders for guns, explosives and automobiles placed in England, in order that we can watch for them near the Finland coast, and destroy them. Disasters on railways, in munition works and elsewhere are advisable. Steinhauer is sending you six trusted agents to effect these. Your friends must afford them official protection, and they must be also afforded opportunity.

I have also sent certain suggestions to Her Majesty the Empress which she will discuss with you. Your two most dangerous enemies at the moment appear to be Prince Yuri Lvov, who has a great following, and the man from Tiflis, M. Cheidze. If their activities could be ended, you would be in far less danger. It may be possible for you to arrange this. Consult with the Empress. It is my Imperial will that the payment arranged between us shall be doubled from this date. Salutations.

Wilhelm R. and I.

Could any letter be more incriminating? The Kaiser, with his constant appeals to Almighty God, was suggesting outrage and assassination to his paid agent — the man who, aided by the Prime Minister Stürmer and the blackmailer Protopopoff, held the future of Russia in his unwashed hands!

For half-an-hour the young Dutch woman, the Kaisers secret messenger, was kept waiting in an ante-room while the Empress consulted with her Holy Father. Then at last Her Majesty handed the woman an autograph letter to take back to the Emperor William. All that is knows of the contents of that note is that it contained a promise that Germany should triumph.

What chance had poor suffering Russia against such crafty underhand conspiracy? Every one of her proposed military movements were being betrayed to Germany long before they were executed, and thousands of lives of her fine soldiers were daily being sacrificed, while the arch-traitor Rasputin continued his career of good-living, heavy-drinking, and bi-weekly reunions.

At these meetings the blackguard usually crossed his hands upon his breast, and with appalling blasphemy declared himself sent by the Almighty to deliver Russia from the invader.

Towards all — to society, to those of the immoral cult that he had founded, to Russias millions, he posed as a stern patriot. Every one believed him to be so. If not, surely, he would not be so closely intimate with their Majesties they argued. Nobody in Russia dreamed that he was the agent of the Kaiser, or that the Empress had full knowledge of the great plot in progress.

In the following month there occurred a number of mysterious disasters. Four explosions occurred in rapid succession; two at Petrograd, one at Moscow, and one at Kostrovna, all involving considerable loss of life, while troop trains were derailed at several important junctions, and other outrages committed, by which it was apparent that German agents were actively work. Yet the police were powerless to detect the perpetrators of these dastardly acts. Truly the black eagle of Prussia had struck its talons deep into Russias heart.

Late one night Rasputin was carousing at his house with the Prime Minister Stürmer and two sister-disciples, young married women whose names were Baroness Gliuski and Madame Pantuhine, well-known in Petrograd society for their loose living, and who were helping the plotters and receiving large sums from German sources for their assistance. The Father had only an hour before returned from Tsarskoe-Selo, where he had knelt at the bedside of the poor little Tsarevitch and then performed a pretended miracle. The truth was that Madame Vyrubova had administered to the boy in secret several doses of that secret drug with which the mock-monk had provided her. In consequence, he had become ill and his Imperial mother had once again called Rasputin to heal him. This the fellow did, for Madame Vyrubova withheld the dose, and within four hours of Rasputin placing his dirty hands upon the poor boys brow and uttering those cabalistic nine words of jargon from one of the blasphemous prayers which the scoundrel had written for use by the sister-disciples, the heir had recovered. And in that way, with his degenerate confederate, the rascal worked his miracles.

The four were seated around the monks dining-table, smoking and drinking, the two women ever and anon devotedly kissing the saints dirty hands, when his body-servant entered with a note for his master. As Rasputin read it his face fell.

Danger! he gasped.

What is it? inquired the bearded Prime Minister eagerly, putting down his glass of champagne untouched.

Letchitzki! He is arrested!

Letchitzki! echoed Boris Stürmer, who was in uniform, as he had been to a diplomatic function at the United States Embassy that night. This is indeed serious for us! Why is he arrested? Who has dared to do that?

Goutchkoff, Minister of Munitions, has ordered his arrest for embezzlement — ninety thousand roubles!

Curse Goutchkoff! cried Stürmer, starting up. In that case, our friend Protopopoff, as Minister of the Interior, is powerless to act in his interest!

Is it really very serious? asked the fair-haired young Baroness, who was at that moment holding the saints hand.

Serious! cried the uncouth Siberian peasant, who had so completely hypnotised both the women. Very. If his trial took place he would certainly expose us! We cannot afford that. He has sent me this secret message placing the onus of his release upon me, and I must secure it at once. He has documents, letters I have written him. If they were found, then the whole affair must become public property!

That must not be! declared Stürmer. At any moment Miliukoff, or that young lawyer Kerensky, may get to know.

Kerensky was again arrested yesterday at my orders for his speech in the Duma, said Rasputin. I agree. The prosecution of Letchitzki must not proceed. It is far too dangerous.

Is there anything I can do? asked the pretty Baroness, one of the most unscrupulous women in Russia.

Yes, replied the monk. You know the Minister Goutchkoff. Go to him early to-morrow morning, and appeal on Letchitzkis behalf. Take with you ninety thousand roubles which I will give you as soon as the banks open. Pretend to the Minister that he is your lover, that he has embezzled the money to pay for presents to yourself — then hand over the sum missing.

Excellent idea! declared Stürmer. You are always ingenious when cornered, Gregory!

By that we shall clear the way for further action. We must both see the Empress at once. It is not yet too late, Rasputin added, and the merry quartette at once broke up, the sister-disciples to their own homes, and the monk to drive to the Palace.

Both conspirators, so well-known, passed the sentries unchallenged, and traversing the long corridors to the private apartments, went by the gigantic Cossack on duty at the end, and through the big swing-doors to the luxurious wing of the great Palace.

It was already long past midnight, and the only person they could find was the Tsars eldest daughter, the Grand Duchess Olga, who had with the eldest of her sisters entered Rasputins sisterhood a year before. Every one, including the servants, had retired. The Princess, who was reading an English novel in her own little sitting-room, appeared surprised to see the Holy Father at that hour, but took from him an urgent message to the Empress.

Ten minutes later the Tsaritza, in a dainty lace boudoir-cap and rich silk kimono, entered the room where the pair of scoundrels awaited her.

When alone, Rasputin revealed the fact of Letchitzkis arrest, adding:

Thou canst realise the great danger to us all. If that man is brought before the Court believing that we have not endeavoured to save him, he will, no doubt, reveal and produce certain letters I have sent to him. Our plans will then become public, and Russia will rise and crush us! At present they do not suspect thee of any pro-German leanings. Thou art the great and patriotic Tsaritza. But if this prosecution proceeds, then assuredly will the truth become known!

But, Holy Father, what can I do? asked the weak hysterical woman, alarmed and distracted.

Thou must telegraph at once to thy husband to order the prosecution to be dropped, said the crafty scoundrel, standing in that erect attitude he was so fond of assuming, with one hand upon his breast and the other behind his back.

I will do all that you wish, was her eager response, and she sat down at once to write the message to the Tsar who, on that night, was with his gallant soldiers at the front.

Paul Letchitzki, Under-Secretary of the Ministry of Munitions, has been arrested for embezzlement of public funds, she wrote. It is highly necessary, for our peace, that the prosecution shall be instantly stopped. Every moments delay means danger. I will explain when you return. Telegraph your order for his immediate release and the end of all proceedings against him. I await your acknowledgment. — Alec.

Then, having read the telegram, of which both men approved, she gave Rasputin her golden bangle from her wrist. From it was suspended the tiny master-key of the escritoire in her boudoir.

Will you, my Holy Father, fetch me my private cipher-book? she asked the mock-monk, at the same time bending and kissing his hand.

The fellow knew where the little book was kept in such privacy, and in a few moments he had brought it. Then Stürmer at once sat down and put the message into cipher, afterwards taking it himself to the clerk in the telegraph room on the other side of the Palace, for transmission to the Emperor.

At ten oclock next morning a reply in code was handed to the Empress. When, with the aid of her little book, she de-coded it, she read:

I cannot understand how the prosecution of a thief of whose name I am ignorant can affect us adversely. I have, however, at your desire ordered his release and the suppression of all proceedings. — Nikki.

To this, the Tsaritza, after she had sent a copy of the reassuring despatch to Rasputin, replied:

I thank you for your kind generosity. How noble of you! Accused was an innocent victim of his enemies, and our action shows that you are open and just. Our Father and myself anxiously await your return. — Alec. The moment Rasputin received the message from the hands of the trusted Cossack, Ivan Khanoff, the personal guardian of the young Tsarevitch, whom the Empress trusted with all her private correspondence, he telegraphed to Boris Stürmer at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, telling him of the order of the Tsar.

And both laughed triumphantly at each other over the telephone. Yet both certainly had had a very narrow escape of exposure, and for the first time the Tsaritza saw the handwriting on the wall.


Chapter Five.

Rasputins Secret Orders from Berlin.

[image: img354.jpg]

SOME PAGES OF Rasputins dossier concern his intimate friendship with the Imperial family, and more especially with the Tsars daughters, whom the Empress herself had placed beneath his tuition and influence.

It seems that the monk Helidor — who because of his patriotism fell out of favour when Rasputin commenced to perform his conjuring tricks, which the Imperial Court believed to be miracles — still retained his friendship with the Grand Duchess Olga, and the governess of the Imperial children, the honest and straightforward Madame Tutcheva.

To Helidor — who afterwards revealed all he knew to the Revolutionary Party — the young Grand Duchess confessed her love for a certain very handsome officer, Nicholas Loutkievitch, of the Imperial Guard. She saw him often in the vicinity of the Palace, and also when she went to church, and he used to smile at her.

Holy Father, she said one clay to Helidor, what can I do? I love him. But alas! love is forbidden to me — for I am an Imperial princess. It is my torment.

Helidor had tried to console her by saying that she was young, and that she would love many times before she found the man who was to be her husband. It was surely not strange that the handsome young Grand Duchess should be attracted by a handsome man, for after all, even Imperial princesses are human.

Helidor, who belonged to the Pravoslavny Church, under Bishop Teofan, saw Rasputin a few days later and incidentally mentioned the youthful infatuation of the young Princess.

Oh! I have already cured all that! said the scoundrel with a laugh. Her infatuation has been dispelled. I have cast the devil out of her. Then Rasputin boastingly disclosed to Helidor certain things which left no doubt in the latters mind as to the true state of affairs existing at Tsarskoe-Selo, or the truth of what Madame Tutcheff had alleged.

Indeed, among the filed pages of the dossier which deal with this particular incident, is a letter which I venture here to reproduce. Rasputin, with all his mujiks shrewdness, preserved many letters written to him by women of all grades, hoping that when cast out of the Imperial circle he could use them for purposes of blackmail. Here is one of them:

Palace of Peterhof.

March 23rd, 1916.

Holy Father, — Dear true friend, we are all desolate without you. When are you returning from Pokrovsky? You promised to be here on the third, yet we have had no word from you. Dear true friend and father, how is Matroysha (Rasputins peasant wife) — and the children? Give my love to them. Tatiana and I are sending them some things by the courier to-day. Each time we go to Annas (Madame Vyrubova) all is but blank despair. We miss our sweet and helpful reunions, and long always for your return. You, my holy Father, are my inestimable friend. I no longer think of Nicholas, but of you alone, and of our holy religion. My mother is desolate without you. Pray for me. I kiss your dear hands. Your loving daughter, Olga.

I copy this from the great mass of papers before me — the documentary evidence of the tragic story of the downfall of the great Imperial House of Romanoff — in order that the reader may be able to form some slight idea of the marvellous, almost incredible grip which Germany had upon the Tsars family, his household and his nation through the medium of the verminous peasant who had declared himself a Heaven-sent apostle of God.

The moral atmosphere of the Court was shocking. Rasputin, chief agent of the Kaiser, was posing, just as the Kaiser himself posed, as a God-fearing, prayerful man sent by Divine-right as a deliverer. The monks mission was, however, to deliver Russia into the hands of Germany.

The next pages of the dossier contain advice notes of German funds paid to the saint through the most unsuspicious channels.

As instance of these I copy the following dates and extracts, the actual letters of advice themselves being of a pretended business character and of no importance:

April 6th. — Payment to His Excellency Boris Stürmer by Jules Wick, Morskaya 57, advocate, sum due from the estates of the late Baroness Nikeleuko, of Doubno. — 78,600 roubles.

April 18th. — Payment made to Gregory Rasputin by Nicholas Pokotilo. Address Select Hotel, Ligovskaya 44, Petrograd, representatives of Messrs Solovoioff, of Odessa. — 62,460 roubles.

June 1st. — Payment to His Excellency D.A. Protopopoff made for rent of lands at Vyazma, by Alexander Koltchak, agent of the estate of Prince Tchekmareff, less 15 per cent, commission to Messrs Montero and Company, of Kieff; — 21,229 roubles.

June 3rd. — Payment to Vera Zoueff, dancer at Luna Park, by G. Merteus, Nevsky 81, Petrograd. — 13,000 roubles. (The woman who passed as a Russian was one, Bertha Riehl, a German dancer, and a secret agent of Berlin.)

June 17th. — Payment to Sophie Tatistcheff (who had married Baron Roukhloff, one of the Tsars secretaries who had control of his Majestys private correspondence), by Safonovs Bank, in settlement of an insurance claim for property destroyed by fire at Poltava.

I have copied these in their order of sequence, but the items number over one hundred, and reveal payments of huge sums of German secret service money to Rasputin and his friends, thus forming a most illuminating disclosure as to the manner in which Russia was rapidly being undermined.

With such dark forces at work in the very heart of the Empire, it is indeed marvellous that General Brusiloff could have effected his superhuman offensive between Pripet and the Roumanian frontier. He started with his four armies early in June, 1916, and by the middle of August had captured 7,757 officers, 350,845 men and 405 guns. Berlin became seriously alarmed at such a situation. All Rasputins plotting with Stürmer, Count Fredericks, Protopopoff, Countess Ignatieff, Madame Vyrubova, and a dozen other less prominent but equally importunate officials, together with all the steady stream of German marks flowing into Petrograd could not stem the Russian tide on the German and Austrian fronts. The Russian steam-roller seemed really progressing.

The Kaiser grew seriously alarmed. At the instigation of Count von Wedel, his right-hand in espionage and unscrupulous propaganda, a secret message was sent to Rasputin — a message which he preserved among his other papers. It runs as follows, and is in the German cipher of the Königgratzer-strasse of which the mock-monk kept a de-cipher in his interesting safe. Hence it has been available:

F.G. 2,734 — 22.

Memorandum from Number 70, August 29th, 1916.

It is deemed of extreme urgency that the offensive of the Pripet should at once cease; and be turned into a victory for the Central Powers as promised us in your despatch of July 1st. You are not keeping faith with us! What is wrong? S. (Stürmer, the Prime Minister) is inciting the Russians to victory in his speeches.

His triumphant telegrams to Asquith must cease. They only serve to encourage the Allies. This advance must not continue. Further, the munition factories at Vologda and Bologoye have not yet been destroyed as we ordered. We know that K. (a clock-maker named Kartzoff who blew up the explosive works at Viborg in which 400 lives were lost), who did such good work in that direction, is arrested and shot, together with the woman R. (Mdlle. Raevesky, whose father was in the Ministry of the Interior under Protopopoff). We note that you gave information to the police concerning both persons, because they became lovers and were likely to open their mouths and thus become dangerous to us.

Secret Instructions: — That to Nicholas Meder be entrusted the task of destroying the Vologda and Bologoye works, and that Madame Fleischer, who lives in Volkovo, be appointed as his assistant — each to receive six thousand roubles for their services.

As your efforts to prevent the offensive in the Pripet region have failed up to the present, it is ordered that General Brusiloff be removed by the means already employed in other enemy countries. Send a trustworthy messenger to Doctor Klouieff, living in the Vozkresenskaya, in Kazan, to ask for a tube. He will know. The contents of the tube introduced into any drink will produce tetanus — with a rapid end. Klouieff is German, and may be entirely trusted. Brusiloff has a body-servant named Ivan, Sawvitch who is a friend of Boris Koltchak, a soldier in the 117th Infantry Regiment of Muisk. Koltchak, who has been in our service for five years, is to be ordered and facilities rendered him to visit his friend Sawvitch at General Headquarters, and to introduce the contents of the tube into Brusiloffs food or drink. For this service you are ordered to pay in secret twenty-five thousand roubles upon its completion. The man Sawvitch is in love with the sister of Koltchak, a fact which will ease certain difficulties. Be careful, however, of Marya Ustryaloff, who is jealous of the woman in question.

General Korniloff may be removed by the accidental explosion of a hand-grenade, in the same manner in which General Zhukovsky was removed in March last at Pultusk. This service could be entrusted to the soldier Paul Krizhitsky, of the 17th Grenadiers of Moscow, who is a despatch-rider and constantly at the General Headquarters. He should examine the bomb — a pine-apple one, in preference, and release the pin by accident. For this service you can pay in secret up to eighteen thousand roubles.

Further, it is urgent that you should induce the Emperor at once to order the release of the men Polenov and Levitsky, and the woman Erich, who were arrested in the Hotel Brosi at Vitebsk. Their papers, if found, must be restored to them. The documents are probably stored in the strong rooms of either the Ootchotny Bank, in the Hevsky, or at Lampes. So get hold of them, as they contain facts incriminating S. (Stürmer) and V (Madame Vyrubova). It is of most urgent importance that the prosecution in question be dismissed, and further, that those who instigated it should be degraded in pursuance of our policy. For this service you will be granted a generous extra payment. S. — 70. The signature, scribbled in blue ink upon these remarkable instructions, is that of the notorious Herr Steinhauer, the Kaisers chief spy and controller of the whole secret ramifications of Imperial Germany throughout the civilised world. I venture to publish it in these pages in order to show the devilish cunning of Germany, and their frantic efforts, by any underground and dastardly means, to stem the tide of war which threatened to overwhelm them.

In consequence of these instructions Rasputin immediately set to work to execute the wicked command of His Imperial Master in Berlin.

On the day following that secret message being delivered into his hands by a woman dressed as a peasant, as, descending from his carriage, he entered a house in the Nevski, he walked into the Emperors private study and, placing his hand across his breast in that mock-pious attitude he so often assumed, he said:

Friend! Thou hast always been held by thy people to be a just and honest ruler; but in Vitebsk those who act in thy Imperial name are acting illegally and persecuting two poor men and a woman with motives of revenge. God has placed His holy protecting hand upon our dear Russia, and has given victory unto our gallant Brusiloff. But if injustice be done in thy Imperial name then the Divine Providence will most assuredly withdraw protection from us.

What is this, Holy Father? asked the Emperor in great surprise.

At Vitebsk two men, Polenov and Levitsky, together with a woman called Erich, three patriotic Russians who have, been engaged in Red Cross work — have, because of the ill-will of the Governor Wauthier, been apprehended, and false charges instituted against them.

Of what nature?

Of communicating with the enemy — a vague charge which to-day may be made against even the most patriotic, replied the monk, the Holy Father of the Empress, standing in that same attitude he had at first assumed. From the Holy Father of the monastery at Vitebsk I have received a confidential, and urgent report that the Governor Wauthier, an ill-living official, has instituted these false charges in order to conceal his own disgraceful misdeeds, which the woman Erich has threatened to expose.

Then, after a pause, the dissolute monk and secret agent of the German Emperor said in that insolent, familiar manner he assumed when addressing the Tsar:

Friend! This Governor, against whom the Holy Father at Vitebsk sends me secret information, should be dismissed and disgraced, and thy three innocent subjects released. If thou wilt permit injustice in thy Empire, then the success of thy arms cannot be maintained.

Holy Father, said the weak impotent monarch, the Governor shall be dismissed. Pass me over a telegraph-form.

And Rasputin took from the writing-table one of the forms upon which the Tsar wrote his autocratic orders, and actually at the monks dictation His Majesty wrote an order for this release of the prisoners and the dismissal of the innocent, patriotic Governor, against whom the lying agent of the Kaiser had, according to his instructions from Berlin, laid a charge!

Truly the great patriotic Russian Empire had already fallen beneath the Mailed Fist, even though thousands of her sons were daily sacrificing their lives to secure her freedom.

On the day following, Petkoff; who had already opened his separatist propaganda among the Ukrainian prisoners, in favour of Germany, arrived hot-foot in Petrograd, and spent some hours with Rasputin at his house, where the Prime Minister Stürmer and His Excellency Protopopoff were also closeted. The secret meeting was held at three oclock and lasted until eight, when one of the Imperial carriages came from the Winter Palace, as it did daily, to convey the Holy Father there.

The Emperor had left again for the front three hours before, but the Empress remained. The dirty monk at once sought her, explaining that Germany had reached the last limits of her power upon the eastern front, and urgently needed a slackening of the Russian offensive.

It is truly Gods will that our friends the Germans shall not be crushed! declared the cunning blackguard. Are we not told that if we are smitten by an enemy upon one cheek we should turn the other? I declare to thee that if we press our enemies further, then the wrath of God will assuredly fall upon thy house — and upon thy son the Tsarevitch, he said in his low base voice, crossing himself piously the while.

Indeed, that night, so deeply did the charlatan impress the poor Empress that she sat trembling at the fate which must be Russias should Brusiloffs victory be maintained.

Incredible as it may seem, the Kaiser now held Russia in the hollow of his hand. No despatch from Petrograd to the Allies; no order for material; no communication of whatever sort, Imperial, diplomatic or private, but copies were at once transmitted to the Wilhelmstrasse, where the negotiations were known as soon as they were in Downing Street — and sometimes sooner!

Within a fortnight of Rasputins grim prophecy of Russias downfall if she further defied the Imperial power of Germany, the cunning plot to infect General Brusiloff with tetanus was attempted by the soldier Koltchak, while in a train conveying him from Borisoff to Petrograd, on a flying visit to consult with the Minister of War. Happily the plot failed, but the coffee in which the deadly culture had been placed was, alas! unfortunately drunk by a certain Major Dobrovolski, who died mysteriously and in great agony four days later; the General, of course, being entirely ignorant of Berlins vile plot against him.

An attempt was also made upon General Korniloff at Chernitsa ten days later. A soldier who had no business near, handled a hand-grenade carelessly, just as the General happened to be riding by. The bomb exploded, killing the Generals horse on the spot, but he himself escaped with a deep cut over the left eye. Everybody, of course, believed it to be a pure accident, therefore the affair was never reported.

These two attempts upon the lives of Russias military leaders, the documentary evidence of which exists, were only the forerunners of several others even more ingenious and more desperate, as I shall later on disclose in these pages.

The failure of the attempts to assassinate Brusiloff and Korniloff, and the continuation of the Russian offensive, now caused the greatest consternation in Berlin, where it was believed that Rasputin was neglecting the work for which he was being paid so heavily.

A message was conveyed to him through Swedish sources telling him of the Kaisers extreme displeasure at the failure of the plans, and reminding him of His Majestys words when he had had secret audience and accepted the Imperial proposals to become chief agent of Germany in Russia. Certain further instructions were also given as matters of extreme urgency. The Russian progress had aroused the most serious fears in Berlin.

Meanwhile the monks ambition knew no bounds. With marvellous cunning he was busy blackmailing a number of unfortunate society women who, having entered his cult, had afterwards abandoned it, and while being the practical ruler of Russia, because of the Tsaritzas devotion to him, yet he was daily plotting with his pro-German friends for the nations downfall.

At each of the reunions of his sister-disciples he would strut about and play the part of saint. On each occasion he would declare: If you repulse me, God will abandon you! I am the chosen of God — sent to deliver Holy Russia!

To those who were sceptical he would speak more plainly and convincingly, saying If you do not obey me, then I will see that you are punished by my friends. So by this means he surrounded himself by an increasing number of hysterical women whose wealth he exploited, and from whom he took bribes to procure high places, distinctions and decorations for their husbands and brothers or their lovers.

Indeed, before him the highest officials in the Empire bowed, crossed themselves, and kissed his hand — not because he was a priest — but because they constantly feared lest they should incur his displeasure, well knowing that if they did, they would at once be superseded.

At Peterhof, or at Tsarskoe-Selo, the actions of the bearded blackguard were believed to be inspired by Providence. This dissolute Siberian fakir, the Madame Vyrubova, and her Imperial mistress, the Tsaritza, formed a trinity which ruled the Empire at war; and thousands of brave Russian soldiers died in consequence.

The pro-German propaganda, fostered in secret by the dissolute three, was permeating every department of the State, and was even being spread among the armies at the front. At each success of the Russians the Empress would grow irritable and despondent, while the slightest success of the enemy caused her to be wildly jubilant. One day, at one of the séances of the higher circle of Sister-Disciples held at Tsarskoe-Selo, news was conveyed to Her Majesty that the Germans were retreating and that their fortified base at Vladimir Volgnsk, near Lutsk, had been captured. Thereupon the Empress cried in great distress:

Why is this allowed! Why is this advance against the Germans not stopped? Russia will never crush Germany. She shall not do so! Holy Father! pray for our dear Germany!

O Sister! In thy heart harbour neither fear nor distrust, for indeed God hath revealed unto me that there will be a separate peace and the ultimate triumph of the German arms, replied the mock-saint, assuming his most pious attitude, with his hands crossed upon the Russian blouse of rich dark blue silk deeply embroidered with gold, which it was his habit to wear at the séances at Court. While on my pilgrimage last week with Father Macaire, in the Monastery of Verkhotursky, I had a vision.

A vision! echoed the Empress, while her daughter Olga and a dozen ladies of the Court sat agape and eager. Holy Father, tell us of what has been revealed, urged Her Majesty.

I saw hosts of men entering a great city as conquerors — hordes from the west bringing to us all the benefits and a higher civilisation. I saw His Majesty the German Emperor advance and grasp the hand of thy Imperial husband the Tsar, and kiss him fraternally upon both cheeks. And over all was set the halo of Gods glory, and Russia rejoiced that she had cast off the yoke of her Allies.

God be thanked! gasped the Empress hysterically. Then we need no longer fear. Truly Heaven is good to send thee to us, dear Father! she added, taking his rough hand, with its bulgy knuckles and unclean nails, and kissing it fervently, while all her Court echoed the words so constantly used at the gatherings of the cult: Holy Father! God be thanked that we are thy chosen sisters.

On the following day, however, Rasputin having returned to his house in Petrograd, a secret meeting was held at the house of a man named Roukhloff, situate in the Vereiskaya. The meeting was convened by certain of the monks enemies in order to expose him as an impostor and a charlatan. It must be remembered that none dreamed that the scoundrel was the direct secret agent of the Kaiser himself, or that Stürmer and Protopopoff were anything else than fine sterling Russian patriots. All three were urging every one to get on with the war.

And with this in mind it induces one to wonder whether a similar farce is not to-day being played in certain political circles in other countries of the Allies!

Rasputin had many friends, but he had also made many bitter enemies. As an outcome of that secret meeting, the man Roukhloff, son of a functionary in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, defied the authorities and publicly denounced the Saint as a dangerous erotic humbug. The effect was electrical. The Emperor, with the Empress, Count Frédéricks, and Madame Vyrubova, was in the Imperial train, travelling to the Crimea. The moment of that hostile attack was well-chosen, and for a time the Saints position was a precarious one. But as soon as it became known in Petrograd that he had been denounced, his house was crowded by his faithful sister-disciples, who would have no word said against him.

He at once announced his intention to return to Siberia, and addressing them with his usual mock piety, said:

The people of Petrograd have cast out the man sent to them by God. I will return to my monastery at Pokrovsky, and pray for their salvation. Assuredly God will punish the disbelievers. You, my sisters, keep faith in your belief. If I never return — then pray for me.

An hour afterwards the impostor left for the Nicolas Station, accompanied by a crowd of women-believers of all classes, but instead of travelling to Siberia he changed his route at Moscow and hurried in the track of their Majesties. Meanwhile, the ill-living Archbishop Teofan, who had declared that he heard in the Holy Father Rasputin the voice of God, and that to hound him from Petrograd meant the incurring of the Divine displeasure and the downfall of the Empire, and Bishop Hermogène, another of the monks creations who had also belauded him, now both saw an opportunity of denouncing the monks duplicity and malpractices, and thereby securing the favour of the people for themselves.

This they did, and in consequence a great sensation was caused in society, both in Petrograd and in Moscow. In the Duma, Rasputin was openly denounced by M. Goutchkoff, a man of large experience and who had worked in the Manchuria campaign and done much to assist the Grand Duke Nicholas and General Alexeieff in the munition crisis of 1915. He was Director of the Committee of War Industries, and had, introduced into this committee some highly capable Labour delegates, who were now no longer blinded by the halo of sanctity which Rasputin had assumed for himself.

Thus a storm suddenly burst over the head of the holy rascal who had practised his abominations under his pseudo-religious cloak, and who was at the same time secretly plotting for the triumph of Germany.

But so cleverly did he juggle with the future of the Russian Empire that he went post-haste across Europe, down to Yalta in the Crimea, and on arrival drove through the pine woods to the Imperial Palace. He arrived there at six oclock in the morning, after a long and fatiguing journey. But such was his iron nerve and strong constitution that he was as fresh as when he bade farewell to his clinging devotees in Petrograd who had so fervently kissed his dirty hands.

He had the audacity to go straight to the Tsars dressing-room, and there met His Majesty as he was coming from his bath. Naturally Nicholas II was surprised, and on inquiring the reason of his unexpected visit, the Saint exclaimed:

They have driven me, the man of the Lord, from Petrograd! I go back to Siberia to dwell there in peace. But God will now assuredly weak vengeance upon Russia, and all that she holds most dear — as well as upon thy son and heir.

But, Holy Father! gasped the Emperor, what has happened? Tell me.

As the Tsar sat in his red bath-wrap, the unwashed Saint made explanation that both the Church and the Duma had declared him to be an impostor, adding:

I will not trouble myself over those who defame me. They are as dust. God has sent me to Russia, and the Russians have despised me.

But who are your enemies? asked His Majesty anxiously.

That was the question which Rasputin intended that the Emperor should ask. At once he explained that the Archbishop Teofan and Bishop Hermogène had both turned against him, and in consequence the Tsar called his servant to bring him a telegraph-form at once.

Whither shall I send those persons? asked His Majesty.

Nowhere. Let them work their evil will against thy Empire. God will himself punish them! replied the fakir and ex-thief who had self-assumed the title of Father.

I shall leave to-night for Siberia, and shall not return.

No. Forgive them, Holy Father, urged the Emperor apprehensively. For my sake and for Russias sake forgive them. I will send Teofan, your false friend, to the Taurida, and Hermogène shall retire to the monastery of Tobolsk. Helidor, too, is no friend of yours. He shall be sent to prison.

Thy will shall be done regarding the two first, but spare Helidor. He may yet be useful unto thee, was the crafty mujiks reply.

Is there any other enemy who should be removed? inquired the Emperor. Tell me, Holy Father — and I will deal with him if you will still remain with us. If you leave, poor little Alexis will die.

The mock-saint, sprawling his legs in the Emperors dressing-room, reflected for a few moments. He knew that by his own hand Russia was ruled.

Yes, he said presently. God has told me to forgive my enemies. I will do so if thou wilt assist me. Too little consideration is given to our friends.

All consideration shall be given them. To whom do you refer?

The monk drew from beneath his, long black habit a scrap of paper already prepared, and consulting, it, said:

I wrote down here yesterday certain appointments which should be given to those who support thee, against thy enemies. It was a list of favours which the rascal had promised to women for their male acquaintances, and from each he would receive a generous douceur, according to the means of the person indicated.

You will note Ivan Scheveleff, of the Imperial chancellerie. He has served thee well for the past five years, and should have the title of Excellency, and consequent promotion, said the religious rascal. Again, there is Sergius Timacheff, of the Imperial printing works, who should be appointed a privy councillor; and Madame Grigoiovitch, who is in the Peter-and-Paul prison, should be released and amends made to her for the false charge upon which she was convicted at the instance of Michael Alexandrovitch.

I will telegraph orders in each case, was the Emperors reply, as he lit a cigarette prior to his valet entering.

And the salary of the Minister Protopopoff is far too little. It should be increased by at least one-half. He is thy most devout and devoted friend and servant of Russia.

That shall be done, was the monarchs weak reply. Little did His Majesty dream that Protopopoff was one of Russians traitors.

Brusiloff should be watched, as there is evidence of treachery against him. Before the war he was friendly with a man named von Weber, an agent of Germany. Nekrasov, Minister of Communications, is also a traitor, and should be dismissed, said the monk, thus denouncing two of Russias strongest and most patriotic fighters, who were perfectly innocent.

It shall be done, replied the Emperor quietly. Father, I am glad you have, told me. Indeed, owing, to the false statements of pro-German police officials, General Brusiloff was within an ace of arrest a week later. The Minister Nekrasov, however, received his dismissal, Protopopoff being one of his enemies, and in that manner was the monk playing Germanys game.

Thus the evil power of this arch-scoundrel was paramount. By his influence men were made and broken daily. Indeed, to-day dozens of men who because of their suspicion of the saints divinity, incurred the blasphemers displeasure are, languishing in gaol in various remote parts of the Empire, while German agents occupied some of the highest offices in Russia, while the head of the Church of holy Russia had been appointed by the unwashed blackguard himself.

As proof of this interview at Livadia, the dossier of Gregory Rasputin, the Siberian Cagliostro, which is before me, contains the following letter:

Rizhsky Prospect, 37.

My dear Father, — I have heard that you have left upon a pilgrimage to your own monastery in Siberia. May God be with you, and bless you. To-day my title of Excellency is officially announced. My bankers have passed to yours the sum of 30,000 roubles. There will be a further sum of 10,000 roubles passed if you will kindly send me, under cover, those two letters of the Countess Birileff. I await your reply. — Ivan Scheveleff.

Rasputins mania for filing his correspondence is the basis of our true knowledge of his astounding career and activity, for the next folio in the dossier is a copy of a blackmailing letter he wrote a few weeks after his visit to the Crimea, to the man Sergius Timacheff. It reads as follows:

Friend, — It is now many days since His Majesty appointed you Privy Councillor of the Empire, but I have received no word from you or from your bank as we arranged. If I receive nothing by next Thursday, the facts concerning your sons implication in the Platanoff affair (the blowing up of a Russian battleship in the Baltic by German agents) will be passed on to the Admiralty. If double the sum we arranged passes to my bank before the date I have named, I shall remain silent. If not, I shall take immediate action. — G.

The holy blackmailer was becoming more and more unscrupulous. Behind him he had the Emperor and Empress, soothed to sleep by his marvellous cunning and his mock miracles. Incredible as it seems, he was able to evade all the many pitfalls set for him by his enemies, because he swept them all from his path by Imperial orders and stood forth alone as the Holy Father, sent by Providence to create a new and prosperous Russia.

He had no fear of death. He wore a shirt of mail, and the Palace police, the same ever-alert surveillance as that placed upon the person of the Tsar himself, kept a watchful eye upon him, though through Protopopoff they had orders to relinquish their watchfulness at any moment the Saint deemed it necessary.

He frequently deemed it necessary if he held his conferences with Stürmer, Protopopoff, Anna Vyrubova, and the small camarilla of persons who were being so richly rewarded by mysterious incomes from estates they did not possess — or, plainly speaking, by money from Berlin.

Rasputin saw that in order to keep faith with his sister-disciples in Petrograd, it was necessary for him to journey again to his Siberian village. He therefore declared to the Emperor that he had much business there, and promised that he would return to Peterhof as soon as the Imperial family arrived there.

When the Tsar of all the Russias had bent and kissed the monks filthy hands, and promised that his orders should be despatched at once by telegram to Petrograd, the monk sought the Empress, told her what had occurred, explaining how his enemies had denounced the man sent by God. The Tsaritza sat appalled. Could the Russian people have denounced her Holy Father? To her it seemed impossible. She bent before the rascal and wept bitterly.

Oh, Sister! he said in his deep voice, I will retire to Pokrovsky until these enemies of Russia have been discomfited and defeated. Then, verily, I will return to stand beside thee and fight as thy friend, as God has commanded me.

Then he took his leave and travelled to the so-called monastery he had established in his far-off Siberian village — the big house in which a dozen of his female devotees were so eagerly awaiting him.


Chapter Six.

Rasputins Secret Instructions from Berlin.
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NOW THAT RASPUTINS amazing career is being here investigated, chapter by chapter, the facts disclosed seem almost incredible, but, of course, such a situation could only have occurred in a country where nearly ninety per cent, of the priest-ridden inhabitants are unable to read or write, and which is in most things a full century behind the times.

Surely in no other country in all the world to-day could an illiterate, verminous mujik, who had actually been convicted and punished for the crimes of horse-stealing, falsely obtaining money, and assaulting two young girls, be accepted as a Divine healer, a holy man, and the saviour of Russia. Here was a man whose whole life had been one of scandalous ill-living, a low drunken libertine of the very worst and most offensive class, actually ruling the Empire as secret agent, of the Kaiser!

By the clever ruse of establishing his cult of sister-disciples he had so secured the ears of the weak-kneed Emperor and his consort, that whatever views he declared to them they at once became law. So amazingly cunning was he that he realised that the only way in which to retain the hold he had established at Court was now and then to absent himself from it, first making certain prophecies, the fulfilment of which could be effected by his secret friends.

As often as he uttered a prophecy and left Petrograd upon one of his erotic adventures — to found provincial circles of the cult of Believers — so surely would that prophecy come true. He foretold the downfall of one official, the death of another upon a certain date, a further relapse of the Tsarevitch, and so on, until their Majesties held him in awe as heaven-inspired. In the high Court circle of which he was the centre, this Holy Father could do no wrong, while his most disgraceful exploits, scandals unprintable, were merely regarded as mundane pleasures allowable to him as a saint.

No reign since the days of the Caesars was more fraught by disgraceful scandals than those last days of the régime of the ill-fated Romanoffs. The Roman empresses were never traitors as the Tsaritza most certainly was. Can any one have sympathy with the once-Imperial, afterwards exiled to Siberia — that same zone of that illimitable tundra to which the Tsar of all the Russias had exiled so many of his innocent and patriotic subjects, men and women who fought for Russias right to live, to expand, and to prosper? Let us remember that in Siberia to-day lie the bones of a hundred thousand Russian patriots, persecuted under the evil régimes of Alexander and of Nicholas. In the days of the ex-Tsars father I went to Siberia, and I visited the convict prisons there. I saw convicts in the mines chained to wheelbarrows by forged fetters, and I saw those poor tortured wretches who worked in the dreaded quicksilver mines of Nertchinsk, their teeth falling out and their scalps bare. Of what I myself witnessed, I years ago placed on record in black and white. Those reports of mine will be found in the public libraries of Great Britain. But to-day they do not concern the reader of this book only inasmuch as they furnish proofs, with others, of the oppressive hand of the Romanoffs upon the devoted and long-suffering people of Holy Russia— Holy — save the mark! The erotic rascal Rasputin was in himself a striking example of the men who control the Paroslávny Church.

This mock-pious blackguard, to whose artful cunning and clever cupidity has been due the death of hundreds of thousands of brave Russians of all classes in the field, held the fortunes of the great Empire within the hollow of his dirty paw.

The contents of the big dossier of his private papers disclose this satanic scoundrels double-dealing, and the true terms in which he stood with the Wilhelmstrasse.

To me, as I study the documents, it is astounding how accurately the Germans had gauged who were their actual friends in Russia and who were their enemies. Surely their sources of information were more astounding and more complete than even the great Stiebur, the King of Spydom, had ever imagined.

It sterns that while Rasputin was living a dissolute life at the monastery he had established in his far-off native village of Pokrovsky, he received many telegrams from Tsarskoe-Selo, both from the Emperor and Empress, urging him to forgive his traducers and to return. To none of these he responded. One day, however, he received a telegraphic message which came over the wires as a Government one, marked On His Imperial Majestys Service, from Madame Vyrubova. Its copy is here before me, and reads:

Return at once to Petrograd. A dear friend from afar, awaits you. It is most urgent that you should come back at once. There is much to be done. — Anna.

Such an urgent summons showed him that his presence was required. He knew too well that the dear friend was a German agent sent in secret to see him.

Therefore he bade farewell to his dozen sister-disciples, the head of whom was the opulent Sister Vera, sister of the dissolute Bishop Teofan whom Rasputin himself had created. Teofan was a fellow-criminal of his who had been imprisoned for horse-stealing in Tobolsk, and now he wore richly embroidered ecclesiastical robes and bent the knee before the altar daily.

In consequence of this message from his friend Anna, Rasputin hastened back to Petrograd.

Now Madame Vyrubova was Rasputins tool throughout. Hers had been a strange history. Her past had been shrouded in mystery, yet I here disclose it for the first time. As Mademoiselle Tanéieff, daughter of the director of the private chancellerie of the Tsar, she became five years before one of the maids-of-honour of the Empress. A pretty, high-spirited girl, she at first amused and afterwards attracted the neurotic spouse of the stolid, weak-minded Autocrat. In due course she married a rather obscure but good-looking naval officer named Vyrubova — a lieutenant on board the cruiser Kazan. The husband, after a year at sea, learned certain scandals, and therefore he went one night boldly to the Emperor — who happened to be at Peterhof — and asked that he might divorce his wife.

His Majesty was both surprised and angry. He made inquiry, and discovered a very curious state of affairs — a scandal that had been hushed up and is now revealed by the new light shining upon Russian Court life and the internal scandals of the Empire.

Briefly put. His Majesty found that his wife the Empress had fallen in love with a certain General O — . The dark-haired Madam Vyrubova had acted as go-between for the couple — a fact which her husband knew, and threatened to expose as a vulgar scandal if the Emperor did not allow his divorce! It seemed that General O — had rather slighted the Empress, and had taken up with a certain Princess B — , who had been on the stage, and who was declared to be one of the prettiest women in all Russia. The General had followed the beautiful princess to Cairo. A week later at Assouan, in Upper Egypt, he had been seized by a mysterious illness and died. The explanation given to the Emperor by the husband Vyrubova was that the General had fallen a victim to the jealousy of his wife the Empress.

The Tsar made secret inquiry, and to his surprise found that all the officer had asserted had been correct. Madame Vyrubova had at the Empresss orders followed the General and arranged his death. Therefore His Majesty could do nothing else than allow the officer to divorce his wife, who, truth to tell, was the catspaw of the poisoner Rasputin, who held her in his grip.

These widespread ramifications of the mock-monks influence and his power created by the judicious expenditure of German palm-oil are utterly astounding. The more deeply one delves into this voluminous dossier, the more amazing does it become, until the enemys wicked attempts to undermine Russia, our ally, almost stagger belief.

When Rasputin at last returned to Petrograd, in response to the orders of the handsome Anna, he was handed a secret communication from Germany.

This confidential despatch, as it lies here before me, speaks for itself. It is in a German letter-cipher, different from all the others, and for a considerable time it defied all efforts, to decipher it. At last it was accomplished by the Russian Secret Police, and it certainly reveals a most dastardly series of amazingly cunning plots. Here it is:

Memorandum 26874.327.

Number 70 is sending to you Sister Molfetta, of the Italian Red Cross, whose number is 168. She will leave Berlin on the 3rd prox, and travel by way of Gothenburg. Please inform P. (Protopopoff) and request him to give her his protection and prepare her dear passport. She will stay at the house of B. (Bukoff, a furrier in the Vereiskaya, who was a German agent and assistant to Rasputin); you will call upon her there.

The object of her mission is to cultivate friendly relations with the barrister Alexander Kerensky, who, though at present obscure, will, it is here believed, shortly make his influence felt very strongly against us. The woman 168 has orders to compromise him, and afterwards create a public scandal in order to discredit him in the eyes of the public.

Further, we seriously view the strength of Kerensky and the influence he may exert in the prosecution of the war, therefore we leave it to your personal discretion whether or not he should be removed. Number 168 possesses the means, and will act upon your orders.

Secret Instructions. — You are to inform His Majesty in confidence that M.I. Tereshchenko (now Minister for Foreign Affairs) is dangerous, and should be arrested. If his house in Kiev is searched, compromising papers which have been placed there by S. (a German agent named Schumacher) will be discovered. Tereshchenko is threatening to expose your friend S. (Stürmer, Prime Minister), and should it once be suppressed by imprisonment.

The letter herewith enclosed please give into the hands of Her Majesty the Empress in secret. Also inform her that the wishes she has expressed in her last letter to His Majesty shall be carried out.

You are to inform S. and P. (Stürmer and Protopopoff) that the shortage of food in Russia is, owing to Birileffs indecisive policy, not sufficiently marked. He must be dismissed upon grounds of incompetence, and they must appoint a new Food Controller who will, connive, by holding up supplies, to create a famine. An epidemic, if spread in Moscow, Kazan, Kharkow, Odessa, and other cities at the same time as the famine, would greatly contribute towards Germanys success. The matter has already been discussed, and an outbreak of cholera suggested. You should consider the suggestion at your end, and if you decide upon it, the necessary steps can easily be taken, though we consider nothing should be done in Petrograd, because of yourselves and the Imperial family.

The bearer of this will remain in Petrograd four days, and then bring back any news you can send regarding the future situation. Matters are now becoming desperate with us. Hindenburg has decided that at all hazards we must withdraw troops from your frontier, and send them to the west. We rely upon you and your friends to create a famine, for which you will receive increased gratuities, as in the case of the retreat from Warsaw.

Thus will it be seen that the holy blackguard, the right-hand and adviser of the Emperor Nicholas, was posing as the saviour of the great Russian Empire, whom Great Britain was supplying with munitions of war, and while he was everywhere declaring that Brusiloffs strategy would wreck the German offensive, yet at the same time he was plotting famine and pestilence in the very heart of the Empire!

None knew this secret — except the German-born Tsaritza. From her, Rasputin held back nothing. In secret he showed her all the despatches he received from the Königgratzer-strasse. His influence upon Her Majesty at this stage is made vividly apparent by significant remarks which he made to Stürmer on the night after his return to Petrograd, and the delivery into his hands of that cipher despatch from Berlin as revealed above.

My dear Excellency! he said, tossing off a glass of vodka and eating some caviare at the great carved sideboard in his own room before sitting down to dinner, you have been speaking of the Tsar and the Tsaritza. To the Tsar I am Christ, the saviour of Russia and the world! Their Majesties salute me; they bow to me and they kiss my hand. What higher sphere can I achieve? The Imperial children prostrate before me; they kiss my hands. Ah! my dear Excellency, I could disclose to you things which — well, which I could not relate without blushing!

It was at this period, when a friend of the holy peasant, Striaptcheff, a fellow-thief of Pokrovsky and a man convicted of burglary, pressed his attentions upon the Holy Father and demanded an appointment. Incredible as it may appear, yet the criminal in question was six days later appointed as a bishop of the Russian Church, with the usual fat emoluments, and he could scarcely read or write. Truly Holy Russia was progressing beneath the Rasputin régime. She had a burglar as bishop.

Meanwhile, the monk proceeded at once to carry out his secret orders from Berlin.

We know that the camarilla held council a week later, and that Stürmer, Protopopoff, Striaptcheff — who had now become inseparable from Rasputin — as well as Manuiloff, an ex-journalist who conducted the secret police under Stürmer, were present at the monks house. At the meeting the false Red Cross sister from Berlin was also present.

It was agreed that it would be best to remove Kerensky, who, though a headlong enthusiast, would be a very difficult man for a woman to compromise. It was known that he possessed secret sources of knowledge regarding the intention of the camarilla to betray Russia into Germanys hands, therefore the woman Molfetta was given orders to carry out her plot, to secure his assassination at the hands of a renegade Jew of Warsaw named Levinski, who was ready to commit any crime if paid for it.

The attempt was made three weeks later. While Kerensky, who lived to become afterwards Prime Minister of the new Government, was turning the corner by the Alexandra Hospital to cross the Fontanka to the Sadovaya, late one night, on his way home to the Offitzerskaya, he was shot at three times by the fellow Levinski. Each shot happily went wide, and as a result Alexander Kerensky still lives to pilot Russia to her freedom.

The manner in which the traitorous camarilla brought about a famine in the capital, and in certain districts in the Empire, until the people of Petrograd paraded the city crying Give us bread, or end the war! is well known to all. But how they attempted to carry out the dastardly orders of Berlin to create an epidemic of cholera at the same time, I will reveal with quotations from official documents in the next chapter.


Chapter Seven.

The Plot to Spread Epidemics in Russia.
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IN MY WORK of unmasking Rasputin I find that constant secret communications were at that time passing between the holy scoundrel and his infamous paymasters in the Königgratzer-strasse, while messages were continually being exchanged in strictest confidence between the Kaiser and the German-born Tsaritza, who lived beneath the thraldom of this common horse-stealer.

Berlin, with all its devilish inventions for unfair warfare prohibited by the Hague Convention, had not overlooked the fact that owing to the primitive sanitation of Russia, epidemics had very often been widespread and most difficult to stamp out; therefore the suggestion to artificially produce outbreaks of bubonic plague and Asiatic cholera in the heart of the Empire had been suggested to that traitor, the Prime Minister Boris Stürmer, and his fellow-conspirators of the camarilla, of whom the Siberian charlatan known as Holy Father was the head. While the Imperial Court bowed its knees to the erotic rascal, yet strangely enough the people doubted him, and in secret jeered at him. The satanic suggestion from Berlin, however, appealed to the camarilla of pro-German plotters.

The Russian army was gallantly holding out, even though many traitors held highest commands. The Germans had reached the height of their offensive power on that front, and a separate peace with Russia was in Berlin admitted to be, highly necessary, if the ultimate success of their arms was to be achieved. Therefore, if a devastating epidemic broke out, then Stürmer would have excuse to go to the Tsar and strongly urge the necessity for peace as the only salvation of the Empire.

Hence the necessary steps were at once taken by the conspirators who were in the habit of meeting almost daily in the Gorokhovaya. Proof of what was on foot is disclosed by the following secret despatch from Berlin, which is included in Rasputins private papers, which so fortunately fell into the hands of the patriotic party of Russia. I here reproduce it:

Memorandum 26932.366.

Number 70 has placed your communication and suggestions before a high quarter, and they are all approved. He is sending you, by way of Malmo, Karl Jöhnke, whose number is 229, a bacteriologist of the Frankfort Institute, who will arrive in Petrograd on the 18th, and seek you. By the same ship will arrive, consigned to our friends the firm of Yakowleff and Company, wholesale fruiterers, of the Nikolskaya, in Moscow, one hundred and twenty-six barrels of Canadian apples, with ninety cases of Canary bananas. These will be distributed in the ordinary course of trade to Kazan, Kharkow, Odessa, and other centres. See that P. (Protopopoff) grants easy facilities for rapid transport to the consignees in Moscow, as they are perishable.

Number 229 has full instructions to deal with Ivan Yakowleff, who is our fixed post in Moscow, and who is receiving his instructions in secret by the messenger who brings you this. The fruit must not be handled or eaten, as it has been treated and is highly dangerous.

Cholera should occur within three weeks of the arrival of the fruit. We rely upon P. taking steps to facilitate its rapid delivery. Some of it should be presented to charitable institutes for distribution among the poor.

Inform A. (Anna Vyrubova) that Korniloff (General Korniloff, whom all know to be one of the most successful of Russian generals) suspects her concerning the Zarudni affair and has at his house some correspondence which is incriminating. It is in a cupboard in his bedroom and should be secured at once. (G. Zarudni was active in political law cases before the Revolution, and has since been appointed Minister of Justice in the Kerensky Cabinet.) Zarudni is working against both S. (Stürmer) and yourself. If an accident happened to him it would render the atmosphere more clear. The same applies to his friend N.V. Nekrasov, who is on the Duma Budget Committee and on the Railway Committee. Both may upset our plans.

Against General Ostrogradski, Inspector-General of Cavalry, a charge of treason should be made. The bearer brings documents in order to arouse suspicion that he has sold military secrets to Austria. These can be produced at his trial. His continued activity against us, and his hatred of yourself are both dangerous.

Number 229 will make personal reports to you concerning the negotiations with Roumania and also regarding the efforts we are making to prevent war material from England reaching Russia.

Number 70 notes with gratification that the explosion at the nitro-glycerine works at Viborg has been effected, and that the factory was totally destroyed and most of the workmen killed. Please pay E. (an analytical chemist named Paul Eck, who was a friend of Rasputins) the sum promised.

It would be best if their Majesties removed to Tsarskoe-Selo. Anna Vyrubova should cultivate Boris Savenkov, Commissioner to the Seventh Army. (This suggestion shows the remarkable foresight of Berlin, for to-day Boris Savenkov is acting Minister of War.) You yourself should lose no time in becoming acquainted with Countess Vera Kokoskin, who lives at Potemkinskaya, 29. She is eager to meet you. Admit her as a disciple, for being an attractive and ambitious woman, she has considerable knowledge of what is in progress in certain quarters in the Duma. Being in want of money, and being blackmailed by a penniless lover named Sievers, she would probably be ready to become our friend. Number 70 therefore throws out this suggestion, yet at the same time impresses upon you and your friends the necessity of the creation of the epidemic and the bringing in of Roumania on the side of the Allies.

Those final words of that cipher despatch disclose a cunning that was indeed unequalled. I know full well that readers may be inclined to pause and to doubt that such dastardly methods could actually be pursued against civilisation. To such I can only point out that boxes of the same microbes were found in the German Legation in Bucharest, and were officially reported by the United States Legation in that city.

The fierce German octopus — so carefully fostered and so well prepared — had alas! stretched its thousand searching tentacles upon the patriotic Russian people who were ruled by their weak and careless Emperor, while the pro-German Empress listened to every rumour, and in her heart hoped for a separate peace with Germany as the only salvation of her land. Truly the Romanoffs have proved themselves a weak-kneed and irresponsible dynasty. Alexander, however, was never weak. In the long-ago days when I had audience with his late Majesty one morning in his small reception-room in the Winter Palace, he wore a rough drab shooting suit; bluff and full-bearded as any of his ministers, he talked to me fully of his regret that the Nihilists should be ever plotting to kill him, and assured me of his own personal efforts to free his people from a corrupt Church and an iron bureaucracy.

Please tell your British people that as Tsar I am doing the utmost in my power to improve and civilise my dear Russian people, to whom I am devoted, and to whom I will if necessary give my life.

Those words of the father of the Tsar Nicholas will be found reproduced in the columns of The Times after my joining as Russian Correspondent.

But let us examine the result of the secret order to Rasputin from Berlin which I have reproduced above.

In the first place I find among the papers, a letter dated from the Potemkinskaya, 29, as follows:

Holy Father, — I thank you for your introduction yesterday to Her Majesty the Empress, and to the Grand Duchess Olga. Truly we are all your kindred spirits and disciples, who know at last the joys and pleasures of the life which Almighty God has given unto us. Anna was most charming, and I saw His Majesty as arranged. At your suggestion I mentioned the Gospodin Sievers, and the Emperor has promised to appoint him Vice-Governor of Omsk. All thanks to you, dear Holy Father. I shall be at our reunion at your house to-morrow, and my daughter Nada, who is in search of the Truth, will accompany me. Till then, I kiss your dear hand. — Vera Kokoskin.

This letter speaks for itself. Another document is a letter to Rasputin dated from the Hôtel Metropole, Moscow, and is in plain language as follows:

The consignment of fruit from your generous donors has duly reached the Maison Yakowleff and is being distributed in various charitable quarters and is much appreciated in these days when prices are so high. Some of it has been sent to the director of the Borgoroditsky Convent at Kazan, and also some to the Society of St. George at Kiev. Please inform and thank the donors. — Karl Jöhnke.

Eagerly the camarilla awaited the result of their dastardly handiwork. The allotted three weeks passed, but no epidemic was reported. Evidently the monk wrote to the German bacteriologist, who was posing as a Dane, for the latter wrote from the Hôtel Continental at Kiev:

The fruit, owing to delays in transit, was not in a condition for human consumption. This is extremely regrettable after all the trouble of our kind donors.

Therefore, while certain isolated cases of cholera were reported from several cities — as the sanitary records prove — Russia had had indeed a providential escape from a terrible epidemic, the infected fruit being distributed over a wide area by charitable organisations quite unsuspicious of its source.

Failure to produce the desired result induced Rasputin and his paymasters in Berlin to adopt yet another method of forcing Russia into a separate peace.

Brusiloff had recommenced his gallant offensive, and the situation was being viewed with increased apprehension by the German General Staff. Roumania was still undecided whether or not to throw in her cause with that of the Allies. The great plot to destroy Roumania is again revealed by documentary evidence contained among Rasputins papers, and also in the despatches received in Bucharest — where, of course, the clever intrigue was never suspected.

A message in cipher received by Rasputin, on August 8th, the day of General Letchitzkis great triumph, reveals a truly Machiavellian plan. It reads thus:

Memorandum 27546.112.

Matters in the Dobroudja are approaching a serious crisis. Urge S. (Boris Stürmer, the Prime Minister) to suggest at once to the Emperor, while at the same time you make a similar suggestion to Her Majesty, that Roumania must be forced to take up arms against us. She must not be allowed to remain neutral any longer. S. must send a despatch to Bucharest so worded that it is our ultimatum. If she does not join the Allies immediately she must fight against Russia.

Accordingly, three days later, after the Holy Father and his unholy fellow-conspirator had had audiences at Tsarskoe-Selo, Stürmer sent an urgent despatch to the Roumanian Government demanding that it should join the Allies, without further delay. At Bucharest no plot was suspected, and indeed on the face of things, it seemed no unusual request. Even people in Great Britain were daily asking each other When will Roumania come in it?

The reason she had not joined was because she was not yet prepared. Germany knew that and with Rasputins aid had laid a plot to invade her. She was, while still unready, forced into the war by Stürmer. Nineteen days after the despatch of that cipher message from Berlin she formally declared hostilities against Austria-Hungary.

Berlin was delighted, and the sinister dark force of Russia rubbed his dirty hands with delight. The plot he saw must succeed. Truly it was a vile and devilish one, which not even the shrewdest diplomat suspected, namely, to deliver Roumania and her resources of grain and oil to the enemy. As an outcome of the conspiracy the Russo-Roumanian army, owing to treachery in the latter, at once retreated under pressure from Mackensens forces, and very quickly, almost before the Allies were aware of it, Roumania and the Constanza railway were in the enemys hands. Disaster, engineered by the camarilla, followed disaster after that Now or never ultimatum of Stürmers. The promises made to the brave Roumanians were broken one after the other. Why? Because with Rasputin, Protopopoff and certain Generals suborned by the mock-monk, the Prime Ministers intention was to use the great retreat and the rapid absorption of Roumania as a means to force the Tsar and his Empire into a separate peace.

Indeed, Rasputin — in attendance daily at Tsarskoe-Selo — by declaring to the Empress and his sister-disciples at Court that he had been accorded a vision of the Tsar and Kaiser fraternising, and interpreting this as a divine direction that peace should at once be made with Germany, had very nearly induced His Majesty to sign a declaration of peace, when one man in the Empire discovered the dastardly manoeuvre, the Deputy Gospodin Miliukoff, whose actions I will describe in a further chapter.


Chapter Eight.

The Mock-Monk Unmasked.
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DOCUMENTARY EVIDENCE CONTAINED in the papers which the monk so carefully preserved shows conclusively that he paid a secret visit to Berlin in the first week of October, 1916. While the brave Russian army were fighting valiantly, ever and anon being betrayed by their leaders, treachery of the worst and vilest sort was afoot in the highest quarters.

That German potentate, the Duke of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, who occupied an important position in the entourage of the Tsar, was acting as counsellor to the Tsaritza, and at the same time, aided actively by the woman Vyrubova, was working to delude the Emperor and defeat his gallant armies. At Russian Field Headquarters the Tsar was cheered everywhere, and his officers were enthusiastic. It was known that the German offensive had spent itself, and it was believed by those who were being bamboozled that, when all was ready, Russia would press on to her well-deserved victory.

But the day of Russias great offensive never arrived. Great Britain and France were supplying her with guns and munitions conveyed up to Alexandrovsk with much difficulty, and the Allies were daily hoping that the Russian steam-roller would once again start upon its westward course. London, Paris and Rome were in ignorance of the amazing plot of the pro-German traitors.

Meanwhile the mock-monk, in the garb of a Dutch pastor, had arrived in Berlin to make arrangements with the enemy for Russias final conquest.

By the scoundrels fatal weakness for preserving letters addressed to him, in the hope that when he fell out of favour at Court he might use them for blackmailing purposes — for after all this holy man had started life as a common thief — we have again evidence of his treachery in the following letter dated from Tsarskoe-Selo, October 18th, the day following the Allied landing in Athens. Addressed to Rasputin, it is in German, in the fine handwriting of the Tsaritza, and reads as follows:

Holy Father, — At last we have welcome news of you! This morning your messenger reached us bringing me a letter, and one for Anna. What you tell us is indeed good news. We are glad that you have seen William (the Emperor), and that he has been so gracious to you. Your news regarding the forthcoming offensive against the British is most encouraging. The British are Germanys real enemies. Tell His Majesty that all goes well, and that Stürmer quite agrees that we must have a separate peace and is taking every step towards that end.

Nikki is still at the front encouraging the troops. How foolish, and yet we have all to show a bold front. The news of the landing at Athens has disconcerted us, though it has caused great joy in Petrograd. Inquire if nothing can be done further in an attempt to spread disease in the more populous regions. This would kill enthusiasm for the war and force peace quickly.

Dmitri (the Grand Duke Dmitri Pavlovitch, who was Rasputins fiercest enemy) has been sent by Nikki to Samara. It would be a relief to us all if he never returned. He with Nicholas (the Grand Duke Nicholas Michailovitch) are plotting to defeat us. But Germany shall win. It shall be as you, my dear Father, saw in your vision.

Pray for us, O Father. Give us your benediction, for while you are absent we are all dull and lonely. Tell William to send you back quickly and safely to us. Give my best greetings to the brave Hindenburg. It is horrid to be compelled to sustain an anti-German attitude when one knows that our Fatherland is unconquerable, even though the Russian flag be bathed in blood.

Inform the General Staff that the secret agent Erbach-Fürstenau, who fell into General Neudorffs hands last month has at my instigation been acquitted by the court-martial and will very shortly escape back to Germany. I have personally arranged that the papers seized upon him shall be destroyed.

Charges are being levelled against General Sukhomlinoff. He has been betrayed by a man named Kartzoff. In order to suppress the latters further activity, he has been arrested for treason at my instigation and sent without trial to an unknown destination. So we have one enemy the less. It is reported that Manasevitch-Manuiloff (private secretary to Prime Minister Stürmer) has been arrested for attempting to blackmail his chief. But I will see that Nikki stops the trial.

My dear boy Alexis is improving. Anna is with him constantly. He sends his greetings and asks for your prayers. I kiss your holy hand. Your sister Alec.

Russia was still being betrayed by the Empress, who had fallen so entirely beneath the occult influences of the rascal who, in turn, had become the catspaw of the Kaiser.

The charges against General Sukhomlinoff, ex-Minister of War, mentioned by the Tsaritza, had apparently alarmed her. And well they might. An official in the ministry named Kartzoff had betrayed his chief, whereupon Colonel Tugen Baranovsky, late Chief of the Mobilisation Department of the Russian General Staff, had made depositions to the effect that the mobilisation plans drafted by the General were full of errors, while rifles, machine-guns, and field and heavy guns were all lacking. Depositions had been made by General Petrovsky, late Chief of the Fortifications Department, to the effect that the General had only twice visited the artillery administration during the whole time he held his portfolio as Minister, while a third official, Colonel Batvinkine, one of the heads of the Artillery Administration, had asserted that General Sukhomlinoff had insisted upon important contracts for machine-guns being given to the Rickerts Factory at a cost of two thousand roubles each while the Toula Factory could turn out excellent machine-guns at nine hundred roubles.

Such were a few of the charges against the ex-Minister, a bosom friend of Rasputin and of Stürmer, and these were being whispered abroad everywhere, even though by the influence of the Tsaritza the principal witness against the General had been sent to an unknown destination!

Written on the same day and conveyed secretly to the monk in Berlin — evidently by the same messenger who carried the Tsaritzas letter to her Holy Father — was one from the conspirator Protopopoff. It is on the private note-paper of the Minister of the Interior and discloses truly an amazing state of affairs, as follows:

Brother Gregory, — I send you this hastily and with some apprehension. Both Nicholas and Dmitri (the Grand Dukes), are actively at work against us! Beware! They know far too much, hence it behoves us to be most discreet. I was at Tsarskoe-Selo yesterday and discussed it with F. (Count Fredericks, Minister of the Imperial Court). There is a secret movement to upset our plans, but I have ordered the Secret Police to spare no pains to present full and adequate reports to me, and rely on me to take drastic steps.

An hour ago it came to my knowledge that an individual named Wilhelm Gebhardt, living at Hildegard-strasse, 21 Wilmersdorf, Berlin, has knowledge that you are in the German capital and is probably watching your movements to report to our enemies here. Give news of this to our friend Number 70 and urge that he shall be immediately arrested as a spy of Russia. If he is executed his mouth would be closed, for he is dangerous. The man with whom he is in association in Petrograd, a person named Tchartovyski, member of the Duma, I have ordered to be arrested and charged with communicating with persons in Germany.

S. (Stürmer) is eager for news regarding the proposed German offensive against the British in Flanders, and the exact position regarding the U boat campaign. Inform the Chancellor that news we received from Washington to-day shows that President Wilson is determined, and warn him that J. and G., whom he will know by initials as German agents in the United States, have been discovered, and may be arrested. He may perhaps communicate with them by wireless, and they may escape while there is still time.

Further, inform the Chancellor that our efforts to make more marked the shortage of food have been negatived by the action of Nicholas and Dmitri, for we fear to go further lest the truth be disclosed. Their activity cannot be ignored.

Urge that the distribution of fruit to charitable institutions be repeated.

The charges against Sukhomlinoff are extremely grave, and may have serious consequences. I am, however, taking steps to ascertain the intentions and to arrest those who are in association.

Her Majesty is eager and nervous regarding you. Write and assure her that all is well with your dear self. As the saviour of Russia from the wiles of the Allies, the Russian people ought to regard you as great as the Great Peter himself.

A tall, thin individual named Emil Döllen will probably call upon you at your hotel. If so, receive him. He may convey a message from me sent by wireless to Riga and re-transmitted.

Present my humble compliments to His Majesty the Emperor. Would that I were with you at glorious Potsdam. These Russians of ours are arrant fools, or we should have been hand-in-glove with Berlin against the effete nations who are our Allies. I salute you and await your return. — Your brother, D.A. Protopopoff.

This autograph letter is from the man who was Russian Minister of the Interior — the man in whom every true-born son of Russia believed so implicitly that he went to his death fiercely and gallantly for his Emperor!

Surely that position had no parallel in history. Imperial Germany with her long-prepared plans had seized the Russian bear by the throat, and was throttling it, just as she has attempted to grapple with the British lion. If the ever-spreading tentacles of the Kaisers propaganda bureau and his unscrupulous and well-financed spy-service were so successful in Russia, which before the war was half-Germanised by the Tsaritza, the villain Rasputin and their traitor ministers, then one is permitted to wonder to what depths the Königgratzer-strasse, with the Kaiser at its head, have descended in order to try and create famine and revolution in the British Isles, wherein dwell the worst enemies of Germany.

The documentary evidence extant shows that the unkempt prophet, whose peasant hands were kissed by the Empress of Russia, and before whom bowed the greatest ladies of the Imperial Court, lived during the greater part of October, 1916, in that small hotel, the Westfalischer-Hof, in the Neusladische-strasse, on the north of the Linden. He called himself Pastor van Meeuwen, and his companion was his trusty manservant, a cosmopolitan fellow, who afterwards disclosed much that I have here been able to reveal to British readers.

That he had frequent audiences of the Emperor William and received his personal instructions is apparent from the copies of telegrams which the revolutions eventually unearthed from the archives of the Ministry of Telegraphs.

One message by wireless, despatched from a Russian warship in the Baltic to the Admiralty station at Reval, coded in the same cipher as that used by Rasputin and his German confederates, the key of which was found in the safe in the Gorokhovaya, is as follows:

To his Excellency the Minister Protopopoff. — All goes well. I had an audience at the Neues Palais to-day of three hours duration. Inform Charles Michael (the Duke Charles Michael of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, who was the German adviser of the Tsaritza, and naturalised as a Russian subject in July, 1914) that the Emperor William sends his best greetings and acknowledgments of his despatch of the 3rd inst. It has been found necessary to recall the troops who have been held ready at Hamburg and Bremen for the invasion of Britain. The General Staff have, after due consideration, decided that an invasion might meet with disaster, hence they are turning their attention to submarine and aerial attacks upon Britain in order to crush her. I have learnt from a conversation with the Kaiser that London is to be destroyed by a succession of fleets of super-aeroplanes launching newly-devised explosive and poison-gas bombs of a terribly destructive character.

Urge S. (Stürmer) to disclaim at once all knowledge of the Rickert contracts. The payments are completely concealed. I have no fear of Sukhomlinoffs betrayal. He is discredited and will not be believed: yet it would be best if the Emperor ordered the trial to be cancelled. — The Tsar did so, but the General was tried after his deposition.

To yourself and our dear Empress greetings. I pray for you all, and send you my benedictions. — Your brother, Gregory Efimovitch.

That the rascal hurried back to Petrograd is apparent by a letter dated a week later from Madame Kokoskin, the latest of his sister-disciples, who wrote from the Potemkinskaya 29, Petrograd, saying:

Holy Father, — I have just heard with joy from dear Anna that you have returned to-night. May God grant you the fruits of your pilgrimage. (To his sister-disciples he had pretended to make a pilgrimage to the monastery of Verkhotursky, where in secret most disgraceful orgies often took place.) My daughter Nada will be with me at our reunion at Annas to-morrow at six. — Vera.

Rasputin seems to have arrived in Petrograd the bearer of certain verbal messages from the Kaiser to the Tsaritza, for he went at once to Tsarskoe-Selo and there remained all next day. That the Empress had now grown very frightened regarding the attitude of the Grand Dukes Nicholas and Dmitri, the latter a young and energetic figure in Russian politics, is proved by an attempt which, a few days later, she made to conciliate them both. But they discarded her advances, for, having already learnt much regarding the Holy Father, they were actively preparing to bring about the prosecution of General Sukhomlinoff, well knowing that its disclosures must wreck the régime of the hated mock-monk and shake the House of Romanoff to its foundations.

Hence it was that, two days later, the patriotic informer Ivan Kartzoff, the unfortunate official who had been sent by the Tsaritzas influence to an unknown destination, was found shot dead in a wood near Kislovodsk, a small town in the North Caucasus, while two of the other witnesses were arrested at Protopopoffs orders upon false charges of treachery, incriminating papers — which had been placed among their effects by agents provocateurs — being produced as evidence against them.

Thus the most strenuous efforts were being made by the camarilla to prevent the bursting of that storm-cloud which grew darker over them with every day that passed.

The monk was, however, fully alive to the danger of exposure, and he therefore resolved to play yet another bold clever card in the desperate game of the betrayal of the Russian nation.


Chapter Nine.

Documentary Evidence of Treachery.
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GERMANY NEVER PLAYS straight, even with those who accept her gold to play the dangerous game of traitor. The few who know the ramifications of the underground politics of Europe are well aware of this fact.

This was brought home to Rasputin, when immediately after his return to Petrograd from his secret visit to the Kaiser in the guise of a pious Dutch pastor, the German Press became guilty of a grave indiscretion. Naturally the monk waxed furious. The Kölnische Zeitung, in its unwonted enthusiasm, wrote: We Germans need have no fear. Stürmer may be relied upon not to place any obstacles in the way of Russias desire for peace with Germany. While the Reichspost said: We may rest assured that Stürmer will be independent in his relations with Downing Street.

And yet Stürmer was at this moment crying, No separate peace! and had sent constant despatches to Downing Street assuring us of his intention to prosecute the war to the finish. By this he misled the Allies, who naturally regarded the assertion of the German newspapers as mere frothy enthusiasm.

But those indiscreet German assurances were instantly seized upon by that small and fearless band of Russian patriots who — headed by the Grand Dukes Nicholas and Dmitri — had united to expose and destroy the disgraceful camarilla whose object it was to wreck the Empire, and hand it mangled and defenceless to be torn by the eagle of Germany.

At the instigation of the peasant-charlatan and thief whose hand the Empress kissed, calling him her Holy Father, Stürmer — also paid lavishly by Germany — was following a clever policy of isolation, and had raised a lofty barrier between the Government and the elected representatives of the people. After ten months of office this debauchee and traitor had only appeared in the Duma on one occasion, and then he made a speech so puerile that he was greeted with ironical laughter.

With the very refinement of cunning which betrayed the criminal mind, he, at Rasputins suggestion, crowded the work of legislation into the Parliamentary recesses, and passed Bills by virtue of Article 87 of the Fundamental Laws, which allowed the Government to legislate when the Duma was not in session. Till then all had gone smoothly for Berlin. But there opened a new chapter of the history of the downfall of the great Romanoffs.

Early in November, 1916, a number of very serious and secret conferences of the camarilla took place at Rasputins house. Both Stürmer and Protopopoff were now viewing the situation with the gravest anxiety, for the Empire was being swiftly aroused to a sense of its insecurity. There were sinister whispers on all hands of traitors, and of a disinclination on the part of the capitalists and Government to win the war.

The Empress had been guilty of a serious indiscretion, for she had mentioned to a young officer at Court the dastardly attempt of German agents to produce an epidemic of cholera by distribution of infected fruit to charitable institutions. That officers name was Tsourikoff. The hand of Rasputin was heavy and swift. Four days after the fact became known he died suddenly in his rooms in the Moskovskaya Quarter in Petrograd. He had been to the Bouffes in the Fontanka, where he had met a dark-eyed siren with whom he had afterwards had supper at that well-known establishment, Pivatos, in the Morskaya. The lady could not be traced after his death. Truly the hand of the illiterate monk was ruling Russia with his pretence of working miracles, and with that mock-religious jargon in which he addressed his noble-born sister-disciple. He held secret death within his fingers, to be dealt to any who might upset his plans, or those of the Empress.

That the latter actually did, in an excess of her enthusiasm for the success of her native Germany, betray the plans of Rasputin and his paymasters to the young officer Tsourikoff, is proved by a telegram which she addressed to the monk from the Imperial train at Sinelnikovo, on the way to Livadia. This sardonic message still remains upon the records of the Department of Posts and Telegraphs, and reads:

The accident to Captain Tsourikoff is to be deplored. Please place a wreath upon the grave on my behalf. Pray for us. — Alec.

In the last days of October, 1916, the diabolical conspiracy entered upon a new and even more desperate stage, for very slowly the astounding truth was leaking out to the long-suffering Russian people. The Grand Duke Nicholas had been joined by the Grand Duke Serge, formerly Inspector-General of Artillery, General Vernandea, ex-Assistant Minister of War, and M. Mimascheff, who all three had been actively investigating the alleged treachery of General Sukhomlinoff. They had publicly made further statements most damning to the General. His late colleague Vernandea had alleged that the Minister of War had paid no heed to the equipment of the Army, had given no contracts except to those factories who gave him bribes, and that after 130 days of war the Russian Army were without shells. The Grand Duke Serge had told a secret meeting in Petrograd that General Sukhomlinoff had suppressed the personal reports addressed to the Tsar by all the heads of the Ministry of War and had actually prevented new guns being ordered from the Schneider Works, while the ex-Minister of Commerce declared that the Minister of War had never once requested him to organise manufacturers and owners of works for national defence.

On hearing from Rasputin that these allegations were being made, the Empress at once, at the monks instigation, telegraphed in cipher to the Tsar, who was at the front:

Suppress at once, I beg of you in the interest of us all, the base charges now being made against Sukhomlinoff. Boris threatens to resign if they continue. If you do not act immediately the situation will become a very ugly one.

In reply the Emperor sent a message to his wife at Livadia next day, in which he said:

I have taken the necessary steps that the allegations shall not be repeated.

They were, however, repeated in Court at the trial of the ex-Minister at Petrograd on August 28, 1917.

Meanwhile Rasputin, Stürmer, and Protopopoff, a truly diabolical trio, proceeded to put into force a new and ingenious plan to create further unrest and by that means dishearten the people. The Empress returned to Tsarskoe-Selo, where the charlatan immediately saw her and obtained her full approval to his suggestion. The plan was to disseminate the wildest rumours, in order to incite disorder among the proletariat. In that highly-charged atmosphere created by the growing food crisis — which Stürmer and Protopopoff had so cleverly brought about at Germanys instigation — it was easy to throw a spark among the inflammable popular masses, exasperated and disorganised by the deplorable state of affairs. In consequence, a veritable whirlwind of false rumour was released in the hope that a movement would be started which would shatter, weaken for long, or stifle all manifestations of patriotism, and cause the country to sue for a separate peace.

Rasputin himself was responsible for putting this new plan into execution. Rumours arose with a startling rapidity. It was said in Petrograd that all Moscow was involved in a rising; the wires were cut, the Moscow police were on strike, and that the troops had refused to fire on the crowd. Simultaneously, similar rumours were circulated in Moscow concerning a sanguinary riot in Petrograd; while at Kharkoff it was believed that Moscow was in revolution, and at Moscow it was declared that there was a revolution at Kharkoff.

These rumours, which all emanated from the malignant brain of the Saint, were of course false, but colour was given to them by the dastardly outrages committed by two German secret agents, Lachkarioff and Filimonoff (who were subsequently allowed to escape to Sweden), who blew up two great mills outside Moscow, and also blew up the blast furnaces at the Obukhov Steel Factory, causing great loss of life; while at the same time, a desperate attempt was made also by other German agents to destroy the great powder factory opposite Schüsselburg, which, before the war, had been owned by Germans.

The unrest thus created by Rasputin quickly assumed alarming proportions, and the camarilla was secretly satisfied. The Prime Minister, Stürmer, in order to mislead the public further, made a speech deploring the fact that anybody credited such unfounded reports; but he did not do so before the Labour group of the Central War Industrial Committee had issued a declaration to the working classes warning them to remain patient and prosecute the war with vigour.

How amazingly clever was this traitorous camarilla, seeking to hurl Russia to her destruction, is shown by a significant fact. On the very day of the issue of that Labour declaration General Brusiloff, interviewed at the Russian Headquarters of the South-West Front by Mr Stanley Washburn, said:

The war is won to-day, though it is merely speculation to estimate how much longer will be required before the enemy are convinced that the cause, for the sake of which they drenched Europe with blood, is irretrievably lost. Personally, never since the beginning have I believed that the enemy had a chance of winning.

Meanwhile the Emperor was still absent at the front, and Rasputin, in addition to directing the affairs of the Empire through the Empress, whom he visited daily at the Palace, was holding constant reunions of his sister-disciples, whereat he pretended to see visions, while he was also blackmailing all and sundry, as his voluminous correspondence with some of his sisters plainly shows. Two letters from the Grand Duchess Olga, daughter of the Tsar, dated October 30th and November 1st, are indeed plain evidence that the monk was forming a fresh circle of his female neophytes, consisting wholly of young girls of noble families.

Suddenly, like a bombshell, there dropped upon the Tsaritza and the camarilla the startling news, that Miliukoff, who had now at his back the Grand Dukes Nicholas, Serge and Dmitri, intended to publicly expose the Empresss pet Saint. From Tsarskoe-Selo she wrote to him on November 7th, apparently in great haste, for it is a pencilled note:

Holy Father, — Anna has just told me of Miliukoffs intention in the Duma. The Emperor must further adjourn its re-assembling (which had been prohibited from meeting since July). I have telegraphed to him urging him to do this. If not, Noyos suggestion to pay the agents J. or B. ten thousand roubles to remove him. I would willingly pay a hundred thousand roubles to close his mouth for ever. This must be done. Suggest it to P. (Protopopoff). Surely the same means could be used as with Tsourikoff, and the end be quite natural and peaceful! You could supply the means as before. But I urge on you not to delay a moment. All depends upon Miliukoffs removal. If he reveals to the Duma what he knows, then everything must be lost. I kiss your dear hands. With Olga I ask your blessing. — Your dutiful daughter, A.

It seems incredible in this twentieth century that an Empress should have been so completely beneath the thraldom of an erotic criminal lunatic. But the evidence is there in black and white.

Two previous attempts upon the life of Professor Miliukoff had happily failed, but the tenor of that letter illustrates the Tsaritzas increasing fears lest the real traitor should be unmasked.

A cipher telegram from the Emperor, who was at the South-West Headquarters, is on record, dated November 8th, and was addressed to the Tsaritza. It was evidently a reply to her frantic request:

Tell our dear Father (Rasputin) that to postpone the Duma would, I fear, create an unfavourable impression, and I judge impossible. Protopopoff has asked my authority to arrest Miliukoff upon some technical charge, but I do not consider such a course good policy. I agree that to-days situation is grave, and agree that at the last moment some steps should be taken to prevent him from speaking.

On receipt of that very unsatisfactory reply the Tsaritza summoned the mock-monk, who was remaining at the Palace evidently awaiting the Emperors reply. Stürmer and Madame Vyrubova, the high-priestess of the Rasputin cult, were also present. What actually transpired at that Council of Three is unknown. It is, however, beyond question that it was arranged that M. Miliukoff, whom they held in such fear — as well as a friend of his, a Conservative deputy named Puriskevitch — should be removed. That the illiterate scoundrel, with his unique knowledge of the scriptures, was an adept in the art of using certain secret drugs, and that by his hand several persons obnoxious to the camarilla had died mysteriously is now proved beyond any doubt, for as cleverly as he systematically drugged the poor little Tsarevitch, so also he could with amazing cunning arrange the deaths of those who might betray him.

M. Miliukoff, knowing that his patriotic and hostile intentions were being suspected, took such precautions, however, that even the bold emissaries of Rasputin failed to approach him.

At noon, on November 14th, the Minister Protopopoff wrote a hurried note upon the paper of the Ministry of the Interior, which is on record, and is as follows:

Dear friend Gregory, — How is it that your plans have so utterly failed and M. (Miliukoff) is still active? To-day at 2 the Duma meets! Cannot you arrange that he is absent? Cannot you work a miracle? Skoropadski (a well-known German agent) has betrayed us and put the most incriminating documents into M.s hands. We tried to arrest the fellow last night in Riga, but, alas, he has eluded us. Take every precaution for your own safety. If M. attends the sitting we are all lost. — Yours cordially, D.A.P.

The plot to kill M. Miliukoff had failed! The Empress knew of it and sat in the Winter Palace, pale, breathless and eager for messages over her private telephone. The vile, black work done by her Holy Father was to be exposed! What if her own Imperial self were exhibited in her true traitorous colours!

Meanwhile, at two oclock, M. Rodzianko took his seat as President at the Tauris Palace. The usual service was held and then the historic sitting of the Duma opened. The House was crowded, and the British, French and Italian Ambassadors being in the diplomatic box, the members, Octobrists, Progressive Nationalists, the Centre, the Zemsto Octobrists and Cadets, rose in one body and gave vociferous cheers for the Allies. Russia will win! they cried.

The first speaker was M. Garusewicz, who, on behalf of the Polish Club, addressed the Allied Powers, protesting against the Austro-German action and expressing the hope and confidence that a final solution of the Polish problem would be the outcome of the war.

The two men whom the camarilla had plotted to murder were calmly in their places. M. Miliukoff, a pleasant-looking grey-haired man, sat gazing at the speaker through his gold-rimmed spectacles, listening attentively until the speaker had concluded. Meanwhile the Tsaritza, sitting in her luxurious little room in the Palace with the dissolute Anna Vyrubova as her sole companion, was listening to messages which, as arranged, came to her over the telephone every ten minutes.

At last M. Miliukoff rose, quite calm, and bowed to the President. Instantly there was silence. Without mincing matters in the least he told the House — in a speech which was wholly suppressed by the authorities — how the camarilla had endeavoured to remove him but in vain; and then, after many hard words which electrified all present, he denounced the Saint as the dark and sinister force which was hurling the Russian Empire to its destruction. Then, branding the pro-German Prime Minister Boris Stürmer as Judas the Traitor, he took up a bundle of documents, and shaking them in his hand dramatically he declared: I have here, gentlemen, the evidence of Judas. Evidence in cold figures — the number of shekels, the pieces of silver, for betrayal.

The House sat breathless! The ghastly truth was out. When M. Miliukoff sat down his friend M. Puriskevitch rose politely and asked permission and indulgence to make a speech in German — the hated language — promising it should be very brief. All he uttered were the two words: Hofmeister Stürmer! The Duma, understanding, cheered to the echo.

Over the telephone the Empress, pale and neurotic, listened to what had been alleged against her Holy Father and his friend Stürmer, whereupon she suddenly gave a low scream and fainted.

The truth was out at last! The first blow of retribution had on that afternoon fallen upon the Imperial House of Romanoff.

But Rasputin, the amazing, remained unperturbed. He merely smiled evilly. The game had become desperate, he knew, but he still had other cards to play.


Chapter Ten.

Discloses the Charlatans Wiles.
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UP TILL THIS juncture the penalty for even mentioning the name of Rasputin was imprisonment. The censorship, controlled by his catspaw Protopopoff, took care to adopt the most drastic measures to suppress every mention of the mysterious Saint who was the centre of that band of neurotic noblewomen who kissed his filthy hands and bowed their knees to him.

O Holy Father! the Chosen One of God! Give us thy blessing and we beseech of thee to pray for us. May the sin we here commit be committed for the purification of our souls; and may we, thy sister-disciples, be raised to thine own plane of piety by Gods great mercy.

Thus ran the blasphemous opening prayer repeated at each of the scoundrels erotic reunions — those meetings held with closed doors both within the Palace of Tsarskoe-Selo, in the Gorokhovaya, and elsewhere.

But on that historic November 14th, 1916, the Saint had been publicly named, and hence became seriously alarmed. Two hours after the fearless Miliukoff had denounced him in the Duma the whole of Petrograd palpitated with excitement. All knew that the utterances of the fearless patriot who had actually pilloried the monk in public would be denied publication in the Press. Therefore those who were bent upon winning the war at once arranged to have typewritten copies of the speech circulated from hand to hand, and by that means the bold denunciation obtained a wider circulation than any other words ever spoken in the Duma.

The newspapers appeared with black columns. M. Miliukoff continued the debate, was all that was allowed to appear in print. The cables to the Allies were rigorously censored, so that in England even Downing Street were in ignorance of what had really occurred. Paris, London and Rome were still living in a fools paradise, thanks to the grip which Germany had gained upon official Petrograd, and were being led to believe that all in the Russian Empire were united against the hated Hun.

The reports in the British Press of that period were most mystifying. That the Duma were dissatisfied with the state of affairs was plain, but had not the House of Commons often expressed equal dissatisfaction? The fact, however, that the name of Rasputin had actually been mentioned and that the Holy Father had been exposed as Germanys spy, who controlled the Hofmeister Stürmer, was never dreamed until a month later, even by such outspoken journals as the Paris Matin.

At Tsarskoe-Selo, however, all were in deadly fear. Even Anna Vyrubova viewed the situation with greatest alarm. She wrote to him an hour after Miliukoff had denounced him, as follows:

Her Majesty is prostrated. All seems lost. The Emperor departs for the front again at midnight. He fears a rising in Petrograd, and is regretful that M. (Miliukoff) was not suppressed in time to save us. Someone, he says, has blundered. If you would save yourself go instantly upon a pilgrimage. Describe a vision that will allay the peoples anger and give them further confidence in you. M. has denounced you as a mocker of God and a mere juggler with womans credulity. Our dear Empress knows you are not. But she must continue in that belief. Shall Alexis be taken with another seizure? If so, prophesy the day and hour. I await word from you in secret, and ask your blessing. — Your sister, Anna.

The suggestion in this letter is, of course, that a dose of the secret drug be administered to the poor little Tsarevitch at an hour to be previously prophesied by the mock-monk. The Matter was, however, on the alert. On receipt of the letter he went at once to the Palace, abruptly leaving the camarilla who had assembled to plot further, and to save themselves and their own fat emoluments by more juggling with the security of the Empire.

To the Empress, whom he found in her négligé in her boudoir, with Anna in sole attendance, he said:

Truly, O Sister! our enemies seek to encompass us! But God is our strength. As surely as the Russian people have denounced me, so surely will God in His wrath send His punishment upon the Heir to the Throne. Miliukoff, who has sought the protection of Satan himself, has spoken his poisonous words against me. Therefore I go to-morrow upon a pilgrimage to retire and to pray for the future of the Empire, and the forgiveness of those who have dared to speak ill of one sent by God as the Deliverer.

No! No! gasped Her Majesty, starting from her chair in pale alarm. You will not leave us at this juncture — you will not, Holy Father, leave us to our fate?

It is decreed, he said in that low hard voice of his. I have witnessed a vision even an hour since — I have heard the Voice! I must obey. But, he added seriously, I tell thee, O Sister! that near five oclock in the morning of the day following to-morrow thy dear son will be visited by Gods wrath. He—

He will be again ill! gasped the unhappy woman, who believed that the bearded man in the black kaftan before her was sent by Providence as Russias deliverer. Surely you cannot mean that! You will pray for him — you will save him. Remember he is my son — my all!

Truly I mean what I have spoken, O Sister! was his reply. But I will pray for his recovery — and all can be achieved by the sacrifice of the flesh and by prayer. God grant his recovery! he added piously, making the sign of the cross and raising his mesmeric eyes heavenwards.

At this the hysterical traitress in her pale-pink gown edged with wide Eastern embroidery of emeralds and turquoises, fell upon her knees and kissed the scoundrels knotted, unclean fingers, while her faithful Anna looked on and crossed herself, muttering one of the prayers in the blasphemous jargon of the sister-disciples. The failure to assassinate Professor Miliukoff had brought home to the camarilla and also to the spy-bureau in Berlin — acting through Swedish diplomatic channels — that the Grand Dukes Nicholas, Serge and Dmitri, together with their small circle of staunch friends of the nobility, were determined to place them in the pillory.

The agent of Germany, Skoropadski, a friend of the notorious Azeff, of the Russian Secret Police, whose exploits before the war were often chronicled, had betrayed his employers. Commencing life as a Russian agent provocateur, employed in Warsaw against the Revolutionists, and consequently a most unscrupulous and heartless person, he had entered the service of Germany with Protopopoffs connivance and had been the means of the ruin and downfall of dozens of patriotic Russian officials. By virtue of his office as spy of Germany he knew the double game that the Prime Minister, Stürmer, was playing at Rasputins instigation. Documents passed through his hands, and often he passed in secret between Petrograd and Berlin and vice versâ, posing as a Swede and travelling by way of Stockholm.

He was an expert spy, and ready to serve any paymaster. Furthermore, he had a grudge against Rasputin because one of his own lady friends had joined the cult of Believers, and thus had his hatred been aroused. Therefore, when the little band of patriots at the head of which was the Grand Duke Nicholas approached him in secret, he was at once ready to place the most damning documentary evidence in their hands — those papers which Professor Miliukoff had flashed in the faces of the Duma.

The anger of Stürmer and Protopopoff was now at a white heat. The latter, as Controller of the Secret Police, made every effort to arrest the artful Pole, but he happily escaped, and is now believed to be in Paris.

Such was the story, revealed here for the first time, of the manner in which the Revolutionists were able to present to the peoples representative the infamous acts of the monk Rasputin and his official creatures who wore their tinselled uniforms, their tin decorations and enjoyed titles of Excellency. Traitors have been in every land since the Creation; and, as I examined this amazing dossier collected by the patriotic party in Russia, with its original letters, its copies of letters, its photographs and its telegrams in the sloped calligraphy of their senders, I marvel, and wonder who in other countries are the traitors — who while pretending to serve their own kings or their presidents are also serving the Mammon of Germania?

I pen these chapters of the downfall of Tsardom with unwilling hand, for I have many friends in Russia and, as a traveller in the Land of the Tsar over many thousands of versts, I have grown to know — perhaps only slightly — the hearty, homely and hospitable Russian people. I have suffered discomforts for months among those clouds of mosquitoes on the great tundra, and I have travelled many and many weary miles over the snows of winter, yet never did I think that I should sit to chronicle such a débâcle.

Notwithstanding the tears of the Empress, the villainous Rasputin, having arranged with Anna the hour when she should drug the poor little Tsarevitch, departed on a pilgrimage to the Monastery of Tsarytsine.

Facts concerning this journey, when he fled from the wrath of the people, have just been revealed by his friend the monk Helidor, who having learnt the manner in which he betrayed the Empire, has come forward to elucidate many things hitherto mysterious.

Helidor, who is a man of high intelligence and true religious principles, has stated that at Rasputins invitation both he and Monsignor Hermogène joined Grichka, as he terms his dissolute friend, upon the pilgrimage. Rasputin the traitor was received everywhere as an angel from Heaven. The people of all classes prostrated themselves and kissed his unclean hands. In Tsarytsine during two days he entered many houses, where he embraced all the good-looking women, but discarded the old and ugly. He was often drunk and riotous.

On entering the monastery at last he isolated himself for four days on pretence of prayer, but he was assisted in his religious exercises by a good-looking young nun with whom he openly walked in the monastery grounds.

Tired of the retirement and the nuns companionship, he travelled to his native Siberian village of Pokrovsky, Helidor accompanying him.

During our journey, which was a long one, Helidor says, I tried to discover some testimony to the sanctity of my companion. I only found him to be a most uncouth and dissolute person, whose constant talk was of women, and who drank incessantly. I had been mystified by him until then, but I realised that even having been denounced in the Duma, he was quite undisturbed, for his egotism was colossal, and he constantly declared to me that he was the actual Autocrat.

Helidors description of the so-called monastery at Pokrovsky is interesting as being from an authentic and reliable source.

We arrived there at last, he declared in an interview the other day. It was a mean Siberian village half hidden in the Siberian snow, for the winter was unduly early. I observed my host closely, for I now knew him to be a traitor and a charlatan. The monastery as he called it in Petrograd, and for which hundreds gave him subscriptions, was not a religious house at all, and it had never been consecrated as such. Rasputin himself was not even a monk, for he had never been received into the church.

In describing this monastery for which the monk had filched thousands upon thousands of roubles from the pockets of his neophytes in Petrograd, Helidor says:

It was a large house, which had only recently been furnished luxuriously. It was full of holy ikons, of portraits of women, and of magnificent presents from their Majesties. The occupants of the place numbered a dozen women, mostly young, garbed as nuns and performing daily religious observances.

Apparently the establishment was a Siberian Abode of Love, much upon the lines, as the Smyth-Piggott cult, yet Helidor has declared that what struck him most was the open hostility of the mujiks towards the Holy Father.

They are annoyed, my dear brother Helidor, because you have come with me from Petrograd, the saint declared in excuse.

But Helidor noticed that Antoine, the Archbishop of Tobolsk, who visited him, betrayed the same marked hostility, while the people of the village all declared without mincing matters that Grichka, whom they had known as a convicted horse-thief and assaulter of women, was merely a débauché.

Again came wild telegrams from the Empress. The Saints prophecy had been fulfilled and the Tsarevitch had been taken seriously ill at the exact hour he had predicted.

Nikki has returned. Both of us are in deadly fear, she telegraphed. Kousmin (the Court physician) cannot diagnose the malady. Come to us at once, Holy Father, I pray to you, come and save us. Give your blessing and your sympathy to your devoted sister. — A.

At the same time His Majesty sent a telegraphic message to the man who made and unmade Ministers and who ruled all Russia at home and in the field. It was despatched from the Winter Palace half-an-hour after the message of the Empress, and read:

Friend, I cannot command, but I beg of you to return instantly to us. We want your help. Without it, Alexis will die, and the House of Romanoff is doomed. I have sent the Imperial train to you. It leaves in an hour. — Nicholas.

Of this summons the villainous ex-thief took no notice.

Helidor says: He showed me the telegrams and laughed triumphantly, saying, Nikki seems very much troubled! Why does he not return to the front and urge on his soldiers against the advancing hosts. The greater our losses the nearer shall we be to peace. I shall take care that ignorant Russia will not win against the causes of civilisation and humanity.

Civilisation and humanity! This illiterate and dissolute peasant, who each night became hopelessly intoxicated and who in his cups would revile his paymasters the Huns and chant in his deep bass voice refrains of Russian patriotic airs, was actually the dear friend of the Tsar of All the Russias! The vicious scoundrels influence was reaching its zenith.

To Western readers the whole facts may well appear incredible. But those who know Russia, with its complex world of official corruption and religious chicanery, are well aware how anything may happen to that huge Empire when at war.

After a fortnights silence, during which the sinister hand of Anna Vyrubova regularly administered that secret drug to the poor, helpless son of the Emperor, Rasputin, with amazing effrontery, dared again to put his foot in Petrograd. On the night of his arrival the Tsaritza, awaiting him anxiously at Tsarskoe-Selo, sent him a note by Ivan Radzick, the trusted body-servant of the Emperor for fifteen years, a note which the miracle-worker preserved most carefully, and which ran as follows:

Holy Father, — I await you eagerly. Boris (Stürmer) and Frédéricks are with me. Things are increasingly critical. Hasten to us at once and cure poor little Alexis, or he will die. The doctors are powerless. I have had urgent news from Berlin. Miliukoff must be removed, and so must Kerensky and Nicholas (the Grand Duke). Boris has arranged it. You have the means. Something must happen to them within the next forty-eight hours. Nicholas has handed Nikki an abominable letter of threats. The British Ambassador is wary and knows of this. His despatches to London to-night must be intercepted. I am sending the car for you, and await in eagerness once again to kiss your dear hands. — Your devoted sister, Alec.


Chapter Eleven.

Bamboozling the Allies.
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AS A RESULT of the denunciation in the Duma of Russias dark forces, Boris Stürmer was deprived of the Premiership and appointed by the Tsaritzas influence to a high office in the Imperial household, where he could still unite with Baron Frédéricks in playing Germanys game.

A few days after this re-shuffling of the cards, M. Trepoff, the new Premier, made a reassuring statement to the Duma, in which he said: There will never be a premature or separate peace. Nothing can change this resolution, which is the inflexible will of the august Russian sovereign, who stands for the whole of his faithful people.

How Rasputin and the camarilla must have chuckled when they read these words of reassurance!

On the very day that declaration was made the monk had received a telegram in cipher from Stockholm, whither it had been first sent from the Königgratzer-strasse in Berlin, and which, de-coded, reads as follows:

Gregersen (a well-known German agent who had actively assisted von Papen in America) is arriving at Archangel upon a munition ship from New York. You will have early news of him. See that he is placed under P.s (Protopopoffs) protection. He will bring you four boxes. Do not open them, but see they are stored carefully. Hand them to our friend R. (Professor Rogovitch, of Samara, a bacteriologist and friend of Rasputin). — Number 70.

The monk had early news of the arrival of the spy Gregersen, for on the day following the receipt of that advice of his coming, the ship upon which he had travelled from New York blew up in Archangel harbour, and no fewer than one thousand, eight hundred persons were killed or injured! Gregersen arrived at the Gorokhovaya that same night, and there met Protopopoff, who furnished him with false papers, upon which his photograph was pasted and sealed.

The four wooden boxes which the spy had brought from America, and which contained the bacilli of anthrax and bubonic plague, were, two days later, handed by the monk to the Professor. But the latter, carelessly handling them when opening them, became infected with anthrax himself, and subsequently died in great agony. By the scoundrels timely death Russia was spared an epidemic of those two terrible diseases, it being the intention of Rogovitch and Rasputin to infect with plague the rats in Moscow and other cities.

The fact can never, of course, be disguised that the Tsar was fully cognisant of Rasputins evil influence at the Imperial Court, though it seems equally certain that he never suspected him to be the arch-plotter and creature of the Kaiser that he really was. Before the war, Nicholas II had lived a hermits life at Tsarskoe-Selo. Every foreign diplomat who has been stationed in Petrograd since his accession knows that he was the echo of everyones opinion except his own. The flexibility of his mind was only equalled by its emptiness. Personal in everything, weak, shallow-minded, yet well-intentioned, he had long been interested in spiritualistic séances and table-turning. Indeed, the most notorious frauds and charlatans who brought psychical studies into disrepute have had the honour of performing before His Majesty, and have even received decorations from the hands of the gulled Emperor. It is, therefore, not surprising that this bold and amazingly cunning Siberian peasant known as Grichka, with his mock miracles — worked by means of drugs supplied to him by the fellow Badmayeff, another charlatan who represented himself as an expert upon Thibetan medicine and who had a large clientèle in Petrograd society — could so gull the Emperor that he actually consulted the Holy Father upon the most important matters concerning the State.

Through the critical Year of Grace, 1916, when the future of the worlds civilisation was trembling in the balance, the Allies lived utterly unsuspicious of this astounding state of affairs. Downing Street and the Quai dOrsay were in ignorance of the deeply-laid plot of the Emperor William to crush and destroy that splendid piece of patriotic machinery, the Russian steam-roller. We in England were frantically making munitions for Russia, and lending her the sinews of war, merely regarding the erotic monk as a society tea-drinking buffoon such as one meets in every capital.

The truth has, however, been revealed by the amazing results of diligent inquiries made by that patriotic little band of Russians who united at the end of 1916 to rid the Empire of its most dangerous enemy, and have placed their secret reports in my hands. The Emperor, though exceedingly rancorous, and though in appearance a quiet, inoffensive little man, was yet capable of the utmost cruelty and hardness. He has been responsible for some terrible miscarriages of justice. His callousness is well-known. After the catastrophe of Khodinska, which cost the lives of nearly two thousand of his subjects, he danced the whole night at a ball given by the French Ambassador, while on reading the telegram which told him of the disaster of Tsushima, which cost Russia her whole fleet and the loss of so many precious lives, he made no remark, but continued his game of tennis in the park of Tsarskoe-Selo.

Those of his personal entourage wondered. They asked themselves whether it was stoicism, indifference, or a strength of mind abnormal. It was neither. Throughout the whole career of Nicholas II his only thought had been to flee from danger, and to leave to others the task of pulling the chestnuts from the fire.

Rasputin and his shrewd and clever fellow-traitors knew all this, and were acting upon the Emperors weaknesses, more especially upon His Majestys belief in spiritualism and his fear to thwart the imperious declarations of his German-born wife. Alexandra Feodorovna, the complex neurotic woman who had begun her career as Empress by determining to exclude from Court all ladies with blemished reputations, and all those black sheep who creep by back-stair influence into every Court of Europe, had now under Rasputins influence welcomed any of the monks lady friends, however tarnished their reputations.

There can be no doubt that the Empresss nerves were not in a sound condition. True, she was in constant communication with Germany, and her actions showed her readiness to betray Russia into the hands of her own people. This fact the world ought to take into consideration. The Empress is the most interesting character-study in the world to-day. We can have no sympathy with those who are traitors, yet it has been clearly proved that the horrors of the Revolution had left a deep impression on her mind. She had no fatalism in her character, and she lived in daily dread of seeing her children and husband murdered. She had no courage. Her highly-strung nature took more seriously to the soothing effect of the evil monk Rasputins teaching than would the mind of a woman of normal calibre; hence, while Nikki her husband believed implicitly in dear Gregorys advice, she also believed him to be the heaven-sent deliverer of Russia, to wrest it from disaster, and to give to the poor little Tsarevitch good health as Heir to the Romanoff dynasty.

Those latter days of 1916 were truly strenuous ones in the Imperial household. On December 8th the Emperor had left for Moscow, and to him the Tsaritza telegraphed in their private code, as follows:

Tsarskoe-Selo, December 8th, 11:30 a.m.

Gregory says that Zakomelsky is proposing a resolution denouncing him at the Council of the Empire to-morrow. At all costs this must be prevented. Boris and Frédéricks agree. You must stop it. — Alec.

To this there was sent a reply, the copy being on record:

Moscow, December 8th, 10 p.m.

Quite agree with undesirability of allowing Z. to criticise, but cannot see how I can prevent it, unless by arrest. I am communicating with a certain quarter. Shall return to-morrow. — Nikki.

Apparently the Emperor, whatever steps he took, was unable to secure the arrest of the Leader of the Centre, for on the following day, at the meeting of the Council, the resolution was moved by the Baron Meller Zakomelsky, who recognised M. Trepoffs honest and sincere desire to combat the so-called dark forces, but warned the Prime Minister that the method chosen by him was wrong. The only effective weapon, he said, was light, and the Duma and the Council called on the Government to join them in revealing and denouncing the notorious sinister influence. The whole of Russia awaited the eradication of the plague which was corroding the State organism.

This resolution apparently stirred into action the forces gradually arising to combat the camarilla, for on December 13th, Baroness Mesentzoff, wife of Baron Paul Mesentzoff, chamberlain and councillor of State, and a fair-haired sister-disciple of Rasputins, sent him a letter of warning which is in existence, and of which I here give an English translation.

It was handed to him late at night at his home in the Gorokhovaya. Seated with him in that little sanctum into which his neophytes were admitted by his discreet body-servant, and drinking heavily as usual, were Stürmer, the ex-Premier, and a man named Kartchevsky, a renegade, who was actually at that moment secretary to General von Beseler, the German Governor-General of Warsaw.

The letter read as follows:

Holy Father, — I have been with Anna (Madame Vyrubova) and Olga (the Tsars daughter) an hour ago. I have told them to warn Her Majesty the Empress of a desperate plot against you. Do beware, I pray you, of Youssoupoff, and of the Grand Duke Dmitri. There is a conspiracy to kill you!

Your pretended friend Pourichkevitch dined with me to-night, and he, too, intends that you shall be removed. We all pray that no harm shall befall you. But I send this at once in warning. I shall be at the séance tomorrow, when I hope to have an opportunity of speaking with you alone. A young friend of mine, Nadjezda Boldyieff, daughter of the General at Kiev, is anxious to enter our circle. So I shall bring her with me. But do, I beg of you, heed this warning, and avoid all contact with the persons herein named. — Your sister, Feo.

The monk, who was in his cups, as he usually was after midnight — according to his servants statement — handed the letter to Stürmer with an inane laugh. And stroking his beard, said with his extraordinary egotism:

Enemies! Why do these silly impetuous women warn me? I am careful enough to look after myself. I rule Russia — at the orders of the Emperor William! The Tsar is only Tsar in name. The Emperor is myself, Gregory the monk!

But Pourichkevitch is dangerous, declared the traitorous ex-Prime Minister. He is the fiercest member of the Extreme Right, and our friend Protopopoff has lately received many reports concerning him through the Secret Police.

If so, then why is he not imprisoned? asked Rasputin. Protopopoff is far too hesitating. A few compromising documents introduced into his house, a police search, an arrest, a word to the Emperor — and he would have an uncomfortable little room beneath the lake in the Fortress of Schüsselburg. No, our friend Protopopoff is far too weak. He dallies too much for the public favour. What is it worth? Personally, I prefer their hatred.

And yet you are the great healer — the idol of the working-class, just as Gapon was long ago! laughed the ex-Premier.

Yes, I am their Grichka, laughed Rasputin in his drunken humour. It is true, my dear Boris. There is but one Tsar, and it is myself — eh? And he chuckled as he drained his glass of champagne, and laughed at the warning sent him by the woman who had sat at his knee and who had given over her whole private fortune to him, just as a dozen other society women in Petrograd had done. If his sister-disciples failed him in funds, then he simply held their letters and blackmailed them till he drove them to desperation, and in six known cases to suicide. The fears of the Empress Alexandra Feodorovna for the safety of her pet monk in whom she believed so devoutly, seem to have been aroused by the warning given by the Baroness Mesentzoff, for next day there came to him an urgent telegram from Gatchina, where the Tsaritza had gone on a visit to the Dowager Empress. It read:

You are in grave danger. Mother Superior Paula, of the Novo-Devitsky Nunnery, has disclosed something to me. Come to Tsarskoe-Selo at once. Nikki is eager to consult you. — A.

The monk was quick to realise by this telegram his true position in the Imperial household. Only a few weeks before Anna Vyrubova, the high-priestess of his disgraceful cult, had warned him of his waning influence. But he had not cared one jot, because, in his safe, he had stowed hundreds of letters and telegrams from society women compromising themselves. By the sale of these he could obtain sufficient money to establish a fortune for the rest of his life.

Here, however, a new phase had arisen.

He was in active communication with Germany, he had already wrecked Russias splendid offensive, and was gradually bringing the Empire into bad odour with neutrals. For this he had, in secret, received the heartfelt thanks of his Imperial paymaster the Kaiser. German money was flowing to him from all quarters, and German agents were swarming in Petrograd, as well as across the Russian front. Brusiloff was doing his best, but having gauged the position, had realised that it was becoming hopeless. German influence was eating the heart out of Russia as a canker-worm — and that canker-worm was Gregory Rasputin himself.

In consequence of the telegram from the Empress, followed by a letter sent by Imperial messenger by the Grand Duchess Olga, the monk hastened to the Palace and had a long interview with Her Majesty.

He left with Anna Vyrubova soon after noon in one of the Imperial cars which were always at his disposal, in consequence of the séance arranged at his house in Petrograd, and more especially because the Baroness Mesentzoff had sent him a photograph of Nadjezda Boldyieff, who was anxious to join the disciples.

Notwithstanding the critical situation, the séance was held, and the handsome Nadjezda was admitted to the sisterhood.

Truly those were critical days in Russia. The rascal had been warned, but did not heed. The Allies, fighting for the just cause, were in ignorance of the fierce resentment now aroused in the hearts of the Russian people by the denunciation in the Duma by those who were bold enough to speak their minds and defy the camarilla. The news allowed out of Russia during the last month of the year was most meagre. Protopopoff, the Kaisers silk-hatted creature, controlled it, and only allowed intelligence of the most optimistic character to filter through to us. Hence while the British, American, and French Press were publishing wholly fictitious accounts of Russias gains, the miracle-worker was daily driving the Imperial House of Romanoff towards the abyss of oblivion.


Chapter Twelve.

The True Story of Rasputins End.
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EVENTS WERE NOW proceeding apace.

The Grand Duke Nicholas Michailovitch had dared to seek audience of the Tsar, at which he had handed him a memorandum of protest. In this letter, which is still upon record, the Grand Duke wrote:

Where is the root of the evil? Let me explain it in a few words.

So long as your manner of choosing Ministers was known to narrow circles, things could muddle along, but when it became a matter of public knowledge and all classes in Russia talked about it, it was senseless to attempt to continue to govern Russia in this fashion. Often did you tell me that you could put faith in no one, and that you were being deceived.

If this is so, then it applies particularly to your wife, who loves you and yet led you into error, being surrounded by evil-minded intimates. You believe in Alexandra Feodorovna. This is natural. But the words she utters are the product of skilful machinations, not of truth. If you are powerless to liberate her from these influences, then at all events be on your guard against constant and systematic influence of intriguers who are using your wife as their instrument... If you could remove the persistent interference of dark forces in all matters, the regeneration of Russia would instantly be advanced, and you would regain the confidence of the enormous majority of your subjects, which you have forfeited.

This was pretty outspoken. But further, during the course of the conversation, the Grand Duke spoke of Protopopoff and asked Nicholas II whether he was aware that this politician had been palmed off on him by the agency of Rasputin, whom Protopopoff had first met at the home of the charlatan Badmayeff, the man who secretly practised so-called Thibetan medicine and who supplied the Saint with his drugs.

The Emperor smiled and declared that he was already acquainted with the facts.

The Emperor took the memorandum to the Empress and read it aloud to her. When he came to the passage dealing with the evil influences surrounding her, she flew into a rage, seized the document, and tore it up in the Tsars face!

Meanwhile the camarilla were still plotting further the downfall of Russia, and endeavouring to implicate Stürmers successor.

Suddenly, on December 26th, the greatest consternation was caused both in society circles in Petrograd and at the Palace of Tsarskoe-Selo, owing to rumours that Rasputin was missing.

He had been absent from the capital on many occasions, travelling upon his supposed pilgrimages, but there was persistent gossip on the Nevski that something had happened.

After the débâcle three telegrams in English were found in the Department of Posts and Telegraphs. They had been sent by the Empress from Tsarskoe-Selo to the Emperor, and read as follows:

Tsarskoe-Selo, December 26th.

I am worried by the awful rumours. No details. Remember what I wrote to you. — Alec.

Four days later Her Majesty telegraphed again to the Tsar:

Tsarskoe-Selo, December 30th, 4:37 p.m.

Can you send Voyeipoff to me at once? I want his help and advice. We still hope for the best. Dmitri and Felix are implicated. — Alec.

Six hours later she again telegraphed frantically:

Tsarskoe-Selo, December 30th, 10:24 p.m.

Nothing discovered yet. Felix stopped on his way to Crimea. How I wish you were here. — Alec.

And again at midnight she sent two further telegrams. The first read:

Tsarskoe-Selo, December 30th, 11:47 p.m.

Father (Rasputin) is no more. Punish the enemies of Russia and of our House. Come back at once. I can bear it no longer. — Alec.

The second was addressed:

To Father Makarius, Verkhotursky Monastery, Perm.

December 30th, midnight.

Great misfortune. Something happened to Father (Rasputin). Pray for him and for us. Those responsible will be punished. Come at once to us. — Alexandra.

For days the sensational affair was hushed-up from the public by order of the Tsar, and with the connivance of Protopopoff. Many fictitious accounts have appeared in the Press regarding the final hours of the amazing rascal who, as tool of the Emperor William, brought to an end the Imperial House of Romanoff.

I am here enabled, however, to explain the truth from an authentic source, namely, from the statement of a lady — a Russian nursing-sister — who was an eye-witness and who is in London at the moment when I write. The lady in question is well known in London, and I have begged her to allow me to disclose her name, but for certain reasons she has held me to my promise of secrecy. There are, one must remember, still influential friends of Rasputin in Russia, and as she is returning there, her objection is obvious.

It seems that on December 15th (Russian style) the Saint had been invited to the elegant house of Prince Youssoupoff to a merry supper. The penchant of the monk for a pretty face and a mysterious adventure being well-known, it had been hinted to him that a certain lady who desired to remain incognito, wished to meet him.

Now the house of Prince Youssoupoff in Petrograd — who, by the way, had a house in London before the war and was well-known in Mayfair — runs from the Moskaya to the Offitzerskaya, where at a back entrance, the wine from the famous estate in the Crimea is sold, just as wine is sold at the mediaeval palaces of Florence.

The Prince was supposed to be alone to meet his guest and this mysterious young and pretty lady who desired to enter the cult of the Sister-Disciples. As a matter of fact, however, there were assembled in a room on the first floor several persons determined to rid Russia of this erotic traitor who was daily betraying her into the hands of the Huns.

They were the Prince Youssoupoff, the Grand Duke Dmitri (who was suspected by the Empress), the Deputy of the Extreme Right, Pourichkevitch, a man named Stepanoff, a well-known danseuse (the mysterious lady who acted as decoy, named Mademoiselle C — ), and the lady who has described the scene to me.

Eleven oclock struck. It was a dramatic scene. All were anxious for Rasputins arrival, but he did not come.

The Prince went to the telephone and asked for the monk at his house.

The reply was that the Father had gone out to dine somewhere early in the evening.

Would he come? Would he walk into the trap so cunningly baited for him?

The moments seemed hours as the little assembly sat waiting and discussing whether any one could have given him warning, for it was known that the miracle-worker had, through his catspaw Protopopoff, spies set everywhere.

At twenty minutes past eleven a car was heard at the back-door in the Offitzerskaya, and his host, rushing down, admitted him mysteriously. The monk removed his big sable-lined coat, disclosing his black clerical garb and big bejewelled cross suspended around his neck. Then he removed his galoshes, for it was snowing hard outside.

You need not be afraid, Father, said his host. We are alone, except for my friend Stepanoff. He is one of us, he laughed merrily.

Then he conducted the Saint into the large handsome dining-room, where a tall, fair-bearded man, Paul Stepanoff, came forward to meet him.

Upon the table were two bottles of wine. Into one cyanide of potassium had been introduced, and its potency had an hour before been tried upon a dog, which at the moment was lying dead in the yard outside.

After Stepanoff had been introduced, the Prince said in a confidential tone:

The lady I mentioned has not yet arrived. I shall go to the door to await her so that the servants are not disturbed.

Thus the Father was left with his merry, easy-going fellow-guest, who at a glance he saw was a bon viveur like himself.

The two men began to talk of spiritualism, in which Stepanoff declared himself to be much interested, and a few minutes later he poured out some wine, filling the Fathers glass from the poisoned bottle while he attracted his attention to a picture at the end of the room.

They raised their glasses, and drank. Some dry biscuits were in a silver box, and after Rasputin had drained his glass, he took a biscuit and munched it.

But to Stepanoffs amazement the poison took no effect! Was the monk after all under some divine or mysterious protection? Stepanoff was expecting him to be seized by paroxysms of agony every moment.

On the contrary, he was still calm and expectant regarding the mysterious lady whom he was to meet.

Suddenly, however, Rasputin, slightly paler than usual, exclaimed: Curious! I do not feel very well!

And he crossed the room to examine an ancient crucifix, beautifully jewelled, which was standing upon a side table.

Stepanoff rose and followed him, remarking on the beauty of the sacred emblem, yet aghast that the Saint could take such a dose of poison and yet remain unharmed.

Prince Youssoupoff with the others, was standing silent in the upstairs room eagerly awaiting Stepanoffs announcement that the traitor was no more. Those moments were breathless ones. What, they wondered, was happening below! They listened, and could hear the voices of the pair below still in conversation.

Ah! That spasm has passed! Rasputin was heard to declare.

Passed! Was he immune from the effects of that most deadly poison? They looked at each other astounded. The fact was that he had only sipped the wine, and having had sufficient already to drink he had contrived to empty his glass into a dark porcelain flower-bowl.

The monk had taken the big crucifix in his hand to examine it the more closely, when Stepanoff, seeing that Rasputin was still unharmed suddenly drew a big Browning pistol, and, placing it under the monks arm and against his breast, fired.

The others above, hearing the shot, rushed out upon the wide balcony, while Stepanoff dashed up the stairs to meet them, crying:

The Saint is dead at last! Russia is freed of the scoundrel!

The others shouted joy, and re-entering the room, toasted the liberation and regeneration of Russia. Suddenly, they heard a noise and went out upon the balcony again, when, to their horror, they saw the door of the dining-room opened, and Rasputin, haggard and blood-stained, staggering forth, with an imprecation upon his lips, to the door opening to the street, in an effort to escape!

The attempt at poisoning him had failed, and he had only been wounded.

The tension was breathless. Was he after all endowed with some supernatural power?

You have tried to kill me! shrieked the monk, his hands stained with blood. But I still live — I live! — and God will give me my revenge! With his hands clasped over the spot where he had been wounded, he gave vent to a peal of demoniacal laughter, which held the little knot of witnesses on the balcony utterly dumbfounded and appalled.

Only one man seemed to have courage to stir.

According to the lady who was present and who gives me the description which I here reproduce — the only true and authentic account of the affair — Stepanoff, his revolver still in his hand, again dashed down the stairs, and preventing the monk from opening the outer door, sprang upon him and emptied the contents of his weapon, barrel after barrel, into the monks head.

At last the spy and traitor was dead!

Ten minutes later a closed car arrived containing Doctor Stanislas L — , and driven by a soldier in uniform named Ivan F — . In the car the body of the monk was placed by the doctor, the soldier, and the patriotic executioner Stepanoff.

Leaving the Prince and those who had assembled to witness the death of the hated agent of the Kaiser who had so misled the Russian Imperial family and the Russian people, and who had been directly and indirectly responsible for the death of thousands of brave men, British and French, on the various battle-fronts, the men drove with the fellows body, the great golden cross still dangling around its neck, to the Petrovsky Bridge.

It was very dark and snowy. Nobody was about, therefore the doctor, the soldier, and the man who had that night lopped off the tentacle of the German octopus in Russia, carried the body to a point between the second and third arches of the bridge. Here it had been ascertained earlier in the night that the ice was broken, and a large hole existed.

They raised the body to cast it over when, horror! The dead hand caught in the soldiers shoulder-strap!

Is this a curse upon me? gasped Ivan.

Curse or not, he goes! cried Stepanoff, and all three hurled him over the parapet.

There was a loud splash. Then all was silent again, and the trio, re-entering the car, drove hurriedly away.

For six days there were rumours everywhere in Petrograd that something had happened. Frédéricks, Stürmer, and Protopopoff were frantic. The Secret Police, at orders of the Emperor, were making every inquiry, for the Holy Father was missing!

On December 31st, at 3 p.m., the Tsaritza despatched the following telegram to Nicholas II.

Order Maksimovitch arrest Dmitri (the Grand Duke) in your name. Dmitri waited to see me to-day. I refused. The body has not yet been found. — Alec.

To this His Majesty replied that he was taking every measure, and that he had ordered the Grand Duke Nicholas into exile to his estates.

Then, on the following day, the distracted Empress, who was grief-stricken and inconsolable at the tragedy, telegraphed Thanks for your wire. Body found in the river.

An abandoned motor-car soaked in blood had been found miles out of the city. It was believed to belong to a Grand Duke. The entire police and detective force of the capital had in the meantime been afoot, and raked through all the houses of ill-fame, gipsy singers haunts, and in fact every conceivable place, until the finding of a blood-stained galosh, proved to have belonged to Rasputin, gave evidence of a tragedy.

The ice on the river and canals was, of course, several feet thick, but it is the custom in Russia to cut openings where water is obtained and linen is rinsed by laundresses. Divers went down, but discovered nothing; eventually, however, the body was picked up near the bank, not far from where it had been thrown in.

When it was discovered the Empress saw it in secret and knelt before it, crying hysterically for half-an-hour. Anna Vyrubova standing in silence at her side.

Then, at the Empresss orders, it was buried privately and at night at Tsarskoe-Selo.

In the meantime the Emperor had arrived post-haste from the front, and for three days extremely guarded references to an interesting murder appeared in the Petrograd and foreign Press. Alongside were printed some biographical notes regarding the chief actors in the tragedy. No mention, however, was allowed to be made of Rasputin.

Suddenly, however, the public were told that the notorious monk had ended his life. But nothing was said as to when or by what means.

Thus closed the infamous career of the dark force in Russia, and by the tragedy the whole amazing truth which I have here disclosed became revealed. The secret plotting of Germany, and the using of the mock-monk to sap the power of Russias offensive, will live ever in history, and will, no doubt, be the theme of many future historians. But all will agree that the words of the weak, neurotic Empress, when she was told by Anna Vyrubova of Rasputins death, were prophetic.

Dead! she gasped, her face blanched to the lips. If the Holy Father is dead, then, alas! the Dynasty of the Romanoffs is dead also!

Those words of hers were true indeed, for within three months the Tsar had signed his abdication, and the Imperial pair, together with the camarilla of traitors, were prisoners in the hands of those who intended that Russia should yet be re-born and freed of its Teuton taint, and of the disgraceful cult of that blasphemous and scheming rascal Rasputin.

THE END


The Secrets of Potsdam (1918)

[image: img22.jpg]

A STARTLING EXPOSURE OF THE INNER LIFE OF THE COURTS OF THE KAISER AND CROWN-PRINCE REVEALED FOR THE FIRST TIME by Count Ernst Von Heltzendorff

CONTENTS

SECRET NUMBER ONE

SECRET NUMBER TWO

SECRET NUMBER THREE

SECRET NUMBER FOUR

SECRET NUMBER FIVE

SECRET NUMBER SIX

SECRET NUMBER SEVEN

SECRET NUMBER EIGHT

SECRET NUMBER NINE

SECRET NUMBER TEN




Veneux Nadon,
par Moret-sur-Loing
(Seine-et-Marne).
February 10th, 1917.

My dear Le Queux,

I have just finished reading the proofs of your book describing my life as an official at the Imperial Court at Potsdam, and the two or three small errors you made I have duly corrected.

The gross scandals and wily intrigues which I have related to you were, many of them, known to yourself, for, as the intimate friend of Luisa, the Ex-Crown-Princess of Saxony, you were, before the war, closely associated with many of those at Court whose names appear in the pages of this book.

The revelations which I have made, and which you have recorded here, are but a tithe of the disclosures which I could make, and if your British public desire more, I shall be pleased to furnish you with other and even more startling details which you may also put into print.

My service as personal-adjutant to the German Crown-Prince is, happily, at an end, and now, with the treachery of Germany against civilization glaringly revealed, I feel, in my retirement, no compunction in exposing all I know concerning the secrets of the Kaiser and his profligate son.

With most cordial greetings from
Your sincere friend,

Ernst von Heltzendorff.


SECRET NUMBER ONE

THE TRAGEDY OF THE LEUTENBERGS

[image: img354.jpg]

YOU WILL RECOLLECT our first meeting on that sunny afternoon when, in the stuffy, nauseating atmosphere of perspiration and a hundred Parisian perfumes, we sat next each other at the first roulette table on the right as you enter the rooms at Monte Carlo?

Ah! how vivid it is still before my eyes, the jingle of gold and the monotonous cries of the croupiers.

Ah! my dear friend! In those pre-war days the Riviera — that sea-lapped Paradise, with its clear, open sky and sapphire Mediterranean, grey-green olives and tall flowering aloes, its gorgeous blossoms, and its merry, dark-eyed populace who lived with no thought of the morrow — was, indeed, the playground of Europe.

And, let me whisper it, I think I may venture to declare that few of its annual habitués enjoyed the life more than your dear old ink-stained self.

What brought us together, you, an English novelist, and I a — well, how shall I describe myself? One of your enemies — eh? No, dear old fellow. Let us sink all our international differences. May I say that I, Count Ernst von Heltzendorff, of Schloss Heltzendorff, on the Mosel, late personal-adjutant to His Imperial Highness the Crown-Prince, an official attached to that precious young scoundrels immediate person, call you my dear friend?

True, our nations are, alas! at war — the war which the Kaiser and his son long sought, but which, as you well know, I have long ago detested.

I have repudiated that set of pirates and assassins of whom I was, alas! born, and among whom I moved until I learned of the vile plot afoot against the peace of Europe and the chastity of its female inhabitants.

On August 5th, 1914, I shook the dust of Berlin from my feet, crossed the French frontier, and have since resided in the comfortable old-fashioned country house which you assisted me to purchase on the border of the lovely forest of Fontainebleau.

And now, you have asked me to reveal to you some of the secrets of Potsdam — secrets known to me by reason of my official position before the war.

You are persuading me to disclose some facts concerning the public and private life of the Emperor, of my Imperial master the Crown-Prince, known in his intimate circle as Willie, and of the handsome but long-suffering Cecil Duchess of Mecklenbourg, who married him ten years ago and became known as Cilli. Phew! Poor woman! she has experienced ten years of misery, domestic unhappiness, by which she has become prematurely aged, deep-eyed, her countenance at times when we talked wearing an almost tragic look.

No wonder, indeed, that there is a heavy and, alas! broken heart within the beautiful Marble Palace at Potsdam, that splendid residence where you once visited me and were afterwards commanded to a reception held by His Imperial Highness.

I risk much, I know, in taking up my pen to tell the truth and to make these exposures to you, but I do so because I think it only just that your British nation should know the true character of the Emperor and of the unscrupulous and ubiquitous Willie, the defiant young Blackguard of Europe, who is the idol of the swaggering German Army, and upon whom they pin their hopes.

It is true that the Commander of the Deaths Head Hussars — the Commander who has since the war sanctioned the cold-blooded murder of women and children, the shooting of prisoners, rapine, incendiarism, and every other devils work that his horde of assassins could commit — once declared that the day will come when Social Democrats will come to Court.

True, he has been known to be present at the golden wedding festivities of a poor cobbler in Potsdam; that he has picked up in his yellow ninety-horse-power car — with its black imp as a mascot — a poor tramp and taken him to the hospital; and that he possesses the charming manner of his much-worshipped grandfather, the Emperor Frederick. But he is as clever and cunning as his criminal father, Wilhehm-der-Plötzliche (William the Sudden) or Der Einzige (The Only), as the Kaiser is called by the people of the Palace. He shows with double cunning but one side of his character to the misguided German people, the Prussian Junker party, and the Tom-Dick-and-Harry of the Empire who have been made cannon-fodder and whose bones lie rotting in Flanders and on the Aisne.

Ah, my dear friend, what a strange life was that of the German Court before the war — a life of mummery, of gay uniforms, tinsel, gilded decorations, black hearts posing as virtuous, and loose people of both sexes evilly scandalizing their neighbours and pulling strings which caused their puppets to dance to the War-Lords tune.

I once lifted the veil slightly to you when you stayed at the Palast Hotel in Potsdam and came to us at the Marble Palace, and I suppose it is for that reason that you ask me to jot down, for the benefit of your readers in Great Britain and her Dominions, a few facts concerning the plots of the Kaiser and his son — the idol of Germany, the Kronprinz Willie.

What did you think of him when I presented you?

I know how, later on that same night, you remarked upon his height, his narrow chest, and his corset-waist, and how strangely his animal eyes set slant-wise in his thin, aquiline face, goggle eyes, which dilate so strangely when speaking with you, and which yet seem to penetrate your innermost thoughts.

I agreed with you when you declared that there was nothing outwardly of the typical Hohenzollern in the Imperial Rake. True, one seeks in vain for traces of martial virility. Though his face is so often wreathed in boyish smiles, yet his heart is as hard as that of the true Hohenzollern, while his pretended love of sport is only a clever ruse in order to retain the popularity which, by dint of artful pretence, he has undoubtedly secured. Indeed, it was because of the All-Highest Ones jealousy of his reckless yet crafty sons growing popularity that we were one day all suddenly packed off to Danzig to be immured for two long years in that most dreary and provincial of all garrisons.

Of the peccadilloes of the elegant young blackguard of Europe — who became a fully-fledged colonel in the German Army at the age of thirty-one — I need say but little. His life has been crammed with disgraceful incidents, most of them hushed up at the Kaisers command, though several of them — especially certain occurrences in the Engadine in the winter of 1912 — reached the ears of the Crown-Princess, who, one memorable day, unable to stand her husbands callous treatment, threatened seriously to leave him.

Indeed, it was only by the Kaisers autocratic order that Cilli remained at the Marmor Palace. She had actually made every preparation to leave, a fact which I, having learned it, was compelled to report to the Crown-Prince. We were at the Palace in the Zeughaus-Platz, in Berlin, at the time, and an hour after I had returned from Potsdam I chanced to enter the Crown-Princes study. The door was a self-locking one, and I had a key. On turning my key I drew back, for His Majesty the Emperor, a fine figure in the picturesque cavalry uniform of the Königsjäger — who had just come from a review, and had no doubt heard of the threatened Royal scandal — was standing astride in the room.

I compel it! cried the Emperor, pale with rage, his eyes flashing as he spoke. She shall remain! Go to her at once — make your peace with her in any way you can — and appear to-night with her at the theatre.

But I fear it is impossible. I — —

Have you not heard me? interrupted the Emperor, disregarding his sons protests. And as I discreetly withdrew I heard the Kaiser add: Cannot you, of our House of Hohenzollern, see that we cannot afford to allow Cilli to leave us? The present state of the public mind is not encouraging, much as I regret it. Remember Frederick Augusts position when that madcap Luisa of Tuscany ran away with the French tutor Giron. Now return to Marmor without delay and do as I bid.

I know Cilli. She will not be appeased. Of that I am convinced, declared the young man.

It is my will — the will of the Emperor, were the last words I heard, spoken in that hard, intense voice I knew so well. Tell your wife so. And do not see that black-haired Englishwoman again. I had a full report from the Engadine a fortnight ago, and this contretemps is only what I have expected. It is disgraceful! When will you learn reason?

Ten minutes later I was seated beside the Crown-Prince in the car on our way to Potsdam.

On the road, driving recklessly as I sat by his side, he laughed lightly as he turned to me, saying:

What an infernal worry women really are — arent they, Heltzendorff — more especially if one is an Imperial Prince! Even though one is a Hohenzollern one cannot escape trouble!

How the conjugal relations were resumed I know not. All I know is that I attended their Imperial Highnesses to the Lessing Theatre, where, in the Royal box, the Kaiser — ever eager to stifle the shortcomings of the Hohenzollerns — sat with us, though according to his engagements he should have been on his way to Düsseldorf for a great review on the morrow. But such public display allayed all rumour of his sons domestic infelicity, and both Emperor and Kronprinz smiled benignly upon the people.

Early next day the Crown-Prince summoned me, in confidence, and an hour later I left on a secret mission to a certain lady whom I may call Miss Lilian Greyford — as it is not fair in certain cases in these exposures to mention actual names — daughter of an English county gentleman, who was staying at the Kulm at St. Moritz.

Twenty-four hours afterwards I managed to see the winter-sports young lady alone in the hotel, and gave her a verbal message, together with a little package from His Imperial Highness, which, when she opened it, I found contained a souvenir in the shape of an artistic emerald pendant. With it were some scribbled lines. The girl — she was not much more than twenty — read them eagerly, and burst into a torrent of tears.

Ah! my dear Le Queux, as you yourself know from your own observations, there are as many broken hearts beating beneath the corsets of ladies-in-waiting and maids-of-honour, as there are among that frantic feminine crowd striving to enter the magic circle of the Royal entourage or the women of the workaday world who pass up Unter-den-Linden on a Sunday.

Phew! What a world of fevered artificiality revolves around a throne!

Very soon after this incident — namely, in the early days of 1912 — I found myself, as the personal-adjutant of His Imperial Highness the Crown-Prince, involved in a very strange, even inexplicable, affair.

How shall I explain it? Well, the drama opened in the Emperors Palace in Berlin on New Years night, 1912, when, as usual, a Grand Court reception was held.

The scene was one which we who revolve around the throne know so well. Court gowns, nodding plumes, gay uniforms, and glittering decorations — a vicious, tinselled, gossip-loving little world which with devilish intent sows seeds of dark suspicion or struggles for the Kaisers favour.

In the famous White Salon, with its ceiling gaudily emblazoned with the arms of the Hohenzollerns as Burgraves, Electors, Kings, Emperors, and what-not, its walls of coloured marble and gilded bronze, and its fine statues of the Prussian rulers, we had all assembled and were waiting the entrance of the Emperor.

Kiderlen-Waechter — the Foreign Secretary — was standing near me, chatting with Von Jagow, slim, dark-haired and spruce. The latter, who was serving as German Ambassador in Rome, happened to be in Berlin on leave, and the pair were laughing merrily with a handsome black-haired woman whom I recognized as the Baroness Bertieri, wife of the Italian Ambassador.

Philip Eulenburg, one of the Emperors personal friends (by the way, author, with Von Moltke, of the Kaisers much-advertised Song to Ægir — a fact not generally known), approached me and began to chat, recalling a side-splitting incident that had occurred a few days before at Kiel, whither I had been with the Crown-Prince to open a new bridge. Oh, those infernal statues and bridges!

Of a sudden the tap of the Chamberlains stick was heard thrice, the gold-and-white doors instantly fell open, and the Emperor, his decorations gleaming beneath the myriad lights, smilingly entered with his waddling consort, the Crown-Prince, and their brilliant suite.

All of us bowed low in homage, but as we did so I saw the shrewd eyes of the All-Highest One, which nothing escapes, fixed upon a woman who stood close to my elbow. As he fixed his fierce gaze upon her I saw, knowing that glance as I did, that it spoke volumes. Hitherto I had not noticed the lady, for she was probably one of those unimportant persons who are commanded to a Grand Court, wives and daughters of military nobodies, of whom we at the Palace never took the trouble to inquire so long as their gilt command-cards, issued by the Grand Chamberlain, were in proper order.

That slight contraction of the Emperors eyebrows caused me to ponder deeply, for, knowing him so intimately, I saw that he was intensely annoyed.

For what reason? I was much mystified.

Naturally I turned to glance at the woman whose presence had so irritated him. She was fair-haired, blue-eyed, petite and pretty. Her age was about twenty-five, and she was extremely good-looking. Beside her stood a big, fair-haired giant in the uniform of a captain of the First Regiment of the Hussars of the Guard, of which the Crown-Prince was Colonel-in-Chief.

Within a quarter of an hour I discovered that the officer was Count Georg von Leutenberg, and that his pretty wife, whom he had married two years before, was the eldest daughter of an English financier who had been created a Baron by your rule-of-thumb politicians.

Pretty woman, eh? lisped Eulenburg in my ear, for he had noticed her, and he was assuredly the best judge of a pretty face in all Berlin.

Next day, just before noon, on entering the Crown-Princes private cabinet, I found Willie in the uniform of the 2nd Grenadiers, apparently awaiting me in that cosy apartment, which is crammed with effigies, statuettes, and relics of the great Napoleon, whom he worships just as the War Lord reveres his famous ancestor Frederick the Great.

Sit down, Heltzendorff, said his Elegant Highness, waving his white, well-manicured hand to a chair near by, and puffing at his cigarette. It is really pleasant to have an hours rest! he laughed, for he seemed in merry mood that day. Look here! As you know, after the little affair with the Crown-Princess I trust to your absolute discretion. Do you happen to know Count Georg von Leutenberg, of the Hussars of the Guard?

By sight only, was my reply. Mention of that name caused me to wonder.

He is a very good fellow, I understand. Do you know his wife — a pretty little Englishwoman?

Unfortunately, I have not that pleasure.

Neither have I, Heltzendorff, laughed the Prince, with a queer look in those slant-set eyes which appear so strangely goggly sometimes. But I soon shall know her, I expect. In that direction I want your assistance.

I am yours for your Highness to command, I replied, puzzled to know what was in progress. After a few seconds of silence the Crown-Prince suddenly exclaimed:

So good is the report of Von Leutenberg that has reached the Emperor that — though he is as yet in ignorance of the fact — he has been promoted to the rank of major, and ordered upon a foreign mission — as military attaché in London. He will leave Berlin to-night to take up his new post.

And the Countess?

By a secret report I happen to have here it is shown that they are a most devoted pair, he said, glancing at a sheet of buff paper upon which was typed a report, one which I recognized as emanating from the secret bureau at the Polizei-Prasidium, in Alexander Platz. They live in the Lennestrasse, No. 44, facing the Tiergarten. Note the address.

Then his Highness paused, and, rising, crossed to the big writing-table set in the window, and there examined another report. Afterwards, glancing at the pretty buhl clock opposite, he suddenly said:

The Count should call here now. I have sent informing him of the Emperors goodwill, and ordering him to report here to take leave of me as his Colonel-in-Chief.

Scarcely had he spoken when Count von Leutenberg was announced by a flunkey in pink silk stockings, and a moment later the tall officer clicked his heels together and saluted smartly on the threshold.

I thought you would be pleased at your well-merited promotion, said his Highness in quite a genial tone. The Emperor wishes you to leave for London by the ten oclock express for Flushing to-night, so as to report to his Excellency the Ambassador before he departs on leave. Hence the urgency. The Countess, of course, will remain in Berlin. You will, naturally, wish for time to make your arrangements in London and dispose of your house here.

I think she will wish to accompany me, your Imperial Highness, replied the fond husband. London is her home.

Ah! That is absurd! laughed Willie. Why, you who have been married two whole years are surely not still upon your honeymoon? and his close-set eyes glinted strangely. You will be far too busy on taking up your new appointment to see much of her. No. Let her remain comfortably at home in Berlin until you are quite settled. Then I will see that Kiderlen grants you leave to return to put your house in order.

From the Counts manner I could see that he was very much puzzled at his sudden promotion.

Indeed, on entering he had stammered out his surprise at being singled out for such high distinction.

Von Leutenbergs hesitation was the Crown-Princes opportunity.

Good! went on his Highness in his imperious, impetuous way. You will leave for London to-night, and the Countess will remain until you have settled. I congratulate you most heartily upon your well-deserved advancement, which I consider is an honour conferred by the Emperor upon my regiment. I know, too, that you will act to the honour of the Fatherland abroad.

And with those words the major was dismissed.

A charming man! remarked the Prince, after the door had closed. He has only been brought to my notice quite recently. An enthusiastic officer, he will be of great use to us at Carlton House Terrace. There is much yet to be done there, my dear Heltzendorff. Fortunately we have put our friends the English comfortably to sleep. It has cost us money, but money talks in London, just as it does in Berlin.

And he drew a long, ecstatic breath at the mere thought of the great international plot in progress — of the staggering blow to be struck against France, and the march upon Paris with those men who were his boon companions — Von Kluck, Von Hindenburg and Von der Goltz.

Heltzendorff, he exclaimed a few moments later, after he had reflected deeply between the whiffs of his cigarette. Heltzendorff, I wish you to become acquainted with the Countess von Leutenberg, and you must afterwards introduce me. I have a fixed and distinct reason. I could obtain the assistance of others, but I trust you only.

But I do not know the lady, I protested, for I had no desire whatsoever to become implicated in any double-dealing.

Hohenstein knows her well. I will see that he introduces you, replied the Kaisers son, with that strange look again in his eyes. Shes uncommonly pretty, so mind you dont fall in love with her! he laughed, holding up his finger reprovingly. Ive heard, too, that Count Georg is a highly jealous person, but, fortunately, he will be very busy writing secret reports at Carlton House Terrace. So go and see Hohenstein at once, and get him to introduce you to the pretty little Englishwoman. But, remember, not a word of this conversation is to be breathed to a single soul.

What did it all mean? Why had the Emperor singled out for advancement the husband of that woman, the sight of whom had so greatly annoyed him? I confess that I became more than ever puzzled over the curious affair.

Within a week, however, thanks to the introduction of that old roué, Hohenstein, I had dined at Count von Leutenbergs pretty house in the Lennestrasse in a fine room, the long windows of which commanded a delightful view over the Tiergarten and the Siegesallee.

The Countess, extremely charming and refined, having the misfortune of being English, had not been taken up warmly by Berlin society. She was, I found, a most delightful hostess. The party included Laroque, the elegant First Secretary of the French Embassy, and his Parisian wife, together with Baron Hoffmann, the burly, round-faced Minister of the Interior, and Doctor Paulssen, Under-Secretary at the Colonial Office, against whom you will remember there were allegations of atrocities committed upon the natives in German East Africa. Hohenstein was, however, not there, as he had been suddenly dispatched by the Emperor upon a mission to Corfu.

At table the talk ran upon Leutenbergs sudden promotion, whereupon the Minister Hoffmann declared:

His Majesty only gives reward when it is due. When he discerns talent he is never mistaken.

A week later the Crown-Prince had returned from a surprise visit the Kaiser had made to Stettin. The Emperor had played his old game of rousing the garrison in the middle of the night, and then laughing at the ludicrous figures cut by his pompous Generals and Colonels rushing about in their night attire eager to greet their Sovereign.

I was in the Princes private room arranging the details of a military programme at Potsdam on the following day when he suddenly entered and exclaimed:

Well, Heltzendorff, and how are you proceeding in the Lennestrasse, eh? and he looked at me with those crafty eyes of his. I hear you were at the house last night.

I started. Was I being watched? It was quite true that I had called on the previous evening, and, finding the Countess alone, had sat in her pretty drawing-room enjoying a long and delightful chat with her.

Yes. I called there, I admitted. The Count is returning from London next week to take his wife back with him.

The Crown-Prince smiled mysteriously, and critically examined the curious snake ring which he always wears upon the little finger of his left hand.

We need not anticipate that, I think. Kiderlen will not grant him leave. He is far better in Carlton House Terrace than in the Lennestrasse.

I hardly follow your Highness, I remarked, much mystified at his words.

Hm. Probably not, my dear Count, he laughed. I do not intend that you should.

And with that mysterious remark he turned to meet Count von Zeppelin, the round-faced, snow-haired, somewhat florid inventor, who was one of his Highnesss most intimate friends, and who had at that moment entered unannounced. Zeppelin was a character in Berlin. He sought no friends, no advertisement, and shunned notoriety.

Ha, my dear Ferdinand! cried the Prince, shaking the hand of the man who so suddenly became world-famous at the age of seventy. You have travelled from Stuttgart to see me — unwell as you are! It is an honour. But the matter is one of greatest urgency, as I have already written to you. I want to show you the correspondence and seek your advice, and the Prince invited his white-haired friend to the big, carved arm-chair beside his writing-table. Then, turning to me, he said: Will you see Von Glasenapp for me, and hand him those orders for Posen? He must leave to-night. The General Court-Martial at Stendal I have fixed for the 25th. I shall be with the Emperor this afternoon. Report here at seven to-night — understand?

Thus was I dismissed, while His Imperial Highness and Count Zeppelin sat together in secret counsel.

At ten minutes to seven that evening I unlocked the Crown-Princes room with the key I carried, the other two keys being in the hands of the Crown-Princess and her husband. I had placed upon the table a bundle of reports which had just been brought round from the Ministry of War, and required that scribbly signature, Wilhelm Kronprinz, when I noticed three private letters that had evidently been placed aside. The envelopes were addressed in a thin, angular, female hand, and bore an English address. I noted it. The name on each was that of a lady residing in Aylesbury Avenue, Hampstead, London. The letters bore German stamps. In keen curiosity, I took one and examined it, wondering whether it could be the correspondence which the Crown-Prince had been so eager to show Count von Zeppelin in secret.

I drew the letter from the envelope and scanned it rapidly.

What I read caused me to hold my breath. The signature to the letters was Enid von Leutenberg.

Those letters of hers had, it was plain, been seized in the post on their way to London. The Countess either had a traitor in her household or secret watch was being kept by the Secret Service upon her correspondence.

All three of those letters I read — letters which opened my eyes and broadened my mind. Then, taking up my bundle of reports, I crept away from the room, carefully re-latching the door. I intended that his Highness should return, discover the letters left there inadvertently, and put them away ere my arrival, in which case he would never suspect that I had any knowledge of their contents.

With the papers in my hand I passed along the many carpeted corridors to the south wing of the Palace, where I found Tresternitz, Marshal of the Princes Court, in his room.

The Crown-Prince imitated his fathers sharp punctuality, therefore I knew that he would be there at seven or soon afterwards.

Tresternitz was always full of scandal concerning those who lived in the higher circles of Berlin, and it was to one of these stories of Court scandal concerning one of the ladies-in-waiting which I listened while I smoked one of his excellent Russian cigarettes.

Then, glancing at the clock, I rose suddenly and left him, returning again to the private room.

I found his Highness there, and as I entered I noticed that he had hidden those remarkable letters which he had in secret shown to Count Zeppelin.

A fortnight went past. The Kaiser, with his mad love of constant travel, had been rushing up and down the Empire — to Krupps at Essen, to the trials of a newly-invented howitzer, thence to an inspection at Kassel, and afterwards to unveil monuments at Cologne and at Erfurt. The Crown-Prince and Princess had accompanied him, the Kaiserin being indisposed, and I, of course, had been included in Willies suite.

The week had been a strenuous one of train-travel, luncheons, tiring dinners, receptions, dancing, and general junketings, and I was glad enough to get back to my bachelor rooms — those rooms in the Krausenstrasse that you knew so well before the bursting of the war-cloud. To dance attendance upon an Imperial Crown-Prince, as well as upon an autocratic Emperor, becomes after a time a wearisome business, however gay and cosmopolitan a man may be.

I had only been at home a few hours when a telephone message summoned me at five oclock to the Crown-Princes Palace.

His Imperial Highness, who had, I knew, been lunching with the Emperor at the Königliches Schloss across the bridge, seemed unusually serious and thoughtful. Perhaps the Emperor had again shown his anger at his peccadilloes, as he did so frequently.

Count, he said, after a few seconds of silence, during which I noted that upon his table lay a private letter from the German Ambassador in London. You will recall my conversation regarding the Countess von Leutenberg — eh?

Perfectly, was my reply.

I told you that I should require you to introduce me, he said. Well, I want you to do so this evening. She has taken a box at the Königliche Opera to-night, where they are to play Falstaff. I shall be there, and you will be with me. Then you will introduce me to your pretty friend. Understand? And he grinned.

That night, in accordance with my instructions, I sat in the Emperors box with the Crown-Prince, Tresternitz, and two personal-adjutants, and, recognizing the Countess von Leutenberg in a box opposite, accompanied by an elderly lady, I took the Crown-Prince round, and there presented her to him, greatly to her surprise and undisguised delight.

The Prince and the Countess chatted together, while I sat with her elderly companion. Then, when we had withdrawn, my Imperial Master exclaimed:

Ah! my dear Heltzendorff. Why, she is one of the prettiest women in all Berlin! Surely it is unfortunate — most unfortunate.

What was unfortunate? I was further puzzled by that last sentence, yet I dare not ask any explanation, and we went back to our own box.

After our return to the Palace the Crown-Prince, who was standing in one of the corridors talking with the slim, fair-haired Baroness von Wedel, one of his wifes ladies-in-waiting, left her and beckoned me into an adjoining room.

I wish you, Heltzendorff, to call upon the Countess von Leutenberg at nine oclock to-morrow evening. She will expect you.

I looked at his Highness, much puzzled. How did he know that the pretty Countess would expect me?

But he gave me no time to reply, merely turning upon his heel, and striding down the corridor to the private apartments.

Punctually at nine oclock that wintry evening I called at the Lennestrasse, but Josef, the elderly manservant, informed me that his mistress was engaged, adding that His Imperial Highness the Crown-Prince had paid a surprise call.

The Crown-Prince here! I gasped, astounded.

Yes, Count. And, further, my mistress is in high glee, for my master returned this morning quite unexpectedly from London. He has been out at the Ministry for Foreign Affairs all the evening, and I expect him home at any moment. The Crown-Prince ordered me to ask you to await him here.

Count von Leutenberg in Berlin! What did it mean? He was absurdly jealous, I recollected. He might return at any moment and find the Crown-Prince alone in the Countesss drawing-room. If so, the situation might certainly be a most unpleasant one.

Hardly had the thought crossed my mind when I heard the Count enter, his spurs clinking and his sabre rattling as he strode up the stairs.

I crept forth, listening breathlessly.

A few seconds later I heard the Counts voice raised in anger and high, bitter words. Next moment I sprang up the stairs and, dashing into the room, found the pretty Countess standing near the window, white and rigid as a statue, while the two men in uniform faced each other. Von Leutenbergs countenance was distorted with rage as he abused the Crown-Prince, and openly charged him with having brought about his exile to London.

His Highness made no reply, but only smiled sarcastically and shrugged his narrow shoulders.

So enraged the other became at this latter gesture that, with a sudden movement, he drew his sword.

The Countess shrieked and swooned as I sprang forward and stayed her husbands hand.

It was a dramatic moment. The Count instantly realized the enormity of his crime, and his hand dropped.

Enough! cried the Crown-Prince, waving his adversary aside. Then, turning to me, he said in a calm, hard voice:

Heltzendorff, you are witness that this man has drawn his sword upon the heir to the Throne.

And with those haughty words he bowed stiffly and strode out of the room.

Two hours later I was commanded to the Kaisers presence, and found him in counsel with his son.

The Emperor, who wore the uniform of the Guards, looked pale and troubled, yet in his eyes there was a keen, determined look. As I passed the sentries and entered the lofty study, with its upholstery and walls of pale green damask — that room from which the Empire and the whole world have so often been addressed — the Kaiser broke off short in his conversation.

Turning to me as he still sat at his littered table, he said in that quick, impetuous way of his:

Count Heltzendorff, the Crown-Prince has informed me of what has occurred this evening in the Lennestrasse. I wish you to convey this at once to Count von Leutenberg and to give it into his own hand. There is no reply.

And His Majesty handed me a rather bulky envelope addressed in his own bold handwriting, and bearing his own private cipher impressed in black wax.

Thus commanded, I bowed, withdrew, and took a taxicab straight to the Lennestrasse, being ushered by Josef into the presence of husband and wife in that same room I had quitted a couple of hours before.

I handed the Count the packet the Emperor had given me, and with trembling fingers he tore it open.

From within he drew three letters, those same letters which his wife had written to London, and which had been intercepted by the Secret Service — the letters which I had read in his Highnesss room.

As he scanned the lines which the Emperor had penned his face blanched. A loud cry of dismay escaped his wife as she recognized her own letters, and she snatched the note from her husbands hand and also read it.

The light died instantly from her beautiful countenance. Then, turning to me, she said in a hoarse, hopeless tone:

Thank you, Count von Heltzendorff. Tell His Majesty the Emperor that his command shall be — yes, it shall be obeyed.

Those last words she spoke in a deep, hoarse whisper, a strange, wild look of desperation in her blue eyes.

An hour later I reported again at the Imperial Palace, was granted audience of the Emperor, and gave him the verbal reply.

His Majesty uttered no word, merely nodding his head slowly in approval.

Next afternoon a painful sensation was caused throughout Berlin when the Abendpost published the news that Count von Leutenberg, the man so recently promoted by the Emperor, and his pretty wife had both been found dead in their room. During the night they had evidently burned some papers, for the tinder was found in the stove, and having agreed to die together, they being so much attached during life, they had both taken prussic acid in some wine, the bottle and half-emptied glasses being still upon the table.

The romantic affair, the truth of which I here reveal for the first time, was regarded by all Berlin as an inexplicable tragedy. The public are still unaware of how those intercepted letters contained serious warnings to the British Government of the Emperors hostile intentions towards Britain, and the probable date of the outbreak of war. Indeed, they recounted a private conversation which the Countess had overheard between the Kaiser and Count Zeppelin, repeating certain opprobrious epithets which the All-Highest had bestowed upon one or two British statesmen, and she also pointed out the great danger of a pending rupture between the two Powers, as well as explaining some details regarding the improved Zeppelins in course of construction secretly on Lake Constance, and certain scandals regarding the private life of the Crown-Prince.

It was for the latter reason that the heir, aided by the War-Lord, took his revenge in a manner so crafty, so subtle, and so typical of the innate cunning of the Hohenzollerns.

Thus the well-meant warnings of one of your good, honest Englishwomen never reached the unsuspicious address to which they were sent, and thus did Willie — who, as I afterwards discovered, devised that subtle vengeance — act as the Emperors catspaw.


SECRET NUMBER TWO

THE CROWN-PRINCES REVENGE
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THE TRAUTMANN AFFAIR was one which caused a wild sensation at Potsdam in the autumn of 1912.

In the Emperors immediate entourage there was a great deal of gossip, most of it ill-natured and cruel, for most ladies-in-waiting possess serpents tongues. Their tongues are as sharp as their features, and though there may be a few pretty maids-of-honour, yet the majority of women at Court are, as you know, my dear Le Queux, mostly plain and uninteresting.

I became implicated in the unsavoury Trautmann affair, in a somewhat curious manner.

A few months after the Leutenberg tragedy I chanced to be lunching at the Esplanade in Berlin, chatting with Laroque, of the French Embassy. Our hostess was Frau Breitenbach, a wealthy Jewess — a woman who came from Dortmund — and who was spending money like water in order to wriggle into Berlin society. As personal-adjutant of the Crown-Prince I was, of course, one of the principal guests, and I suspected that she was angling for a card of invitation to the next ball at the Marmor Palace.

Who introduced me to the portly, black-haired, rather handsome woman I quite forget. Probably it was some nobody who received a commission upon the introduction — for at the Berlin Court introductions are bought and sold just as the succulent sausage is sold over the counter.

In the big white-and-gold salle-à-manger of the Esplanade, which, as you know, is one of the finest in Europe, Frau Breitenbach was lunching with sixteen guests at one big round table, her daughter Elise, a very smartly dressed girl of nineteen, seated opposite to her. It was a merry party, including as it did some of the most renowned persons in the Empire, among them being the Imperial Chancellor, Bethmann-Hollweg, of the long, grave face and pointed beard, and that grand seigneur who was a favourite at Court, the multi-millionaire Serene Highness Prince Maximilian Egon zu Fürstenberg. Of the latter it may be said that no man rivalled his influence with the Emperor. What he said was law in Germany.

Fürstenberg was head of the famous Princes Trust, now dissolved, but at that time, with its capital of a hundred million pounds, it was a great force in the German commercial world. Indeed, such a boon companion was he of the Kaisers that an august but purely decorative and ceremonial place was actually invented for him as Colonel-Marshal of the Prussian Court, an excuse to wear a gay uniform and gorgeous decorations as befitted a man who, possessing twenty millions sterling, was an important asset to the Emperor in his deep-laid scheme for world-power.

Another Prince of the Trust was fat old Kraft zu Hohenlohe Oehringen, but as he had only a paltry ten millions he did not rank so high in the War-Lords favour.

Fürstenberg, seated next to the estimable Jewess, was chatting affably with her. Her husband was in America upon some big steel transaction, but her pretty daughter Elise sat laughing merrily with a young, square-headed lieutenant of the Deaths Head Hussars.

That merry luncheon party was the prologue of a very curious drama.

I was discussing the occult with a middle-aged lady on my right, a sister of Herr Alfred Ballin, the shipping king. In society discussions upon the occult are always illuminating, and as we chatted I noticed that far across the crowded room, at a table set in a window, there sat alone a dark-haired, sallow, good-looking young civilian, who, immaculate in a grey suit, was eating his lunch in a rather bored manner, yet his eyes were fixed straight upon the handsome, dark-haired young girl, Elise Breitenbach, as though she exercised over him some strange fascination.

Half a dozen times I glanced across, and on each occasion saw that the young man had no eyes for the notables around the table, his gaze being fixed upon the daughter of the great financier, whose interests, especially in America, were so widespread and profitable.

Somehow — why I cannot even now decide — I felt a distinct belief that the young civilians face was familiar to me. It was not the first time I had seen him, yet I could not recall the circumstances in which we had met. I examined my memory, but could not recollect where I had before seen him, yet I felt convinced that it was in circumstances of a somewhat mysterious kind.

Two nights later I had dined with the Breitenbachs at their fine house in the Alsenstrasse. The only guest beside myself was the thin-faced, loud-speaking old Countess von Bassewitz, and after dinner, served in a gorgeous dining-room which everywhere betrayed the florid taste of the parvenu, Frau Breitenbach took the Countess aside to talk, while I wandered with her daughter into the winter garden, with its high palms and gorgeous exotics, that overlooked the gardens of the Austrian Embassy.

When we were seated in cane chairs, and the man had brought us coffee, the pretty Elise commenced to question me about life at the Crown-Princes Court, expressing much curiosity concerning the private life of His Imperial Highness.

Such questions came often from the lips of young girls in society, and I knew how to answer them with both humour and politeness.

How intensely interesting it must be to be personal-adjutant to the Crown-Prince! Mother is dying to get a command to one of the receptions at Potsdam, the girl said. Only to-day she was wondering — well, whether you could possibly use your influence in that direction?

In an instant I saw why I had been invited to dinners and luncheons so often, and why I had been left alone with the sweet-faced, dark-eyed girl.

I reflected a moment. Then I said:

I do not think that will be very difficult. I will see what can be done. But I hope that if I am successful you will accompany your mother, I added courteously, as I lit a cigarette.

It is really most kind of you, the girl declared, springing up with delight, for the mere thought of going to Court seemed to give her intense pleasure. Yet all women, young and old, are alike in that respect. The struggle to set foot near the throne is, as you yourself have seen, always an unseemly one, and, alas! the cause of many heart-burnings.

When I looked in at Tresternitzs room in the Palace next morning, I scribbled down the name of mother and daughter for cards.

Who are they? grunted the old marshal, removing a big cigar from his puffy lips.

People I know — theyre all right, and the girl is very good-looking.

Good. We can do with a little beauty here nowadays. Weve had an infernally ugly lot at the balls lately, declared the man, who was the greatest gossip at Court, and who thereupon commenced to tell me a scandalous story regarding one of the ladies-in-waiting to the Kaiserin who had disappeared from the New Palace, and was believed to be living in Scotland.

The Emperor is furious, he added. But he doesnt know the real truth, and never will, I expect.

A week later the Crown-Prince and Princess gave a grand ball at the Marmor Palace at Potsdam, and the Emperor himself attended.

Frau Breitenbach, gorgeously attired, made her bow before the All-Highest, and her daughter did the same.

That night I saw that the Kaiser was in no good mood. He seldom was at the Court functions. Indeed, half an hour before his arrival the Crown-Prince had told me, in confidence, of his fathers annoyance at the failure of some diplomatic negotiations with Britain.

The Emperor, in his brilliant uniform, with the Order of the Black Eagle, of which he was chef-souverain, and the diamond stars of many foreign Orders, presented a truly Imperial figure, his shrewd, unrelenting gaze everywhere, his upturned moustache accentuated, his voice unusually sharp and commanding.

I spoke with Elise, and afterwards, when I danced with her I saw how impressed she was by the glitter and glamour of the Potsdam Court circle, and by the fact that she was in the presence of the All-Highest One, without whose gracious nod nothing could hope to prosper in the Fatherland, and without whose approval no public work could be undertaken in Berlin. Those statesmen, admirals and generals present might plan, but he alone willed. His approval or his frown was as a decree of Providence, and his autocratic will greater than that of his brother, Nicholas of Russia.

I remember how, one day in the Militär-Kabinett, an old buffer at Court whom we called Hans Hohenlohe — he was one of the hundred and sixty odd members of the aristocratic family of Hohenlohe which swarm the Fatherland, mostly penurious, by-the-way, salary-grabbers, all elbowing each other to secure the Kaisers favour — made a very true remark which has ever remained in my memory. It was very soon after Herr von Libenau, the Imperial Master of Ceremony, had been arrested owing to a scandal at Court, though perfectly innocent. My friend Hans Hohenlohe said in a low, confidential whisper at a shooting party, after the French Ambassador had wished us a merry bon jour and passed out:

My dear friend Heltzendorff, you, like myself, know that war is inevitable. It must come soon! The reason is to be found in the madness of the Emperor, which has spread among our military party and among the people, till most of them are no more sane than himself. Hypnotized by good fortune, we have become demented with an overweening vanity and a philosophy which must end in our undoing. The Emperors incessant drum-beating, sabre-rattling, and blasphemous appeals to the Almighty have brought our German nation to that state which, since the world began, has ever gone before destruction.

No truer words were ever spoken of modern Germany.

They recurred to me as, while waltzing with the pretty daughter of the Dortmund parvenu, I noticed the Emperor standing aside, chatting with old Von Zeppelin, who every now and then patted his silvery hair, a habit of his when in conversation. With the pair stood Ernst Auguste, the young Duke of Brunswick, who in the following year married the Emperors daughter, the rather petulant and go-ahead Victoria Louise. The Prince, who wore the uniform of the Prussian Guard, was laughing heartily over some remark of old Zeppelins as, with my partner, I passed quite close to them.

The dainty Elise was, I found, quite an entertaining little person. Old Tresternitz had already whispered his opinion of her.

Undoubtedly the prettiest girl at Court, he had declared, with a twinkle in his grey eyes.

From words the pretty Elise let drop that night as she hung upon my arm I wondered whether she was really as ingenuous as she pretended. And yet Frau Breitenbach was one of dozens of others who strove to enter the Court circle, flapping their wings vainly to try and cross the wide gulf which separated the high life in Berlin from Court life.

The rooms were stifling, therefore I took my pretty dancing partner along a corridor and through several deserted apartments into the east wing of the Palace, showing her some of the Crown-Princesss private rooms, until at length we stepped through a French window on to the long terrace before the lake, the Heilige-See.

There we were alone. The white moon was reflected upon the waters, and after the heat of the ball-room the balmy air was delightful.

Against the marble balustrade beside the water I stood chatting with her. All was silent save for the tramp of soldiers passing near, for the guard was at that hour changing. As became a courtier, I chaffed and laughed with her, my intention being to learn more concerning her.

But she was, I found, an extremely discreet and clever little person, a fact which further increased the mystery.

One night about two months later I had an appointment with Max Reinhardt at the Deutsches Theater, in Berlin, to arrange a Royal visit there, and after the performance I went back to the Palace, prior to retiring to my rooms in the Krausenstrasse. The guards saluted as I crossed the dark courtyard, and having passed through the corridors to the private apartments I entered with my key the Crown-Princes locked study.

To my surprise, I found Willie seated there with the Emperor in earnest discussion.

With apology, I bowed instantly and withdrew, whereupon the Kaiser exclaimed:

Come in, Heltzendorff. I want you.

Then he cast a quick, mysterious glance at the young man, who had thrown himself in lazy attitude into a long cane lounge chair. It was as though His Majesty was hesitating to speak with me, or asking his sons permission to do so.

Tell me, Heltzendorff, exclaimed His Majesty suddenly, do you know this person? and he placed before my astonished gaze a very artistic cabinet photograph of the pretty Elise.

Yes, I answered frankly, quite taken aback. It is Fräulein Breitenbach.

And what do you know of her? inquired His Majesty sharply. You introduced her and her mother to Court, I believe.

I saw that the Emperor had discovered something which annoyed him. What could it be?

At once I was compelled to admit that I had set down their names for invitation, and, further, I explained all that I knew about them.

You are certain you know nothing more? asked the Emperor, his brows contracted and his eyes fixed steadily upon mine. Understand that no blame attaches to you.

I assured him that I had revealed all that I knew concerning them.

Hold no further communication with either mother or daughter, His Majesty said. Leave for Paris by the eight oclock train to-morrow morning, and go to Baron von Steinmetz, the chief of our confidential service in France.

Then, turning to the Crown-Prince, he said: You have his address.

Yes, said the younger man. He is passing as Monsieur Felix Reumont, and is living at 114 bis, Avenue de Neuilly, close to the Pont.

I scribbled the name and address upon the back of an envelope, whereupon His Majesty said:

Carry my verbal orders to Steinmetz, and tell him to act upon the orders I sent him by courier yesterday. And you will assist him. He will explain matters fully when you arrive.

Then, crossing to the Crown-Princes writing-table, His Majesty took a large envelope, into which, with the same hand, he dexterously placed the photograph with several papers, and sealed them with the Crown-Princes seal. At the moment the Crown-Princess entered, said some words to her husband in a low voice, and went out again.

Give this to Von Steinmetz from me, His Majesty said after she had gone.

I bowed as I took it from His Majestys hand, my curiosity now greatly excited regarding Frau Breitenbach and her pretty daughter. What, I wondered, was in the wind?

And, Heltzendorff, please report to me, remarked the Heir, still lounging lazily in the chair, his white, well-manicured hands clasped behind his head. Where shall you stay?

At the Hôtel Chatham. I always stay there in preference to the larger hotels.

And not a bad judge, laughed His Majesty merrily. I remember when I used to go to Paris incognito one could dine at the Chatham most excellently — old-fashioned, but very good. Vians, across the road, is also good.

The Kaiser knows Paris well, though he has never visited the French capital openly.

Bowing, I took leave of my Imperial master, and next morning at eight oclock, set out upon my mysterious mission.

I found the Baron von Steinmetz living in a good-sized house in the leafy Avenue de Neuilly, not far from the bridge. One of the cleverest and most astute officials that Germany possessed, and a man high in the Kaisers favour, he had, in the name of Felix Reumont, purchased, with Government funds of course, a cinema theatre in the Rue Lafayette, and ostensibly upon the proceeds of that establishment lived comfortably out at Neuilly.

At eleven oclock in the morning his valet, evidently a German, showed me in.

I quite understand, my dear Heltzendorff, he said, as in his cosy little den he took from the Emperors packet the picture of Fräulein Elise and stood gazing at it thoughtfully. It is quite plain why you should have been sent by His Majesty.

Why. I dont understand. But His Majesty told me that you would explain. The young lady and her mother are friends of mine.

Exactly. Thats just it! exclaimed the round-faced, rather florid man whom I had once met before. You apparently know but little of them — eh? — or you would not call them your friends!

Those mysterious words surprised me, but I was the more astounded when he continued:

You of course know of those disgraceful anonymous letters which have been continually arriving at Court — of the Emperors fury concerning them.

I replied in the affirmative, for, as a matter of fact, for the past three months the whole Court had been flooded with most abusive and disgraceful correspondence concerning the camarilla that had again sprung up around the Kaiser. The Emperor, the Empress, the Crown-Prince and Princess, Prince Eitel, Sophie Caroline, Prince Henry of Prussia and others had received letters, most of them in typewriting, containing the most intimate details of scandals concerning men and women around the Emperor.

Fully a dozen of these letters addressed to the Crown-Prince he had handed to me — letters denouncing in some cases perfectly innocent people, destroying the reputations of honest men and women, and abusing the Heir to the Throne in an outrageous manner.

On at least three occasions Willie had shown me letters addressed to the Kaiser himself, and intercepted by the Kaiserin, who, in consequence of this flood of anonymous epistles that had produced such a terrible sensation at Potsdam, had ordered that all such letters found in the Imperial post-bag should be handed at once to her.

The great War-Lords feelings had been sorely wounded by the vitriolic shafts, and his vanity much injured by the boldness of the unknown letter-writer who had dared to speak his mind concerning the Eulenburg scandals, which Maximilian Harden had some time before exposed in the Zukunft.

All Berlin was gossiping about the scandal of the letters and the horrible innuendoes contained in them. The Allerhöchste Person, though boiling over with anger, blissfully believed that outside the Palaces nothing was known of the contents of the correspondence. But the Emperor, in his vanity, never accurately gauges the mind of his people.

The identity of the writer is the point that is engaging my attention, the Baron said, as, seating himself at his big, carved-oak writing-table, he opened a drawer and drew forth a bundle of quite a hundred letters, adding: All these that you see here have been addressed either to the Emperor or the Empress, and he handed me one or two, which on scanning I saw contained some outrageous statements, allegations which would make the hair of the All-Highest One bristle with rage.

Well! I exclaimed, aghast, looking up at the Baron after I had read an abusive letter, which in cold, even lines of typewriting commenced with the words: You, a withered crook in spectacular uniform better fitted for the stage of the Metropol Theatre, should, instead of invoking the aid of Providence, clear out your own Augean stable. Its smell is nauseous to the nostrils of decent people. Surely you should blush to have feasted in the castle of Liebenberg with the poet, Prince Philip, and your degenerate companions, Hohenau, Johannes Lynar, and your dearly beloved Kuno!

And the abusive missive proceeded to denounce two of my friends, ladies-in-waiting at the Neues Palais, and to make some blackguardly allegations concerning the idol. Von Hindenburg.

Well, I exclaimed, that certainly is a very interesting specimen of anonymous correspondence.

Yes, it is! exclaimed the Baron. In Berlin every inquiry has been made to trace its author. Schunke, head of the detective police, was charged by the Emperor to investigate. He did so, and both he and Klewitz failed utterly. Now it has been given into my hands.

Have you discovered any clue to the writer? I asked anxiously, knowing full well what a storm of indignation those letters had produced in our own circle.

Presently, when I sat with the Baron at his table, he switched on an intense electric light, even though it was day-time, and then spread out some of the letters above a small, square mirror.

You see they are on various kinds of note-paper, bearing all kinds of watermarks, of French, English, and German manufacture. Some we have here are upon English paper, because it is heavy and thick. Again, three different makes of typewriter have been used — one a newly-invented importation from America. The written letters are, you will see, mostly in a mans hand.

Yes, I see all that, I said. But what have you discovered concerning their author? The letter I received bore a French stamp and the postmark of Angers.

He placed before me quite a dozen envelopes addressed to the Emperor and Empress, all bearing the postmark of that town in the Maine-et-Loire. Others had been posted in Leipzig, Wilhelmshaven, Tours, Antwerp, Berlin-Wilmersdorf, and other places.

The investigation is exceedingly difficult, I can assure you, he said. I have had the assistance of some of the best scientific brains of our Empire in making comparisons and analyses. Indeed, Professor Harbge is with me from Berlin.

As he uttered those words the Professor himself, an elderly, spectacled man in grey tweeds, entered the room. I knew him and greeted him.

We have been studying the writing-papers, the Professor said presently, as he turned over the letters, some of which were upon commercial typewriting paper, some on cheap thin paper from fashionable blocks, and others upon various tinted paper of certain mills, as their watermarks showed. The papers were various, but the scurrilous hand was the clever and evasive one of some person who certainly knew the innermost secrets of the German Court.

Sixteen different varieties of paper have been received at the Neues and Marmor Palaces, the Baron remarked. Well, I have worked for two months, night and day, upon the inquiry, for, as you know, the tentacles of our Teuton octopus are everywhere. I have discovered that eleven of these varieties of paper can be purchased at a certain small stationers shop, Lancrys, in the Boulevard Haussmann, close to the Printemps. One paper especially is sold nowhere else in Paris. It is this.

And he held over a mirror a letter upon a small sheet of note-paper bearing the watermark of a bulls head.

That paper was made at a mill in the south of Devonshire, in England, destroyed by fire five years ago. Paper of that make cannot be obtained anywhere else in France, he declared.

I at once realized how much patience must have been expended upon the inquiry, and said:

Then you have actually fixed the shop where the writer purchased his paper?

Yes, he replied. And we know that the newly-invented typewriter, a specimen one, was sold by the Maison Audibert, in Marseilles. The purchaser of the typewriter in Marseilles purchases his paper and envelopes at Lancrys, in the Boulevard Haussmann.

Splendid! I said enthusiastically, for it was clear that the Baron, with the thousand-and-one secret agents at his beck and call, had been able, with the Professors aid, to fix the source of the stationery. But, I added, what is wanted from me? Why, I wondered, had His Majesty sent the Baron that photograph of Elise Breitenbach?

I want you to go with me to the central door of the Printemps at four oclock this afternoon, and we will watch Lancrys shop across the way, the Baron replied.

This we did, and from four till six oclock we stood, amid the bustle of foot passengers, watching the small stationers on the opposite side of the boulevard, yet without result.

Next day and the next I accompanied the prosperous cinema proprietor upon his daily vigil, but in vain, until his reluctance to tell me the reason why I had been sent to Paris annoyed me considerably.

On the fifth afternoon, just before five oclock, while we were strolling together, smoking and chatting, the Barons eyes being fixed upon the door of the small single-fronted shop, I saw him suddenly start, and then make pretence of utter indifference.

Look! he whispered beneath his breath.

I glanced across and saw a young man just about to enter the shop.

The figure was unfamiliar, but, catching sight of his face, I held my breath. I had seen that sallow, deep-eyed countenance before.

It was the young man who, two months previously, had sat eating his luncheon alone at the Esplanade, apparently fascinated by the beauty of little Elise Breitenbach!

Well, exclaimed the Baron. I see you recognize him — eh? He is probably going to buy more paper for his scurrilous screeds.

Yes. But who is he? What is his name? I asked anxiously. I have seen him before, but have no exact knowledge of him.

The Baron did not reply until we were back again in the cosy room in Neuilly. Then, opening his cigar-box, he said:

That young man, the author of the outrageous insults to His Majesty, is known as Franz Seeliger, but he is the disgraced, neer-do-well son of General von Trautmann, Captain-General of the Palace Guard.

The son of old Von Trautmann! I gasped in utter amazement. Does the father know?

The Baron grinned and shrugged his shoulders.

Then after I had related to him the incident at the Esplanade, he said:

That is of greatest interest. Will you return to Berlin and report to the Emperor what you have seen here? His Majesty has given me that instruction.

Much mystified, I was also highly excited that the actual writer of those abominable letters had been traced and identified. The Baron told me of the long weeks of patient inquiry and careful watching; of how the young fellow had been followed to Angers and other towns in France where the letters were posted, and of his frequent visits to Berlin. He had entered a crack regiment, but had been dismissed the Army for forgery and undergone two years imprisonment. Afterwards he had fallen in with a gang of clever international hotel thieves, and become what is known as a rat dhôtel. Now, because of a personal grievance against the Emperor, who had ordered his prosecution, he seemed to have by some secret means ferreted out every bit of scandal at Potsdam, exaggerated it, invented amazing additions, and in secret sown it broadcast.

His hand would have left no trace if he had not been so indiscreet as to buy his paper from that one shop close to the Rue de Provence, where he had rooms.

On the third night following I stood in the Emperors private room at Potsdam and made my report, explaining all that I knew and what I had witnessed in Paris.

That man knows a very great deal — but how does he know? snapped the Emperor, who had just returned from Berlin, and was in civilian attire, a garb quite unusual to him. He had no doubt been somewhere incognito — visiting a friend perhaps. See Schunke early to-morrow, he ordered, and tell him to discover the link between this young blackguard and your friends the Breitenbachs, and report to me.

I was about to protest that the Breitenbachs were not my friends, but next instant drew my breath, for I saw that the great War-Lord, even though he wore a blue serge suit, was filled with suppressed anger.

This mystery must be cleared up! he declared in a hard voice, reflecting no doubt upon the terrible abuse which the writer had heaped upon him, all the allegations, by-the-way, having contained a certain substratum of truth.

Next morning I sat with the bald-headed and astute Schunke at the headquarters of the detective police in Berlin, and there discussed the affair fully, explaining the result of my journey to Paris and what I had seen, and giving him the order from the Kaiser.

But, Count, if this woman Breitenbach and her pretty daughter are your friends you will be able to visit them and glean something, he said.

I have distinct orders from the Emperor not to visit them while the inquiry is in process, I replied.

Schunke grunted in dissatisfaction, stroked his iron-grey beard, but made no further comment.

We walked out together, and I left him at the door of the Etat-major of the Army in the Königsplatz.

Later that same morning I returned to the Marmor Palace to report to the Crown-Prince, but found that His Highness was absent upon an official visit of inspection at Stuttgart. The Marshal of the Court, Tresternitz, having given me the information, laughed, and added:

Officially, according to to-days newspapers, His Highness is in Stuttgart, but unofficially I know that he is at the Palace Hotel, in Brussels, where there is a short-skirted variety attraction singing at the Eden Theatre. So, my dear Heltzendorff, you can return to the Krausenstrasse for a day or two.

I went back to Berlin, the Crown-Princess being away at Wiesbaden, and from day to day awaited Willies return.

In the meantime I several times saw the great detective, Schunke, and found that he was in constant communication with Baron Steinmetz in Paris. The pair were evidently leaving no stone unturned to elucidate the mystery of those annoying letters, which were still falling as so many bombs into the centre of the Kaisers Court.

Suddenly, one Sunday night, all Berlin was electrified at the news that General von Trautmann, Captain-General of the Palace Guard — whom, truth to tell, the Crown-Prince had long secretly hated because he had once dared to utter some word of reproach — had been arrested, and sent to a fortress at the Emperors order.

An hour after the arrest His Majestys personal-adjutant commanded me by telephone to attend at the Berlin Schloss. When we were alone the Kaiser turned to me suddenly, and said:

Count von Heltzendorff, you will say nothing of your recent visit to Paris, or of the authorship of those anonymous letters — you understand? You know absolutely nothing.

Then, being summarily dismissed by a wave of the Imperial hand, I retired, more mystified than ever. Why should my mouth be thus closed? I dared not call at the Alsenstrasse to make my own inquiries, yet I knew that the police had made theirs.

When I returned to my rooms that evening Schunke rang me up on the telephone with the news that my friends the Breitenbachs had closed their house and left early that morning for Brussels.

Where is Seeliger? I inquired in great surprise.

In Brussels. The Breitenbachs have gone there to join him, now that the truth is out and his father is under arrest.

The Emperors fury was that of a lunatic. It knew no bounds. His mind, poisoned against the poor old General, he had fixed upon him as the person responsible for that disgraceful correspondence which for so many weeks had kept the Court in constant turmoil and anxiety. Though His Majesty was aware of the actual writer of the letters, he would not listen to reason, and openly declared that he would make an example of the silver-haired old Captain-General of the Guard, who, after all, was perfectly innocent of the deeds committed by his vagabond son.

A prosecution was ordered, and three weeks later it took place in camera, the Baron, Schunke and a number of detectives being ordered to give evidence. So damning, indeed, was their testimony that the Judge passed the extreme sentence of twenty years imprisonment.

And I, who knew and held proofs of the truth, dared not protest!

Where was the Generals son — the real culprit and author of the letters? I made inquiry of Schunke, of the Baron, and of others who had, at the order of the All-Highest, conspired to ruin poor Von Trautmann. All, however, declared ignorance, and yet, curiously enough, the fine house in the Alsenstrasse still remained empty.

Later, I discovered that the Crown-Prince had been the prime mover in the vile conspiracy to send the elderly Captain-General to prison and to the grave, for of this his words to me one day — a year afterwards — were sufficient proof:

It is a good job, Heltzendorff, that the Emperor rid himself at last of that canting old pest, Von Trautmann. He is now in a living tomb, and should have been there four years ago! and he laughed.

I made no response. Instead, I thought of the quiet, innocent old courtier languishing in prison because he had somehow incurred the ill-will of the Emperors son, and I confess that I ground my teeth at my own inability to expose the disgraceful truth.

About six months after the secret trial of the unfortunate General I had accompanied the Crown-Prince on a visit to the Quirinal, and one afternoon while strolling along the Corso, in Rome, suddenly came face to face with the dainty little figure of Fräulein Elise Breitenbach.

In delight I took her into Ronzis, the noted confectioners at the corner of the Piazza Colonna, and there, at one of the little tables, she explained to me how she and her mother, having become acquainted with Franz Seeliger — not knowing him to be the Generals son — they suddenly fell under the suspicion of the Berlin Secret Police, and, though much puzzled, did not again come to Court.

Some weeks later mother and daughter chanced to be in Paris, and one day called at Seeligers rooms in the Rue de Provence, but he was out. They, however, were shown into his room to wait, and there saw upon his table an abusive and scurrilous typewritten letter in German addressed to the Emperor. Then it suddenly dawned upon them that the affable young man might be the actual author of those infamous letters. It was this visit which, no doubt, revealed to the Baron the young mans hiding-place. Both mother and daughter, however, kept their own counsel, met Seeliger next day, and watched, subsequently learning, to their surprise, that he was the son of General von Trautmann, and, further, that he had as a friend one of the personal valets of the Emperor, from whom, no doubt, he obtained his inside information about persons at Court.

When his poor father was sentenced we knew that the young man was living in Brussels, and at once went there in order to induce him to come forward, make confession, and so save the General from disgrace, said the pretty girl seated before me. On arrival we saw him alone, and told him what we had discovered in the Rue de Provence, whereupon he admitted to us that he had written all the letters, and announced that he intended to return to Berlin next day and give himself up to the police in order to secure his fathers release.

And why did he not do so? I asked eagerly.

Because next morning he was found dead in his bed in the hotel.

Ah, suicide.

No, was her half-whispered reply. He had been strangled by an unknown hand — deliberately murdered, as the Brussels police declared. They were, of course, much mystified, for they did not know, as we know, that neither the young mans presence nor his confession were desired in Berlin.

Fearing the Emperors wrath, the Breitenbachs, like myself, dare not reveal what they knew — the truth, which is here set down for the first time — and, alas! poor General von Trautmann died in prison at Mulheim last year.


SECRET NUMBER THREE

HOW THE KAISER PERSECUTED A PRINCESS
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THE TRUTH OF the dastardly plot which caused the downfall of the unfortunate and much-maligned Imperial Princess Luisa Antoinette Marie, Archduchess of Austria, and wife of Friedrich-August, now the reigning King of Saxony, has never yet been revealed.

I know, my dear Le Queux, that you had a good deal to do with the skittish Princess, as she was called, and her affairs after she had left the Court of Saxony and went to live near you in the Via Benedetto da Foiano, in Florence. You were her friend, and you were afterwards present at her secret marriage in London. Therefore, what I here reveal concerning a disgraceful conspiracy by which a clever, accomplished, and generous Princess of the blood Royal was hounded out of Germany will, I think, be of peculiar interest to yourself and to those readers for whom you are setting down my reminiscences.

As you know, before being appointed to my recent position in the Crown-Prince Willies household, I was personal-adjutant to His Majesty the Emperor, and in that capacity accompanied Der Einzige (the One) on his constant travels. Always hungry for popular applause, the Emperor was ever on the move with that morbid restlessness of which he is possessed, and which drove him from city to city, hunting, yachting, unveiling statues, opening public buildings, paying ceremonial visits, or, when all excuses for travel became exhausted, he presented new colours to some regiment in some far-off garrison.

Indeed, within that one year, 1902, I accompanied William-the-Sudden and his host of adjutants, military and civil secretaries, valets, chasseurs and flunkeys, to twenty-eight different cities in Germany and Scandinavia, where he stopped and held Court. Some cities we visited several times, being unwelcome always because of the endless trouble, anxiety and expense caused to the municipal authorities and military casinos.

I, of course, knew the charming Imperial Highness the Crown-Princess Luisa of Saxony, as she often came on visits to the Kaiserin, but I had never spoken much with her until at Easter the Emperor went to visit Dresden. He took with him, among other people, one of his untitled boon companions, Judicial Councillor Löhlein, a stout, flabby-faced hanger-on, who at the time possessed great influence over him. Indeed, he was really the Emperors financial agent. This man had, some time ago, very fortunately for the Emperor, opened his eyes to the way in which Kunze had manipulated the amazing Schloss Freiheit Lottery, and had been able to point out to the All-Highest One what a storm of ridicule, indignation and defiance must arise in Berlin if he attempted to carry out his huge reconstruction and building scheme.

I was present in the Emperors room at Potsdam when old Löhlein, with whom sat Herr von Wedell, openly declared to the Emperor that if he prosecuted his pet building scheme great indignation must arise, not only in the capital, but in Hanover, Wiesbaden, and Kassel.

The Kaiser knitted his brows and listened attentively to both of his advisers. I well remember how, next day, the Press, in order to allay the public dissatisfaction, declared that the huge building projects of the Emperor never existed. They had been purely imaginary ideas put forward by a syndicate of speculative builders and taken up by the newspapers.

Without doubt the podgy, fair-haired man in gold-rimmed spectacles, the Judicial Councillor Löhlein, by crushing the Kaisers mad scheme gained considerable popularity in a certain circle. He was, however, a man of exceptional craft and cunning, and during the eight years or so he remained the intimate friend of the Emperor he must have, by advising and looking after the Imperial investments, especially in America, amassed a great fortune.

On the occasion of our Easter visit to the Saxon Court — a Court which, to say the least, was a most dull and uninteresting one — we all went, as is the custom there, to the shoot at the Vogelschiessen, a large wooden bird made up of pieces which fall out when hit in a vital part. The bird target is set up at the Easter fair held close to Dresden, and on that afternoon the whole Court annually go to try their skill at marksmanship. We were a merry party. The Emperor went with the old King and Queen of Saxony, being accompanied by the Crown-Prince Friedrich-August and the Crown-Princess Luisa, merry, laughing, full of spirits, and unusually good-looking for a Royalty.

The Saxon Royal Family all shot, and, thanks to her fathers tuition, the Crown-Princess knocked a piece out of the bird at the first shot, which sent the public wild with enthusiasm.

Luisa was the most popular woman in Saxony, and deservedly so, for hers had been a love match. Her father, Ferdinand IV., Grand Duke of Tuscany, had, at the suggestion of the Emperor Francis Joseph, endeavoured to arrange a match between the Princess and the man now known as foxy Ferdinand of Bulgaria. With that object a grand dîner de cérémonie was held one night at the Imperial Castle of Salzburg, and at that dinner Luisa, suspecting the conspiracy, publicly insulted the Ruler of Bulgaria, which for ever put an end to the paternal plans.

After her marriage to the Saxon Crown-Prince the Kaiser, in one of his whimsical moods, became greatly attached to her because of her frankness, her love of outdoor life, and her high educational attainments, hence we often had her visiting at Potsdam or at the Berlin Schloss. She was known to be one of the few feminine Royalties in whom the Kaiser took the slightest interest.

After our return from the public shooting to the Royal Palace in Dresden, a banquet was, of course, held in honour of the Emperor in that great hall where, on the walls, the four estates are represented by scenes from the history of the Emperor Henry I.

At the grand ball afterwards I found myself chatting with Luisa, who, I recollect, wore a most charming and artistic gown of sea-green chiffon, décolleté, of course, with pink carnations in her hair and a few diamonds upon her corsage, as well as the Order of St. Elizabeth and her magnificent rope of matched pearls, which went twice round her neck and reached to her knees — a historic set which had once belonged to Marie Antoinette. She looked very charming, and, in her frank way, asked me:

How do you like my dress, Count? I designed it myself, she added.

I complimented her upon it, but I afterwards heard that the old King of Saxony had been horrified at the lowness to which the bodice had been cut, and, further, that every yard of green chiffon in Dresden had been sold out before noon next day and the dress copied everywhere.

As we stood chatting in a corner of the room, watching the scene of unusual brilliancy because of the Kaisers presence, the Princess, turning to me, said suddenly:

Do you believe in omens, Count von Heltzendorff?

Omens! I exclaimed, rather surprised at her question. Really, Im afraid I am a little too matter-of-fact to take such things seriously, your Highness.

Well, a curious thing happened here about a month ago, she said. I was — — At that instant the Emperor, in the uniform of the 2nd Regiment of Saxon Grenadiers, of which he was chief, and wearing the Order of Crancelin of the House of Saxony, strode up, and, standing before us exclaimed:

Well, Luisa? What is the very interesting topic of conversation, eh? He had evidently overheard her words about some curious thing happening, for, laughing gaily, he asked; Now, what did happen a month ago?

Her Imperial Highness hesitated, as though endeavouring to avoid an explanation, but next second she waved her lace fan quickly and said:

Well, something remarkable. I will tell your Majesty if you really wish to hear it.

By all means, Luisa, by all means, replied His Majesty, placing his sound hand behind his back and drawing himself up very erect — a habit of his after asking a question.

Well, recently Friedrich-August and myself have moved into rooms in the older wing of the Palace — rooms that have not been occupied for nearly forty years. They are old-world, charming, and remind me constantly of Augustus the Strong and the times in which he lived. Just about a month ago the King and Queen of Roumania were paying us a visit. We were at dinner, and while we were all laughing and talking, for Carmen Sylva had been telling us one of her stories, we heard a great clatter of horses hoofs and the heavy rumble of wheels, just as though a stage coach was crossing the Small Courtyard. All of us listened, and in the silence we heard it receding quite distinctly. I at once sent my lady-in-waiting to ascertain who had arrived or departed, four-wheeled coaches being quite unusual nowadays. It seemed just as though the coach had driven out of the Palace gate. The message brought back from the guardroom was that no carriage had entered or left. I told this to those around the table, and the Queen of Roumania, who had taken much interest in omens and folk-lore, seated opposite me, seemed much impressed, and even perturbed.

Then the noise you heard must have been quite an uncanny one, eh? asked the Emperor, deeply interested.

Quite. Two of the women at the table declared that it must have been thunder, and then the conversation proceeded. I, however, confess to your Majesty that I was very much puzzled, and the more so because only two nights ago, while we sat at dinner Friedrich-August and myself en famille, we heard exactly the same sounds again!

Really! laughed the Emperor. Quite uncanny. I hope, here in Dresden, you are not believing in spooks, as London society believes in them.

Not at all, said the Princess earnestly. I dont believe in omens. But, curiously enough, the King told me yesterday that his two old aunts, who formerly lived in our wing of the Palace, had sometimes heard the clatter of horses hoofs, the jingle of harness, the grinding of the brakes, and the rumbling of heavy carriage wheels.

Hm! grunted the Emperor. Ive heard that same story before, Luisa. The departing coach means trouble to the reigning family.

That is exactly what the King said to me only last evening, answered Luisa frankly. Does it mean trouble to me, I wonder?

Certainly not, I declared. Your Imperial Highness need not worry for one moment over such things. Nobody nowadays regards such phenomena as presage of evil. There is no doubt some perfectly natural explanation of the sounds. Every old palace, castle, and even private house, has its traditions.

Quite right, Heltzendorff, laughed the Emperor, especially in England and Scotland. There they have white ladies, grey ladies, men with heads like stags, lights in windows, the sound of mysterious bells ringing, and all sorts of evil omens. Oh, those dear, superstitious English! How ready they are to take up anything unpractical that may be a pleasant change to the senses.

Your Majesty does not believe in omens? I ventured to remark.

Omens! he exclaimed, fixing his gaze upon me. No; none but cowards and old women believe in them. Then, turning to the Princess, he smiled, saying: If I were you, Luisa, I would give your chief of police orders to question all the servants. Somebody rattled some dishes, perhaps. You say it was during dinner.

But the pretty Crown-Princess was serious, for she said:

Well, all I can say is that not only did I myself hear, but a dozen others at table also heard the noise of horses, not dishes.

Ah, Luisa! I see you are a trifle nervous, laughed the Emperor. Well, as you know, your Royal House of Saxony has lasted from the days of Albert the Courageous in the early fifteenth century, and the Dynasty of the Ravensteins has been prosperous from then until to-day, so dont trouble yourself further. Why, you are really quite pale and unnerved, I see, His Majesty added, for nothing escapes those shrewd, wide-open eyes of his.

Then the Emperor, after acknowledging the salute of Baron Georg von Metzsch, Controller of the Royal Household — a tall, thin, crafty-eyed man, with hair tinged with grey, and wearing a dark blue uniform and many decorations — changed the topic of conversation, and referred to the Saxon Easter custom which that morning had been carried out.

The Kaiser was in particularly merry mood that night. He had gone to Dresden against his inclination, for he had long ago arranged an Easter review on the Tempelhofer Feld, but the visit was, I knew, for the purpose of a consultation in secret with the King of Saxony. A week before, in the Berlin Schloss, I had been sent by the Emperor to obtain a paper from his table in the upstairs study, and in looking for the document in question — one that he had signed and wished to send over to the Reichsamt des Innern (Office of the Interior) — I came across a letter from King George of Saxony, begging the Emperor to visit him, in order to discuss that matter which is so seriously threatening the honour of our House.

Several times I wondered to what His Majesty of Saxony had referred. That morning Emperor and King had been closeted alone together for fully three hours, and the outcome of the secret conference seemed to have put the All-Highest into a most excellent mood.

He left us, accompanied by Baron von Metzsch and Judicial Councillor Löhlein, and I noticed how both men were talking with the Emperor in an undertone. To my surprise also I saw how Löhlein cast furtive glances towards where I still stood with the Crown-Princess.

A few moments later, however, a smart officer of the Prussian Guard, whom I recognized as Count von Castell Rudenhausen, a well-known figure in the gay life of Berlin, came forward, and, bowing, invited the Princess to waltz.

And a moment later Luisa was smiling at me across the shoulder of her good-looking cavalier.

Suddenly, while waltzing, her magnificent rope of historic matched pearls accidentally caught in the button of a passing officer, the string snapped, and many of the pearls fell rattling upon the polished floor.

In a moment a dozen officers in tight uniforms were groping about to recover them from the feet of the dancers when, during the commotion, I heard the voice of Judicial Councillor Löhlein remark quite loudly:

Ah! now we can all see who are the Crown-Princess admirers!

Luisa flushed instantly in anger and annoyance, but said nothing, whilst her lady-in-waiting in silence took the broken rope of pearls, together with those recovered from the floor, and a few moments later the significant incident ended.

The Saxon Crown-Prince and his wife were at that time a most devoted couple, though all of us knew that the modern ideas Luisa had brought to Dresden from the Hapsburg Court had much shocked old King George and his consort. The Saxon Court was unused to a pretty woman with buoyant spirits rejoicing in life with a capital L. According to the Court whisperings, trouble had started a few days after marriage, when the King, having given his daughter-in-law a tiara of diamonds, a Royal heirloom, with strict injunctions to wear them just as they were — a style of the seventeenth century — he one evening at the opera saw her wearing the stones re-set in that style known as art nouveau. The King became furious, and ordered them to be set again in their original settings, whereupon Luisa coolly returned the present.

Such was the commencement of the old Kings ill-feeling towards her.

The State ball that night was certainly a brilliant one for such a small Court, and next day we all returned to Potsdam, for the Emperor had suddenly cancelled a number of engagements and arranged to pay a visit to Wilhelmshaven, where the Kaiserliche Werft (Imperial Dockyard) contained certain naval secrets he wished to see.

Before we left Dresden, however, I met the Crown-Princess in one of the corridors. It was nine oclock in the morning. She wore her riding-habit, for, being a splendid horsewoman, she had just come in from her morning canter.

Well, Count! she laughed. So you are leaving us unexpectedly! I shall be coming to pay another visit to Potsdam soon. The Emperor invited me last night. Au revoir! And after I had bent over her small white hand she waved it merrily and passed the sentry towards her private apartments, wherein she had heard the ghostly coach and four.

Her Imperial Highness paid her promised visit to the Empress at the Neues Palais in July.

At the time of her arrival the Emperor had left suddenly and gone away to Hubertusstock. When anything unusual upset him he always went there. I overheard him the day before his departure shouting to Löhlein as I passed along one of the corridors. The Judicial Councillor seemed to be trying to pacify him, but apparently entirely without avail, for the Emperor is a man not easily convinced.

You are as sly as all the rest! I heard the Emperor declare in that shrill, high-pitched tone which always denotes his anger. Ill hear none of it — no excuses. I want no fawning, no Jew-juggling.

Then, fearing to be discovered, I slipped on past the door.

The next I heard was that the Kaiser had left for that lonely retreat to which he went when he wished to be alone in those periods of crazy impetuosity which periodically seized the Mad Dog of Europe; and, further, that he had taken with him his crafty crony, Löhlein.

During that mysterious absence — when the tinselled world of Potsdam seemed at peace — the good-looking Saxon Crown-Princess arrived.

I was on duty on the railway platform to bow over her hand and to welcome her.

Ah! Count von Heltzendorff! Well, did I not say that I should not be very long before I returned to Potsdam, eh? she exclaimed. Then, in a whisper, she said with a merry laugh: Do you remember those clattering hoofs and my broken rope of pearls? Nothing has happened yet.

And nothing will, I assured her as, with a courtiers obeisance, I conducted Her Imperial Highness to the Royal carriage, where the Crown-Prince Willie was awaiting her, chatting with two officers of the Guard to while away the time.

Three days later an incident occurred which caused me a good deal of thought, and, truth to tell, mystified me considerably.

That somewhat indiscreet journal, the Militär Wochenblatt, had published a statement to the effect that Friedrich-August of Saxony and the handsome Luisa had had a violent quarrel, a fact which caused a great deal of gossip throughout Court circles.

Old Von Donaustauf, who at that time was master of the ceremonies at the Emperors Court, busied himself by spreading strange scandals regarding the Crown-Princess Luisa. Therefore, in the circumstances, it struck me as strange that Her Highness should have been invited to the puritanical and hypocritical circle at Potsdam.

That afternoon, soon after the guard had been changed, I chanced to be writing in my room, which overlooked the big central courtyard, when I heard the guard suddenly turn out in great commotion, by which I knew that His Majesty had suddenly returned from Hubertusstock.

Ten minutes later my telephone rang, and, passing the sentries, I went by order to His Majestys study, that chamber of plots and secrets, hung with its faded pale green silk damask, its furniture covered with the same material, and its net curtains at the windows threaded with ribbons of the same shade.

The moment I entered the Emperors countenance showed me that he was very angry. His low-bowing crony, Löhlein, always a subtle adviser, had returned with him, and stood watching the Emperor as the latter impatiently paced the room.

I saluted, awaiting orders in silence, as was my habit, but so preoccupied was His Majesty that he did not notice my presence, but continued his outburst of furious wrath. Only see what Von Hoensbroech has reported! he cried, suddenly halting against one of those big buhl chests of drawers with grey marble tops — heavy pieces of furniture veneered with tortoise-shell in which the Emperor keeps his official papers. I am being made a laughing-stock — and you know it, Löhlein! It has been said of us that a woman, a whim, or a word will to-day raise any person to high rank in our Empire! That blackguard, Harden, has actually dared to write it in his journal. Well, we shall see. That woman — she shall — —

As the Kaiser uttered those words he suddenly realized that I was present, and hesitated. Next second both his tone and his manner changed.

Heltzendorff — I — I — wish you to go to Dresden and take a private letter. It will be ready in half an hour. Say nothing to anyone concerning your departure, but report to me here at — and he glanced at the small bronze clock on the overmantel between two elegant candelabra— at four oclock.

As commanded, I reported, but the Kaiser was with the Empress, who, in one of her private apartments, was holding petit cercle, the Princess Luisa being present. Indeed, as I entered that semi-circular salon the Kaiser was standing astride before Luisas chair laughing gaily with her. Surely none who saw him at that moment would ever have believed that not half an hour before his face had been blanched by anger. He could alter his moods just as he changed his three hundred odd uniforms.

There was something mysterious in the wind — of that I felt absolutely convinced. The atmosphere of that faded green upstairs room was always one of confidential conversations, intimate conferences and secret plots — plots despicable and vile, as has since been proved — against the peace of the world.

The Emperor, noticing that I had entered the Imperial presence, came forward, and I followed him back into the softly-carpeted corridor. Then his action further aroused my curiosity, for he took from the inner pocket of his tunic an envelope of what you in England call court size — linen-lined, as are all envelopes used by the Emperor for his private correspondence. I saw it had been sealed in black by his own hand. Then, as he handed it to me, he said:

Go to Dresden as quickly as possible and obtain a reply to this.

I clicked my heels together, and, saluting, left upon my secret mission to the Saxon Court.

The letter was addressed to Baron Georg von Metzsch at Dresden.

Next day, when I presented it to the tall, thin Controller of the Household, who sat in his small but cosy room in the Royal Palace, I saw that its contents greatly puzzled him.

He wrote a reply, and as Imperial messenger I returned at once to Potsdam, handing it to the Emperor as he strode alone from the Shell Saloon, through which he was passing after dinner.

He took it from my hand without a word. The All-Highest never bestows thanks upon those who obey his orders. It is, indeed, said to-day that Hindenburg has never once, during his whole official career, been verbally thanked by his Imperial Master.

The Emperor, with impatient fingers, tore open the envelope, read its contents, and then smiled contentedly, after which I went to old Von Donaustaufs room, and, tired out by the long journey, smoked a good cigar in his company.

Next day we were all back at the Berlin Schloss — for we never knew from day to day where we might be — Hamburg, Stuttgart, Düsseldorf or Danzig.

During the morning His Majesty inspected the Berlin garrison in the Tempelhofer Feld, and the Princess Luisa rode with him. That same afternoon, while I was busy writing in the long room allotted to me in the Berlin Schloss, Her Imperial Highness, to my surprise, entered, closing the door quietly after her.

Count von Heltzendorff, you have been on a secret mission to that spy, Von Metzsch, in Dresden, have you not?

I rose, bowed, and without replying courteously offered her a chair.

Why do you not admit it? she asked quickly.

Princess, if the Emperor gives me orders to preserve secrecy, then it is my duty to obey, I said.

I know, she answered, and then I realized how upset and nervous she seemed. But Von Metzsch hates me, and has put about all sorts of scandalous reports concerning me. Ah! Count, she sighed, you do not know how very unhappy I am — how I am surrounded by enemies!

These words caused me much surprise, though I had, of course, heard many unsavoury rumours regarding her unhappy position at the Saxon Court.

I much regret to hear that, I said. But Your Imperial Highness has also many friends, of whom I hope I may be permitted to number myself.

Ah! it is extremely good of you to say that — very good. If you are really my friend, then you can help me. You are in a position to watch and discover what is in progress — the reason the Emperor exchanges those constant confidences with Von Metszch, the man who has twisted my husband around his little finger, and who has, with my Lady-of-the-Bedchamber, Frau von Fritsch, already poisoned his mind against me. Ah! she sighed again, you have no idea how much I have suffered!

She seemed on the verge of a nervous crisis, for I saw that in her fine eyes stood the light of unshed tears, and I confess I was much puzzled, for I had certainly believed, up to that moment, that she was on excellent terms with her husband.

But surely His Highness the Crown-Prince of Saxony does not believe any of those wicked reports? I said.

Ah! Then you have heard. Of course, you have. Von Metzsch has taken good care to let the whole world know the lies that he and the Countess Paule Starhemberg have concocted between them. It is cruel! she declared in a paroxysm of grief. It is wicked!

No, no. Calm yourself, Princess! I urged sympathetically. I am at least your friend, and will act as such should occasion arise.

I thank you, she sighed in relief, and she put out her hand, over which I bent as I took it in friendship.

Ah! she exclaimed in a low voice. I fear I shall require the assistance of a friend very soon. Do you recollect my broken pearls?

And a few moments later she left my room.

Through all that day and the next I wondered what sly, underhand work could be in progress. I pitied the good-looking, unconventional Imperial Princess who, because of her somewhat hoydenish high spirits, had aroused the storm of anger and jealousy in the Saxon Court. But the Hapsburgs had ever been unfortunate in their loves.

On the day before the Crown-Princesss visit to the Berlin Court was due to end, at about six oclock in the evening, I passed the sentries and ascended to the Emperors study with some papers I had been going through regarding the reorganization of the Stettin garrison. I was one of the very few persons ever admitted to that wing of the Palace.

As I approached the door, treading noiselessly upon the soft carpet, I heard voices raised excitedly, the door being slightly ajar.

Naturally I halted. In my position I was able to hear a great deal of Palace intrigue, but never had I listened to a conversation that held me more breathless than at that moment.

Woman, cried the Emperor, do you, then, openly defy my authority?

What that crafty sycophant, Von Metzsch, has told you is, I repeat, a foul and abominable lie, was the reply.

And I knew that the unfortunate Princess was defending her reputation, which her enemies at the Court of Saxony had torn to shreds.

No woman ever admits the truth, of course, sneered the Emperor. I consider you a disgrace to the Dresden Court.

So this is the manner in which you openly insult your guests! was the Princesss bitter retort. You, who believe yourself the idol of your people, now exhibit yourself in your true light as the traducer of a defenceless woman!

How dare you utter those words to me! cried the All-Highest One, in fury.

I dare defend myself — even though you may be Emperor, replied Luisa, in a cold, hard tone of defiance. I repeat that your allegations are untrue, and that you have no right to make them. Surely you can see that my enemies, headed by the King of Saxony, are all conspiring to effect my downfall. I know it! I have written proof of it!

Bosh! You say that because you know that the statements are true!

You lie! she cried fiercely. They are not true. You cannot prove them.

Very well, answered the Emperor in that tone of cold determination that I knew too well. I will prove the charges to my entire satisfaction.

I was startled at the manner in which the Princess had dared to call the Emperor a liar. Surely nobody had ever done so before.

I drew a long breath, for as I crept away unseen I recollected the Kaisers unrelenting vindictiveness.

Poor Princess! I knew that the red talons of the Hohenzollern eagle would sooner or later be laid heavily upon her.

She left Berlin two hours later, but half an hour before her departure I found a hurriedly-scribbled note upon my table explaining that she had had a few unpleasant words with the Emperor, and that she was leaving for Dresden a day earlier than had been arranged.

A fortnight passed. Twice Baron von Metzsch came to Potsdam, and was on each occasion closely closeted with the Emperor, as well as having frequent consultations with Judicial Councillor Löhlein. I had strong suspicion that the vile conspiracy against the lively daughter of the Hapsburgs was still in progress, for I felt assured that the Kaiser would never forgive those words of defiance from a womans lips, and that his vengeance, slow and subtle, would assuredly fall upon her.

I did not know at the time — not, indeed, until fully three years later — how the blackguardly actions of Von Metzsch, who was a creature of the Kaiser, had from the first been instigated by the All-Highest, who, from the very day of the Princes marriage, had, notwithstanding his apparent graciousness towards her, determined that a Hapsburg should never become Queen of Saxony.

For that reason, namely, because the Emperor in his overweening vanity believes himself to be the Heaven-sent ruler of the destinies of the German Empire, was much opposed to an Austrian princess as a potential queen at Dresden, he set himself the task to ruin the poor womans life and love and to arouse such a terrible scandal concerning her that she could not remain in Saxony with every finger pointing at her in opprobrium and scorn.

A fresh light, however, was thrown upon what I afterwards realized to be a dastardly conspiracy by the receipt of a cipher message late one November night at Potsdam. I was at work alone with the Emperor in the pale green upstairs room, reading and placing before him a number of State documents to which he scrawled his scribbly signature, when the telegram was brought.

Decipher that, Heltzendorff, he commanded, and went on with the work of reading and signing the documents, while I sat down with the red leather-covered personal code book which bore the Imperial coronet and cipher, and presently found that the message, which was from Dresden, read:

Frau von Fritsch to-day had an interview with Giron, the French tutor to the Crown-Princesss children, but unfortunately the latter refuses to admit any affection for Luisa. Giron angrily declared his intention to leave Dresden, because of Von Fritschs suggestion. This course, I saw, would be unfortunate for our plans, therefore I urged the King to induce Luisa to request him to remain. She has done so, but to no avail, and Giron left for Brussels to-night. May I be permitted to come to discuss with your Majesty a further elaboration of the plan? — Von Metzsch.

The Emperor read the secret message twice. Then he paused, with knit brows, and brushed his moustache with his hand, a habit of his when perplexed.

We go to Erfurt to-morrow, do we not? he said. Telegraph in cipher to Von Metzsch to meet us there to-morrow evening at seven. And destroy that message, he added.

I obeyed his orders, and afterwards continued to deal with the State papers, much enlightened by the news transmitted by the Emperors creature.

The Imperial hand was slowly destroying the conjugal happiness of a pair who really loved each other, even though they were of the blood royal. The long arm of the Emperor was outstretched to crush and pulverize the soul of the woman who had dared to defend herself — who had defied the imperious will of that man whose hand he had, with awful blasphemy in addressing his Brandenburgers, declared to be the hand of God.

I confess that I felt the deepest sympathy for the helpless victim. At the Schloss, high above the old-world town of Erfurt, the sneaking sycophant Von Metzsch had a long conference with the Emperor but I was unable to overhear any word of it. All I know is that the Controller of the Saxon Household left Erfurt for Dresden by special train at midnight.

A quarter of an hour after the Saxon functionary had departed I was with the Emperor receiving orders for the following day, and found him in high spirits, by which, knowing him so intimately, I knew that he was confident in his ultimate triumph.

Poor, defenceless Luisa! You, my dear Le Queux, to whom the Princess a few months afterwards flew for advice, know well how sterling, how womanly and honest she was; how she was one victim of many of the unholy, unscrupulous intrigues by which the arrogant War-Lord of Germany, aided by his devils spawn, has until the present managed to retain his now tottering throne.

Well, I watched the course of events; watched eagerly and daily. Twice I had received letters from Her Imperial Highness, short notes in her firm, bold handwriting.

From Von Metzsch came several cipher messages to the Emperor after we had returned to Potsdam, but Zorn von Bulach, my colleague, deciphered all of them, and, as he was not my friend, I did not inquire as to their purport. I knew, however, that matters in Dresden were fast approaching a crisis, and that the unfortunate Hapsburg Princess could no longer sustain the cruel and unjust pressure being put upon her for her undoing. That a hundred of Germanys spies and agents-provocateurs were busy I realized from the many messages by telephone and telegraph passing between Berlin and Dresden, and I felt certain that the ruin of poor Princess Luisa was nigh.

A significant message came to Potsdam late one December night — a message which, when I deciphered it and handed it to the Emperor, caused him to smile in triumph.

I bit my lip. The Princess had left Dresden!

Three days later, on December 9th, a further cipher telegram came from Von Metzsch, the Emperors sycophant in Dresden, which read: Luisa has learnt of the Sonnenstein project, and has left Salsburg for Zurich, her brother accompanying. — Von Metzsch.

Sonnenstein! That was a private lunatic asylum! I held my breath at the awful fate which the Emperor had decided should be hers.

In a few moments the Kaiser had summoned, by his private telephone, Koehler, then chief of the Berlin secret police, and given orders that the Princess was to be watched in Switzerland. Half an hour later three police agents were on their way to Zurich to follow and persecute the poor, distracted woman, even beyond the confines of the Empire.

She was, no doubt, in deadly fear of being sent to a living tomb, so that her mouth should be closed for ever.

The Emperor, not content with casting her out of Germany, intended to wreak a terrible and fiendish revenge upon her by closing her lips and confining her in an asylum. She knew that, and seeing herself surrounded by enemies and spies on every hand — for even her brother Leopold, with whom she had travelled to Switzerland, now refused to assist her — she adopted the only method of further escape that at the moment presented itself.

Alone and without anyone to advise her, she, as you know, took a desperate resolve, one, alas! fraught with disastrous consequences.

The iron had indeed entered the poor Princesss soul.

Note by William Le Queux

The dénouement of this base intrigue of the Emperors will be best related in Her Imperial Highnesss own words. In one of her letters, which I have on my table as I write, she says:

I saw before me in those never-to-be-forgotten days all the horrors of a Maison de Santé. What could I do? I was friendless in a strange hotel. Even Leopold seemed disinclined to be further troubled by a runaway sister. I knew Frau von Fritsch, that unscrupulous liar, had accused me falsely of having secret love affairs, and that the Emperor had directed the whole plot which was to culminate in my confinement in an asylum. Suddenly a solution occurred to me. I remembered that Monsieur Giron, who had already suffered greatly through his friendship with me. If he joined me, then my flight from Dresden would be considered as an elopement, and I should escape a living death in a madhouse! Monsieur Giron was at that moment my only friend, and it was for that reason that I telegraphed to him at Brussels. Well, he joined me, and by doing so completed the Emperors triumph.

The subtle, ever-scheming Madman of Europe, warped as he is in soul as in body, had, with his true Hun craftiness and unscrupulousness, aided by Judicial Councillor Löhlein and the spy Von Metzsch, succeeded in hounding down an honest, defenceless woman as high born as his own diseased self, and casting her in ignominy and shame out of his now doomed Empire.


SECRET NUMBER FOUR

THE MYSTERIOUS FRAU KLEIST
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THE CLEVER INTRIGUES of Frau Kleist were unknown to any outside the Court circle at Potsdam.

She was indeed a queer personage, only less of a personality than His Majesty, as that shiftiest of German statesmen, Prince Bülow, declared to me one day as we sat together in my room in the Berlin Schloss.

Frau Kleist was the Court dancing-mistress, whose fastidious judgment had to be satisfied by any young débutante or officer before they presumed to dance before Royalty at the State balls. Before every ball Frau Kleist held several dance rehearsals in the Weisser-Saal (White Salon) at the Berlin Schloss, and she was more exacting than any pompous General on parade. Perhaps she was seventy. Her real age I never knew. But, friends that we were, she often chatted with me and deplored the flat-footedness of the coming generation of Teutons, and more than once I have seen her lift her skirts and, displaying neat silk-stockinged ankles on the polished floor of the Weisser-Saal, make, for the benefit of the would-be débutantes, graceful tiptoe turns with a marvellous grace of movement.

Truly Frau Kleist, with her neat waist and thin, refined face, was a very striking figure at the Berlin Court. The intricacies of the minuet and gavotte, as well as those of the old-world dances in which she delighted, were taught by the old lady to Prince Joachim and Princess Victoria Luise, both of whom always went in deadly fear of her caustic tongue and overbearing manner.

The Emperor never permitted any dancing at Court which was not up to a high standard of excellence, and all who sought to dance were compelled to pass before the critical eye of the sharp-tongued old lady in her stiff silken gown.

Once, I remember, certain young people of the smart set of Berlin sought to introduce irregularities in the Lancers, but they soon discovered that their cards were cancelled.

Whence she had come or who had been responsible for her appointment nobody knew. One thing was quite certain, that though at an age when usually rheumatism prevents agility, yet she was an expert dancer. Another thing was also certain, that, if a débutante or a young military elegant were awkward or flat-footed, she would train them privately in the Terpsichorean art, especially in the old-world dances which are so popular at Court, and, accepting a little palm-oil, would then pass them — after squeezing them sufficiently — as fit to receive the Imperial command to the Court balls.

The old woman, sharp-featured and angular as became her age, with her complexion powdered and rouged, lived in considerable style in a fine house close to the Glienicke Bridge at Potsdam, beneath the Babelsberg, a power to be reckoned with by all who desired to enter the Court circle.

Regarding her, many strange stories were afloat. One was that she was an ex-dancer, the mother of the famous Mademoiselle Clo-Clo Durand, première danseuse of the Paris Opera, and another was that she had been mistress of the ballet at the Imperial Opera in Petrograd in the days of the Emperor Alexander. But so great a mystery were her antecedents that nobody knew anything for certain, save that, at the age of nearly seventy, she had access at any hour to the Kaisers private cabinet. I have often seen her whisper to His Majesty strange secrets which she had picked up here and there — secrets that were often transferred to certain confidential quarters which control the great Teuton octopus.

Those at Court who secured the benignant smiles of Frau Kleist knew that their future path in life would be full of sunshine, but woe betide those upon whom she knit her brows in disapproval. It was all a question of bribery. Frau Kleist kept her pretty house and her big Mercédès car upon the secret money payments she received from those who for value begged her favours. With many young officers the payment to Frau Kleist was to open the back door to the Emperors favour.

We in the Neues Palais (New Palace) knew it. But surely it did not concern us, for all of us looked askance at those who strove so strenuously and eagerly for commands to Court functions, and really we were secretly glad if the parvenus of both sexes were well bled before they were permitted by Frau Erna to make their obeisance before Royalty.

The palace world at every European Court is a narrow little world of its own, unknown and unsuspected by the man in the street. There one sees the worst side of human nature without any leaven of the best or even nobler side. The salary-grabber, the military adventurer, the pinchbeck diplomat, the commercial parvenu, and the scientist, together with their heavy-jowled, jewel-bedecked women-folk, elbow each other in order to secure the notice of the All-Highest One, who, in that green-upholstered private room wherein I worked with him, often smiled at the unseemly bustle while he calmly discriminated among men and women according to their merits.

It is in that calm discretion that the Emperor excels, possessing almost uncanny foresight, combined with a most unscrupulous conscience.

I know! Frau Kleist has told me! were the words His Majesty used on many occasions when I had ventured perhaps to express doubt regarding some scandalous story or serious allegation. Therefore I was confident, even though a large section of the entourage doubted it, that the seventy-year-old dancing-mistress, whose past was a complete mystery, was an important secret agent of the Emperors.

And what more likely? The Kaiser, as ruler of that complex empire, would naturally seek to know the truth concerning those who sought his favour before they were permitted to click their heels or wag their fans and bow the knee in his Imperial presence. And he had, no doubt, with that innate cunning, appointed his creature to the position of Court dancing-mistress.

The most elegant, corsetted Prussian officer, even though he could dance divinely, was good-looking and perfectly-groomed, would never be permitted to enter the Court circle unless a substantial number of marks were placed within the old womans palm. It was her perquisite, and many in that ill-paid entourage envied her her means of increasing her income.

In no Court in Europe are the purse-strings held so tightly as in that of Potsdam. The Emperor and Empress, though immensely wealthy, practise the economy of London suburbia. But at every Court bribery is rife in order to obtain Royal warrants and dozens of other small favours of that kind, just as open payment is necessary to-day to obtain titles of nobility. The colour of gold has a fascination which few can resist. If it were not so there would be no war in progress to-day.

On October 17th, 1908, I had returned with the Emperor and his suite from Hamburg, where His Majesty had been present at the launching of one of Herr Ballins monster American liners, and at three oclock, after the Kaiser had eaten a hurried luncheon, I was seated at the side table in his private room in the Berlin Schloss, taking down certain confidential instructions which he wished to be sent at once by one of the Imperial couriers to the commandant of Posen.

Suddenly Von Kahlberg, my colleague, entered with a message that had been taken by the telegraphist attached to the Palace, and handed it to His Majesty.

Having read it, the Kaiser at once grew excited, and, turning to me, said:

The Crown-Prince sends word from Potsdam that the American, Orville Wright, is flying on the Bornstedter Feld. We must go at once. Order the cars. And, Von Kahlberg, inform Her Majesty at once. She will accompany us, no doubt.

Quickly I placed before His Majesty one of his photographs — knowing that it would be wanted for presentation to the daring American — and he took up his pen and scrawled his signature across it. Afterwards I placed it in the small, green-painted dispatch-box of steel which I always carried when in attendance upon His Imperial Majesty.

Within a quarter of an hour three of the powerful cars were on their way to Potsdam, the Emperor with Herr Anton Reitschel — a high German official at Constantinople — and Professor Vambéry, who happened to be at the Palace at the time, in the first car; the Kaiserin with her daughter, Victoria Luise, and the latters ober-gouvernante (governess), with one of the Court ladies, in the next; while in the third I rode with Major von Scholl, one of the equerries.

Cheers rose from the crowds as we passed through the Berlin streets, and the Emperor, full of suppressed excitement at the thought of seeing an aeroplane flight, constantly saluted as we flew along.

On arrival at the Bornstedter Feld it was already growing dusk, and a great disappointment awaited us. The Crown-Prince rode up to inform us gravely that the flying was over for the day. At this the Kaiser grew angry, for he had been out once before upon a wild-goose chase, only to find that Orville Wright had gone home, declaring the wind to be too strong.

At his fathers anger, however, Willie burst out laughing, declaring that he was only joking, and that all was in readiness. Indeed, as he spoke the aviator, in his leather jacket, came up, and I presented him to His Majesty, while from everywhere soldiers and police appeared, in order to keep back the crowd to the road.

Then, while we stood alone in the centre of the great, sandy plain, Mr. Orville Wright clambered into his machine and, rising, made many circuits high above us.

The Emperor stood with Herr Reitschel and the shaggy old Professor, straining his eyes with keenest interest. It was the first time His Majesty had seen an aeroplane in flight. Much had been promised of old Von Zeppelins invention, yet the German public had, until those demonstrations by the American aviator, taken but little heed of the heavier-than-air machine. At that time, indeed, the Emperor had not taken up Von Zeppelin, and it was only after seeing Orville Wrights demonstrations that he entered with any enthusiasm into aeronautical problems.

High above us against the clear evening sky, wherein the stars had already begun to twinkle, the daring American rose, dipped, and banked, his machine droning like a huge gad-fly, much to the interest and astonishment of the Emperor.

Marvellous! he exclaimed, as I stood beside him, with the Empress on his right. How is it done?

The crowds went wild with enthusiasm. The sight of a man flying in the air, manœuvring his machine at will, rising swiftly, and then planing down with the engine cut off, was one of the most amazing spectacles the loyal Potsdamers had ever seen. Even the Emperor, with all his wild dreams of world-power, could never for a moment have foreseen what a great factor aeroplanes would be in the war which he was so carefully plotting.

At last Wright came down in a spiral, banked slightly, steadied himself, and then came lightly to earth within a few yards of where we stood, having been the first to exhibit to the great War-Lord how completely the air had been conquered.

Then, quiet, rather unassuming man that he was, he advanced to receive the Imperial congratulations, and to be handed the signed photograph which, at the proper moment, I produced like a conjurer from my dispatch-box. Afterwards, though it had now grown dark, the Emperor, by the powerful headlamps of the three cars, thoroughly examined the Americans aeroplane, the aviator explaining every detail.

From that moment for months afterwards the Kaiser was constantly talking of aviation. He commanded photographs of various types of aeroplanes, together with all literature on the subject, to be placed before him. Indeed, he sent over to Britain, in secret, two officers to attend the aeroplane meetings held at Doncaster and Blackpool, where a large number of photographs were secretly taken, and duly found their way to his table.

Indeed, it would greatly surprise your English friends, my dear Le Queux, if they had only seen the many secret reports and secret photographs of all kinds regarding Britains military, naval, and social life, which I have found upon the Emperors table.

During my appointment I had through my hands many amazing reports concerning the financial and social position of well-known English politicians and officials, reports made with one ulterior motive — that of attempted bribery. The Emperor meant war, and he knew that before he could hope for success he must thoroughly Germanize Great Britain — with what result we all now know.

I have recalled the Emperors first sight of an aeroplane in flight, in company with Herr Anton Reitschel and Professor Vambéry, because of an incident which occurred that same day. Just before midnight the Emperor, seated in his room in the Berlin Schloss, was giving me certain instructions to be sent to Carlton House Terrace, when the door opened without any knock of permission, and upon the threshold there stood that arch-intriguer, Frau Kleist, in her stiff black silk gown, and wearing a gleaming diamond brooch, the glitter of which was cold as her own steely eyes.

Have I Your Majestys permission to enter? she asked, in her high-pitched voice.

Of course, of course, replied the Emperor, turning in his chair. Come in and close the door. It has turned quite cold to-night. Well? he asked, looking at her inquiringly.

The Emperor is a man of very few words, except when he tells a story.

The Court dancing-mistress hesitated for a second. Their eyes met, and in that glance I saw complete understanding.

May I speak in confidence with Your Majesty? she asked, advancing into the room, her stiff, wide skirts rustling. Except the Court ladies she was the only female at Court whom the sentries stationed at the end of the corridor allowed to pass to His Majestys private cabinet.

But Frau Kleist had access everywhere. Her eyes were the eyes of the Emperor. Many a diplomat, financier, military or naval commander has been raised to position of favourite because he first secured — by payment, of course, according to his means — the good graces of the ex-ballerina. And, alas! many a good, honest man has been cast out of the Potsdam circle into oblivion, and even to death, because of the poisonous declaration of that smiling, bejewelled old hag.

Of what do you wish to speak? inquired the Emperor, who, truth to tell, was very busy upon a most important matter concerning the building of new submarines, and was perhaps a little annoyed by the intrusion, though he did not betray it, so clever was he.

Of the Reitschel affair, was the old womans low reply.

At her words the Kaiser frowned slightly, and dismissed me. I bowed myself out, and closed the door upon the Emperor and his clever female spy.

That she should have at that late hour come from Potsdam — for, looking down into the courtyard, I saw the lights of her big Mercédès — showed that some underhand work was in progress.

Only a week before I had been discussing Anton Reitschel and his position with my intimate friend, old Von Donaustauf, Master of Ceremonies, who was supposed to control the ex-dancer, but who in reality was in a subordinate position to her, because she had the ear of the Emperor at any hour. Petty jealousies, dastardly plots, and constant intrigues make up the daily life around the Throne. Half the orders given in the Emperors name are issued without his knowledge, and many an order transmitted to the provinces without his authority.

By handling, as I did, hundreds of those secret reports which reached the Emperor I had learned much concerning Herr Anton Reitschel, and from old Von Donaustauf I had also been able to obtain certain missing links concerning the intrigue.

Reitschel, a burly, round-faced, fair-haired Prussian of quite superior type, held the position of Chief Director of the German-Ottoman Bank in Constantinople. His duty for the past three years had been to conciliate the Sultan and to lend German money to any industrial enterprise in which any grain of merit could possibly be discovered. He had been singled out, taken from the Dresdner Bank, and sent to Constantinople by the Kaiser in order to play Germanys secret game in Turkey — especially that of the Bagdad Railway — and to combat with German gold Great Britains diplomacy with Tewfik Pasha and old Abdul Hamid, in view of The Day, which the Emperor had long ago determined should soon dawn. Was he not the War-Lord? And must not a War-Lord make war?

As old Von Donaustauf had put it, between the whiffs of one of those exquisite cigarettes, a consignment of the Sultans own which came from the Yildiz Kiosk to Potsdam weekly:

Our Emperor intends that, notwithstanding Britains policy in the Near East, Germany shall soon rule from Berlin to Bagdad. Herr Reitschel is in reality charged with the work of Germanizing the Ottoman Empire.

That I already knew by the many secret reports of his which arrived so constantly from Constantinople, reports which showed quite plainly that though the great German Embassy, with its huge eagles of stone set at each end, might have been built for the purpose of impressing the Turks, yet the shrewd, farseeing Herr Anton, as head of that big financial corporation, held greater sway at that rickety set of offices known to us as the Sublime Porte than did his Excellency the Ambassador, with all his beribboned crowd of underlings.

Truly the game which the Emperor was playing in secret against the other Powers of Europe was a crooked and desperate one. On the one hand the Kaiser was making pretence of fair dealing with Great Britain and France, yet on the other his agent, Herr Reitschel, was ever busy lending money in all directions, and bribing Turkish officials in order to secure their favour in Germanys interest.

Yet a further game was being played — one that, in addition to the Imperial Chancellor, I alone knew — namely, that while the Kaiser was making pretence of being the best friend of the Sultan Abdul Hamid, visiting Constantinople and Palestine, building fountains, endowing institutes, and bestowing his Imperial grace in so many ways, yet he was also secretly supporting the Young Turk party so as to effect the Sultans downfall as part of his sly, Machiavellian policy — a plot which, as you know, ultimately succeeded, for poor old Abdul the Damned and his harem were eventually packed off, bag and baggage, to Salonika, notwithstanding His Majestys wild entreaty to Berlin for protection.

I happened to be with the Emperor on the Imperial yacht at Tromsö when he received by telegram the personal appeal addressed to him from his miserable dupe, and I well recollect how grimly he smiled as he remarked to me that it needed no response.

Well, at the period of which I am making the present disclosure, Herr Anton had been paying a number of flying visits to Berlin, and had had many private audiences of both Kaiser and Sultan, and had on several occasions been invited informally to the Imperial luncheon table, a mark of esteem bestowed by the Kaiser upon those who may at the moment be serving his interests particularly well.

Suddenly all of us were surprised by the announcement that the Kaisers favoured civilian in Turkey had married Mademoiselle Julie de Lagarenne, daughter of Paul de Lagarenne, son of the great French sugar refiner, and secretary of the French Embassy at Rome. We heard also that, having married in Italy, he was bringing his wife to Berlin. Indeed, a week after that news was spread I met them both in Kranzlers in Unter den Linden, and there he introduced me to a pretty, dark-haired, vivacious young Frenchwoman, who spoke German well, and who told me that her husband had already given in her name for presentation at the next Court.

That was about a month prior to Orville Wrights flight and the midnight visit of Frau Kleist to the Emperor.

Truth to tell, the old womans mention of Herr Reitschels name caused me considerable misgivings, because three weeks before I had gathered certain strange facts from a secret report of a spy who in Constantinople had been set to watch Herr Reitschels doings. That spy was Frau Kleists son.

The Kaiser trusts nobody. Even his favourites and most intimate cronies are spied upon, and reports upon those familiar blue papers are furnished regularly. In view of what I had read in that report from Karl Kleist, I stood amazed when, at the grand Court a week later, I had witnessed Herr Reitschels French wife bow before the Emperor and Empress and noticed how graciously the Kaiser had smiled upon her. Truly the Emperor is sphinx-like and imperturbable. Outside the privacy of his own room, that chamber of cunning plots and fierce revenge, he never allows his sardonic countenance to betray his inner thoughts, and will grasp the hand of his most hated enemy with the hearty warmth of friendship, a Satanic volte-face in which danger and evil lurk always, a trait inherited to its full degree by the Crown-Prince.

The days that followed Frau Kleists midnight visit were indeed busy, eventful days. Certain diplomatic negotiations with Washington had been unsuccessful; Von Holleben, the Ambassador, had been recalled, and given an extremely bad half-hour by both Kaiser and Chancellor. In addition, some wily American journalist had fathomed the amazing duplicity of Prince Henrys visit to the States and Germanys Press Bureau in America, while the Yellow Press of New York had published a ghastly array of facts and figures concerning the latter, together with facsimile documents, all of which had sent His Majesty half-crazy with anger.

Nearly three months passed.

Herr Reitschel often came from Constantinople, and frequently brought his handsome young wife with him, for he was persona grata at Court. To me this was indeed strange in view of the reports of the ex-opera dancers son — who, by the way, lived in Constantinople in the unsuspicious guise of a carpet-dealer, and unknown to the bank director.

The latter had, assisted by his wifes fortune, inherited from her grandmother, purchased the Schloss Langenberg, the splendid ancestral castle and estates of the Princes of Langenberg, situate on a rock between Ilmenau and Zella, in the beautiful Thuringian Forest, and acknowledged to be one of the most famous shooting estates in the Empire. It was not, therefore, surprising that the Emperor, to mark his favour, should express a desire to shoot capercailzie there — a desire which, of course, delighted Herr Reitschel, who had only a few days before been decorated with the Order of the Black Eagle.

One afternoon in mid-autumn the Emperor, accompanied by the Crown-Prince and myself, together with the suite, arrived by the Imperial train at the little station of Ilmenau, where, of course, Reitschel and his pretty wife, with the land-rats, head and under foresters, and all sorts of civil officials in black coats and white ties bowed low as the All-Highest stepped from his saloon. The Kaiser was most gracious to his host and hostess, while the schloss, we found, was almost equal in beauty and extent to that of Prince Max Egon zu Fürstenberg at Donau-Eschingen, which place we always visited once, if not twice, each year.

The Emperor had complained of a slight cold, and in consequence, just before we left Berlin, I had been instructed to summon by telegraph a certain Dr. Vollerthun from Augsburg, who was a perfect stranger to us all, but who had, I supposed, been recommended to the Emperor by somebody who, for some consideration, wished to advance him in his profession.

While the Emperor and his host were out shooting, the Crown-Prince and several of the suite being of the party, I remained alone in a big, circular, old-world room in one of the towers of the Castle, where the long, narrow windows overlooked the forest, dealing with a flood of important State papers which a courier had brought from Berlin two hours before. Papers followed us daily wherever we might be, even when yachting at Cowes or in the Norwegian fjords.

About midday Dr. Vollerthun was ushered in to me — a short, stout, guttural-speaking man of about sixty, rather bald, and wearing big, round, gold-rimmed spectacles. I quickly handed him over to the major-domo. He was a stranger, and no doubt one who sought the Emperors favour, therefore as such I took but little interest in him.

About three oclock that same afternoon, however, a light tap came at the door, and on looking round, I saw my hostess standing upon the threshold.

She was quietly but elegantly dressed, presenting the true type of the smart Parisienne, but in an instant I realized that she was very pale and agitated. Indeed her voice trembled when she asked permission to enter.

Since her marriage I had many times chatted with her, for she often came to the Palace when her husband visited Berlin, as he did so frequently. I had danced with her; I had taken her in to dinner at various houses where we met, always finding her a bright and very intellectual companion.

She quietly closed the door, and, crossing the room with uneven steps, advanced to the table from which I had risen.

Count von Heltzendorff! she exclaimed in a low, strained voice. I — I have come to seek your aid because — well, because Im distracted, and I know that you are my husbands friend, she exclaimed in French.

And yours also, Madame, I said earnestly, bowing and pulling forward a chair for her.

My husband is out with the Emperor! she gasped in a curious, unnerved tone. And I fear; oh, I fear that we are in great peril — deadly peril every hour — every moment!

Really, Madame, I hardly follow you, I said, standing before the dark-haired, handsome French girl — for she was little more than a girl — who had inherited the whole fortune of the biggest sugar refinery in Europe, the great factory out at St. Denis which supplied nearly one-sixth of the refined sugar of the world.

My husband, whom I love devotedly, has done his best in the interests of his Emperor. You, Count, know — for you are in a position to know — the real aims of the Kaiser in Turkey. These last six months I have watched, and have learned the truth! I know how, when the Emperor went to Constantinople five months ago in pretence of friendship towards the Sultan, with Professor Vambéry as interpreter, he practically compelled Abdul Hamid to give him, in return for certain financial advances, those wonderful jewels which the Empress Catherine, wife of Peter the Great, gave in secret to the Grand Vizier to secure the escape of the Russian Army across the Pruth. I know how the Emperor seized those wonderful emeralds, and, carrying them back to Potsdam, has given them to the Empress. I know, too, how he laughed with my husband at the cleverness by which he is fooling the too trustful Turks. I — —

Pardon, Madame, I said, interrupting her, and speaking in French, but is it really wise to speak thus of the Emperors secrets? Your husband is, I fear, guilty of great indiscretion in mentioning such matters.

I am his wife, Count, and he conceals little, if anything, from me.

I looked the pretty young woman straight in the face in fear and regret.

Possession of those ancient jewels which, with reluctance, Abdul Hamid had brought out from his treasury, was one of the Kaisers greatest secrets, a secret of Potsdam known to no more than three people, including myself. The Emperor had specially imposed silence upon me, because he did not wish the Powers to suspect his true Eastern policy of bribery and double-dealing, blackmail and plunder.

And yet she, the daughter of a French diplomat, knew the truth!

Instantly I realized the serious danger of the secret being betrayed to France.

Madame, I said, leaning against the writing-table as I spoke in deepest earnestness. If I may be permitted, I would urge that the Emperors diplomacy neither concerns your husband, as an official, nor yourself. It is his own private affair, and should neither be discussed nor betrayed.

I know, she said. That is just why I have ventured to come here to consult you, Msieur! You have been my good friend as well as my husbands, and here to-day, while the Emperor is our guest beneath our roof, I feel that I am in greatest peril!

Why? I asked with considerable surprise.

The Emperor has already learnt that I know the truth regarding his secret, was her slow reply. By what means His Majesty has discovered it, I, alas! know not. But I do know from a confidential quarter that I have incurred the Emperors gravest displeasure and hatred.

Who is your informant? I inquired sternly, eager to further investigate the great intrigue.

A certain person who must be nameless.

Have you spoken to anybody of the Emperors secret plans in Turkey, or of his possession of the Empress Catherines jewels?

I have not uttered a word to a single soul except my husband. I swear it.

Your husband was extremely indiscreet in revealing anything, I declared again quite frankly.

I fully admit that. But what can I do? How shall I act? she asked in a low, tense voice. Advise me, do.

For some moments I remained silent. The situation, with a pretty woman seeking my aid in such circumstances, was difficult.

Well, Madame, I replied after reflection, if you are really ready to promise the strictest secrecy and leave the matter to me, I will endeavour to find a way out of the difficulty — providing you — good German that you are by marriage — will take, before the Emperor himself, an oath of complete secrecy?

I am ready to do anything — anything for my dear husbands sake, the handsome young woman assured me, tears welling in her fine dark eyes.

In that case, then, please leave the matter entirely in my hands, I said. And later on she left.

That same night, about ten oclock, the Emperor, in the dark-green uniform which he always wears at dinner after hunting or shooting, entered the room to which I had just returned to work.

Send Frau Kleist to me, he snapped. And I will summon you later when I want you, Heltzendorff.

Frau Kleist! I had no idea the woman had arrived at the castle. But I dispatched one of the servants to search for her, and afterwards heard her high-pitched voice as she ascended the stairs to hold secret and, no doubt, evil counsel with His Majesty.

Below I found the fat, fair-haired little doctor from Augsburg, who was still an enigma, but eager to see his Imperial patient, and with him I smoked a cigarette to while away the time. I was anxious to return to His Majesty, and, as became my duty as his adjutant, to explain what I had learnt from the lips of our French hostess.

Suddenly one of the Imperial flunkeys bowed at the door, commanding the doctor to the Royal presence, and he left me, hot and flurried, as all become who are unused to the Court atmosphere, its rigid etiquette, and its constant bows.

Had the Emperor called the unknown doctor into consultation with Frau Kleist?

Inquiries I had made concerning the doctor from Augsburg showed that he was quite a well-known specialist on mental diseases, and he had also written a text-book upon bacteriology and the brain. Why had the Kaiser summoned him? He required no brain specialist.

We leave to-morrow at noon, the Emperor exclaimed brusquely when, an hour later, I was summoned to his room. This amazed me, for our arrangements were to remain three days longer. I recollected Madame Reitschels words.

I do not feel at all well, His Majesty added, and this Dr. Vollerthun orders me rest at Potsdam.

In silence I bowed, and then ventured to refer to what was uppermost in my mind.

May I be permitted to speak to your Majesty upon a certain confidential subject? I begged, standing against the table whereat I had been writing the greater part of that day.

What subject? snapped the All-Highest.

Your Majestys negotiations with the Sultan of Turkey. Frau Reitschel has learnt of them, but she is eager to come before you and take oath of entire secrecy.

The Kaisers eyes narrowed and glowed in sudden anger.

A womans oath! he cried. Bah! Never have I believed in silence imposed upon any womans tongue — more especially that of a born enemy! I appreciate your loyalty and acumen, Von Heltzendorff, but I have, fortunately, known this for some little time, and in strictest secrecy have taken certain measures to combat it. Remember that these words have never been uttered to you! Remember that! You are adjutant, and I am Emperor. Understand! I fully appreciate and note your loyal report, but it is not womans sphere to enter our diplomacy, except as a secret agent of our Fatherland. Let us say no more.

Ten minutes later, being dismissed, I wandered back through the great, silent, echoing corridors of the ancient castle to my own room. A great human drama, greater than any ever placed upon the stage, was now being enacted. Throwing his loaded dice, the Emperor, with all his craft, cunning, and criminal unscrupulousness behind his mask of Christianity, and aided by his unprincipled son, the Crown-Prince, was actually plotting the downfall of the Turkish Empire and the overthrow of Islam in Europe. Between the All-Highest One and the realization of those dastardly plans for world-power so carefully and cleverly thought out in every detail night after night in the silence of that dull, faded green room upstairs at Potsdam, stood one frail little Parisienne, the vivacious, well-meaning Madame Reitschel!

Next day we left the Schloss Langenberg, but before doing so we heard with regret that our charming little hostess had been suddenly taken ill during the night, and the Kaiser, as a mark of favour, had ordered his doctor, Vollerthun, to remain behind to attend her. That Herr Reitschel was in great distress I saw from his face as he stood taking leave of his Imperial guest on the little platform at Ilmenau.

Back in Berlin, I wondered what was in progress in that far-off Schloss in Thuringia, but a week later the truth became vividly apparent when I read in the Staats-Anzeiger an announcement which disclosed to me the terrible truth.

I held my breath as my eyes followed the printed lines.

Frau Reitschel, the young wife of the famous Anton Reitschel of Constantinople, had, the journal reported, been seized by a sudden and somewhat mysterious illness on the night prior to the Emperors departure from the Schloss Langenberg, and though His Majesty had graciously left his own physician behind to attend her, the unfortunate lady had developed insanity to such a hopeless degree that it had been necessary to confine her in the Rosenau private asylum at Coburg.

In a second I realized how the dancing-mistress and the mental specialist from Augsburg had been the tools of the Emperor. That mysterious illness, developing into madness, was surely not the result of any natural cause, but had been deliberately planned and executed by means of a hypodermic syringe, in order that the woman who had learnt the secret of the Emperors double cunning in the Near East should be for ever immured in a madhouse.

Outside the trio responsible for the cruel and dastardly act, I alone knew the truth how, by the Emperors drastic action, he had prevented the secret of his chicanery leaking out to the Powers.

Poor Madame Reitschel! She died early in 1913, a raving lunatic. Her devoted husband, having served the Emperors purpose, had been recalled to Berlin, where, bereft of the Kaisers favour, he predeceased her by about six months, broken-hearted, but in utter ignorance of that foul plot carried out under his very nose and in his own castle.


SECRET NUMBER FIVE

THE GIRL WHO KNEW THE CROWN-PRINCES SECRET
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LATE ON THE night of November 18th, 1912, I was busily at work in the Crown-Princes room — that cosy apartment of which I possessed the key — at the Marble Palace at Potsdam.

I, as His Imperial Highnesss personal-adjutant, had been travelling all day with him from Cologne to Berlin. We had done a tour of military inspections in Westphalia, and, as usual, Willies conduct, as became the heir-apparent of the psalm-singing All-Highest One, had not been exactly exemplary.

With his slant eyes and sarcastic grin he openly defied the Emperor, and frequently referred to him to his intimates as a hoary old hypocrite — the truth of which recent events have surely proved.

On the night in question, however, much had happened. The Emperor had, a month before, returned from a visit to England, where he had been engaged by speeches and hand-shakes, public and private, blowing a narcotic dust into the nostrils of your dear but, alas! too confiding nation.

You British were all dazzled — you dear English drank the Imperial sleeping-draught, prepared so cunningly for you and your Cabinet Ministers in what we in Berlin sometimes called the Downing-Strasse. You lapped up the cream of German good-fellowship as a cat laps milk, even while agents of our Imperial War Staff had held Staff-rides in various parts of your island. All of you were blind, save those whom your own people denounced as scaremongers when they lifted their voices in warning.

We at Potsdam smiled daily at what seemed to us to be the slow but sure decline of your great nation from its military, naval, and commercial supremacy. The Kaiser had plotted for fourteen years, and now he was being actively aided by his eldest son, that shrewd, active agnostic with a criminal kink.

Heltzendorff! exclaimed the Crown-Prince, as he suddenly entered the room where I was busy attending to a pile of papers which had accumulated during our absence in Westphalia, and which had been sorted into three heaps by my assistant during our absence. Do get through all those letters and things. Burn them all if you can. What do they matter?

Many of them are matters of grave importance. Here, for instance, is a report from the Chief of Military Intelligence in Washington.

Oh, old Friesch! Tear it up! He is but an old fossil at best. And yet, Heltzendorff, he is designed to be of considerable use, he added. His Majesty told me to-night that after his visit to England he has conceived the idea to establish an official movement for the improvement of better relations between Britain and Germany. The dear British are always ready to receive such movements with open arms. At Carlton House Terrace they strongly endorse the Emperors ideas, and he tells me that the movement should first arise in commercial and shipping circles. Herr Ballin will generate the idea in his offices in London and the various British ports, while His Majesty has Von Gessler, the ex-Ambassador at Washington, in view as the man to bring forth the suggestion publicly. Indeed, to-night from the Wilhelmstrasse there has been sent a message to his schloss on the Mosel commanding him to consult with His Majesty. Von Bernstorff took his place at Washington a few months ago.

But Von Gessler is an inveterate enemy of Britain, I exclaimed in surprise, still seated at my table.

The world does not know that. The whole scheme is based upon Britains ignorance of our intentions. We bring Von Gessler forward as the dear, good, Anglophile friend with his hand outstretched from the Wilhelmstrasse. Oh, Heltzendorff! he laughed. It is really intensely amusing, is it not?

I was silent. I knew that the deeply-laid plot against Great Britain was proceeding apace, for had I not seen those many secret reports, and did I not possess inside knowledge of the evil intentions of the Emperor and his son.

Get through all that — to-night if you can, Heltzendorff, the Crown-Prince urged. The Crown-Princess leaves for Treseburg, in the Harz, to-morrow, and in the evening we go to Nice.

To Nice! I exclaimed, though not at all disinclined to spend a week or so on the Riviera.

Yes, he said. I have a friend there. The Riviera is only pleasant before the season, or after. One cannot go with the crowd in January or February. I have already given orders for the saloon to leave at eleven to-morrow night. That will give us ample time.

A friend there! I reflected. I, knowing his partiality to the eternal petticoat, could only suppose that the attraction in Nice was of the feminine gender.

Then the lady is in Nice! I remarked, for sometimes I was permitted, on account of my long service with the Emperor, to speak familiarly.

Lady, no! he retorted. It is a man. And I want to get to Nice at the earliest moment. So get through those infernal documents. Burn them all. They are better out of the way, he laughed.

And, taking a cigarette from the golden box — a present to him from Tino of Greece — he lit it, and wishing me good night, strode out.

Just before eleven oclock on the following night we left the Marmor Palace. His Imperial Highness travelled incognito as he always did when visiting France, assuming the name of Count von Grünau. With us was his personal valet, Schuler, the military secretary, Major Lentze, and Eckardt, the Commissioner of Secret Police for His Highnesss personal protection, who travelled with us wherever we went. In addition, there was an under-valet, and Knof, the Crown-Princes favourite chauffeur. When abroad cars were either bought and afterwards re-sold, or else hired, but Knof, who was a celebrated racing motorist and had driven in Prince Henrys tour of exploration through England, and who had gained many prizes on the various circuits, was always taken as driver.

After a restless night — for there were many stoppages — I spent next day with the Crown-Prince in long and tiring discussions on military affairs as we travelled due south in the beautifully-fitted Imperial car, replete with its smoking saloon with wicker chairs, its four bathrooms, and other luxuries. I endeavoured to obtain from him some reason why we were proceeding to Nice, but to all my inquiries he was smilingly dumb. He noticed my eagerness, and I saw that he was amused by it.

Yet somehow, as we travelled towards the Italian frontier — for our road lay through Austria down to Milan, and thence by way of Genoa — he seemed to become unduly thoughtful and anxious.

Only a fortnight before he had had one of those ever-recurring and unseemly quarrels with his long-suffering wife.

Cilli is a fool! he had declared openly to me, after she had left the room in anger.

We had been busy arranging a programme of official visits in Eastern Germany, when suddenly the Crown-Princess entered, pale with anger, and disregarding my presence — for I suppose I was regarded as one who knew all the happenings of the palace, and whose discretion could be relied upon — began to demand fiercely an explanation of a certain anonymous letter which she held in her hand.

Kindly read that! she said haughtily, and explain what it means!

The Crown-Prince grinned idiotically, that cold, sinister expression overspreading his countenance, a look which is such a marked characteristic of his.

Then, almost snatching the letter from his young wifes fingers, he read it through, and with a sudden movement tore it up and flung it upon the carpet, saying:

I refuse to discuss any unsigned letter! Really, if we were to notice every letter written by the common scum we should, indeed, have sufficient to do.

His wifes arched brows narrowed. Her pale, delicate face, in which the lines of care had appeared too prematurely, already betrayed fiercest anger.

I happen to have inquired, and I now know that those allegations are correct! she cried. This dark-haired singer-woman, Irene Speroni, has attained great success on the variety stage in Italy. She is the star of the Sala Margherita in Rome.

Well? he asked in defiance. And what of it, pray?

That letter you have destroyed tells me the truth. I received it a few days ago, and sent an agent to Italy in order to learn the truth. He has returned to-night. See! And suddenly she produced a crannied snapshot photograph, of postcard size, of the Crown-Prince in his polo-playing garb, and with him a smartly-dressed young woman, whose features were in the shadow. I caught sight of that picture, because when he tossed it from him angrily without glancing at it, I picked it up and handed it back to the Crown-Princess.

Yes, she cried bitterly, You refuse, of course, to look upon this piece of evidence! I now know why you went to Wiesbaden. The woman was singing there, and you gave her a pair of emerald and diamond earrings which you purchased from Vollgold in Unter den Linden. See! Here is the bill for them!

And again she produced a slip of paper.

At this the Crown-Prince grew instantly furious, and, pale to the lips, he roundly abused his long-suffering wife, telling her quite frankly that, notwithstanding the fact that she might spy upon his movements, he should act exactly as his impulses dictated.

That scene was, indeed, a disgraceful one, ending in the poor woman, in a frantic paroxysm of despair, tearing off the splendid necklet of diamonds at her throat — his present to her on their marriage — and casting it full into his face.

Then, realizing that the scene had become too tragic, I took her small hand, and, with a word of sympathy, led her out of the room and along the corridor.

As I left her she burst into a sudden torrent of tears; yet when I returned again to the Crown-Prince I found his manner had entirely changed. He treated his wifes natural resentment and indignation as a huge joke, and it was then that His Imperial Highness declared to me:

Cilli is a fool!

That sunny afternoon the Crown-Prince had sprawled himself on the plush lounge of the smoking car as the train travelled upon that picturesque line between Genoa and the French frontier at Ventimiglia, the line which follows the coast for six hours. With the tideless sapphire Mediterranean lapping the yellow beach on the one side and high brown rocks upon the other, we went through Savona, Albenga, the old-world Porto Maurizio to the glaring modern town of San Remo and palm-embowered Bordighera, that beautiful Italian Riviera that you and I know so well.

Listen, Heltzendorff, his Highness exclaimed suddenly between the whiffs of his cigarette. In Nice I may disappear for a day or two. I may be missing. But if I am, please dont raise a fuss about it. Im incognito, and nobody will know. I may be absent for seven days. If I am not back by that time then you may make inquiry.

But the Commissary of Police Eckardt! He will surely know? I remarked in surprise.

No. He wont know. I shall evade him as Ive so often done before, replied His Imperial Highness. I tell you of my intentions so that you may curb the activities of our most estimable friend. Tell him not to worry, and he will be paid a thousand marks on the day Count von Grünau reappears.

I smiled, for I saw the influence of the eternal feminine.

No, Heltzendorff. You are quite mistaken, he said, reading my thoughts, and putting down his cigarette end. There is no lady in this case. I am out here for secret purposes of my own. For that reason I take you into my confidence rather than that unnecessary inquiry should be made and some of those infernal journalists get hold of the fact that the Count von Grünau and the Crown-Prince are one and the same person. I was a fool to take this saloon. I ought to have travelled as an ordinary passenger, I know, but, he laughed, this is really comfortable and, after all, what do we care what the world thinks — eh? Surely we can afford to laugh at it when all the honours of the game are already in our hands.

And at that moment we ran into the pretty, flower-decked station of San Remo, the place freshly painted for the attraction of the winter visitors who annually went south for sunshine.

His words mystified me, but I became even more mystified by his actions a few days later.

I was in ignorance that a fortnight before Hermann Hardt, one of His Highnesss couriers, had left Potsdam and on arrival at Nice had rented for three months the fine Villa Lilas — the winter residence of the American millionaire leather merchant, James G. Jamieson, of Boston, who had gone yachting to Japan.

You know Nice, my dear Le Queux — you know it as well as I do, therefore you know the Villa Lilas, that big white mansion which faces the sea on Montboron, the hill road between the port of Nice and Villefranche. Half hidden among the mimosa, the palms, and grey-green olives, it is after the style of Mr. Gordon Bennetts villa at Beaulieu, with a big glass front and pretty verandas, with climbing geraniums flowering upon the terraces.

We soon settled there, for the household staff had arrived three days before, and on the evening of our arrival I accompanied the Crown-Prince down into the town to the Jetée promenade, the pier-pavilion where the gay cosmopolitan world disports itself to chatter, drink and gamble.

It was a glorious moonlit night, and Willie, after strolling through the great gilded saloons, in one of which was a second-rate variety entertainment — the season not having yet commenced — went outside. We sat at the end of the pier smoking.

Nice is dull as yet, is it not? he remarked, for each year he always spent a month there incognito, the German newspapers announcing that he was away shooting. But Willie, leading the gay life of the Imperial butterfly, much preferred the lively existence of the Côte dAzur to the remote schloss in Thuringia or elsewhere.

I agreed with him that Nice had not yet put on the tinsel and pasteboard of her Carnival attractions. As you know, Carnival in Nice is gay enough, but, after all, it is a forced gaiety got up for the profit of the shops and hotels, combined with the Cercle des Bains of Monaco — the polite title of the Princes gilded gambling hell.

We smoked together and chatted, as we often did when His Imperial Highness became bored. I was still mystified why we had come to the Riviera so early in the season, because the white and pale green paint of the hotels was not yet dry, and half of them not yet open.

Yet our coming had, no doubt, been privately signalled, because within half an hour of our arrival at the Villa Lilas a short, stout old Frenchman, with white, bristly hair — whom I afterwards found out was Monsieur Paul Bavouzet, the newly-appointed Prefect of the Department of Alpes-Maritimes — called to leave his card upon the Count von Grünau.

The Imperial incognito only means that the public are to be deluded. Officialdom never is. They know the ruse, and support it all the world over. His Highness the Crown-Prince was paying his annual visit to Nice, and the President had sent his compliments through his representative, the bristly-haired little Prefect.

Soon after eleven that night the Crown-Prince, after chatting affably with me, strolled back to the Promenade des Anglais, where Knof, the chauffeur, awaited us with a big open car, in which we were whizzed around the port and up to Montboron in a few minutes.

As I parted from the Crown-Prince, who yawned and declared that he was tired, he said:

Ah! Heltzendorff. How good it is to get a breath of soft air from the Mediterranean! We shall have a port on this pleasant sea one day — if we live as long — eh?

That remark showed the trend of events. It showed how, hand in hand with the Emperor, he was urging preparations for war — a war that had for its primary object the destruction of the Powers which, when the volcano erupted, united as allies.

The bright autumn days passed quite uneventfully, and frequently I went pleasant motor runs into the mountains with His Highness, up to the frontier at the Col di Tenda, to La Vésubie, Puget-Théniers, and other places. Yet I was still mystified at the reason of our sojourn there.

After we had been at the Villa Lilas about ten days I was one afternoon seated outside the popular Café de lOpéra, in the Place Masséna, when a lady, dressed in deep mourning and wearing the heavy veil in French style, passed along the pavement, glanced at me, and then, hesitating, she turned, and, coming back, advanced to the little table in the corner whereat I was sitting.

May I be permitted to have a word with you, Monsieur? she asked in French, in a low, refined voice.

Certainly, was my reply, and, not without some surprise, I rose and drew a chair for her.

She glanced round quickly, as though to satisfy herself that she would not be overheard, but, as a matter of fact, at that hour the chairs on the terraces of the café were practically deserted. At the same moment, viewing her closely, I saw that she was about twenty-four, handsome, dark-haired, with well-cut features.

I know, Monsieur, that I am a complete stranger to you, she exclaimed with a smile, but to me you are quite familiar by sight. I have passed you many times in Berlin and in Potsdam, and I know that you are Count von Heltzendorff, personal-adjutant to His Highness the Crown-Prince — or Count von Grünau, as he is known here in France.

You know that! I exclaimed.

She smiled mysteriously, replying:

Yes. I — well, I happen to be a friend of His Highness.

I held my breath. So this pretty young Frenchwoman was one of my young Imperial masters friends!

The fact is, Count, she went on, I have travelled a considerable distance to see you. I said that I was one of the Crown-Princes friends. Please do not misunderstand me. I know that he has a good many lady friends, but, as far as I am concerned, I have never been introduced to him, and he does not know me. I am his friend because of a certain friendliness towards him.

Really, Madame, I dont quite understand, I said.

Of course not, she answered, and then, glancing round, she added: This place is a little too public. Cannot we go across to the garden yonder?

At her suggestion I rose and walked with her to a quiet spot in the gardens, where we sat down, and I listened with interest to her.

She told me that her name was Julie de Rouville, but she would give no account of where she lived, though I took it that she was a young widow.

I have ventured to approach you, Count, because I cannot approach the Crown-Prince, she said presently. You probably do not know the true reason of his visit here to Nice?

No, I said. I admit that I do not. Why is he here?

It is a secret of his own. But, curiously enough, I am aware of the reason, and that is why I have sought you. Would it surprise you if I told you that in a certain quarter in France it will, in a few days, be known that the German Emperor is establishing a movement for an entente between Germany and Britain, and that the whole affair is based upon a fraud? The Emperor wants no entente, but only war with France and with Britain. The whole plot will be exposed in a few days!

From what source have you derived this knowledge? I asked, looking at her in amazement that she should know one of the greatest State secrets of Germany.

But she again smiled mysteriously, and said:

I merely tell you this in order to prove to you that I am in possession of certain facts known to but few people.

You evidently are, I said. But who intends to betray the truth to France?

I regret, Count, that I cannot answer your question.

If you are, as you say, the Crown-Princes friend, it would surely be a friendly act to let us know the truth, so that steps may be taken, perhaps, to avoid the secret of Germanys diplomacy from leaking out to her enemies.

All I can tell you, Count, is that the matter is one of gravest importance.

But will you not speak openly, and give us the actual facts?

I will — but to His Imperial Highness alone, was her answer.

You wish to meet him, then? I asked, rather suspicious that it might after all be only a womans ruse. And yet what she had said showed that she knew the Emperors secret, for she had actually mentioned Von Gesslers name in connection with the pretended Anglo-German entente.

If His Highness will honour me with an interview, then I will reveal all I know, and, further, will suggest a means of preventing the truth from leaking out.

But you are French, I said.

I have told you so, she laughed. But probably His Highness will refuse to see Julie de Rouville, therefore I think it best if you show him this.

From her little gold chain-purse she produced a small, unmounted photograph of herself, and handed it to me.

When he recognizes who wishes to see him he will fully understand, she said, in a quiet, refined voice. A letter addressed to Julie de Rouville at the Post Restante at Marseilles will quickly find me.

At Marseilles? I echoed.

Yes. I do not wish the letter to be sent to me here. From Marseilles I shall duly receive it.

I was silent for a few moments.

I confess, I exclaimed at last. I confess I do not exactly see the necessity for an interview with His Highness, when whatever you tell me — as his personal-adjutant — will be regarded as strictly in confidence.

Truth to tell, I was extremely suspicious of her. She might be desirous of meeting the Prince with some evil intent.

I have already said, Count Heltzendorff, that I am His Highnesss friend, and wish to approach him with motives of friendship.

You wish for no payment for this information, eh? I asked suspiciously, half believing that she might be a secret agent of France.

Payment — of course not! she answered, half indignantly. Show that photograph to the Crown-Prince, and tell him that I apply for an interview.

Then, rather abruptly, she rose, and, thanking me, wished me good afternoon, and walked away, leaving me with her photograph in my hand.

The Crown-Prince was out motoring, and did not get back to the Villa until after seven oclock.

As soon as I heard of his return I went to his room, and recounted my strange adventure with the dark-haired young woman in black. He became keenly interested, and the more so when I told him of her secret knowledge of the Kaisers intended establishment of a bogus entente with Great Britain.

She wishes to see you, I said. And she told me to give you her photograph.

I handed it to him.

At sight of it his face instantly changed. He held his breath, and then examined the photograph beneath the light. Afterwards I noticed a strange, hard look at the corners of his mouth, while his teeth set themselves firmly.

Next second, however, he had recovered his self-possession, and with a low laugh said:

Yes. Of course, I know her. She wants me to write to Julie de Rouville at the Post Restante at Marseilles, eh? Hm — Ill think it over.

And I could see that sight of the photograph had not only displeased him, but it also caused him very considerable uneasiness.

Late in the afternoon, two days later, His Highness, who had been walking alone, and who had apparently evaded the vigilance of the ever-watchful Eckardt, returned to the Villa with a stranger, a tall, rather thin, fair-haired man, undoubtedly a German, and the pair were closeted together, holding counsel evidently for a considerable time. Where His Highness met him I knew not, but when later on I entered the room I saw that the pair were on quite friendly terms.

His Highness addressed him as Herr Schäfer, and when he had left he told me that he was from the Wilhelmstrasse, and had been attached to the Embassy at Washington, and afterwards in London, for affairs of the Press — which meant that he was conductor of the German Press propaganda.

It seemed curious that the young man Schäfer should be in such high favour with the Crown-Prince.

I watched closely. Whatever was in progress was a strict secret between the pair. The more I saw of Hans Schäfer the more I disliked him. He had cruel eyes and heavy, sensuous lips — a coarse countenance which was the reverse of prepossessing, though I could see that he was a very clever and cunning person.

For a full fortnight the Crown-Prince and the man Schäfer were almost inseparable. Was it for the purpose of meeting Schäfer that we had gone to Nice? The man had been back from London about two months, and had, I learnt, been lately living in Paris.

One evening while strolling in the sunset by the sea along the tree-lined Promenade des Anglais, I suddenly encountered Julie de Rouville, dressed in mourning, a quiet, pathetic figure, just as we had last met.

I instantly recollected that since the evening when I had given her photograph to the Crown-Prince he had never mentioned her, and I could only believe that for some mysterious reason sight of the picture had recalled some distasteful memory.

Ah, Count! she cried, as I halted and raised my hat. This is, indeed, a welcome meeting! I have been looking out for you for the past two days.

Ive been staying over at Cannes, was my reply. Well?

She indicated a seat, and upon it we sat together.

I have to thank you for giving my photograph and message to His Highness, she said in that sweet, refined voice that I so well remembered.

I trust that the Crown-Prince has written to you — eh?

She smiled, a trifle sadly I thought.

Well, no — — was her rather vague reply.

Then how are you aware that I gave your message?

She shook her head and again smiled.

I had my own means of discovery. By certain signs I knew that you had carried out your promise, she said. But as I have heard nothing, I wish you, if you will, to deliver another message — a very urgent one. Tell him I must see him, for I dread daily lest the truth of the Kaisers real intentions be known at the Quai dOrsay.

Certainly, was my polite reply. I will deliver your message this evening.

Tell him that my sole desire is to act in the interests of the Emperor and himself, she urged.

But, forgive me, I said, I cannot see why you should interest yourself in the Crown-Prince if he declines to communicate with you.

I have my reasons, Count von Heltzendorff, was her rather haughty reply. Please tell him that the matter will not brook further delay.

I had seen in the London newspapers during the past week how eagerly the English journalists, with the dust cast into their eyes, were blindly advocating that the British public should welcome the great German national movement, headed by Baron von Gessler, supported by Ballin, Delbrück, and Von Wedel, with the hearty co-operation of the Emperor and the Imperial Chancellor — the movement to establish better relations with Great Britain.

I knew that the secret should at all hazards be kept, and that night I told the Crown-Prince of my second meeting with the pretty woman in black and her urgent request.

He laughed, but made no remark. Yet I knew by his tone that he was not so easy in his mind as he desired me to believe.

It also seemed strange why, if the young Frenchwoman was so desirous of meeting him, she did not call at the Villa.

About a week later it suddenly occurred to me to endeavour to discover the real identity of the lady in black, but as I was not certain whether she actually lived in Nice it was rather difficult. Nevertheless, by invoking the aid of my friend Belabre, inspector of the Sûreté of Nice, and after waiting a few days I made an astounding discovery, namely, that the lady who called herself De Rouville was an Italian café concert singer named Irene Speroni — the woman who had aroused the jealousy of the Crown-Princess! And she knew that important State secret of Germany!

The situation was, I saw, a most serious one. Indeed, I felt it my duty to mention my discovery to His Highness, when, to my surprise, he was not in the least angry. He merely said:

It is true, Heltzendorff — true what the Crown-Princess declared — that I went to Wiesbaden and that I gave the woman a pair of emerald earrings which I ordered from old Vollgold. But there was no reason for jealousy. I saw the woman, and gave her the present in the hope of closing her lips.

In a moment I understood. The pretty variety artiste was endeavouring to levy blackmail. But how could she, in her position, have learnt the secret of the Emperors intentions?

She was, I found, living as Signorina Speroni, with her maid, at the Hôtel Bristol over at Beaulieu, just across the blue bay of Villefranche, and as the days went on I realized the imminent danger of exposure, and wondered if the Kaiser knew of it.

I made a remark to that effect to His Highness one morning, whereupon he replied:

Dont disturb yourself, my dear Heltzendorff! I have not overlooked the matter, for it is one that closely concerns both the Emperor and myself. The woman obtained the secret by opening the dispatch-box of one who believed her to be his friend, and then she attempted to use her knowledge in order to drag me into her net. But I do not think I am very likely to be caught — eh?

At that moment Herr Schäfer entered the room, therefore further discussion was out of the question.

From inquiries I made later on I found that the concert singer had suddenly left the hotel, therefore I went over to Beaulieu and had an instructive chat with the hall porter, a German of course. From him I learnt that the Signorina had been staying there ever since the date when we had arrived at Nice, and, further, that two gentleman had been frequently in the habit of calling upon her. One was a smart young Frenchman who came in a motor-car, and the other was a German. From the description of the latter I at once came to the conclusion that it was none other than Herr Schäfer!

The one gentleman did not know of the others visits, said the bearded porter, with a laugh. The Signorina always impressed silence upon me, because she thought one would be jealous of the other. The German gentleman seemed very deeply in love with her, and she called him Hans. He accompanied her when she left here for San Remo.

I reported this to His Highness, but he made no remark. That some devilish plot was being carried out I suspected. The Hohenzollerns are ready to go to any length to prevent their black secrets from leaking out.

My surmise proved correct, for, a week later, some fishermen found upon the brown rocks near Capo Verde, beyond San Remo, the body of a woman, fully dressed, afterwards identified as that of Irene Speroni, the singer so popular in Rome.

It was proved that on the previous night she had been seen by two peasants walking along the sea road near San Lorenzo, accompanied by a tall, thin man, who seemed greatly excited, and was talking in German. It was believed by the Italian police that the unknown German, in a fit of jealousy, threw her into the sea.

From facts I gathered some months later I realized that the whole plot had been most cunningly conceived by the Crown-Prince. Schäfer, after his return from America, had met the woman Speroni, who was performing in London, and she had, unknown to him, opened his dispatch-box, and from some secret correspondence had learned the real truth regarding the proposed entente which the Emperor contemplated.

Schäfer, alarmed at the womans knowledge, and yet fascinated by her charms, had gone to the Crown-Prince, and he, in turn, had seen the woman in Wiesbaden. Finding her so dangerous to the Emperors plans, His Highness then conceived a fiendish plot. He first introduced her to a young French Marquis, de Vienne by name, who pestered her with his attentions, and followed her to Beaulieu. Having so far succeeded, the Crown-Prince went to Nice, and cleverly played upon Schäfers love for the woman, pointing out that she was playing a double game, and urging him to watch.

He did so, and discovered the truth. Then there occurred the tragedy of jealousy, exactly as the police believed.

Herr Schäfer, the tool of His Imperial Highness, had, however, escaped to Germany, and the police of San Remo are still in ignorance of his identity.


SECRET NUMBER SIX

THE AFFAIR OF THE HUNCHBACKED COUNTESS
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I SUPPOSE THAT none of your British friends have ever heard the name of Thyra Adelheid von Kienitz.

She was a funny little deformed person, aged, perhaps, seventy, widow of the great General von Kienitz, who had served in the Franco-German campaign, and who, before his death, had been acknowledged to be as great a strategist as your own Lord Roberts, whom every good German — I did not write Prussian — salutes in reverence.

Countess von Kienitz was the daughter of a certain Countess von Borcke, and after living for many years in retirement in her picturesque old schloss perched on a rock not far from the famous wine district of Berncastel, on the winding Mosel river, became suddenly seized with an idea to re-enter Berlin society.

With this view she rented a fine house not far from the Liechtenstein Bridge, and early in 1911 commenced a series of wildly-extravagant entertainments — luncheons, dinners, and supper concerts, at which were artistes to whom three-thousand-mark fees were often paid — with a view, as it seemed to me, to attract the more modern and go-ahead section of Berlin society.

At first the smarter set looked askance at the ugly, deformed, painted-up old woman with the squeaky voice, and they strenuously declined invitations to her splendid, newly-furnished mansion in the Stulerstrasse. Indeed, the name of the Countess von Kienitz became synonymous for all that was grotesque, and her painted, doll-like countenance and yellow wig were the laughing-stock of both the upper and middle classes.

Nevertheless she strenuously endeavoured to surround herself with young society of both sexes, and many smart dances were given at the Stulerstrasse during the season — dances at which the swaggering Prussian officer was seen at his gorgeous best.

One afternoon, seated by the Crown-Prince as he drove recklessly his great Mercédès car along the Bismarckallee in the direction of Potsdam, we passed an overdressed old woman, very artificial, with yellow hair, and short of stature.

Look, Heltzendorff! Is she not like that old crow, Von Kienitz?

Yes, her figure is very similar, I admitted.

Ah! The old woman was introduced to me the other night at Bismarck-Bohlens house. Himmel! What a freak! Have you seen her wig?

I replied that I had visited once or twice at the Stulerstrasse, and that the company I had met there were certainly amusing. I mentioned some of their names, among them that of young Von Ratibor, Major Gersdorff, of the Deaths Head Hussars, Von Heynitz, of the Königsjäger, a well-known man about town, his friend Winterfeld, together with a number of ladies of the very ultra go-ahead set. At this His Highness seemed highly interested.

She certainly seems a very curious old person, he laughed. Fancies that shes but twenty-five, and actually had the audacity to dance at Bismarck-Bohlens. Somebody was cruel enough to ask her to sing a French chansonnette!

Did she? I inquired.

Of course. She put herself into a martial attitude, and sang something about Le drapeau of Jacques Bonhomme, as though we wished to know anything about it. The man who suggested the song was sorry.

I laughed heartily. Sometimes the Crown-Prince could be humorous, and it certainly must have been distinctly quaint when, as a result of the joke played upon the old Countess, she so completely turned the tables upon the party by singing a song full of French sentiment.

That circumstance told me that she must be a very clever old lady, even though she wore that tow-coloured wig which sometimes on nights of merriment got a trifle askew.

Judge my great surprise, however, when, about six weeks later, Frau von Alvensleben, the pretty Grande Maîtresse of the Court of the Crown-Princess, stopped me in one of the corridors of the Marmor Palace and, drawing me aside, whispered:

I have news for you, my dear Count. We have a new arrival at Court — Frau Yellow-Wig.

I looked at her, for the moment puzzled. She saw that I did not follow her.

Countess von Kienitz — a friend of yours, I believe.

Friend of mine! I echoed. Ive only been to her house three or four times, just in a crowd, and out of curiosity.

Oh, là là! Well, she has told the Crown-Princess that you are her friend, and, in brief, has entirely fascinated Her Imperial Highness.

I gasped. At what a pass we had arrived when the Crown-Princess was receiving that old woman whose reputation was of the gayest and most scandalous!

What the Grande Maîtresse had told me was perfectly correct, for three days later a dance was held, and as I entered the room I saw amid that gay assemblage the yellow-haired old widow of the long-forgotten military hero wagging her lace fan and talking quite familiarly with Her Imperial Highness. To my utter amazement also, His Majesty the Emperor, in the gay uniform of the 3rd Regiment of Uhlans of Saxony — of whom he was chief, among a hundred-and-one other high military distinctions — advanced and smiled graciously upon her as she bowed as low as rheumatism and old age allowed.

The fascination which the ugly, shrill-voiced old woman exercised over Cilli was quickly remarked, and, of course, gossip became more rife than ever, especially when, a week later, it was announced that she had actually been appointed a lady-in-waiting.

The Crown-Prince, too, soon became on friendly terms with her, and many times I saw them chatting together as though exchanging confidences. Why?

His Highness, usually so utterly piggish towards ladies, given to snubbing even the highest-born in the Empire, was always smiling and gracious towards her.

I cant make it out, declared Von Behr, the Chamberlain du service, to me one day two months later, while I was smoking with him in his room. The old woman has the most complete control over Her Highness. Because she was averse to the journey, we are not going to Norway this year. Besides, since her appointment she has succeeded in plotting the dismissal of both Countess von Scheet-Plessen and Countess von Brockdorff.

I know, I replied. I had been discussing it only a few hours before with Major von Amsberg, aide-de-camp of the Prince Eitel Frédéric, and he, too, had expressed himself both mystified and disgusted with the mysterious power exercised by the old woman in the yellow wig. It seems so extraordinary, I went on, that the Court should so utterly disregard the womans reputation.

Bah, my dear Heltzendorff! laughed the Chamberlain. When a woman arrives at seventy she has outlived all the peccadilloes of youth. And, after all, the reputations of most of us here are tarnished — more or less — eh?

His remarks were indeed true. Nevertheless, it did not lessen the mystery of the appointment of the little old Countess as a lady-in-waiting, nor did it account for the strange influence which she held over the Imperial pair.

One evening I went to the Countesss house in the Stulerstrasse to a dinner-party, at which there were present the Crown-Prince, Admiral von Spee from Kiel, and Von Ilberg, the Emperors doctor, together with the old Duke von Trachenberg, who held the honorary and out-of-date office of grand cupbearer to the Emperor, and the eternal Uncle Zeppelin. With us were a number of ladies, including their Serene Highnesses the Princess von Radolin and the Duchess von Ratibor, both ladies of the Court of the Kaiserin, and several others of the ultra-smart set.

After the meal there was a small dance, and about midnight, after waltzing with a pretty girl, the daughter of the Baron von Heintze-Weissenrode, we strolled together into the fine winter garden with its high palms, its plashing fountains, and its cunningly-secreted electric lights.

I was seated with her, chatting gaily, for we had met in July at Stubbenkammer, on the island of Rügen. She had been staying with her father at Eichstadts, in Nipmerow, and we had all three been on some pleasant excursions along the Baltic coast, with its picturesque beech woods, white cliffs, and blue bays.

We were recalling a delightful excursion up to the Herthaburg, on the road to Sassnitz, that altar of sacrifice which tradition connects with the mysterious rites of the beautiful goddess Hertha, mentioned by Tacitus, when suddenly we overheard voices.

Two persons were approaching somewhere behind us, conversing in Italian — a man and a woman.

Hush! I whispered mischievously. Listen! Do you know Italian?

Alas! no, was her reply. Do you?

I did not answer, for I had already recognized the voices as those of our hostess and the Crown-Prince.

Next moment, however, my companions quick ears caught that unmistakable squeaky voice.

Why, its the Countess! she exclaimed.

I made no reply, but continued to recall that glorious summers day beside the blue Baltic, while His Highness and the little old lady-in-waiting seated themselves out of sight a short distance away, and continued a very confidential discussion in an undertone in the language in which, after German, I happened perhaps to be most proficient.

The pair were discussing somebody named Karl Krahl, and the curious discussion was undoubtedly regarding some evil intent.

I saw the Emperor to-day, declared the old woman in her sibilant Italian, so that no one should understand, for Italian is seldom spoken in Germany. His Majesty shares my views now, though he did not do so at first. Indeed, I was very near being dismissed in disgrace when I first broached the affair. But, fortunately, he now knows the truth and sees the advantage of — well, you know, eh?

Certo, Contessa, replied the Crown-Prince, who speaks Italian extremely well, though not with half the fluency of his hostess. I quite foresee the peril and the force of your argument.

How shall we act? asked the old woman. It remains for you to devise a plan. At any moment matters may approach a crisis. One can never account for the confidences exchanged by those who love each other. And, remember, Krahl is in love.

The Crown-Prince grunted, but as several couples entered at that moment the pair suddenly broke off their confidential chat, and, rising, went out together.

Who was this Karl Krahl against whom some deep-laid plot was levelled?

I searched various directories, lists of persons engaged in the Government offices in the Wilhelmstrasse, the Leipzigerstrasse, and Unter den Linden; I consulted the Director of Berlin Police, Von Jagow; the well-known Detective Schunke, and Heinrich Wesener, Assistant-Director of the Secret Service of the General Staff; but nobody knew Karl Krahl. There seemed to be no record of him anywhere.

In October I went with the Crown-Prince and the Emperor upon a round of ceremonial military inspections to the garrisons in Silesia — namely, Breslau, Leignitz, and Oppeln — and afterwards to Lübeck, where we presented new colours to two regiments. Thence, while the Emperor and his Staff returned direct to Berlin, I accompanied His Imperial Highness to Ballenstedt, the beautiful schloss in the Harz Mountains. Here once or twice each season the Crown-Princes habit was to invite a few of his most intimate chums to shoot in the forests of Stecklenberg and the Lauenberg, and along that curious sandstone ridge known as the Teufelsmauer, or Devils Wall.

The sport was always excellent, especially about the romantic district of Neue Schenke, near Suderode.

The guns consisted of five well-known officers from Berlin, together with Dr. Zeising, the Master-General of Forests, and Lieut.-General von Oertzen, the fat old Inspector-General of Cavalry. As usual, we all had a most enjoyable time.

On the third day, after a champagne luncheon taken at the foresters little house at Neue Schenke, we were about to resume our sport. Indeed, all the guests had gone outside, preparing to go to their allotted stations, when the head forester, a stalwart man in green livery, entered, and, addressing the Crown-Prince, said:

There is a man to see Your Imperial Highness, and refuses to leave. He gives his name as Karl Krahl.

In an instant I pricked up my ears.

His Highnesss brows narrowed for a second, which showed his annoyance, then, smiling affably, so clever was he, like his Imperial father, in the concealment of his real feelings — he replied:

Oh, yes — Krahl! I recollect. Yes, I will see him here.

Next moment the person whom I had heard discussed so strangely in the little old womans beautiful winter garden was ushered in.

He was dark-haired, aged about twenty-eight, I judged, with small, shrewd black eyes, dressed in a well-cut suit of grey country tweeds, and but for his German name I should have taken him for an English tourist, one of those familiar objects of the Harz in peace time. His appearance instantly interested me, the more so owing to the fact that he had come to that remote spot and at that hour to pay a visit to the Emperors son.

Come in, Karl! exclaimed the Crown-Prince affably, as he grasped his visitors hand. His Highness did not often offer his manicured hand to others, and at this I was, I admit, greatly surprised. The forester did not know you, of course. Well, I am very pleased to see you. Have you come straight here?

Yes, your Highness. I went first to Berlin, and learning that you were here I thought I had better lose no time.

Quite right, laughed his Highness who, turning to me, said: Heltzendorff, will you tell the others to go on — that I am detained for an hour on State business, and — and that I will join them as soon as possible. I will find you in the woods, on the left of the Quedlinburg Road, before one comes to the Wurmtal. Apologize for me, but the delay is inevitable. I have a conference with Herr Krahl.

While His Highness remained behind at the foresters house to chat alone with the mysterious Karl Krahl, we went out among the birds and had some excellent sport. Yet the sight of that ferret-eyed young man, whom I had long endeavoured in vain to trace, caused me considerable wonderment. Who was that young fellow in whom the little old Countess seemed to take such deep and peculiar interest? What was his offence that she, with the Crown-Prince, should concoct, as it seemed to me, such a plot as that I had partly overheard?

That there was a woman in the case I felt assured, but her name had not been mentioned, and I had no suspicion of whom it could be. I realized, however, that something important must be in progress, otherwise His Highness, devoted to sport as he was, would never have given up the best afternoon to consult with that stranger in grey tweeds.

The forester and beaters had come with us, as the Crown-Prince had, at his own request, been left alone with his mysterious visitor.

After a couple of short beats we arrived at the spot on the forest road to Quedlinburg, a most romantic and picturesque gorge, where His Highness had arranged to meet us, and there we sat down and waited. Both Von Oertzen and Dr. Zeising, being unduly stout, had been puffed in coming up the steep mountain side, and as we sat we gossiped, though impatient to set forth again.

A full half-hour had passed, yet the head forester, who was keeping a look-out along the road, did not signal His Highnesss approach.

I wonder what can have detained him? remarked the Inspector-General of Cavalry.

I explained that a strange young man had come to the foresters house.

Well, laughed a smart young lieutenant of Uhlans, I could have understood the delay if it had been a lady!

An hour went past. The light would soon fade, and we, knowing Willies utter disregard for his appointments, at last decided to continue the shoot, leaving one of the foresters to tell His Highness the direction we had taken.

The Crown-Prince did not, however, join us, and darkness had fallen ere we returned to the foresters house. Of His Highness there was no sign, a fact which much surprised us. In the room wherein I had left him his gun and green Tyrolese hat were lying upon a chair, and the fact that all the cars were still ranged outside showed that he had not driven back to the castle.

The Crown-Prince had disappeared!

Knof, His Highnesss chauffeur, who had been walking with us, was sent back post-haste to the schloss to ascertain whether he had been seen there, for His Highnesss movements were often most erratic. We knew that if the whim took him he would perhaps go off in an opposite direction, or trudge back to the castle with utter disregard of our natural anxiety.

Lights were lit, and we enjoyed cigars awaiting Knofs return. In an hour he was back with the news that nothing had been heard of His Highness. Soon after we had left that morning, however, a young man in a grey suit had called and seen the major-domo, who had directed him where His Highness might be found.

Upon Eckardt — the commissary of police responsible for His Highnesss safety — the onus rested. Yet, had he not been sent out with the party, as His Highness had expressed to me a wish to be left alone with the stranger, whose name I alone knew.

While we were discussing the most judicious mode of action — for I scented much mystery in this visit of Karl Krahl — one of the party suddenly discovered, lying upon the ledge of the window, a ladys small and rather elegant handbag of black moiré silk.

Hulloa! I cried when he held it up for inspection. This reveals to us one fact — a woman has been here!

I opened the bag, and within found a small lawn handkerchief with a coronet embroidered in its corner, a tiny tortoise-shell mirror, and four one-hundred-mark notes, but no clue whatever as to its owner.

The mystery was increasing hourly, but the gay party, knowing Willies susceptibility where the fair sex were concerned, only laughed and declared that His Highness would assuredly turn up before the evening was over.

Truth to tell, I did not like the situation. His Highnesss disappearance was now known to fifty or so persons, beaters, and others, and I feared lest it might get into the Berlin papers. With that object I called them together and impressed upon them that most complete silence must be maintained regarding the affair.

Then Knof drove me alone back to the schloss. I wondered if His Highness, wishing to get away unobserved, returning in secret there, had left me a written message in his room. He had done that on one occasion before.

I dashed up to the small, old-world room which by day overlooked the romantic and picturesque valley, but upon the table whereat I had been writing early that morning there was nothing.

As I turned to leave I heard a footstep, and next instant saw the little deformed old Countess facing me.

Her appearance quite startled me. Apparently she had just arrived, for she was in a dark blue bonnet and warm travelling coat.

Ah! Count von Heltzendorff! she cried in that squeaky, high-pitched voice of hers. Is His Imperial Highness here? I must see him immediately.

No, Countess. His Imperial Highness is not here, was my reply. This afternoon he mysteriously disappeared from the foresters lodge at Neue Schenke, and we are unable to trace him.

Disappeared! gasped the old lady, instantly pale and agitated.

Yes, I said, looking her straight in the face.

Do you know whether he had a visitor to-day — a young, dark-haired man?

He had, Countess. A man called, and saw him. At His Highnesss request I left him alone with his visitor at the foresters house. The mans name was Karl Krahl.

How did you know his name? she asked, staring at me with an expression of distinct suspicion.

Because — well, because I happen to have learnt it some time ago, I said. And, further, on returning to the house we found this little bag in the room wherein I had left the Crown-Prince.

Why! — a ladys bag! she exclaimed as I held it out for inspection.

Yes, I said in a somewhat hard tone. Do you happen to recognize it?

Me? Why? asked the old woman.

Well, because I think it is your own property, I said with a sarcastic smile. I have some recollection of having seen it in your hand!

She took it, examined it well, and then, with a hollow, artificial laugh, declared:

It certainly is not mine. I once had a bag very similar, but mine was not of such good quality.

Are you really quite certain, Countess? I demanded in a low, persuasive voice.

Quite, she declared, though I knew that she was lying to me. But why trouble about that bag while there is a point much more important — the safety and whereabouts of His Imperial Highness? she went on in a great state of agitation. Tell me, Count, exactly what occurred — as far as you know.

I recounted to her the facts just as you have already written them down, and as I did so I watched her thin, crafty old face, noticing upon it an expression full of suspicion of myself. She was, I now realized, undecided as to the exact extent of my knowledge.

How did you know that the young mans name was Krahl? she asked eagerly. You had perhaps met him before — eh?

But to this leading question I maintained a sphinx-like silence. That the little old woman who had so unexpectedly become a lady-in-waiting was playing some desperate double game I felt sure, but its exact import was still an enigma.

In any case, she said, would it not be as well to return to the Neue Schenke and make search?

I smiled. Then, in order to let her know that I was acquainted with Italian, the language she had spoken on that well-remembered night in her own conservatory, I exclaimed:

Ahe! alle volte con gli occhi aperti si far dei sogni. (Sometimes one can dream with ones eyes open.)

Her thin eyebrows narrowed, and with a shrug of her shoulders the clever old woman replied:

Dal false bene viene il vero male. (From an affected good feeling comes a real evil.)

I realized at that moment that there was more mystery in the affair than I had yet conceived. His Imperial Highness was certainly missing, though the female element of the affair had become eliminated by my recognition of her own handbag. She, too, had been in secret to the foresters house — but with what object?

Half an hour later we were back at the little house in the forest.

The guests had all returned to the castle, and only Eckardt, the police commissary, remained, with the forester and his underlings. Already search had been made in the surrounding woods, but without result. Of his Imperial Highness there was no trace.

In the long room, with its pitch-pine walls, and lit by oil lamps, the crafty old Countess closely questioned Eckardt as to the result of his inquiries. But the police official, who had become full of nervous fear, declared that he had been sent off by His Highness, and had not since found any trace of him. He spoke of the little black silk bag, of course, and attached great importance to it.

Within half an hour we had reorganized the beaters from the neighbourhood and, with lanterns, set out again to examine some woods to the east which had not been searched. About ten oclock we set forth, the Countess accompanying us and walking well, notwithstanding her age, though I could see that it was a fearful anxiety that kept her active. To the men with us every inch of the mountain side was familiar, and for hours we searched.

Suddenly, not far away, a horn was blown, followed by loud shouts. Quickly we approached the spot, and Eckardt and myself, as we came up, looked upon a strange scene. Close to the trunk of a great beech tree lay the form of the Crown-Prince, hatless, outstretched upon his face.

Instantly I bent, tore open his shooting jacket, and to my great relief found that his heart was still beating. He was, however, quite unconscious, though there seemed no sign of a struggle. As he had left his hat and gun in the house, it seemed that he had gone forth only for a moment. And yet we were quite a mile from the foresters house!

The Countess had thrown herself upon her knees and stroked his brow tenderly when I announced that he was still living. By her actions I saw that she was filled by some bitter self-reproach.

With the lanterns shining around him — surely a weird and remarkable scene which would, if described by the journalists, have caused a great sensation in Europe — the Crown-Prince was brought slowly back to consciousness, until at last he sat up, dazed and wondering.

His first words to me were:

That fellow! Where is he? That — that glass globe!

Glass globe! Surely His Highnesss mind was wandering.

An hour later he was comfortably in bed in the great old-world room in the castle, attended by a local doctor — upon whom I set the seal of official silence — and before dawn he had completely recovered.

Yet, even to me, he declared that he retained absolutely no knowledge of what had occurred.

I went out quickly, and I — well, I dont know what happened, he told me soon after dawn, as he lay in bed. Strangely enough, he made no mention of the man, Karl Krahl.

Later on he summoned the Countess von Kienitz, and for twenty minutes or so he had an animated discussion with her. Being outside the room, however, I was unable to hear distinctly.

Well, I succeeded, by bribes and threats, in hushing up the whole affair and keeping it out of the papers, while by those who knew of the incident it was soon forgotten.

I suppose it must have been fully three months later when one evening, having taken some documents over to the Emperor for signature at the Berlin Schloss, I returned to the Princes private room in the Palace, when, to my great surprise, I found the man Karl Krahl seated there. He looked very pale and worn, quite unlike the rather athletic figure he presented at the foresters house.

If you still refuse to tell me the truth, then I shall take my own measures to find out — severe measures! So I give you full warning, the Crown-Prince was declaring angrily, as I entered so unexpectedly.

I did not withdraw, pretending not to notice the presence of a visitor, therefore His Highness himself beckoned the young man, who followed him down the corridor to another room.

The whole affair was most puzzling. What had happened on that afternoon in the Harz Mountains I could not at all imagine. By what means had His Highness been rendered unconscious, and what part could the little old Countess have played in the curious affair?

In about half an hour the Crown-Prince returned in a palpably bad humour, and, flinging himself into his chair, wrote a long letter, which he addressed to Countess von Kienitz. This he sealed carefully, and ordered me to take it at once to the Stulerstrasse and deliver it to her personally.

The Countess left for Stockholm this morning, I was informed by the bearded manservant. She left by the eight oclock train, and has already left Sassnitz by now.

When do you expect her to return?

The man did not know.

On going back to His Highness and telling him of the Countesss departure, he bit his lip and then smiled grimly.

That infernal old woman has left Germany, and will never again put her foot upon our soil, Heltzendorff, he said. You may open that letter. It will explain something which I know must have mystified you.

I did so. And as I read what he had written I held my breath. Truly, it did explain much.

Imposing the strictest silence upon me, the Crown-Prince then revealed how utterly he and the Crown-Princess had been misled, and how very narrowly he had escaped being the victim of a cunning plot to effect his death.

The little old Countess von Kienitz had, it seemed, sworn to avenge the degradation and dismissal of her son, who had been in the famous Deaths Head Hussars. She had secretly traced the Crown-Prince as author of a subtle conspiracy against him, the underlying motive being jealousy. With that end in view she had slowly wormed her way into His Highnesss confidence, and introduced to him Karl Krahl, a neurotic young Saxon who lived in London, and who pretended he had unearthed a plot against the Kaiser himself.

It was to tell me the truth concerning the conspiracy that Krahl came to me in secret at Ballenstedt. He remained with me for half an hour, when, to my great surprise, we were joined by the Countess. The story they told me of the plot against the Emperor was a very alarming one, and I intended to return at once to Berlin. The Countess had left to walk back to the schloss, when presently we heard a womans scream — her voice — and we both went forth to discover what was in progress. As I ran along a little distance behind Krahl, suddenly what seemed like a thin glass globe struck me in the chest and burst before my face. It had been thrown by an unknown hand, and, on breaking, must have emitted some poisonous gas which was intended to kill me, but which happily failed. Until yesterday the whole affair was a complete mystery, but Krahl has now confessed that the Countess conceived the plot, and that the hand that had thrown the glass bomb was that of her son, who had concealed himself in the bushes for that purpose.

Though, of course, I hastened to congratulate His Highness upon his fortunate escape, yet I now often wonder whether, if the plot had succeeded, the present world-conflict would ever have occurred.


SECRET NUMBER SEVEN

THE BRITISH GIRL WHO BAULKED THE KAISER
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HOW COMPLETELY WE have put to sleep these very dear cousins of ours, the British! His Imperial Highness the Crown-Prince made this remark to me as he sat in the corner of a first-class compartment of an express that had ten minutes before left Paddington Station for the West of England — that much-advertised train known as the Cornish-Riviera Express.

The Crown-Prince, though not generally known, frequently visited England and Scotland incognito, usually travelling as Count von Grünau, and we were upon one of these flying visits on that bright summers morning as the express tore through your delightful English scenery of the Thames Valley, with the first stopping-place at Plymouth, our destination.

The real reason for the visit of my young hotheaded Imperial Master was concealed from me.

Four days before he had dashed into my room at the Marmor Palace at Potsdam greatly excited. He had been with the Emperor in Berlin all the morning, and had motored back with all speed. Something had occurred, but what it was I failed to discern. He carried some papers in the pocket of his military tunic. From their colour I saw that they were secret reports — those documents prepared solely for the eyes of the Kaiser and those of his precious son.

He took a big linen-lined envelope and, placing the papers in it, carefully sealed it with wax.

We are going to London, Heltzendorff. Put that in your dispatch-box. I may want it when we are in England.

To London — when? I asked, much surprised at the suddenness of our journey, because I knew that we were due at Weimar in two days time.

We leave at six oclock this evening, was the Crown-Princes reply. Koehler has ordered the saloon to be attached to the Hook of Holland train. Hardt has already left Berlin to engage rooms for us at the Ritz, in London.

And the suite? I asked, for it was one of my duties to arrange who travelled with His Imperial Highness.

Oh! well leave Eckardt at home, he said, for he always hated the surveillance of the Commissioner of Secret Police. We shall only want Schuler, my valet, and Knof.

We never travelled anywhere without Knof, the chauffeur, who was an impudent, arrogant young man, intensely disliked by everyone.

And so it was that the four of us duly landed at Harwich and travelled to London, our identity unknown to the jostling crowd of Cooks tourists returning from their annual holiday on the Continent.

At the Ritz, too, though we took our meals in the restaurant, that great square white room overlooking the Park, Willie was not recognized, because all photographs of him show him in elegant uniform. In a tweed suit, or in evening clothes, he presents an unhealthy, weedy and somewhat insignificant figure, save for those slant animal eyes of his which are always so striking in his every mood.

His Imperial Highness had been on the previous day to Carlton House Terrace to a luncheon given by the Ambassadors wife, but to which nobody was invited but the Embassy staff.

And that afternoon in the great dining-room, in full view of St. Jamess Park and Whitehall, the toast of The Day was drunk enthusiastically — the day of Great Britains intended downfall.

That same evening an Imperial courier arrived from Berlin and called at the Ritz, where, on being shown into the Crown-Princes sitting-room, he handed His Highness a sealed letter from his wife.

Willie, on reading it, became very grave. Then, striking a match, he lit it, and held it until it was consumed. There was a second letter — which I saw was from the Emperor. This he also read, and then gave vent to an expression of impatience. For a few minutes he reflected, and it was then he announced that we must go to Plymouth next day.

On arrival there we went to the Royal Hotel, where the Crown-Prince registered as Mr. Richter, engaging a private suite of rooms for himself and his secretary, myself. For three days we remained there, taking motor runs to Dartmoor, and also down into Cornwall, until on the morning of the fourth day the Crown-Prince suddenly said:

I shall probably have a visitor this morning about eleven oclock — a young lady named King. Tell them at the bureau to send her up to my sitting-room.

At the time appointed the lady came. I received her in the lobby of the self-contained flat, and found her to be about twenty-four, well-dressed, fair-haired and extremely good-looking. Knowing the Crown-Princes penchant for the petticoat, I saw at once the reason of our journey down to Plymouth.

Miss King, I learned, was an English girl who some years previously had gone to America with her people, and by the heavy travelling coat and close-fitting hat she wore I concluded that she had just come off one of the incoming American liners.

One thing which struck me as I looked at her was the brooch she wore. It was a natural butterfly of a rare tropical variety, with bright golden wings, the delicate sheen of which was protected by small plates of crystal — one of the most charming ornaments I had ever seen.

As I ushered her in she greeted the Crown-Prince as Mr. Richter, being apparently entirely unaware of his real identity. I concluded that she was somebody whom His Highness had met in Germany, and to whom he had been introduced under his assumed name.

Ah! Miss King! he exclaimed pleasantly in his excellent English, shaking hands with her. Your boat should have been in yesterday. I fear you encountered bad weather — eh?

Yes, rather, replied the girl. But it did not trouble me much. We had almost constant gales ever since we left New York, she laughed brightly. She appeared to be quite a charming little person. But his fast-living Highness was perhaps one of the best judges of a pretty face in all Europe, and I now realized why we had travelled all the way from Potsdam to Plymouth.

Heltzendorff, would you please bring me that sealed packet from your dispatch-box? he asked, suddenly turning to me.

The sealed packet! I had forgotten all about it ever since he had handed it me at the door of the Marmor Palace. I knew that it contained some secret reports prepared for the eye of the Emperor. The latter had no doubt seen them, for the Crown-Prince had brought them with him from Berlin.

As ordered, I took the packet into the room where His Highness sat with his fair visitor, and then I retired and closed the door.

Hotel doors are never very heavy, as a rule, therefore I was able to hear conversation, but unfortunately few words were distinct. The interview had lasted nearly half an hour. Finding that I could hear nothing, I contented myself in reading the paper and holding myself in readiness should Mr. Richter want me.

Of a sudden I heard His Highnesss voice raised in anger, that shrill, high-pitched note which is peculiar both to the Emperor and to his son when they are unusually annoyed.

But I tell you, Miss King, there is no other way, I heard him shout. It can be done quite easily, and nobody can possibly know.

Never! cried the girl. What would people think of me?

You wish to save your brother, he said. Very well, I have shown you how you can effect this. And I will help you if you agree to the terms — if you will find out what I want to know.

I cant! cried the girl, in evident distress. I really cant! It would be dishonest — criminal!

Bah! my dear girl, you are looking at the affair from far too high a standpoint, replied the man she knew as Richter. It is a mere matter of business. You ask me to assist you to save your brother, and I have simply stated my terms. Surely you would not think that I should travel from Berlin here to Plymouth in order to meet you if I were not ready and eager to help you?

I must ask my father. I can speak to him in confidence.

Your father! shrieked Mr. Richter in alarm. By no means. Why, you must not breathe a single word to him. This affair is a strict secret between us. Please understand that. Then, after a pause, he asked in a lower and more serious voice:

Your brother is, I quite admit, in direst peril, and you alone can save him. Now, what is your decision?

The girls reply was in a tone too low for me to overhear. Its tenor, however, was quickly apparent from the Crown-Princes words:

You refuse! Very well, then, I cannot assist you. I regret, Miss King, that you have had your journey to England for nothing.

But wont you help me, Mr. Richter? cried the girl appealingly. Do, do, Mr. Richter!

No, was his cold answer. I will, however, give you opportunity to reconsider your decision. You are, no doubt, going to London. So am I. You will meet me in the hall of the Carlton Hotel at seven oclock on Thursday evening, and we will dine together.

But I cant — I really cant do as you wish. You surely will not compel me to — to commit a crime!

Hush! he cried. I have shown you these papers, and you know my instructions. Remember that your father must know nothing. Nobody must suspect, or you will find yourself in equal peril with your brother.

You — you are cruel! sobbed the girl. Horribly cruel!

No, no, he said cheerfully. Dont cry, please. Think it all over, Miss King, and meet me in London on Thursday night.

After listening to the appointment I discreetly withdrew into the corridor on pretence of summoning a waiter, and when I returned the pretty English girl was taking leave of Mr. Richter.

Her blue eyes betrayed traces of emotion, and she was, I saw, very pale, her bearing quite unlike her attitude when she had entered there.

Well, good-bye, Miss King, said His Highness, grasping her hand. It was really awfully good of you to call. We shall meet again very soon — eh? Good-bye.

Then, turning to me, he asked me to conduct her out.

I walked by her side along the corridor and down the stairs, but as we went along she suddenly turned to me, remarking:

I wonder if all men are alike?

Alike, why? I asked, surprised.

Mr. Richter — ah! he has a heart of stone, she declared. My poor brother! she added, in a voice broken in emotion. I have travelled from America in order to try and save him ere it is too late.

Mr. Richter is your friend — eh? I asked as we descended.

Yes. I met him at Frankenhausen two years ago. I had gone there with my father to visit the Barbarossa Cavern.

Then you have lived in Germany?

Yes, for several years.

By this time we were at the door of the hotel, and I bowed to her as she smiled sadly and, wishing me adieu, passed out into the street.

On returning to the Crown-Prince, I found him in a decidedly savage mood. He was pacing the floor impatiently, muttering angrily to himself, for it was apparent that some deeply-laid plan of his was being thwarted by the girls refusal to conform to his wishes and obtain certain information he was seeking.

The Crown-Prince, when in a foreign country, was never idle. His energy was such that he was ever on the move, with eyes and ears always open to learn whatever he could. Hence it was at two oclock that afternoon Knof brought round a big grey open car, and in it I sat beside the Emperors son while we were driven around the defences of Plymouth, just as on previous occasions we had inspected those of Portsmouth and of Dover.

On the following Thursday evening we had returned to London, and the Crown-Prince, without telling me where he was going, left the Ritz Hotel, merely explaining that he might not be back till midnight. It was on that occasion, my dear Le Queux, you will remember, that I dined with you at the Devonshire Club, and we afterwards spent a pleasant evening together at the Empire.

I merely told you that His Highness was out at dinner with a friend. You were, naturally, inquisitive, but I did not satisfy your curiosity. Secrecy was my duty.

On returning to the hotel I found the Crown-Prince arranging with Knof a motor run along the Surrey hills on the following day. He had a large map spread before him — a German military map, the curious marks upon which would have no doubt astonished any of your War Office officials. The map indicated certain spots which had been secretly prepared by Germany in view of the projected invasion.

To those spots we motored on the following day. His Imperial Highness, at the instigation of the Emperor, actually made a tour of inspection of those cunningly-concealed points of vantage which the Imperial General Staff had, with their marvellous forethought and bold enterprise, already prepared right beneath the very nose of the sleeping British lion.

From the Crown-Princes jaunty manner and good spirits I felt assured that by the subtle persuasive powers he possessed towards women — nearly all of whom admired his corseted figure and his gay nonchalance — he had brought the mysterious Miss King into line with his own cunningly-conceived plans — whatever they might be.

We lunched at the Burford Bridge Hotel, that pretty old-fashioned house beneath Box Hill, not far from Dorking.

After our meal in the long public room, newly built as an annexe, we strolled into the grounds for a smoke.

Well, Heltzendorff, he said presently, as we strolled together along the gravelled walks, we will return to the Continent to-morrow. Our visit has not been altogether abortive. We will remain a few days in Ostend, before we return to Potsdam.

Next afternoon we had taken up our quarters at a small but very select hotel on the Digue at Ostend, a place called the Beau Séjour. It was patronized by old-fashioned folk, and Herr Richter was well known there. There may have been some who suspected that Richter was not the visitors real name, but they were few, and it always surprised me how well the Crown-Prince succeeded in preserving his incognito — though, of course, the authorities knew of the Imperial visit.

Whenever Willie went to Ostend his conduct became anything but that of the exemplary husband. Ostend in the season was assuredly a gay place, and the Crown-Prince had a small and select coterie of friends there who drank, gambled and enjoyed themselves even more than they did at Nice in winter.

But his mind was always obsessed by the coming war. Indeed, on that very evening of our arrival, as we strolled along the gaily-illuminated Digue towards the big, bright Kursaal, he turned to me suddenly and said:

When the hour comes, and Prussia in her greatness strikes them, this place will soon become German territory. I shall make that building yonder my headquarters, and he jerked his thumb in the direction of the summer palace of the King of the Belgians.

The following day, about three oclock, while the Crown-Prince was carelessly going through some letters brought by courier from Potsdam, a waiter came to me with a message that a Miss King desired to see Mr. Richter.

In surprise I received her, welcoming her to Ostend. From the neat dress of the pretty English girl I concluded that she had just crossed from Dover, and she seemed most anxious to see His Highness. I noted, too, that she still wore the beautiful golden butterfly.

When I entered his room to announce her his slant brows knit, and his thin lips compressed.

Hm! More trouble for us, Heltzendorff, I suppose! he whispered beneath his breath. Very well, show her in.

The fair visitor was in the room for a long time — indeed, for over an hour. Their voices were raised, and now and then, curiously enough, I received the impression that, whatever might have been the argument, the pretty girl had gained her own point, for when she came out she smiled at me in triumph, and walked straight forth and down the stairs.

The Crown-Prince threw himself into a big arm-chair in undisguised dissatisfaction. Towards me he never wore a mask, though, like his father, he invariably did so in the presence of strangers.

Those accursed women! he cried. Ah! Heltzendorff, when a woman is in love she will defy even Satan himself! And yet they are fools, these women, for they are in ignorance of the irresistible power of our Imperial house. The enemies of the Hohenzollerns are as a cloud of gnats on a summers night. The dew comes, and they are no more. It is a pity, he added, with a sigh of regret. But those who are either conscientious or defiant must suffer. Has not one of our greatest German philosophers written: It is no use breathing against the wind?

True, I said. Then, hoping to learn something further, I added: Surely it is a nuisance to be followed and worried by that little English girl!

Worried! Yes. You are quite right, my dear Heltzendorff, he said. But I do not mind worry, if it is in the interests of Prussia, and of our House of Hohenzollern. I admit the girl, though distinctly pretty, is a most irritating person. She does not appeal to me, but I am compelled to humour her, because I have a certain object in view.

I could not go further, or I might have betrayed the knowledge I had gained by eavesdropping.

I was surprised that she should turn up here, in Ostend, I said.

I had written to her. I expected her.

She does not know your real rank or station?

No. To her I am merely Herr Emil Richter, whom she first met away in the country. She was a tourist, and I was Captain Emil Richter, of the Prussian Guards. We met while you were away on holiday at Vienna.

I was anxious to learn something about Miss Kings brother, but Willie was generally discreet, and at that moment unusually so. One fact was plain, however, that some secret report presented to the Emperor had been shown to her. Why? I wondered if His Highness had been successful in coercing her into acting as he desired.

Certainly the girls attitude as she had left the hotel went to show that, in the contest, she had won by her womans keen wit and foresight. I recollected, too, that she was British.

A fortnight afterwards we were back again at Potsdam.

About three months passed. The Crown-Prince had accompanied the Emperor to shoot on the Glatzer Gebirge, that wild mountainous district beyond Breslau. For a week we had been staying at a great, high-up, prison-like schloss, the ancestral home of Prince Ludwig Lichtenau, in the Wölfelsgrund.

The Emperor and his suite had left, and our host had been suddenly called to Berlin by telegram, his daughter having been taken ill. Therefore, the Crown-Prince and we of the suite had remained for some further sport.

On the day after the Emperors departure I spent the afternoon in a small panelled room which overlooked a deep mountain gorge, and which had been given up to me for work. I was busy with correspondence when the courier from Potsdam entered and gave me the battered leather pouch containing the Crown-Princes letters. Having unlocked it with my key, I found among the correspondence a small square packet addressed to His Imperial Highness, and marked Private.

Now, fearing bombs or attempts by other means upon his sons precious life, the Emperor had commanded me always to open packets addressed to him. This one, however, being marked Private, and, moreover, the inscription being in a feminine hand, I decided to await His Highnesss return.

When at last he came in, wet and very muddy after a long days sport, I showed him the packet. With a careless air he said:

Oh, open it, Heltzendorff. Open all packets, whether marked private or not.

I obeyed, and to my surprise found within the paper a small leather-covered jewel-case, in which, reposing upon a bed of dark blue velvet, was the beautiful ornament which I had admired at the throat of the fair-haired British girl — the golden butterfly.

I handed it to His Highness just as he was taking a cigarette from the box on a side table.

The sight of it electrified him! He held his breath, standing for a few seconds staring wildly at it as though he were gazing upon some hideous spectre, sight of which had frozen his senses.

He stood rigid, his thin countenance as white as paper.

When did that arrive? he managed to ask, though in a hoarse voice, which showed how completely sight of it had upset him.

This afternoon. It was in the couriers pouch from Potsdam.

He had grasped the back of a chair as though to steady himself, and for a few seconds stood there, with his left hand clapped over his eyes, endeavouring to collect his thoughts.

He seemed highly nervous, and at the same time extremely puzzled. Receipt of that unique and beautiful brooch was, I saw, some sign, but of its real significance I remained in entire ignorance.

That it had a serious meaning I quickly realized, for within half an hour the Crown-Prince and myself were in the train on our two-hundred-mile journey back to Berlin.

On arrival His Imperial Highness drove straight to the Berlin Schloss, and there had a long interview with the Emperor. At last I was called into the familiar pale-green room, the Kaisers private cabinet, and at once saw that something untoward had occurred.

The Emperors face was dark and thoughtful. Yet another of the black plots of the Hohenzollerns was in process of being carried out! Of that I felt only too confident. The Crown-Prince, in his badly-creased uniform, betraying a long journey — so unlike his usual spick-and-span appearance — stood nervously by as the Kaiser threw himself into his writing-chair with a deep grunt and distinctly evil grace.

I suppose it must be done, he growled viciously to his son. Did I not foresee that the girl would constitute a serious menace? When she was in Germany she might easily have been arrested upon some charge and her mouth closed. Bah! our political police service grows worse and worse. We will have it entirely reorganized. The Director, Laubach, is far too sentimental, far too chicken-hearted.

As he spoke he took up his pen and commenced to write rapidly, drawing a deep breath as his quill scratched upon the paper.

You realize, he exclaimed angrily to his son, taking no notice of my presence there, because I was part and parcel of the great machinery of the Court, you realize what this order means? he added, as he appended his signature. It is a blow struck against our cause — struck by a mere slip of a girl. Think, if the truth came out! Why, all our propaganda in the United States and Britain would be nullified in a single day, and the good relations we are now extending on every hand throughout the world in order to mislead our enemies would be exposed in all their true meaning. We cannot afford that. It would be far cheaper to pay twenty million marks — the annual cost of the whole propaganda in America — than to allow the truth to be known.

Suddenly the Crown-Princes face brightened, as though he had had some sudden inspiration.

The truth will not be known, I promise you, he said, with a strange, evil grin. I knew that expression. It meant that he had devised some fresh and devilish plan. The girl is defiant to-day, but she will not remain so long. I will take your order, but I may not have occasion to put it in force.

Ah! You have perhaps devised something — eh? I hope so, said the Emperor. You are usually ingenious in a crisis. Good! Here is the order; act just as you think fit.

I was summoned, Your Majesty, I said, in order to remind him of my presence there.

Ah! Yes. You know this Miss King, do you not?

I received her in Plymouth, was my reply.

Ah! then you will again recognize her. Probably your services may be very urgently required within the next few hours. You may go, and His Majesty curtly dismissed me.

I waited in the corridor until His Imperial Highness came forth. When he did so he looked flushed and seemed agitated.

There had, I knew, occurred a violent scene between father and son, for to me it seemed as though Willie had again fallen beneath the influence of a pretty face.

He drove me in the big Mercédès over to Potsdam, where I had a quantity of military documents awaiting attention, and, after a change of clothes, I tackled them.

Yet my mind kept constantly reverting to the mystery surrounding the golden butterfly.

After dinner that night I returned again to my workroom, when, upon my blotting-pad, I found a note addressed to me in the Crown-Princes sprawling hand.

Opening it, I found that he had scribbled this message:

I have left. Tell Eckardt not to trouble. Come alone, and meet me to-morrow night at the Palast Hotel, in Hamburg. I shall call at seven oclock and ask for Herr Richter. I shall also use that name. Tell nobody of my journey, not even the Crown-Princess. Explain that I have gone to Berlin. — Wilhelm, Kronprinz.

I read the note through a second time, and then burned it.

Next day I arrived at the Palast Hotel, facing the Binnenalster, in Hamburg, giving my name as Herr Richter.

At seven oclock I awaited His Highness. Eight oclock came — nine — ten — even eleven — midnight, but, though I sat in the private room I had engaged, no visitor arrived.

Just after twelve, however, a waiter brought up a note addressed to Herr Richter.

Believing it to be meant for me, I opened it. To my great surprise, I found that it was from the mysterious Miss King, and evidently intended for the Crown-Prince. It said:

My brother was released from the Altona Prison this evening — I presume, owing to your intervention — and we are now both safely on our way across to Harwich. You have evidently discovered at last that I am not the helpless girl you believed me to be. When your German police arrested my brother Walter in Bremen as a spy of Britain I think you will admit that they acted very injudiciously, in face of all that my brother and myself know to-day. At Plymouth you demanded, as the price of Walters liberty, that I should become attached to your secret service in America and betray the man who adopted me and brought me up as his own daughter. But you never dreamed the extent of my knowledge of your countrys vile intrigues; you did not know that, through my brother and the man who adopted me as his daughter, I know the full extent of your subtle propaganda. You were, I admit, extremely clever, Herr Richter, and I confess that I was quite charmed when you sent me, as souvenir, that golden butterfly to the hotel in Frankenhausen — that pretty ornament which I returned to you as a mark of my refusal and defiance of the conditions you imposed upon me for the release of my brother from the sentence of fifteen years in a fortress. This time, Herr Richter, a woman wins! Further, I warn you that if you attempt any reprisal my brother will at once expose Germanys machinations abroad. He has, I assure you, many good friends, both in Britain and America. Therefore if you desire silence you will make no effort to trace me further. At Frankenhausen you called me the golden-haired butterfly, but you regarded me merely as a moth! Adieu!

Twelve hours later I handed that letter to the Crown-Prince in Potsdam. Where he had been in the meantime I did not know. He read it through; then, with a fierce curse upon his thin, curled lips, he crushed it in his hand and tossed it into the fire.


SECRET NUMBER EIGHT

HOW THE CROWN-PRINCE WAS BLACKMAILED

[image: img354.jpg]

THE CROWN-PRINCE HAD accompanied the Emperor on board the Hohenzollern on his annual cruise up the Norwegian fjords, and the Kaiserin and the Crown-Princess were of the party.

I had been left at home because I had not been feeling well, and with relief had gone south to the Lake of Garda, taking up my quarters in that long, white hotel which faces the blue lake at Gardone-Riviera. A truly beautiful spot, where the gardens of the hotel run down to the lakes edge, with a long veranda covered with trailing roses and geraniums, peaceful indeed after the turmoil and glitter of our Court life in Germany.

One morning at luncheon, however, just as I had seated myself at my table set in the window overlooking the sunlit waters, a tall, rather thin-faced, bald-headed man entered, accompanied by an extremely pretty girl, with very fair hair and eyes of an unusual, child-like blue. The man I judged to be about fifty-five, whose blotchy face marked him as one addicted to strong liquors, and whose dress and bearing proclaimed him to be something of a roué. He walked jauntily to the empty table next mine, while his companion stared vacantly about her as she followed him to the place which the obsequious maître dhôtel had indicated.

The strangers eyes were dark, penetrating, and shifty, while there was something about the young girls demeanour that aroused my interest. Her face, undeniably beautiful, was marred by a stare of complete vacancy. She glanced at me, but I saw that she did not see. It was as though her thoughts were far away, or else that she was under the spell of some weird fascination.

That strange, blank expression in her countenance caused me to watch her. On the one hand, the man had all the appearance of a person who had run the whole gamut of the vices; while the fair-haired, blue-eyed girl was the very incarnation of maiden innocence.

Perhaps it was because I kept my eyes upon her that the dark-eyed man knit his brows and stared at me in defiance. Instinctively I did not like the fellow, for as they started their meal I saw plainly the rough, almost uncouth, manner in which he treated her.

At first I believed that they might be father and daughter, but this suggestion was negatived when, on inquiry at the bureau, I was told that the man was Martinez Aranda, of Seville, and that his companion was his niece, Lola Serrano.

The latter always appeared exquisitely dressed, and the gay young men, Italian officers and others, were all eager to make her acquaintance. Yet it seemed to me that the man Aranda forbade her to speak to anyone. Indeed, I watched the pair closely during the days following, and could plainly discern that the girl went in mortal fear of him.

On the third day, while walking along the terrace facing the lake, I came across the Spaniard, who, in affable mood, started a conversation, and as we leaned upon the stone balustrade, smoking and gossiping, the pretty girl with hair so fair even though she were a Southerner came up, and I was introduced.

She wore a cool white linen gown, a big sun-hat, and carried a pale blue sunshade. But my eye, expert where a womans gown is concerned, told me that that linen frock was the creation of one of the Paris men-dressmakers, whose lowest charge for such a garment is one thousand francs. Aranda and his pretty niece were certainly persons of considerable means.

How very beautiful the lake always appears at any hour! the girl exclaimed in French after her uncle had exchanged cards with me. Truly Italy is delightful.

Ah, Mademoiselle, I replied. But your brilliant Spain is ever attractive.

You know Spain? inquired the bald-headed man at once.

Yes, I know Spain, but only as a spring visitor, was my reply.

And from that conversation there grew in a few days quite an affable friendship. We went together on excursions, all three of us, once by the steamer up to Riva, where on landing and passing through the Customs we sat at the café and sipped that delicious coffee topped by a foam of cream, the same as one got at the Bristol in Vienna, or the Hungaria in Budapest. Then at evening, while the pretty Lola gossiped with a weedy old Italian Marchioness, whose acquaintance she had made, her uncle played billiards with me, and he was no bad player either!

As soon as the Spaniard learnt of my position as personal-adjutant of His Imperial Highness the Crown-Prince he became immediately interested, as most people were, and plied me with all sorts of questions regarding the truth of certain scandals that were at the moment afloat concerning Willie. As you know, I am usually pretty discreet. Therefore, I do not think that he learned very much from me.

We were alone in the billiard-room, having a game after luncheon one day, when a curious conversation took place.

Ah, Count! You must have a very intimate knowledge of life at the Berlin Court, he remarked quite suddenly, in French.

Yes. But it is a strenuous life, I assure you, I declared, laughing.

The Crown-Prince sometimes goes abroad incognito, he said, pausing and looking me straight in the face.

Yes — sometimes, I admitted.

He was in Rome in the first week of last December. He disappeared from Potsdam, and the Emperor and yourself were extremely anxious as to what had become of him. He had gone to Berlin alone, without any attendant, and completely disappeared. Yet, while you were all making secret inquiries, and fearing lest the truth should leak out to the Press, His Imperial Highness was living as plain Herr Wilhelm Nebelthau in an apartment at Number Seventeen, Lungtevere Mellini. Isnt that so?

I stared agape at the Spaniard.

I thought myself the only person who knew that fact — a fact which the Crown-Prince had revealed to me in the strictest secrecy.

Could this man Martinez Aranda be an agent of police? Yet that seemed quite impossible.

You appear to have a more intimate knowledge of His Highnesss movements than I have myself, I replied, utterly amazed at the extent of the mans information.

His dark, sallow face relaxed into a mysterious smile, and he bent to make another stroke without replying.

His Highness should be very careful in the concealment of his movements when he is incognito, he remarked presently.

You met him there, eh? I asked, eager to ascertain the truth, for that secret visit to Rome had been a most mysterious one, even to me.

I do not think I need reply to that question, he said. All I can say is that the Crown-Prince kept rather queer company on that occasion.

Those words only served to confirm my suspicions. Whenever Willie disappeared alone from Potsdam I could afterwards always trace the disappearance to his penchant for the eternal feminine. How often, indeed, had I been present at scenes between the Crown-Princess and her husband, and how often I had heard the Emperor storm at his son in that high-pitched voice so peculiar to the Hohenzollerns when unduly excited.

The subject soon dropped, but his statements filled me with apprehension. It was quite plain that this well-dressed, bald-headed Spaniard was in possession of some secret of the Crown-Princes, a secret which had not been revealed to me.

More than once in the course of the next few days, when we were alone together, I endeavoured to learn something of the nature of the secret which took his Highness to the Eternal City, but Aranda was very clever and discreet. In addition, the attitude of the girl Lola became more than ever strange. There was a blank look in those big, beautiful eyes of hers that betrayed something abnormal. But what it was I failed to decide.

One evening after dinner I saw her walking alone in the moonlight along the terrace by the lake, and joined her. So preoccupied she seemed that she scarcely replied to my remarks. Then suddenly she halted, and as though unable to restrain her feelings longer I heard a low sob escape her.

Mademoiselle, what is the matter? I asked in French. Tell me.

Oh, nothing, Monsieur, nothing, she declared in a low, broken voice. I — I know I am very foolish, only — —

Only what? Tell me. That you are in distress I know. Let me assist you.

She shook her handsome head mournfully.

No, you cannot assist me, she declared in a tone that told me how desperate she had now become. My uncle, she exclaimed, staring straight before her across the moonlit waters, whence the dark mountains rose from the opposite bank. Count, be careful! Do — my — my uncle.

I dont understand, I said, standing at her side and gazing at her pale countenance beneath the full light of the moon.

My uncle — he knows something — be careful — warn the Crown-Prince.

What does he know?

He has never told me.

Are you in entire ignorance of the reason of the visit of His Highness to Rome? Try and remember all you know, I urged.

The girl put both her palms to her brow, and, shaking her head, said:

I can remember nothing — nothing — oh! my poor head! Only warn the man who in Rome called himself Herr Nebelthau!

She spoke in a low, nervous tone, and I could see that she was decidedly hysterical and much unstrung.

Did you meet Herr Nebelthau? I asked eagerly.

Me? Ah, no. But I saw him, though he never saw me.

But what is the secret that your uncle knows? I demanded. If I know, then I can warn the Crown-Prince.

I do not know, she replied, again shaking her head. Only — only — well, by some means my uncle knew that you had left Potsdam, and we travelled here on purpose to meet you to obtain from you some facts concerning the Crown-Princes movements.

To meet me? I echoed in surprise. In a moment I saw that Arandas intentions were evidently evil ones. But just at that juncture the Spaniard came forth in search of his niece.

Why are you out here? he asked her gruffly. Go in. It is too cold for you.

I came out with the Count to see the glorious panorama of the lake, explained the girl in strange humbleness, and then, turning reluctantly, she obeyed him.

Come and have a hand at bridge, her uncle urged cheerfully. The Signora Montalto and young Boileau are ready to make up the four.

To this I agreed, and we followed the girl into the big, white-panelled lounge of the hotel.

Two days later, about four oclock in the afternoon, Aranda received a telegram, and an hour later left with his niece, who, as she parted from me, whispered:

Warn the Crown-Prince, wont you?

I promised, and as they drove off to the station I stood waving my hand to the departing visitors.

A week later I had word from Cuxhaven of the arrival of the Hohenzollern from Trondhjem, and at once returned to the Marmor Palace, where on the night of my arrival the Crown-Prince, wearing his Saxon Uhlan uniform, entered my room, gaily exclaiming:

Well, Heltzendorff, how are things on the Lake of Garda, eh?

I briefly explained where I had been, and then, as he lit a cigarette, standing astride near the fireplace, I asked permission to speak upon a confidential matter.

More trouble, eh? he asked, with a grin and a shrug of the shoulders.

I do not know, I said seriously, and then, in brief, I related how the man Aranda had arrived with the girl Lola at the hotel, and what had followed.

As soon as I mentioned the Lungtevere Mellini, that rather aristocratic street, which runs parallel with the Tiber on the outskirts of Rome, His Highness started, his face blanched instantly, and he bit his thin lip.

Himmel! he gasped. The fellow knows that I took the name of Nebelthau! Impossible!

But he does, I said quietly. He is undoubtedly in possession of some secret concerning your visit to Rome last December.

In His Highnesss eyes I noticed a keen, desperate expression which I had scarcely ever seen there before.

You are quite certain of this, Heltzendorff, eh? he asked. The mans name is Martinez Aranda?

Yes. He says he is from Seville. His niece, Lola Serrano, told me to warn you that he means mischief.

Who is the girl? Do I know her?

No.

Why does she warn me?

I cannot say, was my reply. As you are aware, I have no knowledge of the nature of Your Highnesss visit to Rome. I merely report all that I could gather from the pair, who evidently went to Gardone to meet me.

Where are they now?

In Paris — at the Hotel Terminus, Gare St. Lazare. I found out that they had taken tickets to Verona and thence to Paris, therefore I telegraphed to my friend Pinaud, of the Sûreté, who quickly found them and reported to me by wire within twenty-four hours.

Hm! This is serious, Heltzendorff — infernally serious, declared the Crown-Prince, with knit brows, as he commenced to pace the room with his hands clasped behind his back.

Suddenly he halted in front of me and smoothed his hair — a habit of his when perplexed.

First, the Emperor must know nothing, and the Crown-Princess must be kept in entire ignorance at all costs, he declared. I can now foresee a great amount of trouble. Curse the women! I trusted one, and she — ah! I can see it all now.

Is it very serious? I asked, still anxious to glean the truth.

Serious! he cried, staring at me wildly. Serious! Why, Heltzendorff, it means everything to me — everything!

The Crown-Prince was not the kind of man to exhibit fear. Though degenerate in every sense of the word, and without the slightest idea of moral obligations, yet he was, nevertheless, utterly oblivious to danger of any sort, being wildly reckless, with an entire disregard of consequences. Here, however, he saw that the secret, which he had fondly believed to be his alone, was known to this mysterious Spaniard.

I cannot understand why this girl, Lola — or whatever she calls herself — should warn me. I wonder who she is. What is she like?

I described her as minutely as I could, more especially the unusual fairness of her hair, and the large, wide-open, blue eyes. She had a tiny mole upon her chin, a little to the left.

The description seemed to recall some memory, for suddenly he exclaimed:

Really, the girl you describe is very like one that I met about a year ago — a thief-girl in the Montmartre, in Paris, called Lizette Sabin. I came across her one night in one of the cabarets.

As he spoke he went across to a big antique chest of drawers, one of which he unlocked with his key, and after a long search he drew out a cabinet photograph and handed it to me.

I started. It was a picture of the pretty Lola!

He watched my face, and saw that I recognized it.

Then he drew a long sigh, tossed his cigarette away savagely, and throwing back the photograph into the drawer, relocked it.

Yes, he declared, turning to me again. The situation is most abnormally disturbing, Heltzendorff. A storm is brewing, without a doubt. But the Emperor must know nothing, remember — not the slightest suspicion. Ah! What an infernal fool I was to believe in that woman. Bah! They are all alike. And yet — — and he paused— and yet if it were not for the petticoat Germanys secret diplomacy — the preparation for the great Day when we shall stagger the world — could not proceed. This, my dear Heltzendorff, has shown me that you may with advantage use a woman of whatever age as your catspaw, your secret agent, your bait when angling for important information, or your go-between in secret transactions; but never trust one with knowledge of your own personal affairs.

Then I take it that this girl-thief of the Montmartre whom you met when out for an evenings amusement is the cause of all this trouble? And yet she said that she did not know you!

Because it was to her advantage to disclaim knowledge of me. Personally I do not think that the pretty Lizette is my enemy or she would not warn me against this infernal Spaniard, whoever he may be.

If the matter is so serious, had I not better go to Paris to-morrow and see Pinaud? I suggested.

Excellent! he exclaimed. Watch must be kept upon them. The one thing to bear in mind, however, is that neither the Emperor nor my wife learn anything. Go to Paris to-morrow, and tell Pinaud from me to do his best on my behalf.

Next morning I left for Paris, and on arrival spent half an hour with Georges Pinaud in his room at the Sûreté.

So His Imperial Highness does not wish the arrest of the girl Lizette Sabin? he exclaimed presently. I have her dossier here, and he indicated a cardboard portfolio before him. It is a pretty bad one. Her last sentence was one of twelve months for robbing an English baronet at a dancing-hall in the Rue du Bac.

His Highness does not wish for her arrest. He only desires the pair to be kept under close observation.

The man Aranda is, I have discovered, a dangerous person, said the famous detective, leaning back in his chair. He has served a sentence at Cayenne for the attempted murder of a woman in Lyons. He is, of course, an adventurer of the most expert type.

I longed to reveal to my friend Pinaud the whole facts, but this was against my instructions. I merely asked him as a favour to institute a strict vigilance upon the pair, and to report to me by telegraph if either of them left Paris.

Aranda was still living at the Hotel Terminus, but the pretty Lizette had gone to stay with two girl friends, professional dancers, who lived on the third floor of a house half-way up the Rue Blanche. So having discharged my mission, I returned on the following day to Potsdam, where, on meeting me, the Crown-Prince seemed much relieved.

His only fear — and it was a very serious one — was that to the Emperor there might be revealed the reason of that secret visit of his to Italy. I confess that I myself began to regard that visit with considerable suspicion. Its nature must have been, to say the least, unusual if he had been so aghast at the real truth being discovered.

In the strenuous days that followed, weeks, indeed, I frequently reflected, and found myself much mystified. More than once His Highness had asked me: Any news from Pinaud? And when I replied in the negative Willies relief was at once apparent.

One day I had been lunching in Berlin at the Bristol, in Unter den Linden, at a big party given by the Baroness von Bülow. Among the dozen or so present were Von Ruxeben, the Grand Marshal of the Court of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha; Gertrud, Baroness von Wangenheim, Grand Mistress of the Court of the Duchess; the Minister Dr. Rasch; and, of course, old Uncle Zeppelin, full of plans, as always, of new airships and of the destruction of London. Indeed, he sat next me, and bored me to death with his assurances that on The Day he would in twenty-four hours lay London in ruins.

The guests around the table, a gay and clever circle, saw that Uncle had button-holed me, and knew from my face how utterly bored I was. Truth to tell, I was much relieved when suddenly, when the meal was nearly over, a waiter whispered that somebody wished to see me out in the lounge.

It was a messenger from Potsdam with a telegram that had come over the private wire. It read: Aranda left Paris two days ago. Destination unknown. — Pinaud.

The information showed that the fellow had cleverly evaded the agents of the Sûreté, a very difficult feat in such circumstances. That very fact went to prove that he was a cunning and elusive person.

Half an hour later I was sitting with Heinrich Wesener, Assistant-Director of the Secret Service of the General Staff. I sought him in preference to the famous detective, Schunke, because, while matters passing through the Secret Service Bureau were always regarded as confidential, those submitted to the Berlin police were known to many subordinates who had access to the dossiers and informations.

I told Wesener but little — merely that His Imperial Highness the Crown-Prince was desirous of knowing at the earliest moment if a Spaniard named Martinez Aranda should arrive in Berlin.

The curiosity of the Assistant-Director was immediately aroused. So many scandals were rife regarding Willie that the stout, fair-haired official was hoping to obtain some further details.

Excuse me for a moment, he said, and, after ringing his bell, a clerk appeared. To the man he gave orders to go across and inspect the police register of strangers, and ascertain if the man Aranda had arrived in the capital.

Ten minutes later the clerk returned, saying that a Spaniard named Aranda had arrived from Paris early that morning with a young lady named Sabin, and that they were staying at the Central Hotel, opposite the Friedrich-Strasse Station.

Upon this information I went to the Central, and from the hall-porter discovered that Aranda had left the hotel an hour before, but that his supposed niece was upstairs in her room.

Afterwards I hurried back to Potsdam as quickly as possible, only to find that the Crown-Prince was out with Knof motoring somewhere. Of the Crown-Princess I inquired whither he had gone, but, as usual, she had no idea. Willie was ever erratic, and ever on the move.

Six oclock had already struck when he returned, and the sentry informed him that I was extremely anxious to see him. Therefore, without removing his coat, he ascended to my room, where he burst in breezily.

When I told him what I had discovered in Berlin the light died instantly out of his face.

Is the fellow really here, Heltzendorff? he gasped. I had a letter from him a week ago declaring his intention to come here.

You did not reply, I hope?

No. The letter I found upon my dressing-table, but I have not discovered who placed it there, he said. The fellow evidently intends to carry out his threat and expose me to the Emperor.

What can he expose? I queried.

But Willie was not to be caught like that. He merely replied:

Well — something which must at all hazards be concealed. How this Spaniard can know I cannot in the least imagine — unless that woman gave me away!

For the next two days I was mostly out with his Highness in the car, and in addition the Kaiser reviewed the Prussian Guard, a ceremony which always gave me much extra work.

On the third day I had in the morning been out to the Wildpark Station, and, passing the sentries, had re-entered the Palace, when one of the footmen approached me, saying:

Pardon, Count, but there is a gentleman to see his Imperial Highness. He will give no name, and refuses to leave. I called the captain of the guard, who has interrogated him, and he has been put into the blue ante-room until your return.

At that moment I saw the captain of the guard striding down the corridor towards me.

A bald-headed man is here to see His Highness, and will give no name, he told me. He is waiting now. Will you see him?

No, I said, my suspicions aroused. I will first see the Crown-Prince.

After some search I found the latter lolling at his ease in his own smoking-room in the private apartments, reading a French novel and consuming cigarettes.

Hulloa, Heltzendorff! Well, whats the trouble? he asked. I see something is wrong from your face.

The man Aranda is here, I replied.

Here! he gasped, starting up and flinging the book aside. Who let him in?

I dont know, but he is below demanding to see you.

Has he made any statement? Has he told anybody what he knows? demanded the Crown-Prince, who at that moment presented what might be termed a white-livered appearance, cowed, and even trembling. In his slant eyes showed a look of undisguised terror, and I realized that the truth, whatever it might be, was a damning and most disgraceful one.

I cant see him, Heltzendorff, he whined to me. See him; hear what he has to say — and — and you will keep my secret? Promise me.

I promised. And I should have kept that promise were it not for his brutal and blackguardly acts after the outbreak of war — acts which placed him, with his Imperial father, beyond the pale of respectable society.

I was turning to leave the room, when he sprang towards me with that quick agility of his, and, placing his white, manicured hand upon my arm, said:

Whatever he may say you will not believe — will you?

And if he wants money? I asked.

Ascertain the amount, and come here to me.

A quarter of an hour later Martinez Aranda sat in my room opposite my table. I had told him that unfortunately His Imperial Highness was engaged, for the Emperor had come over from the Neues Palace for luncheon. Then I inquired the nature of his business.

Well, Count, you and I are not altogether strangers, are we? was his reply, as he sat back calmly and crossed his legs, perfectly at his ease. But my business is only with His Highness, and with nobody else.

His Highness sees nobody upon business. I am appointed to deal with all his business affairs, and anything told to me is the same as though spoken into his ear.

The Spaniard from Montmartre was silent for a moment.

If that is the case, then I would be glad if you will obtain his permission for me to speak. He will remember my name.

I already received orders before I invited you up, I said. His Highness wishes you to deal with me. He knows that you are here to settle some delicate little piece of business concerning that secret visit of his to Rome — eh?

Yes, he answered, after a few seconds pause. I am well aware, Count, that for mention of the reason I am here you might call the guard to arrest me for blackmail. But first let me assure His Highness that such action would not be advisable in the interests of either himself or of the Emperor. I have already made arrangements for exposure in case His Highness endeavours to close my mouth by such means.

Good. We understand each other. What is your complaint? I inquired.

I know the truth concerning the mysterious death of the woman, Claudia Ferrona, in Rome last December, he said briefly.

Oh! I exclaimed. Perhaps you will tell me next that the Crown-Prince is an assassin? Come, that will be really interesting, I laughed. Perhaps you will tell me how it all happened — the extent of your knowledge.

Why should I do that? Go to the Crown-Prince and tell him what I allege — tell him that the girl, Lizette Sabin, whom he knows, was a witness.

Well, let us come to business, I said. How much do you want for your silence?

I want nothing — not a sou! was the hard reply. All I want is to reveal to the Emperor that his son is responsible for a womans death. And that is what I intend doing. You hear that! Well, Count von Heltzendorff, please go and tell him so.

Quickly realizing the extreme gravity of the situation, I returned to the Crown-Prince and told him the startling allegation made against him.

His face went as white as paper.

We must pay the fellow off. Close his mouth somehow. Help me, Heltzendorff, he implored. What can I do? He must not reveal the truth to the Emperor!

Then it really is the truth! I exclaimed, astounded.

The Crown-Prince hung his head, and in a low, hoarse voice replied:

It is my accursed luck! The woman must have told the truth to this scoundrel of a Spaniard before — before she died!

And Lizette? I asked. She is a witness, the fellow says.

No, no! cried His Highness wildly, covering his white face with his hands as though to hide the guilt written upon his countenance. Say no more! Ask the fellows price, and pay him. We must not allow him to go to the Emperor.

Three minutes later I went back to my room, but it was empty. The Spaniard had walked out, and would, no doubt, be wandering somewhere in the private apartments.

At that instant the telephone rang, and, answering it, I heard that His Majesty had just arrived by car, and was on his way up to the room wherein I stood — the room in which he generally met his son.

For a moment I was perplexed, but a few seconds later I held my breath when I saw coming down the corridor the Emperor, and walking with him the adventurer, who had apparently met him on his way downstairs.

I confess that at that most dramatic moment I was entirely nonplussed. I saw how cleverly Aranda had timed his visit, and how, by some means, he knew of the internal arrangements of the Marmor Palace.

Yes, the Emperor exclaimed to the Spaniard. You wish to have audience. Well?

In a second I broke in.

May I be permitted to say a word, Your Majesty? I said. There is a little business matter pending between this gentleman and His Imperial Highness the Crown-Prince — a little dispute over money. I regret that Your Majesty should be disturbed by it. The matter is in course of settlement.

Oh, money matters! exclaimed the Emperor, who always hated mention of them, believing himself to be far too important a person to trouble about them. Of course, you will see to a settlement, Count. And the Emperor turned his back deliberately upon the man who accosted him.

It is not money that I want, shouted the adventurer from Paris, but I — —

I did not allow him to conclude his sentence, but hustled him into an adjoining room, closing the door after him.

Now, Monsieur Aranda, you want money, I know. How much? I asked determinedly.

Two hundred thousand marks, was his prompt reply, and also fifty thousand for Lola.

I pretended to reflect. He saw my hesitation, and then added:

For that sum, and not a sou less, I am prepared to sign a statement that I have lied, and that there is no truth in the allegation.

Of what? Tell me the facts, as you know them, and I will then repeat them to His Imperial Highness.

For a few seconds he was silent, then in a cold, hard voice he revealed to me what was evidently the truth of the Crown-Princes secret visit to Rome. I listened to his statement utterly dumbfounded.

The allegations were terrible. It seemed that a popular Spanish variety actress, whom the populace of Rome knew as La Bella, but whose real name was Claudia Ferrona, lived in a pretty apartment on the Lungtevere Mellini, facing the Tiber. His Highness had met her in Coblenz, where she had been singing. La Bella had as her particular friend a certain high official in the Italian Ministry of War, and through him she was enabled to furnish the Crown-Prince with certain important information. The General Staff in the Wilhelmstrasse were eager to obtain some very definite facts regarding Italys new armaments, and His Highness had taken upon himself the task of obtaining it.

As Herr Nebelthau he went in secret to Rome as guest of the vivacious Claudia, whose maid was none other than the thief-girl of the Montmartre, Lizette Sabin. This girl, whose intellect had become weakened, was entirely under the influence of the clever adventurer Aranda. On the second night after the arrival of the Crown-Prince in Rome, he and the actress had taken supper together in her apartment, after which a fierce quarrel had arisen between them.

Seized by a fit of remorse, the variety singer blankly refused to further betray the man to whom her advancement in her profession was due, whereupon His Highness grew furious at being thwarted at the last moment. After listening to his insults, La Bella openly declared that she intended to reveal the whole truth to the Italian official in question. Then the Crown-Prince became seized by one of those mad, frenzied fits of uncontrollable anger to which he is at times, like all the Hohenzollerns, subject, and with his innate brutality he took up a bottle from the table and struck the poor girl heavily upon the skull, felling her like a log. Afterwards with an imprecation on his lips, he walked out. So terribly injured was the girl that she expired just before noon next day. Not, however, before she had related the whole circumstances to the maid, Lizette, and to the man Aranda, who, truth to tell, had placed the maid in the actresss service with a view of robbing her of her jewels. He saw, however, that, with the death of Claudia Ferrona, blackmail would be much more profitable.

Having heard this amazing story, I was careful to lock the Spaniard in the room, and then returned to where the Crown-Prince was so anxiously awaiting me.

Half an hour later the adventurer left the Palace, bearing in his pocket a draft upon the private banking house of Mendelsohn, in the Jägerstrasse in Berlin, for two hundred and fifty thousand marks.

In return for that draft the wily Spaniard signed a declaration that he had invented the whole story, and that there was not a word of truth in it.

It was only, however, when I placed that document into the hands of the Crown-Prince that His Imperial Highness breathed freely again.


SECRET NUMBER NINE

THE CROWN-PRINCES ESCAPADE IN LONDON
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IT WAS FIVE oclock on a bright September morning when His Imperial Highness climbed with unsteady gait the three flights of stairs leading to the handsome flat which he sometimes rented in a big block of buildings half-way along Jermyn Street when he made secret visits to London.

As his personal-adjutant and keeper of his secrets I had been awaiting him for hours.

I heard him fumbling with the latch-key, and, rising, went along the hall and opened the door.

Hulloa, Heltzendorff! he exclaimed in a thick, husky voice. Himmel! Im very glad to be back.

And I am glad to see Your Highness back, I said. I was beginning to fear that something unpleasant had happened. I tell you frankly, I do not like you going out like this alone in London. Somebody is certain to discover you one day.

Oh, bosh! my dear Heltzendorff. You are just like a pastor — always preaching. And as he tossed his crush hat upon the table and divested himself of his evening overcoat he gave vent to a half-drunken laugh, and then, just as he was, in his dress-coat and crumpled shirt-front, with the stains of overnight wine upon it, he curled himself upon the couch, saying:

Tell that idiot of a valet not to disturb me. Im tired.

But dont you think you ought to go to bed? I queried.

Too tired to undress, Heltzendorff — too tired, he declared with an inane grin. Oh, Ive had a time — phew! my head — such a time! Oh, old Lung Ching is a real old sport!

And then he settled himself and closed his eyes — surely a fine spectacle for the German nation if he could then have been publicly exhibited.

His mention of Lung Ching caused me to hold my breath. That wily Chinaman kept an establishment in the underworld of Limehouse, an opium den of the worst description, frequented by yellow men and white women of the most debased class.

A year before one of the Crown-Princes friends, an attaché at the Embassy on Carlton House Terrace, had introduced him to the place. The fascinations of the opium pipe had attracted him, and he had been there many times to smoke and to dream, but always accompanied by others. The night before, however, he had declared his intention to go out alone, as he had been invited to dine by a great German financier living in Park Lane. It was now evident, however, that he had not been there, but had gone alone to that terrible den kept by Lung Ching.

There, in the grey light of dawn, I stood gazing down upon the be-drugged son of the Emperor, feeling relief that he was back again, and that no trouble had resulted from his escapade.

I called the valet, and, having handed his master over to him, I went out, and, finding a taxi, drove out to Lung Chings place in Limehouse. I knew the sign, and was soon admitted into the close, sickly-smelling place, which reeked with opium. The villainous Chinaman, with a face like parchment, came forward, and instantly recognized me as the companion of the young German millionaire, Herr Lehnhardt. Of him I inquired what my master had been doing during the night.

Oh, e smoke— e likee pipee! was the evil, yellow-faced ruffians reply.

Was he alone?

Oh, no. E no alonee. E lil ladee, and he grinned. She likee pipee. Come, you see — eh?

The fellow took me into the long, low-ceilinged room, fitted with bunks, in which were a dozen or so sleeping Chinamen. Suddenly he indicated a bunk wherein lay a girl huddled up — a well-dressed English girl. Her hat and jacket had been removed, and she lay, her face full in the light, her arm above her head, her eyes closed in sound slumber, with the deadly pipe beside her.

I bent to examine her pale countenance more closely. I started. Yes! I had not been mistaken. She was the young daughter of one of the best-known and most popular leaders of London society.

I had no idea until that moment that she and the Crown-Prince were such friends. A fortnight before the Crown-Prince, as Herr Lehnhardt, had attended a gay river party at Henley, and I had accompanied him. At the party the pair had been introduced in my presence. And now, within those few days, I found her oblivious to the world in the worst opium den in London!

After considerable effort, I aroused her. But she was still dazed from the effect of the drug, so dazed, indeed, that she did not recognize me. However, I got her into a taxi, and having ascertained her mothers address from the Royal Blue Book in the London club of which I was a member, and where I arrived at an unearthly hour, I took her to Upper Brocklion Street.

Of the woman who opened the door I learned, to my relief, that the family were at their place in Scotland, and that the house, enshrouded in dust-sheets, was in the hands of herself and her husband as caretakers.

When I half lifted the young lady — whom I will here call Miss Violet Hewitt for the sake of the good name of her family — out of the taxi the woman became greatly alarmed. But I assured her there was nothing wrong; her young mistress had been taken ill, but was now much better. A doctor was not needed.

For half an hour I remained there with her, and then, as she had recovered sufficiently, I rose to go, intending to let her make her own explanations to the caretaker.

We were alone, and she was seated in a big arm-chair. She saw my intention to leave, whereupon she struggled to her feet, for she now realized to her horror what had occurred.

You are Count von Heltzendorff! she exclaimed, passing her hand across her brow, as though suddenly recollecting. We met at Henley. Ah! I know I — I cant help it. I have been very foolish — but I cant help it. The craving grows upon me.

You met my friend Lehnhardt last night, did you not?

Yes, I did. Quite accidentally. I was waiting in the lounge of the Ritz for a man-friend with whom I had promised to dine when Mr. Lehnhardt came in and recognized me. My friend had not turned up, so I accepted his invitation to have dinner at Claridges. This we did, and during the meal he spoke of opium, and I admitted that I was fond of it, for I smoke it sometimes at a girl-friends at Hampstead. Therefore we agreed to go together to Lung Chings.

He left you there, I said.

I know. I certainly did not expect him to go away and leave me in such a place, said the girl, who was very pretty and not more than twenty, even though addicted to the terrible opium habit. But, she added, you will keep my secret — wont you?

Most certainly, Miss Hewitt, was my reply. This should serve as a severe lesson to you.

Then I bade her farewell, and left her in the good hands of the caretaker.

On my return to Jermyn Street the Crown-Prince was in bed, sleeping soundly.

I remember standing at the window of that well-furnished bachelors sitting-room — for the place was owned by an old German-American merchant, who, I expect, had a shrewd suspicion of the identity of the reckless young fellow named Lehnhardt who sometimes, through a well-known firm of house-agents, rented his quarters at a high figure. The Crown-Prince used eight different names when abroad incognito, Lehnhardt being one of them.

His Highness is very tired, the valet declared to me, as he entered the room. Before I got him to bed he asked for you. I said you had gone out.

And what did he say?

Well, Count, all he said was, Ah, our dear Heltzendorff is always an early riser. He gets up before I go to bed! And the ever-faithful valet laughed grimly. When the Crown-Prince went upon those frequent debauches in the capitals of Europe, his valet always carried with him a certain drug, a secret known to the Chinese, an injection of which at once sobered him, and put both sense and dignity into him. I have seen him in the most extreme state of helpless intoxication at five in the morning, and yet at eight, he having received his injection, I have watched him mount his horse and ride at the head of his regiment to an inspection, as bright and level-headed as any trooper following.

The drug had a marvellous and almost instantaneous effect. But it was used only in case of great emergency, when, for instance, he was suddenly summoned by the Emperor, or perchance he had to accompany his wife to some public function.

That the drug had bad effects I knew quite well. I have often seen him pacing the room holding his hands to his head, when, three hours later, the dope was gradually losing its potency, leaving him inert and ill.

When the valet had retired, I stood gazing down into the growing life of Jermyn Street, deploring the state of society which had resulted in the pretty Violet Hewitt becoming, at twenty, a victim to opium.

Truly in the world of London, as in Berlin, there are many strange phases of life, and even I, familiar as I was with the gaieties of the capitals, and the night life of Berlin, the Montmartre in Paris, and the West End in London, here confess that when I discovered the pretty girl sleeping in that dirty bunk in that fetid atmosphere I was staggered.

Before three oclock in the afternoon Willie reappeared, well groomed and perfectly dressed. I had been out lunching at the Berkeley with a friend, and on re-entering the chambers, found him in the sitting-room smoking a cigarette.

The effects of his overnight dissipation had entirely passed. He seated himself upon the arm of a chair and asked:

Well, Heltzendorff, I suppose youve been out to lunch — eh? Anything interesting in this town?

The usual set at the Berkeley, I replied.

Oh! The Berkeley! Very nice, but too respectable. That is where one takes ones aunt, is it not? he laughed.

I admitted that it was a most excellent restaurant.

Good food and good amusement, my dear Heltzendorff, one can never find together. The worse the food the better the entertainment. Do you remember the Rat Mort — eh?

No, I said sharply. That is a long-past and unwelcome memory.

The Imperial profligate laughed heartily.

Oh, my dear Heltzendorff, you are becoming quite pharisaical. You! Oh! that is really amusing!

The Rat Mort never amused me, I said, a café of the Montmartre where those who dined were — —

I did not finish my sentence.

Were very pretty and interesting women, Heltzendorff, he declared. Ah! dont you recollect when you and I dined there not long ago, all of us at a long table — so many charming ladies — oh!

I have forgotten it, Prince, I said, rebuking him. It has passed from my memory. That place is just as unfitted for you as is Lung Chings.

Lung Chings! Ah — yes, the old yellow fellow is a good sort, he exclaimed, as though recollecting.

And the lady you took there — eh?

The lady? he echoed. Why, Gott! I left her there. I did not remember. Gott! I left little Miss Violet in that place! he gasped.

Well? I asked.

Well, what can I do. I must go and see.

I smiled, and then told him what I had done.

Hm, he exclaimed. You are always a good diplomat, Heltzendorff — always a good friend of the erratic Hohenzollerns. What can I do to-night — eh? Suggest something.

I would suggest that you dined en famille at the Embassy, I replied.

The Embassy! Never. Im sick and tired of His Excellency and his hideous old wife. They bore me to death. No, my dear Heltzendorff. I wonder — —

And he paused.

Well? I asked.

I wonder if Miss Hewitt would go to the theatre to-night — eh?

No, I snapped, for my long service gave me permission to speak my mind pretty freely. She is, I admit, a very charming young lady, but remember she does not know your identity, and if her parents discover what happened last night there will be a most infernal lot of trouble. Recollect that her father, a financial magnate, is acquainted with the Emperor. They have raced their yachts against each other. Indeed, Henry Hewitts won the Kiel Cup last year. So, personally, I think the game that your Imperial Highness is playing is a distinctly dangerous one.

Bah! It is only amusement. She amuses me. And she is so fond of the pipe. She has been a visitor of Lung Chings for over a year. She has a faithful maid who goes with her, and I suppose she pays the old Chinaman well.

I suppose so, I remarked, for I knew that if the villainous old Ching were paid well he would guarantee her safety in that den of his.

I could see by the Crown-Princes face that he was unimpressed by my warning. Too well did I know to what mad, impetuous lengths he would go when of a sudden a pretty face attracted him. So utterly devoid is he of self-control that a womans eyes could lead him anywhere. A glance at that weak chin of his will at once substantiate my statement.

His visit to Lung Chings had left him somewhat muddled and limp, and the next few days passed uneventfully. We went down into Surrey to stay with a certain Baron von Rechberg, who had been a fellow-student of His Highnesss at Bonn. He was now head of a German bank in London, and lived in a beautiful house surrounded by a large park high among the Surrey hills. Count von Hochberg, Willies bosom friend, whom he always addressed as Mickie, while the Count in turn called him Cæsar, being in London at the time, accompanied us, and so merrily did the time pass that the incident at Lung Chings went out of my memory.

One night when we had all three returned to London Willie and Von Hochberg spent the evening in the lounge of the Empire Theatre, and both returned to the Princes rooms about one oclock in the morning.

Heltzendorff, Mickie is going with me to Scotland to-morrow morning, said His Highness, as he tossed his overcoat upon the couch of that luxurious little sitting-room within sight of the Maison Jules. You will stay here and attend to anything that may come through from Potsdam. A courier should arrive to-morrow night, or is it Knof who is coming? I forget.

Your Highness sent Knof over to get the correspondence, I reminded him, for it was necessary that all pressing matters should be attended to, or the Emperors suspicions might be aroused that his son was absent abroad.

Ah, the good Knof! Of course, he will be back to-morrow night. He will have seen the Princess and told her how ill I have been, and how I am gradually growing better, he laughed. Trust Knof to tell a good, sound lie.

All chauffeurs can do that, my dear Cæsar, exclaimed Von Hochberg, with a grin.

Naturally I was filled with wonder regarding the nature of the expedition which the pair were about to undertake, but, though we all three smoked together for an hour, Willie seemed unusually sober, and did not let drop a single hint regarding their mysterious destination.

Von Hochberg was living at the Coburg Hotel, and before he left Willie arranged to breakfast with him at eight oclock next morning, so that they might leave Euston together by the ten oclock express.

I roused the valet, who worked for an hour packing His Highnesss suit-case.

One case only, the Crown-Prince had ordered. I shall only be up there a couple or three days. No evening clothes. I shall not want them.

That remark told me that he did not intend to pay any formal visit, as he had done on most of his journeys to Scotland.

Your Imperial Highness will take guns, of course, I remarked.

Guns! he echoed. No — no guns this time. If I want to shoot rabbits I can borrow a farmers blunderbuss, he laughed.

That Mickie, the hare-brained seeker after pleasure, was to be his companion caused me some uneasiness. It was all very well for the Crown-Prince to live in London as Herr Lehnhardt. London was a big place, and those who catered for his Imperial pleasures were paid well, and did not seek to inquire into his antecedents or whether he was really what he represented himself to be.

Money talks in the underground London, just as it does on the Stock Exchange. But it sometimes, I assure you, took a long purse to keep the foreign papers quiet regarding the wild escapades of the Kaisers heir.

That night somehow I felt a good deal of apprehension regarding this mysterious flying visit to Scotland. That the pair had some deeply-laid scheme on hand I knew from their evasiveness. But what it was I failed to discover.

Early that morning I put Cæsar into a taxi with his suit-case. He wore a rough suit of tweeds, and took with him his walking-stick and a khaki-coloured waterproof coat, presenting the picture of a young man going North to shoot.

Ill be back in a few days, Heltzendorff. Attend to the letters, he urged. Throw away as many as you can. If I want you I will telegraph.

And with that he drove to the Coburg to meet his old chum, Mickie.

About three oclock that same afternoon, while walking along Piccadilly, I was surprised to come face to face with Von Hochberg.

Why! I thought you had gone North! I exclaimed.

No, Heltzendorff. Cæsar went alone, he replied, somewhat confounded at our unexpected meeting. He wanted to be alone, I think.

Where has he gone? I inquired. He left me no address.

No. And I have none either, the Count replied.

This set me thinking. The situation was even worse with the Crown-Prince wandering in Scotland alone. His indiscretions were such that his identity might very easily leak out, and the truth concerning his absence would quickly reach the Emperors ears.

As I stood chatting with His Highnesss gay companion I confess that I felt annoyed at the manner in which I had been tricked. He was often afraid of my caustic tongue when I spoke of his indiscretions, and it was further quite plain to me that Von Hochberg had simply pretended that he was accompanying his friend North.

That evening Knof arrived from Potsdam with a satchelful of correspondence, and until a late hour I was kept busy inventing replies which would eventually be taken to Holzemme, in the Harz Mountains, and posted from there. We always made arrangements for such things when His Highness was secretly out of Germany.

I snatched a meal at Jules, close by, and resumed my work till long after midnight, inventing some picturesque fictions in reply to many official documents.

One letter was from Her Imperial Highness. At her husbands order I opened it, read it, and sealed it up again. It contained reproaches, but nothing of extreme urgency. There had been occasions when I had read Cillis letters in the absence of her erratic husband, and sent to her little untruths by wire, signed Wilhelm, Kronprinz.

Truly my position was one of curious intimacy. Sometimes His Highness trusted me with his innermost secrets, while at others he regarded me with distinct suspicion. That the elegant Von Hochberg knew of Willies whereabouts I felt convinced, but apparently His Highness had given him orders not to divulge it to me.

The next day and the next I waited in vain for some word from His Highness. I had sent Knof back to the Harz to post the replies I had written, and with nothing to do I idled about London.

On the third day, when I returned to Jermyn Street after lunch, I found a stout German, named Henkel, who carried on a hairdressers business near High Street, Kensington, but who was really a secret agent. He was one of the few persons who knew of the Crown-Princes visit, for each time we came to London we took this man into our confidence.

I have received a telegram from Holzemme, Count, he said as I entered, and then he handed me the message, which, after a few minutes examination — for though in plain language it was nevertheless not what it purported to be — I saw to my dismay was an important message to Willie from the Emperor, who was at that moment in Corfu.

The message had been received by Koch, my assistant, whom I had left at Holzemme. He had disguised it and re-transmitted it to Henkel to hand to me. We always took this precaution, because when abroad incognito, both the Crown-Prince and myself frequently changed our names. So, by employing Henkel in London and a man named Behm in Paris, we were always certain of receiving any important message.

When the spy Henkel had left I stood looking out of the window down into Jermyn Street, quite at a loss how to act. The message was one of the greatest importance, and, if not replied to at once, the Emperor would, I knew, institute inquiries, for he was well aware of his sons wild escapades.

My first impulse was to wire Koch a reply to be dispatched to His Majesty, but on reflection I realized that the question was one which I could not answer with truth. No. I must find His Highness at all hazards.

At once I went to the Coburg Hotel, and fortunately found Count von Hochberg, who at first refused to reveal where his friend was hidden. But when I showed him the telegram and explained the great urgency of a reply, in order to prevent the Emperor from inquiring and knowing the truth, he realized the necessity.

Well, Heltzendorff, he said, somewhat reluctantly, Cæsar is at some little place they call St. Fillans, in Scotland.

I know it, I cried eagerly. A place at the end of Loch Earn! We motored past it one day about two years ago. I shall go North at once.

But you can telegraph to him, the Count suggested.

To what address?

Ah! Why, of course, I dont know his address — only that he is at St. Fillans. I had a note yesterday.

Travelling by way of Perth and Gleneagles, I next morning found myself strolling along the picturesque village at the end of the beautiful loch, which presented a truly delightful picture in the autumn sunlight. At the hotel nothing was known of Mr. Lehnhardt, and though I devoted the whole morning to making inquiries I could find no trace of His Highness. The latter would certainly not betray himself as a German, for, speaking English so well, he might very easily adopt an English name. I ate my lunch at the hotel which faces the loch, with Ben Voirlich rising high beyond, and afterwards resumed my wanderings. In many quarters I described my friend of whom I was in search, but nobody seemed to have seen him. The precious hours were flying, and I knew that the Emperor at Corfu was impatiently awaiting a reply.

I hired a car and drove seven miles to the farther end of the loch, to the village of Lochearnhead. There I made inquiry at the hotel and elsewhere, afterwards going on to Balquidder with similar result. It was past six oclock when I returned to St. Fillans with the feeling that His Highness had deceived even his friend Mickie, and that I had had my long journey and quest for nothing. Not a soul seemed to have seen anybody answering to Willies description. I snatched another hasty meal at the hotel, and then, in the dusk, set off in the opposite direction along the pretty road which led to Comrie. The light was fast fading, but I knew that there would be a full moon, and the night was perfect.

I had walked about three miles, and had probably lost my way, for I was off the main road, when, on my left, saw the lighted windows of a comfortable-looking cottage standing back from the road behind a well-kept flower garden. There were woods on each side of the road, and I concluded that it was a keepers house. As I passed I heard voices, and saw two figures standing at the garden gate — a man and a woman — chatting confidentially.

In the next second I recognized the mans voice as that of the Crown-Prince, and as quickly I stepped upon the grass so that they might not be attracted by my footsteps. Concealed by the shadow of the hedge on the opposite side of the road, I stealthily approached until I could distinguish, by the light from the open door of the cottage, that the woman was a stout, elderly person, probably the keepers wife.

Both surprised and interested, I stood there watching. It seemed as though they were awaiting someone, for after a few moments, they both retired inside the cottage.

Presently, however, Willie emerged alone. He had on his hat and carried a stick, and as he swung through the gate and went forward he whistled softly to himself the air of a gay waltz of which he was particularly fond.

Within myself I chuckled at being thus able to watch his mysterious movements, for he seemed entirely preoccupied and quite unconscious of being followed, though I fear my footsteps fell heavily at times.

Suddenly, while passing along a part of the road overshadowed by woods on either side, he halted in the darkness. I heard him speak, and I also heard the welcome he received in a girls voice. It was as I had surmised, and I drew a long breath.

I heard the pair talking, but from where I stood I could not overhear any of their conversation. I heard His Highness laugh gaily, and though he lit a cigarette his companions face was turned from me so that I could not catch a glimpse of it in the fitful light.

Presently, after he had held her in his arms and kissed her, they turned back in my direction.

As they passed I heard the girl say:

Ive been waiting for quite a quarter of an hour, Mr. Lehnhardt. I thought perhaps something had prevented you from keeping the appointment.

All my mistake, dear, was his reply. My mistake. Forgive me.

Of course, she said, laughing, and I saw that she had her arm linked in his as they walked back in the direction of the keepers cottage.

I followed in wonder, and not without anger. For the Heir of the Hohenzollerns to ramble upon such rural escapades was, I knew, distinctly dangerous. Exposure might come at any moment.

They had strolled together nearly half a mile when of a sudden, as they again passed into the deep shadows, the girl gave vent to a loud scream for help, and at the same moment mens angry voices were heard.

The pair had been attacked by three men who had apparently been lying hidden in the wood.

I heard a man shout, and then a sharp crack like that of a whip. The Kaisers son was shouting, too, while the girl was screaming and crying shame upon those who had attacked the man with whom she had been walking.

You infernal German! I heard one of the men shriek. Ill teach you to come sneaking here and take my sister out for midnight walks! Take that — you cur — and that! — whoever you are!

Next second the startling truth was plain to me.

His Imperial Highness the German Crown-Prince was being ignominiously and soundly thrashed by an irate brother!

I saw that it was high time that I interfered. The Crown-Prince had been flung upon the ground, and the angry young man was lashing him as I dashed in among them with my revolver drawn.

Come, cease that, I shouted. Down with that whip. Youve attacked these people on the high road, and if you strike again Ill fire.

Hulloa! cried one man. Why, heres another German!

German or not — enough! I commanded, and bending down, assisted the fallen Prince to rise.

You — you shall pay for this, I swear! declared Willie, angrily facing the man who had struck him. Then, turning to me, he apparently recognized my voice, for he asked— How in the name of Fate did you come here, Heltzendorff?

I will explain later, I replied in German. Let us get out of this.

But I cannot leave Violet. I — I — —

He had replied in the same language, which the men apparently did not understand.

Enough; come, I said. Then in English I added, We will wish these gentlemen good-night.

I took his arm and led him away amid the derisive laughter of the irate brother and his two friends, leaving the girl with them.

When we were out of earshot I told him of the Emperors telegram, and added:

That lady was Miss Hewitt, was she not?

Yes. Her fathers estate is a few miles from here. Shes a perfect little fiend for opium — got bitten with the habit when she was travelling with her married sister in China, and Maggie, her old nurse, who lives in the cottage we shall pass in a minute, lets her go there on the quiet and smoke. I have had two or three pipes there lately, he added merrily.

Himmel! I gasped. How dangerous! She has no idea of who you are, I hope?

Not in the least.

Good. Let us attend to the Emperors telegram at once.

And a quarter of an hour later we were discussing the Kaisers inquiry in a clean, comfortable, but out-of-the-way cottage in which Willie had established himself so as to be near the pretty girl for whom he had conceived that passing fascination.

Until to-day Violet Hewitt has been entirely ignorant of the identity of the man who, like herself, was so addicted to opium. These lines, if they meet her eye, will reveal to her a curious and, no doubt, startling truth.


SECRET NUMBER TEN

HOW THE KAISER ESCAPED ASSASSINATION
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THE EMPEROR COMMANDS you to audience at once in the private dining-room, said one of the Imperial servants, entering the Kaisers study, where I was awaiting him.

It was seven oclock on a cold, cheerless morning, and I had just arrived at Potsdam from Altona, the bearer of a message from the Crown-Prince to his father.

I knew that the Emperor always rose at five, and that he was breakfasting, as was his habit, alone with the Empress in that coquettish private dining-room of the Sovereigns, a room into which no servant is permitted, Augusta preparing and serving the coffee with her own hands. It was the one hour which the All-Highest before the war devoted to domesticity, when husband and wife could gossip and discuss matters alone and in secret.

As I passed downstairs to the room, to which entrance was forbidden even to the Crown-Prince himself, I naturally wondered why I had been commanded to audience there.

On tapping upon the mahogany door of the little private salon the Empresss hard voice gave permission to enter, whereupon I bowed myself into the cosy little place, hung with reseda silk and with pictures by Loncret, Perne and Watteau. Upon one side of the room was a beautiful buhl cabinet, and at the little round table placed near the window sat the Imperial pair.

The Empress was reading a letter, but His Majesty rose as I entered. He was wearing a grey tweed suit, a well-worn and, no doubt, easy one, in which nobody ever saw him, for he always changed into uniform before he went to his study.

Have you any knowledge of the contents of the letter which you have brought from the Crown-Prince? he asked me bluntly, and I saw by his eyes that he seemed somewhat mystified.

I replied in the negative, explaining that I had been with His Imperial Highness to Kiel, and afterwards to Altona, where the Crown-Princess had performed the opening ceremony of a new dock.

Where are you going now? he asked suddenly. There are other engagements, I believe?

To Thorn. His Imperial Highness inspects the garrison there on Thursday, I said.

Ah! of course. I intended to go, but it is impossible.

Then, after a pause, the Emperor looked me straight in the face and suddenly said:

Heltzendorff, have you any knowledge of any man called Minckwitz?

I reflected.

I know Count von Minckwitz, Grand-Master of the Court of the Duke of Saxe-Altenbourg, was my reply.

No. This is a man, Wilhelm Minckwitz, who poses as a musician.

I shook my head.

You are quite certain that you have never heard the name? Try to recollect whether the Crown-Prince has ever mentioned him in your presence.

I endeavoured to recall the circumstance, for somehow very gradually I felt a distinct recollection of having once heard that name before.

At the moment I fail to recall anything, Your Majesty, was my answer.

The Emperor knit his brows as though annoyed at my reply, and then grunted deeply in dissatisfaction.

Remain here in Potsdam, he said. Telegraph to the Crown-Prince recalling him at my orders, and I will cancel the inspection at Thorn. Tell the Crown-Prince that I wish to see him to-night immediately upon his return.

Then, noticing for the first time that the Emperor held a paper in his hand, I realized that by its colour it was one of those secret reports furnished for the Kaisers eye alone — a report of one of the thousands of spies of Germany spread everywhere.

Minckwitz! I impressed that name upon my memory, and, being dismissed, bowed myself out of the Imperial presence.

Returning to the Marmor Palace I sent a long and urgent message over the private wire to Willie at Altona, repeating His Majestys orders, and recalling him at once. Quite well I knew that such an unusual message would arouse His Highnesss apprehension that for some offence or other he was about to receive a paternal castigation. But I could not be explicit, because I had no knowledge of the reason the Emperor was cancelling our engagement at Thorn.

At nine oclock that night the Crown-Prince, gay in his Hussar uniform, burst into the room wherein I was attending to the correspondence.

What in the name of Fate does all this mean, Heltzendorff? he demanded. Why did the Emperor fail to reply to my message?

I delivered it, I said. And then I described what took place in the Emperors private dining-room. When I mentioned the name of Minckwitz the Crown-Prince started and his cheeks blanched.

Did he ask you that? he gasped.

Yes. I told him the only person I knew of that name was Count von Minckwitz.

Ah, that little fat, old Master of the Court. Oh! The Emperor knows him well enough. It is somebody else he is referring to.

Do you know him? I asked eagerly.

Me? Why — why, of course not! was Willies quick reply, in a tone which showed me that he was not telling the truth.

His Majesty wishes to see you at once, I urged, full of wonder.

I could plainly see that His Imperial Highness had been much upset at mention of the mysterious person called Minckwitz. What could the Emperor know of him? Was there some scandal at the root of it all, some facts which the Crown-Prince feared might be revealed?

Travel-stained, and without changing his tunic, Willie went to the telephone and ordered Knof to bring back the car. And in it he drove across to the Neues Palais to see the Emperor.

I had an important appointment in Berlin that night, and waited until quite late for Willies return. As he did not come I left for the capital, and on arrival at my rooms rang up Wolffs Agency, and gave out a paragraph to the Press that His Imperial Highness the Crown-Prince had been compelled to abandon his journey to Thorn, owing to having contracted a chill. His wife Cilli — the contraction for Cecilia — had, however, gone to visit Princess Henry of Rohnstock at Fürstenstein.

Several weeks went by, and one day we were at the ancient schloss at Oels, in far Silesia, the great estate which the Crown-Prince inherited on coming of age. The castle is a big, prison-like place, surrounded by wide lands and dense forests, lying between the town of Breslau and the Polish frontier, a remote, rural place to which Willie loved sometimes to retire with a few kindred spirits in order to look over the estate and to shoot.

The guests included old Count von Reisenach, Court Chamberlain, of the Prince of Schombourg-Lippe, who was a noted raconteur and bon-vivant, with Major von Heidkämper, of the 4th Bavarian Light Cavalry, a constant companion of Willies, and Karl von Pappenheim, a captain of the Prussian Guard, who had been educated at Oxford, and who was so English that it was often difficult for people from London to believe that he was a Prussian.

Von Pappenheim, a tall, good-looking, fair-moustached man under thirty, was one of Willies new friends. He was the son of a great landowner of Erfurt, and the pair had for the past month been inseparable. He was a shrewd, keen-eyed man, who seemed ever on the alert, but, of course, obsessed by military dignity, and as full of swagger as any Prussian officer could be. He had a sister, Margarete, a pretty girl, a year or so his junior, who had been to the Marmor Palace on one occasion. The Crown-Princess had received her, but from the fact that she was not invited a second time I concluded that the inevitable jealousy had arisen, because in my presence Willie had more than once referred to her beauty.

I sometimes suspected that Willies sudden and close friendship with Von Pappenheim had some connection with his intense admiration of the latters sister. I, however, learnt the truth concerning their intimacy in a curious way while at the Schloss Oels.

One day I had accompanied the party out after stag, for, being a fair shot, I frequently snatched a days sport. Soon after luncheon, which we took at a foresters house, we went forth again, and I concealed myself at a point of vantage, lying behind a screen of ferns and branches specially constructed as cover.

I was alone, at some considerable distance from the others, and had been there waiting for nearly an hour with my gun in readiness when suddenly I heard the cracking of dried wood not far away.

Something was moving. I raised my gun in breathless eagerness.

Next moment, however, I heard the voices of two men.— Willie and his friend, Von Pappenheim. They were approaching me, speaking in low, confidential tones.

You quite understand, Willie was saying. My position is a terrible one. I dont know how to extricate myself. If I dare reveal the truth then I know full well what their vengeance will be.

But, my dear Cæsar, was Karl von Pappenheims reply, for he was on such intimate terms that he called His Highness by the name Von Hochberg had bestowed upon him, is it not your duty to risk all and tell the truth? he suggested seriously.

The pair had halted only a few yards from me and taken cover behind a dead bush which had been cut down and placed conveniently at the spot, in case the shooting party were a large one and the screen behind which I had concealed myself was insufficient. So near were they that I could hear all that was said.

The Emperor would neither believe me nor forgive me, Willie said. Minckwitz is a clever devil. He would bring manufactured evidence which must implicate me.

Minckwitz! That was the name which the Emperor had uttered, asking me if I knew him! That incident at the Neues Palais flashed across my memory. I recollected, too, how, when I had referred to the circumstance, His Highness had become pale and agitated. Mention of the name had affected him curiously.

But can he bring evidence? asked his companion.

Yes, curse him! — he can!

You can refute it, surely?

No, I cant. If I could I should make a clean breast of the whole matter, Willie declared. From the tone of his voice I realized how utterly bewildered he was.

But cannot I help you? Cannot I see Minckwitz and bluff him? his friend suggested.

You dont know him, was the reply. He holds me in the hollow of his hand.

Ah! Then you have been horribly indiscreet — eh?

I have. I admit I have, Karl; and I do not see any way out of it.

But, my dear Cæsar, think of the danger existing day by day — hour by hour! cried Von Pappenheim. Think what there is at stake! That letter you showed me this morning reveals only too plainly what is intended.

It is a letter of defiance, I admit.

And a catastrophe must inevitably occur if you do not act.

But how can I act? cried the Crown-Prince, in despair. Suggest something — I cannot. If I utter a syllable Minckwitz will most certainly carry out his threat against me.

Contrive to have him arrested upon some charge or other, Karl suggested.

If I did he would produce the evidence against me, declared the Crown-Prince.

A silence then fell between the pair. Suddenly Karl asked:

Does Von Heltzendorff know?

He knows nothing, was Willies answer. The Emperor questioned him, but he was in ignorance of Minckwitzs existence. He was naturally surprised, but I did not regard it as judicious to enlighten him.

He is your confidential adjutant. If I were you I should tell him the truth. No time should be lost, remember.

Then, after a few seconds of silence. Von Pappenheim went on:

Why, I never thought of it! My sister Margarete knows Minckwitz. She might perhaps be useful to us — eh?

Why, yes! cried Willie, a woman can frequently accomplish a thing where a man would fail. A most excellent idea. Let us leave the others to their sport and get back to the schloss and discuss a line of action — eh?

And in agreement the pair emerged from their ambush, and retraced their steps along the path they had come.

Still greatly puzzled at the nature of the secret which the Crown-Prince was withholding from me, I came out of my hiding-place and presently rejoined the party.

That night we all dined together, as was our habit when at Oels, but I saw that Willie was upset and nervous, and noticed that he drank his champagne heavily. On the contrary, Von Pappenheim was wary and watchful.

Next evening Von Pappenheims sister Margarete, fair-haired, petite and rather doll-like, arrived at the Castle.

During dinner an Imperial courier arrived from Berlin with a letter from the Emperor, and Willie opened it, read it, and then, excusing himself, left the table. I rose and followed him, as was my duty, but when outside the room His Highness sent me back, saying in a thick, husky voice:

I shall not want you. Von Heltzendorff; I will write the reply myself.

On my return the guests were discussing the effect of the Emperors message upon their host, Von Pappenheim being particularly anxious. He said something in a low voice to his sister, when the latter became at once thoughtful. Indeed, the remainder of the meal was a very dull affair, and it was with relief that we rose and went out into the big ancient hall, with its vaulted ceiling, where coffee was always served.

The courier had left on his return journey to the capital, yet Willie did not again reappear. At eleven oclock I found him lying in a very advanced state of intoxication upon the sofa in the room set apart for me for my writing. Near him stood an empty brandy bottle and an empty syphon of soda-water.

I called his faithful valet, and together we half carried him to his room, where he was undressed and put to bed. Hardly had I returned to my room when Von Pappenheim entered in search of his host.

His Highness is not well, and has retired to his room, I said. He expressed a desire to see nobody to-night.

Von Pappenheims face changed.

Oh! he cried in despair. Why did he not see me and tell me the truth! Precious hours are flying, and we must act if the situation is to be saved.

What situation? I asked, in pretended ignorance.

You know nothing, Von Heltzendorff, eh? he asked, looking me straight in the face.

Nothing, was my reply.

You have no knowledge of the trap into which the Crown-Prince fell when he was in Paris with you six months ago, and when he and I first met?

A trap! What do you mean?

Has he told you nothing?

Not a syllable.

Ah! Then I cannot be frank with you until I obtain His Highnesss permission. He told me that you knew nothing, but I did not believe it. Knowing well what implicit confidence he places in you, I believed that you knew the ghastly truth.

You alarm me, I said. If the situation is grave, then I may be able to be of some assistance, more especially if time is pressing.

He hesitated, but refused to reveal a single fact before receiving the Crown-Princes permission.

Into what trap had Willie fallen during our last visit to Paris I could not conceive. His wild orgies in the Montmartre, his constant absences alone, his terrible craving for excitement, his wild and reckless search for pleasure in the lowest haunts of vice, had ever been a source of anxiety to me. Times without number had I lifted a warning finger, only to be derided and ridiculed by the son of the All-Highest One.

Next day, soon after His Highness was dressed, he entered my room.

Heltzendorff, he said, I have been chatting with Von Pappenheim and his sister upon a little matter of business which closely concerns myself. I want you to leave in an hours time and go to Hanover. In the Kirchröder Strasse, No. 16, out at Kleefeld there lives a certain man named Minckwitz — a Pole by birth. He has two nieces — one about twenty and the other two years older. With them you have no concern. All I want is that you engage a photographer, or, better, yourself take a snapshot of this man Minckwitz, and bring it to me. Be discreet and trust no one with the secret of your journey.

Exactly. There is a doubt as to the mans identity, eh?

Willie nodded in the affirmative.

Satisfied that I should at last see the mysterious person whose identity the Emperor had wished to establish, I set out from Oels on my long journey right across Germany.

In due course I arrived in Hanover, and found the house situate in the pleasant suburb. Here I found that Willies suspicions were correct, and the man Minckwitz was living under the name of Sembach and pretending to be a musician. I watched, and very soon with my own camera took in secret a snapshot of the mysterious individual as he walked in the street. With this I left two days later on my return to Oels.

The photograph was that of a thin, narrow-faced, deep-eyed man, with a scraggy, pointed beard — a typical Pole, and when I handed it to Willie he held his breath.

Look! he cried, turning to Von Pappenheim and his sister, who were both present. Look! There is no mistake! That is the man. What shall we do? No time must be lost. How can I act?

Brother and sister exchanged glances blankly. From inquiries I had made in Hanover, it seemed that the man was a stranger, a music-master, who had arrived there about a month ago. I feared to make inquiry through the police, because my official capacity as personal-adjutant to the Crown-Prince was too well known, and suspicion might have thus been aroused.

The trio again held secret counsel, but I was not told the nature of their deliberations. All I knew was that the Crown-Prince was in some terrible and most dangerous difficulty.

That afternoon I met the girl Margarete walking alone in the grounds near the Schloss. The autumn sun was pleasant, though there was a sharp nip in the air, which told of the coming of the early Silesian winter. Most of the trees were already bare, and the ground was carpeted with the gold-brown leaves of the great beeches.

We had walked together for some distance, when I suddenly halted and asked her point-blank why they were all in such great fear of Herr Minckwitz.

She started, staring at me with her big blue eyes.

His Highness has not told you, Count. Therefore, it would ill become me to reveal his secret, was her cold rebuke.

But if the situation is so grave, and if I have been entrusted with the secret mission to Hanover, I may, perhaps, be of service in the matter. I understand that you are acquainted with Herr Minckwitz, alias Sembach — eh?

Who told you that?

Nobody. I learnt it myself, I answered, with a smile.

For a second she reflected, then, with a womans cleverness, she said:

I can tell you nothing. Ask the Crown-Prince himself. And she refused to discuss the matter further. Indeed, she left the Castle two hours later.

That night I went boldly to Willie, finding him alone in a little circular room in one of the towers of the Castle, to which he often retired to smoke and snooze.

I stood before him, and without mincing matters told him what I had overheard and all I knew.

The effect of my words was almost electrical. He sat up, staring at me almost dazed at my statement.

It is true, Heltzendorff. Alas! True! he replied. But he would even then give me no inkling of the reason of his fear.

If this Herr Minckwitz means mischief, then surely it would be easy to secure his arrest for some offence or other, and you need not appear in it, I suggested.

Ive thought of all that. But if the police lay hands upon him, then he will revenge himself on me. He will carry out his threat — and — and, Heltzendorff, I could never hold up my head again.

Why?

I cant be more explicit. Im in a hole, and I cannot extricate myself.

I reflected for a moment. Then I said:

You appear to fear some action of Minckwitzs. If that is so, I will return to Hanover and watch. If there is any hostile intent, I will endeavour to prevent it. Fortunately, he does not know me.

Next night I was back again in Hanover, having stopped in Berlin to pick up a friend of mine upon whose discretion I could rely implicitly — a retired member of the detective force named Hartwieg. Together we started to watch the movements of the mysterious Polish musician, and to our surprise we found that he had three friends, one of them a furrier living in the Burgstrasse, who visited him regularly each evening. They always arrived at the same hour, and generally left about eleven oclock. Through five days we kept watch, alternately closely shadowing the man who called himself Sembach, and becoming acquainted with his friends, most of whom seemed of a very queer set.

There was no doubt that Minckwitz and the two young women were associates of some criminal gang, and, further, I was staggered one evening to watch the arrival at the house of a young man whom I recognized as Brosch, an under-valet of the Emperors at the Neues Palais.

For what reason had he come from Potsdam?

He remained there till noon on the following day. When he emerged, accompanied by Minckwitz, the pair went into the city, and we followed, when, curiously enough, I came face to face with Von Pappenheims sister, who was apparently there for the same purpose as myself! Happily she was too intent in her conversation with Minckwitz, whom she met as though accidentally, to notice my presence.

Then, at last, the musician raised his hat and left her, rejoining the young man Brosch.

The pair went to a bookshop in the Herschelstrasse, and presently, when they came forth again, Brosch was carrying a good-sized volume wrapped in brown paper.

My curiosity was aroused, therefore I went into the shop, made a purchase, and learned from the shopman that the younger of the pair had purchased a well-known German reference-book, Professor Nebendahls Dictionary of Classical Quotations.

Strange that such a book should be purchased by an under-valet!

Leaving the detective Hartwieg to watch, I took the next train back to Potsdam, where I was fortunate enough to find the Emperor giving audience to the Imperial Chancellor. At the conclusion of the audience I sought, and was accorded, a private interview, at which I recalled His Majestys anxiety to ascertain something regarding the man Minckwitz.

Well — and have you found him? asked the Emperor very eagerly.

I replied in the affirmative. Then he told me something which held me breathless, for, unlocking a drawer, he showed me an anonymous letter of warning he had received, a letter which, posted in Paris, stated that an attempt was to be made upon his life, and hinting that the Crown-Prince might be aware of it.

Of course, he laughed, I do not regard it seriously, but I thought we ought to know the whereabouts of this man Minckwitz, who is probably an anarchist.

Will Your Majesty leave the matter entirely in my hands? I suggested. The police must not be informed.

It shall be as you wish. I give you authority to act just as you deem best if you really anticipate danger.

I do anticipate it, I replied, and a few moments later bowed myself out of the Imperial presence.

During that day I idled about the Palace, gossiping with the officials and dames du palais, awaiting the return of the young man Brosch. That night he did not come back, but he arrived at the Palace about seven oclock on the following morning. The head valet was furious at his absence, but the young man made a very plausible excuse that his sister out at Lichtenberg was very dangerously ill.

I had had no sleep that night, but as soon as I was informed of the under-valets return, I repaired to the Emperors study and secreted myself beneath a great damask-covered settee which runs along the wall opposite the door. For nearly an hour I remained there, when the door was opened stealthily and there entered the young man whom I had seen in Hanover on the previous day. He carried a book in his hand. This he swiftly exchanged for another similar book of the same appearance, and a moment later crept out again, closing the door noiselessly.

Quickly I came forth and took up the classical dictionary, a copy of which was usually upon the Emperors table. It presented just the same appearance as the book that Brosch had taken away, only it was considerably heavier.

Without delay I dashed out, sought the Emperors valet, and was admitted to His Majestys presence.

Three minutes later we were both in the study. I took up the book and held it to his ear. Just as I had heard, he could detect the faint ticking of a watch within.

The book had been hollowed out and a time bomb inserted! It was, no doubt, set to explode between eight and nine oclock, when the Emperor would be at his desk.

Take it out quickly! shrieked the Kaiser in terror, when he realized the true import of the plot.

In obedience, handling the book very carefully, I rushed with it downstairs out into the open. I placed it on the grass some distance away, while the Emperor followed me, utterly astounded at the discovery.

Having deposited it, I dashed back to where the Emperor was standing upon the steps, greatly to the surprise of the sentries, when hardly had I reached him than there showed a blood-red flash, followed by a terrific report and concussion — an explosion which, had it occurred in the upstairs study, must have blown the Emperors head off as he sat.

His Majesty stood white and rigid, instantly realizing what a narrow escape he had had, while the noise caused the greatest alarm, and people began rushing hither and thither to ascertain the cause.

In a few seconds His Majesty was calm again.

Say nothing of this, Heltzendorff, he said. Let it remain a mystery. Come upstairs and I will speak on the telephone to the police.

Your Majesty gave the matter unreservedly into my hands, I reminded him.

Ah! that is so. I forgot, he exclaimed, and after thanking me he added: Take what steps you like, but have the offenders punished, and also try to discover who sent me that anonymous warning.

The young valet, who had been, no doubt, heavily bribed by Minckwitz to substitute the book, had already disappeared, and, as a matter of fact, has never been seen in Germany since.

The man Minckwitz had also, it seemed, suddenly left Hanover on the night of my departure, for Hartwieg, following him, reported to me by wire that he was in Paris.

Without delay I travelled to the French capital, saw my old friend Pinaud of the Sûreté, and told him the whole story, explaining in confidence that for some mysterious reason the Crown-Prince feared that if the man were arrested he might reveal something unpleasant.

I quite understand, replied the French detective, with a smile. I know that, six months ago, while the Crown-Prince was in Paris, he was one night enticed by a girl into the gaming-house kept by the notorious Minckwitz. There a quarrel ensued, and the Crown-Prince, fearing attack, drew his revolver, which went off and shot one of Minckwitzs confederates stone dead. The Crown-Prince has ever since been paying big sums to hush up the affair. Until recently Minckwitz conceived the idea that if the Emperor died and the Crown-Prince came to the Throne it would mean to him considerably more money each year. Therefore he conceived that diabolical plot. I warned the Crown-Prince of it, and he threatened to expose Minckwitz and have him arrested. Minckwitz, in turn, threatened that if His Highness made the slightest movement to thwart his plans he would expose to the world that the German Crown-Prince, during his latest escapade in the Montmartre, had killed a man. Finding this to be the case, I myself wrote that anonymous letter of warning, which I addressed to the Emperor.

And which has had the effect of saving His Majestys life, I remarked.

That night Minckwitz found himself arrested upon a charge of blackmailing a Portugese nobleman, and was later on sentenced to fifteen years imprisonment.

In his solitary hours in prison he often wonders, I expect, why his dastardly plot failed. Had it been successful, however, it certainly would have had a great effect upon the future history of the world.

THE END


The Autobiography
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William Le Queux in later life


Things I Know About Kings, Celebrities and Crooks
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Le Queuxs autobiography, Things I Know about Kings, Celebrities and Crooks, was first published in 1923 by Eveleigh Nash & Grayson. Le Queux dedicated the book to his Dear Friends, Sir William and Lady Earnshaw Cooper, of Castle Carey, Guernsey. Cooper had spent much of his life in India, exploiting British rule of the country to set up a successful company. However, he also wrote books and articles espousing his conservative social and political positions, including Socialism and its Perils (1908) and Britain for the Briton (1909). Things I Know... is not a conventional autobiography or memoir and although the author insists in the foreword that everything he relates is factual, he almost certainly includes falsehoods in the work. One dubious story is that Le Queux knows that a Russian doctor called Alexander Pedachenko is really Jack the Ripper. He also claims he had seen a manuscript written in French by Rasputin stating Pedachenko worked for the Russian secret police and committed the murders to discredit Scotland Yard.

Things I Know about Kings, Celebrities and Crooks opens with the author describing his often mundane experiences with members of European royalty in a level of detail that reveals a deep obsequiousness to aristocracy and the upper-class. Le Queux claims that he decided to pursue writing when Émile Zola sought him out at home to tell him to become an author after having read one of his short stories. He also details his acquaintance with William. E. Gladstone, who was apparently an admirer of his novels, as were members of the British royal family.
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Émile Zola
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The original frontispiece
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TO

MY DEAR FRIENDS

SIR WILLIAM & LADY EARNSHAW COOPER,

OF CASTLE CAREY, GUERNSEY,

I DEDICATE

THESE FEW REMINISCENCES 

OF A WANDERING LIFE.


PREFACE
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IN WRITING OF these episodes in the career of a wanderer over the face of Europe, my object is to entertain and perhaps amuse many of my unknown friends and correspondents who, scattered over the world, have, from time to time, written me encouraging words of appreciation concerning my works of fiction. To them, I would reveal certain facts, some grave and some gay, which may be found of interest. To do so, I propose to take my reader behind the scenes of some particular phases of life with which he may be unfamiliar.

And let me say at the outset, these records of an eventful though perhaps erratic life contain nothing but fact. I have led, and still lead, a wandering life. My custom has ever been never to have even a pied-à-terre in one place longer than a year, and even during that time to travel as much as possible. I may accurately call myself a cosmopolitan, since when my hat is on my roof is on.

But these modest reminiscences are mainly about other people, and, although I find myself compelled to use the first person singular much more often than I desire, I pen them with the fervent hope that they may be taken as a little arm-chair chat about modern men and modern matters, rather than essays in autobiography.

Nobody, I am sure, cares a jot when I cut my first tooth or where I learned to walk. No genealogical tree or tradition of race is necessary — though my unusual name means in Norman-French the Kings head cook, and I can trace my ancestors through centuries. But of what use is it in these democratic days, when dukes son and cooks son are on equality, and the Red Flag is sung in the House of Commons?

However, while thus casually mentioning my name, it may not be inappropriate to quote the following explanatory stanzas by a poet unknown to me:

It troubles each sex,
So I put it to you,
Is it William Le Quex
Or William Le Queux?

I give you the cue,
So no longer perplex,
It is William Le Queux,
Not William Le Quex.

Siberia, the Areg region of the Sahara Desert, Asia Minor, etc.; journeyed through Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia, Albania on special Government Mission, 1907; Arctic (with Harry de Windt), 1908; Sudan, 1909. Correspondent of the Daily Mail in various capitals, and war correspondent in the first Balkan War. Collector of mediaeval manuscripts, codices, and monastic seals, of which he possesses a large and valuable collection; has intimate knowledge of the Secret Service of other Continental Powers; consulted by the Government in such matters. Forecasted the Great War in his book. The Invasion, 1910. Is a keen student of criminology, and also well known in wireless research.

LE QUEUX, William Tulnell; 

novelist; traveller; Commander of the Orders of St. Sava of Serbia; Danilo of Montenegro; Crown of Italy; San Marino Order, etc. Consul of Republic of San Marino, retired; b. London, 2nd July, 1864; e s of William Le Queux of Châteauroux, Indre. Educ.: privately in London; Pegli, near Genoa. Studied art in the Quartier Latin; made a tour through France, Germany, and Italy on foot; became journalist and special correspondent of The Globe, 1891; special foreign correspondent of The Times; resigned to devote his time to novel writing, 1893. Secretary to British diplomatic mission to San Marino. Has travelled in Russia, Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia, And for those who want to know who I am, I cannot do better than refer them to the paragraph in that useful and entertaining annual, Whos Who.



the Wireless Alliance, Vice-President of the Radio Association. President of many wireless research societies.

Recreations: — Pistol practice; ski-ing in Switzerland; the study of Egyptology, and wireless research. Clubs! Mürren Ski-Club; Swiss Alpine Club; British Ski Association; Crimes Club; Tatlers Club. Address: Devonshire Club, London.

Is a qualified wireless engineer, and was the first to broadcast concerts over Great Britain and Ireland from his powerful radio-station 2AZ at Guildford in 1920-21 in the early days of radio-telephony. Writes and lectures on wireless research, and on spies and spying. Member of the Institute of Radio Engineers. Author of over 130 novels and many kinema films. President of And with these words I make my bow, and set forth facts that, without embellishment or distortion, may, I sincerely hope, prove entertaining.

At all events, I simply tell of things I know.

WILLIAM LE QUEUX.

DEVONSHIRE CLUB, LONDON, S.W.


CHAPTER ONE

WHAT I KNOW ABOUT KINGS — My Audience with the late Tzar — An Emperor at Home — What he told me — A Chat with the King of Italy — He gives me a Decoration — His Majestys Troubles — King Edward and the Lost Letters — His Debts to Baron Hirsch — Queen Victoria and her Sunshade.
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MY FIRST ACQUAINTANCE with any royalty was my presentation to the Crown-Prince of Saxony, now King, by his wife, who, as Princess Luisa of Tuscany, I had known as a girl — the pretty Austrian Archduchess, who had charmed all hearts, nearly married King Ferdinand of Bulgaria, and of whom I intend to gossip in another chapter. I was asked by the Princess to call on her at the Royal Palace at Dresden after her marriage, and spent a couple of pleasant hours with her and her husband, then Crown Prince. The latter expressed himself charmed to meet me, his wife having often spoken of me, and I thoroughly enjoyed my visit, for after the first formal reception I was invited to their private apartments, where the Princess made me thoroughly at home.

We gossiped about such friends as we both knew in England and in Italy, for Her Highness came to London each year incognita, and on me had devolved the duty of looking after her general welfare. But more of her adventurous life anon.

The second royal personage of whom I had audience was the late Emperor of Russia.

Well I remember how one morning a tall, handsome officer of the Imperial Guard entered my room at the Hôtel de lEurope on the Nevski, in Petrograd, and handed me a formidable envelope which contained a command that I should present myself at the Palace of Tzarskoye Selo (the Village of the Tzar) on the following afternoon at three oclock. And well also do I recollect being met at the station by one of the Imperial carriages, and being driven to the entrance of the great park, where I was met by an officer and conducted past endless sentry-posts. I confess that I felt very ill at ease when at last I stood in a small but gorgeous room, a pitiable figure wearing my best dress-suit in the day-time. The two foreign orders that I then possessed looked very much like brass, and I was terribly conscious that in the daylight the ribbons had lost their freshness.

With me was Count de Redetski, a fine, handsome man in uniform, with a gold-braided tunic — one of the Imperial chamberlains, who chatted with me as we waited.

As this is a private audience, I do not expect His Majesty will wear uniform, he told me, which rather reassured me, for I think I had visions of the Tzar of All the Russias wearing a golden robe and perhaps a diamond crown.

A few moments later I was conducted along a softly-carpeted corridor to a door, at which stood two statuesque sentries who saluted as we passed, and I was shown in. Next moment a short bearded man, in a rough brown shooting-suit, stood before me with a smile of welcome. It was His Majesty the Tzar!

He expressed pleasure at my visit. Meanwhile I was conscious that I was in His Majestys private cabinet, a magnificent blue-and-gold apartment, with tables and chandelier of lapis lazuli, a parquet floor, and pillars of violet glass. In the centre of the three long windows, which gave an extensive view across the great lake, where picturesque fountains were playing, was set a huge writing-table, littered with papers, for the Emperor was, if nothing else, a busy man.

I have been told that you have been in Russia before, he said in English, with a gracious smile.  To Siberia, was it not — in my fathers days?

Yes, your Majesty, I replied, wondering who had told him of my journey into Siberia by road many years before.

And you have lately been in Russia with one of our good friends, Mr. Harry de Windt, he remarked. I have read his books. He is always very kind to us. And you, too, have always been kind to us — except when you criticized our policy against the revolutionists, said the Tzar with a smile. You have written a book warning us that war will come between Germany and England. It was sent to me from London. I may tell you that I agree entirely with Lord Roberts. Germany is preparing for war, and Britain turns a blind eye to everything. But, of course, I beg of you not to publish this. Our conversation is entirely private, remember! and he laughed.

I at once gave my word of honour not to publish a word of the interview, and have not done so till now, when his tragic death has removed the seal of secrecy from my pen.

Becoming reassured that I was not out for a sensational interview, he spoke his mind freely. He did not criticize British politicians or their politics, but it was quite evident to me that he distrusted Germany. He referred to many facts of which I was in ignorance, but which were of intense interest to the whole world, and such sensational words, coming from the lips of the Tzar himself, would have been eagerly read everywhere if only I had had permission to publish them.

More than once he confessed that though he had given audiences to several journalists, including the late Mr. W. T. Stead, he always looked askance at everybody who wrote. Indeed, as he chatted, displaying shrewd insight into the most difficult problems of international politics, he twice repeated: Of course I rely on your promise of secrecy!

He held Sir Edward Grey and Mr. A. J. Balfour in very high esteem; and, referring to his own wide Empire, he said with a slight sigh of regret:

You British do not, I fear, understand us. We are not like you — we are such a complex nation, such a mixture of European and Oriental, and, alas! so far behind in civilization as you in England and in America know it.

He had seated himself at his table, while I, as etiquette demanded, still stood.

The telephone rang, and he answered it.

He spoke so rapidly in Russian that I could only distinguish one or two words. He seemed to become petulant at what he heard, for when he replaced the instrument he turned to me, and smilingly said:

Mr. Graham Bell was not really kind to us when he invented telephones. I hate them!

We chatted for a full half-hour, till I forgot that I was in the presence of the ruler of over a hundred and fifty millions of souls. While we were speaking, a beautiful Persian cat appeared from nowhere, and with a leap landed on the Emperors knee. It was evidently his pet, for he called it by name, and stroked it fondly as he talked.

That was, perhaps, one of the most interesting half-hours in all my crowded life; and when, to-day, I think of the gorgeousness of the Imperial Palace of Tzarskoye Selo — and compare it with the horrible fate of the Emperor and of his family — I sometimes feel that it is impossible that the Romanoffs can have so completely and brutally been exterminated by the poisonous serpent of Bolshevism.

I have the words still in my memory that the Tzar Nicholas spoke before I backed out of his presence:

The greatest misfortune, said he, is to have many wants and little power; the greatest good fortune is to have much power and few wants.

The next reigning monarch to accord me an audience was His Majesty King Victor Emanuel of Italy. Again I was to be received privately, not officially, and the presentation came from the Queen of Italy herself, who was daughter of King Nicholas of Montenegro.

In the previous year I had been up in the Black Mountains, at Cettigné, the Montenegrin capital, on a special mission from home, and had there, in the peasant kingdom, met Her Majesty, who happened to be on a visit to her father and mother. Therefore one winters day at noon, I found myself driving in a car from the Grand Hotel to the Quirinal Palace.

When a man wears evening dress at noon, he never feels comfortable. I might have worn my gorgeous green-and-gold-embroidered uniform, as Consul of the tiny Republic of San Marino, and felt that at least I was cutting a pretty good figure among all the smartly-uniformed officers and gorgeous flunkeys of the Royal Palace, but my uniform is so gorgeous that I confess I dared not appear in it before His Majesty! Only a few months before I had worn it at the Foreign Office reception at Whitehall, and the Russian Ambassador, after inspecting me, had said:

Well, Mr. Le Queux, I thought I had a gorgeous uniform, but you certainly beat me on all points! I especially like your feather! He referred to the white ostrich feather of my cocked hat.

But to resume. Feeling hopelessly badly dressed, and painfully conscious that one button of my patent-leather boot was unfastened, I passed into the Palace, between two rows of bowing servants, and was met by a smart young officer, Count Gilardoni, who took me to Marquis Mattioli Pasqualini, the acting Minister of the Royal Household, whom I had known for several years.

Ah! Here you are, my dear friend! exclaimed the old official, who was in a uniform that had grown rather tight for him. Ill let you into a secret. His Majesty is going to bestow on you the Order of the Crown of Italy! The Duke of the Abruzzi has recommended you for it, because of your work regarding wireless, and for your translation of the Dukes book on his Polar travels, The Stella Polare.

Ere I could reply to the old Marquis, a man of great personal charm and a Court official to his finger-tips, I found myself ushered into a long, narrow, old-fashioned room, of which the outstanding features were several porcelain bowls, filled with freshly-cut yellow roses.

The sweet perfume of the flowers pervaded the apartment, though it was winter and the room apparently a reception-room pure and simple. There was no sign of a writing-table or of any business litter. In the centre stood a man with an alert military figure, in a dark blue serge suit, with the eager, clever face that is made familiar to one by Italys postage-stamps.

He advanced to me with outstretched hand, and as I bent over it, he exclaimed in Italian:

I am very pleased to receive you, Signor Le Queux, because you have so long been a good friend to Italy.

I fear I am not such a good friend as I should like to be, your Majesty, I replied. I always do my best to place Italy in her true fight to my own people, and to those who read my books in America.

I know you do, said he quickly. I know how you have described in such vivid language the beauties of my country and the charm of my people. Yes, our contadini have a charm all to themselves, one that must appeal to you writers of romance. I told the same to Zola when I saw him in Paris when I was Crown Prince. Your writer Ouida also did very much for our Italy. She was the only one foreign writer who really understood our contadini. Poor lady! She died in Lucca — did she not?

I replied in the affirmative.

Yes, she was a little eccentric — eh? The Prefect told me how she kept a dozen cats and dogs, and dressed as a contadina, and how Mr. Labouchere tried to give her some work, but she refused it. Is that true?

I replied that it had unfortunately been so.

Ah! And yet I recollect, when I was Crown Prince, that she reigned queen of Society in Firenze. I was once taken to one of her receptions in her palazzo, on the Lung Amo. I was only young then, but I recollect wondering how a writer of fiction could make such a social success.

Then your Majesty has perhaps read some of her books? I inquired.

I have them all in my library. They were my fathers. He loved them. I think I like Pascarel best of all, and Signa next. She was bitter against Mrs. Ross, wasnt she? he laughed.

All Italy knew the deadly feud between the two ladies, and it had evidently reached the Kings ears.

Among the learned, the most highly-born is not the greatest, but he who knows the most. Do you agree, Signor Le Queux? he laughed.

I agreed, feeling that the King of Italy, who was so gracious to me, was one of the best-informed monarchs in Europe.

As I stood on that thick vieux-rose carpet, while he, dressed in a dark blue lounge suit, sat on the arm of a big padded chair, evidently his own pet chair, I watched his typically military mannerisms.

I have heard that it was due to your personal efforts that your Mansion House Fund was started, for those who suffered by the earthquake in Calabria, he remarked suddenly. I wish to thank you, and also for your keen interest in Italy.

I did what I could, your Majesty, I replied.

Yes, I know that. But, oh! and he drew a long breath and paused.

I wondered whether he knew the truth — a truth that I had discovered — that bales upon bales of clothing, sent from England for those rendered homeless by the terrible earthquake, had been for the past year rotting on the quays at Naples.

Yes, he went on,  you English are always charitable. You are our friends. But, alas! we have administrative scandals here, just as all other countries have, and — well, perhaps ours may be even a little worse.

I have lived much in Italy, your Majesty, and by observation I think I must agree, I said, smiling.

Well, I will relate one. I dont mind if you repeat what I tell you, he remarked suddenly, rising to his feet. I went to Calabria as soon as news of the earthquake reached me, and with some officials motored through the devastated area. After two days my car came to a fork in the road, one road an excellent, newly-made one running up to the mountains, and the other, evidently an old road, going straight on. Many of the mountain villages had been destroyed, so I determined to take the higher road and explore. Now comes the scandal.

His Majesty paused, and knit his brows.

A member of my suite declared that there were no villages up there. I asked why, if there were none, that the fine military road had been made, evidently quite recently. My question nonplussed him, and it became apparent that he had some motive in trying to prevent me taking that road. Therefore I ordered the chauffeur to drive on, and within ten minutes I realised the reason. The road came to a sudden end! On my return to Rome I had searching inquiries made, and found that though a large sum of public money had been expended to make a new road for forty-eight kilometres across the mountains, only five kilometres had been constructed, and the money for the remainder had gone into somebodys pocket! My countrymen are honest, Signor Le Queux, but, alas! my politicians are very often the reverse!

Those words were spoken to me shortly before the war, therefore those who know the King of Italy were not surprised that in 1919 he had serious thoughts of abdicating on account of the wholesale scandals of his countrys administration, and the treachery and bribery everywhere rampant. Italy fought as only patriots can fight. They defeated the Austrians against overwhelming odds. But their successes were negatived by the pack of unscrupulous financial adventurers and jackals in the Chamber of Deputies at Rome. The King, alert and intelligent as he is, knew it, and for that reason he has welcomed with open hand Signor Mussolini, and the splendid Italian Fascisti, who are known as  The Black Shirts. Truly, wind, women, and fortune change quickly.

On that occasion His Majesty invested me with the Order of the Crown of Italy, and in doing so made some very kind remarks, saying:

Whenever you wear this, Signor Le Queux, I hope you will always remember it is given you by one who is very grateful to you for your services.

I had perhaps been able to be of service to the Kingdom and people I love so well, but this praise was hardly deserved.

However, I confess that such words, coming from the mouth of a ruling monarch, were very gratifying.

I have since been to a number of the gay Court functions at the Quirinal, and on each occasion His Majesty has greeted me kindly, and in other ways extended to me every consideration.

In another interview I had with the King at San Rossore, his summer residence near Pisa, he received me under a big cedar, in the beautiful grounds near the sea. And as we sat together, I recollect one phrase he used:

You are a friend of Italy, while I am a friend of England! If you can still endeavour to attract English visitors to Italy, I really hope you will. By that you will do me a personal favour. Tell the English that I always welcome them to my country, for I regard them as my friends, and without friends life is impossible.

In a monarchs life a single hair casts a shadow, and no monarch in all the world, next to our own King George, is more devoted to his countrys interests that is King Victor Emanuel.

He set out to eliminate scandals from the Government departments within a week of ascending the throne.

A few days after his fathers death, being an early riser, he went down to the Ministry of the Interior, and at nine oclock took his place in the office-chair of one of the highest officials. At ten the official had not arrived, at eleven he had made no appearance. So the King left a scribbled note on his desk dismissing him, and adding that Italy paid her officials to administer her affairs, and expected them to do so, adding that he hoped it would be a warning to others!

One of the unsolved mysteries that evolve around royalty, and in which I have played a part, concerns King Edward. Not many weeks after his accession, while walking in the noisy Via Balbi, in Genoa, I met a well-known member of the British Foreign Office staff, whose name I am not at liberty to mention. He explained that he had been sent to Italy on a secret mission, and that, as I knew Italian, and was also doing secret-service work, I might assist him.

Then he explained to me that the object of his journey from London was to secure, at all costs, certain letters that King Edward desired to repossess. Naturally I pricked up my ears. Could it be that some of His Majestys private letters were in the hands of blackmailers? What was the nature of the scandal that His Majesty desired to suppress at any cost?

My friend told me that his instructions, and the name of the man who was believed to have the letters in his possession, had come direct from His Majesty himself. The name of the man who held the documents was Enrico Brussi, who lived at a village called La Rocca. But as there are several villages of the same name in Italy, and the province was not given, I anticipated that our search would probably be a long one.

It proved so. We visited three La Roccas, each of them mountain villages; one near Ravenna, another not far from Cuneo, and a third at a remote spot in Umbria. The fourth we tried was in the Province of Lucca, and as our dusty carriage wound slowly up the steep road we could see the little white village, with its square-towered church, perched on a steep rocky precipice, with a background of blue mountains behind.

After a two hours climb we arrived, and, leaving the carriage outside the village (for the ancient, evil-smelling streets were very narrow and uneven, almost tunnels in some places), we at last found the house of Enrico Brussi. It was small, but clean-looking, and, having knocked at the door, we were admitted by an old donna di casa, who informed us that her master was at home.

In a few moments a well-dressed, middle-aged man appeared, whereupon my friend — introducing himself as Mr. Henderson from London — explained, in Italian, that we had ventured to call because we had heard that he had some interesting English letters in his possession. He added that we were collectors of autographs, and were travelling about Italy endeavouring to discover autographs of famous persons.

The man Brussi looked askance at us. I could see that he did not swallow our somewhat lame story.

THINGS I KNOW

I am afraid that I have nothing to interest you, signori, was his quiet reply.

But you have some letters in English, have you not? eagerly asked my companion.

Yes, I have, was his reply.

They are the letters I want, said my companion, not quite sure of his ground. For it was our firm belief that this man belonged to some foreign gang of blackmailers.

They would not interest you, said he briefly.

But if I offer to buy them, are you prepared to sell them — all, not only a few?

The man Brussi smiled, and shook his head in the negative.

My friend here is prepared to give a very good price, I remarked. Will you not reconsider your decision?

But he declined, and I began to see that we should have considerable difficulty in getting him to part with the letters.

Knowing the Italian character as I did, I knew that he would not suggest a price, lest it be lower than that we were prepared to give, so I urged my friend to offer two hundred lire for the letters without seeing them.

The man looked at us with undisguised astonishment, a fact that struck me as somewhat curious. Then, as though with great reluctance, he said:

Well, if the signore really wants them, I will sell them for four hundred lire!

We both pretended that it was far too high a price, yet, as a matter of fact, my friend had in his pocket a wad of bank-notes of the value of a thousand pounds in English money, and would have paid even double that sum if it had been demanded.

At last we consented to pay four hundred fire for the whole of the letters. We impressed on him that we must have them all, and he promised us that he would keep none back.

While we waited in breathless anxiety he went upstairs, and presently returned with a packet of letters, which he handed to my friend in exchange for four one-hundred-lire notes.

Then we both hurried from the house with our precious packet, and as soon as we were out of sight eagerly opened it. My friend glanced at the first letter; his face fell, and with an expression of disgust exclaimed:

Bah! Look what weve got! Look!  he cried, handing me one.

To my dismay, I found it to be a letter written by the old Duke of Kent, the Kings grandfather, to his head-gardener at Kew! And all the letters were of the same character! Instead of relating to some scandal, as we were convinced they would, they turned out to be merely orders to a gardener!

We re-entered our carriage, both feeling extremely annoyed. Next day I saw my friend off from Pisa to London, bearing the precious packet that eventually found its way into King Edwards hands.

But how His Majesty knew where those letters were, or the real reason of the confidential mission, neither my friend nor myself could ever imagine.

We had many theories, but I do not suppose any were correct. Only King Edward himself knew the reason, but I somehow feel that the letters we recovered were not the letters of which he had hoped to regain possession.

Another mystery surrounded King Edward, but, this time, one I can explain away.

King Edward, when Prince of Wales, like most princes, and, indeed, nearly every commoner, frequently found himself short of money. But how did he pay his debts? This question has puzzled many people, so here let the truth be revealed.

Now, in common with many others, I have heard hard things said of Jews, but, though I have known many, I have never experienced any ill-will or ill-nature at their hands. The sins of the petty are called great, and the sins of the great petty. It was so in the case of King Edward. One of the wealthiest Jews of our time was the late Baron de Hirsch, who, as most people know, was an intimate friend of the King when he was still Prince of Wales — afterwards our splendid sportsman-diplomat King, to whose memory every Briton Hits his hat.

His Royal Highness and the Baron were boon companions. They dined together, shot together, and raced together, yet it is an open secret that Queen Victoria, in her declining years, had conceived a very great dislike for the successful financier, to whom the construction of the Ottoman Railways had been due.

It was, in view of their friendship, therefore not surprising that, when King Edward was short of funds, Baron Hirsch, like all Jews, was ready to accommodate him. Notes of hand were signed time after time by His Royal Highness. Thus the friendship between the pair became a very close one, especially since Queen Victoria, though good, was neither generous nor lavish, as you may judge from what I am about to relate.

It was early spring on the Riviera, and I was, as usual, installed in a little flat on the Promenade des Anglais, at Nice, where I was working. The Queen had arrived, and was staying at the Excelsior Hotel up at Cimiez, while the Prince of Wales and Baron Hirsch, who travelled nearly every day to Monte Carlo, resided at Cannes.

I frequently saw them together at Ciros or in the Rooms. Sometimes they would sit side by side on the pleasant terrasse of the Café de Paris, and listen to the Hungarian band. At others they would watch the pigeon-shooting, or go for short cruises on the Barons big white yacht, which usually lay in Villefranche Bay.

One day, while walking in the garden of the Casino at Monte Carlo with my friend Monsieur B — , who was Baron Hirschs confidential secretary, he introduced me to the great financier, and we strolled together, chatting. The Baron seemed a charming and quite unconventional man, and was particularly attached to his faithful secretary, to whom he had made many handsome presents.

Monsieur B — was for ever praising the great millionaires generous treatment of himself and others.

More than once he hinted to me about the large sums that the Prince was borrowing from his chief. When in France, I was often Monsieur B— s guest at his beautiful house beside the lake at Enghien, outside Paris, and our conversation usually drifted upon the same subject. The public suspected the loans, but knew practically nothing.

Three years passed. The amount of the debt was gradually increasing, when, quite unexpectedly, the Baron died.

I was in Paris at the time, and, one evening, went out to Enghien to dinner. After the ladies had left the room, and Monsieur B — and myself were left alone, I mentioned the subject.

Yes, he said. The will has been opened to-day, and the Baron has left the sum of one million sterling to establish a colony for poor Jews in Argentina. The money repaid by the Prince of Wales is to be a portion of the sum.

Then the money will be called up? I remarked.

Undoubtedly! Everything is left in the hands of the Baroness, and she holds the Princes notes, he explained.

Weeks, nay months, went past.

The Barons executors wrote to His Royal Highness for repayment. On hearing this the Baroness became furious. The executors, therefore, went to the Baroness and demanded the one million sterling with which to found the colony. They were compelled to do this before the other legacies were paid. Negotiations ensued; and, to cut a long story short, the Baroness called up my friend, Monsieur B — , and, ascertaining from him the exact amount owed to her dead husband by the Prince, she then and there wrote out a cheque for the whole in favour of the executors!

The Baroness, wife of one of the despised race, thus paid the whole of the late King Edwards debt, out of her private fortune!

That same evening she wrote to His Royal Highness in London, arranging a meeting, and suggesting dinner in her private suite at Claridges Hotel. The appointment was kept, and the royal guest came. They dined à deux, His Highness much mystified at the invitation, and, of course, knowing nothing of the Baronesss generous action.

But after dinner, when the servants had left, and they were alone, the widow brought out her handbag, and from it produced the whole of the Princes notes, and laid them on the table.

Your Royal Highness had, I know, many financial transactions with my husband, his hostess said. As his wife, I knew in what high esteem he held your Highness. I feel that if he had lived he would never have wished to call up the money advanced, therefore I do not like to think that his executors should be forced by legal process to do so.

The Prince gazed at her utterly astounded, for he had been very much worried by the sudden death of his friend.

But I understand that the money is part of a sum left to found a colony for poor Jews? he said.

I am aware of that, replied the Baroness. But I have asked you here to-night in order to extract one promise — in return for this, and she pointed to the heap of paper on the table representing her husbands loan to the Prince.

A promise — what?

That when you succeed to the throne of Great Britain you will always be kind to the Jews.

I can certainly promise that, answered the Prince in a changed voice, much impressed by the Baronesss appeal.

There is the fire, said she, pointing to the grate. Let us burn the notes.

His Royal Highness gathered up the papers, and, one by one, placed them in the flames.

Then, with that exquisite courtliness which was one of King Edwards outstanding characteristics, he raised his hostesss hand, and, bending, kissed it.

They never met again, owing to the Baronesss untimely end.

I do not wish to be accused of recording more ancient history than is necessary, but it is my object to relate hitherto unknown incidents and stories concerning some famous personages.

One of these concerns Queen Victoria during her last visit to Nice.

About a fortnight after her arrival, while passing up the Avenue de la Gare, I met the well-known detective, Superintendent Fraser, of Scotland Yard, who, with Monsieur Paoli, of the Paris Sûreté, was Her Majestys personal protector.

When I asked him whither he was hurrying, he replied:

Come with me. I am going on a — well, on a very confidential mission!

At once I turned back with him. To my surprise, he stopped before a cheap drapers shop, and, pointing to a long string of black-and-white striped sunshades, open and swaying in the wind, he inquired their price.

Five-francs-fifty, replied the dark-eyed Provençal girl in French.

My police friend hesitated, and inquired if they were silk.

No, msieur, they are cotton, was the reply.

With that he turned away. Then he explained that THINGS I KNOW the Queen, who had been out for her afternoon drive, had just returned, and, calling him, told him that in the Avenue de la Gare she had been attracted by some sunshades hanging outside a shop.

Go and buy me one, Fraser, she had commanded.

They are the very thing I want here.

But, exclaimed my friend to me, how can I take the Queen a four-and-sevenpenny sunshade? Come back with me, and when I have told her we will go out to the café!

I walked back with him out to Cimiez, and waited while he passed along the corridor of the great hotel to Her Majestys apartments, which were guarded by French sentries and an idling assistant of my friend.

His face had changed when, a few minutes later, he returned.

I told the Queen, he said, but she has ordered me to go back at once. She seemed quite indignant, and said:

Fraser, you men know nothing about sunshades! Pray how much would you expect me to give for a cotton sunshade? Go and get me one at once!

We returned together and purchased one. That sunshade was a prominent object in the streets of Nice, and country roads in the neighbourhood, for each afternoon that season, when the Queen went out, she held it proudly above her head for all to admire, the passers-by no doubt believing it to be an expensive one of silk.

I afterwards learned from Superintendent Fraser that Her Majesty, on her return to Windsor, gave it to Queen Alexandra, then Princess of Wales, for use during the following summer!


CHAPTER TWO

MORE ABOUT KINGS — I meet the Queen of Italy — King Nicholas of Montenegro is kind to me — The Emperor Karl of Austria, who stole his Mothers Jewels and gave them to an Actress — The Emperor Francis Josef and the Shah — Stories of my friend Princess Luisa of Saxony — The Grand Duke and his False Teeth.
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I WAS ON my first visit to Cettigné, the high-up little capital of the peasant kingdom of Montenegro, approached by a ladder-like road from Cattaro, on the Adriatic, when Princess Xenia of Montenegro — who subsequently helped me in taking photographs for my book An Observer in the Near East — presented me to her elder sister, Queen Elena of Italy. Through the latters brother, Prince Mirko, I subsequently received my first command to audience of that fine old peasant-ruler, King Nicholas.

Cettigné is a quaint little place, scarcely more than a good-sized mountain village, prosperous, clean, with broad streets. The people by law are compelled to wear the national dress, the men with dark blue baggy trousers, white woollen gaiters, raw-hide shoes, a short scarlet jacket heavily braided with gold, and a small pork-pie cap with black silk band, the crown of the same colour as the jacket, bearing the Kings initials in Russian characters, N.I. The women, who are particularly handsome, wear, when out of doors, beautifully hand-embroidered blouses, and a kind of long coat, with open sleeves, of soft dove-grey cloth. They are forbidden to wear European hats, and wear the same as the men, except that the crowns are embroidered in gold, and do not bear the royal cipher.

The fact that every man is armed, carrying a perfect arsenal of weapons in his belt, is apt to give the stranger an uncanny feeling. The man who brings you your morning coffee wears a couple or more revolvers in his belt. And they are wise, for in that country, bordering as it does upon savage Albania, peace and war walk ever hand in hand.

At the time of my first visit my friend, Mr., now Sir, Charles Des Graz, was British Minister to Montenegro. He afterwards, before his retirement, was appointed to Peru, and during the war to Serbia. We lived together at the Grand Hotel, and spent many pleasant days in one anothers company.

He told me a good diplomatic story, of how a predecessor of his at Cettigné had an intense hatred of rats. The hotel — which was also the British Legation — was not devoid of them, and apparently they invaded the Ministers sitting-room, for one morning he found a rat had devoured a whole box of his pet digestive tablets that had been sent from London. Next night he waited for the intruder, no rat-trap being obtainable in the capital, and soon after everyone had retired loud shouts were heard from the dignified representative of Great Britain. On rushing in, two waiters, in deshabille, found the Minister armed with his diplomatic sword, in the midst of upset furniture, chasing a rat. He had already made a lunge, and split a sofa, the stuffing of which protruded, but amidst the hubbub the rat escaped.

My first private audience with King Nicholas of Montenegro was an interesting one. At six oclock one evening the royal aide-de-camp called in a carriage, and drove me to the Palace, which was a long, dark brown building, of somewhat plain exterior, as befitted the home of the ruler of a fighting race, where I was received in the great hall by half-a-dozen bowing servants in scarlet and gold.

Here I was met by the chamberlain, who, having told me his name, conducted me up the grand staircase and into the audience-chamber, with its fine old paintings of the Italian cinquecento and highly polished floor.

Then, after a moment, His Majesty — a brilliant figure with deeply-lined, rugged face — entered, shook me by the hand, and welcomed me to Montenegro.

It has always struck me how extremely punctual all royalties are, for a person commanded to audience is never kept waiting as he so often is in any business office.

The formal greetings ended, His Majesty said in Italian, in which we conversed:

Come, let us go into yonder room. We shall be able to talk more comfortably. And he led me into a smaller and more cosy chamber, where he gave me a seat.

On the table, a great silver candelabra had been set, and by its fight I was enabled to obtain a good view of the ruler of Crnagora, the Land of the Black Mountains. Of magnificent physique in spite of his seventy years, his hair was only slightly grey. His fine features were those of a mountain race, and his dark, keen eyes shot quick, inquiring glances of alertness. Father of his people, he wore the native costume — almost the same as that of his subjects passing to and fro in the street; a costume of scarlet-blue-and-gold, with a single cross in diamonds at the throat — the order of Danilo, of which he was Master, and one which, at an audience a year later, he bestowed on me.

After the first few minutes of regal formality His Majestys manner had entirely changed. Putting ceremony aside, he produced his well-worn cigarette case — of lizard skin, with the royal crown and cipher in gold at the corner — offered me a Montenegrin cigarette, took one himself, fit mine with his own hand, and then we fell to chatting.

In this delightful manner we smoked together. I asked the King-poet many questions, and learned many things. He explained several difficult points in Balkan politics that I had never before understood, and smiled and shrugged his shoulders when I mentioned the question of Macedonia.

I was there with an object, mainly to sound His Majesty on his ideas of the best way of settling the vexed question of Macedonia. When I mentioned it he became grave.

There will be war in the Balkans soon if the Powers remain apathetic! he said. Alas! how true were his words, for within eighteen months I was at the Serbian front against the Turks, attached to the staff of King Peter.

There is but one way, he said. The Powers should call a conference and place Macedonia under a Governor-General, who should be a European prince. Reforms could then be carried out, and the Greek and Bulgarian bands expelled from the country. Ah! if only the British public knew what was happening in Macedonia, of the intrigues of Turkey and Bulgaria, of the nearness we are to war, but — and he smiled and hesitated— I almost forget myself. My position as a ruler forbids me to talk politics, you know! and he laughed.

Then later, when I had risen and was backing out of the room to leave, His Majesty, who had also risen, said:

When you return to Cettigné do not fail to let me know, and we will have another chat. And give my kindest wishes to my old friend Chedo Mijatovitch, in London.

Count Chedo Mijatovitch was for a long time Serbian Minister at the Court of St. James, and is well known in diplomatic and society circles, having since made his home in London. He is one of my oldest and best friends.

It was under his wing that I first entered the Balkans, for he had given me a number of letters of introduction, written in scribbly hieroglyphics that I could not understand, but which proved a passe-partout to everywhere, from the Adriatic to the Black Sea.

I have heard a good many stories of the old Emperor Francis Josef of Austria, his successor the Emperor Karl, and of the Hapsburg Archdukes, from the lips of the Emperors niece Princess Luisa of Saxony. Her Highness possesses a fine sense of humour, and has a fund of humorous anecdotes.

Her father, the Grand Duke of Tuscany, wanted her to marry Dom Pedro of Brazil, whose praises had been sung to her constantly over the dinner-table for weeks, and at last they were introduced at Baden. They were pushed into each others society, both knowing that each was to marry the other. One day Dom Pedro asked her whether she cared for him, and she openly replied in the negative. Both laughed.

The Princess, in telling me the story, said:

At once I saw that Dom Pedro was a young man to be trusted, and from henceforth we both had a great game with our respective families. When I pretended to go for lovers walks with him, he went out to meet a pretty young café-singer, while I strolled about and had many a chat with young men who had not the slightest inkling of my identity — among them a young British diplomat who was on the staff of the Embassy at Vienna, and who two years later recognized me at one of the balls at the Imperial Palace.

Poor Dom Pedro! Ultimately he went raving mad — about a year after our escapades — and is now wearing out his life in one of the Imperial castles in Austria, a hopeless lunatic.

But for an incident which is not without humour, Princess Luisa, instead of marrying the King of Saxony, would have been Queen of Bulgaria.

One day, when we were motoring together from Florence to Rome accompanied by her lady-in-waiting, Countess Függer, she related how Prince Ferdinand was brought out for her inspection and approval by his mother, old Princess Clémentine of Coburg, a sharp-tongued, ugly old lady, with an ear-trumpet.

From the first I hated the comic-opera Prince, with his huge nose, perfectly trimmed beard, little pig-like eyes, and puffy cheeks, she told me. He came to Salzburg wearing most horrible yellow boots, and of course was a most superior person. Well, he soon grew amorous, and I was warned by my brother Poldo that His Highness meant to marry me. The Emperor had apparently declared to old Clémentine that Bulgaria would not be safe till its reigning Princess was an Archduchess of Austria.

Poldo had really no need to warn me. I simply laid my plans, and while Ferdinand, whose amours had been notorious, had already told me that I was the only woman — the usual only woman — he could ever love, I set about to prepare my own little bombshell.

Aunt Clémentine had arrived at the castle with the special ear-trumpet that she took out on visits, an ugly black affair with gold lace hanging over its opening. How well I can recollect the way she shouted back at one in that high-pitched, peevish voice. With her came my brother-in-law, the Archduke Otto, with the Archduke Sigismund, so that we were quite a family party, all assembled, I suppose, to hear the glad announcement that I was betrothed to Prince Ferdinand of Bulgaria.
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On the night of Aunt Clémentines arrival we all sat down to dinner, Ferdinand being seated opposite me, elegant and happy, and casting furtive glances that I mischievously disregarded, greatly to my mothers intense annoyance. During the meal, however, Aunt Clémentine, with her ear-trumpet held over the table close to me, suddenly exclaimed in her shrill voice:

 Ah, Luisa! What a delightful pair you will make when you marry my Ferdinand! Really, you grow prettier every day.

Marry! I shouted back into my old aunts abominable ear-trumpet. Why, I should never dream of marrying your son! Who said such a thing? I, for one, will never live in a country where the men go about in sheep-skins and the women twine flowers in their hair. Ugh! Bulgaria may suit those who like the simple life, but for me, Vienna, civilization, and a decent opera. Besides, when I marry I shall marry a real man!

Princess Luisa, who usually called herself Countess of Montignoso, or Countess de la Rose, when travelling, was nothing if not unconventional. I used to see her practically every day in Florence. Her beautiful villa was close to my own house, and in consequence she often sat in my study telling me about members of the Hapsburg family.

Nobody ever knew where the Hapsburgs would break out next. The Archduke Ludwig Salvator grew wine and sold it; his brother Archduke Charles had a hobby of mending locks and riding daily on buses and trams around Vienna, while the Duke Charles of Parma repaired watches and clocks and did not forget to charge for his services.

Of the old Duke Charles the Princess once told me a funny story. We were walking along the Passeggio, or esplanade, at Leghorn together one evening, after having paid a visit to my old friend Mr. Montgomery Carmichael, the well-known British Consul who wrote that most delightful book, In Tuscany.

I remember being taken to Meissen by my mother to see the old Duke Charles of Parma. He was nearly blind, but still an elegant, commanding figure, said she.

He passed his thin hand over my face slowly, and then said in French:

Ah, yes! You are growing good-looking — like Marie Antoinette somewhat — but with a happier expression. Then, with a sudden outburst, he added, Look at me well, Luisa! I am a rare type of beast. I am your great-grandfather, old and ugly.

I looked at the erect and elegant figure in uniform, with the Order of the Golden Fleece, and said:

Ah! but when you were younger you were very handsome. — I have seen your portrait at the Hofburg.

Yes, yes, and a smile crossed his sightless countenance. True, I was young once, and enjoyed life — enjoyed it greatly, I can assure you; and doubtless you too, Luisa, will enjoy it.

Well, remarked my mother coldly, and with meaning, I hope Luisa will not follow in your footsteps, grandfather!

The old man seemed pleased at this reference to the amours of his early days, and before I left he gave me a very beautiful eighteenth-century golden casket set with fine jewels, which I still possess.

That evening on our drive back from the Schloss into Dresden, about fifteen miles, my mother told me an amusing story of the old Duke. It appears that about five years before, when his eyesight was as yet unimpaired, he was still a bon viveur. He was old and he was toothless, for his pet abomination was false teeth. My father had, one day, laughed at his empty mouth, saying:

I know of a really excellent dentist — a good fellow, in Vienna, who keeps me supplied with teeth — Kaltner, in the Praterstrasse. Why not call him in and get him to make you a set? You would look twenty years younger! — f The old Duke was much impressed by the latter remark, and though he declared he would never wear such abominations, he secretly called in the dentist, who made him a complete set.

They arrived on the day when he was giving a luncheon to half a dozen pretty women — for he dearly loved a charming face — and for that meal he wore them, priding himself that his valet had said that with them in his mouth he was rejuvenated. The meal commenced merrily, and he was particularly gracious to a certain Countess who sat on his right, when suddenly he experienced difficulty. He had laughed with his fair guests when, to his horror, he found himself unable to shut his mouth!

For a few moments he remained with his mouth open, a look of terrible consternation upon his face. The guests thought he had been seized with a fit. Suddenly, however, he took his false teeth from his mouth, saying:

 Curse Ferdinand and his damned dentist! Ill have no more of the abominable things! and he cast them across the room. They struck a marble statue, and went into a dozen pieces. There they remained till two flunkeys entered with dignity and swept them up into a dust-pan!

Here is a scandal, a strict secret of the Imperial family, which the Princess disclosed to me concerning the Emperor of Austria, Karl Franz Josef, who succeeded to the throne during the war.

It seems that the Emperor, before his accession, was a boon companion of the German Ex-Crown Prince, and used to accompany him to the various capitals on many disgraceful escapades. He also suffered from that very prevalent malady known as impecuniosity. The Archduke Otto and the Archduchess Maria Josepha, his parents, were a hard-up pair, who had considerable trouble to make both ends meet. The old Emperor had no great love for them because they were a stiff-necked, pious couple, who had looked askance at His Majestys little peccadilloes, and had whispered some hard things that had returned to the Emperors ears.

Karl, one night in his peregrinations about Vienna, met a Jewish singer at the Hofopern named Elsa Bland. She was a dark-haired woman with a marvellous voice. The Viennese young men-about-town were all raving over her beauty at the time the Archduke appeared in her dressing-room. Karl Franz Josef became deeply fascinated, and naturally wanted to give her a present, but he had not the cash with which to purchase one. The embryo Emperor went to his mother, the Archduchess, with an excuse to borrow some money, but the old lady, who knew the world of Vienna well, guessed the motive of the request, and sent her son empty away.

Not to be outdone in his amorous device, Karl Franz Josef, a man of some resource where women are concerned, devised a plan.

The dark-haired, soft-spoken Jewess received three days later some magnificent jewels that were naturally the admiration of all her friends.

Next night a new musical opera was to be produced, and all Vienna attended. Elsa Bland was taking an important part, and old Maria Josepha was present.

To her horror, when fixing her glasses on the opulent Jewess, who was her sons friend, she recognized on the singers neck and arms the contents of her own jewel-case, heirlooms of the Imperial family!

She called her son that same night and accused him of being a thief, as indeed he was. But he only laughed vacantly, and declared that Elsa Blands smiles were well worth a few paltry jewels.

In despair, his mother enlisted the sympathy of a friend, Count Salm-Reifferscheidt, whom she asked to negotiate with the Jewess for the return of the jewels.

The dark-haired Elsa, who had a male acquaintance in the background, as is so often the case with women of her class, refused to give them up. They had been presented to her by her friend the Archduke, and they were hers. She had no knowledge whence they had come, and she cared less, she said.

The situation became daily more critical. The handsome Elsa declared that if she were worried any more by the Count she would hand a written statement to her friend Rohr, a journalist on the staff of the Neue Freie Presse, and expose the fact that His Imperial Highness, the Archduke, had stolen the contents of his mothers jewel-box!

The only way out of the difficulty was to pay — and pay heavily. But the worst fact was that none of the parties had any money!

So, after many family conferences, at which many hard words were uttered, it was at last decided to go to the Emperor and present the case.

The Count described to Princess Luisa what took place. The Emperor, fearful lest Elsas friend, the journalist, should be told, and make copy out of the scandal, to his pecuniary advantage, had Rohr at once called to audience. The newspaper-man was amazed when the Emperor bestowed on him a cross and ribbon for services rendered to the Empire. Next day the Emperor called up the old Archduchess and gave her a severe lecture, followed an hour later by a further lecture to the fast-living young man who was heir to the throne.

Elsa Bland at length drove a very keen bargain with the Count, who was at last compelled to go to the Emperor and borrow the sum that the opera-singer demanded. In the end the money was paid, the jewels restored to their rightful owner, and the fair Elsa was turned out of Austria, bag and baggage, much to the dismay of Karl Josef.

Another story I heard in Court circles in Vienna concerns the Shah of Persia, the famous Nasr-ed-Din.

The Emperor of Austria had entertained him at the Hofburg, but so disgusting were the habits of his — the Persian — suite that an excuse was made to send them on to Salzburg. The Grand Duke of Tuscany, unconscious of what had happened in Vienna, invited the King of Kings. He was a striking man, who wore a diamond aigrette in his turban, and who, before he would ride out, had the mane of one of his white horses dyed scarlet. Then, when he went forth with great pomp, a servant held over the monarchs head a huge and gorgeous golden umbrella.

But the havoc created by the suite! The main hall of the west wing of the palace, being built of marble, was given over to them as a slaughter-house! They killed sheep and lambs on the inlaid marble floors and roasted them whole there. Imagine the mess, the blood, the disorder, and the smoke!

The Grand Duke and his family were in tears. A courier was sent to the Emperor with an urgent note, asking him how they could get rid of their unwelcome guests.

He brought back a reply in the Emperors own writing to the effect that the Shah was there for a fortnight, and it would be a grave insult to send him away. He would visit the Court of St. James next.

Well, airily exclaimed Poldo, the Archdukes son, one day to his mother, theyve turned the hall into a slaughter-house, I see. Now they are saying their prayers in the Blue Salon. I am told they are to sacrifice hens on the carpet there at noon to-morrow — they cut off their heads, you know! I saw Egyptians doing it once outside a mosque in Cairo!

The thought of hens having their heads sliced off in the Blue Salon was too much for the Archduchess, who at once became indignant and sent for her husband.

Meanwhile Poldo whispered to his sister:

The hen fiction has about filled mother up with horror, eh?

At last the Shah left, after he had distributed presents with a generous hand to everyone in the household, down to the kitchen-maids.

But the state of the rooms after they had gone was something too horrible for words. Pigs could not have left worse behind.


CHAPTER THREE

AMONG REAL BRIGANDS — King Nicholas and the Skreli Brigands — I am the First Englishman to Visit them — Life with a Brigand Band — Vatt Marashi, Chief of the Skreli — The Brigands Code of Honour — Keeping Strange Company.
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A YEAR, ALMOST to the day, after my first visit to Montenegro, I was back again in Cettigné, for I had resolved upon an adventure. I always seek to see new countries and new people for the purpose of writing novels, and trying to interest the public that has always been so kind and generous to me.

I had travelled from London by way of Trieste, and taken the Austrian Lloyd steamer, the Graf von Wurm-brand, to Cattaro, and then up that ladder-like road to Cettigné, where I arrived one summers afternoon. I called at the Palace, and wrote my name in the visitors book.

Within a couple of hours I was handed a command to audience. I went, and when His Majesty King Nicholas had greeted me I told him the object of my visit, saying: I want, your Majesty, to be allowed to go into Northern Albania, and see the mountain tribes of which so much has been said.

The Skreli brigands! he exclaimed in surprise. Do you actually contemplate visiting the tribes in what we Montenegrins call The Accursed Mountains? I replied that such was my desire, whereupon he said: Take my advice. Dont go. If you do, you will never return. Or you may be held to ransom, just as the American lady, Miss Stone, was. You will probably be shot at sight, like a dog. The whole country is in a lawless state. You have no idea what those uncivilized tribes are like. They are on our frontier, so I know. You are too venturesome, declared he.

But I was determined to see what the country was like in those distant misty mountains, and I pressed His Majesty to assist me.

Twice I saw him, and on the third occasion he very reluctantly gave me, as servant, a young, black-haired, eagle-eyed man, named Palok, one of his own servants, who was a member of the tribe of the Skreli, the dreaded brigands of Albania.

Our preparations for our adventurous journey occupied four days, and on the fifth King Nicholas was kind enough to ride down to the shore of the Lake of Scutari to see us off in a boat.

Be careful! said he. I have given Palok a letter to Vatt Marashi, the chief of the Skreli, asking him to give you safe conduct. I hope he will. But I am much against your adventure, Monsieur Le Queux. While you are away I shall be thinking of you. If you be held to ransom, they will say I am to blame, but there — well, Sbogom! (God be with you.) But come back, and tell me all about it.

In all the Slav countries Sbogom is a common salutation on greeting or taking farewell of a friend. And on that early summers morning, I felt as I was rowed across the lake that I was going into a savage, unknown region — as I really was.

At Scutari, Palok left me for six days, and returned with a fellow tribesman named Rok, a tall, cadaverous-looking ruffian. He told me that he had been up in the mountains, and that the dreaded Vatt Marashi had invited me to his forbidden fastness.

Next day we set out for the Accursed Mountains.

The Northern Albanian may be entirely uneducated, a barbarian, and at heart a brigand, but is certainly no fool.

My new friend Rok was particularly intelligent, and as we toiled along over those rough, rock-strewn paths and spoke in Italian, he gave me much information about his country, and declared that Austria and Italy were both equally their enemy.

After sunset, we rested at a point high up above a dark, gloomy defile, where a stream wound away towards the plain, and there we ate some slices of cold mutton and black bread and drank a glass of rakhi, the rifles of my companions lying at hand in case of sudden emergency.

I had noticed the queer, sinuous, almost uncanny way in which Rok walked. His movements at even pace irrespective of the state of the path, were stealthy. Indeed, he almost crept along, for his feet fell silently; and, with his rifle ever ready, his keen black eyes were searching every side for the enemy that he appeared to expect to meet at every turn. It was an uncanny experience.

Sometimes, as he walked in front, he would halt, and closely scan a mass of tumbled rocks, as though he suspected a lurking enemy; then, thoroughly satisfying himself, he would go forward again without glancing back. He was certain that no enemy was in his rear.

From his movements and natural caution, I could plainly see that we were traversing a country not altogether friendly, so when we sat over our evening meal, I asked Palok. His reply was:

The Shiala are not on very friendly terms with the Skreli just now. But it is nothing, signore, nothing.

We went forward till darkness closed in, and then lay down to sleep under an overhanging rock almost on the face of a sheer precipice, a place in which Rok told us he often stayed on his way down to Skodra (Scutari). He humorously called it his han, or hotel.

We dare not light a fire for fear of attracting hostile attention, and the cold up there was intense. I tried to sleep, but was unable, therefore I arose, sat outside in the bright, glorious moonlight, and kept watch, while Rok curled himself up like a dog and snored soundly in chorus with Palok.

There, in the East, the full moon seems to shine with greater brilliance than in Northern Europe, and beneath its white rays those bare, rugged mountains looked like a veritable fairyland. Only the cry of a night-bird and the low music of the stream far below broke the stillness of the Oriental night, and as I sat there I reflected that I was the first Englishman who had ever been the guest of the redoubtable chieftain, Vatt Marashi, the man whom the Turks so hated, the man of whom blood-curdling tales had been told me both in Montenegro and in Skodra, and whose fame as a leader of a wild band had not long before been proclaimed by the London newspapers.

For hours I sat thinking, sometimes of my good fortune, at others of my perilous position alone in the hands of such a people. But I had heard that, notwithstanding their barbaric customs, an Albanians word was his bond. Therefore I reassured myself that I should not be the victim of treachery and reported to Constantinople as missing.

Slowly at last the moon paled, and I grew sleepy. That terrible road had worn me out. Therefore I woke Palok to mount guard, and flung myself down in his place and slept till the sun, shining in my face, awakened me.

Through the whole day we went forward again, over a path so bad that I often had to scramble with difficulty. I tried to ride the mule, but it was out of the question, so I walked and stumbled, and was helped over the rough boulders by my companions. The Skreli country was surely an unapproachable region.

That night we slept again in the open, but in a spot less sheltered. Then on once more with the first grey of dawn, till, just before noon, Rok halted in the narrow track that wound around the face of the bare grey mountain, and, drawing his revolver, fired three times into the air.

The shots reverberated in a series of echoes. It was a signal, and almost ere they had died away came three answering shots from no great distance, and I was told that we were now in the Skreli region, and there was nothing more to fear.

In Podgoritza, in Cettigné, in Skodra, and in Djakova I had heard terrible stories of this fighting race, and of Vatts fierce hatred of the Turks. Yet everyone had told me that, the chief having invited me, I need not have a moments apprehension of my personal safety.

So I went forward, reassured, to meet my host.

Half an hour later I came face to face with real brigands — brigands who looked like illustrations out of a boys story-book, the men who had so often held up travellers and compelled the Turkish Government to pay heavy ransoms.

There were about twenty, certainly the fiercest and most bloodthirsty gang on which I have ever set my eyes. They were dressed in the usual skin-tight white woollen trousers, with broad black bands running down the legs, a short white jacket, also black-braided, the sleeveless woolly bolero of mourning, hide shoes with uppers consisting of a network of string, and small white skull-caps. Each man carried in his belt a great silver-mounted pistol of antique type and a silver-sheathed, curved knife, while around both shoulders were well-filled bandoliers, and in the hand of each a rifle. Like Rok, the heads of all were shaven, leaving a long tuft at the back, in the mediaeval Florentine style.

With one accord they all raised their rifles aloft and shouted me welcome, whereupon one man stepped forward — a big, muscular fellow with handsome face and proud gait — the great chief Vatt Marashi himself!

Attired very much as his followers, his dress was richer, the jacket being ornamented with gold braid. The silver hilt of his pistol was studded with coral and green stones, probably emeralds, but he carried no rifle. Jauntily, and laughing merrily, he approached me, and bent till his forehead touched mine — the Skreli sign of welcome.

And all this in Europe in the twentieth century!

Was I dreaming? Was it real? I was the guest of actual brigands, those men about whom I had read in story-books!

Vatt Marashi, holding my hand the while, addressed me. What he said was interpreted into Italian by Palok as:

You are welcome here to my country — very welcome. And you are an Englishman, and have travelled so far to see us! It is wonderful — wonderful! You live so far away — farther than Constantinople, they say. Well, I cannot give you much here or make you very comfortable — not so comfortable as you have been down in Skodra. But I will do my best. Come, let us eat.

I returned his greeting, whereupon the whole crowd of us walked along to a spot where a cauldron was standing on a wood fire, and out of it my host, myself, and Palok had pieces of boiled chicken and rice that had especially been prepared for my coming.

The object of this meal, I afterwards learnt, was to cement our friendship. The Albanian code of honour is astounding, even to our Western ideas. A word once given by those Albanian tribes is never broken, and if the stranger eats the food of the Skreli, even though he prove an enemy, his person is sacred for twenty-four hours afterwards. While the food remains undigested he may not be injured or captured.

So while I ate with this wild chieftain his band squatted round, apparently discussing me.

It was probably the first time they had seen an Englishman, Palok explained, and they were at first inclined to regard me as a secret agent of the Government, till later that afternoon their chief assured them to the contrary.

Then that wild horde, to a man, became my devoted servants. I photographed them, and the picture appeared in my book on the Near East, together with Princess Xenias photographs.

Vatt, the Baryaktar (from the Turkish bairakdar, or standard-bearer), unlike most Albanians, was fair-haired, above the average height, and extremely muscular. He had a constant smile of hearty good-fellowship. His eyes were fierce and barbaric; nevertheless, he was pleasant of countenance, and I certainly found him, from first to last, a staunch and excellent friend.

Lord of those wild, rugged mountains, his word was obeyed with a precision that amazed me. A striking figure he presented as, with me, he marched at head of his bodyguard, his chest thrown out proudly, his head up, his keen eyes ever searching forward like every Albanian of the hills, the wildest ruler of wildest Europe.

On every side, as we went forward to the tiny clusters of little houses that formed the village where I was to be quartered, were bare grey limestone rocks, without a single blade of grass, a desolate mountain region into which no foreigner had penetrated except when captured and held to ransom, as Miss Stone had been, the United States Government having paid a large sum for her release. Through centuries have that same tribe ruled that barren land, and no conqueror of Albania has ever succeeded in ousting them.

You have, no doubt, heard down in Scutari terrible things about me, he said, laughing, as, later on, we walked together. He had rolled me a cigarette and given it to me unstuck. I expect you feared to come and see me — eh?

I admitted that I had heard things of him not altogether calculated to make me feel at ease.

Ah! he laughed, that is because the Turks do not like us. Whenever a Turkish soldier puts his foot a kilometre outside Skodra, we either take away his Mauser and send him back, or else — well, we shoot him first.

But they say that your men capture travellers.

And why not? he asked. We are Christians. Is it not permissible for us to do everything to annoy those devils of Turks? But, he added, if they say that I treat my prisoners badly, they lie. Why, they get plenty of food and are well treated. I give them some shooting if they like, and they generally enjoy themselves. But I know. I too have been told that the Turks say I once cut off a mans ears. Bah! all Turks are liars!

Then it is only to annoy the Turks that your men commit acts of brigandage?

Of course. The ransom is useful to us, I admit, but we live by our flocks, and our wants are few. We are not like the people down in Skodra. We are better, I hope.

And do you always watch the roads on the other side of the mountains yonder?

Always. Our men are there now, all along the route between Ipek and Prisrend. Who knows who may not pass along — a rich pasha perhaps. And his face relaxed into a humorous smile at the thought of such a prize.

Then I marched along — a brigand for the nonce, like my host!

Surely it was one of the quaintest experiences of a varied and adventurous life.

The tiny house in which I was given quarters had an earthen floor, and consisted of two rooms, the ceilings and walls of which were blackened by the smoke of years. The owner was an old man with a wife and married daughter, the latter being a pretty young woman of about nineteen, dressed in the gorgeous gala costume with golden sequins, identical with those I saw down at Scutari during the festà. In my honour she wore her finest garments, and her husband, a good-looking young fellow five years her senior, seemed justly proud of her. His name was Lûk. I named him Lucky, but he did not appreciate the wit. He was, I found, one of the chiefs bodyguard who had come to greet me at the confines of the Skreli territory, and proved a most sociable fellow, ever ready to render me a service.

These good people will look after you and make you as comfortable as they can, my host said, when he had introduced me to them. I have to go along the ravine, but will return in time to eat with you this evening. You like good cigarettes? I will send you some. And he shook my hands, and, turning, went out, stalking again at the head of his ferocious-looking band.

The bedroom, occupied in common by the family, was given over to me. My bed on the floor was a big sack filled with dried maize-leaves. It was not inviting, but Palok, having examined it critically, declared it to be Cosi-cosi! and, having slept out for a couple of nights, I was compelled to accept his verdict.

The girl in the sequins boiled us coffee over the fire, and with her father and husband I sat outside the house in the golden sunset, smoking and chatting. Both were full of curiosity. England was to them a mere legendary land, but they knew more of London. When I mentioned it, they declared that it could not possibly be so large as Skodra!

I told them of Cettigné and of other towns in Montenegro I had visited, but they held all Montenegro in contempt, for were they not always raiding over the frontier? Lûk declared that he had walked in Podgoritza openly, and in the market-place shot a man with whom he was in gyak, or blood-feud.

I walked out again, and no one dared to stop me, he added, with pride. It would have been worse for them if they had!

But the Montenegrins are no cowards, I ventured to remark.

Certainly not. They are very brave, but they dare not follow us here. They always get lost in the mountains, and once they lose their way they lose their lives, he added, with a grin. Our men killed four over yonder mountain a few days ago.

The blood-feud?

Of course. It arose out of that.

From the half-dozen other poor mountain homes came forth men, women, and children, who grouped around us, watching us with curiosity. According to Palok, rumour had at first gone round that I was a prisoner, therefore they had refrained from gathering round to see me. Now, however, they knew the truth, they welcomed me as their guest.

Just before it grew dark the Baryaktar returned, followed by his bodyguard, without whom he never seemed to move. They did his bidding, executed his orders, and were ever at his beck and call — the picked men of the tribe.

While Vatt squatted on the floor, I sat on my battered old suit-case, and together we ate a kind of mutton stew, rather rich but not unpalatable. There was an absence of table cutlery, therefore we ate with the aid of our pocket-knives and fingers. Now and then the old woman would pick a tit-bit out of the pot and hand it to me with her fingers. I was compelled to accept the well-meant hospitality, even though her hands were not particularly clean.

The hot dish was tasty, but I could not manage the sour black bread, for it was mouldy and gritty into the bargain.

It was a weird picture, the interior of that lowly hut, lit by a dim oil lamp similar to those used by the early Greeks. The uncertain firelight glinted on the sequin-ornamented dresses of the chieftain and of Lûks pretty wife, throwing, now and then, into relief those strangely unfamiliar faces that recalled the barbarians of an age bygone and forgotten. The very language they were speaking was, as an unwritten one, utterly incomprehensible and unintelligible to any but the born Albanian.

It was difficult to believe that it was really only a very few weeks ago that I had driven a car from London down to Brighton, that I had dined at Whites, and, with a lady, had trod the red carpet of the Savoy after the theatre.

And to-night I was actually having supper with real live brigands of the mountains!

Lûk produced a bottle of rakhi, and Vatt Marashi lifted his tin mug to me. I took a little of the potent spirit in the bottom of my own drinking-cup, and tossed it off. It was not half so bad as I expected.

Then, as I rubbed my eyes, on account of the smoke, the chief took me outside the house, and in the clear moonlight we sat down with Palok on a big rock to chat.

He rolled me a cigarette of most excellent Turkish tobacco — of his own growing, he told me — fit one himself, and we sipped the thick, sweet coffee brought to us by Lûks wife.

The scene stretching before us was superb — a magnificent panorama of mountains, some tipped with snow, white and brilliant under the moonbeams. Below us, the valley was a great chasm, and lay in unfathomable blackness.

With my strange host, I chatted about many subjects, and found him far more intelligent than I would have believed. Keen-witted, quick of perception, just in his judgment, and yet filled with an intense hatred alike for both Turk and Montenegrin, he explained to me many things of great interest.

He told me of the glorious traditions of his sturdy race, and of the prince of the Skender Beg family, who, they hoped, would one day come back to rule them.

We, the chieftains, hold authority from him, he declared. Oh, yes, he will come some day. Of that we are quite certain.

Englishmen have never dared to come here, have they? I asked, with some curiosity.

Only once, a year or two ago. I discovered three of your compatriots poking about in the rocks and chipping little pieces off. I had them captured, and brought to me. At first I thought I would hold them to ransom and make the Turks pay. But they were evidently poor fellows, for their clothes were worn almost to rags, and they had very little money. So I gave them their money back and sent them with an escort down to the plain, forbidding them to enter our country again. I wonder why they came, and why they were chipping the rocks?

I told him that they were evidently mining prospectors; that Englishmen travelled all over the world to discover minerals; and that a mine in his country would be a source of great wealth. But my explanation did not appeal to him. He could not see why they were chipping off those pieces of rock. It was not flint, otherwise they might have wanted them for gun-locks. No, the trio were distinctly suspicious characters, and he was glad that he had expelled them.

Have you ever held an Englishman to ransom? I inquired.

One. Five years ago. He came here shooting — after bears, I think. He was evidently a great gentleman, for his guns were beautiful. The Turks paid promptly.

Because he was an Englishman, eh?

Most probably, he laughed.  Are they afraid of you English as they are afraid of us?

Soon afterwards he bade me good-night. Then I threw myself down on my mattress of leaves and listened to the snoring of Palok and the assembled family in the adjoining room.

I had thought Skodra barbaric, but here I was in an utterly unknown corner of the earth, in an absolutely savage land — a land that knew no law and acknowledged no master; a land that is the same to-day, even after the war, as it was in the days of Diocletian and of Constantine the Great — Albania the Unchanging.


CHAPTER FOUR

IN SAVAGE EUROPE — Heal Brigands Before the Camera — The Brigand Beauty and the Blood-Feud — Another Brigand Chief Offers me  Sport — A Murderer Tells his Strange Story — King Nicholas Writes me a Poem — His Majesty Fines one of his Subjects Five Francs and Pockets the Money.
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ON THE DAY following the events recorded in the previous chapter, we were climbing the rocks — for Vatt and his bodyguard thought that they might get a shot at a bear — when there was a sudden alarm. The hawk-like eyes of my companions espied strangers, and a sudden halt was called. In a moment we were all under cover of the rocks. Every man unslung his rifle, and Vatt himself, with knit brows, drew his big silver-butted pistol, while I crouched behind a rock expecting something to happen.

Nothing, however, did happen. But, a few moments later, there were shouts from the opposite side of the defile, and my companions, leaving the shelter of the rocks, waved their rifles over their heads as a sign of greeting.

Vatt, replacing his pistol in his belt, spoke in a loud, sharp voice, and received an answer. Those mountaineers can throw their voices long distances, and be heard distinctly, a fact I often noticed.

Palok told me that the strangers were of the neighbouring tribe, the Kastrati, and that their chief, Dêd Presci, had come to pay Vatt a visit.

This was fortunate for me, since it gave me an opportunity of meeting the other ruler of Northern Albania. Next to the Skreli the Kastrati are most powerful in the Accursed Mountains, even to-day after the war.

Half-an-hour later we met our visitors. Dressed very similarly to my companions, they wore white, tasselless fezes instead of the little white skull-cap, while the black stripes down their trousers were somewhat different. The two chieftains touched foreheads, and afterwards I was introduced. Dêd Presci, a round-faced, pleasant man, rather stout and burly, his hair cut in mediaeval style, gripped me warmly by the hand, saying:

I heard that you were in Skodra during the festà. Some of my men told me there was an Englishman. But I never expected to meet you. Perhaps you are coming across to see me, eh? If so, you are quite welcome.

I may come next year to shoot, with a couple of English friends. May I visit you then?

Most certainly. You have only, through one of our men down in Skodra, to warn me of your coming, and I will give you safe escort, was his reply.  If you are fond of sport, you will find plenty with us. Only bring a tent, and perhaps some provisions; for our food is not what you foreigners are used to.

Then I shall return one day before long, I promised.  Do. You need fear nothing, you know. We never betray a friend.

Or forgive an enemy, added Vatt, laughing.

Especially if he be a Turk, I remarked; whereat both chiefs laughed in chorus.

That evening, in a small lonely house on the mountainside, I ate with the pair; and the moon had long risen before Palok and I returned to Lûks.

My camera was, from the first, regarded with a good deal of suspicion, and it was with very great difficulty that I persuaded anybody to be photographed. Many surreptitious snapshots I took with a small Brownie camera, for unfortunately I had run out of films for my larger Kodak. Those photographs, the first ever taken of the Skreli brigands, may be found in my book.
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Early one morning, soon after sunrise, I was walking with Lûk and Palok when a young woman passed us.

That is Mrika Kol Marashut, Lûk remarked.

And who is she? I asked.

Mrika, the woman who carried on the blood-feud, was his answer. Two years ago she was the most beautiful girl of our tribe, and had a dozen men ready to marry her. She married Lez, a smart young man from the Pulati side, and one of the Baryaktars bodyguard, like myself. A month after their marriage Lez was treacherously killed by his brother, who lived down by the White Drin and was violently in love with her. When she received the news she became half demented by grief. But, by slow degrees, she formed her plans for avenging her husbands death, and for carrying on the blood-feud, and, having no male relatives, resolved to take it on herself. She therefore left us and was absent nearly a year, during which time she persistently followed her brother-in-law first to Ochrida, in Macedonia, then to Uskub, Prisrend, and many other places, always awaiting her opportunity to strike the blow. This came one afternoon when her husbands assassin was walking in the main street in Skodra, and she took Lezs pistol from her belt and blew his face away. It was valiant of a woman, was it not? But not only that, he went on.  Having killed the murderer, she went straight to his parents house, three days journey, and shot them both dead. Since then she has been back with us, now that poor Lezs death has been avenged. I was sorry he died, he added regretfully, for he was one of my dearest friends.

Murder is hardly a crime in Albania, for there life is cheap — very cheap. An enemy or a stranger is shot like a dog, and left at the roadside.

Palok told me of an incident that truly illustrates the utter disregard the Albanian has for other peoples lives. He was once with a man of the Hoti tribe — on the Montenegrin frontier — who had just obtained a new rifle, probably from a murdered Turkish soldier. While he was inspecting it a man passed close by, a stranger, whereupon the man with the new gun raised it to his shoulder, took aim, and fired. The stranger fell dead. Palok remonstrated, but his companion merely said that he was testing his guns accuracy. Was it not better, he asked, to test it that way, instead of waiting till face to face with an enemy?

The assassin in that region is never punished, except by those who take up the blood-feud. If the murder takes place in a town the guilty one escapes to the mountains, or gets away into Macedonia, or Serbia, where perhaps he earns his living by sawing firewood. Every few years the Sultan issued an trade for the pacification of the blood, as it is put, and the murderer then returned. He paid a small tax to the Government, after which he cannot be arrested; and if he pays about three hundred crowns to the relatives of his victim, the blood-feud is at an end.

This, however, does not apply to the mountain tribes. They care not a jot for the Sultans trades or the new King of Jugo-Slavia. There is no law, except that of the blood-feud, the vendetta falling on the murderer and on his next male relative. Many are the curious facts that I have heard regarding the blood-feud and the Albanian laws of hospitality.

A case in point was that of a young man named Kol, a friend of Lûks, a tall, wiry youth, of somewhat sinister expression — a typical bandit.

I was talking about the hospitality extended by the various tribes to each other, when Kol passed and Lûk beckoned him, saying:

He has just had a curious experience in the Klementi country. Let him relate it to you.

So at Lûks invitation the young fellow accepted one of my cigarettes, placed his rifle against the wall, and flung himself down on a small boulder near us.

He blew a cloud of smoke from his thin lips, stroked his knees with his hands, and looked at me with considerable curiosity, wondering why I should want to know his story.

The stranger is interested in your adventures with the Klementi. Tell him all about them, said Palok.

Bah! he said, with a slight shrug of his shoulders.  It was nothing — mere chance — luck, if you like to call it so. There is nothing to tell.

But what there is interests the Englishman. He is the Baryaktars guest, remember, Lûk remarked.

Well, said the young man reluctantly, and Palok translated his words as follow: The fact is that I was in blood-feud with a man of the Klementi, and went over there to kill him. I laid in wait one evening, and as he drove home his sheep I shot him from behind a rock. He had killed my father, therefore I had a just right to avenge his blood. My shot, however, aroused the whole valley, and I knew that I, the only stranger, would be suspected and killed. Therefore I sped away down the valley in the darkness till I reached a small mean house. An old woman was there, and I craved food and shelter for the night. She gave me food at once, for, like ourselves, the Klementi never send a stranger away. I was hungry, for I had crossed into the Klementi region in secret, and dared not seek food lest my presence became known to the man I intended to kill. Scarcely had I eaten the meal the old woman gave me when there came the sound of voices outside, and to my horror I saw four men carrying in the body of my victim.

See! they cried to the woman who was befriending me. One of the Skreli has killed your son!

Then I knew that it was the murdered mans mother who had given me shelter. A moment later the men, among whom was the elder brother of the victim, discovered me.

 See! they cried.  There is your sons murderer. We will kill him!

I stood with my back to the wall, knowing well that my last moment had come. The dead mans brother raised his rifle while I drew my pistol, prepared at least to fire once more before I died. I was caught like a rat in a trap!

The old woman, however, seeing my position and my helplessness, cried:

No! Enough! Though he has killed your brother, you may not touch him! He is beneath our roof! He has eaten our bread, and our protection must remain over him till to-morrows sunset. Remember, my son, it is our law.

The man dropped his rifle, and his friends drew back at the old womans reproof.

 Go! she said to me, after glancing at her sons body. You have eaten our bread, and therefore you cannot be harmed.

 Yes, go, added my victims brother. Till tomorrows sunset I will not follow. But after that I shall track you down, and, before heaven, I will kill you!

Need I say that I took up my rifle, and, leaving the house, travelled quickly all night and all next day, until I returned here? But, added Kol, with a slight sigh, we shall meet one day, and he will most certainly kill me!

Is there any other country in the world where such a strict code of honour exists? I am inclined to think not.

Had I been in the midst of a highly civilized people — a foreigner wandering in the wilds of Scotland, for example — I certainly should never have received the many charming kindnesses that I did at the hands of those rough, uncivilized tribes. Climbing like cats up the mountain-sides as they did, I was often compelled to lag behind, being unused to such walking. But, laughing merrily, those armed banditti would catch hold of my arms and pull me up the steeper places; they would roll cigarettes for me, become distressed when I grew fagged, and fetch and carry for me like children.

My neat automatic pistol was greatly admired as being a much more handy and serviceable weapon than their own big pistols — Austrian-made revolvers fitted to antique silver butts that had once done service to flintlocks. My weapon with its magazine was declared a marvel of ingenuity, and on many occasions Vatt and his men amused themselves by firing with it at targets.

Once he remarked, with a grim smile, that it would be a very handy weapon against the Turks. Where could he get one? Was it costly?

When I promised to send him one through a mutual friend in the bazaar down in Scutari, as souvenir of my visit, his joy knew no bounds.

A month later I fulfilled my promise, sending it across from Sofia, and I received an acknowledgment of its safe receipt.

I wonder whether or not he used it against the hated Turk? I know he has survived the Great War, and he no doubt struts about with it in his belt, a greater chief than all the others, because he possesses the very latest and deadliest of weapons. He is to-day still Chief of the Skreli, who defied the whole of the Turkish army.

On the same evening of my return to Cettigné from the Skreli country I had audience of King Nicholas, who listened with greatest interest to my account of Vatt Marashi and his tribesmen; for the latter were constantly raiding on his frontier.

After hearing me for over an hour he invested me with the dark-blue enamelled cross of the Order of Danilo, with its cherry-and-white ribbon. Knowing His Majesty to be a poet of no mean distinction, I ventured to ask him if he would write me a poem.

He laughed and replied vaguely, Perhaps.

Two days later a large envelope was ceremoniously delivered to me containing the following in Serbian, in his own bold handwriting:

S veledusnog Albiona
Pruzise se dvije ruke
Cmoj Gori da pomogu
U junacke njene muke
S vrucom rjecu na ustima

Gladston dize Crnogorce
A Tenison za najprve
U svijet ih broi borce

Na glas svoih Velikana
Britanski se narod trze
Da pomoze da zastiti
Crnu Goru iz najbrze

Posla svoje bojne ladje
Sto na tecnost gospostvuju
Veledusno da zasitite
Domovinu milu Moju

O fala ti po sto puta
Blagorodni lyudi Soju
Dok je svjeta dok je greda
Nad Uicinjem ko je stoju

Hranice ti blagodarnost
Ova saka sokolava
Koima si pomoci
Stiga putem od valova.

It was later translated into English by my friend Count Chedo Mijatovitch as follows:

From the great-souled Albion,
Two arms were stretched
To help Montenegro
In her heroic sufferings.

With fiery word on his lips
Gladstone lifts up Montenegrins,
Whilst Tennyson declared them
The very first fighters in the world.

On the call of their great men
British people rose up
In quickest manner, to help
And to protect Montenegro.

They despatched their warships,
Which rule over the seas,
Generously to protect
My Fatherland so dear to me.

Oh! thanks to thee, hundredfold thanks,
Noble race of men.

As long as the world lasts,
As long as the mountains above Dulcigno stand,
Will remain grateful to thee
This handful of falcons,
To whose help thou didst come
By the road of the waves.

Dear old King Nicholas was ever a paternal monarch. Each Thursday morning he would sit in a big arm-chair beneath the portico of his Palace, accessible to any of his subjects who wished to petition him. He would listen to their troubles, give friendly advice, and frequently dispense a rough-and-ready justice.

On one occasion, while walking in the main street of Cettigné, I saw him stop a man and ask for his revolver. The man addressed drew his weapon from his belt and gave it sheepishly to the king, who examined it, and, finding it unloaded, promptly fined him five francs. The man paid merrily, while His Majesty pocketed the money, with a smile of evident satisfaction! There was a law that everyone must go armed, and anyone found with a weapon without cartridges was liable to a fine. It was apparently His Majestys delight to go about and administer the law — to his own advantage!

When I went to the Palace to wish him farewell, he gave me several messages to his friends in England, and on that occasion presented me to his Consort, Queen Milena, a very handsome, white-haired woman, whose daughter the Queen of Italy much resembles. It is only while writing this page that Her Majestys death has occurred in Italy, and she has been buried side by side with her husband, in the picturesque Russian cemetery, overlooking the blue Mediterranean, at San Remo.

Her two other daughters I met while the pretty Princess Xenia was assisting me with the photographs — Princess Militza, who married the Grand Duke Peter of Russia, and Princess Stana, who became wife of the Grand Duke Nicholas. Both were pretty, dark-eyed girls, devoted to tennis, and hoping that one day Cettigné would establish a golf-course.

They had been in Rome with their sister, the Queen, on several occasions, and one afternoon as we sat at tea on the verandah of Prince Mirkos house Princess Stana sighed and said:

Oh! how I wish we were back in Rome! Elena always gives us such a glorious time at the Quirinal.


CHAPTER FIVE

THE LOVE ROMANCE OF KING PETER OF SERBIA — His Majesty the Most Misjudged Monarch in Europe — He is my Friend through Fifteen Years — A King Incognito and his Troubles — His Many Kindnesses to me — Prince George and the Ladies of the Ballet.
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KING PETER OF Serbia I first knew in Paris as Prince Peter Karageorgevitch, before he was compelled to succeed to the throne of Serbia on the assassination of King Alexander and his adventuress-consort, Queen Draga.

From that fatal moment poor Peter was a misjudged man. The world believed that he had had a hand in the royal tragedy, but I happen to know that he had no desire to become King of Serbia. The skeleton in His Majestys cupboard was a great and absorbing love romance, of which I, among very few, knew the truth, and which is here related for the first time. The lady lived in Paris, and I had often been her guest at luncheon and dinner. At the moment of the royal tragedy she was actually engaged to be married to the man she loved.

Suddenly, without warning, the Prince found himself called to Belgrade to ascend a tottering throne. There was an affectionate leave-taking, and the lady — whose name it would not be fair to mention, for she has lately married — was inconsolable, and came to London, where I called on her at Browns Hotel.

Meanwhile the monarch she loved was bearing all the vile abuse that the Press of the world could vent upon his head. The British Press openly declared him to be an assassin, and the British Government withdrew its Minister from the Serbian capital. With his lips sealed, poor King Peter was unable to utter a word in self-defence, while time after time the lady in question, when I called and consoled her, showed me the bitter articles that sensational journalists, ignorant of the facts, wrote against her lover.

Those wicked articles broke the monarchs heart, and in such distressing circumstances he ascended the throne of Serbia, and was later, with hollow mockery, crowned King, well knowing that the woman he so dearly loved could never become his wife. The Serbians would not tolerate a foreigner as queen, and in any case the marriage could only be a morganatic one.

Such were his constant regrets, and so melancholy his frame of mind, that he shut himself up in his Palace and saw hardly anybody except his Ministers of State. Even this seclusion attracted the suspicions of his traducers, who declared that the new King was a criminal, who dared not show his face to honest folk, and some of our own most influential but ill-informed newspapers were most bitter in their recriminations. I tried to put them right, but they would not have it.

King Peter had been at Belgrade nearly two years before I had my first private audience of him as King. Curiously enough, Europe had never recognized in him the grandson of the great hero of the Serbian people, the rough peasant Karageorge, who, in 1804, raised the Serbians against their oppressors the Turks and defeated them. Peter Karageorgevitch was a born soldier. His facial expression, his stature, his grit, and his mannerisms, all reminded me of Earl Roberts. In 1875 he fought at the head of his troop — which, by the way, he raised himself and crippled his finances thereby — for the emancipation of Bosnia. Surely he was a born soldier!

Serbia is a nation of poets and artists, and in its national poetry there is a hero called Peter Mrcognitch, the Protector of the Poor. And under that assumed name Prince Peter fought. In 1870 he fought on the French side against the Germans, being awarded the Legion of Honour for valour on the battlefield. And again, in 1914, he fought against the Germans. Such was the man whom the world, in its ignorance, denounced as a murderer!

The true history of the last weeks of Alexanders reign, of those black days of spies and suspicion in Belgrade, has never been told. But I have myself been in those terrible secret oubliettes of the old Turkish fortress, overlooking the junction of the Save with the Danube, where those, many of them leading men of the political, social, and literary world in Belgrade, who dared to utter a word against Draga and her methods, were confined with but little air or light till they died. The Royal House of Obrenovitch was exterminated, it is true, but I affirm here and most solemnly that King Peter had no hand in it whatsoever, and his forced parting with Madame X was the greatest blow in all his splendid but unhappy life.

One dark autumn evening I left the Grand Hotel at Belgrade and drove through the wide ornamental iron gates of the New Konak, or Palace. Blue-coated sentries saluted; idling detectives lifted their hats; and the lines of blue-and-gold liveried servants, drawn up in the big entrance-hall, bent low as I alighted. It was all delightfully impressive and amusing.

In the large inner hall was a wide horse-shoe staircase of regal splendour and in excellent taste. All was very new, for the Palace in which the tragedy had occurred had been pulled down, and its site converted into a lawn.

At the head of the stairs Colonel Tcholak-Antich, the Royal Marshal, in a bright blue uniform, and wearing many decorations, met me, and with the usual etiquette we exchanged our names with our greetings.

His Majesty wants you to sign his birthday-book, which he keeps for his friends. Will you do so? was almost his first question.

He took me into a little ante-room, and there I scribbled my name in the space of July 2nd. And I may say that after I had done so, no anniversary of my birthday passed till the King died without my receiving a telegram on that day, bearing a red label, with the words Government Telegram; With Priority, wishing me many happy returns.

In addition, as my intimate friends know well — for they have smoked them — His Majesty used to send me a very welcome present of two thousand of his own Serbian cigarettes each year, bearing his royal cipher in gold on them.

But that apart.

I was at once conducted to the audience-chamber, the double doors of which, to prevent eavesdroppers, were closed behind me, and by etiquette I was left alone to await His Majesty.

The room, of fine dimensions with a gilded ceiling, seemed, under the many electric lamps, ablaze with gold. The beautiful gilt furniture showed well against the old rose carpet, the damask of the upholstery matching the carpet and being brocaded with gold. Several fine modern paintings of seascapes were on the walls, one big historical painting by the great Botzaritch, whose talented son is a coming artist in London to-day and quite recently drew a remarkable caricature of myself. In the centre was a large settee and several fine gilt chairs, set against a big gilt Renaissance table.

I had scarcely time to look across the luxurious room when the long white double doors at the end opened. and His Majesty, in the dark-blue uniform of a Serbian general, entered.

Well, my dear friend Le Queux, so at last you have come to see me! he exclaimed, taking my hand. I have long been expecting you. Many things have happened since we met in Paris, eh?

He motioned me to a seat on the settee, and then, after handing me a cigarette from the big gold box on the table, he took one, lit it, and cast himself in a soft arm-chair opposite.

Then we began to chat.

You are very welcome here in Serbia. But I need not tell you, my dear friend, he said, in his sharp military way.  I have read some of the kind things you have written about us. Would that everyone understood us as you do. I only wish writers would tell the truth as you and Mr. Alfred Stead and a few others have done. But — and he paused, looking me straight in the face, with his dark, deep-set eyes— you know the real truth l The others, alas! dont, and he sighed.

Your Majesty has been entirely misunderstood, I said, and then our conversation drifted into matters of a purely private character, for, as a matter of fact, I had seen Madame X at Cannes only three weeks before, and she had given me a message to convey to him.

Presently I spoke of various matters regarding diplomacy — for the truth was that the Foreign Office was anxious to know certain things, and because I knew His Majesty, I had been asked to put certain questions.

Ah! you want me to talk politics, he laughed, raising his hand with the fine diamond on it. No. I make a rule never to do so — even to you, my dear friend! One of our chief faults here in Serbia is that we talk far too much about politics. You have noticed that, I daresay, in the cafés, in the Legations, and elsewhere, eh? All we Serbians are the same — in Montenegro, in Bosnia, and elsewhere. It is always so with a young nation. Our future will, I fervently hope, be one of peace and prosperity. It will ever be my most earnest endeavour to secure this for my people, so that Serbia may prove to Europe that she does not merit the hard things said of her in the past.

His Majesty, after we had chatted about Florence, a city which he knew quite well, told me a very interesting fact. We have here, in Serbia, he said, a most wonderful cure for rheumatism — the Ribarska Banya. I only tell you what happened personally to me. As you know perhaps, long ago, during the Russo-Turkish War, I contracted acute rheumatism, and have been a martyr to it ever since. I visited every watering-place in Europe, but none of their so-called cures did me any good. A year ago, with much reluctance, I went to Ribarska and took the cure, and from that moment I have never since been troubled. It was miraculous! With my own eyes I saw a poor woman wheeled there entirely crippled, and twenty days later I saw her beginning to walk. I would not have believed it had I not seen it with my own eyes. You should tell people in England, he added.

For an hour and a half we chatted about many things — of London, of Paris, of Rome, of Vienna — for His Majesty was essentially an up-to-date man of the world, as well as a monarch.  We want no external troubles, he declared to me. We only want to be allowed to progress.

But, alas! what a débâcle was to come in the days of the war.

I have had some amusing experiences here since I have been King, he went on. One that happened soon after my arrival was rather humorous. It is my habit, as you know, to ride out into the country early each morning for exercise, and I always prefer to be alone. At first the police insisted that I should have an escort, but I do not like to feel as if I were under arrest, so I refused. One beautiful summers morning, about a fortnight after I came here, I rode out along the road to Ripanje, and when passing a small village I heard an old peasant-woman loudly lamenting the fate of her relatives and of the whole Serbian nation in general. I drew up, and as I remained unnoticed it suddenly occurred to me that I was unknown, for my features had not yet appeared on the postage-stamps or on the coinage.

 Well, I asked the old woman, what has happened? Tell me.

Ah! general. If you only knew how the police treat us here! It is most scandalous! Every police-agent expects a bribe, and if you dont give him one, he will trump-up charges against you. Woe! that we Serbians should ever live under such a Government. Alexander is dead, and now there is a new King. Oh! if he only knew, I feel sure he would inquire into it all, for they say he is, after all, a good Serbian, even though he shuts himself up in the Konak and never sees anybody.

I inquired her name, and then told her that, being a general, I sometimes saw the new King, and when next time I did I would mention her complaint to His Majesty.

Ah! Thanks, general, replied the old peasant woman. If you do, then you will earn the thanks of all of us here.

Well, on my return here I called Monsieur Paschitch, the Prime Minister, and ordered a full inquiry. Its result was that an appalling state of affairs was revealed. The peasantry were being oppressed on every hand, and I ordered that the officials responsible should not only be degraded, but prosecuted.

On a dozen or more occasions, at different times, I was received by King Peter. He was always most generous to me, and gave me the run of the whole royal domains for fishing and shooting, and he sent to me the beautiful signed portrait of himself, which can be found as the frontispiece of my book, An Observer in the Near East — a book which, by the way, was at first published anonymously, because I was engaged in secret-service work.

More than once he was quite frank with me concerning his troubles. We were sitting together one afternoon when he suddenly rose, and with clouded brow paced his long room, overlooking the Danube and the great Hungarian plains. Then, halting before me abruptly, he asked with a sigh:

Dont you think I was far happier in Paris than in my present life in this gilded cage?

And on another day, when he was deploring how wrongly the world had judged him, he said:

A mans life is one long warfare against the malice of his fellow-men. The wise man changes his mind, the fool never!

His Majestys love romance, to which I have referred, was surely one of the most tragic that has ever occurred to any man. Because of the recent marriage of Madame X, and because she is still my friend, I refrain from telling the whole story. If I did, the reader would accuse me of putting fiction into this volume, which I have determined not to do. Yet surely the old adage that fact is often stranger than fiction cannot be denied.

One day, perhaps, I shall make the real romance the plot of a novel, and then I shall not be accused of mixing fiction with fact!

Poor King Peter had many family troubles, not the least being the erratic life of his smart and extremely good-looking son, Prince George, whose autographed photograph, together with that of his father, looks up at me from my table as I write.

The private life of any young Crown Prince is popularly supposed to be rather hectic, and in Prince Georges case it certainly has been no exception. Indeed, it is an open secret that he was the original of the character of Prince Danilo in the Merry Widow — the lazy lover of languorous ladies.

One incident that will perhaps be interesting as revealing the life of a good-looking, good-for-nothing boy, who really had no vices but just enjoyed the joy of living, I may perhaps be permitted to relate.

One day, while in Belgrade, I had been invited to luncheon by Madame Vesnitch, wife of Dr. Milenko Vesnitch, then Minister of Justice, and afterwards Serbian Minister in Paris. At table were the Prime Minister, my old and valiant friend Monsieur Nicholas Paschitch, Costa Stoyanovitch, Minister of Commerce, Mr. Alexander Tucker, Serbian Consul-General in London, and Colonel Tcholak-Antich, the Royal Marshal, with some ladies, the Crown Prince being the guest. After the ladies had left the table, the patriarchal Prime Minister, Paschitch, with his long, sweeping beard and eagle eyes, who is to-day still known as The Grand Old Man of the Balkans, looked across at the Crown Prince and asked in French, so that all of us should hear:

Your Highness, there are rumours of some strange doings of yours last night. Tell us what really happened.

Happened? laughed the young Prince, with a cigarette between his fingers. Why, nothing really happened! It never does!

But there was some fun at the Palace, wasnt there? asked Dr. Vesnitch, our host.

Fun? Well, not much. They laughed — that was all, was his reply.

Well, do tell us what actually happened, urged the Prime Minister.

If you want to know, Ill tell you, laughed Prince George, after sipping his coffee. Last night I dined at the Military Club, when somebody said that a new ballet was to be produced at the Opera. We were all bored stiff, so half a dozen of us went to the club-box at the theatre and saw a fairly good show. The curtain fell rather early, so I suggested that we might have a little supper. We invited eighteen of the girls, and took them round by the back door of the Palace. Everybody was in bed. I woke up old Rachitch, the chef, and the old buffer soon scraped us up some supper. But things seemed very dull and slow. It was almost like a funeral. So, knowing where the key of the Treasury is kept, I got it and took out the royal crown and crowned myself King of Serbia. Oh! That woke up the whole party! The girls yelled!

Suffice it to say that Prince George renounced all his rights to the succession two years later, and his younger brother, Alexander, who recently married a daughter of the Queen of Roumania, now reigns as King.

Truly Prince George, a merry, easy-going, humorous friend to me, was hardly fitted to rule the new nation of Jugo-Slavia.

He was fond of practical jokes, and would sit in his window in a wing of the palace that overlooks the principal boulevard — a fine thoroughfare lined with plane trees — and with a catapult pick out his friends, firing at them big pellets of chalk, which, bursting when they hit, left nasty marks on their smart uniforms.

Yet when I was with him and his father for seven months, at the Serbian headquarters, in the war against the Turks, he showed himself to be a most brave and competent officer, whom everyone loved. He very nearly lost his life at the battle of Kumonovo by a deed that was never reported, namely, the saving of the life of a student sergeant-major on the battlefield, at the risk of his own; a deed that, if it had been performed by any British soldier, would certainly have won the Victoria Cross.

Of his many love-affairs, of his boyish pranks, and of the many stormy interviews he had with his father the King, tales are often told in Belgrade. Nicholas Paschitch and his charming Italian wife — whose guest I have been on so many occasions — tell many amusing stories of the Crown Princes follies and extravagances, and of his hopeless disregard of all that befitted his station as the coming ruler of Jugo-Slavia, now the most powerful state in the Balkans.


CHAPTER SIX

SOME SECRET HISTORY — Tossing a Coin for the Throne of Serbia — King Peter as an Artist — The Present King and Queen — I am a Guest of King Ferdinand of Bulgaria — His Presents to Me — The Assassination of Bulgarias Prime Minister — My Own Narrow Escape — What King Ferdinand Thinks of England.
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ON ONE OF my visits to Belgrade I was charged with a secret mission concerning new armaments for Serbia, in view of the coming war — a mission that had a dramatic dénouement.

It being known that I was on terms of friendship with King Peter, I had been asked at Whitehall to have a private chat with him concerning certain political matters. It was a matter of secret diplomacy, apart from that of officialdom. Though it was no secret, of course, from my friend Sir Beethom Whitehead, who was then British Minister at Belgrade (and to whom I am much indebted for many social introductions in Serbia and elsewhere), it was deemed wise to keep the matter from the Serbian Government. Nor was it surprising, when one reflects how we British had treated Serbia on the Kings accession.

Well, I was at once granted private audience as usual, and during a whole afternoon laid before His Majesty the suggestions I had been instructed in London to make. He considered them calmly, and then entirely agreed.

Monsieur Paschitch must know, but nobody else — for the present, he said. I will speak to him about it.

Next day I called on the Prime Minister, the grey-bearded, serious man who is still one of my best friends, and we arranged certain details. Some greedy persons had to receive gratifications — for nothing is done officially in the Balkans without bribery. And perhaps it may here be whispered that secret commissions are not utterly unknown in Great Britain!

We made out a list of them, and the amounts that should be paid. Waiting at the hotel was my friend Mr. Alexander Tucker, Consul-General for Serbia in London. He was there as my secretary, representing a strong financial group, who were ready to arm Serbia for the great war that we knew was coming, though the world was doped by the politicians.

That evening I had arranged everything, even to the amount of bribery to be paid to the underlings, who professed to be pro-British, but whose palms were itching to be greased by anybodys money.

In the secrecy of my bedroom at the Grand Hotel I discussed with my friend Tucker the details of the whole affair, and at ten oclock that night I wrote out a cipher telegram to London, saying that all was arranged, and that I should return with the documents signed by the President of the Council on the following Thursday.

This message I myself took to the telegraph office, not daring to entrust it to anybody else, and later retired to rest, very well satisfied with the result of my delicate and rather difficult mission. I had, I felt, scored a great success for Britains prestige in the Near East — one that it was hoped would cause Bulgaria to come into fine with our policy.

Mine was, in fact, the secret hand, administering quite unknown and unsuspected Britains policy in the Near East. The position in which I found myself was really a strange one. I was not a diplomat, but a catspaw, who allowed himself to be used for patriotic purposes in order to further our countrys interest and well-being.

I know there are some who have averred that I have made money out of the services I have tried to render to the British Government, but to those I reply that I have never asked, or received, one single penny of the British taxpayers money; and, moreover, the cost of my fifteen years travelling across Europe, Asia Minor, and Africa as a spy and counter-spy of Britain I have defrayed out of the royalties on my novels. And I defy anyone to prove the contrary.

Patriotism is cheap to those who are paid for their speeches, their propaganda, or their official or parliamentary salaries, but as I have elsewhere stated, my own unswerving patriotism ruined me and kept me even a poor man.

To enter Court circles may be pleasant enough, for some, but when it is effected by a man who is compelled to write for his living, and who has no axe to grind save that of serving his King and country, it is often both heart-breaking and ruinous. There are well-known men I could name, among them at least two of our present Cabinet Ministers, who can testify to the truth of my statements, and to what I have endeavoured with all my heart to accomplish for Britain in the Balkans.

But to return to the incident of the Serbian armaments.

I awoke next morning feeling much gratified. I had a guarded conversation over the telephone with M. Costa Stoyanovitch, the Minister of Commerce, to whom M. Paschitch had spoken, and afterwards Dr. Vesnitch, the Minister of Justice, rang up and invited me to lunch.

Again I lunched in that handsome room, where the Crown Prince had related his irresponsible midnight revels. Madame Paschitch, M. Andrea Nikolitch, Minister of Public Instruction, and M. Patchu, Minister of Finance, were among the guests.

Suddenly Dr. Vesnitch was called to the telephone. When he returned his face was pale and grave, and he asked me into the next room.

We are betrayed! were his first words. The Opposition knows everything! There has been a spy of Austria in the Grand Hotel, who has listened to all your conversations with Consul-General Tucker! They even know the text of the telegram you sent to London last night!

I stood agape. It was the first time that a foreign spy had had the advantage of me.

Well? What is to be done? I asked quickly.

Deny everything. We must. There will be questions this afternoon in the Skupchtina, and, to save the Government, we must refute them, he replied. I will warn the President of the Council. Meanwhile it will be best, Monsieur Le Queux, if you go back to your hotel and remain there till you hear of the results of the questions. Monsieur Paschitch will no doubt at once inform the King. Meanwhile the position of the Government is certainly most insecure. The pro-Germans are ready to defeat us at any moment.

But how can they know the text of my cipher message? I asked the Minister.

He shrugged his shoulders and replied, I have given instructions to the Prefect of Police, and we shall see.

I walked back to the hotel in a veritable vortex of intrigue and mystery. The Opposition had discovered the motive of my mission, and also knew the actual text of the message I had sent to London!

I waited for news. That afternoon the Leader of the Opposition rose in that semi-circular chamber, the Skupchtina, and put some very searching questions to the Prime Minister Paschitch.

Was it true that Monsieur Le Queux was in Belgrade on a confidential mission from the British Government concerning artillery and ammunition to be made in England? was one of the questions asked.

Whereupon Monsieur Paschitch rose solemnly and replied:

It is true that Monsieur Le Queux, an English writer, is in Belgrade. He is on one of his periodical visits to see his personal friends, and have audience, as he always does, of His Majesty the King. Monsieur Le Queux is an Englishman who travels frequently in our Balkan countries, but, being no politician, nor in any way connected with the British Government, no political importance can be attached to his visit. He is here as any other Englishman may be in Belgrade.

Whereupon the Leader of the Opposition, a fiery little man with a shock of black hair, rose flourishing the papers in his hand, and said:

The explanation of His Excellency the President of the Council can hardly be in accordance with fact. There is a pro-British plot to obtain armaments from Britain, in return for a loan, and as proof of it Monsieur Le Queux despatched last night a telegram to London in cipher, but which, translated into plain language, reads— All arranged, terms satisfactory to Paschitch and Ministry. Government guarantee. His Majesty supports us. Leaving Thursday.

The reading of my telegram caused a great shock to the Government. Monsieur Paschitch repeated his denials, but everyone saw that the truth was out, and, indeed, two days later the inevitable Cabinet crisis came, and the Government resigned. I had been outwitted!

Now comes the sequel. Those members of the Serbian Government who were to have considerable gratifications out of the secretly arranged deal were all eager to discover the traitor. They were not long in ascertaining the truth. A young Serbian whom my friend Tucker knew, and who proved useful owing to his knowledge of English, was proved to be an Austrian. And in the room adjoining mine at the hotel, separated only by a wooden partition, was, I afterwards learnt, a man named Hoedl, a well-known spy of Austria.

Both were promptly arrested, and after a swift trial were sentenced to ten years hard labour for espionage.

I confess that I, thinking myself something of a secret agent, kicked myself for not taking proper precautions. But they always say that the shoemakers child is the worst shod! The contract for arms was not placed with Germany, but by a clever manœuvre on the part of Monsieur Paschitch it went to France.

I have seen Serbia under many conditions, grave and gay. I was with my old friend Charles Hands of the Daily Mail and Sir Philip Gibbs, then of the Daily Chronicle, when we walked the streets of Belgrade together during the first Balkan War. We felt that Serbia must go under, and the outlook was black enough in all conscience at the time.

I had arrived from my home in Devonshire with a single suit-case. Six hours after the declaration of war I had been summoned to London by telegram. After two hours in London I caught the Orient Express, and within three days arrived at the Serbian front, being attached to the headquarters of King Peter and his son Prince George. I carried with me eight boxes of first-aid appliances, hurriedly got together in London, and they were the first to reach the wounded from outside Serbia. They were obtained by Madame Grouitch, wife of the Serbian Minister in London, and I was asked to convey them to the front.

For seven months I remained with the Serbians, and later on, when back in Belgrade, I took part in the triumphal procession as the King re-entered his capital after victory, and went to the Cathedral for the thanksgiving service.

King Peter was a man of many fine qualities. In addition to being a splendid soldier he was also something of an artist. He had a modest studio at the back of the Palace, where, in his dull loneliness, those hours of brooding over the might-have-beens and his lost love, he killed time by painting landscapes. Only his intimate friends were ever allowed to inspect his work, but on two occasions I sat with him while he worked, and, though I am no critic of art, I thought the scenes were very pleasing.

Once he said to me, hinting at the romance I have already described, I would rather be a picture-dealer in Paris or London than King of Serbia.

Though he seldom saw Madame X after his accession, I know that they kept up a constant correspondence, and I wonder whether or not in years to come those letters they exchanged will be published. If they be, they will, I am sure, show the true sentiments of a greathearted and courageous sovereign, who was compelled by fortune to sacrifice, for his countrys needs, his deep affection.

At His Majestys burial recently Madame X stood by his graveside, a tall, handsome, pathetic figure, and wept bitterly, even though she is married, and is to-day a well-known figure in society, both in London and in Paris.

King Alexander, who now reigns over the extended country of Jugo-Slavia, is a tall, rather thin-faced young man of thirty-five, who speaks with a slight lisp, and is a very good linguist. Unlike his father or his brother George, he has little military enthusiasm, but is a deep reader and thinker, something of a scientist, and filled with true patriotism towards his nation, as was his father. He has been very kind to me on several occasions, and when I wrote congratulating him on his recent marriage, he replied referring to his fathers friendship towards me, hoping that I would soon be in Belgrade again.

A story I once heard concerning his relations with his brother Prince George I will venture to print. It was told me by an ex-Minister of Serbia one day, in the Military Club in Belgrade, but of its truth I have no means of ascertaining. I give it for what it is worth. When, in 1909, Prince Georges pranks and practical jokes grew to be a public scandal, his father, King Peter, became furious at the state of affairs, and suggested that he should renounce his rights as Prince Héritier. So he went to his brother, the present King, and said:

The King has almost had a fit of apoplexy. Im the bad boy, and old Paschitch has been lecturing me, and says Ill have to renounce my claim to the throne. I dont want it, as you know, but surely we ought to have even chances. Ill toss you for it!

And they did, with a French louis piece, Alexander winning the toss!

Next day, the 15th March, 1909, the resignation of the incorrigible Prince George was announced, and he went off to Russia to join the Army there.

I repeat that I cannot vouch for the truth of the story, but the person who told it to me is one of the best-known diplomats in the Near East, and he declared it to be a fact.

King Alexanders consort I met in Bucharest, on one of my visits to Carmen Sylva, Queen of Roumania, which I will later on recount. She was then an extremely pretty girl, with a charming manner and elegant as became the daughter of an elegant mother, who was one of the most chic and up-to-date princesses of Europe — Marie, daughter of our late Duke of Edinburgh.

From Serbia to Bulgaria is not a far cry, and I have been in Sofia many times. On one occasion I had left Paris, and was conveying some despatches from Belgrade to my friend Sir George Buchanan, who was British Minister to Bulgaria, and, later, Ambassador to Russia during the war. He was then at the Legation at Sofia, with his wife, Lady Georgina, and his daughter, who has lately achieved considerable success in literature.

On arrival at the Grand Hotel Bulgarie, a rather dismal place opposite the Royal Palace, at about four oclock one summers afternoon, I announced my arrival by telephone, and Sir George promptly asked me to dine that evening at seven.

I was tired, and, having three hours to spare, I flung myself into an easy chair and slept till six oclock. Then I dressed and drove to the Legation, a large, pleasant house, arriving just before seven.

On entering the drawing-room, where a number of guests were seated, I was greeted by Lady Georgina, who exclaimed:

Oh, Mr. Le Queux, Im so sorry you couldnt come to dinner!

I stood aghast in surprise.

Then I glanced at the clock, and saw that it was nine! I had forgotten to alter my watch after leaving Paris, for in Sofia they have Eastern European time, which is about two hours different to Greenwich.

The whole company laughed merrily at my discomfiture.

On the occasion of that visit to Sofia I was presented to King Ferdinand through the good offices of Monsieur Demetrius Petkoff, the Prime Minister, a very charming man, who had lost his arm in the Russo-Turkish War, and who spoke English -perfectly and showed me many kindnesses. King Ferdinand during the war earned for himself the sobriquet Foxy Ferdinand among readers of English newspapers. Why I can never imagine. He is a well-read, extremely intelligent, refined man, possessed of a keen sense of humour, and not any more sly than any other European monarch.

The Palace is a long, one-storied building, built in the style of the Palace of Versailles, and surrounded by a small park. Before the gates of ornamental iron-work four sentries stand, and as one drives in they salute, and a few minutes later one finds oneself in the presence of Bulgarias ruler.

He was a fine, handsome man, of a rather Hebrew type, a keen aquiline countenance, rather sallow, a big nose, a pair of merry eyes, and a well-trimmed beard slightly grey. He was in military uniform, with epaulettes, and a white astrachan cap, and a single cross of one of the Orders at his throat.

He struck me as a rather stiff and overbearing person, vastly different to King Peter or the King of Italy, but it was apparent that he was somewhat interested in my visit. Why, I did not learn till later.

When I ventured to ask him for a photograph for my book An Observer in the Near East, he ordered one to be brought, and signed it.

This is your second visit to Bulgaria, I understand, he said. Well, I hope you will see everything. You will see to it, will you not, Monsieur Petkoff? he said to the Prime Minister at my side. I will give orders.

Then, turning again to me, King Ferdinand said with a smile:

Do not judge us exactly by your Western standards, will you? I will try and make your stay as pleasant as it can be made. Later I shall be happy to receive you again, and he bowed, a sign that the audience was at an end, and we backed out of the room.

It was quickly apparent that His Majesty had given orders that I should not be dull while in his capital, for to my hotel next morning came Monsieur Dmitri Standoff, of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and Monsieur Mandercheff, of the same Ministry, who told me that they had orders to drive me about the city and environs and show me everything. Thus for ten days I remained the guest of King Ferdinand, for I was not allowed to pay for anything, being made a member of the Diplomats Club, and being the guest each evening of either Monsieur Petkoff, the Prime Minister, or the Minister of Foreign Affairs.

An incident that occurred after I had been conducted over the fine National Museum — for there are many handsome buildings in Sofia — will illustrate the Kings generosity towards me while I was his guest. I had admired some old Turkish filigree jewellery in gold and silver, especially some great ear-ornaments worn by ladies of the harem two centuries ago, as well as some ancient Turkish embroideries and rich harem costumes embroidered in gold. Then I had again expressed my admiration of them when we had driven out to Vladaja, a pretty village on the road to the rose-fields of Kustendil, where the worlds supply of real otto of rose is distilled in Shipkoffs factory.

On my return to the hotel that evening I found two huge parcels awaiting me, with a note from the Foreign Minister saying that he presented them With the Compliments of His Majesty.

On opening them, I found they contained every object that I had that morning admired.

Those national treasures of Bulgaria I brought home, and must confess that I distributed them among my lady friends!

The gifts, however, serve to show that even kings are not averse from a little kindly publicity in a book written by a foreigner.

And now comes a curious and dramatic incident, which pains me as I recall it.

One afternoon, after sitting in the diplomats gallery of the Sobranje, or Parliament, a very handsome and well-appointed chamber, where I had listened to the ministerial statement of Bulgarias future attitude towards Turkey, the gist of the speeches being translated to me by Monsieur Standoff, who sat at my side with the Russian and French Ministers, I was invited by General Savoff, Minister of War, to dine at his house.

The party proved an exceedingly pleasant one, and included Monsieur Dobrovitch, the Kings private secretary, and several Bulgarian Ministers, with their wives. I sat next to the Prime Minister Petkoff, whose round face, with its little grey Imperial beard, was ever overflowing with bonhomie, yet owing to his maimed arm he had considerable difficulty with his knife and fork, and in tiffs I assisted him.

After dinner there was a small dance, and at about one oclock in the morning I walked home with my friend, who lived in a large house facing the public park not far from my hotel.

It had been a delightful evening, and the brilliant Eastern moonlight was glorious as we strolled in and out of the dark shadows. Monsieur Petkoff was contemplating a visit to London, and we arranged to meet there. I asked him for his photograph, for he was one of the leading statesmen of the Balkans. He promised me one, and at his door I shook his hand and left him as he entered with his latch-key.

Next morning at ten oclock, as he left his house to go to the Ministry, he was shot dead. Three revolutionists were arrested, and at the subsequent trial it was proved that I had had a very narrow escape, for they were lurking there in the shadow on the previous night, and, being ignorant of whom I might be, had refrained from making their coup!

Poor Petkoff shared the same fate as his predecessor Stambuloff. Together with Mr. James Bouchier, the deaf Balkan correspondent of The Times — whom the Bulgarians honoured by having a postage-stamp printed with his photograph — I stood at the graveside of the fine old statesman who had been my friend, and listened to the eulogy pronounced by the Minister of Foreign Affairs. Truly life in the Balkans has its adventures. The three assassins were duly executed.

No doubt I had a narrow escape on that glorious moonlit night, and it will ever remain in my memory.
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The photograph that His Excellency had promised me was delivered to me by the police six hours after his death. It had been found in a sealed envelope on his desk, together with a charming note that I cherish, and its replica may be found in the book I have mentioned. The original stands in my study with a little piece of crape on its frame.

I have been in Sofia several times since, and I have had several audiences of the man whom the English have denounced as Foxy Ferdinand. He, like King Peter, has never been understood by us.

At heart he was an Anglophile. He loved the British nation, but diplomatic blunder after blunder, made from Whitehall by certain persons who know nothing of Balkan politics, estranged King Ferdinand from us.

One winter day, only a few months before the tragedy of Sarajevo, I stood in his audience chamber discussing a question regarding the best way of administering Macedonia, when he turned to me and revealed his innermost thoughts.

Recollect, he said vehemently,  if war comes I will never fight against England. I would rather abdicate. I love your country and admire your policy. It is only your vacillating politicians that I cannot endure. You British have your eyes closed to Germanys machinations. True, my mother was German, and to a degree I am German myself. But if war comes, as it must, I will fight on your side, if your precious ill-informed officials will allow me!

Precious ill-informed officials! Those words are to-day to me — and perhaps to many readers — prophetic. While Britain was lulled to sleep by the Campbell-Bannerman Administration, Ferdinand was alert to what the Kaiser intended.

I know that our memories are so short that the Great War is to-day an out-of-date topic with most people, but there are still those, including myself, who acted for so long as a humble but patriotic secret agent of Great Britain, who deplore the slow but sure grip of the German octopus upon our land.

Alas! it was a thousand pities that Bulgaria ever fired a shot against us, but my confidential reports to Whitehall were set aside by one who, never having been in the Near East, and possessing only a slight acquaintance with the French language, directed Britains policy towards the powder-magazine of Europe.

Month in and month out I made my secret reports to certain quarters, warning them that Europe was preparing for war and urging a conciliatory policy with both Bulgaria and Turkey. I was spending my hard-earned money in travelling hither and thither, and in entertaining those who might give me information.

For my pains, I received only jeers from those millions of politically-doped inhabitants of the United Kingdom, who, turning in their slumber, declared:

War will never come in our lifetime.

But was not that part of the ingenious and costly propaganda of Germany in our midst?

With Lord Roberts, Lord Charles Beresford, Lord Portsmouth, Lord Clarendon, Lord Balfour, Sir George Butcher, Lord Headley, Sir W. Joynson-Hicks, Lord Leith of Fyvie, and other of my friends, we all knew that the Kaiser intended war. The reason we knew was a discovery I made — one that has never been contradicted — and which I have recorded in another chapter.


CHAPTER SEVEN

EVENINGS WITH  CARMEN SYLVA, QUEEN OF ROUMANIA — Her Private Life— What is Conan Doyle Like? — Her Interest in British Novelists — She Bans Sex Problems and Does Not Like Kipling — The Present Queen and Her Kindnesses to me — Life in the Gayest Little Capital in the World — The Countess of Cotroceni on Skis — A Laughter-loving Queen — Wicked Old King Leopold of Belgium — My Chats with King Albert.
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LET US PASS from Bulgaria to Roumania, the romantic country of that romantic Queen, the charming, silver-tongued poetess, who loved to conceal her identity under the name of Carmen Sylva.

On my first visit to her gay little capital I met the big, burly, fair-haired American, a wanderer and something of an adventurer, Mr. William Caspar, to whom the British nation owes very much, as I shall relate elsewhere in this volume. If there be one foreigner to whom the British were indebted in the days immediately before the war, it was to him, and his name should be recorded in our modern histories.

But this chapter deals with the private lives of monarchs I have met, therefore I will return to the friendship that the Roumanian royal family has extended toward me. Because I am a writer — I have never called myself a literary man, remember — Her Majesty continually invited me to the Palace, and I spent many a delightful evening with her in her small, luxurious blue-and-gold drawing-room.

She never  got on with her husband, King Charles.

He was an erect, stately, forbidding-looking man, with close-set eyes, and a full grey beard; an irascible grumbler who never had a good word to say about anybody, and who quarrelled so constantly with his Ministers that Monsieur Take Jonescu — who was so well known in London during the war — often refused a command to audience.

The Royal ménage of Roumania was the reverse of happy, inasmuch as the King lived on the left-hand side of the Palace and the Queen on the right, and the pair were often not on speaking terms.

My visits to Her Majesty were always marked by the same etiquette. I would receive a note from her private secretary asking me to come to music at nine oclock, and on arrival I was bowed into a small ante-chamber, where one or the other of her ladies-in-waiting, usually Madame Zoe Bengesco, or perhaps Madame Maurojeni, who was grande-maîtresse of the Court, would receive me. Then I was ushered into the Queens pretty salon, or salons — for there were two of equal proportions, the one running at right-angles to the other. These apartments were furnished with splendid old brocade-covered furniture; tables with interesting knick-knacks and photographs of prominent European authors; a grand piano; and the fine organ on which Her Majesty more than once played for my benefit. Rich heavy curtains, fine modern paintings, a polished floor, all combined, assisted by the softly-shaded electric lights, to produce a harmony of quiet taste and the acme of luxury.

I well recollect the first time that Madame Bengesco ushered me into that room. I was standing talking to the Lady of the Court when, on turning, I found myself face to face with a tall, striking white-haired lady en décolletée, with a sweet smile of welcome on her well-preserved countenance. She wore a very handsome gown of pale dove grey, but no jewellery save a single gold bangle and a magnificent emerald ring, which I afterwards learnt had been given her by the Tzar Alexander who was murdered. This ring she always regarded as her mascot.

I am delighted to welcome you, Monsieur Le Queux, she said, as I bowed. Your books are not unknown to me. We read many English novels in Bucharest, you know!

And we in England read your Majestys books also, I ventured in reply.

Come, she said. Let us sit over in that corner, indicating a cosy-corner seat near the big blazing fire. And as we crossed the room Madame Bengesco bowed and withdrew.

Our conversation turned upon English and French literature, and at once I recognized how widely she had read recent English novels. She was eager to know about a number of our popular writers. What was Conan Doyle like? Had I met him? Was he anything like a detective? She wanted to meet Clement Shorter because of his interest in the Brontës. Did I know Lord Northcliffe, and was he a really great man? She asked me about my friends — Max Pemberton, Sir William Robertson Nicoll, H. G. Wells, Sidney Low, Rider Haggard, and St. John Adcock.

I was kept busy answering questions for a full hour.

Her Majesty had a violent dislike for politicians, it seemed, but was intensely interested in our popular authors.

I love Austin Dobsons poems, and The Sundial most of all. I have tried to model some of my own verses after the lines he has taken, with, alas! but poor success, I fear, she added. Next to poetry, I love a real love-and-crime romance. I get all my books from Hatchards, in Piccadilly, and I must say they send me everything that is interesting. I detest books that deal with sex-problems. They are better left unwritten. And, really, your women authors are the worst offenders.

I am of your Majestys opinion, I said.

lam very glad of that. As far as I have read your own books, I have never come across a line that a schoolgirl could not read, she went on. Many writers are too frank, and, if they are, I give orders that their future books are not to be sent to me. I will show you my English books, and she rose and took me into a large library, where one wall was lined from floor to ceiling by all the most recent works of popular authors.

See this! she said, pointing to Coulson Kernahans God and the Ant. I have read it five times. Is it not splendid? And these. And she pointed to two volumes by my old friend Robertson Nicoll.

As I glanced along the shelves I noticed volumes by many men I knew. Max Pemberton, famed for wearing fancy vests, as Lord Northcliffe used to call them; travel books by my old friend Douglas Sladen; Seton Merriman, Ouida, H. G. Wells, Wilkie Collins, and Walter Besant. Modern English poets were well represented, though, curiously enough, I saw no volume of Kiplings. Two long shelves were also devoted to the works of American writers of fiction.

The opposite wall was lined with shelves filled with German and Italian fiction, while at the end was a complete set of Maurice Le Blancs works, and hundreds of volumes of French novels and poets, all in uniform bindings, bearing the royal cipher in gilt on the back.

We returned to the salon, where she made me describe others of my literary friends in London and tell some stories of them. I told her of the house-dinners of the Savage Club, of the dinners of the Vagabond Club, now alas! defunct, and of the various Society hostesses who delighted to assemble literary people, not forgetting Douglas Sladens famous receptions at his flat in Kensington, where one met everyone worth knowing, and munched a sandwich and spent a couple of hours in ones own atmosphere of books and art.

How I should love to go with you to Mr. Sladens, the Queen said. Perhaps I may, eh, if I come to London?

I promised that the next time she came to London I would take her one evening.

But they must not know who I am! she laughed. I will be your friend Madame Somebody, eh?

That well-remembered evening was one of the many I afterwards spent with the delightfully well-informed woman, who was a patroness of literature as well as a reigning Queen.

She was marvellously intelligent, and perfectly regal in her aspect and her manner.

And, further, in Roumania, and throughout Europe, the name of Carmen Sylva, that sweet-faced, womanly woman who, though Queen, was so charming and unassuming, was synonymous of all that was good and charitable. For Roumania she did what no other woman had attempted, in that all the charity throughout the whole kingdom had been initiated by her, and partly supported by her efforts. She lived her life for the poor and needy, and worked hard for years on their behalf.

On another evening, her secretary, Mademoiselle Helen Vacaresco, introduced me to the Queens presence, and she became deeply interested in Lord Leverhulmes model village at Port Sunlight. Would I get her particulars of it? I promised, and Lord Leverhulme duly sent photographs and plans for a village, which she intended to construct near Bucharest, but unfortunately her efforts were frustrated by the outbreak of war. Again, she founded a school for the blind on the same plan as that of Sir Arthur Pearson, and it is still doing excellent work. She named it The Home of Light.

On three occasions I met the Crown Prince Ferdinand and his wife — the present King and Queen — in Carmen Sylvas salon, and had chats with them, once just before King Charles death.

The present King, a Prince of the House of Hohenzollem, is rather a dull person, who is fond of motoring and who takes but little interest in his countrys wellbeing. The Queen on the other hand, is, as she has ever been, a pretty, smartly-dressed woman who believes in having a real good time. She spends much time out of Roumania, in Paris, London, Brussels, or anywhere where there is something going on. She loves to dance to a jazz band, and is an inveterate cigarette-smoker. She seldom, if ever, reads anything more elevating that a French novel, and loves to be photographed while bathing, for the delectation of readers of the newspapers. This is unfortunate, for the disregard of the conventionalities is typical of the Roumanian woman, and is apt to create a wrong impression.

Once a white-bearded old French diplomat declared to me, in the Travellers Club, in Paris:

In all Bucharest, my dear fellow, I dont believe there is a single honest woman. I was Minister there for twelve years, and I think I ought to know!

I am inclined to believe he was nearly right, as far as a certain section of Roumanian society is concerned, for my observations have led me to the conclusion that the night-life of Bucharest is far gayer than that of Paris or Budapest.

And, indeed, a certain British Minister of my acquaintance, who was sent to represent us at Bucharest, closed the Legation, and, rather than allow his wife and daughter to live in the place, kept them in his country house in Surrey, and lived at the garish and expensive Hotel Boulevard.

Any of my readers who have visited Bucharest know the Hotel Boulevard, and they also know the Villa Regala, once a royal villa, but now turned into a gay night-restaurant, where, at a wink or a word to the hall-porter of the Boulevard, one will be provided with a gay assembly of the gentler sex, ready to have supper, and to be your most amusing friends, though you have never met before, and after your supper turn night into day, and drive home hilariously in the morning sunshine.

Gaiety and utter irresponsibility are in the atmosphere of Bucharest, where, I confess, I myself have had many amusing adventures.

It is, par excellence, a line city, a city of wild enjoyment and wilder gambling, a city that justly bears the reputation of being one of the most expensive in the world. And yet you certainly get your moneys worth, as I have many times told my friends of the golden youth of Paris. For the poor, Bucharest is the cheapest city; for the rich, the dearest. Prices at the Hotel Boulevard are far higher than at the Ritz or Claridges in London, yet everything is perfect. One can obtain no better cutlet of sterlet in all Russia than at Capsas Restaurant, and the caviare that one eats on toast, with a liqueur glass of vodka, at eleven oclock, is as good as one can get at the Arcadia Garden in Astrakhan. I have eaten sterlet in Moscow, and caviare in the Arcadia, with its summer theatre and beautiful gardens, so perhaps I may presume to criticize.

Yes, Bucharest is a riotous place. Ask any diplomat who puts his foot across the threshold of the St. James Club, and he will close one eye knowingly.

I do not know what the divorce laws may be in Roumania, but they are rather lax, I think.

One little incident, at which I laughed heartily at the time, was a practical joke played by my American friend, William Caspar.

In the course of his adventures in Bucharest society, in which I often accompanied him, he met a very well-known lady, who, because of his generosity, apparently believed him to be extremely wealthy. She laughingly hinted to him that she wanted a new Paris gown, to outshine one of her rivals at a very smart function.

Caspar heard all she said, and, being an exceedingly shrewd business man, he resolved to teach her a lesson.

Yes, madame, I will buy you a dress, he drawled, while all three of us were dining one night at Capsas, that gay restaurant in the Calea Victoriei, where the wonderful gipsy band plays so magnificently, and where meals cost far more than one could ever spend at any London restaurant. If you will do me the honour of accepting it, I will send you a new gown.

But you dont know the measurements! declared the lady.

Will you give me the name of your dressmaker, and I will see her? Caspar said, his big cigar still between his lips.

The lady gave him the address of her dressmaker, and three days later she received, in a large cardboard costume box, with much tissue paper — a dolls dress!

I was once invited by the present Queen Marie to the Château of Peleshor, a painfully new summer residence that King Charles had built for his nephew, now King. I had driven from the station at Sinaia, an overcrowded resort of chic Roumanians who wear the very latest of creations of the Rue de la Paix, and with me was the Prime Minister, George Cantacuzen, a grey-headed man with mutton-chop whiskers, whom I knew in Bucharest, and whom I found in the train.

We all took tea together in the summer villa, where the great airy room was open to a magnificent vista of high mountains and glorious woods.

The soft mountain breeze through the green and gold room was very refreshing.

I recollect that little Princess Ileana came in to greet us, a charming child with her fair hair falling over her shoulders, and because she bounced about the room and upset a cup of tea her mother severely reproved her, and sent her away with her German governess.

The conversation was mainly about an important military review at which the Crown Princess would be compelled to appear on horseback at the head of the 4th Regiment de Rochiori.

I detest riding! she declared to me. And I cant think who the fool was who invented the fashion of women being military officers. I believe it was the Kaiser.

The tone of voice in which she mentioned the German Emperor revealed that she had no great regard for him. Indeed, it is an open secret that she usually referred to him as His Pompousness of Potsdam, a name which she bestowed on him long before the war.

Her Majesty is a brilliant conversationalist, and, though so much abroad, is highly popular, not only at her own Court, but at Rome, Madrid, and St. James. When at Deauville last year, she is credited with remarking to the King of Spain, while discussing a little tit-bit of scandal: A man who loves a woman never tells her the whole truth of what he thinks of her. The deeper his affection, the more silent he becomes. She is also credited with inventing, when in the schoolroom long ago, the saying, A little woman is a dangerous thing.

Queen Marie is an up-to-date consort, bright, intelligent, and fascinating. Her husband is dull, apathetic, yet something of a dandy. She is continually on the move, making fresh friends in democratic circles, and thoroughly enjoying herself. Often she travels incognita to Paris, where she is a well-known customer at the most expensive modistes in the Rue de la Paix, or she will spend a week at Monte Carlo, and perhaps the next at St. Moritz, or at Murren, while the newspapers will say that she is in Vienna, visiting an aunt. As a rule, the name she uses is Countess Cotroceni, which is really one of her titles, and she always has with her one faithful lady-in-waiting, who is quite as bright and merry as herself.

In summer the pair can frequently be seen bathing at Deauville, of which place they are both very fond, or taking tea in the courtyard of the Hotel Normandy, or eating shrimps and drinking sherry at the Potinière. Their big, cream-coloured car is a familiar object along the national highways of France, for Her Majesty, since peace has reigned in Roumania, has been seldom at home. She has always called me, ever since our first meeting, Mr. Le Quex. Lord Northcliffe nicknamed me Quex, and used to delight in finding me with my friend Twells Brex, and then introduce us as Quex and Brex, and say, They will now do their chameleon turn when Marlowe (the editor of the Daily Mail) chances to turn his back.

Poor Twells Brex! He told me of that persistent little spider that spun its web over his bed as he lay dying.

How very small things interest one when your days are numbered, he said to me, putting out his hand. My little spider has been sent to comfort and interest me. And, after all, we are only spiders in the great universe with the Einstein Theory, and our old friend Conan Doyle communicating with spirits, eh?

And he laughed merrily. Next day, alas! he was dead.

But I am digressing from the chapter — concerning only high personages I have known.

Old King Leopold of Belgium — or King Cléo-pold, as King Edward called him — I met on two occasions. He was a wicked old man. I was presented to His Majesty in Brussels by my friend Mr. H. M. Stanley, the explorer, after his return from the Aruwimi, and had a long and interesting chat with him. The subject of our conversation was travel, and he evinced considerable interest when I told him of my projected journey with Harry de Windt, to explore the Kola Peninsular in Northern Russia — which is still practically one of the few unknown regions of the world to this day.

The second occasion I saw him was when I was passing in a motor-boat beneath the wall of his beautiful garden at Villefranche, while returning to Nice from the motor-boat races across the Bay of Monaco. As we went along we were pelted with tangerine oranges by three pretty, laughing girls in summer frocks, while, between them, dressed in flannels, was the white-bearded old King, enjoying their fun. They were apparently having a little carnival to themselves. The King of the Belgians was always a very popular figure on the Côte dAzur, even though he was a very close-fisted old gentleman. He owned half the Congo State, yet he would never pay for anything if he could possibly help it.

King Edward never liked him. I know that to his intimate friend, Baron Hirsch, he used always to refer to him as that old Belgian scoundrel. Whenever King Edward could avoid King Leopold he would, and on one occasion, when Prince of Wales, he resigned from an exclusive Paris club because King Leopold had been elected a member.

He did not agree with King Leopolds administration of his Congo possessions — the slave-raiding, ivory-hunting, and all the terrible atrocities that were suddenly revealed and could not be refuted. The late Lord Roberts once remarked to me, when we were discussing him: Yes, King Leopold is an old vampire, who lives on the blood of the blacks.

Nevertheless, he was a gay old fellow who, in London, was often to be seen with a couple of friends of his own kidney, idling in the lounge of the Empire, or the Alhambra, for he had a peculiar penchant for ladies of the stage.

The exposures of the atrocities committed with his own knowledge in the Congo State by the ivory-raiders, and the torture and extermination of whole tribes of natives, greatly annoyed him. He paid at least two famous French writers heavily for their manuscripts, destroying them rather than allowing the damning evidence to be published.

A Belgian journalist named Lefranc, who had been an army officer in the Congo, wrote an awful exposure of the maladministration; how King Leopold had given certain orders to deal harshly with the natives if they refused to deliver up their ivory. He had photographed a number of official documents, and had actually published the book. But His Majesty bought up all the issued copies, and paid eight thousand pounds for the manuscript and the type!

Only two copies saw the light of day, and one of those was shown to me by Lefranc himself. It contained horrible disclosures of the slave traffic carried on by His Majestys officers.

In the last couple of years of old  Cléopolds life, he fell in love in his dotage with a lady named Vaughan, of whom he became very fond. He at once abandoned his amorous adventures and settled down. On his death the Baroness Vaughan laid claim to a very large portion of his property, and a long law-suit resulted.

There is an amusing story of him. He always carried with him a bad French franc. He had it in his pocket for over twenty years, and would never move without it. His valet had to change it into the pocket of every suit he wore, whether uniform or civilian, and he usually changed four or five times a day, for he was a dandy of the old school.

Princess Luisa of Saxony once asked him the reason of his belief in the mascot and the history of the coin.

He drew it out. It was worn very bright and smooth, and was apparently made of pewter.

This was given to me late one night in Paris under peculiar circumstances, His Majesty said to her. I was ill-dressed, and my clothes were torn, for I had been robbed of all my money — every sou.

She smiled, and suggested that he had been spending a merry evening.

Yes, Luisa, he laughed, I had; but it is now nearly twenty years ago. How well I recollect it! I stood beneath a lamp at the corner of the Boulevard des Italiens and the Place de lOpéra, penniless. Though a king, I wanted a franc very badly at that moment to get a glass of cognac, for I felt faint. So I actually begged of a passer-by. Yes, I begged! Funny for a king to ask for relief. Well, I was in Paris incognito, and I had my reason. The well-dressed man I approached looked me up and down, and, recognizing my dilapidated condition, gave me a franc. I then crossed to the Café de lOpéra, and paid for my glass of brandy with the coin, whereupon it was at once found to be bad. Fortunately I saw a man in the café, a banker in Brussels, who recognized me, and at once came to my assistance after a whispered word from me. When I examined the coin I found a date scratched on it. No doubt it was my benefactors mascot, and he had given it to me in mistake. I have often thought since whether the owner of that mascot ever dreamed to whom he had inadvertently given his bad franc.

Under King Leopolds nephew, the present King Albert, Belgium has arisen phœnix-like from the ruins caused by the War to a great and increasing prosperity. Both King Albert and his Queen Elizabeth are not only highly popular in their own country, but are welcomed wherever they go. They both have a liking for air-travel, and I was present recently one afternoon in the wireless hut at the Croydon aerodrome when a machine descended, and, quite unexpected by the staff, there stepped out the royal pair. Unconventionally the King lit a cigarette and chatted with the pilot, while the Queen, who looked as though she had not had a very comfortable journey, for the weather was gusty, sat alone in the waiting-room while a car was hastily obtained from the garage to convey them to the Ritz Hotel.

They were incognito, and, having crossed to do some shopping, they returned to Brussels the next day.

Next time you see walking in Bond Street a very tall, handsome, military-looking man, very spruce and erect, accompanied by a well-dressed woman, look again and see if they are not King Albert and his wife. They come to London at odd times, and even their coming is unknown at the Belgian Legation.

Albert, who has generously granted me two audiences, is a progressive monarch, and under his rule gallant little Belgium is daily prospering. In the course of one conversation I had with him he made a witty remark, saying: The honour of women consists in the good opinion that is held concerning them.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

WHAT THE SULTAN OF TURKEY TOLD ME — His Distrust of the Kaiser — The Ladies of the Imperial Harem — The Truth About the Armenian Massacres — Their Authors Executed by Order of the Sultan — How Noury Pashas Girls Escaped from the Harem — A Chat with the Grand Vizier — His Fears — Professor Vambery and the Sultans Carpets — A Day with the Prince of Monaco on Board his Yacht — The Prince of Johores Rags at Oxford — Painting the City  Red.
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EUROPE, AND ESPECIALLY Great Britain, has never properly understood the Turk. She does not to-day.

Through the good offices of Tewfik Pasha, Grand Vizier of Turkey, and who is still my old and valued friend, I was granted an audience by the Sultan Abdul-Hamid — or Abdul the Damned, as he was popularly called in England — only a few weeks before the Young Turk Party arose in Constantinople and kicked out of Turkey his hooked-nosed Majesty bag and baggage, together with eighty-three ladies of the harem and two hundred and forty-four female slaves.

I had known Tewfik Pasha as Turkish Ambassador to Berlin, but on the first occasion I visited him in Constantinople, I received a rude shock. In a ramshackle cab I drove from the Pera Palace Hotel, through the dog-infested streets, to the Sublime Porte, as the Government Offices are called. Having passed the sentries, I found myself before a long, low, tumble-down building, the woodwork of which had not been painted for years; a shabby, neglected place with windows — some of them broken — that had not been cleaned for ages. Entering, a messenger in a worn-out frock-coat and a greasy fez greeted me, and ushered me along an endless corridor, up a flight of stairs, and along still another corridor, the flooring of which was so worn and rickety that through the cracks of the flooring one could see into the corridor below. At last he ushered me into a small, shabby room at the end, where there instantly appeared a servant bearing the usual cup of coffee and cigarette.

Then I signed the visitors book, and in it saw the signatures of all the diplomatic corps in Constantinople. Suddenly the Russian Ambassador entered briskly, and, with a cheery Bonjour, monsieur, also signed the book.

A moment later the secretary came, and, presenting to him His Excellencys regrets, explained that he had already an appointment with me, and asked if he could call later. The representative of the Tzar said he would call on the following morning, and I was then ushered into the Grand Viziers private room, where there rose to meet me the most powerful man in the Ottoman Empire — as even he remains to-day. A quiet-mannered, quiet-spoken, grey-bearded old gentleman, with kindly eyes and fatherly manner, he is entirely the opposite of what one would expect of the terrible Turk.

In his frock-coat and well-ironed fez, he greeted me warmly.

With him stood my friend, Noury Pasha, a fair-bearded, slim man, much younger, who was Secrétaire-Général.

I had been in Constantinople once before, and have been there many times since, mostly on confidential matters, and, indeed, the reason of my presence there that day was that I was on a journey of inquiry.

We discussed politics for a couple of hours, and it was plain that His Excellency was greatly perturbed by the sudden rise of the Young Turk Party, for he showed me a copy of a manifesto issued by the Ottoman Committee of Union and Progress.

This it was intended to issue broadcast, he said.  But fortunately the police got wind of it and have seized the printing press and arrested fifteen of those who were responsible for its printing. I have ordered all copies to be destroyed except this one, so that it may not alarm the public. I have withheld its discovery from the Sultan. If he knew of it he would be furious, and woe betide the men under arrest. Read it!

I took the small poster in my hand and read in French, as there was a translation with the Turkish:

During the thirty years of his reign Abdul-Hamid has brought ruin on the land; one half of our patrimony he has delivered to the enemy (Germany); he has destroyed our Fleet; disorganized our Army; he has reduced the people to misery; he has annihilated our Government system, and has left nothing to the civil organization of the civilization of the past. He has concentrated the whole Government into his own hands, and has dismissed all his tried and experienced Ministers, transferring the reins of office to self-seekers and traitors willing to become his tools.

The manifesto, continuing, urged that the despotic régime must end, and prophesying that if it did not the enemies of the country would again provoke disorders, in the hope that they would bring about foreign intervention. It concluded with a firm demand that all should unite to depose the Sultan and make a clean sweep of the rotten and traitorous Government.

Yes, I said, as I handed it back to him, it is certainly calculated to inflame public opinion.

It is, declared His Excellency vehemently, and, between ourselves, we are very uneasy about it.

He had cause to be. Indeed, the incident is, I have thought, worth recording in these pages because it was the first time that the Turkish Revolutionary Party had been taken seriously, and I had been let into the secret — one that I did not fail to transmit as soon as possible to the proper quarter in London.

That night I dined with Noury Pasha at his pretty house, together with his son. The Secretary-General of the Sublime Porte had held the post for eighteen years, and to him was due Turkeys constant and clever juggling with the Powers. He pitted his wits against those of the greatest European statesmen, and usually won. He held the distinction of having had bestowed on him more foreign decorations than any living man, and the late Lord Dufferin, in referring to him one day when we were discussing him, called him The Ironmonger, on account of the stars and crosses with which his breast was decorated.

In the diplomatic circle there was a legend that if he had to wear all his stars he would have to pin some of them on his back. As it was, he always wore his medals — about ten of them — suspended from a bar high on his left shoulder.

Nevertheless, he was a most charming man, and a delightful companion, who was ever a good friend of mine — and of Great Britain — throughout a number of years.

In the cosy room on the ground floor of his artistic home where we dined he removed his fez, an action done only towards an intimate friend, and as we chatted I saw the many signed photographs of all the great statesmen of Europe.

As one of the cleverest men in all Europe, I always enjoyed his conversation. He enjoyed the full confidence of the Sultan, and was almost incessantly consulted by His Majesty.

Over our meal, although I knew it to be a great breach of etiquette, I ventured to inquire of the health of his wife and two daughters. I had never seen either of the ladies without the yashmak, or veil, but the girls both wore gauzy ones, and I had seen that they were uncommonly good-looking.

Ah! he laughed. Since you were here last I fell into terrible disgrace.

I inquired how.

Well, he replied, laughing, it was in this way. You know that I look at most things from your Western standpoint. I believe in your Western progress and Western ideas, so neither my wife nor myself were desirous that the girls should lead a secluded harem life, as do all our Turkish girls. But there was a difficulty — one which I resolved to overcome, even though I might be compelled to overstep the bounds of conventionality. The plan my wife and I adopted was this: First we engaged an elderly lady, whom I knew in Paris, to come here and become their French governess. Then, after a year, Madame Perrin went back to Paris and enlisted the services of two young nephews of hers, who were eager to have a trip out here to the Bosphorus. They came, and stayed at the Pera Palace for a week or so, and one day they purchased four tickets back to Paris by the Orient Express. At seven oclock on the following morning the two young Frenchmen brought ladders to the wall of my garden, and at half-past seven both girls with their  young men were in the express on their way to the West. When I heard of their elopement I naturally pretended to foam at the mouth. That Madame Perrins nephews should have betrayed me! Oh! it was an unspeakable breach of trust!

And he paused, with his cigarette held in his long, slim fingers.

Well, the expected very soon happened. Half an hour later even before I had finished my lamentations on the loss of my daughters, a message came from the Yildiz, summoning me at once to the presence of His Majesty. I guessed what it was about. His spies, who exist everywhere, had not been idle. When I presented myself in his little audience-room in the kiosk in the park he was, I saw, in a towering rage. Noury, he cried, pale with anger,  I have trusted you, and yet you have juggled with me, as you have juggled with Britain and France! I pretended ignorance. You have not kept a strict paternal eye on your daughters. They have left Turkey! I pretended to gasp in surprise. Yes, His Majesty went on, you know that I have issued a decree that no Turkish woman shall leave our country! I replied that I was well aware of the decree, for, as a matter of fact, I had myself drawn it up!— Then I declare it to be disgraceful on your part that you have not properly guarded your two daughters. Here are two young Frenchmen who come from Paris, meet them surreptitiously — how, we know not! — and elope with them! I humbly apologized for my lack of surveillance. But it did not appease the Old Gentleman. He wrought himself up into a most violent temper, and, shouting to me, ordered me to go after them at once to bring them back. And he added that after their return he would consider what punishment he would inflict on them and on myself! I had left the room much crestfallen, for I saw myself suddenly out of favour, when His Majesty yelled after me: Noury! Come back!  I went back, when suddenly His Majesty burst into a fit of laughter and said in a quiet, conciliatory voice: Noury, I have ordered you to go after your girls, and you must go — by the next train. But — well — and his dark eyes twinkled merrily— you need not go farther than the frontier! He knew that by the time I reached the Bulgarian frontier they would have passed seven or eight hours, and be well on their way to Paris! Of course I made the journey, and returned to report my non-success, laughed my friend, and my girls are now finishing their education at Neuilly, and will never, I hope, return to Turkey.

On the day following, after the Selamlik, the weekly attendance of the Sultan at the mosque, Noury, in uniform with his many decorations, drove me, attired in my best dress-suit, to that Palace, or collection of Palaces, known as the Yildiz Kiosque.

Just before we drove into the gateway of the Imperial demesne our carriage was stopped by four sentries, and my companion being recognized, it was allowed to pass the four or five idling police-agents in plain clothes and a detachment of the Sultans bodyguard in rather shabby blue uniforms.

Then suddenly we found ourselves in a glorious park, driving beside a broad lake over which the trees hung, gay with blossom. A party of veiled, laughing women were being rowed along by four negro oarsmen, while a fat eunuch sat in the stern. They were, Noury explained, ladies of the Imperial harem taking the air.

We pulled up before a good-sized house, built in the style of a handsome villa on the French Riviera, which stood in a garden ablaze with flowers, and which had a verandah along the lake-side. A negro servant in the Imperial livery bowed low as we descended, and next moment two more negro servants of higher grade appeared.

Noury Pasha spoke to them in Turkish, whereupon, in a few seconds, a sallow-faced Turk in uniform, with decorations, appeared. It was Hahki Pasha, the Sultans private secretary, to whom I was introduced.

After a laughing conversation in Turkish with my friend, we were conducted to an exquisite little room, with gilt furniture of the Empire period, a great crystal chandelier, a priceless cream-coloured silk carpet, decorated with bunches of wistaria, and several luxurious divans.

His Majesty knows English fairly well, but it is not etiquette to speak it. He will only converse in Turkish, Noury muttered to me, as I stood awaiting the appearance of the aristocratic ruler of over two hundred million souls — the man who was known to the world, because of his callous disregard for human life, as The Red Sultan.

But you will translate, eh? I asked.

Of course. His Majesty told me that he would be pleased to see you because you are a writer. He writes himself, you know. Though the world is ignorant of it, he has written some of the finest poetry in our language, and two historical romances that, however, have only been printed at his private press. He has a printing press here in the Yildiz.

At that moment the long white-and-gold doors were thrown open and a rather wizened little old man in neat black, and wearing a fez, entered.

I was in the presence of the Sultan of Turkey! His marked Hebraic features were familiar to me in pictures, but he had never allowed a photograph to be taken of himself. The sharp aquiline face, the quick dark eyes under their shaggy brows, the high forehead and the beard, were exactly the same as I had expected, though he seemed a thin, worn old man, shrunken so that his clothes hung loosely on him.

We both made our obeisance, to which His Majesty grunted something in Turkish in response.

Then the Sultan seated himself with dignity on a small divan covered with cream silk, on which was a design in cherry colour. We, of course, remained standing.

He addressed to Noury some words in Turkish, evidently making some inquiry concerning me, and then my companion, turning to me, said:

His Majesty welcomes you. He has heard of your previous visit to us, and is glad to receive you.

I thank His Majesty for his kindly greetings, I replied. And please assure him of my friendliness towards Turkey through many years. I know that we in Britain unfortunately do not understand her.

His Excellency Tewfik Pasha has already mentioned you to His Majesty, said Noury, after conversing again with the Sultan. His Majesty wishes me to say that he is much gratified by your friendship. He is fully aware that he is known in England as The Red Sultan, and is believed to have been directly responsible for the massacres in Armenia. His Majesty has said, Noury, you know the real truth. I wish you to tell it. So I will do so.

Then Noury Pasha went on, while the Sultan, who understood English, listened. He told me the following, which I found very interesting — the real truth of the terrible massacres.

One afternoon, while at the Sublime Porte, I received an urgent command from His Majesty to come here, which I did, with all speed, he said. On arrival in this room I found His Majesty greatly perturbed and terribly angry. He showed me a message that he had just received from his private intelligence department (for the Turkish capital always swarms with spies) stating that there had been wholesale slaughter of men, women, and children in various districts in Armenia. Look! cried His Majesty.  What does this mean? Who gave such an order? Find out, and he shall pay for it! It is a plot! A plot to blacken me further in the eyes of all Europe! The Kaiser, though he pretends to be my friend, hates me. He intends to make war, depend on it, and he intends to extend his territory to the Bosphorus. But the evil is done! What can I do? His Majesty cried.

And at this the Sultan nodded approvingly, having understood all his Secretary-Generals words.

His Majesty had no hand whatever in the Armenian massacres, though all Europe declared that he had. They were, we know, the result of a plot engineered from Berlin, and seven of our officers of high rank were executed by order of the Sultan for the dastardly part they played. The Under-Governor, who had given the order for the massacre of Christians, was also executed, and at His Majestys orders I went to Armenia, and there had built three large orphanages, for which His Majesty has paid and endowed from his own private purse for the children whose parents were killed.

This was an entirely different version from that which had reached Europe, and while Abdul-Hamid has been denounced everywhere, I feel confident, in view of facts afterwards proved, that what I was told was the actual truth.

Even to-day many people believe that the Sultan was responsible, and aided and abetted those who committed the terrible atrocities, but it was really a plot of the Young Turk Party, fostered and aided in secret by Germany. Indeed, within a week of my audience of Abdul the Damned the Young Turks proclaimed themselves, entered the closely-guarded Yildiz Kiosque, overran the great harem, seized his Majesty, bundled him on board a steamer, and took him to Salonica. A number of his favourite wives followed him into exile, but hundreds of other women were dispersed and the great Palace was closed.

Then, to the surprise of everyone, my old friend Tewfik Pasha — who had hitherto supported his Imperial master most loyally — was asked to return to his office as Grand-Vizier, which he did, and later acted as Turkish Ambassador in London, where, before the betrayal of Turkey into Germanys hands, I often used to spend an evening with him at the Embassy in Portland Place.

Old Abdul-Hamid struck me as very refined, but of rather abrupt manner. His nose was decidedly a hooked one, and his hands were thin, yellow, even claw-like; his skin like tightly-drawn parchment over his high cheek-bones; and his speech high pitched and squeaky. While he sat talking to Noury and listening to the translation of his conversation into English he smoked cigarettes, the aroma of which was delicious, and I noticed that in the ring on his finger was a magnificent, priceless ruby, which had been drilled in the centre and a magnificent diamond set in it.

His chief hobbies were literature and music, for among the monarchs of the world he was perhaps the most highly cultured. Unbounded was his generosity towards those to whom he gave audience and to whom he took a fancy.

The great Oriental scholar, Professor Vambery, once told me an amusing incident. He had had audience of Abdul several times, for he could speak Turkish, therefore the Sultan conversed freely.

Ah! said His Majesty one day, you have never seen my carpet-factory! You must go and see it. I will send one of my secretaries to you to-morrow morning at ten oclock.

The Professor was compelled to pretend that he would be delighted to see over the factory, though, as a matter of fact, he had booked his journey to Vienna for the next morning.

The morning came, and at the Pera Palace Hotel there appeared a smart young secretary with one of the Imperial carriages, in which the Professor was taken to see the manufacture of those magnificent silk Turkish rugs and carpets that the Imperial factory produces. The carpets are of the most gorgeous and most expensive in the world, and were, and are still, given as presents to royal houses, and as offerings at the holy shrine at Mecca.

The Professor admired a number of them, and declared himself much interested, yet at heart feeling very annoyed at missing his train, for he had to wait two days for the next through express.

Some three months later the Professor chanced to be looking out of the window of his flat at Wilmersdorf, outside Berlin, when he saw a motor-lorry drive up piled high with bales of carpets!

Presently a man arrived with the news that he had a consignment of carpets from Constantinople, whereupon the Professor put on his hat, went downstairs, and ordered the man to drive to a certain dealer in rich furniture in Berlin, where they were unpacked. Before he left the place the Professor had sold them for several thousands of pounds, and took away the cheque in his pocket!

The Sultan had treated the Professor just as King Ferdinand of Bulgaria had treated me. Each carpet he had admired had been noted, and the whole lot packed and sent to him.

Through the clever scheming of the Kaiser, whom Abdul-Hamid so distrusted, notwithstanding his constant declarations of friendship, Turkey became alienated from us. But, notwithstanding Kemals influence, Tewfik Pasha is still a most formidable power in the Empire, and he certainly has never been other than pro-British. I met Kemal several times at the house of Noury Pasha, and I found him to be most intelligent, and a splendid conversationalist.

Enver Pasha, of whom we heard so much during the war, I also met once or twice, the last occasion being at Adrianople, after his unsuccessful expedition against the Skreli and Kastrati tribes in Northern Albania. He was sent to the Albanian mountains with a large force, but the brigands, whom I have already described, assisted by several other tribes, held Enver and his army at bay for four months, inflicting many losses by means of sniping till he received orders from Constantinople to withdraw.

Then the tribes against whom he had been fighting threatened terrible reprisals. They were Greek Christians and declared that at a given signal they would swoop down from the mountains and massacre every Mohammedan in the town of Scutari. For that reason all the Christian inhabitants placed the sign of the cross in red paint over their doors, and even to-day Scutari is not exactly happy, for the tribesmen hate the Turks.

Enver was the big noise in the Turkish Army. He held Britain in supreme contempt, and was a puppet of the Kaiser, full of blatant bombast and wonderful schemes that never matured.

Among the minor royalties I have met was Prince Albert of Monaco— Le Prince Rouge-et-Noir, as King Edward called him.

I happened to be in Tromsô, in the North of Norway, with my friend Harry de Windt, on our way around the North Cape to the Kola Peninsula, and the Princes fine steam-yacht, Princess Alice, was lying in the harbour. The irrepressible Harry knew the Prince, and took me on board.

The ruler of Monaco, a good-looking, cheery, elderly man, with laughing eyes and a small grey beard, greeted us in quite a homely fashion. He was in a much-worn, even shabby, yachting suit, while his officers and crew were all very spic-and-span, and the splendid vessel very well kept.

The Prince was returning from a cruise off Spitzbergen, where he had been taking specimens from the deeper depths of the ocean. He showed us some queer fish, some alive in tanks, but others preserved, they having died as soon as the heavy pressure of water had been taken off them. The study of oceanography interested me greatly, and the Prince showed me various specimens of hitherto unknown shell-fish, see-weed, etc., which they had dredged up, and which he was taking to his wonderful museum at Monaco, which I expect many who read these lines have seen.

Being entirely ignorant of oceanography, I spent a most instructive couple of hours, for both Harry and I sat with him while he was engaged in mounting a specimen, and in the meantime he gave us a quantity of information on a most absorbing subject.

His Highness explained to us the dredges, the appliances that, worked by electricity, bored into the bed of the ocean and took specimens of its geological formation; of grapplers, and nets that could be opened and closed when at the bottom of the sea; of fish-traps and contrivances for collecting vegetable growth in the depths of perpetual darkness, all of which were entirely new to me.

At the Princes invitation we remained to luncheon, the quartette being completed by the yachts captain.

The Prince invited me to visit him the next time I went to Monaco, and I was afterwards his guest at luncheon there. He was certainly an expert in his own branch of science, and he had the knack of telling you a thing so vividly that you immediately understood. Till that well-remembered day at Tromsô, I never knew there were so many secrets of the ocean-bed.

Next day, when we sailed on the black old Norwegian cargo-boat, the Mercur, for Vardô, that fishing-station round in the stormy Arctic Sea, His Highness waved as we passed the yacht, and, as a send-off, the Princess Alice gave us three loud blasts on her siren, awakening the echoes of the mountains around the fiord.

The two sons of the Sultan of Johore have recently spent several years in England. I have seen a good deal of them, and they were often my guests at Guildford for several weeks on end. The Crown Prince Ismail is a slim, dark-haired, and rather elegant young man, whose features are only slightly bronzed, and who is very English-looking. Indeed, he has lived in England nearly all his life, and cannot speak Malay. To his intimates at Oxford, where he was under a private tutor, and afterwards at the London clubs, he is known as Biffy.

One day, after lunching with me at the Devonshire Club, a friend of mine, who was one of the party on that occasion, said:

Well, Biffy, I suppose one day ere long we shall see your face on the Johore postage-stamps, eh?

I dont know, drawled the Crown Prince. But, if you do, I hope it will please your school-girls who stick stamps into albums.

Biffy, is, par excellence, a lady-killer. He is extremely good - looking, perfectly courteous to a dowager-marchioness or a pretty débutante alike. In certain smart circles in London he is an idol, for he is an extremely amusing conversationalist, a splendid dancer, and, while he has all the Oxford culture and merriment, he is nevertheless a very level-headed young man, quite fitted to succeed his popular father.

To my home circle, with my valued secretary, Miss Mabelle Lodge, who had typed my books for some years, and who is an outspoken critic, and my two step-daughters, both he and his brother, Prince Ahmed, had an open invitation. They came and went just as they pleased. Prince Ahmed, the younger brother, is much more staid than the Crown Prince. He graduated at Balliol, and on coming down studied in the engineering department of the General Post Office, under that well-known telegraph-engineer, Mr. J. H. Haynes, the Sultan, his father, being determined that he should be no idler. The Colonial Office asked Mr. Haynes to take him as pupil, and when he left to return to Johore a short time ago he had earned full qualifications as an assistant telegraph engineer.

The two young Princes, who were angled after by many girls in London society, have a keen sense of humour.

While at Balliol, Prince Ahmed was foremost in any Oxford rag, and, living in Oxford as I did during one year of the war, I was often let into secrets of what was about to happen.

One rag that was rather amusing was brought off about a week before the Armistice. Somebody in the lab invented a new indelible vermilion paint.

With this pigment a fellow-undergraduate at Balliol, Constantine Gallop — a brilliant and coming man, by the way — Prince Ahmed and a dozen others scrambled up to those big classical busts near the Sheldonian, in the  Broad, and daubed their faces red!

At the same time another party was waiting in St. Giless, where, underneath a shop occupied by a bazaar, was a long glass sign under the windows bearing the words Finest Collection in the World.

This latter they detached swiftly, having on the previous night released all the screws, and, carrying it to the Broad, hung it beneath the vermilion-coloured busts!

The police were soon on the spot, but the delinquents fled. Ahmed spent that night in the Randolph Hotel, where I had my rooms, and next morning Oxford rose to the fact that the city had been painted red.

The paint in question was a great triumph, for though, after much scrubbing and sand-papering, the classical busts were restored to their true stone colour, yet Balliol wrote some most insulting words in the same paint on the walls of Trinity, and so deeply did the pigment sink into the stonework that they had to be dug out, and new stones substituted!

While the Crown Prince Ismail is a charming and refined young man, and essentially a pet of the ladies, a sybarite in the manner of Oriental princes, Prince Ahmed is just the reverse. He is splendid at all games, a fine tennis-player, a keen motor-cyclist, and a good golfer.

Both were our intimate friends for six years, and we were deeply sorry when, a few months ago, the time came for their return to Johore. But the Sultan, who is growing old, felt that Biffy should be instructed in his duties towards the State over which he will eventually rule.

We often exchange letters, and both the young Princes express regret that they are so far away from London, and from my two yapping miniature Pomeranians — my pets Toby and Tweedles, to whom they were devoted, and who never leave me while I sit at my table at work.


CHAPTER NINE

SOME SECRETS OF WELL-KNOWN WOMEN — The Charladys Daughter who is a Peeress — The Woman German Spy who has Married a Peer — The Daughter of a Peer Marries a Gendarme at Monte Carlo — A Blackguard who has been Knighted.
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IN THE COURSE of my cosmopolitan life I have met many notable men and women of to-day, both British and foreign, who have been — by one freak of fortune or another — in the public eye, and are therefore celebrities. They range from bishops to crooks, and from peeresses to adventuresses.

When I review my many friends, I hardly know where to begin, or what to say about them.

Perhaps it will interest the reader if I am indiscreet and tell secrets of some well-known people I have met.

Two young women well-known and highly popular in Society to-day, are uppermost in my mind as I write these lines. Both are pretty, and both welcomed everywhere. And both will, of course, hate me for disclosing their secrets.

The first young lady was the daughter of an estimable woman who acted as charlady at a furnished house I rented at Cromer in 1913. She was a pretty, blue-eyed, doll-like girl, who earned a few shillings a week by taking out on the sea-front perambulators containing children of visitors who wished to go golfing or on excursions. She went to London, met the son and heir of a well-known peer, and eventually married him.

At once a press agent got to work. She was photographed as one of Englands greatest beauties, her name was included in Burke, and she has been boomed constantly. Once a week her picture will meet your eye, depicting her riding to hounds, golfing, ski-running, walking in the Park, or chatting on the Terrace of Monte Carlo. And yet to the mother of this young lady with the soft complexion and appealing eyes I paid a daily wage of two shillings to do the scrubbing.

If you believe what you read about the pretty lady you will think she combines the facial beauties of Miss Gladys Cooper with the prowess of Diana, and is the last word in the sports of ski-ing in winter and lawn-tennis in summer.

One night last season I met her at a dance given at Claridges by my charming friend, the Marchioness Townshend, and we went into a corner and chatted together. The great company, gay indeed, included the French Ambassador and the Countess of Saint Aulaire, the Marquis and Marchioness of Carisbrooke, Princess Troubetskoy, Lord Leigh, and Mrs. George Pinckard. But I do not suppose anybody in the ballroom suspected that when I sat out with the slim little blue-eyed lady that I whispered a word of congratulation on her great social success.

Who among that gay crowd would have guessed the truth — that the pretty young married woman, radiant and beautiful, with a splendid diamond necklet, which her father-in-law had given her on her marriage, was the daughter of my rheumatic old charwoman!

We have kept our secret even to this day. Her husband and her husbands parents do not know exactly who she is, though her name, as I have said, appears in Burke, and, after all, she is very happy.

The story of the other pretty lady, also a peeress, is far more remarkable, and again, for obvious reasons, I do not give her name. Suffice it to say that she is not of English birth, though everyone in her own smart social circle believes her to be.

She came beneath my notice in a curious way. While engaged in counter-espionage work on the Clyde during the war, I had my headquarters at the Central Station Hotel, in Glasgow. One evening a young Canadian officer asked to see me, and disclosed a very remarkable story, one so curious that I eventually induced him to write down and sign the particulars. They were afterwards duly investigated by the Intelligence Branch.

He told me how, two years before the declaration of war, he had left Quebec to make a tour of Europe, and had joined a pleasure cruise saihng from New York. Among the passengers was an extremely handsome young lady named Ethel Muirhead, who came from Buenos Ayres, and who was travelling alone. He confessed that he had fallen violently in love with her, and on arrival in London had taken her to see the sights of the metropolis. Later, in Paris, they were constantly together, though she was extremely reticent concerning her relatives. She had some German friends in Paris, to whom she introduced him, and some friends of hers in Rome were also German. Indeed, ir. Rome the secretary of the German Embassy apparently knew her well.

In due course, one night the liner put into Naples, whereupon the lady, who was walking the deck with her admirer after dinner, suddenly halted, and, looking into his face, said that she felt herself compelled to tell him something — namely, that in half-an-hours time she was going ashore, and leaving the ship.

Why? asked the young man, astounded at the sudden announcement.

Because — well — to tell you the truth, she said hesitatingly, because I am meeting my fiancé here, and we are going to be married!

The young man was staggered, for all along he had believed that she reciprocated his honest affection.

The girl bade him farewell, and he saw her go ashore in the tender. She would not allow him to accompany her, because her fiancé was awaiting her, but before they parted she gave him her photograph as a souvenir.

He showed it to me. That photograph went to London together with the young Canadians signed story, and by its means inquiries were made concerning the pretty Ethel Muirhead, as she had called herself.

I think I cannot do better than copy the report of the searching investigation made in a number of quarters. It runs as follows:



Alice Ann Morrison, alias Ethel Muirhead, Mary Greenlees, known as  Slim Betty. Born in Buenos Ayres in 1893, her father being a shipping clerk and her mother Italian. Was employed in a shop in Buenos Ayres. Went to New York and thence to Berlin. Knows Spanish and Italian well, and has been identified by S — S — as a well-known German secret agent, who lived in Paris, 124 Rue des Petits Champs, in 1912, being on friendly terms with B — , who was then a high official at the French Admiralty. Two years prior to this the girl in question acted as decoy to the dangerous Creswell gang of card-sharpers working the transatlantic liners, and was then known as Betty Bates, and to her associates as Saucy Greenlees. Is an adventuress of the worst type and a very clever secret agent. Married in 19—

and following is the name of a well-known English peer!

The reader would be very surprised to know the present name of this ex-German spy, who is to-day a pretty and much-photographed peeress, whose smiling face frequently peers out at you from the pages of the illustrated papers. Very few people except myself know the real truth concerning her.

I meet her sometimes, and she is always gracious to me. But will she be so kind and affable when she has read these lines, and learns, for the first time, that I know her secret?

Truly this is a strange world, and the phantasmagoria of life is full of interest. Would that I dare reveal her identity.

But what a shock her husband would sustain.

It is a secret that is better undivulged.

I was walking across Grosvenor Square one day with the Marquis Impériale, the Italian Ambassador in London, who was for several years so popular in society.

We passed a rather angular lady of uncertain age, evidently a war-widow, who was wearing extremely smart shoes and very expensive silk stockings.

Ah! Signor Le Queux, remarked His Excellency, the goods are well displayed in the window, are they not?

I afterwards met the same lady a few nights later in a certain drawing-room in Curzon Street, and two months later her photograph appeared in the Evening News as the chief figure in a certain cause célèbre.

As a novelist I have naturally ever been in search of real romance. The romances of real life are around us every day, as any reader of these pages well knows. But it was a particularly curious romance of real life in which I participated while I rented a flat that had been vacated by Madame Marconi (mother of Senatore Marconi), facing the Mediterranean at Leghorn.

The British chaplain one day hinted to me that among the small English colony in the sun-blanched Italian town there was a half-starved teacher of English, a certain Signora Baccelli.

I managed to meet the lady, and discovered a very curious romance. It was, to tell it briefly, that she, the eldest daughter of a certain well-known English earl, had, while on their annual winter sojourn on the Riviera, r met and fallen in love with Enrico Baccelli, a tall and particularly handsome gendarme in the service of the Principality of Monaco. Her parents were aghast. Every effort was made on the part of the father and mother to keep their daughter from the good-looking guardian of the peace, who, in his smart uniform, used to do daily duty in patrolling the Place du Casino. They appealed to the Prince of Monaco, and the too-handsome young fellow was, on some pretence, sent to Austria.

But the pretty young lady managed to escape from her fathers seat in Hampshire and join him in Prague, where they were married. Then her parents cut her off, and allowed the newly-married pair to drift.

Poor little lady! Though her name is one of the most historic in Britain, and you will also find her in Burke, she was in very homely circumstances when I met her. She cared not a jot for the action of her parents. They had to do it, she remarked to me in English, while her tall, handsome husband stood by, not understanding what we were saying. I do not blame them. One day they will recognize that I love Enrico. I would rather marry the man I love, though he be a gendarme, than make a loveless alliance, such as is made each season in Mayfair. After all, we women ought to be mistresses of our own hearts.

I agreed. We all three became friends, and for a couple of years they often came and lunched with me. At last the earl forgave his daughter, and to-day they both live in London and are highly popular. Baccelli is not the gendarmes real name, but it is an Italian one, and you often see a reference to their doings in the Morning Post.

Such is real romance — romance that, when the novelist like myself deals with it, resembles mere fiction. But it is to be found everywhere.

Jean Palmer, as she was known to her intimate friends, lived in a beautiful corner house in Grosvenor Square, in what Society contemptuously nicknamed  The Biscuit Box. She was the wife of Sir Walter Palmer, of the firm of Huntley & Palmer, of Reading, and was for many years my friend. We had literary and artistic tastes in common. Oscar Wilde and Coulson Kemahan were of our little set. The wife of a very wealthy man, she delighted in being a Bohemian, and was at heart a great lover of good music.

Her Wednesdays, when she decorated her house in Grosvenor Square with flowers, which, by the way, often cost her three hundred pounds, will long be remembered. The gorgeous rooms, with their priceless paintings, the concerts that cost her fabulous sums in fees to the greatest artists of the day, and those wonderful suppers with the most cultured and artistic set in London around the tables, are still fresh in the memory of many besides myself.

Trilby had been produced, and Jean Palmer had nicknamed me Little Billee, a name which stuck to me for years.

One day, during the winter season in Florence, I met her in Gillis in the Via Tomabuoni, at the fashionable hour of eleven, when everyone goes and eats a cake and drinks a glass of vermouth.

Hulloa, Little Billee! she cried.  Look here! Come to a concert with me this afternoon. Theres a new fiddler going to play in a schoolroom out at the Porta Romana.

I pointed out that the day was warm, and I was not keen about sitting to hear a fiddler in a schoolroom that afternoon.

Gladys is going with me. Wont you take mother and daughter? she urged.

So I reluctantly consented.

After luncheon we drove to a small schoolroom somewhere near the gate of the old road to Rome, where we found about forty people had assembled. On the platform there presently appeared a thin, cadaverous, shabbily-dressed youth, with black, piercing eyes and long hair and rather sallow complexion.

Oh! So thats the new genius! I whispered to Jean.

Yes. He looks the part, doesnt he?

We waited. He played on his violin so magnificently that some of the audience declared him to be the new Paganini.

Funny name! remarked Jean, who had never before even looked at her programme. Kubelik. Hungarian, eh?

That moment marked the young violinists rise to success. After the performance she sought him out and invited him to dinner. We all three dined together. Next day she invited him to drive up to Fiesole and take lunch there. In the carriage Lady Palmer had her pet Pekinese.

Kubelik, shy yet charmingly boy-like, remarked in French:

Oh, what a pretty dog! Those are very expensive, are they not?

I gave a thousand francs for him, replied his hostess.

Whereupon he sighed and said:

Ah! that is just double what my violin cost!

Within two months Jean Palmer had presented him with that magnificent Stradivarius which she acquired from the Finch Hatton family, and had launched him in London on the road to fame.

He was tied up to some Hungarian agents in Budapest, but in order to free him she paid them out a very big sum. She presented him to King Edward, who gave him the magnificent ring that he showed me on the night he received it, and she paid him a fee of five hundred pounds each time he performed at her Wednesdays.

Therefore by the kind-heartedness of Jean Palmer did Kubelik rise to the pinnacle of fame as the greatest violinist of his time.

On a January afternoon in 1914 I was standing on the carpeted steps of the Casino at Monte Carlo, having just left an American friend, when suddenly I met a smartly-groomed man whom I knew in London — a man-about-town reported to be wealthy, and a member of at least two good clubs.

Look here, Le Queux, he exclaimed in a low voice, I know you are interested in little Lady X, as everyone is. What do you think of this? And he took from his pocket-book a letter in the handwriting of a much-photographed young peeress, whose beauty was notable and whose marriage had been one of the smartest in the previous season.

It was, I must admit, a most compromising letter, with a date that showed it to have been written since her marriage.

Well, he asked,  what do you think of that, eh? and he grinned.

You ought to burn it — not show it round. I declared in annoyance. Where did you get it?

Thats my affair, my dear fellow, he laughed, putting it back into his wallet. I mean it to be of considerable use to me, he said in a voice of triumph.

Then I recollected that I had once heard a faint whisper that my well-dressed friend lived by his wits, and now I realized that he was a blackmailer.

In secret, I watched during the months that followed, and it became plain that the scoundrel squeezed money time after time out of the pretty young wife. I happen to know that he compelled her to pawn her jewels, and when he could get no more out of her, the blackguard gave her husband the incriminating letter, and it formed the basis of divorce proceedings. Poor little Lady X died last year.

But to-day that despicable blackguard is actually a knight! He married a rich woman older than himself, and you will constantly read of their doings in the Society gossip. Is it any wonder when I read of them I am nauseated? Yet is it any worse to grant honours to war-profiteers or aliens from nowhere?

The King cannot be blamed for the graft that has been accepted for honours in the past. Indeed, it is hoped that the new system, with its array of penalties, may prevent it in future. The King naturally believes in those whom he trusts with the government of his country, and not even the most violent tub-thumper in Hyde Park can possibly blame him.

The case I have referred to is, I fear, but one of many where honours have been bought by men in order to whitewash themselves — bought in the open market, as they would buy a bundle of pink tape. But I have hope that such cases will never again be repeated. We must not allow celebrities to manufacture themselves by means of a fat cheque to the proper quarter, and thus demand a niche in the already overcrowded pages of Whos Who.


CHAPTER TEN
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DINNER-TABLE STORIES ARE directly responsible for the prevailing fashion of writing ones recollections, this book of mine being one of many such volumes.

I may be justly accused of having invented the modern memoir. It happened in a curious way. The old Countess of Cardigan, widow of Lord Cardigan of Balaclava fame, whom I had known all my life, had been a friend of my father. In my boyhood days she called me Willie Liqueur. For thirty years or so I was constantly a guest at Deene Park, Northamptonshire, the stately home of the Cardigans, where King Henry slept after the Battle of Bosworth.

Lady Cardigan was a celebrity. She had for seventy years known everyone who was worth knowing, and had led a very hectic life — if all reports were true.

When she was eighty, with her yellow wig and her painfully narrow chest, her dress of pale carnation satin and her squeaky voice, I often used to sit in her little upstairs drawing-room at Deanery Street, Park Lane, and listen to her gossip over the tea-cups. Her statements about people caused me, as a journalist, to shudder for fear of the law of libel, and I have often strolled back down Park Lane utterly amazed that I should have been so magnetized for an hour by a woman old enough to be my great-grandmother.

I had heard hundreds of stories — some of them sidesplitting — from the old countesss lips, but her handwriting grew from bad to worse, till it became quite illegible, so whenever I received a letter with the well-known coronet upon it I always rang up the faithful and portly Knighton, who was her butler as well as her man of affairs, and a conversation something like this took place:

I say, Knighton, Ive had a letter from her ladyship. When shall I come? Knighton would then apologize, and go to look at his mistresss diary, and afterwards reply:

Dinner, sir, next Friday.

And so I would sit down and write an acceptance.

One night at Deanery Street during the London season, the Old Lady, as we called her, gave a dinner-party, and among those present were the Countess of Westmorland, Lady Angela Forbes,  Cis Fane, young Brudenell-Bruce, who was heir to the Cardigan estates, but who, alas! was killed in the war, and Sir Nigel and Lady Kingscote.

I remember that we had one of her ladyships pet dishes, a Spanish ham that she got from somewhere in Castile, stewed in sherry. Over a slice of it, served with great dignity by the never-smiling Knighton, Lady Cardigan began to tell some extremely amusing stories of people she had known, including Lord Beaconsfield, who had proposed marriage to her. Then she eclipsed the stories by an extremely risky one, at which we were all convulsed — all but Knighton.

Well, Lady Cardigan, I exclaimed across the table, Im a bit of an author. And Im wondering why you dont write a book of your stories.

A book! exclaimed the yellow-haired old lady, who was glittering with diamonds.  A book! My dear Mr. Le Queux! Why, if I wrote a book who would ever publish it?

If you will write a book, I will see that it gets a publisher, I said, taking a sporting chance, but remembering that a big blue pencil would be necessary.

Yes! cried pretty Lady Westmorland, who had been one of the great beauties of England, and who was sitting beside me.  Oh! it would be such fun!

Cis Fane opposite me sighed, and whispered audibly: Good Lord deliver us!

The party seemed all highly tickled by the suggestion, and presently her ladyship said:

Very well, Mr. Le Queux. If you think the public would like to read some of my stories, then I will hold you to your promise, and write them.

On that same evening I had a curious experience. As I left the house with Brudenell-Bruce, the butler blew his whistle for a taxi, and we entered, telling the man to drive to the Bachelors Club.

Hardly were we inside when a breath of sweet perfume caused me to glance around, and I said:

Why, this isnt a taxi, Brudenell!

No, apparently not, he drawled.  But it will take us to the club.

A few minutes later we got out, and, as I went forward to pay, I was faced by a smart chauffeur, who gazed at me, and, apparently startled, hastily drove swiftly away down Piccadilly, leaving us both standing on the pavement amazed.

We never fathomed the mystery, but it seemed certain that the car was waiting in Deanery Street for some evil purpose, and the man mistook us for the persons who were to join him.

Next day I sought Eveleigh Nash at his office in King Street, Covent Garden. He, not knowing Lady Cardigan, except by repute, did not seem anxious to publish the book, so I went away resolving to let the matter drop.

A week later, however, I had an urgent summons to go to the Old Lady at Deanery Street, and found that she held me to my promise given over her dinner-table!

So next day I returned to my friend Eveleigh Nash, told him the whole circumstances, and in the end it was decided to obtain the help of Mrs. Maude Chester ffoulkes. I took Mrs ffoulkes round to tea at Deanery Street a few days later, with the result that the first volume of modern recollections was issued to the public, and made a great sensation.

But I can tell you that when the manuscript was ready the blue pencil had to be exercised very freely on some of those stories before they were passed by Eveleigh Nash, who detested the book from the beginning and, I believe, always regretted that he published it.

Old Lady Cardigan was a wonderful figure. Her Christmas and shooting parties at Deene were centres of the wildest fun — the merriment of the gayest and most irresponsible set in England. They were the smartest of the smart, and when one accepted an invitation it meant uninterrupted enjoyment from the moment of arrival to that of departure.

The magnificent old mansion, once an ancient abbey, stands in the midst of a beautiful park, and after the Old Lady had retired, as was her habit, at 9 p m., the great lakes and splendid beech-formed avenues echoed with nocturnal merriment.

Dinner was always served on a service of George III. silver, with great state at a big round table. I hated those heavy silver soup plates, and when later on one used ones knife upon a plate, it cut into it. It was always a stately meal, but the plates to me seemed ever greasy.

Lady Cardigan would allow no motor-car to approach Deene, nor would she have any electric bell. In the dining-room she had the ordinary pull-bell, with a long string attached to it; while her constant attendant, waking or sleeping, driving or pouring out tea, was a particularly annoying brown miniature Pomeranian named Bundle. One dare not go near ones hostess for fear of Bundles teeth.

At one of the shooting-parties, that included, as was usual, a number of well-known people were Don Jaime, the Pretender to the Spanish throne, and his brother, who figured prominently in the public eye at the moment.

Don Jaime occupied King Henry VII.s bedroom, a great panelled apartment with a huge four-post bed in which I had often slept. His brother was in the next room, and I in the room adjoining that. The rest of the old wing was occupied by Dr. Thomas Pink, of Lyddington, Lady Cardigans pet doctor, whom she always told people had kept her alive for the past twenty years, young Brudenell-Bruce, and several other bachelor guests. It was the bachelors quarter.

On that well-remembered night we all retired about 2 a m., after a gay time among the ladies in the big smoking-room — an apartment with highly-decorated Renaissance carvings over the fireplace that I hesitate to describe here, but a description of which may be found in certain books on English architecture.

I suppose I had been in bed about an hour when I was awakened by a most unearthly yell. I dashed out into the corridor, to find Don Jaime in pale blue silk pyjamas.

Dios! he gasped. I — Ive seen a ghost!

What? I ejaculated.

Brudenell, who had at that moment sprung out of his own room, heard the Princes assertion and said:

Ghost be hanged! Go to bed, Prince. We dont have ghosts at Deene!

You do! Lady Cardigan believes in the White Lady, he said, in his broken English.

Well, I dont — for one, I said, and by this time the whole corridor was agog with Don Jaime and his ghost. He described it as a young nun in a black habit.

Oh, get back to bed and make love to her if she comes again, I replied, rather annoyed at being awakened out of my sleep. So we returned to our rooms.

I do not think I had been in bed half-an-hour when I heard another yell from the room next to me!

This time it was Don Jaimes brother who had seen the same ghost! He described it, as we all stood in our pyjamas in the corridor.

I declared to the company that somebody was playing a practical joke, with which my old friend Dr. Pink — who always wore a big piece of pink coral as dress-stud, by the way — agreed. At four oclock we went to sleep again, but so utterly scared were the Spanish Prince and his brother that they left Deene next morning without even making their adieux to their hostess.

From that day to the present the mystery has never been fathomed, and though the butler Knighton still lives in Northamptonshire, he has, on several occasions, assured me that there was no ragging.

I always knew of any rag, sir. And if there had been one, I should have known, he said the last time I asked him. No. Its a mystery, sir.

There was no gayer country house in all England than Deene Park in those days before the war. Our hostess, a grande dame of the old school, threw open her beautiful home to her friends, and without stint or formality bade them enjoy themselves.

Yet Lady Cardigan was most punctiliously dignified, and, as everyone who knew her is so well aware, she resented any intrusion on her privacy. In her insistence of the observance of her manorial rights, she in many ways outvied the most feudal chatelaine.

It was her custom, when the weather was fine and warm, to be wheeled on to the beautiful terrace at Deene. She invariably selected a spot near a large magnolia, whose creamy blossoms and glossy leaves made a special appeal to the exotic tastes of the old lady. Here she would doze happily till Knighton, in due time, reappeared and conducted her with pomp and circumstance back to the house.

Mrs ffoulkes, who stayed at Deene a good deal while collaborating with the old lady in writing her famous memoirs, found me with a fellow-guest, Rear-Admiral H. W. Wilkin, in the smoking-room one afternoon and told me an amusing incident that had just happened.

It seems that her ladyship was dozing in the shade of the magnolia when her slumbers were disturbed by the sound of voices.

And — now — dear Mr. Smith, came in the cultured High Church accents of the neighbouring Vicars wife,  you will get a good view of the park, and here — is the wonderful magnolia.

Oh, how truly fair, drawled the impulsive young shepherd of souls, who accompanied her, but how very sad it is to reflect on the many scandalous stories current about this beautiful ancestral home!

Suddenly an imperious, high-pitched voice made itself heard.

Who are you, and how dare you walk on my terrace? it demanded.

The intruders approached the locality whence the voice proceeded, and there they saw an irate and golden-haired lady, whose facial adornment would have given points to Jezebel, yet whose attire was more suitable for a young lady still in her teens.

The Vicars wife was, as befitted her calling, courageous!

Mr. Smith was lunching with us, your ladyship, she said, and I thought I would bring him across the park to look at the beautiful magnolia.

Am! Countess of Cardigan, or am I not? demanded the Lady of the Magnolia. Youve no business to bring any fool of a curate about here! I hate em!

Then, ringing a bell furiously, she shrieked: Knighton — Knighton — Knighton! Turn these people out! At this moment Knighton, discreet as ever, appeared from nowhere, and, with a gesture worthy of an Archbishops butler, conducted the Vicars wife and the curate homewards, and then rapidly removed the enraged countess.

In the great hall of Deene, a replica of Westminster Hall and built at the same time, the aged countess would sing chansonettes after dinner, and dance with her guests with the agility of a young woman, and yet she was over eighty!

Great Britain will never again see her equal, for both she and Lady Dorothy Nevill, whom I knew well, were the last of the old Victorian school, and passed just as the port-drinking, fox-hunting parson, and the fat squire of the Pickwickian days, have passed.

My friend Nash and I were among the guests at Deene one week-end after her recollections had been published, the fashion of writing memoirs set, and the whole world laughing at her amusing and often rather ill-natured stories. Nash, at dinner, related the following:

Lord Frederic Hamilton invariably tells me some amusing story when we meet. The one I remember best is about an American millionaire who decided to buy a property in Scotland. He arranged to look over an estate in the Highlands, and the Scottish peer to whom it belonged made a point of showing him round the place himself. When at last they returned to the house the American happened to notice over the entrance-hall the words: EAST, WEST, HAMES BEST, and, turning to the owner, he remarked,  Well, my lord, its very kind of you to have shown me over this property, and I dont think were likely to fall out about the price, but theres one stipulation I must make (pointing to the motto). That damned fellow Hame has got to take down his ad-ver-tisement.

Eveleigh Nash is a splendid raconteur and a well-known man-about-town, as well as being a famous publisher. Mrs. George Pinckard, who is so well known in Society, once remarked to me, The Row would never be the same if Eveleigh deserted it.

Not long ago he and I were dining with Ruby — as her intimate friends call her — at her delightful Georgian home in Chesterfield Street, Mayfair. George Pinckard, her husband, was M.F.H. in Surrey, and, by the way, generously gave a military remount depot to the Government, which he himself supported. Afterwards in the drawing-room the conversation turned on literary people, whereupon Nash, in his dry way, said:

I used frequently to meet J. W. Cross, who married George Eliot, the novelist, and I once heard him tell at a house-party a good story about himself. Cross, after spending several years of his life as a banker in Wall Street, returned to settle down in his native country, and shortly afterwards received an invitation from a friend to stay with him for the grouse shooting. It was about the time that driving birds was introduced, and Cross, whose shooting had got rather rusty during the years he had spent in New York, deemed it advisable to get some coaching from the head gamekeeper. After a few days the host remarked to the keeper, Hows Mr. Cross getting on, Joe?

Well, sir, replied Joe,  hes missing better than he did! Some years afterwards Cross told this story to King Edward, whose service Joe had entered, and the King remarked, laughing,  I shall never get rid of Joe; thats one of the most tactful things that has ever been said.

The Cardigan memoirs being such a huge success, I suggested that my old friend the Princess Luisa, wife of the Crown Prince, now King of Saxony, should publish her recollections.

Perhaps my claim to be an old friend of Her Imperial Highness is shown by what she herself has written in The Life Story of the Ex-Crown Princess of Saxony.

In that book she says:

Though I may be an Imperial Princess of the fatal Hapsburgs, with many titles after my name as registered in the Almanach de Gotha, I am, after all, only a woman with the same heart, the same sentiments, the same maternal love, and the same detestation of hypocrisy and sham as any woman who reads this narrative of mine.

I know England well, and I know and admire the dear British people. I know beautiful Scotland. With Mr. Le Queux I have shopped in Bond Street in London and in Princes Street in Edinburgh, and I have been in Oban and in Inverness, at Cowes and at Ilfracombe, but none has dreamed that the woman in a plain navy skirt and cream blouse — both made, by the way, in the Rue de la Paix — was the same person about whose erratic doings so much has been written at the instigation of her enemies.

I love the public. Heartily tired as I am of the glare and glitter of palaces and the wild turmoil of unceasing plot and counterplot among those who elbow each other to get into the vicinity of a throne, I prefer a life with the public to one apart from it.

Some years ago I went upon an escapade in Dresden which would have shocked the stiff and narrow-minded Court, in order to discover for myself in what estimation I was held by my Saxon people. As a matter of fact, Mr. Le Queux was at our Court at Dresden at the time, and with my husband, the Crown Prince Frederick-August, we had sat at five oclock tea, when the sudden idea occurred to me.

Mr. Le Queux had mentioned that Il Trovatore was to be given at the opera that night, and had been recalling some reminiscences of the great composer, Verdi, with whom both he and his father had been intimate friends. My husband and I were listening to the amusing stories when it struck me that instead of attending with the royal circle, as had been arranged — for at Court we are but creatures of routine, and live by rules and arrangements laid down for us by the Minister of the Household and the other officials whom we call the Grands Chargés de la Cour — I might go alone and watch.

After Mr. Le Queux had bowed before King Albert and his consort, Carola, who had just entered the room, and had departed, I pleaded a bad headache, and later sent word to my husband that I could not go to the opera, and did not wish to be disturbed.

Now, I had a confidential maid — one whom I had brought from Austria and who had been with me some years — and in her I confided. I sent her out to a theatrical costumiers, where she obtained a dark wig and a box of make-up, and, putting on one of her dresses, I was soon transformed into a woman of the people. In this guise she saw me out of the Palace by the servants entrance, and I proceeded to the Opera on foot while the others were still dining. For some time I waited in the queue, then paid for my modest seat in the gallery, and at last found myself between two stout women, high up, with the royal box away on my right.

The house gradually filled while I sat there among the people. Ah! how my thoughts ran back to my girlhood days, my stiff upbringing, my staid, angular governess, with all the hide-bound regulations of Court manners and Court etiquette, and that parrot-cry ever dinned into my ears since I had been ten years of age:

Imperial Highness, be careful of the public! Imperial Highness, what will they think? Imperial Highness, what will they say?

That night I sat with the public in order to hear and to know what they said. The King and Queen entered, and the house, including myself, rose to salute them. The stout woman on my left, with whom I had already become on friendly terms by offering her a sight of my programme, exclaimed:

Ah! Carola is in that same shabby old gown she wore a fortnight ago when we came to hear Faust. Cannot a queen afford a new one?

I suppose she wears the grand ones in the Palace and puts on any worn-out thing when she comes here — afraid to spoil it, eh? remarked the woman on my other hand.

At that moment my husband, smart in his blue uniform, smiling and good-looking, entered the box, and, advancing, bowed, whereupon all hands were clapped.

Ah! exclaimed the stout critic on my right. The Crown Prince is only a dressed-up popinjay. He will be our King soon, of course — a fine, handsome man, but nowadays he dare not call his soul his own, with such a father and mother!

When he becomes King he will be all right, declared the other woman. Old Albert cannot last for ever. But look! theyve shut the door of the box. Where is Luisa? Isnt she coming?

The orchestra struck up, and in the royal box they had all settled themselves.

Poor Luisa! went on the woman, turning to me confidentially as she added, Another unpleasantness, I suppose! Her life must be a wretched one. She looks always so smiling and so good-tempered, yet whenever one sees her driving, here in the theatre, or at the reviews there is a look in her face of sadness and disappointment. Havent you noticed it? she asked. That smile she wears is only the mask of a broken heart.

Do you really think so? I asked.

Yes, of course. Why, everyone knows what a dull life she has of it with old Carola snapping at her all the time, and the King going out of his way to make things uncomfortable for her. Everybody in Saxony pities poor Luisa!

I was silent. So that was what the public were saying about me!

One woman I took to be the wife of an artisan, the other was, no doubt, the wife of a small tradesman, and I — well, I was the wife of the elegant, good-looking Crown Prince who sat in the middle of the royal box, smiling graciously upon those upon whom he was so soon to be called to rule.

I learnt much that evening. It taught me that though I was without friends in that great, gloomy, gilded Palace, yet the Saxon people were my friends.

Yes, I love the public; yet from my earliest recollections as a girl I had been always taught to hate das verdammte Publikum (the damned public), as my father, the Grand Duke of Tuscany usually referred to the people: a favourite remark, by the way, of the late Emperor Francis Josef.

For the benefit of those who may not know exactly who I am, she goes on in the book of her life story, I may, perhaps, say that though I am usually called Luisa, Ex-Crown Princess of Saxony, I was christened on September 8th, 1870, at the Imperial Castle of Salzburg, with eleven different names, and succeeded to the titles of Archduchess of Austria, Duchess of this, Baroness of that, Countess, and what not. Under my last title, Countess of Montignoso — a beautiful estate in Italy, belonging to my family — I am still known, for even the wrath of poor old Francis Josef — himself no saint, by the way — could not deprive me of that. My father was Ferdinand IV., Grand Duke of Tuscany, and my grandfather, the last ruler of Tuscany, lived in the Pitti Palace in Florence, now turned into one of the greatest art-galleries in the world, which many of my readers know, and have, no doubt, admired.

The affairs of this erratic yet charming lady had, ever since she had separated from her husband and had her name connected with M. Giron, her sons tutor, been in my hands, and it struck me that if I could induce her to write the story of her eventful life, so much of which I alone knew, it should be of great interest.

After an unconventional career all over Europe, the Princess had fallen deeply in love with Signor Toselli, who was, by the way, utterly unsuited to her, as I openly told her. But she was bent on marrying him, and at her request I arranged that the contract should be made one morning in secret at the Registry Office in Henrietta Street, Strand.

It was a few months after their marriage that I travelled from London to Fiesole, above Florence, where they were living in a large old Italian villa, and not without a great deal of persuasion I prevailed upon the Princess to receive Mrs. Maude Chester ffoulkes and to allow her to collaborate with her in writing her memoirs.

This she did, with the result that the second volume of memoirs, My Own Story, was published by the House of Nash, and was even a greater success than the recollections of Lady Cardigan.

Since then we have been flooded by books of the reminiscences of persons, some well known, and others a trifle obscure, but I have thought it to be of some little interest to here tell the story of how the fashion in memoirs was inaugurated.

The events that immediately followed the Princesss secret marriage I will let Her Imperial Highness describe in her own words:

A small party of five people entered the restaurant of the Savoy Hotel, and sat down to a table overlooking the river, to eat the wedding luncheon. All five of us were half fearful lest we might be recognized, but among that gay, chattering throng we were unnoticed, and whispered our toasts across our glasses.

Luncheon ended, we passed out by the back of the hotel and walked along the Embankment, fondly believing that nobody knew of the happy event. But already the sleuth-hounds of the London Press had scented news of it from the Registrars Office, the register had been inspected and a copy of the register obtained. While walking along a Press-photographer took a snapshot of Signor Toselli, Mr. Le Queux, and myself, which was the first inkling we had that our secret was out.

We decided to enter the Hotel Cecil by the back way, and Mr. Le Queux conducted my husband and myself to his rooms, urging us to admit no one. Meanwhile he descended to the front hall to deal diplomatically with an assembly of thirty or forty representatives of various newspapers clamouring for news. It was not every day that an Imperial Princess was married in secret at a London Registry Office.

Because I had endeavoured to keep the whole thing quiet, Mr. Le Queux was extremely discreet. He admitted to the reporters that I had been married, a fact they already knew from the copy of the certificate, which one enterprising journalist had demanded and paid for. Of details Mr. Le Queux gave none. Though a writer himself, he was full of regrets that he could not oblige his friends, yet, as he pointed out, he was compelled to respect my wishes.

Meanwhile an amusing incident has occurred upstairs. Signor Toselli was seated writing a letter while I stood at the window, when, of a sudden, a man burst into the room unannounced and faced us with surprise upon his face. We, of course, believed him to be a reporter who had eluded the vigilance of those below, therefore my husband promptly and with few words took hold of him and bundled him out of the room.

A few minutes later Mr. Le Queux returned, accompanied by the man whom Signor Toselli had so unceremoniously ejected, and introduced him. He was Mr. Fred Le Queux, who, of course, knowing nothing of the circumstances, had been astounded to find strangers occupying his brothers quarters.

Truly, that day was one fraught with much excitement. We dare not go forth from the hotel, for the journalists were still watchful. They had been informed in confidence that we were to leave Victoria that night for Paris. Instead of doing so, however, Mr. Le Queux and myself drove in one cab, with my husband and Mr. Le Queuxs brother in another, to Charing Cross Station, and were able to leave unobserved, while the journalists were waiting eagerly at Victoria.

The skittish Princess omits to tell what she said to me on our way to the station:

Now, Mr. Le Queux, thank you for all youve done for me to-day. I know you hesitated, and you have done this because you are my old friend, and Im very grateful. But there is only one thing wanting to complete the sensation which will be in the papers to-morrow!

And what is that? I asked.

Why, for me to elope with you! she laughed. That would be a first-class shocker for the people, wouldnt it?

Princess Luisa was always incorrigible, as those who have read her own story so well know.

And none know it more than myself.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

ADVENTURES: HUMOROUS AND CURIOUS — My Only Superstition — I Purchase a Mummy Mask of an Arab at Luxor and Two of My Servants Die — Lord Carnarvons Death — I Ride on the First Motor-Car in England — Motoring Adventures with Lord Northclifie — Secrets of How England Saw the First Aeroplanes — · William Caspar, Adventurer and Practical Joker — The Race that Finished Before It Started.
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I AM BY no means a superstitious man except in one direction, and it has been forcibly brought back to me by the recent death of my friend Lord Carnarvon — who, by the way, took a great interest in the Casino at Corfu, in which I was also interested — following on his discovery of the tomb of Tutankhamen at Thebes. There are a good many, including Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, who believe the Earls sudden end to be due to the vengeance of the Ka or double of the Pharaoh. From the historian Herodotus we learn that the wise men of Egypt taught that the souls of the dead passed through every species of terrestrial, aquatic, and winged creatures. And to many of the present generation it does not seem incredulous that the spirit of the dead monarch, or of some other soul who resented interference with the kings tomb, has taken revenge through the agency of a poisonous insect.

In the Egyptian  Book of the Dead it is distinctly laid down, that the preservation of the body was necessary for the continued existence of the soul, hence the efforts to embalm and to preserve it undisturbed. Herodotus again asserts that the soul returns to animate the dead frame after a period of 3,000 years.

To me, this is of peculiar interest on account of my own personal experience. While at Thebes a few years ago, Sir Gaston Maspero — one of the greatest Egyptologists who ever lived, and then head of the Antique Department of the Egyptian Government — introduced me to an old Arab hadj, who lived in Luxor, and who acted as agent of the British and other national museums, for, as is well known, all antiques discovered in Egypt are first claimed by the Government, but if better specimens are already in the great museum in Cairo, then the duplicate objects are sold. Indeed, there is a room in the Cairo museum where they are marked in plain figures, and are all, of course, guaranteed genuine.

In the den of the old fellow with the green turban we inspected a quantity of things he had for sale, all duplicates of objects already in the museum, and I bought several things to add to my own collection, including several fine strings of beads, a human eye of lapis-lazuli from a sarcophagus, a number of amulets, Ushabitu figures, an alabaster canopic jar, and, finest of all, the gilded mask from the mummy of a priestess of Isis who had lived in the Eighteenth Dynasty, viz. 1600 B.C., and which had been found in a tomb near Aswân.

I had them carefully packed, and brought them home to my house overlooking Dartmoor. I arranged them in a big glass case, where there were other objects I had previously collected in Egypt. In the centre on a wooden stand, I placed the gilt mask; it was in a splendid state of preservation. Judge of my dismay, however, when, on entering the room next day, I found that the mask had dropped to pieces from its stand!

I had it repaired, but within one week from that date I suffered a severe financial loss; one of my servants died from disease; and a second servant expired suddenly, an inquest being held on her at Ashburton. In the next week a relative died quite unexpectedly, and also my pet collie. During the week following I had another serious financial loss, which compelled me to give up the house.

Feeling that there must be some uncanny influence at work, I packed up the whole of my Egyptian collection, including the mummy-mask, and sent it to the Peterborough Museum, where they have ever since been on exhibition.

Is it little wonder, therefore, that the strange circumstances that surrounded the death of Lord Carnarvon should interest me? While those objects I bought in Luxor were in my possession ill-fortune certainly dogged me. Whether somebodys Ka was annoyed with me, or whether an elemental had been let loose, I know not. I can only relate my own experiences and let others comment on them.

Those who knew Lord Carnarvon knew that he loved practical joking. I had several examples of it. His character was a mingling of shrewdness and whimsicality. He told me one day, on his return from America, of an adventure of his there. He had apparently promised a friend in the City — a rich company promoter, whom I knew well — to obtain information regarding a certain much-boomed commercial enterprise in America. On his way to California he paused in New York, and of the hotel barber made inquiry regarding the person in control of the venture.

The man who cut his hair gave his opinion, and recounted certain facts concerning the great American financier. Later he wrote a note asking for an interview. He was received by the industrial magnate, whom he described to me as a fellow with eyes like gimlets and a mouth like a steel rat-trap.

The chap no doubt admired my impudence as a stray Englishman asking straight out for advice, Lord Carnarvon said to me in relating the story. He gave me sound advice, after listening to me most courteously. He advised me in a friendly way not to touch the stocks on any account. I looked at him, thanked him, and then drove straight to a telegraph office near Wall Street, and advised my friend to buy eagerly. I went across to California, where I fished for a month, and then when back in New York I found that the shares had soared upwards, and my London friend had cabled me his sincere thanks. I called on the financier and told him that I could not leave America without returning thanks for the advice he had so kindly given me, as in addition to the profit my friend had made it had defrayed all the expenses of my trip. The financier was puzzled, and remarked that he had advised me against buying. I told him that though he had given me that advice, yet I felt sure he wished me to buy, and I had done so. The American looked at me shrewdly for a moment, and then he burst into laughter and said, Pray consider my house your home whenever you return to America!

Lord Carnarvon was a man of indefinable charm that, when he chose to exert it, attracted the confidence of all sorts and conditions of men. He was gifted with a wonderful memory and the scholarly instinct of thoroughness in any work or recreation he undertook. We were both interested in Egyptology, and that was the basis of our friendship.



The first motor-car that arrived in England was shown one summers evening at the Imperial Institute, and was followed by a dinner. The car was hailed as something marvellous. I attended the dinner with Lord Northcliffe, who almost immediately afterwards ordered one of the new road vehicles, and I was his companion on many of his early runs, both in England and on the Continent. I was one of the first to make the trip by road across France to Monte Carlo, and well do I recollect the excited crowd that assembled before the Casino to watch the arrival of the weary travellers from London. And we were very weary and fed up with breakdowns, I assure you.

In aviation I have, also, taken a keen interest, for I acted as judge at the first British aviation meeting, held on the Doncaster racecourse.

The secret history of this — which has never yet been published — is worth recounting. In France, many flights had been made by Blériot and others. Cody was busy with his experiments, but it remained for my big, burly, fair-haired American friend, William Caspar, to bring aviation to England.

Caspar was a bright, cheery optimist, a much-travelled man, and a cosmopolitan to his finger-tips, but, like many men who dabbled in foreign concessions and interested himself in wild-cat schemes, he was often hard pressed for money. He had had a most adventurous career — cowboy, manager of a Wild West Show, manager of a well-known orchestra, principal proprietor of the Gaming Casino on the Island of Corfu, professional gambler, and lots of other things, before he determined that England must have aviation! as he put it to me.

For years I had constantly met him in various places widely scattered throughout Europe. Thus I knew the vicissitudes of his fortune. In London he was well known at the Carlton, Savoy, and Cecil hotels. He had been staying with me at the Cecil before he went again on the Continent, determined to bring aviation to England.

For nearly three months I heard nothing of him, till one night he burst into my room, and, in his bluff American way, said:

Boy! the tricks done! England is really going to have aviation after all!

How? I asked.

Because Ive got the money here, and he pulled out a cheque for a large amount. Its like manna from heaven — eh, boy? I tell you Ive been broke for a long time. For the last fortnight Ive been at Spa, in Belgium, unable to get away because I couldnt pay my hotel bill.

Which is frequently the case, I laughed.

Yes, thats so, he went on, but mine was a very bad plight. — I couldnt raise any money in Paris, or in Brussels, but I heard of a wealthy Baron and his brother who lived at Spa. So I went there and saw them. Nothing doing! If England wanted aviation, let the English put up the dough. I gave them details of my scheme, painted a pretty picture of the thousands of people who would go to Doncaster just to see what an aeroplane was like, and so on; the races, the crowds, and the money that might be made. But it didnt appeal to them. Twice I saw the brothers, but they declared that there was no money in it, so I left them and wondered how, with five francs in my pocket, I was going to get out of Spa and back to Paris and on to London. The other night, after dinner, I went out for a stroll down the Avenue to think it all over, and not having any money, even for a cup of coffee, I walked about for hours. At last, on returning to my room, I saw on my dressing-table what I expected — an envelope that was part of the hotel stationery. It was, I was certain, a polite note from the management requesting immediate payment of my account. So I let it lie there for an hour before I tore it open. Then judge of my delight, boy, when I found that the Baron had called during my absence and had written me a note to say that he and his brother had reconsidered the matter and had agreed to put up the money. So! he added, flourishing the cheque, England is to have aviation!

Caspar was a hustler. Next day he went up to Doncaster, where, posing as a wealthy financier, he quickly enlisted the co-operation of the Mayor and Corporation.

Hangars and pylons were erected on the historic racecourse, while he sped back to Paris, to engage at any cost aviators to bring their machines to England.

The fees he paid were most generous. To Cody he paid two thousand pounds to bring his machine — which some wag named The Cathedral. With him came Le Blon, Sommer, Delagrange, and several others — all of whom, except Sommer, by the way, met within a year, their death through flying. The reason for this hustle was that the Corporation of Blackpool had got wind of Caspars scheme, and was running an opposition attraction three days after ours was announced.

Harry de Windt, Basil Tozer, and myself assisted our friend Caspar, who, being an ex-showman, knew well how to advertise and how to treat the Press. He always did things on a lavish scale. The less money he had in his pocket, the more expensive the restaurant at which he dined. He often used to say to me:

When William Caspar has money, then the whole world has money!

It was so in the case of the Doncaster aviation meeting. He was generous in his payment on every hand. He not only invited the English Press, but the foreign Press also, and on the day of the opening a grand luncheon was given, at which stirring speeches were made by Doncasters Mayor and by others.

The affair proved a great success in every way — except for flying.

As the judge, I was perched up on a high wooden tower in the centre of the racecourse. I had a stop-watch, and a telephone to the Press-room, in the grandstand, where there were telegraph machines in connection with the various London newspaper offices. The event was a national one.

Nobody had timed aerial flights before, therefore out of my windows I gazed at Le Blon circling the pylons, and forgot to take the time when he started. When he had finished, I spoke over the telephone to Harry de Windt at the other end, guessing the time he had taken from start to finish, and giving the time by my stop-watch.

A few minutes later the telephone rang, and I heard Harrys familiar voice say:

Look here, Billy, whats the matter with you?

Nothing, I replied. Why?

Well, the boys have just reckoned it out and found that according to your time Le Blon finished before he began!

Then I heard Caspars voice exclaim:

Say, Le Queux, do you want any assistance with the timing over there? Fellows cant very well win before they start!

That first aviation meeting, which extended over four days, was full of humour. It could not be doubted that Caspar did the Press well, since in three days it was found they had consumed over three thousand seven hundred cigars, to say nothing of the amount of wine and spirits — which had better be omitted. All the meals were free, and people, pressmen or not, went into the great diningroom, ate and drank what they wanted, and came out again. The Corporation, which was bearing part of the expenses of entertainment, suddenly awoke to the fact that it must attend to the matter. So, one morning, supplies were cut off, not, however, before many boxes of cigars had been distributed unopened.

William Caspar himself was the most prominent figure at that meeting. His get-up was calculated to impress the public. He had a wonderful pair of bright yellow boots that laced up to the knees — which he called his flying boots — a marvellous suit of check tweeds, a cap to match, and huge gauntlet gloves. But he never flew!

Huge crowds came each day, and thousands paid their half-a-guinea merely to be allowed to walk around the hangars and inspect the various types of machines — mostly inventors freaks that could not fly and never did.

The weather, however, was gusty and entirely against the aviation of those early days. Everyone who attempted to go up came to grief, Codys machine turning a complete somersault.

Thus the meeting was unfortunately not a financial success. It cost the Doncaster Corporation a considerable sum, and the Belgian Baron and his brother lost their money. Caspar made not a halfpenny, for I had to lend him some money a few days later, and the only satisfaction we gained was that we had all thoroughly enjoyed ourselves.

And so it was that aviation first came to England!

Cody constructed a second edition of the celebrated Cathedral, and when he took it to Shoreham one day he and my friend Clarence Winchester, the aviator — who wrote that entertaining book Flying Men and Their Machines — made a perilous ascent on it. But their altitude never reached above six hundred feet, which in those early days seemed something of a miracle. They came down quicker than they went up. But all this seems strange after the latest gliding experiments.

Winchester tells this story of Cody. The pioneer also invented a monoplane. This machine flew so fast when Cody first tried it that, on descending, he admitted he was a bit scared by the speed. He was asked what he thought of his own invention. Well, he replied thoughtfully, I fancy it would be a trifle easier to fly a streak of lightning!

One day William Caspar played a practical joke on me. He had had a sudden wave of prosperity, and was running a gaming casino at Rimini, on the Adriatic, in combination with certain English financiers; I being a member of the Syndicate.

I had met him in Milan, and we were travelling together down to Rome on business connected with the Syndicate. One of the best of good fellows, Burbidge, of Harrods, now alas dead, was with us. Caspar had with him in the train a new and very expensive dispatch-case, in green leather, with double locks, and I noticed he took extreme care of it, fearing lest it should be stolen.

He took it with him into the dining-car, both at luncheon and dinner, and when we arrived in the Eternal City, he would not allow the voluble porter to handle it.

At the Grand Hotel, on our arrival, he carefully handed it over to the cashier with a request that he would place it in the safe and give a receipt for it, which the sleek obsequious Italian cashier did. His precaution did not strike me as very strange, for I knew that sometimes my friend carried with him confidential documents and considerable sums in cash. It was, also, his custom to carry an automatic pistol in his hip-pocket, and he was a dead shot.

We went to our rooms, for it was late at night, and next morning all three of us met in the hall of the hotel. We were just about to go forth, when he suddenly said:

Oh! Wait a moment, Le Queux, I want something out of my dispatch-case.

He crossed to the brass grille of the cashiers desk, and presented his receipt, whereupon the sleek young man went to the great safe, unlocked it with his keys, and carefully brought forth the precious case. Caspar just as carefully unlocked both locks, with the little Chubbs key on his watch chain, while the cashier and several others standing by, including myself, peered in to see what the precious case contained.

Caspar drew forth a pair of ebony hair-brushes, brushed his hair very carefully in a long mirror at the side, replaced them, relocked the case and handing it back to the cashier said, without a suspicion of a smile:

Thank you very much. Will you please put it back again?

I suppose this rather disjointed record of an erratic life would not be complete without some reference to the interest I have taken in wireless ever since years ago, in Leghorn, where I lived while Senatore Marconi was engaged in his early experiments, and long before the marvellous discovery was launched on the world.

For a number of years I have been a keen experimenter, and have often been dubbed a fool for my pains. Certainly we had very crude apparatus till the outbreak of war set many persons experimenting and conducting research-work, as result of which the apparatus has been brought to greater perfection, and the transmission of the human voice by wireless accomplished.

In the latter field I was one of the first experimenters, and to those who nowadays delight in listening to broadcasting it may be of interest to know that I was the first person to broadcast speech and music to amateurs and experimenters. This I did for one hour each evening during the first seven months of 1920 — the early days of radio-telephony.

Many amateurs, I believe, know my call and my voice, 2AZ, for fully a hundred in all parts of the country were good enough to write from time to time and report on the strength and quality of my signals.

The set in question I started to establish in Guildford early in 1919, and was fortunate enough to have the advice and assistance of Mr. Duncan Sinclair, now of the Wireless Section of the Air Ministry, and Mr. E. P. Brown and Mr. F. A. Love, both land-telephone experts and well known in the wireless world. With the exception of the small radio-telephone sets used on aeroplanes and then being scrapped by the Disposals Board very little was known at the time concerning long-distance radio-telephony. It could be accomplished, we knew. But how? That was the problem we set ourselves to solve.

For six months we worked daily with various apparatus and circuits, burning out expensive transmitting-valves, piercing condensers, ruining microphones, and other almost daily misfortunes. At last, just as we thought ourselves within an ace of success, our generator broke down, and we could get no firm in London to undertake its rewinding — not even the makers themselves! It had to be scrapped, and after considerable delay and expense a new one was installed in its place.

Still no result! A second single-line aerial had been erected at right angles to the transmitting aerial — a twin one — in order to be able to listen to our own telephony and gauge the strength and modulation of what was being sent out.

From listeners in London and in various towns reports came in that mumblings could be heard, but no word was distinguishable beyond Hulloa! 2AZ calling! Weeks went on, valve after valve was tried, condenser after condenser, choke after choke, till I confess that more than once I stood in my wireless-room in despair. Indeed, so many disappointments did I have that one night I declared to my friend Ernest Brown, that I felt like smashing up the whole bag of tricks with a hammer.

He counselled patience, so we continued. My Morse could be read by Mr. L. Meyer in Amsterdam, and was also reported from Paris and the south coast of Ireland, but telephony seemed as far off as ever. Then I resolved to alter the wave-length to a thousand metres. This meant a new inductance, in the testing of which I was assisted by Mr. Frank Phillips, who is associated with the Burn-dept Company.

The Marconi Company, who were taking great interest in my experiments, kindly lent me certain apparatus, while from the research department at Chelmsford some highly valuable suggestions were made, based upon their own experience.

A further three months of costly failure passed, till one day I received a letter from an amateur in Manchester, whom I did not know, telling me that my speech on the previous night — the weather forecast from the evening paper — was perfectly clear! Imagine my joy! Next day came letters from Mr. T. W. Higgs at Bristol, Mr. G. Woods of Liverpool, and Mr. F. T. Townsend, secretary of the Ipswich Wireless Club, all congratulating me on both speech and music. These were followed quickly by reports from such research-workers as Mr. W. A. Ward at Sheffield, Mr. L. C. Willcox at Warminster, Captain E. J. Hobbs at Wareham, Mr. W. W. Burnham at Black-heath, Mr. W. J. Crampton at Weybridge, Mr. H. H. T. Burbury at Wakefield, and a number of others.

Naturally, on meeting with such sudden success, we persevered enthusiastically, in order to get the set to function more perfectly and to attain greater distances, till one day we received a report from the operator at Inchkeith, on the Firth of Forth, four hundred and twenty miles from Guildford, and lastly from the well-known amateur, Mr. G. W. G. Benzie, of Peterculter, Aberdeen, five hundred and fifty miles distant.

A curious incident occurred one evening while transmitting a selection of jazz music. My second aerial was switched on to my receiving set — Marconi 7 valve, with the new double note-magnifier — when by mistake the Morse inker was switched on, whereupon the printing machine began to respond to the music, and recorded all the higher notes on the tape! It ticked and printed, keeping time with the music, greatly to our amusement.

Another laughable incident happened one night when I called by telephony 2HX, and mentioned my friend Mr. Love by name, whereupon some unknown amateur in Rotterdam called me by Morse, and asked in French: What is that about love? Please repeat. And next moment another message was flashed out to me, I believe by a professional operator, saying: Love to the girls also! This created quite a disturbance in the ether concerning love, one man tapping out Love to 2AZ! This continued till a Government station — I believe it was Aldershot — grew angry, and told the delinquents to shut up.

Whilst on the subject of wireless, my friend, Colonel C. G. Chetwode Crawley, the Deputy Inspector of Wireless Telegraphy of the General Post Office, has from time to time told me some humorous stories of radio. The other day an applicant for a wireless receiving licence filled in the particulars of his experiments as home comforts. Another man applied to the G.P.O. for a licence to experiment with crystal detonators!

One of the best of Colonel Crawleys stories, however, concerns a business man, who had had so many differences with his wife that the conjugal life became almost impossible. One day recently he suddenly left Victoria for the Continent, and on board the Channel boat sent a message by radio, which was received at Niton, in the Isle of Wight, and said, Going for good.

The wife, on receiving it, saw red. In a few days she sold up her furniture, let her flat, and went to live with her mother. She wrote to an address in Spain, but without receiving a reply. A month later her husband turned up. He had been to the flat only to find it let to another family, and angrily demanded an explanation. His wife showed him the radio message.

But theres a word left out, my dear! he gasped. I sent you a wire to say that I was going for a good trip. The word trip has been omitted.

Furious correspondence ensued between the G.P.O. and the aggrieved pair. The G.P.O. sought out the original telegram as despatched from the ship, but the word trip did not appear upon any form whatever. Nevertheless, the well-organized and brainy G.P.O. apologized for their error, and the home is a happy one again.

Did the gentleman cast off the matrimonial fetters and then repent? Who knows?

A further story which I heard from another source concerns the famous American wireless hero Binns, who was once an operator at the Crookhaven Wireless Station, where it was a standing joke that all his breakfasts for three hundred and sixty-five days every year consisted of two hard-boiled eggs. During the war he was an operator in a very important position in the Grand Fleet, and a certain most secret signal was required to be sent ashore.

He puzzled for a moment, and then with his hand upon the Morse key tapped out the extraordinary words which no doubt puzzled the Germans:

Two hard-boiled eggs transmitting. Urgent.

He rapped this out half a dozen times, and all the stations around the coast were much puzzled.

But Crookhaven sprang alert at once. They knew it was Binns. They took his secret message for the Admiralty, and replied, O.K.! Two hard-boiled eggs.

It is said that the result of that code message was the sinking of a German cruiser!
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WHOS WHO STATES that while studying art in Paris I forsook the Quartier Latin and became a journalist.

It happened in this way. I had met the great feuilletonist, Emile Richebourg, the dark-eyed, serious, bearded man whose domestic novels ran for years in Le Petit Journal, and it occurred to me, tired as I was of the art school, to try and write a short story. I wrote many without success. One day I completed one of fifteen hundred words that I called La Pipe Cassée, and it was published. Zola read it, and I suppose it met with his approval, for he sought me out in my shabby rooms, au troisième, off the Boul Mich, and his great encouragement urged me to continue. — 

I did, and achieved some success. So much, indeed, that one day I forsook art, and after a tour of Europe, mostly on foot, became a clerk in a silk-weaving factory in Genoa, and later on arrived in London, where, after some adventures, I became a journalist. I was subsequently appointed on the staff of the Globe, the Government organ which at that time was in the zenith of its popularity.

At first I was a reporter in the gallery of the House of Commons, my seat being beside H. W. Lucy, or Toby, M.P., as he was known in Punch in the days of Gladstone and Parnell. Then very soon I was promoted to be subeditor, and began the journalistic and literary career that I have pursued till to-day.

I do not think that I ever took myself seriously, as did some of my fellow-craftsmen, mostly untravelled novelists of both sexes. I have ever regarded novelwriting as a sea of adventure, where very often the best writer finds himself stranded while the mediocre teller of stories struggles safely into port.

In my student days in Paris I met many young artists, lawyers, and literary men, who afterwards made their mark; but again, when sub-editor of Londons oldest evening newspaper, the Globe, I met many more celebrities whose names are to-day household words. The contributors of the By-the-Way column were, in themselves, the best collection of literary brains in London. Davenport Adams, the dramatic critic, who wrote the standard Dictionary of the Drama, and who was a bosom friend of Henry Irving and Ellen Terry, and who wore a faded velveteen coat day and night, and who smoked the vilest of cigarettes; Joe Knight, the jovial editor of the Athenaeum; Algernon Locker, the clever assistant-editor of Punch to-day; the brilliant C. L. Graves and his equally brilliant collaborator E. V. Lucas, and the great Lord Salisbury, Premier of England. All these wrote the front page of the Globe, in the days when I sat, amid clicking tape-machines, doling out the worlds news to those who cared to pay a penny for the pale pink sheet.

It is not generally known that those turn-overs in the Globe describing the happenings of an imaginary village called Wozzle, by A Wozzleite, were written by the great Lord Salisbury, then Prime Minister, who really described the little town of Hatfield, where he had his country seat.

Again, we had for years an unknown poet who dropped his brilliant contributions of topical verse into the letter-box in the Strand, and though we published them two or three times a week, he never applied for any payment, and nobody knows even to-day of his identity I found my days of journalism full of interest, because I met so many cultured and interesting people. Though my office hours were from seven in the morning till four in the afternoon, I was sufficiently eager to write fiction — as Zola had urged me to do — till late each night, and often to the small hours.

In those days the late Sir George Armstrong was chief proprietor of the Globe, with Sir William Madge as manager. My instructions were to run it as a paper written by gentlemen for gentlemen, and I endeavoured to do my best to make it The Times of the evening.

My best reporter was Charles F. Palmer — who later became editor when I resigned to become a novelist — and who eventually, under Horatio Bottomleys wing, became Member for the Wrekin Division. It is a thousand pities that poor Palmer, a sturdy and devoted friend, was cut off in his prime. I helped him by speaking at his election meetings in the Wrekin Division, and I had great hopes of him as an Independent Member. Through twenty years he had occupied a seat daily in the Reporters Gallery in the House of Commons, and no man in all Britain had a more intimate knowledge of British politics or of Parliamentary procedure.

While I was on the Globe I fretted at being so much confined in the office, and whenever I could I went forth to report current events happening in London; more especially the mysteries of crime. I assisted in the investigation of each of the Jack-the-Ripper murders in Whitechapel, accompanied by two friends — Charles Hands, who was afterwards on the staff of the Daily Mail, and Lincoln Springfield, who was reporter of the Star, and who is to-day proprietor of that most breezy and popular journal, London Opinion. During the Ripper scare ours was a three-handed game. We practically lived as a trio in Whitechapel, and as each murder was committed we wrote up picturesque and lurid details while we stood on the very spot where the tragedy had occurred. One evening Springfield of the Star would publish a theory as to how the murders had been done, together with a facsimile of those letters in red ink, received by Scotland Yard the day before; next night Charlie Hands would have a far better theory in the Pall Mall, and then I would weigh in with another theory in the Globe. Only recently the actual identity of Jack the Ripper has been discovered and will be found for the first time disclosed in Chapter XVII.

Sir H. M. Stanley, the African explorer, was for many years my intimate friend.

An incident that occurred in 1890, while I was still sub-editor of the Globe, is very curious, and has never been before disclosed. I will tell it exactly as it happened.

Stanley had returned after being lost for two years in the Forests of Perpetual Night, and was the idol of the hour, lecturing and being fêted everywhere, with honours being bestowed on him for his daring to lead his gallant little band into the very heart of the Unknown. He had written his monumental work Through Darkest Africa, which was just about to be published, and, moreover, it was announced with great éclat that he was to be married to Miss Dorothy Tennant, the clever author of London Street Arabs, and other books. The whole world was excited at the romance.

One warm afternoon I was seated in my office in the Strand, examining piles of copy that came pouring in from all sources, selecting what news should appear in the Special edition of that nights paper. My office boy suddenly announced that a man was in the office below, asking to see the editor.

In reply to my inquiry as to what he was like, the boy said:

He looks like a workman, sir. He wont go away till he sees you. He says he has something very important to tell you.

Thinking he might have some exclusive news, I ordered him to be shown up. He proved to be a tall, thin, rather loosely-built man of about forty, in a shabby old jacket and faded and patched blue trousers, such as are worn by engineers.

As he stood cap in hand, I asked him his business, when he replied:

Well, the fact is, sir, Im a seafaring man, and Im stranded! Ive had some funny experiences, and I thought if I told you some of them to put in your paper, perhaps you might give me something, so that I can get up to Liverpool to join another ship. Ive been a long time in Africa.

Well, lots of people have been in Africa, I remarked dubiously.

Yes, I know. But they havent been where Ive been. And then he went on to mention places of which I had never heard. He began to tell me a remarkable story of how he deserted from his ship, on board of which he had been a stoker, and of his wanderings along the African coast. Then he started to describe what he had seen. Some of this I took down in shorthand, and still have my notes.

Well, I said at last, I confess I know very little of West Africa, but I have a friend who has been there, and he no doubt would like to have a chat with you. And then I gave him a few shillings and he promised to return next afternoon at three oclock.

I had formed an opinion that he was only cadging, and that I should never see him again.

Later, however, I telephoned to Stanley, who was then living in De Vere Gardens, and he promised to come and interview the fellow, who had given his name as George Harding.

Next afternoon Stanley arrived just before three, and when the man was shown up I introduced him as my friend.

Oh! you know something about Africa, sir? Harding said, never having met Stanley before, and quite unaware of his identity.

The great explorer admitted that he knew a little concerning the Congo.

Ah! Thats just where Ive been, and up the Aruwimi, too, said the man. Do you know it?

Yes, I do, Stanley replied, evidently much taken aback.

How funny! I thought I was the only white man whod been up in those forests, he said, and then he began to speak of various tribes and their chiefs, and the names of native villages; all of which held Stanley absolutely agape. Time after time he tested the mans knowledge of places and things.

I got out the large map of Africa where there were great blanks showing unexplored country, and with his finger Harding pointed to different spots where native villages were situated, and the direction of rivers of which Stanley alone knew the names; for the book Darkest Africa had not yet been published, and was only in its proof stage.

Then Stanley questioned him about certain other tribes, their chiefs, their habits, and apparently learned much that was of interest to him. The man described the pigmies, and gave such details concerning their life that the great explorer sat utterly astounded.

Do I tell you the truth, sir? asked the man presently. I thought I was the only white man who had ever been right up the Aruwimi, but youve evidently been there too.

Yes, you have certainly told the truth, was Stanleys halting reply. I confess I am amazed to find that you have been there — evidently before me, from one or two of your remarks. One of those chiefs you knew died nearly a year before I got there and had been succeeded by his brother.

The man Harding then told us more of his astounding adventures — how he had escaped from a cannibal tribe, after witnessing one of their disgusting orgies, and how he had become husband of a chiefs daughter, as well as many thrilling episodes and narrow escapes he had during his four and a half years in the Congo forests.

Eventually Stanley gave him a five pound note, without revealing his identity, and made an appointment to meet him on the following day.

When he had gone, the famous African explorer, whose name was on everyones lips, stood staring at me pale and aghast. At first he could not utter a word.

Only fancy, Le Queux, that fellow has done all the journey that I have done — and more! he gasped. He was alone! He is a greater traveller than I have ever been!

A few days later Through Darkest Africa was published, and Stanleys reputation became established throughout the world. But to the day of his death, a few years later, he befriended the unknown stoker who had really been the actual discoverer of the Aruwimi, the Forests of Perpetual Night, and the pigmies.

While on the staff of the Globe I met Mr. Gladstone on several occasions, and more than once he showed me kindnesses. I recollect one day, when he opened a new wing of Guys Hospital, the Press were invited to the luncheon, and it was expected that the Prime Minister would make an important declaration of policy towards Turkey.

I chanced to arrive half-an-hour before the luncheon, and long before any other representatives of the Press, when, to my surprise, I was informed that Mr. Gladstone had already spoken, for his pressing engagements would not allow him to remain to the luncheon. Just as I had been told this the Prime Minister recognized me, and, approaching, said in a low voice:

There was no pressman here when I spoke, was there?

I replied that there was not.

Then come along. Lets go into that little room over there, and he took me across to what was apparently a sisters private room, and while I sat at a plain deal table the Grand Old Man leaned against it and repeated his speech, which I took down.

But he turned it into the third person, dictating: Mr. Gladstone, having performed the formal opening ceremony, addressed those present, and said that the policy of the Government towards the Sublime Porte was—

He dictated for about a quarter of an hour without hesitation in that low, husky, yet perfectly clear voice of his, seated easily on the corner of the table and swinging his leg as he spoke.

Will that do, Mr. Le Queux? he asked, laughing, as at last he stood up.

Excellently, sir, was my reply, as I closed my notebook and thanked him.

I suppose the others will be horribly annoyed, he said. They have all gone in to luncheon now, and are no doubt waiting for me to appear. If you are going towards the Strand I can set you down at your office.

And thus I drove through the city beside the great Prime Minister.

The Globe was the only newspaper to publish the speech that night, and I had the satisfaction of knowing that The Times was compelled to use my report next morning.

Mr. Gladstone was also very kind to me when I published my second novel, Zoraida. From Hawarden he wrote:— Quite by accident I saw your novel, Zoraida, when staying at Chatsworth a fortnight ago, and I read it. I want to congratulate you on your fertility of invention and your vivid scenes of the Great Sahara and its desert wanderers. The book has interested me. — W. E. GLADSTONE.

I fear the praise was ill-deserved, but I confess I was much gratified.

I afterwards learned that it was at Mr. Gladstones suggestion that Queen Alexandra, then Princess of Wales, read my novels, and gave a standing order for each of my books to reach her as soon as it was published.

Somebody in the bookselling world discovered this fact, and when King Edward ascended the throne, I was at once advertised by enterprising publishers as The Queens favourite novelist. Among other notable people who professed themselves interested in my novels, and personally congratulated me, were Earl Balfour, Lord Derby, Lord Birkenhead, Mr. Lloyd George, Bishop Ryle, Father Bernard Vaughan, Sir Edwin Cornwall, Sir Henry Duke, and Mr. Justice Bray.

At a private house in the West End, where I was dining one night with a number of distinguished people, soon after the publication of The Invasion, Lord Halsbury, a little tubby figure, sidled up to me and said very severely:

Ah! So you are William Le Queux, eh? Well, I only wish I were still Lord Chancellor. I would have had you up before the House for writing that alarming book on the coming war.

I was rather resentful, and he saw it.

Then the dear old lawyer laughed, and with a sly wink added:

Wouldnt you have liked it, eh? What an advertisement it would have been for Roberts, Northcliffe, and your book!

I can only here say that in addition to endeavouring to work in the interests of my King and country, as every man should, I have at times tried to entertain them with healthy, if exciting, fiction. I am, alas! only too well aware of my own failings, of my hopeless grammar when compared with the perfect English of some of my contemporaries, yet to my critics I would point out that my early knowledge of other languages interfered seriously with my knowledge of English. I am a cosmopolitan, and for that I would crave the readers forgiveness for any grammatical errors in this book or in others I have written.

But in this chapter I am dealing with my early struggles — the days when I was by day a London journalist and by night a struggling novelist; when four hours sleep sufficed me, and when I used every morning at half-past six to walk round Covent Garden in order to get a breath of the fresh vegetables from the country. The dust of London was, in those days, over my heart.

Another rather curious circumstance occurred to me during my journalistic career. As usual, I entered my room at the Globe at seven oclock one morning — for I have ever been an early riser, and even to-day am often at my desk at five oclock and work till noon — when I saw on my blotting-pad several private telegrams in their buff envelopes, distinguishable from the ordinary Press and agency telegrams on their multiplicated flimsies, as they are called in Press parlance.

One of them I opened bore the words Editor Globe — Victoria sunk. There was no name of the sender, but the message had been despatched a few hours before from a small town on the Tunisian coast.

This intrigued me. I looked up Lloyds Shipping List and found two Victorias. Then in the Navy list I found H.M.S. Victoria was the British flag-ship in the Mediterranean.

I dashed along to the Admiralty and there interviewed the official on duty.

Probably a hoax, he said. Weve had no news of it. No name is given of the sender, you see.

But is the Fleet anywhere off the coast of Tripoli or Tunis? I asked.

How do I know where the Mediterranean Fleet is? asked the dapper young man. No, dont publish the report. I expect it is somebody trying to pull your leg — perhaps a tourist who has gone to see the ruins of Carthage and thought he might have a bit of fun.

So I replaced the telegram in my pocket and returned to the office. Four times during that day I sent to the Admiralty to ask if they could throw any light on the mysterious telegram, but they were unable. No word reached them till twelve hours after the first news of the disaster arrived that H.M.S. Victoria, with Vice-Admiral Sir George Tryon on board, had been sunk in collision with the Camperdown on account of a faulty manoeuvre on Sir Georges part. The Admiral remained on the bridge as his vessel sank under him, while twenty-two officers and three hundred and thirty-six crew also perished.

Official knowledge often comes many hours after what is known and discussed in London and New York newspaper offices long before the authorities are informed.

The Globe on that June day, in 1893, was the first to give the news of the disaster to the world — news that they had received early in the morning.

But till to-day the sender of that mysterious telegram has never revealed himself. I have often wondered who despatched it from the shore so quickly after the disaster occurred.

In the strike of the Metropolitan Police in London I narrowly escaped serious injury — even death. After the last edition of the Globe had gone to press, I strolled round to Bow Street Police Station — only a minutes walk from the office — to see what was happening, for it seemed very grotesque that the police of London should go on strike and leave malefactors to do what they liked.

The streets were crowded by all the hooligans from the East End, cheering the police and jeering against all law and order. The whole underworld of London seemed to have been let loose that night, and had assembled in that rather narrow street that leads from the Strand to Long Acre.

I managed to get to the steps of the police station, where Charlie Hands was standing with my reporter Charles Palmer and Lincoln Springfield, when suddenly a heavy earthenware spittoon was flung from an upper window of the section-house, and, escaping my ear by an inch, smashed on to the pavement. Another inch, and it would have undoubtedly smashed my skull.

Not long afterwards I sat in Bow Street Police Court, where the charge against Oscar Wilde was being investigated, my interest being all the keener because I had met him many times at Lady (Walter) Palmers fine house in Grosvenor Square, she being one of Wildes best friends.

I reported the whole of Bottomleys trial in connection with the Hansard Union, when Mr. Bottomley in the Box appeared day after day on the contents-bills of the Globe and the Echo. From a youth I had always attentively studied criminology, so I endeavoured to attend every sensational murder trial at the Old Bailey. Often I had as companion my very old friend George R. Sims. Throughout thirty years we frequently sat together at the Old Bailey, watching murder trials, the last occasion being when we sat side by side through the trial of Smith, who murdered his brides by drowning them in their baths.

Let me whisper it. Both Sims and myself, rather portly persons, got into those fatal zinc baths produced in court during a luncheon interval, while several famous counsel looked on, making humorous remarks.

In that case, Sir E. Marshall-Hall rose to such brilliancy as an advocate that Smith would undoubtedly have been acquitted if the accused had not, at the very last moment, taken his defence into his own hands. Smith was hanged, but Sir E. Marshall-Halls magnificent conduct of the case — like, later on, the defence of Greenwood at Carmarthen Assizes — won for him the admiration of both Bench and Bar, as well as great popularity with the public.

A more able, astute, and learned counsel there is none in the kingdom. For many years he has been my friend, and I think I can safely say that he is personally one of the most modest, large-minded, and most charitable men I have ever met.

Those large, dark, penetrating eyes, which terrify a witness under cross-examination, that big, mobile countenance, those eyebrows that shift up and down, and yet, in contrast, that pleasant, easy-going, even fraternal manner that he sometimes assumes towards the jury, is that of a great legal genius, a man who studies the psychology of crime and who knows its degrees as few other men in England know them.

The country admires him, it is true, but I happen to know that criminal judges, even though he falls foul of them sometimes, admire and trust him even more.

Once I congratulated him on a great success at an Assize Court in the north, whereupon he simply sighed, and, turning to me, said:

Luck, my dear fellow — only luck!

My work on the Globe was not without its humorous side. On one well-remembered day I had been out to snatch a hasty lunch at Simpsons, across the way, when on my return I glanced at the tape-instruments as usual. On one of them was a startling message, printed on the slip:

Her Majesty the Queen died at Windsor at ten oclock this morning.

I re-read it, and held my breath.

My next action was to telephone down to the printers to place the margins of the paper in deep mourning, telling the head printer that the Queen was dead.

My message caused the greatest consternation in the printing works, but all goes like clockwork in the office of any London evening newspaper, and it was a standing joke that if the last trump sounded the Globe should come out with an extra special.

Ere I had time to consider what I should write concerning the great calamity that had overtaken the nation the head printer was in my room, exhibiting a wet contents bill in heavy mourning, with the words Death of the Queen.

In the meantime Mr. Jack Jewell, the sporting editor, who, for so many years as Larry Lynx, wrote the sporting article for the Globe and also Sir William Madges weekly paper, The People, had passed through the printing-room and heard the news. He went out into the Strand, where he met the sub-editor of the Echo, and told him of the calamity.

I stood alone in my room, undecided. All was ready. I had written some Unes that began with the words:

The whole British nation, and the world, will learn with deepest sorrow that Her Majesty Queen Victoria passed away at Windsor Castle, where she was spending Easter, at ten oclock this morning. No further details of our national calamity have reached us before going to press.

I had the proof in double-leads, as the printers call it, in my hands.

Everyone was out at lunch — Sir George Armstrong, the chief proprietor, Sir William Madge, the manager, and all the staff, except Charles Palmer who came in at that moment.

Inquire of the Press Association, Palmer suggested.

It only required me to press a bell on my table to set the great presses going, and to launch on the world the unexpected news that Victoria the Good, who had just celebrated her second jubilee, was dead!

I rang up, and in answer to my eager inquiry I heard an insulting voice say:

Whatever we send out is true. Ours is a reliable service, you know. Others are not.

And he rang off.

Of Reuters, and of the Central News, I inquired, but both declared that they knew nothing of the Queens death.

At that moment the inspector of the Exchange Telegraph Company, an electrician, who visited the newspaper offices each hour to renew the spools of tape, ink the machines, and see they were in working order, entered the room without knocking, as he always did.

I pounced on him instantly, asking:

What about this report of the Queens death that your people have sent out?

Queens death? What do you mean? he asked, staring at me.

Then with a smile on his face the little man, who for years had trudged from one newspaper office to another all day long, dived into the huge waste-paper basket set beneath the automatic machine to receive the hundreds of yards of printed tape that we never used, and presently drew out a piece about six inches long, on which were the words — after giving the time— John Walters, for thirty years coachman to—

It was the Queens coachman who had died!

And so I very narrowly made the Globe the laughing stock of the whole world.

Yet as a matter of fact the Echo did actually publish the report — as a rumour only — and many copies were sold outside the Royal Exchange before the edition was suppressed.

No! The life of a news-editor is not exactly a bed of roses.

The dear old Globe has, alas! passed away, and is merged into the Pall Mall Gazette, after Charles Palmer became editor, and fell foul of the German-paid betrayers during the war.

In my book Scribes and Pharisees, written long ago, I have described the inner working of the Globe office, and revealed much that I believe has amused people. I referred to Palmer as the weevil, because he was so clever in any investigations that he undertook as second reporter, under William Jeans. One unwritten law of the Globe was that no member of its staff had ever been discharged. Sir George Armstrong was a humorist, and always very lenient. An apprentice in our editorial department, named Knight, was once called up and told to resign. But he continued to draw his salary as usual, and still remained there for years after I left.

Jack Jewell, the original Larry Lynx, was a great character, and a most hearty, good-humoured soul. But he had periodical bursts of merriment, and sometimes did not turn up in the mornings. On such occasions his office-boy, named Tilbury — a particularly bright lad — would read up the morning papers and write out Larry Lynxs Latest tips for the day — an event that happened ten or a dozen times a month.

And, funnily enough, the office-boys tips were often more correct than those given by our popular sporting editor!

So much for journalistic tipsters!

Though I am not a Roman Catholic, the late Cardinal Manning became a very generous friend to me. One day he called on me at the Globe office to enlist the paper in the cause of some charity. I took it up, and in return His Eminence gave me the run of his private library at the Archbishops house at Westminster. I often spent my evenings there, and on several occasions the dear old soft-voiced Cardinal came in and chatted to me about journalism and literature. He afterwards gave me a letter of introduction to Cardinal Rampolla at the Vatican, which was of the greatest use to me.

Here is a little story that will show the broadmindedness of His Eminence.

A new Roman Catholic church was to be consecrated at Hounslow, and with other representatives of the Press I journeyed down there one very hot summers morning. I arrived late; the church was crowded to overflowing, and the ceremony had started. I saw the impossibility of sitting inside, so I stood by an open window and heard the beautiful service.

Afterwards Father OSullivan, the resident priest, on coming out, beckoned me over, and with three or four pressmen led me into his house near by.

You fellows will find some whiskey and glasses, he said hurriedly, his round face beaming. After Ive seen to the Cardinal Ill join you. Phew! The heat! You must all be just as thirsty as I am!

And he closed the door. Beneath the table stood a big wicker-covered jar of excellent Irish whiskey, and on a tray some glasses, so we helped ourselves to the very welcome refreshment, and began to smoke.

Presently Father OSullivan joined us, and somebody told a good story, which set us all laughing merrily as we stood around with our glasses in our hands.

Of a sudden the door again opened, and His Eminence the Cardinal, very feeble and frail, stood before us.

In an instant he took in the situation, and, laughing, said:

Ah, gentlemen! I see that you are far better off than I am! Im thirsty too!

Will your Eminence take a glass of water? asked the priest quickly. I must apologize that none was provided in your room!

No apology is needed, the Cardinal assured him, smiling. But I really will take some water.

So, laughing merrily at the situation, the famous Cardinal, who would no doubt have been elected Pope had he lived, stood with us, sipping his water, and chatting with us, while we drank our whiskey.

When he left, he remarked:

I am very pleased, gentlemen, to see that Father OSullivan is entertaining you so pleasantly.

A few days later, when I saw him in his library, he mentioned the incident, and, with a laugh, remarked:

Though Father OSullivan forgot my water he didnt forget his own whiskey, did he?

One morning I set out from Charing Cross for the city of Treves, on the Moselle, in order to see and describe for the Globe, the Holy Coat, which is exhibited in the ancient cathedral once every fifty years.

I was alone as far as Brussels, but when changing trains, to go south to Treves, I saw on the platform the burly figure of old George Augustus Sala, the veteran travelling correspondent of the Daily Telegraph.

Hulloa, Le Queux! he cried merrily. Are you going to see this confounded coat?

I admitted that I was, and we travelled together all day. On our arrival at Treves we found that it was quite impossible to obtain beds, the whole place being filled with pilgrims from all over Europe — an unwashed crowd that had arrived to see the relic of whose authenticity I am not in a position to judge.

Tents had been erected all over the countryside and down the streets of the old Roman town, and one could hardly get to the cathedral for the dense throng.

We found vacant seats before what seemed to be the best café in the place, and Sala at last had a private chat with the proprietor.

I happen to be one of the honorary guardians of the Coat, the man said. But, unfortunately for you journalists, the Bishop has to-day given orders that no mere sightseers shall be allowed to enter the cathedral.

Oh, then that settles it, Le Queux! said Sala, fixing me with his cross-eye. We must become pilgrims. And pilgrims we became next day, for we both bought blue peasants blouses and caps, and with a rosary each, we together went in under a big blue banner borne aloft by a pilgrimage from Metz. As Sala chanted with seriousness, in his deep bass voice, it was all I could do to keep a straight face. But we were the only journalists who got in, and I recollect that my description published in the Globe was headed The Holy Coat at Treves: By an Amateur Pilgrim.

The editor of the Kladderadatsch, the Punch of Berlin, copied my article without giving me credit for being its author, and was promptly sent to prison for six months for daring to call into question the genuineness of a holy relic. And serve him right. I did not hold, however, with a writer in the Pall Mall who, a few days afterwards, declared that a holy pair of trousers had been discovered in a church in a village somewhere in Bohemia!

Among the many leading lights of the legal profession whom I met during my journalistic days, I have pleasant recollections of Mr. Justice Avory, Sir Archibald Bodkin, Lord Justice Scrutton — of copyright knowledge, and a good friend of all authors; Sir Henry Duke, who was at that time a journalist on the staff of the Daily Telegraph; Sir Edward Marshall-Hall, K.C.; and also of my old practical joking friend, Charles Gill, who afterwards rose to become a Kings Counsel, Recorder of Chichester, Senior Counsel to the Treasury, to the Bankers Association, and to the Jockey Club, as well as a Bencher of the Middle Temple.

But at the time of the story I am about to relate we were both young, and he was glad enough to earn a few guineas at police or county courts. We had a mutual friend in a stout, highly-humorous solicitor named George Lay, who practised mainly at the Brentford Police Court, and, like Gill, was well known in London theatrical circles.

One day, during a General Election, I went down to the riverside town of Staines, where a very hot contest was in progress. On the previous night the parties in opposition had come to fisticuffs at a meeting. Dixon-Hartland, the banker, was contesting the constituency in the Conservative interest, and it seemed a foregone conclusion that he would be re-elected.

I arrived at the Bridge House Hotel at Staines, about six oclock, and had ordered some dinner in readiness for the meeting at the Town Hall at seven, when to my surprise in walked Charles Gill, wearing his monocle, accompanied by George Lay. The local bench of magistrates had been sitting, and both had been engaged in opposition in a serious case of assault on a wife by a jealous husband.

They greeted me, and, as we sat down to dinner, inquired the reason of my visit to Staines.

I told them, whereupon, after a brief silence, Gill made a suggestion.

Look here, Lay, he said, why shouldnt we stay and have a bit of fun? Weve been slanging each other all day. Why not let us continue?

How, asked Lay, always ready for an adventure.

Well, lets go to this election meeting with Le Queux. You support Dixon-Hartland, and Ill take the part of the other Johnnie — whats his name? You sit in front and Ill sit at the back, and well create some real trouble between us, eh?

George Lay at once agreed.

We ate our dinner and went to the meeting. Lay sat in the second row, with Gill far away at the back. The chairman made a comfortable speech to a packed audience extolling the virtues of the candidate who sat on the platform smiling down on his supporters.

All went quietly until Dixon-Hartland rose to speak. Gill allowed him to make a few statements, and then, to everyones surprise, he rose and loudly protested in his most forensic language against the statement — something with regard to Ireland — and appealed to the chairman and to the audience, causing a great sensation.

Whereupon George Lay rose, and, turning to the interrupter with a flow of vituperation that could only be possessed by a brow-beating police-court solicitor, inquired the name of this gentleman, this unknown outsider, who has come here to upset our meeting!

That was a signal for a sharp quarrel between the pair. They shouted at each other, both crimson with anger, and shook their fists threateningly. They called each other nasty names, till the chairman, with great difficulty, called them to order, and at last stopped the uproar.

Then, all being quiet again, the candidate proceeded. But Gill allowed him to go on for only about five minutes, when again he rose to object. Again Lay jumped up, and again the pair attacked each other with violence, cheered by one portion of the audience and hissed by the other.

Four times was this repeated, till the audience at last took sides with the objector and his opponent, and would no longer listen to the candidate. The uproar became intense, the chairman became powerless, the crowd got out of hand, chairs were smashed, and the meeting broke up in terrible confusion. I myself narrowly escaped from an infuriated partisan of the opposition candidate, who was flourishing the leg of a broken table.

When I got outside I saw Gill standing on the step of the Town Hall still haranguing the crowd.

Afterwards we all three took the last train from Staines to London, and many a time we laughed over our joke.

Gill became more serious in his latter days. He was a member of the committee appointed in 1918 to inquire into German war crimes, and he worked very hard as a member of the sub-committee which was presided over by the late Mr. Justice Peterson and which dealt with the treatment of thousands of British prisoners of war in Germany.

From his position as counsel to the Jockey Club (of which he was also an honorary member) it will be gathered that Gill was interested in sport, and country pursuits were his principal relaxations from the depressing labour of his profession. Following the tradition of the Old Bailey, he was also a patron of the drama, and at one time was often seen at first-night performances. He was a popular member of the Turf, Garrick, Beefsteak, and other clubs.

One December morning I joined a big party headed by George Augustus Sala, and including Bennett Burleigh, the war correspondent, Melton Prior, the artist, and a number of kindred spirits of Fleet Street. We met at Euston Station, having been invited by the Cambrian Railways — I believe they were our hosts — to visit Barmouth, in North Wales, and describe its advantages as a winter resort against the then much-advertised Colwyn Bay.

We boarded a special train, which, after leaving Shrewsbury, stopped frequently, and champagne was served at the station bars.

At Barmouth the Town Council met us, and put us into most comfortable quarters at the Coes-y-Gedol Hotel. We were rather crowded, however, and Sala and myself, being constant fellow-travellers over Europe in those days, shared a room.

Sala wore his golf-cap in bed, I remember, just as Harry de Windt invariably does. Only I have seen Harry in a wagon-lit sleeping in his bowler, for, curiously enough, the explorer is most fastidious about draughts.

Well, on the night of our arrival at Barmouth the council of that thriving watering-place, with its beautiful stretch of sands for bathing, gave us a splendid banquet of welcome. The Mayor, the local doctors, the Town Clerk, and other municipal officials told us of its warm winter climate and of its hours of winter sunshine, which were not eclipsed by those at St. Leonards or Bournemouth, and we sat spoon-fed with the little towns advantages.

We retired to bed full of Barmouth and its coming winter life.

Sala, as he threw off his braces, said:

By Heaven, Le Queux, according to the city fathers this place must be equal in warmth to Palermo or Algiers. Winter sunshine! I dont see much sign of it, eh? Im horribly cold! and with a shiver he cast a glance with his blind eye towards me and soon dived into bed.

Next morning when we rubbed our eyes and looked out of the window the ground was deeply covered with snow! It snowed all day — and the next!

Those who had invited us naturally grew alarmed. They wondered what we would say.

George Augustus Sala on the second afternoon called an informal committee meeting in the smoking-room of the hotel, at which most of us were present.

Look here, you fellows, he said bluntly, these people have done us very well, havent they? They cant help the snow. They can help it at Colwyn Bay, where their weather report says it is always sunshine Now I put it to the vote, for we are all of us sportsmen Shall we tell the truth — or shall we he? Now — the truth? Hands up!

Not a hand was raised.

Lies — artistic ones? he asked, with his cocked eye glancing at the door in fear of any outsider intruding.

Every hand went up.

The lies have it! he answered, and the lies did have it. You have only to search the files of the London daily newspapers on the following day to read what gloriously bright sunshine and blue skies reigned at Barmouth during the visit of the London Press!

Probably journalists may object to the revelation of such secrets, but, after all, the town of Barmouth had, in a perfectly justifiable bid for winter prosperity, spent so much money on our entertainment that we all agreed that we had been placed in a most difficult position by the clerk of the weather.

And in journalism the truth is, after all, not always welcome. If everyone suddenly became candid concerning his neighbour, this would indeed be an uncomfortable world.

But there was a dénouement of my story. One of my assistants on the Globe knew what had happened. It was his duty to check the reports each morning from the Meteorological Office. He waited his time till about a fortnight later snow was reported at Colwyn Bay. He promptly replaced the word fine by snow. And he left the word snow against Colwyn Bay for weeks and weeks, notwithstanding the protests of readers at that North Wales resort.

When I protested, he said:

Well, Colwyn Bay cant have it all its own way. It has been sunny at Barmouth each day for the past few weeks, so why cant we give Colwyn Bay a bit of snow?

In May he changed the word opposite Colwyn Bay to unsettled, whereat the municipal authorities and hotel-keepers grew furious, and wrote some most uncomplimentary letters.

With the modern press-agent I have no patience. He is paid to exaggerate to the public the mediocre and magnify the unworthy person into a genius. He is a product of our present age of advertising. Given a financial backing your press-agent of to-day — clever and subtle in his paragraphs, I grant — can accomplish miracles in the social standing of his clients, be they the nouveau riche, the pretty chorus girl, the budding artist, the writer, or the crook.
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AT FIRST THE publishers were not exactly kind to me.

I wrote my first novel, Guilty Bonds, on my return from Russia, where I had been on a special mission for The Times, the country then being under the Emperor Alexander, and people were being exiled wholesale to Siberia without any charge being made against them. The story sold well, for, coincident with Called Back, it was one of the first novels that described Russia under the Tzars. It was afterwards dramatized. My old friend Joseph Hatton wrote By Order of the Tzar! and had it published with a significant yellow ticket inside, the public to this day never dreaming that it was the colour of the passport issued to every Jewess, of whatever station, proclaiming her to be a woman of ill-fame!

Feeling success assured, I went to the Great Sahara with the Dubois Expedition, and on returning wrote Zoraida and The Great War. Because George Griffith — who had written The Angel of the Revolution — induced me, I gave both these books to the Tower Publishing Company.

They produced them well. Coulson Kernahan, my oldest literary friend, then reader to Ward & Lock; Sir Robertson Nicoll — to whom I owe much of my success; W. E. Henley, Clement Shorter; Norman Gale; Douglas Sladen, and Davenport Adams — of the black velvet jacket — all declared my success to be assured.

I had then given up journalism and was living in a cosy little flat at the Magnan end of the Promenade des Anglais at Nice, going up in July and August to the Pyrenees to escape the great heat on the Riviera.

I trod on air and worked hard; but imagine my dismay and disappointment when, at the moment I expected to receive a substantial cheque for the royalties on both books, which were selling by thousands, I received a formal letter from a bankruptcy official to say that the Tower Publishing Company had failed, and that I should not only get nothing from my two years of labour, but that the copyrights had been bought by a well-known firm of publishers, and passed out of my hands! Such was the law in those days. I had, in my youthful enthusiasm, toiled for two years for nothing!

That was over thirty years ago, and to-day, as I write, Zoraida has just begun as a great new Le Queux serial in an Irish daily newspaper!

Could any man experience a greater set-back?

I went to my old friend A. P. Watt, the literary agent, who was just then commencing business in Paternoster Row, and he introduced me to various publishers.

Sir George Hutchinson and Alfred Spencer, his partner, F. V. White, who was publishing Belgravia and John Strange Winters novels; Newman Flower, who had just come to Cassells; Fisher Unwin, who later sought me in Florence; and Eveleigh Nash, all became my firmest friends, and remain so to-day. I also got to know intimately Stanley Paul, the burly giant who, alas! has had ill-health of late years, W. L. Courtney, Israel Zangwill, Sir Ernest Hodder-Williams, whom everyone congratulated on his well-earned title, and the irascible old George Newnes and his kindly son, Sir Frank.

Then, later, I met such outstanding men as Lord Riddell, Sir Edward Hulton, James Heddle, and William Lees, who had just graduated from Thomsons of Dundee to the fiction department of the Daily Sketch.

With the belief that publishers are often pilferers of ones royalties I do not agree.

With the exception of the Tower Publishing Company — which let George Griffith and myself down so very badly — I have never met a firm who would descend to cook an authors accounts. I hold in respect every firm with whom I have had business dealings, both here and in America — where, because of curious copyright laws, the temptation to steal is certainly open. Even the good continental firms are always fair and above-board.

I have many pleasant recollections of my editor and publisher friends, not only in London, but also in Paris, Milan, and New York.

But to the aspiring author I would say a word of warning regarding the firms who publish books on commission. If a book is not worth the publishers risk it certainly is not worth the authors, no matter how tempting the terms offered.

A mysterious affair, which remains a mystery to this day, is known only to myself, although both Sir C. Arthur Pearson and my dear friend, Dr. Adler, the Chief Rabbi, both now dead, knew of it.

One day, during the five years I lived at the Hotel Cecil, a waiter brought me a card bearing the name of Brostrôm, with an address in Stockholm. A tall, middle-aged, clean-shaven Swede was ushered in, and handed me a letter of introduction from a friend, a certain Baroness Emberg, who is one of the leaders of Society in the Swedish capital.

This letter explained that my visitor was a well-known civil engineer in Sweden, that he was highly trustworthy, and that he had a very curious disclosure to make to me.

We sat down, and certainly what he told me caused my eyes to bulge.

Briefly, it was that a friend of his, a certain Professor Afzelius, at Abo University, had discovered in the original text of the Book of Ezekiel preserved in the Imperial Library at Petrograd a cipher message that gave the whereabouts of the concealed treasures from King Solomons temple.

At first I was inclined to laugh, but he assured me that he wished for no money, only my influence and support to induce a London newspaper to take up the matter and send out an expedition to Jerusalem to explore.

I will leave these papers with you, he said. I daresay you do not know Hebrew, but if you will submit them to any good Hebrew scholar I think you will find that he will be much interested. And he rose and left.

I thought of my old friend Dr. Adler, Chief Rabbi, and that same day I called and left the papers, he promising to go through them, but expressing an honest scepticism.

Three days later, when I called, he admitted that he had gone through them with his distinguished brother, and that there was certainly something in them very curious and intensely interesting to Hebrew scholars. It was his opinion that the matter should certainly be further investigated. Indeed, he seemed highly excited over the whole matter.

In consequence, I called on another old friend, Sir C. Arthur Pearson, then proprietor of the Standard, put the matter before him and suggested the sending out of an expedition to Palestine to explore. To this he most generously acceded, and an initial sum was agreed between us for its cost. I was to head the expedition to Palestine.

That afternoon I walked along the Strand full of suppressed excitement. I was to search for the treasure of Solomon!

I called Mr. Brostrom on the telephone, and when he arrived at the hotel I announced the joyful news, and the amount placed at my disposal for the equipment of the expedition.

But, to my utter amazement, he replied:

To-day I have had a telegram from my friend Afzelius, in Abo, and, though I thank you, we have decided not to carry our investigations any further.

He left me, and he has never since been seen in London.

Dr. Adler admitted that the papers in Hebrew I placed before him contained something extraordinary. And it certainly seems apparent that there is some curious hidden message in the earliest manuscript of Ezekiel. Can any reader solve the mystery why the discoverers so suddenly withdrew? I cannot.

The curious incident gave me the idea for my novel, Treasure of Israel.

My recollections of editors are many. Here is one.

The day that H. H. Asquith was appointed Home Secretary I met Lincoln Springfield (now the editor of that gay and flippant paper London Opinion) at one of those many cheerful resorts that the town no longer knows — Romanos Bar, and Springfield pretended to be broken-hearted over Mr. Asquiths appointment. Asquith would be delighted to refuse to reprieve me were the occasion ever to arrive, said L. S., and when I asked him what Asquith had against him my friend related this incident.

At the Parnell Commission, when Asquith was Sir Charles Russells junior, he used to sit next Springfield, who, with T. P. OConnor and H. W. Massingham, reported the trial for the Star. Asquith and Springfield had many an idle hours gossip together during the many months of that trial. Stock Exchange flutters arising among other topics, the journalist communicated to the barrister the fact that a certain company, the White Lead Co., Ltd., was to be floated, and was for a day or two to be rushed up to a substantial premium. Both decided to improve their bank balances by venturing to the extent of a hundred shares. Springfield the instant he got his allotment, sold his hundred at a profit of £70 or £80, and forgot about the matter. But Asquith had not grasped the necessity of seizing a rapid profit, and in a week or two the engineered premium ran off into a huge discount, and Asquith lost the major part of his £100 flutter. This was no joke to Asquith in those early struggling days. Hence Springfields mock fear of reprisals on the part of Mr. Secretary Asquith.

Lincoln is an unusual Christian name, but it is not unique. Some years ago there appeared in the Divorce Court a co-respondent named Lincoln Jefferson. Dear old Harry Fenn, the Divorce Court reporter, got to thinking of Lincoln Springfield as he wrote his report, and he inadvertently recorded the co-respondents name as Lincoln Springfield Jefferson. Thus it appeared in the Daily Telegraph. Springfield was on the Pall Mall Gazette in those days, and his colleague there, Charlie Hands — afterwards the special correspondent of the Daily Mail — cut out the report. He deleted the name Jefferson by carefully sticking over it a piece of white paper that rendered the deletion imperceptible, thus making the report declare that the co-respondent was Lincoln Springfield. This doctored report Charlie Hands hung up on the wall of one of the Pall Malls editorial rooms, having first headed it Serpent Springfield: How a Man May Have Curly Hair and Yet Be a Villain. He had barely fixed it on the wall when Mr. Springfields wife called at the office, and could not be restrained from reading the report. It took five hectic minutes to restore Springfields unsullied reputation.

Charles Terry, the blue-eyed sportsman, beloved of every bookman and publisher, and who has had quite as varied an experience as myself, I first met when he was proprietor of R. H. Everett & Son, publishers. He had then been manager of the London Opera House, and later became manager of the book department of Messrs. Odhams Limited. He tells a good story about books.

A few months ago, having prepared the balance sheet of his department, he was chatting with Mr. Elias, managing director of the firm of Odhams.

Terry, said Elias, Mr. Harris, our chief accountant, says that your accounts are extremely clear and well kept. You must be a jolly good book-keeper.

Terry, who began life as an accountant, was rather flattered, and admitted that he knew a good deal about book-keeping.

Yes, I thought so, replied Elias. But we want you to sell books, not to keep them!

Each time I enter the great offices of George Newnes Limited I recollect the first day I put my foot across that threshold.

For about three years I had constantly contributed to the then newly-established Tit-Bits, but had never seen its founder, George Newnes. Being back in England, it struck me that I might venture to call. So I did.

I gave my name, waited a few moments in the waiting-room, and presently was ushered into the presence of the bluff, outspoken man who, in common with other Lancashire men, had come to London by sheer perseverance and hard grit.

But his reception of me! Well, it was so hostile that I stood staggered in wonder as he paced up and down his fine, airy room, denouncing me, and heaping on my head all sorts of vituperations.

At last I managed to get in a few feeble words.

I really dont understand you, Mr. Newnes.

Understand me! Cant you hear? he cried excitedly. Dont you understand that youve done more harm to the firm than anybody else has ever done?

Perhaps I have, but Ive been paid for it, I replied meekly.

Paid? Whos paid you?

The firm, I replied.

The firm paid you! he cried, glaring at me. Are you mad? What do you mean? This firm has paid you to do what youve done against me?

I stood aghast.

Then I calmly turned to the door to go.

No, you shant, he cried. We must have all this out. I wont stand it from you — or anybody else!

But there is nothing to have out, Mr. Newnes, I said quite calmly. All the contributions I have made to your journals you have invited and paid for.

Contributions? What the devil do you mean?

Well, you have published a good many under my name — William Le Queux.

Good God! Are you Le Queux?

Certainly, I said. Who do you think I am?

Why, I understood that you were that cursed swindler H — , who let me down so badly over some paper!

The lad who had ushered me in had an impediment in his speech, so he had understood that I was Mr. H— — hence his violent anger.

We laughed, shook hands, and ever afterwards he was my firm friend.

Soon after that incident I wrote for Tit-Bits a serial, called The Tickencote Treasure, and it aroused in the young men of the office the idea of a real treasure-hunt. Golden sovereigns in iron tubes were sunk into the ground at night, in odd places, by people who travelled in motorcars up and down the country.

A real treasure-hunt began. I believe Sir Frank Newnes, son and heir of the late Sir George, was in the forefront of that new excitement. Excitement! If you sent a postcard to your local paper that the treasure was sure to be buried in Such-and-Such road, those who lived in the road would find, ere it was light next morning, a gang of people of all ages, digging up every front garden and casting great bushes out on the pavements in their frenzied efforts to discover the hidden sovereigns.

The hunt grew so fierce at last that somebody dug beneath a telegraph-pole, on the Great North Road, near Hitchin, and tossed it over, thus interrupting the whole telegraph communications with the North of England. The Government remonstrated, and the merry game was stopped. But while it lasted it was full of fun.

The Marquis of Exeter, whose lordly mansion, Burghley House by Stamford town is described by Tennyson in his Lord of Burghley, helped me to write The Tickencote Treasure. The little hamlet of Tickencote is on his estate, and there has long been a legend that great treasure is buried on one of the farms.

The Marquis helped me in my attempt to locate it, but, alas! we dug without avail. However, we had many merry days over it, and the Marchioness gallantly assisted us.

Only a few weeks before writing these lines, I lunched at the Reform Club with my friend Mr. W. Grierson, who to-day so ably conducts the great House of Newnes, and who, besides being a most successful business man, is also a clever editor. He told me a typical story of the troubles of publishers, who with authors do not always see eye to eye.

I had a funny letter during the publication of The Outline of Science, he said. After the appearance in serial form of the second part I had a letter from a correspondent earnestly begging me to hold up publication till I heard further from him. He had just discovered the secret of the origin of the world. In a few days he would send his article, in which everything would be explained and the face of modern science would be entirely changed. The fact that this mans masterpiece has not yet seen the light of day only provides one more illustration of the short-sightedness of publishers, and how slow we are to recognize originality!

In the whole world of publishing there is no man with a more open mind than Grierson. When I edited The War of the Nations I was many times annoyed by the way in which he mutilated my manuscript. Once I remonstrated.

He smiled at me across the table, and said:

Le Queux, you are an author. You know your subject and write with authority. But it is my job to keep my fingers on the pulse of the public, the readers of all our papers and magazines. I try and gauge what they desire to read, and I provide it for them. Will you forgive me?

To gauge the taste of the public is indeed a hard task.

In the long years of authorship I have sometimes half-heartedly executed commissions from publishers, when, to my surprise, my work has met with great and instant success. At others, when I am enthusiastic over an idea or the plot of a novel, I am frequently doomed to disappointment.

Why? Who can tell the real reason of a books or a plays success?

I have written much for the House of Pearson — in fact, continuously from the day it was established to the present.

Peter Keary, who was partner with Sir C. A. Pearson, was a close friend of mine from the first publication of Pearsons Weekly to the day of his untimely death. He was a clever editor, and a shrewd business man, with a keen sense of humour. We often spent a night in town together. His bosom friend was Mr. George Griffith, who wrote The Angel of the Revolution, and other notable books, and who held the record for going round the world (before the construction of the Siberian Railway) in seventy-one and a half days.

One day Keary invited F. V. White, the publisher, Griffith, and myself to dine at his house on Wimbledon Common, and we all went down together.

Before dinner Keary said:

Ive got a new game to show you fellows. Its quite simple.

He took us out upon the lawn, where he put up cricket stumps.

Now, he said, we put a shilling on each stump and the one who knocks them off gets the shillings. Quite simple.

We all three bowled, but had no luck, yet Keary — whom we afterwards found was a very good cricketer — knocked off the shillings each time either of us tried to bat. I believe it cost us about thirty shillings each before we went in to dinner.

At table Keary turned to us and said:

I told Everett that I meant you chaps to pay for your dinners!

I remember that White was very annoyed.

Percy W. Everett, to whom he referred, is now head of Pearsons, and has also been a friend of mine for many years. He is a cheery, merry-eyed man of untiring energy, and impervious to fatigue.

A few weeks ago, while chatting with him at the dinner of the Crimes Club, of which he is a fellow-member, he told me of a most humiliating experience he once had. He said:

I remember very well how one day a short, good-looking, apparently harmless gentleman strolled into my office, and began to talk to me of a science of which nothing was then known in this country — ju-jitsu. He explained how the weakest man who understood the science could overcome the strongest man who knew nothing about it. In the interests of truth, and to find out if my visitor were really qualified to write an article on this subject, I challenged him to prove his words. The next moment I was on my back on the floor. I was allowed to rise again, but a simple though deadly grip with but two fingers was responsible for an immediate and very undignified editorial somersault. A most painful quarter of an hour ensued. One by one, with fiendish science, my visitor subjected the joints of every part of my body from head to toe to strains that, as it proved, they were anatomically unable to resist. I suffered every kind of known agony. But the result was that I obtained for Pearsons Magazine a series of articles on ju-jitsu that created a world-wide sensation.

A. S. M. Hutchinson, author of If Winter Comes, tells an amusing story of Everett, who was his chief in the days when he was editor of The Royal Magazine, a post now filled by that writer of delightful short stories, F. E. Baily.

It seems that one Saturday night Percy Everett, who, by the way, is an outdoor man, and takes very long walks, even as far as Brighton, invited Hutchinson down to his home at Elstree, as he intended that night to destroy a wasps next. The nest, since it was under some thick bushes, was difficult of access, and Hutchinsons task was to creep in on his hands and knees in the dark to pour paraffin into the hole. It was a job that required considerable care and pluck, for Everett, standing behind striking matches, told him that wasps always kept a sentinel outside their nest, both by day and night and asked him if he could spot him. He couldnt, as he is near-sighted. Everett was crouching behind him blocking the way out, and every moment Hutchinson expected the whole swarm to attack him.

In telling the story he said:

However, by the mercy of Providence the sentinel wasp was not up to his work that night, and I squirted down my paraffin and backed out praising heaven. Everett applied the match (I will say that much for him) and I got as far away as I could in the darkness and stayed there.

Hutchinson also told me, referring to his early days on the Royal Magazine, that:

The thrill of the Israelites when entering the Promised Land was a torpid yawn compared to my sensations as I first walked into Pearsons.

Writing of Hutchinson, the present editor of the Royal says:

Hutchinson I remember as a tremendous worker. I can see him still at a roll-top desk, working on doggedly amid a cloud of tobacco smoke, turning out page after page in his careful, fastidious handwriting. This careless world seldom takes temperament into account, preferring to measure the ox-like type and highly-strung person of creative imagination by a general rule of thumb. Nevertheless, the price of success is a great deal higher to the second than to the first, for he lives on his nerves, and his masterpieces are literally written with his hearts blood.

Another ex-member of the Pearson staff is C. W. Shepherd, now editor of the Northern Newspaper Syndicate. He told me the other day a good story concerning John Hassall, the well-known artist. At the time he was under Everett on the editorial staff of Pearsons, they were publishing an article on the influence of colour in daily life, and he went to see one or two eminent people to get their views — including Lady Duff-Gordon on dress and John Hassall on art. He had a cheerful chat with Hassall in his studio, and, after discussing various colours, he asked him what he would call the best tonic colour. The colour of a good port wine, said he. That is why one instinctively holds up a glass of port to the light. Some spirit of mischief prompted Shepherd to try and trip him up. But surely, he said, you do the same with a bottle of Bass?

Ah! said Hassall, as quick as lightning, but thats to see if theres any cork in it.

My friend D. M. Sutherland, editor of the Pall Mall Gazette, tells a good journalistic story of the great Horace Greeley, whose handwriting was so bad that at one time there was only one compositor in the office in New York who could set up his copy. This man seemed to his fellows unduly puffed up by this fact.

One day, while the super-compositor was out, a bird that had flown into the office walked into some printing ink and then on to a number of loose sheets lying on the floor.

Why, said one of the printers, picking up a sheet, this looks like the old mans writing. So saying, he fastened the sheets together and put them on the absent compositors case.

Presently the compositor came back, and, with all eyes turned on him, picked up the sheets, and to the amazement of the room started setting up the supposed copy. Presently, however, he jibbed at a word and asked the man nearest him what it was.

How should I know? was the reply. You know that you alone can read the old mans writing. Better ask him.

Reluctantly the baffled compositor took the sheet to Greeleys sanctum.

Well, grunted the great man, what is it?

Its this word, Mr. Greeley, stammered the man.

Greeley snatched the sheet from the mans hand, looked at the alleged word, and threw himself back with a snort of disgust.

Why, he shouted, any fool could see what it is! ts unconstitutional!

Stanley Paul, the publisher, tells a delightful story of a certain well-known cosmopolitan writer. He says, Returning from a trip to the Gay City my friend (who is popularly known as the master of mystery) asked me how I had enjoyed myself. I replied that I had had a good time, and mentioned some of the gay places I had visited. In his turn he sighed, and said that nowadays he never had time to explore the modern Montmartre. In order to test the soundness of this statement I referred to one notorious place, quietly stating as a joke that I was very surprised to see the authors caricature by a well-known French artist adorning the walls, when the latter exclaimed with much agitation, Hush! No! No! No! I said, Ah! I wondered whether you had ever been there!

Mr. W. L. Courtney once referred to publishers as a timid race of men, but are they also absent-minded? A story is told concerning Stanley Paul, when he started business in Cliffords Inn, and was at the time prominent on the executive of several athletic clubs, whose headquarters were at the Argyll Hotel. One day, when absorbed in the prospect of a London-to-Brighton walk, which was then one of Pauls hobbies, the office-boy said a gentleman wanted to see him. Asked who it was, he said he wasnt sure, but he thought it was Argle, and Mr. Paul, thinking of a gentleman he sometimes saw at headquarters, decided to be out and couldnt be seen till after 6 p m. The gentleman left. Next day the correspondence contained a very courteous note from His Grace the late Duke of Argyll, asking if it would be possible for Mr. Stanley Paul to see him at Kensington Palace in connection with his memoirs, Intimate Society Letters of the Eighteenth Century, which Mr. Paul had previously commissioned for publication.

Mrs. M. Chester ffoulkes, the well-known authoress — who, by the way, was at one time private secretary to Douglas Sladen — once told me how, while collaborating with Lord Rossmore, who was writing his reminiscences, they quarrelled desperately. It was a case of Dr. Fell with them both, all the time. But when the book was published Lord Rossmore invited the popular Maude to lunch one Sunday at the Stud House, Hampton Court, and in front of his assembled guests presented her with a platinum and coral necklet.

Isnt it a nice present, Maudie? remarked his lordship.

Mrs ffoulkes took the necklet and replied pensively, Yes, it is very pretty — a clear case of After Battles — Rewards (the motto of the Rossmores).

It was Lord Rossmore who, when speaking to Mrs ffoulkes about a certain publisher whom most people will recognize, remarked:

But, damn it! the fellow is a gentleman! I thought a publisher was always a shopkeeper. It is the accepted idea!

Well, replied Maude, the accepted idea of a nobleman is that he is a gentleman, but its often wrong, isnt it?

Lord Rossmore was compelled to agree.

In the Bath Club the other day I heard a good story concerning my old friend David Whitelaw, the well-known editor of the London and Premier magazines. He was walking one hot afternoon last year on Brighton Pier with Herman Finck, the composer of so many popular orchestral pieces, and as they passed the bandstand the orchestra, under Captain Amers, was playing In the Shadows.

The irrepressible David complimented Herman on hearing his own composition played to the pleasure of the great assembly of summer idlers. To be polite, Herman Finck bet Whitelaw a level shilling that if they continued their walk they would discover somebody reading one of his novels. Whitelaw accepted, and together the pair strolled along eagerly scanning every book or paper that the seaside girls and fellows were reading. Every author except David seemed to be represented on that drowsy summer afternoon, beside the lazily-lapping waves. The well-known novelist-editor had almost given up hope when suddenly Finck pointed out a very old and shabby gentleman in steel-rimmed spectacles seated in one of the pier-shelters. On his lap was a cheap edition of The Little Hour of Peter Wells. But the old fellow was fast asleep!
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IN THE COURSE of my wanderings up and down Europe, searching for local colour and fresh ideas for my novels, and at the same time continuing to act as secret agent of Great Britain, I have mixed with all sorts and conditions of persons, both in the haut monde and in the underworld of the great cities.

Who goes spying must often keep queer company, associating with swindlers, adventurers, escrocs, and undesirables of all sorts. The criminal world is at least exciting. To a student of crime and its psychology it is, of course, of intense interest. As one of the oldest members of the Crimes Club of London — to which I have referred in the chapter on my adventures in clubland — I have always taken an especial interest in the criminally inclined. Curiously enough, I seem to possess a magnetic attraction for criminals! Why, I cannot imagine.

In the years that I have drifted about the smart continental hotels I have had some strange and sometimes exciting experiences. Some of these adventures I have, I confess, recorded in my romances, thereby turning truth into fiction.

I well recollect one day being at lunch with Madame Sarah Bernhardt — who was my friend through more than thirty years — at her beautiful house in the Avenue Pereire, in Paris. The Divine Sarah, in that sweet, musical voice of hers, introduced me then to a short, stout, rather overdressed Frenchwoman, whose name I did not catch, but whose manner was that of a grande dame. We chatted together in the big salon, where with us were, among others, two of my oldest friends, Madame Zola and Paul Deschanel, who afterwards became President of the French Republic.

The stout lady was telling me that she had rented a summer château in Brittany, somewhere near Quimperle, and that she and her husband were leaving Paris in a months time. Before we parted she gave me her card, and expressed a hope that I would call and join one of her Wednesday evening parties. As I took her card I saw that her name was Humbert.

Acting on her invitation, I found that she lived in a magnificent mansion in the Avenue de la Grande Armée. Her salon was filled by smartly-gowned mondaines, Senators, Deputies, and financial magnates.

My hostess, in a magnificent black gown, with a wonderful necklace of pearls, greeted me effusively, and introduced me to the attractive daughter of Monsieur Lebaudy, the great sugar-refiner. Not till I began to chat with my charming little friend did I identify the name of my hostess, Madame Humbert, with the romantic story of the safe that contained nearly four million pounds, and which by the terms of a will she was forbidden to open.

That evening I was shown the huge dark-green safe, which stood in the corner of a small room at the back of the house, the two keyholes being covered with great seals of red wax.

As a novelist that locked safe interested me.

The mystery of the marvellous fraud of the Humbert millions may be half forgotten, therefore I will venture to refresh the readers memory. Thérèse Daurignac, a rather plain country girl, daughter of an evil-living old fellow of Bauzelles, near Toulouse, who claimed to be Count dAurignac, was often shown by her father an old oak chest. He was fond of telling her that it would, on being opened after his death, be found to contain documents that should bring her a great fortune and place her among the highest in France.

This impressed the girl, and no doubt turned her head, till she became one of the greatest adventuresses in French history. When her father died the chest was found to be empty! But in the meantime Thérèse kept up her fathers fiction. My friend, Mr. Barry Richmond, in a very able review of the case, says that among the wealthy folk in the neighbourhood who befriended the Daurignacs was the Humbert family, consisting of M. Gustave and Mme. Humbert and their son Frédéric. M. Gustave Humbert was Mayor of the district, a Senator, and a person of considerable distinction. Thérèse Daurignacs first connection with this family was humble enough, she being employed as a washerwoman by old Mme. Humbert.

But the girl had her eyes open to eventualities, and she laid herself out to attract the attentions of M. Humberts son Frédéric, a law student. She contrived to surround herself with the air of mystery and romance that by a twist she gave to the legend of the Daurignac fortune. It impressed people, even the Humberts.

M. Gustave Humbert and his wife took up their residence in Paris, leaving Frédéric behind to pursue his law studies at Toulouse. It was Thérèses great chance, and she seized it. The Humbert parents shortly afterwards learned with mortification that their son was determined to marry his mothers ex-washerwoman.

The marriage took place in spite of all their objections, which were considerable, for Gustave Humbert was rising to the head of his profession, and was shortly to become Minister of Justice.

For two or three years the woman lived as an adventuress, when suddenly the Senator announced to his friends that his daughter-in-law had inherited an enormous fortune.

At first the amount of Mme. Humberts inheritance was given out as £80,000, but gossip increased it to £800,000, and finally it was popularly credited with being £4,000,000. That was the amount that Madame Sarah Bernhardt mentioned to me. The Humberts very cleverly accepted this gratuitous estimate, and £4,000,000 remained for twenty years the figure of the mythical fortune.

Details were soon forthcoming to substantiate the story.

According to Mme. Humbert, she was travelling on the Ceinture Railway one afternoon soon after her marriage when she heard groans proceeding from the compartment next her own. She climbed to it along the footboard, entered, and found an old man suffering great agony. She undid his collar, assisted him as best she could, and by the time the train reached Paris he had sufficiently recovered to leave the station without further help. Before he departed he made a careful note of his benefactresss name and address, and told her that he was an American, called Robert Henry Crawford. This was the story all Paris knew.

It was not long after the railway incident that, declared Mme. Humbert, she received a copy of the old mans will. He had died at Nice, leaving a fortune of £4,000,000 to be divided between Mme. Humbert and his two nephews on certain extraordinary conditions. One-third of the £4,000,000 was left to his nephew, Robert Crawford; one-third to Henry Crawford; and the rest to Marie Daurignac, Thérèses sister, who was still a child at school. Out of the inheritance the three legatees were to pay Mme. Humbert £14,400 per annum.

It was on no firmer basis than this extravagant invention that, says Mr. Barry Richmond, Mme. Humbert for the next twenty years was enabled to borrow sums amounting to about £3,000,000, to live the life of a grande dame, and to ruin thousands of people in all classes of French society.

But soon Thérèse showed the touch of genius that lifted her complicated series of frauds far beyond the level of an ordinary commonplace swindle. She invented an interminable lawsuit over the will, and in a few months time, with the help of her husband (and, as many people believed, of Gustave Humbert), piled up a huge mass of legal procedure that not even the lawyers could unravel.

The mythical Crawfords pleaded (through counsel, of course) against Thérèse. They lost cases and won them, appealed and were appealed against, paid heavy fees to famous lawyers, and wrote countless letters of instructions. This sort of thing went on for years, and to the ordinary mind it was proof positive of the Crawford brothers existence. Phantoms do not engage in long and costly lawsuits. It never seems to have occurred to anyone that Mme. Humbert was running both sides of the affair, that she was plaintiff as well as defendant, and defendant as well as plaintiff, that she was inspiring all the legal attacks made on her by the supposed Crawfords.

There, in the Humberts magnificent mansion in the Avenue de la Grande Armée, for all to see, stood the famous locked safe containing the £4,000,000.

It was when Madame Humbert was at the height of her success that Madame Sarah Bernhardt introduced me to her. Her father-in-laws position as French Minister of Justice had, besides serving to induce confidence in his daughter-in-laws pretentions, gave her the entrée to the best Parisian society. Thérèse, the ex-washerwoman, had now become a grande dame, and was living on credit on a scale that no other swindler has ever approached. She was surely the queen of escrocs. She and her husband Frédéric Humbert entertained lavishly. How well I recollect those wonderful nights in her great flower-decked salons, where I usually met Zola and his wife and other French celebrities in art, the drama, and diplomacy. The most prominent members of Parisian society considered it the height of chic and popularity to be photographed in company with their host and hostess, either at the races or at one of the country châteaux that the Humberts had bought and in which they constantly had smart house-parties.

The cleverness of that arch-adventuress has never been equalled. Financiers crowded about her and offered loans, while she exhibited to any sceptical persons big piles of letters purporting to be from the Crawfords, together with voluminous correspondence concerning the lawsuits that ever and anon cropped up concerning her inheritance.

Madames extravagance naturally necessitated a great deal of money, and at last a woman who was her rival in Society, a certain Madame Guilbert, set about rumours concerning the famous safe. People began to hesitate before they made loans, and slowly but surely the great fiction so cleverly built up by twenty years of doubledealing was brought to a dramatic dénouement.

I remember a certain night when, walking past the Madeleine with Zola and a lawyer friend of his, the latter told us that Waldeck-Rousseau, the famous lawyer, who had been acting for one of Madame Humberts creditors, had been making very careful investigations, and had arrived at the conclusion that the whole thing was a colossal swindle.

Surely not! I said.

Zola laughed incredulously. He had been misled and bamboozled just as all Paris had been. Both of us had looked with awe on that great safe containing £4,000,000.

Well, said our friend, you will see. Waldeck-Rousseau has been to the director of Le Matin to-day, and has placed all his proofs before him!

Surely enough, the famous lawyer had interested the Matin to probe the great mystery of the safe, with the result that a series of trenchant articles appeared, and in the end a joint law-case against Madame Humbert and the bulk of her creditors was commenced. After many delays the judge decided, as the Matin intended, that the only way was to inspect the contents of the safe, and he fixed a definite day for it to be unsealed and unlocked.

And, lo! when opened, the safe supposed to contain £4,000,000 was found only to contain a foreign copper coin worth a halfpenny!

It was on such security madame had obtained some £3,000,000, and ruined thousands of people!

Madame and her brother Romain Daurignac fled, but were arrested a few weeks later in Madrid and brought to Paris, where a long and sensational trial took place. During part of it I was present in court. Madame Humbert, when pressed, declared that the mythical Crawford was none other than Marshal Bazaine, the man who surrendered Metz to the Germans in 1870, and that the four million sterling was the price he received for his treachery. She further added that when she discovered the true source of the millions she destroyed the original will and all the bonds.

Such a fantastic story was, however, not credited, and madame and her husband were found guilty— with extenuating circumstances, strangely enough — and both sentenced to five years solitary confinement, while Romain Daurignac received three years and Emile Daurignac two years.

Surely it was the most colossal fraud ever perpetrated in Europe.

I frequently find myself in Nice about Carnival-time, for I served for several years on the Carnival Committee at San Remo.

On one occasion, while occupying my usual room at the Hotel de Luxembourg, on the Promenade des Anglais — which I always do in preference to the far gayer and better painted ones, for I like quiet for writing, and can always go to the dancing at the neighbouring hotels. Paint means everything to a hotel, both here and everywhere else. White and pale green paint will convert a farmhouse into a country villa. I always look at the back of a hotel, and test the qualities of the kitchen. As an old traveller, I think I have acquired an unerring sense of hotels. They may put their photographs in Bradshaw, or in their local brochures, and may present themselves as the perfect paradise, but as soon as I cross the threshold and speak to the reception clerk I can sum the place up. And I am seldom wrong. The man who is ever travelling acquires the hotel-sense, whatever that may be. He knows whether after the soup will come the lesso. Perhaps my readers who do not know Italian will not understand. But your chef of any nationality will, and will smile if you ask him.

But this is digression, for which I apologize.

Well, on that occasion, at the Luxembourg at Nice I noticed on the day of my arrival a pinched-faced, grey-eyed little man, with a despairingly sad expression, being wheeled out of the lift and in to his meals.

The figure of the poor invalid was most pathetic amongst all the gaieties of Carnival, the masked crowds, and the famous Battle of Flowers. So on the next evening I chatted to him, and he drew his chair up in the billiard-room, while I sat on the raised lounge. He was forlorn, friendless, hopeless, a gloomy but well-educated man. His name was Andrade, a Spaniard, but he spoke very good English. He was a lawyer in Bilbao before he was compelled to retire owing to his infirmity, he told me.

A week later I was suddenly recalled to London, and regretted leaving him, as we had become friends and used to chat daily. Indeed, I had several times walked by his side when his tall, thick-set male nurse pulled his bath-chair along the promenade.

One evening, about three months later, I came off the Calais express at the Nord station in Paris, and drove to the Grand Hotel. After a wash I went down to dinner alone, when I saw across the great restaurant, at a table in the corner, two very smartly-gowned young ladies, with three smart-looking men. All were laughing merrily over their wine.

One of the men I recognized instantly as my crippled friend Senor Andrade. He was laughing merrily, his glass poised in his hand. Then he set it down, and, after some words to the girl next to him, they all rose, and walked out of the restaurant.

He had evidently been restored to health by a miracle! But how?

The situation intrigued me, and what I found out was certainly interesting. While the two ladies and one of the men were staying there at the Grand, my crippled friend — who had discarded his invalid chair, and was apparently leading a gay life — was with his male nurse living at the Continental, while the other man was a guest at the Maurice.

I watched still further, and found that while the cripple of Nice and his male nurse were inseparable, and spent their evenings in the cabarets on the Montmartre, the little circle always met each morning for some discussion, and in secret. They met either at the Grand, or at the Continental, as though they were a party of visitors seeing Paris.

One morning I had lunched at the Brasserie Universale, in the Avenue de lOpéra, and, on going out, I encountered quite unexpectedly my friend Brigadier Gilliot, of the Sûreté. As we walked together towards the Louvre, I told him of the mysterious cripple.

Early next morning with my café-au-lait the waiter brought me a note saying in French:

MY DEAR LE QUEUX, — Please take no further notice of your crippled friend. I will explain why, later on. — Your friend, JULES GILLIOT.

Two days later the waiter ushered him into my room.

Well, my dear friend, he said, with a laugh, you have done us a very good turn, though you did it quite unintentionally. Your friend Andrade is, as I suspected at once, Léon Albacete, the most daring and expert jewel-thief in Europe. The moment you described him I had my suspicions, and went back to my bureau to look at his photograph. Yesterday a jewel-case belonging to the Duchess dUssac, and containing half-a-million francs worth of jewels, was stolen at the Gare de lEst, and to-day, knowing what we do, and what was in progress, we arrested the whole gang. In the room of your cripple friend was found the jewel-case, with the whole of the contents. Albacete is a slippery customer. When resting, he adopted the rôle of invalid, and as a cripple he misled you thoroughly. He was not arrested without a struggle. He fired two shots at my agents, and one man has a bullet in his shoulder.

He was sentenced at the Assize Court of the Seine to ten years hard labour.

Some readers may know the beautiful Villa Igiea Hotel at Palermo, in Sicily — that great white building facing the blue bay, where the clear, tideless Mediterranean laps lazily on the brown rocks of the long terrace. The lounge, which runs the whole length of the hotel, has long windows, giving a beautiful view of the sea, and is carpeted in green, a soft carpet into which ones feet sink as one walks. It is one of the most luxurious hotels in all Europe, where one may exchange the English winter for delightful spring.

In that lounge I met a wealthy, middle-aged Italian nobleman, the Count Ugo Rizzetti. The hall-porter whispered to me that he was one of the most wealthy men in Italy, for he possessed in Umbria the great mediæval Castello Rizzetti, and broad wine-lands around the neighbouring hills.

Your Italian nobleman is ever the same; elegant, well-dressed, extremely affable, with sallow face, and in middle-age usually grows a dark beard.

The Count was very popular among the ladies in the hotel. He had been there a fortnight when I arrived. In speech he was full of quick gestures, his eyes were dark and brilliant, and his face was rather sallow.

He was a heavy cigar-smoker, and always had excellent Havanas. He told me that he loved golf, and played frequently on the Florence course, and when he was in England he had played at Ascot with some friends named Walker.

Ours was quite a pleasant friendship. We took many long walks together along the picturesque sea-road to Arenella and the Vergine Maria, or up to Monreale, with its wonderful view across the sapphire bay, or perhaps to the summit of Monte Pellegrino. Then, before dinner, we usually took our apéritifs, either at the big Trinacria, on the Quattro Canti, or at the Italia.

Count Rizzetti was a charming man, more refined than most Italians, and he seemed quite well versed in Cinquecento art, and that of the Proto-Renaissance, of which I had very little knowledge. He evidently moved in the best Italian society, and talked to me of the Strozzis as his intimate friends.

One afternoon, after we both had been out at a picnic with Henniker-Heaton, of Post Office reform fame, I returned to my room, and was much surprised to find unlocked the leather despatch-case that I always kept locked because I had a certain private telegraph-code inside.

I knew I had locked it with my own hand. Who could have a second key?

I called the chambermaid, but she denied all knowledge of the matter. It was, to me, a most mysterious affair.

At dinner I mentioned it in confidence to the Count, and he seemed most perturbed that anybody had tried to penetrate into my private affairs.

That night, immediately after dinner, I went out to meet a lady at the Hôtel des Palmiers.

Next morning I had occasion to go to the General Post Office in Palermo, when, on entering, I saw the Count at the guichet of the poste-restante, and, as I approached him from behind, the clerk handed him a letter that I saw was addressed, not to Count Ugo Rizzetti, but to Signor M. Carava.

I noticed that he was much confused at our encounter, but I took no notice. It was not a crime for a man to receive letters at a poste-restante in a name not his own. I had done it myself. But, ever since I had mentioned the mysterious search of my belongings, the Count had seemed to have avoided me. Perhaps, however, it was only my fancy.

I saw little of him that day except at meals, but that night, while I was sitting alone in the beautiful palm-garden facing the sea, enjoying the bright moonlight and watching the brightly-lit mail steamer crossing the bay on its way to Naples, the maître dhotel approached me, and in a low, confidential tone said:

There is a gentleman at the front door of the hotel, signore, who wishes to see you privately. He prefers to remain outside.

In surprise I rose and followed the man through the hotel to the front entrance, where I was met by a well-dressed, thin-faced, middle-aged Italian, who raised his soft grey hat, and, after inquiring my name, politely said: I believe you are a friend of the Commendatore Pavolini in Rome, signore?

The stranger had mentioned the name of the Chief of the Italian Secret Police, who was an old friend of mine, and whom I had more than once assisted in some delicate inquiries.

I replied in the affirmative, whereupon he said:

I am Quest ore (Chief of Police) of Palermo. The Commendatore sent me a telegram in cipher an hour ago, asking you to pack your things and leave this hotel at once. Go anywhere you wish — anywhere out of Palermo — to Messina, or across to Calabria. But do not remain here. He asks you to do this at once.

But why? I inquired, much puzzled.

Unfortunately, signore, I am not in a position to explain, was the police officials polite response. Of course, our conversation is strictly private. When you leave here do not leave your address. The Commendatore will tell you the reason in due course.

But it is late, I remarked.

The express to Messina leaves at a quarter to eleven, he remarked.

Very well, I will go by that to Messina, I said much puzzled. I will stay at the Regina Elena for a day or two. Will you let the Commendatore know?

Certainly, he replied, and, raising his hat, turned, and was quickly lost in the darkness.

During that night I lay in the wagon-lit between Palermo and Messina, wondering why my friend had sent me that mysterious message. Signor Pavolini is well known in London, for at one time he was Commissary of Police at the Italian Consulate-General, after a brilliant police record as chief of the detective service in Florence. Next evening the concierge of the hotel at Messina handed me a telegram, which I found was from the great police official. His words were: See newspapers — Pavolini.

I dashed out and bought an evening paper, when a glaring head-line caught my eye: Arrest of Pietro Rossi.

Pietro Rossi! At last the assassin, who had been hunted for nearly a year, had been caught. Readers of the continental newspapers will no doubt recollect the sensational case. The Baroness di Vinadio, a wealthy old lady who lived in a great cinquecento palace in Bologna, was believed to have gone to Paris, for the servants had been sent on holiday and the place closed. When it was re-opened by a relative who could obtain no news of the Baroness, the body of the unfortunate lady was found on the floor of her dressing-room. She had, according to the medical evidence, been dead about three weeks.

A steel despatch-box, containing the Baronesss jewels and a considerable sum of money and negotiable securities, had been opened with its key, and the contents extracted, while the whole place was stripped of its plate and pictures, among them a small ancient painting of S. Francesco on a panel about six inches square.

After much investigation two servants, the Baronesss maid and a footman, were arrested, the little painting being found concealed at the house of the footmans father, while among the maids belongings was a brooch that was identified as the property of the dead Baroness. The maid protested that the brooch had been given her by her mistress before she left for Paris.

The pair were tried and convicted, and, while the footman was sentenced to solitary imprisonment for life, the woman escaped with ten years penal servitude.

My friend the Commendatore Pavolini was, however, not quite satisfied. The trial had caused a great sensation, but, expert criminologist that he was, he felt that there was something further behind it all. After long and diligent inquiry he discovered that the Baroness had met in secret and been courted by Pietro Rossi, a good-looking, well-educated clerk employed by her lawyers in Milan. Perhaps this man was scheming to get the old ladys money, but it is evident the woman was flattered by the mans attentions, otherwise she would not have met him clandestinely, as she did. No doubt he proposed marriage to her and was refused. Whereupon he formed a deep-laid and diabolical plot. He knew that the brooch had been given by the Baroness to her maid, and, having first made the acquaintance of the footmans father, a gardener, he took the little picture, and succeeded in one of his visits to the house to slip it behind a wardrobe.

Later he made a secret rendezvous with the old lady at the palazzo, after the house had been shut and everyone thought she had gone to Paris, as indeed she had done and returned to Bologna unnoticed. He calmly and callously murdered her, and decamped with all her property, disposing of the securities in Brussels a week later. He gained by his crime nearly twenty thousand pounds, therefore he assumed the title of Count, and led a life of luxury, while the innocent pair were tried and sentenced.

After six months, however, the maid and footman were suddenly released, and the police of Europe and America were raising a hue-and-cry for the lawyers clerk Pietro Rossi, who proved to be no other than my fascinating companion, Count Ugo Rizzetti.

It was not long before I learned that the mysterious visitor to my room was a police agent who was inquiring into my identity as an associate of Rossi; and my old friends warning was in order that I should be able to slip away from Palermo and not be called on to give evidence.

Rossi was tried at Bologna, and sentenced to solitary confinement for life. He died in his cell about a year ago.

Another famous escroc I met was the Comte de Rebecque.

While I lived at the Château des Grands-Vignes, at Veneux-Nadon, in the Forest of Fontainebleau, Sarah Bernhardt, La Duse, La Belle Otero, and a number of Paris stage celebrities visited me on summer afternoons, while my life-long friend, Paul Deschanel, then President of the Chamber of Deputies, often motored out to me for a run in the glorious forest. I, in turn, often went to the artists colony at Barbizon, and there I first met the clever young artist named Gaston Deltour, who, by the way, afterwards designed several covers for my books. He introduced me to his very pretty sister Gabrielle, who had married a publicity-expert named Sohet. They often visited me, and one Sunday Madame Sohet, who was about twenty-four and a typically smart Parisienne, was accompanied by a tall, refined, dark-haired man, named Comte de Rebecque. I rather liked him. As we took tea together in the garden on the border of the Forest he told me that he had properties in Chile, but lived mostly in Paris. I quickly saw that he was a great admirer of my artist friends pretty sister.

They stayed till evening, taking me in their car for a run round the Gorge aux Loups, and then returned to Paris.

Two days later the pretty Gabrielle was missing from her home, while inquiries at the Counts fine house near the Arc de Triomphe made it plain that he too was missing. It was evident that she had eloped with him.

A week later Paris was startled by a strange truth. The millionaire Count was in reality a Paris bank-clerk named Delloye. Most readers of these pages will recollect how this plausible young man led a dual existence, working hard in the bank all day, and posing at night as a wealthy nobleman, giving expensive parties and entertaining on a lavish scale.

At once a warrant was issued for the arrest of the missing pair, as it had been found that Delloye, whose salary was about two hundred and fifty pounds a year, had by a most ingenious system that astounded the experts in banking embezzled over four million francs belonging to the bank.

Next day it was discovered that the pseudo-Count had bought a fine steam-yacht at Havre, and, having engaged a crew, the pair had sailed away in it.

To this sensational story the newspapers devoted much space, and weeks elapsed before the yacht was heard of again, for she purposely kept out of the track of the shipping. Because of an accident the vessel put into Buenos Ayres, but its name had been changed and its appearance altered. Delloye and the pretty Gabrielle Sohet were arrested, and after long legal delays were extradited and brought back to Paris.

When Gabrielle faced her trial the jury found that on her part she had honestly believed her lover to be a millionaire, so she was released, but the pseudo-Count was sent to hard labour for a very long period, one that has not yet expired.

I remember discussing the case with Paul Deschanel in 1920, after he had become President, when, smiling, he said:

Ah, Delloye was like so many others, mon cher Le Queux. He ploughed the water, built upon the sand, and wrote upon the wind.

Poor Deschanel! He was eight years older than myself, but first and foremost in all our students pranks on the Boul Mich. He was at the St. Barbe College, and passed in literature and law. Elsewhere I have described our student life together, and I often reflect how strange it was that after our buoyant youth spent together, that I should drift into becoming a wanderer and a novelist, while he, always merry and irresponsible, should enter the cold austere officialdom of France, as sous-préfet of Dreux, secrétaire général of the Seine-et-Marne, then Deputy for the Eure-et-Loir, and so on till he presided over the destinies of France.

His untimely end, hastened by an unbalanced mentality, which betrayed itself suddenly in recent years, came as a great shock to me. I wrote at the time my reminiscences of him in the Daily Sketch. To him I was much indebted in many ways. He introduced me, after I had found my public as a novelist, to Daudet, Rostand, Willy, Baron de Constant, Foch, Emile Legouis, the Professor of English at the Sorbonne, the dramatic author Eugène Brieux, whose La Femme Seule is so well known as a gem of dramatic art, M. Raymond Poincaré, and a host of others, whom I met, and some of whom I still meet each time I spend a few days at the Hotel Chatham, in Paris, of which I have been a constant habitué for many years.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

MORE CRIMINALS I HAVE MET — Dr. Crippen, the Poisoner, Gives me Material for a Murder Mystery — My Secret Knowledge of Him — On his Arrest! Remain on the Continent in Order to Avoid being Called as Witness — My Friendship with Armstrong the Poisoner — Our Chats in the Club — At the Invitation of the Paris Police, I Assist in the Investigations against Landru, the French Bluebeard  — What Landru Said to Me when he was Brought to Gambais — My Suspicions of an American Multi-Millionaire.
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MY ADVENTURES AMONG criminals have been many. One little incident is kept ever fresh in my memory by the ring that is on my finger as I write these lines.



I happened, as I periodically am, to be on a visit to the Balkans, seeking local colour for a new novel, but principally picking up any scrap of information that might be of service to the confidential department at Whitehall that Lord Roberts had organized.

I found myself in the picturesque little capital of Herzegovina, arriving at the Hotel Narenta late one evening. The town was well known to me, and the hotel, with its delightful garden sloping to the river, is among the most comfortable in Eastern Europe. Ivan, the tall, bald-headed maître dhôtel, welcomed me, and gave me a very late dinner, after which I went along to the Officers Casino and returned at about twelve oclock.

I suppose it was about three when I was awakened by a half-dressed waiter, who, speaking in Serbian — which I understood slightly — told me that an elderly English gentleman, who had arrived that morning, had been taken very ill. The waiter could not understand English. Would I kindly see him?

I got up, and, following the man, was taken to a large bedroom, where in bed lay a white-bearded old man, apparently in great pain.

With difficulty he asked me to summon a doctor, which I did at once.

The strangers face was death-like, and very soon after my entry he lost consciousness. Presently a young Serbian doctor arrived, and, the patient being conscious again, I translated his symptoms as well as I could. Then, after a further half hour, the mixture that the doctor had hastily given him brought him round again completely, so much so that he sat up in bed and chatted quite cheerily.

He told me that sometimes he had similar attacks.

Curiously enough, they generally come on when I am travelling alone, he went on. It is really very good of you to have taken so much trouble over a stranger. But now, please, you must return to bed, and not worry about me any more. I shall be quite all right. My name is Askew — Charles Askew. We will meet in the morning. What is your name?

I told him.

But I sensed something peculiar — an air of mystery that I could not define. He seemed very anxious about a battered tin box that lay on a table near him. I had the impression that he suspected me of taking the key and opening it during the time he was unconscious.

When I returned to my room, I began to wonder whether he was a crook in hiding, for Herzegovina is a good country in which to hide ones identity.

Next day we went for a long walk together, and the old fellow talked shrewdly of many matters, but concerning himself he was extremely reticent. I showed him the bazaar where one can buy beautiful Oriental work much cheaper than in the bazaar at Sarajevo or at Constantinople. On the following day we walked a long way up the beautiful valley of the Buna river.

Whatever else Mr. Askew was, he was a studious man, a lover of nature, and something of a botanist, possessing a wide knowledge of wild birds and their habits. He had a keen, rugged face that made him look younger than his years. In his habits he was frugal. For his breakfast he took fruit, which he ate sparingly, and at both lunch and dinner limited himself to a single glass of white wine. He also smoked only three cigarettes a day.

One day, as we were wandering about the Town of the Thirty Mosques, as the place is often called, he turned to me and, with a laugh, said:

You may think me a bit of a crank. Perhaps I am. I sometimes come abroad alone, just for a change, and forget to leave my address, and— Then he suddenly hesitated, rather embarrassed, I thought, and did not finish his sentence.

As we returned to lunch I became more than ever convinced that Mr. Askew was a crook in hiding.

That same night, however, when I went to my room before dinner, I found on my dressing-table an envelope addressed to me.

I tore it open and, to my surprise, found inside the curious antique ring that Mr. Askew had worn on his finger and in which, as it was unique, I had evinced an interest.

With it was a charming little note of thanks, begging me to accept the ring as a souvenir — a letter signed by one of Americas multi-millionaires, a man who is credited to be one of the richest men in all the world!

I dashed downstairs, only to be told by the porter that Mr. Askew had left Mostar an hour before for Agram.

The ring has ever since been on my finger, as a present from one of the most modest, charming, and unassuming of men I have ever been privileged to meet.

And I had suspected him of being a crook in hiding!

The keeper of the gems at the Louvre in Paris has pronounced the gem set in the ring to be one of the smallest engraved Greek gems in the world. It still has its ancient oval setting in ivory, yellow with age, while the perfectly engraved Greek figures can be seen only by the aid of a magnifying glass. How it was ever engraved in the days before the invention of the microscope is a mystery.

Among the many letters I have received from readers of my books in various parts of the world, none perhaps has been more curious that the epistle that the hall-porter at the Devonshire Club handed me one night on my return from the Continent. Many letters from unknown readers are of interest, some of them suggesting new themes, and new plots for books.

It was so in this case. The brief, polite letter was from a certain Doctor Adams, living in Essex, who expressed himself greatly interested in my mysteries of love and crime, and asking when it would be convenient for me to see him, as he had a suggestion to put before me regarding a new and exciting plot. I was particularly busy at the time, and was about to go to Khartoum, therefore I replied that I was leaving London for three months. After the lapse of that period he wrote again, and was so anxious to see me at any time or any place in London that I made an appointment at the club, and one morning he called.

He was a dapper, fair-haired man, of middle age, very well-dressed, with a tall hat and patent-leather boots. I took him into one of the smaller rooms, and while we smoked he told me that he was a doctor in the country, and an ardent reader of my books, especially those that concerned secret poisoning.

In one of your books you mention a volume, Secrets of the State of Venice, he said. I believe it gives, in Latin, copied from the original secret documents of the Council of Ten, still preserved in the archives of Venice, the formula used in preparing the slow poisons used by those in the pay of the Council to poison their enemies.

I explained that it was a very rare book, which had been printed in Petrograd about 1869, and that I had found it in a second-hand booksellers shop in Stockholm. It was at the moment in my study in Florence.

My visitor expressed regret that it was not in London, but hoped that he might one day be permitted to read it. He went on to tell me that he had been in the Far East and had made deep studies in toxicology. Indeed, he seemed to know the standard Manual of Dr. Witthaus by heart, and he then quoted many bewildering facts concerning poisons.

I suppose many people are deliberately poisoned and the murderer never traced? I remarked.

Hundreds, he declared. Since the days when Palmer poisoned thirteen people with his old-fashioned strychnine — in those days very hard to discover — hundreds of people of both sexes have been got rid of by poison or the bacteria of fatal diseases.

I was inclined to be a little sceptical, and mentioned the skill of such pathologists as Drs. Willcox and Spilsbury, both of whom I knew, and whose marvellous mirror-tests for arsenic I had witnessed, whereupon, smiling, and in a strange, mysterious voice he said:

Ah, of course you do not know the newly-invented poisons, some of them German — poisons that, if administered in their proper doses, produce death from apparently perfectly natural causes and which utterly defy detection.

This interested me, and I listened while he explained the effects of several of them, naming them, and telling me the minimum fatal dose of each. He spoke of death calmly and coolly, as only medical men cam.

Poisoners are always bunglers, he declared. The fools use arsenic, antimony, alkaloidal and glucosidal poisons, under the delusion that they wont be found out. Sometimes they are not. The doctor, who has been attending the patient for some disorder and the patient apparently dies from it, is often unsuspicious. He gives a certificate of death without even dreaming that poison is the cause.

Have you ever known such cases? I asked.

He hesitated, then with some little evasion, I thought, declared that there had, no doubt, been many.

Our conversation was certainly such as would interest anyone who, like myself, studied the psychology of crime.

The next time we met was in Devonshire. He happened to be at Plymouth, and motored across Dartmoor one afternoon to call.

Again as we sat in my study our conversation drifted to his pet subject — one by which he seemed obsessed — namely, that of secret poisoning.

He described to me the formula of certain secret poisons, and, after a long chat, told me more about the newly-discovered poisons, and of one which, if given hypodermically, would cause almost instant death, as though from heart-failure.

If the body were discovered at once, poison might be suspected because of a peculiar smell, which, however, would disappear after about four hours, he added. To obviate that, the puncture or scratch should be rubbed with menthol. And I defy any pathologist to discover the true cause of death!

Then he confessed to me that the reason he had approached me was because my books had attracted him, and that he thought he might be able to suggest the plot of an up-to-date novel dealing with the most subtle form of poisoning.

I listened as he unfolded to me a most diabolical and ingenious plot, at which I sat aghast at the mans mentality. He had weighed every detail and taken every precaution that there was no flaw by which the assassin could be traced. I agreed that it was wonderful, but far too morbid and horrible.

Bah! he laughed. Tell the public the truth, and show them how easy it is to commit murder and go scot-free. It would protect them from jealous, murderously inclined enemies.

We met several times afterwards, and he unfolded to me many plots from his fertile brain, one of which, indeed, I did use later in my novel, The Red Widow.

But in his presence I always felt a strong antipathy towards him, though he was such a frank, merry, easygoing man. He had explained so many means by which deadly poisons and bacteria of fatal diseases could be disseminated that at last, whenever I received a letter from him, I opened it with the scissors, held it from me as I read it, and dropped it straight into the fire. I confess that I feared lest he might do me harm!

At last I refused to see him any more, and a few weeks later I went back to Florence, where I had rented a villa on the Viale dei Colli and forgot about the affable but repulsive Adams.

One day, however, on opening the Daily Minor, I saw a large photograph of him smiling out at me. He was wanted by the police, having eloped with a young girl, named Le Neve, after the sudden disappearance of his wife in Hilldrop Crescent, Holloway.

Beneath the photograph of my whilom friend Dr George Adams was the name of Dr. Crippen!

I confess that the unexpected charge against him caused me considerable anxiety. I knew that he was an expert poisoner, and felt certain that his poor wife had died at his hand. He had on that first day we met declared to me that Poisoners are always bunglers, and certainly he himself had been no exception.

That his wife was not the only person he had murdered I feel confident, because of the halting and evasive replies he gave to many of my questions. He was, no doubt, an expert who knew as much about the latest discovered poisons and their effects as any of our greatest toxicologists. He had declared to me — with what truth I know not — that a certain chemist in Frankfort sold secret poisons with full directions at very high figures and asked no questions. This seems to be borne out, for in at least two recent cases of murder by poison, one in France and one in Italy, the poison used is known to have come from Frankfort.

At last, by means of wireless, Crippen was detected and arrested with the girl. Portions of his wifes body were discovered, and he was charged with poisoning her.

Then I suddenly recollected. I had written him two or three letters! Would the police discover them and call me as witness? I knew that the evidence I could give would have great weight with the jury, but I had no desire to appear at the Old Bailey. Therefore I remained in Florence and said nothing to anyone till, on Crippen being executed, I breathed more freely.

Another queer but perfectly cool murderer was the worlds great lover, Henri Désiré Landru, the French Bluebeard. He was a little bald-headed, spade-bearded man, with deep-set, ferret eyes. In April, 1919, he was arrested at his home in the Rue Rochechouart, in Paris, because a woman to whom he had promised marriage had mysteriously disappeared. The sister of the missing woman had accidentally recognized him in the street and insisted that a police agent should watch where he went.

Slowly and with great patience the Sûreté learned that their prisoner was a man of mystery known as Diard, Dupont, Freminet, Guillet, and a dozen other names, and one of the most alert and cunning escrocs in France. Soon the police began to discover that on at least eight occasions he had proposed marriage to women, who, in each case, were never afterwards seen, and of whose fortunes he had managed to acquire entire possession. It was plain that he had been gambling in womens lives, but if he had murdered them, where were the bodies?

For over a year he was kept in prison and constantly interrogated, but not by a single word did he betray the truth. There was no evidence against him, and he constantly declared his innocence. The houses in which he had lived out in the country at Neuilly, Vernouillet, and the villa of mystery at Gambais in the Forest of Rambouillet, about forty miles from Paris, had been investigated, but nothing had been found. Indeed it looked as though he would have to be released, when in 1921 the police decided on making a more thorough investigation at the villa at Gambais, which several of the missing women had been known to visit.

As one interested in criminology I was invited by the Chief of the Sûreté to assist the police and the medico-legists in their investigations. I motored out each day from Paris to a lonely house called The Hermitage, on the high road to Houdan. There I rendered what assistance I could in the excavations, which consisted in digging up the rather extensive garden and a field adjoining, taking up the floors of the villa itself, as well as the concrete flooring of the outhouses and garage.

It was under the concrete of the latter that we discovered a number of small pieces of charred bone, which, after microscopic examination in Landrus dining-room, where an apparatus had been set up, the medical experts, Doctors Anthony and Paul, declared to have come from at least three bodies. In addition, we found burned hairpins, two steel stay-busks, bone buttons, and other objects. The search had been exciting enough, and we were all keen on examining most critically each handful of earth and stone. But those were the discoveries that eventually brought Landru to the guillotine.
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The authorities resolved on a reconstruction of the crime, for now they were certain that several of the missing women had been lured to that lonely house, killed, and their bodies cremated in the kitchen-stove.

I was present. Landru, brought by car under police-guard and in secret, arrived at the scene of his crimes at about eleven oclock one morning.

When he was brought into the small dining-room, where it was supposed he had poisoned his victims before disposing of their bodies, his demeanour showed nothing of the criminal.

He wished us a polite, Bon jour, messieurs. Then glancing round that room, which had no doubt been the scene of several most diabolical crimes — six it is believed — smiled superciliously.

Henri Désiré Landru, you are accused of wilfully poisoning in this room Madame Héon on December 6th, 1916, and of poisoning Madame Collomb, on Christmas Day 1916! said the examining magistrate in French, in a deep hard voice.

Rubbish! laughed the prisoner with a nonchalant air.

It is the accusation against you!

Then prove it! said Landru jeeringly.

You must prove your innocence, replied the magistrate.

I am innocent — that is all! was his reply. And I thank you for a very pleasant motor-ride. The air of Gambais is always delightful. I wish I were coming back here to spend a holiday. But I shall, messieurs — never fear.

I whispered in English to a detective who had been working in the excavations for the past fortnight, and he overheard me.

Ah! he sneered. I dont know who you are, but you seem very amused at all this. So am I. You call me Bluebeard. Oh! how foolish and farcical it is!

I made no reply. But addressing me again, he said:

I suppose, monsieur, that you are one of the wonderful doctors who hope to establish the fact that when I brought ladies here I killed them for their valuables. Well, all I reply is — just establish the facts. I thank you all for a glorious run through the Forest.

The examining magistrate put to him other severe questions, but never for a second could he upset the marvellous equanimity of the prisoner.

The next time I saw Landru, on November 30th, 1921, was in the crowded and stifling Assize Court at Versailles. The place was packed. The Court had risen. The Jury were absent to consider the verdict, and before their box was an array of furniture and womens clothing that gave one the idea of a second-hand dealers shop.

The atmosphere was electrical. All the world waited to hear the verdict.

Suddenly Landru was brought in, his face pale, more yellow and strained that when he had jeered at us at Gambais. He noticed the smart women of Parts straining their necks to get sight of him. From his seat a few seconds later, he rose and bowing politely to the spectators, said with the same cynical smile that he had given me:

I wonder if there be any lady in court who would like to take my place? I am quite ready to vacate it — I assure you!

Those were the last words to the public of one of the greatest and most callous criminals of our time.

Five minutes later he was condemned to death. He was theatrical to the end, but his calmness never deserted him. His counsel, Maître Moro-Giafferi, who is an old friend of mine and one of the most famous criminal lawyers in Europe, appealed, but the conviction was upheld and at four oclock on the morning of February 25th, 1922, Landru, on being offered the usual glass of rum and a cigarette, said with the same cynical laugh:

I do not need them. I am brave!

A few seconds later the knife fell and he was dead.

How many women he had murdered will never be known.

My next meeting with a murderer was one cold March afternoon. I was sitting before the big fire in the smoking room of a certain West End club of which I am a member — I omit its name for obvious reasons — when there strolled in a fellow member with whom I often chatted when we were spending an idle hour of gossip over our tea and toast. He was a country solicitor, living in Herefordshire and had been a member only a couple of years. Business frequently brought him to London, and on such occasions he slept at the club. He was a man of refinement and taste, a good talker, a golf enthusiast and somewhat humorous. He was, indeed, quite popular.

That March Sunday afternoon I remember well, as I was just back from ski-running at Murren. As he stood before the fire I chanced to remark that the Crimes Club was holding their usual dinner that night and I was remaining in town to attend it.

In my profession I am constantly dealing with petty crime. I would so much like to go to one of your dinners, he said. I suppose you discuss the celebrated cases of poisoning and so on? It must be most interesting.

I replied that at the meetings many unknown facts concerning great crimes were often revealed.

But as I sat there I never dreamed of the terrible crime of which, not a month before, the man standing astride the rug had been guilty. He had deliberately poisoned his wife, and at that moment she was lying in her grave!

Yes, he repeated, throwing himself into a big armchair and lazily smoking an excellent cigar. I should so much like to be present at one of the meetings.

I met my fellow-clubman on quite half a dozen subsequent occasions, and no doubt he would have found the deliberations of the Crimes Club full of interest, for he was none other than the notorious poisoner, Herbert Rowse Armstrong. When his wifes body was exhumed by order of the Home Office about seven months after our fireside conversation, arsenic was found to have been the cause of death, and then came another charge of attempting to poison a friend.

As everyone knows, Armstrong was hanged in Gloucester Goal in January, 1922.

Yes, I have met some very queer people.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

SPIES AND SPYING — I am the First to Warn Britain of the Coming War — Everybody Derides Me — How! Knew that the Kaiser was Plotting War — I Bring Documentary Evidence to London and Place it before Earl Roberts and the Cabinet — It is Stolen by German Agents — I Write The Invasion, and am Denounced by the Premier in the House of Commons as a Scaremonger — The Premier Apologizes Privately and Says he has Discredited Me for Political Reasons — Earl Roberts, Lord Charles Beresford and Mr. Lloyd George Stick by Me — I Become a Secret Agent of Great Britain and Manage to See Over the Ehrardt Gun Factory in Düsseldorf, where Big Guns were in the Making — The Invasion is Translated into Twenty-seven Foreign Languages — The Germans Invite Me to Go Over to Them and Offer to Pay Me Well!
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I THINK I can claim to be the first person to warn Great Britain that the Kaiser was plotting a war against us.

I discovered, as far back as 1905, a great network of German espionage spread over the United Kingdom. I found out the secret through a friend in Berlin, who was at the time under-director of the Kaisers Spy Bureau, and who had married an Englishwoman who was believed by all, except her husband, to be German. As is usual in Germany, his master did not exactly play the game with him, and, therefore, in 1905, he told me frankly what was in progress.

I came back from Germany and endeavoured to awaken public opinion concerning the peril, but my voice was, alas! that of one crying in the wilderness. Spies! What on earth did Germany want to spy upon us for? Were we not good friends with Germany? Had not the Kaiser assured Lord Haldane of his peaceful intentions? Did not the great War Lord in his golden helmet come to Buckingham Palace, and did he not parade the Embankment on his way to the Mansion House?

No, Le Queux was a writer of romance. Who could believe a word he said? So nobody would listen to me. No newspaper would publish any article that I wrote, although I asked no payment for it. I sent four London daily newspapers a letter of warning, asking the Editor to publish it. All returned it. The editor of one of the most powerful organs wrote:

MY DEAR LE QUEUX, — We cannot publish this!

Spies exist only in your imagination. We dont want to alarm the public.

Alarm the public? I, who knew the truth, was walking about London telling people a story at which they only laughed!

Now, to my friend Earl Roberts I related what I had discovered. He listened to me attentively and declared that he, too, was very suspicious of Germanys intentions. I introduced him to Lord Northcliffe and we all three discussed the peril for over an hour.

I next consulted Colonel Lockwood, M.P. for Epping, now Lord Lamboume. He heard me, instituted his own inquiries in Essex, and three weeks later entirely agreed with me. He realized the danger, and one day put a question in the House, whereupon the whole of our legislators laughed him to scorn. Spies! It was Le Queux with a bee in his bonnet again!

I saw Prince Louis of Battenberg and Lord Charles Beresford who, on my producing facts that I had at my own expense obtained, fully agreed that a serious peril existed.

In this way the small circle of the men I have named first became aware of Germanys elaborate system of espionage that was working in every direction for one purpose only — a coming war.

The Admiralty had a kind of scratch intelligence service at the time, and so had the War Office. If any officer happened to obtain a tit-bit of information he sent it to the proper quarter where it was pigeon-holed and nobody ever again referred to it. Scotland Yard with its much vaunted Special Branch, looked after wild Irishmen and political undesirables, but spies — oh! it was all very absurd.

The greatest Empire of the world, sucking down daily the soothing syrup handed out by a pro-German press, declared Lord Roberts, Lord Northcliffe and myself to be a set of scaremongers.

I was in a quandary, but just at that moment, when nobody would publish a word concerning the spy peril, my old friend Mr. D. C. Thomson, proprietor of the Dundee Courier and a group of influential newspapers in Scotland and England, heard what I had to say, and after consulting with one of his Editors, Mr. G. B. Duncan — one of the most able and popular journalists in the Kingdom — resolved to make some investigations. With Mr. Duncan I travelled for some weeks about Scotland, gathering a quantity of information. On our return to Dundee, Mr Thomson decided that as the public refused to believe in the actual existence of German spies among us, or of the Kaisers intentions for war, I should write a series of articles based on the facts that we had gathered.

Thus I wrote the first story ever written about spies, called Spies of the Kaiser. It was published by Mr. Thomson in The Weekly News, a journal that has a huge circulation throughout the United Kingdom.

It also appeared later in book form, and, when the scales at last fell from the eyes of the public, I had many imitators, who obtained much kudos and made much money out of the kind of article I had inaugurated.

Still the Government was much against my having dared to tell the truth to the public. The octopus hand of Germany was on every walk of life, and I knew myself to be a marked man. My old friend in Berlin — who had, long years before, been a fellow student of mine in Paris — warned me one day when we met at the Hôtel des Indes at the Hague, that if I proceeded with my exposures I should certainly be ruined in some way or another.

I laughed and expressed defiance. If I had not done so and had withdrawn from the attitude I had taken up, I might have to-day been a rich man.

I came back to London and in Lord Roberts study in Portland Place, I one morning told him what Herr N — had told me.

I feel that all is hopeless, I said to the gallant old Field-Marshal. I have done my level best, and nobody will hear me. I know the truth, but because I dare to tell it, people think I am a lunatic. My popularity as a writer will wane — and I have to earn my living by my pen!

My dear Le Queux, said the white moustached old soldier, holding out his hand in a fatherly manner, the world thinks me a lunatic also, because, after my forty years service in India, I have come home and dared to tell England that she is unprepared for war. I know you fear that you will earn unpopularity if you persevere with your good work. But stand by me — follow me. Charles Beresford and I will support you in every way, and we will, between us, try and convince these careless money-making people around us, that they are living on the brink of a volcano.

I grasped his outstretched hand, and thus the compact was made.

Lord Roberts became Commander-in-Chief, and almost his first work was the formation — entirely apart from the official one — of a new voluntary Secret Service Department, of which I became a member. Half-a-dozen patriotic men in secret banded themselves together. Each paying his own expenses, set to work gathering information in Germany and elsewhere that might be useful to our country in case of need. Italy and the Near East were the regions allotted to me, but my travels took me also to Russia, to Germany, and to Austria.

We soon discovered in our midst most remarkable ramifications of Germanys spy system. As time after time I came home to report to Lord Roberts what I had found out in the course of my travels as a wandering novelist, the great military leader became more than ever convinced of the Kaisers slow but sure preparations for war.

Suddenly I received a guarded note from my German friend, Herr N — , asking whether I could meet him in Switzerland as he wished to renew my acquaintance. He would be in Zurich on a certain date.

I read between the lines that he wished to see me, so I travelled to Zurich, where in my bedroom at the Dolder Hotel he handed me a document that, when I brought it to London, caused the greatest sensation in certain quarters.

It was the full report of a secret council held a month before at Potsdam, at which the Emperor presided, Prince Henry of Prussia — a clever man whom I knew personally, having been on one of his motor-tours — the representatives of the leading Federal States, and the chiefs of the army and navy — including my informant — being also present.

At this secret council the Kaiser appeared in naval uniform, pale, determined, and somewhat nervous and unstrung, my friend told me, and went on to describe the scene. The Emperor spoke for more than two hours, illustrating his speech with many maps and diagrams as well as models of new air-craft and long-range guns designed for the coming war.

At first the Emperors voice had been almost inaudible, and he looked haggard and worn, but his words, according to the transcript that my friend gave me — and which I eventually produced in my book German Spies in England, after being forced by hostile public opinion to keep it secret for seven years — were significant enough. He openly declared that he intended to have war.

In calling this council this evening, the Emperor said, I have followed the Divine Command. Almighty God has always been a great and true ally of the House of Hohenzollern, and it is to Him that I — just as my august ancestors did — look for inspiration and guidance in the hour of need. After long hours of fervent prayer light has, at last, come to me. You, my trusted councillors and my friends, before whom I have no secrets, can testify that it has been, ever since I ascended the Throne, my most ardent desire to maintain the peace of the world and to cultivate, on a basis of mutual respect and esteem, friendship and goodwill with all the nations on the globe. I am aware that the course followed by me did not always meet with your approval, and that on many an occasion you would have been glad to see me use the mailed fist rather than the silken glove chosen by me in my dealings with certain foreign nations. It was a source of profound grief to me to see my best intentions misunderstood, but, bullet-proof against public censure and criticism, and responsible only to the Lord above us for my acts, I calmly continued to do what I considered to be my holy duty to the Fatherland. True to the great traditions of Prussia, and the House of Hohenzollern, I believed in the necessity of maintaining a great army and an adequate navy as the best guarantee of peace. In our zeal for the preservation of peace we were compelled to keep pace with the ever-increasing armaments of our neighbours, until the limit seems now to have been reached.

We find ourselves now face to face with the most serious crisis in the history of our new German Empire. Owing to the heavy taxation and the enormous increase in the cost of living, the discontent of the masses is assuming alarming proportions, and even infecting the middle and upper classes, which have, up to the present time, been the strongest pillar of the monarchy. But, worst of all, there are unmistakable signs that the discontent is spreading even among the troops, and that a secret well-organized anti-military movement is afoot, calculated to destroy all discipline, and to incite both my soldiers and sailors to open disobedience and rebellion.

As, according to the reports of my Secret Service, a similar movement is making itself felt in nearly all the states of Europe, all indications point to the fact, which admits, indeed, no longer of any doubt, that we have to deal with an international revolutionary organization whose voiced object is the overthrowing of throne and altar, and the establishment of a Republican government — 

Breakers ahead! is the call of the helmsman of the Imperial ship of state, and I am ready to heed it. How to find an honourable and satisfactory solution of the problem is a question to which I have devoted the closest attention during these last months. The outlook is, I admit, dark, but we need not despair, for God, our great Ally, has given into our hands the means of saving our Empire from the dangers which are threatening it. You know what I mean.

It is the wonderful invention which Count Zeppelin was able, through the grace of the Lord, to make for the safeguarding and glory of our beloved Fatherland. In this invention God has placed the means at my disposal to lead Germany triumphantly out of her present difficulties and to make once and for all good the words of our poet, Deutschland, Deutschland über ailes! Yes, gentlemen, Germany over everything in the world, the first power on earth both in peace and war.

That is my irrevocable decision. At present we are, thanks to our airships and our new monster guns, which will be a surprise for our enemies, invincible, and can carry at will war into the enemys own country.

Of course it is too early yet to fix the exact date when the blow shall be struck. But I will say this, that we shall strike as soon as I have a sufficiently large fleet of Zeppelins at my disposal. I have given orders for the hurried construction of more airships of the improved Zeppelin type, and when these are ready we shall destroy Englands North Sea, Channel, and Atlantic Fleets, after which nothing on earth can prevent the landing of our army on British soil, and its triumphant march to London. Do you remember, my Generals, what our never-to-be-forgotten Field-Marshal Gebhard Lebrecht von Blucher exclaimed, when looking from the dome of St. Pauls Cathedral upon the vast metropolis at his feet? It was short and to the point. What a splendid city to sack!

You will desire to know how the outbreak of hostilities will be brought about. I can assure you on this point. Certainly we shall not have to go far to find a just cause for war. My army of spies scattered over Great Britain and France, as it is over North and South America, as well as all the other parts of the world where German interests may come to a clash with a foreign power, will take good care of that. I have issued already some time since secret orders that will, at the proper moment, accomplish what we desire!

In due course I gave the document to Lord Roberts, and also showed it to Lord Charles Beresford, Lord Northcliffe, Prince Louis of Battenberg, Rear-Admiral H. W. Wilkin, and a number of officers of high rank. In addition, it was placed before the Cabinet, who pooh-poohed it. Yet six years later the Kaiser carried out his programme almost to the very letter, and came very near achieving his dastardly object.

My friend from Berlin had given the report of that speech to me with these words:

There is war coming; I am certain of it. And though I am a German, I am one who does not believe in war. Therefore I think your friends should know what is intended, and be warned in time. For that reason I give it to you, assuring you that those words are the exact words used by His Majesty, and trusting to your honour always to regard your source of information as secret.

I gave him my hand in pledge, and have never divulged his name, even though during the war his ingenuity regarding the organization of enemy spies was very often pitted against my own.

I have said that when I brought it to London the speech created a great sensation among those to whom I showed it in confidence. Very naturally its authenticity was doubted by some members of the Cabinet, and all the machinery of the official Secret Service was set to work to try and discredit it. But certain facts were brought to light that left no doubt of its genuineness.

I spoke to several publishers of my intention of writing a book exposing the Kaisers intentions for war, but they one and all dissuaded me, saying that such a subject would be unpopular. The country laughed at any idea of German treachery, and the book would in consequence be a complete failure.

Now the German Government, by some means, learned that I was in possession of a report of that secret speech of the Kaisers, and a curious incident resulted. In September, 1909, I determined to write a book pointing out that Germany meant war. With that object I showed Eveleigh Nash, whose offices were then at Fawside House, Covent Garden, the opening chapters of my manuscript, together with the speech in question. He, in my presence, locked them in a drawer of the writing-table in his private room. Two days later, when Mr. Nash opened that drawer, he found they had been stolen! German secret agents undoubtedly committed the theft — which was reported in certain newspapers at the time — for I have since learnt that my manuscript is now in the archives of the Secret Service in Berlin! This, in itself, is sufficient proof of how eager the Kaiser was to suppress his declaration of war. It was fortunate that I had kept a copy of the speech, which I did not publish till the outbreak of war.

I was utterly disheartened at the apathy of the nation. I was doing my utmost, spending my hard-earned money in travelling and discovering the truth, yet nobody, except the few men I have already mentioned, would listen to me. I was openly told that my patriotism would spell ruin to me, as, alas! it eventually did, thanks to the same pro-German influence then at work, officially deluding, reassuring, and lulling the public to sleep, even as it is to-day.

I was in despair, and one afternoon, when I sat with Lord Roberts in his library, I told him that all I had endeavoured to do was without avail; for I was being denounced on every hand as a scaremonger, and told that I was a novelist and should stick to my profession of writing fiction.

If people prefer your fiction to your fact, why not write a work of fiction — a description of what would happen if a great war came and we were invaded? the Field-Marshal suggested.

The idea seemed a good one, but I pointed out that, not being a military man, I would make many technical blunders. Whereupon he said:

I have the countrys welfare at heart, just as you have. I will prepare the scheme of attack and defence, and give you hints, if you will write the book.

And who will publish it? I queried.

Try Lord Northcliffe, was his advice.

I did. Next day I saw my old friend whom the Daily Mail staff called The Chief. Within an hour he had given me an open commission. I was to write, regardless of expense, a forecast of The Invasion for the Daily Mail, besides being promised a very handsome price for it.

I know your pocket has suffered very much, Quex, he said, for he always called me by that name. Write a good stirring forecast. Tell Lord Roberts we will both try and wake up the country to a sense of its peril.

In high spirits I went back to Portland Place and told the gallant old soldier, and that same evening we started to plan out an imaginary German invasion.

Having carte blanche in the matter of expense, I sought the aid of Colonel Cyril Field, R.M.L.I., and Major Matson, both military experts, while H. W. Wilson, the well-known naval expert, was eager and ready to assist me in connection with naval matters.

For four months fve reconnoitred the whole of East Anglia, from the Tyne to the Thames, making notes, marking maps, and finding out the most vulnerable points — including Weybourne Gap, in Norfolk, which was no doubt one of the points marked by the Germans for their disembarkation at the proper moment — and then, on my return to London, I was appalled to find that I had spent over three thousand pounds on what some would have termed a joy ride.

Lord Northcliffe paid it, remarking that, provided the forecast was well done, he would not mind the expense.

Then I took a flat in Queen Annes Mansions, Westminster, and there began to write. It was a colossal task as may well be imagined by anyone who has read the book, and further I had to surmount a heavier barrier than any I had ever dreamed might obstruct my way.

Thus, when at last I had, after a years work, finished the manuscript, and Lord Roberts had read every line and corrected any mistake I had made, and one morning — as will perhaps be remembered — the whole front pages of The Times, the Daily Telegraph, the Morning Post, the Daily Mail, and the Daily Chronicle, as well as the front pages of certain great provincial papers, bore a map of England, showing the districts that would be invaded, and announcing that the publication of my forecast, The Invasion, would commence in the Daily Mail on the morrow, the Campbell-Bannerman Government determined that every word I wrote should be discredited and held in derision.

That same afternoon in the House of Commons a question was asked of the Prime Minister whether his attentions had been directed to the advertisements. The campaign against me had now started in real earnest!

Sir H. Campbell-Bannerman replied that he had seen the advertisements, and, denouncing me as a mere scaremonger, declared that such work was pernicious literature, calculated to inflame public opinion abroad and alarm the more ignorant public at home.

I at once wrote asking how he could criticize a work he had never read; and, moreover, why he accused his electors, the British public, of being more ignorant than their neighbours across the Channel. I knew it was a poser. But of the jugglery of politics there is no end, so I smiled and forgave him when next day he sent by special messenger a note in his own handwriting marked Strictly Private and in which he apologized for the words he had used. He meant the more ignorant section of the public at home, and hoped that I would not, in the exigencies of politics, take any word of his as being personally offensive. He concluded by asking me to call at Downing Street when I could, as he wanted to make full explanation!

Next day the Daily Mail appeared with the opening chapters of my work. It proved a huge success. Everyone congratulated me on it. At the Savage Club, at the Devonshire, at Boodles, at the Reform, at the houses I visited, I was hailed as the man-who-dared-to-tell-the-truth.
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Naturally I was much gratified, for among the letters I received was one that I here publish for the first time:



7 PORTLAND PLACE, 

LONDON, W., 

22nd August, 1906.



DEAR MR. LE QUEUX, — I return with many thanks the enclosure of your letter of 2nd August.

The imaginary scheme seems carefully thought out, and it forcibly illustrates the risk we should run under present military conditions, if, owing to the temporary absence or inferiority of our fleet, a Continental power (meaning Germany) were able to seize an opportunity for landing a large force of picked soldiers in this country.

The maintenance at home of an adequate number of well-trained and organized troops and reservists would not only set free the navy for offensive action and the protection of our sea-borne commerce, by relieving it to an appreciable extent of the onerous obligation which it has lately undertaken of defending these shores without military co-operation, but would also enable such reinforcements to be despatched to our Colonies and dependencies as might be required to preserve the integrity and safeguard the interests of the British Empire.

I therefore wish you every success in your endeavour to impress upon the people of this country that the possession of a world-wide Empire carries with it defensive obligations commensurate with the commercial and other advantages which it confers, and that, without concerted and patriotic effort, we may not improbably lose what our ancestors won.

Believe me, 

Yours very truly, 

ROBERTS.



Have we not already lost Ireland, and are we not daily losing grip on Australia and on Canada? Is the reader aware that the newspapers in the latter country, when advertising for a man to do a job, add: No English need apply?

I received a flood of other congratulatory letters from, among others, the Duke of Northumberland, the Duke of Argyll, the Duke of Fife, the Earl of Derby, the Earl of Rosebery, the Earl of Wemyss, Viscount Milner, Viscount Hardinge, Lord Brassey, Lord Tweedmouth, Lord Newton, Field-Marshal Sir George White, Lieut. General Sir William Nicholson, Sir Ralph Moor, Major-General Sir J. Wolfe Murray, Sir Albert Roflit, M.P., Sir William Holland, M.P., Sir Joseph Dimsdale, M.P., Sir Charles Lawson, Sir Francis Tress Barry, M.P., Sir Henry Seton-Karr, Sir Theodore V. S. Angier, Major-General Sir Edwin Collen, Sir John Turney, Sir Henry W. Tyler, Colonel Sir Reginald Hennell, General Sir Stanley Edwardes, Sir Alfred Newton, Sir Fortescue Flannery, M.P., Colonel Sir Henry Rawlinson, Alderman and Sheriff Sir Vesey Strong, Sheriff Sir George Woodman, and Mr. Spenser Wilkinson, all of whom became my personal friends and supporters. I found myself popular among those who knew of the pro-German propaganda and its financial influence.

At last England seemed about to wake up!

Shortly afterwards I attended with Earl Roberts a meeting to consider national defence, which was called by the London Chamber of Commerce and presided over by the Lord Mayor at the Mansion House. The Field-Marshal had stated in the House of Lords that our armed forces were as absolutely unfitted and unprepared as they had been in 1899.

What the nation requires, especially that portion of it occupied with the great business interests of the country, he told the crowded meeting, is peace and security not only from actual war but from alarms and panics. Such security, I regret to say — and I think you will agree with me — cannot be ensured by diplomacy alone or by a policy of conciliation alone, as some would have us believe. The only true safeguard is that the armed forces of the Crown should be in such a state of readiness and efficiency that it would not be to the interests of any Power to risk war with us.

Thus, in a splendid, vigorous speech, he put before them facts showing our hopeless insecurity, and strongly urged that the country should awaken to the peril of the apathy into which it had fallen. Afterwards Lord Brassey, in proposing a vote of thanks, made a fine speech, and later, when Earl Roberts introduced me to him in the Lord Mayors parlour, he congratulated me on The Invasion.

The Daily Mail had scored a success, even though the staff themselves had at first expressed some doubts as to its reception. Then, on Eveleigh Nash publishing it in book-form, with an introduction by Earl Roberts, it at once went through many editions.

It caused such widespread attention — because no critic could pick a hole in the invasion scheme, designed as it was by one of the greatest strategists of our time — that it was translated into no fewer than twenty-seven languages, including Arabic, Urdu, Icelandic, Syrian, Japanese, and Chinese. Naturally I was much gratified at having at last aroused the British nation, and others, to realize that the Kaisers pretensions of friendship were false.

My friends saw that we were drifting towards war, yet, though I had made a success with The Invasion, its result was exactly the opposite to what I had hoped.

The world read my book eagerly. They devoured the scenes of how our shores were invaded, of the fierce battles in Essex, Lancashire, and Yorkshire, and of the enemys advance on London. Then, on finishing the book, they simply set it aside, and, admitting that it was quite an exciting work of imagination, set me down as a second-class Jules Verne!

But a greater disillusionment came when a plausible round-faced German came over from Berlin, called on Mr. A. P. Watt, my literary agent, and arranged with him to pay a very handsome sum for the German rights of the book.

I was in Naples when I received my agents letter, and by telegram accepted the terms of the Concordia Press, in Berlin, congratulating myself that even our enemies would learn the truth that they could not invade us with success!

Judge my chagrin when, six months later, I saw an illustrated edition of The Invasion in German, the conclusion of which had been entirely rewritten, making the result of the invasion a German success! And there were pictures of Germans sacking London!

Worse! It was published, and bound in gilt, as a prize for German boys at school!

I walked into the Chiefs room at the Daily Mail offices filled with fury and disgust.

Under English law Im an Englishman, and I love England! I said to Lord Northcliffe. But, being the son of a French father, Im also a Frenchman, and I thank God for it!

Those were my first words when I entered his room, and they caused him to turn quickly from his chair, where he was dictating letters to his secretary, Miss Owen.

Hulloa, Quex! Youre not well! Whats up? he asked. Max has just been in with a bad stomachache. Hes got a chill through wearing a new fancy vest that hasnt been aired.

He referred to Max Pemberton.

I fear I used some rather strong language, but in his usual humorous way he calmed me, and asked me down to Elmwood, his place near Broadstairs, for the weekend.

I saw that we had advanced no farther in arousing the public. Had it not been for Earl Roberts, Lord Northcliffe, Mr. Lloyd George, Lord Charles Beresford, and a few other intimate friends, I should have given up. But when bent on achieving an object I am perhaps rather tenacious, so the money that I received in royalties from The Invasion I again spent on travelling Europe as a secret agent of Great Britain.

I parted with my money freely, leading a gay life with the one idea of gaining information of use to Great Britain. I was the only Englishman who ever entered the great gun-factory of Ehrardts, in Düsseldorf, where they were then constructing big guns. If my identity had been discovered I should have spent the remainder of my life in a German fortress. My escapade cost me a large sum in bribery, which I paid to a certain adventurer in Constantinople, but I got the knowledge that I wanted.

In due course the result of my adventure was reported by me, docketed, and sent to those dusty pigeon-holes in the War Office. The staff there, all keen and eager, dare not, after Lord Roberts retired, show any alertness or enterprise. The Government had said, There are no spies, and the staff of the Intelligence Branch was compelled to assume a lack of intelligence.

It is curious, as a writer in the Daily Mail pointed out recently, that in The Invasion, written five years before the Great War, not only was the Battle of Jutland forecasted, but several of the ships sunk were actually described as sunk, while, in addition, the bombardment of Scarborough was predicted and some of the houses struck by shells actually named! Strange coincidences, at least.

The whole situation in 1910 to 1913 was hopeless. All I could do was to write novels in which I took as my villain a spy. They became popular. One could write spies in fiction, but to say there were spies in real life was almost an offence against King and country.

One September night in 1910 I had an adventure in London that opened my eyes widely to what was in progress, and to how our national existence was at stake, though the nation was so entirely ignorant.

I received a note from General Sir Alfred Turner, who lived in Cheyne Walk and whom I had not met, declaring that he greatly admired my patriotism, and asked me to dine en famille one Sunday evening. I accepted the invitation, and went. To my great surprise, I found among the guests the German Ambassador, the Chancellor of the Embassy, the Military and Naval Attachés with their ladies, Lady Tree, Miss Viola Tree, Mr. Lewis Waller, Lady Westmorland, Lady Dorothy Nevill, and others.

In a corner of the drawing-room after dinner I found myself chatting with the German military attaché — a man who was hail-fellow-well-met with every journalist in London — who turned the conversation round to my anti-German writings. By his invitation I met him at his club next day. He entertained me to an expensive luncheon, and then suddenly laughed at me for what he termed my misguided propaganda.

There will be no war between your country and mine, he assured me. You are so very foolish, my dear Mr. Le Queux. You have ruined your reputation by these fixed ideas of yours. Why not change them? We desire no quarrel with Great Britain, but we also, of course, realize that you are doing only what you consider to be your duty.

It is my duty, I responded.

My diplomatic friend sucked at his cigar, and laughed.

As a literary man you, of course, write to interest the public. But you would interest your public just as easily by writing in favour of Germany — and I tell you that we should quickly recognize the favour you do us, and recompense you well for it.

I rose from my chair.

I confess that I grew angry, and I told him what was in my mind.

I gave him a message to his own Secret Service in Berlin, which was very terse and to the point, and then I left his club.

I give this as one single instance of the cunning manner in which the German Secret Service endeavoured to nobble and bribe me, so as to close my mouth and thus combat my activity.

Another instance was when the Nord-Deutscher Lloyd Line, of Bremen, kindly invited me to take a voyage round the world, free of expense, so that I might visit the various German colonies and write descriptions of them. And, on a third occasion, German diplomats were amazingly kind to me, both in Constantinople and in Belgrade, and again broadly hinted at their readiness to win me over to their side.

How pitiable, how absolutely criminal was our apathy!

Here is another instance. One August morning in 1913, a year before the war, I was sauntering along the village street at Southborough on the Hill, three miles south of Tonbridge, in Kent. I was dressed as a City man taking a country holiday, and had a camera hanging from a strap over my shoulder. I had a girl with me, in order to complete the picture. I was down in that rural retreat in order to watch certain things that were in progress.

What I saw and photographed was certainly of great interest.

About twenty-five German officers in mufti, all speaking German and making no disguise of their nationality, rode through Southborough, and during the whole day actually reconnoitred very carefully the hills between Tonbridge and Tunbridge Wells, taking many bearings, deliberating on sites for guns, and taking photographs. They were preparing for the invasion of England!

That night the party returned to London, where they were entertained by the German Ambassador at Carlton House Terrace.

Such a deliberate survey of our own country by a foreign army was outrageous. I showed my photographs to Lord Roberts, and he, much incensed, urged me to write to the Press. I did so, but the British public had been doped, and not a single newspaper published a line concerning the enemys survey of the Kentish hills. One editor wrote to me declaring me to be a fool. That was only a year before the outbreak of war.

I often wonder by whose orders it was that all the motor signs on high roads from the Kentish coast to London were marked by the black-and-white stripes of German official direction-posts! It would be interesting to discover, for they silently pointed the way from the coast to the capital, and the public little dreamed of why they were black-and-white.

That the Germans intended to effect a sudden and unexpected landing on the east and south coasts was proved in many ways. Earl Roberts, Lord Northcliffe, and myself tried to point it out time after time, but our warnings always fell on deaf ears. It was given over to me to investigate. I found that on the east coast from Hull to Felixstowe most hotels facing the sea had either a German manager or proprietor, or, if not, there were Germans occupying private houses or boarding-houses on the sea-front of every town.

Again, wherever a tenant was wanted for a public-house a German-born applicant was ready to accept almost any condition to take up the licence, while in no fewer than forty-two cases — as I reported to the War Office — Germans or pretended Frenchmen or Swiss were living either next door, or next door but one, to the most important telegraph offices, ready to make a dash, and seize or destroy the instruments on The Day.

Happily The Day of the Invasion never came, but it was not prevented by any effort on the part of the pro-German Party, which in 1914 existed in Britain, just as it exists here to-day. By that staff-ride of German cavalry in Kent it was plain that the downfall of England was being plotted, but who cared so long as officialdom had its pickings and enjoyed its own social standing? I was only laughed at for the trouble I had taken to watch it.

Do not the souls of the millions who died on the battlefields of France, of Belgium, of Italy, and of the East rise against the plotters? Does not the onus of the frightful loss of the flower of our dear English lads lie, not on our four-hundred-a-year legislators, but on some of the golfing, dividend-seeking, pushful pro-Germans with old-world English names, often assumed, who have ruled our country through past years?

What will be the opinion of those who come after us?

Without politics, I repeat — for I am no politician, and have never voted in my life — I would pay a tribute — the tribute that the whole nation should pay — to Mr. Lloyd George and his advisers, who came in for so much adverse criticism before the war. I declare as my opinion — an opinion that millions share — that the manner in which he, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, faced and grappled with the financial situation at the outbreak of war was an illustration of British pluck, coolness, and readiness unequalled in our history. As I have already stated, my only feeling is one of pure patriotism towards the country that gave me birth. Any of these plain statements of fact, which I here set down, I defy any political or official juggling to disprove.

Though we are at peace to-day, there are signs everywhere of another war in the very near future. The writing-on-the-wall is there for those who are intelligent enough to read it. To-day throughout the world there is frantic and gigantic effort to produce fresh war material of a far more destructive nature — fast bombing aeroplanes, poison-gases, microbe-bombs, and high explosives such as the world has never before seen. And against whom? Great Britain, without a shadow of doubt.

Though we once cleared the enemy out of our island, he is here again in full force.

From the widespread and insidious Secret Service of Germany nothing is sacred. Details of our new helicopter were known in Berlin two days after its secret trials, while of a new war-vessel launched in secret this summer photographs reached Berlin within a week. Germany laughs at our apathy, and still boasts that she knows all about us, our political, military, and civil population alike. I know that from the inside. In the archives of Herr Steinhauers department in Berlin there are thousands on thousands of detailed reports — furnished constantly throughout the past ten years — regarding the lives and means of prominent persons in England, with descriptions of their homes wherein, one day, the undefeated enemy hope to billet their troops.

Then we have those unscrupulous people, men and women who act as fixed-posts — and it is no exaggeration to say that there are still dozens back again in England notwithstanding all official assurances to the contrary — who have all gone through an elaborate system of training in signalling, in reducing messages to code, and in decoding them, in map-making, in the use of carrier pigeons, and of secret wireless.

To-day, more than ever, the German nation hopes to strike in secret a staggering blow against London and our ports, not by invasion from the sea, but, after paralysing us from the air, to land an army. I fear that no political soothing-syrup, by whatever party, has any effect whatever on me, because I happen to know what I am writing about. I have not forgotten that Mr. McKenna told us that all German spies in our country were safely under lock and key, though a week later there were arrested a number of dangerous spies, two of whom were afterwards executed. Nor have I forgotten what trouble I got into for publicly mentioning this fact at a lecture I gave one afternoon at Buxton. After my speech all the London Press, both morning and evening, were served with notices forbidding them to publish my remarks! Charles Palmer, of the Globe, showed me the notice served on him, and laughingly said:

Does not that, in itself, bear out your argument that certain authorities ruled by the Hidden Hand of Germany are afraid of your merciless exposures?

Well, I tried to be patriotic, and have ever endeavoured to do my best for my country, even though it was all unavailing. But I feel strongly that I should still continue to raise my voice in warning and declare that Germany still means to attack, and, if possible, conquer, Great Britain, and is actually at the moment stirring up strife for that purpose.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

ABOUT OTHER SPIES — I am Shown the List of British Traitors Paid by Germany — For that Reason I am Feared in Certain Quarters — Why Scotland Yard Withdrew its Protection from Me — My Campaign Against Enemy Aliens — Efforts to Discredit Me — Poisonous Gossip in Society — A Report is Set About that! Am a German Spy! — Our Silly Censorship — I Defy it, and As a Patriot Await Prosecution — The Traitors Fear Lest! May Make Ugly Disclosures — Prominent Men Who Supported Me — Humours of Lecturing — I Meet the Mock Monk Rasputin — Herr Steinhauer, Chief Spy of the Kaiser — The Identity of Jack the Ripper Disclosed for the First Time.
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THE BRITISH PUBLIC are even to-day ignorant of the widespread and powerful pro-German influence that was at work in our country before the outbreak of war, during the struggle for our national existence, and continues even to-day.

I am a thorn in the side of the traitors. There is no doubt whatever of the truth a certain Cabinet Minister told me when he said:

There are a good many people in England who are wishing that something would happen to you, Le Queux.

I know, I said. And I know the reason.

In high quarters, strings were being pulled constantly against me, much to my detriment. The penalty I paid for daring to write The Invasion proved of very serious consequences to me, inasmuch as the newspapers that did not agree with my patriotic endeavours tried to suppress me by refusing to publish any more of my novels serially! And by this I lost a very considerable part of my income. Nevertheless, my friends encouraged me in the work I was striving to do, and I felt sufficiently rewarded to know that when the war came my efforts were appreciated, even by many of those who had hitherto turned a deaf ear to all my warnings.

And now let me explain why I was such a thorn in the side of our traitors who, working in unison, constituted the Hidden Hand. They feared me because I possessed knowledge of their identities, and in many cases of the sums secretly paid to them by Germany! The truth was that in 1912 my friend Herr N — , for my personal information, showed me a list of persons in England to whom German money had been, and was still being indirectly paid. And he was their pay-master! I was aghast at the sight of this list. I sat staggered. It was appalling that persons whom the nation considered highly patriotic and upright, and who were afterwards loudest in their praise of our gallant fellows, should have fallen into the insidious tentacles of the great German octopus.

I know that this sensational statement will be questioned, but I vouch on my honour and all I hold most sacred as to its truth.

Remember the traitors unearthed in France — Lenoir, Bolo Pasha, and many others — and what Germany was doing in France she did also in England, though here our betrayers have remained undiscovered and are allowed to go free in full possession of their blood-money.

The names I read in that list were mostly well-known throughout the country, and embraced persons of the higher and official classes. Members of Parliament and others, including two influential writers who were my friends. I asked to be allowed to make a copy of the list, but my request was refused, therefore I could only carry the names in my memory. In it the Foreign Office, Home Office, India Office, Admiralty, and War Office were all represented; and all should have faced the firing party instead of living to-day, lolling in their cars and enjoying themselves on the price of their treachery.

Now you see for yourself how Germany is working, my friend said, as he replaced that amazing document in his pocket. You know the truth concerning your own betrayers. But, of course, you will regard what I have shown you as strictly confidential. One day, if we are conquered, we may publish those names! Who knows?

My lips have been sealed till to-day. There are traitors in every camp, and Britain was, and still is, no exception. Would that Germany would publish those names and the amounts annually paid to each. I hinted at what I knew to my friends, and for that reason I believe Lord Charles Beresford one day, during the war, turned on a certain politician in his bluff fiery way and declared him in my presence to be among the traitors. And the politician only laughed!

During the war many events proved beyond all doubt that we were being betrayed by some persons in authority. Therefore the facts speak for themselves. I make no charge against any Government as a whole. Each did its best in turn, but our betrayers were in our midst and secretly pulled the wires that worked the Hidden Hand.

Many persons have wondered why I have met with much hostility in certain official circles, but what I here reveal for the first time is surely sufficient explanation. By some means it had become known to the traitors that I had gained knowledge of them and, in fear lest I should make disclosures of how they had been bribed by German gold, they united to discredit me and to wreck my reputation.

To what extent this was carried is shown by an incident that occurred two days after war was declared.

Scotland Yard knew that ever since the publication of The Invasion and my campaign against the Hun I had received a number of threatening letters, all of which I sent to the Department. The Metropolitan Police, feeling that I was in personal peril while the country was still swarming with Germans, very properly placed a police guard night and day on my house — for I was then living at Upper Halliford, near Sunbury-on-Thames, which is in the Metropolitan Police area. Indeed, the detective inspector who saw me expressed the view that I was in grave danger, and for that reason they had resolved to give me protection. So a constable lurked each night in the summer-house in my garden.

Two days later, at orders from a higher quarter, my police protection was suddenly withdrawn! By the Hidden Hand, of course — the hand of someone who hoped every day that something might happen to me, for I was a person who knew too much!

A few weeks later I was lunching at Lady Owen Philippss when my friend Mrs. Eckstein, who sat next to me, said:

Oh, Mr. Le Queux, do you know the latest about yourself? It is all over London that you are really a German spy! Ive heard it from half a dozen people during the past week. I wonder who started such a wicked report?

I only smiled. I knew that it had come from the traitors, in order to hound me down and discredit me in case I broke my vow of silence concerning them.

Further, I greatly incensed the authorities by my campaign that demanded that all Germans of whatever class should be interned. I was, however, assisted by Lord Leith of Fyvie, Sir W. Joynson-Hicks, an old friend and a true Englishman, the Duke of Newcastle, another old friend, the Earl of Crawford, Earl Clarendon, Lord Galway, Lord Headley, and others.

For months the wire-pullers resisted. Sir Edgar Speyer, Privy Councillor, put his fingers to his nose at the King and crossed to America; yet not till after we held a violent meeting at the Mansion House, where many hard things were said, did the authorities at last yet very reluctantly resolve to intern enemy aliens. I happen to know that, so bitter was their opposition to our just demands, they actually interned two Germans who, being employed in our own Secret Service, were doing valuable work for us! Hundreds of dangerous aliens were allowed to slip through the meshes of the net by those who, bent on our downfall, were awaiting the landing of the Germans. Indeed, at no period of the war were they all interned. Further, though I pointed out to the authorities that Detective-Sergeant Wegner, who was Russian born and spoke German like a native, and had been conveniently retired from Scotland Yard at the outbreak of war, should be re-employed, it was refused, even though he had been an expert on alien enemies in the West End!

I myself undertook some investigations on the Clyde, assisted by Alexander Morton, the messenger-at-arms, of Glasgow; and in one case I found a German carrying on a typewriting school, actually training secretaries — some thirty of whom he had managed to get posts at the naval base at Rosyth! I published the results of my investigations in the Glasgow Sunday Post, and by doing so further incensed the authorities, who were anxious to suppress me.

After that I wrote a book, German Spies in England, and in open defiance of the idiotic censorship published it. There were fierce official threats to prosecute me and also my publisher, Mr. Stanley Paul. But I presume it was feared that I might make some rather nasty accusations, and bring proof against certain highly-placed persons, so the matter was allowed to drop. Then I went further, and wrote another fearless exposure of the truth, which I called Britains Deadly Peril, and again defiantly published it, well knowing that I had a patriotic circle of good friends behind me. I awaited prosecution, but none came.

About this time a Danish bookseller, who sells my books in Copenhagen, wrote to me telling me he had just returned from Berlin, where he had heard of the naval raid on Scarborough three days before it took place! He was often in London before the war, and in the course of his interesting letter he wrote:

I always thought the spy mania in England exaggerated, but now I am absolutely persuaded that even those Englishmen who recognize this peril do not realize the lengths to which it goes. They have been suspecting waiters and servants, whilst the spies are in high social positions; they have contented themselves with searching the houses of German barbers and grocers, whilst neglecting the hands which collect and forward to Berlin the information gathered by more humble satellites.

It is very sad to have to say such things, but I think the most dangerous spies still in England are not Germans, whether naturalized or not, but are people belonging to neutral countries — even to countries actually fighting Germany — and also subjects of Great Britain herself.

I would not have written this if I was not sure of it; the diplomat from whom I got the information assured me that there are some English and French of both sexes who come regularly to Berlin, or to frontier towns through neutral countries, and have conversations with officials and then return. The restrictions as to luggage and passports, both in France and in England, ape not half so severe as they should be; they are even slacker than at the beginning of the war. I know, personally, of a number of stolen American passports under the shelter of which German spies are now travelling, and an Italian Consul with whom I happened to travel a few days ago said he had discovered two fellows with false Italian passports almost perfectly imitated.

In Berlin I heard people, well-informed people, saying that in every English town of importance, and on every spot of strategical value on the British coast, Germany has got a few friends keeping their eyes open, and ready to receive an eventual German raid, and to give their friends as strong a hand as possible.

That letter bore out exactly what I was trying to preach every day.

One day while lunching with Lord Northcliffe at his house in St. James Place — I having assisted Lady Northcliffe and the Duchess of Roxburghe in the organization of a field hospital for Serbia — he said to me:

Quex, my dear fellow, why dont you lecture? Tell the people about spies and their ways. Having been our spy yourself, you know the game better than anybody. Im sure it would interest people.

As first I demurred, but he pressed me, assuring me that it would cause the people to think.

There are spies everywhere among us, as you are aware. The authorities are most reluctant to arrest one, for reasons we already know. Now and then one is caught, just in order to make pretence of our great vigilance and keep incompetent people in their jobs.

So I decided to lecture. Perhaps some of those who read this book may have listened to me while I spoke from one or other of the two hundred and twenty-eight different platforms I occupied, in as many different towns, from Aberdeen to Brighton and from Cromer to Carmarthen.

Lord Headley, who is a great humorist, often took the chair, and among other chairmen I had the Earl of Midleton, ex-Minister for War, the Earl of Clarendon, the Marquis of Linlithgow, Lord Rochdale, Lord Leith of Fyvie, and many peers, parsons, provincial mayors, and distinguished people.

Now Lord Headley is a ventriloquist inasmuch as he can speak without moving his lips. He lives at St. Margarets, near Twickenham, and I introduced him to Douglas Sladen, who lived across the Thames at Richmond; so the pair became great friends. But it was his lordships ventriloquial abilities that worried me. We would travel down from London together by car to some distant town, arrive about six oclock, eat a chop, and go to the place where I was billed to lecture, usually for some local charity, so I paid the expenses! Duly we arrived on the platform amid applause, and duly he would rise and make an eulogistic speech that caused me to blush.

Then, when I rose and began to try and entertain my audience for an hour and a half without the aid of pictures — no easy task in these days, if one is not a variety performer, I assure you — he would presently sotto voce give his humorous impressions of the audience. I heard whispered loudly, though nobody else could hear, something as follows:

Good Lord! What a funny crowd! Putrid! Look at that old girl at the corner of the third row! What a guy! Shell look under the bed to-night to make sure theres not a spy there!

Then a pause.

Thats it! Theyve all got their mouths open now. Tell them a funny story. Yes, theyre right with you — with you every time — look at the reporters scribbling it all down — lots in the papers to-morrow. Phew! The place is packed. Im tired — beastly tired!

I was compelled to endure this, and much more, for he would single out persons in the audience, indicate them, and criticize their personal appearance in such a manner that I had to clench my hands and set my jaws hard to keep myself from laughing in the faces of my listeners.

One hot summers night I was advertised to lecture in the Town Hall at Windsor, and we drove down together by car from London. It was for charity. I was suffering from a bad cold in the head, and I could hardly speak. Indeed, I had been in bed till four oclock, but was determined not to disappoint those who wished to hear me.

I had been told, too, that, the Court being in residence at the Castle, a number of officials attached to it had taken tickets.

On the way down I said to my chairman:

Look here, Headley, no humour to-night. Im horribly ill, and really cant stand it. How I shall get through it I dont know.

My dear fellow, I can see youre queer, he replied. I wont utter a single word. Dry up early, and lets get back as soon as we can. We have to go up to Newcastle to-morrow, remember.

And so it was arranged.

The big hall was packed. His lordship explained that I was suffering from a very bad cold and had risen from my bed to fulfil my promise in the cause of charity.

Then I rose, and I started in a voice that I fear was very harsh and hoarse. Though feeling only half awake I nevertheless did my best.

For nearly half-an-hour I went on, till suddenly I heard that familiar voice exclaim in a whisper:

I know that you will forgive me. I humbly apologize, but I — I really cant help it. Dont kick me when you get me outside, will you? But weve actually come across It at last! Great Scot! Look!

I continued lecturing, determined to take no notice of his lordships remark.

A few minutes later he said:

Ah! Its quite evident that youve lost your sight as well as your voice. No! Youre not looking in the right direction! Youre blind!

I continued with my lecture, telling a story that made the audience laugh.

My dear fellow, whispered my chairman, do look down below — in the first row of the stalls.

I did so, and at once I burst out laughing with the audience. I could not help it.

In a seat right beneath where I stood sat an elderly lady in black, with a double-sized old-fashioned ear-trumpet, covered with a little black lace curtain, and as she listened intently, she turned the whites of her eyes upwards to me. She was the wife of a famous headmaster whose name I think I may as well omit.

When we got outside, Lord Headley said:

I knew, my dear Le Queux, that you would, in such circumstances, forgive me for breaking my promise. But I couldnt resist. Oh! What a time we have on these lectures, dont we?

I had many other humorous adventures on my lecture tour. More than once I found Horatio Bottomley lecturing in the same town as myself, and staying at the same hotel. On such occasions we always had supper together.

I knew him in London quite well, for I used to write for John Bull. Almost the first week I went out lecturing I met him on the railway platform at Perth, on a winters day, both of us going up to Dundee.

Well, Le Queux, he asked, bustling up with his secretary behind him, what are you doing here?

I told him that I was out lecturing.

So am I, dear boy, he said in his breezy way. So am I. Just trying to turn an honest penny, you know!

At his trial he alleged that he made nothing by his tub-thumping lectures that drew such big crowds because he was such a fine showman, but I happen to know that he would turn up his nose at a fee of a hundred guineas to lecture. He told me so.

At that moment Horatio was the idol of the middle and lower classes. They believed in him, and certainly he was very outspoken in his criticisms, and, like myself, was hated by theauthorities because he dared to tell the truth. One afternoon I strolled in at one of his lectures in a mining town, where quite unexpectedly he pointed to me and told his audience what I had done for England. I was cheered to the echo, and felt most embarrassed.

I could write a volume about my amusing experiences while lecturing. Travelling in war-time was bad enough, and what with food-rationing, lack of motor-cars, and such-like inconveniences, it was really a dogs life.

Both Mr. Lloyd George and Lord Colwyn were extremely good to me during my lecturing, for they both took a great interest in my propaganda against the enemy. Both knew that my attitude was correct and reliable beyond attack, for, had it not been, I should have been prosecuted and probably imprisoned for publishing books in defiance of the Governments censorship.

Here I will say a word concerning the censorship of letters. The reader will recollect that a huge department was formed to open and read everyones correspondence. Hundreds of men, women, and flappers were engaged in Kingsway and its vicinity in order to throw dust in the eyes of the public, in pretence of preventing enemy communication. And ones letters were marked with the words, Opened by the Censor.

This was all too funny for words, though you, my reader, and myself had to pay for it, even to the flappers teapots. The whole department was a delusion and a fraud. I know this is a sweeping statement to make, but I make it because the German Secret Service had discovered a means of secret writing between the lines of an ordinary letter that, even if suspected and treated with chemical reagents, as so many hundreds were, the invisible writing, instead of being revealed, was instantly destroyed! I feel half inclined to explain the matter, but I hesitate to do so for fear that it may not be in the public interest.

I know Herr Steinhauer, who acted as chief director of German espionage throughout the world. In 1913, while on one of my periodical visits to Turkey, I was staying as usual at the Pera Palace Hotel in Constantinople.

Before dinner Fred Stevens, who was one of the known crooks in Constantinople — now dead — lounged in, and we took our glass of sherry in the bar. As we lifted our glasses there entered a tall, round-faced, smartlooking man of about forty, with a well-trimmed fair moustache and typically German, whom he introduced to me as Dr. Beutner. I understood that he was a representative of the big furnishing house of Heewart Wolfe in Berlin, and that he was their buyer of Turkish, Persian, and Angora carpets, of which he was an expert.

I strolled about with him for several days, and Stevens accompanied us. On two evenings we went together to the Concordia, the gay music-hall in the Grand Rue, and one afternoon we crossed the Bosphorus to Scutari and spent a delightful evening there. It was not till two months later that, to my great surprise, I discovered that my entertaining friend Dr. Beutner was none other than the notorious Herr Steinhauer, the Kaisers bosom friend and confidant, and head of the service of German espionage in Great Britain.

About eighteen months before the war I met another highly interesting person, whose name was afterwards on everyones lips. It was in a far-off log-built fishing town, a black, treeless settlement, which for three months in the year endures the Arctic night. It was snowing hard when I stepped off the black old tramp-steamer, laden with dried fish and whale-oil, on to the new landing-stage of what was afterwards to be an important strategic point, the little place founded in 1900, called Alexandrovsk. At that time public works had just been ordered from Petrograd — the Catherine Harbour to be deepened and a new quay built. I lunched with the captain of the ship, the engineer in charge of the works, the stout military commander in a grey uniform too small for him, and a scraggy-bearded, long-haired, ill-conditioned-looking man in a greasy black robe. His eyes were bloodshot and deep-set, he spoke the Russian of the mujik, but he s wore, suspended by a heavy silver chain, a crucifix of magnificent emeralds.

I wondered what could be the worth of those splendid gems. After we parted and I returned again to the ship, I inquired of Captain Thurstrup as to whom the priest might be.

Oh, he replied, I ought to have told you. He is the Monk Rasputin, the great friend of the Emperor. There are all sorts of wonderful tales afloat as to his influence over the Imperial family, and many of them are, I believe, true. He has come down to see the place and report to the Emperor.

Little did I dream that the dirty, unkempt, pasty-faced priest with his sinister smile and damp, flabby hand was the Kaisers creature, who would eventually throw Holy Russia into the melting-pot.

I think it is well-known that after the murder of the Mock-monk in Petrograd the Kerensky Government handed to me, in confidence, a great quantity of documents which had been found in the safe in the cellar of his house, in order that I might write an account of the scoundrels amazing career. This I did, from the documentary evidence, under the title of Rasputin, which met with great interest all over the world. Now among that huge mass of letters, telegrams, and compromising correspondence from the Empress and others — for Rasputin was a blackmailer, as well as a priest — I found the greater part of a manuscript which he himself a criminal, had evidently intended to publish, entitled Great Russian Criminals. It was in French, a language which the monk knew only slightly, and being typed, had evidently been dictated. In it I found to my amazement the actual truth concerning the Jack the Ripper crimes!

I did not publish it in my book because I have been unable, until recently, to verify any of the facts alleged. I will, however, quote from Rasputins own manuscript which, before I returned it to the Revolutionary Government, I copied, as follows:

London was horrified by the evil work of a mysterious criminal known as Jack the Ripper, who killed and mutilated a number of women of ill-repute in the East End of the capital. The repetition of the appalling crimes mystified the world. The true author of these atrocities was disclosed by a Russian well-known in London, named Nideroest, a spy of our Secret Police, who was a member of the Jubilee Street Club, the Anarchist Centre in the East of London. One night in the club the identity of Jack the Ripper was revealed to him by an old Russian Anarchist, Nicholas Zverieff. The mysterious assassin was Doctor Alexander Pedachenko, who had been on the staff of the Maternity Hospital at Tver, and lived on the second floor in the Millionnaya, but had gone to London, where he lived with his sister in Westmorland Road, Walworth. From there he sallied forth at night, took an omnibus across London Bridge and walked to Whitechapel, where he committed his secret crimes.

Alexander Pedachenko, according to Zverieff — whose record appears in the reports of the Secret Police — was aided by a friend of his named Levitski, and a young tailoress, called Winberg. The latter would approach the victim and hold her in conversation and Levitski kept watch for the police patrols, while the crimes and mutilations took place. Levitski, who had been born in London, wrote the warning post-cards signed Jack the Ripper to the Police and Press. It was through Levitski that Zverieff knew the truth.

The report of Nideroests discovery amused our Secret Police greatly, for, as a matter of fact, they knew the whole details at the time, and had themselves actively aided and encouraged the crimes, in order to exhibit to the world certain defects of the English police system, there having been some misunderstanding and rivalry between our own police and the British. It was, indeed, for that reason that Pedachenko, the greatest and boldest of all Russian criminal lunatics, was encouraged to go to London and commit that series of atrocious crimes, in which agents of our police aided him.

Eventually at the orders of the Ministry of the Interior the Secret Police smuggled the assassin out of London, and as Count Luiskovo he landed at Ostend, and was conducted by a secret service agent to Moscow. While there he was, a few months later, caught red-handed attempting to murder and mutilate a woman named Vogak and was eventually sent to an asylum, where he died in 1908.

After the return to Russia of Levitski and the woman Winberg the Secret Police deemed it wise to suppress them, and they were therefore exiled to Yakutsk. Such are the actual facts of the Jack the Ripper Mystery which still puzzles the whole world.

I venture to give this quotation from Rasputins unfinished work because I have only recently discovered that a doctor named Pedachenko did actually live in Tver, and his homicidal tendencies were well-known. Again, I have further found out that a man named Nideroest was a member of the Jubilee Street Club and was known in connection with the Anarchist affray at Tottenham, and also with the Sidney Street affair.

In addition, it must be remembered that during the war, Rasputin was plotting with Protopopoff, Minister of the Interior, for the downfall of Russia, and therefore he had access to all the secret archives of that Department, from which it is plain he obtained his facts.

Hence, without agreeing that our police system is defective, I print these disclosures among Things! Know.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

STORIES OF FAMOUS FOLK — Mr. Lloyd George Chaffed by Lord Birkenhead — We Journey Together to Eat Oysters — Sir John Foster Fraser, Max Pemberton and Myself Make a Bet — How the Ex-Premier Pulled Our Leg — Sir Robert Horne and the New Zealand Mutton — General Brab Brabazon and His Good Looks — Eveleigh Nashs Funny Stories — Coulson Kernahan Recounts Some Amusing Episodes — Miss May Edgington and the Film Producer — How a Novelist Rode a Race — Sir Rider Haggard and Myself Have an Adventure.
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LAST OCTOBER I went as fellow-guest with Mr. Lloyd George, Lord Birkenhead, and Sir Laming Worthington Evans down to the annual oyster feast at Colchester. The Mayor of Colchester had asked me to propose the toast of The Colne Oyster Fisheries — why I know not — but as Mr. Lloyd George was available at the last moment I happily escaped the necessity of telling a he as excuse.

We were a merry party on the way down, for it included T. P. OConnor, the Lord Mayor of London and Lady Mayoress, Sir John Foster Fraser, Max Pemberton, and Mr. Lloyd George, who made us laugh with his many humorous remarks. He was wearing a particularly shabby felt hat, and Lord Birkenhead, always smartly groomed, chipped him about it.

Mr. Lloyd George took off his faded hat, regarded it critically, and said:

Do you think anybody will notice it? Its moving day to-day, for we are clearing out of Downing Street; the fact is, I couldnt find another!

Sir John Foster Fraser, Max Pemberton, and myself, then made a bet that somebody at the coming feast of oysters would in the course of his speech, certainly refer to the succulent bivalve.

Later we all three listened intently to the speeches, after we had eaten dozens of delicious oysters, washed down with Chablis.

Suddenly Mr. Lloyd George, beaming with good humour, rose, and in the course of his speech said: And now that we have just partaken of these very succulent — and then he paused and looked across to where Max and I were seated, and smiled slyly— these very succulent oysters, he went on.

I heard a distinct groan from Foster Fraser, near by.

At that function the Mayor of Colchester had, for some reason, issued the invitation to Sir William Le Queux, and as such I appeared in all the newspapers, much to the amusement of my friends and also to that of the ex-Prime Minister.

I have met so many famous folk, and heard so many stories told, that I hardly know where to commence.

A dear friend of mine who often kindly invited me to her delightful house, Inchmery, is Constance Lady de la Warr, who is a most charming hostess of the old school; she is extremely well versed in literature, and knows innumerable literary people. Her son, the late Earl, was a great friend of mine in the days when he was developing Bexhill and when all the financiers who helped him took their pound of flesh, much to the dear, but rather erratic, Earls detriment.

One winter evening, his lordship met me at a railway station on the border of the New Forest, and drove me to his mothers house so furiously in the dark that I never thought I should five to enter the well-lighted stone hall. But I did, and there found Eveleigh Nash awaiting me, for he has been for many years a great friend of the de la Warrs.

That night at dinner I remember he told us an amusing story. He said:— I once knew well a wonderful old lady, Mrs. Herbert of Llanover (the mother of Lord Treowen). She was nearly ninety when she died, but to the end her brain was clear, and her memory amazing; and, when I used to stay with her at Llanover, she told me many good stories, of which the following is a sample.

She married, in the early reign of Queen Victoria, Mr. John Arthur Jones of Llanarth Court, Monmouth, but she had not long been Mrs. Jones before she hated the name and asked her husband whether he could arrange to take the surname of Herbert, which he was quite entitled to do, as his family had inter-married with the Herberts. Being a very punctilious gentleman, Mr. Jones decided, before taking any definite steps in the matter, that he would write to Lord Pembroke, the head of the Herbert family, to ask whether he had any objection to his taking the name of Herbert. To this inquiry Pembroke replied, I have not the slightest objection to your assuming the name of Herbert, provided in turn you dont ask me to take the name of Jones.

I can recall two more amusing stories Nash told before the smoking-room fire at the Devonshire Club, with Lewis Edmunds, K.C., the chairman of the committee, standing astride on the hearthrug, and Noel Mobbs, Lord Blyth, and Lord Cowdray listening.

He said:

General Sir John Brabazon, who died recently, was a well-known figure in town. Among his friends he was called Brab, but as he never could sound the letter r he was more familiarly referred to as Bwab. He was once talking to a lady in the drawing-room of a house where he had been invited to dinner, when an ugly-looking man with a large blue patch on his cheek and nose came into the room. Brab, who hadnt caught the ladys name, turned to her and said in a horrified accent, What a dreadful looking fellow!— Excuse me, General Brabazon, replied the lady frigidly, but that is my husband.

Oh, really, said Brab, who was not in the least perturbed by his blunder, how very interesting that I should have met you this evening, because very likely you can tell me — is he like that all over?

We all laughed, whereupon Nash went on:

Dr. W. A. Chappie, who was Liberal M.P. for Stirlingshire for several years, told me an amusing story about Sir Robert Horne, the ex-Chancellor of the Exchequer. Sir Robert was the Conservative candidate who opposed him, and having heard that Dr. Chappie was a native of New Zealand, he determined to make the best of the information. One evening Sir Robert was addressing a meeting in the parish of Slamanan, where he was born, and remarked, I see around me many old friends with whom I have played on the green as a boy, and I venture to think that you would rather have the home-bred stock than New Zealand mutton. This was received with cheers and much laughter, but, unfortunately, its effect was spoilt by an old Scotsman, who shouted from the back of the hall, We can do fine wi the mutton; its the horns we dinna want. Sir Robert Horne was not returned at that election.

Basil Tozer, whose newly-published volume, Recollections of a Rolling Stone, has been so much talked about, I have known for many years, and among amusing stories that he has not included in his book is one that he told me in Boodles recently.

For some months during the war he was billeted in a little cosmopolitan hotel in Rouen, and on going up to his bedroom rather late one night he found that his heavy earthenware hand basin had not been emptied. Deciding on a course habitual to the aborigines of the town, he opened his bedroom window, meaning to empty his basin out of it, when to his horror the basin slipped from his hands and fell with a crash on to a glass roof on the ground beneath, and on to the table where a lot of Canadian N.C.O.s were playing jack-pot.

The howls of execration and outburst of frightful language that followed I shall never forget as long as I live, Tozer said to me. To avoid discovery he at once switched off the light and jumped into bed, and next day he had the satisfaction of hearing the Canadian N.C.O.s declaring to each other the awful things they would do to the owner of that basin if they only could lay hands on him.

But they never did lay hands on him!

The eccentric Dr. Cann, who, as Tozer tells us in his book, used to walk about the London streets in his shirt-sleeves in the height of the season, had a great iron safe full of sixpences that he had collected. He thought that it was insanitary to wear a tie, and therefore never wore one; and though himself abstemious, he carried in his pocket a flask of port and a flask of sherry from which he would give drinks to anybody he met in Oxford Street or any neighbourhood that took his fancy. He was at one time the leading physician in Dawlish. He died a year or two ago.

But Tozer does not tell us that when Dr. Cann owned steeplechase horses, he, Tozer, used to train and ride them for him. One of these animals was, I well remember, a big raking chestnut, called Kaiser, which Tozer rode at Torquay races, Totnes races, and elsewhere.

It was at a Torquay meeting that, happening to be standing by when a horse fell at a bank, throwing and stunning its rider, Tozer jumped on to the animals back and finished the race, coming in second! And the most curious thing was that when he went to weigh in he exactly tipped the scale at the weight of the rider who had been thrown, so that had he won the race it would have been awarded to the animals owner!

A racing friend tells me that the rule is that if a horse falls, anybody who is a qualified rider, as Basil Tozer was, is at liberty to get up and finish the race, if the horse be in the field where he fell, namely that he had not jumped another fence.

Stanley Austin of the Daily Minor, who is so well-known in literary and Bohemian circles, related a story to me lately, while we were dining together at the Arts Club. Sir William Orpen, K.B.E., R.A., the famous portrait painter was, he told me, staying at a well-known country house and incidentally painting the portrait of the wealthy owner. One morning Sir William came down before breakfast to work on the portrait and was met in the hall by the butler, who said, Youre a painter, arent you?

Certainly, said Orpen. Well, I wish youd do a little job for me. That infernal fool, my young footman, has kicked some paint off the drawingroom floor, and there will be a devil of a row if the master sees it; will you touch it up a bit?— Of course I will, said Orpen, and fetched his palette and did the job, thoroughly enjoying the humour of the situation as did also the master when Orpen told him some time afterwards.

The other day, while I was walking with a well-known member of the Wellington Club up St. Jamess Street, an elegantly-dressed foreign-looking man in tall hat, morning coat and monocle, suddenly passed us. They nodded, and I asked who he was.

Oh! Dont you know? Thats Count Glaxo, was my friends reply, they call him that because he is the father of so many bonnie babies.

Miss May Edgington, the well-known novelist and dramatist, who is one of the prettiest and most charming of all our lady writers, one afternoon, with her husband, motored out to see me at Guildford. Her husband is Mr. F. E. Baily, editor of the Royal Magazine.

We were sitting together on the lawn discussing the sharp practices of the kinema trade and how the importation of German-made films was proving detrimental to our own products, when she told me a good story concerning the foreign kinema idea of English sport.

One of my stories has been recently filmed, she said, and I was asked to the trade show and to be guest of honour at the lunch afterwards. Although I hate films, I went to the trade show and saw that they had kept faithfully to the story, except that they had put in an extra scene at the beginning, depicting a lovely country house, with its lawns, gardens, and flowers, with beautiful women walking about in beautiful frocks. One or two of the women were leading petted greyhounds. The men were mostly in silk hats and morning coats, apparently proposing marriage to anyone they met under the rose arches. It was altogether a pretty scene.

So when the film people asked me afterwards what I thought of my picture, I said it seemed very nice and that they had kept pretty closely to the story, except for the addition of the garden-party with which it opened. Whereupon the producer replied somewhat coldly: That isnt a garden-party, Miss Edgington; thats a British coursing match!

Coulson Kernahan, a friend of Swinburne and Watts-Dunton, has been my friend ever since the days of long ago when he was reader to Ward & Lock, the publishers, and recommended them to publish some of my earlier works. To him quite recently a well-known novelist with no small idea of himself, but who had had, in the Daily Chronicle, a bad review of his latest book, said:

I dont care what the Chronicle says, or what any other infernal paper says about my work — I have a public behind me.

Have you? remarked C.K., as he is known to his friends, with a smile. That accounts, of course, for the odour of bad whiskey that pervades you, and gives some of us the idea that you very often have a head.

I might have said swelled head, remarked Kernahan, as he told me the story. But instead he went on:

Youre lucky, my dear old fellow, to have a public behind you. My nearest pub at Fairlight is half-a-mile away.

Mr. J. A. Craig, editor of Great Thoughts, remarked one day to Kernahan that a friend of his, the Rev. Principal Griffith-Jones, was busy writing a book on Providence, a subject he had studied for thirty years.

Oh, thats nothing! said Kernahan. I have studied and practised improvidence for more that sixty. One day in the Savage Club I asked Kernahan what he thought of a certain man.

Oh, well, he replied, Hes the sort of man whose chief interest in life would, I could well believe, be in his collection of postage-stamps.

A few months ago I was lunching with him and Mrs. Coulson Kernahan, whose novels are so well known, at their pretty country house at Fairlight, near Hastings, where the windows command a magnificent view of the Sussex Downs and of the sea.

Among the guests was a very popular clergyman, the Rev. Halbert Boyd, author of that clever book Men and Marvels, with whom we are both on terms of intimate friendship.

While chaffing Boyd across the table Kernahan remarked, There are four creatures entirely without conscience — cats, spiders, journalists, and — clergymen. I added publishers to the list, and it was unanimously accepted.

Another story told of him is that while lecturing at Norwich one night a dog in the audience started barking furiously, so that he could hardly be heard. When the dog had been unceremoniously hustled out, Kernahan, having stopped, said: Now, if I were speaking in Parliament instead of lecturing here in Norwich, the papers to-morrow morning would punctuate its report with (in brackets) Interrupted by the Member for Barking.

During a railway journey from London one night he told me a story about a man who lived in the same east coast town where he once was living. The man, whose name was Dickson, began life as a small barber, then turned into a money-lender and advanced on mortgages, which he foreclosed as soon as he found that his clients were pressed for money. He then started to develop a building estate, and built a number of small detached villas in what he called Dicksons Avenue. Kernahan happened to be walking with a local friend when the name was being affixed to the end of the new road.

Ah! Quite so, he remarked to his friend, who had sadly suffered at Dicksons hands. Dicksons been aving you all his life!

While writing this book, I had an amusing experience with my friend and neighbour, Sir Rider Haggard. He had been asked to take the chair at the Gaiety Theatre at Hastings in aid of a fund for the starving children in Eastern Europe. Lady Paget, the organizer, spoke at some length, and after she had concluded a speaker rose from the row of the novelists supporters on the platform and began to address the meeting volubly on behalf of the League of Nations Union.

Now the League of Nations Union is like a red rag to a bull to the famous author of She. He had not noticed that the meeting was held under the auspices of the Union, so he writhed in his chair for some moments, and then rose to protest against this gentleman addressing the meeting.

The speaker apologized, and was about to sit down, when somebody shouted, Go on! Go on!

Another speaker explained humbly that the meeting had been called by the League of Nations Union, at which Sir Riders countenance was a study.

He withdrew his protest and sat it out to the end, but as he and I went back to St. Leonards his anger knew no bounds, and he declared that he would never again take the chair at a charity meeting.

Sir Rider Haggards business acumen is well shown in the following. A certain well-known book of his, written years ago, was not copyrighted in the United States, and an enterprising film firm at Los Angeles, on discovering this, resolved to make a screen-play of it. They did so, and it was a huge success. It was brought to England and shown everywhere up and down the country, the company making huge profits, while its author waited patiently. Then, when it was all over, Sir Rider Haggard descended heavily on the offending pirates and compelled them to disgorge all the profits they had made in England and other countries where the story had been copyrighted.

As I write these lines I note with deepest regret the death of my old bull-dog friend Klondike Boyle. A big, blue-eyed man with a hard, bitter look, he was a son of the Canadian prairie, and a man whose adventures in the back of beyond would fill volumes. His baptismal name was Colonel Joseph Wentworth Boyle, D.S.O. At one time he was manager to Slavin, the pugilist, but on the outbreak of war he was on the Yukon, 10,000 miles from England, where he raised a machine-gun corps, which was later trained at Witley camp, in Surrey.

He was known to everyone as The King of the Klondike, and while at Witley was invited by my popular friend, Mrs. George Pinckard, to stay at Coombe Court, George Pinckards beautiful place close by, and I dined with them one night. While there Mrs. Pinckards charming little daughter, Coral, became greatly attached to the big, bluff fellow, and he gave her several small nuggets of Klondike gold. One day Coral came up to him and said: You are a king, arent you?

Boyle smiled at the child, and replied: They call me a king, but Im not really one.

Ah! replied the little child, I thought not, because you dont wear a crown.

One day I was his fellow guest at Coombe, and with his hostess, Mrs. Pinckard, we were walking across the park to see the remounts, when the conversation turned on his great fortune. He described, how during the gold rush, he and his seven companions did their thrilling 400-mile forced march from Dawson City to the Yukon. The party reached the Yukon more dead than alive. There were rumours that gold was to be found in that area, and, with Frank Slavin as his partner, Boyle staked out a claim, the boundaries of which were determined only by the limit of view.

Yes, said Boyle, as we crossed the beautiful park, we picked out a bend of the river as far as the eye could reach, and soon proved our claim, and struck it square.

The fact was that, after the claim had proved to be the greatest placer (alluvial) gold mine in the world, Boyle and his associates took out £3,000,000 worth of gold.

Harry de Windt and his friend Tony Safe were up there at the time, and though they were both lucky, Boyle took the honours.

Immediately after the Armistice I again met Boyle at the house of a well-known actress, and our conversation chanced to turn on the Near East. He became interested, especially about things I told him concerning Roumania. It apparently fired his ambition to go there, for a few weeks later he went to Bucharest, and within a couple of months had become the hero of the Roumanians. A dare-devil to his finger-tips, he was absolutely without fear. It was he who, when the Bolshevists refused to hand over sixty Roumanian prisoners, flew into the Bolshevist camp by French aeroplane, leaped into the same boat as the prisoners, and made the Russians take him with the prisoners to the Crimea. There he persuaded the Bolshevists to keep their word and returned with the prisoners to Bucharest.

The King and Queen of Roumania took a great fancy to him, so much so that our Foreign Office regarded him with considerable annoyance, for he became one of the leading men in that country. It was he who prevented one of the Roumanian princes from eloping. Subsequently he became food-controller and also reorganized the Roumanian railway service. He always appealed to me as one of the most daring adventurers I have ever met. He had the spirit of a lion and the heart of a child.

Boyle latterly went everywhere with the King and Queen of Roumania, and the last time I saw him was last summer, when he was bathing in the sea at Deauville accompanied by the Queen, with the King of Spain watching. I afterwards had a chat with him in the palm-court of the Normandy, when he told me that he had fallen foul of the British Government, who suspected him of espionage!

I have just mentioned Mrs. George Pinckard. She is one of the most witty and popular women in London, and has an enormous circle of friends, whom at her charming house in Chesterfield Street she so constantly entertains.

When a certain man who began life as a small grocer had married his cook, and had waxed wealthy during the war, was made a baronet, Ruby Pinckard is credited with inventing a conundrum, which went the rounds of Society:

What has the King accomplished that the Almighty was unable to do? was the question.

The answer was: Hes made Mrs. X a lady!

George Pinckard her husband, who is equally popular in Society, is Lord of the Manor of Witley, and was for some years Master of the Chiddingfold Hounds.

One day during the war George, on being told that a lady with a foreign name had changed it to Nelson, at once remarked:

Why Nelson? Why isnt she up to date and call herself Jellicoe at once?

The late Viscount Midleton was extremely near-sighted — indeed, almost blind. One day he and George Pinckard were travelling together from Waterloo to Guildford, when, after chatting a few moments, both settled themselves and began to read. Suddenly Lord Midleton thought he had a bundle of rugs at his side, got up, and began to lift them up on to the rack. There was a loud shriek, for the bundle proved to be a diminutive old lady wrapped in furs. Lord Midleton was most profuse in his apologies, and George Pinckard had to begin a merry conversation in order to clear the atmosphere.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

ADVENTURES IN CLUBLAND — The Last Bohemian in Paris— Uncle Smith and the Junior Garrick Club — A Night Drive with W. S. Penley and its Result — We Sell Up the Junior Garrick — The Crichton — Our Lions of the Savage — Society Establishes the Lyric Club — I Dine with La Belle Otero before Her Début — A Tragedy of Leicester Square — Earl Roberts at My Suggestion becomes President of the New Vagabonds — The Argonauts — Tales of the Lyric Club — The Devonshire Club, and Once Crockfords in the Days of the Dandies — The Exclusive Crimes Club and What We Do There — Mysteries of the Ham-Bone Club.
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I HAVE KNOWN a good many clubs, and more clubmen of various social standing.

My earliest club was a little congregation that used to meet every night, in my student days, in Paris, at a table in the Café Vachette, in the Boul Mich. Paul Deschanel, my fellow student who afterwards became President of the Republic, Spiridion — the great painter whose Sappho is so well known — and Revillion, who is Préfet of Basses-Alpes, were members, with a dozen others. We called ourselves the Beggars Club, and dined frugally each night, the meal usually ending in some rag or other. We drank nothing more intoxicating than a framboise, an orgeat, or a café-cognac, known as a jus de chapeau, when funds permitted. We were beggars because we begged francs from one another.

Often on my visiting Paris nowadays I eat a meal alone in that same well-remembered corner, where I used to sit when a fellow-student of so many who have since made their mark. Some are dead, while others occupy high positions in literature, art, politics, and medicine. My thoughts wander back to the Bohemia in Paris that has long ago been a thing of the past — the world where a man is judged neither by his pocket nor his coat, but only by his real worth as a sterling good fellow.

It is perhaps not more than seven years ago when, one summers evening, while passing along the Boulevard de Clichy, I came across a tall, cadaverous old friend of my youth, Georges Brandenbourg, the famous journalist of the Figaro. He was dressed in his old-fashioned flat-brimmed silk hat, much worn, a frock-coat green with age, very baggy trousers, and a flowing black cravat.

Ah! mon cher Le Queux! he cried, patting me on the back. Welcome to Paris again! Lets have a drink!

I was compelled to have a glass of absinthe with him, and then, while we were gossiping about the Beggars Club of the old days, he suddenly said:

But you must dine with me to-night. Oh, you must, my dear fellow! I will accept no excuse. I have to do my Figaro article afterwards, but we must dine first. Yes, you must dine with me.

So we went forth again into the Boulevard, where my dear old Bohemian friend stopped at a butchers, bought half a kilo of biftek, which we roasted together over the gas-stove in his carpetless high-up room.

And it tasted sweeter to me, Bohemian that I am, than the very best dinner at the Ritz.

Two months later he died of septic pneumonia, and with him passed the last of the old-fashioned Paris Bohemians familiar to readers of Du Mauriers Trilby. His biographical notice was excellently written by my friend Ernest Daudet.

After The Beggars in Paris, the next club of which I became a member after coming to London as a journalist was the Junior Garrick, the premises of which were on the eastern corner of Adelphi Terrace. In the centre was the Savage, which still exists, and on the western corner the Crichton. I was a member of all three of them.

In those days of comparative poverty, before I joined the Globe, I went mostly to the Junior Garrick, because if I had no money with which to pay for my dinner — as was often the case — the accommodating hall-porter would lend me a small sum on my cheap watch-and-chain. How many times that watch-and-chain went backwards and forwards I could not count. But I could always rely on a good square club meal at the Junior Garrick.

We were a merry Bohemian crowd of literary men and actors, including Augustus Moore, Eric Mackay — who wrote Love-Letters of a Violinist — Linton, the landscape-painter, Beerbohm Tree, George R. Sims, old George Grossmith, who had just finished newspaper reporting at Bow Street, George Lay, the theatrical solicitor, Sir George Lewis, Penley, Charlie Glenney, William Terris, the actor, Dan Leno, then earning about five pounds a week and very glad to get a shop, Brandon Thomas, who wrote Charleys Aunt, Henry Pettit, young Harry Irving, and a host of kindred spirits. Most of us were in those days a very fourth-rate lot in all our professions, just as was our club. Its furniture was extremely shabby, and its only claim to distinction was that it was established in an old Adams house and had on its walls many oil paintings of considerable value.

When the bailiffs were put in those pictures were carefully considered, and when at last we were sold up, the hall-porters book, which everyone had to sign, sold for a big price because of the autographs of the members and their distinguished friends.

I recollect a little incident one Saturday night at the Junior Garrick.

Penley, who was playing in The Private Secretary, Charlie Glenney, who was resting, and myself had dined together at the club and had gone with Penley to the theatre. The house was crowded, so we spent the evening in Spaldings dressing-room, and after Penley had rubbed off his grease-paint and changed out of his clerical attire he suggested that we should have supper at Rules, in Maiden Lane, which we did.

Over the meal Glenney suggested that we should both spend Sunday at his house out at Isleworth, an invitation that we accepted.

So into the Strand we sauntered, long after midnight, and Glenney, hailing a passing hansom cab, said:

Look here, cabby, how much do you want to take us three to Isleworth?

Well, sir, I dont know where the devil it is, but Ill take yer for a quid!

The bargain was fixed. We three wedged ourselves into the cab and drove westward, trotting along Piccadilly, Knightsbridge, and Kensington, where I think I must have fallen asleep.

At any rate, when I again opened my eyes I found that we were at a standstill in the country, with the sun shining and the old horse quietly grazing on the grass beside the road.

I nudged Penley, who woke with a start, and in his thin, squeaky voice exclaimed:

Good Lord! Where are we?

I dont know, old man, was my reply; theres a breath of country air anyhow.

He pushed up the trap-door in the roof and shouted in his clerical voice:

Hi, cabby! Where are we?

I dont know, sir, replied a sleepy voice from above. But well go and see.

And he whipped up the old horse to explore, when at last we found ourselves well on the Portsmouth road, near Esher, very far from Glenneys house. We had breakfast at the Bear, and it was high noon before we arrived at Isleworth.

The Crichton Club was but a weak imitation of the Junior Garrick and did not last very long. Most of its members were also the habitués of the Junior Garrick, and on its collapse some of us went to the Yorick, in Bedford Street, Covent Garden, founded by Uncle Smith, once the leading light of the Junior Garrick. Others got themselves elected by hook or by crook to the Savage.

Neither the premises of the Savage nor its members need any description by me. Thirty years ago the Prince of Wales, afterwards King Edward, used often to preside at our weekly house-dinners, and the guests included the greatest men of the day. I can recall those dinners, when we had Stanley, Nansen — who wrote his name on the green wall, where one can see it still — half a dozen Lord Mayors and as many Cabinet Ministers, foreign diplomats and statesmen galore, as our guests, while there contributed to our post-prandial entertainments such well-known men as Rutland Barrington, George Grosssmith, Courtice Pounds, Toft the sculptor, Phil May, Alfred Praga, and dozens of others who were world-famous.

I have heard Alfred Praga, the President of the Society of Miniaturists, tell an amusing story of his introduction to the Savage Club.

Phil May was my sponsor at this club, and on the day of my election he perpetrated a bit of spoof, the effect of which I have hardly lived down yet — after a membership of over twenty-five years.

On introducing me as a new member in the bar I noticed he made some sotto voce remark that I — naturally flattered — thought were only complimentary things about me, and that he wished to spare my blushes. I afterwards learned that he told the fellows that I was immensely wealthy, and was equal to anything they could order in the way of drinks, and could simply buy the club up if I wanted to! Some took advantage of this, but others declined on the ground that they would never be able to return the compliment to a Croesus like myself. Alas! I had many an occasion afterwards on which I was compelled to make him explain away his little joke, and only gradually was I able to take my proper place as a humble exponent of one of the great impecunious professions.

After being a member of the Savage some ten years, Max Pemberton resigned, and so did I. Why, I really cannot tell to this day.

Perhaps it was because I had been invited to join the Committee of the Lyric Club, the handsome and luxurious premises of which had just been built at the corner of Whitcomb Street and Coventry Street, just off Leicester Square.

It was a Society club, of which Lord Lonsdale was the chief founder. It possessed all sorts of innovations, including a big private theatre, where theatrical shows could be given on Sunday evenings, and private diningrooms fitted as yacht cabins, Indian bungalows, etc., where the food was in keeping with the desired effect. Dinner in the yacht cabin was served by stewards in uniform, and in the Indian bungalow by Indian servants, and so forth.

It was the first club of its kind to have lady guests, and its chief feature was its Sunday-night theatrical entertainments. The club appealed to me as a Bohemian.

Indeed, I was a member of the Lyric Club all through the innumerable vicissitudes it withstood for many years. At last it died and was resuscitated as the Prince of Waless Club, under which title it dwindled away and was closed for a long time. It later became the Motor Club.

Each time I pass its portico to-day a sad tragedy is recalled to me, and which I will now relate.

Living in the Rue des Petit Champs, in Paris, was a friend of mine, Henri Jurgens, the well-known impresario. One afternoon, meeting me in the American bar of the Hotel Chatham, over which the ever-humorous Johnnie so long presided, he invited me to dine with him at his flat.

I found two new girls the other day, singing and dancing at a little café in Marseilles. They are coming to dine with me to-night and Im giving them a trial turn at Olympia afterwards, he said. Come and dine too.

I accepted, and found two very handsome, dark-eyed, and very modest young French girls, Provençal from their accent, neatly but poorly dressed, wearing cotton blouses and dark skirts.

It was a merry meal, during which Jurgens urged them not to be frightened at appearing before a Paris audience.

They are no more critical than they are in Marseilles, he assured them.

The elder was a dancer, and the other, a few months her junior, a café singer.

While we sat in a box in the theatre they went on one after the other, among the early turns, and both were voted successes. The dancer executed a Spanish dance with castanets, showing wonderful agility, while the other sang two gay chansonettes with a splendid voice and looked very charming in her stage dress.

The dancer was afterwards known as La Belle Otero, and the singer was her friend, Liane de Vries. In the later years of their huge successes, when they both became the rage of Paris and of London, and earned huge salaries, I often reflected on that night at M. Jurgenss flat.

About a year after their first appearance in Paris, Mademoiselle de Vries, who was notable for her great beauty, came to London to sing at the Alhambra, and, knowing her well, I invited her to sing at the Lyric Club one Sunday night.

She came, and delighted the audience, which consisted mostly of well-known Society people. Afterwards she had supper with me, and then, as we sat together in the corner of the room, she told me in confidence that M. Jurgens had proposed marriage to her.

I have refused three times, she said. He is such a dear, and has been so very good to me, yet I really cannot marry a man I do not love. This morning I had a telegram from him. He will be here to-morrow, so I shall leave London as early as I can in the morning, as I do not want to meet him.

Where shall you go?

I really dont know. I have written to the Alhambra management terminating my engagement.

That was all she would tell me; but she seemed greatly perturbed.

Presently, while she was standing in the hall with her cloak on, and I was getting into my coat, a cab stopped and my friend Jurgens, who was a member of the club, dashed in.

The girl gave vent to an exclamation of amazement and he excitedly persuaded her to go outside with him and get into the cab. For nearly half an hour the cab remained there, while the pair held an animated conversation.

Then they drove off. That was the last I ever saw of my poor friend Jurgens. Next day he telegraphed me farewell from Dover, and that same night he committed suicide in his flat in Paris.

That is why I can never pass the corner of Whitcomb Street and Coventry Street without a painful memory.

Some seventeen years ago I followed my old friend George R. Sims to the Devonshire Club, and there became one of a little literary circle that embraced Sir W. Robertson Nicoll, Clement Shorter, Max Pemberton, Sir George Sutton, Arnold White, and Frank Richardson, of whiskers fame, and G. H. Fosdike Nichols, who is Quex of the Evening News, and knows more about people and their doings than any other man in London.

Years have gone, but we all survive as I write this, save poor Sims, Robertson Nicoll, and the erratic Frank Richardson.

I have been a member of a good many dining clubs: first the Old Vagabonds, then the New Vagabonds, and afterwards of the Argonauts; all three having as their leading lights that dual control of my old friends Douglas Sladen and G. B. Burgin; the one hirsute and the other bald, but who, when working together to run a dining-club, formed the most perfect combination in the world.

All three clubs have been many times described, therefore I need not remark much about them, except that at the meetings of the New Vagabonds at the Hotel Cecil one met everyone worth knowing and everyone who had done something. Alas! It is a thousand pities that the New Vagabonds no longer exists.

I recollect when I asked Lord Roberts to become its president he looked at me very gravely, and asked:

What name did you say?

The New Vagabonds, I replied. And I recited the roll of membership, which included many famous names associated with art, literature, and the drama.

Well, he said, its title sounds uninviting, but I suppose Ive been as much of a roving vagabond as most of you. Yes, if they want me to become its president I will.

Mr. G. B. Burgin, in his excellent book, Memoirs of a Clubman, tells a story concerning myself at the first dinner of the New Vagabonds over which Lord Roberts presided.

He relates how, while I sat next to the president and was wearing miniatures of my decorations, a girl, indicating myself, asked him, Who is that distinguished General with the wistful face next to Lord Roberts?

Mr. Burgin also recalls an incident connected with the pronunciation of my somewhat unusual name — NOT a nom-de-plume, as so many have believed. He says:

I was coming up to town one day when a girl and her mother got into the train. The girl carried a book under her arm. When they were comfortably settled the mother said:— Give me that book of Le Queks, dear, and the daughter replied: Excuse me, mother, but I think you mean Le Kooks. They appealed to me, and I said authoritatively that the proper pronunciation was Le Kew; another man in the corner broke in with Le Kicks, and they were still kicking over it when I left the train.

Mr. Burgin was, of course, correct. My name has, however, always been a stumbling-block, and more especially so, since Pinero wrote The Gay Lord Quex.

I am one of the earliest members of another club, which is known as Our Society. It was started by Arthur Lambton — to whom I believe I acted as literary godfather — Ingleby Oddie, now coroner for Westminster, H. B. Irving, Lord Albert Godolphin Osborne, and Herbert Crosse, its object being the study of criminology. Professor Churton Collins, Sir Melville Macnaghten, of Scotland Yard, George R. Sims, Eveleigh Nash, Sir A. Conan Doyle, Max Pemberton, Filson Young, Arthur Diôsy, J. B. Harris-Burland, P. W. Everett, Thomas Marlowe, editor of the Daily Mail, with Sir Sydney Russell Wells, Sir George Turner, and Sir H. Waterhouse as representatives of the medical profession, soon gathered round our board, and by the rules membership was strictly limited to forty.

Lord Northcliffe, when he joined, nicknamed us The Forty Thieves.

About three or four dinners are held annually, and at them the latest mystery of crime is earnestly discussed, though there is a rule that our deliberations are entirely secret, and no word of them ever divulged. We have somehow now earned the sobriquet of The Crimes Club. About a dozen guests are allowed, and nowadays our membership has been increased to sixty.

Among the regular attendants, in addition to those mentioned above, are the Duke of Newcastle, Lord Portarlington, Lord Sackville, Lord Kintore, Sir Eric Drummond, Admiral Sir E. Inglefield, General Sir A. Balfour, Sir Wilfred Atlay, Sir Godfrey Baring, Sir John Hall, Sir Henry Jerningham, and Colonel G. Cornwallis-West, while legal celebrities such as Sir E. Marshall-Hall, K.C., Sir H. Curtis Bennett, K.C., and Mr. Theobald Mathew are all to be seen around the table.

Arthur Lambton, to whose untiring efforts the club is due, and who acts as honorary secretary, takes the chair, and the procedure is, that a member reads a paper on some recent criminal case, and sometimes it is followed by a discussion in which counsel, who has acted for the prosecution or for the defence, takes part. The cases are analysed and the mentality of the guilty one dissected in a manner that is of intense interest to those who study the psychology of crime. My own small contributions have been the description of the crimes of Landru, and how I helped the Sûreté to investigate them, and also a small description of spies I have met. It certainly is the most exclusive and most interesting club in London, and its subscription is two half-crowns yearly!

There is, of course, a long waiting list, but no vacancy occurs, unless a member resigns or dies. An additional loss to that of Lord Northcliffe, one of our best-known and most popular members, who has recently died, is caused by the death of my old and valued friend Arthur Diôsy, traveller and lecturer, whose striking features, with the long-upturned moustachios, were so well known in London drawing-rooms.

He was my friend through thirty years, and in many ways a most remarkable figure in Bohemian London. Though born in London, he was the son of Martin Diôsy, a Hungarian refugee and patriot. After being educated in Germany, he learnt Japanese and became an advocate for an Anglo-Japanese alliance, founding the Japan Society and being its chairman. He knew Japan better than any other Englishman and — let me whisper it — lectured for years on that country before he had ever visited it!

I recollect though we were close friends, we had not seen each other for about six years, when I happened to arrive in Biskra, on the desert border in Algeria. The hotel was a third-rate one, the others all being full.

Passing along the corridor, I heard a voice. Diôsys was peculiar and once heard was always remembered, so I knew who was my fellow-guest.

What ho! Arthur! I cried.

Whos that? asked Diôsy, with his strange, rolling tongue. Then he turned the corner, and, facing me, said:

By the beard of the Prophet, behold the mystery-monger!

I met Arthur Diôsy constantly all over Europe. When we sat together at the Crimes Club we used to exchange jokes about our travels. Lord Northcliffe, who was one of his great admirers, said one night at the club when we were all there together:

Look, Quex! Look at the wily old Jap! Take good stock of him, for hes wonderful. He can lecture on any mortal subject on earth at five minutes notice. And so he could.

Poor Arthur Diôsy! He was a man after my own heart, and I hesitate to let my pen run further across this page.

It was only just before last Christmas that, having eaten kippers together, at one oclock in the morning, in the Ham-Bone Club — Londons only really Bohemian Club, of which I am about to tell you — I strolled with him as far as Jermyn Street, and we stood outside the house where he had rooms.

Well, my dear Le Queux, he said, au revoir to you. You are going ski-ing in Switzerland, and I go to the Riviera. We shall both be back in town in March and we will then pick another pair of those succulent kippers, which are such a speciality of the Ham-Bone — eh?

We grasped hands and parted, while I walked along to the Devonshire in the moonlight.

He went out to Cannes, and, alas! died there a few weeks later.

And as I write this, his cheery caricature drawn by Sava Botzaritch still laughs out to me from its silver frame.

I referred to Arthur Lambton as the energetic organizer and secretary of the Crimes Club. He tells a good story about a murder. It will be recollected that Devereux murdered his wife, put her body in a trunk, and then poured glue all over her. When the trunk was opened she was taken out stiff and viscous like a fish.

Being at breakfast with his father, the late General Arthur Lambton, my friend asked: Anything in the paper this morning?— No, replied the General, except that I see a gentleman named Devereux has put his wife in aspic!

I have mentioned the Ham-Bone Club.

It is but vaguely known to Society, and then only through the Press publishing an occasional paragraph concerning it. Few even of artistic and literary London are aware of its existence.

As befits the only real Bohemian set still left in London, it keeps almost exclusively to itself. And yet it is surprising how many interesting and notable men — whose names are household words — gather together in stables and hay-lofts that have been transformed into the club premises. There artists, sculptors, editors, and other men of note go to enjoy themselves, to eat a cheap dinner, to laugh, to dance, to sup off kippers, and to find delight in innocent but exciting ragging.
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The walls of its big, narrow room, are covered with framed caricatures of the better-known members. There is a bar at one end with a big barrel on the counter, and little tables set around, together with a piano that is played by a young Armenian pianist and composer of great promise, whom everyone calls Marcantonio.

The place is crowded with members dancing with artists models, mannequins from West End dressmakers, and other pretty girls who were only allowed to join the club after the committee had made most searching inquiries and had proved that they were all regularly employed in some profession or another.

The Ham-Bone is the gayest yet most wholesomely minded of all the London night clubs.

You may go to the Embassy, where it is expensive, the Forty-Something, Rectors, and a dozen other night-dance clubs, but the Ham-Bone reigns supreme for fun, frolic, and a real good time. The Bohemians of London run it.

I have attended other eccentric London clubs. There was the now-long defunct Thirteen Club, established to counteract the superstition attached to that supposed unlucky number. I knew the Magic Circle or professional conjurers club, and am still a member of the Tatlers. Recently I was guest with Lord Birkenhead and Arthur Lambton at a new club formed by Oxford undergraduates, on similar lines to our Crimes Club. Their name is The Thugs.

I had a long discussion with the ex-Lord Chancellor, as to whether the right pronunciation was Tugs, Thougs, or Thugs. He pronounced that it should be Tugs, so Tugs it is.

That night, indeed, he was made a Tug, and seemed to thoroughly enjoy it.

The club is one that we shall hear more of in the near future.

Another club of which I was once a member, may claim to be one of the most exclusive clubs in the world — the Florence Club in Florence.

The members, which consist for the most part of the proud but penurious Tuscan aristocracy, actually blackballed a British Prince! After that, Major Percy Chapman, British Consul-General in Florence, Montgomery Carmichael, British Consul to Leghorn, and all the English members resigned, en bloc, including myself. For some years, too, I was a member of the Travellers Club in Paris, and later of the Turf Club in Cairo and the International Sporting Club at Monte Carlo.

But of all clubs, I prefer the Devonshire, with its old-fashioned comfort, and its fine traditions.

A good medical story was told me recently by my friend, Dr. Cyril Horsford, the well-known laryngologist and aurist, of Harley Street. While acting as specialist at the hospital at Genoa during the war, he found that to many of those rendered dumb by shell-shock, speech could be induced by touching the patients throat in a certain way and suddenly asking him a question. Late one evening a man was brought in and put to bed. He was unable to utter a word, so Horsford asked him if he would like to speak again. The man smiled incredulously, whereupon Horsford told him that he would restore his speech at twelve oclock to-morrow. The patient, however, wrote down that he would bet him all he possessed that he would not.

In the morning the specialist had many patients to see and at last the man in question was shown in. Horsford recognized him and acted as he had done in other cases, whereupon the man at once spoke.

Ah! you see! said the doctor, Ive won my bet!

Excuse me, sir, you avent, replied the man. You said twelve oclock, its ten minutes parst!

The most disreputable-looking person who ever entered the portals of the Devonshire Club was old Lord Clanricarde. I often chatted with him. He was shabby and parsimonious to the extreme. He had a mania for collecting paper-bags. He used very often to stay at the Victoria Hotel at St. Leonards, and I frequently met him out on the Promenade doing his shopping. This consisted of buying a couple of bananas, or an apple, or perhaps a bun, which he would eat in a shelter and then carefully preserve the bag until he had a pile upon his dressing-table, when his man upon his departure would carefully tie them up and take them away. He left, as is well known, his great fortune to the Lascelles family.

Even London police-court magistrates may be taken in. An acquaintance of mine, a well-known metropolitan stipendiary, met a few weeks ago an actor in another club of which I am a member.

They became friendly, and eventually the magistrate lent him £100 on the wife-and-starving-family appeal. The actor did not pay, the magistrate could not afford to risk publicity by putting him to the county court, so he rather foolishly wrote to the committee of the club asking them to remove the name of the delinquent from the list! The actor is now a hundred pounds the richer, and his worship will, I fear, have to whistle for his money!

There are several variations of the following Devonshire club story, but I give the true one, for which Eveleigh Nash vouches.

My friend, Frank Richardson, as everyone knows, held whiskers in deadly horror. One day Max Beerbohm had arranged with Frank to lunch with him at the club. Max arrived at a few minutes before one oclock and went into the smoking-room, where sat Thomas Barratt, head of the Pears Soap firm, one of the best of men, who possessed a colossal white, spade-shaped beard that swept half way to his waist. Beerbohm did not know who Barratt was, but he saw at a glance his patriarchal beard, so he went out into the hall, and pretended to be thoroughly overwhelmed. At that moment Richardson entered and dashed up to him.

Whats the matter, Max? he asked anxiously.

Hold my hand, hold my hand, replied Beerbohm with simulated breathlessness. Ive just seen Gawd!

In another of Frank Richardsons jokes I myself participated. He had just written his book on whiskers and was having a deadly feud with Tatcho Sims as he called him. A few days before Christmas when I entered the club, the porter handed me a large square parcel. I cut the string to find what appeared to be a handsome jewel-box, which, on opening, I found to contain three bottles of a much advertised tooth-wash, lying on a bed of apricot velvet.

Inside was a letter from the enterprising firm asking me to accept the little present, and if I obtained any benefit from their preparation would I kindly send them a line or two, which they might use when advertising. It was not an unusual request. I have had many such.

Hulloa! William! I heard Richardson exclaim behind me, then youve got a box too. I had mine a week ago.

Oh! I said. What did you write to the people?

He took from his wallet a copy of his letter, the firms reply, and his reply. Richardson wrote:

Sirs, — I am very grateful to you for sending me your wonderful preparation. I have used it on my hair with marked effect. It is turning my hair quite grey. — Yours very truly, Frank Richardson.

To this the firm replied regretting that Mr. Richardson had not read the directions, and that the preparation was intended for the teeth, and not the hair.

Franks reply was:

Sirs, — I have your letter, and I have thoroughly tested your preparation. I am glad to tell you that I have found it equally efficacious in dysentery and backache, in bleaching the hair, and in putting a shine on my brown boots. — Yours truly, Frank Richardson.

Mr. Lewis Edmunds, K.C., who interests himself very much in the Devonshire Club, tells me some quaint stories of the Bar.

One he told at the fireside in the smoking-room the other day was distinctly humorous.

Once I was junior with Sir Frank Lockwood in a divorce case heard in camera before Mr. Justice Butt — oh! a dreadful case! he said. Well, you know that the legal maxim is that a client must come into court with clean hands. During the course of the case, Lockwood, who was a marvellous caricaturist, drew a picture of our client with his hands dripping with ink! When the case was over the parties went away in two cabs which raced down the Strand and collided. Thereupon the parties got out and came to fisticuffs, the end being that they came up at Marlborough Street on cross-summonses for assault.

Rupert Grayson, who is a director of Eveleigh Nashs publishing company, told me at the Guards Club, where I was dining with him one night, a very interesting story of Monte Carlo.

Many stories of luck and fortune at Monte Carlo have been told, but this one that Grayson tells is even better, in my opinion, than most.

An Englishman punting at roulette placed five francs en plein on number seventeen. The number turned up. He understood very little French, and when the croupier inquired whether he wished to leave his winnings on the number, he called across the table Two, two, meaning leave two and return the rest. The croupier, misunderstanding him, imagined it Tout, tout, and began piling up the entire winnings on seventeen. When the Englishman saw that he was replacing more than two plaques he shouted excitedly, Two — enough, enough. The croupier, thinking he said Tout — neuf, neuf, transferred the whole of his winnings to number nine. Neuf, rouge, impair, et manque! cried the croupier a moment later. The Englishman had won over 6,000 francs with his original five francs in two coups.

Talking of Monte Carlo, Louis Drexel, Rupert Graysons brother-in-law, tells a good story of his father, Tony Drexel, who was staying at the Hotel de Paris. At three oclock every morning his father was awakened by a man in the room above throwing his boots violently on to the floor. This practice became so unbearable that at last complaints were addressed to Fleury, who was then manager at the Paris. The Frenchman apologized. M. Fleury could rest assured it would not happen again. Next morning, punctually at three oclock, the Frenchman returned to his room. Unthinkingly following his usual custom, he hurled his right boot to the floor before he remembered, with horror, his promise. In the room below, Tony Drexel, awakened as usual, lay waiting for the second boot. Long, dreary hours passed, till a message reached the Frenchman: As Mr. Drexel would like to get to sleep, would the gentleman have the goodness to throw down the second boot as soon as possible. The late Sir George Lewis, the famous solicitor, once declared to me in the Devonshire:

The Divorce Court is the biggest blackmailing court in all Europe. In half the cases there is blackmailing, and a general square-up all round before the parties go into court. The public never see divorce proceedings in their true light. The lawyers know, but the public is unaware.

Next day he used the same words in giving evidence before the Divorce Commission.

This view is borne out by my friend Lord Birkenhead, who quite recently declared to me that he had long reached the conclusion that our divorce laws are almost the worst in the civilized world.

In discussing the question with the Divorce Law Reform Union, of which the brilliant ex-Lord Chancellor is president, he told them that:

There is no chicanery and no trickery to which judges in the Divorce Court have not been compelled to resort. This does not apply to the judges in any other court of law. There is no room in this country for a clergy established by law who deny the right of marriage to people, freed by law, in a Church established by law, he asserted.

Another fellow-clubman at the Devonshire is a tall, cheery, athletic golf-player, well known in business circles in London. Mr. A. Noel Mobbs, brother of the famous Colonel E. R. Mobbs, D.S.O., who was ten years ago popular as wing-three-quarter in the English Rugby Football Team. When Colonel Mobbs died, a subscription fund for a memorial reached £2,600, and a bust was a year ago put up to his memory in the Market Square in Northampton, the balance being given to various charitable institutes in which he was interested.

My chief claim to fame is being Edgars brother, Noel Mobbs is fond of saying. But Noel Mobbs has another distinction, that of finance, for after the war he and a few friends gave the British Government seven and a half million pounds sterling for the dump at Slough. In addition, he is chairman of half-a-dozen other big companies, to which he attends, with his merry laughter, in his intervals between golf and bridge.

I was with him ski-ing in Mürren last year, and I witnessed one of the funniest sights I ever saw on the snow. Mobbs, tall, thin, and athletic, in proper ski garb, had picked up the art of ski-ing in a marvellous manner, and started to run down the Allmendhubel slope, which is very steep, as any ski-runner knows. As he approached the raised snow-bank at the bottom, he saw a pretty young lady in sweater and cap seated on the bank admiring the view across to the Jungfrau. He made an attempt to telemark, and thus stop dead, but he bungled it at about twenty-five miles an hour, crossed his skis, rammed them home in the snow, and landed plump in the astonished girls lap!

There he remained in an undignified position, and with many apologies, for a full ten minutes before he could be extricated, his skis being so deeply imbedded!

Many stories are told in clubs and elsewhere of men who, by surreptitious means, obtain a larger share of spirits than others not so cute.

Colonel F. J. Agabeg, of the Chota Nagpore Regiment, who was so well known in India before he retired and came to live in Bedfordshire, told me in Mürren last winter a very good example of this.

A brother officer of his one day after polo was seated on Agabegs verandah, about to take a peg. The native servant was pouring out the whiskey into a big, thirstquenching glass, and asked, How much, sahib?

Oh! just cover the ice, was the careless reply.

The Indian servant poured on, being unaware that ice floats.

In telling these stories I hope I have not taken the reader too frequently under the spreading chestnut tree; but if I have recounted an anecdote he knows, well I ask him to forgive me, particularly if I have told it in an inferior way.

Perhaps I may print some further reminiscences one day. But for the present these must suffice.

THE END
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